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"Comedy from afar, tragedy up close."
A rather famous saying, and one that has personally struck a chord with me these past few years. That's my civil service life in a nutshell.

From a distance, I might appear to be a thug wielding unlimited governmental authority, but look closer and I'm just a pitiful middle manager—squeezed from above and kicked from below. True, imperial officials wield tremendous power. But such officials are a dime a dozen. Hmm, like dogs everywhere.

What good is a prestigious family name or high rank? Above you are dukes and ministers standing firm. Even if you achieve the perfect trinity of ability, divine luck, and connections to reach the pinnacle of civil service, you still can't let your guard down. The imperial family exists above it all. Try to overthrow them? Perfect recipe for a forced family reunion in the afterlife.

That's why civil service life is so dismal. Superiors who only know how to pressure you, colleagues competing for promotion, subordinates frighteningly climbing the ladder. In such circumstances, handling matters well just keeps you even, while failure naturally earns you a beating. Oh, it's terrifying!

"Department Head. The Minister says if you don't come flying over right now, he'll kill you."

Even now, my ruthless direct superior doesn't hesitate to make threatening remarks to a poor, fragile civil servant like me.


"Tell him I deeply regret my responsibility for this situation and will resign."
"Didn't you use that last time, sir? Remember when he threw the inkwell? That was no joke."
"Was that then?"

I glance out the window. The raging storm seems to express my shattered heart. Strange, climate-controlling mages are supposed to be rare...

"Is he very angry?"
"Same as usual, sir."
"So he's fucking furious."

Sometimes it's pitiful to see. With that much anger, he'll die early. The deputy head, who had been updating me on the minister's condition, silently nodded at my quiet muttering.

Yes, I know you suffer too as the messenger.


"I'll head over. Gather all the section chiefs."
"Come back alive, sir."
"I will."

With the deputy head seeing me off, I moved with heavy steps. Despite being a department head who shouldn't have to come and go at others' beck and call, it just had to be the minister calling. I wish either he or I would retire soon.

"How the fuck do you do your job!"
"I'm sorry! I'm sorryyyyy!"

The moment I trudged into the minister's office, I heard shouting and instinctively bowed my head. Today was just like any other day.

Hmm, like dogs everywhere.

About five years ago.

"Who are you?"
"KYAAAAAAAH! YOUNG MASTER!"
"Doctor, call the doctor again right now!"
"Young Master, are you alright? Can you see how many fingers I'm holding up?"

I woke up to find myself in an unfamiliar room for the first shock, surrounded by strangers looking down at me for the second, and then explosive panic erupted when I asked who they were for the third. In just five seconds, I experienced three magnificent shocks, and that became the first memory of my possessed life.

When I think about that moment, my eardrums still seem to ring, but it was understandable enough that I almost feel sorry now. Of course they'd panic when the eldest son of the family falls from a horse and his first words suggest memory loss. If I had fumbled around a bit more, several servants would have lost their heads taking responsibility.

"Are you really alright...?"
"I told you I'm fine. I was just dizzy for a moment."

Fortunately, the original owner's memories came flooding in, allowing me to dismiss it as a simple mishap and send everyone out of the room. Whether it was the original owner's wish to protect his servants, or the generosity of whoever stuck me here, I don't know.

Though I doubt it was the latter. Someone with that kind of generosity wouldn't have stuck me here in the first place.

"Why me...?"

Regression, Possession, Reincarnation—collectively known as "the big three." Once novel concepts, but as time passed, it became harder to find stories without them. And I ended up with the "possession" role. Wow! How exciting!

The problem is that I have no idea why I became part of this prestigious trio. I never followed a trashy novel to completion, never left a 5,700-character rant about author drift, and neither did my monitor suddenly shine brilliantly nor did I get hit by a truck. I just went to sleep and woke up here, in this world.

Let's say I can understand that much. The phenomenon of possession itself is unreasonable and sudden, so trying to figure out why I was possessed is meaningless. Did other possession protagonists choose to be possessed by their own will?

'At least they could have made me an avid reader.'

The real problem is that I was possessed into a work I didn't know. Well, more accurately, one I knew but hadn't properly read. "The Lady Loves—"

'What was it again?'

Anyway, it was some romance fantasy novel with a title like that, which I only sampled the free chapters of before dropping. I only found that novel while wandering around the site like a stray dog looking for food. I heard a popular work was launching as a webtoon, so I just had a taste.

But it wasn't really my style, and I soon found another interesting work, quickly forgetting about it. Damn, if I'd known this would happen, I would have read the whole thing.

'...Romance fantasy possession.'

While I was frustrated about being possessed into a work whose content I didn't know, thinking about it carefully, it wasn't necessarily a bad situation. In a romance fantasy, a demon lord won't appear to destroy the world, nor will plagues or famines cause people to drop dead. There probably won't be any major wars either. Romance fantasies are busy enough just showing the sweet romances between characters.

So wasn't I possessed into a world created specifically for a sweet life? Moreover, the body I possessed is the eldest son of an imperial count family. A person with noble blue blood, that is.

Whoever you are, thank you for possessing me...!


"Ah, life difficulty set to easy mode."

The more I organized the memories I gained from the possession, the more I couldn't help but smile. The original owner of this body was Kal Kracius, 16 years old this year. The eldest son and heir of the Kracius Family. Neither a once-in-a-generation genius nor a crazy delinquent, just an ordinary noble youth.

In other words, I didn't need to pretend to be someone else or show that I was changing. I just needed to enjoy a happy noble life and be as good as others.

The only thing that bothered me was where the original owner of the body went, but I decided to think he was dead. Even if he wasn't, I had no way to give the body back. So from now on, I am Kal.

And so I enjoyed my happy otherworld life with a big smile on my face.

"Our family's glory is due to the grace we have received from the Imperial Family for generations."

For exactly one year.

The day after New Year's when I turned 17, I was summoned by the family head and reflexively nodded at his words.

I had keenly realized over the past year that when this imperial loyalist noble praised the Emperor and the Imperial Family, it was right to agree without hesitation. Indeed, the family head seemed satisfied with my reflexive agreement and moved on without further comment.

"Originally, our family had red blood, not blue. But 300 years ago, we achieved great merit in the Apels Invasion War."
"Thanks to that, we received titles and land from Emperor Eimanka and rose to nobility. His successor, Eimanka II, made the Kracius Family imperial counts. As the heir of the Kracius Family, I have never forgotten that profound grace."
"Good, you know well."
'How could anyone forget something they hear once a week?'

I showed a smile of satisfaction at the family head's pleased reaction and brushed it off. Now he would probably say "Continue to work harder for the Imperial Family" and send me back. So predictable.

"An opportunity has arisen to repay that grace, even if just a little."
"Pardon?"

I didn't expect this.

Despite my question, the family head continued, pulling out a document.

"There's a disturbance in the North. Foolish ones who dare to rebel against the Empire's authority are acting without knowing their place. However, since the disturbance is of a scale that cannot be ignored, His Majesty has expressed concern."
"That's unfortunate."
"Indeed. Therefore, the Kracius Family, as imperial counts and vassals of Emperor, wishes to contribute to eradicating these rebels who disturb His Majesty's peace of mind."
"Are you going to war?"

The family head nodded calmly. The Kracius Family is one of the imperial counts directly under the Emperor, holding the title of Count of Teilgleichen.

If the family head wants to lead the private army in Teilgleichen County to help suppress the northern rebellion, the Emperor would gladly accept. Then his purpose must be to ask me to manage the county while he's away.

'Oh, it's nothing serious. The steward does all the work anyway.'

Heir, acting count. I just need to stamp documents. The family head leaves most county business to the steward anyway. I was worried when the conversation suddenly changed direction, but it was unnecessary concern.


But as if seeing through my thoughts, the family head changed the subject once more.

"It's time for you to enter an official position."
"Me?"
"Yes. At 17, you can either enter the academy or take an official position."
"If I leave the county too, who will handle the affairs?"
"The steward does all the work anyway, so it's fine."

You shouldn't say that yourself, you incompetent lord.

"I've already arranged a position. They'll tell you what to do when you get there."
'You imperial loyalist bastard...'

Entering an official position at 17. It's legally possible under imperial law. But attending the academy was more common.

After all, what could a 17-year-old who just became an adult do in an official position? It would be more beneficial to go to the academy to learn various things and build connections with other noble children or talented commoners.

But the family head in front of me ignored all that and said he was sending his eldest son to an official position. Why? Because the Emperor is displeased, so he must send the family's surplus manpower to serve as labor in an official capacity.

And then proudly declare, "Our family's heir, who just became an adult, has entered an official position to serve the Imperial Family and Empire!" It's obvious. When this man does something out of the ordinary, you can understand by thinking about how it would look in the Emperor's eyes.

'Not bad... right?'

But surprisingly, it's not a bad option. The academy? Considering how I went straight through elementary, middle, high school, and college before almost being kidnapped into graduate school in my previous life, I'm not particularly eager to go. Most high nobles already complete academy education through private tutoring, and connections can be built sufficiently before or after the three years at the academy.

On the other hand, the official position was arranged by THE head of the Kracius Family. An imperial count directly under the Emperor of the Kfelopen Empire with its impressive imperial authority, and a representative prestigious military family. Since I'm only 17, they won't expect much, and with such impressive backing, I should be able to live comfortably... hey, this actually sounds good.

"I will gladly devote myself to serve His Majesty the Emperor."

At those words, the family head smiled, and so did I. The father and son, smiling for different reasons, headed to the Capital. The family head to join the northern punitive force with his private army, and I to warmly fill the supposedly milk-and-honey position he had arranged.

And so another four years passed.

"Damn, I should have gritted my teeth and gone to the academy back then."

The position arranged by the family head was not flowing with milk and honey but with blood and tears, echoing with wails. For four years, I experienced everything from chaos to complete disaster.

Those four years were enough to transform a 17-year-old youth who had been gleefully anticipating an easy life into a 21-year-old adult who had experienced all of life's hardships and hoped for retirement. Even now, hadn't I just barely escaped after being yelled at by the minister for two hours?

"This damn civil servant life, seriously."

The academy... do they still accept 21-year-olds?

# The Princess Department Head, Kidnapped by the Demon King Minister, Escaped and Returned on Her Own

"I'm back."
"Welcome back. You finished earlier than last time."
"I think the old man's stamina has decreased. That's what happens when you don't control your temper properly."

While I was responding to the Deputy Head's comment, the four Section Chiefs who were sitting with him started to stand up, but I waved my hand to make them sit back down.

"No, it's fine. No need to stand up."
"We should at least do this much since you're getting chewed out by the Minister on our behalf."
"You bastard, stand up right now."

The Section Chief of the 2nd Section provoked the Department Head, who retaliated by trying to crush him with his authority. It was complete chaos, but they seemed used to it as they snickered and returned to their seats. The five of them bowed their heads only after I sat down at the head seat. I nodded in acknowledgment and checked who was present.

Deputy Head, Section Chief of the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 5th Sections. Good, everyone's here.

"Well, my dear slaves. I deeply regret that we've gathered like this when it's almost time to go home."
"I have a date scheduled. Is this urgent?"
"With that comment, you're definitely on night duty."
"Shit."

The 2nd Section Chief, who had opened his mouth only to lose out, sank in his seat as I waved a document in my hand. The culprit that got me summoned to the Minister's office and the reason for calling this emergency meeting of executives right before going home. I can't count how many times I wanted to tear it up on my way here.

"See this?"
"I don't know about anything else, but I can clearly see the Minister's seal."
"What's the content? It's been a while since all the executives gathered."
"It's your work that stole two precious hours from the Department Head."

The document flew through the air with a whoosh, dancing in the air as if expressing my twisted feelings before landing precisely in the middle of the table.

Only then could the executives see the content, and they all awkwardly averted their gaze as if by agreement. The Deputy Head sighed deeply as if his insides were bursting, while the Section Chiefs either cleared their throats or stared at dust particles floating in the air, trying their best to avoid eye contact with me.

"Who led the takedown of the Yorun County?"

I murmured quietly as I observed their behavior. I looked like a parent giving an ultimatum: "Tell the truth now and I might let you off."

"I... I did it."

The Section Chief of the 3rd Section cautiously raised his hand after glancing around, and I responded with a gentle smile to the criminal who had confessed willingly.

"You, put your head on the floor while you listen."
"Yes..."

Of course, everyone knows that responding to an ultimatum doesn't actually mean you'll be let off. But they also know that refusing to comply would lead to something truly unbearable. The 3rd Section Chief swallowed his tears as he got up from his seat and put his head on the floor, while the other Section Chiefs deliberately looked away, praying that they wouldn't be caught in the crossfire.

Officially, the 3rd Section Chief led this operation, but in reality, all the Section Chiefs had jumped in together to tear apart the target. Knowing this fact, I glared at the Section Chiefs with burning eyes before letting out a sigh.

"My dear slaves. Although our job is to act as hunting dogs, if you bite and tear at anyone without discretion, I'll have to call you my dear bastards instead of slaves."


The department I lead, the Audit Department under the Imperial Ministry of Finance. Officially, an agency with absolute power that only answers to the Finance Minister and the Emperor.

And the name we're commonly known by is, as I just mentioned, hunting dogs. We monitor the flow of money, keep an eye on anything that has even a single imperial coin invested in it, and immediately crack skulls when illegal movements are detected. We're a group of lunatics.

People wonder if it's really okay for such an agency to be under the Finance Minister rather than directly under the Emperor—that's how formidable the Audit Department's authority is.

And because of this formidable authority, if we target the wrong person to bite, we get beaten from all directions as if they've been waiting for the opportunity.

"With the sudden beheading of the Yorun County, quite a few contracts burst along with it."
"A regrettable incident."
"The Golden Duke expressed concerns to the Minister about this."
"......"

The Deputy Head, who had been silent until now, flinched at the mention of the Golden Duke and glared at the 3rd Section Chief who still had his head on the floor. He probably knew that they had targeted the wrong person, resulting in a county being ruined, but he just learned now that the Golden Duke was connected to this. If he had known, he would have offered the Section Chiefs as sacrifices before the Minister summoned me.

"...So what did the Golden Duke say...?"
"You know how that man goes crazy when it comes to money? He wants financial compensation rather than just punishing those responsible."
"We have secured a list of families competing with the Golden Duke's faction. Which section should I assign this to?"
"The 3rd Section."

At those words, the 3rd Section Chief, who had been becoming one with the floor, stood up. My gaze toward him was still not kind, but what can I do? The 3rd Section is perfect for this kind of job.

"You should clean up your own mess, right?"
"Yes, yes, of course."
"The Golden Duke isn't the type to care much as long as the losses are covered, so do well."
"I will absolutely remember this incident and be careful."
"Good, you may go."

The 3rd Section Chief bowed at the waist and quickly left the Department Head's office, perhaps afraid I might call him back. Despite his massive build and bulging muscles, there are times when I wonder if he's invested all his stats in agility. Does he face less wind resistance because he has no hair?

"The rest of you be careful too. If something like this happens again, be prepared for your section to be dissolved."

And with a wave of my hand, I dismissed them. The Section Chiefs, who had been sitting on pins and needles, could finally escape. They'll probably start chewing out their subordinates once they reach their offices. But what do I care? If they had done their jobs properly in the first place, this wouldn't have happened.

When I first took office, everyone was careful about everything, even falling leaves, and checked work documents multiple times before proceeding. These days, they've gotten lazy, not even maintaining proper tension, and their work processing is not to my liking...

"Oh shit."
"What's wrong?"
"Nothing, just remembered something from the past."

The Deputy Head, who was about to leave, turned around at my voice, and I forced a smile and sent him away. Then I was horrified at myself for naturally extending into the thoughts of a grumpy old person.

Four years of civil service has ruined my once fresh self this much! I'm only 21, and I'm having such terrible thoughts about how much darker I'll evolve over the coming decades!

'Should I just run away with the budget?'

That would certainly end my civil service career, but it would also end my life. No matter how strong my family's backing is, embezzlement by the Audit Department Head would be a capital offense just for the audacity of it.

After all the effort of possessing this body, ending with execution for embezzlement seems too ugly no matter how I think about it. I didn't endure all this time for such an ending.


Looking at the window behind me, the sun was already setting. The meeting ended faster than expected, but since it was called right before the end of the workday, we had already passed quitting time during those few minutes.

With this, today became "The 40th Consecutive Day of Failing to Leave Work on Time Achievement Day." Who should I share this joy with...

Since the issue involved a Duke, the situation was resolved smoothly thanks to the 3rd Section's tearful efforts and the voluntary cooperation of the other sections who feared for themselves. There was also a hint from the Minister that the Golden Duke was satisfied after we sent off about four families that were competing with his faction.

I was already timing when to take them down, and now that a definite reason had emerged, what could stand in our way? Hearing the report about how they were eliminated as if they were cutting down lifelong enemies made me feel rhythmically cheerful. These bastards do well when they try.

"...so, part of the confiscated assets were transferred to the Yorun County. We laundered them several times before handing them over, so there shouldn't be any problems in the future."

A few days later, at another meeting, I clapped my hands in satisfaction at the pleasing results. Yes, our people do well when they try.

"The shining intellect of the 3rd Section Chief is always admirable."
"But Department Head, didn't you say before that you wanted to get rid of the 3rd Section Chief because his head was too shiny?"
"Shut your mouth."
"Hmph..."

I firmly rejected the tactless interruption from the 1st Section Chief. I don't forgive reactionary elements trying to break the trust and friendship between a superior and subordinate!

The 1st Section Chief's sudden internal exposure, the 2nd Section Chief snickering while casually running his hand through his abundant hair, the 5th Section Chief quietly observing the 3rd Section Chief's shining—no, intellect. The 3rd Section Chief trembled at this unexpected ganging up.

The 1st Section Chief, who caused all this, just tilted his head in confusion at the 3rd Section Chief's reaction. That's more lethal because there's no malice behind it.

As the meeting topic seemed to be drifting toward "Since when has the 3rd Section Chief been bald?", I tapped the table several times to refocus attention.

"Stop teasing someone who's been working hard."
"Only you and the 1st Section Chief said anything. We didn't say a word?"
"Just existing with abundant hair is mockery to a bald person."
"Wow, I didn't know that."
"Ugh..."

Oh no, I meant to stop it but made it worse.

"Anyway, 3rd Section Chief, you did well. But you know you were lucky this time, right?"
"Yes, well, we were able to proceed quickly because the materials needed for the operation were prepared."
"Not that. If you had to get involved with a Duke, the Golden Duke is better."
"Ah."

The 3rd Section Chief nodded in agreement. It's best not to get involved with Dukes at all, but if you must, the Golden Duke is the best option. Among the Empire's five Dukes, the Golden Duke is the closest to being normal. The other four are truly not human beings in various ways.

"If any section gets involved with the other Dukes, I'll personally lead the way in offering you to them, so don't worry."
"What? That makes me extremely worried!"
"If you don't like it, transfer to another department. If you can."

I hear someone muttering "fucking Department Head," but I don't care. I often curse the "fucking Minister" too.

Of course, I don't do it where he can hear me. 2nd Section Chief, you're on night duty again today.

# Thrilling Golden Duke Encounter Narrowly Avoided

A week had passed since I'd barely managed to avoid a heart-pounding meeting with the Golden Duke. Until about three days ago, I was still having dreams where the Section Chief of the 3rd Department spectacularly exploded and the Golden Duke inevitably came to the Audit Department.

In those dreams, I was helplessly overwhelmed by his soul-threshing eloquence delivered with that casual laugh, and I can't count how many times I woke up pounding my desk thinking, "I should have refuted like this!" The disturbing level of detail made it even more infuriating. Is someone controlling my dreams? How did I have the same dream four days in a row?

"You slept deeply enough to dream?"
"You slept for four consecutive days...?"
"Slept... you say...?"
"The working conditions at the Audit Department must have hit rock bottom..."

What's with that last comment? What have you been doing without sleep for a week?

"The Department Head assigned me consecutive night shifts, so I had to postpone my date. I haven't been able to sleep lately because I've been trying to catch up on everything."
"Perhaps not letting you go home is actually a service to the young ladies of the Capital?"

What a ruthless bastard. So some people can manage romance even in this environment. The 2nd Section Chief's area-of-effect provocation aimed at singles made the 3rd Section Chief look at him with sorrowful eyes. That guy was the typical example of someone who would never succeed—until he miraculously got married.

Of course, I'm the same. The 3rd Section Chief and I accidentally made eye contact and briefly exchanged a sense of camaraderie before looking away. This is the kind of camaraderie I'd rather not get used to.

The 1st Section Chief, who had been watching this scene, scratched his head before speaking.

"Department Head, I have something to tell you."
"Huh? Didn't the 1st Department finish their report?"
"Yes, but I have something else to relay."
"What is it?"
"The Minister was looking for you. He said to come when the meeting ends."

My body tensed at the mention of the Minister, then relaxed again. Given that he allowed the grace period of "after the meeting," it probably wouldn't involve flying inkwells and shouting.

I felt sad at how instinctively I shrank at the word "Minister." I don't have many superiors, but unfortunately, each one of those few is far from ordinary. Perhaps... wouldn't it be better for my mental health to have ten ordinary superiors instead?

"Why does that old man use people as messengers when there's a perfectly good communication system? He did the same thing with the Deputy Head last time."

At those words, the 1st Section Chief's red eyes silently stared at me, as if to say, "Do you really need to ask?" What, what is it, man?

"Department Head, I heard you rarely answer the Minister's calls? He was complaining that you only pick up three or four times out of ten attempts."
"Well, when a person is busy with important matters, they might miss some calls."

A civil servant might unavoidably miss calls when handling important matters. The Audit Department isn't some rural security outpost—it's one of the Empire's core departments. If the Department Head answered all calls, wouldn't that be evidence of idleness rather than diligence? If a subordinate department head is busy working, the Minister should be pleased.

The 2nd Section Chief burst into laughter at my brazenly defensive response. He seemed to be saying, "That's why you're a regular visitor to the Minister's office."

"If I were the Minister, I would have stabbed a pen into your head long ago."
"That explains why he keeps stabbing downward whenever I see him."

One of my longstanding questions was finally answered. So that's why...

"Heh... Anyway, shouldn't you go now? He might not be angry when he called, but if you're late, you'll face an angry Minister."
"I'm used to seeing him angry, so it doesn't really matter."

Despite my words, I quietly rose from my seat. Precisely because I'm used to it, I don't want to see it again. Even though I see it regularly, he gets angry in new and creative ways each time, which is maddening for the person on the receiving end. My eyes momentarily grew distant.

"If you keep acting like that, I'll nominate you as the next Minister when I retire!"

That thundering rebuke from a year ago still haunts me. Targeting what people fear most is just too cruel...

"Anyway, we have nothing more to discuss, so dismissed."
"Yes~"
"Return safely."

*Knock knock*

"Minister, it's me. The Audit Department Head."

"Come in."

I seriously considered closing the door as soon as I opened it. The Minister came into full view, showing off his muscles while lifting dumbbells in both hands. Ugh, my eyes.

"...What are you doing?"
"Are you already going blind, young man? I'm exercising."

I'm not asking because I don't know you're exercising. What kind of minister works out with weights in his office during business hours?

"Ah, yes, I understand."

Of course, I couldn't bring myself to say anything with the Minister right in front of me.

'The exercise state is better than the rage state...'

If he were in a rage state, how could I withstand those exercising muscles flying at me? I developed a small wish that he would train alone for a thousand days.

As I cautiously entered, the Minister threw his dumbbells into a corner, and with a thud, the entire floor shook violently. Crazy... this crazy man...

"Why are you so surprised? Can't you lift that much?"
"Pardon? Why would you think I could?"

The Minister, whose muscles flamboyantly demanded attention all over his body, walked toward me. It was like watching a giant bear approaching on two legs.

At this awe-inspiring sight, I almost instinctively dropped to my knees to apologize. I'm not sure what I did wrong, but I'm sorry anyway... The Minister, who had somehow gotten close, frowned and slapped my back hard.

"Ack!"
"You bastard, now that I look at you, why are you so skinny? You've lost all your muscle sitting in your office."
"No, I've never heard anyone say that about me anywhere...!"

Does anyone look not skinny to your eyes?!

When I protested against the pain surging through my back, the Minister didn't even pretend to listen and merely sneered.

"Of course you haven't heard it because you never go outside."
"Damn, that's true, which makes me even more annoyed."
"Enough, sit down. I called you because I have something to discuss."

Since the Minister mercilessly turned his back and sat in the main seat, I had no choice but to sit down without further protest.

'Why does he seem even bigger than a few weeks ago?'

Quickly scanning him up and down, I confirmed that his muscles had indeed subtly grown since last time. Muscles with unlimited growth potential—who released such a crazy creature into the world? How is that even human? He's more like a half-ogre. One thing's for certain: he's not the kind of talent who should remain as the Minister of Finance.

Every time we hold a welcome party for new Finance Ministry civil servants, the newcomers' pupils shake wildly at the sight of the Minister—proof that this isn't just my opinion but everyone's. Even being generous, he should be the Minister of War or a Marshal, not the Minister of Finance. He's too big for that role, in many ways.

"What are you thinking about?"
"Just that you're impressive, sir."

I wonder how people would view me if I told them I work under someone like him... Would they mistake the Audit Department for a gang?

The Minister didn't seem particularly interested in my vague compliment as he leaned back in his chair and stroked his chin. Wow, even the chair looks small now.

"You don't have any assignments these days, right?"
"Well, yes. If I were handling anything, you would know since you're the one who assigned it."

There are many reports coming from each department and matters to handle, but nothing that requires the Department Head's direct involvement. I almost had to work in the field regarding the Golden Duke issue, but fortunately, the 3rd Department wrapped it up.

"Hmmmm..."
"What is it? Are you trying to dump work on me? But there's nothing that requires either of us these days, right?"
"Right, there wasn't."
"Why do you say 'wasn't'? That makes me nervous."

So there is something now? I instinctively frowned, foreseeing a future of being beaten up by whatever assignment was coming. However, the Minister didn't care whether I showed a disloyal expression to his face or not.


'What is it? Is it really something big?'

The Minister wasn't one to stay quiet when I openly showed dissatisfaction. It wouldn't be strange if shouts and fists came flying immediately, but he remained silent. They say no news is the scariest news, and this definitely doesn't seem like an ordinary matter. Damn it, it's only been a week since we resolved the Golden Duke issue, and another problem has emerged?

***

While Kal was lost in thought, so was the Minister. A matter had come up that was too significant for a department head to handle but too minor for the Minister to address personally. Of course, he could force the Department Head to handle it, but if things went wrong, the Minister might have to rush in himself.

The problem was that even the Minister couldn't move freely these days. If it had been possible, he would have acted without such hesitation long ago.

'I guess I should entrust this to him.'

According to the organizational chart, Kal was just one of the department heads in the Finance Ministry. However, considering the status of the Audit Department and Kal's personal standing, he couldn't be considered a mere department head. Though not comparable to the Minister, he was definitely above other department heads.

"Hey."
"Yes?"
"You said you wanted to go to the Academy, right?"

At those words, Kal's contorted expression smoothed out.

***

My eyes widened and vitality began to course through my body at the Minister's words. Yes, I had mentioned that frequently. I had talked endlessly about wanting to enjoy a modest Academy life instead of this damned civil service career. Each time, I would get smacked on the back of the head by the Minister, who told me to stop talking nonsense.

'Could it be? Is he letting me retire?'

If so, the Minister's hesitation makes sense. Of course he would deliberate until the very end about letting go of a high-caliber talent like me. But despite that, the Minister decided to accept my resignation.

In truth, I believed in the Minister. I firmly believed that beneath that burly physique and fierce manner lay a thoughtful and considerate heart. That's why he couldn't ignore his subordinate's pitiful pleas and finally accepted them! Although we've only spent about 4 years together, those 4 years were more meaningful than 40 years. Yes, indeed.

"Minister! I've always deeply respected you from the bottom of my heart!"

The Minister looked at me with an expression that said, "This bastard is acting crazy again," but I didn't care. In my heart, the Minister had already risen to the position of a hero who granted my lifelong wish.

"It's regrettable that I must leave your side to become a mere Academy student, but I will never forget the 4 years with you that felt like 40. From the moment I first met you, my time flowed differently from others. Therefore, it wasn't just 4 simple years but 4 years that felt like 400..."

The Minister, watching indifferently, handed me a document while letting my retirement declaration go in one ear and out the other.

"Stop the nonsense and read this."
"—Therefore, the 4 years with you that felt like 4000 years... What is this? Retirement paperwork?"

Only then did I stop my 95-point resignation speech and take the document the Minister handed me. Normally, I would have received it with horror, handling it like radioactive waste, but in my heart, the Minister had already ascended to the position of a deity ruling for the world's order.

"...Huh?"

And with one sentence that caught my eye, that divine position began to shake violently.

[...Kal Kracius, Head of the Audit Department of the Ministry of Finance, is hereby dispatched to the Imperial Academy as an Emergency Inspector. - Minister of Finance of the Kfelopen Empire, Count Deverre Briad of Blochen]

My trembling pupils turned toward the Minister.

The Minister calmly nodded.

"You said you wanted to go to the Academy. I specially arranged it."
"You crazy bastard! I wanted to enroll in the Academy, not work there! What kind of lunatic would want to go work at the Academy?!"

But the order had already been written. The Minister of Finance, who received his authority directly from the Emperor, had issued a direct order. Refusing without valid reason would be a challenge to the Emperor and the Empire itself.

When they say jump, you ask how high. If you don't like it, transfer to another department. The karma I usually inflicted on my section chiefs had now returned to me. Though I learned all that karma from the Minister in the first place. In the end, outmaneuvered on all fronts, I could only leave the Minister's office weakly holding the order—my certificate of enslavement.

"What an absolute bastard..."

The Minister's position was changed from deity to bastard.


"I really wish I could just drop dead somewhere."

After experiencing both heaven and hell in a split second due to the Minister's vicious scheme, I returned to my office and hastily stuffed the remaining documents into a drawer.

In my current mood, there's no way I could focus on work. Wow, giving something and then taking it back is the worst, yet he does it so casually.

Of course, the Minister never actually promised to let me retire.

"I'm leaving early."
"What? But it's not even quitting time yet. Where are you going?"
"You all should leave too."
"Flexible working hours are important, I suppose."

The section chiefs' protests quickly subsided when I dangled the carrot of early dismissal. How happy they must be to suddenly get an early release when they couldn't even dream of leaving on time.

The Section Chief 2 was especially gleeful, being the first to leave. That bastard needs some sleep—I hope he's not going down some strange path again. I briefly considered calling him back, but quickly looked away. If I stop him, I'd have to stay too, and I don't want that.

The day after the Audit Department's historic early dismissal.

"Congratulations!"
"Congratulations."
"Congratulations, sir."

As soon as I opened the door to my office, the executives greeted me with applause. What is this? Some new form of harassment?

"What are you all doing?"
"We heard everything. Your wish came true, didn't it?"
"What nonsense."

That wish burned to ashes in hellfire just yesterday.

As I looked at them indifferently, the Deputy Head quietly approached from behind and patted my shoulder. Then he pointed at something in the air. Following his finger, I looked up and immediately squeezed my eyes shut.

[CONGRATULATIONS! Department Head's Academy Assignment Confirmed!]
[Oh, so envious! Academy life in your beautiful 20s!]

Two obnoxious banners were hanging there in all their gaudy glory.

"You sons of..."
"Department Head, are you perhaps moved?"
"Hehe, we prepared this in a hurry after finding out late yesterday."
"You should have told us about something like this earlier. It's a joyous occasion, isn't it?"

In order: bullshit from Bastard 2, Bastard 1, and Bastard 3. I glanced at the Deputy Head standing behind me, who lowered his head and avoided my gaze, as if apologizing for failing to stop this disaster. Right, this must have been an unexpected catastrophe for you too. You're the only one I can trust.

"...Where's Section Chief 5?"
"He suggested we throw a celebration party for you yesterday, but we haven't heard from him since."
"He hasn't even shown up for work yet. Tsk tsk, missing out on such a happy day."

Good, I can include Section Chief 5 among those I trust. He must have chosen to go underground, knowing it would be impossible to stop three section chiefs alone. A rather wise decision, I'd say.

I smiled. Section Chief 2 smiled along. Section Chiefs 1 and 3 also smiled while clapping faster. The Deputy Head quietly left the office and closed the door.

***

Shortly after the Deputy Head closed the door, there was a tearing sound followed by the sound of three heads hitting the floor.

"Is it over?"

Section Chief 5 approached the Deputy Head, who was listening to the thunderous shouting through the door—a shouting that increasingly resembled the Minister's. He must have been waiting nearby, observing the situation. A truly excellent display of political acumen from a section chief of the Audit Department. It's unfortunate that he's using this acumen for survival against the Department Head.

"It just started."
"Hmm, have you eaten yet?"
"No. I rushed over when I heard the news."
"Let's eat now then. This will take at least an hour."

The Deputy Head nodded after glancing at the firmly closed door. This definitely wouldn't end quickly. As the Deputy Head walked away with Section Chief 5, a stream of profanities worthy of hell echoed behind them.

"How the fuck can you call yourselves human beings?!"

Maybe two hours rather than one. The Deputy Head quickened his pace, silently praying for the section chiefs' souls.

***


Thanks to the three section chiefs' efforts, the Audit Department had an energetic morning, and I was massaging my stiff neck after expressing my intense emotions vocally for two hours straight. Will my retirement come first, or will I collapse from stress-induced illness? It's truly a fierce chicken race... My heart feels petty just thinking about it.

As I was sighing, I noticed the communication crystal glowing blue in front of me. Blue light... a direct call from the Minister.

'Damn it.'

Another sigh escapes me. They say sighing makes your fortune leave, but am I not already in a state of fortune seizure? Otherwise, how could my life be such a mess? Maybe I should go to church for a blessing. Would donating a lot of money improve my fate?

"Yes... Audit Department Head speaking."
- "Huh, you actually answered promptly for once?"

The Minister's face popped up above the crystal as soon as I touched it. The Magic Tower is too much. Why make something that shows faces when just hearing voices would be sufficient? I hardly ever did video calls before being possessed.

"Well, I just happened to finish what I was doing and was taking a break."

Periodic hierarchy reinforcement with section chiefs is one of a department head's important duties.

- "Good timing then. Come to the Minister's office. It's urgent."
"After throwing me that curveball yesterday, you're saying it's urgent again? Did you leave your humanity in the North?"
- "It's related to yesterday's matter, so shut up and come."

And with that, the communication ended one-sidedly. Rank is such a thug, truly a thug.

'I don't get pushed around by protocol rank anywhere else.'

Though I'm so used to being chewed out by the Minister that I sometimes forget, a department head is a respected position anywhere. Especially being the department head of the Ministry of Finance, which ranks second among all imperial administrative departments. But of course, my counterpart has to be a Minister. Just my luck.

"I'll be back shortly."

I informed the Deputy Head, who was working, and headed to the Minister's office. The frequency of my visits to the Minister's office seems to be increasing lately, and I don't think it's just my imagination. Why am I being dragged there so often just to see that muscular, gruff Minister?

"Oh, Audit Department Head. It's been a while."

That doesn't mean I wanted to see someone else either.

"Minister of Foreign Affairs? What brings you here?"

I quickly bowed my head as the middle-aged man with a genial impression, who was having tea with the Minister, greeted me warmly. Then I glared at the Minister. If another minister was going to be present, he should have told me in advance.

In response to my glare, the Minister put down his teacup on the table with a "what do you want me to do" expression.

"He came to deliver important information before your deployment. He made this precious visit because of you, so listen gratefully."
"Haha, it's for the Audit Department Head who's embarking on a long journey for the Empire. What do I have to be thanked for?"
"Don't flatter him too much. He quickly becomes arrogant and tries to match his superiors."
"Ho, speaking from experience? I'll keep that in mind."

The Foreign Affairs Minister chuckled and turned his gaze back to Kal.

"So, Audit Department Head. You've been appointed as an audit inspector for the Academy, correct?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Until now, a section chief-level official was sufficient for Academy inspections. Sending a department head means something significant has happened. I'm sure the Finance Minister has explained some of it to you."

No, I haven't heard anything at all.

My eyes naturally moved toward the Minister. Yesterday I just shouted back and forth with him and didn't hear a thing.

The Minister, having nothing to say about that, quietly sipped his tea and avoided my gaze. Either not noticing or ignoring the awkward exchange between superior and subordinate, the Foreign Affairs Minister wiped his forehead with a handkerchief and continued.

"The truth is, there are many issues with this year's Academy freshmen."
"What kind of issues? Has the commoner ratio exceeded half the student body?"
"If it were just that, we wouldn't call it a problem. See for yourself."

The Foreign Affairs Minister handed me the documents he had been holding.

"This is a list of persons of interest among the new students."
"Who could possibly be concerning enough to warrant Your Excellency's attention?"

I couldn't help but question the Foreign Affairs Minister's statement. The Academy is the Empire's premier educational institution and a social gathering place for the elite, so children of high-ranking nobles frequently enroll. Even the Imperial Family often attended the Academy, as did the Five Ducal Families below them.

Except for unusual cases like myself, most of the Empire's blue bloods attend the Academy. So who could be important enough for the Foreign Affairs Minister to personally visit the Ministry of Finance and label them as "persons of interest"? Are there really such individuals?

My eyes stopped immediately as I began to quickly scan the list. The very first name was extraordinary.

1. Lyutis Robens


I looked at the Foreign Affairs Minister, momentarily speechless.

"That's... not who I think it is, right?"
"It's exactly the Lyutis you're thinking of."

My brow furrowed deeply.

"Why on earth would an Armein prince crawl into our Academy?"
"If I knew that, would I be here like this? The Foreign Affairs Ministry was turned upside down. We inquired with Armein about what was happening, but they said they were also perplexed by the prince's adamant determination."

That unhelpful answer made me scratch my head irritably as I stared at the name Lyutis. The third prince of the Armein Kingdom, which boasts the second greatest national power on the continent after the Empire.

While it's not unprecedented for foreign students to enroll at the Academy, high-ranking officials have never enrolled before. Why would they come all the way to the Empire when they have their own educational institutions?

"This is maddening."
"It's too early to be saying that. There's still more, isn't there?"

The impact of the first name was so strong that I'd forgotten about the rest, but there were indeed more names listed. After belatedly checking the remaining names, I let out a hollow laugh.

2. Laterre Ostia
3. Tanian Enes

The second prince of the Yuven United Kingdom and a promising saint candidate from the Papal States, respectively.

Looking at my dumbfounded expression, the Foreign Affairs Minister added in a quiet voice, but with content that seemed to pierce my eardrums:

"Those three are the foreign dignitaries. And you probably remember that the Third Imperial Prince is also enrolling this year."
"Yes... I'm aware."

That's what makes this even more insane. The Imperial Prince, a prince from the second most powerful nation, a prince from the next most powerful united kingdom, and a saint candidate from the Papal States—small in territory but significant in influence—all gathered in one place. If just one well-executed terrorist attack were to occur, the entire continent would go berserk.

"Ah."

So that's why I'm being sent.

When I looked at the Minister, who had been silent until now, he nodded in affirmation. As if to say, yes, it's exactly what you're thinking.

"While the Academy is nominally absolutely neutral, it's in the middle of Imperial territory and most students are Imperial citizens, so that clause is practically meaningless. Therefore, Imperial troops have been in charge of Academy security, but recently some Academy security forces have been redeployed to other regions."

It's the Empire's undisputed right to redeploy its troops as it sees fit. However, the situation changed when key figures from three countries enrolled at the Academy just as security forces were being reduced. From the perspective of the three countries' foreign ministries, who are sensitive about the safety of their important figures, it would be alarming to learn that the Academy's security forces had been reduced.

Of course, if they hadn't sent their key figures to the Imperial Academy, they wouldn't care whether security forces were increased or decreased. But for some reason, they insisted on enrolling. And public servants, being mere tools to realize the will of those in high positions, must somehow fulfill that will. As a result, the three countries expressed their intention to send their own troops to the Imperial Academy, accepting the diplomatic impropriety.

Sending their own troops to an Imperial educational institution on Imperial territory? Even the foreign ministries of the three countries must have done this while suffering from extreme regret. But what could they do? If princes and saints insist on going, ensuring their safety becomes the top priority. The safety of the royal family takes precedence over diplomatic courtesy.

Naturally, the Foreign Affairs Ministry initially firmly rejected the three countries' proposal, telling them not to be absurd. What sane person would want foreign troops on their own territory? But the desperation of the three countries' foreign ministries, blinded by the need to secure the safety of their important figures, was truly pitiful.

After declarations drenched in all kinds of diplomatic rhetoric—essentially "If you give us this, we'll make big concessions elsewhere!"—the Empire finally reached an agreement with the three countries, allowing a small number of troops to escort the students, with the condition that they submit a list of their forces.

"While we were already trending toward reducing Academy security forces, there was much concern about how to handle the sudden gap. And then the three countries offered to pay and send troops. Since we couldn't prevent their enrollment anyway, we gladly accepted."
"And when foreign forces are stationed within the Academy, a battle of nerves is inevitable. The Academy staff would struggle to handle the person responsible for guarding royalty, but it's the perfect time to dispatch an audit inspector to the Academy. With this year's impressive freshmen, the donation amounts are incomparably large, providing justification for sending a department head-level official."

I couldn't refute the one-two punch from the Foreign Affairs Minister and the Minister. No public servant, regardless of who goes, can directly negotiate with royal figures. This means they would often deal with the escort forces below them, and I'm being told to use my department head position to pressure them.

I understood. I see the necessity.

The problem is that I'm the one who has to do it.

'So this was an Academy story after all.'

Men, men, men forcing their way into the Academy across national borders. All in the same year. This means the Academy is the main stage. The invisible hand of the creator is clearly herding the protagonists into the Academy.

Damn it, there was no mention of the Academy in the free preview, so I just went with it. Who could have known I'd go to the Academy when the preview only showed childhood scenes?

As I was cursing internally, the Minister approached and patted my shoulder.

"Whenever you find it difficult, think of it this way: if you mess up, the Foreign Affairs Ministry explodes."

Wow, that really motivates me.

Afterward, I had no choice but to prepare for my Academy deployment as if being chased.

I've been possessed, but is there no regression? It would be nice if I could go back exactly four years.

After hearing nonsense like "If diplomatic channels burn because of problems, it's your responsibility, so good luck!" I couldn't sit still. I quickly handed over my duties to the Deputy Head, distributed urgent tasks among the Section Chiefs, and accelerated my preparations for the Academy. After 4 years as a civil servant, this is the first time I've faced such a terrible assignment.

"I noticed the Academy's security forces are also withdrawing. Will there be any assistants to help me?"
"None."
"Well, then how much funding will I receive?"
"None."
"...Any source for operational expenses?"
"None."
"Then what do I have?"
"Nothing."

This is absolutely dreadful. I don't know who said you can't spit in a smiling face, but while I might not spit in the face of the smiling Minister of Foreign Affairs, I certainly felt like punching it.

"I apologize. Officially, you're a regularly dispatched inspector. If we provide more personnel and budget than usual, wouldn't it be too obvious?"
"But how am I supposed to function without any resources? Even northern deployments come with sufficient supplies!"
"Don't worry too much. This is just officially speaking. If something truly necessary comes up, we'll support you somehow."

I sighed heavily, recalling my final conversation with the Minister of Foreign Affairs. I don't understand why he tells me not to worry when I'm being thrown into a situation that warrants nothing but worry.

It's bad enough being sent on an indefinite assignment as a Department Head, worse that the location is the Academy, but the fact that I'm going without any support is maddening. "Going alone" isn't just a figure of speech. I literally have to enter the Academy alone and establish myself there.

Of course, since the Minister said he would "somehow" provide support, he'll probably find some convoluted way to do so, but until then, I have to live on my own money.

"At least you can return and rest during vacations. You're basically an Academy student."
"Please, just shut up."

I gritted my teeth at the Minister's clearly provocative remark. Vacation? What does that mean to a civil servant? It's just a change of workplace. The Minister smirked at my intense reaction, as if saying "what are you going to do about it?" His expression stabbed at my heart.

What a legend my life is, having such a person as my direct superior. Bastard.

"I'll be going now. Please give me my assignment papers."

If I can't change my future of being stuck at the Academy, I might as well get away from this unpleasant face as soon as possible. Every time I look at the Minister's face, I feel my mental strength being drained in real time.

"You don't have parents to cover for you if you cause trouble, so be careful."
"Ah, Your Excellency!"

I couldn't help but shout at the Minister as he handed me my assignment papers with one final jab.

May karma come back to this person, please.

"Section 1, investigate what I told you about."
"Yes~"
"Section 2, separate the Level 2 documents. You know you need to finish quickly, right?"
"Yes, yes, of course."
"Sections 3 and 5 don't have much to do, so handle things as they come."
"Understood."
"I'll keep that in mind."
"Ugh... Deputy Head, hang in there."

"Yes, thank you."

Standing in front of the Ministry of Finance building, I made my final requests to the executives with an uneasy heart. The Deputy Head who got stuck with my position actually deserves comfort, and the Section 5 Chief has at least some tact, so they should be fine. But will the other Section Chiefs really stay quiet in an Audit Department without its Head?

'Should I take the Section 2 Chief with me?'

When three Section Chiefs unite as a trinity, there's no telling what might happen. Even when I was living in my office monitoring them in real time, they somehow broke through my surveillance and incurred the Golden Duke's wrath, those crazy people.

Who's next after the Golden Duke? The Victorious Duke or the Iron-Blooded Duke? I might have to run to the ducal palace, bow my head, and offer the Section Chiefs as sacrifices. This Department Head knew nothing, please just spare my life!

"...Why are you looking at me like that? It's scary."

The Section 2 Chief shivered momentarily under my gaze, then asked with discomfort. He might have glimpsed a parallel universe where he was being sacrificed.

"No, it's nothing."

After contemplating whether to play mind games with the Section 2 Chief until the end, I shook my head and gave up. Wasn't I supposed to go alone as an inspector to avoid provoking the three factions?

I can't suddenly take the Section 2 Chief with me now, nor do I have a reason to. Well, I probably have plenty of reasons, but I still can't take him.

'Can I really trust them? These bastards?'

I took in the sight of the snickering Section Chiefs. For a moment, everything went dark before my eyes.

"We'll manage without causing problems. We can't give you additional troubles while you're working hard in a foreign place."

When my expression subtly twisted, the Deputy Head finally spoke up, and only then could I nod. Right, if I can't trust the Section Chiefs, I should trust the Deputy Head.

"Still, contact me immediately if anything happens."
"Yes. I definitely will."
"...Good."

After whispering one last thing to the Deputy Head, the carriage finally carried me southward.

"Damn, the road conditions are terrible."

The carriage, which had departed with dignity despite my anxiety, bounced excitedly as we approached the Academy, like a body surrendering to the rhythm of a club. Driver, driver, pump this party...

I clearly remember budget being allocated for road construction in this area, but judging by this mess, it seems the money went into expanding the local official's mansion instead. Bastard, you'll be the first one I deal with when I arrive.

Just as I recorded the nameless local official at the top of my hit list, the carriage bounced again as if celebrating my decision. You must be struggling on these roads too. Having departed alone on this assignment, I had already built a small friendship with the carriage.

Though the driver is outside, the overwhelming difference in status means he'd be startled if I tried to talk to him, so the carriage is my only friend. Still, I wasn't particularly happy about this bumpy expression of friendship.

"Damn. If only I could use teleport."

While teleportation isn't a common magic, teleportation circles are installed in major cities across the Empire for smooth transportation. Given the Academy's importance, it should naturally have a magic circle, but due to the peculiarity of the region where the Academy is located, magic circles were strictly excluded.

When the Kfelopen Empire was still called a kingdom in its rookie days, the Apels Empire was the strongest country on the continent. The place where the Academy is now located was once the prosperous capital of the Apels Empire.


What was it again? The Apels Empire built the magnificent Academy to promote education, and even after Kfelopen beheaded the Apels Empire, they couldn't bring themselves to demolish the Academy or build a new one elsewhere, so they decided to keep using it. They say they didn't have enough money to be picky at the time.

However, it's said that they deliberately didn't install magic circles because if the city, which was the enemy's former capital, became too active and accessible, it could give Apels restoration forces a chance to gather. For that reason, the Academy has been a place that couldn't benefit from teleportation until now, which is why you have to overwork a carriage to get there. Or hire a mage capable of casting teleport.

Of course, while that might have been a plausible reason at the time, it's no longer relevant now, 300 years after trampling Apels. The Apels restoration forces have long since brilliantly perished under Kfelopen's persistent pursuit.

In fact, the reason they've held out without installing one until now is simply because it's expensive. Teleportation circles aren't something just anyone can make, and the maintenance costs are no joke. There's really nothing but the Academy near the Academy, so no one has any reason to go there, and since the Academy has most facilities one might need, there's no reason to leave either...

'Minister, you bastard.'

I saw the Minister reject a proposal to install a magic circle at the Academy for that very reason a few months ago, so I'm certain. If I had known I'd be assigned to the Academy like this, I would have pushed it through somehow. In the end, after going around in circles, the problem was the Minister. I wish he would suddenly drop dead somewhere.

"Department Head, the Academy is starting to come into view."
"Oh."

Having let my mind wander due to the lack of someone to talk to, I brightened at the driver's words and took in the massive walls faintly visible through the window. Wow, they're tall...

"Magnificent. To be that size from this distance."
"As you probably know, merchants targeting faculty and students gradually gathered, making it quite large. And as merchants' families, and then merchants targeting those families gathered, the Academy transformed from a simple educational institution into a city."
'An academy city...'

It feels like there should be a student who's good at shooting railguns.

After that, the driver and I fell back into silence, with only the rattling of the carriage echoing around us. Though seeing the Academy after a long, difficult journey had loosened our tongues, we were still too awkward to have an open conversation. The suffocating silence was only broken after we passed through the city gates.

"The security personnel have been greatly reduced."

As I tucked away the assignment papers I had shown to the guards to pass through the gates, I checked the street through the window. Many people, quite a few shops. But no guards in sight. All civilians residing in the academy city, or rather, the Academy.

"Hmm, is that so? This is my first time at the Academy, so I wouldn't know."
"Usually there were four guards at the gate."

At those words, I recalled what I had seen when passing through the gates. Apart from noticing how the guard trembled like a phone on vibrate when I showed my papers, prompting me to offer words of encouragement, there were only two guards at the gate, not four.

'So they really are being reassigned.'

"You won't have any assistants at the Academy."
"We can't give you money either, so act on your own funds."
"What can you do if you're upset? If you're upset, you should have become the Minister."

The words of the Minister of Foreign Affairs (from my extremely subjectively distorted memory) came back to me. What I had heard verbally and understood intellectually now hit home as I saw it with my own eyes. I have to survive alone in the Academy, an unknown space I've never had any connection with in my life, under the name of an inspector.

'When is... vacation...?'

Universities usually have it in June, is it the same here?

Feeling like a college student who looks forward to the end of the semester right from the beginning, I was finally able to end my long carriage journey when we stopped at the Academy's main building.

# The Center of the Academy

The main building—the heart and symbol of the Academy. Built when the Apels Empire mobilized all its architectural techniques and renowned artists of the era, this main building remains among the top five most beautiful structures on the continent even hundreds of years after the Academy's establishment.

Minstrels have composed songs on the spot upon seeing it, and painters have created masterpieces inspired by its beauty. Such stories about this main building are not uncommon. It probably has a proper name, but I don't need to know it. Everyone just calls it the main building anyway.

I gazed up at the main building with a distant look.

'I should have come here four years ago.'

A culmination of architectural technique and art? One of the continent's most celebrated buildings and muse to numerous artists? So what? I would have gladly entered the main building even if it had been a shack or a ger. What matters is the inside, not the outside. Thinking about all those who had passed through these doors, enchanted by the exterior while failing to focus on what truly matters inside, filled me with uncontrollable anger.

Four years ago, I should have enrolled in the Academy regardless of what the family head said. If I had completed at least three full years and graduated, even if I had ended up as a civil servant afterward, I wouldn't be living like this. I can guarantee it. If I had attended the Imperial Academy, my life would have been different...

"I rarely cry, but this almost brings tears to my eyes."

Not really, of course.

With a strange mixture of excitement at finally arriving at a place I had longed for, and frustration that I was here on official business, I stepped out of the carriage. As soon as my feet touched the ground, I staggered slightly. Whoa, damn it!

I quickly regained my balance and looked back at the coachman, who fortunately hadn't noticed as he was busy grooming the horse's mane. That was close. News of a department head in his early twenties unable to keep his balance could have rocked the Ministry of Finance.

"This guy, why is he so skinny now? Stuck in his office all day, he's lost all his muscle."

'Was that true?'

Recalling the Minister's words, I tentatively felt my legs. Strange, they don't seem particularly weak. Is it because I've been confined to my office? Or is my body not used to riding in carriages anymore? Whatever the reason, it's not good news.

'Ugh, damn.'

I was fine while in the carriage, but now motion sickness hit me belatedly. Is this what they call land sickness? As I began battling this late-arriving nausea, the coachman approached and bowed.

"I'll be heading back now."

"Ah, thank you for your hard work. Travel safely."

"Yes. Take care of yourself as well, Department Head."

The coachman bowed once more, climbed onto his seat, and quickly departed. His role was strictly transportation, so once his duty was complete, it was best for him to leave promptly. The three countries probably wouldn't make a fuss over a single coachman, but lingering unnecessarily might draw suspicious glances. People get irritated when someone who shouldn't be somewhere stays where they shouldn't. I know from experience.

After watching the carriage disappear, I turned my attention back to the main building. Now I was truly alone. Time to begin the saga of a 21-year-old civil servant serving as an Academy inspector. Wow, something I never wanted even in my dreams...

With dejected steps, I trudged into the main building, heading toward the principal's office. Just then, someone came rushing out. Oh, is this my welcome?

A man wearing the blue cape that symbolized Academy faculty came running, paused to catch his breath, then smiled.

"I'm Raymond, the Vice Principal of the Academy. Are you perhaps the inspector we were expecting?"

"I am."

"Oh my, I meant to come out and greet you on time, but I'm late. I apologize. The morning meeting ran longer than expected and just finished."

The Vice Principal extended his hand with a smile, and I shook it.

"Meetings rarely end on time."

"Thank you for understanding. I was uneasy about keeping such an important guest waiting."

"I just arrived myself."

I truly had just arrived. I came straight after saying goodbye to the coachman, so even if I had arrived earlier, I would have reached the main building at the same time. If anything, I wish I had been a little later to let my stomach settle. I feel like I'm going to throw up...

***

Seeing that Kal genuinely didn't seem bothered, the Vice Principal relaxed, his somewhat awkward smile becoming more natural. Even inspectors who came periodically and performed their duties perfunctorily before disappearing could turn the Academy upside down if they felt slighted.

Moreover, this inspector was an emergency inspector sent directly by the Minister of Finance in preparation for this year's impressive lineup of new students. He wasn't an inspector who would leave after a week at most, but someone they would have to live with for at least several months. The Vice Principal's heart had sunk at the thought of being late to the first meeting with such a person.

Having relaxed a bit, the Vice Principal asked Kal a question.


"I heard you were sent directly by the Minister of Finance. If it's not impertinent, may I ask your name?"

"Wasn't my name provided to you?"

"It's customary for inspectors not to reveal their identities until they arrive at the Academy. They say it prevents prior contact and collusion."

"I see. This is my first time working as an inspector."

The Vice Principal looked at him curiously. The inspector already appeared young, and now he admitted to being unfamiliar with inspection duties. Since he was personally appointed by the Minister of Finance, he couldn't be completely unsuitable, but it was hard not to have questions.

"I'm Kal Kracius, Head of the Audit Department."

"Oh, it's an honor to meet the renowned Department Head in person. The Minister has shown us special consideration. We are truly grateful."

Though the Vice Principal tried to maintain his composure, his twitching eye revealed his agitation. That crazy old man had unleashed a monster on the Academy. With this thought crossing his mind, the Vice Principal suddenly fell silent and subtly quickened his pace.

Kal Kracius, Head of the Audit Department. Even for someone who had devoted his life to education and risen to the position of Vice Principal, this was a name he had heard countless times. But he was certainly not someone he had ever wanted to meet in person. For a person on the imperial payroll, unexpectedly meeting the Audit Department Head usually meant one of life's greatest disasters was about to unfold.

Even knowing that the inspector hadn't come for him personally, the Vice Principal was sweating slightly by the time they reached the Principal's office. He knocked on the door with the reverence of a devout believer discovering the gates of heaven.

"Principal. I've brought the inspector."

"Come in."

At this, the Vice Principal quickly opened the door.

"Please go in. It was an honor to escort you, Inspector."

"The honor was mine, meeting one of the Academy's leading intellectuals."

The Vice Principal smiled awkwardly, and once he confirmed that Kal had entered, he quickly retreated to his own office. Though they would be seeing each other frequently from now on, today's unexpected meeting had been quite a shock.

***

An elderly man with long white hair and beard, looking like a sage straight out of a fairy tale, the Principal of the Academy gazed steadily at the young man entering his office.

'So the Audit Department Head has arrived.'

A young man with black hair and black eyes. Dressed in the black uniform that symbolized the Audit Department, he was completely clad in black.

"It's been a while, Department Head. Two years, is it?"

The Audit Department Head nodded slightly at the Principal's greeting, delivered with a gentle smile.

"We met at the Minister's inauguration ceremony, so it has been about that long. Have you been well, Principal?"

"With the young people working so hard, this old man hasn't had much to do. So I've been keeping well."

"I'm glad to hear it."

The Audit Department Head sat down naturally and silently stared at the Principal. When those pitch-black eyes turned toward him, the Principal unconsciously swallowed. The inspector before him had been sent directly by the Minister of Finance to address the Academy's new student crisis, but even setting aside his position, he outranked the Principal.

While the Academy Principal received the same treatment as a department head in the Ministry of Education, just as the Audit Department Head did in the Ministry of Finance, in terms of protocol, the Audit Department Head ranked above the Principal.

At that moment, the Principal's secretary placed tea before them and withdrew. A quiet movement that had gone unnoticed. Even the secretary, usually boisterous, was instinctively subdued, holding her breath.

'And yet he's about the same age as last year's graduates.'

It was almost laughable. The image of last year's graduates wandering around the Academy, laughing and chatting, was still fresh in his mind. And yet this man was supposedly their age. The cognitive dissonance was striking.

"This is tea imported from the Yuven United Kingdom. It's famous for its unique aroma. I hope it suits your taste, Department Head."

Now that the secretary had served tea, it was the perfect opportunity to change the atmosphere. At the Principal's encouragement, the Audit Department Head took just one sip before setting the cup down. Then he looked at the Principal again and spoke.

"I've been briefed about the difficulties the Academy is facing."

"It's a welcome development that students eager to learn are gathering at the Academy from across borders. It's not difficult, but... I'm concerned that we might disappoint these enthusiastic students."

"Is that so?"


The Audit Department Head nodded slightly and continued his silence. His demeanor suggested he had nothing more to say and was waiting for the Principal to speak. If that was the case, the Principal had no choice but to oblige. After all, it was the Academy that needed something, not him.

"It's incredibly reassuring to have the Audit Department Head at the Academy. With security personnel reduced compared to before, despite the gathering of precious students, I was quite anxious. But now I feel at ease."

"You flatter me."

"Not at all. Who doesn't know of the Audit Department Head's reputation? I still vividly remember how you disciplined four count families half a year ago, and the Aesilon Marquisate a year ago."

Despite the excessive flattery that might have embarrassed the recipient, the Audit Department Head showed no interest, lowering his gaze to look only at his teacup. Still, the Principal continued. He planned to list the Audit Department Head's achievements and then connect it to a request to use those abilities to maintain order at the Academy.

"Especially two years ago in the North..."

At those words, the Audit Department Head's gaze shifted from the teacup to the Principal.

'Oh no.'

This was unfortunate. In his attempt to praise the Department Head by mentioning everything he could remember, he had brought up something that should have been avoided.

Looking at the Principal, who had fallen silent in apparent embarrassment, the Audit Department Head quietly raised the corner of his mouth. Since his eyes weren't smiling, anyone could tell it was a forced smile.

"I misspoke, Department Head. It must be my age causing these occasional slips."

"Anyone can make mistakes. Please don't worry about it."

He didn't deny that it was a misstep. The Principal smiled bitterly, and the Audit Department Head rose from his seat.

"I won't neglect my duty to the Empire. So there's no need for the Principal to worry."

"Thank you for saying so."

"Then I'll take my leave now."

"Yes, understood. We'll inform you separately about your accommodations."

The Audit Department Head silently nodded, then turned and left the Principal's office. Watching him leave, the Principal waited until he was gone before sighing and leaning back in his chair.

"I really am getting old. To make such a mistake."

As the Principal wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief while grumbling, the secretary cautiously asked:

"By mistake... do you mean mentioning the North?"

The secretary, having eyes and ears, could tell which words had triggered a reaction from the Audit Department Head. But she didn't understand why. He had shown no interest in mentions of count families or marquis families, so why did he react to the North?

Seeing the question in the secretary's eyes, the Principal shook his head.

"Forget about that. You could find out if you looked, but I recommend not looking."

"Ah, yes..."

"That's right. That's the way. It's not proper to dig into something someone is reluctant to reveal."

The Principal's words seemed like advice to the secretary, but also like a reminder to himself.

The North. The land where, four years ago, a major uprising of nomads led to the Great Punitive War that lasted two years. And the Audit Department Head had been one of the central figures in that conflict.

***

'Oh god, I really feel like I'm dying.'

I rushed out of the Principal's office, looking for a bathroom. My body, which had shown strange symptoms since getting out of the carriage, reached a crisis point while talking with the Vice Principal, and approached its peak by the time I entered the Principal's office. One wrong move and I would reach the conclusion immediately, so I focused all my attention on calming my stomach.

That's why I barely remember what the Principal said. I instinctively reacted to the word "North," which was when I finally focused on the Principal.

'Damn old man bringing up unnecessary things.'

Even after two years, it's still a topic I'm reluctant to discuss, though it's not something I can hide forever. Nor should it be hidden. So I used it as a legitimate reason to leave. I'm sorry for the Principal who must have been flustered, but I was flustered too, so let's call it a draw.

Now, where is the bathroom? Why is this place so big?


As Kal faced the imminent danger of forcibly checking what he had eaten due to the combination of a carriage he hadn't ridden in ages and the terrible road conditions, and while the oblivious Vice Principal was nervously guiding him with cold sweat—around that time when the morning sun was rising, it was when students were beginning to wake up to attend the Imperial Academy.

Outside, crowds moved about to open shops or pursue their livelihoods, while inside, students prepared for their education. The day had begun at the massive Academy.

Sunlight filtering through the curtains tickled a young woman's face. Finding it bothersome, she turned her head this way and that, but eventually gave up and opened her eyes. This sunlight served as her alarm, telling her it was time to get up.

The girl, who had been wrapped in white bedding, rolled over once to escape the blanket but suddenly shivered as the cold air touched her body. It was mid-March, about ten days after the entrance ceremony, and the morning weather hadn't completely warmed up yet.

"Hwaaaaahm~"

Perhaps the sudden chill had fully awakened her, as she carefully sat up and stretched. Though there was still time before class, if she moved too leisurely, time would pass in an instant.

During these ten days, she had already nearly been late twice, so she needed to be more careful. Quickly but thoroughly, she prepared herself, and finally checked her appearance in the vanity mirror. Satisfied, she nodded and stood up.

"Let's do this today too!"

The girl possessed a liveliness that others found difficult to look at directly or approach. Quite a lot of it.

"Hmm-hmm-hmm, hmm-hmm♪"

Humming something that didn't quite sound like a tune—though she would insist it was—the girl moved with light steps. Her pink long hair swayed with each step, like cherry blossom petals blooming prematurely. Her sparkling eyes were as clear and blue as a cloudless sky.

Passersby who turned to look at the girl upon hearing the mysterious sound would nod and acknowledge they had indeed heard humming. After all, the face completes the humming.

"Luise!"

Hearing someone call her name, the pink-haired girl who had been humming—Luise—turned around. Recognizing who had called her, she smiled brightly.

"Irina!"

Luise ran to Irina and linked arms with her, as if delighted to reunite with a long-lost friend. Of course, they hadn't been apart for long—they had even eaten dinner together yesterday. Regardless, as the close friends joined together, their movement speed decreased by 1/2, and their group continued to grow.

Whenever someone passed by and called out to Luise, she would greet them cheerfully and invite them to join. Thus, 1/3, 1/4, 1/5. Luise's movement speed decreased progressively, like someone walking directly across a floor with a movement speed reduction debuff. But what did it matter? Among the five who suffered the group movement speed reduction, not one complained. For the sake of friendship... isn't even being late worth it?

"You'll be late at this rate. Weren't you almost in trouble yesterday too?"

Fortunately, there was a shield trying to prevent Luise from being late, which had helped her avoid tardiness so far.

"Ah, Erich! Good morning!"
"Yeah. Good morning."

Erich, who had spoken to Luise, smiled slightly as he returned her greeting. As he naturally approached Luise, Irina, who had been closest to her, subtly made room. Though embarrassed by this consideration, Erich didn't refuse and slipped into place beside Luise.

Watching this scene unfold from up close, Irina and the three other girls whispered among themselves and giggled. While one's own romance might be an intense battle, watching someone else's romantic situation was as entertaining as watching a fire from across the river. Unfortunately, it was still just one-sided interest rather than mutual romance, but sometimes that made it even more interesting to watch.

To turn this one-sided interest into something mutual, Erich would need to put in considerable effort, but that wasn't something the observers needed to worry about. The desperate one would figure it out himself.

The group had now grown to six. However, perhaps because Erich possessed a movement speed increase buff, they could move faster than before. The fact that the frequency of conversation didn't decrease but rather increased during this time was also a skill of sorts.

"Erich, you have a gray hair."
"That shouldn't happen this early."
"I'm lying. It's just a thread."


Luise plucked a white thread that stood out prominently from Erich's black hair, giggling as she released it into the wind. Turning her gaze away to preserve what little dignity remained for the gradually blushing Erich, Irina watched the thread being carried by the wind and tilted her head.

"Who's that person?"

At those words, everyone's attention turned to Irina, and then, realizing she was looking at someone, they followed her gaze.

"Yeah, who is that? Not a student, not faculty either?"
"Strange. An outsider?"
"Can outsiders enter at this hour?"

Not wearing a uniform, so not a student; without a blue cape, so not faculty. As questions spread, Erich, who had barely managed to calm his reddening face, also turned his gaze to where Irina was looking.

"Uh...?"

Having squinted due to the distance that barely allowed him to see the face, Erich recognized the unidentified outsider and let out a voice tinged with bewilderment. The other person seemed to recognize Erich's face too and began striding toward him.

"Erich. Do you know him?"

Seeing that they seemed to recognize each other, Luise asked Erich. Erich had reacted as if he knew that person, and that person had immediately approached upon seeing Erich.

Despite Luise's question, Erich couldn't answer. It was clearly someone he knew, but also someone who shouldn't be here. How could someone who complained about not having enough time to go home be at this distant Academy? The shock of seeing someone who shouldn't be in a place where they shouldn't be was not easily overcome.

Meanwhile, the unidentified person approached until he was right in front of them, stopped, and spoke to Erich.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"

***

I managed to find a bathroom just before reaching the climax and having the ending forcibly revealed. Actually, I feel much better after letting it all out. I've never been called weak, so why am I like this?

Recently, I've been cooped up in my office for long periods, deprived of sunlight for a long time, and it's been ages since I rode in a carriage. To make matters worse, the road was terrible, and the carriage was jolting severely due to the speed. In that condition, I still had to eat, so I forced myself despite feeling unwell.

Hmm, I guess that's reason enough.

After finishing my self-reflection, I left the main building and looked around the Academy grounds. Whether I like it or not... no, I absolutely hate it, but I'll have to stay at this Academy for a few months. Since the Academy is unusually large, I should familiarize myself with its layout.

How embarrassing would it be to get lost when I need to go somewhere urgently? That news would somehow reach the Minister's ears, and I'd be ridiculed as the Audit Department Head who couldn't even find his way. Just imagining it makes me angry, as if I'd actually heard it.

After running my hand through my hair, I moved toward the building that seemed closest to the main one. If just imagining it makes me this upset, actually hearing it would be even more infuriating. Unable to bear such a future, I wanted to understand the layout as quickly as possible. It would have been perfect if my exploration hadn't coincided with the students' arrival time.

'What should I do?'

I can hear students whispering as they pass by. Well, it's a natural reaction when they suddenly see an outsider. Eventually, I turned back toward the main building to stay there during arrival hours where there would be no students, and that's when I witnessed a remarkable sight.

"What's that cluster?"

While others walked in groups of two or three at most, there was one cluster of six people. Moreover, the gender ratio was catastrophically unbalanced. 1:5—whoever that guy is, he's impressive...

'Wait, that's my brother.'

That dog. While his older brother is suffering, this little brother is casually living out his brother's lifelong dream, dating and hanging out. More vexing than the Section 2 Chief. Just then, Erich seemed to recognize me too, as his expression hardened. Good, let's go mess with him.


With lighter steps, I walked toward Erich. Strangely, his pupils seemed to tremble more as I got closer. For some reason, he's always been intimidated in my presence, though I've never bullied him.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"
"Uh, yeah. And you?"
"Same as always."

The words "I've never been okay" rose to the tip of my tongue, but with so many eyes and ears around, I decided to keep it to myself. It would be embarrassing to complain about civil service life in front of students I've never met before.

When I turned my gaze toward the five huddled together, they awkwardly bowed their heads in greeting. They must have realized I was their friend's brother from our conversation. However, one person who didn't seem awkward at all stepped forward.

"Hello! Are you Erich's older brother?"

Someone with remarkably high energy jumped out, too enthusiastic to be merely greeting out of courtesy. If this were a manga, there would probably be a "sparkle" sound effect next to her eyes.

Blue eyes, pink hair, high energy. A style that would attract attention anywhere.

...
...?
But why does she seem strangely familiar even though I'm seeing her for the first time?
With this odd sense of déjà vu, I stared at the pink-haired girl who had stepped forward. Pink... blue... something feels familiar but it's hazy. Perhaps I saw her photo in some document during work?

"Yes. I'm Kal Kracius. Are you Erich's friend?"

If the other person reveals their name first, it's common courtesy to reveal yours as well. If I can't remember who they are, hearing their name should suffice. At least hearing their family name might give me a clue where I've seen them.

"Yes, I'm Erich's friend, Luise! Luise Naiad!"
"I see."
'Shit.'

While my body calmly nodded, my mind went into emergency mode.

Hearing the name, I remembered. Luise of the Naiad Barony. Pink hair and blue eyes. Like the Pied Piper, leading people around—a human capybara. No, a human catnip? Anyway, a girl with a setting where people adore her for her appearance and personality.

'She's the protagonist.'

I glanced at Erich beside me. Though tense and stiff, his gaze remained fixed on Luise. And those subtly flushed cheeks. You dog.

"So there were five, not four..."
"Pardon?"
"Nothing. It's nothing."

What I meant to say internally burst out of my mouth. Well, it was understandable given the situation.

My eyes, carrying a subtle sadness, turned back to Erich. He flinched when directly gazed upon, but I couldn't bring myself to look away.

'Poor guy. You're the weakest one.'

One prince, two princes, one powerful saint candidate. Despite differences in status, they could compete as equals at the Academy. But in that lineup, the second son of an Imperial Count? Ah, that's tough.

I patted Erich's shoulder with affection, to console my brother who was doomed to fail before even reaching the starting line.

On my first day at the Academy assignment, I met the original protagonist. And as my brother's friend, no less.
Moreover, as a friend likely headed for the "I want us to remain good friends" ending.


The reunion with my brother, whom I had enrolled in the academy to see the wider world, was the worst. Though he was raised quite preciously at home, he just had to fall for a woman of hellfire difficulty level.

'She's scary. Like a human capybara.'

What made it even more shocking was that he wasn't normally interested in romance. If he had been that type of person, I could have just accepted it, but this came completely out of nowhere. The reunion with my brother was truly the worst...

"I'm glad to see you're doing well."

With mixed feelings, I wondered what to say and decided to let it slide. Even though my brother had barged into a race with an obvious outcome, it would be quite unseemly to interfere in his love life before he even mentioned it himself.

I don't think my relationship with Erich is bad, but honestly, we're not that close either. In fact, even if we were close, suddenly telling someone "You're completely screwed" regarding their love life would be grounds for cutting ties.

As I patted his shoulder, Erich nodded with a bewildered expression, and Irina, who had been watching from a step back, spoke up.

"So Kal... why did you come to the academy, brother?"

I could tell she had struggled with what to call me before abruptly drifting to "brother," but I answered with a small sense of satisfaction in my heart. After usually hearing stiff words like "department head," "this bastard," "son of a bitch," or "crazy guy," hearing the fresh word "brother" felt so nice. I ignored the fact that this was evidence I was becoming an old man.

"I'm here on business. I'll probably be staying for quite a while, so say hello if we run into each other."
"Business? Are you perhaps a government official?"

Irina asked with wide, surprised eyes. A government official coming to the academy on business would be at least mid-level, but Kal looked like a newcomer who had just started receiving a salary, far from mid-level.

"Yes. A government official."

I was about to add "don't you guys do this," but I held my tongue. If future potential civil servants were influenced by those words and really didn't join, that would be troublesome.

The more new slaves pile up below me, the easier my life becomes. Maybe someday the gears will keep turning smoothly even without me... please.

"Wow! I heard it's hard to become a government official these days!"

The capyba—no, Luise's eyes sparkled at the mention of being a government official. Is it hard to become a civil servant these days? It shouldn't be. That would slow down the rate at which slaves increase.

"I became a government official four years ago, so I'm not sure what it's like these days."

When Luise tried to say something else, I quickly cut her off. She's already the protagonist of this world, and she's even devoured Erich. I'm terrified of what might happen if I keep her close. Of course, it's not her fault... but I'm a little, just a little wary.

Is this the jealousy of a poor civil servant toward a protagonist beloved by the world? Hmm, sounds plausible.

"Weren't you two on your way to class? You might be late if you stay any longer."
"We're still fine—"

"Oh, right. We should get going."

Irina stopped Luise, who seemed to have more to say. She must have noticed that I wanted to leave. She's quite perceptive. Is her instinctive perception also why she's sticking with the protagonist?

"Let's see each other again when we get the chance."

I gave a greeting equivalent to "let's have a meal together sometime" and looked at Erich. He's still my brother, so I should at least give him some words of encouragement.

"There's a lot you can do at the academy, so work hard and make progress."

Of course, I have no idea what can be done. I'd have to have attended the academy to know. Damn it.

With those final words, I turned and headed toward the main building, but when I saw a blond man walking in the distance with followers behind him, I abruptly changed direction. After the worst reunion with my brother and facing the protagonist, seeing that person too would leave my mind in tatters.

***

Watching Kal's retreating figure, Erich sighed and wiped the sweat from his chin. He never expected to suddenly encounter his awkward brother at the academy. And he even said he would be staying for a while. It was like a bolt from the blue.

Seeing Erich's expression, Luise asked worriedly. His stiff posture, cold sweat, and shifting pupils—even a casual observer could tell something serious was happening. It would almost be rude not to ask if he was okay.

"Erich, are you sick? Are you alright?"
"Ah, ah, um. I'm fine. Don't worry."

Though he smiled awkwardly, Erich was far from fine inside. From the moment Kal spotted him and approached, Erich had indirectly experienced what a frog feels like in front of a snake.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"

When those pitch-black eyes, resembling their father's unlike his own, looked down at him, when that deep voice quietly enveloped him—all Erich could manage was to barely answer without averting his gaze. Kal's very existence pressed down on Erich like a heavy weight.

'It gets worse every time I try to get used to it.'

Perhaps as Erich's abilities improved, he began to feel a pressure he hadn't noticed before. A person who exudes pressure just by walking around—could they really be brothers born from the same mother's womb?

In fact, it wasn't like this when Erich was young. The brothers' relationship wasn't particularly close, but they had at least the level of affection found in other families. They played together moderately, fought moderately, apologized moderately, and played again. It was just a normal brotherly relationship, and Kal was a quiet brother. Until Kal lost consciousness from falling off a horse at age 16.

Naturally, the mansion was turned upside down at the time. With the count's heir unconscious, those with even the slightest responsibility were nearly ready to hang poisoned canteens around their necks. Fortunately, he woke up healthy not long after, but from then on, Kal showed a different side.

Kal, who had been more introverted, became active. It was a bit strange, but they accepted that his personality could change after nearly dying. However, no matter how positively they viewed it, the Kal after age 17 was completely unrecognizable from his former self.

Kal's expression grew increasingly rigid when he returned home, and at some point, he stopped coming home altogether. The period was too long to simply attribute it to being busy, and the last time Erich saw Kal, he looked utterly exhausted.

And two years after Kal became a government official, when Erich turned 15, Kal finally returned to the mansion. The mansion was in an uproar over the heir's return, and the scene from that day remains unforgotten in Erich's mind.


"Well done. You are the masterpiece of the Kracius family."

Kal and Erich's father. However, calling him "father" felt strange—the head of the Kracius family. He was an excellent loyal subject, an outstanding nobleman, and a decent lord, but not a good father.

He viewed his two sons merely as objects to continue the Kracius name, as cards to be played for the Emperor and the Empire. While he provided for them to raise them as useful tools, he gave them no affection or attention. That was the kind of person the family head was.

But when Kal returned after a long time, the family head welcomed him with a broad smile, laughing loudly enough to echo throughout the mansion. Even the butler and head servant, who had served the family head for a long time, were visibly surprised by his behavior. Only Kal responded to the family head's flattery by bowing his head nonchalantly.

"I only did what needed to be done."

The family head was even more pleased with that answer.

Only after the satisfied family head had left could Erich approach Kal. It was only natural to welcome his brother after not seeing him for so long. But as Erich approached Kal, he got goosebumps from the look in Kal's eyes.

Kal's gaze was like the family head's. Not simply looking at a person as a person, but like checking an estimate of how much they had grown. Kal patted Erich's stiff shoulders a few times before leaving, and Erich, left alone, stood still in that spot for a long time.

And now, two years later, today. Today, Kal's eyes held that same look.

***

'The kid is growing up well.'

After avoiding the blond man observed from a distance by taking a detour to the main building, I was finally able to push away my complicated feelings and recall Erich's growth. Although he seemed pathetically consumed by the protagonist just about ten days after the entrance ceremony, he was still growing up healthy.

I felt a lot of guilt toward Erich. A father who wasn't fatherly. A mother who either didn't disagree with the family head's methods or couldn't. And me, who took over the body instead of its original owner. In this fantastic triangle, young Erich essentially had to grow up alone.

When I took over this body, Erich was 12 years old. From then on, Erich was forced to stand completely on his own. For the first year, we at least lived in the same mansion, so I could greet him in passing and look after him a little, but even that became impossible once I started my civil servant life.

After finishing my work in the North and returning to the mansion, I was so moved to see how well he had grown. With a feeling of pride, I patted his shoulders a few times and quickly turned away. The kid seemed a bit stiff, probably feeling awkward with the brother he hadn't seen in a long time.

Today too, I put my hand on his shoulder, feeling emotional about how much he'd grown while I wasn't looking, and he stiffened again. Family members really should live together and see each other often. The kid finds his brother unfamiliar.

'I should meet with Erich more often during this opportunity.'

If Erich knew this thought, he would be horrified and seriously consider choosing between dropping out of the academy and his school life with Luise.

Conversely, Kal would also be horrified if he knew that Erich perceived his gaze as similar to the family head's—like looking at chess pieces.

The brothers each held weapons that could inflict psychological damage on each other, though for different reasons...

The class hours had ended by the time I approached the main building, helping me avoid students' eyes. The scattered students had completely disappeared, and only glimpses of classes in session could be seen through windows.

While I'd successfully avoided attention, the reason behind it wasn't ideal. If I hadn't turned back, I could have at least enjoyed some tea in the principal's office.

'Not a capybara, but catnip?'

Perhaps Luise was a pink capybara with a taste for catnip. The blonde man who immediately changed course upon seeing me was one of the few persons of interest—both domestic and foreign. The Third Prince, Ainter Livnoman.

Wow, the Third Prince appears right there. Does he have some kind of people-attracting power?

In this vast Academy, Ainter just happened to be spotted near Luise at that exact time. It gave me chills. Ainter himself was trouble enough, but his presence near Luise suggested the other three might get involved too.

Forced to attend a gathering with all persons of interest on my first day? Absolutely not. If someone wanted to force me into that, they'd better offer me an opened bottle of Welch's grape juice at minimum.

For a moment, I imagined being in a place with all four continental VIPs gathered. The mental strain of imagining something even the Minister of Foreign Affairs hadn't experienced left me drained, and I sat down on a nearby bench, staring blankly into space.

Sitting here at the Academy felt like being a college student waiting for the shuttle bus, except there was no shuttle bus here, and I wasn't a student. It's absurd that my school memories only exist from the previous life of this 20-something-year-old body I'm possessing.

I clutched my throbbing forehead. My intuition, honed through four years as a civil servant, had been warning me that life would be extremely difficult from the moment this assignment was decided. The problem was that even with these warnings, there was no way to avoid it.

It felt like watching a punch coming straight at my face but being unable to move my body to dodge it. Both reason and instinct opposed this assignment, but the overwhelming power of authority from above made it happen anyway. The most terrifying force in the world is governmental authority...

I clicked my tongue once, got up from the bench, and retraced my steps. With no students wandering around, it was time to continue mapping out the structure as originally planned.

I examined the large, magnificent buildings that educated countless blue-blooded students, and when I occasionally saw students moving between buildings or coming outside during breaks, I passed by them naturally.

During the morning arrival time, I'd felt like a zoo animal with all the stares, but not anymore. After all, I couldn't avoid students forever while staying at the Academy.

'I'll need to announce myself as an inspector by tomorrow.'

I couldn't exactly greet everyone I made eye contact with by saying, "Hello, I'm a government inspector here on official business."

After mentally mapping the entire Academy layout, I looked around and took out my communication orb. I should handle this now before I forget.

I contacted the Deputy Head with the orb I pulled from my pocket. After a few vibrations, the Deputy Head's face appeared.

"It's been a while, Department Head. Did you arrive safely at the Academy?"
"Yes. I arrived this morning but was busy with other matters, so I'm only contacting you now."
"I'm glad there don't seem to be any problems."

In truth, problems had cascaded down on me from the moment I arrived. The protagonist Luise, Erich with his "you're a good friend" ending hovering before my eyes, and Ainter approaching like he was drawn to catnip.


But there was no need to worry the Deputy Head with such details. Frankly speaking, he couldn't be of much help with this assignment anyway. I quietly kept the names of Luise and the other two in my mind.

"Well, that's right. But I saw something strange on my way here."
"Please tell me."
"There should have been budget allocated for road maintenance leading to the Academy. But the condition was terrible."

Track it down and clean it all up.

Despite my casual instruction, as if asking someone to pick up groceries from the market, the Deputy Head nodded without question. The nameless local official who had made it to the top of my hit list while I was in the carriage had his fate sealed.

This was my final gift for the Imperial Ministry of Finance's special carriage, with which I'd shared a long, arduous journey and a small friendship. I've kept our friendship, special carriage...

"I'll handle it and report back. Any other instructions?"
"No. Ah, is everything alright there?"
"Yes, nothing unusual has happened."

Fortunately, the Section Chiefs seemed to be behaving themselves. I felt myself relax slightly with relief. Since the Deputy Head hadn't contacted me separately, there probably hadn't been any disturbances, but I couldn't help feeling anxious. Hearing directly that there were no problems was reassuring.

"Good. Keep up the good work. Contact me immediately if anything happens."
"Understood."

Having no further business, I gave the Deputy Head final instructions and ended the call. I can't express how relieved I am that at least the Deputy Head remains in the office. Without even the Deputy Head there, the Section Chiefs' antics would have piled up to the heavens, inevitably resulting in the Audit Department being dismantled by an enraged Minister.

'Would that actually be better?'

If the department were destroyed by the Minister's hand, I would have no choice but to take responsibility as Department Head and retire. Of course, knowing the Minister, he'd more likely create a new department just to stick me in there like a penal unit.

Still, briefly imagining the possibility of retirement improved my mood somewhat. I put the communication orb back in my pocket and walked away with a lighter step.

***

After confirming that Kal's face had disappeared as the communication ended, the Deputy Head put the orb away and opened the door behind him. He had stepped out briefly because the room was quite noisy—not the best environment for contacting the Department Head.

When he reopened the door to that unfavorable environment, a chaotic party unfolded before his eyes.

"Section Chief 3's performance extravaganza! Let me show you something!"
"Hee-hee, hehehehe!"
"Kuh, hey! The Department Head's glass is empty!"

Among the three troublemakers, Section Chief 2 was exceptionally loud. He was even looking for the Department Head who wasn't there. The Deputy Head's eyes fell on a human-sized doll sitting in the Department Head's seat with Kal's portrait attached to the face. Section Chief 2 was staggering toward it, filling the glass in front of the doll with alcohol and splashing it directly onto the portrait.


"The Department Head drinks well!"

Section Chief 2 cackled as he refilled the empty glass. The doll, hastily placed there for atmosphere, was gradually transforming into the real Department Head in Section Chief 2's mind.

Despite this chaotic scene, the catalyst for the event was surprisingly trivial. Kal's fury had shredded their carefully prepared banner and celebration plans for his Academy assignment.

But Section Chiefs of the Audit Department don't abandon their plans over such minor variables. Section Chief 1's suggestion—if they couldn't throw a departure party, why not throw an arrival party—resonated with Section Chiefs 2 and 3.

They rescheduled or rushed their department work to free up the morning, then personally ran around preparing the party.

"Is this size about right for the Department Head?"
"Wow, this portrait is quite flattering."

Since the real Kal wasn't there, they decided to attach Kal's portrait to a doll and place it in the Department Head's seat. They even retrieved and reassembled the banner that Kal had torn to pieces, hanging it right above the doll.

[Ah! The Blooming Academy Life of Your 20s!]

They discarded unnecessary letters and patched it together like a rag. Reassembling shredded documents was a basic skill for Audit Department officials. A rough restoration was no challenge at all.

The tattered banner, which existed only because Kal had torn rather than burned it, displayed its proud appearance. The Deputy Head's gaze moved downward from the banner.

As Section Chief 3 performed somersaults in front of the doll for the "Department Head's entertainment" and Section Chief 2 splashed more alcohol on the portrait, Section Chief 1 noticed the Deputy Head and offered him a glass.

"Deputy Head, have a drink too!"

Without hesitation, the Deputy Head accepted the glass and downed it in one go. He had already shared six drinks with the Section Chiefs before receiving Kal's call.

"Is everything alright there?"

Those words Kal had spoken earlier, filled with anxiety and impatience. To which the Deputy Head had confidently replied that nothing was happening. In a way, it could be considered false reporting to a direct superior, but...

'It's rather concerning that they haven't caused any incidents.'

Tragically, the Deputy Head actually considered the Section Chiefs' chaotic party as "not causing incidents." What Kal failed to anticipate was that the Deputy Head's standard for "incidents caused by Section Chiefs" was extremely lenient. As long as problems didn't spill outside, the Deputy Head didn't care. He knew that forcibly containing internal leaks would only cause bigger messes externally.

Until now, the Section Chiefs had been mindful of Kal's presence and moderated their behavior accordingly, so this aspect of the Deputy Head's personality hadn't been revealed. Unfortunately, Kal was no longer here.

As the Deputy Head held his glass while Section Chief 1 grinned and poured more alcohol, he made eye contact with Section Chief 5, who was quietly sitting in the corner. The Deputy Head nodded. Section Chief 5 nodded back. Then both casually emptied their glasses. It didn't matter now—when afternoon came and work needed to be done, they would all sober up on their own.

And so, the lively party for Kal-without-Kal continued.

Not long after finishing my call with the Deputy Head, I saw the secretary who had been standing next to the Principal rushing over in a hurry. He said he would guide me to where I would be staying during my assignment period and led me to my accommodations.

"You must have been uncomfortable with all the students staring. I apologize for not showing you to your quarters sooner."

The secretary kept bowing his head repeatedly, but I sensed his true feelings were somewhat different. There must have been many people asking questions about an unknown outsider wandering around the Academy. The staff, likely overwhelmed by a stream of student complaints, had hurriedly sent the secretary to find me.

"There's nothing to apologize for."

I responded and kept my mouth shut. Considering how far he had come from the main building, he must have been searching quite diligently. He was probably caught in an awkward position—unable to stop an Inspector's movements while dealing with anxious, questioning students (mostly blue-blooded ones). Since we'd be seeing each other often, I felt a bit embarrassed for being so inconsiderate.

'Maybe I've been around too many idiots lately.'

It's been four years since I started my civil service career thanks to the head family's schemes. During those four years, various circumstances led to my unexpected promotion to Audit Department Head, and I've been butting heads with those three bastards for nearly two years now.

I've reached the point where normal human communication feels foreign. Shouldn't this count as an industrial accident? You can report black companies to the government, but when the country itself is a black country, who do you complain to?

With these complicated feelings, I silently sighed inside and quietly followed the secretary to my quarters. The room was quite decent, probably because it had been used by section chief-level inspectors before.

"It's a humble room for an Inspector like yourself, but we don't have any other rooms available at the moment. We'll prepare a different room as soon as possible..."
"No, that won't be necessary. I like it."

I just thought it was fine, so why would he say that? I waved my hand at the secretary who kept trying to bow, assuring him it was fine, and sent him back to the main building. Keeping him here would only make him more nervous. How frightening must it be to have a department-level Inspector who could turn the Academy upside down?

But it's not like I came here because I wanted to, so if there's anyone to blame, it should be the Minister. That Minister, he'll probably live forever with all the curses I've directed at him.

I wondered if the Minister would suddenly drop dead if I started praising him now, as I sat down on the bed. Even though I had already seen the Academy and the protagonist Luise, it only now felt real that I was actually here. It felt like sitting on a bunk bed after just arriving at a training camp. Awful feeling.

Anyway, from tomorrow I'll have to live as an Inspector at the Academy. I have to... but...

'Damn it.'

The tasks I need to perform at the Academy seem overwhelming. The main duty of an Inspector—auditing funds—is something that can be completed after just a few reviews. After all, how much can there be to an Inspector's job that normally takes at most a week?

Moreover, the Academy is already under constant scrutiny due to its importance, so there's nothing to uncover through inspection. It's no wonder previous Inspectors lingered at the Academy, legally neglecting their original duties.

But that doesn't apply to me.

'Luise, Erich, Ainter, Lyutis, Laterre, Tanian.'

There's one spy with the same blood among them, but anyway, I need to keep an eye on these six indefinitely. The problem is how to do that surveillance.

The diplomatic departments of the three countries, who shed tears of anguish over the sudden enrollment declarations of their key figures, desperately knocked on the doors of the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs. They even made the unreasonable request of sending their own forces into Imperial territory to protect their people, to which the Empire naturally responded, "That's as far as your nonsense goes." It would be impossible unless the entire Foreign Ministry was high on opium.


But with the safety of royal family members and potential holy candidates at stake, the diplomatic departments of the three countries went crazy. They persistently and desperately tried to negotiate with the Foreign Ministry. Feeling like they were being doorbell-ditched every weekend morning, the Foreign Ministry eventually allowed a small force to stay at the Academy and withdrew some Imperial troops, on the condition that a list would be submitted.

Looking at the list provided by the Foreign Minister, I saw several members of the Royal Knights and Holy Knights. It was no joke.

'Their numbers might have been small, but...'

Their combat power was far beyond what a small number should be capable of.

As a result, the Empire also took the opportunity to reduce personnel and replace them with a strictly elite few. Even more thoroughly than the forces sent by the three countries. The Empire's justification was that they had reduced numbers as requested by the three countries. What could they do about it? The Empire held all the cards.

The Foreign Ministry was able to favorably adjust some previously contested treaties with the three countries through this apparent concession. But it's infuriating. I'm the one being sold out, so why are the Foreign Ministry bastards having a bonus party?

Anyway, what's important is that despite being called "small," forces from the three countries are staying at the Academy. They must have noticed that this Inspector is different from previous ones, and they probably know the Empire has inserted additional forces under the pretext of regular inspector dispatch, beyond what was agreed upon.

And such a person is wandering around and monitoring their key figures? Ah, I couldn't stand it either if I were them. The security chief might rush over and grab me by the collar.

'And while the numbers have indeed been reduced...'

Although the combat power loss is minimal despite transforming into a small elite force, the fact remains that numbers have decreased. No matter how superhuman someone is, they only have one body. Without the ability to create clones, there could be situations they can't cover.

Fortunately, the Academy's resident forces were excessive to begin with, so even after this withdrawal, they still maintain a decent presence. The problem is that I also need to monitor the discord caused by this sudden reduction.

"This sucks."

The assessment is complete. I vaguely knew it was a terrible job, but now I know specifically how terrible it is.

I sighed involuntarily. Still, with Imperial and three-country forces, plus Academy staff present, there shouldn't be any problems with the Academy itself unless some lunatics decide to dive in. Ultimately, the issue circles back to the miraculous six.

...Honestly, Erich is the lowest tier among those six, so couldn't we just consider them the "five"? He's my brother, but facts are facts.

The key issue is naturally approaching these five. But currently, I have no means to approach them while breaking through the suspicions of the three countries. While security loosens during classes, even I, as an Inspector, have no legitimate reason to approach students during class.

Student inspection? "Student, I'm an Inspector, can I check your wallet?" Oh, would I be crazy?

There's no choice. I'll have to watch from a distance and seize opportunities. Having reached a conclusion that's close to postponement, I lay back on the bed. I wonder if there's any legal way to approach them?

***

The second week of the new semester. It's the time when new students must choose and join one of the Academy's numerous clubs. Of course, for students who are mostly blue-blooded, joining clubs centered more on building close networks than on simple interests.

Moreover, since they could connect with graduated nobles under the pretext of being club seniors, clubs were another social venue within the larger social venue called the Academy.


For Luise, who purely liked people, such complications weren't a consideration. The idea of students from different years and classes gathering in one place to enjoy the same hobby appealed to her greatly. Ever since she had accidentally heard about clubs from her father, Luise had been looking forward to them immensely.

However, was it heaven's prank to tease Luise? When she learned that not only could she join existing clubs but also establish new ones, Luise hit a wall in her attempt to create a club. Club establishment required three students and someone to serve as an advisor. Luise thought she could quickly gather three people, but she failed.

When she asked her friends, including Irina, they all said they had already joined other clubs. No matter how much they liked Luise, they couldn't give up clubs that fulfilled their social roles as nobles. Of course, if it were a desperate matter for Luise, they might reconsider, but it was just a club, wasn't it?

"Luise. Let's just join another club."

The only person who accepted Luise's invitation was Erich. At his words, Luise hung her head dejectedly. If she hadn't known that new clubs could be established, she wouldn't have been so disappointed.

"But... I wanted to create a confectionery club..."

Her sky-blue eyes held a faint moisture. Erich felt sorry seeing her like this, but what could he do? He couldn't write 'E' and 'rich' as separate club members. And then, as if heaven was satisfied with teasing her this much, it sent down a hammer to break the wall.

"Lady Luise. Have you found club members?"

A noble young man with brilliant golden hair and purple eyes symbolizing the Imperial family—the Third Prince Ainter, whom Kal had desperately avoided that morning—approached Luise.

"Ah, Your Highness!"
"We greet Your Highness."

As Luise and Erich hurriedly stood up to show respect, Ainter smiled and waved them off.

"Please don't. Isn't this Academy a place where everyone learns on equal footing?"

Of course, nominally, Academy students are equal, but that's as meaningless as the clause stating the Academy is absolutely neutral. Academy life lasts three years, but life after graduation lasts decades... Regardless, Ainter glanced at the club establishment application and smiled at the list with only two names written on it.

"Fortunately, with me, that makes exactly three people."
"What...?"

Luise's eyes widened momentarily at those words, and Erich also looked at Ainter in surprise. Undeterred by their gazes, Ainter used his pen to write his own name on the establishment application.

Only then did Luise smile brightly, and Ainter, seeing her smile, smiled with satisfaction. The Third Prince Ainter was merely the second victim entranced by the catnip named Luise.

And so, the pink-haired girl Luise smiled from ear to ear as she ran off with the club establishment application. Now that she had overcome the biggest hurdle of gathering members, she just needed to find an advisor.

'I'll find one soon!'

Thankfully, there were many teachers who adored her. Among all those people, she would quickly find someone to serve as an advisor. Luise believed so. She was already busy imagining herself enjoying baking and sharing the snacks she made with her friends.


"I had essentially postponed figuring out how to monitor the six persons of interest and fallen asleep in bed. After being pushed around at the Ministry of Finance and exhausted in the carriage, lying alone in an empty room felt incredibly comfortable. A bed isn't furniture—it's magic. And so dawned the morning of my second day at the Academy.

Of course, just because I slept doesn't mean a solution magically appeared, so upon opening my eyes, I was still without a monitoring method. I even briefly considered marching right up to those three countries' people and saying, "Look, we all know what's going on here, so let's just look the other way," but thought better of it.

'Should I really just barge in there like a madman?'

But if I did that, the Minister and the Minister of Foreign Affairs would happily tear me apart, so I abandoned the idea. It would have been easier if I had some operational guidelines, but there's no precedent for this situation.

After scratching my head a few times in frustration, I decided to head to the main building. Maybe watching how the Academy operates would give me some ideas. And I should at least pretend to be auditing—I am an inspector after all, and without auditing, I'd have no justification for being stationed at the Academy.

With this obligatory mindset, I entered the main building, and something pink caught my eye.

'Why is she here?'

A pink-haired girl walking with somewhat listless steps—Luise. I knew the first period would start soon, so what was she doing all the way in the main building?

"Luise."

After a moment's hesitation, I called out to her. I avoided her on the first day due to pressure, but having a connection with Luise would make my activities easier. Those multinational troublemakers would naturally gather around Luise anyway. So securing some level of familiarity with her would make things half as difficult. Fortunately, I had a connection to Luise—I was her friend's brother, just one degree of separation.

Come to think of it, that's not really fortunate. Damn you, Erich.

Luise turned around at the sound of her name, and her previously drained expression brightened upon recognizing me. She scurried over and bowed. She really is a nice person.

"Brother Kal, hello!"

Definitely nice. I nodded and glanced at the paper in her hand. Hmm, is that why she came to the main building? I pretended to be pleased at the chance encounter and spoke.

"We meet again after just one day. What brings you to the main building?"
"I'm trying to create a club. I'm looking for a teacher to be our advisor."
"A club?"

My eyes went back to the paper I'd noticed earlier. She was holding it carefully—must be an application form. Noticing my gaze on the paper, she exclaimed, "This is the application form!" and thrust it toward me. Well, she didn't need to give it to me, but...

"Is it okay if I look?"
"Of course!"

If she's fine with it, why not? I was actually curious about what kind of club the original protagonist would create. The club name was Confectionery Club—a harmless choice. The purpose: to make snacks to comfort fellow students tired from their studies. A good reason.


Club members included Luise Naiad, naturally the president. Second was Erich Kracius, as expected. And the third...

'He's already been caught as the second target?'

Third Prince Ainter Livnoman. I winced upon seeing that name. I had my suspicions when I observed him near Luise yesterday, but I didn't realize he was already her second conquest. No third target yet? Judging by the fact that the Third Prince is the last name, probably not yet.

I looked at Luise with a mixture of dismay and amazement. It had only been a little over ten days since enrollment. Yet she had already enchanted a prince she might never have seen otherwise. And not just any prince—the Third Prince, famous for his social acumen.

"That's... a nice club."

Having nothing else to say, I handed the application back. But despite my compliment, Luise responded glumly.

"But since yesterday, no one will agree to be our advisor..."
'Of course they wouldn't.'

Who in their right mind would agree to advise a club with a prince in it? If you're lucky, you might catch the prince's eye, but make even a small mistake and who knows what would happen. It's like betting your life on a gacha game with undisclosed odds. The moment you become an advisor is the moment "advisor" takes on a whole new meaning of torture.

Of course, it doesn't matter to me. Having already clashed with imperial personnel several times for work, I no longer feel intimidated by the Third Prince. I came here to monitor them anyway—how can a monitor be intimidated by those being monitored?

'An advisor, huh.'

This was exactly the legitimate excuse I needed to approach these persons of interest. If Luise forms a club, the others I haven't seen yet would naturally gravitate toward it, and I'd only need to focus on managing that one club. The question is whether I can be an advisor—I'll have to check with the principal.

I sent Luise on her way, consoling her that if she kept looking, surely someone would agree to be an advisor. Of course, no one would. Not until the very end when someone would be sacrificed and forced into the role.

It's better if I step in before that poor sacrificial lamb emerges. Luise gets to form her club, the faculty avoids a ticking bomb, and I get to conduct legitimate surveillance. Isn't this the greatest happiness for the greatest number?

"An advisor?"

The principal reacted as if he'd heard something unexpected. I understand—I didn't expect to become a club advisor when I came here either.

"Would that be possible?"
"Well, there's no precedent for such a case..."

The principal stroked his long beard with a troubled expression. Of course there's no precedent. I'd have been surprised if there was. What kind of idiot would wear an inspector's badge and try to be a club advisor? Unfortunately, I'm trying to be that idiot number one.

Still, given that this was a request from an inspector, and knowing the faculty's situation of trying to pass off the "bomb" that is the Third Prince, the principal thought for a moment and then nodded.


"I'll check the regulations. If I see a possibility, I'll let you know."
"I'm sorry to trouble you with this request, Principal."
"Haha. It's fine."

Surprisingly, a solution emerged within an hour. The vice principal, who found the solution, was sweating nervously.

"According to the inspector's authority, it states that an inspector can intervene in Academy affairs. It's an authority granted to overturn operations if there's evidence of illegal funding."

The vice principal explained, bringing a thin booklet. The point is this: the authority that allows an inspector to intervene in Academy affairs can be interpreted as authority to intervene in clubs, which are part of Academy activities.

"Frankly, it's a convenient interpretation, but since there's no clause explicitly prohibiting an inspector from involvement in clubs, we can make the argument."
"It seems like an excessive interpretation. Will it be okay?"
"There's no other way."

The vice principal's eyes held a slight resentment—'Didn't you say you wanted to be a club advisor?' Yes, I did say that... In the end, we decided to proceed with the vice principal's suggested method. Honestly, it's a self-serving interpretation, but it's true that there's no other suitable solution.

I also asked the principal to discreetly check on the three countries' forces stationed at the Academy. An inspector who's already a target of vigilance suddenly becoming a club advisor would naturally draw attention. I feel bad for treating the principal like a deputy director, but it's all for the greater good—he'll understand.

Fortunately, the responses were reasonable:

[Our country respects the Empire's authority and will not interfere as long as it doesn't violate good faith.]
[If the inspector's actions aren't an abuse of power, it's clearly a matter for the Empire to decide.]
[The Lord considers diligence a virtue.]

These were the responses from the Armein Kingdom, Yuven United Kingdom, and Papal States, respectively. The inspector being stationed at the Academy like their representatives is a given, and they seem to be calculating that it's better to let this odd situation slide rather than fight over it. The three countries have nothing to gain by adamantly opposing the inspector's advisor position.

Rather, it would only create friction with the Empire from the start, which would be disadvantageous. So they step back here, and when the three countries need to push a somewhat forced interpretation in the future, they can remind the Empire of this incident. It's not an incorrect calculation.

'If they knew their key personnel would join the club, they would have vehemently opposed it.'

Currently, the club has three members, all from the Empire. But soon, people from Armein, Yuven, and the Papal States will join one after another. I can't help but feel sorry for how shocked the three countries' forces will be then.

"Poor things..."

No matter how much they're described as key forces protecting important personnel, fundamentally, they too are pitiful beings who roll as ordered from above. I involuntarily closed my eyes at the sense of kinship rising from deep within. I felt uneasy about inadvertently playing a trick on fellow middle managers.

But what can I do? I need to survive first. Worrying about others is a luxury I can afford only when I have some breathing room. If they're upset, they can bring their own possessed person too. If they have one, that is.

And so, with everyone's agreement, my position as "Confectionery Club Advisor" was approved, and during lunch, I approached Luise, who was still searching for an advisor, to tell her I would be taking the role. She opened her eyes wide and smiled brightly—it was quite cute. It felt like seeing a little sister after only having seen my gloomy little brother.

The bomb that all academy staff had been passing around for two days, hoping it wouldn't explode in their hands, was finally collected and detonated by me.

"I'm Kal Kracius, your advisor. I see we're all already acquainted. I look forward to working with you."

I looked at the Confectionery Club members who would now be under my legal supervision under the pretext of being their advisor. There was Luise with her bright, innocent smile; Erich, unable to control his trembling pupils; and Ainter with his usual smiling face. Just thinking about three more members joining soon made my heart swell with anticipation.

"Since we'll be seeing a lot of each other, I'd like to speak informally. Does anyone need time to get comfortable with that first?"

It was a question asking if anyone objected to me speaking casually to them, aimed particularly at Ainter. But Ainter simply shook his head slightly while maintaining his smile. Seems he's fine with it. Now I have justification to speak casually with the three new members who'll be joining soon as well. Satisfactory.

"Though I'm your advisor, there's no need to be overly conscious of me. Just call me if you need anything or if something comes up, and feel free to be comfortable around me."

I concluded my introduction with these appropriate words. Having never been a club member myself, I wasn't exactly sure what an advisor was supposed to do, but when I asked the Vice Principal, he said it was essentially just having my name listed and keeping an eye out for any problems.

That's exactly the level of involvement I wanted. While other faculty members might be going crazy trying to monitor the prince, I was nearly going crazy from not having a legitimate reason to do so. I wonder who would have been in charge of this dangerous den if I hadn't been here in the original story. It's almost concerning.

But there's no need to question or feel sympathy for things that never happened. Right now, I'm the one in charge of this den. Looking at Luise, the founder of this den, she was happily gazing at the pile of baking tools and ingredients. Her eyes were sparkling so brightly that whoever rushed to buy all those supplies would surely be pleased to see her reaction.

Erich, who had been watching Luise with warm eyes, caught my gaze and awkwardly looked away. Come to think of it, I had planned to meet with Erich frequently while at the academy, and now we've conveniently become advisor and club member. Now I can make significant progress in improving our awkward relationship. Erich should be happy about that too.

***

Erich averted his gaze as soon as his eyes met Kal's. Though he knew rationally there was no need to do so, his body reacted first. Having lived his entire life under the oppressive gaze of the family head, Erich couldn't help but instinctively avoid Kal, whose eyes resembled those of the family head.

'I shouldn't be like this.'

When they were younger, though Kal and Erich weren't particularly close brothers, they weren't estranged either. Since Erich had no other siblings, it didn't make sense for the only two brothers to keep their distance.

Besides, he had managed to join the same club as Luise.

'An opportunity to be with Luise during club activities.'

Or even a natural excuse to meet her outside of club hours for club-related matters.

Despite the strange intrusion of a prince, he couldn't give up this opportunity. When Erich heard that Kal would be their advisor, his heart nearly sank, but that made him all the more determined to steel himself. If he couldn't overcome his fear and aversion to Kal, his life with Luise would be impossible!

And so, blinded by love, the young man found the courage to face the trauma that had plagued him for years.


***

While Erich was resolving to step out of darkness into light, Ainter was not feeling particularly comfortable either. It was because of Kal, who was now curiously watching Luise as she spread out ingredients, declaring she would make cookies.

'I heard he was coming, but...'

I never imagined we'd meet in this kind of relationship. Ainter's smiling eyes dimmed slightly.

Ainter joining Luise's club had been a rather bold move. While imperial figures occasionally enrolled at the academy, none had ever joined a club. The official reason was consideration—to avoid burdening other students and the faculty advisor.

The real reason was the succession dispute among the princes. If a particular prince joined a club and connected with the nobles in that club, there was a possibility that individuals who normally wouldn't have contact with that prince could become part of his faction. Conversely, nobles might suddenly find themselves perceived as part of a prince's faction by other princes, forcing them into an unwanted alliance.

Therefore, to reduce variables for the princes and to prevent nobles from being struck by unexpected calamity, imperial membership in clubs was tacitly avoided. Two years ago, the imperial succession issue was resolved after a fierce confrontation between the First Prince and Second Prince, with the First Prince being named Crown Prince.

And now suddenly, the Third Prince, Ainter, who had been keeping a low profile, broke the implicit rule by joining a club? The Crown Prince would likely feel an urge to hang Ainter with a rope. After all, Ainter, born of the Empress like the Second Prince, remained the last source of anxiety for the Crown Prince, who was born to a consort.

Indeed, shortly after the Crown Prince's appointment sealed the downfall of the Second Prince and the Empress, the Audit Department's blade, which had been slashing through the Second Prince's faction, turned toward the Third Prince. Even the title of Third Prince couldn't stop the Audit Department's blade, backed by the Emperor's tacit approval and the Crown Prince's orders.

"Your Highness. The Crown Prince was pleased with your silence."

And the one who led the Audit Department's raid on the Third Prince's palace was Kal Kracius. A prodigy who became the youngest department head at 19, causing a stir in imperial politics. This prodigy sat across from Ainter in the reception room and spoke calmly.

"Your decision to maintain silence instead of standing with the Second Prince until the end was wise."

Seeing Kal's faint smile, Ainter smiled bitterly. He had endured his mother the Empress shouting "Whose child are you?" and receiving angry glares from his full brother, the Second Prince. Still, Ainter maintained his silence. That's why he survived even after the Second Prince met a mysterious death and the Empress was effectively confined.

"The Crown Prince does not wish for any more disturbances in the imperial family."
"Though I have a different mother than the Crown Prince, we share the same father. How could my intentions differ from his?"
"Truly wise."

A warning to keep quiet if he didn't want to die, and a brief acknowledgment that he understood. With that exchange concluded, Kal rose from his seat without hesitation, a mask-like smile on his face.

"I apologize for causing a disturbance in Your Highness's palace. Our investigation found no issues. It seems those who envied Your Highness's reputation made false accusations. We will severely punish them and apologize on their behalf."
"That could be the case. I understand."

Since then, Ainter had lived quietly, heeding the Crown Prince's warning delivered by Kal. He maintained his silence even as the Second Prince's faction was ruthlessly crushed by the Audit Department, backed by the Emperor and Crown Prince, and eventually even Ainter's maternal family, the Aesilon Marquisate, was swept away. Thanks to that, Ainter was still alive and planned to continue living that way.


But meeting one girl changed Ainter's life. Walking through the academy with his entourage of "followers" (actually monitors), Ainter's eyes fell on a girl with striking pink hair. It was mere whimsy that made him speak to her, despite his intention to keep a low profile at the academy as the Crown Prince wished.

"L-Luise Naiad!"

The girl, Luise, trembled as she answered the question from Ainter, who, though lacking real power, was still a prince. Ainter continued to meet with Luise afterward. Gradually, Luise became less tense and more comfortable around him. Ainter felt an affection from her that he had never experienced from anyone else.

Though their relationship began on a whim and had lasted only a short time, the depth was genuine. Ainter was convinced of this. So when he heard Luise was looking for club members, he didn't hesitate to add his name. This action might prompt the Crown Prince to take measures again. Kal, standing before him now, might transform into the Crown Prince's blade and dispose of Ainter.

But despite this, Ainter moved forward. This time, he didn't want to remain silent. As he looked at Luise with flour on her face and Kal beside her, a firm resolve filled Ainter's eyes.

***

'Is she doing it right...?'

Watching Luise busily working, I couldn't help but wonder. I'd need to have baking experience myself to know if she's doing well or not. I can only watch and assume. But she seems confident, so she must be doing fine. With plenty of tools available, there shouldn't be any issues.

I glanced at the small oven nearby. Since the original story was fantasy, all sorts of tools proudly operated under the name of magic. I was quite surprised to find devices like bugs, trackers, and surveillance cameras in the Audit Department's storage. In such a setting, I would have been disappointed if there wasn't an oven.

As I absently looked at the oven and then turned my gaze, I met Ainter's eyes. He was still smiling, making it impossible to read his thoughts. This is the first time I've seen him since visiting the Third Prince's palace two years ago.

'I was too harsh on the kid.'

In this world, the age of adulthood is quite lenient at 17. But when I first met Ainter, he was 15, not even within that lenient range. Even if it was the Crown Prince's order, I've had this nagging thought that I might have put too much pressure on a 15-year-old.

Two years ago, after the northern incident ended and the Crown Prince won the succession dispute, the imperial administration was suffering from such a severe shortage of personnel that simply being alive and holding a position was enough reason for promotion.

Those who survived and proved their abilities received exceptional promotions, and both the Minister and I were victims of this. I think that's when the Minister started getting angrier more often.
...No, that person was a carrier of the anger virus even before his promotion to Minister. I almost beautified him for a moment there.

Anyway, after experiencing many things in the north and unexpectedly rising to the position of Audit Department Head, I was in a twisted and abnormal state of mind. Because of that, emotions sometimes seeped into my work execution, and I may have pressured Ainter more than necessary. The Crown Prince seemed satisfied, though. What a pervert.

Erich is like this, and so is Ainter. I wonder why this club only has kids I feel sorry towards. With these mixed feelings, I looked around at the members and my gaze landed on Luise. Sensing my gaze, she tilted her head, looking at me as if asking what was wrong.

At least I don't have anything to feel sorry about with you. If anything, you should feel sorry towards me.

If only you weren't a capybara... I wouldn't have ended up here...

# Baking cookies took longer than I expected. I thought it was just mixing dough, shaping it, and putting it in the oven, but there were other steps too. The waiting seemed to take the most time.

"It's done!"

While I was spacing out, they were suddenly finished. Erich and Ainter approached quietly at the news of completion.

Those two were supposed to be club members, but they just stood around watching while I, the department head, did the work. Even if they didn't join the club for baking, they were being too obvious. Fortunately for them, Luise seemed to enjoy the baking process itself and didn't complain about the two freeloaders.

'What a hopeless guy.'

I couldn't help thinking that as I looked at Erich, who had become freeloader number one. He was already in the weakest position, so shouldn't he be trying to increase even minor interactions? If he had just pretended to help beside Luise, who loves baking, he would have immediately gained the advantage of sharing a hobby. But he didn't do that.

It's amazing. Even I, who has only seen Luise a few times, thought of this, yet this guy who supposedly likes her is acting like that. Ainter is just as bad. Does intelligence deteriorate when you fall in love? If they're both suffering from intelligence regression, I should just give Erich a hint. Idiot, you need to do at least this much to be competitive.

"Here, everyone try some."

At Luise's expectant words, I shifted my gaze from Erich to the cookies. Since they were made, I might as well eat them.

As I reached for a cookie, Luise picked one up first and offered it to me. Is this age-based courtesy? I'm touched to see such Eastern etiquette in this bizarre romance fantasy world. Behind Luise's gentle smile, I could see two pairs of eyes glaring at me. Don't try to include me in your competition. And if you're going to be jealous, at least do your part first, you freeloaders.

"Thanks."

I took the cookie Luise offered and took a bite. In stories like this, the protagonist's cooking skills are usually either heavenly or terrible, but fortunately, these were just normally delicious.

"Ah."
"Hmm..."

But the reactions of the other two who ate after me were concerning. As soon as they bit into the cookies, they swallowed hard and glanced at Luise. What's with them? Why are they acting like that?

"It's delicious. You could sell these."

Ignoring their strange reactions, I gave my taste assessment. She made them with such enthusiasm, so I should at least do that much. They were actually delicious, so I had nothing to feel guilty about. Pleased with my comment, Luise turned to the two behind her with a bright smile. They jumped in surprise and quickly composed their expressions.

"Yeah, I think it's delicious too. Well done."
"It's delicious, Lady Luise."

But despite their words, their wavering eyes told the truth. If Luise hadn't been so happy about the positive feedback, she would have noticed their trembling. The cookies were tasty, so why were they reacting like that? Are their tastes too refined, or is mine too crude? I took another bite of the cookie. It was still delicious.

At least my taste buds weren't the problem. Unless the cookies were some kind of Russian roulette with good and bad ones mixed together. But that would be impossible to do even intentionally.

'Spoiled brats.'

And that's how the first club meeting ended.

I had no idea that the cookies I ate yesterday would become fare for my journey to the afterlife.

"Oh, hello. I came to apply for club membership."


I silently looked at the owner of the cheerful voice. Somehow finding me holed up in the club room, it was Lyutis Robens, the third prince of the Armein Kingdom, coming to inquire about joining. He had deliberately come in the morning, breaking the peaceful quiet of the baking club room that I had been using as my quiet hideout.

"I'm in charge of the baking club."
"Then I've come to the right place!"

In response to my tentative statement, this guy who looked like he could easily topple a building pillar with a punch smiled and answered. Right, I get it. You're sacrifice number three. I had heard this was club selection week, so I was expecting the three foreign students to gather soon. I accepted Lyutis's application with a sense of resignation.

"I heard that club applications should be submitted to you."

About two hours after Lyutis left, satisfied with his approved application, this time Laterre Ostia, the second prince of the Yuven United Kingdom, came.

"..."
'Did these guys plan this together?'

Two people came looking for me on the same day. What's with the two-hour interval? Is it a courtesy to give me time to prepare mentally? A strange consideration indeed. Anyway, unlike Lyutis, with his thin build, this was definitely Laterre. I nodded at Laterre, who was staring at me with cold eyes, welcoming sacrifice number four who was enchanted by the capybara.

"Nice to meet you, brother. I came because I heard you're the advisor for the baking club."

About two hours later, number five arrived. The thought I had when seeing Laterre became reality. I wonder why all my positive thoughts turn out wrong, but my ominous predictions never miss.

"Are you here to join the club?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Your name?"
"Tanian Enes from the Papal States."

I know. I just asked as a formality.
I quietly scribbled Tanian's name at the bottom of the member list. The club membership doubling in a single day—Luise would be thrilled to know...

After confirming that Tanian, who had given a faint smile, had left the club room, I sank into my chair and stared at the member list. All six of the persons of interest had gathered on the second day of the club's establishment. It was an encouraging achievement. Now I had to monitor all six of them by myself. A dreadful future.

It's strange, in some games, collecting five parts means winning. Haven't I overachieved by collecting six? So why do I have to suffer instead?

Overwhelmed, I looked up at the ceiling and ran both hands over my face. I had let my guard down because there was still time left in the week, and miraculously suffered three consecutive hits. It's truly unbelievable.

'She enchanted those three in just one day?'

How? Is that physically possible? Is this what they call plausibility or whatever? I've never had a lover, only crazy people attracted to me, so why you?

The resentment that was about to be directed at Luise quickly turned toward the three countries' forces. Come to think of it, those bastards are the problem. If they thought their key figures might fall for a noble lady from another country, they should have cut it off themselves. What are they doing?

But it was already too late. The three countries' men failed to stop their key figures' eccentricities, and I had no choice but to go along with the original plot. In a few hours, all six would probably rush into the club room.

I quietly closed my eyes. Hoping that when I opened them, I would wake up back in the Audit Department. It's ridiculous that escaping one den of demons only leads to another.

"As you can see, we have three new members. Get along well, and don't fight."


Please.
When I addressed the six members who had gathered for club time with the desperate feeling of looking at kindergarteners, Lyutis burst into laughter, either understanding my feelings or not. This bastard, laughing...?

"You worry too much! Everyone knows how to take care of themselves, so don't worry!"

I just nodded once to Lyutis, who was spouting extremely worrying words, and turned my gaze away. I could trust the self-discipline of royalty, but with the original plot involved, my confidence plummeted dramatically. My heart was pounding, not knowing when the original plot's punch would suddenly hit me in the solar plexus.

"We meet again. So you're in this club too."

While I was unintentionally holding Lyutis back, Laterre approached Luise and greeted her. He's pretending not to know she was here, even though he clearly joined because of her. How shameful, Prince.

"Hello! You're... Laterre, right?"
"You can just call me Laterre."

Laterre's cold expression melted slightly.

'Damn it.'

Since I have no interest in seeing such expressions on a man's face, I turned my gaze away, only to find the faces of the other guys in my line of sight. With more people around, at least one person enters my view no matter where I look. This is terrible. Should I just walk around with my eyes closed?

Anyway, perhaps because Laterre made the first move, the other members also began to inch toward Luise. Both the existing members who were wary of the new ones and the new members who didn't know others had joined today ended up united after eyeing each other cautiously.

'This looks familiar somehow.'

Luise surrounded by five men looked like a politician campaigning in a marketplace. The difference would be whether it was voluntary or involuntary. I silently expressed my condolences to Luise, who was flustered by being suddenly surrounded. Sometimes I resent her for being the cause of my hardship, but when I remember she has no ill intentions, I feel pity for her.

While I was thinking this, I noticed someone's shadow at the corridor window. It was the vice principal.

When our eyes met, he bowed his head in greeting and showed me a letter he was holding. What's this? Is there someone sending me a letter? Seeing that the six were still busy introducing themselves, I slipped out into the corridor and approached the vice principal.

"What brings you here?"

The vice principal, who was evolving into my personal messenger due to my lack of teaching duties, handed me the letter he had shown earlier. And he quietly added one sentence.

"It's a letter from the three countries."

That one sentence was enough. It seems the forces of the three countries stationed at the academy had also noticed the anomaly of their key figures being snatched away right under their noses. After thanking the vice principal for delivering it, I checked the contents. Cutting through the greetings, flowery language, and other minor expressions, the main point could be summarized in one sentence.

[We would like to meet with the inspector as soon as possible.]

'Inspector, not advisor.'

The nuance suggested they suspected this anomaly wasn't simply something that occurred at the academy but something deliberately planned by the Empire. It's obvious how perplexed the three countries must have been.

I glanced at the six people visible through the window in the club room. The Empire... deliberately gathered them? I should definitely meet them to clear up this misunderstanding. Due to the six gathering earlier than expected, the exploratory talks with the three countries had also occurred earlier than anticipated.

Due to the Empire's sinister machinations, key figures from other nations have fallen under the surveillance of a cunning imperial official. That's the suspicion currently harbored by the three nations.

'What a load of nonsense.'

For the cunning official being suspected, it was merely a maddening misunderstanding. If anything, he wanted to ask those three nations in return: Could you really manipulate the actions of royalty or sainthood candidates so easily? If I had that ability, I'd be working at the Special Affairs Ministry, not the Ministry of Finance.

Of course, he understood the burning suspicions of the three nations. Logically, the possibility of imperial scheming was marginally higher than someone joining a club because they were captivated by a woman. Both possibilities were extremely low, but one had actually happened.

"Please inform them they can come to the club room tomorrow morning."

After brief consideration, he told the Vice Principal. Letting such misunderstandings fester would only make them grow in strange directions. Currently, they merely suspected it was an imperial ploy to keep important figures under surveillance, but soon they might think the Empire was using these figures as bait for some nefarious plot against the three nations.

The Vice Principal, understanding the importance of swift contact with the three nations, agreed without resistance. In truth, even if he had objections, the Vice Principal couldn't refuse his words. Though he felt bad for continuously using him as a messenger, approaching regular faculty members would likely terrify them.

"Yes, I'll relay that immediately."
"Thank you. I appreciate your help."

After sending the Vice Principal away with a slightly apologetic tone, he returned to the club room where Luise was still being swarmed at the center. It was rather remarkable how the mere daughter of a baron like Luise was holding her own among them, protagonist or not.

Still, the more Luise kept those five occupied by herself, the easier things were for him. Perhaps Luise had a natural talent for tanking?

"Ah, Brother!"

Just as he thought that, the aggro shifted. With Luise's attention-diverting call, all five pairs of eyes locked onto him. Seriously, those gazes were too intense. Reacting to "Brother" was too much. Was it his fault he was born before them?

Luise, who had been surrounded, somehow managed to break through the human wall and looked up at him.

"Where did you go? I didn't even notice you left."
"I had to meet someone briefly. Nothing important."

He couldn't bring himself to say, "The men captivated by you have gathered in one place and several nations are in uproar." Luise nodded at his answer, smiled brightly, and walked toward the shelf.

"I was just about to share the leftover cookies from yesterday. Since we have new members, it's a celebration!"

Opening the cookie jar on the shelf, Luise tilted her head in confusion.

"Huh? Were there only this many?"

He had eaten several earlier that day. After being hit with three consecutive shocks, his mind was hazy and desperately needed sugar. Sorry, he thought he'd be the only one eating them anyway.

He awkwardly watched Luise's back as she distributed the remaining cookies to the club members.


The next day, after the three new members had proven their refined palates despite their full stomachs...

"Villar Ganelly, of the Armein Kingdom's Royal Knights."

A representative from the three nations visited the club room. A man with a stern impression whose tightly closed mouth resembled a firmly shut castle gate. As a knight from the Armein Kingdom's Royal Knights stationed at the Academy, he was among the higher-ranking personnel from the three nations' forces. He probably ranked fourth or fifth within the entire Royal Knights.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Sir Villar. Thank you for coming in person."
"It was we who requested to meet you first, Inspector. It's only proper."

After exchanging brief greetings and handshakes, he seated Villar. Just one representative for all three nations...

'The three nations have already decided to cooperate.'

He had suspected as much since only one letter was delivered through the Vice Principal, but seeing that only one person came, it seemed the three nations had already agreed to work together. Well, a 1:3 ratio was slightly more advantageous than a 1:1:1:1 free-for-all on imperial territory. That's why a representative from Armein, the most powerful of the three nations, had come.

If the representative from the three nations ranked fourth or fifth in the Royal Knights, it was sufficient for him to handle at his level. Sending him, a department head, as an inspector to the Academy was partly intended to outrank most foreign officials anyway. His fate really didn't suit being the Audit Department Head. What suffering for the crime of holding that position.

"We'll be neighbors of sorts for a while, but due to various circumstances, this is our first meeting. Without your letter, Sir Villar, I wonder when we might have met."
= I'm exhausted and annoyed that you've crawled into the Academy. I actually hoped we wouldn't meet at all, but I'm here because you asked.

"As guests, it's only proper that we request a meeting first. Until now, we didn't dare disturb the Inspector's duties."
= We regret having to come this far too. But you seem to be doing something suspicious with that inspector badge.

His light probing received a reasonable response. While they were wary of important figures flocking to a club mentored by an imperial inspector, they seemed to have no other complaints. Moreover, they appeared to consider their own stationing at the Academy problematic.

'He's a typical knight.'

From the three nations' perspective, the enrollment of their key figures was a sudden decision, and deploying protective forces was an achievement after intense negotiations. They had to hastily organize their protective forces and couldn't send someone who possessed all four qualities: "combat ability," "rank," "eloquence," and "negotiation skills." The result was the rugged knight before him. A comfortable conversation partner.

Of course, he didn't possess all four qualities either. The difference was that his combination of department head and inspector gave him a wide range of authority, and he was fully prepared to pass issues up to the minister if necessary. Anyway, it was fortunate. The three nations' representative he'd be seeing frequently was easy to deal with.

He put on a smile and opened his mouth. Alright, let's go through this together.

"I appreciate your consideration. As you said, I've been quite busy lately. Especially with club activities, which I've never done before, so it feels quite awkward."

At those words, a glint appeared in Villar's eyes. Though the club was the main topic, he hadn't expected it to be mentioned so directly. After a moment of silence, Villar seemed to decide on directness as well.

"I've heard the news. An imperial lady has created a confectionery club? To make snacks for fellow students—though I haven't seen her personally, I can tell she has a warm heart. His Highness the Prince of our country must have thought the same, as he joined."
"Yes, and there were also members who joined from the Yuven United Kingdom and the Papal States. It was quite surprising."
"I heard that news as well. It must be difficult for you."

"Well, since it's a club open to everyone, it's not strange whoever joins, is it? I just need to be a bit more vigilant, so it's not really a hardship."

He just stated that the enrollment of the three nations' personnel was an unexpected coincidence that even he hadn't anticipated. Villar noticed that he had chosen to speak frankly rather than beat around the bush. But the knight seemed to be struggling with whether to believe this at face value or remain suspicious.

Time to help him decide.

"I was amazed at how enthusiastic these distinguished individuals were about the club."

If they tried to withdraw from the club now or destroy it altogether, who knows how those individuals bewitched by Luise would react.

"I'm actually quite worried that something might go wrong."

It would be equally troublesome for him if problems arose with the three nations' personnel. In fact, as the mentor, he might be the first to take the blame.

"Part of me wishes I could hand this responsibility to someone else, but... haha. Since that's impossible, I'm managing it somehow."

If I gave up, one of you might have to take over. Want to try being the group project leader?

As he gently pushed Villar's back in this direction, the knight squeezed his eyes shut.

'That ended smoothly.'

Villar eventually acquiesced and left. He was already overwhelmed with being pressured from above through communication channels and managing those under him stationed at the Academy. On top of that, he had become the representative not just for Armein but for all three nations. He would probably face constant criticism from the other two nations: "Why can't you do better? Is this your best?"

Additionally, as he had mentioned, it was impossible to withdraw club memberships or close the club. Would they destroy what appeared to be a hobby—but was actually a romance space—for high-ranking individuals through subordinates' schemes? The resulting anger would be unimaginable.

In the end, to remove the Empire's eyes from the club while preserving it, he would have to step down as mentor. But what then? The faculty would desperately try to avoid taking over, and there was a chance the three nations would be tasked with it as punishment for forcing out the perfectly fine imperial mentor.

Yes, if he were to have a successor, it would likely be Villar. On top of his already overwhelming duties, he would become the leader of this hellish group project.

For these reasons, Villar left without raising further objections about the club situation. Though he still didn't understand why key figures had flocked to the club, he seemed to accept that the situation couldn't be reversed. That was enough.

In truth, he still couldn't understand why five individuals had been captivated by Luise and joined the club. If he hadn't been a transmigrator, he would have thought the Empire was executing some other scheme without his knowledge. Important figures simply bewitched by a woman? Nonsense.

"Life, seriously."

He popped one of Luise's freshly made cookies into his mouth. Of course, these were Luise's homemade cookies that the five members had essentially just watched being made.

Multiple footsteps could be heard from afar. It seemed club time had arrived.

Did those people even know how much he was struggling behind the scenes?


The Ministry of Foreign Affairs had designated three foreign individuals as persons of interest, and now they were all gathered in the same club. I'd even made acquaintances with representatives of the three nations' military forces. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that my official Academy assignment had truly begun. Come to think of it, I've been having this thought quite often since arriving at the Academy. Every time it feels like things are officially starting, something new happens.

"Hahahahaha!"

The Minister's dying laughter echoed through the communication tube. He was genuinely cracking up at the news that these persons of interest had suddenly gathered in one club, and that I was the club's advisor. I couldn't help but look at him with an annoyed expression.

"Why are you laughing?"
- You tell me something funny and expect me not to laugh?

That irritated me even more. This bastard, how did someone like him become Minister?

After bursting into laughter several more times, the Minister finally managed to catch his breath and calm down. Witnessing this in real-time was more painful than I'd expected. My misfortune is your comedy bell, I see. The Minister, now exhaling, suddenly fixed me with a serious expression.

- So, you really don't know?
"As I said earlier, I truly have no idea."

My official report on why key figures had flocked to the Confectionery Club was filed as "cause unknown." Nothing proves incompetence like an inspector reporting that he doesn't know the reason for something, but I could hardly write "A pink capybara poisoned the Academy!" could I?

Sometimes in life, incidents occur that defy explanation. I decided to treat this case as one of those.

The Minister stroked his chin thoughtfully at my repeated confirmation. Though I might be angling for retirement, I'd never played around with work matters. Knowing this, the Minister had no choice but to accept "cause unknown" as well.

- I need to relay this information to the Ministry of the Imperial Household and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. I need some plausible explanation.
"Should we just say that since the Third Prince is in the club, other notable figures were considering where to go and ended up gathering there?"
- Then what's the reason the Third Prince joined?
"That's the part I really have no answer for..."

Ainter, who had been keeping a low profile since the succession dispute, continued living like he was dead after the Crown Prince's spirited sword dance. But suddenly this same Ainter joined a club?

'How can I tell him it's because he was captivated by a woman?'

I almost sighed. Is this how it feels to keep a secret that you must cherish alone?

The Minister, observing my expression, waved his hand and spoke.

- Well, never mind. I'll just say we're still investigating the Third Prince's intentions. Since you've been the club's advisor from its founding, that should provide sufficient justification.
"Yes, understood."
- When the communication tube turns purple, know that a message has arrived.
"That's absolutely horrifying."

Purple—the color signifying communication from the Imperial Family. If the Crown Prince starts paying attention to the Third Prince again, I might suddenly receive imperial communications out of nowhere. Please, please, anything but that...


The Minister chuckled and ended the call without hesitation. As his face disappeared and the communication tube went dark, silence returned to my room. Another day had passed.

The Confectionery Club followed a similar pattern. Though it hadn't existed long enough to truly analyze its patterns.

"Lady Luise, please be careful or you'll get it all over your face."

During club hours, it was essentially the Luise one-woman show, with five spectators around her trying to find excuses to talk to her and helping move various ingredients. They weren't actually involved in the confectionery-making, but from a distance, they appeared to be doing something—a peculiar arrangement.

Perhaps it's because they were born into high positions. They instinctively know how to achieve maximum efficiency with minimal effort. Of course, up close, they were just freeloaders who knew nothing about confectionery. Are they really interested in Luise? Sometimes they remind me of group project members who contribute nothing.

I quietly observed the five who were adding commentary to Luise's actions. They looked like they could make money as professional audience members. They might be able to buy someone's goodwill, but they were making absolutely no progress romantically. Among these hopeless ones was still Erich. Pathetic guy.

'I should give him a hint.'

I had been planning to advise Erich to share in the confectionery-making as a common interest, but before I could mention it, three new members had suddenly joined, and I missed my chance. Fortunately or unfortunately, all five were still in observation mode, so if Erich made a move now, he could immediately take the lead.

Alright, let's pull Erich aside first.

"I need someone to help carry ingredients."

I stood up, drawing attention. Of course, there were no ingredients to transport. Thankfully, there was already someone who delivered any missing ingredients to the club room every morning. This was just an excuse to get Erich alone.

"Erich. Come with me."

At my quick designation, Erich flinched and then cautiously approached me. A club member obediently following the advisor's request—this advisor is quite pleased.

I nodded once to Erich and was about to head outside when Lyutis raised his hand.

"Are two enough? If it's heavy lifting, I could help too."
'Why are you suddenly butting in?'

A guy who should be focused on Luise was volunteering. It was puzzling, but thinking he might just be naturally outgoing, I let it slide. Understanding the actions of these original characters was beyond my comprehension anyway.

"It's fine. Two is enough."
"Well, if you say so."

Lyutis shrugged and turned his attention back to Luise. Judging by his brief inquiry, it seemed he was just being polite. Yes, I appreciate at least that level of courtesy.

"Let's go."
"Oh, okay."

Now it's time to strengthen this weakling a bit.


***

As the sound of the door closing and two sets of footsteps faded away, Lyutis's gaze briefly turned toward the door.

'Kal Kracius.'

The name of the inspector who was stationed at the Academy to monitor the three nations. Now, unexpectedly, the man Lyutis had become a club member under as an advisor. Lyutis had first heard his name about two years ago.

After the Empire ended its war in the North and appointed the Crown Prince, there was a major personnel reshuffle. It was natural for the Armein Kingdom, which prided itself on having the second greatest national power after the Empire, to pay attention to such changes. So learning the name of Kal Kracius, who became a department head at the age of 19, was inevitable.

Upon receiving this news, the leadership of the Armein Kingdom concluded that the Empire's personnel shortage was more serious than expected. They reasoned that things must be dire for a 19-year-old to become a department head. Still, if someone like Kal had been made department head, there must have been a good reason. Armein began an investigation.

Fortunately, due to war, succession disputes, and massive purges, the Empire's counterintelligence network was looser than before, and the Armein Intelligence Department was able to collect information about Kal. They subsequently withdrew their initial conclusion.

'I suppose they could give a department head position to someone who captured the Khagan.'

Four years ago, a figure who united the northern nomads and pointed a blade at the Empire. The emperor of the nomads, the Khagan. Of course, the Kfelopen Empire, the only empire on the continent, did not recognize the title of Khagan and called him a traitor who challenged the Empire's mandate. However, it was the Empire's disgrace to have suffered for two years from this presumptuous traitor.

And after two years of war, it was Kal Kracius who beheaded the Khagan in the final battle. While someone else commanded the imperial army and defeated the Khagan's forces, it was Kal who took the Khagan's head in that battle. Strangely, the Empire didn't make a grand announcement about it, but it wasn't thoroughly hidden either, so the Intelligence Department was able to find out.

'And now such a person is an inspector.'

Lyutis almost chuckled. Setting aside why Kal belonged to the Ministry of Finance, he could see the Empire's determination to immediately crush any mischief by the three nations at the Academy. Due to the face of the three nations and their key figures, and concessions received from the three nations, the Empire allowed the stationing of security forces. But that was the limit.

If necessary, the inspector would use force to subdue them. And the Empire would likely provide additional support to protect the talent who had captured the Khagan. Such whispers seemed to echo in his ears. Pretending to make concessions while securing an advantageous position was the Empire's main diplomatic method.

Despite recalling the Empire's fierce intentions, Lyutis wasn't particularly concerned. As long as the three nations didn't behave strangely, the Empire would have no justification to act. And while he couldn't speak for Laterre and Tanian, Lyutis truly intended to attend the Academy quietly. So there was nothing to fear.

The only question was how the presence of that inspector in the club with Luise, the woman he fell for at first sight, would affect things. That's why Lyutis had raised his hand slightly to talk with Kal, and when rejected, he cleanly backed off. No matter how curious he was, Luise right in front of him was more important.

Lyutis looked at Luise's face as she kneaded dough, smiling brightly. The face that had made his heart flutter for the first time while trapped in the stuffy and boring royal palace.

'Advisor, please take good care of the club.'

Because for him to see that face, this club must not fall apart.

***

"Do you really like Luise?"

And at that moment, Kal was hammering his brother with a sledgehammer to strengthen him.

Kal and Erich were walking together in silence. Kal was quiet because he was looking around for a suitable place to have a private conversation, while Erich was too uncomfortable to initiate conversation with Kal. To make matters worse, from Erich's perspective, Kal's expression looked particularly serious.

'A good person.'

These two words suddenly crossed Erich's mind as he looked at Kal. The phrase "good person" was something he had never thought about in his entire life.

Erich had never seen a good person while growing up. His father, the family head, was out of the question, and even his mother was somewhat ambiguous. Even if asked whether his brother Kal was a good person, he would tilt his head in uncertainty—Kal existed in a mysterious gray area. Until he met Luise, the concept of a "good person" was merely an ideal for Erich.

The reason why Erich suddenly thought of Kal—not Luise—as a good person was simple. It was because of a recent conversation with Luise.

For Erich, the time before going to the club room—that is, during regular Academy classes—was the best time to talk with Luise alone without interruptions, thanks to the fortune of being in the same class. During these times, they could have various conversations, and due to Luise's lively nature, unexpected topics would sometimes arise.

"Do you dislike your brother Kal?"

Like this, for instance.

Caught off guard by Luise's direct question, Erich looked at her in surprise. Luise was blinking her eyes as if genuinely curious and concerned. Seeing her expression, Erich awkwardly scratched his head. Luise seemed worried about the brothers' relationship after noticing how tense Erich became whenever Kal was around.

"No, I don't dislike him. I just find him a bit difficult to approach."
"Why? Did something happen when you were younger?"

At those words, Erich's lips curled up slightly. If he had to choose a time when his relationship with Kal was relatively good, it would actually be during their childhood.

"Nothing happened. That might be why things are awkward."

If something had happened, if they had shared many conversations and Erich had become familiar with Kal, perhaps he wouldn't find Kal so difficult and uncomfortable. Erich sometimes thought this way. Though it was already too late.

"It's just that my brother has a rather heavy presence. Unlike me, he's been working as an official for several years, so we haven't seen each other often. That's all it is. Nothing serious."

Though he tried to brush it off with a forced smile, Luise tilted her head as if his answer didn't make sense to her.

"Really? Kal seems to care about you a lot."
"My brother does?"

Now it was Erich's turn to be puzzled. The Kracius family could be described as one where everyone neglected each other. So the idea that Kal, whom he rarely saw since becoming an official, would care about Erich? Even coming from Luise, it wasn't particularly believable.

"Yes. He's always watching you."

And Luise continued. She said that Kal was always watching Erich during club time, and occasionally when they passed by Kal in the Academy, his gaze seemed to be on Erich who was beside Luise. Though he didn't express it, he seemed to always be concerned about Erich.

"Even when I first met Kal, he spoke warmly to you."
"Did he...?"

Erich wondered how those blunt words could be considered warm. Nevertheless, Erich didn't contradict her, firstly because it was Luise speaking, and secondly because he himself had developed a faint hope. What if Kal really was concerned about him as Luise said?

'Does he really think of me as his brother?'

The possibility that they could get along without avoiding each other like normal siblings stirred Erich's heart. Noticing his feelings, Luise continued with a chuckle.

"I've often thought how nice it would be to have an older brother. So when Kal became our club advisor, I found it a bit strange but nice."
"Looks like my brother gained a little sister without knowing it."
"Hehe, I guess so? That's why I'd be really sad if you and Kal weren't getting along."


Both Kal and Erich seem like good people to me.
Luise's additional comment left Erich speechless.

'A good person, huh.'

Luise's voice, speaking with a broad smile, was still echoing in Erich's mind. Wouldn't Erich also wish for Kal to be a good person, for them to be good brothers? He had only kept his distance because of an instinctive aversion.

But not anymore. With Kal becoming the club advisor, Erich had found the necessity and courage to face his trauma, and through his conversation with Luise, he had seen hope to overcome it.

'Thanks to Luise, I'm finally facing it.'

For years, Erich had avoided Kal due to an instinctive aversion. He had been afraid without properly talking to Kal or observing him. But now he finally had the heart to see Kal.

Perhaps sensing Erich's change, Kal turned around to look at him as they walked. They had somehow reached a place where not a single person could be sensed. Let's get closer to my brother bit by bit from here. With that determination, Erich was about to speak.

But Kal was a little faster.

"So you do like Luise, right?"

Ah.
Is this... what a good person is...?
Erich's vision went dark.

***

'This place should be fine.'

Looking for a suitable location, I found a spot where people rarely come and no presence could be sensed nearby. We could talk comfortably here. When I turned around, Erich seemed about to say something, his lips moving slightly, but I decided to speak first.

"So you do like Luise, right?"

It's a rather aggressive and provocative start, but I hope Erich understands. To make him stronger now, shock therapy is necessary. Ambiguous consideration would only make him weaker... What Erich needs is not defeat through consideration, but victory through shock.

But unaware of his brother's deeper intentions, Erich's spirit seems ready to flee. Not a chance—I continue immediately.

"I wondered if there might be some deep connection between you two that I don't know about, but that's not the case either."

If there had been, it would have been fortunate. It would mean sharing memories incomparable to the other four. But Erich has no such advantage.

"If I ask whether you've honestly expressed your feelings, that's not the case either."

A grand confession might face grand rejection, but at least it would make the other person recognize you romantically. But Erich hasn't done that either.

"If I ask whether there's an overwhelming reason for her to choose you... you know the answer, right?"

You don't have any. You need to build a relationship based purely on the connection you create together.

Gradually approaching Erich, I placed my hand on his slumped shoulders and looked him in the eyes.

"Right now, you're at the biggest disadvantage among the five."


Erich remained silent. His dimmed eyes suggested he had received quite a shock. It's no wonder he's stunned—his brother suddenly bombarding him with unsolicited love advice without giving him room to breathe.

But it can't be helped. Destruction is the preliminary stage for recreation. This shock will be the foundation for a successfully strengthened Erich. I believe this without doubt. I believe in my brother.

"...But I don't think you plan to give up like this."

Of course, ending it here might make Erich want to grab a knife and stab me. I probably wouldn't die, but things would become extremely awkward between us afterward. So after delivering the shock, I need to infuse hope and vitality.

I casually moved beside Erich and put my arm around his shoulders.

"Don't forget that Luise created the pastry club herself."

At those words, Erich's hazy eyes turned toward me. Look at that—he responds immediately at the mention of Luise's name.

"You know that Luise loves pastries, right? Join her in that. I know you have zero pastry skills, but at least pretend to be doing it beside her."

Actually, seeing the inexperienced Erich, Luise might happily offer to help. Veterans typically love helping newbies.

"Make pastries together, and if you can't keep up, ask questions. Sharing a hobby gives you an advantage."

Who would someone turn to when they need help—a high-ranking noble with an immense status gap, or a classmate with a similar hobby and a smaller status difference? Is there even a comparison?

As I continued speaking, life began to return to Erich's eyes. Yes, after the shock, new knowledge enters smoothly. Without the shock, he would have remained blocked and this level of effect wouldn't have been possible.

"Actually, about the status difference? You might even have an advantage. What family is the Naiad family?"
"A barony, but..."
"Exactly. A barony. By simple calculation, there's only a two-rank difference from the Kracius family."

Of course, this is when calculating by the five noble ranks. The Kracius family can't be treated as a simple count family. But compared to the imperial family, royalty, and saint candidates above, it's relatively favorable.

I could sense Erich's mind working rapidly. Having let go of everything and then receiving new input, he must be seeing things differently. And I quietly added for good measure that three of the four are foreigners who would have to return home after graduating from the Academy.

That day, Erich grew stronger.
He had leveled up from a pastry club member who couldn't make pastries to one who could at least try.

After coming to his senses belatedly and giving me awkward glances, I sent Erich back to the club room first. I instructed him that if the members asked why he came empty-handed, he should explain that the ingredients they expected today had been delayed due to an issue and would arrive next time.

As for me, well, I should get some fresh air before going back in. I feel a bit heated after talking so much.

"Foolish boy."

I clicked my tongue once and leaned against the wall. Though I didn't hold back on advice for my brother's sake, I'm not pleased with the situation that required me to give such advice in the first place. It's not like I gave particularly special advice either.

I don't understand. If you truly want to win someone's heart, shouldn't there be instinctive actions?

Moreover, from what I've seen, Luise is somewhat straightforward. Just listening to her troubles, providing what she needs, supporting her activities, and showing positive reactions to her completed works would make it easy to win her heart.

Yet none of the five are doing this properly. Does love really make one's intelligence drop?

If that's the case, whoever ends up with Luise among the five will be in a regrettably unintelligent state. I should express my condolences to Luise in advance...

There's a saying that people can't be rewritten. Personally, I agree. Reflecting on my four years as a civil servant, humans aren't just difficult to change—they're worthy of nothing less than hatred. Nature, I'm sorry that humans inhabit this world.

But now, if someone asks me whether people can be rewritten, I can proudly answer: With enough effort, they absolutely can!

'I'm not one to tear up easily, but this is bringing me close to tears.'

A few days ago, after my life-changing advice, Erich was able to change. With a sense of satisfaction, I watched as he focused intently on baking alongside Luise.

"You should do it like this!"
"Oh, I see."

Luise taught Erich enthusiastically, her face beaming with smiles. To be honest, Erich wasn't so much interested in baking as he was in simply hearing Luise's voice, but that was precisely what I had advised him to do. Well done, Erich. Go ahead and capture Luise's heart.

After several days of Erich taking the lead in this five-person race of hopeless romantics, the other four contestants seemed to sense the crisis and began trying to participate in baking as well. But Erich, having gained the advantageous position first, wasn't about to let it slip away. He skillfully deflected others' attempts to intervene and had managed to hold his ground until now.

This is somewhat irritating. Why hadn't this guy, who could clearly do well when he tried, done so until now?

'Well, at least he's handling things properly now.'

I did resort to shock therapy because Erich's behavior was so frustrating, but I'm hardly in a position to give anyone relationship advice. Now that he's overcome his hesitation and successfully leveled up, it's time to trust Erich. I'm an inspector or advisor, not someone who manipulates people's love lives.

"Wow, Erich is getting good at this!"

Look at that, the corners of his mouth turning up.

With a mix of pity and pride, I watched them until Luise's eyes met mine. She smiled gently and nodded slightly, so I nodded back in response.

Thank you for being good to my hopeless brother... Though it was Luise who enchanted my brother in the first place, that's the power of the original story—an irresistible force. That's what I've decided to believe from now on. Luise is a flawless, innocent child.

The rebellion of Erich, once the weakest link, continued for days. No, I misspoke. The reign of Erich, now the strongest contender, continued for days. To be ahead of such illustrious men, including royalty—surely our family head would be pleased. The Kracius family's investment in their children is yielding a bountiful harvest.

"Advisor. Do you have a moment?"

As I was about to leave the club room in high spirits, Laterre, who had unusually stayed until the end, stopped me. Well, I had expected him to approach me. He must have had something to discuss, which is why he remained behind.

"Sure, what is it?"

Since I couldn't guess what he wanted, I offered him a seat and brought over a cookie jar from the shelf. The jar was still predominantly filled with Luise's cookies, as she still produced overwhelmingly more than Erich.

Laterre's lips twitched slightly when he saw me set down the cookie jar. What did the royal chef feed him to make his palate so particular? I'd brought the cookies in case our conversation ran long and we needed something to nibble on, but it seems I'll be the only one eating. They're delicious anyway.

As I naturally took out a cookie and put it in my mouth, Laterre watched me silently. He tapped the desk a few times with his index finger, lost in thought. Then, as if having made up his mind, he spoke.

"I know you're busy with various matters, so I won't beat around the bush."


Contrary to Laterre's words, my life wasn't particularly busy at the moment. The six club members had been surprisingly well-behaved, so I hadn't needed to clean up any messes. I suppose I should be grateful for that.

...No, wait, what am I thinking? I came to the Academy because of them in the first place. Is this Stockholm syndrome or something? Was I just trying to defend the perpetrators?

Regardless of these terrible, sad inner thoughts, I nodded to indicate agreement, and Laterre spoke directly as promised.

"Did you push Erich forward, Advisor?"

I was just putting a second cookie in my mouth when I had to look at Laterre after that question. I'm not sure how he interpreted my silence, but he continued.

"Since a few days ago, after you went out with Erich, his behavior has become more proactive."

I'm sure it has. After verbally beating him so mercilessly, he'd have to change—otherwise, would he even be human? At least my brother falls into the category of normal people.

"And since then, your gaze has frequently turned toward Erich."

I'm sure it has. While I believed my brother would change, I still anxiously watched him, worried that my advice might not have taken effect. Fortunately, Erich took the lead in the race, putting an end to my concerns.

"So I couldn't help but think that Erich started acting based on your advice."

Laterre fell silent again and quietly stared at me. It seemed like he was asking if his guess was correct, or perhaps wondering if I had anything to say. Well, only Laterre would know what he truly meant. He's the type whose expressions reveal nothing.

"You're right. I gave Erich some brotherly advice."

At my calm confirmation, Laterre let out a small sigh. I understand this reaction. It's what happens when a suspicion you hoped was wrong turns out to be true. I've experienced it many times myself.

"Brotherly advice, I see."
"Is there a problem with that?"
"Not at all. I just didn't expect you to intervene."

After saying this, Laterre interlaced his fingers on the desk and tilted his head to one side.

"The five of us, including Erich, had been exercising restraint with each other."

I know that well. I've observed it from the closest position.

From an outsider's perspective, it was a frustrating game of caution, but not entirely incomprehensible behavior. The five only met Luise after enrolling, and the four competing for her were seeing each other for the first time in this context. They needed to assess their competitors before deciding how to act.

In summary, these high-ranking individuals brought their social circle habits straight to the Academy.

"That standoff collapsed when Erich stepped forward. And he did so with the title of being the first to actively approach Luise."

Laterre, seemingly troubled by the situation Erich had disrupted, sighed again and continued.

"Sometimes acting quickly rather than biding one's time is the right answer."


Despite Laterre being royalty, I couldn't help but lose my composure at what sounded like a lament.

'What's with this guy?'

If he's perceptive enough to notice that Erich's actions resulted from my encouragement, then he must have at least basic awareness. Very basic awareness. If so, he likely already knew the "importance of taking initiative" that he just mentioned.

Indeed, while these love-blinded, potentially intelligence-regressed suspects were floundering, Erich abandoned the cautious game and chose direct action, achieving results. As Laterre said, quick and proactive behavior was the right answer when it came to Luise.

After a moment's thought, I voiced what I had been keeping to myself. Seeing how he suddenly stopped me to have this conversation, being somewhat honest probably wouldn't hurt.

"You knew that and still acted that way...?"

At my near-mumble, Laterre seemed at a loss for words and quietly averted his gaze.

A suffocating silence descended upon the club room.

After Laterre left, I remained alone in the club room, staring at the seat he had occupied until just moments ago.

'What an interesting character.'

I couldn't help but laugh. Recalling the final words Laterre uttered before leaving made it impossible to suppress my amusement.

"I would prefer if you would just observe from now on."

After ten seconds that felt like ten minutes of silence, during which Laterre seemed embarrassed by his own major blunder, he finally revealed the purpose of this conversation. Beyond asking me not to advise Erich, he was requesting that I not involve myself in the five-way competition at all.

He must have been anxious. He probably concluded that if Erich continued to receive my help, the competition wouldn't be fair. Since asking me directly not to help Erich would be too obvious, he expanded the scope to the entire competition. It meant the same thing anyway, as I had no intention of helping anyone other than Erich.

Of course, I had already planned to leave the future competition entirely to Erich, so I simply nodded in agreement. That seemed to reassure him. Laterre's expression softened slightly, and he even apologized for making such a rude request. I accepted his apology, not feeling particularly offended.

"Did I underestimate these kids too much?"

I must have unconsciously treated the five members simply as love-struck male leads from the original story. It's been five years since I possessed this body in this world. Even though I know the people here don't move as predictably as characters in a novel, I still took the five too lightly.

Honestly, watching their nerve-wracking standoff made it hard not to view them as simple intelligence-regressed cases. Anyone else would have felt the same. Why dance around when the shortest route to victory is right there?

Still, just as Erich changed based on my advice and Laterre tried to overcome his disadvantageous position, the five's behavioral patterns are diverse and complex. Seeing this firsthand was somewhat pleasant. It made me wonder if they weren't just enchanted by Luise due to the original story's power, but were genuinely in love and making efforts.

"Just maintain appropriate boundaries and do your best."

I hummed, putting another cookie in my mouth. As Laterre wished, I wouldn't give special support to any particular person, but if the competition intensified in an unhealthy direction, I would intervene immediately to stop it.

Come to think of it, perhaps this pleasant feeling is my defense mechanism anticipating the future pain of being caught between the five? I need to stay in good spirits to endure being squeezed between them for long.

When one person steps ahead, it might be seen as standing out, but when two start moving forward, everyone must follow. Two becomes three, three becomes four, and suddenly a massive leading group forms.

That's why Laterre's sprint following Erich completely shook up the race for Luise.

Erich, who had been trying to maintain his title as the only one sharing Luise's hobby, ultimately failed to stop Laterre. There was no justification for preventing a Confectionery Club member from baking. If anything, Erich had done well to block him until now. He should be satisfied with the monopoly he'd enjoyed so far.

With Erich and Laterre occupying both sides of Luise, naturally the remaining three joined in baking as well. The Confectionery Club that couldn't bake had finally evolved into a Confectionery Club that actually bakes.

Honestly, even thinking this way makes me feel a bit self-loathing. I used grand words like "game-changing sprint" and "evolution," but in the end, they're just belatedly starting something they should have done long ago.

'The continent's future looks bright...'

What fools. To think these people are key figures of the continent. The future of the continent will be so blindingly bright like the Section Chief of Department 3's head that it might become invisible.

In my miserable state of mind, I quietly observed the six of them when my eyes met with Laterre's as he turned to move a plate. After an awkward eye greeting, I nodded in response, and only then did he pick up his plate and return to Luise's side. Since our last conversation, Laterre has continued to show such cautious behavior.

He must feel quite embarrassed. After all, he asked a family member to stop giving advice to another family member. At the time, Erich had the advantage, and if that situation continued, the competition might have ended prematurely, but honestly, it was an ugly display.

Laterre probably didn't realize it then because stopping Erich's solo run was so urgent, but once he calmed down, he must have belatedly realized how uniquely ugly his behavior was.

Of course, I don't mind. It's more beneficial that a person of concern now shows docile behavior. The small peace gained in exchange for the other person's dark history gives me great satisfaction.

"Are you sure this is your first time?"

Amid all this, Luise's surprised voice caught my attention. She was looking down at the cookies Tanian had made with admiring eyes. He had even plated them, giving them quite an impressive appearance. But do cookies need plating? Couldn't they just be piled in a container?

"Thankfully, I'm quite good with my hands. Besides, with sister teaching so clearly, I found I could do it quickly."

Regardless of my thoughts, Tanian answered with a subtle smile, seeming happier than usual, perhaps because of Luise's attention. For someone considered a definite candidate to become the next saint, it's quite a modest happiness.

Or maybe not. Considering that one of the divine teachings is to be frugal, perhaps this is appropriate.

While I was lost in these subtle contemplations, the cookies made by the other members were also placed on plates and set on the table. Looking at them now, Tanian's were definitely well-made. Visually, they matched Luise's level. Is this what they call talent?

The others seemed to have similar thoughts, eyeing Tanian's cookies with unfriendly gazes. It looks a bit odd, as if they're jealous of cookies, but at least they haven't reached the stage of hating people, so this torture is satisfying. As long as people don't fight each other, it's fine.

"Let's try them now!"

Luise said, gathering the six different cookies made by the six members. Yes, this is how a club should be. Until now, it wasn't a club but rather the Luise one-woman show with freeloaders.

While the members huddled together reaching for cookies, I stepped back to just watch. The ones meant for me are resting safely on the shelf, so I don't need to join in. Luise is quite generous. It seems like they're being refilled faster than they're being eaten.

'No, you bastards.'

And my personal cookie jar, which has never been empty since the club's founding, is scheduled to be filled again today. Among the six cookies, only Luise's aren't decreasing.

The guys who used to eat a few of Luise's cookies out of courtesy have, at some point, stopped touching them as if by agreement. At first, I thought I was seeing things, but as the other plates gradually emptied, I realized I was right. This isn't a gourmet club, so why are they being so picky here?

Feeling awkward on her behalf, I glanced at Luise, but she seemed not to have noticed yet, busy talking with the five. That's a relief. I was worried she might tremble with betrayal and shame.


"Did you leave these for me to eat? I appreciate you thinking of the supervisor like this."

Still, if I left them unattended, Luise might notice, so I approached and took the entire plate. Today's portion is a bit... larger than usual. I'll be full just eating these today.

As I collected the plate they had been avoiding, the five looked at me as if I were someone who had grabbed their hand just as they were about to fall off a cliff. Luise also beamed with joy when I suddenly took her cookies.

"I made more because big brother seems to like them!"

Yes, that's quite apparent...

"Brother seems to have a warm heart."
"What's with that sudden remark?"

As the club time ended and the room grew quiet, Tanian stayed behind and spoke to me after Laterre had left. And with such strange words that seemed far from my character.

"Didn't you show consideration for sister Luise again today?"

Tanian's smiling words were even harder to understand. Because I don't know what consideration I showed? If you don't know that, you're a fool. I'm not yet intellectually degraded.

"If you knew it was consideration, why didn't you join in eating?"

You bastard, knowing but not doing is the worst.
In a situation where everyone turned away, I could only put down the plate after eating all the cookies on it. With her saying she made more because I seemed to like them, and staring at me so intently, how could I put them down midway?

As my brow slightly furrowed at the sweetness still lingering in my mouth, Tanian smiled slightly and bowed his head.

"I apologize, brother. I found that some things are difficult even with effort. I'll be more mindful in the future."
"I really look forward to that."
"Haha. Though it's not exactly a substitute, if you don't mind, may I tell you about your future path?"

At those words, my body, which had been tidying up the scattered plates, stopped involuntarily.

"Future path?"
"If you're comfortable with it, that is."

The "future path" Tanian speaks of is, to put it in terms, something like fortune-telling. Except in a world where gods and holy power exist, its reliability is considerably higher than in my pre-possession world. Since it's only possible for a few priests with exceptional faith and holy power, I've never had it done before.

"Please do."

But a future path seen by the next saint candidate? Even if I had to eat raw flour instead of cookies, it would definitely be worth it. It's an opportunity to find even a small clue about my tangled fate and luck.

Seeing my change in attitude, Tanian laughed again before settling into a serious expression. Perhaps because I heard he would read my future, he seemed like a professional dedicated to his duty, increasing my trust. I'm sorry for thinking you were just a slick guy until now.

"Actually, I've seen your future path since I first met you. Sometimes I can see a person's path just by looking at them."
"I see."
"And in such cases, it's a path that cannot be interfered with, even by blessings."
"..."


What's with this unsettling tone?

Feeling uneasy, I silently looked at Tanian, who shrugged and continued.

"There's good news and bad news, but it doesn't matter which you hear first, so I'll tell you in order."
"It doesn't matter. I'll listen."
"No impossible trials will come to you, brother."
"That's good news."

Even now, it's sometimes hard to breathe, and if a disastrous trial were to come on top of that, I might truly go mad. Tanian's words gave me a small hope, and I felt relieved.

"However, trials that are nearly impossible might come."

This son of a...

I barely stopped the curse that almost escaped at this delayed hope torture. Tanian, seeming a bit sorry for saying such things, continued before I could protest.

"I debated whether to tell you this or not. Blessings won't help, so hearing it won't change anything, and the future path isn't exact anyway. How could we creatures fully understand what God has destined for people? I've been keeping quiet because I was afraid it would only disturb your mind unnecessarily."

That was the right thought. My mind is extremely disturbed now.

As I couldn't bring myself to speak, Tanian awkwardly opened his mouth. No, stop. I'm now afraid of what I might hear.

"Again, the future path is not exact. We can see it, but we cannot know if what we see is the correct path. In fact, there are occasional records of previous popes or cardinals seeing incorrect paths."
"I see."

That's really comforting...

Left alone in the club room after Tanian also left.

"Even if heavy trials come to you, brother, they are trials you can overcome with your abilities, so don't despair and keep moving forward."

Tanian's last words echoed in my ears. He added that his real purpose was to offer this encouragement rather than talk about the future path. He said he had wanted to say this all along but only now found the opportunity.

But didn't he say the future path could be wrong? What if a truly impossible trial comes, worse than what he saw? Would I be able to overcome it just by not despairing?

I sighed. I thought today would pass normally and peacefully, but unexpectedly, I heard something like "Your fate is terribly twisted. It'll be tough, but there's nothing to be done. Sorry about that" from a saint candidate.

Of course, as Tanian said, the future path seen by humans isn't exact. I should just think of it as getting a slightly unpleasant reading from a fortune teller in my pre-possession life. Except that fortune teller is Nostradamus. Damn it.

I almost sighed again but closed my mouth and stood up. Well, when did I ever think my fate was good? Thinking that I just heard something obvious made me feel a little better. It's natural to be disappointed when you have expectations, but what was I expecting anyway?

Having sorted out my feelings, I returned to my quarters to end the day—

"Inspector. Um..."

When the vice principal visited the club room the next day, I realized that Tanian's words had been foreshadowing the work that would soon come my way.

# The Curse of the Fortune Teller

The curse disguised as Tanian's fortune had been deeply imprinted on me. I tried to brush it off—there was a chance it could be wrong, and my fortune wasn't that great to begin with. But the curse lingered in a corner of my mind, flaunting its presence like an obscenity that refused to be forgotten. A saint candidate being a curse? Truly the end times.

In the end, I couldn't sleep properly due to the anxiety that squirmed inside me all night. I hadn't felt my heart pound like this since I witnessed the Khagan and Keshig's cavalry charge head-on. That bastard Tanian—was this revenge for the advice I gave to Erich? No, surely not.

Anyway, thanks to Tanian's performance, I had to kiss goodbye to a peaceful night's sleep, and the aftermath continued into the morning.

"This is driving me crazy."

While wandering around the club room, I hit my shin against a table leg. The impact made the wobbly table leg shake. This never happened before—it's all Tanian's fault. How dare he cast a debuff on an inspector.

Fortunately, it wasn't a table I used often, and since it was just shaking from the impact, I figured I could force it back into place. I fiddled with it briefly before realizing I shouldn't meddle in someone else's professional domain.

'This isn't working.'

The four-legged table had devolved into one with three legs. Zhuge Liang said the three-legged support structure was important—perhaps this is actually the most beautiful form?

As I absentmindedly stared at the precarious three-legged table, I noticed the Vice Principal passing by the corridor window, followed shortly by a knock on the door. What could this be about so early in the morning? Probably nothing good.

"Yes, come in."

I put down the table leg I was holding and invited them in. The Vice Principal cautiously opened the door and entered. Those slightly trembling eyes—I could tell it was bad news. For a moment, Tanian's curse flashed through my mind again, but I pushed the thought away.

"I wasn't expecting a visitor this early. Had I known, I would have prepared some tea."

Though this visitor came with an ominous feeling, a visitor is still a visitor. I greeted him with a smile, but the Vice Principal was still struggling to control his trembling eyes, wiping sweat with a handkerchief. My greeting barely received a response. After composing himself, he carefully began to speak.

"Inspector. About the plan you submitted the day before yesterday..."
"The plan? Is there a problem with it?"

During club time the day before yesterday, Luise suggested we all go on a picnic outside the Academy, so I casually wrote up a plan and submitted it. "Outside the Academy" just meant a small hill beyond the walls, a distance we could easily travel round-trip.

Since I was planning to lead the outing myself, there were no issues when I submitted it. The fact that the Vice Principal came this early suggests something must have happened.

After letting out a small sigh at my question, he finally continued.

"A dungeon has appeared near the picnic location."
"What?"

Damn it, why did that have to happen?

The Academy's internal artifact detected the formation of a dungeon. Well, when I say "dungeon," I don't mean the grand kind where you enter through a gate, beat up monsters inside, and obtain treasures.


When I first learned about dungeons after my possession, I wondered if the original work was some hybrid romance-hunter story, and even tried shouting "status window" alone in a corner. Of course, nothing appeared. It's an embarrassing piece of my past, but it was long ago.

Anyway, the academic consensus in this world is that dungeons form when "mana in the atmosphere becomes bound to a specific location, causing changes in the surrounding environment." Every year, scholars publish papers arguing for different causes and engage in heated debates, but the basic premise involves mana problems.

I was curious about dungeons in this regression fantasy world, so I looked into them once, but lost interest afterward. Since I haven't read the original work, how could I know why the author included them? But hearing the word "dungeon" at this timing makes something click.

'This is clearly a plot device to create crisis.'

Though safer than dungeons in other regions, dungeons in this world are still troublesome burdens harboring harmful creatures far removed from the adjacent ecosystem. Worse, there are no fences marking dungeon boundaries, so one could unwittingly walk into these dangerous habitats.

And now a dungeon has appeared near the location where the Confectionery Club planned to have a picnic. A massive trap that's difficult to distinguish with the naked eye.

'Damn it.'

A club advisor leading important figures on a picnic near a dungeon? That would be beyond insane. And I'm one step away from becoming that insane person.

"Aren't dungeons regularly managed by local officials? If they disperse the concentrated mana, dungeons shouldn't form."

Since dungeons basically form from stagnant mana, local officials and lords throughout the Empire have an obligation to prevent dungeons and regularly patrol their jurisdictions. It's not even difficult—just wave an artifact made by the Magic Tower and the stagnant mana disperses.

To my question, the Vice Principal replied with apparent difficulty.

"The local official managing the Academy's vicinity was recently sent to the Capital. The replacement hasn't arrived yet, and the dungeon formed in that brief window."
"Ah."

Only then did a small memory tucked away in a corner of my mind resurface.

"Find and deal with the guy who messed with the road budget."

I had given such instructions to the Deputy Head on the day I arrived at the Academy. So, the replacement still hasn't arrived. I never expected the small ball I launched would return like this.

"I'll take care of it myself. Thank you for letting me know."

Though unintentional, I launched the ball, so I should clean up the mess.

Fortunately, there's still time before the picnic, and since the dungeon just formed, its danger level should be relatively low. I can't cancel the picnic, so I'll have to take care of it somehow. Once the harmful creatures inside are dealt with, the dungeon itself won't be dangerous.

"We appreciate your help. I'll leave it in your capable hands."

The Vice Principal seemed relieved by my offer to handle it personally and bowed slightly with a small smile. He probably knows that the local official being dragged to the Capital was the Audit Department's doing, yet he doesn't look at me with resentment, which I appreciate. I'd feel bad about arresting the Vice Principal for disrespect.

Whether aware of my thoughts or not, the Vice Principal's gaze shifted behind me, and when I turned around, I saw the three-legged table. Ah, that...

"I see you have damaged furniture. I'll have it replaced with something better."


I didn't bother mentioning that I was the one who broke it.

Since leaving during club time would be concerning, I decided to handle the dungeon while the club members were confined to their classrooms under the pretext of lessons. Few club advisors would go to such lengths for their members. I wonder if they appreciate my efforts.

At times like this, I'm truly grateful for classes. Sometimes I think that if they introduced zero period to night self-study like before my possession, I wouldn't have to struggle with supervision and such. Though the cost might be seeing a blue-blooded rebellion.

'It really is right next door.'

When I moved to the location the Vice Principal told me about, I saw the dungeon situated in a forest quite close to our planned picnic spot. I only recognized it as a dungeon because I knew what to look for—otherwise, I would have thought it was just an ordinary forest. The thought that we might have wandered around here unaware sends chills down my spine.

Seeing it with my own eyes, deep irritation rises from my core. It's incredibly unlucky for a dungeon to form like this. Yet somehow, a dungeon appeared during my stay at the Academy, and now I'm personally here to deal with it.

Moreover, since this dungeon formed on imperial territory technically outside the Academy, I can't even dump this job on the three countries' forces under the pretext of protecting their key personnel. Even less can I assign it to the Academy's security personnel, who already have too much on their plates.

"What a mess for someone of my rank."

I mutter in frustration, but there's no one to hear me. It's rare for someone with a Department Head position to command in the field, let alone personally venture into a dungeon. I must be the first in imperial history. If not, that's even more problematic.

If I had even one attendant I could order around, this wouldn't be so tiresome. At times like this, I almost wish the Section Chief of the 2nd Section were here.

...No, on second thought, not him. I must have been temporarily insane. Even if the sky were falling, not him.

'Our proud son of a bitch.'

Recalling the face of the Section Chief of the 2nd Section, who reminds me that I must stand alone, I stepped toward the dungeon.

Perhaps because it was recently formed, the dungeon's interior didn't look particularly special. The trees were a bit denser, and the animals roaming around were slightly larger? The sight of a rabbit tearing apart a squirrel was certainly impressive.

Of course, I immediately dealt with it, knowing that if those teeth bit any of the six key figures, my civil service career would be deeply scratched. May you be born in a normal ecosystem, not a dungeon, in your next life.

But I don't see anything particularly threatening. Even in a newly formed dungeon, there should typically be beasts capable of threatening at least a small village. Surely the rabbit I just dealt with wasn't a max-level rabbit, and there should be creatures at least as large as bears or lions.

As if responding to my thoughts, something with black fur appeared from the undergrowth.

—Chew-chew!

Oh.
Yes, something like that.

The black bear that suddenly appeared rushed toward me, stood on its hind legs, and swung its large right paw toward my head.

This bastard has good manners. I like it.


I couldn't help but be moved by the black bear's greeting as it suddenly appeared and high-fived my head. For a beast, it had better manners than most people. When I returned the greeting out of gratitude, it seemed overjoyed. Rolling on the ground immediately—clearly touched by my response.

Poor thing, it must have been starved for affection after growing up without love. To expose its belly after just one touch from a human.

'Surprisingly sturdy.'

Well, jokes aside, I had struck its abdomen with killing intent. But it had been a while since I'd used my fists, so I might have misjudged my strength. The result was this creature rolling around, unable to die. Being from a dungeon, it seemed tougher than an ordinary bear.

It was somewhat bruising to my pride, but also fortunate. If this thing had jumped out while club members were present, an unexpected situation might have occurred. It was collapsed now, but if it had charged at the members in a rage, things would have become extremely problematic.

'It's quite large too.'

I looked back and forth between my fist that had struck the bear's abdomen and the bear struggling to get up. The dungeon was a bit too wide for continuous walking, and this fellow was certainly big enough to ride. Alright, this must be fate.

When I walked toward the bear, it panicked, but calmed down when I showed it my fist. Strong and reasonably intelligent. Is this the mystery of dungeons? I stroked the nose of the bear that had learned to stay still through its decent intelligence and spoke.

"You, let's work together on something."

Lend me your back.

Indeed, people need transportation to be comfortable. The dungeon that had been tedious to walk through on two feet could now be traversed quickly, and I didn't have to struggle with harmful creatures that needed to be dealt with—Woong-i found them with his incredible sense of smell.

Woong-i is the name I gave to the black bear I'm currently riding. With all this help, he deserves a name at least. I was going to call him Teddy, but that seemed too much, so I settled on Woong-i.

"You like Woong-i too, right?"
—Choo-bbyu...
"Good bear."

That seemed like agreement. Satisfied, I patted his head, and I could feel him trembling.

I've never heard that dungeon creatures are more intelligent than other beasts, though they are stronger. Is this one a special case? Well, what does it matter? I'm not a scholar researching dungeon ecosystems.

So I spent about another hour exploring the dungeon on Woong-i's back. If I missed anything, who knows what disaster might occur on the picnic day. It was truly fortunate that I could discover the dungeon's existence in advance. Though if it were truly fortunate, the dungeon wouldn't have formed in the first place.

'The terrain is absolutely terrible.'

Right now we're advancing by smashing through all the trees in our way, but I shudder to think about walking this forest path with the Six. If even one of them got hurt, it would become a horrific escort mission that would shake not just the Academy but the entire continent. And with terrain this bad? It would be hell.

Of course, I've now destroyed that hellish future with my own hands. Sighing with relief, I dismounted from Woong-i, who looked at me with relieved eyes. He must have noticed I was about to leave. This really isn't normal bear intelligence.

"Woong-i. There's nothing else left, right?"

There was no answer, but I could tell from his eyes. Eyes saying there was nothing more, so please leave. I chuckled at that look and stroked Woong-i's head.

"Really nothing? There should be one thing."
—Choo-bbyu?

Woong-i made a sound as if he truly didn't understand, but growing anxiety filled his eyes. As if wondering if what he was thinking was correct, and hoping desperately that it wasn't.


"You're still here."

With those words, I struck Woong-i's head. Fortunately, unlike when I hit his abdomen, I controlled my strength properly this time and finished it in one blow. Having developed some affection while exploring the dungeon together, I took special care to send him off painlessly. A painless death is a good death.

Looking down at Woong-i (or what used to be him) with his burst head, I felt somewhat bitter. His decent intelligence and relative gentleness had briefly made me wonder if this was a storyline where Luise would enter the dungeon and take him as a pet. Though he was a bit large for a pet.

If this creature had any sin, it was being born in a dungeon. If I had spared him and he jumped out during the picnic as a surprise party, it would have been awkward for everyone.

'In your next life, be born as a pet in a noble household.'

After briefly praying for the bear's soul, I turned away. Now I needed to get out of this wretched dungeon.

Ah, was it Woong-i, not "the bear"? Well, it doesn't matter. No one will call him by that name anymore anyway.

After temporarily clearing the dungeon, I returned just before club activities began. Thankfully, the Vice Principal had informed me in the morning; otherwise, the Six would have gathered in the club room without me—a disaster. The thought is a bit frightening. The Six gathered without my supervision...

'Terrifying.'

I'm already anxious during regular classes when the six are scattered, but club time with all of them together? I wouldn't be surprised if one of them suddenly went mad and issued dueling challenges left and right. I wouldn't be surprised, but I'd be devastated. If anyone starts talking about dueling, I'll step in as the opponent. I'll seriously beat them down.

With these thoughts, I entered the club room and sat in my usual spot, but something felt unfamiliar. Everything seemed cleaner, subtly more luxurious.

As I looked around to examine it more closely, I noticed a letter placed on the nearest desk. It was from the Vice Principal.

'What's this?'

Why would someone I saw this morning leave a letter? Well, since he sent it, I should read it.

[While replacing the broken desk, I took the liberty of replacing everything. I handled this while you were away to avoid disturbing you with the noise. I hope you find the newly furnished club room satisfactory.]

"Ah."

A true Vice Principal...!

Reading the letter without much thought, I couldn't help but be moved. I was amazed by the Vice Principal's artistic action of perfectly handling everything when he only needed to do the minimum. This is it, this is a true person. A talent worthy of rising to Vice Principal of the Academy, the Empire's finest educational institution!

If even one of those three bastards had been half as good as the Vice Principal, my job satisfaction would have skyrocketed. I would have even carried them on my back to and from work. I would have seriously considered them, along with the Deputy Head, as candidates for the next Department Head when I retired.

But that's a pointless assumption. Those dogs.

"Oh? Brother, did you change the desks?"

That was what Luise said as soon as she entered the club room. As expected of a child most passionate about confectionery, she immediately noticed what had changed. The other five seemed to notice only after hearing Luise's words. That's normal, so don't blame yourselves for your intelligence.

"It was broken, so it got replaced. And everything else while they were at it."
"By yourself? You should have done it with us."
"Not me, the Vice Principal. If you see him in passing, thank him."
"Yes!"

Luise's sky-blue eyes sparkled as she walked around the club room with excited steps. She probably wanted to check everything since I said it had all been changed. Honestly, I couldn't really tell the difference myself. There was something subtly different, yet I couldn't pinpoint what had changed.


As Luise was examining the club room with the five in tow, she seemed to remember something and turned her gaze to me.

"By the way, Brother. Where were you going this morning? Did something happen?"
"Huh?"

What? How did she know?
Seeing the question in my eyes, Luise awkwardly twirled her hair and continued.

"I saw you leaving through the school gate this morning."
"So that's how you express not paying attention in class."

Considering the location of the building where Luise would have been having class when I left, she must have been deliberately staring out the window the entire time.

I gave Luise a disapproving look for wasting lessons that I would have loved to attend but couldn't, and she laughed awkwardly, averting her gaze. Fine, I'll let it slide. What's the point of getting angry at you...

"So where did you go? Is there somewhere to visit nearby?"

Either to prevent me from talking alone with Luise or simply out of curiosity about what happened next, Lyutis cut in. Luise awkwardly shifted her gaze at Lyutis's words, then looked back at me.

"I went to check out the picnic location for a site survey."
"Why bother with a site survey for a simple picnic? What problems could possibly arise during a picnic?"

I stared intently at Lyutis's neck area as he said this with a smile.
I really want to strike that Adam's apple just once, hard. If only it wouldn't escalate into a diplomatic issue, just one hit... Is that what you say to someone who just resolved that very problem before it happened?

At the same time, hearing Lyutis's words, my 99% certainty rose to 100%. If I hadn't known about this, we definitely would have entered the dungeon during the picnic. That flag-raising statement makes it certain. That devil's mouth, seriously. Even though I've already resolved the issue, it still makes me angry.

"There's nothing wrong with being careful."

I suppressed the urge to neck-slice him and gave a moderate answer while deliberately looking away. If impulse overcame reason, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would go berserk trying to capture me.

"I heard the cherry blossoms viewed from that hill are really beautiful!"

When I turned my gaze away from Lyutis, Luise caught my eye. Cherry blossoms—a flower that suits Luise perfectly. But "I heard"? Someone must have filled Luise's head with nonsense to make her want to go on this picnic. Which bastard did this bastardly thing to cause me trouble...?

"Ah, is that what Irina mentioned before? So that's where it was."

Erich's words immediately revealed the culprit. Ah, Irina... her. The one who was with Luise when I first met her.

Faced with this unexpected revelation, I quietly closed my mouth and just listened to Luise's excited words. If Irina was the cause, I couldn't bring myself to resent her.

Irina. Luise's closest female friend. While less significant than the five participants in the race to win Luise, she was still one of the individuals I kept an eye on. That's why I occasionally checked on her status whenever I had time.

And her full name is Irina Yorun. The daughter of that family who was struck by a bolt from the blue due to the Audit Department's friendly fire before my assignment to the Academy.
Damn it, you bastard Section Chief of the 3rd Section. Your mess is still here.

This unexpected witness to workplace negligent homicide was someone who stirred my guilt.


The custom is that if a family suffers damage due to a work-related mistake by the Audit Department, they are compensated with benefits and considerations exceeding their losses. This custom existed before I joined the Audit Department, which historically suggests there have been families whose heads were blown off by the Audit Department's friendly fire.

In reality, while it sounds nice to say "benefits exceeding the damage," from the perspective of a family that was living well until suddenly beaten nearly to death, curses naturally flow. Crucially, few families can withstand the Audit Department's friendly fire and survive until it's proven to be a mistake. Most die instantly.

In that sense, the Yorun County was fortunate, and so was I. The Yorun County survived to receive compensation, and I avoided the title of "the guy who blew up a perfectly fine county." There's even a disturbing precedent where an Audit Department Head who accidentally wiped out five or six noble families was executed.

"Brother, are you alright? You look troubled."
"Ah, I'm fine. It's nothing."

I snapped out of my thoughts at Luise's concerned voice. My expression must have soured while recalling that incident, which still makes me dizzy thinking about it.

It wasn't for nothing that I told the Section Chief of the 3rd Section to bow his head in front of all the executives at the time. If things had gone terribly wrong, I might not have faced execution, but I would have received severe punishment. So imagine how I felt when I learned that the daughter of the Yorun County, the victim of that incident, was Luise's friend.

'She seems to know I'm the Audit Department Head too...'

The day I first met Luise. When I tried to leave, Irina was the one who stopped Luise from holding me back. At first, I thought she was just perceptive and noticed I was trying to leave, but thinking about it later, she was simply afraid of me and wanted me gone.

Of course, the Section Chief of the 3rd Section personally visited the Yorun County to apologize and compensate, and I also sent a letter of apology, officially concluding the matter. But from Irina's perspective, the head of the department that nearly destroyed her family appeared right before her eyes. I couldn't blame her if she considered it some new form of harassment and was terrified.

"Come to think of it, Irina occasionally asks about you, Brother. Did you know each other?"

I almost sighed when Luise stared directly into my eyes with her question. It must have been even more frightening for her to see someone she dreaded lurking around her close friend. She probably asked to avoid running into me by chance.

"No. She's probably just curious about an inspector who also works as a tutor."

I couldn't bring myself to answer, "My subordinate nearly stabbed your friend's family in the chest." But Luise's eyes already held a hint of suspicion. She's probably worried that I might have some trouble with her friend. That's not wrong, which makes it sad...

'Should I go talk to her?'

Damn, that would probably terrify her more. But some conversation might help improve our relationship.

I couldn't say anything as Luise's gaze grew increasingly suspicious.

That night, after receiving Luise's somewhat upset looks, I got a call from Villar on my newly acquired communication device, as I felt bad about constantly using the Vice Principal as a messenger.

"Lord Villar? What brings you at this hour?"
- I apologize for the late hour. I needed to speak with you, so I took the liberty of calling.

The news Villar shared was tearfully distressing.


Since the key personnel from the three countries would be leaving the Academy for the picnic, their security forces couldn't just sit idle. However, the subjects in question—those three idiots who had struggled so hard to get into the Academy—adamantly refused the security forces that wanted to accompany them for protection.

'Are these guys really insane?'

That was my first thought upon hearing the bad news.

No sane bodyguard would say, "Oh, really? Hehe, I guess I'll take the day off," when their charge—whom they're supposed to protect with their lives without a scratch—tells them not to follow. But when the protected individuals keep refusing protection, there's not much that can be done.

Villar contacted me at this hour to share this frustrating news. It was enough to make me grab the back of my neck in exasperation.

I mean, they're not even asking for close protection, just surveillance from a distance, and they're refusing even that? Despite having cleared a dungeon, you never know what might happen due to original plot forces I'm not aware of. Obviously, I was planning the picnic assuming there would be forces from the three countries at a reasonable distance—I'm not crazy enough to provide security alone.

After momentarily losing words, I nearly cried seeing Villar's haggard face. When the higher-ups act crazy, those below suffer. This truth applies not only to the Empire but to the three countries as well.

Eventually, I suggested that the security forces could hide in the forest near the hill. It's close to the picnic spot, the surrounding plains make it easy to detect approaching entities, and the guards wouldn't be visible from the outside.

"It should be suitable for concealment."
- Thank you for your consideration.

This didn't seem like something that warranted gratitude, so I just responded with a smile. The very situation where bodyguards need to hide from their charges doesn't make sense in the first place. Anyone seeing this might mistake them for assassins. These damn fools, really.

And so, Villar and I shared the woes of being subordinates and quietly ended our call.

The picnic day dawned, though I hadn't particularly been looking forward to it. Erich and Luise said they would bring the lunch boxes to eat while viewing the cherry blossoms, so I just needed to show up comfortably. However, my mind wasn't at ease due to last night's bizarre conversation. Is this what they call plus-minus-zero? I'd rather have physical discomfort instead.

Meanwhile, watching some of the security forces heading to the forest early in the morning was a heartwarming sight. So I contacted Villar and told him that if anyone discovered them hiding in the forest, they should say they went there at my request to clear a dungeon. There had been a dungeon there, after all. Just letting you know...

When Villar seemed ready to rush over at the mention of a dungeon, I added that it had been cleared yesterday. His expression became somewhat ambiguous at that, but he thanked me for the consideration anyway. Well, delicate civil servants should help each other out.

"Now that everyone's here, let's go."

Unlike the security forces that headed to the forest early in the morning, the Confectionery Club leisurely departed in a carriage provided by the Vice Principal when club time came. It was large enough for six people to ride comfortably, so I had the kids sit in the back while I sat next to the coachman.

The coachman's body seemed to tremble a bit, but I hope he understands. I'm also reluctant to squeeze in among those six people huddled together. I slipped the coachman a few silver coins as encouragement, and his trembling rapidly subsided.

"I'll get you there quickly, sir!"
"No need to rush, just keep it safe."

I didn't warn him that his head would fly if any of the passengers got hurt. Anyway, his enthusiasm seemed to surge as his tension eased. Financial therapy really is the best. A lesson learned from the Golden Duke.


After that, both the coachman and I remained silent. Having just helped him relax, starting a conversation might frighten him again. Instead, perhaps because the coachman's seat was quiet, I could faintly hear the conversation from inside the carriage.

"—Sometimes dungeons suddenly appear in fields or forests."

Which bastard is unpleasantly talking about dungeon flags that I've already cleared? Is it Lyutis again? Judging by the voice, it seems so. He must have been infamous for his devil's mouth in the original story.

"Isn't that why artifacts were created? For decades now, it's been harder to see dungeons."

This time, Laterre responded to Lyutis, driving another nail into my heart. Right. Dungeons are now harder to find. I really didn't expect one to appear in this area at this timing.

"I've never seen a dungeon. What are they like?"
"It's better not to see one, Lady Luise. The beasts in dungeons are quite ferocious."

Somehow the topic had shifted to dungeons, with Luise and Ainter continuing the conversation. Being stuck in a carriage is boring, so they probably didn't want to miss this conversation topic. From the perspective of someone who's read the original story, this is completely foreshadowing. It's chilling.

"Records say that even for the smallest dungeon, you need about ten elite soldiers led by an experienced knight for successful subjugation. The size and strength of dungeon beasts are considerably greater than ordinary animals."
"Oh, that's quite specific."
"That record comes from a dungeon that opened in our domain. It was quite shocking since it happened after artifact development."

I've heard about what Erich mentioned. It happened about a few decades ago, and the Kracius family head at the time was teased by his close friends. They asked what he had to do to get a dungeon to open in his domain.

And surprisingly, not long after, a dungeon opened in the domain of the friend who had teased him the most. Then it was the Kracius family head's turn to tease. The memorable mutual encouragement of these two friends still remains in my memory.

"Well, that's the standard for soldiers. If it were us, we could easily clear most dungeons."
'You bastard.'

I almost burst into the carriage at Lyutis's laughing remark. Setting aside whether they could clear it or not, if they got even a scratch in the process, the security forces would have perforated necks. When small actions from superiors reach subordinates, it's like an earthquake.

This is why those born into high positions are ruined from the start. The superior doesn't understand the subordinate's heart...

Feeling frustrated, I quietly closed my eyes. I might as well sleep until we arrive.

"The more we talk about this, I'm starting to want to see a dungeon!"
'...'

I didn't hear anything because I was sleeping. You damn fool.

And so, I wept in my heart until we reached the picnic spot.

A cookie petal gently landed on the cookie I was holding. When I blew it away lightly, it danced in the wind. As it mingled with other cherry blossom petals, it looked like pink rain falling from the sky.

'Pretty.'

I can't remember the last time I enjoyed cherry blossoms like this. I wasn't particularly fond of flower viewing to begin with. While quietly gazing at the pink rain, I took a bite of my cookie. This cookie is delicious too.

I glanced sideways at the club members. They were each holding sandwiches or toast and eating them. Even those with refined palates were eating without grimacing, enjoying the food just fine. They eat those without complaint, yet when it comes to cookies...

Thanks to that, Luise's cookies that no one else would touch naturally became my responsibility. The five who stubbornly refuse to eat them are impressive, but Luise who persistently makes them is equally remarkable. Is having just one person who eats them enough reason to keep making them? What incredible dedication.

Just then, a cherry blossom petal that had been dancing in the air stuck to Luise's hair. Looking at her like that, her hair really is the color of cherry blossoms. Even in this world where flamboyant hair colors are common, such a clean pink shade is rare.

"I couldn't tell the difference between the flower and you, my lady, until just now."
'Good heavens.'

I quietly looked away from Tanian as he reached out to remove the cherry blossom petal from Luise's hair.

Having lived his entire life in the closed-off Papal States, Tanian probably has no talent for romantic expressions. Still, I feel dismayed that his best attempt at flirtation is of such poor quality.

"Thank you."

Luise, probably embarrassed at hearing such words directly, awkwardly smiled and expressed her gratitude. Tanian seemed satisfied with this response and nodded. His standards for happiness must be incredibly low. Is this what they mean when they say life is happier without greed? Though I certainly wouldn't want to live like that.

"As expected of a priest, your expression is so old-fashioned!"

Lyutis, finding something amusing, laughed and slapped Tanian's back several times. That's... old-fashioned? What happened to the old-fashioned style I knew?

"Lyutis, don't tease him too much."

I was relieved to see Ainter smiling and stopping Lyutis. Yes, the old-fashioned style I know is still alive and well. Ah, what a relief. I've been so on edge lately that I couldn't even recognize a simple joke.

"Brother, are you sure you don't want to try anything else?"
"Yeah. This is enough for me."

Luise, who had been watching the club members' conversation with a smile, suddenly addressed me. She tried to offer me the sandwich she was holding, but this really is enough. Since we spread out our picnic under the cherry tree, I had been eating cookies non-stop. I wonder if I'll be able to finish them all before we return to the Academy.

"The other food is delicious too..."
"I like this the best, so it's fine."

Please don't insist. One sandwich would take up stomach space equivalent to six cookies...

I naturally turned my gaze to the sky to avoid Luise's eyes. Hey, the cherry blossoms are pretty.

***

I stared at Kal who declined the sandwich and took another bite of a cookie instead. He seemed unaware of my gaze as he was busy admiring the cherry blossoms.

'They must taste terrible.'

I'm not a fool. I know the cookies I make aren't particularly good. Even the club members who always greet me with smiles try to awkwardly avoid my cookies.

Of course, it's not that I'm completely incapable of making cookies. If that were the case, I wouldn't be able to teach baking to the club members. I have the basics down. I just want to create my own unique cookies beyond the basics. That's why I've tried various experiments, which have resulted in various unappetizing outcomes.


Despite that, Kal always eats them. Even though they must taste bad, he never shows any sign of dislike. Rather, he eats them every day as if to encourage me. Is having just one person who eats them enough reason to keep making them?

'He's a good person.'

As I told Erich before, I think Kal is a good person. Even if he appears cold and blunt on the outside, a person's true nature is revealed through their words and actions. When I first met him, the way he looked at Erich was that of an ideal older brother concerned for his younger sibling.

I thought that was his true nature. No matter how disciplined a person is, they can't control unconscious expressions, and if he had the acting skills to do so, he would have been openly affectionate to Erich. A person who struggles with expression—that was my first impression of him.

And after that, I didn't think much about him. Although he was staying at the Academy for work-related reasons, I didn't think it would have anything to do with me. We were just acquaintances who would greet each other when we happened to meet. That's all it was. Until we formed the club.

When I couldn't form the club because I couldn't find an advisor, despite having gathered the minimum required three members, I couldn't hide my disappointment. The baking club I had wanted since before enrollment seemed about to vanish into thin air.

"You don't need to look anymore. I'll be the advisor."

When Kal offered to be our advisor, I was so happy. Looking back, it's embarrassing how broadly I smiled and how many times I bowed to express my gratitude. In response, he patted my shoulder and then turned around and left.

As our club advisor, he always took care of us attentively. Yet he never showed any sign of seeking credit or finding it burdensome. As if it were simply what he was supposed to do.

For me, who was receiving embarrassingly considerate treatment from Erich and the other members, his presence—watching over us from one step behind—was a great comfort. It felt like having the reliable older brother I had always wanted supporting me from behind.

From then on, feeling like I had an older brother I could rely on, I began to observe Kal. What he was doing, where he was going. Whether there was anything I could do to repay him.

"This is delicious. You could sell these."
"I'll take care of any leftovers. Put them here."

But the more I tried, the more consideration I received. He always ate my cookies, perhaps worried that I might feel hurt if he didn't. Thanks to that, I gained confidence and can now make decent cookies.

'...Yes, haven't they improved? At least a little...?'

Since Kal always says everything tastes good, I can't tell if the taste has changed.

Just as a smile was about to form on my face out of gratitude and apology, I bit my lip slightly as yesterday's events came to mind. I remembered Irina asking about Kal, and how he tried to brush it off when I brought it up. He seemed to be hiding something, and in the end, he didn't tell me.

It hurt that there was a relationship between my closest friend and the brother I could rely on that I didn't know about, and that they wouldn't tell me about it. Of course, Kal has no obligation to tell me, but I couldn't help feeling hurt.

As I looked at him with dissatisfied eyes, he seemed to notice my gaze and finally turned toward me.

"What is it?"
"Can I have a cookie too, please!"

At those words, Kal held out the cookie he had just picked up. Instead of taking it with my hand, I bit it directly.

Seeing his eyes waver in surprise, I smiled with my eyes. For some reason, my hurt feelings subsided and my mood improved.

***

Back at the inspector's quarters after the picnic, I sat on the bed with an exhausted sigh.

I nearly ended up in a 1:5 duel at the picnic spot. The stares from those five after Luise's sudden prank were so piercing. If glares had physical force, it would have been quite painful...

'Why did she suddenly...'

I didn't expect Luise to suddenly bite the cookie in my hand. Seeing her smile like that, I thought we had become close enough for her to play pranks on me. Not necessarily bad news, but did there have to be five witnesses?


I rubbed my face and lay down on the bed. Luise has been unexpectedly lively for quite some time now, so there's no point in trying to figure out why. Tomorrow when we meet at the club room, she'll probably greet me energetically as if nothing happened.

Just as I was about to fall asleep, the communication orb I had tossed on the desk emitted light, asserting its presence. It was purple.
...? Purple?

"Damn it!"

I rushed over and received the incoming communication. An elderly man's face greeted me.

- It's been a while, Head of the Audit Department. I heard some time ago that you were staying at the Academy. I apologize for the late greeting. You must be working hard.
"Not at all. It's nothing special. I'm just doing my duty for the Empire."
- Indeed. Your patriotism is always admirable.

I awkwardly laughed along as the old man burst into laughter.

The old man who contacted me is the Minister of the Imperial Household, who oversees all matters related to the Imperial Family and is the head of the top-ranked administrative department in the Empire. In summary, he's at the pinnacle of Imperial civil service. Above him is only the Imperial Family—an absolute powerhouse.

Though not my direct superior according to the organizational chart, this old man is essentially the voice of the Imperial Family, and his contact means the will of the Imperial Family has been conveyed. Here it comes, as expected...

- Well, I'm glad to see you're in good health. His Highness the Crown Prince was also concerned about you being dispatched to a distant land. He worried you might face discomfort in an unfamiliar place.
"With His Majesty the Emperor's grace reaching throughout the Empire, what discomfort could I possibly face?"
- While His Majesty's grace truly covers the world, isn't it due to the hard work of loyal subjects like you that the Empire's order is maintained?
"You flatter me."
- Haha, flattery? This is not merely my opinion but one the Crown Prince agrees with. While your efforts for the Empire are rightfully expected, he said your loyalty is truly admirable.

The Minister of the Imperial Household laughed casually like a friendly neighborhood elder, but I felt cold sweat running down my back. As expected, the Crown Prince's orders were being delivered more directly than I had anticipated.

The true meaning behind these seemingly simple compliments is this: "discomfort" refers to the movements of the Third Prince Ainter, "Empire's order" means the stability of the Imperial Family and succession rights, and my "efforts" translate to a delightful purge operation.

= Monitor the Third Prince and deal with him if necessary.

'This is maddening.'

If there's any consolation, it's that I'm not being ordered to deal with him immediately, but conditionally. It means they're leaving the judgment entirely to me. It seems the Crown Prince has developed some mercy since there hasn't been bloodshed for a while.

"I am honored by such excessive praise. I will work harder not to betray His Highness the Crown Prince's trust."

The Minister of the Imperial Household nodded with a smile at my response.

- I will certainly convey your loyalty to His Highness the Crown Prince.
"Thank you."
- I apologize for contacting you so suddenly, old man that I am. Please rest well.

The communication orb's light faded as the connection ended. I let out a small sigh and tossed the orb back onto the desk.

'The Crown Prince is being ridiculous.'

Now I have to watch Ainter not just as a contender for Luise, but also as the Third Prince.

What a headache. Damn it.

As morning arrived at the club room, I found myself alone as usual. While I would have preferred sorting my thoughts in my dormitory, it's surprising how quickly I've grown accustomed to "commuting" to the club room despite my short time at the Academy. As a civil servant, I feel more at ease when I have somewhere to report to in the morning.

Though my mind remains in utter chaos, at least my heart is somewhat settled.

"Easy for him to say, that damned bastard."

Feeling frustrated, I leaned back into my chair, practically burying myself against the backrest as I tilted my head backward. So that's what the ceiling pattern looks like—first time I've noticed it.

I fought the urge to sigh as I clutched my head. From the moment Ainter Livnoman joined the club, I had my suspicions, but I'd hoped this moment would never come. A moment I simply cannot refuse.

The Minister of the Imperial Household delivered the Crown Prince's instructions. Though not an official order, how could anyone ignore the explicit wishes of the confirmed heir to the throne? Since I'm technically part of the Crown Prince's faction, I must at least pretend to comply with his demands, no matter how vile they may be.

But seriously, ordering me to eliminate a prince in case of emergency? That's too much. Obviously he doesn't mean stabbing him in broad daylight—it would need to be disguised as an accident, but I've had enough of that trouble with the Second Prince. Besides, no matter how well I disguise it, if a prince suddenly dies, everyone will know it was the Crown Prince's order. They all knew when I killed the Second Prince.

"Fortunately, he doesn't seem completely determined."

If the Crown Prince were truly committed, he would have ordered immediate elimination rather than "in case of emergency." But Ainter's continued silence, his unshakeable succession rights, and my availability as an insurance policy in case of emergency have combined to make the Crown Prince choose mercy. I'm simply amazed that such a brute could show any mercy at all.

Still, it's fortunate. I already feel guilty enough toward Ainter—I really don't want to send him the carriage-wine-terrace trio package. Since the Crown Prince hasn't yet pressed his panic button, all I can do is defend Ainter as much as possible and hold out.

"What a bastard."

No matter how many times I curse the Crown Prince, it's never enough, though I can understand his feelings to some extent.

He must have been shocked to hear that Ainter, who had kept a low profile until now, suddenly joined the same club as a foreign prince and a saint candidate. The memory of him and the Second Prince grabbing each other's collars and simultaneously kicking each other in the groin, resulting in mutual stunning, must have flashed before his eyes.

But knowing the truth, I see things differently. Killing Ainter would only earn me the title of someone who needlessly eliminated a prince far removed from succession. All risk with no reward—something to be avoided.

Besides, if Ainter suddenly died, everyone would know it was me, here at the Academy. That would draw an insane amount of aggro.

"This will repay my old debt."

I finally let out a sigh and muttered to myself.

This will settle my debt from two years ago when I put heavy pressure on Ainter. If I end up having to kill him but instead advocate for him, that should be enough to repay the debt. No, it's actually an extraordinary favor. I wish Ainter could appreciate my invisible efforts.

With the main quest "Luise and the Children" already challenging enough, now I have to simultaneously progress the sub-quest "Determine Ainter's Treatment." But what choice do I have when the higher-ups demand it? As a subordinate, I must roll in the direction they point. At least I can control how I roll, which is fortunate.

It doesn't feel fortunate, but I have to think of it that way to survive.

When club time began, I felt uncomfortable for a different reason. Though less intense than yesterday, the glares from the five members were still piercing. I hadn't realized they were all the type to hold grudges for so long...


Having Erich Kracius among those five made it even more painful. Had he already forgotten the advice I gave him that was meant to be his flesh and blood? The phrase "black-haired beast" briefly crossed my mind, but I deliberately ignored it. I believe my brother is not a beast.

"Brother, here! I made something new."

Thanks to Luise Naiad's persistent efforts to engage with me, the five members continued their glaring. Even Luise seemed embarrassed about yesterday's prank, her cheeks slightly flushed. Why did you do that anyway? It turned into a chaotic mess with no winners.

Anyway, I had to taste what she had newly made.

"Fruit?"

Cookies with embedded fruit pieces were arranged on a plate. I'd heard of such cookies but never seen them before. Luise certainly has good baking skills—enough to start a baking club if she wanted.

Taking a bite, I was satisfied once again. I nodded in approval at Luise's reliable cookies, and she beamed with joy.

"Can I try one too?"
"Oh."

Surprisingly, Lyutis Robens stepped forward to taste Luise's cookies. Luise's eyes widened at this unexpected volunteer, but she seemed delighted that someone who had been avoiding her was now taking the initiative, and she extended the plate to Lyutis with a bright smile.

"Here! Enjoy!"

See? Luise is this happy just because someone wants to eat the cookies she worked hard to make. After going in circles, one of the foolish five has finally gained enlightenment.

Though I'm slightly uncomfortable that this enlightenment came from wanting to check me, the end result is what matters. Lyutis's mouth, which had been raising unnecessary flags, finally found its proper role in this romance fantasy. A touching moment.

"Umm..."

My emotion was premature. As soon as he bit into the cookie, Lyutis's visible discomfort made Luise's shoulders droop. He's not even trying to hide that he can't eat it anymore.

"Putting fruit in pastries isn't common. It's bound to be polarizing."

With those words, he took the entire plate. At this point, it's no longer surprising, but in these situations, I always collect Luise's cookies for disposal. No matter what happens in between, it always ends like this.

Suddenly deprived of her plate, Luise stared at me blankly before turning away shyly. She must feel embarrassed that someone found her confident creation inedible. I naturally shifted my gaze toward Lyutis.

"I expected better after that confidence."

Lyutis was just an impulsive fool. Still, he deserves some credit for trying. The problem is that his base score is deeply negative.

I couldn't help but look at Lyutis with contempt, but he returned a different look than before. Not the earlier wariness, but reverence...? Why would he feel reverence over eating a cookie? Is he insane?

Frowning slightly as I looked away, I noticed the other four awkwardly standing behind Lyutis. When Lyutis first stepped forward, they might have considered volunteering to eat cookies too, but seeing his reaction, they clearly changed their minds. Quite shameful. At least Lyutis had the courage to act.


I quietly put another fruit cookie in my mouth. The sugar helps calm my mind.

The baking activities continued normally afterward. The only difference was that Lyutis, who had stepped forward on impulse only to be shot down, became notably quiet. It's important to distinguish between confidence and recklessness, young man. Though it's funny to talk about recklessness when it comes to eating cookies.

While I was mentally paying my respects to Lyutis, who had aimed for first place but ended up dead last, I felt several vibrations from the communication device in my pocket. A quick glance showed it wasn't glowing. Someone must have sent a document. I was startled, thinking it might be another contact from the Ministry of the Imperial Household.

Standing up to check outside in case it contained important information, I made eye contact with Luise. I showed her the communication device from my pocket, and she nodded slightly before turning her attention to the oven. Somehow, I seem to be making eye contact with Luise quite often these days.

Anyway, I left the club room and walked down the empty corridor while operating the device. Why would anyone send documents to someone on assignment like me?

[Come to the Minister's office immediately upon confirmation. - Minister of Finance]

My body froze when I saw the message stored in the device. Checking again, I was relieved to find it was from several weeks ago. I must have forgotten to delete it after reading.

"I thought he'd finally gone senile."

Telling someone at the Academy to come to the Minister's office—he'd have to be either crazy or senile. Unfortunately, the Minister is neither. Skipping past the Minister's summoning spell and other old messages, I checked the most recent one.

[As requested by the Head of the Audit Department, I've sent the compiled information for your review. - Head of the Intelligence Department, Special Affairs Ministry]

Ah, this is it.

"They sent it already?"

Right after my Academy assignment was decided, while making various preparations, I had earnestly requested something from the Intelligence Department Head. Although the Audit Department has its own information gathering capabilities, they're embarrassingly inferior compared to the Intelligence Department, which specializes in information.

Fortunately, the Intelligence Department Head must have been moved by my fervent request, as he had already compiled and sent a substantial amount of information despite the scale of my request. This must be the return on all the mutual assistance during my civil service career. Not bad...

I checked the lengthy document that had arrived before the message asking for confirmation. The title confirmed it was indeed the information I had requested.

"So these are what attacked in the original work."

It's frustrating. If I hadn't looked into this separately and just remained passive, I would have been beaten senseless.

I quickly skimmed through the information sent by the Intelligence Department Head. After hearing that the male leads from the original work were gathering at the Academy due to that vicious fate called "the original story," this was the first information I sought.

"There are so many people obsessed with destroying the Academy."

I had gathered information on all the groups that likely contributed to creating crises for the protagonists in the original work.

When I first possessed this magnificent and beautiful world, there were exactly two things I regretted with every fiber of my being.

First was that I had encountered the original work of this world, whose name I can't even remember now. I don't know how crazy the entity that dumped me here might be, but they probably wouldn't be mad enough to suddenly throw someone who had no knowledge of the original work into this situation.

The second was that I only sampled the free chapters of the original work I happened to come across. If I had known I would suffer the catastrophe of sudden possession, I would have obviously read it through to the end. But I only read the free chapters of the webtoon.

Worse, those free chapters only covered childhood stories, so they hardly contained any useful information. Even when I first saw Luise at the Academy, I only recognized her after hearing her name. For me, the original work was like cup ramen with 0.0003% shark fin—utterly meaningless.

'Others go around complaining about destroying the original plot or whatever.'

Even as I struggled, I couldn't tell if this was the original plot or just my cursed fate. A possessed person who doesn't know the original work is powerless.

But after a long period of suffering, the time has finally come to see the light. Even if I don't know the content of the original work, the mere fact that it exists in this world gives me much to deduce.

When protagonists gather at the Academy, incidents will naturally occur there. In stories, accidents and incidents inevitably happen around the main characters. This means that if I can block individuals or groups likely to cling to the protagonists, I can skip the crises from the original work that I'm unaware of.

That's why as soon as my Academy assignment was confirmed, I ran to the Intelligence Department Head to request information sharing. Fortunately, moved by my sincere request, the Department Head readily agreed.

"I'll quietly bury what happened last time, so please just help me with this."
"Hmm..."

Of course, my sincerity included a small gesture of goodwill. Making requests empty-handed shows no affection.

And so I obtained this "Academy Wreckers Watchlist." There are more than I expected, which is unpleasant. The thought of playing a defense game against these people at the Academy makes me dizzy. I'm just glad I secured the list in advance.

First, I need to return to the club room before an incident occurs among the six protagonists, so I quickly checked the anti-social groups somewhat connected to the six leads.

'Nothing related to Luise and Erich.'

Luise is a harmless child with no reason to be targeted. If someone were to attack Erich, who just entered the Academy, it would be due to grudges against the Kracius family, not against Erich personally. Such groups have already been dealt with by me or the family head, so no problem there.

'No need to worry about Ainter either.'

For Ainter, the most threatening existence would actually be me. But I have no intention of dealing with Ainter myself, and the Crown Prince wouldn't send another killer to the scene while ignoring my presence. Ainter is safe too.

'The problem is the other three.'


Unfortunately, being royalty and a saint candidate with illustrious backgrounds, we can't ignore the possibility of terrorism targeting them. If they were targeted in their own countries, it wouldn't matter, but as Academy students, any terrorist attack would throw both the Academy and the Empire into chaos.

First, the group connected to Lyutis's story is "The 5th Empire."

They're a hardline faction arguing that the Armein Kingdom should overthrow the Kfelopen Empire and become a new empire. The name "5th Empire" comes from their desire to succeed the Kfelopen Empire, which is historically the fourth empire on the continent.

Of course, they're ignored in Armein politics for making unrealistic claims, but those who are ignored often commit unimaginable atrocities.

They might cause terror at the Academy where Lyutis stays to create confusion in the Empire, then use the death of their prince as justification to call for war against the Empire. After all, Lyutis isn't the prince who will inherit the throne.

Despite everything, would they really carry out such a reckless terrorist attack that sacrifices their own prince and could put their country in crisis if discovered? The possibility is at least no lower than the possibility of an Armein prince stubbornly insisting on entering the Imperial Academy. Damn it.

Next, the group connected to Laterre's story is "The Five Pillars."

They oppose the movement to unify the Yuven United Kingdom, currently a simple alliance of five kingdoms, around Laterre's homeland. They're relatively large compared to The 5th Empire since they stand for preserving tradition. If I remember correctly, the Empire secretly supports them. Anonymously, of course.

Rather than targeting Laterre to fight the Empire, they're more likely to act to shock Laterre's homeland. Laterre would be an easier target than other royal figures surrounded by royal knights and guards.

The possibility they would carry out an attack despite the inevitable conflict with the Empire that would result from attacking the Imperial Academy? Again, it's no lower than the possibility of stubbornly insisting on entering the Imperial Academy. Damn it all.

Finally, the group connected to Tanian's story is "The Twilight Order."

They're a heretical group that worships a deity other than Enen, the monotheistic god worshipped throughout the continent including the Papal States. They're a group of fanatics who want to become the new mainstream religion in opposition to The Dawn Order, which worships Enen.

They're the epitome of fanatics who have already caused significant damage in the Empire. Three years ago, when the Empire's attention was focused on the North, they assassinated the cardinal in charge of the Empire. As a result, the Empire frantically tried to crush The Twilight Order that had infiltrated the Empire. And The Twilight Order successfully escaped and survives to this day.

They will target Tanian, the next saint of The Dawn Order. If they can kill Tanian, who received the surname Enes meaning "son of God," the prestige of The Dawn Order and the Papal States would be crushed.

The Empire's anger as its prestige is similarly crushed in the process? If they considered such things, they wouldn't be fanatics. They've already killed a cardinal on Imperial territory, so it's nothing new for them.

Besides these, there were also groups likely to target the Academy itself rather than being entangled with individual protagonists. The republican terrorist group "The Red Wave" and the revived Apels restoration army "The Third Glory."

'These bastards have revived again?'

I just learned that the Apels restoration army has been revived. The Empire had persistently tracked down and eradicated the Apels restoration forces. But now they've revived? Isn't this too obviously a group created for a crisis in the original work?

The Intelligence Department Head seemed dumbfounded by this resurrection too, adding an emotionally charged assessment at the bottom of the paragraph about The Third Glory. A completely rotten corpse has begun to wander the world again. An apt evaluation.


Anyway, there are five organizations likely to create crises in the original work. I'm once again impressed by the Intelligence Department Head's ability to quickly compile and send me this vast information.

And I'm also impressed by my fate of having to stop all five of them.
...

'Damn it.'

The difficulty is insane. Who adjusted this difficulty level? A proper difficulty should give some satisfaction when overcome, but this is just a mess.

I couldn't help but shudder. It's already a headache when there are two or three villain groups, but there are already five groups likely to swarm the Academy. I don't know who the original author is, but they seem serious about destroying the Academy. Did they suffer a lot from professors during college...?

I quietly tucked the communication device into my pocket and leaned my back against the wall. A defense against at least 5 waves—I've rarely experienced this even when running around in the field. I never imagined I'd receive such a surprise gift. A truly unwanted surprise.

But what can I do? One of the reasons I'm staying at the Academy is to prepare for situations like this. Of course, even the higher-ups couldn't have imagined there would be so many groups targeting the Academy.

Actually, I only deduced this because I'm a possessed person. Who would reasonably think those five organizations would leisurely engage in Academy destruction? They'd normally be expected to operate in the shadows, aiming for regime subversion.

'If I had retired earlier, I could have avoided this mess.'

My karma for not retiring runs deep.

Sighing dejectedly won't change anything. Rather, the longer I stay away, the higher the probability of an incident occurring in the club room.

'I need to do this properly.'

If I slip up even slightly and a key figure gets injured or killed, I can't guarantee what will happen to the Empire and myself using that incident as justification. At the very least, my career would be ruined. I want a smooth retirement, not a disgraceful downfall.

Despite everything, my goal is simple. During my stay at the Academy, I need to detect and block internal and external threats to the Academy in advance. By doing so, I'll endure until the original characters graduate safely.

And incidentally, I'll try to ensure Luise's partner is decided during that time. If Luise's partner isn't determined by graduation, love-crazed fools might cross borders even after graduation. If the Academy is Part 1, then post-graduation would be Part 2. I absolutely can't allow that.

...Come to think of it, wouldn't the easiest method be to formally request marriage from the Naiad Barony? It would be difficult for the Naiad Barony to refuse a marriage proposal from the Kracius County, an Imperial county, and Erich would be happy to fulfill his love. The family head isn't the type to care who marries whom as long as there's a grandson to continue the family line.

I shook my head to dismiss the momentary temptation that crossed my mind. No matter what, coercive measures aren't good. Besides, it's a method that doesn't reflect Luise's wishes at all.

My head must be complicated for such unnecessary thoughts to arise. This is something I should apologize to Luise for.


As I walked, I could hear faint voices. The Confectionery Club room was located in a remote area to prevent unfortunate students from accidentally encountering royalty while passing by, so if sounds were reaching this corridor, something must be happening in the club.

What could have gone wrong in the short time I was away? Did the oven explode and cause a fire?

I rushed to the club room and threw open the door. Thankfully, there was no disaster like a fire. Instead, I found two princes engaged in a heated debate, looking as though flames might shoot from their mouths.

"Most heroes who shook the ages were knights. Surely you've heard tales of heroes who stirred continents with just a sword?"
"The body is finite, but the mind is infinite. Therefore, magic, which can develop the mind, is the true path."

What the hell are these guys doing?

After witnessing this unexpected verbal battle between Lyutis and Laterre, I quickly scanned the other club members: Luise, who was just blinking; Erich, who was quietly watching the two; Ainter, who was calmly smiling; and Tanian, who was only looking at the oven baking cookies.

Hmm, I should probably get an explanation from Erich.

"Erich."

I approached from behind and placed my hand on his shoulder. Only then did he notice my presence, flinching as he turned to face me. For someone who's trained in martial arts, he's surprisingly oblivious to other people's presence.

"Oh, brother."
"What's going on?"
"That?"

As Erich looked back at the two with that word, his gaze overflowed with an unmistakable emotion. It's unfortunate that the name of that emotion was contempt. They must be arguing over something truly pointless.

Erich's brief explanation went like this: It all started with a casual remark from Tanian, who was still staring at the oven, saying "Magic tools are convenient, aren't they?"

Laterre from the Yuven United Kingdom, a magic powerhouse, was pleased with this magic-friendly comment from a saint candidate, while Lyutis from Armein Kingdom, a knight kingdom, was displeased. What followed is the ongoing sword vs. magic debate happening right before our eyes.

'What idiots.'

Whether it's a sword or magic, you'll die all the same if you're hit properly. Thinking about how I'd been racking my brain to protect these people just moments ago made me feel resentful. You have so much free time that you can argue about such things...?

Meanwhile, I felt annoyed at Tanian, who had ignited this fire but showed no interest in it. Being a noble healer, he apparently had no interest in the squabbles of commoner damage dealers. Or should I consider knights as tanks? Either way, it's downright wicked. Starting a fire and then slipping away.

Anyway, now that I knew the trivial cause, it was time to intervene. Relations between Armein and Yuven aren't particularly good, and one reason is their national specializations in knights versus magic. What's now a verbal debate could escalate to grabbing collars if left unchecked. Though I wonder if these royals would be that thoughtless.

...They do have that much sense, right? This tutor believes in you.

Just as I was about to tap the nearby desk to get their attention, Luise, who had been quietly observing the argument, tilted her head and spoke.

"Wouldn't magic be better than swords?"

At those words, Lyutis froze stiffly, while Laterre broke into a triumphant smile. The absurdly started fight ended just as absurdly.


So Luise was on the magic side. I never knew that.

Lyutis, who had brilliantly certified both "I don't like Luise's cookies" and "Unlike Luise, I'm on the knight side" in a short time, suddenly became much quieter. Honestly, while it's his own fault, I can't help but feel a bit sorry for him. Even I didn't know Luise preferred magic over swords.

I considered consoling him, but since he'd probably be back to planting flags with a smile the next day, I ignored the thought. I'm too kind-hearted for my own good. Just because he looked pitiful for a moment, I almost forgot how much trouble he's caused me.

"It seems being soft-hearted makes life quite tiring."
- Have you been drinking?

My counterpart on the other end of the communication device responded coldly to my lament. That's harsh—I was being somewhat sincere.

As soon as club activities ended and I returned to my quarters, I contacted the Intelligence Department Head. I wanted to thank him for sending information faster than expected, and also to hear his additional comments or make further requests.

Among department heads, he's known to be one of the most overworked, so I didn't have high expectations when I called. I was just calling to establish that I had tried to make contact. But surprisingly, he answered right away. Perhaps he was on a break.

- Anyway, I've sent the information gathered so far to the Audit Department Head. I'll send any additional information as soon as it comes in, so don't worry.
"Thank you. I'm really indebted to you."
- Not at all, I'm just returning what I've received. We must keep our accounts balanced.

I had done the Intelligence Department Head a favor to ensure smooth information supply. I noticed something fishy about his family and agreed to cover it up. The Emperor didn't seem to care much anyway. He probably valued the benefits of the Department Head's abilities more than the damage from his corruption.

Moreover, it wasn't even the Department Head himself but his family members leveraging his influence. The Department Head himself is too busy working overtime to do anything corrupt.

The Intelligence Department Head cracked his neck left and right, looking tired. The cracking sound was audible even through the communication device. Another grinding day at the Intelligence Department, I see.

"Working overnight again?"
- It's a regular occurrence. Nothing unusual.
"That's unfortunate."
- Still better than you at the Academy, I'd say.

You're suddenly attacking me like that?

I felt indignant for a moment, but seeing the exhausted Department Head chuckle made me feel sympathetic. His face was pale, and his eyes were visibly bloodshot even through the communication device. Well, if teasing me helps relieve his stress, it's for the Empire's benefit.

It's a secret I've never told anyone, but when I was serving as the Audit Department Head and felt like I was going to lose my mind, I would occasionally glance at the Intelligence Department Head for comfort. Thinking, "At least I'm better off than him."

Of course, this is a precious secret I've never shared with anyone, as he would be furious if he knew.

- By the way, about those five organizations.
"Ah, yes."

The Intelligence Department Head tilted his head back as if remembering something, then focused his gaze straight ahead.

- Be wary of those rotten corpses among them. Their traces are increasingly being found in the direction of the Academy.
"That's not unexpected."
- They're so foolish they're still talking about reviving Apels, aren't they?


The "rotten corpses" the Department Head referred to was The Third Glory, a group seeking to restore the Apels Empire. Since the Academy is located at the former capital of the Apels Empire, it's natural they'd be desperately clinging to it. It's almost fascinating how predictably they move.

'So they'll be the first.'

This all but confirms which of the five organizations will have the honor of leading the charge. I don't know when they'll come, but knowing who they are is already valuable information.

- Troops will be dispatched to eliminate them if they approach the Academy.
"Is that so? That's reassuring."

I believed in this. Indeed, the Empire isn't an insane country that would unreasonably demand I face an entire organization alone.

For now, they're moving so erratically that tracking their route is all we can do, but now that we've confirmed the Academy is their destination, we just need to set a trap and wait. And this applies to the other villainous organizations besides The Third Glory as well.

If they cross Imperial territory heading toward the Academy, that's sufficient justification for Imperial forces to intervene and beat them down. The Academy's Imperial forces may have been reduced, but there are plenty stationed throughout the Empire. Unless the Empire has gone mad, they wouldn't truly leave the Academy's defenses vulnerable. They just withdrew some troops for the sake of appearances with the three kingdoms.

As for me, I just need to prepare for any incidents that might occur before the elimination forces arrive, and then participate in the operation for field assessment when they do arrive. That's why I'm here in the first place.

- The Minister of Special Affairs has personally selected the elimination forces with you in mind.
"...Did the Minister say that himself?"
- Who else would it be?

The Intelligence Department Head chuckled softly. With those words, I ended the communication.

Forces specially selected by the Minister of Special Affairs for me... I can roughly guess what that means. I don't know when, but it looks like I'll be meeting some old acquaintances.

Fortunately, The Third Glory didn't immediately launch an attack on the Academy right after my information exchange with the Intelligence Department Head. Even the most obvious foreshadowing gives you time to catch your breath. I somewhat resent myself for feeling relieved about something so obvious.

The Third Glory will probably zigzag around trying to confuse trackers. It's meaningless when their destination is so obvious, but the more they waste time, the longer it takes them to reach the Academy, which isn't bad news.

I just need to wait at the Academy, receive additional information from the Intelligence Department Head, and greet the forces dispatched by the Special Affairs Ministry when they arrive. That alone should drop the defense difficulty from hellfire to hard or normal.

So I headed to work with somewhat lighter steps than usual—

"Lady Luise. Did you understand what I said?"

I spotted Luise talking with someone in a secluded area. Well, not so much talking as being verbally berated.

The minor issue is that the female student verbally attacking Luise is someone I know. Red hair grown down to her waist and a fan in one hand. I can't see her face clearly, but I can tell who she is just by her voice.

As I walked toward them, Luise noticed me and smiled brightly. The red-haired student also turned around, following Luise's gaze.

"My, Prince Kal. It's been a while, hasn't it?"

Indeed. It's been about a year, I think.

# There are days when coincidences pile up. Irina, who usually walked to school with Luise, had caught a spring cold and headed to the infirmary first, while Erich had gone to school early for a meeting with the fencing instructor. Other friends had scattered due to their own circumstances, making Luise's usually bustling walk to school unusually quiet today.

For Luise, who rarely walked alone, it was a somewhat unfamiliar situation, but occasionally she didn't mind strolling leisurely by herself. Even familiar paths can feel new when walked alone rather than in a group.

Luise took light steps while feeling the morning breeze and admiring the flowers in the garden. Once she reached the classroom, Erich would be there to greet her after finishing his meeting. And when Irina returned from the infirmary, she would ask if she was feeling better. That's how the day would begin.

It would have gone that way if not for an unfamiliar voice suddenly calling out to Luise.

"Lady Luise?"

Hearing an unfamiliar voice, Luise turned around. The girl had wavy red hair that reached her waist, and emerald green eyes that sparkled between narrowly opened eyelids. Hiding the lower part of her face with a red fan, the female student looked down at Luise with her chin slightly raised, as if accustomed to standing above others.

"Are you Luise of the Naiad Barony?"

Though phrased as a question, it was filled with certainty. The girl's clear voice rang out confidently.

"Yes, I'm Luise Naiad."

Though the approach was sudden, ignoring her would be impolite. Luise introduced herself with a slight bow, and the girl responded.

"I'm Margareta Valenti, the Student Council Vice President. I'm also your senior by one year."

Luise's eyes widened at those words. Valenti—one of the five ducal families of the Empire, the family of the Iron-Blooded Duke. And Margareta was the youngest daughter born to the Iron-Blooded Duke late in his life. She was such a late child that the Iron-Blooded Duke even had grandsons older than Margareta, making her all the more precious to him.

"Greetings to Lady Margareta."

Luise bowed deeply, unlike her earlier casual greeting. The influence of a duke in the Empire was truly second only to one and above all others. Of course, there were five such dukes, but that didn't diminish their prestige in any way.

Watching Luise bow, Margareta shook her head slightly and said:

"That's not necessary, Lady Luise. At the Academy, everyone learns as equals. I'm just one of your many seniors."

"Yes, yes. I understand, senior."

Of course, since the decades after graduation are much longer than the three years at the Academy, no one takes such statements seriously. Even Luise, surrounded by imperial family members, royalty, and saint candidates, knew this fact. Perhaps Margareta was even more intimidating than the club members.

Compared to the Third Prince who lacked real power, or other club members who would return to their countries after graduation, Margareta, as the precious daughter of a ducal family, could make most noble families tremble with just a gesture.

Noticing Luise's body trembling slightly with tension, Margareta gave a small smile.

"I'd like to speak with you. Could you spare some time?"

"Yes, of course."

Before the gaze of a duke's daughter who looked as if she would demand time even if none was available, what lady could refuse? Luise quietly followed behind Margareta.

***

Following Lady Margareta to an increasingly deserted area, my body trembled so much I wondered if it could shake any more. It's frightening when someone you have no connection with—someone who exists on such a lofty plane that you wouldn't even see them outside the Academy—suddenly approaches you.

I've experienced this four times already with Ainter, Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian, but it's still not a feeling I can get used to.

'No. It'll be fine.'

My initial meetings with those four were also tense, but now we enjoy club activities together as friends. So this too could pass without any problems. Yes, that's right. I haven't done anything to offend the Lady.

Lady Margareta stopped walking, turned to me, and uttered just one sentence:

"Lady Luise, you need to exercise more restraint."


Ah, so I did... I must have done something to displease the Lady without realizing it.

My head lowered instinctively under the cold gaze of this high-ranking person—something I'd never experienced before. Yet even with my head bowed, I could feel the Lady's cold stare.

"This year, the Academy has experienced an unprecedented event. You know what I'm talking about, don't you?"

"Yes, yes..."

Lady Margareta's subsequent words were simple. The unprecedented event of major foreign dignitaries enrolling at the Academy. In a situation where one should act with caution and maintain distance from these key figures, I was not only failing to keep my distance but was even in the same club with them.

And that this behavior was inappropriate both as someone with the blue blood of the Empire who should be cautious, and as a lady who should maintain dignity.

My vision began to blur slightly. I felt afraid and even somewhat wronged. Was it really so wrong to enjoy club activities together? Was it so wrong to socialize with those children who came from foreign countries and had no friends at the Academy?

I just wanted to laugh with those lonely-looking children. I just wanted to share snacks and become friends with them.

"Lady Luise. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

The Lady called to me, having apparently finished what she wanted to say. I raised my head, barely holding back tears that threatened to flow. Though scared, I couldn't just back down here. If I admitted fault, I would have to part ways with my club members.

As I was about to open my mouth with firm resolve, I saw someone familiar approaching behind the Lady.

'Brother Kal!'

Seeing Kal, my tension eased, and I couldn't help but smile broadly. The Lady frowned briefly at my reaction and turned her gaze behind her—

"Oh my, Lord Kal. It's been a while, hasn't it?"

At that moment, the Lady's expression, which had been cold since our first meeting, seemed to melt away.

***

I wasn't entirely sure, but it was indeed Lady Margareta. I'd heard she enrolled at the Academy last year, but I didn't expect to meet her here.

"It's been a while, Lady Margareta. Have you been well?"

I bowed my head slightly in greeting, but Margareta silently folded her fan that had been covering her mouth and just stared directly into my eyes. What's this, why isn't she saying anything?

"Lady Margareta?"

Still no response even when I addressed her again. As if something displeased her, she tapped her cheek with the folded fan but remained silent.
...Ah.

"Mar. Have you been well?"

I sighed softly as I spoke, and only then did Margareta finally smile and open her mouth. What a difficult mouth to open...

"I've been well, Lord Kal. As Father told me, it's truly delightful to see you at the Academy."

"I never imagined I'd see you here either. How is the Duke faring?"

"He's been in seclusion since last year. It seems he's quite heartbroken after having his earnest proposal flatly rejected."

"That's unfortunate news."

"Hehe, isn't it? I wish Lord Kal would comfort Father's heart."

"I'll visit him in spirit."

I quietly shook my head at her making such an impossible request with a straight face. What heartbreak? If I actually visited the Iron-Blooded Duke, he'd probably give me a German suplex right away. Despite being the oldest among the dukes, his vigor rivals that of any young man.


I quietly shifted my gaze from Margareta, who was chuckling, to look at Luise. Her eyes were brimming with tears, ready to fall at the slightest touch, and she was smiling awkwardly. Oh dear, she must have received quite the scolding.

"By the way, what business did you have with Lady Luise?"

"I was giving her some advice as her senior."

It didn't seem like mere advice, but I couldn't press the matter, so I decided to let it go. Digging deeper would only prolong the conversation unnecessarily.

When I didn't inquire further, Margareta opened her fan again to cover her mouth. Come to think of it, I think I saw that fan last year too. Does she really carry it around all the time?

"Well then, I'll be going now. Let's meet again when we have the chance, Lord Kal."

And she left without any lingering attachment. She suddenly appeared and just as suddenly disappeared.

As I watched Margareta's retreating figure, Luise weakly tugged at my sleeve from behind. Oh dear, I should have comforted you first, but I was distracted.

When I turned around, Luise looked up at me with still-moist eyes. Yes, it's understandable after suddenly being put through a pressure interview by a duke's daughter. Despite Luise already associating with princes and crown princes, those guys are complete pushovers when it comes to Luise, so they don't help build this kind of resilience.

"Are you okay? What did she say to make you like this?"

"It was just advice..."

"You need to learn how to lie better."

Luise, who had been shifting her eyes nervously, moved her lips a few times before finally confessing the truth. Hmmmm.

'She's not wrong.'

Though I feel sorry for Luise, Margareta's words weren't entirely incorrect. They were more like genuine advice. If Luise weren't the original protagonist of this world—a truly unique case—I would probably think the same as Margareta.

Finding it awkward to take either Luise's or Margareta's side, I quietly patted Luise's shoulder and handed her a handkerchief. She looked quite pitiful as she carefully took the handkerchief and wiped her tears.

As I watched her, my mind raced despite my tightly closed lips.

'She doesn't seem to be a villainess.'

Actually, as soon as I saw Luise being verbally thrashed by Margareta, the thought 'Is Margareta the villainess?' crossed my mind. I've heard that romance fantasy novels usually have a villainess. Though I wasn't particularly into romance fantasy before my possession, I'm not familiar with the details, but I briefly suspected this original work might follow that pattern.

However, Margareta didn't fit the conditions of a villainess. She wasn't secretly in love with or engaged to any of the five men captivated by Luise, nor did she one-sidedly pick fights with Luise like a villain would. Just now, she seemed to be genuinely advising Luise as both a senior and an imperial lady.

Yes, externally there are already five groups aiming to destroy the Academy, so it wouldn't make sense to have an internal villainess too. The original author seemed to have at least some sense of propriety. Thankfully, it appears the Academy's internal affairs will be peaceful.

As I felt relieved, Luise cautiously spoke to me.

"Um, Brother. Do you know Lady Margareta?"

She quietly added that we seemed close, but I firmly shook my head. What closeness? We're acquaintances who happened to meet by chance, but we're not close enough to call each other friends.

"I had some business with her last year. We're not close."

"But it seemed like she allowed you to call her 'Mar'... a nickname..."

"I don't understand why she does that either."

I only do it because she insists. What kind of fool would risk souring relations with a member of a ducal family over something as trivial as a form of address?

In fact, I accepted Margareta's persistent request for a nickname because I thought I'd never have occasion to use it. After rejecting the Iron-Blooded Duke's marriage proposal with Margareta last year, I thought I'd never see her again.

But here we are, meeting again when I thought our connection had ended. Indeed, one can never predict what life will bring.

# The Victorious Duke, Richter Nuren of Hablem.

The Iron-Blooded Duke, Oliver Valenti of Ulken.

The Golden Duke, Lafros Osiden of Voyaare.

The Magic-Ending Duke, Beatrix Catovan of Servet.

The Wise Duke, Arodel Salon of Chenes.

These five dukes currently reign at the pinnacle of imperial nobility.

The five dukes, whose ancestors were the empire's top founding contributors, have reigned second only to the emperor throughout the empire's 300-year history. Despite many nobles experiencing promotions, demotions, and extinctions over these three centuries, the five dukes have remained steadfast without any changes.

No one has newly received a dukedom, nor has anyone slipped from ducal rank. The five ducal families have ruled unchanged alongside the imperial family.

Even emperors who boast of their strong imperial authority and view other nobles as mere components treat the five dukes as partners, giving them the highest treatment. Of course, the relationship always favored the emperor.

Thus, dukes are those whom even emperors cannot treat carelessly, and other nobles can barely dare to look at. Naturally, the influence of ducal family members, not just the dukes themselves, cannot be ignored.

So how would it feel to be coldly cut down by a ducal family member, especially the beloved youngest daughter of the current duke?

"Hic... hic..."
"It's okay, you won't have to see her again."

Looking at Luise hiccupping and trembling in the club room, I could tell. Her condition didn't look good, so I brought her to the club room for a while, and once she entered this familiar place, her tension seemed to release, leaving her in this state.

It would have been a disaster if I'd let her go to class like this. As for the classes she missed, I can just send an excuse note to the teacher. This is what power is for. Though it's a rather trivial use of the power I possess.

"B-brother..."

I brewed some tea leaves that had been stashed in the club room but rarely used. While gently patting her back, I placed a teacup in front of her. Though still sobbing, she carefully picked up the cup. What should I do with her?

I understand why Luise is like this. The gap between a duke and a baron is immeasurable. With some exaggeration, it's worse than the difference between a baron and a commoner. Actually, that might not be an exaggeration. While a baron has limited ways to crush a commoner, a duke has countless methods to destroy a baron.

And now the precious jewel of a ducal family coldly confronted her? It wouldn't be strange if thoughts of the Naiad family's extinction flashed through Luise's mind. Especially if she thought her own actions were the cause, her mind would go blank.

It's actually commendable that she didn't burst into tears in front of Margareta. Well done, our department head.

"She didn't mean any harm. She came alone to talk to you. If she had bad intentions, she would have spoken publicly."

I sat next to Luise and continued comforting her. It doesn't seem like Margareta deliberately targeted Luise, and originally, the Valenti family is known for action rather than words when they truly want to get rid of someone. This kind of verbal prodding is practically just a friendly greeting from them.

Of course, if I said that to Luise, she'd probably break down in tears, so I kept it to myself.


"B-but... what if because of me... m-my father... our family..."

Despite my comfort, she still couldn't calm down, now shedding tears as she barely managed to speak. Making a perfectly fine person cry on their first meeting in a year—thank you very much, Lady Margareta...

"Even a ducal family can't attack an innocent noble family. If anything happens, I'll stop it, so don't worry."

In truth, this is just bravado. When a duke decides to start swinging their sword, it means they've already received the emperor's tacit approval. Without the emperor as my backing, trying to stop a duke alone would require writing my will first.

Well, with effort, maybe I could hold them off for about three days...? After that, I'd become "the late Kal Kracius."

My bravado seemed to provide some comfort as Luise gave a small smile, though her eyes remained red. I should probably keep her in the club room all day. If I let her out and she accidentally meets Margareta again, she might really collapse.

Right now, I can't help but feel a little angry at Margareta.

In the end, I kept Luise in the club room until club activities started. Luise said she was fine to leave now, but that's nonsense. I told her to stay put. Her face is still red—where does she think she's going?

And then, from the distance, I heard five sets of footsteps approaching. They sounded faster than usual, practically running. At least they had the self-discipline not to come during class time. That's expected, but I'm still pleased.

"Lady Luise!"

The first to open the door and enter was Ainter. He caught my eye as I was sitting next to Luise, so I waved slightly in greeting. Yes, though you guys might be fools, your feelings for Luise are genuine.

Now that the club members had arrived, I gently shook Luise, who had fallen asleep with her head on the desk. She must have been mentally exhausted. I collected the coat I had draped over her and stood up. It's a bit intimidating seeing five men rushing in.

"Luise, are you okay?"

Erich pushed past Ainter and tried to rush toward Luise, who was raising her head in a daze, but I blocked him. If you suddenly approach someone who just woke up, you'll startle them again. After all my efforts to calm her down.

"She's not sick, so don't worry. She had a shocking experience today, so I let her rest."

When I blocked Erich, the four behind him read the situation and stopped in their tracks. Looking back, Luise was now fully awake and getting up from her seat. Hmm, I guess it's okay to let them approach now.

I turned and opened the path I had blocked, and only then did the five rush forward. For a moment, I wondered if it was just my imagination that they looked like a pride of lions pouncing on prey.

Suddenly surrounded by the five, Luise seemed flustered but happy that they were concerned about her, greeting the members with a smile. After being depressed from Margareta's sharp attack, the warm treatment from the club members would surely lift her spirits.

Let's momentarily forget that the reason for Margareta's attack was because of these club members.

"We're happy to be with Luise. So there's no need to worry."
"What does others' opinion matter? We value your warm heart the most, sister."

As I watched quietly, Luise must have finished explaining, as they started comforting her. Don't worry, there's nothing to be concerned about, if anything happens we'll stand up to defend and protect you—all sorts of reassuring words poured out.


Again, let's momentarily forget that the reason for Margareta's attack was because of these club members.

"Yes. Thank you. Brother Kal also said he would protect me if anything happens."

When Luise, now smiling brightly without any trace of gloom, mentioned me, the five turned their gazes toward me. Especially Ainter, who sighed with what seemed like relief.

I don't know what you're thinking, but I think you're overestimating me.

'How can a civil servant stop a duke?'

Up to a marquis, there might be some room to maneuver. There are rare cases of marquis families being demoted or extinguished. But a duke is like a walking natural disaster. When a duke starts attacking, prayer is the only answer.

Still, I was the one who boasted first, so this is my karma. I slightly raised the corners of my mouth in response to their gazes. But actually, the Valenti ducal family wouldn't really attack Luise, yet here I am, feeling intimidated. Is this the power of atmosphere?

Anyway, with Luise's condition recovered, the club activities ended.

During club time, I comforted Luise saying she wouldn't see Margareta again, but how could that be true? There's a high probability she'll come looking for Luise again. She pointed out that Luise was mingling with major foreign figures, and if that warning is to be heeded, the only answer is to disband the club.

And Luise won't disband the club, nor do I intend to. If it's disbanded, what about the anger of those five? And how would I monitor them if they scatter in all directions? Even if Luise wanted to disband it, I would have to get on my knees to stop her.

But Margareta doesn't know this situation. The club will remain, and Luise will continue to mingle with major figures. Then Margareta, judging that her advice has been ignored, will come looking for Luise again.

'First the crown prince acts up, and now the duke's daughter joins in.'

My head throbs. The good news is that there won't be an attack at the ducal family level, but Margareta has many ways to torment Luise with her authority. It's just that the Valenti ducal family won't attack Luise, but Margareta as an individual is a different matter.

'I'll have to visit her soon.'

What other option do I have? I'll just have to go to Margareta before she revisits Luise with a cleaver. I'll explain the necessity of the club and that I'm keeping a close watch as the advisor to prevent any incidents. She'll understand.

But thinking about it, something seems odd. Margareta must know that I'm standing firm as the club advisor, yet she specifically went to warn Luise? What's this about? Did she want to give Luise a wake-up call regardless of my presence? Or does she think the club itself should be disbanded?

Of course, I can't know now. I'll have to probe when I meet Margareta.

"The opportunity came sooner than expected. Good morning, Lord Kal."

The next day in the club room, during regular class hours no less, Margareta visited with great dignity.

Well, I was planning to visit her.

But I didn't expect her to come directly.

Looking at Margareta's bright smile, I couldn't help but feel a little annoyed.


The moment I thought it might be the weekend or already club time. Strange, I'm sure it's class time. Why is a student here? Is the vice president allowed to skip class?

As I stared at Margareta with eyes full of doubt and denial, she tilted her head.

"Kal. Are you going to keep your guest standing? You've become quite rough since I last saw you."

Though her tone was reproachful, she couldn't hide the laughter behind it. Her head tilted exaggeratedly, and her eyes curved like crescent moons. I almost let out a laugh at her sudden visit and teasing, but she was a guest after all.

"Of course not. Please, sit here. I'll bring some tea."
"No, that's fine. I'll be leaving shortly."
"Is that so?"

That's good news.

I nodded and sat across from Margareta. Fortunately, since she said she'd leave soon, it seemed she only wanted to state her business. I didn't know why Margareta had come at this hour, but I was planning to visit her anyway. Though surprising, this wasn't a bad thing.

Looking at Margareta, she maintained her smile without saying anything. Wait, if she came as a guest, shouldn't she state her business first?

"I didn't expect to see Marge at this hour. Is there something urgent?"
"Do we only need to meet when there's something urgent?"
"We haven't seen each other for a year, so I wouldn't say we're particularly close."
"If marriage talks have been exchanged between us, I'd say we're not just casual acquaintances."

When I flinched at her sudden attack, Margareta laughed softly, saying it was a joke. The noble lady might have thrown that stone casually, but a poor civil servant like me could die from such a hit. I wish the noble lady before me would understand that.

As I sighed quietly, I heard chuckling. When I first met her, she wasn't like this, but at some point, she started teasing and playing around. As she was the beloved noble daughter of the Iron-Blooded Duke, I couldn't ignore or counter her jokes.

Margareta probably doesn't know with what feelings I rejected the marriage proposal suggested by the Iron-Blooded Duke. I was afraid she might suddenly transform from her smiling self and strangle me, saying, "How dare someone like you reject!"

I even occasionally dreamed of being beheaded in front of the duke's mansion by the angry Iron-Blooded Duke's hands. It was terrifying. Fortunately, nothing has happened so far.

"Actually, I came because I have a favor to ask of Kal."
"I'm listening."
"You know the Club Fair is coming up soon, right?"

I do know. Even though I'm just a nominal advisor, I'm still the club's advisor, so I'm aware of such schedules.

Besides, I couldn't not know, having had my ears filled with Luise's ambitious plans to create and showcase various things at the fair for the past few days. Nodding as I recalled Luise's voice that seemed to still ring in my ears, Margareta continued.

"The Club Fair isn't just an internal Academy event. It's practically a social venue where nobles who have already graduated use clubs as a medium to connect with nobles currently attending the Academy."

I can't understand that, though.

I couldn't help but agree with Margareta's words as she shrugged her shoulders. They're going to clash in social circles for decades anyway, so why bother climbing into clubs? I understand the intention to solidify factions and discover talent early, but still.

"So every year, the Student Council has a hard time preparing for the Club Fair. The budget we operate isn't small, and we can't tell if we're doing it right."
"That must be tough."
"That's why it would be really reassuring if Kal could help us."

"Excuse me?"

I couldn't help but blurt out in surprise at Margareta's bold request. Help? Me?

"Are you talking about me?"
"Yes. Last year, it took the longest to check if the budget was distributed correctly. With Kal here, I think it would be done quickly."
"But I have no connection to the Student Council."
"But you're the Academy's Audit Inspector, aren't you?"

The more I listened to Margareta, the more I felt my common sense leaving me. She's asking me to check if the budget was properly managed? Because I'm the Academy's Audit Inspector?

"It's the first time I've encountered someone voluntarily requesting an audit."

It was a request I never imagined. This is truly novel. Everyone usually tries to avoid audits, but I never expected someone to come and request one first. Despite my dubious gaze, Margareta maintained her smile.

"We haven't committed any corruption, so what's there to fear? We want to have the budget movement verified by an expert's eye. Is that possible, Audit Department Head?"

It's unfortunate for Margareta, who was looking at me with expectant eyes, but I didn't become department head because of the skills she's hoping for. Both the minister and I were promoted in quite unusual ways, so we're quite different from typical Ministry of Finance ministers or Audit Department heads.

Because of that, right after becoming the Audit Department head, I was busy dealing with the Second Prince's faction externally and the existing mainstream forces within the Ministry of Finance internally. Just thinking about that time makes me shudder.

...But wait, Margareta should know this, right? The chaos in the Ministry of Finance at that time was so famous that members of ducal families would hear about it whether they wanted to or not. Knowing that, she still wants my help?

Perhaps my gaze was filled with negative emotions, as Margareta tilted her head, placing her fan against her cheek as if troubled.

"Was it an unreasonable request?"
"If my name gets mixed in with the Student Council's achievements, it would diminish their meaning."
"That's a shame."

She seemed to be giving up quietly, letting out a soft sigh at my refusal. This was unexpected. I thought she had come determined, especially at this hour. Well, she said she did it last year too, so maybe she doesn't necessarily need help.

"Well, it's a task where I can't guarantee how long it will take. I'm not sure how much I should focus on this matter either."
"Marge will do well. You managed last year, didn't you?"
"Still, it's a headache when we do it ourselves. There were cases where Student Council members went out saying they needed fresh air and wandered around for a long time. If Kal were there, we could focus solely on the work."
"..."

I quietly closed my eyes at Margareta's blatant words.

'She's turning this into a bargaining condition.'

On the surface, she seems to be saying "It's hard to work, please help me, boo-hoo," but peel just one layer, and her true intentions are immediately visible.

= You'd be uncomfortable with me seeking out Luise, but if you help me, I'll stay put.

If I cooperate, she won't go looking for Luise somewhere in the Academy to target her, but will quietly stay in the Student Council room doing her work. My goodness, what a crude bargain. I can't help but admire it.

'But it's effective.'

I suspect that Margareta's targeting of Luise yesterday was a build-up for this moment. By showing herself as a threat to Luise and the club, she's implying that if I want to remove that threat, I should listen to her.


It's a transparent tactic, but if I refuse here, what was a simple build-up will transform into a more elaborate attack on Luise. That would be troublesome.

Having organized my thoughts, I smiled lightly and opened my eyes again.

"Hearing that Marge is having a hard time, I can't just stand by. If I'm suitable, I'll help you."
"Thank you, Kal. I knew I could count on you."
"Hahaha."

I had started a fight with a predetermined outcome from the beginning.

I agreed to help, but I didn't expect to be taken away immediately. Even if she's a noble lady, she's still a student, so shouldn't she return to class?

"The Student Council is in the council room preparing for the fair. I just stepped out briefly to fetch Kal."

I see. Then there's no helping it. Sometimes there are things more important than classes.

With the feeling of a slave being sold, I followed Margareta to the Student Council room. Yes, it's better to finish this quickly. There's no reason to stay in the club room when it's not club time anyway.

Upon reaching the Student Council room, Margareta knocked a few times as a formality, but then flung the door open before getting a response. What's the point of knocking then?

Anyway, peeking into the Student Council room, I saw that six people were already gathered. So the Student Council has seven members including Margareta. I hadn't paid attention since I had no connection to them, but I didn't expect to meet them all like this. This is quite awkward.

"Vice President. Who's outside?"

The male student sitting at the head seat, probably the president, looked towards me with what seemed like his own awkwardness. What's this? How can the side that requested help act like this? If Margareta, who went to fetch me, has returned, obviously she'd come with me.

"This is Kal Kracius, the Audit Inspector who serves as the advisor to the Confectionery Club. I've brought him to seek advice regarding the fair's budget."

As she said this, my eyes met with the president's, who was sitting at the head seat just as I entered the Student Council room. Only then did he seem to see my face, his eyes moving uncontrollably. Looking around, the reactions of the other five were similar.

Hey, don't tell me.

"Marge. Was seeking my advice not something the Student Council had agreed upon?"
"No, it wasn't."

That "No, it wasn't" seemed to carry the meaning, "Why would I need consensus for a decision I made?" Ah, right, she was this kind of person. I momentarily forgot the Valenti ducal family's tendency to go their own way.

As Margareta looked at me as if genuinely curious why I would ask such a question, I quietly shifted my gaze to the president at the head seat.

His complexion had turned pale, and his body was stiff. From the president's perspective, this must be an unexpected ordeal. The vice president, who was already difficult to deal with because she's a noble lady, suddenly brought in an audit inspector. It could be interpreted as, "I don't like you, so I brought someone to bring you down," which would be understandable.

But it's a misunderstanding. Until now, I had been holed up in the club room, fearing that my presence might be threatening to students. I lived a reclusive life, meeting no one except club members. If I had known this was Margareta's unilateral decision, I wouldn't have come with such a light heart...

Feeling apologetic, I gave a slight nod, and the president closed his eyes tightly.

What are you thinking? It's not like that.

I almost sighed but managed to hold it back. If I sighed in this situation, the president might immediately bow his head to the floor.

# Imperial Academy's Student Council President

Demian Connor was born as the third son of the Connor family, one of many unremarkable viscounty families. Born into the ambiguous position of a viscount's third son, Demian was nothing more than an ordinary noble youth who dreamed of a career as a civil servant from childhood.

Since the family estate would go to his eldest brother, Demian had to find his own path in life. That's why he chose the path of a civil servant and joined the Academy's Student Council.

Unlike social clubs that functioned as networking venues, the Student Council was traditionally run by students aiming to become civil servants. As such, it typically attracted students with ambiguous standing, either in terms of their family's influence or their position within their family. Thanks to this, they got a taste of civil service life early on by being swamped with various duties.

But Demian had no complaints about this. It was the path he had chosen, and today's hardships would become valuable experience when he eventually became a civil servant. Since Student Council alumni frequently entered civil service, the Imperial Administration tended to give preference to those with Student Council experience.

However, last year when Demian became a second-year student, his Student Council life began showing warning signs.

"I'm Margareta Valenti. Please take care of me, seniors."

An invasive species had appeared in the Student Council, which had previously been filled with relatively unremarkable nobles. When the noble lady suddenly appeared, Demian nearly collapsed from shock, but he managed to stay on his feet thanks to the mental fortitude he had built over the past year.

Unfortunately for Demian, having been recognized for his abilities and promoted to vice president, he was tasked with looking after the new first-year students who joined the Student Council. Upon realizing this fact, Demian truly wanted to sit down and weep.

Feeling wronged and resentful, he even raised his voice to the president at the time, asking what was going on, but the president, with gloomy, sunken eyes, silenced Demian with a single sentence.

"Are you suggesting I should have refused when a noble lady said she wanted to join?"

Demian wept in his heart.

From then on, Demian headed to the Student Council each day with the mindset of a penal battalion soldier heading to the battlefield. He desperately prayed that each day would pass safely and that the noble lady would lose interest in the Student Council and leave of her own accord, but sadly, she attended the Student Council diligently.

As time passed, during a Student Council dinner, an atmosphere developed where first-years were asked why they had joined. Though the mood arose spontaneously, everyone present was curious about one person's answer in particular.

"I know someone in the Administration. I was thinking of becoming a civil servant myself because I want to see that person."

Watching the noble lady answer with a bright smile, Demian thought: Couldn't you just summon the person you want to see rather than becoming a civil servant?

'Whoever it is, I dislike them...'

That day, Demian sincerely resented this unknown civil servant in the Administration.

Still, fortunately, the noble lady carried on her Student Council activities smoothly and showed a certain respect for her seniors. Of course, from the seniors' perspective, having a noble lady as their junior was itself the worst kind of violence, but things were manageable nonetheless.

After a year passed, Demian became the Student Council president. Once he graduated, he could say goodbye to both the noble lady and the Student Council that felt like walking on a knife's edge. Imagining himself entering the Imperial Administration after graduation, Demian persevered tenaciously.

But it seemed that his time of endurance would end today.

'Emperor, Enen, please! Please!'

The man examining the documents submitted by the Student Council before Demian's eyes—the sudden grim reaper brought by the noble lady. Looking at him, Demian closed his eyes again.

Currently stationed at the Academy as an inspector, Kal Kracius, Head of the Audit Department at the Ministry of Finance. As someone aspiring to be a civil servant, Demian couldn't possibly not know that name.

The Emperor's hound, the Crown Prince's blade, the Finance Ministry's mad dog. A loyal servant of the Imperial Family who barks when told to bark and bites when told to bite. The reputation and notoriety he had built during his two years as Head of the Audit Department were staggering.


Particularly notable was the Aesilon Marquisate, once the strongest supporter of the Second Prince and a family that wielded great influence as the Empress's birth family. It was the Audit Department Head who tore apart this family, which had been considered second only to the Imperial Family and the five ducal houses.

Moreover, the rumor that he had imposed a demotion of rank—a punishment more humiliating than extermination from the perspective of hardcore nobles—and then left mocking the dazed head of the Aesilon family, still remained legendary. They say the family head committed suicide afterward out of shame.

...And now that person was auditing his work.

"Hmm."
'Mother...'

The Audit Department Head continued examining the documents. Not just Demian, but all the other Student Council officers were trembling like condemned prisoners before the guillotine. Only the noble lady remained composed, smiling serenely amidst it all.

"Not bad."
"Pardon?"

After what felt like an eternity, this positive judgment made Demian blurt out in a dumbfounded voice. He immediately closed his mouth upon realizing his mistake, but fortunately, the Audit Department Head didn't seem to mind.

"There are some traces of inexperience, but nothing problematic. It was fine. You could handle actual administrative work right away."

With the Audit Department Head's declaration of innocence, the atmosphere rapidly thawed. Especially the treasurer and secretary, who looked like they might burst into tears at the slightest touch. Only then could Demian breathe a sigh of relief.

"Demian Connor, was it?"
"Yes, yes! That's right!"

Tension returned at the voice that came just as he was sighing in relief, but the Audit Department Head didn't look at Demian as he took out a business card from his pocket and wrote something on the back.

"Take it."
"Ah, yes."

Demian carefully accepted the business card. On the back were his name and the Audit Department Head's signature.

"I heard you're taking the civil service exam after graduation? No need. Go to the department you want and submit this, and they'll give you a suitable position."

Demian's eyes widened at those words. Though he had volunteered for the Student Council that pushed him around, it wasn't because he enjoyed it. His ambiguous position as a viscount's son and his lack of connections had forced Demian to become a civil servant through examination. The Student Council was an unavoidable choice for the extra points it would provide.

But now, a golden connection had appeared before his eyes. Though he said "a suitable position," with the Audit Department Head's recommendation, it would be faster to count the positions that weren't possible rather than those that were. Especially in the Ministry of Finance.

"Thank you very much!"

Demian bowed deeply to express his gratitude to the Audit Department Head. He realized how deafened he had been by baseless rumors. Such a person couldn't possibly be as vicious as they said.

"Show your gratitude through dedication to the Empire, and that will be enough."

See, what a wonderful person he is.

***

I quickly skimmed through the documents submitted by the trembling president, looking at him with sympathetic eyes. In truth, as long as there were no traces of embezzlement, I was planning to overlook minor sloppiness. From the president's perspective, he had truly been struck by lightning due to Margareta's machinations.


'Oh, not bad.'

But there was no need for such leniency. Although I may differ from the typical Audit Department Head, I've seen and heard much over the past two years. I can quickly process documents prepared for reporting. And the more I looked, the more impressed I was.

Of course, there were some clumsy aspects, but those would naturally resolve themselves after some time in civil service. It's really quite good.

'Demian Connor, was it?'

I looked at the president with fresh eyes. I've discovered a good raw talent here. It would be convenient to have someone like him around, and he happens to be aspiring to be a civil servant?

So I wrote him a letter of recommendation on the spot. I couldn't risk this potential slave—I mean, this gem—changing his mind and giving up on the civil service exam. When I write such a recommendation, it's a done deal. It would be considered rude not to use a recommendation letter once received.

"Thank you very much!"

The president, apparently moved, bowed deeply in gratitude. Well, I should be more grateful. The more lower-tier slaves like him accumulate, the closer my retirement becomes. Turning a business card into a recommendation letter is nothing if it brings my retirement even slightly closer.

Wow! Civil servants! Cheaper than business cards!

And so, the emergency inspection ended with both the president and I satisfied.

I left the Student Council room, seeing off the respectful president and the gazes of other Student Council members who seemed to look at me with yearning eyes. I think I understand those gazes.

Yes, the president probably didn't prepare those documents alone. Don't worry, I'll write recommendation letters for you all when the time comes. Even if you don't want them, I'll give them to you anyway. If you try to run away, I'll catch you and drag you to the Ministry of Finance.

"Thank you, Young Master Kal. I look forward to tomorrow as well."
"Pardon? Tomorrow as well?"
"The preparations for the fair aren't completely finished yet. I'd be grateful if you could check on any changes as they occur."

Margareta, who had followed me out of the Student Council room, said with a bright smile. Faced with her light but firm smile, I nodded reluctantly. What could I do? If I refused and Margareta ran to Luise, things would get complicated.

"Same time tomorrow, then?"
"I'll come find you if you wait in the club room."
"Well, this is an honor."

A noble lady coming to pick me up? That's almost too much. When I chuckled, Margareta also giggled softly.

And that night, after finishing regular classes and club activities.

- I heard you met my daughter.
"Yes, yes, that's correct."

My knees buckled automatically. My head bowed slightly. Before me was the face of a man appearing through a glowing communication orb.

- You said you would never see her again, yet here we are. How curious.
"Haha..."

The Iron-Blooded Duke's sudden contact brilliantly enveloped me.

...Would it be faster to commit suicide by hanging or by drinking poison?

At my age, most people are already married or at least engaged. In this world where you're considered an adult from age 17, being a 21-year-old noble means I'm exactly at the prime marriage age. Truthfully speaking, I might even be starting to pass that prime age.

Before my possession, I was too young; after possession, there was the war; and after the war ended, I kept postponing it because I had no interest in marriage. Since the family head trusted me immensely, he didn't pressure me about marriage either.

However, nobles aren't docile enough to leave a prime candidate in the marriage market alone. Marriage proposals flooded into our family without giving me room to breathe, and the family head forwarded every single one to me without filtering any out. Balancing my duties as Audit Department Head while politely declining these proposals was quite exhausting.

Then at last year's New Year's ceremony, when all the nobles of the Empire gathered in the Capital, an incident occurred.

"This is my daughter."

The New Year's ceremony was held just as we were finally catching our breath after dealing with the war, the imperial succession dispute, and the purge of opposition. As department head, I was making appearances here and there, and in the process, I met the Iron-Blooded Duke. With Margareta by his side.

At the Duke's introduction, Margareta bowed her head demurely, and I awkwardly bowed my head in greeting as well.

"I was worried because she doesn't have friends her age, but fortunately, you're around the same age. Would you keep her company while she stays in the Capital?"
"Of course, Your Grace."

Who would refuse a Duke's request? I lightly accepted, thinking it would strengthen my connection with the Iron-Blooded Duke, but things started to feel strange after that.

Margareta frequently visited the Audit Department's reception room, and occasionally invited me to the Valenti family mansion in the Capital. Despite being bewildered by these unexpectedly frequent meetings, I endured with the mindset that I just needed to get through the New Year's ceremony period.

But Margareta remained in the Capital even after the New Year's ceremony ended. It was around that time that the Iron-Blooded Duke brought up the marriage proposal to me. After I managed to stammer out a refusal with cold sweat, the Duke frowned and said just one thing before leaving.

"Tell Marge yourself."

He meant I should say "I don't want to marry you" directly to the face of a Duke's daughter who had just come of age. Ah, what a cruel man...

But what could I do? If I refused to do it, he looked like he would cut open my stomach right there. With trembling nerves that I tried hard to calm, I finally managed to convey my refusal to Margareta when she visited the Audit Department a few days later.

"You'll regret it, Inspector Kal. There can't be two people like me in this world."

Surprisingly, Margareta neither raged nor showed any sadness. She just smiled lightly and left. Her words about regret sounded like "I will kill you," which made me tremble in fear for a while. Fortunately, I had no further contact with the Iron-Blooded Duke or Margareta after that, and I'm still alive and well.

Thinking about it now, I can somewhat understand the Duke's sudden marriage proposal. He would eventually need to marry off Margareta, but if he matched her status, the potential husband would be much older, and if he matched her age, the status would be insufficient.

In that situation, I had risen with the Imperial Family's backing. While not entirely satisfactory as a son-in-law, I was someone he could compromise with. He probably never expected that I would reject the proposal. Looking back, I'm still grateful that the Iron-Blooded Duke didn't express his anger afterward.

...Yes, I was truly grateful, until—

"I didn't expect such a firm rejection from a young man."

After a year of silence, the Iron-Blooded Duke contacted me and dropped the bomb he had buried in the past.

"I was shortsighted and disrespectful to Your Grace at that time."
"Hmph, are you saying you would accept the marriage proposal now?"

No, why so suddenly?
Seeing me unable to answer and fumbling for words, the Iron-Blooded Duke snorted lightly.

"Giving another chance to someone who squandered his opportunity is too generous."
"Yes, your words are absolutely right."
"If you want a marriage proposal with Marge now, you'll have to come to my castle yourself, kneel, and beg."
"I'll keep that in mind..."

I don't understand why accepting the marriage proposal is being assumed as a premise, but I can't raise my head and argue against the Duke's threat. All I can do is say "yes, yes" and lie flat.


The Iron-Blooded Duke silently looked at me, but perhaps because he has such a fierce expression, even that was enough to make my body tremble. He's clearly an old man a generation ahead of other dukes, yet why is he so vigorous? Just looking at his appearance, he could pass for middle-aged.

"The patience of the Valenti family is not long."

The Iron-Blooded Duke's low murmur flew at me like a dagger.

"If you just keep avoiding, you'll be devoured before you even realize it."
"I'll keep that in mind."

The Iron-Blooded Duke snorted again and ended the call.
I'm done with sleep for today. I'll probably dream about being executed in front of the Iron-Blooded Duke's castle again.

This time I dreamed of being dragged to the guillotine instead of being executed. At least it was a dream about being on the verge of death rather than actually dying. That's something to be thankful for, I suppose.

"Father, really. No matter how much you like Inspector Kal, it's rude to contact him so suddenly."

Margareta's laughter echoed throughout the room.

The day after my exciting forced video call with the Iron-Blooded Duke, Margareta dragged me to the Vice President's office attached to the Student Council room. With no other student council members around, I cautiously brought up yesterday's call from the Iron-Blooded Duke, and she's been laughing like that ever since. I was threatened with death, and she's laughing...?

"I don't think there's any reason for His Grace to like me."

If anything, I should have earned his hatred. But Margareta shook her head in response.

"How many people do you think Father would personally contact and pay attention to?"

That would be rare, indeed. The problem is that I don't think it's positive attention, but rather negative attention. After all, someone at the top of a death list is also someone who receives attention.

Seeing my uneasy expression, Margareta burst into laughter again. As expected, a Duke's daughter doesn't understand the heart of a fragile civil servant.

"If you're afraid of Father's contact, wouldn't marrying me solve the problem?"
"That joke goes too far."
"Hehe, does it?"

I sighed slightly and stood up. I've finished all my work for today, so I should be able to leave now. When I stood up, Margareta also rose, perhaps to see me off.

"I'll be going now. Will you be coming at the same time tomorrow?"
"Yes, I'll come to you tomorrow."
"Understood."

I hope this fair or whatever it is starts soon and ends quickly. It feels like I'm going to work twice a day. I wonder if there's another civil servant in the world like me.

***

As soon as Kal left the Vice President's office, I collapsed onto the sofa and covered my face with my hands.

"Ahhh—"

If I looked in a mirror, my face would probably be flushed red. Just keeping my composure in front of Kal was overwhelming enough, and once the tension eased, I immediately became like this.

"Dense person."

I muttered resentfully toward the person who wasn't here. What woman in the world would joke about marriage? Especially to a man who had previously been involved in marriage talks with her. I don't know if he's truly oblivious or desperately pretending not to notice.


But thinking he's the former is frustrating, while thinking he's the latter hurts my pride. Unable to settle on either option, my resentment toward Kal only grew. That's why I called Father last night and asked him to needle Kal a little. Imagining Kal squirming in front of Father makes me feel better.

I sighed slightly and walked toward the window. They say the one who falls in love first is at a disadvantage, but this feels like too difficult a battle. Still, how fortunate that we met at the Academy like this.

'I didn't expect to fall this hard.'

I first heard Kal's name two years ago. The youngest department head in Imperial history—it was a name impossible not to hear even if I tried to avoid it. Moreover, he continued to thrive with the Imperial Family's backing. He also seemed to have a close relationship with the Victorious Duke.

I guessed it then. If I were to marry, my partner would be that person. I knew what concerns Father had regarding my marriage partner. The man named Kal who had just appeared was suitable to be a son-in-law of a Duke's family.

I finally met my potential husband candidate a year later. And even that would have been delayed further if not for the New Year's ceremony. Feeling discontented, I deliberately visited him more often and teased him with mischievous words. It's almost embarrassing to think about now.

After that, I simply fell for him. I initially just wanted to become reasonably friendly with the man who would become my husband, but I fell for him uncontrollably. It's regrettable that the feelings are one-sided on my part.

There wasn't any dramatic incident or catalyst. As I met Kal, conversed with him, and laughed with him, I gradually developed feelings for him, and eventually, like getting soaked in drizzling rain, I ended up like this. There are many reasons to like Kal, and there's no particular reason to dislike him either. Who else would I marry if not Kal?

"I apologize, but I'm not ready to be with someone yet."

Recalling when I first developed feelings for Kal, I bit my lip slightly at the memory that automatically surfaced. I had expected him to accept the marriage proposal, but he rejected me to my face. I responded as calmly and nonchalantly as possible before fleeing back to the Duke's castle.

I don't know how many times I cried and pounded my innocent pillow out of embarrassment and shame. I only managed to calm down after being surrounded and comforted by my brothers and sisters. Being consoled like a child by siblings with such large age differences was truly... an embarrassing memory.

'It's all Kal's fault.'

None of this is my fault. If Kal hadn't been so unnecessarily aloof in the first place, none of this would have happened.

After that, I stayed cooped up in the Duke's castle, shocked by my first rejection in life, but I had to go out as the Academy entrance ceremony approached. At that time, I didn't care about the Academy or anything else, but I disliked the idea of rumors spreading that the Iron-Blooded Duke's youngest daughter was rejected by the Audit Department Head and was in seclusion.

Hearing about the Student Council at the Academy I entered under such circumstances might have been fate. The Student Council, seen as a stairway to becoming a government official. Normally, I wouldn't have given such an organization a second glance, but now I had a reason to stick close to a certain official.

Not ready to be with someone? Then I'll stay by your side until you are ready. I'll pass the civil service exam fair and square and enter the Ministry of Finance or the Audit Department.

With Father's recommendation, I could skip that exam, but recommendations can be rejected by the department head, forcing me to go to another department. Who would dare reject the Iron-Blooded Duke's letter of recommendation? But my opponent had already rejected the Iron-Blooded Duke's marriage proposal once.

'I was lucky.'

However, without even needing to take the civil service exam, Kal came to the Academy. How delighted I was when I heard that news from Father. Indeed, we are destined to be together. There was a slight complication in the middle, but we've met again like this.

Now I just need to approach Kal, who can no longer escape, step by step, at a leisurely pace. First, I need to quickly change that loveless "Inspector Kal" title. While he calls me "Marge," he stubbornly refuses to let me call him anything but "Inspector Kal."

But considering the heartache he caused me, I want to torment him a little. Yes, I'll make Kal fall head over heels for me until he begs me to call him "Kal" instead of "Inspector Kal." I'll pretend to refuse, and when he looks desperate, I'll casually give in.

I'm impressed with my perfect plan. Being in the same place as Kal at the Academy means I absolutely cannot lose him. Kal is already as good as mine. After all, the Valenti family always gets what they want. It's just a matter of when.

'Ah, it's Kal.'

As a grin escaped my lips, I spotted Kal leaving the building through the window. I covered my mouth with my fan as I watched his retreating figure. He might suddenly turn around, and then he would see my embarrassingly smiling face.

Watching Kal walk toward the Confectionery Club room, I thought of the pink-haired lady. Kal seemed to care a great deal about her, and she also appeared to have feelings for Kal. Though it didn't seem like romantic interest.

'It doesn't matter.'

Again, the Valenti family always gets what they want. Right now, Kal may be showing signs of wandering and pushing me away, but ultimately, his place is by my side. I can forgive him for straying elsewhere during the process. I'm willing to show such generosity.

No matter what happens in between, in the end, it will be Margareta Valenti who laughs.

# Being dragged away by Margareta for being an Academy Inspector is tiring enough, but unfortunately, I also hold the title of advisor to the Confectionery Club. In the morning, I need to review the fair budget at the Student Council, and in the afternoon, I need to supervise what the Confectionery Club will do for the fair.

'Holding multiple positions is not meant for humans.'

Even the Imperial Administration, which works civil servants like dogs, tries to avoid concurrent positions as much as possible, but I never expected to suffer from it at the Academy. I just wish this fair would start quickly and end quickly.

In the disconnect between my healthy body and exhausted mind, I sat there blankly watching the always-boisterous club members. You all have so much energy. It would be wonderful if there were a magic that could transfer energy to others. I think my stamina has weakened since entering my twenties, perhaps from overexerting myself in my teens.

But whether I grumble or not, the six members contributing to my mental exhaustion were busy preparing for the fair.

"Variety would be better. Offering only cookies might be a bit boring."

Though Tanian speaks gently, I can guess his true intentions. If we only offer cookies, it would become a one-trick pony of Luise's homemade cookies, so we should make other snacks too. I feel a bit sorry for Tanian trying so hard to be tactful.

"I can make cakes and bread too."
"We'd like Luise to focus on cookies. You can leave the rest to us."

Luise's ambition to be involved in making other snacks was quickly blocked by Lyutis. They'd rather learn to make things themselves than leave anything in Luise's hands. These guys are clearly planning to use cookies as a throwaway and focus on other items.

'They're not considering their own tastes.'

The food tastes good, but they don't consider that their palates are exceptionally refined. However, assuming some Academy students or visiting noble guests might also have refined tastes, their choice makes sense.

At first, I thought they were just picky because they're royalty, but that doesn't explain why Erich can't eat Luise's cookies either. Is the average noble's palate that refined? I wouldn't know since I'm not a typical noble.

Anyway, Luise seemed to accept the desperate blocking from Lyutis and the other members, nodding her head. It looks better if different club members make different snacks rather than having the club president make everything. Regardless of the underlying intentions, the outward appearance is beautiful cooperation.

And so, the baking time arrived with the rich scent of flour wafting through the air.
Wait, it's wafting too much—I might get flour up my nose. It looks really strange to inhale white powder through your nose. Don't blow flour in this direction.

It's refreshing to see other items in the club room that was previously filled with just cookies. Are these really the same kids who until recently were Confectionery Club members who couldn't bake? Their growth is impressive enough to be moving. I wish their social awareness would grow to this level too.

"This is better than I expected. It would be presentable enough to sell at the fair."

That was Erich's reaction after tearing off a piece of bread and putting it in his mouth. It seems to suit his taste well enough. Perhaps he's being generous because he made it himself, but it doesn't really matter. Who would dare complain about snacks made and sold by royalty, a royal family member, and a saint candidate?

In that sense, there would be no problem selling only cookies made by Luise at the fair. No one would know whether they were made by Luise or by royalty until told. Thinking about it this way, it seems like they're going through unnecessary trouble.

I also took a small bite of cake with my fork. This isn't that different from Luise's cookies either? Let's just appreciate the fact that we've created a variety of menu items.

"Brother, how is it?"

Luise, who had been tasting each of the new creations, turned her attention to me. After all, they need my approval as the advisor before they can showcase these at the fair. I nodded at Luise's question. Well, it's not bad.

"It's fine. There won't be any problem selling these."
"You've only tried the cake, haven't you? You should try the others too."

Lyutis placed a piece of bread in front of me. Not exactly a welcome gesture. Look, people would buy even just flour and butter if you're the ones selling it, okay?

But since it would look strange to evaluate without tasting, I tore off a small piece and ate it. This also tastes decent enough, about the same level as the cake. I nodded again, and another snack was placed before me.


'Damn it.'
"...That's quite a lot."

I hadn't noticed when just looking, but now that I realized I had to taste everything, the quantity seemed quite substantial. Kids, an advisor isn't a taste-testing guinea pig. Was my advisory position for the club actually about being a food critic?

"Since we made these ourselves, it's hard for us to be objective. Your evaluation would be the most accurate, Advisor."
"That's true."

I had no rebuttal to Laterre's logical statement. But isn't it a bit much to ask one person to eat what six people made? This is enough food to fill me up as if I were at a tasting booth.

But faced with six pairs of silently watching eyes, I quietly moved my hand. It seems I won't need to eat dinner tonight either.

"Come to think of it, once might not be enough."

While I was quietly eating, the devil-mouthed Lyutis started moving his lips again. You bastard, what are you trying to say now?

"Not enough? What do you mean?"
"With cookies it might be different, but we're making other things for the first time. Even if they turned out well now, we don't know how they'll turn out at the fair."
"That's a valid point."
"So let's keep practicing. If we get used to making them, they should turn out well no matter when we make them."

With that, Lyutis and Laterre's gazes fixed on me. Behind them, Ainter smiled slightly and continued.

"It seems we'll have to impose on our advisor quite a bit."

And then the club members began baking with the momentum of a factory production line. Stop, please stop...

"How is this one?"
"It's fine."
"And this?"
"It's edible."
"Is this one good too?"
"Yes."

While there were six suppliers, there was only one consumer. My stomach was screaming at this insane logistics movement that would make the Golden Duke faint if he saw it. Even drinking this much water at once would kill me.

Watching me struggle to stuff food into my mouth, the club members gathered among themselves and whispered.

"He says everything is fine, so I'm not sure if they're really fine."
"Come to think of it, brother eats just about anything, doesn't he?"
"Hmm, perhaps we asked the wrong person for an evaluation."
'These damn bastards.'

After feeding me all this, now they say such things? I glared at the club members with burning anger, but since I couldn't physically restrain them, I just calmed my seething insides. Well, I suppose I could physically restrain Erich if I wanted to.

First, I somehow managed to swallow the bread in my mouth and then tapped the desk to get their attention. This nonsense ends here, you wretches.

"This is enough. We're not just making these today, so let's continue tomorrow."

Now all of you, get out.
As I waved my hand declaring the meeting adjourned, the huddled club members finally began to leave one by one. Except for Luise.


"Luise?"

What's this about? Until now, Luise had never been the last one to remain in the club room. If she seemed like she might leave late, the five guys would wait to accompany her all the way from the club room to the dormitory. Come to think of it, Luise was whispering something to the club members earlier—was she telling them to go ahead?

In response to my questioning gaze, Luise took out a small container from her bag and handed it to me. As I received it, she twirled her hair with her finger and smiled awkwardly.

"Um... you've been looking tired lately, Brother. I heard this tea is good for fatigue, so I brought it for you."
"Oh."

I was a bit touched. Among this clueless club that has no idea what struggles I go through behind the scenes, such a beautiful conscience was blooming.

'If only the members were half as considerate as their president.'

Academy life was exhausting even when doing nothing, and being dragged around by Margareta was accelerating my fatigue accumulation. I hadn't been showing it, but she noticed anyway. Indeed, Luise is truly a flawless child without sin. If there's any sin, it belongs only to the other five.

"Thank you. I'll enjoy it."

When I responded with a smile, Luise smiled brightly back.

"Um, Brother."
"Yes?"

While I was heading to the shelf to place the tea container next to my special cookie container, I heard Luise calling from behind.

"If anything's troubling you, please tell me anytime. Whatever it is, I'll help you with anything!"

Then she bowed politely and left the club room almost as if fleeing. I couldn't help but let out a small laugh at her sudden words.

'Did I look that exhausted?'

I feel a bit of self-loathing that I've been showing enough signs of distress to receive such comfort from someone who just became an adult. Have I really been going around grumbling that much? No, that can't be right.

I stared blankly at the door Luise had exited for a moment before turning away. It's hard to believe, but what can I do? The fact is that Luise saw through me. More importantly, I should prepare to welcome the guest who will arrive soon. A valuable guest who will help me tackle this enormous mountain of snacks.

And no sooner had I thought this than I heard a knock at the door.

-Knock knock

"Yes, come in."

A man opened the door, entered, and bowed his head.

"Have you been well, Inspector?"
"Of course. Has Lord Villar been in good health as well?"

Ah, here he is, my daily dumping ground.

I greeted Villar with the warmest smile I could manage. There are things here made by your prince too, so you should eat them with me. Wouldn't that be the right thing to do?

Villar's appearance was like a ray of light for me. Since my club members had been extracting all sorts of things with revolutionary baking fervor, it was far too much for me to eat alone. In this situation, Villar's participation would clearly be a great help.

If I think of it as a knight cleaning up after a prince's misdeeds, there's nothing to feel sorry about. Besides, being a knight, he'd eat plenty. He's the perfect candidate to become today's leftovers disposal.

Of course, I didn't call Villar purely to handle leftovers. Do you think I'm crazy enough to commit such a discourtesy? I was planning to meet him today anyway, and these snacks just happened to pile up.

'How fortunate.'

Though I'm not sure if it's fortunate for Villar.

First, I offered Villar a seat—naturally, at the desk piled with the results of my club members' passion. None of us can leave until we finish all of this.

Villar made a sour face at the mountain of snacks filling his vision. The atmosphere suggested they were meant to be eaten, but he'd probably never been offered such quantities before. Well, what can he do? Your prince has quite a large share in this.

"With the Club Fair approaching, my club members' enthusiasm is quite remarkable. It seemed a shame to eat alone, so I wanted to offer some to you as well."
"I'm grateful."

When I said this with a smile, Villar had no choice but to nod. It's hard to find a reason to refuse when high-ranking people offer you something they made.

Leaving Villar nodding, I walked toward the shelf. At least we need something to drink to eat more. These wretched club members made me eat without even offering water. The more I think about it, this really was food torture. How am I going to get back at them?

While thinking about ways to take revenge on my club members, my hand unconsciously reaching for the cookie jar suddenly stopped.

'This is mine.'

I quickly changed course and brewed tea using my old tea leaves instead of the ones Luise had given me. It would be a shame to give away a gift to someone else.

"The Academy is bustling with preparations for the Club Fair these days. I'm concerned that visitors from other countries might feel uncomfortable."

While brewing tea, I casually brought up a topic. The Club Fair is a major festival within the Academy and externally, a day when outsiders can enter the Academy. For the military forces of the three countries stationed at the Academy to protect key figures, it's an event that inevitably puts them on edge.

"Not at all. It reminds me of my school days, and I find myself getting excited too."
"I'm glad to hear that."

I sat down across from Villar with a small smile, carrying the tea set. I handed him a teacup, which he accepted with thanks, and quietly observed him.

The Club Fair was a casual topic I brought up while brewing tea, but it's also the reason for my meeting with Villar. The Club Fair itself isn't the problem. It's the fact that the Academy opens up when the fair begins that's troublesome.

'He must be quite worried.'

The Club Fair is a long-standing annual event at the Academy. It's not something the Empire or the Academy is suddenly pushing forward, and the three countries already knew the fair would be held during this period when they came. So there's no room for blame games.


But even if it's a situation you've anticipated and prepared for, experiencing it directly is a different matter. Like knowing you'll have cold weather training but wanting to refuse vehemently as the time approaches. Didn't he just say that it reminds him of his school days and makes him excited?

You can remove all the preceding modifiers. The word "excited" is Villar's death cry filled with his true feelings.

'He must be excited indeed.'

The Academy crowded with a large influx of outside visitors. In such a situation, he must be burning with concern that something might happen to his country's key figures. As always, when the higher-ups move, those below worry endlessly.

"It seems there will be more outside visitors this year than before."

At my calm remark, one of Villar's eyebrows twitched slightly. He must be wondering whether this is just innocent information that guests will increase, or a notification that the Empire plans to strengthen its forces under the cover of the fair. Of course, it's the former. It's best to avoid things that would hurt each other's feelings like the latter.

I learned about the increase in visitors through the Student Council. Since it would be problematic for nobles to show up without notice, the Academy collects a list of nobles planning to visit during the fair period in advance. Think of it as a reservation system.

Looking at the list, there were far more than last year or the year before. It seems the numbers have increased due to various unusual factors this year.

"The Empire has had many issues lately. Now that things are peaceful, many wish to see the talented youth who will lead the next generation."
"Is that so? Even to my eyes, always stationed here, I see new talent every time. I can only imagine how impressed visitors from outside will be."
"Well, I feel proud just hearing that."

When I mentioned "many issues" that Empire nobles would rather not talk about, Villar's expression softened dramatically. By mentioning these unpleasant matters, I was indicating that the increase in outside visitors was merely coincidental, without any ulterior motives.

"Actually, there's something I'd like to ask of you, Sir Villar."
"Please, go ahead."

Villar nodded with a much more relaxed expression. That expression will become even more comfortable now. I'm not usually one to show such consideration, but looking at Villar reminds me of the crystallized hardships of civil servants, so I'm making a special exception.

"As I just mentioned, the crowd at this fair will be substantial. So there's a high possibility that many people will gather at our club booth as well."

At those words, Villar's expression stiffened slightly. His duty is to protect key figures among the crowds gathering at the booths.

He probably already guessed from hearing about the increase in outside visitors, but there's a fundamental difference between thinking about something on your own and hearing someone say "You're going to have a hell of a time" right to your face.

"So I was hoping that you, Sir Villar, and perhaps others from the three countries could lend us a hand."
"A hand, you say?"
"Yes, the more people we have at the booth, the better. Would that be possible?"

It should be possible. No, even if it were impossible, he would somehow squeeze out the manpower and come running. If the three countries had made this proposal instead of me, it would have been a request they'd have to make on their knees with bowed heads.

Originally, the forces from the three countries would have had to wander around the booths as escorts. And they would have had to engage in power struggles with other nobles and their military escorts. Just thinking about it is exhausting.


But if they accept my proposal, they can stay at the booth as participants in the Club Fair. There's no need for unnecessary power struggles, and the key figures they need to protect will be right in front of them. It would be strange to refuse the opportunity for legitimate close protection with proper justification.

Look, aren't Villar's previously hardened eyes now shining?

"We already owe the Inspector so much, how could we refuse such a small request?"
"Haha, thank you. I was worried about managing during the fair, but now I can rest easy."

A mutually satisfactory deal was concluded. The forces from the three countries gained the ability to provide legal escort with virtually zero risk of conflict with the Empire, and I secured personnel to monitor my problematic club members in my place. If these members wander outside the booth and clash with other nobles, I'd have to clean up the mess. I can't bear to see that.

Moreover, showing such consideration means that the three countries are more likely to make concessions or cooperate when I need them to. If there's no loss, it's good to stack up such goodwill.

Feeling relieved, Villar picked up one of the snacks piled on the desk and put it in his mouth. It was Luise's cookie.

"...An interesting flavor."

After chewing a few times, Villar quietly remarked. Indeed, as expected of a knight, his reaction was more subdued compared to my well-bred club members. Those kids were desperate not to show their distaste for something that didn't suit their palates.

But if Villar showed such distaste and then heard, "That was made by Lyutis," he would face extreme embarrassment. It's a pitiful position.

"Isn't it? It's a flavor I personally enjoy."

Of course, I have no intention of telling him who made what. That way, Villar will eat everything evenly.

Seeing my smiling face, Villar also smiled slightly and quietly finished the cookie. Again, none of us can leave until we finish all of this.

The performance of my daily leftovers disposal was satisfactory. Perhaps it's because knights have a high basal metabolic rate, but he ate well. When I told him I would send more of the club members' creations to the three countries tomorrow, Villar quietly lowered his eyes and expressed his gratitude. He must be happy at the thought of sharing delicious snacks with his subordinates.

Well, what else could he do? If he wants to work inside the booth, he has to eat what he's given. A leftovers disposal has no right to be picky about food.

"There will be more people to eat, so feel free to make as much as you want."

That's why I proudly announced this when the club members gathered. Now that I have a way to handle however much they make, there's no need to hesitate. If there are leftovers, I can just send them to the three countries. With all those mouths there, how could they not handle snacks made by just six people?

- Thank you for your consideration, Inspector, but you really don't need to provide so generously.

They couldn't handle it. These crazy kids really made snacks at factory production levels.

Villar's eyes, visible through the communication crystal, were sunk in gloom.

# The Reason Six People's Snacks Overwhelmed Three Nations

The reason why the three nations couldn't handle snacks made by just six people was simple. They foolishly tried to eat snacks on top of their regular meals. Weaklings. They should have prepared to replace a meal with these snacks—how dare they challenge the fortress of the Confectionery Club with such half-hearted commitment.

Of course, I'm the abnormal one for treating snacks as meals, and the three nations didn't actually challenge the Confectionery Club's fortress but were unilaterally ambushed. That's why I couldn't push Villar further when he pleaded with those gloomy eyes.

In the end, after going around in circles, I returned to my position of handling most of the snacks. Still, having a few more mouths to help eat is a gain. Yes, that's enough. I'm satisfied, truly satisfied.

Even though I have to chew cookies during my regular video reports with the Minister, I'm satisfied.

"Speaking of which, the Club Fair is coming up soon."
"You remember that?"
"Unlike some people, I actually attended the Academy."
"Damn it."

After exchanging routine updates about recent events, the Minister stroked his chin when the topic of the Club Fair came up.

I wondered why someone who wouldn't even attend knew the Club Fair schedule, but I regretted asking as I only got a verbal thrashing. When it comes to Academy matters, I'm at an overwhelming disadvantage. I momentarily forgot that.

With a dejected feeling, I grabbed another cookie and bit into it. Seeing this, the Minister spoke up.

"Didn't you hate cookies?"

What nonsense is this suddenly? He knows I'm not a picky eater since we spent time together in the field. I roughly chewed and swallowed the cookie in my mouth. Why does he have to speak while I'm eating?

"I don't hate them. I just don't go out of my way to eat them."
"You wouldn't touch them since two years ago."
"Sir."

At my reaction, the Minister clicked his tongue and waved his hand.

"Alright, alright. Don't look at me like that. I spoke out of turn."
"No, I reacted too sensitively."
"Says the bastard who knows it."

An awkward silence descended. I'm embarrassed for reacting so sensitively, and the Minister must feel awkward for bringing up an unpleasant topic. Truthfully, this shouldn't warrant such a reaction anymore, but emotions aren't easily controlled.

After awkwardly scratching my head, I decided to continue the Club Fair discussion. I hadn't yet mentioned the cooperation with the three nations' forces.

I informed him that we'd invited some of the three nations' forces into our booth to focus on protecting key personnel. This would prevent them from loitering outside where they might cause injuries to important figures or conflicts with imperial nobles. The Minister seemed to think it was a reasonable measure, just nodding several times.

"A multinational club booth—an unimaginable fair."
"Weren't there occasionally foreign students? Though this is the first time high-ranking officials have come."
"In my day, there wasn't an atmosphere for foreigners to enroll."

Excellent "back in my day" deployment—duly noted.

I just nodded vaguely and let the Minister's old stories go in one ear and out the other. It's not particularly important content anyway. The Minister probably mentioned it without much thought.

"Well, good luck. Quite a few people will show their faces at the fair."
"Yes, understood."
"Some people from the administration will visit too, so don't be surprised."
"What?"

With those final words, the Minister unilaterally ended the call. Come on, how can you casually mention the most important thing at the very end? Is he truly senile?

'Please drop dead somewhere.'

A wish I've harbored for a long time.

The next day during club time, a second reporting session was held. Unfortunately, my reports aren't directed solely to the Minister.

"I've asked for help during the fair period since we'll need many hands. Familiar faces will come, so don't worry."

On the surface, our relationship is advisor-member, but in reality, I'm no different from a nanny cleaning up after them, so I need to inform them immediately when something happens. Double reporting—truly dreadful.


Anyway, when I conveyed that some of the three nations' forces would join our club booth, reactions varied. Luise was purely happy about the additional help, while Erich and Ainter had neutral reactions. The problem was the other three.

Though they didn't raise objections since Luise was happy, their expressions looked quite disgruntled. Perhaps they're bothered by having subordinates in the place where their (one-sided) romance business blooms. Or maybe they just dislike any outsiders who might interfere with their time near Luise.

'Whatever the case, they're crazy.'

I wonder if these bastards know how much Villar agonized before accepting my proposal. Even if they've had subordinates attached to them like NPCs or pets since birth, I wish they'd value them a little more.

"These people have kindly agreed to help us, so we can't show them that we're taking it easy. Everyone, do your best during the fair period."

Directly interpreted, this means don't crawl outside the booth and stay put obediently. After gathering escort forces, if they go out and get hurt, Villar and I might truly go insane.

"This is the fair we've been looking forward to, so we won't slack off. Don't worry!"

Fortunately, they seemed to understand this level of instruction, with Lyutis leading the members in positive responses. Yes, it would be troublesome if these high-status individuals couldn't understand even this much. Thankfully, they're not showing the underground beneath the floor.

'Damn them.'

It's frustrating that I have to feel relieved about something so trivial. What sin did I commit to experience the feeling of dealing with section chiefs even at the Academy? At least in the Audit Department, I had the Deputy Head and the Section Chief of the 5th Section to help me endure.

With bitter feelings, I glanced toward Luise. When our eyes met, she smiled brightly and clenched her fists in a fighting pose. Yes, sure. Fighting...

I awkwardly smiled back and returned a fighting pose with one arm. The anger in my heart subsided pathetically.

"Let's get started now. I've gotten used to making these."

And with Erich's words, the confectionery factory started operating again. At times like this, I'm glad the club only has six members. Other clubs have over ten members as standard, and if this one did too, we'd probably have to throw away some snacks.

'Smells good.'

Fortunately, their skills seem to be improving. Indeed, performance improves with practice in any field. I felt a little happier.

Even after setting aside snacks to send to the three nations, there was more left for me to eat than usual. What you need to increase is taste, not quantity.

However, very fortunately, a kind benefactor appeared to help me eat these terrifyingly piled-up treats. This time, I didn't invite Villar as a daily dumping ground.

"Kal. Do you like desserts?"

For some reason, Margareta visited after club hours. Her eyes widened in surprise at the snacks piled high on the desk.

"Not particularly. I just eat what the members make because it would be a waste to throw them away."

Hearing my answer, Margareta nodded and carefully sat across from me. Indeed, even someone obsessed with snacks wouldn't eat this much. Margareta's surprise wasn't unwarranted.

"By the way, what brings you here?"
"I came to ask if Kal has time."

Looking at Margareta smiling brightly, my head tilted slightly.

Until now, Margareta only came to see me in the mornings. She wanted to handle business in the mornings since I'd be busy in the afternoons. Although I don't have much going on in the afternoons except for club time, Margareta still ensured my afternoon time was protected. But now suddenly?

'Not that I mind.'

I wonder why this noble lady, who strictly keeps her word, is contradicting herself.

"Yes, that's fine. What's the matter?"
"With the fair right around the corner, I was thinking of getting your help in the afternoons too. It's not urgent, so you can refuse."

"Helping me in the mornings is already enough."
As Margareta added this, I thought for a moment before nodding. It's not urgent, but she probably wants to finish work early if possible. Completing tasks ahead of time provides flexibility when variables arise. I can understand that completely.

"It's not a difficult request. That's fine."
"Thank you, Kal."

Margareta responded while maintaining her smile. Looking at her, my gaze naturally fell to the snacks piled on the desk. Their presence is so overwhelming, I can't help it.


'Hmm.'

After looking at the snacks, then back at Margareta, then at the snacks again, I thought it would be polite to offer something to my guest.

"Margareta. Would you like to join me?"
"Did you make any of these?"
"No, I didn't."
"That's a shame."

Seeing Margareta chuckling, I also let out a small laugh. My role as the eater is sufficient. If seven people started making snacks instead of six, who knows what chaos would ensue.

"Then could you give me something you like?"
"Certainly."

At those words, I reached for Luise's cookies but hesitated briefly. These are indeed the tastiest to my palate. However, judging from other tasters' reactions so far, they often don't suit others' tastes. Would it be okay to give these to Margareta?

But my hesitation was brief. After all, these are what I like, and they might suit Margareta's taste too.

"Here you are."
"Thank you."

Eventually, Luise's cookie went into Margareta's mouth. She ate quietly and elegantly, without any change in expression.

"It's quite good."

She even showed the composure to evaluate it while nodding. Yes, I thought someone's taste would match. Feeling happy, I offered a few more, and Margareta didn't refuse and continued eating. Still with an unwavering expression.

'This is normal.'

This is how those who desire Luise's love should behave. Not the five idiots, but Margareta who gave sharp advice to Luise. Indeed, this club gathering the original cast is abnormal. Just turning my gaze slightly away from the club, I find such normalcy and peace of mind.

"I'm sorry, Kal. I suggested it first, but it seems I can't manage today."

Perhaps I kept Margareta too long because I felt comfortable for the first time in a while, but after eating a few more, she stood up. Oh, was I too excited?

"Not at all. If anything, I feel like I've been rude."

I was too happy to see someone with both eyes in a one-eyed den.

***

That night, in Margareta's quarters.

Margareta's body, lying face down on the bed, trembled slightly.

"Hic, hnnng..."

Collapsing onto the bed as soon as she returned from the club room, Margareta sniffled, wetting her pillowcase with tears.

It was greed. Out of desire to spend more time with Kal, she broke her own word and made excuses to visit him in the afternoon too. Though slightly embarrassing, she could endure such embarrassment if it meant being with Kal.

Fortunately, Kal didn't seem displeased, and rather offered desserts in a warm atmosphere. That should have been the case, but...

'Oh no, he must have hated it...!'

The taste was terrible. She couldn't refuse as he kept offering with a smiling face, so she continued eating. Afraid of disappointing Kal, she desperately maintained her expression without saying it tasted bad.

While eating, all sorts of thoughts crossed her mind. Was he doing this to scold her for being an incompetent noble lady who couldn't keep her word? For being a greedy noble lady bothering an already tired inspector? Was that why he was pushing her away by offering these terrible cookies?

As her thoughts drifted negatively, tears welled up. So she barely managed to get up and leave the club room.

Reaching the conclusion that she might have earned his dislike by being greedy, Margareta buried her face deep in her pillow, hugging it in sorrow.

And that misunderstanding melted away like snow in spring the next morning when Kal greeted the hesitantly approaching Margareta with a smile.

Margareta Valenti. A noble lady with sensitivity proportional to her overflowing confidence.

With the club fair approaching, I was keeping busy in my role as both inspector and advisor.

To make up for wasting time with cookies last time, I worked with Margareta during afternoon hours too, and occasionally shared cookies whenever I visited the club room. It was satisfying to see her enjoy them despite her initial reluctance.

Margareta seemed to like it as well, appearing in good spirits whenever we went to work after eating cookies. I should take better care of her going forward.

"Now that the club booth assignments are finished, the student council's work is done."

Margareta and I toured the academy grounds to examine the areas where club booths would be set up. This was the most troublesome task, as we had to consider each club's membership, characteristics, accessibility, and expected crowd flow when determining locations. Booth distribution was even more challenging than budget issues.

The confectionery club booth was particularly tricky. Though it had the fewest members, they were all of extremely high status, and some security forces would be participating as extra hands. We needed a quiet location away from the crowds that wouldn't compromise the members' status, yet still accessible to outside visitors.

Considering all these conditions was maddening. Fortunately, the student council president helped secure a good location for the confectionery club booth.

I'm already looking forward to when the president graduates. They'll surely work hard as an excellent imperial civil servant. I'm truly excited about it. New slaves are always welcome.

After confirming the final booth, the student council's official duties were complete. The student council must have a tough time doing this every year.

"Thank you for your hard work, Mar."
"You worked hard too, Kal. Thanks to you, everything was comfortable and pleasant."
"Not at all."

In truth, I barely did anything besides skimming some documents and accompanying Margareta when she went outside. I feel awkward receiving thanks for such minimal effort.

Still, it feels refreshing to complete a project. Now if we can just avoid any incidents during the fair, everything will be perfect.

Though I was eager for it to begin until yesterday, now that it's actually starting, I'm already feeling reluctant as the first day of the club fair dawns.

"Since we're a new club this year, we won't expect too much. Our goal is to sell everything and rank in the top positions."
"That seems like expecting quite a lot, actually."

When I addressed the members gathered at the confectionery club booth, Tanian quietly muttered. But it can't be helped. That really is the minimum.

We need to sell everything we've made. That way I won't have to deal with leftovers. And we need to rank among the top performers at the fair. This ranking combines club sales, student evaluations, and outside visitor reviews. It doesn't really matter if we don't make it, but since we've started, it would be nice to have good results.

"Your skills have improved with practice. The taste is good now. There's nothing lacking, so be confident."

The members whose skills had been steadily improving were finally able to produce decent flavors. The improvement in taste is based on Villar's objective testimony, so it's reliable.

Anyway, I finished my role as advisor by offering some encouragement and support. Honestly, I think I've fulfilled my position just by handling what we've made so far. Where would you find an advisor like me?

"Everyone, let's do our best! We've worked hard, so we'll get good results!"

After me, the club president Luise boosted morale. From their perspective, Luise's words probably inspire them more than mine.

As I quietly observed, I turned my gaze away. I kept my mouth shut to prevent them from getting lazy and wandering outside the booth, but from the moment customer evaluations became part of the ranking criteria, the confectionery club was structurally guaranteed first place.


Who would dare give a poor evaluation to a club with imperial family members, royalty, and saint candidates? Such socially maladjusted people wouldn't survive long. It doesn't matter if we don't rank, but it's a miraculous structure where we'd rank just by existing.

It must be frustrating for clubs that genuinely worked hard, but what can you do? This is just another benefit of recruiting prestigious talent.

"They're basically useless except for times like this."

Members who are burdens normally but only contribute during the fair period—they're the kind of people I wouldn't want even if given for free. I'd rather pay to get rid of them.

Sighing softly, I glanced to the side and met eyes with Villar, who was wearing an apron. A royal knight in an apron rather than armor—how precious.

Feeling self-conscious, Villar exchanged glances with me, his expression darkening, before we both turned away simultaneously. In his eyes, I must be just an Audit Department head covered in flour. An even rarer sight than a royal knight in an apron.

After sharing this melancholic middle-management camaraderie with Villar, I could sense a bustling atmosphere approaching from afar as crowds began to gather.

"Has it started?"

The academy itself is only open during the fair period, but the city surrounding the academy can be visited beforehand. People who had already secured accommodations and were staying in the area rushed in as soon as the academy gates opened. The fair seems to have a higher status than I expected.

"Is everything ready?"
"Already finished. We should be more concerned about how many people will come."
"Since we're in a somewhat remote location, it will take time for customers to reach us."

The members were discussing when to open the booth. The academy is large, there are many clubs, and our confectionery club booth is in a relatively quiet location, so they seem to think we have time before customers arrive. But that's only if people come after exploring other places first.

As I silently looked ahead, I could faintly see crowds approaching. Yes, I expected this.

The booth opened earlier than the members anticipated—at a speed only possible if outside visitors had deliberately headed straight for the confectionery club booth from the main entrance.

The members seemed a bit surprised by this unexpected pace, but they quickly regained composure and attended to the customers. There wasn't much to do, really. Just show some samples for tasting and hand over what people wanted to buy. With their status, there wouldn't be any difficult customers, so it was essentially like giving out royal gifts.

And regardless of which customer bought what, the final destination was the same.

"My, fancy meeting you here. Have you been well?"
"Of course. I've been disappointed not to see you due to circumstances, but I'm delighted to meet you now."

I smiled and returned the greeting to the nobleman who approached with a smile. I was the final destination. I served as both totem and endpoint for these customers.

"It's been a year since we met at last year's New Year's ceremony, hasn't it?"
"You remember! Ha ha, I'm honored."

Quickly recalling who they were and when we met is no small task. But it's something I must endure for smooth relationship building.

See? Just by lightly suggesting that I remember them, they're already pleased. Social life begins with remembering faces and names.

"How many are there, seriously?"


While shaking hands, I glanced around and saw several nobles using our booth. More were coming from behind too. I don't know who marked this location, but they did a thorough job.

The reason for this situation is simple. I'm treated like a semi-legendary Pokémon in imperial social circles. You know, like Entei or Raikou—those rare ones that are incredibly difficult to find. I rarely attend social venues unless it's something on the level of a New Year's ceremony.

Even the social events I do attend are mostly just to accompany the family head and become acquainted with imperial counts. The legendary Pokémon would be the Intelligence Department head who can't leave work. That person is like Ho-Oh. It's no wonder I find comfort in comparing myself to the Intelligence Department head.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"
"Ha ha, of course."

While thinking about the Intelligence Department head trapped in the tower, the person in front of me changed. This one's quite a big shot.

"I heard your son is preparing for civil service. There should be good news soon."

Appropriate lubrication using power is also a necessary virtue for social life.

The first rush finally ended.

"Good work, everyone. Things have quieted down, so take a rest."

I addressed the members as they sat down one by one. It feels like my head and hands worked the hardest, but they did work hard too. However, these people are giving me strange looks, whether they realize it or not.

I know I behaved like someone campaigning for election while others were trying to do business. But don't look at me like that. Did I call those people here? They came on their own.

"Brother, you worked hard too!"

Luise, who came as emergency support along with the Three Kingdoms forces, handed me water while serving the other members.

"You drink first. You haven't had any yet."

I gently pushed the cup of water back toward Luise. Why does she always take care of others before herself? Hydrating Luise is more important than these healthy men.

When she still didn't drink and pushed it back toward me, I silently put my hands behind my back, and only then did she hesitantly drink first. Good, she's drinking properly.

"There's a young lady truly enjoying the fair."
"I'm envious. If I have time, maybe I'll look around like that too."

Just then, I heard Lyutis and Erich's voices. When I turned in their direction, Lyutis was looking straight ahead with a smirk. What's going on?

Looking in the direction Lyutis was staring, I couldn't help but frown. A woman with striking white hair and red eyes was walking toward us with her arms full of food. She had a skewer of chicken in her mouth and was walking with cheerful steps.

It's not particularly bothersome. The fair is a kind of festival, so it's natural to have guests enjoying food like that. The problem is the identity of the person behaving this way is extremely irritating.

"That Section Chief bastard."

Why are you here?

His pristine white long hair fluttered in the wind, and his ruby-red eyes sparkled clearly. The smile that never leaves his face is certainly a distinctive feature. If you stopped random passersby and asked, ninety-nine out of a hundred would describe him as beautiful.

And I am that one exception. I know the truth beneath that exterior, so I could never give a positive assessment.

'Why the hell is that bastard here?'

If I were to write a suicide note just before dying of rage, he would definitely be mentioned as one of the three section chiefs who drive me crazy—the one who trolls without malice while smiling, making me want to grab the back of my neck in frustration. The Audit Department's Section 1 Chief, who shouldn't be here, has appeared.

As I glared at the Section 1 Chief who was approaching with light footsteps, he seemed to notice my gaze and looked in my direction. When our eyes met, his smirk was extremely irritating.

"Booooss!"

After rearranging the food in his arms, he raised one arm and waved it vigorously. Seeing that bright smile, I couldn't help but sigh. Don't raise your voice when people are watching; it's a bit embarrassing.

"I'll be right back."

Leaving my staff's gazes behind, I approached the Section 1 Chief. Better not let him come to the booth—who knows what he might say in front of my staff. The scariest thing in the world is an unpredictable troller.

"It's been a while, Boss! Have you been well?"
"I was until just now."

Though I might not be doing so well now that I've seen you.

"Hehe, that's good."

Regardless, the Section 1 Chief just keeps grinning. I'm really holding back from hitting him because I'm afraid he might never get up again. Sometimes I just want to give him one good punch. But I'll restrain myself. If he disappeared, it would be hard to find a replacement.

More importantly, I need to find out why he's here. I trust he hasn't dared to come play where his boss is working.

"So what brings you here?"
"Huh? Didn't the Minister tell you?"

The Section 1 Chief tilted his head in confusion at my question. The Minister? What did that person say?

'Ah.'

—A few people from the administration will visit, so don't be surprised.

The Minister did say something like that during our recent video report. Damn it, was that supposed to mean he was coming? I thought it meant a few people from administration would come for social purposes to see my face.

My expression soured at this unexpected situation, but the Section 1 Chief continued regardless.

"The Minister said I'd have something to do when I came here?"
"Something for you to do?"

After pondering his words for a moment, I got a rough idea. I think I know what the Section 1 Chief is here to do.

"He said a corpse would appear soon, and someone from the Special Affairs Ministry would come too, so I should wait. But what does he mean by a corpse appearing? Is he talking about undead?"
"I'll tell you when the time comes, so don't worry about it."
"Hmph..."

What undead? The Dawn Order has been flourishing, and undead have been extinct on the continent for ages. I glanced at the Section 1 Chief who was pouting at my words, and organized my thoughts.

'It's certainly a good time to disrupt the Academy.'

The Apels Restoration Army, one of the groups to watch out for—The Third Glory—was code-named "corpse" with the Intelligence Department Head's emotions fully embedded in it.

The fact that a corpse will appear soon means that The Third Glory is planning an attack during the commotion of the fair, and as the Intelligence Department Head previously mentioned, I just need to wait for the subjugation forces that the Special Affairs Ministry will dispatch. I suspected it, but they're really targeting the fair period.

'Their intelligence is truly something.'

An obvious destination, an obvious timing. It's so predictable that I'm concerned it might actually be a counter-operation. But with that level of intelligence, I guess that's why they're causing trouble trying to resurrect a country that collapsed 300 years ago.

While I was organizing my thoughts, I heard the Section 1 Chief's voice beside me.

"By the way, Boss. This is a pastry booth, right?"
"Yeah, it is. Why?"
"Which is better, the bread or the cookies?"


At those words, my gaze unconsciously turned to the food cradled in the Section 1 Chief's arms. He already had more than enough for a meal, bordering on excessive, yet he wanted to buy more? Noticing my gaze, the Section 1 Chief proudly thrust out his chest and declared:

"Dessert goes to a separate stomach!"

Not exactly a comprehensible statement, but if that's what he says, so be it. Anyway, which is better between bread and cookies?

"The bread is good."
"Then I'll get cookies."

I silently stared at the Section 1 Chief who chose the opposite option without hesitation, and he stuck out his tongue with a giggle.

"I know your taste is weird, Boss. Cookies must be better than bread."

With that, he walked toward the booth as if floating. This impudent section chief has reached the point of manipulating his boss due to their long time together. A subordinate trying to climb to the top of his superior's head—what kind of world are we living in?

'Whatever.'

That's why I deliberately told him the bread was better, not the cookies. Kid, you're still far from my level. As I leisurely walked to the booth, I saw the Section 1 Chief with a cookie in his mouth, looking dejected.

I think the Section 1 Chief looks prettier when crying than when smiling. This makes me feel at ease.

I ignored the Section 1 Chief who was looking at me with eyes full of betrayal, entered the booth, and came out with an apron.

"You don't have anything to do, right?"

At those words, the Section 1 Chief rolled his eyes awkwardly before opening his mouth.

"I was planning to check on my juniors from the club..."
"So that's a no."

I hung the apron around the neck of the Section 1 Chief, whose hands were sealed by the food he was holding. He tried to refuse by turning his head this way and that, but it was a futile resistance.

I wondered if it would be okay to leave this unpredictable person at the booth, but if he's not just visiting briefly but needs to stay at the Academy, it's better to keep him by my side and monitor him. Better for me to be a little annoyed than to have him wandering around the Academy outside my sight.

"Luise. If you need an extra hand, use this one."
"Ah, yes, Brother."

Luise awkwardly looked at the Section 1 Chief, who had a gloomy expression as if she'd been captured by slave hunters and sold, then turned her gaze to me.

"But Brother, who is this person?"
"My subordinate, so feel free to be casual."
"This is tyranny..."

Shut it.
When I grabbed the grumbling Section 1 Chief's shoulder with a little force, he twisted his entire body and sat down.

***

Ainter quietly observed the woman whom Kal had called his subordinate bickering with him.

"Teacher, it seems he's surprisingly informal with his subordinates."
"Indeed. It's truly surprising."

Hearing Lyutis's voice mixed with laughter beside him, Ainter gave a perfunctory response and closed his mouth again.

Lyutis was also too focused on the woman sitting on the ground whimpering to pay much attention to Ainter. To someone who didn't know the situation, she would look like an immature young lady grumbling.

'The Section 1 Chief, is it?'

Although Kal hadn't specified who she was, a female subordinate with white hair could only be the Section 1 Chief. Ainter's expression darkened slightly as he confirmed the woman's identity.

While the sections within the Audit Department sometimes perform common duties, each section still has its specialized field. Among them, Section 1 specializes in interrogation, or more bluntly, torture.

It's said that it would be more merciful to die than to be taken to Section 1, such is its notorious reputation. It's a factory for producing living corpses—once you enter, you can never walk out on your own feet. There's even a joke that the number one reason for retirement among Audit Department officials in Section 1 is trauma from witnessing all kinds of torture.

Whether it's truly just a joke cannot be guaranteed, but it's certain that whatever bottom you imagine, something worse unfolds in Section 1.


'The disconnect is severe.'

Yet the woman before his eyes is supposedly the section chief leading that Section 1. He knew that the current Audit Department executives were quite young on average, but he didn't expect such a lighthearted person in private.

A witch, a vixen who enjoys bathing in blood, or a woman whose hobby is personally inflicting torture and listening to prisoners' screams when she's bored—these were the rumors about Erzsebet Masalo, the Section 1 Chief of the Audit Department.

Of course, due to the Audit Department's notorious reputation and the extremely rare occasions to meet them during peacetime, all sorts of bizarre rumors are attached to Audit Department executives, so one should take them with a grain of salt.

"Boss! That's what I bought!"
"Thanks. Having a good section chief makes life easier."
"Nooo! Don't eat it!"
"Luise, do you want some too?"
"Aaaahh!"

Even so, this scene was truly unexpected. Even if one discards all the rumors, the fact that Section 1 specializes in torture is true. Decades ago, it was once called the Premier Section 1, standing above other sections.

'Perhaps things have changed nowadays.'

News about the Audit Department is inevitably slow to update. It's such a tightly sealed department. Frankly speaking, even if they now handle duties other than torture, there's no way to know unless the Audit Department discloses it. Especially for someone like himself, a prince without real power.

As Ainter's thoughts extended in that direction, his gaze accidentally met the Section 1 Chief's.

'...No, it hasn't changed.'

What change?

When he met those ruby-red eyes, the beautiful red color instantly appeared as a sticky blood color. The Section 1 Chief quickly scanned Ainter—so quickly that someone who wasn't the direct recipient of that gaze wouldn't have noticed—and then turned away as if nothing had happened.

Ainter barely suppressed a bitter laugh that threatened to escape. He felt ridiculous for thinking that the Audit Department might have changed from its previous notorious reputation. The Section 1 Chief's gaze just now was a look that was both very familiar and terrifying to Ainter.

'The look of contemplating how to handle someone.'

It was the same look he had received from the Crown Prince who had won the succession dispute, from himself during his prime when he had the upper hand in the dispute, and from Kal two years ago.

Perhaps the Section 1 Chief's visit to the Academy might be related to him. Upon reaching that conclusion, Ainter felt his blood run cold.

***

"Boss, Boss."
"What?"

The Section 1 Chief, who had been whining almost to the point of tears, suddenly whispered in my ear.

"Are you planning to dispose of His Highness the 3rd Prince?"

I urgently pulled the Section 1 Chief's ear at those words.

"Ow, that hurts!"
"Absolutely not, so don't go around creating that impression."

It gives me chills to hear such talk, especially from the Section 1 Chief. Two years ago, she also hinted at wanting to target the 2nd Prince by asking, "When are you going to dispose of the 2nd Prince?"

At first, I brushed it off, but as her mentions became more blatant, I was horrified. How much trouble I went through to urgently execute the 2nd Prince's assassination (no witnesses reported anyway) before a massive scandal of a prince being tortured could break out.

"You have other duties, so stay put."
"Yeeees..."

After finishing the whisper, I let go, and she rubbed her ear. She really seems like a normal person on the surface.

Taking her along and having to stay during the fair period? At the Academy where everything is open and crowds gather?

'This is going to drive me crazy.'

If a section chief had to come, the Section 5 Chief would have been best, but torture is the Section 1 Chief's specialty.

I miss you, Section 5 Chief...

Kal told me to treat his subordinate comfortably, but how could I do that with someone I just met? Unlike the foreigners who came to help at Kal's request, this person seemed to have been caught passing by, which made the situation even more awkward.

So I whispered to the woman he called his "subordinate" to relax and make herself comfortable. She nodded repeatedly as if touched, then took out a skewer from the envelope she was clutching, apparently to keep it from being taken by my brother. Her sparkling eyes were somewhat burdensome.

"Want to eat this?"
"No thanks. I already ate a bit while making things."
"Really? It's delicious though."
"Then I'll have it."

Kal, who had somehow approached from behind her, took not just the skewer but the entire envelope. The woman's dumbfounded expression as she watched the package leave her possession was, honestly, a bit pitiful.

"I brought you here to work, what are you doing?"
"Department Head, I think non-work-related orders are really inappropriate."
"If that bothers you, you should have been promoted before me."
"Heeeng..."

Ignoring her dejected appearance, my brother instead grabbed her head with one hand and pressed down firmly. The more he did this, the more her expression melted and her body trembled.

"Ow, ow, it hurts..."
"Luise. Don't go easy on her and feel free to give her tasks. If you leave her alone, she'll poke around everywhere."
"Alright, brother."

I awkwardly smiled and agreed to my brother's words. Seeing the woman's forlorn gaze, as if betrayed by someone she trusted, made my heart ache a little.

'We just met today...'

I wondered when she had formed such trust with me, someone she'd just met.

"If you find it difficult to manage her, I can use her. Is that okay?"
"Yes, of course. She's someone you brought, brother."

I watched as my brother dragged her toward a corner. My brother constantly scolding her, and her with slumped shoulders.

'They seem close.'

At the same time, there was a deep intimacy between them. Though my brother outwardly frowned and nagged, there was comfort underneath. A close relationship I hadn't seen in the club. The woman too, beyond her sad face, showed playfulness and familiarity.

I've never seen this side of my brother before. In the club, he showed kindness and gentleness, but with a certain restraint and boundary. But now, it was as if he had removed that restraint and boundary, showing his true self.

That's my brother's real self. A side he doesn't show me.

'I've never seen it before.'

I bit my lip slightly. My heart felt heavy at the thought that I didn't properly know someone I was so grateful to, someone I was indebted to.

It was the same when I met the Princess recently. My brother seemed to keep some distance from her, but at least the Princess seemed to really like him. Before coming to the Academy, my brother, unlike me, was someone of high status, so he probably became friends with the Princess too.

Thinking that there might be more sides to my brother that I don't know made me feel increasingly uneasy. My brother is someone I'm truly grateful for, a precious advisor to our club, my own...

"Ah."

I shook my head to clear away the strange direction my thoughts were taking. What am I thinking? Of course my brother has close people. He has no obligation to tell me everything.

To repay the kindness my brother has shown me, I briefly had strange thoughts, wishing he would rely on me.

'Really... strange.'

Why? The uneasiness seemed to be turning into a throbbing pain. I deliberately turned my gaze away from my brother.


***

Even I thought I was being harsher than usual to the Section Chief 1, but maintaining discipline between superior and subordinate is a department head's duty. Considering how lax the section chiefs might have become while I was away from the Audit Department, this much was necessary.

Besides, no matter what I say, this person only half-listens anyway. So if I want to get 100 across, I need to drill in 200.

"Excuse me, Department Head."
"What now?"

I frowned as Section Chief 1 spoke. I get anxious just from hearing her call me now. Earlier she was talking about the Third Prince, what is it this time?

"Who's that? I don't recognize her."

Following Section Chief 1's gaze, I turned to see Luise cutting bread and handing it to Villar.

"She's the club president here."
"I know that. But she seems too ordinary compared to the other members."

Section Chief 1's confusion was understandable. Even Erich, the weakest among the members, is the second son of an Imperial Count. As an executive of the Audit Department, she would naturally know basic personal information.

In contrast, the president, Luise, is just a lady from a common, low-ranking barony. Even for the Audit Department, it's difficult to keep track of baronial ladies. If not for the original work, I wouldn't have known the Naiad Barony existed either.

"She is ordinary. There's nothing to dig up, so don't worry about it."
"I'm not Section Chief 2, why would I do something like that?"

In my view, you and that guy are pretty much the same.

Despite my piercing gaze, Section Chief 1 kept glancing at Luise and letting out exclamations.

"Wow, but she's really pretty. I've never seen pink hair like that before."
"It's not a common color."
"Still, it probably wouldn't go well with red."
"..."

At those words, I quietly closed my eyes. Is that what this person thinks of when seeing someone else's hair color? Overcoming my complicated feelings, I opened my eyes again to see Section Chief 1 still staring at Luise.

"Come closer."
"Huh?"

I poured out 400 worth of nagging, not just 200.

While I was educating Section Chief 1, the second rush began. The second rush wasn't much different from before. Just like earlier, guests came flooding in.

The only difference was that Section Chief 1 was standing beside me like a totem.

"It's rare to see such distinguished people here."
"Haha, I didn't expect to see you again at the Academy either."

The nobleman shaking my hand looked at Section Chief 1 standing next to me. She was smiling brightly but not opening her mouth. I had earnestly asked her not to say a single word and just stay still, and she was complying.

Having Section Chief 1 beside me was a kind of warning. The Audit Department Head being at the Academy was already widely known and not strange, but the Section Chief 1 being with the Department Head on the day the Academy was open? There must be something going on.

No one who can survive in high society would think it's mere coincidence that the Audit Department Head and Section Chief 1 are standing together. Just standing side by side is enough to serve as a warning to the nobles that something is about to happen.

'They'll be careful on their own.'

If, just if, we fail to intercept the Third Glory and they succeed in entering the Academy, the nobles who already suspect something will have strengthened their guards. That would significantly reduce the attention that needs to be directed at the nobles.


For now, the fact that the Third Glory is approaching the Academy is officially difficult to disclose. If the information leaks, the Third Glory might go into hiding, the Academy would be thrown into chaos, and the Three Nations would likely cause an uproar. That's why I have to give this roundabout warning.

Coincidentally, since Section Chief 1 is actually an Academy graduate, there's also the pretext that she came to enjoy the fair, not for official business. Anyway, the official reason is simply festival participation, so there's nothing to fear.

And this pretext actually worked on Villar and the Three Nations side. Though I didn't specifically aim for it, the decisive factor was Section Chief 1 walking in childishly with arms full of food. It strongly planted the impression that she really came to have fun.

'Thank you, Villar.'

I'm really glad you're a straightforward knight who doesn't overthink things. I feel a bit sorry for deceiving you, but it can't be helped. It's natural for civil servants to prioritize national interests over loyalty.

While I was thinking this, the person in front of me changed. The nobleman who just left will now inform other nobles about Section Chief 1's arrival, and that news will spread quickly among them. A nobleman's mouth is both the heaviest and the lightest. In these cases, it's usually the latter.

"Ah, it's been a while. First time seeing you since the assembly."

This gentleman will also spread the word well when he leaves.

A handshake with me with a smiling face, a meaningful glance at Section Chief 1. After sending off all the nobles who showed the same reaction, one last person remained.

'Who is this?'

But it was someone I truly didn't recognize. Face, name, nothing existed in my memory. If it were a first meeting, it wouldn't matter, but if we had exchanged greetings in passing, it would be a really awkward situation.

Whether knowing my feelings or not, the other person greeted me first with a smile.

"Department Head, have you been well? It's been a while since I saw you at that café."

Ah, it's you.
The mention of a café immediately brought something to mind, and I felt relieved.

"Indeed. The café in the southern Capital, right? It was really nice."
"Haha. The cake there was quite good, wasn't it?"
"I'd like to visit again if I get the chance. It's just, well, I don't have the time."
"I should adjust to when you have time, Department Head. Please let me know when it's convenient for you."

And then a natural handshake and farewell. As I watched the young man walk away, I looked down at the hand I had shaken. A small piece of paper had somehow found its way into my palm. On that paper, small letters were written.

[1 hour later, Main Building 2nd floor.]

Café, southern Capital, cake, no time, adjusting time. These were periodically changing codes. The kind of code the Intelligence Department exchanges when meeting someone.

'How long are they going to keep doing this?'

It's almost pitiful how they stick to tradition despite changing times. It must be troublesome for them too, but the Intelligence Department is quite a conservative group.

Moreover, the Intelligence Department still has many living senior figures, so even the Intelligence Department Head can't easily abolish traditions. Even if those traditions are cumbersome.

'Poor thing.'

Anyway, it's always the Intelligence Department Head who suffers. Along with my condolences for the Intelligence Department Head, I naturally put the piece of paper in my mouth and swallowed it.

Of course, the contact person also suffers from the Intelligence Department's traditions. If the Intelligence Department Head succeeds in abolishing these bad practices, I could stop doing this too.

'Tastes awful.'

Please, at least use better quality paper.

While swallowing the paper with its disgusting texture, I could feel the gaze of the Section Chief of the 1st Section staring at me with blinking eyes.

"What, got something to say?"
"Is it the Intelligence Department?"

The usually cheerful guy asked with an unusually stern expression. Ah, he's had his own encounters with the Intelligence Department too.

The victims of this bizarre tradition are widespread. Even the Audit Department is no exception, so when executives need to contact the Intelligence Department, they desperately try to visit the Intelligence Department in person. But when circumstances don't allow it, an Intelligence Department agent comes to them instead.

If an agent comes to you before you can visit the Intelligence Department, well, you have to swallow paper and destroy evidence like I just did.

"Yes."
"Ugh, why do they still do that? They could just use communication channels."
"Don't ask them that directly. They hate it even more than we do."

Once, after holding back for so long, I couldn't take it anymore and asked them. They just stared at me silently with eyes filled with all the world's sorrow, so I quietly left. Only someone heartless would protest after seeing such eyes.

"We don't have traditions like that. I don't understand why the Intelligence Department does."
"That's because everyone who remembered our traditions disappeared."

I couldn't help but chuckle at the Section Chief's complaint. The Ministry of Finance, including the Audit Department, was thoroughly overhauled two years ago, and most traditions disappeared. I heard there were quite a few bad practices, but it doesn't matter since no one remembers them anyway.

At my words, the Section Chief shuddered, probably recalling those times. I understand—I get chills thinking about it too. How many times did I see a noose flashing before my eyes? At worst, I even carried around a poisoned water bottle. Fortunately, I never had to use it.

"Just you need to go, right, Department Head?"
"Want to come along?"

The Section Chief shook his head vigorously, apparently reluctant to meet Intelligence Department people. I wish he would treat me with even half the difficulty he has for the Intelligence Department. Even half would be nice.

"They're only docile in front of you. They're extremely strict with us."
"Maybe that's the difference in personal charm?"
"Wow..."

The sight of the Section Chief quietly averting his gaze was quite vexing.

Since the person from the Intelligence Department was the last visitor, I had plenty of time to go to the main building. They probably timed their visit for this purpose.

"I'll be away for a bit."

If I leave now, I'll arrive at the main building exactly at the appointed time. It's better to arrive on time rather than going early and raising suspicions by staying too long.

"Oh? Brother, is something wrong?"

Luise, who was preparing new dough, came running over. For a moment, I considered throwing the principal or vice principal under the bus, but it would be troublesome if I got caught lying.

"Just going out for some fresh air. All these greetings are tiring."
"You did have a lot of visitors coming to see you."

Luise nodded with a smile at my words. So even you noticed there were many? There are this many trainers hunting for a semi-legendary Pokémon.

"I'll be back soon. Don't worry."
"Take your time."

"Everyone's working hard, so I'd feel bad relaxing alone. Oh, and keep an eye on that guy."
"Department Head, have you ever heard of labor laws?"
"Ahaha..."

After watching the grumbling Section Chief and awkwardly smiling Luise, I approached Villar. It would be rude and embarrassing to leave without saying anything when he came at my invitation.

"If anything happens while I'm gone, please contact me immediately. I'll return as quickly as possible."
"Understood. We'll focus on managing things until you return."
"Thank you for your understanding."

I nodded at Villar's response and turned around. That should be sufficient, now I can head to the main building.

***

Villar watched the retreating figure of the Inspector before turning his gaze away.

'Something's about to happen.'

The appearance of the woman claiming to be the Inspector's subordinate, the subtle reactions of the Imperial nobles afterward, and finally the Inspector suddenly leaving his post. All circumstances pointed to an imminent incident.

According to the Inspector, his subordinate was an Academy graduate who came to enjoy the fair, but that was obviously not believable. A high-ranking official who could casually interact with the Audit Department Head just happened to come to the Academy for fun? Nonsense.

'He's telling us not to worry about it.'

It was a message that the Three Kingdoms need not concern themselves with this matter. More bluntly put, it meant "Shut up and mind your own business, not the Empire's." What could they do? If the Empire took that stance, there was nothing they could do about it.

This was Imperial territory, an Imperial educational institution filled with Imperial nobles. Despite some Imperial forces withdrawing from the Academy through negotiations with the Three Kingdoms, it would be too risky to question the Empire's movements in such unusual circumstances. One wrong move could be seen as interference in internal affairs.

The Inspector surely knew the Three Kingdoms wouldn't take his words at face value. He also knew there wasn't much they could do about it even if they didn't believe him. It was merely an exchange where both sides built up pretenses for each other.

As Villar recalled the Inspector's words, his gaze turned toward the white-haired woman. Having lived his life as a knight and been recognized for his abilities and experience enough to join the Royal Knights, he had developed a small talent for gauging others' capabilities and auras.

'Terrifying.'

And Villar's senses warned him that the woman was a dangerous being. He felt as if a terrible smell of blood was wafting from her. Even her red eyes looked like pools of collected blood. For someone like her to come to the Academy, what kind of terrible event was about to unfold?

'...Not particularly surprising, I suppose.'

Just as he was about to become wary of this dangerous presence, the thought of an even more dangerous superior made his concerns seem futile.

Villar's gaze turned toward where the Inspector had disappeared. With someone far more dangerous already staying at the Academy, his worries seemed rather unnecessary.

A terrible smell of blood? Pools of collected blood? That was almost endearing in comparison. The Inspector was something far beyond that. How shocked he had been when he first met the Inspector. He had almost wanted to protest that bringing such a monster to the Academy was unfair.

It was fortunate that the Inspector was someone who could engage in normal conversation. Even more so because he was direct and honest. There's no being closer to a calamity than a monster who hides its true intentions.

'The Khagan Slayer hiding his true intentions.'

A monster who protected the Empire's mandate, someone who brought to mind not mere pools of blood but seas of blood and mountains of corpses. If such a monster were to hide his intentions and toy with the Three Kingdoms, it would truly be a calamity.

Villar sighed softly and shook off his thoughts. Fortunately, the current Inspector wasn't that kind of monster. That was enough. At least that blade wouldn't be pointed at the Three Kingdoms.


***

Everyone must have gone out to enjoy the fair, as the main building was quite deserted. I didn't encounter anyone on my way up to the second floor. The only places likely to still have people were above the second floor, making this perfect for a discreet meeting.

As I waited quietly at the appointed place on the second floor, I saw a middle-aged man approaching from a distance. He looked completely different from the young man who had handed me the paper slip.

'He changed his appearance again.'

But it was the same person. He's someone who frequently changes his appearance, and an hour is plenty of time to transform into a different look. The young man's appearance was also a disguise, so it doesn't really matter. I've never seen this person's true face. I wonder if even the Intelligence Department Head has seen it.

"Audit Department Head. How have you been?"
"Fine. It's been an hour since we last met. How has the Deputy Head of Intelligence been?"

Unlike the Intelligence Department Head who's an extreme indoor person, the Deputy Head is an extreme outdoor person. Along with the Department Head, he's a workaholic who constantly breaks records for not going home.

"Same as always."

That statement implied "always not good."
Typically, a deputy head assists the department head and coordinates the department as second-in-command, but the Intelligence Deputy Head is a wanderer who roams outside like mad due to his specialized intelligence-gathering abilities. Of course he hasn't been well. I knew that, but asked out of courtesy.

"I know you're busy, so I'll keep it brief."
"Good. What's the matter?"
"A body will appear tomorrow around 5 PM."

I nodded at his words. These people were expected to come, so it wasn't particularly surprising. Besides, there were more important matters.

"Support?"
"The Minister has dispatched the Charcoal Division."
"Oh."

I couldn't help but let out a short exclamation. I had expected something based on what I'd heard about the Special Affairs Minister's special selection, but I didn't think they'd actually send the Charcoal Division. They're ranked quite high among the Special Affairs Ministry's units, so it seemed a bit wasteful to send them for something like this.

"The Minister has shown great concern."
"Well, the Charcoal Division is perfect for working with you, isn't it?"
"You know that and still let the Special Affairs Ministry take them?"
"Haha, I apologize. But that's how the reorganization went, wasn't it? We couldn't refuse the Imperial Family's orders."

I chuckled at the Deputy Head's banter. I know that well. I also had to send the Charcoal Division to the Special Affairs Ministry because of the Imperial Family's orders.

"The Charcoal Division will contact you first. Of course, you're welcome to contact them first if you prefer. They'd be delighted to hear from you."
"I'll do that. Thanks for letting me know."
"Well, being a messenger like this is part of my job."

I'm not sure if "messenger" adequately describes all that you do.

With those final words, the Intelligence Deputy Head disappeared after a brief farewell, and I started making my way back to the booth.

'The Charcoal Division, huh.'

My steps back to the booth were lighter than before. Naturally, my mood improved at the prospect of seeing some familiar faces.

The Charcoal Division, one of the units under the Special Affairs Ministry. In the name more familiar to me, they're the former 4th Section of the Audit Department.

# The Charcoal Division

Now known as the Charcoal Division, the Audit Department's 4th Section has been transferred to the Special Affairs Ministry. Among the five sections of the Audit Department, it was the one most specialized in force—the section where both the Minister and I belonged. Four years ago, the family head had arranged a position for me in the 4th Section. It was a section so focused on combat power that it was even deployed in wars.

'The family head would never have arranged a normal position for me in the first place.'

That die-hard imperial loyalist wouldn't have prepared a cushy position for me. I didn't think about that at the time. Anyway, the Audit Department, especially the 4th Section, and finally my career path—all have been terribly twisted. I'm not saying this out of spite; objectively speaking, my path has been bizarrely twisted from the beginning.

From its establishment until now, the Audit Department has been openly treated as the Emperor's hunting dog. People questioned why such a department belonged to the Ministry of Finance rather than the Special Affairs Ministry, which housed departments directly under the Emperor.

It seemed strange that a department supposedly directly under the Emperor had the Special Affairs Minister between it and the Emperor, but given its nature, the Audit Department should rightfully have belonged to the Special Affairs Ministry, not the Ministry of Finance. However, the Audit Department started off on the wrong foot.

The Audit Department was established about 100 years ago. Unlike now, imperial authority didn't overwhelmingly suppress religious authority back then. As a result, nobles were wary of the expansion of the Special Affairs Ministry, which the Emperor handled like his limbs, so the Emperor of that time hid his small but precious weapon in the Ministry of Finance.

'They did need a department to impose budget-related sanctions.'

That was the justification for establishing the Audit Department, and since there had been consensus about the need for such a department, the Audit Department was successfully launched. The Emperor then turned the Audit Department into a force specialized not in "monitoring the flow of money" but in "imposing sanctions."

Nobles whose heads were cracked by the Emperor's small but precious bat finally realized, "This damn Emperor is pulling his shit again," but it's twice as hard to abolish a department as it is to establish one. The Audit Department has survived until now, serving as the Emperor's weapon.

Anyone could see that the Audit Department was created by the Emperor to crush the nobles, and its character was specialized in force. As a result, regardless of its status, it was considered non-mainstream within the Ministry of Finance. To the mainstream line of the Ministry of Finance, who handled money and considered themselves intellectuals, the Audit Department was bloody.

Therefore, it was customary for Audit Department officials to either retire after becoming the department head or transfer to the Special Affairs Ministry, Ministry of War, or the military. However, that custom collapsed just two years ago. Right after the Crown Prince's investiture, he promoted the Minister, who was the 4th Section Chief, and me, who was a team leader in the 4th Section, to Audit Department Head and 4th Section Chief respectively.

Up to that point, there was no problem. The Minister was secretly pleased at the thought of retiring after his career as Audit Department Head, and I was already mentally elsewhere, planning to escape to the military. The Victorious Duke had said he would take me if I just showed up.

'That bastard Crown Prince.'

The problem erupted when the Crown Prince began purging the 2nd Prince's faction. The Crown Prince, who wanted to control the Ministry of Finance and the Audit Department, tried to place his own people in key positions, and those people were the Minister and me. The two of us suffered the disaster of being promoted again less than two weeks after our previous promotion.

Unprecedented rapid promotion, unprecedented control of the Ministry of Finance by the Audit Department line. Naturally, there was an uproar not only from the existing mainstream line of the Ministry of Finance but also within the Audit Department. I spent my miserable civil servant life fighting the 2nd Prince's faction externally and the mainstream forces of the Ministry of Finance and opposition forces within the Audit Department internally.

During that process, I particularly cherished the 4th Section. Not only was it the section I originally belonged to, but I had personally reorganized it after it was nearly annihilated in the North, so I couldn't help but become attached to it. But the 4th Section I had carefully nurtured was sold to the Special Affairs Ministry. They said its combat power was too valuable to keep in the Ministry of Finance?

"Damn it."

Remembering that time, a curse slipped out. If they were going to do that, they should have taken the entire Audit Department. I wonder why they took only the 4th Section specifically. How resentful I was when I heard a year ago that the 4th Section was being sold off. Even the 4th Section Chief hated it. She was quite loyal to me.

As soon as I heard the name "Charcoal Division" from the Deputy Intelligence Chief, memories both nostalgic and terrible instantly surfaced. They say even sad memories become fond recollections with time, but honestly, I never want to attach the word "fond" to these memories—they were truly memories of hardship.

There was no contact from Villar on my way back to the booth. Fortunately, nothing seems to have happened in that moment.

"Ah, brother. You're back?"
"Yeah. Good work."

As I approached the booth, I saw Erich passing by with milk, so I patted his shoulder a few times before entering. Perhaps because we've spent time together in the club, unlike before, we've become friendly enough to naturally exchange greetings.


Unfortunately, that's still the extent of it. Well, considering how many years we've spent being awkward with each other, it would be unreasonable to expect our relationship to improve instantly.

"Now that the department head is back, can I go have some fun next?"
"Did I go to have fun?"

I grabbed and shook the lips of the 1st Section Chief who had slyly approached with nonsense. She's definitely human, not a beast-folk, so why does she spout nonsense whenever she opens her mouth? Please stay awkward with me for a few more years.

"Mmmphhh—!"

As she struggled and hit my arm that was grabbing her lips, I gripped them even tighter. This time it must have hurt a bit, as tears welled up in her eyes. Indeed, the 1st Section Chief's crying face...

"Brother, please don't bully her too much. I think she just wants to rest a bit because she's been working hard."

Luise cautiously approached behind the struggling 1st Section Chief. Even with her lips grabbed, the 1st Section Chief looked at Luise, who was defending her, with eyes full of emotion. Oh dear, was I being too disruptive?

When I released her lips, the 1st Section Chief quickly hid behind Luise's back. The way she peeked out with just her head looked quite ugly. A 25-year-old hiding behind a 17-year-old...? In response to my displeased gaze, the 1st Section Chief instead looked at me with a pouty expression.

"Department Head, you need to cherish your cute subordinates more."

I almost instinctively blurted out "shut your trap," but I barely held back because Luise was right in front of me. Seeing my reaction, the 1st Section Chief grinned and patted Luise's back.

"See? I told you the Department Head is weak for you."
"Hehe..."

Luise scratched her cheek awkwardly at the 1st Section Chief's words. I'm sorry, it seems like you're having a hard time getting caught between me and her.

"Stop hiding behind a much younger sister and come out."
"I don't want to."
"Luise, could you step aside for a moment?"
"Ah, yes."
"Huh...?"

Without hesitation, Luise moved away from in front of the 1st Section Chief and came to my side. The 1st Section Chief looked at the departing Luise with a dumbfounded expression. Is Luise closer to me or to you? Your defeat comes from not being able to make such a simple calculation.

After suppressing the 1st Section Chief's three-minute rebellion, I was concerned about what Luise had said, so I did give her some break time. Yes, if I worked her hard, I should let her rest a bit. But only inside the booth, not outside.

"Is there anything more meaningless than resting at work?"

Though she grumbles, she's still taking a break in the corner of the booth. It's a talent to constantly add unnecessary comments.

"By the way, Department Head, what did the crow say?"

The 1st Section Chief, who had been glancing around, asked in a small voice. Crow—a code word referring to Intelligence Department agents operating externally. This is also one of the countless traditions of the Intelligence Department. Being called a crow by others—if I had been called by such a strange name, I would have bitten my tongue.

"You'll need to work with me tomorrow. I heard the Charcoal Division is coming too."

"Wow, really?"

The 1st Section Chief's expression, which had been indifferent, brightened at the mention of the Charcoal Division. She must be happy to see the 4th Section after a long time. I remember she was particularly close with the 4th Section Chief.

"But what kind of business brings the Charcoal Division here?"
"The Apels Restoration Army is coming to the Academy tomorrow."
"...Who?"
"The Apels Restoration Army."

At the mention of the Apels Restoration Army, the 1st Section Chief was stunned, like a graduate student who just heard that the professor who had promised to supervise them was retiring. It is indeed absurd news. Both the Intelligence Chief and I were equally dumbfounded.

As I quietly waited for the 1st Section Chief to come back to her senses, her expression suddenly changed subtly.

'This bitch's achievement instinct is triggered again.'

The most recent activity of the Apels Restoration Army was at least 200 years ago. Naturally, the 1st Section Chief has never seen them, nor has she interrogated them. New reactionaries she's never interrogated before? Perfect for stimulating the 1st Section Chief's achievement instinct.

"Hehehehe..."

Seeing her laugh at whatever thought she'd reached, I quietly looked away.

The first day of the fair ended. Though it was only the first day, my mental fatigue made it feel like three or four days had passed, which was depressing.

"The 1st Section Chief was so excited. Looks like she'll cause a scene this time too."
- But the 1st Section Chief is good at her job, isn't she?
"If she couldn't do her job, would I keep her by my side?"

With the communication device in hand, sitting on the bed, I exchanged recent news with the Charcoal Division Chief... no, that doesn't sound right—the 4th Section Chief. She contacted me right as I returned to my quarters.

"It was easier when you were around, but since you left, the crazy ones are running wild. Your absence leaves a big hole."
- You're too kind.

The 4th Section Chief bowed her head at my words. Her long gray hair flowed down gently, following her bowed head.

"Well, let's talk again tomorrow. Around lunch time, is that okay?"
- Contact me whenever is convenient for you. I'll answer anytime.
"Alright. Ah, the 1st Section Chief misses you too, so contact her if you have time."
- I will.

When the 4th Section Chief was sold to the Special Affairs Ministry, the 1st Section Chief was the most upset after me. Perhaps because among the Audit Department executives, only the 1st Section Chief and the 4th Section Chief were women, they got along well. She made a fuss about being the only woman left after the 4th Section Chief departed.

- Then I'll take my leave now. It's an honor to work with you again, Department Head.

The 4th Section Chief bowed her head again and ended the call. I miss her more and more as time passes. It's hard to find someone as respectful and polite as her.

Thinking about the hopeless trio of 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Section Chiefs who remain as Audit Department executives, I couldn't help but sigh. Still, it's fortunate that there are three normal people to face the three crazy ones.

The Apels Restoration Army, using the grandiose name "The Third Glory." Blocking these corpses from approaching the Academy is not only a necessary measure to protect the nobles currently staying there, but also a matter of maintaining the Empire's prestige.

Apels was a nation that perished over 300 years ago, and the Empire has a history of thoroughly destroying not only restoration armies but also any figures who might become the center of restoration movements. Yet now, transcending time, the Apels Restoration Army appears again?

'How embarrassing.'

The size or capabilities of this restoration army don't matter. The mere existence of those who resist Imperial rule and long for a long-extinct nation damages the Empire's prestige. When other countries hear about this, they'll surely mock us behind our backs. They'll say how incompetent we must be for such rebels to emerge.

Therefore, not a single member of The Third Glory can be allowed to escape. The victory condition for this defense operation is to kill or capture every last one of them. If even one escapes and news of The Third Glory—the Apels Restoration Army—spreads externally, especially to the Three Nations Alliance, my communication crystal will turn a brilliant purple.

That cannot happen, absolutely cannot. The Crown Prince has already issued orders through the Minister of the Imperial Household regarding Ainter, and if something that damages Imperial prestige happens where I'm staying, the best-case scenario is direct contact from the Crown Prince. The worst case is from even higher up. Damn it.

'This is driving me crazy.'

I sighed while gently pressing between my eyebrows to suppress the rising unpleasantness.

If it were any other group, I wouldn't need to maintain such tight security while gritting my teeth to eliminate them. But of all things, it had to be the Apels Restoration Army, which would cause a public scandal if discovered. The Third Glory or the Third Nuisance, whatever they call themselves—if we capture even one, I'll send them straight to the Section Chief of the First Section.

That's why I called the Section Chief of the First Section to discuss tomorrow's operation.

"Director. Calling me at night is really not appropriate."

He showed consideration by waiting a bit before contacting me in case I was in communication with the Section Chief of the Fourth Section, but the section chief before me doesn't appreciate such thoughtfulness. Ignoring the Section Chief of the First Section who was pouting his lips, I spread out a map showing the Academy and surrounding areas.

"Come on, let's plan our route for old times' sake."
"Waaah..."

At least he approaches, shuffling over since it's work-related. After glancing at the Section Chief of the First Section, I turned my attention back to the map.

The Third Glory will appear near the Academy around 5 PM tomorrow. This information comes from the Intelligence Department, so it shouldn't be wrong. We need to intercept them before they reach the Academy, so we should plan where to do that in advance.

"They'll probably come discreetly if they have any brains, right?"
"That's true, but I'm concerned about them appearing at 5 PM when it's not even dark yet."

What kind of attackers would boldly come in broad daylight? I'd understand if they were targeting a time when many people are around, but what's the point if they're discovered before they can attack?

Actually, trying to understand them might be a waste of effort. The tenacity and obsession required to try reviving a 300-year-old nation is the culmination of a madness incomprehensible to ordinary people.

In the original story, they were just a group that appeared to create danger for the protagonists, so they probably aren't particularly determined attackers. Their first appearance is likely tutorial-level. These ones might be chaotic, but the other four organizations are bastards with history and tradition, so we can't let our guard down.

"If I were them, I'd come from this direction."
"Right? There's really no other option."

I haven't had much experience with defensive battles since becoming the Audit Department Director. I encountered them occasionally in the North, but only as someone serving under a commander. So while I'm pondering which direction to watch for The Third Glory, the answer becomes clear if I think like an attacker.

If I were part of The Third Glory, I'd probably use this route, so we just need to block that area. Someone who's thrown punches knows where it hurts to get hit. Not that I wanted to know, but that's how it is.

After putting our heads together with the Section Chief of the First Section, we identified a small forest to the northwest of the Academy. They'll come this way if we wait.

"We can rendezvous with the Charcoal Division here as well."


It would be perfect to meet in advance and leisurely watch the march of these corpses.

Around noon on the second day of the fair, I briefly left my booth and headed to a secluded area to contact the Section Chief of the Fourth Section.

"Let's meet here."

After some conversation, I showed him the interception point I had decided on with the Section Chief of the First Section by holding the map up to my communication crystal. Seeing him nod without hesitation, I knew he would find it without getting lost.

- Understood. I will get there quickly.
"Just be there by 4 PM. I'll arrive around then too."
- Yes, Director.
"Good. It's been a while, so I'm looking forward to seeing you."
- The honor is mine.

The Section Chief of the Fourth Section bowed his head and ended the communication in response to my words tinged with amusement. I might have spoken too personally to a former subordinate joining for official business.

But don't we all have people we want to take extra care of when we see them? For me, that person happens to be the Section Chief of the Fourth Section, so I end up adding unnecessary comments. When the Charcoal Division was still the Fourth Section, the Section Chief of the Second Section complained that I was showing too much favoritism to the Section Chief of the Fourth Section.

Of course, I ignored him because it was the Section Chief of the Second Section who said it. If it had been the Deputy Director or the Section Chief of the Fifth Section, maybe I'd have listened, but the Section Chief of the Second Section shouldn't say such things to me.

'There's still time left.'

Although there's some distance from the Academy to our meeting point, it's close enough to reach by 4 PM. For now, I'll stay at the booth and then slip away with the Section Chief of the First Section when the time is right.

***

After ending my communication with the Director, I carefully caressed my communication crystal. Conversations with the Director were always honorable and tense occasions.

- Good. It's been a while, so I'm looking forward to seeing you.

Recalling the Director's final words, the corners of my mouth turned up slightly. As expected, he hasn't forgotten me. He always watches over me with interest.

"Captain."

Hearing the deputy captain's voice from behind, I lowered the corners of my mouth again and turned around. He had kept his distance to avoid interrupting my communication with the Director. As members of the Charcoal Division, formerly the Fourth Section, who have received the Director's grace, that's how it should be.

"What did the Director say?"
"We're meeting with him. We'll head to Forest A-1 by 4 PM."
"Yes, Captain."

The deputy captain saluted and headed toward the other members. Forest A-1, the forest closest to the Academy—a temporary name we assigned. We shared all temporary location names before moving, so they should understand.

At the deputy captain's direction, the members began gathering before me with more enthusiastic steps than before. After all, everyone has missed seeing the Director for a long time.

Who would dare dawdle when going to meet the hero of the Fourth Section, the one who rebuilt the collapsed Fourth Section and saved us from our miserable lives as bottom-feeders? Any ungrateful person would be dealt with by the other members before I could kill them myself.

"Foolish corpses who defy the natural order are heading toward the Director."

All members' eyes focused on me at those words.


"They are scum who dare to insult the Empire, deny its divine mandate, and bare their filthy fangs at the Director."

The members filled their eyes with quiet fury—officially as Special Affairs Ministry agents against traitors, and personally against those who would harm our benefactor.

"Is there any insolent fool among us who would go empty-handed to meet the Director?"

No answer came. They only silently denied it with burning gazes.

"The Director need not take action himself. We won't block their front but strike from behind. We'll capture them all and present them to the Director."

Though they're moving in a roundabout way, they're just a weak, sloppy restoration army. Rebels like worms crawling on the ground, lacking not only a cause but also supplies and manpower. It's simple to locate them and take them from behind.

Watching the members quickly disperse and dismantle our temporary camp after hearing what was essentially an attack order, I recalled the instructions from the Minister of Special Affairs.

"The Third Glory—a grandiose name for something so insubstantial. Though they can surely be eliminated easily, they might have backers or collaborators. Capture as many as possible."

Before departing to assist the Director, I had a meeting with the Minister of Special Affairs. A middle-aged man with countless scars on his face and multiple suture marks. The Emperor's loyal hound who, despite being able to erase them with magic and divine power, leaves them as a reminder of his own inadequacies.

"And make sure the Audit Department Director doesn't get involved. What we need are prisoners who will spill information, not exploded corpses."

I found myself nodding at those words. It would be problematic if the Director got involved in an operation aimed at capturing prisoners. Of course, even without the Minister's instructions, the Director wouldn't have personally intervened.

Our revered Director need not move personally because of such vermin. Although I've left his side to join the Special Affairs Ministry, the Fourth Section still holds the same devotion to him. We serve the Empire in accordance with the will of the Director, a loyal servant of the Empire, and we follow him, our benefactor.

"For our revered Director."

Words I quietly murmured as a personal pledge. However, I silently recalled words I couldn't speak aloud as an Imperial official—words that might trouble him if spoken.

For our revered Master.

***

Whether they call themselves The Third Glory or whatever nonsense, it would be troublesome to let even one escape, but the elimination itself is no challenge. How strong could a newly formed rebel group be if even the Intelligence Director only recently learned about them? Such groups couldn't even scratch the Charcoal Division even if they came in droves.

With me, the Section Chief of the First Section, and the Charcoal Division, we can overwhelm them completely. They say a capable general secures victory before the battle begins—perhaps I was talent meant for the military rather than the damned Audit Department?

"Director, here."
"Thanks."

I took the dagger the Section Chief of the First Section handed me and checked the blade. Since we're still at the Academy, it would be inappropriate to carry conspicuous weapons, and a short weapon would be more convenient for combat in the forest. Though this one seems a bit too short.

"It's been a while since you've been in the field, hasn't it?"
"Only if there's a reason for me to get involved."

Despite my position as Director, I've been stationed at the Academy and even solo-cleared a dungeon unexpectedly, but it's been a while since I participated in actual combat. I'm not crazy enough to feel itchy if I don't fight, so there was no need to participate deliberately.

Still, it feels different thinking about moving my body after so long. Using your body too little can make it stiff, so I should tell the Section Chief of the Fourth Section to just maintain the encirclement.

# The Magnificent and Noble Golden Empire of Apels

The Apels Empire, magnificent and noble, stood proudly alone commanding the vast continent—a truly great nation that was the third empire to reign over this land.

The Capital of Apels never darkened its lights, and all resources of the continent gathered there. Distinguished gentlemen and beautiful ladies strolled through The Capital, revered by all on the continent, leading culture forward. It was an ideal world where the noble aristocracy guided the foolish commoners.

As nations across the continent bowed their heads, this was Apels, called the Golden Empire. Yet there were sinners who dared to covet gold and raise their heads—their cursed and contemptible name was Kfelopen.

The traitors who toppled the Golden Empire, thieves who stole the mandate of heaven, a self-proclaimed empire full of lies. Anyone who follows the natural order should rightfully destroy this false nation and rebuild Apels. We must restore the Third Glory that once brilliantly illuminated this continent.

"We will destroy Kfelopen, built on deception and pretense, and return to that brilliant era."

Those words our leader shouted on the day we founded the Third Glory still resonate in my heart. How can a country trapped by mere nomads for two years call itself an empire? Only Apels—only Apels is the true empire.

With this firm belief, I headed toward the Imperial Academy with my comrades. Toward that brilliant legacy built by Apels, the former Capital. To recapture it and kill the Kfelopen sinners who dared trample on Apels' heritage, declaring the resurrection of Apels.

We can do it. We can rebuild Apels with our own hands. Surely we can.

Surely, we can...

'Enen, oh Enen, oh Enen, oh Enen...!'

How did it come to this?

Steps meant for a glorious resurrection had somehow turned into desperate flight seeking divine protection. This can't be happening. I am surely a hero destined to rebuild Apels. I'm not someone who would show my back to Kfelopen dogs.

"Aaaagh!"

A comrade beside me got caught by a hook and was dragged up into the trees. Despite screaming and struggling, no one could approach. Several others had already been caught by those hooks, never to be seen again.

Countless comrades had already fallen. Heroes for Apels' restoration collapsed pathetically. This cannot be. Justice is on our side—we must win for the sake of a righteous continent.

"Vermin are only fast with their feet."

With a chilling voice right behind me, my body tumbled forward. I tried to get up, but what I saw before my eyes broke my spirit.

"You can manage without legs, right?"
"Depends on Section Chief 1's mood, I suppose."

Two men had surrounded me. Men wearing plain gray masks spoke as casually as if they were at a market. But my gaze remained fixed on what lay before me.

"Aaaah! M-my legs...! My legs...!"

Pain surged belatedly as I writhed, but soon even that became impossible as my back was stomped down.

"What about the head?"
"The boss is in pursuit."
"It's over then."

Shortly after, I saw our leader being dragged by his hair by a witch with long gray hair. Whether dead or unconscious, he didn't move at all.

It was over. Our cause had ended in vain.

***

It was time to head to the forest, so Section Chief 1 and I slipped away. We left with the flimsy but truthful excuse that we had someone to meet, so we needed to finish quickly and return.

Since Section Chief 1's pace was too slow, I carried him on my back for a while until we reached the forest where we were supposed to meet the Charcoal Division.

"We arrived first."

"Indeed. That's unusual."

Though we weren't past the appointed time, Section Chief 4 was surprisingly diligent. He often arrived much earlier than scheduled and waited. I was so touched when I saw him cleaning my desk before Audit Department meetings. Even though I told him it wasn't necessary, he stubbornly insisted, so I let him continue.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"Nothing important."

For a moment, I wondered if the Minister of Special Affairs would agree to trade Section Chief 1 for Section Chief 4, and my gaze turned toward Section Chief 1. But I shook my head, dismissing the thought. As much as Section Chief 1 feels like my nemesis, there's no one who could replace him.

Honestly, while no one could replace Section Chief 4's character, his role could be divided between Section Chiefs 3 and 5, so his absence wouldn't create a significant void. Of course, the Audit Department worked better as a complete unit rather than dividing Section 4's duties.

"Let's wait. He's not one to be late."

I created a suitable stump for two to sit on and checked the condition of the dagger I received from Section Chief 1. Having just cut wood with it, I found it to be of quite good quality. Well, he's not one to carry cheap items, so that's expected. At this quality, it wouldn't break even cutting through bone. Satisfactory.

"Ah, Boss. I think they're coming over there."

Section Chief 1, who had been subtly using my back as a chair backrest, pointed in one direction. Indeed, he's not one to be late. They arrived quickly.

"What is that?"
"Huh?"

Section Chief 1 and I simultaneously expressed confusion as we watched the approaching Charcoal Division. They appeared to be carrying something on their backs or dragging something along.

"It looks like... people?"
"......"

Indeed. Though some limbs seem to be missing, they are people nonetheless. I wondered if an accident had occurred on the way, causing injuries, but no one would drag injured people like luggage. And they weren't even wearing Charcoal Division uniforms.

Wondering what was happening, I watched quietly as Section Chief 4, who was at the front, approached me and saluted.

"Reporting to you, Department Head."

The members behind him threw what they were carrying on their backs and in their hands to the ground and saluted in unison. Um, is it okay to just throw them like that?

"Good. Thank you for coming all this way."

But I couldn't start by scolding those who came to help me. Seeing them bring such things all the way here, they must have had a reason. I stood up to acknowledge Section Chief 4's salute, and only then did he drop it.

Noticing my gaze fixed on the people sprawled on the ground, Section Chief 4 immediately spoke up.

"They're the Third Glory. We encountered them while moving and captured them all."
"Wow..."

Section Chief 1 let out a small exclamation at Section Chief 4's words. I was momentarily speechless. They captured them? All of them? While I was just sitting here resting, it's already over?

"Thank you for your hard work."

Though I wondered what exactly happened, seeing Section Chief 4's expressionless face that somehow seemed expectant, I lost the desire to question further. Right, as long as the result is good, it doesn't matter if the process was a bit strange.

As I patted his shoulder in commendation, Section Chief 4's eyes sparkled, and the dagger at my waist gleamed pitifully. I borrowed it only to end up cutting just wood. If this is how it's going to be, maybe I should carry an axe next time.

With the successful capture of the entire Third Glory, my role and that of the Charcoal Division was complete. Though I'm quite embarrassed to call it a "role" when all I did was breathe.

With their task completed, the Charcoal Division set up a temporary camp in the forest where combat would have taken place. Even against weak opponents, they would have expended energy in combat, so rest was necessary. They looked harmonious sitting together, sharing water.

"Boss, please give me some water too."

I tossed a canteen toward Section Chief 1, who caught it lightly and then poured it toward someone's face. He hadn't requested water to drink himself but to share with others. He even covered the face with cloth so the person wouldn't choke from drinking too quickly.


"--! --!!"
"Hehe, you were thirsty too, weren't you?"

The leader of the Third Glory, with his arms held by Charcoal Division members and his head pulled back by his hair, seemed touched by Section Chief 1's consideration, struggling to express gratitude, but Section Chief 1, perhaps even more moved by this gratitude, continued pouring water.

"Could you tilt him back a bit more?"
"Yes, Section Chief."

At Section Chief 1's words, the Charcoal Division member holding the leader's hair pulled it back further. Section Chief 1 nodded with satisfaction, and I turned my gaze away.

'He'll handle it well.'

For someone who usually starts by pulling out fingernails, this was an unusually mild beginning, but if left to him, he'd make them spill information. Leave it to the expert, and the results will come naturally.

I waited, making small talk with Section Chief 4, but the leader's mouth was surprisingly firm. If Section Chief 1 set his mind to it, most couldn't last 10 minutes, but this rebel leader, despite his position, wasn't loose-lipped.

Approaching with Section Chief 4 to check on the torture situation, I found that the hands and feet were already unrecognizable. The rest hadn't been touched yet.

'What the hell.'

It wasn't that his mouth was heavy; the process was slower than usual, so he could still endure. I had suspected this from the moment I heard about the Apels restoration army and felt my achievement instinct kick in, but seeing it in person was quite irritating.

"Why so slow? Can't you hurry up?"
"Since I'm doing this alone outdoors, rushing could kill him. We need him to talk."

His words, accompanied by a chuckle, were unfortunately correct, so I couldn't blame him. It would be troublesome if the subject died from shock due to hasty torture. There were no other Section 1 members or specialized equipment here to assist.

The problem was that he wasn't the type to make such silly mistakes when committed to torture, yet he was using this as an excuse to proceed leisurely.

'This bastard has grown too comfortable with experience.'

When I frowned, Section Chief 1 awkwardly averted his gaze. Well, at least some conscience remains.

"If you keep this up, I'll move on to the next person. If you don't like that, speak now. You should value your comrades."

Under my piercing gaze, Section Chief 1 offered a bizarre compromise. If the leader fell for it and revealed information, he'd be sent to the Audit Department to be "played with" later; if he kept his mouth shut, only then would proper torture begin. What a strange hobby.

But the leader of the Third Glory neither got angry nor ignored Section Chief 1's words; instead, he let out a low laugh.

"Khuhuhu..."
"What? Did you mess with his head too?"
"No. I don't touch heads outdoors because it's dangerous."

If Section Chief 1 wasn't responsible, then the man must have gone mad from the torture. It would be troublesome if he lost his mind already. Regardless of my concern, after chuckling for a while, the leader suddenly turned his gaze toward me with bloodshot eyes.

"Comrades? The man who climbed over his comrades' blood is right there, talking nonsense—"

—Thwack!

Before the leader could finish, Section Chief 4 quickly ran up and kicked his jaw. His neck jerked backward as he collapsed—it must have been quite a strong kick.

An awkward silence descended. Neither Section Chief 4 who had rushed forward, nor Section Chief 1 who had been watching to see what would be said, nor the Charcoal Division members holding the leader's arms spoke; they all just watched me cautiously.

"Hah."

With a small sigh, I scratched my head irritably. I wonder how far this has spread, for such vermin to bring up that story.

'What a fucking bastard.'

Maybe I should just kill them all, information be damned.

I looked around in silence. Even excluding the one sprawled out like he'd fainted, there were plenty left who could spill information. Of course, there might be confidential information only the leader knew, but it doesn't matter. With this many, a slight drop in quality is acceptable.

It's fine if only the leader knew about The Third Glory's backers or collaborators. They're just lunatics obsessed with the delusion of reviving Apels who've bared their fangs at the Empire. They'll certainly try something else, and when they do, I'll find and kill them.

Yes, there's no problem at all.

'No problem killing them.'

Having reached my conclusion, I walked toward the vermin. The two Charcoal Division members holding his arms hastily stepped back, while the Section Chiefs of the 1st and 4th Sections followed behind me.

I grabbed the unconscious man's head to wake him, but something was off. Eyes rolled back showing only whites, a lower jaw so crushed it was unrecognizable. Blood flowed from his facial features.

"He's dead."

At my words, the Charcoal Division member in front of me trembled. He was already dead. It seems the 4th Section Chief failed to control his strength when he kicked him urgently.

After staring at the vermin's rolled-back eyes for a moment, I squeezed his head until it burst. Though meaningless since he was already dead, I needed some way to vent this fucking frustration.

I roughly wiped the filth from my hands and turned around to see the 4th Section Chief looking helpless and the 1st Section Chief rolling her eyes nervously.

'What a mess.'

The 1st Section Chief had deliberately conducted the torture slowly, and the 4th Section Chief, regardless of reason, had killed a key interrogation subject without authorization. Both were issues I could legitimately reprimand them for.

After looking back and forth between them, I let out a slight sigh. They bowed their heads deeply while trembling, which bothered me. Normally, this wouldn't be a big deal. I had anticipated that the 1st Section Chief would be distracted by the new toy called the Apels Restoration Army, and I knew the 4th Section Chief was always eager about matters concerning me.

Nevertheless, I didn't press the 1st Section Chief earlier, and I remained silent knowing the 4th Section Chief would jump in. Reprimanding them now would be somewhat ugly.

Although I heard unexpected words from an unexpected place—

'Fuck.'

It's still infuriating to think about. Feeling frustrated, I tried to rub my face but stopped when I realized my hands were still damp. The 4th Section Chief, who had been cautiously watching me, carefully offered a handkerchief.

"Department Head, if you'd like..."

Though her voice remained unchanged, I could see her hand holding the handkerchief trembling slightly, which completely erased any thought of reprimanding her. Yes, it was just bad luck. What happened was simply bad luck.

"Thank you."

I wiped my hands with the 4th Section Chief's handkerchief and handed it back. I also patted her shoulder a few times to show I'd calmed down.

"Still, Penelia is the only one who thinks of me. Thanks for getting angry on my behalf."

She did take over what should have been my job, but she handled my anger point for me. Since it was done with good intentions, I can let it slide.

Leaving the 4th Section Chief bowing her head behind me, I turned to the 1st Section Chief. She was trembling more severely than before, probably thinking all the anger meant for both would now be directed at her alone. Don't worry, I'll let you off too.

"Erzsebet?"
"Y-Yes! Department Head!"

The 1st Section Chief's stance, shouting at attention with excessive energy, was somewhat amusing. I chuckled and patted her shoulder like I did with the 4th Section Chief.

"Earlier was just a mistake, right?"
"N-No, I should have acted faster..."
"It was a mistake. Erzsebet has done well until now, so occasional mistakes can happen."

As I comforted her, her trembling gradually subsided. Where else would you find a superior who cares so much about his subordinates?

"You can do well this time, right?"
"Yes!"

Her response, like a fresh recruit, left me somewhat satisfied.

"Come to think of it, the fact that they knew about the North suggests they definitely have backers or collaborators."
"I'll find out everything!"
"Good, let's do well. Understood?"

Her continuous nodding suggested she would definitely succeed this time. The sincere 1st Section Chief had produced satisfactory results before.


"I'll head to the booth for a bit. I should at least show my face before today's operating hours end."

If someone who left saying they had people to meet doesn't return before the booth closes, it might seem suspicious. I should at least go show my face and then return to the forest.

***

Watching the Department Head's back as he headed toward the Academy, I barely managed to calm my racing heart. When the Department Head touched my shoulder, when he called me by name rather than by my position as 1st Section Chief—my heart pounded wildly, almost beyond what I thought possible.

Hehe...

'We're fucked.'

We're really fucked.

He's just suppressing it inside; he's completely lost it.

Most people who've been through battlefields develop their own personal jinxes. The Department Head was one of them. He never addressed officials by name. Whether in public or private settings, he always used their positions. His jinx was the very act of calling someone by name.

Because during those two years in the North, he lost many people he had been close with, calling them by name. Of the suicide squad formed to kill the Khagan, the usurper, only the Department Head returned alive to the Capital.

So for him to call me by name rather than position means his mind and body are disconnected to the point he couldn't even remember his jinx. This only happened when he was truly furious.

'Bastard.'

I glared at The Third Glory's leader whose head was now gone. I had been treating them somewhat nicely as a new toy, but I never expected such an atrocity. Fortunately, the Department Head didn't express his anger outwardly. No, it's actually scarier that he suppressed it inside...

"Penelia. Are you okay?"

I turned my gaze from the headless bastard to Penelia. The Department Head, who especially favored the 4th Section, had called the 4th Section Chief by name too. I can't imagine how shocked Penelia must be.

Even now she's bowing her head and muttering something. From Penelia's perspective, who lives only for the Department Head, it must feel like the sky is falling. I sighed slightly and approached to comfort her.

"HesaidI'mtheonlyoneHesaidI'mtheonlyoneHesaidthankyouHecalledmebyname..."
"Ah."

Seems I worried for nothing.

Leaving Penelia muttering with somewhat frightening intensity, I turned to the other members of The Third Glory.

I gestured to several frozen Charcoal Division members, who quickly followed behind me. They seemed to have regained their senses, as their steps became more forceful. They seem angry too. Well, they just witnessed a madman insulting the Department Head to his face.

"Bring that one."
"Yes."

I pointed to a man who was appropriately unconscious, and they immediately dragged him before me. Since he needed to be awake for interrogation, I slapped him hard to force him awake.

Just as he opened his mouth to scream, a Charcoal Division member immediately gagged him. Yes, I like working with them because they're so quick to catch on.

"I wasn't planning to go this far, but your leader committed a major disrespect against us. It's unfortunate."

I took out a dagger from my pocket as I spoke, but suddenly felt something was odd. Why am I saying it's unfortunate to him? If anything, we're the ones who suffered unilaterally. Isn't he also guilty for failing to control his leader?

"Come to think of it, I'm not particularly sorry."

I can proceed with an easy mind.
Nodding to myself, I checked the blade's condition and began to flay some flesh from The Third Glory member before me.

How many times can I flay you before you break? Hold out for a long time.

***

I avoided becoming the kind of troublesome superior who takes out personal anger on subordinates. Still, it seems I've developed more patience over time. In the past, I would have immediately lashed out upon hearing such things.

"The one who climbed up on his comrades' blood."

My brow furrowed involuntarily at the words that kept circling in my head. No matter how much patience I've developed, some things are just infuriating. What's worse is that I can't deny such words. They're not wrong.

Nevertheless, I tried to shake it off as I arrived at the Academy, where I saw booths being cleaned up. Oh, I'm a bit late. I hurried to the confectionery club booth, but it was empty too. I'm definitely late.

"Ah, Brother!"


As I was about to return to the forest, I heard Luise's voice from behind. She poked her head out from the corner of the booth where she must have been crouching.

"What? Why are you still here?"
"I'm the club president, so I should wait until you arrive, right?"

I smiled slightly at Luise's giggling response. How did she know when I'd come back to wait indefinitely?

"What about the others? They wouldn't have just left."
"The people from the three countries took them away."

Luise spoke simply, but I could sense how much trouble Villar must have gone through for this simple matter. Taking those people to their lodgings while leaving Luise behind must have been difficult. And who was responsible for dragging Erich and Ainter along? Was it the foreign trio's strategy to prevent leaving them behind?

'They're good at keeping each other in check.'

No one can get ahead, but at the same time, no one allows others to get ahead. These bastards have a strangely balanced approach.

"Brother, could you lend me your hand for a moment?"
"My hand?"

I extended my hand without thinking, then belatedly realized my mistake. Although I had wiped them, they might still smell of blood, which isn't a pleasant scent for someone who should only experience good things. But Luise didn't seem to mind and placed a small pouch on my hand. Fortunately, there doesn't seem to be any smell.

"I made them sweeter this time!"
"Really?"
"They say sweet things are good when you're tired."

My body momentarily stiffened at Luise's concerned words.

"You look very tired, Brother. I hope this helps a little."
"I see."
"Um... Brother? Like I said before..."
"That you can tell me anything if something happens?"
"Hehe..."

After watching her embarrassed smile, I looked down at the pouch in my hand. Sweet food is good when you're tired, huh? I've heard that often.

"Thank you. I'll enjoy them."
"Yes!"

I returned a small smile to Luise's bright one.

After confirming Luise had returned to her dormitory, I was about to leave the Academy to return to the forest.

'Sweet things are good when you're tired, huh?'

I opened the pouch Luise gave me and took out a cookie. The neat shape suggested Luise had made it with care. I couldn't have imagined something this neat back then.

"Kal! I brought something good!"
"Ta-da! How about it? Where else would you get the chance to eat a de-li-cious dessert in the North!"
"Do you even look in mirrors? Your face is covered in exhaustion."
"Sweet things are best when you're tired! I'm giving this to you because I'm thinking of you, so eat it!"
"And don't struggle alone, young man. If anything happens, you can always tell big sister!"

Ah.

"Fuck."

Maybe it's because I just heard similar things from that vermin, or because Luise said something similar. Suddenly, memories from the past surfaced.

I looked down at Luise's cookie for a moment before carefully taking a bite.

"It's delicious."

Yes, it's delicious. Luise's cookies are delicious.

The cookies I ate in the North were delicious too. They were the best I'd ever eaten.

So Luise's cookies are delicious too. Just like back then in the North.

Yes, Luise's cookies must be delicious. They must be.

I stood still for a while, holding the cookie pouch. It happened two years ago already, and it wasn't anything special. During war, things happen and people die—that's just how it is. Even though I've been trying to let it go, it's not as easy as I thought.

Still, someday I'll be able to move on. After looking down at the cookie pouch, I tucked it inside my clothes and headed back to the forest. I needed to finish before dark so tomorrow's Club Fair could proceed without issues.

Hurrying my steps to the forest, I saw the Section Chief of the 1st Section and the Section Chief of the 4th Section talking. They must have finished the interrogation. When that guy sets his mind to something, there's nothing he can't do.

"Are you done?"
"Yes, I made them spill everything they knew."

The Section Chiefs of the 1st and 4th Sections still seemed tense, fidgeting nervously. This isn't something that will be resolved just because I say I'm fine, so I'll leave it be. How many people would actually believe their superior when they say, "I'm not angry"?

Looking over the captured members of The Third Glory, none of them were in normal condition. They were all missing limbs, and some had quite a bit of flesh carved off. They even tortured them outdoors? Well, that means the information they obtained should be reliable.

"Anything unusual?"
"They had something strange."
"Something strange?"

In response to my question, the Section Chief of the 4th Section, not the 1st, handed me a piece of paper. Ha, look at these guys.

"It's an explosion scroll."
"Yes. Seems to be for mining."

A one-time scroll with explosion magic stored inside. Typically used for mining operations, these are produced only by the magic tower in the Capital due to their destructive power, and are supplied only to individuals or organizations with verified identities.

If this scroll had detonated in the middle of the Academy, it would have caused an unimaginable disaster. Of course, rather than worrying about something that didn't happen, what's important now is figuring out how this scroll ended up in the hands of rebels.

Explosion scrolls are supplied to local officials, lords, or mine supervisors—people who must pledge loyalty to the Empire. If any of them leaked these scrolls to rebels, it would be clear treason.

"Do they have a death wish?"
"It seems so."

Scrolls are supplied only to individuals or organizations with verified identities, and records are kept of who received how many. So we can find the culprit by checking those records. If there's any discrepancy between supply and usage records, or anything suspicious, that person is the culprit.

I wonder if real traitors are fundamentally lacking in intelligence, betting their lives on something that can be detected so easily.

After rubbing my chin for a moment, I nodded. Since they only mentioned the scroll as something unusual, it doesn't seem like they obtained any other useful information. Now that we've confirmed the scroll leak, we should focus on that.

"Our job here is done. Good work, everyone."

There's nothing left to handle at the scene, so we just need to pass this up to headquarters. The Special Affairs Ministry will take care of the survivors and make use of them, and they'll be frantically searching for whoever leaked the scroll.

When the Magic-Ending Duke learns that items made by the magic tower were almost used for nefarious purposes, he'll be furious. The Special Affairs Ministry will want to find the culprit as quickly as possible to offer as a sacrifice to appease his anger. They'll have their work cut out for them.

Of course, once the Special Affairs Ministry finds the culprit, they'll pass it back to the Audit Department. In the end, we're the ones who'll have to deal with it.

With the successful capture of all The Third Glory members and the securing of information, the roles of the Section Chief of the 1st Section and the Charcoal Division were complete. As soon as the Section Chief of the 4th Section reported to the Special Affairs Ministry, magicians appeared and transported the captured rebels to the Capital. Teleportation is certainly convenient.

Following the Special Affairs Ministry's instructions, the Charcoal Division's deployment continued to prepare for any unforeseen variables. Since they've been deployed already, it would be reassuring to have them stay until the end of the fair. However, if both the Section Chiefs of the 1st and 4th Sections were to roam the Academy, the nobles would be terrified, so regrettably, the Charcoal Division would remain stationed in this forest.

The Section Chief of the 4th Section seemed a bit disappointed, so I told him to visit every evening. I should show that much consideration to a subordinate I haven't seen in a while. I'll need to bring some food when I visit.

Unlike the Section Chief of the 4th Section who would stay in the forest, the Section Chief of the 1st Section would continue working with me at the booth the next day.


"Department Head, let me carry that for you."

The difference was that he had become much more docile than yesterday.

"It's fine. I'll do it."

I just smiled, understanding why he was acting this way. It's rare for the trio of section chiefs to be so mindful of me. At least you still have some conscience left. That's touching.

Despite being rejected, the Section Chief of the 1st Section kept hovering around me, rolling his eyes nervously. To be fair, he does share some responsibility for yesterday's incident. If I leave this unaddressed, he might actually cry.

"I do miss it."

Still, I don't want to be the kind of superior who makes subordinates cry. Seeing how carefully he's watching me, I doubt he'll cause any trouble if I let him off the hook, and now that we've dealt with The Third Glory, there's no urgent business.

"Do you have nothing to do right now?"
"No! I don't! Let me do it instead, and you can rest, Department Head!"

He answered with such enthusiasm that if he had a tail, it would be wagging furiously. I nodded and handed him the load I was carrying. Upon receiving it, the Section Chief of the 1st Section's expression became peaceful, as if he'd been relieved of indigestion. He didn't just receive a load from me—he received peace of mind.

"Put that in the corner over there, and go have some fun."
"What?"

As he tilted his head in confusion, I personally untied his apron. Since I captured you with this, I should be the one to release you too.

"There's nothing urgent now, so just stay within the Academy. When else will you get to have fun if not now?"
"Um, are... are you sure that's okay?"
"The booth runs fine without you."

When I waved my hand to signal him to go quickly, his eyes finally sparkled with renewed vigor. Afraid I might call him back, he quickly put down his load and ran away. It was quite an impressive sight. I imagine this is what it looks like when you release a Pokémon back into the wild.

After casually tossing aside the Section Chief of the 1st Section's apron, which had served as a Poké Ball, I looked around inside the booth. The club members seemed to have gotten the hang of running the booth, and the workers from the three countries were working hard too. The Section Chief of the 1st Section wasn't part of the original plan anyway, so there's no problem if he's gone.

Moreover, the nobles who had been coming to see me had drastically decreased over time. Most of them had come on the first or second day, so it seems there's no one else coming. Now I can truly spend time without any worries. This is how a fair should be.

"Brother."

As I was about to sit down on a chair in the corner to rest, Luise approached me and sat down beside me.

"What is it? Is something wrong?"
"No. I just wanted to sit for a bit."

Luise had been busy moving around the booth, so she rarely had time to sit and rest. Unless it was a quiet moment like this with no customers, she could hardly even approach a chair.

"You'll hurt yourself that way. Take it easy."

I said this out of concern that she might be overexerting herself as the club president, but Luise just stared into my eyes without saying anything. She was staring so intently that it was almost embarrassing.

"Is there something on my face?"

Sometimes flour gets on my face when it's flying around. Wondering if that was the case this time, I touched my face, but Luise quietly shook her head.


"Did you finish the cookies I gave you yesterday?"
"Yes, they were delicious."

At my answer, Luise smiled gently, but there was a hint of bitterness in her expression.

"You can leave the booth to us."

This time it was my turn to respond with a smile. Yesterday she said I looked tired, and today she asked if I'd finished the cookies. Seeing how actively she's encouraging me to rest, it seems that in Luise's eyes, I don't look very well.

Just like when I received the tea leaves before, I'm being worried about by a young girl twice now. The Minister would laugh if he knew.

"It's fine. It's natural for an advisor to be present."
"Other clubs don't do that though. Even in Irina's club, their advisor was somewhere else."

She caught me there.
Indeed, an advisor's role is simply to supervise and make sure nothing goes wrong. They just need to check in occasionally, not haunt the booth like a ghost as I'm doing.

The problem is that I don't have the courage to leave those hopeless club members alone. And since an advisor's job is to supervise and prevent problems, I'm actually fulfilling my duty more diligently than anyone. My situation is different from other club advisors...

When I awkwardly raised the corners of my mouth without answering, Luise slightly pouted before continuing.

"I'm really grateful to you for so many things. From when you agreed to be our club advisor until now, everything."
"I haven't done anything special to deserve thanks."
"What you consider nothing special has meant a great deal to me."

When she puts it that way, I don't know what to say. As they say, many drops make an ocean—if I pile up everything I've done so far, I suppose it would amount to something substantial. Though that saying doesn't seem quite right for this situation.

"It seems like you're struggling alone, and I want to help you, even if just a little."
"Don't struggle alone, kid. If anything happens, you can always tell this big sister!"

"Damn it."

It's been like this since yesterday. Even words I would normally brush off keep leading back to those memories. That bastard, dying after saying such unnecessary things.

I sighed without realizing it. If The Third Glory's goal was to break my mental state rather than destroy the Academy, they were somewhat successful. I haven't felt this shitty in a long time.

"B-Brother...?"
"Ah."

Belatedly remembering that Luise was right in front of me, I quickly composed my expression, but Luise had already shrunk her shoulders with tears welling up in her eyes.

"It's embarrassing to be worried about like this. Maybe I'll take a short break then."

Sighing in front of someone who's worried about you is basically saying, "Mind your own business." There's no greater rudeness than that. Though I'm reluctant to leave the booth, it's probably best to follow Luise's suggestion right now.

When I spoke with a deliberately bright expression, Luise seemed to calm down a bit. Thankfully, I avoided becoming a madman who makes a girl his sister's age cry.

"That son of a bitch."

This is all because of that vermin. I should have destroyed more than just his head.

The second part of the Club Fair began after eliminating The Third Glory threat. What should have been a peaceful fair started off strangely.

My older brother, who said he was going to take a break, looked back several times with an awkward smile.

"Now that I'm actually leaving, it feels strange. Are you really going to be okay without me?"
"I'll be fine. We actually have more than enough people."

From the beginning, running the booth was something the club members could handle without their advisor, and with the people from the Three Kingdoms who came at my brother's request, we weren't short-handed. With that meaning in mind, I waved goodbye to my brother, who finally headed toward the area where other booths were clustered.

Still, he kept looking back, so I stood still until he was out of sight. The way he finally sped up as if escaping was somewhat cute. Though I'd never say that to his face—he might get angry.

'He still didn't give me an answer.'

A bitter smile spread across my face as I thought about my brother's impenetrable defenses.

I had told my brother many times that I wanted to help him, and that he could talk to me anytime if he had concerns. Each time, he would give a different answer, but he never once said he understood.

I wondered if it was because he thought I wouldn't be helpful, or because he didn't trust me. Even though it made me a little sad, I didn't dwell on it too much. My brother is far more capable and amazing than I am. When I first met him, I didn't know, but I was so surprised when I later found out he was a department head-level official.

So I waited patiently even when my brother said nothing. Rushing him might even seem disrespectful. But after seeing my brother yesterday, I couldn't just keep waiting.

"Brother..."

Out of worry, I called out to my brother who was no longer visible. The brother I saw yesterday seemed so precarious, as if he might collapse if someone touched him.

It didn't show on the outside. My brother always appeared calm on the surface. But because he never expressed himself outwardly, even if he was rotting inside, no one would know. I wouldn't have noticed either if I hadn't seen someone like my brother before.

The cookies I gave my brother yesterday were made to maximize sweetness rather than uniqueness, for my hardworking brother. Although my brother would eat any cookie I made, I still wanted to give him something good.

But using the ingredients we always used at the booth without properly checking them was the problem. I only realized this morning that the sugar and salt had been switched while I was busy moving around yesterday. A mistake that wouldn't be funny even as a joke happened yesterday of all days.

No matter how well my brother eats anything, giving him a lump of salt when I said it was sweet is a different matter. I expected him to get angry, or laugh and say it was too salty.

"Oh, it was delicious."

My brother's reaction was nothing. When he came to the booth this morning, he showed no particular reaction, so when I cautiously probed, he answered as if nothing was wrong. That can't be right. This absolutely can't be right...

"My brother has always eaten anything well. Even the mansion's chef said preparing meals for him was the easiest."

Something Erich told me before. But this isn't simply about eating well. I wanted to ask more details even now, but I didn't want to give Erich, who was finally becoming close with my brother, something to worry about.

'Brother.'

Are you really okay?

I was afraid that my brother might collapse if he couldn't hold on anymore, that he might disappear without anyone knowing.

***

I came out abruptly because I thought I might make Luise cry, but now that I'm out, I have nothing to do.

'What should I do?'

To enjoy something, you need to know what to enjoy. I was at ease in this world only for about a year after the possession, and after that, everything was a mess. Suddenly being told to take a break, I have no idea what I should do.

For a moment, I thought about using the Section Chief of the 1st Section as a guide, but immediately discarded the idea. I don't know where in the Academy the Section Chief would be, and even though I treat the Section Chief casually, I'm not going to make my superior escort me while I'm having fun.

I know how miserable that feels from experience. During my first vacation after becoming the head of the Audit Department, I ran into the Minister while walking around the Capital to get some fresh air. Since neither of us had anything to do, we ended up going around together. It's a terrible memory even now. I don't want to inflict this dreadful chain on the Section Chief.

As I was wandering around with the thought of finding the Section Chief of the 4th Section earlier if I had nothing else to do, I spotted a familiar red hair in the distance.


'Margareta?'

I saw Margareta examining the booths while covering her mouth with the red fan she always carries. Come to think of it, one of the Student Council's duties was to check if the fair was running properly.

Since I didn't have a clear destination anyway, and since I'd have to endure stares while wandering around, it would be better to go with Margareta. Outwardly, it would look like the Student Council and an Inspector were going around for business purposes.

"Mar."

As I approached from behind and called out, Margareta's gaze, which had been directed toward the next booth, turned to me.

"Oh my, Inspector Kal. I didn't expect to see you here."

A smile spread across Margareta's previously cold face. She probably didn't expect to meet me in a place like this. After all, Margareta knows that I'm supposed to be stuck at the club booth like a ghost.

Moreover, Margareta had promised not to visit Luise, so she didn't even come to our booth. I also thought I would only see Margareta after the fair ended unless something happened, but something did happen.

"Are you very busy?"
"Not really. I did this last year too, so I'm used to it."
"Still, it must be tiring to do alone. Do you perhaps need one more person?"

At those words, Margareta tilted her head and replied with a voice tinged with laughter.

"I don't go around with just anyone. But I suppose Inspector Kal would be fine?"
"That's fortunate. If Mar is okay with it, I'd like to go around together."
"What?"

Margareta's face reddened, and the fan that had been covering only her mouth rose to just below her eyes. But because the fan covered the lower part of her face, her trembling eyes were even more clearly visible.

Sometimes I feel this, but she's too soft and delicate for being the offspring of the Iron-Blooded Duke. No, is it that I don't know well because I haven't had many chances to meet the other offspring?

***

The task of checking the fair's progress, which I did last year as well. With the booths spread throughout the Academy and the limited number of Student Council members, it was inevitable to go around alone.

'This is boring.'

I joined the Student Council to meet Kal by becoming an official in the first place, so I participated in activities without much interest. Especially this year, since Kal came to the Academy, I had even less motivation. Still, as a member of the honorable Valenti family, I couldn't neglect my duties, so I moved around.

"Mar."

As I was trying to suppress my reluctant feelings, a familiar voice called from behind.

"Oh my, Inspector Kal. I didn't expect to see you here."

It's Kal, it's Kal's voice.
When I quickly turned around, Kal was indeed standing there. Thankfully I was covering my mouth with my fan. I almost showed an embarrassingly grinning face.

Actually, I didn't expect to meet Kal during the fair. Kal couldn't leave the booth as the advisor of a club with unusual members, and I had no intention of going where Lady Luise was. So I thought it would be a boring fair, but I ended up meeting Kal here.

'We really are destined.'

No matter how impossible it seems to meet, we end up meeting anyway. How romantic is that?

My mood improved naturally with satisfaction. Now that I've met Kal, I want to talk as long as possible, but it would be impolite to hold him back too much since he has things to do. I should be content with this destiny today.

Yes, I was going to be satisfied with this, but then...

"If Mar is okay with it, I'd like to go around together."
"What?"


My mind froze at Kal's sudden words.

'With me? Together?'

With me? Kal? Together? Wasn't he busy with other things? Has Kal ever suggested something to me first?

Feeling my face heat up, I hurriedly pulled up my fan to cover it. No, I absolutely can't show this face.

'A d-date... a date...! A date with Kal!'

This is the first time. It's the first time Kal has asked to be together first. Even the date itself is a first. A year ago, Kal was so busy that we only had conversations over tea; I couldn't even dream of going somewhere together.

'Destiny!'

It really is destiny. Kal is as good as mine. Since the once stoic Kal has asked me on a date first, he's practically mine already!

"Mar?"
'Oh no.'

My brain was melting with joy, and I hadn't even answered Kal's date proposal. No, don't rush. I decided to tease Kal a little. It wouldn't be good to accept too easily here.

"Yes, I'd like that. Let's go together."

...But it should be okay to accept just for today, right? It must have taken a lot of courage for Kal to ask for a date. If I push him away, Kal might get hurt.

Yes, that's why I'm accepting. Really.

***

Fortunately, Margareta allowed me to accompany her. I was worried because I had no legitimate reason to help with a simple situation check that wasn't even budget work, but I'm glad she accepted like this.

In fact, there wasn't much to going around together. Margareta just kept looking around the booths, and I just looked around with her. However, it was a bit sad to see the trembling club presidents welcoming us at every booth we visited.

'I was shortsighted.'

It's already painful enough with Margareta, who is a noble lady, but now an Inspector has also joined to check the booths. It's almost a fatal mental attack. I'm ashamed that I didn't think of such an obvious thing. No matter how distracted I was, it's too much to torment these kids.

"Thanks to Inspector Kal, we finished early. Thank you."
"It's nothing."

At least I was able to pass the time. If it's any consolation, I could say that.

"Mar. Could we perhaps go around together tomorrow as well?"

I didn't think Luise would let me stay at the booth anymore. She would probably try to kick me out tomorrow as well, so I should decide where to go in advance.

At my suggestion, Margareta nodded lightly, but she couldn't hide her reddening ears.

"Thank you, Mar."

And I'm sorry.

I silently apologized to Margareta, where she couldn't hear. She'll have a hard time getting involved with someone like me.

Because I'm a man without room in my heart, I feel like I'm just causing trouble to innocent people. Pushing them away, gritting my teeth, and pretending not to know.

It's truly regrettable.

After being kicked out by Luise and recruited by Margareta, I found myself in the peculiar situation of leaving my booth every morning as soon as I arrived. It hurt a little when Villar would look at me with eyes that said "What the hell is this guy doing?" whenever I left, but I couldn't really say anything in my defense.

I never expected to become such a wanderer. I'm in the awkward position of being the one who nominally brought people in for labor, only to be the first to abandon ship. Even though Villar and the other three-nation forces came for protection, this looks too much like I'm slacking off and running away.

Still, as a civil servant, I can't ignore the words of a civilian like Luise. I hope they understand.

"This year's fair is unusually quiet. Last year, incidents kept happening just when we thought things had calmed down."

While I was silently apologizing to Villar in my mind, Margareta, who was walking beside me, spoke up.

"Is that so? I didn't see last year's fair, so I wouldn't know."
"Back then, there was subtle tension over booth locations, and competition to attract visitors."

That makes sense. Unless you weren't running a booth at all, once visible results start coming from booth operations, blue-blooded nobles with strong pride naturally start competing. Once they start something, there are quite a few who become obsessed with winning.

"Hehe, this must be thanks to Kal's influence. Thank you so much."

I smiled at Margareta as she giggled. She's right that my influence isn't small.

The Audit Department Head's participation and the various nobles who gathered to see me. It's a lineup that would make even the most spirited and competitive noble heirs think twice. If I've unintentionally helped Margareta, then I'm glad.

"I'm happy if I've been of help. Ah, would you like some more?"
"Yes. Thank you."

Margareta blushed slightly as she took a few kernels of corn from my hand. Seeing her reddened face reminded me of what happened earlier, and I almost burst out laughing.

Originally, I had tried to give her something to eat since she seemed to be walking around without having breakfast, but she refused, saying it would look undignified. Apparently, she was reluctant to walk around holding food in her hands.

But sitting down to eat wasn't practical either. If she'd had time for that, she wouldn't have skipped breakfast in the first place.

"Then I'll hold it, and you can eat whenever you feel comfortable."
"What?"

So I bought some corn nearby, removed dozens of kernels, and offered them to Margareta. Her trembling pupils showed how confused she was.

"This way, you're not the one carrying it. Take as much as you want."
"T-thank you..."

Margareta hesitated for a moment, then lowered her head and took the corn from my hand as if she were biting into it. I've decided not to think about our expressions afterward. It was my fault for holding my hand too close and causing a misunderstanding. It's Margareta's kind nature that she didn't scold me and went along with it despite the awkwardness.

That's what I've decided to believe. Margareta looked like she might cry if someone so much as touched her when she saw my expression with corn in her mouth.

Look, even now her face turns red just looking at the corn.

"If it's uncomfortable to take it with your hand, you can take it like before."

Margareta's head drooped deeply as she was chewing, which was quite impressive. I couldn't help but smile a little at the sight.

This is why I'm both grateful and sorry to Margareta. She treats me genuinely despite my pushing her away. Even though I rejected the marriage proposal and we couldn't meet for a year, her attitude hasn't changed.

'It's a wonder I'm still alive.'

If even I, the person involved, feel this bitter, I wonder how the Iron-Blooded Duke feels. I seem to owe the Valenti family too much.

After wandering around with Margareta, I return to the Confectionery Club booth in the afternoon. Even I get tired of being out all day, so I received permission from Luise to return to the booth in the afternoon.

In summary, I play outside in the morning and rest inside in the afternoon. Saying it like this makes me feel like a delinquent adult.

"Brother, just relax."
"Senior, your support by watching from behind is enough."

Even the club members made comments as they passed by, seemingly bothered by my gaze from the corner. From their perspective, they probably meant it as considerate words telling me to rest comfortably, but...

'Like a new recruit.'

No matter how positively I try to think about it, it feels like a new recruit left alone. That feeling when officers pass by telling you to take it easy. Their consideration and attention actually became poisonous and made me feel miserable.


When I looked at Luise, she noticed my gaze and turned toward me, but she just smiled and shook her head slightly, so I couldn't say anything. It meant I shouldn't think about doing other work and should just stay put.

I really appreciate the concern, but it's still hard to just sit still while knowing others are working.

"When else would you rest if not now? Please take a good rest."

As if reading my thoughts, a voice came from right beside me. When I turned, I saw Lyutis smiling while brushing up his red hair.

'It's fascinating every time I see it.'

It's not that Lyutis's red hair is strange. I was just thinking about the variety of hair colors among the Confectionery Club members.

Luise has pink, Erich has black, Ainter has gold. Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian have red, blue, and white hair respectively. What are the odds that all six people would have completely different colors? Maybe it's because the original work is a romance fantasy novel that they needed this kind of distinction.

"Hmm? Why are you looking at me like that?"
"No, it's nothing."

I sealed deep in my heart the comment that when you and Laterre stand side by side, you remind me of a traffic light.

"Well, if it's nothing..."

Lyutis chuckled and sat down next to me, then offered me one of the two coffee cups he was holding.

"The aroma is quite nice. Would you like a cup?"
"I'm fine, but..."

When I looked at him with eyes that said "I might be okay here, but are you?" Lyutis burst out laughing and said:

"Haha. Everyone's gotten used to the work now, so we're taking turns resting. It happens to be my turn."

It's certainly good for people to rest when they can. I nodded and drank the coffee Lyutis handed me, though I'm not sure if the aroma is as good as he claimed.

"That was made by Erich. He brewed it diligently, saying he was worried about you."
"Is that so?"

Now that I think about it, it does seem nice. Knowing that Erich made the coffee makes me want to keep drinking it. I may not recognize the aroma, but I can definitely feel the family's sincerity in it.

"Are you injured anywhere?"

As I was thinking this, Lyutis, who had been chuckling, asked in a low voice. My gaze naturally turned to Lyutis at the sudden, contextless question.

"What do you mean?"
"Did you really think no one would know?"
"Hah."

I let out a small sigh at those words.

Yes, there were many signs. The Section Chief suddenly joined, and recently the Section Chief and I disappeared together and didn't return until the booth closed. If someone couldn't sense something strange after seeing such signs, they couldn't call themselves royalty.

Come to think of it, it's a bit irritating. Why do these guys, who are disastrous when it comes to romance, think normally at times like this? If Lyutis knows, then Ainter, Laterre, and Tanian probably know too. And judging by the concern, Erich must know as well.

"Of course, I don't know what happened. Just that something did happen."
"There's no need to worry. Nothing serious happened."
"Is that so?"

Then silence fell for a moment, and it was Lyutis who broke it first.

"Thank you, Senior Advisor."

My hand, which was about to drink coffee again, stopped. Royalty shouldn't easily say thank you or sorry. As a family that rules over a nation, they shouldn't easily express their emotions. That's a tradition that has continued from the distant past.

...Of course, judging by how they behave in the club, it doesn't seem like a big deal, but it's not something to casually say in a one-on-one conversation like this.

"What do you have to thank me for?"
"Why wouldn't I? You're suffering more than anyone because of us."

You bastards know that?

I swallowed the words that rose to the tip of my tongue and silently looked at Lyutis. Regardless of my feelings, for royalty to express emotions this honestly means they've made a big resolution.

Again, excluding the shameful behavior shown in the club.

"I'm always grateful. Not just me, but the other members too, for being able to attend the Academy without causing trouble."
"I see."
"We also know that you're making efforts to make that possible, like this time."
"I understand."

All I could do was respond awkwardly to Lyutis's sudden words. We're not on bad terms, but we're not close either, so it's embarrassing to hear such things.

And it seemed Lyutis felt the same way, as he scratched his head a few times and then sighed.

"Beating around the bush doesn't suit me."
"It seems that way."
"What I want to say is that there are many people who are grateful to you, Senior Advisor. More than those who dislike you."
"Huh."

It's clearly Lyutis who's speaking, but why is my face getting hot just from listening?

"No matter what worries you have, no matter what happens, there are plenty of people who are grateful to you and willing to help you."
"..."
"—That's what Luise asked me to tell you."

As Lyutis broke the serious atmosphere and burst into laughter, I couldn't help but laugh too. This guy, I was wondering what was going on, but he was just doing a messenger quest for Luise.

When I turned my gaze toward where Luise was, she flinched as she was looking this way and smiled awkwardly. Of course, there was no reason to be angry, so I waved my hand lightly to let her know it was okay.

"My goodness, Luise was begging so desperately. I'm afraid she might start competing with you, Senior Advisor."
"Why, are you trying to get rid of me before the competition?"
"Do you think you're someone who can be gotten rid of?"

Seeing him chuckling as if something was so funny made even me laugh. They say laughter is contagious, and looking at this guy, it really seems that way.

"If we were to compete, it wouldn't be easy, but I'd have to try."
"That's unexpected."
"We're already competing five ways, what difference would a sixth make? Besides, Luise isn't an object, so I have no right to stop you."

I thought a royal would use any means necessary after becoming abnormally fixated on a baroness's daughter, but surprisingly, he's saying something normal. This is truly unexpected.

"Why are you looking at me like that? Did you expect me to say something like 'If I can't have Luise, I'll destroy everything'?"

I nodded quietly as Lyutis added, "If I had such intentions, I would have used my power to take Luise already." Indeed, despite their status, they've conducted the competition for Luise on a remarkably small scale. To the point where observers find it ridiculous and frustrating.

"Fight cleanly, accept defeat cleanly. That's what it means to be an Armein knight."
"For something clean, there seems to be a lot of interference."
"Hahaha! That's also part of the competition."

Lyutis, who had finished his portion of coffee, stood up from his seat.

"So if I lose, I must acknowledge it. Though it's best if that doesn't happen."

"I'm sure the other four feel the same way."
After saying that, Lyutis, who was heading back to the club members to resume work, suddenly turned around.

"Ah, my thanks are sincere. If I didn't feel that way, I wouldn't have agreed to Luise's request."
'Hah.'

Watching Lyutis's retreating figure, all sorts of thoughts came to mind. If he had shown half this attitude regarding Luise, they would have made progress long ago. He's clearly royalty at times like this, but why does he act so differently when it matters most?

After slightly adjusting my evaluation of Lyutis, embarrassment belatedly washed over me.

'Was I that bad?'

How much of a mess must I have looked to Luise for her to mobilize even Lyutis? I know I was different from usual, but was it that serious? But what can I do? I can't instantly shake off what I couldn't for two years.

Even now, it's not easy to shake it off. If it were possible, I would have done it already. Still, it's quite embarrassing to receive this much concern from someone younger than me.


Though there's no miraculous instant recovery from worry, I can at least try to shake off this gloomy atmosphere. Honestly, it's a bit humiliating to be comforted by Lyutis, whom I've always considered one of the idiots.

Even if he was just relaying Luise's words, they still came from Lyutis's mouth. If Luise deployed Lyutis for shock therapy, it was truly a wise choice. Being worried over by someone like him makes me feel so pathetic that it snaps me back to reality.

'I'm grateful though.'

Of course, I'm thankful to both Luise and Lyutis. I'm grateful, but it feels like I was crouching in an alley when a passing 5-year-old took pity on me and gave me a lollipop.

But what can I do? I created this situation, so I can't blame anyone else.

"So you can stop now."
"Hehe..."

When I looked at her with tired eyes, Luise awkwardly laughed and averted her gaze. Luise's quest wasn't just for Lyutis alone but shared with the entire club. I was utterly flabbergasted when Laterre and Tanian came one after another while I was mulling over Lyutis's words.

I couldn't help but admire Luise Corp.'s aggressive approach. Our Luise is good at diversifying investments. As expected of a female lead character, she's skilled in business.

One by one they sat beside me, and each time, Villar would look at me with pitiful eyes. When it seemed like Ainter would be next, I rushed to Luise. No matter what, I couldn't accept being comforted by someone I had thoroughly beaten.

"I'm sorryyy..."
"Why did you do something you need to apologize for?"

Luise hung her head low as she dragged out her words, but she still glanced up at my face with a broad smile. That made me laugh too.

She seems to have noticed that I'm not actually angry. That's why Luise, who had shrunk at my sigh earlier, is now smiling like this.

"I'll ask for help if I need it in the future."
"Yes, brother!"
"And don't do this kind of thing again."
"Yes!"

Only after giving Luise the answer she wanted could I stop the relay of the five. Of course, I won't ever be in a desperate situation where I'd need Luise's help, so it's basically an empty promise.

No matter what, I can't rely on someone who just had their coming-of-age ceremony this year. This is simply a matter of pride and dignity.

Before I knew it, it was the last day of running the booth.

During this time, the Section Chief of the 1st Section seemed determined to play around with Margareta, and I never once ran into them while wandering about. I only occasionally saw him when going to the forest to see the Section Chief of the 4th Section. He's definitely somewhere in the Academy, but where on earth is he wandering? Was Raiko actually the Section Chief of the 1st Section?

"I'm heading out."

And I was still being kicked out every morning. Despite my empty promise, Luise's work ban remained firm. I thought she might ease up a bit on the last day.

"Take care."

Seeing Luise smiling brightly as she sent me off, it seems there's no chance of that. If the number one in the Confectionery Club hierarchy doesn't want to change her mind, there's nothing I can do. I'm probably around seventh in the hierarchy.

On my way out, I glanced at the display stand and noticed that Luise's cookies were placed in smaller quantities compared to other snacks. Until now, the cookies hadn't sold well and many remained. It seems they decided to make fewer from the start. Fortunately, Luise doesn't seem to care much whether her creations sell or not.

"The rankings will be announced tomorrow, right?"
"Yes. They said it takes a long time to compile everything, so tomorrow."
"Since it's the last day, I hope everything sells out."


Though I can't get involved with the work, I left some words of encouragement as an advisor before heading out.

And on my way to the Academy's main gate, when I saw no one around, I quietly took out my communication device. I told him in advance yesterday, so I should be able to ask for the favor now.

***

Recently, my brother's complexion has brightened a bit.

'Thank goodness.'

He doesn't seem to have completely let go yet, but that was expected. If it could be resolved with just a few words, my brother would have already moved past it. I just wanted him to feel a little more at ease, so I'm satisfied with this outcome.

In truth, I don't know what my brother holds in his heart, nor how deeply he holds it. In such a situation, a forceful approach could actually be harmful to him.

Nevertheless, I approached him because at that time, it wasn't about whether it would be harmful or not. If I didn't help him release it right away, it seemed like something terrible might happen. Fortunately, my brother laughed it off, but I was so anxious about him possibly getting angry.

"It won't be easy. One must unlock the shackles they've placed on themselves."

Feeling that I alone wasn't enough, I asked the club members to comfort my brother, and during that process, Laterre gave me sincere advice. Only my brother himself can unlock his mysterious shackles.

"But if someone helps, it might be unlocked faster."

Still, Laterre added positive words and granted my unreasonable request.

'If someone helps...'

If someone helps my brother, could he unlock his shackles faster? Would he eventually collapse again like before—

No, no. My brother has brightened up a bit, hasn't he? I shouldn't think such dark thoughts. No matter how long it takes, my brother will eventually overcome this. Yes, I'm sure of it.

While I was thinking, I saw a customer approaching from afar. It's the Vice Principal.

'He came yesterday too.'

He must have liked what we made, that's good. Right, it's time to work, so I should focus. It would be troublesome if I got caught up in ominous thoughts and neglected my duties. Yes, let's do our best.

As I was gathering my thoughts, I greeted the Vice Principal, who had already reached our booth, with a smile—

"Cookies seem good for a quick snack."

The Vice Principal bought all the cookies I made.

...Huh?

***

Unfortunately, there was a Student Council meeting today, so I couldn't hang out with Margareta. With the person responsible for my morning schedule gone, my schedule also became uncertain. How sad.

With nowhere to go, I headed to the forest where the Charcoal Division was stationed, and coincidentally, the Section Chief of the 1st Section was there too. They were planning to withdraw completely today, so this worked out well. Since they're all gathered in one place, I can say my goodbyes here.

And while chatting to pass the time until the afternoon, the favor I asked the Vice Principal when leaving the booth became a topic of conversation.

"Department Head, that seems like cheating."
"As long as someone buys them, it's fine, right?"

"No, that's not the issue—"
"The Department Head is correct."
"I have no allies here."

The Section Chief of the 1st Section's objection and the Section Chief of the 4th Section's support. Seeing this familiar scene makes me feel at peace.

The "cheating" the Section Chief of the 1st Section mentioned is nothing major. I was concerned that Luise's cookies were always left unsold, so I contacted the Vice Principal and asked him to buy all the cookies. On the last day of running the booth, having everything sold out would make everyone feel good and create a memorable experience.

Of course, I promised to reimburse the Vice Principal for the money he spent on the cookies when I receive them. It seems the Vice Principal doesn't like Luise's cookies either. I'll eat them myself to dispose of them.

"What kind of advisor buys all the items from a club booth?"
"Not all items. Just the cookies."
"That's basically everything. Only cookies were left at the end."

That's true.
Unable to refute this point, I remained silent, feeling the Section Chief of the 1st Section's sharp gaze.

"Aren't you too soft on Luise? It seems like you favor her even more than Penelia."

At those words, the Section Chief of the 4th Section flinched and then looked at me with a somewhat wistful gaze. This guy is just stirring up the Section Chief of the 4th Section's feelings with his strange remarks.

"My kids really worked hard..."
"Your juniors? They would have lost anyway."

Unfortunately, even if I hadn't bought Luise's cookies, the Confectionery Club would have won anyway. There's no way any other club has a lineup that could beat imperial family members, royalty, and a saint candidate. But despite my realistic comment, the Section Chief of the 1st Section just fumed and huffed.

"My juniors don't bow to injustice!"
"I don't know about injustice, but they've learned to conform to society this time."

I don't understand why he shows such affection for club juniors he's barely seen. Once he returns to the Audit Department, he won't even remember their faces. If this is just his way of having fun, I have nothing to say.

After bickering for a while, I felt enough time had passed and stood up.

"Everyone, get back safely. I hope to see you at the Audit Department next time, not at the Academy."
"You miss being with us, don't you?"

I didn't mean I miss being with the trio of section chiefs; I meant I hope there won't be any incidents that require the Section Chief of the 1st Section and the Charcoal Division to be dispatched to the Academy. Of course, considering there are four groups besides the Third Glory, it's a vain hope. I might not see the Section Chief of the 1st Section again, but I'll definitely see the Charcoal Division.

Anyway, I quietly pulled the lips of the Section Chief of the 1st Section who had made a nonsensical remark, and he struggled, flailing his arms. I wonder when he'll ever learn.

When I returned to the booth, an excited Luise ran up to me. Looking at the display stand, there was nothing left, so it seems the Vice Principal had already visited. As expected of the Vice Principal. He acted immediately after I made the request.

"O-Oh, brother!"
"What's wrong? Did something happen?"

Pretending not to know, I responded, and Luise excitedly shared the legend of selling out everything, flapping her arms. Even if she doesn't care about her cookies being left unsold, she must be happy to see them all sold right before her eyes.

"Of course they sold out. They're delicious."

When I replied with a smirk, Luise smiled brightly.

Thank you, Vice Principal. Let's keep this secret forever.

We were able to finish the last day of the booth operation with a complete sellout. For a club that was just formed this year, it's nothing short of a brilliant and legendary achievement. Luise seemed quite happy too, smiling brightly whenever our eyes met. If I had known she would be this pleased, perhaps I should have bought something every day.

"Thank you for accommodating my personal request."
"Considering how hard you work as an Inspector, I'm happy to help with something like this."
"Still, you should accept payment. It would be problematic for an official to have unclear financial dealings with a civilian."
"Haha. Is that so?"

I met with the Vice Principal in front of the Inspector's quarters to pick up the cookies, and despite his insistence that payment wasn't necessary, I finally managed to press the money into his hands. After all, I did trouble him with a personal request and forced him to spend money.

Though the Vice Principal seemed to take my comment as a joke, it's genuinely problematic for a government official to have irregular financial dealings with civilians. Getting caught by those Ministry of Justice guys and being imprisoned isn't exactly desirable. I really prefer to avoid those fellows altogether.

"Inspector, you seem to care deeply about your club members."
"I'm glad it appears that way."

I responded with a smile to the Vice Principal's smiling remark. At least in his eyes, I seem to be a decent advisor. It's satisfying to know my image has been properly established after all the effort I've put in.

After watching the Vice Principal's back until he disappeared from view, I checked the size of the cookie pouch in my hand.

'The quantity is definitely smaller.'

Thankfully, it's not the mass production level we experienced in the club room. It's fortunate that Luise made less on the final day, thinking most would be thrown away anyway. It's just the right amount for me to have as a meal.

Besides, tomorrow there's nothing scheduled except for the ranking announcement in the auditorium and the evening banquet. Since the announcement is at noon, I can eat at a leisurely pace. No need to go out early in the morning.

It's obvious that the Confectionery Club will take first place, so there's no real need to attend in person, but as the advisor, I should make an appearance. It's troublesome, but what can I do? If I've been given a role, I should act accordingly.

I hadn't been to the Academy auditorium before. At most, I'd seen its exterior while walking around the Academy grounds. I never had a reason to go inside, but from the outside, it appeared to be quite a massive building.

'It's huge.'

And the interior was equally magnificent. A vast first floor with a second floor overlooking it. With the structure filled with seats, it could easily be mistaken for a concert hall.

"The first floor will be crowded. Would you prefer to be on the second floor?"
"I appreciate your consideration."

As I was looking around the still-empty auditorium, the Vice Principal beside me subtly suggested going to the second floor. I agreed, thinking it was a good idea. The first floor would soon be filled with students and faculty, and it would be uncomfortable for everyone if I were among them. It's better to observe from the second floor.

Once I went up, I realized the stage wasn't too far away. I should be able to see Luise receiving her award properly.

'My applause should be audible from the stage from here.'

I nodded in satisfaction. After finding a satisfactory position, I waited quietly as students began gathering on the first floor one by one. There was still some time before noon, but they were certainly diligent. Though I shouldn't talk, having arrived first myself.

The first floor quickly filled with people, while only a few faculty members and student council members came up to the second floor. Even with few people on the second floor, it felt awkward being at a distance—I can only imagine how it would have been if I were on the first floor. Instead of the current bustle, there would have been an awkward silence.

'She's not here.'

Seeing student council members scattered around the second floor, I naturally looked for Margareta, but unfortunately, she wasn't visible. The president wasn't visible either, which suggests they'll both be presenting the awards.

A princess presenting awards alongside the president. I'm a bit concerned for the president's mental health. Still, he must have built up some tolerance through his student council activities. I believe he'll handle it well as a future civil servant.

Soon it was noon, and the ranking announcement began. Contrary to my expectations, it wasn't Margareta and the president presenting the awards, but rather the president and the principal serving as the MC and presenter respectively. Where is Margareta? Does she have something urgent to attend to?

'Then they wouldn't be here either.'


Except for the president on stage and the absent Margareta, all student council members were on the second floor. If Margareta had something to do alone, surely one of them would have volunteered to help. Of course, it's an internal student council matter, so it's not my concern as an outsider. I seem to have other things to worry about.

Hearing approaching footsteps, I turned to see a brown-haired female student coming toward me. She wasn't from the student council, nor was she one of Luise's friends I had seen on my first day. She was a student I didn't recognize.

When I turned my gaze toward her, the student just smiled and continued walking without stopping.

"Hello. Have you been well?"

Upon reaching me, she bowed slightly and greeted me, but I had no idea who she was. It's troublesome when someone acts familiar with me.

"I wanted to see you at the café, but here we are meeting here."

Ah.
With that remark, I sighed softly and extended my hand. The female student took my hand for a handshake, and I naturally felt the rough texture of a paper slip in my palm.

It's the Deputy Head of Intelligence again. I thought she would have withdrawn along with the Section Chief and the Charcoal Division, who had been stationed at the Academy for emergencies.

"You're still here?"
"I just came back recently. When I need to see you in person, what choice do I have?"

As I swallowed the blank paper and asked, the Deputy Head of Intelligence shrugged and spoke lightly. However, deep fatigue was evident in her every movement. Interpreted, it means "I came back here to deliver important content that couldn't be transmitted through communication channels."

Both the Deputy Head of Intelligence, who came all the way back to the Academy to deliver such important content, and I, who must hear it, are equally miserable.

"The body burial is complete. We thought they were unclaimed bodies, but fortunately, we found relatives."
"Good news. Were there many?"
"About three? Fewer than expected."

I nodded silently at the Deputy Head's words.

'Three treasonous families.'

Relatives. A euphemism for families connected to The Third Glory, now more commonly referred to as corpses. There were as many as three noble families that had contact with those rebels.

Of course, as the Deputy Head said, it was a small number considering their grand talk about reviving Apels, but The Third Glory was nothing more than a flimsy organization, like a tutorial. Three could even be considered many.

"Was my story too boring? Let's continue watching the ceremony."
"Let's do that."

The Deputy Head and I, who had been facing each other, simultaneously turned our gaze toward the first floor. Then the Deputy Head took out a small scroll from inside her clothes and quickly tore it, causing a faint barrier to surround us before disappearing.

"From outside, our voices won't be heard for five minutes."
"And our appearance?"
"Our appearance remains visible, so I'll keep this brief."

After clearing her throat, the Deputy Head spoke in a solemn voice that didn't match her disguised appearance.

"Audit Department Head Kal Kracius, receive the august imperial command."

I bowed my head slightly before the imperial command. Normally, I should kneel and bow deeply, but this abbreviated form was acceptable given the circumstances.

As I bowed my head, the Deputy Head, now the noble representative of the Emperor, continued.


"When Emperor Eimanka received heaven's call to rectify the mandate, the entire continent praised the Emperor for reestablishing the mandate that had been tainted by hypocrisy and greed. Gloriously, Livnoman, descendant of the Emperor, maintains the mandate and preserves order—how could there be any place untouched by his majesty?"

The flowery language is quite lengthy. The fact that it mentions the Emperor and the mandate suggests that the Emperor is truly enraged.

"Yet there are those who dare to hide in darkness and disrespect the legitimate guardian of the mandate—how can we not lament this? With the Emperor's protection, many loyal subjects have punished these unrighteous ones, but it is regrettable that there still exist those in darkness who do not revere Livnoman."

The imperial command was approaching its end. In this situation, it's obvious what instructions will follow. It was evident from the first sentence, which was filled with the Emperor's anger.

"Therefore, the legitimate and sole ruler of the Kfelopen Empire, Corvus Eimanka Livnoman of Kfelopen, commands: Audit Department Head Kal Kracius, receive the august imperial command and eliminate the traitors who seek to disturb the mandate, bringing peace to the Empire."
"I shall obey the august imperial command."

That was it. In just a few words, the fate of three noble families was decided.

Only then did the Deputy Head relax her voice and sigh, wiping the cold sweat from her forehead.

"Isn't it too harsh to have a Deputy Head deliver an imperial command?"
"What can we do? It shows how strongly His Majesty desires this."

Not just anyone can deliver an august imperial command, especially in abbreviated form. Among officials, at least a ministerial rank is required. However, the Deputy Head of Intelligence, not even a department head but merely a deputy, delivered an imperial command in abbreviated form. She must have wanted to cry inside.

But what can be done? The Emperor apparently couldn't spare the time to send a ministerial-level official to the Academy.

'He must have gone mad upon hearing the word Apels.'

A revival army from a country that perished 300 years ago resurfacing during his reign? I would understand if he threw his imperial seal in rage. Moreover, to hear that there are noble families in contact with this damnable revival army—he must truly want to kill them.

"The information has also been delivered to the Deputy Head of Audit, but we still don't know how deeply those three families are involved. They might have simply traded without knowing they were dealing with the Apels revival army, or they might have actively participated in treasonous activities."
"Does it matter?"

After my brief response to the Deputy Head's words, she was silent for a moment before shrugging again.

"I suppose it doesn't."

Right, it doesn't matter. Whether it was simple trade or active participation, their involvement in treasonous activities is undeniable. The fact that they had contact with The Third Glory remains unchanged.

"A man who advanced his career on the blood of his colleagues."

I closed my eyes quietly as memories resurfaced. That bastard got away too easily. But those who helped him remain.

When I opened my eyes, the Deputy Head had already disappeared, and the award ceremony was nearing its end, with Luise receiving a trophy from the principal. She looked quite happy, raising the trophy high as applause poured in.

Looking around, Luise somehow spotted me on the second floor and smiled broadly, to which I responded with a smile of my own. Congratulations, Luise.

'I'm glad.'

That Luise has made unforgettable memories.

'I'm truly glad.'

That there are still bastards left to kill.

With a satisfied heart, I began to applaud.

Today, the crystal ball in my pocket felt particularly heavy.

## Deputy Head of the Audit Department, Deiras Croten's daily routine was identical without exception. As the only administrative executive sandwiched between a boss with questionable administrative skills and subordinates who showed no interest in paperwork, he handled the majority of the Audit Department's documents.

Within the Ministry of Finance, the Deputy Head's office, consisting of Deiras and his support staff, was openly called "Section Zero" of the Audit Department—a testament to its importance. Of course, Section Zero's work focused strictly on administrative tasks and miscellaneous duties rather than fieldwork.

That's why the Audit Department continued to function without major issues despite the indefinite deployment of the Department Head. Administrative work had always been Deiras's responsibility anyway, and since the Department Head had delegated acting authority to Deiras before departing for the Academy, most approvals were handled at Deiras's level.

The only concern was potential outbursts from the trio of Section Chiefs who were now unleashed due to the Department Head's absence, but surprisingly, they had remained quiet so far. Especially the Section Chief of the 1st Section, who had been keeping an unusually low profile since returning from the Academy. It was puzzling but not problematic, so Deiras left it alone.

Thus, Deiras had been enjoying a relatively peaceful tenure as Acting Department Head, contrary to his concerns.

At least until just now.

'Department Head?'

The communication crystal placed in the corner of his desk was glowing blue. Though they maintained regular contact to check in, there usually wasn't any communication at this hour.

"Yes, Department Head."
- An imperial order has been issued.

Deiras sat up straight at the Department Head's direct statement.

- I heard there were documents delivered from the Intelligence Department?
"Yes. They contained information about families suspected of contact with The Third Glory. We received them this morning."
- His Majesty has questioned the loyalty of three families.

Deiras nodded quietly at those words. Families that had contact with an organization that spoke of reviving Apels. It was only right for the Emperor to doubt their loyalty and strip them of their rights.

- Therefore, the Audit Department shall carry out His Majesty's order to eliminate these traitors.
"Understood. To what extent shall we define the scope?"
- Without exception.

Deiras's eyes trembled slightly as he waited for the Department Head's answer.

"Understood."

But the wavering was brief. Quickly composing his confused feelings, Deiras complied with the Department Head's instructions.

- I would like to go personally, but unfortunately, I'm in a position where I cannot leave my post.

"We will handle it. Please don't worry."

- Good. I can trust you, Deputy Head. I believe you'll handle it cleanly.
"I won't disappoint you."

The Department Head nodded and ended the communication, causing the crystal to lose its light. Staring at the communication crystal on his desk, Deiras leaned back in his chair and pressed his forehead.

'Something has happened.'

When he asked about the scope, the answer was to make no exceptions. Instructions to kill all members of the designated treasonous families regardless of gender or age, and to sweep away even their servants.

Of course, this was correct in principle. The principle was to eradicate the bloodline of traitors and execute those who served them to eliminate future problems. But that was a principle applied in times when divine authority wielded such influence that even the slightest pretext was needed to crush opposition.

In the current era where imperial authority held overwhelming superiority, the common practice was to eliminate only the main perpetrators and demote the rest to slavery. After all, mere noble families posed no threat to imperial authority without their leaders. The current approach was to kill only the main conspirators of treason, demonstrating the Emperor's mercy.

'Something is definitely happening.'

Of course, when custom and principle conflict, it's acceptable to invoke principle. There would be no issue with the Audit Department, the Emperor's sword, eradicating the bloodline of traitors who threatened the Emperor. The Emperor would undoubtedly be satisfied with the Audit Department's loyalty.

The only question was why the Department Head, who typically followed custom, was now invoking principle. Something was clearly happening. Something Deiras didn't know about.


After organizing his thoughts, Deiras reached for the communication crystal. Now that the Department Head's orders had been issued, he needed to act.

As Deiras was reviewing the documents delivered by the Intelligence Department, he looked up at the sound of knocking on the door.

"Come in."

The door to the Deputy Head's office opened, and four people entered in a rush. All the Section Chiefs had arrived simultaneously, as if they had met on the way.

"What's this about? It's been a while since we've had a meeting called."

The Section Chief of the 2nd Section, who was at the front, trudged in and chose a seat. The other three Section Chiefs followed, sitting down and turning their attention to Deiras. Though the 2nd Section Chief had voiced the question, they were all equally curious about the sudden summons.

"Section Chief of the 1st Section."

However, before answering, Deiras fixed his gaze on the 1st Section Chief. Not expecting to be called, she blinked and tilted her head in confusion.

"What happened at the Academy?"

Seeing her eyes flutter at the question, something had definitely occurred.

"The Academy? Didn't they just catch those Third Glory people or whatever?"

The 2nd Section Chief yawned and spoke indifferently, but Deiras's gaze remained fixed on the 1st Section Chief. He had indeed received a report that The Third Glory members had been captured alive, but there was clearly something more that hadn't been mentioned.

Continuing to receive Deiras's pointed stare, the 1st Section Chief glanced around before finally speaking quietly.

"The Third Glory mentioned the North in front of the Department Head."

The 2nd Section Chief froze mid-yawn.

"Even mentioned the Six Swords."

At the 1st Section Chief's words, a chilling silence descended upon the executive meeting that had been filled with fatigue and indifference.

The one who broke the long silence was the 3rd Section Chief.

"Why are you only telling us this now?"
"And if you told us earlier? Is there a way to fix it?"
"Well, no..."

The 3rd Section Chief sighed hopelessly, and then the 5th Section Chief directed a question to the 1st Section Chief.

"How did the Department Head react?"
"How do you think? He just pretended to be fine."
"He exploded today, I see."

At Deiras's words, the Section Chiefs' gazes returned to him. Deiras placed the Intelligence Department's documents in the center of the table and continued quietly.

"The families that contacted The Third Glory have been identified. Gorpu Viscounty, Bendel Barony, and Dosil Barony."
"All insignificant ones."
"Indeed. Did they act recklessly because they had nothing to lose?"
"The Department Head has ordered their elimination without exception."

The Section Chiefs fell silent again, exchanging glances. Elimination without exception had occurred only for a very small number of families even during the Great Purge two years ago. Even the Aesilon family, whom the Department Head had been targeting with gritted teeth, saw only the head of the family and the heir killed.

"If we don't do this properly, we'll be next, won't we?"
"He said he believes we'll handle it cleanly."
"Damn, I'd rather be cursed at."


The 2nd Section Chief shuddered as if horrified, while the 3rd Section Chief continuously wiped sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. Currently, the Department Head's anger was confined to the three families, but if the purge of those families was even slightly inadequate, the direction of his anger was obvious.

He can't come to the Audit Department because he's on assignment at the Academy? Well, if the Department Head completely loses it, would he care about such things? Despite the Crown Prince saying there was no need to kill the head of the Aesilon family, the Department Head had disguised it as suicide.

He even heaped all sorts of mockery on him before killing him. Thanks to that, the head of the Aesilon family was recorded not as having been murdered, but as a nobleman who committed suicide out of shame. As a foolish nobleman who took his own life, unable to bear a moment's humiliation.

"The punishment of these three families is an imperial order."

Deiras spoke, trying to calm his throbbing head. Yes, it was an imperial order. It was both the Department Head's anger-filled directive and a solemn imperial command. Something that would have required thorough handling even without the Department Head's mention. They would just be expanding the scope a bit more.

"3rd Section Chief Leonard Hodela, 5th Section Chief Marsilio Viago. Lead your sections to eliminate these traitors."
"Understood."
"Yes."

The 3rd Section, responsible for the Audit Department's external force, and the 5th Section, which collected targets that hadn't been properly dealt with. With these two in action, three lower noble families could be handled quickly.

"1st Section Chief Erzsebet Masalo and 2nd Section Chief Lafayette Baron, conduct interrogations before executing the servants."
"Yes."
"Will do."

It had been a while since all sections of the Audit Department were deployed together. But what could they do? This wasn't just about simple corruption but about treason, with a ticking time bomb looming before them. If they handled it even slightly carelessly, at least two people would be furious.

"I'll say it again. There are no exceptions. There must not be even the slightest delay. I'll request cooperation from the Special Affairs Ministry, so move quickly."

If they were to travel to the three families on foot, it would take considerable time, and there was concern that while one family was being dealt with, the other two might hear the news and flee. Teleportation was essential in this situation. Although it was uncomfortable to ask the Special Affairs Ministry for help, since this involved treason, they would likely cooperate without much resistance.

Watching the Section Chiefs disperse quickly, Deiras inadvertently let out a sigh. The Six Swords? They provoked the Department Head by bringing up the Six Swords?

'What a lunatic.'

They didn't just touch on the North but also mentioned those individuals. If they had a death wish, they certainly got their wish granted. It would have been safer to insult the Department Head's parents—I wonder if there's even a body left.

***

It wouldn't be appropriate to give orders to the Deputy Head where many eyes could see. I slipped out of the auditorium to issue the elimination orders to the Deputy Head, and while I was out, I sat on a bench to get some fresh air.

'They'll do well.'

It's regrettable that I can't handle it personally, but I'm in a position where I can't leave this place carelessly. I can't put official duties aside for personal reasons. If the Emperor had given the order to Kal Kracius rather than to Audit Department Head Kal Kracius, I would have rushed there without looking back.

'What a shame.'

I trust our people. Though they might be a dysfunctional group of weirdos within the Audit Department, they don't disappoint when it comes to external matters. Of course, disasters like the 3rd Section Chief's friendly fire aren't completely unheard of, but with such clearly designated targets, mistakes should be impossible.

I'm just disappointed that I have to entrust this to someone else. So very disappointed.

But I should be satisfied. If no families had been in contact with The Third Glory, I would have had to vent my anger by just blowing off heads in that forest. At least this is being carried out on my orders, with my subordinates in motion.

"Brother!"

As I was absentmindedly staring at the sky, Luise came running toward me from the side, clutching a trophy, with club members trailing behind her.

"Be careful, you might fall."

I got up from my seat with a slight smile.

Yes, I should be satisfied. Today is a day for good things. I believe the Audit Department will send one more piece of good news.

A noble must reign with dignity. They are beings who guide the foolish and incompetent commoners, lead the world righteously while receiving everyone's respect. That is what nobility means. Only nobles can lead the world.

But what about the Empire today? Those who should bow their heads and receive guidance from the noble blue blood dare to raise their heads and seek equal standing. Even beasts know gratitude, so how do those ignorant creatures not recognize the grace bestowed by nobility? How dare they seek equality with nobles?

Moreover, it is absolutely unacceptable for common red blood to become blue blood. Blue blood is chosen by heaven, so how could red blood possibly transform into blue?

"What will become of the Empire?"

It was always lamentable. When alone, he would sigh to himself. As a noble burning with patriotic devotion to the Imperial Family and the Empire, he couldn't help but worry.

The order where nobles reign nobly, and commoners obey submissively. Maintaining this beautiful order is essential for the Empire's peace. Apels was a nation full of corruption, greed, and arrogance, but it could reign as an empire because this order at least remained upright.

Moreover, Kfelopen is far greater than Apels could ever compare to. If such a magnificent Kfelopen were to establish proper order, how powerful would it become?

"The order inscribed in blood must always remain steadfast."

That's why the conversation with the man who introduced himself as the head of the Riyere Trading Company was quite pleasing. He knew his place and understood the truth. Though a commoner, he was quite admirable. No matter how foolish and incompetent a commoner might be, if they know their place, they deserve attention.

After that, meetings with the trading company head became frequent. Thanks to that commoner, he was able to make quite decent deals.

"A mine was recently discovered, but they're having difficulties developing it."

So he handed over an explosion scroll in response. He had gained much through the trading company head so far, and the benefits of providing this scroll were substantial. Though sharing it with others was concerning, if it was simply used for mine development, there would be no problem. Yes, no problem at all.

"—Baron—"

There should be no problem.

"Baron, Your Excellency!"

Turning around at the head butler's shout from behind, he saw him sitting on the floor with a pale face. How could the head butler of the Bendel Barony display such undignified behavior? How dare he shout at his master? And not just the head butler, but all nearby servants were the same.

But he couldn't blame them. I was the same.

As if mocking such appearances, a group dressed in black uniforms surrounded me and the servants. Then the mansion door opened, and a large man entered.

"This is unexpected. I thought you might resist."

At those words, I bowed my head. News about Gorpu Viscounty and Dosil Barony had already been communicated by the Audit Department. They had mobilized private soldiers to resist the Audit Department's raid, but in the end, they were annihilated instantly, and the entire family was executed. In front of their burning mansions.

Resistance is futile. Rather, rather lie flat. Then mercy might be granted. My death may be unavoidable, but my children might escape harm. We might avoid complete extermination.

"Bind him."

At the leading man's command, two Audit Department officers tied my hands behind my back and gagged my mouth. Then they pushed my head down forcefully to the floor. Now I couldn't even see the face of the one who came to take my life.

"Let the traitor Johann Bendel of Kamora, who has insulted the Imperial Family and the Empire, hear this."

I felt something strange about the man's words. Insulting the Imperial Family and Empire? Traitor? Strange. The tone of the statement is unusually severe. This is not just a raid for discovering corruption.

"The criminal had the duty to serve the noble Imperial Family above and care for the subjects below. He also had the right to revere the Imperial Family, the guardians of heaven's mandate, and serve the only empire on this continent. However, the criminal dared to unleash his wicked heart and betrayed his glorious duties and rights, how can we not lament?"

This is not about corruption. This is not an issue that ends with just the death of the involved party.

'Treason!'

The Audit Department has come to punish treason. No wonder I found it strange that Gorpu Viscounty and Dosil Barony brought disaster upon themselves with futile resistance.

I tried to open my mouth to protest, but the gag prevented any words from coming out. I tried to raise my head, but the Audit Department officer's hand kept it down. Despite my struggles, the man's words continued.

"Therefore, His Majesty the Emperor, the legitimate and only ruler of the Kfelopen Empire, has decided to strip the criminal of all rights and no longer expect any duties."

No, that's not true. How could I dare insult the Imperial Family? How could I rebel against the Empire!


"Kamora Barony will be reclaimed by His Majesty the Emperor, and the Bendel family will disappear along with its vile desires. The criminal Johann has no right to make any defense, so do not commit further sins by defiling the Imperial Family and Empire with wicked words, and submit to His Majesty the Emperor's decision. This is His Majesty's final mercy."

This is wrong, there must be a great misunderstanding! My loyalty remains unchanged. My loyalty to His Majesty the Emperor never chang—

***

The Section Chief of the 3rd Section shook the blood off the axe and handed it to the Senior Team Leader beside him.

Johann, the head of the Bendel Barony and Baron of Kamora. Now just a traitor Johann, a headless corpse.

"Clean everything up."

At those words, all members of the 3rd Section waiting behind began to overturn the mansion. Servants were captured and handed over to the Section Chiefs of the 1st and 2nd Sections, and all members of the Bendel Barony were beheaded and executed. Just like with Gorpu Viscounty and Dosil Barony.

'This one wasn't either.'

Initially quite calm, the man began to struggle desperately as soon as he realized treason was involved. It seems he was not an active participant but merely traded without knowing about the Apels Restoration Army.

But it doesn't matter. His Majesty the Emperor and the Department Head wanted the extermination of those three families. What can you do if it's unfair, when it's a fact that you traded with traitors plotting the restoration of Apels? That's what you get for stupidly leaking important supplies without knowing who you're dealing with.

Watching servants being dragged out one by one, or officers coming out holding just heads, he went outside the mansion. Now they just need to burn the mansion, and it's all over. Fortunately, the Department Head's anger won't be directed at us.

'We survived.'

We prevented the Department Head from having to move.

Leaving the mansion, he confirmed the execution of the members of the Bendel Barony (former).

'Head of family, check. Wife, check. Heir, check.'

In situations like this, it's better to keep the faces intact. We need to confirm that the criminals have been properly dealt with. Fortunately, the most important individuals were definitely handled.

After confirming the heads hanging in a row, his gaze stopped at the last one. The last head was severely damaged, making identification impossible.

"Who brought that one?"

When he asked the Senior Team Leader beside him, they soon brought an officer. The way he bowed his head showed he knew his mistake.

"What happened?"
"The criminal fell face-first while fleeing, causing severe damage. I apologize for not processing it quickly enough."
"I see."

Looking back and forth between the last head and the officer, he nodded.

"You seem unfamiliar."
"Yes. I was recently assigned to the 3rd Section."
"This must be your first assignment."
"Yes, that's correct."
"Well, good work. You may go."

The new officer bowed again and quickly retreated. As the new officer moved away, the Senior Team Leader spoke.

"What would you like to do?"
"Take care of it."
"Understood."

Watching the Senior Team Leader heading in the direction the new officer went, he took out the communication device from his pocket.

'The contact should come soon.'

Sure enough, not long after, the communication device began to glow.

"Hey, Section Chief of the 5th. Did it go there?"
- Yes. Somehow managed to escape this far.

"Sorry. Being so small, we lost track of it on our end."
- Be careful. Thanks to that, we almost lost our heads too.

Shortly after the contact with the Section Chief of the 5th ended, the severely damaged head was taken down, and a new head was hung.

In the Bendel Barony suppression report later submitted by the Section Chief of the 3rd to the Deputy Head, it was recorded that one Audit Department officer from the 3rd Section died during the operation. A regrettable incident.

***

They successfully suppressed the three families who dared participate in treason. Now they just need to submit the evidence obtained from suppressing the traitors to their superiors, and this operation will be completely finished.

"What should I do with such poor memory?"

In the basement of the Audit Department, the Section Chief of the 1st tilted his head as if troubled.

Servants captured during the suppression of the three families were sent directly to the 1st Section. To obtain testimony that the suppressed families had cooperated with the Apels Restoration Army. Unfortunately, the servant before him doesn't remember recent events. He seems tense from being suddenly placed in an unfamiliar environment.

"You served the traitor most closely. You must have seen contact with the rebels?"
"I, I don't, don't re-remember... Ne-never s-saw..."

The servant trembled and stuttered. Truly regrettable. How could a head butler have such poor memory?

Finally, the Section Chief of the 1st sighed and leaned back in his chair. There's no point in continuing to press someone who can't remember.

"Your son was an apprentice servant, right? I heard he also frequently served the traitor?"
"Wh-what?"
"Come to think of it, even though he's the head butler's son, keeping an apprentice close means he was really trusted, right? So he must have seen a lot. Right?"

At those words, the servant, the head butler's eyes darted around.

"Since you can't remember, I have no choice. I'll ask your son instead. Take a rest."
"I, I remember! I re-remember everything now!"

Ah, it's over. Indeed, this method is effective for recalling memories.

"The, the traitor, always harbored dis-dissatisfaction with His, His Majesty the Emperor... said that Apels must, must rise again..."
"What a terrible thought."

After receiving various testimonies and completing the interrogation, the Section Chief of the 1st left the interrogation room.

"Oh, finished?"

As he left the interrogation room, the Section Chief of the 2nd, who was chewing jerky outside, greeted him. Since the 1st Section took all the servants, the 2nd Section had nothing to do.

"Yes. I've secured all testimonies. They were truly terrible traitors."
"Terrible indeed, of course."

With the 1st Section's report, the Audit Department's suppression operation was officially completed.

***

Reports submitted by each section were compiled and finalized by the Deputy Head. Afterward, since the Emperor had directly ordered the Audit Department Head, the Deputy Head's report bypassed the Minister of Finance and went straight to the Emperor.

The Emperor was pleased with the Audit Department's report, which was completed in just a few hours, and commended the Audit Department.

"The traitors were executed without exception. His Majesty the Emperor was very satisfied."
- Well done. You never disappoint me.

And someone at the Academy was also satisfied with the Deputy Head's report.

No one would question the process, and the results were perfect.

It was truly a perfectly completed operation.

The Deputy Head's report came in quickly.

"We've eliminated all the traitors without exception. His Majesty the Emperor was extremely pleased."

In just a few hours, they had completed their report to the Emperor. That's the Deputy Head for you. No matter how long I've been away from the Audit Department, I might worry about the impulsive actions of the Section Chief trio, but never about the department itself. Even the Section Chiefs perform properly when tasks come down.

"Well done. You never disappoint me."

They completed and reported what I had instructed at noon before the sun even set. If there's a superior who wouldn't be satisfied with such efficiency, that person must be brainless. Since I'm not brainless, I nodded and commended the Deputy Head, who bowed and briefly expressed gratitude.

"Tell the Section Chiefs they did a good job too."
"They'll be delighted by your praise, Director."

I hope so.
I smiled slightly and ended the communication. It was over now. We had swept away not only The Third Glory, but also every traitor who had contact with those rebels. Without leaving a single one.

'Thank goodness.'

Those who dared to insult you. And those traitors who carelessly spoke about you to those vermin—I've dealt with them all. Though I didn't do it with my own hands, my subordinates moved on my orders, so I deserve some credit.

I couldn't deny that I rose to power because of your sacrifices. You never returned, and I simply rose to this position merely because I survived. I could endure insults directed at me.

But that bastard didn't hesitate to insult you too. He dared to say I climbed the ranks with the price of your blood. As if your lives were so cheap. As if your sacrifices were something as trivial as advancing just one person's career.

'How ugly of me.'

I sat on the bed, feeling a wave of self-loathing. Even I wonder what I'm saying. While unable to deny that I advanced because of your sacrifices, I became enraged at the suggestion that your deaths resulted in nothing more than my promotion. Like a child who refuses to acknowledge the truth when confronted with facts.

But what can I do? Out of seven, only I survived. As long as I live, I'll never be able to erase that stigma. The only thing I can do is eliminate the bastards who try to forcibly bring up that mark.

And now that this one thing I could do was finished, I felt somewhat relieved. The banquet would be starting soon, and fortunately, I could attend with a lighter heart.

*Knock knock*

'Who could that be?'

I was about to lie down for a quick nap before the banquet, but as if by magic, someone knocked on my door the moment I tried to rest. This wasn't the club room—who would come to my quarters?

"Kal. It's me."
"Marg?"

The visitor was even more unexpected. I might have expected the Vice Principal or Villar, but not Margareta. For a moment I wondered how she knew my quarters, but then I remembered this was where visiting inspectors regularly stayed. As a Student Council member, Margareta would naturally know.

"I'll be right out."

I got up from where I'd just lain down and walked to the door. If she came all the way here, it must be urgent.

"Marg, what brings you—"

My words cut off the moment I opened the door. Margareta's appearance was completely unexpected.

"Kal, would you mind going to the banquet hall with me?"

Before my eyes stood Margareta, not in her usual uniform but in a magnificent red dress, smiling softly.

***

A banquet is held on the evening of the Club Fair awards ceremony. After nobles from outside have socialized during the fair, it's time for students who competed in friendly rivalry to deepen their camaraderie.

The pretext doesn't really matter. For nobles, social gatherings and banquets are everyday affairs. They hold one whenever there's a reasonable excuse. That's the nature of noble banquets.

I attended last year's post-fair banquet too, but only showed my face briefly before leaving. Even though I had volunteered for the Student Council specifically to meet Kal, I was too exhausted from handling Club Fair duties for the first time. I didn't see the merit in enduring that fatigue to enjoy the banquet.


'Not this year.'

This year, Kal is here. Moreover, as the advisor of the winning club, he absolutely cannot miss it. I'm almost grateful to Lady Luise for ensuring Kal's attendance. If Kal is at a banquet, I must attend even if my legs were broken.

After all, Kal rarely appears at social gatherings except for the New Year's ceremony and gatherings of the Empire's hundred families. This is truly a heaven-sent opportunity.

"This is troublesome..."

But since it was an unexpected opportunity, I wasn't properly prepared. Last year, I had brought a modest dress planning to just make an appearance and leave, and I had promptly taken it off and abandoned it in the corner of my closet afterward.

And I only just remembered this now. The result is the plain dress before my eyes. I can't face Kal wearing something like this. I should only show him my best side, and this certainly wouldn't do.

"Nanny!"
"Young lady? What's the matter at this hour?"

I felt bad for my nanny, but I called her immediately. Fortunately, it was still morning. I didn't need to attend the awards ceremony, so there was time before the banquet.

"I, I need that dress! That dress!"

That dress. The one I had prepared after first meeting Kal last year, intending to wear it to attend a banquet with him, but couldn't because he was busy. The one I had carefully preserved to wear at our engagement ceremony, but ended up hugging and crying over several times after Kal rejected the marriage proposal.

...It's not a dress with particularly good memories attached, but since I had intended to wear it for decisive moments, it's the best among all my dresses.

"That dress? Ah, that one. Why suddenly..."
"I can attend the banquet with Kal!"

At that moment, my nanny's expression completely changed.

In no time at all, my nanny and the maids from the mansion arrived at my quarters carrying the dress and all sorts of boxes. According to my nanny, Father had provided a teleportation mage, albeit with a frown.

'Thank you, Father.'

I must tell Father I love him tonight.

"Young lady. Let's put on the dress first."

While I was mentally sending thanks and love to Father, my nanny pulled me with frightening intensity. Ouch, that hurts, Nanny...

"Young lady. Could you stretch your arms out to both sides?"
"Yes."

But I couldn't complain to my nanny who had come all the way to the Academy at my request. As I quietly surrendered to her hands, the dress was quickly put on me. This always amazes me. Dresses aren't easy to put on, but somehow when my nanny does it, it's different.

"Thank you, Nanny!"

How embarrassing it would have been if I had worn last year's dress. Not only would I have been ashamed to show such an appearance to Kal, but Kal might have been embarrassed by association. Having a shabby-looking lady by his side—even the impassive Kal would dislike that. Yes, I'm sure of it.

When I sincerely thanked my nanny, she smiled brightly and seated me in front of the vanity.

"We still have much to do, so I'll accept your thanks later."
"Ah."

Oh... oh no...
Seeing my nanny and the maids swooping down on me, I quietly closed my eyes.

Right, the makeup time was always the hardest. A time of endless repetition because while it looked fine to me, my nanny was never satisfied. I had momentarily forgotten about it, distracted by the dress.

But I must endure. I need to look my best. I can fully trust my nanny's skill and judgment. If I endure, an even better result will welcome me.

"You look truly beautiful, young lady!"
"You're gorgeous! Kal will be mesmerized when he sees you!"


After the time of endurance, when my nanny's hands finally stopped, I heard the maids' admiring praise. As I carefully opened my eyes, I saw my nanny nodding with satisfaction.

"See for yourself. Do you like it?"

My nanny stepped back slightly so I could see the mirror. Though she asked if I liked it, her expression was full of confidence that I would.

"Yes. I like it."

And my nanny's confidence was well-founded. My face reflected in the mirror was truly beautiful. It's embarrassing to say it myself, but it's the truth. That's how amazing my nanny is.

"Nanny, thank you so—"
"Now we just need to choose the accessories."
"Ah."

It was only as the banquet time drew near that the preparations were finally complete. The result was undeniable. With so much effort put in, how could it be otherwise?

"Thank you everyone..."

The cost was that I was completely exhausted before even entering the banquet hall. Nevertheless, I'm proud of myself for making it to Kal's quarters.

No matter how perfect the preparation, it gradually becomes disheveled as time passes. One looks most beautiful right after being dressed up. To show that most beautiful appearance to the person I most want to see it—for that reason, energy I didn't have suddenly materialized.

So with the encouragement of my nanny and the maids, I headed to Kal's quarters—

"Marg. What brings you—"

Seeing Kal's eyes widen in surprise gave me immense satisfaction.

Tonight, I'll tell Father I love him twice. And my nanny too.

***

How does it feel when an unexpected person appears in an unexpected place with an unexpected appearance? I never particularly wanted to know, but now I do.

"Kal?"

When I didn't respond, Margareta tilted her head and called out again. Ah, right.

"I'm sorry. I was momentarily lost in thought."
"It's fine. It's my fault for coming suddenly."

I smiled awkwardly at Margareta, who was still beaming. Her current appearance was something I hadn't seen from her recently—even searching through memories from a year ago, it was unfamiliar.

Honestly, even to someone like me who has no interest in makeup or accessories, her appearance clearly showed deliberate effort. Yet it didn't feel excessive, but rather showed exquisite harmony. If even an amateur like me could see this much...

"You, you said you wanted to go to the banquet hall together?"
"Yes. Would that be alright?"
"Of course."

At that, she smiled broadly, clearly delighted. She really doesn't have any of the Iron-Blooded Duke's genes except for her hair color. I've never met Margareta's mother, but I can tell her genes must have been dominant.

"You look especially beautiful today. I'm quite surprised."
"W-what?"

As I was quietly observing Margareta, my sudden comment seemed to catch her off guard, making her stammer. Her face quickly turned red.

She hastily covered her face with her trademark fan and cleared her throat, but I'd already seen everything. Still, if it gives Margareta comfort, that's fine.

I slightly raised the corners of my mouth at the sight. I'm not so insensitive that I wouldn't compliment her when I clearly know who she dressed up for, and when she's made such an impressive effort.

Anyone who wouldn't call the current Margareta beautiful must be heartless. At least I'm not that kind of person.

Margareta showed no signs of calming down despite time passing after being startled by the sudden remark. Though her face had settled somewhat, her ears still proudly displayed their redness. I hadn't expected such joy from a simple compliment. I almost feel sorry for having been so stingy with praise until now.

I consider showering her with compliments from now on, but hesitate, not wanting to give Margareta false hope. How to treat her is truly a complex and regrettable problem.

"Sh-shall we go now?" Margareta carefully extended her hand. I had waited for her to speak first, fearing she might fluster again, but fortunately she seemed to have composed herself.

"Yes, let's go."

I smiled gently and took Margareta's hand. Partners only need to hold hands when entering the banquet hall, but refusing such a small gesture would be too harsh. Besides, ignoring a lady who extends her hand first would make me nothing short of insane.

"I look too drab compared to such a beautiful lady. I worry I might bring ridicule upon Marga."

Comparing our attire naturally brought concerns. Her vibrant red outfit contrasted sharply with my dark appearance. Unfortunately, the Audit Department uniform is the only formal attire I own.

"Well, would anyone dare mock us?"
"One never knows their true thoughts."
"It doesn't matter. Regardless of others' opinions, in my eyes, Inspector Kal is more handsome than anyone."

I couldn't help but smile at Margareta, who spoke proudly with her chest out, yet with reddening cheeks. Seeing her bow her head in embarrassment at my laughter, I bit my lip slightly. If I laughed any louder, she might run away.

'Why do this if you're going to react this way?'

I wondered why she spoke so boldly when she became embarrassed at the slightest reaction from me. Margareta seems to have plenty of initiative but lacks endurance.

Nevertheless, to comfort the embarrassed Margareta, I opened my mouth too. If she's embarrassed by her own words, wouldn't it help if I said something equally embarrassing?

"I also find the current Marga more beautiful than anyone, so I suppose we're even."
"Nnnngh!"

She tried to let go of my hand and run away, but I held on tighter and wouldn't release her. For the rest of our walk to the banquet hall, Margareta stared at the ground and said nothing.

Margareta Valenti... strong on offense but weak on defense... noted.

Actually, thinking about it, she's not particularly strong on offense either. How unfortunate.

The banquet hall wasn't merely located within another building; it was a separate structure built specifically for banquets. This makes sense, considering it was constructed during the Apels era, which marked the height of extravagance. The only sign of restraint was that it wasn't larger than the main building.

Though smaller than the main building, the banquet hall was still enormous. As we approached, students began to appear. Some walked alone casually, others in pairs, and some in groups, all heading toward the banquet hall. Seeing them dressed in their finest attire rather than uniforms made it feel like we were strolling through the Capital rather than the Academy.

Ah, come to think of it, even the Capital's appearance is unfamiliar to me. Since I rarely leave the Audit Department, I've had few opportunities to see the Capital's streets.

"Inspector Kal is truly the best," Margareta whispered quietly to me as I looked around with mixed feelings. She squeezed my hand that she had taken earlier, as if determined not to let go.

"I share the same thought as before."

At my response, Margareta nodded instead of trying to escape. I suppose she's trying to act confidently with so many eyes watching.

Seeing her like this, I suddenly felt fortunate. Fortunate that the Audit Department successfully completed its work, and that I could somewhat resolve the knot in my heart. That's why I could respond to Margareta's bold actions like this.

What if the banquet had been even a day earlier? I wouldn't have been able to properly respond to Margareta's bold actions as I am now. Of course, Margareta would have maintained her smile regardless. But I can't know what expression she might wear when I'm not around.

"It's a perfect day for a banquet."
"Hehe, is that so?"

Margareta laughed and responded to my sudden murmur. Yes, it truly is a perfect day. A satisfying day too.

Just then, Luise's pink hair fluttering in the wind in the distance looked like cherry blossoms adorning the sky. As if somehow knowing the inspector's heart had eased since yesterday, Luise's appearance seemed like a personal congratulation and comfort.

...Pink hair?

"Luise?"

Why are you alone?


'Where are the others?'

I naturally assumed she would come with the club members.

"Brother!"

Having spotted me, Luise grabbed the hem of her dress with both hands and ran over. No, how could she run in that dress? And those shoes must be different from her usual ones.

For a moment, I envisioned the Academy newspaper club printing a headline: "Lady Luise of Naiad Barony Falls Ungracefully in Front of Banquet Hall..."

"Marga, please excuse me for a moment."

Faced with this likely and tragic future, I let go of Margareta's hand and rushed toward Luise. Sure enough, Luise stumbled and began to tilt forward. She was so startled that she couldn't even release the hem of her dress. If she fell like that, she would be seriously hurt.

"Are you trying to spend the banquet alone in the infirmary?"
"I, I..."

Fortunately, I caught the falling Luise and prevented any injury. It's lucky I was here; otherwise, who knows what might have happened? Though, to be fair, if I hadn't been here, Luise probably wouldn't have run in the first place.

Looking around with surprise, Luise chuckled, freed herself from my arms, and straightened her posture. Her face was as flushed as Margareta's had been in front of the dormitory.

I'm not sure if she was embarrassed about nearly making a spectacle of herself by falling in public, or about being caught in someone's arms, even if it was to prevent a fall. Perhaps both. Either would be embarrassing for a noble lady.

"Thank you, Brother."
"Running in such high heels?"
"I-I'm sorry..."

Despite Luise's thanks, I frowned slightly. Only then did she lower her head dejectedly. I considered letting it go, but thinking about how badly she could have been hurt, a proper scolding seemed appropriate. Having the department head injured while I was nearby is something I don't even want to imagine.

"But isn't it fine since I'm safe thanks to Brother?"
"Do you want more scolding before entering the banquet hall?"
"I'm sorryyy..."

Hearing such nonsense, I almost grabbed her lips as I would with the Section Chief, but I restrained myself. Being too harsh about a first mistake would be excessive.

In the end, I gave her the obvious advice to be more careful and let it go. After all, she's not usually one to make such mistakes. Let's assume she was excited after winning the fair today.

"But why are you alone? I didn't expect you to come without the club members."
"I thought everyone would have to wait too long because of me, so I told them to go ahead."

It's true that women generally take longer to prepare than men. Luise is wearing a dress that looks like it would have been difficult to put on.

"You look pretty. Pink really suits you well."

I nodded approvingly at Luise's pink dress, which is practically her symbol. Even before my possession, I'd never seen anyone who suited pink so well.

"Inspector Kal?"

While watching Luise smile happily at my compliment, I heard Margareta's voice from behind.

'Oh no.'

I left my partner alone for too long. When I quickly turned around, Margareta was looking back and forth between me and Luise with narrowed eyes.

***

I almost rushed out when I saw Lady Luise being caught in Kal's arms.

'I-I haven't even been held like that yet...!'

But I desperately held myself back. The Valenti family is clear about rewards and punishments. We clearly distinguish between merit and fault.


The merit of the Pastry Club winning and enabling their advisor Kal to attend the banquet, versus the fault of being held in Kal's arms. The scales, which had been even, tipped toward merit when considering that Kal must do his best to manage the club. Yes, Kal's actions were solely for the club president. It was an unavoidable situation caused by Kal's kindness.

After deliberation, I concluded that Lady Luise's merit was greater, and I was finally able to calm down. However, I felt a little hurt that Kal continued talking with Lady Luise, leaving me, his partner, behind.

"Inspector Kal?"

When I called out to Kal with a hint of resentment, he turned to me with an embarrassed expression.

'So he knows he was wrong.'

If that's the case, I can forgive him. It's not difficult to show generosity to someone who readily admits their mistake. It seems Kal was indeed acting for the club, not prioritizing me.

"It's been a while, Lady Luise. Ah, I heard the news. Congratulations on your victory."
"Thank you, senior."

After watching Lady Luise bow her head in greeting, I turned my gaze to Kal. Seeing him awkwardly raising the corners of his mouth made me feel satisfied. Kal was being mindful of my feelings.

When I subtly extended my hand, Kal approached and took it again. I was extremely pleased.

"Lady Luise, did you come alone?"
"Ah, yes. I thought I would take too long to prepare, so I sent them ahead."
"I see."

Glancing at Kal beside me, I noticed him looking at Lady Luise with concerned eyes. He seemed worried about leaving the club president he's responsible for, especially after she nearly fell. She might have twisted her ankle, even though she seems fine now.

"Shall we go in together then?"
"What?"
"Marga?"

My suggestion seemed unexpected, judging by their questioning responses. It certainly would be surprising.

'It's important to think long-term.'

Kal is already mine, so there's no need to be excessive. Kal and I are destined to be together at the Academy. It's a confirmed future, almost like fate.

Rather, forceful actions, excessive vigilance, and jealousy might earn Kal's dislike. That cannot happen. I cannot risk negative points with Kal, with whom I'll spend my entire life, over trivial actions.

'I must show tolerance.'

Kal is currently concerned about Lady Luise while feeling apologetic toward me. In such a situation, if I extend my hand to Lady Luise first? Yes, this will move Kal. It will definitely work on him.

Tolerance that doesn't blame him for being momentarily distracted, tolerance that proactively resolves an uncomfortable situation, tolerance that makes it all seem effortless.

'The perfect image!'

I'm proud of myself for coming up with the best solution without succumbing to anger in such a short time.

"Marga, are you sure?"
"Of course. She seems fine now, but Lady Luise might have been injured."
"S-senior..."

I also expressed concern for my junior. That must have impressed Kal just now. Lady Luise's eyes sparkled as if moved.

"Hehe, if you feel bad... perhaps we could dance together at the banquet?"
"I'd be happy to, if that would suffice."

And I naturally secured a reason to dance with Kal.

'Hehehe...'

Truly perfect.

I caught Luise before she fell, but with her high-heeled shoes making her wobble, I couldn't help worrying about her ankle. Who runs in heels anyway? It's not like she was deliberately trying to get hurt.

She seems fine now, but pain could set in later. If her club members were nearby, they could take care of her, but of course they're nowhere to be found when needed. Useless bunch.

But I can't stay with Luise since I have a partner named Margareta. Being with someone else when you have a partner would be extremely rude. It's an even worse breach of etiquette than declining a partnership request in the first place.

"I'm sorry. I should be fulfilling my role as a partner."
"It's fine. I'd be concerned about leaving my junior behind too."

I was touched by how casually she responded. Considering how she sought out Luise to give advice before, Margareta seems to genuinely care about her. Or maybe it's simply her looking after a junior. Either way, she has a warm heart for a noble lady.

"Lady Luise, please be more careful from now on. You were lucky Kal caught you, or you could have been seriously hurt."
"Yes, senior. Thank you so much!"

Luise's eyes sparkled as she nodded repeatedly, clearly moved by Margareta's kindness. It seems like just yesterday she was sobbing in the club room after being scolded by Margareta, but it appears she's overcome that fearful first impression. Though they rarely meet, it's good that the negative impression has been cleared up.

So with Margareta on my left and Luise on my right, we entered the banquet hall. When our group of two became three, questioning glances were directed our way, but everyone soon looked away. It's a blue-blooded virtue to lose interest in matters that seem unprofitable to pursue.

"Oh."
"Wow, it's beautiful."

The splendor and grandeur that greeted us upon entering the banquet hall nearly blinded me. It was absurd enough that an entire massive building served as the banquet hall, but the interior looked like it was built by piling gold coin upon gold coin. The only one of us three who didn't react was Margareta, who must have seen it last year.

"Brother, look at that."
"Yeah, I see it too."

As Luise whispered and pointed toward the ceiling with her eyes, my gaze followed upward.

'Are these people actually insane?'

Enormous chandeliers hung throughout the hall, making me afraid to even guess how much budget had been poured into them. Gold-based with all kinds of jewels embedded in them.

"If we just took all the chandeliers from the Academy, we could put out the urgent fires."
"Have you been drinking during the day? What nonsense about needing budget."
"Someone whose highest education was private tutoring wouldn't believe it anyway."
"What the hell, suddenly attacking my education."

Two years ago, when the Ministry of Finance's reserve funds were at an unprecedented low, the Minister had muttered those words. At the time, I dismissed it as the ravings of a madman. Even if it was just enough to barely put out urgent fires, the amount would still be enormous to affect a massive department like the Ministry of Finance.

And he claimed we could get that by taking some chandeliers from the Academy? I thought he was just making things up because I'd never been to the Academy. Like teasing someone from the countryside by telling them they need to take off their shoes to ride the subway.

'It was actually true.'

The Minister's words were true. These crazy Apels bastards—the more you uncover about them, the more horrifying it gets. They spent this much money just on a banquet hall? I understand why other countries unanimously turned their backs on Apels during the invasion. They must have judged that Kfelopen was at least less of a bastard than Apels.

While I was unexpectedly finding legitimate reasons why Kfelopen held the Mandate of Heaven, Luise's club members spotted us and gathered around.

"Have fun with your club members."

I patted Luise's back as I spoke. A 21-year-old mentor doesn't belong among 17-year-olds. Besides, I spotted Villar quietly positioned in a corner, which put me at ease. With Villar around, I don't need to stay close.

"I hope you enjoy yourself too, Brother. You too, senior."
"Yes, Lady Luise. I hope you have a pleasant time as well."

Luise seemed about to say something, but her gaze shifted to Margareta and she let me go without protest. Since I came as Margareta's partner, she probably couldn't bring herself to hold me back. Until now, I stayed with her because there were no club members to look after her, but now five of them had gathered around.


I took Margareta's hand and stepped back. Now I just need to find a suitable spot to pass the time until it's time to dance.

"What a coincidence to find you here, Brother. Would you like to toast to our victory? Your partner is welcome too, of course."

I didn't expect Tanian to stop me like this.

"You all did the hard work, so you should enjoy yourselves. Don't worry about me."
"Shouldn't the club advisor share in the club's joy?"

Why do you only speak normally at times like this? It would be easier if you consistently remained an idiot, but you're unfamiliar every time I encounter you.

"He's right. Let's do that, Kal."
"Mar?"

Before I could figure out how to decline, Margareta stepped forward and accepted Tanian's proposal.

"It would be awkward for the advisor to leave his club members, wouldn't it? I'll be satisfied just dancing with you."
"I feel uncomfortable receiving so much consideration."
"But I absolutely won't give up the dance. Just so you know."
"Of course."

If I can't grant the only request from someone who has been so accommodating, I wouldn't be human. Dancing isn't that difficult...

'Actually, it will be difficult.'

When would I ever have danced? I rarely attend social gatherings, and when I do, I mostly mingle with older gentlemen.

With this belated realization, I carefully looked down at Margareta's feet. I could see her small feet nestled in red high heels. The thought of repeatedly stepping on those delicate-looking feet while dancing made me dizzy.

'If I step on them wrong, they might break.'

Margareta tilted her head curiously at my sudden downward gaze, and anxiety quietly crept in.

***

Brother and the Lady took each other's hands and moved toward the center. Other students made way for them, but it looked so natural that it didn't seem strange at all.

"None of us will be dancing, it seems."
"Why, bored? If you don't mind dancing with another man, I can join you."
"Haha. I'll pass."
"Thank goodness. I was nervous you might actually agree."

I watched the backs of the two as Ainter and Lyutis exchanged jokes. Perhaps I could have been dancing alongside them with one of the club members. Since Brother might get bored dancing alone, someone suggested a club member should dance with him.

But dancing is done in male-female pairs. Since I'm the only girl in the Confectionery Club, I would have had to choose one of the five. All five are good friends. I hesitated because choosing one might make the other four feel left out. Relationships can deepen or break over small things.

"Dance? Luise twisted her ankle and needs to be careful. I won't stop you if you want to dance among yourselves."

Brother came to my rescue, seeming to understand my hesitation. I'm fine though—I could certainly dance if I'm careful.

But seeing Brother stand up for me, and the slight nod he gave only for me to see, I couldn't bring myself to say I was fine. When I mentioned my ankle hurt, the club members didn't express disappointment but rather showed concern.

'I'm sorry.'


I just moved my lips, unable to even apologize due to guilt. If I could dance with all five, I would gladly do so, but I simply couldn't choose just one.

As I lowered my gaze to the floor, my legs naturally came into view. And the high heels that caused me to fall so spectacularly in front of Brother.

'How embarrassing...'

I squeezed my eyes shut as the recent incident came to mind. It's embarrassing. So embarrassing. If only I could turn back time, I'd go back to just before and stop myself from running.

The elation from receiving the unexpected championship trophy lasted too long. So when I saw Brother, I ran to him as usual, only realizing my shoes were different when my body was already tilting forward.

'Ugh...!'

Just thinking about falling into Brother's arms makes me want to cover my face and crouch down. Since doing that here would only worry the club members, all I could do was bite my lip. You idiot, why did you do that...!

What's worse, Lady Margareta was behind Brother. She seemed to be attending as Brother's partner, and I showed such an unseemly display in front of her. I thought she would be angry for sure. When I first met her, she emphasized the dignity befitting a noble lady. But now I had done something completely contrary to that dignity.

"Shall we go in together?"
"Lady Luise might be hurt, you know?"

But contrary to my expectations, Lady Margareta didn't get angry at all—instead, she showed warm consideration. She was even concerned that I might have been hurt from nearly falling.

I was so touched that I felt ashamed for having feared her until now. Yes, Brother did say back then that Lady Margareta didn't have ill intentions. Brother was right after all. And Lady Margareta graciously overlooked my embarrassing behavior.

And Brother seemed to know Lady Margareta's personality well enough, suggesting they were indeed close.

'He looks happy.'

Brother seemed to be in a better mood with Lady Margareta than yesterday. It seemed that being with her was more effective than the comfort I had arranged through the club members.

'I guess I'm not much help after all...'

While I was glad Brother had cheered up, my heart ached at how minimal my role had been. But it can't be helped. Lady Margareta must have a much deeper relationship with Brother than I do.

'I'm glad.'

Still, it's truly fortunate that Brother has someone close enough to help him open up. Since I can't fulfill that role. Yes, even now, the two of them are dancing so beautifully—huh?

I blinked several times while watching Brother and Lady Margareta. Something seemed off.

'Brother?'

How many times are you stepping on Lady Margareta's feet?

'Lady Margareta?'

That looked like a particularly hard step—are you okay?

As I stared blankly at them, they finished their dance and were returning to where we were.

Brother's expression was stiff, his gaze directed at the floor, while Lady Margareta's face was slightly flushed but wore a bright smile.

'Lady Margareta...'

And there was a faint moisture glistening in Lady Margareta's eyes. Though I saw it clearly, I pretended not to for her sake. She seemed happy, after all.

# The Club Fair's End

The banquet that marked the end of the club fair schedule concluded without incident.

"Mar, I'm truly sorry. I didn't mean to do it..."
"It's fine. You fulfilled my request, didn't you, Kal?"

Except for Margareta's thoroughly trampled feet. Despite being so careful, I still managed to step on them several times. I struggled so much trying to shift my weight backward to avoid putting pressure on them.

If I had stepped on them properly even once, it would have been a disaster. Margareta's foot would have broken, and news of the Audit Department Head assaulting a duke's daughter would have turned the social world upside down. Afterward, I would have faced visits from the enraged Iron-Blooded Duke followed by the Ministry of Justice lurking behind.

"I'll be more careful next time to prevent this from happening again."
"My, are you already requesting me as your next partner?"
"If Mar would be okay with me."

I felt relieved seeing Margareta smile as if she had enjoyed herself. Fortunately, she didn't seem particularly angry. Since I was clearly the one at fault, I would have had to humbly accept her anger if she had shown any.

So out of guilt, I tried to escort Margareta back to her dormitory, but strangely, she firmly refused. Not just politely declining a few times, but genuinely refusing to the point where I was rather taken aback.

"I'd like to walk back leisurely by myself."

What could I do? I wanted to escort her because I felt bad, but forcing someone who refused would be even stranger.

"I apologize for all the trouble today."
"I enjoyed myself. I hope it was an enjoyable time for you too, Kal."
"I enjoyed it as well."

As I watched Margareta's retreating figure after a slight bow, suddenly Luise, who had been behind me, quickly walked toward Margareta.

'No, don't run, I said.'

She wasn't exactly running, but how was that different from running? Still, she seemed to have developed some skill, as this time she reached Margareta without incident and whispered something. With only their backs visible, I couldn't tell what they were saying.

They seemed to have a brief conversation, then parted with mutual bows, suggesting it wasn't an unpleasant exchange. Luise's expression wasn't gloomy when she returned either.

"What was that about?"
"I had something to tell the senior."

Judging by her grinning, she had no intention of telling me what it was. Margareta didn't seem upset either, so it probably wasn't anything problematic. Luise could certainly distinguish that much.

"Let's head back too. Everyone worked hard today."

I said to the department members huddled behind me once Margareta was no longer in sight. Finally, with the major event of the club fair completely over, my mind felt clearer.

Though exam period was coming soon, that schedule didn't concern me. Since a faculty advisor doesn't take exams, I should be able to enjoy some free time for a while.

***

I managed to walk as naturally as possible until I was out of Kal's sight.

"Owww..."

Once I confirmed no one else was around, my legs gave out. I had been enduring with all my might until now. How disappointing it was when Kal offered to escort me home in that condition. I reluctantly declined because I wasn't confident I could hold out until the dormitory.

When I removed my high heels, my red, swollen feet were visible. Though the pain in my feet almost brought tears to my eyes, I couldn't help but laugh remembering what happened at the banquet.

When Kal first stepped on my foot, I found it amusing to see that even he makes mistakes. But when it happened a second and third time, it wasn't funny anymore. I remembered something I had heard before.


The story that some nobles deliberately step on their dance partners' feet when they don't like them, disguising it as a mistake. When I first heard that, I dismissed it thinking what noble would lack such dignity, and how inadequate must a lady be to deserve such treatment.

But when I experienced that ridiculous story myself, I can't describe how shocked and hurt I felt. I was already happy just dancing with Kal, and had been waiting for this moment. Was I the only one happy? Did Kal really dislike me that much?

All these thoughts nearly brought tears to my eyes, but when I saw Kal's expression, I couldn't help but smile. His eyes were darting around in panic, clearly at a loss. I could see he was trying his best to minimize my pain.

'He just doesn't know how to dance.'

It was simply the mistake of a beginner who had never danced before. I was so happy that Kal didn't dislike me, and that this seemed to be his first time dancing.

'I was Kal's first.'

His first partner. I was the one who shared Kal's first dance. Not anyone else, but Margareta Valenti.

Hehehe...

"Hehihihi... Ah."

I let out an undignified laugh while lost in thought. Though no one was watching, I cleared my throat in embarrassment and looked down at the small container in my hand.

"If you apply this to the painful areas, you'll feel better."

The medicine that Lady Luise had just given me. She said she got it from the medical staff stationed in a corner of the banquet hall in case of emergencies.

"Actually, my brother got this, but he said he was sorry to give it to you directly, so he asked me to deliver it instead."

'That's a lie.'

I had been watching where Kal was and where he was going the whole time. He had no opportunity to get medicine. But I accepted it without saying anything. I appreciated the junior's kind gesture and pretended not to notice.

She must have worried I would feel upset about repeatedly getting my feet stepped on by Kal, or simply that I might be suffering from the pain. I was also impressed by her consideration in approaching me privately to give the medicine. And I liked that she gave credit to Kal rather than herself.

Yes, that's how it should be. If she's a lady that Kal invests time and care in, she should show such qualities.

'I suppose I can forgive today's incident, Lady Luise.'

I can specially forgive her being in Kal's arms. After all, I'll spend my life in Kal's arms anyway. I can show that much generosity.

...First, I should apply some medicine. Today was joyful, but this really hurts. Still, I'm happy.

***

The regular report that returns just when you start to forget about it.

- When a knife blade lodges in your neck while walking, accept that what's coming has come.
"......"

Somehow I ended up mentioning the disaster at the banquet, and I had nothing to say in response to the Minister's reaction. Honestly, I was thinking the same thing.

- After coldly rejecting his preciously raised youngest daughter, now you're stepping on feet too? Can a duke's daughter even walk on her own feet anymore? Even if the Iron-Blooded Duke kills you, the Ministry of Justice would declare it not guilty.
"But I was careful when stepping on them..."
- If you were careful, you shouldn't have stepped on them at all. People call you crazy, and now it seems you really are.

Every word was so accurate that I couldn't refute this time either. If Margareta had shed even a single tear there, the Iron-Blooded Duke's knights might have arrived at the Academy by now. Terrifying.

- So, what happened today?


The Minister changed the subject seeing my silence. By today's events, he must mean that.

"I eliminated the traitors according to the imperial order."
- Do you think I'm asking because I don't know? You were doing things properly, then suddenly created and adhered to some pointless custom, but now you're citing principles. Why?
"The Emperor wanted it. When His Majesty mentions divine mandate, great justice, and elimination in his imperial order, how could I resist?"
- As if.

The Minister reacted as if he'd heard nonsense. But again, I couldn't refute.

- I'm sure I told you. The Audit Department must operate strictly by principles to avoid problems. If you create strange customs in the name of mercy, you'll only make things difficult for yourself.

What's the point of creating a custom if you're going to break it yourself in less than two years?
The Minister's additional comment stabbed my heart like a dagger.

- Just to be clear, I'm not criticizing you for following principles now. That's what the Audit Department should do. I'm criticizing why you created a custom you would arbitrarily establish and ignore.
"I apologize."
- Damn you, always quick with apologies at times like this.

The Minister sighed irritably and glared at me.

- His Majesty was also satisfied with how this was handled. Even within the Audit Department, though some were puzzled by the sudden return to principles, there was almost no resistance.
"That's fortunate."
- It would be if you had returned to principles after careful consideration. But judging by the executives' reactions, that doesn't seem to be the case.

I quietly bowed my head at those words. The Minister already knew everything and was just calling me out.

- If you're going to act in the name of helping those people, think about what they would say seeing your behavior.
"...I'll keep that in mind."
- Foolish man.

And so the regular report ended.

Not long after, I received a call from the Minister of the Imperial Household as well. This time to relay the Emperor's words.

It wasn't anything particularly significant. The Emperor's message could be summarized as: "You've been doing things that didn't suit you, but it seems you've come to your senses, which is satisfactory." Yes, he must have been very satisfied. The sword he worried had dulled had returned to its proper role.

- A true masterpiece sword is one that can be used for a long time. I'm glad the Audit Department Head seems to understand that.

Just before ending the call, the Imperial Household Minister's statement was also direct and simple. Essentially saying, "I'm glad you've returned to your role."

Lying in bed, my thoughts became complicated. I thought it was the only thing I could do. I thought since I created the custom, it wouldn't be a problem if I temporarily ignored it. I thought I would feel better after handling it thoroughly.

- If you're going to act in the name of helping those people, think about what they would say seeing your behavior.

Apparently not.

The Minister's words still echoing in my ears suggested otherwise.

'Damn it.'

I guess I really am still just a kid.

"Is it that hard to call me 'sister'? Seeing how shy you are, you must still be young!"
"Stop talking nonsense and get out. The Section Chief is looking for you."

Was it really necessary to refuse until the end when Hecate asked me to call her sister?

# Imperial Army Northern Expedition Temporary Headquarters. The headquarters area was filled with yurts, which were recognized for their ease of setup and dismantling and thus frequently used by the Imperial Army.

"Wow, this bastard is the Chief Team Leader?"
"End of days. The prestige of the 4th Section has really hit rock bottom."

Inside one of the yurts, seven men and women were gathered. Despite their dust-covered black uniforms and faces full of fatigue, they were still snickering about something that seemed to amuse them.

"It's only natural."

The black-haired man at the center spoke confidently. Having successfully secured the previously undetermined position of Chief Team Leader, his face was filled with mockery and contempt toward the other team leaders.

"I can't even stand sitting with mere team leaders like you. The smell is too much."
"What should we do with this bastard?"
"Let's take him down first."

At those words, the six team leaders pounced on the Chief Team Leader, pinning him to the ground and beating him with whatever objects they could find.

"Shit! This is insubordination!"
"Since when is there a hierarchy among team leaders?"
"You think being Chief makes you better than us? Hey, you're just our garbage collector."

After several minutes, both the Chief Team Leader who had been beaten and the six team leaders who had enthusiastically thrashed him got up as if nothing had happened.

"This is why I love the 4th Section. Where else could you beat up the Imperial Count's heir?"
"With his filthy red blood."
"Should we take him down again?"

Yet all seven faces were still full of smiles. Such pranks were commonplace among them.

"Still, it's surprising. They actually appointed a Chief."
"Team leaders have been dying so quickly until now. What's the point of appointing someone who'll be dead soon anyway?"
"True enough."

The average survival period for a 4th Section team leader wasn't very long. Especially after the war broke out in the North. That's why they hadn't bothered appointing a Chief and left the position vacant, but now that the current team leaders had survived far beyond the average period, a Chief was finally appointed.

"Let's keep going like this until the war ends."
"When the war's over, I'm quitting this damn Audit Department."
"I'm... going to confess to the girl back home..."
"This guy's completely lost it."

Even the team leader who had never had any connection with women, let alone a hometown sweetheart, started spouting nonsense to match the mood. Talk of the war ending, of what they'd do afterward. In a play, this would be foreshadowing a sad ending. But the seven paid no mind.

Because we will definitely return to the Capital alive. Thinking this, the seven had no hesitation.

***

The morning sunlight filtering through the curtains tickled my face, waking me up.

"Ah."

Damn, a dream.
I sighed softly as I got up. Perhaps because I've been hearing too much about those guys lately, they've now invaded my dreams. Still, I'm grateful. At least it was one of the better memories that crawled into my dream.


'Why did I enjoy it so much back then?'

At the time, I was secretly pleased about being appointed Chief Team Leader. How ridiculous. If it were now, I would grit my teeth and avoid any position with additional responsibility. Back then, I was simply happy to be recognized as superior to those guys. How amusing.

What's truly ironic is that the people who were the 4th Section Chief and Chief Team Leader back then are now side by side as Minister and Department Head.

I got out of bed, cracking my stiff neck. And suddenly, I remembered someone saying they'd quit the Audit Department when the war ended. In the middle of our casual banter, that guy suddenly spoke with complete sincerity.

The unexpected truth-telling prompted the others to share their real wish lists rather than joking about hometown sweethearts. But none of us knew that quitting the Audit Department would be the most difficult wish to fulfill. Not me, not him, none of us.

The thought made me laugh.

As soon as I arrived at the club room, I opened the cookie jar, but it was empty. It seems that with no new cookies coming in during the fair period, the jar had hit bottom for the first time.

"Oh no."

My disappointment escaped as a small voice.

My little human feed has disappeared. My routine of eating cookies alone in the empty club room has been broken. I'll have to ask Luise to make plenty today.

Turning away from the cookie jar, I sat in my usual chair and looked around the club room. With so many ingredients and tools available, sometimes when I'm alone like this, I wonder if I should try baking myself. Enduring club hours alone is one thing, but I've been doing this for months now.

'There I go with strange thoughts again.'

I need to resist this temptation. I know my cooking skills all too well. I once had to prepare food for officials. Needless to say, the results were quite terrible.

I never had any intention of cooking for myself in my life, so the outcome was natural. Still, I had no choice in that situation.

'Maybe I should bring some books.'

I've been avoiding bringing anything other than cooking utensils because of the risk of getting flour everywhere. But how many ways are there to pass time alone? Today especially, I find myself missing regular club hours.

And after waiting alone for several hours, I found that our members were more diligent than I had expected.

"I think we'll just have to study for a while."
"Is that so?"

I nodded calmly at Luise's words. It's certainly exam period now. I don't know who scheduled the Academy calendar, but the artistry of lifting everyone's spirits with the fair and then plunging them into exam period is truly masterful.

"It's my first exam since enrollment, so I want to do well!"

Seeing her clench her fists with determination, I couldn't bring myself to speak. Even a thoroughly corrupted adult couldn't say, "I don't care about that, just make me cookies, I'm getting dizzy," to such an earnest club president.

From what I've seen of Luise so far, she would probably grant my request if I asked, but I can't be the kind of adult who hinders a child's future rather than helping it.

"Right, study hard. Hard work will bring good results."
"Yes!"

In the end, all I could do was offer generic encouragement. Tomorrow I'll really have to visit the library from the morning.

"Actually, this is a good place to study. It's quiet since it's just us."
"And we can talk to each other, which is better than the library."
"Oh, that's true. The librarian's watchful eye can be intimidating."


Erich and Laterre's conversation from the side delivered the final blow. For the time being, the club room will smell of paper and ink rather than cookies.

In truth, for most Academy students who are nobles, grades don't hold much significance. They won't be advancing to higher educational institutions after graduation, nor will they be seeking employment, so why would they need high grades?

Of course, some do enter administrative or military positions after graduation, but those don't look at school grades and have separate entrance exams. Recommendations are even more useful than exams. It's still a world where recommendations hold more power than tests.

Nevertheless, the reason noble students focus on exams is simple. It's a visible metric for competition. For the proud blue-blooded, that's reason enough. Meanwhile, commoner students earnestly strive for high grades because it gives them a chance to be noticed by nobles. It's a matter of life and death for them.

"There are quite a lot of exam subjects, aren't there?"
"Huh? I heard they actually reduced them from before?"

When I casually commented on the pile of textbooks Luise was taking out, I received a puzzled response. That's considered reduced? It looks like a full course load at university, was it high school level before?

As I stared blankly at the textbooks, Luise tilted her head in confusion before realizing something and smiling awkwardly.

"But you're right, brother, it is a lot."

Seeing Luise's slightly trembling pupils, I nodded lightly and let it pass. She must have belatedly remembered.

'That I'm an uneducated adult.'

Luise's initial reaction essentially meant, "Didn't you study even more during your school days?" The implication being, "They used to be worse, so why are you, a graduate from that era, reacting this way?"

But I don't know about that "before." I never even enrolled in the Academy, let alone graduated. Fortunately, Luise realized before I could say anything, allowing us to avoid an extremely awkward moment.

Luise's ears were slightly red as she embarrassedly shifted her gaze to the textbooks. She must have been startled at almost dropping a "you're uneducated" bomb. I understand. I'm an unusual case.

"Ah, the advisor never attended the Academy, right?"

You don't understand, you tactless bastard.
My body momentarily froze at Lyutis's sudden question that hit me like a punch to the solar plexus. Luise carefully watched my reaction. Even Erich, who was sitting far away, flinched and turned his gaze toward me.

"...That's right."
"Wow, I actually considered skipping the Academy too. It's not like a diploma is absolutely necessary, and how great would it be to find your calling earlier than others?"
'Shut your mouth.'

If the 2nd Section Chief had said those words, I would have already hit him. What makes it more infuriating is that there's no malice or mockery in his words, just pure admiration. How am I supposed to get angry at someone saying, "It's amazing that you found your calling and started working earlier than others!"

"Maybe you should have skipped the Academy and found another path."
"Well, I've made good connections here, haven't I? I would have regretted not coming."

Watching Lyutis burst into laughter, I chuckled for a different reason. If you hadn't come, the number of hopeless cases would have decreased from five to four, which would have been nice.

"Um, brother? Even without attending the Academy, you're already an amazing person. I think that's even more impressive."

Luise came to my defense, having realized that Lyutis meant his words as praise without any ill intent. Unfortunately, it wasn't particularly comforting. I'm not bitter about not attending the Academy itself. What drives me crazy is that the path I chose instead of the Academy turned out to be this kind of path.

Of course, as Lyutis said, I did make various connections by choosing this path. But the fact that I was bewitched by the family head and chose this path of hardship with my own hands continues to haunt a corner of my mind.

"Thank you."

After a moment of silence, I was finally able to open my mouth and respond.

# Lyutis's sharp verbal jab to my solar plexus momentarily stunned me, but that was the extent of the impact. I'm not so mentally unstable that I'd have a meltdown over harmless comments. If I were, I would've trashed the principal's office on my first day.

Besides, I don't mind the civil servant jokes—I use them for self-deprecating humor myself. For me, becoming a civil servant felt similar to pursuing graduate studies. I just lost my composure because an unexpected person made an unexpected comment about my academic background.

'If only he weren't royalty.'

If he weren't royalty, I would've given him a solid punch to the throat by now. The fact that Lyutis is a prince of Armein Kingdom, a nation second only to the Empire in power, requires extraordinary patience on my part—it's maddening.

If there were a legal opportunity to hit Lyutis, I'd be willing to pay up to five gold coins. Just take my money and let me at him.

"Seeing you all, I think not attending the Academy might have been a good choice after all."

Despite my thoughts, I noticed a few people still looking concerned, so I made a self-deprecating comment first. See? This inspector isn't angry.

Seeing Louise and Erich's expressions relax, I felt somewhat touched that at least someone here cared about my feelings. The other three barely show any facial expressions, so I couldn't tell what they were thinking. As for Lyutis—no need to discuss him. Bastard.

"The chat went on too long. Don't mind me, everyone. Continue what you were doing."

Fearing what might come out of Lyutis's mouth next, I changed the subject. Watching the club members return to their studies reminded me of some rather unpleasant memories.

"I've arranged a position for you. Just show up, and they'll tell you what to do there."

Perhaps because we were talking about the Academy, a memory of the root of all evil surfaced from the depths of my mind—the infamous statement my family head made four years ago. Arranged a position? Just show up and they'll tell you what to do?

'I was a fool for believing him.'

The position was a one-way VIP seat to hell, and the team leader who was supposed to guide me died shortly after I arrived. Even the senior members left on good terms, leaving the team in complete disarray. What's worse, I was promoted to team leader simply because I came from the highest-ranking family.

Just thinking about it now makes my head throb. Before I could learn my duties from someone, I was burdened with the critical responsibility of stabilizing a team thrown into chaos by the death of its leadership.

Of course, a rookie civil servant like me couldn't handle such responsibility. Thankfully, the minister, who was a department head at the time, actively helped me. I was just grateful then, but now—damn it.

'One irregular promotion, and everything went sideways.'

After becoming team leader, I went from team leader to Section Chief of the 4th Section, then to Head of the Audit Department. None of my three promotions were normal. Not to mention all the incidents in between. When your career luck goes bad, it really goes bad.

With a dejected heart, I looked at the club members whose futures were still undetermined. Most of them are high-born enough not to need jobs, but if you ever need employment, please get normal jobs.

As time passed, an unusual scene caught my eye.

"Thus, with the death of the Usurper, the proposition that an individual cannot defeat a collective was firmly maintained. More cases emerged showing that no matter how much an individual might excel in battle, ultimately wars can only be won by nations as collectives."

"I see, so that was the significance."

Laterre speaking with an unusually gentle expression, and Louise nodding with interest as she listened. The prince of Yuven United Kingdom was teaching Kfelopen Empire history to a noble of the Kfelopen Empire. He seemed to be covering material beyond the exam scope. How far is he planning to teach?

'Is this right?'

Shouldn't it be the other way around? Even if Imperial history is considered essential knowledge for continental nobles, shouldn't the Empire's own nobles know it better? I momentarily felt strange, but seeing Louise's serious expression, I let it go.

Well, it happened two years ago, so she might not know the details. Imperial history focuses more on the aftermath of events rather than their development, making it difficult to fully understand. The Empire prioritizes the Imperial Family's perspective above all else, even cramming events from two years ago into textbooks.

"Hmm?"

While watching this unusual history lesson, Laterre, who had been explaining smoothly, hesitated for the first time.


"The Six Swords? This is content I haven't seen before."

Ah.

"It's content revised this year. If you were looking at last year's textbook, you might not know about it."

"Is that so? That's a relief. I was worried I might have studied incorrectly."

I answered Laterre's question. Until now, the Empire couldn't widely publicize information about them, but this is the first revision to mention them, which I'm well aware of. The Education Ministry even contacted me about it since it's related to me.

It wasn't bad news for me. Names that had to be concealed two years ago due to unavoidable circumstances are finally being revealed to the world. Considering that many people's names remain buried forever, waiting two years isn't so bad.

"It's important content, so you should study it well."

A prince from another country remembering the name—I'd say that counts as success.

***

Laterre's gaze, which had been fixed on Kal, returned to the textbook.

'The Six Swords.'

It's not extensively mentioned in the textbook—just a few lines—but those brief contents are far from insignificant.

The Six Swords. Six heroes who sacrificed their lives to contribute to the assassination of the Usurper in the final battle of the Great Northern War, which the Empire calls the Great Punitive War, two years ago.

'Strange.'

The Yuven United Kingdom has also been closely monitoring the Usurper, the Khagan. As I explained to Louise, the Khagan's death once again proved that an individual cannot defeat a collective.

Before the Empire killed the Khagan, dangerous public opinion was spreading throughout the continent's nations that a superhuman unaffected by national influence could potentially shake a country. Fortunately, that opinion was quelled when the Empire killed the Khagan, but what a precarious moment it was.

Proportional to that precarious feeling, I prided myself on having sufficient information about the Khagan.

'Surely it was the inspector who killed the Khagan.'

The Victorious Duke led the Imperial army in the final battle, and Kal killed the Khagan. Of these facts, what the Empire widely proclaimed was that the Victorious Duke commanded the Imperial army in the battle where the Khagan died, leading the Empire to victory.

It's not that the Empire erased Kal's achievements, but they remained silent to highlight the Victorious Duke's exploits. In fact, even within the Empire, news about the Khagan's killer didn't spread widely among lower nobles and civilians.

In such a situation, they suddenly bring up the existence of the Six Swords? When they haven't even widely proclaimed the living Khagan slayer? I wondered if Kal might be included among the Six Swords, but that's not the case either.

'Something is happening.'

The Six Swords, which could dilute the Victorious Duke's achievements, are now being mentioned. Yet the actual person who killed the Khagan is not included among them. There's clearly something going on, but I can't grasp what the Empire—or more precisely, the current Emperor—intends.

I never expected such a bombshell to be hidden in this year's revised textbook. My country probably didn't properly check it, thinking that Imperial revisions are routine.

"Laterre? What's wrong?"

"I was just thinking about something else. Let's continue."

Louise's call barely pulled me out of my thoughts. I seem to have been caught off guard by unexpected information.

'There's nothing I can do.'


There are limits to what I can discover in the confined space of the Academy. It would be more efficient to inform my country and leave this matter to them.

Laterre's gaze shifted to Kal, who was looking out the window. Known as the Emperor's hound and having a close relationship with the Victorious Duke, Kal might know something about this incomprehensible event. I almost want to ask him directly.

***

Laterre's gaze feels piercing. He must be thinking hard by now, suspecting some ulterior motive behind this revision.

'There actually is one.'

It's a revision heavily influenced by the Emperor, who's increasingly and frighteningly obsessed with imperial authority. The current Emperor is so fixated on imperial power that he doesn't hesitate to remove even his in-laws. It seems he's now decided it's time to check the Victorious Duke, who is the Crown Prince's father-in-law.

As stories about the Six Swords spread, the full account of the Khagan's assassination will gradually unfold, resulting in some dimming of the Victorious Duke's prestige as the main figure who led the war to victory. The glory that the Victorious Duke has monopolized until now will start to be distributed.

'It's troublesome, as always.'

Every move a politician makes contains some meaning, which gives me a headache. I'm satisfied that those who haven't seen the light for two years are finally coming into the spotlight, but the only thing that concerns me is the harm to the Victorious Duke.

But the Emperor only intends to keep him in check moderately, so it should be fine. If he had truly intended to do something to the Victorious Duke, he wouldn't have thrown such a minor check. This check is essentially a polite greeting saying, "I'm watching you, so be careful."

Considering the Emperor's usual behavior, this is a really simple and mild check. Laterre could figure it out himself if he thought about it more simply. Still, I should convey my regards to the Victorious Duke when I see him next. I owe him a great deal.

Time passing quickly during exam periods is a common characteristic across all worlds. It seems like just yesterday that I saw the club members gathered to study, but the theory exams are already over.

Yes, the "theory" exams.

"I can't express how reassuring it is to have you all here."

"We are the ones grateful for your consideration, Inspector."

The day after the theory exams ended, I called Villar to the club room to discuss an important matter.

"The Academy was also pleased with the cooperation of the three countries. It would be troublesome if any distinguished individuals were injured."

What comes after theory exams? Practical exams, of course. And in this Academy, practical exams mean fierce duels with swords and magic flying about.

Fortunately, with the power of magic and holy power, most injuries can be quickly healed. Skilled magicians or priests can even reattach severed limbs and somehow revive someone as long as they're still breathing. I know from experience.

But what madman would approach royalty with the mindset of "Don't worry, we can reattach your arm if it gets cut off!" That person's head would be the first thing to get cut off.

"I'll patrol the dueling grounds to check for any unusual situations."

"Yes, understood."

So this is what we're doing. Starting from the day the practical exams begin, we'll be stationed throughout the dueling grounds to prepare for any possible injuries.

It's not actually a difficult task. Monitoring duels to prevent injuries is something that experienced members of knight orders or magician guilds routinely do. It's just that the tension is sky-high because the duelists are royalty.

"I feel sorry for the students who will be their opponents."

The real challenge is for the unnamed students who must swing swords or cast spells against royalty. They might weep when they see the match-ups.

But what can we do? Drawing a favorable opponent is also a kind of skill. Just as game character screens include LUK as a stat, luck is one of the factors in evaluating life's journey.

Anyway, it's better for those students to think of it that way too.

Students at the Imperial Academy are equal during their enrollment period. Regardless of whether they are imperial family members, royalty, nobility, or commoners, they receive education on equal footing, fostering friendship as fellow students without prejudice. There is no hierarchy, and only the difference between teachers and students exists. That is the iron rule of the Imperial Academy.

Synonyms for this include "I'll stay and work, so you can leave first" and "I'm not angry, so tell me the truth." It means saying one thing verbally while the reality is completely different. Actually, you don't even need to dig deeper to see that it's obviously not true.

'At least Ainter is an exception.'

There are exactly four people who can make their sparring opponents surrender in tears. Despite having no real power, there's still Ainter from the imperial family; Lyutis and Laterre, who possess the royal shield that no noble underling would dare penetrate; and Tanian, who is called the son of God according to doctrine.

Among the four, Ainter doesn't even take practical courses. He's the type who focuses purely on academics rather than swords, magic, or holy power. From the beginning, if the Crown Prince were to build up military power while wielding a dragon cleaver and tap dancing, that wouldn't be courage but recklessness.

'No need to worry about Tanian either.'

Though labeled as a candidate, Tanian's holy power is bestowed by God. According to the Dawn Order's doctrine, no one can dare evaluate the holy power given to Tanian by God, so he gets a free pass on practical exams. That leaves only Lyutis and Laterre.

The Armein Royal Knights led by Villar will be stationed at Lyutis's sparring arena, and the Yuven Royal Knights and Mage Corps will also be watching Laterre's arena. The Papal States forces, which have relative abundance as Tanian gets a free pass, will also be deployed in scattered positions.

With forces that exceed the two princes in skill, the possibility of trouble is extremely low. No matter how I think about it, the biggest victims of this practical exam are the sacrificial lambs who will be sparring against the two princes. It's unfortunate but unavoidable. If only two are sacrificed, everyone else can be happy.

'At least it will be over in a day.'

I sighed in relief as I checked the sparring schedule I received from the Principal. There aren't many students taking the practical exam, and with many arenas available, we can proceed quickly. Just one day of tension and we can get through this smoothly.

Students taking the practical exam are divided into two groups: those who approach it lightly as a general education requirement and those who give it their all with gritted teeth. And naturally, I'll be keeping an eye on the latter. The former will take care of themselves, so there's no need to pay special attention to them.

That's why I'm going around all the arenas with the Principal to prepare for any possible situations. Though the Principal appears to be an old man on the outside, his core is that of a powerful mage, not just in the Empire but on a continental scale. Mages become more fearsome with age.

"The future of the Empire looks bright."
"I think so too. Every year, such excellent children come in, and it makes my heart race."

Although I was merely observing for safety and had no particular expectations for the students' skills, they were better than I thought.

Some outmaneuvered their opponents with technique, some overwhelmed with physical ability, and others crawled through with sheer tenacity. Though their approaches varied, they all had one thing in common—they won in the end.

'Not bad.'

They're still students, so naturally they haven't reached mastery. But if properly guided, they could become useful forces. Like the Student Council President.

...Like the Student Council President?

'Oh.'

With a thought suddenly crossing my mind, I hurriedly took out a notebook from my breast pocket.

***

"The future of the Empire looks bright."

Bernhardt Mursch, Principal of the Imperial Academy, nodded at the Audit Department Head's words. The Empire is vast, and talent is abundant. Every year, outstanding children enter and surprise him, making his heart race.

"I think so too. Every year, such excellent children come in, and it makes my heart race."


These children will grow to become pillars supporting the Empire. Once, he roamed battlefields with His Grace the Iron-Blooded Duke, dedicating himself to the Empire, but now he is old and aged. Yet, how could he not be pleased to contribute to nurturing new pillars with this aged body?

While Bernhardt was looking at the students with a warm heart, he had to turn his gaze when he heard a rustling sound beside him.

The Audit Department Head was writing something in a notebook. That itself wasn't concerning, but what bothered him was that the man was staring at the same students Bernhardt had been watching warmly, but with sharp eyes.

"Audit Department Head?"
"Ah, excuse me."

The Audit Department Head closed his notebook, but Bernhardt couldn't shake off his unease. Since the Audit Department Head came to the Academy, he had certainly moved to help the Academy, never causing harm.

But if the head of the Audit Department was looking at his precious students with predatory eyes, he needed to know why. That was his proper duty as an educator and as an old man who would become a foundation for future generations.

"There's nothing to excuse. But as this old man ages, my curiosity only grows. May I know what you were writing?"
"It's nothing special."

The Audit Department Head, putting the notebook back in his breast pocket, still had his gaze fixed on the students.

"I was noting down talents who will serve the Empire."

With a slight curl at the corner of his mouth, the Audit Department Head seemed quite satisfied.

"That's good. The future of the Empire is truly bright."

Bernhardt pondered how to respond to those words. It would certainly be a joyous occasion if students caught the eye of a high-ranking official and received letters of recommendation. But the official's gaze was unsettling, which worried him.

However, his concern was brief. Despite his notoriety, the Audit Department Head was known for his patriotism. He wouldn't do anything strange to students dreaming of becoming officials or soldiers.

"Yes, I look forward to seeing those children grow."

Those children will surely move toward a bright future.

***

A thought crossing my mind. Yes, the Student Council President. I had discovered a good raw gem like the Student Council President and secured it faster than anyone else. The Academy is an educational place where raw gems like the Student Council President, lacking experience, gather. And whoever finds a gem first gets to claim it.

Promising ones can be pushed into Department 3 or Department 5. If not there, they could be recommended to the Special Affairs Ministry or the military. Those guys are always complaining about staff shortages, so sending them these prospective civil servants would make me look good and make it easier when I need to ask for favors.

'This is a gold mine like no other.'

Satisfaction welled up every time I wrote down the arena numbers where notable sparring took place. Is this how professors feel when looking at prospective graduate students? Anyway, if I can grab about ten people from here, my path forward will be smoother. If I throw about three to other departments, they'll be overjoyed.

My small and precious Pokémon collection continued until the Principal called me.

'I'll have to check at the next exam too.'

New gems might appear then. The future of the Empire and my future look very bright.

Finally, Lyutis's sparring began at the swordsmanship arena. I could feel the change in the presence of the Armein Royal Knights hidden here and there.

"I lost..."


And not long after, it ended anticlimactically smoothly. No matter how much it's just sparring, one can't muster the courage to swing a sword at royalty. Maybe some crazy republican bastard could.

If only Laterre had taken the knight route, I would have matched him with Lyutis, but unfortunately, he's a mage. They're always unhelpful.

"That was an enjoyable match!"

Only enjoyable for you, I bet.
Seeing Lyutis laughing loudly and extending his hand to his opponent deepened my sympathy for the opponent. He didn't seem to lack skill, but his opponent was royalty. It's truly unfortunate.

'He's a decent guy too.'

I stroked my chin while looking at the sparring opponent who only bowed his head but in his heart must have been bowing 90 degrees at the waist. Surrendering at the start of the match would be too obvious and would earn the royalty's displeasure instead of protecting their body. So the opponent had to endure a time of suffering while getting hit by Lyutis.

It was amazing how he took hits, stabs, and cuts while tanking with the least painful parts of his body. It's harder to lose gracefully without the opponent noticing than to fight with full strength and win.

'There's a lot of talent.'

I stored Lyutis's opponent in my mind as well. I don't know if this year's Academy is a golden batch or if this is the average level. Well, it's good news for someone who's recruiting.

"Oh. What a coincidence. It seems Erich's match is about to begin too."
"Erich, you say?"

While watching the Kaiser student limping down the opposite side from Lyutis and then walking normally again, I heard the Principal's voice who had been observing other arenas.

"Shall we go watch?"
"I'm not sure if we'll have time."
"Now that Lyutis's match is over, what's the rush? The magic department matches are still far off, so we have plenty of time."

I nodded at the Principal's kindness in providing a sufficient pretext. I was also curious about how much Erich's skills had improved.

"Then that would be fine."
"I hear Erich's skills are improving day by day. This is my first time seeing it directly, so I'm looking forward to it."
"Hearing you say that makes me even prouder."
"It's not flattery, so feel free to be as proud as you like."

Exchanging pleasantries, we moved to another arena where we could see Erich who had just stepped onto the platform.

And Erich, who had appeared calm, showed a surprisingly rapid increase in fighting spirit as soon as we appeared. His sparring opponent was visibly taken aback.

As soon as the match began, Erich charged forward as if possessed, which was quite impressive. I felt proud and satisfied with his skill.

'It's all good, but...'

It's really good, but...
Why did he suddenly start charging with gritted teeth after seeing me?

Maybe it's just my imagination. But his gaze was definitely fixed on me.

I thought we were getting closer, but it seems my presence is still a berserk totem for Erich.

# The Kracius Family is one of the Empire's most distinguished martial houses. While perhaps not quite the foremost martial family, they are an unwavering presence that has never been excluded from discussions of martial houses throughout the Empire's 300-year history.

One of the Imperial Counts directly serving the Emperor and a member of the Imperial Assembly. That is the Kracius Family, and that is the name placed upon Erich's shoulders. Of course, not being the heir lessens the weight somewhat.

Still, being the second son of a prestigious martial family greatly influenced Erich's path, and he received education within the family even before entering the Academy. Thanks to this, he finds it difficult to find worthy opponents among not only first-years but even seniors. Except perhaps Lyutis. After all, status, educational opportunities, and skill usually go hand in hand.

'The matchup isn't bad either.'

No matter who his opponent is, he has no intention of losing, but he's been paired with someone who has an extremely minimal chance of being a variable. He'll easily secure his practical exam score.

'It would have been nice if Luise were here.'

Even looking at his nervous opponent doesn't particularly inspire motivation. Sorry, but victory is too obvious. If Luise had been watching, he might have been more enthusiastic, but she's busy preparing for her own match in the Magic Department. A pity.

'Nothing to be done about it.'

He'll just have to be satisfied with cheering enthusiastically during Luise's match.

With these thoughts, he gripped the sword handle, and as soon as he did, he saw a familiar figure approaching the arena.

"Brother?"

The voice escaped in bewilderment. Fortunately, it was quiet enough that his opponent didn't hear, but Erich's gaze was already fixed on Kal standing behind his opponent.

Someone he never expected to come to the arena had appeared. He only belatedly noticed that the person next to him was the principal. What on earth was going on here?

'This is maddening.'

Erich bit his lip as he saw Kal looking in his direction with folded arms. They had grown somewhat accustomed to each other over time. The time they'd spent together since Kal came to the Academy was longer than the time they'd spent together from when Kal became an official until Erich entered the Academy.

By now, he was comfortable enough not to tense up at Kal's gaze or gestures. They had recovered to the point of naturally greeting each other when their eyes met. It wasn't as if they had ever had a falling out. Time had simply built up awkwardness between them.

But just as he gripped his sword, he caught Kal's gaze. Those pitch-black eyes resembling the family head bore down on him. Though Erich was clearly at a higher position on the arena platform, he felt as if he were being looked down upon.

'How embarrassing.'

He gripped the sword handle even tighter. Being intimidated by someone who just watches without saying anything, especially when that person is family, is too embarrassing to admit anywhere.

'How long am I going to be like this?'

"If he could be half as good as his brother, he would truly be exceptional" – a comment Erich often heard in social circles. But Erich had never been disheartened by such evaluations. When the gap with your point of comparison is so vast, you don't even feel jealousy or self-loathing.

Besides, those evaluations were meant to praise Kal's abilities, not to belittle Erich. After all, at that time, Erich hadn't even entered the Academy yet.

But now it's different. He's legally an adult by Imperial law, and he's gradually grown closer to his once-distant only brother. He doesn't want to live as a brother overshadowed forever. He doesn't want to be a weak brother who cowers under that gaze. He wants to be a proud nobleman and a member of the Kracius family.

'This is actually an opportunity.'

Those eyes resembling the family head's now felt welcome. If he could gain recognition from his blood relative with those eyes, it would feel like gaining recognition from the family head himself.

Erich's eyes filled not with bewilderment but with fighting spirit. His intention to take it easy transformed into a determination to gain recognition by surpassing barriers. He would impress those eyes of Kal's that looked at him like a tool with admiration and satisfaction.

Now he could sense his opponent's confusion, but he was sorry. He had found a reason to give it his all. If his opponent got seriously injured, he would properly apologize.

And that day, Erich was able to see Kal nodding with satisfaction, the corners of his mouth turned up.

***

I briefly wondered if I was Erich's berserk totem, but it doesn't matter. I'm satisfied as long as I can help my brother in any way. Where else would you find such a brother?


Anyway, Erich, whose momentum suddenly changed as he overwhelmed his opponent one-sidedly, quickly claimed victory. Erich already seemed to have the upper hand in skill, and when fighting spirit was added to the mix, there was no way for his opponent to withstand it. Still, I was surprised that Erich's skills were more impressive than I'd expected.

'He's trained a lot.'

He showed a performance worthy of the Kracius name. Well, would that family head ever let his son play around idly? Of course not. Still, there would be extremely few peers who could match him. It's certainly praiseworthy.

I thought clapping might be too humiliating for the defeated opponent, so I just nodded to Erich who was looking in my direction. Seeing his grin, it seems my feelings were conveyed.

"As expected of the Kracius family. Both brothers are exceptional—like father, like sons."

As I was considering giving him a thumbs up, the principal's voice came from beside me. The nuance suggested he had some connection with the family head, beyond mere pleasantries.

"Have you met my father before?"
"Of course. Just before I retired from the military, that friend of mine was just entering."

The principal, stroking his long beard, seemed lost in memories of that time. But something seemed odd. If he was about to retire when the family head was just entering, that means he had reached the end of his military career. And now, more than 20 years later, he's the Academy principal?

'He's a veteran.'

A veteran who even fully transitioned to a second career. Indeed, mages become more dangerous as they age.

"He was a quiet fellow, not good at expressing himself. But he had a strong sense of responsibility and was surprisingly affectionate."
"Affectionate? I'm not sure about that."
"Doesn't he take good care of his people? At least among Wilhelm's peers or juniors, I've never seen anyone who disliked him."

If the standard for being affectionate is maintaining one's faction thoroughly, then I can understand. The vassals of the Kracius family boast quite high loyalty. A master who maintains a strict separation between public and private matters and rewards or punishes accordingly is certainly in the upper ranks.

After the last sword duel ended, we moved to where the magic duels would take place. Since magic duels involve ranged attacks flying around, they often don't fit the specifications of the sword dueling arena.

If the arenas were different, they could hold sword and magic duels simultaneously, but since healing personnel aren't abundant, they proceeded sequentially. It would be chaotic if someone in the sword section had their leg cut off while someone in the magic section had their arm on fire.

And now before my eyes, I saw a pitiful sacrifice falling after being pierced by an icicle thrown by Laterre.

'So that bastard was an ice mage.'

Seems like he invested in skills that match his hair color.

"Oh, that ended quickly."
"How could anyone withstand being shot at one-sidedly from a distance?"

Lyutis and Erich, who had finished their sword duels, were also there. With nothing else to do, they said they'd watch the magic duels. Their goal was probably Luise.

Glancing around, I noticed people weren't approaching our vicinity as if a barrier had been set up. It would be intimidating enough to pass by with just the Audit Department Head and the principal, but a royal was included too.

"Brother, over here."
"That was impressive, Laterre."

And now the barrier became even stronger with Tanian and Ainter welcoming Laterre. These guys who weren't even visible at the sword dueling arena subtly joined in. Anyway, students are avoiding our vicinity in terror, afraid they might step on even our shadows with this formidable lineup.

"Now we just have to wait for Luise's match!"

At Lyutis's words, I inadvertently looked at him. I was reminded of the idiotic sword debate between Lyutis and Laterre last time.

'What is wrong with this guy?'

Lyutis had proclaimed the superiority of swords during the debate, but Luise was actually studying magic. At that time, I didn't know what practical skills Luise had chosen either, so I just went along with it, but what's this guy's deal?

Whether he knew Luise was learning magic and still acted that way, or didn't even know what classes the person he likes was taking, it's problematic. The former would make him insanely bold, the latter would make him an idiot.


'It must be the former?'

Let's assume he momentarily went overboard as a prince of Armein, a knight powerhouse. I settled on that thought for the sake of Lyutis's remaining honor.

And it was a bit scary how these guys, who had been chatting idly among themselves, simultaneously turned their attention to the arena as soon as Luise's duel began.

"Luise! You can definitely win!"
"Go, Luise!"

Stop it, you crazy bastards.

With mixed feelings, I distanced myself slightly from the five idiots. Although the cheers of the two loudest ones distinctly echoed, the other three were also visibly moving their mouths in what was clearly encouragement.

And as this continued, Luise's opponent's expression gradually changed to one of resignation. Who would dare to freely cast magic against someone being cheered on by imperial royalty, foreign royalty, and the next saint? I couldn't do it either.

'Poor thing.'

Even Luise seemed a bit embarrassed by the thunderous cheers, her face reddening. Still, she awkwardly waved her hand in gratitude, and the five guys cheered even louder, and she waved again...

'This is just a painful confrontation.'

It's truly a pity.

The duels of Lyutis and Laterre, which I observed most carefully, ended without any problems except for breaking the hearts of two sacrificial lambs. There was also the satisfying outcome of predicting the guaranteed futures for students with outstanding abilities.

I was even able to directly confirm Erich's growth. There were no problems at all, only good things happened during this practical exam. Once Luise's duel ended, I could proudly say it had been a fulfilling day. That's what I thought.

That was the foreshadowing.

"My goodness..."
"Wow."

The principal's sigh-like exclamation, my quiet exclamation like a death rattle.

What the hell? What the actual hell? What on earth?

No, seriously, why?

"I-I surrender!"

Luise's opponent, who had been desperately defending against her magic, hastily declared surrender. Even now after surrendering, he seemed dazed.

I understand. The magic Luise cast was truly unusual. There was clearly only one incantation and only one spell flying. But suddenly the magic split into three parts—one piece continued straight ahead, while the other two pieces struck from different directions. The opponent was ecstatic about this sudden triple event.

"This is... what on earth..."

At the still-stiff voice of the principal, I turned my gaze toward him, and he also turned his gaze toward me.

"Audit Department Head. Is this...?"
"Yes, it is."

When I nodded miserably to the principal's question, hoping for a negative answer, he held his forehead. If I didn't have to maintain appearances, I would have run back to my quarters without looking back and turned on the communication orb.

'Damn...'

Why is Luise using the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic?

My mind went blank at this major incident that erupted at the last moment.

Though called "Unique Magic," it's not as grand as it sounds. It refers to magic that a mage creates that didn't previously exist, can only be activated through that specific mage's mana manipulation method, and can only be learned by those personally taught by the original mage.

Actually, that's completely wrong. It's incredibly significant. Especially if it's the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic, its value becomes almost unfathomable. Many of the continent's renowned mages would crawl on all fours to the magic tower if they could learn the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic.

The Principal beside me was restraining himself only because of his advanced age. If he were even slightly younger, he would have rushed to Luise immediately.

'This is maddening.'

And from the Principal's reaction, I could tell with certainty: the fact that Luise could use the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic was a secret unknown even to the Principal, the Academy's administrator. A secret known only to Luise in this world. Well, the Magic-Ending Duke must know too.

'The Magic-Ending Duke must have taught her.'

Another person's unique magic isn't something easily replicated. Even in the rare case where someone develops a similar unique magic through similar ideas, the resulting magic would look different due to the developer's distinct mana manipulation method.

But Luise's magic just now was clearly the Magic-Ending Duke's. How many times have I witnessed it firsthand? I even cross-verified it with the Principal, so it's certain. It's definitely the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic. I'd stake my resignation letter on it.

"Do you have time?"
"Let's go right away. This conversation will likely be lengthy."

When I casually addressed the Principal, he nodded immediately, looking overwhelmed. We needed to discuss this.

Before turning to head to the Principal's office, my eyes met with Luise, who was still in the dueling arena. She waved cheerfully, and I responded with a smile. Yes, congratulations on your victory.

I just wish you had won with a different magic.

Only the Principal and I sat in the Principal's office. Even the secretary left immediately after serving tea. Matters concerning a Duke, no matter how trivial, must not leak out.

"The fortunate thing is that the magic Luise used isn't widely known."
"A small blessing in an unfortunate situation."

The Magic-Ending Duke possesses several unique magics due to his insane talent. Fortunately, the magic Luise used is the least recognized among them. If it had been even slightly more famous, the dueling arena would have been in an uproar.

Still, I couldn't help but sigh at the predicament. It's merely a small blessing in an unfortunate situation, and the situation itself remains unfortunate. To think that Luise, whom I considered as harmless as a capybara, is connected to a Duke.

'Just my luck.'

From my perspective, a Duke is far more intimidating than a powerless prince or someone who becomes a prince after graduation. Each Duke is inhuman in various ways.

"At the very least, we need to understand the relationship between the Magic-Ending Duke and Luise."
"Wouldn't it be best to confirm with the person directly involved?"

The "person" the Principal refers to is obviously Luise. Neither I nor the Principal have the courage to directly question the Magic-Ending Duke. Who knows what would happen if we approached him voluntarily.

"I was certain the Magic-Ending Duke had neither children nor disciples."

During our silence, the Principal muttered as if lamenting. In truth, having a student connected to a Duke isn't a problem in itself. Margareta, whom the Iron-Blooded Duke adores, is proudly attending the Academy, and the current Crown Princess, daughter of the Victorious Duke, is also an Academy graduate.

The problem is being blindsided. If we had known from the beginning that Luise was connected to a Duke, we wouldn't have been so shocked. And of all people, it's the Magic-Ending Duke, who seemed to have no connection to the Academy and whom we hoped would remain unconnected.

The meeting with the Principal ended after just lamenting our situation.

'So I have to ask after all.'


And I was tasked with asking Luise about her relationship with the Magic-Ending Duke. It happened so naturally that I only realized after leaving the Principal's office. Passing the buck as naturally as breathing. Is this what they call experience?

As I approached the club room, I could hear the commotion, indicating that all members were already gathered.

"Oh, Faculty Advisor! You're here!"

When I opened the door, Lyutis greeted me, which was somewhat regrettable.

"Yes. Everyone's already here, I see."
"We were planning a celebration party among ourselves. We were about to look for you since you weren't around, but here you are!"

Looking around the club room at his words, I saw the oven already working hard. They're preparing the after-party food themselves—these kids are diligent in unexpected ways.

"Everyone worked hard. I didn't see the written exam, but the practical was impressive."

I offered some words of encouragement as I took a seat. They did work hard today, both with the shock and the exam. Of course, the two sacrificial lambs and the unexpected third victim who got hit by the unique magic had it worse.

"Haha, thank you. But Luise was more impressive than us."
"That's right. She overwhelmed her opponent with a magic I've never seen before."

Laterre continued after Lyutis, as the topic turned to magic. Yes, of course you've never seen it. If it were famous enough for you to recognize, we'd be in serious trouble.

"She was impressive indeed."

Since the topic naturally shifted to Luise's magic, I could join the conversation. I couldn't directly ask, "Are you somehow related to the Magic-Ending Duke?" but I could approach it indirectly.

"While I'm not deeply versed in magic, it was quite unusual. I'm curious where you learned it."

I tested the waters lightly. Since she had hidden her unique magic until now, she might also conceal her relationship with the Magic-Ending Duke. But today she revealed that hidden secret. This means she might also reveal their relationship. Her answer would tell me which way she leans.

"I learned it from a magician when I was young. He said he was a wanderer, and I met him by chance near our mansion."

Wanderer. That's a term the Magic-Ending Duke often uses when abandoning his duties to roam around. When mages from the magic tower search for traces of the missing Magic-Ending Duke, they reportedly hear the word "wanderer" dozens of times.

"He had blue hair like Laterre. Do all blue-haired people excel at magic?"
"An interesting hypothesis."

Luise chuckled, and Laterre responded cheerfully. But I couldn't laugh.

'The Magic-Ending Duke has white hair.'

If not white but blue, then he contacted Luise while disguised. This means Luise might not even know who taught her magic.

'Damn it.'

My assigned quest has changed. Instead of asking Luise about her relationship with the Magic-Ending Duke, I need to ask the Duke himself why he taught magic to Luise.

The fact that the Magic-Ending Duke had a disciple at the Academy that no one knew about is troublesome but manageable. But the Duke concealing his identity while training a disciple is not something to take lightly.

It means a special force—a mage trained by the Magic-Ending Duke—was cultivated without anyone's knowledge. There's no guarantee this is an isolated case, suggesting there might be unidentified special forces scattered throughout the Empire.

'And I have to ask about this?'


My mind went blank at the horrifying situation. It's nerve-wracking enough to receive communication from a Duke, but now I have to initiate contact? And essentially say, "I think you've done something suspicious"? The difficulty level is insane.

'Should I throw this to the Special Affairs Ministry?'

The thought seriously crossed my mind.
But thinking more about it, it seemed like a decent idea. Issues related to special forces like mages are rightfully under the Special Affairs Ministry's jurisdiction. Broadly speaking, this matter falls under their purview.

Right, I belong to the Ministry of Finance. As a civil servant, I should stick to my responsibilities and not meddle in others' affairs. Experts exist for a reason.

My long-overdue communication with the Intelligence Department Head was terrible.

- Have you finally lost your mind?
"Isn't this a magic-related issue?"
- That should be categorized as Duke-related, not magic-related. Don't try to push it under the wrong category.

The Intelligence Department Head, who had initially received my communication calmly, showed an intense rejection as soon as he learned it involved the Magic-Ending Duke. The already overworked Intelligence Department wouldn't want to handle a bomb like a Duke.

But what can I do? I don't want this either. Does he think I have abundant free time?

"This isn't something we can just ignore. The Magic-Ending Duke's disciples might be scattered everywhere."
- I understand it's a significant matter. But why are you asking the Intelligence Department?
"Don't you have any relevant information?"
- Ha.

I felt a bit embarrassed at the Intelligence Department Head's incredulous laugh. In truth, I suspected they wouldn't have information. The Five Dukes are nobles above nobles, loyal arms and partners of the Emperor. Even the Intelligence Department can't gather information on Dukes without the Emperor's directive.

Still, I had hoped that perhaps the Emperor had issued some directive regarding the Magic-Ending Duke, but apparently not.

After several more exchanges, the Intelligence Department Head sighed softly and nodded.

- I understand the Audit Department Head's feelings. With the Academy already monitoring key figures, getting the Magic-Ending Duke involved must be overwhelming.
"Thank you for understanding."
- The Intelligence Department isn't exactly at leisure either. You know that well.
"Of course."
- Anyway, since I'm in the Capital, I'll try to find a way. Can't expect much from an Audit Department Head in the provinces.

The Intelligence Department Head, after clicking his tongue, finally understood and accepted my desperate plea. As expected of the Intelligence Department Head, I had faith in him.

And my trust in the Intelligence Department Head shattered the next morning when I checked the message in my communication device.

[Efforts made but unsuccessful. Expressing regret. - Intelligence Department Head, Special Affairs Ministry]

At first, I wasn't sure what this meant, but I understood after seeing the next message.

[Child. Contact me as soon as you see this.]

A brief message without identifying the sender. But given the context and the owner of that tone, there could only be one person.

'Intelligence Department Head, you bastard.'

You said you'd find a way.

And that way was to direct the Magic-Ending Duke's communication straight to me?

I remembered memories from before my possession. Not particularly pleasant ones—accidentally opening a message I'd been deliberately avoiding, seeing the notification disappear, and feeling that vague obligation to respond. Those pitiful memories of desperately wishing there was a way to restore that notification number.

'Would smashing it make it like it never happened?'

I fought the urge to throw the communication device against the wall while entertaining this futile thought. Could I claim I tried to make contact but my device broke? But that would probably just come back to bite me even worse.

'That Intelligence Department Head bastard.'

No matter how I looked at it, the Intelligence Department Head was to blame. How could he do this to me? After all the times I've turned a blind eye to what his family's been up to.

With a dejected heart, I squeezed my eyes shut before carefully operating the communication device. If I stall too long and the Magic-Ending Duke contacts me first, I'll be charged with the crime of insolence. Just imagining it is terrifying.

I sent a signal to the Magic-Ending Duke's communication device and stared bitterly as it began to flicker. I'd rather she didn't answer so I could just leave a message. Please don't answer, please don't answer, please don't answer...

"Is that you, child? It's been a while."

She answered.

"Kal Kracius, heir to the Kracius Family and Head of the Audit Department of the Ministry of Finance, greets the honorable Magic-Ending Duke—"
"That's enough. No need for such cumbersome greetings."
"Understood."

I bowed my head slightly toward the Magic-Ending Duke, who shook her head lightly and cut me off. The Magic-Ending Duke dislikes troublesome procedures and ceremonies, ruthlessly cutting off even greetings if they seem to drag on. Of course, anyone who abbreviates their greeting without a duke's permission would find their tongue shortened, so caution is advised.

"My child, you've grown quite bold while we've been apart."
"I apologize, but I'm not sure what you mean..."
"I heard about it. You were curious about a lady's private life, weren't you?"

That Intelligence Department Head bastard. He really told her everything... Thanks for sparing me the trouble of explaining it myself.

While I was contemplating whether to probe the Intelligence Department Head's family again, the Magic-Ending Duke quietly gazed at me with her white eyes. I still can't get used to those eyes. It's a bit startling when you can barely distinguish between the iris and the white of the eye.

Still, perhaps because their owner is a beautiful woman, they feel more mysterious than frightening. Her irises are closer to silver than pure white, and her pupils are white too. After appearing to contemplate something, the Magic-Ending Duke spoke again.

"I'll come to the Audit Department, so wait for me."
"Pardon?"

Did I hear that wrong?
I made the mistake of questioning the noble duke's words, but her statement was that bewildering. Coming to the Audit Department? The Magic-Ending Duke herself? Wait, I'm at the Academy right now?

"I'm currently assigned to the Academy, so unfortunately I won't be able to receive Your Grace."
"Is that so?"

In response to my pitiful struggle, the Magic-Ending Duke tilted her head, perking up her long ears. As if she'd encountered an unexpected obstacle.

"Then should I go to the Academy?"
"But if Your Grace is personally coming, shouldn't I return to the Audit Department to receive you properly?"
"My, my. You really do think of me, don't you?"
"You flatter me."

And my struggle ended as just that—a struggle. Faced with her indirect command to stop playing games and come running, I quietly bowed my head. The Magic-Ending Duke's piercing gaze seemed to ask why I was squirming when I would surrender immediately anyway. A sad situation.

"I'll send someone to the main building, so come comfortably."
"I appreciate your consideration."

Meaning she'll send a teleportation mage to catch me so I can't escape somewhere strange. I was so moved by this heavy consideration that I could almost cry.


There's no way to resist a summons from a duke so lofty I can barely look up to her. And what could I do when she's even kindly providing a teleportation mage to minimize the impact on my work? I hurriedly contacted the Principal, Vice Principal, and Villar to let them know I'd be absent. At least those three needed to know about my absence to handle any emergencies.

As I waited blankly at the main building, a mage suddenly appeared from thin air and landed in front of me. That was faster than expected. Well, from your perspective too, the duke's sudden order must have felt like a fire under your feet. We briefly exchanged glances, understanding each other's feelings.

"Department Head, I've come to escort you."
"Right."

But we didn't exchange any unnecessary words. When colleagues meet for work, it's best to just complete the task and part ways.

See, even that mage just bowed his head and disappeared as soon as we arrived at the Ministry of Finance building. A good civil servant completes their duty and leaves without lingering.

'So I'm back here like this.'

Left alone, I silently looked up at the Ministry of Finance building. When I left for the Academy, I had wanted to return quickly, but this wasn't what I meant. Did someone give me a monkey's paw? My wish came true, but in a rather twisted way.

Sighing, I was about to enter the Ministry building when my communication device suddenly lit up brilliantly. Damn, what is it now?

"Department Head! We have an emergency!"

As soon as I answered, the Section 2 Chief's face popped up, shouting without preamble. An emergency? From the Section 2 Chief's mouth? An emergency?

"You bastard! What have you done this time?!"

I instinctively cursed. With the major event of the Magic-Ending Duke's visit already scheduled, now we have another incident that even the Section 2 Chief acknowledges as an "emergency." And judging by the fact that this report didn't go through the Deputy Head, it must be truly urgent.

"No, I didn't do anything! The Magic-Ending Duke is suddenly visiting! We really had nothing to do with this!"

The Section 2 Chief spoke as if he were wronged, innocent, and going crazy all at once, which left me speechless. Ah, so it's not a separate issue. It's my issue.

"We're hurriedly preparing to receive her, but can we handle this on our own? Shouldn't you come, Department Head?"
"I'm already here."
"What?"
"I said I'm already here."

After a moment of silence, the Section 2 Chief seemed to reach the truth on his own and shouted again.

"What did you do out there?!"

For the first time this year, I couldn't refute the Section 2 Chief's words. I'm sorry, really sorry... Damn, I didn't know that Intelligence Department Head bastard would do this either.

The Magic-Ending Duke, Beatrix Catovan of Servet. One of the five dukes of the Empire.

The title "Magic-Ending Duke" currently held by the Servet Duke means one who has reached the end of magic. It's a name that no other mage would dare mention, but the Magic-Ending Duke certainly deserves it. Even mages from the Yuven United Kingdom, a magical powerhouse, wouldn't dare approach the Magic-Ending Duke.

In fact, it would be unfair to other mages to be compared to the Magic-Ending Duke. Because the Magic-Ending Duke isn't human. This isn't a metaphor—she really isn't human.

"My child. It's not gentlemanly to keep a lady waiting."
"I apologize, Your Grace."

Two ears poking up between long white hair that nearly dragged on the floor. The Catovan ducal family has elven blood, and the Magic-Ending Duke is also of mixed elven heritage. Among the dukes who aren't "human" in various senses, the Magic-Ending Duke is literally not human in terms of race. Of course, her abilities and personality aren't very human either.

But calling her a "lady" seems odd since she's closer to an elder due to her overwhelmingly old age as an elf hybrid. Even the Iron-Blooded Duke, said to be the oldest among the five dukes, is only considered so because they exclude the non-human Magic-Ending Duke—

"Sit down."
"Yes."

I quietly sat down at the Magic-Ending Duke's words, which interrupted my thoughts. Clearly, the Magic-Ending Duke is the guest and I am the host receiving her, but the title of duke is enough to reverse such trivial relationships.


The Magic-Ending Duke, sipping the tea that the Deputy Head had set down before fleeing, looked utterly relaxed. I wish she would at least understand how the poor civil servant in front of her feels. Or not? Maybe it's easier for me if she just keeps drinking tea without saying anything?

"Child."
"Yes, Your Grace."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had been closing her eyes and savoring the aroma, opened her white eyes again to gaze at me. She put down her teacup on the table and interlaced her fingers, seemingly ready to speak in earnest.

"Since when has the Audit Department been interested in a duke's private life?"
'Damn it.'

Although I was prepared, her attack was lethal from the start—a direct punch to the solar plexus. When I couldn't find words to respond, the Magic-Ending Duke drooped her ears and spoke as if hurt.

"I thought our child and I had a special relationship, but it seems my affection was one-sided, which pains me."
"How could I not be aware of the attention Your Grace bestows upon me? I committed a breach of etiquette by failing to control my curiosity."
"Come closer."

I cautiously approached as the Magic-Ending Duke beckoned with her finger. She pointed downward. Understanding roughly what she meant, I lowered my head, and the Magic-Ending Duke's hand rested on top of my head. What's this? Is she hinting that she'll use lightning magic to roast me?

"What hurt me most was hearing about you through the Intelligence Department Head. Do you understand?"
"Yes, yes. Of course."
"Good. Be careful from now on."

Her words were gentle, sounding merely disappointed, but each statement was precious. Despite all the embellishments, she was essentially saying that she was bothered by my attempt to gather personal information about her through the Intelligence Department.

Still, instead of lightning magic, she ended with a light pat on my head. For a moment I felt like a dog, but I'm grateful. It seems she doesn't intend to dispose of her test subject yet. I've never been so thankful to cooperate with the Magic-Ending Duke's experiments as I am today.

"You saw a child using my unique magic?"
"Yes."

And the Magic-Ending Duke, most mercifully, seems not only to forgive but also to answer my questions. Today... I'm lucky...

"Is it perhaps a girl with pink hair and blue eyes?"
"Yes, that's right."

She clearly remembers the appearance of someone she taught her unique magic to. So she's definitely an intentionally trained disciple? I wonder how many others like Luise are there.

"Actually, she's my daughter whom I tearfully gave up for adoption. She's grown up so beautifully."
"...Pardon?"

What?

My body froze at this unexpected revelation about her birth. Wait, it would be concerning enough if she were just a disciple, but her daughter...?

Seeing my reaction, the Magic-Ending Duke nodded slightly and continued.

"You seemed tense, so I made a little joke. Was it funny?"

Ah.

"Your Grace's sense of humor is always impressive."
"Hehe, isn't it?"

I awkwardly laughed along as she smiled with satisfaction.

I had momentarily forgotten that this elderly person with her abundant years has a fondness for strange jokes.

I'm clearly the department head, but having to witness department head jokes firsthand feels like some kind of torture. It's even somewhat unfair. While I occasionally resist the urge to make such jokes, this status-flaunting person in front of me does so without hesitation.

'Perhaps it's because of his advanced age.'

My sense of unfairness gives way to sympathy when I consider the Magic-Ending Duke's age. If making such jokes brings him joy while living a bachelor life at that age without even marriage, let alone children, I should gladly endure it. That's the duty of a young person dealing with an elder.

"Child? What are you thinking about?"

But perhaps my sympathetic feelings toward the Magic-Ending Duke showed on my face, as the hand still patting my head suddenly applied more pressure.

"I was thinking that I should develop a sense of humor like Your Grace so my subordinates would follow me more willingly."
"Oh my, you must have a difficult time normally. Don't worry, everything will work out as time passes."
'I'd rather it didn't.'

The Magic-Ending Duke just placed a terrible curse on me, suggesting I'll become like him when I age. They say powerful mages can imbue their words with power—that's somewhat frightening.

Regardless of my thoughts, the Magic-Ending Duke seemed pleased with my response, his smile deepening.

"I met the child you mentioned eight years ago. That was the only time I ever taught magic to someone."
"Is that so?"

That's reassuring news. If Luise is the only one who received magical instruction from him, at least it means there aren't unknown disciples of the Magic-Ending Duke scattered everywhere. Multiple disciples would be problematic, but a single one could be considered within the range of the Duke's whims or hobbies.

The Emperor's suspicion wouldn't extend to such minor personal matters. I was worried the Emperor might cast suspicious glances at the Magic-Ending Duke too. But of course, someone of ducal rank would have already considered issues that even I could think of.

Anyway, eight years ago would make Luise about 9 years old.

'Just a one-year difference.'

The free portion of the story mentioned her at age 8. How clever that the paid portion would include her connection with the Duke and learning magic—what a marketing strategy.

"Yet that child doesn't seem to know that it was Your Grace who taught her magic. I found it unfortunate that she doesn't realize what a lifetime of good fortune she received."
"I was traveling and didn't want to cause a commotion."

My final question was answered. He hid his identity simply because of a whim during his travels. Indeed, having things become noisy during a vacation meant for relaxation would be troublesome.

Now I feel relieved. Although being suddenly forced into a meeting with the Magic-Ending Duke was disconcerting, I was able to learn the truth directly from the person involved. Besides, the Duke isn't the type to lie about such matters.

"Is that child doing well?"
"Ah, yes. She's healthy and doing fine."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had finally removed his hand from my head, asked about Luise's well-being. Despite it being a whim, it seems he still cares about the student he taught.

"When I first saw her, she was just a young child with the gloomiest expression. I'm glad to hear she's doing well."

I quietly nodded at his words.

The truth revealed by the Magic-Ending Duke was simply an ordinary story of the female lead obtaining a fortunate encounter. It feels anticlimactic compared to the serious discussion I had with the Principal. Of course, it's more convenient than having to deal with a major incident.

Now that my business with the Magic-Ending Duke has concluded with this mundane ending, I should return to the Academy.

"Child, pour me another cup."
"Yes, Your Grace."

But why aren't you leaving, sir?
Suppressing the words that nearly burst from my throat, I carefully poured tea into the cup the Magic-Ending Duke held out.

Clearly, the Magic-Ending Duke summoned me to the Audit Department by grabbing my hair because of my invasion of his privacy. I've received forgiveness, and we've discussed everything about Luise, so there's nothing more to talk about. Yet the Magic-Ending Duke shows no intention of leaving.


"Are you getting along well at the Academy?"

For a moment, it felt like a grandmother asking her grandchild, "Are you doing well at school?" But that's absolutely something I should keep to myself.

"Yes, I've gotten used to it over time."
"I see. When I heard you were going to the Academy, I found it quite amusing."
"Haha."

So my suffering was entertainment for Your Grace.

"When I attended..."

The Magic-Ending Duke, recalling his school days, trailed off and awkwardly sipped his tea. I quietly lowered my gaze at the sight.

The Magic-Ending Duke's reluctance to mention his age is an open secret too embarrassing to even call a secret. While elves are supposedly indifferent to age, the Magic-Ending Duke is not a pure elf but of mixed blood. Moreover, having lived among humans rather than elves, his values are closer to human ones.

No matter how much his mind accepts his overwhelming age as natural, his human-like heart would show a violent rejection. He probably quickly closed his mouth to avoid a conversation that would only reveal his age. Most people already know the Duke's approximate age anyway.

'A graduate from 100 years ago, wasn't it?'

But this too is something I should never say aloud. The Magic-Ending Duke showed displeasure even when the Iron-Blooded Duke treated him respectfully. I don't know how he would react if a mere successor like me brought up his age.

"I hear the Academy has changed a lot these days. I'd like to visit sometime if I get the chance."
"The Principal would be delighted if Your Grace were to visit."
"Is that so? I wonder if there might be a teaching position available."

Please, no.

When my eyes trembled at his sudden remark, the Magic-Ending Duke lightly shook his head and said:

"But I'm too busy with my duties as Tower Master. It would have been a nice opportunity to stay in the same place as our child here."
"I share your disappointment."

The Magic-Ending Duke smiled gently, put down his teacup, and finally stood up. Then his gaze turned toward my arm as I also stood up to see him off.

"Do you need more?"
"No, it's fine. There's still plenty left."

When I was about to roll up my sleeve, the Magic-Ending Duke waved his hand in refusal. Indeed, since it was drawn just before my dispatch to the Academy, there should still be enough left. Wasn't the blood donation interval about 2 or 3 months before my possession? It might be a bit too soon to draw more now.

"Good results should be coming soon, so look forward to it."
"I'm glad my blood seems to be valuable."
"I'm pleased you think so. Stop by the Magic Tower later. You should have a comfortable journey back."
"Thank you for your consideration."

With those words, the Magic-Ending Duke left the Audit Department. The sight of his clean white hair that sparkles in sunlight dragging on the floor is always impressive. They say he uses magic to keep it from getting dirty no matter how much he drags it around.

'Like a robot vacuum cleaner...'

Seeing how the places the Magic-Ending Duke passes through become spotlessly clean, his magic effect must be truly remarkable. He's almost like a living vacuum cleaner.

With these somewhat irreverent thoughts, I sat back down. Come to think of it, he did say good results would be coming soon.

'That's faster than expected.'

During the war in the North, I discovered physical characteristics about myself that I hadn't known before. An incredibly tenacious life force and amazing recovery ability. Thanks to these, I survived countless life-threatening situations in the North, and the Magic-Ending Duke took notice of my extraordinary body.


I was so surprised when a duke personally visited the Audit Department asking for blood for experiments. Of course, having previously exchanged blood for two Choco Pies, I accepted without much resistance. There was no reason to refuse when he was taking it with proper compensation rather than by force.

'But what does "soon" mean by his standards?'

Soon by the standards of a 120-year-old half-elf... It's probably quite different from the general understanding of "soon."

Not long after the Magic-Ending Duke left, there was a knock on the door.

"It's over. Come in."

As soon as I answered, the executives rushed in. Exactly five people. It seems they were all gathered without anyone wandering outside. Or perhaps they were urgently summoned when news of the Magic-Ending Duke's visit arrived.

"Are you alright?"
"Yes, no problem."

I nodded to the Deputy Head who asked on everyone's behalf. It truly was a discussion that ended without any particular issues. The Deputy Head sighed in relief at the peaceful outcome, considering a duke had personally visited.

"Department Head, you came because you missed us, right? You're always so dishonest."

The Section Chief of the 1st Division immediately spouted nonsense after realizing the situation wasn't serious. His eagerly running over at my slight hand gesture was quite annoying.

"Mmmmph—!!"
"We met for personal reasons, not work issues, so don't worry. Just work as usual."

I explained to the other executives while pulling on the Section Chief's lips. This time, unlike the Golden Duke who came due to a work-related misunderstanding, this disaster was entirely due to my personal oversight. Thinking about it again makes me angry—that Intelligence Department Head bastard.

"But what happened that made the Magic-Ending Duke himself come? He's rarely seen outside the Magic Tower."

As I was rubbing my chin at the Section Chief of the 2nd Division's question, I opened my mouth. I considered staying silent since it involved the Duke's private matters, but since he revealed it to me, it probably meant the information was acceptable for the Audit Department to know.

"There was a noble who received the Duke's unique magic. When I tried to investigate further, His Grace personally explained it to me."
"Unique magic? Whoever it is must be incredibly fortunate. Being the Magic-Ending Duke's disciple would make them highly sought after even if they just sat around breathing."
"It's Luise."

The Section Chief of the 2nd Division quickly bit his lip and grimaced. Everyone already knows that Luise is the president of the club I supervise. I'm not sure whether to laugh, marvel, or offer condolences at the miraculous probability that the young lady under my supervision is the Magic-Ending Duke's disciple.

"That's quite remarkable."

The Deputy Head's quiet comment expressed everyone's feelings.

"Mmph— mmph."
"Ah, right."

Just as I was about to sigh, a pitiful moan came from beside me. I'd forgotten I was still holding his lips when I'd only meant to grab them briefly.

"Will you be returning immediately?"
"I have nothing to do this morning anyway. Since I'm already here, I'll rest a bit before going back."
"Understood."

The meeting with the Magic-Ending Duke, which was why I didn't want to be summoned to the Audit Department, is now over. I had already informed the Principal, Vice Principal, and Villar that I might be late. Besides, club time is still far off. I can take a short breather before returning. It's a small half-day off for myself after all the hard work.

While I was resting, the communication crystal glowed brilliantly.

"Ah."

I just got back, but it seems rumors have already spread.

I should have gone straight back—what was I thinking, trying to enjoy a moment of luxury?

Even when you get used to a deployment location, there's no denying that your original workplace feels more comfortable. It's quite strange that my point of comparison isn't home but a workplace, but unfortunately, what can I do when I've spent more time at the Audit Department than at home?

So I planned to take advantage of my visit by resting in a comfortable place. While there are several high-ranking individuals at the Academy I need to be mindful of, at the Audit Department, there's no one above me. At most, I only need to be concerned about the Minister who shares the same building.

I was certainly thinking that way.

'Word has spread already.'

Seeing the communication orb gleaming assertively made my heart sink. As a civil servant, I should only need to worry about the Minister. The Imperial Family is above that, of course, but at least they don't contact me with unexpected matters. Fortunately, I shouldn't have to receive any communications from the Imperial Family for the time being.

But before being a civil servant, I'm also an imperial noble. There are overwhelmingly more people above me as a noble than as a civil servant. Frankly speaking, I'm merely an heir, not a title holder. Just considering the dukes alone, there are five people above me.

"This is Audit Department Head Kal Kracius."
- Kal, my boy. It's me.

Anyway, unable to keep my superior waiting, I answered the call to see a man with a neatly trimmed beard smiling gently.

"Heir to the Kracius Family, Audit Department Head of the Ministry of Finance, Kal Kracius, greets the honorable Victorious Duke. Have you been well?"
- Well enough. How much trouble could a man who just keeps his seat get into?

I quickly bowed my head upon confirming who it was. The caller was none other than the Victorious Duke, one of the five dukes. First the Magic-Ending Duke, now the Victorious Duke—what kind of day is this?

- I heard from the Magic-Ending Duke. I understand you're in the Capital?
"Yes, Your Grace. I came up briefly for some business."

The Magic-Ending Duke was indeed the amplifier who spread the rumor. Elder, you're a bit loose-lipped. It seems like consideration to see some friends before returning to the Academy.

- I was disappointed I couldn't see you off before your deployment. Do you have time?
"Of course. Even if I don't, I should make some."
- Haha, thank you. I'm always in the same place, so come whenever it's convenient for you.
"Understood."

After confirming the light from the communication orb had disappeared, I tucked it into my breast pocket.

'I should at least pay my respects.'

Though it wasn't in my plans, I have to go since he personally contacted me. What insane noble would refuse a duke's invitation?

I need to return before club time, so I don't have much time. Regardless of "whenever it's convenient," I need to move right away to return to the Academy without being late.

The Imperial Army General Headquarters. The home base of the Victorious Duke, who serves as the Imperial Army Vice Commander and Grand Marshal, leading the Imperial Army on behalf of the Emperor, who is the nominal Commander-in-Chief. Even the Minister of War, who is the Crown Prince's father-in-law, doesn't dare attempt to control the Victorious Duke, making this the place where the undisputed head of the military resides.

'It makes me sad every time I see it.'

And this is where I should have been working. The Victorious Duke had promised to arrange a good position for me at the headquarters if I transferred to the military, but thanks to the Crown Prince's brilliant betrayal, I couldn't even get near the headquarters. If I hadn't been betrayed then, would my life have been different?

I'm curious what position I might have held by now if I had spent two years at the headquarters under the Victorious Duke's patronage. At least I wouldn't have shot up to the bizarre position of Audit Department Head.

With a bitter feeling, I entered the building, and the guards welcomed me with salutes. Having frequented this place until my Academy deployment, I'm now treated almost as a military insider rather than an outsider. Perhaps this is the result of my lingering regret at failing to escape to the headquarters.


"Keep up the good work."

I properly returned their salutes and headed toward the Vice Commander's office, but greeting everyone who recognized me along the way became quite a task. Two years ago, I had assumed I would naturally transfer to the headquarters and had frequently socialized with the headquarters staff to build relationships in advance.

'That Crown Prince, that son of a bitch, really.'

Even after two years, deep anger rises within me. Right after my promotion to Audit Department Head, the headquarters staff congratulated me but looked at me with eyes that said, "What the hell is this guy doing?" After all, I appeared to have bluffed about joining the military despite having a confirmed promotion elsewhere.

But I felt wronged. I only learned about my promotion when I received the notification. I heard that department head-level personnel changes are usually communicated to the nominees in advance, but that bastard Crown Prince committed the atrocity of promoting both me and the Minister without warning.

'I've arrived.'

While internally cursing the Crown Prince, I found myself in front of the Vice Commander's office. Indeed, nothing passes time better than secretly cursing high-ranking individuals.

- Knock knock

"Your Grace, Kal Kracius is here."
"Ah, you came quickly. Come in."

When I opened the door, I saw the Victorious Duke rising from his seat and approaching. No, please remain seated.

"Welcome, Kal my boy. It's been a while."

I bowed my head toward the Victorious Duke, who patted my shoulder with a smile. Regardless of his being a duke, I owe this man too much.

"It's been a while, Your Grace. I'm glad to see you're well."
"Why check on my well-being twice? To think you left without a word despite caring so much about me—I was quite disappointed."
"I apologize. It was such an urgent matter..."
"Haha! I'm joking. Of course I understand."

His grabbing my shoulder and personally seating me was quite an honor. Then he headed toward the tea set in the corner, and when I quickly rose from my seat, he waved his hand for me to remain seated. This kind of innocent consideration is the most intimidating.

"You've probably already had some with the Magic-Ending Duke, but have a cup with me too. Is that alright?"
"It would be an honor."

I blankly stared at the back of the Victorious Duke as he smiled and prepared the tea. Ever since I once stood up to help and was physically pushed back down into my seat, this has been the pattern. Wow, tea personally prepared by a duke. Such an incredible honor...

"I had a good dream today, which was a sign that a precious guest would come."
"I'm surprised that you pay attention to dreams, Your Grace."
"I suppose it's because I'm getting older. Ah, please keep what I just said a secret from the Magic-Ending Duke."
"Haha. Of course."

I chuckled at the Victorious Duke's words as he brought the tea. It's a known fact among those who know that the Magic-Ending Duke has been interested in dream interpretation for several years. If the Magic-Ending Duke found out that the Victorious Duke said "I think I'm paying attention to dreams because I'm getting older," he would storm over here.

It doesn't matter that the subject is the Victorious Duke. After all, it's still an age-related jab. In reality, no one cares that the Magic-Ending Duke is 120 years old, but because he himself is sensitive about it, others have become conscious of it too. Is this what they call being crushed by a calamity of one's own making?

"I hear several noble bloodlines have gathered at the Academy."
"Yes, that's correct."
"You must be having a hard time. I'm sorry I can't offer help."
"How could I expect Your Grace's help with my assigned duties? Your words alone are appreciated."


With that, the Victorious Duke and I simultaneously raised our teacups to our lips. After a moment of silence, the Victorious Duke spoke first again.

"Well, I'm sure you'll handle it well, Kal. His Highness the Crown Prince has also shown his trust in you."
"I'm grateful."

I knew there was a reason he suddenly called me; it wasn't just to have tea.

'At least it's maintaining the status quo.'

Noble bloodlines gathered at the Academy. While this refers to Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian, from the Empire's perspective, Ainter would be the first to come to mind.

The Victorious Duke's message was simple: He regrets that I'm struggling with the Crown Prince's order to monitor Ainter, but he couldn't change the Crown Prince's mind. However, the Crown Prince doesn't intend to go further, so I should continue monitoring Ainter according to my judgment.

That's somewhat of a relief. I was worried the Crown Prince might go mad and order me to deal with Ainter, but the Victorious Duke succeeded in maintaining the status quo. He didn't blindly take his son-in-law the Crown Prince's side but considered my situation. I'm truly grateful.

"It's all possible because of what you've built, Kal."

The Victorious Duke responded to my gratitude with a gentle smile. I also slightly raised the corners of my mouth. Still, I'm uncomfortable with these small debts accumulating.

Apart from mentioning that the Crown Prince chose to maintain the status quo, the Victorious Duke made no other work-related comments. If there were matters that required a duke's personal delivery, they would be much more serious issues.

While we were having tea and making small talk, something occurred to me, and I cautiously spoke up.

"Are the others well?"
"I believe so. Except for myself and the Magic-Ending Duke, they don't leave their domains, so how would I know if they're doing well?"

That's a relief. I was worried about being summoned by other dukes, but if they're not in the Capital, there's no need for concern. Come to think of it, the Victorious Duke and Magic-Ending Duke having business in the Capital is unusual; dukes typically stay in their domains and only come when summoned by the Emperor.

The Iron-Blooded Duke who is essentially retired, the Golden Duke who is immersed in business, and the Wise Duke who seems to be enjoying SimCity in his domain. I knew these dukes were rarely seen in the Capital, but hearing confirmation that they're not here puts my mind at ease.

As I nodded with relief filling my chest, the Victorious Duke smiled slightly and said:

"Rather, shouldn't I be asking you about the Iron-Blooded Duke?"
"Pardon? What do you mean?"
"Oh my, old age has made me misspeak. Forget what I said."

His burst of laughter made it clear the comment was intentional.

'How far has this spread?'

Having a rough idea, I awkwardly laughed along. Margareta must have told the Iron-Blooded Duke about the banquet, and the Iron-Blooded Duke must have mentioned it to the Victorious Duke. It must have been interesting to hear that I, who had never danced before, suddenly danced with Margareta.

'This is uncomfortable.'

The Victorious Duke is one of the few people who knows why I've resisted not only marriage but even engagement. So while he brushed it off as a slip of the tongue, he's subtly probing by mentioning Margareta.

I know he's speaking out of concern for me, with no ulterior motives. Still, it's almost frightening how he brings it up whenever I start to forget about it. He's not even an elder I visit during holidays.

I certainly didn't face this kind of pressure from the head of my family. Anyone watching would think I was the Victorious Duke's son.

# The Enmity of the Powerful

The enmity of someone powerful is a terrible thing, and conversely, undeserved favor is an awkward situation. Fortunately, I haven't yet experienced terrible enmity, but I am receiving awkward favor from the Duke before me. A Duke considering marriage prospects for me—where else in the world would such a thing happen?

I find the Golden Duke the most comfortable to deal with when it comes to purely business matters—cut and dry transactions. That man is so firm in his ways that when you input A, B always comes out. With the other Dukes, I have no idea what will come out when I input A.

"I hear people are marrying later these days."
"Yes, I believe I've heard something similar."

This is the first I'm hearing of it.

"My daughter married at about the same age as you, Kal."
"I remember. I was quite surprised when I heard about it."
"Haha, imagine how I felt as her father."

The Victorious Duke subtly mentioned the Crown Princess, indirectly prodding me with, "You're not too old either, so you should start thinking about it." Thankfully, he didn't mention anything beyond that.

But isn't the Crown Princess's marriage too unique a case for comparison? She miraculously married the First Prince out of love rather than political calculation, at a time when he hadn't even been named Crown Prince and was being beaten like a dog by the Second Prince's faction.

Due to this unexpected marriage, the succession dispute that had been leaning toward the Second Prince's victory was overturned by the First Prince's sudden rise. And then, as if by some fairy tale, war broke out in the North. If the Victorious Duke had fallen in the North at that time, the Second Prince would have been named Crown Prince.

"Oh my. I've kept a busy man for too long."
"Not at all. It's an honor to spend time with Your Grace."

The Victorious Duke's voice broke through my thoughts as I was imagining that tongue-biting, death-wish parallel universe where the Second Prince became Crown Prince. We'd been talking for longer than I expected.

"Ah, Your Grace. I have something for you."
"For me? Well now, you must have come up in such a hurry, yet you still prepared a gift."

Though his tone suggested I needn't have bothered with a gift, he was clearly pleased. An unexpected gift is always welcome.

I took out a notebook from my breast pocket, tore out a page filled with names, and handed it to the Victorious Duke. Though it might look like an unimpressive gift on the surface, it was something the Victorious Duke would surely appreciate.

"There are many outstanding students at the Academy. The Empire's future truly looks bright. This too must be due to His Majesty the Emperor's grace."
"That is indeed wonderful news."

The Victorious Duke received the paper with satisfaction. It was a list of prospective civil servants that I had compiled the day before the Intelligence Department Head's spectacular betrayal. I had specifically selected names of those who would do well in the military.

Though it was a recommendation made without the knowledge of those involved, I have no doubt those students would be delighted. After all, it's a direct recommendation to the Victorious Duke, the head of the military. Such opportunities rarely come even once in a lifetime.

"Thank you, Kal. The thought of these enthusiastic young people filling the Imperial Army makes my heart race."
"Mine as well."

If I occasionally refer suitable people to the military like this, sometimes the military will in turn refer talented individuals suited for the Audit Department. It's mutual assistance. A beautiful arrangement.

"I should be heading back now. May you be well."


Having delivered my gift to the Victorious Duke, it was time to withdraw. If I stayed any longer, I might be late returning to the Academy.

"Kal. I have one last thing to say."
"I'm listening."

As I was about to open the door and leave, I turned around at his voice and saw the Victorious Duke with a small smile.

"Don't worry about me. I'm simply returning to its rightful owner what I should never have enjoyed."
"...Thank you, Your Grace."
"Think nothing of it. Take care. Come see me when you return to the Capital."

Face to face with the Victorious Duke, I couldn't bring myself to mention the Six Swords. Apart from my personal joy, the prominence of the Six Swords would inevitably damage the Victorious Duke's authority. That's why I couldn't speak up until the end, but he mentioned it first, saying he was fine with it.

I bowed my head and left the Deputy Commander's office. I thought today would be a day to repay some of my debt by gifting him potential slaves, but instead, my debt only grew. At this rate, I won't even be able to pay the interest before going bankrupt.

After seeing a benefactor to whom I might never be able to repay even the interest, I was greeted by bastards who wished I would pay them at least some interest.

[Ah! The Blooming Academy Life of Your 20s!]

A tattered banner immediately caught my eye as I opened the department head's office door. It had such an insane presence that even when I forcibly averted my gaze, I kept seeing it.

'That thing is still around?'

I definitely tore it up and threw it away. These persistent bastards must have retrieved it from the trash and restored it. I should have burned it instead of just tearing it.

"Ah, Department Head! You're back?"

While I was blankly staring at the banner, the voice of the Section 1 Chief came from beside me. Turning my gaze, I saw him grinning with a bottle of alcohol in each hand. You're smiling? You find this funny?

"We felt so bad about having a party without you last time that we decided to have another one!"
"Without me..."

As I clearly recall, I had shut down the party entirely. These bastards must have gone ahead with the party while I was away. Who was this party even for? The main character wasn't even there, you crazy fools.

"Ta-da! For the Department Head, specially not a glass but a whole bottle!"

I looked down at the Section 1 Chief's hand as he cheerfully offered me the bottle. Then I quietly took the bottle and raised my gaze to his head. If I hit him on the head with this bottle, would he die? Could I control it so he wouldn't die?

"If you leave now, who knows when you'll be back. Let's have a good drink before you go."

The Section 2 Chief appeared, snickering. If I stab this bastard's stomach with a bottle shard, would he die? How could I control that too so he wouldn't...

"Come on! Let's drink!"

The Section 2 Chief raised his glass with a shout, and the Section 1 Chief and Section 3 Chief naturally joined in, looking thoroughly delighted. Glancing at the corner, I saw the Deputy Head and Section 5 Chief holding only their glasses, holding their breath. They seem to be the few remaining consciences in the Audit Department. If not for them, I might have really gone crazy.

"...Fine."


I forcibly suppressed the urge to flip everything over. If I start acting up now, I'll only delay my return to the Academy. If they planned this, they're bastards; if it was coincidental, they're idiots. I wonder which one our guys are.

So, pondering their true nature, I just clinked glasses and slipped away. If I stayed any longer, I might collapse from blood pressure issues. Meanwhile, they continued drinking even after I left. They probably just wanted to drink and used my visit to the Capital as an excuse to set up a drinking session.

'They were always drinking at the drop of a hat anyway.'

The Audit Department is one of the few departments where drinking on duty is allowed. Since we often clash with nobles and go around wielding swords, it's a consideration for the considerable job stress. The implication is that it's hard to endure with a clear mind, so we might as well drink.

Of course, it's an unnecessary consideration since the Audit Department has plenty of people who aren't in their right mind in many ways, even when sober. They would have been fine without drinking.

Just before returning to the Academy, I received one piece of good news and one piece of bad news.

The good news was that there was no summons from the Imperial Family. After meeting two Dukes in succession, I was worried the Crown Prince might summon me too. Fortunately, the Crown Prince seems busy enough not to have time to call for me. I felt a slight self-loathing for being happy about such a thing.

The bad news was that the Intelligence Department Head had gone into hiding. Thanks to someone, I had come all the way to the Capital, so I went to the Intelligence Department for a face-to-face complaint rather than a remote one. But they said he was absent. That bastard must have sensed something and fled.

"I will escort you to the Academy."

Finally, I went to the Magic Tower without any results, and a teleportation mage welcomed me. It seems the Magic-Ending Duke had already spoken to them. I could quickly move to the Academy without needing to find someone. If I had gone this way when I was first dispatched, I wouldn't have suffered from motion sickness. Unfortunately, the Magic Tower was too busy during that period.

"Department Head. The Magic-Ending Duke asked me to relay a message."
"What is it?"
"He said you would understand if I told you: 'I won't worry about it, so do as you see fit.'"

Those were the final words left by the mage before returning to the Magic Tower. I flinched when he said it was from the Magic-Ending Duke, but contrary to my concerns, it was an ordinary message.

He does consider himself a teacher, but he taught without revealing his identity, and yet he can't ignore the bond formed through teaching. In that situation, since I happen to be the advisor for the club Luise belongs to, he's probably asking me to look after her. It's not a difficult request. Luise is someone I'm already taking care of anyway.

Well, it's better than him flying to the Academy himself, insisting on personally taking care of his only disciple. When he mentioned the Academy teaching position, I thought my heart would drop. It's hard to distinguish between the Magic-Ending Duke's sincere words and casual remarks. A simple "Let's have a meal together sometime" from him could actually turn into a real dinner appointment.

'Why is this day so long?'

I massaged the back of my neck and sighed. It feels like I've spent three days per Duke in perceived time, but not even a full day has passed, and the sun hasn't even set. My body is fine, but my mental energy is completely drained.

By now, I'm starting to forget why I was dragged to the Capital in the first place. Was it because Luise used the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic? Actually, it's really not a big deal—maybe the Principal and I overreacted? A romance fantasy protagonist can use strong magic sometimes. I guess I lack romance fantasy sensibility.

'Damn it.'

The fact that I'm having such strange thoughts suggests I really am tired. Maybe I should catch some sleep in the club room. The club members probably won't care what I do anyway.

Before I forget, I took out my communication orb to contact the Principal. I should report my return and share what's going on. He's probably been anxiously wondering about the relationship between Luise and the Magic-Ending Duke.

'I'm tired.'

I want to rest. Today, more than ever, I really want to rest.


I hadn't been at the Academy for very long, but it was the first time I'd seen the Principal looking so relaxed. He had the expression of a sage who had set aside all worldly concerns. Perhaps this is how an old master would look when enlightenment was within reach.

Of course, I could understand completely. As an Imperial magician, especially one with military experience like the Principal, he must have had frequent encounters with the Magic-Ending Duke. If even I felt this way after just a few years of dealing with him, the Principal's feelings after suffering for decades must have been truly miserable.

Just when he thought he could finally escape the Duke's shadow by serving as the Academy Principal, seeing someone demonstrate the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic must have felt like his world was collapsing. A thousand thoughts must have raced through his mind. Was Luise the Duke's favorite disciple? Would the Duke use that as an excuse to constantly visit the Academy?

"The Magic-Ending Duke asked me to look after Luise."
"I see. For His Grace to entrust his disciple to you—it seems the Audit Department Head enjoys great trust, which is fortunate."

My words dispelled the Principal's anxiety. The Duke entrusting Luise to me meant there was an extremely slim chance of him personally descending upon the Academy. And that was good news for me too. Receiving a Duke at the Academy?

'The very thought is terrifying.'

If I had to look after a prince, a crown prince, the next Holy One, and now a Duke on top of that, I could throw off all worldly shackles and flee, and still be found innocent. The Ministry of Justice would have to rule that way if it had any conscience. Could the Minister of Justice handle having a Duke camping in his office?

A bitter thought suddenly washed over me, and I shook my head briefly before deliberately covering it with happier memories.

"Did you perhaps return in a hurry? If something happens while the Inspector is absent, we'll do our best to handle it, so please don't rush."
"I'm glad to see you've returned safely."

After finishing my communication with the Principal, I also sent word of my return to the Vice Principal and Villar. Their responses were truly touching. Those small reactions expressing concern for my well-being made me so happy.

Compared to conversing with elders who might unleash magic at the slightest misstep, or distinguished individuals who made me worry about making mistakes, I felt satisfied just being able to have normal conversations.

'This is how a proper workplace should be.'

At the Audit Department, I was constantly pushed around. Half of my subordinates were embarrassing scoundrels. I really wonder what they would have been doing if I hadn't raised them properly.

In contrast, at the Academy, there was no one clearly above me, including the Principal. There were several noble bloodlines to keep an eye on, but with my title of advisor and the mindset of "they'll be your prince after graduation anyway," I could live relatively comfortably. And there were normal colleagues like the Vice Principal and Villar.

'You only know it was spring after it's passed.'

When I was at the Academy, I wanted to finish everything and return to the Audit Department, but after spending just a few hours at the Audit Department, the Academy seemed like heaven. I'm sorry for cursing you all this time, Academy. I didn't realize such a warm spring was right beside me.

Savoring this spring like a fairy dancing down from heaven, I headed to the club room and found someone who shouldn't have been there at this hour.

"Brother, you're back?"

Sensing a presence in the club room and thinking a visitor had arrived, I hurried in to find Luise cheerfully greeting me while hugging her cheeks and making whipped cream. I wondered if I had arrived after club hours, but that wasn't the case. If it had been club time, Luise wouldn't have been alone.

Concerned that something might be wrong, I scanned the club room and made eye contact with Erich, who was standing in front of the oven. Ah, Erich was here too. He had been looking into the oven and noticed my arrival when Luise greeted me.

"Oh, you're back, brother?"
"Yeah. But why are you two here so early?"

The unexpected situation was a bit perplexing. Of course, from Erich's perspective, being alone with Luise would be nothing but delightful, but from my position as the club supervisor, any deviation from the schedule was alarming.

"The teacher had something to attend to, so class ended early. We had nowhere else to go, so we came early. We didn't expect you to be gone, though."
"Luise too?"

"We're in the same class."

Ah, that's right. I momentarily forgot they were in the same class, just with different practical courses.

"But where did you go, brother?"

I nodded slightly at Erich's explanation, and Luise, still hugging her cheeks, tilted her head and asked. It would be curious that I, the club room hermit, had been absent. Erich seemed curious too.

"I had something to take care of. I went out for a bit this morning."
"Really? I didn't see you leave."
"I told you to focus on your classes."

For a moment I wondered what she meant, but then I realized she must have been staring out the window instead of paying attention in class, just like when I went dungeon raiding. Being the Magic-Ending Duke's only disciple, her future might be as smooth as a titanium highway, but she doesn't even know her master is the Magic-Ending Duke, does she? Wouldn't it be better to focus on studying now?

Perhaps because I had just come from pulling on the Section Chief's mouth, my hand twitched. If my hand went up, it would be a disaster. The Section Chief was sturdy enough to endure it, but if I did that to Luise, I might really make her cry.

"Do you have business outside, brother?"
"The Capital."
"Ah."

While Luise turned her gaze away, seemingly embarrassed by my comment, Erich continued the conversation. He immediately understood and dropped the subject at the mention of "The Capital."

As someone whose family included both a father who was an Imperial Assembly member and me, a civil servant, Erich understood that it wasn't uncommon for someone on the national payroll to be summoned to The Capital. When you're a civil servant, you do what you're told. No matter what you're doing, you have to run when called.

The unfortunate thing was that I wasn't transported there for work issues, but for a major incident involving invasion of a Duke's privacy. This was too embarrassing to mention, so I kept quiet.

'If he understands what "The Capital" means, he's already half a civil servant.'

I suddenly wondered about Erich's future. Someone like Erich would be more than sufficient as a prospective slave, but did I need to pass my burden onto my brother? I also questioned whether Erich, having grown up watching me and our father, would willingly enter this world.

"Brother?"

Ah, did I stare too long?

If I honestly told Erich, "I was wondering if I should enslave you," our newly improved relationship would deteriorate again. If I were him, I'd cut ties with a brother who was thinking about selling me into slavery.

Fortunately, I had something else to discuss, so I gestured for Erich to come closer. Well, it was also something I'd been curious about. I appreciated how he came without resistance when called. It seemed like we were finally developing a more normal brotherly relationship.

"Since it's just the two of you, why aren't you being more aggressive?"
"I was planning to, but now there are three of us."

When I whispered, Erich also lowered his voice to answer. Planning to, my ass. After everything I've seen, that's not even a believable statement.

"Luise has cream on her face. Doesn't that give you any ideas?"
"Oh, that? I was going to tell her after she finished with the whipping."
"..."

If he weren't my brother, I would have cursed and asked if he had an arrow through his head.

"Go wipe it off for her."


After saying that, I gently pushed Erich's back toward Luise. When he turned around, looking surprised, I jerked my chin to indicate he should go immediately, and only then did he start moving.

'What a hopeless guy.'

Even using every means available would barely be enough. Yet he couldn't properly seize an opportunity handed to him by heaven. How frustrating. I felt a bit sorry for Laterre, who had asked me to remain neutral, but as long as we weren't caught, it would be fine.

***

Erich, pushed toward Luise, felt distinctly uncomfortable with the strange sensation he'd been experiencing. Something was clearly different, something was odd, but he couldn't quite explain it.

'Was it always like this?'

Glancing back briefly, he saw Kal looking at him and jerking his chin again. Though his mouth was closed, his eyes seemed to be cursing, asking why he wasn't moving faster. Erich quickly turned his head forward, but the discomfort grew stronger.

The pressure he always felt when looking at Kal. That atmosphere that instinctively made him shrink back. Strangely, it didn't feel as strong now. It hadn't completely disappeared, but it was at a level he could somehow endure.

There had been a catalyst. During yesterday's match, he had wanted recognition from his only brother, and he had successfully elicited a satisfactory response. He had gained something more important than Academy grades. It felt like he had shed a layer of his shell.

'It feels different though.'

He had grown closer to someone whose recognition he sought. He had resolved to move forward confidently without being suppressed. Therefore, it was natural that the pressure he felt had decreased, Erich thought. But it wasn't simply that. Something else was mixed in.

'Like the head butler?'

If he had to find a similar feeling, it was like what he occasionally felt toward the head butler. That poignancy one feels when seeing someone who looks tired, haggard, and overwhelmed by work. That was what he sensed from Kal.

But it wasn't something one would feel simply toward someone tired from excessive work. He already knew Kal had a lot of work. After all, their father, an Imperial Count and Imperial Assembly member, also had a substantial workload. This was a poignancy beyond someone suffering from overwork, something with an additional layer.

A discomfort like a missing puzzle piece. But no matter how much he thought about it, he couldn't identify that piece.

'I really can't figure it out.'

Fortunately, it wasn't urgent. His fear of Kal hadn't increased, so he could take time to think about it. It seemed like his view of his only brother was becoming somewhat more normal.

"Luise, there's cream on your cheek."
"Uh, what?"

As he took out his handkerchief and wiped Luise's cheek, he noticed her ears turning red. Indeed... even such a simple action had an effect.

***

I was worried he might just come back when he kept looking behind him. But my brother wasn't that much of an idiot after all.

'Why make such a big deal out of this?'

It was really nothing special, but I felt oddly pleased. It was like watching a child who didn't know the alphabet suddenly recite it. Of course, it was still depressing that he was only at that basic level.

More importantly, I was starting to feel a bit drowsy. I had planned to get some sleep when I got to the club room. Maybe I should sleep now. I'll ask them to wake me when the others arrive.

Breaking the promise I made with Laterre and giving advice to Erich seemed to have earned me some penalty, as strangely I couldn't fall asleep even when I closed my eyes. I definitely felt like I would fall asleep as soon as I closed my eyes, but was this Laterre's curse? In the end, I couldn't fall asleep until club time came and the other four arrived.

"Lady Luise, Lord Erich. You came early."

Ainter, who entered first, flinched when he saw only Luise and Erich, but then spotted me tucked away in the corner and spoke with a relaxed expression. I guess he thought nothing unusual happened since there were three of us, not just the two of them.

Unfortunately for Ainter, there was a time when the two of them were alone while I was away. But surprisingly, nothing happened even when they were alone. Truly amazing.

'Will this be settled before graduation?'

This battle for Luise needs to end somehow before these guys graduate. At least there needs to be a result of defeat for them to accept it and return home. If the competition continues, they might stay in the Empire even after graduation. Just thinking about it makes me happy. Too happy, really.

Still, if this goes into overtime, I probably won't need to monitor these guys directly anymore. I believe so, at least.

"Oh, were just the three of you here? If I'd known, I should have left class midway to join you."

As Lyutis boldly discussed skipping class, I quietly lowered my gaze to the floor. There will absolutely be no part 2 after graduation. Even if the original work had parts 2 and 3, I'm definitely ending it with the Academy part 1.

For the sake of my mental health, I have to accomplish this with my life on the line.

***

Last night, I heard the news that Kal suddenly went to the Capital.

- The Magic-Ending Duke found that fellow.
"Father."
- ...Yes, he found Kal.

Although Father is displeased with Kal for refusing the marriage proposal, he also likes Kal and still considers him a potential son-in-law. That's why even when he uses harsh words about Kal, he listens when I ask him to correct himself. Father is really not honest with himself.

Anyway, Kal's unexpected trip to the Capital. Fortunately, I heard he returned in the afternoon, but I was concerned that the Magic-Ending Duke personally sought him out. The Magic-Ending Duke is, well... honestly, a very concerning person. That's why I'm heading to the pastry club room first thing in the morning.

'Surely not. It can't be.'

The Magic-Ending Duke's appearance comes to mind, then thoughts about his age, and finally the fact that non-human elven blood flows in his veins. So many thoughts coming and going in such a short time. If, if what I'm thinking is correct...

'What if he's also after Kal?'

I bit my lip at this completely unexpected variable. I thought I was the only one. I thought only Margareta Valenti had the right to stand beside Kal. But what if the Magic-Ending Duke gets involved?

'No, that can't be.'

I shook my head vigorously to dispel the anxious thoughts. He's been alone for over a hundred years. There's no way he would suddenly change his mind. It must have been an official meeting. That must be it, it has to be.

Yes, right now I'm just going to see Kal whom I haven't seen for a while. I was planning to visit him today anyway, and just happened to hear the news last night. It's definitely not because I'm anxious. If I neglect Kal too much, he might feel sad, right? Yes, that's it.

After calming myself down several times, I arrived at the club room and carefully knocked on the door after adjusting my clothes.

"Lord Kal. Are you there?"

But there was no response. Strange, he should definitely be here at this time.

'Surely not again?'


Did the Magic-Ending Duke take him away two days in a row? That's absurd, who uses power like that? How unfair. I can't do that even if I want to.

Barely suppressing the indignation rising from deep within me, I opened the door. If Kal isn't here, I'll wait. Even if he's absent, he'll eventually return to the club room. Kal would feel sorry if he knew I waited for him.

"...Lord Kal?"

What I saw upon entering the club room was quite unexpected. Kal was there. The only difference from usual was that he was sleeping with his head on the desk. So he didn't answer because he was asleep.

Intrigued by this sight I'd never seen before, I quietly approached Kal. This is my first time seeing Kal sleeping, and I never expected to see it like this. I thought I would only see it after we became husband and wife and lived in the same mansion.

'He's so handsome.'

Looking at Kal's face, I nodded with satisfaction. How beautiful would a child born between Kal and me be? Black hair with green eyes? Or red hair with black eyes? Maybe a daughter who completely resembles Kal, or a son who resembles me.

Either way, it doesn't matter. Black and red go well together, so any combination would be beautiful. Hehe, hehehe...

'...White...'

The sudden thought made me bite my lip again. What kind of combination is black and white? They absolutely don't go well together.

Despite my burning jealousy, seeing Kal sleeping peacefully made me a little annoyed. I've been anxious since last night, but someone is sleeping comfortably. As much as I love Kal, I hated him at this moment.

Even though Kal is practically mine, and I can wait until he fully comes to my side, I can't help but worry whenever he goes here and there.

'Mine?'

My gaze shifted toward Kal's lips. Mine, currently my possession that wanders around. Then... doesn't it need an owner's mark?

As if possessed by something, I moved toward Kal's face, but came to my senses and quickly pulled back. No, I can't waste the first time so meaninglessly. What's the point of a first time that Kal doesn't even remember?

Embarrassed, I turned around and cooled my flushed face with a fan. No matter how anxious I was—no, what anxiety—no matter how sorry I felt for neglecting Kal, I almost moved too hastily.

"Marg? When did you arrive?"

And not long after, I heard Kal's voice.

Phew, that was close...

***

The sleep I couldn't get yesterday was achieved as soon as I arrived at the club room. And when I opened my eyes again, I saw a very flustered Margareta.

'Good thing I woke up when I did.'

Actually, I had been awake for a while. I wasn't sure about the sound of the door opening, but when Margareta came close, I woke up from her presence. I tried to force my tired body up to greet her, but my instinct stopped me.

She wasn't just coming close; Margareta's breath was touching my face. With my eyes closed, I couldn't tell what was happening, but one thing was clear: if I opened my eyes now, an awkward situation would unfold that would prevent me from meeting Margareta for a while.

So as soon as I felt Margareta move away, I immediately opened my eyes and got up. Thankfully, I successfully avoided the terribly awkward situation my instinct had warned me about.

"Ah, Lord Kal. You're awake?"

Margareta greeted me casually as if nothing had happened, but her face was already as red as her hair. Come on, I was trying to pretend I didn't notice, but how can I when she's still like this?


"I'm sorry, Marg. I welcomed my guest by sleeping."
"It's fine. I'm the one who came suddenly, right?"

Covering her mouth with a fan and smiling with her eyes. It was just one sentence, but I could feel her desperately joining my attempt to change the subject. Poor thing. If I had opened my eyes sooner, I probably would have seen Margareta running away in tears.

Even though I kept my eyes closed and didn't see what Margareta was trying to do, I could guess. Well, if I hadn't noticed, I'd be an idiot. I'm not Erich.

"I'm grateful for your understanding."
"Hehe, don't mention it."

I smiled bitterly at Margareta's smile. I wondered if I had any right to call Erich an idiot, because in some ways, I might be worse than him.

"Ah, I've kept my guest standing. Please, sit down. Would you like some tea?"

I suddenly realized I hadn't even offered Margareta a seat. We were both mentally preoccupied and still standing. In response to my belated offer, Margareta slightly shook her head in refusal.

"I'm fine. I'm more worried about you, Lord Kal. You look very tired."
"It's nothing like that. I just feel a bit heavy."
"That's what being tired means."

Margareta tilted her head, scanned the club room, and spoke again.

"If you're tired, you should go to the vice president's office. There's a place to lie down there."

I know that too, having frequented the vice president's office during the club fair preparations. The sofa there was big enough for one person to lie down.

"It's fine. I can't trouble you, Marg."
"Really? Well, I don't consider it trouble, so you're welcome to come."

Her smiling face seemed to firmly state that she wouldn't take no for an answer. I could easily deflect by asking, "By the way, Marg, what were you doing while I was sleeping?" but...

'It is uncomfortable here.'

In the club room, all I can do is sleep with my head on the desk. Trying to rest by sleeping like that only accumulates more fatigue. It would be strange if a pastry club room had a sleeping area in the first place.

But staying in my quarters feels too much like slacking off, which pricks my conscience. Plus, considering the distance I'd have to travel back to the Academy if something happened while I was in my quarters, it's even more troublesome.

"Then, may I impose on you?"
"Of course."

And so, feeling somewhat like a kept man, I accepted her offer.

If my body suffered sleeping in the club room, my mind suffered in the vice president's office.

"Oh my, Lord Kal. You can sleep more if you want."
"It's fine. I've had enough rest."

She told me to lie down on the sofa, but then Margareta sat at her desk and started working. An adult sleeping comfortably while a young lady three years his junior is working right next to him? Even someone with a worn-out moral compass would feel pain at this disaster.

So I got up in alarm, but Margareta silently stared at me, pressuring me to lie back down. Thanks to that, I really did sleep. My fatigue disappeared, but my heart ached. I wonder what expression the Iron-Blooded Duke would make if he heard about this.

"Whenever you're tired, feel free to come. I don't mind."

Unfortunately, I do mind.

"Even things that initially feel uncomfortable become familiar with repetition. That's why they say the triangle in your heart eventually wears down."

"Mar. I'm here."
"Welcome, Kal. Good morning."

And that's me now. No matter how meticulously the Academy designed this pastry club room, it's fundamentally not a space meant for people to live in. It's just a place used temporarily for baking purposes.

In that situation, I got to experience the comfort of the Vice President's office, and I was feeling bored after spending long hours alone in the club room anyway. I had been thinking about getting some books, but having someone to spend time with was secretly quite welcome.

Since Margareta seems fine with me coming anytime, I've been rudely checking in every day.

"I brought these again today."
"Thank you as always. You really could come empty-handed, you know."
"How could I possibly do that?"

Of course, it's troublesome to keep carrying the title of "a good-for-nothing adult lounging around while a younger lady works hard." But unlike during the fair preparations, helping with Margareta's work would be difficult since it's not my area of expertise.

So after some deliberation, I started bringing snacks every morning. This is all I can do for now. Having some sugar while thinking should help her. Cookies are convenient to eat too.

But even that, Margareta initially declined.

"I'm fine. Just coming by empty-handed is enough."
"If I don't do at least this much, I'd feel uncomfortable. I might not be able to visit out of shame."
"Well, if you put it that way..."

And only after my earnest persuasion did she finally start accepting the cookies. Even at cheap lodgings you have to pay, so it would be rude to stay in such a luxurious room without giving anything in return. It makes me happy that Margareta, who was hesitant at first, now eats them naturally.

'I could bring more.'

Today again, I asked Luise to make more than usual.

***

Kal brought cookies again today.

'He really could come empty-handed.'

Actually, when Kal first brought cookies, it reminded me of an unpleasant memory. That incident in the pastry club room before the fair. I simultaneously experienced a terrible taste I'd never encountered before and the fear that Kal might be trying to push me away.

Fortunately, I was relieved to learn that Kal gave them out of goodwill, but that taste I never wanted to experience again still lingered in my mind. So I firmly refused at first, but Kal said he wouldn't come if I didn't accept them.

Between eating terrible cookies while spending time with Kal or protecting my taste buds but being alone—if I had to choose one, obviously the former. I could endure a moment of suffering for happiness. And as soon as I ate the cookie, I realized my worry was meaningless.

'Why is this delicious?'

Today again, I took out a cookie I received from Kal and took a bite. It's delicious. I still wonder why, but it's really delicious. Not just relatively delicious because I was expecting the worst, but genuinely delicious compared to others.

On the first day I received cookies, I prepared myself for the same level as what I ate in the club room, but it was delicious. And I wondered why he gave me such different cookies then, when he had these normal ones. Was he really trying to push me away then, but changed his mind the next day?

In the midst of extreme confusion, I still can't forget what Kal said:

"I brought a lot because Mar seems to like them."

He sincerely thought I enjoyed eating those cookies. Judging by his expression, he wasn't joking.


I can understand him thinking I ate them well. I managed my expressions in front of Kal as best I could. But thinking I liked them while bringing cookies with clearly different tastes? It wasn't just a simple mistake since it wasn't just for a day or two.

I glanced at Kal lying on the sofa. I know that people who've experienced war sometimes report unusual symptoms. As a member of the Valenti family, I've heard plenty about this. And I know that Kal is showing one of those symptoms now.

'What should I do...'

It's a sad situation. I want to hug and comfort him right away. But when the person himself acts like nothing's wrong and says nothing, do I have the right to intervene? What if my clumsy approach just makes him retreat further?

So I've been stuck just worrying since the first day without taking action. But an opportunity will surely come. As time passes, Kal will show his wounds, and I'll be able to soothe them. Yes, that will definitely happen. I'll always be there for him so that someday he can confide in me comfortably.

'...But why is this delicious?'

I understand why Kal brought different cookies than before, but I still don't know why those other cookies came from the club room. Surely Kal brought what he always ate, so why would the taste be so different?

***

As club time was ending, Luise handed me a cookie jar filled to the brim.

"Here you go! I made more than usual!"
"Thanks. Mar enjoys them too."
"Hehe, I'm glad."

Luise smiled brightly, seemingly happy that someone other than me was eating her cookies. How grateful I am that she doesn't complain even when I ask for mass production for several days. Of course, she was puzzled when I first asked her to make twice as much.

"Twice as much is too much, isn't it? You won't be able to eat them all in one day."
"I want to give them to Mar as a gift."

At those words, her eyes changed dramatically, and she put away the dough she was making to start fresh. I told her there was no need to go that far, but she was so determined that I couldn't stop her. It was kind of cool to think of it as craftsmanship.

And so, the cookies made with Luise's full passion are being enjoyed by Margareta. It's natural since she's put even more effort into making cookies that were already good.

"I'll ask again tomorrow."
"Yes!"

Having such an excellent club president makes things so convenient. This advisor position is quite satisfactory.

Since the Vice President's office is attached to the Student Council room, I inevitably have to pass through it. Thanks to my civil servant free pass that has strengthened my friendship with the president, passing through the Student Council room isn't an issue, but today the atmosphere was strange.

When I casually opened the Student Council room door, the gazes of all seven council members fixed on me at once. What's this? Why are they all gathered when they're usually scattered?

"Ah, Inspector."

The president, who had been frowning, relaxed his expression upon seeing me. He seemed about to stand up, but I gestured to stop him.

"Did I come at a busy time? I apologize."
"Not at all. We just finished our meeting."
"That's good."

Finished? Anyone could see that I had interrupted them.

But I decided to go along with the president's obvious attempt to use my arrival as an excuse to end a meeting that wasn't making progress but had no legitimate reason to conclude. Seeing him act like this already, he truly has the qualities of an excellent civil servant.

"The Vice President will attend to the Inspector."

"Understood."

And naturally, he paired me with Margareta, my intended target. In just a year, such a child will become a civil servant. The future of the Empire is indeed bright.

"I'm sorry, Kal. We were having an important discussion, so our greeting was a bit stiff."
"I'm the one who should apologize for interrupting."
"Hehe, thank you for saying that."

As we entered the Vice President's office, Margareta apologized first, but I shook my head. It was my fault just now, so I should be the one apologizing.

"By the way, Mar, what was that meeting about?"
"Oh, that?"

Margareta sighed softly at my question and took a seat. If a Student Council meeting had been scheduled for this morning, Margareta would have informed me in advance, and there shouldn't be any matters requiring the council to gather now that exams are over. This must have been something unexpected.

"Usually, the Academy schedule is empty around this time."
"Yes, I'm aware."

There are no scheduled events at the Academy right after the consecutive fair and exams. It's consideration for the students who have already exhausted their bodies and minds. At least, that was the case until last year.

"Have you also heard that school trips will start this year?"
"Of course."

I know. As soon as my assignment to the Academy was decided, I checked the Academy schedule first. I was dumbfounded to see "school trip"—something that didn't exist until last year—boldly printed on the schedule.

School trip? What's a school trip doing in a European-style fantasy? Even for a romance fantasy centered around the protagonists, this is too much. It's blatantly setting up a situation where something is bound to happen.

"Since it's the first school trip, there was a lot of debate about the location. Originally, we were thinking of going to a nearby domain since it's the first time, but—"

Margareta suddenly checked my reaction after saying that much. What is it? What is she trying to say?

"Well, something came up. It's been decided that we're going to Voyaare."
"Excuse me?"

My mind froze momentarily at Margareta's cautious words. Voyaare? The Voyaare I know? No, perhaps there are multiple regions called Voyaare?

"By Voyaare, you mean?"

I asked with a final hope that it wasn't what I thought, but Margareta, while slightly averting her gaze, answered firmly.

"It's the Voyaare you're thinking of."
'Damn it.'

I closed my eyes at this devastating confirmation. Right, there couldn't be multiple regions called Voyaare. Throughout the entire Kfelopen Empire, even across the whole continent, there's only one place called Voyaare.

It's remarkable. In just one day, I was caught by the Magic-Ending Duke and then faced the Victorious Duke in succession. This happened just a few days ago. I thought I was finally recovering from the shock of the duke duo.

'Now it's the Golden Duke?'

I've achieved the triple. Voyaare, officially known as Voyaare Duchy. The domain where the Golden Duke of Voyaare stands firm.

I had just realized that the Academy was a sanctuary, but now I'm not only leaving the Academy but going all the way to Voyaare for a school trip? What an unfunny joke. Unfortunately, Margareta is fine in every other way but seems to lack a sense of humor.

Please, I wish she would say it was just a joke. Instead of exposition, development, and crisis, I'm experiencing crisis after crisis after crisis.


I must say, throughout the Empire's 300-year history, every Duke who has appeared has been an extraordinary figure. Either their individual abilities were exceptional, their forces were formidable, or both. And all five current Dukes fall into the last category. The Empire's future truly looks bright.

As the head of the Audit Department, which is practically a direct imperial agency, I meet with all five Dukes far more frequently than other civil servants. Perhaps it's because we share the common fate of serving the Emperor? My career prospects are truly bleak.

Anyway, this is an unprecedented situation—not just being summoned by a Duke in the Capital, but having to travel all the way to their home territory. It's also a sudden variable for the Student Council, including Margareta.

"This document came from Voyaare Duchy."
"May I take a look?"
"Of course."

I gratefully accepted the document. It was from Voyaare Duchy, or more precisely, a document filled with the Golden Duke's intentions.

'The consistency is quite impressive.'

Looking at the document actually put my mind at ease. As his title suggests, the Golden Duke is a man who controls money and is obsessed with it. There's a saying that if the Golden Duke smiles, he's made a great profit, and if he moves, it's to generate profit.

In that sense, the reason for choosing Voyaare Duchy as the field trip destination is simple. There's no complicated scheme—they've just built a new resort in Voyaare Duchy. He's using his influence to promote the new resort while stimulating the local economy through the noble students' visit.

"This is the Golden Duke I know."
"Right? It's almost reassuring how consistent he is."

The Golden Duke was just being himself. If he had used his ducal power to set the field trip location in some strange remote village, that would be concerning, but Voyaare Duchy is already famous as a resort area and one of the economic centers. The students might even be pleased with the location.

"We were planning to go somewhere closer, which is unfortunate."

Margareta's voice, though deliberately cheerful, contained a hint of fatigue.

There are two victims of this field trip. Me, who would prefer to have as little interaction with the Duke as possible. And the Student Council, who must organize the logistics of moving hundreds of people, including students and faculty, to the southern edge of the Empire. From the Student Council's perspective, who had planned to visit a reasonably close domain, this must feel like a bolt from the blue.

Moreover, given the Golden Duke's personality, he wouldn't have made a reckless request. The Academy must have received some subtle benefits from him, so the Student Council needs to return the favor. Even with a ducal daughter as vice president, they can't win against a Duke who personally steps in.

"If there's anything I can help with, I'd be glad to."
"Hehe, thank you. I'll call on you anytime, so be prepared, okay?"

As Margareta smiled, I caught a glimpse of a familiar look in her eyes—the look of a civil servant who was proceeding according to plan until forced to drift off course by the will of someone important.

'A civil servant duchess.'

I felt both novelty and pity simultaneously. A duchess who should be living loftily above others is experiencing unnecessary suffering. If one of my section chiefs were in this situation, I would have at least patted them on the shoulder.

Margareta tilted her head curiously at my staring gaze, looking particularly pitiful today.

It seems the field trip destination was publicly announced today.

"I've never been to the sea before!"
"Really?"

I just nodded appropriately at Luise's apparent excitement. Seeing her so happy about merely seeing the sea makes her seem quite innocent, but considering the Empire's territory, it's understandable. The land is vast, but transportation is limited to carriages.

Of course, there's the variable of teleportation, but not everyone can use that. In the end, unless they make a deliberate effort, inland people never get to see the sea in their lifetime.


"It's hard to go all the way to the sea without a specific reason. I've never been there either."

Even Erich was someone who mostly stayed in his domain. Sometimes he would go somewhere for fun, but even those travel destinations were inland. Ainter, who remained silent, had only stayed in the Imperial Palace due to his two brothers' overprotection, so there's nothing to discuss.

"So none of you have been there?"
"I have, though it was to console victims of a tidal wave."
"Does going for work count? I've been there for the Alliance Conference."
"I've had many occasions to visit for various reasons."

The two princes and the future Holy One seem to have been dragged around for work. I sometimes forget, but they hold high positions, so external activities are inevitable. If anything, Ainter, who can't leave the Imperial Palace, is the unusual case.

After listening to Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian, Luise nodded repeatedly and then turned her gaze toward me.

"I've only been there for work as well."

I preemptively answered, knowing what she was about to ask. The sea? Yes, I've been there. I've gone several times for work, but the most memorable incident was chasing bastards smuggling prohibited items who were trying to flee to a foreign country. It was an exciting game of tag across the Empire that I still can't forget.

In the end, I couldn't stop them from boarding a ship, so I sank the ship along with them. It was such a waste to see those items sink into the sea. Of course, the smugglers could die for all I care. Even if captured alive, they would have faced execution anyway.

"So this is the first time we're all going together for fun?"

Luise then rummaged through her bag and pulled something out. A thin booklet with a blue cover appeared before us.

"Ta-da! It's a Voyaare Duchy pamphlet!"
'Why is that here?'

Why is that here?
While I was feeling awkward about the sudden appearance of an unfamiliar booklet, Erich answered my curiosity.

"A pamphlet? Where did you get it?"
"Irina and I saw it in the library last week. There were many of them."

It's obvious that they were deliberately placed in the Academy library to coincide with the field trip season. The intention is for students to know what's where in Voyaare before they arrive, and to plan where to spend their money in advance. Golden Duke, this relentless man...

With hundreds of noble guests rushing in, he doesn't want to waste any opportunity. Seriously, the Golden Duke is dead serious about this.

"Oh, I didn't know about that."
"It's not a bad idea to know about a place before traveling there."

The sight of five men finding an excuse to get closer to Luise and immediately doing so was almost pitiful. But isn't it a bit much to have six people crowded around one small booklet?

"Voyaare Duchy is a center of maritime trade located on the southern coast of the Empire, a place that has prospered since the Apels era."

Just as I was about to tell them to stop crowding and back off, Luise's voice rang out. I guess I can't complain if she's reading it aloud.

After watching Luise's reading session for a moment, I realized those guys aren't interested in the content at all. Villar would say the same if asked. Even though she's reading the content, they're too obviously just staring at Luise's face.

"Since the time of the previous Voyaare Duke, leisure facilities have been developed..."

It's a bit unfair to Luise, who is reading diligently, but it looked like Teacher Luise from a pastry kindergarten reading a fairy tale to five immature children. At least kids would fall asleep during a reading, but these guys...


As I quietly observed the scene, Erich's bright expression caught my eye. Is he enjoying this? That fool should either offer to read instead or think about getting more pamphlets from the library.

'Is there a sixth one somewhere?'

Lately, I can't help but wonder about a fundamental question. With five suitors, and none of them making proper progress, is this really the right approach? Perhaps an unknown sixth person needs to appear and create a sense of crisis for these guys to make any progress? But adding one more would be quite troublesome.

While I was alone with my serious concerns, the miraculous reading session—where someone was speaking but essentially no one was listening—paused briefly.

"The continent's premier casino?"

The appearance of a casino seemed quite unfamiliar to our innocently raised lady. She blinked several times and then turned her gaze toward me, who was standing at a distance, seeming somewhat perplexed.

"All sorts of nobles gather at resorts. If you set up a proper casino, the income is quite substantial."
"Is that so?"

She laughed awkwardly, seemingly uncomfortable with the word "casino."

'She really was raised innocently.'

Perhaps because the original author was a modern person, despite the setting being similar to medieval Europe, the perception of gambling in this world isn't particularly positive. Thanks to that, even among nobles, innocent children like her emerge.

And in reality, the casinos in Voyaare Duchy aren't operated with much dignity. They're practically ATMs for the Imperial Family.

'I've used them a bit myself.'

Occasionally, civil servants passing through the Voyaare region during business trips obtain emergency budgets by winning money at the casino, but fundamentally, casinos are structured so that the house always wins, not the customer.

That's why nobles loyal to the Emperor go there and lose a reasonable amount of money, which flows to the Emperor. Some of the money that goes to the Emperor is then allocated to the Special Affairs Ministry or the Audit Department as special budgets, and some becomes my salary, which I then lose again at the casino...

Wait, what is this? This circular economy seems quite strange. Am I losing my money at the casino, or am I just returning money that wasn't mine to begin with? It's confusingly ambiguous.

"But there are plenty of other places to enjoy, so don't worry about it."

I hastily added, fearing these guys might get caught in the bizarre cycle I'm trapped in. At least I receive a salary or budget, but if they lose at the casino, that's the end of it.

"Yes, I plan to stay at the beach."
"When it comes to the sea, the beach is the place to be."
"Right? I'm looking forward to it."

Judging by their reactions, there's no need to worry. More importantly, that Erich—what's with the "of course" talk when you've never even been to the sea?

"Wow, they say there are many unique fruits too?"

As Luise's reading session resumed, I discreetly touched the communication device in my pocket. While the students seem excited, adults with various responsibilities have much to prepare in advance.

Just off the top of my head, there's the matter of the Three Nations' forces having to escort key personnel all the way to the southern end of the Empire, far from the Academy vicinity. For such a distance, permission must be obtained for the Three Nations' forces to enter Voyaare.

'The world outside the Academy is harsh.'

The very idea of going anywhere is flawed to begin with. Shouldn't we avoid sending students out into the dangerous world?

# Who is the biggest victim of this school trip incident? Is it me, who accidentally targeted the Golden Duke's family line this year and now has to go to the Golden Duke's domain? Or the student council that originally planned to choose a suitable domain for a relaxed trip? Unfortunately, neither. The true victim is someone else.

"I heard it's the Voyaare Duchy."
"Yes, that's been decided."

The real victims are the three-nation security forces who pray daily that nothing happens to their protectee. And unfortunately, the god of this world isn't particularly enthusiastic about answering prayers. Unless you're someone like Tanian, going all-in on the prayer meta is a losing strategy.

"I've heard of the Voyaare Duchy. I'm told it has beautiful seas? It will be a special experience for students who spend their time at the inland Academy."
"I agree."

Villar speaks calmly, but what he's really thinking is a desperate cry of "Why are we going from an inland Academy all the way to coastal Voyaare?" I understand. If the Academy had chosen Voyaare internally, I would have tried to steer them elsewhere too. But this is what the Golden Duke wants. There's no stopping it.

"Since this is the first school trip, there are people who are paying close attention. It will be interesting, as it will become a major event on the Academy's calendar."
= This is beyond what I can control. If I try to interfere too much, I'll be crushed.

"I completely understand. Travel that breaks from daily routine is always enjoyable. I'm just concerned there might be many trial and errors since this is the first school trip."
= I understand going on a school trip. But is Voyaare really the best choice? Is nowhere else possible?

"Haha, I was worried too, but the Academy has been making truly remarkable efforts. I think it will be an enjoyable trip."
= Not a chance. It has to be Voyaare.

Though we exchanged pleasantries with bright smiles, our true feelings were far from positive. This wasn't a conversation where I could steer things in my preferred direction; rather, I was informing him of something neither of us wanted. I'm sorry, Villar. Everyone at the Academy is in the same position, having been notified by the Golden Duke.

"I hear the seas of Voyaare are captivating. Some areas are emerald-colored, others like sapphires. I hope you'll be able to enjoy yourself during this opportunity, Sir Villar."
"Just hearing about it makes my heart race. Thank you."

Villar's expression, which had darkened at the unexpected disaster, finally brightened a little. He just confirmed from my words that the three-nation security forces—or at least Villar himself in the worst case—would be able to enter the Voyaare Duchy.

If the school trip had been to a domain near the Academy as originally planned, this wouldn't be a concern. The three-nation forces could wait at the Academy and rush out if needed, or make up some bizarre excuse about just passing through at the request of faculty.

But Voyaare at the southern end? Waiting at the Academy is out of the question, and no excuse would work for such a location. Even nearby domains would require some stretching of the truth, let alone Voyaare. In this situation, he must be relieved that I'm willing to use my influence.

'Without you guys, I'm doomed too.'

Even during the fair held inside the Academy, I had pulled the three-nation forces into booths to prevent variables. But this time we're outside the Academy, at a resort with countless crowds. I don't have confidence in monitoring the club alone.

The problem is that I haven't yet received permission from the Golden Duke for the three-nation forces to enter. Still, the Golden Duke isn't someone who ignores what people say. If I explain it's for the protection of important foreign dignitaries, he'll surely understand.

The only inconvenient part is that I have to contact him directly for this permission. I still feel awkward seeing the Golden Duke after the Yorun County incident.

"I hope the Inspector General can also relieve some stress through this trip."
"Thank you for your kind words."

When I briefly fell silent, Villar carefully spoke up. His wish for me to relieve stress means he'll try to minimize situations requiring my intervention during the school trip. He probably wants to say something more appreciative since he keeps receiving consideration whenever issues arise.

Unfortunately, from Villar's position with limited authority, reducing my concerns is the best he can do. But that's better than nothing. At least he's not just taking without giving anything back.

'Just hurry up and go back to your country.'

In truth, if they really wanted to help me, nothing else would be necessary. Please just take your prince and go home quickly.


After returning to my quarters, I fiddled with the communication orb for quite some time. Intellectually, I know it's better to contact him quickly and state my business promptly. My heart just hasn't caught up with my head yet.

'I feel like he's going to make me do something again.'

I have a feeling. That I'll contact him to make a request, but end up receiving some task instead. The previous Yorun incident was somehow resolved through the Section Chief of the 3rd Section's tearful grand gesture, but the fact that I beat a count from a duke's lineage nearly to death doesn't just disappear. He'll probably mention that while casually dropping a quest.

Of course, the Golden Duke is thorough about give-and-take. No matter how forcefully he assigns quests by bringing up the past, the rewards for success are substantial. Still, sometimes it's better not to do work and not get paid, rather than doing annoying work for money. Now is one of those times.

'It's not like I can refuse and get promoted.'

After hesitating, I finally sighed and contacted the Golden Duke. If you're annoyed with a minister, you might someday become a minister yourself, but if you're annoyed with a duke, you should bite your tongue and die. What can I do? If you're born with a status below a duke, you have to live in compliance.

- Is this the Audit Department Head? I've been waiting.

Soon after, the Golden Duke's face appeared. A middle-aged man with neatly arranged salt-and-pepper hair putting down the cigar from his mouth. Judging by the documents visible near his chin, he must have been working when he answered.

As I was about to bow my head in formal greeting, the Golden Duke spoke first.

- Let's get straight to the point. I understand there are security forces from the three nations.
"Yes, that's correct."
- They may enter. All of them can come, just let me know the scale.
"Understood, Your Grace. Thank you."
- This is for a loyal subject of the Empire, so I should do at least this much.

The Golden Duke laughed casually, truly the symbol of coolness. He granted what I wanted before I even opened my mouth.

- Ah, this is a personal request, though.

And as expected, it was time for the Golden Duke's forced quest. A duke's personal request? It's called a request, but who could refuse?

"Please speak. I'm listening."
- Hmm.

Unusually, the Golden Duke paused briefly, resting his chin on one hand. While he sometimes speaks in roundabout ways depending on the situation, I've rarely seen him hesitate to speak at all. Not a good sign.

- Have you heard of the Kraken?
"Yes, I have heard—"

Wait, no way.

"...of it."
- Good. Now you'll have a chance to see one in person.
'You bastard.'

Talking about such news as if it's something good.

The giant squid Kraken that roams the seas, crushing ships like cookies. It's not something you see often, nor is it something you want to see or should see. But a chance to see one in person? Bull.

If someone of equal rank had said this, I would have immediately cursed them out. Seeing me at a loss for words, the Golden Duke seemed embarrassed and laughed lightly. Well, at least he still has some conscience.


- There was apparently a Kraken habitat near the recently completed resort.

Or not? Is there none?

- Don't misunderstand. We determined it was safe before starting construction. The creature was so deep that we only noticed after everything was built.
"I'm concerned whether it's truly suitable as a resort."
- We've cleanly removed the habitat. All adult Krakens have been eliminated.

The Golden Duke added that the problem is one baby that escaped, and I briefly rubbed my chin. Given how he describes it as "escaped," it seems this lone baby barely survived and is on some tearful escape journey. At least the resort safety issue has been resolved.

- But this baby is unusually cunning. Perhaps because it saw its kind being eliminated, it's extremely cautious. Even when we finally find it hiding, it won't surface. It only comes up briefly when we fire lightning magic into the sea.
"That's a troublesome situation."

Normally, Krakens know they're overwhelmingly larger and stronger than humans, so they boldly appear when ships float by.

Of course, they wouldn't have expected the duchy's elite mage corps to be aboard those ships. As soon as they surfaced, they would have been beaten and evolved into braised squid. Is that evolution or devolution? In terms of taste, it would be evolution, I suppose.

Anyway, the baby that witnessed its parents' fate in real-time must be gritting its teeth and enduring underwater. It must be hiding so deep that even when electrocuted, it only jumps out briefly before diving again.

- So we need someone to eliminate the Kraken in that brief moment when it surfaces.

Now I understand why he unusually hesitated before speaking.

'How are we supposed to know when to find that thing?'

The fact that he's making this request to me, who's coming for a school trip, suggests he's identified the area where it appears. He's not the type of person to tie someone up indefinitely for an uncertain task. The problem is that I can't guarantee how long I'll be stuck on a ship while monitoring the entire area.

In the worst case, I might be at sea throughout the entire school trip, only to catch it on the last day. That would be quite unpleasant.

- Since I'm asking the busy Audit Department Head, I can exert myself this much.

The Golden Duke held up three fingers. He's offering to add 30% more to the usual funds he provides to the Audit Department.

Hmmmm.

"For the safety of the nobles and students, it's certainly a being that must be eliminated."

After brief consideration, I nodded firmly.

Of course, it was the Golden Duke who destroyed the habitat of the Kraken family that had been living quietly enough to only be discovered after the resort was built, and killed all their family members. But what can I do? If you're upset, you should reincarnate as a human. The only good monster is a dead monster.

- As expected, the Audit Department Head's patriotism is exceptional. The Empire will remember your efforts for the nobles.
"It's an honor, Your Grace."

And so the conversation ended with everyone satisfied.

A Kraken floating in the sea where students should be playing—absolutely intolerable. I'll send this wicked Kraken to join its parents.


The conversation with the Golden Duke ended with a much more satisfactory result than I had worried about.

First, at the request of His Excellency the esteemed Golden Duke, I'll be handling a baby Kraken. Fortunately, I can bring all three countries' forces along, so I'll just leave the escort duties to them and enjoy a boat trip. A 30% bonus reward from the Duke? How could I resist? Anyone who could resist this would have to be ideologically unsound.

No matter how I think about it, it feels like I'm disposing of a victim who lost its home due to human ecological destruction, but that's not important. What matters to me isn't "The Kraken's Tears Trilogy" but the "30% Increase in Golden Sincerity" event.

In fact, wouldn't the baby Kraken prefer going to its parents rather than living in this world full of suffering? I'm just helping it reach that outcome faster. How many people are as considerate as I am?

"First, come to the casino. We'll discuss the details there."

And now I have somewhere to go immediately upon arriving in Voyaare. It's somewhat unexpected that he wants to meet at the casino rather than the ducal palace, but it's not a big concern. I've heard that meetings in casino VIP rooms happen occasionally.

Anyway, I'm glad I'll be able to deliver good news to Villar tomorrow. He'll be pleased to hear that all three countries' forces can move to Voyaare.

'I can also mention my absence then.'

Villar originally said he wanted to minimize my involvement anyway. In such a situation, when I'm delivering good news, he won't take issue with my absence. He might even hand me a swimming tube and tell me to rest well.

Oh, I just realized I need cookies to serve Villar. Unlike usual, I ate well today so there's not enough left. I should ask Luise for more.

***

My brother asked for cookies again today. It's not difficult, but it's too much even if the young lady is eating them. If they're left over, they'll get soggy and the texture will be poor. Will that be okay?

"Villar is coming over. Yesterday's amount seemed a bit insufficient."
"Oh, is that so?"
"Sorry. He enjoyed them so much that I wanted to prepare extra."
"Hehe, it's fine."

I smiled slightly at my apologetic brother and opened the oven.

Lord Villar. A knight from Armein Kingdom, like Lyutis. He meets with my brother occasionally, and we owe him greatly from the Club Fair, so I know his face well enough. Since he's a knight, he surely eats well. Then it should be fine to make plenty.

'Everyone eats them well.'

The cookies I've been making recently are different from what I usually give my brother—they're made normally. If the cookies my brother serves to guests taste terrible, it would damage his reputation.

Still, it's somewhat regrettable. I had been putting various healthy ingredients in the cookies for my always-tired brother, but lately I haven't been able to do that, so I haven't had time to take care of him. I've been giving him tea leaves that are supposedly good for health, but I'm not sure how effective they are.

I glanced at my brother's complexion and noticed his usual faint dark circles. So there's no effect? Still, he doesn't look too exhausted.

'I should have continued making them as usual.'

During the Club Fair, I discovered that my brother's sense of taste wasn't normal, and since then, I've been focusing on nutritious ingredients rather than taste. It was possible because my brother couldn't properly taste flavors, which was unfortunate.

If those ingredients improved my brother's health and his sense of taste recovered, he would realize my cookies were strange, and I could apologize for making them poorly. My brother would just laugh it off. I thought it wasn't a bad approach.

But it would be terrible if my health cookies for my brother ended up in someone else's mouth, so I haven't been able to give them to him lately. What good is a decent plan if I can't implement it?

'Should I make something else?'

I racked my brain thinking of desserts I could make. Something that couldn't be given as a simple gift like cookies. Something my brother would eat alone out of courtesy if he received it.


What could it be... Oh, cake? Should I make a large cake?

***

As the school trip date approached, the president's complexion grew haggard, and Margareta's smile gradually faded. It's a shame for children who should be growing at this age.

Unfortunately, all I could do was be a conversation partner for Margareta since there was nothing else I could help with. Still, Margareta seemed to appreciate even that much, appearing to vent her frustrations while discussing work matters.

The problem was that as time passed, a subtle trembling began to creep into Margareta's voice. It was so slight that you wouldn't notice unless you paid close attention.

"We need to secure carriages for hundreds of people, verify the routes those carriages will take, find cities for rest stops along the way, locate accommodations befitting our status..."
"You're really working hard."

A nauseating feeling rises the more I listen. Just hearing about it sounds like planning a military march route. This must be why the Student Council wanted to go to a nearby domain.

"Marga, have you been sleeping properly lately?"
"I sleep whenever I have time. Don't worry."

I couldn't help feeling pity at her bright smile. Sleep isn't something you catch up on when you have time—it's essential even when you don't have time. This young lady, getting an early taste of civil service life, already has a distorted way of thinking.

Recently, when I entered the vice president's office, I found her sleeping with her head on the desk. I wanted to move her to the sofa, but I was afraid she'd wake up if I touched her, so I just covered her with my coat and waited. She woke up on her own not long after. Understanding both my wish for her to get some rest and the situation where work piles up the longer she sleeps, I couldn't bring myself to say anything.

I pretended not to notice when Margareta, looking at me with drowsy eyes, was startled awake. I also pretended not to notice when the coat she dropped and promised to wash and return came back as a completely new coat.

"Still, I can't tell you how comforting it is to have you, Kal."
"I'm glad to hear that."

I nodded lightly at Margareta's smiling face and gently pushed Luise's cookies toward her. She immediately took one and ate it, a very familiar sight.

'The deputy head did exactly that.'

Eating not for taste but to shove something in for nutrition. But I wonder why Margareta is showing the same behavior. Is this what a noble young lady is like? The noble ladies I know aren't this pitiful.

"I hope next year's location will be closer."

I meant it as a comforting wish that things would be easier next year, but Margareta stopped chewing as if she'd realized something. After silently finishing what was in her mouth, she carefully spoke.

"...I think Voyaare will continue to be our school trip destination in the future."
"Ah."

It seems the Golden Duke doesn't intend to end this school trip windfall as a one-time event. Now Voyaare is like this world's Gyeongju or Jeju Island.

Seeing Margareta reach for another cookie with an even more depressed expression, I was reminded of a red-haired woman escaping from the Student Council.

'Poor thing.'

I quietly poured tea into Margareta's cup. I hope her spirit doesn't break and she overcomes this well.

The day of the school trip dawned—marked by someone's laughter at the southern end of the Empire and someone's sigh at the Academy.

'They managed to get everything.'

My heart swelled at the sight of well over a hundred carriages lined up. This many are needed to transport all first, second, and third-year students plus faculty.


But thinking about it, it's strange. What kind of school trip involves all grades going together? Of course, from the Student Council's perspective, it's easier to plan one trip for everyone rather than three separate schedules.

"Kal, if you change your mind, just let me know anytime."
"Haha, I understand."

Margareta approached me from behind as I was admiring the magnificent carriages. She seems disappointed even at the last minute, but I hope she understands that I have my circumstances.

The situation is that each four-person carriage has been assigned three or four people. Margareta's carriage has three people assigned, so she's been inviting me to join them since yesterday. But I already have a different carriage to ride in.

'I'd be more comfortable staying beside Luise.'

Fortunately, Luise's carriage also has three people assigned, so I could join that one. The school trip itself is an event, but incidents could happen on the way too. Thinking about that, it's more reassuring to stay close to her.

There's just one minor issue that bothers me about one of the members riding with Luise, but it can't be helped. This is an official matter.

"What? You're in this carriage too, brother?"
"That's how it turned out."

After parting with Margareta and heading to Luise's carriage, Erich greeted me. Sorry, if I weren't here, you would have been the only male member in this carriage. Maybe you could have made some progress with Luise on the way...

'No, that's not right.'

What progress? For a moment, I overestimated this guy.

Shaking off that unlikely thought, I boarded the carriage and found only Erich inside. What's this? Why is he the only one here?

"Aren't there two more people?"
"They'll be here soon. They said they were going to chat with some other kids first."
"I see."

As expected of the pink capybara who stands at the center of social circles. Even in these brief moments, she's naturally strengthening her friendships.

Not long after, there was a commotion outside the carriage, and the door opened. A pink head popped in hurriedly, having apparently run here.

"Sorry! I'm so late— Huh? Brother?"
"I ended up coming along."

I waved lightly at Luise, who looked surprised with wide eyes, and her blank face gradually broke into a smile. I appreciate the warm welcome.

'She came with someone.'

Looking past the brightly smiling Luise, I noticed golden hair swaying back and forth. The body was hidden behind Luise with only the hair sticking out, as if trying to hide from my sight, but it obviously wasn't effective.

"Hello. It's been a while."
"Ah, y-yes, hello."

Since we'll be riding in the same carriage, I greeted her, and she responded with a trembling voice that was pitiful to hear.

"Irina? What's wrong? Are you feeling unwell?"
"I'm fine, it's nothing."

Irina answered Luise's concerned question with an awkward smile. I'm sorry, I didn't want to make things this uncomfortable either.

I felt like sighing when I saw the faint fear in Irina's blue eyes.

I was staying at the Academy early for the entrance ceremony. My father, who had been sending daily greetings through the communication orb, strangely stopped responding, and only after a long while did he leave a brief message.

Though I found it odd, I brushed it off thinking he must be busy. Father is the head of our county and responsible for various commercial ventures. While he had been contacting me daily knowing he wouldn't see me for a while after I entered the Academy, he could suddenly find himself short on time.

Father was indeed busy as I thought. The problem was that his busyness was in a terribly wrong direction.

"Irina. Don't worry about anything. It's just a temporary misunderstanding."
"O-older brother. Are you really okay? What about Father?"
"He'll be fine."

Around the time Father stopped even leaving messages, I received a call from my brother, who looked pale and haggard. The news I heard from him then was shocking. Our family had become a target of the Audit Department.

The Audit Department. The hunting dogs who punish disloyal nobles by the Emperor's command, with the authority to take action first and report later based on their own judgment. And the fate of families caught by the Audit Department was extinction in ninety-nine out of a hundred cases.

This can't be happening. Why us? Father is more diligent and honest than anyone. He's always kind and warm even to commoners. He does love money, but that's not a crime worthy of the Audit Department's intervention.

"Surely, surely there must be a misunderstanding. So don't be shaken and stay well. Understand?"
"Brother..."
"I wanted to attend your entrance ceremony, but that seems difficult now. I'm sorry."

My brother smiled bitterly and ended the call with those words. I stood dazed, hugging the communication orb and crying for a long time. A sudden calamity, the helplessness of being unable to do anything, the fear of what might happen to my family. I, who had been living with the excitement of entering the Academy, felt like I had fallen into hell in an instant.

The news that followed was the worst. I heard that Mother eventually fainted and was bedridden. My still young siblings were crying every day, looking for Father who had been taken away and Mother who had collapsed. If only I had been at the mansion, if only I had been with my family.

And then a miracle happened.

"Irina, are you alright?"
"F-Father?"

In the midst of my lifeless days, Father contacted me. Though he looked like he had aged ten years, tears burst forth, but joy also welled up in my heart. Father is safe, our family is safe.

"It's all over now. Don't worry and focus on your studies."
"Hic... yes... I-I will."

I could barely answer, hiccupping several times.

According to what Father told me afterward, this audit was due to a mistake by the Audit Department. The section chief who directed the operation personally visited our mansion to apologize and compensate, and unusually, the head of the Audit Department sent an apology letter acknowledging the department's mistake, bringing the matter to a close.

Though disaster struck due to the Audit Department's error, I couldn't resent them even if it was unfair. When facing a natural disaster, one can only lie flat and pray for it to pass without incident. That's what the Audit Department was like in the Empire. No one in our family died from the audit, and we even received compensation. It was truly a miracle.

During my early days at the Academy, when I was out of my mind with family troubles, I met a good friend and recovered quickly.

"Hello! You're Irina Yorun, right?"

At first, I resented that purely cheerful girl. I was suffering so much, yet she was smiling—it made me angry. It's embarrassing to think about now.

"Want to have lunch together?"
"No thanks."

A pink-hued girl who was kind and bright to everyone. Initially, I coldly pushed her away, but strangely, being with her made me feel at ease.


"Irina, what do you think of this? Isn't it pretty? I brought it because it matches your hair color!"
"Yes, it's pretty. Thank you."

Before I knew it, I had become closest friends with her. Perhaps it helped that around that time, our family's innocence was proven, and I felt relieved.

That's how I came to spend time with the pink-hued girl, Luise. Thanks to her, I made many friends I wouldn't have made on my own. In the process, I even got to know the Audit Department head's brother, but Erich wasn't at fault. Erich also seemed to avoid talking about his brother, so I deliberately let it go.

I faced a terrible situation when the Audit Department head was suddenly dispatched to the Academy, but fortunately, I didn't have to meet him, so I could live in peace. As I forgot the past calamity and enjoyed my days, the school trip date approached.

"Time seems to fly by."
"I know. The club fair feels like just yesterday."

Until last year, there was no school trip on the Academy's schedule. So I had prepared to stay only at the Academy except during vacations, and I didn't think it would be particularly difficult.

After all, most facilities exist within the Academy. It's almost inconvenient to go outside. So when I heard we would go on a school trip from our first year, I honestly thought it was a bothersome schedule.

"Irina, it's your first time seeing the sea too, right?"
"Yes, I've never been there either."

But they say the school trip destination is Voyaare Duchy. It's mentioned as a representative resort area beyond the Empire across the continent, but I never had the chance to go. It's quite far, and we couldn't hire a teleport mage for travel rather than family business.

But the Academy is sending us? I just need to pack my bags? My annoyance disappeared, and excitement filled me. How fun it was to go around shops with Luise on the weekend to choose swimsuits.

I waited day by day for the school trip. When I jokingly told my friend in the Student Council that I wished we could go tomorrow, she looked at me with tearful eyes. I'm sorry, but it's true that I was looking forward to it.

"Irina! Erich is in the same carriage too!"

Even the random selection for carriage assignments turned out well. Although it was random within the same class, anyway, we ended up with people we were close to. Good travel companions, good destination. This trip seems like it will be really enjoyable.

"Huh? Big brother?"

That enjoyable trip took a drastic turn on the day of the school trip, starting with Luise's words as she boarded the carriage.

'Big brother?'

Cold sweat ran down my back. If I looked in a mirror, my pupils would probably be shaking. There's only one person Luise calls "big brother" at the Academy, at least as far as I know.

'Why, why...?'

I know he's Erich's brother. I know he's on good terms with Luise. Still, I thought he would be in a different carriage since he's not a student, but why this one? I hadn't seen him since our first meeting. I thought I'd be safe if I avoided him.

I hurriedly hid behind Luise and crouched down. I knew it was meaningless, but I felt like my legs would give out if I didn't do something. And as if mocking me, the voice I least wanted to hear came.

"Hello. It's been a while."
'He saw me.'

Just as I was about to flee, he greeted me directly, so avoiding him further would be rude. Holding back tears that threatened to spill, I opened my mouth, but I couldn't stop my body from trembling.

Beside me, Luise looked at me with questions and concern. I hadn't told Luise about the incident involving the Audit Department head. I didn't want to worry her, and I was afraid the Audit Department head, who was close to Luise, might be provoked by my tattling.


As I cautiously raised my head, I saw the black-haired young man, the Audit Department head, sitting across from Erich. Though he looked like he was comfortably on vacation with his arms crossed and leaning back, my heart raced madly when his pitch-black eyes looked down at me.

"Don't just stand there, come in. Your legs must hurt."
"Y-yes! Thank you!"
"No need for thanks."

As I hurriedly boarded the carriage following Luise, I faced a new challenge. Erich and the Audit Department head were sitting facing each other. The empty seats were either next to Erich or next to the Audit Department head.

'Where... should I sit?'

Luise, what should I do? I feel sorry for Erich if I sit next to him. But it's too scary to sit on the other side.

As I hesitated with a concern I couldn't share with anyone, the Audit Department head gestured to me.

"Sit down."
"Yes..."

Mother, Father... I miss you so much... Will I really be able to see you both during the vacation?

***

Assuming Erich and Luise should be seated together, this arrangement was the best I could think of.

But while it was the best from my perspective, it must be the worst for Irina. I could feel slight vibrations from beside me even now. Still, this was the arrangement I decided on after much deliberation.

'This is driving me crazy.'

I'm really sorry, but that Erich needs to be next to Luise at times like this, but if I seat him facing Luise, wouldn't Irina have to face me? The adjacent seat where she doesn't have to see my face is better—how could I ask her to travel for hours while looking at my face? I couldn't blame her if she fainted midway.

In truth, the previous incident was resolved smoothly. I made sure to fill in the damages and even sent an apology letter saying, "As long as it's not on the level of treason, I'll turn a blind eye once even to major transgressions." But such noble give-and-take is separate from the shocked heart of a young lady in her prime.

"Irina, are you really okay?"

Luise, who had been chatting with Erich, glanced at Irina and asked worriedly. There shouldn't be any problem that Luise is concerned about. Right now, Irina is mentally, not physically, devastated.

"Y-yes, I'm fine. You know how tough I am, Luise."

How pitiful was the sight of the 17-year-old lady trying to smile brightly. It's lamentable to think which evil person made this poor lady so frightened. Damn that Section Chief 3, that bastard. Did he lose his conscience and sense of shame along with his hair?

With mixed feelings, I looked at Irina, and our eyes met. Her lips trembled, and she hurriedly lowered her head. With blue eyes like Erich and Luise, it made me feel even more guilty.

"I'm going to take a nap. Wake me when we reach the city."
"Got it, brother."

In the end, I made an emergency escape into sleep. At least for her mental health, it would be better if the monster beside her was asleep rather than awake.

And so the carriage headed to Voyaare, carrying one young lady excited about the trip, one fool happy to be sitting next to his crush, and two others each enveloped in suffocating awkwardness and fear.

# The Road to Voyaare

The journey to Voyaare itself was completely uneventful. Since hundreds of student council members would be traveling along this route, it had been carefully planned. The lords of the domains along the way were also eager to ensure security, worried about any potential incidents involving the Academy procession.

If any Academy students were to get hurt in their domain, it would be a terrible disaster. The group included not just noble children, but imperial family members, royalty, and even the next Saint. If even one of them were to say, "That domain was terrible," their future would be filled with trouble.

And as I found out later, the Golden Duke had also put pressure on the lords. If an accident happened on the way to Voyaare, people would remember it as "an accident on the way to Voyaare" rather than exactly where it occurred. They must have been vigilant with their eyes blazing.

'If I had known, I wouldn't have gotten involved.'

I'm sorry, I had no idea the Golden Duke would go that far.

He had warned the lords along the route about potential rockslides, landslides, or bandits that might disrupt the journey to Voyaare. I can hardly imagine how those lords felt, suddenly caught between the Golden Duke and the Head of the Audit Department. I'm truly sorry. But it's nice to see everyone united in focusing on safety.

"I'll look around for a bit. We're leaving in 30 minutes, right?"
"Yes. Take care."

After traveling without incident, we stopped at a city for a brief rest. This was essentially the last rest stop before entering the tollgate, after which we'd be confined to our carriages until reaching Voyaare. Since it would be stuffy, I thought I should get some fresh air now.

Unfortunately, the person who should least meet me had the same idea.

"Irina?"
"H-h-hello?"

Irina stuttered like a broken clockwork doll. I had run into this wandering girl. If I'd met her while walking, I could have taken a different path, but this was the only way back to the carriage.

I had returned early anticipating something like this, but it seems Irina had the same thought. We're strangely in sync... though this kind of telepathy isn't particularly good.

For a moment, I seriously considered running past her or turning back with an excuse about forgetting something, but while avoiding someone you haven't met might work, showing obvious avoidance would make things even more awkward.

'Would becoming more awkward be better?'

Come to think of it, our relationship probably couldn't get more awkward than it already was. Actually, this might be a better choice than being alone with Irina.

Looking at Irina beside me, she was trembling pitifully. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she was biting her lip, seemingly trying to hold back crying.

'This is maddening.'

The actual culprit, the Section Chief of the 3rd Section, hasn't even met with the Yorun County since the apology, yet here I am, who was blindsided by the Minister, still dealing with this. If Irina were a seasoned noble, I could offer her something, but she's still an innocent young lady.

The karma of the Audit Department runs deep.

***

I barely managed to hold back a scream. Enen must truly hate me. I pray every morning and pay my offerings faithfully. This is too much...

'I should have stayed in the carriage.'

I regretted my decision with tears in my heart. The pressure of being in a confined space with the Head of the Audit Department, the anxiety of not knowing when he might suddenly change, the fear of disturbing him while he slept—all these emotions had driven me to escape under the pretext of taking a walk.


I knew the Head of the Audit Department had left the carriage before me, but what were the chances of running into him in this large city? Still, I had hurried back to the carriage just in case, and this happened. I came out to calm my trembling heart, but it only got worse.

At least in the carriage, Luise and Erich were there to protect me if needed. Plus, the Head of the Audit Department was asleep most of the time, so I didn't have to see his eyes. But I foolishly came out and ended up face to face with him, just the two of us.

'Should I run away?'

But how? We met on a single path—where could I go? Besides, would it be okay to show such obvious avoidance? What if that displeased the Head of the Audit Department?

I know my family's innocence was proven and we received an apology from the Audit Department. But that doesn't erase what happened. Just as we were suddenly victimized once, there's no guarantee it won't happen again.

Perhaps they're thinking of finding another excuse to push our family down to erase their mistake. There are even historical cases where the Audit Department fabricated crimes to exterminate families. If I do anything that could be used against me, they might pounce immediately.

What should I do? What can I do?

"Irina."
"Y-yes!"

My body reflexively trembled at the Head of the Audit Department's voice. I've never stood trial, but is this how it feels when a judge calls your name?

"Go ahead. I left something behind."
"Oh, yes."

I stared blankly at the back of the Head of the Audit Department as he turned around. Something he left behind? He only brought a small bag, and he left it in the carriage.

But it's not my concern. Yes, perhaps he bought something in the city. Whatever it was, I'm truly grateful he left it behind. Thanks to that, I could separate from the Head of the Audit Department.

"Hnngh—"

With the tension, my legs gave way and I collapsed to the ground. Tears welled up at the miserable feeling of still being tormented by the Audit Department. But I managed to get up and hurried back to the carriage. I didn't want to walk alongside the Head of the Audit Department again if he returned quickly.

"Oh, Irina. You're back early?"
"Yeah. I just went out for some fresh air."

Luise welcomed me as I entered the carriage. Seeing her, an inexplicable sadness welled up, and I fell into her arms. Oh no, I feel like crying again.

"Hehe, that tickles."

Though she said that, she didn't push me away despite my sudden embrace, and hugged me back with a smile. It felt so warm... My heart seemed to calm down a little...

Erich was looking at us with a strange expression, but I ignored him for now. Please understand, I was terrified because of your family member.

"Good, you're not late."

And not long after, the Head of the Audit Department arrived.

'Empty-handed?'

Contrary to his claim about leaving something behind, the Head of the Audit Department returned looking exactly the same as when I met him. Was it a lie? Why? Could it be that he wanted to separate from me?


'...Why?'

In my confusion, I found myself staring blankly at the Head of the Audit Department's hands. It felt like watching someone pick up trash while spitting on the street—something that seems like consideration or a good deed, but the person doing it seems strange.

***

What the hell would I have left behind? It was just an excuse I made up quickly to separate before Irina had a panic attack. I ended up taking an unplanned extra walk before returning to the carriage. I almost missed our departure time.

When I opened the carriage door, I saw Irina nestled in Luise's arms, whining. If that comforts her, that's good. Stay like that.

"Are we going straight to Voyaare now? It's really far."
"Indeed it is."

I casually responded to Erich's complaint. Voyaare is located at the southern end of the already vast imperial territory. From the Capital, it's the farthest of the five duchies. Whenever I had business in Voyaare Duchy, I always brought a teleportation mage.

Going to Voyaare by carriage is like traveling to Jeju Island by boat instead of airplane in my previous life. If this were a leisure trip, I might enjoy the journey. But doing this for work—you'd have to be quite insane.

Well, right now the important issue isn't Erich's complaints or the distance to Voyaare.

'Why has she been like this?'

The girl who was trembling and desperate to get away from me when we met on the road is now sneaking glances at me. She's not staring openly, but in such a confined space, it's impossible not to notice. If I couldn't detect a student's gaze, my four years of experience would be wasted.

Yet whenever I turn my gaze toward Irina, or move my hand where her eyes seem fixed, she immediately shrinks back and trembles. It's like the reaction of a child afraid of being hit by an adult, which makes me uncomfortable too.

'She was hit pretty hard, though.'

We didn't physically assault anyone, but her family was thoroughly beaten down, so in a sense, they were hit. The more I think about it, the Section Chief of the 3rd Section really is a bastard. Giving such trauma to a young lady who should be growing up cheerfully.

So I decided to remain silent despite Irina's inexplicable stares. Considering what the Audit Department did to the Yorun County, I should endure this minor discomfort.

After crossing the border into Voyaare Duchy, we quickly reached the center of the duchy. The Golden Duke had put craftsman-like dedication into the roads for smooth commerce.

"It's magnificent..."

Luise remarked while looking out the window, and both Erich and Irina nodded in agreement. It is magnificent indeed. As the Empire's economic center, its development is tremendous.

The final destination of all roads throughout Voyaare, a massive harbor where ships that traverse not just the Empire but the entire continent dock, the Golden City where the Golden Duke who controls gold resides. I wonder if such a grand title is appropriate for a place outside the Capital.

Anyway, we arrived at Pkope, the center of Voyaare Duchy and one of the Empire's ten major cities.

'That was long.'

And finally, I could escape the awkward silence with Irina.

I glanced at her and saw she was pressed against the window like Luise, admiring the scenery of Pkope with amazement. I'm glad she looks happy. At least during this school trip, I'll be careful not to appear before you.

# Over a hundred carriages gathering at the same resort was impressive enough, but even more remarkable was how the resort could accommodate all of them with room to spare. They really built this place with serious intent. I understand now why they immediately demolished the Kraken habitat as soon as they discovered it.

'School trips will definitely be at Voyaare.'

Margareta had said it would likely be Voyaare, but at this level, it's not just "likely"—it's absolutely certain. Building something this extravagant and using it only once would be impossible even for someone who prints money.

Anyway, it's certainly magnificent. Though I'm not sure how long I'll be able to stay here.

'I wonder if life on a ship will be tolerable.'

I have a mission to send a baby Kraken, who cannot survive alone in this harsh world, back to its parents. For that mission, naval hide-and-seek is inevitable. Until we catch it, I might not set foot on land, let alone at this resort.

Still, if a Kraken lurks near the resort waters, it should be eliminated. Leaving it alone would be disastrous if it suddenly appeared at the beach where students are playing.

"Brother! Let's go in!"
"Oh, coming."

Luise, who had been walking into the resort with our carriage group, gestured to me as I lagged behind. I do have a room assigned to me, so I should at least drop off my luggage and head to the casino quickly.

Heading straight to a casino upon arriving at a resort. Without context, I must look like quite the degenerate. It's about time to deposit money into the Imperial ATM, so I need to play a few games.

'I really am a mess.'

When your first action at a resort is gambling, it makes your heart feel petty.

Unlike the students, I was assigned a single room. Though I don't know when I'll be able to use it. It's a single room, but quite spacious and luxurious. Of course, I still don't know when I'll be able to use it.

"My room isn't far away. Just so you know, Kal Kracius."
"I'll keep that in mind."

Meanwhile, Margareta, who showed me to my room, also told me where her room was. I'm a bit afraid to imagine what she's expecting by telling me this, but I acknowledged it anyway. Since I said I'd visit when I have time, she probably won't come to my room first.

After unpacking, I headed to the casino where guards were waiting as if they'd been expecting me. They would have kidnapped me if I'd been late, judging by their demeanor.

"Welcome. His Excellency is waiting for you."
"Already? I must be late."
"He had business at the casino since morning. Please don't worry."

I wondered what business a Duke would have at a casino, but decided not to dwell on it. I guess he probably agreed to make some deposits into the ATM in exchange for securing construction projects from the Emperor. To deposit everything, he would indeed need to be sitting there since morning.

Following the guard's lead, we crossed through the casino filled with madness, cheers, and screams, heading toward the VIP room. The atmosphere here never gets familiar, no matter how many times I visit.

"He's inside. Enjoy your time."
"Thanks for your help."

The guard left immediately without looking back, seeming thoroughly trained. Well, it makes sense—the security at a place where hundreds of gold coins change hands in minutes can't be lax.

*Knock knock*

"Your Excellency, the Audit Department Head is here."
"Are you here? Come in."

With the Golden Duke's permission, I opened the door to find three people seated and one dealer. The Golden Duke with his graying hair and cigar, the Magic Corps Commander of Voyaare Duchy setting his cane aside while handling cards.

'Who's that?'


The last person was someone I'd never seen before. Judging by the atmosphere, he seemed related to the Kraken subjugation.

"Welcome. Please, sit down."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

As soon as I sat down, the dealer slid cards toward me. Checking them, I found the worst possible hand.

"How much is the bet?"
"One large silver coin."
"Understood."

Though I had planned to make a deposit today anyway, I cringed at the Golden Duke's cruelty in taking my money in large silver coin units worth 100 silver coins each. Couldn't we at least start with regular silver coins?

With a heavy heart, I placed 50 large silver coins on the table and put one as the bet. Fifty large silver coins... five gold coins... today's bleeding is a bit severe.

"Ah, you two haven't met, have you?"

The Golden Duke spoke casually after confirming the large silver coin placed on the table as a chip.

"This is the 2nd Fleet Commander. One of the busiest men these days."

So that's who it was—the man who's been sailing around with the Magic Corps searching for the Kraken. That explains his presence here. I nodded slightly in greeting, and the 2nd Fleet Commander smiled in response.

"Since you'll be spending time together, it's good to get acquainted. As cards are dealt, people tend to become friendly."
"Indeed. Thank you for your consideration, Your Excellency."

Usually in gambling, relationships deteriorate as cards are dealt, but the people gathered here aren't here to win money. It seems he called us together to discuss the operation before we begin.

"The creature's range of activity has been expanding."

The Golden Duke mentioned while quickly playing the game and tossing chips into the air. Expanded range of activity—not good news. It was already uncertain when we'd catch the beast.

"Moreover, it's spending less time on the surface. It seems to have learned how to endure underwater."
"That's surprising. Krakens usually can't wait to emerge when they see humans."
"The shock must have been significant. The problem was that we failed to eliminate it in one go."

It's natural for a sea creature to employ a "come to me" strategy underwater, but Krakens, being brute force bullies, characteristically leap to the surface to attack ships and humans before disappearing. For such a Kraken to stubbornly remain underwater while expanding its range?

'Smart bastard.'

It seemed to have intelligence comparable to the bear I saw in the dungeon. Or was it "ong-i" rather than "gom-i"? I think there was an "eung" sound in there somewhere.

"Landing effective hits on the Kraken was already difficult, but it's become even more challenging."

I nodded quietly at those words. The Duchy's Magic Corps has enough firepower to take down a Kraken. The problem is that they need to see it first. As the Golden Duke kept mentioning, it's not surfacing. Even when they manage to find it and lure it out, it quickly submerges, leaving insufficient time to deal damage.

That's why the Golden Duke entrusted me with the Kraken subjugation request. I'm the one who can deliver the blow that will send the Kraken to its parents in that brief moment. Of course, there might be others who could do it if we searched, but since I was coming to Voyaare for the school trip anyway, it must have seemed convenient.

"When I heard you were coming, what a relief it was. Fortunately, the citizens haven't suffered any harm."

The Golden Duke laughed heartily, appearing as the archetypal benevolent lord, but his merciless raising hand was nothing short of vicious. Is he saying he's done talking and wants me to cough up my money and leave? Bastard.

"Seeing Your Excellency's great concern for your citizens, I can imagine how happy the people of Voyaare must be."

I smiled lightly as I went all-in with my remaining large silver coins. The Golden Duke does care about his citizens, that's true.


The minor issue is that his concern isn't about valuing each person individually, but rather about the losses incurred when citizens die—compensation that must be paid to bereaved families when someone dies during labor or military service.

Still, a lord who considers it natural to compensate bereaved families is in the top 1% of lords.

After losing 50 large silver coins in an instant, I left the VIP room. They kept giving me terrible hands until the end. Damn, couldn't they let me win just once?

'Tomorrow at noon.'

The Kraken subjugation will start tomorrow, so he told me to rest well today and come to the port at noon tomorrow. Wow, at least I'll get to sleep at the resort for one night.

With this strange feeling of finding a silver lining in misfortune, I was about to leave the casino when a familiar back caught my eye.

'What the...'

My mind clearly recognized that figure as someone I knew, but my heart refused to accept it. Wait, is it okay for him to be here?

I cautiously moved toward the white-haired man who stood out among the crowd gathered around the roulette table. As I got closer, it was indeed who I thought it was.

"Tanian."
"Ah, Brother?"

Why are you here?

"This is unexpected. I didn't expect to see you here, Brother."
"Well..."

Why are you saying what I want to say?
If he were an ordinary priest, I might tease him about whether it's appropriate for a clergyman to be at a gambling den, but he's not just any priest—he's the next Saint, so I need to be careful. One wrong move and I could be marked by the Papal States and excommunicated.

But seriously, why is he here?

"Ah, you must be more curious about me than I am about you."

Noticing my questioning gaze, Tanian smiled slightly and answered. But could he please stop calling me "Brother" right now? Hearing it in a casino creates some cognitive dissonance.

"Our Lord instructed us not to turn away from any dark place. As a servant following the Lord's will, I shouldn't be selective about comfortable or pleasant places."

As he spoke, Tanian reverently clasped his hands together, looking truly saintly. If only the roulette table weren't in the background.

"Even places where all kinds of desires gather deserve the Lord's teachings and mercy. There is no place in this world unworthy of it."
"I see."

In short, that's it. The casino is a place where people gather, and people deserve to follow Enen's will, so there's no problem with him being here.

...Well, if that's what he says, I suppose that's how it is. Now that I think about it, it does make sense. I'll just tire myself out if I worry about it too much.

Suddenly, cheers and shouts erupted from the roulette table. Tanian and I both looked in that direction.

"Oh dear, that didn't work out."
"......"

I quietly closed my eyes at Tanian's disappointed murmur.

This guy wasn't just watching—he was betting money too.

# Roulette King Tanian didn't stop. And not stopping meant he hadn't reached a level of satisfaction where he could dust off his seat and leave. From what I saw, he seemed to have spun about four times, and I wondered just how much money he was losing.

I was starting to feel concerned. If I saw him spin four times, he must have done even more in reality. The sad part was that the money Tanian had lost didn't even amount to 10% of what I had just submitted to the Imperial Family.

"Take it easy. It doesn't look good for a clergyman to be doing that."
"It's fine. I'm just enjoying it lightly."

Lightly? Have I been misunderstanding the meaning of the word "lightly" all this time?

"Brother. Gambling is despised because it sacrifices everything to unpredictable odds."
"If you know that, why don't you stop?"

It's worse when someone who knows better does it anyway.

But despite my reaction, Tanian just smiled lightly and shook his head.

"I'm not betting on probability. I'm simply paying money to enjoy the momentary hope of winning a large sum at once, and the thrill of playing the game."
"What the—"

Bullshit.
The last bit of reason preventing my excommunication stopped me from completing that sentence.

"Don't you spend money when you watch plays or go to cafes? I just spent money on a game for a moment of pleasure."

Regardless of his absurd statement, I stared blankly at Tanian as he shrugged his shoulders. If I didn't know this guy was a saint candidate from the Papal States, I would have thought he was from some new cult. This is the next saint?

Or is he just a madman who's entered full enjoyment mode? But come to think of it, he might have a point.

As if entranced, I approached the roulette table and lost an additional 5 silver coins before I could return to the resort with Tanian. I ended up paying a surcharge on what should have only cost 50 coins. I wasn't expecting to win, but I didn't think I'd lose everything either.

"Brother, you don't seem to be very lucky either."
"You can say that again."

If I had been lucky in the first place, I wouldn't even be at the Academy with you people.

As we entered the resort, I could see students wandering around here and there. They seemed to be exploring the interior of the rather large resort. Even the lobby had spaces to sit and relax, as well as cafes, so I wondered how elaborate the deliberately decorated areas would be.

"Oh, an unexpected combination."

Hearing Tanian's voice beside me, I turned my gaze to where he was looking and saw Luise and Margareta sitting together. It really was an unexpected combination.

The expressions of the two sitting across from each other were quite bright. Considering how Luise had been sobbing after being completely dominated by Margareta, this was nothing short of a dramatic reconciliation. Though Margareta never really had any hostility toward Luise, and Luise was just intimidated by Margareta rather than disliking her.

"Ah, Brother! Tanian!"

When Luise spotted us, Margareta also smiled gently and waved her hand.

"Shall we go over?"
"Sure."

I nodded at Tanian's suggestion. I didn't have anything urgent to do anyway, so there was no need to avoid them. I glanced around just in case, but Irina wasn't there. It should be fine to join them.

As we approached, Luise and Margareta shifted to make room for us. I tactfully sat next to Margareta, and Tanian sat next to Luise with satisfaction. I heard Margareta let out a small laugh. Is this what they call the greatest happiness for the greatest number?

Luise, looking back and forth between Tanian and me, tilted her head and spoke.

"I think this is the first time I've seen you two together."

Just as I found the combination of Luise and Margareta interesting, Luise seemed to find the combination of Tanian and me interesting as well. Though I haven't really spent much time alone with any club members, not just Tanian.

"We happened to meet outside. We didn't go out together."
"Really? If Tanian went there right away, it must be a fun place!"
"Ah."


The innocent and expectant voice of Luise suddenly reminded me of a past conversation.

"The continent's best casino?"
"There are plenty of other places to enjoy, so don't worry about it."

I should be worried now. I didn't know I'd be going to a casino from the start of the school trip.

I unconsciously looked across at Tanian, who nodded with a smile. Right, you probably don't want to give Luise the image of a bizarre clergyman who goes to casinos either. I trust you'll cover it up well.

"We were at the casino. That's where I met Brother."

What the hell? I didn't look at you to speak on my behalf.

Luise flinched and looked at me with an awkward smile, and I could feel Margareta's gaze from beside me. It felt a bit sharp.

"I went because I had someone to meet. That place is actually safer than most other places."

Casinos are filled with security guards to protect the money they absorb and to prepare for cases where customers can't accept the sudden change in situation when they lose a game and cause a disturbance. Security is actually quite substantial. The Golden Duke didn't ask to meet in the VIP room for nothing.

So my only crime was going because I was called. I sent a look of innocence, and Luise seemed to accept it.

"Did Tanian go because of an appointment too?"
"Ah, I went because I heard it was famous."

Luise seemed to be taken aback by his unabashedly confident statement. When someone is too confident, your brain tends to accept it as "that could be the case." It happened to me too.

"How can a servant following the Lord's will be picky about where to go? That place is also where the Lord's children gather."

As he started spouting the same nonsense he had told me, Luise's expression became blank as she kept nodding. It clearly sounded like an excuse, but the fact that it was coming from the next saint gave it a strange persuasiveness.

"It was also fun. I lost quite a bit because I played too much."

The problem was that he added unnecessary details that destroyed his own credibility. Both Luise and Margareta laughed awkwardly or cleared their throats at his casual declaration of gambling.

"I-is that so? That must have been tough."

Luise shifted her gaze around before giving an ambiguous response. She must be wondering how to respond to such a statement.

Better luck next time? That's suggesting he go to the casino again. Don't worry too much about it? A clergyman enjoying gambling is not something to be casual about. Poor Luise, caught in this extremely awkward situation.

"Actually, Brother must not be feeling good either. He lost as much as I did."
"Huh?"
"What?"
"You bastard."

Tanian's well-intentioned but malicious revelation was directed at me, and both women's gazes fixed on me. Their eyes held questions and betrayal, clearly wondering if I hadn't just said I went there for an appointment.

"Junior. Do you happen to know how much Kal spent?"
"Probably 5 silver coins."

After hearing the amount I had thrown away like a surcharge, Margareta was silent for a moment before turning her body completely toward me.

"Kal. Let's talk for a moment."
"Ah, yes."

Margareta's gaze had become much sharper.

***

This is terrible. This is something I never imagined.

"I was planning to entrust our money to Kal after marriage."

The future I had taken for granted was starting to falter. Kal had worked at the Imperial Ministry of Finance, even in the Audit Department. I naturally believed he would be more meticulous about managing funds than I am.


"What should I do...!"

I know no one is perfect. I thought there might be flaws in Kal that I hadn't discovered yet, and I had promised myself I would embrace any flaw with a smile. But of all things, gambling? That's too much—the one flaw he has is too significant.

Of course, I've heard that Kal has accumulated considerable wealth, and the Kracius County he will inherit is a prestigious military family with territory in the capital region. Not to mention the Valenti Duchy. With the resources of the Valenti Duchy, we could even buy several casinos and give them to Kal.

But that's not possible. If Kal as a father is addicted to gambling, it could negatively affect the children. The children might even look down on their father. That can't happen. Absolutely not.

"Kal."
"Yes, Marga."

Seeing Kal respond with his gaze slightly lowered made my heart ache, but this is something I can't compromise on. For the sake of my and Kal's happy future, for the future of our children, such issues must be dealt with firmly. It might not matter now if Kal loses a few silver or gold coins, but who knows about the future.

"Is what Junior said true?"
"Yes..."

My hand gripping the fan tightened. This was the last chance to laugh it off if he had denied it, but it was true. I do like that Kal is honest and doesn't lie—

No, that's not the point.

"Kal. A noble must always maintain dignity. Even if it's difficult, one must walk the right path and not hope for luck."

I know the madness of casinos well. I also know what kind of people gather there. An ugly place unbecoming of nobility. It's puzzling that there's a massive casino proudly standing in the city where the Golden Duke resides. He is such a noble person.

But just because the Golden Duke behaves in a puzzling way doesn't mean Kal can deviate as well. Moving forward steadfastly and nobly regardless of one's surroundings. Being an example for all. That is what it means to be a noble.

"I think Kal is an excellent noble."
"Thank you for saying so."
"And you will continue to be."

I carefully extended my pinky finger to Kal. I need to do at least this much to feel at ease.

"I won't change my mind about that, but could Kal make just one promise to me?"

A promise not to go there again.

***

I felt bewildered as Margareta closed her mouth tightly and extended her pinky finger, looking tense. I don't have a gambling habit. Earlier, I was just entranced by that mouth-fighter and went crazy.

But regardless of such circumstances, it's true that I spun the roulette a few times today. Saying "it was just today" would sound like the petty excuse of an addict, even to me.

"I can't not go."

I'm sorry to Margareta, but I have no choice but to go to the casino. I'll receive my reward for successfully subjugating the Kraken at the casino, and I'll need to visit occasionally to make deposits or withdrawals.

Margareta would understand if I explained these circumstances to her, but the fact that the casino in the Voyaare Duchy is the Imperial ATM is not a public secret but a strictly confidential matter.

The casino is visited by tourists from various countries across the continent, and if rumors like "The money you spend here strengthens the Empire's military power" spread? The casino would immediately crash, and the Emperor would seek to kill whoever spread such information.

"Kal...?"

As I hesitated for a moment, Margareta's voice trembled. Her eyes were moist, looking like a pitiful woman who had just heard that her lover was a severe gambling addict.

"This is driving me crazy."

I have no choice. I'll just have to be careful not to get caught.

Finally, I quietly linked my pinky finger with hers, and only then could Margareta smile brightly. Across from us, Luise let out a sigh of relief, and Tanian gave a small applause as if to say "well done."

Is it a virtue for Dawn Order clergy to tell the truth? That bastard. If he had maliciously set me up, I would have dunked him in the sea, but he did it without any malice.

I felt like Margareta was about to have an apocalyptic meltdown over gambling. It seemed like the opening credits were about to roll before she barely managed to stop herself.

When I carefully offered my pinky finger, she grabbed it with surprising strength. She must think I might change my mind and try to pull away.

'Of all things to be caught doing.'

This terrible misunderstanding breaks my heart. Is this how government officials felt when they had to leave the capital immediately after becoming secret royal inspectors, unable to tell their families? I could end this by explaining the casino's secret, but that's something I simply cannot reveal.

If she catches me going back to the casino, she'll be trembling with betrayal. I might even see Margareta crying while trying to cut my head off.

"Tanian should stick with us too instead of going elsewhere. There seem to be plenty of nice places."
"Of course. I only went to the casino for a quick look. It doesn't seem worth visiting twice."

I overheard Luise talking with the troublemaker. I thought Lyutis was the devil's mouthpiece until now, but perhaps I judged too hastily. Maybe all club members have issues I haven't observed yet.

You never know someone is the devil's mouthpiece until you experience it firsthand. Like Schrödinger's cat, or the Crown Prince in the rice chest, you can't be certain until you observe it...

I tried to glance toward Tanian, but Margareta cleared her throat, making me turn my gaze forward again.

"We're planning to go to the beach tomorrow. Would Sir Kal like to join us?"
"Ah, I'm sorry. I'll be away starting tomorrow."

Margareta's expression, which had just begun to soften, hardened again. The timing was definitely unfortunate. I should have mentioned earlier that I'd be away starting tomorrow.

Calming down Margareta, who was trembling thinking I might return to the casino, proved more difficult than expected.

The next day, I finished everything that needed to be done before embarking on a voyage with no set return date.

- I will pray for your safe return.

I also informed Villar that I'd be away starting today. I gave a vague explanation about work matters, and he didn't pry further. He had boasted before coming to Voyaare that he would handle things so I wouldn't need to step in, which is reassuring. If only there were ten Villars.

I told the club members to speak to Villar if any problems arose while I was gone, so nothing should go wrong.

'Right?'

Surely they won't forget or ignore my instructions after I explicitly mentioned his name. I just hope they don't go off to strange places without even Villar knowing.

I'm concerned about Lyutis, who outranks Villar by far, but all I can do is trust them. I don't like relying on luck like this, but what choice do I have?

"You've arrived?"

The Magic Division Commander greeted me when I reached the harbor. The caravel visible behind him appears to be the vessel I'll be using for a while. A caravel is perfect for traveling quickly with just the necessary personnel. There are even three of them.

"Departure preparations are complete. We're ready for you to board."
"The captain must have prepared early."
"He said he needed to do his best since you're boarding, sir."

I smiled slightly at the Magic Division Commander's joking remark and boarded the flagship. The person who used to command galleons is now leading caravels, so he must have come out early to prepare.

"I've prepared what you requested."
"Ah, thank you."
"It's nothing. But will that be enough?"

I nodded at his concerned question. It's difficult to catch something that appears briefly and disappears quickly with swords or fists. We need to send it away as soon as it appears.

"Yes, it's enough."

Upon boarding, I noticed three spears leaning against the railing among the mages who had found their places. They're perfect for throwing, which is exactly what we need. I actually requested extra considering the possibility of missing.


"The key is when we spot it."

The issue isn't whether we can catch it or not. It's about when we find it.

"It might hide even more thoroughly if it realizes someone has come to kill it."
"Haha, if it's that clever, there's nothing we can do."

I laughed in response to the Magic Division Commander's joke. It's his way of saying let's do well together. And truly, if the creature is that perceptive and intelligent, a prolonged game of hide-and-seek would be inevitable.

Come to think of it, this creature went into hiding immediately after its parents became squid stew. It might not be perceptive, but it's definitely intelligent.

'I hope my words don't become reality.'

That would be troublesome.

***

I've heard there's a place called Emerald Beach. They say it's named that way because the sea shines like an emerald—a blunt and direct name, but apparently none could be more fitting?

A resort staff member told us it's one of the must-visit places in Voyaare, so we decided to go. Originally, the Young Lady was going to join us, but her brother is busy... Even Irina couldn't come. I wanted to see the ocean with Irina since she's never seen it before.

"It feels empty without the advisor."
"I didn't expect him to be working after coming all this way."

When Laterre muttered this, Erich beside him agreed. Indeed, we didn't expect my brother to be running around even in this distant Voyaare. It's a school trip—couldn't he rest comfortably during this time?

"Let's think of it as us doing advance scouting. He said he might finish early, so we can take him then."

I nodded unconsciously at Lyutis's words. My brother used to scout locations before our picnics, but this time we're doing it. Surely he won't spend the entire school trip wandering outside.

So we headed to Emerald Beach, leaving our disappointment behind. Yes, if it turns out to be nothing special, we might just waste my brother's precious time. Let's check it thoroughly first, and if it's nice, we'll bring him later. That would be better for him too.

"It's beautiful. Like a gift from heaven."
"Yes, it's so pretty..."

When we arrived at the beach, even the usually quiet Tanian was amazed by the breathtaking scenery. Before coming, I thought it would just be a green sea, but seeing it in person was different. It was clearly green, but something more.

Even the three ships passing in the distance seemed to shine as part of this picturesque landscape. It's truly beautiful...

I really want to show this to my brother. I'm sure he would like it too. Since he enjoyed viewing cherry blossoms with us, he would probably enjoy seeing this sea as well. Next time, I hope Irina and the Young Lady can join us too.

***

This damn algae-filled sea—the more I look at it, the more annoying it gets.

Since departing at noon, we've been quickly searching the Kraken's territory, but with no results yet. Of course, I didn't expect to find it right away on the first day, but mindlessly waiting on the sea isn't much of an activity either.

The Magic Division Commander, who's been at sea since before I came to Voyaare, seems already exhausted, sprawled out on the deck resting. Is that really rest? At a glance, he looks like he's just passed out.

"Is there anything you find uncomfortable, sir?"
"Ah, Captain."

As I was looking at the Magic Division Commander who resembled a corpse, the captain approached and asked about my well-being. The navigation and steering would be handled by the navigator and helmsman, so he must have come out to check on me. I was concerned about not having greeted him yet, and he arrived at just the right time.

"How could I be uncomfortable? I've been captivated by the scenery."
"Is that so? I'm glad. The commander always ends up like that once he boards, so I was worried my sailing skills had deteriorated."
"It's difficult for mages to adapt to the ways of seafarers."
"Hahaha! That's true!"


The captain nodded with satisfaction at my comment that implied "they're just weak." He must have prided himself on being the best driver, but was concerned seeing his passenger in such a state. In that situation, having me confirm it wasn't his fault must have made him feel better.

Perhaps my approval raised his opinion of me slightly, as the captain approached and joined me in gazing at the green sea.

"It's the pride of Voyaare. Many Voyaare people would give their lives for this sea."
"Is that so? It is certainly beautiful."

I wonder what it would be like to give one's life for it. Is it because I'm from inland that I feel differently?

"It's not just beautiful. To be frank, the fishing yield is quite substantial. Because of this, since ancient times, many people have ventured into this sea relying on small boats."

Ah, that makes sense. For coastal residents, a fishing ground with guaranteed harvest is indeed worth one's life. Though today's Voyaare doesn't survive on simple fishing anymore.

Glancing at the captain, I saw him gazing at the sea with nostalgic eyes. While Voyaare citizens focusing on fishing is ancient history, it seems he might have ancestors who gave their lives for it.

"And what took those people's lives was neither the sky nor the sea. It was the Kraken."

So that's where this is building up to.

"Back then, the Kraken was an irresistible calamity."
"I've heard. It was even worshipped as a sea god at one point, wasn't it?"
"Haha, disaster god would be more fitting than sea god."

After a moment of silence, the captain turned his gaze toward the distant shore.

"Now, the Kraken is just an annoying monster. But for ordinary residents, it's still a calamity that can destroy their daily lives."
"The Golden Duke seemed very concerned about disrupting the residents' daily lives."
"Yes, he's an admirable person. He cared even for the lives of the lowest residents."

The captain's eyes, which had seemed nostalgic, now mixed with emptiness and anger. It seems the one who gave their life to the sea wasn't the captain's ancestor but a much closer relative. And apparently not by choice.

"And when I heard that you accepted His Grace's request, I was honestly delighted."
"It's nothing special. It's a job with proper compensation."

At those words, the captain chuckled and shook his head, as if that was a trivial matter.

"From the perspective of someone whose daily life is being protected, such things aren't important. Results are what matter."
"I hope many residents will enjoy those results."
"That's easy."

The captain then pointed to the shore he had been looking at. A dark shadow appeared in the green sea and began to intensify.

Oh, it's already shown up.

"Besides, there seems to be someone who needs you."

At his words, I looked carefully at the shore and saw what appeared to be a small dot of a person sitting on the beach. Oh no, of all times.

Wait, this creature doesn't appear unless magic is cast on the sea, so perhaps that person is actually serving as bait?

I clicked my tongue softly, and the captain handed me one of the spears leaning against the railing.

"I'll be counting on you."
"Of course."

I wouldn't be happy if there were casualties from something like this.

I never expected to be wandering around alone after coming all this way. Though I brought this on myself.

"Can I come with you? I heard it's beautiful..."
"I'm sorry. I've been in the carriage for so long that I'm still not feeling well."
"Okay, then we'll play together when you feel better?"

Yesterday at lunch, I sent Luise away despite feeling that my "illness" would likely last a long time.

I felt bad refusing Luise's invitation. Seeing her dejected face almost made me want to go with her, but whenever I thought about the Audit Department Head I'd inevitably see if I went with Luise, that thought quickly disappeared.

With the Audit Department Head nearby, the Emerald Beach would look more like a Blood Beach. I'm sorry, truly sorry Luise. I want to be with you too, but it seems impossible here.

So today, after hearing that Luise had left, I headed somewhere else by myself. It would be a shame to come all this way and just stay put.

'It really is beautiful.'

I let out a small gasp of admiration, feeling like I was looking at a massive emerald. Fortunately, the sea is vast, so the area classified as Emerald Beach is also extensive. As long as I avoided where Luise went, I shouldn't run into the Audit Department Head. I deliberately headed to a place where few people visit.

'It would have been nice to see this together.'

The scenery was breathtaking, but I felt the disappointment of viewing it alone. This is all because of the Audit Department Head. I had planned to enjoy myself with Luise, finding amusement in the playful bickering of her admirers. But because of just one person, I've become someone who has to run away like this.

With a deflated feeling, I dipped my feet slightly into the sea and sat down. I even bought and wore a new swimsuit, but what's the point of wandering around alone?

'He's the one who did wrong.'

I pouted while digging at the innocent sand with my hands. When he was in front of me, I was consumed by fear, but now that he's out of sight, feelings of resentment and injustice have emerged. Clearly, our family was the one who suffered harm, our family was the one wronged, so why am I the one who has to avoid him?

Still, there's something fortunate. Although I had to be with him in the carriage, I haven't seen him since arriving at the resort. It seems he has no intention of looking for me.

"Go ahead. I left something behind."

And he even showed strange consideration.

I hugged my knees and buried my head. My thoughts are complicated. That was definitely consideration, no matter how I think about it, it was consideration for me.

'The Audit Department Head showing consideration?'

That vicious head of the Audit Department? For me? No matter how I think about it, the most plausible reason is the least convincing, creating a bizarre situation. It would be more realistic if Luise cursed and threw punches.

I don't know. I wish he just wouldn't appear in front of me. I wish he wouldn't confuse me like this.

'Over something so trivial.'

I wish I wouldn't be shaken like this. What's so great about him keeping his distance from me?

Perhaps because Luise is close to him, because he's Erich's brother, I want him to be a good person. Maybe it's escapism—wishing he were a good person rather than trembling in fear every time I see him. Maybe, just maybe, he really is a good person.

But what if he is a good person? What if I could get along with the Audit Department Head? What about my family? My father who was unjustly taken away, my mother who fainted, my brother who shouldered all the burden and suffered, my younger siblings who cried without understanding anything?

"Don't worry about it anymore. It was just bad luck. It was just an accident."

That's what my father said. So don't hold onto it, let it go. Because that's the best way to deal with the Audit Department. Because there's nothing to be done about holding grudges or regrets.

"I hate him..."

But with no one to hear, I muttered quietly with resentment. Whether it's consideration or whatever, I can't help feeling this way no matter what side of him I see. I just wish he would stay somewhere far away, out of sight.

I raised my lowered head and stared blankly at my feet. This was supposed to be a fun school trip, but it feels like I'm just accumulating worries—

'Huh?'

Suddenly, with the sound of rushing water, a shadow fell over me. What is it?

As I slightly raised my head, my body froze. An unimaginably huge monster had appeared before my eyes. A giant squid larger than most buildings, waving ten tentacles and looking down at me.

—Kyurururururu!


Hearing its strange cry, I couldn't even think about running away. My body wouldn't move at all; I could only tremble.

'Why, why?'

Why would such a monster appear at a resort like this? Is it punishment? Am I being punished? For lying to Luise, for having the vain delusion that someone who's practically my family's enemy might be a good person?

But this is too much. Even though I thought it would be nice if the Audit Department Head stayed somewhere out of sight, I didn't mean I wanted to go to a distant place where I'd never see him again!

—Kyuruuuuuuk!
"Kyaaaaaaah!"

I covered my head with my hands as the monster swung its tentacles wildly. No, I don't want to die like this! If I die now, the last words I spoke to Luise would be a lie, and the last person I thought of would be that man!

And I don't want to die by a squid like that! A funeral where I died by a squid—I couldn't rest in peace from the injustice!

In the extreme terror of approaching death, mixed with the tiny shame of "cause of death: squid," my body no longer obeyed my control. It wasn't moving before either, but now it seemed like my brain couldn't even issue commands.

No, Father, Mother, bro...

—KWANG!

Suddenly, a deafening explosion erupted, and something heavy fell in showers over my head.

'What, what...?'

Could something else have appeared?

"Irina, are you hurt anywhere?"

As I cautiously raised my head, the person I least wanted to see appeared before my eyes, and

"Ah, aah..."

Behind him was the Kraken, its head gone, crashed into the sea.

Am I... alive? Should I say I'm alive? I escaped the Kraken only to encounter an even more dangerous person. Worse yet, he was holding a spear in each hand.

"Irina?"
"Hnngh—"

All strength drained from my body.

***

It was a simple motion. He gripped the spear shaft with his right hand and twisted his waist. His right arm pulled back, and his right leg moved back with his arm to take position. Nothing special, just an ordinary movement. Something anyone could do, something that could be seen anywhere. The captain assessed the Audit Department Head's posture exactly like that.

The sailors who threw harpoons whenever they had free time during the voyage looked just like that. The only difference was that the Audit Department Head before him was preparing to throw at a Kraken, not just some ordinary fish.

First, he must be trying to divert the Kraken's attention. With luck, the agitated beast would approach the ship, and the mages could launch a coordinated attack. Even if it tried to escape again, at least they could prevent civilians from being attacked by the Kraken.

"It's going to shake a bit."
"What?"

While the captain was kicking the seemingly lifeless Mage Commander to wake him up, the Audit Department Head made this sudden remark. It was difficult to understand what he meant, but there was no need to understand.

—KWANG!

Before the mind could comprehend, the body experienced it first.

"What, what is it? Did that bastard come first?"

The Mage Commander, who had been stirring from the captain's kicks, sat up in panic as the ship tilted with the thunderous sound.

"It has appeared."
"Wasn't it just running away before? Has it gone mad? Where is it?"

When the captain silently pointed to where he had been looking, the Mage Commander, who had been preparing an incantation, lowered his staff and stared blankly at one spot.


"...Where is the Kraken?"
"It was a Kraken until just now."
"Huh, really."

The Mage Commander let out a hollow laugh in disbelief and shifted his gaze from the Kraken (or what used to be one) to elsewhere.

"So that's what the sea floor looks like."
"This is my first time seeing it like this too. I've seen it during dives though."

The captain nodded at the Mage Commander's words. A casually thrown spear, but the result was anything but casual.

The ship shook from the impact of the spear. Even for a magically enhanced ship that would barely shake under a full barrage, it tilted from just one spear.

The sea between the ship and the beach momentarily split. The Kraken? The sea just parted, and you're worried about some squid? The Kraken had already died with its head exploded the moment the Audit Department Head threw his spear.

"Fortunately, it didn't miss."

At the Audit Department Head's nonchalant remark, the captain instinctively looked around the beach where the Kraken had appeared. The sound of its head exploding was comparable to an explosion. What would have happened if the spear had deviated slightly and hit the cliff behind the beach?

"Mage Commander. Let's go to the beach."
"Ah, yes."

The Audit Department Head, who had already retrieved the two spears he had left on the railing, spoke to the Mage Commander. The glance at the spears in the Audit Department Head's hands suggested he was still in disbelief.

"Will three spears be enough? I know you're strong, but fighting on land and sea are different."

The Mage Commander had expressed concern until just before departure about the spears requested by the Audit Department Head. But it didn't even take three spears; it was over with just one. He might feel self-loathing about all the time he spent floating on the sea.

Knowing the Mage Commander's struggles to catch the Kraken, the captain felt a bit sorry for him.

***

It had been a while since I used a spear, so I asked for three to be prepared, but fortunately, it ended with one throw. Well, if I couldn't take down a mere Kraken in one shot, what kind of talk would that be? I need to visit their death anniversary soon, and it would be troublesome to create news that would invite mockery.

That bastard Khagan, burning somewhere in hell, might laugh too. Just thinking about it makes my blood boil.

Still, just to be sure, I headed to the beach with the Mage Commander to confirm the Kraken's death and check on the victim who nearly suffered harm, only to find an unexpected person.

'Irina?'

Irina was sitting surrounded by Kraken pieces, trembling violently. I thought she would be with Luise, so why is she alone? I told Luise yesterday that I would be away, was the news delayed?

"Irina, are you hurt anywhere?"
"Ah, aah..."

Most likely, she was wandering alone trying to avoid me when she encountered this trouble. Feeling sorry, I asked with concern, but Irina couldn't give a proper answer. She must be very shocked.

"Irina?"
"Hnngh—"

Irina, who had been trembling, suddenly burst into tears and twisted her legs. Certainly, she just faced a life-threatening crisis, so she might cry... Huh?

I quickly covered the Mage Commander's eyes as he was examining the Kraken's corpse.

"Department Head? What are you doing?"
"You can go ahead. I'll return with this child."

The Mage Commander was puzzled by my sudden request but complied and left as asked. He was curious about why I suddenly covered his eyes, but that's an absolute secret I can never reveal.

"Hic, huuuk..."
"Um, Irina?"
"Huwaaaaang!"

Irina tried to hold back her sobs by just shaking her shoulders, but eventually, she burst into tears and wails mixed with fear and shame.

And sadly, Irina's tears weren't flowing only from her eyes. Whether she realized this or not, she was crying even more sorrowfully.

I'm sorry. Anyway, I'm sorry.

Even in death, it didn't die peacefully, leaving behind a terrible curse—now I understand why beings like this were called gods in the past. Sea god? More like disaster god, just as the captain said.

"Huaaaaaang! Huk, huuuu, hueeeeong!"

Irina, who had been desperately trying to hold back her tears, finally broke down and sobbed uncontrollably, no longer caring about appearances. She was crying so loudly that I was grateful I had sent the Magic Division Commander away early.

In the midst of this, I learned that when people are truly devastated and overwhelmed, they make heart-wrenching sounds that could make onlookers sick of hearing them. Sniffling or quiet sobbing is the kind of face-saving crying that happens only when one still has their wits about them.

Of course, this wasn't information I particularly wanted or needed to know.

'Maybe I should have left too.'

Seeing Irina cry so pitifully made me wonder if I should have excused myself, but abandoning a child sitting and crying among Kraken corpses didn't seem right either. Especially a child who was also crying... down below.

I inadvertently glanced down at the stream flowing beneath her before quickly looking back up. If Irina noticed me seeing such an embarrassing situation, she might swim far out to sea and never return.

'What should I do about this?'

Seriously, what should I do? How do I comfort her?

"Don't worry, I don't mind"? As if she wouldn't be concerned after showing such a state to someone who's practically her family's enemy. "I didn't see anything"? That's ridiculous—saying that itself strongly implies I saw something.

How on earth could I soothe the heart of a 17-year-old girl whose sensitivity had taken a direct hit? Such a difficult problem.

"Irina, just a moment."
"Huh-huk?"

I carefully lifted Irina, who seemed hoarse from crying so hard. I felt bad about touching someone who was already terrified of being near me, but this was the only solution I could think of. If I left her like this, she might collapse from dehydration.

With her body stiff and her tear-streaked face looking up at me, I deliberately avoided eye contact as I carried her into the sea until we were both thoroughly soaked.

"You came in contact with monster fluids, so just to be safe. Washing like this should prevent any problems."

In truth, she would have been fine without washing. Kraken fluids are only troublesome when the creature is alive; the fluids released upon death aren't worth worrying about.

But I couldn't leave Irina in an uncomfortable state, and I figured it would be less embarrassing if both of us got wet rather than just her. I know it's strange logic, but it was the best I could come up with. Damn Kraken. If you're going to die, die properly.

"Let's go back. You must be very shocked and need some rest."
"...Y-yes..."

Her quiet response suggested she had calmed down somewhat. She must think it's absurd that I picked her up without permission and took her into the sea, but I'm glad it provided an opportunity to interrupt her storm of tears. Strange situations tend to break emotional patterns.

'How am I going to face her now?'

But while we've gotten through this moment, what happened today hasn't disappeared. I'll probably never be able to face Irina again. I'd avoid her like the plague if I were in her shoes.

People will find it strange that someone who said they'd be away has returned after less than a day. Especially returning soaking wet with someone completely unrelated.

"Brother? Irina?"

As if on cue, we ran into Luise coming down the stairs, proving that confusion. She blinked in surprise, looking back and forth between Irina and me, clearly bewildered by this unexpected encounter.

"I'm back. The work finished earlier than expected."
"That's good. It would have been sad if you came to play but only ended up working before leaving."

I was worried about that too, but it ended up taking just one day. Though the price was rather devastating.

I nodded slightly in agreement, and Luise quickly approached, examining my soaked appearance.

"But why are you so wet? Did you fall in somewhere?"
"The waves were quite strong. We got splashed while passing by."
"You should be more careful..."

Unlike Irina who was wearing a swimsuit, I had gone into the sea in my regular clothes. Still, I consider it a worthwhile sacrifice since it stopped a young lady's tears.

"Irina, when did you go out? Are you feeling better?"

"Y-yeah. A little better."
"I'm so glad. I was really worried."

As Luise held Irina's hand with a cheerful smile, Irina's gaze dropped to the floor. She must have faked being sick. Seeing Luise so happy without a trace of suspicion must make her feel guilty.

"I met her on the way back and we came together. She looked tired, so let her rest."
"Ah, yes!"

I thought it would be better to leave her with Luise rather than staying around myself. Since I suggested letting her rest, Luise would surely take good care of her.

"B-brother."

As I was about to pass by Luise, I heard Irina's voice from behind. "Brother"—a term she had called me only once on the first day of my assignment, before she knew I was the Audit Department Head.

When I turned around, Irina hesitantly bowed. There was no need to go that far.

"Th-thank you..."
"No need for thanks. It was nothing."

It's quite awkward receiving thanks from someone from the Yorun County family, of all people.

***

It felt like the sky was falling. I had shown a side of myself that I couldn't show to my family or even my closest friends to the very person I should never have shown it to.

It's over. My life is over... both as a woman and as a person... I should have let that squid eat me earlier.

Afterward, I cried for a long time. I cried with my mouth wide open, as loud as my voice would allow. Dignity? What dignity when I've already been humiliated like this? I'm finished—I couldn't even object if the Audit Department Head said, "Since it came from your body, it's the same color as your hair."

"Irina, just a moment."

I never imagined the Audit Department Head would suddenly pick me up. And I certainly didn't expect to be carried to the sea in that state.

'Is he going to dunk me in like this?'

As the Audit Department Head waded deeper into the sea and my body gradually submerged, such thoughts crossed my mind. Was he going to dispose of me, thinking, "Seeing you wet yourself in front of me proves the Yorun County family is guilty!" I wanted to struggle, but my body was frozen stiff.

But the Audit Department Head only walked in deep enough to get my body wet. Far from throwing or dropping me, he held me firmly so I wouldn't even sway.

"You came in contact with monster fluids, so just to be safe. Washing like this should prevent any problems."

I stared blankly at him after hearing those words.

'Why?'

Only now could I properly see the Audit Department Head's expression. As he held me, his face showed neither annoyance, contempt, nor mockery. It wasn't even expressionless.

It was a face filled with awkwardness about the situation, and regret. Those emotions were clearly visible.

'Why...?'

Why are you making such an expression? Why are you treating me this way when you're my family's enemy? Why do you approach me like this when I avoid you so much, when I'm so afraid of you? Why do you care so much?

You should just ignore me. Then I could at least write this off as bad luck, being caught in the natural disaster that is the Audit Department. Why do you keep showing these strange sides of yourself, offering this strange consideration?

Why are you making me feel these strange emotions?

'Why, really?'

I hate you, I really hate you.

"Let's go back. You must be very shocked and need some rest."

But what I hate most is...

"...Y-yes..."


That my heart flutters for someone like you.

I bit my lip hard and lowered my head. I didn't say anything on the way back to the lodging. My feelings were too complicated. I couldn't even identify what emotion I was feeling.

That's why I couldn't properly explain to Luise when she caught me having gone outside. I felt sorry for Luise who trusted and worried about me despite everything. I'm sorry, if I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have lied then.

As I stared blankly at the floor, I heard footsteps going up the stairs.

'Ah.'

He's leaving first. Cowardly shaking up my feelings and then going.

"B-brother."

I called out urgently, then immediately regretted it. "Brother"? Calling him "brother" now? After avoiding him so much, what would he think if I suddenly acted friendly... No, the word "brother" is too good for someone like him.

But since he saved me from nearly dying, isn't it natural to call him "brother"? Right, I called him that when we first met anyway. Yes. It's fine, it's not strange.

"Th-thank you..."

I'm just expressing gratitude. Even if he's my family's enemy, even if he's someone I dislike, thanking someone who saved my life is only proper human courtesy.

"No need for thanks. It was nothing."

I squeezed my eyes shut at his calm response.

He really is a coward. Just shaking my heart with words like that. Truly cowardly.

***

The Kraken subjugation was witnessed by the captain, and the Magic Division Commander confirmed the corpse. Since I sent him ahead, the news must have reached the Golden Duke by now.

- Well done. I didn't expect you to finish in less than a day.

I didn't expect to receive a message as soon as I entered my room, but then again, this resort is owned by the Golden Duke. One of the staff must have informed him.

"I was lucky."
- Don't be too modest. What would that make my vassals who struggled in your absence?
"I'm quite talented."
- Yes, how refreshing to see such confidence.

I said that because it seemed like the response he wanted, but the Golden Duke's sensibilities remain a mystery to me. What's so good about confidence? All dukes are peculiar in their own way.

- Ah, about the compensation. I think I need to adjust it a bit.
"Pardon?"

Is this bastard trying to back out?

No, that can't be. Even though it ended in a day contrary to expectations, surely the Golden Duke wouldn't do something so petty.

- The creature's range of activity expanded beyond what we discussed when I first made the request, didn't it? That wasn't mentioned in our agreement, so we need to account for it.
"Ah, yes."
- And you prevented casualties, correct? We nearly suffered a blow to the tourism industry. That must be considered as well.

The Golden Duke held up five fingers.

- This should be sufficient.
"Thank you, Your Grace."

The compensation increased from 30% to 50%.

Indeed, the Golden Duke has always been fair and just.

As expected, I could trust in the Golden Duke's generosity.

"The esteemed and respectable Golden Duke, worthy of all admiration, has declared that funding for the Audit Department will increase by 50 percent."

'One javelin throw for a 50 percent increase.'

For a moment, a miraculous calculation flashed through my mind—if I had thrown all three javelins, that would have been a 150% increase. Of course, saying that aloud would have sparked rumors about the Audit Department Head's intelligence deficiency throughout high society.

Still, it was an enormous reward compared to the effort invested. This would have been worth enduring the entire school trip on a ship, but we succeeded in the subjugation mission in less than a day. Is this a gift from heaven for all my hard work?

Though one female student's heart was deeply wounded in the process, at least she wasn't physically injured.

"I'm glad you seem pleased with it."
"I'm grateful for your generous consideration."

The Golden Duke's hearty laugh embodied the magnanimity of a great man and the generosity of a sage. Indeed, financial therapy is the best when times are tough. It makes the world look completely different.

"Come to the casino when you're free. It would be troublesome to send everything to the Audit Department, so you should take some for yourself."
'Ah.'

His invitation to collect at the casino made me realize I had forgotten something important in my excitement over the 50 percent increase.

"Can you promise me just one thing?"

Margareta had extended her pinky finger with teary eyes when asking for that promise. At the time, I promised with the intention of not getting caught, but now I realize that trying to avoid detection would be problematic.

The probability of Irina being at that remote beach was already insanely high, so I can't trust my luck. And I don't think all Academy students are diligent enough to avoid visiting the casino. News of my casino visit could eventually reach Margareta's ears.

Margareta would probably forgive me even if she got angry. But I don't want to disappoint her. It feels like I'm taking advantage of her goodwill.

"Your Excellency, if I may be so bold, could you send the entire amount to the Audit Department?"
"It's not a small sum, and it will take longer if we don't go through the casino. Are you sure that's alright?"
"If it's acceptable to you, I would appreciate it."

The Golden Duke closed his mouth briefly before letting out a small laugh.

"You're already living under someone's thumb? You're not even engaged yet."

His casual remark left me speechless. My mind froze at the sudden turn of events.

'I can't think of what to say.'

Come to think of it, I made that promise to Margareta in the resort lobby. With the Golden Duke's eyes and ears everywhere, that would have been enough for him to know.

"A harmonious relationship between spouses is important. But being too controlled is problematic too. Even married couples should maintain their autonomy, don't you think?"
"I'll take that to heart."

Hearing this from someone with twelve wives gives it a strangely compelling persuasiveness.

"Well, if that's your situation, I can't help it. Let me know if you change your mind."
"Thank you for your consideration, Your Excellency."

In the end, the Golden Duke agreed to send everything to the Audit Department, taking on some inconvenience himself. Judging by his willingness to accommodate such a request, it seems there was still some goodwill left from the Kraken subjugation.

I put aside the communication orb that had gone silent and lay down on the bed. Right, I just need to get through this one time. I've visited the casino many times before, but this is the first time Margareta caught me.

Getting caught this time was because we were both in Voyaare and because of the variable named Tanian. Next time I visit, I won't have to be so anxious. After all, I won't be coming to Voyaare with Margareta again. And definitely not with that bastard Tanian.

'Now I can finally rest.'

My only task, the Kraken subjugation, is complete, and the reward issue is resolved. The unpredictable club members will be closely watched by the three-country forces led by Villar.


Wow, it's been so long since I could rest with peace of mind. When I first heard about going to Voyaare, I thought I was going crazy, but now that I'm here, there's no place like it.

A man who rules over a club may have peace of mind, but is destined to never have physical rest. A sad fate indeed.

As I glanced back, Luise, who had just gotten off the carriage, approached me with a bright smile.

"They say there's a forest designed like a maze. And they've planted seasonal flowers that are really pretty."
"That sounds interesting. You did well finding such a place."
"Hehe, an employee told me about it."

Shortly after dinner, there was a knock at the door, and Luise came in. She had found places for us to visit while I was away. Seeing her eyes sparkle as she said she'd picked only the best places that I would surely enjoy, I couldn't bring myself to refuse.

Though I've never been married, let alone had children, she looked exactly like a child eagerly anticipating a trip to an amusement park with their father on Children's Day. How dejected she would be if I refused. I don't want to be that pitiful club advisor who focuses so much on club activities that I neglect the members themselves.

Right, since we've come all the way to Voyaare, it would be nice to go sightseeing. I've never heard of this maze forest before. Is it new?

"They say sometimes people can't find the exit."
"That's quite sinister."

How deliberately designed must it be for people to get trapped and unable to exit?

Fortunately, before entering the forest, they give you a map and a flare to shoot if you need a rescue team to come... fortunate? Is it? It seems rather embarrassing to call a rescue team just because you can't escape a maze.

"I thought Voyaare was only famous for its ocean, but there's all sorts of things here."

Erich, who had just gotten off the carriage behind Luise, approached. He had been lounging in his room after filling his stomach, but came down remarkably quickly when Luise suggested going out. The same was true for the other four.

"Well, the duchy is quite large. The inland areas are extensive too, so there are many tourist attractions besides the beach."

The empire's most expensive wine is famously produced in Voyaare. It's one of Voyaare's specialties. Though honestly, the Golden Duke seems like the type who would sell seawater claiming "This is emerald water!" even if he couldn't make wine.

Anyway, I stepped aside slightly to leave the space next to Luise empty, and Erich immediately took that spot. When our eyes met, he nodded. He's becoming quite perceptive. Please grow about five times faster, though. It's driving me crazy watching you.

"Although the days are long, we should hurry or it will get dark."

The devil's mou—I mean, Tanian looked around and said. It's true that as summer approaches, the days get longer, but if we play around too carelessly, it could get dark before we know it. Wandering through a maze at night doesn't sound appealing.

"Since we're here, we should look around a bit, shouldn't we?"
"It's a tourist attraction after all. It must be designed for casual exploration. If it seems too much, we can pick up the pace then."

Lyutis and Ainter were in favor of taking a leisurely look around. That way they could stay close to Luise a little longer. They must have played plenty during the day, but they're still greedy for more time.

"That's true. I seem to have spoken unnecessarily."

Even Tanian quickly conceded and supported the extended tour. It seems we'll be returning to the resort under the stars.

Meanwhile, Luise was examining the flare with curiosity, turning it over in her hands, while the map ended up in Laterre's hands. According to him, he would find the optimal path and guide us, so I'm sure he'll do well.

"Magicians are smart indeed!"

Lyutis's voice was as loud as ever. But isn't a map something anyone can read, regardless of being a magician?

'No point in worrying about it.'

My deliberation was brief and my decision quick. Right, maps might be difficult to read. Lyutis is a man of action, so he might be weak at map reading. Though one probably doesn't need map-reading skills for a tourist maze map. Anyway, that's that.

As expected, the sun set quickly. We started after dinner, and with five people deliberately trying to drag out the time, how could we resist?


'These fools.'

They unite so well in the strangest situations. Despite constantly checking each other, why do their minds align on things like this?

"It's cool and nice!"

I turned toward the sound of light footsteps to see Luise wandering here and there. Far from being scared in the dark forest environment, she seemed even more energetic. Are capybaras nocturnal? Still, it is cooler now that the sun has set.

"We didn't get to see many flowers though."

The regrettable thing is that the flowers, supposedly the pride of the maze forest, aren't visible properly now that it's dark.

"It's okay. We see flowers often anyway."
"Then why did we come here?"

Her cheerful answer made me chuckle. Well, Luise does frequently wander around the flower beds at the Academy. Unless they've laid out flowers sculpted from gold in this forest, it's not particularly special scenery. She just seems to enjoy wandering around with everyone.

"This atmosphere is perfect for ghost stories."
"Ghosts, huh? With the future saint here, they probably couldn't appear even if they wanted to."
"Haha, but I wish they would. I've never seen a ghost before."

The dark forest must have stimulated the sensibilities of these vigorous teenagers, as strange chatter began to emerge. If I leave them be, they'll start sharing urban legends they've heard, as if filming a special summer horror episode.

"—So they say the answer is to overwhelm them with sheer physical force before they have time to cast a curse."
"I see, I'm learning something new."

What on earth are you guys talking about?

"......"
"Luise?"

While watching the club members engage in this crazy summer trip tradition of sharing ghost stories at night, I noticed Luise had quietly stuck close to my side.

Ah, her expression has stiffened. She must be weak to this kind of talk.

"Laterre, don't you know any stories?"
"Let's take turns. We'll decide whose story is the best."

Regardless, the next target of these ghost story-obsessed teenagers became Laterre. He had been quiet, just looking at the map while walking.

"Is a personal experience okay?"
"Oh, even better."

Only then did Laterre look up from the map and speak quietly.

"I've lost the way."
"What?"
"We've been going in circles for a while now. I don't know where we are."

Luise's face grew even paler. Despite the rescue team's availability, the thought of being lost in a pitch-black forest while listening to ghost stories must be terrifying.

A suffocating silence fell between us for a moment, and Laterre nodded with satisfaction.

"That was a joke."
"...You win."

The ghost story champion was unanimously decided to be Laterre.

And until we returned to the resort, Luise subtly avoided looking at Laterre.

The ocean breeze carried a hint of salt as I stared at the door, my frustration growing with each passing moment.

I'd been staying in Voyaare for several days now. The food had been good, the accommodations excellent. And being in Voyaare, famous as a resort destination, there was certainly no shortage of sights to see.

'You said you'd come.'

But my mood was sour for different reasons as I glared at the innocent door. Why wouldn't it open? I'd even told him which room I was in, mustering up the courage to do so. He promised he'd come visit.

'And it's not like you don't have time.'

I hugged my pillow tighter as my resentment grew.

If Kal were busy, I could certainly understand. I'm not so narrow-minded that I couldn't comprehend something so simple.

But except for the first and second day, Kal had been staying at the resort the entire time. Apart from occasional outings to nearby attractions with the Pastry Club, I hadn't seen him leave his room at all.

He clearly said he'd come when he had time, and I believed him and waited, but there's still been no word.

'That's too much.'

How unfair to make someone anticipate something and then leave them hanging like this. I'm glad he seems to be keeping his promise not to go to the casino, but why isn't he keeping this promise? Should I have made him pinky swear back then? I guess promises really do need evidence.

'Should I go to him first?'

I quickly shook my head to dismiss the thought that had suddenly occurred to me.

The urge to visit Kal's room had surged several times already. But I had to resist. It wouldn't look good for a lady to visit a man's room. It's important to push and pull, not to appear too eager.

Yes, that's really important. It's not just my opinion—my sisters and my nanny said so too. Definitely, definitely, this is the right approach.

*Knock knock*

And finally, my endless patience bore fruit. In the end, Kal came to me first. It seems he was trying to play hard to get for a while, but that didn't work. As expected, Kal can't help but come to my side.

My resentment and hurt feelings instantly melted away, replaced by satisfaction that filled my chest.

"Yes, come in."
"Senior. It's me."

And just as quickly, my satisfaction deflated. The person who opened the door wasn't Kal, but Lady Luise.

"Ah, Lady Luise."

I was disappointed but didn't show it. She was a guest who had come to see me for a reason, and Luise was a fairly decent junior.

"Please come in. What brings you here so early in the morning?"
"We're planning to go to Sapphire Beach. Would you like to join us, if you don't mind?"

As Luise asked cautiously, my mind worked quickly. When Luise said "we," she meant the Pastry Club, and if it's the Pastry Club, then Kal would naturally be included.

And the destination was the beach we had failed to visit on the second day. There was a very minor difference—Sapphire Beach instead of Emerald Beach—but that was truly a trivial matter of no consequence.

"My brother also said he was disappointed we couldn't go together last time and that he'd really like you to join us."

A smile formed on my face automatically at those words. Though it seemed unlikely that the somewhat brusque Kal would say such things, it was as good as confirmation that Kal would be going to the beach too. And I quite liked how Luise was giving credit to Kal.

"That sounds lovely. Let's go together."


An opportunity had arrived to wear the swimsuit I'd bought but hadn't had a chance to use.

He told me I looked beautiful in that dress. He'll like this too. I'm sure of it.

***

I was summoned by Luise while I was sleeping. This time she wants to go to the beach.

"Senior Margareta has agreed to come too. I think my brother would be happy if you joined us..."

I was tempted to decline since going all the way to the beach seemed a bit troublesome, but I couldn't refuse precisely because Margareta was going. I already felt bad about having declined Margareta's invitation because of the Kraken hunt, and it didn't feel right to miss out again.

If it happened once, she might think it was just bad timing, but if it happened twice, she might misunderstand and think I was avoiding her. Someone as secretly tender-hearted as Margareta might very well think that. Fortunately, we were going somewhere other than the algae-filled sea I'd grown sick of while hunting the Kraken.

A place called Sapphire Beach because it shines blue like a sapphire. But isn't the sea normally blue?

'At least it's better than green.'

Well, what does the name matter? As long as the sea looks nice, that's enough.

"I think this place is better."
"Emerald Beach felt more like viewing an artwork than a sea. The blue color gives a more refreshing feeling."

Indeed, as soon as we arrived at Sapphire Beach, the others' reactions were positive. A sea of unusual color might be interesting the first time you see it, but eventually, you return to the familiar blue.

"It's as magnificent as its reputation. Do you like it, Lord Kal?"

While I was watching the club members whispering among themselves before throwing Ainter into the sea, a slightly trembling voice came from behind me. A voice trying to sound calm but carrying a strange tension.

When I turned around, I saw Margareta with her usual confident smile, though she seemed somewhat stiff.

'She's the one who's most embarrassed.'

The corners of my mouth lifted slightly at the sight. As I'd noticed at the fair banquet, Margareta often gets embarrassed by her own actions. Yet her courage to push forward despite that is truly admirable.

"Yes, I like it."
"Fufu, I'm glad. The blue is pretty, isn't it?"
"I meant I like the red."
"Wha?"

Margareta's red swimsuit matched her hair perfectly. Moreover, it was a daring bikini, especially considering her usual image as a dignified noble lady.

When I complimented Margareta straightforwardly upon seeing her, her face immediately turned red and her pronunciation became slurred. She must have been quite surprised, thinking I was talking about the sea when suddenly I focused on her.

"You look truly beautiful, Mar."
"I, I, I..."
"I would have regretted not seeing this."

I could understand why the phrase "she looks like she might burst if poked" existed. Margareta's face turned so red I wondered if it could get any redder, and after opening and closing her mouth a few times, she hung her head low. Her vulnerability to defense remains unchanged to the point of being pitiful.

"R-right? Since it's my first time going to the beach with Kal, I put in special effort."

But not long after, she raised her head and smiled as if nothing had happened. To counter-attack without collapsing under pressure—this was different from before.

"Is that so? I'm glad you wore something special. It would be a shame to show it to others."
"Y-yes, thank you..."


Unfortunately, it seems she still can't withstand two consecutive attacks. Still, two is a significant improvement, so it seems Margareta has been training in her own way.

As Margareta entered a state of silence, Luise, who had been in the water, approached us. Her body was thoroughly wet, suggesting she'd been hit by a water bomb. I doubt those crazy people would have committed the atrocity of throwing Luise in as well, so she must have been hit squarely by a wave.

'Pink, huh.'

As I'd noticed when she wore a dress, pink really suits Luise. Perhaps it's because it matches her hair color.

"Oh? You haven't changed yet?"

Luise tilted her head, looking at me still in casual clothes, unlike Margareta.

"I'll pass. It's a bit cold this morning."
"Ah, I'm sorry. Maybe we should have come at lunch time."
"It's fine. I don't really like getting in the water anyway. Just watching is enough for me."

Though I said that, it wasn't particularly cold, nor did I dislike getting in the water. It's a bit of a cliché, but I have some circumstances that make it awkward to take off my shirt.

"I offer you as the final sacrifice to the eternal blue sky!"

I almost frowned as I recalled that voice, which still seemed to echo thunderously—the very embodiment of terror. The Khagan, that bastard's final parting gift to me.

'If you're going to die, die gracefully.'

My body was properly slashed by that bastard's final strike. I really thought I was going to die then. Whatever he did to that sword, the final wound refused to heal properly.

Even with magic and holy power that could heal severed limbs, stopping the bleeding and reattaching the flesh was barely possible. As a result, though I don't particularly consider scars on my back shameful, I now have a long scratch across my upper body.

Still, thinking about it now, I'm fortunate that one of my limbs wasn't cut off. With the poor recovery, I might have left an arm in the past era or become "Red-Legged Kal."

"Thank goodness your face is intact... You've got nothing going for you except your face."
"Did you hit your head? That's all you have to say?"

Yes, as Hecate said, it's fortunate my face wasn't injured. If my face had been damaged, I would have had to wear a mask. How could I have lived with something so stifling?

It was just my torso that was cut, not my limbs or face. Considering that five out of seven fell to the Khagan's hand right there, it was a surprisingly light injury.

"Then stay with me. I was planning to rest a bit before going back in."
"That works out well. I was planning to go in later too, so the three of us can stay together."

Luise and Margareta's voices brought me back from my thoughts.

I carefully touched the area of the wound through my clothes. It used to sting just from clothes touching it, but thankfully it doesn't bother me at all these days. It seems the Khagan's curse had an expiration date of about two years. Though it did last disgustingly long.

"Here, I've laid out a mat!"
"Thanks."

I nodded slightly at Luise, who was patting the mat with her palms as she spoke. Since I came here to relax, I should stop dwelling on unpleasant memories.

"What's strange about a wife worrying about her husband's face?"
"Wife? Let's stop the nonsense there. My wound is throbbing, and it's driving me crazy."

...Right, let's stop here.

I suppose these thoughts are coming up because the anniversary of their deaths is approaching. Not that I would forget to pay my respects anyway.

The ongoing war for two years had been steadily eroding the Empire's prestige and national power. The leadership of the Northern Punitive Force fought the urge to bite their tongues as they agonized over the situation that seemed to sink deeper into a quagmire the longer the war continued.

The northern nomadic forces had never formed a unified power before. That's why they had merely been targets for subjugation whenever the Empire felt like crushing them, but the reality was that they had been taking hits from these mere subjugation targets for two years now. What's worse, these mere nomads were demonstrating their might by directly shattering the Empire's proud army in head-on battles.

How incredibly powerful the Khagan was or how terrifying the cavalry charge of unified nomads could be wasn't the issue. "The Empire that couldn't defeat mere nomads." That's all the continent would remember.

"If we lose here, the Empire is finished."

The Victorious Duke's words. Though they might seem disloyal and miserable coming from the one leading the imperial army by the Emperor's command, no one could refute them. Yes, if they lost this war, the Empire would be finished. Kfelopen might survive, but the Empire would be over.

If they failed to stop someone who dared to call himself Khagan in the face of the one and only Empire, they would lose their justification to reign over the nations of the continent. If they couldn't stop mere nomads and allowed the birth of a new empire, their national power would be questioned.

Of course, other countries knew about the Khagan's ferocity too, but what did that matter? The Empire that had been lording over them was about to crash to the ground, so they needed to prepare to take their share.

"The heretic was injured in the last battle."

A few days ago, they had engaged with the Khagan, and they had succeeded in inflicting a meaningful injury on him. The price was that major forces including the head of the 4th Section had to be sent to the Capital for treatment after being severely wounded. Still, it was something that they hadn't died.

"Kal Kracius."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"Can you do it?"
"I will definitely succeed."

And the Victorious Duke didn't miss that opportunity. No, he couldn't miss it. The always healthy Khagan getting injured was something that happened for the first time in two years. If they missed this chance, when would the next one come? Probably not while the Empire was still intact.

So it had to be now. They would deploy all the forces the imperial army could immediately mobilize against the Khagan to capture him. And those forces were the team leaders of the 4th Section, including myself. We had learned from experience that human wave tactics were actually meaningless against the Khagan.

"It's a teleport scroll. The Magic-Ending Duke worked hard to create it."

With that scroll, they would send the Khagan to where the suicide squad was waiting. Of course, it wouldn't be easy, but at least it would be easier than killing the Khagan. If they could somehow just reach the Khagan, teleporting him away would be simple.

"The fate of the Empire rests on your shoulders."

Fortunately, another special unit succeeded in separating the Khagan from his army by hitting him with the scroll. And the team leaders of the 4th Section succeeded in killing the Khagan who had fallen where they were waiting.

Although five out of seven collapsed and would never rise again, honestly, it was nothing short of a miracle that even two survived.

But perhaps the miracle was meant for only one, not two.

"I'm sorry, Kal."

Hecate followed the five on the way back to the Capital.

In the end, I was the only one from the suicide squad that killed the Khagan who returned alive to the Capital.

***

Just remembering this much is... The memories keep coming without stopping.

'I can't erase the memories either.'

Unfortunately, memories aren't something you can control at will. Things you don't want to remember suddenly come to mind, and even when you try to put them away, they won't fold.

Whether it was because I touched the wound or because the anniversary was approaching, so many old thoughts came to mind while sitting on the beach.

Still, judging by the fact that no one on either side asked about my well-being, I probably wasn't displaying my gloom enough for it to show on my face. Maybe it's because time has passed, it doesn't show as intensely as it used to.

"That was fun!"


Luise smiled brightly as she boarded the carriage returning to the resort. Luise, who had said she would rest for a while and then go back in, never left the mat until the end. Thanks to her, the other club members gradually crawled out of the sea, and the mat became fully occupied.

But while Luise at least went in and out, Margareta never even dipped her feet in the sea. Though she didn't seem to mind. Anyway, I nodded appropriately in response to Luise's words.

"Yeah. You played properly until the end."

Of course, Luise did, not me. The official schedule for the school trip is until tomorrow, but since we're returning to the Academy right after breakfast tomorrow, today is essentially the last day. You really made the most of it until the very end.

"Do you think we can come again next year?"
"Probably. It would be a shame to end it after just one year."

At those words, Margareta seemed to flinch beside me, but I deliberately didn't turn my gaze. It's the sad truth of school trips that some people play while others suffer.

"Maybe we'll go to a different duchy next year. Or maybe even the Capital."

Laterre's words, spoken with a small smile as if joking, generally received good reactions. Going to a different region might not be bad compared to visiting the same place twice. Especially since the prosperity of the Capital is difficult to express in words.

It's just sad to see Margareta quietly bowing her head, perhaps imagining her future self planning an itinerary to the Capital. I might really see Margareta escaping from the Student Council next year.

'I don't like the Capital either.'

What kind of nonsense is it to have your travel destination be your original workplace when you're on assignment? I might slap someone if they suggested such a thing to me. I'll tolerate it because Laterre is royalty.

And so the carriage arrived at the resort with contrasting reactions to the same topic. I should rest in my room until dinner.

"Department Head."

If only the front desk clerk hadn't suddenly called me, I could have rested.

At the unexpected call, I sent the kids up first and went to the front desk, where a clerk bowed politely and placed a box on the counter.

"This is from His Excellency."
"His Excellency?"
"Yes. He said it's something you need."

What would that person have to send me? I asked for the money to be sent to the Audit Department, so there shouldn't be anything else. But since he said it's something I need, he probably didn't send some strange secret directive.

'Ah.'

When I opened the box, there were six bottles of wine from a familiar brand. Voyaare wine, one of Voyaare's main products.

Wow, he remembered this.

"Please convey my thanks to His Excellency."
"Yes, I will."

I closed the lid again and carefully took the box. I've already received more than enough compensation for the subjugation, and now I've received this too. This is quite touching.

'His people skills are really something.'

It's no wonder the Golden Duke's influence has spread so widely.

Since I received something unexpected from an unexpected place, there's someone I need to tell.

- Who do we have here? Isn't it the guy enjoying himself leisurely at the beach?
"I've been working hard, so I deserve some play time, don't I?"

I contacted the Minister for a regular report. He answered immediately, so he must have been taking a break.


"I got the alcohol. You don't need to buy it separately."

Anyway, I showed him the wine given by the Golden Duke through the communication orb. Originally, the Minister was supposed to get it instead, but I obtained it.

But the Minister was silent for a moment, then held up a basket to show through the communication orb.

"Ah."
- I bought some today too.

Six bottles of wine nestled neatly in the basket. Voyaare wine, the same as what the Golden Duke gave me.

- I went out of my way to get these.
"Well, two bottles per person would be appreciated, wouldn't it?"
- If you drink that much, you'll be too drunk to return to heaven. How much are you planning to feed them?

I awkwardly handled the wine bottle as the Minister chuckled. I thought it was fortunate that we didn't need to spend the Minister's money on such expensive items, but the timing was a bit off.

- But where did you get it from?
"His Excellency the Golden Duke gave it to me."
- Hmm. He remembered last year's incident.

I quietly nodded at those words. It seems that way.

Last year around this time, I also tried to get Voyaare wine. But last year, production was low due to various circumstances, and all the stock released to the market was sold out, so there was no proper way to obtain it.

In the end, after being scolded by the Minister, I consulted the Golden Duke as a last resort. At first, the Golden Duke was reluctant, but...

"Alcohol for a memorial service? You should have said that first."

When I explained the situation, he gave it to me right away. But I didn't expect him to still remember and provide it this year too.

- Still, it's fortunate. At least we're not scrambling to find it at the last minute like last year.
"That's true."
- It was so funny how the guy who said he would take care of it couldn't get it until the very end.

I was left speechless as he naturally brought up my embarrassing past. I didn't know Voyaare wine was that precious... I just thought it was an expensive wine.

- I'll send the mage to the main building, so don't forget.
"Don't worry. You should be more concerned about your own dementia than mine."
- You bastard.

We ended the call after exchanging our usual banter.

'So he's sending a mage.'

I was planning to request one, but it seems he's already made the reservation. That's convenient.

After staring at the darkened communication orb, I carefully put down the wine I was holding. Each one is precious, so I must handle them with care.

"I heard Voyaare wine is really delicious. I want to try it when I go to the Capital."
"One glass would cost about your monthly salary, what kind of recklessness is that? Do you feel a kinship with its red color, like your 'red blood'?"
"You bastard."

I never expected that casual conversation in the ger would lead to this. Damn him, he could have drunk any alcohol, but he had to mention Voyaare wine and make me go through all this trouble.

Thanks to him, I'm doing this on your death anniversary. I wonder if you know how much trouble I'm going through for you.

Gerard, you alcoholic bastard. If your soul is still around, appear in my dreams at least. I went through all this trouble to get the wine, but I can't even drink with you.

The journey back to the academy with the box bestowed by His Excellency the benevolent Golden Duke was extremely enjoyable.

The field trip I had gone on with worry and annoyance ended with quite decent gains. A secret 50% increase in support funds plus six bottles of Voyaare wine would be more than enough even for crossing the entire Empire. Getting all that just for a trip to Voyaare was a highly satisfactory outcome.

"Is it uncomfortable? Give it to me. I'll hold it for you."
"It's fine. You must be uncomfortable too."
"I'm sitting on the inside so I have more space. Please."

What was unexpected was that Irina, whom I thought I'd never even speak to again, let alone see, was surprisingly calm. She seemed even more peaceful than when we were heading to Voyaare.

When boarding the carriage, Irina, who was already inside, patted the seat next to her for me to sit down, and now she was asking me to hand over the box I was holding against my chest.

'Was the Kraken effect that significant?'

She seemed to value being saved from potential injury more than being caught shedding tears. If she considers me a benefactor when she could have justifiably cut ties with her family's enemy, I'm grateful.

In truth, the real enemy isn't me but the Section Chief of the 3rd Section, but subordinates and superiors share the same fate. What can I do? His achievements are my achievements, and his karma is my karma too. It's a sad reality.

Anyway, I carefully handed the box to Irina, who was extending both hands while looking into my eyes. She would probably keep doing that until I gave it to her.

"You two seem to have gotten quite close."

I unconsciously nodded at Erich's comment as he observed the scene. I'm not sure about becoming close, but our relationship had certainly improved compared to before. If our intimacy had gone from -80 to +20, that's a whole 100-point increase.

Even so, on a scale where 0 is neutral, we're only 20 points above. That's exactly the kind of relationship Irina and I have.

"It's natural to get closer when sharing a carriage."

"I'm glad. Irina seemed a bit intimidated by my brother."

Well, I think it was more than just "a bit."

"My brother is a good person, so it would be nice if you became friends!"

"Y-yes."

At those words, Irina lowered her head with reddened ears. A good person, nice to become friends. No matter what, it's difficult to accept such embarrassing words without feeling awkward. There must still be some lingering resentment.

"When I become comfortable, I'll be friendly."

I casually said this, implying that if she couldn't get over her feelings, I wouldn't make her uncomfortable. Yes, becoming friends would be a matter for after Irina becomes comfortable. It's not something for me to decide.

"Then it won't be long."

I let out a small laugh at Luise's words as she chuckled. I suppose Luise could say that because she doesn't know the details of the situation.

Surprisingly, Luise's eyes were accurate. Is this the power of the original protagonist?

"I didn't want to come empty-handed..."

On the day when our daily academy life resumed after the field trip ended, a visitor came during club time.

"It's a hawthorn tree. The flowers bloomed beautifully, so I brought it."
"Wow, it's pretty!"

Irina visited the club room carrying a small flowerpot and handed it to Luise. A hawthorn sapling with white flowers. I don't know much about tree types, but it looks quite pretty.

"Thank you! I'll take good care of it!"
"Just water it regularly."

Luise placed the pot where sunlight could reach it well and examined the flowerpot several times, clearly pleased with the flowers. If flowers could feel someone's gaze, these would have died from the pressure already.

Irina, who had been watching Luise, turned her gaze to me and slightly bowed her head.

"Hello, oppa."
"Hi there."

But are you okay being here? What about your club?

"They said today's club meeting was canceled, so I came to visit. Am I intruding?"

As if sensing my question, Irina explained her situation first. So she ended up here because she had nowhere else to go. Well, can't be helped then.


"Not at all. Feel free to stay and relax."
"Thank you."

Irina bowed her head again in greeting. Such a polite child, and yet all this time she was so frightened...

"Huh? Irina, weren't you in the gardening club?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Today the gardening club is—"

Erich, who had been kneading dough, looked at Irina's face and paused briefly before awkwardly continuing.

"Oh, sorry. I confused it with another club."
"It's okay. That happens."

I deliberately turned my gaze away from Irina's back as she let out a small laugh. Although I couldn't see her expression since her back was turned, somehow I felt it was fortunate I couldn't.

***

I hesitated several times in front of the pastry club room. I just needed to knock, just close my eyes and do it.

'Will it be okay?'

After avoiding and keeping my distance all this time, is it alright to just show up like this? Am I being a nuisance? Will they think I'm strange?

No, no. I'm just visiting a friend. And I haven't given a gift to thank him for saving me. Yes, that's reason enough to come.

'It depends on my feelings.'

He clearly said we could be friends when I felt comfortable. I haven't forgotten the unpleasant things from before, but I can't keep closing my heart to someone who helped me. That would show a lack of nobility of spirit.

With that resolve, I entered the club room and was greeted by Luise and oppa. I'm glad they don't seem to mind my sudden visit. They also seem to like my gift.

"The hawthorn flower's meaning is probably tolerance or forgiveness."

When I was wondering what to bring as a gift, I asked a senior in my club for advice. And I heard the perfect flower meaning.

Tolerance, forgiveness. Perfect. It might be a bit embarrassing to say it directly, and it would be awkward for him to hear, but such a gentle expression shouldn't be a problem. He would probably admire my thoughtfulness—

No, no. Whether he admires it or not, what does it matter? This is just a gift. Yes, it doesn't have any deep meaning. Just a casual first gift.

"Huh? Irina, weren't you in the gardening club?"

After making up the excuse that today's club meeting was canceled to justify being in the pastry club room, Erich addressed me. Did he realize I was lying? Does he have other friends in the gardening club besides me?

"Today the gardening club is—"

When I silently stared at Erich as he was about to say something he shouldn't, he seemed to understand my sincerity and closed his mouth.

"Oh, sorry. I confused it with another club."
"It's okay. That happens."

Erich is really kind. He understands a friend's true feelings and overlooks a small lie.

After spending some time in the pastry club room, I left. Although those high-ranking people weren't as intimidating as I expected, my senior had told me it was fine to go elsewhere during club hours but to return by the end.

"Feel free to visit anytime!"
"Is that really okay?"
"Yes! That's fine, right?"
"Sure. It's not like this is a secret place."

I also got permission to come back anytime. Nothing to regret.

"Senior, I'm back."
"Ah, Irina."

When I returned to the gardening club room, the senior who had told me about the hawthorn flower's meaning welcomed me.

"Did you already give the hawthorn as a gift?"
"Huh? Why suddenly?"
"Well, I found out it has another flower meaning."


My mind went blank at the senior's words as he scratched his cheek.

"Apparently 'one and only love' is also a meaning. Actually, that's more famous than tolerance."
"Ah."

Ah.
Ahh...

Ahhhhhhh!

'Oh no!'

W-what do I do, what do I do!

I-I didn't intend to approach him like that from the beginning! I just wanted to say that things are okay now, just that much...!

"Irina?"
"S-senior, is, really, that the most famous meaning?"
"You already gave it, didn't you."

As I barely managed to nod my head stiffly in extreme embarrassment, the senior sighed as if there was nothing to be done.

"It's fine if the recipient doesn't know the flower meaning."
"What if... they know...?"
"......"
"Senior?"

The senior didn't answer, but that silence felt heavier than anything.

Please, please let oppa not know the flower meaning. My thoughtfulness? My gentleness? I really don't care if he doesn't notice those things, just please!

***

Having a flowerpot seems to have added vitality to the club room. Though it's just one small thing, plants are plants after all. It looks nice.

"Even if flour spills, it won't be noticeable."

Lyutis, with his twisted aesthetic sense, said with satisfaction. That red-hot guy's comment about the flower. You wouldn't be noticeable even if hot sauce was poured on you.

"White looks nice too? I thought flowers needed color to be pretty."
"Even that which contains nothing can be beautiful."

After that, Erich and Ainter exchanged normal appreciations. Thankfully, not everyone has the same sense as Mr. Big-Hot-Sauce.

Then Luise, who was wiping the flowerpot with a cloth, suddenly turned around and said:

"What would be good as a return gift?"

Ah, a return gift.

"If you give something back as a return gift, it might make her feel burdened. Just giving her snacks whenever she comes should be enough."
"Is that so?"

If this were an ordinary gift, a return gift would be fine. But she kept glancing at me while giving the flowerpot to Luise. No matter how I think about it, it's a thank-you gift for the Kraken incident.

For a thank-you gift given because I saved her, if the benefactor gives a return gift, then Irina would have to give a gift in return for the return gift. What a bizarre chain.

"Since Irina likes macarons, I'll prepare macarons."

Nodding resolutely, it seems there will be mass production of macarons today. It's impressive that she knows how to make macarons too...

"Irina will be happy. Good luck."
"Yes!"

Looking at Luise full of enthusiasm, I turned my gaze back to the flowerpot Irina had given. What was it called again, sansunamoo? No, it was sansa?

'First time hearing about it.'

Some people memorize flower meanings according to flower colors, but I don't know such things. I don't even know which flowers bloom in which seasons. Just knowing cherry blossoms bloom in spring is enough.

Still, it does look pretty. Having a plant in a place that only smells of flour makes the air feel cleaner. I should thank her again when she comes next time.

As a reward for the hawthorn sapling, I decided to serve macarons to Irina, considering the burden she might feel.

"She says she's too busy to come."

However, Luise's macarons never made it to Irina's stomach. After giving her thank-you gift, Irina disappeared and hadn't shown her face since, as if it had all been a lie.

"Well, can't be helped."

Luise said glumly, but it was actually expected. Irina had mentioned she could visit a few days ago only because her club had a day off. Unless she skipped her club activities, it would be difficult for her to come visit again.

Thanks to that, Luise's macarons were devoured by the hyena-like club members. Those bastards, they normally don't even eat sweets, so why now?

"Oh, brother. Irina was asking what you thought of her gift?"
"The gift? I like it. Didn't I ask you to thank her for me?"

Since it seemed unlikely I'd see Irina at the club room, I had asked Luise to convey my thanks. She's not the type to forget something I asked just yesterday.

"I did tell her, but she asked if you had said anything else."
"Really?"

Isn't a simple thank you for the gift enough? The fact that she's asking like that makes me think there might be something more to it.

'Did she hide something in the pot?'

That does happen sometimes. Hiding important items in flowerpots disguised as simple gifts. Whether it's money or documents, depending on the pot's size, you can stuff various things in there—a method used quite often.

But would Irina go that far? The probability is low, but her asking about the gift again makes me think there might be something to it.

'Was it sent by her family?'

If I consider that it might be from the Yorun County rather than from Irina personally, there's a possibility. I should check it when I'm alone.

The next morning, I carefully replanted the sapling in the empty pot that I had refilled with soil. Our precious hawthorn could wither and die if its roots were damaged.

'I must be crazy.'

The problem was that I had judged a 17-year-old girl's innocent heart through the eyes of a jaded adult. When I got to the club room and thoroughly examined the pot, there was, of course, nothing in it.

I felt such self-loathing looking at the emptied pot and the pitiful hawthorn with its roots exposed to the world. I had become garbage who tore apart a perfectly fine gift due to paranoid delusions. I'm sorry, truly sorry, Irina...

I worried about how I would face Irina if she visited while I was restoring the pot, but fortunately, my luck wasn't so catastrophically bad that she would show up in such a situation.

"It's beautiful."

I said with admiration for its lovely appearance. In truth, there was more apology in my words.

I managed to successfully restore the ruined pot with great care. How embarrassing it was, as if the pure white petals were reproaching my dark heart. Yes, it's best to leave the pot as it is. Hiding something inside—what a ridiculous idea.

Irina probably just wanted to hear my detailed appreciation since she had carefully selected the plant. There couldn't be any other intention. Of course not.

'Damn it.'


My heart aches.

The Academy was quite peaceful after completing a series of major events: the club fair, exams, and the field trip. Now everyone was just looking forward to the vacation, except for the final exams. Unlike the midterms, the finals don't include practical tests, so they should pass quietly. Now it's just the vacation to look forward to!

And only now did I realize that the first semester of freshman year had passed, which didn't make me feel particularly good. How am I going to endure until the second semester of senior year? I wonder if these kids might drop out and return home before then?

"The vacation is coming soon."
"Yes, time flies so quickly."

Villar is probably also praying desperately for a chance to quit. Though he's been entrusted with the important duty of closely guarding royalty, which guarantees a promotion once the mission ends, it would be more comfortable to neither do this kind of long-term mission nor get promoted.

Moreover, getting promoted for this kind of mission? That means whenever similar situations arise in the future, you'll be the first to get stuck with it. "You've done it before, so you'll do well"—with that terrible reasoning. Damn it, then why did I get stuck with it the first time? I hadn't done it before then either.

"Inspector?"
"Ah, I apologize. I was momentarily lost in thought."

As I closed my mouth due to the sudden surge of PTSD, Villar addressed me with a puzzled look. How rude of me to space out in front of a guest.

"It happens. I too find myself distracted by thoughts of returning home as it approaches."
"I see. It's a shame I won't be seeing you for a while, Sir Villar."

I smiled back in response to Villar's smiling deflection.

A shame, my ass. Regardless of our personal rapport, we're in a relationship where it's best not to see each other. It would be ideal if we could both live peacefully in our own countries and occasionally reminisce, "There was such a person."

But sadly, that's impossible.

"Is that so? But we'll meet again in autumn, so please don't worry too much."
= I'm still in charge next semester.

"Haha, I should find a gift for Sir Villar during the vacation."
= You too? I'm also continuing.

Though we both smiled brightly on the outside, a gloomy light lingered in our eyes. We had hoped for a change in leadership until the very end, but we finally had to acknowledge it by saying it out loud. We're stuck together for another two and a half years.

The three countries plan to reorganize their escort forces during the vacation after their people return home at the end of this semester. Of course, they've agreed to submit the reorganized force roster to the Empire.

'They did come in a hurry.'

The enrollment of key figures from the three countries at the Academy was a sudden event for both them and the Empire. Considering that the movements of high-ranking officials and the corresponding protocol are usually planned at least a month in advance, it's even more dreadful.

So the current forces from the three countries staying at the Academy are more like whatever personnel they could hastily scrape together. To put it bluntly, they didn't have the luxury to carefully compose the escort forces, so they just put out the urgent fire first. That's why they need to properly reorganize during the vacation.

Of course, as mentioned earlier, Villar is an exception. Villar isn't simply part of the escort force but serves as the communication channel between the three countries and the Empire. Changing the channel now would only cause more headaches. Thanks to that, Villar is in the position of just watching his colleagues successfully escape.

'Why am I worrying about others?'

And for the same reason as Villar, I'll maintain my title as Academy Inspector. I recently tried probing the Minister just in case, but he told me to continue, saying it wasn't a funny joke. That bastard, I was being serious.

If Villar disappears, I'll have to rebuild relationships with the three countries. If I disappear, Villar will have to rebuild relationships with the Empire. If we both disappear, the relationship between both sides will completely reset and fall apart. It's a messed-up choice telling us to just continue.

"Would you like another cup?"

"Yes, please."

Though the atmosphere suggests we might down straight soju, what we're actually drinking is ordinary tea. We can't have a drinking party in an educational setting.

"I wonder if the princes might cherish their homeland soil more after being away for so long."
= Can't you just make your princes return home and stay there?

"They're such strong-willed individuals, I'm not sure. The Third Prince is particularly firm in his resolve, as much as he loves his country."
= Not a chance. He enrolled without looking back, regardless of homesickness or love for his country.

"That's impressive. Indeed, those who inherit noble blood have extraordinary aspects."
= Stubborn as hell.

Then I quietly sipped my tea. Seeing Villar's response as if it were impossible made my stomach churn. I shouldn't have brought it up; I only ended up hurting myself. Those bastards, why can't they just stay in their own country instead of being stubbornly difficult and making things tiresome for others?

After emptying several cups of tea, Villar and I were finally able to part ways. Well, at least they'll be out of sight during the vacation, which is something.

As soon as the sun rose, I grabbed the box I received from the Golden Duke and headed to the main building. I had already informed the Principal that I would be away briefly, so I just needed to make a quick trip. It felt like taking a half-day off in the morning.

"Department Head. I'm here to escort you."
"Good. I'm counting on you."

As I waited quietly, before long, a magician dropped out of thin air. Do these people have a manual for teleportation business trips? They always say the same thing whenever I see them.

Anyway, we arrived at the Ministry of Finance building in an instant, and the magician coolly went on his way. I wonder if he's leaving too abruptly, but if you think of them as delivery people transporting humans, they must be busy. I wonder if they have time to eat.

"You're already here?"
"Your Excellency? How long have you been here?"

While I was worrying about the poor working conditions of teleportation magicians, the Minister called out from behind me. Wait, it's barely after sunrise. Did he always come to work this early?

"I woke up early and came in advance."
"They say when you get old, you lose sleep."
"And you, not even old yet, why are you already awake?"

I said it out of concern for my aging superior, but the Minister responded curtly. Unable to understand my concern—when people are habitually angry, even their ears get twisted.

"The memorial service is still far off. Come in. The Audit Department hasn't gathered yet."
"Understood."

As much as I'd like to go ahead, we need to move together, so there's no choice.

The anniversary of their deaths is also the commemoration day of the end of the Great Punitive War. Of course, since "the Empire's victory over the nomads was inevitable," there's no separate ceremony for the war's end, but they do gather at the national cemetery for a moment of silence.

The group observance will end quickly anyway. I just need to endure until then and go to their graves.

"Ah, among those coming from the parliament, Count Teilgleichen will also be there."
"What?"

That's a bit unexpected. He's someone who hasn't been active outside since the war.


After the war, it was surprising that the family head, who had been scarce in public activities, would attend a memorial service. Most likely, he came because the Imperial Council told him to go as a representative. After all, an Imperial Count automatically holds the position of Imperial Council member.

No matter how glamorous the title of council member sounds, at its core, it's a civil servant position. If I'm an administrative civil servant, then the family head is a legislative civil servant... when they say jump, you jump. Besides, Teilgleichen County isn't that far from the Capital anyway.

"Oh, you're already here?"
"Yes, I am."

As I sat blankly in my office until the memorial schedule began, the executives started gathering. The first to arrive was the Section Chief of the 1st Section, munching on a piece of bread. So he's the type to eat breakfast. No wonder he looks healthy.

"The Department Head is on assignment, right? Why have I seen you three times during your assignment period?"
"I didn't expect to see you three times either."

When I was first sent to the Academy, I thought I'd only return once for the anniversary, but somehow the Section Chief of the 1st Section came to the Academy during the fair, and I was dragged to the Capital during the Magic-Ending Duke incident. I experienced two unexpected events. Two unexpected events...

"Would you like some?"
"No thanks. You eat it all."
"Okay."

He offered me half of his bread, but I declined. It feels weird, like I'm taking food from my subordinate.

"Oh, perfect timing. I was hungry."
"Huh?"

And the Section Chief of the 2nd Section immediately stole the half from the 1st Section Chief's hand upon arrival. That's quite a flashy morning greeting. The 2nd Section Chief quickly stuffed the bread into his mouth and nodded to me. He'd be better off running away than greeting me.

"Spit it out right now!"

The 1st Section Chief's neck slice struck the 2nd Section Chief's throat.

The 5th Section Chief, who was just opening the door to enter, quietly closed it after witnessing the scene. A wise choice.

Unlike last year, several prominent figures attended this memorial service. The Minister of the Imperial Household representing officials, the Minister of War and the Victorious Duke representing the military, the Teilgleichen Count representing the council, and myself and the Minister who had participated in the war.

Last year, even I barely made time during that period when everyone was being torn apart, so other dignitaries couldn't attend. This year, since the Emperor started promoting the Six Swords, they had a reasonable excuse to participate.

"Without the devotion of loyal subjects to the Empire, how could the Empire claim to possess the Mandate of Heaven?"

The voice of the Minister of the Imperial Household, reading the Emperor's eulogy for the fallen of the Great Punitive War, echoed throughout the national cemetery. "Your sacrifices preserved the Empire's Mandate of Heaven"—this ranks among the highest praises the Emperor could give. After all, the Mandate of Heaven is the unique element that allows the Empire to reign as an empire.

"The sacrifices of heroes who embraced hardship have become stepping stones for the Empire to move forward, and their names will remain immortal forever."
'Immortal, huh.'

Perhaps they're making up for quietly passing over last year, as each statement was delivered with force. Or maybe the Emperor does feel some affection for those who died for the Empire? Well, it's the living ministers who threaten imperial authority, not dead heroes.

After the Minister of the Imperial Household finished reading, everyone bowed their heads in silent tribute, and as soon as we raised our heads, people began exchanging greetings and quickly dispersing. Though things have improved since last year, these people still have much work to do.

"Kal."

As I exchanged eye contact with the Victorious Duke, who was hurrying back due to pending work, and was about to head toward their gravestones, a familiar voice called from behind. Turning around, I saw a black-haired man.

"I pay my respects to the family head."

The family head, Teilgleichen Count, representing the council. I thought we would just make eye contact and pass by each other at the national cemetery, so I didn't expect him to speak to me first.

"Yes. It's been a while."
"I apologize. I should have visited you sooner."
"I'm not blaming you, so don't worry about it."

To be honest, I wasn't particularly concerned. I've known the family head's personality for years now. If anything, had I forced myself to make time to visit him, he would have scolded me for neglecting national affairs.

Indeed, that must have been the right approach, as the family head showed no signs of displeasure. Rather, his face showed slight satisfaction. It feels strange seeing him with expressions similar to mine. When I get older, I'll probably look just like that.

"Count Blochen. Have you been well?"
"Same as always. I'm glad to see the Teilgleichen Count is doing well too."

Then the family head's gaze turned to the Minister beside me. They were familiar enough to exchange greetings. The problem was that they weren't close enough for a lengthy conversation, so it quickly ended.


"How is Erich doing?"

After a moment of silence, the family head spoke to me again. Wow, was he always the type to ask about his son?

"Yes, he's healthy."
"I see. Please tell him on my behalf: for a warrior, going far is more important than going fast."
"I will."

He nodded slightly at my response and turned away without hesitation. This is somewhat surprising.

"I thought he was just cold, but this is unexpected."
"Indeed."

The Minister muttered as the family head walked away. "Going far is more important than going fast." At first glance, it sounds like guidance on martial direction, but it actually means, "Take your time, rushing leads to injury." What's with this change in someone known for neglecting his children?

"Well, people change as they age."

At those words, my gaze unconsciously fixed on the Minister. And you, despite your age, why are you still so consistent...

"Let's go before it gets any later."
"Ah, yes."

The executives who had been standing in the back line also came over.

We needed to go to the fallen soldiers' section of the national cemetery, specifically the Great Punitive War area, and finally to the Audit Department section to find their gravestones.

"I'll go first."
"Yes, go ahead."

When we reached the place where six gravestones stood in a row, the Minister stepped forward first with Voyaare wine. Right, the elder should offer the drink first.

The Minister poured one bottle on each gravestone. Drink to your heart's content—this is a rare item that I can only give once a year.

"Department Head."
"Yes."

After pouring all the wine and stroking the gravestones a few times, the Minister turned around, and the Deputy Head handed me the box he was holding. I could have held it myself, but apparently having someone in the front row holding something draws attention. Out of the Deputy Head's consideration, I had left it with him until now.

Taking the box, I headed toward the gravestones as the Minister patted my shoulder as he passed by. Even this person has become somewhat emotional today.

'Is it okay to give this?'

I couldn't help but smile seeing the soaked gravestones. Voyaare wine is already quite strong, and two bottles in succession—wouldn't that make them really drunk? I hesitated briefly but decided to pour it anyway. It's an annual event, so what's the harm in getting drunk?

First, to the main culprit of this situation, the heavy drinker.

Gerard, Holy Calendar 1348 - 1375

'You would have died young anyway because of alcohol.'

As soon as I opened the first bottle, I poured it directly over the letters on the gravestone. The combined drinking capacity of the other five team leaders couldn't match this guy's solo drinking. Yet despite drinking so much, he handled the spear remarkably well.

"Oh, you're doing well? With 300 more years of training, you might be as good as me."
"Have you finally gone mad?"

Still, he had no talent for teaching. It's impressive that I grew this much learning from him.

Oliver, Holy Calendar 1346 - 1375

In contrast, this guy rarely touched alcohol. He would drink once a month or every two months at most.

"How can someone who serves God indulge in pleasure?"

But what can you do? The next saint of your order was a roulette king. Perhaps it's a blessing that you didn't see that and went to Enen's side instead?

Drake, Holy Calendar 1351 - 1375


This one liked alcohol but wasn't good at drinking. Still, it was fun watching his tolerance improve as he drank.

"If I hold a sword in each hand, can't I cut twice as much?"
"Am I really the same rank as this guy?"
"Hey, don't tell anyone you're from the Audit Department."

The problem was that his intelligence seemed to deteriorate over time. Surprisingly, he actually mastered dual-wielding.

Valter, Holy Calendar 1350 - 1375

Compared to someone whose intelligence was questionable from the start, Drake was relatively normal. This guy was truly remarkable in many ways.

"...What are you doing?"
"Practicing walking on water. If I step with the other foot before sinking, wouldn't it be possible?"
"Wouldn't it be better to walk on air then?"
"Oh."
"'Oh' my ass. Get out of there right now!"

But in the end, he really did walk on water. Of course, it was a trick using mana around his feet, but if he had lived a little longer, he probably would have flown through the air too. He was like this world's version of the Wright brothers.

Idrid, Holy Calendar 1349 - 1375

As I opened the fifth bottle and poured it on Idrid's gravestone, I felt strangely peaceful. Among the 4th Section team leaders who made me wonder where they found such characters, he was the only normal one. He would be in the Deputy Head or 5th Section Chief position now.

"When the war ends, I'm quitting this damn Audit Department."

Being normal, he was the first prophet to dream of escaping the insane Audit Department. Escaping the Audit Department was his bucket list item, and I tried to fulfill it on his behalf.

'I'm sorry.'

I still haven't fulfilled it. My only chance to transfer to the military failed because of the Crown Prince, and after that, the Minister refused to accept my resignation. I've managed to fulfill the wishes of the others, but yours seems difficult even in the future.

When I reached the last gravestone, my body froze momentarily.

Hecate, Holy Calendar 1352 - 1375

Nevertheless, like with the others, I quietly poured the last bottle on the gravestone.

Emotions welled up from deep within my heart, but I deliberately suppressed them. It's really too much. Considering all the hardship I went through after you left, I'd like to properly question you at least once.

'Why did you do it?'

I sighed softly as I stroked Hecate's wine-soaked gravestone. The national cemetery's burial classifications are strict. The fallen are buried with other fallen, and those who died of illness are buried with others who died of illness. Since Hecate committed suicide rather than falling in battle, she originally wouldn't have been placed here with the others.

I somehow transformed it into a battle death so she could be alongside these guys.

'Why did you do that?'

How do you think it felt to write your cause of death with my own hands? Moreover, how do you think it felt to write a falsified cause of death rather than the truth? I had to go to someone who knew the truth and bow my head several times, asking them to turn a blind eye. Even if it was just the Victorious Duke.

'It's really too much.'

In truth, I resented you a lot. Losing five people first was sad, but we survived. I wanted to fulfill what they wanted on their behalf with you, and to live remembering what kind of people they were.

But how could you leave like that? I was the one who discovered your death, and I was the one who had to handle it.

"I'm sorry, Kal."

Why did you do something to be sorry for? It was sad that you made such a choice, but it hurt more to think that you left because I couldn't be your support.

After stroking the gravestone several times, I stepped back. Looking at it this way, it's quite a sight.

'How am I still the youngest?'

I'm the only one of the seven who's still aging, yet I'm still the youngest. It's truly absurd.

My eyes stopped scanning the gravestones when I reached Hecate's. It's been two years since I started aging alone, and I still need three more years to reach Hecate's age. At least she was the youngest of the six.

'I'm the strange one here.'

I started my civil service career too early. Following the normal route, even starting last year or this year would still be considered early.

I stared at the gravestone for a long while. I should leave now, but my feet won't move. I usually avoid coming here except on death anniversaries because I hate seeing them welcome me with their gravestones, but once I'm here, I want to stay a little longer. Human feelings are truly peculiar.

But what's the point of staying longer? I've already drunk two bottles, so they'll be passed out drunk whether I'm here or not. Even if they were sober, they'd tell me to stop making a fuss and leave if they saw me. It's predictable.

'See you next year.'

Maybe I'll come back before next year's anniversary. But I'll come empty-handed then, so don't expect anything.

But damn, I really poured a lot. Even though I touched it carefully, my palm is wet from the gravestone. The smell seems to have soaked in properly too.

"Are you crying?"
"Why would I cry? I'm not crying."

As I turned around after saying my final goodbye, the Minister suddenly appeared. If I'd done something wrong, I might have looked like a psychopath smiling after paying respects. Still, it's his way of comforting. Today is a day when even the Minister's anger virus subsides.

I suppose they weren't just special colleagues to me, but special subordinates to the Minister as well.

"Department Head, here."
"Thank you."

The Section Chief 1, who had been watching cautiously from behind the Minister, scurried over and handed me a handkerchief. My hands were so wet that I'd been shaking them off, and he must have noticed.

After wiping my hands, I returned the now purple-stained handkerchief, and Section Chief 1 pouted.

"I gave it to you to wipe your tears, not to dye it and give it back."
"I told you I'm not crying."

I chuckled and pulled his protruding lip. He stuck it out so conveniently, it's like he was asking for it.

"Nnnngh—!!"

Why does he always do this when he always acts like it hurts? Meanwhile, I pretended not to notice Section Chief 2 nodding with satisfaction while touching his own Adam's apple. You deserved what you got.

"Let's wrap this up and go. Do you want to show them the violent supervisor you've grown into?"

The Minister took a jab at this mess of a situation, but...

"They probably saw plenty of that when Your Excellency was a section chief."
"This bastard."

One sentence was enough to defend myself. Having no rebuttal, the Minister took the first step to leave, which was somewhat impressive. If I grew up to be a violent supervisor, who do you think I learned it from?

And suddenly my gaze went to Section Chief 1 whose lip I was holding. Well, I did learn a bit by watching these guys too.

"Are you returning directly?"
"Of course. There's nothing to do in the Capital anyway."

I nodded lightly at the Deputy Head's question. I told the Principal I'd finish and return by noon, so I should head straight to the Academy.

"Department Head, Section Chief 1 looks like he's about to cry."
"Ah."

At Section Chief 3's words, I belatedly released Section Chief 1's lip. I forgot to let go. The texture is so nice that once I grab it, I tend to keep holding.


"Department Head, you should cherish and love your subordinates more."

I ignored Section Chief 1's whining with tears in his eyes.

With no further business in the Capital, I quickly returned to the Academy. Actually, there's probably nothing to do at the Academy even if I return in the morning, but the longer I stay in the Capital, the higher the chance of unexpected summons. No need to take unnecessary risks.

After passing some time, as soon as the club members arrived, I sat Erich down.

"Haven't you been contacting home lately?"
"Huh?"

A student living in a distant dormitory who doesn't even call his family once, forcing his brother to relay greetings instead. It's pathetically ridiculous.

"The family head asked about you."

Erich flinched at the mention of the family head. He's always been intimidated by the family head, and it seems that hasn't changed.

"What did the family head say...?"
"He asked if you were doing well."
"Is that all?"

His suspicious eyes seemed to say, "The family head isn't someone who just asks about well-being." I also wondered what was going on when the family head asked about him, but come on.

'It's not like I'm his biological father.'

Of course, this body is definitely the family head's son, carrying his blood. But the contents inside are unrelated to the family head, and after getting badly burned four years ago, I'm not particularly close to him. But if even you, his virtually only child, act like this, what can I do?

"There's more."
"I knew it."
"He asked me to tell you that for a warrior, going far is more important than going fast."

Erich tilted his head, looking even more puzzled. It was truly just an ordinary greeting with concerned advice.

In reality, at the mansion, the family head never cared how Erich or I trained as long as we reached our target metrics. Now that he's suddenly expressing concern for physical well-being, cognitive dissonance is inevitable.

"When you're far away, contact home once in a while. Even I, while in the Capital, contacted home once a week."
"You did? Who?"
"The head butler."

His look that said "Are you kidding me?" was a bit stinging. Well, honestly, I also find it awkward to contact the family head or mother directly.

"Your father seems strict."

As the family talk ended, the club members who had been quiet slowly approached. As always, it was Lyutis who spoke first with a light smile.

"He's not an affectionate person."

Erich answered firmly, but even that was putting it nicely. Rather than strict, he's closer to being blunt and indifferent. Today's behavior at the national cemetery was exceptionally unusual.

"Does the guidance teacher think so too?"
"I became independent a few years ago, so I don't remember."
"Haha, that makes sense!"

Four years ago, when I started my civil service career, I essentially became independent. And since I don't have any blood connection with the family head, I don't care to judge whether he's affectionate or strict.

"I have many siblings, so I don't know what it's like to receive attention from a father."

Indeed, I know Lyutis has two older brothers and two older sisters. With younger siblings as well, he's merely the fifth among many children.


But saying it like that makes the Armein King sound like a cold-blooded monarch who neglects his children. This son is endangering his father's reputation. I should have known from his red hair—he's a fire-attribute filial son.

The Armein King simply has so many children that he can't give much attention to each one, but he's actually known as a monarch who cherishes his children.

"If only Father Emperor were half like the Armein King, this wouldn't have happened."

I remember the Crown Prince saying that after suddenly summoning me and drinking wine alone. He ended up completely drunk, with the Crown Princess frantically trying to soothe him. I still wonder why he called me there.

Anyway, compared to the Livnoman Imperial Family overflowing with bloodshed and coldness, the Robens Royal Family is harmonious.

"Isn't having many siblings a good thing? The burden gets distributed."
"Well, that's true."

Laterre, the second of three siblings, spoke, and Lyutis seemed at a loss for words, responding awkwardly. For an ordinary family, three siblings might be fine, but for a royal family, three is quite precarious. The more princes available to replace the crown prince if he dies, the better.

Of course, in some cases, having many siblings means they kill each other to reduce their numbers. Ainter, who's keeping his mouth shut right now, comes from such a family.

"Is today's topic family talk? I'm disappointed I have nothing to contribute."

Tanian, who had been watching the two princes' conversation, spoke with a small smile. It seems like the club meeting started with family talk, so the conversation naturally flowed in that direction.

"Isn't the Saint's family the most impressive? Enen is your father."
"Haha, that's just according to doctrine. I'm an orphan."

Even Lyutis was taken aback and fell silent at this casual self-deprecating joke. Impressive—it's really hard to make him shut up... Though forcing a topic change like that is crazy, it would be even crazier if he could still speak after that.

Lyutis, who had inadvertently said something like "your father is in heaven," had his pupils shaking before his gaze fixed on me. Why are you looking at me? I have nothing to say.

I tried to avert my gaze, but when I turned, I saw Luise's dark expression, which changed my mind.

"Let's end the family talk here. If we continue, we might hear royal secrets and have to cut off our ears."
"Oh, that's true. I was being thoughtless."

Lyutis eagerly responded to my attempt to close the topic as if it were his only lifeline. I hadn't particularly intended to help, but I'll do it just this once.

"Luise?"
"Ah, yes, yes! Did you call me?"

Luise's expression was still dark, but she quickly put on a bright face when I called her. I'm sorry, I was also distracted today and momentarily forgot.

"The macarons were good. Could you make some today too?"
"Yes! I'll make them right away!"
"Great, I'm counting on you."

Her dark expression quickly disappeared, replaced by her usual beaming self. If I hadn't known the circumstances, I would have thought I was seeing things.

'Someone who knows should have been more considerate.'

A bitter smile formed from my guilty feelings. In this world, apart from the Naiad family members, I'm probably the only one who knows. It was in the free portion of the webtoon. No matter how much the club members like Luise, they couldn't know about her as a little child.

Back then, Luise experienced a tragedy incomparable to Erich, who merely feared and avoided the family head, or Ainter, who had lost his full brother but was already prepared for it.

'The author was crazy.'

I've never seen their face, but the original author must have been insane. Otherwise, how could they inflict such a trial on an 8-year-old child?

Having your only sister blame you and die—isn't that too much?


There are many reasons to drop a story you've been following. Maybe it just doesn't match your taste, or you don't like how the plot develops, or you simply forget to continue after missing a day, or perhaps because the spring breeze feels too warm. Anyway, there are various reasons.

And I dropped the original work of this world for the first two reasons. I found it while browsing around because I had nothing else to read, so it wasn't really my taste and the plot was depressing. Among those issues, I was especially shocked by the plot development.

'How could they do that to such a young child?'

If Luise were someone who had regressed, reincarnated, or possessed another body, I could understand. The shell might be young, but the contents would be an adult. Even if she were someone who had returned from the future, I could accept it. Unfortunately, Luise wasn't any of those—she was just a pure, innocent child.

The original author gave an eight-year-old child, young in both body and mind, trials that were far too harsh. When I saw that, I thought, "No, this is too much," and quickly dropped it. I didn't know my own life would become just as harsh, but at least I was an adult when I rolled into this mess.

"If only you hadn't existed..."

Those were the final words from Luise's sister. The relationship between the Naiad sisters was what you might call a cliché.

A frail younger sister who receives all the family's attention, a sickly but always cheerful younger sister loved by everyone, an older sister who initially loved her younger sibling but gradually grew jealous as attention and love that should have come to her was diverted, and an illness in the older sister that no one noticed because they were all focused on the younger one.

The way she glared at Luise with resentment as her eyes closed due to the belatedly discovered illness was truly memorable. The artwork was good too, which made it even more vivid. They drew Luise's pale face well too. That wasn't something I particularly wanted to see in high quality.

When I unconsciously turned my gaze toward Luise, I saw her making macarons as requested, with her usual bright smile.

'She's amazing.'

How could she remain so cheerful after experiencing something like that at such a young age? Of course, Luise isn't a psychopath who didn't mourn her sister's death. She was deeply shocked and depressed at the time. That was around when the Magic-Ending Duke met Luise.

But whether something happened or she managed to pull herself together, the current Luise has grown into someone outwardly bright and kind. Honestly, one reason I didn't recognize Luise on the first day at the academy was not only because she had grown so much but also because her impression had become brighter.

How could I have expected a child who went through such an experience to be so cheerful? I thought the setting about her bewitching people would be based on her being broken or something like that, not on her bright charm.

"It's ready!"

As I was looking at Luise with pity, the hyenas pounced again when they heard the announcement that the macarons were done.

Strangely, both last time and this time, they seem to particularly enjoy the macarons. What's with these people? Is it not about taste but rather extreme pickiness? Do they hate cookies that much?

***

Since the conversation had drifted to family topics, I quietly kept my mouth shut. I'm not in a position to talk happily about family.

Still, I can't show any discomfort. If I show an aversive reaction here, it would be like advertising that I have bad memories. That's not something others need to know.

I just need to stay quiet. If I stay quiet, no one will pay attention. It's just a topic that will pass by lightly, so there's no need to worry.

"I'm sick too, I'm sick too, but why only you!"
"If only you hadn't existed..."


When my sister's last words to me surfaced in my mind, I ended up biting my lip slightly. Like something that had been quietly submerged beneath the surface suddenly surging up, my sister's words rise regardless of my intentions.

I can never forget those words. How could I? They were my sister's dying words, and my sister practically died because of me. If I hadn't existed, my sister wouldn't have ended up like that.

"Hilda left because of our fault. She left because she hated us. Luise, it's not your fault."

That's what Father said. Mother also cried several times over my sister's death but never blamed me. But what parents would blame their child?

If we were to divide the responsibility, my share would be the largest. Because I was happy with the attention and love from my parents, delighted by the care from the family members, I acted even more childishly. And not satisfied with just that, I even coveted the attention that should have gone to my sister.

'I shouldn't have done that.'

It's my fault. It's my fault for monopolizing the family's love that should have been shared equally. If I hadn't existed, my sister would have received all the love and lived happily. Love shouldn't go to just one person; it should be distributed fairly.

Just as my head was about to bow under the rising guilt in my heart, I accidentally made eye contact with my older brother.

No, I shouldn't show a gloomy face. He just looked away. He might be disappointed because I showed him an unpleasant expression.

"Let's end the family talk here. If we continue, we might hear royal secrets and have to cut off our ears."

But contrary to my worries, my older brother actually stopped the conversation. Instead of being disappointed by my expression, he was being considerate. And then he suddenly asked me to make macarons.

It was obvious consideration to anyone listening. He said the macarons were good so he wanted me to make more? He barely ate any himself. He's someone who can barely... taste anything.

'He must have been flustered.'

So he tried to change the mood with a strange excuse. When I glanced at my older brother, sure enough, his eyes were darting around, unlike his usual self.

I almost laughed. At the same time, I almost cried. I was so grateful that he cared so much about something that could have been overlooked, or something that might have disappointed him.

He probably doesn't even know what I've been through. He doesn't know what I'm thinking. Yet he worries just by seeing my expression.

'Thank you.'

I couldn't say it out loud, so I muttered it inside. If I suddenly said thank you in this situation, the others would just think it was strange.

"It's ready!"

So I called out brightly as usual. Pulling myself together thanks to my older brother's consideration is the only way I can repay him.

"It's delicious, Lady Luise. You really make them well."

At Ainter's words, I belatedly realized I had forgotten to add the medicinal ingredients.

My older brother can't taste anything, so I should have added something good for his health. These kids probably eat a lot of sweets regularly too, so I should have provided something healthy for them.


...Well, I guess one day is fine.

***

Fortunately, Luise kept smiling brightly until the end of the club meeting. Of course, I can't know what's going on inside her.

I don't even know how Luise deals with her childhood trauma. She might have completely overcome it, or she might still be suffering from it inside. I thought it was the former because she's usually so cheerful, but seeing her expression today, it seems that's not the case.

'Nothing I can do about it.'

I'm worried, but what I can do is limited to the level of consideration I showed today. Comforting her when she looks depressed, and ending the conversation when unpleasant topics come up. Anything beyond that is impossible.

Officially, I'm someone who doesn't know about Luise's past. If Luise hasn't opened up to me about her past, how could I offer advice or express concern about it?

"...How does Brother Kal know about that?"

That would probably be her reaction. I'd become a crazy stalker on the spot. Moreover, since I'm the head of the Audit Department, I'd evolve from just a "creepy stalker" to a "vicious Audit Department head who dug up her family's and her own past."

Even Luise would be terrified and run away from that. My relationship with Irina might have been restored, but my relationship with Luise would be ruined instead. What kind of equivalent exchange is that?

Anyway, Luise's trauma is something that can only be addressed if she shares her inner turmoil with someone. If she hasn't been able to resolve it on her own until now, sharing it with someone she trusts might be a solution.

'This kid only keeps her mouth shut about important things.'

She tells me to talk to her if I have any concerns, but she keeps her own worries to herself.

It's a bit vexing, but my sympathy is greater, so I find myself treating Luise especially well when I see her. Is this the compassion one feels when looking at a poor young head of household? Does this child know what happiness is?

"These hopeless ones."

I muttered with a sigh, feeling frustrated. The biggest problem is that even if Luise wants to share her burden, she has no one to share it with. If any of the five club members became close to Luise, she would surely open up. But they're all just engaged in pointless competition and keeping each other in check.

Luise believes her sister died because she alone received their parents' love. Perhaps as a result, she seems blocked from the very idea of choosing one friend to become closer to. She seems to avoid situations where she might favor just one person.

So someone among the club members needs to actively approach her, but these intellectually regressed idiots haven't made any progress even as the semester is ending. Luise needs to resolve her trauma before she can choose one person, but the trauma itself never comes out of her mouth.

'Lady Luise must want to love too.'

Lady Luise Wants to Love.
I recalled the title of the original work that only I know in this world. It didn't come to mind right after my possession, but suddenly popped up one day. Of course, knowing just the title without the content doesn't mean much.

Still, when connected to Luise's circumstances, it's a poignant title. Kids, Luise wants to experience love too. So please, make some progress.

'I can't even expect that much.'

In my heart, I desperately want them to make progress, but my head has already determined it's hopeless. It might be more effective to pray for a sixth person to appear out of nowhere.

The prayer meta for the sixth character's appearance is said to be most effective, which also means there's nothing I can do for Luise right now. It's a situation that could bring me to tears.

Still, I can hold onto a small hope. Only one semester out of six has passed, and the first semester of the first year is just the beginning of the three-year Academy journey. Regardless of my position having to witness this hopeless show for five more semesters, I can say the club members still have many opportunities ahead.

Of course, it's only a small hope. I don't particularly expect anything. After all, if you don't expect anything, you won't be disappointed.

'Was it always like this?'

I suddenly reached a fundamental question. Maybe it was like this in the original work, but I'm just frustrated because I'm watching it in real-time? As a reader, dates would be skipped appropriately, but I'm watching day by day, which is driving me crazy?

I'd prefer if that were the case. Then I would have tried to be the inspector for the first semester each year and let someone else handle the second semester. That way, I could see their progress during the six-month gap, and my frustration would disappear.

Deep in my heart, I heard a whisper saying, "Those idiots would be the same even after six months," but I deliberately ignored it.

The period when the clubroom smells of ink rather than flour has returned. A positive sign that the final exams, the last event of the semester, are approaching.

'It's really ending now.'

I feel sorry for those guys furrowing their brows while flipping through textbook pages and scribbling with pens, but I can't express how happy I am at this moment.

Usually, everyone looks forward to vacations, but this year has been particularly intense. Even the Academy Principal and Vice Principal must be stressed having important figures wandering around their backyard. Their expressions have brightened considerably now that those important figures are about to return home.

Naturally, Villar has also been in better spirits as time passes. At the beginning of the semester, he looked increasingly haggard, but now he seems to have reached a state where he can endure the pain because the oasis of returning home is in sight.

'It's definitely a happy occasion.'

Vacation is certainly a happy occasion. It means being freed, even temporarily, from the duty of monitoring and cleaning up after important figures whose heads could roll if even the smallest scratch appears.

However, after being summoned to the Capital due to the Magic-Ending Duke incident, I realized that the Academy is relatively heavenly. When I return to the Capital, I'll be immediately swamped with Audit Department work and living day by day, never knowing when I'll be summoned by superiors.

It's a peculiar position of being happy yet unable to feel happy. If I hadn't realized this, I would have gone to the Capital in good spirits, but I've already taken the red pill and awakened to the truth.

"Luise, that's not how you solve it."
"Oh, you're right."

While I was mentally crying about the bitter reality, I heard two female voices. This would be impossible in a clubroom where Luise is the only female.

"Thanks, Irina!"
"The one next to it is wrong too."
"Ah!"

It's possible if that woman is the lone female's best friend. The hero who improved the club's devastating gender ratio from 6:1 to 3:1 was Irina.

Irina, who gave me the hawthorn tree and then disappeared, naturally started coming to the pastry club a few days ago. If it were just one day, I wouldn't mind, but she comes every single day. Aren't you in a different club?

"We decided not to meet because exams are coming up. I thought it would be good to study with Luise, is that okay?"
"Sure, do as you please."

When I asked, she answered that she didn't need to go to her own club. Since she said so herself, I had no reason to stop her.

'They were meeting though.'

As one of the club advisors and with the Vice Principal as a communication channel, I'm fairly well-informed about the Academy's situation. I also know that other clubs might use club time for self-study, but they never completely skip meetings.

Irina's Horticulture Club has never missed a meeting until now. Even on the day when Irina came with the hawthorn sapling.

'I can't even ask.'

Irina is already cautious around me. These days, it's not because of the Audit Department's friendly fire but because she's testing the waters with her gift, which is peculiar.

In such a situation, saying something like "Why are you lying?" might send her into a panic and make her run away. After all, there's already been a somewhat embarrassing incident between us.


Even now, while whispering with Luise, she keeps glancing at me, only to quickly look away when our eyes meet, which is amusing.

'It should be fine.'

While I'm reluctant to provoke Irina, there's nothing to blame her for. Skipping her own club to hang out at her friend's club—unless you're looking through the eyes of a strict disciplinarian, it's not really a problem.

Even nobles who maintain dignity are still kids not yet twenty years old. Recalling memories from before my possession, this is an age when friends are important. It's perfectly understandable.

"This is wrong too."
"Hiiing..."

Looking at Luise's not-so-great learning abilities, Irina's presence seems to have a positive effect.

"Irina, help with this too."
"Oh, that?"

And the other members don't seem to mind Irina's presence either.

They might be annoyed by having another person in their battleground for Luise, but fortunately, the members don't reject Irina.

Of course, no idiot would show hostility toward Luise's best friend and voluntarily incur severe penalties in the competition. Well, they are idiots, but not that pathetic. They're just lacking awareness, not humanity.

"It's fortunate that Lady Irina is here. There were often times when no one knew the answer to a question."
"I'm honored..."
"Haha, please be comfortable. We're fellow students, aren't we?"
"Ah, yes."

Even the prince from the same country, who is the most intimidating figure to Irina, treats her kindly. That says it all. Even your country's princes have no grounds to push Irina away.

"Really—I'm so glad Irina is here."
"That tickles."

Luise throws herself into Irina's arms, and Irina smiles gently while patting Luise's head. Sometimes they look more like sisters born a year apart than friends. It's a heartwarming sight regardless.

Except for the idiots in the back watching enviously at Irina.

***

The trigger was trivial.

"I'm going to focus on studying from today."

When Luise expressed her determination to study, a thought suddenly occurred to me. If the Pastry Club pauses its activities to study for exams, wouldn't it be normal for the Horticulture Club to do the same?

Of course, the Horticulture Club had never stopped meeting since the Academy's founding, but my brother, who just came to the Academy, wouldn't know that, would he?

'This is my chance.'

At first, I was too embarrassed to see my brother, but after calming down, I had no excuse not to go. Even though my senior said it was fine to visit, I couldn't keep saying the club was canceled every day. One or two days might be understandable, but continuing would seem strange.

But if I said the club meetings were paused to prepare for exams, that would be a sufficient excuse. It's entirely plausible, and studying with a close friend isn't strange either.

I feel bad about using Luise, but...

"Um, Luise? If it's okay, would you like to study with me?"
"Really? Is that alright?"
"Yes, I don't have anywhere to go anyway."
"Great!"

Since Luise is okay with it too. Yes, this is something Luise wants as well. I'm not using her.

'I'm sorry.'


Even as I reminded myself of that, I couldn't suppress my guilt when I saw Luise's bright expression. What do I mean Luise wants it too? This is just a cowardly action leaning on our friendship.

"Oh, it's been a while. Welcome."

Yet my guilt faded at my brother's words, which made me a little angry at myself.

"Thanks for the gift. It really brightened up the clubroom."
"I'm glad."

And I was even angrier at my brother who seemed genuinely unaware of the flower's meaning. I'm relieved, truly relieved that he doesn't know, but...

'That's too much.'

Relief and disappointment coexisted. How could he be so indifferent to a lady's gift? It makes me feel like I'm the only fool who worried about it.

I felt sad thinking that even if the hawthorn's flower meaning wasn't un...unique love... but if its well-known meaning was tolerance and forgiveness, my brother wouldn't have known. It was a gift I gave with great courage.

"Your brother has been taking good care of it."

My heart softened a little at Luise's whispered words beside me.

***

The combination of six Pastry Club members and one Horticulture Club escapee put their heads together every day to prepare for exams.

"Why are there so many exam subjects?"
"Since it's not a practical test, I think we could get by with moderate effort."

The complaints of Erich and Lyutis, the representative physical types, echoed through the clubroom. Their expressions grew darker by the day, and now they're openly expressing their resentment toward studying. Students being driven crazy by exams is the same in any world.

"But vacation starts after just two more days. Let's hang in there a little longer."

Erich, who had been completely slumped, picked up his pen and stirred at Ainter's words.

"Right, I need to keep going. I want to return home in good spirits."
"Oh, are you going home?"
"Why are you talking like you're not going?"
"I'm not going."

My mouth stopped mid-chew on a cookie at Lyutis's nonchalant statement.

"Huh? You're not going?"

Erich also found Lyutis's words unexpected and questioned him. Yeah, you bastard. What do you mean you're not going?

"The Empire isn't exactly close to Armein. Since I'll be back in two months anyway, it's better to stay at the Academy."
"You could use teleport."
"Magicians who can travel that distance have many other things to do."

This damn guy, why do you suddenly care about the people only at times like this?

"I agree. I was thinking the same thing."

Laterre, who had been quietly scribbling something, also supported Lyutis's statement. You too, not going?

With a sinking feeling, I gently shifted my gaze to see Tanian nodding with a smile. Hey, no, right? Not you too?

"Seems we're all thinking the same thing. Haha, I guess our minds have connected after spending time together."

For a moment, I imagined Villar wailing and pounding the ground in my mind.


"I have six students to manage. Exactly half of them are Imperial citizens, and the other half are... foreigners.

Imperial students can simply return to their homes during vacation. Luise has Naiad Barony, Erich has Kracius County, and Ainter has the Imperial Palace as their homes. Foreign students without a base in the Empire can just return to their home countries.

Wouldn't it be better to receive proper treatment in their homeland rather than staying in this distant, unfamiliar Empire? Back there, they have countless underlings they can command with a single finger.

'But why.'

Why aren't they going back? What are they planning to do staying at the Academy during vacation?

Of course, some students do remain at the Academy. The dormitories operate during breaks, and the city formed around the Academy is decent enough. Usually, those who stay are commoners whose lives depend on their Academy grades or those who live extremely far away.

Would those three foreigners care about Academy grades? They'd benefit more from doing something else than attending the Academy. Their homes are too far? Are teleportation mages just for show?

"How unexpected."

I barely managed to speak while suppressing the urge to bash their heads with the cookie jar beside me. I must endure. If I lose it here, it'll immediately become a diplomatic incident and I'll be sent straight to the Ministry of Justice. I can't afford another mark on my criminal record.

"Still, there's not much to do if you stay at the Academy. Wouldn't it be better to go back?"

I wanted to say, "Stop talking nonsense and get out now!" but I phrased it as politely as possible. But truly, there's nothing to do at the Academy during vacation. Luise will return to her domain...

Wait, damn it. Don't tell me.

"When will I ever visit the Empire after graduating? I should use this opportunity to travel around and broaden my horizons."

Lyutis's words gave credibility to my suspicion. He claims he'll travel around the Empire, but it's obvious where that bastard is really planning to go.

"I'm too busy during the semester, so vacation is my only free time."

Laterre joined in, asserting their justification for staying at the Academy. Do they need to speak one after another when one would suffice?

They planned this. These bastards already conspired together. Having just one of the three foreign representatives stay would lack justification, but if all three remain, it becomes harder to force them to return home. It seems Lyutis and Laterre have colluded, and Tanian is likely involved too. This is definitely not spontaneous.

'Vicious bastards.'

Thinking of Villar, who had been increasingly cheerful lately, made me shudder at this terrible situation. If Villar had known about this, he couldn't possibly have been so happy. He would have exhausted himself trying to persuade these three impossible jerks.

And those guys knew it, keeping it secret until right before vacation. If they had revealed it earlier, Villar would have pestered them. Cruel bastards...

"Is everyone staying at the Academy?"

Luise, who had been putting her heads together with Irina, slightly raised her head. Her eyes were on the textbook, but her ears were clearly tuned to our conversation.

"You can't travel every day. Won't you get bored?"
"It's fine, sister. There are three of us."

More accurately, it's three plus dozens. Those security forces are people too, you idiots.

Anyway, seeing how firmly they respond even to Luise's question, it's clear that their decision not to return home is non-negotiable. Ugh, damn it.

"If you're all staying in the Empire, it might be nice to meet during vacation. Maybe take a club trip together."

The response to my words, spoken after much deliberation, was intense. Luise wouldn't mind either way, and the club members were delighted that I was giving them justification. Seeing their reactions made me feel utterly bitter.

'This is the best option.'

Surprisingly, this really is the best option. If I can't prevent the three from staying in the Empire, it's easier to have the entire club gather together. It's more manageable to keep them in a group than to have them making individual plays claiming they want to see Luise separately.


"We need to decide where to meet."
"Let's decide that later."
"Irina, do you want to come too?"
"Uh, me too?"

Every time I heard the club members' conversation, I quietly gripped the cookie jar. It seemed to crumple a bit, but that's fine. The semester is over anyway.

As soon as the club meeting ended, I urgently summoned Villar. I told him it was important, and he arrived in less than five minutes. As soon as he sat down, I shared the terrible situation.

Villar's reaction was neither lamentation, silence, nor rage, but something transcendent. He wore a smile on his face and quietly picked up his teacup.

'He's smiling in this situation?'

Before my possession, there was a saying: crying in tough times is third-rate, enduring is second-rate. Then what kind of person is first-rate? Someone who smiles in tough times. First-rate—Villar is first-rate. He's become a first-rate person who has transcended this terrible reality.

But it seems he hasn't reached complete first-rate status yet. His hand holding the teacup was trembling. Still, out of respect, I pretended not to notice.

"This is surprising."
= Fuck.

That was Villar's first utterance while wearing a smile. Both of us knew what those words meant. Regardless of Villar taking responsibility for the next semester, his return home was just around the corner. He was about to meet his beloved homeland and family, but suddenly he's facing extended duty.

Moreover, he was planning to reorganize the security forces during the vacation, but now he can't return home? His country will criticize him for failing to bring the prince back, while others will complain about not being able to return. In this situation, even if Villar cursed at Enen, Enen would have to humbly accept it.

"This was unexpected."

Villar took a sip of tea with his trembling hands and sighed. So Villar really didn't know about this either. If he had known and kept quiet until now, I would have lost all faith in people.

"I'm also surprised and a bit taken aback."

I forced a smile, but it's more than just a bit disconcerting. If the three foreigners stay at the Academy, it's not just their security forces that are tied down. I'm automatically tied down too.

'Damn it.'

It's impossible for me to stay at the Academy during vacation. If I were an Academy faculty member, it might be different, but I have my main job as the head of the Audit Department. Until now, the deputy head has been managing as acting head, but that's based on the premise that I'll return during vacation.

I need to go home. If I can't return this vacation, the department will be without its head for almost a year. If this happens every vacation, the position will be vacant for three years. A department without its top decision-maker for years? That's insane.

In the end, my meeting with Villar concluded with just sighs and no real solutions. This issue is too big for us to resolve at our level. We don't have the authority to force the prince and saint candidate to return to their countries.

"What can we do?"
- What a mess.

And being tied to the Academy isn't something I can resolve on my own either. As soon as Villar left, I contacted the Minister, who was so dumbfounded he remained silent for a while. The Minister would also be troubled if the Audit Department (without its head) situation became prolonged.

- They're really staying at the Academy?
"I've never seen them lie before."
- What beautiful character befitting such noble individuals.

Indeed. Though in my current state of mind, I'd prefer if they were the type to lie constantly.

The Minister seemed to share my sentiment, furrowing his brow and muttering something. Fortunately, the communication device doesn't transmit soft sounds clearly. He's probably cursing up a storm.

"I think we can manage this time."
- Yes, we can probably handle it for a year. But what about after that? Can you guarantee this won't happen again?
"Well..."

No, I can't guarantee that.

These guys who conspired among themselves and sprung this on us unexpectedly aren't ones to follow common sense. We should avoid complacent judgments like "they'll only do this once." Having done it once, they'll find it easier to do it again.


- The good news is that there's nothing urgent.

Seeing the Minister sigh, which was rare, I quickly thought it through. The Audit Department doesn't have any urgent matters to handle in summer. Fortunately, even extending to the second half of the year, there's nothing I need to personally direct. At least not yet.

- For the time being, approve documents through the communication device.
"Excuse me?"

That inefficient method?

- What else can we do? You can't come to the Capital, and the deputy head can't go to the Academy.
"That's true, but..."

Unable to refute, I nodded reluctantly. It's obviously inefficient compared to face-to-face meetings, but verbal approval through the communication device is better than not being involved at all.

- Hold out like that until we find another solution.

At least the immediate fire has been put out.

But in exchange for extinguishing the fire at my feet, a meteor fell on my head. This time, the disaster came through Tanian's mouth.

"I want to visit the Capital."
"...The Capital?"

The day after my first emergency meeting with Villar and second with the Minister, another bomb dropped during club time.

"Is there really a need to go all the way to the Capital?"

While my response seemed normal, I was burning inside. No, you can't go to the Capital. Anywhere but there. Go to Voyaare again if you must, but not the Capital...!

"How can we say we've seen the Empire without seeing the Capital?"
"You could go during the school trip."
"Haha, since it's not certain we'll go to the Capital then, we should go while we have time."

Their determination suggested they had already decided on the Capital. Looking around, the other club members seemed to support Tanian too. Either they had already agreed to go to the Capital, or they liked the idea.

"The Capital sounds great!"

Luise, who seemed to be in the latter category, was already full of anticipation. Even Luise, the only one who could put a brake on these guys, was excited about the Capital.

"It will be crowded and complicated."
"Haha, brother. Isn't it stranger if a tourist spot has few people?"

Since I couldn't argue with that logic, I opened and closed my mouth a few times before falling silent.

After the club meeting ended, I remained alone in the club room.

"Those bastards..."

I was still downing water from the club room to soothe my burning insides.

If they just stay at the Academy, it only affects my main job. If they travel around the Empire, it's just tiring for the security forces. Even with additional complications, it would just make the principal sweat a bit.

But the Capital is different. When major foreign dignitaries visit the Capital personally outside of Academy schedules, things escalate uncontrollably.

'Fuck.'

It looks like a lineup that would treat the Audit Department Head and Academy Principal as "mere" department heads is about to take the field.

# The Third Prince of the World's Second Power

The third prince of the world's second most powerful nation, the second prince of the third most powerful nation, and the next saint of the continent's main religion. The repercussions of such an impressive group visiting the Capital would be enormous.

If they were just visiting on a school trip, it wouldn't be a big deal since they'd be positioned as "just some students." Security would be heightened, but the Empire wouldn't need to officially welcome them. But coming in a personal capacity, not as part of Academy business? Then the Empire would need to prepare appropriate diplomatic protocol.

It would be a diplomatic faux pas for someone of lower rank to receive royal visitors. Even powerful figures like dukes, ministers, or marshals are still merely subjects. Therefore, someone from the Imperial Family must step forward.

'There's only the Crown Prince.'

The revered Emperor couldn't personally attend to such matters. So his children would need to handle it, but they couldn't resurrect the Second Prince from hell, and it was too late to give real authority to the Third Prince. That left only the Crown Prince.

And when the Crown Prince gets involved, the Ministry of the Imperial Household, which handles royal affairs, must follow. The Minister of the Imperial Household would have to participate.

Where the Imperial Household Ministry goes, the Special Affairs Ministry follows. The Minister of Special Affairs would also have to participate. Just because a royal family member needed to receive them, already two ministers were involved.

'What else is there?'

I rubbed my forehead, trying to organize my thoughts. Receiving foreign royalty isn't as simple as the Crown Prince casually strolling out to greet them. There are people working diligently behind the scenes.

First, the Minister of Foreign Affairs would be involved.
The Minister of Justice would need to examine precedents and legal issues.
The Minister of Land would be involved since imperial territory and roads would be used.
The Minister of Home Affairs would be involved since this was happening domestically.
The Minister of War would be involved since guards and military bands would be deployed.
The Minister of Finance would be involved since all of this costs money.
Finally, the Mayor of Ausen, the Capital, would be involved. This person is also treated as a ministerial-level official.

And I had to inform the administration that a baking club was visiting the Capital, setting all ten of these officials in motion. How delightful.

'Would jumping headfirst from here work?'

I found myself looking out the window. It's not that high, but if I fell headfirst, wouldn't I pass out? It would be nice to sleep for a month or two and wake up when this was over.

In this absurd situation, I couldn't help but laugh. Ah, so this is how Villar felt. Laughing when things get tough doesn't make you first-class—you laugh because otherwise you'd lose your mind.

'I'm going crazy.'

The Crown Prince, eight ministers, and one official equivalent to a minister. Now I had to get sandwiched between them and take a beating.

Had I ever been more afraid of contacting a minister than today?

"What nonsense is this?!"

The minister's justifiably angry voice blasted through the communication crystal into my ears. Having contacted him after just one day, the minister tried every curse word and loud exclamation after hearing the situation.

Of course, it's enough to make anyone flip out. If I had heard such news from a section chief, I would have reacted the same way. So I humbly sacrificed my eardrums to listen to the minister's scolding.

If this were something that could be handled at the Ministry of Finance level, I could endure the annoyance and irritation. But this had grown to such a scale that even the Finance Minister was just one participant among many.

"You, how did you manage to do this?!"
"Why are you blaming me? I just found out today myself!"


I flared up at what seemed like an accusation. This was truly like a natural disaster. If I had somehow encouraged them to come to the Capital, I'd deserve to have my head cut off, but I'm just an innocent victim who hasn't gone insane yet.

"How am I supposed to stop them from coming?!"

This is beyond my capabilities. There's a toxic principle deeply rooted in this continent: civil servants are merely the limbs of those in high positions. We exist to fulfill the desires of the powerful, to follow where they wish to go. We're just avatars or shadows.

Even the kindest person doesn't say, "Thank you, my legs, for your hard work today," when going somewhere they want to go. Unfortunately, civil servants are exactly at that level. That's true for me, for the minister, and for Villar.

When royalty wants to go somewhere, how could a mere "leg" say, "I don't want to go there"? Impossible, damn it.

"That's true."

Hearing my heartfelt protest, the minister seemed at a loss for words and responded in a deflated voice.

"I'm sorry, it's just such an absurd situation."
"It's fine. I understand."

For even this minister to apologize for shouting—I truly could understand, so I wouldn't hold a grudge.

"Eight ministers... who would have thought we'd have a ministerial meeting in summer."

I was about to tell the sighing minister that at least it wasn't a full ministerial meeting with all ministers present, but I held back. In the current situation, that wouldn't be consolation but insane provocation.

"I'll speak to the Minister of the Imperial Household first, so stand by."
"Understood."

I felt relieved at the minister's offer to inform those above us. While I could contact the minister without hesitation due to our usual bickering relationship, I was still awkward with the Minister of the Imperial Household. That minister would probably be replaced before we ever became friendly.

"They're not coming right away, are they?"
"No, they've only decided to come during the break, but haven't coordinated the timing yet."
"That's somewhat fortunate."

Having experienced such spicy disasters, we'd reached a state where even the slightest relief seemed fortunate. Not particularly good news, though.

"I'll move as quickly as possible, so keep your communication crystal close."
"Don't worry."

If my superiors finished coordinating but some department head couldn't be reached in time, the crime of insubordination would reach the heavens. Just imagining it was terrifying.

Still, this wasn't just a department head meeting but practically a mini-ministerial conference. Even at the fastest, it would take five days to outline the plan.

'I hope nothing happens until then.'

Surprisingly, the communication crystal turned purple before even five hours had passed. I had hoped for nothing to happen, but I never expected results to come so quickly that there wasn't even time for anything to happen.

"Audit Department Head. I just received the gift you prepared."
"......"

What's more, the one contacting me was a young man with the same blonde hair and purple eyes as Ainter, but with a distinctly different aura.

"How did you know to prepare such amusing news when I'm so busy with work? I've laughed so many times from the joy."

The Crown Prince had contacted me directly, bypassing the Minister of the Imperial Household.


"I apologize..."
"Ah, don't say such things. I'm not so humorless as to take offense at a friend's gift."

While the Crown Prince's mouth was making cheerful laughing sounds through the crystal, his eyes weren't smiling at all.

"I truly appreciate your gift."
= As if I'm not busy enough, you throw this crap at me?

Since we were now at the stage of resolving the issue rather than assigning blame, he didn't openly criticize me, but his eyes were hurling savage curses. Damn it, as if I wanted this to happen.

"I was worried about disturbing Your Highness's peace of mind, but I couldn't prepare anything better. If Your Highness is displeased, I cannot apologize enough, but I am grateful that you think of it that way."
= Not my fault. This happened so suddenly there was no way to deal with it. Fire me if you're upset.

"Haha, the Audit Department Head's loyalty is always appreciated."
= You bastard. Fine, I'll let it go.

Intense inner thoughts were rapidly exchanged beneath our outward conversation. I had nothing more I could do for the Crown Prince, and he had nothing more he could throw at me. The best we could do was exchange pleasantries laced with curses.

The Crown Prince probably didn't contact me just to reprimand me. He must have wondered what was happening when the person monitoring Ainter at the Academy suddenly announced that he and his club members were coming to the Capital. He seemed genuinely displeased about throwing strange work at him when he was busy.

"It was an unexpected gift, which made it more enjoyable. Life would be boring if everything went as planned."

Coming from someone who has witnessed a roller-coaster life, it doesn't sound like a joke.

"Joy should be shared. The Academy will be on break soon, right?"
"Yes, that's correct."
"Come to the Capital after the closing ceremony."

A summons had been issued. I had secretly hoped the ministers would handle everything themselves, but that was a futile hope.

I suppose it would be stranger if the person who delivered this bizarre news to the administration didn't attend the meeting. Even if I had nothing to say, there were several officials who would insist on bringing me in just to focus their anger while looking at my face.

"I understand, Your Highness."
"Good, then I'll see you then."

I stared blankly at the communication crystal that had lost its light. I did want to go to the Capital without being tied to the Academy, but not like this.

The closing ceremony was just moments away. I wondered several times if their minds might change in that brief moment.

If they changed their minds about going to the Capital, I could immediately inform the administration. The meeting dates were already set, so there might be complaints about "playing with ministers' time," but in truth, those officials would tap dance their way home if the meeting was canceled.

But expectations lead to disappointment.

"Will everyone be staying at the Academy for now?"
"Yes. It takes a long time to pack up."
"Then we can set the schedule during that time."

Until the very end, there was no cancellation of the Capital trip plan. Instead, they talked about setting a schedule for when to go to the Capital before we parted.

And then, with a teleportation mage kindly sent by Crown Prince Mu-ryeo, I landed in front of the Imperial Household Ministry building.

In front of me, ten superiors waiting.

# The Ministry of the Imperial Household proudly ranks first among all imperial administrative departments. It makes sense—they handle imperial affairs and serve as secretaries to the royal family. If they weren't first, that would be strange.

In fact, if the Emperor tried to elevate another department to first place, everyone would rush to the palace and beg him to reconsider, bowing their heads in supplication. The status of the Ministry of the Imperial Household directly reflects the authority of the imperial family, so it would just be a loyalty test anyway.

Because of this prestigious position and authority, those not affiliated with the Ministry are extremely reluctant to visit its building. While the Emperor personally commends good deeds, he enthusiastically punishes bad ones through the Ministry.

'I'm really here.'

Yet here I was at the Ministry of the Imperial Household. Fortunately, I wasn't here to be beaten for offending the Emperor, but I had only narrowly avoided the worst-case scenario. I was about to be passed around like a punching bag among the highest officials under the Emperor.

Glancing around the building, I noticed several magnificent carriages. These belonged to the ministers of various departments. The number seemed unusually high. Could I possibly be the last to arrive?

'Damn it.'

These officials were typically slow to move, but they seemed to have acted quickly since this matter involved the Crown Prince. Still, I hadn't expected everyone to gather already when there were still 30 minutes until the meeting.

As I hurriedly entered the building, someone immediately approached me.

"I'll escort you, sir."
"Has everyone arrived?"
"The Crown Prince has not yet arrived."

That was somewhat fortunate. Better to be labeled as a department head who arrived later than a minister than as an official who arrived later than the Crown Prince.

"This way, please."

I was guided to the main conference room. It was an enormous space considering only slightly more than ten people would be gathering there. But considering the titles of each person attending, it made perfect sense.

Taking a deep breath, I knocked on the door of the conference room. Once I opened this door and entered, I would become the weakest person in the room.

*Knock knock*

"The Head of the Audit Department is here."
"Enter."

At the Minister of the Imperial Household's response, I carefully opened the door and entered. Immediately, nine pairs of eyes fixed on me.

Welcoming gazes, indifferent gazes, displeased gazes, exhausted gazes. The variety of looks from these high officials made my head spin already.

"So the Head of the Audit Department has arrived."

An elderly white-haired man with deep wrinkles adjusted his glasses as he spoke. He was the Mayor of the Capital, Ausen, a veteran of imperial politics.

"I thought you wouldn't come since you were on assignment."
"How could I miss such an important meeting?"
"We thought you wouldn't attend since you were the last to arrive."

The Mayor snorted slightly, his eyes full of displeasure. He had spent his entire life serving the imperial family in politics and was given the mayoral position to enjoy his later years in comfort. Naturally, he wouldn't be pleased about being dragged to such a meeting unexpectedly.

"Haha, the Head of the Audit Department was stationed the farthest away, wasn't he? I'm sure he hurried here as fast as he could."

At the Minister of Foreign Affairs' defense, the Mayor nodded slightly. He was just expressing his displeasure rather than truly blaming me.

"That's right. I hadn't considered that. I apologize, Head of the Audit Department."
"It's quite alright."

With those words, the Mayor closed his eyes and lowered his head slightly. Was he falling asleep? I'm sorry, elder. You look very tired, and yet you were made to attend this meeting.

"Don't just stand there. Take a seat."
"Ah, yes."

At the gesture from the Minister of the Imperial Household, who had been quietly observing the elder's complaints, I sat at the very end of the table. I greeted the Minister of Land sitting next to me, who nodded impassively. As always, his face revealed nothing of his thoughts.

"So, Head of the Audit Department. How was your time at the Academy?"

There were about 30 minutes until the meeting started. The Crown Prince would arrive precisely on time, so the ten of us would have to sit in awkward silence until then. Perhaps to break this awkwardness, or to share information about an outsider, the Minister of Foreign Affairs broke the silence.

"It was an unforgettable time."

"An interesting choice of words."
"He was uneducated before, wasn't he? I suppose seeing things he'd never seen before would make it unforgettable."
"Pfft—"

The Minister of Home Affairs burst into laughter at the other minister's dismissive comment, then quickly covered his mouth. I glanced over, and though he pretended otherwise, it was definitely the Minister of Home Affairs who had laughed.

"Oh my, I suppose one could think of it that way."

The Minister of Foreign Affairs smiled lightly, which hurt my feelings a bit. What exactly did he mean by "think of it that way"?

"Don't be too harsh."

At least there was one beautiful conscience putting a stop to the two ministers.

"Having limited education is not a crime."

No, he was even worse. The Minister of Justice's comment made the Minister of Home Affairs' shoulders shake with suppressed laughter.

But since I had no small part in why this meeting was called, I kept my mouth shut. I couldn't be held responsible, but I was certainly the catalyst for this meeting.

'Bastards.'

These people already lead boring, difficult lives constantly buried in work. It's amazing how they never miss an opportunity to legally mock and harass someone.

Thirty minutes later, the door to the conference room opened, and everyone who was already seated stood up and bowed. It was obvious who had arrived.

"Please, everyone sit down."

The Crown Prince took the seat at the head of the table, waving his hand before the ministers could even speak. After the Crown Prince skipped the greetings, the ministers exchanged glances and quietly sat down.

"I apologize for calling you all here when you must be busy with your duties. Something unexpected has come up."
"How could we speak of being busy when this is for the Empire?"
"I am always satisfied with the Minister of the Imperial Household's loyalty."

The Crown Prince nodded, thought for a moment, and spoke again.

"Three of them, was it?"
"Yes. Prince Lyutis Robens, Prince Laterre Ostia, and Tanian Enes."
"Ainter has made some excellent friends."

An awkward silence fell at the Crown Prince's smiling remark. It was chilling to hear such words from the man who had erased Ainter's full brother.

"Head of the Audit Department."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Is Ainter doing well?"
"He is diligent in his studies, but I'm concerned that he avoids physical activity."
"Oh dear. If he doesn't move regularly, he'll become dull."

That was enough. The Crown Prince seemed satisfied with my answer, which meant, "He's not doing anything strange, just as when you kept him under surveillance in the palace." In truth, Ainter is innocent in this matter and an even greater victim than I am.

Since he lives in the Capital, it's natural for him to return there during breaks, but suddenly these foreign princes are coming to the Capital too? Going to other regions for club activities could be excused, but all of them going to the Capital together might look like they're trying to succeed the Crown Prince's brother.

As a result, Ainter has become much quieter lately. But to oppose their trip to the Capital, I would have to explain the Crown Prince's paranoid state, and I can't reveal the imperial family's shame to outsiders. It's unfortunate.

"I've been too personal in front of you all. I apologize."
"How could it be inappropriate when we all know that Your Highness's affection for the Third Prince extends to all your subjects?"
'Wow.'

I was genuinely impressed. So that's the kind of silver tongue needed to be a minister in the Imperial Household. How could such words come out in this situation? As expected of someone who connects the administration with the imperial family, his eloquence is extraordinary.

"The small talk has gone on long enough. Let's begin."

The Crown Prince, seemingly satisfied, declared the meeting open.

Discussions about the general framework went back and forth. The detailed matters would be handled by the ministers returning to their departments and delegating to their staff. Ministers can't personally handle everything from start to finish.

In this meeting, we adjusted the duties each department would take on and their approximate scale. The honor guard and military band needed to enter the Capital, so the Capital's roads couldn't be congested. And if there wasn't enough budget to decorate the path for the visitors, that would be a problem too. This is when everyone needs to coordinate to avoid such troublesome issues.


"This doesn't seem to be our department's responsibility."
"That's for the Minister of Home Affairs to know, not me."
"Isn't this the Ministry of War's job?"

Even just listening to these exchanges was tiresome.

Anyway, while the ministers and the Mayor of the Capital put their heads together to report to the Crown Prince, I had exactly one job.

'The grain in the table splits here.'

I was observing the pattern in the table.

Well, I'm not a minister, just a department head, so what right do I have to speak? Besides, my direct superior is already engaged in budget battles with the other ministers.

Moreover, the Audit Department has even less to do with foreign dignitary protocol. I was dragged to this meeting not to provide input but to be present as the catalyst of the situation.

'I am Groot...'

I'm just a civil servant who came running because my superiors told me to.

"But will they continue to stay at the Academy?"

After staring at the table pattern for a while, my attention was drawn by the word "Academy." The Minister of Home Affairs was rubbing his chin as if troubled.

"Since it's vacation, the guard force will inevitably be reduced. I wonder if it's appropriate to have them stay at the Academy."
"That's true. While there are fewer people to protect, it's still concerning."

The Minister of War responded to the Minister of Home Affairs' concerns. With foreign dignitaries unexpectedly remaining at the Academy, they needed to revise the guard force for the vacation period. For the Minister of War, this was both annoying and worrying.

"There's no need for them to stay at the Academy."

As the Minister of War was about to bring up the topic of reorganizing the guard force, the Crown Prince interjected.

"If they're coming to the Capital anyway, wouldn't it be better for them to stay in the Capital during the break?"

At this unexpected mention of the Capital, the Mayor's pupils trembled briefly behind his glasses.

"Not only is security guaranteed, but using the Capital's teleportation magic circles would be more convenient when they travel."
"Your words are most wise."

The Minister of the Imperial Household, who had been watching the Mayor's reaction, finally supported the Crown Prince's opinion. It wasn't wrong. The Capital would indeed be much safer than the Academy dormitories with reduced guard forces during the vacation season.

From the perspective of the foreigners' stated purpose of touring the Empire, the Capital, connected to all major cities via teleportation magic circles, would be much more convenient than the Academy without such circles. It wasn't wrong at all.

"I will prepare accommodations for the distinguished guests."
"That won't be necessary. When they come to the Capital, we should welcome them as hosts, but keeping guests who wish to enjoy their travels in deep quarters would be inconvenient for everyone."

The Crown Prince shook his head at the Minister of the Imperial Household's offer to prepare some of the guest rooms in the palace, then turned his gaze toward me.

"Head of the Audit Department. You were the advisor for the club these distinguished guests belong to, correct?"
"Yes, yes, that's right."

What is it? What are you trying to say?

"If I remember correctly, you have not only Count Kracius's mansion in the Capital but also your personal residence there."
"Pardon?"

What is he saying...?

"I think from the guests' perspective, the Head of the Audit Department's familiar residence would be better than the imperial palace."

That's going too far, Crown Prince.

What nonsense is this? Even in a world based on a romance fantasy novel, this crosses the line. Why would I house royalty in my home?

"Truly a brilliant idea."

The Minister of the Imperial Household's words made my teeth clench. What's brilliant about it?

My tears trembled and my hands and feet began to shake. The wicked superiors showed no hesitation in mercilessly tearing apart their pitiful subordinates.

"Having guests who came for travel stay at the Imperial Palace would be excessive. Since we cannot skip the entry procedures for the palace, wouldn't it be troublesome every time?"

The Minister of the Imperial Household, who had supported the Crown Prince's words as a wise solution, began to increase his persuasiveness with particularly unwelcome additions. But wasn't it the Minister of the Imperial Household who first suggested preparing rooms in the palace? Now he was ruthlessly removing the palace from the options. His skill at flip-flopping was truly artistic.

Of course, the Imperial Palace isn't some neighborhood inn, so it might indeed be excessive in a way. Even official diplomatic visitors can only enter the palace after going through all sorts of procedures, and they can only move within strictly defined areas.

If we're simply talking about hospitality, there's no place that can entertain distinguished guests more splendidly than the Imperial Palace, but keeping travelers in the palace would be awkward and troublesome for everyone involved. A lodging where you can't freely go out or move around as you please—isn't that a bit much?

"Even though it's not an Academy schedule, the fact remains that they are students and members of the Confectionery Club."

At the Minister of the Imperial Household's words, the Minister of Home Affairs' expression twitched slightly. He must have almost burst out laughing when the cute phrase "Confectionery Club" popped up during a serious discussion about welcoming a prince and future saint. He's always been someone who laughs easily.

"Isn't the Audit Department Head their advisor? It's not strange for an advisor to stay with club members. Fortunately, I understand the Audit Department Head has built an amicable relationship with the members."

Amicable? Me with those creatures? What exactly is the standard for "amicable" here?

"You're absolutely right. Since this isn't an official visit, it would be difficult for administrative personnel to step forward, but the Audit Department Head can do it."
"Indeed. The Audit Department Head is clearly someone who has been acquainted with them since the Academy."

In response to the Minister of the Imperial Household's passionate speech, both the Minister of Justice and the Minister of Foreign Affairs nodded. The moment these two ministers responsible for protocol and diplomacy showed their support, even the faintest escape route was blocked.

Still, with a glimmer of hope in my heart, I looked at the Mayor. The Mayor would be someone who'd be reluctant to have club members stay in the Capital.

'It's over.'

But the moment I confirmed the Mayor's expression, I sensed my doom. This loyal old man who had lived his entire life as the hands and feet of the Imperial Family might show bewilderment at the Crown Prince's opinion, but he didn't seem to have any intention of opposing it.

Right, the Mayor probably won't have to suffer much. Things might be chaotic only on the first day they enter the Capital, but I'm the one who'll be handling the club members from the closest distance. If I endure it, the Mayor won't be bothered.

"Indeed. No one is more intimate with our distinguished guests than the Audit Department Head."

As the ministers' agreement—or support disguised as silence—gathered, the Crown Prince turned his gaze to me with a small smile.

"Don't overthink it. Just think of it as doing the same job you did at the Academy, but in the Capital."

What a bastard, it's easy for him to say when it's not his problem.

My teeth were chattering, but there was nothing I could do. Not just the Crown Prince, but the other ministers also seemed to have no objections to this decision. From the ministers' perspective, the welcoming process is important, but where the club members stay afterward doesn't matter.

Rather, they're in the mindset of "You're their advisor, so isn't it right for you to take responsibility for the traveling club members?" If I throw a fit, they'll clearly join hands and beat me down.

"Still, it would be troublesome if the Audit Department Head lacks the means to properly entertain our distinguished guests. Minister of Finance, ensure he receives ample support."
"Yes, Your Highness."

At least it seems like other support will be substantial, which is fortunate.

Anyway, it's fortunate. That's what I need to think to calm myself down.


The meeting ended smoothly, except for one department head's tears. Originally, everyone had been racking their brains over the unusual situation of a royal visiting the Capital, but the protocol itself isn't particularly difficult. It would be stranger if the Empire, the center of the continent, couldn't properly handle protocol.

And so, after the ministers and the Mayor withdrew from the grand conference room.

"How reassuring it is to have the Audit Department Head."
"Your words honor me beyond measure."

Only the Crown Prince and I remained awkwardly alone. I had originally planned to leave without looking back as soon as the meeting ended, but this bastard held me back saying he had something else to discuss.

"I worry that I might have troubled the already busy Audit Department Head with my unnecessary words."
= Hey, are you upset?

"Following Your Highness's command is the duty of a subject."
= If you know, shut up.

Having already shoved a fresh insult down my throat, saying such things is nothing short of teabagging. The Crown Prince teabagging—where on earth could I complain about this? Even though I'm the club advisor, isn't it too much to sacrifice my mansion?

When he said it would be better to stay in the Capital rather than the Academy, I naturally thought he meant preparing rooms in the Imperial Palace. Didn't even the experienced Minister of the Imperial Household initially think of the palace? In the end, if you're going to stick them with me, why summon them to the Capital at all?

"It's unfortunate that the Audit Department Head, already busy with his duties, can't even rest at his mansion."

That question was immediately resolved upon hearing the Crown Prince's words. If I'm at the Academy, I can't come to work at the Audit Department, so they dragged me to the Capital. From the beginning, the target wasn't the club members but me. Damn, are you even human? As the Emperor's son, it seems like maybe not.

"Still, I'll strive to lessen your burden, so don't worry too much."

While I was inwardly thinking of ways to make the Crown Prince eat shit, he casually offered some hopeful words. It seems that even from the perspective of the Crown Prince's not-so-abundant conscience, this matter was a bit too much.

"I hear the Special Affairs Ministry has some spare hands. They should have enough capacity to assist the Audit Department Head."
"I'm grateful for such generous consideration."

As the Crown Prince explicitly guaranteed support from the Special Affairs Ministry, I quickly processed the information. It had been strange that the Minister of Special Affairs remained silent during this meeting, but it seems he had already coordinated with the Crown Prince to some extent. It appears they had decided to attach Special Affairs Ministry forces to me even before the meeting.

I went to the Academy alone because of negotiations with the three countries, but the Capital is not the Academy. It's natural for Imperial forces to move around the Capital. And it would be purely coincidental if those Imperial forces were frequently seen near my mansion.

Not a bad support. It's better to have more eyes and hands that can intervene in case of emergency than to watch over the club members alone.

"And it would be problematic if the person in charge, the Audit Department Head, is frequently absent, wouldn't it?"
"You speak wisely."

I nodded vigorously at the Crown Prince's words. I even received permission not to come to the Audit Department every day. He was telling me not to unnecessarily come to work every day and stay late at the Audit Department, but rather stay at the mansion normally and just show my face at appropriate times.

I had already prepared myself to handle remote approvals from the Academy. If commuting from the Capital is possible, there's no need to come to work every day. Even if I come to work sporadically, it's still much more efficient than remote work.

But wait, the conditions are better than expected. Material support from the Ministry of Finance, personnel support from the Special Affairs Ministry, and no need to go to the Audit Department every day. For the price of sacrificing one mansion, this is surprisingly good?

'Why is it so good?'

As if reading my thoughts, the Crown Prince let out a small laugh.

"You're welcoming distinguished guests on behalf of the Empire, after all."


In other words, since it's also a matter related to the Empire's prestige, he'll pay special attention to it. With those final words, the Crown Prince left first.

"This is bestowed by His Highness."

Then the Crown Prince's secretary approached and handed me a pouch. When I opened it, I saw ten gleaming gold coins. Exactly twice the amount offered at the Voyaare casino.

Indeed, His Highness the Crown Prince is someone who doesn't ignore his subjects' hard work but warmly embraces it. Truly the qualities of a wise ruler. I've actually believed in the Crown Prince all along.

'Bastard.'

Since the support is better than expected, I'll let it slide just this once.


***

After finishing the unexpected meeting, I returned to my office.

'What a bother.'

I sat down, massaging my stiff neck. My workload had already increased as the Emperor grew frail, and then suddenly hearing that a royal was coming to the Capital—I wondered what this was all about.

I'd like to block their entry or ignore them, but that's an issue related to the Empire's prestige. After suffering under the usurper for two years, the Empire has knowingly or unknowingly received suspicious and challenging gazes from various countries across the continent.

We've only just managed to clear away most of those unpleasant gazes, but to carelessly welcome a foreign royal, even if unofficially? Those unpleasant gazes might resurface. An extremely irritating matter.

'I don't need to worry about Ainter.'

Still, there was something I became certain of through this incident. Ainter has no desire for the throne. If he did, this wouldn't have happened.

No matter how friendly he is with a foreign prince and future saint, so what? The support of the Emperor and nobles is with me. In that case, he should be lying low and waiting for an opportunity, not openly flaunting his connections and coming to the Capital like this. He'd have no defense if he were to die right now.

'He's not someone who can't make such calculations.'

Ainter is a fellow with decent intelligence and awareness. If he had other thoughts, he would never have come to the Capital. Even if he did have such thoughts, looking at the current situation, he's absolutely no threat. It's been proven that Ainter can't control the princes.

A royal visit—a somewhat irritating and troublesome event, but not entirely bad since it allowed me to reconfirm Ainter's true intentions. Anyway, I just need to show my face briefly and shake hands.

'Only the Audit Department Head will suffer.'

I couldn't help but laugh as I recalled the Audit Department Head's expression like he'd bitten into a bug. Regrettable, but what can we do? That method was the best. If there had been another way, I would have considered it more, but there wasn't.

Besides, when given a task, despite voicing complaints, he grudgingly produces above-average results. How can I not trust him? And if I provide adequate support and lubrication, he quickly changes his expression and gets moving.

'It would be strange not to use him.'

A capable, diligent subordinate with no lingering resentment. And he's young too. No matter who was in my position, they might use him even more than I do, but certainly not less.

At least I'm more humane than that bastard Dorgos, who's probably in hell.

Ten gold coins and various other support funds had been deposited, creating a situation where I had no choice but to comply. Well, I couldn't exactly pull a dine-and-dash stunt on the Crown Prince. If I tried something like that, no other country would even accept me as a political refugee.

I did wonder if refusing everything and doing nothing would have been the happiest option, but...

'It was something I'd have to do anyway.'

I started brainwashing myself from the moment the money was deposited. As a consultant, I was bound to get dumped with work eventually. If I was going to end up doing it anyway, wasn't it better to get something in return rather than just doing it for free? For the sake of my mental health, I decided to think of it that way.

Besides, right now, I wasn't the only one whose mental health was in jeopardy.

"Master. Have you been well?"

A middle-aged man visible through the communication crystal bowed politely as soon as he saw my face.

The butler who managed the mansion where the owner spent more time away than present. In other words, the person responsible for a mansion that would soon host one imperial family member, two royals, and one saint candidate.

"I'm the same as always. How have you been, butler?"
"Thanks to your grace, I've been enjoying pleasant days."

My heart ached a little at the butler's cheerful response. I'm sorry, but from today, those pleasant days are over.

"I'll be returning to the mansion in a few days."
"Wonderful news. I'll prepare to welcome you even if you were to arrive today."
"And I'll be bringing some guests with me."

Explaining the lineup of these guests required more courage to be disliked than I expected.

"...I will prepare everything worthy of your name, Master."

After hearing the heart-wrenching lineup, the butler bowed his head following a moment of silence. It was a touching response indicating that he would simply follow his master's orders, but I could see his eyes twitching even through the communication crystal. If the usually composed butler was reacting like this, he must be quite shaken.

"Right. See you at the mansion."

I quickly ended the call, fearing that saying anything more would only add to his burden. Sorry, butler. Just know that I'm a victim too. The Crown Prince is the bastard here, okay?

After finishing the call that probably earned me one stack of resentment from the butler, I went to the Magic Tower and sat there blankly. I hadn't yet found a magician who could teleport me back to the Academy. I couldn't make a reservation since I didn't know when the meeting would end.

Still, the Magic Tower was in a relatively relaxed period these days, so if I waited a bit, I could probably catch a magician. During truly busy times, appointments would be fully booked for three days straight.

As I was examining the floor patterns in the tower lobby while waiting, a shadow fell over me. I looked up slightly to find the Magic-Ending Duke staring down at me.

'Shit.'

I had planned to catch just anyone, but I never imagined I'd catch the Tower Master himself.

"Child? What brings you here?"

The Magic-Ending Duke, ears twitching slightly, naturally sat down beside me. Your Excellency, why are you doing this to me?

"It's alright. Stay seated."

When I hurriedly tried to stand up, the Magic-Ending Duke pressed down on my shoulder and made me sit back down. No, I'm not alright with this.

"Thank you, Your Excellency."
"What kind of host would make their guest stand?"

But I figured saying anything directly would only hurt the elder's feelings, so I suppressed my discomfort. The Magic-Ending Duke was surprisingly sensitive about small things, so I needed to be careful. Maybe it's an age thing.


While I was fighting with my itching mouth, the Magic-Ending Duke arranged his hair that was dragging on the floor and asked another question.

"When did you arrive at the Capital?"
"His Highness the Crown Prince called a meeting, so I came up today. I need to return to the Academy."
"A meeting?"

Judging by the reaction, the Magic-Ending Duke didn't know what was going on. Well, the Magic Tower doesn't have much connection with the administration, so there's no reason for news to reach him.

"The club I'm in charge of will be coming to the Capital."
"Oh my."

The Magic-Ending Duke's response showed sympathy. That one word was enough to explain my situation. News about what I do at the Academy and which troublemakers belong to the Confectionery Club had spread so widely that everyone knew about it.

"The Academy isn't exactly close to the Capital. It must be tiring to travel back and forth."
"It's fine. They'll be staying at my mansion during the break, so I only need to make the trip once."

Even the Magic-Ending Duke was left speechless at this additional devastating news.

"Stay strong."

And then he gently placed his hand on my head and began stroking it. If it felt like petting an abandoned dog shivering in the cold, was that just my imagination?

'Mother...'

Strangely, it also felt like my mother's touch, which made me feel warm inside. It felt healing to my heart that had been wounded by the Crown Prince and ministers' quick work-dumping today. Perhaps what I wanted wasn't cold support but warm words of encouragement?

Mother Magic-Ending Duke must have noticed my feelings that even I wasn't aware of. Of course, if I had actually called him "mother" out loud, all sorts of magic would have shot out from that stroking hand, so I kept it to myself.

"If you have any troubles, tell me. I'll help if I can."
"I appreciate just the offer."

I feel like asking a duke for help with my troubles would only make things worse.

After stroking my head for quite some time, the Magic-Ending Duke stood up, told me to wait a moment, and then—

"Drink one each day. It's especially good to drink in the morning."

He returned with a box full of small glass vials and a magician.

"Ah, yes."
"It's good for your body, so don't forget—one each day. Understand?"
"I'll keep that in mind."

Looking satisfied, the Magic-Ending Duke finally turned and disappeared, leaving just me and the magician alone in the lobby.

"I'm at your service."
"Ah, right."

The process was strange, but at least I got a magician.

***

Outside the Magic Tower, I could feel the mana flow fluctuating. It seems someone just left using teleportation.

'How can someone be so inconsiderate?'

No matter how I think about it, it's vexing that someone would come to the Magic Tower and try to leave without even greeting me. They should know how specially I regard them.


It hurt my feelings to learn about the child's visit through the Deputy Tower Master rather than from the person directly. I clearly expressed my disappointment before when I heard news about the child through the Intelligence Department Head, and now this happens twice.

So I intended to scold them thoroughly this time, but seeing them slumped in the lobby changed my mind. How could I scold someone who looked like that?

'They shouldn't have to struggle so much at such a young age.'

As the image of their exhausted appearance came back to me, my worry returned. Are they eating properly? Are they getting enough sleep? They shouldn't focus only on work—are they relieving stress?

It's not good to struggle so much at such a young age when they should still be growing. With so much life ahead of them, nothing should go wrong. But fortunately, the potion was completed just in time for their visit to the Magic Tower.

'I was wondering when to give it to them.'

It would be awkward to go to the Academy directly, and it's too important to entrust to someone else. I was waiting for when the child would come up to the Capital, and the timing was perfect.

What I gave the child was a potion made from their blood and mine. Of course, as I told them, it's good for their body. It's something I created with all my might, and it contains my mother's knowledge as well.

'If it had been completed during Mother's time...'

Thinking of my mother made me uneasy. It's not something easily made. I was only able to create it through a series of miracles. But if Mother could have made it, if it had been completed when Father was still alive...

"Trixie. You must never experience the same sorrow as I did."

Unlike Mother, Father was a pure human and left Mother's side early. Mother also gradually wasted away and abandoned the lifespan granted by heaven to follow Father.

Mother's last words to me were a plea not to experience the sorrow of loving someone with a mismatched lifespan and losing them.

So I conducted research to overcome the lifespan issue. Whether or not I would come to love someone, I did it to honor Mother's wishes. For those who might experience the same sorrow as Mother.

"I am honored to meet the esteemed Magic-Ending Duke."

I never expected that the object of my affection would appear before the potion was completed.

But thanks to that person, I was able to complete the potion, so it truly was a fateful encounter. Yes, my lifespan must have been granted by heaven so that I could meet the child.

Of course, drinking one potion won't produce dramatic effects. But if the effects accumulate through consistent consumption, someday it will bloom.

"Decades..."

I muttered, thinking about the time remaining. Yes, decades. To be generous, I just need them to drink it for about 40 years. Then the child can move forward with me.

I've already walked alone for over 100 years. If I endure for just a few more decades, I can walk together with someone. The child is only twenty-one now. I can certainly wait a few decades.

***

The potion's color was at a subtle midpoint between red and brown. It looked familiar.

'Red ginseng?'

Perhaps because I received it with the comment that it was good for my body, it visually reminded me of red ginseng extract. Even the instruction to take one per day was the same. Mother Magic-Ending Duke, thank you for taking care of your son like this.

Since he said one per day, I immediately opened one and drank it. If it's made by the Magic-Ending Duke, the effects must be reliable. A subtle strawberry flavor spread, making it feel more like drinking a beverage than medicine, but anyway, I trust the Magic-Ending Duke.

And perhaps because I drank it with such strong faith, I felt my fatigue lifting immediately. The placebo effect is no joke.

'I'll drink it every day.'

I'm not sure if the effects really come immediately, but isn't it enough if I feel better? If they sold this at the Magic Tower, I'd definitely keep buying it.

I brought the red ginseng—no, the potion—that the Magic-Ending Duke personally bestowed upon me, left it in my quarters, and headed to the club room. I distinctly remember today being the closing ceremony for the break, yet somehow my workplace is still the club room. What's going on?

What's even more ridiculous is that every single club member is stationed in the club room. They seem to be discussing something earnestly, but having just been squeezed for my time by these people, I can't view them favorably.

As I stared at the club members with obvious displeasure, my eyes met with an unexpected person.

"Ah, oppa."
"Irina?"

Irina was awkwardly shifting her gaze around, sandwiched between the club members. Why are you here? Judging by your expression, you don't seem to be enjoying yourself.

"Brother, you're here?"

Luise, who had her back turned, heard Irina's words and turned her head to greet me. And following Luise's gaze, five more pairs of eyes fixed on me.

"What are you all doing gathered here?"
"We're planning our schedule. Since not everyone is staying at the Academy, we need to set times in advance."

Despite being unable to return home and being stuck here, Luise's expression was nothing but bright, as if she was looking forward to the Capital trip. Yes, the Capital is nice. When I first went to the Capital, I was a bit excited too.

Back then, I didn't know how deep the darkness of the Capital ran. I didn't realize that the Capital's prosperity was built on the blood, sweat, and tears of civil servants.

"I need everyone's attention for a moment."

Pushing away my bitter thoughts, I first grabbed the club members' attention. Better speak up before they start going wild about deciding where to stay during the Capital trip.

"What is it? Has something happened?"
'As if nothing would have happened.'

I bit my lip slightly to suppress the automatic stream of curses that loaded in response to Lyutis's question.

That hot sauce bastard, I need to punch him once on graduation day under the pretext of a graduation prank. Villar would approve of that. He'd probably want to join in.

"How about staying in the Capital instead of the Academy during the break?"
"The Capital, you say?"
"Yes."

Lyutis's eyes widened slightly, as if he'd heard something unexpected. It seems he hadn't considered actually staying in the Capital rather than just visiting. Of course, neither had I. What kind of madman would come up with such an idea?

But the Crown Prince did it. If I say his name three times, will the grim reaper come for him?

"Wouldn't it be boring to stay at the Academy? The Capital has many places to see, and it's convenient to travel to other cities from there."
"Not a bad idea. Though finding lodging for the break would be difficult..."
"My house."
"Pardon?"
"I said you can stay at my house."

Don't make me say it twice. I want to do a Meso Explosion with the gold coins I received from the Crown Prince.

"House? Doesn't the head of the family dislike having outsiders in the mansion?"
"Not the family mansion, my personal residence."
"You had a personal residence?"
"Are you two really brothers?"

Tanian's words momentarily left me speechless. I haven't had much opportunity to mention my personal residence since I only use it for sleeping. Besides, when I can't even go to our main home in Teilgleichen County, when would I have time to casually mention, "I have property in my name in the Capital"?

Anyway, despite the unexpected proposal and accommodation offer causing a brief delay, there was no opposition since it wasn't a bad deal for them. As long as they weren't being told to leave the Empire, they'd probably be fine with anything.

"Luise, I'll come too."
"Really? You mean it?"
"Yes. I haven't been to the Capital much either."

Amidst the commotion, I heard Luise and Irina whispering. So that's why Irina was here—Luise must have persuaded her to come along.

An unexpected guest, but my residence isn't so small that one more person would be a problem. Rather, having at least one more normal person among these hopeless club members would ease my mind, so she's welcome.

'Normal person, huh.'


Looking over the members gathered in the club room, the ratio of normal people was devastatingly low. Well, since we already have one outsider participating, there's no need to stop at just one.

While some students remain at the Academy voluntarily, others stay involuntarily. The latter are mainly student council members, student council members, and student council members. And the outsider I'm trying to recruit is also a member of the student council.

-Knock knock

"Mar. Are you in?"
"Vice President Kal? Yes, please come in."

If Luise, Irina, and Margareta are at the residence, I can endure the torment from the hopeless club members. And if the club members try to do anything strange, Margareta, who doesn't fall far behind them in status, will step in to stop them.

"Welcome, Vice President Kal. I didn't expect you to come today as well."

Seeing Margareta welcome me with a bright smile, my resolve strengthened. At this point, I'll invite Margareta too.

"When I heard Mar was still working, I couldn't just sit still. Am I interrupting?"
"Not at all. Didn't I say you could come anytime? I was just about to finish anyway, so don't worry."

As she started to rise from her seat, I hurriedly waved my hand to stop her. Since she still has work left, I should just state my business and leave.

"Actually, I came because I have a favor to ask of Mar."
"Of me?"

I nodded at Margareta, who tilted her head curiously, and continued.

"The Confectionery Club has decided to take a trip to the Capital."
"I heard. It's not a short distance to the Capital, so it must be quite an undertaking."
"It's fine. His Highness the Crown Prince suggested we stay at my residence for the entire break. It's convenient since we won't need to return to the Academy."
"...What?"

Margareta's expression, which had been full of concern when I mentioned the Capital, suddenly froze.

"Do you mean... the entire club?"
"Yes."

Her lips began to tremble slightly, indicating she was deeply disturbed. If I hesitate here, I'm not sure where Margareta's thoughts might wander.

"So I'd like to invite Mar to my residence as well."
"What?"
"I owe Mar a lot. It would feel empty without you at such a joyous occasion."

In truth, it's not particularly joyous. But having Margareta at the residence would be worth a thousand troops. This is a truth that cannot be emphasized enough.

And I unintentionally broke my promise to Margareta during the last field trip. I said I'd visit her room but never did until the end. If I frame this as an apology for that, perhaps Margareta would understand.

"Ah, th-that..."

But Margareta seemed flustered by the sudden drift, her previously frozen face turning bright red as she began to stammer.

"Mar?"

I waited for her response, thinking she'd calm down if I gave her time, but far from calming down, even her hands on the desk were trembling. No, this reaction is more intense than I expected.

"Are you alright?"
"Ah, y-yes, yes. I'm fine!"

When I approached Margareta and asked carefully, life returned to her previously dazed focus, and she hurriedly covered the documents on her desk. Why the documents...? There seemed to be numbers written haphazardly on them.

"Mar, about my invitation—"
"I-I'll come. I'll definitely come, Vice President Kal."

Having received her acceptance, I thanked her and left. I didn't stay to talk more because Margareta's condition seemed a bit strange.

I expected Margareta to be surprised. After all, this is the first time I've invited her to my residence. But even accounting for that, her reaction was more intense than anticipated. What's going on? Did something happen?

***

Only after confirming that Kal had left the vice president's office did her trembling hands finally calm down.


'Residence... Kal's residence...'

When she heard that the Confectionery Club would be staying at Kal's residence during the break, she felt like the sky was falling. Lady Luise is also in the Confectionery Club, after all.

I already lost the chance to be embraced by Kal first, and now I'm going to lose the chance to stay at his residence too? That's absolutely unacceptable. The idea that the first woman to enter our love nest would be someone other than me—it's impossible.

But Kal must have felt the same way, as he invited me to his residence. It's a bit disappointing that it's not a private invitation, but since I'll also be among the first, it's an acceptable level.

'Kal's residence.'

A smile crept onto her face. Lady Luise is going as part of the club, but I'm going because I received Kal's invitation.

Inviting an unmarried lady to his residence? This means Kal has feelings for me too. It's only possible because he considers me his match. Oh Kal, you don't need to be so roundabout.

'I should thank His Highness.'

Crown Prince Gilbert Livnoman. Until now, she hadn't paid much attention to His Highness the Crown Prince as she had no reason to be involved with him.

When she heard that the club would be staying at Kal's residence due to the Crown Prince's suggestion, she momentarily felt resentful, but that resentment melted away as it became an opportunity for her to be invited.

As she sighed with satisfaction along with her melted resentment, her gaze suddenly turned to the documents she was still covering.

"That was close..."

She carefully removed her hand covering the documents. Then, the letters and numbers written at the top:

Ma5 Kal7 re4 Kr3 ge4 ra5 ta5 si3 Ba6 u3 ren7 s3 ti4

Her name and Kal's name, along with their stroke counts.

She almost revealed something that absolutely shouldn't be seen to the person who absolutely shouldn't see it.

"Vice President. Have you heard of name fortune-telling?"

What the secretary had said not long ago.

'Why did she have to mention that...'

Still, it was she who was swayed by those unnecessary words, so she couldn't blame anyone else. But they say you can determine compatibility through names. Of course you'd be curious, right?

Of course, she firmly believed that her compatibility with Kal would be perfect even without such crude methods. Their relationship was a destiny created by heaven. Yes, naturally, they would have the best compatibility.

—Or so she had thought.

'Why is it 89?'

The number written at the bottom was 89. Looking at it again, it was strange. Why isn't it 100? Shouldn't it obviously be 100? Are they saying there's an 11% deficiency between me and Kal? That's a lie, this fortune-telling is crude after all. I can't believe in such things, right?

And she almost got caught by Kal scribbling this crude fortune-telling by herself. How pathetic would Kal think she was?

Typically, Ministry of Finance officials tend to handle rational work meticulously and don't believe in superstitions. Occasionally, some go beyond disbelief and despise or look down on those who believe in superstitions.

If, if Kal were such a case.

"I didn't expect Mar to have such a naive side. I see you in a new light."

She imagined Kal looking down at her with cold eyes. No, that absolutely cannot happen! If Kal despises me, I'll truly die!

With her hands trembling again, she tried to tear up the document with the name fortune-telling. This ominous thing, I need to get rid of it immediately.

'Isn't 89 quite high?'

But a slight lingering attachment prevented her from tearing it. Of course, 100 would be normal, but isn't 89 also quite high?

After hesitating for a long time, she finally decided not to tear it up and keep it.

As always, when it comes to matters related to club members, I end up meeting Villar at the end. By now, Villar almost feels like a civil servant from the same department. Why does it feel so familiar and comfortable?

After spending three years together like this, I'd think all sorts of attachment would form, and I'm tempted to casually suggest asylum to him. But making such a suggestion to an upright knight would be the height of rudeness, so I should keep it as just a thought.

An upright knight. Yes, an upright knight indeed.

"Are you getting enough sleep?"
"I can go without sleep for about three days and be fine."

The problem is that uprightness and mental fatigue are separate issues. In that brief moment, Villar showed a rapidly deteriorating appearance of exhaustion. Of course, as a knight of the Royal Knights, he probably wouldn't die from not sleeping for three days. He'd just barely avoid death while his insides turn to chaos.

On that day when I sold my home's freedom to the Crown Prince for ten gold coins. After inviting Margareta to my mansion, I immediately contacted Villar. Our conversation at the time was so brief it could be summarized in just two sentences.

"So the bastard in my neighborhood wants to shove your bastards into my house?"
- "Oh shit."

Of course, we didn't actually talk like that. But both Villar and I—and probably even the Magic-Ending Duke who created the communication device—know that the underlying sentiment was exactly that. Anyway, Villar, who had to spend his vacation in the Capital rather than at the Academy, found himself with a new problem.

According to the agreement, the three countries' security forces are only permitted to be stationed at the Academy. If things go terribly wrong, the protected individuals enter the Capital, but the security forces would be left outside, twiddling their thumbs.

Fortunately, there was already a precedent of the three countries' forces staying in Voyaare with the Golden Duke's permission, and the Crown Prince, considering the unique circumstances, allowed them to enter the Capital. The problem was that unlike the Golden Duke, he imposed a limit on their numbers. It is annoying to have foreign forces wandering around the Capital.

"With so many personnel to select, I haven't had time to sleep."
"You've worked hard."

Thanks to this, Villar's sleep time exploded in a brilliant light as he had to select personnel who would enter the Capital and those who would return home to hand over duties to new security forces.

First, send half of the forces back to their home countries to rotate with newly organized security forces, and when the new security forces arrive in the Capital, send the remaining half back? Naturally, there was difficulty in selecting personnel because everyone wanted to go home first.

"It's nothing. Just doing what needs to be done."

Villar's light smile was filled with sadness. It was quite cruel that the personnel selection was assigned to Villar, who couldn't leave either first or later, becoming like an earthbound spirit.

"The Capital's prosperity is unrivaled on the continent. I hope Lord Villar can enjoy it comfortably while you have the chance."
"I'm looking forward to it. When else would I get to see the Capital?"

Somehow his true feelings sound more like "I never wanted to see it in my lifetime."

"As you're also a guest staying at my mansion, I'll take special care of you."
"I appreciate your words."

Villar bowed his head slightly with a faint smile tinged with sadness.

Will I be able to see Villar smile genuinely before graduation? I felt solemn at the thought. I should give Villar the best room possible.

Another two days passed with Margareta wrapping up her student council work, club members packing their belongings, and arranging carriages to transport dozens of people and their proportional amount of luggage.

Actually, teleporting would be convenient, but apparently the journey to the Capital is part of the travel experience. I briefly recalled the hardships I experienced coming to the Academy, but fortunately, the newly appointed local official has properly maintained the roads, so we won't face the same issues.

"I trust you haven't forgotten what I said last time."
"Of course not."
"What did I say again?"
"If I want a marriage arrangement with Mar, I should personally visit Your Excellency, kneel down, and beg..."
"You remember correctly."

And during those two days, I received a message from a certain father whose mood had soured upon hearing that his beloved youngest daughter was heading somewhere other than home. His gaze was so menacing that if looks could physically harm, my body would have been torn into dozens of pieces.


It's fortunate that other noble ladies like Luise and Irina are also coming. If I had only invited Margareta, he would have surrounded my mansion with his knights. The Crown Prince would probably applaud and approve their entry into the Capital.

'Bastard.'

Though I haven't done anything to deserve cursing yet, the Crown Prince deserves to be cursed whenever he comes to mind. They say those who are cursed live long, so perhaps I'm a loyal subject working for the future Emperor? Live long and prosper, you bastard.

"Everything is ready. Inspector, please board the carriage at the front."
"Ah, thank you."

While I was wishing for the Crown Prince's inclusion among the ten symbols of longevity, Villar approached. Since the three countries had overwhelmingly more personnel and luggage, he said he would handle it himself, taking on the work. I was comfortable with that, not having to do anything.

"Let's get going. I want to arrive quickly and rest."
"I hope our journey will be uneventful."

Villar's statement strangely felt like foreshadowing, but it really will be uneventful. As vast as the Empire's territory is, there might be bandits or monsters that haven't been subjugated yet, but this is the road between the Capital and the Academy, not just anywhere. If anything happens, the local official's head will roll too.

It was truly surprising that they focused so much on security while letting the road conditions go to hell. I still wonder what courage it took to do such a thing. Did they have no attachment to this life?

"Kal, you're here?"
"Mar?"

Anyway, with a light heart, I boarded the carriage Villar had directed me to, and was greeted by a smiling Margareta. The people already on board were Luise, Erich, and Margareta—an unusual combination.

'Not bad.'

Except for one person, it's a strangely familiar combination. There's Luise, who gets anxious when she's elsewhere, and Margareta, whom I invited. Not too bad. Having Erich too is a bit unexpected, but I can guess why.

'He's clearly the weakest.'

After spending a semester at the Academy, Villar has discovered the true nature of the Confectionery Club—a collection of five men enchanted by Luise. Seeing Villar laugh like a madman when he first realized this was pitiful. It's fortunate that among the three countries, only Villar has reached the truth.

And from Villar's perspective, who now knows the truth, pairing Lyutis with Luise would seem like favoritism, and he'd be wary of pairing her with someone else from the three countries because of Lyutis. Even Ainter has the title of royalty, making him a competitor.

So it's Erich. Villar has acknowledged him as the weakest of the five, which makes me feel a bit sorry for him.

"Come sit down. We'll be leaving soon."
"Ah, yes."

As I looked at Erich with pitying eyes, Margareta patted the seat beside her and spoke. If we suddenly depart while I'm standing, I might fly out. I'd rather avoid that.

"It's been a while since I've been to the Capital."

Margareta spoke as soon as I sat down.

"Is that so?"
"Yes. I haven't been there since last year's New Year's ceremony."

I slightly turned my gaze as Margareta spoke with a smiling eyes. If her last visit was last year's New Year's ceremony, it means she hasn't been to the Capital since the incident when I rejected the marriage arrangement with her. It's awkward to suddenly bring up such a topic.

"I was reluctant to go to the Capital after experiencing something sad last year."
"......"
"I'm really happy to be traveling with Kal with a joyful heart."
"That's fortunate."

My heart aches a lot.


"It's good to cover it with something nice!"
"Hehe, right?"

Margareta's gaze shifted toward Luise, who didn't know the situation. Thank you, Luise...

The journey to the Capital was uneventful as expected. Just enjoying the scenery outside the window, getting some sleep, chatting with each other, and talking about what's famous in the Capital.

"These are all my companions, let them through."
"Understood."

After completing the Capital entry report, we were able to pass through the Capital's gates without incident. The carriage gradually slowed down as we entered the central part of the Capital, indicating we had almost arrived.

"Is that your mansion, brother?"
"Yeah, here."

The carriage continued to slow down but didn't stop.

"Brother?"
"I haven't been to my mansion for so long that I got confused."
"What have you been doing in the Capital all this time?"

While unintentionally showing off my black civil servant life to Erich, we were able to arrive at the mansion. At least I remembered the address correctly. If I had forgotten the address too, we might have ended up in a strange place.

So, with the modifier "someone who can't even remember his own house" attached to me, I got out of the carriage first, and the butler welcomed me along with the servants.

"Welcome home, Master."
"Yes, it's been a while since I've seen you in person."
"I too am overwhelmed with joy to see you, Master."
"That's embarrassing, don't say such things."

The butler was also smiling, suggesting it was just a casual joke. Is there anything to be overwhelmed about in a relationship where money is simply given and received?

"Is that Erich behind you?"

At the butler's words, I turned around to see Erich getting out first. With the same hair color and similar face, he noticed right away.

"Yes."
"As the Master's brother, he is our most precious guest. I will serve him to the best of my ability."
"There are truly precious guests, so don't overexert yourself."
"I'll keep that in mind."

After patting the butler's shoulder a few times, I walked toward the main building. Entertaining guests is the butler's expertise, not mine, so interfering would only complicate things. Actually, I don't want to interfere either.

Suddenly, my gaze fell on the servants bowing with their bodies split to the left and right. Since this is just a place I sleep, I've hired people moderately. Thanks to that, there are no servants or maids of noble origin, all are commoner servants and maids. Even nobles would find it burdensome to serve royalty and imperial family members.

Indeed, no matter how I think about it, the foreign trio are truly the disaster trio. They're like a calamity for ordinary wage earners.

"You're working hard."
"It's an honor!"

See? Even now, they're all tensed up just because I said one word. These are people who are afraid of a free and uninvolved master like me.

I hope there won't be any resignations during the vacation.

The servants were bustling about. It would take quite a bit of effort to park over a dozen carriages and move all the goods loaded on them. Anyone watching might think the mansion's owner had changed and someone was moving in.

The butler took charge of guiding the club members as they began to disembark one by one. Though he would have preferred to leave these package-like fellows to the servants, the highest-ranking person among the mansion staff needed to guide them personally to avoid gossip.

From what I'd seen so far, though the three troublemakers lacked consideration for those beneath them, they didn't seem to care much about status differences. Perhaps because everyone, noble or commoner, was beneath them anyway.

"What a magnificent mansion."
"This size is quite something even for the Capital."

I could hear the club members whispering as they followed the butler. This mansion is certainly large. It's excessive for someone like the Audit Department Head who doesn't even have a title yet.

But what can I do? I'm just using what the Crown Prince suddenly tossed at me, saying he "found it lying around." I initially wanted to refuse, but since it used to be the Aesilon Marquisate's mansion, I'm using it with gratitude. It's perfect for teabagging them with "I'm putting your mansion to good use."

Thanks to this, Ainter, who was already quiet, became even quieter. Though he supposedly cut ties with his maternal family long ago for survival and hasn't interacted with them for years, it must feel strange for him.

'Sorry about that.'

The Crown Prince is the culprit in this situation, not me, so direct your resentment toward him. When something goes wrong, blaming the Crown Prince is usually right about half the time anyway.

"Now I see why my brother doesn't come to our domain."
"Haha, who would travel all that way when there's a place like this right here?"

Erich's muttering caught my ear. Did he interpret my comment about not visiting the mansion for a long time as meaning I couldn't go because I was at the Academy? I really haven't been to the mansion much at all.

A mansion used just for sleeping. Even then, I more often slept on a folding bed in the corner of my office at the Audit Department. And now he's treating my hardships as luxurious living in a splendid mansion.

I should write Erich a recommendation letter when he graduates. He needs to experience civil service himself to understand. With the head of the family in the legislative branch and me in the executive, sending Erich to the judicial branch would be perfect.

'The Kracius separation of powers.'

My chest swells with pride at the thought.

When my mansion first turned into an inn, I felt utterly lost, but now that we've arrived, I feel calm. Well, it's not like the mansion will suddenly split in half or explode somewhere just because royalty has arrived.

It's just sad that a space that should be a sanctuary has been consumed by work. If I suppress that feeling, it's more or less fine. Yes, it's not much different from staying at the Academy.

Actually, it might be better than the Academy since I have a butler and servants now. So I could say the situation is better.

"I've heard the Capital's plaza is beautiful."
"They've decorated it well."

Things were fine until Lyutis came as their representative. Earlier, they were quiet as they unpacked. I didn't expect them to want to go sightseeing on the very day of arrival. Aren't you tired after being in a carriage for so long?

"Why don't you rest today? You must be tired from the journey. We have plenty of time."
"Wouldn't it be a waste to only see the Capital during the vacation? We should explore as much as possible while we have the chance."

It's frightening how much they want to wander around. They really seem intent on filling the entire vacation with travel.

For a moment, I imagined myself calling the mayors of famous tourist cities every day, saying, "Royalty is coming today." From the mayors' perspective, I'd be like the grim reaper.

'I'll be gossiped about in social circles.'

They might spread rumors like "The Audit Department Head is now using connections instead of audits to beat people." They probably won't consider that I'm the one suffering most because of those connections. When people gossip, they just do it because they want to.

"Will you eat before going out?"
"Ah, we were planning to eat out."
"I see. I'll go with you later."
"Haha, we'll be waiting."


Annoyed but agreeing, I sent Lyutis away. I can't stop them from traveling when that's ostensibly why they came. The plaza will be crowded, and they plan to eat at a Capital restaurant, so there's much to prepare.

But I don't know much about good restaurants in the Capital. I can't just take royalty anywhere, and asking the butler would probably result in dozens of options for each type of cuisine, which is intimidating.

After some deliberation, only one person came to mind, so I contacted him through the communication orb.

- "Department Head? What's the matter so early in the morning?"
"Do you know any good restaurants near the plaza?"

The Section Chief of the 2nd Section scratched his blond hair at the sudden question. Still, as someone who actively roams the Capital, he should be able to recommend good places quickly.

- "There's a three-story building with a red roof on the southwest side of the plaza. That place is good."

As expected, he doesn't disappoint such faith.

"Any other places?"
- "There's one on the east side too... But what's this about? Are you planning tax audits on good restaurants? You might find something if you dig."
"I'm going myself."
- "Oh, you're coming to the Capital?"

The Section Chief spoke as if he genuinely didn't know, not just joking. Why is this guy, who handles information, so slow with news about his own superior?

"I'm already here. I came with the Confectionery Club."
- "Ah."

At those words, the Section Chief's expression awkwardly froze. Something seemed to bother him.

- "Wow, so that was true."
"What do you mean?"
- "I heard from the 1st Section Chief that you were coming up, and that you were coming with royalty."
"You heard correctly."
- "Well, I might have believed just that, but then he said you'd be staying together at your mansion during the vacation. I smacked him for talking nonsense."

For once, I mentally sympathized with the Section Chief. Even from the Audit Department's perspective, the situation seemed absurd. But the Crown Prince made it happen. The future Emperor is truly different.

- "If I had known it was true, I wouldn't have done that."
"Doesn't he hold grudges for a long time when people don't believe him?"
- "He punched me in the chest, so we're even now."

These guys should be grateful they're in the Audit Department. Section chiefs getting into fistfights would normally lead to arrest by the Ministry of Justice. In any other department, they would have been locked up somewhere long ago.

Anyway, I jotted down the list of places the Section Chief rattled off in my notebook. He said restaurants alone wouldn't be enough and recommended cafes and theaters too.

'That bastard.'

I felt annoyed thinking that while I was taking short naps in my office, this guy was enjoying dates all over the Capital. But since I'm the one asking for help now, I have to endure it.

Instead, I mentally rewrite the duty roster.

- "I'll inform the Deputy Head that you've arrived."
"Thanks for your hard work."

After ending the call with the Section Chief, I contacted Villar. I needed to send people ahead to secure seats at the places the Section Chief recommended. Having a large security detail would only draw unwanted attention.

'Three or four people should be enough.'

Looking at the communication orb as the signal went through, I let out a small sigh. I was prepared for this, but it's incredibly annoying. Normally, I'd be on the receiving end of protocol, not the one having to take care of others.

Thinking about protocol reminded me of the Crown Prince again, which irritated me. Why won't this guy leave my head?


'Why not just do it now instead of waiting until the afternoon?'

Normally, now that the Confectionery Club has arrived in the Capital, the Crown Prince should make a procession to welcome the royalty. But he postponed all schedules to the afternoon, claiming that protocol right after a long journey would tire the distinguished guests.

If he had conducted the protocol now, they wouldn't have suggested going to the plaza. We could have used the excuse of crowds gathering after the ceremony to skip going out today.

- "Inspector?"
"Ah, Lord Villar."

But what can I do? When told to do something, I have to do it. When have I ever been able to do what I want?

"We're about to go to the plaza—"

I'm really fortunate to have someone to suffer through this with me.

Tourist spots known to everyone are usually less impressive than places specifically recommended by locals. And the Section Chief is a Capital enthusiast.

"I didn't know such places existed in the Capital."

Even Ainter said as much.

"Thanks to our tutor, we spent our time very meaningfully. How did you know about these places?"
"I have a friend who knows how to have fun. When I asked, he listed them off easily."
"I'd like to meet this person myself."

Laterre nodded slightly, agreeing with Lyutis's laughter. Fortunately, the high-ranking individuals seemed satisfied with the itinerary.

But wanting to meet him directly? They're similar in that I want to punch them both in the throat when they open their mouths. They might actually get along well if they met.

"A friend who knows how to have fun... I'm curious too."

Margareta also chimed in with a gentle smile.

Well, I think Margareta would be culturally shocked if she met someone like the Section Chief. If possible, I'd prefer they never meet.

"You might have the opportunity to meet someday."
"Hehe, I'll look forward to it."

And so, the plaza full course selected by the Section Chief concluded with enthusiastic approval.

Upon returning to the mansion, an unexpected figure caught my eye.

'What now?'

The Crown Prince had mentioned that the Special Affairs Ministry had some leeway. Since my only connections there were those children, I expected the Charcoal Division to come this time too. But I never imagined meeting like this.

While I was taken aback, the figure pruning in the garden noticed my presence and looked my way. A bizarre combination of a straw hat and maid uniform. Wait, why are you pruning in the first place?

"Master."

The woman bowed at the waist, removing her hat.

"It's an honor to see you again."
"...Ah, yes."

The Section Chief of the 4th Section had arrived.

The Section Chief's appearance in black clothing isn't unfamiliar. Even during his time in the Audit Department, he wore a black uniform, and now in the Special Affairs Ministry, the Charcoal Division uses black uniforms as well. So I thought that regardless of what clothes the Section Chief wore, black would suit him.

'It does suit him.'

Actually, maid uniforms are black too. Though they have white accents, they still contain black. But I never imagined the Section Chief in a maid uniform, nor did I want to.

'Why does it suit him so well?'

I'm irritated that it suits him so strangely well. It's not really something to be angry about, but I feel like a child I've carefully raised has gone down a strange path. It's a bizarre feeling I can't quite put into words.

I'm unnecessarily concerned about others' reactions, but fortunately, no one else is around. It was good that I sent him into the mansion first. We can talk without pressure.

"When did you arrive?"
"Right after you left, Master."
"That..."

The word "Master" almost made me ask her to stop, but she's not someone who does strange things without reason. Though she looks a bit embarrassed now, the Section Chief is one of the few sane people I can trust.

Sensing my discomfort, the Section Chief spoke first.

"Many people want to serve you, but with the commotion of guests, I thought additional servants might burden you, so I decided to serve you alone."
"I see. Thanks for your consideration."
"You're too kind."

The Section Chief bowed again. Now that I've heard the explanation, the situation makes sense.

Even though the Charcoal Division is supposedly supporting me, having imperial special forces openly staying at a mansion where foreign dignitaries are staying would clearly be a show of force. If Villar found out, he'd collapse with a sense of betrayal.

So the other Charcoal Division members are hiding somewhere near the mansion, while their representative, the Section Chief, makes contact with me in the natural guise of a maid. Natural... is it? Is this really natural?

I quickly looked over the Section Chief. Cold expression, sharp eyes, tall for a woman. Hmm.

"Let's get along for now."
"Yes, Master."

Since I already know she's not actually a maid but the Section Chief, it doesn't feel natural to me, but she must have her reasons for coming like this. Sure, there could be tall maids. Thinking that commoners must be short would be too discriminatory.

"Have you met the butler?"
"Yes. I've met all the other servants as well."

The Section Chief is meeting the servants after a long time. If it's been a while, they should be inside having tea together.

"Then why are you standing out here instead of staying inside?"
"I wanted to help you even a little..."
"Enough. Let's go in."

I pushed the Section Chief toward the mansion. After hesitating several times, she finally followed when I went ahead.

If left alone, some people will stubbornly persist, while others will find unnecessary tasks to do. The Section Chief is the latter type, so I need to take care of her to make her rest.

***

The Special Affairs Minister's summons was sudden. It wasn't pleasant to be called right after returning from the North with the Intelligence Department.

"Go to the Audit Department Head's mansion. After joining, follow the Audit Department Head's instructions."

If it meant seeing the Department Head, I would gladly respond to a summons even if I had to travel to the edge of the continent. I was able to see the Department Head at the Academy recently, and now I can be with him in the Capital.

When the squad members who were unpacking heard the news, they immediately repacked, ready to leave at once. There's no reason to dawdle when going to meet the Department Head. It's only natural.

"But can we all enter the mansion?"

The warm atmosphere quickly cooled at the deputy commander's words. Come to think of it, the Department Head's mansion not only houses the Department Head but also important figures including the Third Prince.

In such a situation, if we all visit together, it might cause trouble for the Department Head. We can't allow that. If we cause harm rather than help to the Department Head, I'd rather bite my tongue and die.

"Commander, you need to lead the squad, so I should accompany the Department Head—"
"I'll go."
"...But if someone from the three countries recognizes you—"

"I'll go."

I quickly cut off the deputy commander's nonsense. Of course, as the commander, I should be with the Department Head. This is an intolerable act that fails to recognize hierarchy.

So I left the squad members with the deputy commander and entered the Department Head's mansion alone.

"Sister Penelia?"
"Oh, really? Is it you, sister?"

As I entered the garden, two maids watering the flower beds fixed their gaze on me.

"Yuris, Sophia."

When I greeted them by name, they put down their watering cans and ran to me. No matter how happy they are, postponing work deserves a scolding.

"Sister!"
"Wow, the master came today too!"

But seeing the two girls smiling brightly and hugging me, my heart softened. They're still young, so it's understandable. I can let it slide just this once.

"Where is the Department Head?"
"He just left."

Sophia's answer with a grin made me feel disappointed. If I had come a little earlier, I could have greeted the Department Head right away.

But it's alright. I'll be staying at the Department Head's mansion for a while. There's no need to dwell on small matters when happiness awaits that can overcome disappointment.

"Ah, we should tell the butler!"
"Everyone will be happy to know you're here!"

The chattering girls each took one of my hands and pulled me toward the mansion.

"Don't you have work to do?"
"The master said we could take it easy!"

Well, if that's the case, I have no choice.

Led by Yuris and Sophia to the butler, I seemed to meet all the servants in the mansion. Everyone welcomed me warmly, which I appreciated. We hadn't properly greeted each other except through letters for a while.

"Oh, if it isn't Lady Penelia."
"You can just call me Penelia."
"I can tell it's you by how you can't take a joke."

The butler also welcomed me, personally serving tea. He waved his hand at Yuris and Sophia to leave, but they stuck to my side with no intention of leaving.

This was inconvenient since I needed to explain to the butler why I had come to the mansion.

"I'll be staying at the mansion for a while. We can play together, so go back for now."
"Really?"
"Really."

Only then could I be alone with the butler.

"So, is everyone doing well?"
"Yes, we're all healthy and doing well."

The butler nodded with relief at my answer about the Charcoal Division's well-being. It's almost miraculous that the Special Affairs Ministry's forces, who do dangerous work, are still doing well. It's all thanks to the Department Head who trained us thoroughly.

"We were worried. We're like family, after all."
"We feel the same way."
"That's good to hear."

I smiled slightly as the butler burst into laughter. The Charcoal Division that worked under the Department Head in Audit Department Section 4, and the servants protecting the Department Head's mansion. We're all like family.

We're comrades who experienced rock bottom, losing everything in a terrible war. We're beings who received new life thanks to one person. That's why we're a family serving one master in our own ways.

"The master has also come to the mansion, which doesn't seem like a coincidence."
"I came under orders."
"I see. Make yourself comfortable."

"...Aren't you going to ask more?"

The butler's casual response was rather surprising to me. But he just smiled at my reaction.

"What could be more important than family returning home?"

I was speechless at those words. As expected of the person the Department Head entrusted with the mansion.

Still, I explained that only I had entered the mansion to prevent conflict with the three countries, while the others were on standby nearby. He nodded a few times, then left after telling me to wait a moment.

"Um, what is this?"

And he returned with a maid uniform.

"It's not strange to have a maid in the mansion. This is the best way to avoid suspicion, don't you think?"

I nodded at his persuasive words, but I couldn't reach out for it. I had sworn to dedicate my life to the Department Head and had only wielded a sword since then. And now I'm supposed to wear such a fluttery outfit?

Besides, wouldn't the Department Head be disappointed if he saw me like this? Wouldn't he think I'm doing something unsuitable?

"Now Penelia can also call the master 'Master.'"

At those words, I reached out as if entranced.

I changed into the clothes the butler gave me and paced around the garden until the Department Head—no, the Master—arrived. Pruning some bothersome parts was an unplanned task, but I did it anyway.

After spending time like that, the Master came to the garden.

"When did you arrive?"
"Right after you left, Master."

He seemed surprised but not uncomfortable, which was a relief. I had been worried that he might want a different unit instead of us.

But my heart ached as he looked me up and down. So it does look strange to the Master too. Still, I was grateful for his consideration in not mentioning it directly.

"Why are you standing out here instead of staying inside?"
"I wanted to help you even a little..."
"Enough. Let's go in."

I silently followed the Master as he turned toward the mansion. When I return to my room, I'll change immediately. People should do what suits them; stepping outside one's bounds only invites contempt.

"You look uncomfortable in clothes different from what you usually wear."

I closed my eyes tightly at his words that finally came out. I was about to change right away, but the Master, after holding back, finally pointed it out.

"But it suits you so well that I can't tell you to change."
"Pardon?"

I committed the rudeness of questioning the Master at his unexpected words. I realized my mistake too late, but the Master turned around as if it was fine.

"I said it suits you well."

With the Master's words, my anxious heart was miraculously calmed.

***

I could feel the Section Chief fidgeting behind me. I wonder how she ended up wearing clothes that even she finds awkward.

She seemed intimidated, so I'm glad she felt better after I complimented her that it suits her well.

Let me put myself in her shoes. If I had to wear a butler uniform and loiter around an acquaintance's house—especially my boss's—for work, I'd go crazy.

"Hey, look at this bastard!"

For a moment, I heard the Minister's mocking voice automatically playing in my head. That would be truly terrible.

'Impressive.'

The Section Chief really faced me with tremendous courage...

There was a minor incident where the Section Chief of the 4th Section showed off his peculiar courage, but anyway, his joining put my mind at ease. Except for the butler, the household staff aren't exactly combat-ready.

With the Section Chief inside the mansion and the Charcoal Division holding the perimeter outside, we could even turn the tables on anyone attempting a deliberate terrorist attack. If only we'd had this level of personnel support at the Academy, I could have been happy.

"That was an interesting opinion."
"Thank you for listening."
"Well, you're the Audit Department Head who directly manages the field."

So when I casually brought up the topic to the Minister of the Imperial Household while discussing protocol, he just smiled it off saying it was an "interesting comment." Of course, everyone in this field knows that "interesting" means "stop talking nonsense and just do your job."

So it's not possible after all. Come to think of it, the Charcoal Division only came to the Academy last time because of The Third Glory incident. It would be too wasteful to station forces of the Charcoal Division's caliber at the Academy during normal times.

The support I'm receiving now is only possible because my mansion being taken over is a special case. I shouldn't get used to this convenience and consider it the norm. I need to let go of these unrealistic expectations quickly.

"How are the distinguished guests?"
"I briefly surveyed the plaza with them. They seemed pleased."
"Haha, the mayor would be delighted to hear that."

I found myself nodding at the Minister of the Imperial Household's words. Though the mayor usually keeps to himself due to his age, he strangely becomes passionate about plaza maintenance, insisting that the plaza is essentially the face of the city.

I suppose it's somewhat understandable if you think of it like how elderly people tend gardens or vegetable patches as a hobby. Just on a much larger scale.

In any case, given the mayor's character, he would be extremely satisfied to hear that the royals found his plaza pleasing. I wonder if he might achieve enlightenment from extreme happiness upon hearing such news.

"It's fortunate they've already seen it. Wouldn't it be better to hold the ceremony in a somewhat familiar place?"
"Your words are most wise."

I casually agreed to holding the ceremony at the plaza. Honestly, I don't care where it's held. After already being tormented by those guys, what difference does it make whether it's at the plaza or the imperial palace? If they were going to do this, they should have done it at lunch earlier.

"The Crown Prince's business will soon conclude, so the Audit Department Head should prepare as well."
"Yes, understood."

Despite feeling reluctant to go out, I forced myself to get up. Leaving the Crown Prince unattended would be asking for trouble later.

There was a small, pitiful commotion as Ainter's pupils dilated dramatically, but eventually everyone headed to the plaza. If I had to choose between meeting the Crown Prince who might haunt my nightmares and standing him up, the former is preferable.

"Ainter, are you okay? Wouldn't it be better for you to rest?"
"I'm fine, Lady Luise. I think I'm just experiencing delayed motion sickness."

I couldn't help feeling sorry for him as he forced a smile. This time, Ainter, like me, was merely a victim of our unreasonable club members.

"It'll be over soon, don't worry. The Crown Prince is busy with other matters."

Ainter's expression relaxed a bit at my words. I had essentially confirmed that the Crown Prince wouldn't be interacting with Ainter during this ceremony. Meeting him might still be frightening, but at least this visit wasn't specifically to reprimand him.

"Since this isn't an official visit, it should end quickly. You should get plenty of rest when we return."

Laterre patted Ainter's shoulder in consolation. It seems they've built enough friendship over the semester to show this level of concern. On the surface, it looks heartwarming.

'Whose fault is this in the first place?'


If these three unreasonable people hadn't insisted on going to the Capital, none of this would have happened. Ainter seemed to share my thoughts, looking at Laterre with a complex expression mixing gratitude and silent curses. Talk about giving someone medicine after making them sick.

"Thank you for your consideration."

Still, Ainter's ability to smile and express gratitude was admirable. That kind of composure is necessary to survive the Crown Prince's unpredictable behavior.

It seems all the mental fortitude that should have gone to the Second Prince went to Ainter instead. Those with weak mental strength don't deserve to survive. I think I've discovered one of the reasons why that bastard Second Prince met his miserable end.

Having gained this insight, I turned my attention elsewhere and noticed Irina fidgeting nervously.

"Irina."
"Eek!"

She jumped when I touched her shoulder, making me feel awkward. I didn't expect her to be that startled.

"Oh, brother."
"Don't be so nervous. The Crown Prince himself approved this."

I could easily guess why Irina had been darting her eyes around like a meerkat. She must be wondering if it's appropriate for a mere count's daughter to be present at an event attended by the Crown Prince and other royals.

Originally, I had planned to bring just those three troublemakers, but the Crown Prince wanted everyone to attend, so I had no choice but to bring the whole group. That guy has a talent for making things unnecessarily complicated.

"B-but for me to dare attend a gathering of royalty..."

Despite my assurance that the Crown Prince had given permission, Irina couldn't control her trembling.

This is actually the normal reaction. Luise has built up a tolerance through her club experiences, Erich fears nothing when he's with Luise, and Margareta is from a ducal family just below royalty. In various ways, only Irina is in an unfortunate position.

"We all came together for travel purposes, not royal status. It would be strange to meet some and not others."
"I suppose so...?"

Irina nodded as if hypnotized, but I'm sorry to say I was lying to her. Even for a travel purpose, there's no need to invite the entire party just to meet royalty. This is simply the Crown Prince's passive skill of paranoia activating.

A noble from his country who has enough familiarity with foreign royalty to travel together. A noble who has contacted his half-brother who kissed goodbye to his succession rights. From the Crown Prince's perspective, this is a chance to check things out personally.

Of course, I gave her the sugar-coated version, fearing I might make her cry again. At least it's true that the Crown Prince said it was okay for her to come. So I didn't exactly lie.

'I'm sorry.'

I silently apologized where she couldn't hear. Still, nothing should happen beyond a face check.

The ceremony itself proceeded without incident. With ministers having thoroughly discussed everything, it would be stranger if something went wrong. Besides, my role was simply to sit, applaud, and salute at appropriate times, so nothing could possibly go wrong.

'That gentleman is here too.'

While looking around, I noticed a middle-aged man commanding the guard. The commander of the 1st Imperial Guard Corps responsible for the Capital's defense. Seems he's still working hard since his appointment three years ago.

Ah, our eyes met.
We exchanged slight nods before quickly looking away. It wasn't exactly a pleasant occasion for a meeting.

"Do you know him?"

"It would be harder to find someone I don't know in the Capital than someone I do."

I answered Erich's quiet question with a bitter smile. It's impossible not to know prominent officials in the Capital. They're all potential audit targets, so I need to keep their basic information in mind, and from their perspective, I'm an unexpected visitor who might show up anytime.

"That's impressive."

I glanced at Erich as he spoke with admiration. Seeing how he finds his brother's civil service impressive, could he be interested in becoming a civil servant himself?

'I should definitely write him a recommendation.'

If he has nothing to do after graduation, I should write him a recommendation letter for the Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Justice, or Ministry of War. Erich would surely be happy about it. Civil service is what makes a Kracius man.

"How joyous would it be if today's small gathering leads to great friendship between our nations."

While I was pleasantly contemplating my brother's future, an irritating voice caught my attention. Looking toward the source, I saw the Crown Prince delivering a welcoming speech on the platform. Since the Crown Prince prefers brevity, if we've reached the welcoming speech, the event must be nearly over.

As I listened to the speech with indifference, the ordinary content suddenly took a drift.

"Sometimes, unexpected visitors are more welcome than anticipated ones."

Huh?

"Sometimes, light footsteps are more welcome than heavy ones."

What?

"The Empire is an empire because everything converges here, and because all people can come here. That is why we can open our hearts to welcome any visit."

You bastard, Crown Prince.

'You've gone mad too.'

I bit my lip slightly to contain the deep emotion welling up inside me. Otherwise, I might have given a standing ovation and delivered a speech supporting the Crown Prince.

Yes, this is it. This is how a proper welcoming speech should be.

'Status really is powerful.'

As a mere successor, I couldn't possibly say such things, but someone in the Crown Prince's position can certainly throw shade at princes or future saints. If even the crown prince is outranked by our Crown Prince, a mere prince is nothing.

Unexpected visitors are welcome? Light footsteps are appreciated? Welcoming any visit? On the surface, these are ordinary phrases welcoming guests. If he were openly criticizing, that would be picking a diplomatic fight.

But speaking with different surface and underlying meanings is basic etiquette for high-ranking individuals. The Crown Prince's words are essentially attacking those princes who suddenly made private visits to the Capital without any prior arrangement. The implication that the Empire has the magnanimity and leisure to welcome even such visitors is just the cherry on top.

'Thank you...'

The Crown Prince has expressed the frustration I could never voice aloud. How joyful this unexpected situation is.

Lost in emotion, I stared blankly at the Crown Prince until our eyes met after he finished his speech. He gave a small nod before coolly stepping down from the platform.

I'm not just a supporter of the Crown Prince. We're of one mind and body. From now on, any challenge to the Crown Prince is essentially a challenge to me.


"The Crown Prince, the future sun of the Empire and His Highness of incomparable nobility, personally reprimanded those foolish royals. While I was touched that he said what I couldn't say myself, nothing dramatically changed.

It's rather amusing that they're leaving the very next day after being personally welcomed by the Crown Prince with a reception speech. If those three-nation bastards were the type whose mental triangles functioned normally enough to be offended by the Crown Prince's rebuke, they wouldn't have come to the Capital in the first place.

Those people are a new species capable of temporarily detaching their intelligence, tact, and conscience when it comes to matters involving Luise. The Crown Prince's rebuke? They can let it go in one ear and out the other. After all, the Empire showed magnanimity by receiving these royals, so the Crown Prince couldn't suddenly expel them.

'Such dogs, the lot of them.'

No matter how troublesome, ruling classes like imperial and royal families tend to extend courtesies to each other, knowingly or unknowingly.

If royalty from one country mistreats foreign royalty, and their own nobles start thinking, 'Royalty isn't so special after all,' it raises a red flag for governance. They might look down on foreign royalty now, but there's no guarantee that attitude won't spread to their own royalty.

That's why those three-nation bastards are enjoying their exciting vacation in the Empire. Truly like dogs, their status is their ultimate weapon.

"Master, please don't move."
"Ah, right."

As I sighed slightly, a youthful voice came from behind. I straightened my slightly bowed head, feeling hands arranging my hair.

But she's been touching it for too long when it would be fine to leave it. It'll get messy again soon enough when I start arguing with the section chiefs.

"You can do it moderately."
"No, I can't. I'll get scolded if your hair looks strange, Master."
'It's fine with me.'

But from this child's perspective, the butler or senior servants she lives with are probably more intimidating than the master who rarely visits.

And it would be unkind to send away someone who, despite grumbling, is putting in such effort. Can't be helped—there's still time before I need to leave for work.

"Master, you don't usually take care of your hair, do you?"
"Does hair need maintenance too?"
"I shouldn't have asked."

My answer must have fallen within this child's generous range of humor, as she let out a small laugh. Young ones tend to laugh at the smallest things.

Staring blankly at the mirror in front of me, I noticed the maid's brown hair. A young maid with brown hair would be either Yuris or Sophia, and they usually went around together. Was this Sophia?

"Sophia."
"Ah, the butler assigned Sophia to another task."

So you're Yuris. Sorry, you two look so similar I got confused.

Fortunately, she thought I was looking for the absent Sophia rather than mistaking her identity, so we could move past it easily. I nearly became the villainous employer who declares, "From today, your name is Sophia."

"By the way, Master, what's that?"
"That?"

Feeling a bit embarrassed, I kept quiet, but Yuris spoke first. Following her gaze, I shifted my eyes slightly to see a potted plant. Ah, that.

"A hawthorn tree. I received it as a gift."

I brought it home because I feared the vengeful spirit of a dried-up hawthorn tree would haunt me if I left it in the club room during vacation. And seeing Irina staring at the pot every time she visited the club room, I couldn't just abandon it.

Upon hearing it was a gift, Yuris looked at the hawthorn tree for a moment and smiled broadly.

"It's pretty. Who gave it to you?"
"The blonde girl who came with me."
"Ah, her."


Yuris murmured as if she understood, having finished styling my hair and stepped back. She kept nodding with a satisfied expression, apparently proud of what she considered her masterpiece.

"You can get up now!"
"Thanks, I appreciate it."

I patted Yuris's shoulder a few times to show my appreciation, and she stared at me blankly. When I carefully moved my hand to her head, she finally relaxed her expression and laughed.

Other servants tend to stiffen in my presence, but she and Sophia are refreshingly cheerful, perhaps because of their youth. When I first met them, they were full of fear, but they've grown well. Keep growing up just like this.

Only after patting her head for quite some time was I finally able to withdraw my hand. How could I ignore those round, expectant eyes when I tried to stop?

"Ah, Master."
"I really need to go now."
"It's not that. I have something to tell you."

At this unexpected remark, I turned my attention back to Yuris, with the door right in front of me. She wouldn't have anything personal to tell me. And the butler doesn't usually use maids as messengers when he has something to communicate.

Unable to guess her purpose, I grew more anxious. Has some troublesome issue arisen that I'm unaware of?

"Do you know the flower language of the hawthorn tree?"

Ah, it's nothing serious.

"It means tolerance and forgiveness. I thought you should know since you received it as a gift."
"Thank you for telling me."
"It's nothing."

I smiled slightly at Yuris as she bowed politely to see me off. Tolerance and forgiveness.

'It was a significant gift.'

Tolerance and forgiveness for someone who nearly unjustly destroyed her family—truly a meaningful gift. There was a reason Irina kept hinting at it being a gift.

If Yuris hadn't told me, I would never have known. This calls for a gift for Yuris too. She likes desserts, so if I tell the butler, he'll prepare something nice for her. And Sophia, who's always with her, would be happy to receive something too.

But I really couldn't have guessed the flower language. How could I know the meaning when I didn't even know the flower's name? Irina overestimated my knowledge.

***

I straightened up when I heard the master open the door and leave. So this is what they mean when they say great expectations lead to great disappointment.

'I thought it was big sister.'

At first, I thought the person who gifted the hawthorn tree was Miss Penelia. It would be unlikely given Miss Penelia's usual behavior, but in the current situation where she's walking around in a maid uniform calling the master "Master," one can't help but have some hope.

But it was just my own misunderstanding. Of course, that's how it would be. There's no way that Miss Penelia would make such a bold move.

'Fool.'

The feelings big sister has harbored alone for two years. In reality, everyone except the master has noticed, but she keeps it like a secret. She's such a gallant and wonderful sister, so why this?

In contrast, the noble lady who met the master less than half a year ago showed a proactive approach. My goodness, expressing feelings through flower language! At least compared to someone who's been in silent meditation for two years, it's an impressively bold move.

'Unique love.'

My face heated up for no reason. It's a phrase that's embarrassing and awkward to express in any way, though less so than saying it directly.

That's why I considered telling the master exactly what it meant. Such brave love deserves encouragement. The master would naturally miss such a delicate and shy confession, and indeed he did.

But in the end, I gave a different flower meaning because I was concerned about Miss Penelia until the very end.


'I'm sorry.'

I apologized to the noble lady with beautiful blonde hair and blue eyes, though she couldn't hear me. I just want our sister to end up with the master.

With Lady Valenti already deeply in love with the master, it's impossible for big sister to become the first wife. Even if she met the master first, the difference in status is too extreme.

At most, if the master were to be with big sister before the lady, given his personality, he would make her his first wife, but that's not the case. And in such a situation, the appearance of another noble? How far would big sister be pushed back?

'I'm really sorry.'

So it's not time yet. If the master figures it out on his own, that's unavoidable, but I can't increase the competition with my own words. Once big sister achieves her goal, she won't care whether competitors appear afterward.

My growing guilt made me uncomfortable. No, no. This isn't my fault. Who gives such an ambiguous flower? If it had been a flower with only love as its meaning, I couldn't have given a different interpretation.

It's because they gave a flower with multiple meanings that this happened. And the master didn't even know what the flower language was before I told him. Yes, it's not my fault. If anything, it's the master's fault.

As I wandered down the corridor, trying to shake off my guilt, Sophia, who had been helping the chef in the kitchen, came with a handful of snacks.

"The master said we should eat these!"

On second thought, it doesn't seem to be the master's fault.

***

The Crown Prince had said I didn't need to go to the Audit Department every day, but I should show my face occasionally. Yesterday I couldn't go because I was busy with the plaza tour and protocol, but today I need to approve the backlog of work and go home. I shouldn't put it off and end up in a rush.

"Congratulations on your vacation!"
'Fuck.'

Should I just go back?

As soon as I opened the office door, I saw the Section Chief of the 1st Section holding a cake. Why congratulate me on vacation? We don't even have vacations.

"Congratulations on your first! Ever! Vacation!"

I couldn't help but laugh at the Section Chief of the 2nd Section's voice, strangely emphasizing certain words. The combined attack from the two section chiefs immediately shook my determination not to postpone work.

Glancing down at the cake, I saw six candles, with only one lit. What is this? Is the celebration so half-hearted that even the candles lack proper form?

Noticing my gaze, the Section Chief of the 2nd Section snickered and spoke.

"This is your first vacation, isn't it? We plan to light one more candle for each vacation you get."

Is this bastard teabagging me like this?

"When all six candles are lit, you'll graduate, Department Head!"
"Hey, the Department Head never even got admitted."
"Oops!"

While I was clenching and unclenching my fist to calm myself, I noticed the Section Chief of the 3rd Section huddled in a corner, avoiding eye contact. Even one of the three lunatics seemed to think this was going too far.

The Deputy Head and the Section Chief of the 5th Section weren't even in the office. The tactic of fleeing when unable to stop something is always effective.

"Section Chief of the 3rd Section, you may leave."
"Th-thank you..."

As the Section Chief of the 3rd Section left with a bow, I grabbed the cake the Section Chief of the 1st Section was holding.

That day, I discovered that the cake's cream resembled the Section Chief of the 1st Section's white hair, and the bread resembled the Section Chief of the 2nd Section's blonde hair.

I first kicked out the Section Chief 2 who collapsed after being hit with the cake and Section Chief 1 who was whining that I was being too harsh after all his preparations. His expression was tearful but his voice was full of laughter—a natural talent for provocation. I really hope someone just like him ends up working under him someday.

In the end, my first task after returning to work was cleaning up cake scattered across the floor. I should have made them clean up before kicking them out—I sent them away too early.

'Is there a curse on this place?'

The Audit Department is definitely cursed. Team leaders are usually respectful to section chiefs, but strangely, once someone becomes a section chief, they develop an uncanny rebellious streak toward the department head. I recall even the Minister raised his voice to the department head back when he was a section chief.

Sometimes I miss the section chiefs who used to be stiff with tension. Just two years ago, they were sharp, strict, and serious—what happened to them?

"Since our work in the Audit Department is tough, let's be comfortable with each other!"

I recalled what Hecate said when the team leaders were awkward with each other in the North. Hecate, I think you were wrong this time. We might be comfortable with each other, but those bastards shouldn't have been given that freedom.

*Knock knock*

"Department Head. It's the Deputy Head."
"Ah, come in."

The one person who could get away with being a bit informal is still respectfully formal. I suppose that's balance in its own way.

The Deputy Head entered carrying a stack of documents, then froze when he saw me crouched on the floor. He quietly set down the papers. I'm sorry for showing such an unseemly sight.

"I'll help you."
"Thanks."

They brought an unnecessarily large cake, so I still haven't finished cleaning it up. They say that in a group of five, only one is trash, but how many of us are trash here?

"I'll reassign the duty officer."
"Okay."

The Deputy Head quietly spoke while gathering cake crumbs. After causing this mess, he's practically begging to take today's duty. He'd actually be disappointed if I let him go home on time.

With a promise to honor his dedication, a 21-year-old and a 32-year-old crouched down to clean up the mess made by immature 25 and 27-year-old "adults."

The Deputy Head brought a substantial amount of paperwork. After going without a department head for three or four months, there must be a backlog. Even with an acting department head, some matters require the final approval of the actual department head.

"The North is still in chaos."
"There's still a lot of noise from areas with severe damage."

Northern-related approvals were overwhelmingly numerous. Since the North suffered the most damage during the Great Punitive War, the aftermath is still ongoing.

At least the war itself took place in the Northern territories beyond the border, except for occasional counterattacks in the border regions. Thanks to that, the territory itself wasn't damaged, but resources and manpower were heavily requisitioned from the North, so complaints are inevitable.

The problem is that there's no clear leadership to oversee post-war recovery in the North. The Victorious Duke, who's in charge of northern nobles, stays in the Capital rather than his domain, and the only Margrave in the North is too busy monitoring nomads to have the capacity to look after internal affairs.

"Send some of these to the Ministry of Justice. They've been complaining that we're taking their work."
"Understood."

Recovery funds are pouring in, but there's no senior figure to monitor and distribute those funds. Naturally, this leads to embezzlement parties, and the Audit Department shows up as a surprise guest at such parties.

It's become such a common practice that gaining experience in the North is considered the standard route for Audit Department newcomers. We've cracked down so much that even the Ministry of Justice has made pitiful protests like "leave some achievements for us too."

But the scale is no joke, not just the quantity. It takes two or three cases from other regions combined to match the size of one scheme from the North. These persistent bastards—don't they get intimidated when their accomplices get dragged to the Capital? They have strange determination.

"The Minister must be pleased."

I couldn't help but smile, imagining someone shouting and pounding their desk.

Allocating recovery funds is the Ministry of Finance's job. After scraping together every available coin and sending it to the North, only to discover embezzlement parties breaking out there, the Minister would naturally be the first to grab the back of his neck in frustration.


But it doesn't matter to me. The Minister makes the budget, not me. The Minister's pain is my happiness.

As I went through the documents one by one, something strange caught my eye.

[Request for Audit Department Dispatch from Margrave Sorden]

'What's this?'

A request from the only Margrave in the North. Not only is it a request that can't be taken lightly, but why would someone who should be preoccupied with monitoring nomads need the Audit Department?

After staring at the document for a moment, I turned my gaze to the Deputy Head, who was slightly furrowing his brow. It seems this is puzzling or troublesome for him as well.

"This request was received early this morning. He says they're having difficulty tracking supplies distributed to the Northern territories."
"This is maddening."

Of all things, it had to be the last thing I wanted to hear.

Despite fighting each other with blows to the solar plexus and groin until two years ago, there have always been a fair number of pro-Empire nomads in the North. And that pro-Empire relationship is maintained by depositing appropriate "friendship fees."

So whether through official trade, private trade, or smuggling, the Empire's food and manufactured goods flow into the Northern territories through various routes. Occasionally, some of the goods distributed to the North become untraceable and disappear without a trace.

Historically, this has been a sign of trouble. Hiding goods from the Empire's eyes means they're planning something that would be problematic if the Empire found out. Damn it, how long has it been since the Khagan died, and already this is happening?

"What about the Special Affairs Ministry?"
"They've already been deployed to the North. The Charcoal Division was also in the North but returned recently."

Right, if Margrave Sorden is requesting the Audit Department's dispatch, the Emperor must have already heard about it. For an Emperor who experienced the Khagan shock, any suspicious signs from the North would be enough to make his eyes roll back.

This is insane. We've been searching the North for two years because we couldn't kill the Khagan's bloodline. Now another issue connecting the North to the Emperor's trigger button has emerged.

"I hope it's just a false alarm."
"I agree."

I'd prefer if Margrave Sorden simply miscounted the supplies. Then the Emperor would scold the Margrave for not doing his job properly while secretly feeling relieved.

Even if one pro-Empire tribe is stockpiling supplies to beat up another pro-Empire tribe, that would be fine. As long as no large-scale alliance like the Khagan emerges, we're okay.

'Damn it.'

A different kind of throbbing pain hit me, unlike when I saw Section Chief 1's cake. These nomad bastards are never quiet for even a moment. If the damage from the Khagan hadn't been so severe, we would have pushed them all away.

I pressed my fingers between my eyebrows and let out a small sigh. It's good that I came to work today. Even if I had planned to take the day off, a request like this would have had me running here in my pajamas.

"Send the 2nd Section for the dispatch."
"Understood."

We have to accept Margrave Sorden's request. Since the focus will be on tracking supply flows rather than combat, the 2nd Section is the right choice.

Wow, that Section Chief 2 bastard. He's avoiding duty officer work like this.

'Though it's a dispatch instead.'

It's like someone gave a monkey's paw to Section Chief 2 who was desperately trying to avoid being the duty officer. Well, at least he avoided duty officer work.

By the time I finished processing all the documents the Deputy Head brought, the sun was already starting to set. On my first day back at work, I easily exceeded regular working hours.

Seriously, isn't the Imperial Assembly going to propose some kind of civil servant labor law? Though considering the Assembly members are all aristocrats, that's probably wishful thinking.

*Knock knock*


Just as I was about to get up and leave, a knock made me frown automatically. Damn it, what now?

"Department Heaaaaaad~"

Before I could even say "come in," Section Chief 1 peeked his head through the door. I became even more displeased that it was him interrupting my departure. Of all people, you had to be the one bookending my workday?

"I need to go."
"Are you still angry?"
"If you know that, get out."
"Hiing..."

Listen to him making that "hiing" sound.

"If you don't have business, leave quickly. I want to go home too."
"You're already late, why the rush?"

I almost raised my hand again at Section Chief 1's pouty expression. Calm down—getting worked up here will only delay my departure further.

"Here, a present for you!"

While I was battling my inner impulses, Section Chief 1 brought his hands forward from behind his back. In his hands was another enormous cake. This bastard, again?

My expression must have automatically contorted because Section Chief 1 hastily continued.

"A present! This time it's a real present!"
"So the earlier one was a fake present?"
"Ah."

If this one is real, then the earlier one was truly an intentional prank. Hastily speaking and confessing to one's crime is a common occurrence.

Anyway, seeing him awkwardly rolling his eyes around, I sighed softly and reached out my hand. Section Chief 1 covered his lips with his empty hand in a defensive gesture. That instinctive defense momentarily bewildered me.

I was just trying to take the cake. Did I grab him so often that he reacts like that just from me reaching out?

...Well, I did do it often.

"Give it to me. I'll enjoy it."
"Here you go."

My heart grew solemn seeing Section Chief 1 still covering his lips, afraid I might pretend to take the cake but twist my hand toward his lips instead. Honestly, he brought this on himself, but it's a bit sad to see.

"Thank you."

I patted his shoulder lightly as I thanked him, and only then did he remove his hand and laugh awkwardly. If I suddenly attacked his lips now, I could probably see him really cry.

But I refrained. It wouldn't be right to do that to someone sincerely giving a gift.

"Department Head, are you not angry anymore?"
"I stopped being angry a while ago."

I was just irritated earlier because my departure was being delayed. If I stayed angry from morning until evening over something like that, I wouldn't be human—I'd be a carrier of the rage virus.

"Then please cancel my duty officer assignment..."
"I'm leaving."
"Aaaang! Department Heaaad!"

I ignored Section Chief 1 calling desperately from behind.

I wondered what kind of gift it was, but he's definitely not a person with pure intentions.

When something is always with us, we often fail to recognize its value. Only after losing it do we realize how precious it truly was. It's such a painful and regrettable reality.

Health is a prime example. Though one's twenties are certainly considered a vigorous age, perhaps from overexerting myself in my teens, I could personally feel my health deteriorating. The Great Punitive War followed by internal purges was truly too harsh.

But thanks to the grace of a certain great magician, unprecedented in continental history, I'm quickly regaining my lost health.

"Thank you, Magic-Ending Duke."

These days, my day begins with a reverent expression of gratitude to the Magic-Ending Duke. Though he can't hear me, how could I, as someone who has received such kindness, not express at least minimal thanks? I may have black hair, but I'm not a beast.

It's truly a joy that drinking just one small, precious potion—received free of charge—allows me to start the day more energetically than ever. Thank you so much, Magic-Ending Duke!

'This is truly remarkable.'

At first, I thought it was just a placebo effect. You drink it thinking it's good, so you believe it's good. But the more I drank, the more I could genuinely feel its effects. I was moved to tears when I remained energetic even at times I would normally be exhausted.

I barely resisted the urge to drink two or three bottles a day. While in some thief city they might say excessive potion use is actually good for stamina, in this world, abusing potions leads to prolonged suffering. Doping might have immediate effects, but it's ultimately harmful to the body.

"Master, may I come in?"

While I was handling the empty bottle, Yuris's voice came from outside the door. Oh dear, I've kept her waiting too long.

"Yes, come in."

I quickly brushed up my hair, which would soon be touched here and there by Yuris's hands. Today is another exciting day at work, following yesterday.

The backlog of work isn't something that can be handled with just one day at the office. I was so surprised when the deputy head told me he would bring the next batch of documents tomorrow, after I thought I had finished everything by processing all the documents he brought yesterday.

Actually, finishing work in a single day does feel like wage theft. If months of backlogged work could be processed in a day, I'd be unnecessary in the first place. It would be more economical to just put a doll in my place.

'Are you kidding me?'

I didn't literally mean to put a doll there.

After being sent off by Yuris and arriving at work, I found a doll sitting in my place. Worse yet, it had a portrait boldly attached to its face area. What are they doing with someone else's face?

When I shifted my gaze to the side of the doll, the Section Chief of the 1st Section was standing with arms crossed, looking triumphant. The way he held his head up was particularly irritating.

"Explain this."
"I've installed a new superior who cares for his subordinates."

Suppressing both a sigh and a shout, I pointed at the doll, and the Section Chief answered proudly with an even more infuriating expression. It was clearly a question meant to resolve confusion, but somehow it only created more.

Is he crazy? Did he lose his mind after just one night duty? I'm really tempted to smack him on the head.

While I was fighting my inner violence, the Section Chief hugged the doll and glared at me. This bastard, at least remove the portrait first.

"We don't need a mean boss who torments his subordinates! Our Kal will always love his big sister!"
"This is insane."

I cannot tolerate the casual use of a superior's name. These people are already out of control, and if they start using first names and informal speech, I have no confidence in controlling them.

Names and informal speech are non-negotiable red lines. Even in the military before my possession, once you started speaking informally to a senior, they became a peer rather than a superior.

As I strode toward the doll, the Section Chief trembled but refused to let go of it. What on earth happened during the night to cause this? Was night duty that upsetting?

"Stay away! I'll protect the Department Head!"
"The opposing Department Head must die."
"No, don't!"

I forcibly tore the doll from the struggling Section Chief's arms. Ignoring his protests that it wasn't mine and that the Section Chief of the 2nd Section made it so I shouldn't break it, I started by ripping off its head.


Thus, the rebellion of Kal (a sewn doll, manufactured 6 months ago), the opposing Department Head of the Audit Department, was swiftly suppressed.

"Our Kal, I'm sorry I couldn't protect you..."
"Stop the nonsense and take this."

I tossed an envelope to the Section Chief, who was trembling while collecting the doll pieces. If I had known he would pull such a prank this morning, I wouldn't have brought it.

The Section Chief dropped the doll pieces, took the envelope, and smiled broadly after checking its contents.

"This is a thank-you for the cake. The chef made it."
"Hehe, I'll enjoy it."

The Section Chief took out a piece of bread from the envelope and happily bit into it. He's always so dramatic with his emotional changes over trivial matters.

Leaving the bread-munching Section Chief behind, I kicked the torn doll pieces together into one place. Yesterday a cake, today a doll. What's next, flowers? If I get flowers too, it would make a perfect gift set of three items—though all in torn condition.

"Department Head, you're raising dust. Clean up the trash later."

Just a moment ago he was apologizing for not being able to protect it, and now this complete change of attitude. I've rarely seen someone as crazy as him.

"...Fine."

Remembering the saying that even dogs shouldn't be disturbed while eating, I couldn't bring myself to raise my fist. Our dog-like Section Chief of the 1st Section, eat well and grow up healthy.

'Damn it.'

Without the Magic-Ending Duke's potion, I would have been clutching the back of my neck in pain by now.

Despite the small commotion, time flows on relentlessly. If I let time pass idly, my work will only pile up more.

After chasing away the Section Chief whose night duty had ended, the Deputy Head entered immediately. He must have been waiting outside, hearing the commotion in the office. I'm sorry for showing such a strange scene.

After an awkward exchange of glances with the Deputy Head, I carefully opened my mouth.

"How much is left?"
"Just two more days and you'll be done."
"That's a relief."

Hearing this somewhat satisfactory answer, I started signing documents. Yesterday, today, tomorrow, the day after. Yes, just four days of hard work. After four days of grinding, I won't need to show my face at the Audit Department for a while.

Plus, there seem to be no major incidents since no one is pushing documents that need immediate attention. Even the border count's dispatch request, which could be considered a major case, was handled yesterday, so there's nothing to worry about.

—Just as I thought that, the communication orb on my desk began to emit a brilliant light.

"......"
"Department Head."
"Yes, I should answer it."

I was briefly tempted to pretend I didn't see it, but the Deputy Head's voice brought me back to my senses, and I picked up the communication orb. If the Deputy Head hadn't been there, I might have really ignored it.

"This is the Audit Department Head."
- This is the Special Affairs Minister.

Upon answering, I was greeted by the face of the Special Affairs Minister, covered in stitched scars resembling centipedes. No matter how many times I see that face, I can't get used to it. Why keep those scars when they could be healed? Some people want to erase scars but can't, and it's driving them crazy.

Still, unless the Emperor himself orders them removed, that face won't change, so I let it go. No point in worrying about it; it would only tire me out.

"Yes, Your Excellency. What can I do for you?"
- Come to my office. I have urgent matters to discuss with the Audit Department Head.
"Understood."
- The Foreign Affairs Minister is also here, so please hurry.
"Ah, yes."


The Special Affairs Minister ended the communication after his one-sided summons. A meeting with both the Special Affairs Minister and the Foreign Affairs Minister?

'I don't want to go.'

The most troublesome combination has come together. When the Foreign Affairs Ministry, which operates in the light, and the Special Affairs Ministry, which operates in the shadows, join forces, what kind of situation could have arisen?

After staring blankly at the ceiling for a moment, I got up with a body that felt heavier than before. I don't want to go, but I dislike even more the consequences of ignoring a summons from two ministers.

"I'll be back."
"Return safely."

The farewell sounded like a prayer for my safe return, making my heart ache a little.

Indeed, when these two departments meet, it means trouble.

"We've received information sent from the Papal States."

Seeing the Foreign Affairs Minister speaking with a rare serious expression, it's definitely true. Glancing at the Special Affairs Minister, I saw him with arms crossed and a rigid expression as well.

'Even this man is like this?'

He's someone whose basic impression is already fierce, and his expression doesn't change unless he's extremely upset?

"What's happening that has you both so concerned?"
"The Twilight Order."

The Special Affairs Minister, who had been silent until my question, answered in a low voice. At that answer, the Foreign Affairs Minister clicked his tongue, and I instinctively let out a sigh.

It's not just a troublesome matter. It's a filthy, terrible major incident beyond mere inconvenience.

"The Twilight Order is coming to the Capital."
"Are they insane?"
"Fanatics aren't called fanatics for nothing."

When he puts it that way, I have nothing to say.

"The Papal States were pursuing the Twilight Order when they discovered evidence that the Order had entered the Empire."

This time the Foreign Affairs Minister continued. His complexion looked better than before, but seeing him constantly wiping his forehead with a handkerchief, he still seems under considerable mental strain.

"Those who hadn't shown themselves in the Empire for a long time suddenly crossed the border."
"And their target is the Capital, you say?"
"That's right."

The Foreign Affairs Minister nodded calmly, but his eyes were cursing in every possible way. The Twilight Order targeting the Capital at this particular time—their purpose is all too obvious.

"Tanian Enes."
"Assassination must be their goal."

Tanian, who is currently staying at my mansion. With the brilliant title of next Holy One, he's a target equivalent to the Pope from the Twilight Order's perspective. If they could kill him, they could deliver a powerful blow to the Dawn Order.

No matter how I think about it, assassination is the only possibility. If they're crawling in despite knowing the Empire is desperate to catch them, it means they're sending a heavyweight for this infiltration.

"They dare to underestimate the Empire."

A voice like a beast's roar came from beside me. For once, I sympathize with the Special Affairs Minister's words.

'Those bastards.'

How much must they underestimate the Empire to plan such a thing?

# The Empire and the Papal States have a relationship close to friendship. More precisely, the Dawn Order is favorable to the Livnoman Imperial Family, but since the Imperial Family and the Order rule their respective nations, it amounts to the same thing.

The reason for this friendly relationship is simple. Emperor Eimanka the Great, who founded the Empire, abandoned the Imperial Calendar based on the Empire's founding year and adopted the Holy Calendar based on the founding year of the Dawn Order. From the Dawn Order's perspective, the Livnoman Imperial Family must look quite lovable.

In truth, the Imperial Calendar was an absolutely terrible calendar system. With each change of empire, the Imperial Calendar's first year would change, so a date that was Imperial Year 150 yesterday could suddenly become 400 BCE overnight. The continent experienced this madness twice.

"All the continent's children follow Enen's light, so how could we measure human affairs by the continent's standard?"

However, Emperor Eimanka the Great announced the adoption of the Holy Calendar instead of introducing a fourth Imperial Calendar, and this event catapulted the already influential Dawn Order to unprecedented heights.

It's significant enough that while archbishops attend the coronation ceremonies of various kings, the Pope himself still attends imperial coronation ceremonies and delivers blessings. But when you think about it as simply responding proportionally to donations received, it's not particularly strange.

At any rate, the Livnoman Imperial Family, and by extension the Empire, maintains friendly relations with the Dawn Order. And if you're on good terms with someone, you're bound to be on bad terms with someone else.

"They bared their fangs at the Empire three years ago as well."

I nodded unconsciously as the Minister of Special Affairs openly displayed his anger and contempt for the Twilight Order. Yes, those bastards caused trouble for the Empire three years ago too.

When you become friendly with the Dawn Order, you inevitably become enemies with the Twilight Order. From the perspective of the Twilight Order, which seeks to drive out the Dawn Order and become the mainstream religion, the Empire is essentially an enemy.

So three years ago, when the Empire's attention was focused on the North, the Twilight Order infiltrated the Capital and assassinated the archbishop in charge of the Empire. It was an incident that screwed both the Empire and the Papal States with a single assassination.

"They seem to think that since they succeeded once, they can do it again."
"How utterly disgusting."

The Minister of Special Affairs' expression grew even more distorted at my words.

In truth, I'm just as disgusted. If they had attempted to assassinate Tanian while he was at the Academy, I could understand, but to target the Capital, the very heart of the Empire?

This is only possible because they truly underestimate the Empire. The fact that these heretical bastards who wander around saw the Empire as an easy mark because they succeeded once by chance is simply intolerable.

'That makes me someone who works for an easy mark.'

For the sake of my honor and dignity, I need to send these fools who underestimate the Empire straight to hell. I'll purify them with fire, these filthy heretics.

"I'll inform the Ministry of War soon. If it's the Twilight Order, they'll be grinding their teeth too, won't they?"

The Minister of Foreign Affairs spoke up while the Minister of Special Affairs was mentally composing "29 Ways to Tear Apart the Twilight Order." That's right, the Ministry of War also has many grudges against the Twilight Order.

The Ministry of War was thoroughly chewed out by the Emperor after the incident three years ago. They were already struggling in the North, and now the Capital had been breached—at this rate, the Imperial Palace itself might be next.

The 1st Imperial Guard Corps, responsible for Capital defense, bore the brunt of that anger. The Corps Commander, who had been on the verge of promotion to Army Commander, was demoted and forced to retire shortly thereafter.

The retired Corps Commander's hatred for the Twilight Order was so great that he began a second career as a holy knight of the Dawn Order—to personally capture and kill members of the Twilight Order. Truly a regrettable situation.

Therefore, if the Twilight Order is mentioned to the Ministry of War, it will trigger their trauma and they'll rush to capture and kill them immediately. At least we won't lack manpower.

"We need to hurry with the interception preparations."
"Indeed. We cannot allow combat to break out in the Capital."

That's true. If combat—beyond a simple assassination—occurs in the Capital, it won't end with just a few officials being demoted. At minimum, the three of us gathered here would have to surrender our heads.


It's especially problematic that the Emperor's mood has been consistently bad lately. He's already on edge from reports of suspicious movements by the Margrave in the North, and if we tell him, "The people who came to the Capital three years ago are back again," it would mean immediate execution without trial.

'Damn bastards.'

The more I think about it, the more infuriated I become. These guys were quiet when Tanian was in the Papal States, but now they're making their move? Even though there was no news when he was at the Academy?

Of course, while the Twilight Order didn't achieve much in the Papal States, they did succeed in an assassination in the Capital. But that was due to the absence of the Magic-Ending Duke, one of the pillars of Capital defense, and the variable of the Great Punitive War—normally, these bastards wouldn't be able to get anywhere near the Capital.

Yes, if they think we're easy targets, we need to adjust their perception. That's the duty of an imperial official.

"I have a request for the Audit Department Head."

The Minister of Foreign Affairs finally revealed why he had summoned me while I was burning with a sense of duty.

"I'd like the Audit Department Head and the Charcoal Division to participate in intercepting the Twilight Order."

I nodded lightly since this was an expected request. As long as Tanian belongs to the Confectionery Club, I have reason to step up for his protection.

"And I'd like the Audit Department Head to request support from His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke."
"Pardon?"

I didn't expect that.

The two ministers said they would discuss the details with the Ministry of War and inform me later, then saw me off on my way to the Magic Tower. It was more like being kicked out than being escorted, but still.

I can understand the Minister of Foreign Affairs who dismissed me with a smile, but even the frowning Minister of Special Affairs quickly sent me to the Magic Tower as soon as the Magic-Ending Duke was mentioned. Damn, their ears were open after all.

'This is maddening.'

Approaching the Magic-Ending Duke first is somewhat awkward, but not impossible. However, bringing up the Twilight Order in front of the Magic-Ending Duke is very uncomfortable.

"Child, did I hear you correctly?"

See, even now his reaction is intense.

When I first entered the Tower Master's chamber, the Magic-Ending Duke welcomed me warmly, saying he was pleased that I had come to greet him first. Thanks to that, we were able to have a fairly amicable conversation—right up until I mentioned the Twilight Order.

"I regret to say that Your Excellency heard correctly."

I lowered my head and fixed my gaze on the floor as much as possible under the Magic-Ending Duke's intense stare. The gaze of the Magic-Ending Duke in an angry state was quite piercing. I am innocent; I'm just the messenger.

Fortunately, he seemed to recognize my innocence, and with a small sigh, his piercing gaze subsided.

"It's alright, raise your head."
"Thank you, Your Excellency."

When I slightly raised my head, I saw the Magic-Ending Duke with his eyes closed, seemingly deep in thought. He was just tapping his desk with his finger while maintaining silence, like the calm before a storm. I wished he would say something, anything.

"It's been three years."


After the silence, the Magic-Ending Duke opened his eyes and spoke softly. His voice was quiet but cold, making me shiver involuntarily.

'Those bastards.'

It's astonishing. So many people harbor grudges because of a single action. Their aggro efficiency is remarkable, these damn bastards.

"Not knowing how lucky they were, they dare."
"They're foolish fanatics blinded by heresy. It's only natural they act without knowing their place."

The Magic-Ending Duke nodded at my words. If anything, he knows better than anyone how insane the Twilight Order is.

The period when the Twilight Order was most powerful was about 90 years ago, which would have been when the Magic-Ending Duke was in his prime—

"Child."
"Ah, yes."

I was startled for a moment by his chilling voice, thinking he had read my thoughts.

"Back then, I was away and couldn't deal with them myself."
"Yes, I'm aware."

On the day the Empire's archbishop departed for Enen's side earlier than Enen had ordained, the Magic-Ending Duke had gone to his domain to organize reinforcements for the North.

A disaster that occurred while the Magic-Ending Duke, one of the pillars of Capital defense, was absent. In a way, the Magic-Ending Duke could be held responsible, but since his absence was for war support rather than personal matters, he actually received consolation from the Emperor.

"And now they target the Capital even though I'm here."

While the Emperor publicly declared the Magic-Ending Duke innocent, sparing him from responsibility, he couldn't escape the humiliation and shame. But as an imperial noble, the Magic-Ending Duke couldn't leave the Empire, so he endured those days of suffering.

"They're rushing toward their own quagmire."

After all that endurance, a miracle has occurred—the very people he wanted to capture and kill are coming of their own accord.

The Magic-Ending Duke gladly agreed to lend his strength to intercept the Twilight Order. Judging by his reaction, if we had intercepted the Twilight Order without telling him, he probably would have given us hell afterward.

Well, if I heard that the people I'd been itching to kill had been annihilated without my knowledge, I too would feel a mix of anger and emptiness.

Anyway, this is fortunate. With the Special Affairs Ministry, the Ministry of War, and the Magic-Ending Duke all involved, the situation is as good as resolved. What courage drives these bastards to charge into the Capital?

'I don't understand.'

Fanatics are inherently incomprehensible beings, but today they seem particularly bizarre.

No, is it not just fanatics but all devoutly religious people who are difficult to understand?

"Is there a good forest near the Capital?"
"Forest?"

Seeing Tanian approach me as soon as I returned to the mansion, it seems that's indeed the case.

Why is he suddenly looking for a forest? Is he planning to take a forest bath?

While preparing to return home before the break, Lyutis came to visit me.

"Going back home and then returning to the Academy would be troublesome. I was thinking perhaps you should stay at the Academy until graduation."

He made quite an interesting proposal. Staying at the Academy during the break? If that were possible, I couldn't ask for anything better.

Fortunately, Lyutis's reasoning was within acceptable bounds. For individuals like myself, Lyutis, and Laterre, even simple travel consumes considerable resources. Especially when that travel involves crossing national borders, it becomes even more burdensome.

Rather than wasting resources every break, it would be better to stay at the Academy and save. Since we've already obtained student status at the Academy, there's nothing stopping us if we insist strongly enough.

"Since I'm in the Empire, it wouldn't be bad to see the Empire's scenery."
"I knew you'd like the idea."

After I expressed my support for Lyutis's plan, he nodded with satisfaction and left. That day, a temporary alliance was formed between three people from foreign countries.

And shortly after, I received a message from my mentor back home.

- ...Well, I suppose it's a good opportunity to broaden your horizons.
"Thank you for understanding, Your Eminence."
- There are many devout compatriots in the Empire. Don't forget to maintain good relations with them.
"Yes, Your Eminence."

Thankfully, my home country approved. Since the three of us had already committed to staying, my country had no choice. Forcibly ordering us to return would only advertise internal problems.

Besides, the Empire is a prominent pro-religious order nation. This is also an opportunity for me, as the next Saint, to stay in the Empire and become acquainted with high-ranking imperial officials, so they seem to have decided to let it go.

- His Holiness the Pope will worry, so contact us frequently.
"Haha, I understand."

My mentor ended the call with simple greetings. Now I just needed to think about how to spend the break with Luise.

"You can stay at my house."

But without even needing to worry, the entire Confectionery Club ended up going to the advisor's mansion in the Capital.

Hmm, this is an unexpected situation.

Two non-club members were added to those going to the Capital, and we would be staying at the advisor's mansion rather than the Academy—quite an unexpected turn of events.

Of course, compared to the worst-case scenario of returning home and not being able to meet Luise during the break, this level of surprise is something I can welcome with a smile. It's not like I'm suffering any harm.

However, when we arrived at the Capital and heard the Crown Prince's welcoming speech, he seemed visibly displeased by our sudden visit. That's completely understandable.

'Paying a price should be sufficient.'

Although I haven't officially informed the Empire yet, my country is planning to canonize several priests of imperial origin. Once that news reaches the Crown Prince's ears, he'll put aside his displeasure and welcome us with a smile.

I didn't plan to stay in the Empire without any preparation. It's only natural to prepare gifts for your host as a guest. This applies to Lyutis and Laterre as well.

And so my uneventful life in the Capital began. Now I can truly think about what schedule to plan with Luise.

- The Twilight Order has made a move.

Or so I had planned.

"The Twilight Order, you say?"
- Yes.

I remained silent for a moment as my mentor nodded with a stern face. The Twilight Order, that cursed name.

Even now, when I close my eyes, I can see the atrocities of those evil heretics. Foolish people who deny our Lord Enen and call upon a non-existent god. Cruel people who despise the children of Enen and wield indiscriminate violence.

And hateful people who harmed my hometown, my family, my neighbors.


"I must be their target."
- That's likely. We've already informed the Empire. Even the Empire trembles at the mention of the Twilight Order.
"Then—"
- Don't get any strange ideas.

My mentor cut me off firmly as soon as I opened my mouth.

- If you get hurt even slightly, the Order will suffer a critical blow. Stay put. There's no safer place than the Capital.
"This is the Order's business."
- I'm not saying we'll do nothing. Of course, some of the forces guarding you will participate in suppressing the Twilight Order.
"..."
- Tanian.
"I understand."

Only after hearing my promise not to get involved in suppressing the Twilight Order did my mentor finally withdraw that piercing gaze. Even afterward, he emphasized this point several more times before ending the call.

But how could I possibly stay still? This is the Twilight Order. My enemy, traitors who deny our Lord, beasts threatening peace.

Of course, if I were to be injured or killed by the Twilight Order, the repercussions would be substantial. I know that staying in the Capital is the most efficient and safest option.

But is it right? Efficient and safe, but is it truly the right thing to do?

My mentor is a Cardinal. One needs not only faith in the Lord but also political acumen to become a Cardinal. And from a political perspective, I should indeed stay put.

"A Saint is a Saint because they move toward the light. A Saint looks only to the light, not to the survival of the Order or the future of the Papal States."

The teaching of the Order's first Saint. Every Saint candidate walks the path of sainthood by reading this teaching before the Pope.

I am a Saint candidate. Whether it's efficient or not is not a consideration.

'It's right for me to take action.'

The Twilight Order's target is me. As long as I'm in the Capital, they'll aim to infiltrate it, and innocent compatriots could be harmed in the process.

I should slip away into the forest. They will likely come charging in eagerly.

'I'm sorry, mentor.'

But what can I do? It just so happens that while I was playing in the forest by chance, they attacked.

It's not like I can see the future, so please forgive this unavoidable coincidence.

***

I stared at Tanian's face for quite some time. I thought he might just want to enjoy some forest bathing, but his expression seemed different from usual.

And Tanian isn't the type to take the initiative. Lyutis might have asked about the forest's location, but Tanian wouldn't have stepped forward first. If an advisor doesn't know his club member's tendencies, my first semester would have been wasted time.

Tanian acting differently from usual, and coincidentally, reports of the Twilight Order approaching.

"The Twilight Order?"

I opened my mouth with a small sigh. Come to think of it, Tanian would certainly know. If the Papal States informed the Empire, a foreign country, about the Twilight Order, they wouldn't have failed to contact Tanian, the person directly involved.

"Oh my, you knew?"
"How could an advisor not know when his club member is in danger?"

At those words, Tanian smiled awkwardly. You're making me suffer because you insisted on staying in the Empire. If you had any shame, you'd feel sorry.

For a moment I wanted to smack him, but I calmed down a bit as I understood why he was looking for the forest.

'He plans to lure them.'


If Tanian is in the Capital, the Twilight Order's goal is to infiltrate it. Inevitably, there will be clashes, and not only soldiers but also civilians could be harmed.

To prevent this, he's planning to leave the Capital entirely. That way, there would be no civilian casualties.

Yes, I can understand that sentiment. It does seem like he really is a Saint candidate.

"Don't do it."

Still, Tanian should stay put. An assassination target is worrisome even when in a safe place, but to be at the very frontline? That's going too far.

We're not planning to defend in the Capital but to intercept them in advance. With the Special Affairs Ministry, the Ministry of War, and the Magic-Ending Duke working together with determination, there won't be any casualties that Tanian is worried about.

"They won't make it to the Capital. You can imagine how many people grind their teeth at the mere mention of the Twilight Order."

I patted Tanian's shoulder a few times to reassure him. His request just now was unreasonable, but I can understand a request that aligns with his profession. Yes, this is what a Saint should be. This is the image of a Saint that I know.

If only he had shown this side of himself normally. Not that terrible state where love has blinded him and stripped away his tact, intelligence, and conscience.

'That might actually be more effective.'

Luise would probably fall for him if she saw his saintly side.

However, Tanian's determination, having awakened to a form that might make Luise fall for him (I assume), was not something that could be suppressed with just a few words.

"Of course, I'm not saying I'll fight directly."
"But you could fight?"
"Haha, even a Saint is equipped with combat abilities."

Tanian laughed lightly before his expression turned serious again.

"The reason the Twilight Order is threatening is because of their stealth."
"That's true."

The reason these groups with no proper foundation still manage to roam the continent is simple. They're so stealthy and swift that they're nearly impossible to eradicate.

They appear suddenly, cause chaos in an instant, and vanish quietly. It's maddening, as if the god they believe in has given abundant abilities to their few followers. It's actually rare that we've detected them heading toward the Capital in advance, like this time.

"What if we could eliminate that stealth?"

That's why Tanian's words were quite tempting.

"Eliminate their stealth?"

In fact, the plan to intercept the Twilight Order was to set all kinds of traps along their likely routes and have the Magic-Ending Duke bombard the area with wide-range magic. A definitive and fierce approach of completely obliterating areas where they might be, since we can't see them.

Of course, such a crude method has many drawbacks. The terrain destroyed by the Magic-Ending Duke would need to be restored, and such spectacular bombardment would be visible even from the Capital. It could cause anxiety among civilians.

But what else can we do? It's crude but effective. If even one slips through and enters the Capital, my neck would be on the line. But eliminating their stealth? They'd be nothing more than moving sandbags then.

"Why do you think the Twilight Order targets Saints?"
"I believe it's for symbolic reasons."
"It's because of our natural opposition."

Tanian, who had confidently opened his mouth, looked around briefly before continuing quietly—

"...That's possible?"
"They don't target me for nothing."

I could only marvel at an ability that would draw complaints about broken balance if this were a game character.

Is he truly a son of God? He's an extreme counter against the Twilight Order?

The Dawn Order wasn't always the mainstream religion of the continent, and Enen wasn't always the one true god. When the Dawn Order was just emerging, the continent was in a warring states period with many gods running rampant. That's why during Enen's newbie days, he was merely one sun god among many.

I wonder if the words "merely" and "sun god" can coexist, but anyway, even a sun god is nothing compared to the title of the one true god. The deity worshipped by the Twilight Order was apparently an earth god back then?

Perhaps due to that historical influence, the Dawn Order prefers cremation culture—burning bodies to send them to the heavens—while the Twilight Order prefers burial culture—interring bodies intact in the ground. Of course, that's not what's important here.

"Our Lord watches over everything on earth from the heavens."
"So that's what it meant."

The sun god (residing in the heavens) was essentially the bully of the earth god (who couldn't escape the sun). Heretics who receive power from that earth god nonsense? They absolutely cannot escape Enen's gaze.

Moreover, after achieving religious victory by beating down all other gods and religious orders, Enen's power grew even more formidable. He became capable of quickly detecting heretics who carried the power of any god other than himself.

Add to that the fact that he has an extreme counter advantage against the earth god? No matter how secretly the Twilight Order moves, it means nothing to Tanian. What good is being invisible when you're covered in bright red paint that makes you visible even to those who don't want to see you?

"Of course, I'm not the omnipotent Lord himself, just someone temporarily granted a fragment of His power. My tracking holy magic has limited range and duration."

Since this was obvious, I nodded lightly. If Tanian's tracking covered the entire continent and lasted 24 hours, the Twilight Order would have already joined their beloved earth god by now.

Still, from the perspective of the Twilight Order, whose only strength is secrecy, having someone who can completely negate their sole advantage must be quite irritating. Limited range? Short duration? So what? If you're unlucky enough to get caught, it's total annihilation.

'No wonder there were more assassination attempts on the Saint than on the Pope.'

I guess they wanted to eliminate their hard counter first. I was wondering why they were so obsessed with the Saint, but now I understand.

'Idiots.'

I understand, but I still can't comprehend. If the situation was that bad, why not just convert to another religion instead of stubbornly clinging to the Twilight Order for whatever glory they hope to achieve?

Feeling once again the quality of religious fanatics, I stroked my chin and noticed Tanian's triumphant expression. Yes, with such an ability, it would definitely be better to intercept them with Tanian. Since we know who they're targeting, the range shouldn't be an issue either.

"I'll consider it positively."
"...That's a concerning response."

Tanian's expression soured at my answer. Saying I'll "consider it positively" means I have no actual authority in this matter...

But what can I do? I'm not the one in charge of this operation. If I readily accept Tanian's proposal here, the Minister of Foreign Affairs would grab me by the hair and drag me away. Who in their right mind would bring an assassination target to the front lines?

To be honest, I'm a bit scared. How am I supposed to gather two ministers and tell them, "If we bring the assassination target closer to the assassins, we can catch them more easily!"?

'This is maddening.'

Still, when a department member shows the courage to step forward to prevent civilian casualties, I should at least relay the message as his supervisor, no matter how afraid I am of being reprimanded.

I mustered up the courage to speak.

"Minister of Audit. No matter how difficult the work is, isn't it better than having your head cut off?"
"I knew the Minister of Audit wanted to retire, but I didn't realize he had no attachment to life itself."

And the response was passionate. Damn, rather than cursing briefly, they're giving me a long-winded version of "Are you crazy?"

Between the Foreign Affairs Minister's awkward smile and the Special Affairs Minister's cold response, I might not be able to regain my composure, but this level of pushback was within my expectations.

"The effectiveness is certain."
"I acknowledge that. That's why you're still sitting here."


Meaning if I had brought some strange alternative with questionable effectiveness, they would have immediately rejected the plan. This is a positive sign. The fact that they didn't immediately dismiss the idea despite it involving the safety of a foreign VIP suggests that Tanian's tracking holy magic sounds quite appealing.

The problem is that I have no more cards to play. They seem like they might reluctantly agree if pushed a little more, but I don't have the means to push.

Still, hoping for the best, I tried a few more arguments that might work.

"If we let even one member of the Twilight Order escape, there will be chaos in the Capital. Wouldn't this prevent that?"
"With the Magic-Ending Duke taking action, that won't happen."

That didn't work.

"Wouldn't it be good to build up a debt by granting a favor to the future Saint?"
"Well, the gaze of the College of Cardinals from the Papal States bothers me more than a debt from the future Saint."

This didn't work either.

"If we intercept them by ourselves, the terrain near the Capital might undergo dramatic changes. I wonder if His Majesty the Emperor might be displeased."
"Hmm."
"That's a point."

Oh, this one worked.

I was going to give up if this didn't work either, but fortunately, the third argument seemed to resonate with both ministers. Indeed, from a civil servant's perspective, the Emperor's anger right in front of them is more concerning than expressions of regret from a distant foreign country.

In truth, even an interception is problematic compared to a confrontation in the Capital, especially if it occurs within visible distance of the Capital.

But causing bombings visible to civilians and terrain changes that everyone can feel, essentially advertising "a fight happened here"? That would also displease the Emperor. It's only being tolerated because it's better than the Capital being breached.

"...If the Minister of Audit wants this so badly, wouldn't it be acceptable?"

The Foreign Affairs Minister, who had been thinking hard, cautiously spoke up. It seems he chose to face potential protests from the Papal States upon hearing that Tanian went to the front lines, rather than face the Emperor's bitter words after creating a spectacular mess near the Capital.

In the process, he emphasized that I wanted this, naturally shifting responsibility to me. It's true, but it's so natural that it brings tears to my eyes.

"Minister of Audit."
"Yes."
"I believe the Minister of Audit and the Charcoal Division will be sufficient."

The Special Affairs Minister finally nodded. A conditional approval—Tanian could go outside the Capital if I thoroughly stood by his side.

"Of course, Your Excellency."

Since that was my intention anyway, I quickly accepted. Would I be crazy enough to neglect a VIP who could get me executed if they even cut a finger?

At my response, the Special Affairs Minister let out a small sigh, and the Foreign Affairs Minister wiped his sweat with a handkerchief, showing his complicated feelings. Even though the Emperor's anger is more frightening, foreign protests are still troublesome.

Even at this point of final approval, they're probably wondering if this is the right decision. I understand. It's merely choosing the lesser of two evils. I feel just as conflicted.

'Suddenly doing something I don't usually do.'

It would be enough to just stick by Luise's side and smile as usual. That's what I thought I'd be doing when I brought her here, so what more could I ask for?

"I may not be great enough to prevent the sacrifice of soldiers, but shouldn't we at least prevent civilian casualties?"

But when he acts like Oliver, how can I ignore it?


'Religious people, seriously.'

As someone who lived in a world with more atheists than devout believers, it's hard to understand.

Well, it's fine. This level of difference in beliefs is something I can understand.

"You'll relay this to the Magic-Ending Duke."

Damn.

This passing of the buck is something I really can't understand.

So after a few hours, I went to see the Magic-Ending Duke again.

"Child? What brings you here?"

The Magic-Ending Duke, perking up his ears at my second visit, tilted his head. He probably didn't expect someone who had just discussed work to return with another work-related matter.

"Well, Your Excellency."

After hearing my explanation, the Magic-Ending Duke looked culturally shocked. He seemed unable to process this innovative interception method of placing the assassination target at the very front.

"...These days, work is done in unique ways."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had been silent, spoke in a deflated voice. Though deflated, the difference was so subtle that you wouldn't notice unless you listened carefully.

Perhaps he thought that at 120 years old, he couldn't understand today's trends. From the perspective of the Magic-Ending Duke, who is already sensitive about his age, this would naturally be depressing.

But it's a misunderstanding. This is neither a current trend nor should it become a future one. It would be problematic to instill strange common sense in the long-lived species.

"It's only because of the special circumstances. There won't be another situation like this, so please don't worry."
"I see."

His voice regained strength, but his drooping ears showed no sign of perking back up. Was the shock greater than I thought?

"Ah, Your Excellency. Thank you for the potion you gave me last time. I've been drinking it gratefully."

It would be concerning to leave after disturbing the Duke's mood. He might harbor resentment about today's events and seek revenge in some strange way.

So I changed the subject to the potion and expressed my gratitude, and only then did his ears return to their original position. This is indeed the right approach. For the elderly, expressing gratitude for what they've given is always the best.

"Does it suit your body well?"
"Yes. I feel its effects every day."
"That's good to hear."

I felt relieved seeing him nod with satisfaction. Now I could go home without any issues.

"If you need more, come to the magic tower."
"Ah, are you selling it?"

I was worried that he might not actually sell it and I'd just get a taste, but this is good.

"I'll give it to you for free, just come in person."
'Oh.'

Mother Magic-Ending Duke's grace was wider and deeper than I thought.

"I successfully obtained approval from higher-ups for the 'Tactical Temporary Totem: Tanian' project, but we now faced the final hurdle.

"You have to go alone. The others can't come with you."

We needed a legitimate reason for only Tanian from the Confectionery Club to enter the forest. Though the club often went on excursions together, they couldn't all participate in this mission.

Tanian's participation was made possible by four factors: his personal request, his useful abilities, his status as the concerned party, and the Foreign Minister's willingness to accelerate his hair loss by risking protests from the Papal States. But no one else could join.

An Armein prince and Yuven prince getting injured while participating in Imperial and Papal affairs? That would be the worst diplomatic disaster in a decade. We'd certainly see the Foreign Minister replaced.

Fortunately, the final hurdle proved surprisingly easy to overcome.

"I'm going to visit the church."
"Okay, have a good time!"

That was it. There was nothing strange about the future saint visiting a church, and nobody would particularly want to accompany him. Even Luise quickly backed out at the mention of church.

Honestly, visiting a church during travel is quite boring.

'It works perfectly.'

Thanks to this, Tanian gained a legitimate reason to leave the Capital without arousing suspicion. As for me, saying "work" was sufficient.

"I expected it, but it still hurts a little."
"It's unreasonable to expect a civilian to have a priest's devotion."

Tanian seemed slightly wounded by how easily everyone accepted his church excuse, but it wasn't important.

What was slightly frightening was how the Charcoal Division gathered around us the moment Tanian and I passed through the Capital's gates. Anyone would be startled if dozens of people in black clothes suddenly appeared silently. Even Tanian flinched.

The head of the 4th Section, who had been walking around in a maid uniform for some time, was naturally among the Charcoal Division. She had definitely been cleaning windows before I left the mansion, yet somehow moved faster than me.

"We'll escort you."
"Very well."

Following the 4th Section head's respectful bow, we moved to the temporary headquarters set up to intercept the Twilight Order. The "headquarters" consisted of just a few tents since this operation would be completed within hours.

"This is reassuring."

Tanian smiled slightly, sensing the grim atmosphere of the headquarters.

It is reassuring indeed. Though the atmosphere was tense, the killing intent was directed at the Twilight Order, not us, which made it even more reassuring.

'So the Holy Knight Order is involved too.'

Looking toward the corner, I spotted a group in silver armor. The Holy Knight Order of the Dawn Order stationed in each archdiocese. Even the Holy Knight Order from the Ausen Archdiocese had been brought in for this operation.

The Twilight Order is an enemy deserving death in the eyes of the Dawn Order as well. Even though the suppression would take place in Imperial territory, the Dawn Order couldn't simply stand by. Of course, they probably didn't know Tanian would be participating.

'His wish came true.'

Among the Holy Knights, I spotted an unfortunate individual who had not only missed his promotion three years ago but was also discharged. Congratulations, former Legion Commander. You'll finally fulfill your wish to tear them apart with your own hands. It's frightening how tenacious and terrifying people can be when harboring grudges.


"Department Head."
"Ah, yes."

The cautious voice of the 4th Section head brought me back to reality. I'd been momentarily distracted by someone passionately living their second life.

"Let's go in. The Magic-Ending Duke will be waiting, and it would be troublesome to keep him waiting."

The central tent was the largest among the few tents. All the high-ranking officials were gathered there. Honestly, except for the Magic-Ending Duke, no one outranked me, but the one person who did happened to be a duke.

"The Audit Department Head is—"
"The homeland claims no knowledge of this matter."
"Our country made this decision after careful consideration. We regret the situation."
"—here."

Upon entering the tent, I immediately wanted to leave. The heated argument between a man in silver armor and a man in Imperial military uniform was intense enough to intimidate anyone who just walked in.

But I could guess what was happening, which made it even more frustrating. Wow, I could immediately figure it out without hearing the beginning. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs chose to act first and ask forgiveness later rather than explaining the situation to the Papal States and seeking permission.

And since I had proudly introduced myself upon entering, both arguers simultaneously turned their attention to me. My mistake. Please pretend I never greeted you.

"Audit Department Head, you've arrived."
"I greet the son of the Lord."

The man in Imperial military uniform greeted me, while the man in silver armor greeted Tanian. Their eyes were still burning with intensity from their argument.

Or was it? Did the argument heat up because the subject himself arrived? If so, this wasn't a good situation.

'He's not here yet.'

Nodding slightly as I surveyed the tent, I noticed the Magic-Ending Duke hadn't arrived yet. No wonder—such arguments wouldn't happen in front of a duke.

For a moment, I resented my mother, the Magic-Ending Duke. If she had arrived earlier, I wouldn't have had to witness this scene.

"Lord Tanian, there's no need for you to personally involve yourself in this matter."

While I was harboring this small resentment, the man in silver armor hurriedly approached Tanian. He probably thought it would be easier to persuade the person directly involved and send him back rather than continuing to argue with someone who only repeated "we regret the situation."

But that would be even harder. Tanian is a terrible hybrid of a high-ranking person's "my way" attitude combined with a clergyman's conviction, making him incredibly stubborn.

"They are guests who came looking for me, so it's only proper that I greet them personally."
"Those things are neither guests nor worthy of proper treatment. You know this well, don't you?"
"Indeed. Because I know what kind of beings they are, I'm stepping forward."

I slightly moved away from the one-sided pleading happening right beside me. Good luck with that futile persuasion. Judging by his presence here, he must be the Holy Knight Commander, but I wonder how strongly a mere Holy Knight Commander, not even a Cardinal, could press Tanian.

As I turned my gaze away from the subordinate's desperate cries, the Imperial military man came into view. Judging by his shoulder boards, was he a senior commander?

"Senior Commander Francis Neville of the 1st Imperial Guard Legion."

Ah, I was right.

When our eyes met, the Senior Commander bowed his head. Though the Legion Commander didn't come personally, sending a Senior Commander indicated they took this seriously.


It would have been awkward if the Legion Commander had come personally. A meeting between a former Legion Commander and the current one.

"Audit Department Head Kal Kracius. I look forward to working with you."

I returned the Senior Commander's greeting with a nod. The Charcoal Division, Holy Knight Order, part of the 1st Imperial Guard Legion, and soon the Magic-Ending Duke.

It's over. This force could suppress not just the Twilight Order but even a regular legion on the offensive. If they somehow managed to break through this force and successfully assassinate Tanian, we should almost be grateful they only killed him and nothing more.

"Don't worry. Even if I die, my brother bears no guilt."
"Lord Tanian, that's not what I'm worried about..."

I deliberately ignored the terrible words I overheard.

The Holy Knight Commander ultimately failed to persuade Tanian and gloriously perished in the attempt. It was an expected outcome, so I wasn't particularly surprised or saddened. If you set expectations, you only set yourself up for disappointment.

"After cross-referencing information from the Papal States and the Empire, we've confirmed that the Twilight Order heading to the Capital consists of 32 members."

Regardless of whether the Holy Knight Commander was burning white with frustration, the Magic-Ending Duke had naturally arrived and taken her seat, so we proceeded with the operation briefing.

"And among them, the leader of the Twilight Order has been confirmed."
"A big fish indeed."

I nodded at the Magic-Ending Duke's words. Throughout all the Twilight Order's activities so far, cases where the leader personally took action were rare. Moreover, it was unusual for over 30 members to act as a group.

There were suspicious points. Despite their success in the Capital, targeting the Empire again after the Great Punitive War had ended, and moving so hastily that this level of force was caught in both countries' intelligence networks. It looked more like a desperate, impulsive act than a thorough plan.

But it doesn't matter. What remains unchanged is that their leader is rushing toward death with a large number of followers. Whatever circumstances they might have, we will eliminate them today.

"Thanks to Lord Tanian, the Twilight Order has lost its advantage of stealth."

Being in an official setting, I used honorifics when referring to Tanian and turned my gaze toward him. Everyone in the tent focused their attention on Tanian, who calmly spoke.

"I can use it at any moment."

That answer was sufficient. While Tanian's tracking holy magic couldn't cover the entire continent, it could certainly reach those rushing toward the Capital.

"As soon as Lord Tanian uses his holy magic, His Grace the Magic-Ending Duke will deploy a large-scale barrier spell."

The Magic-Ending Duke had already prepared to transform the entire surrounding terrain if necessary. Deploying barriers in two or three layers would be simple for her.

The minor issue was that while the barrier remained, neither the Twilight Order nor we could leave, but that didn't matter since we had no intention of leaving until we killed all of them anyway.

The operation briefing concluded there. With conditions so overwhelmingly in our favor, there was no need to prolong it.

"There is no place for filthy heretics in the Empire protected by Enen!"

Afterward, there were relay speeches by high-ranking officials in front of the forces participating in the operation.

"One silver coin per head, two for capture. Five for the leader, dead or alive. Payment will be immediate."

I kept mine brief. What's the point of long speeches to people who are about to fight?

# The Earth embraces all and forms our foundation. Our lord is the Earth, the parent of all things. How can one express its grace and majesty in words?

How can the scorching sun that merely looks down from above be called the parent who watches over all creation? Only our lord, Rahandar, is the true god.

This continent needs no dawn where the sun rises. When twilight dims the sun and illuminates the continent, the true lord will reign once more.

"It's a shame we won't be there to see it."

At the gathering of all the order's combat personnel, I spoke words that should never be uttered by someone with the title of Cult Leader. But what could I do? It was cruel but reality.

Despite our true and faithful belief, our lord's silence has grown longer with each passing day. Although each of our believers' faith is worth that of a hundred others, compared to the entire continent, we amount to mere dust.

And the wicked minions of the sun have shown no hesitation in erasing our name. No matter how earnestly we spread our true faith across the continent, the Dawn Order covered our teachings. They truly deserve divine punishment.

"We've inherited the sacrifices of our predecessors. Now it's our turn."

An elder smiled and spoke amid the silence. Yes, this too is the teaching of our predecessors. They too gave up seeing our lord reign in their time, yielding that glory to future generations. Now it's our turn to step aside for those who will follow.

The Dawn Order grows stronger by the day, while we continue to be at a disadvantage. We've reached our limit. We had a brief moment of hope three years ago when we succeeded in our great work, but it wasn't enough to turn the tide.

"We will engrave our name on the continent."

If we remain still, we'll drown quietly. So we'll become a brilliant flame instead. A flame so magnificent that the wicked heretics cannot cover up our martyrdom.

That's why we mobilized all our resources to target the Dawn Order's next Saint. Success probability? Can't say it's high. But if we wait until the odds improve, we'll fall first. Even with low probability, it's time to risk everything.

Even if we fail, an attempt on the next Saint's life in the heart of the continent's strongest nation is something that cannot be hushed up. Our name will echo throughout the continent. People who sympathize with our ideals will emerge.

Then it will be a success. Even if we die, our will shall be passed on to future generations.

...But what is this situation?

"Silver coin! Silver coin!"
"Your neck! Give me your neck before you die!"
'Are they insane?'

I know the heretics call us fanatics as an insult. But shouldn't they at least refrain from employing madmen themselves? To become no different from their enemy—is the Dawn Order in such dire straits?

For a moment, I had the absurd thought that if we had held out longer, we might have witnessed the collapse of the Dawn Order. That's how terrifying the madness before my eyes was.

"The brown robe is the Cult Leader!"
"Huh."

A laugh escaped me involuntarily. The blessing bestowed by our lord failed to manifest properly. Of course, this was something I had prepared for from the moment the next Saint appeared. Since I wasn't planning to ambush but to confront head-on, I had no regrets.

But the barrier that felt like being trapped in a box, the mana freeze that prevented magic scrolls from working, and most critically, the body that felt weighed down as if by invisible hands—this devastating triple combo left me disoriented.

'How dirty.'

All these petty and disgusting methods of ensnaring opponents.

I cut down a soldier who charged at me like a madman. Annoying as it was, such trivial hardships couldn't stop our progress. The experience we gained wandering the continent had made us strong. After all, we were those who couldn't survive if we were weak.

At least these minions were enough to serve as companions on the journey to the afterlife. If they attack, I'll kill as many as come.

'What the—'

Then something strange happened.

A soft green light spread across the floor from the distance, passing beneath me and extending behind.

"Aaaagh!"

I heard a comrade's scream. Quickly turning my gaze, I saw a fellow believer fall, stabbed by one of Enen's minions who had been lying on the ground.

'Getting up again?'


Though I hadn't killed him with one blow because of his thick armor, I had at least inflicted enough damage to immobilize him. Yet he got up again?

Looking around, I saw it wasn't just one. Injured heretics who had fallen began to rise one after another.

"The silver coin is moving over there!"
"No."

My mind froze at the thunderous shout from someone who had been groaning in pain until moments ago. Did these Dawn Order bastards dabble in alchemy?

But these abominations didn't even give me time to wonder.

"Cult Leader!"

At the elder's cry, I came to my senses and saw a silver sphere flying rapidly from the direction where the green light had surged. What is that now?

I don't know what it is, but instinct tells me nothing good will come from being hit by it.

'Damn it.'

Anomalous phenomena not recorded in our texts are pouring out.

"Are you the Cult Leader?!"

A man with unusually fiery eyes charged at me.

"Take revenge for my rank insignia!"

Damn, who the hell is this guy now?

***

At the temporary headquarters where forces from the Academy and the Charcoal Division were stationed to guard Tanian.

'He plays dirty.'

With minimal personnel remaining, I couldn't help but praise Tanian. He really plays the game like a bastard. Good thing he's an ally and not an enemy.

"OLordyousaidlittlelambwhereareyougoingIwatchoveryoueverywherewhatdoyoufearandwanderforthusheansweringsayingLordIprayyougivecouragetoYourfaithfulservanttoconfrontYourenemiespleasegrantmebravery..."

Glancing sideways, I saw Tanian on his knees, firing off prayers like a machine gun. It was almost frightening.

But since activating holy magic requires reciting prayers appropriate to the situation, what can you do? Actually, there's no need to speak that fast, but Tanian was unleashing holy magic without cooldown.

'Poor things.'

I now felt pity for the Twilight Order whom I had wanted to tear apart. Reports from the front indicated that the Twilight Order was no pushover. They said quite a few members of the Holy Knight Order and Imperial Army had fallen.

But now Tanian was laying down an area-of-effect healing field. Unless instantly killed, everyone would quickly recover and continue beating down the Twilight Order. He was even occasionally creating strange whitish spheres and throwing them.

"A Saint should not intervene in conflicts between humans."

I recalled what Tanian had said just before the operation began. Indeed, it would be terrible if a Saint intervened in war. A supporter with map hacks who can clearly see where enemies are, and who can lay down fields that enable continued fighting unless instantly killed. Just imagining it is frightening.

And this supporter also fires unavoidably powerful damage from an invisible distance.

'What exactly is a Saint?'

I thought they could only use map hacks. Who knew they could suddenly unleash such surprise holy magic?

"Isn't the Twilight Order also a conflict between humans?"
"Haha, it's fine."

A Saint shouldn't intervene in conflicts between humans. In fact, Saints hadn't been on the frontlines since the distant past, when they last fought to subjugate the undead.

Unlike that precedent, seeing Tanian going all out against the Twilight Order with gritted teeth made me question.

"The Twilight Order aren't human, so it's okay to intervene."

"...I see."

That's what he said.

Right, heretics aren't human. So it's fine for a Saint to kill them directly.

I decided to think that way from today.

"Impressive."
"Ah, Your Excellency."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who suddenly found himself with nothing to do thanks to Tanian's active participation, approached with a small exclamation of admiration. Normally, he would have been unleashing bombardment magic with all his mana by now.

Still, it was thanks to the Magic-Ending Duke that the Twilight Order, now taking a one-sided beating, couldn't escape. That was enough to fulfill his role.

"There are few records about Saints. The last time one participated in a war was 800 years ago."
"You mean the Death King Subjugation War, sir."

Perhaps bored with nothing to do, the Magic-Ending Duke continued.

The Death King, or King of the Undead. Once a major headache for the continent, but thoroughly beaten and laid to rest by the Saint of that era. There had been no records of Saints fighting directly since then, but who knew they could fight this well?

"If Saints could intervene in wars between humans, we might need to redraw national borders."

I found myself nodding unconsciously at those words. A single superhuman can't defeat an organization, but if that superhuman can strengthen an entire allied force, that's a different story.

And shortly after, a light mixing brown and black surged from the engagement area, followed by silence.

"It's over."

Tanian rose from his seat with a satisfied expression, and simultaneously, the communication orb in my hand lit up. Map hacks are truly terrifying. They all fell, and now they're getting up and dusting themselves off.

"This is the Audit Department Head."
- "This is Senior Commander Francis Neville. We've killed 24 out of 32 and captured 8. The Cult Leader has also been successfully captured."

It ended perfectly.

Twenty-four heads and eight captives including the Cult Leader. There's an expense of 43 silver coins, but I still have ten gold coins left from what the Crown Prince gave me, so I'm well-covered.

"Good work."
"I only did what needed to be done."

And the hero who captured the Cult Leader was the former Legion Commander. Perhaps because he captured his life's enemy personally, his expression couldn't be more serene. Congratulations, you've checked something off your bucket list.

I handed over the silver coins as promised, but even though he was dishonorably discharged, he's someone who once commanded an army group. He's not the type to fuss over 5 silver coins. It's probably more like a commemorative medal than money to him.

"Brother."

As the former Legion Commander returned to the Holy Knight Order without regret, Tanian approached me. This fellow also had a serene expression, as if he'd removed a burden from his life.

"Thank you for accepting my unreasonable request."

Then he bowed deeply, which made me somewhat embarrassed.

"Don't do that. The Holy Knight Order will make a fuss if they see."
"Expressing gratitude as a human being shouldn't be a problem."

He always chooses words that are difficult to refute.

"If anything happens because of today's events, I'll defend you to the best of my ability."
"Yes, thank you."

I nodded appropriately in response, grateful at least for his words. Well, I might hear some complaints, but it will pass without major issues. I've already coordinated with two ministers.

Still, having the next Saint as a shield in case of emergency was enough to give me peace of mind.

# The Twilight Order's Downfall

Despite the notorious reputation of the Twilight Order's members, the suppression operation ended remarkably smoothly. No matter how much these heretics had rampaged for centuries, their downfall came in an instant.

In truth, their collapse was inevitable once Enen established religious dominance. The Twilight Order was simply the last to accept this reality, stubbornly holding out until now. With such ability and persistence, they could have succeeded at anything else—yet they chose to be fanatics.

"Since we've captured their leader alive, we can extract useful information."

The cult leader, who had been dangling from the former legion commander's spear and suffering humiliation, was recovered by the Charcoal Division's deputy commander and handed over to the Special Affairs Ministry. Given his position, he likely had considerable information to divulge when pressured.

Besides, had he died on the battlefield, he might have been remembered as a martyr. Though it's questionable whether anyone would consider a heretic a martyr, this particular heretical group had somehow persisted for centuries, so caution was warranted.

"Good work, Audit Department Head."
"Thank you."

Shortly after returning to the Capital, I received a message from the Minister of Special Affairs. Along with his words of appreciation, he officially declared the suppression operation complete.

"They had one hidden card up their sleeve. It failed, of course."
"Those destined to fail will fail no matter what they try."
"I couldn't agree more."

To commemorate the cult leader's admission to the Special Affairs Ministry, they made him divulge information, and pathetic details emerged immediately. These people did have a plan of sorts.

They deliberately leaked information about assassinating the next saint in the Capital to draw attention, then planned to maximize casualties with a spectacular suicide attack while all eyes were on them. This way, they hoped to make it impossible for the Empire or the Papal States to suppress the Twilight Order's name.

If their goal was simply to ensure the Order's continued existence and embarrass both nations, it was indeed a plausible plan—until they were crushed.

'Did Enen curse them?'

If soldiers had died or been injured, rumors about the Twilight Order would have inevitably spread, so being intercepted wasn't necessarily a problem for them.

However, the soldiers didn't fall thanks to an area healing field, the cultists couldn't escape to terrorize elsewhere, and even the cult leader's final suicide attack was neutralized by Tanian's holy magic. It's remarkable how thoroughly their plans unraveled.

But what could they do? If they were unhappy with the outcome, they should have converted. Choosing the right side is also a skill.

"After interrogation, the heretics will be handed over to the Ministry of Justice. The outcome will be execution, of course."

I nodded as the Minister of Special Affairs added that they would cremate the bodies after execution. The Empire, protected by Enen, had no obligation to respect heretical burial customs.

"I'm busy with various matters, so I'll end the call here. Good work."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

The Minister of Special Affairs, having delivered only the necessary information, ended the communication cleanly. Though the Twilight Order suppression was complete, both the Minister and I still had work to do.

I glanced down at a single sheet of paper on my desk. At the top was written one word:

Incident Report

'Damn it.'

The pressure from those three words is no joke. The operation may be over for the field agents, but the responsibility of the planners continues.

The outcome was good. By deploying Tanian in advance, we avoided casualties and prevented disturbances in the Capital. Successfully suppressing the Twilight Order without upsetting the Emperor could be considered a great success.

However, the very fact that we "deployed Tanian in advance" was an undeniable and reckless move that couldn't be overlooked.

"The Papal States contacted us so fervently. It reminded me of my youth. I was quite popular back then."


While I was away, the Minister of Foreign Affairs apparently received a barrage of protests. He was so harassed that he seemed to have reached a state of transcendence.

Fortunately, we had the justification that "their next saint shouldn't have been in the Capital in the first place," and Tanian emerged without a scratch. Moreover, since we successfully eradicated the Twilight Order, further protests became awkward.

Still, the Empire needed to show some regret over the incident. That's why I'm writing this report—because I was the one who first suggested involving Tanian. The Ministers of Special Affairs and Foreign Affairs are probably writing their own reports right now.

'Regarding... this... incident... I express... my deep regret...'

I scribbled the incident report with a miserable heart.

'Although this incident concluded without unfortunate consequences, I will ensure that such regrettable situations do not occur again by imp-imp-improving, imp-imp...'

You bastards, you were at fault too. Why am I the only one being tormented?

'Ah.'

Following my emotions, I suddenly wrote something inappropriate. Since it's ink, it's hard to erase—should I just submit it as is?

Unconsciously, I turned my gaze to the window behind me. Unlike my gloomy mood, a bright blue sky stretched outside. I should have the right to enjoy myself under that sky too.

Another day where retirement feels desperately appealing. I should submit my resignation letter on my way to deliver this incident report.

If this had happened in the Ministry of Finance, I could have handled it without writing an incident report, but since it involved other departments and even foreign countries, I had to go to the Ministry of Home Affairs.

"Here again?"
"Yes, unfortunately."

My heart ached at the first greeting I heard upon entering the Disciplinary Department Head's office. That look that said, "Why are you here again?" I don't come here because I want to.

When I awkwardly held up my incident report, the Disciplinary Department Head rose from his seat with a hollow laugh. I had achieved the remarkable feat of submitting my ninth incident report. Damn it.

"Usually, even section chiefs rarely need to write incident reports, yet the Audit Department Head seems to write them more frequently after promotion."
"Perhaps I'm making up for not writing any as a team leader."
"Haha, you don't need to catch up all at once."

The Disciplinary Department Head shook his head lightly, took my report, and quickly skimmed through it. Yes, reviewing incident reports is part of his job, but it's humiliating to have it read in front of me.

"Your writing skills seem to improve day by day."

He even offered a critique. Please don't do this to me.

As I stood there, not knowing where to put myself from embarrassment, the Disciplinary Department Head placed the report on his desk with a smirk. Thankfully, he didn't reject it and make me rewrite it. When I first started writing incident reports, they were rejected several times.

"From what I've heard, His Majesty the Emperor isn't angry. We need to show that punishment has been administered, but we can't exactly send the Audit Department Head to the Ministry of Corrections, can we?"
"I'm deeply grateful for His Majesty's grace."

An incident report is indeed a very mild form of punishment—barely deserving of the term "punishment." While writing it brings shame and frustration, there's no actual harm done.

In fact, being made to write an incident report for this matter is a positive sign. It means there's no intention to purge me using this incident as justification. It would have been more frightening if they had overlooked this matter without punishment.

A blessing in disguise. Honestly, I don't want to frame it as a blessing, but that's how it is.

"I'll be taking my leave now—"

*Knock knock*


"The Minister of Special Affairs."
"Ah."
"Oh dear."

For the crime of not fleeing immediately after submission, I was about to face another superior who had written an incident report.

How can things be this awkward until the very end? Is this the Twilight Order's final curse?

After an unbearably awkward exchange of glances with the Minister of Special Affairs, I fled to the Audit Department office. If I had stayed longer, I might have encountered the Minister of Foreign Affairs too. My ominous feelings are usually right.

"Department Head? Wait, how did you get here?"

And this is how the Section Chief greets the Department Head who just returned.

"Didn't you go to submit your incident report?"
"I submitted it and came back. It's just a matter of handing it in, why the commotion?"

At my words, the Section Chief of the 3rd Section shot a glance at the 1st Section Chief beside him. A look that said, "Isn't this different from what you told me?" It's the 1st Section Chief again—with the 2nd Section Chief gone, he's causing trouble all by himself.

But the 1st Section Chief kept tilting his head in confusion.

"Doesn't ten incident reports mean house arrest? I thought you'd gone to your mansion."

This bastard.

"Half the incident reports I've written were because of you guys, and you say that?"

Besides, the fact that he was counting suggests he wanted me to be under house arrest. Feeling indignant, I pulled at the 1st Section Chief's lips. I've been trying to restrain myself from doing this too often, but I can't hold back this time.

And the one I just submitted was my ninth. I still have one life left before house arrest.

'Damn it.'

When the specific number "one" came to mind, I squeezed my eyes shut. I'm not collecting chicken restaurant coupons—what department head accumulates enough incident reports to face house arrest?

I had been relieved thinking I wouldn't have to write any incident reports during my Academy assignment, but as soon as I returned, I magically had to write one. At this rate, I might really face house arrest this winter.

"If you get house arrest three times, isn't the next step detention?"
"That's right."

I nodded at the 3rd Section Chief's cautious question. Yes, after experiencing house arrest three times, the next punishment evolves from house arrest to detention in the Ministry of Corrections. It might only last a few days at most, but the symbolism is significant.

I've experienced house arrest twice. Now, if I write one more incident report and receive house arrest, there's nowhere left to retreat.

'They really mocked me.'

The Minister has already been detained several times. When I first heard about it, I wondered what one had to do to face detention, but now I'm on the verge of it myself.

At least the Minister has had a long career as a civil servant, while I've only been at it for four years. Even the Minister didn't face detention after just four years.

'The snowball has grown quite large.'

The consequences of granting Tanian's request have cascaded to the point where detention looms before me. Though I was prepared for this, it still hurts.

So I decided to ignore the 1st Section Chief who was urgently patting my arm.

# Ending the Twilight Order brought happiness to many people, but I wasn't happy myself. Just when I was catching up on a backlog of work, I got summoned by the Minister of Special Affairs, leaving me with a mountain of tasks still to complete.

I'd forgotten about it while dealing with Tanian's participation and writing explanatory reports, but I realized I hadn't finished my backlog before joining the Twilight Order interception—I was simply dragged away in the middle of my work. Who's going to compensate for my lost time?

"Sniff—! Hic!"
"Just five more minutes."

At least it's not my nemesis of a subordinate with crocodile tears forming. I was planning to let him off easy, but when I saw the tofu in the Section Chief of the 1st Section's hands, I lost my mind. Only a true saint could resist that.

He said I wasn't under detention yet, not even disciplinary action—they settled for an explanatory report.

'Does tofu even fit in a European setting?'

I couldn't collect myself when confronted with this unexpected reminder of home. Wait, do they give tofu to released prisoners in the West too? I'd have to have been in a Western prison to know.

The more I think about it, the more irritated I get. He said I'd gone back to the mansion, so why bring tofu? Was he planning to come to the mansion to provoke me?

"Department Head! Don't commit any more crimes! Understood?"

The Section Chief's lines automatically play in my head. He'd say it proudly in front of the servants and department members. So predictable, that bastard.

"I have some work left, so I'll be heading back."
"Oh, good work."

The Section Chief of the 3rd Section, whose survival instincts have improved lately, attempted a subtle escape. It was quite impressive how desperately he avoided the betrayed, wide-eyed gaze of the 1st Section Chief.

Come to think of it, I don't see the 5th Section Chief. It doesn't matter since he appears silently whenever needed, but I wonder what he does normally.

I'd forgotten that the Ministry of Finance is a den where everyone is eager to pounce on others' weaknesses—survival of the fittest.

- Congratulations. I heard you wrote another explanatory report.
"Why do those kinds of rumors spread so quickly?"

After sending away the 1st Section Chief and while handling my work, the man who rules the Ministry of Finance initiated the mockery. Damn it, act your age. Why is a man in his fifties behaving like this?

Judging by the timing, he must have contacted me immediately after hearing the news from the Ministry of Home Affairs. He was probably bored with just working and jumped at the chance to tease me. Mockery is a traditional game in the Ministry of Finance.

- I told you. I said you'd experience detention too.

My teeth clenched involuntarily at the sight of the Minister's genuinely happy smile.

He did say that, to be fair. When the Minister was in detention, I deliberately visited him with outside food and laughed at him, which infuriated him into cursing me. I had no idea it would turn out like this.

"Come on, how would this lead to detention? I thought you needed to write at least forty explanatory reports to get detained."
"With subordinates like you, how could I not write them!"
"My, you've had bad luck with subordinates. If it bothers you so much, you should retire."

Back then, I didn't know my own luck with subordinates would be catastrophically terrible. I could handle ten subordinates like myself, but I ended up with a miraculous lineup of the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Section Chiefs as my subordinates.

But what can I do? Just as I became Department Head at a young age, the Section Chiefs also became executives while young. As a result, all kinds of disasters happened in the beginning, and the aftermath led directly to my frequent visits to the disciplinary office.

Come to think of it, this is also because of that Crown Prince bastard. If promotions had happened normally, I wouldn't have had to take responsibility for inexperienced Section Chiefs and produce explanatory reports. Being of one mind and body? Bullshit. I wish he'd disappear from my sight.

- Still, don't worry too much.


While I was mentally revoking my one-mind-one-body relationship with the Crown Prince, the Minister smirked and spoke.

Telling me not to worry suggests he's planning to cover for me if I really end up facing detention. Right, we've known each other for four years, so he wouldn't ignore that. Besides, if I get detained, it would be troublesome for the Minister too.

- If you get detained, you start from the beginning, so you'd need forty explanatory reports for a second detention.

He's ignoring me. Were those four years just wasted?

"That's very reassuring."

I barely managed to speak, swallowing the curses that had risen to my throat.

Thank you so much for the helpful comment from someone with multiple detention experiences. I'm so grateful I could gift you sudden death.

'Damn it.'

I already wanted to go home, but today I want to go even more desperately. I was clearly told I wouldn't have to come to work every day in exchange for giving up freedom at the mansion, but things got complicated and now I'm coming in daily.

Come to think of it, I've suddenly become the host of a twisted underworld mansion who invited guests and then abandoned them. The department members and Irina would have come to the Capital anyway, so that's fine, but I'm worried about Margareta since I invited her.

'Is she doing well?'

I need to finish work quickly so I can take care of my guests, or not.

***

Lately, even the smallest things look incredibly beautiful.

'Kal's mansion.'

Every window, curtain, and flowerpot I see when I turn my gaze feels so lovely. This is Kal's mansion, the place where Kal and I will live together.

How beautiful it looks when I think of it as the foundation where I'll live with the person I love. I think I would have been happy even if it were a shabby building in the provinces rather than a mansion in the Capital. I'm sure of it.

Of course, even from an objective perspective, Kal's mansion was excellent. After all, the original owner of this mansion was the Aesilon Family. Moreover, since it was bestowed by His Highness the Crown Prince, it must have been carefully maintained afterward.

'That's Kal for you.'

I couldn't help but nod at the pride filling my chest. A mansion is considered the easiest element to gauge its owner's dignity.

The fact that His Highness the Crown Prince bestowed such a mansion means he properly recognized Kal's value, and the fact that Kal maintains the mansion without issues means that judgment was correct.

And a mansion isn't determined simply by its appearance and size. The ability and dignity of the servants who fill the mansion are even more important than the mansion itself.

In that sense, the servants of this mansion were excellent.

"You're the first guest the master has invited for non-business reasons, my lady."

Words the butler happened to share when we crossed paths.

"Mistress? No, Madam?"
"For now, just call her 'my lady.'"

Words whispered by two young and cute maids.


"The master has no interest in the garden. It's fortunate that you have such excellent aesthetic sense, my lady."

Lastly, words from the gardener.

Excellent. Truly perfect. Their ability to predict and prepare for the future is so excellent that it makes me smile.

And I also learned about Kal's inability to be honest, which made me laugh.

'How much must he have talked about me?'

He acted so indifferent in front of me, but behind my back, he was talking about me. Otherwise, there's no way the mansion's servants would consider me his wife. What a bad person, rejecting marriage proposals while still making me wait.

Honestly, I was disappointed until recently. When I was invited to the mansion, I was so excited about staying with Kal that I couldn't sleep properly, but when I actually arrived, Kal was nowhere to be seen from early morning until late evening.

Of course, I could understand. Kal is a Department Head, specifically of the Audit Department. I'm not so narrow-minded that I can't understand he's busy dedicating himself to the Empire.

But as it stretched to three days, four days, five days, resentment began to build. I had expectations. I chose to come to the Capital instead of returning home, despite my father's pleas.

'I trusted him.'

But after hearing the servants' words, I realized Kal's true intentions. This isn't about inviting me and abandoning me. It's about calling someone he can trust to take care of the mansion while he's away for work.

When a husband is absent, naturally the wife should manage the mansion. Yes, that's natural. Completely natural.

My resentment toward Kal had already turned into regret. I had harbored ill feelings without realizing he trusted me.

"Hohoho..."

Since I was alone in the room, I could proudly laugh out loud without anyone hearing.

I need to work hard. Right now it's just Kal's personal mansion, but when Kal becomes a Count, I'll have to manage his domain too. As a Countess, I'll have a lot to manage for Kal who will often be away.

'I can do it.'

I've lived a life that doesn't shame the Valenti name. If I can't handle the basic qualities expected of a noble lady, the Valenti name would weep.

Of course, officially, Kal and I aren't married yet. We'll naturally become a couple as time passes, but the problem is that I don't have authority right now. So despite the servants' goodwill, I can't get involved in mansion affairs. I'm just a guest after all.

'But I can get involved with people.'

However, interacting with other guests staying at the mansion is different. I can leave the mansion to the excellent servants and focus on the people. The ones giving Kal the biggest headache must be the Confectionery Club.

With Kal absent, the servants don't have the capacity to prevent impulsive actions from a foreign prince or saint candidate. But I'm a lady of noble birth. While not above royalty, I'm not far below either.

With a respectful attitude and persuasive restraint, I can certainly stop royal actions. That's what I can do for Kal.

"The thoughts of high-ranking people are different from ours. Occasionally, surprising things happen."

Words Kal said during the semester. Although he said it with a smile, he couldn't hide the fatigue in his eyes.

Moreover, unlike at the Academy, Kal is now also handling Audit Department work. If his attention gets diverted to the Confectionery Club, he might really collapse from overwork.

'At least here.'

Let me lighten Kal's burden.

The Capital was enormous beyond comparison to any city I had seen before. To the point where I wondered if it could even be called a mere city.

Since visiting the plaza on the first day, I had wandered through various districts of the Capital, but I felt like I hadn't even seen 10% of it yet. It seemed I wouldn't be able to see everything even if I stayed here until the end of the break.

'I won't be able to visit other cities.'

I stared blankly at the ceiling while lying on the bed. Honestly, even saying 10% was being generous, so was there really any need to go to other cities?

Thanks to my brother, I was staying comfortably in the Capital but still couldn't finish sightseeing. In that situation, why would I go to another city? Everything from deciding which city to visit to finding accommodations would be a hassle.

'I'm tired.'

I hugged the pillow next to me. Decisively, going here and there was just too exhausting.

Travel can be enjoyable for a day or two, but maintaining that excitement continuously is difficult. It's tiring both physically and mentally. I've been walking around without rest for days now.

Fortunately, I could rest today because Tanian said he had business at the church. If I had gone out of the mansion today, I probably would have left on two feet and returned crawling on all fours.

"Hmmmph!"

My body trembled as I stretched out fully. Today I should rest as much as possible. That way I can move again tomorrow.

'Let's stay strong.'

As an Imperial citizen, I can move at a leisurely pace. Whether it's the Capital or other regions, I can visit them anytime if I make time, so there's no need to rush.

But among our club members, three aren't Imperial citizens. When else would they have the chance to see the Capital? Not to mention other regions.

So I should endure a little fatigue. For me, this is something I can experience anytime, but for them, these are memories they can only make now.

"I need to be with you, but I'll have trouble for a while because of work. I'll leave it to the club president. Still, if anything happens, tell the butler right away."

And I should stay strong for my brother's sake too, who started going to work the day after we arrived in the Capital.

Normally, my brother wouldn't need to be with us during the break. However, when we mentioned traveling to the Capital, he opened up the mansion and provided various conveniences. It was excessive consideration.

I can't worry such a kind brother. Let's stay quietly in the Capital without causing trouble. If we were to go to other regions, my brother would probably have to make arrangements too.

Contrary to my earlier resolution, something unexpected happened.

"Senior?"

While heading to the garden because staying in my room felt stuffy, I noticed the Duchess. Normally, I would just greet her and continue on my way.

"Ah, Lady Luise."

But seeing the Duchess staring into space with slumped shoulders, I couldn't just walk past. Even now, she barely responded to my voice, managing only a weak smile.

This was the first time I'd seen the Duchess, who always appeared dignified and noble, looking so drained. Sometimes she showed different sides when it came to matters related to my brother, but nothing as listless as this.

'Is it because of my brother?'

If the Duchess was showing abnormal symptoms, the culprit was most likely my brother. In truth, from the Duchess's perspective, it wouldn't be surprising if she felt disappointed with him.

Unlike Irina, the Duchess was directly invited by my brother. If categorized, the Duchess was closer to being my brother's guest rather than a travel companion. Of course, she also enjoyed sightseeing with us.

Anyway, strictly speaking, my brother was neglecting his guest. Though the Duchess knew it wasn't intentional but an unavoidable situation, if this neglect continued for days, it was inevitable that her feelings would be hurt.

The feeling of being ignored by someone you like must be more terrible than anything.

'Duchess...'

My heart ached as I understood her situation. Unlike the club members who were my friends like Irina, the Duchess was in a somewhat isolated position. She must have come here only to see my brother, but he wasn't around, and she had no one to share her disappointment with.


How difficult it must have been for the Duchess while we enjoyed our sightseeing. How frustrated she must have felt. Moreover, her status as a Duchess would have prevented her from freely expressing that pain.

As an Imperial Duchess, she needed to show dignity to foreign royalty and maintain her composure before nobles of her own country. Such obligations came with the lofty title of Duchess.

'What should I do?'

And there was nothing I could do for the Duchess. It would be unthinkable for someone from a baronial family to worry about and offer words of comfort to someone from a ducal family.

Then I should address the cause of the Duchess's suffering, but I couldn't do anything about my brother being busy.

While I was pondering this dilemma, unable to act either way, the Duchess, who seemed to be thinking about something, approached me.

"Lady Luise."
"Yes, Senior."
"May I ask for your help?"
"Pardon?"

Me? I don't think I'll be much help.

I could only blink at the Duchess's unexpected request, but her expression was very serious.

Um... can I really help the Duchess? Should I go to where my brother is and ask him to come home early today?

***

I stood blankly in the hallway, keenly aware of my inadequacy.

Even if my counterparts were royalty and saint candidates, I was an Imperial Duchess. No matter how much I might be outranked objectively, as long as we were in the Empire, I, as an Imperial noble, would inevitably have certain advantages.

In that state, I thought I could prevent impulsive actions with a respectful attitude and persuasive restraint. That was common sense.

And that thought was evidence of my inadequacy.

'If only they were people who understood common sense.'

They wouldn't have come to the Academy in the first place.

It was a belated realization. The thought that if they understood common sense, they wouldn't have been at the Academy or in the Capital in the first place made me dizzy.

"Wouldn't it be better to visit other regions rather than just staying in the Capital?"
"That's true. Since our purpose was to see the Imperial landscape, it would be good to see various places."

While hovering around the royalty to immediately respond to any impulsive actions, I overheard these terrible words. Other places? Nonsense. It's already hard to meet Kal while in the Capital, but if we go to other regions, it will be even harder—

No, the royalty are figures who are closely watched even in the Capital. They are too significant for a mere mayor to handle. If they can be stopped, they should be.

"The Capital is where everything in the Empire converges. Perhaps experiencing the Capital first would be better?"

So I carefully stepped forward and tried to restrain the two princes. Fortunately, the saint candidate had left for the church early in the morning, and the Third Prince was displaying such a lack of presence that he was hard to find unless deliberately sought out. So if I could just stop these two, problems wouldn't arise.

And honestly, I don't remember what happened next. No, let me correct that. I don't want to remember.

I clearly did my best to stop them. I employed all sorts of justifications and even impressed myself with my eloquence. I dissuaded the princes to the extent that any reasonable person would have said, "Well, I guess it can't be helped," and given up.

"The Duchess's opinion is correct, but I can't help being drawn to other regions."

It was futile. When royalty decides "I'm going," there's no stopping them.

'Kal, I'm sorry...'

I wanted to lighten your burden. I wanted to do well since you trusted me with this.


I felt like I might cry. Kal, what kind of battle have you been fighting all this time? Even I, who only dealt with them briefly, feel like I'm losing my mind.

"The thoughts of those in high positions differ from ours. Occasionally, surprising things happen."

Those words weren't simply a murmur born of fatigue but more like the death throes of someone on the verge of collapse. Fool, to only realize this now.

I want to run to Kal right now, embrace him, and cry. I want to tell him to forget everything, resign immediately, and become my family's son-in-law. But I can't. Kal is a true noble who moves according to responsibility and duty.

'What should I do?'

I stood in the hallway for a long time, feeling helpless and powerless.

"Senior?"
"Ah, Lady Luise."

Until Lady Luise appeared.

'That's it.'

Life began to return to my dazed mind. Lady Luise. Lady Luise could resolve this situation.

The center of the Confectionery Club is Lady Luise. It's no secret that the members already gather around her. Those who don't go near the club, like regular faculty or students, might not know, but anyone who has observed for a while couldn't miss it.

"May I ask for your help?"
"Pardon?"

Though Lady Luise blinked with an expression that suggested she didn't understand what I meant, I had unwavering faith in her. Lady Luise would surely be able to stop those unreasonable beings.

I believed in her, but it feels a bit strange that things are actually going this way.

"Wouldn't it be better to just stay in the Capital since going around everywhere is tiring?"
"That's true."

Why are they accepting it now? When I said it, they didn't even pretend to listen.

'Kal, really...'

How have you managed to spend a semester with these people? And you have to spend another two and a half years with them?

I was genuinely concerned for Kal's health.

***

Sensing a commotion, I checked while passing by and saw Luise saying something to the club members. The Duchess behind her was watching quietly with a serene expression.

'Nothing serious.'

After assessing the situation, I continued on my way. It was obvious that the princes had brought up something strange again, and Luise was trying to dissuade them.

It was probably for some trivial reason. After all, it's not something a mere countess, who is neither the club president nor a duchess, should worry about.

'Everyone seems lively.'

So they have the luxury to engage in such debates.

I took an apple from the envelope I was carrying and bit into it. I had planned to share if I ran into them, but seeing the situation, there was no need.

'Yuris, was it?'

The young brown-haired maid suddenly gave me this fruit as a gift. She was strangely kind to me in particular, so I asked for her name.

It's delicious. The maid must have gone to some trouble to prepare this, so I should prepare a gift for her too.

My summer work hours are similar to the sun's working hours. A disaster born from the difficulty of tracking time when daylight stretches on without darkness. This feels somewhat unfair. I don't work shorter hours in winter when days are short, so why do I voluntarily work longer in summer? Have I developed a slave mentality over these four years?

Of course, I'd love to enjoy refreshingly punctual arrivals and departures like ice, but then work would pile up until I'm dying during the last week of each quarter. Come to think of it, it's just a difference between dying now or dying later.

So today again, I could only return to the mansion in the late evening.

"Welcome back, Young Master Kal."

And Margareta came all the way to the main gate to greet me.

"Mar? What are you doing outside your room at this hour?"

It's called late evening, but it's practically night. It's already past dinner time and even the casual conversation afterward, when everyone should be in their rooms.

For a moment, I worried that the problem I'd been concerned about had finally erupted. Yes, even I thought it was too much. Neglecting an invited guest for days is a tremendous insult.

It's only because it wasn't intentional but due to work, and because Margareta is rather generous, that we've managed until now. But normally, she would have felt insulted and left the mansion after just two days, and I couldn't blame her.

"I will never forget this! I formally protest in the name of House Valenti!"

Imagining Margareta with a flushed face, crying out those words made my heart ache. It would be quite an achievement to anger someone who maintained composure even when rejected for marriage.

I should apologize first. Since she hasn't left without a word, there's still room to salvage the situation—

"You must be exhausted, right? Drink this. They say honey water is good for fatigue."
"Ah, thank you."

Before I could open my mouth, Margareta offered me a cup.

"It's hot out, and you've been working so hard. You're not overdoing it, are you?"

Her gentle voice filled with concern made me feel strange. It was like when Luise worried about me before—no matter how difficult things truly are, it's embarrassing to be worried over by someone younger than me.

I nodded to indicate I was fine, and only then did Margareta smile.

"I know how hard Young Master Kal works. That's why you don't need to worry about the club during vacation."

"Even advisors deserve to enjoy their vacation," she added, and I gave her a slight smile in return. I appreciate the sentiment, but it's difficult. Do you think I'm doing this during vacation because I want to? It's because there's no one else to handle those idiots if not me.

The moment I shout "The advisor is free!" and escape, those bombs gathered in one place will scatter everywhere. And the Crown Prince will be so enraged he'll demote me from free person to slave.

...Or was I already a slave to begin with?

"I've lived up to your trust in me, so I hope you'll rest as much as I believe you should."
"Pardon?"

What is she talking about? Trust in her?

I already feel bad about leaving Margareta alone at the mansion. In such a situation, if I had expected something from Margareta, I'd be nothing short of insane.

As I remained silent, not understanding what she meant, Margareta interpreted my reaction differently and raised her head with a somewhat proud expression. Even so, she still had to look up at me since she's shorter.

"Today, the princes suggested going outside the Capital."

Oh shit.


Her calm voice and its alarming content snapped me to attention. Go where? Outside the Capital? These bastards are already a handful within the Capital, what nonsense is this?

'Building up to something, are they?'

Their purpose is obvious. It's not because they're genuinely interested in other regions. They probably want to go to Luise's domain to target people around her. But going directly to Luise's domain would be too obvious, so they're trying to establish pretense by visiting other regions first.

You damn dogs, you should be focusing on winning over the person herself rather than those around her.

"Of course, the princes seemed more interested in the Capital and withdrew their suggestion."

Though I was trembling with anger, Margareta's following words helped me calm down. Thank goodness. I almost had to handle both Audit Department work and an out-of-town business trip simultaneously.

And only after calming down did my thoughts become clear. Waiting for me until this late hour, deliberately telling me about something that was already resolved, that somewhat proud expression, saying I trusted her.

'She stopped them.'

Margareta had prevented those status-flaunting bastards from running wild. There would be no other reason for this.

In truth, when I invited Margareta to the mansion, I did hope she might stop the royals. But it was just a faint hope. I never actually intended to dump the massive burden of the club on Margareta, who was a guest.

It seems there was a small misunderstanding between us.

'Thank goodness.'

That misunderstanding saved us.

"I understand. I should live up to Mar's trust as well."

At those words, Margareta smiled brightly but turned her gaze away as if somewhat embarrassed. What's this? Is there something else?

"Lady Luise played a significant role."

Ah, nothing special then.

"That doesn't make Mar's actions any less meaningful."

I cling to Luise when stopping the royals too, so it's natural. If anything, it's impressive that Margareta quickly recognized and utilized Luise as the royal-exclusive brake.

Yes, indeed.

When your home is peaceful, you can wander outside with peace of mind. There's nothing more reassuring than the combined power of Luise, who has the ability to stop those hopeless idiot members, and Margareta, who has the will to do so.

With peace of mind restored, work gets processed so quickly. People really are different depending on their mindset.

- The signs are ominous.

But no matter how peaceful things are internally, there's nothing you can do when problems arise externally.

While signing documents, I received a message from the Section Chief of the 2nd Section, who was sent north at the request of the Border Count of Sorden. And with not particularly welcome news.

"What's so bad about it?"
- First, the Border Count's concerns were correct. There are definitely many holes in the movement of supplies.

My hope that the Border Count might have miscounted crumbled miserably. Right, if reports are coming to the central government, the Border Count must have verified it several times already. It was too shameless a hope anyway.

- It's definitely being stockpiled somewhere.


The Section Chief, who said this, roughly ran his hand through his hair, clearly frustrated. It's true that some of the supplies flowing to the North have gone missing. Someone is deliberately hiding them.

The problem is that this is all we know. And even this isn't additional information but merely confirmation of what the Border Count suspected. But what can we do? The Section Chief was only dispatched recently.

"It's good that we know now. Don't rush."
- Yes, sir.

The Section Chief, with a distorted expression, forced himself to bow. It was a strange expression mixing frustration about traveling through the harsh North and anxiety about whether this might lead to a major incident.

"Do you need more people?"
- It's fine. Even with just us moving around, we're already drawing attention.

I was going to offer more manpower given the nature of the situation, but the field worker refused. Damn, the North is still a den of demons.

Originally, there were a significant number of pro-imperial tribes in the North. But that bastard Khagan either beat up or converted all the pro-imperial tribes in the North, so the North right after the Great Punitive War was a complete mess.

The Empire couldn't actively intervene or rule the North because it had suffered considerable damage itself and had internal succession issues. But indirect rule wasn't possible either because the pro-imperial tribes had long since gone to heaven due to the Khagan's spicy punch (which was extremely powerful).

As a result, the Empire, having consecutively endured the Great Punitive War and succession issues, began sending friendship money to the North from scratch, squeezing its already tight finances. Compared to the past when it had strong influence in the North, the current situation is desperate.

- In the past, people wouldn't have batted an eye at seeing an imperial citizen, but nowadays we stand out too much.
"This is maddening."

The witness to this desperate influence is the Section Chief on the other side of the communication crystal. Before the war, exchanges were so active and the Empire's influence so strong that imperial citizens could roam the North without issue.

But now, as we're rebuilding what was completely lost, every move of an imperial citizen stands out. From the nomads' perspective, they look at imperial citizens with eyes that say, "Excuse me, but could you just give us money and leave? What business do you have in our home?"

This is really awful. Would we need to set fire to the entire northern plains to get rid of this mess?

"Let me know immediately if anything strange happens. Good work."

The one thing I'm certain of is that there's nothing I can do to help. Besides waiting for the information that the Section Chief and the Border Count will bring back while running around frantically, there's nothing a civil servant in the Capital can do.

- Department Head, perhaps some—

I cut off the communication while the Section Chief was trying to say something. Judging by what he was about to say, it probably wasn't anything important. If it were, he'd call back.

'It's probably alcohol anyway.'

It's obvious what someone who consumes half water, half alcohol would ask for. Our poor bastard, I'll send him some since he's working hard.

It seems quite a few eyes are watching me from various places. Otherwise, something like this wouldn't arrive right after I finished all my backlogged work.

"Who sent this?"

I looked down at the letter the butler respectfully handed me and asked again. A single letter that instantly shattered my happy resolution to stay home with no need to go to work for a while.

"It's from the Countess."

A letter from the woman who is this body's mother.

'The mother, not the family head?'

I really can't guess what this is about.


The Kracius Family is one of the Imperial Count families directly serving the Emperor, a prestigious martial house with domains near the Capital. To put it bluntly, they're essentially the Emperor's hunting dogs or pets. But as they say, a minister's dog is more valuable than an ordinary person. Especially when the owner is the Emperor and the dog itself holds high status.

Because of this, Imperial Count families including the Kracius Family are considered quite desirable marriage partners in high society. Since Imperial Count families maintain such close relationships with the Emperor, forming connections with them often brings various benefits, whether obvious or subtle.

Moreover, if an Imperial Count were to casually mention "my in-laws..." before the Emperor, their status would skyrocket overnight. Even the most paranoid Emperor wouldn't execute someone recommended by his own pet.

In summary, I too am prime marriage material sought after in imperial high society. Strangely, marriage proposals stopped abruptly last year, but before that, I received quite a few besides Margareta's.

"Don't worry about trivial matters and focus on what needs to be done."

That was what the family head said right after the Great Punitive War. The family head who coolly dismissed noble marriages as "trivial matters" and cursed me with well-wishes to diligently serve as a civil servant for the Emperor.

Thanks to the family head, I hadn't concerned myself with marriage until now, but that seems impossible now. Unlike the family head who thinks things will work out on their own, my mother seems unable to show any more patience.

"Did it arrive today?"
"Yes, it came at lunchtime."

I nodded at the butler's response while checking the contents of the letter. I couldn't think of any reason my mother would send a letter except for matters of marriage.

'Still, she held out for quite a while.'

I had been using the family head's words as a shield, but it seems we've reached the limit. Understandable, since in a few more years I'll be completely past marriageable age. What mother would stand by watching her eldest son evolve into a confirmed bachelor?

The letter began with ordinary greetings. Asking if I was healthy in this hot weather, expressing pride in my dedication to the imperial family and empire, wishing I would visit the domain more often—nothing unusual for a mother writing to her son.

Unfortunately, despite the warm letter, the relationship between my mother and me is quite distant.

"So she wants me to come to the domain."

Skimming through, I found the main point at the end. She wanted both of her sons to stop staying only in the Capital and return to show our faces at the domain.

Yes, I should make an appearance. Honestly, I'll probably be bombarded with marriage proposals if I visit the mansion, but if we live too separately, unsavory rumors might spread in high society about the Kracius County being dysfunctional.

Just as I was about to fold the letter after reluctantly accepting this, I noticed one more sentence at the bottom.

"I heard there are other guests with you. If they're agreeable, bring them along."

'What the hell.'

My mind froze at this sudden statement. Bring them along? Those idiots?

'Oh shit.'

There was a condition—if they're agreeable—but those fools have been looking for an opportunity to leave the Capital. Of course they'd agree.

I stared blankly at the letter for a while until the butler cautiously spoke, bringing me back to my senses.

I'm sorry, Margareta. You must have worked hard to keep the club members from going outside, but now I'm about to destroy that effort with my own hands.

For the first time in a while, I was able to have dinner at the mansion rather than the office. I shouldn't be happy about something so ordinary, but I couldn't help feeling pleased.

"Now that my brother is here, it finally feels like my brother's mansion."

Luise's words, spoken with a small smile, pierced my heart like a dagger. She probably meant it as a simple expression of happiness, but for someone who had been neglecting his guests, it was a guilt-inducing statement.

And ironically, right after hearing those words, I had to leave the mansion the very next day. Not just commuting within the Capital, but traveling to a completely different region. And not just me, but everyone.

'Damn it.'


It's extremely annoying to go on an outing with these high-ranking people right after being freed from work. This isn't some business golf or hiking trip—what am I even doing?

Of course, contrary to my mother's request, I could just go without telling the club members. The problem is that would mean leaving them unattended at a distance where I couldn't immediately respond if needed. If I was going to abandon them, I wouldn't have let them stay at the mansion in the first place.

After much deliberation, I carefully opened my mouth. Might as well get it over with quickly.

"Erich."
"Yes?"

First, the blood relative who must go with me as a package deal.

"Mother wants us to come to the domain. Let's go tomorrow."

Erich's hand holding the knife stopped. He must be bewildered by this sudden summons in the middle of his peaceful and enjoyable Capital life with Luise.

And he might be concerned about leaving his competitors behind while he goes elsewhere. Though honestly, I don't think those four would make much progress even if left alone.

"Alright. I'll get ready."

His calm acceptance of the summons shows he still has some affection or sense of duty toward family. You've grown up to be kind despite that bleak household.

So I immediately gave him a gift to perk him up—don't worry, you're not going alone, everyone's coming.

"And Mother has invited the entire Pastry Club."

Erich's expression, which had darkened slightly, brightened again, and the other four idiots also showed positive reactions. How predictable.

Afraid they might look at me with pathetic eyes if I let my guard down, I turned my gaze elsewhere and noticed someone else with a gloomy expression, unlike the club members.

"Of course, Mar is included. Irina as well."

Only then did her expression brighten. So there was another person whose thoughts were easy to read. Still, she's cute compared to those idiots, so I'll let it slide.

"If everyone's okay with it, I'd like to leave tomorrow."
"Of course we're okay with it."

Lyutis spoke as the representative. Yes, I'm glad if you're okay with it.

But while I'm glad, I'm also inexplicably angry. I think I'm developing anger management issues lately.

'Is this how the Minister felt?'

It's a feeling I never wanted to know until the day I die.

It would be nice if everything ended with everyone agreeing to attend as requested, but I still needed to relay this decision to the domain. Not sending a timely response would be essentially ignoring them.

As a result, as soon as dinner ended, I rushed to my room to contact the domain.

"Would around noon tomorrow be alright?"
- Yes, that's plenty of time. We were already preparing.

Seeing the tired face of the head butler welcoming me through the communication device made me feel emotional. Do I look like that to others too? The head butler is also a noble with a title, the second-in-command of the county, yet how has he managed to look exhausted every single day for five years? Even viscounts get worked to the bone without mercy.

And I wasn't the only one feeling such sad and pitiful emotions.

- Young master, are you alright?
"Of course I'm fine. There's nothing wrong."
- Your complexion doesn't look good. I hope you're not overexerting yourself.

"......"

If even the head butler is worried, I must truly look like a victim of overwork to others. But when I looked in the mirror, my face seemed the same as usual.

'So exhaustion is my default state.'

Without realizing it, fatigue had become my baseline expression. Four years is a frightening amount of time.

As I remained silent in bitterness, the head butler, perhaps trying to change the atmosphere, brought up a different topic.

- The lady has been missing you greatly. Erich stayed at the domain until his enrollment, but you've been in the Capital the whole time, haven't you?
"I've been too busy to visit. Fortunately, the family head understood."

But since it wasn't a particularly interesting topic, I answered indifferently. My mother missed me? Well, I wonder if that's really true.

My mother isn't evil-hearted or an abusive parent, but she's not affectionate enough to say she misses her children. In a way, she practices the same hands-off parenting style as the family head.

It would be fine if she were only that way with me, the possessed one, but she wasn't very affectionate with Erich either, who is her flesh and blood both in body and soul.

Sensing my mood, the head butler awkwardly smiled and spoke.

- If you talk with the lady, you'll understand her true feelings.
"I hope so."

Of course, I didn't stay in the Capital because I disliked my parents—I was just busy. So even if I understood her true feelings now, I don't think much would change.

Interestingly, the head butler didn't mention that the family head missed me. Perhaps even he thought that would be too much of a stretch. I appreciate the honesty.

After relaying the news of our visit to the head butler...

- To Teilgleichen County, you say?

There was one more person I needed to report to.

- My, I heard you finished all your backlogged work today. What a shame.
'You bastard.'

The Crown Prince, who provoked me as naturally as breathing, was my final reporting target. When royalty is leaving the Capital en masse, I should at least tell him where we're going.

- Still, it's fortunate you have the leisure time.
= This guy gets fed the privilege of not having to come to work every day, and now he's going to work somewhere else?

"Thanks to you, I was able to prepare for unexpected situations."
= I'm a bastard too, so shut up.

From the Crown Prince's perspective, this must be both annoying and amusing. He gave me the extraordinary benefit of not having to come to work every day so I could stay at the mansion, but the beneficiary is voluntarily taking the royals outside the Capital.

He must be wondering what the hell I'm doing. He won't stop me since I'm taking the bomb away on my own initiative, but still.

- If anything happens, don't hesitate to let me know. They're guests of the Empire, even outside the Capital.
= I don't want to miss seeing you struggle, so report to me regularly.

The Crown Prince ended the communication with one final provocation.

What a real bastard. Is this really the future Emperor?

Well, he's better than the Second Prince, but is this really the best option?

It was a heartbreaking day for the Empire's dark future.

# The Merciless Dealing of the Crown Prince

I felt like I was losing my mind from the Crown Prince's merciless, breathless dealing, but one thing became clear from our conversation.

'This bastard knew all along.'

The Crown Prince's reaction to my report wasn't shock over a sudden incident. Rather, it was the pleasure of watching a victim squirm after being pranked.

The fact that I was leading my club members to the domain was something the Imperial Family already knew about. More precisely, it went beyond mere knowledge—it reflected the Imperial Family's will.

'I thought something seemed off.'

My mother, who had never contacted me first or sent letters before. Yet now she sends a letter asking me to bring my club members along? And specifically at this timing?

Of course, judging by the butler's defense of my mother, she might have had a change of heart. She might genuinely be worried about her straight-laced eldest son heading toward permanent bachelorhood.

But even so, my mother's intention would have only extended to inviting me and Erich. The domain's true owner is the family head. Even as his wife, she couldn't invite royalty without the family head's permission.

So the invitation to my club members came not from my mother but from the family head's will. And the only person who could move the Imperial Count, who serves the Emperor directly—

'It's the Emperor.'

Only the Emperor. Even the Crown Prince couldn't directly interfere with an Imperial Count who serves as the Emperor's direct vassal. If the Crown Prince had orchestrated this, he would have taunted me about it before I even received the letter.

The suspicion I'd had since first seeing my mother's letter was now confirmed, so I immediately dropped the matter. If the Crown Prince had been surprised, my guess would have been wrong and I would have canceled the trip immediately. But since the Emperor was indeed involved, I should just keep my mouth shut.

I hadn't received direct orders myself—I was merely caught up in something the Emperor was orchestrating. In such a situation, there was no need to get deeply involved.

'Damn it.'

I massaged the back of my neck with a sigh. People who've spent decades in politics develop values that ordinary people can't fathom, and the Emperor adds a spectacular paranoia on top of that.

Questioning the Emperor's actions would only exhaust me. No point in digging deeper and getting burned.

But what's really going on? I don't want to know, but I am curious.

I arrived at the domain that I hadn't particularly missed. It was already close to the Capital, and with the teleportation magic circle installed, we arrived quickly. Since we were only planning to stay for a few days, we packed lightly.

I didn't want to come with these idiots, but my mother sent the letter personally, and ignoring it would be like advertising that we're a dysfunctional family. Plus, it was something influenced by the Emperor. So what could I do? I had to comply.

"You've arrived."
"I greet you, Family Head."

When we arrived at the lord's castle located at the center of the domain, the family head was already waiting to welcome us. It was a situation that required the lord himself to come out, given the important guests in our party.

As I bowed to the family head, I noticed that not only my mother but also the butler and the head servant had come out. All the domain's key personnel were present.

"I am Wilhelm Kracius of Teilgleichen, Count of Teilgleichen County. It is an honor to have such distinguished guests visit us."
"How could I ignore the opportunity to meet one of the Empire's pillars? I've long wanted to meet the renowned Count in person. I can only thank your wife for the invitation."

After briefly exchanging greetings with me, the family head turned his gaze behind me to greet my club members as well. He first bowed to Ainter. Honestly, between a domestic prince and a foreign prince, the domestic prince takes precedence even if he lacks real power.

"Kal."
"It's been a while, Mother."


As I shifted my gaze from the family head, my mother spoke. Unlike the family head dressed all in black, she had light brown hair and blue eyes—the common trait of noble families being an appearance that made her age indiscernible.

After nodding at my greeting, my mother approached a few steps and silently stared at me.

"I'm glad to see you're healthy."

After moving her lips as if there was something she wanted to say, my mother finally offered a light greeting. If it's something important, she'll tell me later.

My mother, who seemed awkward as she glanced around, spotted Erich and beckoned to him. Come to think of it, that guy should greet his parents when he comes home, but he's just standing there. I understand the awkwardness, but still.

"Erich, have you been well?"
'No.'

I almost closed my eyes at the sight of my mother speaking hesitantly. How can a mother feel awkward with her own son? At least a son's awkwardness can be excused as adolescence.

"Ah, yes."

Even Erich, consumed by my mother's awkwardness, committed the disaster of answering briefly.

The conversation ended abruptly, with a look of contemplation about what to say next. My mother, already stiff, visibly became even more flustered.

"We seem to be keeping our guests standing too long. I'm sure you have much to talk about, but let's go inside first."

The suffocating silence was broken by the butler's intervention. As expected of the butler—truly the pillar supporting the county.

I gave the butler an appreciative look, which he returned with a small smile, making me feel incredibly reassured.

"Yes, let's go inside."

My mother, seemingly not wanting to miss this opportunity, quickly jumped on the butler's suggestion. Is it just my imagination that her retreating figure looked somewhat pitiful?

"Brother."
"What?"
"Did something happen to Mother?"
"That's something you should know, not me."

I left home before you did. You were still living at home until a few months ago.

So Erich and I just stared blankly at our mother's back until the family head started moving, and then we entered the castle.

I don't know why Mother is acting this way, but I'll find out while staying here. I'll probably have many conversations about marriage arrangements while I'm in the domain anyway.

***

After greeting the guests, I headed straight to my office. As the domain's lord, I had gone out to welcome them, but since my wife was the host, I could leave the matter to her.

"My dear, why not invite all of them?"
"All of them? Including His Highness the Prince and Their Highnesses the foreign princes?"
"Yes. Please do."

Of course, this was unexpected for my wife, who had only intended to invite our two sons. Even now, I feel uneasy thinking about her surprised expression, but I'm grateful she ultimately fulfilled my request.

And I'm fortunate. To be able to follow His Majesty's will.

- I intend to send them outside the Capital. Since the Audit Department Head is their mentor, the Count's domain would be suitable.


On the day my wife was writing a letter to our son, His Majesty personally commanded through a communication orb. He wanted the foreign princes and the saint candidate to leave the Capital. And the place fortunately chosen as a suitable location was Teilgleichen County.

That's why I welcomed guests at the castle after so long. While hosting guests is rare for me, how could a servant refuse his master's command? It is His Majesty's wish, so I simply obey.

'No one is around.'

As I walked, I soon arrived at my office. After confirming no one else was nearby, I activated the communication orb. The conversation I'm about to have must not be overheard by anyone.

- Count Teilgleichen.
"Your humble servant, Wilhelm Kracius, greets the noble and great sun of the Empire."

As His Majesty the Emperor's face appeared, I knelt without daring to raise my head. Even if it was just an illusion through a communication orb, how could a mere servant look directly at His Majesty's face without permission?

- Raise your head.

At His Majesty's voice, I raised my head to see the Empire's one and only legitimate ruler before me. Though aged and less healthy than in the past, he was undeniably the Empire's ruler.

His once golden hair had turned white, and wrinkles showed on his face, but the purple eyes—symbol of the Livnoman Imperial Family—still shone brightly.

- Have they arrived?

A brief question. But one would have to be truly dull not to understand its meaning—and such a person would not be worthy of receiving His Majesty's commands.

"Yes, Your Majesty."
- The Kracius family's handling of matters is always swift.
"I am honored by your words."

I bowed my head again at his excessive praise. It is a servant's duty to swiftly realize His Majesty's will, so to receive commendation for such expected behavior—how could I not be moved?

- Now the Special Affairs Ministry will observe them.

His Majesty's words meant that the Special Affairs Ministry would monitor the important figures who had arrived at Teilgleichen County. Since the personnel were personally selected by His Majesty, there was no chance of them being discovered during their mission. Some had probably already entered the domain.

It was both advice to be aware that Special Affairs Ministry agents would be operating within Teilgleichen County and an order to cooperate if necessary.

- We shall see whether they are guests or thieves.

His Majesty's voice was low, but his inner thoughts were surely not so calm. His Majesty had been watching closely since hearing that key foreign figures had chosen to remain in the Empire rather than return to their countries.

Why had foreign royalty enrolled in the Imperial Academy? Why had they chosen to remain during the break rather than return home? Why had they come all the way to the Capital? Why did they want to see the entire Empire under the pretext of travel?

Why, why, why, why.

His Majesty had concluded that they were spies. To take advantage of the Empire's vulnerability during the Great Punitive War and the imperial succession dispute, to challenge the Empire's mandate.

That's why they remained in the Empire to gather information as spies. The reason these spies were royalty was because they knew that even foreign royalty couldn't be treated carelessly.

While there was circumstantial evidence they were spies, there was no physical evidence. That's why they were sent outside the Capital, where Imperial surveillance was concentrated. When the eyes were gone, they would show their true colors. Then physical evidence would emerge.

- Aren't you curious about what results will come?

I simply bowed my head at His Majesty's words.

The department members coming to the domain was filled with the Emperor's intentions, meaning the Emperor's eyes and ears would be spread throughout the domain. At that level, it could be considered safer than the Capital mansion guarded by the Charcoal Division.

Of course, one shouldn't let their guard down just because the department members were safe thanks to the Emperor. Someone who was energetically active in the Capital suddenly taking it easy would be seen as provocation. It would be like boldly saying, "I know Your Majesty is watching, so I'll take it easy."

The Emperor was already at the peak of paranoia and obsession with imperial authority. If a subject noticed plans he hadn't explicitly stated and tried to be clever about it? He'd immediately punish them for insolence. History has seen many instances where subjects who tried to climb above their sovereign ended up ascending to heaven instead.

"This is Erich's home, so don't feel burdened and stay quietly."
"Oh my, I should return to the Capital quickly then."

That would be even better.

Anyway, I needed to show the Emperor's eyes and ears—wherever they might be—that I was working diligently. That's why I was personally guiding the department members to their rooms.

In truth, I came at my mother's invitation, so I didn't really need to do this, but knowing the Emperor was watching, how could I just sit still? Your Majesty, are you watching? See how diligent I am.

"Marg, you'll be staying in this room."
"..."
"Marg?"
"Ah, sorry. I was just lost in thought for a moment."
"It's fine, that happens."

After assigning rooms to the Confectionery Club and Irina, I finally guided Margareta, but unlike usual, she seemed quite distracted.

Since entering the lord's castle, she'd been looking around restlessly, and even now she seemed preoccupied with her thoughts. I hope there's no problem.

"If you need anything, you can find a servant. Or you can come to me as well."
"I'll do that. Thank you for your consideration, Young Lord Kal."

I nodded once to Margareta, who spoke with a gentle smile, and then moved on. Now I need to attend to my own business.

Before guiding them to their rooms, Mother had invited me to have tea together after I finished. When Mother calls, what can a son do but go?

'I didn't expect her to seek me out so soon.'

Still, it's good if the matter concludes quickly. That means I can return sooner.

Mother was in the castle's rear garden. A tea table had already been set up with refreshments prepared. Did I arrive too late?

"Mother."
"You're here, sit down."

As soon as I sat across from Mother, a maid poured tea. Looking around, I could see the head maid behind Mother, along with about six assisting maids. That's quite a lot of people for what should be a private tea time.

"Head Maid, have you been well?"

I greeted the head maid lightly. No matter that she's a servant, the head maid holds the miraculous titles of head maid, wet nurse, and Mother's childhood friend—someone even the head butler wouldn't dare cross.

"Hearing the young master ask after my well-being makes all my fatigue disappear."
"I'm glad to hear that."

The head maid answered with a smile that naturally warmed the heart of anyone who saw it. From her perspective, I'm like a son she's known since infancy, so it's natural.

'I can't get used to this.'

Conversely, from my perspective, the head maid's goodwill is almost embarrassingly excessive. No matter that she's my wet nurse or whatever, it's not like I personally experienced being raised by her.

I just accept it because she's called my wet nurse, but honestly, I don't feel any particular attachment. I can barely feel attached to my parents, so feeling attached to a wet nurse would be strange too.

That's why, unlike Erich who diligently calls her "Nurse," I insist on the title "Head Maid." The head maid initially seemed disappointed by this title, but perhaps thinking it was teenage rebellion, she accepted it before long.

'Am I still in my rebellious phase at 21?'

A wet nurse's heart toward a child is too generous indeed.

"How are the guests?"
"They have no complaints. I've assigned servants to them, so there's no need to worry."
"That's a relief. I was concerned about satisfying such distinguished guests."

As I lowered my gaze slightly at the head maid's smile, I heard Mother's voice. There was a hint of fatigue in it—it seems Mother has also been troubled by this invitation.


Well, it's understandable. What was supposed to be just inviting her son turned into hosting imperial and royal family members. If I was worried about being summoned, how much more stressed must Mother have been as the one doing the inviting?

"They are gracious and pleasant people. They'll simply stay as guests and leave without incident."

I offered words of comfort, knowing Mother must have been stressed. Being someone who also suffers because of them, I understand her feelings all too well.

And while those guys are experts at making people exasperated, they're not the type to throw tantrums by flaunting their status or showing off their fastidiousness. They really will just enjoy themselves as guests and then leave.

Though saying it like this makes them sound like idealized noble figures. The problem is they don't show this ideal image to the civil servants beneath them.

"Thank you for saying that."

Mother seemed somewhat relieved by my words, smiling slightly in response. The head maid behind her was also wearing a pleased smile for some reason, but I chose to ignore that.

"...Have you been keeping healthy?"

After smiling slightly, Mother fell silent for a moment before finally speaking. It's unfortunate that after finally opening her mouth, all she said was such a greeting.

The head maid, seemingly sharing my disappointment, lightly poked Mother's back, and only then did Mother seem to realize her mistake, looking visibly flustered. We already exchanged greetings in front of the castle earlier. Why ask twice in one day?

"Of course. Wouldn't it be ridiculous for a man of the Kracius family to be frail?"
"Yes. That's right. You're correct."
'What's going on?'

What is this about?

I can't understand the context. I can't guess what topic she wants to bring up.

I looked at the head maid wondering if she knew something, but she too wore a complicated expression.

"Come to think of it, about Erich."

After some deliberation, I decided to speak first. It would be bad to just maintain silence and have Mother end the tea time without getting to the main point. I should keep the atmosphere going with other topics until she's ready to speak.

So I threw Erich under the bus. Sorry, but lend me your name for a moment for Mother and me.

***

This is strange. I've already organized what I want to say to Kal, but my mouth won't move. There's so much I want to say, so much I need to say.

'This isn't right.'

I called this busy child here. I called him right after he'd barely finished his work. I should quickly accomplish my purpose and send him back—even that wouldn't be enough.

Yet here I am, repeating meaningless greetings in front of him. Laura was so incredulous that she poked me from behind, which was terribly embarrassing.

'This isn't right.'

This was supposed to be a place for honest conversation with Kal. A place where I gathered courage to resolve a relationship that couldn't be called a normal mother-son relationship.

"They are gracious and pleasant people. They'll simply stay as guests and leave without incident."

Moreover, that child noticed my worry and offered words of comfort first. I'm so grateful, but this isn't right. A mother should be the one embracing her child, not receiving consideration. I should be the one embracing him.

But how?
When I tried to say what I had prepared, my mouth wouldn't cooperate.

Do I even have the right to do this now? That question wouldn't leave my mind.

"The Kracius family has its own ways. It's because we've lived that way that we've received the imperial family's favor."

Words that Billy spoke each time our lovely sons, Kal and Erich, were born.

He said the Kracius family has its own methods, so please leave the children's upbringing to him. I simply agreed. After all, the two children would inherit the Kracius name. If the family had its own methods, it was right to follow them.

"A wife's role is important too. It would be troublesome if the children had somewhere to be spoiled."

And I was told not to be too affectionate with the children during their education period. I couldn't understand. How could I not dote on these small, adorable children? How could that make any sense?


But the living proof was right before my eyes. Billy was raised that way. Billy's father, grandfather, great-grandfather, and all generations before them were raised that way. And the result was the Kracius family—a prestigious military family with 300 years of history.

It clearly works. Then would it be right for me to go against 300 years of history? Would I ruin 300 years of family tradition with my stubbornness and guilt? Would I destroy both children's futures and my relationship with Billy?

"I understand. If it's for the children's sake."

In the end, I followed Billy's words. Looking back, I was too young and foolish then. If Billy said such things to me now, I would grab him by the collar and shake him. Showing affection to my children should be natural.

After that, I never embraced my children in front of them, only watching from behind. If they got hurt, I sent herbs through servants. If their training was intense, I told the chef to pay special attention to their food. If they seemed like they might catch a cold, I sent a priest.

Each time, I felt proud inside. Yes, I love my children. I'm always watching over them. I'm fulfilling my duty as a mother.

What foolish thoughts. Children prefer a parent's caress or embrace over such things. And by the time I realized this, it was too late.

"I'm fine. Please don't worry."

Five years ago, Kal lost consciousness after falling from a horse. Fortunately, he woke up shortly after, but the expression on Kal's face when he opened his eyes again is still unforgettable.

A face as if looking at a stranger, eyes as if seeing someone other than his mother. It was as if he was reproaching me, asking if I only worried when my son was about to die.

After that, I couldn't maintain the hypocrisy of caring for my children from behind. But I also lacked the courage to step forward and ask for forgiveness.

And time flowed on, regardless of a sinner's hesitation. My child was gradually changing into someone I didn't recognize. No, did I ever know anything about that child to begin with?

"Yusenia. How long are you going to be like this?"

Finally, during days when I deliberately maintained silence, comforting myself with the excuse that Kal was too busy to see, days when Erich had also left for the Academy and no one was around, Laura, who couldn't stand it anymore, spoke up. How long would I be like this, how long would I look away?

I was scolded by Laura for quite some time. From Laura's perspective as the wet nurse of both children, a birth mother who has a bad relationship with her children must look truly pathetic.

Still, thanks to Laura, I was able to gather courage. Yes, let me at least ask for forgiveness for the time I turned away from those children. And if that time isn't enough, then even more.

Thankfully, Kal and Erich came to the domain. They gave an opportunity to someone unworthy who deserved to be cursed and cut off.

"Come to think of it, about Erich."

And at this place arranged to ask for forgiveness from each person individually, Kal brought up Erich.

It was touching. A mother and older brother talking about the younger brother's academy life. How harmonious and ordinary this scene is. Am I allowed to enjoy something like this?

"I hope he finds someone compatible at the Academy."

Perhaps excited by that joy, I forgot my position as a sinner and opened my mouth—

"Is that so?"

Kal's expression subtly hardened. As if asking what right I had to say such things.

I felt like I might cry.

***

I was at a loss for words at Mother's statement.

'A compatible partner?'

Erich does have someone he's interested in. The critical problem is that it's one-sided rather than mutual.

'What should I do?'

Should I mention that Erich is in fierce competition with one prince, two royal princes, and one saint candidate?

It's unfilial to hide a child's affairs from parents, but causing worry is also unfilial. Then is keeping quiet filial? But is hiding a child's affairs truly filial?

'Damn it.'

I found myself seriously troubled for a moment. This is too difficult a problem...

# Because of My Love-Blind Brother

I was conflicted between filial piety and impiety because of my love-blind brother, but thinking about it, I realized I'm quite the unfilial son myself. In some ways, I might be burning more spectacularly with impiety than Erich.

Nobles have the enormous duty of continuing their lineage. And naturally, the family head and heir bear an even heavier burden. Yet here's an heir past marriageable age without even news of an engagement, let alone marriage. From a parent's perspective, there could be no greater impiety.

'What a pair of brothers we are.'

The older brother has no marriage prospects, and the younger is pursuing a nearly impossible challenge. How did both of their only two children end up like this? It's amazing the family head has remained silent until now.

Perhaps Erich's comment about hoping to find someone compatible at the Academy was indirect pressure? Suggesting that the older brother should find someone before the younger brother gets married to save face.

It's an awkward situation. If they pressured me directly, I could at least avoid it, but when they hint at it indirectly, it's hard to defend against.

'I should do it, but...'

I have no interest in marriage right now. Though two years have passed since that incident, those two years feel more like "still" rather than "already" to me.

Of course, I can't live alone forever. Even though this possession happened out of nowhere, I've lived as a noble with no problems making a living. Having enjoyed the rights, I should fulfill the duties too. If I had possessed a commoner instead of a noble, I'd be worrying about survival rather than marriage.

But that doesn't mean I want to approach it lightly. If the current me were to be with someone, could I truly care for that person? Probably not. I would commit the discourtesy of thinking about someone else while with them. There's a reason I rejected the marriage talks with Margareta.

"Wouldn't it be nice to meet someone good if fate allows? There are still over two years until graduation."

After sorting through my tangled thoughts, I finally spoke. Since we were talking about Erich on the surface, I should continue with that topic.

And no matter how many times I think about it, it seems better not to mention that Erich is pursuing Luise. If I said that, mother would worry unnecessarily, and Erich would feel burdened.

Besides, when he's keeping quiet about it himself, there's no need for me to speak up. What an ugly brother I would be to reveal my younger brother's secret to our mother.

"Perhaps he'll meet someone after graduation."

I added one more comment. It was a remark considering Erich's likely spectacular defeat in the competition for Luise, and also for myself.

Erich might meet someone during his social life after graduation, and since I'm already experiencing social life, I'll eventually bring someone home too.

From mother's perspective, who called me for marriage talks, this must be an unsatisfactory answer, but this is the best I can offer right now. Better than making promises I can't keep just to escape the moment.

"So please don't worry. Won't we handle things well on our own?"

I concluded with the obvious statement that we'd manage fine if left alone. Looking at Erich lately, I'm not so sure he will, but mother doesn't know how pathetic he's being. Sometimes ignorance is bliss.

And while leaving Erich alone, I'd appreciate being left alone too. Honestly, aren't I more reliable than Erich?

"Yes, you'll do well. You always have."

Mother nodded slightly and answered in a low voice. Certainly, Erich's reliability has diminished lately, but before entering the Academy, he was diligent in his training.

"Yes, we will."

Let's trust who he was then. Though he's acting strangely now, blinded by love, he's essentially a good kid.


***

The tea party ended without any results. Yusenia, who had prepared what to say for days, ultimately couldn't speak properly and sent Kal away.

"I'll attend to the lady, so everyone else clean up and return."

I sent the maids back first, unable to let them see Yusenia silently staring at her teacup. In her current state, she probably couldn't even give proper instructions to the maids.

After confirming the maids had left, I looked at Yusenia, who was still hanging her head. How foolish. Who was it that said she didn't expect forgiveness all at once? This is just the beginning, and she's already like this.

But no matter how foolish and stubborn she is, she's been my friend since childhood. If I don't understand Yusenia, who will?

"Nia."

When I called her nickname, she finally responded and raised her head. Seeing her looking at me with unfocused eyes made me feel both frustrated and heartbroken. Usually she's so composed, but why does she fall apart when it comes to her children?

I discreetly took out a handkerchief and handed it to her. Yusenia quietly accepted it and stared blankly at the handkerchief. Then tears welled up in her eyes and began to fall drop by drop.

"No one's here."
"Hnngh—"

At my words, a sob escaped, though she tried to suppress it as much as possible, perhaps due to her dignity as a countess. We've seen everything there is to see of each other, so why maintain appearances now?

"La-Laura, Laura..."
"Yes, yes."

As she stammered my name and kept wiping her eyes with the handkerchief, I patted her shoulder, which seemed to make her even more sorrowful as her tears flowed more freely. Go ahead and cry like that. If it helps you feel better, that's good.

In her twenties, she had so few tears I wondered if she lacked emotions, but now in her thirties, she's become more tearful. Will she change again in her forties?

"So please don't worry. Won't we handle things well on our own?"

Still, I understand. After hearing such words from Kal, she couldn't hold up. No matter how prepared she was, what mother could endure hearing such words from her son?

On the surface, it's an ordinary statement. Words of comfort saying she shouldn't worry too much. But considering the relationship between Yusenia and Kal, it can't be taken at face value.

Even from my third-party perspective, it sounded like "I'll do fine without you, so mind your own business." How much worse must it have felt for Yusenia herself?

'How disappointed she must be.'

Kal was a sensitive and quiet child. A child who silently did his work and was considerate of others. That's why he inevitably received less attention than his brother. Compared to the overly active Erich in childhood, Kal required less care.

She always felt sorry about that. Kal said it was okay, that he understood because he was the older brother, but who would believe that at face value? Despite being the older brother, Kal was still just a child.

Nevertheless, Kal devoted himself to training without a single complaint. It was surprising that he didn't try to cut corners despite his young age, and I once asked him why he worked so hard.

"If I work hard, won't Dad and Mom praise me?"

A child so young he couldn't even say father and mother properly was already thirsting for affection. Yet he only wanted affection; those feelings never turned to resentment.

He just believed that if he worked hard, they would notice him, that someday they would love him. That's the kind of child Kal was. And now that child has told her to her face that he doesn't need her attention.


Did time change Kal? Or did he withdraw his expectations from a mother who only paid attention when his life was in danger? Or did the war, the darkness of the Capital, change that child?

"I heard the head of the Aesilon family committed suicide after being mocked by the Audit Department Head."
"Did you hear? Four count families collapsed overnight."
"No one mentions age anymore. Well, who would speak up when all who opposed were killed?"

As Kal spent more time in the Capital instead of coming to the domain, ominous rumors about him circulated. Those rumors couldn't be denied. They were all true.

But she believed that Kal was forced to do those things because of his duties, that his essential nature hadn't changed to be cold and violent. Fortunately, that belief was vindicated.

She made contact with the servants working at Kal's private residence, pretending it was by chance. Since she introduced herself as Kal's nanny, there was no wariness, and she could only hear positive things. That he was considerate of the commoner servants and took good care of them.

That's when she became certain. Despite gaining notoriety because of his title as Audit Department Head, his inner self was still a warm child. What kind of child was he, how sensitive a child was he.

'Yes, that's the kind of child he is.'

It's true that Kal expressed disappointment in Yusenia. But there's still hope. If Yusenia sincerely apologizes and asks for forgiveness, he's the kind of child who will eventually look back.

So let's not waver. If I falter while Yusenia is already struggling, Kal and Erich will live forever without knowing their mother's love.

"Nia. Don't cry. There are still many opportunities."

First, let me calm down this crybaby.

***

While walking down the corridor, I spotted Erich from behind.

'This bastard.'

I hadn't thought much of it, but seeing him made me suddenly angry. He's the one making a mess at the Academy, but I'm the one suffering. Even now, I'm coming from having to deflect mother's mention of Erich's partner.

In truth, if Erich had actively communicated with mother earlier, this wouldn't have happened. If mother knew Erich well, would she have mentioned to me that she hoped he would meet a good partner?

"Erich."

No matter how I think about it, this problem arose because Erich neglected communication with his family. To give advice as his older brother, I called Erich and beckoned him over. He flinched but approached obediently.

"Did you greet mother?"
"I greeted her earlier at the main gate."
"Not that."

How dare he make excuses about something so obvious.

"Keep in touch and greet her regularly. She seemed worried about you."

I ended up scolding Erich unexpectedly. Though I may not feel much affection for mother, Erich is her biological son. He should keep in touch and build a relationship to avoid regrets later.

"But you don't contact mother either—"
"I'm too busy to do so. How can you compare yourself, who's at the Academy, to me?"

Anyway, it's not my fault. This bad unfilial son, I need to enlighten him as his older brother.

In life, there are times when nothing seems to go right, but conversely, there are periods when things go so well it feels almost suspicious. That's how it is now. I haven't even adjusted to small happinesses when unexpectedly large ones arrive—perhaps Enen favors me?

Being invited to Kal's private residence is just a small first step considering the life we'll live together, but knowing we only have forward progress ahead makes it easy to accept with joy. After all, I'll be the one by Kal's side, so there's no need to rush.

But it seems Enen has scolded me for being satisfied with just that. Otherwise, something like this couldn't possibly happen.

Being invited to Teilgleichen County by Kal's mother—it still feels like a dream. I never expected to receive an invitation from his mother rather than from Kal himself.

'Things are moving too quickly.'

And I love it.
I left the room Kal had shown me and wandered the hallway. I can't waste this opportunity.

This is a positive sign, right? Definitely a positive sign? Then I should visit his mother first to pay my respects? Yes, it's only natural for a guest to thank their host.

So I asked a servant for directions to his mother's room and headed there—

"You should contact and greet Mother more often. She seems worried about you."

For some reason, I found Kal lecturing someone.

Finding it awkward to interrupt, I hid myself slightly, and the brothers' conversation continued unabated. Though honestly, it was less a conversation and more Kal's one-sided nagging.

'So they don't contact each other much.'

I wasn't trying to eavesdrop, but the distance made it impossible not to hear. The two brothers rarely contact their parents.

Something had felt strange since I met Kal's parents in front of the lord's castle. I knew Kal's father was famously stoic—Kal had mentioned it several times—so I didn't think much of it.

But something seemed off about his mother. Not exactly cold, but not affectionate either. She couldn't be indifferent to her children since her gaze kept turning to Kal or Young Master Erich, yet she wasn't proactive enough to approach them first.

I wondered what was going on, but it makes sense if it's simply a lack of communication. I had worried that after the stiff father-son relationship, the mother-son relationship might be bad too. That would be too pitiful for Kal.

'So they're just awkward with each other.'

If it's just a problem caused by lack of communication, that's fortunate. The Valenti Family also had a period of awkwardness due to poor communication.

My brother, who handles the duke's duties in place of our semi-retired father, and his new wife who helps him—they're so busy they hardly have time for their children.

"Have you ever cared about what I do?"

That's why the Valenti Family's eldest grandson nearly went astray. Fortunately, the situation was resolved after Father had a heart-to-heart conversation with him in what he calls the "room of truth," and my brother and sister-in-law began showing proper affection.

So if Kal talks with his mother, their awkward atmosphere should improve. Besides, Kal doesn't seem to harbor any resentment toward his mother.

Kal tends to be honest about his feelings. If he truly disliked his mother, he would have expressed his dissatisfaction several times by now.

What should I do? Should I suggest to Kal that he talk with his mother more often, or should I mention to his mother that Kal is just shy when I greet her?

"The youngest should show affection."
"I was wrong, so please stop..."

While I was pondering this, Kal's nagging intensified. I suppose that's also out of concern for his brother?

Seeing Young Master Erich becoming increasingly deflated, I moved forward. He's going to be a young master after all, so I should help him a little.

"Young Master Kal, Young Master Erich."
"Marg?"
"Lady."

When I appeared and interrupted the nagging, Young Master Erich's expression brightened. You owe me one, young master.


***

In the midst of my efforts to reform this wicked, unfilial son, I heard Margareta's voice from behind.

"I heard Young Master Kal's voice, so I came over. What's going on?"
"Oh my, I must have been loud."

The only thing that grew during my time as the Audit Department Head was my voice volume. Working with the minister has only made my voice louder.

Feeling awkward, I smiled uncomfortably and glanced at Erich. Since the flow was interrupted anyway, I should end it here this time.

"I was just giving some brotherly advice."
"Did I interrupt?"
"Not at all. Not in the least."

Erich hastily answered as Margareta tilted her head in confusion. He must be worried that I'll start scolding him again after Margareta leaves.

Looking at Margareta, another thought occurred to me. The Valenti Family is a large family spanning three generations, so wouldn't Margareta be more persuasive than me when talking about family communication and affection? Objectively speaking, I'm also an unfilial son who moved out and never contacted my family.

Honestly, I'm not really a son, so I'm trying to give Erich the opportunity to be filial, but from others' perspective, I'm a legitimate son too. A major unfilial son scolding a minor unfilial son to be filial—the discrepancy is quite stark.

"Young Master Kal?"

Ah, did I stare too much?

"Marg. Do you get along well with the Duke?"
"Pardon?"

My sudden question made Margareta's eyes widen before she broke into a small laugh. I feel a bit embarrassed for speaking so abruptly, but I am curious.

Isn't there a significant age gap between Margareta and the Iron-Blooded Duke? Despite that, I've never heard that Margareta feels awkward around the Iron-Blooded Duke, or that he's insensitive toward her. If anything, they have a close relationship.

They're close despite being more like grandparent and grandchild than father and daughter. Meanwhile, the age difference between Erich and his mother is only twenty-two years, yet they're like this.

"Is there any reason we wouldn't get along? When you live together, you naturally become close."
"Is that so?"
"Even if we lived apart, we could still contact each other daily through communication orbs."

That's exactly what I wanted to hear. Yes, that's right. Erich doesn't seem to understand this.

"A parent would be happy if their child did that."

Now it's not just my opinion but one that Margareta supports too. If Erich has any sense, he won't neglect contact in the future.

"They'd be even happier if the eldest did that."

Well, that took an unexpected turn.

I felt embarrassed seeing Margareta speak with a smile. So even in her eyes, Erich and I are pretty much the same.

"From a parent's perspective, they're always concerned about their firstborn. And when the firstborn takes action, the younger siblings tend to follow. That's how it was in the Valenti Family."
"Indeed, wise words."

Having been on the receiving end of criticism until now, Erich seemed eager for this chance to counterattack, adding supportive comments and subtly backing Margareta.

Margareta, who had been my solid support until just now, has turned into a critical dagger. What makes it more troublesome is that she's not wrong.

"Of course, that's how it was for the Valenti Family. The Kracius Family must have their own way."
"We don't have a way, which is why we're like this."
"Hehe, is that so?"


Watching Margareta cover her mouth with a fan and chuckle, my thoughts became complicated.

I already know. If I move first before scolding Erich, he'll follow. How can I expect the younger brother to be different when the older brother doesn't pay attention to their mother?

'One would have to be intellectually challenged not to understand that.'

But what can I do when approaching my mother feels uncomfortable? Partly because she's not my real mother, but more importantly, because I'm not her real son. It feels too deceptive for an impostor to pretend to be genuine.

Though my mother isn't particularly proactive, she shows willingness to fulfill her maternal role—worrying about my marriage prospects and health, considering matches for Erich.

It doesn't feel right to deceive such a person. So I've been maintaining a distant relationship based on the original Kal's memories, but I didn't expect Erich to build walls too, which is why I'm belatedly trying to bring them together.

'How ugly of me.'

How is "I don't want to, but you should" any different? I had been thinking along those lines, but hearing similar words from Margareta makes me incredibly embarrassed.

"Come to think of it, I was going to visit your mother."

Just as I was beginning to feel slightly guilty about lecturing Erich, Margareta continued.

"As an invited guest, I should properly greet her."
"Is that so? Mother will be pleased."

My mother has been struggling among imperial and royal families. A greeting from a fellow imperial noble would likely be quite welcome.

"Would Young Master Kal like to come along? Young Master Erich too."

I hesitated briefly at those words but eventually nodded.

"Mother was in the garden. She might still be there."

After receiving such advice, I can't just wipe my mouth and run away.

When we reached the garden, my mother and the head maid were still there. The other maids had disappeared, suggesting they were probably taking a breather before going back inside.

"Mother."

My mother, who had been looking at the flower bed with the head maid, flinched and turned toward us. The head maid also looked visibly surprised, probably not expecting the person who just left to return so soon.

Honestly, I didn't expect to come back either. I had hoped she wouldn't be here since meeting again so soon after just parting would be awkward.

"Ah, Nanny is here too?"

Erich, who was following behind me, waved at the head maid, causing her eyes to widen even more.

"Our guest wanted to pay her respects, so I brought her."

After observing this, I turned my attention back to my mother. She nodded, somewhat dazed, while her gaze shifted to Margareta behind me.

After confirming that my mother and Margareta exchanged greetings—Margareta bowing modestly—I spoke again.

"Our guest said she's fine with us being here too. Is that alright with you, Mother?"

It took considerable courage to do this right after finishing tea time.

"Since I don't know when I'll be able to visit the domain again, I'd like to spend as much time with Mother as possible."

At those words, the head maid rushed off, saying she would prepare refreshments.

The head maid was running—I'd never seen that before.

'So she can run after all.'

It was a perfectly normal thing, but surprising nonetheless. The head maid was always so proper and quiet that I'd never even seen her walk quickly. I'd almost started to wonder if she was physically unable to run.

Of course, as someone who attended the Countess most closely and was born into a viscount's family herself, maintaining dignity was expected—but the head maid was exceptionally thorough about it. If you put her in a dress instead of a maid's uniform, she could easily pass for the lady of any high-ranking noble house.

I wasn't the only one thinking this, apparently. The maids trailing behind her looked equally shocked. I'd be startled too if that composed head maid suddenly came running breathlessly and started rushing everyone back.

"I'm sorry, Lady. It seems this will take a while."

After confirming the maids had brought refreshments, Mother turned her attention to Margareta. It would take some time to brew fresh tea.

"Please don't worry. If anything, I should be thanking you for welcoming me despite my sudden visit."

Margareta bowed her head in response. In truth, since Margareta was the one who arrived unexpectedly, Mother would have been perfectly justified not to provide proper hospitality. One needs advance notice to prepare anything.

Nevertheless, the fact that Mother had summoned back the dismissed maids suggested she was quite pleased with Margareta's visit.

"Welcoming my son's friend is only natural. Please don't concern yourself."

When Mother's eyes met mine after saying this, I nodded slightly, and she returned a faint smile.

A friend... come to think of it, from Mother's perspective, is Margareta the first friend I've ever brought home? While perhaps less significant than bringing home a potential marriage partner, it must still be a happy occasion.

Strictly speaking, Margareta was actually invited by Mother, but let's overlook that. I was the one who brought her, after all.

"Thank you, Lady."

Margareta seemed pleased by Mother's warm welcome and gave a small smile.

***

Was this a dream? Had my mind become so desperate that I was hallucinating what I longed to see?

If it were a dream or hallucination, I wished it would continue. Even if it had to end eventually, I wanted to be happy just for a moment.

"The garden was beautiful, but the backyard is lovely too."
"It's the pride of our castle. A masterpiece our gardeners put their hearts into."
"That's rich coming from someone who hasn't visited the castle in ages."
"Be quiet."

But my ears, not just my eyes, kept sending signals that this was real. That this wasn't fake but truly happening. That the situation I had desperately wished for was unfolding before my eyes.

The two brothers sitting together amicably, along with the young lady Kal had brought. And I was there too, not as an unwelcome guest but rightfully part of the gathering. A scene I couldn't have imagined until just moments ago was playing out.

With lingering doubt, I glanced at Laura, who looked equally dazed but soon smiled, which reassured me. Yes, what I was seeing was real.

"Have we been talking too much among ourselves? I apologize, Lady."

As I quietly observed, Lady Margareta seemed to misinterpret my silence. Apologizing? If anything, I should be the one expressing the deepest gratitude.

"I've enjoyed listening to the conversation of young people these days."

I shook my head slightly as I answered. Yes, I enjoyed it. I enjoyed hearing Kal's stories, hearing Erich's stories.

Though they weren't speaking directly to me, they shared their stories without minding my presence. That fact alone made me so happy.

Margareta smiled brightly at my response. How can someone be so beautiful?

'Thank you, Lady.'

I wanted to take both her hands and bow my head several times in gratitude. But that would probably make her uncomfortable.


Anyone with sense could tell that Margareta had orchestrated this gathering. How could I not realize it when the child who had left earlier returned with Lady Margareta?

Even now, as they conversed, Kal's gaze frequently turned toward Margareta. Either because she had arranged this situation or because she was someone special to Kal. Either way, I was grateful.

Moreover, Margareta was making efforts to include me in the flow of conversation. Thanks to her, I could naturally exchange words with both children.

'She's so thoughtful for her age.'

Lady Margareta is eighteen this year, isn't she? I gave birth to Kal at that age, but I was so immature and pathetic.

Once I started seeing her favorably, everything about her seemed wonderful. Her red hair looked warm, her green eyes sparkled like jewels. Her smile was beautiful, and she was thoughtful—she lacked nothing.

Even if her family background were lacking, she would be a satisfactory match, but her family is a ducal house on top of everything else. How could she be so perfect?

'And to think I didn't know what kind of person she was.'

In truth, I already knew about Lady Margareta. Starting the month after last year's New Year's ceremony, a rumor spread quickly among the socialite ladies with standing in society.

That the Iron-Blooded Duke's most cherished youngest daughter had set her heart on Kal, and consequently, the Duke was targeting Kal as his youngest son-in-law. When that rumor spread, the marriage proposal letters flying to Teilgleichen County suddenly stopped.

What noble would dare pursue someone the Iron-Blooded Duke had his eye on? Especially when the source of the rumor was one of the Duke's own daughters.

'I wasn't pleased.'

At the time, Wilhelm believed Kal would handle things himself and didn't interfere with his marriage prospects. He simply forwarded all proposal letters to Kal, letting him choose for himself.

I agreed with Wilhelm on that much. Rather than having parents like us who barely deserved the title choose Kal's partner, it was better for Kal to choose someone he wanted. But the Iron-Blooded Duke's interference eliminated Kal's opportunity to choose anyone.

I was indignant. No matter how much she loved him, using family power to pressure him was unacceptable. Eliminating Kal's choices and pursuing him like prey was distasteful.

But did I have the right to be displeased? Did I have the right to protest this matter? What if my protests from a position without authority caused harm to Kal by antagonizing a ducal house? What if Kal actually liked Lady Margareta?

In the end, I spent a year unable to act either way, but seeing things now, it seems that was the right choice.

"Your cup is empty. Would you like more?"
"Yes, thank you."

Kal picked up the teapot after noticing Margareta's empty teacup.

Seeing how attentively he cared for her, it was clear Kal had feelings for Margareta as well. Otherwise, he wouldn't be sitting here with me just because Margareta came.

As I unconsciously watched them, Kal noticed my gaze and leaned toward me.

"Mother's cup is empty too."
"Ah. So it is."

Tea slowly filling an empty cup. A simple sight. Something I'd seen several times today alone. Yet why did it feel so special now?

I almost cried. When Kal had left, all I could do was stare helplessly at an empty teacup. But now? Kal was filling my cup himself.

Same cup, different scene. Was it more than just tea filling up? Was it more than just the cup being filled? An indescribable happiness welled up inside me.

"Thank... you."

My voice trembled slightly. Worried I'd shown an unseemly side in this pleasant atmosphere, I glanced at Kal, but he smiled as if nothing was amiss.

Suddenly I wondered how long it had been since this child had smiled at me.

"You didn't pour tea for Mother even though her cup was empty."
"Kal, you'll end up like Young Master Erich if you keep that up."
"Nanny, do we have any sparkling water...?"

Laura's expression brightened as she picked up a bottle in response to Erich's request. I probably had a similar expression.

Since it was an impromptu tea party, it didn't last long. Though I found that regrettable—


"I enjoyed spending time with you, Lady. If it's alright, may I visit again?"
"Of course, Lady."

My regret quickly vanished. How could I not be delighted when the benefactor who brought me such happiness wanted to return? And if Margareta came, wouldn't Kal come with her? I harbored that faint hope.

With that expectation, I glanced at Kal and caught his eye as he was whispering something to Erich.

"I'll see you at dinner."

Momentarily dazed by Kal's words, I hurriedly nodded. Of course, family gathering for meals was normal. Perfectly normal.

"Yes. See you then."

Normal, perfectly normal.

I bit my lip hard. If I let my guard down, I might cry just as I had in front of Laura.

With that, Kal and Erich left, saying they'd see me at dinner, and as Margareta was about to leave, I briefly detained her.

"Lady?"

As Margareta blinked questioningly, I carefully began to speak.

"I've worried about Kal living alone in the Capital, but I'm relieved he's met someone like you at the Academy."
"You flatter me. I'm the fortunate one to have met Young Master Kal."
"I feel reassured knowing you're by his side."

I sighed softly. It was almost laughable that I was saying this only now. Under normal circumstances, I should have met Margareta last year when the rumors spread through society.

"It must have taken courage to spread that rumor in society, and I'm sorry for ignoring it for a year."
"Ah, yes, yes..."
"I don't oppose you. Please know that."

Margareta left after bowing several times with a dumbfounded expression.

Seeing her like that, I realized she wasn't entirely mature beyond her years. She was adorably age-appropriate in some ways.

***

From today, I'll pray to Enen three times a day.

"I feel reassured knowing you're by his side."
"I don't oppose you. Please know that."

Enen must favor me. I'm certain of it. Nothing else explains this.

'Hehe, hehehehe...'

Still in the backyard, I desperately suppressed the laughter threatening to escape. I couldn't let Mother hear such an undignified sound.

But something seemed odd.

'Society?'

And a year? What did she mean? While I can think of something from a year ago, society? Without hearing it from Kal?

'Why...?'

Why would Mother have heard about me from society? The news from that time wasn't particularly good.

Could it be that everything spread? That Kal rejected me? Throughout society?

...Really?

The Capital seemed so distant when I received Mother's letter. I had a vague premonition about my future. I thought I'd be pressured about marriage arrangements without even having room to breathe. If she summoned her still-single son who's over twenty to her private chambers, it surely meant she was ready to grill me about it. Anyone would think so.

But surprisingly, several days after arriving at the domain, Mother hadn't mentioned marriage arrangements at all. We ate three meals together daily and even had afternoon tea in the garden, yet not once did she bring it up.

"So during the Club Fair preparation period, we couldn't even sleep properly."
"It pains me to hear you working so hard while still a student."
"Still, we were fortunate to have Kal. When every person counts, having an Imperial Ministry of Finance official like Kal was invaluable."

Though she never spoke directly about it, the pressure was clear enough. Margareta sitting beside me was a living, breathing pressure card.

After Margareta greeted my mother in the garden, Mother welcomed her enthusiastically. She always invited Margareta whenever we had tea and refreshments in the garden, and sometimes they even met alone without me.

With such obvious behavior, it's hard to pretend not to notice. You can't survive as a civil servant without reading between the lines.

"Kal seems to get along well with the Countess."

Mother took a sip of tea, her gaze briefly shifting toward me before returning to Margareta. Behind her, I could see the head maid covering her mouth to hide a smile.

This was marriage pressure in everything but name. At least she wasn't introducing me to unknown noblewomen and asking what I thought of them.

"Hehe, I think so too."

Margareta seemed thoroughly pleased with the situation, a smile never leaving her face.

'So this is how it's going to be.'

I knew Margareta still harbored feelings for me. If anything, those feelings had grown stronger since last year, not weaker.

But I never expected her to approach my mother so actively. When she first mentioned greeting my mother, I thought she just wanted to make acquaintances, but this went far beyond that.

As I quietly fiddled with my teacup, the three women's gazes subtly converged on me.

'Ah.'

I was lost in thought and failed to respond. Remaining silent after someone says "they seem to get along well" is practically the same as saying I disagree.

Margareta must have interpreted it that way too, as her previously bright expression gradually darkened.

"I feel the same way. Where else could I find someone like Marg?"

With those two sentences, her expression brightened again.

"I see."

Mother seemed satisfied with my answer and nodded lightly.

"Madam and the Count also had a three-year age difference, didn't they?"
"Head Maid. Why bring us up when the children are talking?"
"I apologize, Madam."

The head maid, who had been watching with a pleased expression, casually spoke up. Mother reprimanded her, but she didn't seem particularly angry, and the head maid's expression remained serene.

She must have been waiting for the right moment to bring that up.

'I have no allies here.'

Mother constantly watching for my reaction, the head maid providing support at key moments, and Margareta simply being happy.

Except for the maids standing like decorative screens, everyone was pressuring me. Not that I disliked it, but it wasn't comfortable either. This whole situation must feel like false hope to Margareta.

When I unconsciously turned my gaze toward Margareta, I saw her face had turned red. The mention of my parents' three-year age gap must have triggered all sorts of thoughts. It really was uncomfortable.

'I feel sorry every time I see her.'

It's difficult to pretend not to notice such obvious affection. What's worse, her feelings don't weaken when ignored—they grow stronger. If I felt nothing despite all this, I'd be emotionally dead.


She's too good for me, and I'm grateful. Perhaps that's why I can't look at her directly and force myself to look away. Her affection is too heavy to accept lightly.

Looking at Margareta while still not having moved on from that time—am I seeing Margareta, or am I seeing Hecate? Even I can't say for certain.

'How long will I keep this up?'

I can't forget Hecate, but I can't remain bound to her memory forever either. Hecate wouldn't want me to live like this. She'd probably scold me for being so pathetically stuck in the past. That's the kind of person she was.

That's why I've always thought I would marry someday. I need to overcome this and look at someone else. The problem is that it's not as easy as it sounds.

But if I were to look at someone...

"Countess, try this too. It's the chef's specialty."
"Thank you, Madam."

It would probably be Margareta.

If I were like the Golden Duke who sees multiple women, it might be different, but honestly, no human could ignore someone like Margareta.

Life at the domain was quiet and uneventful. Partly because Teilgleichen County wasn't famous as a tourist destination.

"It's raining heavily."
"Can't be helped in summer."

Today the weather turned quite unfavorable for going outside. Maybe that's fortunate? There wasn't much to see outside anyway, so now I had a reason to stay indoors.

The club members also seemed reluctant to exert themselves in the gloomy weather and focused on indoor activities. Right now, Ainter and Laterre were playing chess. I wish they'd always be this peaceful. Then I'd have nothing to complain about.

"A knight must always stand at the vanguard!"
"A bishop must also stand before all people!"
"Do you guys even know how to play chess?"

There were also some extreme role-players giving bizarre advice, but let's ignore them. Starting with knight and bishop advancement—what are the pawns supposed to do?

After watching the five idiots around the chessboard, I turned my gaze toward the balcony. Luise had gone out to the balcony at some point. Even with the roof blocking the rain, it must be cold outside right now.

Since these Luise-detectors didn't notice, she must have just gone out. I should tell her to come back in before she catches a cold.

"Luise."

Perhaps because my voice was drowned out by the rain, she didn't respond when I called her name.

"Luise?"
"Oh, Brother?"

Only after I approached and touched her shoulder did she turn around with a start. After confirming it was me, she took a deep breath, seeming quite startled. Now I feel bad.

Feeling awkward, I just stood there watching as Luise took several deep breaths before finally managing a faint smile.

"I'm sorry, I was lost in thought and didn't notice you coming."
"I just got here, don't worry about it."

I waved my hand dismissively and turned my gaze to where Luise had been looking.

'Nothing special.'

Just the garden. A rainy garden. I thought she might have seen something that drew her outside, but there was nothing unusual.

"Why are you out here when it's raining?"
"It's fine. The coolness feels nice."

Despite her smiling response, the corners of Luise's eyes drooped lifelessly. It bothered me too much to just ignore, but there was no context to pry further.

"You're right, it is cool."


I'd just wait until she was ready to speak. If it was truly something she couldn't tell anyone, she wouldn't be standing on the balcony as if asking to be noticed.

I think even if I had ignored her, one of the other guys would have checked on her, but once I noticed, I couldn't just look away.

Standing side by side with Luise looking at the garden, I could feel her glancing at me occasionally. When I slightly turned my head, I saw Luise opening and closing her mouth as if wanting to say something.

I should wait. If I rushed her, she might just say it's nothing and run away.

"You and Erich seem to get along well."

Finally, after hesitating, Luise spoke first.

"You enjoy refreshments together, have meals together..."
"Do we? I think it's normal."
"That's what's good about it. Not fighting is something to be grateful for."

After saying that, Luise let out a small laugh and turned her gaze back to the garden.

"I couldn't do that."

My body momentarily froze at the unexpected bomb she dropped. I didn't expect that subject to come up so suddenly.

Instinctively, I was about to offer words of comfort but closed my mouth. Officially, I wasn't supposed to know about Luise's past. If I said something, Luise, who had just gathered her courage, might look at me with contempt and fear, wondering, "How does Brother Kal know about that?"

"I had an older sister, four years older than me."
"That's exactly the age difference between me and Erich."
"Ahah, now that you mention it, that's true."

Luise forced a bright smile, but that made her look even more gloomy. People who suffer alone always seem more pitiful than those who openly express their pain.

"But my sister and I... we couldn't become like you and Erich."

Luise placed her hand on the rain-soaked railing and hung her head for a long time.

"I wanted to be close to my sister, but..."

Then she raised her head and looked at me. Her face was now streaked with rain.

"My sister hated me and went far away. So we could never have that kind of relationship."

When I remained silent, Luise laughed awkwardly. She must feel embarrassed and sorry for suddenly unloading such a heavy lament on an acquaintance.

But I actually think it's a good thing. Sharing a childhood trauma with someone is important. It was too heavy a burden for a seventeen-year-old to carry alone.

It's surprising that she chose me rather than one of the other idiots. Were these guys really like this in the original story too?

"I'm sorry. Suddenly saying such things."

As she added that seeing me and Erich reminded her of it, I placed my hand on her head. Then I gently ruffled her puzzled head.

"Oh, Brother?"
"You don't need to apologize for things like this."

A victim doesn't need to apologize during emotional counseling.

"You didn't do anything wrong."

Come to think of it, it was also raining when Luise's sister died.

What a coincidence. It was the same for me.

In this world, rain seems to symbolize tragedy.

That day was just like today. And the same pitch-black sky from that day seemed to be mocking me even now. Luise must feel the same way I do.

When difficult times come and it rains on top of that, the misery doubles and etches itself deeper into your mind. It rained back then too, with the same feeling. In the end, I can't help but remember whenever it rains.

'Did I sell something in my past life?'

I must have sold something—my country or whatever—and earned someone's hatred. Otherwise, I wouldn't have suddenly been possessed in another world, nor would I have been dragged to a battlefield just one year after possession. Whether it was Enen who hated me or some other being, I don't know.

Actually, I could understand up to that point. In other novels, possession always happens suddenly, and crises and trials are bound to come. But after overcoming such trials, things should end happily. Why wasn't mine a happy ending?

I don't know who it is, but if there's someone messing with my fate, I'd like to grab them by the collar and ask. Did it really make you feel better? Why did you have to throw such a stupid development into my life?

If you didn't like me, you should have taken me instead. Why did you take someone else?

'I should have been the one to die.'

It was such an unreasonable situation. Misfortunes really came all at once. It was as if the world was determined to take Hecate away.

The team leaders who were like family to me in the North died. Still, Hecate could endure because I remained.

I was severely wounded during the Khagan Punitive War. Still, Hecate could endure because there were people she needed to take care of.

Then those people she needed to take care of also died. Hecate could no longer endure. When her one reason to endure disappeared, Hecate simply collapsed.

"I'm sorry, Kal."

Hecate departed on a long journey from the orphanage where she grew up. From the orphanage in the northern border of the Empire, from a place she believed would surely be empty, from among corpses she had believed would all be alive.

Of course, Hecate didn't abandon the northern orphanage when war broke out in the North. As the Section Chief of the 4th Section at the time, she begged the Minister to help the orphanage people escape to a safe place, and the Minister reported it to the Head of the Audit Department at the time.

That bastard said he understood. After that, Hecate regularly sent money to the Audit Department, asking them to use it for the orphanage people's living expenses. He said he understood that too and took the money. Back then, not just Hecate, but I and the other team leaders sent money too.

And the result was devastating.

"Hecate. I too..."
"No. I'll do it alone. Yes, it's my responsibility."

Though I had never met them, they were precious to Hecate, so I secretly thought of them as family. They were people who had told Hecate not to worry, saying they would hire everyone as servants when she became a Countess.

I witnessed Hecate silently burying such people with my own eyes. I saw her burying them in a heretical way because she couldn't bear to cremate the bodies of people who had died in fire.

Still, Hecate didn't need to dig for long. The ground was soft from the rain, and most of those to be buried were small.

And the next day, Hecate left on a journey to meet those people, never to return.

'If only I had known earlier.'

If Hecate had heard the news during the war, things wouldn't have gotten so bad. Even if shocked, she wouldn't have collapsed. There were many people around to support her.

But five of those supporting people had already departed, and Hecate herself was severely wounded, making her mentally unstable. In such a state, how could she endure when she received such news while returning to the Capital?

"How could this happen! We were told this matter had been properly resolved!"

After that, I was so enraged I nearly went insane. That's why a mere team leader like me barged into the Department Head's office and raised my voice.

That bastard of a Department Head spouted nonsense about how it was already too late when he received the report, how he hid it because he thought it would interfere with our mission. Bullshit. If it was really too late, he should have at least recovered the bodies.


It was so fucking infuriating. I wanted to kill that son of a bitch. The Minister must have felt the same way, considering how much we both gritted our teeth.

So we killed him. As luck would have it, the Crown Prince who was trying to take control of the Ministry of Finance and the Audit Department turned his attention to us, and we were able to legally execute a fragging.

'I didn't expect to be put in charge afterward.'

I thought someone else would be tasked with taking over the Ministry of Finance.

After that, I was in shock for a while when I learned that Hecate's severe wounds would leave her disabled over time, but still, time passed, and here we are now.

"Brother, I feel dizzy..."
"Ah, I'm sorry."

I must have applied too much force while lost in thought. Beyond simply ruffling her hair, I had been shaking Luise's head back and forth. I'm sorry, I'll be more gentle.

'You've had it worse than me.'

I watched Luise carefully fixing her hair after I removed my hand. At least I was an adult when I lost Hecate. And Hecate apologized to me until the end.

In contrast, Luise experienced such a thing at just 8 years old. Moreover, the last thing she heard wasn't an apology or farewell, but her sister's resentment. That's a pain greater than mine.

Maybe because she's the original protagonist, her trials are also protagonist-level. If that's the case, it might be better not to be the protagonist at all.

"Thank you for telling me."

This time, I patted Luise's shoulder a few times as I spoke. Yes, thank you for telling me. I would have preferred if she had told the club members—for example, Erich or Erich or Erich—but I'm still glad to be trusted as an advisor.

Luise's eyes widened. She had prepared herself to be scolded for suddenly bringing up an unpleasant story, but instead, she was thanked, which seemed to surprise her.

"You need to tell someone to receive comfort."
"Is that... so?"

Seeing Luise lowering her gaze awkwardly, I felt even more sympathetic.

Nothing gets resolved by keeping it all inside. You can only resolve it by confronting what you're holding in, or by sharing it with others.

"Like I said earlier, it's not your fault."

It's not Luise's fault. More precisely, it can't be said to be anyone's fault. If we were to assign blame, it would be on Luise's parents for not paying enough attention to her sister, but isn't it inevitable that they focused more on their sick youngest child?

It was simply a tragedy born of inexperience. It would be too harsh to blame the parents for their daughter's death.

"You certainly didn't wish for her death."

Luise didn't wish for her sister to die. On the contrary, she wanted to be close sisters.

I'm the same. I wanted to become a couple with Hecate that others would envy.

"And you didn't turn a blind eye either."

Luise thought she was responsible for her sister's death. She didn't dismiss it as a mere coincidence but carried the burden herself.

I'm the same. I didn't abandon my responsibility for not being more supportive of Hecate, but carried it with me.

"And you haven't forgotten."

Luise still hasn't forgotten about her sister. That's why she likes everyone but can't love anyone.


I'm the same. I can't bring myself to be with someone else because I can't forget Hecate.

"No one would say it's your fault."

You didn't wish for it, you didn't turn a blind eye, and you haven't forgotten. Who would blame someone like that?

Well, probably no one. There shouldn't be. There shouldn't be such a person.

"So don't apologize for things like this."

I grabbed the shoulders of Luise, who was staring at me blankly, and turned her around.

"It's getting cold. Go inside first."
"B-Brother?"
"Go on."

When she hesitated, I gently pushed her back, and she slowly went inside. She looked back several times as she went in, but I just gestured silently, and only then did she finally go in.

This much should be enough for now. Luise seems to have spoken impulsively, and it would be awkward and uncomfortable for both of us if I held her too long for a therapy session.

I just chose words that she might want to hear, words that might make her feel better. That much was easy.

'They're words I want to hear too.'

Luise, who experienced something similar, would probably want to hear such words too. It doesn't matter who says them, as long as someone does.

I hope Luise has resolved her inner conflict with those words. While I genuinely wish for Luise to overcome her trauma, I also feel that if she can overcome it, perhaps I can too.

If someone who had it worse than me can overcome it, what's stopping me? I want that kind of comfort.

'How pathetic.'

Even I find it pathetic. An adult who can't stand on his own, receiving help from someone younger than himself. It's completely pathetic. Something I couldn't admit anywhere.

But at least I comforted Luise, so it's not 100% pathetic, right? It's somewhat of a contribution, I suppose.

"It stopped."

I looked up at the sky and unconsciously let out a voice. The rain had stopped, and there were fewer dark clouds than before.

It might rain again, or the sky might clear completely. The weather has been so unpredictable lately that it's hard to tell.

'It will clear up someday.'

It might rain for a few days, but it won't be gloomy forever. It will clear up eventually.

"Brother!"
"Why did you come back out?"

While I was quietly looking at the sky, I heard Luise's voice from behind. I had just gotten her to go inside, and now she's back out. My control over her is truly fleeting.

When I turned around, Luise was holding out a towel.

"You're wet too, Brother."

Seeing her gentle smile, I smiled back.

I quietly slipped out to the balcony, trying not to catch anyone's attention. Rainy summer days always put me in a strange mood.

No, it's not strange at all. I know exactly why. I'm still trapped in that day. Even after nine years, I can't forget.

I looked up at the sky full of dark clouds. It's so black, I think every time I see it—it reminds me of my sister's feelings toward me, making me feel small. Back then, the sky was black too, and the rain poured down just like this.

'I'm sorry, sister.'

I've long since passed the age my sister was then. I've easily grown taller than her, though she seemed so big when I was young. My sister remains frozen in the past while I continue to grow alone. I'm sorry, truly sorry.

But no matter how much I apologize, it will never reach her. They say the souls of good people remain beside those they loved in life as guardian spirits, but my sister hated me. She wouldn't be by my side. She must be in heaven.

Still, I can't stop apologizing. It was my fault. My sister's departure was my fault.

"—i—"

I don't think I'll see my sister even after I die, but still...

"Luise?"

Just then, I felt a weight on my shoulder along with my brother's voice.

"O-Oh, brother?"

It startled me. Only after turning around did I realize my mistake. I hope I wasn't crying. Are my eyes red?

I've been invited to my brother's family home and having a pleasant time—it would be disrespectful to him if a guest showed signs of sadness.

Fortunately, I must not have been crying without realizing it, as my brother didn't mention anything. He was simply concerned about me being outside in the rain.

He noticed I'd just come out and came to check on me. My brother is truly kind.

'If only I were like him.'

If I resembled my brother even half—no, even a quarter—would my sister still be here? Looking at the relationship between my brother and Erich, I'm certain she would. Yes, she would have stayed.

That thought made me glance at my brother. Standing beside me, looking out at the garden. After expressing his concern, he remained silent.

'Would it be okay?'

Suddenly I thought that perhaps I could talk to my brother about my sister.

It was an abrupt thought, but it also seemed like a good one. I'd feel bad talking to the others about this.

I know they show goodwill toward me, but I don't reciprocate because of personal reasons. It would be too selfish to suddenly unload those personal reasons on them. It would seem like I only approach them when I need something.

But with my brother, who treats me like a sister and is so considerate...

"You and Erich seem to get along well."

Of course, I was being childish. Selfishly taking advantage of my brother's kindness. That's plenty selfish too. From his perspective, I might be bringing up something heavy out of nowhere.

But the words had already left my mouth. I'd held back until now, but for some reason, I couldn't hold back anymore. Because today's weather is just like that day, and because my brother is here, someone who would listen kindly.

So I let it all out. Everything I'd kept to myself, everything I couldn't tell my parents who shared the same grief.

'How foolish.'

Only after saying everything did I come back to my senses. You fool, why are you talking about this? I'm just bothering my busy brother.

I belatedly added an apology, but he must already be disappointed—wait, what?

"O-Oh, brother?"


My brother's hand landed on my head. It was so sudden that I was startled, almost thinking he might hit me, though that would be impossible. Then he started moving his hand, ruffling my hair.

"You don't need to apologize for things like this."

His words made me look straight into his eyes.

"You haven't done anything wrong."
'Really?'

The words rose to the tip of my tongue, but I couldn't say them. Accepting my brother's words so easily would be too unfair to my sister.

If I accept that I did nothing wrong, then my sister died for no reason. I appreciate my brother's words, but I can't accept that.

As I kept my lips tightly sealed, my brother continued to ruffle my hair in silence. He gradually applied more force, making not just my hair but my whole head shake in all directions.

Is this punishment for saying unnecessary things? I'm sorry, brother, it's making me dizzy. Or is it because I didn't respond? Either way, I was wrong.

"Thank you for telling me."

But my brother meant neither. He wasn't scolding me—it was just a somewhat intense expression of affection.

"You need to talk to someone to receive comfort."

I couldn't raise my head at my brother's words. I see, it could look that way. From a certain perspective, it might seem like I was seeking comfort.

But that's not it. I just wanted to tell someone, anyone. I didn't think someone like me deserved comfort.

Still, something stirred in the corner of my heart. Even though I thought of myself as a sinner unworthy of comfort, hearing his words made me want to cry.

"You never wished for her death."

That's right. How could I? Who would wish for their only sister to die?

"You didn't turn your back on her either."

Yes. I didn't turn away. I bear responsibility for my sister's departure.

"And you haven't forgotten her."

Of course not. How could I forget? It's something I could never forget.

Even though I felt undeserving, the more my brother comforted me, the more I wanted to hear. Just a little more, just a little longer. Any words would do, even insincere ones.

"No one would say it was your fault."

Is that true? Is there really no one who would blame me?

My parents only blamed themselves. The family servants who knew about the incident just looked at me with pity and hushed it up. Beyond that, I've never opened up to anyone.

Would others really not blame me? Would they say it wasn't my fault even if they knew?

'If it's my brother saying so.'

My brother has always been considerate of me. And he's never lied to me.

Yes, if my brother says so, it must be true. It has to be.

...In truth, I just want to believe it. I heard what I wanted to hear from someone I trust.

"It's getting cold. You should go in first."

After giving me such a considerate response to my selfish outburst, my brother sent me back inside. He must be cold too.

Before going in, I noticed my brother was also a bit wet from the rain. I should bring him something to dry off with. He could catch a cold if he stays wet.


As I looked around, my eyes met with Erich's, who was standing a bit apart from the others.

"Luise, were you outside?"
"Yes, just getting some fresh air."
"You shouldn't stay out long enough to get wet."

Erich rummaged through a nearby drawer and pulled out a towel for me. As expected of someone who lives here—he finds what's needed quickly.

"Could I have one more?"
"Oh, not enough?"

At that, I glanced slightly toward the balcony, and Erich looked in that direction too. He nodded and took out another towel.

"That's surprising. He doesn't really like the rain."

His comment stopped me in my tracks as I was heading to the balcony. Doesn't like it? My brother too?

"Why? Did something happen?"
"Ah."

Erich hesitated for a moment, letting out a sigh, but eventually spoke. He prefaced by saying it wasn't a pleasant story, so he couldn't go into detail.

"There was a serious incident a few years ago. Everyone worried that my brother might die."

He added that it had been raining then too, and my mind went blank. So I had been complaining about my trauma to someone who had his own? And to my brother who I'm always indebted to?

My hand holding the towel trembled. He has his own wounds, yet he comforted me instead?

"Don't tell anyone about this. Understood?"
"Y-Yes..."

I could barely nod at Erich's request. How could I tell anyone? I've kept my own story hidden too—what right do I have to speak about my brother's affairs?

As I weakly headed toward the balcony, I saw my brother's back. The back that had seemed so strong and massive until just now looked different.

So this is it. The reason my brother has seemed strange all this time. What he's been hiding, avoiding, carrying inside.

Of course, I don't know the details. I shouldn't know. Until my brother tells me himself, I should know nothing.

"Brother!"

I can't show any strange behavior. I shouldn't show worry or pity. If someone who just went inside comes back out with a gloomy expression, my brother will be suspicious.

So I'll smile. I can definitely smile in front of my brother.

My brother who comforted me first, who embraced me. The first person I ever opened up to.

'I'll wait.'

For the day when my brother opens up to me too. For the day when I can comfort him.

Looking at my brother smiling back at me, I made that promise to myself.

***

I was touched by the department head's kindness in coming back out despite being wet. Thinking that such a sweet child has been suffering all this time brings tears to my eyes.

'Please be happy.'

If Luise overcomes her trauma, I might find the courage to overcome mine too. I still feel that way. But regardless of my courage, I just want to see that pink, bright child smile happily without any wounds.

Stay strong, Luise. If there's any justice in this world, you, as the protagonist, will get your happy ending.

The rainy season brought downpours that lasted for days. As a result, activities were restricted to within the lord's castle, and during that time, chess was elevated to the official board game of the Confectionery Club, played over ten times a day.

It was rather entertaining to watch the match between the truly insane Lyutis, who always promoted his pawns to knights to operate with five knights, and the fake-insane Tanian, who abandoned his bishop concept and switched to queens. Amid all this, both were surprisingly good. Were they experienced players who enjoyed unconventional strategies?

"A knight killing a bishop—truly the end of days."
"Fair victory is the virtue of a knight, is it not?"

It's unfortunate they still maintain their role-playing banter.

And whenever those two cause a commotion, Laterre watches them with his already expressionless face twisted subtly. His eyes say, "What kind of creatures are these?"

'They're definitely not normal.'

But from my perspective, you're just as bad as them. Where did all these idiots gather from? It would be difficult to assemble such a collection even if one tried deliberately.

I turned away from my embarrassing club members. I can't be late for the tea party while watching these fools.

'I seem to be drinking more tea than water these days.'

Nowadays, tea feels like drinking water, and today, as always, I received my mother's summons. Even rain can't stop my mother's enthusiasm.

Of course, I don't have to go to the garden. Why would I want rainwater topping my tea? The problem is that the tea parties that started inside the castle have evolved into even more elaborate affairs.

Larger scale means sitting there longer. If only there were more people, I could slip away unnoticed, but it's always the same members: me, mother, and Margareta. That's it.

Initially, all the guests were invited to the tea parties. For small gatherings it wouldn't matter, but for something large enough to be held inside the castle, it would be awkward to invite some and ignore others. But after showing their faces once or twice, they stopped attending.

"The prosperity of the Kracius family is the Empire's blessing."

When I asked if something was uncomfortable, Ainter explained on everyone's behalf. Roughly translated: "The atmosphere seems nice, so we'll stay out as unwanted guests."

'Why only at times like this?'

They ruined their own romance, yet they're so perceptive about others' affairs.

I could understand Irina's absence as a third party. Luise is also quite perceptive, so that makes sense. But damn it, you two shouldn't be doing this. You shouldn't be doing this when you think about how much I'm suffering because of you.

No matter how positively I try to think about it, it's vexing. It means they've had this level of awareness all along.

"Brother, I have some sense too."

And the most infuriating bastard—no, the most infuriating guy is Erich. How dare he say such things to my face?

You have some sense? Then perhaps you're the type who becomes shy when it comes to your own romance? How did five people of that type gather together?

'Bastards.'

But what good does it do to fume alone? The fact that I'm going to the tea party alone doesn't change.

"Young Master Kal, welcome."
"You're here. Please, sit down."

At least there are two people who are happy about it. No, three including the head maid. Today, the head maid's smile is too warm again.

"I'm sorry I'm late."

It's not that I dislike these gatherings, just that they're somewhat awkward to attend. At least it's better than being summoned by the Crown Prince during work hours. That guy drinking wine alone and muttering to himself.

For a moment, I imagined Margareta whining while drunk. It's interesting how the same action feels different depending on who does it.

"Kal?"
"Ah, it's nothing."

I deliberately turned my gaze away from Margareta, who was blinking at me. It was too disrespectful to imagine such things with the person right in front of me. Especially about a noble lady raised with such care.


Afterward, there was an incident where the head maid said, "It seems the young master is shy because the lady is so beautiful," but the tea party ended without further incident.

It seems I'm destined never to put down my pen.

If that weren't the case, I wouldn't be doing this. Did I pick up a pencil at my first birthday ceremony? Why am I doing this?

"With your help, Young Master, we'll finish quickly."
"It's the steward who's done most of the work."

I handed a document to the steward while massaging the back of my neck. I didn't expect to be working even after coming to the domain.

Or perhaps this is precisely because I came to the domain? While it's natural for the young master to handle affairs, honestly, I haven't properly fulfilled the role of young master until now.

'It feels strange.'

Working in the domain rather than the capital feels so unfamiliar.

And it's disheartening that after finishing my Audit Department work, I'm handling other tasks.

But what can I do? I couldn't ignore the overworked steward. How could I ignore someone whose dark circles are gradually descending toward his chin?

"Tonight I can sleep with peace of mind."

See? Even now, he's happy about such a small thing.

'Poor man.'

If the steward has any sin, it's having the wrong superior. The lord is the type to entrust everything except military and diplomatic affairs to the steward.

Considering that the lord is also a member of the Imperial Assembly, the steward's overwork is somewhat unavoidable. But there's a difference between something being unavoidable and actually suffering through it. Having a reason doesn't make the work any less difficult.

'I hope he stays healthy.'

That way, he can continue working hard when I become a count.

For a moment, I thought about sharing the potion I received from the Magic-Ending Duke with the steward, but immediately discarded the idea. Don't they say health drinks lose effectiveness when shared? I should get him something else instead.

"Young Master, please take care of this as well."
"Sure."

I quickly looked over the steward as I took the document he handed me.

They say chickens fed ginseng taste better, so wouldn't a steward fed well be more competent?

But if the steward heard this, he'd flap his wings and try to escape, so I kept it to myself. Sometimes in life, ignorance is bliss.

"Oh, by the way, Young Master."

For a moment, I tensed, thinking he'd read my thoughts.

"Count Horpelt was replaced the day before yesterday."
"Count Horpelt?"

The news was so unexpected that my tension subsided. Count Horpelt is one of the Imperial Counts, someone I've kept an eye on frequently, and this happened so suddenly?

"Life passes in an instant."

The Imperial Count families generally maintain decent relations with each other, so I've met him personally. I should at least offer my condolences—

"He retired."
"Ah."

No wonder it seemed strange. He was in good health the last time I saw him.

"He passed his title to his son. The reason wasn't disclosed, but as a result, we now have the youngest Imperial Count."

"I see. Is he younger than me?"
"He should be two years older than Young Master Erich."

So he's 19. Becoming an Imperial Count at an age when he hasn't even graduated from the Academy—that's too heavy a burden.

"He's still young, he'll have a hard time."

The steward's eyes changed slightly at those words, but I ignored it. I'm a special case. Wartime and peacetime are different.

Anyway, with an Imperial Count changing, the Imperial Assembly will be in turmoil for a while. How much of the former Count Horpelt's influence can the current count inherit?

'It's going to be busy for a while.'

And whenever such things happen, it's the Audit Department that gets swamped. We need to thoroughly check the new count's background, re-examine his close associates, and determine the scale of favors being exchanged.

Damn, I'll have to go back to work when I return to the capital. Why would a healthy man retire and cause such inconvenience?

***

The lord's office, where no one can approach without permission. It's the perfect place for confidential conversations.

- "So there are no suspicious movements."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

It's also suitable for reporting to His Majesty the Emperor.

- "The Special Affairs Ministry's report matches the count's. They say everything is quiet with no movement."

I quietly bowed my head at those words. Indeed, the distinguished guests staying in the domain showed no unusual movements.

When it rains, they stay inside the castle; when the weather clears, they look around. Occasionally, they even participated in my wife's tea parties. Just like guests visiting a friend's home.

It was so quiet that I suspected they might be acting behind my back. But if the Special Affairs Ministry reported the same thing, it means they're truly being deliberate.

- "It seems I was mistaken."
"How could you say such a thing? It's merely due to our inadequacy."

His Majesty denied his own astute judgment. No, Your Majesty is correct. It's just that we are inadequate and cannot reach where Your Majesty is looking.

- "They are people who made the bold move of enrolling in the Academy. They've prepared for a three-year commitment."

However, His Majesty continued without any agitation.

- "They're not the type to move carelessly just because we've loosened our watch."

I couldn't deny those words. Yes, considering they're planning to stay in the Empire for three years, they would move cautiously. If they weren't planning to be forcibly sent home after just one semester, they would be careful.

That's right. His Majesty is correct. If they were the type to reveal their true colors as soon as surveillance was relaxed, they wouldn't have come to the Empire so boldly.

- "Keeping them in the count's domain any longer would only raise suspicion. Send them back at an appropriate time."
"I will follow your command."

No matter how sudden, they are guests visiting the Empire, and royalty at that. Leaving them in a remote location rather than the capital for too long would be suspicious.

- "It's fortunate to have the head of the Audit Department there."
"Your words honor me greatly."

I couldn't raise my head at his words of trust in the Audit Department head. It was a statement of trust not only in me but also in my son, in the future of the Kracius family.

Indeed, he is the masterpiece of the Kracius family. A truly excellent and outstanding son.

And with those humbling words, His Majesty ended the communication.

Now I must send them back at an appropriate time as commanded. I've been sorry to my wife all this time anyway.


"Regardless of suspicions about spies, these distinguished guests are individuals of considerable status—a foreign prince and a saint candidate. Not to mention that His Highness the Third Prince is staying at the lord's castle. The burden on my wife must be beyond words.

Normally, such distinguished guests would have no reason to visit Teilgleichen County, and even if they did, they should have come at my invitation as the lord of this domain. I've been uneasy about making my wife shoulder the burden and responsibility of being their host.

Fortunately, His Majesty has instructed us to send them back at an appropriate time, which should put my wife's mind at ease.

"Send them back, you say?"
"Yes. It would be impolite for us to keep such honored guests too long. They would be better off in the Capital than in a mere county."

That's why I delivered the news to my wife directly, and her eyes widened, perhaps surprised by the sudden announcement.

"You've had a difficult time, my dear."
"Billy. Will Kal and Erich be returning as well?"
"Of course. Erich is a companion to our guests, and Kal is busy with his duties."

She nodded at my obvious statement. The boy is in charge of the Audit Department—not just any department—and enjoys the trust of both His Majesty the Emperor and His Highness the Crown Prince. I almost feel guilty for keeping him here in our domain all this time.

Moreover, didn't Count Horpelt just change the other day? When an Imperial Council member changes, the Audit Department inevitably gets involved. We should actually send him to the Capital before the guests even pack their bags.

"Kal could leave as early as today—"
"No."

My wife cut me off.

I was somewhat surprised. For my wife, who values aristocratic dignity and decorum, to interrupt someone's speech... Though I suppose she must have her reasons.

"Not yet, not yet. We can't send him back."
"His Majesty and the Empire have high expectations for that child. Though he is our son, he is also a servant of the Empire. We must send him where he needs to be."
"Kal's place is here."
"My dear."

It's strange to see my wife being so stubborn, yet the sharp gleam in her eyes reminds me of how she was before our marriage, which is oddly pleasing.

Still, it can't be helped. I can't neglect national affairs because I'm caught up in personal nostalgia. I'll just have to persuade her properly.

"I've finally found someone who can be with Kal."

But I couldn't let that statement pass.

"My dear, what do you mean by that?"
"Exactly what I said. I've found a suitable match for Kal."
"Send them away immediately."

It seems my wife has been up to something strange in the meantime. A match? What does that even mean?

I firmly shook my head and stopped her. This is unacceptable. It's something we shouldn't interfere with.

Of course, I don't blame my wife. It's my fault for not properly understanding what she was doing, and for not explaining things to her clearly.

"Billy!"

As I turned to leave, thinking it would be faster to speak to Kal directly, I felt something pull me back with my wife's loud cry.

When I quickly turned around, I couldn't help but freeze. My wife was glaring at me with a flushed face and tears welling in her eyes.

"He's finally, finally able to smile! Are you going to take my child away from me twice?!"
"My dear, what do you—"

I couldn't finish my sentence because she grabbed me by the collar.


I was only released from my wife's grip after promising to send the guests away in a few days and Kal with them. After all, His Majesty said "at an appropriate time," not immediately.

"My lord."
"I'm fine."

The head butler looked at me awkwardly when we met on the way back to my office. Certainly, my current appearance must be quite a sight.

"I won't yield on this! If you send Kal back without telling me, I'll return to my family home!"

I didn't know my wife was so strong. Even though I've been away from the military since becoming an Imperial Count, I was still in active service until two years ago. I shouldn't have been so easily overpowered.

I gestured to the head butler not to worry and entered my office.

'A match, huh.'

An unexpected situation has arisen. Since I told her to handle marriage arrangements on her own, my wife hasn't interfered with Kal's marriage prospects. But suddenly, a match?

How could that child have the luxury of finding a partner? After losing someone he held dear. After having to let them go.

"Where did things go wrong?"

I sighed in frustration. Actually, I know. I know exactly where things started to go wrong. How could I not?

Four years ago, things began to unravel with the Great Punitive War, leading to our current situation.

"I hear the Audit Department is participating too. The 4th Section has arrived."
"What are you saying? The Audit Department should handle domestic affairs."

The Audit Department is the Emperor's sword, but it's responsible for domestic, not foreign affairs. That's why I placed my eldest son Kal in the Audit Department while I participated in the war. It was efficient, safe, and the most reliable approach.

However, as the war progressed in unexpected ways, the Audit Department became involved. Kal, who had just become an official in the Audit Department, was sent to the North. It was maddening. What I wanted was a son who would live to serve the Empire, not a hero who would die for fame.

If someone had to die, it should have been me, the father. The older generation sacrificing for the younger—that is the Kracius way. That's why I placed that child somewhere relatively safe.

'Thank goodness he survived.'

Whether due to his training or not, fortunately, that child not only survived until the end of the war but also achieved great merit.

It seems I was right to train my children rigorously. It was right to conduct their training without any emotional involvement.

I, who was inadequate, grew up receiving my father's disappointment. I experienced how his expectations turned into disappointment, anger, and indifference. The helplessness and self-loathing I felt then were not trivial.

So I didn't put emotional pressure on those children. I didn't raise them to be failures like me through thorough training that left no room for inadequacy. I believed without doubt that this was the right path for them.

I never expected that this would be proven in war.

'Thank goodness he survived.'

It's truly fortunate that he survived. I sent him to the Audit Department to prove his ability and loyalty, and to gain experience. Who could have known it would turn out like this?

That's why I sent Erich to the Academy instead of an official position. There was no guarantee that if I had sent him to an official position, something like what happened to Kal wouldn't occur. Gambling with a child's life once is enough.

Besides, if Erich were to experience war or a comparable crisis, my wife wouldn't be able to endure it. I heard she even fainted when she received news that Kal and I had both gone to the battlefield.

'At least Erich.'

Though Kal and I have already been through the mud, at least Erich should remain unscathed. And Erich should not experience the same tragedy as Kal.

Kal found a partner on the battlefield where death could come to anyone at any time, only to face tragedy. Erich, who stays at the Academy, shouldn't experience such things.

'My wife is doing unnecessary things.'


As my thoughts drifted in that direction, I remembered what my wife had said. A match for Kal—that's not something we should interfere with.

That child should heal his wounds and make decisions on his own. There should be no artificial intervention in that process. From the beginning, the Kracius ancestors have been mentors who train the next generation to move forward on their own, not meddlers who interfere in their lives.

"He's finally able to smile! Are you going to take my child away from me twice?!"

But recalling my wife's tearful cry, I can't bring myself to impose the Kracius way on her.

Although my wife now bears the Kracius name, she originally came from the Airas family. It would be difficult to force the Kracius way on her too much.

She's already followed the Kracius way in raising our children. And that upbringing ended as the children grew up. Asking for more would be greedy.

Yes, it's right to do things the way my wife wants now.

***

I was summoned by my mother again. She had never called me twice in one day before.

'What could it be?'

Mother tends to keep to herself rather than engage in meaningless talk or actions. If she suddenly calls me, there must be a reason.

But wouldn't it be better to call me once and Erich once, rather than me twice? Mother, aren't you interested in Erich?

'Is this the curse of being the eldest son?'

It feels similar to when relatives gather for holidays and bombard the eldest grandson with questions about when he's getting married. As long as I remain single, Mother's attention won't shift to Erich.

Erich should be grateful to me. I cheer him on in a competition with slim chances of winning, and I alone draw Mother's aggro during that competition. Where else could you find such a brother?

If he still can't connect with Luise after all this, then it must be fate determined by heaven.

"Mother."
"You're here? I'm sorry for calling you again."
"It's fine. I had nothing to do anyway."

In truth, I was just playing with documents with the head butler until now, but I didn't mention that.

As I sat down, I noticed Mother shifting her gaze here and there. She seemed anxious and impatient.

Glancing aside, I saw that the head maid didn't look comfortable either. Seeing her subtly tense lips, it seemed she wasn't at ease either.

'What's going on?'

I could understand if she had been like this since the first day we arrived at the domain, but why suddenly act this way?

"Kal."
"Yes, Mother."

After fidgeting with her teacup for a moment, Mother finally spoke.

"I believe you'll handle things well on your own, but now that you're over twenty, shouldn't you at least get engaged?"

Ah. So that's the reason.

It seems she's changed her approach to direct confrontation since I didn't respond to her pressure with Margareta by my side.

At times like this, I regret being the eldest son. If only I had an older sibling.

Actually, since I possessed this body 5 years ago, shouldn't I be considered 6 years old rather than 21? If that's the case, Erich is the eldest son, not me. In a proper universe, he should be the one facing this marriage pressure.

Of course, that's nonsense. If I said something like that, I'd be shipped off to the mental treatment center in the corner of the temple.

"You mean an engagement?"
"Yes. You're over twenty now. If we wait any longer, people might start unnecessary rumors."

That's certainly true. For nobles, leaving an heir is both basic etiquette and their greatest duty. A noble of marriageable age without even news of engagement? Unless someone clearly has no capacity for marriage, such a situation is rarely accepted.

Unfortunately, even I, who's busy with Audit Department work, don't qualify for that exception. That's how sacred and inviolable noble marriages are.

Since I've just turned twenty, things are quiet for now, but in a few more years, people might start questioning my sexual orientation. A terrible thought.

'What should I do about this?'

This is a legitimate concern from a mother. Although I'm not her genuine son but a counterfeit one, I haven't officially severed ties with her. It would be strange to coldly ignore such concerns.

But agreeing to an engagement right here would be ridiculous too. I declined the marriage talk with Margareta because I wasn't mentally prepared, and now I'm accepting an engagement? Doesn't that seem like I'm toying with her?

The problem is that refusing is even more troublesome. Rejecting Margareta twice? What kind of person would do that? I'd deserve to be beaten to death by the Iron-Blooded Duke on the street, though I'd bite my tongue before it came to that.

And though unlikely, if I reject Margareta again, Mother might find another noblewoman. That would be problematic in its own way.

'Ah.'

I have a decent excuse. It just came to mind.

"I think that might happen in a few more years."
"It certainly will. There are always people looking to tarnish purity."

When I showed some agreement, Mother continued without hesitation. Her evaluation of her son is embarrassingly generous.

"But imposing my circumstances on the other party wouldn't be right."

Even Mother, who had turned combative, hesitated at those words.

It seems Mother has taken a liking to Margareta. I wonder what happened in that short time to capture her heart, but she's hesitating now that I've suggested Margareta might have her own circumstances.

She might be wondering if there's some reason Margareta and I haven't formed any relationship, and if she's being meddlesome. That's probably her concern.

Of course, there's no such reason. I just made up this excuse.

"Isn't Marga in the Academy's Student Council?"

Since both Mother and I—and the head maid too—know that Mother is thinking of Margareta as my match, I'll be direct rather than using metaphors.

"I've heard she works hard. But the engagement will be brief and during vacation, so it won't interfere with her Student Council duties, will it?"
"The Student Council is an issue after graduation."

After that, I talked at length. The Academy Student Council typically attracts students aiming for government positions, and if Margareta wants to enter civil service, marriage talks or engagement with me would be a burden.

"I've heard that those aiming to be officials avoid marriage right after graduation. Marriage isn't a quick affair, and even after marriage, time is needed to adjust to the spouse's family."
"Is... is that so?"
"Yes. And by the time that adjustment period is over and she returns, the juniors in the Student Council will have already graduated. Wouldn't it be troublesome to have more competitors?"


Mother, who has little knowledge of either the Academy Student Council or administrative officials, lowered her gaze quietly. She doesn't know enough to refute, and the person speaking is a department head in the administration.

When an expert says so, you tend to believe it. No matter how much I get pushed around within the administration, outside of it, I'm a high-ranking official.

"Of course, engagement and marriage are different, but even an engagement could be pressure for Marga if she's interested in becoming an official. She might even give up her dream because of me."
"That would be wrong."
"Indeed. So let's wait a few years until Marga establishes herself as an official."

Mother seemed to accept this and nodded, while the head maid sighed softly as if resigned.

'This actually worked.'

In truth, I don't know about avoiding marriage right after graduation or waiting until one is established. How would I know when I haven't had a normal civil service life? I just made it up based on a vague memory of a subordinate taking leave for marriage.

It's a flimsy excuse that anyone familiar with the field would see through immediately, but Mother knows nothing about this area. And I'm a department head. How many people would doubt what a department head says?

Anyway, this buys me a few years. I'll leave the pressure that comes in a few years to the future Kal.

'It's not like I'm just kicking the can down the road.'

This method can't be a fundamental solution. I know that.

But to solve it fundamentally, I'd have to bring up Hecate, and I don't like the idea of talking about that just because I don't want to get married.

They say shared pain is lessened, but why should others share a burden I can carry alone? Why should I cause such pain to a mother who is purely concerned about her eldest son's match?

And I can't bear the pitying looks I'd receive if I told that story. The more such looks I receive, the more impossible it would be to shake them off. I get enough of that from the Minister and the Victorious Duke.

"At this rate, Erich might get married before me."
"No matter what, the eldest son should go first."

Mother firmly shook her head at my attempt to change the mood, making me smile bitterly. Well, who knows when that eldest son will make up his mind.

It's fortunate that the family head doesn't pressure me about marriage. Mother can be persuaded to this extent, but would persuasion work if the family head set his mind to it?

For a moment, I imagined the family head repeatedly asking "So, about the marriage?" with an expressionless face. Hmm, I see no solution there.

After that day, Mother never brought up the topic of marriage again.

Of course, she didn't stop inviting Margareta to tea parties and positioning her front and center. She only stopped the verbal pressure.

And Mother's gaze toward Margareta became more wistful. Like a child told they must wait longer when there's a delicious fruit right in front of them, within reach.

"Mother? Do you have something to say?"
"No, it's nothing."

Additionally, perhaps because Mother's heart has grown fonder, her affection for Margareta seems to have increased as well. She's even started speaking to her casually instead of formally.

Naturally, Margareta was delighted by this. Someone who finds happiness in such small things must truly be living a happy life.

"Excuse me for a moment."

Feeling a vibration in my pocket, I discreetly rose from my seat. I had asked the deputy head to look into Count Horpelt—has the investigation already finished?

Of course, since I can't return to the Capital immediately, I only gave instructions remotely. The results will be brief; I'll need to see the proper results in person.


Anyway, I excused myself to Mother and Margareta and headed to a corner of the garden.

***

With a faint vibration, Kal rose from his seat. Probably work-related. As the head of the Audit Department, Kal never has a day to rest comfortably.

It's sad to see every time. I hope someday Kal can step down from his official position and live peacefully. I wish we could live cozily together in Teilgleichen County.

'Someday.'

Someday it will happen. Yes, it certainly will.

"A civil servant's life isn't easy."
"Yes. It seems that way."

I nodded repeatedly at Mother's words. From her perspective too, it must be sad to see Kal living in the Capital away from the domain.

After watching Kal's retreating figure for a moment, Mother turned to me with a gentle smile.

"Yet it's amazing that you chose that path."

I blinked several times at her strange comment. I committed the rudeness of not answering Mother's words, but she seemed fine with it and nodded slightly.

"Kal told me. That you aspire to enter civil service."
"Ah, ye-yes."

Since the Student Council is typically a gathering of students dreaming of government positions, her statement is correct. And before Kal came to the Academy, I did have thoughts of joining the Audit Department.

Of course, with Kal at the Academy, that career path no longer makes sense.

"I hear that entering civil service makes marriage difficult for a few years, but since it's the path you've chosen, I should support you."
"What?"

What?

My mind went blank at the incomprehensible words from Mother's mouth. Civil service makes marriage difficult? For how many years? Really?

I didn't know that. If I had known, I wouldn't have even looked at civil service. Why would I make a choice that hinders being with Kal when that's exactly what I want?

'Oh no...!'

Mother said she would support me. In her mind, I've already become a future daughter-in-law who will work as an official for several years after graduation.

No, absolutely not! I have no intention of waiting for years...! Right after graduation, or even today if Kal is okay with it!

"It's not an easy choice for a noble lady, but to make this choice for the Empire, even Billy would be impressed."

But seeing Mother continue with a warm smile, I couldn't bring myself to speak. If I said "That's not it" in this situation, I'd probably see her expression turn cold.

She seems pleased that I'll become an official serving the Empire, and suddenly that premise collapses? The current satisfaction and contentment could turn into betrayal.

'No...'

Why did I do that last year? Why?


I couldn't hold out any longer after receiving the deputy head's report several days ago. It was time to return to the Capital. I originally came to the domain because my mother wanted to see my face for a while, and the others tagging along was just a bonus. If there's no reason to stay longer, it makes sense to return to the Capital.

Honestly, it's awkward to keep staying here when Teilgleichen County isn't exactly famous for tourism. Right now, the victims of Lyutis's five-night play are quiet as they're blinded by thoughts of revenge, but who knows when these idiots might start demanding to go out.

"I'm thinking of heading back to the Capital soon."
"Then I'll tell the others!"

So I left the task of delivering the news to Luise. Surely no one would insist on staying in the domain when Luise tells them we're going back to the Capital. Anyone that uncooperative doesn't deserve to be in the pastry club.

Even Margareta, who was my only concern, agreed to return to the Capital. She seemed a bit disappointed, but we couldn't stay in the domain forever. Eventually we'd have to go back, so she probably agreed without resistance.

"You're going back?"
"Yes. Since they're visitors staying in the Empire for travel, it would be inconvenient to remain in one place."
"I see."

Mother simply nodded without much reaction. I suppose there's no reason to keep her eldest son who's using his bureaucratic duties to defend against marriage talks.

And so, just as suddenly as we had arrived at the domain, we were suddenly returning to the Capital. Isn't life just a series of sudden events?

"You need to take this every day. It won't be effective if you take it irregularly."
"Ah, yes."

This was another sudden event.

On the morning of our departure to the Capital, Mother ambushed me with a large quantity of gifts. Following the Magic-Ending Duke's potion, now it's my real mother's health supplements? This is too generous.

What's more, it wasn't just any maid but the head maid herself who brought the items, explaining each one as she handed them to me. This is best eaten at this time, that should be taken when such-and-such happens, this one is good for that condition, and so on.

"If you think you'll forget, tell the butler. He'll give them to you at the right times."
"I understand."

When I glanced aside, I saw Erich barely managing to hold an increasing pile of items in his arms. I had planned to dump—I mean share—some with Erich if necessary, but that seemed difficult now.

Following my gaze to Erich, Mother switched her target.

"The Academy practicals are said to be quite intense, so make sure to take these regularly."

Erich just nodded blankly at her words. That amount seems like it would last until graduation even if taken daily.

'So this is a mother's love.'

My heart swells at such consideration for her fire-attribute sons who rarely keep in touch.

'If only it had been like this earlier.'

Honestly, it would have been better if she had been like this before Erich entered the Academy. Perhaps she only realized the value of her children after they left for the distant Academy.

Still, better late than never. While the family head seems unlikely to change no matter how much time passes, if at least Mother becomes an affectionate parent, Erich will be happy.

"I'll be going now. I'll contact you occasionally."

After confirming that the family head and the other members had finished their farewells, I bowed to Mother. Yes, let's keep in touch occasionally from now on. If Erich sees that I don't contact Mother at all, he might not do so either, which would be problematic.

When I first came to the domain with those idiots, I felt uneasy, but now I could return with a lighter heart. If Erich and Mother's relationship has improved, that alone was reason enough to have visited the domain.

***


They're leaving. I want to hold them back for just one more day, but I can't bring myself to stop these children from going.

It would be a lie to say I'm not disappointed. I've only just begun to have normal, smiling conversations with them. I want to enjoy that happiness longer.

But I could suppress that disappointment and let them go, thanks to the confidence that this happiness isn't disappearing like a bubble but something I can experience again.

'When they return.'

When those children come back again. Although they've left home temporarily due to their positions as bureaucrat and student, they will return someday.

And then I can enjoy that happiness again. If I stubbornly cling to the present, the relationship that has somewhat recovered might deteriorate again.

'I'll wait.'

I neglected those children for nearly 20 years. I've truly seen them properly for less than 20 days. Yet in that brief moment, I achieved a relationship recovery I couldn't have dared to dream of.

For the sake of these children who approached me thinking of me as their mother, though I can hardly call myself one, and for the daughter-in-law who helped repair my relationship with my children, I shouldn't move too hastily.

This was possible not because of my ability but thanks to those children. So I should proceed carefully, step by step.

"My lady."
"Billy."

Billy approached while I was watching the children's retreating figures.

He kept his promise to me, waiting until Kal decided to return on his own. I felt a bit embarrassed remembering how I had grabbed Billy by the collar during that process.

"It seems grabbing my collar was worth it."

As if reading my thoughts, Billy's casual remark made me quietly lower my gaze. No matter how excited or angry I was at Billy, it was too aggressive an action.

Still, if I could go back to that moment, I would grab him again. How could he say such harsh things about sending away the children who were finally talking to me? Especially when I hadn't even properly connected Kal with my daughter-in-law.

'So admirable at that age.'

Thinking of my daughter-in-law brought forth both regret and pride. I had hoped to at least arrange an engagement with Kal, but I failed. But how could I blame her? A child whose heart is full of dedication to her country.

I already knew she was a deep and mature child. I never expected a noble lady to aim for a bureaucratic position, but that was a pleasant miscalculation.

Of course, as Kal's mother, I wish my daughter-in-law would choose marriage with Kal over being a bureaucrat. The problem is that I can't bring myself to say such things, having received so much help from her.

If Kal could persuade my daughter-in-law to choose marriage over being a bureaucrat, if they came to Teilgleichen right after graduation—

'I would teach her the duties of the lady of the house.'

Since she's prepared to be a bureaucrat, she would learn quickly.

***

The disconnect between being at home in the morning and at work by lunchtime was more painful than I expected. Especially since that home wasn't my mansion in the Capital but the domain. It feels like going to work on a holiday.

'Such a hassle.'

This is all because of the former Count Horpelt. If he hadn't suddenly retired, I wouldn't have had to come to work.

"There's nothing wrong with his health?"

"No, I heard he even enjoyed hunting yesterday."
"He's in good shape."

I roughly ran my hand through my hair at the deputy head's calm answer. Someone whose health has deteriorated so badly that they need to pass their title to a 19-year-old heir would absolutely not be able to engage in extreme sports like hunting. What's really going on? Did he retire just because he wanted to enjoy himself?

If he formally passed on his title, it would have already been approved by the Emperor, but regardless of approval, we need to understand the reason. He might be plotting something or making backdoor deals with other nobles.

But no matter how much I look into it, nothing stands out. It really seems most likely that he retired because he wanted to rest.

'I envy him.'

From now on, the former Count Horpelt is my role model.

Anyway, I put aside the former Count Horpelt's emergency escape case and picked up another document. The aftermath of his escape is more important than his reasons, which remain unclear no matter how much I investigate.

"He seems capable."

And the aftermath was calmer than expected. The Imperial Assembly stirred briefly at the sudden replacement of a member but has quieted down again.

"He's inherited almost all of his predecessor's shares. It seems he coordinated with his inner circle before retiring."
"I suppose so."

It's fine to make a surprise public announcement, but if you keep your retirement a secret even within your own faction, you're just insane.

Looking at the details, the former count's power base and inner circle remain intact, with only a few young subordinates added. The customary gifts distributed to other assembly members upon his inauguration were exactly as expected.

And an appropriate level of "friendship fees" was deposited to the Audit Department as well. This is more reasonable than I worried it might be. I was concerned that in his youthful rashness, he might adopt a "I won't pay bribes!" meta approach.

'No problems here.'

There are so few problems that I feel unjustly annoyed about having to come to work. It's fortunate but somehow depressing at the same time.

Massaging my stiff neck, I turned my attention to the deputy head. I came to work urgently today because of Count Horpelt, but since I'm here, I should handle any other matters that need attention.

"Any other unusual matters?"

At my question, the deputy head flinched and then carefully spoke.

"The Section 2 Chief contacted us first."

Shit, I just took a shot in the dark and something came up right away.

My lips went dry at the mention of contact from the Section 2 Chief who was dispatched to the North.

"He asked for more alcohol to be sent."
"That bastard."

I'm an idiot for worrying.

"...Send it to him."
"Understood."

I had the urge to call the Section 2 Chief immediately and curse him out, but I barely restrained myself.

Right, we should send it. He's working hard in the North, so we should do at least that much. If he had made such a request while working domestically, I wouldn't have let it slide.

It's just unfortunate that the last thing I heard before having to report to the Minister in person was the Section 2 Chief's nonsense.

# The Worst Reunion with the Minister

"Come in."
"No, please."

The scene I witnessed a few months ago unfolded before my eyes again. Where else would you find a minister pumping iron during work hours?

I opened the door but hesitated to enter. It was natural that the minister's office would be even hotter in the middle of summer with him exercising. Was this an office or a sauna? The Ministry of Finance building is a mess.

As I stood there reluctantly, the minister gestured with his chin as if asking why I wasn't coming in. Fine, damn it, I'll go in.

"If you're planning to transfer to the military, please take me with you."
"Are you heat-struck? What nonsense is this now?"

I casually made the comment since he looked more like an Imperial Army Marshal than the Minister of Finance, but I immediately got scolded.

Right, it's too late to transfer to the military now. I know that, but I just tried anyway. Don't people sometimes try things they know won't work?

Anyway, the minister frowned at my words and threw his dumbbell into a strangely dented part of the floor. There wasn't such a dent before—how many times has he thrown it?

'Is the floor below a storage room?'

Fortunately, it seems no one is suffering from the noise pollution personally created by the minister. Who could complain when the perpetrator is the minister himself?

As I stared blankly at the dumbbell, the minister, holding his shirt, spoke up.

"How did it go?"
"Nothing happened. I think we can just continue as usual."

I gave a vague answer to his abrupt question. He'll understand what I mean anyway, even if I answer casually.

Indeed, the minister nodded once at my answer and then frowned again.

"A man younger than me retiring, of all things."

The escape of the former Count Horpelt seems to have struck a chord with many civil servants.

It makes sense. The former Count Horpelt is only in his 40s. For the minister, who's struggling through his 50s, it must be infuriating.

"I'm envious. It's not easy to retire at that age."

Retiring in your 40s? Not a chance. We'd be lucky to retire before we die.

The more I think about it, the more curious I am. How did he manage to retire? He was even an influential figure, not someone shuffling between minor posts. Did he have some dirt on the Emperor?

'Good things should be shared.'

Keeping it to himself—what a selfish person.

"I should retire soon too. Then I can make you the minister."
"Damn it, don't say such horrible things."

The sudden provocation made me curse involuntarily. Who are you trying to ruin by passing on the minister position?

The Audit Department Head position is already burdensome enough—if I became the Minister of Finance, I might really bite my tongue off. I'm not cut out for administrative work to begin with.

But the minister just chuckled at my reaction, as if it were trivial.

'Bastard.'

If his personality were even half as good as his ability, it would have been really nice.

The report itself ended quickly. Regardless of the importance of the incident, there wasn't much to say about something that concluded so quietly.

"I heard you visited your domain."

Instead, the minister brought up a different topic.

"Yes, well. I went and returned today."
"What did Count Teilgleichen say?"
"He's not interested in others, is he? He didn't say much."

Despite the retirement of a fellow Imperial Count, the head of the family showed surprisingly little reaction. Actually, since I was at the lord's castle, I thought he would call for me at least once, but he really did nothing.

"Not that."

Oh, that's not what he was asking about?

I felt a bit embarrassed at the minister's firm response. I naturally thought he was talking about Count Horpelt, but I was wrong.


"If you were suddenly called to your domain, there must be a reason. Especially with all those distinguished guests."
"My mother called me there. It has nothing to do with the head of the family."

At those words, the minister's hands, which had been organizing the submitted report, stopped.

He had asked assuming the family head had called me for business matters, but it was my mother who called me, not the head. The minister suddenly became an intrusive superior invading his subordinate's private life.

To be fair, the minister must feel wronged. He knows that my relationship with my mother is rather distant, so he wouldn't have thought she would call me. Even I was surprised when I received my mother's invitation.

"I think she was worried about her eldest son who has no partner."

To ease the awkward minister who seemed stunned by touching on a sensitive issue, I answered lightly. It's not a pretty sight to see such a large man rolling his eyes uncomfortably.

"She must have been quite desperate."

And just as the atmosphere lightened, I regretted it as the minister immediately made his move.

"I suppose so. She even mentioned engagement."
"Engagement?"

I nodded to the minister who frowned as if he'd heard something strange.

I had gone there prepared for pressure about marriage prospects. But I didn't expect her to seat Margareta right next to me while pressuring me, and I certainly didn't expect her to mention engagement at the end.

If I hadn't quickly come up with an excuse, I might have actually returned engaged. An engagement with no foreseeable wedding date, at that.

"She suggested I get engaged to Princess Margareta, but what would be the point of me getting engaged now? I postponed it."

After my brief explanation, the minister was silent for a moment, then sighed and gestured.

"Come here for a moment."
"What is it? Just say it from there. My hearing is fine."
"I said come here."

Since he kept gesturing persistently, I went closer, only to feel something hit my solar plexus.

"How does it feel to taste the fist that turned a usurper into an idiot?"

Along with incomprehensible nonsense. Damn it, has this man really gone senile?

The surprise attack almost made me lose my mind. It's been almost two years since I was last hit by this man.

***

How should I deal with this fool?

'Fool is too kind a word.'

I'd gladly use a harsher term if one existed. With that thought, I looked down at him clutching his solar plexus and squirming. The brat is exaggerating.

I barely stopped myself from sighing again. I know this guy has had emotional wounds since that day. I know it's hard to shake off.

Why wouldn't I understand? Even I, who was just his superior, was going crazy, so how must it have been for him, who had a closer relationship?

'I thought leaving him alone was the medicine.'

But it turned out to be poison. If I had intervened more actively, such a twisted outcome wouldn't have happened.

"Are you already such an idiot that you can't even feel it?"
"No, why are you suddenly hitting me and saying these things?!"

Seeing him yelling loudly, my fist almost went up again. But I'll restrain myself. This bastard can't be solved with physical force.

Though late, I need to administer medicine now. An innocent princess has already become a victim.

But since the medicine is late, it needs to be administered strongly.

"Calling you an idiot is too mild for someone who plays with people's feelings. What should I call you, the Second Prince?"

At those words, I saw Kal's eyes flip. The effect is definite—as expected of the Second Prince.

"Come to think of it, even the Second Prince didn't toy with people who liked him."

That's not wrong since no one in their right mind liked the Second Prince.

"You're pushing away the princess like that? Are you in your right mind?"
"Isn't it more disrespectful to accept when I'm not ready?"


Seeing him still talking back without coming to his senses, I couldn't help but sigh.

Yes, it is disrespectful. It's very disrespectful to accept someone while having feelings for someone else.

That's why I didn't say anything when he refused the marriage proposal with the princess a year ago. I was just sad that he hadn't gotten over the Hecate incident yet, but his response wasn't wrong.

But this time? From what he's saying, it seems he didn't firmly reject it like last year, but rather postponed it. It's an awkward situation where he can't respond to love but can't reject it either. That's more disrespectful.

"Did you explain to the princess? Did you explain why you can't marry someone else?"

But if he explained about Hecate to the princess, I could understand. If the princess said she would wait even after hearing about it, then no one else should be angry.

Of course, I don't think someone who's been brooding alone for two years would have told the princess, but just in case, I asked out of courtesy.

"How could I explain that?"

I knew it, you bastard.

Another sigh escaped me as I saw him quietly lowering his eyes.

"You've only grown older, but you're still a child."

Maybe it's to be expected. He joined the war at seventeen, just after becoming an adult, and experienced that incident at nineteen. What would change in two years in such a situation?

He was the youngest then and is still the youngest now. We've been treating him too much like an adult, but he really is just a kid. Damn, I left him alone because I believed he could handle things well.

"If you can't accept it, don't give false hope. From the princess's perspective, you're just giving her pointless hope."

My voice softened a bit as I recognized that the dark-haired guy in front of me was just a kid. It's partly my fault for neglecting a young man.

"Yes, the princess is still only eighteen. It's not an age where marriage is urgent. But what about later?"
"......"
"Won't you push her away after a few years? Can you take responsibility for a princess who missed her prime years waiting only for you?"

The guy who had been desperately arguing fell silent at these words. He probably doesn't have confidence either. How could he answer?

If he had cut it off cleanly, the princess would be sad for a moment, but she would have the possibility of finding another relationship. But by giving hope like this and just letting time pass, what sin has the princess committed?

I know why he's doing this. He must be scared. What if the princess leaves like Hecate after he gives her his heart? What if he pushes her away and becomes forever distant from her? These are exactly the worries a child would have.

I said various things afterward, but I'm not sure if they had any effect. I spoke hastily, saying whatever came to mind.

'Damn him.'

It was an unplanned lecture. I didn't know he would be in such a state.

I sighed for the umpteenth time, clutching my throbbing head. If he had shown signs of moving on from the past, even slowly, I would have continued to entrust things to him. But seeing his unchanged state, how could I stay silent?

Of course, it's meddling. A subordinate official's condition being off? A princess I've only met a few times getting hurt because of it? Strictly speaking, it's none of my business.

But how could I turn a blind eye? Especially when that subordinate official is this bastard. It would be troublesome if something went wrong with him and he joined those others.

'These young ones.'

They dare to die before me, making me visit the graves of those young enough to be my children every year. Six is already devastating—adding one more? Just imagining it is terrible.

After much deliberation, I fiddled with the communication device. Having confirmed that the situation has worsened after two years of neglect, I can't delay any longer.

'I didn't want to use this method.'

But it will definitely be effective.

With that resolve, I contacted someone who would surely be effective.

- Minister of Finance?

Fortunately, the contact went through.

- It's been a while. I've been disappointed that we haven't seen each other despite both living in the Capital.
"I apologize. I haven't been able to pay my respects."
- I understand how busy the Ministry of Finance is. Don't take it to heart.

Seeing the light smile, I hesitated for a moment. It's been a while since we last contacted each other, and I'm not calling with particularly good news.

But it's something I must do. There's no one else I can trust.

- Victorious Duke. I have something to tell you.

Let's see if you can resist this person's words.

This is the first time I've been defeated by a minister's eloquence rather than force.

'That bastard.'

But my resentment was directed at myself, not the minister. Not a single word he said was wrong. How could someone make such perfectly valid points that left me with no rebuttal?

I wanted to shout back rather than take it one-sidedly. You know that cliché rebellion—yelling "What am I supposed to do?" or "What do you know about my situation?"

But it was impossible. He had explained exactly what I should do, and few people understood my situation better than the minister. No matter what I said, it was a tilted argument with a predetermined outcome.

'A minister is a minister indeed.'

Has that once-rough man's eloquence improved so dramatically after two years as minister? Or perhaps I was such a mess that even that rough man could see plenty to criticize. Maybe it's both.

The walk back to my office felt unusually long today. Probably because my heart was so heavy.

"Won't you push her away after a few years? Can you take responsibility for a noble lady who missed her prime years waiting only for you?"

Anyone who could hear those words and feel nothing wouldn't be human.

I will get married someday. And if I do, I can't imagine anyone but Margareta. But when? When exactly will that "someday" come?

After Margareta passes her prime? After she gives up hope for me? After it's too late for her to find someone else? When Margareta has no more tears left to cry?

'Am I insane?'

There's no bigger bastard than this. I'm being too selfish.

I think I've been assuming that Margareta, who shows me more kindness than I deserve, would understand my situation without me explaining it and would wait for me regardless. As if that were only natural.

I sighed heavily while roughly rubbing my dry face. If this had happened before I made excuses to my mother about my official position, I wouldn't have felt this suffocated.

No, that's not right. Even before that, what I did to Margareta was wrong. I almost ran away in a strange direction.

As I shook my head slightly to clear my thoughts, light leaked from inside my clothes. Who could it be at this timing?

'Why now of all times?'

Honestly, in my current state of mind, I might twist even normal conversation into something strange.

Still, I couldn't ignore it, so I finally took out the communication orb. If someone was contacting me directly through the orb, it must be urgent.

"This is Audit Department Head Kal Kracius."
- Kal. Do you have time right now?

I answered indifferently at first, but quickly composed myself when I recognized who it was. I never expected the Victorious Duke at this timing.

"Yes, of course."
- Good. Then come see me for a moment. I have something important to discuss.
"Understood. I'll come right away, Your Grace."

As soon as the communication ended, I hurried toward the Imperial Army Headquarters building. The Victorious Duke wore his usual gentle smile, but the corners of his eyes were strangely tense.

It's extremely rare for the Duke to contact me first. Last time during the Magic-Ending Duke incident, he contacted me because he had briefly come to the Capital and wanted to see me before returning, but now it seems like something serious has happened.

'Damn it.'

I increased my pace while clutching my chest. My chest hurts both internally and externally from the punch that landed on my solar plexus earlier.

"How does it feel to taste the fist that turned a traitor into a cripple?"

The minister's imposing voice still seems to echo in my ears. It's fucking spicy, Minister.


The Victorious Duke welcomed me as usual. The honorable reception where the Duke personally seats me and serves tea. But meeting in person rather than through the communication orb, his expression was definitely tense.

A look filled with worry. If someone like the Duke, the head of the Imperial Army no less, shows such an expression, this must be no ordinary matter.

'Is it the Emperor?'

The only being who reigns above the Duke and who has recently begun to check the Victorious Duke's power.

As I reached that conclusion, my lips felt parched. Could it be that he's started to move directly rather than simply checking the Duke's power? If a conflict erupts between the Emperor and the Duke, the Empire would be thrown into turmoil.

"Here, drink. It's a fashionable tea these days, quite good."
"Thank you, Your Grace."

I bowed my head as the Victorious Duke set down the tea and picked up the cup. I pretended to drink while frequently checking the Duke's expression.

"Kal."
"Yes, Your Grace."

I removed the cup from my lips as he seemed about to get straight to the point.

If my guess is correct and this is about the Emperor, there's little I can do. Even my position as Audit Department Head is merely a position based on the Emperor's authority.

Still, there must be some way. If I look, I might find a way to stop the Emperor's sword dance, or at least weaken it somewhat.

"I heard from the Minister of Finance."
"Pardon?"

Why the Minister from there?

"Margareta, I know that child well. How could such a young child be so clever and gentle."

My lips dried up again, but for a different reason than before.

At least it's not about the Emperor. That's encouraging news. Instead, the Victorious Duke has brought up the issue that the Minister had just beaten me over.

"I was surprised to hear that she was rejected for marriage, but when I heard the other party was you, I understood."

The Victorious Duke smiled lightly and took a sip of tea.

"But this latest news, I cannot understand."
"I'm... sorry."
"You don't need to apologize to me."

At the Duke's words as he shook his head, I closed my mouth again after barely opening it.





Seeing my reaction, the Victorious Duke gave a bitter smile and continued.

"I know your circumstances well, Kal. How could I not?"

Yes, the Victorious Duke knows well about that matter. During the Great Punitive War, the Audit Department's 4th Section was under the Victorious Duke's command, and it was with his help that we were able to falsify Hecate's cause of death.

But despite his gentle words acknowledging my situation, I couldn't bring myself to speak. The fact that he called me here despite knowing my circumstances probably means my recent behavior was quite despicable.

"I know your wounds are deep. But I thought that if it was you, you could rise on your own, and that forcing you to heal might make things worse, so I stayed quiet. The Minister of Finance felt the same way."
"I'm sorry to have disappointed you."
"I told you, you don't need to apologize to me."

Of course, Margareta is the first person I should apologize to. But that doesn't mean the offense I've committed against others is insignificant.


"Kal. Have you been making an effort all this time?"

I couldn't answer the incomprehensible question. Effort? What effort?

"From my perspective, it seems you haven't been trying to escape from your past."

It was a heart-piercing statement, but I couldn't refute it because it came from the Victorious Duke. Moreover, having just been hit with facts by the Minister, I felt like a child who hadn't done anything.

As I quietly lowered my gaze, I heard the Victorious Duke sigh. I don't have the courage to look up.

"If you could escape on your own, nothing would be better. The problem is that you don't seem to have been able to."
"You're right..."
"Then you should at least share it with someone. What will change if you bear alone a problem you cannot solve alone?"

I know how heavy the burden is because I cannot bear it alone. I didn't want to pass such weight to others. Why should they bear such a burden? What wrong have they done?

I believed that even if it's impossible now, someday I would be able to solve it on my own. I thought that was the right thing to do.

"Come to think of it, it was when you had just become Department Head. Was it when your Section Chiefs were still inexperienced?"

He suddenly changed the subject, but it didn't particularly put me at ease.

"At that time, you told me this: that you were frustrated with the Section Chiefs struggling alone. That departments exist so people can work together on things they can't handle alone, and you didn't understand why they were acting that way."
"Yes, I did say that."
"Then why are you doing the same thing?"

I sensed he was setting up for an attack by circling around like this.

But that comparison felt a bit unfair. Departments are units created specifically for working together, but personal matters are, well, personal.

"You seem to think that work and personal matters are different."
"Ah, no, that's not it."

I was taken aback by his words that seemed to read my thoughts. Was my expression so transparent that he could see right through me?

But regardless of my confusion, the Victorious Duke continued without hesitation.

"There's no difference. If you can't solve something alone, you share it with others. The person you choose to confide in after much deliberation won't mind sharing your burden."
"......"
"If you don't believe me, look at me. Am I not proof?"
"Your Grace, that's—"

As I opened my mouth, sensing the conversation was heading in an undesirable direction, the Victorious Duke raised his hand to stop me.

"I originally had three children. Besides the child who would inherit my title and the one who became the Crown Prince's consort, there was one more."

I feel nothing but remorse. The benefactor before me is trying to persuade this selfish brat by bringing up his own wounds.

"The youngest was a son. Had he not left this father behind, he would be about your age, Kal."

The Victorious Duke grasped his teacup with slightly trembling hands. No matter how much he's moved past it, the pain of losing a child is no small matter. No one could mention such pain themselves without feeling anything.

"It's been three years since I first told you this story."
"Yes, that's right."
"How did you feel then? Were you resentful that I suddenly brought up such a heavy topic? Did you think it was pointless? Or were you simply not interested?"
"No... no, Your Grace."
"Then it's simple."

The Victorious Duke nodded with satisfaction at my answer. His hands still trembling, his eyes calmly settled.

"You already know the answer, Kal. You've just been avoiding it yourself."

For a while, I could only bow my head in silence.

The Victorious Duke, who had written an undefeated legend, possessed exceptional strategic insight. That's why he wasn't satisfied with my essentially KO'd appearance and drove the point home.

But how could I resist? It was my fault for behaving so terribly that the Victorious Duke had to bring this up.

"Actually, when I first saw you, Kal, I was quite surprised. You clearly don't look alike, yet somehow you resembled him. Perhaps it was the atmosphere."

I couldn't raise my head as the Victorious Duke added with a smile that he might have even adopted me if our appearances had been similar.

"That's why my eyes kept following you. You are you and that child was that child, but I kept seeing him overlapping with you. That was unfair to both you and him."

During the Great Punitive War, the Victorious Duke had given an excessive amount of attention to a team leader he'd just met. Thanks to that, the Audit Department's 4th Section, which belonged to the Ministry of Finance rather than the Imperial Army, was able to establish itself comfortably.

And hearing the reason behind it was so heartbreaking. While his heart was burning with grief from seeing me overlap with his dead son, he still showed me various considerations because of that resemblance. The man carrying the empire's fate couldn't even find peace of mind.

"As time passed, I realized my mistake. I had confined you within the prejudice of resembling that child and failed to see you properly. I couldn't let go of the past either."

This too was something I heard three years ago. The parting with his son that he needed to process but couldn't forget. The need to see someone completely different from his son as their own person. Two shackles were bound to the Victorious Duke's ankles.

"So I finally told you. It seemed pointless to keep holding onto it. Not good for you, for that child, or for me."

A sudden summons from a superior far above my station, a sudden confession about the past. But that day, the Victorious Duke's expression was brighter than ever before. He wasn't exactly smiling, and yet...

What did he say again? That it felt like he had finally removed the blindfold covering his eyes? That only then could he properly see the world?

"Among all the choices I've made, none make me prouder than that day's decision. Thanks to it, haven't I become friends with such an excellent young man?"
"You honor me too much."

I bowed my head even lower, which made the Victorious Duke laugh as he personally lifted my head. This seems like consideration, but something feels strange. It's like grabbing an enemy general's hair before beheading him.

Anyway, the Victorious Duke continued.

"A long time passed between losing that child and telling you about it. Even something I thought I could never process was eventually resolved as time went by."
"I'm glad to hear that."
"Yes, it's fortunate."

The Victorious Duke nodded and quietly handled his teacup.

"Time, it's ultimately about time. Perhaps, Kal, you too might feel better as more time passes."

I almost nodded unconsciously but barely stopped myself. Going along with this atmosphere would show a lack of tact.

"But how could I stand by knowing you'll struggle during that time? Especially when you've already been doing so for two years."

The Minister and the Victorious Duke had trusted me and left me alone for two years. But today, they concluded that leaving me unattended any longer would be problematic.

"I've already experienced your pain, Kal. I also know what method works to resolve that pain."

Then the Victorious Duke patted my shoulder. Gently, as if to say I'd been through a lot.

"But why should you spend the same amount of time as I did? Isn't it the role of an old man like me to guide young people so they don't waste their time?"

I could only bite my lip, unable to say anything.

Because I know your pain, because I've experienced that eternal time, I cannot stand by. You don't need to suffer for years like I did. That's what the Victorious Duke was saying.

"If you can't handle it alone, confide in someone. That's the answer this foolish old man found after five years. For you, Kal, two years should be enough."
"...It might have been too much already."
"That makes it even more vexing. If you knew, why did you act this way?"

"I'm sorry..."

The Victorious Duke's laughter filled the office.

***

I sat back down after sending Kal out. How amusing it was to see him looking back several times even as I pushed him out. I had to struggle not to let my laughter escape.

'He really is young.'

Well, having just passed twenty, he is indeed young. Perhaps it's the responsibility of being the Audit Department Head that makes him appear so rigid, but it was satisfying to see him act his age for once.

Though it's sad that such a young man became so rigid in the first place. In the North, he was such a cheerful and lighthearted boy that one might doubt he was even a noble.

"Your Excellency, please."
"Kal."
"Please, please I beg you. I'll take responsibility. So please..."

He changed after Miss Hecate left like that.

From my perspective too, it was a bolt from the blue. Although five people fell, both Kal and Miss Hecate clearly survived.

Kal even invited me to brighten his wedding ceremony while lying wounded from the Heretic Emperor. So I was relieved. At least these two children survived, I thought.

But upon returning to the Capital, only Kal remained, bowing his head and pleading.

'Enen was too cruel.'

He gave the most terrible disaster at the happiest moment. It must have felt like walking in the sky and then falling into the abyss.

I was able to send Kal away, who bowed his head several times, with words not to worry. What a ridiculous thing to say. Miss Hecate was already dead, so what was there not to worry about? What kind of pretense was it to merely turn a blind eye to the location of her grave?

'I should have comforted him from the beginning.'

I trusted and left it to him, thinking he would handle it well. I just watched, afraid that interfering might only deepen his wounds.

Looking back now, it seems absurd. To put it kindly, I trusted him, but objectively speaking, I neglected him.

How could a nineteen-year-old boy alone bear the sorrow of losing a woman with whom he had promised a future and was about to bear fruit? And the devastation of having to falsely record her final moments? He may have legally been an adult, but at nineteen, he was just an Academy student.

'All the adults around him were like this.'

Neither I nor the Minister of Finance were accustomed to caring for someone. Rather, I frequently met with the distraught Kal on business matters due to the succession dispute and internal purges.

I sighed as I drank the cold tea. It's unconscionable to neglect a child like that and expect him to manage well on his own.

I hope from now on, at least, he can move in the right direction.

***

As soon as our conversation ended, the Victorious Duke pushed me out and sent me back to the mansion.

"Resolve this while your emotions are still fresh. Anyone will do. Margareta, family, subordinates, servants, or even someone who owes you or someone you've advised."
"Your Excellency, isn't this too sudden?"
"Do young people these days consider two years sudden?"

Every single word felt like a sharp dagger.


I barely managed to move my reluctant feet toward the mansion. On the way, the Minister contacted me, perhaps because the Victorious Duke had informed him of the situation.

- If you come to the office, I'll assume you want to marry your work and report directly to His Highness the Crown Prince.

He said just that and hung up immediately. Hearing such words would instantly kill any desire to go, though I had no intention of going in the first place.

Anyway, it's been a while since I left work with the sun still this high. Not that this early departure is particularly joyful.

'Damn it.'

I feel lost. The Minister and the Victorious Duke gave me advice because they couldn't stand by anymore, so I should follow it. But when I try to open my mouth, I lack courage. The Victorious Duke was amazing for confiding in me. How did he do it?

I need to tell Margareta what I've been holding in. I even promised myself that if I didn't speak today, I would go to the Second Prince's side.

At the same time, imagining Margareta's reaction makes me hesitate again. Will she be angry that I didn't say anything all this time? Will she cry, asking how I endured alone? Will she comfort me, thanking me for finally telling her? Or will she just embrace me?

The more possibilities I consider, the more I hesitate. Was I always this indecisive?

'I really am a child.'

I was indeed a child, and the eyes of the 50-year-old Minister were accurate. Experience can't be ignored.

I'm doomed. At this rate, I'll end up in a forced meeting with the Second Prince.

'Was it always this close?'

Meanwhile, I've already arrived at the mansion that seems unusually close today. This is driving me crazy.

I sighed while lingering in front of the main gate. If I go in without the courage to speak and meet Margareta, I probably won't be able to say anything, and we'll just carry on as usual.

That can't happen. The situation is already frustrating with everything piled up, and if I delay further—

"Brother?"
"Huh?"

I turned around to find Luise with her arms full of something. Oh, she went out?

As if reading my question, Luise slightly extended the ingredients in her arms and said:

"I wanted to make something after a long time. I bought some ingredients."

Indeed, the items visible were mostly food ingredients.

"I'm sure the kitchen has most of what you need."
"You know I use some unusual ingredients."

It's true that even in the pastry club, Luise's ingredients were not ordinary. I nodded at her giggling face, but then another thought occurred to me.

Courage, the courage to confide in someone.

Luise, who had the courage to tell me about her past after knowing me for just one semester.

"Luise, do you have some time?"

Perhaps consulting with someone who had shown courage first might help me feel better?

I feel like I'm clutching at straws.

As soon as my brother returned to the Capital, he left his post for work. Being a bureaucrat must be truly difficult. I don't think I've ever seen my brother at ease.

'I should avoid becoming a bureaucrat.'

I haven't decided on my career path after graduation yet, but I should definitely avoid bureaucracy. I'm not as remarkable as my brother—I wouldn't be able to handle it.

That's why I worry whenever I see him. He looks exhausted, but how must he actually feel? Students at least have vacations, but my brother has nothing.

'Should I make something for him?'

I seriously considered it. At the Academy, I made cookies with various ingredients that were good for fatigue, but I haven't done so since vacation started. It would be impolite for a guest to loiter in the kitchen.

Actually, the butler said we could use the kitchen freely after hearing about our baking club, but I haven't gone near it yet. The food made by the mansion staff would be better for my brother than my cookies. I shouldn't interfere with the professionals.

But seeing my brother overwhelmed with work makes me want to help even a little. If it's just for a moment, a very brief moment, would it be okay to use the kitchen?

"No one would blame you for it."

When that voice suddenly echoed in my mind, I hastily shook my head. My brother who listened to my complaints that day, who told me what I needed to hear.

Yes, now that I think about it, I still haven't properly thanked him for that. I should offer some small token of gratitude before it's too late.

That's right, that's why it came to mind. It surfaced because I still haven't properly thanked him.

'That's all it is. There's no other meaning.'

I made excuses to myself even though no one was listening. No, it's not an excuse.

Trying to calm my increasingly warm face, I headed to the commercial district. The kitchen wouldn't have medicinal ingredients, after all.

I quietly left the mansion and bought plenty of ingredients. I didn't want to be caught and have others join what should be a solo mission.

"Brother?"
"Hmm?"

And on my way back, I ran into my brother. It was in front of the mansion gate, so it's debatable whether it counts as "on the way."

I didn't expect to see my brother at this hour. He usually returns when the sun has almost set.

'I wanted to keep it a secret.'

I was caught before I could make the surprise gift. I deliberately chose a time when my brother wouldn't be around, but things turned out this way.

It feels like Enen is scolding me for hiding anything from my brother. Since we're already a pair with no secrets—

'No, that's not it.'

My thoughts keep drifting in strange directions. This isn't right.

Maybe it's because my brother is staring at me, but my mind isn't working properly. What is it? Why is he looking at me? Is there something strange on my face?

Or does he have something to say? Here where we've met by chance, just the two of us...

"Luise, do you have time?"
"Pardon?"

My hands trembled.

I almost dropped all my ingredients at my brother's words, but I barely managed to calm myself. What's wrong with me? It's not like this is the first time I've been alone with my brother.

After glancing at my brother several times from the corner of my eye, our gazes finally met. For a moment I almost looked away, but that would have been even more awkward.

"I'm sorry for the sudden request."
"It's fine. I have plenty of time."

I quickly shook my head at his apology. Thanks to my brother, I'm resting comfortably in the Capital—if he needs me, I should make time even if I don't have any. That's only right.

Seeing me like this, my brother let out a small laugh. Did, did I shake my head too vigorously?

"I wanted to consult with you about something."
"Ah, yes! Anytime!"

At the word "consult," my embarrassment instantly vanished, replaced by excitement.


I had consistently told my brother at the Academy: if he ever had any concerns, he could tell me anytime, that I wanted to repay him even a little for all he'd done for me.

But instead of opening up, I was the one who complained to my brother. How embarrassing, regardless of my gratitude.

'Finally.'

Now my brother is going to share the worries he's been hiding from me. At last, I can return even a small portion of what I've received from him.

And now, does this mean my brother trusts me...?

Feeling an inexplicable flutter spread throughout my chest, I waited for my brother's words.

"It's about someone I know—"

I almost laughed at the predictable yet unexpected opening.

Brother, if you say "someone I know" in this situation, it's obviously an excuse.

He seemed to realize this too, as he closed his mouth again and awkwardly looked down at the ground.

***

My indecisiveness that had tainted my heart flared up one last time.

"It's about someone I know—"

What the hell am I saying?

I felt self-loathing. Using "someone I know" in this atmosphere is clearly an excuse that anyone would see through. It's just a way of saying, "I'm going to tell you something very embarrassing, but it's not about me."

In a consultation meant to gain courage, I showed the very bottom of my courage. If there were a shelter for super cowards, I'd be a VVIP.

"...It's about me."
"Yes, it's about you, a person you know."

Luise's slightly humorous response made me feel even more pathetic, but thanks to my recent burst of self-loathing, my mind was actually clearer.

"The truth is, something bad happened a few years ago."

I carefully opened my mouth, trying not to directly mention that incident.

I'm consulting with Luise to gain courage to open up to Margareta, not to burden Luise. It would be too much to add my wounds to a child who hasn't fully recovered from her own.

"Because of that incident, I became somewhat withdrawn. I think I pushed others away several times."

From Margareta's perspective, it wasn't just "somewhat" or "several times." I truly am sorry.

"And I didn't even explain the situation to the person I pushed away. I didn't say anything."

I really didn't say anything. No explanation about my situation, no request for patience given my position. Nothing at all.

"That's too harsh. If I pushed someone away because of my circumstances, I should have at least explained what those circumstances were."

I made the choice entirely on my own. I couldn't accept Margareta because I hadn't forgotten Hecate. It was undeniably my choice.

What about Margareta? Was it entirely her choice too? No, that couldn't be. A complete choice can only be made when all information is available. How could she make a complete choice when I deliberately withheld information?

I suppressed Margareta for my own sake. No matter how I dress it up, that fact doesn't change.

"I was scared to speak up. I worried that if I said something, our current relationship might crumble, or that I might burden that person unnecessarily."

I paused briefly and observed Luise's expression.

Luise was quietly listening to me, her blue eyes shining. She showed no signs of being flustered by my sudden lament, nor did she seem reluctant or pitying. She just listened quietly.

That actually makes me feel more comfortable. Thank you.

"To be honest, I was afraid. There's no other way to put it."

I reached out and patted Luise's shoulder a few times.

I've been embarrassed whenever Luise, who is younger than me, worried about me, but now I wonder what makes me better than Luise besides age. At least Luise found her own courage.


"So I wanted advice from someone brave."
"I think you've come to the wrong person."
"Well, I think I've found exactly the right one."

We both smiled at that. It wasn't particularly funny, but we couldn't help but smile.

Still smiling, Luise stared directly into my eyes. Then, in a low voice, she said:

"Don't cowards actually want to rely on others more?"

That was an unexpected response.

"Actually, what I said wasn't out of courage either. I was just being childish because I wanted to talk and thought you would listen."

Luise laughed awkwardly, but continued speaking.

"Too scared to keep it to myself, too scared to tell others, yet still wanting to confide in someone, wanting comfort. Could there be another coward like this in the world?"

As she spoke, Luise placed her hand over mine on her shoulder. I instinctively tried to pull away, but Luise held onto my hand.

"It was just a coward struggling and speaking up. But you listened to this coward's words."

Is the person you want to confide in someone who would ignore a coward's cry? I was speechless at Luise's implied question.

No. At least the Margareta I know isn't that kind of person. Even if she were to hear about someone else's trauma, she wouldn't dismiss it lightly.

"Or did what you're holding inside happen because of your mistake? Is that why you're afraid to tell someone?"

Unfortunately, I couldn't confidently say no. If I had been a stronger support for Hecate, perhaps it wouldn't have happened.

When I remained silent, unable to speak, Luise smiled gently.

"You didn't want that incident to happen, did you?"

Familiar words flowed out.

"And you haven't been avoiding it either."

Familiar words were being repeated with our positions reversed.

"You haven't forgotten it either."

My face grew hot for various reasons. What was I thinking when I said these things back then? I was too confident for someone who couldn't even take care of himself.

"Then no one would blame you for it."
"...That's what I wanted to hear."
"That's what I wanted to hear too."

I couldn't help but laugh. Now I'm even losing to Luise in eloquence.

"Yes, that's what I wanted to hear."

But that's fortunate. To lose in eloquence.

If I had been uselessly eloquent, my persuasion wouldn't have worked. Then I would still be hesitating.

"Thank you."

No wonder she's the original protagonist.

"It's nothing."

Thanks to Luise's bright smile, I found the courage to properly face Margareta.

No, is it courage or the desire to rely on someone?

Whether it's courage or fear doesn't matter. The result will be the same anyway.

'It took a whole year.'

One year since meeting Margareta. Only now can I show her my true feelings.

The worries never cease. The concerns that began that day grew larger and larger, refusing to leave my mind.

'What should I do?'

It's overwhelming. I never imagined that a choice I made a year ago would have such fatal consequences.

Why can't you marry right after becoming a bureaucrat? Why is that? Can't bureaucrats marry freely? Why are bureaucrats treated so harshly?

'I should have looked into it more carefully.'

I sighed for what felt like the hundredth time. It was a choice I made to be as close as possible to Kal. But I can only be close to him and nothing more is possible. That defeats the purpose. If I had known, I wouldn't have made that choice.

But I can't quit the Student Council now. If I show such irresponsible and spineless behavior, Mother might be disappointed.

Forcing a marriage immediately after becoming a bureaucrat is also impossible. If I ignore the rules and customs among bureaucrats, Mother might see me as an arrogant daughter-in-law who relies on the Duchy's influence.

'What should I do?'

No matter how much I think about it, I can't come up with a solution. Looking at it positively, there's still a year and a half until graduation, but honestly, it's only a year and a half. Can I find a way to meet both Mother's expectations and practical benefits in that time?

I feel miserable. If I let my guard down even a little, I might cry. I'm so ashamed of myself for being proud of what I thought was a treasure when it was actually a fatal shackle.

Could it be that Kal has been quiet all this time because I'm in the Student Council? Has he been keeping quiet thinking I have no intention of marrying after graduation?

Thinking about it that way, I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. How strange must I have seemed in Kal's eyes? I must have looked like someone pursuing him without any intention of marriage.

Perhaps it's time to decide with the heart of a beast. Even if it disappoints Mother, first I should—

-Knock knock

"Mar, are you there?"

I flinched at the sudden sound of Kal's voice. For him to come just when I was thinking about him—truly, our relationship must be destined.

The problem is that I pushed away this destined relationship with my own mistake. Why did I do that? I wish I could turn back time.

"Yes, Young Master Kal. Please come in."

Despite my gloomy mood, I couldn't turn away Kal who had come to visit, so I composed myself and spoke.

"I'm sorry for coming suddenly."
"Hehe, this is Young Master Kal's mansion. What do you have to be sorry about?"

I couldn't help but smile when I saw Kal apologizing as soon as he opened the door and entered.

Seeing Kal makes me feel a bit more at ease. Yes, no matter how troublesome the problem is, I must overcome it. If I want to be by Kal's side, I need to overcome challenges like this.

"Please sit comfortably. Mother isn't here, but shall we have tea just the two of us?"

I offered Kal a seat and moved toward the teapot on one side. I kept it in the room because it was troublesome to call a servant every time, and now it came in handy.

"Um, Mar. I have something important to tell you."

But at Kal's words, I turned back toward him. His voice was unusually heavy.

Kal was still standing, not yet seated, with a stiff expression that suggested tension. It was an unfamiliar sight, one I had never seen before.

"It might be... a rather long conversation."
"That's fine. I don't mind how long it takes, so please speak freely."

The atmosphere made me tense up as well. What could he possibly want to say?

Still, I couldn't show a rigid expression to Kal who had come with such determination. I should respond with the most calm face possible. That way, Kal might feel a little more comfortable—

"I was the one who told your mother that marriage right after becoming a bureaucrat is difficult. It was a lie."

What...?

"I did it to avoid an engagement with you, Mar. I'm sorry."

...?
For a moment, my mind stopped working.

***


It's an undeniable fact that I pushed Margareta away with a strange lie. That's why I wanted to apologize for that first.

"Y-Young Master Kal? Did I make a terrible mistake? I'm sorry, I'm so sorry, it wasn't intentional. If you tell me what I did wrong, I'll definitely fix it."

Margareta, who had been standing blankly for a moment, soon began trembling and speaking incoherently. Seeing tears forming in her eyes, I felt uncomfortable.

But I thought I had to apologize for my wrongdoing. I could have let it slide, but I couldn't ignore the hardship Margareta must have gone through because of my talk about bureaucrats.

"Mar hasn't done anything wrong. You're truly a wonderful person, more than I deserve."

Despite my words of comfort, Margareta's trembling didn't stop. Of course. When someone who has already pushed you away says such things, they sound like mere courtesy.

"I wasn't ready to marry anyone."
"Ready...?"

I nodded at Margareta's cautious question. In fact, I said this last year too. I rejected Margareta then, saying I wasn't ready to be with someone yet.

And now I'm finally explaining why I wasn't ready. It's quite something. Remarkable in a bad way.

"I was in love with someone. We even promised to marry."

At those words, Margareta's eyes began to tremble in a different way. "Was," "promised"—the meaning is obvious, isn't it?

"Because I wasn't reliable enough, she left for Enen."

A simple meaning: not anymore.

Now that I've brought it up, strangely, I felt nothing. I thought I would either feel relieved or regret mentioning it. But I truly felt nothing. As if I had just said, "Tonight's dinner is steak."

That's why I could continue without hesitation.

"I truly loved her. So when she left me, I thought I would go mad. Despite all the misfortunes piling up, I was still there. I wished she had relied on me and endured it."

But what could I do? She lost most of her friends and people who were like family. Moreover, she suffered injuries that would eventually leave her unable to move properly.

If she had family to take care of her, she might have endured despite everything, but that family was gone. Hecate, with nothing left, was probably afraid of becoming someone who needed my care. Afraid of becoming a burden to me.

I would have been fine. No matter what state you were in, I could have spent a lifetime with you, smiling. But you left.

"As time passed, I realized something. I'm not someone others can rely on. Even if I hold someone in my heart, they might leave someday."

Even Hecate left. It was as if the world was determined to take her away, with all sorts of misfortunes piling up.

Can I be certain that what happened once won't happen again? Can I be certain that all sorts of misfortunes won't befall Margareta?

"That's why I didn't have the courage to be with you, Mar. If you were to leave me too, experiencing such a thing twice would drive me mad."

If it happens twice, there won't be a third time. Before the third one hits, I'll go up to grab Enen by the collar.

Then I looked at Margareta's eyes, which had been brimming with tears until just now. The tears that had formed were now streaming down her cheeks, but Margareta didn't avert her gaze and stared into my eyes. With her lips tightly closed, as if she would listen to whatever I had to say until the end.

By the way, they say green is a color that brings peace to the mind, and it seems true. Or is it just because I started opening up?

"...In truth, I also couldn't forget her. Even after two years, she remained vividly in my heart."

Since I decided to tell Margareta everything, I told her the very last bit too. That the person who left me still remains in my heart.

"I'm sorry. I should have told you this last year. I'm only telling you now."

At that time, I thought I just needed to get through the moment of discussing marriage with Margareta. I thought I would never see her again after politely rejecting her. So I didn't explain the details.

But that's just an excuse. While it might have been right then, it's not right now. The moment I met Margareta at the Academy, the moment Margareta showed undeserved kindness, or at the very latest, the moment my mother showed interest in Margareta—I should have told her at least by then.

"...I'm sorry, Mar."

My head bowed involuntarily. I spoke too late. I only now told someone who has been looking at me for a year.

Moreover, the result is a long explanation of "why I can't accept you." It's not saying I will accept Margareta. In a way, it's a long and detailed rejection. Isn't that more cruel?

"Young Master Kal. Could you please look up?"

At those words, I cautiously raised my head, and Margareta's hand flew toward my cheek.


Yes, that's natural. I'm grateful that she's expressing her anger like this.

But contrary to my expectation, Margareta's hand just lightly rested on my cheek. Instead of a loud slapping sound, there was just a soft touch.

"I'll let you off with one slap for a year. At least it didn't go into two years."

Red-rimmed eyes, but a gentle smile. I was at a loss for words at that response.

"Thank you. For trusting me enough to tell me."
"Mar."

I didn't expect to hear gratitude instead of resentment. Gratitude? I don't deserve such words.

"Young Master Kal. Does anyone else know about this?"
"Minister Kracius and Duke Kracius know, but you're the first person I've told myself."
"So you really did trust me."

Margareta didn't blame me for keeping quiet for a year. Despite it taking a year, she was grateful that I told her first.

How can she be like that? If it were me, I would have been angry about why it took so long to tell me.

"Actually, every time Young Master Kal put up a wall, my heart ached. I wondered why you were so firm when I'm not an inadequate person."
"Mar."
"But there was a reason. A reason I can fully understand."

To understand why someone is pushing you away. And that someone is the man you love. How miserable must Margareta feel saying such things herself?

But Margareta smiled brightly and continued.

"So now Young Master Kal is being honest with me?"

I nodded unconsciously at Margareta's words. I've already revealed everything. There's nothing more to hide, and I shouldn't hide anything. I need to show everything to Margareta. That's what a person should do.

"If Young Master Kal looks at me honestly and completely, I'm confident."

For a moment, I couldn't respond because I didn't understand what she was saying.

"Confident that someday I'll find a place in Young Master Kal's heart."
"Mar?"
"It's probably too much to ask right now. Young Master Kal has just shown me his wounds. But that's okay."

Then Margareta embraced me. It was so sudden that I couldn't react, but I couldn't push her away.

Because Margareta in my arms was trembling slightly.

"I'll wait. Until Young Master Kal is comfortable. I'll wait until then."
"I'll wait until you call me 'noona,' so the probability of you calling me 'noona' is 100%, isn't it?"

I gently put my arms around Margareta's back. I don't think I deserve to do this, but I wanted to.

"Um, Mar. I have one request."

I buried my face in Margareta's shoulder.

"If it's okay, instead of 'Young Master Kal'..."

I didn't have the courage to look at Margareta's face.

"Would you call me 'Kal'?"

But I didn't want to let go either.

"Of course, Kal."
"One more time."
"Yes, Kal."

It's selfish, too selfish.

"If Kal wants, if Kal likes it, I'll call you that as much as you want."

So I need to try not to be ashamed of myself.

Margareta's shoulder, where my face was buried, became a little damp.

Even if this is the second floor, if I fall headfirst, wouldn't I pass out? It would be nice to just sleep for a month and then wake up.

I think I had similar thoughts before the break, but now that the break is ending, they're coming back. I guess I want to escape this situation so badly that I'm even considering knocking myself unconscious.

"Mar, you can let go now..."
"No."
"I see that's not possible."

'No,' she says. Beyond a simple refusal like "I don't want to" or "just a little longer," her firm rejection made me put my arm back around Margareta's back when I was about to withdraw it.

Seeing Margareta burrow deeper into my embrace with satisfaction, a strange feeling different from before began to well up. I'm grateful she forgave someone who showed such a pathetic side. I'm happy she said she would wait.

But isn't it too embarrassing to hug and cry on the victim when I came to apologize? What kind of shameful display is this toward someone younger than me? Worse, when I look down, I can see Margareta's shoulder covered with embarrassing traces.

'This is driving me crazy.'

The wet shoulder seems to mock me: "Hey, were you crying?" It's humiliating. I want to pull away because I can't bear to see this vivid black history, but Margareta won't let me go.

So what can I do? I dare not push Margareta away. I'll just have to endure a little embarrassment.

No, honestly, it's way beyond just a little embarrassment.

"Kal."
"Yes, Mar."
"I just wanted to call your name."

I heard Margareta giggling in my arms.

"Would you call me Kal?"

And remembering what I had said earlier, I squeezed my eyes shut. Why did I have to say something like that at that moment?

I resented my past self. My emotions were so intense that I did something I would never normally imagine doing. If I had been in my right mind, I wouldn't have done this.

But maybe it's okay if it makes Margareta happy. Yes, that makes it okay.

"Kal."

Her face nuzzling against my chest made me feel even more regretful. How much must I have pushed her away for her to be like this?

"Yes, Mar. I'm right here."

I tightened my arms around Margareta. It seems like we'll be staying like this for a while.

Though I didn't expect she wouldn't let go for an entire hour.

***

Just a little longer, just a little longer.

Being in Kal's arms, I couldn't control my desire. I originally intended to stay just for a moment, but when I tried to pull away, my body simply wouldn't move.

Fortunately, Kal didn't push me away either, which gave me courage. What started as "just a little longer" has now lasted who knows how long.

"...Thank you, Kal."
"I should be the one thanking you."

Kal would probably let me stay longer, but I should stop now. I've already been in his arms for a long time. If I hold on any longer, it might become awkward for him too. Yes, I should let go now.

Suppressing my reluctance, I carefully pulled away, and only then could I see Kal's face. I couldn't see it while I was in his arms.

Unlike the stiff expression when he first came to my room, his face now showed a gentle smile, though mixed with a hint of embarrassment.

When Kal's gaze shifted to my left shoulder, I gently touched it with a slight smile.

"It's all dry now. Don't worry."
"...I'm sorry."
"It's okay."

I didn't add that I actually liked it. If I said that, it would only make him more embarrassed.

But I really did like it. It meant Kal had opened up completely, enough to show tears. It meant he trusted me enough to open his heart to that extent.

'I'll keep this.'


From today, this outfit is a treasure.

"I held on too long, didn't I? I'm sorry, you must have a lot to do, Kal."

When Kal leaves, I'll change into different clothes right away. And I'll cherish this one.

Someday, I'll take it out again on a day as wonderful as today, a day that won't pale in comparison.

"I should be the one apologizing for suddenly saying such strange things—"
"Don't apologize. That wasn't wrong."

He's someone who has kept such things to himself until now, never telling anyone. How could finally speaking to someone else be wrong?

It's not wrong—it's closer to being the right thing. Someone who shows their true self can heal, even if slowly.

What Kal experienced is sad and unfortunate. If I showed my sadness too, it might burden him.

So I smiled brightly as I spoke. I hope this makes Kal feel even a little better.

"If you ever want to talk about anything, come back, Kal."

I'll be waiting for you, always.

***

Today's events weren't just about me—they carried the wishes of many.

- How did it go?
"I told her."
- No need to report to His Highness the Crown Prince then. You've avoided becoming a lifetime minister.

Perhaps that's why the Minister contacted me as soon as the sun set. This truly was an event that gathered many wishes.

Yes, the Minister deserves to know how this matter unfolded. Honestly, if it weren't for the Minister, I would still be keeping everything bottled up inside.

- You're still as troublesome now as you were four years ago. If you're going to be like this, why not go back to being a team leader?

For a moment, I imagined having the section chiefs as my superiors.

'Fuck.'

The mere thought is terrifying. The 5th Section Chief might be okay, but the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Section Chiefs as my superiors? That would be truly horrific.

But unlike usual, I didn't curse back and tell him to stop talking nonsense. I think I understand why the Minister said such things. Seeing me struggling with something I couldn't resolve alone must have made him concerned and frustrated.

This time, I owe the Minister a great debt. As much as I hate to admit it, it's an enormous debt.

"I'll try to ensure this never happens again."
- Of course you should.

The Minister's response, as if stating the obvious, made me laugh involuntarily.

- Are you laughing?
"I'm sorry."

Of course, I couldn't laugh for long.

I quickly bowed my head, and the Minister clicked his tongue and let it pass.

- The Victorious Duke was also very concerned. He'll be glad to hear things worked out well.
"I am deeply sorry."
- If the Iron-Blooded Duke had known about this matter, who knows what would have happened.

That comment made my blood run cold. If the Iron-Blooded Duke, of all people, had known about this situation, it certainly wouldn't have ended quietly.

Fortunately, it doesn't seem like the Victorious Duke informed the Iron-Blooded Duke about this matter, but if he had, the Iron-Blooded Duke's eyes would have rolled back in rage to punish the scoundrel who toyed with his precious youngest daughter.

He would have personally armed himself and rushed to the Capital with his knights. The Crown Prince, wondering what was happening, would have opened the door and entered spectator mode after hearing the situation.

'At least one bone would have been broken.'

He might not have killed me, but something would have been broken. Actually, I might have died.


"I think it's truly fortunate he doesn't know."
- Thank the Duke's daughter too. If she had contacted the Iron-Blooded Duke in tears, whatever you said would have been meaningless.
"Yes..."

Unable to deny his words, I just kept nodding. I really was risking my life by troubling Margareta.

Gratitude and regret mixed in my chest—feelings I've experienced countless times today.

"I'll wait. Until Kal feels comfortable. I'll wait until then."

The fact that gratitude outweighs regret probably shows what a selfish person I am.

Of course, I can't make Margareta wait any longer when she's already waited for over a year. I need to sort out my feelings as quickly as possible.

Only one thing has changed since that day. Only the way Margareta addresses me has changed.

But the impact of that one change has been considerable. It's a change that can make even the most oblivious person suspect something.

And the people in the mansion are generally perceptive. Even my clueless department members are quick to notice things when it's not about their own love lives, so this is quite obvious.

"How about showing the Duke's daughter the study?"

The butler is even trying to show Margareta the mansion's study. Showing her what is essentially the heart of the mansion means considering Margareta as central to the household.

"I think it's too early for that."
"Understood."

The heart of the mansion—meaning the master and mistress. He's already treating Margareta as the mistress of the house.

It's too early. We haven't even gotten engaged, let alone married. I've only just expressed my true feelings; I need time to breathe.

I barely managed to calm down the butler who was trying to move things at light speed, but even without him, every servant I meet greets me with knowing looks.

Moreover, the youngest maids, Yuris and Sophia, have apparently attached themselves to Margareta. Are you two taking sides? This is driving me crazy.

"Brother."

In this situation, meeting Luise was actually a relief. At least Luise wouldn't complicate my thoughts further.

"It seems things worked out well. I'm glad."
"Ah, yes."

I nodded unconsciously at Luise's smiling face. Yes, things worked out well.

"It's thanks to you. Thank you."

The conversation I had with Luise before going to Margareta. Although I didn't mention Margareta specifically at that time, Luise is quite perceptive.

Saying I felt sorry to someone and wanted to open up. And after that, Margareta starting to call me by my name. This isn't about being perceptive—anyone with average awareness would understand.

"In the end, it was you who did it, brother. You're amazing."
"It's embarrassing to be called amazing."
"Ahah, is that so?"

Seeing Luise's grinning face, I couldn't help but smile.

The Minister, the Victorious Duke, Luise. If any one of them had been missing, I would probably still be keeping my mouth shut, maintaining that strange concept of "bearing everything alone to avoid troubling others."

'Such a child.'

Only after opening up can I see it. The me who kept silent was such a child.

Proportional to the length of my black history, my gratitude toward Luise standing before me also increased. Thanks to Luise, I was able to turn my ongoing black history into a thing of the past.

"Thank you, truly."

I patted Luise's shoulder and spoke with all sincerity.

"It's nothing compared to what you've done for me, brother."

What a kind-hearted child, regardless of whose child she is.

If only my department members were half as decent as their director.

The princess's way of addressing her brother had changed. Though she was simply calling him by name, it was particularly noticeable since she was someone who attached formal titles like "Lord" or "Lady" to everyone.

No one else called my brother just by his name either. At most, only the Countess at my brother's domain would address him by name.

Anyway, perhaps because they had become close enough for her to use his name, the princess's gaze toward my brother seemed to have grown warmer.

'Ah, she was always like that.'

Come to think of it, her eyes had always been full of warmth. I was just confused for no reason.

Still, I'm glad. It seems my brother has resolved his issues well.

'So it was the princess.'

The person he had been pushing away, the one he wanted to open his heart to. It was the princess all along. Such a change wouldn't be possible otherwise.

Yes, of course it's the princess. She has always watched over my brother and shown him affection. My brother must have thought of her as special too.

It makes perfect sense. Yes, it's only natural.

'It's natural, but...'

Unlike me who first met my brother at the Academy, the princess had known him from before.

Unlike me who only received help from my brother, the princess actively showed him kindness.

And unlike me who is just a baroness, the princess is from a ducal family. My brother would trust the princess more than me.

No matter how I think about it, my brother has more reasons to confide in the princess than in me. I'm not foolish enough not to understand that.

'But why.'

Why does my chest ache so much?

This is a good thing. My brother resolved his worries, and the princess grew closer to him. I was also able to repay my brother, even if just a little, for all he's done for me.

I tried hard to ignore the ache. It is a good thing. There's no reason for me to feel this way.

"Brother."

But when I ran into my brother in the hallway, the ache grew stronger.

Why am I like this? This isn't right.

"I'm glad things worked out well for you."

I managed to smile as I spoke. I couldn't let my worries cloud my brother's bright expression.

"Ah, yes."

My brother nodded lightly, so my smile must not have looked awkward. I'm glad I didn't give him new worries when he just resolved his concerns.

Looking at him again, my brother's expression was bright. He usually had a somewhat furrowed expression, but now he looked peaceful.

Though his dark circles remained. Those really were just from overwork, with no other reason. How unfortunate.

"It's thanks to you. Thank you."

As I stared at my brother's face, he spoke. Thanks to me. Thanks to me. I was helpful to my brother.

Those words made me smile spontaneously. The joy of being helpful to my brother was immense.

But along with joy came regret. I would have done even more to help him. I wish he had confided in me, not just the princess.

I showed my heart only to my brother, it was the only time I did so.

'I wasn't the only one for my brother.'

The ache grew stronger.

"In the end, it was all your doing, brother. You're amazing."

What an ugly, embarrassing feeling. My confiding in him was just my one-sided childishness. It's too immature to expect him to do the same just because I did.

So I didn't express it. I just smiled and congratulated my brother.

"Thank you, truly."

When my brother patted my shoulder, I almost burst into tears.

I'm so strange. Mixed with what should be pure joy are these odd feelings.

"Mar will be grateful too. I didn't properly explain why I rejected the marriage proposal. I'm embarrassed I only told her now."

I nodded as my brother spoke with apparent embarrassment.

I didn't know there had been marriage talks between my brother and the princess, but I wasn't surprised. It was predictable given the affection the princess showed toward my brother.


I just found it remarkable that the princess maintained her affection despite being rejected, and felt sorry for my brother who must have had serious reasons to reject her.

"Um, brother."
"Yes?"

Then suddenly I had a thought. If my brother had a specific reason for rejecting the marriage proposal, and he confided that reason to the princess...

And if after hearing that reason, the princess changed so dramatically that she now calls him by name...

"This might be impertinent, but... does this mean you and the senior..."
"Ah."

It's too personal a question. I know I have no right to ask such a thing, but my mouth opened before I could stop myself. As if my instinct commanded me to find out immediately.

Though my reason prevented my instinct from completing the sentence, my brother seemed to understand what I was trying to ask and stroked his chin.

"I don't know when, but I suppose marriage talks will resume."
"I... I see."

I hastily nodded at my brother's answer.

"Congratulations!"
"Isn't it too early when we don't even know when it will happen?"

I laughed along with my brother's amused smile. If I didn't laugh, I feared a different expression might show.

After exchanging a few more words, my brother left. How many more times did he thank me during that short conversation?

'Marriage.'

I placed my hand on my aching chest.

'My brother and the princess getting married.'

The ache intensified.

Ah, so that's why. That's what it was.

'It wasn't just about wanting to repay him.'

Only at the end did I realize. Only when faced with the moment of my brother being with someone else could I understand my own feelings.

It wasn't simply wanting to repay my brother. I wanted to look good in his eyes, to receive his attention.

'I liked him.'

A hollow laugh escaped me. Why did I only realize this now?

Was it because I was trapped in the past, blinding myself? Because I didn't listen to my own heart?

What does it matter? Either way, the result is the same.

'How foolish.'

I should have realized when I told him about my past. There's no way I would have said such things on a mere whim.

It was because I wanted him to know about me, because I trusted him, because I wanted him to embrace me.

Even if my head denied it, my heart already knew. That signal was my last chance.

'Not just foolish, but cowardly too.'

I confided my past to him because I thought of him as special. So I wanted him to think of me as special and share his past with me too.

Yes, that must have been it. Otherwise, I wouldn't feel this disappointment and regret toward him.

How embarrassing. I did something cowardly and awkward. I made a confession I didn't even recognize myself. I felt dejected about being rejected for a confession I didn't even know I made.

'I deserve this.'

But who can I blame? It's all my fault. I closed my eyes and ears because of bad experiences.

And I pushed everyone away because of my personal past. Erich, Ainter, Lyutis, Laterre, Tanian... I pushed them all away.

Since I recognized others' feelings and ignored them, now it's my turn to have my feelings pushed away. Yes, I deserve this.

'If only I had realized sooner.'

If I was going to realize eventually, I wish I had noticed a little earlier. Then I could have at least tried before the conclusion was reached.

Or if that was impossible, I wish I had never realized at all. Then I wouldn't have to feel this ache.

'What if back then...'

During that consultation with my brother...


The moment I touched on a thought I shouldn't have, I slapped both my cheeks. Get a grip, how cowardly are you trying to be?

The princess loved my brother bravely and persistently. She's different from me. I have no right to interfere.

Something flowed down my cheeks. I must have slapped too hard. It hurts so much that tears are coming out.

Yes, it's because it hurts.

Walking mindlessly, I arrived somewhere other than where I had intended to go.

Actually, where was I trying to go in the first place?

'Does it matter?'

What's the use of going anywhere? In my current state, I'd be depressed even in heaven.

Looking around, I recognized the place. Seeing the door, I realized it was Irina's room. Of all places, I came to Irina's room.

Am I seeking comfort? Do I want consolation for something that happened because of my own stupidity and cowardice?

After staring blankly at the door, I turned around. Let's go back. For now, I should just stay in my room—

"Oh, Luise?"

Along with the sound of the door opening, I heard Irina's voice.

Is today just not my day?

***

Just as I was about to go for a walk in the garden, I saw Luise. Perfect timing. I was feeling bored alone.

But I quickly abandoned that thought. Seeing Luise looking so dejected, it was clearly not a situation where I could drag her along.

In the end, I pushed the repeatedly refusing Luise into my room.

"What's wrong?"
"Nothing's wrong."

Seeing her forced laugh, I almost blurted out not to talk nonsense.

Nothing wrong? As if anyone would believe that when someone usually so bright is walking around with such a gloomy expression.

After that, I tried every way to get her to open up, but Luise remained silent. This frustrating girl, why is she being like this?

"The princess's mood improved, and now you're acting strange."

I sighed in frustration. The princess, who seemed troubled since returning from Teilgleichen County, had recently become much happier. Happy enough to call my brother by name.

"Brother's expression brightened too."
"Mmm, I suppose so. He'll have good news soon."

I nodded at Luise's weak response. If you can't predict future events from observing my brother and the princess, you're not a noble. How could anyone survive in high society without such perception?

Still, I'm relieved. As expected, it seems the princess will become my brother's first wife.

"Brother won't have any restrictions."

I muttered unconsciously with relief. If the princess becomes his first wife, he won't need to worry about status when taking other wives. Even I, from a count's family, could sufficiently...

Ah, no. What am I saying? My brother and I are just on cordial terms. We're not at a level to discuss such a future.

...Not yet.

"What do you mean by no restrictions?"

As I closed my mouth in embarrassment, I heard a voice full of confusion.

"Exactly what I said. If my brother marries the princess, he won't have anything to worry about."

But despite my answer, Luise tilted her head. As if she had no idea what I was talking about.

What's this? Why doesn't she understand?

'Ah.'

Luise is from a baronial family, right. Taking multiple wives is usually practiced by high nobles of count rank or above, so she might not know.

"When taking additional wives, one cannot marry someone of higher status than the first wife."

If a man takes a wife of higher status than his first wife, the first wife might become a figurehead. That's why this implicit custom exists. Of course, it doesn't matter if the third wife is of higher status than the second. The custom is solely to protect the first wife's authority.

And with no unmarried imperial princesses in the current imperial family, having a ducal princess as the first wife? That means every lady in the Empire becomes a candidate.

"So my brother doesn't need to worry about... Luise?"

Life began to return to Luise's previously listless body.

Today is my last day of work.

'Last.'

It's a word that makes my heart swell. My last day of work—it's making my heart race.

Of course, it's not the last workday of my life, just the last one before vacation. If it were truly my last workday ever, I'd be willing to crawl on all fours from the mansion to the Ministry of Finance building.

So please, just let me retire. I'll do anything you ask.

"Will I be able to retire in my forties too?"

I muttered, thinking of the former Count Horpelt, but the Deputy Head beside me quietly averted his gaze. Yeah, I know it's not possible for me either.

Still, you couldn't bring yourself to crush your boss's hopes, so you remained silent. Thank you, but your considerate gesture hurts more than a firm denial would.

"I think the only way for you to retire in your forties would be to die, sir."
"Shut it."

Compared to someone who's not even grateful, the Deputy Head is an angel.

The Section Chief's sudden remark triggered both anger and acknowledgment simultaneously. Damn, I can't even argue with that.

"You always say mean things just to me. It's not fair."

As he pouted with pursed lips, my hand instinctively shot out. Mean things? To you? Ask anyone passing by who provoked whom first.

"I hope you get a subordinate just like yourself."
"I already have someone like that."
"The continent must be nearing its end."

I couldn't help but sigh at the Third Section Chief's casual addition. The original Section Chief is already a handful, and now there's a mini version too?

When I glared at him with contempt, the Section Chief whose lips I was holding struggled and swatted at my arm. Go ahead, keep babbling.

"Having more people like me makes the Audit Department brighter and better! Making a dull department pretty deserves praise!"

Without hesitation, I grabbed his lips again. I can't tell if he's taken medicine he shouldn't have or hasn't taken medicine he should.

'Bright my ass.'

If his idea of brightness consists of blood from torture and my tears as I clutch the back of my neck, I'd prefer it to remain dull forever.

I finally released the Section Chief's lips when the Deputy Head handed me the last document. Once I approve this, I'll be free from paperwork for months.

"Boss? Did you cut your finger?"
"My finger?"

When I looked down at the Third Section Chief's words, I saw my thumb had turned red.

What's this? I didn't feel any cut.

"Hiiing..."

At the Section Chief's tearful voice, everyone in the office turned to look at him simultaneously.

A striking red color stood out on his pale face. His lips and the area around them were stained red.

"Hey, are you hurt?"

Did I fail to control my strength and cause a disaster? Have his lips become literally split lips?

I hurriedly approached the Section Chief, who was clutching his lips and whimpering. No, seriously?

"...Isn't assault causing injury grounds for disciplinary probation?"
"Fortunately, there are no more documents to approve. Feel free to take your time."

I nearly lost my mind at the Third Section Chief and Deputy Head's quiet remarks. It seems I'm already confirmed for disciplinary probation in their minds.

This is awkward. I've never failed to control my strength before. If he's whimpering like this, it seems like I really tore something—

"I put on makeup and now it's all smudged."


Ah.
Relief and deflation hit me simultaneously at those words. Why did he suddenly do something he never does?

"What, you were wearing makeup? I couldn't tell any difference."
"I was!"

The Section Chief shrieked at the Third Section Chief's comment.

I'm sorry, honestly, I couldn't tell either. If I had known, I would have grabbed something other than your lips.

***

I returned to the First Section office after the boss left. Why stay in the boss's office when he's not there?

'Hiss...'

I unconsciously touched my lips. The boss scolded me for wearing makeup to work, but his tone was strangely gentle. As expected, showing tears softens his heart.

"It's rather strange. Just go around like you usually do."

The boss grumbled while personally wiping off my smudged makeup. That means my bare face is pretty enough without makeup, right? The boss really can't be honest.

I nodded repeatedly with satisfaction, saying I understood. After all, I only wore makeup to impress the boss, so if he prefers my bare face, I should accommodate that.

'Penelia was right.'

The boss definitely seems more generous and relaxed than before. He's showing one more action, one more word than usual.

- Master, I believe the boss has made progress in his relationship with Lady Margareta.
"Really? The boss?"

My recent communication with Penelia. She shared truly important news then.

Lady Margareta, who suffered the most from the boss's emotional walls. There had been progress in the relationship between Lady Margareta and the boss.

- Lady Margareta is calling the boss—I mean, Master—by his first name.
"Just do whatever's comfortable. It's just us."

What was even more surprising was that the boss had allowed her to call him by his first name. Actually, what's more surprising is that Penelia insists on calling the boss "Master," but anyway.

It was good news. The boss becoming more generous toward Lady Margareta means he's working through the knots in his heart.

Of course, there won't be any dramatic changes right away. But working through those knots—that's what's most important.

'Now he's on the market.'

The boss couldn't forget Lady Hecate. He was pushing everything away because he couldn't forget.

But he's stopped pushing things away? It's practically a signal that he's shaking off his lingering attachment to Lady Hecate and moving forward.

A property that no one could attempt to purchase has now been listed for auction. Now, if I can just bid successfully, I can be by the boss's side.

'Finally.'

The opportunity has finally come. The insurmountable wall is disappearing.

Until now, I didn't dare try. I know how precious the Six Swords are to the boss, and how much he loved Lady Hecate among them.

Knowing that, I didn't have the courage to approach the boss. Lady Margareta might not know about the boss's first love, but I do, and I was afraid I'd only incur his anger if I approached carelessly.

It would be troublesome if I pushed too hard and ruined our close superior-subordinate relationship. This relationship is too precious.

'Thank you, Lady Margareta.'

I was afraid of losing what I had, but now the situation has changed. At the center of that change stands Lady Margareta. As expected, all red-haired people are good people. I liked her hair color from the start.

So I can gladly yield first place. Well, I have that much generosity. Second place is enough for me.

'It's a shame the boss is going to the Academy.'

It's unfortunate that the boss is leaving right after I received this good news, but it's still okay. At the Academy, there's only Lady Margareta without other competitors.


Since I can't prevent Lady Margareta from becoming first anyway, it's fine for her to be at the Academy. If she were in the Capital, she might have charmed someone else.

So I'll wait for winter break. I don't know if he'll come back to the Capital then, but if he doesn't, I'll prepare myself to go to the Academy.

I have plenty of chance. I'm the boss's closest subordinate. Since Penelia went to the Special Affairs Ministry, I'm closer to him than anyone.

"The Audit Department's work is tough enough. At least among ourselves, we should be comfortable."

The first day I met the boss as a section chief under his leadership. That day when I had just been promoted to section chief along with the others and was full of tension.

The boss's first words wrapped my heart in warmth. At first, I wondered why the youngest department head was so soft, but those were exactly the words we needed when we were exhausted from the sudden internal and external purge work.

"Is the Audit Department for show? Was the department created so everyone could gather and play poker? If you can't handle it alone, you should speak up."
"If it's urgent, just do it. I'll write the incident report later."
"What bastard dares to mess with our people!"

And the boss wasn't simply warm. He always led from the front of the Audit Department and encouraged us.

So I decided. To become comfortable with each other as the boss wanted. To become a truly comfortable subordinate for the boss.

"I fucking let you all get too comfortable back then."

Though he sometimes says things like that because he can't be honest, the boss considered me and the other section chiefs comfortable to be around.

He frequently says things like "I hope you get subordinates like yourselves," "where did all these people come from," and "I wish you'd all disappear," but when help is needed, he gives it without hesitation.

I've known the boss for more than a day or two. If he really disliked me, he would have fired me long ago.

Yes, so the boss and I have a comfortable relationship. A close relationship.

'Now we need to get closer.'

The boss's warmth and simultaneously his firmness. His coolness and simultaneously his gentleness.

For two years, I've been burning with feelings while watching the boss. At least Penelia had similar feelings, but Penelia was satisfied just being by the boss's side.

That's really fortunate. I was worried I might have to remain unmarried past thirty.

'This is the best.'

I lightly licked my lips that the boss had touched.

Well, he was a bit forceful for just touching them, but who cares? As long as I like it, that's all that matters.

***

When I returned home after work, the Fourth Section Chief greeted me.

"Good work today, Master."
"Oh, thank you."

I told her she didn't need to do this, but she insisted she couldn't neglect her duties. It would be fine to take it easy.

Suddenly, I thought of the First Section Chief who was unusually energetic today. Well, he's always been lively, but today he seemed even more frenzied.

'How did those two become friends?'

They're just too different. The First Section Chief, the embodiment of liveliness and madness, and the Fourth Section Chief, who seems like the personification of silence and solemnity. Besides having eyes, nose, and mouth, they have nothing in common. Yet somehow they managed to become friends, which is amazing.

'If they were half-mixed.'

It would have been better if the First Section Chief were less active and the Fourth Section Chief less solemn.

I'm worried. They both have such strong personalities—will they be able to have normal marriages?

'I hope they find good partners.'

The Fourth Section Chief, who's practically like my own child, goes without saying. But I've grown fond of the First Section Chief too, despite everything, so I hope he meets a good partner.

But there's no sign of it happening. Please, someone, anyone, show up.

I looked up and felt dizzy thinking about my two section chiefs, each worrying me for different reasons. But no matter how much I worry, there's nothing I can do. It's quite unseemly for a boss to pester subordinates about when they're getting married anyway.

Especially when that boss isn't married either. From an outsider's perspective, it must look absolutely dreadful.

'They'll figure it out when the time comes.'

It's not that they can't get married—they're choosing not to. They might have some peculiar traits in their personalities and preferences, but they're perfectly capable people. That level of uniqueness should be fine. It will be fine.

I glanced at the Section Chief of the 4th Section, who lowered her head demurely. The summer break had been enough time for a gallant knight to completely transform into a perfect maid.

'...Will it really be fine?'

Somehow, I can't imagine the Section Chief of the 4th Section getting married. Though the same goes for the Section Chief of the 1st Section.

It's depressing. Could it be that because the department head is unmarried, the section chiefs are pursuing singlehood too? My karma runs deep.

After keeping quiet for a moment, I pulled a small pouch from my chest. Regardless of my depressing thoughts, I should give this before I forget.

"Here, a gift for you."
"I'm honored."

The Section Chief of the 4th Section bowed her head even lower and received the pouch with both hands.

No, there's no need to go that far. It's just a small token—calling it a gift is almost embarrassing for the giver.

The Section Chief of the 4th Section who worked as a maid at the mansion despite it not being her calling, and the Charcoal Division lurking nearby to avoid raising suspicion from the three countries. They all worked hard during this hot summer.

"You've all been busy with these strange matters and couldn't even rest properly. Thank you for your hard work. I put in a few coins, so use it together."

That's why I prepared some silver coins for them to have a team dinner. Honestly, they're not so poor that they can't afford a dinner, but a meal paid for by someone else is always special.

"It's a shame I couldn't see the Charcoal Division except during the Twilight Order incident."
"If you would grace us with your presence, Master—"
"Don't say such terrible things."

I quickly cut off the Section Chief of the 4th Section. Having a superior at a team dinner isn't a blessing—it's torture. It's better to see them another time.

Seeing her hang her head in disappointment at my firm refusal made me waver, but some things just can't be done.

"The Audit Department Head's contribution was significant. The Kracius Family is truly a blessing to the Imperial Family."
"I'm deeply honored."

At a dinner I was invited to by the Emperor, I made a vow. I will never dine with my subordinates.

I must break this terrible chain of events... That night I got indigestion and couldn't sleep properly.

Soon I'll be returning to the Academy. Come to think of it, I've spent almost the entire break in the Capital.

When the break first started, I thought I'd be touring all the major cities of the Empire, bowing my head to mayors. Just imagining it made me anxious.

I guess they found it bothersome to travel actively too. Well, staying in the Capital is sufficient—why go elsewhere?

'That's a relief.'

I had prepared myself for the worst-case scenario of going to Luise's domain. Fortunately, I avoided the sight of the kind Baron and Baroness fainting while standing.

'Damn it.'

Suddenly I felt sorry for myself for considering that a fortunate outcome. Those bastards—I hope they go back to their countries during winter break.

- Just because something happened once doesn't mean it won't happen again.
"Very wise words."
= Stop talking nonsense, you bastard.

My emotions leaked out involuntarily at the voice coming through the communication orb. At least I managed to package my statement—that was the last bit of reason I had left.

The Crown Prince speaking with an expression that made him look like Ainter's dark evolution. Someday I really want to hit him just once, titles aside.

- I should prepare for winter too. It was quite exhausting to deal with this emergency situation.

Preparing for the worst, or rather, branding me with "you'll suffer in winter too." Strange—normally this would sound like a statement from someone with great foresight, but why does it feel more like the latter?


Trying to calm my twitching lips, I finally opened my mouth.

"I hope Your Highness enjoys a peaceful winter."
= I'll try my best to prevent it during winter break.
- I appreciate the Audit Department Head's concern, but isn't the unpredictable future a gift from Enen to us?
= So you're saying you didn't try to prevent it this time? Don't talk nonsense.

This bastard leaves me speechless.

Certainly, I failed to prevent it this time too and was dragged here while shedding tears in my heart. There's no guarantee winter break will be any different.

No, actually, since it happened this time, it might be easier next time.

'Winter can't happen.'

If the Confectionery Club comes to the Capital during winter break too, it would be extremely troublesome. That period overlaps with the New Year's Ceremony, which would drive me insane.

The New Year's Ceremony where nobles with titles gather in one place. And during that time, a foreign royal and the next Holy One would be in the Capital? Nobles obsessed with social connections would be desperate to invite them.

Most likely, the Emperor would invite those idiots too. After all, the status of guests reflects the host's prestige.

'They'll come.'

As my thoughts reached the Emperor, I entered a state of enlightenment. Perhaps even if the Confectionery Club had no intention of coming to the Capital, an invitation from the Emperor might fly their way.

I can see it—the future is visible. Me being pushed around at the New Year's Ceremony.

- By the way, Audit Department Head. Did something happen with your father-in-law?

While I was lamenting the future I had glimpsed, the Crown Prince suddenly asked. Ah, it's already reached his ears.

"I received some advice from His Grace the Victorious Duke and went to express my gratitude."
- I see.

After confiding in Margareta, I went to thank the Victorious Duke with gifts weighing down both hands.

The problem was that I returned with both hands equally weighed down with return gifts. Is this what they call tribute trade?

Anyway, after hearing my answer, the Crown Prince nodded lightly and then turned his attention elsewhere. At least he's not one to pry into personal matters.

- He asked me to thank you for keeping my lonely father-in-law company.
"That's too kind."
- He also asked me to send his regards to Countess Erzsebet.

Even the Crown Prince is merely a messenger before his wife. How curious.

"Yes, I understand."

And with that, the Crown Prince ended the communication. Was he just calling to check in today? This guy seems busy but somehow also has time to spare.

Speaking of regards to the Section Chief of the 1st Section.

'It's still surprising.'

I can't believe that the lady who looks like she stepped out of a painting, the Crown Princess, and the Section Chief of the 1st Section who looks like madness personified in a painting, were close senior and junior during their school days. What kind of place is the Academy anyway?

'Looking at their families, it's not strange.'

The Section Chief of the 1st Section is a Marquis's daughter, so it's not odd for her to be friends with a Duke's daughter. It's not strange, but...

No, let's not dwell on it further. Perhaps the Section Chief of the 1st Section was normal during her student days. Let's think of it that way.

'A normal Section Chief of the 1st Section...'

Then it means the Audit Department ruined a perfectly fine lady. The karma of the Audit Department runs deep.

***

It's too much, really too much.

"Yuris, are you okay?"


Sophia is trying to comfort me from beside me, but my tears won't stop.

How could she do that? I did it for Penelia's sake.

"Sniff..."

Sister is a fool. If she can't do anything alone, she should at least accept help from others. If she can't take the lead, she should at least not fall behind those coming after her.

"Being by his side is enough for me."

What she said earlier came back to me. What? You're satisfied just being by Master's side?

'Liar.'

Would someone who feels that way look at Master with such yearning eyes? A lie that even Sophia wouldn't believe.

No, perhaps sister really thinks that way. She's such a fool she doesn't even know her own heart.

With an even more sorrowful feeling, I hung my head low, and I could feel Sophia flustering beside me.

'I really did it for sister's sake...'

It's almost time for Master to return to the Academy. Sister's time to be with Master is coming to an end.

Just when it seems Master is considering marriage, just when it's finally time for sister to approach him. We can't stop the Princess from taking the lead, but she should at least run behind her.

"Being by his side—"

I shook my head vigorously to shake off those foolish words. Anyone watching would think they already have a tender relationship.

"Sister! There are already people aiming for Master!"
"If you mean the Princess, I already know."
"You fool! I wouldn't even mention the Princess!"

Unable to hold back any longer, I brought up the story of the blonde lady. That noble lady who gifted Master a hawthorn tree. The lady who confessed her love as her only love.

With such a competitor appearing, what is Penelia doing? So I told her to get some motivation, but she got motivated in a strange direction.

"She hid it from Master?"

The fact that she knew the flower language of the hawthorn tree but deliberately told a different meaning. Penelia got angry at that. No, why are you upset about that?

After that, I got scolded by sister for quite a while. That we should tell Master everything as it is, that we shouldn't dare hide anything, and that interfering with someone's love is wrong.

"Then why are you doing this!"

I could bear all the other words, but not the last one. A historic fool who is hindering her own love shouldn't say such things.

I screamed at sister and ran away. I don't care anymore. It's all Penelia's fault. If the blonde lady becomes the second wife at the Academy, it's not my fault.

'Such a fool.'

No matter what, I will never, ever speak about the hawthorn tree myself. Honestly, seeing how immobile Penelia is, I think the blonde lady would be faster even if I did nothing.

After biting my lips several times, I raised my head. This is really, really the last time.

'Winter break.'

If Master comes to the Capital during winter break too, and if there's no progress between Master and Penelia by then.

'I'll tell everything.'

I'll tell everything.

That Penelia loves Master. That the blonde lady loves Master too.

They'll both start fairly.

"...Yuris?"

I heard Sophia calling me glumly from beside me, but I ignored her.

Vacation time usually passes quickly, but that wasn't really the case for me. Maybe it's because I wasn't enjoying the break but rather grinding through it. Well, it wasn't exactly a holiday anyway.

Thinking about it, each day flew by breathlessly, but the vacation period itself dragged on terribly. I have to go through this five more times? How wonderful.

'At this point, I deserve a diploma.'

After stubbornly enduring three years at the Academy, shouldn't I be an honorary graduate? If the Principal had any sense of recognition, he'd give me a diploma. I believe in the Principal. I trust his benevolent character.

- At least you don't have to go to work while you're at the Academy.
"..."
- I apologize. Please don't look at me like that.

Coming from the Intelligence Department Head, a comrade suffering from the same overwork, his words felt like an extreme betrayal.

If given the choice between babysitting royalty at the Academy or just going to work, everyone would choose the latter. Yet he'd twist his entire body in refusal if asked to go in my place.

Still, the Intelligence Department Head seemed to know his words were too harsh and quickly apologized. He had become somewhat gentler since that day.

'That's how a person should be.'

When I discovered Luise using the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic, I contacted the Intelligence Department Head. I thought the Intelligence Department might know how Luise had learned the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic.

The result was ugly betrayal. The Intelligence Department Head, who said he'd find a way to get information, chose the miraculous method of directly reporting my inquiry to the Magic-Ending Duke.

I was absolutely furious. He even committed the atrocity of vacating his office when I came to the Capital, anticipating my protest. What a villain.

- Audit Department Head, have you been well?
"Aren't you the betrayer? I've really missed you."

Then a few days later, he contacted me first as if nothing had happened.

Asking if I've been well? I was summoned after getting caught investigating a Duke's private life. Fortunately, the Magic-Ending Duke only gave me a warning and let it go.

- I'm sorry. The Capital is full of the Magic-Ending Duke's eyes and ears, you know.

He said he was sorry, but he didn't look particularly apologetic.

Did the Intelligence Department's movements really get detected by the Magic-Ending Duke, or did the annoyed Intelligence Department Head simply sell me out directly? Only he knows the truth.

'Evil, vile betrayer...'

Still, since the Intelligence Department Head understood what it meant to be sacrificed to a Duke, his attitude had become somewhat gentler after that incident.

Thankfully, the Intelligence Department Head had some sense of decency left. I couldn't exactly raid his family's house out of personal vengeance.

- Anyway, I've sent everything you requested through the communication channel.
"Yes, I've confirmed it. Thank you for handling my sudden request."

And now I can comfortably request information from the Intelligence Department Head without burden.

- It's fine. We were already monitoring their movements closely, so we had plenty of information.

The Intelligence Department Head shook his head lightly at my thanks.

Those things the Intelligence Department Head mentioned. The five organizations that seemed obsessed with destroying the Academy in the original story.

Among them, The Third Glory and The Twilight Order have been thoroughly destroyed, but three dangerous elements still remain. I need to check their status regularly to feel at ease.

Actually, I'd half-forgotten about them after suppressing The Third Glory, but when The Twilight Order crawled all the way to the Capital, it was a wake-up call. I expected them to infiltrate the Academy, but I never thought they'd attack the Capital itself. Crazy bastards.

'I can't let my guard down anywhere.'

So I requested additional information on the three remaining organizations. If I were ambushed on my way back to the Academy while being careless, it would be a nightmare.

- And as you've probably already seen, among the three, The Five Pillars are relatively quiet.


As the Intelligence Department Head mentioned, The Five Pillars were quiet. They seem busy promoting traditionalism in the Yuven United Kingdom with the Empire's secret support. Honestly, they don't seem interested in coming to the Empire.

Still, I can't be careless. Assuming the worst helps you take less painful hits when a punch suddenly flies your way. Was Laterre brought to the Imperial Academy because he was likely to come anyway?

- I'll forward any additional information that comes in.
"Ah, thank you. I appreciate it."

I nodded at his willing offer. It's good for me if information comes automatically without having to ask separately.

After exchanging a few more brief farewell greetings, we ended the communication.

...But that gentleman, I noticed he had documents in his hand.

'It's nighttime now.'

A solemn feeling suddenly welled up. Yes, except for being sold to the Academy, my working conditions are better than his. Being sold to the Academy is the problem, but still.

There's always someone worse off than you. Thanks to the Intelligence Department Head, I manage to stay sane.

The day after unintentionally witnessing the Intelligence Department Head's real-time overtime work, it was time to leave for the Academy. Considering the carriage travel, I should start moving soon.

"So you're going back now."
"Yes, Your Grace."

Since departure was at noon, I went to greet the Magic-Ending Duke early in the morning.

When we parted after suppressing The Twilight Order, he had earnestly asked me to visit before leaving. I couldn't ignore a Duke's request, so I remembered to visit.

I would have gone anyway since I had something to receive.

"This should be enough until winter."

With those words, a box that had been floating around next to the Magic-Ending Duke flew toward me. Using magic for something both impressive and trivial.

"Thank you. I'll make sure to take it regularly."

But it doesn't matter. What does it matter if the magic is for the health of this pitiful civil servant?

With this, my supply of the Magic-Ending Duke's special potion has been refilled. Looking at the quantity, it really should last until winter.

'The color is lovely too.'

I couldn't help but feel pleased at the ginseng-like color that brought peace to my mind. With this and what my mother prepared for me, I won't have to worry about my health for a while.

"Do you like it?"
"Of course, Your Grace."
"Then I'm glad."

The smiling Magic-Ending Duke truly deserved to be called Mother Magic-Ending Duke.

It's really impressive, though. I've tried almost all the potions available on the market, but I've never had anything of this quality. If he started selling this, it would be no joke.

After staring at the potion for a while, I turned my gaze to the Magic-Ending Duke, who shook his head.

"I have no intention of selling it. Mass production is impossible anyway."
"Is that so?"

Well, what can I say if the creator says so? It's not like the Duke needs money anyway.

"It's made based on your blood, so it wouldn't be very effective for anyone but you."
"Pardon?"

My... blood?


My mouth froze momentarily at the unexpected revelation. So this wasn't ginseng-colored but blood-colored? I never imagined.

Seeing me stunned by this shocking truth, the Magic-Ending Duke's ears drooped slightly.

"Remember when I said good results would come soon? That's what I meant."
"Ah, yes. I remember."

Now that he mentions it, I do recall. I did hear something like that on the day I was summoned by the Magic-Ending Duke over the Luise incident.

By half-elf standards, "soon" might be quite a while by human standards, so I had forgotten about it, but it really was soon.

'It doesn't matter.'

I was surprised, but it doesn't matter. Isn't it just something from my body returning to my body? It would be miserable if I were drinking it instead of water because I had nothing else, but if it's coming back as a legendary health supplement, so what?

But the Magic-Ending Duke seemed to think I found it distasteful, as his drooped ears showed no sign of perking up. His gaze also shifted slightly downward, displaying his dejection with his whole body.

"This is excellent. I'm glad my extracted blood has been put to good use."

So I immediately drank one. It's uncomfortable to see an elder being so conscious of a much younger person's reaction. Besides, from what he just said, it doesn't seem like he deliberately kept it secret.

At that, the Magic-Ending Duke's ears perked up again. For someone whose face is close to a poker face, his ears are too honest.

"It's all thanks to you. It wouldn't have been possible without you."

I'm glad his mood seems to have improved.

After improving the Magic-Ending Duke's mood, I returned to the mansion with both hands full. I think this happened recently when I met the Victorious Duke too. Is generosity trending among the Dukes these days?

"Only you must drink it. For others, it's no different from plain water."

Instead, the Magic-Ending Duke emphasized this several times with heavy ears before sending me off. Still, the difference in effectiveness seems too extreme.

'If the pharmacist says so, it must be true.'

Who should I believe if not the expert? Right, even traditional medicine can cause headaches if taken incorrectly, so how much more for a potion made from blood?

Still, it's a bit disappointing. I wanted to share a few bottles with others, but if it's no different from water for them, it's better to give them something else.

"Master."
"Why are you waiting here?"

As I trudged back to the mansion, the 4th Section Chief greeted me. The problem was that unlike usual, she was waiting outside the fence.

What kind of maid waits for her master outside the mansion? Your loyalty is excessive.

"Today is the last day, isn't it?"

But seeing the 4th Section Chief lowering her gaze as if regretful, I couldn't help feeling sorry for her. It's true that after today, I won't see the 4th Section Chief for a while.

I feel sad about it too. If the 4th Section Chief and the Charcoal Division could be stationed at the Academy, I'd be more comfortable both physically and mentally.

"I'll come back in winter, so we'll see each other then."

I patted the 4th Section Chief's shoulder, trying to suppress my regret. Summer vacation is over, but winter vacation awaits.

Of course, I don't know if the Special Affairs Ministry will send the Charcoal Division during winter break, but they probably will if nothing unusual happens. It's a civil servant trait to keep assigning the same tasks to the same person.

"Yes, Master. I'll be waiting."

The 4th Section Chief seemed to have reached the same conclusion, as her expression brightened subtly.

I'm glad I can spend my last day in the Capital with the 4th Section Chief. If the 1st Section Chief's provocation had been my last memory, I'd have boarded the carriage while grabbing the back of my neck in frustration.

Just imagining it makes my neck tense. Is this the 1st Section Chief effect?

When Lord Lyutis first chose to remain at the Academy instead of returning home, I thought the sky was falling. When I learned it wasn't just Lord Lyutis's unilateral decision but a collaboration with other key figures, I felt like the ground was collapsing beneath me.

'Is this hell?'

I haven't lived a particularly virtuous life, but I certainly haven't lived wickedly enough to deserve hell either.

Yet here I am. What sin could I possibly have committed to be punished with hell on earth? I was hoping to catch my breath back home during the break, but now this.

The news threw the other three countries' security forces into chaos as well. They had been excited about returning to their homelands for the handover, and now they can't go back?

"Lord Villar! What is the meaning of this?"
"His Highness is staying in the Empire? That's absurd!"

The Armein personnel arrived first. Being closest, they were quick to rush over.

'They've lost their minds.'

Just days ago, these same people were consoling and encouraging me. While others would complete their handovers during the break and be done with this assignment, I'm stuck with this duty until graduation.

Those who offered words of comfort then are now charging at me in a frenzy. I suppose they fear ending up in my position.

"Enough."

I understand, but I cannot accept this. How dare they cause such a commotion over this matter when facing someone committed to three years of service?

"This is Lord Lyutis's decision. Isn't it a knight's virtue to simply follow orders?"
"Lord Villar, but..."
"It is the royal family's will."

With those words, the mouths of those who came to protest snapped shut.

We are proud knights of Armein, the land of chivalry. Among us, the Royal Knights consider ourselves the finest.

We serve closest to the royal family, upholding their will as the swords of the crown. With such pride, the Royal Knights cannot defy the prince's wishes.

They understand this intellectually. But emotionally, they cannot accept this sudden misfortune.

"Then how should we handle the security personnel rotation? I believe selections have already been finalized back home."

One knight broke the silence.

Indeed, the replacement personnel have already been selected. Our homeland carefully chose people to replace us while we were at the Academy, but if they don't rotate with us, it will all have been for nothing.

If we simply tell them, "We'll rotate you next time," and send them back to their original positions, it creates complications. Yet keeping them on indefinite standby when manpower is scarce is equally maddening.

"We're in contact with our homeland. They're looking for solutions, so please wait."

Thanks to this situation, our homeland is desperately seeking solutions. After all, this concerns the prince's safety.

Anyway, I sent the protesters away with instructions to wait. Having vented their frustrations, they left relatively peacefully.

"Lord Villar, we'd like to have a word."
"I'm not sure if my brother has time for you."

And why are you two here?

The second visitors were representatives from the Yuven United Kingdom and the Papal States. Surely they must be dealing with their own emergencies, so I wonder why they've come.

This isn't an issue that can be resolved by the three countries' representatives putting their heads together. It's a matter that requires each country to contact their homeland and seek solutions.

"It's fine. Please, have a seat."

But I couldn't turn away people who had come all this way, so I welcomed them.

I regretted that decision shortly afterward. I should have sent them away, even if they had come standing on their hands.

"Even though I don't know Lord Lyutis well, I can see he is truly knightly. Always brave and dignified, leading from the front."
= Hey, you bastard, I heard your prince orchestrated this whole thing.

"I feel the same way. I envy you for serving such a person, Lord Villar."
= Can't you control your prince properly?

They hadn't come for discussion but to complain.

'Damn it.'

As if I have time to spare. As if I have the luxury to listen to their grievances.

"Lord Lyutis's bravery is indeed exemplary for knights, but His Highness is not merely brave. He is also wise enough to know when to walk alongside others rather than just leading from the front."
= So what about your prince and saint candidate? Weren't they all in on this together?

The conversation paused briefly, perhaps because they had nothing to say. While Lord Lyutis may have taken the lead, it would have been impossible without Prince Laterre and Tanian's consent. There's too much shared responsibility to place blame.

And they've come to the wrong place to complain. I'm merely a victim in this matter with no responsibility. It's lamentable that victims are fighting among themselves.

In the end, the discussion between the three countries' representatives only left wounds. It's despair-inducing. Lord Lyutis above me commits eccentricities, those below me pester me, and those beside me demand accountability. Could anyone be more unfortunate than I am?

- The Confectionery Club plans to stay at my residence while in the Capital. It seems they'll be in the Capital rather than the Academy during the break.
"...That's surprising news."

There was someone more unfortunate, right in front of me.

The Inspector, who had disappeared after the closing ceremony, suddenly contacted me. His smiling face as he delivered this news made me dizzy, but I also felt pity for him.

'A residence, he says.'

The Confectionery Club includes not only Lord Lyutis but also Prince Laterre, Tanian, and even the Imperial Prince. He's letting such figures stay at his personal residence?

I briefly imagined the club staying at my residence. Horrifying. No human should have to endure such a thing.

- The Capital's security is thorough, so you needn't worry about protection. It might be impossible for everyone, but perhaps some of you could take this opportunity to rest?
"I appreciate your consideration."

I bowed slightly in response to the Inspector's words. While it would be impossible for all three countries' forces to enter the Capital, some could.

This works out well. Our homeland has decided to rotate some personnel, and we can send those who can't enter the Capital back home.

And when the rotated personnel enter the Empire, those who were in the Capital can return home in a second wave. Of course, the selection process won't be easy, but it's better than nothing.

'The Empire is being more reasonable.'

While the three countries in the same situation only wounded each other in conversation, the Empire—which should be the most difficult to negotiate with—is being accommodating.

Is this right? It's a strange feeling, both fortunate and bitter.

- The Empire will pay special attention to protecting the distinguished guests. I hope Lord Villar can also rest easy during the break.

At the Inspector's words, I found myself studying his face.

'More than me...'

You're the one who needs to rest easy.

His stiff lips and dark circles. Despite the Inspector's authority and notoriety, it's pitiful to see a young man only a few years older than my daughter looking like this.

If the Inspector were an unreasonable brute who turned a deaf ear, I wouldn't care, but knowing he's been a reasonable negotiating partner makes it hard to ignore.

"Thank you again."

Let's handle the three countries' affairs as quietly as possible. That's the most consideration I can offer the Inspector.

Surprisingly, time passed without incident after arriving in the Capital.

Travel was limited to within the Capital with no trips to other regions, and the one time we did leave was to visit the Inspector's domain. Compared to my worries, it was an uneventful schedule.

In fact, the most painful time was before coming to the Capital. The protests from those who failed to return home due to Lord Lyutis's decision, the variable of having to stay in the Capital instead of the Academy as per the agreement, selecting personnel to return home first...


'Not something I'd want to do twice.'

It was terrible. If I hadn't had experience working with the Royal Knights, I would have collapsed already.

The Inspector's wish for me to rest easy wasn't just empty words, as my concerns about security diminished somewhat. I could sense unusual presences near the Inspector's residence.

Probably Imperial forces for protection and surveillance. There was no hostility, so I pretended not to notice. Complaining would only hurt me if they withdrew.

I wish those unidentified forces were at the Academy too, but that's just wishful thinking.

'I'm having all sorts of thoughts as it's time to return.'

I rubbed my face with a sigh. The Capital life, which was slightly more peaceful than the Academy, is now ending. Yes, time flies when you're like this.

-Knock knock

"Lord Villar. It's Ludwig."
"Come in."

As I was feeling regretful about the passing time, Ludwig's voice followed a knock.

"The second rotation personnel have entered the Empire."
"I see."

I nodded at Ludwig, who stated his business immediately upon entering.

Everything is proceeding as planned. Now that they've entered the Empire, they should arrive at the Academy before the opening ceremony. We'll return one day before the second rotation personnel arrive at the Academy, so we can properly welcome them.

"However, Lord Villar."

Ludwig, holding several papers, uncharacteristically hesitated and couldn't continue.

This is strange. If it were someone else, I would wait patiently, but Ludwig is known even in our homeland for his cool and efficient handling of matters.

"...Here is the list of second rotation personnel."

After hesitating, Ludwig handed over the papers and quickly withdrew.

'Something's wrong.'

I don't know what it is, but if it's enough to disturb Ludwig, it's not an ordinary matter. How unfortunate that an issue arises on the last day of our Capital schedule.

I quickly scanned the list. There must be some problem in here. What could it possibly be...?

'What's this?'

Did I see wrong?

I checked several times because I saw a name that shouldn't be there.

Perosa Ganelly

That's right. I saw correctly.

'Why...?'

Why is my child's name here?

She should be training diligently in our domain, still not even twenty years old.

I have been lonely in this foreign land and wanted to see my daughter. But that was because I wanted to escape this hell and return home, not because I wanted my precious daughter to come to this hell.

I stared weakly at the list for a while.

'How many people could be more unfortunate than me?'

At least one, I suppose.

The journey from the Capital to the Academy was smooth. There were no boring ambush events, and unlike my first trip to the Academy, the roads were in good condition, making for a comfortable journey.

I still feel annoyed thinking about how terrible the roads were back then. They took money for road maintenance and that's what it looked like? Of course, we recovered the money that had disappeared into thin air by seizing the local official's assets.

Anyway, I arrived at the Academy without any problems after driving on and on. I can't say I missed the Academy particularly.

'It's quiet.'

As I entered the Academy, there was an awkward emptiness compared to the liveliness during the semester.

Of course it's quiet since it's still vacation. Most students have gone home, and without students as customers, the commercial district has lost some of its vitality.

Unless the Academy was some kind of evil lair that kept students trapped even during vacations—fortunately, the Academy isn't that kind of place.

"I didn't realize the Academy could be this quiet."

I turned toward the voice coming from across from me and saw Margareta looking out the window.

She seemed genuinely fascinated. It was nothing special, but it made me smile involuntarily.

"Is this your first time seeing it like this too, Mar?"
"I usually arrived by teleport just in time for the opening ceremony. I never had a chance to see what it looks like during vacation."

Indeed, Margareta isn't some rural noble. There's no need for her to travel long distances by carriage when she could simply move via a teleport mage.

"I feel bad for making you go through this trouble when you could have returned comfortably."
"It's fine. Traveling by carriage is part of the joy of a journey, isn't it?"

Margareta smiled brightly as she got up from her seat and casually sat down next to me.

"Besides, I'm happy to have more time with Kal."
"I'm glad to hear that."

I smiled awkwardly at Margareta's words. She really speaks without any hesitation now.

After I opened up to Margareta at the mansion, she became even more forward than she already was.

"Since Kal has been honest with me, I'll be honest with Kal too."

A few days before returning to the Academy, I was genuinely surprised by Margareta's bold declaration. Even though I had been trying to ignore other women, Margareta was someone I simply couldn't ignore.

When someone shows their affection so actively, you'd need to be missing either your eyes or ears to pretend not to notice. But was that the extent of what she had been holding back?

And Margareta with her limits removed was truly remarkable. In the past, she would blush and fumble if I got even a little closer, but now she approaches me first and confidently says embarrassing things.

'Or maybe not.'

Looking closely, I noticed Margareta's face was slightly flushed. Her pupils were trembling intensely too. So she's not completely unfazed after all.

She's just built up some resistance to embarrassment. That's still significant progress.

"Thank you for spending your precious time with me."

When I gently took Margareta's hand while speaking, the slight redness on her face grew deeper.

I know this is practically teasing Margareta. But somehow, seeing her embarrassed like this feels familiar and cute.

"I-I would spend my en-entire life for Kal."

Seeing her stutter but still speak up warmed a corner of my heart.

While the rest of our group went to their accommodations, I headed to the main building because I had someone to meet. Even in an Academy deserted by students, there are still people steadfastly holding their positions.

"It's been a while, Audit Department Head. Have you been well?"
"Of course. I'm glad to see the Principal is in good health too."

Especially for the man who rules the Academy, the Academy is also his home. The unification of workplace and residence—isn't that a combination scary enough to appear in nightmares?


I felt a bit sorry for the Principal, but he didn't seem particularly bothered. If he's fine with it, then it's not an issue.

"I'm glad nothing happened. There's nothing more unfortunate than when something happens to students."
"I agree."

I nodded in agreement as the Principal spoke while stroking his long beard. Although not as much as Villar or myself who were directly involved, the Principal must have been one of the people anxious about the Confectionery Club's trip to the Capital.

It's already a headache having a prince and a saint candidate remaining at the Academy, and then adding a trip to the Capital on top of that? It's maddening. If the Confectionery Club members, who are students, got hurt, the Principal would also have to take responsibility.

He might feel it's unfair since they got hurt while wandering outside the Academy, but what can you do? When there's responsibility to be taken, it's the role of those in high positions to be dragged in, fair or not.

"Indeed. The Audit Department Head has worked very hard."

Of course, he wouldn't shoulder as much responsibility as me, who is both a high-ranking official and the field supervisor. The Principal knows this too, which is why he's offering these words of comfort.

"Ah, Audit Department Head."

The Principal, who had been exchanging greetings and recent news for a few more minutes, opened his mouth as if he'd just remembered something.

"There was an unusual person among the Three Nations' forces this time."
"Is that so? How interesting."
'Shit.'

Unlike my outward appearance, I instinctively cursed inside. Until now, thanks to Villar, I hadn't had any conflicts with the Three Nations' forces, but I heard that during this vacation, all personnel except Villar had been replaced.

If a rebellious figure challenging Villar's authority appeared among the replacement personnel, it would be tiresome for both me and Villar. So I was hoping this would pass quietly, but...

'But if the Principal is mentioning it...'

How remarkable must this person be for the Principal to mention them directly? If it's someone the Principal is paying attention to, they must be either high-ranking or an extraordinary individual, and perhaps someone who might question Villar's authority.

That would be troublesome. Villar is a good negotiating partner, and I'd like him to stay until graduation.

"Here's the list of replacement personnel. I received it two days ago."

The Principal handed me a few sheets from the pile of documents on his desk. Two days ago would be when I was spending time in the carriage.

I quickly scanned through the documents he handed me. Villar is among the top five in the Armein Royal Knights. If there's someone who could threaten Villar, I should at least know their name.

'This is troublesome.'

Simply thinking, it could be someone higher in rank than Villar in the Royal Knights, but the probability is low. If they were going to send such a person, they would have recalled Villar in the first place.

Then is it a high-ranking mage from the Yuven United Kingdom? Or perhaps a cardinal-level figure from the Papal States?

Whoever it is, it's annoying. If their position is too high, it would be difficult for me to crush them if necessary—

'Wait, what was that?'

My gaze, which had been moving down the lines, quickly went back up. I think I just saw something strange.

It's a name I've never seen before. Not a high-ranking figure I would know.

But the surname is familiar.

Perosa Ganelly

'What?'

What is this, really? Why is Ganelly appearing here?

I checked several times, surprised by the appearance of someone I never expected. Could it be Gadelli or Ganelli, and I misread it?

'No, it's not.'

Of course, the result was the same. It is Ganelly.

I stared blankly at the document, shocked. Perosa Ganelly, 17 years old, nationality: Armein.


The special note written below the name clearly stated that she is Villar Ganelly's daughter. It's not just a coincidence of having the same surname. She is indeed Villar's daughter.

'Why?'

Why is Villar's daughter here?

No, regardless of which country on the continent, they don't usually assign blood relatives to the same mission, do they? Besides, this escort mission isn't urgent enough to break such conventions.

"Isn't it unusual? I was quite surprised at first too."
"Ah, yes. It's truly unusual."

The Principal spoke up seeing my reaction. That's right, anyone would react like me.

What's so great about this mission that a daughter would follow her father all the way to this distant foreign country? Her filial piety is touching, but there's no need to express it like this.

'No wonder his expression was dark.'

During our return to the Academy, Villar's expression was strangely gloomy.

I wanted to ask what was wrong, but Villar and I know each other through work, not personally.

There's an internal closeness built from going through things together, but that might not be the case for Villar. So I didn't want to invade his privacy and just let it go.

"...It's surprising."

That's all I can say. It truly is surprising.

Villar might miss his family since he can't return home. It's natural to miss your family when living away from home. That's normal.

But what kind of solution is it to send that family to a foreign land? He probably wanted to see his 'family back home,' not 'family suffering together.'

'Armein isn't normal either.'

Armein was also a black country. The fact that the continent's top 1 and 2 powers are both black countries means the future of the continent is dark.

Could this be the continental average? Is it just me who doesn't know that all countries are at this level?

Then is the Empire better? If everything is black anyway, big is better than small.

'It's terrible.'

To think the Empire is a fairy in this continent. What kind of world did Enen create?

The next day, with the arrival of the new Three Nations' forces, the quiet Academy became a bit noisy.

The welcoming itself is a matter for the Three Nations to handle, not me, but—

"If you have time, please come to the club room. How about having tea together?"
- I understand. Thank you for the invitation.

Remembering what I heard from the Principal yesterday, and thinking about Villar meeting his daughter today, I couldn't just sit still.

Even when a complete stranger is drowning, you want to help. It's even more so with Villar, whom I've known for months.

There's not much I can do, but I should at least offer some comfort.

- Um, Inspector. I'm sorry, but would it be alright if I bring one more person?

And not long after, I realized something from Villar's message.

Villar is weak when it comes to his daughter...

"Of course. Tea parties are more enjoyable with more people."

Hang in there, Villar.

"The confectionery club room was surprisingly clean considering it had been left unattended during the break. I had actually prepared to clean it, thinking it would be covered in dust.

"I heard you've returned to the Academy. The club room has been cleaned regularly, so you can use it right away."

I had prepared cleaning supplies, but after receiving the Vice Principal's message, I came empty-handed. As it turned out, this wasn't an abandoned place but a precious space that had been consistently maintained.

Thank you, Vice Principal. Having risen to become the Academy's second-in-command, his competence and sensibility are quite impressive. If only the trio of 1, 2, and 3 were half as capable as the Vice Principal.

'Should I recruit him?'

For a moment, I considered scouting the Vice Principal for the Audit Department. Other sections might be difficult, but he would do well in the Deputy Head's office.

It was a seriously tempting proposition, but I ultimately discarded the idea. No matter what, people should work where they're suited. I'm suffering because I'm in the Ministry of Finance when the military would suit me better.

Suppressing my bitter feelings, I placed the hawthorn tree pot on the windowsill. If I had known the Vice Principal would manage it regularly, I wouldn't have needed to take it with me, but it had decorated my room while I stayed at the mansion.

Thank you, my little white one.

'Grow well.'

My little white one, you're so pretty.

Irina really gave me a wonderful gift. Plus, considering the flower meaning I heard from Yuris, it's a gift with double the impact. Forgiveness and tolerance—impressive even hearing it again.

If I were in Irina's position, I could never forgive. How could anyone forgive after being beaten down at the family level while previously getting along well?

After gently stroking the branches as carefully as if I were patting the Section Chief of the 3rd Section's head, I turned around. I should start preparing since guests would arrive in a few hours.

'Perosa Ganelly.'

I recalled the guest's name while taking out snacks I had bought from a store earlier.

Villar's daughter, a member of the Ganelly County, one of Armein Kingdom's prestigious warrior families, and a talented individual who was officially knighted at the age of 17.

It's impressive skill for that age. But it's only impressive compared to others of the same age, not superior to other knights. So what if she's a knight at 17? Do people fight only against those of the same age in war?

'I still think she must have volunteered.'

In any country on the continent, there's a custom of not sending family members on the same mission. If everyone on that mission dies, an entire family could be destroyed.

And the situation isn't urgent enough to ignore that custom, nor is Perosa's ability overwhelming. So she must have volunteered for this mission.

I still don't understand. Why did she volunteer? And why did Armein accept her volunteering?

'Are they really just arranging a family reunion?'

In a way, it's a peaceful mission staying at the Imperial Academy. It's also a mission that guarantees future promotion since it involves guarding a prince. So they might have sent the daughter to Villar, who had become a "goose father."

But that's only if you think positively. The reality is likely different. They must know this too, which is why they hastily replaced personnel on a large scale.

'I don't know.'

Right, no matter how much I think about it, how would I know about their country's circumstances? Let's just assume it was Armein's decision, moved by Perosa's overflowing filial piety.

Unfortunately, from Villar's perspective, it's burning filial piety.

From far away, footsteps approached and stopped in front of the club room. They're here now.

-Knock knock

"Inspector. It's Villar."
"Ah, please come in."

When the door opened, I almost averted my gaze. Villar's complexion seemed even darker than before. It's his daughter who broke down Villar, who had endured even through the atrocities of those idiot princes. What a pity.

Moreover, Villar's blonde hair looking more withered wasn't just my imagination. I wonder if it'll regress to white hair at this rate.


"Thank you for accepting my sudden invitation."

Suppressing my sympathy, I welcomed Villar. This meeting wasn't for business reasons but purely for consolation, so I should welcome him warmly.

Of course, consolation from a gloomy man like me is rarely meaningful, but taking a breather here is better than being pushed around in the quarters of the three countries' forces.

"I should be thanking you for accepting my unreasonable request."
"Haha, there's nothing unreasonable about it."

After laughing lightly at Villar's words, I shifted my gaze behind him.

The protagonist of the "unreasonable request" Villar mentioned, the likely culprit if Villar were to collapse from high blood pressure.

"Sir Villar, then this is...?"
"Yes, my daughter."

In response to his sigh-mixed answer, the knight with navy blue hair stepped forward slightly and bowed her head.

"I am Perosa Ganelly."

A stiff expression and rough greeting. An ordinary and plain appearance. At least on the surface, she doesn't seem like someone with burning filial piety.

'She resembles both parents evenly.'

The rough and serious appearance is from her father, while the navy blue hair probably comes from her mother.

"I'm Kal Kracius. Let's get along well until graduation, Lady Perosa."
"Yes, I look forward to working with you."

After exchanging brief greetings, I had them both take seats. It wouldn't be right to keep invited guests standing.

As I placed the prepared refreshments on the table, Villar spoke first.

"It's been a while since I've had snacks in the club room."

His words made me smile slightly. Indeed, it has been a while. I've had many tea parties in the Capital and my domain, but I've missed these simple mini tea parties in the club room.

"Though these snacks are store-bought, not homemade."
"That's unfortunate."

But his expression didn't look disappointed at all. He probably means that store-bought products are better than Luise's cookies, which polarize opinions extremely.

I understand. He wouldn't want to feed his daughter Luise's creations, which most people can't stomach. No matter how much trouble his daughter caused, a father loves his daughter...

When I unconsciously turned my gaze to Perosa, her expression remained stiff. Hmm, it's probably best not to speak to her.

"I'm sure you've been busy. Please make yourselves comfortable."

Let's just focus on Villar as originally planned. It would be troublesome if he suddenly had a mental breakdown and ran away.

Fortunately, I could see Villar's mental state gradually healing.

"Father. Try this too."

Surprisingly, the biggest contributor to his mental recovery was Perosa.

It's ironic that the person who dealt the critical blow to his mental state is also healing it, but she is his daughter after all. Having his not-yet-twenty-year-old daughter close by seems to restore his peace of mind.

Knights are typically rigid. But when a daughter walking the path of knighthood acts gentle toward her father, it must make him proud and find her cute.

"If only you were like this normally."

I pretended not to hear Villar's muttering. So she's not normally like this but is acting this way because she feels guilty.

Perosa also bowed her head in embarrassment at Villar's words. Seeing this, she seems to know she did something wrong.


Still, knowing her own fault earned her bonus points in my first impression. Compared to a certain prince of the same nationality, she's practically an angel. That bastard probably wouldn't even realize I'm insulting him.

"Lady Perosa seems to follow Sir Villar closely."

So I intervened slightly to defend Perosa. Seeing my supportive movement, Perosa, who had been bowing her head, slowly looked up.

"I never imagined this child would follow her father all the way to the Empire."

And she bowed again. Sorry, this isn't working.

Once the conversation stalled, I couldn't think of anything appropriate to say. There really isn't any way to justify Perosa coming to the Empire.

Still, I squeezed out something to say. Stopping here would be awkward for both me and Perosa.

"The determination to become a knight at such a young age is no ordinary determination. She might show somewhat unusual behavior."

Actually, it's not just "somewhat." It's extremely unusual behavior.

"Besides, how beautiful is it that after becoming a knight, instead of being filled with pride, she thinks of her father?"

Actually, it's not beautiful. It's terrifying.

"Having such a knight as part of the guard force would surely reassure His Highness Lyutis."

Actually, far from being reassured, he probably wouldn't even notice Perosa's presence—

"Really?"
'What?'

Why is she responding here?

Perosa, who had been keeping her mouth shut and observing me and Villar, opened her mouth with shining eyes. Come to think of it, this is the first time she's spoken to me except for the initial greeting.

"Yes, I think so."

I nodded affirmatively for now. Then Perosa's eyes began to shine intensely.

"There would be no greater honor than being able to help His Highness Lyutis."

Her tone also rose strangely. Her previously stiff expression began to show signs of life.

Wondering what was happening, I turned to Villar, who was quietly sighing. Ah, so that's it.

'She had a different purpose.'

Perosa might have had filial piety toward her father. She might have wanted to help her father who was struggling in a distant foreign land.

But seeing her now, there was a decisive reason that brought Perosa to the Empire.

'She was a follower.'

She came running to serve her beloved prince. And since the person in charge of the guard mission was Villar, she must have come even more gladly.

The positive first impression I had earlier became precarious. Is it because you follow Lyutis that you're also reckless and impulsive? That's not something you should imitate.

"You seem to admire His Highness Lyutis."

At those words, two pairs of eyes fixed on me simultaneously.

Villar's horrified gaze and Perosa's excited gaze. Yet both maintained near-expressionless faces—like father, like daughter.

"Of course. His Highness Lyutis—"
'Shit.'

I realize now that I've touched on something I shouldn't have.


I'd heard this saying before my possession: the mouth is a door that invites disaster, and the tongue... what was it again? A blade that cuts your throat? Something like that. Not that it matters since I can't look it up anywhere.

Anyway, looking at the current situation, it seems the tongue isn't a throat-cutting blade but rather an awl piercing my ears. The sad part is that it's not my tongue but someone else's that has transformed into this torturous tool.

"Lord Lyutis is said to be born to become a knight. From childhood, he trained alongside the royal knights—"

Is calling a royal prince a "knight" even a compliment? It sounds more like a backhanded insult.

More importantly, my ears hurt. I don't understand why I need to listen to Lyutis's past. Did I commit some sin to deserve this punishment? I'm not entirely innocent, but surely not guilty enough to endure this torture.

I'm sorry. I apologize. I don't know what I did wrong, but I'm sorry nonetheless. Please forgive me. Perhaps summoning the knights as a mere civil servant was my crime.

Fighting the urge to bow my head and beg her to stop, I turned my gaze to Villar, who was calmly drinking his tea.

'He's reached enlightenment.'

For a moment, I felt irritated that he wasn't stopping his daughter's rampage, but looking closer, I noticed a strange emptiness in his expression.

Noticing my gaze, Villar turned toward me and gently shook his head. As if suggesting that surrendering would make things easier, that I should humbly accept the consequences of my own actions.

'Damn it.'

Yes, I was the one who brought up Lyutis first. But who could have predicted that one comment would lead to this?

Perosa's monologue, which began with "When I was in Radus—" showed no signs of ending. What even is Radus? What kind of place turns a perfectly normal female knight into this fanatic?

"At just twelve years old, he was already beyond the skills of most knights. He truly has innate talent and puts in matching effort."
"I see..."

Your father standing right next to you became a high-ranking officer just five years after joining the Royal Knights, isn't that impressive too?

Of course, I kept that thought to myself. If I said that, twelve-year-old Villar might be summoned for comparison with Lyutis. Poor Villar, who was just an ordinary knight apprentice back then, might get his feelings hurt.

So I responded with appropriate interjections, which only encouraged Perosa to continue with even more enthusiasm.

'Stop it.'

I don't care about Lyutis. The only news I want to hear about that guy is when he's returning home.

Now I understand why Villar sharply averted his gaze earlier. Through experience, he's learned that ignoring is better than engaging.

But as the only listener, it feels wrong to turn away completely. If we were close friends, or had at least conversed a few times before, I might have cut her off. But this being our first meeting makes it difficult to be so harsh.

'And she's the same age as Erich.'

Thinking of her as a younger sister made it even harder to be cold. People with soft hearts like mine struggle in this harsh world. If only I had half the personality of the Crown Prince.

"It seems you've also achieved success at a young age, inspired by someone you admire."

After much deliberation, I decided to keep engaging.

Right, she's Villar's daughter, someone I'll need to work with until graduation. Villar also seems oddly weak when it comes to his daughter, so creating a positive impression with Perosa can't hurt.

"That's right. I am who I am today thanks to my father and Lord Lyutis."

She nodded vigorously. At least she acknowledges her father's contribution. She does have some filial piety.

Looking back at Villar, I saw he was moved by her words. Perhaps it's a father's fate to be swayed by his daughter's every word.


"I grew up dreaming of becoming a knight by watching my father, and I strive to learn Lord Lyutis's fairness, courage, wisdom, and patience."
'What?'

Who the hell is she talking about? What Lyutis is this?

'I don't know anyone like that.'

The subject is clearly Lyutis, but the attributes that follow simply don't match him at all.

Maybe we've been talking about different Lyutises this whole time? Is there another prince named Lyutis?

Perhaps the Lyutis currently at the academy is an impostor. Right, a normal prince wouldn't sneak into the academy. He wouldn't act like a fool blinded by love.

'He must be fake.'

He must be an impostor. There's no way that guy is a real prince.

'Fairness?'

"I solved two, so you each should eat two as well."
"No one asked you to eat any, so why did you—"

Come to think of it, he was fair. Back when club members were forcing themselves to eat Luise's cookies despite not liking them, Lyutis displayed a strange kind of fairness.

'Courage?'

"We could easily clear most dungeons."

Thinking about it, he was courageous. He showed bravery beyond his status by declaring he would personally clear dungeons if they appeared.

'...Wisdom.'

"Chess isn't about winning. It's about making you angry, which is why you can't win."
"Please just play in silence."

He does seem wise since he knows how to win. Even Laterre lost his composure.

"Why aren't you going for checkmate when it's possible?!"
"Wait. I want to make one more knight."

And he had patience. Just before becoming the champion of the Confectionery Club chess tournament, Lyutis deliberately delayed victory to create 5 knights.

'Damn it.'

What's going on? Why does everything seem to match?

I got goosebumps. Surprisingly, Lyutis really did possess fairness, courage, wisdom, and patience. The direction might be quite strange, but the statement isn't wrong.

Could Lyutis actually be a prince worthy of respect? Did he only become corrupted after coming to the academy due to the power of the original novel?

Of course, these are meaningless assumptions. Whether he was originally decent or became corrupted at the academy, what does it matter? The fact that I'm suffering because of him remains unchanged.

'I must be losing my mind.'

I almost deceived myself and glorified that fool. Fortunately, I overcame that crisis.

As I continued giving appropriate responses like a good listener, Perosa's passion burned even brighter. When the listener's reactions are good, the speaker naturally becomes more enthusiastic.

"I apologize. I seem to have talked too much about myself."


Eventually, Perosa, who had burned bright and fast, calmed down and bowed her head. She probably realized she had been too passionate.

I understand. Well, honestly, I don't really understand, but I'm trying to. It's exciting for a devoted fan to talk about someone they admire.

Especially since I was the one who brought up Lyutis first. Damn, I shouldn't have said that one sentence.

"It's fine. I found it interesting to learn about these new aspects of Lord Lyutis."
= But if you repeat the same things, they won't be new but old aspects, so please refrain.

Perosa seemed to understand my underlying message and bowed her head even lower. She doesn't seem like a bad person.

Looking to the side, I noticed Villar's gaze toward Perosa was rather sharp. Even in a casual meeting, she had shared too many personal thoughts with someone she just met, so his disapproval was understandable.

But if you were going to scold her, why not do it earlier? Why wait until it's all over?

"I was worried about Lord Villar being alone in a foreign land, but I'm glad Perosa is with you."

At the victim's words defending the perpetrator, Perosa cautiously raised her head and checked Villar's reaction.

How many fathers could scold their daughter after seeing such a look? Villar wasn't one of them, as he sighed softly and withdrew his stern gaze.

"I never expected to meet at the academy."

But he didn't forget to add a pointed remark.

That's true. Who could have imagined a father-daughter reunion at the academy?

"Still, thanks to the Inspector, I'm happy to have this opportunity to be with my daughter."
"Haha, thank you for saying so."

After that, we enjoyed a pleasant tea time.

Villar was naturally a man of few words, and Perosa had already burned through her enthusiasm. Thanks to that, the tea party proceeded quietly until it ended.

'I'm glad she seems normal.'

After the father and daughter left, I sighed in relief as I finished the remaining tea.

Though unwanted, seeing his daughter seemed to brighten Villar's mood quickly, and fortunately, the possibility of Villar's mental breakdown and desertion disappeared.

As for Perosa's sudden arrival at the academy... it didn't seem to be Armein's scheme. If they were using even that level of fandom for their schemes, I'd have no choice but to accept defeat gracefully.

'Seems like there was nothing to worry about.'

I briefly suspected that Perosa's arrival at this timing might be the power of the original novel. A young female knight from a count's family who follows and admires the prince.

It's the classic villainess concept. I was anxious that Perosa might suddenly approach Luise, slap her cheek, and shout, "You thieving cat who seduced the prince!"

But the more we talked, the more I realized she probably wasn't a villainess.

I haven't read many romance fantasy novels, but I've never seen a villainess so obsessed with loyalty and respect. Love for Lyutis? At least on the surface, there wasn't even a trace of it.

'I was tense for nothing.'

We avoided the terrible situation of a love triangle.

Thank goodness. I almost collapsed from high blood pressure right before the new semester.

...She wouldn't be the type to belatedly realize her romantic feelings, would she? I don't mind if she realizes it late, but if it has to be late, I hope it's after graduation.

The vacation ended and a new semester began. First year, second semester—a time when the autumn leaves and snow would be beautiful. Of course, I decided not to think about the fact that even excluding this semester, I still had four more to go.

'Still two years left.'

It's enough to make me sigh, but I'm thankful it's only a three-year program. How terrible would it have been if it were a six-year program like elementary school? I'd have to spend more time at the Academy than I did as a civil servant. At that point, I wouldn't just be an honorary student—I'd be a real one.

So I'm grateful. That's what I decided to think as I endured.

"Next year will be my last."

I turned toward the listless voice to see Margareta resting her chin on her hand, looking in my direction.

It's certainly regrettable. I sometimes forget that Margareta is a year older than those in the pastry club. When Margareta graduates, I'll still have another year left at the Academy.

Come to think of it, once Margareta graduates, I won't be able to rely on the Vice President's office like I do now. Who am I supposed to depend on then?

"Is failing a year impossible?"

If Margareta could just repeat a year, it would be good for me and good for her—a happy solution for everyone. I'm joking, of course.

"My grades have been too good so far. Even if I stopped trying now, it would be difficult."

But I was surprised by her gloomy expression. She genuinely seemed to regret it. Wait, was she actually considering it?

It would certainly be problematic if Margareta really failed a year. If news spread that the precious youngest daughter had failed, the Iron-Blooded Duke might collapse clutching the back of his neck. If he found out I was involved, he might try to kill me.

'I can't afford to stack up more disfavor.'

I've already been told that if I want a marriage arrangement with Margareta, I should come to the Duke's mansion and kneel. If I upset the Iron-Blooded Duke any further, kneeling won't be the end of it.

I can't imagine what comes after kneeling with my limited creativity. The Iron-Blooded Duke spent his fair share of time on battlefields in his day, so he probably knows many extraordinary things.

"Are you sad that I'm graduating before you?"

While I was lost in thought, Margareta asked with a slight smile, which made me chuckle.

"Are you asking something you already know?"
"I want to hear it directly from Kal's lips."

Her boldness made my emerging laughter grow louder. How did someone like her manage to hold back all this time?

"I wish you wouldn't leave first and would stay by my side."

She nodded with satisfaction, which was quite impressive.

'How strange.'

It's not Margareta who's strange. She already declared she would be more proactive and honest.

Rather, I found myself strange. The fact that I could speak so comfortably with Margareta, that my heart felt lighter than expected.

I thought I would maintain some distance for a while even after opening up. Showing my past and getting closer to Margareta were separate matters.

But surprisingly, my heart felt at ease. I was having a friendly conversation with Margareta, exchanging goodwill. It happened so quickly, as if a dam had burst.

'How did I hold back all this time?'

A guy who explodes like this as soon as the opportunity arises somehow managed to endure for two years.

***

I'm used to the Audit Department Head visiting. Before the vacation, wasn't he coming almost daily at the invitation of the Duke's daughter?

The student council room is off-limits to anyone who isn't a council member, especially non-executives, but that's a trivial matter. How dare anyone impose Academy rules on a capable and devoted loyal subject of the Empire?


There's just one small problem—

'When should I go in?'

The dessert in my hand has lost its destination. I wanted to treat the Audit Department Head to something nice to mark the second semester, but after hearing the conversation from the Vice President's office, I don't have the courage to enter.

I certainly know the Duke's daughter has strong feelings for the Audit Department Head. I've observed them closely for months—I'd have to gouge my eyes out and return to nature if I hadn't noticed.

But wasn't the Audit Department Head not usually this warm? What happened during the vacation?

'Whatever.'

I gave up on entering. It's fine to offer the dessert another time. As long as our Audit Department Head is happy, that's what matters. He's my lifelong benefactor, and I sincerely hope he's happy.

As I burned with respect for the Audit Department Head, a business card automatically appeared in a corner of my mind.

No, it's not just any business card. It might have started as one, but after passing through the Audit Department Head's hands, it became a treasure.

"This is wonderful, truly wonderful! You won't have anything to worry about from now on!"

The business card blessed by the Audit Department Head became a powerful letter of recommendation, and my father was overjoyed when he saw it during the vacation.

That's only natural. For a mere viscount family, not a high noble, and especially for a third son who won't inherit the title—my prospects weren't particularly bright. I wouldn't live in poverty, but I couldn't expect a wealthy and respected life either.

But a recommendation from the Audit Department Head, a key figure in the Crown Prince's faction? This meant not only a bright future but a path strewn with flowers. My personal glory was assured, and if things went well, even the Corner family's status could rise.

It's been months since I received the recommendation, but my heart still swells with excitement. Loyalty to the Audit Department Head! He'll be my superior when I enter civil service, so there's no problem in pledging loyalty in advance.

"Demian? What are you doing there?"

While I was pledging loyalty to the Audit Department Head, someone dared to interrupt this sacred act.

Suppressing my displeasure, I turned to see the General Affairs Officer staring blankly at me. Ah, the unchosen youngster.

"It's nothing, don't worry about it. You must be busy preparing for the civil service exam."

With those words, the pen the General Affairs Officer was holding flew toward my neck. If I hadn't dodged, it would have stuck right in.

"I was trying to make sure you'd never speak again."

I felt a surge of anger at the General Affairs Officer clicking his tongue, but quickly regained my composure. A winner should always maintain composure. Why react to every desperate act of a loser?

"The jealousy of a youngster is quite ugly."
"This bastard, seriously."

Seeing him irritably running his hand through his hair, I quietly closed my mouth. I'll tease him after he calms down. If I continue now, he might grab me by the collar.

The second semester of the third year is a sensitive time for student council executives. After this semester, the final one at the Academy, they'll have to take the civil service entrance exam.

If I hadn't received a recommendation, I too would be living in anxiety and sensitivity. Anxiety about whether I could become a civil servant, and the uncertainty of what to do if I failed the exam.

'We were lucky.'

It's not just good for me. It's good for all of us.

"President, I'm curious about something."
"I'll answer anything I can."

What the Audit Department Head said before entering the Vice President's office today:

"How are the other executives?"

When I heard that, I sensed it. An opportunity for my treasure to become our treasure.


"Setting aside our friendship, they're all diligent and excellent."
"That's good news."

The Audit Department Head nodded lightly as he entered the Vice President's office.

He definitely looked satisfied. After three years on the student council, you quickly learn to read people's expressions. It's an ability you naturally acquire when dealing with high noble students.

"You'd pass the exam anyway."
"If I get in through recommendation, doesn't that increase your chances of passing?"

That's why I could provoke him without hesitation. He knows he'll eventually get a recommendation too.

If he were provoking me without knowing about the recommendation, that would be inhumane. I didn't spend the first semester quietly doing student council work for nothing.

But now is my chance, while I have exclusive access to this premium information about the recommendation.

'This damn guy.'

When the Duke's daughter became Vice President, nominally below me, how much did he mock me for being a President serving under the Vice President?

It's time to repay that humiliation and contempt. This too is thanks to the Audit Department Head's grace.

Loyalty to the Audit Department Head!

***

Various voices started to be heard from outside. It was quiet until just now—who else has arrived?

"It's the President and General Affairs Officer's voices."
"That's unexpected. They both seemed like quiet types."

The President with a subordinate (not really a subordinate) like Margareta, and the General Affairs Officer who is effectively the second-in-command (with lots of work) of the student council. Perhaps due to their challenging environments, both generally had quiet personalities. Of course, that was true for the other executives too, except for Margareta.

Listening carefully to the faintly audible conversation, I could tell the President was teabagging the General Affairs Officer. He has quite a way with words.

By the way, I mentioned earlier that I was thinking of kidnapping—no, recommending—the other executives as well.

"They seem close."

If she knows and is saying this, she's just teasing.

"I heard their families have had exchanges since before."
"I see that happens too."

It's just interesting to me because I've never experienced it. The Kracius family also interacted with other Imperial Count families, but I never personally became close with anyone.

Is it just that I lack social skills? Maybe Erich made friends without me knowing.

"Those two are unusual. Despite talk of family exchanges and such, those are ultimately relationships between the heads of families. For the children below, it doesn't really resonate."

I was relieved by Margareta's words. That's good. It's not that I'm strange.

"If they get along well, it would be good to place them in the same department."

As I said this and took out the business card from my pocket, Margareta let out a soft laugh.

"Hehe, that's true. They'll certainly be happy."

I think so too. How happy would they be to skip the troublesome exam and become civil servants right away?

But where would be good for the Disciplinary Department Head? The military department would probably be better than administration?

Your Excellency the Victorious Duke, I'm sending one person your way now...

The Student Council consists of seven officers: the president, vice president, general affairs officer, treasurer, secretary, disciplinary officer, and public relations officer. Except for the vice president, who is the only second-year student, all are graduating students preparing to become civil servants.

This means that six exceptional interns with three years of experience are produced each year. These are interns who have persevered through three years of being pushed around by children from noble families of higher status.

'It's like a horn of plenty.'

While not infinite, six fresh recruits with verified backgrounds and abilities? That's excellent. Why bother with the troublesome process of exams to recruit such people? Just take them directly.

You can't find such a stable supply chain anywhere else. And the Academy, which has existed since the Apels Empire, isn't likely to suddenly collapse.

I'd like to increase the Student Council's numbers to produce more civil servant candidates, but the current council's effectiveness comes from being a small, elite group. Unnecessarily increasing quantity would only decrease quality.

"I'm looking forward to next year's Student Council."
"Don't worry. There are many outstanding individuals among the second-years as well."
"Oh, is that so?"
"If they don't meet Kal's standards, I'll work hard as president to train them properly."

I awkwardly smiled back at her giggling response. With my careless comment, I've just determined the future of second-year students whose faces I don't even know.

Though she said it was conditional on whether they meet my standards, in reality, Margareta will probably work them incredibly hard for a year.

'I'm sorry.'

Still, it's not a bad deal if one year of hardship guarantees decades of security. It might be a bit harsh that their supervising bully is a duke's daughter.

No, thinking positively, they're learning how to read their superior's moods early. Since it's rare to have someone from a ducal family as a superior in any department, they'll definitely build up resilience. That's actually beneficial, right?

"I'll trust Marg."
"I won't disappoint you."

Her words filled me with anticipation. Margareta will do well.

"I'm looking forward to what's ahead."

Next year, we'll have the current president and officers, and the year after, we'll have the officers Margareta has trained. Two consecutive years of excellent new recruits will breathe life into the administration. I'm satisfied.

"Which department are you planning to join, Marg?"

And what I'm most looking forward to is Margareta. As a member of a ducal family who volunteered for the Student Council, how passionate she must be about public service.

"Ah."

But Margareta froze with that short utterance.

Despite her rigid body, her pitifully trembling pupils made me wonder if I had misspoken.

***

If I were alone, I would probably be rolling around hugging my pillow.

"Is it impossible to repeat a year?"

Hehe...

"I wish you wouldn't leave first and would stay by my side."

Hehehehehehe...

'This is the best.'

I barely managed to hold back my melting expression while savoring this happiness. My heart trembles at the thought of showing Kal an embarrassing face if I let my guard down, but even his smallest words are filled with affection for me. It's amazing that I can endure this.

When Kal told me everything in the Capital, I inwardly resolved to wait. Whether it took 1 year or 10 years for Kal's wounds to heal, I would wait. Even if I turned thirty or forty, I would wait by his side.

Because Kal showed me his true self before anyone else. No matter how long it took, he would eventually come to me. So I chose to wait without a timeline.

But Kal looked at me right away.

'I'm happy.'

1 year? 10 years? Kal smiled at me after just one day. Of course, his wounds haven't healed yet. He hasn't forgotten the past either. Nevertheless, Kal showed me his honest self to keep his promise of being sincere with me.

'Kal's true feelings.'

Seeing such warmth, Kal must have had feelings for me too. My efforts weren't in vain.


I have no regrets. I'm truly a happy person.

Now, I'll have about five children with Kal, watch the youngest get married, see all the grandchildren graduate from the Academy, and then I'll have no regrets.

'I could die happy...'

Of course, I'll die after Kal. I can't leave before him.

Ah, but living in a world without Kal would be difficult. Still, I can't cause him more pain, so I'll have to endure.

To live longer than Kal, I should aim for ninety—

"I'm looking forward to next year's Student Council."
"Don't worry. There are many outstanding individuals among the second-years as well."

When I heard Kal's voice as he was signing a business card, I quickly spoke up. Even I was impressed by my quick reflexes.

Anyway, next year, when I'll be president.

'There can't be any flaws.'

I can't disappoint Kal while I'm president. I must, absolutely must, create the best Student Council to satisfy him.

I can do it. My time in the Student Council hasn't been just for show. I've learned how to run the council by watching the current president.

Competent new officials will make things easier for Kal. When Kal has an easier time, he'll have more free time, which means more time to spend with me.

'Let's do this.'

For the sake of our future five children.

"Which department are you planning to join, Marg?"

The passion that had been burning quickly cooled with that one sentence.

Right, Kal thinks I'm becoming a civil servant too.

'I don't need that.'

I have no interest in being a civil servant. I only considered becoming one to get closer to the indifferent Kal.

But when Kal was dispatched to the Academy, there was no longer any need to become a civil servant, and as Kal warmed up to me, it became even more unnecessary. Why would I need to become a civil servant when I've already gotten closer to Kal without it?

How often would I, as a new civil servant, get to see Kal, the head of the Audit Department? Even if we did see each other, we couldn't have personal conversations during work hours. It would be more beneficial to manage Kal's mansion or domain instead.

'What should I do?'

Kal is expecting Student Council members to become civil servants. In this situation, would it be acceptable for me, the president, not to become one?

"Thanks to Marg, someone lost the opportunity to become a civil servant."

No, that won't work. He might think I'm a villainess who ruined someone's future with my personal whims.

Then should I leave the Student Council before graduation?

"So the Student Council was just a pastime for Marg."

That won't work either. He might think I'm a frivolous woman who lacks perseverance and can't behave properly.

Then should I just grit my teeth and become a civil servant? It was a lie that you can't get married right after becoming a civil servant, right?

"I was hoping Marg would take care of the domain as the lady of the house, but that's unfortunate."

Ah, oh no...

As my thoughts started flowing in a negative direction, everything became frightening. Whatever I think about, I feel like I'll disappoint Kal.

What should I do? What's the right answer? Since he asked which department I'm going to, does that mean I should become a civil servant?

"Marg?"
"Ah, yes. Did you call me, Kal?"

When I hurriedly answered, Kal looked at me with a mysterious gaze. Don't look at me like that, please don't look at me with those eyes...

When I unconsciously lowered my head, I heard Kal's voice from above.


"Perhaps you have no interest in becoming a civil servant?"

My body trembled at those words that hit heavily inside my chest. He figured it out without me saying anything directly. As expected, Kal and I are connected in heart...

No, that's not it. Stop escaping in strange directions.

"...Yes, that's right."

After much deliberation, I carefully nodded. I decided to be honest with Kal since he was honest with me. I made that commitment, so I can't hide something like this.

As soon as I answered, I lowered my gaze. I was too afraid to directly see what expression Kal was making.

"That's a relief."

Huh?

When I slightly raised my head at the unexpected response, I saw Kal smiling.

"I didn't particularly want to recommend becoming a civil servant anyway."
"R-Really?"

Coming from someone who had just been earnestly writing recommendation letters, the credibility was somewhat lacking.

"If being a civil servant was the only path, that would be different, but that's not the case for you, is it?"

But Kal seemed to be speaking sincerely. As if he was truly relieved that I wasn't choosing to become a civil servant.

"If you can avoid it, it's better not to do it."

There was a hint of wistfulness in Kal's eyes as he said those words.

***

After some coaxing and comforting, the hesitant Margareta finally regained her spirits. Did she really think I would be disappointed?

'It's actually a relief.'

While I was interested in Margareta's civil service career, that was only because she seemed genuinely passionate about becoming a civil servant. But it's better to avoid becoming one if possible.

I'm already struggling in real-time, so why would I want Margareta to enter this den of demons too? If she were in a position where she needed to worry about her career, that would be different, but she's the beloved youngest daughter of a duke!

No matter how many times I think about it, it's best to avoid becoming a civil servant if possible. Except for those like me who have already stepped into the den, and those prospective civil servants out there.

"Your gloomy appearance matches your dark personality."
"The only thing dark here is your future, you unchosen one."
"It's not 'one,' it's 'she,' you know?"

So how long are you two going to fight?

I was about to return to the club room and had reached the door, but the noise from outside prevented me from opening it.

It seemed the president's eloquent verbal attacks had gradually eroded the general affairs officer's mental fortitude, eventually leading to a physical confrontation. I could clearly hear the sounds of collar-grabbing and hair-pulling.

They do seem to get along well in their own way. The fact that they've been like this for three years and still continue suggests an unusual relationship.

"Marg, I'll be heading out now."

When I deliberately spoke loud enough for those beyond the door to hear, even the UFC match stopped. It was entertaining to listen, but now I should leave.

"Audit Department Head, are you leaving?"
"Yes."

When I opened the door, the president greeted me with a calm face and neat appearance. As if nothing had happened.

But looking closely, her collar area was disheveled, and her hair was strangely floating as if it had been pulled by something.

And compared to the general affairs officer who was bowing her head behind the president, the president looked more miserable.

'So you lost.'

She was more focused on verbal skills than physical ones.

When I turned my gaze back to the general affairs officer, I noticed her shoulders trembling slightly despite her bowed head. She still seemed agitated.

It looks like a second round might break out if I just leave, so I should hand over the recommendation letter right away.

"Thanks to the angry treasurer, we avoided the disaster of the president being turned into 'Brilliant President Fragments x 8.' It would've been a hassle to collect all those pieces anyway."

"Siri Darred, is that right?"
"Yes, that's correct!"
"I wrote it properly then. Take this."
"Thank you!"

Her enthusiastic voice, like a private standing before a division commander, gave me a sense of satisfaction. If someone this passionate joins the Ministry of Finance, my future would be much easier. Even better if they join the Audit Department.

The treasurer, who accepted my business card with both hands while bowing her head, looked happy to anyone watching. Her shoulders, which had been trembling with anger earlier, were now trembling for a different reason. Being the second daughter of a viscount family must have put her in an awkward position where she wouldn't normally receive recommendation letters from anyone.

'Now this is what a new recruit should be like.'

Genuinely happy over such a small opportunity. You must grow up normally. It would be truly sad if such a fresh recruit underwent a dark evolution like the Section Chief trio of departments 1, 2, and 3.

"I've seen the student council's efforts and abilities up close, so I know them well. I've been meaning to give you a recommendation letter for a while now, and I'm glad you like it."
"It's an honor! I will never forget this kindness!"

What kindness? I should be the one thanking you.

"I asked the president to keep this a secret, so don't feel too hurt."

I patted the president's shoulder as I spoke, and the treasurer nodded repeatedly. This should prevent any potential second round of conflict.

The president may have been a bit too flowery with his words, but how could I miss this golden opportunity for some teabagging? I understand, when I was his age, I was also like tha—

'Shit.'

I bit my lip slightly at the terrible thought that naturally came to mind. We're only two years apart, what am I saying? I'm still young myself.

My mind is aging faster than my actual age. I need to pull myself together; I can't become a young old-timer.

"Here are recommendation letters for the other officers."

Suppressing my miserable feelings, I handed four business cards to the president. I had already given one to the treasurer. If I delay giving them to the other officers, they might misunderstand and think they're being passed over.

These are talented individuals who will serve the empire for decades to come; I can't let them get hurt over something trivial. I trust the president will handle this by the end of today.

"I'll deliver them properly."
"Good."

Even if the president forgets, the treasurer is watching, so there's no need to worry. Besides, it's not something he can eat and run away with, so it should reach its rightful owners.

With that, I left the student council room, escorted by the president, the treasurer, and Margareta, who had somehow emerged from the vice president's office.

'It's quiet.'

And thankfully, the treasurer didn't grab the president by the collar as soon as I left.

That's a relief. If prospective civil servants fought and got hurt, it would be a loss for the nation. Your bodies no longer belong to you; they belong to the state now.

While returning to the club room, I took out my communication device in a relatively deserted area.

- An alliance?
"If you want to put it grandly, yes."

It's important to quickly handle important ideas before forgetting them.

Of course, I could have done this in the club room, but after distributing recommendation letters to the current student council and hearing Margareta's promise to definitely nurture next year's council, I couldn't just sit still.

When raw gems are lying on the ground, they should be collected professionally; picking them up alone is inefficient. How unfair would it be if, due to such inefficient methods, we failed to secure prospective slaves—no, prospective civil servants?

So I proposed to the Minister: why not create a system where student council members automatically enter civil service through a partnership with the Academy?

"The student council members want to enter civil service anyway, and we benefit from having more new recruits, don't we?"
- That's true.


Despite his words, the Minister's expression was indifferent. As if saying, "Things are working fine as they are, why bother changing them?"

That fiery man has become a complete paper-pusher after sitting at a desk for two years. He doesn't want to touch anything that doesn't absolutely need to be touched. Where did that passionate section chief who once punched me in the jaw in front of the department head go?

"These kids have been aiming to become officials—do they really need to take an exam?"

I continued speaking, as I still needed the Minister's approval. Already, people with no experience can become civil servants just with a recommendation letter. Would it be a problem to give a free pass to those who've spent three years in the student council?

- They'll become officials even if we leave them alone, so there's no need to create such a system.

Though he didn't say it directly, the Minister's expression clearly said, "There's no problem, but it's a hassle."

It's certainly not a simple matter. Since it involves the Academy, the Ministry of Education would get involved, and since it's about regularly bringing in new recruits, it needs to be properly documented. It's not impossible, but extremely troublesome.

On the other hand, if we leave things as they are with officials entering through exams, the existing system is sufficient, and if someone really wants to bypass the exam, they can distribute recommendation letters directly like I did.

But that won't do. With such a haphazard approach, we might miss raw gems—

- Hey.
"Yes?"

As I was about to start speaking again, the Minister spoke first.

- How many do you have left?

I was momentarily speechless at the Minister's calm question. Damn, he had to ask that at this timing.

"...About seventy left."
- Ha.

After stammering a few times, I finally answered, and the Minister's scoffing sound came through.

- Don't tell me you still believe it?
"No, why are you suddenly bringing that up?"

I hate him. I hate that man for bringing up a topic I was deliberately trying not to think about.

My hands and feet are trembling, but there's nothing I can do since we're communicating remotely.

- Sometimes I can't tell if you're lacking intelligence or if your mind is just pure.
"Just say I have too much faith."

And damn it, lacking intelligence and having a pure mind mean the same thing!

'Damn it.'

I sighed and ran my hand through my hair irritably.

I know. I know I'm clinging to something meaningless, something that can't be trusted.

"Neglecting talented individuals is a sin against the empire. If you bring in people who could replace the Audit Department Head... yes, about a hundred people, then I might consider it."

In the past, when I pretended to be crazy and bypassed the Minister to send my resignation directly to the Crown Prince. Those were the Crown Prince's words to me that day.

The Crown Prince, who laughed at my resignation letter, made me a deal. Or to be honest, it was more like mockery. Even if I really brought a hundred people, the Crown Prince would change his words to "The Audit Department Head can be replaced by two hundred people, not one hundred."

I know well. I know that what I heard was just an empty promise, like telling a child throwing a tantrum, "If you're good this year, I'll buy it for you." But a desperate person wants to cling to something. And I'm desperate...

- How did you manage to find thirty in the meantime?
"All from the Academy. The Academy is quite good, you know."

Since the Minister had already seen through me, I decided to be frank. Besides the student council, I had some fun during the last practical exam.

Yes, this alliance proposal is full of personal motives. I wanted to automatically recruit prospective civil servants from the Academy to reach that hundred. Is that wrong? Am I the only one benefiting? It's a win-win for everyone.


The student council members become civil servants without stress, I get my subordinate positions filled quickly so my retirement comes sooner, and the Crown Prince gets new slaves. How wonderful.

Unfortunately, the Minister doesn't seem to be included in that "everyone."

- I'll consider it, so just stay put.

Saying he'll consider it is just another way of telling me to shut up because I'm being noisy.

"I understand."

But what can I do? When the person who needs to approve is immovable, there's no way around it.

I'll have to continue writing recommendation letters myself. Still, I should be able to reach a hundred before graduation.

My communication with the Minister lasted until club time. To be honest, more than half of that time was probably me pathetically begging.

Still, it's an unkind thing. After all I've done for the Ministry of Finance and the empire, they won't grant me this one favor.

'Just wasted time.'

It's already time for club members to gather in the club room. Surely they haven't caused any trouble in the meantime? If they did something strange to celebrate the start of the second semester, I might break down in tears from frustration.

When I was in the Capital, I had Margareta, the butler, and the Section Chief of Department 4, so I could relax even when away briefly. Those good times are gone now.

'Good times?'

Come to think of it, it's strange. Has my work environment deteriorated so much that being in the Capital with club members counts as "good times"?

I shook my head slightly to clear my thoughts. There's no point in taking the red pill and facing the truth; it'll only make me miserable.

...Though it seems something miserable is already happening.

'What is it this time?'

As I got closer to the club room, an unidentifiable noise grew louder. An ominous sign that something had happened.

My steps naturally quickened. If those kids are raising their voices in an argument, it could lead to a diplomatic dispute.

"Oh, Advisor! You're here!"

But when I opened the door, Lyutis greeted me with a teacup in hand.

"You're unusually late today."
"I had some business to attend to."

Quickly scanning the club room, I saw it wasn't what I feared. They were just normally enjoying snacks and chatting among themselves.

'Making me worry for nothing.'

I felt foolish for rushing here in alarm.

"Ah, we used the snacks that were already in the club room. There wasn't time to make new ones."
"That's fine. They're there to be eaten."

Were those leftovers from what was served to Villar and Perosa? It doesn't matter; they'd get stale over time anyway.

"Haha, thank you. We're all celebrating Luise getting rejected, so I really didn't have time to make anything."

...?
What celebration?

With those words, Lyutis shrugged and turned his gaze to one side, where Luise sat with a reddened face and darting eyes.

'What's going on?'

What happened while I was away?

# The Capital's Return

As soon as I returned to the Academy from the Capital, I went straight to the dormitory. Once inside, I found myself automatically lying down on the bed. I feel dazed. This is the first time I've ever felt so unwilling to move.

It feels like I've learned something I shouldn't have known. There's no going back now. If I hadn't learned the truth, perhaps things would be different, but now that I know, I can never return to how things were before.

"When taking another wife, you can't marry someone of higher status than the first wife."

Those words Irina spoke at my brother's mansion. That simple sentence struck powerfully in my mind. It's something I simply cannot forget or overlook.

I never imagined it was possible to have multiple wives. My father only had my mother as his wife, and the same was true for other families we associated with. So I naturally assumed monogamy was the norm. That was the world I lived in.

But thinking about it carefully, all those families were viscounts or lower. As a baronial family, the Naiad Barony wouldn't have occasion to interact with high nobility like counts or above. How could I possibly know what kind of families those high nobles maintained?

"Brother is practically guaranteed to become an Imperial Count and a Minister with time. It wouldn't be strange for him to have multiple wives."

I think I nodded mindlessly at those words. My brother, destined to become a Count—and not just any Count, but an Imperial Count directly serving His Majesty the Emperor. Moreover, considering his age, his appointment as a Minister is also assured.

With such high status and position, it wouldn't be strange for my brother to have multiple wives. When I heard those words, I nearly burst into tears.

I thought it was too late. I only realized my feelings after seeing my brother grow close to the Duke's daughter. I thought I had no chance. Even if I had realized earlier, I didn't think I could compete with the Duke's daughter who had developed feelings before me.

If that's the case, I wish I had never realized it at all. If I had never known my feelings for my brother, I wouldn't be suffering like this. How much I cried inside during that moment.

'It's not too late.'

Having multiple wives can't be that unusual. If there are customs in place for the first wife, it must be a common practice. Then, then I could also...

When I placed my hand on my chest, I could feel it beating wildly, more than usual. I'm also set to inherit a title. Though inferior compared to my brother and the Duke's daughter, I can still become one of the titled nobility. Then I wouldn't be unworthy of becoming an Imperial Count's wife.

Wondering if perhaps Irina might be mistaken, I even contacted Father. As someone with a title, he would surely know for certain.

"That's correct. The world of high nobility is complex, so marriage isn't simple either."

She was right. Irina, a count's daughter, and Father, a titled noble. They both expressed the same opinion. With this cross-verification, it can't be wrong.

"Um, Father."
"What is it?"
"How do you feel about having multiple wives?"

Despite finding my sudden question strange, Father answered.

He said that when nobles marry, they have their reasons, and taking a new wife requires the consent of existing wives, so it's not something others should concern themselves with.

"So don't think of it as too strange."
"Ah, yes."

Fortunately, Father didn't seem negative about having multiple wives. Still, just to be safe, I should refrain from saying that I want to be one of those wives.

After all, Father told me not to think of it as strange. He said everyone has their reasons. He'll understand. I'm sure he will.

So I shouldn't hesitate. I almost lost my brother because I wasn't honest with myself. Having miraculously received another chance, I can't let it slip away.

I need to be brave. To be with my brother. For that—

'The consent of the existing wife.'


Not only do I need my brother's love, but I also need the Duke's daughter's consent.

I dredged up all my past memories. Had I ever been disrespectful to the Duke's daughter? Had I ever offended her?

'...Nothing?'

There was that time when the Duke's daughter scolded me, but apart from that, nothing significant happened. Rather, we could be described as having an ordinary senior-junior relationship.

But that's just my perspective. The Duke's daughter might secretly find me disagreeable.

My heart started racing again, but for a different reason. If I fail to receive my brother's love because of my inadequacy, that's one thing, but if I can't become his wife due to the Duke's daughter's opposition, I might cry until I'm exhausted to death.

'I mustn't offend her.'

I absolutely must not offend her. If I focus only on my brother and end up offending the Duke's daughter, it won't just be me who falls apart. My brother and the Duke's daughter might even fight.

'I should stay quiet for now.'

It's true that my brother and the Duke's daughter have grown closer. The problem is that they haven't yet formed an official relationship like an engagement.

The de facto first and the official first are different. If I show interest in my brother before they're engaged, I'll directly face the Duke's daughter's anger. She might think I'm trying to steal the position of first wife.

"You thieving cat!"

Imagining the Duke's daughter grabbing my head and shaking it mercilessly made me break out in a cold sweat.

In truth, I don't want to stay quiet. Every time I see my brother and the Duke's daughter getting along well, I feel envious. I want to love my brother like the Duke's daughter does. I want to be loved by my brother.

But if I act before the Duke's daughter becomes his official fiancée, I'll receive something other than love. So I must endure. Rushing could ruin everything.

"I wish they'd get engaged soon."

A desperate wish that escaped my lips without me realizing.

Honestly, I think they will soon. Maybe within this year? Surely not after the Duke's daughter graduates?

Since facing the Duke's daughter's anger would leave me with no future, I must refrain from showing my feelings to my brother for now. But that doesn't mean I should do nothing.

Rather, there's something I need to do quickly before showing my feelings to my brother.

'I can't delay any longer.'

All this time, trapped in the past, I deliberately ignored the affection from club members. Using trauma as a shield, I nonchalantly did things I shouldn't have done. It was cowardly and foolish. What's even more cowardly is that I developed feelings for someone else.

My resolve to choose no one and treat everyone equally has crumbled. In such a situation, treating club members as before would be highly disrespectful. I was already being disrespectful, but I can't commit an even greater offense.

My heart is already elsewhere, and I can't accept the feelings of the club members. Continuing to leave them hanging would be too cruel.

So I waited until school reopened. I waited for club time when everyone could naturally gather. Thankfully, even my brother, who was usually always in the club room, was absent, perhaps with Professor Enes's help.

"Luise, is something wrong?"
"You look a bit down."

Along with the relief that my brother wasn't there, guilt also welled up. These kids who worry about me like this—I've been ignoring them all this time. And now I have to push them away.

'I'm sorry.'


I'm truly sorry.

Now I must tell them everything. That I deliberately pretended not to notice their goodwill. That I knew but turned away. That I'm sorry for only saying this now.

I even have to tell them that I can't accept their feelings.

It's late. These words come far too late. But never saying them would be disrespectful to these children...

'Respect?'

Suddenly, I felt self-loathing. Do I have the right to use the word "respect"? It sounds like I'm being considerate of the club members. It looks like I'm acting for their sake.

No. I'm not doing this for them. I'm just doing this because I feel uncomfortable. If I hadn't realized my feelings for my brother, I might have kept my mouth shut forever.

And yet I shamelessly act as if I'm being considerate. I'm cowardly and selfish until the very end.

My head drooped weakly. I couldn't face the club members directly.

"Lady Luise."

Ainter's voice seemed to reprimand me, making my body tremble. How remarkable I am, a mere baronial lady being scolded by a prince.

"Please speak comfortably."

But Ainter's words were far from a reprimand.

"I don't know what circumstances Lady Luise has, or what she wants to say. Regrettably, I don't have the ability to read minds."

Ainter let out a small laugh and continued speaking. Warmly, as if trying to reassure me.

"So I'm curious about what Lady Luise has to say. I'm ready to listen to whatever it is."

At those words, I cautiously raised my head to see Ainter smiling.

"Your Highness, you're not particularly eloquent."
"I'll take that as part of what you wanted to say."
"Haha, Brother Ainter isn't usually talkative. But practice makes perfect, you know."
"Erich, why are you just standing there?"
"Unlike you all, I'm an Imperial."

The conversation behind Ainter made me laugh involuntarily.

They're exaggerating to cheer me up. It's so obvious. Even in a play, they wouldn't talk like that.

"Um..."

After seeing them like this, I can't hesitate anymore.

"I have something to say."

Saying this might earn me hatred instead of goodwill. It might even break up the club.

"Actually, all this time, I've been pretending not to know while knowing."

But I should say it. Just like I did with my brother.

Lady Luise carefully, perhaps even dramatically, opened her mouth. How curious it was that a single word could instantly draw the attention of all five pairs of eyes.

Of course, we would never ignore Lady Luise's words, but her statement about knowingly pretending not to know something was an unsettling beginning.

Naturally, no one was tactless enough to interrupt Lady Luise after she had finally gathered her courage. Right now, hearing what she wanted to say took priority over minor questions.

"I had an older sister."

Fortunately, perhaps encouraged by our silence, Lady Luise continued. Thanks to her words about having had a sister, we could predict the outcome.

And sadly, that prediction was correct. Strangely, negative predictions rarely miss the mark. How cruel Lord Enen can be to humans.

A frail Lady Luise, attention focused on her, her sister relatively neglected, and then a tragic death.

Losing a family member at such a young age was enough to deeply traumatize Lady Luise. Enough to make her feel uncomfortable with someone monopolizing love. Enough to believe everyone should be treated equally.

'So that was it.'

In truth, I had noticed that Lady Luise had drawn a faint line between us. How could I not? It wasn't just a day or two—I had shown her my affection for an entire semester. And for an entire semester, I was blocked.

Not just me, but also Young Master Erich, Prince Lyutis, Prince Laterre, and Tanian—all of us. If it had been just me, I might not have seen it objectively, but when others were also held at bay, I couldn't help but notice. Lady Luise had drawn a line for all of us.

That's why I refrained from approaching Lady Luise too aggressively. It's not proper to force oneself upon a lady who has clearly drawn a line. Doing so would only darken that faint line and deepen whatever wounds Lady Luise might be carrying.

I intended to hover nearby as a fellow club member and close friend, waiting for Lady Luise to open her heart. The problem was that four others had the same idea.

'So it's come to this.'

With competitors sharing the same thoughts, we kept each other in check behind the scenes. So busy checking each other that none of us grew closer to Lady Luise.

We built friendship. I can confidently say we became close friends. But none of us became someone close and comfortable enough for Lady Luise to share what she had been keeping inside.

And if Lady Luise spoke first in that state—

"I'm sorry, it's too late, but I wanted to tell you now."

It was essentially a declaration that she wasn't opening her heart to someone, but firmly pushing everyone away.

Just now, she apologized for not telling us until now, not promising to change in the future. The line Lady Luise had drawn would remain valid. In fact, now that she had officially declared it, the line had become even more distinct.

Anyone could understand that fact. That's why only silence lingered in this place. Both us, rejected before even confessing, and Lady Luise, who rejected before even receiving a confession.

I looked down at Lady Luise, who had lowered her head and was trembling. Did she think we would be angry? Did she imagine us shouting that she had been pretending not to know all this time, or that she wouldn't get away with treating us like this?

It would be a lie to say my heart didn't ache. But well, we hadn't exactly done anything right either.

"Thank you, Lady Luise."

If anything, our sin of failing to become reliable men for the woman we liked was greater.

"It must have been difficult to speak up. Thank you for telling us everything."

So what we should show is not the anger of rejected suitors, but the comforting presence of friends for someone who had the courage to apologize.

...Is this really us?

Glancing behind me, I saw the other four with composed expressions. Well, they were probably just pretending to be composed.

'Even in this, we're similar.'

I felt like laughing. We all harbored feelings for the same person, all tried to hover around her in the same way. We had the same thoughts about checking each other, and now even our thoughts after rejection were similar.

We only met this year, yet why are our hearts so in sync? It's quite strange. Are they perhaps my long-lost brothers?

"Since Lady Luise has been honest, shall I share my secret too?"

I spoke gently with a slight smile. What's important now is comforting Lady Luise, who refuses to lift her head.


We need to show that we're not bothered by the rejection. We should create an atmosphere of gratitude for sharing something difficult.

"Actually, my relationship with my older brother is rather awkward."

A startled face greeted me. She must be surprised that I spoke so casually about imperial matters. Still, I succeeded in dispelling Lady Luise's guilt, so that's fine.

Mentioning the Crown Prince does concern me slightly, but I only said we were awkward, not that my life was threatened, so this should be within safe boundaries.

"Since I've spoken, it's the others' turn now."
"I don't have any secrets."
"Neither do I."
"I shouldn't have spoken first."

Their quick evasion made me burst into laughter. Our hearts truly are in sync. This is how we lighten the mood.

As I started laughing first, Prince Lyutis followed suit. Yes, Prince Lyutis is always the first to join such atmospheres.

"I've never lost since picking up a sword, but this is my first loss to Luise."
"I-I'm sorry..."
"Nothing to be sorry about. Rejecting an undesirable suitor is your natural right."

That must be Prince Lyutis's way of comforting her. A rather unique form of comfort.

"I'm actually grateful you told us honestly. It would be sad for both parties if you couldn't reject someone you didn't like."

Prince Lyutis's naturally bright expression seemed even brighter. As if his words weren't mere comfort but contained genuine sincerity.

"One-sided love is futile after all."
"Rarely do we think alike."

Prince Laterre, who had been silent, responded to Prince Lyutis's words.

"If you hadn't pushed us away out of consideration for our feelings, that would have been more problematic. How long could we have stayed together without knowing each other's hearts?"

Yes, that's right. At least this way, we can remain friends after clearing the air, but if we had continued not knowing each other's feelings, we would have had an ambiguous relationship until graduation.

Unconsciously, my gaze turned to Young Master Erich and Tanian. The two princes had said nice things, so it was their turn now.

"I feel the same way."
"Everything's been said already, so I have nothing to add."

What a shame.

Afterward, we had a hard time consoling Lady Luise, who was crying her eyes out.

She looked so pitiful, sobbing and saying she was sorry and thankful. She seemed about to faint if we didn't comfort her quickly. Actually, I'm the one who wants to cry. But as a prince, I can't cry, so I'll think of Lady Luise as crying on my behalf.

"The second semester is starting off dramatically."

At Young Master Erich's words, Luise, who had stopped crying, blushed bright red. It certainly was dramatic.

"It's a day worth commemorating. The day five of us got rejected simultaneously."
"I see Armein has such customs."

Commemorating rejection—not a particularly pleasant custom.

But Prince Lyutis, undeterred by such reactions, rummaged through the club room and said:

"Today isn't just about rejection. It's the day Luise showed us her true heart and we became closer."

I'm amazed at such positive thinking and interpretation.

Right, Prince Lyutis isn't exactly normal. But that's why I like him.

"It's a shame our faculty advisor isn't here, but let's start among ourselves."


We decided to proceed with an unheard-of "rejection commemoration tea party"—something I wouldn't know how to explain if the head of the Audit Department showed up. Everyone seems out of their minds, perhaps from the shock of rejection.

"It's been a while since we ate in the club room."

Of course, I'm the same.

***

Ainter explained the situation to me, substituting for Lyutis who had gone to refill the tea.

"...I see."

At times like this, my mind goes blank.

When he said "rejection commemoration," I thought it was a joke. I thought he was exaggerating about having a proposal to go somewhere rejected.

No, damn it, but this is real.

'What the hell.'

This was unexpected. I knew these idiots weren't making progress with Luise. I was afraid there would be no news until graduation.

But I never imagined an early ending where Luise rejects them all before they even confess. How could anyone imagine that? It's insane.

Could this be part of the original story too? Is this how it's supposed to flow? Is this a story where Luise opens her heart, moved by these idiots who don't give up after being rejected once?

'That can't be right.'

If she were the type to be moved by their persistence, Luise would have been moved dozens of times by now. These guys have been steadfast despite all their mutual checking.

I glanced at Luise, who quickly lowered her head.

"You did well."

I patted Luise's shoulder while trying to organize my confused thoughts. I might be going crazy because of this unexpected early ending, but Luise becoming honest is still something to celebrate.

The trauma that consumed half of Luise's life. It means she finally shared that trauma with others. Now she just needs to move forward.

'I didn't expect it to turn out like this.'

I thought the person Luise would share her trauma with would be one of the five. I thought it would be an event where Luise chooses one when she falls in love.

But there was no choice—she shared with everyone and rejected everyone.

"Thank you, brother."

Luise carefully raised her head and answered with a grin. Seeing that, my worries felt pointless.

'As long as she's happy.'

For now, let's just be happy about escaping trauma.

"Indeed."

As I absentmindedly patted Luise's shoulder, I heard Ainter's exclamation beside me.

Turning my gaze, I saw Ainter stroking his chin with a smile.

"So that's why."
'What?'

I'm about to lose my mind, so please don't drop cryptic hints and just say it.

But Ainter, unaware of my burning impatience, turned his gaze to Erich.

With a very sympathetic look.

After the insane event known as the "Rejection Celebration Tea Party," the atmosphere in the club had changed from before.

Whether they were trying to maintain their final dignity as nobles, the rejected fools showed no resentment or ugliness toward Luise.

In fact, I expected them to cling to her with lingering feelings, but they just acted like normal friends. As if there had never been any romantic feelings between them.

'It's the same.'

Come to think of it, there's not much difference from before the rejection. These idiots, how have they been living that things are similar before and after being rejected? This hardly even qualifies as a rejection.

Still, there were definitely some changes.

"To be honest, now that I can say it, they weren't tasty."
"The macarons were decent, but the cookies were completely..."

While there was no resentment, the members no longer needed to be considerate, so they began to burst out with things they'd been silent about. That the things you made were honestly not delicious.

Until now, they had kept their mouths shut out of final consideration for their romantic interest, but now their position had changed from love interest to friend. And friends speak directly without sugarcoating.

When the words that had accumulated over a semester exploded, the force was considerable. Looking at it carefully, it was almost like a presidential hearing. It seemed like they were demanding, 'How are you the club president with those skills?'

'Is this revenge for being rejected?'

Are you sure you don't have any lingering resentment? I thought you didn't, but seeing you now makes me quite doubtful.

"I-I can make them delicious if I do it properly!"
"I see. And I could surpass the Magic-Ending Duke as a magician if I did things properly."

Luise's trembling defense was instantly refuted by Laterre.

Indeed, it's hard for people to believe when you just make claims without showing results. Anyone can talk.

"You said the macarons were decent! That's because I made them properly!"
"Perhaps the lady only practiced macarons?"
'Wow.'

You guys must have been holding back a lot. How are you not backing down at all and immediately countering?

From the beginning, I ate everything Luise made anyway.

'Empty wagons make the most noise.'

Maybe their stomachs are empty, so their voices are louder. How dare those who barely ate anything at the beginning of the semester and then avoided her food. If Luise gets hurt and gives up her pastry dreams, my human feed will disappear.

"Fine. I'll make them properly, so wait."

Fortunately, Luise had more pride in her pastry-making than I thought. Her spirit wasn't broken; rather, she seemed to have her pride wounded as she tremblingly took out the flour.

Her angry appearance, but objectively speaking, it was no different from a cat hissing, so it wasn't threatening at all. Even when angry, a capybara only reaches the level of a cat...

"This is working."
"Now we can eat something properly made."

I deliberately ignored the other members whispering behind me. Didn't you give up your feelings too quickly? You did like her, right?

It's surprising how rapidly they changed their stance, but I'm glad they're not being clingy. If Luise, who had just overcome her trauma, were to be obsessed over by someone, she would shrink back again.

Those guys probably know that too, which is why they're acting this way. They want Luise to stay cheerful.

'They're so normal when it's not about romance.'

Now that the category has changed from romance to friendship, their consideration has quickly revived. If their romantic awareness had been half as good as it is now, someone might have ended up with Luise.

Of course, that's all in the past. It can't be undone, and the parties involved don't seem to want to undo it either.

"The president's skills will be exposed today."
"A pastry club president who can't make pastries is a bit... Who should be the next president?"
"Since there are five of us, let's take turns each semester."

Only those with absolutely no lingering feelings could say such things. You guys are quite skilled at teabagging.

Even Erich was among them.

'Is this what I worked for?'

I felt like crying. I did my best. I can proudly say I didn't hold back on giving advice within my capabilities. I didn't make that effort to see my brother getting friend-zoned by the girl he likes and then giggling about it.

Suppressing a sigh that was about to burst out, I turned my gaze to Luise. She looked angry, but the corners of her mouth were turned up.

I turned my gaze back to the idiots. They seemed quite happy too.

'I guess it doesn't matter.'


Right, this is what they chose, isn't it? Luise decided to reject them all, and the rest accepted that decision. And afterward, they decided to remain friends rather than strangers. This is all what these children chose.

As a third party, I don't need to look down on them. I don't have the right to. They made their decisions with their own courage, so who am I to interfere?

'This seems better now.'

Is it just my imagination that they seem closer now that they've all been rejected than when they were gathered to pursue Luise?

Luise no longer has anything to hide, and the other members don't restrain or check each other. Since everyone has shown their hearts, they're cheerfully just students of that age.

'This is how a club should be.'

This form, built on friendship, is the best. At least they won't do strange things to impress Luise.

Yes, let's just endure for 2.5 more years.

2.5 years.

'Shit.'

The best option is still for them to return home early. I just compromised with myself.

To make such a dirty compromise, when did I become such a cowardly adult?

Contrary to expectations, the fervor to impeach the president grew stronger.

"...Properly?"
"T-this can't be right...?"

The cookies that Luise confidently presented unfortunately produced results inversely proportional to her confidence.

Still, unlike before, everyone ate the cookies properly. That's a positive process.

"They don't taste good."
"They're ordinarily not tasty."

But they didn't taste good. That's a negative result.

No, more than that, what does "ordinarily not tasty" mean? What were they like until now?

Unable to hide her bewilderment, Luise hurriedly put a cookie in her mouth, only to freeze. So they don't taste good to you either.

I carefully ate a cookie too.

'It's fine.'

Of course, it was fine for me. It seems a bit different from before, but this much is nothing.

***

No matter how foolish and cowardly I am, I have the awareness necessary as a noble. I know that although the members seem to be criticizing me on the surface, their intentions are full of warm consideration.

Then I should ride on that consideration. It's embarrassing to rely on the consideration of children I recently rejected, but I should accept it.

So I worked hard. Not cookies full of experimental spirit, not health cookies that only my brother ate, but proper cookies.

Now when they eat these cookies, everyone will be amazed. And the play full of consideration will end there.

Yes, that's definitely how it should have been, but...

"......"
"No, this is..."

The reaction is strange. They're eating, but their expressions aren't good.

This isn't like the joke from earlier. They look genuinely confused and perplexed.

"...Properly?"
"T-this can't be right...?"

This can't be right. I'm confident in pastry-making. Everyone ate the macarons I made for Irina deliciously, and I properly made the cookies my brother gave to the princess.

It's just that I used unconventional ingredients, but if I try to make them properly, I can definitely do it. This isn't baseless confidence. I've definitely done it properly until now.

Calming my trembling hands, I carefully put one in my mouth.

'They don't taste good.'

If no one were here, I'd want to close my eyes immediately at this taste. I naturally thought I made them well and didn't taste them, but I didn't expect this outcome.

Could my hands have stiffened during the break? Is that why I failed at such simple pastry-making?

Or did my body refuse to make them properly because I've never given these guys proper cookies?


'Then it's my fault.'

I've failed. Instead of showing gratitude to the members who wrapped me in consideration, I betrayed them.

At this timing, I should have given them proper cookies. That's how the play should have ended.

"Who wants to be president?"

In the suffocating silence, Lyutis opened his mouth, but even he seemed confused. His smiling expression was awkward, and his pupils were trembling.

No one responded to Lyutis's words. No one had expected this situation.

"It's better if the current person continues."

My brother broke the silence that had returned.

"If the president changes, we have to submit a new list. That would be troublesome for me."
"Oh my, we didn't consider the advisor's position."

Lyutis quickly responded to my brother's words, as if he had found an escape hole.

"Well, someone with experience would do better."
"It's better than last semester. The improving appearance is just right for a president. Indeed."

My face heated up at the words that followed.

It's embarrassing, no matter what, I don't like this kind of consideration...

"Since everyone agrees, Luise is the only choice for president."

Just as my head was about to bow, my brother patted my shoulder.

Although my brother did it casually, that light action made my heart race wildly.

I barely suppressed the corners of my mouth from twitching. Not yet. It's too early to show my feelings to my brother. I decided to wait until the engagement ceremony with the princess.

'But smiling is fine.'

Wouldn't it be stranger if I suddenly became serious only in front of my brother?

Yes, that's definitely the case. I used to smile often in front of my brother.

Yes, I'm not confessing. I'm just smiling.

"Thank you, brother."

So I'm not trying to get ahead of the princess.

***

When I let go of my feelings and took a step back, my vision finally broadened.

'I only realized this now.'

The look in Luise's eyes when she looked at the advisor was different from when she looked at us. To only now realize such a clear difference.

A knight protects a lady. Yet I failed to properly understand the heart of the lady closest to me.

"My, Luise begged so desperately. I'm afraid she might compete with the advisor."
"Cleanly challenge, cleanly accept defeat. That's an Armein knight."
"So if I lose, I must acknowledge it. Though it's best if that doesn't happen."

I recalled the conversation I had with the advisor during the fair. Perhaps my instinct sensed defeat from that time.

Of course, what I said then was sincere. I accept the results and acknowledge anyone. Even if it's the advisor.

'It can't be helped.'

It means the advisor is more reliable than me.

After watching Luise's brightly smiling face, I slightly turned my gaze.

'As expected.'

I noticed Erich with a complex expression. If I noticed it, of course Erich would know too.

For now, Erich cleanly accepted the result of being rejected by Luise. He didn't have lingering feelings. He would be ready to congratulate Luise no matter who she loves.

Still, isn't it a different feeling when the person you had a crush on loves your brother? You congratulate them, but it's strange and uncomfortable, yet it's something to celebrate.

Well, that's a problem for Erich to overcome.

Luise had been repeatedly impeached and reinstated by club members since her initial impeachment and immediate reappointment. The reasons were trivial: because the weather was nice, because the cookies didn't taste good, because there were too many bread crumbs, because today's snacks turned out decent. Things like that.

In just two weeks after school started, Luise had set a record of being reappointed as the Baking Club president seven times. And tomorrow, the impeachment of the 7th president and inauguration of the 8th was scheduled. At this point, it was basically a daily quest.

Changing presidents was annoying since it required rewriting the club roster, but since it had been Luise from the 1st president until now, I just let it be. It was just teenagers playing around, so there was no reason to stop it.

"As the faculty advisor, I'm pleased to see the friendship among club members growing stronger."

It wasn't bad watching friendships bloom amid such antics.

A bit of an unusual friendship, but who cares? Six immature friendships were better than five people competing for the love of one person.

"It seems everyone is approaching the new semester with fresh enthusiasm."

Villar nodded lightly in agreement.

If the club members developed grudges while competing for love, things could escalate. Just imagine the chaos if a prince, a crown prince, and a saint candidate started hating each other.

And when chaos erupts, someone lower down gets blamed for not managing their superiors properly. Unfortunately, those lower-downs would be Villar and me.

So their current state of having given up on love is better. At least the possibility of us getting torn apart by our superiors' emotional battles has disappeared.

"I wonder what will surprise us next."
"I agree. I'm already looking forward to next year."

Though we exchanged these words with light smiles, our inner thoughts were far from light.

'It's impossible after all.'

With everyone rejected by Luise, the romance had disappeared from this romance fantasy. I had slightly hoped they might leave the academy. If they returned home early, that would certainly surprise me. So I tested the waters.

And Villar shot back with "see for yourself next year," confirming there would be no early departures. Well, I expected as much. Disappointing, but not surprising.

'They didn't come because of Luise anyway.'

It's true that the club members gathered at the academy due to the power of the original work. But this place is both the setting of some story and a world where real people live.

Realistically, would royalty come to the academy just to see someone named Luise whose face, name, and existence they didn't even know? For whatever reason, they each had their own motives for coming to the academy, and that's where they met Luise.

So there's no reason for them to leave just because Luise rejected them. Their enrollment wasn't for Luise in the first place. If anything, leaving now would earn them the title "Ran Away After Being Rejected by a Girl."

'So I'll have to watch them until graduation.'

Let's try to think positively. Judging by the current atmosphere, there probably won't be anything as terrible as a "Part 2" after graduation.

Let's just endure a bit longer. At least they won't be trolling to impress Luise anymore. And we won't have to watch the frustrating sight of five people checking each other with no progress.

Villar seemed to share my thoughts, nodding resolutely when our eyes met. Let's hang in there together.

***

Maybe I should drop out.

That's the conclusion I reached after careful consideration. The urge to drop out is surging.

'What in the world is happening?'

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. What are the odds of things turning out this way? I know it's something ordinary people wouldn't experience in their lifetime.


The probability of falling in love at the academy? High. The probability of having four rivals? Fairly high. The probability of all those rivals having higher status than me? Not low. The probability of all five of us being rejected simultaneously? Not impossible.

But after breaking through all those probabilities, the chance that the person I loved would have feelings for my brother is extremely slim. A probability approaching zero.

'And yet it happened.'

But that near-zero probability came true. If I'd known, I would have bought some land. I might have struck gold there. The probabilities would be similar anyway.

It's a feeling impossible to express in words. Just because I like someone doesn't mean they have to like me back. My rivals were formidable, so I was prepared.

If Luise rejected me, I would have been disappointed and sad, but I was ready to accept it. After all, Luise is also a precious friend. That's what I truly believed.

But I never prepared for or imagined my brother being involved. Anyone who could have predicted this situation should have their mental state questioned.

"It's complicated..."

I muttered to myself in frustration. Since no one was listening, I could have cursed, but...

At first, I thought it was a surprise party. That's how shocking it was. And with that shock, I have no idea how to act going forward. What expression should I wear when seeing Luise, and how should I treat my brother?

If it were anyone but my brother, it would be fine. I've let go of my lingering feelings, so I could gladly congratulate Luise no matter who she dates.

But if Luise ends up with my brother, I'll be in the bizarre situation of having my first love as my sister-in-law. Moreover, Luise would be in the position of having rejected "young master." It would be so awkward we'd barely be able to breathe.

'My brother doesn't seem to know.'

My brother, who only recently started getting close to Margareta after drawing a line with her, probably doesn't know about Luise's feelings.

I sighed involuntarily. If my brother had deliberately charmed Luise, I might have at least gotten angry. I would have grabbed him by the collar and demanded what he was doing.

But I know that's not the case. My brother doesn't know about Luise's feelings, and he actually wanted me and Luise to work out. He even helped me quite a bit.

So how could I resent him? My brother tried to help his younger brother, and the younger brother failed due to his own lack of ability. That's all there is to it.

'It'll work out somehow.'

I gave up thinking since no amount of contemplation would yield an answer. Yes, it will work out somehow.

It's not like it's confirmed that Luise will end up with my brother. If nothing happens after all this worrying, I'll just be embarrassed.

...Still, I shouldn't forget to carry a withdrawal form. Let's keep it ready to rush to the main building and submit it if necessary.

'Am I becoming like my brother?'

Brothers entering official positions at seventeen side by side. The Kracius family truly is a family of loyal subjects.

Haha, damn it.

Let's just go to sleep.

***

It seems like it's been a while since I used the communication channel for personal rather than official purposes.

"I'm taking what you gave me regularly."
- Good, make sure you take it without fail.

It feels even more unfamiliar because I'm talking to my mother. Until now, if I had something to say to the family, I would contact the butler or head servant. This is the first time I'm calling my mother directly instead of going through those two.


I hesitated briefly because of that strange awkwardness, but since I promised my mother I would contact her in the future, I eventually made the call. It's not a difficult thing, and breaking such a small promise didn't feel right.

I was a bit surprised when she answered almost immediately after I called.

- The heat is subsiding, but still be careful.
"I'll keep that in mind."
- They say it's easy to catch a cold when the temperature changes suddenly.
"Ah, yes."

Anyway, my mother continued with endless words of concern and well-wishes.

Be careful of this, be careful of that, be careful of this too, you need to be careful of that as well.

'Where exactly am I?'

I felt confused listening to my mother's warnings. Was I working in hell? Why are there so many things to be careful about?

In a way, it might actually be hell, but this is a bit...

- Do you understand?
"Yes, I understand. Thank you for your concern."

Still, it was a mother's heart worrying about her son, so I listened quietly. Let's think differently. She's making up for years of missed communication all at once. I brought this on myself.

- How is Erich doing?

As she continued talking, my mother mentioned Erich. Why ask me about Erich's well-being?

This guy, did he not contact mother?

'I can't blame him.'

I almost got emotional about my brother's fiery filial piety, but thinking about Erich's state quickly calmed me down.

Erich probably isn't in the mood to talk to other people right now. He might talk with club members who share the same sorrow, but he wouldn't think of contacting mother.

Actually, seeing him laughing right after being rejected makes him seem fine, but no one knows what's going on inside. He might look fine on the outside while rotting on the inside.

'Should I tell her?'

I seriously wonder. Should I tell her he was rejected?

Even during the break, mother hoped Erich would find someone suitable at the academy. She would naturally be curious about her son's love life.

At that time, I couldn't bring myself to say, "Erich does have someone he likes, but he's the weakest among the competitors, so..." But now, we're no longer rivals but comrades who were rejected on the same day.

"Um, mother."

After deliberation, I cautiously opened my mouth.

It's Erich's private life after all. If Erich himself doesn't speak up, it doesn't matter if mother doesn't know.

But if mother, who knows nothing, asks Erich about his love life, it would be like rubbing salt in his wounds. Of course, it's something someone who keeps secrets should endure, but having the pain of first rejection dredged up by his mother seems too cruel.

"The thing is..."

Of course, I'll have to ask her not to show that she knows when she's in front of Erich.

Recently, my satisfaction with the work environment has been rapidly increasing.

Now that the dating competition is over, I no longer have to watch those five idiots' frustrating behavior. Thanks to that, my mental fatigue has decreased dramatically. It feels like a trashy drama I was forced to watch while cursing has finally concluded.

And with the five's mutual checks and balances gone, along with their desperate attempts to get ahead in that environment, the club has become incredibly calm and peaceful. When the high-and-mighty are quiet, the humble underling is happy.

"This tastes good today."
"As expected of our 10th generation president. When you actually show your skills, it's amazing."
"Thanks for acknowledging that..."

My heart warmed at this peaceful conversation. Yes, this is what the Academy should be. This is what a club should be. A life of constant worry about when a time bomb might explode isn't what the Academy is about. This peacefulness is the true Academy.

Of course, I didn't come to the Academy just to have fun, but considering the school life I never got to enjoy, I deserve to enjoy this peace, even if it's late. That's what I believe.

'A happy ending for everyone.'

The corner of my mouth lifted slightly in satisfaction. Isn't this a good ending for me, for Villar, for Luise, and even for those five?

If they were heartbroken over rejection, that would be one thing, but seeing how well they're getting along now, rejecting them seems to have been the right path.

"You could have done this all along."
"I know. It's a bit vexing."
"Will we soon have an 11th generation president?"
"I was wrong, so please stop."

I couldn't help but laugh hearing the club members' conversation around Cookie.

'The effect is definitely working.'

Being impeached nine times in a row was enough to make Luise feel humiliated and ashamed. Perhaps that's why she put her heart and soul into making cookies, and it seems she finally received approval from the club members.

Getting impeached every other day was definitely too much. Things got so bad that they even created a unit called '1 Luise' within the club.

"When is the inter-class competition?"
"7 Luise later."

That roughly means 14 days later. Luise, who was kneading dough, trembled so much it worried onlookers. Meanwhile, those who said it acted completely nonchalant, as if asking what she was going to do about it.

Of course, since it was just a joke, it didn't lead to an emotional fight. They seemed to speak normally outside the club anyway.

If the royals used the unit '1 Luise' outside the club too, other students would probably follow suit. Just imagining it makes my heart swell. Luise would probably withdraw from school in tears.

'But that probably won't happen.'

We're getting along like friends beyond gender, so there's no need to corner that friend.

It's definitely not just my imagination that we seem closer now than before. I'm surprised that "I hope we can remain good friends" actually turned out to be true.

"Brother, here you go."

While I was wondering if the original work might have been a friendship fantasy rather than a romance fantasy, seeing how quickly they became friends after rejection, a cookie suddenly appeared before my eyes.

She even delivers personally to her regular customer. I'm touched.

"Thank you."

I smiled slightly and took the cookie Luise offered.

These days, since the cookies match the taste of the other guys too, my portion has decreased a bit. Because of that, each cookie feels somewhat precious. It's a bit disappointing, like my little secret restaurant has become a famous one.

"You made it well."

After chewing and swallowing a few times, I patted Luise's shoulder. It seems different from before, but that's probably because she's adjusting to the club members' tastes.

***

I looked at my brother's face. It's the same expression, worn out with fatigue as usual. He seems to smile occasionally, but honestly, you can't tell unless you look closely.

I looked at Luise's face. Her eyes were clearly dripping with affection, and her face was flushed. Compared to how she used to react like a cat with its tail up when we teased her, she's almost unrecognizable.

Hmm.

'Is it winter?'


Why does my side feel so cold?

I unconsciously touched my side, but nothing had changed. Winter is a capricious fairy that has visited not this world, but only my heart.

'Is my head frozen too?'

Seeing how I'm making such strange metaphors, my mind seems to have gone bad too. But it's not my fault. It would be too harsh to say this situation is my fault.

Given Margareta's precedent, I expected my brother not to notice Luise's feelings. I was also prepared to see Luise being nervous in front of my brother.

It's bitter, but what can I do? As someone who was rejected, I can't tell Luise to restrain herself in front of me.

But this is too much. This is going too far.

'He doesn't notice that?'

Even a passing dog would know. If you asked what kind of relationship those two have, the dog would wag its tail in support, telling them to enjoy their beautiful love. That's how obvious Luise's gaze was.

And my brother shows no reaction despite receiving a look that even a dog would understand. If he knows and is acting like this, he has a detestable personality that deserves a beating, even from his brother. If he truly doesn't know, his social awareness is so poor that I worry for both Margareta and Luise.

'Poor Luise.'

If my brother is like that, Luise should be more proactive. With the courage she had to reject all five of us at once, what couldn't she do? A mere confession of love should be easy.

But Luise didn't say anything. For about 10 Luise, no, about 20 days, she didn't make a direct confession to my brother. Or more accurately, she couldn't.

'The princess is still waiting too.'

The person who will be my brother's first wife, or perhaps only wife, is practically confirmed to be the princess. The problem is that even the princess hasn't established an official relationship with my brother yet. In such a situation, if Luise were to express direct interest in my brother, the princess's anger would come down on her.

Then Luise's chances of becoming my brother's wife would plummet. Even though a husband can unilaterally decide to take a new wife, if the first wife is from a ducal family, he would naturally be more cautious.

...Honestly, seeing my brother's disastrous social awareness, he might go ahead regardless of anger.

Anyway, I hope there's progress in their relationship. I'd feel better if they either got together quickly or failed. It's torture to keep watching with no progress. What was I rejected for anyway?

"Watching the future sister-in-law?"
"Shut up."

I instinctively replied to Lyutis, who was whispering with his arm around my shoulder. As if I wasn't troubled enough already.

Lyutis, who chuckled softly at my response, followed my gaze toward my brother and Luise.

"It's frustrating."
"It is frustrating."

I nodded at Lyutis's words. That frustrating obliviousness of receiving the looks we wanted but not noticing. If he weren't my brother but my younger sibling, I would have hit him a few times.

"I wonder how he's survived with such poor awareness."

I agree. As a department head, a high-ranking official, he must have gone through all sorts of political situations. How on earth has he survived so far with such poor awareness?

"We must have looked like that to our torture teacher."
"I guess so."

I momentarily lost my breath at those words that hit home, but managed to agree.

The feelings I'm having now looking at my brother must have been exactly how my brother felt in the past.

'Was I really like that?'

It's terrible. I'm embarrassed of my past self.

Moreover, I wasn't unaware of the goodwill I received; I was just frustrated by the lack of progress in the relationship. I'm no better than my brother.

Of course, the other four were the same, which gives me some comfort. I'm glad I'm not the only idiot. Shame is reduced when shared.

"Let's just wait and see."

I glanced at Lyutis at his unexpected words. I thought this impulsive prince would suggest helping his friend's romance.

As if reading my mind, Lyutis smiled slightly and continued.


"The help of five failed lovers doesn't seem particularly beneficial."

I couldn't argue with that logically sound statement.

***

It seems my guard has been lowered during this long peace of about three weeks.

"Kal, is something wrong?"

Otherwise, I wouldn't suddenly hear such a question.

I felt awkward as Margareta, who had been watching me carefully, cautiously asked. It seems I showed signs of something being wrong without even realizing it myself. Of course she would be curious when I didn't say anything.

But I can't tell Margareta, "I'm very comfortable because Luise rejected all five of us." That would make me seem like someone with questionable character. Especially since Erich is among those five. It would be sad to appear to Margareta as someone with broken morals who rejoices in her brother's tragedy.

"Nothing special happened."
"Is that so?"

And I belatedly realized that seeing Margareta's dejected expression was even sadder.

I made a mistake. I had decided to be honest without hiding anything from now on. Even if it's trivial, the very act of hiding something is the problem, isn't it?

"It's an internal club matter. The members have become closer."

So I told her honestly.

"The club members?"
"Yes."

Margareta's eyes widened as if she hadn't expected this.

That's understandable. Margareta has been close to me and occasionally involved with the Confectionery Club, and during the vacation, she even stayed with us. She already knows that the Confectionery Club is a gathering of people blinded by love.

So she must be wondering what on earth happened if the object of unrequited love and the competitors have become friends. She might be thinking, perhaps Luise is taking five husbands?

"...I see."

After I explained that it was actually the opposite, Margareta nodded blankly. The miraculous story of a baroness's daughter coolly rejecting princes and royalty. If I weren't possessed, I wouldn't have believed it either.

"I was worried the club would fall apart because of that, but they've actually become closer. These days, they're like friends of ten years."
"......"
"Marg?"

Margareta, who had been silent, stood up and quietly sat down next to me.

"Kal."

Then she took my hand and opened her mouth with a serious expression.

"I'll always be by your side."
"Thank you for saying that."
"Closer than anyone else."
"That's even more appreciated."

Despite her serious expression, her words were cute.

***

Kal was happy that the club members had become closer, but the reality is different. While the club members seem to have become closer as people, as potential romantic interests, things are completely over.

'She suddenly cleared her surroundings?'

There's no way she would do that without reason. There must be some reason.

And I recalled that besides me, the woman closest to Kal at the Academy is Lady Luise.

...Hmm.

I think I understand now.

Enjoying a cup of tea alone in the club room is a small happiness. While drinking with Margareta is nice, sometimes being alone isn't bad either.

Actually, I didn't go because Margareta said she'd be busy today.

'Peaceful.'

In my previous world before possession, there was a saying called "misfortune may be a blessing in disguise." It means that when bad things happen, good things follow. One doesn't always experience only unhappiness in life. What a beautiful saying. After all my struggles, I deserve to enjoy these small moments of happiness.

Unfortunately, the opposite also holds true. If good things happen now, disaster may follow later. It would be unconscionable to expect only good things in life. The total amount of happiness isn't infinite, so it can't be helped.

And I believe in my luck.

'It's about time for something to happen.'

My luck crawls along the ground, so I'm certain something will happen. After all, bad luck is still luck. Knowing I'll be unfortunate in advance makes me feel peaceful, damn it.

Fortunately, inside the Academy—specifically inside the club—things are extremely peaceful. I don't need to worry about trouble within the club. The problem is that just because it's quiet inside doesn't guarantee it's calm outside.

With two of the organizations likely to destroy the Academy in the original story already appearing, it's about time for the remaining three to show up.

'I hope they've all disappeared.'

As Luise rejected all the club members, the original story brilliantly vanished. I don't know the original content, but could there really be a romance novel where the male leads are all rejected beyond just not receiving confessions? So the original story must have collapsed.

The original story crumbled with the heartbreaking rejection of five men. Then it would be fair for the five villains to disappear as well, wouldn't it?

'Taking down two should be enough.'

I even feel wronged. It's not like I'm trying to eliminate all five myself. I've already managed to remove two in just half a year through my own efforts. Hoping the remaining three stay quiet is an extremely modest wish, isn't it?

And being such a modest wish, the probability of it coming true is equally modest. Those madmen with terrorism in their eyes wouldn't show gentlemanly behavior like, "Oh, you were rejected. That must be painful, so we'll leave now."

'Damn it.'

In this romance fantasy, the romance has been utterly destroyed, but the troublesome fantasy elements are operating normally. Rather, it seems they've absorbed the romance portion and are flaunting an even more insane presence.

With a sigh, I glanced at the communication device on the desk and saw a message from the Intelligence Department Head.

[Internal dove faction of the Five Pillars has fallen. Expected to take more radical actions going forward. - Intelligence Department Head, Special Affairs Ministry]

A message that arrived suddenly yesterday. It was just the other day that I heard the Five Pillars, among the remaining three, were staying quiet.

'Shit.'

It's still terrible upon rereading. "Dove faction has fallen"—a phrase that exudes an atmosphere suggesting an incident will break out soon.

'Weaklings.'

If you're called doves, how could your abilities be at that level too? If you fall, the rest of those bastards will be out of control.

I rubbed my face several times with complicated feelings. The Five Pillars, which were relatively controllable and quiet, have instantly become dangerous elements.

In fact, they were already potential terrorists in my mind, but now they've become entities that disturb the Empire's eyes, not just mine.

'What should I do?'

Really, what should I do about this?


It's giving me a headache. Until now, the Empire has been anonymously funneling money to the Five Pillars. The more the Five Pillars—who oppose the formation of a unified state in the Yuven United Kingdom—flourish, the more potential competitors disappear from the Empire's perspective.

The problem is that the recipient of the money was the dove faction. If they had supported the radical hawk faction and they repeatedly made reckless moves leading to collapse, it would just be a waste of money. But who knew the dove faction would fall?

"I've never raised hawks before. It seems preparations will take a long time. Haha, anyway, doves only know how to eat and aren't helpful."

After receiving the message from the Intelligence Department Head, I urgently contacted the Minister of Foreign Affairs, who greeted me with a resigned expression.

The dove faction, which the Empire had supported for decades, suddenly fell during his tenure as minister. He must be dizzy at the thought of being scolded by the Emperor.

But there was something else driving the Foreign Minister crazy.

"Hawks aren't called hawks for nothing. I'm worried they might fly off somewhere before they're even trained."
"I agree. They're so fierce."

The Foreign Minister was losing what little hair he had left for the same reason I was worried.

The Empire didn't ignore the hawk faction without reason. No matter how you look at it, if they take control, they'll only crash into a wall and explode while shouting for war.

Then the Empire would lose its shackles on the Yuven United Kingdom, and I would likely get caught up in the Academy-destroying madness of the crazy hawk faction.

'But I can't just beat them unilaterally either.'

The Five Pillars are awkward to mess with carelessly. They're not rebels like the Third Glory, nor are they continent-level agitators like the Twilight Order. They're not non-mainstream groups like the 5th Empire, nor are they non-negotiable entities like the Red Wave.

First, the Five Pillars are a fairly large organization with a certain standing within the Yuven United Kingdom. They roughly hold the position of the main opposition party in politics. Thanks to that, they're not entities that can be beaten without consequences like other groups.

Moreover, even though the hawk faction has taken control, the fact that the Five Pillars are shackles binding the Yuven United Kingdom hasn't changed. From the Empire's perspective, they can't bring themselves to kill them. It's truly a messy situation.

"It's still quiet for now. The hawks seem tired from hunting doves."
"That's fortunate."
"But we don't know when they'll regain their strength. Be careful too. Hawks are particularly vicious creatures."
"Yes, Your Excellency. I'll keep that in mind."

I fiddled with the communication device, recalling the conversation I had with the Foreign Minister.

It seems the dove faction wasn't completely incompetent after all. Yes, if they couldn't even properly struggle after receiving so much money, what kind of people would they be?

Anyway, the hawk faction seems to have lost strength in purging the dove faction, so they're not acting out immediately. That's fortunate, if anything.

'Is Laterre the issue?'

The reason they're warning me about the hawk faction's potential outburst is probably because of Laterre. It seems they've gathered what information the Empire has on the hawk faction to predict their future actions.

If those creatures, after catching their breath, make contact with Laterre, what form would it take? A fiery terrorist attack? Or recruitment?

'This is driving me crazy.'

I don't know enough, so I can't find an answer. Damn, what kind of trouble is this because of those dove bastards?

I resent the dove faction that caused this mess. If only they hadn't fallen, I wouldn't have had these worries. Damn them, I actually liked hawks more than doves.

'...I should stay still.'

If the hawk faction resumes activities, the Foreign Ministry or Intelligence Department will give me a hint. Let's not waste mental energy and just wait.


***

Today, after much deliberation, I gave up on meeting Kal. It was a decision painful enough to make my heart ache, but it's something I must endure for the future of Kal and myself. And for the future of Lady Luise as well.

'I need to know for certain.'

I bit my lip slightly. To think such a thing would happen when I haven't even gotten engaged to Kal yet.

But what can I do? A man who looks good to me would look good to others too. I can understand that completely. It's something I was prepared for anyway.

My father also has several wives, so Kal could be the same. Even Golden Duke His Excellency has twelve wives. If Kal wants to take other wives besides me, I'm willing to respect that. What matters most is Kal's heart.

'I'm the first.'

But while I can understand having multiple wives, I cannot accept being pushed aside. Even if Kal wants Lady Luise, I have no intention of giving up being first.

I am first. I am number one. I was the first to like Kal, the first to show my feelings to him, and the first to whom Kal revealed his past. This primacy is something I will never yield.

'She doesn't seem to be greedy.'

Fortunately, Lady Luise doesn't seem to be after my position.

Judging by how she's clearing her surroundings, she definitely has feelings for Kal. But that's as far as it goes. Lady Luise hasn't confessed her feelings to Kal.

If Kal had received a confession from Lady Luise, he would have reacted in some way. Either telling me the truth or staying silent while looking guilty.

'It was nothing.'

Kal just mentioned Lady Luise's matter as if it was something that happened. Since Kal wouldn't deceive me, nothing must have happened.

Then I can also be generous. If Lady Luise is restraining herself out of consideration for me, I can gladly accept that.

Seeing how she pushed away club members including a prince and a royal prince, she must be sincere about Kal. And Lady Luise had a good nature and wasn't particularly rude.

'I still don't know for sure.'

Of course, my assumption that Lady Luise is restraining herself is just speculation.

It could be that Kal hasn't noticed, but she's secretly aiming for my position. After all, I haven't seen Lady Luise directly; I've only heard about her from Kal. So I need to confirm it myself.

That's why I gave up precious time with Kal and decided to act directly. I might lose the future forever if I cling too much to the present.

'Valenti must not be slow.'

Make decisions carefully. Act swiftly. Like a hawk diving from the sky. Like the red hawk, the symbol of the Valenti family. That is the teaching my father gave me.

Following that teaching, I moved directly to understand Lady Luise's true intentions.

If, if she's eyeing the first position...

'I don't know how I'll react.'

I absolutely won't let it slide. I'll crush her in the name of the Duchy.

I won't forgive anyone who dares to covet what belongs to me, Margareta.

When a sudden silence falls over a noisy space, it gives you goosebumps. It feels like you've been dropped into a completely different place. That feeling happens even when you're not the cause of the silence.

If it feels that way when it's not because of me, what would it feel like if I were the cause? I didn't particularly want to know, but I think I'm about to find out today.

"Lady Luise."
"Ah, senior?"

The moment the Duchess appeared, the classroom instantly fell silent. Wow, I didn't know the classroom could be this quiet. It's fascinating.

Like a hawk swooping in among sparrows, a single person's presence suppressed the entire classroom. Actually, given the Duchess's status, even comparing her to a hawk seems insufficient.

'What brings her here?'

I don't understand why someone who transcends even hawks would come all the way to the classroom to find me. Although the Duchess and I became quite close during the break, this isn't club time, so there's no reason for her to come at this hour.

She's also the Student Council Vice President and doesn't move around unless it's for something truly important, so what could possibly—

'Ah.'

Cold sweat ran down my back as I realized what might bring the Duchess here. There is a reason she would put aside everything else and come all the way to a classroom full of first-years.

When it comes to matters concerning her brother, things like Student Council duties or grade differences aren't obstacles for the Duchess. Especially if someone appears to be targeting her brother.

'Did she find out...?'

I had been gritting my teeth and enduring. I was planning not to show my feelings until the Duchess became her brother's official fiancée. If I rushed things and was suspected of aiming for the first position, I would incur the Duchess's anger and hatred.

But it seems she's discovered my feelings for her brother. I have no idea how she found out, but nothing else explains why the Duchess would come here.

No, maybe not. There could be another reason I'm not aware of.

"I have something I'd like to ask you. Could you spare some time?"
"Y-yes... of course."
"Thank you."

I found myself stuttering when I saw the look in the Duchess's eyes.

What other reason? It seems I was right about why she's here. Though the Duchess is wearing a gentle smile, her eyes are gleaming sharply.

Honestly, I'm scared. It reminds me of when I first saw the Duchess. No, the pressure I feel now is incomparably greater than back then.

"This isn't something for others to hear, so let's step outside."

I carefully followed the Duchess as she turned around.

'That's a relief.'

Fortunately, both Irina and Erich were away on different errands. At least I won't worry them. That's something to be thankful for...

And I felt a faint hope. If the Duchess were truly angry, she would have treated me like a thieving cat in front of everyone. But the fact that she chose a quiet conversation instead of public condemnation suggests she's not in a state of anger yet.

'Then it's okay.'

I tried to reassure myself. If the Duchess isn't angry, it's fine. I'm not aiming for her position. How could I possibly dare? I'm perfectly satisfied with being second. If that's the case, the Duchess will accept it.

'...Will she accept it?'

A problem I had been trying not to think about surfaced. What if the Duchess doesn't tolerate any other wife at all? What if she wants to be not just first, but the only one?

A massive fear followed my faint hope. No, if that's the case, I wouldn't even get to confess to her brother and would be cut off at the Duchess's level.

I could feel my lips trembling, but there was nothing I could do. If the Duchess wants to be the only one, what can I do? Do I have the right to ask for concessions from the Duchess who loves her brother more than anyone and liked him before I did?

'Oh Enen.'

I'll attend church diligently from now on. I'll definitely go with Tanian when he goes.

So please, please let the Duchess permit other wives too.

While I was desperately praying my year's worth of prayers, the Duchess stopped walking. A secluded spot with no onlookers.

"This place should be fine."

Those words sounded to me like "This is where your funeral pyre will be."

"Lady Luise."
"Yes, senior."
"I dislike people who covet what's mine."

My mind went blank at the Duchess's words as she smiled faintly.

What does she mean by "what's mine"? The first position? Or her brother himself? If it's the former, there's hope; if it's the latter, it's over. After receiving such a direct warning, if I continue to disturb the Duchess's peace of mind, who knows what punishment might come my way.

"Kal has always been my first."

Maintaining her smile, the Duchess took a step toward me.


"Kal was the first one I had marriage talks with."

And another step.

"Kal was the first one I loved."

One final step. Suddenly, the distance between the Duchess and me became close enough that I could reach her if I extended my arm.

"And Kal was the first to give me such a cute gift."

The Duchess looked at the red fan she always carries with affection in her eyes.

So that fan was a gift from her brother. I didn't know that before.

"Kal has taken so many of my firsts. So it's only right that I take Kal's first, his number one position."

As she said this, the Duchess's eyes burned with an unidentifiable emotion instead of the warm affection from earlier.

It's scary. I felt the urge to run away even now. But at the same time, my diminishing hope also raised its head.

'She said first.'

This makes it clear. The line the Duchess absolutely won't yield is being first, not Kal himself. So as long as I don't cross that line, it's okay.

Then what I need to say is decided.

"I think so too."

I nodded quickly and spoke in the brightest voice I could manage.

"Giving and receiving each other's firsts is truly beautiful!"

The corners of the Duchess's eyes lowered slightly.

Good. I'm saved.

***

"Giving and receiving each other's firsts is truly beautiful!"

Hmm.

"If he's taken them, then it's only right that brother gives them too!"

Hmmmm.

"Is there anyone who suits brother better than someone of your caliber, senior?"

Hmmmmmm.

"You two are really perfect for each other."

Mm.

'Pass.'

How does she say such pretty and correct things?

I was satisfied. Lady Luise is indeed a good junior. She's so wise and kind-hearted. And she has excellent judgment, which makes her even better.

Of course, what's most satisfying is—

'Her ambition isn't excessive.'

The fact that Lady Luise knows her place.

Having ambition itself is forgivable. Wanting to be Kal's wife is also a kind of ambition, but that level is cute. It would be stranger not to have such thoughts after seeing Kal up close.

A cute and small ambition that doesn't exceed her station. I can certainly accept it with a smile. As Kal's first wife, who will need to care for the servants of the Kracius County and the people of Teilgleichen, wouldn't I have such generosity?

Of course I would. I can always show mercy to a cute junior who doesn't covet my position.

'Good.'

As I calmed my mind, I thought Lady Luise would be quite suitable.

She's sincere about Kal to the point of being prepared to face the grudges of princes and clearing her surroundings. Her ambition isn't excessive. And she responded decisively as soon as she understood the situation.

Yes, thinking about it again, she passes. She's someone who can approach Kal.

"Lady Luise. I said I dislike people who covet what's mine, right?"
"Ah, yes."
"But I really like people who show respect."

Lady Luise's expression brightened at those words. She must understand what I mean.


"I'll support you. Do your best."
"S-senior..."

I felt proud seeing Lady Luise's seemingly moved expression.

I too once had a time when I just paced around, wishing my feelings would reach Kal. Seeing a junior walking the same path, I can't turn away.

Of course, what matters is Kal's heart. If Kal dislikes Lady Luise, there's nothing to be done.

***

The Duchess left with a gentle face. Unlike her hawk-like appearance when she entered the classroom, her departing figure was like an elegant swan.

I don't know how many times I bowed to the Duchess as she disappeared like a swan.

'She said she would support me.'

I had imagined the worst scenarios. The Duchess misunderstanding that I was aiming for the first position and becoming furious, or perhaps not tolerating the existence of another wife at all.

But instead of the worst, the best situation arrived. Beyond mere tolerance or acceptance, she offered support.

And, and—

"Do your best."

She told me to do my best. She permitted me to do something.

'Does this mean I can make a move now?'

My heart pounded. I barely managed to suppress the twitching at the corners of my mouth.

Originally, I was planning to keep quiet until brother and the Duchess got engaged. I couldn't risk being misunderstood by the Duchess.

But after today's events, the risk of being misunderstood by the Duchess has disappeared, and she even told me to do my best. It means I don't need to stay still anymore.

'Then I can...'

Does this mean I can show my feelings to brother, that I can stay close to him?

The Duchess has permitted it. She said it's fine as long as I'm not aiming for the first position.

"Ahah."

I was startled by my own laughter that escaped without me realizing.

I gently covered my mouth with my hand. Even though there doesn't seem to be anyone nearby, this is still the Academy. I can't make embarrassing laughing sounds.

"Hahehee..."

This is strange. I'm clearly covering my mouth, but I can't stop.

No, it's not strange. How could I not laugh?

'Thank you, Duchess.'

Thank you for giving me this opportunity.

'Thank you, Irina.'

Thank you for letting me know there was an opportunity.

'Wait for me, brother.'

This is the first time I've looked forward to club time like today.

I had momentarily forgotten that I'm a coward and a fool.

"Luise, did something happen?"
"Ah, no. Nothing happened."

I awkwardly laughed off brother's question.

What is this? I finally got the Duchess's permission, but what am I doing? I can't say anything.

'How should I say it...?'

I'm embarrassed. I want to speak, but I'm embarrassed.

Why am I like this? The opportunity has come, so why can't I speak?

When I was holding back, I thought I could speak anytime. I was confident I could confess right away.

'You fool.'

Now that it's being served to me on a platter, I can't eat it.

Luise has been acting a bit strange lately. No, that doesn't sound right. It seems like Luise has started being more cautious around me.

She keeps her eyes downcast as if troubled by something, and I occasionally catch her nibbling on her lips. Sometimes, instead of leading conversations like she usually does, she just sits there in a daze.

'Is it because of the impeachment?'

Perhaps she's exhausted, both physically and mentally, from the consecutive impeachments and has taken a vow of silence. After all, everything she does leads to impeachment, so maybe she's chosen to keep her mouth shut entirely.

It's a sad situation. The poor capybara has surrendered, unable to withstand the relentless attacks of five merciless hunters.

"Eep!"
'Or is it six?'

When Luise cautiously raised her head and our eyes met, she made a strange sound and quickly lowered her head again. It seems I'm also counted among the merciless hunters.

'What's going on?'

It's definitely not because of the impeachment. Those were just harmless jokes that everyone participated in, including Luise. If she were going to be self-conscious about the impeachments, she would have shown it much earlier. Acting like this now seems too random.

Could it be that she feels bad about kicking out club members? That's even less likely. If she had acted this way right after kicking them out, it would make sense, but doing so now doesn't add up. Besides, Luise knows that showing remorse would actually be considered impolite.

And even if she did feel bad about kicking them out, there's no reason for her to be cautious around me specifically.

"Lui—"
"Brother, do you need more cookies?"
"Ah, yes."

Before I could even finish saying her name, Luise hastily changed the subject. She did it with such force that anyone watching would have flinched.

Since I can't figure out why she's acting this way, I tried to ask her directly, but she keeps shutting me down like this. I can't keep pressing when she clearly doesn't want to talk about it.

Come to think of it, though she's legally an adult according to Imperial law, she's still just a seventeen-year-old lady. Maybe puberty hit her a bit late.

A young lady going through puberty surrounded by six men. That's rather uncomfortable when you think about it.

'If only Irina were here.'

At least women might understand each other, but unfortunately, I haven't seen Irina since school started.

She said she's been too busy with club activities to visit. It can't be helped. Although Irina is practically an honorary member of the Confectionery Club, she's still technically an outsider.

"Ma—"
"Here you go!"
"...Thanks."

I was just going to say she didn't need to give me so much.

'That's a lot.'

Perhaps because she hurriedly scooped up cookies to stop me from speaking, the plate was piled high with them. It reminded me of the amount we had during the club fair preparation period.

I'm sorry. I won't call out to you carelessly anymore. I was being too inconsiderate.

"I'll enjoy these."

I can have a light dinner tonight.

***

Though it's clearly autumn, my insides were burning like midsummer.

Since I started learning ice magic, I hadn't felt hot, but I never expected to feel heat from within.

'Is this the right thing to do?'

Is it really right to stay silent when seeing this situation?

The Mentor quietly eating cookies. And Luise, who keeps glancing at him but quickly averts her gaze whenever their eyes might meet.

'How unfortunate.'

She's been like this for weeks. No, to be precise, it's gotten worse recently. Luise's gaze toward the Mentor has grown more intense, and she flees more quickly.

I understand. Since the Mentor already has someone confirmed as his first wife, she can't make the first move. As a prince, how could I not know how noble marriages work?


Still, it's frustrating to watch. The Mentor seems completely oblivious, so Luise needs to take the initiative.

Just as I was about to sigh in frustration, I felt a cold drop of water on the back of my neck.

"Snapped out of it?"

I turned around to see Lyutis. Seeing the teacup in his hand, it was clear he was the culprit.

"Yes. I feel a bit better."

I considered confronting him about what he just did but decided against it. That thick-skinned fellow wouldn't care what I said anyway, and he was right—I had snapped out of it. If he hadn't broken my concentration, I would probably still be sighing.

Lyutis smirked at my response and naturally took the seat beside me.

"They say when a person commits a sin, that sin returns to them."

What a random statement. Such teachings do exist in the Dawn Order, but why bring it up now?

As if to answer my question, Lyutis's gaze shifted toward Luise and the Mentor.

"I didn't expect it to come back so quickly."
"...I see."

No further explanation was needed. I understood what he meant.

Yes, we're being punished. Since we caused the Mentor pain, now it's our turn to suffer. As Lyutis said, I never imagined it would come back so quickly. Perhaps Enen is watching over us because of the future saint.

This is maddening. Now that I realize it's come full circle, there's no point in thinking poorly of them or cursing them. It would be like spitting in my own face.

'And we can't even help.'

Since Luise is restraining herself out of consideration for Lady Margareta, there's nothing we can do to help.

"If we step in, we'll just increase the number of failures from five to six."

And Lyutis's recent comment was quite convincing. Who are we to offer help?

We want our friend Luise to be happy, not to become comrades sharing experiences of failed romance.

"Did the Mentor push for Erich?"
"I hope the Mentor would just observe."

'How dreadful.'

My brow furrowed automatically as thoughts of romance brought back my worst nightmare.

The worst nightmare of my life. Words spoken with incomprehensible reasoning. I thought I was doing the right thing, but it led to this result.

If someone like me were to step in, I'd only provide interference disguised as help. Then Luise would misunderstand and think we're sabotaging her out of spite.

"I'm sorry, I'm really sorry. It was my fault, please forgive me..."

I'm no prophet, but I can see the future clearly. I can vividly picture her tripping over our "helpful" interference and begging for forgiveness through tears.

"Do we just need to endure for one semester?"
"I hope so. Let's pray."

The Mentor suffered for one semester, so hopefully we'll only have to endure this semester too. It would be truly sad if it went on longer.

"Have some tea too!"
"Thank you."

I quietly turned my gaze elsewhere.

It's better not to watch anymore.

Just as I felt the urge to freeze my eyes and ears, the club session finally ended, and we could return to the dormitory.

'Until the end of the semester.'

And that's the minimum estimate.

This is a difficult battle. Mentor, what kind of battle have you been fighting all this time?

As I let out a small sigh, there was a knock at my door. In my current mood, I didn't want to see anyone, but if they came all the way to me, it must be important.


"Come in."
"Yes, Your Highness."

It was Lady Amanda who opened the door and entered.

'Is it about the homeland?'

Lady Amanda is responsible for communication with our homeland. In a way, she's the busiest person among our country's forces stationed at the Academy.

If someone like Lady Amanda came to see me personally, it must be no ordinary matter. Usually, she would handle things herself or report to Lord Gardan, our representative.

"What is it?"
"I have a report about matters in our homeland."

As expected, my bad premonition was correct.

"The Five Pillars have made their move."
"That was quick."

I couldn't help but sigh again at Lady Amanda's report. I had heard that the dove faction within the Five Pillars had fallen from power. It was a major event where the mainstream faction of a key political force had been overturned—something I couldn't ignore even while in a foreign country.

But I didn't need to know more than that. Even the most aggressive hawk faction should know to take time to catch their breath. That time would be at least two or three months, by which point the royal family would have already finished dealing with the situation. It wasn't something I needed to worry about.

Yet she says they've already made their move. Are they out of their minds? The dove faction isn't even completely dead yet.

"And I'm terribly sorry to report this, but..."

Unusually, Lady Amanda hesitated and couldn't continue. Given her use of formal language, it seems the hawk faction must have done something quite serious.

"They showed movements attempting to harm Your Highness."
"Me?"

That was unexpected.

'Did I hear correctly?'

Why would those in the homeland target me here at the Academy?

Lady Amanda seemed to share my bewilderment, looking perplexed. She seemed to be questioning whether what she just said was correct.

"Fortunately, loyal subjects within the Five Pillars reported the traitors, and they were quickly suppressed."
"...That's fortunate."

I barely managed to respond. They attempted regicide—a major crime—but were defeated by internal enemies before they could properly execute their plan. They targeted me, far from the homeland, yet collapsed so pathetically.

'What were they thinking?'

Did they attempt this without proper preparation? I don't understand.

Well, it's naturally impossible to understand the thoughts of madmen.

'How annoying.'

It was unpleasant to think I was seen as such an easy target by madmen.

"His Majesty said that since Your Highness is the victim of this incident, you may return to the homeland and personally punish the traitors if you wish."
"I am grateful for His Majesty's consideration, but please convey that I will not be returning."
"Yes, Your Highness."

My head became complicated when I heard my father's subtle attempt to call me back to the homeland.

How could I return to the homeland of my own accord after the way I left? It's only been about half a year. I need to complete the full three years.

'What a situation.'

Do they think I enjoy living in a foreign country? I'm only doing this because I have no choice.

It seems my father understands this, which is why he made it a suggestion rather than an order.

'I should have been born later.'

Or my brother should have been born earlier.

The royal family should be the king's strongest ally, ruling above the nobility. When a royal family, merely a handful of people, must govern an entire nation, even a single royal member is crucial. Yet here I am, not by the king's side but in a foreign country.

For the crime of not being born later, for my brother's crime of not being born earlier, I had to leave my homeland as if fleeing. Though it's essentially failing my duty as a royal, I had no choice. If I had fulfilled my duty, the royal family—and by extension, my country—could have been endangered.

Royalty must be competent. For a handful of royal family members to stand tall above numerous nobles, they need not just authority but also proportional ability.

Fortunately, thanks to Enen's blessing, I was rather capable.

"I apologize, but there is nothing more I can teach Your Highness."

The problem was that my ability was excessive.

"This is a blessing for the royal family. It's a heaven-sent talent."
"Indeed. A great magician who will go down in history is being born."

This wasn't baseless confidence or arrogance. Everyone acknowledged my ability.

"Perhaps even more than the Crown Prince—"

Yes, everyone thought so.

Everyone saw that my abilities were exceptional, even surpassing those of my brother, the Crown Prince.

The problem was that this wasn't just some people's opinion—even my father and brother saw it that way.

"Excellent. Continue to work hard."

The look in my father's eyes when he gazed at me was unsettling. When he looked at my brother, there was subtle regret in his eyes. For the Yuven United Kingdom, a magical powerhouse, having talent in magic was a powerful advantage.

If even I, an observer, could notice it, how could my brother not? The meaning behind those gazes was enough to drive my brother mad. Naturally so, since this concerned the throne.

If succession were to bypass my brother, the firstborn, it wouldn't be a simple matter of pride. It would be a matter of his life.

"Remarkable, Laterre."

Despite this, my brother desperately suppressed his feelings. Rather than expressing anger and hatred toward me, he welcomed the emergence of his talented younger brother. If the age gap between us had been significant, the royal family would have remained peaceful.

But that wasn't the case. The age difference was small enough that if my father insisted, he could replace the Crown Prince.

As my father's concerns deepened and emotions other than brotherly affection began to mix in my brother's gaze...

"I will enroll in the Imperial Academy."

At seventeen, I abruptly announced my enrollment in the Imperial Academy.

It was an unreasonable move. For a royal, not a noble, to attend a foreign educational institution was unthinkable. Especially when that prince had just come of age, at a time when he should be beginning active social engagement.

That's why I chose to go to the Empire. No noble would support a prince who spent three years studying at a foreign institution. During my absence, my brother's foundation would become more solid.

"Laterre, reconsider. There's no need to go so far."

My brother, trying to dissuade me, was a mix of worry and sadness for his brother, happiness at his competitor's withdrawal, and self-loathing for feeling glad about it.

If only my brother had been a villain, I might have seriously aimed for the throne. But how could I bring down such a brother? One who worried so much about a sibling who could take everything from him.

"It's fine. I wanted to have various experiences."

Various experiences. Among those experiences, the throne was not included.

So, ignoring the dissuasion of those around me, I enrolled in the Imperial Academy. My standing in my homeland would plummet. That was what I wanted. I needed to become someone far removed from the throne. It was for the stability of the royal family and the prosperity of my country.

I probably wouldn't be viewed favorably in the Empire either. They'd wonder what was happening when a foreign prince suddenly arrived.


'I never expected there would be two people like me.'

The memory made me chuckle. Surprisingly, the prince of Armein and the next Saint also enrolled.

I wondered what was going on. I thought perhaps Armein also had succession issues, or a new Saint candidate had emerged in the Papal States. Neither was the case.

Anyway, that happened. Thanks to that foolish hawk that couldn't even fly before collapsing, memories of the past surfaced.

'I can't go back.'

This is the path I chose for the royal family and my country, prepared to weaken my position and damage my reputation. Even if my father suggested it, I can't return.

And—

"Chess isn't about winning. It's about making you angry, which is why you can't win."
"Wait. Let me make just one more knight."
"Where did the chess player go?"

The voice still seems to echo in my ears. My fist clenched unconsciously.

'Going back now would be losing.'

I absolutely cannot return. I've never beaten Lyutis, so where would I go back to?

If I had simply lost normally, I would have accepted that he was better than me and moved on. But he toyed with my pride using a 5-knight strategy I'd never seen or heard of.

So I must win. No matter how long it takes, I will smash a queen into Lyutis's face.

'By the time I win, Luise will have made progress too.'

I need to stay at the academy until graduation to see that.

This academy life couldn't be more thrilling.

***

I felt my dying faith stirring. Could it be that my prayers had reached heaven? Had Enen taken pity on me?

"The hawk faction is completely...?"
- That's right.

When the Intelligence Department Head suddenly contacted me, I wanted to bite my tongue. The dove faction of the Five Pillars had fallen from power. For the Intelligence Department Head to contact me directly in such a situation meant something extremely urgent had happened. Usually, such matters were bad news.

And the usual probability was broken.

- They collapsed after making reckless moves.
'Those crazy bastards.'

The more I heard from the Intelligence Department Head, the more amazed I became. Though it was negative amazement.

The hawk faction had indeed driven out the dove faction and taken control. But they had merely driven them out, not completely eliminated them. The dove faction was still very much alive within the Five Pillars.

In that case, the next logical step would be to either completely eliminate the dove faction or recruit them as allies, wouldn't it?

'This isn't normal.'

The hawk faction, like 8-cylinder men who never look back, didn't concern themselves with such trivial matters. Even with a full hawk faction, they proceeded with a project that would make anyone say "Are you insane?"—and they did it while the dove faction was still alive.

An attempted assassination of royalty, no less. Honestly, I expected they might do it, but I didn't think they'd actually try. I had only predicted it at the level of "this is what would happen in a novel," but if someone asked me why they would make such a reckless move, I wouldn't have an answer. I don't know either.

Anyway, the dove faction, who had been grinding their teeth after being thoroughly thrashed by the hawk faction, rushed to the royal family as soon as they discovered the hawks' spectacular self-destruction.

'They really are doves.'


Seeing their carrier pigeon-like speed, they truly are doves. The name fits well.

After that, everything happened quickly. The royal family of the Yuven United Kingdom was shocked by the sudden attempted assassination of royalty, and the dove faction quickly distanced themselves to avoid being caught up in the hawk faction's self-destruction.

In fact, even before they could distance themselves, they had been so thoroughly beaten by the hawk faction that no one thought the dove faction was complicit. Is this what they call "blessing in disguise"?

- So the hawk faction has completely collapsed. All mid-level and above members were executed, and the lower-ranking ones either converted or left politics.
"That's surprising."
- It is indeed surprising.

I'm sincere. It's amazing that such events occurred in succession in less than a month.

The dove faction, which had been the mainstream faction of the Five Pillars for decades, falling from power? From the Empire's perspective, it's annoying, but it can happen. Politics is unpredictable, after all.

That they were replaced by the hawk faction? That can happen too. If the dove faction fell, it means there was a desire for a new direction within the Five Pillars, and the hawk faction could do what the dove faction couldn't.

But I didn't know that what they "couldn't do" was assassinate royalty. That's not something the dove faction couldn't do—it's something no human could do.

'Do they... lack brains?'

There's a limit to being aggressive. I thought they would at least completely control the Five Pillars before making such a mess, but I didn't expect them to explode so quickly. Are hawks unintelligent creatures?

Suddenly, my fondness for hawks seems to be diminishing. Hawks are quite disappointing.

- Thanks to this, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is busy too, but it's not a bad outcome.

I nodded at those words. From the perspective of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which was waiting for the right time to contact the hawk faction, this must be bewildering, but it's not a bad thing that the dove faction is back in power.

After all, it's more comfortable to associate with the weakling you already know than to make friends with a madman.

'This ended well.'

And from my perspective, it's not a bad outcome either. The possibility of the Five Pillars trying to destroy the academy has now disappeared. Now only two out of three organizations remain.

I hope the rest self-destruct too. I want to live in peace.

- Anyway, since the royal the hawk faction targeted was Prince Laterre, I thought the Audit Department Head should know.
"Ah, yes. Thank you for your consideration."
- I'll hang up now. I have a lot to do.

The Intelligence Department Head, as always, ended the call while flaunting his overwork.

I'm glad I don't live like that.

'I should retire before I end up like that.'

Though my will to retire weakened day by day, seeing the Intelligence Department Head always rekindled that determination.

Thank you very much, Intelligence Department Head...

The next day, during club time, I confirmed that Laterre appeared the same as usual. He showed no signs of being disturbed or anxious.

It's fortunate that nothing seems wrong, but I had actually hoped that the Yuven United Kingdom would issue a recall order to Laterre. Seeing him like this, it seems that didn't happen.

'Those dove bastards.'

Shouldn't they strongly argue that a royal in a foreign country should be brought back to the safety of their homeland at this opportunity? If they've returned to power after defeating the hawks, they should make at least that much effort.

It seems the doves are indeed incompetent.

Of course, hawks are cute, so that's fine. Come to think of it, the symbol of the Valenti family is a hawk. So it makes sense that they're cuter than doves.


"Thanks to the matchmaker who departed in a truly artistic fashion, I was able to enjoy a peaceful academy life. It's still funny when I think about it. What on earth were they thinking, plotting to assassinate royalty? I mean, I've put imperial family members on a one-way train to the afterlife too, but that was in an environment where it was acceptable."

"It's an incident that will go down in continental history. If there were a Darwin Award in this world, they'd definitely win it. Perhaps this continent might even create a 'Hawk Award.' Just the name makes my chest feel petty."

'We're both hawks though.'

My gaze shifted to Margareta Valenti, who was diligently processing documents. The Valenti Family also uses a hawk as their symbol, but I don't understand why they're so different. If the Iron-Blooded Duke heard about the hawk faction's insane party, he'd probably rage and demand they change their name from hawk faction to chicken-brains.

No, perhaps the Valenti Family absorbed all the intelligence meant for the hawk faction. Then it would be the Valentis' fault.

"Kal?"

Margareta, who had been looking down, slowly raised her head, perhaps because I was staring too intensely.

"You seem to have a lot of work today."

I couldn't possibly ask something like "There's a bird-brain hawk faction in the neighboring country, what do you think about that?" so I said something else instead.

Asking such a question to a family that uses a hawk as their symbol would be nothing short of a declaration of war. I don't want to fight with Margareta over something so ridiculous.

"It's the inter-class competition soon, so I'll be busy for a while."
"That's unfortunate."
"But having you here gives me strength, Kal."
"That's good to hear."

As soon as those words ended, we burst into laughter simultaneously, as if we had planned it. We sounded like automated response bots.

Speaking of which, while I was preoccupied with the late hawk faction, time seems to have passed too quickly. I thought we still had about two weeks left, but it's already right around the corner.

The inter-class competition—despite its grand name, it's basically the academy version of a field day. What makes it unique compared to a normal field day is that swords and magic fly around.

A battlefield where all classes compete regardless of grade. Unlike the club fair or exams, the inter-class competition often proceeds rather casually.

'It's a rigged exhibition game.'

For the club fair, there are third-years in your own club. Exams are competitions among the same grade. But in the inter-class competition, first-years have to face second and third-years.

From the perspective of nobles who are sensitive about hierarchy, defeating seniors can be uncomfortable. After all, once you graduate, you'll have to smile and acknowledge them as "senior" or "alumni of the academy's nth class," so it's troublesome if feelings get hurt.

Therefore, it's customary for a class with third-years, especially those with students of high status, to win the inter-class competition.

"This year will be troublesome."
"Hehe, even the student council is worried."

Since it's a custom rather than a rule, there are times when it gets broken—specifically when students of transcendent status enroll.

If an imperial family member enrolls, third-years might have to beg the first-year to take the victory trophy. A noble defeating an imperial family member? Are you a traitor?

And this year is a miraculous one with a prince, two royals, and a future saint all enrolled. What's more, they're spread across different classes.

"Which class should win?"
"That's a difficult question."

Seeing Margareta tilt her head as she spoke, I couldn't help but shake my head as well.

Should Ainter Livnoman's class win for the Empire's dignity? Or should we let the class of Lyutis Robens, Laterre Ostia, or Tanian Enes win out of consideration for our guests? And if we consider our guests, which of the three should we choose?

'This is terrible.'

Who made such class assignments?

Of course, putting all four in the same class would make the teacher in charge too pitiful.

"Wouldn't it be best for Prince Ainter's class to win? Or perhaps the four gentlemen's classes could compete purely on merit."
"I suppose that's right."

Margareta agreed with my suggestion. If there's really no solution, we could just have them fight it out among themselves to determine a winner.

Although those guys are reckless enough to act without considering their status, they've never demanded special treatment based on their rank.


They might even fight like crazy, calling it a time of madness permitted by the academy. If it looks like someone might get hurt, the three countries' forces standing by or I can intervene. It could be interesting.

"Still, having you here puts my mind at ease, Kal."

Seeing Margareta smile brightly, I instinctively reached out my hand but pulled it back.

'I've developed a strange habit.'

I've gotten used to patting Luise Naiad's head or tapping her shoulder when she smiles, and I almost made the same mistake with Margareta.

Patting someone's head without saying anything is treating them too much like a child. It's fine with Luise because she's Luise.

But Margareta seemed to notice my hesitation as her gaze shifted to my hand.

"Kal. Please continue what you were about to do."

With a precise and confident request.

"It wasn't anything—"
"Do it."
"...Yes."

When she says "do it," I have no choice.

As I carefully patted Margareta's head, she closed her eyes quietly with a satisfied smile. Well, as long as she likes it.

"From now on, don't hold back and just do it right away."
"Yes, I understand."

I couldn't help but smile at her adorable request.

Still, considering Margareta's dignity, I should exercise restraint. If others are present, I should keep my hands behind my back.

Just as the student council is busy with the inter-class competition, I also have many tasks to handle. While scheduling the competition is the student council's job, supervising club members who will be moving around according to that schedule is my responsibility.

Actually, Villar Ganelly seems to have more work than me, but anyway, I have my share too.

"With our experience from the practical exam, there shouldn't be any problems."
"Hearing Lord Villar say that puts my mind at ease."

Villar's confident assurance, and my quick nod in response.

Certainly, the situation is better compared to the first semester's practical exam. Back then, it was our first time, and we could only sigh while holding the back of our necks, but this time, we've done it before.

Moreover, unlike the practical exam where everyone had to duel someone, in the inter-class competition, one could just watch without participating in any event.

"They'll likely participate in the main events."
"I suppose so. They do love setting an example."

Of course, that's only if I'm being overly optimistic. Those guys not doing anything and just watching such an event? That's impossible.

Even though they've been spending time like fishermen after being rejected by Luise, their true nature hasn't changed. They grudgingly enrolled in a foreign educational institution and joined a club after falling for a girl.

With Luise's control diminishing now, they're more likely to go out of control.

'...Is this going to be okay?'

I'm suddenly feeling anxious. Those who were concerning even with reins now have no reins at all?

"The newly selected forces from each country specialize in escort and healing. Many are also experts in training, so there's no need to worry."

As if reading my thoughts, Villar continued.

"That's a relief then."

I don't know about the rest, but knowing there are training experts definitely puts my mind at ease. One of the roles of a training instructor is to intervene in duels to prevent injuries.

Yes, let's trust them. They did well last time, so they should do well this time too. I believe in the capabilities of the academy and the three countries. We're blood brothers with our necks on the line.


Though born on different days, we'll all die together if things go wrong.

"Still, the best outcome would be if nothing happens."

Villar subtly hinted.

'You feel the same way.'

I thought so. No matter how thorough the preparations and how confident we are, human nature is to prefer that nothing happens to risk our necks.

The best outcome is for nothing to happen, for club members not to participate in any event. That's only natural.

"I agree. Quiet is best. As an advisor, I'm reluctant to see club members exhausted."
= Shall I ask on your behalf?
"You've truly become an excellent advisor, Inspector."
= That would be helpful.

From a subordinate's position, it's burdensome to ask the royalty you serve which events they'll participate in.

So what can I do? I'll have to do it myself.

Even if it's expected, it hurts when it becomes reality.

"Ah, I'm definitely planning to participate."
"Is that so."

Lyutis Robens' confident statement filled me with despair.

He even says "definitely." Were mine and Villar's hopes destined to be crushed?

"When else would I get to face a Yuven mage?"

I was about to say that Armein mages and Yuven mages are all the same, but I held back.

"I'll see a new world this time."
"Haha! That sounds exciting!"

Even Laterre Ostia, who had been quiet, was now burning with competitive spirit after Lyutis' words.

As always, that red-faced bastard's mouth is the problem. No, this time the blue-faced one is also an issue.

"This year's inter-class competition will be intense."

Ainter Livnoman, smiling lightly as he spoke, seemed to treat it as someone else's business. I suppose that's natural since Ainter has always followed a strictly academic path.

Tanian Enes isn't particularly aggressive either, Erich Kracius doesn't tend to show off his skills, and Luise Naiad goes without saying.

'Those sword and magic bastards.'

It's just turned into a pride battle between those who use swords and magic.

I don't understand. We all die the same when hit, so why fight over such things?

"So only Lyutis and Laterre are participating?"
"Ah, me too."
"You're a given."

It's fine if Erich participates. Fortunately, Erich falls into the category of students who can afford to get injured, so whether he competes or not...

I glanced at Tanian Enes, who lightly shook his head.

"I am a saint candidate, after all."

That was enough explanation. As a saint doesn't intervene in conflicts between humans, he would observe.

But treating a mere field day as a conflict seems excessive.

'Whatever.'

If he's choosing to stay out, that's fine by me.

# Kal Kracius

Ainter and Tanian were absent. Lyutis and Laterre were participating. Luise and Erich were the types who wouldn't cause problems if left alone.

This was an extremely familiar situation. Exactly the same positions as the first semester practical exam. The situation was so stable that I almost felt a false sense of comfort.

'So these two are the problem.'

My gaze fixed on the red and blue who were showing off an especially insane presence today. If these two were gone, wouldn't 70% of the commotion in the club disappear?

But what could I do? The pride battle between Armein Kingdom, ranked 2nd in national power, and Yuven United Kingdom, ranked 3rd. The rivalry between sword and magic that seemed to have existed throughout human history. They had more reasons to bicker than to get along. Lyutis and Laterre's personalities were also quite incompatible.

Actually, I should be grateful they're just clashing like neighborhood kids with all those penalties hanging over them. It's fine since they're not fighting seriously anyway.

'It would be better if they fought somewhere else.'

Why come to the Academy and bother people?

Feeling like I'd just get frustrated watching them, I quietly looked away. Perhaps Apels, who created this Academy, was the root of all evil. That country deserved to perish.

As I turned my gaze, I saw Luise staring blankly into space, seemingly lost in thought.

"What's wrong?"

Erich must have noticed Luise too, as he spoke to her first. I was curious as well, so that worked out. Lately, Luise had been startling whenever I tried to talk to her, making it difficult to approach her.

"Nothing. Just wondering which class will win."
"This year will certainly be competitive."

With those words, Erich's gaze shifted once to the two idiots engaged in their sword-magic debate, and once to Ainter who was quietly observing.

One of those three's classes would probably win. Excluding Tanian, who likely wouldn't care who wins.

"We can just take it easy."

Following Erich's gaze toward the likely victory candidates, Luise smiled brightly as she spoke.

Since the outcome was already determined, ordinary first-years like Luise could just enjoy it like a sports day. There was no need to aim for victory like at the club fair, nor would it affect grades like the practical exam.

"Right. It's not like they give you anything for winning."

Amid all this, I heard Erich's comment that seemed to lack romance. He's become quite the capitalist who won't move without profit.

'You've grown well.'

Actually, I'm the same. If there's nothing to gain, lying low is the noble thing to do.

"The final 4-person battle would be perfect."
"What a coincidence. I was thinking the same thing."

The two idiots who had been whispering about something had successfully reached a compromise among themselves.

'The 4-person battle, huh.'

I'd found out which competition they would participate in, just as Villar wanted. Yes, the 4-person battle was the most reasonable choice.

The 4-person battle: each class sends a team consisting of the class teacher, one sword student, one magic student, and one faculty member without a class assignment.

I don't know why they include the last mercenary, but anyway, it's the competition that concludes the inter-class competition. For those show-offs, it's the optimal event.

'That's somewhat fortunate.'

It's easier to guard them when they're in the same competition rather than different ones.

'4-person battle.'

My gaze unconsciously turned to Erich. Hearing "4-person battle" automatically made me think of him.

Each class sends one sword student and one magic student.

'This event was made just for you.'

It hurt my heart. Among the pastry club members, Erich was the only one in Luise's class. Moreover, Erich was a swordsman and Luise was a magician.

It was definitely an event where Erich could have been with Luise. Their relationship might have improved through that event.


'If only you had held on a little longer.'

Unfortunately, he got rejected right before this event happened. If they had experienced the 4-person battle together, would things have been different?

...Come to think of it, they rode in the same carriage to Voyaare Duchy, but nothing special happened. I guess things wouldn't have changed much.

My heart ached again, but for a different reason this time.

I informed not only Villar but also Margareta that Lyutis and Laterre would be participating in the 4-person battle.

After all, the Academy also needs to consider their safety. The Student Council should prepare, separate from the Principal's rounds of the competition grounds.

"That's a relief. If anything happens during the 4-person battle, we can respond quickly."

I nodded as I watched Margareta sigh with relief.

The 4-person battle is the final event of the inter-class competition and the most spectacularly conducted one. Thanks to this, there will be many magicians and priests capable of healing magic gathered, so if someone gets injured, the situation can be quickly resolved.

Of course, having nothing happen at all would be best, but the reassurance of having insurance cannot be ignored. Peace of mind makes work easier.

"It would be nice if the class of whichever of those two wins takes the overall victory."
"I think so too."

It certainly makes for a better picture if the class that wins the final competition takes the overall victory. Even during school trip recreation, don't they give out more points at the end?

This means Ainter's class won't get a chance at victory, but there will be two more inter-class competitions. Let's concede this year to the foreigners.

After my agreement, Margareta smiled slightly and spoke again.

"By the way, Kal, has anything unusual happened lately?"
"Pardon?"

That was too sudden. What does she mean by anything unusual?

"The pastry club is always so lively. I mean, have the members done anything noteworthy?"

At those words, I quickly recalled the current status of the members, but there was nothing particularly new.

These days, apart from the inter-class competition, nothing was happening, and even the inter-class competition, which could be considered noteworthy, I've been reporting to Margareta whenever something occurs. There's nothing particularly unusual to mention.

"No, fortunately nothing unusual has happened."
"Is that so?"

Margareta tilted her head as if finding it strange, which gave me a small sense of unease. When Margareta probes like this, it means she knows something. She's not the type to do this without reason.

'Club business I don't know about?'

Terrifying. Even with my vigilant monitoring, something still happened?

Damn it, I at least need to know to handle it. If it's something beyond my awareness, I have no countermeasures.

But judging from Margareta's reaction, it seems to be in the early stages. If something had properly blown up, Margareta wouldn't be this calm, and I would have received contact from the Principal or Villar.

"Marr, is something going on?"

At my question, this time Margareta fell into contemplation.

Wait, why?

***

Something unexpected had happened.

"No, fortunately nothing unusual has happened."

I couldn't help but tilt my head at Kal's answer. That's strange, how could that be? Has nothing really happened?

For a moment, his answer made me doubt Kal. While I know Kal wouldn't lie to me, his response was that unexpected.

Just to be sure, I looked into Kal's eyes and saw clear pupils without a hint of shame.

Yes, Kal seems innocent.

'Why?'


Confirming Kal's innocence only deepened my questions.

I had thought something would have happened by now. Because I personally gave permission. Because she seemed to understand what I said.

'Lady Luise...'

What are you doing right now?

After the confusion came an inexplicable sense of deflation. Why, just why?

If Lady Luise were indecisive and sluggish by nature, I could understand. But isn't Lady Luise someone who took the drastic measure of organizing all the club members? That's not something someone with ordinary determination and initiative would do.

"Marr, is something going on?"

At Kal's words, I lowered my gaze slightly. Something is going on. I'm not sure if it's appropriate to tell Kal, though.

As the one who permitted Lady Luise to become the second wife, I have no intention of hindering her. If an opportunity arises to speak well of Lady Luise to Kal, I'll gladly do so.

But this situation is ambiguous. What if Lady Luise has her reasons for staying quiet? Then I'd just be meddling unnecessarily.

"I saw Lady Luise recently, and she seemed troubled."

After much deliberation, I finally spoke up appropriately. Saying this would make Kal pay more attention to Lady Luise.

Even I thought it was decent quick thinking and consideration. I don't do this for just anyone, but since we'll be sharing the same husband, I specially considered—

"You noticed it too, Marr?"

Wait, what?

'I noticed it too?'

So that means Kal has also noticed something strange about Lady Luise.

"Strangely, she's been watching her step around me lately."
"Ah, yes."

Of course she would. The person she likes is right in front of her.

After that, Kal brought up various things. The more I listened, the more dazed I became. I had a guess about Lady Luise's behavior.

"When I try to talk to her, she either avoids me or changes the subject."
"I see."

That's right. What I was thinking is correct.

'She's shy.'

I barely held back a sigh. Lady Luise, what are you doing? I gave you a chance.

I understand. The one who falls in love first loses, so feeling small and nervous in front of Kal is understandable. But you need to overcome that nervousness and move forward. Do you think I approached Kal without any embarrassment?

On the contrary, having been rejected once, I needed even more courage. Although I was certain that Kal and I were destined by heaven, that he would eventually be by my side, embarrassment was still embarrassment.

"So I'm quite worried. She seems troubled about something but won't open up."
"Yes, I'm worried too."

Though for different reasons than Kal.

But something feels off. I can understand Lady Luise wasting time, unable to muster that final courage, but Kal isn't the type to be oblivious, is he?

One can't reach his current position with poor intuition. And he pushed me away before, which means he was aware of my feelings.

'Why doesn't he understand Lady Luise?'

He recognized my feelings, so why not Lady Luise's?

Of course, I was more expressive, but Lady Luise is expressing herself with her whole body even if she doesn't say it. A woman who rejected five men recently is now hesitating and watching her step only in front of him. How can he not know after seeing this?

It's strange. Unless he sees Lady Luise as something other than a potential romantic interest, this should be impossible.

"I wish there were other female members in the club; it's a shame."

It seems Lady Luise's path will be somewhat difficult.

# The Inter-class Competition

Unlike its solemn name, the Inter-class Competition ranked among the softer, gentler events in the Academy's calendar.

The Club Fair was a contest staking noble pride, and practical exams were life-or-death matters for commoner students, but the Inter-class Competition involved neither pride nor practical benefit. Why invest passion when the winning class would be determined naturally through casual participation?

However, this year—or more precisely, for the next three years including this one—the winning class would be determined manually rather than automatically.

"Though it bears the name 'competition,' this is an opportunity to confirm each other's learning and walk together. Someday, all of you gathered here will lead the Empire, and more broadly, the continent. So this old man hopes the competition becomes a place of harmony rather than rivalry."

Thanks to this, the principal's opening speech was touchingly elaborate. Normally such a long speech wouldn't be necessary, but it was unavoidable to prevent the competition's atmosphere from overheating.

'What a struggle in his final years.'

I gazed sympathetically at the principal's back as he delivered his pitiful speech. The vice principal beside me probably wore the same expression.

Being the Academy's principal was the ultimate career achievement. Mayor of the city formed around the Academy and head of the Empire's highest educational institution—what an honorable and noble position. In the field of education, none could compare except the Minister of Education.

Of course, it meant nothing to royalty. What did it matter if he was principal? Royalty could command officials with a mere nod. And since royal safety was at stake, I understood why the principal was acting this way.

"Appropriate competition and the desire to win can fertilize development. But remember, today is not your only day."

The principal emphasized again not to get too excited.

The repetitive speech was tedious but unavoidable. With royals Lyutis and Laterre confirmed to participate in the four-person match, tension hung over the first-year students—specifically between Lyutis's class and Laterre's class.

With the two royals throwing down the gauntlet, the championship candidates narrowed to two classes, and now the students in those classes were forcibly conscripted as bodyguards fighting for royal honor.

Acting casually in such an honorable and solemn position? That would be tantamount to indirectly declaring future absence from social circles. They would probably participate in the competition with gritted teeth and wild eyes.

'This will be a mess.'

The principal clearly shared my thoughts, hence his speech, but honestly, I doubted its effectiveness. I just prayed no one would lose a limb. Should I actually pray?

"I hope this remains a pleasant memory."

And so, amid anxiety and prayer, the Inter-class Competition began.

Thankfully, it didn't immediately devolve into "principal-sanctioned time of slaughter and madness!" with blood splattered everywhere.

Fortunately, the event featuring royalty was only the final four-person match, so there was no need to worry yet. Given the Academy's predominantly noble student body, the other events weren't particularly rough either.

Or wait, should this be considered rough?

'They really do everything.'

The thundering sound of hooves reached me despite the distance.

Eighteen horses galloping across the Academy's main field. The first event marking the competition's opening was horse racing.

'They run well.'

As I blankly watched, trauma buried deep in my mind began to stir.

The race before me was cute with fewer than twenty horses, but in the North, I'd seen thousands, tens of thousands charging at once. That was truly terrifying. Especially seeing them charge from the front rather than the side—it was maddening.

In the end, we somehow won. Even now, I wonder how we defeated them. The Victorious Duke was amazing...

While I was lost in thought, a rider crossed the finish line. A blonde noblewoman on a black horse.

"The first to finish is—Irina Yorun from Class 3, Year 1!"


"Oh."

I couldn't help but admire her. Irina, you ride well.

Smiling and waving in all directions, Irina looked even more majestic sitting on the large black horse.

"Impressive. Many noblewomen can ride, but few can perform as jockeys like that."

Turning toward the voice beside me, I saw Margareta watching Irina with interested eyes.

There's certainly a big difference between casual riding and racing as a jockey.

"How about you, Mar?"
"I'm not a noblewoman, I'm a duke's daughter."

When I playfully asked, Margareta answered with a proud expression. She wasn't an ordinary noble lady but a member of a ducal family, so of course she could.

I wasn't sure what being from a ducal family had to do with being a jockey, but she seemed pleased, so I let it go.

"Though not as well as Kal, of course."
"How embarrassing."

I gave an awkward smile at her beaming comment. Unfortunately, contrary to Margareta's belief, I'm not a good rider. When would I have had the opportunity?

Before the possession, obviously never, and afterward, my family adamantly prevented me from getting near horses. Another fall would be catastrophic.

Even in the North, horses mysteriously died whenever I rode them. Those Keshig bastards—thinking about it now, they must have targeted me.

'It's funny that I only learned to ride properly after the war ended.'

Only when I was least connected to horses could I properly ride them. After the war, I occasionally went hunting with the Crown Prince.

Thanks to that, I can ride decently now. Just enough not to fall off.

"Hehe, I'd love to ride with Kal sometime."
"Me too."

Seeing Margareta's expectant face, I didn't have the courage to disappoint her.

Glancing back at the field, I saw Irina doing her victory run.

Hmm.

'Maybe I should learn from Irina.'

If there's a champion nearby, learn from the champion.

Despite her "just enjoying" mode, Luise seemed in good spirits thanks to her class winning the first event.

But Luise's class wouldn't win again. After spending all their energy on horse racing, her class recorded an unbelievable losing streak in subsequent events.

Horse racing depended on both jockey and horse abilities, making it difficult to deliberately lose, but the later events were different.

Students from the two classes gritting their teeth to win, and others performing adequately to ensure those two classes' victory. This strange combination led to predictable results.

"It's fierce."
"Yes, the students seem quite enthusiastic."

After sending Margareta off to her busy Student Council duties, I stayed beside the principal. It was better to be with him now that the competition had heated up.


Indeed, after the horse racing, the competition proceeded with intense battles between Lyutis's class and Laterre's class. If Lyutis's class won one event, Laterre's class would win the next, then Lyutis's class would win again.

'Even if they planned it, they couldn't have done it this perfectly.'

If you weren't royalty, you'd be suspected of match-fixing.

The good news was that while intense, no serious conflicts or bloodshed had erupted yet. Just excessive passion for victory.

"Today seems like it will end smoothly."

Perhaps feeling slight relief, the principal's expression softened somewhat.

Although the Inter-class Competition wasn't a one-day event, at least one day was passing somehow. That was certainly something to be happy about. Please don't rob fragile civil servants of their small joys.

That said, the last morning event had just finished.

"Would you like to have lunch before the afternoon events?"
"I appreciate the offer, but I still have other work to attend to."
"I see."

I nodded at the principal's words. Certainly, the Academy's other duties didn't disappear just because of the competition.

Unfortunately, the same applied to Margareta. And approaching the club members felt like an adult intruding on students' mealtime.

So I went alone. With neither Margareta nor club members available, I had no one to eat with. Better to eat quickly and return before meeting anyone.

"Sis. Aren't you eating?"
"I already ate earlier."
"Can I eat all of this then?"
"Yes. You have an event later. Eat it all."

I never expected to encounter others before even picking up my fork.

This was unexpected. I thought no one would be inside since everyone seemed to be eating outdoors to enjoy the festival atmosphere.

'What's going on here?'

Two students crouching pitifully outside the dining hall, not even inside. Their whispered conversation caught my attention.

The words that reached my ears stopped me from simply entering the dining hall. "I already ate earlier"—anyone would recognize that as meaning she was going hungry.

After some hesitation, I directed my steps toward the two students. An Academy student unable to eat properly wasn't just an Academy problem but an Empire problem. Attending the Academy meant the student was either a noble or a talented commoner.

'Neither should be in a position to go hungry.'

Hearing my approach, the student called "sis" hurriedly turned around.

Would it be rude to say she looked like a startled meerkat?

"Sis, what's wrong?"

The younger sibling, busily chewing something, turned toward her sister, but the older one had turned pale and couldn't answer.

'I expected this.'

I almost sighed at the predictable situation. I hadn't avoided contact with other students for nothing. The combination of being both Audit Department Head and Inspector made even faculty members reluctant to see me. How much worse for ordinary students?

As I carefully took another step forward, I could visibly see the older sister flinch.

Anyone watching would think I was bullying these kids.

The student flinched more violently as I approached. At first, it was just slight twitches, but now they were trembling almost like a phone on vibrate mode.

'That's a bit extreme.'

Given my position, I admit my first impression can be somewhat intimidating. But even so, people usually just avoid eye contact or act cautious—they don't tremble this pitifully.

Unless they've been personally hurt by the Audit Department like Irina, there's no need for such a severe reaction. The Audit Department rarely bites people without reason, after all.

'A commoner, perhaps?'

Nobles don't tend to tremble excessively, so they're likely a commoner. An ignorant commoner wouldn't be scared at all, but this seems like someone who has vague knowledge about the noble world and is therefore irrationally afraid.

"Your name?"
"A-Amelia, sir!"

I asked for her name to check if she might be a timid noble, but she confirmed my suspicion by being a commoner. Nobles would have stated their family name too. At least I avoided the discourtesy of mistaking a noble for a commoner.

I looked over Amelia, who had risen from her seat. Purple long hair and purple eyes. A slightly small build, perhaps from insufficient nutrition. Her pupils and body still trembling.

I glanced at her sister sitting beside her, who was completely different except for her hair and eye color. While her sister seemed underfed, she had a robust build and a relaxed expression. Her hair was also shorter compared to her sister's.

"Olivia. Greet him properly."
"Ah, yes."

Amelia shook her sister Olivia's shoulder with her trembling hand, and Olivia belatedly stood up.

"I'm Olivia! Nice to meet you!"

Despite her energetic greeting, I couldn't bring myself to respond. My attention was drawn to the object Olivia was holding—something she had apparently been chewing on until just now.

'What is that?'

Is that a turnip?

Something unexpected appeared at an unexpected moment. I definitely heard them talking about eating, so she must have been eating that, right?

Their conversation had sounded pitiful, but I thought they were at least eating bread. But a turnip? Are Academy students—not just ordinary commoners—living like this?

'Unbelievable.'

If it had been a potato, I wouldn't have felt this way. Eating potatoes for meals isn't uncommon among commoners or soldiers.

But this was a turnip. Not as an ingredient in a dish, but eating it raw. And even that turnip wasn't enough for both of them to eat their fill, so Amelia had given up her share.

"Um, well, it has a bit of sweetness, so I was just having a little snack."

Amelia carefully spoke up, apparently noticing my blank stare at the turnip.

It was decent quick thinking. I'd heard that turnips do have a subtle sweetness, and commoner children sometimes eat them as snacks.

If not for the protest sounds coming from Amelia's empty stomach, I would have called it perfect quick thinking rather than just decent.

"S-Sister! Didn't you eat earlier?"

Shocked by Amelia's stomach growling, Olivia hurriedly broke the turnip in half and handed it to Amelia.

The beautiful sisterly affection made my mind go blank.

Do these children even know what a proper meal is...?

***

For commoners, the Imperial Academy is nothing short of paradise. For nobles and royalty, attending is a given, but for commoners, being able to enter a place where such distinguished people gather is a blessing from Enen.


Unless they cause a major incident, commoners who enter the Imperial Academy are guaranteed a bright future. Getting into the educational institution of the nobility proves they have the necessary ability.

Having proven their abilities, finding employment after graduation is easy. If they're lucky enough to catch the eye of someone important during their school years, their future becomes even brighter. That's why commoner students at the Imperial Academy focus on two things: grades and reputation.

Because their future depends on their efforts. They could become retainers to great nobles rather than ordinary barons or viscounts, officials in local administration, or perhaps even officials in the imperial administration.

There are even rare cases of commoners receiving titles. With extremely good fortune, some have even received hereditary titles.

"Everyone! I, I got accepted to the Academy!"

So when I first passed the Academy entrance exam, I felt like I owned the world.

After my parents passed away, I was taking care of four younger siblings. I had been blaming Enen for this difficult life, wondering when it would end. But that blame was over—happiness was about to begin.

Commoner students receive full tuition exemption, scholarships, and living allowances. Of course, I had no intention of using it for myself. I would send it all to my siblings. I could handle being a little hungry.

"Amelia. I'm counting on you."
"Yes, I'll take care of them."
"Are you sure? I can take over."

I did my absolute best for my future and my siblings' future. I didn't shy away from any difficult task to catch the eye of my noble classmates. I was willing to do anything to make my name stick in the nobles' memories.

Actually, I wanted to speak formally to them, but that would violate school rules.

"Sister! I'm here too!"
"Olivia?"

A year later, Olivia was admitted. Unlike me, she entered through the military track rather than academics.

Until last year, I didn't know Olivia had such talent. If I had properly fulfilled my role as a parent, I would have discovered Olivia's talent sooner.

I felt like crying, but I forced myself to smile, not wanting to ruin Olivia's cheerful mood. Anyway, it was good news. Olivia's future was now secured too.

Now the money I send doesn't need to be split among four siblings. Olivia would also receive scholarships and living allowances. Olivia could live comfortably.

But strangely, Olivia was walking around looking like a beggar.

"Money? I sent it to our siblings too."
"...What?"

I was furious when I heard that. Why was I working so hard? I was suffering to feed and raise them well. Why couldn't she understand my intentions? Did she think I wanted to see her looking like a beggar?

I hit Olivia's back several times, telling her to stop immediately, to drop out if she was going to be like this, or to cut ties with me.

"But I wanted to help you too!"

Olivia, who was bigger than me but just took the beating, cried out. I was about to ask what she had done right to raise her voice, but I couldn't bring myself to do it.

Seeing her eyes welling up with tears, I couldn't speak. Instead, tears began to form in my eyes too.

In the end, I couldn't break Olivia's stubbornness. Still, I told her that since there were more people sending money and fewer receiving it, she could send less, but she refused even that. She said the younger siblings were growing and eating more now.

Well, there's nothing we can do then. We're already grown up, so it's right to send everything to our younger siblings.

"There's lots of food in the nearby forest!"
"You've been to the forest too?"
"Yes! I even made a small vegetable garden!"
"That's amazing..."

I felt like I could endure any hardship as long as I was with Olivia.

"Your name?"


But I never wished for such an extreme hardship.

Today, as usual, Olivia and I were eating in a secluded place. Nobles value appearance and dignity, so they would likely be displeased seeing how we eat. We couldn't risk offending our future superiors.

But instead of a future superior, someone who currently controls the Empire appeared.

'We're doomed.'

It was a mistake. I let my guard down because no one was eating in the dining hall due to the inter-class competition. I was trying to eat quickly and leave before anyone came, but we were caught in that moment. And by the most dangerous person possible.

Even as a commoner, I know who he is. No, precisely because I'm a commoner, I needed to be more aware.

The nobles I constantly need to be wary of. And the Head of the Audit Department whom even those nobles avoid and fear.

'W-what should I do...?'

Moreover, the current Head of the Audit Department also holds the position of Academy Inspector. What if he gets angry? What if he says Academy students aren't maintaining proper dignity?

Will we be referred to the disciplinary committee? Then rumors will spread and our reputation will fall. What if we're expelled?

Negative thoughts cascaded through my mind. When my stomach growled in front of the Head of the Audit Department, I truly felt like the sky was falling.

"Follow me."

After a moment of silence, the Head of the Audit Department turned his back with those words. If I tried to run... I'd probably just add insolence to my offenses.

With still-trembling hands, I grabbed the dazed Olivia's hand and followed the Head of the Audit Department.

'Please, Enen.'

I don't care what happens to me, but please let Olivia graduate safely.

***

I had only planned to quickly eat and return, but I never expected to end up sponsoring malnourished children.

"Sister, sister! Try this too!"
"Y-yes..."

But how many people could walk away after seeing such a sight? Even that Crown Prince would have shed tears and wanted to feed them something.

What pained my heart most was that they were eating turnips, not even potatoes. In this continent, not being able to eat potatoes would be like not having kimchi in my previous world...

'What will become of the Empire?'

Being a commoner admitted to the Academy means having exceptional ability. Depending on their conduct, they could become high-ranking officials or core retainers.

Yet here were two such talented individuals nibbling on turnips? Shouldn't the Ministers of Education and Relief be held responsible and resign?

I suppressed a sigh as I looked at them. Olivia eating happily, Amelia moving her hands quickly while still being cautious.

"...Eat this too."

I pushed the food in front of me toward them.

"Thank you!"
"O-Olivia!"
"It's fine. I gave it to her, so let her eat."

I don't think I could eat anyway—I might cry if I let my guard down.

"There's a saying that just watching someone eat can make you feel full. It means either they eat so heartily, or the person eating is so beautiful that just watching them brings satisfaction. Until now, I'd heard such a state existed, but I'd never reached it myself.

And today, I stepped into a new world.

'She eats well.'

Both Amelia and Olivia are eating tremendously. Especially Amelia—it's amazing how much fits into such a small frame.

'Girls who eat so well.'

Girls who eat well when given food, yet they're surviving on mere turnip scraps, and the older sister couldn't even eat so only the younger one ate...

From deep within my heart, an indescribable sense of pity welled up. I haven't felt this emotion since discovering Yuris and Sophia dying of starvation in the back alleys.

Looking at Olivia, who has a larger frame than Amelia, I notice her eating speed only increases, never slowing down. Meanwhile, the food before them is gradually reaching the bottom.

"You'll need more."

As I stand up to bring more food, Amelia hurriedly rises as well.

"I-it's fine! We've already eaten more than enough!"
"Didn't you say your sister is competing? You need to eat your fill."

When I press down on Amelia's shoulder, she trembles and sits back down.

As for Olivia, she just stares with sparkling eyes at the prospect of more food.

"Fank yoo!"
"...Sure."

Her mouth is so full I can't understand what she's saying. From the feeling, I think she's expressing gratitude. My friend may have a light wallet, but her manners are heavy.

I nod to Olivia and quickly turn away. If no one had been watching, I might have shoved my fist in my mouth and wailed.

'The Empire apologizes.'

A society where even commoners can succeed if they have ability. Isn't the Kfelopen Empire proud of being a society where active social mobility is possible? Yet the academy students, symbols of capable commoners, are in such a state.

It's the Empire's sin, the Empire's sin. And my sin. If I had properly inspected the Ministry of Education or the relief ministry, this wouldn't have happened.

Suppressing my complicated feelings, I ordered a large amount of new food. This time including desserts.

"Th-thank youuuu..."

Seeing Amelia whimpering with a macaron in her mouth, I nearly cried myself.

'I'm weak to this sort of thing.'

Do these children even know what happiness is?

Fortunately, I no longer have to conduct soul-crushing inspections.

Whether that's truly fortunate is quite ambiguous, but at least the Empire isn't completely rotten.

"You have younger siblings?"
"Yes. Three below Olivia."

Either because her full stomach has eased her tension, or because she thinks I'm a nice person who provides food and has lowered her guard, Amelia's trembling has subsided compared to earlier.

So when I carefully inquired about this desperate poverty, she cautiously opened up. The money she receives from the academy isn't small, but she sends it all to her siblings.

"They're at an age where they're growing fast and need a lot of money. Plus, with Olivia enrolled too, we need to hire someone to look after the kids."

Though the content of her words wasn't bright, Amelia's expression was cheerful at the thought of her siblings growing healthily.

A poor girl who starves herself to take care of her younger siblings. Damn, I'm weak to this sort of thing.

"I-I'm sorry!"

However she interpreted my expression, a pale-faced Amelia bowed her head as if about to slam her forehead on the desk.

"I-I'm sorry for using money meant for studies elsewhere! But my siblings have no income without me..."


At those words, I tightly closed my eyes.

Saying such things makes it seem like I'm interrogating her. Students are free to use their scholarships or living allowances however they want.

"My sister did nothing wrong!"
'Ah.'

The previously quiet Olivia has joined the fray. Seeing her dear sister trembling must have been too much to bear.

Hugging Amelia, or rather, holding her in her arms... anyway, Olivia, clinging to Amelia, had tears welling in her eyes.

"I was the one who insisted on sending it! My sister tried to stop me, but I insisted!"

Please don't do this to me. From a distance, this looks like a noble persecuting two commoners. It's like something out of a moral fairy tale.

Unable to find words, I blankly stared at the two impoverished sisters. By now, Amelia was slapping Olivia's back, scolding her not to say unnecessary things.

'The Empire's karma...'

If there had been a relief system where Amelia's siblings could live without worry, this wouldn't have happened.

A utopia might be an impossible system, but anyway, it's the Empire's karma. That's what I decided to think for now.

"There's nothing to blame here, so quiet down."

First, I needed to calm the two sisters who were eating away at my mental health in real time.

The story of them starving themselves to send money to their siblings is actually a heartwarming tale worthy of commendation. What deranged noble would hear such a story and say, "How dare you use the Empire's money for personal purposes!"

Even the Emperor, though suspicious of his officials, has compassion for the common people. Rather, he would lament, "It is my lack of virtue, my lack of virtue," that such poverty exists to create such stories.

Of course, "my lack of virtue" means he'll grind his subordinates even harder, but let's skip over that.

"Once money is delivered to a student, it becomes the student's money. Whether you give it to family or lose it gambling, it's not for others to interfere."

Amelia seemed relieved at my confirmation and nodded repeatedly.

"But the money is meant for students, yet the students themselves are in this state."

She stiffened again.

It's a dilemma. The Ministry of Education and the relief ministry have already fulfilled their roles. They gave appropriate subsidies to these sisters, and there were no problems in the delivery process at the academy.

The problem is that the sisters, who were thought to be the final destination, were merely transit points. What can be done when they send away everything they receive?

'There's no solution.'

There's no way to help in this situation. I can't tell departments that are already legally providing subsidies to increase them, and even if the subsidies were increased, these sisters would just send that increased amount to their siblings too.

And I can't berate them for sending money to their siblings. That's just...

"Do you have a moment?"

After much consideration, one idea came to mind.

No matter how I think about it, there's no other suitable solution.

***

After a simple meal and while attending to business, Kal visited. Though I have work to do, it's not so urgent that I need to send him away.

Rather, it's good. It means Kal is so infatuated with me that he wants to see me even knowing I'm busy.

"Ah, Margareta, hello...?"
"Hello, senior!"

However, faced with an unexpected combination, he could only blink in confusion.

The faces aren't unfamiliar. Amelia is a relatively rare commoner student and in the same year, so we're at least acquainted. She's quite capable and friendly, so I've kept her in mind.

And Olivia is her sister, also a commoner student, so I know her too. Her notes are terrible, but she entered the upper ranks based solely on practical skills. Didn't the head of the disciplinary committee target her but couldn't recruit her because she was always with Amelia?

"Hello, Amelia. Nice to see you too, Olivia."


It's an unexpected combination, but ignoring someone's greeting would be impolite. Especially if they're guests Kal brought personally.

With a light smile, I welcomed the two guests and turned my gaze to Kal. He must have brought them for a reason, but I should hear it directly.

"You seem to know each other."
"Somewhat. I'm more surprised that Kal knows these two?"

At my words, Kal smiled sheepishly and placed his hands on Amelia and Olivia's shoulders.

I'm a bit disappointed. Touching other women's bodies in front of me. I'd understand if it were Lady Luise, but...

"I heard the student council is short-staffed."

Hiding my inner thoughts, I nodded at Kal's next words. Though there are only seven executive positions and no vacancies have occurred, we are short on staff to work under the executives. After all, the student council isn't a popular place.

I looked back and forth between Amelia and Olivia's faces. If he brought these guests and mentioned the student council, his next words are obvious.

Not bad. Olivia was originally a talent the disciplinary head had his eye on, and Amelia boasts good grades too. Though there aren't many commoner students lacking in ability.

"We are short-staffed. Just two more people would give us some breathing room."
"That's great. How about these two?"
"What?"
"Huh?"

Both of them were surprised by Kal's words.

'So it was his unilateral decision.'

Oh Kal, you should have explained before coming. It's too much to do this without the parties knowing.

I almost laughed at his somewhat careless appearance, but I held back because others were watching. I can't make Kal a laughingstock in front of others.

"The student council is always open."
"Then only their willingness remains."

And Kal whispered something briefly to them—

"I'll do it."
"I will!"

And thus, new student council comrades were born.

***

I sometimes forget, but my official position at the academy is inspector. So I'm aware of the funds and resources consumed within the academy.

Thanks to that, I was also aware of the extremely minor and meaningless privileges of the student council. Privileges that probably few people know about unless they're on the council themselves.

"Student council members can use campus facilities for free."
"F-for free?"
"Yes."
"Um, then the cafeteria too...?"
"Yes."

At my whisper, Amelia and Olivia quickly devoted themselves to the student council.

Free use of campus facilities. It sounds grand, but it's actually nothing special. How expensive could campus facilities be anyway?

It's a privilege that noble students don't care about, and even ordinary commoner students who receive scholarships or subsidies don't pay attention to. Telling someone with a wallet full of cash "Free vending machine milk coffee!" would hardly get their attention.

'I didn't expect anyone would actually use it.'

My tear ducts seem to be working overtime today. Seeing them happily signing the documents Margareta offered makes my heart ache.

Giving them more money would only increase what goes to their siblings. This is better. At least they can eat their fill.

Honestly, they're human too—how could they not be hungry? They ate enthusiastically when I treated them, and now they're like this as soon as they learned about free cafeteria access.

'Poor things.'

I definitely have two more people to write recommendation letters for.

The Student Council gained +2 manpower, which is good, and Amelia and Olivia no longer need to go hungry, which is also good. It's the creation of a world where no one gets hurt.

Still, this time I couldn't even feel happy about gaining future civil servants. I just hoped those kids would be happy from now on. As Academy students, they're essentially between nobility and commoners, but why do they live like they're between commoners and the destitute?

No, not between—just destitute. Honestly, if the Academy didn't provide free uniforms, they probably would have looked like beggars.

"Kal, what happened earlier?"

After the two poverty-stricken sisters left, bowing repeatedly and promising to work hard, Margareta broke the silence.

Though she readily accepted those two due to my request and the Student Council's staff shortage, it was still an unexpected proposal. It would be stranger to think I did this without any reason.

"I couldn't bear seeing Marga working so hard. Wouldn't it be easier if competent students joined?"

The truth is, I let them in because they were living so miserably that I wanted them to at least eat properly. But judging from Amelia's reaction, she seemed reluctant to let others discover their situation. She was probably worried about her reputation among the noble students.

Of course, Margareta would feel sympathy after hearing their circumstances, not think they lacked dignity. She'd probably treat them with compassion and consideration whenever she saw them.

'That's the problem.'

Amelia has been navigating noble circles for a year and a half already. She'd immediately notice Margareta's compassionate consideration.

That would be troublesome. It's uncomfortable when someone else reveals what you've been desperately hiding. Besides, I'm afraid of how Amelia might panic thinking she's exposed her shameful situation to a ducal family.

She might write a letter declaring Olivia's innocence and withdraw from school. I can already envision the future just from the brief glimpse I got today.

"Hmm, is that so?"

Margareta narrowed her eyes at my excuse that concealed the truth. A look that said, "Is that really all?"

I gently patted her head in response.

"It's actually also related to their private matters, so I can't tell you everything. I'm sorry, Marga."

It was a cowardly evasion, but definitely effective. Margareta's narrowed eyes slowly closed, and her expression became serene.

"Will you understand?"
"If it's a private matter, there's nothing I can do."

Her gentle response put me at ease. If she had insisted on knowing, I would have eventually told her, but Margareta let it go.

"Since Kal recommended them with me in mind, I'll take good care of them."
"I'm honored."

She was saying she'd look after them well for my sake, though I wasn't sure why.

I'm truly indebted to Margareta's generous heart.

Shouldn't people go home to shower and sleep after the sports festival ends?

"This doesn't look like it'll be decided until the very end."
"That's better. It's no fun if the results are determined too quickly."
"Haha! We've been getting along so well lately!"

I don't get along with you, so just leave me alone.

My small, precious sanctuary—the Confectionery Club room—has been occupied by evil invaders. Technically, they're legitimate visitors since they're club members, but they're invaders nonetheless.

Honestly, I thought no one would come during the inter-class competition. There's no club time, so there's no need to visit.

But everyone came. All six members, from the club president to the regular members.

"You must be tired. Why don't you go home and rest?"
= Get out of my sanctuary right now, you bastards.

I directed this especially at the noisy red and blue duo. If I were still a section chief, I wouldn't be speaking so indirectly—I would have grabbed them by the collar and thrown them out already.

"How could I be tired when I didn't even participate in any events? I just stopped by because going straight home felt empty!"

I unconsciously nodded at Lyutis's words. These guys were indeed just spectators. It would have been quite a headache if they had participated in other events while I was already focused on providing security for the four-person battle.

He's right. But there's only one letter difference between being right and getting hit.

'If I was going to possess someone, I should have possessed a member of the imperial family.'

The thought suddenly crossed my mind. I'm suffering like this because I'm merely from a count's family. If I were royalty, wouldn't I be able to beat them up without consequences? Aren't rogue imperial princes common even in novels?

...Come to think of it, that's the Second Prince. Damn, that's not fiction but reality.

"I see."

I finally gave up. It hurts that my expectation of them not coming was betrayed, but the club room being busy at this hour is nothing unusual.


As I deliberately shifted my gaze elsewhere, I noticed Luise and Erich kneading dough.

Is it just my imagination? Somehow, Erich seems to have gotten closer to Luise since she rejected him.

Noticing my gaze, Luise looked up first.

"You should rest on a day like today."
"It's boring to just watch. I thought it would be nice to have something to eat together."

I nodded again at Luise's response as she smiled slightly.

True, just as movies are more enjoyable with popcorn, watching events is better with snacks. Luise must be bored too, since she's only participating in the four-person battle.

"You too?"
"Me too."

A brief exchange was enough with Erich.

"Do you need some too, brother?"
"I'll make Oraboni's portion."
"Guess you don't need any."

It really does seem like they've gotten closer since she rejected him.

Anyway, since she's offering to make some, I should gratefully accept.

"Sure, I'll leave it to you."
"Leave it to me!"

It's been a while since I've seen Luise smile brightly. I was worried because she seemed to be avoiding me for a while, but maybe she's okay now.

And after a long time, I could see the cookie jar I frequently used during the first semester filled again.

The inter-class competition flowed smoothly until the final day.

When Lyutis's class won, Laterre's class would win the next match. Whenever the opposing team won, they'd evolve into berserkers after receiving "encouragement" (more like pressure) from the royalty in their class, while other classes watched like spectators viewing a fire across the river.

The sacrifice of a few brought peace to many. The greatest happiness for the greatest number. From a utilitarian perspective, this was the right outcome.

The students in Lyutis's and Laterre's classes might feel wronged, but what can they do? That's their fate.

'Luck is also a skill.'

As I thought during the previous practical exam, luck is also a skill. Don't character status screens include LUK as a stat? It's clearly one of the abilities. There are even all-luck thieves.

And thinking positively, it's a precious opportunity to build connections by being in the same class as royalty. Where else could you get such an opportunity?

Of course, it's an opportunity I would decline even if offered.

"I'm glad our class doesn't have to deal with that."

I turned toward the voice beside me and saw Olivia staring blankly at the field.

I hadn't planned to meet her, but we ran into each other by chance while wandering around. I was going to just exchange greetings and move on, but she suddenly clung to me.

'Poor thing.'

She's a pitiful child without parents. Moreover, since Amelia entered the Academy, she probably became the parent figure for her younger siblings.

At an age when she should be receiving affection, she didn't get proper love, so she must be suffering from affection deficiency. Yuris and Sophia were the same.

That's probably why she comes running like this just because I gave her some food. Especially to me, whom others try to avoid as much as possible.

'Like a dog.'

The tone sounds strange, but she really is like a large dog. Sort of like a purple retriever.

"Where's Amelia?"
"She was with me until just now, but I can't see her. My sister sometimes gets lost."

Isn't it you who got lost, not Amelia?

I closed my mouth that was about to speak and imagined Amelia desperately searching for Olivia. What a pitiful sight.

As I remained silent, Olivia turned her gaze toward me. More precisely, toward my hand.

"Um, Audit Department Head. Can I have some of that?"
"Sure."
"Wow! Thank you!"

Seeing that she was eyeing Luise's homemade cookies, I readily offered the jar.

Strange, she seemed to be eating well since joining the Student Council... Maybe she's eating everything in sight because of the resentment from going hungry for so long.


Anyway, Olivia's expression, which had been smiling as she put a cookie in her mouth, quickly hardened.

'Is it the old flavor?'

It seems Luise reverted to the first semester flavor, saying it was just for me. Back to that time when even club members who had crushes on Luise couldn't bring themselves to eat them.

"...I guess my taste doesn't match well with nobles."

Olivia spoke glumly after chewing a few times.

No, that level means it matches well. There were people who couldn't eat those and spat them out.

"Everyone has different tastes. Nothing strange about that."

After that, Olivia never looked at the cookie jar again.

Not long after, a panting Amelia appeared and snatched Olivia away. She bowed her head several times while dragging Olivia away.

Although her wariness toward me seems to have eased a bit since joining the Student Council, she still seems afraid. Yes, that's normal. Olivia is the unusual one.

After the purple meerkat retrieved the purple retriever, I also moved on. The four-person battle would start soon, so I needed to find a spot overlooking the field.

"You've arrived?"
"Ah, yes. I'm a bit late."

When I arrived, the principal, vice principal, and Student Council were already there. Everyone must be concerned since this is the final event. If this four-person battle passes without incident, the inter-class competition will be over.

"Something seems to be happening."

But there seems to be a problem right away.

Seeing the somewhat chaotic field, I spoke, and the principal laughed awkwardly.

"Well—"
- "Instructor Alberto, who participated as a faculty member for Class 1-3, has urgently left due to a summons from the Magic Tower."
"That's what happened."
"I see."

The announcement echoed appropriately. So Luise's class had recruited a Magic Department instructor.

'That was a good asset.'

Magic Department instructors are dispatched from the Magic Tower, so their skills are definitely reliable.

However, they have the disadvantage of having to fly back to the Tower when issues arise, putting Academy schedules on hold. Unfortunately, that disadvantage manifested at this timing.

"Most capable faculty members have already been recruited by other classes."

The principal's face showed subtle regret as he stroked his beard.

It's certainly an uncomfortable situation. Students are being disadvantaged due to external factors, not their own mistakes.

- "The four-person battle will be delayed until Class 1-3 finds a new faculty member. We ask for your understanding."

Fortunately, they seem willing to wait, but will it make a difference? Honestly, any faculty members still available at this point are probably less effective as combat assets.

'That's unfortunate.'

Although the victory in the four-person battle will likely go to either Lyutis or Laterre, Luise's class has been stranded without even being able to field their full strength.

- "Class 1-3 has designated a new faculty member."

After a few minutes passed, another announcement was made.

"Designated?"
"In such cases, we skip the procedure of seeking the faculty member's permission. It's a consideration for the class that has been disadvantaged by sudden variables."

That makes sense. They've already suffered a major gap in their lineup. Making them persuade someone from scratch would be too harsh.

- "The, Class, 1-3, has, designated, the faculty... member..."

What's this?

'Is there a lag?'

The announcement suddenly stuttered. This has never happened before.

- "...the Confectionery Club advisor!"

...?

Is there another Confectionery Club advisor I don't know about?

The suffocating silence descended. Everyone froze—the principal stroking his beard, the vice principal explaining post-match procedures to the Student Council, and the council members listening to his plans.

Of course, I was no different.

'Was there another advisor?'

Every club must have exactly one faculty advisor. There's no way I wouldn't know about a second advisor.

'Ah.'

Realization dawned on me. I wasn't actually an advisor. I was just suffering from a mental illness where I believed I was the club's advisor. The real advisor was someone else, and I'd been falsely claiming the position.

No wonder—it didn't make sense for a government official to come to the Academy and serve as a club advisor. I'd been delusional this whole time. Kind-hearted people around me had just been playing along with my delusion.

"L-let me repeat the announcement. Class 1-3 has selected... instead of their previous faculty member, Magic Department instructor Alberto... the Pastry Club advisor... K-Kal Kracius... as their representative..."

'Guess not.'

The trembling announcement shattered my last hope. It mentioned my name specifically, cutting off any escape route.

Whoever was handling the announcement was a true professional. Admirable how they steadfastly carried out their duty in such a situation without backing down.

"No, this is..."

A look of bewilderment spread across the principal's face. It was exactly the same expression he had when he saw Luise using the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic.

"There must be a mistake, a mistake."

The vice principal hurriedly stepped forward.

"Inspector, you're an outsider, not a faculty member. I believe Erich and Luise must have confused things because they've seen you up close."

The vice principal's forced smile was almost desperate. I could see his resolute determination to prevent me from participating.

I nodded in agreement with the vice principal. Naturally, I didn't want to participate either. Joining in the students' games would be quite inconsiderate.

'I can't exactly fight them properly either.'

Honestly, I'm not confident in controlling my strength. In the North, I often barely kept my head attached even when fighting at full power, so I never properly learned such luxurious fighting techniques.

If I accidentally hit them wrong and limbs get severed, they can be reattached, but if only limbs remain, I'd have to burn them and send them to Enen. That's absolutely unacceptable.

"Um, Vice Principal."

But a voice crushed my hopes.

"...The Audit Department Head is also eligible for selection..."

The Student Council President calmly delivered what felt like a death sentence.

No, his expression wasn't calm at all. Looking closer, his face was slightly contorted, as if he too couldn't accept this situation.

"If the Audit Department Head held no position, he wouldn't be eligible, but since he serves as a club advisor, he's included."
"But the Inspector isn't a formal faculty member—he belongs to the administration."
"Alberto is also an outsider from the Magic Tower. He's on assignment just like the Audit Department Head."

To prevent my participation, they should have blocked Alberto's participation from the beginning. The vice principal sighed at this implication. There was nothing incorrect about the statement.

Glancing around, it seemed no one could find a legitimate reason to prevent my participation. Once an outsider had been included as faculty, there was no way to stop it. Making exceptions to rules only complicates things afterward.

They couldn't honestly say, "You're too strong, so you can't participate." What would be the standard for "too strong"? Honestly, the top faculty members could be thrown into a war and return unscathed. Should they be excluded for being too strong as well?

"According to the manual, it's possible, but there's no precedent... still, it is possible..."

I turned toward the muttering voice and saw Margareta covering her mouth with a fan. She was so confused she didn't even notice my gaze.

I understand. Civil servants become incredibly weak when trapped by precedent and manuals. The manual clearly allows for this interpretation. But there's absolutely no precedent for going in this direction. It must be maddening to wonder if this is really the right course of action.


...Meanwhile, Margareta has become quite the civil servant. How sad.

'What a headache.'

Everyone knows who the Pastry Club advisor is. The audience was quite rowdy because of it. It was like a third whale jumping into a fight between two whales.

In contrast, the announcement system had gone completely silent. Some time had passed since they called my name, but there wasn't a single word urging me to hurry down to the arena.

Who could possibly rush me in this situation?

"I'll go down."
"What?"
"Kal?"

All eyes turned to me at my quiet statement.

What else could I do? If there's no legitimate reason for me to abstain, I might as well go down quickly. When the final match gets delayed like this, it kills the mood.

Though it seems the mood has already been killed hundreds of times, but anyway.

"I'll be reasonable. I can exercise that much judgment."
"I trust the Audit Department Head, but..."

The principal's gaze returned to the arena. His expression said he trusted me but wasn't sure about the two whales down there.

After a moment of silence, the principal finally spoke carefully.

"I'll trust only the Audit Department Head."
"I'll be back soon."

I'm going to end this war—no, this competition.

I headed down to the arena with everyone's attention on me. Not exactly the kind of attention I welcomed.

"B-brother."

When I joined Class 1-3, the class that summoned me, Luise came running over.

Is it you, the contractor who summoned me?

"How could you call me so suddenly?"

I suppressed the ridiculous joke that almost escaped and ruffled Luise's hair instead.

Of course, from Luise's perspective, she had no choice when their original member suddenly abandoned them, but I was also suddenly called, so I could complain this much.

"I'm so sorry..."

Seeing her hang her head with nothing to say made my heart sink.

Right, Luise must have been desperate to call me. She would have carefully selected personnel before the inter-class competition, but those plans fell apart, and most decent faculty members had already been picked by other classes.

The pressure must have been immense with the final 4-person match being delayed. She probably called me because I was the most familiar option.

"Brother, actually, I suggested calling you."
'This little bastard.'

My sunken heart exploded again.

His awkward head-scratching wasn't a lie at all. It wasn't to cover for Luise—he was genuinely admitting he had suggested it.

"You called me because you had no one else?"
"No, they said the outcome was obvious anyway, so we could call anyone."

Erich looked away as he spoke. Following his gaze, I saw Lyutis and Laterre.

'He was provoked.'


I could piece together what happened. In an already complicated situation of deciding whom to select, hearing something like "call anyone since you'll lose anyway" would make anyone snap.

So Erich literally called "anyone." Less a sophisticated strategy and more a desire to spite those bastards who annoyed him.

"They seem confident no matter who shows up."
"...Yeah."

So they bear some responsibility for this situation.

My guilty conscience eased a little.

***

Why is life like this?

'Is this just an unlucky year?'

It can't be anything else. Last semester, I ended up paired against Prince Lyutis for the practical exam, and now this happens in the inter-class competition.

I expected Prince Lyutis and Prince Laterre to participate in the 4-person match. I was mentally prepared for that, so the psychological impact was less severe.

Besides, they're not just high in status—they're skilled too. I figured we'd fight moderately, get knocked down, and let the remaining two determine the winner.

"Ha."

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. This is too much. I was prepared for the two princes, but someone even more formidable showing up is just unfair.

A man standing proudly in Class 1-3's area. His furrowed brow suggested he didn't think he belonged there, and he stood with his arms crossed, holding no weapon.

'The Audit Department Head, seriously?'

I want to forfeit immediately. It took great courage to stand in the same arena as foreign royalty, but now the Audit Department Head? You've got to be kidding.

But as a noble, I can't bring dishonor upon myself. While everyone would understand my feelings and wouldn't blame me, I can't be the first to officially forfeit in an official match.

People might say they understand to my face, but behind my back, they'd surely ask, "Was it really necessary to forfeit in an Academy-sponsored event?" I'd instantly become a coward.

"Charles."

I heard Robert's voice beside me.

"We stick to the plan."

I nodded at his words. Yes, the situation has changed, but that makes our strategy even more brilliant.

I looked to my left. No matter what, they're royalty. If I carelessly offend them, I'll be labeled "a noble who disrespected royalty." I might never be allowed in social circles again.

I looked to my right. He's actually more frightening than royalty I'll never see again after graduation. If I get on his bad side, I'll be immediately "audited," and he's young enough to remain an Imperial power player for decades.

"Ready, Charles?"
"Of course, Robert."

I'm caught between beings I dare not touch. The solution is obvious.

Quickly fight the other class. Avoiding Prince Lyutis, Prince Laterre, and the Audit Department Head.

And then self-destruct. If there are untouchable beings, just disappear before making contact with them.

'Fall quickly.'

I can't accept being the first to forfeit, but being the first to be eliminated is acceptable enough.

If anyone complains, I'd like to see them stand in my place.

'Damn it.'

No matter how I look at it, my luck this year is terrible.

# Lyutis and Laterre's provocation led to Erich's summoning spell. Being suddenly summoned was like a bolt from the blue for me—annoying and troublesome. I deserve SSR-tier treatment elsewhere, yet they summoned me like some common card.

But as time passed, it became increasingly interesting. Anyone who could witness this spectacle without feeling something would be the strange one.

"Block it! Use your body if you have to!"
"Don't dodge! Better to die standing than live kneeling!"

I had no idea Academy students could be so aggressive. Or perhaps only the most combative students were selected for this four-way battle.

Regardless, an intense melee unfolded. Every class collided without holding back. Their determination was evident—they'd take a hit if it meant sending their opponent's jaw flying.

'The future looks bright.'

I nodded with satisfaction. The Empire's future is promising. This Academy class truly seems to be a golden generation.

During the practical exam, I felt like I was mining gold from a rich vein. Once again, I see worthy talents deserving of recommendation letters everywhere.

"The students show remarkable enthusiasm."
"I'm grateful you see it that way."

The man beside me responded when I casually commented. He was the homeroom teacher of Class 3, Year 1—suddenly on the same team as me.

His nervous demeanor made me smile wryly. He wasn't just some stranger but my brother's homeroom teacher. It felt awkward having him be so cautious around me, like I was some demanding parent.

Not that telling him to relax would help. It would be like a brigade commander asking a company commander, "Am I scary?"

"Let's wait since they're not approaching our side."
"An excellent decision, sir."

His automatic flattery made me feel embarrassed. Perhaps it would be better to just keep quiet.

***

Something had gone wrong.

'Damn it all.'

The plan had been perfect. The Academy had 18 classes across three years. With four participants per class, that made 72 people total.

Even with the two royal classes and the Audit Department Head's class excluded, there were still 60 participants. Sixty people battling in one arena.

I thought that in such chaos, launching reckless attacks would lead to a quick defeat. Having sparred with Prince Lyutis before, I was confident in my ability to fall naturally.

'These bastards.'

Everyone had the same idea. All 60 of us, myself included, pretended to be critically injured from minor attacks, hoping to be eliminated first.

I glared at Robert, who had collapsed beside me. When our eyes met, he awkwardly groaned and rolled to his side.

'Traitor.'

I'd had my chance to fall. An attack came that was perfect for pretending to be hit and dramatically collapsing.

I happily relaxed my grip. Finally, I could rest comfortably like everyone else.

"Charles, watch out!"

But that fool jumped in and took the hit instead. If no one had been watching, I would have kicked him for what he did.

"Oh, isn't that Charles!"
'Damn it.'

Having unexpectedly become the last one standing, I found myself the center of attention from people who had been trying to avoid exactly that.

"I'm glad you remember me."
"Of course! You were my first sparring partner! I knew you were skilled, but not to this extent."

Prince Lyutis let out a hearty laugh that would have been refreshing to onlookers.

For me, though, it was beyond refreshing—it was chilling.

'Of all things, he had to remember.'

During the practical exam, I had truly given my all to make it seem like a fierce fight without appearing to hold back. In reality, even if I had fought with all my strength, I would have lost—but injuring a prince's body would have been the end of me.

I thought I had barely made it through that ordeal, but he remembered my name. And not just in passing—he called out my name directly in the arena.

No ordinary acting would suffice now. His expectations and curiosity about me had grown, making half-hearted actions more dangerous than helpful.

'What about the others?'

I quickly scanned my surroundings. Unlike Prince Lyutis who had fixated on me, Prince Laterre was watching the Audit Department Head's group.

Right, the Audit Department Head would naturally be more threatening than me. A reasonable assessment.

Then, while observing the Audit Department Head, I thought my heart would stop. Our eyes met.

'Oh no.'

A chill ran down my spine. The fact that our eyes met the moment I turned meant the Audit Department Head had been watching me all along.


Moreover, those eyes seemed to be evaluating me. For a moment, I felt like I was sinking into a swamp.

'This is exactly why I wanted to fall quickly.'

Standing until the end meant inevitably drawing the Audit Department Head's attention. Of course it would happen. I had tried to fall early, but Robert, that traitor, ruined everything.

I barely managed to steady my trembling hands. Having caught the Audit Department Head's eye, I needed to escape as quickly as possible.

'I need to fall quickly.'

Same objective as before, but this time I needed to act convincingly enough that even the Audit Department Head wouldn't find it suspicious.

The difficulty had suddenly increased. Damn you, Robert.

"You must want a rematch, right?"
'No, I don't.'

I almost shook my head at Prince Lyutis's casual question. What madman would want revenge against a royal for losing? I should be thanking the heavens for letting me lose without incident.

But Prince Lyutis's eyes were already filled with expectation—to the point where he'd be disappointed if I didn't challenge him.

A prince who wanted me to attack him, another prince who had no connection to me, and a monster who would audit me if provoked.

'This is maddening.'

Still, if I had to clash with one of them, Prince Lyutis was the least terrible option. The other two seemed completely hopeless.

"Here I come."

I shouted as I charged toward Prince Lyutis.

I'm heading for the less scorching hell.

***

He was indeed impressive. Even if he had been a noble from Armein rather than the Empire, he would have made a name for himself as an excellent knight.

'Charles Olrid.'

Certainly a name worth remembering.

I felt satisfied seeing Charles lying on the ground with a calm expression. Despite losing the rematch, he gracefully accepted the outcome.

Truly outstanding. When facing a worthy opponent, one feels satisfied regardless of the result—and I even won. How could I not be pleased?

"It was a good match."
"The honor was mine."

His response made me smile.

But now was not the time to indulge in satisfaction.

'Now it begins.'

I turned my attention to Laterre and the torture instructor who had waited for my match with Charles to conclude.

If they had wanted to interfere, they could have easily done so—either by directly intervening or by casting spells from a distance.

Yet they remained observers, indicating their desire for one-on-one combat. I understood; I would have done the same in their position.

'Hmm.'

Honestly, my odds against Laterre were fifty-fifty. Battles against mages involve too many variables. Moreover, Laterre's skills are formidable. I couldn't guarantee victory, but considering my abilities, defeat wasn't certain either.

On the other hand—

'I'm confident.'

Looking at the torture instructor made me feel at ease. Unlike the uncertain matchup with Laterre, I was confident about facing the torture instructor.

Confident that I would lose.

'Perhaps I shouldn't have provoked him.'

I chuckled wryly as I shifted my gaze to the torture instructor, or more precisely, to Erich standing behind him.

Erich responded with a look that said, "What are you going to do about it?" True, I had told him to summon anyone. I just never expected him to call the torture instructor.

'An excellent soldier.'

A method no one had anticipated, but undeniably effective. If Erich pursued a military career, he would become an outstanding commander.

...No, this was too much. Even creative tactics should have limits.

Who in their right mind would bring the Khagan slayer to an Academy competition?

'Victory is impossible.'

I knew well how monstrous the Khagan was. How could I possibly defeat the torture instructor who had killed such a monster? I couldn't envision any scenario where I could overcome the torture instructor and win the four-way battle.


Naturally, I couldn't see Laterre winning either. Class Luise's victory in the four-way battle was certain.

'So it ends in a draw.'

My class and Laterre's class had identical scores. The winner of the four-way battle would win the inter-class competition, but since both of us would lose, it would end in a draw. A hollow conclusion.

Still, the opportunity to face the torture instructor was exciting in itself. Where else could I get the chance to fight the Khagan slayer—and without fear of death?

Battles against the strong provide opportunities to reach greater heights.

"Torture instructor, may I request a match?"
"By all means."

His casual nod made me smile. Even in defeat, today would be a good day.

But something seemed odd.

"Don't you have a weapon?"

The torture instructor was empty-handed. While understandable given his sudden participation, couldn't he borrow Erich's sword now?

However, after briefly looking me up and down, the torture instructor calmly replied:

"I don't think I'll need one."

That stung my pride a little.

"My, I didn't realize the torture instructor was a martial artist."
"Understandable. I'm actually a swordsman."

Hmm.

I sensed my teammates behind me backing away further.

I had a new goal: to land at least one effective hit on the torture instructor.

"I did point it out to you."

If the torture instructor cut me, no one could blame him. I had explicitly mentioned his lack of weapon first.

Of course, he must be confident to respond that way. So I should proceed cautiously—what?

'What's happening?'

Suddenly, something pitch-black appeared before my eyes, and I felt my collar being grabbed as my vision flipped.

My feet, which had been firmly on the ground, lost their footing, and my gaze, which had been fixed on the torture instructor, turned elsewhere.

What was happening—

*CRASH!*

...

***

I brushed off the arena floor fragments that had fallen on my shoulders.

'At least he didn't burst.'

Fortunately, only the floor was shattered while Lyutis remained intact.

Yes, this was the right approach. No matter how I thought about it, using a weapon would have resulted in something getting cut off. Bare hands were the safer, more trustworthy option.

And there was no need for a prolonged battle. Dragging it out would only invite accusations of disrespecting royalty.

So I ended it quickly—grabbed him by the collar and slammed him into the ground.

On the surface, nothing seemed torn or cut, so it was perfect. At least, that's what I thought.

'Is he dead?'

He wasn't moving, and I couldn't tell if he was unconscious or dead.

Surely not, right? He couldn't have ruptured something internally, could he?

With growing unease, I nudged the shoulder of Lyutis, who was embedded in the floor.

"......"

Blood suddenly welled up from Lyutis's mouth.

And this was after I had tried to hold back as much as possible.

'Shit.'

This was bad. A written apology wouldn't be enough to resolve this.

...Still, a small sense of satisfaction bloomed in a corner of my mind.

# Winning Odds

It's important to quickly give up on battles with no chance of winning. Distinguishing between what's difficult and what's impossible is one of the most crucial skills in life.

That's why I immediately surrendered when I heard the advisor's name in the announcement. Against Lyutis, my odds would be fifty-fifty, but against the advisor? Zero. Not close to zero—just plain zero.

'With this team composition, we don't stand a chance.'

Even if my team and Lyutis's team—eight people total—attacked simultaneously, it wouldn't work. How could a hastily assembled eight-person team from the Academy possibly challenge the Khagan Slayer?

In the past, my country gathered intelligence on the Khagan, and the conclusion was that we would need our entire Royal Mage Corps just to match him. Even that was the most optimistic outcome from our simulations.

That result came with numerous favorable assumptions: the Khagan would be alone without his army, we'd exclude the most outlandish intelligence reports about his abilities, and his defensive capabilities would be only that of an average superhuman. Only with all those conditions stacked in our favor could we hope to match him.

And now Lyutis seemed eager to face such an advisor.

'He's completely out of his mind.'

I couldn't help but click my tongue at this incomprehensible behavior. Surely he doesn't actually think he can win. He's probably just excited at the opportunity to face someone powerful.

This is why I can't understand sword-wielders. Even powerful opponents should be reasonably powerful—what's the point when the gap is this wide?

I'll surrender as soon as Lyutis falls. It might hurt my pride, but aren't I someone who fled from the throne anyway? This works out better for me.

*BOOM!*

That judgment proved wise.

'Holy shit.'

The distance between the advisor and Lyutis had been considerable—it would have taken even a trained knight several seconds to cross it.

Yet the advisor appeared in front of Lyutis instantly and slammed him into the ground with such force that the arena floor shattered.

'That wasn't ordinary stone.'

I instinctively looked down at the floor. This was the Empire's finest educational institution. Even the most minor facilities wouldn't be carelessly maintained.

Moreover, this Academy was a legacy of Apels, said to be the wealthiest nation in continental history. I'd heard the arena was made from materials that couldn't even be scratched by ordinary sword techniques or magic.

I looked up again at where Lyutis lay. The floor around him was completely shattered, with stone fragments scattered everywhere.

'...Is he still alive?'

I was genuinely concerned. Being slammed with enough force to destroy this floor—he couldn't possibly be in good condition.

"I surrender," I announced.

I tucked my staff at my waist and raised both hands. The advisor had moved at a speed my eyes couldn't even track. If I hesitated, I might end up lying next to Lyutis before I could surrender.

No thanks. Unlike Lyutis, I haven't trained my body extensively. If Lyutis ended up like that, I'd probably die instantly if I took a hit like that.

"The final winner of the four-person match is Class 3, Year 1!"

The announcement blared simultaneously with my surrender declaration.

***

Life isn't that complicated. Things will work out somehow.

'Fuck.'

Actually, it is complicated. Things definitely won't work out.

Laterre's quick surrender, the announcement that followed immediately, and the healers rushing in—seeing all this, I failed to escape reality. No matter how I looked at it, I was truly screwed.

"B-Brother? Lyutis is going to be okay, right?"

Luise, who had hurried over, was pale as a ghost.


This was an unprecedented situation—someone she knew had nearly killed someone else she knew. From Luise's perspective, she probably didn't know how to react.

"He'll be fine. Even if he's injured, he'll recover quickly with good healers."

This was true. Coughing blood? In this world where severed limbs can be reattached easily, that's just a minor cold. A few healing spells and he'd be up and walking home.

The problem was that I'd made a royal bleed—not just a noble, but royalty.

'Fuck.'

No matter how I thought about it, "fuck" was the only word that came to mind.

I had some excuses. This was an Academy event. In competitions involving swords and magic, injuries could happen. Lyutis wasn't the type to get angry over something like this.

But even considering all three factors, the minimum punishment would be probation. Even if Lyutis defended me saying, "I'm fine," it would still be probation.

"Brother, you went too far."

'This little shit.'

My hand twitched at Erich's comment as he approached. If he weren't my brother, I would have laid him out next to Lyutis.

But I couldn't bring myself to curse at him. Even I thought I'd gone too far.

'I should have just flicked his forehead.'

He would have been thrilled with even that much.

As I sighed, my eyes met Villar's in the audience.

His eyes held shock, resentment, and a hint of envy.

'It did feel good.'

I was screwed, but I was happy for a moment...

The inter-class competition ended with Laterre's Class 5, Year 1 lifting the championship trophy.

I had won the four-person match, so Lyutis's class and Laterre's class ended in a tie, but since they couldn't have co-champions, the logic of "Lyutis's class fell before Laterre's class, so Laterre's class wins" was applied.

That must be frustrating for Lyutis, who charged in first and got knocked out. Still, second place is good too. Don't be discouraged.

"He has recovered completely without any issues."
"That's a relief."
"Yes, indeed it is."

Instead, I was the one feeling discouraged.

After the awards ceremony and closing speech, the principal took me directly to his office. I felt like a delinquent student, though I was worse—I was an assaulter.

The principal put down the communication orb and rubbed his forehead as if he had a headache. In this situation, I had nothing to say—I was just the son of a traitor who had committed a grave offense.

"I'm counting on the Audit Department Head."

I recalled what the principal had said before I went down to the arena. I had even less to say now.

'I didn't expect to take him down with one hit.'

I felt somewhat wronged. Of course I had been careful. No matter how much frustration I had built up, who would actually beat a royal to the point of bleeding?

But regardless of my intentions, this was the result. The sin of failing to control my strength was too great.

"...I understand that the Audit Department Head was in a difficult position," the principal finally broke the silence.

"If you had shown leniency in that situation, it might have hurt his feelings instead."

I found myself nodding unconsciously. Armein Kingdom was a nation of knights, and the royal family stood at its apex. As a result, Lyutis was extremely combative and proud.


Fighting barehanded could be seen as a master showing consideration for a novice, but if I had obviously gone easy on him or deliberately lost? He would have been furious, asking what I took him for. That would have been worse.

"He said injuries during competition are to be expected. He said not to worry about it."

The principal didn't specify who "he" was, but it was obvious. Lyutis must have asked for leniency after regaining consciousness.

Saying "leniency" makes me feel like a real criminal. Well, I am a criminal.

"Fortunately, Armein doesn't want to make this into a bigger issue. They said they'll only report that a healer examined him after the match."

From the principal's relief, it seemed the situation had been resolved. From Armein's perspective, they'd be reluctant to report that a prince under their protection had coughed blood.

They probably coordinated with the other two countries and reported the incident to their home country in vague, minimized terms.

"However, the Academy will report the truth to the Ministry of Education. I hope you understand."
"Of course. I apologize for causing trouble."

I bowed my head at the principal's words. He said he hoped I understood, but he had already shown me maximum consideration.

The principal had done his best to keep this an internal Academy matter rather than letting it escalate into a diplomatic issue. Asking him not to report to his superiors would be unconscionable.

After expressing my gratitude and apologies several more times, I was allowed to leave the principal's office.

'Damn it.'

Armein had prevented the issue from growing to avoid the title "Failed to Properly Protect Their Charge." Villar would probably get through this without much damage too.

But I couldn't escape responsibility. The fact that Lyutis was injured was true, so someone had to take responsibility.

I expected my communication orb would soon glow brilliantly...

A day passed that felt like my blood was draining away.

It seemed the Ministry of Education was stunned by the sudden royal assault incident. This shouldn't have taken a whole day to address.

'Life is something else.'

Yesterday, I had moved quickly, expecting to be summoned immediately. If I had to fly to the Capital now, I'd definitely face probation. I might not be able to return to the Academy for a while, so I needed to take care of things before leaving.

First, I visited Lyutis to check on him and apologize.

"I asked for your guidance, so injuries are to be expected! Please teach me again next time!"

He naturally said something terrible. Because of my guilt, I couldn't bring myself to tell him to stop talking nonsense.

Next, I showed my face to the club members.

"Brother, Lyutis says he's fine, so please don't worry too much."
"Lyutis brought this on himself. If he had surrendered like me, this wouldn't have happened."

They comforted me first. Perhaps we had developed some affection during our time together. I was a little touched.

Finally, I met Margareta, but seeing her wistful gaze, I couldn't bring myself to speak.

Her expression was like that of a mother who had caught her trusted son stealing from her wallet. She looked as if she couldn't have imagined I would cause such a major incident.

"Kal, no matter what happens, I'm on your side."

Seeing her smile gently while saying this made my heart ache. I am a sinner, truly a sinner.

With a sigh, I turned my attention to the communication orb. This sinner now had to embark on a long journey.

[Come to the Capital immediately.]

Exactly one day after the legendary royal assault incident at the Academy, a direct message from the Crown Prince arrived.

Is it my imagination that I can feel the Crown Prince's anger, inversely proportional to the brevity of the message?

The Crown Prince, apparently concerned about my long journey, showed his thoroughness by sending a teleport mage. To show such minor consideration for a subject - truly he possesses the qualities of a wise ruler.

More accurately, it seems he wanted to immediately pick me up to prevent the offspring of a treasonous criminal from fleeing to some strange place.

'Not that I have anywhere to go anyway.'

In a situation where I'm being summoned for assaulting a royal, taking another path would immediately result in a bounty and arrest warrant. I wonder how much the bounty would be for hitting royalty and running. Am I a supernova from today?

Of course, I have no desire to become such a thing. I just want to live as a jobless person in my small, precious home.

'This is driving me crazy.'

But as soon as I saw the Crown Prince's palace before me, I imagined prison life rather than unemployment. This incident probably won't lead to imprisonment, but being confined is the same whether it's house arrest or prison.

"His Highness the Crown Prince is waiting."

As I approached with a suppressed sigh, the knight guarding the Crown Prince's palace immediately opened the way.

I had slightly hoped for a situation like "We cannot accept visitors without appointments!" But of course, the Crown Prince had already given notice, so I had a free pass.

With each step, I felt increasingly conflicted as servants and guards I passed bowed their heads. Soon I'll be bowing my head like them too.

No, I'll probably be pressing my head to the floor.

"Department Head."
"You've worked hard."

Upon arriving at the Crown Prince's office, the guard knight greeted me with a salute. It's nice to see him after a long time, but the reason for meeting isn't pleasant.

*Knock knock*

"Your Highness. The Audit Department Head has arrived."
"Send him in."

The guard knight's report, the Crown Prince's brief reply.

"You may enter."
"...Right."

Ah, I really don't want to go in.

***

Shortly after I told him to enter, the door opened. As I turned my gaze from the documents I was reviewing toward the door, I saw the Audit Department Head cautiously entering.

'He knows he's done wrong.'

Normally, the Audit Department Head exudes an annoyed demeanor with an expression like he's bitten into a bug. The fact that such a person is now being so cautious means he understands he's in a disadvantageous position.

Of course he should know. If he didn't, would he even be human? He'd be a beast with both courage and intelligence.

"Well, if it isn't the most loyal subject."
"Your words humble me."
"Perhaps you were concerned about my exhaustion from work and decided to bring me such unique news. Could there be two such loyal subjects in the world?"

Hearing this, the Audit Department Head quickly bowed his head. I was essentially saying it was truly awful of him to bring me such news when I was already busy enough.

Yes, it certainly was news that brought vitality to my routine of being swamped with work. When I heard the report from the Ministry of Education, I was so dumbfounded that I seriously wondered if my hearing had been damaged by fatigue.

It was so absurd that I even thought, since he's already killed a royal before, assaulting a royal member must have been him showing restraint.

'It's still chilling.'

Thinking about the emotions I felt then makes me want to scold him more, but the current state of the Audit Department Head doesn't require further provocation. There's no point in agitating someone who's already admitting "I'm the guilty one."

If the situation had turned ugly, that would be different, but fortunately, this matter was resolved smoothly. Then there's no need for me to get heated.

Of course, if I acknowledge there's no problem, the Audit Department Head might regain his confidence, so I maintained my displeased expression.

"Sit down. This isn't a conversation to have standing."
"Yes, Your Highness."

Seeing the Audit Department Head quickly take a seat, a strange anger welled up in me. How nice it would be if he were even half this compliant normally.

But I held back. After all, I was the one who appointed him to that position knowing he didn't have a compliant personality. It would be strange to get angry about his character now.


"I heard about yesterday's incident."

Besides, I don't need to get angry when I'm already in an overwhelmingly superior position.

"Students full of youthful energy sometimes cause unfortunate accidents when gathered together. It happened when I was at the Academy too, and it seems things haven't changed."

Of course, this accident wasn't simply due to excessive energy. How did things even flow to reach this point?

A sudden vacancy right before the competition, the Audit Department Head filling that gap, and coincidentally a royal participating in that same competition. When coincidences pile up like this, it starts to feel like fate.

"Fortunately, it seems to have ended with just a simple injury."

Truly fortunately, Armein didn't make an issue of this incident. The Armein prince's participation in the competition was his own will, and getting injured during a competition isn't unusual.

It's unavoidable for a student enrolled in the Academy and participating as an athlete to get injured during Academy activities. Rather, it would look stranger if they complained about a prince who voluntarily participated getting hurt.

If they complained, the public response might be sympathy for the injury and calls to punish the perpetrator. But behind closed doors, there would certainly be comments like "It happened because of his lack of skill." From Armein's perspective, it's better not to touch this.

"Is the prince alright?"
"Yes. He has fully recovered."

I nodded at those words. Judging by such a definitive statement, the prince must truly be fine.

I had already heard about the prince's recovery through the Ministry of Education, but it's always more certain to hear from the perpetrator as well.

'No need to worry about this.'

Unnecessarily publicizing this matter would only damage Armein and the prince's dignity, and the prince's injury that caused the problem has completely healed. Moreover, the prince himself stated that this was merely an accident that occurred during the competition.

Thanks to this, although a major incident of assaulting royalty occurred, it could be quietly resolved. We were lucky. Well, if we were truly lucky, such a thing wouldn't have happened in the first place.

And now that the matter is concluded, it's time for follow-up measures.

"Audit Department Head."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"You were not prudent."

The Audit Department Head's gaze returned to the floor.

"By Enen's grace, it didn't escalate into a major issue."

It was truly fortunate that the Armein forces at the Academy ended the matter before the Empire could do anything.

Of course, if I only say this, the Audit Department Head will think I'm deeply displeased about this incident.

"Still, considering the dignity of royalty, shouldn't we show something as well?"

In truth, there's no particular need to show anything. From Armein's perspective, who wants to pretend this never happened, if the Empire were to say "We're sorry, please accept this," they would rather have a fit. The more the Empire moves, the more attention will be drawn to the incident where the Armein prince was beaten.

Of course, if I only say this, the Audit Department Head will think I'm trying to show some sincerity to Armein.

"Practice self-restraint for a while."
"I will obey."

The sight of the Audit Department Head calmly bowing his head was almost strange. Is this really the same person who would submit a mass of angry words even when asked to write a simple incident report?

"Considering the Audit Department Head's hard work, one week should be sufficient."
"Thank you, Your Highness."

The Audit Department Head's face brightened somewhat at the mention that the disciplinary period would be one week.

Despite being a punishment, house arrest means stepping away from work and staying only at home. A week away from duties is enough time to catch one's breath.

If it were longer than a week, the aftermath might be concerning, so from the Audit Department Head's perspective, it might seem like an adequate vacation.

'Not a chance.'

Why would I give such an ordinary punishment for someone's benefit?

"Still, the role the Audit Department Head plays at the Academy is significant."

That's right. The Audit Department Head has the important responsibility of monitoring key foreign personnel at the Academy. Such a talent cannot be tied up in the Capital for a whole week.

"You will serve your house arrest at the Academy dormitory."


House arrest is normally carried out at the disciplined person's residence.

But isn't the Audit Department Head's workplace essentially his home? How presumptuous to think of going home. From today, the Academy is the Audit Department Head's home.

"Your High—"

I raised my hand to stop the Audit Department Head who was about to object. He immediately closed his mouth and remained silent.

This is it. This is what I wanted. I wanted to see the Audit Department Head meekly accepting even an unreasonable outcome.

Why else would I have sent such a brief summons and shown signs of anger? It was so the Audit Department Head would obediently follow the punishment I imposed.

'Not bad.'

Of course, when I first heard about the major incident of assaulting royalty, I nearly cursed out loud.

But as time passed and my mind calmed, I could only laugh. It was funny that the Audit Department Head participated in the inter-class competition in the first place, and it was also amusing that he seemed to have tried to control his strength but failed.

Crucially, since it didn't develop into a diplomatic issue, I could enjoy it with peace of mind.

"Since the location for house arrest is not your residence but elsewhere, you'll need to prepare. I'll be considerate to that extent. Your house arrest can begin tomorrow."
"...I am grateful for your consideration, Your Highness."

For the first time in a while, satisfaction filled my chest.

***

Fuck.

Fuck fuck fuck fuck...

'That damn bastard.'

May you live long and become one of the ten symbols of longevity.

I nearly lost my mind hearing the Crown Prince's insane punishment. What kind of house arrest is this? Who serves house arrest at their workplace?

'I do.'

That's me, damn it.

'So much for resting.'

As if I could rest while being stuck at the Academy. I'll probably be anxious about potential incidents even while in the dormitory, and if something really happens, I'll try to resolve it somehow.

Moreover, since I'm officially under house arrest, I can't directly intervene. I'll have to find workarounds and handle things in a complicated manner.

'Damn it.'

It's unfair. So unfair it's driving me crazy.

Working at the Academy isn't unfair. What's unfair about doing the job I'm supposed to do anyway?

But not being able to rest despite receiving a house arrest punishment is something to wail about in all four directions. Since I've already stacked up house arrest penalties, it would be nice if I could at least rest.

'Can't even argue.'

In this incident, I'm clearly the culprit. The Crown Prince must have been furious too, so if I say the wrong thing here, a matter that could end with house arrest might escalate further.

'Third house arrest...'

After the unfairness came a sense of dread. With this, my record stands at 3 house arrests and 9 incident reports.

'...One more to go.'

Just one more incident report and it's straight to detention.

It's beyond the level of house arrest. I'll have to enter a cold prison.

Honestly, I think I'll be in there within this year. This is a disaster.

'Criminal record-holding Audit Department Head.'

My chest tightens with pettiness. Is this right?

As soon as I left the Crown Prince's palace, I headed to the Ministry of Finance building. I wanted nothing more than to return to my Academy dormitory and cry alone, but I had no choice.

"Since your place of confinement isn't your residence, you'll need to prepare. I'll be that considerate. Your confinement will begin tomorrow."

How could I just go back after hearing such nonsense?

'Prepare my ass.'

It's not like I was commuting from home—I've been staying at the Academy. What would I even need to prepare?

Looking at his statement that "confinement begins tomorrow," his intention was obvious. He wanted me to work at the Audit Department today before going back.

'What's going on?'

Still, the Crown Prince never assigned work without reason. That bastard might work people like dogs, but he wasn't the type to make them suffer needlessly.

Nothing specific came to mind. Neither the Minister nor the Deputy Head had contacted me, and there were no regular tasks to handle around this time. I'd better go check in person.

I just hoped it wasn't anything serious. My heart was already aching from the confinement order—I'd be truly miserable if something else went wrong.

And something had indeed gone wrong.

"Director!"
"Huh? Director?"

There was no other explanation for the scene before my eyes.

"What's this? Everyone's gathered here?"

All the department heads except for the Section 2 Chief, who had departed on a long journey to the North, were gathered in the office. They weren't exactly the diligent type to hold meetings in my absence.

I motioned for the officials who were trying to stand to sit back down, then took my seat. Unfortunately, something had happened.

"Everything seemed quiet inside. Is it external?"
"Yes, sir."

I sighed at the Deputy Head's answer. For domestic incidents, the section chiefs could handle most issues. If something was serious enough to require the Deputy Head's involvement and couldn't be handled by the section chiefs, I would have heard about it already.

So by process of elimination, it must be a foreign matter. I had hoped otherwise, but a troublesome situation had arisen.

"Which region?"
"The North, sir. Armed conflict has broken out with some tribes."
"You've got to be kidding me."

I couldn't help but marvel at this wonderful double blessing.

Not only was it a foreign issue, but it was in the North. The absolute worst-case scenario. No wonder they suddenly summoned a mage from the Magic Tower.

When issues arise abroad, especially in the North, about ninety percent of the time they require military intervention. This was one of those ninety.

And for such matters, the Special Affairs Ministry or the Magic Tower usually takes the lead.

'Those bastards.'

An incident broke out in the North, so the Magic Tower summoned a mage, and because a mage was summoned, I got stuck cleaning up after a four-way battle. In the end, I was confined because of the North.

Those burdens on my life. They've never been any help.

"What about the Section 2 Chief?"

If the situation was serious enough to mobilize the Magic Tower, then the Section 2 Chief's assignment must have escalated to hellish difficulty.

Section 2 was originally dispatched to the North for information gathering. If the situation escalated to require military intervention, they wouldn't be much help.

"About that..."

The Deputy Head rarely hesitated like this, unable to speak. What's going on? Why so nervous?

After a brief silence, the Deputy Head finally continued.

"The Section 2 Chief's report came in today."
"Today?"
"Yes."

That was strange. The Magic Tower mage was summoned yesterday, so the report should have come in yesterday at the latest. Even the Magic Tower couldn't predict future events.

"Margrave Sorden's border report came in yesterday."
"So the Section 2 Chief was late."

Margrave Sorden's report yesterday, Section 2 Chief's report today. A one-day delay...

I nearly sighed again at this troubling news. A report being delayed by a few hours was understandable. Unlike the Margrave, the Section 2 Chief was operating in dangerous territory with just one section, so information gathering would take time.


But this wasn't just a few hours—it was a full day's difference. Something had prevented reporting for an entire day.

'He's already been hit.'

The difficulty hadn't just increased to hellish levels. He'd already taken a hellfire punch and been knocked out.

"The Section 2 Chief said he would remain on site."
"Nonsense."

The Deputy Head nodded at my response. Even the Deputy Head thought the Section 2 Chief should return.

'So stubborn.'

At first, he must have been dazed after taking a hellfire punch from the North. Then, belatedly realizing he'd been hit out of nowhere, his pride was wounded. That's why he was insisting on continuing the mission.

He always complains when assigned work, but once he starts, he struggles to complete it. What a peculiar personality.

'So that's why he sent me.'

I unconsciously rubbed the back of my neck. I had wondered why the Crown Prince told me to work before leaving, but now it made sense.

The Crown Prince knew the Audit Department had been dispatched to the North. But he found it strange that only Margrave Sorden had submitted a report. Then the Audit Director arrived at the Capital, so he sent me to handle it.

I have terrible luck with work. How could the timing overlap like this?

"If he got hit in the wrong place, he should know to come back."

With a sigh, I activated the communication crystal. I don't like seeing our bastard getting hit by others—if anyone's going to hit him, it should be me.

Weak fool getting beaten up. I need to tell him to return immediately.

- Oh, Director.

And the Section 2 Chief visible through the communication crystal seemed to have taken quite a beating.

"Where did one of your eyes go?"
- Oh, you mean this?

He burst into laughter while touching an eyepatch over his right eye, making me frown. What's so funny?

- I gave it as a stake. Now I need to go get it back.
"Stop talking nonsense and come back."
- Aw, come on.

His brow furrowed at my firm recall order.

- Don't we desperately need every hand right now? It seems strange for existing personnel to withdraw when more people are coming from the center.

Though he couldn't actively resist an order from his superior, he still tried to rebel with his reasoning.

"You've done enough, sacrificing one eye. If the Margrave complains, tell him to take it up with me."

Of course, it was a futile rebellion. When I say jump, a mere section chief jumps.

Besides, this was a situation serious enough to mobilize the Magic Tower. The scale had grown too large for a section specialized in information gathering rather than combat. The Margrave would understand. After all, he had requested the dispatch for information gathering in the first place.

"Come back quickly and get treatment."
- Tsk... understood.

In the end, he was going to comply anyway, so why resist?

After ending the communication with the Section 2 Chief, I scolded the other officials a bit.

"For something like this, you should contact me first. What kind of superior doesn't know when his subordinate is getting beaten up?"
"We were planning to contact you after getting the Section 2 Chief to return first. You were already grabbing the back of your neck earlier."

I was persuaded by the Section 1 Chief's words. They had concluded that rather than reporting "The Section 2 Chief refuses to return" and raising my blood pressure, they should try to convince him themselves.

It made quite a bit of sense. It would have been a good approach if I hadn't come to the Capital.

"Director, what brings you to the Capital?"

The Section 5 Chief seemed to share that thought as he cautiously spoke up.

For a moment, I was at a loss for words. Saying "I came to be disciplined for hitting royalty" would require considerable courage.

Especially in front of the rebellious Section 1 and Section 3 Chiefs. If I told these two that I had committed insubordination, wouldn't they become even more unruly than they already were?

"Disciplinary action."

But my hesitation was brief. In this small civil service community, rumors of someone receiving discipline spread quickly.


At my answer, the Section 5 Chief quietly averted his gaze, as if apologizing for asking.

It's fine. I'm willing to forgive the Section 5 Chief several times even if he makes major mistakes.

"Pfft...!"
"Wow, you were just writing explanatory reports recently too."

Of course, not you two, you dogs.

I instinctively bristled at the Section 1 Chief's laughter and the Section 3 Chief's admiration.

"It must be confinement this time."

At the Deputy Head's calm remark, the Section 1 Chief's giggling grew louder.

How unfair. More than half the disciplinary actions I've received were from covering for these fools' mistakes. Being good to your subordinates gets you nowhere.

"But what happened at the Academy? There shouldn't be anything to write explanatory reports for during a dispatch."
"It's not an explanatory report."

An awkward silence fell over the office at those words. If it was disciplinary action but not an explanatory report, it meant something more severe.

The Section 3 Chief who had spoken quickly shut his mouth, and the Section 1 Chief covered her mouth with her hand, eyes wide. It's too late for that—my wounded heart won't heal.

"No, seriously, what happened..."

Silence tends to devour words when it stretches too long. The Section 3 Chief, who had cautiously opened his mouth again, couldn't overcome the silence and closed it again.

So I decided to win.

"See this?"

I raised my right hand. This is the proletarian hand that proved royalty also bleeds red.

"With this hand, I hit a royal."

As soon as I finished speaking, everyone distanced themselves, which was a bit shocking.

Why are you suddenly acting like normal people? Since when did you care about common sense?

"Director... does that mean execution...?"
"No."

Just confinement.

When I told them about the royal assault incident that had shocked the Crown Prince and made the Principal anxious, silence gave way to mockery.

Comments flew about how being a director requires the courage to hit royalty, how merely hitting isn't enough and you need to draw blood, how they would have to remain section chiefs for life, how I had taken out my childhood frustrations on a prince.

After all sorts of provocations, the officials finally returned to their places.

"Directoooor~ Are you angry?"

Except for the Section 1 Chief.

"I am angry, so go back before I hit you too and make you write an explanatory report."

When I waved her away, the Section 1 Chief pouted and looked at me with a sulky expression.

'Aren't you embarrassed?'

Sometimes I wonder. Even though I outrank her by position, I'm four years younger. Has she forgotten her age?

Instinctively, I reached for the Section 1 Chief's lips. If she's offering them, it would be rude not to take them—

"Director, you said your confinement starts tomorrow, right?"
"Yeah."

She spoke before I could grab them, so I missed my chance.

"Then have dinner with me!"

I experienced a moment of cognitive dissonance at the Section 1 Chief's bright smile.

"Dinner?"

With you?

For a moment, I imagined having dinner alone with the Section 1 Chief.

No matter how I thought about it, all I could picture was us eating combat rations.

The sudden request for a meal. No matter how unpredictable the Section Chief's mental landscape might be, surely he wasn't suggesting we eat combat rations in the office. He probably meant either the cafeteria inside the government building or some restaurant in the Capital. Either way, it would take up time.

'This is awkward.'

I'm not supposed to be in the Capital. I was summoned because I committed the historically memorable "Spicy Proletariat Punch," and once my business is done, I should quickly return to my post. If something happens while I'm away, it'll just give me a headache. That's why during the first semester, I always returned as quickly as possible after finishing my business.

But now is different from the first semester. After all the club members were collectively rejected by Luise, the possibility of incidents has plummeted. Besides, it's noon right now, so all the club members are in class anyway.

And since I'll be under disciplinary action starting tomorrow, does it really matter whether I return quickly or not? The Crown Prince also told me to prepare today and leave tomorrow, so I can probably take my time.

'Context really does matter.'

Getting disciplined has made me surprisingly lax. Maybe being pushed to the edge has given me a "whatever happens, happens" attitude.

"I'll just have a meal and go back."
"Okay!"

After some deliberation, I accepted. I don't particularly have a reason to dine with the Section Chief, but I don't have a reason to refuse either. It should be fine since it's not like a superior forcibly detaining a subordinate.

"I know a good place, so I'll guide you!"
"Sure."

I nodded at her excited demeanor. Judging by her confidence, she must know a pretty decent place.

But if she knows such a place, wouldn't it be better to go with friends or a lover? Who takes their superior to such places?

'Is it because the Section Chief of the 4th Section is gone?'

The only same-gender executive was the Section Chief of the 4th Section. It's somewhat sad to think she's having meals with her superior because she lost her only friend.

I moved my feet as the Section Chief beckoned me to hurry. Sorry you have to work in a place with only men.

My sympathy vanished instantly.

"Hey."
"Yes?"
"You said we were going to eat."

I couldn't help but laugh when I saw where the Section Chief had led me. This is the dining place?

"They make reeeeally good food here."

Seeing her confidently state this as if nothing was wrong, I was momentarily at a loss for words.

Is this normal? Did the culture in the Capital change while I was at the Academy?

No, that's impossible. Even if the culture had changed, it wouldn't have changed like this.

"This is your house."

Though it's my first time coming here directly, I know the locations of major mansions in the Capital. The Section Chief, who had suggested we have a meal, had guided me to her own mansion.

Sure, the cooking would be good. A mansion where a marquis's daughter resides wouldn't have mediocre chefs. But by that logic, wouldn't the Imperial Palace be the best restaurant in the Empire? Is this right?

"Department Head, wouldn't it attract attention if we dine elsewhere?"
"Why do you only make sense at times like this?"

And if you're worried about attention, we could have just gone to the cafeteria inside the government building—

"Come on, let's go in!"

Ignoring my words, the Section Chief pushed me from behind, and I eventually entered the mansion.

***

I successfully pushed the grumbling Department Head into the mansion.

'Good.'

To be honest, I didn't have high expectations. The Department Head tends to appear suddenly and leave suddenly, so I thought this time would be the same.

Still, I need to make invitations in advance and get rejected a few times so I can eventually complain, "Why do you always avoid me!" That's why I asked, thinking of it as building a case.

"I'll just have a meal and go back."

I got lucky. I didn't expect to succeed on the first try.

'The wall has definitely thinned.'

I've asked him to have meals with me many times before. Though I can't confess my feelings to the Department Head because of Lady Hecate's shadow, I can still get closer to him purely as friends. Building affection would make a future confession easier.


But each time, I was rejected for all sorts of reasons. "It doesn't taste good when a superior joins," "I have a lot of work today, so it's difficult," "I have little work today, so I need to leave early," "Actually, I started a diet."

Thinking about it now, it's unfair. It feels like I was rejected for completely absurd reasons.

'I've never been told I'm lacking anywhere else.'

It's hurtful. It's really vexing. Looking at the back of the Department Head's head, I felt an urge to hit it.

Before entering the Academy, during my school days, and after graduation, there were many people who liked me. I have a good family, a pretty face, and good abilities. I lack nothing.

Even Senior Aria said that whoever marries me would be blessed.

'Despite being so young.'

He's even four years younger than me. If he's younger, he should rely on and follow this pretty older sister.

Of course, the Department Head's prickly demeanor is also charming, but sometimes I want to see a different side of him.

"You'll bore a hole in my head."

The Department Head grumbled, perhaps because I was staring too intently.

He noticed my gaze even though I was looking from behind, not from the front. Doesn't this mean the Department Head is also very aware of me?

'Ahah.'

I almost laughed out loud but held it in.

Looking at him like this, he really does seem like a younger brother. Not being honest with his older sister and being all prickly. Right now, I want to stroke his head rather than hit it.

"Then would you end up like the Section Chief of the 3rd Section?"
"This bastard."

I threw a light joke with those feelings, but the Department Head seemed genuinely upset and quickly turned around.

Was comparing him to the Section Chief of the 3rd Section too much?

"Calling your precious subordinate a bastard."

As I pouted, the Department Head quickly caught my lips.

Mmm, it still hurts.

'But I like it.'

My heart warmed. In the office, I was too busy persuading the Department Head to get caught. The timing wasn't good, so it was really disappointing.

But I'm glad I got caught in the end. Unlike last year, the Department Head is at the Academy these days, so I can't get caught every day.

This is something the Department Head only does with me. Not with Lady Hecate, not with Princess Margareta. It's an interaction he shares only with me.

Thinking about that, my expression melted, but it's okay. The Department Head knows I'm doing this because it hurts.

"Miss?"

At the voice coming from behind the Department Head, his hand left my lips.

'Ah.'

A wave of disappointment and displeasure washed over me. How dare they interrupt my time with the Department Head.

Glancing in the direction of the voice, I saw the butler. Butler, I didn't think you were so tactless. I wanted to scold him right away, but I held back because there were eyes watching.

"Butler, prepare a meal. Since we have a guest, make it for two."

Instead, I moved towards the butler, leaving the Department Head behind.

"Very carefully, perfectly. Understood?"

And I whispered softly into the butler's ear. This is a meal with the Department Head, and if there's even a slight imperfection, my reputation would be ruined.

At my words, the butler's eyes quickly darted to the Department Head and then back to me.

"It might be a bit delayed."
"Good."

I nodded at the satisfactory answer.

The Department Head is the type to just eat quickly and leave if the food comes out fast. To keep him here as long as possible, the food itself should come out late.

Good, I take back what I said about being tactless. The response just now was decent, so I'll let it slide.


***

I sat in my seat, blankly looking around.

'It's luxurious.'

As expected, the Section Chief's mansion was luxurious. If we're being precise, it's not the Section Chief's but the Masalo Marquis family's mansion, but since the other members of the marquis family are only in their domain, it's essentially the Section Chief's mansion.

Anyway, after the Aesilon Marquis family was demoted to a count family, the Masalo Marquis family has been competing for the top spot among marquis families. It's natural for such a family's mansion in the Capital to be luxurious, but...

'Of all people, the owner is...'

As I turned my gaze to the opposite side, I saw the grinning Section Chief.

My head hurts. Until now, I knew the Section Chief was from the Masalo family and just accepted it, but seeing it with my own eyes creates a cognitive dissonance. This person is the owner of such a mansion? It feels like an insult to the mansion.

'Am I the same?'

Actually, I'm not in a position to talk. I'm the one who took over the mansion of the (former) Aesilon Marquis family.

A superior and subordinate, both like pearls on a pig's neck. This isn't something we need to have in common.

"Department Head, how have you been lately?"
"What?"

I couldn't help but question the sudden inquiry.

How have I been? Since when were we the type to exchange such pleasantries? It feels like being asked "What are your hobbies?" at a blind date.

And as if noticing my confusion, the Section Chief continued with a smile.

"Since you knocked out a royal, I thought you might have other issues too."

She's really taking a jab at me.

"Nothing special. I'm always careful, you know."

I've been extremely careful. It's not something someone who knocked out a royal should say, but Lyutis fainting wasn't my fault; it was his fault for being weak.

...That's what I've decided to believe.

"What about with the Princess?"

I flinched at her unexpected question. Why bring up Margareta here?

"When I saw you during the break, it seemed like we might hear good news soon~"

I couldn't open my mouth at her teasing remark. Did I show it in front of her too? Was it so obvious that it showed even in the office, not just in the mansion?

No, there's the Section Chief of the 4th Section. It seems the Section Chief of the 4th Section has been talking to the Section Chief of the 1st Section about various things.

"I'm fine with it being this year. I'll choose a nice gift and visit!"
"She's focused on her studies, so not this year."

I don't want to add more to Margareta's plate when she's already busy with student council work.

Besides, if we proceed while she's still a student, it would be a simplified ceremony, which would be disrespectful to Margareta who has waited all this time.

***

By asking directly, not subtly, I got some good information. Whether it's an engagement or marriage, it seems it will happen right after the Princess graduates?

'There's still more than a year left.'

It would be a lie to say I'm not disappointed. After waiting for two years, I have to wait nearly two more years.

But it's okay. No matter how disappointing, it's better than having no timeline at all.

'Where would be a good place for the wedding?'

Even though I haven't even confessed to the Department Head yet, I find myself pondering happy thoughts. Imagination is free, after all.

Would the Capital be good? Or our domain? The Department Head's domain would be nice too. I'm drawn to all three, which is troublesome.

Maybe I should suggest having three ceremonies? I don't think anyone has ever had three weddings.

'That sounds good.'

The Princess will take the position of the first wife. Then, shouldn't I take the position of having the first wedding ceremony?

For lunch, an array of elaborate dishes began appearing on the table one after another. This is quite a generous amount. I wonder if she's being considerate because I'm a guest, or if Section Chief 1 normally enjoys fancy meals.

Though judging by how she usually comes to work with just a piece of bread, it's probably the former.

"Isn't this a bit excessive?"
"Not at all. If I mistreat guests, my father will scold me."

Right, so it is the former. It's a bit surprising that she's concerned about what others think.

Still, this is good news for the Marquis. The fact that Section Chief 1 worries about being scolded by him means she respects and considers him as a superior or family member.

'That's a relief.'

Iones Marquis, Section Chief 1's father. Apart from seeing him at the New Year's ceremonies last year and this year, I don't have much connection with him, but he's someone I personally feel sorry for.

To think that Section Chief 1 is his daughter—how much must he be suffering? Legend has it that he strongly opposed when Section Chief 1 joined the Audit Department. And this is the result.

"She may seem a bit immature and unpredictable, but she's a thoughtful and kind child. Please take good care of her."
"Ah, yes. I understand."

Perhaps that's why Marquis Iones grabs my hand at every New Year's ceremony with desperate eyes and plea—no, requests—that I take good care of his daughter.

Meanwhile, as a father who only sees his daughter as precious, he said some incomprehensible things. Thought...ful? K...ind?

Still, I didn't commit the atrocity of contradicting him with facts in that situation. The Marquis's gaze was truly pitiful and sorrowful.

'That's good...'

Section Chief 1 seems to know her father's feelings, as she's reluctant to be scolded by him. Marquis, are you watching? Your love wasn't misplaced.

"Chief, would you like an aperitif?"

Section Chief 1's words broke my reverie. I'd momentarily zoned out at the dinner table.

I turned to see Section Chief 1 holding a bottle in each hand. One was red wine, the other white wine.

"White, please."
"White?"

I made a casual choice, but seeing her smirk made me uneasy. Did she put something in it?

"Actually, red—"
"Here you go!"

Before I could change my mind, she handed me a glass of white wine.

"Drink up, thinking of me!"

Why is she talking like she's already downed three or four bottles when she hasn't even had a sip yet?

I looked at Section Chief 1's hair. It's white. Then I glanced at the glass. Though it's called white wine, it's not actually white.

'Damn it.'

But because she told me to think of her, I couldn't help but see the overlap between her hair and the wine.

So she's learned how to attack the mind, not just torture the body...

"White is pretty, isn't it?"
"...Sure."

I just nodded at her continued smirking. If I overreact here, she'll just tease me more. Don't fall for the provocation—just eat normally and leave.

"You're blessed to have the prettiest white right beside you!"

Her boldness was so embarrassing that I couldn't muster any response.


The meal itself passed uneventfully. Section Chief 1 occasionally said strange things, but that's normal. It's rarer for her to say something normal.

"Black goes well with red, but I think it also goes well with white."

I really don't know what she meant by this. Though I'm not exactly normal either for immediately thinking of cola, seasoned chicken, and pickled radish.

Anyway, after making this random comment, Section Chief 1 committed the atrocity of mixing red and white wine in the same glass.

"No, why are you mixing them!"
"They go well together!"

I really don't understand what she means. I probably never will.

As I sighed, thinking about this innovative "half-and-half wine," the person on the other end of the communication device spoke.

- I suppose Kal is a good superior, so she feels comfortable.
"I think there's a fine line between being a good superior and being an easy target."

The Victorious Duke burst into laughter at my words. Well, as long as he enjoyed himself for a moment, I'm satisfied...

After laughing for a while, the Victorious Duke caught his breath and continued.

- I was worried, so I called, but I'm glad everything seems fine.
"If anything happens, I'll contact you first, regardless of propriety."
- That's good to hear.

I smiled as the Victorious Duke laughed again. My heart, which had been gloomy from the disciplinary action, felt warmer.

After finishing lunch and returning to my office, I suddenly received a call on the communication device. I was surprised to find it was the Victorious Duke.

- Kal. I don't think you would have done that without reason. You must have had your circumstances.

I was quite surprised by his opening words. They sounded like a teacher consoling a student who had misbehaved.

Of course, I had my suspicions. Having achieved the legendary feat of assaulting a royal and being sent to the Capital, the news must have reached the Victorious Duke's ears.

But assaulting a royal isn't just misbehavior—it's practically treason. I was touched that he still considered there might be circumstances despite such a serious matter.

"...That's what happened."

So I explained the details with tears in my eyes. If he had known the full story, he probably wouldn't have mentioned "circumstances."

And when I saw the Victorious Duke trying to hold back his laughter after hearing the details, my heart ached. It would be better if he just laughed outright—receiving consideration makes it more miserable.

As if sensing my feelings, the Victorious Duke quickly changed the subject, and as we discussed various recent events, the topic of having lunch with Section Chief 1 came up. Thanks to that, I ended up explaining the strange combination of "red and white."

It's embarrassing to talk about a subordinate's eccentricities in front of the Victorious Duke, but it's better than receiving painful consideration.

'Is it really better?'

I'm not even sure myself.

- Anyway, that child must be doing that because she follows you. Don't be too displeased.
"Yes, I understand."

I nodded at the Victorious Duke's words, which broke my serious contemplation.

In truth, I've come too far with Section Chief 1 to be displeased over something like this. I was just surprised by her suddenly playing with food, but it's not particularly strange.

Even if I were truly displeased, I couldn't show it in front of the Victorious Duke. Unfortunately, from his perspective, Section Chief 1 is his daughter's close junior.

'This is driving me crazy.'

It's always new and surprising. The Crown Princess and Section Chief 1 are close seniors and juniors... and Section Chief 1 is also acquainted with the Victorious Duke... it's truly dizzying.

***


I finally ended the communication with Kal after talking for quite a while. I kept him too long when I meant to be brief. I'm just getting more talkative as I age.

Still, it's a relief. When I heard from His Highness the Crown Prince that Kal had been disciplined for assaulting a royal, I wondered what on earth had happened. That child isn't thoughtless enough to cause such a major incident.

After hearing from him directly, it was just an injury that occurred during an Academy event. That makes it an unfortunate accident, not an assault. One could forcibly frame it as assaulting a royal, but His Highness the Crown Prince would have no reason to specifically attack Kal.

'Perhaps he's not destined to stay quiet.'

I couldn't help but laugh. He had been at the center of commotion since becoming the head of the Audit Department, but I never expected him to be involved in such incidents even at the Academy. Or rather, did he cause them instead of just being involved?

After chuckling a few times, I operated the communication device. Now that I've checked on Kal, I need to handle other matters.

- Father?
"Your Highness, Crown Princess."

I immediately bowed my head when Aria answered the call.

- I told you to just call me Aria in private.

I laughed again as she glared at me with a pouty face. How has she not changed at all since childhood, despite the passage of time?

"How could I do that to someone who will be the mother of all people?"
- I'm hanging up.
"I'm sorry. Please forgive me, as I've found out what you asked."

Aria's expression brightened. How can she be so happy about something that isn't even her own business?

"Kal seems to just think of her as a subordinate."
- That's what I expected.

Despite the not-so-good news, Aria remained calm. Is it because it was at the level she expected, as she said?

- That's how Erze is. She probably just hung around teasing him—it would be good if he doesn't dislike her.

A scathing assessment. This child who usually speaks so gently is strangely unrestrained when it comes to Lady Erzsebet.

Still, wasn't it Lady Erzsebet's request that led Aria to ask me to sound out Kal? Her words may be harsh, but her feelings for Lady Erzsebet are genuine.

"He doesn't seem to dislike her, though. Kal is the type to ignore or push away people he really dislikes."

For Kal, Lady Erzsebet is more of a subordinate than a romantic interest. Still, perhaps due to the bond they've formed over time, there is some affection there.

Kal would probably deny it vehemently if he heard this. But from a third-party perspective, it's true. Kal doesn't keep people he truly dislikes around. Rather, the fact that they frequently clash but still stay together is evidence of affection.

- Is that so? Erze would be happy to hear that.

Though her tone was curt, she couldn't hide the slight upturn of her lips.

Perhaps it's because they've been close friends since the Academy. I never expected her to get involved in her friend's love life, though.

'She'll have a hard time.'

Kal is just beginning to open his heart and approach Lady Margareta. Since Lady Margareta has liked Kal for a while, good results should come soon.

And that's when Lady Erzsebet will make her move. Kal will probably be quite flustered.

'It's Kal's problem to solve.'

If Lady Erzsebet were aiming for the position of Kal's first wife, I wouldn't have acted even at Aria's request. Knowing how much the Iron-Blooded Duke cherishes Lady Margareta, how could I?

But if she's aiming for the position after Lady Margareta, it's not my concern. There's no need for me to step in and help, but it's not serious enough to refuse Aria's request.

- Thank you, Father.

I felt satisfied at the sight of Aria smiling brightly.

I had just finished lunch with Section Chief 1 and received the unexpected call from the Victorious Duke, so it was time to return to the Academy—my designated confinement location.

This still pisses me off when I think about it. What kind of lunatic assigns your workplace as your confinement location? I hadn't said anything, but I was actually a bit excited about the prospect of being stuck at home during my disciplinary period.

'Was that bastard an unemployed bum in his past life?'

It can't be any other explanation. Seeing how he despises others resting when he's not, he must have spent at least three generations as a jobless bum before dying. That's the kind of karma needed to develop such a personality.

The problem is that I don't have enough justification to shout "Government officials these days have quite the temper!" to the Crown Prince. Unfortunately, Imperial officials tend to work themselves to death more spectacularly the higher their position, and surprisingly, even the Imperial Family is included in this brutal rat race.

Even the Emperor, now elderly and passing practical duties to the Crown Prince, was famous for being a workaholic. And the Crown Prince has been grinding away since his investiture.

'I can't really complain.'

If I rebel against the Crown Prince and get hit with the "I'm working too, so you're complaining? Are you a traitor?" card, I'd have nothing to say. That's why escaping through retirement would be the answer, but they won't approve my retirement.

Honestly, I think I'll only have a chance at retirement when I'm about to die of old age. It's sad that even that's just a possibility, not a certainty.

'Damn it.'

I should stop thinking about this. The more I think about it, the more depressing it gets. It's foolish to have hope in this black country that mercilessly grinds its civil servants.

I need to hurry back and inform everyone about my disciplinary confinement. Despite how absurd this punishment is, it's still confinement. I can't leave my dormitory, let alone hang out in the club room as usual.

I need to tell the Principal and Villar to come to my dormitory if they need me, and I should also tell Margareta that I won't be able to visit her for a while...

'There's a new message.'

While organizing my thoughts, the communication crystal was emitting a brilliant light again.

This is driving me crazy. Who is it now? If it's nothing important, I'll just tell them to contact me later and hang up immediately.

"This is the Head of the Audit Department."
- My child.

I quickly composed my expression. Unfortunately, it was a call from someone who could easily make me feel insignificant.

- I heard you came to the Capital.
"Yes, I was just about to head back."
- Is that so?

The Magic-Ending Duke's eyes narrowed. As if he'd heard something that bothered him.

What's wrong? What's the problem? Did I just say something strange?

- Are you running low on potions?
"...I was actually planning to visit you before leaving to get more."

After quickly thinking it through, my response made the Magic-Ending Duke smile slightly. That must be the right answer.

I'm definitely not low on potions. I received plenty last time, and the Magic-Ending Duke knows that better than anyone. How could potions that are only taken once a day suddenly run out?

The Magic-Ending Duke bringing up potions out of nowhere means he wants me to come see him right away, in the nicest possible terms.

'When he says jump, I jump.'

And when he says come, I come. I don't know why he's suddenly calling me, but who can refuse when a Duke asks to see you?

- That's good. I was just taking a break, so come to the tower chamber right away.
"Yes, Your Grace. Thank you for your consideration."

I kept my head bowed until the communication ended. Of all times, I got caught right before leaving.

Actually, to return to the Academy, I would have needed to stop by the Magic Tower to find a mage anyway. So I just had to face this a little earlier than planned.

'I just wanted to go back.'

I would have preferred to return without any contact. Getting disciplined isn't something to be proud of, so why would I want to greet anyone?

If I greeted the Magic-Ending Duke and he asked why I came to the Capital, I would have nothing to say. If I told the truth, he'd probably say something like, "Our child is still young and full of energy."

'That would be sad in its own way.'


Hearing something like that would make me feel like an immature child.

Anyway, let me just pay my respects quickly and leave. If I waste more time, I might miss club activities.

But thinking about it, something feels strange. My confinement starts tomorrow, yet here I am greeting all sorts of people. This feels like someone about to be imprisoned saying their final farewells to the world.

Damn it, I don't need these greetings.

***

Once again, my child didn't come to me first. If I hadn't heard that he had come, he would have left without saying a word. How vexing. I've treasured him every time we've met, yet this is still how things are.

Of course, I've kept my affection for him well hidden, so I understand if he hasn't noticed. Still, I've shown him that I hold him in special regard. Even if he doesn't recognize my affection, he should at least be aware of my goodwill.

'Is he deliberately avoiding me?'

I've even had such thoughts. I understand that he can't come directly since he travels between the Capital and the Academy. If he's busy, that's understandable.

The problem is his coldness—not contacting me even when he's at the Academy or when he comes to the Capital. If this isn't a mistake or unavoidable circumstance but deliberate, it's absolutely unforgivable. I can't just let it slide.

'Things are different now.'

Yes, things are different now. My child is now maintaining a good relationship with another woman.

'Lady Margareta.'

The Iron-Blooded Duke's youngest daughter. A girl sincere enough to quietly spread rumors in social circles about marriage with my child.

When I first heard about Lady Margareta, I didn't pay much attention. It would take my child 40 years to achieve the same lifespan as me. I thought I had no right to interfere with whom he associated during those 40 years.

Eventually, my child would spend hundreds of years with me, so I could turn a blind eye to that much. The place beside Kal that Lady Margareta was aiming for? I thought I could easily claim it if I seriously tried, so I remained composed.

"It seems the Empire will soon have a great celebration. The Head of the Audit Department appears to have found a partner."

But recently, when I heard the Victorious Duke's words, my heart sank.

I couldn't turn a blind eye anymore. My composure vanished. I had clearly thought that 40 years would be fine, but the thought of someone else being by my child's side made my teeth chatter.

No, I don't mind if there are others. More precisely, I can't stand the thought of not being there alongside others.

'I can't wait.'

So my thinking changed. There is no 40-year grace period. If my child wants to be with another woman, he must choose me first.

That's why I can't accept him deliberately avoiding me. If I see another woman beside him while he pushes me away—I can't guarantee how I'll react.

- Knock knock

"Your Grace, it's the Head of the Audit Department."
"Come in."

When I heard my child's voice, my body tensed. I need to handle this properly for hundreds of years of happiness ahead.

But seeing his intimidated face, my burning determination subsided.

'...Should I let it go?'

I will be with my child for hundreds of years to come. It would be troublesome if our feelings were hurt over such a trivial matter. This incident is merely a speck of dust compared to the long future we will draw together.

Yes, he must have been busy. There must have been circumstances that prevented him from contacting me. He looks so dejected that I should understand.

'I'll let it go.'

After much deliberation, I decided to give up on pressing the issue.

Mother said that the one who falls in love first loses, and now I understand what she meant.

***

The Magic-Ending Duke welcomed me with a smiling face.


"Welcome. Would you like some tea?"
"Ah, I'll make it myself."
"It's fine. Being a guest is enough."

At his gentle but firm words, I carefully took a seat. I am a guest, after all. A rather unilaterally invited guest, but still.

I've thought about it several times on my way to the Magic Tower, but there's no particular reason for me to be called. I wasn't caught doing anything strange like before, and there's nothing to give or receive from the Magic-Ending Duke.

'What could it be?'

From the atmosphere, it doesn't seem to be anything bad. Could he have called me just to see my face? Like the Victorious Duke?

That's a plausible hypothesis. If the Victorious Duke did it, there's no reason the Magic-Ending Duke couldn't do the same. Come to think of it, the Magic-Ending Duke has shown a motherly heart, even providing me with potions.

"I'm late in asking, but what brings you to the Capital?"

My breath caught at the Magic-Ending Duke's casual question. This was exactly the question I wanted to avoid by just going back.

"Well, I came up to receive disciplinary action."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had been making tea, quickly turned his gaze toward me. This is more embarrassing than I thought.

"Disciplinary action?"
"Yes, that's what happened."

Under his gaze that demanded a detailed explanation, I elaborated.

The instructor who was supposed to participate in the four-person match was absent due to a summons from the Magic Tower, I somehow ended up filling that vacancy, I tried my best to control my power but Prince Lyutis fainted with one hit, and so I was disciplined.

After hearing my ridiculous and embarrassing situation, the Magic-Ending Duke wore a complex expression. In a way, the starting point was the Magic Tower's summons. Without that snowball, this wouldn't have happened.

"That must have been difficult."

After a moment of silence, the Magic-Ending Duke stroked my head.

"You must have been so worried about facing royalty."

I almost nodded unconsciously. The resentment I had slightly raised toward the Magic Tower quickly subsided.

This is a different kind of warmth from the Victorious Duke's concern. Is this... a mother's embrace?

"Still, I'm hurt. You only told me about this after I asked."

The Magic-Ending Duke's ears drooped slightly.

"I didn't want to worry Your Grace with unnecessary words."

But they perked back up at my response.

"Tell me right away if anything happens. I'll help with whatever I can."
"Thank you, Your Grace."

The Magic-Ending Duke nodded with satisfaction at my quick answer. With the Magic-Ending Duke's help, it would be faster to count what's impossible rather than what's possible.

"Since it ended with a written apology, I assume the Crown Prince doesn't think it was your fault either. Don't take it too much to heart."
"Pardon?"
"You said you were returning to the Academy. If it were confinement or detention, you wouldn't be able to return... right?"

I was at a loss for words at this perfectly logical statement. Yes, that's correct. If I were confined, I should remain in the Capital, not return to the Academy. Anyone would see that ending with a written apology means returning to work.

But surprise! It was confinement. The Crown Prince is truly an innovative bastard.

"It's confinement."

The Magic-Ending Duke tilted his head.

"I received a confinement order at the Academy."
"Confinement... at the Academy?"

This time, it was the Magic-Ending Duke who was at a loss for words.

# The Crown Prince's Eccentricity

Even the elderly who have lived over a hundred years were left speechless by the Crown Prince's eccentric behavior. Still, seeing the Magic-Ending Duke's reaction made me feel better. I had been seriously wondering if personalities like the Crown Prince's were actually the norm in the Empire.

If that were the case, I'd be the mentally unstable civil servant who couldn't accept a reasonable punishment and was throwing a fit. I'd become someone worthy not of pity but of contempt.

'So it's not that black after all.'

Fortunately, while the Empire was indeed a black country, it wasn't super black. The Crown Prince was an explosive personality far below average, and I was merely a pitiful victim. The Magic-Ending Duke acknowledged it, so it must be true. Anyone who wants to argue should come back after living 200 years.

"What a unique approach."

A calm voice broke the silence. With all his experience, the Magic-Ending Duke seemed to have quickly sorted out his feelings—

Ah, maybe not. Judging by his twitching ears, he still seems quite shaken.

"It's an approach that won't happen again."

I added this gently for the confused Magic-Ending Duke.

It's very important not to instill incorrect common sense in long-lived species. Like with the Tanian forward deployment during the Twilight Order incident, if you make younger generations think that a one-time variable is actually a trend, future generations will suffer.

Workplace confinement isn't a modern trend—it's just the Crown Prince being insane. The evil act of a monster who became an abyss himself while fighting the abyss that is the Second Prince. Such eccentricity absolutely must not be passed down to future generations.

"I suppose my duties are rather unusual. Perhaps that's why His Highness made this unavoidable decision."

Looking at it positively, it was an unavoidable decision. Since it was an assault on royalty, they needed to show some form of punishment, but giving a proper penalty would mean losing the person who controls and monitors the royal family.

Of course, that's nonsense. If there were no royals around, the Crown Prince would have designated the Audit Department's duty room as my confinement location. "This is your home from today," he would have said.

Still, I can't exactly cry "That bastard is a complete asshole!" in front of the Magic-Ending Duke. Even if he's like a mother to me, he might look at me coldly if he saw such behavior.

"If that's the case, then it's fortunate..."

Unusually, the Magic-Ending Duke let his words trail off, lowering his gaze slightly. As if to say, "If that's what you want to believe."

'No.'

That's not what I actually think. Mother, I really hate that bastard.

A powerful urge to curse welled up inside me, but I managed to suppress it with the power of reason.

When I hinted that I should be heading back, the Magic-Ending Duke handed me a box of potions.

Both of us know I still have plenty of unused potions, but the official reason for my visit was to receive potions, after all.

'I'll have to come on my own from now on.'

I've just been accumulating work by dawdling around.

"Child, wait a moment."
"Ah, yes."

I was about to leave with the box in my arms, but I was stopped. What is it? Does he have something else to give me? Or am I about to have blood drawn after all this time?

While I was considering whether I should roll up my sleeve in advance, the Magic-Ending Duke put on a black cape.

Ah, he's going somewhere.

"It's been a while since I visited the Academy."
"Pardon?"

For a moment, I doubted my ears. Why would the Magic-Ending Duke go to the Academy? Has my mental suffering affected my hearing?

"There are no mages with free time right now. You can't go back by carriage, can you?"

He meant he would personally teleport me to the Academy.

Come to think of it, the Magic Tower has been unusually empty today. It's rarely this quiet in a place teeming with mages. Even the few mages I did see were rushing around breathlessly.

When I think about it, even the mage dispatched to the Academy was recalled for something important. Not to mention those stationed at the Magic Tower.

'Damn it.'

In the end, it all circles back to the North.


"I'm concerned I might be troubling Your Excellency..."
"Don't worry about it. It won't take long."

I cautiously opened my mouth but was quickly shut down. True, it's not a time-consuming task. The round trip might take five minutes at most.

But imagine being alone in an elevator with the chairman—even 50 seconds would feel suffocating, let alone five minutes. No, this isn't like riding an elevator; it's more like getting a ride in a car personally driven by the chairman.

Too burdensome to accept, too rude to decline. An extreme dilemma.

"Thank you, Your Excellency."

I naturally chose the burden. My internal discomfort costs less than offending a superior.

...Maybe I should learn teleportation. Being a magic swordsman doesn't sound bad either.

***

In truth, there are mages available to escort the child. No matter how busy things get, personnel are always on standby for contingencies. It would be an unparalleled disgrace if the Magic Tower, the crystallization of Imperial magic, couldn't even provide a teleportation service.

But I said there weren't any. While it troubles me to speak falsehoods, I'm willing to bear it if it means spending a little more time with the child.

Unlike Margareta Valenti, I'm separated from the child, so I must do at least this much. Last year, this wouldn't have been necessary. But now that he's visited once, coming again shouldn't be difficult.

'It remains unchanged.'

Setting aside my regrets, I raised my gaze to see the Academy's main building.

I've visited the Academy several times since graduation—to advise the Magic Department teachers or attend the principal's inauguration. Despite the long intervals between visits, the Academy always looked the same.

That pleased me. Throughout my life, I alone remained unchanged while everything around me changed. After my father and mother, who could have been my pillars, left my side, I had no choice but to be alone.

'Even the Magic Tower has changed.'

The Academy is a legacy from the Apels era, so the Empire didn't bother altering it. But the Magic Tower is the Empire's pride, the crystallization of Imperial magic. As magic evolved, so did the Tower. People even say the Tower of yesterday differs from the Tower of today.

It's regrettable but inevitable. I understand, yet it makes me melancholy. When those emotions surge, I sometimes come to see the Academy.

"Child."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

Not anymore. I've found someone who won't change with me.

I no longer need to be the only one who remains the same. I no longer need to merely watch as everything changes.

Now the child, and that boy Kal, will become like me.

"You're beautiful."

With that thought, why does the already cute child look so beautiful to me?

"It does seem well-built. I see it every day, so I can't really tell."

The child's response brought a slight smile to my face. He probably thinks I'm talking about the main building. That's fine—that's what I intended him to think—but it still makes me smile.

Besides, I think I would enjoy seeing the child every day. Whether it's for 100 years or 200 years.

"Someday, you'll understand too."

How happy it is to have an unchanging companion.

When the time comes, I'll become such a presence for the child as well.

"Maybe after about 100 years..."

The child, who had been gazing at the main building, hastily closed his mouth. Given how quickly he stopped, it doesn't seem intentional.

Still, I felt a pang of hurt. While it's true that I'm over 100 years old, I don't want to hear those words from the child's lips.

Due to my elven blood, my age differs from humans, but the child is only twenty-one. Even if I tell myself it's fine and not to worry, thinking about the child's age pains my heart.

'It will always be this way.'

Even if the potion fulfills its role, the child will still be younger than me. This cannot change even if the sky falls.

Then, at least outwardly... should I make him appear older than me?


I imagined the child as a mature middle-aged man.

'Not bad.'

It's an agenda worth serious consideration.

***

The Magic-Ending Duke's eyes were quite eerie as he returned to the Magic Tower. They resembled those of a predator eyeing its prey.

You lunatic, why bring up the 100 years thing at that moment? You should have just said, "Your Excellency, your long life has given you refined taste!"

'At least I'm back.'

It's been a long time since I confirmed yesterday that Lyutis Robens has red blood flowing through him, not blue.

I spent a day anxiously waiting for a summons, then the Crown Prince handed down the insane sentence of workplace confinement, the Section Chief 1 offered me half-and-half wine, and I made an age joke to the Magic-Ending Duke's face...

Is this really just two days' worth of events? It feels like almost two weeks have passed.

'Damn it.'

Even when I try not to complain, I can't help it. Anyone with my fate who remains positive must have already achieved enlightenment.

Sighing, I took out my communication crystal. There are many people I need to update about how things ended. The principal, Villar, Margareta.

Hmm.

- Kal? Are you back?
"Yes. I just returned."

After debating whom to contact first, I chose Margareta. She was too worried to contact anyone else first.

- Thank goodness. I was worried you might not be able to return.

Seeing her relief as she placed a hand on her chest made me smile slightly. I made the right choice contacting her first.

- I knew His Highness the Crown Prince would understand you had no choice. If it's not even confinement, he must have given you a token punishment for show.
"Ah."

Five seconds later, Margareta too was left speechless.

The Crown Prince's eccentricity remains undefeated, that dog.

The once-in-a-lifetime big event of Academy confinement was more heartbreaking than I expected.

Was it because of the frustration of being stuck in the dormitory? I've experienced being confined in places plenty of times at the Audit Department. Was it anxiety about something happening during my confinement? That's an option I always carry with me.

"I heard you have to stay in your dormitory. I brought a variety of foods, so please choose whatever you like."
"...Ah, yes. Thank you."

My heart ached because of Margareta, who smiled with her mouth but had tears welling in her eyes.

From the first morning of my confinement, Margareta visited my dormitory with various foods. A truly diverse selection.

"I'll come again tomorrow. Do you need anything?"
"No, I'm fine."
"Really? If you need anything, please tell me anytime."

I could only nod blankly at those words.

'This is like prison food.'

Food from society given to someone who's locked up... no matter how I look at it, it's prison food.

I'm under confinement, not imprisonment. Just confinement.

But in Margareta's mind, I might as well be in a cold prison.

'What should I do?'

One more incident report and it would be actual imprisonment.

I worry Margareta might faint if that happens.


Imprisoned in the Academy prison with a dormitory cell, all for the crime of being a pitiful civil servant. The prisoner list must be somewhere in the Capital.

To be honest, I do have a separate charge for hitting royalty, but isn't using the Academy as a place for self-reflection a bit much?

'I didn't even hit him properly.'

Strictly speaking, I didn't punch or kick Lyutis. I just grabbed his clothes and moved him to another location. It was practically a tactical temporary relocation.

There was the minor issue of the destination being a hard stone floor, but still, it wasn't assault. If Lyutis had been just a bit sturdier, nothing would have happened, right? Walter can climb back up even after falling off a cliff.

But Lyutis had already coughed up blood, and I received disciplinary action. The time to ask for leniency has long passed.

- Perosa Ganelly says everything is quiet. Normal, according to her.

How fortunate that someone is working hard on my behalf.

"I see. Thanks to Lady Perosa, I can rest easy."

Since Perosa is the only teenager among the three-country forces, she can avoid suspicion by simply wearing a school uniform.

Of course, anyone who knows Perosa would immediately recognize her as an outsider, but those who know her are all tacitly allowing her reconnaissance.

- It's unfortunate that I can't enter the club room.
"It can't be helped. Even with a disguise, that would be too difficult."

As Villar said, the best way to properly monitor would be to enter the club room rather than wandering around.

The problem is that simply pretending to be a student by wearing a uniform is quite different from boldly entering a club room with only six members. The club members might express displeasure at such obvious surveillance.

Still, it's only a minor inconvenience. Leaving it to Perosa is sufficient since she can observe from nearby.

'Fan enthusiasm is scary.'

Assigning Perosa, who ardently admires Lyutis, to observe Lyutis (and his club)?

She'll surely break through her limits while doing emotional somersaults. It's not even a personal deviation but an official duty, so she can be proud of herself. In a way, she's a state-certified stalker.

"Please let me know immediately if anything happens. I'll take action as well."

I spoke while trying to push away thoughts about Perosa, the government-approved stalker.

Regardless of Perosa's job satisfaction, monitoring the club members is originally my duty. To be frank, I've dumped my responsibilities onto someone else.

So the least I can do is promise to rush over if anything happens. Honestly, seeing how the Crown Prince designated the Academy as my place for self-reflection, he probably meant for me to jump in and resolve any issues that arise.

If he has any conscience, he wouldn't impose additional punishment for leaving my confinement area. If you imprison someone to work and then punish them for working, what kind of person does that make you?

'Well, he's not one.'

I momentarily mistook a bastard for a human being.

- Not at all. We'll handle everything as much as possible, so please rest well, Inspector.

As if reading my thoughts, Villar firmly shook his head.

Yes, even to Villar, I must seem like a pitiful man in need of rest. I still can't forget Villar's expression after hearing about the Crown Prince's legendary antics.

I would have given the same look if Villar had said, "His Majesty the King orders you to self-reflect at the Academy."

"Thank you for your kind words."

So I decided to just rest well as Villar suggested. Even machines break down without proper oiling.


As if my wishes reached heaven, each day of my confinement passed quietly and peacefully. The events that occurred while I was confined to my quarters were so minor they could hardly be called incidents.

"They say it's bad for your health if you don't get sunlight. So at least your food should be good."
"Thank you, Mar."

For example, Margareta Valenti's unfailing visits today. She seems to think I'm locked in some underground dungeon or something, but that's probably just my imagination. Still, I appreciate her thoughtfulness and offer her tea whenever she comes.

No one said others couldn't come in; they just said I couldn't go out. I have a clear conscience. I'm just serving my confinement.

"It's nice being in the same room as Kal. Though the reason is unfortunate."
"I'm sorry..."

But that clear conscience vanished like foam at Margareta's words.

"If you're sorry, could you come to me after your confinement ends, Kal?"

Her next words surprised me. Though she said it with a smile, the content was far from light.

She said it was sad that I was in the same room with her because of confinement, meaning she wanted to properly be together after my punishment ended. And since she asked me to come to her, she must be referring to her room.

Was Margareta more shocked than I thought? I never expected such a bold statement from a court lady who always strives to maintain dignity.

"It might be difficult, but if Mar wants it, I'll try my best."

Though I was flustered, Margareta must have gathered her courage to say this. I shouldn't create an awkward atmosphere by declining. I could always climb through the dormitory window if needed.

However, Margareta tilted her head at my resolute answer, and shortly after, hastily shook her head.

"I meant the vice president's office, not my room!"
"Oh."

I was the one who had received the greater shock.

'Did some lewd demon possess my mind?'

Thanks to this, Margareta, who had entered the room smiling, left with a flushed face. This was the extent of incidents during my confinement.

"Brother, are you doing well?"
"We just met this morning."

The next event was Luise Naiad's visit. She's such an enthusiastic visitor that she comes once before school and once after.

I doubt anyone would visit family in prison this frequently. Or perhaps it's easier to visit because it's not actually a prison.

I accepted the cookie tin Luise handed me and patted her head.

"Coming once a day is enough. It must be troublesome for you too."

Still, I didn't forget to nag. Margareta bringing food is one thing, but Luise visiting multiple times a day is excessive.

Actually, even once a day is too much. It's only one week. Even if no one came to say hello for a week, I wouldn't feel particularly lonely.

"I can't help but worry."

Still, seeing Luise mumbling glumly, I couldn't push her away too strongly. I don't understand why she's worried about someone who's just staying in a room, but anyway.

Yes, I should be grateful for visits. Such excess is better than deficiency.

***

After patting my head once, Brother invited me in for tea.

'Great.'


As expected, Brother doesn't turn away guests who come to visit. He even serves and takes care of them personally.

Entering Brother's room, my heart began to race quickly. The court lady was right.

"Lady Luise spends a lot of time with Kal, but they rarely have time alone."

Two days after Lyutis collapsed, the day Brother began his confinement. The court lady quietly came and gave me advice.

While Brother receiving confinement as punishment was unfortunate, she said it was an opportunity. A rare chance to have Brother stay still for a week when he's usually so busy.

"When you're alone together, you tend to speak from the heart. And with no one else around, you'll feel more comfortable, won't you?"

I nodded repeatedly at the court lady's precious advice.

The only place I could see Brother was the club room. And the club room wasn't just for Brother and me. Even when I tried to approach Brother, the gazes of the other members made me hesitant.

...Yes, it was because of their gazes. I wasn't staying still out of fear. If there were no gazes, I would have confessed to Brother long ago.

"I know how hard unrequited love can be. I don't want my precious junior to go through that."
"Senior..."

For the sake of the court lady who showed me such excessive consideration, I decided that it was because of the gazes. That's what I decided to think.

"Ah, how is Lyutis?"

Brother turned his head toward me while making tea. He must be worried since he injured Lyutis.

And for a very brief moment, I almost felt jealous of Lyutis. Bringing up someone else when we're alone together. That's something I wouldn't tolerate from anyone except the court lady.

'Good thing he's a man.'

If Lyutis had been a woman, our friendship would have been in crisis.

"He's living as usual. He said he'd come visit you soon."
"Just tell him that breathing quietly is the best help he can offer."

I smiled awkwardly at Brother's firm words. Seeing Lyutis's mood lately, I don't think he'd listen even if I tried to stop him.

Since Brother received his confinement punishment, Lyutis hasn't seemed at ease. It's partly because he doesn't see someone he used to see every day, and partly because he feels responsible for the punishment.

That's probably why he's been making preparations to comfort Brother.

"In Armein, there's a special nutritious meal for released prisoners."

Though the direction seems a bit twisted.

"By the way, Luise. I have a favor to ask."
"Ah, yes! Please tell me!"

I nodded hastily at the unexpected words.

A favor, a favor! A request from Brother who always resolves everything alone. A request made directly to me, not the court lady!

'What could it be?'

Worry and excitement rushed in simultaneously. I wondered what could make Brother ask for a favor, while feeling overjoyed that I was the one he asked.

"Could you bring the hawthorn tree from the club room? It's lonely staying alone."

Ah.

My heart started racing again, but for a different reason.

I stared blankly at the hawthorn tree pot. Usually, I didn't pay much attention to it, treating it as just part of the background, but for some reason today my eyes kept drifting toward it.

No, actually I know why. I already understand perfectly well why I'm acting this way.

"It feels empty without what used to be next to it. I was used to seeing it whenever I went to the club room."

As those words that still stirred my thoughts came to mind, I bit my lip slightly. Perhaps because I visited too often, my brother missed the plant more than he missed me.

Should I reduce how often I visit? But as the duchess said, opportunities to be alone with my brother would be hard to come by again. What's the right thing to do?

"Lady Luise. Is something wrong?"

Ainter's voice broke through my endless worrying.

"I was just looking at the plant for a moment."

I flinched for a second but answered calmly. I was indeed looking at the plant. The reason why would be embarrassing to explain.

Hearing my response, Ainter's gaze also turned toward the plant.

"It seems to lack vitality without its owner."

I nodded unconsciously at his concerned murmur. Whether it was truly because its owner was gone or just my imagination, the hawthorn tree did seem less vibrant than usual.

Of course, we hadn't neglected it just because my brother was gone. We'd been taking care of it consistently. Besides, since it was a gift from Irina—

'Irina.'

I almost bit my lip again. If only it had been a gift from me to my brother, I wouldn't feel this way. The thought that he cherished a gift from someone else filled me with complicated emotions.

I know these feelings are strange. It's perfectly normal for my brother to receive gifts from others and to cherish them.

But why do I feel this way? Something keeps bothering me. My mind says there's no problem, but my instincts are warning me about something.

'A gift...'

I've given my brother many gifts too. The problem is they were all consumables that disappear once eaten. Gifts that remain visible would certainly leave a stronger impression than those that vanish after being consumed. Like that plant.

Yes, I should give him something that won't disappear. Something that will remind him of me whenever he sees it.

"Erich, do you think my brother would like flowers?"

I decided to ask Erich first. I'd like to give them to him right away, but I'm hesitating a bit.

It makes sense for Irina from the gardening club to give plants as gifts, but me giving flowers seems somewhat awkward.

And adding another plant when he's already growing one? If my brother enjoys taking care of plants, that would be fine. But if he's only growing it out of obligation because it was a gift, it might just become a burden.

"To my brother?"

Erich rubbed his chin at my question, with a face that suggested he'd never thought about it.

"Well, I'm not sure."

His answer was disappointing. Come to think of it, Erich used to have an awkward relationship with my brother.

"My brother doesn't really have preferences."
"Isn't it that you just don't know?"

Laterre said exactly what I wanted to say.

How can anyone not have preferences? If someone likes certain things, they must dislike others too.

"It's true. He accepts whatever he's given without being picky. He's been like that since childhood."

He spoke as if feeling wronged, but I found it hard to believe.

Right, my brother isn't someone who expresses his emotions freely. Even for close friends, it would be difficult to know, and since Erich had an awkward relationship with my brother, it's natural he wouldn't know.

Reading my disbelief, Erich's explanation grew longer. He said my brother kept all gifts in his room, never threw anything away until it broke, and never refused any gift.

"My brother only focused on training, so he wasn't interested in anything else."
"Makes sense. That level of skill would require that kind of dedication."

Lyutis nodded in agreement at Erich's words. Is that true? Did he really focus solely on training, with no time to develop personal preferences?


Despite their awkward relationship, Erich is family, and Lyutis is a warrior like my brother—their words carried weight.

'That's too much.'

My heart ached, but for a different reason now. How could that be? It meant he'd only known hardship since childhood.

"But since he doesn't have preferences, anything would be fine. He seems to be satisfied just with receiving a gift."
"...That's good to hear."

I finally managed to speak at this somewhat positive remark.

***

People from outside the academy kindly contacted me, asking how I was doing, probably worried I might be bored.

I think there should be a law to confiscate communication devices from criminals under house arrest. How dare a criminal excluded from duty try to maintain contact with society?

- How's the disciplinary period treating you?

Yes, such a law is definitely needed. For the sake of my precious mental health, absolutely necessary.

"Why would someone who's experienced it far more than me ask such a question?"
- You're the first to be under disciplinary action at the academy.
"Fuck."

Despite my bitter curse, the minister laughed heartily, enough to refresh anyone watching.

This is the state of the world. My direct superior, instead of sympathizing with a subordinate of four years who's suffering, is busy laughing.

That's why I act like this too. If you receive something, you should return it properly. Relationships deepen through give and take.

- History may forget my name, but yours will remain.

I couldn't find words to counter the minister's chuckling remark. The minister might be remembered as just one of many Finance Ministers in history, but I have many reasons to be recorded.

They say a person dies when they're forgotten—at this rate, I might achieve immortality. The thought alone is dreadful.

'What's the point of living long?'

If I live a long life, only the Imperial Family benefits. Ah, if early retirement were possible, living long might be fine. If it were possible.

"I'd like you to be remembered alongside me, sir. When it's your turn for disciplinary action, I'll suggest it to His Majesty."
- Don't try to be clever.

Though I spoke with complete sincerity, the minister cut me off firmly. How cruel.

Our conversation continued with questions about how confinement felt, and retorts about how he'd soon find out for himself, until the minister spoke quietly.

- The Section Chief of the 2nd Section returned today.

This seems to be the real purpose of his call.

"Did he receive treatment?"
- An eye can be treated quickly. Besides, since he was injured during deployment, it was treated as a priority.

I was relieved to hear the injury had been properly addressed. Sometimes when there's an influx of injured personnel, people have to live with their injuries for weeks.

"What kind of section chief goes around getting beaten up?"
- You've taken your fair share of beatings too. Subordinates tend to resemble their superiors.

Then I'm destined to resemble you? Making such disgusting statements so casually.

- Besides, he couldn't avoid getting beaten in that situation.
"Did he wander into a dungeon or something?"
- If only it were that simple, it might be funny.

The minister sighed softly and ran his hand through his hair irritably.

Why is he so anxious? It's been a while since I've seen him this agitated.

- He encountered the Chaujid tribe.
"What?"

Fuck, why are those bastards suddenly in the picture?


It's a name I haven't heard in a long time, and not one I'm happy to hear. They were one of the Khagan's main forces during the Great Punitive War.

They were a tribe of exceptionally skilled archers. The tribal chief was even one of the commanders of ten thousand—a combat-specialized tribe. No wonder the Section Chief got beaten up.

'They're still around?'

But due to their dangerous nature, they were one of the tribes the Empire thoroughly crushed. They had high loyalty to the Khagan, so most of their adult males participated in the war. As a result, they were all killed in the final battle.

"They're still alive?"
- It's not certain. This is just speculation based on the Section Chief's testimony. It could simply be a similar tribe, but...

The minister trailed off, clearly displeased. The nomadic tribes of the North each had distinct characteristics. If the speculation was based on testimony, there's a high probability it was indeed the Chaujid tribe.

This is maddening. The Khagan's bloodline is still alive, and now the Chaujid tribe too?

'There could be more.'

There's a saying that worrying about things that haven't happened is foolish. But the survival of the Khagan's bloodline has already happened.

They say lightning doesn't strike twice in the same place. But after confirming the Khagan's bloodline, now the Chaujid tribe's continued existence has been verified. If things continue this way, there's no guarantee it won't happen a third or fourth time.

The thought of the Khagan's military force made my head spin. He was almost on the level of Genghis Khan, leading a massive army. Even if only half of his forces survived, it would be nothing short of a disaster.

- I just wanted you to know. Don't complain later about not being told.
"Understood."

I certainly would have felt hurt if I'd heard this from someone other than the minister.

My mind was in turmoil, but I forced myself to calm down. Getting anxious wouldn't help someone under disciplinary action. Concern and hatred for the North are passive skills of imperial officials—others would handle it well.

"I brought what you asked for."

Besides, I couldn't show anxiety in front of Luise.

And she brought the plant without a single complaint despite the sudden plant shuttle errand. I'm truly grateful. Yes, really grateful, but...

"What's this?"

I looked at the flower pot in Luise's right hand, in addition to the hawthorn tree in her left. Why did it come as a buy-one-get-one-free deal? I'm sure I only ordered one.

"It's my gift to you!"

Luise answered with a bright smile to my question.

'If it's a gift, I can't refuse.'

It's only proper to accept gifts with gratitude.

"Thank you. I'll take good care of it."

Since I'm already growing the hawthorn tree, adding one more flower won't be a problem. It will actually make things more cheerful.

"You said you felt empty, so I chose it carefully."
"Our department head is truly the best."

If everyone in the world had personalities like Margareta and Luise, we wouldn't need laws.

***

Seeing my brother's happiness made me feel proud. Choosing the lily was a really good decision, even if I say so myself.

As I told my brother, I really did choose it carefully. Yes, very carefully.

'I even researched the flower language.'

Believing that what's inside matters as much as outward beauty, I looked up each flower's meaning. The lily's meaning was perfect, so I chose it right away.

And in the process, I also discovered the meaning of the hawthorn tree.

'Irina...'

As Irina came to mind, my thoughts turned cold.

The unexpected adversary was in the closest place.

As soon as I arrived in the classroom, I collapsed onto my desk. Lately, I've been feeling weak and unmotivated.

'How is it that I can't see him even once?'

Since the second semester began, I haven't been able to meet with Kal. It feels like the time we spent together during the break has been completely deducted from the semester. The Creator is really being harsh. He's thoroughly applying all the disadvantages to His creations.

It's not even like we're missing each other due to a series of coincidences. I can't see him for perfectly valid reasons, which makes it all the more frustrating. And I have nowhere to vent.

'If only we were in the same club.'

I've been thinking that every day since the second semester started. I should have just added my name when Luise said she was creating a confectionery club. I didn't know things would turn out like this.

Last semester, even though I was in the horticulture club, I could visit the confectionery club frequently to see him. But that was only because the horticulture club wasn't busy and my senior was accommodating.

"You know how busy it gets at the beginning of the semester. Just be patient."
"Yes, senior."

Naturally, if the club is busy, I can't expect such accommodation. As my senior said, club activities pile up at the beginning of the semester, and it was the same last semester too. Back then, it didn't matter because I was actively avoiding him, but now...

So it all comes down to the club. This tragedy exists because I'm in the horticulture club instead of the confectionery club.

'I can't quit now either.'

I almost sighed at the hopelessness of it all, no matter how much I thought about it.

The clubs at the Academy aren't just places to share hobbies; they're proper social venues. Club histories span decades to centuries. The number of alumni spread throughout the Empire is proportionally large.

If I voluntarily joined such a social group and then unilaterally left? I'd immediately be blacklisted by countless seniors. If I hadn't joined any club at all, I would have had neither allies nor enemies, but joining and then quitting would only create enemies.

'Just be patient a little longer.'

Yes, I just need to endure. Even the busiest times eventually come to an end. Once it's over, I can see him again.

'...It'll probably be like this next year too.'

But a sudden thought made me rapidly sink into depression. I was just trying to think positively, and now it's all ruined.

As the gloom consumed my entire body, I wanted to give up on everything. If I feel this way in the morning, I'll feel this way until night. Today is already ruined. I might as well just sleep.

'I want to leave early.'

Should I say I'm sick and go home? Honestly, a hurting heart is still pain, right?

And while I was making this small plan of rebellion, someone tapped my shoulder.

"Irina, are you sleeping?"

Even without raising my head, I could tell who it was just by the voice. It's Luise.

I thought about pretending to be asleep, but if she's calling someone who's face-down, it must be important. And I don't want to ignore Luise either.

"No. I'm just lying down."
"You're not sick, are you?"

As I slightly raised my head, I saw Luise looking at me with concern. My gloomy mood seemed to improve a little.

"I'm fine. Just tired."
"Really? That's good."

Seeing Luise smile brightly, I naturally smiled too. Today, thanks to Luise again, my heart feels peaceful—

"Then can you come out for a moment? I have something to tell you."

Huh?

It was an unexpected request, but I didn't refuse. It's not like we're going far, just to a quiet place for a moment.

Besides, Luise rarely asks for secretive conversations. I'm curious about what it could be, but also worried. I hope it's not a big problem.

'I didn't know a place like this existed.'

The place Luise led me to was somewhere I'd never been before. The Academy is so vast that there are many places students don't know about. A quiet place with no people around, a place that seems like no one would know about.


How did she find such a place? It's definitely perfect for a private conversation.

As I looked around, Luise spoke.

"Pretty, isn't it? I heard about this place from a senior I know."
"Yes, it's beautiful."

Flowers were scattered around, either naturally blooming or perhaps maintained by someone. It seems even prettier than most flower beds.

I relaxed a bit while looking at the flowers. I don't know why Luise called me here, but I shouldn't be tense too. She's trusting me by talking to me, so I should give her my trust in return.

"Um, Irina. I have something to ask."

At Luise's words, I steeled myself. She's probably having a hard time saying it, so I shouldn't waver no matter what I hear.

"The hawthorn tree you gave to my brother as a gift. Why did you choose that?"
'Ah.'

I wavered instantly.

"Th-that?"

I tried to answer as calmly as possible, but my voice trembled.

It's not even a recent gift; I gave it last semester. And it's not like I gave it without Luise knowing. So why is she suddenly asking about it now?

'Did she figure it out?'

My heart raced dramatically. If she thought it was just an ordinary gift, she wouldn't ask such a question. She must have realized something.

And there's only one hidden meaning in that gift.

'One and only love.'

Remembering the flower language of the hawthorn tree, my hands trembled. Although I didn't originally give the gift with that meaning in mind, apparently the hawthorn tree is more famous for "one and only love" than the flower language I intended.

Someone else found out. That embarrassing forced confession was finally discovered. I felt the urge to run away immediately.

'No, wait.'

Let's calm down. Thinking about it, there's no problem even if she found out.

It's embarrassing and awkward, that's true. I had my innermost feelings discovered by someone else before I could confess to him. But what's wrong with one person liking another? It's not wrong.

"I chose it because I liked the flower language. Though he doesn't seem to know it."

Although I'm still unable to be honest with him and am still anxious, I don't want to lie to others even if I haven't shown my feelings first.

"The flower language of the hawthorn tree is 'one and only love.'"

So I said it proudly.

"That's exactly what he is to me."

It's a bit strange that the first person I opened up to wasn't him but Luise.

But it's okay because it's Luise. It's common to talk about love with close friends.

- Crunch

...What was that sound?

***

I unconsciously gritted my teeth at Irina's words.

I was right after all. Irina does like my brother. I had hoped I was wrong, that it was just my misunderstanding.

'She was before me.'

She had feelings for my brother at least since she gave him the hawthorn tree as a gift. Earlier than me, who only became honest with myself during the break.

An inexplicable resentment spread through my chest. No, it's not inexplicable. I'm upset that there's someone else ahead of me besides the princess.


If it were the princess, I could understand. If it were the princess, I would have no choice but to accept it.

'You were just standing still too.'

It's not like she took initiative like the princess. She was passive like me. I've given many gifts to my brother too.

'I met him first.'

I was the one who met my brother first, who was close to him.

I was first, I was first. My brother's second should be me, not someone else. I don't want to yield to anyone—

"Luise, what's wrong? Are you feeling unwell?"

My thoughts were interrupted by Irina's concerned voice.

And looking at Irina's face, I remembered everything that had happened until now. Meeting Irina for the first time, becoming friends, playing together, laughing together, sometimes arguing.

'I'm being stupid.'

The resentment gnawing at my chest turned into self-loathing. How could I be like this to Irina of all people? How could I hate a precious friend? Besides, I got my opportunity thanks to Irina.

If it weren't for Irina, I wouldn't have even known I had a chance. Even if it was the princess who gave permission, it was Irina who gave me the opportunity. It's shameless to harbor anger toward Irina.

Yes, it's shameless.

'How ugly am I trying to become?'

Even I think it's remarkable. I'm foolish and cowardly, and on top of that, shameless. Why am I like this?

No matter how frustrated or greedy I feel, there are feelings I should never harbor. Blinded by love, trying to throw away a friendship that's like a benefactor.

Even what I said earlier was strange. Why did she give the hawthorn tree? Is that something to ask the person who gave the gift? What right do I have to interrogate Irina?

Tears welled up uncontrollably.

***

This is awkward. Anyone would be confused in this situation.

"Sorry, I'm sorryyyy..."

After standing blankly for a while, Luise suddenly started crying and sobbing sorrowfully.

I don't understand what she's apologizing for. But calming her down comes first, so I comforted her, saying it's okay, and wiped her face.

"I, I like my brother tooooo... and Iri-Irina, also... likes... my brotherrr..."

As I wiped her face with a handkerchief, she continued speaking emotionally between hiccups.

'So that's what it was.'

Somehow, I was able to piece together the scattered words and understand.

It was jealousy. She was jealous because I also like the person she likes.

I understand. Even though it's not uncommon for men to have multiple wives, it's still sad when the man you love is with other women.

"It's okay. You're telling me now."

Honestly bursting out with that sadness is a very good approach. There are cases where people hide their emotions and then strike with a dagger at a critical moment, or show truly cold indifference or contempt. Crying and throwing a tantrum is cute in comparison.

That aside, this is unexpected. I thought if Luise liked someone, it would be one of the Five.

"I'm really sorry, I was wrong..."
"I said it's okay."

When I looked at Luise, she started sobbing again.

If she was going to be like this, why did she call me outside? I can't tell if she's tough or gentle.

I couldn't help but comfort Luise in my arms for who knows how long. I had no idea she was such a crybaby. She's usually always smiling.

"Feeling better now?"
"Mmm..."

She kept her face buried against my chest, seemingly too embarrassed to look up.

"So you really hate that I like your brother that much?"

When I teased her playfully, Luise burrowed even deeper into my embrace, as if begging me not to say anything more because she felt sorry.

She's adorable. Strangely, Luise's behavior reminded me of my younger siblings back at the estate. Usually, I'm the one being held by Luise.

I wondered when I'd get another chance like this, but if I teased her more, she might cry again. I should stop here.

"But you can't be mad at me. There's already a gatekeeper, you know."

I needed to tell her this much. Even if she resents me, nothing will change with Margareta Valenti being the likely candidate for her brother's first wife. If she wants to become his wife, she needs to plead with Lady Valenti.

Luise probably didn't even know that having multiple wives was possible. She might not understand how important the first wife's permission is.

"I already got permission from the senior."

I couldn't believe my ears when Luise mumbled from within my embrace. Senior?

In this conversation, the only "senior" could be Lady Valenti. She got permission from Lady Valenti?

"Really? You mean Margareta Valenti?"
"Yes, she told me to do my best. She said she'd support me and cheer me on..."

I was speechless. I thought I was making a mistake somewhere, but she had already overcome the most important obstacle.

And it wasn't just permission. This went beyond mere acceptance—it was practically support.

'Already?'

This was surprising. Lady Valenti only became close with her brother during the break. It hasn't even been half a year since the break ended, yet she already got permission. Such impressive initiative.

And why use that initiative on me? If she already had Lady Valenti's permission, my feelings for her brother should seem trivial.

For some reason, feeling somewhat deceived, I hugged Luise tighter. Someone who already has permission is trying to keep away someone who doesn't?

I could feel Luise struggling, but I didn't let go. Just a little longer, let me stay like this just a little longer.

With little class time remaining, we went back, but agreed to meet again during break. Even though Luise's jealousy had quickly subsided, I still had questions for her.

"Tell me."
"Uh, yes?"

As soon as break started, I dragged Luise away to interrogate—no, question her. I couldn't even concentrate because of this.

"Permission from Lady Valenti. How did you get it?"

I thought it would be difficult. Lady Valenti lacks nothing and her relationship with Luise's brother is already established—why would she allow another wife?

I thought I'd try to get her permission, but honestly believed building a good relationship with her brother would be faster.

'I was wrong.'

Standing before me was someone who had reached an agreement with Lady Valenti before her brother. How did this happen?

When I stared at her with desperate eyes, I could see Luise shifting her gaze around. I trust you. I believe in our friendship—you'll tell me.

"Actually, I don't really know either."

And then I began to doubt how deep our friendship really was.

"No, really, I don't know! The senior approached me first!"

Sensing my feelings, Luise hastily continued.

I found it questionable when she said Lady Valenti came to the classroom and requested a conversation. I couldn't imagine Luise seeking out Lady Valenti, but the reverse seemed equally unusual.

I got chills when she mentioned Lady Valenti warning against those who coveted what was hers. Right, why would Lady Valenti make any concessions?

But my heart raced when she said she would gladly accept someone who respected what was hers.


'So it's fine as long as I'm not the first?'

Lady Valenti doesn't want to be the only wife. She wants to be the first.

Then there's no problem. I've never dreamed of surpassing Lady Valenti.

I saw hope. What I thought was a firmly locked door already had a key.

"Hey, Irina."
"Yes? What is it?"

My mood improved dramatically, and I couldn't help but smile. Especially when I realized that without Luise, I wouldn't have known this wonderful news.

Luise really is the best friend. I believed in our friendship.

"If it's okay, shall we go see the senior?"

She truly is the best friend.

Since it would be rude to suddenly visit with such an important matter, we decided to make an appointment first.

No matter how generously Lady Valenti might accept another wife, I couldn't just show up without notice and say, "Let's share a husband!" If I were Lady Valenti, I'd yell at someone who said that to leave immediately.

"I'll make the appointment. Irina, you should go see my brother."
"Your brother?"
"My brother is actually under disciplinary probation."

It took me longer than expected to understand what she meant. What does probation mean at the Academy?

'Wow...'

When I finally understood, I couldn't help but sigh in amazement. The world of officials is tough. I should definitely avoid it.

"Since he's under probation, you could at least comfort him."

I nodded at her words. Actually, if I couldn't meet her brother during club hours, I was seriously considering visiting him after school.

But there's no proper reason for a student to visit the inspector's quarters, and considering the dignity of a noble lady, it's not something to be done carelessly.

However, with the pretext of "visiting an acquaintance under probation," those two obstacles disappear.

'It's not strange.'

I can proudly go see her brother. It will be the first time we meet since the second semester began.

"You rarely get a chance to be alone with my brother. You should take this opportunity."
"Luise..."

I was so touched I could cry. She must want to be with her brother too.

"Does this mean you forgive me for earlier?"

Seeing Luise giggling, I nodded repeatedly. I wasn't really angry, but I decided to forgive her anyway.

***

I used to not understand people who raised plants instead of animals, but now I think I get it.

'Peace of mind.'

Seeing these children grow so fresh makes me feel proud. They don't complain, they don't make me frustrated, they do well on their own if left alone, and all I need to do is make sure they get water and sunlight.

Where else can you find such perfect companion creatures? Maximum happiness with minimal investment.

'They're pretty.'

Placing the hawthorn tree pot and the lily pot side by side makes them look even more beautiful. Perhaps because they're both white, I feel purified just looking at them.

I carefully caressed the petals of both pots. I only asked for the hawthorn tree to be delivered, so I didn't expect the lily to come as a bonus, but it's a precious gift. Let's stay together until graduation. Leaving this filthy Academy for the Audit Department...

No, the Audit Department is just as filthy. Is there no paradise in the place you escape to?

'Sorry for being an inadequate owner.'

My children should grow happily in a good place, but unfortunately, their owner is just a petty civil servant.


While I was communing with my plants, I heard a knock at the door. It was about time for Luise to arrive. As always, she's punctual.

"It's open. Come in."

When it's time for Luise to come, I just leave the door open. There's no need to lock it since nobody but Margareta or Luise would visit anyway.

The door opened, and a blonde head peeked through the gap.

"Hello, brother."
"Irina?"

Well, I guess other people do visit.

My gaze shifted slightly toward the hawthorn tree. Did Irina come right after this arrived in my room?

'Is it a totem?'

It seems to have the effect of summoning people. I thought it was just pretty, but it's quite extraordinary.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"

Though curious, I turned my attention back to Irina. It would be rude not to properly look at a guest who came to visit.

"I've been fine. I heard the news and came to see you."
"Embarrassing news, isn't it?"

I couldn't help but smile at Irina's words. She must have heard from Luise or Erich that I'm under disciplinary probation. So she came to comfort me.

I'm grateful nonetheless. Considering how Irina used to avoid me, this is remarkable progress.

"By the way, where's Luise?"

I said it was fine for her to come, but I'm concerned that the regular visitor isn't here. I hope nothing happened to her.

"Oh, she had other business. Nothing serious."
"That's good then."

Irina spoke casually, looking so happy that anyone passing by could tell she was in a good mood.

I guess it really isn't anything serious.

***

An unexpected visitor arrived.

"Oh my, Lady Luise?"

How strange. At this hour, Lady Luise should be visiting Kal, shouldn't she? I clearly remember Kal saying she visits morning and evening.

"Hello, senior. I'm sorry for coming suddenly."
"It's fine. Please, sit down. Would you like some tea?"
"Yes, thank you."

I stood up to prepare the hospitality. I don't know what brings her here, but she must have a reason. Lady Luise isn't the type to act without purpose.

While steeping the tea leaves, I heard Lady Luise's voice from behind.

"Senior, I have something to ask you."

I didn't expect her to get straight to the point.

"Yes, go ahead."

I prefer directness over beating around the bush anyway.

When I turned around, Lady Luise, who had been fidgeting with her fingers, seemed to make up her mind and spoke.

"Would three be acceptable?"
"Pardon?"

I could only blink at the sudden question. Three what?

'Is she talking about children?'

I would like to have at least three, actually.


The last day of my disciplinary period had finally arrived. Thank goodness nothing happened during this week.

It seems even Enen has some conscience. Beating someone who's already been beaten would be too petty and cruel. Even in games, there's a protection period for beginners, and those whose main base has been severely raided can't be invaded again for a certain period.

'Was I too tense?'

Come to think of it, the club members have been quite calm since the second semester began. Unlike before, they're not pulling stunts to impress Luise, but rather seem to be enjoying their school days normally.

Besides, even if something happens, people like the Principal or Villar are there to handle it. I think I just feel more at ease when I handle things myself. This seems like a problem.

'I've developed a slave mentality.'

I sighed with mixed feelings. After four years of grinding away, I've come to accept the chains around my ankles as normal. I'm not even a servant trying to please my master by reading their mood.

As I raised my gaze that had slightly dropped, I saw Margareta drinking tea.

"Margareta, you shouldn't become a bureaucrat."
"Pardon?"

Her eyes widened at my sudden statement.

In truth, Margareta doesn't particularly want to become a bureaucrat, and I've occasionally hinted that civil service isn't a good fit. But I've never said it so abruptly without context.

However, if by some chance—just some chance—Margareta were to become a slave like me, I think it would be very sad. I couldn't bear not saying something...

"If not a bureaucrat, I don't really have anything else to do. Will you take responsibility for me, Kal?"

After blinking for a moment, Margareta smiled mischievously. Seeing her like that made me smile automatically. Her attack power is definitely increasing day by day.

It's a bit regrettable. I used to find it cute when she would speak boldly while being embarrassed, but now she's so composed without even blushing.

"I'll take responsibility for Margareta no matter what you do."
"Really? I'm glad... yes."

But her defense is still amusingly vulnerable, which lessens my regret. This sense of security when she gets embarrassed after receiving a response to something she initiated is just...

'Is she trying to confirm something?'

Looking at Margareta with her reddened face quietly sipping her tea, I had that thought. Maybe this is her way of confirming my affection.

Last year, I rejected the marriage proposal. Since meeting at the Academy, I've known Margareta's feelings but subtly pushed her away. How could she not be affected by that?

Even if she seems fine on the outside, it wouldn't be strange if she developed some emotional insecurity inside. So she's probably trying to fill that void by hearing the words she wants to hear.

'My karma runs deep.'

What was past me even doing? I feel self-loathing and distress.

"Kal, I'm curious about something."
"Ah, yes. Feel free to ask."

Thanks to Margareta's voice, I was able to ward off the creeping self-loathing.

"Um, by any chance..."

Her hesitant demeanor made me wonder. Margareta isn't the type to hesitate before speaking, so what's going on?

But pressing her would only make it harder for her to speak. I should just wait quiet—

"How do you feel about having multiple wives?"

ly...?

'What?'

What is this about?

Well, I understand what she's asking, but I don't understand why she's asking it.

***


Seeing Kal's confused expression, I almost sighed.

I completely understand how he feels. Even I'm getting dizzy saying this, so how must Kal feel hearing it?

'This isn't really necessary.'

I feel ridiculous and pathetic. I don't need to go this far, so why am I doing this?

Casually saying nice things about Lady Luise to Kal is one thing. That much I can certainly do. But such an explicit hint is on another level. It might even make Kal uncomfortable.

But what can I do? I've already said it.

"Actually... there are more people who like you, brother."

I recalled what Lady Luise said yesterday. When I heard it, I nearly dropped the teapot. I didn't realize her question about whether three would be acceptable was referring to wives.

Thinking about it, it's not that shocking. If a man seems wonderful to me, wouldn't he seem that way to others too? It wouldn't be strange if there were people harboring feelings for Kal that I don't know about.

So the important thing is why she brought this up to me.

"Irina also wants to be with you, brother. If... if senior would allow it..."

She went on at length after that, but the summary was simple.

She wasn't daring to aim for the position of first wife, but asked permission for the next position. She wanted to say this herself but couldn't visit suddenly, so she wanted to come tomorrow.

...Honestly, hearing this from Lady Luise was quite abrupt, but there's a difference between a surprise visit from the person herself and an early delivery by a third party.

"It's been a while, Lady Irina."

Anyway, we met. I had many concerns, but I didn't refuse.

I know that Irina's family, the Yorun County, suffered damage because of the Audit Department. My father even clicked his tongue, wondering how they managed to get into such trouble.

And the victim fell for Kal, the head of the Audit Department who caused the damage. I can't even imagine how difficult that process must have been.

'It's not my place to say anything.'

How can one interfere with another's emotions? Especially with a lady who must have agonized over this in her own way.

"If your feelings for Kal are sincere, I won't stand in your way."
"Th-thank you!"

Seeing her joy made me feel I'd made the right choice.

But I wonder if Lady Irina knows. No matter how much I give my permission, considering Kal's past wall of rejection, the path ahead won't be so smooth.

If Kal doesn't accept Lady Luise and Lady Irina, if he pushes them away and they get hurt—

'That's not good.'

They would experience the same pain I went through for a year.

"It's common for high nobles to have multiple wives. I was wondering what Kal thinks about it."
"Yes, well. Many people do have multiple wives."

That's how it came to this. I spoke up in case Kal might insist on monogamy rather than polygamy, in case he might push those two away forever.

I'm meddling. I wouldn't lose anything by staying quiet. In fact, considering I could have Kal's love all to myself, staying quiet would be the right choice.

But what can I do? I just can't keep my mouth shut. I can't turn a blind eye when I know acquaintances are walking a thorny path.

'I wonder if they know what I'm doing.'

Suddenly, as the faces of the two ladies came to mind, I almost let out a hollow laugh. This is my unilateral action, so I can't even take credit for it, nor can I use it to create a debt.

'Is there no debt to be had?'

All I'm doing is asking Kal's opinion, and trying to make him think positively about taking multiple wives. No matter what I say, if Kal himself dislikes it, there's nothing I can do.

Yes, it's not a debt. I'm just doing this because I want to.


***

Sometimes insignificant words stick deep in your mind. This is one of those times.

'Polygamy.'

Even after Margareta left, that word kept circling in my head.

In truth, I've never really cared whether I have one wife or several. I can't use my pre-possession modern mindset to say "How dare you, relic of the past!" because this is literally the past. The setting for romance fantasy novels is typically medieval or early modern Europe.

Besides, if I were to take issue with polygamy, shouldn't I also object to the class system? It would be strange to be reincarnated as a noble, living well, and then suddenly make a fuss about polygamy.

"If everyone's hearts are in agreement, I don't mind having multiple wives. It's not like there are forced marriages these days, so it should be fine, right?"

That's how I answered Margareta. The Emperor has multiple wives, some dukes have multiple wives, and lower nobles even more so. In such a situation, shouting "No to polygamy!" would only make me a reactionary.

"If hearts are in agreement... yes, that's what's important."

Fortunately, Margareta seemed pleased with my answer and kept nodding.

'What was that about, really?'

It seems I chose the right answer, but I still don't understand her intention. But if it passed without incident, is that okay?

Yes, as long as Margareta is happy, that's enough. What could be more important than that?

Besides, nothing happened until the last day of my disciplinary period, which is more than sufficient.

I forgot the famous saying that it's not over until it's over.

"Hey, torture teacher! It's been a while! Have you been well?"
"Yes."

I was doing really well until you showed up. Why come now when we'll see each other tomorrow anyway?

I nodded while trying to calm my twitching lips. I couldn't just tell him to get lost or ask why he came when he's visiting to comfort me.

Stay calm. Although I suffered a lot because of this guy in the first semester, he hasn't done anything now. In fact, this disciplinary period happened because I beat up Lyutis. It's a heartwarming story of a victim coming to comfort his attacker.

"It took longer to prepare than I expected. I was worried I might be too late, but fortunately, I made it on the last day!"

Laughing, Lyutis handed me a box.

"It's nourishing food for a released prisoner."
'This bastard.'

The wording is weird. Just call it nourishing food.

"It's a famous food, but I never had the chance to see it."
"I'm sure."

Giving prisoner food to a prince would make you a traitor.

As my mood rapidly soured, I carefully opened the box at his eager gaze. Inside was a white cake.

...A cake?

'Why is it so normal?'

And a cake for a released prisoner?

Looking at the top of the cake, I saw the number 1377 engraved on it. What's this now?

"Usually, a prisoner number would go there, but you don't have one, teacher. So I used this year's date instead."
"Ha."

I burst out laughing. This bastard, he was actually funny this time.

After sending Lyutis away, I laughed again when I found out the cake was made with tofu instead of bread.

Being locked up for a week must be making me laugh at trivial things.

This warm and beautiful feeling of leaving the dormitory after so long. It's been a week. Time to return to being Inspector Kal Kracius.

[Congratulations on your release.]

'You bastard.'

And just like that, the warm feeling instantly turned cold. This Crown Prince bastard was definitely waiting eagerly to send this message at the exact right time. Doesn't he have anything better to do?

But as they say, put yourself in someone else's shoes. When I imagined the Crown Prince being released today after receiving a confinement order from the Emperor, I understood a little. I'd probably do the same. Can't resist the teabagging.

'Release my ass.'

Still, I wish he'd use normal wording. It's disciplinary confinement, not detention. Why treat it like imprisonment when you're the one who ordered the disciplinary action?

What's worse, I couldn't just laugh it off since one more written apology would have meant actual imprisonment. I wonder if the Capital's prison is warm?

Even if it were warm, it would still be colder than my communication device.

[You've been through a lot.]
[I heard you're returning to work. Please let me know if you need anything.]
[Nothing happened during the week. Please return with peace of mind.]

My communication device warmed up with the flood of incoming messages. Proportionally, my heart regained its warmth too.

That's more like it. This is how you properly check in on someone. I guess I haven't been living a meaningless life at the Academy.

'People I've known for less than a year...'

I only met the Principal, Vice Principal, and Villar in March. I've occasionally seen the Principal at official Imperial events, but only exchanged brief greetings.

Meanwhile, I've known the Crown Prince for two years, yet look how he behaves.

[Congratulations on ending your third disciplinary confinement! When you come to the Capital, I'll treat you to some tofu!]

After seeing the Section Chief's message, I quietly put away my communication device.

I was freshly reminded that there's always a new low beneath rock bottom.

I had promised to visit Margareta first when my confinement ended. There might have been some small influence from my lustful demon during that promise, but a promise is a promise.

Even if it's a trivial promise, how can you build trust if you can't keep the small ones?

"You really came first?"
"I promised Marg, so of course."

To be honest, I don't have anywhere else to go besides the club room. Margareta seems to be overestimating my range of activities.

"Hehe, thank you."

Seeing Margareta so happy, I couldn't bring myself to add any unnecessary comments.

"While I enjoy meeting Kal, please don't make me have to visit you first again."
"I'll try my best."

A whimsical request asking me not to get into another bizarre situation like Academy confinement.

I answered that I'd try, but honestly, it's not entirely up to me. The Crown Prince's mental world is beyond comprehension.

Besides, if I were to face normal confinement or imprisonment, Margareta wouldn't be able to visit even if she wanted to.

'She definitely wouldn't have to visit me then.'

Since the prison is in the Capital, Margareta as a student wouldn't even be able to attempt a visit.

Anyway, she wouldn't be able to visit me, so it's like a monkey's paw granting her wish. Of course, I kept that thought to myself too.

After hanging out for a few more hours, I headed to the club room. I wondered if she might bring up the wife topic like yesterday, but she didn't mention anything. I'm still puzzled about why that came up so suddenly.

***

My steps toward the club room feel light. Today is finally the day my brother is released.

No, not released—just the end of his disciplinary confinement. Lyutis keeps saying "released" so I'm saying it too.

'I can't make that mistake.'

My brother seems bitter about being confined in the first place, so mentioning "release" in front of him would hurt him more. I absolutely can't do that.

I don't want to make mistakes when seeing my brother after so long. Well, I actually visited him every day, but seeing him in the club room feels different.

Meeting just the two of us is nice too. But the club room is filled with memories of my brother, so it feels more special.


"A week passes quickly," Erich remarked indifferently beside me.

Hearing that, I couldn't help but glare at him. Even though my brother didn't receive severe punishment or face any danger to his wellbeing, that comment was still too insensitive.

"Erich, have you visited my brother?"

A question about whether he fulfilled his duty as family.

Come to think of it, this whole situation started because Erich nominated my brother for the four-person match. He definitely showed remorse when Lyutis fainted.

"I was going to, but I changed my mind."

Erich's eyes looked somewhat bitter as he said that.

"Someone there told my mother all sorts of things."
"What things?"
"About the second son being rejected."

Now it was my turn to quietly lower my gaze. I'm the one who rejected him.

Besides, if I were to learn that Kal had rejected me, and my mother looked at me with pitying eyes, my heart would break. And I certainly wouldn't have the courage to face the person who unnecessarily told my mother.

'Brother went too far.'

This is definitely my brother's fault. Even though he's my brother, I can't defend this mistake.

But something seems off. Did he say Erich was rejected?

'...How much did he tell?'

A chill ran down my spine. If he simply mentioned that Erich was rejected, it could be seen as an unfortunate event. But what if he also mentioned who rejected him?

To my brother's mother, I would become "the young lady who rejected her second son." And then that young lady wants to become the first son's wife.

'Wow.'

I couldn't help but sigh. What kind of situation is that? I can already tell I'd likely earn his mother's dislike.

Please, I hope not. I hope my brother didn't go into such details.

"Looks like he's here."

At Erich's words, I quickly raised my head. Light was seeping through the club room window.

How strange. I was so eager to see my brother earlier, but now I feel somewhat reluctant.

The tension filling my chest subsided as soon as I saw my brother.

"Brother."
"Ah, you're here?"

Seeing him wave and welcome me, a smile naturally formed on my face.

Right, what's the point of worrying now? If my brother told his mother in detail, I'll just work on creating a good impression going forward. If he didn't, then that's fortunate.

'Let's not overthink this.'

Honestly, even my current relationship with my brother is stagnant, so I'm looking too far ahead.

It's a sad self-assessment, but I'm trying to run before I can walk.

"Lyutis came, but you didn't even show your face."
"I sent a gift instead. You said you received it from Lyutis."
"That was from you too?"
"I bought the box."

Looking back at my brother, I saw him engaged in a strange argument with Erich. They wouldn't normally act like this—my brother must have been very bored during his confinement.

***

Several days have passed since the end of my disciplinary confinement. Still, nothing special has happened.

It's getting unsettling at this point. What kind of major incident is brewing and gathering strength?

'The quiet is even more frightening.'

In this world, there's a law of work conservation. Either you're comfortable now and work like crazy later, or you maintain a steady moderate workload. Either way, you have to meet your quota.

So this peace is a kind of calm before the storm. At least it hasn't led to a situation where we discover who's incompetent, which is fortunate.


'It'll work out somehow.'

After months of anxiously working as an Academy Inspector, I seem to have learned how to think positively.

Yes, it'll work out somehow. I'm not the only civil servant in this Academy.

Thinking this way, I took a bite of a cookie, and my mind became surprisingly peaceful.

'Thank you, you bastard.'

After struggling for months and then going through confinement, I realized what I needed was to let go.

Maybe the Crown Prince deliberately played the villain to help me reach this enlightenment?

"This is complicated."
"Is it because the names have a different format than the settled people?"

A voice broke through my delusion.

When I turned my gaze, I saw club members fiddling with pens instead of their usual flour and eggs.

'They're having a tough time.'

You know those teachers who enjoy giving surprise quizzes? It seems the Academy has such teachers too, since it's a place where people live.

Though it's somewhat merciful that they gave a warning rather than a complete surprise. But notifying students just the day before the exam doesn't seem particularly merciful.

As a result, the club members were cramming knowledge as if their feet were on fire. Considering their royal and noble status, they couldn't afford to receive low scores.

"Sareitu Dobra Gala? How was I supposed to interpret this again?"
"It's Gala of the Dobra clan who rules the Sareitu tribe."
"What was the difference between tribe and clan again?"

Seeing Erich mutter in frustration, I felt solemn. This is what a college student overwhelmed with assignments looks like.

'Of all things, history?'

And judging by the familiar names I'm hearing, it seems to be about the North. I never expected to hear that bastard's name at the Academy.

After blankly watching for a while, I casually approached the club members. I have nothing to do, and this is something I know about, so I might as well speak up.

"Think of a clan as a family. The head of the family is the clan leader."

At those words, the club members' gazes fixed on me.

"A tribe is a group of several clans. Usually, the clan leader of the largest clan becomes the tribal leader. In our terms, it's similar to domains and domain lords."
"Oh."

Erich nodded as if he understood. It's not that difficult, just different terminology.

"And you wrote this wrong. It's not Sareitu but Sarei, not Gala but Tala."

I also corrected the typos. Misspelling the tribe name is one thing, but who is Gala? Gala Show?

Despite my kind corrections, Erich just blinked.

"Um, brother. The teacher taught us this way..."
"Then they taught you wrong. The North has different writing, so it seems to have been misinterpreted."

I shook my head at Luise who spoke up after reading the room.

I don't know who the teacher is, but would they know better than me? I've even exchanged names with that bastard.

"I am Sarei Dobra Tala! The sword of the great Khagan, the wolf's fury!"

Thinking back, he was such a bastard. When he was running around with a knife in his neck, I really wondered what kind of person he was.

"Still, you should write what you were taught. Don't mind what I said."
"Ah, yes."

It was a misinterpretation, but it was funny. Mr. Gala Show, the Wolf's Fury.

While Luise didn't seem concerned, someone else did.

The day after I corrected Gala Show to Tala, a teacher rushed into the club room. Wait, it's morning—what's going on? Don't they have classes?

"Inspector! I'm truly, truly sorry, but could you spare some time!?"

But faced with such enthusiasm, I couldn't refuse.

In the club room, the visitors are always the same. Club members, Margareta, Villar, occasionally the Vice Principal, and sometimes Irina. No one else really comes by.

In that sense, the person standing before me now is truly a rare new visitor. Should I give them a gift?

"I apologize for the sudden visit! But I desperately wanted to seek advice from the Inspector, so I took the liberty of coming here!"

And it seems this new visitor already has a gift in mind that they want from me.

That's a relief. I was worried about how to entertain them since I didn't have anything to offer.

"Please, have a seat first. I'll listen to your business at your leisure."
"Yes!"

I couldn't keep my guest standing, so I guided them to a seat.

'Word travels fast.'

His face was flushed red as if he had been running in a hurry. The teach—no, according to his own introduction, Gerhardt, a history teacher, looked quite worked up.

The comment I made to the club members yesterday, and now a history teacher rushing over with wild eyes. No matter how I think about it, it must be because of the typo I pointed out yesterday. There's no other reason for this sudden visit.

'How did he hear about it?'

I clearly told the kids to follow what they've been taught and not to mind what I said. Yet this happens in just one day? It hasn't even been 24 hours.

I wonder what happened during the morning, but it doesn't matter. The person who's arrived seems ready to spill everything, even things I haven't asked about.

"Would it be alright if I call you Mr. Gerhardt?"
"Yes! Please feel free to address me however you like!"

You should probably be the one speaking more comfortably.

Due to the perfect blend of enthusiasm and excitement, Gerhardt's voice was remarkably booming. I've only heard such a voice from the Minister of Relief when he was lying down demanding more budget.

"One gold coin can feed all the children in an orphanage, and ten coins can keep the poor of an entire city warm through winter!"
"I understand, so please go back. I'll give you more!"

When those two started their verbal sparring, it was no joke. Rather than a mutual exchange, it was more of a one-sided moral assault from the Minister of Relief.

Anyway, telling someone to calm down in this state would be counterproductive. He'll calm down on his own given time.

"I understand. So, Mr. Gerhardt, you wanted advice from me?"

I can pretty much guess, but I asked out of courtesy.

Gerhardt will probably calm down as he explains his business.

***

History is the cultivation of nobility. Knowing what events each country has experienced and what rise and fall each family has gone through. It's what nobility should naturally do. Because it's the foundation of social interaction. The same applies to commoner students who frequently interact with nobles.

But that's as far as it goes. Because it's essential cultivation, the learning is broad but not deep. It's learned as cultivation but doesn't cross over into specialization. That's the extent of history's standing.

Even then, current history is empire-centric. The histories of countries excluding the empire have little recognition.

'How much worse must it be for nomads?'

Nomads are just nomads. Beings who wander the North. Beings who have never once united to form a significant force. Therefore, they're not worth researching, and people only know about their "lifestyle being like this."

That was what nomads were. That was history's view of nomads until four years ago.

And four years ago, the nomads raised a single force. They united as one, established their own system, and confronted the empire in their own way. Nomads could no longer be dismissed as subjects unworthy of research.

'The problem is the lack of historical materials.'

The issue was that even if one wanted to research, the means were lacking. For hundreds, perhaps thousands of years, the academic world didn't ignore nomads for no reason.

They truly weren't worth paying attention to. However, occasionally eccentric scholars would challenge the study of nomads, only to waste time without any results. There were reasons for this.

While nomads did have writing systems, they varied by tribe. Moreover, the lifespan of these writing systems was short. From the beginning, nomads weren't diligent in keeping records. All these adverse conditions, troublesome even individually, came together.


There was hope when the Gaar tribe unified the nomads, thinking an era of common writing might come, but they collapsed within two years before they could record anything.

'I'll have to tackle it one by one.'

It's daunting just to imagine, but there's no choice. Those who are in need must make the effort.

Of course, it wasn't an easy task. Records about nomads were scarce, and records left by nomads were even more so. Moreover, the writing systems used in the records varied, and some were no longer in use.

So I researched truly one by one, like breaking things down. Progress was slow, but it moved forward bit by bit. Honestly, there were probably many mistakes, but at least I was trying.

"Here it is, teacher."
"Thank you for your hard work."

And then a miracle appeared out of nowhere.

'Sarei Dobra Tala?'

I stopped as I was skimming through Tanian's answer sheet. My hand trembled for a moment. What I had taught was Sareitu Dobra Gala.

'How did he know this?'

In fact, this name was one I had struggled to interpret. I had debated between Sarei and Sareitu, eventually deciding on the latter, and I had never mentioned the former to anyone.

"Student Tanian. What is this answer?"
"Ah."

Tanian let out a short exclamation at my question. As if he had made a mistake.

"I'm sorry. I wrote it incorrectly."

I almost let it go with a "I see" at his casual smile.

But I couldn't. This was an opportunity to gain significant help with research and interpretation. Perhaps the Papal States had separate records?

After that, I was able to hear the truth from Tanian, who tried to avoid answering, by truly pleading with him.

'The advisor.'

The Pastry Club advisor, the Academy Inspector.

When I heard the truth, my spine chilled, but I felt even more elation. The answer had been close by all along.

In that moment, my scholarly passion overcame human fear.

***

I almost applauded at the sight of Gerhardt speaking passionately. That courage to voluntarily seek me out to discover the truth—truly moving.

"I understand. I'll help as much as I can."
"Thank you, thank you so much!"

So I said I'd be happy to give advice. Brave people deserve such rewards.

Besides, since the Emperor has allowed the names of the Six Swords to spread, there's no need to be cautious. The more people who know about the North, the faster those guys' names will spread.

In that case, I can help as many times as needed. It's a pretty good outcome for just a little inconvenience.

'Enemies need to be known as strong for one's reputation to rise.'

Isn't Guan Yu famous because he defeated Yan Liang and Wen Chou? Honestly, if he had only defeated minor figures like Wu Anguo or Yang Hong, he wouldn't have been particularly famous.

Discussing history in the Pastry Club room seemed too unbalanced, so we moved locations. And in an unfamiliar place, I sensed a familiar scent.

'This is a professor's research office.'

For a moment, I felt dizzy. I never expected to see the den I had barely escaped from before my possession, even here.

There's even someone squirming in that corner. That's totally a university...


"Please, make yourself comfortable! Christina? Would you prepare some tea for our guest?"
"Yes..."

I almost closed my eyes at the drooping voice. Right. It's that slave laborer I was thinking of.

Still, I deliberately averted my gaze. Those slave laborers who voluntarily gave up their human rights are most hurt by the sympathetic gazes of others.

I don't know why they made such choices, but they must have their reasons. I'm a public slave myself, after all.

"I'm so happy that the Inspector has agreed to help."
"Is that so?"

Gerhardt placed a stack of papers on the desk with a beaming smile. Are all these historical materials?

'There's more than I expected.'

I was curious how much there was, given that they were struggling with insufficient materials. Is this considered little by scholars' standards?

Understanding my gaze, Gerhardt smiled sheepishly.

"These include my personal interpretations and what Christina has created."
"You must have worked hard."

I couldn't help but feel solemn thinking about how they squeezed out this much from scarce materials. This level of passion could succeed in any field, but unfortunately, they chose this one.

Still, I can't tell someone who's working hard, "This is a lost cause. Start over." Besides, it benefits me if Gerhardt spreads knowledge about the North's history.

I picked up part of the stack and skimmed through it. First, I should correct all the typos before discussing anything.

And then something caught my eye that made me doubt what I was seeing.

"Excuse me, Mr. Gerhardt. What's this?"
"Ah, that's Christina's thesis. As an assistant teacher, she needs to report achievements in her specialization."

As he added that she had been working on it for months and it was quite good, my mouth twitched.

'Of all things.'

Thinking of it as a master's thesis, I couldn't bring myself to speak. If I uttered a word, this thesis would instantly depart to join Enen.

"Inspector? Is there a problem..."

Noticing my hesitation, Gerhardt cautiously asked. Christina, who was bringing tea, also looked at me with trembling pupils.

...Well, it's an issue that will explode eventually. Better for it to happen before submission than after, which would be more problematic.

"About this thesis."

I put down the slave—no, master's—no, Christina's thesis and pointed at the title.

More precisely, I pointed at two names written in the thesis.

[Aridu Keza, Udesre Jairug]

It's not a typo. As far as I know, these names are correct.

The problem is that the thesis compares these two as if they were different people.

"These two are the same person."
"...What?"

Gerhardt's voice was dumbfounded.

- Crash!

From behind Gerhardt came the sound of Christina dropping her tray.

But I didn't look.

I've actually been blind since yesterday...

A suffocating silence descended. Neither I, Gerhardt, nor Christina could utter a word. It couldn't be helped. Someone's world had just collapsed.

And an indescribable guilt washed over me, knowing that I was the despicable person who had shattered that person's world, or rather, their life. I'm sorry, truly sorry.

Lacking the courage to look directly, I tried my best to avoid it, but I deliberately turned my gaze toward Christina. It would be too cruel to drop such a bombshell and then pretend nothing happened.

'Damn it.'

The moment I looked, I regretted it.

Christina's expression was the very definition of being dumbfounded. Her mouth was slightly open, her gaze fixed blankly on the floor. Her body seemed to be trembling slightly—or was that my imagination?

If only she had shouted something like "What are you saying?" or "Don't talk nonsense," I might have felt less guilty.

No, I'd still feel sorry, but anyway.

"The same person? Are you certain?"

Gerhardt, after looking sympathetically at Christina, hastily spoke up.

Right, as the supervising professor, he must be curious about how his student's hard-worked thesis had become trash overnight.

"Yes, that's correct."

Unfortunately, it's true. Aridu Keza, Udesre Jairug. Those two names, which seem to have no similarity whatsoever, belong to the same person.

We were quite surprised back then too. The melee fighter who had been swinging a sword suddenly appeared as a ranged fighter with a bow. And with a different name, no less.

"The great one has guided me to a new path!"

We wondered what nonsense he was spouting, but it turned out to be just a recruitment. The Khagan thought he was a good fighter and brought him into his own clan from another. Since changing just the clan name would lack sentiment, he gave him a new name too.

And somewhere along the way, he must have heard something like "You're better suited for the bow than the sword" from the Khagan, so he changed his weapon as well.

But the bastard really was better with a bow.

"He was originally from the Aridu clan, but when the usurper took him in, he became part of the Udesre clan. As a result, his battlefield changed, and he switched his main weapon, so it's understandable to think they were different people."

"B-but there are records of Aridu Keza appearing even after Udesre Jairug emerged!"

Before Gerhardt could speak, Christina desperately interjected.

Normally, it would be unthinkable for a mere master's student to interrupt a conversation between professors, but the current situation made it possible. Even Gerhardt quietly closed his eyes at Christina's desperate voice.

And Christina's objection was truly convincing. If there had been no mention of Aridu Keza after Udesre Jairug appeared, it might be understandable, but there was a period when both names were mentioned together.

"That was a recording error. Because he suddenly changed his name, there were occasional confusions in the records."

Unfortunately, it was just a mistake. That's how things go in the military.

"Ah, aah..."

A thesis created with all her heart and soul. But the shocking truth that its premise was nothing more than a mistake.

Christina let out a sigh and eventually collapsed into her seat.

'This is maddening.'

Just before I turned away, I caught a glimpse of something glistening in her eyes.

How am I supposed to alleviate this guilt?

Christina applied for sick leave (reason: mental breakdown), but it was rejected.

"This is actually fortunate."

"Pardon?"

Insane.

I nearly lost my mind at those unexpected words. Even Christina, who had been quietly sipping her tea to calm down, looked at Gerhardt with eyes that could grind someone to dust.

'What is?'

My humble brain couldn't comprehend what was fortunate about this. Perhaps he meant that writing a new thesis would be beneficial for academic achievement?


Ah, this cruel person...!

"No truth remains hidden forever. If it's going to come out anyway, better before submission than after the thesis has been accepted."

"I see."

Thankfully, I nodded at his reasonable explanation. That's true—how painful would it be if a thesis from your master's days was dredged up from the abyss while you were serving as a professor or chancellor?

I apologize for repeatedly comparing her to a master's student, but she really is one, what can I do?

'He's right, but...'

Anyway, Gerhardt is correct. But just because he's right doesn't mean there's no pain.

Let's endure a little pain now to avoid a major blow in the future. Rationally, it's a good deal, but would someone currently in pain see it that way?

'It's not just a little pain.'

That's the kind of shock equivalent to losing all four limbs.

"And thanks to the Inspector, we've immediately found a new thesis topic."

I couldn't find an appropriate response to that. I just demolished a perfectly good thesis, and yet...

"Ah."

In contrast, Christina's complexion brightened as if she had realized something from Gerhardt's words.

"This is a major discovery. To think they were the same person when everyone naturally assumed they were different!"

Gerhardt's voice rose again, as if he was overwhelmed by his own words.

Well, looking at it that way, it is a major discovery. I'd be surprised too if I learned that Guan Yu and Zhang Fei were the same person.

"The only issue is the submission deadline... but for a discovery of this magnitude, an extra year is worth it."

'I don't think she agrees.'

Christina's expression was a mix of relief and sadness. It's fortunate to have found a new topic immediately, but the thought of enduring another year of grueling master's life doesn't seem thrilling.

Can't be helped. If you cause trouble, you must take responsibility.

"May I ask who oversees the thesis review?"

"The Ministry of Education. Specifically, the Compilation Department."

Despite his puzzlement at the sudden question, Gerhardt answered.

The Compilation Department? Isn't that where they handle textbooks? Are they doing double duty? Well, it's another department's business, so I don't need to worry too much. The important thing is that it falls under the Compilation Department.

'I know someone there.'

Fortunately, I'm on fairly good terms with the head of the Compilation Department. And I've even done them a few favors.

This is what connections are for.

***

I sat dazed, staring at the ceiling. The storm seemed to have passed.

"Excuse me for a moment."

The Inspector, who said he would make a call and return, came back shortly after.

"They said submission by February next year is acceptable. All approved theses are registered in March, so adding one more isn't an issue."

And with that incredible news.

The notoriously strict Compilation Department had made such a concession. The same department known for never allowing extensions unless a submitted thesis vanished in a natural disaster.

"It's because of me that Christina has to write a new thesis. It's only right that I make amends."

"Thank you! Thank you so much!"


Christina bowed her head several times to the Inspector who spoke as if it were nothing.

Understandable. I would have done the same.

'So approval is guaranteed.'

While it would be impossible to meet the original deadline, February next year is plenty of time. It's not a thesis for a formal teacher, but for an assistant teacher.

Even if it were a formal teacher's thesis, there would be no problem. It's a topic that overturns what was considered common knowledge. As long as the writing isn't terribly poor, submission practically guarantees approval.

Honestly, it's almost too good a topic for an assistant teacher's thesis, but that's just Christina's luck. For scholars, luck is also part of ability.

"Congratulations, Christina. The day you remove 'assistant' from your title isn't far off."

Seeing Christina organizing the bookshelves with rare enthusiasm brought a smile to my face. This must be what it looks like when someone goes from hell to heaven.

"It's all thanks to you, Teacher! Thank you so much!"

"Haha, I appreciate the kind words, even if they're just flattery."

I laughed and took a sip of tea. How could this be my doing? It's all thanks to the Inspector.

I did bring him here expecting he would be a great help for research on northern nomads. I just didn't expect such a dramatic change on the first day.

But if this is the kind of miscalculation, I'll gladly accept it. The fog is lifting, and the truth is emerging.

"I'll come again at the same time tomorrow."

"Are you sure that's alright?"

"I'm just an unemployed person with nothing to do outside of club hours. I'm more concerned about whether it's okay for you, Gerhardt."

"It's fine! Absolutely fine!"

I even got confirmation. Not just a one-time meeting, but continuous meetings and proportional advice.

Truly a joyous day.

***

I barely avoided becoming a master's student's mental assassin. If it hadn't been under the Compilation Department's jurisdiction, it could have been a real disaster.

'What a relief.'

I sighed, trying to calm my still-racing heart. It was so embarrassing to suddenly contact someone I don't usually reach out to.

Fortunately, I had accumulated some favors with the head of the Compilation Department, so things ended smoothly.

"I understand. I owe the head of the Audit Department a favor, so I should extend this courtesy."

"Thank you. You've saved the life of a good assistant teacher."

"Haha! That's nice. I'll have to take credit if that friend succeeds."

Life really is about connections. Friends in civil service who help each other are better than demanding superiors.

But something feels uneasy. If such an incident happened on the first day, will things be okay going forward?

'At least it was before submission today.'

With bad luck, I might end up targeting a thesis Gerhardt has already submitted. Just imagining it is frightening.

Still, seeing Gerhardt's passion, he would probably say it's a good thing. Or rather, wouldn't it be evidence of growth if one's present self refutes what one's past self wrote?

...Let's just think of it that way.

During club time, I asked Tanian if he had written the answer as I had told him.

"Since I believed what you told me was correct, it came out unconsciously. I couldn't write something false when I knew the truth."

That's what he said.

Though he seemed a bit embarrassed, as he smiled awkwardly.

Yes, that could happen.


"My Academy routine has been simple so far. After waking up early and having breakfast, I casually head to the club room, warm up a bit, then go to the vice president's office to spend time with Margareta.

After that, my daily routine consists of leisurely waiting until club time. As long as no surprise events occur, it's a peaceful and relaxed daily life.

"The Adume clan and the Gariltio clan were competitors. They frequently clashed over leadership of the Langka tribe. They pretended to restrain themselves in front of the Reverse Emperor, but I understand there was quite a commotion behind the scenes."
"Oh, I see!"

A new schedule has been added to that simple routine. Exciting and heart-pounding discussion time with Gerhardt.

To be precise, it was a one-sided information transfer session, but the listener's reactions were so good that I couldn't help but get excited too. It would be sad if I said something and got a "what the hell" response. But since Gerhardt requested this first, that wouldn't happen.

"Please eat while you speak."
"I'll gratefully partake."
"Thank you, Christina."

Christina placed some light refreshments on the desk while we were in the middle of our conversation.

As the fate of a graduate student, her expression was dark by default, but her voice was strangely bright, suggesting her mood wasn't too bad.

'I'm glad you're happy.'

The minimum conscience I had as a human being activated. If I hadn't resolved the equivalent exchange of her thesis for garbage, this graduate student might have bitten her tongue and collapsed. I saved a life.

Honestly, if she quit her current lifestyle, she wouldn't face any life threats. But it's her choice, so I can't say anything.

"Is your thesis preparation going well?"
"Yes! All thanks to you, Inspector!"
"I'm not the one writing it, so that's unnecessary praise."

I chuckled at her enthusiastic response. I was the one who threw away a perfectly good thesis, and Christina is the one writing a new one. It's quite embarrassing to receive words of gratitude. I did extend the submission period, but that only brought her from minus back to zero.

I understand the shock and anger of having to rewrite a thesis. I've written at least a bachelor's thesis myself. Even with that thesis that everyone passes, problems can cause uncontrollable anger, so I can only imagine how much worse it is for a master's thesis.

"If you encounter any problems while writing, feel free to ask. Since I'll be here every day anyway, I should at least pay for the refreshments."
"Haha, your presence alone is more than enough, Inspector."

Gerhardt laughed in response to my words, but he didn't say it was unnecessary. The more Christina asks me new things, the more knowledge emerges, so he probably doesn't want to discourage it.

'Is everyone like this?'

I wonder if all scholars have this level of passion, or if Gerhardt is exceptionally talented.

Actually, seeing his determination to go all-in on Northern research despite the catastrophic lack of historical materials, it seems like the latter. To dedicate one's abilities to such a niche field requires more than average skill.

'Why aren't people like this in the administration?'

Suddenly, a deep sense of disappointment washed over me. Academy teachers are nominally civil servants, but they're not bureaucrats grinding away in the administration.

This ability, this passion. Wouldn't it be appropriate to serve the Empire in the administration? It's regrettable.

That night, I received a message from the Minister.

- What have you been up to these days?
"Excuse me?"

I flinched for a moment. I've often heard phrases like "What the hell are you doing?" when major incidents occurred, so I instinctively tensed up.

But relaxing and thinking again, it wasn't an accusation but a genuine question. What are you really doing these days?

Looking closely, his expression was gentle. He definitely wasn't angry.

"I'm doing well with nothing special happening. I wish every day could be like this."
- You're comfortable calling yourself a salary thief. Don't you feel guilty?
"Not at all. Starting today, my dream is to become the king of thieves."

And damn it, after all I've been through. I've worked hard enough that the Empire should give me a pension even if I never work again.


The Minister snickered, suggesting his comment wasn't really meant to mock me. He's the type who would have become a salary thief long ago if he could.

After laughing briefly, the Minister brought up his business.

- I heard you made a request to the Compilation Department.
"Ah, you mean that?"

I was wondering why he suddenly contacted me, but he had heard something.

The civil service world gets narrower as you go up. The head of the Compilation Department must have told the Minister of Education, who then told the Minister.

Not with any particular intention, but just as a topic of conversation in their daily grind. I've done the same occasionally.

"There's an assistant teacher at the Academy, and I asked them to accept her thesis late."
- No, you idiot, why did you make that request?

He's so impatient, interrupting before I could explain. At this rate, he'll go quickly too.

I've wished for his sudden death before, but it would be troublesome if he really left. That Crown Prince bastard is just waiting for an opportunity to promote me if my superior's position becomes vacant.

"Well, you see."

Anyway, I explained in detail. The snowball that started when I casually gave advice while the students were studying, and the teacher came running. Having nothing else to do, I decided to provide guidance, thinking it would be good if information about the North spread widely.

And then the Academy ghost story of how I sent a fragile graduate student to the abyss with a single word.

"How could I ignore that situation as a human being?"

Let him who has never felt remorse cast the first stone.

- You crazy bastard.

See, even the Minister couldn't bring himself to cast a stone, only letting out a quiet sigh.

But after sighing and remaining silent, the Minister opened his mouth as if remembering something.

- What's the assistant teacher's name?
"Christina."
- Family name?

I didn't ask that.

Normally, when nobles introduce themselves, it's customary to mention their family name. It's proper etiquette to at least know which family they belong to.

But since my first meeting with Christina wasn't normal, I still don't know her family name.

"I don't know."
- This guy is really insane.

The Minister, who naturally criticized me, stroked his chin and continued.

- I think she's my wife's niece.
"...What?"

I was dumbfounded by this unexpected revelation.

I felt like I was going to lose my mind from yesterday's shock. The graduate student I had pushed into the abyss turned out to be my direct superior's niece-in-law?

"There was an expression about eight stallions led by the Reverse Emperor. It's one of the few records from the Gaar tribe, but I couldn't figure out what those stallions referred to."

Thankfully, Gerhardt kept talking, helping me maintain my composure.

"That expression doesn't refer to horses but to people. It means the eight most powerful individuals under the Reverse Emperor."

I started writing down the names one by one on paper. The eight stallions under the Khagan, roughly called the Eight Stallions, were battle machines.

In some cases, they were defeated individually, in others, several of them were together and were barely subjugated, and some even managed to escape alive.


"The Eight Stallions were Chaujid Solrgo Ure, Sarei Dobra Tala, Udesre Jairug, Langka Adume Kiritai, Jalair Mog Karial, Mog Timuen, Ordo Kuman Ilai..."

These were monsters who would have likely claimed the title of Khan in their respective territories if not for the Khagan. How difficult it must have been to keep these in check when all resources were barely enough to deal with the Khagan.

"And finally, Udesre Dorgon. That makes eight."

The only survivor among the Eight Stallions. Moreover, he was the Khagan's blood relative.

Not just a distant relative, but his son. With both bloodline and ability at the highest level, the Khagan entrusted him with the leadership of the Keshig.

'It still pisses me off thinking about it.'

This is why the Empire still can't take its eyes off the North. Because the most troublesome one survived.

Barely suppressing a sigh, I shifted my gaze from the paper to Gerhardt. Seeing his bright, eager eyes made me feel a little better.

It's strange. These were names that would give nightmares in the North, but after their deaths, they became names someone enjoys hearing. Is this what it means when they say people leave their names behind after death?

'Things that become worthwhile after death.'

May they serve as fertilizer for the growth of Imperial scholars.

"Thank you so much. If I were alone, it would have taken me years to discover this..."

I smiled awkwardly as Gerhardt bowed his head again.

He expresses gratitude immediately after learning one thing, and bows four times after learning two. He's polite, but his courtesy is so excessive it worries observers.

'Better than having none, I suppose.'

Trying to think positively, I turned my gaze to Christina.

- I heard my wife's niece is working as an assistant teacher. She's worried because the girl insists on studying a field with little practical application.

The Minister's words from yesterday. The name Christina, the job of assistant teacher, a field with little practical application.

This is enough information; I don't need to investigate further. Even without knowing her family name, if everything else matches, it's the answer.

"Miss Christina?"
"Ah, yes!"

Christina, who had been scribbling something, hastily looked up.

"I'm embarrassed that we haven't properly introduced ourselves."
"Ah, ah...!"

Christina seemed to realize it just then, nodding repeatedly. This is our first formal introduction.

"I'm Christina Airas!"
'That's right.'

Correct. That's the family name the Minister's wife used before marriage.

So I had greatly offended the Minister's niece-in-law... That's what happened...

'This is maddening.'

And after that day, I began giving even more passionate advice to Gerhardt and Christina.

Honestly, if she were just a relative of the Minister, I wouldn't care much, but if she's his wife's niece, that's a different story.

"He may be poor at expressing himself and a bit rough, but he has a warm heart."
"Of course, ma'am. I know that well."
"Thank you. It's really reassuring to have a subordinate like the Audit Department Head."

The Minister's wife is such a good person, it's puzzling how they became a couple.

Damn it. How does this even make sense?

I've been feeling not so great lately. No, to be precise, I feel both happy and a bit disappointed.

"Mar, I'll be heading back now."

Kal has been spending less time in the vice president's office. It's not just my imagination; objectively speaking, it's noticeably less.

I wait for this time all day. Of course, I'm glad Kal visits every day, but I wish he would stay a little longer.

"Are you leaving already?"
"Yes. I have something to take care of."

I cautiously spoke up, but Kal answered with a smile.

I felt so disappointed that I wanted to throw a tantrum and beg him not to go. But I couldn't do that. If he says he has something to do, I can't interfere.

Still, I couldn't just let him leave.

"Kal."

After calling his name, I spread my arms. When I silently looked at him, Kal let out a small laugh and hugged me.

Yes, this feels better. My heart is at ease now.

'I wish we could stay like this.'

If possible, I wish he wouldn't go anywhere and just keep holding me.

"I'm sorry. I'd like to stay with Mar too, but I can't help it."

As if he knew what I was thinking, Kal whispered in my ear.

Please don't do this while holding me. You'll notice my body trembling, and it's embarrassing.

"It's okay. I understand. You must have your reasons."

I tried to calm my trembling body and heart as I spoke. It would be a lie to say I wasn't disappointed.

But Kal has always been devoted to our time together. If he suddenly leaves, I believe there must be a good reason. Though I don't know what reason could make him act like this for days.

Still, I didn't pry about where he was going or what he was doing. I needed to show this level of trust so Kal would be impressed.

- "Managing your husband is a wife's duty, but you shouldn't be too controlling. Showing obsessive behavior might make him lose interest."

That's what my fourth sister told me during our recent conversation. She definitely said that.

'Sister must be right.'

My fourth sister has a good marriage and many children. She wouldn't say anything wrong.

So I held back and let him go. We'll have plenty of time together in the future, and I can't show the face of a possessive, controlling wife so soon.

"I feel suffocated with Mar. Can't you trust me?"

Imagining Kal looking at me coldly and saying those words made my body tremble again.

No. That can't happen. I absolutely cannot bear Kal hating me.

"See you tomorrow, Kal."

I smiled as brightly as possible while seeing him off.

I can't bear Kal hating me, but I trust him from the beginning. He's not telling me because I'm not asking, not because he's doing something he needs to hide from me. I believe that.

...Yes, that must be it. I trust Kal.

"I'll be going now. Today was enjoyable too."

The next day, Kal left early again.

Still, I trust him more than anyone.

"Ah, it's time for me to go."

The day after that, he got up from his seat again.

Still, I love and trust Kal more than anyone else in this world.

"I'm sorry. I need to go now."

...I trust him, but...

As soon as I confirmed Kal had left the vice president's office, I found myself biting my nails.

'Why...?'

I understood for a few days. I thought Kal must have busy or personal matters to attend to.


But when it goes beyond one week and approaches two, I can't help but feel anxious. What's going on? If it's something that keeps Kal this busy, it can't be ordinary.

And we promised to always tell each other when something happens, to be truthful without hiding anything. If it's something important enough to keep him this busy, he should have told me.

'Something he can't tell me?'

For a moment, my mind went blank. Something to hide from me, something he can't tell me.

"Devotion is important. But if you show your feelings too one-sidedly, the other person might get tired of it."

Once again, my fourth sister's words came to mind. Showing affection is important, but if you love someone too one-sidedly, they might take it for granted and become indifferent.

'Really?'

I felt my blood run cold. Is he really tired of me? Has he perhaps developed feelings for someone else?

No. Ours isn't a one-sided relationship. Kal surely loves me too. We're not one-sided; we're mutual.

'...Really?'

Once my thoughts turned negative, a flood of gloomy ideas followed that I couldn't control.

Kal definitely said he would be honest with me. He said there would be no more secrets. And since then, we've spent time together, laughing.

But strictly speaking, he never formally asked me to be with him. We haven't set a date for engagement or marriage.

The thought that I was the only one happy, that Kal was with me out of guilt, that he had feelings for someone else—these terrible imaginings kept coming.

'No.'

I couldn't help but clench my fists.

It's unbecoming of a noble lady, but I followed Kal. To ease this anxiety, I needed to see with my own eyes what was going on.

Still, I avoided tailing him directly. Kal is skilled at detecting someone's presence, so I'd be caught immediately if I tried to follow him.

'Father was like that too.'

When I was little and tried to sneak up behind Father, he would suddenly turn around and surprise me. Are all warriors so perceptive?

Anyway, I asked passing students where Kal had gone. The place I arrived at was the research building where teachers' offices were located.

'What?'

I blinked in surprise at such an unexpected location. Actually, wherever Kal might be would be surprising, but the teachers' offices were exceptionally strange.

I carefully moved forward, checking each office one by one. I could see through the windows that some teachers were in class, leaving only assistant teachers behind, or teachers talking to their assistants.

After checking many offices, I finally spotted a familiar back.

'It's Kal.'

As soon as I confirmed it was Kal, I crouched down. If Kal looked at the window, he would spot me immediately.

Peeking up slightly, I saw a nameplate that read "History Teacher Gerhardt." History... I still don't understand what connection it has with Kal.

'If it were the fencing club, I'd understand.'

That would have made more sense. The fencing club is also where Erich Kracius belongs.

"—ni, ———write——?"
"—— thank—!"

While I was thinking about the connection between Kal and history, I heard conversation from inside the office. Of course, I couldn't make out the details.

Trying to calm my pounding heart, I slowly raised myself up.

'Ah.'

And I could see Kal smiling and talking with a woman with navy blue hair.

***

Gerhardt had to leave urgently. Usually when this happens, silence fills the office, but—

"What? You've already written this much?"
"It's all thanks to you, Inspector! Thank you!"

Since learning that Christina is the minister's niece, I've been making an effort to talk to her.

At first, Christina seemed a bit uncomfortable, but time really is the answer. Now we get along well even when Gerhardt isn't around.

'I'd rather not have known.'

It would be troublesome if word got out that I treated her poorly or was insensitive after knowing our relationship. So I need to be as kind as possible.


"Udesre Jairug could shoot multiple arrows at once. And he never missed."
"That's amazing."
"Well, that's why they're called the Eight Stallions."

Still, I haven't strayed from my original purpose of sharing knowledge.

Though it's a familiar space, sometimes the atmosphere feels strange. Like now.

'What is it?'

As I entered the vice president's office, an inexplicable pressure weighed on my shoulders. It was fine just yesterday.

Glancing around, I saw Margareta quietly signing documents.

"Kal."

And after finishing her signature, a quiet word.

She was smiling, but unlike usual, it seemed forced. Her eyes were even slightly red.

"Am I not enough for you?"
"...Pardon?"

She dropped an unexpected bombshell. No, what does she mean by "not enough"?

After that, I managed to have a conversation while trying to gather my confused thoughts.

"Kal is secretly... meeting with another lady..."

Margareta tried to speak calmly, but she couldn't stop her voice from trembling.

Even if her voice had been steady, her face would have given away that she was far from okay.

'I messed up.'

After hearing Margareta's explanation, I realized it. Once again, I had made a stupid mistake.

Indeed, I haven't told her what I've been doing lately. But it wasn't intentional; I just thought saying it was "work" would be sufficient without going into details. Of course, if she had asked, I would have explained—

No, I should have told her before she had to ask.

'Experience matters, I see.'

I almost sighed at my serious blunder.

Come to think of it, I've never had a normal relationship, either before or after my possession. With Hecate, we rolled around in the North and lived in the same barracks, so we knew everything about each other without having to say it.

Since it was my only relationship, I used it as a standard. But that wasn't normal; it was abnormal.

"Mar."

I took Margareta's hand as her gaze gradually lowered. No matter how I phrase it, this was my mistake.

I left earlier than usual without properly explaining why. Even I would have been anxious about this.

I went too far thinking Margareta wouldn't ask, that she would understand. I didn't realize she was holding it all in.

"I'm sorry. I was too thoughtless."

Then I explained in detail. I had agreed to advise on Northern research at Gerhardt's request, and Christina, the assistant teacher, is the minister's niece, so I was being as kind as possible to her.

Of course, I kept apologizing as well.

"I-I see. I'm sorry. I made a strange misunderstanding."

Margareta's face turned red again, but for a different reason this time, and she hurriedly tried to smooth things over.

But what does she have to be sorry about? This was clearly my fault. Not giving Margareta any notice, making her anxious and trembling.

'If there had been trust from the beginning.'

If there had been firm trust that could easily laugh off small misalignments, this wouldn't have happened.

"Um, Mar?"

Then it's my role to build that trust.

"After next year's New Year's ceremony."

But it's too much to do right away. At least after the New Year's ceremony, I'll have time.

"...Would it be alright if I went to see the Iron-Blooded Duke?"
"What?"

At those words, Margareta's eyes widened.

After that incident, Margareta's demeanor changed. Saying "incident" makes it sound like some terrible event occurred. But calling it "that remark" would make it seem like some scandalous statement worthy of front-page news.

Of course, from Margareta's perspective, it was indeed front-page news that would occupy her mind for quite some time.

"Your father... really?"

Her eyes darted restlessly, her voice trembling pitifully. Unlike before, I could tell these were signals of excitement rather than sadness.

"Yes. As much as I'd like to go right away, both you and I are busy, aren't we? When His Excellency returns after the New Year's ceremony, we could go together..."

I stopped mid-sentence. Margareta had suddenly rushed forward and thrown herself into my arms.

"Thank you, thank you, Kal...!"

Seeing her tears, I thought my heart would stop. Even though my body had gone stiff, I managed to embrace her back only by squeezing out my last bit of strength.

When I saw how happy she was—far beyond what I'd imagined—I felt more bitterness than satisfaction. What right did I have to receive such gratitude?

'If I had known she would be this happy.'

If I had known that simple statement would make her smile so joyfully, I would have said it much sooner. I only felt self-loathing.

How much had she been suffering inside to react like this? While pretending to be fine on the outside, how anxious and worried must she have been? And knowing my past, she couldn't even bring herself to mention it first.

'I'll marry Margareta anyway.'

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly as I recalled my old thought. I was always going to get married eventually. And if I were to marry, it would naturally be with Margareta.

"Anyway," "naturally." In my mind, Margareta being my wife was already a certainty.

But had I ever honestly shown her these feelings? I said I would be more honest going forward, yet I said nothing. When Margareta said she would wait for me, I felt relieved and took no action.

"An older person should lead confidently! Come, let this big sister embrace you!"
"An older person should actually act like one to be reliable."

Hecate's words suddenly came to mind. Back then, I thought she was just an immature older person who aged strangely.

'That's me too.'

Now I'm the unreliable, immature older one. There's no point adding up my pre-possession age—I'm already three years older than Margareta in this body.

How embarrassing. If Margareta were older than me, I probably wouldn't feel this way.

Of course, if I acted like this even as her junior, I'd still be a jerk. I almost tried to rationalize my behavior just now.

'After the New Year's ceremony.'

I stopped trying to justify myself and lay down on the bed. Now I should think about doing better in the future, not past mistakes.

The New Year's ceremony was less than three months away. After that time passes, I'll finally have to visit the Iron-Blooded Duke and kneel before him.

"If you come to the Duke's residence, I'll make you half-crippled."

The Iron-Blooded Duke's terrifying declaration... wait, did he actually say that? Well, it was something with a similar feeling, I think.

Anyway, I should eat well before going. Who knows if I'll be kneeling for three or four days.

'It's possible.'

The Iron-Blooded Duke was known for being fiery and aggressive in his active days. Though he's aged now, retired, and softened after raising children including a late-born daughter, you never know when his spicy nature might resurface.

...But that's all my karma. I should accept it humbly.

And that night, I dreamed of performing a tearful deep bow before the Iron-Blooded Duke.

I was greeted by someone who looked so happy that anyone stopped on the street would say the same.

"Welcome, Kal."

As soon as I opened the door to the vice president's office, Margareta welcomed me with a bright smile, standing by the door rather than sitting as usual.

"Were you standing there the whole time?"


How did she know when I'd arrive?

"I saw you coming."

She answered with a chuckle. That's a relief. I was worried a busy person might be wasting time because of me.

"Now—"

I was about to suggest sitting down, but Margareta spread her arms wide.

Understanding her meaning perfectly, I embraced her, and she wrapped her arms around my back.

"Can we greet each other like this every day from now on?"
"Of course."

I nodded readily at her adorable request. In truth, I'm in a position where I should do whatever Margareta asks, even if she gave orders informally. This hardly counts as a request.

Only after embracing for quite some time were we able to sit down.

"I'll look forward to the next time."

Her words naturally brought a smile to my face.

***

I couldn't sleep at all tonight. The sound of my pounding heart seemed to echo through the room, making it impossible to calm down.

Normally, I would have sighed at the insomnia affecting tomorrow's work, but this time, the pounding was crystallized happiness. If staying up meant feeling like this, I'd gladly do it for three days straight.

'Finally.'

Finally, I can have an official relationship with Kal. If he's going to meet my father, there can only be one reason. He must be going to ask for permission.

With no one watching, my expression melted. I could feel the corners of my mouth curling up uncontrollably.

I already had his mother's permission. And since Father already considers Kal as his future son-in-law, there's absolutely no chance of rejection.

"That boy has something wrong with his eyes. What man wouldn't like you? I guarantee it. At the latest, he'll come looking for you himself within three years."

That's what Father said last year after Kal rejected the marriage proposal. Honestly, at that time, I couldn't hear anything anyone said.

But Father was right in the end. As expected of Father. With his experience and wisdom, he knows everything.

I only recently learned that the specific timeframe of three years was how long it took Father to court Mother.

But still...

'How am I supposed to wait?'

The human heart is fickle. Until yesterday, I thought I could wait forever, but now that a specific date—right after the New Year's ceremony—has been set, my patience is wearing thin.

It's not even the ten years I had prepared myself for when I first heard about Kal's past. It's not even after graduation. It's just under three months.

'Calm down.'

Right, three months will pass quickly. And Kal isn't someone who would change his mind during those three months.

I tried to calm myself as I looked out the window. It should be about time for Kal to arrive.

'He's here.'

And not long after, I saw Kal walking toward the building.

I got up from my seat and stood by the door, adjusting my clothes. Since Kal has promised an official relationship with me, I should present myself accordingly.

"Maintaining a happy marriage isn't difficult. When he returns from outside, go out to greet him first. It's a small thing, but it makes a big difference."

Another piece of advice from my fourth sister. It seems right. Human relationships are built on such small things.

"Welcome, Kal."

Perhaps that's why Kal looked surprised but smiled when he saw me.


This is what Kal likes too. He said he lived alone in the Capital before coming to the Academy. He probably never had family welcome him like this.

'Family.'

Yes, family. The closest kind of family called a married couple.

I barely managed to stop my expression from melting again. I feel like this will keep happening if I let my guard down even a little.

"Now—"

When Kal was about to take a step, I spread my arms wide. He didn't refuse and embraced me right away.

We're family, so this much is fine to do every day. Yes, no problem at all.

"I'll look forward to the next time."

Not just today, but tomorrow, and the day after.

And someday, not just embracing...

Yes, what comes next. And after that.

***

Over the past few days, Margareta's expressions of affection have become more obvious. She seems to think she's restraining herself, but from the perspective of the one receiving the affection, it doesn't feel that way at all.

It's a dilemma. How should I respond to this?

'It's not that I mind.'

Of course, I don't dislike it. It's just that when you receive something, you should give something in return, but I don't know what the appropriate measure is.

If I'm too reserved, she might feel hurt, but if I'm too aggressive, she might faint. What's the middle ground here?

"Inspector?"
"Ah, yes."

Gerhardt's call brought me back to reality. I was too lost in thought while someone was right in front of me.

"You seem to be in good spirits."

Fortunately, Gerhardt wasn't offended by my rudeness and responded with a smile.

Was it that obvious? Gerhardt hasn't known me for long, yet he noticed. It must be written all over my face.

"Haha, you seem to be in good spirits too, Gerhardt."

Too embarrassed to proudly say "I'm about to get engaged to a beautiful duke's daughter!" I deflected, which made Gerhardt chuckle.

"I've been in good spirits ever since I met you, Inspector."
"That's too kind of you."
"Not at all. Thanks to you, not just me but the students could learn the truth. It's only proper gratitude."

His words made me laugh. Gerhardt is truly working hard to teach the students the truth.

And quite naturally, when a teacher works hard, the students follow suit.

"The exams... the exams never end..."
"What we learned just recently has become garbage. Tomorrow, what we learned today will become garbage too."

These days, only the sounds of club members' lamentations could be heard in the club room. That alone shows how hard they're being pushed.

But well, it's not my concern.

"I'll have to work harder to keep receiving such gratitude."
"Ahaha! I'm really looking forward to that!"

After all, I'm in a position where I want Northern history to be widely spread.

Hang in there. It's inevitable for students to struggle with studies.

Excessive learning is better than no education at all, right?

When I opened the Student Council room door, a familiar sight greeted me after a long time: the council officers gathered around for a meeting.

Though it wasn't my first time interrupting, I still felt apologetic each time. It seemed like I was disturbing them during a busy moment. Plus, having seven pairs of eyes suddenly fixed on me always made me flinch.

"Head of the Audit Department."

After confirming I was the visitor interrupting their meeting, the president quickly put on a smile and stood up.

"I apologize for receiving such an important guest in this state."
"No, I should be the one apologizing for interrupting."

I felt embarrassed seeing the president claim it was their fault. Anyone could see this was clearly my mistake. When someone says such things, it feels more like they're mocking me.

But the president's expression seemed genuine, which was even more frightening. If I went any further, I felt like I could slap them and they'd say, "I'm sorry my cheek was in the way."

"Not at all. It's our fault for gathering despite knowing you were coming."
"That's right. We were shortsighted."

The other officers also stood up one after another and began supporting the president's statement.

"These guys..."

I almost let out a laugh seeing the six of them so unified.

They've been like this since receiving their recommendation letters. Before, they seemed more afraid of me, but after I handed out the letters, they became like followers. In a way, I understand since I'm responsible for their career paths.

"I'd probably be the same."

A professor who doesn't kidnap fresh graduates into graduate school but instead connects them to proper workplaces—anyone would praise such a person with tears in their eyes.

"I'm sorry."

Seeing their genuine happiness, a small sense of guilt welled up. How long would it take for these kids to resent me?

Right now, I might seem like a hero who secured them jobs without exams, but after years of grinding through civil service, they'll see me as the devil who pushed them into hell.

Still, the guilt was momentary. These kids would have become civil servants even without me. I just made the process easier.

"They'll definitely benefit."

And the Empire provides wealth and honor proportional to how harshly it treats its civil servants. It's not entirely one-sided exploitation.

The problem is not having time to enjoy that wealth and honor. Damn, even my own assets keep growing, but I have no time to spend them.

"Still, everyone sit down. You were busy with your meeting, so you should continue."

Suppressing my bitter feelings, I waved my hand, and only then did they sit down one by one. They're quite obedient.

While scanning the officers with inexplicable satisfaction, my eyes met Margareta's. She smiled gently and waved lightly, and I smiled back.

Margareta used to restrain herself when others were watching, but now she doesn't care who sees. As if to say, what's the problem with me doing what I need to do?

"That's cool."

Sometimes I admire how confident she can be. I was too dishonest and always wavered.

"Actually, our meeting just ended."

As I closed my mouth while exchanging glances with Margareta, the president spoke up softly.

That's nonsense. Anyone could see the meeting was far from over.

"We'll be leaving now."

But before I could say anything, the president led the other officers out.

"What if you leave too?"

This is your office. What's a Student Council room without the Student Council president?


As I stared blankly at the six retreating figures, the last male student who left bowed politely and closed the door.

Who was that again? The Head of the Disciplinary Department?

"The Disciplinary Head has been very grateful to Kal lately."

I nodded at Margareta's hint. Yes, the Disciplinary Head. I'm glad my memory still works.

But grateful? To me?

"Is that so? I wrote recommendation letters for everyone."

If I had only done it for the Disciplinary Head, it would make sense to be grateful, but didn't I give them to everyone? The specific mention suggests there must be another reason.

But nothing comes to mind. I'm not particularly close with each officer individually.

"Olivia joined the Student Council, remember?"

Hearing that, something clicked. The Disciplinary Head had tried quite hard to recruit Olivia to the Disciplinary Department.

Of course, Olivia was always attached to Amelia like a buy-one-get-one-free deal, so he failed. Only after I brought both of them in did the Disciplinary Head achieve his dream.

"He's a collector."

The type who needs to acquire any talent they've set their eyes on to feel at ease.

I didn't expect to see such a type at the Academy. He'll probably become a civil servant who greatly expands his department when he gets a reasonably high position.

"Seeing his gratitude, they must be getting along well."
"Of course. They're getting along very well."

And while on the subject, I asked about the welfare of the poverty-stricken sisters, and received a positive answer.

Yes, I'm glad they're doing well. It was truly shocking to see them gnawing on turnips.

"Hey, Kal."
"Yes?"

Turning toward the voice that broke my thoughts, I saw Margareta staring at me.

"There's no one here now."

It took me a moment to understand what she meant.

"Good morning to you too, Mar."
"Good morning, Kal."

At least I hugged her as soon as I understood, so it should be fine.

Anyway, seeing Margareta smile happily first thing in the morning, I thought I'd have a pleasant day.

It seems I won't be having a pleasant day after all.

- Why that expression, Head of the Audit Department?
"It's nothing. Just recalled an unpleasant memory."

When the Head of the Intelligence Department contacted me through the communication tube, I considered putting it back. If he contacted me first rather than me requesting it, it probably wasn't good news.

Strange, I definitely received the buff of Margareta's smile today... or did I? Perhaps troubles arise regardless of buffs?

Regardless of my confusion, the Intelligence Head continued calmly.

- The Five Pillars have resolved their chaos. The Dove Faction won't fall again.
"That's good news."

At least it's positive news.

Even though the Hawk Faction that ousted the Dove Faction self-destructed spectacularly, the Dove Faction had already fallen once. They could have suddenly started blaming each other and fallen into internal strife, or a new faction neither Dove nor Hawk could have risen.


But the Five Pillars overcame such dynamic developments and successfully revived. Plus, having been hit hard once, they'll probably restrain their external activities.

"The Five Pillars are definitely finished."

At the point where their attempted assassination of royalty was discovered, the possibility of the Five Pillars attacking the Academy was practically zero, but there's always that "what if." Now even that "what if" is gone.

- Instead, another group is causing trouble.

The Intelligence Head sighed softly and spoke as if disgusted. Just as one side quiets down, another starts acting up. What joyous news that makes me want to ascend to heaven.

Of course, I feel the same. This is no joke—what is this?

"Which group?"
- The Red Wave.
"This is maddening."

The answer I hoped not to hear. Among the five organizations, only the 5th Empire and the Red Wave remain. Perhaps because they're the last ones standing, their level of insanity reaches the sky.

And if asked which is crazier, ninety-nine out of a hundred would choose the latter. The Red Wave or Red Tide or whatever. Those bloody reactionaries.

"Did they have another crazy dream? They've been quiet for a while."
- Tell me about it.

This time we both sighed simultaneously. Even the 5th Empire seems relatively sensible compared to the Red Wave. That's how full of madness the Red Wave is.

The 5th Empire wants Armein to become the new empire succeeding the Kfelopen Empire. They're merely making their claims within the continental order of "mandate" and "sole empire." The problem is their claims lack reality and only generate attention.

The Red Wave, on the other hand, has no respect for order. They deny the class system spread across the continent and want to soak the land with the blue blood of monarchs and nobles. Even the 5th Empire would probably take offense if asked, "Are you the Red Wave?"

- As you know, the Red Wave operates as a cell organization, making eradication difficult. When we catch one, that's the end of it.

The Intelligence Head's point was that he'd figured out something was happening as these small cells were being caught en masse.

"You don't know their exact purpose?"
- We have suspicions. Fortunately, the branch that was eradicated had just received instructions before being taken down. We got lucky.

The timing was indeed fortunate. A little later, and they would have burned the instructions. Earlier, and they would have been crushed before receiving them.

- "Create a blue lake"—that was their objective.
"A blue lake?"
- They're probably targeting the Imperial Palace, the Administrative Department, or the Academy. These uneducated fools try to use metaphors and end up like this.

I couldn't help but agree with the Intelligence Head's contemptuous words. The metaphor was too obvious. Why bother writing in code if it's this transparent?

"Typical Red Wave."

Since they call themselves the Red Wave with red blood, they fantasize about killing nobles to create a lake of blue blood. These bastards never compare nobles to the sea, probably because they're a "wave."

Anyway, for a "lake" to form, multiple nobles would need to die, and such places, as the Intelligence Head said, would be the Imperial Palace, Imperial Administration, or the Academy. One of the three.

And with high probability, it would be the Academy, damn it.

- I was going to wait until more detailed information emerged, but since your location is also a candidate, I wanted to inform you in advance.
"I appreciate the consideration."

With that, we exchanged a few pleasantries before ending the call. The Red Wave, the Red Wave...

First semester: The Third Glory. Summer break: The Twilight Order. Second semester: The Red Wave.

"One for each season, huh?"

Of course, I don't count the Five Pillars who self-destructed. Still, it's fascinating how they come with such regularity.

It's like they're being honest about their timing so as not to confuse us. How can I be so grateful, you bastards?

"I suppose this is smooth sailing in its own way."

At least there are no unexpected variables.


I organized my thoughts while chewing a cookie. They say sugar helps your brain work faster, but I'm not sure about that. What I do know is that having a full stomach makes me feel at ease.

A comfort that never gets old no matter how much I eat. Luise's cookies really are my personal human feed.

'The Red Wave.'

My mind might be at ease, but my head was still a mess. These bastards just had to pop up out of nowhere and complicate things.

At least they seem to have some agreement with other groups to show up one at a time each season. If two or three groups had rushed in at once, I'd have lost my mind.

Still, scum is scum. When these reactionary bastards show up, I should just blow their heads off.

"The Academy seems most likely at this point."

And they were indeed coming.

A few days after the Intelligence Department Head mentioned the Red Wave, he contacted me again. Among the Imperial Palace, the Imperial Administration, and the Academy, the latter seemed to be the correct answer.

It wasn't surprising since I'd expected it. I would have been more shocked if they had targeted somewhere else.

"They seem to be targeting a relatively vulnerable location—"

The Academy's security isn't exactly lax, but it's no match for the Imperial Palace or the Imperial Administration. It's definitely more vulnerable.

"Of course, I'm referring to the quality of the security forces, not the Audit Department Head stationed at the Academy."
"Thank you for the clarification."

He added that strange comment, probably misinterpreting my expression. I mean, I also acknowledge the Academy is vulnerable, so why clarify?

His next words made me sit up straight.

"It seems the Red Wave has someone inside the Academy. Either a formal member or just a collaborator."

'This is driving me crazy.'

I rubbed my face as I recalled the Intelligence Department Head's words. Having an external threat push in from outside is one thing, but having an internal spy is a completely different problem.

Besides, this came directly from the Intelligence Department Head. Though he only said "it seems," if he said it, it must be true.

"What could possibly be worth it?"

I muttered to myself, unable to comprehend. If someone inside the Academy—whether faculty or student—neither would be desperate enough to associate with reactionaries like the Red Wave.

Academy faculty are well-respected figures in the imperial education system. They have good reputations. As for students, they're either born with blue blood or commoners guaranteed success upon graduation. With a stable future guaranteed, why associate with the likes of the Red Wave?

The Intelligence Department Head wouldn't have provided incorrect information. But there shouldn't be anyone in the Academy willing to be an informant. Only someone out of their mind would—

'Ah.'

I had a realization. The Red Wave consists of crazy bastards to begin with, and anyone who joins hands with them can't be normal. I was thinking too conventionally.

I should reflect on my narrow-mindedness...

It's important to consider things from the other person's perspective. There's a reason the saying "put yourself in someone else's shoes" exists. When you consider the other's position, you can understand why they made certain choices.

Yes, I should think from their perspective. What situation would make me join the Red Wave? What mindset would lead me to dive into that wave?

'How would I know?'

No matter how I tried, I couldn't understand the mindset of someone with multiple holes in their head.

I can't become crazy myself just to understand a crazy person's perspective. Even trying to think from a commoner's perspective is difficult since I've been reincarnated as a noble.

'Though I was a commoner before reincarnation.'

Still, a medieval European commoner isn't the same as a 21st-century commoner. They're incomparable.

There's no answer. I'm not skilled at investigation, so how am I supposed to find an internal spy? The only option is to prepare for a backstab and try to minimize the pain when it happens.

And as if Enes felt sorry for me, he sent a little helper.

"Oh, Audit Department Head!"

While I was out getting some fresh air, I encountered someone with the most tragic red blood.


"Olivia?"

Olivia, wearing the armband symbolizing the Disciplinary Committee on her right arm, waved her hand vigorously as she ran toward me.

"Wow! Fancy meeting you here!"
"Indeed. It's been a while."

After pushing Amelia and Olivia into the Student Council, I hadn't had much reason to meet them. I'd only met them by chance during the Inter-class Competition anyway.

Speaking of which, she's alone—is she on patrol?

"Are you working?"
"No. I just finished and was heading to the cafeteria with my sister."

She looked around and then gave a sheepish grin.

"I think my sister got lost again."

I didn't bother pointing out that it was obviously her who got lost. Why embarrass a happy child who's well-fed?

She seemed glad to see me after so long and started chattering about various things while I nodded along, my mind working.

Commoner, unfortunate family with parents who passed early, older sister who's the head of the household, many dependents, poverty so severe they share a single turnip...

'A textbook proletarian.'

Honestly, if Olivia weren't an Academy student, her environment would have justified her shouting "Revolution!" hundreds of times.

Even the Emperor would prioritize checking the relief funds over getting angry if a child like her demanded equality. Though he'd still execute Olivia, of course.

"Hey, Olivia?"
"Yes?"

I'm not suspecting Olivia, nor Amelia. Though we haven't talked much, people obsessed with certain beliefs tend to show it even in brief conversations.

These are just sad children who are hungry. They don't have such beliefs.

"Have you ever heard of the Red Wave?"

Normally, one should approach such topics indirectly. There's no point in being direct since no one would say, "Yes, I am the Red Wave."

But I felt Olivia wouldn't understand if I spoke indirectly. Besides, I wasn't interrogating her but seeking testimony.

And her response was unexpected.

"Oh, that?"

The purple retriever's bright expression crumpled.

"Ugh, they were such noisy people back in my hometown."
"That must have been a headache."

Though her words were concerning, I deliberately kept my tone casual. Getting serious and asking for details would only make Olivia nervous.

"Right! They'd make a racket from morning, saying we should join them and trying to drag us along!"

As I gave appropriate responses, Olivia vented as if she'd been holding it in for a long time.

I think I get it. They probably went to areas where commoners, especially the poor, lived and tried to recruit them. No different from a cult.

"But my sister said they were pitiful people, so I endured it."

I briefly clenched and unclenched my fist at her unexpected words. "Pitiful people"—it sounded like she knew something.

Though unlikely, if Amelia was sympathetic or compassionate toward the Red Wave...

"She said they're delusional people who can't even take care of themselves. This isn't the Apels era; anyone can succeed with effort, but they just like to make noise without putting in any work."

I see. Full of contempt.

I felt a bit embarrassed. Of course, this is Amelia we're talking about—someone who gritted her teeth and endured difficult circumstances. From Amelia's perspective, the Red Wave, who only stir up chaos with their words, would look like trash.

"But there was a man in our village, known for being smart, who liked those people."


I nodded as Olivia added that he disappeared shortly after.

Olivia, who had wandered off, was retrieved by her owner Amelia. Amelia flinched when she saw me with Olivia.

"Did she cause any trouble?"
"Nothing happened. Just talking a bit about the Red Wave."

Amelia's face turned pale at Olivia's words. She must have been alarmed that a noble and Audit Department Head was asking a commoner about republican reactionaries.

So I unintentionally had to listen to something like a loyalty oath from Amelia right there. It's not what you think... I'm fine with it.

"I don't follow strange beliefs or wrong paths!"

Anyway, between what I heard from Olivia and Amelia's desperate words, I became certain.

Obviously, not all commoners are sympathetic to the Red Wave. Knowledge level also has no correlation with the Red Wave.

'It could be faculty.'

In fact, intellectuals with confidence and pride in themselves can be more dangerous. If such a person falls into the Red Wave's trap, they could go even more berserk.

...No, come to think of it, this isn't really a certainty. I haven't narrowed down suspects; I've just broadened the range.

'Damn it.'

Still, at least I've broken some prejudices. Now I won't be blindsided by someone I never considered.

As I walked away with that sense of relief, light emanated from the communication device in my pocket.

'What now?'

Could it be the Intelligence Department Head again?

"Department Head, it's me."
"Section Chief 2?"

I anxiously took out the device, and Section Chief 2, who had gone from one-eyed to two-eyed, greeted me. What does this guy want all of a sudden?

"What's the matter at this hour?"
"Well, you see—"
"Move aside!"
"Ugh!"

A white head struck Section Chief 2's chin just as he was about to speak. Unable to resist the attack—not even a fist but a head—Section Chief 2 collapsed.

That was a solid hit. Even the Minister would stagger if hit like that.

"Department Head! How have you been?"
"Not good."

I was fine until the Red Wave ruined everything.

But despite my curt response, Section Chief 1 just grinned, unfazed.

"Oh dear. Don't worry! You'll feel better soon!"
"What is it? Did the Minister finally accept your resignation?"

Of course, we all know that's impossible—me, Section Chief 1, and the fallen Section Chief 2.

"I'm coming to the Academy!"

For a moment, I lost my mind. What?

"Ah, I'm coming too."

Section Chief 2, who had just gotten up, added. What...?

"Stop talking nonsense."

I finally spoke after a silence. These guys have gotten better at lying while I wasn't looking.

Don't mess with your superior. It's bad behavior.

Bad behavior, goddammit.

I clearly did complain about that. I said I couldn't become a madman myself just to understand a madman's perspective. Since I'm not skilled at investigation, I had no way to find an internal spy.

Yes, these were definitely my thoughts. Foreshadowing I laid out myself.

'Shit.'

But did the foreshadowing need to be collected this supernaturally?

Two people who are both skilled at investigation and completely insane showed up simultaneously. It's like saying you have no regrets right before dying.

"Hehe, boss, I'm touched."
"Oh my, you must have been lonely."

When I remained silent, I heard voices that were clearly mocking me. The way they pierced my brain through my ears was maddening. Why did it have to be you two? Why, out of all four section chiefs, did it have to be exactly you two?

'These bastards are all I've got though.'

No matter how crazy they are, they wouldn't just come to the Academy for fun. Given the timing, they must be here about the Red Wave.

While my heart might deny it, my head has to accept it. These two are certainly perfect for the current situation.

The Section 2 Chief who excels at information gathering, and the Section 1 Chief who thoroughly handles targets once caught. For the current situation where immediate force isn't necessary, they're the perfect personnel choice.

"...Why are you coming?"

Still, I asked just to confirm, clinging to a sliver of hope. Maybe these guys had reached some singularity and were coming without orders.

"Ta-da!"

And my futile hope crumbled with the scrap of paper that Section 1 Chief showed me.

'That's it.'

I could tell at a glance. A cooperation request from the Minister of Special Affairs and the approval seal from the Minister of Finance. It's clear—an official dispatch order.

Right, so you're not completely insane. This should be good news, but why does it make me sad...

"Originally, the Intelligence Department should handle this, but they're so busy they requested our cooperation. They thought it would be better to send someone who works well with you, boss, since you're already at the Academy."

I almost grabbed the back of my neck at Section 2 Chief's words. Doesn't that mean they shouldn't send you two? What do you mean we "work well" together?

'Damn it.'

I can guess why the Intelligence Department is busy. They're probably short on domestic personnel because they're all running around in the North.

Anyway, when something terrible happens in my life, seven out of ten times it involves the North. Those useless parasites never help my life.

"Then, boss! We'll see you soon!"
"Sure."

I nodded weakly, unable to stop them anyway. I know it's important to give up quickly.

Though having futile hope in the first place was far from giving up quickly, but anyway.

"This is driving me crazy."

After confirming the communication device was off, I muttered with a sigh. The Red Wave is already giving me a headache, and now Section 1 and 2 Chiefs are coming too?

Wait, they're personnel support to prepare for the Red Wave, so why do they feel like a burden? Objectively speaking, they should be helpful, they really should be.

I'm probably feeling this way because I know the mental suffering that awaits me.

'Those two aren't normal either.'

And I was freshly reminded that they're abnormal. Do people normally smile like that when meeting their superior?

They're just hard to understand.

I haven't visited the principal's office since my probation. A place where not visiting means peace. Saying it like this makes it sound like a company commander's office or a professor's lab.

Unfortunately, I now have to visit because it's no longer peaceful.

"The Red Wave, you say?"
"Yes, that's right."

Unlike the Third Glory that I handled during the previous club fair, I informed the principal about the Red Wave.

Back then, I didn't want to cause a commotion by telling too many people, and I was determined to intercept them before they approached the Academy. But this time is different.


Along with external invasion, there's a high probability of internal disturbance. At the very least, the owner should know if there's a spy in their own front yard.

"Support from the Audit Department will be arriving soon."

And I needed to mention this too.

"I see."

The principal's expression darkened somewhat at those words. If you think about the Audit Department running around in your front yard—

'Is it my imagination?'

Somehow his expression seems darker than when I mentioned the Red Wave.

Anyway, unlike when we captured and interrogated the Third Glory lurking outside the Academy, this time we need to find a spy inside the Academy. The principal's cooperation is essential.

Using the Audit Department's name could force cooperation regardless, but conducting such a noisy investigation would defeat the purpose. Even a spy seeking attention would hide.

"We'll need to prepare an appropriate identity."

The principal seemed to share my thoughts and nodded lightly. Rather than being unknown outsiders or presenting Audit Department business cards, we need suitable cover identities.

"The position of assistant teacher should be sufficient. Since they change frequently, neither faculty nor students will find it strange."
"That's fortunate."

A horrifying statement came out so casually, but I deliberately ignored it.

'What kind of turnover rate is that?'

The principal officially acknowledges "frequently replaced personnel." Isn't that too cruel? Graduate students are people too, people!

'Are they?'

I questioned it for a moment, but let's say they are.

"Please let me know when the support personnel arrive. I'll make preparations until then."
"Thank you for your consideration."
"It's for the Academy's sake. Rather, I should thank the Audit Department Director."

After saying that, the principal smiled lightly, and I smiled back.

***

After confirming the Audit Department Director had left, I sank into the sofa.

A sudden visit, a sudden request. And not just any issue, but the Red Wave. An incident that will inevitably cause commotion for some time.

'What a headache.'

The Red Wave, which dares to deny order and cause chaos, is an enemy of not only the Empire but the entire continent. Even hostile nations cooperate with each other when it comes to suppressing the Red Wave.

Of course, that's natural. In disputes between nations, the privileged may lose power but still survive, but if the Red Wave prevails, they won't even keep their heads.

That's why each country, especially the Empire at the pinnacle of privilege, has established a principle of zero tolerance toward the Red Wave. And the vanguard of this principle is the Audit Department.

The Audit Department suppresses nobles for the Emperor's authority. How would they treat the Red Wave, which denies the very existence of the Emperor?

'I hope the students won't be alarmed.'

A bloodbath is coming. The Audit Department has previously eliminated entire villages and cities to eradicate the Red Wave.

Of course, this didn't happen during the current Audit Department Director's tenure. But would the current director really be any different?

'Probably not.'

Two years ago, when he became the Audit Department Director at the age of 19, there was much talk, but now there's no resistance. The reason is simple. He eliminated all who resisted.

He's someone who shows no mercy to those who challenge his authority. Would he treat those who deny the Emperor with any leniency?

Having observed the Audit Department Director over the years, I've grasped his personal character. I know he's far from cruel and heartless.

Still, one's private demeanor and public actions are different.

'I hope they surrender quietly.'

Though I don't know who the spy is, that thought crossed my mind. More than anger at having a traitor's minion in the Academy under my management, I feared the chaos that would ensue if that minion struggled.

Surely they wouldn't execute them in front of the main building or main gate for the crime of treason.


...Would they?

***

I periodically contacted the two section chiefs to check how far they had come.

I'm not a parent checking if their child made it to academy safely—what am I doing?

'The one in need must endure.'

Still, it's better than taking my eyes off them and having them surprise me by barging into the club room. They might wander off somewhere strange.

"Boss, do you miss me that much~?"
"Shut it."

Misinterpreting my intentions, Section 1 Chief twirled her hair in a very irritating way. What does she mean, miss her? This crazy person.

At my firm response, Section 1 Chief pouted and slapped Section 2 Chief who was laughing beside her.

"Hey, why me!"
"I don't know. Who told you to stand there?"

I like this. Hit him more, more.

As they squabbled, or rather as Section 2 Chief was one-sidedly beaten, he groaned and was pushed out of the communication device's view.

"Why has he gotten so weak?"

Section 2 Chief isn't combat-specialized, but he shouldn't be getting pushed around by Section 1 Chief like that.

"He says he still doesn't have his strength back."
"I see."

The reason was sadder than I expected. It seems the aftereffects from the North haven't subsided yet.

Right, the North is harsh. It's something that he even encountered the Chauzid tribe unexpectedly and survived.

"So, how far have you come?"

Three seconds of sympathy for Section 2 Chief was enough, so I quickly changed the subject.

Still, it can't be too serious if he was dispatched. The Empire prefers to use civil servants moderately for a long time rather than working them too hard and breaking them quickly.

"We're at Libeck Barony, so we should arrive in about two more days."
"That's soon."

I wonder if the identity preparations will be completed within two days, but since it's the principal himself taking charge, it should be done quickly.

With that thought, I nodded, and I saw Section 1 Chief grinning.

"What is it?"

Two years of experience together isn't just for show. I've reached a level where I can roughly guess why she's smiling just by looking at her face.

The smile right before teasing me, the smile with no particular thought, the smile that comes from anger, and so on.

In this case, it's a smile of excitement. The look when she can't contain herself because she wants to do something.

"This is my first time seeing the Red Wave as a section chief!"

And about ninety percent of the time, it's when she's discovered a new addition to her collection.

With a bright expression, Section 1 Chief reached to the side and held up a pouch.

"I didn't forget to bring it this time!"
"Ah, right."

I slightly averted my gaze at the appearance of the familiar object. So she actually brought that. She came without it when dealing with the Third Glory.

'Torture diary...'

The torture tool that Section 1 Chief frequently uses, and a record of memorable torture sessions.

"Hehe, I wonder how many spies there are?"

Looking at her, I had an intuition. Whether there are multiple spies or just one, they'll end up dismembered like Exodia parts.

Has she been very bored lately?


I've been having disturbing dreams ever since seeing that pouch that would likely earn at least a Unique grade.

Dreams where a spy's limbs are hung at the four corners of the academy, with the head displayed in front of the main building, and the principal becoming so enraged at the sight that he regresses in age. Was it a demon summoning circle? Something like that.

Oh, and students panicking and complaining to their families was just a bonus. After hearing their children's tearful laments, the families would protest to the administration. Thanks to that, I'd get thoroughly chewed out by the Minister.

'Why does it feel so real?'

It's a nightmare featuring the worst possible outcomes, but it's so plausible that it drives me crazy. If it were just an absurd dream, I could dismiss it as nonsense, but one wrong move and things could actually unfold that way.

This is maddening. Now I need to avoid even the mildest disciplinary action. Writing just one explanatory report would lead straight to detention, making me a department head with a criminal record.

"I, I will always be on Kal's side, no matter what!"

For a moment, I imagined Margareta sobbing outside my prison cell. Why do these particular imaginations always appear in such high definition?

This guilt is driving me insane. Should I prepare some suicide poison for once?

"Brother?"
"Ah."

Thanks to Luise's voice, I was able to stop myself from falling into the abyss.

"What's wrong? Did something happen?"

I tried to compose my expression as I spoke, but Luise looked at me with concerned eyes.

"It seems like something's happened to you rather than me."

I couldn't give a proper answer to that. Something has happened, alright. Something enormous.

What's disheartening is that my expression gave it away. I used to have a decent poker face, but lately I've been getting caught often.

'Is she just perceptive?'

Perhaps it's the female protagonist buff that makes her talented in everything except her own love life. Or maybe not.

Anyway, since Luise has already seen through me, I can't hide everything. Consistently saying "nothing's wrong" would only make things more suspicious. It would just make her more vigilant.

Given the Section Chief of the 1st Section's personality, she probably won't stay quiet at the academy. She'll definitely rush to the club room to hang out.

'I'd better tell her.'

A sudden visit from an outsider. And I already know they're coming. Saying nothing in this situation would be even stranger.

Besides, the Section Chief of the 1st Section already met the club members during the fair. There's no harm in telling them.

"Actually, we're expecting a guest."

After brief deliberation, I finally spoke.

Yes, it's better to be upfront and keep them in the club room. The Section Chief of the 2nd Section is the one who'll be searching for the internal spy anyway. The Section Chief of the 1st Section will only have work to do after the spy is found.

"A guest?"
"You know, that person with white hair and red eyes. From the fair."
"Ah, that lady?"

She nodded at my words, clearly remembering. Certainly, it's a hard-to-forget appearance after seeing it even once.

"She's a bit free-spirited."

Luise seemed to accept my explanation that my expression was poor because an annoying guest was coming. It's technically true, so it's more convincing.

The Section Chief of the 1st Section is annoying, and the Red Wave that's causing her visit is even more annoying.

'Damn it.'

Where did all these troublesome guests come from?

"She seemed to like bread, so I should prepare some in advance."

Seeing Luise smile gently as she spoke made me feel even more frustrated. The host is so kind, but the guests are...

"She'll eat anything, so don't go to too much trouble."
"Hehe, but she's still a guest."

She's so kind...

"We're here!"
"Haha, we're a bit late."

And not long after, the club members who were unusually late came pouring in.

'Balance, perhaps?'

Looking at the members, a thought suddenly occurred to me. Perhaps the reason the club president is so incredibly kind is because of the not-so-ordinary members?

Luise must be maintaining the average moral character of the club.


***

Riding in a carriage for a long time is tedious. It's bumpy, stuffy, and if you can't find a city or village to stay in at night, you have to sleep outdoors.

But this time, I could enjoy the journey. When I'm going to meet the Department Head, what's a little carriage ride? I'd be willing to walk to the edge of the continent.

"Hmm hmm hmm~"

Perhaps because I was excited, I found myself humming without realizing it.

"Are you that happy?"

The Section Chief of the 2nd Section spoke to me. Happy? That's obvious.

"I'd be even happier if I were going alone."
"Then you find the spy yourself."

Seeing the Section Chief's face full of mockery made my blood boil. How petty, countering with facts.

"Hey, stop it!"

So I hit him. How dare such a weak person talk back?

The Department Head once said there's only one letter difference between being right and being hit. As a section chief, I'm just following the Department Head's will.

I nodded with satisfaction as I watched the Section Chief of the 2nd Section squirm at even the slightest touch, unlike his usual self. His reactions have been good lately, making it satisfying to hit him.

"I wish you'd always be like this."
"What a horrible thing to say."

That's exactly what I meant to say.

But I didn't voice that thought. I've already filled my daily quota of bullying.

"We'll arrive by evening, right?"
"Yes. That should be enough time."

I glanced at the map and answered the Section Chief's question as he massaged his shoulder. We just passed Landen Barony, so we should definitely arrive by evening.

"I never expected the Red Wave to be at the academy too."

I tilted my head at his additional comment about not being able to handle it like in the old days. He's talking as if he's met them before?

"Have you met them before?"
"I met them often when I was a team member. Why are you talking like you've never seen them?"
"I only saw them once before becoming a section chief."

Despite their reputation, the Red Wave was difficult to encounter. Since the Empire showed no mercy or tolerance toward the Red Wave, they were usually shot on sight. Even when they tried to capture them alive for interrogation, many chose to commit suicide on the spot.

That's why I only saw them once when I was a team member. And being just a team member, I couldn't even properly participate in the interrogation.

"That's unfair, seeing them by yourself. It was hard for the 1st Section to see the Red Wave."

I couldn't help but grumble, remembering how disappointed I felt back then. If they were just difficult to meet in general, that would be one thing, but it was unfair that only the 2nd Section got to deal with them.

"What could I do? The previous department head ordered us to kill them all."

The Section Chief's shrug made me feel annoyed. The previous department head was always the problem. No fun, no flexibility, not even impressive.

If I experienced anything unpleasant during my time at the Audit Department, it was almost always because of the previous department head. Since the current Department Head took over, everything has been so enjoyable.

"...But isn't the previous department head the current Minister?"

I frowned and then spoke as a thought occurred to me. Come to think of it, wasn't the person who was department head before our current one the Minister? Though he didn't even last a month, he was still the department head, right?

"Not officially? He went straight to Minister before the Emperor could approve it."
"Wow."

So officially, that was a two-level promotion. Impressive, but I'm not envious.

"Anyway, during the previous department head's time, if even one Red Wave member was spotted, they'd wipe out the entire village."

Hearing that, I remembered too. Something about everyone being potential accomplices, so they needed to be purged.

Even now, I don't think that was sane. It wasn't even efficient. Rather, it just made people hide in fear or harbor resentment and lash out.

"We can't exactly wipe out the academy, so this is troublesome."

Besides, that method is unusable in the current situation. The previous department head was really...

"That's why we need to do it right this time. Let's aim for capture as much as possible."
"Yes~"

I nodded eagerly at those welcome words. If the Section Chief of the 2nd Section finds spies, my materials increase by that number. While meeting the Department Head itself is joyful, that's not bad either.

As my mood gradually improved, I glanced to the side.

'I wonder if he'll like it.'

Unlike the previous fair, I prepared a gift this time.


"Tofu is best for imprisoned people. They might say they don't like it, but they actually love it to death."

That's what the Department Head said when the Minister was detained.

So the Department Head should like it too. Whether it's disciplinary confinement or detention, being locked up is the same thing.

'It's an Armein health food, they say.'

I also carefully selected the menu. Just giving tofu would be boring, right?

Armein people are amazing. How did they come up with the idea of making cake out of tofu?

***

While I was resting in my quarters, I suddenly heard a knock at the door.

Here they come, finally.

"I'm com—"

*Click*

"Wow, it opened."
"The academy isn't much after all."

These bastards.

I grabbed the back of my neck in frustration at their bizarre behavior of picking the lock and entering before the owner could open the door.

You crazy fools, even if you can open a door, waiting for the owner to open it is a social contract.

"Department Heaaad! It's been a while!"

As I was watching the scene with mixed feelings, the Section Chief of the 1st Section approached, waving her hands enthusiastically.

Yes, they came to help, so I should welcome them—

"I brought a gift!"

...right.

"A gift?"

A warning from my instincts crawled up my spine. Was the word "gift" always this unsettling?

"Yes! I've been preparing it diligently for days!"
'Shit.'

Hearing that made it even harder to refuse. No matter how obviously suspicious the item might be, I can't ignore a subordinate's sincerity without a valid reason.

It's obvious, but... The future where I'll grab the back of my neck again is too predictable.

'This is driving me crazy.'

This is workplace harassment against a superior. Something I couldn't even imagine when I was a team leader.

"Thank you."

I mentally prepared myself and accepted the box the Section Chief of the 1st Section handed me.

Is it just my imagination? It feels similar to the weight I felt not too long ago.

'Ah.'

I froze as soon as I opened the box. Unfortunately, it wasn't just my imagination.

"Do you like it?"

I quietly looked up at the Section Chief of the 1st Section who was giggling.

"She worked hard to get that. It's not well-known even in Armein, so there wasn't much available."

I barely managed to nod my creaking neck at the words of the Section Chief of the 2nd Section, who had returned after locking the door.

So I'm eating this obscure food for the second time.

"...Thank you."

Thank you, you bastards.

"I'm glad you like it!"
"Wow, this is my first time seeing something like this."

With these two enemies snickering on either side of me, I could only stare down at the cake.

'Shit.'

And so, the three of us shared the tofu cake. What's more annoying is that it was delicious.

The day after swallowing tofu cake filled with complicated feelings and anxiety. I headed to the principal's office accompanied by two section chiefs who made my heart swell in various ways when placed on either side of me.

"Such distinguished guests have arrived."

The principal spoke softly after confirming that the support personnel were a white-haired woman and a blond man. Though the principal had likely never seen the section chiefs in person, he must have at least heard about their distinctive features.

Looking at them now, I felt like a mountain spirit carrying a golden ax and a silver ax. Though truthfully, the principal fits the image of a spirit better than I do.

Anyway, I nudged the two beside me slightly, and they immediately bowed in greeting.

"I'm Erzsebet Masalo, Section Chief of the 1st Division of the Audit Department."
"Lafayette Baron, Section Chief of the 2nd Division."

Unlike their usual troublesome behavior, they were showing perfect politeness.

'If only they treated me like this too.'

It's natural behavior, but it still irritates me. The principal and I are treated as the same rank, yet one of us is a punching bag while the other receives respectful treatment...

Of course, if they behaved toward the principal the way they do to me, I would have thrown a serious punch by now.

"Welcome. Since you're here on business, I know you can't be completely at ease, but please don't hesitate to ask if you need anything."

After confirming that these troublemakers could at least distinguish when to behave properly, the principal offered a small smile and extended his hand to the section chiefs.

"Please, have a seat. It's not polite to keep guests standing."

Then he personally began preparing tea. As luck would have it, he had just sent his secretary away, so the eldest person in the room was serving us himself.

Because of this, the 1st Section Chief rushed over to offer help, but returned after a single comment from the principal.

"What did he say to make you come back?"
"He said when you get old, you need to move around like this to keep from getting stiff..."

At those words, I quietly averted my gaze. It's hard to argue when an elderly person makes jokes at their own expense. Especially when the listener is relatively young.

While we sat there awkwardly, the 1st Section Chief spoke up.

"Even as a student, I never came to the principal's office, yet here I am now."

She seemed nostalgic as she looked around curiously, and I couldn't help but think:

'I would have thought you were a regular at the disciplinary office.'

But I held my tongue, knowing she would screech that she was actually a student of great dignity and how dare I suggest otherwise.

Still, if you look at the Academy's Seven Mysteries, I bet one of them involves a white-haired female student causing trouble. I'm too scared to check if it's true, though I suspect it might be.

"I would have thought you were a regular at the disciplinary office."
'Oh.'

Perhaps people think alike, as the 2nd Section Chief bluntly stated what I was thinking. Didn't he get hit in the carriage too? Yet his provocations never stop.

"This is quite a fragrant brew."

The 1st Section Chief's attempt to punish the 2nd Section Chief with her trembling fist failed due to the principal's return.

This bastard, he timed it perfectly.

From today, 2nd Section Chief Lafayette Baron is dead.

"Is one enough?"
"Yes, I apologize for not mentioning it earlier. I believe the 2nd Section Chief alone will be sufficient."

As expected of the man who rules the Academy, the principal secured a perfect false identity in a short time. The identity for the 1st Section Chief was good enough that I considered accepting it too.

But the 1st Section Chief's face is too well-known around the Academy, so carrying a fake identity would be stranger. We couldn't go with a concept like "I'm actually Erzsebet's twin sister!"

So I gratefully accepted only the 2nd Section Chief's identity—


"Hey, Charles. Learn to brew tea properly."
"Mr. Charles. How do you expect to impress the teachers if you can't even do this?"

And thus, Charles Steiner, assistant to History Professor Gerhardt, was born.

"Guests, please leave immediately as you're disturbing my research."

Polite tone, impolite content. The 2nd Section Chief—no, Charles—forced a smile and obediently started brewing the tea again.

'Why does it suit him so well?'

Seeing that scene made me laugh. A blond handsome young man with neatly combed hair and glasses. On the outside, a perfect aspiring scholar.

Of course, knowing what was inside that shell, it was just laughable to us.

"Thank you for your consideration, Mr. Gerhardt."

After watching the 1st Section Chief criticize not just the result but the process of brewing tea, I turned my attention to Gerhardt.

Though he doesn't know about the Red Wave or the Audit Department's involvement, it was Gerhardt's willingness to accept a temporary assistant teacher at the principal's request.

"It's nothing. Compared to what I owe the Inspector, this is a small matter."
"Haha, I'm glad I built up credit with you in advance."

Gerhardt smiled so innocently it would warm anyone's heart. I never expected the snowball of Northern research to roll this far.

If I had asked another teacher to accept my acquaintance as an assistant, they would have felt both suspicious and burdened. The Head of Audit Department's acquaintance? Why at this time? Something like that.

But Gerhardt had seen me taking care of Christina, who at that point he didn't know was the Minister's wife's niece.

So he likely thought I was simply looking after someone else again. When someone with a good image does something, people tend to interpret it positively.

"Miss Christina will be happy to finally have a junior colleague."

At those words, I chuckled and looked at Christina.

"Mr. Charles, let me do that. I'll handle it."

Christina, whose complexion had always been dark, looked strangely brighter as she rescued Charles from the 1st Section Chief's nagging.

She should be happy to have a junior to dump her menial tasks on, yet she's volunteering for work herself. I could sense her desire to protect her precious junior.

'As expected of the wife's niece.'

She must have such good character because she's the wife's niece, not the Minister's direct niece.

"Thank you, Miss Christina."
"Hehe, you can call me senior for now, if you'd like."
"Understood, Senior Christina."

Her already brightened complexion became even more radiant. Is she really that happy?

"Miss Christina has been an assistant without seniors or juniors. The few juniors who did come in left shortly after."
"Oh my."

I couldn't help but sigh at Gerhardt's explanation, which answered my questioning look. In summary, she had the worst possible position.

Being a graduate student is already difficult, but to also have such a terrible position—Enen is too cruel. It's too much trial for one person to bear.

'And it's temporary.'

Charles is just a temporary junior who will stay for at most 1-2 weeks. Yet she cherishes him so much, showing how starved she is for junior colleagues.

"Seeing how she cares for him, I feel confident leaving him in her hands."
"Haha, don't worry. While history research itself can be difficult, it's not a field where people make things difficult for each other."

That's good news. At least Charles won't throw away his mask after being mistreated.


'Though he's the real problem.'

While I don't doubt Gerhardt and Christina's character, Charles... I can't get used to calling him that. Anyway, the 2nd Section Chief's character is concerning.

Still, if he's in his right mind, he'll restrain himself. He does his work properly, and I told him Christina is the Minister's wife's niece.

"There's exactly one assistant teacher in the history department, you know?"
"Is she pretty?"
"She is pretty, but she's the Minister's wife's niece."

That was our conversation while the 2nd Section Chief evolved into Charles and we were heading to Gerhardt's research lab. The smooth-talking 2nd Section Chief's expression stiffened at my words.

"You know the Minister is devoted to his wife, right?"
"Y-yes... well..."

In other words, if he messes with her, word could reach the Minister's ears through various connections.

The 2nd Section Chief seemed to understand perfectly, nodding repeatedly with a sour expression. Pranking the department head and incurring the Minister's wrath are completely different matters.

'He'll do fine.'

He's doing well now too. Looking closely, I could see him tensing up whenever Christina spoke to him. To others, it might look like a junior startled by a senior's call, but...

Yes, he'll do well. If he has basic intelligence, he'll do just fine.

***

The Department Head and 1st Section Chief abandoned me without hesitation.

Those heartless people. They just left like that to have fun.

'How unlucky.'

I had planned to get friendly with the research lab staff and explore the Academy. Even with a temporary identity, building at least minimal relationships would make activities easier.

But what are the odds that one of only two staff members would be the Minister's wife's niece?

'If only she were just his niece.'

If she were the Minister's direct niece, I wouldn't have these worries. The Minister tends to be cold toward close relatives who try to use his influence.

But a "wife's" niece is different. No matter how ruthless and cold a person is, they hesitate when it comes to the relatives of their beloved spouse rather than their own blood.

'This is why one shouldn't get married.'

Even the most thorough person develops weaknesses after marriage. There's a reason I just enjoy dating.

"Mr. Charles, you've worked hard. Please sit and rest."

The protagonist who complicated my thoughts approached carefully and spoke.

Rest? But I haven't done anything yet.

"I haven't yet—"
"You worked hard brewing tea. The first day is always an adjustment period, so it's better to just observe."

I could only nod at the wife's niece, Christina, who was chuckling. Was that the culture in this research lab?

'This is maddening.'

I sensed it instinctively. Getting out of the research lab would be harder than I thought.

It seems I'll have to remain as the lab's totem until the senior is satisfied.

'Why am I only realizing this now?'

I resented the Department Head. Such important information should have been shared before arriving at the Academy. Then I could have thought of appropriate countermeasures.

If work gets delayed, it's the Department Head's fault. That's what I decided to believe.

I don't have time to work alone, so having subordinates has its advantages. Obviously, I can just wait for reports without having to move myself. It feels like setting up auto-hunting in a game and eating dinner—quite comfortable.

However, that comfortable advantage can suddenly transform into a fatal disadvantage. Sometimes, while watching, situations arise that make me want to say, "Wait, you're using Cthun there?" My backseat gaming instinct surges even though I'm too lazy to do it myself.

"I couldn't do it."
"What?"

In that dilemma, the former Section Chief 2, now Mr. Charles, came up with a miraculous solution. If your boss gets frustrated watching you, just don't show them anything at all.

No cause, no effect. It's truly an unimaginable solution. This guy is seriously insane.

"What have you been doing all this time?"

Section Chief 2 evolved into Charles, and judging by his current behavior, he's been regressing for three days now. It's not that long, but considering his usual efficiency, he should have started something by now.

Besides, with the Red Wave potentially crashing down at any moment, moving as quickly as possible would be best. Yet he wasted three days?

'After disguising himself as a graduate student...'

Did his competence drop to graduate student level too? How far have you fallen, Mr. Charles?

As I seriously contemplated this, Section Chief 2's expression became subtle. He seems aware of how embarrassing the situation is.

"Miss Christina won't let me go at all."

His unexpected words momentarily stopped my thoughts.

"That bad?"
"Yes."

His firm answer made me feel embarrassed instead. I knew Christina cherished her rare new junior, but I didn't realize she'd hold Section Chief 2 back to this extent.

'She's not even his real junior.'

Section Chief 2 isn't Charles, isn't an assistant teacher, and isn't even someone who will permanently stay in the laboratory.

In fact, Section Chief 2 is older than Christina. When creating his identity, we reduced his age as well...

"What can I do? I can't be too forceful since she's the Minister's niece."

I just rubbed my chin at his somewhat resigned complaint. It's fortunate he's not doing anything inappropriate with Christina, but it's become a situation where he can't do anything at all.

"I'll pull you out separately, then you can move."

After brief consideration, I offered a simple solution. If he can't get out on his own, I'll have to extract him.

No matter what, Christina wouldn't say "Hehe, you can't go!" when an inspector needs him. It's annoying to go through this process, but there's no choice.

"Understood."

Relieved by my words, Section Chief 2's subtle expression softened a bit.

'How strange.'

It's different seeing him like this, as I've only seen his slick and irritating side before. Is he really that cornered just because she's the Minister's niece?

It must not be simply a difference in bloodline but also a matter of compatibility. It's just fascinating.

Right after ending the communication, I visited the laboratory to pick up Section Chief 2. Making a department head move personally—what an impudent section chief.

"I'm sorry. I need to speak with him briefly."
"Haha, it's fine. Don't worry and take him anytime."

Fortunately, Gerhardt let Section Chief 2 go without much resistance. Since he was placed there at my request, he doesn't seem to mind if I take him away briefly.

Instead, Christina looked at Section Chief 2 with eyes full of regret, but I deliberately ignored it. Is it just my imagination that she looks like a mother bird whose egg is being taken away?

"Phew..."

As soon as we moved away from the laboratory, Section Chief 2 let out a deep sigh.

"Was it that difficult?"
"Even staying still was torture."

His trembling response to my casual question was quite impressive.


"If she had just dumped work on me or been annoying, I could have pushed back, but she was so full of goodwill that I had no way to handle it."

Having suffered mentally for three days, Section Chief 2's mouth, once opened, wouldn't close.

He said if there had been a lot of work, he would have had an excuse to finish it and leave, or if she had treated him badly, he could have returned the favor.

But whenever he moved a finger, she would rush over and make him sit down—he couldn't adapt to that at all. He said he momentarily felt like a sugar figure that would break if he moved even slightly.

'That's overprotection.'

That's the word that instinctively came to mind listening to Section Chief 2's heartfelt testimony. No matter how I think about it, it's overprotection—the kind you'd show to a child born late in life.

...I suppose a junior who came late is somewhat in the same category?

"I've specially pulled you out, so work hard."

Organizing my thoughts that were drifting in a strange direction, I patted Section Chief 2's back. Subordinates should repay their superiors' efforts.

"If I weren't here, you'd have to run around yourself—"
"Shut it."

Don't fight me with facts, you coward.

Perhaps happy to breathe outside air after three days, Section Chief 2 quickly got to work.

'Is this really work?'

Though I mentioned auto-hunting and backseat gaming, Section Chief 2's work is hard to identify at first glance. So I just have to trust that he knows what he's doing.

While it looks like he's just wandering around, he actually brings back the necessary information. I suppose that's what makes a true informant.

"Section 2 seems like it should be in the Intelligence Department, not the Audit Department."
"Then you should go there too. Do you think Section 1 is any different?"

The Audit Department also needs its own information network to operate efficiently. It's troublesome to ask for cooperation from the Intelligence Department every time we move.

I naturally countered Section Chief 1's words while gulping down the water in front of me. The cold water helped me calm down a bit.

'Why does he always come at this hour?'

Suppressing a sigh that was about to escape, I glanced at Section Chief 1. What's with him visiting my quarters every night?

Contrary to my concerns, Section Chief 1 never came to the club room. I was touched thinking he didn't intend to bother me.

"Department Head! I'm here!"

Not a chance. He came to my quarters instead of the club room. This guy seems to enjoy defying my expectations.

"Go back."
"Aww, that's too harsh! I came all this way to visit!"
"Just go back."

Where on earth do you find a subordinate who visits their superior's quarters in the middle of the night? It would be terrible even if a superior did it to a subordinate. Is this reverse harassment or something?

But unable to overcome Section Chief 1's whining, I eventually let him into my quarters. My fate, really.

'Maybe this is better.'

I tried to think as positively as possible. Even though Section Chief 1 has a relatively popular face, it's better if no one knows he's here.

It's better than him stirring things up by visiting the club room. Yes, this is better...

"Eat more of this."
"Wow! Thank you!"

While my happiness circuit was working overtime, I pushed some bread toward Section Chief 1.

Originally, Luise made it for Section Chief 1, but since he never showed up at the club room, I ended up with it.

'He eats well.'

I blankly watched Section Chief 1 eating the bread. Is this when you use the onomatopoeia "om nom nom"?


***


Seeing the Department Head casually push bread toward me, the corners of my mouth turned up. Just the reaction I expected.

'If he dislikes something, he says so.'

Of course, verbally complaining while disliking something is an exception. After a few ritual protests, he eventually gives in to everything. If he truly dislikes something, he shows it through actions rather than words.

What an unusual personality. It's not normal to push people away when you're going to accept them anyway.

'I don't mind though.'

It's cute how he's like a teenage sibling. There's no other time when I feel that the Department Head is younger than me.

Still, I couldn't be purely happy since I could guess the cause of that unique personality. It probably developed after the Six Swords incident.

When all the people he cherished left, he didn't want to form new bonds, but he couldn't completely ignore others because he missed those memories.

'I shouldn't know this.'

Because of the nature of my work, I've unnecessarily developed the ability to read people's minds. I don't want to peek into the Department Head's mind, of all people.

"What's wrong?"

The Department Head grumpily spoke up, probably because I was staring too obviously.

"You should eat too, Department Head! Here!"

I forcibly lifted my mood that was starting to sink. I can't be gloomy in front of the Department Head. Showing the image of a cheerful colleague is best.

"I gave it to you to eat, so why are you—"
"Here!"

When I pushed the bread toward the Department Head's mouth as he was about to make unnecessary refusals, he cursed with his eyes but obediently opened his mouth.

"Delicious, right?"

I felt proud, somehow feeling like I was feeding a lover.

I bet the Young Lady hasn't fed him like this yet? The Department Head doesn't like others doing things he can do himself.

Only someone who's laughed and cried with him for two years like me can play around like this, right?

"The bread is getting—"
"Have one more!"

This bad department head's mouth trying to say unromantic things. I should block it with bread.

'This is so nice...'

I couldn't stop smiling because this situation made me so happy. This time alone with the Department Head.

Of course, I've been alone with the Department Head many times for work matters. It happened in the Audit Department office, and during the previous Third Glory incident.

But sharing bread like this makes it feel like we're enjoying a cozy date.

'I should make it less painful.'

The Red Wave targeting the Academy, the spy already inside. If not for them, I wouldn't have had this opportunity.

Obviously, letting them go is impossible. I'd earn the Department Head's hatred if I did that.

So I'll make their departure as painless as possible. I've prepared enough anesthetic, so it should be fine.


***

Every time I tried to open my mouth, Section Chief 1 kept pushing bread into it. When I closed my mouth, he pressed until I opened it again.

This is food torture. What are you doing to your superior?

'Does it taste bad?'

Seeing him continuously offload it made me reasonably suspicious. No, he usually eats almost any bread...

...Well, maybe he's just full.

# A Life of Duality

By day, Lafayette Baron, Section Chief of the 2nd Section of the Audit Department; by night, Charles Steiner, assistant history teacher.

I realized something was strange from the day I escaped the history research lab thanks to the department head. Normally in these situations, one would operate under a cover identity during the day and conduct investigations at night. That's the standard procedure.

'It's the opposite.'

Surprisingly, I now find myself working officially during the day and operating under a cover identity at night—a bizarre situation. Is this right? I've never experienced this while working for the 2nd Section.

No matter how much I think about it, this is unprecedented. Even in entertainment districts where nocturnal individuals abound and undercover work typically happens at night, I've never conducted investigations during the day.

"You can return after dinner. No need to come too early."
"...Pardon?"

Something Christina said recently.

It took longer than expected to understand what she meant. Return after dinner? Not even leaving before dinner?

I wondered if this was some kind of practical joke for a junior colleague—but despite her cheerful smile, her eyes and expression were completely serious. Not a joke, then.

'What kind of assistant teacher...'

My head still spins thinking about it. People who naturally go to work when others do, and who burn even brighter when others are heading home.

Of course, Imperial officials often live like this too, but they receive corresponding wealth and honor. They may lack time to enjoy that wealth and honor, but at least there's compensation.

But what does an assistant teacher get in return?

'I chose poorly.'

Though I haven't been at it long, I'm certain: assistant teacher is not suitable as a cover identity.

At least the history teacher seems indebted to the department head, so I'm free during the day. But without such a connection, I would have been stuck in the research lab during daytime too. I've realized there are such terrible occupations in this world.

...No, can this even be called an occupation?

'The darkness of academia runs deep.'

I wonder how many assistant teachers must perish before one becomes a full teacher.

"Charles."

While contemplating whether to officially prohibit assistant teacher covers in the 2nd Section guidelines, a soft voice called from behind.

"Ah, Erico."

I turned around with a professional smile. A neatly dressed man, Erico Trian, one of the Academy faculty members.

Someone I've been meeting consistently since we first met a few days ago. We haven't spent enough time together to be close, but we're familiar enough with each other's faces.

"What a coincidence to see you here again."
"Haha. Indeed it is."

And we're on good enough terms to exchange pleasantries when we happen to meet.

'This lunatic.'

While maintaining my smile outwardly, I inwardly clicked my tongue. This is someone I would never associate with if not for work. In fact, I should kill him on sight.

Why would I willingly meet regularly with such a dreary man? Coincidence? There are no coincidences in this world—all encounters are calculated.

Unfortunately, the man before me is someone I must meet under the pretense of coincidence. He's the target of this operation, after all.

'Reactionary bastard.'

A pawn of the Red Wave.

I forcibly suppressed the instinctive revulsion rising within me. Showing even the slightest negative emotion here might cause this reactionary to disappear.

I still don't understand. How could someone with a noble surname, even an Academy faculty member, hold such ideologies? Was he hit in the head with a sword?

'Why should I care?'


Of course, I don't need to know. A soon-to-be-dead man's story is irrelevant. Every traitor has their own story, but most Imperial citizens couldn't care less about the meaningless tales of traitors.

"It's lunchtime now. Would you care to join me for a meal?"
"I'd be delighted."

I smiled at the reactionary who nodded calmly.

***

What is blue blood, and what is red blood?

In the past, when the first Emperor established the Muno Empire, was anyone born with blue blood from the beginning? No. The Muno Empire was a great nation where those called red-blooded gathered to subjugate the blue-blooded of that era.

Were all five first-class meritorious subjects who contributed to the founding of the Kfelopen Empire blue-blooded? No. Among the ancestors of today's dukes were those with red blood.

Were there no contributions from red blood to the achievements of the ruling class who boast of their blue blood? Impossible. Their victories, their prosperity—all came from the sacrifices of red blood.

'In the end, everyone should be red-blooded.'

In times of upheaval, heroes emerged not from stagnant blue blood but from red blood. The rule of blue blood was built on the dedication of red blood. If you trace the origins of blue blood far enough, you'll inevitably find red blood.

Yet why do the blue-blooded still rule, while the red-blooded continue to bow their heads?

'This cannot stand.'

Blue blood is not inherently superior to red blood. If it were, blue-blooded families would have remained blue-blooded forever, and red-blooded would have remained red-blooded throughout continental history.

When red blood rose to power, the continent faced upheaval. Therefore, we must eliminate the distinction between blue and red. We must remove the hierarchy and stand as equals.

Even if the method is radical, it must be done.

"Opportunities should be broader, shouldn't they? Isn't it a loss for the commoners, who make up the majority of the Empire, to remain stagnant in their positions?"

And there were those who secretly agreed with these ideals.

Charles Steiner, was it? An excellent young man. Yes, it is indeed a loss for the continent and humanity when the red-blooded majority remains bound by their innate stigma.

Though he still seems to be at the stage of being deceived by the hypocrisy of those called blue-blooded.

'It's not enough for opportunities to merely be broader.'

All opportunities must be spread. We must not depend on the scraps thrown to us by those who rule by trampling on red blood. We must seize opportunities ourselves and share them among ourselves.

But it's encouraging that he's reached the conclusion that opportunities should be broader on his own. Isn't that questioning the current reality and recognizing the need for change?

A young man like this could certainly progress if he had a comrade to guide him on the right path.

"I agree with your thinking, Charles. But to overcome a stagnant society and widespread poverty, we cannot remain bound by the limitations of the system."

And that comrade should rightfully be me.

"Those at the Academy are people who have developed their talents. It is Erico's mission to guide even one person onto the right path."

I recalled the words of the comrade who guided me to the Red Wave.

Yes, my mission. My mission is to open eyes that have been closed since birth, even if I must spill my blood to achieve it.

"The limitations of the system, you say?"

I nodded at Charles's questioning response.

"Yes. Since the system created the current situation, to move toward the future, we must break free from it."

To move from the outdated system of social status to a new era.

***

The reactionary finally disappeared after spouting rhetoric to the point of nauseating anyone watching. I hadn't expected him to fill the entire lunch hour.

"Your words were quite impressive, Erico."
"The pleasure was mine. It was a beneficial time for me as well."


After shaking hands one last time, I looked down at my hand and wiped it casually with a handkerchief.

'Idiot.'

I already knew it, but our conversation just confirmed it again. That guy is definitely an idiot.

How can every single word he speaks reek so strongly of red ideology? I just nodded along a bit, and he got excited and started rambling.

'Same as always.'

From the old days, the Red Wave has been difficult to locate, but once you pinpoint their position, identifying them is simple.

Their ideology shows in their speech and behavior, and if you prod them a little as I just did, they spill everything. When it's this easy to find them, I wonder what the previous section chief was doing when he wiped out entire villages.

'It sounds good, though.'

If you filter out the nonsense from Erico's words, they're not bad. Ultimately, isn't he saying that neglecting commoners simply because they're commoners is wasteful?

The Empire knows this too, which is why capable commoners are incorporated into the nobility. Conversely, nobles deemed too incompetent and corrupt are eliminated along with their entire family.

But that's not enough? We need to completely eliminate the distinction between blue blood and red blood?

"What nonsense."

I couldn't help but mutter in disbelief. Equal positions, equal opportunities, equal rights should be granted on the premise of having the appropriate abilities. If you just give rights to commoners who haven't even received proper education, how could society function properly?

Well, if they had the intelligence to understand this, they wouldn't be contaminated with such ideologies in the first place.

***

Hearing the 2nd Section Chief's report, I couldn't help but laugh.

"Why do they never evolve?"
- I wonder the same.

Those who rant about escaping outdated systems and entering a new era are the ones who change the least. These bastards have been spouting the same arguments for decades, even centuries.

Ironically, the Empire is more open to change than the Red Wave. After overthrowing Apels, which treated commoners like dogs, Kfelopen needed to show a different approach.

That's why free cities emerged, markets appeared, a parliament was established, and commoners could become nobles... anyway, that's how it is.

- We're searching for other spies, but currently Erico Trian appears to be the only one.
"That's a relief. Fewer lunatics in the Empire."
- I completely agree.

I smirked at the Section Chief's genuine shudder of relief.

Having clashed with the Red Wave so often, the 2nd Section Chief is among the executives who particularly despise them.

'Just one.'

I stopped smiling and stroked my chin. If the Section Chief says there's only one, that's probably accurate.

It's truly fortunate. Proof that the ratio of sane people in the Empire is overwhelmingly high.

'Is it obvious?'

The Red Wave, with its radical ideology, has made many blunders throughout its relatively long history. They once established a republic on the outskirts, but it was just blue-blooded people calling themselves revolutionaries, with no real improvement in commoners' conditions.

It's amazing they still talk about republicanism after that.

"Good work. Contact me immediately if anything happens."
- Understood.

I spoke up after recalling the dynamic history of the Red Wave.

What's the point of dwelling on their idiocy? We'll just round them all up and send them to the basement anyway.

'This will end soon.'

Now that we've successfully identified the most troublesome infiltrator, I can finally relax.

The reunion with the Intelligence Department Head was terrible.

In truth, I rarely communicated with the Intelligence Department Head for good reasons, but this time, my breath caught the moment I picked up the communication device.

"Audit Department Head. Is everything well at the Academy?"
"Ah, yes."

A haggard complexion, eyes burning with inexplicable anger, and a body swaying slightly from side to side. Perfect. The very image of complete overwork.

I almost couldn't respond properly at the sight of that miserable, pitiful appearance. Asking if the Academy was well—that didn't seem like something the most unwell person should be saying.

'How did he end up like that?'

If not for his gaze, I would have collapsed to the ground in tears. I knew overwork was his default state, but even so, this was too much.

"I see. That's a relief."

As he sighed softly in what seemed like genuine relief, I quietly lowered my gaze.

Such a sight is both heartbreaking and frightening. Perhaps because that appearance could be my future self.

'There's no need to show me.'

That kindness of showing me a future too terrifying to imagine. I'm so grateful I could cry.

No, perhaps the Intelligence Department Head also received such teachings from someone in his younger days. This is the will of overwork passed down through the Empire...

"If there were problems at the Academy too, it would have been quite troublesome."

Thanks to his lament steeped in overwork, I was able to stop my bizarre delusions.

"Is it the North?"

I cautiously spoke up as I watched the Intelligence Department Head massaging the back of his neck. If an issue was grinding down someone of department head rank like this, it could only be that. After all, there had been commotion about the North issue recently.

And in response to my words, the Intelligence Department Head quietly nodded.

"It seems right to prioritize the North over the Red Wave."

I didn't object since we shared the same thought. Between troublesome but defeatable rebels and the North that nearly ended the Empire, if forced to choose one, it would obviously be the North.

The only regrettable thing was that the Empire's—specifically the Special Affairs Ministry's—attention was too focused on the North. This would make it very difficult for me to receive support.

"Thanks to that, I had some trouble separating the Charcoal Division."
'Oh.'

As if reading my thoughts, the Intelligence Department Head continued.

A calm statement, but its content was anything but calm. I never expected him to send the Charcoal Division in a situation like this. I thought for sure the Charcoal Division would have been sent to the North too.

"I appreciate the consideration."
"This level of support is only natural. Don't worry about it."

He said not to worry, but the underlying meaning was clear: "I've provided this much support, so handle it without any issues." Both the Intelligence Department Head and I knew this fact.

Of course, I plan to handle it without issues. I'd be exhausted if things got noisy, so why would I deliberately cause a commotion?

Besides, three section chiefs were assigned. This is a mission impossible to fail even if we tried.

"I'll send them back quickly."
"That's very kind of you to say."

The Intelligence Department Head, who had been gloomy throughout our communication, was finally able to smile.

The discovery of a spy by Section Chief 2, and the Special Affairs Ministry's dispatch of the Charcoal Division. It was truly a double celebration I hadn't experienced in a long time, making me feel pleased.

"Isn't this excessive force?"

In contrast, Section Chief 1 tilted her head at the news of the Charcoal Division's arrival. While she was happy to see Section Chief 4, she questioned whether the Charcoal Division was really necessary.

"Who knows how many of them there will be. The more force, the better."


I answered firmly to Section Chief 1's words. Honestly, as she said, the Charcoal Division is excessive force to use against Red Wave nobodies.

Still, when we don't know if ten or a hundred of them will come, isn't it better to have more and stronger forces?

"They came during the Third Glory too."
"That's true."

When I mentioned the precedent, Section Chief 1 accepted it. Given that the Charcoal Division had already come during the Third Glory suppression, it wasn't particularly strange for them to mobilize regardless of the opponent. This is why precedents are important.

"It'll be over quickly!"

I found myself nodding at her words as she spoke with a giggle. It certainly would be over quickly.

The Charcoal Division had been known for their quick work since they were called Section 4. They even handled troublesome matters efficiently on their own.

"We might end up just watching again this time."

Besides, during the Third Glory suppression, they handled everything themselves. I just watched, and Section Chief 1 only conducted interrogations afterward.

The Red Wave might just get completely wiped out by the Charcoal Division in passing. I'd prefer if that happened.

"What do you mean 'we'? Leave me out of it."

While I was feeling proud of walking the path of an excellent salary thief, a voice steeped in fatigue came from beside me.

Glancing over, I saw Charles—no, Section Chief 2—with a furrowed brow.

"Out of the three of us, I'm the only one working my bones off—"
"Mr. Charles. Stop talking nonsense and eat your snack."

A cookie was shoved into Section Chief 2's mouth as he was about to start some heartfelt lament. Section Chief 1 physically cut him off, sensing his words would drag on.

"Did I do well?"
"Well done."

I gave her a thumbs up as she asked for praise. Section Chief 1 was right this time. We had a good atmosphere going, and he almost ruined it.

However, Section Chief 2, full of determination and resentment, chewed the cookie stuffed into his mouth a few times and swallowed it.

"I'm the only one working, just me!"

Then he raised his voice while pounding the desk. Though "pounding" is an exaggeration—it was more like tapping it with his palm.

"Sometimes you have to grind while others are having fun. Is this your first day as a bureaucrat?"

Since his indignation didn't particularly resonate with me, whether he pounded or raised his voice, my response was indifferent.

When people have different areas of responsibility, it's natural for someone to be grinding while others are resting. This guy has been a civil servant for quite some time, yet he doesn't know such basics.

Section Chief 1 seemed to agree, nodding continuously beside me, which made Section Chief 2 roughly rub his face.

"If I were suffering purely because of work, I wouldn't be like this. It's because of my cover identity, isn't it?"
"Because of your cover?"

For a moment I wondered what he meant, but then something came to mind.

"I heard Charles would return after dinner."

A few days after we started extracting Section Chief 2, I had a conversation with Gerhardt.

"Ah, yes. The laboratory doesn't distinguish between day and night, so even after dinner is fine."
"That's good. I was worried that I was keeping him during the day and preventing him from fulfilling his role."

From what I heard, it seemed the assistant teacher was working hard at night too. Working during both day and night made me wonder if he was properly taking care of his free time or sleep.

Anyway, since Section Chief 2 seemed to be doing well as an assistant teacher, I let it go. He needed to act like an assistant teacher so others wouldn't find it strange.

'What could have happened?'

But for him to vent his frustrations like this, I wondered what exactly was going on.


"Come on, you just have to stay in the laboratory, right? Isn't that comfortable?"

Unlike me, who was seriously pondering the situation, Section Chief 1 opened her mouth with a smirk, seemingly unaware of the gravity of the situation.

Or did she know and was just acting like this?

"That place is a prison, a prison."

Section Chief 2 seemed to share my thoughts as he barely managed to answer while shuddering.

But calling it a prison is too harsh. How can you compare a laboratory to a prison?

'Even prisoners have human rights.'

But graduate students don't. The prison wins.

However, seeing the two of them starting to grab each other's collars and hair, I couldn't bring myself to say those words.

***

With trembling hands, I unwrapped the bandage tied around my shoulder.

The wound I received in the North was healing unusually slowly. Probably due to the magic used by high-ranking shamans.

'Finally.'

But that wasn't important. What mattered was that the wound had completely healed.

My heart raced only after confirming that not a single scar remained on my shoulder. Because now I could go to him.

"The injury is more severe than I thought. Rest until you've recovered."
"Understood."

During combat in the North, several members including myself were injured. Not critically, but recovery was strangely slow. As a result, the entire Charcoal Division returned to the Capital.

It's Northern shamanism, painless but full of unknowns. Since we don't know how it might affect us later, it's appropriate to receive treatment in the Capital. So I was planning to take a breather during this opportunity, but—

"It seems I'll have to find another unit for the Academy dispatch."
"...Pardon?"

My heart raced as soon as I heard those words. Academy dispatch? It's too obvious who this dispatch was meant to meet.

I strongly insisted to the Special Affairs Minister that there was no need to find another unit, that I would move immediately, but it wasn't accepted. The reason being that if I pushed myself and it led to permanent injury, it would be a critical loss.

Still, fortunately or unfortunately, the entire Special Affairs Ministry was so focused on the North that they couldn't find a unit to replace the Charcoal Division. How desperate the situation must be for me, still recovering, to be the most available personnel.

"...I'll dispatch you once your injury heals. But if it takes too long, I'll have no choice but to find another solution."
"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

That was enough. The vague condition of "if it takes too long." The Special Affairs Minister had already decided to send the Charcoal Division.

In reality, the treatment period was longer than the healer's estimate, but no unit appeared to replace the Charcoal Division. I was relieved. I hadn't lost the opportunity to see the Department Head.

"Don't push yourself too hard. Not getting injured is most important."

Then I needed to focus on recovering from my wound. The Department Head would worry even if we got the smallest injury.

The image of him wiping my wound area with worried eyes. I loved that warm touch so much, but I didn't want to see those sad eyes again.

'Department Head.'

I bowed my head, tightly gripping the bandage without a drop of blood on it. I want to see his face full of joy at seeing me, not clouded with worry.

And now I can. As the Special Affairs Minister promised, I can move now.

'...Master.'

I'm coming to see you now.

I received a call from the Section Chief of the 4th Section that night.

"I should arrive by tomorrow's lunch."
"Oh, really?"

I nodded absently at those words, then belatedly felt something off. I'd only heard today that they were sending the Charcoal Division, but they'd arrive by tomorrow's lunch?

The distance from the Capital to the Academy takes several days even by carriage. Even the closest teleportation magic circle to the Academy is a considerable distance away.

'Were they somewhere else?'

Yes, they might have been on an operation nearby when they received the dispatch order. Or perhaps they didn't depart today but several days ago.

Either way, what does it matter? The important thing is that the Section Chief of the 4th Section and the Charcoal Division are coming.

"That's good news. The sooner we meet, the better for me."

I'm not just saying that—I genuinely mean it. If I could, I'd send a teleportation mage to bring them here even faster.

Until now, I've been controlling the 1st and 2nd Section Chiefs alone. They've been surprisingly quiet, but those two are like ticking time bombs that could explode at any moment. I can't let my guard down.

In this situation, having the 4th Section Chief arrive means I can finally catch my breath. The ratio of lunatics to sane people will be balanced. From 2-to-1 to 2-to-2.

"It's an honor."

When I expressed my sincere feelings, the 4th Section Chief bowed.

If only this one were still part of the Audit Department, I'd add a bonus. Years have passed, but I still regret it.

"Shall we meet in the forest where we met last time?"

I spoke while trying to calm my bitter feelings. Since they're coming as a group rather than individually, meeting at the Academy would be problematic. It would attract too much attention.

Fortunately, there's the forest we used as a meeting point during The Third Glory, which should be sufficient.

"Yes, I'll head there."
"Good. See you at lunch."

Since it's mealtime, I should bring something to eat. They'll probably make do with combat rations otherwise.

Luise's cookies—would be insufficient for the entire Charcoal Division, so I'll need to stop by a store.

'I should bring the 1st Section Chief too.'

He's basically unemployed right now, so it's fine to bring him along. The 2nd Section Chief is busy, so I'll leave her be.

Thanks to this, I picked up the communication device I had just put down on my desk. If I suddenly took him tomorrow, he'd make a fuss about non-work activities.

"Department Head?"
"Yeah, it's me."

Besides, leaving him alone somewhere else makes me uneasy.

Fortunately, the 1st Section Chief followed without much resistance.

What a good section chief. As a reward, I'll grant you the privilege of carrying some of my luggage.

"You called me to make me do this, didn't you?"
"Yes."

I answered concisely to the 1st Section Chief's grumbling beside me.

In truth, I'm bringing him along because I'd be anxious leaving him behind, but if I said that, he'd get upset. So I'm just treating him as a porter. That's better for both of us.

Still, perhaps because the food was for the 4th Section Chief, the 1st Section Chief followed without escaping, despite his complaints.

'What's with him?'

I glanced at the 1st Section Chief briefly before turning my gaze forward again. His relationships always surprise me whenever I think about them.

Isn't he close with the Crown Princess as a senior? Isn't he friends with the 4th Section Chief? He seems to befriend only people who don't match his personality.

Come to think of it, the Crown Princess has silver hair, and the 4th Section Chief has gray hair. This one has white hair.

'Do they connect through their hair?'

It seems like people with similar hair colors stick together.

...Wait, then the 3rd Section Chief...


"Ugh, why did you buy so much?"

My thoughts were starting to drift in a direction that would make the 3rd Section Chief very upset, but the 1st Section Chief's timely complaint stopped me.

Sorry, 3rd Section Chief. I'll stop hitting your head with wet hands for a while.

"With this many people, we need at least this much."
"Anyone watching would think you're donating to an orphanage."

Hearing that, I checked the food we were carrying. One bundle in each of my hands, and one in each of the 1st Section Chief's hands. Four bundles in total.

Is it a lot? I'm not sure. If anything, it might be too little for people working in the field.

"It might not even be enough for one meal."
"Wow..."

The 1st Section Chief let out an admiring sigh at my response.

What's wrong? It really does seem too little.

***

I know the Department Head has cherished the Charcoal Division since the 4th Section days. He must have many memories tied to the 4th Section, which I completely understand. I understand, but...

'The direction of his affection...'

Something seems off. It doesn't feel like how one treats a cherished subordinate or colleague. It's not even how one treats a tool. It's more like the look one gives to an orphan shivering in the street.

Wondering if that poor orphan might come to harm, or if they might be too hungry to move—that kind of sentiment.

'Though there are orphans among them.'

The 4th Section has quite a few orphans. Even Penelia became an orphan during the Great Punitive War. The Department Head specifically gathered such children.

Of course, that's ancient history now. They're now quasi-nobles who can live comfortably anywhere. If the personnel of the Special Affairs Ministry, the Emperor's limbs, were to live in poverty, the Empire would be on the brink of collapse.

"Should I have brought the 2nd Section Chief too?"
"There would definitely be leftovers then."

I quickly shook my head at the Department Head, who seemed to be seriously considering it.

The current amount is enough not just for one meal but for an entire day. Knowing the 4th Section's personality, they'll probably force themselves to eat everything, thinking, "We can't waste what the Department Head gave us!"

And if we bring more than this? That would be torture. Someone would definitely throw up.

'They really lack flexibility.'

They're truly diligent and perceptive kids. Their only flaw is that they're blunt and serious, perhaps taking after Penelia, but they're good kids nonetheless.

It's just that they resemble Penelia too much, to the point where their loyalty to the Department Head borders on fanaticism.

'How did such kids gather together?'

It's genuinely puzzling. Did the Department Head specifically choose such kids, or did they awaken to this state after spending time with him?

If it's the former, the Department Head's insight is terrifying; if it's the latter, his charm is frightening. Either way, it's because of the Department Head.

"I should buy more—"
"Let's go, the kids will be waiting."

I barely managed to stop the Department Head from turning back. What's the point of buying more when we don't have hands to carry it?

'He's like a grandmother.'

The desire to feed them just a little more. From the perspective of both the eater and the observer, it's excessive generosity.

For some reason, I sensed a familiar grandmother's aura from the familiar Department Head...

***

Things have gone wrong.

That's the conclusion I've reached after careful consideration. They've gone terribly wrong. No, it's not just wrong—it's catastrophic.

"I think we'll have a new comrade. A friend who is more than qualified to become a talent for the new world."
"Haha, is that so?"

The words "that's nonsense" rose to the tip of my tongue, but I didn't say them. That's enough. I'm free to think whatever I want internally.


But Erico's expression, so calm and seemingly delighted, was utterly ridiculous.

Yes, as Erico said, this friend might indeed be qualified to become a talent.

'But a talent for this world.'

It's just unfortunate that they'll be a talent for maintaining the current world, not the new world Erico envisions.

'This charade will end soon.'

This year's Academy freshmen were impressive. With the Empire's prince, foreign princes, and even the next Holy One enrolling, how could it be considered modest?

The leadership was ecstatic about this. They said that if we could successfully carry out our plan with these symbols of the filthy class system gathered, we could show our resolve to the continent.

'Fools.'

I was astounded by such simplistic thinking. Did they think they were the only ones with such thoughts? Of course, the other side would think the same.

Sure enough, not long after the entrance ceremony, the Empire sent a heavyweight. They sent the head of the Audit Department under the pretext of being an inspector.

I almost grabbed the back of my neck in shock at the appearance of such an unimaginable figure. Yet the leadership only reacted by saying there were more targets to stain with red blood, without any other countermeasures.

'As always, only those on the ground suffer.'

Due to their foolish response, I alone trembled with anxiety. The head of the Audit Department is right beside me. An opponent who might tear my throat out at any moment is nearby.

In this worst-case scenario, Erico was busy spreading republicanism. Charitably speaking, he was dedicated to his role; frankly speaking, he was oblivious.

Spreading republicanism in the presence of the Audit Department Head? Is he truly insane?

'How have we survived until now...'

Fortunately, the Audit Department Head seemed focused on monitoring foreign students and didn't deal with Erico or me. Of course, I had been keeping a low profile since the Audit Department Head arrived, so there was nothing to catch.

As I spent each day clutching my trembling heart—

"By the way, Robin. There's a friend named Charles Steiner. He's a new assistant teacher who just arrived."

As soon as I heard Erico's words, I had a premonition.

'It's over.'

A new assistant teacher in the middle of the semester? That could happen. An assistant teacher for Gerhardt, who usually doesn't have assistants? That could happen too. The fact that Gerhardt has recently become close with the Audit Department Head? Yes, that could also happen.

But a newly arrived assistant teacher wandering around frequently, and that assistant teacher becoming friends with Erico? No matter how I think about it, when such events occur in succession, it's not coincidence. It's deliberate.

'I've held out for a long time.'

Until now, I've been anxious about when the Audit Department might barge in, but now that it's right in front of me, I feel empty. They say people should learn to let go appropriately, and it's true.

Of course, I don't plan to die like this.

'I haven't been caught yet.'

Unlike Erico, I've really, really kept a low profile. My role was more surveillance than sabotage.

However, escaping is impossible. Disappearing at this time would only arouse suspicion, and escaping from the Audit Department once they've drawn their swords is impossible.

Then there's only one way.

"I actually disliked republicanism."

I muttered, staring blankly at the ceiling. I might as well defect.

The Empire is surprisingly merciful to those who surrender. If I bow my head and say I was a fool who dreamed a vain dream and want to be embraced by His Majesty the Emperor, I can survive.

Fortunately, the information I have is quite useful. I never expected to rise to this position when I joined the Red Wave just to make a living.

'Damn it.'

Recalling my past choices, I couldn't help but lament. I must have been crazy to commit to such a foolish group.

When kids from my village enrolled in the Academy, I was truly shocked. Those children, younger than me, succeeded without straying onto strange paths.

'It's too late for regrets now.'

I'm just grateful those children don't recognize me.


Is this a dream?

I was so bewildered that I thought it might be. Instinctively, my hand twitched to pinch my cheek, but I managed to resist because there were eyes watching me.

However, the man before me must have misinterpreted my movement, as he shrank back even more and bowed his head lower.

'What is this?'

Normally, I would have reassured him that it was fine and told him to raise his head, that there was no need for such formality. When someone older than me becomes too intimidated, the respect for elders deeply ingrained in me weeps.

Of course, this respect only activates for decent elders. The indecent ones are excluded.

"The Red Wave, you say?"

Yes, the reactionary before me is an exception.

"Y-yes. I'm Robin, a mid-level officer of the Red Wave."

He bowed his head even lower, as if trying to demonstrate how far he could go.

I barely managed to suppress a laugh that almost escaped. It still sounds absurd.

'A mid-level officer.'

Officer. And mid-level at that, which means he holds a high position within the Red Wave. Except for the single leader and the few high-level officers who serve closest to the leader, he's positioned at the very top.

In other words, he's a genuine republican reactionary. And such a person is voluntarily surrendering?

'Is this a deception?'

I was suspicious enough to think that. A sudden visit to my quarters by a stranger, a sudden declaration of conscience. It's too random and too positive to not be suspicious.

I know my luck well. There's no way such good fortune would come to me. I could understand if a spy I'd found tried to escape, but for a spy I hadn't even identified to come to me voluntarily?

'It seems too sloppy for a deception.'

But it's strange to call it a deception. These people are so blinded by their beliefs that they don't hesitate to carry out suicide attacks. They have no history of surrender.

And suddenly a mid-level officer surrenders? Even I, who's receiving the surrender, am full of doubt and questions—how could this deception work?

"A traitor surrendering."

I spoke after organizing my thoughts for a moment.

If I can't figure out his intentions, I'll just make him spill them. Whether it's deception or sincerity, the fact that this reactionary walked into my quarters on his own doesn't change.

"Does someone who defied the mandate of heaven have anywhere to return to?"

Interrogation isn't my specialty, but if I press him a bit, something should come out.

The title of Audit Department Head works wonders for intimidation.

***

"Does someone who defied the mandate of heaven have anywhere to return to?"

The Audit Department Head's words made my blood run cold.

Simple words, but in the current situation, they were more lethal than anything else. A declaration that he would not accept the surrender of a traitor.

'Damn it.'

The Empire is generous to those who surrender. If you admit your wrongdoing and return to the Emperor's embrace, you're gladly forgiven. That's the principle the Empire upholds.

But would that principle apply in the current situation?

'It depends on the Audit Department Head's will.'

The current person in charge is the Audit Department Head. The Empire will have to rely on his report. Whether he accepts my surrender or kills me, it ultimately depends on how he reports it.

If he kills me here and reports that "the traitor resisted and was shot," the Empire will simply accept it and move on. Unfortunately, it's all too natural for the Red Wave to refuse surrender and die.


Moreover, it's the Audit Department. It has always been the Audit Department that beat the Red Wave like dogs. Although the current head has never participated in suppressing the Red Wave, he's still from the same department. He must have some hostility toward the Red Wave, even if to a lesser degree.

'To think this is the better option.'

I feel like biting my tongue in this insane situation. A surrender with a high probability of death—to think such a choice is the best option.

Still, it's better than fleeing and being caught and killed, or staying put and having my head cut off. At least I have time to speak. Time to show all the cards I hold.

'This is my karma.'

If only I hadn't joined this crazy group in the first place, I wouldn't be going through this.

"I sincerely regret my choice and wish to be loyal to His Majesty."

"Well, anyone can claim to be loyal with words."

A lukewarm response, but expected. There's no way he'd be persuaded when I haven't shown anything yet.

"Of course, I don't expect to escape my crimes with mere words."

That's a lie. I'm full of intentions to escape with words. I need to sell everything I know, everything that might earn sympathy, to survive.

Fortunately, I have no record of causing casualties. I mostly worked in the rear or served as a lookout.

"I was immature and foolish, swayed by the words of traitors, but I've belatedly realized the right path."

After that, I moved my mouth desperately, with the determination that if my words stopped even for a moment, my head would be cut off too.

I'm a sinner, I'm a fool and uneducated who was momentarily swayed, but I've never harmed innocent imperial citizens, and as a mid-level officer, I know a lot of information, and so on.

"I'm more proud of my life as a security guard at the Academy than as an officer of the Red Wave."

I spoke of my past years as if they were trash. They actually were trash.

And at those words, a gleam appeared in the Audit Department Head's eyes.

***

The officer was really talking non-stop... what was his name again? Robin? Anyway, I just listened quietly to the reactionary's words. He was spilling everything without me even having to prod him, so there was no need to intervene.

As expected, my title as Audit Department Head worked wonders, but at the same time, I felt a bit bitter that it was so effective. My notoriety must be truly immense...

"I'm more proud of my life as a security guard at the Academy than as an officer of the Red Wave."

With those words that popped out, my complicated thoughts cleared up.

'So it was this bastard.'

The one who would have cooperated from within when the Red Wave attacked the Academy in the original story. Not that Erico guy or whatever, but this one was the main player.

A mid-level officer position, a disguise as a security guard. Perfect for creating a crisis for the protagonist.

'That was dangerous.'

As my thoughts extended that far, I felt both relief and a chill. This could have gone terribly wrong.

This officer named Robin had been keeping such a low profile that even the Section Chief of the 2nd Section couldn't find him. If I had been careless thinking Erico was the only spy, I would have been betrayed at a critical moment.

'What about the original story?'

At this point, the state of the Academy in the original story is concerning. It's already tearful enough being targeted by five organizations, but the security guard is a republican spy? What kind of place is this?

It seems like quite a few people would have lost their heads as the series progressed. Maybe even the principal would have been replaced. What a pity.

"Enough."

I cut off Robin who was about to say something more and shook my head. I've heard all I needed to hear.

But Robin's face turned pale, perhaps thinking my response was a death sentence. In truth, before hearing about the security guard, I had been contemplating how to handle this.

'It's a genuine surrender.'


I was convinced. This wasn't a deception or anything like that, but a major escape by an officer who had realized the situation.

If he wanted to betray us, it would be more effective to keep quiet and strike when the time came, rather than making a fake surrender. If he abandoned that method and came running, it must be a genuine surrender.

I wonder why he suddenly surrendered when he would have been quite active in the original story, but then again, the Five Pillars collapsed with the spectacular self-destruction of the hawks. Perhaps this is a similar case.

"It's better to realize your mistakes late than never to realize them at all."

Robin's face brightened at my words. It meant I would acknowledge both his crimes and his repentance.

Yes, it would have been better if he hadn't joined the Red Wave in the first place, but isn't it something that he's escaping midway? Others die shouting republicanism until their last breath.

"If your loyalty to His Majesty the Emperor is sincere, follow me."

"Ah, yes!"

But I still needed to make one final confirmation.

Interrogation isn't my specialty. Robin's surrender seems sincere, but it's better to be certain.

So I handed him over to an expert in the field.

"I don't see the typical madness of the Red Wave. His surrender seems genuine."

Upon hearing that another spy had been discovered, the Section Chief of the 2nd Section rushed in with fire in his eyes. He seemed furious that he hadn't found the spy despite looking himself.

As a reaction, the Section Chief thoroughly interrogated Robin, and thanks to that, we could reconfirm that it was a sincere surrender, not some other trick.

Only then did I feel relieved. The job isn't done until you've cross-verified.

"Wow, I didn't expect there to be another one."

The Section Chief of the 1st Section, who was watching from the side, muttered in amazement.

Actually, I'm amazed too. It's surprising that the Red Wave planted two spies in the Academy, and even more surprising that the Section Chief of the 2nd Section missed one. He's not the type to do sloppy work.

"There aren't more, right?"

When I asked casually, the Section Chief of the 2nd Section nodded firmly.

"No, there aren't. I'm certain this time."

As he turned his gaze to Robin, Robin nodded vigorously under the Section Chief's glare.

"Yes! There really aren't any more! Only Erico and I are at the Academy!"

I almost quietly turned away at his desperate appearance. Not a single drop of blood was shed, yet why does he look so desperate? It's really strange...

"Unlike that Erico, he's a big shot directly connected to the leadership."

Regardless, the Section Chief of the 2nd Section continued while glaring at Robin. He certainly is a big shot. We've killed officers before, but this is the first time we've captured one alive.

"Enough to spread disinformation."

It's also encouraging that the only officer who has been captured—or more precisely, surrendered—is a mid-level officer. Not someone who just receives one-sided orders from the leadership, but someone at a level where two-way communication is possible.

So there's no need to wait endlessly for the Red Wave to come. As the Section Chief of the 2nd Section said, we can spread disinformation through Robin and lure them in.

"Now we can end this."

The Charcoal Division is also on standby to smash their heads when we lure them in. The annoying and troublesome task is now coming to an end.

"If you had found him first, it would have ended sooner."

"Damn it."

Seeing the Section Chief of the 2nd Section grinding his teeth, I felt a warmth in a corner of my heart. It's also a joy to have something to tease the Section Chief of the 2nd Section with after a long time.

This is a topic I can use for at least three months. I should tell the Deputy Head too.

When the continent was first created, there was no high or low upon it.

When humans were created on the continent, there were no masters and no servants.

When the human empire was established, the first Emperor was a commoner known as the Red Blood.

That is why red is the center of the world. The present is merely chaos led by mutations, where the blue mutation suppresses the red.

Someday, the red will rise again. The world will return to its rightful path.

- This appears to be from the Red Manifesto.

And now the time has come to take that great step.

"Are you certain?"
- Yes, Commander.

His firm nod conveyed deep conviction. As if there would be no second chance if not now.

Junior officer Robin. An agent who had infiltrated the Academy several years ago, a comrade supporting Comrade Erico who spreads the righteous ideology.

If Comrade Robin says so, it must be certain. Comrade Robin has always been cautious until now. He's also the one who opposed other senior and junior officers' proposals to attack the Academy.

- After the Inter-class Competition, there are no major events. There's no need to concentrate security forces anymore.

This means the concentrated forces will loosen, making infiltration easier. It's a convincing argument, so I listened quietly.

Of course, it's only relatively looser—Academy security itself remains strict. But the fact that it's reduced from normal is important enough.

It would be convenient if there were a complete gap in Academy security. But if we wait only for such luck, we cannot create waves.

- And I've been assigned to guard the west gate for the time being.
"As expected of Comrade Robin. Impressive."

I couldn't help but smile at this encouraging news.

Infiltrating Comrade Robin into the Academy was a risky gamble. It meant sending an important officer into enemy territory unprotected, and we couldn't utilize Comrade Robin's intellect during the indefinite infiltration period.

But the gamble paid off. A path to the Academy has opened.

- I've also confirmed a good route for concealment.

Comrade Robin raised a map and traced each step of the route from our hideout to the Academy's west gate.

'Excellent.'

I felt satisfaction at this thorough preparation. Though we'll need to make adjustments based on the situation and scale, having this framework makes operations easier.

- We can make final preparations in this forest.

After explaining at length, Comrade Robin pointed to a forest near the Academy.

It's certainly a good location. It has adequate space for comrades to prepare and is optimal for immediately attacking the Academy.

"Well done, Comrade Robin. Thanks to you, we're closer to our cause."
- Your words are too kind.

Seeing him bow his head humbly made me even more satisfied.

These are the comrades who share our ideals. This is proof that we walk the righteous path, proof that heaven has chosen us.

"Next time, let's meet in person rather than through a communication orb."
- Yes, Commander. I'll be waiting.

Next time, there will be no need for such communication. I will visit the Academy directly and personally commend Comrade Robin.

"Until the red wave soaks the earth."

Before ending the communication, I offered the final greeting. A slogan that inspires comrades' enthusiasm and reminds them of our cause.

- Until the red wave soaks the earth.

Comrade Robin's face reddened, seemingly overcome with emotion.

***

What a tacky slogan. Who came up with that?

"May the Great Emperor's light be with you."

Suddenly, the Empire's official slogan came to mind. I guess we're not in a position to judge others.


"It's over."

Robin, who had been holding the communication orb, carefully spoke up. I pretended not to notice his reddened face. I'd be embarrassed too if I had to say such a slogan in front of others.

I nodded at Robin, who was full of embarrassment and tension, and gave him a thumbs up. His face brightened quickly.

He must have been quite nervous. Understandable, given the situation.

'Not everyone can be a double agent.'

In fact, not everyone can be a regular spy, let alone a double agent.

Being a regular spy is hard enough, but being a double agent is something else. Twice the hardship, twice the pressure. Not an enviable "two-for-one" deal.

"The Commander said he's coming personally. And when the Commander moves, senior officers always accompany him."
"A good opportunity."

This is the best possible outcome. I was worried he might just send one officer while hiding himself, but bravely enough, they're all coming together.

'Idiot.'

He's the type to go all-in when gambling. There's only a thin line between bravery and recklessness.

But it doesn't matter from our perspective. We'll capture the Commander and senior officers all at once, and the rest doesn't matter. If the division and regiment commanders die, what difference do a few battalion commanders make?

"We just need to wait."

As I turned my attention to the map, Robin quickly unfolded it and turned it toward me.

Now that I think of him as someone who's completely defected to our side, I feel sorry for him. He's quick-witted and sharp. He could have done well as a civil servant, but why did he make such a wrong first choice?

"I guess I'll die without ever seeing the Academy."
"I suppose so."

While my sympathy for Robin was growing, the Section 1 Chief, who had also turned his attention to the map, hummed.

I looked at the map, specifically at the forest Robin had pointed out last. If anyone could break through that forest and reach the Academy, that would be impressive in its own way.

"If someone has the ability to break through there, I'd have to acknowledge them."

A nameless forest, simultaneously a magical boundary where the Charcoal Division is currently stationed.

If there's someone who can escape the Charcoal Division's ambush in the forest, I'd have to acknowledge them. It's vexing that such ability is used for treason, but I'd at least be willing to applaud.

Before hunting them down and killing them, of course.

"Let's go."

I patted the Section 1 Chief's back and started walking. Honestly, the Section 4 Chief could handle it well even if the Red Wave suddenly appeared, but it's only right to inform him in advance.

"Again today...?"

The Section 1 Chief looked at me with an exasperated expression.

"You could just tell him through the communication orb."
"Then I couldn't bring him food."

I'm just telling him on my way to deliver food anyway.

***

Back when I was the senior team leader of Section 4, not the deputy commander of the Charcoal Division, the Department Head used to say:

"When something good happens, something bad follows, and when something bad happens, something good follows."

That's right. The Department Head is always right.

Those of us who hit rock bottom due to war or congenital poverty lived the worst possible lives. But the Department Head took us in and gave us new lives. A prime example of good covering bad.

But bad things also follow good things. We lost the name of Section 4 and were transferred to the Special Affairs Ministry. Being separated from the person who gave us new lives—how terrible.

Still, we endured. With hope that good things would come again. With faith that we could return to the Department Head's side.

...Why am I suddenly thinking about this?

"Here, I brought some again today."
"Thank you, Department Head."

Seeing the Commander bow to the Department Head up ahead, I realized.

Ah, that's why.


"It's going to pile up again today."
"Something that big won't fit in."

I found myself nodding unconsciously to the whispered conversation of the members beside me.

Since we started our station in the forest, the Department Head has visited us every day. Such a touching and grateful thing. We should be the ones serving him, yet the Department Head always came with both hands full.

Yes, every time. Both hands. Full.

"You guys probably eat poorly during operations. At least eat this."

As the Department Head said, we tend to eat modestly during operations. It's unavoidable since being too full hinders our activities.

We've been on so many operations that eating lightly has become a habit, but how could we refuse the Department Head's gifts?

"That's a lot."
"If we eat sparingly, it could last for days, right?"
"Don't leave leftovers from what the Department Head gave us. Eat it all."

It was enough for several days, but it would be a waste if it spoiled. So for that one day, we exceeded our stomach capacity—

"Here's today's portion."

We realized something was wrong from the next day.

Those who usually ate little had barely managed to eat everything by opening their stomachs for one day. But the same amount came again.

"......"
"...What should we do?"

A serious discussion arose around the pile of food. It's one thing to eat this much for a day, but it's impossible to eat this amount two days in a row. And from the looks of it, it seemed like it would continue for three or four days.

But leave it? How dare we neglect the Department Head's gifts?

Then refuse? Which impudent fool would say such a thing to the Department Head?

"Eat it."

In the end, there was only one answer. Starting with the Commander, one by one, we sat down and had to choke on the Department Head's overflowing love.

Then the next day—

"Everyone's eating well. Is it not enough?"
"No, it's fine."

And the day after that—

"It seemed insufficient, so I brought more today."
"Thank you."

We realized our limit was about four days.

"...Anyone want more?"
"Deputy Commander, you should set an example..."

Even the members who had been eating forcefully began to quietly look away.

Even the Commander couldn't say anything. The Commander, who had been moving his hands without stopping, now chewed and swallowed as slowly as possible.

'When something good happens, something bad also...'

It's good to be able to help the Department Head. Very good. But this trial is not particularly good.

And it seems Enen also thought this was enough.

"They'll be coming soon."

At those words, all the members' eyes fixed on the Department Head.

"Since it includes the Commander and senior officers, just process them all. Capture them alive if possible."

He added that we could kill them if necessary, just don't let them escape, but honestly, that part didn't register well.

The Red Wave is coming. If we catch them, our mission ends. Although it's regrettable to part with the Department Head, we can at least get time to digest.

'Those bastards.'

Come to think of it, it's their fault to begin with. Isn't this happening because they targeted a place where the Department Head is?

Anger rises. I hate these traitors who made us endure unnecessary trials. Other members probably feel the same.

We'll catch them all and hand them over to Section 1 Chief. Bastards, let them taste the fires of hell.

I discovered that the Red Wave's infiltrator at the Academy had been exposed. A high-ranking official who had remained hidden surrendered voluntarily. We fed false information to the Red Wave's leadership, luring them into a trap. The Charcoal Division was waiting with sharpened blades, ready for the traitors to arrive.

Perfect. Unless Enen had been compromised by the Red Wave, there was no way the operation could fail with such thorough preparations.

'Fully prepared.'

Somehow the phrase "fully prepared" felt like an ominous flag, but it was merely my personal anxiety.

"They've been captured?"
- Yes. We've captured 13 people including their leader, and killed 24. There are no escapees.

So the operation ended without any problems whatsoever.

'What's going on?'

Just as I was about to lie down in bed, my communication device suddenly lit up. Wondering what was happening, I answered it to find the Section Chief of the 4th Section.

The Section Chief's report left me momentarily speechless. The operation had good results, but the process was bizarrely unusual.

'Once again...'

Once again, I didn't do anything. It wasn't just that I didn't get involved because I was commanding from behind—I literally had no idea they were coming and only heard the report after everything was done.

This was exactly the salary-thief situation I'd dreamed of, but now that I was experiencing it, the feeling was strange. This went beyond just getting paid for doing nothing—it made me look incompetent. How could I not know about traitors appearing nearby?

"I thought it was two days from now."

Suppressing my complicated feelings and self-doubt, I carefully spoke. The Red Wave was supposed to attack the Academy two days from now. Robin had definitely said he would lead them there then, so I was certain.

Had I misunderstood? Or had I been so careless that I didn't realize two days had already passed?

If that were the case, it would be my incompetence, and I should take responsibility and resign. The worst possibility was that Robin had deceived us and was actually a triple agent.

- We're still confirming, but it appears to have been a unilateral decision by their leadership.
"Ah."

I could breathe a sigh of relief at those words. So they just charged in without telling Robin.

'Are they insane?'

They proceeded without communicating with the field commander? They must not be right in the head.

Well, I suppose someone who becomes the leader of the Red Wave couldn't be normal in the first place.

"I'll be right there. I need to see this for myself."
- Yes, sir.

The communication ended with the Section Chief bowing his head.

I was still bewildered. I knew it would end quickly with all the advantages stacked in our favor, but I never expected it to conclude this rapidly.

It felt like charging up an ultimate skill, taking enhancement potions, entering the boss room—only to find a dialogue event and then it's over. Convenient but empty. What is this?

"Hey."
- Mmm? Director?

When I urgently contacted the Section Chief of the 1st Section, he answered in a half-asleep state.

"We caught the Red Wave. Just need you to come."

Two sentences were enough to turn the Section Chief's half-closed eyes into full moons.

I headed to the forest, bringing along Robin who needed to confirm the faces of the leader and senior officials, and the Section Chief of the 2nd Section who had been groaning in Gerhardt's laboratory. I didn't ask why he was in the lab so late at night.

"Director."
"Ah, good work."

As we approached the forest, a Charcoal Division member on guard duty greeted us.

After patting his shoulder a few times as I passed by, the Section Chief of the 1st Section beside me quietly spoke.

"He looks fine. Must have been a one-sided fight."
"Indeed."

The Charcoal Division member we just passed looked completely unscathed, both in appearance and demeanor. They might have deliberately assigned someone who looked presentable for guard duty, but if there had been a struggle or casualties, he wouldn't have looked so calm.

As the Section Chief of the 1st Section said, it seems the Red Wave was crushed before they could even put up a fight. Why did they come two days early?

"Damn them. I was organizing data since they were supposed to come in two days."

I pretended not to hear the resentful muttering of the Section Chief of the 2nd Section. He's practically become a graduate student at this point.

Despite all their blundering, the Red Wave managed to break at least one Section Chief's mental state. Does the 2nd Section Chief just have bad chemistry with the Red Wave?

"Director, over there."

I turned my gaze to where the Section Chief of the 1st Section was pointing and saw a pile of bodies, with people kneeling in front of them.


Thirteen people, just as the Section Chief of the 4th Section had reported. There they are.

"Ah, Director."
"The Director is here. Stand up."

The Charcoal Division members all looked up at once, apparently having heard the Section Chief of the 1st Section's voice.

Even those who were sitting and resting started to stand, but I waved my hand to make them sit back down. This level of respect is too much for a salary thief like me—it's embarrassing.

"Penelia!"

As I walked toward the Section Chief of the 4th Section, the Section Chief of the 1st Section ran ahead.

"Wow, you caught a lot?"

Of course, this was more an expression of joy at new toys rather than happiness at seeing a friend he meets every day.

"More died than expected. Is this number okay?"
"It's plenty! As long as it's not fewer than five!"

At those words, I glanced at the people presumed to be Red Wave members. 2.6 times more than five. The Section Chief of the 1st Section's joy must be 2.6 times greater too.

"Director."

The Section Chief of the 4th Section approached with the Section Chief of the 1st Section still clinging to her and bowed her head. What are they, a yeti and Pepe? Why are they stuck together like that?

Judging by the slight furrowing of the Section Chief of the 4th Section's brow, she seemed uncomfortable, but she didn't push her friend away harshly. She's kind-hearted.

"Good work. I should have helped."
"Not at all. We were able to handle it smoothly thanks to the information you provided, Director."

This made me even more embarrassed. In truth, I wouldn't have had that information if Robin hadn't voluntarily surrendered.

I awkwardly responded with a smile and turned my attention to Robin, who had been keeping his mouth shut all this time.

"Are these the right people?"
"Ah, yes. They are."

Robin's expression as he answered looked quite complicated. Guilt for betraying former comrades? No, it wasn't that kind of soft, warm emotion.

'He must be confused too.'

His expression seemed to ask, "Why are these guys here?" These people shouldn't be here at this time. They were definitely supposed to come two days later, so why are they here now?

That's why when I told him the Red Wave had been captured, his face had turned pale. He suddenly found himself in a situation where he might be suspected of being a triple agent.

Honestly, I wondered if the Red Wave had noticed Robin's betrayal. I thought they might be trying to exploit a gap in our defenses, and at the same time, hoping we would kill Robin—

"—!"

Looking at the Red Wave members struggling with gags in their mouths, that doesn't seem to be the case. These fools charged in without knowing.

...But that makes it even stranger. They didn't know about the betrayal and still did this?

'What were they thinking, seriously?'

I know traitors can't be understood with a normal mindset, but this is too much.

"—! —!!"
"Remove it."
"Yes, sir."

With the Section Chief of the 4th Section's response, a nearby Charcoal Division member ran over and removed one man's gag.

"Ro—!"

*Thwack!*

The Red Wave member who was about to shout something had his words forcibly canceled by the Charcoal Division member's fist as soon as his gag was removed.

That's the Charcoal Division for you. I like how quick they are to pick up on even small things. Such minor details make a director worn out from work feel good.

"Which one is the leader?"
"The one who just got hit, sir."

Robin's answer made me feel even better. Perfect.

With a satisfied nod, the Charcoal Division members began removing the gags from the other Red Wave members. Having seen what happened to the first one who opened his mouth, they remained quiet this time.


***

Sitting on a stump, I watched the Director grilling the Red Wave members.

"Is it alright for you not to join them, Section Chief?"

While I was blankly watching, a Charcoal Division member handed me a canteen and spoke. I was just getting thirsty.


"What's the point of me joining in? That's the 1st Section Chief's job."

I answered as I took the canteen. I tend to act before incidents occur; after they happen, it's the 1st Section Chief's domain.

As for the 4th Section Chief, well, she has the personality of sticking close to the Director and not leaving his side.

"These fools who were going to die anyway came crawling in early to die faster."
"I heard they moved early out of concern that information might leak."

The Charcoal Division member answered my incredulous mutter.

That's actually quite a convincing explanation. For truly important operations, they sometimes create both official and unofficial documents, and only inform a very small number of responsible people about the real mission.

But there should be limits to that. How could they not inform the field commander about an operation that required internal cooperation?

'Half-baked fools.'

That's the feeling I get when dealing with the Red Wave. They seem to be thinking and have their own beliefs, but something goes wrong at critical moments.

I suppose that's why they're obsessed with these delusions instead of trying to advance legitimately.

'Idiots.'

I'm also of red blood origin. The reason I was incorporated into the blue blood was because my father received a title. It even happened after I was born.

As someone who has witnessed that red blood can be plenty successful, I can't view the Red Wave favorably. What if the Empire becomes stricter with red blood because of them?

"More than I—"
"You bastard!"

*Crack!*

"—expected died...?"

While comparing the numbers of prisoners and corpses, I heard a shout followed by something breaking.

'What's that?'

The Director had swung his fist at a prisoner in front of him. The prisoner's head was gone, leaving just a ㅗ shape, and both the 1st and 4th Section Chiefs had frozen stiff.

"The Third Glory mentioned the North in front of the Director. Even brought up the Six Swords."

Suddenly, I remembered what the 1st Section Chief had said after the Third Glory suppression.

No way, it can't be?

It can't be, right? Please say it isn't so.


***

I started a preliminary interrogation, but the Red Wave members had no intention of talking.

More precisely, they opened their mouths readily enough, but didn't spit out any valuable information. Useless bunch.

'Should I just kill them all?'

The leader and all senior officials are here anyway. If we kill them all, the Red Wave, which operates as a cell organization, will inevitably collapse.

Still, arbitrarily killing captured prisoners, rather than casualties during an operation, is problematic. The Empire's policy is to make maximum use of captured prisoners.

It was already a headache to cover up when the 4th Section Chief killed that corpse master last time, and I can't go through that again.

"You must be dissatisfied with the current system too."

While I was thinking, the Red Wave leader... let's just call him the ringleader... spoke to me.

Dissatisfied? Well, I am dissatisfied with the situation where civil servants are treated like dogs.

"I know. You too could be a comrade who can join us."
"What nonsense."

My expression soured at his absurd words. I haven't been shot in the head, so why would I join you?

The ringleader chuckled at my reaction and spoke again.

"You've accomplished even greater feats than us. Who would dare harm one who has succeeded the purple crown?"

For a moment, I couldn't understand what he meant. More precisely, I refused to understand.

The purple crown. A being higher than the blue blood that refers to nobility. In other words, a term referring to the imperial and royal families.

"I heard from Robin. During the inter-class competition, in front of everyone, you—"
"You bastard!"

By the time I regained my senses, I had already swung my fist.

Damn it, this guy suddenly brought up my dark history.

# Losing my head

Seeing the leader fall after losing his head made my blood run cold. My instinctive anger made my fist fly out.

No, using my fist wasn't the problem. Some physical persuasion during interrogation is perfectly normal. Yes, just some.

'Shit.'

The problem was that my reflexive punch had too much power behind it. The most important prisoner collapsed in such a pathetic way.

Come on, Commander, get up...! Show me the spirit that proclaimed republicanism in a class-based society! Show some will to live even without a head!

"Pfft..., pffhmp..."

Hearing air escaping beside me, I turned to see the Section Chief of the 1st Section desperately trying to hold back laughter.

Her face flushed red as she bit her lip—it was truly pitiful. One touch and she looked ready to collapse into uncontrollable sobbing.

'Damn it.'

At least she's not openly mocking me—is that her final act of consideration?

With mixed feelings, I looked at the Section Chief of the 4th Section, who was standing rigidly, carefully reading the atmosphere.

Ah, the 4th Section Chief doesn't know about the inter-class competition incident. He must have been on another mission and didn't hear about it.

'No wonder I didn't hear from him.'

This is the 4th Section Chief who sends me greeting messages even for anniversaries I don't remember. I thought it was strange that he hadn't contacted me when even the 1st Section Chief was making tofu jokes.

Anyway, the 4th Section Chief, knowing nothing, shrank back at my sudden anger management issues. Sorry, you must have been startled during The Third Glory too.

"...1st Section Chief."
"Ye-yes... Boss─ hehehe...!"

Unable to hold it in any longer, the 1st Section Chief burst into laughter, squatting down and giggling.

Even I have to admit it's legendary. How many people would ever hear something like "you seem more republican than us, haha" from none other than the Red Wave Commander?

As far as I know, it shouldn't be possible. Logically, it can't happen. If such a person exists, I'd like to see what kind of lunatic they are.

'That would be me.'

Wow, what an unexpected revelation.

"Erzsebet."

But the 4th Section Chief, unaware of this background, turned pale at the 1st Section Chief's behavior and shook her shoulders. As if to say, how can you laugh at a time like this? The nearby Charcoal Division members falling into confusion was just a bonus.

Yes, I did snap when this unexpected black history was unearthed. But of course, I'm not angry enough to worry the Charcoal Division.

A simple explanation would be enough to clear up this misunderstanding, but I don't have the courage to say it myself. How could I possibly explain that with my own mouth?

"I'll go ahead, explain to the others."

In the end, I chose to flee.

As I naturally turned around, I made eye contact with the 2nd Section Chief who was hurriedly approaching.

"B-Boss."
"I'm leaving first."

I waved my hand at the sweating 2nd Section Chief and walked toward the Academy.

And not long after, I heard the boisterous laughter of the 1st and 2nd Section Chiefs.

Shit.

It hurts. My body is fine, but my mental state is in agony.

If the Red Wave's goal was to mess with as many blue bloods as possible, they've succeeded in their own way. After the 2nd Section Chief, now I'm heartbroken too.

"Boss. Are you the Red Wave Commander now?"


Shut up.

"That's impressive. Audit Department Head and Red Wave Commander? This will go down in history!"

I said shut up.

The mental assault from the two Section Chiefs snickering on either side of me was driving me crazy. Please just go away, you damn fools.

- Boss, are you alright?

Even the 4th Section Chief's concerned question doesn't reach my heart right now.

The 4th Section Chief probably contacted me to offer comfort, but the timing couldn't be worse. Still, I can't ignore his message.

"I'm fine, don't worry."

I forced a smile to reassure the 4th Section Chief.

Thankfully, the communication orb only transmits audiovisual information. At least it won't show how my hand holding the orb is trembling.

'Damn it all.'

Until just now, I was furious at Robin who remained in the forest. Isn't it all Robin's fault that I had to hear such nonsense? Why did he have to report such useless information?

But I managed to hold back. Robin was a Red Wave spy at the time. It's natural for a spy to report on major incidents at their infiltration site.

Besides, what could I do if I couldn't hold back? I can't exactly turn Robin into a middle finger.

"By the way, why are you here?"

Belatedly noticing something odd, I turned to the 1st Section Chief.

The 2nd Section Chief being here makes sense, but the 1st Section Chief should be conducting interrogations. She's not the type to abandon her precious toys and come back.

"I'm laughing so hard my hands are shaking. If I work in this state, a few more might die?"

It was a mocking statement, but I couldn't scold her. While her intention was to mock me, her reasoning was convincing.

In reality, the 1st Section Chief often abandons her work when small variables arise. Delicate control is needed, so forcing it would be problematic?

It's truly regrettable that I was the one who provided that variable.

- The Red Wave captives will be collected by the Special Affairs Ministry. Mages from the Magic Tower will arrive soon.

The 4th Section Chief carefully spoke as I sighed.

Right, if we're not going to interrogate them here, it's better to send them to the Capital quickly.

"Wouldn't it be better if you went with them, Boss?"

The 2nd Section Chief snickered as he heard the 4th Section Chief's words.

"You'll be disciplined for this incident anyway, so you might as well go comfortably with the mages. You just need to write an incident report and come back."

The 2nd Section Chief burst into laughter but soon froze his expression. Like someone who belatedly remembered something important.

I could guess what he recalled and let out a hollow laugh. When a person is pushed to the extreme, not only anger but also an incredible sense of emptiness emerges.

"Um, Boss?"
"What."
"I'm really having trouble remembering, so I'm asking... what number incident report is this?"

I gave no answer.

At my silence, neither the 2nd Section Chief, the 1st Section Chief beside him, nor the 4th Section Chief beyond the communication orb could say anything.

Only an awkward silence settled in the sorrowful dawn.


At least the crazy situation of being transported to the Capital along with the Red Wave didn't happen. No formal summons had been issued, and I didn't want to go of my own accord either.

Of course, I know it's better to face punishment sooner rather than later, but who would voluntarily go if it meant detention? Everyone wants to breathe free air for as long as possible.

- I'll... report to the Special Affairs Ministry myself.

"Yes, I'm counting on you."

To delay the summons as much as possible, we decided that the 4th Section Chief would report the Red Wave Commander's cause of death. If I reported it, I'd immediately get a response ordering me to rush to the Capital.

The 4th Section Chief suggested we report that the Commander died during combat, but I told him to tell the truth.

'Hiding it will only make things worse.'

Something I've learned in my civil service career is that no matter how much you try to hide an incident, it eventually comes to light. Even a perfect cover-up is still a cover-up, so it's better to reveal the truth before being charged with contempt.

Even when the 4th Section Chief killed the corpse captain, we handled it appropriately rather than completely hiding it.

Yes, revealing the truth is the right thing to do. It's truly sad, but this is the correct approach.

'Shit.'

I don't understand why I feel so sad even though I know it's the right thing to do.

"Erico Trian and Robin have been expelled."

Thanks to the Principal's voice, I was able to shake off the gnawing sadness.

"I never imagined there would be Red Wave members among the faculty."
"Please don't worry too much. These things are quite secretive."

I offered small words of comfort to the Principal, who sighed in disbelief.

From the Principal's perspective, it must be frustrating to learn that a faculty member—not just a student passing through for three years—at the Academy he oversees was a Red Wave member.

But how could that be the Principal's fault? It's the fault of those crazy people who joined the Red Wave.

"And Robin regretted his wrongdoings and returned to His Majesty's embrace. Someone who voluntarily joined the Red Wave had a change of heart at the Academy."

The Principal's expression brightened as I used Robin as an example.

Looking at it positively, isn't it a case of a traitor being inspired by Academy life and transforming back into a loyal subject? That's quite a heartwarming story.

"I'll be away for a while."

After exchanging a few more words, I brought up the main point.

"Away?"
"I have some matters to resolve."

The Principal looked at me quizzically at those words.

On the surface, this incident ended without issue. We detected the internal spy before he could cause trouble, and we successfully intercepted the Red Wave members coming from outside. A perfect victory that couldn't be better.

But matters to resolve? Are there any?

'There are.'

This incident will only end when I'm in prison. What a splendid ending, isn't it?

Still, I couldn't bring myself to boldly tell the Principal, "I killed a prisoner, so I'll likely be disciplined. I'll probably be in the Capital for a while since I'm about to be detained."

And after sleeping on it, a futile hope arose. Maybe the Crown Prince would let it slide? The Commander is dead, but the high-ranking officers are fine, so maybe he'll just let it go?

'We don't know yet.'

Whether I'll be disciplined or not remains to be seen. If I tell the Principal first and then the Crown Prince shows mercy, wouldn't that be awkward for both of us?

I believe. I believe the Crown Prince possesses vast tolerance and mercy.

Please, Your Highness... just this once, considering all my past contributions...

[The Audit Department Head's dedication and hard work for the Empire is a blessing, but it is regrettable when unexpected situations occur. I wish to receive a report directly from the Audit Department Head, so return to the Capital.]

A message that arrived via communication orb right after my meeting with the Principal.

Fortunately, it's a gentler summons than the one after the Lyutis assault incident.

Please, please let me off just this once...!


This year alone, I've been summoned by the Crown Prince twice in just this semester. I wonder if there's another civil servant in the world like me.

Once again, the Crown Prince sent a teleportation mage to ensure my journey would be comfortable. That's our Crown Prince for you, always thoughtfully caring about whether his subjects might be tired. Truly a wise ruler.

I just wish even a fraction of that consideration would be used when determining my disciplinary actions. Sincerely.

"His Highness the Crown Prince is waiting."

The words of a knight guarding the Crown Prince's palace. Though his tone was strict, solemn, and serious as usual, I caught a fleeting emotion that crossed the knight's face.

A look that seemed to say, "What the hell are you doing to get summoned again?" Of course, it might just be my paranoia, but there was definitely some puzzlement there.

I understand. Unless you're a minister, most civil servants only see the Crown Prince once a year, and even then only from a distance. Yet here I am, seeing him like a neighborhood acquaintance.

'This is driving me crazy.'

In my paranoid state, every glance felt piercing. Every passing servant, maid, and guard seemed to be mocking me: "That's the acting captain of the Red Wave, hahaha!"

I feel dizzy. I want to bash my head against a wall and pass out.

"You've arrived."
"Yes."

Finally reaching the Crown Prince's office.

I felt even more bitter when the guard knight acknowledged me without asking my business, as soon as he saw me. My being summoned isn't even surprising anymore.

*Knock knock*

"Your Highness. The Head of the Audit Department is here."
"Tell him to enter."

Is it my imagination? The Crown Prince's voice seemed strangely drained.

Anyway, when the Crown Prince gave permission, the guard knight stepped back to clear the way. Along with a nod indicating I could enter.

Last time I went in here, I ended up under house arrest.

I wonder what punishment I'll receive this time. I'm really curious...

Silence hung in the office. The Crown Prince, who had been working, only told me to sit down when I entered and then continued processing documents for quite some time.

No subtle mockery or anger as usual, just silently working.

'That's even scarier.'

If he'd just cursed me out, I could at least think "Well, I'm doomed" and resign myself to it, but this is an unexpected reaction. I wonder what he's building up to say.

It's gotten so bad that I'm starting to consider kneeling down first.

"I've kept you waiting."

Just as I was about to slightly rise from my seat, the Crown Prince looked up at me.

"Not at all, Your Highness. I understand how busy you are with public and private matters, how could I say such a thing?"

I spouted words I wouldn't normally say. To a third party, I might look pathetically servile, but I can't help it.

This isn't just any issue—it involves imprisonment. In this situation, even if I grovel and apologize for bothering the Crown Prince when he's busy, it wouldn't be enough. Even if the Crown Prince struck me in anger, I should shout, "I'm sorry for standing there!"

"The Head of the Audit Department's loyalty is truly exemplary. It's even more commendable that you show it through actions, not just words."
= You know I'm busy but you still cause trouble?

I quietly lowered my gaze at the Crown Prince's subtle expression of anger. What, did he think I'd respond with "Wow, you're really into republicanism"?

Seeing my reaction, the Crown Prince sighed from his seat.

"The Red Wave are traitors trying to overturn the mandate of heaven. His Majesty was also pleased with their elimination."
"I'm deeply honored."

Though his words were pleasant, I couldn't help but tense up. Usually when someone starts with good words, bad ones follow.

"However, there was something puzzling in the process."

Like now.

The Crown Prince slightly furrowed his brow as if troubled and continued while stroking his chin.


"I understand you also captured the Red Wave's leader. That's what the Charcoal Division members involved in the operation and other prisoners testified, and when I examined the leader's corpse, there were signs of restraint."

Yes, those signs of restraint are the problem. I wouldn't have confessed so readily otherwise. I've been caught because of this before.

The traces of a gag—well, the head is gone so that could be overlooked—but marks from rope bindings on the body and signs of being forced to kneel typically remain on clothing. But if you try to erase those marks, the attempt itself leaves evidence. I didn't know that before.

"Yes, Your Highness. We captured the leader but ended up executing him during interrogation."

At my straightforward admission, the Crown Prince only furrowed his brow again without saying anything else.

The Crown Prince already knows I turned a prisoner into a corpse. This process is merely to formalize my responsibility.

"I don't think you did it without reason. You must have had your reasons."

After a moment of silence, the Crown Prince continued with positive remarks, but I still couldn't let my guard down. From past experience, he might suddenly drift in another direction after saying something like that.

"You captured all the leadership anyway. While the leader would have been valuable, he wasn't an absolutely essential prisoner."

I almost nodded unconsciously at those words. He's right. We've already captured all the leadership, ensuring the Red Wave's collapse, and there are other high-ranking officials, so we can extract information even without the leader.

"Considering the Head of the Audit Department's achievements, this incident can hardly be called a mistake."

Hope gradually rose with these consecutive positive signals. Could it be? Is he actually letting me off? Is this not groundwork for a drift but genuine forgiveness?

As if responding to my expectations, the Crown Prince continued without any negative remarks. If he'd said all this with a smile, I would have been more anxious, but his face was weary and annoyed, making his praise more convincing.

Yes, I did troll, but his expression says he'll let it slide considering my achievements. It really looks like he's giving me just this one pass.

"Still, exercise restraint in the future. While killing during combat is natural, executing prisoners without proper procedure is problematic."
"Yes, Your Highness. I'll keep that in mind."

I bowed my head to the Crown Prince as he spoke with another sigh.

'I'm saved.'

Thankfully, it ended with just a verbal warning. No need to write a report, so no need for imprisonment.

Right, honestly, is killing a traitor such a big mistake? What's the big deal about killing someone a little earlier when they were going to die anyway?

As expected of our great, wise, and merciful Crown Prince. He handled the matter with an open mind, not getting caught up in trivial details.

'I'm glad I came.'

Out of caution, I only told the Academy I'd be absent. If I had said I might be imprisoned and then returned normally, it would have been awkward and embarrassing for everyone.

It was an excellent decision. I trusted in the Crown Prince's mercy and made a brilliant judgment—

"You'll be in for five days."

What...

"Pardon?"

What's this? Did I hear wrong?

***

My head throbbed. The subtle headache I'd been feeling since yesterday was incredibly annoying.

"Pardon?"

Perhaps because the cause of the headache was right in front of me, it intensified.

'Even when causing trouble, he's this quick.'

How long has it been since he was placed under house arrest, and he's already causing this kind of incident? At this rate, it's almost impressive. Is the Head of the Audit Department perhaps a bureaucrat who loves disciplinary action more than anyone?

I wanted to think that way even though I knew it wasn't true. Otherwise, this situation makes no sense. Even the Minister of Finance, who set records for disciplinary actions, wasn't this bad.

'Imprisonment at 21.'

I almost laugh bitterly. What's more surprising—becoming department head at 19, or being imprisoned at 21? It's too close to call.

"Your Highness, when you say five days...?"
"Imprisonment."

I responded firmly to the Audit Department Head as he cautiously opened his mouth.


In truth, this incident itself is extremely minor. As I mentioned earlier, all other leadership was captured, and considering the merit of eliminating the Red Wave, killing the leader isn't a big deal. It's not like he deliberately let him escape.

Unauthorized execution of a prisoner. That's the only justification for reprimanding the Audit Department Head. And that's an issue that could be resolved with just writing a report, but—

'Too many incidents have accumulated.'

The matter itself warrants only a written report. But the Audit Department Head has already written too many reports, and this one would be the final puzzle piece leading to imprisonment.

This is unavoidable. As long as the minimum disciplinary unit is a written report, imprisonment cannot be avoided. But if we exempt even the written report, the Empire would gain a reputation for casually killing prisoners.

"Um, Your Highness. Then for those five days, what about the Academy—"
"What can we do? We'll have to trust the principal."

I almost laughed again seeing the Audit Department Head's pupils trembling violently. I'm also uncomfortable removing the Audit Department Head from the Academy.

That's why previously I kept him at the Academy by placing him under house arrest there. But imprisonment doesn't allow for such workarounds.

"Imprison officials who commit crimes in the basement of the Capital to make them reflect."

The system established by the previous Emperor is difficult to change. Moreover, the law regarding imprisonment was left by the first Emperor, Eimanka the Great.

Unfortunately, he specifically stated "in the basement of the Capital," making options like "Academy imprisonment" impossible.

'There's no way around it.'

Unless we relocate the capital to the Academy or build a new Academy in the Capital's basement—which would be insane—there's no alternative.

So there's only one answer: simply putting the Audit Department Head in prison.

"Don't worry too much. I understand that your offense is minor."

That's why I've specially arranged the largest single cell. I've ordered the furniture to be replaced with good ones, so you shouldn't be uncomfortable.

Of course, despite my consolation, the Audit Department Head's expression didn't improve.

Well, why did you kill a prisoner and create this mess?

***

Life flashed before my eyes.

"How can this lead to imprisonment? I thought you needed to write at least forty reports to get imprisoned."

That statement I made in the past, mocking the Minister when he was imprisoned.

It's karma. It must be accumulated karma.

'This is insane.'

Even if it was karma, I couldn't accept it when it was staring me in the face. So I tried to argue as much as possible, but...

"Your Highness, isn't imprisonment too severe regardless?"
"The punishment for this incident alone is just a written report."

But I couldn't refute his statement that I was the one who had accumulated dozens of those reports.

That's right. I brought this upon myself...

'What should I do?'

Now that imprisonment was confirmed, worries I had been trying to ignore surfaced.

The Academy I'd have to leave for five days? The section chiefs who would roar with laughter at the news? The Minister who would come doing cartwheels to teabag me?

But there's something even more serious.

"Kal, no matter what happens, I'm on your side."

Margareta, when she hears I've been imprisoned.

'Fuck.'

Imagining Margareta on the verge of tears, guilt overwhelmed my heart.

This is driving me crazy, what am I going to do?

I glanced at the door several times while processing documents. Reading a few lines, then looking up, then reading a few more lines and looking again.

I thought he would come after I finished this document, or surely the door would open after I signed this one. Despite working with that hope, the door remained stubbornly closed.

'What's going on?'

Anxiously, I fidgeted with my pen. Strange. Kal's usual arrival time had long passed, yet there was still no sign of him.

At first, I thought he was just running late because he was busy too. After all, he's not a machine who can arrive at the exact same time every day.

But this isn't just a little late. It's already past lunchtime.

'Not even a message.'

My eyes drifted to the communication device on my desk. If he had at least sent a message saying he'd be late or couldn't make it today, I would have been disappointed but not worried like this.

But there's been no contact at all. Not even a single message, even though lunch has already passed.

'Should I contact him first?'

The thought had crossed my mind several times already, but I shook my head to dismiss it.

Kal wouldn't be silent without reason. If he's too busy to even send a message, I shouldn't bother him by reaching out first.

When I'm busy, an interrupting communication device is annoying. It must be the same for Kal. I shouldn't disturb someone who's busy.

'Be patient.'

I pulled back my hand that had been inching toward the communication device and composed myself.

Yes, I'll just wait. Kal is the type who would feel guilty and try to comfort me if I trust him and wait quietly. I can sulk a little then.

"He'll come, even if late."

I muttered words that no one could hear, perhaps words I myself wanted to hear, and began reading the next document.

And Kal still hadn't arrived by the time club activities began.

As soon as club time started, I headed to the Confectionery Club room. Any lingering disappointment instantly vanished.

'He'll be there.'

I bit my lip slightly as I repeated those words to myself. He must be there, he has to be. If Kal isn't in the club room either, then something is seriously wrong.

Kal stays at the Academy to monitor the royal students. That's why he can't leave the club where the royals gather.

Kal not being at the club? If he can't fulfill his duty of monitoring the royals, which is his reason for staying at the Academy, what on earth could have happened?

"Vice President?"

While walking quickly, consumed by anxiety, I unexpectedly ran into someone.

"Vice Principal?"

I could only blink in surprise. He's someone who usually stays in his office and is rarely seen outside.

This awkward encounter seemed to be the same for the Vice Principal, as he remained silent for a moment before clearing his throat.

And in that brief moment, his expression was clearly one of sympathy.

'Why?'

Meeting the Vice Principal here was already unsettling, and now his expression too.

"Vice President. Are you heading to the Confectionery Club room?"

While I was frozen in bewilderment, the Vice Principal spoke first. As if he already knew but was asking out of courtesy.

"Yes. I have something to ask the... Inspector."

I almost called him by name out of habit but quickly corrected myself to "Inspector."

And hearing my answer, the Vice Principal's face showed even deeper sympathy than before.

No, why?

"Just go and see. You'll understand when you get there."
"Yes, I understand."

After briefly greeting the Vice Principal, I hurried on my way. His words had only amplified my anxiety.

"You'll understand when you get there"—normally such words would sound innocuous, but today they felt ominous.

"───"
"──? ──"

As I approached the club room, I could sense a commotion.

I couldn't hear clearly, but it was certainly not quiet. Unlike everyday conversation, words were being exchanged rapidly.


'Please.'

The Vice Principal's reaction earlier, the agitated conversation among club members. Even if Kal is in the club room, something is definitely wrong.

I don't dare hope that nothing has happened. Please, just let it not be a major incident. Please don't let it be something that would get Kal confined again, like the previous disciplinary action.

No, if it ends with just disciplinary action like last time, that would be fine. Just let it not be worse than that.

"Excuse me."
"So that's why—Margareta?"
"Vice President?"

In my urgency, I opened the door without even knocking. It was unladylike behavior, but I couldn't worry about that now.

Quickly scanning the club room, I saw club members looking at me with surprised expressions.

'He's not here.'

The most important person was nowhere to be seen.

"S-senior."

As I stood there blankly staring around the club room, Luise approached me cautiously.

...Right, he said I would understand when I got there. I can ask Luise. She'll explain what's happening.

"Luise. Someone seems to be missing?"

At my direct question, Luise just looked around nervously, unable to speak.

But when I continued to stare at her silently, she finally opened her mouth.

"Well, um, my brother..."

However, she couldn't finish her sentence and closed her mouth again. Looking closely, I could see that Luise was on the verge of tears, clearly not in a normal state.

Please don't do this. What on earth is going on?

"The thing is."

From beside me came a sigh and Erich's voice.

"My brother... has been detained, they say."

After saying this, Erich sighed again. As if it was something he really didn't want to say but had no choice.

Seeing his expression, it seemed like Erich had really gathered his courage to tell me this.

"What?"

Yet the person who heard those words couldn't understand their meaning at all.

What is he saying? Detained? Kal has been detained?

...Oh, he means he's under disciplinary action again.

"So, is he in his dormitory now?"

I forced myself to calm my confused mind as I spoke.

I see, so that's what happened. Kal was too embarrassed to contact me. It hasn't been long since his last disciplinary action ended, and now he's received another one, so it's understandable.

Oh, Kal. Even so, making me worry is worse. I should scold him properly this time. But since he's under disciplinary action again, I shouldn't forget to comfort him too...

"...He's being detained in the Capital."

My attempt to escape reality crumbled at Erich's words.

Detained? Detained, not disciplinary action?

Even assaulting a royal ended with just disciplinary action. Does this mean something worse than assaulting a royal has happened?

"...Ah, aah..."

As the situation finally sank in, my body gave way.

"Senior!"
"My lady!"

I felt hands supporting me from the side and heard voices saying something, but I couldn't make out the words clearly.

'I, I...'

I recalled the thoughts I had while waiting for Kal in the vice president's office.

I had decided to trust Kal and wait, thinking he would feel more apologetic the longer I waited.

I thought he would comfort me that much more, and I would pretend to reluctantly forgive him.

'Without even knowing...'


Without even knowing Kal was in prison, I was having such carefree thoughts.

Self-loathing washed over me.

***

My heart ached seeing the noblewoman sitting weakly in the chair.

"Kal, Kal... I'm sorry, Kal..."

The noblewoman, who was muttering so quietly that one could barely hear, finally began to shed tears.

I, as well as the other club members, understood her feelings and pretended not to notice. How could anyone remain composed when the person they love most is in prison?

Yes, I understand. I would have cried too if she hadn't arrived.

"The Inspector is currently detained and won't be able to come for a while."

When we arrived at the club room, the Vice Principal was waiting instead of my brother. He left quickly after delivering those difficult-to-comprehend words.

By the time I understood, I nearly collapsed like the noblewoman. I managed to hold back only because she arrived, and her shock must have been even greater than mine.

"What on earth happened?"
"Even with Lyutis, it ended with just disciplinary action."

I heard quiet whispers from behind. They seemed to be speaking softly out of consideration for the noblewoman.

"Does anyone know anything?"
"How could we? There's not even anything to guess at."

Everyone nodded at those words. If he had been detained when Lyutis was injured, it would have been sad but understandable. But why suddenly now, when nothing like that has happened?

"I'll go see for myself."

All eyes turned to Erich at his quiet words. Even the noblewoman looked up.

She heard everything despite our attempts to be quiet... Erich seemed surprised by her gaze but composed himself and continued.

"The weekend starts tomorrow. I'll make a quick trip to the Capital."
"Then we should—"
"The high-ranking ones should stay here. What good would come from royals visiting the Capital?"

Erich quickly cut off Lyutis's words, arguing that it would be problematic for royals to accompany him on a day trip, unlike during vacation when they could stay longer.

It was a convincing argument, and everyone accepted it. I didn't object either, since he wasn't excluding me.

"I'll go too."

The noblewoman, who had been listening quietly, spoke up.

This too was expected by everyone, so Erich simply nodded in agreement.

***

I really wish he would just leave.

"Still, you've got five days of vacation. How does that feel?"
"I feel like biting my tongue and dying, so please leave."
"My, my. If you die, someone has to take care of the body."

This crazy old man, please just go away.

Seeing the minister sneering at me, I could feel my mental strength deteriorating in real time.

I knew it. I had faith that this man would come running faster than anyone else. It would have been strange if he had been late.

'I would have done the same.'

A minister behind bars? That's material that would make me laugh for at least a month just thinking about it. It must be the same for the minister.

But I didn't expect him to come less than an hour after I was detained.

'This is really awful.'

Anyway, because I had foreseen this situation, I had requested no visitors for today. With my current mental state, I didn't have the courage to see anyone else.

And the minister knows well that this is when a prisoner is at their weakest. He's been in this position before me, so he would know.

That's why, despite my request for no visitors, the minister applied for an emergency visit under the pretext of "Ministry of Finance business."

'There is none.'

Of course, there's no such business. It's just an excuse he made up to see me.

Falsely visiting a prisoner who has requested no visitors—this is an action that should require a written explanation, but the minister chose to taunt me at the cost of one written explanation.

"The first day will be cold, but you'll adapt quickly."

Crazy old man. Please just go away.


Prison was quite bearable. Saying it like this makes me feel like I've become a criminal who's given up on everything, which is strange, but it really was bearable.

When you hear "underground prison," you naturally imagine something cold and damp. But the place I had to stay for five days was like an ordinary, decent room, except for the iron bars instead of a door. Even the furniture seemed nice enough to feel newly replaced.

If I just didn't acknowledge that it was a prison, it was tolerable. Yes, if only I didn't acknowledge it.

"Prisoner 2781. Food delivery."

Unfortunately, thanks to the person in front of me, that was impossible. No matter how hard I tried not to acknowledge it, I couldn't ignore it.

"You came again?"
"My precious subordinate is in a cold prison. I can't enjoy eating good food alone."

Bullshit. I can clearly picture him guzzling alcohol by the bottle while using my imprisonment as entertainment.

Indeed, the Minister approached me with a brighter face than ever, pushing a box toward me. Damn it, how long have I been locked up that he's already bringing food?

I want to shout at him to take that hideous thing away, but causing a disturbance in prison would extend my detention period for insubordination. Five days is already tearful enough, I can't risk extending it.

'This guy knows everything.'

And what I know, the Minister also knows. That's probably why he visits so enthusiastically.

"Are you moved?"

I bit my lip at those words.

"Are you moved, sir?"

Clearly, my past self was absolutely insane. I did such things while my current self has to deal with the consequences.

Yes, thinking about it now, bringing food on the first day was crossing the line. I should have just brought it on the last day.

"I'm grrrinding my teeeeth..."

Perhaps because this is a world where God exists, karma works too perfectly.

***

Since becoming Minister, I've never felt this satisfied. I'm confident I can go to work without any complaints for the next five years.

'So this is how it feels.'

Seeing the prisoner grinding his teeth in front of me, a sense of fulfillment welled up from deep within my heart.

The iron bars as an obstacle, the inferior status of the prisoner, a situation where I can tease one-sidedly. These are emotions I've never felt before.

Now I understand why this bastard rushed over and even wrote a statement when I was detained.

'I wondered what kind of person would do that.'

When I heard he wrote a statement just to mock me, I thought he was completely insane. I thought the heavy responsibility at such a young age had driven him mad.

But he was right. If you can enjoy a situation like this, writing a statement is a small price to pay. Even if it meant disciplinary action, it would be worth it after careful consideration, let alone just a written statement.

"Take it for now. It's food you won't be able to eat for a while."

I pushed the box I was holding through the gap. If it were any bigger, I wouldn't have been able to fit it through, but having been in there myself, I wouldn't make such a mistake.

"But it's only five days!"
"Not 'only' but 'as much as' five days."

Kal received the box that came through the gap and shouted with resentment, but I easily refuted him.

What use is it that he'll be out in five days? What matters is this moment, being locked up and unable to return to society.

"The weather is chilly, so be careful. Wouldn't it be sad to catch a cold in prison?"

Although I offered this advice with some sincerity, this ungrateful fellow just trembled without responding.

But that's fine. I put as much mockery into it as sincerity, so it's exactly the reaction I wanted.

"Well, I'll be going now. Take care, Prisoner 2781."


I deliberately mentioned his prisoner number as I turned around. No matter how much this is just a five-day showcase detention, a prisoner is still a prisoner.

This number, 2781, will follow him forever even after his release. I still haven't forgotten my own number, 1276, from when I was detained for a week.

'Has the sky always been this clear?'

As I left the prison and looked up, a remarkably clear sky greeted me.

It can't be helped. Not celebrating a day like this would be disrespectful to Enen.

Today, we're having a company dinner.

***

After the Minister visited twice, nothing else happened. After the Minister visited twice, nothing else happened.

I said it twice because it's important. I was less shocked by the Minister coming on the first day since I expected it, but him bringing food and visiting twice was too painful.

I knew I would get hit, but I didn't know he would strike so repeatedly. Please, at least respect the cooldown time.

'Today passed without incident.'

I lay down on the bed, calming my heart that would be sobbing if it had tear ducts.

Yes, today passed without incident. Although the Minister's mental attack was too powerful, no one else came besides him. It makes me wonder if I should have refused all visitors.

But the problem starts tomorrow. A day has passed since my detention, so rumors must have spread, and since tomorrow starts the weekend, people will have free time.

'Should I extend it for one more day?'

For a moment, I seriously considered extending the visitor ban.

Of course, that would be impossible because rumors like "What the hell did he do that he can't even have visitors?" would spread. Damn it, if only I had committed a real serious crime, at least I wouldn't feel wronged.

"Audit Department Head."

While I was staring blankly at the ceiling, I heard someone calling me. What? Could there be another visitor?

I hurriedly sat up and saw a guard standing awkwardly outside the iron bars.

"I came to see if you were experiencing any discomfort."

Ah, it's nothing serious.

I thought it might be another visitor, or the Minister's third visit, but fortunately it was neither. I don't want to meet anyone else today...

"I'm fine. You don't need to worry."

I waved my hand at the guard. The room isn't uncomfortable, and although it's a bit annoying, the Minister even brought food, so I'm not lacking anything.

Originally, I'm only staying for five days, so it would be unseemly to complain about this and that. What's there to be proud of about being in prison that I should act so dignified?

In response to my reaction, the guard bowed several times and left, saying to let him know if there was anything uncomfortable.

'Prison vacation.'

It's a crazy thought, but it crossed my mind for a moment. Seeing how friendly the guard is, I'm confused whether I'm in prison or at some accommodation.

But what can I do? From the guard's perspective, it must be difficult to treat me like a real prisoner.

'I would have done the same.'

If I had been stripped of my position as Audit Department Head, or at least imprisoned for years, the guard would have treated me formally.

But a five-day sentence? Anyone can see it's just for show. I'll return to work as soon as the detention ends. How could anyone treat such a person like a prisoner?

In a way, that guard is as much a victim as I am. He was just working hard, and suddenly he has to manage a big shot.

'Was he also the guard when the Minister was here?'

A guard who managed both the Minister and the Department Head. An achievement that makes my heart swell just imagining it.

Of course, whether it swells or shrinks doesn't really matter. There's nothing I can do for the guard outside while I'm inside. Just staying quiet is helping.


And when night fell, the guard came back with an armful of blankets.

"It gets quite cold underground. We can't provide heating, but at least this..."
"Yes, thank you."

I nodded to the guard who spoke while sweating nervously. Refusing this would only burden the guard more.

Even if I stay quiet, my very existence is a burden to you.

'I'm sorry...'

I'll send you a gift when I'm released.

Day 2 of prison life. The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was the guard coming to greet me in the morning. Anyone watching would think I was in a mansion, not a prison.

"It's an excessive punishment compared to the Audit Department Head's mistake, but what can we do, there are no exceptions to national law. Still, I'll make sure you have no discomfort during your stay."

Seeing the guard bow his head reminded me of what the Crown Prince had said in the office. What kind of instructions did he give that turned the guard into a butler, you bastard?

A pitiful victim suffering because of the Crown Prince. Thinking of it that way made me feel sympathetic. I'll definitely send you a gift.

'Would transferring you to another department be a good gift?'

Anyway, apart from the guard who visited frequently, nothing happened.

I've heard that in prison, hot-blooded senior inmates sometimes engage in all-out fights, prepared to extend their sentences, but since I'm in a single cell, I don't even have the chance to witness such spectacular duels.

I'm not even sure if such things really happen. What kind of crazy person would enjoy the present at the expense of their future?

'Me.'

Surprisingly, I was that crazy person. If I hadn't written that statement just to taunt the Minister, I wouldn't have been detained.

The prisoners and I weren't so different after all. I learned something I didn't particularly want to know.

"Excuse me, Audit Department Head?"
"I told you I don't need anything."

While I was discovering my own identity, the guard approached again.

I told him I'd call if I really needed something, but he came again. Such a respectful person wouldn't intentionally ignore me, so it must be because of the Crown Prince.

What on earth did he say to make you so enthusiastic? It's scary even for me.

"That's not it. There's a visitor request."
"Ah."

With the feeling that the inevitable had finally arrived, I almost unconsciously closed my eyes.

First of all, it's not the Minister. The Minister would barge in saying "It's Ministry of Finance business!" without seeking my consent. He did that yesterday, so there's no law saying he won't do it today.

If not the Minister, then...

'Who could it be?'

There are more candidates than I thought. Just the deputy heads and section chiefs alone are five, and including the Section Chief of the 4th Section, that's six.

Ah, they might have come as a group. That would be convenient for them too.

"It's still morning, they're early. Who is it?"
"Well—"

In response to my casual question, the guard couldn't answer properly and just kept shifting his gaze.

...I instinctively realized. It's not someone from the Audit Department.

"It's His Excellency, the Magic-Ending Duke..."

Ah.

For a moment, the words "Tell him I'm not here" rose to the tip of my tongue.

Where would a prisoner be if not in prison? Crazy.

# Good news always arrives unexpectedly.

"Master."

As I was working in my office as usual, my secretary approached. I had instructed that unless it was urgent, reports should be submitted in writing rather than in person.

I've known this child for decades. She's not one to ignore or forget my instructions, so this must be something important enough to warrant a face-to-face report.

"What is it?"
"The teleport mage summoned by His Highness the Crown Prince has returned. I'm told the Head of the Audit Department has also arrived at the Capital."

Indeed, this news was worthy of an in-person report.

Actually, I had been secretly hoping for this. Last time, after the Crown Prince called for a teleport mage, my darling came. I had been harboring a vague expectation that the same might happen this time.

"I see. You may go."
"Yes, Master."

The secretary who brought the good news turned to leave without adding unnecessary words.

She's always been a diligent child, but why does she look especially lovely today? I should give her a bonus soon.

After confirming that my secretary had left, I turned my gaze toward the window and saw a clear sky without a single cloud.

"What a beautiful day."

I found myself murmuring with satisfaction.

Yes, today is truly a wonderful day.

'I should have done this sooner.'

After my darling received the unprecedented punishment of academic probation at the Academy, I had issued an instruction to the mages of the tower: report immediately if my darling comes to the Capital.

Until then, I had been unaware and only heard the news of my darling's arrival belatedly. Fortunately, my darling hadn't returned before I heard the news, but who knows when such an unfortunate incident might occur.

When my darling comes to the Capital, there will inevitably be contact with the tower's mages. If they come by carriage, it means they'll stay in the Capital for an extended period, so there's no need to rush.

'How delightful this feels.'

I gently placed my hand on my chest and felt my heart beating faster than usual.

I've told my darling many times to visit the tower whenever they come to the Capital. I've mentioned it so many times that they should come on their own without me having to go find them.

Of course, since it's the Crown Prince's summons, they won't be able to come right away. If it's a matter that requires them to travel from the Academy to the Capital, it can't be a trivial issue.

Still, just thinking about my darling's arrival made me happy already.

Even if my darling arrives in the evening, I'm happy from the morning, cherishing the anticipation.

'Though it's a bit unfair that I'm the only one feeling anxious.'

Someday, my darling will also be desperate to see me. It will definitely happen. All our relationship needs is time.

And my darling did not come until nightfall.

'...Late.'

My hand gripping the pen tightened with displeasure. I had prepared myself for a delay, but I didn't expect there to be no news until night.

The moon had risen cruelly high, but I couldn't bring myself to leave the office. What if my darling came late? What if they saw I wasn't there and just left?

If they come late, I won't let them go as easily as they were late. If they've gone back without my knowledge, I'll go directly to the Academy.

After all, they must take responsibility for making a lady's heart flutter from morning. I believe my darling isn't the kind of heartless gentleman who wouldn't understand that.

"Master!"
"You're being noisy. What would the other mages think?"

The secretary who had looked lovely earlier now received a sharp response from me, perhaps because my mood was disturbed.

But despite my reaction, the secretary still maintained a scattered demeanor. Strange, she's not usually so undignified.

"The Head of the Audit Department..."

News about my darling whom I've been eagerly waiting for. I felt my ears perk up automatically.


And it took just one sentence for those raised ears to crash down.

"Has been detained!"
"...What?"

What did she just say?

As soon as I heard the news, I tried to rush to where my darling was.

"The Head of the Audit Department has requested no visitors for today. He hasn't met with anyone except the Minister of Finance."

Though I failed due to my secretary's restraint.

'No visitors.'

I sat down weakly at those words. No visitors? Not wanting to meet anyone?

How much mental anguish must my darling be experiencing to make such a choice? How much, how much pain...

Fortunately, the no-visitor policy is just for one day, not the entire detention period. Yes, let's be patient for one day. Let's leave my darling alone for a day to sort out their feelings.

"I'm here to see the Magic-Ending Duke—"
"No need for lengthy introductions. I'm here to see the Head of the Audit Department, so please tell me where."

Of course, as soon as the next day arrived, I headed straight for the underground prison. Visits are allowed from today.

'In a place like this.'

After watching the guard hurriedly enter, I looked around.

The underground prison. A place I've had no connection with and thought I never would. That's why even when I vaguely saw it while passing by, I paid no attention.

'...In a place... like this...'

My hands trembled. A hard, cold energy swirled around. Built with a focus solely on confinement, it exuded no warmth whatsoever.

My darling, my precious darling is in a place like this? That young and pitiful, most precious darling of mine?

'No.'

I shook my head hastily. Thinking of my darling alone in such a cold place felt like my heart was being torn apart.

I wanted to get them out immediately. I wanted to shout, how dare they imprison someone, what are they doing to a person who will be a duke's partner?

But I held back. If I cause a commotion, it would only make things more difficult for my darling.

"The prisoner... has accepted your visit."

A different person from the earlier guard came running. Judging by the epaulette, he seemed to be a jailer.

'Prisoner.'

The word "prisoner" was quite irritating, but seeing the uncomfortable expression of the person before me, I let it slide.

Thanks to that, I felt somewhat relieved. Even within the prison, there are people who question my darling being a prisoner.

"I'll guide you. It's in a rather deep location, so the path is complicated."

Following the jailer who said so, I went down the stairs. The deeper we went, the more I felt like crying.

Is my darling really in a place like this? I almost wished it was a joke. I even had absurd thoughts like, what if my darling was playing a prank on me with the secretary or jailer?

I wish it were so. If they said it was a joke even now, I could laugh it off.

"Your Grace. Thank you for coming here."

But the moment I saw my darling beyond the iron bars, my heart sank.

***

With a heavy heart, I accepted the visit, and shortly after, the jailer arrived with the Magic-Ending Duke.

The jailer left hastily upon arrival, and the Magic-Ending Duke approached the iron bars even faster.

"Darling, are you alright?"

'No, I'm not.'

I swallowed the words I couldn't bring myself to say. Honestly, until just now I didn't care much, but seeing Mother Magic-Ending Duke in a place like this made me feel too embarrassed and miserable.

And when I couldn't open my mouth, the Magic-Ending Duke, interpreting my silence somehow, drooped her ears and grabbed the iron bars.

"How difficult it must have been that you can't even speak properly..."

The Magic-Ending Duke's hands holding the iron bars trembled slightly.

But contrary to the Magic-Ending Duke's thoughts, I was just too embarrassed to speak.

"Have you been uncomfortable? Do you miss the outside?"

I just came in yesterday. I didn't even have time to feel homesick or uncomfortable.

"You probably can't eat properly..."

I'm eating well. The Minister provided so much food that I shared the leftovers with the jailer.

"It's getting cold too. You mustn't catch a cold."

Thanks to the blankets the jailer brought, I didn't feel cold. I even sweated a little while sleeping.

...Strange, the Magic-Ending Duke's words are clearly out of concern for me.

'Why do I feel guilty?'

Each word mercilessly stabbed my heart. It almost felt like she knew my situation and was mocking me.

But the Magic-Ending Duke cannot lie. Her ears, which reveal the truth, were pointing weakly to the ground, and her eyes and hands were trembling pitifully. If this is acting, anyone fooled would have to give a standing ovation.

"I'm fine, Your Grace. I'm doing well, so please don't worry."
"How can you say you're fine...?"

My words meant to calm the surprised elder only worsened the Magic-Ending Duke's state.

'Damn it.'

I was shortsighted. Realistically, someone inside iron bars saying "I'm happy. I'm doing well" is just asking for tears.

As my mouth closed again, the Magic-Ending Duke put her trembling hands into her bosom, as if urgently searching for something.

"Darling, take this."

And not long after, a very familiar bottle emerged from her bosom.

Red ginseng extract made with my blood. Come to think of it, I was detained so suddenly that I didn't have time to bring it.

'No wonder my body felt stiff.'

It was because I wasn't taking what I usually take.

"Thank you, Your Grace."

As I reached my hand through the gap in the iron bars, the Magic-Ending Duke caressed my protruding hand.

It was a touch that worried about breaking it if touched wrongly, or losing it if let go. This is enough to make me feel embarrassed.

"Darling, darling..."

Even her trembling voice calling for me was truly like a mother who had lost her child.

But Your Grace. I'm only sentenced to 5 days.

Did you perhaps mishear it as 5 years or 50 years?

'Is it really 5 years?'

Now I was getting anxious. It was as if the Magic-Ending Duke had heard news that my detention period had been extended and rushed over.

Reason shouted that couldn't be the case, but the Magic-Ending Duke's appearance, looking so sorrowful, was enough to suppress even that reason.

And so, the Magic-Ending Duke held my hand for a long time and wouldn't let go.

The Magic-Ending Duke only released my hand after what felt like an eternity, though in reality it was probably just a few minutes. To me, it felt like I'd been held captive for nearly an hour.

"Wait here for a moment."

After saying that, the Magic-Ending Duke hesitated briefly before turning his back.

He kept looking back several times as he walked away. He seemed worried that "if I take my eyes off this child, will they disappear?" The fact that he told me to wait only reinforced that impression.

But I could only stare blankly at the Duke's retreating figure, full of concern.

'It's not like I have anywhere to go.'

What's there to wait for? Where could a person in prison possibly go?

At best, I could move from standing in front of the cell bars to lying on the bed. Either way, I'm still in prison.

It hurts my heart. Isn't this the same Magic-Ending Duke who fainted at the sight of me in prison? Yet he's worried that the prisoner might disappear somewhere.

'Is he in shock?'

How great must the shock be for the Magic-Ending Duke, a symbol of wisdom, to make such an absurd mistake? This is a situation that would move the triangle in anyone's heart, even someone whose emotions have died.

'What an unfilial son I am.'

The Magic-Ending Duke has always provided me with the healthiest foods in the world. Though he occasionally throws out jokes that are difficult to respond to, he's actually as considerate as the Victorious Duke and the Wise Duke.

I can understand why those two dukes treat me well since we're entangled in various ways, but the Magic-Ending Duke has no connection to me whatsoever. Despite that, he has always been warm.

Truly a motherly figure worthy of being called "Mother Magic-Ending Duke." And I've shown such a pathetic side to someone like that.

I'm sorry, Your Excellency... I think I deserve those five years in prison.

Not long after, the Magic-Ending Duke returned.

"It must be uncomfortable eating in there. I brought you a little something."
"Ah, yes. Thank you."

His arms were full of food.

But this is clearly not "a little something" by any definition. Have I been using the word "little" incorrectly all this time?

'I won't be able to eat all this before I get out.'

This is definitely not an amount I could consume in five days. Moreover, the items are not small enough to fit through the bars—

"Here, take these."

They fit through!

As the Magic-Ending Duke wiggled his fingers, all the items in his arms simultaneously shrank. He pushed them through the bars, and they returned to their original size as if the shrinking had never happened.

'Wow.'

If I'm not mistaken, magic just happened without a staff or incantation.

"Though magicians pursue different paths, what lies at the end is the same. Magic performed without any medium or incantation—that is the ultimate goal of magic."

Suddenly, I remembered what Laterre had said in the club room. The dream he had spoken of with such passion to the club members.

Are you watching, Laterre? Your dream is unfolding in this underground prison.

It doesn't seem to be my fault, but I still feel sorry.

'What a waste of ability...'

I was staring blankly at the food that had entered the cell when the Magic-Ending Duke's voice brought me back to reality.

"This doesn't seem enough. I should bring more."
"It's fine. This is plenty."

If any more food piles up, there would be enough to share with the guard and still have leftovers. Definitely leftovers.

Despite my desperate attempt to dissuade him, the Magic-Ending Duke slightly furrowed his brow and shook his head. I could see his strong determination to bring more food no matter how much I tried to stop him.

"Excuse me, Your Excellency. I'm only confined here for five days."


I finally had to mention the legend of the five-day imprisonment, despite the embarrassment. It seemed the Magic-Ending Duke was mistaking my confinement period for at least several months.

That's the only explanation for this amount of food. It would make sense if he thought he was bringing enough food for about two weeks at once.

"I know."

But the Magic-Ending Duke calmly replied. Far from being surprised or dumbfounded by the mention of five days, he looked at me with pity for having stated my own confinement period.

"Is the five days what matters? What matters is that my child is in there."

The Magic-Ending Duke reached through the bars again. This time, I instinctively reached out as well.

And I found myself emotionally moved by the warm touch that enveloped my hand.

"No, it's still just five days!"
"Not 'just'—it's a whole five days."

I was instinctively reminded of my conversation with the Minister.

It was clearly the same topic. I had emphasized that I would only be confined for five days, but the responses were so different.

Or perhaps they were similar in a way. Both responses showed no concern for the five-day period. The problem was the different directions of their unconcern.

'This is what an adult is.'

A true adult, unlike someone who never forgets and takes revenge for being teased a little by a young subordinate.

Actually, it wasn't just a little teasing, but anyway. From today, the Magic-Ending Duke is the Minister of Finance in my heart.

"If you need anything, call for me anytime. I'll tell the guard, so don't hesitate."

Such a heartwarming statement, promising to come personally if needed.

If there had been no one watching, I would have truly cried. I almost filmed a "Prison Crying" scene.

***

My heart has been pounding since yesterday, and I couldn't sleep properly. Even when drowsiness came, I couldn't bring myself to close my eyes.

Kal must be in a cold prison, lying on a hard and uncomfortable bed. Thinking about that, I couldn't find it in me to sleep. Though my body craved sleep, my mind refused it all night.

"Senior, are you alright?"
"I'm fine. Don't worry."

I forced a smile at Lady Luise's words.

Simply staying up all night is something I'm used to. There were times when student council work piled up and I couldn't sleep.

But worrying about Kal made my heart ache more than my body. As a result, even I could tell my complexion wasn't good. It's sad that I'm showing such a pathetic appearance to Kal.

"But still..."
"I'm really fine. Just a bit tired."

Only after my firm response did Lady Luise finally nod.

'You're in no position to worry about others.'

Lady Luise's complexion wasn't good either, probably from worrying about Kal. She clearly hadn't slept properly.

And yet, who's worrying about whom? She seems to have a good heart, but shouldn't she take care of herself first? I should give her some sincere advice someday.

"Everyone's here."

While I was checking Lady Luise's complexion, I heard Young Master Erich's voice.

'She's here.'

When I turned my gaze to where Young Master Erich was looking, I saw Lady Irina rushing over. Lady Irina also holds Kal in her heart, so she should come along.

...Actually, both Lady Luise and I were so distracted that we only told her this morning in a hurry. If we had gone without saying anything, how much would Lady Irina have resented us?

"Brother... shall we go?"

And how did Lady Irina feel when she heard about this major disaster first thing on a weekend morning?

I felt too sorry to look at Lady Irina's face properly. If only I had told her yesterday, she would have had time to compose herself.


"Am I... am I late?"
"No. You're right on time."

Seeing Lady Irina panting as if she had run with all her might, my guilt grew even stronger. I'm truly sorry.

"Since everyone is here, we'll proceed."

While Lady Luise was patting Lady Irina's back, the teleport magician from the Kracius Family spoke up.

Though his tone was stiff, the magician's complexion wasn't good either. That's understandable. What retainer would be okay when the heir of the family they serve has been detained? The entire Kracius Family must be in turmoil.

...Mother, are you alright? You seemed like a rather sensitive person; I hope you haven't collapsed.

We couldn't teleport directly to the prison. Though I didn't like the detour in this urgent situation, what could we do? Apparently, anti-teleportation magic was cast around the prison to prevent escapes.

It's an understandable measure. I've thought several times about wanting to extract Kal via teleportation.

"Halt. This is where criminals who have tarnished the honor of the Empire and the Imperial Family stay. Those without proper business are advised not to approach any further."

As we approached the prison, a guard at the main entrance blocked our way.

'Criminals who have tarnished the honor.'

I bit my lip hard. To call Kal, who is more dedicated to the Empire than anyone, a criminal? If the head of the Audit Department is a criminal, then who is a loyal subject and who is a citizen?

I know. I understand. This guard is simply speaking according to protocol. He's not directing it at Kal specifically.

Still, my heart feels like it's being torn apart. To hear someone who works so hard being called a criminal.

"Erich of the Kracius County. I request a visit."

Young Master Erich answered the guard as our representative. Among us, only Young Master Erich has a blood relationship with Kal so far.

"...Excuse me, but whom have you come to see?"

Upon hearing the name "Kracius County," the guard's tone softened rapidly, as if something had clicked.

Earlier he spoke of criminals, but now he asks whom we've come to see. The correct form of address improved my mood a little.

"Kal Kracius."
"Understood. Those wishing to visit, please write your names on this list."

The guard handed the list on the table to Young Master Erich, almost as if presenting it.

After receiving the list back, the guard checked the names and hurriedly entered the prison.

***

Aish, damn it.

'Just my luck.'

My heart sank when the guard suddenly came running. I wondered if His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke had returned.

Fortunately, that wasn't the case, but a new figure appeared. Yesterday it was the Minister of Finance, this morning it was the Magic-Ending Duke, and now they say it's the daughter of the Valenti Duchy. This is driving me crazy.

I was prepared for this. I'm not just anyone but the head of the Audit Department, and this is clearly a show-trial detention of just five days. Since I haven't lost my authority, I expected each visitor to be illustrious.

But still, it's only five days. I had hoped that people wouldn't bother visiting for a mere five-day confinement.

'Was it 5 weeks instead of five days?'

For a moment, I seriously wondered if my memory was wrong. Ministers and dukes bringing food—is this really just five days?

Of course it is. I don't know why, but it's definitely five days.

'Is my luck with officials twisted?'

A few years ago, I supervised when the Minister of Finance was detained. I thought that was the end of my career as a guard, but beyond that end was a new end.

'Should I retire?'

With the wealth I've accumulated, it's something to seriously consider.

The moment I had feared most finally arrived.

"Huu-uup— Huk—"

Seeing Margareta crying silently with her hand covering her mouth made me feel like I was losing my mind.

"Mr. Department Head. You have a visitor request."

When the guard spoke with an expression like he'd just put something down, I wondered why he looked that way. But when I heard Margareta had come as a visitor, I put something down too. What I put down was probably my sense of shame and pride.

Having someone see you behind bars is naturally embarrassing. I didn't want to show this to Erich, Luise, or Irina.

'Especially not to the person I least want to see me like this.'

And I absolutely didn't want to show this to Margareta, even if the sky fell. Because I know how much she worries about me. I know that while she's strong, she's also secretly tender-hearted.

That's why I prayed several times that Margareta wouldn't come, even if it meant getting scolded three times by the Minister.

'You couldn't grant me that one thing?'

Of course, Enen probably isn't free enough to listen to the prayers of an outsider like me. He must be busy listening to the prayers of the natives of this world. Damn it.

"Kal... Kal..."

Margareta, tears streaming down her face, was holding onto the iron bars with one hand while supporting her body that looked like it might collapse at any moment.

How pitiful and heartbreaking she looked. I wanted to go out right away to comfort her and tell her everything was fine, but sadly, that was impossible.

"It's okay. I'm really okay, Mar."

What I could do from inside the prison was extremely limited. At most, I could hold Margareta's hand and repeat that everything was fine. There was nothing else I could do.

And that action seemed to upset Margareta even more.

"Huaaaaaang—!"

In the end, Margareta couldn't even suppress her crying. The dignified noble lady who always cared about appearances and dignity burst into tears like a child.

"Why, why! Why is Kal, why is Kal in there...!"

Like a child's tantrum, or like someone facing an incomprehensible problem.

Either way, she looked full of confusion, unlike her usual self. The more I saw her like this, the more intense my guilt became.

"Why... whyyyyy..."

Muttering like that, Margareta's legs seemed to give out, and she slowly sank to the ground.

"Senior, are you okay?"

Luise, who had been watching with sorrowful eyes from behind, hurriedly approached and supported Margareta.

Seeing that made me feel even more self-loathing. To think that someone else had to do what I should be doing. Well, if I had been outside in the first place, Margareta wouldn't have been in this state.

"Luise, give her this."

Irina handed a water canteen to Luise from somewhere.

Yes, give her some water. She must be dehydrated from crying so much.

"Senior. Let's go outside for a moment. You need some fresh air."
"No, I don't want to... Kal, Kal is here..."

Despite Luise's concerned words, Margareta shook her head and refused.

But seeing Margareta like this made Luise even more determined to take her outside. She probably thought Margareta wasn't in her right mind, since she was speaking informally when she usually always used formal speech.

In the end, with Irina's help too, they dragged Margareta outside despite her protests and head-shaking.

'Outside is better than the underground.'

I sighed as I watched Margareta's retreating figure.

No matter how nicely it's decorated, this is fundamentally an underground prison. It's an unsuitable place for a delicate noble lady who has lost her strength.

"Brother, are you okay?"
"I was until just now."

Only after the others had gone outside did Erich cautiously approach. This was our first conversation since the visit began.

But I understand. Who could speak up before Margareta in that situation? Erich's face was also full of bewilderment; he clearly hadn't expected Margareta to break down in tears like that.

"What happened anyway? How did someone from the Academy end up in detention?"

I glanced away at Erich's words. Really? You're the first one to ask why I was arrested.


The Minister who knows the situation, the Magic-Ending Duke who doesn't care either way, Margareta who broke down in tears as soon as the visit started. Despite several visits, I hadn't told anyone the reason for my detention.

'How could I explain that?'

It was better when no one asked. How on earth could I explain that insane reason?

But from Erich's perspective, he probably thinks I was doing fine at the Academy and then suddenly got arrested. To clear up that misunderstanding, I should explain...

'Would that be okay?'

To explain the situation, I'd have to mention that the Red Wave, an anti-establishment republican treasonous organization, had approached near the Academy. That's something I'm a bit reluctant to tell Erich, who is an Academy student.

Still, except for my mental state, it ended without any harm, and Erich isn't the type to have a loose tongue. If I tell him "keep this to yourself," like passing down a family secret to a daughter-in-law, he'll keep his mouth shut.

...Alright, I'll tell him.

"It's a bit of a long story."

As I continued to speak, Erich's expression changed strangely.

Shit.

***

I need to hold it in. I must hold it in.

'Why this trial?'

For a moment, I resented Enen. What sin had I committed to deserve such a harsh trial?

Could it be because I refused when Tanian asked me to go to church with him? But I wasn't the only one who refused. Even Tanian accepted it when I declined and just went by himself.

'Did he go and pray for a curse?'

I imagined Tanian shouting, "Please punish this unbeliever who rejected faith." Yes, that must be it. Tanian, that evil guy, doing such a vicious thing with a smiling face.

Sometimes people don't go to church, right? My church consists of faith and belief in my heart—

"Are you listening?"
"Ah, yes."

My mind, which had been desperately trying to think of something else, returned at my brother's voice. This is bad. My desperate final escape attempt has failed.

'This is driving me crazy.'

I carefully raised my head and glared at the ceiling, as if I had heard something sad and frustrating.

In reality, I was averting my gaze because I felt like I might burst into laughter at any moment.

"Don't tell anyone about this."

I nodded vigorously at my brother's words.

That republicans shouting for revolution had come near the Academy, that my brother had suppressed those traitors.

Each detail was an extraordinary story. It's terrifying to think that the Academy was in danger while I was unaware, but at least it ended safely.

Except for one thing.

'How could I tell anyone about this?'

If you told this to anyone, they'd think you were crazy. Even I, hearing it directly from the person involved, find it absurd—how much worse would it be for others hearing it secondhand?

My brother was detained because he killed a prisoner. Although killing a prisoner isn't commendable, it's not a crime serious enough to warrant detention.

"I've written quite a few explanatory reports before. Just my luck that this time it meant detention."

The problem was my brother's karma, which turned a minor offense into a major one. That's when the first laughter alert came.

"No, then that guy brought up Lyutis. How could I stay calm after hearing that?"

And when I heard the reason he killed the prisoner, the second alert came.

'That's how it connected?'

It was maddening. If the prisoner had simply provoked him in an ordinary way, causing my brother to lose his temper, it wouldn't have been funny.

But he had to mention Lyutis. He referenced that legendary incident where my brother slammed a royal family member in front of everyone.

Moreover, because of that incident, my brother received the unprecedented punishment of Academy probation. It's the kind of incident that would make him jump up even if he heard it whispered in his sleep, and he heard it from a republican traitor?

'That's impossible to endure.'

I would have killed him too. I think even a Supreme Court judge would declare it not guilty.


Anyway, I completely understood why my brother was imprisoned. But as one problem was solved, a new one arose.

"...Brother. What do we tell the others?"
"Good question..."

Margareta, who was probably still crying outside, and Luise and Irina, who were likely comforting her.

I didn't have the courage to tell those three the truth.

"Just say it's a work issue. Stay quiet unless they ask first."

I silently nodded at my brother's answer, which came after much deliberation.

Please, let no one ask.

***

Not long after I revealed the shameful truth to Erich, Margareta returned. Thankfully, she seemed to have calmed down a bit.

But the visiting time was over, so they had to leave again. Talk about bad timing.

"Kal, I'll see you tomorrow. I promise, I promise I'll come again tomorrow."

She was crying again, and it was hard to stop her. I mean, visiting someone who's been locked up for five days twice is a bit...

Anyway, I was finally able to persuade Margareta, who kept insisting she would come back, shaking her head several times. Only after I promised to visit her first thing after my release did she agree to leave.

"Oh, brother. The family knows you're imprisoned too."

Instead, Erich left me with some troubling news as he was leaving.

"I managed to stop Mother from coming for now. Should I keep preventing her?"

Thanks to my considerate brother, at least the number of visitors didn't increase. Yes, I might somehow endure even Margareta, but I absolutely couldn't bear to face "a mother visiting her imprisoned son."

...Even if I can't visit right away after my release, I should contact her first. That's the right thing to do.

'Damn it.'

I can't believe all this happened because I couldn't control a moment of anger. If I had just stomped on his thigh instead of hitting his head, he wouldn't have died.

As I sighed and looked up at the ceiling, I belatedly felt something odd.

'Why aren't they coming?'

Surprisingly, the section chiefs have been quiet.

It's an unusual situation. No news from the closest Audit Department, but visitors from the distant Academy.

Actually, it's more comfortable if they don't come, but how often have they ever considered my comfort? I thought they would definitely come.

'If they don't come, that's fine by me.'

Let's not worry about it too much.

***

I rolled around, holding my head that felt like it was about to split open. I needed to get up, but I just couldn't.

'I need to go visit...'

Originally, I was supposed to go this morning. The other section chiefs and the deputy head also made time to go together.

But last night, we ended up having an unplanned company dinner.

"This is a celebration dinner for your department head's detention. Attend before going to visit."

How could I skip a dinner pushed by the Minister? I happily attended since it had been a while since our last company dinner.

And this is the result. The Minister brought only high-proof drinks, and the aftermath is tremendous.

"Ugh..."

As I rolled around, I noticed my scattered hair.

My precious white hair that I take such good care of. It's definitely beautiful enough to boast about, but today it looks frightening.

The alcohol I drank yesterday was also white... It's the first time white has scared me...

"Department Heaaad..."

Thinking about the Department Head crying alone in a cold prison makes my heart ache.

I'm sorry, Department Head. I should definitely visit you, but I don't think I can make it today.


The fate of an imperial civil servant is that the boundary between weekdays and weekends is extremely blurred. Still, weekends are weekends, so there's a bit more free time than on weekdays.

So I had slightly hoped that if I could just endure the weekend, I might be able to avoid those enemies who mercilessly murder my mental health. They didn't come on the second day, so if I could somehow endure today, the third day, I'd be fine.

"Hehe, we're here."
"So you came."

But I failed.

'I knew this would happen.'

The Section Chief of the 1st Section and other executives standing behind him.

Right, it's when you have expectations that you end up disappointed. Since I didn't have any expectations, there wasn't any particular mental shock.

Usually, the things you desperately want fail spectacularly. Just need to endure today? Then of course something would happen today, naturally.

"Why did you all come? You must be busy."

The words "why did you come" rather than "how did you come" slipped out automatically. Seriously, why did they come? They must have a hard time resting even on weekdays, so they should at least enjoy their weekends.

Though I have nothing to say if they consider teasing their imprisoned superior as enjoyment.

"How could we just have fun while the Department Head is crying alone?"
"Go back to that Department Head right now."

Just more nonsense from the Section Chief of the 1st Section. But I hesitated to firmly ignore him as the Magic-Ending Duke and Margareta came to mind, making my conscience twinge again.

In other people's minds, I'm a prisoner locked in a cold prison... Strange. Apart from the occasional heartache, I'm living quite comfortably.

'Maybe I should have pretended to be suffering.'

But if I had been groaning in pain, Margareta might have really fainted. Let's just go with the concept that I'm doing well.

"Department Head. Is there anything uncomfortable?"

The Deputy Head asked carefully from behind the snickering Section Chief of the 1st Section.

It's only been three days since my detention. Moreover, I'll be released in just two days. Plus, I've already had several visits, so I have plenty of outside food.

"...I'm doing well."

I deliberately glossed over it as it was a bit embarrassing to explain in detail. The Deputy Head didn't press further since I said I was doing well.

An awkward silence hung in the air, but perhaps because the lineup of visitors was so impressive, the silence didn't last long.

"After the Minister and the Department Head, whose turn is it next?"

As the Section Chief of the 2nd Section looked around, my gaze inadvertently fixed on the Deputy Head.

"Department Head?"
"No, it's nothing."

I quietly turned my gaze away from his look that seemed to ask why I was looking at him at this timing.

Sorry. But after the Minister and Department Head, the next in line is the Deputy Head, isn't it? That thought just came to me instinctively.

"But looking on the bright side, you don't have to worry anymore, right?"

I almost nodded instinctively at the Section Chief of the 3rd Section's sudden comment.

That's true. Now I don't have to worry about counting how many written apologies I've submitted.

"Then would you like to come in too?"
"No, thank you."

But the Section Chief of the 3rd Section refused my kind offer with a serious face.

As far as I remember, that bastard has also accumulated quite a stack of written apologies. Since the 3rd Section moves most actively within the Audit Department, the Section Chief of the 3rd Section inevitably has to write many apologies.

Of course, fewer than me. But I didn't want to win at something like this.

"Department Head, Department Head. What number visitors are we?"

Unlike the trio of section chiefs making unnecessary noise, I exchanged eye greetings with the quietly silent Section Chief of the 5th Section when the Section Chief of the 1st Section rushed over.


"Fifth."
"Huh?"

The Section Chief of the 1st Section blinked, apparently surprised by the unexpected answer. A reaction like, what do you mean you've already had four visits?

Unfortunately, the Minister came twice in one day, the Magic-Ending Duke once, once from the Academy. And now these guys once. That's five in total.

Surprising, right? I'm surprised too. Does it make sense for someone with a five-day detention to already have five visits?

'Damn it.'

Thinking about it makes me angry again. Who visits twice in one day? Even I didn't go that far.

I might visit every day during the detention period, but I wouldn't go multiple times in one day. Isn't that the implicit rule of teabagging?

Visiting twice in one day is as heinous as doing a daily quest twice. That's what I believe. Anyway, I believe it.

"Um... the Minister, the Academy... even the Victorious Duke came, but that's still one short?"

The Section Chief of the 1st Section, who had been counting on his fingers, tilted his head. As if he couldn't think of anyone else who might have come.

Perhaps because you're only a section chief, you underestimate a department head too much. My network is beyond your imagination.

"The Minister came twice."
"Wow."
"And the Magic-Ending Duke once, the Academy once."
"Woooow..."

The Section Chief of the 1st Section's exclamation made my heart ache a bit.

'If even he reacts like that.'

A lineup impressive enough to surprise even the 1st Section Chief, who is far from normal.

Just how many glamorous visits have I endured?

Although there was still plenty of time left before visiting hours ended, I sent them all back.

"Don't disturb the guards while they're working and go back. You should rest on weekends too."
"Department Head, are the guards more important than your cute subordinates?"
"Yes."
"Hiing..."

I had to send them back early, if only for the mental health of the guards. Honestly, the guards have already suffered from noble visitors like the Minister, Duke, and Duchess, but the Audit Department is on a different level, isn't it?

Dignitaries of immeasurably high status. Uncomfortable and awkward, but still, they can be dealt with according to protocol.

But the Audit Department, which could discipline me right away? And executives wandering around their workplace in a group? If I were a guard, I think I'd have a heart attack.

'I should be considerate too.'

Despite being under the Crown Prince's orders, the guard is taking care of me meticulously. Shouldn't I return the favor as much as I've received?

In the first place, if I hadn't been detained, none of this would have happened, but let's skip over that. It's not like I came in here because I wanted to.

'But it's over now.'

If the Minister, the Audit Department, and even the Academy have visited, then everyone who would come has already come. The Magic-Ending Duke's visit was unexpected, but that's an overachievement, not a shortfall.

The only ones left might be the Charcoal Division.

"Ah, Penelia asked me to send her regards. She said the Charcoal Division was immediately dispatched so they couldn't come?"

That's what they say. I was wondering why there was no news from the Section Chief of the 4th Section. I could understand the first day since visits were refused, but it's not like her to not come by the second day.

'They must be very busy.'

Immediately dispatched to another mission right after the Red Wave suppression. If I had known they would be running around like this, I would have fed them more even if the Section Chief of the 1st Section had tried to stop me.

I'll make sure to take good care of them next time I see them. Their bodies are their assets, so they need to eat well and stay healthy.

***

I've developed a habit since four days ago. Praying to Enen once when I arrive at work and once when I leave.


When I arrive, a prayer of supplication that today's duty will end without any trouble, and when I leave, a prayer of gratitude that there really was no trouble. Like this, twice a day.

'It's finally over.'

With trembling hands, I marked an X on the calendar. At last, at last, it's the fifth day. At noon today, I can release the Head of the Audit Department.

'Finally.'

It has been a time of suffering. Just five days, but five days that felt like five months.

On the first day, the Minister came, and not just any minister, but the Minister of Finance. Actually, I could endure up to that point. I've directly managed him when he was in prison before, so it's not strange to be surprised seeing him come as a visitor.

Of course, I never imagined he would visit twice in the same day, but anyway, I could endure it.

And that was as far as I could endure.

'To think the Minister was the most moderate.'

A wry smile escaped at the absurd reality. Who would have imagined that the Minister of Finance would be the most moderate visitor?

On the second day, a Duke came from the morning. Moreover, it was the Magic-Ending Duke, who rarely leaves the Magic Tower. Plus, my heart sank when he entered the prison with outside food.

I'm certainly giving the Head of the Audit Department the best food possible, but that's only by my standards. If the Head of the Audit Department told the Magic-Ending Duke something like "The food is disgusting and the guard is tasteless," I would have to say goodbye to my neck.

...Fortunately, that didn't happen.

'Two from ducal families.'

And after the Magic-Ending Duke, the daughter of the Iron-Blooded Duke came. When the security showed me the list, I almost hit them for joking.

Honestly, ducal families are scarier than high-ranking officials. Officials at least retire, but ducal families remain ducal until death. There's a reason they say you shouldn't even roll your eyes carelessly in front of a ducal family.

Still, it was fortunate that it was a young student who came, not someone who had rolled through the political and social circles. Though it was a bit bitter when that young student cried her eyes out in front of the Head of the Audit Department.

'And lastly...'

My mind stopped thinking. From the moment the Head of the Audit Department was detained, I had expected it, but the people I hoped would never come, came.

Audit... Audit... The Audit Department that could take my neck in various ways...

Let's stop thinking here.

'Anyway, it's over now.'

My rapidly sinking mood soared toward the sky again. Now this suffering is over. The daily life of serving a master in the name of a prisoner and worrying about possibly offending him is over.

This damn dirty guard life. I should quit right now, really.

"G-Guard!"

Just as I was about to take out the resignation letter I had carefully written last night, I heard the security guard's voice from behind me.

I sighed at the urgent voice. What is it, what is it this time?

"What's the matter?"

Every time a security guard came running, unusual things happened. The Minister came, a Duke came, a Duchess came, the Audit Department came.

But today is the release day, isn't it? It probably won't be related to the Head of the Audit Department. Yes, that's enough.

I, who have been trained for five days, I who am about to submit my resignation letter, am stronger than ever before. I'm confident that I won't be surprised by any news.

"A messenger from the Victorious Duke has arrived!"
"...What?"

I was immediately surprised.

'The Victorious Duke...?'

No, why? Why the Victorious Duke?

At least he didn't come in person this time, but why?

'Damn it.'

I want to cry. I should have submitted my resignation letter yesterday, not today.

I waited eagerly for my release. And there was the guard, running toward me from a distance, probably having anticipated this day even more anxiously than I had.

The way he clung to the iron bars and hurriedly unlocked the padlock was almost touching to watch. No wonder he'd been glancing at the lock for the past five days. He wasn't checking if it was properly locked—he was desperate to open it as soon as possible.

'I'm sorry.'

While I feel apologetic toward others, I feel especially so toward this guard. I worry that I treated him too much like a butler when he should have maintained a strict, solemn demeanor before the prisoners.

To be honest, even calling him a butler would be generous—he was essentially a servant. Though it wasn't intentional, I truly am sorry...

"Thank you for your hard work, Audit Department Head."

As soon as the door opened, the guard bowed so deeply his head nearly touched the floor. Yet his hands remained extended forward, returning my belongings that he had been keeping.

It's incredibly awkward to be thanked for my "hard work" when I was essentially on a prison vacation, but I didn't want to break the guard's touching sense of relief.

Yes, I worked hard. If the guard says so, let's go with that.

"Thanks to you, I was able to stay without any inconvenience. I won't forget it."

I couldn't leave without expressing some gratitude, so I patted the guard's shoulder a few times. I'm sorry and thank you.

"Excuse me, Audit Department Head."

While I was gathering my belongings, the guard who had been bowing carefully straightened up.

I looked at him without much thought but then flinched. Now that I noticed, his complexion didn't look good at all.

'What's this?'

Strange. Has something else happened?

But I'm being released now—what could possibly happen? If someone came to visit, I could just meet them outside.

'Could my sentence be extended?'

The thought suddenly crossed my mind. I was anxious that he might say, "The Crown Prince has ordered you to stay imprisoned for a few more days."

Why open the door if my sentence was extended? Maybe they're moving me to a different prison. The Crown Prince's madness is utterly unpredictable.

"A letter has arrived for you, Audit Department Head."

Thankfully, I wasn't being extended like at a karaoke room.

Anyway, the guard pulled out a letter from his pocket with trembling hands.

"It's from the Victorious Duke."

'Oh my.'

No wonder he was trembling.

The guard held out the letter as if his own neck would be wrung if the letter got even slightly crumpled, his face pale.

Glancing at it, I could see the Victorious Duke's seal prominently displayed. It was indeed from him.

'Was he a traitor in his past life?'

Looking at this guard with his ill-fated career, I had reasonable doubts. Surely this level of misfortune requires accumulating tremendous negative karma in a previous life?

In just five days, he became entangled with three of the five ducal families. This would be an enormous trial for an ordinary, average guard.

...But by that logic, I'm even worse. If the guard was a traitor, I would have been a successful traitor who sold out the country.

"Yes, I've received it."

I quickly took the letter, concerned it might get soaked with sweat if I left it with him any longer.

From butler to mailman. How much further can a guard's authority fall?

***

The moment the Victorious Duke's letter left my hands, I felt profound relief. When you're holding something you absolutely cannot handle, your hands and feet naturally tremble.

'I'm resigning immediately.'

I could feel the resignation letter I had carefully kept in my pocket. The recent incident confirmed my decision. No need to wait until the end of the day. No need for handover or anything else.


As soon as the Audit Department Head leaves, I'm going straight to submit my resignation letter. No one can stop me from quitting this dog's life as a guard.

"You there."

While I was thinking about settling in a quiet provincial domain with my savings and retirement money, I heard the Audit Department Head's voice.

He was looking at me, apparently having finished reading the letter.

'When did he call me?'

Did he call several times and I only just heard him? Fortunately, that didn't seem to be the case.

If that had happened, the Audit Department Head's expression wouldn't be so calm. Not when a mere guard ignored his words.

"Yes, Audit Department Head."

"What's your name?"

Or maybe I did ignore him?

His tone was calm, but the content was so chilling that my hands started trembling again.

'This is insane.'

The head of the Audit Department was asking for my name. I had the urge to fall to my knees and beg for mercy, mentioning my wife and children.

But when I actually met the Audit Department Head's gaze, my body wouldn't move properly.

"I-I..."

For a moment, I almost gave a different name but managed to stop myself. Lying would only get me caught quickly and result in a harsher punishment.

"L-Luciano, sir."

"I see."

Seeing the Audit Department Head nodding calmly, I bit my lip.

I had worked so hard to prevent this situation. I devoted myself to serving him meticulously, ensuring I wouldn't disturb his mood or cause any complaints.

Yet it seems that wasn't enough for a nobleman. No matter how hard a commoner tries, they can never have the perspective of nobility.

If there's a next life, I'd like to be born as a noble—

"Here, take this."

The Audit Department Head abruptly handed me a business card.

Is this a display of power—remember the name of the person who will kill you? If so, it's a cruel and terrible act. I can understand why the Audit Department has such a notorious reputation.

Of course, I couldn't express such complaints outwardly. If I did, I might die even more painfully than I otherwise would.

'What's this?'

I accepted the business card with half-resigned feelings, but something was unusual.

"Excuse me, Audit Department Head, but what is this?"

I showed him the back of the card. The space that should have been blank was filled with my name and the Audit Department Head's signature.

At my reaction, the Audit Department Head let out a small laugh and answered.

"It must have been difficult for you these five days. This is the only gift I can give you right now."

I just blinked at his words, which made even less sense. It's fortunate not to be 'audited,' but how is this a gift?

Perhaps collecting business cards is fashionable among nobles? That would make sense. Even among nobles, the Audit Department Head's card would fetch a good price. My name being on it is a flaw, though.

"If there's somewhere you want to go, just show that card."

His words finally made me come to my senses.

In front of the empty cell, I stared blankly at the card.

"You can show it when you encounter trouble, or use it if you want a different position."

I kept nodding at the Audit Department Head's kind explanation.


"Even if a job suits you, doing the same thing can get boring."

I nodded even more vigorously at those words. One of the reasons I wrote my resignation letter without hesitation was because of my long career as a guard.

'A different position.'

My hands started trembling again, but for a different reason now.

Who would enjoy being a guard for years? People stay because circumstances don't allow otherwise, because there's nowhere else suitable to go.

But now I had an all-purpose key that made everything possible. Moreover, it was a key that could aim for a higher position, not just a different one.

'Thank you...!'

I repeated the words in my heart several times, though there was no one to hear them.

Five days of suffering? I know nothing of that. Compared to the Audit Department Head's favor, such things were just tiny disturbances, like grains of sand.

I reverently placed the card in my pocket. If I were to lose it, I would truly weep and pound the ground—

'What's this?'

My hand bumped into something as it entered my pocket. I was extremely displeased. How dare some unknown object occupy the sacred space meant for the business card.

Annoyed, I pulled out the object and saw the words "resignation letter."

'How ugly.'

It's a pathetic item written by losers. Something I absolutely don't need now.

I tore up the resignation letter, containing my ugly past self. With this, I have overcome myself.

***

Thanks to the magician the Crown Prince had sent ahead to the prison, I was able to arrive at the Academy immediately.

It felt strange to receive such consideration from the very person who had put me in prison, but since I was largely responsible for ending up there in the first place, I decided to let it go.

'He'll keep his promise.'

With a sigh of relief, I folded the Victorious Duke's letter and put it in my pocket.

Actually, when I first received the letter, I thought it might be an invitation to meet and was concerned. I had promised to see Margareta first after my release, so I would have had to politely decline.

But that wasn't the case.

[I heard the news. It's unfortunate, but I believe this incident will serve as a stepping stone for your further growth, so I won't worry.]

A simple greeting followed by words of comfort.

[I wanted to visit you, but I thought my presence might burden you. I hoped you could rest without any concerns during those five days. We'll have plenty of time to meet later.]

And unlike a certain minister who lives somewhere, his words overflowed with consideration.

Is this what a real adult is like? What were all the adults I've known until now?

[This weekend is my daughter's birthday, and we're holding a small banquet at the mansion. My daughter also hopes you'll grace us with your presence, so won't you come?]

Though he did set up a meeting time quite quickly.

Come to think of it, the Crown Princess's birthday is around this time. I think they held a banquet around this season last year too.

'It should be fine.'

The Crown Prince who would come as the Crown Princess's plus-one was irritating, but it should be okay if the Crown Princess is there. At least that madman won't teabag me in front of the Crown Princess.

Being the first meeting after my release, the Crown Prince's provocation potential is sky-high. But the Crown Princess, who acts as the Crown Prince's restraint, will be there.

Good, there shouldn't be any problems.

'This will be fun.'

I'll get to directly observe the Crown Prince being mindful of the Crown Princess, which makes me giddy.

I can't resist this. It's a banquet I'd want to attend even if told not to.

...Of course, I should finish cleaning up everything by the weekend. If I go to the Capital without properly resolving things, Margareta will probably try to stop me.

I felt my arms starting to go numb. My legs, which had been firmly restrained since earlier, were beginning to twitch slightly.

My body kept sending distress signals, but I couldn't bring myself to address them. This situation was my own karma, after all.

"Um..."

Still, hoping against hope, I cautiously opened my mouth—

"No."
"I see."

At Margareta's firm refusal, I quickly closed my mouth. I hadn't even finished speaking.

"I won't let you go until club time."

After saying that, Margareta embraced me even more tightly. As if she was sulking at me for already trying to escape.

What could I do when it was Margareta of all people acting this way? Even if my body was getting a bit stiff, I should gladly comply.

'So she'll let me go at club time.'

She was being considerate even in this situation. She's truly too good for a worthless guy who ended up in prison.

With gratitude in mind, I tightened my arms around Margareta, and she rubbed her face against my chest in satisfaction.

'This is a bit embarrassing.'

I awkwardly averted my gaze.

It wasn't because of the hug itself. We'd done this plenty of times before, so why would I be embarrassed now?

Rather, it was the position—the position was too suggestive.

'Good thing no one else is coming here.'

I looked down at Margareta, who still had her face buried in my chest.

She wasn't just hugging me normally; she was sitting on my lap. Sitting on my lap, fixing my lower body with both her legs, facing me directly.

Maybe I'm being oversensitive, but isn't this a bit strange? It seems like a position that could be misunderstood if others saw us.

'It should be fine.'

Since this is a place no one can enter without Margareta's permission, it should be okay.

Yes, there's no problem. If I were to push Margareta away just because I felt a little embarrassed, I wouldn't be human. How could I do that after seeing her like that earlier?

"Kal! A-are you really okay? You're not hurt anywhere, are you? Have you been eating properly?"

To keep my promise of visiting her first after my release, I skipped the principal and went straight to the vice president's office. As soon as I entered, Margareta threw aside the documents she was processing and rushed to me.

With slight exaggeration, she checked me from head to toe, touching me directly. Her touch was so urgent and desperate that I couldn't bring myself to avoid it.

"I'm fine. There's no problem at all."

Only after I reassured her several times could Margareta begin to calm down.

"Hic... hic... waaah!"

Well, maybe "calm" wasn't the right word.

Beyond just sniffling, Margareta burst into tears and tapped my chest with her fists several times. From her perspective, she was probably hitting me, but it felt more like gentle pats.

It didn't hurt physically. But rather than a physical attack, it felt like a mental one—my heart ached.

"Y-you're so mean! You promised you wouldn't get locked up again! You said you wouldn't make me worry again!"
"I'm sorry..."

I couldn't lift my head as Margareta poured out the sorrow she had bottled up for five days.

Yes, I had said that. To comfort Margareta, who was worried about my disciplinary action, I promised there wouldn't be another incident like this.

Of course, it was a promise I couldn't keep. At that point, I was just one written warning away from detention. Far from "never again," it wouldn't have been surprising if I'd been locked up the very next day.

But what kind of lunatic would say "I might get detained next time" to someone sad about a disciplinary action? Only the Second Prince could pull that off.

"Sit down right now."
"Ah, yes."

Then Margareta, with her eyes sharply raised, gave a brief command.

She seemed to be trying to look intimidating in her own way, but honestly, she wasn't scary at all—she was cute. With her reddened eyes and sniffles, any intimidation factor disappeared. Though I couldn't say that to her face.

Anyway, following her order, I sat on the sofa, and Margareta sat on my lap, wrapped her arms around my back...


"I absolutely won't let you go. Today, you belong to me."

She declared, as if telling me to prepare myself.

Not countering with "Aren't I always yours, Mar?" was the last bit of conscience I had left as a guilty person.

'If this helps her feel better.'

I carefully stroked Margareta's head. If she had said I belonged to her not just today but for all five days, I would have complied just as willingly.

At least until the wet spot on my chest dried, I'd stay like this.

***

I couldn't pull my face away from Kal's chest.

'I'm so embarrassed...'

I lost my mind the moment I saw Kal. After confirming he was unharmed, relief and resentment hit me simultaneously.

...So unlike usual, I couldn't maintain my dignity. What if he dislikes me for being an unrefined lady?

But it was too late. I had burst into tears in front of Kal and assaulted someone who had just been released. I would have no defense if Kal was disappointed in me after this.

Still, still, this was the moment my future husband returned from prison.

'How could I hold back?'

Kal said it was only five days, but I couldn't accept that at all. Is the duration what matters right now?

Those five days felt like hell, more painful than any other time. I wanted to go to prison in his place if it meant getting him out.

Even now, thinking about Kal being in prison made tears well up again.

'I shouldn't be like this...'

Out of embarrassment, I buried myself deeper into Kal's chest. And because my face was buried there, I could feel his clothes getting soaked with my tears.

Yet Kal embraced me without any complaint. He stroked my head as if to say everything was okay.

'It's warm.'

I wish we could stay like this forever.

'I'll forgive him.'

I'm upset that he broke his promise and got locked up, especially since it wasn't just disciplinary action but detention, but Kal must have had the hardest time of all.

Let's forgive him this time. Yes, just this once. Really.

"Um, Mar?"
"Absolutely not."

While feeling the warmth that calmed my heart, Kal opened his mouth again.

Thinking he was going to ask me to let him go again, I immediately refused. Not a chance. I can forgive him, but only after he properly comforts me. We're still far from that.

But Kal let out a small, embarrassed laugh and continued.

"Are you free this weekend?"

At those words, I almost lifted my head but quickly lowered it again. I hadn't seen a mirror, but my face must look terrible right now. I absolutely can't show him that face.

When I didn't respond, Kal laughed again and gently stroked my head.

"This weekend, there's a banquet at the Victorious Duke's mansion to celebrate the Crown Princess's birthday."

I nodded unconsciously, having heard about this recently. Father had invited me to go together, but I declined because I was distracted with Kal being locked up and busy with student council work...

"I was also invited by His Grace, but I don't have a partner. It seems too inconsiderate to go alone, so I've been hesitating."

By the time I heard that, my heart was racing wildly.

Weekend, banquet, partner. If I didn't catch on after hearing all this, I wouldn't be a noble or even human.

'Partner.'

A word that makes my heart flutter naturally. Being Kal's partner. Attending a banquet with Kal.

And not just any banquet, but the Crown Princess's birthday celebration. It will surely gather all the notable figures. It's practically a small New Year's reception.

To proudly attend such an event as Kal's partner?

'That's perfect.'


The corners of my mouth twitched. Just by attending, I can showcase my relationship with Kal to high society. A day after the banquet ends, the entire Empire, the whole continent will know.

"Do you remember the Club Fair? You said then that if it was okay, you'd like to be my partner..."

I remember. It was a monumental day when I claimed Kal's first dance.

And I'm touched. It was just a passing comment, but he remembered it properly.

"Would you be my partner?"
"I will!"

I instinctively raised my head and then realized my mistake.

I had been staying still because I didn't want to show my face, but I foolishly forgot.

"Thank you, Mar."

Still, seeing Kal smile as if nothing was wrong reassured me.

***

I could feel Margareta's mood dramatically improving after my partner invitation.

Her eyes, which had been brimming with tears, were now full of smiles, and she finally revealed her face that she had been hiding against my chest.

'When someone cries and then smiles...'

For a moment, I had an extremely disrespectful thought and quickly shook my head. When someone cries and then smiles, they look beautiful, of course.

Mentally apologizing to Margareta, I quickly walked on. Our conversation had gone longer than expected, making me a bit late for club time.

'On my first day back.'

A torturer decorating his return after absence with tardiness. Is there another torturer like this in the world?

Anyway, moving as quickly as possible, I soon arrived at the club room.

"Brother!"
"Sorry, I'm a bit late."

Skipping the knock and opening the door directly, Luise, who had been wandering around the club room, rushed to me.

"Th-thank goodness. I was worried you might still be underground...!"

I could only give a bitter smile at Luise's sigh of relief. Certainly, if someone scheduled for release doesn't show up, such thoughts might occur.

After patting her shoulder a few times to reassure her, I turned my gaze to see the other club members approaching.

I was secretly grateful to them. I had worried they might all come rushing to visit me, but fortunately, only Luise and Erich had come.

'What a sight that would have been.'

At least the guard bit his tongue.

"Torturer, are you alright?"

Lyutis, who approached first, casually asked about my well-being. With a face full of solemnity unlike his usual self.

It feels strange seeing him act this way, considering he pulled that novel "tofu cake" tea-bagging during my disciplinary period. But I understand.

'Was it that bad even in his eyes?'

When a friend gets a tonsillectomy, you eat chicken in front of them and gift them Shooting Star ice cream. That's acceptable teasing.

But if they're in a serious car accident and can't move, you don't dare tease them. That's roughly the principle.

"I'm fine."

Still, I felt oddly proud thinking that he maintained his common sense.

Yes, our club member has a good heart.

"Nothing this time? I was kind of expecting something."

As satisfaction welled up, I made a department head joke, and Lyutis awkwardly smiled.

I'm sorry. This is the symbol of unfunniness, department head-style humor—

"I prepared something."

?

'You've got to be kidding.'

Why did you prepare something again?

I stared blankly at Lyutis's back. I could clearly see him rummaging through the shelves, apparently searching for something.

So it really exists. I thought he was just cleverly responding to my unfunny joke, but it actually exists.

'Why does he have it?'

A fundamental question kept bubbling up. Why on earth would he possess such an ominous thing?

To be honest, throughout my entire life—both before and after possession—I'd never heard of tofu cake until my confinement. I knew about rice cakes and ice cream cakes, but tofu? I couldn't have imagined it.

Yet now I was about to eat this food I'd never known existed three times in a month. I don't think I've eaten regular cake this frequently.

"Um, brother. It's also considered a health food in the Armein Kingdom."

Luise cautiously approached and whispered, apparently interpreting my vacant expression somehow.

I know that. I heard about it during my previous confinement. Lyutis had explained it very kindly, so I still remember.

"I think Lyutis prepared it because he was worried about you..."

Luise's voice trailed off at the end, suggesting she found this situation a bit awkward too.

Yes, tofu cake is considered a health food in the Armein Kingdom. Apparently, it's often given as a gift to released prisoners.

Since I'm also a released prisoner, there's no problem with receiving it. No problem, but...

'It feels like teabagging.'

If I hadn't received tofu cake during my confinement, I would have taken it as pure consolation.

But I did receive it. In my mind, tofu cake has already been imprinted as a symbol of teabagging. Lyutis probably knew that, which is why he couldn't give it to me first.

"Here it is."

Lyutis approached, having finally found the monstrosity.

'I'm seeing this again.'

The white tofu cake Lyutis was holding. Yet strangely, it looked blacker and more sinister than any other object.

But something felt missing. It didn't look like this before.

Ah, my prisoner number isn't written on it.

'A final consideration?'

I glanced at Lyutis's face and saw an awkward smile.

Right, you must have struggled with this too. Writing the prisoner number would have felt like delivering a finishing blow.

"...Thank you."

After some deliberation, I accepted the tofu cake. The previous teabagging happened because I was confined, and I was confined because I slammed Lyutis to the ground. It's all self-inflicted.

Honestly, if Erich hadn't called me unnecessarily, or if Lyutis hadn't accumulated bad karma with his devil's mouth, none of this would have happened.

Anyway, I brought this on myself. That's what I decided to think.

"It's too much for one person, so let's eat together."
"Ah, yes."

Lyutis nodded obediently. The other club members tactfully picked up their forks too.

The tofu cake, which I was eating for the third time, was incredibly soft. Is this the taste of a tear-soaked tofu cake?

'Damn it.'

A taste I never want to experience again.

As soon as club activities ended, I headed to the principal's office. The principal must have been surprised by my detention too. I should show my face and report my return.

"Ah, Audit Department Head."

When I entered the principal's office, there was an awkward exchange of glances, followed by a suffocating silence.

"You've been through a lot."

The principal broke the brief silence. He seemed to have concluded that a short word of comfort was better than lengthy concerns or inquiries about my well-being.

Of course, that was the right answer. It would have been burdensome if even the principal had shown excessive worry.

"You've had it harder than me, Principal. I apologize for suddenly leaving my post."
"It's fine. The Audit Department Head gave me notice, so there were no problems."

I awkwardly returned the principal's small smile.

I had indeed informed the principal after suppressing the Red Wave, saying I needed to be away for a while to handle the aftermath.


He probably didn't expect that "aftermath" would mean detention.

"I know how much the Audit Department Head sacrifices for the Academy and the Empire. So please don't feel too burdened."
"Thank you for your kind words."

The principal's warm words made me feel even more embarrassed.

The principal probably thinks I was detained due to an "unfortunate accident while protecting the Academy." So as the Academy's head, he can only express gratitude and comfort.

It's not exactly wrong. I was detained after an unfortunate accident while protecting the Academy from the Red Wave.

'Unfortunate only for me.'

Tragedy from afar, comedy up close.

If the principal knew the details of that unfortunate accident, how would he react? He might laugh, or perhaps be dumbfounded...

Either way, it would be equally painful.

***

I paced around the room, repeatedly glancing at the communication device. I handled it several times, wondering if it might be broken.

Each time, I only confirmed that the device was working fine. It's quite sturdy, probably because it was made by the Magic Tower.

"Nia. You're restless."

Laura frowned as she observed my behavior.

"......"
"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"Nothing. It's nothing."

When I stared at Laura's legs, she sharply questioned me, seemingly embarrassed.

Laura's legs had been shaking violently, as if there was an earthquake, for quite some time. Who was calling whom restless?

Still, I understood. Laura had raised Kal and Erich in place of this mother who wasn't much of a mother. She had cared for Kal like her own child, replacing the child she had lost so meaninglessly.

"...It's today, right?"
"Yes."

But even Laura couldn't bear waiting any longer, asking with a voice tinged with anxiety.

Today is the day. Erich definitely said it would be today.

- He's only being confined for five days. The treatment is decent, so he said not to worry too much.
"Still, shouldn't we at least visit him..."
- He's already been through a lot and is tired. He said he'd contact us first after his release, so wouldn't it be better to wait?

That was my conversation with Erich three days ago.

I wanted to rush to Kal immediately, but Erich's dissuasion helped me barely hold back.

I couldn't just sit still knowing my precious son was in a cold prison, but when I heard that he was tired, I hesitated. What if I was just bothering him because of my selfish feelings?

So I waited as Erich suggested. He said Kal would be released today and would contact us first, so I trusted and waited.

'I've been waiting since morning.'

I handled the communication device again with trembling hands.

Today, I kept the device with me while bathing, eating, and working.

- So regarding the Crown Princess's birthday banquet, we won't attend— Nia?
"I'm sorry, brother. What did you say?"
- Is something wrong?

Even when communicating with others, I was anxious that Kal might try to contact me in between.

And as if mocking my anxiety, there had been no contact at all.

"Should I have... gone to visit?"
"As if you could have gone when you couldn't even get up."

My face burned at Laura's blunt words. In truth, even if Kal had wanted a visit, I was in no condition to go.

When Erich suddenly requested a teleportation mage, and I learned it was for visiting the detained Kal, everything went dark before my eyes.

"Are you conscious?"

When I opened my eyes again, I was lying in bed.

"Laura...? Why am I here..."
"You fainted. For six hours."

For a while after that, I couldn't muster any strength and just lay in bed. It was so bad that even Billy, who had been at the assembly, returned.


In that state, visiting would have only worried Kal more. No, honestly, as Laura said, I probably couldn't have gone anyway.

With such bitter feelings, I continued handling the communication device. It's not like contact would come faster by doing this.

And at that moment, as if by some lie, the device lit up.

'...Does it work?'

Now that contact was actually coming, my mind went blank. What should I say? "You've been through a lot"? "Are you okay"? "Why did you contact so late"?

"Nia."

Laura's voice beside me brought me back to my senses.

What am I doing? Even if my words get tangled, I should answer first. What if the connection cuts off while I'm hesitating?

- Mother.

When I hurriedly activated the device, Kal's face appeared.

"Kal."

I clenched my fist tightly, feeling tears about to flow.

'His face is half its normal size.'

He probably couldn't eat properly with the food they give in prison. At an age when he should be growing, still just a child, staying in such a harsh environment.

How much must he have suffered? How scared must he have been?

"...Are you, okay?"
- Yes, I've been doing well.

At those words, the tears I had been holding back threatened to surge again. Such an obvious lie. There's no way he could have been doing well in prison.

Despite his own hardships, he's being considerate of this inadequate mother. Why did such a good child have to be in prison?

But I couldn't bring myself to speak. It would be a question that would tear open Kal's heart again, which he was trying so hard to keep together with a smile.

- I wanted to greet you in person, but it seems difficult.
"That's okay. Contact is enough."
- Then I'm glad.

I don't remember much of the conversation after that. I was too focused on clenching my fists and biting my lips to maintain my composure.

But Kal's expression wasn't bad, so I probably didn't say anything strange. That's good enough.

- Please send my regards to the family head and the head maid.

At those words, Laura's face beside me brightened considerably.

"Yes, I'll make sure to tell them, so don't worry."

Billy will be happy to hear that Kal asked about him too.

***

I ended the call with Mother as quickly as possible. It might seem like the behavior of an overly filial son, but I simply couldn't bear to look at Mother's face for long.

'As expected.'

I couldn't help but sigh. Of course. What mother would be fine after hearing her son was imprisoned?

Though she tried her best to hide it, her body couldn't lie. The strangely tense eyes, the reddened eye rims, the trembling lips.

...Let's stop analyzing here. If I think any more, I might evolve from a burning filial son to a blazing one.

'Should I have called earlier?'

Seeing Mother's condition, the triangle in my heart started working again. Margareta, the club, the principal. After reporting my return to them in succession, I hadn't managed to contact Mother.

Still, I'm glad I contacted her today. Otherwise, Mother might have stayed up all night.

And the next morning.

"The madam wishes that all bad things be erased and only good things fill your days."

A teleportation mage from the family respectfully handed me a box.

Inside the box were freshly made tofu dishes along with a carefully written letter.

Wow.

"...Please convey my sincere thanks."

Wooow...

I took one bite of the tofu dish my mother sent, filled with remorse. Another bite of the health food I received during vacation, filled with repentance. And finally, a bite of the red ginseng extract from the Magic-Ending Duke, with a promise that nothing like this would ever happen again.

That concluded my unusually luxurious breakfast.

'This is driving me crazy.'

With a bitter feeling, I stared blankly at the floor. I couldn't bring myself to look up in the face of my mother's warm maternal affection.

A well-intentioned slap in the face is the most painful kind. If it had been mockery-filled teabagging, I could have fought back, but when faced with a gift filled with motherly love, I had no choice but to accept it.

After staring at the floor for a while, I glanced at the handwritten letter still in my hand.

[As the weather gets colder, always dress warmly. No matter how busy you are, don't skip meals, and if you feel unwell, immediately find a priest or mage.]

A letter containing only pure concern for her son, without any mention of the detention incident. When I saw the tear stains and smudged ink in the corner, I seriously considered biting my tongue.

If I were her real son instead of an impostor, I would have rushed to the mansion immediately to beg for forgiveness. I endured because I'm a fake.

'I need to control myself.'

I put the letter in the drawer with a sigh.

Even if I consider my family as strangers, from their perspective, I am their real family. The more recklessly I behave, the more they'll suffer.

Right, as the Section Chief of the 3rd Section said, my previous stack was reset by the detention. From now on, I'll be careful not to write any more explanatory reports.

"Damn it."

If I had been reincarnated in this world rather than possessing someone, would things have been better?

A welcome visitor came during club time today.

"Brother, are you okay?"

It was Irina, visiting the pastry club room for the first time since the second semester began. But as soon as she saw my face, she greeted me with concern rather than joy.

When the first greeting isn't "hello" but "are you okay," it hurts my heart, though I had somewhat anticipated it.

"I'm fine, don't worry."

I answered with a smile that now comes naturally.

I'm fine, I've been well, don't worry. I wonder how many times I've said these words. I feel like I'll have to keep these phrases on my lips all month.

But I really am fine and have been well. If they had seen my prison life, they would have thought their visitation time was wasted.

"O-okay, I understand."

Irina, who had been hesitating, nodded with a slightly dejected expression.

I think I know why she's acting like this. She probably thinks I'm forcing myself to say I'm fine, and that makes her sad.

'I really am fine.'

Honestly, I was more comfortable than during my time at the Academy. If you were in my position, you would have been fine too.

But I couldn't say something like "would you like to try it too?" to a young girl, so I kept quiet.

"It felt wrong to come empty-handed, so I brought a small gift."

As Irina cautiously spoke after a moment of silence, I instinctively flinched. Gift? Did she say gift?

'No way.'

My mind is already reeling from Lyutis's first blow, followed by my mother's second.

You're not bringing tofu too, are you? If I take a third hit, it would be a triple combo. Anything but a triple combo.

"This... I'm not sure if you'll like it, but..."

After hesitating, Irina revealed a flowerpot she had been hiding behind her back. Now that I think about it, she had been hiding her hands since earlier.

A hawthorn tree sapling in a white pot. White flowers were in full bloom, creating a bright atmosphere.

As soon as I confirmed it was a flowerpot, relief washed over me. Thank goodness, I avoided the triple combo.

"It's the same gift as before... but this one has grown so beautifully..."

Despite my relief, Irina seemed concerned about giving the same gift again, shifting her eyes around as her words trailed off.

Unnecessary worry. Right now, I'd gladly accept anything as long as it's not tofu. I might develop PTSD from white things, but at least this isn't edible.

"It's beautiful. You raised it well."

When I smiled slightly and said this, Irina's eyes, which had been watching for my reaction, widened.

"I'll take good care of it too."
"Yes!"


Seeing Irina's bright smile, the bitterness I'd felt since morning seemed to subside a bit.

***

I couldn't help but smile as the flowerpot passed from my hands to my brother's.

'What a relief.'

I had hesitated many times while preparing the hawthorn tree. Would he dislike receiving the same gift again? Would he react indifferently?

After much deliberation, I chose the hawthorn tree again. The hawthorn tree is an unforgettable, monumental symbol to me.

A symbol of overcoming my fear and hatred toward my brother. A symbol of acknowledging my feelings for him.

'...One and only love.'

The flower meaning still makes my face hot when I think about it. Though not intentional, it's also a symbol of how I confessed my feelings to my brother.

Unfortunately, my brother didn't notice, and only Luise caught on, but that's okay.

'I can confess again.'

How can an unintentional confession be called a confession?

That's why I gave my brother another hawthorn tree. This time, with my own will, I gave him my one and only love.

He probably won't notice this time either...

'That's okay.'

I'm satisfied. Because I confessed to my brother with my own will, not by mistake.

Of course, I don't plan to stop here. Someday, I'll work toward directly confessing to my brother with my own words, not through indirect flower meanings.

While watching my brother carrying the hawthorn tree to the window, I felt something poking my side.

"Luise?"

When I turned, Luise was grinning and poking my side with her finger.

"Irina has two loves?"

My face heated up at her playful words. If I looked in a mirror, I'd probably be bright red.

Luise is the only one here who knows the true meaning behind the hawthorn tree. Fortunately, she hasn't spread rumors, but she occasionally makes mischievous jokes like this.

But what does she mean by two loves?

'That's mean.'

Saying it like that makes it sound like I like two men. I only like my brother.

I stared at her with a slightly hurt feeling, but Luise just kept smiling.

...Ah, I just thought of something good.

"Luise. Come here for a second."

When I gestured slightly, Luise tilted her head but readily leaned in.

How can she tease others yet be so unsuspecting? This innocence is Luise's weakness.

"I'm sorry, I'm sooorry... I didn't know betterrr..."

I deliberately whispered in Luise's ear with slurred pronunciation, using the exact words she had once cried to me.

The reaction was immediate. Luise's face, which had only been blinking, instantly flushed as she hurriedly covered my mouth.

'How dare you.'

A satisfying result. How can someone with an even more embarrassing past than mine tease me?

As I smiled with satisfaction, Luise's face grew even redder. With her hand covering my mouth, her eyes must look even more prominent.

"I'm sorry..."

Finally, Luise removed her hand and quietly surrendered. It was a bit amusing to see her attack first and surrender first, but I gladly accepted.

Despite how I may appear, I am a count's daughter. I've been quite active in social circles.

"Now I have three flowerpots."

At my brother's words as he approached us, Luise hurriedly composed herself.

"Do you like it?"
"Very much."


Though I had just said something to give Luise time to collect herself, his firm answer made me smile again.

I hadn't expected him to like it so much. How wonderful it would have been if he had reacted like that knowing the flower's meaning.

'...Does he know?'

My heart fluttered at the quiet thought that rose in my mind.

Could he possibly have noticed my confession? Could he be so pleased knowing what it means? That would be nice...

"I'll take good care of it. I hope it lives a long time."

Those words sounded to me like he wanted to live with me for a long time.

***

Thanks to Irina, I was able to end the desperate tofu relay.

Thank you, Irina. Even if you spit in my face someday, I'll laugh it off. Really, thank you...

- The more gifts one receives, the more popular they must be. It's proof that Kal has lived a good life.
"Thinking of it that way does make me feel better."

I forced a smile at the Victorious Duke's words. If the price of popularity is teabagging, I'd rather choose the path of a rogue.

But I couldn't say such things in front of an elder who was about to celebrate, so I held back.

- That's the spirit. It's exhausting to dwell too much on past events.

The Victorious Duke seemed pleased with my response and smiled slightly. I'm glad I said the right thing.

After chuckling briefly, the Victorious Duke composed himself and continued.

- So, you're coming with Margareta?
"Yes, Your Grace."

The Crown Princess's birthday banquet is only days away. It's better to know who's attending for easier preparation.

That's why I told the Victorious Duke I would attend with Margareta. Surprise guests might be nice in fiction, but in reality, they're somewhat inconsiderate.

- I'm pleased to think that such a well-matched pair will grace the occasion. Thank you, Kal.

That expression of gratitude probably carries multiple meanings.

- The Iron-Blooded Duke will be pleased too.
"Haha..."

I could only laugh awkwardly at those words. I didn't know the Iron-Blooded Duke would also attend this banquet.

Since entering what is essentially retirement, the Iron-Blooded Duke rarely leaves his domain except for New Year's ceremonies. So I thought it would be the same this time.

'Of all times.'

Why is the Iron-Blooded Duke coming at this timing? I know exactly what he'll say when he sees me.

"I haven't seen you kneel before me, so why are you with Mar?"

My hands and feet trembled at the automatically playing voice in my head.

I had planned to go straight to the Iron-Blooded Duke's castle after the New Year's ceremony. To kneel and beg for permission to marry Margareta. Given the Iron-Blooded Duke's character of keeping his word, I would need to show such submission to be with Margareta.

But now I'm accompanying Margareta before going through that procedure? I'm about to experience firsthand why the Iron-Blooded Duke is called the Iron-Blooded Duke.

'...I'll manage somehow.'

Yes, I'll manage. Surely he wouldn't break his future son-in-law's waist in front of his precious youngest daughter.

Honestly, my limbs might be in danger, but my spine should be safe.

"I had no idea the Iron-Blooded Duke would be coming too."

With some lamentation about the upcoming banquet where something was bound to break, I spoke, and the Victorious Duke let out a hearty laugh.

- My goodness. If you're surprised now, what will you do when the Magic-Ending Duke arrives?
"Pardon?"

You've got to be kidding me.

'The Magic-Ending Duke is coming too?'

If the Iron-Blooded Duke is a fantasy Pokémon, the Magic-Ending Duke is a legendary Pokémon. Even during the New Year's ceremony, he only shows his face for one day before returning to his magic tower.

And now he's showing up at a mere banquet, not even a New Year's ceremony?

'...What's going on?'

Did something happen in the Capital while I was unaware?

"I was finally able to escape after spending about two hours in the Crown Prince's office.

I felt like sighing from frustration but held it back. It would be troublesome if a single misplaced sigh sparked rumors about discord between the Emperor and the Crown Prince.

Even if it were unlikely, even if I had been slapped by Father Emperor, I should still show a smiling face. That is the fate of a Crown Prince.

"Your Highness."

As I was composing my expression, Sir Hendrik, who had been waiting for two hours, suddenly approached. When the master suffers, so does his knight.

"That took longer than expected. When Father Emperor shares so many valuable words, it's hard to leave."
"The strong bond between you two is truly a blessing for the Empire."

I smiled slightly at Sir Hendrik's words. I wasn't aware that a knight's duties included not just physical protection but also mood protection.

Still, appreciating Hendrik's effort to say something nice, I nodded lightly.

'A strong bond, huh.'

I turned my head and gave a bitter smile. What an amusing statement. We're not exactly at odds, but we're far from having what you'd call a "strong bond."

Of course, we pretend to be close in front of the ministers. I was only able to be named Crown Prince after a bloody succession struggle among the imperial family. If the Crown Prince and Emperor weren't on good terms, what would the ministers think?

Fortunately, Father Emperor shares the same mindset, so there haven't been any rumors yet.

"Question everything and examine matters multiple times. When you think you've won is when you're most vulnerable, so always watch your step."

Suddenly, I recalled Father Emperor's words from the office.

'Would it be better if there were rumors?'

I genuinely wondered. Whether I'm one-sidedly pressured by Father Emperor or we openly oppose each other—isn't it all the same?

The external crisis of the Great Punitive War and the internal crisis of the succession dispute. Father Emperor, already aging, saw his health rapidly deteriorate with these consecutive misfortunes. As a result, he's stepped back from most duties to focus on recovery.

But this is a man who lived his entire life in suspicion, pursuing only the goals of imperial authority and stability. Would such a person quietly focus on recovery?

Because of this, I'm frequently summoned to his office to receive all sorts of advice—or rather, nagging. From the perspective of a monster who's navigated politics for decades, I'm just a hastily-made youngster who can't be trusted.

'...Still, this is better.'

After some thought, I shook my head lightly. Yes, this is far better than having new discord in the imperial family. This is just a matter of me alone suffering.

I should be grateful. I'm complaining about a situation where I don't even have to worry about survival.

"The Crown Prince has found a good match, which puts my mind at ease."

And he doesn't just nag, either.

'Because you couldn't do the same.'

An Empress created purely for political reasons. A true match found too late. The imperial conflict that began because of it.

Having experienced all of this, Father Emperor's expression softens only when speaking of the Crown Princess. As if relieved that his successor won't suffer the same unhappiness he did.

'Is this his way of showing regret?'

He's lived solely as the head of the imperial family and Emperor of the Empire. He was far from being a father to one person or the head of a family.

But even someone like him must have regrets. That's why he shows such expressions in front of me.

If only that regret had appeared a little earlier, a little more often, brothers wouldn't have had to risk their lives against each other.

'If only he had remained the same.'

If he had shown that coldness until death, I would have lived resenting and hating him forever.

But because of these glimpses of regret, I find myself hoping. It's ridiculous that someone who killed his brother still has expectations for family.

"Your Highness?"
"Ah, I was just thinking about something. Let's go now."

I got lost in overly sentimental thoughts.

The duties of the Crown Prince, plus the duties I've taken over due to Father Emperor's recovery—combined, the workload is substantial.


Because of this, I have to start work early in the morning just to finish by evening. And even finishing by evening is considered early.

Sometimes I'm overwhelmed by the urge to throw the documents away, but there's one thing that keeps me going.

"Your Highness."
"My Princess."

Seeing her welcome me with a warm smile made my fatigue disappear.

The Princess I can see after finishing work. The Princess who greets me with a warm smile. I endure everything just to see that.

Without her, how would I have lived? I probably wouldn't have become Crown Prince, or literally even survived.

"You're later than usual today."
"Tomorrow isn't a day for you, my Princess. I was a bit late handling tomorrow's work as well."
"My goodness."

I burst out laughing seeing her pretend to be surprised with exaggerated wide eyes.

"I wish you had done the same last year."

At those words, I quietly closed my mouth.

...Right, last year I failed to manage my work and was late to her birthday banquet. Both she and her father understood since it was an official matter, but every time she brings it up like this, I break into a cold sweat.

The stones the Princess casually throws are enough to kill the Crown Prince. I wish she understood that.

"Will I feel your love intensely this year?"
"Of course."

I nodded vigorously at her words as she chuckled.

Fortunately, she seemed satisfied with my response and quietly approached to embrace me.

"I'm already looking forward to tomorrow."

So am I.

The next morning, I headed to her father's mansion within the Capital.

There was still time before the banquet would begin, but if the Princess wanted to see her father early, what could I do? I'd go even at dawn, not just morning.

"Y-Your Highness!"
"We greet Crown Prince His Highness!"

There was a minor commotion as the servants were surprised by our early arrival.

"The Princess is the guest of honor for this banquet, don't you see her?"
"Ah, no, that's not it!"
"I'm just joking."

I made a light joke to ease their tension, but their reaction was intense.

Strange. The Audit Department Head would deflect with comments like "I'm blinded by your radiance," and the Princess would secretly enjoy such remarks.

"Crown Prince His Highness. Crown Princess Her Highness."

Then, perhaps sensing the servants' commotion, her father appeared with his butler.

"It's been a while, Duke. Have you been well?"
"Of course. What does this old man have left besides his health?"

The Princess scurried over to her father, who was laughing heartily.

My mind tells me this is natural, but my heart feels a little hurt. To run over without hesitation like that.

Of course, the Princess rarely gets to see her father except on days like this, so it can't be helped.

"Father."
"Crown Princess Her Highness. I'm glad to see you're in good health."

The father and daughter, meeting after a long time, held hands and exchanged glances for quite a while.

Seeing such a scene, even the slight disappointment I felt quickly disappeared. The son in the duchy, the daughter who is Crown Princess—from her father's perspective, they're all children difficult to see.

"It seems we've arrived too early."


After waiting a moment so as not to interrupt the father-daughter moment, I spoke up.

We came at this hour because of the Princess's wish. Still, the position of a father greeting his daughter and a duke greeting the Crown Prince couple are different.

"Not at all, Your Highness. We were actually preparing for a guest who was scheduled to arrive."
"Oh? At this hour?"

It's ironic coming from someone who arrived at this hour, but I was a bit surprised. Who would come to a banquet venue from early morning?

"Yes. The Iron-Blooded Duke is scheduled to arrive."

Indeed, it was someone with plenty of free time.

'I envy him.'

The Iron-Blooded Duke, who entrusted his domain to his son and lives a leisurely life.

Honestly, it's natural for him to rest in his old age after working hard in his youth, but I still envy him. If possible, I might abdicate in my later years too.

"He said he'd come early since his youngest daughter is coming."
"His youngest?"

I couldn't help but laugh at those words. The Iron-Blooded Duke's youngest daughter would be Lady Margareta.

And hearing that Lady Margareta would attend, I quickly understood the situation.

'Her partner.'

From what her father said, it seems the Iron-Blooded Duke and Lady Margareta are arriving separately. If so, then she's not coming as the Iron-Blooded Duke's partner, and if not his partner, the answer is obvious.

She's the Audit Department Head's partner. Since they're both at the Academy, it would be convenient for them to come together.

'This will be interesting.'

I couldn't help but smile. The Iron-Blooded Duke's beloved youngest daughter appearing as the Audit Department Head's partner—that part is fine. He can't keep his daughter by his side forever.

The real issue is that the Iron-Blooded Duke dislikes the Audit Department Head. And the Lady chose the Audit Department Head over her father.

'He must be fuming.'

The Iron-Blooded Duke's fiery temper is well-known. He's mellowed with age, but one's true nature doesn't change. During the war with the three kingdoms, the story of him beating an enemy general nearly to death with his bare fists is still famous.

'This is troublesome.'

It's troublesome. Very troublesome. Both the Audit Department Head and the Iron-Blooded Duke are loyal subjects of the Empire, but how should I handle a conflict between them?

Yes, I'll just observe. It's better to watch than for the imperial family to intervene in a private dispute between nobles.

'I feel sorry for you, Audit Department Head.'

Having just been released, you probably haven't even had time to collect yourself, and now you'll face the Iron-Blooded Duke's wrath.

Just thinking about it makes me feel sorry. So very sorry.

"Your Highness?"

The Princess's voice brought me back to reality. I got too lost in thought worrying about the unfortunate future of a loyal subject.

"Did something pleasant come to mind?"

I unconsciously touched the corner of my mouth at the Princess's gentle smile and question.

Hmm, it had risen quite a bit.

"Today is a joyful day."

Today is indeed a joyful day. It's my beloved Princess's birthday, and I got to see her happy meeting her father.

Plus, the Audit Department Head... no, that's not something to be happy about. Of course not.

'Don't run away, Audit Department Head.'

And I don't think he'll hide cowardly. Surely the Audit Department Head wouldn't do something so petty.

Anyway, today is a joyful day.

I waited for Margareta in the dormitory, awkwardly adjusting my collar. The uniform that usually felt comfortable seemed strangely unfamiliar today.

'I forgot again.'

After halfheartedly fixing my collar, I let out a sigh. Once again, I'd be attending a banquet in my Audit Department uniform rather than proper formal attire.

Of course, there's no major issue with attending a banquet in my Audit Department uniform. This outfit is meant to be respectful in its own way.

Still, the uniform's primary purpose is for work, and the Audit Department's duties are rather notorious. Some nobles even claim to experience PTSD when they see the Audit Department uniform.

That's why I keep thinking I should buy different clothes, but I forget every time.

'I'd need to actually attend banquets regularly.'

If I were a professional banquet-goer, I would have purchased several outfits by now, but my banquet attendance cycle is measured in months at minimum. Since there's no urgency to buy anything, I keep forgetting.

'It's not like I'm going alone.'

Until now, this forgetfulness hasn't been a problem, but this time I'm attending with Margareta.

Appearing in uniform next to a lady dressed elegantly? Before my possession, this would be like showing up to a date in an officer's uniform. I'd have to be completely out of my mind.

"Kal looks handsome in anything, so don't worry."

This is a situation where I wouldn't blame the lady for slapping me. Despite this, the ever-understanding Margareta said it was fine, but honestly, I'm still very concerned.

Yes, after this banquet, I'll definitely buy proper attire. For the New Year's ceremony, I'll dress normally for once.

"Kal."

While I was making this promise to myself, I heard Margareta's voice behind me.

The moment I turned around, my determination to buy proper clothes grew even stronger.

A red dress with carefully placed accessories. And a bracelet with green gems that matched Margareta's eyes. She had clearly put in significant effort.

Compared to her, I...

"I'm sorry. Did you wait long?"
"Not at all. Time flew by as I was excited to see Mar."

I responded with pleasant words since I was the one who should be apologizing.

"I was eager to see you too, so I hurried out."

Fortunately, Margareta seemed pleased and responded with a bright smile.

But that only made me feel more apologetic. I'm truly sorry. I'll dress better in the future...

Thanks to the teleport mage sent by the Victorious Duke, we arrived at the mansion quickly.

The Crown Prince, who is his son-in-law, sends mages to chase down fugitive slaves, while the Victorious Duke, his father-in-law, sends mages to transport guests comfortably.

How can a father-in-law and son-in-law be so different? The Crown Prince should learn from him.

"There are so many people."

As soon as we arrived at the mansion's main entrance, a considerable crowd came into view.

I was told this would be a small banquet, but perhaps I've misunderstood the meaning of "small" all this time?

"I heard Her Highness the Crown Princess is frugal, so she kept her birthday banquet small."

Margareta whispered after surveying the surroundings like I did.

Ah, so this really is small. I should have attended more banquets to gauge what constitutes a normal size.

"Just holding it at a mansion rather than the Imperial Palace makes it quite small already."

She quietly added, as if sensing my confusion.

That's true. For the Crown Princess's birthday banquet, holding it at the Imperial Palace wouldn't be unusual. The fact that she gave that up and held it at a mere mansion does make it "small" in a way.

It feels strange to call the Victorious Duke's mansion a "mere" mansion, but compared to the Imperial Palace, that's what it is.

"We should be grateful to be invited to such an intimate banquet. Let's go pay our respects."
"Yes, it would be rude not to greet our host."

As I extended my hand to Margareta while saying this, she took it with a bright smile.

And as we walked toward the mansion, I could feel the gazes converging on us. Startled looks at me in my Audit Department uniform, followed by relieved glances when they noticed Margareta beside me.

"The Audit Director... in this place—"
"—with the Duke's daughter—"

Though they seemed to be whispering quietly, I could clearly hear snippets of conversation about us.


'Perfect for drawing attention.'

With a bitter feeling, I gripped Margareta's hand more firmly. I didn't want her to receive excessive attention because of me.

Concerned, I glanced at her, but Margareta walked confidently with a dignified smile, completely unfazed.

'She's fine.'

Come to think of it, between the Audit Director who rarely appears in social circles and the youngest daughter of a Duke, who would be more accustomed to receiving attention? Obviously the latter.

I was worrying too much. I had unconsciously been thinking of Margareta as someone who needed protection.

Reflecting on this, I slightly loosened my grip, but then Margareta firmly grasped my hand.

"Mar?"
"I'm nervous, so keep holding my hand."

Despite her words, her expression showed no sign of nervousness.

"Of course."

If that's what Margareta wants, I'll do it.

***

It was as expected. Even though this banquet was being held at a mansion rather than the Imperial Palace, since it was for Her Highness the Crown Princess, each attendee was a prominent figure.

What does it matter if the scale is small? It doesn't matter if there are fewer people. After all, it's the select few at the top who control the social world.

I can feel it even now. The gazes directed at us, the glances that pretend not to look but keep stealing peeks.

'Good.'

Rather than feeling pressured, I felt an uncontrollable satisfaction rising within me.

More, look at us more. Everyone, see this sight.

'Kal is mine.'

He's mine. This man holding my hand, this man everyone is looking at, is mine.

I can see it all. The nobles silently watching us as if making calculations, the noble ladies whispering something to each other while hiding their mouths with fans.

'Hehehe...'

This is exactly the result I wanted, the best possible outcome. Once this banquet ends, our relationship will spread through those people.

Of course, Kal said he would go to Father right after the New Year's ceremony, but—

'This much is fine.'

I want as many people as possible to know about our relationship, as quickly as possible. That's not too much to ask, is it?

Besides, I'm not forcing Kal, who dislikes marriage, into anything. Yes, this much is perfectly fine.

As I desperately tried to control my involuntarily curling lips, I felt Kal's hand trembling in mine.

Could he be nervous? Is he trembling because everyone is looking at us?

'How cute.'

Seeing this different side of Kal, my carefully maintained expressionless face was about to crack. He can say embarrassing things so casually when we're alone, but he trembles when others are watching.

"So you've come."

Only after Father appeared, parting the crowd, did I realize my misunderstanding.

...Still, a prospective son-in-law nervous in front of his future father-in-law is cute too, right?

***

From a distance, I could see an elderly man who was a head taller than everyone else.

'Here he comes.'

I involuntarily closed my eyes. My hands trembled with instinctive fear.

As the elderly man—who honestly looked more middle-aged—approached, and as the prominent nobles moved aside to create a path for him, I felt an urge to flee.

But I resisted. Showing your back to a predator only ensures you'll be devoured.

"So you've come."

A deep voice without inflection. His voice was always intimidating, but today it felt like the judgment of the King of Hell.

"Kal Kracius, heir to the Kracius Family and Director of the Audit Department of the Ministry of Finance, greets the honorable Iron-Blooded Duke."


In response to my greeting, the Iron-Blooded Duke snorted and tossed out a single remark.

"Mere verbal respect is meaningless."

To anyone listening, it clearly meant "I have grievances with you." My hand trembled again.

'This is bad.'

The Iron-Blooded Duke had told me that if I wanted to marry Margareta, I should come to him directly and kneel. He's not one for jokes, so it wasn't a casual remark. He truly meant he would only approve of my relationship with Margareta after I knelt before him.

And now I appear as Margareta's partner at the Crown Princess's birthday banquet? Without having knelt?

It wouldn't be strange for him to judge that I was disrespecting and looking down on him, both as a Duke and as Margareta's father.

...Fortunately, since no fists have flown yet, it seems he's not seriously angry.

"Father."

When Margareta beside me spoke, the Iron-Blooded Duke's displeased expression softened dramatically.

He really is weak for his late-born youngest daughter. Is this the fate of all fathers?

"Mar. It's been a while."
"Yes, Father. Have you been well?"

The Iron-Blooded Duke nodded at her polite greeting.

"Since my daughter doesn't stay with this father, I have to take care of my health myself."

Though he added words full of disappointment.

And with those words, my already closed mouth felt even heavier.

"Father did ask me to go with him..."

Margareta had carefully mentioned this yesterday. Unfortunately, Margareta had already declined the Iron-Blooded Duke's invitation before I asked her to be my partner.

'He has reason to be upset.'

During the summer vacation, Margareta stayed at my mansion instead of returning to her domain. For this birthday banquet, she declined her father's invitation and attended as my partner.

This would infuriate even me if I were the Iron-Blooded Duke. The more disappointed he is with Margareta, the angrier he likely is with me.

"I've been holding onto a newly arrived guest too long. Go greet your host first."

The Iron-Blooded Duke, who had been staring at me in silence, turned his back with those words.

If his emphasis on greeting the host "first" sounds like a declaration that he'll deal with me later, am I mistaken?

"Kal."
"Ah, yes."

Thanks to Margareta's voice, I was able to gather my wandering thoughts.

"Father is just being like that because he feels neglected. Don't worry too much."

I nodded silently at Margareta's consolation.

Right, there's no need to be too intimidated. It's unfortunate that I encountered the Iron-Blooded Duke before my tearful grand kneeling, but it's fortunate that we met at the Crown Princess's banquet.

Even the Iron-Blooded Duke can't cause a scene at an event where the Crown Princess is the main character. It would steal too much attention if the Audit Director knelt and the Duke performed a German suplex at a venue where the Crown Princess should be the focus.

'The Iron-Blooded Duke would know that too.'

Thinking this way, I felt a little less tense.

***

It's been a while since I left the magic tower for non-work reasons.

I detest crowded places like banquets. The prying glances, the whispered conversations, the bothersome approaches.

But for this banquet, there's a reason to attend despite all that.

'My child.'

Except for the New Year's ceremony and gatherings of the Imperial Hundred Families, my child rarely makes appearances. It's a rare event for my child to attend a banquet.

Fortunately, my workload has decreased recently, allowing me time for an outing. Besides, it hasn't been long since my child was released from that cold prison. I must go to check if they're alright.

'Wait for me.'

I've made a new potion for my child.

Though it can't extend life, it will be good for their health.

# Finding the owner was an easy task. Usually, the owner is trapped, surrounded by crowds.

"Oh, Audit Department Head."
"Your Excellency."

When the Victorious Duke spotted us, he greeted me first, so I bowed my head in response. With many eyes watching, he called me Audit Department Head rather than Kal, but I wasn't particularly bothered.

Anyone important enough to be here would know that the Victorious Duke and I are close. Still, knowing something privately and acknowledging it publicly are different matters.

The image of the Audit Department Head socializing with a specific noble, or the actual head of the military showing favoritism toward someone—these should be avoided as much as possible.

"Ah, the Audit Department Head has arrived."

You should avoid it too, you bastard. The image of a Crown Prince teasing his subordinate is even more problematic.

Anyway, following the Victorious Duke's lead, the Crown Prince turned his gaze toward me and approached with a light smile. As if to say, "I've caught you now."

'What's going on?'

An instinctive uneasiness surged within me. I wondered if the Crown Prince's personal restraint was absent, but the Crown Princess was right beside him.

What's really going on? No matter how he is, he's not the type to act out in front of the Crown Princess.

"I pay my respects to Your Highness the Crown Prince."

I couldn't ignore someone of higher rank who spoke to me first. As Margareta and I bowed, the Crown Prince patted my shoulder and continued speaking.

"Raise your head. I feel embarrassed receiving so much attention at a banquet meant for the Princess."
"The protagonist always gets attention at the end. Please don't worry too much."

At those words, the Crown Princess standing nearby gave a small smile.

'This actually works.'

I wonder about this every time. Why do these kinds of remarks work?

Is it some foreign species' sensibility that I can't understand in this world? Or are they so bored with palace life that even such small jokes bring them joy?

Either way, it's something I'll never understand in my lifetime.

'Though I do enjoy doing it.'

When superiors enjoy something, subordinates work hard to entertain them. Isn't that what social life is about?

"The Audit Department Head is right. Yes, it's natural for supporting characters to draw attention before the protagonist appears."

Satisfied, the Crown Prince burst into laughter, and the surrounding nobles followed suit.

'This is power.'

No matter how old or powerful you are, when the Crown Prince rings the laughter bell, you must laugh. That's the fate of the class system.

Of course, I laughed along too. After all, I'm also part of that class system.

"It's already enjoyable. I hope the Audit Department Head enjoys the banquet as well."
"Thank you, Your Highness."

The Crown Prince offered his well-wishes with a meaningful smile as he turned away. The Crown Princess also gave a nod as she followed him.

'Damn it.'

Based on past experience, I couldn't take that smile lightly.

He always showed that kind of smile right before I was about to suffer terribly. Since this bastard can't teabag me, he's now taunting me with his expressions.

'He's quick to notice things.'

He probably knows the Iron-Blooded Duke is planning something and that's why he's acting like this. Enjoy the banquet in such a situation? Could you enjoy it if you were me?

I can see the future. I can see the Crown Prince watching from a distance as the Iron-Blooded Duke tears into me.

"His Highness seems to care for the Audit Department Head."

Following the Crown Prince and Princess, the Victorious Duke approached with a hearty laugh.

"It's more than I deserve."

I wanted to ask where exactly he saw any sign of care, but I held back. If you think of it not as caring for a person but as cherishing a favorite toy, then it's not entirely wrong.

"As His Highness said, I'm really glad you came. I hope you enjoy the banquet."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Thank you."


As I bowed my head, the Victorious Duke also patted my shoulder. It was clearly the same gesture as before, but why did it feel so different?

"I hope you have a pleasant time too, Lady. Don't forget the Iron-Blooded Duke, even with your partner here."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Thank you for the advice."

Before leaving to greet other guests, Margareta responded to the Victorious Duke's humor-laden words with a slight smile.


Attending banquets is a bothersome affair. The reason is simple.

"It's been a while, Audit Department Head."
"Ah, Chairman. Have you been well?"

If you show your face, you're forced into a relay of greetings with all sorts of people.

One or two people wouldn't be a problem, but once you start greeting them, others come flocking over. It's as if they're playing some kind of game of chicken.

Of course, it's impolite to ignore someone who greets you first, and it's even more impolite if you don't remember someone you've met before. It's difficult to recall who someone is while greeting them...

"It's the first time I've seen the Audit Department Head with a partner."

At the calm words of the Imperial Assembly Chairman, Count Bardon, who like my family head is one of the Imperial Hundred, Margareta gently bowed her head.

"I'm Margareta of the Valenti Family."
"Pleased to meet you. So I finally get to see the treasure of Valenti."

At those words, Margareta's face turned red.

'Treasure...'

I desperately held back a laugh that almost escaped. That nickname, which embarrasses the person in question, came about thanks to the Iron-Blooded Duke's enthusiastic efforts.

When Margareta was just born, the Iron-Blooded Duke, excited about his late-born daughter, went around boasting about her to his acquaintances. She's already talking, she already recognizes her father, she's already turning over... things like that.

A being loved and cherished by a duke. Sharp nobles wouldn't miss that. In social circles, all sorts of praise and titles were showered upon the one-year-old shining Margareta, and among them, "the treasure of Valenti" has survived until now.

"Th-Thank... you."

I wonder how it feels to have a nickname from age one follow you to eighteen. Looking at Margareta, it certainly doesn't seem pleasant.

Trembling lips and momentarily stuttered words. Though Margareta always tries to maintain her dignity, she couldn't overcome this ancient dark history.

"In my joy at seeing you, this old man has been too familiar."

Seeing Margareta's reaction, the Chairman turned his gaze back to me and continued.

His tone was stiff, but the corners of his mouth were subtly raised. Like someone who had just witnessed something amusing.

"It was good to see you after so long. Let's meet again when we have the chance."
"Yes. I'll greet you first next time."

The Chairman nodded lightly and then disappeared. Appearing suddenly and disappearing suddenly—he's like a ghost.

Still, judging by his mention of being an old man and his quick departure, as well as the raised corners of his mouth, it was probably the Chairman's way of being considerate.

I glanced at Margareta. Even the Chairman, who isn't particularly close to me, looked at Margareta and me and then made way.

'Is this a characteristic of the elders?'

Has my marriage become content for social circles without my knowledge? Are they betting on when I'll get married?

As I looked around absently, I caught sight of a noble who was about to approach me being intercepted by the Chairman.

...Well, it might not be content for social circles, but it seems to have become content among the Imperial Hundred.

"Mar. Shall we take a break?"

Ignoring the strange scene, I took Margareta's hand.

We hadn't walked around enough to need a rest yet, but she had just had her dark history suddenly excavated. The mental shock must not be small.

"Already? It's only been about an hour, hasn't it?"
"Wouldn't it be sad if the treasure got scratched?"

At those words, Margareta looked at me as if I'd gone too far.

I'm sorry. The word "treasure" was just too impressive...

***

As soon as we stepped onto the terrace, the facade of composure I had been maintaining crumbled.


It's embarrassing. I barely managed to hold back the urge to scream.

I heard a nickname I didn't want to remember or hear right to my face. And from someone much older than me, no less. Moreover, in front of the person I love most.

'That's too much.'

Feeling resentful, I glared at Kal, who gave an awkward smile and took my hand.

'You think this will make it better?'

Of course it does. That's why I can't even get angry and am like this.

Objectively speaking, it's just a nickname. But to me, that nickname is a heinous word that's older than my own memories.

If it were a recently created nickname, I would just find it a bit embarrassing, but because it's one I've heard since childhood, hearing it also brings back memories of my immature younger days.

'Father...'

My aimless resentment turned toward my father. I don't know who came up with the nickname, but the cause is definitely my father.

It's a sad banquet. I suffered a great mental shock right from the start.

'It's okay.'

Still, I achieved a satisfying outcome at this banquet. I was able to show off my relationship with Kal to none other than the Imperial Assembly Chairman.

Now, starting with the Chairman, it will spread widely to the assembly members and from them to other nobles.

Yes, that's what matters. I can endure a moment of embarrassment for such an achievement. Yes...

'...Yes?'

As I was consoling myself, I noticed a commotion near the main entrance in the distance.

I couldn't hear the sound, but I could see the guards at the entrance moving frantically. And I could also see someone standing in front of them.

'Who could it be?'

The banquet has already started. How many people could be late to a banquet for none other than Her Highness the Crown Princess, held at none other than the Victorious Duke's mansion?

"Ah."

Kal, who had been looking at the entrance following my gaze, let out a soft exclamation.

"An esteemed guest has arrived."

Kal placed his hand on my shoulder and spoke, as if he could see from this distance.

This only increased my curiosity. If even Kal reacted this way, it must be someone important.

'Is there someone who would come?'

There isn't. Not to mention the imperial family, the Golden Duke and the Wise Duke remain in their domains and only show their faces at events like the New Year's greeting ceremony.

The Magic-Ending Duke, who is at least in the Capital, is the same. He's famous for attending only one day during the New Year's greeting ceremony period. So is it a marquis?

"Let's go in. They'll be here soon, so we should at least greet them."
"Ah, yes."

Right, as Kal said, they're a guest, so we'll see them anyway. It's a question that will be answered soon, so there's no need to worry too much—

"Child."

What...?

Just as I turned to re-enter the banquet hall, a voice came from behind me.

"To see the child as soon as I arrive, how fortunate I am."

A somewhat languid voice.

"Were you perhaps waiting for me?"

But with a strangely felt pressure.

"Hehe, if so, I would be delighted."

As I carefully turned my momentarily stiffened body, I saw a white-haired woman.

A woman I thought I wouldn't see here.

Indeed, social gatherings are exhausting.

"Presenting His Excellency, the Magic-Ending Duke!"

I haven't even entered the mansion yet, and I'm already drained.

When did it start? Strangely, I've come to dislike crowded places, and when I see someone trembling before me, I wonder if I should have come at all.

It's happening now too. Looking at the guard who stands stiffly at attention, I feel both tired and sympathetic.

'If it weren't for my child, I wouldn't have come at all.'

But what can I do? For my child's sake, I must overcome such trivial issues.

"Please wait a moment! We'll open the gate right away!"

As I watched the guards hurriedly opening the main gate, I instinctively looked up. I sensed a familiar mana presence.

In the distance, on the balcony at the front of the mansion. Two people standing there.

'My child.'

It's definitely my child. I couldn't possibly mistake my child's mana.

Enhancing my vision with magic confirmed it was indeed my child. And judging by that slightly surprised expression, my child has noticed me too.

'Worth coming after all.'

I couldn't help but smile. Seeing my child immediately upon arriving at the venue—it's almost as if they were waiting for me.

But my satisfaction diminished somewhat when I saw the figure beside them.

'Lady Margareta.'

A woman standing close to my child. The sight of another woman beside my child instead of me.

I had anticipated this. I knew my child and Lady Margareta had a close relationship.

...Still, it bothers me.

"No need to open it. I'll let myself in, so you may stop."

I briefly addressed the guards busily opening the main gate, then used teleport.

Though I had prepared myself knowing what to expect, seeing it firsthand was different from merely knowing. Despite my preparation, seeing my child with another woman stirred unfamiliar emotions.

No, they're quite familiar. It's jealousy. Shamefully, I'm jealous of someone so much younger.

'It doesn't matter.'

It's fine even if it's embarrassing. It's okay even if jealousy takes over. It's proof of how great my love is for my child.

"My child."

The distance between us closed instantly.

'Still the same.'

I almost laughed seeing my child's attire. Even at an occasion like this, wearing that drab uniform. It's so characteristic of my child.

And the lady beside him wore a red dress.

'It doesn't suit.'

Black and red? Too awkward. If my child wears black, they should be wrapped in warm white, shouldn't they?

"How fortunate to see my child right as I arrive."

That flashy red color doesn't complement my child—it only stands out on its own.

"Were you perhaps waiting for me?"

Black goes well with white, after all.

"Hehe, I'd be delighted if that were the case."

Just like me.

***

When someone grabbed my back, I instinctively tensed up. Even knowing it was the Magic-Ending Duke, I still flinched.

'Magic sure is convenient.'

Whenever I see people teleporting around effortlessly, I feel the urge to change my class to magic swordsman. Of course, magic is a matter of talent, and teleportation is quite high-level magic, so it would be difficult.

Anyway, I gave a light response to the Magic-Ending Duke who spoke first.

"I came out for some fresh air, and you happened to arrive, Your Excellency."
"Is that so?"

The Magic-Ending Duke smiled faintly, her ears pointing skyward. Seeing those truth-telling ears like that, she must be in a good mood.


It's strange. The Magic-Ending Duke dislikes crowds and barely attends even the New Year's ceremony. It's rare for her to voluntarily come to a banquet, and even more unusual to see her in such a good mood.

"The wind is cold, let's go inside. The Victorious Duke has been waiting for you."

I guided her inside, as it would be impolite to keep a guest standing on the balcony.

I'm a guest too, but there's a hierarchy even among guests. It's only proper that I serve as an attendant when encountering a duke in passing.

"Yes. I've kept the host waiting too long."

The Magic-Ending Duke nodded slightly at my words and began walking.

The Victorious Duke has indeed been waiting for quite some time. The Magic-Ending Duke isn't just any guest but a rare figure second only to the Wise Duke. The Victorious Duke was quite pleased when he heard this rare duke would attend the banquet for his daughter.

But he was puzzled when the expected guest didn't show up. Since the Magic-Ending Duke isn't one to play pranks with such matters, he figured she would arrive when the time was right.

"Hmm."

Just as we were about to re-enter the banquet hall, I heard a sound tinged with subtle displeasure.

"Your Excellency?"

I turned my head toward the unexpected sound and found the Magic-Ending Duke's gaze directed downward.

Specifically, toward the hands that Margareta and I were holding.

"You two seem close."

After a moment of silence, the Magic-Ending Duke spoke softly.

She was still smiling, but I could tell her mood had changed from earlier.

The displeased tone, the slightly lowered ears. It would be stranger not to notice the change.

"Thank you, Your Excellency."

While I was searching for an appropriate reaction, Margareta, who had been silent, answered instead.

She smiled brightly as if genuinely grateful. But judging by the nuance just now, it didn't seem like a real compliment.

"Let's go inside."
"Ah, yes."

The Magic-Ending Duke, wearing an inscrutable smile at Margareta's words, led the way to the banquet hall.

'...Is it because of our hands?'

Pondering the sudden change, I glanced at our hands.

Yes, that seems to be the issue. From a certain perspective, we're showing affection in front of an elder despite being much younger. It was arguably inappropriate behavior.

'I made a mistake.'

Did I unconsciously start thinking of the Magic-Ending Duke too casually? Calling her "mother" so often might have made me think of her as my actual mother.

"Mar—"
"Let's go, Kal."

Margareta, who surely noticed what I had, cut me off before I could finish speaking and pulled me along.

Of course, her strength alone couldn't move my body. But still...

'Better keep quiet.'

The glimpse I caught of Margareta's expression showed it was quite rigid. Like a veteran's face before battle.

She was gripping my hand with a strength incomparable to before. I wonder if it's my imagination that I see a determination to never let go.

Right, I didn't see anything. I didn't hear anything.

My instincts warned that staying quiet was the best strategy in this situation.

The already lively banquet became even more stirred. It's exactly like dropping Mentos into Coke.

The nobles entered a game of reading the room due to the rare figure's appearance. But only the two dukes of equal standing were qualified to approach this rare Mentos.

"It's a pleasure to see you at the mansion. Thank you for gracing us with your presence."
"It's been a while, Magic-Ending Duke."

When the Magic-Ending Duke appeared from the balcony, the Victorious Duke rushed over. The Iron-Blooded Duke, who was nearby, followed suit.

'That's the duke hierarchy.'

Seeing the three dukes gathered, I couldn't help but think that.

Even now, the two dukes' waists were subtly bending toward the Magic-Ending Duke, then straightening, then trying to bend again, then straightening again in a bizarre display.

'It can't be helped.'

I understand. The Magic-Ending Duke is no ordinary duke. She reigned as a duke even when the grandfathers of the Victorious Duke and Iron-Blooded Duke were dukes.

In other words, the two dukes first met the Magic-Ending Duke when they were mere grandsons, not even heirs. And that duke they met then is still a duke now? It would be crazy to treat her casually.


"I'm pleased to see you both as well. I'm glad to see you're both in good health."

That's why the Magic-Ending Duke also responded with formal speech. If she had used her usual manner of speaking with the two dukes, it would be like admitting she's the ultimate elder.

...I pretended not to notice how the dukes' waists bent even lower every time they heard the Magic-Ending Duke's formal speech.

"This is a rare sight indeed. I suppose this is the charm of banquets."

Instead, I made a small joke to Margareta, who had been wearing a serious expression. She seemed to be in a bad mood, so I wanted to cheer her up a bit.

"......"

The problem is there was no response.

"...Mar?"

I carefully called out to Margareta, but again there was no response. It seems she's now closed not just her mouth but her ears as well.

I don't understand why. If she were angry with me, I would apologize, but seeing how she still won't let go of my hand, that doesn't seem to be the case.

'Why on earth?'

It's scarier when someone who doesn't usually act this way suddenly does.

***

No.

No, no, no, absolutely not.

'He's mine.'

I tightened my grip on Kal's hand. I unconsciously bit my lip.

'He's mine.'

This can't be happening. How could such a disaster strike so suddenly?

I felt like crying from the injustice, but I held back. I absolutely cannot show weakness in front of an enemy.

'I was first.'

I repeated this to myself, steadying my heart. Don't waver. I love Kal more than anyone, and I'm the one Kal loves.

Even if the opponent is... a duke...

'What should I do...'

Just thinking about her status as a duke made my barely composed heart waver again.

I know the power of a duke well. How could I not, having lived as a member of a ducal family? Ducal families know the power of dukes better than anyone.

That's why I know this situation is a terrible disaster.

'Why you?'

It's truly an unexpected catastrophe. I had my suspicions, but I never thought it would actually happen.

'Why do you like Kal?'

But those suspicions have become reality.

I realized it on the balcony. The way she looked at Kal, her voice and gestures toward him. And the way she looked at me.

It's certain. How could I miss such obvious emotions?

'Even now.'

Even now, as she exchanges greetings with the dukes, she keeps glancing at Kal. The affection contained in those glances. It's definitely not my imagination.

I bit my lip again. I thought this would just be a happy banquet. I thought it would be an opportunity to announce our relationship to the nobility.

If I had known it would be like this, I should never have—

'...No.'

Don't think weak thoughts. Look on the bright side—I've discovered an enemy I didn't know about.

Rather, this is good. I now know who my enemy is, so I have time to prepare.

'I won't lose.'

So what if my opponent is a duke? Is marriage determined by status alone?

Kal and I already have a promise. We agreed to go to my father right after the New Year's ceremony.

'I won't give up.'

Yes, there's no need to be nervous.

The Valentis always get what they want. Even if my opponent is a duke, I absolutely won't lose.

I came to the banquet with a light heart, only to be crushed by a heavy sense of pressure.

Someone, anyone, please get me out of here. At this point, I'd even endure the Crown Prince's teabagging with a smile.

"My dear. Would you like a drink?"
"Ah, well."

While I was trembling with fear, the Magic-Ending Duke beside me raised a glass of white wine.

I don't understand why a duke is standing near me instead of the Crown Prince or other dukes. Thanks to him, everyone's staring at us.

"I'm sorry, but Kal doesn't really like alcohol."

Before I could say anything, Margareta cut in. Such boldness to politely yet firmly refuse the duke's offer.

It's something she could only do as a member of a ducal family. It's intimidating even for me standing beside her.

"Isn't that right, Kal?"

Her face wore the same gentle smile as usual, but her eyes were sharp as they stared at my mouth. As if telling me to answer correctly.

"Well—"
"Is that so? How strange. You drank quite well at the New Year's ceremony."

Once again, I opened my mouth only to close it without speaking.

This is strange. The question was clearly directed at me. Yet the conversation continues without waiting for my answer.

Am I even needed in this conversation? Can't they just let me go somewhere else?

"Kal. Are you thinking of leaving your partner?"
"My dear. I'm still speaking to you."

But whenever I tried to break free from all constraints and find freedom, they caught me with uncanny precision. Their unity was unbelievable considering they were subtly opposing each other just moments ago.

Of course, they soon returned to their original state. Two ducal families in opposition, and the tears of a mere count's heir caught between them.

'Help me.'

With desperate eyes, I looked at the dukes maintaining a safe distance. I have no power; only you can end this war.

Despite my desperate plea, the Victorious Duke quietly turned his gaze away. It hurt a little to be betrayed by the most reliable adult.

...No, it's okay, I understand. Even the Victorious Duke would find the Magic-Ending Duke intimidating.

Instead, I turned my gaze to the Iron-Blooded Duke standing next to the Victorious Duke.

'At least you.'

He's the real one who should help. While the Victorious Duke can withdraw due to having no stake in this, the Iron-Blooded Duke is Margareta's father. Would he really ignore his precious daughter's confrontation with the Magic-Ending Duke?

As if my prayers reached heaven, the Iron-Blooded Duke, who had been glaring at me caught between Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke, made a determined expression.

Then he left with the Victorious Duke.

...?

'What the hell.'

Where are you going? How could you leave like that?

Are you abandoning me because I'm an unwanted future son-in-law? But your precious daughter is still here!

'I trusted you.'

I believed the Iron-Blooded Duke wouldn't yield to the Magic-Ending Duke...!

"I suppose at the New Year's ceremony, he couldn't appear isolated from everyone else. He was just trying to fit in with the atmosphere."
"Yes, you have such deep thoughts, my dear. Then the same must apply now."

Before I could even feel betrayed, the debate from both sides grew increasingly fierce.

What started as carefully veiled remarks became more and more blatant as time passed. Now anyone could tell it was a power struggle.

'Why on earth...'

My head hurts. If I knew the reason, I could at least try to resolve it, but not knowing the cause leaves me helpless.

Margareta isn't the type to pick fights with others. The Magic-Ending Duke isn't soft enough to forgive such sudden rudeness either.

Yet they're suddenly in conflict, and this conflict continues as if it's perfectly natural...

'Damn it.'

This is driving me crazy.

***

After much deliberation, I finally turned away. This isn't my problem to intervene in.


"Iron-Blooded Duke."

The Victorious Duke whispered softly, as if asking if this was really okay.

"It's fine. There's no need for concern, so please don't worry."
"If you say so, that's a relief."

Despite my words, the Victorious Duke didn't seem reassured as he glanced away.

Unconsciously following his gaze, I looked toward where Marga was. That damned guy next to her, and the Magic-Ending Duke beside him.

'What the hell is going on?'

I almost furrowed my brow but didn't show it. Today is a banquet for the Crown Princess. Displaying emotions for personal reasons at such an event would be improper.

Besides, the Magic-Ending Duke didn't seem interested in causing a commotion either. The fact that I couldn't hear their conversation from this distance suggests he might be using magic.

'That's somewhat fortunate, I suppose.'

This is why magic is convenient. I can see them engaged in what appears to be passionate conversation, but can't hear a word.

So even if all sorts of speculation circulates in social circles, none will be accurate. Actually, since it involves a duke, people probably won't dare spread rumors at all.

The Crown Princess's birthday banquet environment and the Magic-Ending Duke's desire to avoid a major disturbance—these conditions mean I'd only get hurt if I intervened.

'...Nothing will happen.'

Unable to get involved, I forced myself to think this way and looked away.

Yes, nothing will happen. The Magic-Ending Duke doesn't seem interested in escalating the issue either.

'If something were to happen, it would have happened already.'

Though I can't hear their conversation, I can see them. I can sense that Marga and the Magic-Ending Duke have an unusual atmosphere between them.

Yet nothing has happened so far.

'That's enough.'

While the Magic-Ending Duke isn't one to flaunt his authority, he isn't particularly merciful either. Rather, he's ruthless to those who cross the line. The fact that he remains calm suggests Marga must be staying within bounds.

I forced myself to think this way. It was the only way I could leave my position.

'Marga.'

What on earth is going on with you?

With mixed feelings, I looked at Marga again. Why would that gentle, kind girl, who always tries to maintain dignity, act this way?

And that confusion transformed into anger directed at the man beside Marga.

'It must be because of him.'

I don't know the exact reason, but he's definitely involved. The way he's positioned between them, and how he gets caught whenever he tries to escape.

It's utterly infuriating. The man who's supposed to become Valenti's son-in-law not only fails to protect Marga but causes problems.

'That damn bastard.'

This time I couldn't help but click my tongue in disapproval. It's quite a talent to have such different public and private personas.

He's certainly satisfactory as a nobleman and an official. But in private settings, he's extremely displeasing.

How he dared to reject Marga, then met with her again, and ignored my demand that he come kneel at the ducal mansion if he wanted to marry Marga. All of it irritates me.

'If only there were other candidates, I would have ignored him.'

It's frustrating. The Empire is vast with many nobles, yet why is he the only suitable match for Marga?

High family status, young age, good abilities, decent personality, outstanding achievements, and loved by Marga. Are these criteria really so difficult to meet?

Of course they are. The strange thing is that this guy managed to break through and become a candidate.

'I'd rather have no one.'

If no one met the criteria, I could have lowered my standards one by one. But when someone who meets all of them is hovering around, how can I ignore him?

He's a damn bastard, anyway.

***

Oh.

'Is this a dream?'

I blinked several times to confirm I was seeing correctly. No, this isn't a dream—it's reality.

The Iron-Blooded Duke's daughter seemingly confronting the Magic-Ending Duke, and the Magic-Ending Duke calmly accepting it. All of this is real.


'Remarkable.'

I've witnessed something truly unimaginable. It took me quite a while to understand the situation.

At first, I was pleased that the Magic-Ending Duke had come to the banquet for the Princess. After all, the prestige of a banquet rises with the status of its participants, especially when rare attendees are present.

And the prestige of the banquet is also the prestige of its host, the Princess. So while I was puzzled by the Magic-Ending Duke's attendance, I was also pleased—

'There was a reason.'

It wasn't for the Princess's sake, which actually reassured me. It would be stranger if the usually reclusive Magic-Ending Duke came without reason.

That's good. I might have lost sleep wondering why he came.

I barely managed to suppress the laughter threatening to burst out.

'Audit Department Head, it's you again.'

If no one had been watching, I would have laughed already. This man lives a life like a play, entertaining to all who observe.

'Even a play written this way would be considered a failure.'

This is an unexpected delight. In terms of plausibility, it's beyond absurd.

To think that the Magic-Ending Duke, of all people, would—

'Have feelings for the Audit Department Head—'

I gently bit my lip. If I completed that thought, I might really laugh.

Of course, I didn't notice it from the beginning. I only guessed there was some connection because the Audit Department Head was involved. Who would immediately connect this to a matter of love?

But I observed—no, examined—carefully, considering all possibilities. After all, when two ducal families are involved, it's not something to take lightly.

'A duke's daughter confronts a duke.'

An incomprehensible situation.

'He doesn't rebuke such rudeness.'

Equally incomprehensible.

'And the Audit Department Head is caught between them.'

Is there anywhere he's not involved?

Puzzle pieces that don't seem to fit. Incomprehensible situations. Just when I was wondering what was going on, I remembered something from years ago.

During my time as the First Prince, when I was being cornered by the Second Prince. I asked the Princess who proposed to me: why me? I couldn't understand why she was doing this.

And her answer was a masterpiece.

"Your Highness. Even incomprehensible matters and any questions can be understood when the reason is love."

With a look that said to shut up and accept her proposal. Anyway, remembering those words made me see the scene differently.

The reason the duke's daughter confronts the duke, and why the duke remains calm despite such rudeness. I applied love to that equation.

'I understand now.'

It's surprisingly understandable. At this point, it would be strange if they were acting this way for any reason other than love.

This bizarre incident is no ordinary matter. The Magic-Ending Duke's love isn't just a personal issue—it involves the succession of a ducal family.

Even Father was worried about the Magic-Ending Duke living alone for over 100 years, concerned that the ducal line might end.

Honestly, when I heard that, I wondered which would come first: the Magic-Ending Duke dying of old age or the Empire's collapse.

'No need to worry now.'

The Magic-Ending Duke who has found his match will never stop. So the issue of the ducal succession will disappear.

Instead, a new concern has arisen.

'Kracius, Valenti, Catovan.'

The Audit Department Head's family, the duke's daughter's family, and the Magic-Ending Duke's family.

What kind of power would emerge if these three families were connected through marriage? At minimum, it would turn the Empire's political world upside down, enough to make Father get out of bed.

This is no ordinary matter, no ordinary matter at all...

'But it's not my concern.'

Today, I will enjoy the banquet for the Princess and the Audit Department Head's romance.

Work is for tomorrow's me.

Time flew by quickly, and my lifespan was rapidly depleting.

'This is hell.'

Today I finally realized it. Hell isn't just being steamed by lava deep underground. There are many kinds of hell in this world.

Perhaps the hell I'm in is the most beautiful hell in the world. One that quietly dries up and kills its sinners.

'Am I really a sinner?'

For a moment, a feeling of injustice raised its head. If I had done something wrong, I would humbly accept it, but wasn't I in this situation without knowing why?

Yes, I don't understand why. Why Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke are having this power struggle, and why I'm caught between them.

'At least it's calmed down a bit.'

Unlike before, there was now a state of silence. Taking advantage of this opportunity, I carefully rolled my eyes. I didn't want to move my head and break this temporary truce.

And the moment I rolled my eyes and made eye contact with the Magic-Ending Duke, I instantly knew I'd made a mistake.

"Child, what's wrong? Do you need something?"

The Magic-Ending Duke smiled gently as soon as our eyes met.

"Kal. If you need anything, tell me. I'm your partner."

Margareta immediately responded to the Magic-Ending Duke's words. Was it my imagination? She seemed to put particular emphasis on the word "partner."

'Damn it.'

I closed my eyes in despair. I had been careful not to provoke them, but even that careful action had triggered another war.

"It seems the child needs me, since he deliberately looked at me."

No. I just happened to make eye contact.

"No. I should be the one to help since I shouldn't trouble Your Grace. I'm his partner after all."

Since when did "partner" mean "errand runner"?

To begin with, I don't particularly need or want anything. I was just trying to plan my escape when our eyes met.

But those words only lingered at the tip of my tongue before being swallowed. Once again, I was caught in the middle and immediately forgotten as the fierce confrontation between the two ducal houses began.

'I hate the class system.'

I wept inwardly. If I had been from a ducal family rather than a count's family, I could have been a bit more confident.

I don't know who possessed me, but they were incredibly stingy. If they were going to possess a noble, why not a duke or marquis? They could have been a bit more generous.

Ah, not generous but divine?

Haha, that's funny.

'Damn it.'

I wailed in my heart...

***

Oh, it's starting again.

"Your Highness."

The second round of the battle for the Audit Department Head trophy had just begun, but I gave up watching when I heard someone calling me.

No matter how entertaining the scene might be, I couldn't ignore my wife.

"My dear. How is your father, and why are you here so early?"
"My heart ached seeing Your Highness alone, so I came."

Her chuckling response naturally brought a smile to my face. Indeed, no matter how entertaining the scene might be, nothing is more pleasant than seeing my wife.

"But Your Highness, what are you watching so happily?"

After laughing softly, my wife tilted her head and approached me.

It must certainly seem strange. The Crown Prince standing alone on the second floor, looking down, rather than mingling with other nobles.

"There's a unique scene I've been watching."

I placed my hand on her shoulder and guided her toward the railing. This is the best spot to see it.

"The Magic-Ending Duke and... Lady Margareta."

Following my guidance to witness this one-of-a-kind scene, my wife calmly spoke.

Oh dear, she missed the most important part.

"The Audit Department Head is there too."
"Oh my."

Belatedly discovering the Audit Department Head, my wife opened her eyes wide in surprise.

"I didn't notice him at all."

She muttered, seemingly surprised herself. It was an understandable reaction, so I smiled slightly.

The Audit Department Head is usually someone who stands out even from a distance. With his black hair and insistence on wearing black clothing, he's clearly visible even in a crowd.

But now, caught between the two women, his presence has become faint. Especially since he's frozen stiff without moving.


"That's an unusual combination."
"Indeed. A combination you won't see anywhere else."

After saying that, I couldn't help but laugh.

Yes, where else could you see such a scene? The Magic-Ending Duke who rarely leaves the Magic Tower, a noble lady who's an Academy student, and the Audit Department Head who should normally be at the Audit Department.

Under normal circumstances, these people couldn't gather even if they tried, yet miraculously, they've gathered at my wife's banquet.

'A gift from the gods.'

I can't help but think of it that way. A gift from Enen for me who's been struggling with difficult work, or perhaps the blessing of the Great Emperor Eimanka.

Of course, whatever comes from the combination of those three will never be trivial. But what does it matter? Future problems are for my future self to handle.

'It's not like it's going to happen right away anyway.'

Looking at the situation, this is just the beginning of a love rivalry. No matter how reluctant nobles are to casually mention a duke's private life, when two ducal houses clash over one man, rumors are bound to spread.

And I've only just learned about this? Something that's never been shown in public before, something that erupted for the first time at this event.

If that's the case, even at the fastest, it will take several years before a marriage takes place. That's plenty of time to prepare a response.

"Your Highness?"

Hearing sudden laughter, my wife turned to me with a puzzled look.

Oh dear. I was enjoying myself too much in front of my wife.

"I apologize. But isn't it an amusing scene?"
"Well... It's unique, but..."

My wife trailed off and looked back at the Audit Department Head. She tilted her head to the right, then to the left.

I almost laughed at her cute behavior but held back. My wife tends to get upset when I laugh while she's being serious.

"What's amusing is why those three are gathered."

At my words, I could feel my wife actively thinking.

It might be difficult to arrive at the correct answer, but I believe she'll figure it out. After all, I realized it thanks to her words.

"Ah."

And as expected, she found the answer herself.

"Isn't it amusing?"

Feeling satisfied, I embraced her from behind as I spoke.

Until now, I felt both joy and frustration. The joy of watching this century's love battle, but the frustration of not being able to freely talk about it with others.

But now I can share this joy with my wife. How could I not be happy—

"Hmm."
"...My dear?"

My body stiffened at her nasal sound.

'Why?'

This is the sound she makes when she's upset.

My wife placed her hand on mine as I embraced her. Her gentle caress was, for once, frightening.

"Your Highness."
"Speak, my dear."
"Are you enjoying this?"

In that moment, my mind went blank.

***

Given the prestige of the banquet, dinner was served in a rather luxurious buffet style.

"Kal. Try this too."
"Thank you..."
"Child. This is good for your health."
"Thank you..."

But I couldn't tell if I was eating through my nose or my eyes. I don't think anything actually entered my mouth.

With Margareta on my left and the Magic-Ending Duke on my right, it was a formidable lineup. They kindly filled my plate with food. And the thrill of their confrontation continued even during the meal.

Whenever I felt a suffocating discomfort, a glass of water would appear before me as if by magic. Two glasses, of course.

'I'm dying.'

I've never desperately wished for a banquet to end as quickly as I did today. Honestly, I was somewhat tempted to flee the banquet altogether.

But a noble fleeing from the Crown Princess's birthday banquet? The aftermath would be terrifying. Besides, doing something like that would make things awkward with the Victorious Duke too.

'I'll go straight to bed when I get back.'

Fortunately, tomorrow is also a day off, which is a relief. If I had to go to work the next day with this mental state, I might have gone crazy.

Yes, I'm tired, but let's endure a little longer. There's not much left in the schedule anyway.

Enen seems to be a severe xenophobe.

'This is insane.'


I can hear it all. The soft music playing. The murmuring that can't be masked even by the music.

I let my guard down thinking there wasn't much left in the schedule. I never imagined that such a tiny remaining event would return as such a dagger.

'What is this?'

I stared blankly at the hand extended before me.

And with great effort, I moved my stiffened neck to gradually raise my gaze. From the white hand, up the delicate arm, toward the face.

There I saw the smiling Magic-Ending Duke, and Margareta who was glaring at her while desperately looking at me.

"Child. Are you going to keep a lady waiting?"

The Magic-Ending Duke spoke when I just stood there blankly.

"Kal..."

Margareta didn't say much. She just called my name with a trembling voice.

This is hell. Earlier was just purgatory compared to this. This is real hell.

'Shit.'

I'm trapped. I've been caught at the very last event.

The dance that concludes the banquet. The final event wishing for harmony and friendship between the host and participants.

I had naturally planned to dance with Margareta. After all, she's my partner, and if not her, there was no one else to dance with.

"Child. Would you dance with me, if you don't mind?"

Surprisingly, there was someone. Someone I hadn't even considered.

At the Magic-Ending Duke's sudden invitation, silence fell over the banquet hall. Nobles planning to dance with their spouses, those looking for partners of similar age, and those just watching. Everyone closed their mouths and looked in our direction.

...I deliberately ignored the Iron-Blooded Duke's murderous gaze.

"K-Kal! How about dancing with me?"

Margareta, who had momentarily been stunned, rushed in hastily, but the fact that the Magic-Ending Duke had asked first remained unchanged.

Sadly, it's difficult to choose Margareta. The Magic-Ending Duke asked first, has a higher status, and is senior. It's quite challenging to firmly reject such a person.

Conversely, it's also hard to choose the Magic-Ending Duke. No matter how she took the initiative, Margareta is my partner. Besides, dancing with someone else in front of my future wife is... quite strange.

If we were formally engaged, I could use that as a reason to decline, but Margareta and I don't have any relationship yet. It's insufficient as a reason for refusal.

'...Should I bite my tongue?'

No, biting it would just hurt terribly without killing me.

'Should I cut off my hand?'

This seems like a good idea. If I can't take a lady's hand, there's a beautiful conclusion where I choose no one.

Not bad. If I just give up my hand for a moment—

"Fortunately, it hasn't started yet."

Just then, the Crown Prince's voice echoed.

The attention that had been focused on me shifted entirely to the Crown Prince, whose voice had been heard despite not being seen for a while.

'Where did he go?'

With the situation in chaos, even small things irritated me. That guy, being the Crown Prince, wandering off to strange places.

But regardless of my displeasure, the Crown Prince nodded with satisfaction as all eyes turned to him.

"This banquet is for my wife. I'm grateful to all of you for gracing this occasion, but I'd like my wife to conclude the final event."

With those words, the Crown Prince took the Crown Princess's hand and walked to the center of the banquet hall.

"We will conclude the final event."

...Huh?

For a moment, I doubted my ears at the Crown Prince's declaration.

"So everyone, please look forward to the next opportunity. The New Year's ceremony is just around the corner, isn't it?"

After saying that, the Crown Prince briefly glanced at me before averting his gaze.

It was just a fleeting moment, but I could tell.

'Your Highness...'

That he was my savior.

***

While dancing under everyone's attention, my wife whispered softly.

"Well done, Your Highness."
"I'm glad you're satisfied, my dear."
"Hehe. Your Highness has always satisfied me."

Looking at my wife's gentle smile, I smiled back.

I survived.

A peaceful holiday, a peaceful academy, a peaceful dormitory.

Being able to stay in the dormitory without having to go to work is truly a happy thing. I can lie down when I want to, and sleep when I want to.

"Kal. Even on holidays, you shouldn't lie around too much."
"I understand."

Margareta approached with a teacup, offering her advice. When I immediately sat up at her precious counsel, Margareta smiled with satisfaction.

Indeed, it's peaceful. Having someone beside me who speaks to me so gently makes this holiday feel even more fulfilling.

"The aroma is lovely. I'm sure Kal will like it too."

Margareta, still smiling, handed me the teacup.

A tea with a bright red color. I didn't have anything like this in my room—did Margareta bring it?

"Thank you, Mar."
"Hehe, it's nothing."

This too is peaceful. How beautiful it is to spend a holiday experiencing the flavor of a new tea.

Yesterday's commotion seems like a lie now. Spending such a peaceful day should quickly wash away my fatigue. I'll be able to go to work tomorrow in a good mood.

Yes, I am happy. I am peaceful. I am enjoy... I?

'I'm not enjoying this.'

The self-suggestion I had been constantly repeating to myself crumbled.

I took a small sip of tea and looked at Margareta. She smiled even more brightly, showing the boldness of not avoiding my gaze.

"Do you like it?"
"Ah, yes. It's good."

At my answer, Margareta opened her arms.

Since the meaning was obvious, I carefully approached and embraced her, and she hugged me tightly in return.

"Then I deserve this much of a reward, right?"
"Of course."

Though her tone outwardly asked for permission, the answer I could give was predetermined anyway. How could I possibly refuse Margareta?

Right now, if she asked not just for a hug but to be carried around the academy grounds on my back, I would have to do it. That's the situation I'm in.

As I earnestly stroked her back, Margareta nestled deeper into my arms.

"It's warm."

Margareta murmured in a languid voice.

"So much that I don't want to share with anyone else."

At those words, my stroking hand almost stopped, but I desperately kept it moving.

If I had stopped at that moment, it would have been immediate hell. Even with my lack of dating experience, I could understand that much.

"...Doesn't Kal feel the same?"
'Ah.'

At her subtly cold voice, I squeezed my eyes shut.

'Was there a second hell?'

I'm still lacking, I see.

Only after spending several hours consoling Margareta could I finally have some time to myself.

Following yesterday, today my mind is also in tatters. But what can I do? It's something I must endure.

'Margareta must have been out of her mind too.'

Thinking that way, I couldn't help but sigh.

Yes, I shouldn't feel too wronged. No matter how difficult it is for me, how could it compare to Margareta's struggles? How difficult and painful must it have been for Margareta, who had to fight the Duke alone?

'Is it a reaction?'

Thanks to that, Margareta barged into my dormitory this morning.

I didn't go to the vice president's office. Margareta came directly to my dormitory. The very same Margareta who wouldn't even come near unless it was truly important business.

"Mar?"

"Kal. Can you stay with me today?"

Only a monster, not a human, could refuse after seeing those desperate eyes.

"Yes, Mar. I wanted to be with you too."

So I accepted without hesitation.

At that brief response, Margareta smiled as brightly as if she had gained the whole world. Or perhaps she was just pretending to be bright.

Even if it was an act, I understand. I also tried to pretend I was fine while I was with Margareta.

'This is driving me crazy.'

With no one watching, I lay back down on the bed. My brow furrowed involuntarily due to my pounding headache.

'Why.'

I've been pondering endlessly since last night. Why, just why?

'Why does she like me—'

Just as I reached that thought, another sigh escaped.

It's truly something I never imagined. If I had told myself from just two days ago, I would have been cursed at for finally going insane.

But surprisingly, it's reality. Even now I can hardly understand it, but all circumstances whisper that it's real.

'Why does she like me?'

As the sentence I could barely bring myself to think formed in my head, I stared blankly at the ceiling. Right now, I need to empty my mind to calm down a bit.

Of course, it wouldn't empty so easily. Thoughts about the Magic-Ending Duke kept dominating my mind, refusing to leave.

I wondered several times if it might be my misunderstanding. I worried that my excessive self-consciousness and groundless confidence were interpreting kindness as affection.

Does this make any sense? That the Magic-Ending Duke, of all people, likes me?

'It does.'

Surprisingly, it made sense. Though my heart still couldn't accept this conclusion, my reason was shouting that this was correct.

I admit that I'm not very perceptive due to my limited dating experience. Seeing how Erich also lacks perception, it must be a genetic trait inherent to this body.

'I may lack perception, but am I brainless?'

Still, there's a difference between being slow to grasp situations due to poor perception and being stupid enough not to understand available information.

The Magic-Ending Duke's behavior at the banquet, Margareta's strangely confrontational attitude toward the Duke. At the time, I was too busy being cautious to notice, but thinking about it now, it was a simple matter.

"Darling. Would you care to dance with me?"

In fact, nothing else matters. What more decisive evidence could there be than an unmarried Duke requesting a dance?

And the moment I realized the Magic-Ending Duke had feelings for me, words I had heard before flashed through my mind like a panorama.

"I thought our darling and I had a special relationship, but it seems it was a one-sided courtship, which pains my heart."

I never imagined that courtship was actual courtship.

'A courtship unknown even to the recipient.'

For a moment, I resented the Magic-Ending Duke. What kind of courtship exists in this world where even the person being courted doesn't know it's happening?

If only I had known from the beginning that the Magic-Ending Duke had feelings for me, at least I wouldn't have been as shocked as I am now.

'...Would anything be different?'

I sighed endlessly as I roughly rubbed my dry face.

Yes, what would have changed if I had known earlier? Even if I knew about the Duke's feelings, I couldn't just say, "What the heck, let's get married!" I would have just avoided her here and there.

The more I did that, the more the Duke's patience would have been tested, and eventually it would have erupted. No woman would remain calm when the man she... loves is avoiding her.

'Not much time left.'

My hands trembled with tension. Unfortunately, even now, the Magic-Ending Duke's patience is running thin.

Whether I noticed early or late, the fact that the Duke harbored a one-sided love doesn't change.

"What a shame. I wanted to spend time with you."

Right after my narrow escape at the banquet thanks to the esteemed Crown Prince's intervention, the Magic-Ending Duke looked at me as if genuinely disappointed.


"But as His Highness said, there's the New Year's ceremony, so I'll have to wait until then."

The Duke smiled more brightly than ever, but at that moment, she was more frightening than ever.

The New Year's ceremony, a day when all titled nobles gather to celebrate the new year. That commemorative day has become my execution date.

'Damn it.'

It's frustrating. Why would the Magic-Ending Duke like someone like me?

She's someone who has lived alone for over a hundred years. And such a person, in this era, chose specifically me.

Would someone who lacks nothing truly see me properly? If a being with a different lifespan harbors feelings for someone, wouldn't only a tragic future await?

It's a difficult problem.

***

I drank heavily for the first time in a while. There was simply no way to endure otherwise.

And never have I resented this body as much as now. I wanted to get properly drunk, but this body that has reached enlightenment wouldn't allow it.

I could only cool my anger with the sensation of burning my esophagus and stomach.

"Mar. Are you alright?"

But the anger I had barely suppressed flared up again at the sight of my precious youngest.

A face forcing a smile, eyes wavering with anxiety, lips trembling slightly.

This is how it is after all. I had hoped that if given time, she might compose herself, but it was unreasonable to expect her to calm down in just one day.

"I'm fine, Father. I'm sorry for worrying you."

Those words felt like they were tearing my heart apart. How could that be considered fine?

It's always been like this. Mar grew up too quickly. It would be good for her to be a little spoiled and dependent sometimes, but she always tries to solve everything herself.

I've heard that children become immature if they're too cherished. Why is Mar the opposite?

'Is it because of the Valenti name?'

Mar knows her position well. Is it because she knows it too well that she wraps her tender heart in thick armor?

But among fellow Valentis, among family, shouldn't she be able to show her true self? It's almost disappointing. I've only seen Mar act like her age once.

The problem is that the one time I saw it was because of that damned fellow.

"Waaaaaah! Daddyyyyy!"

Remembering Mar crying her eyes out last year after being rejected for marriage by that guy makes my teeth grind again.

'Is it you again this time?'

Once again, Mar is sad because of you. You haven't even married yet and you're already making your wife suffer—can you even call yourself a husband?

If you were in front of me right now, I'd want to plant you in the ground. I'd want to bury you with only your head above ground. I feel like I won't be satisfied until I hear you apologize.

'How could he behave like that?'

That guy who has a heaven-sent match in Mar. What on earth did he do to captivate the Magic-Ending Duke?

The Magic-Ending Duke, who has lived alone all her life, happened to take a liking to him of all people. Then isn't the problem not with the Duke but with him? That's what I decided to think.

"Mar. Don't worry too much. That guy has a brain—would he turn his eyes to another woman when he has you?"

I opened my mouth while calming my clenched fists. What's important now is not punishing him but comforting Mar.

"Love is not one-sided but mutual. No matter who the other person is, no one can interfere in your relationship."

At those words, Mar carefully nodded.

Fortunately, this was the right answer. It seems Mar wanted to hear words that gave her certainty.

"And is he the only man in the world? If he looks elsewhere, it just means he's not worth it. You can find a better partner."

But feeling reassured that I had chosen the right answer, I added too much—

"......"

Mar glared at me with tears in her eyes without saying a word.

This is all because of that guy.

# Affairs related to the Duke rarely spread in high society. People dare not gossip freely about the Duke, as their necks might be endangered if they upset him.

But exceptions exist everywhere. When an incident is too juicy to keep quiet about, or when the Duke himself secretly wants it to spread, rumors fly like wildfire.

No need to look far. That's exactly what's happening now.

"Department Head Kal Catovan. How are you doing these days?"
"Shut up."

A call came in while I was alone in the club room, organizing my thoughts.

I considered ignoring it, but answered thinking it might be important. As soon as I picked up, I heard this insane provocation.

'Catovan, seriously?'

That's the Magic-Ending Duke's family name. He's trying to make me someone's son-in-law.

"Why so upset? It's not like you could become a Kracius anyway."
"I said shut up."

My hands and feet trembled as I watched the Section Chief of the 2nd Section snickering at my reaction.

This bastard dares to mock his superior's misfortune?

'The world's gone mad.'

I can't believe it. How evil must someone be to treat their superior like a toy?

It's deplorable. How can this be considered a proper civil service when the relationship between superiors and subordinates is so distorted? Strict adherence to the chain of command should be the virtue of civil servants.

I felt the urge to cut the Section Chief into pieces. At the same time, a sense of hopelessness washed over me.

'It's spread everywhere.'

If he's teasing me like this, it means the Magic-Ending Duke incident has already spread as far as it could.

While the Section Chief specializes in information gathering, he's not skilled enough to immediately grasp what happened at the Crown Princess's birthday banquet.

Someone who attended the banquet must have turned into a human megaphone. I wonder who the loose-lipped person spreading rumors is.

'It's only been two days.'

No, not "only"—perhaps "already"? Thinking about it, two days is plenty of time for rumors to spread.

Those present included the Crown Prince, Crown Princess, the Duke, the Imperial Assembly Chairman, and various other bigwigs. If just one of them opened their mouth, rumors would spread instantly.

"Who told you?"
"The magic tower folks. When I first heard it, I thought they'd gone mad."

I closed my eyes tightly at the Section Chief's snickering words.

He heard it from magic tower personnel? From those people who never speak unless it's work-related?

'It was the Magic-Ending Duke.'

I arrived at a truth I didn't particularly want to know. The Magic-Ending Duke volunteered to be the megaphone.

He must have ordered the magic tower mages to spread the rumor diligently. The mages would have obediently followed the orders of the Magic-Ending Duke at the top of their hierarchy.

'I'm doomed.'

When the entire magic tower acts as both megaphone and messenger, there's no solution. Mages teleporting everywhere spreading rumors? The entire empire probably knows by now.

'He's determined.'

Cold sweat ran down my back. The Magic-Ending Duke is really serious about this.

"There's the New Year's greeting ceremony, so I'll wait until then."

I instinctively recalled the Magic-Ending Duke's parting words.

Now I understand. He clearly said he'd wait for the New Year's ceremony, but never said he'd stay quiet.

Like a fool, I assumed the Magic-Ending Duke would remain silent. Logically, someone who dropped such a massive bomb wouldn't just sit quietly.

'...Should I skip it?'


The thought seriously crossed my mind.

If I attend this New Year's ceremony, I'll be wrapped in dazzling attention. Should I accumulate one stack of the Emperor's displeasure and flee instead? That might be better for my mental health.

"Still, Department Head, if you become the Magic-Ending Duke's partner, no one would dare touch you, right?"

Seeing me fall into silence, the Section Chief finally showed some sense and carefully offered words of comfort.

It didn't feel like comfort at all, but by his standards, it was. Not comforting at all, you dog.

"Do people marry for convenience?"

My response came out sharp because my mind was in chaos. Honestly, considering what the Section Chief said, stabbing him with a blade would be justified.

'I suppose no one would touch me.'

Yes, becoming the Magic-Ending Duke's husband would make life easier. Even other dukes bow before the Magic-Ending Duke, and even the Emperor respects him. The Crown Prince? Not even worth discussing.

A position no one dares to touch casually. That's what being the Magic-Ending Duke's husband means.

'What's the point?'

But so what? I don't want to choose a life partner based on benefits.

Besides, for reasons I don't understand—truly don't understand—anyway, the Magic-Ending Duke seems to like me. Using those feelings for personal gain would make me a bastard.

"There's nothing wrong with benefiting from your wife..."
"That's enjoying benefits after marriage, not marrying for benefits."
"No, I'm the commoner here, why are you being more principled?"

The Section Chief gave a hollow laugh at my statement, which completely contradicted strategic marriages. Sorry, but I'm probably more common-born than you.

***

I kept the conversation with the Department Head brief. It seemed the Department Head wasn't in his right mind anyway.

"Well, hang in there. Just think that if you collapse, the Magic-Ending Duke will come running."
"You bastard."

Calling a subordinate who offered advice until the end a bastard. What tremendous praise. Another fulfilling day.

With that image of the Department Head grinding his teeth, the communication device turned off.

'Impressive.'

A chuckle escaped me. I always knew the Department Head was prime marriage material, but I never expected even the Magic-Ending Duke would be after him.

It's truly astonishing. It's already remarkable to progress toward an intimate relationship with the Iron-Blooded Duke's youngest daughter, but beyond a duke's daughter to the duke himself?

'He's made good connections.'

I'm satisfied seeing the Department Head racing toward the center of power. My choice two years ago wasn't wrong after all.

A department head so young he could be called juvenile. Other guys refused to follow such a young department head, but I immediately attached myself to him.

Isn't that the obvious choice? When you can see the Crown Prince deliberately supporting someone, only a fool would resist.

'Fools.'

I still don't understand. Why did they oppose? The Department Head was already a big shot before the war.

He's the heir to the Imperial Count, and on his mother's side, he's—

"How did it go?"

A quiet voice from behind broke my train of thought.

I got goosebumps for a moment. I'm crazy—the Department Head's bloodline isn't what's important right now.

"No need to worry. The Department Head seemed flustered too."

I spoke with feigned calmness. Showing panic might only invite more questioning—

"Are you sure?"
"...I think he was flustered?"


Meeting those cold red eyes, I immediately fumbled my words. When asked if I'm sure, what can I say?

At my response, the red-eyed ghost—no, the Section Chief of the 1st Section—frowned slightly.

'This is harsh.'

What a cold reaction. I went out of my way to probe the Department Head as requested, and this is the look I get in return?

But I didn't complain. I know the Section Chief likes the Department Head. Of course she'd react this way when a duke appears as a love rival. As a colleague, I completely understand.

It's definitely not because I saw the Section Chief muttering eerily to herself when I arrived at work.

"Well, the Department Head wouldn't fall for just any woman."

After a moment of silence, the Section Chief spoke with forced cheerfulness. As if she wasn't affected at all, as if she hadn't taken any damage.

Yes, I agree. The Department Head has been under Hecate's shadow for two years. He's only now emerging from that shadow—would he notice another woman?

But...

'You're just any woman too.'

The most fatal problem the Section Chief doesn't recognize.

But I didn't say it out loud. I don't want to visit the 1st Section's basement either.

I quietly slipped out once the Section Chief seemed to have calmed down.

'Maybe I should go on a business trip for a while.'

The thought crossed my mind. She's calm now, but who knows when the Section Chief might enter a state of rage again.

When the Section Chief's mood sours over romance issues, I'm the only one who suffers. Unfortunately, I'm the only one who knows she likes the Department Head.

'I wish I never knew.'

Belated regret washes over me. I shouldn't have pretended to know back then. Even if I noticed, I should have gritted my teeth and pretended not to know.

Those who gain forbidden knowledge unnecessarily suffer. Damn it.

"What's the big deal about marriage."

A lament filled with despair and resentment. Now my grievances extended toward the institution of marriage.

This is why marriage is problematic. When you try to bind humans who should be free with the name of spouse, trouble inevitably follows.

Just look at the Department Head. He was getting along fine normally, but once marriage issues got involved, he's suffering like this.

So marriage should be avoided. One should enjoy dating, feel freedom, and live life.

'They don't understand that.'

Moths heading toward self-imprisonment, not knowing the beauty of freedom. It's deeply regrettable to watch.

Well, regrettable as it may be, what can I do? It's their choice.

'It's too late anyway.'

The Department Head can't back out now. From the moment his relationship with Lady Margareta progressed, the only path left for him was forward.

With a heavy heart, I nodded slightly toward the Academy. I'll pray for your soul this way, Department Head.

Just as I was about to return to my office after getting some fresh air, the communication device in my pocket lit up.

"Lafayette."

When I activated the device, a woman with navy blue hair appeared.

"Christina."

A smile naturally formed at the sight of the welcome face.

It's easy to enjoy happiness even without marriage.

I really don't understand.

"It ended up like this after all."

"Crown Prince."
"Yes, Your Imperial Majesty."

I quickly bowed my head at the Emperor's call. I could guess why I had been summoned, and there was nothing I could do about it. This was a situation where I needed to prostrate myself as much as possible.

"It's difficult to see the Crown Prince. You only come when I summon you."
"I am humbled by your words."

I bowed my head even lower at his low voice, which carried an oppressive weight that seemed to press down on my body.

His statement wasn't a warm-hearted wish that his son would visit more often. It was literally criticizing my laziness for only coming when summoned.

'I didn't expect him to move so quickly.'

I admit it. I responded too leisurely to this matter. I thought it would take at least two or three years for a new blood-related faction centered around the Audit Department Head to rise to power.

Of course, I wasn't crazy enough to think I should just watch because there were still two or three years left. I was planning to prepare countermeasures starting this week at the latest and report to the Emperor.

But the Magic-Ending Duke upended the board in a different way.

'I never thought he would scatter love letters everywhere.'

I almost laughed out loud thinking about the mages from the Magic Tower scattered in all directions.

The Magic-Ending Duke first revealed his unrequited love at the Crown Princess's birthday banquet. I thought he wanted the attendees to spread the news through word of mouth. I never expected him to take direct action himself.

'It wasn't planned but an impulsive action.'

I judged too hastily. Given who the Magic-Ending Duke is, I thought it was a meticulously planned action.

But this clearly seems like the impulsive behavior of someone blinded by love. If this was planned, I would give up my position as Crown Prince and return to being a commoner. I wouldn't have the confidence to stand above a duke who could devise such schemes.

Anyway, the Magic-Ending Duke's impulsive action caused a massive explosion throughout the Empire. The blood faction hasn't been fully established yet. However, thanks to the Magic-Ending Duke's vigorous activities, high society has begun to include the future blood faction in their calculations.

'It's over.'

That's essentially the same as them having already risen to power. When everyone considers something a constant, it becomes a constant.

Two or three years left? Nonsense. It ended before two days had passed. Before I could prepare anything.

"This is nothing short of a joyous occasion for the Empire. The Crown Prince should prepare adequately for this blessing."
"I will keep that in mind."

A Crown Prince who failed to prepare must simply follow the Emperor's words. That's the only way to avoid incurring the Emperor's wrath.

Fortunately, the Emperor only showed slight displeasure without severely reprimanding me. He merely left the ceremonial advice to pay attention to the changes caused by this situation.

After those words, silence fell, but I dared not leave first. Moving without the Emperor's permission would be disrespectful.

"The Kracius family has always been loyal."
"Yes, truly they have."

After waiting, the Emperor spoke again.

"Since Emperor Eimanka received the Mandate of Heaven, the Kracius family has always stood with the Imperial family."

I simply nodded at the Emperor's words. That's why the Emperor could accept this situation somewhat calmly.

Because the one the Magic-Ending Duke had set his heart on was from the Kracius family. More precisely, because they were members of an Imperial Count family.

'That's fortunate at least.'

The Emperor, to put it kindly, is excessively cautious, or frankly speaking, paranoid. Yet even he is less suspicious of the Imperial Counts.

Faith in loyal subjects? Trust built over 300 years? It's not for such soft and warm reasons. It's because the Imperial family and the Imperial Counts now have an inseparable relationship.

When the Imperial Counts first emerged, that is, when Emperor Eimanka had just founded the Empire, the imperial political scene was complex and bizarre.

'A patchwork nation.'

That's exactly how to describe it. Not a complete unity but a forcibly assembled one.

There were many who were formally the Emperor's subjects but essentially allies. Today's marquises and counts were like that. Of course, the Emperor's achievement of forcibly uniting these separate forces and passing them down to later generations is truly praiseworthy.

Anyway, within that patchwork, the Imperial Counts protected the Imperial family as direct vassals and kept the allies in check. Those 300 years of political partnership made the Imperial family and the Imperial Count families like two parts of a whole.

"...If Valenti and Catovan become one with Kracius, wouldn't they also stand with the Imperial family?"


That's why the Emperor could speak like that. At the very least, the Imperial Count family wouldn't oppose the Imperial family with dukes backing them.

Perhaps he's secretly relieved. Unless they remain single for life, ducal families will eventually form connections with other families. If connections are inevitable, isn't an Imperial Count better than a third party?

"Your words are most wise, Your Imperial Majesty."

In fact, it could be considered advantageous that the marriage card the ducal families could use has been blocked by the Imperial Counts.

Yes, that's how we decided to think about it.

Both me and the Emperor.

'Thank you, Audit Department Head.'

Come to think of it, the Audit Department Head's existence allowed us to block the cards of two ducal families.

If this isn't loyalty, what is? If it weren't for the Imperial Counts, I would have considered granting him a higher title.

***

After watching the Crown Prince leave, I lay back down. Even standing for a little while is exhausting now.

But this matter required summoning the Crown Prince and reprimanding him. Fortunately, the Kracius family's involvement reduced the severity of the situation, but neglecting a matter involving ducal marriages was unacceptable.

'He's still immature.'

That thought came naturally. But I also thought it couldn't be helped.

It's been barely two years since the Crown Prince was officially appointed as Crown Prince. Before his appointment, he was a prince in name only.

An overwhelming lack of experience. And even that lack of experience was something I caused, so who could I blame?

'At least he has talent.'

Fortunately, he makes up for his lack of experience with talent and effort, and experience will come with time. While I can't say he's an entirely satisfactory successor, he passes the bar.

...Compared to Dorgos, anyone would pass.

'My lack of virtue.'

Of course, that too isn't anyone's fault. It's merely the lack of virtue of someone wearing the fine but hollow shell of an Emperor.

I wanted my successor, unlike me, to be a legitimate son. I wanted a strong maternal family to support imperial authority. That's why I chose the Second Prince, Dorgos.

However, apart from being legitimate, Dorgos utterly lacked the virtues of a ruler. The Aesilon family, which should have supported imperial authority, instead challenged it and destabilized the Empire.

After patience was pushed to its limits, after they crossed line after line, catastrophe finally arrived.

'It was bound to end like this.'

I regret it. I lament not making decisions quickly enough.

I should have either abandoned legitimate succession and quickly killed Dorgos, or killed the Crown Prince to secure Dorgos's succession.

It wasn't a particularly difficult choice. Seeing Dorgos's qualities, I would have eventually chosen the former.

I took an unnecessarily difficult path that could have been easy. I created bloodshed that didn't need to be spilled, time that didn't need to be wasted.

'That's why the Crown Prince must not fall.'

The Crown Prince, created through the expenditure of imperial resources, must not fall in vain.

When ministers are too cautious to offer advice, I must step forward. I must make him a perfect ruler.

That is my mission for the noble Imperial family and the great Empire. My destiny to protect the Mandate of Heaven that began with Emperor Eimanka.

'The pillars are also strong.'

And as if Emperor Eimanka is watching over us, there is talent to support the Crown Prince. Very young talent at that.

If the Audit Department Head had been older, it would have been difficult for the Crown Prince to control him. But he's younger than the Crown Prince. Easy for the Crown Prince to control, and talent that can serve the Empire for decades.

'And even marriage with ducal families.'

Truly heaven-sent fortune. Now if we can properly secure the Audit Department Head, we can move both ducal families together.

How fortunate that this happened while the Audit Department Head is young and while I'm still alive.

'It was terrible during the Golden Duke's time.'


My head throbbed as memories from decades ago surfaced.

Wives multiplying twofold in the blink of an eye. By the time I barely came to my senses, the Golden Duke had taken 12 wives, which meant 12 more families were connected to him.

...Even now, I shudder thinking about how the political scene was in turmoil then. The Golden Duke's faction instantly grew to become the dominant force.

'Two is acceptable.'

It's regrettable that those two are ducal families, but still, it's just two. Compared to twelve, it's hardly noticeable.

It's worth paying attention to, but not yet at a level to worry about.

***

I summoned Lady Luise and Lady Irina to the vice president's office. I'm reluctant to order nobles around like this, but this matter was important enough to make it unavoidable.

"...That's what happened."

After explaining what happened at the banquet, the two ladies seemed at a loss for words, just reading the atmosphere.

I understand. Even I was afraid when I saw someone trying to take Kal away right before my eyes. How must these two feel just hearing about it? They probably feel more bewilderment than anger.

But I had to tell them this. Because we're allies. Allies who want to be by Kal's side.

If the Magic-Ending Duke tries to take Kal away and monopolize him, we can only stamp our feet and cry.

"Um, senior, the Magic-End...ing, Duke, His Grace... uh..."

Lady Luise finally spoke, but she was still so flustered that she stumbled over her words.

She looked like she was malfunctioning. Not a fitting appearance for a lady, but I understand this too. Unlike me who belongs to a ducal family, Lady Luise is from a baronial family. How much pressure must she feel?

Even Lady Irina, who belongs to the high nobility, seemed overwhelmed by the title of duke, her eyes trembling.

"That's right. He's one of the Empire's only five dukes."

At those words, tears welled up in Lady Luise's eyes.

"And I'm also from one of only five ducal families."

But seeing me speak so confidently, her eyes widened. Lady Irina also looked at me as if she hadn't expected me to speak so boldly.

"Love knows no status. Even if it did, I'm from the same ducal family as the Magic-Ending Duke. I'm not lacking in anything compared to him."

I am lacking. How could a member of a ducal family be equal to a duke?

Still, I spoke confidently. I pretended to be confident, to be unfazed.

'This isn't just about me.'

If I surrender, these two would be like ships adrift on the vast ocean.

They respected me and sought my permission. They acknowledged me first and said they were fine with being second.

And now I'm supposed to surrender to someone else? To someone who might or might not be generous, who might monopolize Kal?

I can't do that. That would be betraying Lady Luise and Lady Irina.

And my love too. And my beliefs.

'I will never let him be taken.'

Kal is mine. I won't back down even if my opponent is a duke.

"So don't worry. We'll continue on our own path."

I reached out and firmly held Lady Luise and Lady Irina's hands.

"But since an unexpected competitor has appeared, we should hurry, shouldn't we?"

At those words, the two ladies nodded as if entranced.

Satisfied with their response, I smiled gently. Their existing feelings, a suddenly appearing powerful rival. Now these two will also show their hearts to Kal.

'That makes three of us.'

Not two, but three. Three, so even if I hold one in each hand, there's still one left.

No matter if he's a duke, can he really approach Kal when he's surrounded by the three of us?

I feel like a celebrity these days. Wherever I go, I'm surrounded by dazzling gazes.

Until recently, I didn't receive such intense attention. I tried my best to avoid people, and even when I did encounter someone, they would turn away on their own. After all, running into the Audit Department Head while taking a walk is no different than encountering a kangaroo during a stroll.

I was the kind of existence that evoked both "Why the hell is that thing here?" and "It's dangerous if you disturb it" simultaneously. That's who I was until recently.

"The Magic-Ending Duke chose him?"
"Father definitely said so."

And now I've transformed from a 'kangaroo to be avoided' into a 'safari predator worth risking danger to observe.'

'Damn it.'

It's humiliating. They probably think they're whispering from a distance, but I can hear everything. Isn't it strange how keenly one can sense gazes and whispers directed at oneself?

But if I show displeasure here, I'll gift those students a lifetime trauma. I need to endure that.

So I deliberately composed my expression and continued walking.

'This is driving me crazy.'

Of course, it was difficult. Glances that maintain a safe distance but still peek curiously, encounters that seem intentional rather than avoidance.

If I had been a spectacle from the moment I arrived at the Academy, it might have been different, but this sudden attention is maddening. I wish they understood that excessive attention causes stress to animals.

Finally, as I approached the club room, I was able to shake off the intense gazes pouring down on me.

'Are they afraid of royalty?'

I couldn't help but laugh as I entered the club room. Those who were so clingy earlier don't dare approach the royals' sanctuary.

Of course, I understand. If this wasn't my workplace, I wouldn't come near here either.

And I understand the uncomfortable glances too.

'The Magic-Ending Duke's prospective partner.'

Just hearing it sparks curiosity—a phrase with demonic allure. The man cherished by a duke who has lived alone for over a century, with elven blood flowing through his veins.

Nobles sensitive to social affairs couldn't possibly ignore such a cheat-key phrase. If I heard that the Magic-Ending Duke had found a partner, I'd be filled with the desire to rush over like a dog to see.

With that thought, I turned my gaze toward the mirror.

'There he is.'

My reflection was smirking. Why would I need to rush over like a dog? I can easily observe it like this.

Wow, I'm so happy.

Club time has never been this comfortable before.

Compared to the Academy where Imperial citizens are the absolute majority, half of the club members are foreigners. Of course, the Magic-Ending Duke's marriage news is interesting to foreigners too, but it doesn't resonate as strongly as it does with Imperial citizens.

Thanks to that, I could spend club time relatively comfortably. After spending about a year together, it serves as my sanctuary—

"Brother, can you tell me about what happened at the banquet?"

Not anymore?

My hand, which was reaching for a cookie, stopped at Erich's sudden question.

'This bastard.'

The most unexpected person attacked at the most unexpected timing. I never thought my own brother would stab me in the back.

I know I might have... failed you in some ways, but even so, that comment at this timing is too harsh. Even the nearby club members looked at Erich in surprise.

When I looked at Erich with slightly reproachful eyes, he awkwardly avoided my gaze.

"Mother has been pestering me about what happened..."
'Ah.'

My resentment subsided at those words. I was too preoccupied to think about the family.

Certainly, after me and Margareta, the next biggest victims in this situation would be the Kracius family. They went to bed and woke up to suddenly find themselves about to welcome the Magic-Ending Duke as a daughter-in-law.

'What a crazy term.'

Even thinking about it myself makes me dizzy. Being in-laws with the Magic-Ending Duke would be extraordinary enough, but the Magic-Ending Duke as a daughter-in-law? Not a mother-in-law, but a daughter-in-law?

Mother is probably trembling with her hands and feet, tears welling up. A mother-in-law not yet forty, versus a daughter-in-law over a hundred years old.

Amazing. The Imperial laws are complex and bizarre indeed.

"I'll talk to Mother myself."
"Okay."

As if he had been waiting for those words, Erich quickly nodded. Then he took a sip of tea with a perfectly calm face.

'I'm sorry.'

For a moment, thinking about the pressure Erich must have faced these past few days made me uncomfortable.

The family demanding to know what was going on, nobles converging on Erich who was more approachable than me, and Erich crying out the truth that he knew nothing. A perfect storm of chaos.


Looking at him now, his dark circles seem to have deepened. Someone who was usually far from fatigue.

"...Do you need some pocket money?"
"Huh?"

Erich just blinked at my sudden question.

I know it's out of the blue. I've never been one to give money or even small gifts. What would two drab men do with such sentimental gestures?

But just this once, I want to give him something.

A faint brotherly affection has been revived thanks to the Magic-Ending Duke...


***

I didn't particularly refuse the sudden offer of pocket money. Considering what I've been through, it seems like money I deserve.

Usually, when the weekend ends and a new week begins, it's natural to feel tired. There's a reason the first day of the week is called Enen's Trial, to guard against the laziness of creatures.

But this trial was a little, no, far too harsh.

"Erich. I want to ask you something."
"Yes?"

A question that flew at me as soon as I entered the classroom. It came from a friend with whom I was merely on nodding terms, but the fact that they approached me first despite our casual relationship meant it was important.

So I told them to ask. If I knew, I'd answer; if not, I'd say I didn't know. Simple enough.

"I heard the Magic-Ending Duke proposed to the Audit Department Head."

...?

That's when I understood what it means for one's brain to freeze.

After that, everything was a blur. Starting with that guy—no, that friend—all sorts of nobles came rushing in.

Our class, the neighboring class, second-years, third-years, even occasional faculty members.

"Well, I'm not really sure."

I truly don't know. My brother received a proposal from the Magic-Ending Duke? This is the first I'm hearing of it.

I tried to deflect as much as possible. I said I didn't know the details either, and that they shouldn't think too deeply about it since nothing was certain.

Yes, there must be some misunderstanding. If such a major event had occurred, I, as a family member, would surely know about it.

- Erich. Haven't you heard anything from Kal?
"......"

And when I received a message from Mother during lunch, I realized it wasn't a false rumor but the truth.

I was speechless from the unexpected shock. Really? My brother really received a proposal from the Magic-Ending Duke?

'What about the Duke's daughter?'

That thought came instinctively.

If the Magic-Ending Duke is pursuing my brother, what happens to the Duke's daughter? I can't imagine the Magic-Ending Duke becoming a second wife, but pushing aside the Duke's daughter to become the first wife seems even more unimaginable.

'What about Luise?'

If the Magic-Ending Duke becomes my brother's first wife, Luise would be left hanging. Fortunately, Luise is friendly with the Duke's daughter, but she has no acquaintance with the Magic-Ending Duke.

At least the Duke's daughter, even if pushed from first position, might still become a wife due to her status as a duke's daughter. But Luise? Would the Magic-Ending Duke tolerate a baroness with whom she has no acquaintance?

My head felt like it was about to explode. Mother's plea to ask what was happening, the nobles' pressure to spill what I knew, and Luise's future.

...Honestly, worrying about the marriage of someone who rejected me seems foolish, but she's still a friend. The "if I can't have you, I'll destroy you!" mentality is just a cliché villain trope from old novels.

'It's frustrating.'

As I pocketed the money from my brother and observed Luise, I felt like sighing. I could see Luise fidgeting, probably having heard the news.

Well, she's trying to appear calm, but anyone can see she's agitated.

'But that's a relief, I suppose.'

I was somewhat reassured because Luise's eyes were burning intensely.

Luise had been acting frustratingly passive all this time, but now she's in a crisis. Backed into a corner, she seems to have found the will to act.

That's good. Even if Luise has no acquaintance with the Magic-Ending Duke, ultimately, it's my brother who decides on marriage.

And everyone gathered here seemed to share that thought.

'Now?'
'Now.'

An exchange of glances with Lyutis. A quick conversation through the eyes.

"Ah, I left something in the classroom. I'll be right back."


After a quick exchange of glances, I fired the signal flare.

***

Are these guys suffering from early-onset dementia?

"Ah, I left something in the classroom. I'll be right back."

When Erich first spoke, I thought nothing of it.

"You too? Let's go together."

When Lyutis stood up, I thought, okay, that makes sense.

But when Ainter, Laterre, and Tanian all filed out one after another, I didn't even think to stop them.

'The future of the continent, really.'

Such promising young men already suffering from forgetfulness.

Luise also seemed bewildered by the situation, momentarily stunned, but she quickly broke into a sheepish smile.

"They must have been in a hurry when they came."
"Yes, they must have been in a hurry."

I nodded in response to Luise's words. For the sake of the royals' honor, let's pretend it's not early-onset dementia but just them being in a hurry.

And then silence fell again. We're not exactly awkward when alone together, but with five people suddenly leaving, a gap in the conversation emerged.

"Um, Brother."
"Yes, go ahead."

Luise, always at the center of conversations, wouldn't tolerate even that momentary gap.

"What do you think of... the Magic-Ending Duke?"

But there was no need to fill the gap like this.

A bitter smile formed as the dagger I had just avoided came flying back. Even the bright and innocent Luise is still a noble, it seems, taking interest in such matters.

"Well, she's someone who shows me excessive favor."

Words carefully uttered after consideration.

I don't dislike the Magic-Ending Duke. She truly shows excessive favor—how could I dislike that? It's just that the nature of that favor was completely unexpected, making it perplexing.

"Is that so?"

At those words, Luise gently lowered her gaze before continuing.

"But I think it's amazing. To reveal one's feelings completely to others."
"It is amazing indeed..."

I found myself agreeing unconsciously. It is amazing. The scale is so grand that it's amazing.

"I was scared to show my feelings to just one person..."

Luise muttered this while fidgeting with her hands. Scared to show her feelings...

'Is she talking about her sister?'

Indeed, Luise used to hide her trauma tightly. But now she's opened up to others, hasn't she? It's not right to still feel self-loathing over past events.

"You just need to be confident now."
"Do you think so?"
"Yes."

Luise smiled again at my reassurance, as if she had heard exactly what she wanted to hear.

"Then, is it okay if I say that I like you, Brother?"
"That's—"

Right...?

I stopped myself from answering habitually. What did she just say?

'She means she likes me as a mentor, right?'

My frozen brain started working again. Perhaps because I'm still in shock from the Magic-Ending Duke situation, I'm taking this too sensitively.

'...That's what she means, right?'

But looking at Luise's expression, I couldn't speak.

Her reddened face, eyes that trembled yet looked only at me, fidgeting hands.

I may be slow on the uptake, but I'm not brainless.

Yet today, I just wanted to be stupid for once.

'...Should I pretend I didn't hear?'

Of course, that's an excuse that wouldn't work at all.

I saw my brother stiffen. I probably looked just as rigid.

These were words I'd kept to myself for months. Words I'd wanted to say dozens, hundreds of times but couldn't bring myself to utter. Because I simply couldn't find the courage.

"Ahaha, you must be quite surprised?"

My heart was pounding so hard I could barely breathe. I managed to calm my still-trembling hands enough to speak.

This was my last chance. If I said it was just a joke now, we could pretend this never happened. My brother would laugh it off, telling me not to play such pranks. He'd ruffle my hair and scold me not to do this again.

That way I could avoid his rejection. Avoid him becoming serious or disliking it. Avoid things becoming awkward between us.

"But I'm serious, brother."

But I didn't want to back down.

'I finally said it.'

Only after being pushed to the absolute limit, only after the Magic-Ending Duke appeared as an unprecedented variable, did I finally confess my feelings. After hesitating all this time, I finally took my first step.

I even received consideration from the club members. Children who had every reason to hate me were being considerate toward me.

'Anyone would notice if they all left at once.'

Five people leaving simultaneously? Even the most oblivious person would find that strange.

So I opened my mouth too. I gathered my courage and moved forward.

"R-really?"

My brother barely moved his lips in response to my sincerity.

He seemed more bewildered than displeased. Like his mind was tangled from hearing something he never expected.

That was actually fortunate. If my brother had been in a state to speak seriously, I probably wouldn't have been able to open my mouth at all.

'I'll say everything.'

I should pour everything out while my brother is speechless. Even if I'm rejected, I won't leave any regrets.

Because if not now, there won't be another chance. If I can't speak now, when will I? When my brother marries another woman? When I'm on my deathbed?

I don't want to say something like "I've always loved you" at a time like that. I don't want to be the protagonist of some tragedy.

I want to love my brother proudly.

***

So I wasn't raising a capybara but a fox.

No, not a fox—maybe a rabbit? Though she doesn't really look like a rabbit either.

'My head is spinning.'

I tried to protect my sanity by thinking about random things, but it didn't really help. What does it matter whether she's a capybara, fox, or rabbit?

I sighed lightly and lay down on my bed. It had truly been a whirlwind club session.

"I love you, brother."

Luise, with determined eyes, had spoken so boldly. I could hardly believe it was the same always-cheerful, smiling girl.

"I've wanted to say it for so long but couldn't. I was a coward, too scared."

Luise had smiled awkwardly as she said that. She said she'd been too afraid of my rejection to even open her mouth until now.

'That was quite a direct approach for someone calling herself a coward.'

Despite my serious thoughts, I couldn't help but smile.

I wonder what Luise would consider brave. She probably thinks you need to grab someone by the collar and shout "Date me now!" to be considered courageous.

Legend has it that the Crown Prince's wife confessed at about that level. So Luise's role model is the Crown Prince's wife.

'Impressive.'

A noble lady with the Crown Prince's wife as her role model. Truly impressive.

Yes, and what Luise said was also quite impressive.

"I know I'm lacking. I'm just from a barony after all."

A statement conscious of the two ducal families.

"And I haven't known you for long. There's still a lot about you I don't know."

A statement conscious of our brief acquaintance.

"But that's just my shortcoming, not a lack of love."

I just nodded blankly then. Her boldness made my face burn.

Luise would probably be kicking her blankets in embarrassment once her excitement wore off. I could see that future, which is why I didn't say anything. She should be allowed to feel a little less embarrassed, after all.

"And I can bring a good dowry too! My title and domain, everything!"

That statement made me flinch.

It's true. Since Luise has no siblings, she'll inherit the baronial title and domain. If she marries me, our children would inherit those titles and lands. Until then, I would essentially manage them.

But somehow, it feels like I'd be a love-blinded traitor. It's not wrong, but the impression feels strange.


Anyway, I couldn't open my mouth in response to Luise's passionate confession. It was truly an unexpected confession, from someone I never considered as a romantic prospect.

"I'm not asking for an answer right away. It took me a long time to confess, so I won't expect you to be quick."

Fortunately, she seemed to understand my feelings.

"Just know this. You're not only liked by the senior and the Duchess—there are others."

Remembering those words made me laugh again.

Of course I know that. How could I not after hearing such a confession?

"And there might be more than three."

But my laughter quickly subsided when I recalled that part.

'This is maddening.'

Margareta on the left, the Magic-Ending Duke on the right. And now Luise too. Three is already more than enough. It goes beyond having flowers in both hands.

And there might be more? So the minimum is four, from all directions?

'Wow.'

It's dizzying. With four people, marrying them all would be a problem, rejecting them all would be a problem.

And accepting some while rejecting others would be even stranger.

'...I'll think about this later.'

I should just get some sleep for now.

Luise has poisoned me.

'Damn it.'

This is driving me crazy. I never expected to suffer from such a serious status ailment. Luise, I didn't think you were capable of such a cruel act.

I sighed and continued walking, but the status ailment worsened every time I felt someone's gaze.

When I casually looked in the direction of the gaze, I saw a female student. And a thought unconsciously surfaced.

'...Could it be her?'

And immediately after, self-loathing rushed in, making me walk faster.

But soon I felt another gaze, and another thought emerged.

'Maybe her?'

More self-loathing flooded in.

'Damn it.'

I couldn't help but close my eyes. A status ailment that makes me hypersensitive to gazes from the opposite sex.

Terribly, I'd developed delusions of romance.

"And there might be more than three."

Remembering yesterday's words, I felt a little—just a tiny bit—resentful toward Luise.

Luise, why did you say that? Is this revenge for your unrequited love? Are you making me suffer because you resented suffering alone?

If so, I'm sorry. But this punishment seems too cruel.

'Delusions of romance at this age.'

Self-loathing crept up and consumed my chest. At over twenty years old, I was suffering from romantic delusions. And worse, about teenage students.

If the Minister knew, he'd laugh hysterically and call me a child. The section chiefs would do backflips while mocking me, asking if I was trying to fulfill my unfulfilled school romance now.

I feel like I'm going crazy too. It's maddening because I objectively know how unsightly my current state is.

'My fate.'

I cried inwardly, but there's nothing I can do. My defense mechanisms are at their peak after being hit consecutively by the Magic-Ending Duke and Luise. I'll probably be in this state for a while.

So I should go somewhere without gazes. To my sanctuary where no one is around. Just stay holed up in the club room.

'I'll make do with cookies for meals.'

A firm resolution to stay rooted in the club room even during lunch.

As I was making this tactical retreat—

"Ah, brother!"
"Irina?"

I encountered someone I could feel somewhat at ease with.

...Yes, no matter what, my delusions wouldn't activate with Irina.

After what the Audit Department did to the Yorun County, I'd be insane to think of her that way.

***

Was Luise always this quick...?

"You confessed?"
"Yes!"


I could only gape blankly at Luise, who was grinning from ear to ear.

It's true. There's no reason for her to lie anyway, but this is really happening.

"If I didn't do it now, I might never have done it."

Seeing Luise speak as if both embarrassed and relieved, I found myself nodding unconsciously.

She's right. The Duchess's support, the unexpected situation with the Magic-Ending Duke. If she couldn't confess even with all these factors pushing her, when would she ever be able to?

She'd keep making excuses, putting it off until she grew old and died.

'No way.'

For a moment, I imagined my brother smiling between Luise and the Duchess. I also imagined myself watching from behind.

It's terrible. If that scene appeared in my dreams, I'm sure I'd wake up crying.

'Now it's my turn.'

I clenched my fist, strengthening my resolve. If even Luise had made her move, now I needed to move too.

Of course, not right away. I need to prepare myself mentally first. Yes, what words I should use to confess to my brother, where I should make my first and last confession—

"Oh, I also mentioned you to brother."
"...What?"

Luise looked at me with a face that seemed to say, "Aren't I great?" Her sparkling eyes and upturned lips seemed to be asking for praise.

"......"
"I-Irina! It hurts!"

Since she seemed to want an expression of affection, I gave her a tight hug.

As tight as my gratitude—with all my strength.

Fortunately, Luise hadn't said something like "Irina likes you too, brother!" She had only hinted that there were more people who liked my brother.

'That's more dangerous.'

I can't let my guard down. Besides me, Luise, and the Duchess, there might be others at the Academy who like my brother. Once you overcome the fear that comes with his title as Audit Department Head, my brother is truly a wonderful man.

If, if there's someone who has overcome that fear, and my brother meets that person after hearing Luise's words...

'Absolutely not.'

I can't bear to see that. I got permission from the Duchess and have been anxiously hovering around my brother, burning with anticipation, and someone else gets to have him easily?

That absolutely cannot happen. If such a person appears, I won't forgive them in the name of Yorun.

So I quickly went to find my brother. If I delayed even a little and my feared situation occurred, I would regret it for the rest of my life.

"Ah, brother!"
"Irina?"

Thankfully, as if Enen was watching over me, I was able to find my brother just in time.

"What is it? Did something happen? You look like you've been running."

My brother asked with concern as he saw me panting.

A heart-warming concern. But now is not the time to be intoxicated by this warmth.

"Brother. I have something I really want to tell you."
"To me?"

Despite my sudden appearance and abrupt words, my brother nodded as if telling me to go ahead.

"I'm not from a ducal family, and I won't inherit a title."

Ducal families, the pinnacle of nobility. Title nobles, who are treated higher than ordinary nobles. I belong to neither.

"But, but the Yorun County is a distinguished family. Not as good as Kracius... but still not inadequate to be by your side."

My brother's eyes began to tremble at my words.

Seeing that made me tremble too, but I didn't run away. If I back down now, there's nowhere to go.

"W-what do you think, brother...?"

...Still, I couldn't help but feel intimidated at the end.

***

Wow.

Wooow...

'Section Chief 3, you bastard.'

Did you spray some kind of drug on the Yorun County?

It's a reasonable suspicion. Poor Irina seems to be out of her mind, caught up in Section Chief 3's evil biochemical attack.

'It's certain.'

Of course, I deliberately avoided recalling that Irina was already at the Academy when Section Chief 3 raided the Yorun County.

I'm actually clueless and brainless.

Just let me believe that.

A wise man once said that even rock bottom has a bottom.

The wise man wasn't called wise for nothing. Surprisingly, I'm understanding what that means in real-time.

"I'll have to wait for the New Year's ceremony."

Starting with the Magic-Ending Duke's confession, which I thought couldn't be more shocking—

"Then, may I also tell you that I like you, brother?"

Followed by Luise, who rejected five protagonists to choose me—

"I'm not inadequate to be by your side, oppa."

And even Irina, whom I never imagined would like me.

'What is happening.'

I gently rubbed my forehead. I've been having constant headaches lately.

Of course, I'm not treating these overly generous confessions as rock bottom. It's just that my mental state is crawling along the bottom.

Honestly, I have to admit this. Even the most virtuous archmage or cleric would feel the same in my position.

'All that in less than a week.'

My head throbbed again. I received multiple confessions that would make anyone's heart flutter even once in a lifetime, all within a week. Is this the true meaning of a triple combo?

But isn't a triple combo something you suffer from one person, not an assault from three different people? This needs a new term.

"I'm not asking for an answer right away. I can't cut in line ahead of Luise, can I?"

Just as I was pondering a new term, Irina's awkwardly smiling face appeared in my mind. And her strangely tearful voice.

"I just... I just wanted you to see me. Not as a burdensome sister... but as a woman."

I managed to sit up from my bed with a sigh. They say sighing lets your fortune escape, but I don't care. I don't think I have any fortune left to lose.

Anyway, Irina left those words and fled hastily. My body, frozen stiff, couldn't catch her as she quickly disappeared.

In truth, even if I could have caught her, I would have let her go. What would I do if I caught her in that situation?

'I can't accept it.'

As Irina said, it would be strange to accept her confession when I haven't even responded to the Magic-Ending Duke and Luise's confessions.

'I can't reject it either.'

For the same reason, pushing away Irina's confession first would also be strange. How could I put her confession on hold while postponing answers to the others? If I did that, I'd have no excuse if Irina cried. She'd sob, asking if I disliked her that much.

'Should I run away?'

For a moment, I seriously considered it.

For about a week. No, even three days would be fine—I want to organize my thoughts alone somewhere where no one can find me. Then I wouldn't have to receive any additional confessions.

I should have been in prison right now. Being detained for about five days would be the best thing possible.

'If I beat up Lyutis again...'

I unconsciously clenched my fist. Assaulting royalty, and a repeat offender at that. Even without additional charges, I could go straight to detention. Unlike last time, not for five days but for months at minimum.

Of course, one wrong move and it might be execution rather than detention, but life is all or nothing anyway.

Yes, just close my eyes and do it one more time—

'Ah.'

Just before I lost my reason, light burst from the communication crystal.

Thank goodness. If it had been a little later, I might have really lost it.

"This is the Head of the Audit Department."

My life-saving benefactor. Thinking that way, my expression naturally softened.

With gratitude in my heart, I activated the communication crystal. I couldn't show a distorted face to my life's benefactor.

- Hey, how are you doing? Your complexion looks better than I expected.

And as soon as I saw the Minister's face, my expression distorted again.

'Shit.'


I was so distracted that I forgot something important. There's someone who would be delighted to see me suffer.

Of course, the Minister probably doesn't know about Luise and Irina's confessions, but the Magic-Ending Duke alone is enough, isn't it?

The Crown Prince is quiet, preoccupied with the political upheaval that will result from the Magic-Ending Duke shock. Meanwhile, the Minister couldn't care less about politics. From the perspective of an ordinary count who only looks forward to retirement, what does it matter whom the Magic-Ending Duke marries?

But what if the marriage partner is a subordinate with whom they have a mutual hatred? That's unbearable.

- Hmm, come to think of it, I should show respect since you're the Duke's consort.

I hastily shook my head at his creepy formal speech. Receiving respect from this person feels like a sign of the world ending.

"Stop talking nonsense! Who's a consort?"
- Obviously you. Everyone except you thinks so.

The formal speech disappeared, but his unpleasant snickering continued.

'Obviously...'

Hearing the Minister's words, I felt deflated.

Obviously, obviously. It's a short word, but its weight is no joke. I heard it from the Minister, a third party.

Yes, to others, it's settled that I'll become the Magic-Ending Duke's husband.

'It makes sense.'

No matter how much I'm the heir to the Imperial Count, my opponent is a duke. Head of the Audit Department? No matter how prestigious, it can't compare to the Master of the Magic Tower. With such a gap, marriage can proceed even with one-sided selection rather than mutual consent.

In fact, even if I had been kidnapped by the Magic-Ending Duke at the Crown Princess's birthday banquet, the nobles would have had to applaud saying, "Have a beautiful love."

So it's not strange to think of the current situation not as "the Audit Department Head receiving a confession" but as "the Magic-Ending Duke preparing for marriage."

"...How is it over there?"

After a silence, I finally managed to ask.

- Do you want to know?

The Minister's sincere response. I just shook my head dejectedly at those brief words.

The place that would be most chaotic due to this incident is the Capital, the center of politics. And if that person is being this serious, the situation in the Capital must be a mess.

'I won't even look at it for a while.'

If I lurk around the Capital, I'll be forcibly caught like Pokémon trainers whose eyes meet. I'll pass on that.

- Ah, and.

While I was resolving not to show my face even if the Crown Prince called until the New Year's ceremony, the Minister opened his mouth.

But despite opening his mouth, no words followed. His slightly furrowed brow and the small sound of him clearing his throat.

'What is it.'

Why are you acting so uneasy?

- You. Would you rather get hit now or later?
"Excuse me?"

The Minister, who had been showing an ominous expression, spoke ominous words.

"...It's better to get hit sooner, right?"

When I cautiously answered, the Minister nodded and continued.

- I just found out, but the Magic-Ending Duke has made a move.

My hands trembled instinctively.

Frightening words. The Magic-Ending Duke had already used magic tower mages as messengers, but if she's making a formal move, what on earth is she planning to do? Distribute leaflets throughout the Empire?

- To your domain.

...

What?

***

The castle was turned upside down.


"Prepare everything at the highest quality. Wine, tea, snacks, meals. Nothing must be lacking."
"Yes, madam."

At my words, the head butler nodded and quickly disappeared.

Usually, the head butler's role is to direct rather than work directly on site. But in urgent situations like this, the participation of an experienced head butler is essential.

"Madam, we've finished all the garden maintenance."
"Thank you, head maid."

I could catch my breath at Laura's words as she approached right after the head butler left.

If Laura says it's finished, it must be perfect. The garden is like the face of the castle. At least we've maintained some dignity.

"Nia, this is..."

Laura, looking around, whispered softly. Her rarely trembling voice showed how agitated she was.

Of course, I feel the same.

"It must be because of Kal..."
"My goodness."

Laura covered her mouth with her hand. I sighed at her expression, which mixed bewilderment with pride, satisfaction with dizziness.

'Kal, what happened?'

I have mixed feelings. What on earth did he do to make a duke move? It's not something to blame Kal for, but I can't help feeling a little resentful.

At the same time, I'm proud. My son is a charming man who can captivate even a duke. The overwhelming pride and satisfaction outweigh the faint resentment.

- I am Theodore Jedas of Sicily, head butler of the Catovan Duchy.

But even that pride couldn't cover the dizziness I felt now.

The sudden contact from the Catovan Duchy. The head butler of the Catovan Duchy, Count Sicily, bowing politely.

As the person managing the duchy in place of the Magic-Ending Duke who is in the Capital, he is virtually the second-in-command of the duchy. Faced with such a prominent figure's contact, I was bewildered yet had some idea, so I returned the greeting in a daze.

- The Magic-Ending Duke has long known of your wisdom and kindness, madam. Although there has been no opportunity to meet until now, she wishes to meet in person the woman who gave birth to a pillar of the Empire.
"You flatter me."

I simply nodded at the proposal, which, despite its courtesy, couldn't be refused.

In truth, refusal is possible. Whether to accept a sudden visit request is at the discretion of the host.

But it's difficult to refuse a duke's request, especially when the reason for wanting to meet is obvious. Pushing away a prospective daughter-in-law's request to see her prospective mother-in-law would turn goodwill into anger.

'Daughter-in-law.'

The dizzying word makes me feel faint.

'Me, a mother-in-law.'

Even more dizzying. Of course, it was a title I wanted to hear. I thought I would hear it soon.

But I expected to hear it from Margareta, that child. Being entangled with a ducal family twice is burdensome, but I thought it would be fine if it was that child.

But then the Magic-Ending Duke appeared. A completely unexpected person, at an unexpected time.

- I'm sorry, dear. The parliamentary affairs are so busy these days that I don't have time to return.

In my bewilderment, I hurriedly contacted Bill, who was in the Capital, but Bill mentioned parliamentary affairs and didn't return.

'Traitor.'

Recalling that moment again, a small anger arose. How cowardly to pull out alone. Bill and I will sleep in separate rooms for a while.

"Ma-Madam!"

My thoughts were interrupted as I saw the head butler running from afar.

The head butler, who is usually calm, perhaps influenced by the stoic Bill. For such a head butler to be this flustered.

'She's arrived.'

The prospective daughter-in-law, the Magic-Ending Duke, has come.

'...I feel dizzy.'

I want to lie down in bed right now.

I could feel my hands trembling slightly, perhaps due to my rapid breathing. But I couldn't show any nervousness. I couldn't be a host who trembled before her guest. I needed to appear as calm and composed as possible.

I steadied my shaking hands as I picked up the teacup. As the cup drew closer to my lips, the subtle fragrance that spread calmed my heart a little.

Just a little.

'Wilhelm.'

My hand gripping the teacup tensed involuntarily. I resented Wilhelm so much for not being here.

Though I may be a Countess, Wilhelm is the one who holds the title. As a titled nobleman, he's perfectly qualified—no, even more appropriate—to receive a Duke.

Even though the Magic-Ending Duke said he wanted to see me, a prospective mother-in-law or father-in-law, what's the difference? The Magic-Ending Duke probably wouldn't have minded.

'Just you wait.'

His cowardly disappearance when he heard the Magic-Ending Duke was coming—I'll never forget it. When he returns, we'll eat separately and sleep in separate rooms for a while.

...That is, if I have the mental energy left for such things.

"The aroma is quite pleasant."

I quickly looked up at the gentle voice directly in front of me.

I saw a white-haired woman with white eyes. The pale woman holding the teacup had a warm smile in her crescent-shaped eyes. Anyone else would think she was genuinely pleased.

"I'm glad you like it."

As I smiled back and spoke, the white woman, the Magic-Ending Duke, smiled even more deeply.

"Please speak comfortably. I greatly respect you, and it embarrasses me to hear you speak so formally."

I froze at those words. Speak comfortably? What could that possibly mean?

It was already overwhelming to be addressed respectfully by the Magic-Ending Duke. I'd heard that the Magic-Ending Duke treated everyone as inferiors except for the Imperial Family and fellow Dukes.

Indeed, considering age, experience, and rank—everything placed her above everyone else, so it wasn't strange.

"You flatter me. How could I speak casually when Your Grace shows me such respect?"

I managed to move my stiffened lips to give an appropriate answer.

Good. This was an unobjectionable response. If she respects me, I'll respect her in return—what could be more irrefutable than that?

"Hehe, is that so? How disappointing."

Fortunately, the Magic-Ending Duke let it go, but...

'Is it just my imagination?'

Somehow, the Magic-Ending Duke's eyes seemed to say, 'I'll let it go this time.'

Though I tried to convince myself it was just my imagination, my instincts told me that while I could decline now, eventually I would have no choice but to speak casually.

'Someone speaking casually to the Magic-Ending Duke.'

The dizziness that had subsided returned.

There are stories that even His Majesty the Emperor treats the Magic-Ending Duke with respect in private—what brave soul would dare speak casually? At least I can't. Absolutely cannot.

"Pfft—! We're family now, so speak comfortably! Should I call you 'miss'?"

Suddenly, a memory from the past surfaced. The first Duke I ever met, that dazzlingly splendid encounter. I can still almost hear that cackling laughter ringing in my ears.

Are all Dukes like this? I haven't met the other three, but it makes me somewhat afraid.

"Madam, your cup is empty."

As I stared blankly at my teacup, the Magic-Ending Duke reached for the teapot.

For a moment, I couldn't comprehend the situation.

"Y-Your Grace. Please allow me."

Only when Laura, who had been standing behind me, hurriedly intervened did I come to my senses.

Just now, was the Magic-Ending Duke about to pour tea into my cup herself? With the head maid present, a Duke doing it personally?

'Kal...'


I thought of the eldest son who, like Wilhelm, wasn't here.

It's not resentment. Unlike someone who cowardly backed out, that boy diligently fulfills his role.

But, but what on earth did he do to make the Duke behave this way? How did he manage to bewitch her...

"Thank you, Head Maid."

As Laura filled my cup and the Magic-Ending Duke's cup, the Duke smiled gently and expressed her gratitude.

Of course, Laura was also greatly affected by the Magic-Ending Duke's respectful address.

'She's determined.'

I almost gave a bitter smile at the sight. Showing a friendly attitude and speaking respectfully even to Laura, who raised Kal as his wet nurse.

I can only say she's truly thorough. Her determination to win over everyone around Kal was evident.

About an hour later, we moved from the reception room to the garden.

"Even at a glance, it's a beautiful and refreshing place. Being part elf, I feel good when I see a well-tended garden."

"I'll be sure to tell the gardener. He'll be delighted to hear Your Grace's praise."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had maintained a smile since our first meeting, nodded while looking around the garden. As if trying to take in everything.

Unlike before, her ears were slightly raised, her face somewhat flushed. Do elves truly have a natural affinity for nature?

"This is where the baby used to play."

I quietly turned my head at the softly spoken words. So it wasn't elven blood but the blood of unrequited love.

And Kal spent his childhood not in the garden but in the training grounds. Because of this inadequate, unmaternal mother.

I opened and closed my mouth several times before deciding against speaking. It felt a bit burdensome to tell the delighted Magic-Ending Duke, "Not here."

"That tree?"

As the Magic-Ending Duke looked around, her gaze fixed on one spot.

Following her gaze, I saw two solitary trees. Nothing particularly special about them except for the small stone markers in front.

But the Magic-Ending Duke had remarkably spotted those trees. She had found the most precious things in this garden on her own, without anyone telling her.

"They're memorial trees. The one on the left was planted when Kal was born, and the one next to it when Erich was born."

As I said this, a slight smile formed. Saplings that Wilhelm dug the ground for and I planted. Now they've grown tall and strong, just like those children.

"I plan to send them to the mansion where the children will live once they find their partners."

Trees that have been with the children since birth should continue to be with them. I'd like it if their children's memorial trees could be planted beside them too.

With my heart warming naturally, I ended up saying things I didn't need to.

***

My gaze was strangely drawn to an ordinary tree.

"They're memorial trees. The one on the left was planted when Kal was born, and the one next to it when Erich was born."

I nodded at the lady's words.

'I see.'

There was a reason my eyes were drawn there. Trees commemorating the baby's birth—aren't they the most precious trees in this world?

It's as if the World Tree, which reportedly burned 400 years ago, has been reborn on this earth. From now on, that tree is the World Tree in my heart.

"I plan to send them to the mansion where the children will live once they find their partners."

My heart fluttered at the lady's continued words.

Then that World Tree would come to my castle. I should tell the head servant to prepare a place in advance. Such a precious tree deserves the best spot.

When we plant the World Tree, let's plant flowers around it too. As many as the children born between me and the baby, beautiful and splendid.

"Truly beautiful."


"They are my treasures."

The lady responded with the brightest smile yet to my unconscious murmur.

A smile full of sincerity. A smile that showed how much she cherished and loved the baby.

'Someone who can smile like that.'

I felt bitter. Seeing her smile so brightly after being so nervous because of my unreasonable visit makes me feel like I've done something wrong.

But it can't be helped. The baby is hiding away at the Academy. If I went to the Academy without warning, the baby would flee to a place I don't know.

That's why I chose this method. I chose to build relationships with those around the baby rather than with the baby directly.

'Someday.'

It may be awkward now, but it will become familiar with time. Our relationship will change from one of wariness to one of comfort.

Step by step, steadily. Then it will surely happen.

"Trixie. The awkwardness that comes from racial differences is unavoidable."

Words my mother once told me in the past.

"Even I was awkward with your grandmother."

"With Grandmother?"

I remember being surprised by those words. Mother and Grandmother had such a good relationship.

"Yes. But when you meet often and become familiar, the awkwardness disappears. Even with different races, we're all sentient beings. You realize they're no different from ordinary humans."

And she poked my cheek, chuckling.

"For that, it's also important to think of myself as human, not elf. Insisting on elven thoughts in human society is inconsiderate, isn't it? If that's what I wanted, I'd live in the elven district."

I nodded repeatedly at my mother's words, who had successfully settled into human society. I see. Even though elven blood flows in me, if I live like a human, I am human.

"That's why this mother abandoned the elven age."

"...What?"

I didn't understand those words when I was young, but I understand now.

The elven age, which starts in the hundreds. Bringing that into human society only causes confusion. So adjust it to fit humans.

My mother chose only 10% of her age. That's how she could become a daughter-in-law younger than her mother-in-law.

'Me too.'

Though I'm not a pure-blooded elf, so 10% like my mother isn't enough, at least 20% would be right.

Yes. My human age is 24. Three years older than the baby, and much younger than the lady—24 years old.

I'll think of it that way and treat the lady accordingly. Then the lady can also erase her awkwardness toward me and we can become closer.

'...Mother.'

My heart swelled. Mother always gives me great insights.

Her dying wish that I shouldn't feel the same sadness she did. Because of that wish, I chose a method to extend the baby's lifespan. Thanks to that, I found a companion to share the world with.

Her advice to abandon the elven age to integrate into human society. Because of that advice, I found a way to approach the baby.

"Your Grace?"

The lady called out questioningly when I said nothing.

"It's nothing, Madam."

I smiled faintly and shook my head.

But it's a bit embarrassing. I got too lost in thought in front of someone who will become my mother-in-law.

'I should reflect.'

Think like a human. It's not polite to think of other things in front of an elder.

The Magic-Ending Duke had prepared for the possibility of staying overnight at the castle, but fortunately, he returned to his residence as usual when evening came.

Yes, the Magic-Ending Duke must be busy with matters at the Magic Tower. While he might spare a few hours, spending an entire day would be too much.

"This has been the most enjoyable time I've had recently. Thank you for your generous hospitality, my lady."

Just before leaving, when the Magic-Ending Duke bowed his head respectfully, I almost instinctively bent my waist in response.

Such an excessive gesture of respect. Humans are creatures of adaptation—I've gradually grown accustomed to being addressed formally, but I'm still not used to being shown respect through actions rather than mere words.

"The feeling is mutual. Above all, it was a valuable time, Your Excellency."

I held back my waist that wanted to fold and slightly bowed my head instead.

If I were a mage, would it have been somewhat easier? For a fellow mage, time spent with the continent's greatest magician would be more precious than gold.

Meeting such an accomplished senior would be nerve-wracking, but I imagine pragmatic magicians would focus on the benefits.

'What pointless thoughts.'

Of course, these thoughts are meaningless as long as I remain an ordinary person.

"I'm grateful for your kind words."

With a gentle smile at my response, the Magic-Ending Duke pulled something from his breast pocket.

"My lady. This is a small token of my sincerity. Please accept it."
"Thank you."

I accepted the object the Magic-Ending Duke offered before my mind could even process it. It was slightly embarrassing, but unavoidable. When a duke personally offers something, one cannot decline even out of modesty. Unnecessary hesitation would only tire the duke's arm.

Moreover, the Magic-Ending Duke seemed pleased that I accepted it readily, his smile deepening. Had I refused, he might have been disappointed.

'A token?'

I belatedly examined the object. The texture was metallic, and its color was a clean white reminiscent of the Magic-Ending Duke.

Though its appearance was plain rather than ornate, it was by no means an ordinary item.

'Mana.'

A strong aura of mana emanated from the token, inversely proportional to its simple appearance.

The mana was so strong that even someone like me, with only a basic understanding of it, could sense it. Moreover, the mana had been faintly glowing visibly for some time.

...So what exactly is this?

"Your Excellency, if I may ask, what is this..."

It's certainly extraordinary. Without a knight's sword energy or a mage's magic, seeing mana with the naked eye is nearly impossible.

It's a fascinating phenomenon. But that's precisely why I was confused. Wouldn't an item like this be better kept at the Magic Tower? Why give it to me?

An object whose identity and purpose I couldn't fathom. That's why I opened my mouth despite the risk of being impolite.

"It's a token of appreciation for an invaluable guest."

However, the Magic-Ending Duke seemed pleased that I had asked, answering in a calm voice.

"It's a token signifying that you are my benefactor. If you show it to the Catovan Duchy or the Magic Tower, they will prioritize your convenience above all else."

The problem was that, despite his calm voice, the content was incredibly weighty.

My hand holding the token trembled again. The Magic-Ending Duke's benefactor? Priority treatment from the duchy and the Magic Tower?

'Good heavens.'

Dizziness struck me for what felt like the umpteenth time. This is a treasure. A treasure that outweighs most others even if just kept without being used.

With preferential treatment from the duchy, it would be faster to list what's impossible rather than what's possible. My standing in political and social circles would expand dramatically.

And the Magic Tower is nothing less than the crystallization of imperial—no, continental—magic. With their favor, I could receive priority access to all manner of magical artifacts and mages. Enough to bring prosperity to the entire county.

"Your Excellency, this is too generous. Benefactor, you say?"

The shock was momentary; my judgment was swift.

As soon as I grasped the power this small token held, I promptly attempted to return it. This won't do. It's a treasure too burdensome to keep.

Of course, House Kracius has enough resources to protect a treasure received directly. But isn't this token meant for a benefactor? We haven't bestowed such a favor upon the Magic-Ending Duke.

'It must mean he expects to receive favors in the future.'

My hand gripping the token tightened. If one receives, one must give in return. If I accept such a treasure from the Magic-Ending Duke, I must return a gesture of equal value.


And that gesture would most likely be Kal.

'No.'

My anxious heart burned hot. My complicated mind cooled with determination.

Even as a mother who can hardly call herself one, this is unacceptable. I cannot wish for that child's happiness, but to actively sell him off—that's absolutely impossible.

If the Magic-Ending Duke genuinely likes Kal, I cannot stop him. If Kal accepts the Magic-Ending Duke, I'll congratulate them, though it might be a bit burdensome.

But still, this is wrong. I cannot sell my son for the sake of the family and domain—

"Don't worry, my lady."

The Magic-Ending Duke's hand overlapped mine, which was trembling. His touch was as gentle as if cradling something precious, somewhat easing my anxiety.

"I understand what concerns you."

The Magic-Ending Duke smiled warmly, as if trying to reassure me. A motherly smile that seemed to embrace everything.

"I'm not trying to buy the child."

My body flinched at those words. They had completely read my thoughts.

I worried he might be displeased, thinking it an insult to him, but the Magic-Ending Duke merely continued smiling.

"What I want is something whole. Something obtained through coercion cannot be considered whole."

He doesn't want coercion; he wants something whole.

In other words, he won't force Kal into marriage—I found myself nodding unconsciously at this statement. If those words are sincere, I have nothing to worry about. It means he'll only marry if Kal accepts his affection.

I can't tell if it's sincere or false, but would the Magic-Ending Duke of all people make such a flimsy lie?

"And this token is something you deserve to receive. So please don't decline it."

"Haven't you created something more precious than anything in this world?"

At the Magic-Ending Duke's additional words, I could only blink blankly.

Alone in my bedroom. I sat on the bed, fiddling with the white token.

"Actually, there is something I desire. It's too significant to give without any reason."

The Magic-Ending Duke's casual remark at the end. With those words, my tension, which had somewhat relaxed, tightened again.

Yes, this is better. It's more comfortable to hear directly what he truly wants.

"I want friendship with you, my lady."

I didn't expect things to get more complicated.

"Doesn't everyone want to make a good impression on someone?"

I could only nod repeatedly at the Magic-Ending Duke's chuckling. It was so blatant that I couldn't even react.

'The desire to make a good impression.'

The Magic-Ending Duke's words kept echoing in my ears.

The desire to make a good impression on me and on Kal. That's why he shows unconditional goodwill.

'He's sincere.'

Suddenly, the conversations I had with the Magic-Ending Duke came to mind. Surprisingly, he had never directly mentioned Kal, except when referring to the memorial tree in the garden.

But the affection embedded in each word, the subtle references to Kal through metaphors.

'He's sincere.'

I realized his feelings for Kal weren't mere entertainment or a fleeting passion. I understood his intention to seek Kal's consent rather than using coercion to progress toward marriage.

Though I still don't understand why he fell for Kal.

'It's not my concern.'

I let out a small sigh. Yes, it's not my concern. Whatever the reason the Magic-Ending Duke fell for Kal, if he respects Kal and takes the initiative, I have no reason to stop him.

I might only get in the way if I try to intervene for Kal's sake. If Kal tries to open his heart to the Magic-Ending Duke, wouldn't I just become an obstacle if I tried to block the duke?

'I'm sorry.'

I apologized to the cute daughter-in-law at the Academy, though she couldn't hear me. The Magic-Ending Duke's appearance would be a serious threat to her.


As the girl I've marked as my daughter-in-law, I want to help her actively. But I have no right to interfere in Kal's romantic affairs.

'...She'll manage well.'

She's such an intelligent and warm-hearted girl that she'll overcome this well without my help.

That's what I believe.

- Knock knock

Just as I was about to close my eyes, I heard a knock at the door.

"My lady."

Hearing Villar's voice from outside the door, my eyes snapped open. I had momentarily forgotten about this traitor.

'He's back now?'

How annoying. If he had returned a few days later, I would have believed he was truly busy. But to return on the same day? And not long after the Magic-Ending Duke left?

I can't let this slide. I'm declaring separate bedrooms immediately. I'm confident I won't even look at his face for a while.

"Come in."

Suppressing my anger, I opened my mouth, and the door opened cautiously.

"My lady. I see you're still awake."

Villar smiled, which didn't suit him. And in his hands were a bouquet of flowers and a small box.

"What are those?"
"I saw them on my way back and brought them. The flower shop we visited during our engagement period—it's still there."

Villar mentioned our memories while holding up the bouquet.

"And the box?"
"Your favorite dessert. I brought it from a café recommended by Count Horpelt."

Showing me the box with its elegant pattern, Villar mentioned my preferences.

At the sight, the corners of my mouth, which had been stiffly set, curled up slightly.

"Villar."
"Yes, my lady?"

Noticing my change, Villar responded with a somewhat softer expression.

"Stop this nonsense and get out right now."

At my firm declaration of separate bedrooms, Villar left the room dejectedly.

'The effort is nice.'

Still, with this level of sincerity, I should cut him some slack. Reducing the separate bedroom period from one week to three days should be enough.

***

I received a message from my mother.

- Kal. Don't overthink things. Just do what you want to do.
"Ah, yes. Thank you."

The day after hearing that the Magic-Ending Duke had gone to Teilgleichen County, my mother contacted me with a surprisingly calm face.

It's unexpected. Wasn't she the one who was so agitated that she asked Erich to find out what was happening? And having met the Magic-Ending Duke in person, I thought she would be in a state of extreme confusion.

- Whatever choice you make, I'll support you, so there's no need to rush.
"Yes..."

It's a strange statement. Saying she'll support any choice at this time. Didn't she even mark Margareta as her choice?

'Magic?'

The thought crossed my mind momentarily. Could it be that the Magic-Ending Duke bewitched my mother with magic?

No, surely the Magic-Ending Duke wouldn't resort to such a petty method...

'Then how?'

Did he draw my mother into a friendly neutrality through means other than magic?

That's even more frightening. Please just tell me it was magic.

Dawn hadn't even broken yet. It was a bit early to start the day, but with the Capital being so busy lately, I found it more comfortable to be holed up in my office early.

If I stayed at the mansion, visitors would come calling, and if I moved when others were commuting, the roads would be congested. That would be troublesome.

So I carefully got up, but feeling my wrist being grabbed, I looked to the side.

"Rio... Are you leaving already?"
"Rana."

I stroked Rana's head with my other hand, and her half-open eyes closed again.

She looked like a dozing cat. Of course, comparing a person to a cat would be rude.

"I wanted to have breakfast together..."

As Rana whined with her eyes closed, I gently patted her back. Certainly, lately I've been going to work without eating breakfast. It must be lonely for Rana being left alone.

But it can't be helped. If I stay at the mansion, crowds will gather there too, and Rana would get tired as well. Being lonely is better than being exhausted, isn't it?

"I'll be back for dinner, so don't worry."
"Really...?"

As she squirmed, Rana held out her pinky finger.

"Yes, really."

Only after I linked my finger with hers did Rana feel reassured enough to fall back asleep.

'I should come home early.'

I carefully got up from the bed so as not to wake Rana again.

Fortunately, coming home early wouldn't be difficult. I wasn't going in early because I had a lot of work; rather, starting work earlier meant I could leave earlier.

Besides, the 5th Section doesn't have as much work compared to other sections in the Audit Department. Compared to the 3rd Section that's always running around, we're practically office workers.

'I hope nothing happens today.'

This was my morning prayer since becoming the 5th Section Chief.

Of course, this prayer had rarely been answered.

Today's prayer failed too. I wasn't particularly surprised anymore.

'Has something already happened?'

I sensed it as soon as I grabbed the doorknob to my office. There was some sort of elaborate chaos unfolding beyond that door.

But after two years of this life, I could roughly estimate what to expect. This was the kind of chaos I could handle by entering the office.

Sure enough, when I opened the door, I saw the 1st Section Chief grabbing the 2nd Section Chief by the collar.

'Nothing serious.'

I was relieved. I had worried my prediction might be wrong.

"Ah, 5th Section Chief."

As soon as I opened the door, the 3rd Section Chief, who was in the corner, greeted me. He seemed to be hiding from the 1st Section Chief's rampage.

In truth, with the 3rd Section Chief's build, he would stand out anywhere, but the current 1st Section Chief probably couldn't see anyone but the 2nd Section Chief.

"You're early."
"Have to be early. Too many people clinging to us these days."

I nodded at the 3rd Section Chief's words as he scratched his head in annoyance. If I was experiencing such annoyances, the other section chiefs must be going through the same. They're all probably coming in early for the same reason.

"They're afraid of the Department Head but think we're easy targets."
"The curiosity of nobles often overcomes their fear, doesn't it?"
"Hmm, that's true."

We exchanged meaningless words while blankly watching the 1st Section Chief's anger.

Seeing the 2nd Section Chief fluttering like a paper doll in the 1st Section Chief's grip was somewhat pitiful, but thinking that it was self-inflicted, that slight pity disappeared instantly.

'That's what happens when you run your mouth carelessly.'

I couldn't help but sigh thinking about that incident from a few days ago. Even if alcohol was involved, there are things you should and shouldn't say.

At a dinner gathering of Audit Department executives, disaster struck. The 2nd Section Chief, who had been drinking heavily saying he wanted to get drunk today, completely lost his mind.

"Hey, what are you going to do now?"
"What are you suddenly talking about?"

The 2nd Section Chief, who was degenerating into a dog, barked at the 1st Section Chief who had been quietly drinking. Unfortunately, it was directed at the 1st Section Chief who had seemed to be in a bad mood lately.

"I heard the Magic-Ending Duke has already met his potential mother-in-law, but what about you?"

At the 2nd Section Chief's snickering words, the 1st Section Chief's hand froze mid-air.

And I, who was watching, the Deputy Head who was reaching for a side dish, and the 3rd Section Chief who was texting his wife that he'd be late, all froze as well.


Rumors that the Magic-Ending Duke had visited the Department Head's domain and had an intimate conversation with the Countess had spread widely. It was such a significant event signaling his serious pursuit of the Department Head that the Capital was still abuzz with it.

And now the 2nd Section Chief had linked that incident to the 1st Section Chief.

'I never thought the 1st Section Chief would be like that too.'

I shook my head as I watched the 1st Section Chief who had just slammed the 2nd Section Chief to the floor.

If you connect the Magic-Ending Duke incident with the 1st Section Chief, it's obvious. It means the 1st Section Chief also has feelings for the Department Head.

It was truly, truly unexpected. I thought the 2nd Section Chief was just talking nonsense in his drunken state, but the 1st Section Chief's reaction at the dinner was enough to turn that "maybe" into reality.

"Shut your mouth!"

The trembling 1st Section Chief struck the 2nd Section Chief's head with the glass she was holding. I almost admired the clean, efficient attack.

Unfortunately, though the 1st Section Chief won the battle against the 2nd Section Chief, she lost the war against truth. That fierce reaction was clearly that of someone who had been caught.

"...Did you hear that?"

The 1st Section Chief turned her gaze to us, leaving the 2nd Section Chief collapsed with wine dripping down his head.

"Huh? I was talking with my wife. What did he say?"

The 3rd Section Chief, who had been fiddling with his communication device, successfully created an alibi.

"I didn't hear anything."

The Deputy Head, our superior, said just that much, which was sufficient.

"......"
"......"

A suffocating exchange of glances with the 1st Section Chief.

Unable to withstand that silent killing intent, I managed to convince her I was drunk by crawling on all fours at the dinner.

So officially, we don't know who the 1st Section Chief has a crush on.

"Ah, both of you are here!"
"Just arrived."

I instinctively nodded as the 1st Section Chief turned to look at us with apparent relief.

The 1st Section Chief's love, the 1st Section Chief's anger. I know nothing.

Only the 2nd Section Chief knows the truth.

'Hang in there.'

I quietly prayed for the 2nd Section Chief who was squirming behind the 1st Section Chief.

Of course, it's all self-inflicted. No matter how far the 1st Section Chief might be from an ordinary woman, if you gossip about a lady's crush, you deserve whatever beating you get.

He seems to know that too, which is why he's just taking the beating quietly.

'He's not in a position to gossip about love affairs.'

Thinking about it, it's quite funny. I know why the 2nd Section Chief was in such a state that day when he went on a rampage saying he wanted to get drunk.

'The Minister's niece.'

I almost laughed out loud. Of all people to get involved with.

He even got caught dating her by the Minister. As a result, the 2nd Section Chief was summoned to the Minister's office. That's why he was whining about wanting to get drunk today.

No, perhaps since his own love affair was exposed, he decided to expose someone else's love problems too.

Impressive determination. A resolve to never die alone.

'I should never live like that.'

He's always an excellent negative example.

The Deputy Head arrived late in the morning.

"Ah, Deputy Head!"
"You're here."
"Yes."

The Deputy Head, who let out a small sigh, had a face strained with fatigue.

In fact, he always looked like that, but it had gotten worse lately.

'Everything has fallen on the Deputy Head.'

It's an unfortunate situation. The Department Head, who is the subject of all this, is far away, and the section chiefs under him are hiding. In the end, only the Deputy Head is left to suffer.

In truth, the Deputy Head could avoid it if he wanted to, but as the acting Department Head managing the department, he inevitably has to meet with other departments and nobles. So he's bound to get caught somewhere.

"Are you alright? The rumors aren't dying down; they're burning even hotter."


The 3rd Section Chief cautiously spoke as he looked at the haggard Deputy Head.

That's certainly true. Usually, rumors subside with time, but this one was burning through the Capital more fiercely with each passing day.

'Well, it's not the kind of rumor that would die down easily.'

Of course, this rumor is quite spectacular. The Magic-Ending Duke's companion after being alone for over 100 years, the marriage of the Catovan Duchy which some had feared might be discontinued.

But this is excessive. It's as if someone behind the scenes is spreading—

'Hmm.'

I instinctively stopped that train of thought. I almost approached a dangerous secret. Unnecessary curiosity only shortens one's life.

"It's fine. I'll be able to catch my breath from now on."

After saying that, the Deputy Head sighed again. Unlike before, it was a sigh mixed with subtle relief.

"The Department Head has ordered that all communications from nobles who are curious should be directed to her."
"Oh."

I couldn't help but nod at the 2nd Section Chief's exclamation, who had been keeping quiet.

'That's definitive.'

Though a short and simple order, its effect is most certain.

Most nobles wouldn't dare to contact the Department Head directly. That's why they've been pestering the Deputy Head instead.

And those who could directly ask the Department Head would have already been teasing her. For example, the Minister, the Minister, or perhaps the Minister.

"You all do the same. The Department Head has permitted it."
"Understood."

I quickly responded to the welcome news.

"I wanted to have breakfast together..."

I recalled Rana's words before I left for work.

Now I no longer needed to come in early to avoid people. Since I could come in at normal hours without issues, I could have breakfast with Rana.

That's fortunate. At the very least, it's a husband's duty to have meals with his wife.

Thinking of how Rana would be happy with this small news, the corners of my mouth turned up slightly.

"Wow, the 5th Section Chief must have suffered a lot too."
"Yeah, it's been a while since we've seen you smile."

My smile quickly disappeared.

***

I sighed while fiddling with my communication device.

'It would be troublesome if the Deputy Head collapsed.'

Managing my own mental state was so difficult that I hadn't properly considered the Deputy Head.

His complexion looked like he might faint at any moment if another incident occurred. Even through the communication device, his haggardness was palpable.

So I told him to direct all those bothering him to me. The expression is a bit strange, but the meaning is similar.

- Yes, Department Head. Thank you.

He even looked apologetic when expressing his gratitude.

'Yet when told to speak up, they can't even open their mouths.'

Hours after declaring to the Deputy Head "come to me with any complaints," my communication device was surprisingly quiet.

Those who were so noisy before couldn't eat when the table was set. If anyone had actually contacted me, I was prepared to have a very friendly conversation.

Of course, this was the situation I wanted. What kind of insane person would ask the Audit Department Head, "So are you going to be the Catovan Duke's pillar man?"

'What's this?'

And just as I had that thought, my communication device vibrated. It was a signal that a message had arrived, not a call.

[ Arrrre youuuu reallyyy marryying the Magicc-Endding Duuuke? ]

After checking the content, I quietly closed my eyes. I couldn't open them again due to my dismayed state. I think I know who sent this.

A message that seemed heavily influenced by alcohol in broad daylight.

'Is this... the Wise Duke?'

I couldn't help but feel utterly dismayed.

More like the Drinking Duke than the Wise Duke.

I opened my eyes slowly. I might have seen wrong since I've been so tired lately.

[ Yoooou reallyyy marrying the Maaagic-Ending Duuuke? ]

It's still there. I saw it correctly.

'Good grief.'

A feeling of despair washed over me again. I'd heard that a duke's title is bestowed by the Emperor, but what on earth was the current Emperor thinking when he gave the title "Wise Duke" to someone like this?

If the Emperor had proper eyesight, he would have preferred to name him the "Drinking Duke" or "Drunk Duke" or "Wasted Duke." Perhaps he settled on "Wise Duke" after fighting that urge? Hoping he would act according to his name.

'He does live up to his name though...'

Thinking about this drunk—no, this dog—no, this duke's abilities made me sigh again. Unfortunately for the Emperor, the Wise Duke was a monster possessing both alcohol tolerance and intelligence.

Actually, his alcoholism might be a balance adjustment. In my opinion, when Enen was creating the Wise Duke, he put in too much intelligence. The passive state of being completely wasted is necessary for balance.

"This child will astonish the Empire when he grows up."

In the past, when the Wise Duke was just a little boy. A cardinal who visited the Salon duchy looked at him and left those words.

Of course, it might have been lip service since the Wise Duke's father, known as the Pious Duke, was a devout follower of the Dawn Order, but ultimately, the Wise Duke did astonish the Empire. Though for reasons other than his abilities.

It's a bit strange, but I suppose being astonished is what matters. That cardinal was quite prophetic.

[ Whyyy nooo respoonse? ]

'Shit.'

I had been clearing my complicated thoughts for a moment, but the Wise Duke wouldn't allow this poor civil servant's brief distraction. Such cruelty to pester me the moment my mind wanders.

Moreover, seeing his text gradually returning to normal form suggests he's sobering up. If that's the case, he'll probably keep bothering me until I respond.

'I have no choice.'

A brief annoyance now versus being pestered for days. If I had to choose between the two, obviously the former.

I sighed softly and activated the communication crystal. I don't have the ability to decipher a drunk person's messages, so I might as well see his face.

- Neeeepheeeeew!

And as soon as the connection was established, a voice loud enough to haunt my dreams greeted me.

'Nephew...?'

That subtle pronunciation between "ka" and "kka." It makes me flinch every time I hear it.

No, and I'm your husband's nephew, not your nephew.

"Heir to the Kracius family, Finance—"
- Ah, ah, enough, enough! What formality between uuuus!

The Wise Duke giggled and then gulped down an entire bottle of wine.

I thought she was sobering up, but she's actually drinking more. Was that urgent message earlier miraculously sent in a comprehensible state?

I lowered my gaze slightly. I couldn't bear to look at that madness.

'Between us?'

And she's saying strange things. I don't want to be anything to her. Don't go around saying we're family.

...Though she rarely leaves her domain, so there's probably no one to tell anyway.

- Nephew, nephew!
"Yes, Your Grace. I'm listening."
- Nooo, don't call me thaaaat!
"...Yes, Aunt."

She nodded rapidly, seemingly satisfied.

It's lamentable. She's relatively young and looks decent, so why was she born with such a cursed personality?

Green long hair and golden eyes. Honestly, she has the qualities to be a mysterious beauty, but unfortunately, she's an alcoholic.

- My nephew~ it's sooo hard to see you, so I contacted you!
"It has been a while since we last met at the New Year's ceremony."

I politely packaged the words, "What are you talking about when you're holed up in your domain except for the New Year's ceremony?"

But it didn't work on this invincible drunk. Either she's too drunk to understand, or she's pretending not to.

- Pfft— Yeaaah, I thought I'd only see you next year~ but lately there's been hot gossip about my nephew?


I couldn't answer that. If even this shut-in alcoholic has heard social news that isn't about policy issues, it means the entire Empire is already ablaze with it.

When I fell into silence, the Wise Duke giggled and took another swig of wine.

- The Magic-Ending Duke is shy too!
"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but open my mouth at this incomprehensible statement. Who's shy?

'Not by any stretch.'

A public confession at the Crown Princess's birthday banquet. Rumors spread throughout the Empire.

This is far from being shy. Even someone filled with courage and confidence would hesitate to take such a step.

- Too shy to talk to my nephew~ just going around the periphery~

But regardless of my bewilderment, the Wise Duke continued.

- Making a confession but not approaching my nephew, just meeting the Valenti girl instead, saying 'I like you so please understand' and all that!

As she said this, she slammed the table and laughed, momentarily revealing a glimpse of madness. Her "pyahaha" laughter was so cheerful it made me feel bad.

Anyway, it's an incomprehensible statement without any basis. If someone else had said it, I would have thought they were just talking nonsense because they were drunk.

'But it's the Wise Duke.'

Messages are typically judged by their messenger. Unfortunately, when the Wise Duke says something, no matter how absurd it sounds, I can't just ignore it.

Can't trust a drunk person's ramblings? This person is rumored to have always been drunk except for her parents' funeral and her own wedding.

And even in that drunken state, she flawlessly leads the Chenes Duchy—a troublesome region that includes the core interests of old Apels, the Empire's largest granary, and protected areas for other races. She's a SimCity veteran. So when someone like that speaks, it's impossible not to pay attention.

"Aunt. If I may ask, what do you mean by that..."
- Pfft, my nephew is curious too?

The words "Weren't you the one who made me curious?" rose to the tip of my tongue but went back down.

After giggling for quite some time, the Wise Duke took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. Then, a pinkish smoke visibly puffed out from her mouth, even through the communication crystal.

Something only the Wise Duke can do in this world. The Wise Duke's unique magic of burning alcohol in her body with mana and exhaling it.

'What a world we live in.'

I closed my eyes tightly. A world where such a cursed magic exists is too frightening.

- My nephew~ weren't you scared when the Magic-Ending Duke kept spreading rumors and meeting people around you?
"No, it wasn't that bad."

Though still high-energy, the Wise Duke's words were more coherent than before.

Honestly, I almost agreed but barely held back. It was too embarrassing to admit.

- But nephew. When a duke is determined, would it end with just that?
"No, it wouldn't."
- Right?

I could answer that quickly. No, absolutely not.

The power a duke holds in the Empire is absolute. If a duke wants something, they will get it. But this approach of turning my surroundings upside down instead of approaching me directly? It's not ineffective, but it's a method that takes too long.

- He made a public confession but hasn't said anything since, just appealing to those around you. It's obvious!

After nodding to herself, the Wise Duke grinned and raised her index finger.

- He wanted your attention so he confessed outright, but he's too shy to go further.

Then she quietly raised her middle finger.

- But he can't just do nothing because he's afraid other ladies might approach you, so he spreads rumors.

After saying that, the Wise Duke collapsed onto the table and her shoulders shook with laughter.

- Our Magic-Ending Duke is so girlish! If you told me he was 12 years old instead of 120, I'd believe it!

Her words made my blood run cold. Such courage to say what even the Emperor wouldn't dare.

Is it true that alcohol is a potion of courage? The Wise Duke's words probably won't reach the Magic-Ending Duke's ears, but it's still a bit concerning to say such things about a device made by him.

"...Isn't he giving me time to sort out my feelings? He said he would wait until the New Year's ceremony."
- That's him running away. Taking time to sort out his own feelings.

Despite my fear, I tried to speak, but the Wise Duke answered firmly.

- He's probably rationalizing it as 'for my nephew's sake' and 'giving him space,' but being an elf and a magician, he's good at controlling his own mind.


I hadn't thought of that at all. So the Magic-Ending Duke was just making excuses to buy himself time to escape?

- Nephew. If you feel like you're being dragged along by the Magic-Ending Duke, try poking him first. He'll be beside himself with joy.

Have I only seen elves once or twice?

I stared blankly at the communication crystal after the Wise Duke added those words.

The chaotic and maddening conversation ended as the Wise Duke opened a new bottle of whiskey.

- Cheeeers! To my nephew's marriage!

After drinking half of the newly opened whiskey without stopping, she splashed the remaining half on the communication crystal and ended the call.

'That's... wise?'

I'm genuinely puzzled, but I tolerate it because of the occasional glimpses of wisdom.

Like now. A perspective and thought only possible for a drunk madwoman.

'The Magic-Ending Duke is hesitating.'

That's the summary. The seemingly confident Magic-Ending Duke is also in a state of confusion like me, catching his breath.

'Is that so?'

Assuming the Wise Duke's words are true, it does make sense.

No contact with me after the confession? I thought it meant "prepare your heart until the New Year's ceremony," but there's no reason for the Magic-Ending Duke to wait like that. But what if it was time for him to collect his own thoughts?

And spreading all sorts of rumors around? It's pressure not to outbid on an item he's already bid on. Though technically, Margareta bid first.

"He's probably rationalizing it as 'for my nephew's sake' and 'giving him space,' but being an elf and a magician, he's good at controlling his own mind."

And the Magic-Ending Duke is pretending to give space while rationalizing to himself.

"Nephew. If you feel like you're being dragged along by the Magic-Ending Duke, try poking him first. He'll be beside himself with joy."

So if I approach him first, he'll actually be thrown into confusion.

'Is it true?'

I'm confused. It seems both plausible and nonsensical.

Actually, there's a simple way to verify. I could just visit the magic tower and meet the Magic-Ending Duke. That would immediately resolve the issue.

If the Wise Duke's words are true, the Magic-Ending Duke won't be able to react—

'If not.'

I'd be walking into a tiger's den of my own accord. The Magic-Ending Duke might think, "Since you came on your own, you must like me too," and capture me right there.

Let me think about this more. Even if it's the Wise Duke's words, this isn't something to decide lightly.

...And I'm a bit scared to go to the Capital for a while.

***

I shifted my eyes under the piercing gaze.

Strange. There's no way I could feel a gaze through a communication crystal.

- Erich.
"Yes, yes, Your Highness the Crown Princess."
- Don't suddenly become formal.
"...Yes, senior."

When I responded glumly, Senior Aria sighed deeply. My shoulders instinctively hunched.

- Erich. Have you thought about marriage?

At those words, I lowered my head even further.

'I knew this was coming.'

I had once borrowed Senior Aria's help for my beautiful love with the department head.

And from that moment, this situation was inevitable.

- Are you just going to work in the Audit Department forever? Stay as Section Chief 1 for life? Don't you want to become a countess?

I couldn't raise my head under Senior Aria's seemingly angry voice.

Senior... you're scary when you're angry...

The senior seemed determined to keep talking without pause today.

"You borrowed the Crown Princess's help and have nothing to show for it? Eri, do you perhaps not understand what debt means?"
"No..."
"You understand and still act this way?"

My body instinctively shrank under the senior's sharp gaze.

Even though I couldn't see her eyes with my head bowed, even though I couldn't feel her gaze through the communication crystal, my body remembered and cowered.

The world is being deceived. They're all falling for the senior's act.

"A noble lady and a duke have clashed. In this situation, even if a marquis gets involved, they'll be overshadowed. If the marquis's daughter remains this quiet, will people pay any attention?"
"No..."
"You understand and still act this way?"

That's strange. I'm sure I just heard those exact words, but here they are again.

Each time the senior delivered her painful advice—disguised as assault—my mind was thrashed like harvest-season grain.

'If I had known it would be like this.'

I bit my lip slightly while letting the senior's nagging flow in one ear and out the other. If I had known things would turn out this way, I wouldn't have accepted the senior's help even if the sky was falling.

If, if I hadn't borrowed her hand, I would have just heard some ordinary concerns and teasing, and that would have been the end of it. But I did borrow her help.

Now my love problem has become a matter of the senior's pride. The Crown Princess got involved but there were no results? This is something the senior can't tolerate, even if I'm fine with it.

'And then the Magic-Ending Duke showed up.'

Remembering the starting point of this situation made me feel even more wronged. I mean, who could have known the Magic-Ending Duke would barge in?

Originally, I planned to approach the department head actively when he came to the Capital for the New Year's ceremony. The senior even agreed that my approach was cautious and a good choice.

But the Magic-Ending Duke's intrusion flipped everything upside down. The Empire's attention immediately shifted to the confrontation between the noble lady and the duke, and to the Magic-Ending Duke's companion who appeared after 120 years. The marquis's daughter was treated as an afterthought.

"It's too late now. You missed your timing by being too leisurely."

When the senior added, "Why did you do that?" I almost burst into tears. She clearly agreed when I said I would wait until the New Year's ceremony, but now she's pretending she didn't.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"It's nothing..."

Of course, I lowered my head again under the senior's gaze.

Right, now isn't the time to blame anyone. As the senior said, I've missed my timing.

'Will the department head even notice me?'

I can't help but worry. From the department head's perspective, after being attacked by the Magic-Ending Duke, a confession from a new woman might cause bewilderment rather than surprise. He might even get angry, thinking I'm mocking him.

"More useless thoughts."

As if reading my serious concerns, the senior spoke curtly.

"If you're already late, you should think about moving quickly. If you keep overthinking everything, you'll never move."

That's true, but it's also irresponsible. Does she think I don't know that?

I'm being cautious because I want to at least button things up properly since it's already too late, and I don't want to fall even further.

'She thinks everyone is like her.'

My lips jutted out in a pout. She speaks so easily as if it's possible for her, but if everyone in the world were action-oriented like her, the world would have collapsed already.

After all, she's someone who proposed to the First Prince who was closer to death than succession to the throne just because she fell for him. That's truly admirable courage, but it's a madness I can't follow.

'And this person is considered proper.'

My eyes narrowed involuntarily. If she's proper, then I'm a nun.

The senior thoroughly hides her true nature and acts like a proper lady. That act has been so effective that she's established the perception of being a modest and wise Crown Princess.

'What nonsense.'

If she were truly modest and quiet, would I have hung around with her? I don't care for such boring people.

...Actually, she might be even worse than me—

"Eri."
"I wasn't thinking anything!"

I hastily shook my head at the senior's low voice.

But in my panic, I added unnecessary words. Saying I wasn't thinking anything makes it obvious I was thinking something strange.


"Don't worry. The department head and I go waaay back. I'm the one who met him before anyone else, you know?"

As the senior's eyes began to narrow, I quickly spoke first. I have a weapon no one can match—my connection with him.

And it was also a way to reassure myself. Yes, I met the department head before anyone else. Before the noble lady, before the Magic-Ending Duke.

No need to worry. I'm already close to the department head. If I just confess, if I just show my feelings, we can become closer. The department head won't push me away.

"Hmmmm."
"...What's wrong?"

I tried to speak confidently with my chest out, but the senior's response was concerning.

After a moment of silence, the senior cleared her throat a few times and began imitating a crying voice.

"I liked the department head fiiiirst~ I met him before any of theeeem~"

My hands started trembling when I heard those words.

"That sounds like something you'll be saying about a year from now. How does it feel to hear it in advance?"
"Senior!"

This time I genuinely shouted.

"So loud. My ears work perfectly fine."

Of course, the senior responded indifferently, as if wondering where a dog was barking.

No, her slightly upturned lips showed an expression full of mockery.

'If only she weren't the Crown Princess...!'

I feel like crying from the injustice and resentment. If she weren't the Crown Princess, I would have hit her!

...Well, I have no choice. I'll have to hit the Section Chief 2 instead.

***

Eri snorted and ended the communication abruptly. It was rude to leave before the Crown Princess, but considering her mental shock, I let it slide.

'She needs to get her act together.'

I quietly caressed the communication crystal that had lost its light. Teasing my junior about her pitiful one-sided love is sad, but it's a necessary process.

Clearly, this is an urgent situation. Yet seeing her hesitate makes it obvious.

'She's relying on their connection.'

She knows she's in crisis. She knows she needs to move quickly. Eri is a unique girl, not a stupid one.

Yet she doesn't move because she holds a sliver of hope. Because she has the advantage of having known the Audit Department Head for a long time. Not realizing that's a futile hope.

'...Is she stupid?'

I seriously wondered. Has she gone blind with love and lost her mind?

It's a pitiful thing. What's the big deal about love anyway?

'Just confess and be done with it.'

If you like someone, just quickly claim them. I don't understand the hesitation.

"Se-Seniooooor! The department head, the department heaaaad!"

I briefly imagined a future scene. Eri wailing and sobbing as if the world were ending. Eri watching the Audit Department Head's wedding from afar, unable to be with him.

"I, I liked him first..."

And Eri biting her nails with empty eyes.

'I can imagine it too well.'

It's disturbing how easily I can imagine it, as if I've seen it directly. The fact that it comes to mind so easily means it's a likely future.

'I have no choice.'

I sighed lightly and activated the communication crystal. Once I've helped, I'm essentially involved in Eri's love life.

No, even if I hadn't helped, I couldn't ignore my junior's future that's headed for disaster.

"Hehe, I wish I could find someone to spend my life with like you did, Senior."

Years ago, when everyone was shocked and opposed, even my father expressed disapproval and the family suggested I reconsider my proposal.

In the midst of that, Eri was almost the only one who supported and encouraged me. In fact, I gained courage because of Eri.


My precious junior, I need to return what I've received.

'What a fortunate man.'

I couldn't help but smile thinking of the Audit Department Head. While Eri is different from typical noble ladies, that unique charm is appealing. Plus, she has a kind heart and is quite affectionate.

Having Eri as a wife alone would be a blessing, but now a noble lady and a duke too? Truly, Enen must have blessed him.

Of course, not as blessed as His Highness who married me.

"Princess?"
"Your Highness."

Not long after I operated the communication crystal, His Highness answered.

"Did I contact you when you were busy?"
"No, Princess. Would I not have time to speak with you?"

I smiled at His Highness's small smile. I noticed him lowering the documents in his hand, but pretended not to see.

It feels like I'm bothering His Highness with personal matters, but what can I do? This is my rightful privilege.

"Princess. On this joyous day of your birth, I feel I haven't given you anything. If there's anything you desire from me, please tell me."

His Highness personally promised this at my recent birthday banquet. I'm merely having him fulfill that promise.

"Your Highness. I have a favor to ask."
"Speak. I will grant you anything."

A senior who mobilizes both her father and husband to help her junior's love life. There can't be another senior like this in the world.

***

Has he finally lost his mind?

"Your Highness. Forgive me, but there was some noise overlap and I couldn't hear what you said."
"Oh my. It seems I've contacted the Audit Department Head when he's busy."

But despite my complicated feelings, the Crown Prince's expression remained perfectly calm.

"The Audit Department Head's hard work and loyalty are truly exemplary. I should at least treat such a loyal subject to a meal."
'Has he gone mad?'

I almost cursed out loud instinctively. I don't know where he gets these nonsensical ideas.

A meal? Neither this guy nor I are sensitive or leisurely enough to care about such things. It's more helpful for us not to see each other's faces than to gather and eat together. Me meeting with this bastard means trouble has occurred.

And knowing this, he's inviting me to a meal? At this timing when I'm at the center of rumors? Inviting me to the Capital that's buzzing with the Magic-Ending Duke incident?

'He's not a guy with pure intentions.'

If someone else had said it, I might have considered the remote possibility. That they genuinely wanted to have a meal, and coincidentally had time during this period.

This bastard is an exception. He's not the type to invite someone for such a simple reason.

"Your Highness, if I may."

After hesitating for a moment, I carefully continued.

"If I, who can barely focus on my duties, were to go up to the Capital, wouldn't I receive critical glances rather than set an example?"

A politely packaged rejection came out. I wanted to shout, "That's enough bullshit, Crown Prince!" but that's impossible.

The packaging: I'm reluctant to go to the Capital during my dispatch. The content: I don't want to go to the Capital at this timing and receive attention.

"I have vowed not to set foot in the Capital until the New Year's ceremony."

This time I spoke more forcefully. I'm not going, you bastard.

Actually, I was considering going because of the Wise Duke's words, but after hearing you just now, I've decided. Something will happen if I go. I'm definitely not going.

"The Audit Department Head's intentions are truly admirable, something all officials should learn from."

Despite my desperate rejection, the Crown Prince simply smiled normally.

"However, Audit Department Head. I have something to tell you."
"Please command me."
"One shouldn't make promises that cannot be kept."

Fuck.

My fists clenched at those words. Stop the bullshit and just order me to come.

'Promises that cannot be kept?'

If it weren't for you, I could have kept it perfectly well...!


The time had come to pray for the Crown Prince's longevity. This would be the 24th prayer of the season.

'Please, long life with minor ailments.'

I prayed earnestly with my hands clasped together. Please, live a long life plagued with minor illnesses. Not serious diseases that would prevent work, just minor health troubles.

Just enough to make his back hurt when sitting in a chair. Just enough to get his nose stuffed up from colds in autumn. I'm not asking for much, just that level of discomfort.

"...Your Highness. When should I return to the Capital?"
- The sooner the better, wouldn't you say? I'll send someone today, so come immediately.

Recalling our last conversation, I clasped my hands even tighter.

'Bastard.'

My resolution to never set foot in the Capital had crumbled pathetically. Worse, it seemed I'd be dragged there without even time to catch my breath.

- Of course, I have no intention of interfering with the Audit Department Head's duties. I'll send for you after your schedule is complete, so don't worry.

That expression as he said something obvious as if to say 'I can extend you this much courtesy.' In that moment, I felt my proletarian punch—sealed away since the Lyutis incident—screaming to be unleashed.

If I could just throw one punch, I could probably work without submitting a resignation for two years. Maybe I should pretend to be drunk and take a swing?

"Damn him."

I sighed with exasperation and lowered my head. Right now, I needed passionate prayer rather than pointless fantasies.

Please, long life with minor ailments. If back pain or colds are too much to ask for, at least let him stub his toe on a desk corner.

But this is unfair. I paid my fair share of donations to Enen too. Surely one prayer should be answered?

'Xenophobic bastard.'

So the faith and donations of a foreign species aren't needed, is that it? Being a god who's achieved religious victory, I suppose he doesn't need anything.

I should find a god who cherishes foreign species too.

When club time arrived, I felt suffocated. The anxiety of being dragged to the Capital after this hour was constricting my chest.

"Brother, over here."
"Thanks..."

And the awkwardness of being in the same space as someone who had confessed to me was also contributing.

Luise handed me a cookie with a bright smile. It was awkward to accept it eagerly, but refusing would be even stranger, so I took the cookie with trembling hands. Even a small rejection might be interpreted as rejection of her feelings.

"I put a special ingredient in this one!"

As I took a bite of the cookie and glanced at Luise, our eyes met. Her cheerful expression as our gazes locked didn't seem much different from before her confession.

"Really?"
"Are you curious?"

I wasn't particularly curious, but seeing her eyes full of excitement, I couldn't speak. That eager look, wanting to tell me what she put in.

Seeing a question with an obvious answer, I nodded slightly, and Luise carefully approached and whispered in my ear.

"My love."
'Good heavens.'

I almost instinctively looked away. My patience in enduring those words was remarkable.

'Stay calm.'

My hands trembled, but for a different reason now. If I showed even the slightest sign of dislike here, she might burst into tears.

Indeed, Luise had stepped back a few paces, and though she was forcing a smile, her face was flushed red. She must be embarrassed too. If I reacted with shock, she would obviously crumble.

It's unfortunate that after overcoming her embarrassment, that was what she chose to say.

'This is her first romance.'

I felt somewhat sorry for her. Due to childhood trauma, Luise had received much love but had never loved anyone herself. As a result, she didn't know how to express her affection.

So it's not strange that she would use such old-fashioned expressions of love.

'Or is it?'

Come to think of it, this continent has a medieval European style. So what's old-fashioned by my standards might be cutting-edge by continental standards?

Perhaps Luise had studied what she thought were modern dating methods. A girl who tries hard but gets strange results...

"That's a precious ingredient. I'll enjoy it."

After some deliberation, I quietly spoke. As an adult, it's only right to protect a cheerful student's innocence.

"I'll make them for you anytime, brother."
"Thank you."


Seeing my moderate response, Luise smiled even more brightly, seemingly relieved. Her face remained red, but at least she was acting normally.

'This is even scarier.'

I took another bite of the cookie in my hand.

Despite having confessed, and despite the person who received the confession not yet giving an answer, Luise was simply cheerful. She didn't pressure me or give me any looks.

It's as if the confession had freed her from restraint, and now she was openly expressing her affection. In a way, this is more lethal. It feels like taking continuous damage over time.

'I guess this is how it'll be for a while.'

To break this strange situation, I need to give a clear answer. Whether acceptance or rejection.

But a hasty answer would be disrespectful to Luise. Since her confession was sincere, my answer should be sincere too.

I shouldn't reject her simply because I'm perplexed. Conversely, I shouldn't accept her just to avoid awkwardness. I need to find the answer I truly want and speak honestly to myself.

...The problem is that I've been struggling to find that answer since the Magic-Ending Duke incident.

"I'm not asking for an immediate answer. It took me a long time to confess, so I don't expect you to be quick."

Fortunately, Luise said she would wait. Of course, I can't take too much time based on that statement alone.

Isn't Margareta enough to keep someone in suspense?

"Oh, b-brother?"

I reached out and placed my hand on Luise's head. Then I gently stroked it.

"Thank you."
"Y-yes..."

Luise, who would have normally smiled, now melted with embarrassment.

'So much for waiting.'

I definitely need to sort out my feelings as quickly as possible. For my sake, and for Luise's.

But when should I remove my hand? Now that I've put it there, it's awkward to take it away.

"Who used ice magic in the club room?"

Just as the atmosphere was becoming awkward, a grumbling voice came from beside us.

Looking over, I saw Erich aggressively chewing a pie.

"My sides are freezing. Don't just use magic around other people."
"It wasn't me."

Laterre shook his head in response to Erich's words.

Amid the club members' banter, Luise hastily stepped back and cleared her throat.

"I-it's getting colder as autumn ends, isn't it?"

Luise spoke with an awkward smile.

Unlike before, her face seemed to have recovered somewhat from embarrassment.

'That worked out well.'

Thanks to Erich's timely intervention, the awkward atmosphere dissipated.

It's sad. How can someone with such good social awareness be so...when it comes to his own romance.

'I'm not one to talk.'

A deep sense of guilt washed over me. From a third-party perspective, I'm the supreme jerk who stole his younger brother's first love. Though unintentional, that's how it turned out.

I shouldn't be talking about throwing proletarian punches at the Crown Prince. If Erich threw a brotherly discipline punch at me, I should humbly accept it.

Despite this, he supports Luise's love and shows no hostility toward me. All I can say is that I'm sorry.

'We should set a date sometime.'

I should have a serious conversation with Erich. Whether to apologize or to hear his hidden resentment.

That's the right thing to do for a good brother who helps his sibling's first love.

"It'll get even colder as winter approaches."
"Y-yes, right?"

...Or not? Was he not helping but being sarcastic?

***

My senior's words wouldn't leave my head.

- I liked the department head first~ I met him before they did~


I just couldn't forget those words. It was as if someone had taken out my brain and carefully engraved those letters on it.

At first, I tried not to care. No matter what my senior said, I was the first person to meet the department head. Before the princess, before the Magic-Ending Duke. Except for Lady Hecate, no one could beat me.

And that confidence crumbled in an instant.

'I shouldn't have slept.'

Cold sweat trickled down my jawline. My eyes felt hot, and I knew tears would flow if I wasn't careful.

The Audit Department never knows when something might happen. So it's routine to catch some sleep whenever possible.

The problem was that I fell asleep right after hearing those terrible words from my senior.

"Section Chief. I am your superior, and you are my subordinate."
"Marriage? Me? With you?"
"Don't misunderstand. I deal with you because you're my subordinate, I've never once seen you as a woman."

It was brief, very brief. Maybe I slept for 10 minutes at most?

But in that short time, the department head appeared in my dream. If it had been just a dream about him, it would have been a pleasant nap, but I heard heart-wrenching words.

"No, no!"

So I woke up in terror. How fortunate that no one else was nearby.

After waking up so miserably, I tried to comfort myself. This was just a dream. Just a bad dream. The department head has never said such things.

I tried to steady my trembling hands. I haven't shown my feelings to the department head yet, nor have I been rejected. Don't they say dreams mean the opposite? This might actually be a good sign.

'It will... work out...'

This is all because of my senior. Saying strange things and making people confused.

Sighing, I turned my gaze to the side. The communication orb was already glowing.

'Of all times.'

I was in no state for conversation, but I managed to reach out. Ignoring work communications would be problematic. And it might be the department head.

- Eri.

My senior's face appeared as I grabbed the orb. Not work, not the department head.

'Should I hang up?'

My brow furrowed involuntarily. I really dislike my senior right now.

Yes, I'll hang up. Honestly, my senior went too far this time.

- Were you crying?
"I wasn't crying!"

Just before hanging up, I reacted to my senior's provocation.

- Then that's fine.

My teeth clenched at my senior's dismissive attitude.

I'm really going to hang up. A senior who treats their junior like this deserves to be ignored.

- You'll be seeing the Audit Department Head soon, so you shouldn't be crying.

But my hand stopped at my senior's words.

- His Highness the Crown Prince is planning to have dinner with the Audit Department Head.
"Today...?"
- Today.

I swallowed involuntarily. Today, the department head is coming to the Capital?

- And before the Crown Prince invited the Audit Department Head, I happened to have invited a marquis's daughter I'm friendly with. So it wouldn't be strange for the four of us to have dinner together, right?
"Huh...?"

My mind went blank at this sudden turn of events.

- What are you doing? Come right now.

And the communication ended abruptly.

...

"D-Deputy Head!"

As soon as I came to my senses, I rushed to the deputy head's office.

I need to leave early, right now!

I suddenly reached a fundamental question. Mealtime, which only happens three times a day. Is it truly right to waste one of those precious times because of the Crown Prince? A valid question indeed.

Of course it's not right. Spending my precious dinner time with the Crown Prince? Wouldn't a time that should be peaceful and happy turn into an annoying and irritating one?

'This isn't right.'

It's infuriating. Honestly, the Crown Prince would probably prefer eating alone with the Crown Princess rather than with me.

Yet that bastard summoned me. He gave up time with his beloved Crown Princess and chose me instead.

'No, shit.'

I almost cursed out loud at the thought that crossed my mind. That sounds weird.

Anyway, the Crown Prince summoning me means something serious enough has happened to make my presence a top priority. Something equivalent to assaulting royalty or unauthorized execution of prisoners.

But nothing comes to mind. If it were something serious enough to summon me, I, as the person involved, would know about it, but I can't think of any reason to be suddenly called.

'He wouldn't call me just to commend me.'

A meal to honor a favored official. Sadly, the Crown Prince isn't the type to engage in such quaint and modest gestures.

Besides, when he commends someone, he tends to stab them with something that shines golden. Thanks to that, I've received so much over the past two years. The problem is I don't have time to use it.

'I'll have to go and see.'

In the end, after going around in circles, I concluded that I had to go in person. Of course, I would have had to go quietly even if I hadn't reached this conclusion.

But surely he's not calling me about the Magic-Ending Duke? That guy is a crazy bastard, but the Crown Prince isn't the kind of asshole who would call someone from far away just to taunt them.

...Right?

As soon as I arrived at the Crown Prince's palace, the knight guarding the main gate naturally opened the way. As calm as a restaurant worker recognizing a regular customer.

He didn't even mention that the Crown Prince was waiting. His reaction, which suggested I should just go in without being stopped, made me feel somewhat pathetic.

'Has he gotten used to it?'

I glanced at the knight briefly before quietly moving on.

I completely understand why the knight is acting this way. This is already my third summons in the second half of this year. I appear whenever he's about to forget about me, so he's probably tired of following protocol.

I should make sure there isn't a fourth visit. At this rate, I might even see him welcoming me while lying down.

"Audit Department Head."
"Ah, Head Butler. It's been a while."

Not long after entering the palace, the head butler who manages the Crown Prince's palace welcomed me.

Seeing the head butler somehow put me at ease. I hadn't seen him for a while since I'd been visiting for disciplinary purposes. Only now did it feel real that I was visiting for a dinner invitation rather than a reprimand.

"Yes, it's been a while. I heard you've been coming, but I haven't had the chance to see you."
"Haha. That's unavoidable since you're so busy, Head Butler."

The head butler seemed to share my sentiment as he lightly mentioned it.

A minister who comes more often for causing trouble than as a guest... Even I think that's not normal. It makes me feel petty.

In response to my reaction, the head butler smiled lightly and turned around, as if telling me to follow him.

"Still, today I have the honor of hosting two distinguished guests, so my busy work feels worthwhile."
"Two?"

That's unexpected. The Crown Prince is busier than most civil servants, so it's rare for him to invite people to his palace.

Instead of taking time to invite someone, he usually just uses the communication channel, and if he needs to meet in person, he ambushes the other person at their office. The Crown Prince has a cruelty that would bring tears to the eyes of those on the receiving end.

"Yes, the Crown Princess has also invited a guest."
"I see."

I nodded at the answer that made perfect sense. Right, I can't imagine the Crown Prince inviting someone. I can easily imagine him being ruthlessly demanding, though.

"Head of Audit Department. So there's something I need to ask your understanding about."
"Please speak freely. What could there be in the Crown Prince's residence that requires my understanding?"

I answered lightly to the head butler who was carefully opening his mouth. In the Crown Prince's palace, the will of the Crown Prince and Crown Princess takes precedence. My opinion, as a mere guest, is not necessary.

Still, my expression naturally softened. The head butler wouldn't be unaware of such an obvious fact. The fact that he still asked for my understanding means he respects me that much.

Kind words beget kind words. The Crown Prince should learn from this—he's worse than his own subordinates.

"Thank you. It was an awkward thing to say, but you've given me courage."


The head butler, still smiling, paused for a moment before continuing.

"The Crown Princess's guest is still staying in the palace. It seems they will be staying for quite a while..."
"Meals are more enjoyable with more people."
"Haha, thank you again."

I answered first, guessing what he was about to say. If the guest is still there, well, unless they're on a fasting prayer, it makes sense to have a meal together.

This is actually fortunate. Since I don't know why the Crown Prince summoned me, I need all the insurance I can get.

The Crown Princess as a restraining device. Plus, a guest personally invited by the Crown Princess. Even the Crown Prince wouldn't be able to move freely with that lineup standing guard.

'Lucky me.'

I'm satisfied. Enen hasn't completely abandoned me.

"By the way, Head Butler, who is the person the Crown Princess invited?"

The precious shield that will protect me from the Crown Prince. At the very least, I should know who it is in advance as a matter of courtesy. I should prepare appropriate thanks and flattery so that the shield will be in a good mood.

'Who could it be?'

I tried to narrow down the suspects. The fact that they accepted the invitation means they live in the Capital, and if they're close enough to share a meal, they must be quite intimate with the Crown Princess.

Is it the lady from the Marquis Diso family? Or the Marquis Lipur family? It could even be from the Count Yohannes family.

"Ah, it's someone you know well."

At my question, the head butler's previously gentle expression changed dramatically.

What's this? Did I ask something wrong? He looks like he was waiting for me to ask first.

"It's Lady Erzsebet from the Masalo Marquis family."
"...What?"

At those words, my mind momentarily froze.

I looked up slightly while cutting my steak.

As I raised my head, I saw a woman quietly moving her knife as well. Neatly combed white long hair, red eyes containing calmness rather than the usual madness or mischief. And instead of the black Audit Department uniform, a white dress.

'Is that the Section Chief of the 1st Section?'

I'm experiencing cognitive dissonance. She's the Section Chief of the 1st Section, but she doesn't look like it. It's definitely a familiar face, but it feels too unfamiliar.

"Hoho, what a coincidence. I never expected the Audit Department Head to come as well."
"Indeed. What a curious coincidence."

The Crown Prince quickly answered the Crown Princess's words that broke the silence.

'Coincidence?'

At such nonsensical words, I inadvertently turned my gaze toward the Crown Prince, who silently drank his wine.

That bastard, does he feel guilty because he knows he's talking nonsense?

'What kind of coincidence is this?'

The Crown Prince and Crown Princess have a special relationship. How could they not know who each other invited? They definitely know and are pretending otherwise.

It's not a coincidence but a plan. They're deliberately trying to bring me and the Section Chief of the 1st Section together.

'Why?'

That's the problem. I don't understand why the Crown Prince and his wife would go to such lengths to set this up.

I thought I would understand why they called me if I accepted the invitation, but instead of understanding, it's become more complicated.

'Fear of the unknown.'

I quietly lowered my eyes. Ignorance and the unknown are so frightening...

***

It's frustrating. I want to throw it off right now.

But with my senior's occasional piercing glances, I silently continued cutting my meat.

'Endure it.'

If my appearance becomes even slightly disheveled, my senior will be furious. My senior really hates it when her work is ruined.


"...What kind of outfit is that?"
"What's wrong with it? It's comfortable and nice."

After getting approval for early leave from the Deputy Head, I rushed here, but instead of welcoming her junior, my senior criticized my outfit.

"You look like someone who would sit in the guest section while others wear wedding dresses."

I almost cried at those words. Why are you getting more and more specific? It's like you've seen the future.

"If you keep acting like this, you'll stay like this forever. You need to show a new side of yourself to the Audit Department Head."
"But I want to be myself in front of the Department Head..."
"You've probably just been piling up stress for him as you are."

I would have hit her if it weren't for the Crown Princess.

Anyway, my senior brought a dress, saying I should compete with novelty rather than familiarity. A flowing, pure white dress. It looks like it would tear immediately if I moved even slightly comfortably.

"Ugh, I don't like this kind of thing."
"Senior, can't I just wear my uniform? Wouldn't it be more intimate since the Department Head and I would be wearing the same clothes?"
"People have clothes that suit them..."

I continuously expressed my dissatisfaction as it was too uncomfortable to wear willingly.

"If! I! Say! Wear! It! Just! Wear! It! Don't waste that decent face!"
"Ow, that hurts!"

In the end, I just got my back soundly beaten by my heated senior.

"You have no merits except your face, so why aren't you using it!"
"That's too harsh!"

...Come to think of it, I think my mind got beaten a bit too.

So I wore the uncomfortably awkward dress with tears in my eyes. My senior nodded with satisfaction, and even the maids who came in later for makeup said I looked pretty, but it didn't really resonate with me. How could changing clothes have any effect?

'It does.'

Surprisingly, it did. I could feel the Department Head's subtle gaze since earlier.

Pretending not to notice while secretly looking. Pretending to deliberately look away but then glancing back.

'Hehehe.'

I felt proud. Yes, the Department Head is indeed interested in me.

Just a little, a very little bit of dressing up, and he's already looking at me like this. This is only possible because he has affection for me normally.

'Thank you, senior.'

My earlier resentment turned into overwhelming gratitude. When I looked at my senior with such a gaze, she smiled slightly and mouthed something.

Although I couldn't hear the sound, reading lips is a basic skill in the Audit Department. It wasn't difficult to understand the meaning.

'Don't be complacent... confess right away...?'

At my senior's characteristically bold statement, I turned my gaze toward the Department Head. Actually, I was planning to do it even without being told. Today's dream was too terrible.

The Department Head seems to have fallen for my charm, and my senior is actively pushing me, so now is the perfect time. Now I can express my feelings to the Department Head.

"......"

But contrary to such determination, I just pitifully moved my lips without saying anything.

Strange. Why can't I speak? Now is the perfect time. If I speak now, everything will be over.

'...We're still having dinner.'

After some contemplation, I figured out the reason. It would be weird to confess during a meal.

Yes, that's why. It's definitely not because I'm nervous.

I'm from a marquis family too, so I should maintain basic etiquette, of course.

- Screech

"...Princess?"
"Oh my, I apologize. My hand slipped for a moment."

I pretended not to hear the sound of the knife scraping.

I quietly turned my gaze to the Audit Department Head. Judging by how he kept glancing at Eri, it seems my plan to shock him with something different had worked.

'It's working.'

Of course it would. I planned this myself, so there was no way it could fail.

Now, the Audit Department Head isn't some womanizer who loses his mind at the sight of any woman, but when someone of the opposite sex he's close to shows a different side, it naturally draws attention.

Besides, Eri is beautiful. This isn't just me speaking highly of my junior—it's objectively true. Though her personality and behavior might not always do justice to her looks, when she's properly dressed up, she's a beauty everyone would admire.

Then I turned my attention to Eri.

'...Should I kill her?'

That was my instinctive thought upon seeing Eri's state.

Calm down, rational side of me. Getting angry now would ruin everything.

'That frustrating...'

Still, I couldn't help tightening my grip. I ended up scratching the plate with my knife.

I was about to burst. Where was the girl who usually talked so brilliantly? Instead, there sat someone who looked like she was praying in church.

'Why are you keeping your mouth shut?'

Yes, I told her to show a different side. And this quiet demeanor is certainly different. But did it have to be now?

I took a sip of wine, suppressing a sigh that threatened to escape. She's usually so talkative, so why is she suddenly following instructions so well?

This won't work. We need both elements: a different side that catches the Audit Department Head's attention, and Eri's usual eloquent speech. Just being different means nothing.

'Say something already.'

I glared at Eri with desperate wishes, and she must have felt my gaze because she flinched.

Instead of flinching, open your mouth. Do you want to be the one catching the bouquet rather than throwing it?

'There won't be another chance.'

If we fail with everything set up so perfectly, it's not just missing an opportunity. The venue implicitly supported by the Crown Prince and Princess, the shock value of showing a different side that can only be used once.

With all these weapons at our disposal, if she can't even open her mouth, there won't be another chance for Eri to confess. How could she possibly walk to a place she couldn't reach even by carriage?

"The Audit Department Head seems to have connections with many beautiful women."

Just as I was considering flipping the table to change the atmosphere, His Highness spoke up.

It was a rather direct comment that might provoke the Audit Department Head. But right now, even that was welcome. Actually, emphasizing that many people are after the Department Head might motivate Eri to act, so it was an appropriate remark.

Indeed, I noticed Eri flinch again at His Highness's words.

"...It's more than I deserve."

The Audit Department Head, whose hands had momentarily paused, calmly responded.

'He's flustered.'

Looking closely, I could see the corner of his eye twitching slightly. Despite his words, he was quite shaken inside.

'I'm sorry, Department Head.'

After a brief mental apology, I opened my mouth. It's truly regrettable to attack him from two sides, but I'm doing this for my junior.

And I believe it's for the Department Head's benefit in the long run. Aren't I giving him the opportunity to have a pretty, lively bride like Eri? Yes, this is definitely for his sake.

"Hehe, that's true. There's Lady Margareta, the Magic-Ending Duke, and Lady Erzsebet too."

At my words, the Department Head's gaze turned to Eri.

Yes, this is what we need. I need to mention Eri as much as possible from the side, and the Department Head needs to look at her as much as possible.

If both remain silent, nothing will happen. Shy crushes, destined connections—those are fairy tale stories. How can there be results without action?

"Yes, the Section Chief also has more connections than she deserves. I wonder who will take her away."

After a moment's thought, the Department Head spoke softly.

Right now, Eri is here as my guest. So rather than being sincere, his words seemed deliberately polite, but that's fine. What matters is that he said something nice on the surface.

'Now's your chance.'

I turned to Eri again. Say anything! At least say something like "You should take me, Department Head!"

"Hehe..."

But Eri just let out a foolish laugh and quietly sipped her wine.

...

'Should I kill her?'

Don't hold back, my rational side.


This is Eri's last supper. Just wait until tomorrow.


***

When the Crown Prince suddenly mentioned connections, I thought my heart would drop. I thought that crazy bastard was going to tease me even in front of the Crown Princess.

But the Crown Princess also responded with a smile, and after a few words, the topic quickly faded. Thankfully, it wasn't teasing but just casual conversation.

'That bastard gave me a scare.'

It's pitiful. Don't they say even dogs aren't disturbed while eating? I feel like crying at being treated worse than a dog.

...Actually, dogs aren't disturbed because they might bite, but I can't exactly bite the Crown Prince.

Anyway, after that comment, dinner proceeded smoothly. We had dessert and after-dinner drinks.

"It was a pleasant time, Your Highness."

And so the invitation dinner ended uneventfully. In the end, I still couldn't figure out why I was invited.

I don't understand. Could it be that they truly invited me with pure intentions? Just to have a meal together?

"I felt the same. It wouldn't be bad to have such occasions more often."
"It would be an honor."

Looking at the Crown Prince smiling while saying such terrifying things made me even more confused. If there's no mention of any business until the end, it really means there was no purpose.

They say when a person does something out of character, their time is near.

'Were my prayers only half-answered?'

I certainly prayed for long life and good health, but where did the long life go? And I didn't ask for an illness that would take me so soon.

"Audit Department Head."
"Yes, Your Highness."

While I was lost in these absurd thoughts, the Crown Princess beside the Crown Prince spoke.

"If you don't mind, could you take Lady Erzsebet home?"

I glanced at the Section Chief, who was heavily intoxicated and being supported by the Crown Princess.

Anyone else would call this disrespectful, but neither the Crown Princess nor even the Crown Prince showed any reaction. As if this were perfectly normal.

'What fearsome favor.'

A marchioness close to the Crown Prince and Princess. That alone wouldn't be strange, but this marchioness is also the Section Chief of the Audit Department. A person whose status and position are completely mismatched.

I still don't understand. She could have her resignation approved immediately, so why does she continue working at the Audit Department?

"Of course, Your Highness."

I took charge of this deranged person who was using the Crown Princess as support.

As I put her arm around my shoulder to support her, the smell of alcohol hit me. Just how much did she drink?

"I'm counting on you, Department Head."

The Crown Princess, who had been silently watching the Section Chief, smiled slightly.

I had been to the Section Chief's mansion before, so finding the way wasn't difficult.

It was just annoying to walk while supporting someone.

'Why drink to the point of intoxication?'

I looked at the burden groaning beside me. This was the first time I'd seen someone get drunk at a regular dinner, not even a company dinner.

Normally, even if you drink a lot of after-dinner drinks, you'd only get slightly tipsy. Getting so drunk you can't stand is extremely rare.

...But didn't the Crown Princess drink about the same amount?

'Did I see wrong?'

I must have. I've never heard rumors of the Crown Princess being a heavy drinker.

Anyway, I suppressed my annoyance and quietly walked on. Honestly, I wanted to say "Your home is here from now on" and dump her on the street, but she was dressed in formal attire.

When I thought of her not as the Section Chief but as an ordinary noblewoman, I couldn't treat her carelessly. Appearances really do matter.

'She doesn't even usually wear this.'

And if she could dress properly like this all along, why didn't she...

If she had dressed like this normally, she would have been married long ago. I don't know what sinner would end up with the Section Chief, but someone would have fallen for her.

"De-Department Heaaad..."
"Are you coming to your senses?"

The Section Chief, who had been only groaning until now, finally made a human sound.


"Hehe... I'm feeling a bit better now."

The Section Chief, who had been hanging her head, looked up and smiled awkwardly.

Of course, she didn't look fine at all. Her face was red, probably from the alcohol, and there were slight tears in her eyes. Was it from a headache? How much did she drink?

"Um, I can walk by myself."
"Crawling on all fours isn't walking."
"No, really!"

At my words, the Section Chief shouted, pushed away my hand, and tried to walk alone.

Naturally, she couldn't take more than a few steps before collapsing.

"Just take my hand. If you want to lie down, do it in bed."

Seeing her pathetically sitting on the ground made me sigh. I had been careful not to dirty her dress, but the owner herself ruined it in one go.

My efforts... all wasted in an instant...

"Department Head..."
"Yes, what?"
"Department Heaaad..."

But instead of taking my hand as instructed, the Section Chief just kept mumbling.

A drinking habit of bothering others instead of getting quietly drunk. How wonderful.

"If you dress up nicely but act like this, you'll never get married."

With a small sigh, I grabbed the Section Chief's shoulder. If she were in her Audit Department uniform, it wouldn't matter. People try to avoid getting involved when they see the Audit Department.

But when a well-dressed noblewoman acts like this, someone passing by might see, and rumors could spread that the Section Chief was freestyle swimming on the ground.

Actually, her marriage prospects are already slim, so there wouldn't be much impact, but still, it's not a dignified sight.

"It's fine... I won't be able to anyway..."

Her chilling self-awareness momentarily took my breath away.

Well, I vaguely thought she wouldn't be able to marry, but hearing it from the person herself is a bit...

"What's lacking in you that you can't? Where could they find someone like you?"

So I boosted the Section Chief's confidence. I may criticize my subordinates, but I won't let others do it. Even if it's self-deprecation from the person herself, I can't tolerate my subordinate being put down.

And someone like the Section Chief is certainly qualified for marriage. What's lacking in her except her personality that would make her stay single for life?

Except her personality.

"Really...?"

Fortunately, my words seemed to provide some comfort, as the Section Chief let out a small laugh.

"Then... could you take me?"
"What?"

My face automatically frowned at the sudden question.

"I... I like you, Department Head. I really, really like you..."

Ignoring my reaction, the Section Chief giggled and continued.

"I've liked you since I first saw you... I really, really like you sooo much... I've liked you for two years..."

Then she suddenly started crying.

"I liked you first... I might not be better than Lady Hecate... but, but I was before everyone else..."
"Section Chief."

I patted the Section Chief's shoulder to calm her down. She's not in her right mind. She's too drunk and saying things she can't handle.

It's polite to stop this quickly. How embarrassed would the Section Chief be when she sobers up?

"Don't call me Section Chief!"

But the Section Chief pushed my hand away and shouted. Crying as if truly heartbroken.

"I, I am Erzsebet... I'm Erzsebet! Not a name like Section Chief, but Erzsebet!"

My body involuntarily stiffened at those words.

"...I know, I know very well... why you only call me by my position..."

After shouting once, the Section Chief spoke in a slightly subdued voice.

"But, but... do you know how sad it is... not to be called by name... by the man you love?"

The Section Chief smiled a distorted smile, not hiding the tears flowing endlessly.

Her white hair reflected in the moonlight looked particularly pitiful tonight.

Time seemed to stop for a moment. If I hadn't heard the sobbing sounds, I might have thought it really had stopped.

'What is this even.'

I felt like I was going crazy. I wondered if I might be drunk too, if my ears had gone on strike. I simply couldn't believe what I'd just heard.

It's the Section Chief of the 1st Section. I never imagined I'd receive a confession from the Section Chief of all people. I couldn't have imagined the confessions from the three who attacked my mental state earlier either, but the Section Chief is on a completely different level.

This is the Section Chief I've built up all kinds of complicated feelings for over two years of incidents and accidents. Rather than seeing them as a potential romantic partner, I thought our relationship was closer to family.

'I guess it was just me.'

It seems I was the only one who thought of us as family in the workplace. No, the Section Chief probably thought of us as family too. The problem is that they weren't thinking of us as siblings but as a married couple (to be).

I instinctively tried to sigh but quickly bit my lip. Showing a sigh in this situation would be like tearing the Section Chief's mental state to shreds.

'Mine is already torn to shreds.'

Suddenly I felt indignant. Honestly, I feel like I'm losing my mind too, so do I really need to worry about someone else's mental state?

Of course I do. No matter how annoying and difficult they can be, they're still my subordinate. When I first became department head and the Audit Department was in chaos inside and out, they were one of the few who supported me from the beginning.

Suppressing my complicated feelings, I checked on the Section Chief's condition. They were just silently shedding tears, trying to hold back their sobs. Just looking up at me with tear-soaked eyes, appearing so pitiful.

The silence is actually more frightening. I wish they would shout like before.

"I-I'm Erzsebet... I'm Erzsebet...! Not Section Chief, but Erzsebet!"

Recalling that voice filled with such deep resentment made me feel bitter, but at least I could understand the grudge the Section Chief was holding.

Yes, names. Names are important. How heartbreaking and sad must it be when the man you... love doesn't even call you by your name.

I never imagined I would be that beloved man, but I did cause this problem.

'I never thought it would turn out like this.'

A small habit of mine led to a major incident. I should have called them by name, at least in private settings.

Inwardly sighing for who knows how many times, I pulled out a handkerchief from my pocket. Looking at them now, their makeup was smeared everywhere.

I gently reached out and wiped their face myself, and a faint hope appeared in the Section Chief's eyes.

"I'm sorry."

An apology for not realizing the grudge the Section Chief had held for two years over a name. For not knowing until my subordinate burst out with it through the power of alcohol.

But the Section Chief seemed to interpret my apology differently, as the hope in their eyes instantly turned to despair.

"Ah... aah..."

Despite my wiping, tears began to flow from the Section Chief's eyes again.

"D-Department Head...!"
"Hey, don't move so suddenly!"

The trembling Section Chief hurriedly tried to stand up but fell over. Their legs must have gone numb from sitting for so long, and they were drunk too, making it difficult to maintain balance.

Plus, the movement was so sudden that I couldn't catch them in time.

"...Are you okay?"

I couldn't help but sigh seeing the Section Chief sprawled on the ground, groaning. Why do they keep showing such pitiful appearances one after another?

But the Section Chief, ignoring my concern, grabbed the hem of my clothes with still-trembling hands and spoke with a desperate expression.

"I-I'm sorry. I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry... I-I was wrong..."

Suddenly repeating only apologies, the Section Chief gripped my clothes even more tightly. As if letting go meant I would leave forever.

They're clearly misunderstanding something. They must have interpreted my "I'm sorry" negatively.

But seeing them repeat the same words like a broken radio, I was momentarily at a loss for words. I needed to clarify quickly, but I missed the timing.

"I-I'm sorry for being flippant, for not listening, I'm sorry, for always doing... strange things, I'm sorry..."

And frightened by my silence, the Section Chief began rambling incoherently enough to drive anyone mad.

"I'm sorry... I was wrong, I, I thought being friendly, being like family, was what you preferred..."

Those words reminded me of the past two years. The Section Chief who followed my suggestion to be comfortable with each other better than anyone else, perhaps too well.

"I-I'm sorry for overstepping my bounds, for annoying you...! I just, I like you so much... I acted that way because otherwise I didn't think you would notice me...!"

Their voice began to mix with sobs as emotions welled up while speaking.

It's true that the more the Section Chief acted out, the more attention they got. Whether that was the kind of attention they wanted, I'm not sure.

At least seeing them now, I don't think I've given the Section Chief the result they wanted.


"From now on, from now on I'll listen well. I won't be flippant or overstep my bounds... anymore...!"

The longer the Section Chief spoke, the less inclined I was to open my mouth.

This is a first. I've never seen the Section Chief look so desperate and miserable. Even when tense, they would force a relaxed smile; no matter what happened, they would always laugh.

"So please, just once, just this one time give me a chance..."

One of their hands that had been gripping my clothes like a lifeline rose pitifully. And then a trembling index finger extended with a smile that looked like it would break if touched.

"I, I, just once, really just once if you give me a chance, I'll do well! I'll listen well, do as you say, if you tell me to be quiet, I'll be quiet..."
"Section Chief."

My mouth, which had refused to open, finally did, but once again I called them by their title, "Section Chief," which had been stuck on my tongue for two years.

"Really! Really! Truly to the point you'll be surprised! I'll do extremely, extremely well! So, so..."

Thanks to that, the smile the Section Chief had struggled to maintain instantly crumbled. And the expression revealed was strangely familiar. Where had I seen that before?

Right, it was before my possession. That's exactly how the orphaned child looking for their mother looked. That expression of desperately searching even while knowing they've been abandoned, knowing they'll never see them again.

'Shit.'

Why do I have to see that expression again here?

"I don't care how many times it takes... just please don't just say you're sorry, don't just say no..."

After saying that, the Section Chief bowed their head deeply and their shoulders trembled.

Then came the sound of crying. As if they could no longer hold back, childlike sobs echoed.

"...Erzsebet."

I said, draping my coat over the Section Chief's back.

Fortunately, this time I was able to call them by name. If I had said "Section Chief" again, one of us would probably have died.

And at my call, the Section Chief quickly raised their head.

"Shall we talk for a moment?"

Let's clear up this strange misunderstanding first.

The habit of addressing officials only by their titles. That was indeed my jinx for a period.

After sending those people away in the North, and after Hecate left my side, I became reluctant to call officials by their names. It just happened that everyone I had called by name and been close with had disappeared.

So after that, I only used titles. Whether in official or private settings, whether close or meeting for the first time, always by title.

Yes, that was certainly true. But—

"Not anymore."

It's a jinx that might as well be gone now. I'm just maintaining it out of habit.

And the habit of not calling people by name for fear they might die? I'm not the Grim Reaper, and it's a jinx that's hard to maintain for long.

'If that were true, I would only call the Crown Prince by name.'

Gilbert, Gilbert, Gilbert, Gilbert. Our bastard Gilbert. I could say it 30 times a day.

"B-but, Department Head, you always use titles..."
"That's just because I got used to it."

Whether my mental state is stronger than I thought or I've just reached enlightenment, the jinx quickly faded.

Especially after I opened up to Margareta, it's practically nonexistent. I've heard some people keep such habits for life, but two years is short.

Despite that, I stuck with titles for a simple reason. It was just familiar and comfortable.

"There wasn't anyone to call by name in the first place."

Right after the war ended, when I had just become the head of the Audit Department. There were no officials around to call by name.

The Minister? What kind of crazy person would call their direct superior, who could be their father's age, by their first name?

Other department heads? They're also much older than me. We're not close enough to call each other by name in the first place.

Other officials go without saying. Rather, if the Audit Department Head calls them by name, they might get nervous thinking, 'Why is this guy calling me by name?' Like a child being called by name by their parents on report card day.

"Then, why us..."

I just scratched my head at the Section Chief, who still had tears in their eyes. There's no special reason for that either. It was just easier.

Erzsebet is five syllables, Lafayette is four syllables. Meanwhile, Section Chief 1, Section Chief 2 are just three syllables. Besides, isn't it a bit awkward when a superior calls you by your real name?

I get anxious when the Minister calls me Kal instead of "hey, you" or "bastard."


"I'm sorry. I should have called you by name sooner."
"......"

Despite my sincere apology, the Section Chief kept their mouth shut.

Understanding how they must feel, I waited patiently. Considering they had mistaken my apology for rejection and sobbed alone, they probably wanted to run away right now.

But after moving their lips a few times, the Section Chief nodded and turned their gaze to me.

"T-then, I haven't been rejected yet...?"
"That's right."

At those words, the Section Chief burst into tears again.

This is driving me crazy.

***

I woke up with a headache.

And the vivid memories of yesterday came crashing down like a storm.

"I-I'm Erzsebet... I'm Erzsebet...! Not Section Chief, but Erzsebet!"

Ah.

"But, but... do you know how sad it is... not to be called by name by the man you love?"

Aah...

"I, I, just once, really just once if you give me a chance, I'll do well! I'll listen well, do as you say, if you tell me to be quiet, I'll be quiet..."

Aaah...

"I don't care how many times it takes... just please don't just say you're sorry, don't just say no..."

Aaaah!

'I've gone mad!'

My hands and feet trembled and my body curled up at the unbearable memories.

I've gone crazy. The alcohol made me completely insane. I spilled out things that should never be said along with acceptable words.

"But I can't give you an answer right away. I haven't been able to answer the people who confessed before you."

And then remembering the Department Head's words, my struggling body stopped.

"Like you said, you were flippant, didn't listen, and did strange things—"
"Huh..."
"But I've grown fond of you. I'll think about it seriously."

I touched my shoulder where the Department Head had patted me that day.

'Seriously...'

The corners of my mouth curled up into a smile. The Department Head said he would seriously consider a relationship with me. He said he would seriously review my confession.

Then the result is obvious, isn't it? How could the Department Head reject a perfect woman like me?

"I don't care how many times it takes... just please don't just say you're sorry, don't just say no..."

Just as confidence was about to surge, I flailed around in bed again as the shameful memory instinctively came to mind.

It's over. My confidence and dignity as a woman crumbled that day. Now I can only live as a complete weakling in front of the Department Head.

As I was kicking off the blanket and starting my energetic morning, the communication device I had placed beside me lit up.

"...Who is it?"

With trembling hands, I answered the call, wondering if it might be the Department Head.

- It's me.

Unfortunately, it wasn't the Department Head but my senior.

Well, that's good timing. I should tell my senior about my successful confession too.

...The murderous look in their eyes is a bit scary, but I've received a lot of help from my senior.

"Senior. I was just about to tell you something."
- Your last words? You should tell those to your family, not me.
"I confessed to the Department Head."

At those words, my senior's eyes widened.

The Section Chief arrived safely at the mansion, having found some peace of mind. I'm worried that even though she seems like the type who remembers everything when drunk, she might bite her tongue when she wakes up tomorrow.

After confirming that the Section Chief had entered the mansion with the maids' support, I let out a sigh of relief alone.

'Thank goodness.'

I almost triggered her tear ducts again at the end. I must have been mentally foggy too, making such a critical verbal slip.

"Still, I've heard your feelings clearly. I'll think about it seriously."

Even now, that statement makes me shudder. While I said I'd think about it seriously, it could easily be interpreted as the typical bureaucratic evasion: "I'll consider it positively."

I realized my mistake immediately after speaking. I truly meant I would carefully consider it, but I happened to use words that could be interpreted as a roundabout rejection.

Fortunately, the Section Chief just grinned with her tear-stained face. This time, she seemed to understand my meaning correctly.

That's truly fortunate. If she had misunderstood again, she might have died from dehydration.

'Is it really fortunate?'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly. While it's good that I stopped her sobbing, my dilemma isn't over.

The Magic-Ending Duke, Luise, Irina, and now the Section Chief. Somehow, confessions seem to be multiplying as time passes. Is this some kind of bug?

'How am I supposed to face the Section Chief now?'

Moreover, the Section Chief's confession was somewhat—no, to be honest—very pitiful and sorrowful. It was as if I'd seen her at her absolute lowest.

If it were just a simple confession, I'd only have to worry about it myself. But having witnessed her crying and pleading, I'm concerned about how to face her going forward.

'...It'll be fine.'

Yes, I should just trust the Section Chief. With her extraordinary mental fortitude and vivacity, she'll act as if nothing happened. Then I can just follow her lead.

After today's experience, I made another resolution.

'I should stay away from the Capital for a while.'

For the sake of my mental health, I decided not to even look at the Capital.

I've certainly made similar resolutions before, only to pathetically break them, but I believe this one will last longer.

Please.

I delayed my return to the Academy and wandered around the Capital for a while.

Visiting the Magic Tower where the Magic-Ending Duke stands guard would be problematic. The Crown Prince knows this, which is why he told me to return through a magician at the Crown Prince's Palace, but he didn't specify when, so I should be fine doing something else for a bit.

Originally, I had planned to return immediately. But after seeing the Section Chief cry so desperately, I couldn't bring myself to go back with peace of mind.

I wanted to confide in someone. I wanted to consult with someone about what I should do.

'There's no one to talk to.'

Unfortunately, I don't have a suitable person.

Telling the Minister or the Audit Department feels like spreading the Section Chief's embarrassing moment, and talking to Margareta or the Pastry Club would be insane.

The Crown Prince? If I told that bastard, he'd just mock me saying something like, "How nice for the Audit Department Head's son to have so many mothers." The Crown Princess would just be happy that her close junior is getting married.

I didn't realize my social circle was this narrow. I have no friends...

"That's why I came to you."

I chuckled as I stroked the tombstone.

It's funny. After searching for someone to talk to, I ended up here.

But what can I do? You're the only ones I can call friends, and if I tell you, it won't reach anyone else's ears.

"I couldn't get Voyaare wine. I'll bring some next year, so make do with this."

I poured some alcohol I'd bought on the way onto the tombstone. It wouldn't be polite to ask for advice empty-handed.

I froze momentarily in front of Hecate's tombstone, but continued pouring anyway.

'Talking about romance in front of my former wife.'


I almost laughed at the absurdity of the situation.

But what can I do? You're the one who left me. If you hadn't left, my love, my wife would have been only you.

I resent you a little, just a tiny bit. No, actually, quite a lot. If you hadn't left me, none of this would have happened in the first place, and that makes me feel bitter.

Of course, the resentment doesn't last long. They say the one who falls in love loses, right? I'll probably lose to you for the rest of my life.

"Your husband now has five potential wives."

I leaned gently against Hecate's tombstone. This makes me feel connected to Hecate, even if only slightly. Even though there's nothing but her belongings beneath the stone.

"Funny, isn't it? I only wanted to look at one person, but it turned out like this."

I burst out laughing at my own words. Yes, I only thought of one person. Until two years ago, it was you, and until recently, only Margareta.

But unbelievably, it's grown to five. It's almost as if Enen is working some magic to propagate exotic species.

"You'd be surprised to know who they are."

I kept laughing. The Iron-Blooded Duke's youngest daughter, a current duchess, a baroness, a countess.

And a former team member from the Audit Department when we were team leaders. You'd remember her too. That eccentric from a marquis family who voluntarily joined the Audit Department. She's a section chief now.

After chuckling for a while, I put the bottle to my lips. I bought one for myself too, as I didn't think I could properly consult while sober.

"Hey. Wasn't I supposed to be tied down to one person? How did this happen?"

After taking a long drink, I turned my gaze to Oliver's tombstone.

I knew that guy was a scatterbrain, but I didn't expect his confident statement to be so spectacularly wrong.

"I can't see the future, but I have accumulated experience. After seeing many people throughout my life, I can now make guesses just by looking at faces."
"Then why don't you know your own future?"
"Exactly. You should know just by looking in the mirror."

Seeing how angry he got, he must have felt guilty about it. I should have realized then not to trust him.

As I finished the rest of the alcohol, something suddenly occurred to me and I turned my gaze again.

"Could it be that being tied down referred to a superior, not a wife?"

When I think about it that way, it makes a lot of sense. In fact, the one who controls me like a mouse is the Crown Prince. Even the Minister is in a position where he just follows orders from above.

Changing my perspective, what seemed like a scatterbrained advice transformed into a chilling prophecy. I'm sorry, Oliver. I misinterpreted and resented you for nothing.

'You could have told me this would happen too.'

I found myself making a meaningless complaint, even knowing it was pointless.

Oliver made deductions based on experience; he couldn't see people's futures like Tanian. Naturally, he wouldn't have known this would happen.

Even if he had known, how could he say something like, "We'll all die and only you will remain. You might have multiple wives." If he had said such things, he would have been lynched.

"It's difficult."

I put down the now empty bottle and muttered. It's difficult, this situation is too difficult.

My head is spinning from the barrage of confessions that are more than I deserve. Taking these confessions lightly would be disrespectful both to Hecate and to the people involved.

But I hesitate to reject them too. Am I afraid things will become awkward? That's part of it. My feelings for Hecate? That's also a reason.

But I wonder, am I really doing this just because of my feelings for Hecate?

'It's an excuse.'

The thought suddenly struck me. Isn't it like selling out Hecate to push others away by mentioning someone who's no longer here? Am I just using her as a shield because I lack the courage to be honest with my feelings?

After careful consideration, if I accept a confession with my true heart, Hecate wouldn't resent me. That's the kind of person she was.

On the other hand, if I deceive my true feelings and reject everyone in the name of loyalty to Hecate, she would actually be angry. She'd ask if I'm throwing away my life for her sake when she's already dead.

'Am I thinking too much from my perspective?'

Of course, I don't know if Hecate would really think that way. It's just my experience, my guess.


And judging by how I'm thinking in such a positive direction, it's obvious where my heart lies.

'I'm already wavering.'

A bitter smile escaped me. Only after getting drunk and making a scene at these guys' graves do I see my true feelings.

I didn't dislike the confessions. Rather, I have a strong desire to accept the feelings directed at me.

Because they're people who say they like me. Perhaps they could be the first family I gain in my life.

'My family...'

Of course, I do have the Kracius Family now, but it's hard to consider them completely my family. Strictly speaking, I'm a thief who stole this body.

It was the same before the possession. What family would an orphan have? Just other orphanage kids and the director whom we desperately tried to think of as family.

But connections not related to this body, connections I've made myself. Connections formed by my actions. Connections with people who like me for who I am.

A family created solely, solely by my own abilities.

'That sounds nice.'

I kept smiling as if something was broken inside me.

The more family, the better, right? Even one would be a blessing, but five is something I should be grateful for on my knees.

...But will five be enough? Can someone who has already lost six friends, potential family members, be satisfied with five?

"You're crazy."

I hastily shook my head at what even I recognized as a deranged thought. Of course I'd be satisfied. Not just five, even Margareta alone would be more than I deserve.

Besides, if I'm not satisfied, what, would someone else confess? There's no one else left to confess anyway.

'All the women I know have already confessed.'

I laughed alone for a long time.

An unfamiliar sky.

"A-Audit Department Head, sir."
"Ah."

And an unfamiliar voice.

Perhaps because I'd slept outdoors after a long time, I raised my stiff body and looked around.

Bottles scattered everywhere, tombstones that still seemed wet, clothes covered in dirt, and finally, the fidgeting national cemetery caretaker.

...Ah.

"I apologize."

I had only meant to lie down for a moment, but I ended up falling asleep. Even until the caretaker's patrol time.

'Shit.'

My face burned with embarrassment. I had made sure the Section Chief made it to her mansion instead of the street, but I myself had devolved into a homeless person.

And in a properly drunken state, no less. This is absolutely not how I want to be seen by others.

"I-I'll clean this up!"

As I started picking up the bottles that symbolized my dawn disgrace one by one, the caretaker rushed over.

"No, I brought them, so I should clean them up."
"It's fine! Maintaining cleanliness is my job!"

In the end, I was overwhelmed by the caretaker's insistence and left empty-handed.

'Shit.'

I really shouldn't come to the Capital before the New Year's ceremony.

If I come before then, I'm not a human but an animal.

After being caught by the cemetery caretaker using the sky as my blanket and the ground as my pillow, I practically sprinted toward the Crown Prince's palace. I was prepared to knock anyone unconscious if I happened to meet them on the way.

Realistically, what happened a few minutes ago couldn't have spread yet, but even if others didn't know about my shameful display, I knew about it, and I couldn't bear to show my face. I was convinced that even a simple morning greeting like "How are you?" would translate in my mind to "How are you after sleeping outside?"

So when I spotted the Crown Princess at the main gate of the Crown Prince's palace, I felt my blood run cold.

'Should I... knock her unconscious?'

My firm resolution to knock out anyone I met came to mind, making my hands tremble.

I never expected to meet the Crown Princess. I couldn't possibly knock out the Crown Princess, especially not the daughter of the Victorious Duke.

"Head of the Audit Department. Good morning."

While I was lost in these absurd thoughts, perhaps because I wasn't fully sober yet, the Crown Princess, who had been lingering at the main gate, greeted me with a smile that warmed the heart.

Seeing that smile filled me with self-loathing. I'm sorry, Your Highness. This wretched soul dared to think something unforgivable.

"Yes, Your Highness. It is indeed a good morning since I've been blessed with your presence."
"Hehe, is that so?"

The Crown Princess laughed softly as I bowed my head in response. Thanks to her, the self-loathing in my heart subsided a little.

"But Your Highness, why are you outside in this cold wind?"

I carefully asked as I raised my head again.

The weather wasn't particularly nice for a morning walk. As winter approached, the mornings had become quite chilly.

"I was waiting for the Head of the Audit Department. I heard you hadn't arrived yet, and I knew you would need to stop by the palace before returning to the Academy."
"I am deeply honored, Your Highness."

I quickly bowed my head at her words, which essentially meant she had been waiting for me.

'Damn it.'

My teeth chattered. If I had known this would happen, I would have just gone straight back without any consultation. I made a high-ranking person wait because of my aimless wandering.

Fortunately, the Crown Princess didn't seem to mind as she gently patted my shoulder and spoke softly.

"It's fine. I just came out, so I haven't been waiting long."
"But to have made Your Highness wait—"
"It's really fine. Actually, I wanted to thank the Head of the Audit Department. I would have been disappointed if I hadn't seen you."

At those words, I slightly raised my head. Thank me? What could I have done to deserve the Crown Princess's gratitude?

Before I could open my mouth to ask what she meant, the Crown Princess, reading my confusion, continued with a gentle smile.

"Lady Erzsebet is a very precious junior to me."
'Ah.'

I nodded, now understanding what this was about.

And I felt somewhat relieved. So the Section Chief of the 1st Section didn't bite her tongue and collapse. That's good—she truly has remarkable mental strength.

"Both the Crown Prince and I have found comfort in Lady Erzsebet. She was almost the only one who sincerely congratulated us on our marriage."
"She sounds like a good junior."
"Yes, she truly is a wonderful junior."

The Crown Princess's smile never left her face as she seemed to recall those memories.

"Now that she has found her path, how could I not be happy?"

Her voice carried relief and joy—a voice that anyone could tell genuinely cared for the Section Chief of the 1st Section.

It's truly surprising and new every time. How could the dignified Crown Princess and the Section Chief of the 1st Section be close seniors and juniors? How did they become friends? Does the Section Chief have some kind of mind control app?

'No wonder she's so good at extracting information.'

With a mind control app, her interrogation results would naturally be excellent.


"Of course, Lady Erzsebet's path is not one she walks alone, but one she creates together with others."

I couldn't bring myself to respond to her gentle voice. It was an ambiguous statement that was difficult to either affirm or deny.

If I agreed, it would be like admitting I had accepted the Section Chief's confession. If I denied it, it would be like saying I had rejected her...

"And whether you can create it together remains to be seen."

As if aware of my dilemma, the Crown Princess patted my shoulder again.

"Just giving Lady Erzsebet... Eri, that child, a chance to dream. Promising to see her for who she truly is."

"For that alone, I am deeply grateful to the Head of the Audit Department," she added, with a face that looked as if she might achieve enlightenment at any moment.

Your Highness, you must have suffered greatly.

I returned to the Academy after being seen off by the Crown Princess.

The Crown Prince was busy, so I didn't see him. Fortunately—if I had seen that bastard first thing in the morning, my day would have been ruined.

'What a mess.'

Perhaps because of the sudden change of location, the faint smell became stronger. It's unfortunate that I'm the one emitting it.

The smell of alcohol from drinking all night and the wild scent acquired from rolling on the ground. It's too humiliating to give off such an aroma at the Academy, the center of learning.

'Damn it.'

My head ached for reasons other than the hangover. The Head of the Audit Department, drunk and sleeping in the national cemetery. It's a black mark on my history that will fuel social gossip for a while and be remembered forever. A black mark I created with my own hands.

Still, at least it's a black mark without witnesses. If someone had caught me ranting in real-time, I might have really submitted my resignation and disappeared. Yes, the situation could be worse.

'...Of all things, alcohol.'

I tried to console myself, but as soon as the word "alcohol" came to mind, even that self-consolation began to waver precariously.

Anything else would have been fine. If I had eaten something else and caused a disturbance, it wouldn't have been this embarrassing. But damn it, why did it have to be alcohol?

"JOOOOOO-KAAAAA!"

When that voice, loud enough to appear in nightmares, came to mind, I squeezed my eyes shut.

Alcohol automatically links me to the Wise Duke. I can already hear the whispers: "Since the Head of the Audit Department's aunt is the Wise Duke..."

'Shit.'

Now there's no way to prevent my reputation from being shattered. It would be better for my mental health to ignore it and just go wash up...

—But that plan collapsed miserably before it could even begin.

"Oh, Department Head. How's your back? It must have been a while since you slept outdoors."
"Shut up."

As soon as I entered my quarters, I received a communication from the Section Chief of the 2nd Section. And immediately after answering, I was hit with a black history attack.

I expected him to find out quickly since he's always digging up news from the Capital, but I didn't think it would be this fast. Or perhaps rumors are spreading faster than I anticipated.

"Come on, why are you like this? You should accept your subordinate's sincere concern with a smile."

Seeing the Section Chief of the 2nd Section snickering, I couldn't help but grip the communication crystal tightly.

The advancement of magic is desperately needed. We need magic that allows us to hit someone through a communication crystal. The Magic-Ending Duke could probably make it happen somehow.

After laughing for quite some time, the Section Chief of the 2nd Section looked around and then said in a low voice:

"Still, I'm suppressing the rumors about the Section Chief of the 1st Section as much as possible. I can't completely stop them, but I'm doing what I can."
"...Good job."

My response was delayed due to the unexpected statement.


It's true that I was preoccupied with the sleeping outdoors incident, but the Section Chief of the 1st Section's breakdown is also a significant event.

No matter how late at night or how deserted the street was, the Capital is still the Capital—a city that never sleeps. There could easily be witnesses anywhere.

'Perfect for misunderstandings.'

The Section Chief of the 1st Section sobbing in front of the Head of the Audit Department. This could easily lead to rumors of internal division within the Audit Department.

Even if people don't know it was the Section Chief of the 1st Section who was crying, it's still a problem. No, it's an even bigger problem. The Head of the Audit Department, who received a confession from the Magic-Ending Duke, made a lady cry in the middle of the night. Isn't that an even more ridiculous rumor than internal division in the Audit Department?

"Well, it was easier than expected. You created a bigger incident, so attention shifted there."
"I see..."

I feel strange. It seems fortunate, but it's terrible; it's terrible, but fortunate.

"Besides, the Section Chief of the 1st Section was dressed normally. People know someone was crying, but almost no one knows it was her."
"That's a relief."
"Some are even saying it might have been the Magic-Ending Duke because of the white hair."
"Those idiots."

I couldn't help but laugh at that. Why would the Magic-Ending Duke come up in this context?

For a moment, I tried to imagine the Magic-Ending Duke bursting into tears in front of me, but I couldn't even picture it. That's how absurd the situation would be.

The Section Chief of the 2nd Section seemed to feel the same way, as his briefly serious expression quickly crumbled, and he started snickering again.

"Anyway, congratulations on your three wives."
"What?"
"Isn't that right? The Section Chief of the 1st Section just arrived at work, and she's grinning from ear to ear."

Seeing him laugh again, I felt an itch in my mouth.

'It's five, you bastard.'

I barely swallowed the words that had risen to the tip of my tongue. Somehow, I felt that if I told this bastard, rumors would spread throughout the entire Empire within a day.

"Don't worry about my wives; take care of your own."

My counterattack made the Section Chief of the 2nd Section clamp his mouth shut.

He's not the only one who knows my weaknesses. I also know just the right critical hit to use against him.

"It seems like you'll get married before me."

As I spoke with a sneer, the Section Chief of the 2nd Section's gaze slowly dropped. Seeing that reaction filled me with immense satisfaction.

I know that the Section Chief of the 2nd Section is passionately dating the Minister's niece. I see her face whenever I visit Gerhardt's lab, and I've also heard it directly from Christina herself.

I didn't realize there was even more significant news.

"The Minister has summoned the Section Chief of the 2nd Section. He said that since you're both of age, you should get married immediately. He warned that if you hesitate, he'll consider it as you just playing with the girl."

The Deputy Head's calm report from a while ago, though the content was anything but calm.

I laughed for a long time after hearing that. The Section Chief of the 2nd Section, who had been drifting here and there, ended up messing with the wrong person and now seems set to settle down.

"You've had plenty of dating experience, so now it's time for marriage experience."
"How can you say the same thing as my father?"

Seeing the Section Chief of the 2nd Section speak as if disgusted, I understand how his father must have felt.

He must have been an unfilial son who worried his father...

'He worried me too.'

At work, a subordinate who worries his boss; at home, a son who worries his father.

He truly is a remarkable bastard.

"A provocation about 'having three wives,' countered with 'you're getting married soon.' After exchanging lethal verbal blows that wounded with the slightest touch, only a painful silence remained.

Teasing him about my three wives is pointless when the Section Chief is closer to getting a wife than I am. And mocking him about his upcoming marriage is equally futile when I might end up married multiple times myself.

We'd stumbled upon a miraculous formula where hurting the other meant hurting oneself—a verbal battle where only losers remained.

"Shall we stop?"
"Yes."

The Section Chief broke our gloomy silence with a ceasefire proposal. Perhaps imagining the Minister attending his wedding, his expression was clouded with deep concern.

I felt pleased seeing the man who provoked me first looking so dejected, but then realized my own expression probably looked no better.

What were we even fighting about?

"Hey, Christina would be too good for you anyway. Don't take it so hard."

After a moment's hesitation, I spoke carefully.

No matter what, it wouldn't do for the groom-to-be to feel this miserable. I wasn't sure exactly when the wedding would be, but knowing the Minister's personality, it would likely be early next year at the latest.

A bizarre situation where I was licking the wounds I'd inflicted. Still, offering some comfort seemed appropriate.

"There's nothing better than marriage for a new noble trying to enter high society. You started dating her because you liked her, right?"

The Baron Family, the Section Chief's house, was a newbie noble family that had just received their title. Unfortunately, nobles aren't exactly the type to welcome newcomers, making it difficult for newcomers to enter the social circle filled with stagnant water.

But what if that newcomer was connected to the current Minister of Finance? Nobles would come flocking to the Baron Family with their eyes rolled back in excitement.

Despite my valuable advice, the Section Chief's expression remained indifferent.

"I'm already popular. There's probably not a single lady in the Capital who doesn't know me."
"You're bragging, you lunatic."

I worried for nothing. The most useless things in the world are worrying about ministers and section chiefs—I'd forgotten that.

'...Why did he approve?'

After hearing the Section Chief's words, I felt confused. By his own admission, this guy boasts an impressive dating history. The Minister must know this, so why would he connect his niece with someone like him?

Of course, their relationship formed through their own free will, but wasn't it the Minister who cemented it with marriage? If it were me, I'd tell them to break up immediately if someone like him got involved with my relative.

There are two possibilities: either the Minister really dislikes his niece, or the niece is completely smitten with the Section Chief.

Since the Minister is a family man who wouldn't mistreat his niece, it must be the latter.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"No, nothing."

After briefly examining the Section Chief, I reached a conclusion.

'She must have unusual taste.'

The niece simply has unconventional preferences.

Well, she comes from a good family but chose to become a graduate student in an obscure field. She's definitely not an ordinary person.

"Have a beautiful love."

An extraordinary groom and an extraordinary bride. Plus extraordinary guests. There couldn't be a more perfect match.

"Hang in there, sir. It's hard to walk the tightrope when you're involved with multiple women."
"Speaking from experience?"
"Speaking from experience."

As soon as he finished speaking, the Section Chief and I nodded simultaneously.

I should definitely remember what he just said and relay it to his niece or the Minister.

Even after ending the call, I couldn't wash up and just kept fiddling with the communication device. The bomb the Section Chief dropped at the end kept lingering in my mind.

"By the way, the Princess must be having a hard time too. Are you taking her on dates?"
"Huh?"
"From your reaction, I can tell you haven't even thought about it."

The Section Chief shook his head as if I were pathetic. I felt a surge of anger, but since it concerned Margareta, I listened quietly.

"The Princess must be as troubled as you are. How could anyone be at peace when the number of women who have to share her husband keeps increasing?"

His words made me realize my oversight. True, my own mental state was so precarious that I hadn't given it proper thought.

Yes, she definitely wouldn't be at peace. Even in a world where polygamy is commonplace, human emotions are a separate matter. Only the Golden Duke, who perfectly controls even those emotions, would be crazy enough to handle it.

Of course, since the Iron-Blooded Duke has multiple wives, Margareta must be accustomed to polygamy. Both Luise and Irina said they received Margareta's permission.


But the Magic-Ending Duke's confession happened without Margareta's consent. Something beyond her preparation occurred, so Margareta must be confused too.

"When the legal wife goes mad with jealousy, knife fights break out immediately. Don't treat her like a fish you've caught—care for her with affection."

The words were harsh, but not incorrect, so I didn't deny them.

"As an experienced person, your advice is convincingly wild."
"Well, unlike some people, I've never been caught."

If only he hadn't said that last part. That bastard.

Anyway, the Section Chief's advice left me with complicated thoughts. Margareta, whose mind must be as confused as mine due to this confession bug, yet who hasn't voiced a single complaint.

Perhaps, as the Section Chief suggested, I've unconsciously been thinking of Margareta as a fish I've caught. Thinking, 'Margareta will understand,' 'Margareta will be fine.'

I'd deserve being called a bastard. If someone is precious to you, you should treat them better, not carelessly.

'This is actually good timing.'

I glanced at the calendar on the table. It was almost the end of November.

And Margareta's birthday is at the end of November. No matter what kind of bastard I am, I remember that much.

'...What should I do?'

But remembering a birthday is just the bare minimum. What's truly important is what to do for the birthday.

As for a date, both Margareta and I are stuck at the Academy, so our range of activities is limited. Actually, thanks to that limitation, Margareta would probably be happy just going to the city surrounding the Academy.

The problem is the gift.

'I have no idea.'

No matter how much I think, I can't come up with an answer. Sadly, I've never given or received birthday gifts.

Before my possession, I didn't know my actual birth date and just used the day I was abandoned in front of the orphanage as a substitute.

It wasn't really a day to celebrate, and the orphanage wasn't well-off, so I have no memory of receiving gifts. And since I never received any, I never gave any either.

'Nothing's changed now either.'

Birthdays remained meaningless even after possession. This body's birthday isn't my birthday, is it?

So whenever someone tried to give me something, I'd politely refuse or just stash it in storage. Actually, I can't even remember what I've received so far.

'My first gift.'

Despite my complicated thoughts, a smile escaped. This is the first time I'm giving someone a birthday gift. I never expected that someone to be Margareta.

Yes, it's my first. Since it's my first, I should think about it more seriously. If necessary, I could even ask someone else for advice.

'Someone else.'

A gift that a noble lady of Margareta's age would like. Actually, it would be easier to ask Luise—

"Brother. I'm sorry, but could you hold your breath for about three minutes? Five would be even better."

Remembering Luise's serious expression, I immediately discarded that idea. Asking someone who confessed to me about a gift for another woman? Even someone as kind as Luise would be angry. Irina is excluded for the same reason.

If I give up on gender and just focus on peers, there's Erich. Plus, unlike me, Erich is the type who shows his face in social circles, so he probably has more gift-giving experience.

"Brother. Are you crazy?"

Of course, asking Erich isn't sane either. Asking for relationship advice from Erich, who's already on the verge of punching me for taking his sister? I'd have nothing to say even if he immediately claimed the family heir position.

So for various reasons, I can't even properly consult anyone. Was my social circle this narrow—

"Ah."

A good idea came to mind.

***

I kept wiping my eyes with the handkerchief Laura handed me.

"Stop crying. You'll collapse at this rate."

Laura's eyes were also red, so she wasn't one to talk.

When I stared at her without saying anything, she turned her gaze away, seemingly embarrassed. Even though she was crying too.

Of course, crying is natural in this situation, so I understand. I just wish Laura would understand me too.


'Kal...'

I carefully wiped away the tears that formed in my eyes again. The news that suddenly came this morning was truly earth-shattering.

"Madam. I thought you should know too, so I contacted you."

A call from the Countess with whom I regularly communicate and maintain a close relationship.

I was puzzled by her somewhat restless expression, but since she's not one to speak without substance, I told her to speak freely. Besides, unlike me, she stays in the Capital, so she might have important information.

"The Audit Department Head..."

But I was the one who felt uncomfortable listening.

"Is it really true?"
"I found it hard to believe too, but it seems to be true."

Her hesitant yet confident words made me feel like I was losing my mind. If someone of a Countess's stature says "it seems to be true," it's already established fact in social circles.

My mind went blank. I had heard news that was impossible to believe, news that would tear my heart if true.

News that Kal, that child, had fallen asleep in the National Cemetery. And that he had fallen asleep drunk among the graves of his past comrades.

"I'm sorry to bring such news. But I thought you should know."
"...Thank you, Countess."

I nodded gently to the Countess, who seemed at a loss, as if she were the guilty one.

Yes, it's sad news—but precisely because it's sad, I needed to know. I needed to know at least a little of that child's sorrow and pain.

So I maintained the most composed expression I could. Just until the call ended. As soon as I put down the communication device, tears poured out as if my eyes were broken.

"Why don't you try contacting him?"

I shook my head at Laura's careful suggestion.

"Would he... even answer?"

At those words, Laura also fell silent.

Kal has never shown weakness since childhood. After becoming an adult, he even developed a cold side.

Such a child surrendered himself to alcohol, let go of everything, and fell asleep in front of a grave. If I contacted him now, would he even answer? Wouldn't I just be provoking him?

"For now, let's wait."

In the end, that was all I could say.

I hate myself so much right now. If I had been a normal mother, I would have had the courage to contact Kal immediately.

No, perhaps Kal might have shown me his heart in the first place.

'We still have a long way to go.'

I was happy thinking that my relationship with Kal was improving, but we still have a long way to go.

The communication device emitted light.

"Ah, Mother."

When I realized it was Kal who was calling, tears that I had barely held back almost flowed again—

"I'm sorry for the sudden call, but what would be a good gift for a lady?"

At those words, the tears that were about to come out retreated.

I briefly made eye contact with Laura, who was standing behind the communication device. She nodded vigorously.

'Relationship advice.'

My heart, which felt like it was about to be torn apart, started pounding at Kal's words.

I'm so fickle. My mood lifts so easily just thinking that my son is relying on me.

"Is it a gift for the Princess?"
"...Yes."

But seeing Kal nod sheepishly, a smile naturally formed on my face.

Perhaps the distance between Kal and me wasn't as far as I thought.

I really am fickle.

# What Makes a Good Birthday Gift?

The answer to that question was closer than I expected.

'The advice of someone with experience is best.'

Mother. I had my mother. She had already married the family head and maintained a marriage of over twenty years—a living witness.

During that time, they must have exchanged countless gifts. No matter how stoic, strict, and serious the family head might be, he surely gave gifts to his wife.

If I could reference what my mother received, choosing a gift would be simple. I don't know why I made such an easy problem so complicated.

"Gifts..."

But seeing my mother's serious contemplation made me anxious.

Could it be he never gave her anything? Really? If he neglected his wife, her family wouldn't stand for it. Could the family head have made such a mistake?

'Maybe I shouldn't have asked.'

Cold sweat ran down my back. Had I accidentally stirred up twenty years of resentment from someone who never received a single gift?

"The young lady will like whatever she receives. I loved everything I got from Billy."
"Is that so?"

Fortunately, her answer was quite positive, and I felt relieved. She wasn't troubled because she hadn't received anything, but because there were too many choices.

"Yes. I received many things from Billy, but each one was truly precious."

Seeing my mother's gentle smile, I felt somewhat puzzled. If she spoke like that, she must have received quite a lot, which was surprising considering the family head's gift-giving offensive.

I couldn't imagine it. Did he just bring a raw gemstone from some mine and say "I picked this up on the way"?

"But surely there must be something particularly memorable?"
"Hmm."

I spoke up, trying to shake off thoughts about the family head.

I didn't contact her for obvious advice like "she'll like anything." Of course Margareta would like whatever she received. She still carries around the fan I gave her last year.

Still, as this is my first birthday gift to her, I want to give something truly impressive and unforgettable.

"There is something."

I naturally leaned toward the communication device.

Yes, of course there was. No matter how much she liked everything, there must be something that stood out.

"For our first anniversary, Billy suddenly took me somewhere."

My mother closed her eyes briefly, as if recalling that time. A subtle smile played on her lips, suggesting it was quite a pleasant memory.

"He gave me a small hill as a gift, covered with flowers I loved."
"What?"

What the hell? What did I just hear?

"My fifth birthday after marriage was also incredible. There was a newly opened shop in the Capital by a fairly famous designer, and he bought the entire store for me."
"Ah, yes..."

This was equally hard to believe. I'd heard of "everything from here to there," but never buying an entire store.

Wait, did that designer go out of business right after opening?

"The designer also signed a lifetime contract with the Kracius family. He still handles my and Billy's clothing, so it's a gift that has lasted."

Well, that's good...

I just nodded blankly as my mother continued to pour out memories with a warm smile.

"And most recently—"
'There's more?'

This is strange. The image of the family head in my mind is becoming increasingly bizarre.

I thought he was the type of man who would bleed molten iron if stabbed, but he's been committing acts too outlandish even for a soap opera.

"My lady."
"Ah."

My mind grew hazier as my mother's stories continued. Fortunately, the head maid interrupted her, bringing an end to the endless stream of memories.

Belatedly stopping, my mother cleared her throat softly, perhaps embarrassed about flaunting her intimate relationship in front of her son, but honestly, I can't remember half of what I heard.

"...You must have been very happy."

A brief silence. I was the one who broke that awkward silence. Though my mother was the one who went overboard, I was the one who provided the opportunity.


And at my words, my mother smiled again.

"I was embarrassed."
"Pardon?"

She says that so boldly after everything she just said?

"I was truly embarrassed at the time. I would have been satisfied with just a bouquet of flowers, but suddenly there were hills and stores and such grand gestures."

But despite her words of embarrassment, my mother's voice remained serene.

"But if I was embarrassed receiving them, how do you think Billy felt giving them? Kal, does Billy seem like an affectionate person to you?"
"No."

At my firm answer, my mother smiled somewhat bitterly but nodded in agreement.

"Yes, that's right. But such a person worried about me and overcame his embarrassment to give me gifts. I didn't just receive material things from Billy, but his time and sincerity."
"......"

Not just material things, but time and sincerity.

In other words, she was happy to receive them because she knew the other person had put thought into them for her sake.

"Was that somewhat helpful?"
"Of course."

My mother asked carefully when I fell silent.

Honestly, it wasn't particularly helpful advice. In the end, isn't it just saying "she'll like whatever you choose if you put effort into it"?

Still, it was sincere advice given to a son who suddenly contacted her. I can't call such advice useless. Besides, it seems my mother was happier about the family head's sincerity than anything else.

"I'll prepare something with all my sincerity as well."
"Yes. She'll surely be delighted."

I hope so.

After ending the call, I fell back into contemplation. After all this, I'm back to square one. I still have to prepare the gift myself.

Still, my mind is a bit more at ease than before. I've let go of the obsession that the gift must be special and impressive.

'Should I buy a hill too?'

For a moment, a crazy thought crossed my mind. The family head's extravagant gestures were so impressive that it instinctively came to mind.

And then I thought about my current assets.

'...I could probably afford a few.'

The miracle of civil service life—income increases while expenses decrease. Thanks to that, my wealth has multiplied like rabbits.

Though I can't touch the real assets like the county as I'm still the young lord, the money I've earned as the Audit Department Head is not insignificant.

But that was just a passing thought. What good would it do to give Margareta, who's at the Academy, a hill as a gift when she wouldn't see it until after graduation?

And there's the most decisive problem.

'She probably already owns several.'

The sad reality that Margareta is likely richer than me.

No matter how high a civil servant's salary might be, it can't compare to a ducal family. Moreover, Margareta monopolizes the affection of the ducal family regardless of succession order. She might have played marbles with gold coins as a child.

A hill for such a Margareta? She would probably be happy about receiving a cute gift. And I would die of shame.

'Trophy husband.'

That thought even crossed my mind. A wealthy wife, a less wealthy husband.

Yes. In fact, I was born with the fate of being a trophy husband. No wonder the position of Audit Department Head felt burdensome and heavy. It's because I'm not living according to my destined fate but shouldering an excessive position.

...Right?

'Damn it.'

My head hurt again. It's difficult to give something to someone who grew up wanting for nothing.

Should I just say I'm the gift? Give her a "Free Use of Kal for a Day" voucher?

"I can only have Kal for one day? Will you leave me after today?"

No, that would backfire.

Then simply a blank check, promising to do whatever she wants?

"I wanted to receive even a single flower with Kal's sincerity... Was that too greedy...?"


Damn, that's not it either.

This is driving me crazy. I can't see the best outcome, but the worst futures are clearly visible.

Well, is that fortunate? At least I can anticipate problems before they happen.

"When the legal wife goes mad with jealousy, knife fights break out immediately. Don't think of her as a caught fish; care for her with affection."

Suddenly, I remembered what the Section Chief of the 2nd Section had said. In a way, this was the fundamental advice that started this worry.

Legal wife, jealousy, affection...

'Ah.'

A rather good gift idea came to mind.

A gift that would alleviate Margareta's anxiety and the best gift I could give.

I was just making things difficult and digging myself into a hole for nothing.

***

When my fourth sister suddenly contacted me, I was both puzzled and pleased. My fourth sister had given me various pieces of advice about love. I had actually benefited a lot from her guidance.

Of course, Kal and I are close even without such advice, but wouldn't a deeper relationship be better?

And I immediately regretted answering the call with such a light heart.

"Marg. Are you okay?"

My fourth sister asked worriedly. But I couldn't respond in time and just stared blankly at the communication device.

I couldn't comprehend what I had heard. I wished my sister was playing a bad joke. Then I could just pout a little and forgive her.

But I knew that wasn't the case, that my sister wouldn't make such jokes. That's why I couldn't say anything now.

"Sister..."
"Yes, Marg. Tell me."

When I finally managed to speak, my sister nodded hastily.

"What... what should I do... in this situation?"

My mind simply wouldn't work. I don't know how to handle this situation.

I didn't even know Kal had gone to the Capital. Actually, that part doesn't matter. It could be a work issue that he kept secret, something he could finish quickly, so he might have gone without saying anything.

But what happened in the Capital, that was something I couldn't just overlook.

'At the cemetery...'

Tears fell without my realizing. I could see my sister flustering, but I couldn't respond.

If Kal went to the cemetery, it's obvious whom he met. The friends he said he had lost before, and his lover.

Jealousy—no, it's not that. It's disappointing that I'm not the first love of the person I love, but I'm not jealous enough of someone who's no longer here. Besides, if I were jealous, would I forbid him from going to the cemetery? That would only cause Kal pain.

It just hurt that Kal collapsed in front of the cemetery, that he who doesn't enjoy drinking got so drunk.

'He must have been more confused than anyone.'

My senses finally returned. After the banquet celebrating Her Highness the Crown Princess's birthday, I was extremely anxious. That's why I urgently pushed Lady Luise and Lady Irina.

And though I didn't express it, I resented Kal a little, just a little. If only we had been engaged earlier, none of this would have happened. I wouldn't have had to worry so much.

'How selfish.'

It's a terribly selfish thought. For a while, I forgot because Kal smiled as if nothing was wrong, embraced me, and loved me. It hasn't been long since Kal shared the burden in his heart.

Memories of the past, past relationships still remain within him. He's still recovering from his wounds.

'And yet...'

And yet I resented Kal. I should have been grateful that he looked at me, but I wanted more.

Instead of embracing Kal who must be more confused than anyone, instead of comforting him.

'I just... resented him...'

Why am I so short-sighted?

And that day, Kal didn't come to the vice president's office.

That night, I also cried silently alone in bed.

It's a sad day. There won't be a sadder day than today.

I bought a satisfying gift. Even if I had thought about it more, I couldn't have found a better present.

Yes, I was overthinking it. It's not like I'm giving her a once-in-a-lifetime gift—there should be something appropriate for a first birthday present.

'This is the only option.'

I looked down at the case in my hand. More precisely, at the ring carefully stored inside the case.

I briefly considered whether to go with a ruby that matched Margareta's hair color, or an emerald like her eyes, but I simply went with a diamond. Even in this world, diamonds are treated as the finest gems.

Of course, Margareta could probably play jacks with diamonds, but a ring is a gift where symbolism matters more than price. It's something that only has value when received from someone else, not when bought for oneself.

'Perfect.'

Relief and satisfaction welled up from deep within my chest. The perfect gift to ease Margareta's anxiety, the best I could offer.

It truly is perfect. This is the best choice I could make before the New Year's ceremony. Margareta will be genuinely happy.

"This ring adjusts its size to fit the wearer."
"Oh."

Plus, the size was the only thing I was worried about. I've held Margareta's hand many times, so I could have guessed, but the power of magic is great. Apparently, whatever you buy adjusts itself automatically.

So I gave a small tip on top of the hush money to keep my visit a secret. A merchant who satisfies customers should earn more, of course.

'Three days from now.'

I turned my gaze to the calendar. A date I had emphasized in red several times, just in case I might forget.

In exactly three days, it will be Margareta's birthday. I just need to keep it thoroughly hidden until then and give her the gift on the day. That's why I didn't go to the vice president's office today. I didn't want to risk giving it away by failing to control my expression.

I feel bad about not even letting her know I wouldn't be coming today, but I'll just say I was too busy to contact her. It's not a lie—my mind was occupied with choosing a gift.

The next day, when I visited the vice president's office, its usual occupant wasn't there.

'What's going on?'

I thought she might have stepped out, but that wasn't the case.

"She's absent?"
"Yes. She called in this morning. She said it's just a cold, so there's no need to worry too much, but..."

I just nodded at the president's words and quickly left. If Margareta isn't there, I have no reason to be in the student council room. I'd only be disrupting council business.

Still, I feel a bit bitter. If I had known I wouldn't see her today, I would have just come yesterday. I could have at least contacted her.

'A cold, huh.'

And I don't trust the assurance that there's no need to worry. It's not that I don't trust the president, but I know Margareta too well to believe it.

Margareta, who values appearances so highly, is absent. If it were just a few coughs, she would have come without thinking twice.

It's definitely not a mild cold. With the weather getting colder, could she have caught the flu?

'Even magic doesn't work on illness.'

Sadly, this continent's healing methods are all-in on treating wounds. They can repair severed limbs and internal organ damage in the blink of an eye, but they're weak against minor ailments like colds and headaches.

Fortunately, it's not as bad as "Where does a headache come from? The head! Let's destroy it!" level of weakness, but it's still not something that can be cured in a day. That wasn't possible even in the world before my possession.

'Of all days, today.'

Imagining Margareta groaning in bed, I felt a wave of guilt.

It would have hurt my heart if this had happened on any other day, but it had to happen right after I stood her up for a surprise. I can't help but wonder if it's my fault.

Of course, I'm not some plague god who controls colds, so it's just my ego talking, but I still can't help feeling concerned.

'I should contact her first.'

I took out my communication orb with a suppressed sigh. I'll first ask if she's okay, and if Margareta says she's fine, I should pay her a sick visit.

Going to the girls' dormitory might be a bit awkward, but what does that matter when Margareta is sick? If necessary, I'll even dress as a woman to go.

...But my message never reached Margareta.

'Damn it.'

I feel like my blood is running dry. Is this really just a cold? She hasn't fainted or anything, has she?

***

I spent the entire day lying in bed. I just blinked weakly, staring up at the ceiling.

'I should get up...'


This isn't right. I am a member of the Valenti ducal family, the vice president of the student council at the historic Imperial Academy.

I need to show a demeanor worthy of the name I carry. I must always appear dignified and responsible. That's what people expect of me, what I need to show to live as myself.

But unlike my mind, my body refused to get up.

'I'm being dramatic.'

A bitter smile crossed my face. I felt pathetic and ashamed of myself for crying alone, feeling helpless alone, and lying here alone.

I cried by myself even knowing that Kal still has wounds in his heart. Even knowing I was too greedy with Kal, even knowing I should be the first to embrace him.

How pathetic. Will Kal's wounds heal if I stay like this? Will my greed be undone if I stay like this?

'He'll just worry about me.'

That's the kind of person Kal is. Someone who talks about the wounds tearing his own heart as if they're nothing, yet makes a fuss over others' injuries as if they're fatal.

Someone who will suffer more the more I act like this. I know, I know too well.

...No, can I really say I know Kal well?

I don't know. I don't know anything. If I had known him well, I wouldn't have neglected him to the point where he had to visit a grave.

Yet I was proud, thinking I knew Kal well, that Kal and I had a destined relationship.

'Destiny...'

Now that word "destiny" constricts my chest.

Yes, I thought it was destiny. Thanks to Father, who cherishes his youngest daughter so much, my standards for a husband grew higher by the day, and I thought I would marry somewhat later.

Then Kal appeared like a comet. He met Father's demanding conditions and captured my heart—a destined man.

That's why I thought it was destiny. This man is my destiny, this meeting is our destiny.

'It can't be destiny.'

If our meeting is destiny, is Kal losing his first love also destiny? Is it destiny that he suffers from wounds that cannot be erased?

It shouldn't be destiny. It can't be. If Kal's sorrow was destiny for meeting me, it would mean Kal had to suffer for my happiness.

I can't bear such a destiny. I find myself terribly hateful for having enjoyed calling it destiny until now.

"I'm sorry..."

I buried my face in my pillow and murmured. It was an apology no one could hear, but I opened my mouth again and again.

I'm sorry for saying I love you but not seeing your pain.

I'm sorry for only thinking about my own difficulties.

"I'm sorry..."

I'm sorry for thinking your death was destiny.

I'm sorry for not being able to comfort the pain of the man you loved—

- Knock knock

An apology to Kal, to the person Kal first loved.

But even that I couldn't do properly. The sudden sound cut off my thoughts.

How pathetic. I'm someone who can't even apologize.

"Huh...?"

I slightly raised my head to look at where the sound came from, and a dumbfounded noise escaped me.

It wasn't the door being knocked on, but the window. And a familiar face visible through the window.

'Kal?'

Seeing Kal waving his hand, my mind froze.

Why is Kal at the girls' dormitory? And if he came, why is he outside instead of inside?

No, wait, my room is on the third floor?

...A ghost?

***


Right after the Second Prince's faction fell from power, or to put it differently, when they were still stubbornly refusing to admit their utter defeat.

Back then, there were bastards who would lock their mansion doors and resist even when the Audit Department tried to carry out legitimate enforcement. The more they resisted, the more charges piled up against them. Crazy fools.

Anyway, while they were holding out, the audit targets might burn important documents. We needed an unconventional, rapid entry.

"...What are you doing?"
"Practicing walking on water. If I step with the other foot before sinking, wouldn't it be possible?"

That's when I thought of Valter. This inexperienced friend received help from someone in the grave.

I witnessed in real-time his ridiculous attempts to walk on water, and the eccentric saga of how he eventually succeeded. Thanks to that, I knew how it could be done.

I applied that technique to climb walls. As long as my feet touched the wall, I could climb up any number of floors.

So I broke windows and infiltrated. Those bastards, their expressions were quite a sight to see.

"So I'm not a ghost or anything like that. Besides, what kind of ghost wanders around in broad daylight?"

That sight must have been terrifying for a well-raised noble lady. When our eyes met through the window, Margareta's face instantly turned pale, and she fell from the bed as if rolling off.

"I-I'm sorry. I thought maybe Kal... had done something extreme..."

Margareta bit her lip hard and hiccupped after saying that much.

A completely groundless misunderstanding. I'm going to live a long time. A really, really long time. It would be unfair to die before the minister, and someday I want to retire and enjoy a peaceful life as a retiree.

Still, I understood why Margareta had this misunderstanding, so I quietly comforted her.

'How far has it spread?'

Unfortunately, the homeless incident had reached Margareta's ears too. I knew she would hear about it eventually, but I didn't expect it to be this soon.

I wonder if that bastard Section Chief of the 2nd Section is deliberately spreading rumors about me to cover up the rumors about the 1st Section Chief.

"Don't worry, Mar. Where would I go without you?"

At those words, Margareta cried even more sorrowfully. This is troublesome. Usually, this kind of reassurance worked.

Is it because I didn't show my face yesterday? Certainly, if someone who was staggering drunk didn't show up the next day, it would seem serious. She probably thinks my comfort is forced.

Damn it. If I had known this would happen, I would have postponed buying the gift. It's a birthday present I was going to give on her birthday anyway, so there was no need to buy it in advance.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry..."
"Pardon?"

I couldn't find an appropriate response to this sudden apology. In this situation, I should be the one apologizing.

But Margareta just kept repeating that she was sorry while in my arms. If she had complained about why I didn't come yesterday, that would have been understandable.

"I'm sorry, I, I don't know anything about Kal..."

The words "You can get to know me from now on" stopped at the tip of my tongue. The expression on Margareta's face as she looked up was too devastating.

Right now, nothing I say will work. Even if I act like nothing's wrong, Margareta won't accept it.

"I just showed off, just got jealous..."

Margareta continued with a face full of guilt, but I couldn't understand what she was saying.

Showed off? Jealous?

'Did she?'

I can see that Margareta's standards and mine are very different.

"I said I would wait until Kal opened his heart, but all I did was wait. I should have helped even a little..."

Again, I couldn't understand. What's wrong with waiting when I asked her to wait?

Rather, if Margareta had actively tried to provide mental care, it would have been embarrassing. The person I pushed away because of my personal circumstances would then be trying to comfort those very circumstances.

"Kal... it's late, but really late... can I be of help to you?"

My head is spinning. Margareta is already a great help just by being by my side.

And the ring case in my pocket felt unbearably heavy.

'Two days left.'

Just two days until her birthday.

And in those two days, I've caused a major incident that made the birthday girl cry.

I seem to have bought a cursed ring, not a magical one. Just my luck.

I had the rational suspicion that I'd purchased something strange that made Margareta cry. Otherwise, I couldn't understand why she suddenly burst into tears.

'Help, she says.'

And that was the most incomprehensible part.

Having Margareta by my side, waiting for me, was already something I was grateful for. But wanting to be more helpful than she already was? How?

My mind was in chaos, but I needed to say something. In this situation, silence couldn't be golden. It would only make Margareta's state worse.

"Mar. You're already helping me more than anyone else."
"That's a lie."

Despite my sincere words, Margareta firmly shook her head. She was still sobbing, but her words didn't falter.

"Then why, why did you go to the Capital without telling me? Why were you alone at the cemetery?"

Seeing Margareta continue with trembling eyes, I almost let out a sigh.

The reason I went to the Capital? The Crown Prince simply invited me for a meal. I went with a light heart, expecting to return the same day.

Of course, crawling on all fours in the cemetery was an unexpected situation. How could I have imagined receiving a confession from the Section Chief?

'How can I explain that?'

After four years as a civil servant, I've reached the point where I can put on a thick face when needed, but even that has its limits.

How could I tell Margareta, who was already confused because of the Magic-Ending Duke, "My subordinate confessed to me, so I needed to clear my head"? Unless I was completely tactless, I couldn't bring myself to say it.

Besides, I didn't expect rumors to spread so quickly. I was caught before I could even think of a suitable excuse.

"Is it because I'm not reliable enough for you, Kal?"

As she hung her head and murmured pitifully, I almost sighed.

It wasn't because she wasn't reliable. I just didn't want to burden Margareta, and I thought I could handle it alone. The embarrassment of the story also played a part.

I didn't know that choice would end up hurting Margareta.

"I want to help you too, Kal. I want to see your wounds, your pain completely."
"Mar."

I opened my mouth to comfort the deeply depressed Margareta, but she only shrank further at my voice.

"...I'm sorry. Was I being too selfish?"

Margareta cautiously raised her head, forcing a smile.

"If Kal doesn't want to tell me, there must be a reason, and I said I would wait, but now..."

Then she wiped the tears from her eyes and smiled naturally. No, could that be called natural?

"I'm sorry for saying unnecessary things. Just... just think of it as nonsense."

I couldn't respond to that.

I think I understand how the situation got to this point. Very small triggers accumulated until they finally burst.

When I opened up to Margareta during the vacation. Actually, it's embarrassing to call it opening up. The story was too gloomy and heavy to tell as it was, so I kept it as brief as possible.

That choice flowed and continued until now. I didn't tell everything because I was being considerate of Margareta, and Margareta was anxious because she didn't hear everything.

"Is it because I'm not reliable enough for you, Kal?"

'Damn it.'

I've heard those words before. From myself, many times.

When it seems like the person you love doesn't trust you. When they try to bear everything alone without telling you anything.

Didn't I feel the same toward Hecate? Wasn't I resentful thinking Hecate left without relying on me?

I sighed inadvertently. On the surface, this incident seems to have erupted because of the Section Chief's confession and my sleeping in the cemetery. But in reality, it's because of the subtle gap between Margareta and me. It's a problem that burst because of that gap.

And because of my sigh, Margareta started to look anxious, so I quietly embraced her.

"K-Kal?"

I heard her startled voice but didn't answer as I moved to the bed.


The story I'm about to tell is heavy and unpleasant. At least our bodies should be comfortable.

"Mar."
"Ah, yes, yes."
"The truth is, it does hurt a lot."

Now, where should I start?

I should start slowly from the Great Punitive War.

If I'm going to talk about the orphanage, I should begin from there.

It's a somewhat different feeling. Have I ever spoken so vividly about those times?

I did act as a living textbook for Gerhardt, but that was merely information transfer centered on events and people.

But now, it was a lament filled with my perspective and emotions. A lament I had never shared with anyone.

"It's not a particularly good story, is it?"

In a way, it's an ugly and shameful act. A 21-year-old adult complaining to an 18-year-old about how terrible the world is.

But now is the time to do it. This isn't a conversation between 21-year-old Kal and 18-year-old Margareta, but a conversation between people who will open their hearts and spend their lives together.

"Then, that person called Hecate..."

As my story grew longer and Margareta's expression turned pale, she cautiously opened her mouth.

I almost laughed at her respectful reference. Hecate, the noble lady, is being called "that person" by you.

"Yes. She was severely injured in the battle with the Khagan. It seems the wound was untreatable... so she left my side."
"I-I see."

Margareta hung her head low as if she were the guilty one. She's too kind. The only guilty ones in that incident are the Khagan, who was the root cause, and me, who couldn't protect Hecate.

Since the Khagan is dead, I'm the only one left to blame. Margareta has absolutely nothing to feel sorry about.

"Um, Kal."
"Yes, Mar. Speak comfortably."

I spoke gently to Margareta, who was still hanging her head and fidgeting.

No matter how necessary this conversation is and how inevitable the shock, it doesn't make the shock any less intense. My role is to comfort the confused Margareta.

Besides, if I comfort Margareta well now, I won't have to rely on her in the future.

"Do you... still have wounds, Kal?"
"Ah."

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at that question.

The battle with the Khagan was fierce, and the wounds inflicted by him remain permanently. After hearing that, Margareta can't help but worry about my condition.

"I do. He was quite a vicious one, so they last a long time."
"Show me."
"Pardon?"

This was a somewhat unexpected request.

"Everything, I want to know everything. All of your wounds."

Even with teary eyes, she spoke resolutely. It's hard to refuse when she asks like that.

'I would have shown her anyway...'

My hesitation was brief. Since I'm considering marriage with Margareta, these aren't wounds I can hide forever.

Rather, if I hide them and reveal them on our wedding night, I'd spend the whole night comforting a crying Margareta.

So I nodded once and took off my coat and shirt. It's a bit embarrassing to undress in front of someone else, but I moved my hands with deliberate calmness.

"Ah..."

And when the wound was revealed, a soft exclamation echoed.

"It's hideous, isn't it?"

Honestly, even I think it's hideous. The wound is barely healed, and the cut marks are still clearly visible. That damn Khagan, if he was going to die, he should have died cleanly.

A sword scar extending from my left shoulder to near my right pelvis. It's too grand a wound, even though I don't particularly consider scars on my back a mark of shame. I sometimes flinch at it, so how must Margareta feel?

"No."


But Margareta gently caressed my wound.

"Not at all, not at all hideous."
"Is that so?"

It's a kind thing to say, even if it's just empty words. Of course, how many people would say, "Yes, it's fucking hideous," in this situation?

Anyway, Margareta, who had been caressing my wound, started to cry again.

"I didn't know Mar was such a crybaby."
"S-Sorry. I just couldn't help it."

At my teasing, Margareta hurriedly wiped her tears, but once they start flowing, they're not easily stopped.

I don't feel good about this. I expected Margareta to be shocked. I was prepared for that when I decided to tell her. I can't live with secrets forever just because I'm afraid of the pain now.

Still, expecting something and seeing it directly are different. How can I feel at ease thinking someone is crying because of me?

"...I was very lacking."

As I gently embraced her, Margareta nestled into my arms. After staying in my embrace for a while, she softly spoke.

"Not knowing this, I was arrogant thinking I knew you, and even after knowing, I can't handle it alone."
"It's not about handling it. It's about carrying it together."

She seems to be feeling too much guilt one-sidedly. If Margareta has any fault, it's simply that she didn't know.

"Then we haven't been carrying it together until now?"

Wait, that's how it turns out?

"I'm sorry. Far from being helpful, I've only been a burden..."
"Mar..."

It's heartbreaking. Margareta's self-esteem has hit rock bottom.

'Did I say too much at once?'

The thought that I should have told her bit by bit briefly crossed my mind. Margareta's state was that bad.

I told her about the shock of losing Hecate. Margareta felt self-loathing for not being able to fill that shock and wound.

I told her I went to the cemetery because I received a confession from the Section Chief. Margareta felt inadequate for not being reliable enough.

'I need to give it now.'

My instinct warned me. Two days later or whatever, I felt that if I didn't comfort Margareta right now, there would be no future.

It should be meaningful to give it on her actual birthday? The birthday girl herself is about to disappear, what meaning is there?

"Mar. Excuse me."

I moved faster than ever. I took out the ring case, held Margareta's left hand, and immediately put it on her fourth finger. There was no hesitation in this process.

"Mar is not a burden. You are a precious existence in my life."

The ring was put on in an instant. It was so sudden that even Margareta just blinked blankly.

"I'm sorry for giving this at such a time. Actually, I wanted to give it on Mar's birthday, when Mar would be happiest."

I know it's not a romantic situation.

"But when Mar called herself a burden, I couldn't bear it anymore."

There's no luxury to care about romance right now.

"So, Mar. Don't say strange things. Mar is my companion, the person who will be my first wife, right?"

I was planning to visit the Iron-Blooded Duke after the New Year's greeting ceremony. I had already promised Margareta that.

I planned to bow my head to the Iron-Blooded Duke, get permission for marriage, and even get engaged. A determination that didn't change even after the Magic-Ending Duke's confession.

I conveyed that determination to Margareta. That no matter what anyone says, you will be my first wife.

"...No. This isn't right, Kal."

But Margareta, who had been looking at the ring with tearful eyes, quietly took it off.

...What's going on, is this a dream?

When Kal slipped the ring onto my finger, it felt like the world had fallen into my hands. I was truly selfish to feel that way.

How pathetic. What right did I have to feel such joy—someone who had never seen Kal's wounds, who only now saw what I should have seen all along?

My guilt was so light, so trivial that it could vanish with just a single ring.

'Well, not just any ring.'

I almost laughed bitterly. True, it wasn't just any ring. A ring from Kal, of all people. It could never be called "just" anything.

But now wasn't the time to accept it happily.

"...No. This isn't right, Kal."

After hesitating, I removed the ring. It felt like my heart was being torn to shreds.

This ring that I had wanted more than anything, that would have made me jump with joy had I received it yesterday, now felt like shackles condemning me.

Perhaps I was overreacting. Maybe I was letting meaningless guilt consume me and hurting Kal, who had finally found the courage.

But how could I accept it? If I had any sense of shame, how could I possibly accept this?

"I... I don't deserve this."

With trembling hands, I offered the ring back to Kal. He looked dazed, as if he hadn't anticipated this reaction.

"I was just lucky. I'm just... just that kind of person."

A lucky person. The more I heard Kal's story, the more that thought wouldn't leave my mind.

Kal, who had lost his first love in such a terrible way. After that, he wasn't ready to accept anyone, and no one could approach him.

Yet I approached him. How? Through my father's influence. Even Kal couldn't refuse my father's request.

I approached the wounded Kal through the Duke's power. Despite that, Kal politely pushed me away. Not knowing the circumstances, I cried because I was rejected by a man, because he dared to push me away.

'How pathetic.'

My past self who wept and wailed. It was already an embarrassing incident, but now it was shameful in a different way. I had triggered a man's wounds and only cared about my own pain.

Later, when I met Kal at the Academy, it was even more ridiculous. I was delighted, thinking it was fate, convinced that Kal and I were meant to be together. Not knowing the wounds he carried.

Believing it was destiny, I approached Kal aggressively. As if I were already his lover. When in reality, I was nothing.

'Selfish girl.'

Harsh words I'd never say to anyone else. Perhaps I'd been saving them for my current self.

I approached Kal without knowing anything. Using my ignorance as a shield, I cut up the kind-hearted Kal.

'Acting like I knew everything...'

When I heard about Kal's feelings during the break. At that time, I thought I'd heard everything about Kal. I thought he had completely opened his heart to me.

So I became arrogant. I thought I could wait for Kal forever. I thought it was only a matter of time before Kal came to me.

Even though I still knew nothing. I had only heard that Kal had lost his first love, not how much blood and tears he had shed.

If I had known, I couldn't have acted that way. I wouldn't have boasted about being his first and been jealous of other women approaching Kal.

"I... I just took advantage of Kal's kindness and forced myself on him. Just a foolish person who approached without knowing anything... I was just the first, just lucky, that's why I could be by Kal's side..."

It was miserable. The tears wouldn't stop. Saying my own ugliness out loud was driving me crazy.

What made it worse was that I didn't even deserve to cry. How ridiculous and disgusting must I have seemed to Kal? Someone who claimed she wanted to be his wife but cared only about being first, not about his wounds.

"I love Kal. That won't change even if the world crumbles."

I forced a smile as I continued.

Yes, regardless of whether I deserve it or not, my love for Kal remains the same. Even if I know nothing else, I know that I love Kal.

"But loving you doesn't give me the right to be Kal's first..."

I'm not the only one who loves Kal. Lady Luise, Lady Irina, the Magic-Ending Duke, and even the subordinate who confessed to Kal. Perhaps there are others I don't know about.

What right do I have to be first over all those people? What do I have that's better than them?


Status? Then the Magic-Ending Duke should be first, not me.

Time spent together? Then no one could beat his subordinate.

Ah, there is one thing. Pretending not to know while tearing Kal's heart apart. In that, I'm the best.

"So... give it to someone better than me. Kal is so kind that you're giving this to me because I'm whining too much, because you pity me. I shouldn't mistake that feeling."

Yes. Kal is embracing me out of pity, even though I've torn his heart. I've clung to him so shamefully that now he's rescuing me because I have no one else to marry.

"...Is that so?"

At my words, Kal sighed and took back the ring from my palm.

Don't cry. You brought this on yourself. This is right. It's better for someone who truly understands Kal to have it, rather than a selfish girl like me who lived in a flower garden.

"Excuse me."

Then Kal raised his right hand and flicked my forehead.

"Hyat!"

The impact came as suddenly as when he had put the ring on. I screamed involuntarily as my body was pushed backward.

"I apologize for the rudeness, but you were saying such strange things."
"S-strange things..."

I had mustered my courage to say those words. To dismiss them as merely strange...

"Who are you, Margareta, to decide whether you're worthy or not?"

Seeing Kal's stern expression, I couldn't properly open my mouth. It was the first time I'd seen him angry.

"Since you spoke freely, I'll do the same."

Seeing me hesitating, Kal sighed again and quickly continued.

"To be honest, Margareta. You are strange."

Those words pierced my heart like a dagger. I had called myself selfish, but hearing the person I love call me strange was unbearable.

"You pretend to be confident but you're actually insecure, your heart is surprisingly delicate so you suffer alone. Plus, you worry about unnecessary things. Sometimes you suffer alone and then suddenly get upset."

As Kal continued, my head drooped lower and lower. So that's how Kal thought of me. What made it more heartbreaking was that his words weren't wrong.

"But I'm the one who likes that Margareta."

My lowered head suddenly looked up. Kal grabbed my cheeks and forced me to meet his gaze.

"Everything I've seen. Everything I know about you. I like all of it."
"K-Kal..."

I didn't have the courage to meet Kal's gaze directly and tried to turn my head slightly, but Kal wouldn't allow even that, firmly holding my cheeks.

"Worthiness? Do I need any qualification other than the fact that I like you?"
"T-that's because Kal is mistaken..."
"No."

It's strange. Despite the situation, my heart is racing because Kal says he likes me.

"I'm still immature. So I show my likes and dislikes too clearly."

Kal spoke in a slightly calmer voice than before.

"So I reject what I dislike, no matter how useful it might be. Even being near it makes my skin crawl."

"Instead, I hold onto what I like, even if it tries to run away."

My whole body trembled at those quietly added words.

"So I'll pretend I didn't hear what you said earlier."

After staring into my eyes for a long time, Kal gently moved away and held up the ring.

"Actually. This is a couple ring."

Saying that, Kal scratched the ring with his fingernail, and it split exactly in half.


"Unique, isn't it? A couple ring made of one piece, not two. Don't you think it feels more like becoming one?"

Kal chuckled softly and put the ring back on my finger.

...This time, he didn't let go of my hand, as if determined not to give me time to take it off again.

"You didn't approach me without knowing anything. You didn't hurt me."

And his other hand slowly moved toward my forehead.

"Rather, you saying you liked me gave me so much comfort inside. I thought I was a useless person no one could rely on."

My bangs lifted as Kal's hand moved upward.

"If you can't believe in yourself, then believe in me. Because I think no one deserves this more than you."

The sensation of lips touching my forehead.

"Do you understand?"

I dazedly nodded.

***

Shortly after nodding, Margareta collapsed backward.

She had fainted. She was already suffering emotionally, and then suddenly being verbally attacked and unexpectedly kissed on the forehead seemed to have snapped her mental fortitude.

...Still, judging by her expression, she seemed happy, which was a relief.

'That went well.'

I sighed softly as I covered the softly breathing Margareta with a blanket.

Thank goodness. If I hadn't resolved today's issue properly, our relationship would have been ruined. Even someone like me with disastrous romantic experience could understand that much.

'I didn't expect it to be this serious.'

I gently stroked Margareta's hair. She was really suffering from guilt beyond my imagination.

In a way, it might seem like an overreaction, but I understand Margareta's position. Her unstable standing due to the Magic-Ending Duke's intrusion, the man she loves visiting his first love's grave, and that same man not coming to her.

When troubling events that would be difficult to handle individually happen one after another, Margareta's mental state collapsed along with them. Above all, the feeling that she couldn't be a pillar of support for her lover. The moment she felt that, Margareta was bound to crumble.

'I was the same.'

There's no feeling more heartbreaking than that. It's embarrassing that someone who knows this did the same thing.

Feeling apologetic, I stroked Margareta's hair with even more care. For a woman to say she's not worthy, to tell me to find someone better than her—how desperate must her situation have been to say such things?

I knew Margareta seemed confident but was actually delicate, but to this extent—

'It's my fault.'

No, let's not blame it on something else. It's my fault for saying I'd bare everything but only revealing half.

As I continued stroking her hair, I looked at the half-ring on my finger.

'Should I put it back together?'

I seriously considered it. This poor thing that went from a ring to half a ring.

A couple ring made of one piece? Where in the world does such a thing exist? This is just one ring.

'I should have bought a couple ring.'

My intelligence seems to have deteriorated from not using my brain lately. I ended up buying just a ring, not a couple ring.

Realizing that belatedly, I just split it in half. I was worried about what would happen if it was a magic ring that resisted, but fortunately, it split somehow when I coated my fingernail with mana.

'...I'm glad she liked it.'

Still, when I put it on her for the second time, Margareta's expression was clearly a mix of emotion and happiness.

Yes, this is actually a couple ring made of one piece.

From today on, that's what I'll believe.

After successfully salvaging Margareta's mental state, I was able to enjoy truly peaceful days. Perhaps it was a crisis that had drawn in all the accidents that would have happened in the future.

Even my birthday, which I had been waiting for with nervous anticipation, passed by ordinarily and uneventfully.

"I've already received something precious," said Margareta.

Watching her gently stroke her left hand—specifically, the half-ring... no, the ring—while grinning broadly, I couldn't bring myself to say anything.

The fact that it was originally one piece will be a secret I'll take to my grave. If I were to say "Actually, that's a broken ring" when she's this happy, Margareta's mental state would shatter again too.

"Next time, I'll give you something better."

All I could do was lay the groundwork for replacing it with a proper ring someday.

"Hehe, nothing could be better than this. Because it's my first ring."

Even that attempt failed.

This is a real problem. Do I have to let her keep wearing a broken ring?

'...An opportunity will come.'

An engagement ring, a wedding ring. There are plenty of excuses. Surely I'll be able to replace the ring someday.

"Um, Kal."
"Yes, Mar."
"Could you give me your hand for a moment?"

I chuckled slightly at this request, which I'd lost count of, and extended my left hand.

Margareta responded by extending her own left hand with the most satisfied expression in the world.

"They really are one."

I nodded in agreement as Margareta spoke in a humming tone.

The half I wore and the half Margareta wore. When we overlapped our left hands, they appeared to form a complete ring.

'Well, they were originally one piece...'

The secret I couldn't bring myself to reveal lingered in my mouth. No matter how many times I remind myself, it's not enough. This is a secret that must absolutely, absolutely never be revealed.

Thanks to that, a few days ago, I gave the merchant who sold the ring plenty of gold coins. I told him to do business in the Capital, not at the Academy. With this, the possibility of Margareta finding out has become infinitesimally small.

Though it was an oddly sudden measure, the merchant was happy about expanding to the Capital, so isn't it a happy outcome for everyone? That's what I choose to believe.

"...I'll never take it off."

Margareta said, gently taking my hand.

Seeing her determination—as if she would wear it for life even if the world collapsed—I could only nod.

Countless gazes fixed on us wherever we went.

"It's true."
"A ring that becomes one when joined—how wonderful."

I could hear female students whispering from a distance.

And each time, my fingers would tingle. Since when did gazes gain physical force?

'This feels strangely familiar.'

This situation, like being a beast on safari with all eyes on me. It's too familiar. It was like this during the Magic-Ending Duke incident too.

The first rumor that the Magic-Ending Duke confessed to the Audit Department Head, and the second rumor that despite that, he exchanged rings with the Iron-Blooded Duke's daughter. It's the perfect situation to attract attention, isn't it?

Of course, unlike then, it hasn't spread throughout the Empire yet, but I instinctively felt it was only a matter of time.

'There's no better place for rumors to spread than the Academy.'

A social gathering place for all sorts of noble children. An educational institution where even foreigners occasionally enroll.

When a rumor properly spreads in such a place, it instantly engulfs the Empire and the continent. Especially if it's a rumor with no reason to be controlled.

"Kal."
"Ah, Mar."

Besides, thanks to Margareta who frequently roams the Academy, it couldn't be controlled even if I wanted to.

"What a coincidence to see you here, Kal."
"Yes, indeed."

I gave an awkward smile as Margareta covered her mouth with her left hand and laughed softly. It doesn't seem like a coincidence, but since she says it is, let's go with that.


Anyway, Margareta used to stay only in the Vice President's office for Student Council work. But since receiving the ring, she's been roaming the Academy with tremendous enthusiasm.

Knowing why she's doing it makes it both cute and frightening. If, if I hadn't prepared a ring that day, what would have happened...

'It would have been chaos.'

I don't have the courage to imagine the details. Let's just call it chaos and leave it at that.

"It's lunchtime now. Would you like to have a meal together?"
"I'd love to."

Satisfied with my quick response, Margareta smiled slightly and extended her left hand.

A hand for escorting. A natural gesture with nothing unusual about it.

'Left hand...'

Except that Margareta was originally right-handed.

Originally, she used her right hand to cover her mouth, to hold her fan, to hold hands. That's clearly how I remember it.

But since receiving the ring, she uses her left hand to cover her mouth and to hold her fan. All to show off the brilliantly shining ring on her left hand.

"Kal?"
"Ah, sorry. Let's go."

I took Margareta's hand, deliberately ignoring the whispering sounds.

Right, what do gazes or rumors matter? As long as Margareta is happy, that's all that matters.

It's enough to feel proud that Margareta is happy enough to show off. It means my gift wasn't wrong.

Being the advisor for the Confectionery Club doesn't change whether I turn a ring into a half-ring or match couple rings.

Luise frequently glancing at my left hand, Irina naturally settling in the club room and joining in at some point, other members playing blackjack as if they've abandoned the confectionery concept.

Fulfilling my role as an advisor among them was more overwhelming than I expected.

Still, the greater the workload, the greater the joy of finishing work.

"NEEEPHEEEWWW! Nephew-nephew-nephew!"
"My ears work fine. Please say it just once."

But when that joy collapses, the despair is also great.

As soon as I lay down on my bed, my communication orb emitted light. Thinking it might be my mother or the Minister who had heard the rumors, I answered, but surprisingly, it was the Wise Duke.

'This is maddening.'

The Wise Duke, drunk as always, giggling. As much as I'd like to hang up immediately, I can't ignore a duke's call.

"What's the matter?"
"Whyyy! Do I neeeed a reason to call my nepheewww!?"

Of course you do. A duke making a direct call to the Audit Department Head.

But those words only lingered in my mouth. No matter how drunk he is, a duke is still a duke. If I speak curtly and offend him, it'll only give me a headache.

Besides, they say drunk people usually don't remember what happened when they were drunk, but the Wise Duke remembers everything perfectly, perhaps because he's drunk every day. In my opinion, he seems like a different species.

"You must be busy with official—"
"Aunt."

Why is his pronunciation so accurate at times like this?

"...If Aunt is contacting me, it must be something serious..."
"Hehehe, that's truuue~"

I quietly massaged the back of my neck as the Wise Duke chuckled and took another drink.

"Hmm? Nephew, is your neck stiff?"

Yes. Because of you.

"It's nothing. I think I just slept wrong and my neck is stiff."
"Hahaha! My wiiife~ gets that too! Family traits must be similar!"

His words reminded me of my uncle's face, whom I've rarely seen.

Right, even I, who only talk to him occasionally, grab the back of my neck, so what about you who lives with him for life? Suddenly, a surge of respect welled up.

"...Yes, it seems so."
"Riiiight~?"

After continuing to laugh and drink and laugh, the Wise Duke finally brought up his business when the bottle was empty.


"Hehe, actually~ I wanted to ask my nephew something~"
"Yes, please go ahead."

At my response, the Wise Duke took a moment to catch his breath and exhaled reddish smoke.

I'm nervous. What is he trying to say that makes even this heavy drinker sober up?

"Nephew. You haven't forgotten what I told you, have you?"
"Pardon?"

My body stiffened instinctively at the words that triggered a civil servant's instinct. It's equivalent to "Did you do what I told you to do?"

I quickly racked my brain. What did the Wise Duke tell me? What was there besides drunken ramblings, complaints, tantrums, and madness—

"Nephew. If you feel drawn to the Magic-Ending Duke, stab him first. He'll writhe in pleasure."

'Ah.'

That's it. That's the only thing.

"You haven't forgotten, right~?"
"Of course not."
"Then why did you do it?"

His grinning expression quickly changed. A genuinely regretful expression, like looking at a child struggling in a well.

Then he took out a handkerchief and pretended to cry while wiping his eyes.

"I heard everything. This aunt is so sad. My nephew's future is so dark."
"Ugh..."
"If my nephew gets broken into pieces, I'll make sure to save one piece and send it to Kracius!"

What the hell. I'm not Park Hyeokgeose—why would I be broken into pieces?

The Wise Duke laughed again at my frozen expression and continued.

"Nephew. I can congratulate our nephew's marriage. The Iron-Blooded Duke's youngest daughter, right? When I saw her before, she was cute and smart!"

But can others congratulate you too?

I unconsciously swallowed at his added words.

"The Magic-Ending Duke is embarrassed and flustered~ eagerly waiting for the New Year's Greeting Ceremony~ when suddenly he hears his beloved fiancée-to-be gave a ring to another woman?"

Cold sweat began to run down my back.

"Ah, how cruel! While I'm pining away like this, someone else is leisurely dating!"

That comment felt a bit unfair. Leisurely? When I gave Margareta the ring, I was more serious and grave than ever.

Still, I couldn't open my mouth. Is the rumor still confined to the Academy? Unlike with the Magic-Ending Duke, is it spreading slowly because there's no messenger bird?

'There are mages at the Academy too.'

I was careless. There are people who can operate through the Magic-Ending Duke's eyes, and I was too careless. No, has my intelligence really declined? Why didn't I think of that?

As I rubbed my face with trembling hands, the Wise Duke grinned and delivered the final blow.

"Need a teleport?"
"...Please."

Satisfied with my answer, the Wise Duke nodded vigorously.

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. This situation where I have to go to the Capital myself to put out an urgent fire—no, a lit bomb fuse.

It's pathetic. I had clearly intended neither to go to the Capital nor to see him until the New Year's Greeting Ceremony.

"One shouldn't make promises one cannot keep."

As I stared blankly at the communication orb, I recalled what the Crown Prince had said.

Crown Prince, you were right. For me, turning my back on the Capital was a promise I couldn't keep...

'If I come before then, I'm not a human but an animal.'

And I recalled the promise I made while hurriedly leaving the National Cemetery.

'Damn it.'

Actually, I am an animal. Fighting with beasts in the North has turned me into one too.

I decided to just go with that.


I entered the magic tower after making my own preparations, but immediately felt the urge to leave. As soon as I stepped into the lobby, the gazes of nearby mages fixed on me all at once. Honestly, it was a bit frightening.

And somehow, the Deputy Tower Master came running down from the stairs above.

"Audit Department Head!"

Even calling my name desperately.

This is terrifying. Though younger than the Magic-Ending Duke, the Deputy Tower Master is a veteran elderly mage by human standards. Known for his age-appropriate dignity and quietness. Yet here he was, rushing toward me in front of others.

'I'm doomed.'

I instinctively sensed it upon seeing him. An emergency situation serious enough for the tower's second-in-command to abandon his dignity.

Naturally, it must mean the immortal number one is in an abnormal state.

"It's been a while, Deputy Tower Master."
"Yes, it has. Now, let's talk as we walk."

Despite my greeting, the Deputy Tower Master barely acknowledged it as he hurriedly led the way.

The more urgent he seemed, the louder my instincts screamed. The Magic-Ending Duke's condition must truly be abnormal.

"...Is His Grace well?"

Knowing what's coming makes the blow less painful. When I cautiously inquired about the Magic-Ending Duke's condition, the Deputy Tower Master gave me a look that said "well done."

It's unfair. My only crime was consoling a lady consumed by self-loathing.

"With interesting news coming in lately, His Grace has been unable to focus on his work."

I heard a response that attempted but failed to sugarcoat the situation. I see, so he can't even properly attend to his duties.

I gently closed my eyes. If that calm and self-paced Magic-Ending Duke is in such an angry state that he can't even work, how intense must the hellfire burning in his chest be?

"It's unfortunate that His Grace's mood has been disturbed."

If I had known this would happen, I should have gone to the Capital immediately when the Wise Duke mentioned it. By postponing it repeatedly, I've only ended up aggravating the Magic-Ending Duke who's been waiting patiently.

Of course, I don't regret giving Margareta the ring, but if the sequence had been appropriate, this situation wouldn't have occurred.

'This isn't really necessary.'

In fact, the Magic-Ending Duke was the one who confessed one-sidedly, and I don't even know why he likes me. Since the Magic-Ending Duke himself said he would wait until the New Year's ceremony, I don't need to be considerate.

Still, haven't I received a lot of favors from the Magic-Ending Duke? Although things have been awkward and uncomfortable since the confession incident, the kindness I've received doesn't just disappear.

Besides, I'm also afraid of what might happen if a duke becomes twisted.

"It's not as serious as the Audit Department Head is worried about."

Just as I was about to imagine a corrupted Magic-Ending Duke, an unexpected answer came.

'Not as serious as I'm worried?'

But if work isn't progressing properly, isn't that serious?

Seeing my expression, the Deputy Tower Master sighed softly, shook his head, and said:

"Lately, the Tower Master has been spacing out for long periods. He bumps into walls while walking and occasionally loses documents."
"Pardon?"

What's that? Just hearing about it, the symptoms don't seem serious.

"Sometimes he spills ink bottles, and even chants spells to the point of casting them."
"I see..."
"Yes. These are trivial matters, but it's the first time the Tower Master has shown such behavior."

I nodded blankly at the Deputy Tower Master who let out a helpless laugh.

'How pathetic.'

Too pathetic. I had imagined cold air erupting throughout the magic tower, or an enraged Magic-Ending Duke overturning everything.

But hearing the Deputy Tower Master's testimony, it really isn't as serious as I worried. It seems closer to sulking than anger. The tower's disarray stems more from confusion about their superior's unusual behavior than cowering before an angry boss.

'Better than expected.'

Still, this gave me a way forward. If the Magic-Ending Duke isn't angry but just dejected, dealing with it is simple. I just need to comfort and spend time with the sulking Magic-Ending Duke.

- Nephew. If you feel like you're being dragged along by the Magic-Ending Duke, try poking him first. He'll be beside himself with joy.

And I remembered the advice the Wise Duke had given me before.

I admit it's too late now. The best time to follow advice is when you first hear it.

But it's not too late to the point of no return. Though it won't be 100% effective, it should still work at 60-70%.

'Poking first.'

Only when the fire fell on my feet did I see it. That method is the only and best solution.

The Magic-Ending Duke overwhelms with status and experience. In normal situations, I would inevitably be led around.

'But this isn't a normal situation.'

I don't know why, I really don't know why, but the Magic-Ending Duke has feelings for me. Meanwhile, I haven't given the Magic-Ending Duke any answer yet.

The fact that I hold a weapon that can reverse the current hierarchical relationship.


...Using love might make me seem like a complete jerk, but to deal with a duke, I need at least this much advantage, right?

"I'll be going now. The Tower Master has dismissed everyone else."

When we arrived at the Tower Master's office, the Deputy Tower Master said this and quickly left. As if he didn't want to witness any bloodshed by staying nearby.

Seeing this, anxiety welled up slightly.

'It really is okay, right?'

The Deputy Tower Master clearly said it wasn't as serious as I worried. Though I don't think he would lie, seeing him avoid the situation makes me uneasy.

No, I should trust the Deputy Tower Master. Surely a man of his position, the tower's second-in-command, wouldn't lie to someone so much younger.

'Poking.'

I took a deep breath and grabbed the doorknob of the Tower Master's office.

I'll go first, I'll poke first. I need to overwhelm the Magic-Ending Duke and take control of the atmosphere.

"Your Grace. I'm coming in."

As part of that initiative, I flung the door open without knocking.

Actually, I still don't know what "poking" entails, but let's just dive in.

After all, I'm connected to the Wise Duke through our lineage. Some fragment of that wisdom must be in me too.

Wise Duke, give me strength!

Though we're not blood-related, please!

***

Lately, I've been feeling lethargic and my mind has been foggy. It's the first time I've experienced this since my parents passed away.

I know the reason. I'm not so ignorant that I wouldn't understand this much.

'The ring.'

I unconsciously looked at my left hand. Of course, nothing appears just by looking.

A hand without any accessories. Plain and unremarkable.

'...The ring.'

A word that keeps circling in my mind. A word that hasn't left my thoughts since I first heard the news.

'I'm envious.'

That's all I could think. Envious. I envy Lady Margareta more than anyone else in this world.

To receive a ring from my darling, what must that feel like? It must be incomparable to any other happiness.

I'm so envious. I want to run to my darling right now, extend my hand, and ask him to put one on me too. I want to hover around him.

But I couldn't.

'We're not in any relationship yet.'

I bit my lip slightly. Yes, despite my overflowing love, my darling and I aren't in any relationship yet.

I still haven't received any answer from my darling. Since I said I would wait until the New Year's ceremony so he could organize his thoughts, I didn't press for an answer.

Therefore, I don't deserve to receive a ring from my darling.

'Maybe I shouldn't have said I'd wait.'

On that day when I revealed my feelings to my darling, perhaps I should have pressed on.

But I quickly shook my head to dismiss that thought. No, that's not the way. If I had, my darling would have only been confused. He wouldn't have been able to give a proper answer.

Yes, that's definitely what would have happened. So my decision to take time, to be patient, and to distance myself from my darling was the right choice.

'It was a choice for my darling.'

I tried to comfort myself with that thought. It was a choice for my darling, nothing else.

Still, I couldn't hide my melancholy. It was sad enough not seeing my darling, but hearing that he gave a ring to another woman made it even worse.

If only I could see my darling, I could soothe this feeling a little—

"Your Grace. I'm coming in."

But...?

"It's been a while, Your Grace."

The door suddenly opening, followed by a greeting. It all happened so quickly that I could only blink.

I'm confused. This is the first time that door has opened without my permission. Moreover, someone who shouldn't be here right now is standing before me.

A situation where my mind can't comprehend what my eyes are seeing. In that confusion, when I didn't say anything, my darling smiled slightly and said:

"Am I interrupting? If so, I can leave—"
"No, not at all."

I finally came to my senses.

Interrupting? My darling is welcome anytime. Even if he comes when I'm busy, seeing him gives me strength, so there's no problem.


"That's a relief. I would have been disappointed if you were busy after I made time to come here."

Seeing my darling smile so casually made me feel a bit resentful. I had been yearning to see him even for a moment.

Still, I was happier knowing that he came to see me himself, understanding my feelings.

"If I'm to harbor the same feelings as Your Grace, shouldn't I see you often?"

But the following words froze my mind.

"They say love is a process of getting to know each other, after all."

My mind went blank again, but for a different reason.

I can't gather my thoughts. Since my darling appeared, I've been one-sidedly overwhelmed by him.

"The Deputy Tower Master was also worried about you. He said you seem to be suffering from fatigue lately. I would be heartbroken if something happened to Your Grace."

My darling, bringing up topics proactively unlike usual.

"It might be useless to Your Grace, but it's my humble sincerity."

My darling, taking out a white comb and offering it as a gift.

"Please don't decline. Between us, this is nothing, isn't it?"

Smooth words that my darling would never normally say.

I'm confused. Even one of these would be surprising, but I'm experiencing them one after another without even a chance to breathe properly.

I haven't been able to speak properly since earlier. All I could do was respond to my darling's words, just nodding. Each time I did, my darling seized the opportunity to say even sweeter, more embarrassing things.

In a way, it's disrespectful to a duke. Some might consider it mocking a duke, but—

'I actually like it.'

My heart raced even more at this side of my darling. The way he treated the duke so casually made him feel like the duke's partner.

I tried my hardest to suppress the corners of my mouth that kept trying to rise. Even when I tried to open my mouth to take control of the conversation, my heart refused. I was afraid that if I disrupted this situation, I might never feel this happiness again.

"I'm glad I came to greet you. If I had waited until the New Year's ceremony, I would have been lonely not seeing Your Grace until then."
"Is, is that so?"

Seeing my darling smile, the corners of my mouth finally rose.

***

From today, the Wise Duke and I are two beings that are one. Indeed, the Wise Duke's unfortunate alcohol tolerance must be Enen's debuff to suppress his wisdom.

It's been about an hour since I entered the Tower Master's office with a solemn resolve. I've been able to lead the conversation without any problems.

- Nephew. If you feel like you're being dragged along by the Magic-Ending Duke, try poking him first. He'll be beside himself with joy.

'It was true.'

I'm not sure if what I'm doing counts as "poking," but seeing the effect, it must be right.

The Magic-Ending Duke has been merely responding to what I say. Who would think this person is the Magic-Ending Duke, a symbol of wisdom?

"Look at the time already."

Having confirmed satisfactory results, it's time to wrap things up. I can't stay in the Capital forever.

"I should be heading back now."
"Ah, I see. Time already..."

The Magic-Ending Duke's ears, which had been fluttering non-stop, drooped lifelessly.

"Then I'll visit again soon. Compared to Your Grace's time, mine is short, so I should see you as much as possible."

Seeing that, I smiled slightly and spoke. After seeing the Magic-Ending Duke today, I was confident. While I'm sorting out my thoughts about the Magic-Ending Duke's confession, I won't have to struggle being swept along by his pace.

If that's the case, seeing the Magic-Ending Duke isn't difficult. Rather, by seeing him often and building a connection, it will help me make my choice.

"You don't need to worry about that. Your time will become the same as mine."

The Magic-Ending Duke's ears perked up again as he spoke with a slightly reddened face.

But what does that mean? Becoming the same as me?

'...Do mixed-bloods have shorter lifespans?'

For a moment, I had such a thought. If not, how could my time and the Magic-Ending Duke's be the same?

"In just 40 years, you too will be able to live for hundreds of years."

...?

The Magic-Ending Duke, still with a flushed face.

But unlike his face, my mind was rapidly cooling.

"Your Grace."

I opened my mouth and flinched. Even to my ears, my voice sounded too low.

Still, I couldn't stop. This is something I need to confirm.

"What do you mean by that?"

Me living for hundreds of years, what nonsense is that?

The warm atmosphere and racing heart cooled instantly. Aria, who had been smiling, stared at me with an expression more rigid than ever before.

I was confused. Why? Why was Aria making such an expression? Everything had been fine just moments ago, and I hadn't said anything strange.

"Your Excellency."

When I couldn't respond due to bewilderment, Aria spoke again.

Her voice was low, but her eyes burned intensely. As if there would be no next time if I didn't properly explain what I had just said.

"Please explain. What do you mean I'll live for hundreds of years?"

This time, fear washed over me. I didn't understand why Aria was acting this way, but she was clearly angry. Not just momentary irritation or indignation, but genuine erupting fury.

"Potion."

I barely opened my trembling lips to utter a single word.

Of course, this wasn't a sufficient explanation. It was merely a word I blurted out to organize my thoughts. If I had kept my mouth shut without saying even this much, Aria would have turned her back immediately.

After hearing my words, Aria leaned back against the sofa. Thank goodness. At least I prevented her from leaving right away.

"Do you remember the potion I gave you?"
"Yes, I remember."
"That potion helps extend your lifespan."

Aria's expression contorted.

"I-it doesn't work immediately. You need to take it consistently for 40 years to see the effect. Right now, it just helps with your health."

When I instinctively added this explanation, her contorted expression calmed somewhat.

Only then did I realize. Aria was averse to having a longer lifespan. Not simply awkwardness toward the unknown, but genuine dislike.

'Why?'

I couldn't understand. Extended lifespan, obtaining a life like the longevity races, was the wish of all humans.

My father had said he wanted to live a life like my mother and me. My mother had devoted her life to making my father like a longevity race.

It wasn't just my parents. It wasn't just because they were lovers with different lifespans that they were obsessed with longevity.

'Surely, surely everyone.'

The humans I had seen in over a hundred years of life. All the humans I had seen desired longevity. The previous Emperor, the Emperor before that, and countless nobles who weren't Emperors. Even the clergy who claimed to follow God's will.

When they saw me, they would express subtle envy. As death approached, they would look at me with desperate eyes.

Because they had so much, because they had so much to enjoy, they clung strongly to life. Because they weren't certain what would happen after this life ended, they wanted to enjoy their current glory.

'Everyone was like that...'

Even ordinary commoners were the same. Even commoners with little, even humans from classes where despair might outweigh happiness, wanted longevity.

Because they feared death. Because they feared encountering the unknown after leaving this world they took for granted.

'Naturally, Aria too...'

Aria lacks nothing. Wealth, honor, power, even personal strength. So I thought she would naturally desire longevity. Doesn't Aria have so much to enjoy in this world?

I thought she would be happy to live hundreds of years with me. Living hundreds of years enjoying her current glory, no, even more splendid glory than now. I thought Aria would like it because she too is human.

It would be unfamiliar, of course. It would be bewildering too. No one would be calm when their lifespan suddenly more than doubles.

Still, still I thought she would eventually like it.

"Your Excellency."

After a moment of silence, Aria spoke again.

"Why did you do this?"

A brief question. But in that one question, Aria's emotions were concentrated.

Words that felt restrained, holding back much of what she wanted to say.

"I thought you would want longevity—"
"Why."


My words were cut off before I could finish. A situation I had never experienced before. A situation that shouldn't happen to a Duchess.

Of course, I'm not upset because I want Aria to see me as a woman rather than a Duchess. Rather, I'm glad that Aria seems to see me as just Beatrix, not the Duchess.

Still, I didn't want a situation like this. I didn't want Aria to be so angry that she forgot I was a Duchess.

"Why did you make that judgment for me?"

My hands began to tremble. My mind went blank, unable to find a proper answer.

I had proceeded thinking Aria would naturally want longevity, that she would like it. But Aria rejects longevity? What could I possibly say?

"...You know, don't you, Your Excellency."

Seeing me like this, Aria spoke in a somewhat softened voice.

"You know how much I struggled after sending them away first... don't you?"

No, rather than softened, her voice was closer to resignation.

And hearing Aria's voice like that, my gaze gradually lowered.

I know. How could I not? I know well how much Aria suffered right after the Great Punitive War.

'Because that's when I first saw her.'

I first met Aria right after the war ended. I became interested simply because there was a child with abnormal recovery abilities, the only child who had survived after defeating the Heaven-Defying One.

But the more I met her for experiments, the more I learned about Aria. A child who had lost precious relationships at a young age, just like me who had lost my parents in the past.

'She was different from me.'

Nevertheless, Aria moved forward silently. She tried to move on as if nothing had happened, suppressing her pain. Unlike me, who wandered without finding my way after losing my parents.

Moreover, I had prepared myself to send off my human father first. Despite being so confused even with that preparation, Aria was enduring alone without any preparation.

That's when it started. When I began to see Aria as a person rather than an experimental subject, when I started to glance at her more often for no reason. When I began to build up love alone.

'That's why it was like that.'

I came to hold Aria in my heart. So I wanted to make Aria happy. I wanted to live forever with a happy Aria.

I wanted to share enough affection that the pain of losing precious relationships would become just a passing memory. And I wanted to prevent Aria from experiencing the fear of death, or at least postpone it to the distant future.

Because the sorrow of losing relationships eventually becomes the fear that one will die too. Because the sudden death of others reminds us that we too can die meaninglessly.

'That's why, but...'

It was because I knew Aria's pain, but my choice ended up being unnecessary interference for Aria.

"Your Excellency."
"Y-yes. Speak."

At Aria's voice, I hurriedly raised my gaze that had been lowering.

And as soon as I saw Aria's face, my body froze.

"Do you intend to make me experience that pain again?"

An expressionless face, or perhaps a face that seemed to be crying. Strange words. How can one see tears in an expressionless face?

"If I live for hundreds of years, how much more must I lose?"

But Aria was clearly crying. Though she showed no tears, though her expression didn't contort, she was definitely crying.

"...To you, they may be just fleeting relationships, but to me, there are many relationships I want to share my life with."

At those words, my mind went blank again, but for a different reason than before.

"How many times must I lose those relationships?"

I couldn't say anything to Aria, who looked at me as if blaming me.

Why, why couldn't I think of something so simple? Even if Aria's lifespan increases, the fact that she's human doesn't change.

For me, all relationships except my parents were just passing relationships. Even the longest-lived people were just a fraction compared to my lifespan.

Except for my parents who are already gone, and except for Aria whom I love, all relationships were just ones I could forget and move on from.


'But not for Aria.'

I was stupid. I only thought of Aria from my perspective. I thought the people who were lifelong relationships for Aria were just fleeting moments.

When Aria's lifespan increases, lifelong relationships don't become fleeting ones. Rather, relationships she thought would last a lifetime leave faster than her, far too quickly.

"...I apologize, Your Excellency. Please forgive my rudeness."

As self-loathing belatedly washed over me, I stared blankly at Aria, who stood up and bowed her head.

"If Your Excellency did so, there must be a reason. I dared to question Your Excellency."

A polite statement, and one that clearly drew a line between us.

I recalled conversing and laughing with Aria just minutes ago. The chilling gap made me feel like crying.

"A-Aria. I, I..."

This won't do. I can't end the conversation like this.

I hurt Aria with my ignorance, my stubbornness. I need to apologize, I need to apologize right now...

"I will not dare to show my face to Your Excellency from now on."

At those words, my hand reaching toward Aria stopped.

Aria glanced at me coldly and left the tower room without hesitation.

Of course, I should have stopped her. I should have begged for forgiveness, promising not to do it again.

But my body wouldn't move. The successive shocks were too overwhelming for me to move.

"I will not dare to show my face to Your Excellency from now on."

Words meant to take responsibility for rudeness, but in reality, words saying she never wants to see my face again.

Above all, the most terrible and frightening words kept echoing in my ears. The happiness from just moments ago had crumbled like a lie.

And as happiness turned to despair, I saw the comb on the table. Pure white, elegant design.

"It may be useless to Your Excellency, but it's my humble sincerity. Please don't refuse it. Between us, this much is nothing, isn't it?"

'No.'

With trembling hands, I hastily clutched the comb. It felt like even this gift would leave me if I didn't grab it immediately.

'No...'

And tears flowed. The first gift I received from Aria, a treasure I couldn't obtain even if I sold my duchy.

But it had become the last gift. What should have been the most precious treasure had become an ominous symbol of the catastrophe between Aria and me.

"No!"

A scream burst out.

I can't end it like this. Even if Aria doesn't forgive me, even if she resents me for life, I must apologize. Even if I remain a terribly selfish being in Aria's eyes, I should at least remain someone who knows shame.

So I ran. I had never run for the dignity of a noble lady or a duchess, but now such dignity was nothing but garbage.

"M-Madam Tower Master!"
"No, what on earth—"

The more I ran, the further down I went, the more shocked voices I heard.

It doesn't matter. My authority is of no use.

'Aria.'

Even while running, I tried to locate Aria. If I could find the mana Aria possessed, I could teleport directly to her.

But it wasn't easy. Magic is a technique greatly influenced by the user's mental state. When I'm confused and unable to collect myself, how could my magic be intact?

'Aria...!'

So I just ran.

Because that's all I could do when I had no dignity, no authority, and no magic left.

I rose from my seat, abruptly ending my conversation with the Magic-Ending Duke. It wasn't appropriate behavior, of course. Officially, the Audit Department Head had shown disrespect to a duke, and personally, I had dismissed a woman who loved me.

Still, this was the best approach. Staying there longer would have left me consumed by emotion and unable to think clearly. All sorts of words would have spilled from my mouth—thoughtless words I couldn't take responsibility for.

"I will not dare show my face to Your Grace again."

I had already made such a precarious statement. Even as I stood up to be careful and restrain myself, my mouth was already in overdrive.

Saying I wouldn't show my face again—how awkward would it be if we had to meet after such a declaration?

'Calm down.'

I took deep breaths to collect myself while walking quickly away, though it didn't help much.

It would be a lie to say I didn't feel betrayed. If I wasn't angry, I'd be emotionless. The Magic-Ending Duke's actions were that shocking.

Still, the fact that I fled the scene without declaring complete catastrophe was thanks to the tiny bit of reason remaining in my head.

'There was no malice.'

Yes, the Magic-Ending Duke made a mistake with me. It wasn't even unintentional—it was deliberate.

But there was clearly no malice. She didn't do it to harm me or to manipulate me. So no matter how angry I was, it made sense to think calmly before reaching a conclusion.

"Ah, my child. I, I..."

"Shit."

The image of the Magic-Ending Duke calling out to me pitifully made me mutter a curse under my breath.

Reason? No malice? Nonsense. Just excuses I was making to myself. I simply weakened when I saw the Magic-Ending Duke trembling, looking terrified as if her world was collapsing.

This was maddening. I resented the person before me yet felt sorry for her. I sympathized with her yet didn't want to understand.

That's why I ran away. To take time and organize my thoughts. In my confused state, continuing the conversation with the Magic-Ending Duke would never have led to a good outcome.

'...She could have at least said something beforehand.'

I sighed. If only the Magic-Ending Duke had spoken to me before giving me the potion, I might have been uncomfortable but not angry. At least that would have respected my will, giving me a choice—what reason would I have to be angry?

The problem was that the Magic-Ending Duke gave me the potion without saying anything. Fortunately, it was far from taking effect, but if she hadn't told me herself, I would have transcended humanity without knowing why.

"Don't worry about that. Your time will become like mine. After just 40 years, you'll be able to live for hundreds of years."

I remembered how the Magic-Ending Duke had said this with a flushed face, as if proud, as if expecting praise.

It's complicated. She shouldn't have hidden it from me from the beginning, or if she had to hide it, she should have kept her mouth shut forever.

'Is it a difference between species?'

If the Magic-Ending Duke thought she had done something wrong to me, she would have hidden it thoroughly.

From her perspective, extending my lifespan was probably an act of goodwill. She must have thought I would be pleased.

...Of course, no matter how well-intentioned, it's not something I can simply overlook. This requires more consideration.

Before long, I arrived at a space where I could organize my thoughts alone.

"Master?"
"It's been a while, butler."

My mansion in the Capital.

This was the only place I could think of. In my current state, returning to the Academy would only worry others, and going to the Audit Department office might result in me taking out my frustrations on the section chiefs.

So, the mansion it was. Shutting myself in a room and getting some rest might cool my head. Since it was evening, I could return to the Academy tomorrow morning without issue.

"This is a joyous day. I thought I wouldn't be able to serve you until the end of the year."

Though surprised by his master's sudden appearance, the butler quickly composed himself and welcomed me.

"I'll prepare a meal right away."
"Ah, no need. I already ate something simple."

I was actually hungry, but I wasn't in the mood to eat.

"Understood."

The butler looked disappointed briefly but nodded in acceptance. Forcing food on someone who refused wasn't a butler's duty.

As I was about to head to my room, leaving the bowing butler behind, I added one more thing just in case.

"If any guests come looking for me, turn them away. I'll be returning soon anyway."
"Yes, I'll do that."

After hearing the butler's response, I continued walking. I planned to get some rest and then decide what to do.

—Or so I thought.

"Master, Master."
"Master needs to go to bed now."

Yuris, whom I met on the way to my room, was an unexpected obstacle. Sophia, who usually accompanied her, was nowhere to be seen.


Anyway, Yuris, who had been dusting the windows, ran over and chattered away as soon as she saw me. She asked why I had suddenly come, told me that an egg had two yolks today which was a sign of my arrival, and said she would have prepared a cake if she had known I was coming.

Normally, I would have responded and played along a bit, but I was too tired and just nodded.

Usually, Yuris would back off when I did this. Despite her youth, she was perceptive and considerate.

"But you haven't even changed your clothes."

But today she clung to me and wouldn't let go.

'What's going on?'

I glanced at Yuris.

She looked up at me with bright eyes. On the surface, she seemed no different than usual, but her behavior was different. Did she have something she wanted to say?

"What is it? Do you have a favor to ask?"

I gently stroked her head as I spoke. For a maid, the most difficult person must be the master. Even though I wasn't the type to torment my employees, the difference in status itself created pressure.

Despite this, she was hovering around me, which suggested she had something to ask. As long as it wasn't too difficult, I didn't mind granting her request.

"Master. Are you troubled by something?"
"Huh?"

I didn't expect to be questioned in return.

Yuris asked with sparkling eyes, and it seemed like a genuine question rather than just fishing for information. There was no reason for her to probe me anyway.

Still, the sudden question caught me off guard.

"...Is it that obvious?"
"Very."

Her decisive answer made me smile bitterly. Even a child could tell I wasn't doing well.

If she could tell, the butler must have noticed long ago. He probably didn't say anything to give me time to sort things out myself, but Yuris, being a child, spoke her mind.

I continued stroking her head while organizing my thoughts. Should I brush it off as nothing, or should I say something, even briefly?

'She seems curious already.'

Even as her head bobbed with my strokes, Yuris stared at my lips. When a child fixates on something, it tends to last. Evading now probably wouldn't help much.

"Someone made a mistake with me. I'm trying to figure out what to do."

I decided to speak moderately. As long as I didn't go into detail, it should be fine, and honestly, I felt suffocated enough to want to talk to someone.

Besides, telling an ordinary maid seemed unlikely to lead to the information leaking to strange places.

"Was it a big mistake?"
"Quite big."
"Did they do it on purpose?"
"They did."
"That's terrible."
"Right?"

I smiled slightly at Yuris's words.

Yes, it was terrible. Especially considering they knew what I had been through.

"But if you're still thinking about it, doesn't that mean you want to forgive them?"

My hand paused briefly at those words. It was so brief that I resumed stroking her head as if nothing had happened.

In truth, I felt a bit guilty. Saying I needed to calm down before deciding—that itself meant I didn't want to throw away my relationship with the Magic-Ending Duke.

If I were truly angry, if I genuinely hated the Magic-Ending Duke, I would have flipped everything over right then and there, regardless of calming down.

"You think so?"
"You said it yourself, Master. Anyone can make mistakes. If there were circumstances, if they sincerely apologize, there's nothing that can't be forgiven."
"...I did?"
"Yes!"

Looking at Yuris's bright expression, it seemed true.

Wait. Did I really say such things to a child who wasn't even an adult yet? I can't quite remember.

Seeing my confused expression, Yuris smiled awkwardly and continued.

"Well, when you took in Sophia and me..."
"Ah."

Now I remembered.

"G-give it back... now! Or I'll stab you with this!"

I don't remember exactly when, but I met Yuris while surveying a post-war reconstruction area.

In a situation where she was starving, and Sophia was on the verge of death from starvation, I appeared in an alley holding bread. Seeing me, Yuris attempted robbery with what looked like a primitive stone axe.

At first, I was confused. For a brief moment, I thought it might be an assassination attempt, but the "stone axe"—more like a crude rock—held by the girl... it was far from an assassination tool.

After that, well, I let myself be robbed to save the poor child. I was moved to tears when I saw her feed Sophia first. What a kind child, driven to robbery by the severity of war damage.


"I-I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I must be crazy! Sophia is innocent!"

And after filling her stomach, Yuris came to her senses and broke down crying.

"You're showing remorse, so it's fine. Everyone makes mistakes."

That's what I said to comfort Yuris then. That since she apologized, I didn't mind.

"You remembered that?"
"For me, it was life-changing."

Her giggling made me feel a bit embarrassed.

Anyone else would have done the same. Yuris and Sophia's condition at that time was truly pitiful.

"Thanks for the advice."

After thinking for a moment, I patted Yuris's head.

Yes, forgiveness is one option. I should keep it in mind.

Of course, forgiving immediately is too much. Right now, just suppressing my anger is challenging enough.

***

Though the master said he wouldn't eat, I informed the kitchen just in case he might look for a light snack at night. I told them to be ready to prepare something simple.

I also rechecked the garden visible from the master's room and examined other amenities for any issues. The master's return to the Academy tomorrow wasn't a consideration. A servant's only duty is to do their best for their master.

While inspecting the mansion, an unbelievable report came from the guard at the main gate.

"Who has come?"
"The Magic-Ending Duke has arrived."

An unexpected visitor. This mansion rarely receives guests since the master is absent more often than not. Although the master is staying today, who would notice and visit during this brief stay?

Moreover, the visitor is the Magic-Ending Duke. The recent talk of the Capital. The woman who has feelings for my master.

"...The master has declined visitors, so politely turn her away."

Instinctively, I considered how to receive her, but the master had already ordered no visitors. There was no choice but to turn her away.

"Um, Butler."

But despite my words, the guard hesitated.

"I'm sorry, but... I think you need to see this yourself."

His words filled me with unease.

I couldn't believe the sight before my eyes.

'Good heavens.'

I understood why the guard was so flustered. It was remarkable that he managed to report with a clear mind.

As I approached the main gate, the white-clad woman became clearer. And the clearer she became, the more unbelievable her appearance was.

"B-Butler!"

Seeing me approach, the guard who remained at the gate hastily spoke. Following the guard's gaze, the woman—the Magic-Ending Duke—looked at me.

The moment our eyes met, I nearly closed mine involuntarily.

'What in the world.'

The Magic-Ending Duke's condition was miserable. Reddened eyes, endless tears, a face flushed either from crying or the cold wind.

Her floor-length hair was dirty with all sorts of soil and dust, and her clothes were in poor condition as if she had fallen on her way.

'...Barefoot.'

And she was barefoot. Had she lost her shoes when she fell?

She looked wretched. If I hadn't been told the Magic-Ending Duke had arrived, I would never have recognized her.

"But...ler...?"
"Yes. I am Willess, the butler managing this mansion."

Instinctively, I bowed my head in response to the Magic-Ending Duke's severely trembling voice.

As I lowered my head, I noticed the object the Magic-Ending Duke was preciously holding.

A comb, the only clean thing despite her soiled body, held as if it was something that absolutely could not be dirtied.

"Butler..."
"Yes, Your Grace."
"Is... is my child here...?"

Faced with such a pitiful sight, I couldn't bring myself to turn her away.

Master, what on earth did you do outside to make her like this?

I ran as fast as my feet would carry me. I threw away all dignity and authority and just ran. I ignored any sounds coming from beside me.

Because if I stopped here, I felt I would never catch my child again. If I was even a little late, I might lose my child forever.

What use were all the things I possessed if my child wasn't there? What meaning would titles like Duke or Tower Master have in a world without my child? Even if I had everything else, my child—the most important thing—would be missing.

'Where are you, my child...'

But no matter how much I ran, my child was nowhere to be seen. As my breath grew ragged and running became difficult, it truly felt like the sky was falling.

I, who cannot use magic, am this powerless. My child can reduce me to such a helpless, insignificant being.

Tears welled up again, blurring my vision. Despite being nothing, I had dismissed my child. I ignored my child's pain, refused to listen to my child's opinions, and acted unilaterally, assuming my child would naturally be pleased.

"My child, my child..."

My body trembled with self-loathing. My legs gave out, and I collapsed to the ground.

No, even self-reproach was a luxury I couldn't afford. I had to apologize. Even if I couldn't be forgiven, I needed to apologize. I couldn't let my child's final memory of me be tainted by my ugliness.

I forced my trembling legs to move. I fell several times along the way and got back up just as many times. I stopped passersby to ask if they had seen my child, receiving shocked looks each time, but I didn't care.

"If you mean a man in a black uniform, he went that way earlier. I don't know if it was the Audit Department Head, but..."

Fortunately, there was progress. Thanks to a shopkeeper's answer, I could find where my child had gone.

After running again, I arrived at a mansion. My child's mansion.

'There it was.'

I was sincerely relieved. I had worried that my child might have left the Capital.

Fortunately, it wasn't too late. My child was still in the Capital. That meant there was still a chance.

The hope that it wasn't too late. With that hope, I moved forward again. Limping from the pain in my knees, I approached the main gate, where a guard blocked my way.

"S-stop right there. This is the residence of Kal Kracius, the Imperial Audit Department Head—"
"Tell him that the Magic-Ending Duke, the Duke of Servet, is here."

At those words, one of the guards who had been exchanging glances with the others entered the mansion and soon returned with a man.

I had hoped it might be my child, but of course it wasn't. My child would hate to see me now.

The man who came out in place of my child was the butler who managed this mansion. I asked him if my child was here and if I could see him.

"...My master said he will not receive any visitors."

At the butler's hesitant words, I immediately sank to the ground.

"But I'm sure the master would welcome you if he knew you were here, Magic-Ending Duke."
"No, it's alright..."

When the startled butler hurriedly tried to enter the mansion, I instinctively grabbed him.

My child had already refused visitors. If the butler told him I was here, my child would think I was ignoring his wishes again.

I couldn't do that. I couldn't risk earning my child's hatred any further.

"How long will my child be here?"
"Probably until tomorrow morning, when he'll return to the Academy."
"I see..."

Returning to the Academy tomorrow morning. That meant my child would leave the mansion then.

In that case, I would wait. I could wait here until morning.

For the sake of seeing my child, I could wait as long as necessary.

***

I opened my eyes as soon as I closed them. Please just let me sleep.

But the butler's sudden entrance with panic written all over his face and the urgent news that the Magic-Ending Duke had visited was enough to make me give up on sleep.

'I clearly said I wouldn't receive visitors.'

The anger that had slightly subsided thanks to Yuris's advice flared up again. The unpleasant feeling of being hit in the same spot twice was an added bonus.

It wasn't time to meet yet. I had left abruptly, accepting the rudeness of it, to organize my thoughts. What good would come from meeting when my emotions hadn't settled?

That's why I had said in advance that I would refuse visitors, but now it seemed I would have to see the Magic-Ending Duke.

"Butler. I told you to refuse visitors."
"I apologize, Master. But I thought you should definitely see this."

I considered ignoring it, but I still made my way there. It was rare to see the butler so flustered. If he was like this, there must be a good reason.

As I walked toward the main gate, I kept thinking about what to say to the Magic-Ending Duke.


Should I say I'm sorry for having to see him when I said I wouldn't? No, that's too sarcastic.

Should I demand to know what nerve he had to come here? No, that's not good either. I don't want to forgive him yet, but I don't want to fight more either.

Should I simply say I don't have the leisure to receive guests and ask him to leave? That seems the most reasonable option.

—Or so I had thought.

"Ah, my child..."

All the simulations I had been running flew out the window. All my plans turned to garbage.

The brilliant white hair that had been practically synonymous with the Magic-Ending Duke was now disheveled and dirty, and his clothes were torn in various places—clearly not normal.

Moreover, he was sitting pitifully on the ground, barefoot. The guards, unable to bring themselves to touch such a noble duke, were merely hovering nearby.

'What in the world.'

I was shocked. I resented and blamed the Magic-Ending Duke, but at the same time, I had complicated feelings due to our history together.

I had wanted the Magic-Ending Duke to regret and apologize. Not right now, but after I had calmed down, I wanted to receive his apology.

But not like this. I wanted to see remorse, not destruction.

"...Your Grace."

And I didn't want to see someone cower at my words as if frightened.

I sighed. Even a sigh could threaten the Magic-Ending Duke now, but I couldn't help it.

'Damn it.'

It was winter weather now. It was after sunset. Walking barefoot in such conditions—his feet couldn't possibly be fine. Besides being dirty, they were scratched and scraped all over.

And his clothes, specifically around the knees, showed red marks that suggested he was injured somewhere. Anyone could see it was blood.

"Ah, my child. My child said, my child said he wouldn't receive visitors, so I was going to wait until my child came out, until tomorrow..."

When I sighed and showed no reaction, the Magic-Ending Duke spoke hurriedly.

I sighed again. If he had grabbed the butler by the collar and demanded to see me, it wouldn't have been this pathetic. He was going to wait until morning? In this weather? On this bare ground?

I looked over the Magic-Ending Duke sitting on the ground. To spend the night in that state, what was he thinking—

'Shit.'

As I lowered my gaze, I saw what the Magic-Ending Duke was holding, and I couldn't stay still any longer.

"The wind is cold."

A white comb, in stark contrast to the disheveled Magic-Ending Duke.

The first gift I had ever given to the Magic-Ending Duke, a mere nothing.

"Let's talk inside."

The Magic-Ending Duke was preciously holding that insignificant object.

How could I treat him coldly after seeing that? Actually, even without the comb, the Magic-Ending Duke was in a state that required bringing him into the mansion.

"Y-yes. Alright."

My voice was gruff even to my own ears. But the Magic-Ending Duke, who had been looking at me with trembling eyes, hurriedly stood up at just those words.

And then, lacking strength in his legs, he collapsed forward as soon as he stood.

"D-Duke!"
"Are you alright?!"

At that tearful sight, the guards were the first to exclaim and rush forward, but they couldn't support him because the Magic-Ending Duke waved them away while groaning.

This is maddening. How did the Magic-Ending Duke end up like this? It hadn't even been a few hours since I left the Magic Tower, and in that time, why had he become like this?

"Your Grace. I'll assist you."

I approached the Magic-Ending Duke, who was supporting himself on the ground with trembling hands. It seemed he couldn't maintain his balance alone.

"I-I'm fine... You don't need to—"
"Excuse me."

Even an escaped convict passing by would shed tears and offer help seeing him in this state. It makes no sense to say not to worry.

Ignoring the Magic-Ending Duke's protests, I carefully lifted him up. His eyes, still streaming with tears, stared blankly at my face.

"...A guest should follow the host's words. Don't say unnecessary things."

An acknowledgment that I was accepting him as a guest.

At those words, the Magic-Ending Duke bit his lip tightly to suppress his sobs.


This is truly maddening.

I took the Magic-Ending Duke not to the reception room but to my room. It was well-heated as I had been preparing for bed, making it perfect for warming up the cold Magic-Ending Duke.

Saying it like this makes it sound like I'm dealing with a corpse, which feels strange.

"Master. I've brought them."
"Thank you."

Not long after, the butler personally brought a basin and a wet towel.

"Soon Yuris and Sophia will—"
"It's fine. I'll do it myself."
"Understood. Please call if you need anything."

After the butler withdrew, only the Magic-Ending Duke and I remained in the room. I glanced at the Magic-Ending Duke and saw him fidgeting as he sat on the edge of the bed.

Now that I could see him in the light, he looked even more wretched. To think that a noble duke would look worse than a defeated soldier.

"Are you feeling alright?"

When I casually spoke, the Magic-Ending Duke's wandering gaze immediately fixed on me.

"Ah, um, yes, I'm fine."
"I know you're not fine, so please close your eyes for a moment."

Of course, I hadn't asked expecting him to say he was fine, so I simply ignored his answer.

At my words, the Magic-Ending Duke, though bewildered, quietly closed his eyes. I carefully wiped his face with the towel. Although I couldn't erase the traces of tears, I could at least clean off the dust.

After wiping his face, I moved on to his hair, arms, hands, knees, and legs. I cleaned every part that was even slightly dirty.

"Ah, my child. I can do..."
"Be quiet."

I cut off the Magic-Ending Duke's attempt to say something unnecessary. I had already been rude to the Magic-Ending Duke today, so a little more rudeness wouldn't hurt.

'Blood.'

Seeing his knees, which had turned red in more ways than one, made me feel even more displeased.

The wounds were vaguely visible through his clothes, but seeing them directly was even worse. The wounds on his knees, the blood that had run down his legs.

The way he flinched slightly whenever I touched them suggested they were injuries from falling properly.

"...Why did you come?"

Thinking of the Magic-Ending Duke running all the way here, falling multiple times, I couldn't speak kindly.

"Didn't I tell you? That I wouldn't show my face to Your Grace. Why didn't you just ignore this rude fellow?"

A mere nobleman, not even one with a title yet, just an heir, had declared cutting ties with a duke. It wouldn't have been strange if the Magic-Ending Duke's pride had been hurt right then and there.

Nevertheless, the Magic-Ending Duke had come running. To see me, because he had something to say to me.

And seeing the pitiful Magic-Ending Duke, I could guess what he wanted to say.

"How could I..."

I heard the Magic-Ending Duke's voice from above my head. A voice mixed with tears and broken.

"How could I ignore it after hurting my child like that..."

Now I could hear him sniffling. Outside, though tears were visible, he had held back his sobs, but now, perhaps because we were alone, he showed no restraint.

"...I'm sorry."

At those words, my hands, which had been wiping the Magic-Ending Duke's feet, paused momentarily.

"I thought it was for my child's sake, that my child would like it... I assumed that on my own..."

As the Magic-Ending Duke continued speaking, I felt something falling on my head.

No, there's no need to call it something. It was clearly tears.

"I should have, spoken, I shouldn't have thought alone... I should have, told, my child too..."

The Magic-Ending Duke's sobs grew louder. The tears falling on my head increased.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry. Truly, truly...!"

Despite his desperate apology, I didn't raise my head.

Because the wounds on his feet were particularly severe. If I didn't wipe them carefully, they would hurt even more.

'Damn it.'

This is truly maddening.

I could hear the Magic-Ending Duke's crying above my head, but I didn't look up. Or perhaps more accurately, I couldn't look up.

Was it because I didn't want to see her face even after she apologized? No, that wasn't it. Honestly, my heart had been wavering since the moment I saw her pitiful state. When she put aside all dignity and apologized, even my faint resentment disappeared.

How could anyone hate her after seeing that? She apologized sincerely without any excuses or self-justification.

'This is cheating.'

That thought even crossed my mind. Unfortunately, I was cleaning her feet when she started apologizing. I was touching those terribly pitiful feet.

No matter how clean the Capital's roads might be, they're not clean enough to walk barefoot without consequences. Besides, the Magic-Ending Duke is just a fragile woman with no physical training apart from her magic.

That's why I couldn't look up. I was afraid I might get angry for a different reason if I saw her now. I might raise my voice asking why on earth she'd been walking around like this, if she thought I would like seeing her this way.

And then she would cry again and apologize. So predictable.

"Your Excellency."

After taking a short deep breath, I raised my head. I saw the Magic-Ending Duke crying like a child. A different emotion welled up inside me.

"...Please give me the comb."

But I quickly suppressed it. It would be too much to get angry at someone who had just apologized, even for a different reason.

At my words, the Magic-Ending Duke turned pale and shook her head.

"Oh, child. This, this is..."

She clutched the comb she had been preciously holding even tighter. As if begging me not to take it away, as if asking me to forgive at least this one thing.

"I'm not asking for it back. You should comb your hair too, shouldn't you?"

I couldn't help but sigh at her pitiful appearance. No matter how angry I might be, I wouldn't give someone a gift only to take it back. Besides, wasn't my anger already mostly gone?

I just wanted to help comb her hair. I had wiped off the dust earlier, but her hair—once comparable to silk—was still disheveled.

Fortunately, my words seemed to calm her, and she carefully handed me the comb, though she kept glancing at me nervously.

"This might take a while."

I sat behind the Magic-Ending Duke and gathered her hair.

It looked long at a glance, but now that I've gathered it all together, it's really impressive.

"That's fine. Re-relax, child."

When I took hold of her hair, her ears, which had been drooping, perked up slightly.

...Let's pretend I didn't see that.

Silence enveloped us. There were no more sniffles or apologies.

Only the sound of the comb through her hair and the rustle of hair against the blanket were barely audible.

'It's soft.'

The silence made me think unnecessary thoughts. But her hair really was soft.

So soft that it didn't take much combing to straighten it out. Thanks to that, what I thought would be a lengthy task progressed more quickly than expected.

I wonder if this is because the Magic-Ending Duke takes such good care of her hair, or if it's an elven characteristic.

"Hnngh...!"

A faint moan escaped when my hand brushed against her ear. Her ears began to twitch actively.

"I'm still angry with you."

At those words, her ears drooped back down.

Of course, that was a lie. I wasn't angry at all. People who actually say "I'm angry!" are rarely truly angry.

It was just a bit of spite. Though my anger had subsided, my feelings were still complicated. I wasn't sure if it was right to simply forgive her. And in the midst of that confusion, the Magic-Ending Duke's emotional display was working overtime, so I was being spiteful.

Childish behavior. Not something I should do twice.

"Why did you say that?"

I continued moving my hands while speaking calmly.

"You could have made excuses."


But the content wasn't calm at all. I was asking for the words deeply hidden in my heart, the words I desperately wanted to hear from the Magic-Ending Duke.

"You could have said it was for my sake, that I would appreciate it once I calmed down."

Longevity. In some ways, it could be considered a blessing. Especially longevity with wealth and honor—wouldn't anyone want that?

The Magic-Ending Duke could have said that. That I was just excited, that I would like it after cooling down.

"Or you could have said you were too sad, that you didn't want to lose me."

Or she could have appealed to her affection. That she loved me, loved me too much to lose me. That she couldn't bear the thought of hundreds of years without me.

If she had said that, I might have been flustered. Just as I didn't want to be left alone after sending off my loved ones, she wouldn't want to be left alone after sending me off.

"...Why didn't you make any excuses?"

Yet the Magic-Ending Duke chose none of these options. She only said she was sorry, that she had done wrong.

"Because I wanted to be honest."

And the Magic-Ending Duke answered without hesitation.

"I've already deceived you. I didn't tell you anything. I didn't want to do that anymore."

The Magic-Ending Duke's voice was mixed with self-loathing and emptiness.

Since I was behind her, I couldn't see her expression, but it probably wasn't very good.

"How could I do such a thing when I'm asking for your forgiveness..."

The Magic-Ending Duke's head lowered more and more. Her shoulders trembled slightly.

"I can't say I'm hurting too after I've hurt you."

She meant she had no right to appeal to affection after deceiving me.

That's why the Magic-Ending Duke didn't mention lifespan. She didn't say that without the potion, she would have had to send me off first.

"...I'm truly sorry. I'm sorry..."

The Magic-Ending Duke repeated her apologies again. But this time, it wasn't an apology mixed with wailing and pleading. It was like she had let go of something, like she had transcended.

"I was too selfish. I said I loved you, but I didn't consider your feelings."

After saying that, the Magic-Ending Duke carefully turned around.

Tears that had just stopped now began to flow again, with a faint smile.

"It was greed, child. I found someone I loved more than anyone else, but I wasn't satisfied with that. I wanted to be with you for a lifetime."

The Magic-Ending Duke was clearly smiling, but she was crying. She was clearly shedding tears, but she was smiling.

It was an expression clearly visible before my eyes, yet so confusing.

"Even if you don't forgive me, even if you say you never want to see me again, that's my fault. You made the natural choice."

When I couldn't open my mouth in confusion, the Magic-Ending Duke continued with an even deeper smile and more tears.

"But, but won't you at least allow me to watch you from afar, to keep you in my heart?"

And the Magic-Ending Duke added quietly, "If I can just see you for the few decades you have, I don't need the hundreds of years after that."

'Damn it.'

I stood up as soon as I heard those words. If I didn't soften my heart after hearing that, I wouldn't be human.

If the Magic-Ending Duke showed such sincerity, I should respond in kind.

"Ah, child?"

When I suddenly stood up, the Magic-Ending Duke blinked in apparent confusion.

My heart ached at the sight, but I deliberately turned away and opened a nearby drawer. If my memory was correct, it should be here.

'There it is.'

Fortunately, it was there as I remembered. It seems the butler or servants hadn't cleared it away during cleaning.

About three bottles of potion nestled together in the drawer. I had set them aside to drink during the summer vacation but forgot to take them back and left them in the drawer.

I never expected the product of my forgetfulness to return like this.


"Your Excellency."
"Why, what is it?"

When I addressed her with a serious expression, even holding the potion, the Magic-Ending Duke stammered nervously.

Looking at her like that, I drank the potion.

"...You said it takes 40 years to see the effect of this, right?"

I couldn't help but sigh slightly. I wondered if this was the right choice, but I didn't think a better option would come to mind even if I pondered longer.

"We still have plenty of time. Let's think about it together until then."

Whether to match my lifespan to the Magic-Ending Duke's, or find another solution.

"So stop that nonsense about watching from afar."

Where did she learn to pick only the most melancholic lines? It's truly maddening.

At my words, which burst out with a sigh, the Magic-Ending Duke stared at me blankly before starting to cry again.

And I quietly embraced her. Since I was going to give in anyway, I had only made the Magic-Ending Duke cry by getting upset.

"I'm sorry too, Your Excellency. At the magic tower, I was momentarily angry and said things I didn't mean."

At those words, the Magic-Ending Duke cried even more sorrowfully.

This is my karma, truly my karma.

After sobbing for a long time, the Magic-Ending Duke stopped crying but didn't leave my embrace.

I wasn't crazy enough to say something like, "Now that you've calmed down, please let go."

'...What should I do?'

The problem was that the atmosphere was too awkward now. We had reconciled, apologized, and restored our relationship, so it was a happy ending.

But the current situation itself was too embarrassing. How could we separate less awkwardly and naturally transition to another topic?

'Ah.'

As I glanced at the window, I saw the dark sky. Thanks to that, I thought of an appropriate topic.

"Your Excellency, it's getting late."

I felt the Magic-Ending Duke grip my clothes tightly from within my embrace.

She seems to have misunderstood. I'm not saying it's late so she should return to the magic tower.

After all, she had been wandering around the Capital in a state that no one who saw her could ever forget. If she were to return to the magic tower alone in the middle of the night, what kind of looks would she receive? The rumors that would spread tomorrow morning would be even more terrible.

"It's too dark to go back. If you don't mind, would you like to stay the night?"

She must have liked that suggestion, as the Magic-Ending Duke nodded vigorously.

"Will you, sleep here too?"

Then the Magic-Ending Duke carefully raised her head and spoke.

Of course we'd sleep in separate rooms. What on earth is she saying?

"...Yes. I'll sleep on the sofa, and Your Excellency can sleep on the bed."

But when I saw her tear-stained eyes, I found myself giving in.

Fine, sharing a room should be okay. At least we're not sharing a bed.

"......"
"Your Excellency?"

That's strange. Suddenly she buried her face in my chest and went silent. And her hands gripping my clothes were full of strength.

Honestly, I could physically handle a hundred Magic-Ending Dukes without magic if I had to.

"...Are you sleeping?"

At those words, the Magic-Ending Duke's ears twitched slightly, but she remained silent. As if pretending to be asleep.

'What the.'

I seem to be getting a lot of surprises today.

The morning sunlight streaming through the curtains woke me up. Thinking about the rumors that must have spread last night made me want to close my eyes again, but I forced myself to get up.

My body felt stiff after sleeping on the sofa for the first time in a while. I had definitely been sleeping more comfortably since being assigned to the Academy.

"Are you awake?"

I turned toward the voice and saw the Magic-Ending Duke sitting on the bed. I'd been worried he might be the type to say "A duke doesn't sleep in such a shabby bed," but fortunately, he slept without making a fuss.

I also noticed the shirt he was wearing like a cape.

'He's not a lizard.'

The memory of last night made me chuckle.

The Magic-Ending Duke had pretended to be asleep while clinging tightly to me. When he wouldn't budge no matter how much I shook him, I threw off my shirt like shedding skin and fled. If he was going to be cowardly, I had to respond in kind.

Even as I took off my shirt, the Duke was awake, but perhaps out of some final shred of dignity, he didn't try to stop me from escaping. It would have been more embarrassing if he suddenly opened his eyes after pretending to be asleep.

Instead, I felt his burning gaze on the back of my head as I headed for the sofa.

"Yes, Your Grace. Good morning."
"Hehe, good morning. It's been a while since I've had such a refreshing morning."

I felt relieved seeing the Magic-Ending Duke's small smile. The Duke who had been sobbing yesterday was gone, and the Duke I knew had returned.

"Dear?"
"Yes, what is it?"

While I was putting on my coat, the Duke, still sitting on the bed, spoke up.

"Since I'm still having trouble using magic, could you brush my hair for me?"

At those words, I instinctively looked the Duke over.

His immaculate appearance despite having just woken up. His body that somehow seemed cleaner than when I had wiped it down.

And finally, his unnaturally disheveled hair that stood out amid all that neatness—as if he had deliberately messed it up.

"Would that be... a problem?"

An obvious lie. From an objective perspective, and with my ears twitching at the falsehood, it was clearly a lie.

But what could I do? Considering what the Duke must have gone through yesterday, brushing his hair was nothing. I could certainly grant such a small request.

"Not at all. Of course I'll do it."

When I nodded willingly, the Duke smiled even more brightly and handed me the brush.

"Your Grace, first you should remove the shirt—"
"Just do it like this."
"Yes, understood."

...Well, losing one shirt is nothing.

I once lost a coat to Margareta, after all.

I offered breakfast to the guest who had stayed overnight at the mansion after a long absence, but the Magic-Ending Duke hesitated before shaking his head. He said he needed to get back quickly because of work at the Magic Tower.

The Magic Tower must certainly be in chaos right now. Their highest authority suddenly ran away, created all sorts of rumors while wandering around the Capital, and didn't return even after dark. It wouldn't be surprising if the Deputy Tower Master collapsed from high blood pressure.

"Let's go together."
"Uh, what?"

When I extended my hand to escort him, the Magic-Ending Duke showed signs of surprise. He apparently hadn't expected me to go this far.

But this is the right thing to do. It's better than returning alone at night, but a Magic-Ending Duke who was wandering around crying yesterday and then trudging back alone the next day would be enough to start strange rumors.

Of course, going with me is more than enough to start rumors too, but better to spread good news than bad.

"Yes, thank you."

After a moment's hesitation, the Magic-Ending Duke took my hand, smiling brightly like he had in the room earlier.

It's a somewhat peculiar feeling. Yesterday, I saw the Magic-Ending Duke sobbing at this main gate and in the room. And today, I'm seeing him smiling brightly both in the room and at the gate.

'You never know what's coming next.'

Indeed, you can never predict a person's future. Who would have imagined such a change in just one day?


Still, it's a positive change, so that's fine. Better than laughing yesterday and crying today.

"Then I'll escort you."

The Magic-Ending Duke responded to my words with an unchanging smile.

***

My heart was racing. So much that I wondered if it had ever beaten this fast before.

The reason was simple. The hand holding mine was so warm. Walking with my dear was so happy.

It's embarrassing to be so delighted by something so trivial, but what can I do about feeling happy?

"It's going to be quite chaotic for a while."

While my head was dizzy with joy, my dear whispered softly, making me instinctively look around.

Stares from everywhere, whispering voices, people running off somewhere after seeing us.

"I suppose so."

I gave a wry smile at the sight. Yes, the entire Imperial social circle beyond the Capital will be in an uproar for a while. And I'm the one who caused it, no one else.

Even I think I made a disgraceful spectacle, but it couldn't be helped. How could I remain calm when I was on the verge of losing my dear forever?

"Still, today's rumors will spread faster than yesterday's."

My dear's voice had a hint of amusement. Hearing that voice made my heart race even more.

'You're being considerate.'

This time my eyes reddened with joy, not sorrow. I understood why my dear was going to the Magic Tower with me, why we were walking so proudly for all to see.

To erase the disgraceful display I showed yesterday. To erase my embarrassing behavior that would be on everyone's lips.

Of course, rumors that have already spread won't completely disappear. But once today's events begin to circulate, yesterday's incidents will relatively fade.

Moreover, the new rumor covering up my disgrace is about my dear and me showing our affection. It's actually a rumor I'd like to spread myself.

"...Thank you."
"It's nothing. I'm just walking with you."

I smiled again at my dear's nonchalant response.

I'm happy. Being with my dear, receiving this consideration—it makes me so happy.

"By the way, Your Grace."
"What is it?"

I responded in a gentle voice as my dear opened his mouth as if something had occurred to him.

"How long are you going to call me 'dear'?"
"...Huh?"

A completely unexpected question came out.

"You've graciously taken me into your heart. If this relationship continues to develop, we'll eventually marry, and by then, being called 'dear' would be..."

I felt both flustered and delighted by those words. Delighted that my dear was seriously considering our future together.

At the same time, I was flustered because I didn't know what to call my dear if not "dear."

'That's true.'

But my dear is right. Calling a precious partner "dear" forever is a bit strange.

My dear is indeed precious and someone I want to embrace for life, fitting the endearment. Still, it's not quite appropriate.

"What will you do when a real baby is born?"
'Hnngh...!'

That was the decisive blow. A real baby born between my dear and me.

For a moment, I thought I could call them big dear and little dear, but then we'd be limited to having just one child between us. That's impossible.

"How about... my lord?"


After some deliberation, I cautiously suggested. My lord—it's a wonderful title. Mother used to call Father that in the old days, she said.

Upon hearing "my lord," my dear bit his lip slightly and turned his gaze away. It was just for an instant, but he was clearly trying to suppress a laugh.

I felt a little hurt.

"Let's think about it leisurely, we have plenty of time."
"...Sure."

He was even trying to pretend he hadn't heard "my lord" at all.

I felt very hurt.

"Then what will you do about calling me 'dear'?"

Out of spite, I complained to my dear. Why do you still call me "Your Grace"?

"I'll think about that leisurely too."

But my complaint didn't last long. I couldn't rush my dear when I hadn't decided on a title myself.

As we chatted about various things, we soon approached the Magic Tower.

It's a sanctuary where I've stayed longer than the castle in my domain, but for some reason, I really don't want to enter it today.

"I'll be heading back now. I feel like I'll be resented if I enter the Magic Tower."

My dear said, gently letting go of my hand. Though I felt regretful, I could only nod in agreement.

Yes, we've already arrived. I'm happy enough with the escort I've received.

Just as I was forcing down my regret, my dear came close enough that our faces nearly touched. And then whispered in my ear:

"See you next time, Beatrix."

My mind froze when I heard those words.

***

Just before parting with the Magic-Ending Duke, I suddenly remembered the advice the Wise Duke had given me.

- "Nephew. If you feel like you're being dragged along by the Magic-Ending Duke, strike first. She'll be beside herself with joy."

Advice to take the initiative in my relationship with the Magic-Ending Duke for my future's sake. Actually, I went to the Magic Tower to implement this advice when the incident happened.

Anyway, until I discovered the truth about the potion, the Wise Duke's advice was truly useful. When I took the initiative, the Magic-Ending Duke just got flustered and followed along. It was the only way to gain the upper hand against a duke.

Of course, it would be too much to talk about taking the initiative with a Magic-Ending Duke who apologized while crying yesterday. From now on, I should focus on the fact that the Magic-Ending Duke likes me, rather than trying to gain the upper hand.

If the Magic-Ending Duke put aside her pride and apologized, I too should set aside my embarrassment and express myself.

"See you next time, Beatrix."

So I did it. The topic of how to address each other had come up anyway, so I just went for it.

I did it thinking the Magic-Ending Duke would like it. She had just asked how long I would keep calling her "Your Grace."

Without any precautions, calling a duke by her first name would make me a crazy bastard. I'm not crazy yet.

"Beatrix?"

But something was off. The Magic-Ending Duke showed no reaction to my decisive strike.

I thought she would be flustered, embarrassed, slyly counter-attack, or even get angry, but there was nothing.

She just stood there silently, without any movement or words.

"Your Grace?"
"Ah, uh, um, uhhh..."

Worried, I lightly tapped her shoulder, and only then did she react.

But her face was flushed red, and she couldn't even speak properly.

'...Did I go too far?'

It seemed like she had momentarily reached a state of standing death.

A peninsula jutting out from the northeast of the continent, a frigid zone where eternal snow settles and even the sea freezes over. Geographically, it's located even further north than the steppe region that the Empire refers to as the North.

The Kingdom of Lusen established there is a nation that no one invades, and simultaneously, a bizarre place that attacks no one. It's questionable why a country exists in such a place to begin with, but since no nation particularly desires that frozen land, everyone just accepts it.

In any case, the Kingdom of Lusen, where cold is the most powerful enemy, craves warmth. Perhaps as a result, Lusen's liquor is famous for its high alcohol content.

"Urrrgh!"

The vodka I'm drinking now. This vodka is also Lusen Kingdom's signature liquor and export. Just smelling it makes me feel drunk, and swallowing it makes me acutely aware of where my internal organs are located.

"Your Highness. Drinking like that isn't good for your health."

Bi, who was beside me, spoke with concern, but unfortunately, I couldn't hear him right now. I just want to get drunk. I want to momentarily lose consciousness and go to Enen's side.

With that thought, I grabbed the bottle to pour more vodka into my empty glass.

"Your Highness."

But that small desire couldn't be realized. Bi, with narrowed eyes, grabbed my hand.

"I'm sorry, Bi."

Narrowed eyes, but filled with concern and worry. Seeing that expression, I couldn't bring myself to cause a scene demanding more to drink.

Bi is generally tolerant about alcohol. For him to come all the way to my office, my drinking must have reached dangerous levels.

Well, I suddenly asked for vodka that I don't normally touch. It's natural that the servants would inform Bi.

"You seem troubled."

At my apology, Bi gently smiled and put away the bottle.

And unfortunately, as soon as I heard Bi's words, my head started throbbing again. The alcohol? No. I wish it were that.

"The Audit Department Head is truly a remarkable person. While never showing his face in social circles, he always manages to stand at their center."

Reading my mood, Bi chuckled as if finding it amusing. Right now, I felt somewhat resentful toward him.

Still, I understand. I almost laughed myself when I heard the news first thing after waking up. If it had been news unrelated to me, I could have laughed with ease.

"...Indeed."

But it is related. I can't possibly be at ease.

An incident erupted in the middle of the Capital. Not at a banquet venue for the Crown Princess like before, but in the middle of the Capital where countless people could see. Moreover, the protagonists were the already rumor-centered Audit Department Head and the Magic-Ending Duke.

'This is maddening.'

And it's not just any incident. They say the Magic-Ending Duke was crying while looking for the Audit Department Head.

Even if it had been ordinary commoners doing such things, it would have caused rumors, but this is between a Duke and the Audit Department Head. It's not just a matter of romance between a man and woman; it's bound to become a political issue.

A Duke unilaterally courting the Audit Department Head. The Audit Department Head pushing away the Duke. And the Duke tearfully clinging to the Audit Department Head.

It's a terrible situation. One could conclude that the Audit Department Head has completely dominated a Duke. It would be stranger if there weren't political repercussions.

'At least it's quiet.'

Fortunately, though I'm reluctant to use the word "fortunate," the rumor about the Magic-Ending Duke's sobbing is relatively subdued.

The reason is simple. An even bigger rumor has overshadowed it.

"Many people saw the Audit Department Head walking with the Magic-Ending Duke. They even say they were holding hands."

The latest news brought by the head steward this morning. When I heard about the Magic-Ending Duke's sobbing, I felt my world go dark, but hearing this, I breathed a sigh of relief.

Between an incident that happened at night with relatively few witnesses and one that occurred in the morning with numerous witnesses, the latter naturally garners more attention. Especially if it involves a budding romance.

'He planned this.'


I rubbed my brow and sighed. The Audit Department Head isn't someone with a beast's intellect. He would certainly understand the repercussions if rumors spread about the Magic-Ending Duke tearfully seeking him out.

That's why he deliberately made a show of it. If rumors were going to spread anyway, he wanted to spread a more positive one. To show that the Duke wasn't clinging to the Audit Department Head, but that they were sharing affection.

Sure, rumors might also spread that the Magic-Ending Duke spent a night at the Audit Department Head's mansion, but what can you do? That level of shock is necessary for widespread dissemination.

"Both the Magic-Ending Duke and the Audit Department Head are worthy of being called pillars of the Empire. If the pillars intertwine to become even stronger, how joyous that would be."
"Hehe, indeed."

I tried to rationalize with a positive statement. Yes, this is a good thing. A joyous occasion.

- The Imperial Family will remain silent on this matter.

I have no choice but to think this way. His Majesty has decided on the Imperial Family's silence.

His Majesty must have received the news around the same time as I did, because shortly after hearing the fresh information from the head steward, I received a communication.

- If the Imperial Family intervenes in what has already happened, it will only cause more commotion.

There's no point in trying to control something that happened in the middle of the Capital. In that case, it's best to watch as bigger news consumes the smaller news.

- The connection between the Kracius Family and the Catovan Family is only a matter of time. Therefore, the Crown Prince should also refrain from getting involved in this matter.
"Yes, Your Majesty."

To summarize, it's like saying, "Since the outcome is good anyway, let's pretend the process didn't happen." It might seem like an irresponsible approach, but what would involvement achieve? Even the Imperial Family can't turn back time.

However, His Majesty also seemed dazed by this extraordinary incident.

- It's been a while since I've seen the Audit Department Head. Even while dispatched to the Academy, he's a loyal subject who has eliminated numerous traitors.
"Indeed, that is so."
- I wish to have a meal with the Audit Department Head before the year ends, so the Crown Prince should prepare promptly.
"Yes, I will do so."

His Majesty, who had been sparse in public activities, personally wanted to see the Audit Department Head. An intention to directly confirm what kind of potion the Audit Department Head had consumed to cause such events.

- However, we cannot interfere with the Audit Department Head's duties. The Crown Prince should determine an appropriate time with consideration for the Audit Department Head.

And permission for me to meet and interrogate him before he meets His Majesty.

This is time granted by His Majesty. A time when I can legally tease and mock the Audit Department Head.

'It's an imperial order.'

This is by no means an action mixed with personal feelings. It's purely an imperial order.

With that thought, I picked up the communication device.

***

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had been stammering as if malfunctioning, hurriedly fled to the Magic Tower.

Still, his ears were standing straight up, not knowing how high the sky was. Yes, I knew he would like it. It was an act done after thorough calculation.

'That went well.'

I felt proud. Even I think this was handled really well.

The Magic-Ending Duke's mood, which had hit rock bottom, rose again, and the unfortunate rumors that would have spread overnight were suppressed as much as possible.

After all, people would trust the rumor of him holding hands with me more than the unbelievable rumor of the Magic-Ending Duke going around crying. The best way to handle rumors is not to stop them but to cover them with bigger rumors.

'Thankfully it was night.'

If the Magic-Ending Duke had wandered around the Capital during daylight, this method wouldn't have worked.

With a sigh of relief, I took out my communication device. I should at least greet the person who started all this.

- Wow, nephew! You contacted me first! What's up!?

After quite some time, I received a response from the other party, the Wise Duke.


Though it was the usual boisterous greeting, it didn't hurt my ears as usual. Today, I called to express a sort of gratitude.

"Thanks to you, aunt, good results have come about."
- Ooooh?

The Wise Duke tilted her head and let out a strange exclamation. For a moment, I wondered if I should have called, but I continued firmly.

"Didn't you tell me to strike first?"

At those words, the Wise Duke blinked a few times and then burst into laughter.

- Hahaha! Our~ nephew~ You've become such a cool man?
"...You flatter me."

With that one sentence, I could roughly picture how my uncle was doing. At least I know he's not having an easy life.

- Nephew? Did you and the Magic-Ending Duke get along well, to tell this pre!tty! aunt?
"Yes, well..."
- Then tell me about it!

The visual of a heavily drunk uncle urging me to talk about my first love.

I thought I shouldn't have called, but I nodded and opened my mouth. After all, the Wise Duke did help.

So I explained what had happened from the Magic Tower yesterday—

- Ne~phew?
"Yes, aunt."
- I wanted you to poke him gently with your finger, not smash his solar plexus with a siege weapon.

The Wise Duke, who had suddenly sobered up, said with an awkward smile.

Shit.

The hero who made the Wise Duke panic and clear her drunkenness. That's me.

'It's not like I did it on purpose.'

It's bitter. The look the Wise Duke gave me at the end. That look was as if saying, 'Was my explanation too difficult for this child?'

It's obviously a misunderstanding. I originally intended to poke him gently too. The problem was that I discovered the secret of the potion that I couldn't have imagined. Thanks to that, I unintentionally destroyed the Magic-Ending Duke's mental state.

That's how it flowed and ended up like this; anyway, I tried to do it lightly.

...Of course, no one would believe that. Honestly, it sounds like an excuse even to me.

- But nephew! At least you won't have to fight with the Magic-Ending Duke over romance issues!

Moreover, the Wise Duke said such things as if to comfort me.

Yes, there won't be any fights. The Magic-Ending Duke has already shown his vulnerability by crying miserably. From now on, he'll probably just look at me with sad eyes no matter what I do. It's truly a sad situation...

'Now's not the time to worry about others.'

Looking at the disconnected communication device, I sighed again. Now is not the time to worry about others in the future, but to worry about myself in the present.

A message that arrived while I was in contact with the Wise Duke. Moreover, a magnificent message decorated with a purple border symbolizing the Imperial Family.

[I am pleased to hear that the busy Audit Department Head has come to the Capital. There are urgent matters to discuss, so come to the Crown Prince's Palace immediately.]

An indirect curse asking why a busy person like me had to come all the way to the Capital and cause such a commotion.

I felt no resistance to that beautiful message.

'...I won't be disciplined, right?'

The only consolation is that this shouldn't be a matter for disciplinary action.


This was the umpteenth urgent summons from the Crown Prince just in this latter half of the year. I'm starting to get used to it, almost feeling a sense of familiarity.

'I shouldn't be getting used to something like this.'

With a bitter feeling, I quickly deleted the hideous message. It was too terrible to keep in my communication device.

As soon as I deleted it, I immediately contacted Margareta.

'I don't know how long I'll be held up.'

Honestly, I don't think I'll be disciplined for this incident. Someone with extensive experience in disciplinary actions develops a sense for what warrants punishment. This incident, even if it makes the higher-ups grab the back of their necks in frustration, isn't something that would result in disciplinary action against me.

Besides, even if they wanted to punish me, they lack justification. The crime of making a Duke cry? The crime of walking amicably through the Capital? Aren't these things awkward to state officially?

So it's fortunate I avoided discipline. At the same time, since it's not a disciplinary matter, I have no idea what measures they'll take. If I respond to the Crown Prince's summons now, it's uncertain when I'll be able to return to the Academy.

'I should avoid what happened last time.'

If I'm held up for hours, I'll only return to the Academy in the afternoon. Bypassing Margareta without notice like last time.

Moreover, the longer time passes, the higher the probability that rumors from the Capital will reach Margareta's ears. Then the recently calmed Margareta would crumble again.

I need to avoid that. If there's a reason I can't make it, I should tell her in advance, and anything that might cause misunderstanding should come directly from my mouth. That's the right thing to do.

"Oh my, Kal?"
"Mar."

Margareta answered the call shortly. She must have been having tea after a meal, as a teacup was visible on one side.

"A call in the morning? Did you miss me that much?"

After her eyes widened in surprise, Margareta quickly smiled and spoke.

For someone who would come to the vice president's office in the morning anyway, a call this early would naturally make her wonder if I missed her that much.

"Yes, I called because I miss you. It seems I'll be visiting you late today."

Margareta, who had been smiling, tilted her head at those words.

"Did something happen?"
"I came to the Capital yesterday to meet with the Magic-Ending Duke. Now the Crown Prince is looking for me. It seems my return to the Academy will be delayed."

Margareta's body visibly flinched at this concerning news. A jolt noticeable even through the communication device.

It couldn't be helped. Me meeting with the Magic-Ending Duke after receiving his confession. Me meeting the Crown Prince after experiencing probation and detention. From Margareta's perspective, neither issue could be taken lightly.

"The New Year's ceremony is just around the corner, isn't it? After the ceremony, we'll need to get marriage permission from the Iron-Blooded Duke, so it would be troublesome if things get noisy around us."
"Ah, yes. That's right. It's just around the corner."

Margareta, who had stiffened, rapidly melted at those words. The mention of marriage permission seemed to have erased all her concerns.

For Margareta, nothing is more important than trust and reassurance. If those two things are guaranteed, she welcomes me with a smiling face.

"Yes. And after various conversations with the Magic-Ending Duke, your position remains secure."

Margareta's eyes widened again as she had been grinning.

Saying her position is secure means she doesn't have to yield the first position to the Magic-Ending Duke.

"Just because of love, I don't deserve to be Kal's first..."

In truth, after the previous camping incident, Margareta had given up her desire for the first position. As if she didn't care which position she held as long as she could be with me. As if my choice was more important than her own desires if it was for my well-being.

But human hearts don't change so simply. Even if she abandoned her desire, people naturally want what they can have. In such a situation, she couldn't help but be happy when I assured her of the first position.

"Did His Grace say that?"

I couldn't help but smile as she brought her face closer to the communication device. Yes, that's how happy she is.

"I'll tell you the details when I visit in person."

It's a rather complex and long story to tell through a communication device.

"Won't you allow me to at least see the child from afar, to at least hold her in my heart?"

How could I simply explain that the Magic-Ending Duke had spoken such heartfelt words?

It was essentially a declaration of surrender to follow my wishes. A declaration that touched my heart, and also one indicating I didn't need to worry about the Magic-Ending Duke more than necessary. It meant the Magic-Ending Duke wouldn't obsess over being first or monogamy.


And if the Magic-Ending Duke doesn't desire monogamy, if both Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke have reduced their longing for the first position, then there's a fairly good solution.

No, not just fairly good—a unique solution. One that makes me wonder why I didn't think of it sooner.

"O-okay. I'll wait."
"Just in case, keep your dormitory window open. I'll visit even if it's at night."

At those words, Margareta blushed but nodded.

After Margareta, I contacted the Principal to explain the situation. I told him I had briefly gone to the Capital for some business, but received a summons from the Crown Prince and might be late for club activities.

For a moment, a question flashed across the Principal's eyes—'What the hell has this guy done to meet the Crown Prince so frequently?'—but he pretended not to notice.

"Has the Audit Department Head arrived?"
"I am here to see Your Highness."

What matters now isn't the Principal's curiosity but my future.

I actually hesitated a lot in front of the Crown Prince's palace. This wasn't a disciplinary action with predetermined outcomes, but rather a joint-cracking session dependent on the Crown Prince's mood.

I considered whether I should start with a deep bow to show remorse, or perhaps enter with a somersault. If a knight guarding the palace had said, "His Highness commands you to crawl to the office," I would have unhesitatingly wriggled my way there.

In the end, I walked in normally.

"It seems I've been seeing the Audit Department Head frequently lately, which pleases me. It's a small joy in my daily life burdened with work."
= Thanks for causing trouble every time I start to forget about you, you bastard.

I immediately bowed my head to the Crown Prince who started with indirect cursing.

It's unfair, but I need to bow now. Honestly, it was the Magic-Ending Duke who walked around crying, and I held his hand and went to the magic tower to quell those rumors, but I can't deny I have some responsibility too.

"And I'm delighted to see the pillars of the Empire becoming closely intertwined."
"I am humbled."

I bowed my head even deeper at those words. It meant he was greatly disturbed by the incident that erupted from my entanglement with the Magic-Ending Duke.

With less than a month left until the New Year's ceremony where all titled nobles gather, this commotion in the middle of the Capital would certainly be unwelcome to the Crown Prince busy with preparations.

"Please sit down. I've kept my guest standing for too long."
"Yes, Your Highness."

Fortunately, the verbal beating was brief. Or perhaps he intended to continue after having me seated.

"By the way, I grow more curious by the day. Which family will be the Audit Department Head's first wife?"

The Crown Prince, seated in the place of honor, opened his mouth with a faint smile.

Unfortunately, it wasn't brief—he intended to continue after having me seated. Seeing him throw a direct fastball right after I sat down confirmed it.

I unconsciously swallowed at the Crown Prince's blatant words. My first wife, the wife who would hold the first position by my side.

'There is a way.'

A way for us not to fight. A way to no longer obsess over the word "first."

I had reached that truth. I had untied the Gordian knot and stood Columbus's egg on end. After receiving successive shocks, this morning I had opened the door to truth.

"All of them."
"Yes, all—"

The Crown Prince's hand stopped as he was raising his cup.

***

He looked down at the cup he was holding.

Wondering if perhaps he was drunk. Checking if it might still contain unfinished vodka.

'It's water.'

But it was indeed water. A boring liquid with no discernible aroma. Definitely water.

He wondered if the vodka he had drunk earlier was still affecting his mind, but that wasn't it either. He had been handling his work properly until the Audit Department Head arrived.

In the end, the only answer was to confirm directly with the person himself.

"...All of them?"


He asked the Audit Department Head again. Asking if what he heard was correct.

"Yes, all of them."

It was correct. The crazy thing he heard was correct.

"A wife is family you spend your lifetime with. Even if I cannot love them equally, ranking them in order is not right."

He barely restrained himself from saying, "If you know that, why did you choose polygamy?" After all, if not for the Magic-Ending Duke's intrusion, the Audit Department Head would have married only Lady Margareta.

"Everyone desires the name of 'first.' Even if compromise is reached through dramatic negotiation, it could become a lifelong regret."

He unconsciously nodded at those words, but felt something off. Had the Audit Department Head always been this talkative? He usually spoke only what was necessary, but now his tongue seemed unusually long.

Like someone feeling guilty and making excuses.

"First, second—ultimately these refer to the order of marriage, don't they?"
"Usually, yes."

He played along with the Audit Department Head's desperate look. He was curious about what he was trying to say.

"Then I will marry them simultaneously."
"What."

What nonsense is that.

His mouth froze at the unexpected statement.

"If the numbering is determined by marriage order, then by marrying simultaneously, everyone becomes first."

When he said nothing, the Audit Department Head became even more unhinged. He was moving his mouth to provide reasoning for what anyone would recognize as nonsense and a crazy idea.

He stared blankly at the sight. Was he serious? No, it must be a joke? But would the Audit Department Head joke about such a matter? No. Then was he the type to casually make such crazy statements? No, not that either.

Struggling to grasp his spinning thoughts, he examined the Audit Department Head again. And their eyes met directly.

'Ah.'

Only then did he realize.

'He's gone mad.'

Yes, he had gone mad. The Audit Department Head had finally lost his mind after successive incidents.

From age 17 as a warrior on the battlefield, from 19 as a department head in politics. Four years of continued suffering and endurance.

And then the Magic-Ending Duke's unexpected confession, destined to be caught between two ducal families.

Unable to withstand the pressure, the Audit Department Head had finally collapsed internally.

'How unfortunate...'

He felt solemn. He even reflected on whether he had overworked the Audit Department Head to the point of breaking.

"What do you think, Your Highness? This way, there would be no problem at all, right?"

The Audit Department Head, who had been speaking continuously, concluded his words confidently.

Yes, there would be no problem—in your head.

"Indeed, impressive."

Still, he couldn't bring himself to refute. More precisely, he didn't feel like refuting.

Looking at the Audit Department Head, all thoughts of teasing or questioning disappeared. Now he just wanted to comfort this pitiful man who had gone mad.

He merely nodded to the Audit Department Head before sending him away.

"...I see."

Then he rushed to his Imperial Father to explain the Audit Department Head's condition. He explained that while the Audit Department Head's condition wasn't good, there was no need to doubt his loyalty.

"The Audit Department Head has truly worked hard."
"Yes, indeed."
"...I shall make time during the New Year's ceremony. I will personally commend the Audit Department Head."

In the end, His Imperial Father also abandoned the idea of testing the Audit Department Head.

He simply wished to comfort a loyal subject who had gone mad without anyone knowing.

I could see through the veil and glimpse the future, reaching the truth. Even the Crown Prince, who was ready to scold me, listened to my words and let me go without resistance.

The Crown Prince must have been impressed by my groundbreaking idea. He seemed a bit flustered, but that's the natural reaction when confronted with a truth that breaks the framework of conventional wisdom.

Besides, even though it took time, he eventually understood the new truth. That's impressive comprehension for someone who didn't earn his title of Crown Prince through poker.

'I was right all along.'

A truth that even the Crown Prince who issued an emergency summons could accept. I felt so satisfied I could close my eyes in peace.

All that time spent racking my brain feels like a waste now. No, that's not right. Those struggles led me to this conclusion, so it wasn't wasted.

'Such a simple problem after all.'

My mind is clear now. I see the world differently.

Yes, no one could untie the Gordian Knot until Alexander cut it. No one could stand Columbus's egg until Columbus showed the answer.

Now this continent will have a new idiom. When referring to solving a complex problem simply and cleanly, they'll call it "Kal's marriage."

Feeling satisfied, I looked up at the sky. The blue heavens and bright sun seemed to embrace me.

'I should head back now.'

Plus, the conversation ended much faster than expected. Margareta should just be arriving at the vice president's office by now.

Fortunately, I won't need to infiltrate the dormitory by climbing walls in the middle of the night. I'm confident I wouldn't get caught, but if someone did spot me, it would be awkward and embarrassing.

Anyway, I should hurry back. This wonderful news that even the Crown Prince accepted—I need to share it with Margareta. Joy is doubled when shared, isn't it?

When I entered the vice president's office, I saw Margareta looking somewhat surprised. She must have wondered why someone who said they'd be late was walking in so casually.

"Welcome, Kal. I see your business with His Highness concluded well."

Still, arriving early wasn't a bad thing, so she greeted me with a smile.

"Yes, it ended without issue."
"Hehe, I'm glad. I was worried when you suddenly said you were meeting with His Highness."

After saying that, Margareta stood up and slightly opened her arms.

This was now our routine morning greeting. I smiled slightly and embraced her. She nuzzled her face against my chest before gently pulling away.

Originally, once we embraced, she wouldn't think of letting go, but now she seemed to have learned to end it appropriately.

"It's getting shorter each time."

When I mentioned this playfully, Margareta's face instantly turned red.

"I-I'm going to spend my life with Kal. No need to obsess over brief moments."

Despite her embarrassment, she spoke with forced confidence, so I pretended not to notice.

Let's think positively. If Margareta is this relaxed, it means she feels secure about our relationship.

"Haha, you're right."

I nodded and sat on the sofa, and Margareta sat across from me, looking somewhat restless.

I wondered why she was acting that way, but then I remembered something.

"Come to think of it, Mar. I mentioned yesterday that I met with the Magic-Ending Duke, right?"

I spoke before Margareta could grow more anxious.

I had promised to explain what happened with the Magic-Ending Duke. I had momentarily forgotten while focusing on persuading the Crown Prince.

Perhaps reaching this new truth has somewhat compromised my memory. A sad reality.

"Ah, yes."

As I brought up the topic, Margareta's expression turned serious.

She must have been curious about what happened with the Magic-Ending Duke and what conversation took place that made her the first. She probably had been wondering since we last spoke.


"His Grace made a mistake and apologized to me."
"...What?"

Margareta blinked at my brief summary. A duke's mistake and subsequent apology—something that would never happen under normal circumstances.

A duke is the pinnacle of imperial nobility, the emperor's right hand, a pillar supporting the empire. Even if they make mistakes, they're beyond reproach, too powerful to need to apologize.

Of course, my relationship with the Magic-Ending Duke isn't normal, so it's an exception.

"You see..."

I continued with a more detailed explanation.

I told her everything—how I visited the Magic-Ending Duke after the Wise Duke's advice, how the duke had secretly been working on a life extension project for me, how we nearly had a massive fight before his apology barely defused the situation. I even mentioned staying overnight at his mansion and holding hands on the way to the magic tower the next morning.

I explained everything in great detail, down to the smallest things. I didn't want to hide anything from Margareta anymore. I didn't want misunderstandings to arise from keeping secrets.

"I-I see."

Thankfully, Margareta just seemed overwhelmed by the information overload rather than showing anger or resentment about my interactions with the Magic-Ending Duke. Being completely honest was indeed the right choice.

"So His Grace... did that."

Margareta murmured quietly and let out a small sigh.

She must be confused. The duke's wrongdoing in trying to extend my life without permission, yet his quick apology and desperate tears showing remorse. She probably doesn't know whether to be angry or sympathetic.

"...He must be completely smitten with you."

After hesitating, Margareta spoke with an awkward smile. It seems she chose the latter.

"I'm undeservingly so."

I smiled slightly at her response.

In a way, Margareta almost had to deal with "your husband is amazing" in her later years. Despite that, she understood and forgave the Magic-Ending Duke's feelings, considering the racial difference of elves and his tearful apology.

She's truly more than I deserve. The Magic-Ending Duke, Luise, Irina, and even the section chief are too good for me, but I'm also grateful for Margareta's boundless kindness.

'Now's the time.'

So I should share the good news with such a Margareta. I need to tell her that she won't lose her position as first to the Magic-Ending Duke or anyone else.

"Anyway, His Grace made a mistake, but please don't think too badly of him. We're all first, after all."
"I understand. We're all... first?"

Margareta, who had been nodding firmly, tilted her head as if sensing something odd.

She's probably confused about whether "same" and "first" can be used together. I understand. Even the Crown Prince was confused at first.

But I believe without a doubt that Margareta will understand once I explain.

"I've been trapped by my own prejudice."

I burst into laughter as I began. How much I had struggled, trapped in the prejudice that I needed to establish an order.

With a joyful heart, I explained to Margareta what I had told the Crown Prince. That first, second, and so on are just meaningless labels bound to marriage order. If we all marry simultaneously, everyone will be happy.

After a moment of silence, Margareta quietly approached and embraced me tightly.

"If that's what Kal wants, I'm fine with it."

I embraced her in return.

'As expected.'

I believed it. I believed Margareta would understand.

***

Kal, always reliable and trustworthy. Sometimes he shows peculiar sides, but still so lovable.

I quietly embraced him. I felt that if I looked at his face now, I might cry, and I didn't want to worry him, so I just held him.

'What should I do?'


Thinking of Kal speaking so happily made my heart ache. My eyes were gradually growing hot.

'You must have been in so much pain.'

I embraced Kal more tightly. Thinking about how much he must have suffered, I wanted to comfort him at least this way.

When I think about it, it's only natural. When the Magic-Ending Duke confessed to Kal, how much did I struggle emotionally? And Kal had to worry not only about the Magic-Ending Duke but also about confessions from other women.

So many burdens were placed on Kal's shoulders. The responsibility as head of the Audit Department, his role as the academy's inspector, observing royalty as the pastry club advisor, and on top of that, all those grand confessions.

Why didn't I realize it? Even someone with a heart of steel would be affected under such pressure.

"All brides will marry from the same position as His Grace the Magic-Ending Duke."
"Yes, that's wonderful."
"No one is above, and no one is below."
"It sounds lovely just thinking about it. Thank you."

I patted Kal's back as he continued speaking.

Honestly, I don't understand what he's saying. My mind has refused to comprehend since he mentioned simultaneous marriages.

Still, I couldn't bring myself to stop him. Kal wasn't joking or testing me.

'He's serious.'

Kal is sincere. After much deliberation and struggle, he found his own answer.

Even if that answer is a bit strange.

'How can I dissuade him?'

Thinking of Kal suffering alone, I couldn't do it. I couldn't look at Kal, who mistakenly—no, genuinely—thought he had found the answer, and say, "I don't like that."

Yes, if Kal wants that method, maybe it would be good. If everyone is first, it's a happy outcome.

Everyone in the same position. In a way, it's truly like a dream. Wives from lower-ranking families won't need to be wary of those from higher ranks, and they can share love with Kal without any burden.

"Convincing the in-laws might be a bit difficult..."

I couldn't help but smile at Kal's muttering. Surprisingly, he was having such normal concerns.

"And with five brides, we'll need to choose a large venue..."

Suddenly, my hand stopped patting Kal's back.

'Five.'

Though I already knew the number, hearing it again made my head go blank. I had prepared myself for polygamy, but I never expected there would be five.

...No, five is at least a number you can count on one hand. Considering the Golden Duke who needs more than two hands, Kal is moderate.

If it increases beyond five, things might get a bit chaotic, but that too would be Kal's choice.

"Mar."
"Yes, Kal?"
"What happens if one person catches multiple bouquets?"

I just patted Kal's back without answering.

'Poor thing.'

I really feel like crying now. Because I can sense that something in Kal has broken. Though he seems fine on the outside, I can tell something inside has gone wrong.

Holding back tears that threatened to fall, I embraced Kal even more tightly.

Kal, don't worry. I'll always be on your side.

You must be very confused and in pain right now. But I'll wait until you return to your normal self.

Even if you don't return, I'll do as you wish.

Because you deserve to have what you want.

A sudden summons arrived from the Lady Duchess. Along with a message that it was an important matter and to come as quickly as possible.

Seeing that she had called for Irina as well, it must certainly be related to my brother. That's why I rushed over as soon as I received her summons. When it comes to my brother, I couldn't delay even a moment.

"Senior. May I come in?"
"Ah, you came quickly. Please enter."

After carefully knocking and speaking through the door, I heard the Lady Duchess's voice.

"Lady Irina has arrived too. Please come in."

Upon seeing Irina and me enter together, the Lady Duchess smiled slightly and rose from her seat.

Then she naturally headed toward the shelf where the teapot was. At first, it was uncomfortable having a member of the ducal family personally prepare tea, but when she insisted it was proper as the host who had invited us, I couldn't bring myself to interfere.

Still, I'm used to it now after experiencing it several times. Besides, though it's strange to call it an exchange, whenever I visit the vice president's office, I bring cookies, and Irina brings small potted plants as gifts, so it's a kind of barter system.

"I'm sorry for calling you so suddenly."
"It's fine. I wasn't busy with anything anyway."

Irina quickly responded to the Lady Duchess's apology.

As Irina said, with the closing ceremony right around the corner, there wasn't anything particularly urgent. While there was final exam preparation, it wasn't so demanding that I couldn't respond to the Lady Duchess's summons.

"Hehe, that's a relief."

A soft laugh. But rather than easing tension, that laugh made it rise.

It was laughter mixed with subtle concern. Though the Lady Duchess seemed to be trying not to show it, she couldn't completely hide her emotions.

"...I think this conversation might be a bit long."

And with those words, my suspicions were confirmed.

'This isn't an ordinary matter.'

An intuition that something serious had happened. I subtly clenched my fist as tension enveloped my entire body.

The Lady Duchess rarely said a conversation would be long. It had happened so infrequently—only when explaining the incident when my brother received a confession from the Magic-Ending Duke.

"Yesterday, Kal went up to the Capital to meet with His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke."

I felt Irina flinch beside me.

I probably did the same. A situation where my brother personally went to meet the most threatening person at present. What reason could he have had for meeting him, and what conversation could have taken place—

"And they had a big fight, she said."
"...Pardon?"

My mouth opened before my mind could process it.

Fought with the Duke? My brother?

'Why?'

I was confused. But it was too early for confusion.

"Well—"

I couldn't gather my thoughts with what the Lady Duchess said next.

Life extension, the Magic-Ending Duke's weeping and apology, my brother and the Magic-Ending Duke staying in the same mansion for a night, holding hands as a sign of reconciliation and moving to the magic tower.

This is strange. I can't understand what I'm hearing. The Lady Duchess explained it clearly, but it's still difficult to comprehend.

"It's a bit shocking, isn't it?"

I could barely nod to the Lady Duchess who spoke with an understanding look. "A bit" isn't quite right, but it is shocking.

"Kal... seems even more shocked."

When that somewhat melancholic voice pierced my ears, I instinctively realized.

This is it. This is why the Lady Duchess called us.

"We, we need to comfort Kal."

As if her previous melancholy had been a lie, the Lady Duchess looked at us with eyes full of determination. As if we needed to engrave what she was about to say in our hearts.

With that magnificent intensity, Irina and I steeled ourselves with solemn resolve—

And not long after, it became a tearful scene with the three of us bursting into tears.

Time passed, and it was now club time.

"Brother. Aren't you tired? The wind is cold, so your muscles might get stiff."
"I'm fine. It's not like I'm walking around outside."
"Still. Ah, let me massage your shoulders."
"No, it's okay—"

Without waiting for my brother's answer, I immediately started massaging his shoulders. Looking troubled, he smiled and eventually surrendered his shoulders.

And as I massaged, I could feel knots everywhere.

'You've been through so much.'


These knots must be evidence of my brother's solitary struggles. Burdens he carried alone, in places we didn't know, without anyone knowing.

"Kal isn't without worries. No, rather, he has more to think about than we do."
"Truly, truly so much. More than we can imagine. But he didn't tell anyone about those concerns."
"So, so Kal is hurting now. Just, just a little bit."

The resolute Lady Duchess's eyes grew red as she continued speaking. And it was no different for Irina and me.

My brother, so dignified and steadfast. My brother, more reliable than anyone in this world. The thought that such a brother was mentally overwhelmed and breaking down...

'No, that's not it.'

I hastily shook off that terrible thought. What am I thinking? My brother isn't broken. As the Lady Duchess said, he's just hurting a little, just a tiny bit.

Even the strongest person catches a cold sometimes, right? Sometimes they might fall and scrape their knees, or twist their ankles.

That's exactly it. My brother is just hurting at that level.

"A joint wedding ceremony with all the brides..."

For a moment, I recalled what the Lady Duchess had said, but I deliberately ignored it. When someone has a cold and feels dizzy, they might say strange things.

'We can comfort him.'

Yes, we certainly can. And then my brother will quickly be alright.

"Luise. I'm here."

While feeling the sting at the tip of my nose intensely, the club room door opened and Irina peeked her head in.

"Ah, Irina."
"Hello, oppa."

When my brother greeted her warmly, Irina smiled broadly.

And when our eyes met, she nodded with a serious look. Irina had also come to cure the cold that had settled in my brother's heart.

"Where are the other members?"
"They went out to play foot volleyball."

At my brother's answer, Irina blinked and then looked at me again.

I could only smile awkwardly at that gaze. They really did go out to play foot volleyball.

"We'll be outside for a bit."
"Huh? Why so suddenly?"

Erich, who was shuffling trump cards, spoke first—

"Laterre won't admit he's a developer."
"You have to compare to know what's long and what's short."
"Usually the one who says that is the shorter one."

Following that, Lyutis and Laterre continued the conversation as they naturally exited as a group.

'You don't need to be so considerate.'

I felt both sorry and grateful, understanding why they did it.

Because I was lingering near my brother, because I was looking at him with yearning eyes, they vacated the space for us.

Even though the weather was cold, they deliberately went outside. It's such excessive consideration that I don't know how to repay them.

"—! —!"
"—? —!"

I could faintly hear them playing with all their might in the backyard, but still, they went out for my sake.

I didn't think they really went out just for foot volleyball. Yes, that couldn't be the only reason.

"Everyone's so energetic."
"It's good they know how to expend their energy."

My brother responded curtly to Irina's comment.

I couldn't help but laugh at that. Considering Erich and Lyutis's stamina, they'd probably be fine even if they ran around all night.

"Is it difficult to bake with everyone gone? I brought some good tea."
"Ah, I'll do it!"
"Take your time. We can drink tea first."

Seeing Irina place the bag she was carrying on the table, I hurriedly took out the bowls.

Good tea. Irina had said she would find something effective for calming the mind. Judging by how confidently she brought it, she must have found something really good.

"How is oppa?"

Irina approached me and whispered quietly.

"I'm not sure yet."

I had to admit there was no progress, though it was embarrassing.

My brother isn't one to show signs of difficulty even normally. If I hadn't been told that my brother had caught a cold of the heart, I wouldn't have noticed anything.


That made my heart ache even more. To be sick enough for the Lady Duchess to worry, yet not show it—how much must he be suffering alone?

The saddest thing in the world is being sick alone. Being ill without anyone's attention or concern.

'This can't go wrong.'

Even a small cold can turn into serious flu if neglected. We can't let that happen to my brother.

"But if we keep watching, we'll see something."
"The closing ceremony is soon, though?"

At those words, I closed my mouth again.

Yes, that's the problem. There's not much left of the second semester. There are less than two weeks left to see my brother.

I need to be close to my brother. If he coughs even once, I need to comfort him right away.

'At the most critical time.'

I resent Enen. Why did he make my brother sick at such a time?

No, ideally he wouldn't be sick at all, but if he had to be sick, couldn't it have been when there were more caretakers around?

"...Should we ask to visit the Capital again this time?"

I cautiously suggested an idea. How about staying in the same mansion as my brother, like last summer vacation?

"Wouldn't that be risky? Oppa needs to rest properly, and if we're nearby, he might not be able to rest well."
"I, I guess so...?"

I withdrew my suggestion in response to her very convincing argument.

"Let's at least attend the New Year's Greeting Ceremony."
"Huh?"

While imagining the winter vacation away from my brother—a winter that seemed too cold—Irina offered a different opinion.

'New Year's Greeting Ceremony?'

I stared blankly at Irina, surprised by the unexpected suggestion.

The New Year's Greeting Ceremony. On the first day of the new year, all titled nobles of the Empire gather before His Majesty the Emperor to reaffirm their loyalty and discuss the future direction of the Empire.

Because all titled nobles gather, it's the Empire's largest social venue, but due to the pressure and burden of having all titled nobles present, most ordinary noble children choose not to attend.

Nobles my age either stay in their domains or, if they follow the family head to the capital, hold their own banquets with other nobles who came up. That's what I understood, but...

"We can attend the New Year's Greeting Ceremony too. We didn't attend because it's not mandatory. There was no reason to go."

After saying that, Irina glanced at my brother.

"But now we have a reason."

Following Irina's gaze, I turned to my brother. When our eyes met, he gave me a small smile.

Though I sometimes forget because he's always warm to us in the club room, my brother is a department-level official. A high-ranking official who must attend the New Year's Greeting Ceremony even without a noble title.

"Good."

I nodded quickly after finishing my calculations.

Honestly, I'm a bit nervous. A gathering of high nobles like dukes, marquises, and counts. I didn't want to go myself until I inherited my title.

But taking care of my brother is more important than my anxiety.

And if I'm by my brother's side, I think I'll be fine even before His Majesty the Emperor.

***

Luise and Irina were whispering something earnestly.

'I can hear everything.'

Unfortunately, I could hear everything they were saying. In the same space, especially with just the two of them, I could hear everything no matter how quietly they spoke. I'm a martial artist who handles mana, so my senses are quite sharp.

'Did I worry them too much?'

I felt a bit embarrassed. It seems what I said to Margareta has also reached these two.

Yes, I admit it. I did say things that would worry not only Margareta but also Luise and Irina.

'I was too radical.'

Even something revolutionary should be revolutionary in moderation for people to accept it. But my revolution was truly otherworldly, an end-of-the-century level of radical.

Margareta, being tender-hearted, pretended to sympathize with my words, but she must have been worried about all sorts of things behind my back. I realized that too late.

'I should have spoken over time.'

I was too hasty. Even vaccines need to be adjusted in intensity and administered in several doses to be effective.

If you hit someone with full power out of nowhere, it's just a virus.

I should reflect. A pioneer must always be cautious.

Audit Department, 2nd Section. A section whose main duty is support rather than combat, specifically information gathering. Thanks to this, most Audit Department members in the 2nd Section don't stay in one place but wander around various regions collecting information. Of course, thanks to dividing up responsibility areas appropriately, there's no need to run from the eastern end of the empire to the western end.

And my area of responsibility as section chief is the Capital. That's only natural. If I, who bears the important responsibility of section chief, don't take charge of the Capital, who would manage it?

Some foolish and petty fellows might feel displeased that their superior stays in the Capital while they're running around. But whenever that happens, there's an unchanging truth I can proudly state:

"If you're jealous, get promoted."

That's the Department Head's catchphrase and one I frequently use too. Before becoming section chief, I really worked like a dog. What's so wrong with getting promoted and living a bit more comfortably now?

Besides, it's not like I became section chief just by breathing. It's a trophy I proudly won by succeeding in a life-or-death gamble. Two years ago, as soon as the Department Head took office, I quickly attached myself to him and obtained my current position.

Anyway, since becoming section chief, I've mostly stayed in the Capital. Unless there were truly unavoidable circumstances, I planted my roots in the Capital and absolutely refused to move. Isn't it proper for an ambitious gentleman who appreciates the finer things to reside in the Capital?

'Should I look for a burial plot in advance?'

And lately, that resolution has grown even stronger. Even after death, I'll have my tombstone erected in this Capital. So the Capital's winds can remain at my ears.

"Section Chief."
"Oh, you're here."

The Senior Team Leader who handles the Capital and metropolitan area with me. We often drink together, so his is a welcome face, especially these days.

"Rumors are spreading quickly. They've even reached small towns throughout the metropolitan area."
"Excellent."

I've been hearing only pleasant reports through the Senior Team Leader.

'Thank you, Department Head.'

I sincerely offered thanks to the Department Head at the Academy. What a true superior he is, personally creating interesting incidents to prevent his subordinate who stays only in the Capital from getting bored.

Now I don't even need to pay to see plays. Free, even thrilling dramas keep happening just when things start getting dull.

'I've repaid you as well.'

A sense of satisfaction washed over me. A true superior has true subordinates. Since the Department Head provided an enjoyable drama, I also moved a little for his sake.

It's nothing grand. I just frantically spread word that early this morning, the Department Head and the Magic-Ending Duke joined hands and went to the magic tower. Adding fuel to rumors that would have spread anyway, making them spread even faster.

My goal is modest. For it to spread throughout the entire empire before the New Year's ceremony.

"Any other rumors?"
"Completely buried."
"Perfect."

I felt even more satisfied. The best way to stop a rumor is to cover it with an even bigger rumor.

I covered the 1st Section Chief crying in front of the Department Head with the rumor that the Department Head slept rough at the National Cemetery. And the incident of the Department Head sleeping at the National Cemetery was perfectly covered by this Magic-Ending Duke incident.

The Department Head will surely be pleased. Hasn't his subordinate covered up his embarrassing past? Plus, I also covered up the disturbing rumor that the Magic-Ending Duke was wandering around the Capital crying in the middle of the night.

'This deserves a reward.'

I should make a formal request at the year-end meeting. Ask for bonuses for the entire 2nd Section for protecting the Department Head's honor.

"Good work. Let's keep going like this."
"Yes, Section Chief."
"Drinks after work?"
"Sounds good."

The Senior Team Leader grinned and left the office. He'll choose where we'll have drinks.

'If only it could always be like this.'

As soon as the Senior Team Leader left, I sank into the sofa. My job satisfaction is too good these days. With administrative work like this, I could keep going for another 20 years.

'The 1st Section Chief seems fine too.'

Moreover, while the Department Head provides entertainment outside the Audit Department these days, life inside the Audit Department is also incredibly pleasant.

Whenever rumors of the Department Head's rosy romance spread, attention naturally turns to the 1st Section Chief. I used to be wary of the 1st Section Chief, but now there's no need.

"It's fine! The Department Head is a man who caught my eye, so of course he's bound to be popular!"
"Then isn't there a high possibility of losing him?"
"Hmph! The Department Head isn't someone who would abandon me!"

It's still surprising to think about it. How on earth did he charm the 1st Section Chief? The 1st Section Chief, who would have reacted sensitively before, just smiled broadly and let it go.


Of course, it's a positive thing. Thanks to the 1st Section Chief falling into unfounded confidence, I could also move without hesitation.

'I hope it ends well.'

Recalling the grinning face of the 1st Section Chief, I offered a brief prayer. As a colleague, I can at least wish for happiness.

Be happy, 1st Section Chief.

'I'll find my own happiness.'

I took out the communication orb from my pocket. And as soon as I saw it, I burst into laughter reflexively.

The Magic-Ending Duke incident... saying it like this makes it confusing with the Crown Princess's birthday banquet. Roughly speaking, I haven't contacted the Department Head since the second Magic-Ending Duke incident. If I call now, it would be a monumental first contact.

My heart is pounding. I wonder what expression the Department Head is making while twisting his entire body.

'This is why I work at the Audit Department.'

My mind became peaceful. If the Department Head wasn't the current Department Head, I wouldn't have stayed at the Audit Department for long.

- What is it? Why are you contacting me again?

Not long after activating the communication orb, the Department Head's face appeared. With an expression that said he'd kill me if I contacted him for no reason.

"Hey, Department Head. You seem to be doing well?"
- Do I look like it?
"No."
- You bastard.

I burst into laughter again at the quick profanity.

But if I just tease him without any real business, the Department Head will unilaterally end the communication. That can't happen.

"The Capital is in an uproar these days. To the extent that there's not a single boring day."
- ......

At those words, the Department Head's mouth closed again.

He's at the Academy now, but the Department Head has worked as a high-ranking official in the Capital for two years. It would be stranger if he didn't know what situation the Capital is in right now.

"I have one piece of good news and one piece of bad news for you, Department Head."
- What is it?
"First, the good news is that you sleeping on the ground has been completely buried."

The Department Head's expression softened a bit, as if that was somewhat fortunate.

"The bad news... you know, right?"
- Fuck.

It didn't take long for another curse to fly out. But judging by the lack of other reactions, the Department Head also knows this is the best solution.

Yes, how much effort did the 2nd Section put in for this result? If he complains, he's just being a difficult boss.

"The New Year's ceremony is going to be interesting. I think people might place bets on who will be your first wife."

Since nobles are also human, they tend to place bets when interesting incidents occur. Who will get the answer right, which direction will things flow.

Who will become the first wife of the current Audit Department Head, the Duke or the Duke's daughter? This is something that will inevitably happen behind closed doors, even if Emperor forbids betting.

"Won't you just give me a hint? I'll give you half of whatever I win."

Having delivered all the information to the Department Head, I threw in one last provocation. Now the Department Head will tell me to stop messing around and hang up—

- All of them.

...?

"Excuse me?"
- All of them, I said.
"...What do you mean?"
- As first wives.

At those words, I examined the communication orb that hadn't yet disconnected from various angles.

What's this, is it broken?

Why is the sound being transmitted strangely?


Still trying to calm my heart that was pounding in a bad way, I headed to the Minister's office.

Honestly, going to the Minister's office on my own is frightening, but unfortunately, I'm the first to notice this terrible disaster. As the first discoverer, I have a duty to report quickly.

- Does the first have to be just one?
"No, but that's a social agreement—"
- Social agreements change over time.

The image of the Department Head speaking like a teacher instructing a student. Recalling that image made my head throb again.

Yes, that's right. Social consensus can change depending on the situation. But the fact that the first wife is one is an unchangeable consensus. It's an immutable truth, like the sun rising in the east and water flowing from high to low. That can never change regardless of the situation.

"...Yes, that's wonderful."
- Right? I knew you'd understand.

I didn't understand a damn thing. But if I had resisted there, the Department Head didn't seem like he would let it go.

So I pretended to agree for now. Even that pretense seemed to drain my mental strength, but I'm the only one who can report the already insane state of the Department Head to the Minister.

With that determination to save the Department Head, I arrived at the Minister's office. After taking a short deep breath, I knocked on the door.

- Knock knock

"Minister. This is Lafayette Baron, Audit Department 2nd Section Chief."
"Come in."

This boldness of a mere section chief bypassing the Deputy Head and Department Head to go directly to the Minister. It would have been impossible for me until just recently, but now it's possible.

"What is it, have you already decided on a wedding venue?"

The Minister, who had been working, slightly raised his head and spoke bluntly.

My body instinctively shrank at those words. Since the Minister found out about my relationship with Christina, he's been nagging me almost every day.

"Not about the venue, but I have something important to report."
"So you're saying marriage to Christina isn't important."

Damn, how did it flow that way?

"I'm joking."

Fortunately, the Minister chuckled and put down his pen. As if asking what this important report was.

I unconsciously swallowed at that sight. I have to report to a much higher superior that my direct superior has gone mad. Where else would I experience such a terrible thing?

But I have to do it. At least the Minister needs to know to handle this situation. Only a superior, not a subordinate, can treat a madman.

"The Department Head has gone insane."

In the end, I blurted it out with my eyes tightly shut. No need for long explanations. Saying he's gone mad is enough.

But the response was indifferent.

"He was always insane."
'No.'

For a moment, I was at a loss for words.

And at the same time, I understood. Certainly, if one had to choose between normal and insane, he was closer to the latter.

"He's even more insane now."

After hesitating briefly, I added quietly.

And only then did the Minister's expression harden somewhat.

"...More than usual?"

I quietly nodded.

In that situation, reporting that the Department Head had made the absurd statement that he would take both the Duke's daughter and the Duke as his first wives required more courage than I expected.

Even the Minister remained silent for a while after hearing the report.

A chilling silence descended upon the Minister's office.

I heard the unexpected news and had to stop my work. Postponed tasks can be handled later, but leaving a madman unattended could lead to irreversible consequences.

"He said something like that?"
"Yes..."
"Are you sure you didn't mishear?"
"I wish I had."

I double-checked just in case, but my future nephew-in-law's prospective husband only repeated the unwanted answer.

I unconsciously rubbed between my eyebrows. Rather than wondering how this happened, I felt more like this was inevitable.

'It's enough to drive anyone mad.'

It's a damn mess, but not an unimaginable disaster. He's been through a lot since turning 17 until now. Objectively speaking, it wouldn't be strange if he'd gone mad long ago.

Didn't I discover his deteriorating mental state this summer and try to fix it? Thanks to that, I thought he'd come to his senses, but he was slowly going insane outside my sight.

'Of all times, when he's away.'

This is a headache. If he were nearby, it would be different, but he had to break down when he's far away.

Malfunctioning magical tools sometimes return to normal after a few hits. This is the official temporary solution announced by the Magic-Ending Duke himself.

So if there's no other way, hitting him a few times might be a solution. Magic and holy power may not cure mental illness, but an exorcism ritual with physical force might work.

"Keep this confidential."

I made my decision after brief consideration.

If the Minister of Finance suddenly summons the Audit Department Head, rumors would inevitably spread. Then people might discover that he's gone mad.

But I can't go to the Academy myself either. So I'll have to wait until he returns after the Academy schedule ends.

"Will that be alright? There are more than ten days left until the closing ceremony."
"We have no choice. Perhaps leaving him undisturbed during that time might actually help."

My future nephew-in-law's prospective husband nodded as if he understood, but honestly, it's just wishful thinking.

Yes, he might recover if left alone. He went mad from excessive work and an unexpected confession. If no one bothers him and he can spend time peacefully alone, there's a possibility he might recover his mental strength.

The worst case is that his condition worsens over time. If so, perhaps summoning him now would be the right choice.

'Should I leave it to fate?'

I'm worried that leaving him alone might make him more insane, but calling him might trigger him further.

'That bastard.'

I couldn't help but sigh. A once fresh... no, even when he first became an official, he wasn't exactly normal, but a fresh official has broken down after 4 years.

He did say with his own mouth that 4 years felt like 40 years, 4 years felt like 400 years. I didn't expect him to actually break down as if he'd been through 40 years.

"You may go. Don't tell anyone else about this."
"Yes, understood."

I sent my future nephew-in-law's prospective husband away. I couldn't keep the section chief here when there was no solution.

As he quickly left, I turned my gaze to the ceiling.

'It would be nice if someone could help.'

Of course, I know it's too much to ask. Among the people at the Academy, not in the Capital, there's no one who can cure that bastard's madness. There might be people who could comfort him, but that's about it.

The princess would be careful not to make things worse. Figures like the principal or vice principal might interact officially but wouldn't have personal closeness. Students? It would be fortunate if they weren't afraid of him.

'Isn't there someone suitable?'

Someone who wouldn't be intimidated by the title of Audit Department Head, who has some personal closeness, and who could frankly speak up if they noticed signs of madness.

'...There's no one.'

Unfortunately, no one comes to mind who meets all these conditions.

Let's give up on him recovering at the Academy. At least that bastard isn't the type to advertise his madness everywhere.

***

After giving our all in the selection for the weakest jokgu player, I was sitting in the corner of the field cooling down.

There was no need for such a selection in the first place. Laterre is the least physically capable among us. Anyone could see he was terrible at sports, but he was the only one who wouldn't admit it.

"You play jokgu like crap."
"Thanks for the compliment."

Laterre, who had only demonstrated how terrible he was, gave Lyutis high praise as he went to retrieve the ball that had flown far away.

We agreed that whoever sent the ball flying outside the field would have to retrieve it. This meant Laterre had to leave the field for more than half the game time. Just like now.

"Should we continue?"
"Let's suffer a bit more."


I briefly answered Lyutis who was sitting next to me.

Today, Luise wouldn't leave my brother's side. She was always like that, but especially today.

Anyone could see she had something she wanted to say. So I gave them some space. I was getting tired of card games anyway and needed to find a new activity.

I'm just not sure how long I should stay away.

"Is Laterre still not back?"

While Lyutis and I were staring blankly into space, Ainter and Tanian returned with water.

"Yeah. Looks like he kicked it pretty far."
"If only he had invested half that power into accuracy."

Ainter made such a sad comment about Laterre while he wasn't present. I guess that's what they mean by killing someone with a smile.

"Are we going to continue?"
"That's the plan."
"That's good. It feels refreshing to sweat after so long."

As Ainter handed me the water container with a light smile, I turned my gaze to Tanian.

"I'm fine with it too. We won't be able to do this when it snows, so we should do it while we can."

Since Tanian was also in favor, the decision was made. Now even if Laterre wanted to stop his terrible jokgu, we could push through with a majority vote.

Of course, given Laterre's personality, he wouldn't suggest stopping when he was losing.

'Instead, he'll admit he's the weakest.'

There's a difference between a game where someone stubbornly denies being the weakest and a game where they admit their terrible performance. It's entertaining to observe that difference.

"He said, 'My two legs shall forever follow the path guided by the Lord.'"
"Oh."

Unfortunately for Laterre, Tanian seemed to share my thoughts as he used a holy verse.

My fatigue instantly disappeared, and my body felt refreshed. I actually felt better than before playing jokgu.

"The holy verse of the next saint? That's too generous."

As Lyutis clenched and unclenched his fists, Tanian smiled gently and said:

"The verses are meant to be used. The Lord would prefer them to be used frequently."

That was a highly subjective judgment, but I let it be. According to doctrine, a saint is God's son. If the son says so, then so be it. It's not right to interfere in others' family matters.

However, despite Tanian's consideration, the jokgu game was forcibly concluded.

The ball Laterre brought back was burst, so who knows what happened.

"It was stuck on the founder's statue."

For a moment, I had a reasonable suspicion that Laterre might have deliberately punctured it.

After that day, we continued to hang around outside. Jokgu, soccer, kickball. Basically, we did everything that could be done with a ball.

"It's quite cold now. Can't we just stay inside?"

Lyutis showed reluctance toward our indefinite outdoor activities, but—

"My, shrinking from this level of cold? You've been neglecting your training."

Challenged by Laterre, who had resistance to cold due to his ice attribute magic, Lyutis rekindled his fighting spirit.

I guess knights and mages don't get along well. They clash at the slightest provocation.

'They used to restrain themselves.'

They used to hold back when they needed to look good in front of Luise, but now that they no longer had that concern, the two princes gave themselves over to madness. At least they're not coming to blows. They're fighting while playing.

As I watched Laterre demonstrate the trick of heading the ball backward instead of forward, I casually stood up.

"I need to use the bathroom for a moment."

But surprisingly, no one paid attention. Lyutis had started kicking the ball with mana wrapped around it.

'Crazy bastard.'

He's wasting his abilities in strange ways.

Feeling dismayed at the waste of ability unfolding before my eyes, I entered the building. It's fortunate that other Knight Department students couldn't see this spectacle. They would only feel self-loathing if they did.

"Ah, Erich."

As I was about to head to the bathroom, I heard Luise's voice from behind.

What's this? The club room is upstairs, so we shouldn't run into each other. And Luise wouldn't leave the club room where my brother is.


"Luise? What's going on?"
"I have something to tell you. You came in at just the right time."

Luise smiled slightly, but her complexion was noticeably dark.

She quickly looked around and then approached me gently. Her face was full of tension, which made me tense up as well.

"Could you maybe talk with my brother?"
"...Huh?"

I couldn't respond appropriately to Luise's whispered request.

What kind of request is this now?

I headed toward the club room where my brother would be alone. I had heard shocking words from Luise.

"My brother, my brother seems... a little, just a little mentally unwell."

She spoke as gently as possible, but in summary, she was saying my brother had lost his mind. If Luise, who would normally have stars in her eyes for him, said this, it must be truly serious.

Until now, it seems Luise, Irina, and the princess have been trying to manage the situation somehow, but sadly, it hasn't been very effective.

"...But why me?"
"Maybe... my brother might listen to family..."

Honestly, I don't think my brother would particularly listen to me, but I couldn't ignore Luise who was looking at me so desperately.

Besides, now that I've heard my brother has gone mad, I can't just ignore it.

'The family will be in an uproar.'

Beyond my personal feelings, our family will truly be devastated.

The family was thrown into confusion just by the news that my brother was detained for five days, but the heir to our title and domain has gone mad? Mother will faint first. Perhaps even the nanny might collapse.

As for the head of the family... I'm not sure. Still, he would be shaken if the son he called the family masterpiece went insane.

'Damn it.'

Suddenly my shoulders felt heavy with that thought. This wasn't just about a friend's request or my brother's well-being, but the survival of our family.

But I can't hesitate. If I, his family, run away and give up, who would face my brother?

"Brother."
"What, you're back already?"

I took a deep breath and quickly opened the club room door. If I opened it slowly, I might run away in the middle.

"Just taking a break. It's tiring to keep running."

And I took another deep breath. How should I continue from here?

'Test the waters?'

That's impossible. I'm not familiar with such conversational tactics, and my brother would be more familiar with them than I am.

'Just wait?'

That's also impossible. Luise has already watched and waited until she was exhausted and asked me for help.

'Be direct?'

...That might be better. If the situation is serious, it's right to just go for it without further delay.

"By the way, brother. Luise was worried about you."
"Ah."

My brother smiled awkwardly at my words.

Judging by his reaction, I was right. This approach was better than beating around the bush.

"Did something happen?"

At that, my brother stroked his chin. As if calculating whether he should tell me, whether it would be okay to confide in me.

But his deliberation was brief. After stroking his chin a few times, he nodded and began to speak with a serious look. With the momentum of a priest preaching.

...And as my brother's words went on, I realized why Luise had mobilized even me.

"Brother."
"Yes."
"Are you insane?"

Surprisingly, my brother froze at my response.

No, damn it. Why are you reacting like that?

Don't tell me you said all that and expected a reaction other than being called insane?

I was momentarily taken aback by Erich's words.

But I quickly regained my composure. Right, Erich is still a young sprout focused on his studies at the Academy. It's understandable that someone overwhelmed with learning established truths would struggle to grasp revolutionary new-truths.

So it's natural for him to say I'm crazy. Of course he'd be shocked when confronted with a truth different from what he's learning at the Academy.

"Someday you'll understand what I'm saying."

I deliberately spoke with calm detachment.

Supari. Learn knowledge, break that knowledge, and find your own truth. That is learning.

With that sentiment, I patted Erich's shoulder. The road ahead is long for 17-year-old Erich.

"There will come a time when you won't be so bound by what you've learned."
"You never learned anything in the first place."

This son of a—

I was left speechless by that powerful blow to my solar plexus. And then he cheated by adding:

"And isn't it common sense, not something you learn, that you have one first wife?"

Moreover, he looked at me so pitifully that I couldn't bring myself to speak.

Still, I need to refute this. One shouldn't set limitations in the name of common sense. Being bound by such common sense hinders human development—

"What a terrible fate for your future wives."
"What?"

I felt a surge of indignation at his muttered words. His tone suggested I was causing harm to others through my unilateral decisions.

There's no way I would do such a thing. How could I force my standards on people who care for me? That's why I brought it up beforehand. Everyone would be happy being the first wife.

Although only Margareta directly mentioned it, Luise and Irina, who must have heard about it from Margareta, didn't object either.

'It's not coercion.'

Once I speak to the Magic-Ending Duke and the Section Chief of the 1st Department, I'll have everyone's consent. It's absolutely not my unilateral decision. Nor is it coercion.

"...They all said they were fine with it. They might find it unfamiliar, but they didn't say they disliked it."
"How could they say they dislike it? What if you told them there would be no marriage if they did?"

That comment shut me up again. If that's the reason, then my decision really is—

No, that's not it. I tried to speak in a gentle atmosphere. I made an effort to create an environment where they could easily refuse if my proposal wasn't to their liking.

"If they really disliked it, they would have refused."
"In front of a madman who calmly spouts madness?"
'No.'

Isn't he being too casual about calling me a madman? I'm still your brother.

"They might worry that saying no would exclude them, and they might be concerned about how you'd react if they spoke up."

Erich sighed deeply, pulled over a nearby chair, and sat down.

He looked like a civil servant who reluctantly takes a seat when a report that was supposed to be brief ends up taking much longer.

"Luise thinks you might be a little sick."

My eyes trembled at these unexpected words.

I knew she was concerned, but I never thought she'd think that way. If even the kind-hearted Luise went so far as to mention illness, then...

"She even asked me for help."

Erich sighed again, roughly scratching his head. Then another sigh, a dry face rub, and yet another sigh.

His whole body expressed how he had no idea how to continue this conversation.

"Brother."
"...Yes."
"Are you crazy?"

We're back to the same question from earlier.

"All being first, it sounds nice. It sounds nice, but..."

Exhaling what must have been his umpteenth sigh, Erich spoke with a face worn by mild fatigue.

"Isn't that just another way of saying they're all last?"

An unexpected critique. Can it be seen that way...?

Certainly, if you think there's no one above you, you're jointly first, but if there's also no one below you, it feels like you're jointly last.

"Besides, there are multiple brides who should be the protagonists. Should they share attention at a wedding ceremony that happens once in a lifetime?"

A sharp observation. Hearing it, I realized it was a fatal problem.

Why didn't I see this until now? Or perhaps I knew but deliberately ignored it?

"Even during the wedding ceremony, putting on rings, kissing, leaving hand in hand... ultimately, an order has to be established."
"......"
"The order is inevitable. You're forcibly denying that reality."

Having said that, Erich leaned back in his chair as if lying down. As if he had said all he needed to say.

Yet his gaze remained fixed on me. If I feel like that gaze is saying, 'If you deny this after all I've said, you're a bastard,' is it just my imagination?

And that gaze stirred up my emotions again. Talk is easy; anyone can lecture simply with words.

"You might be right."

This time, a sigh escaped from my lips.

Yes, Erich might be right. Perhaps in this era, the method of everyone being first isn't correct. Margareta, Luise, Irina—they might all dislike this method but are trying to accommodate me.

But so what?


"Then what should I do?"

Do you think I came up with this method for no reason? I can't possibly rank the people who care for me, and the thought of dividing the Duchess and the Duke into numbers 1 and 2 drives me crazy.

"You know that noble marriages are extensions of politics."

I have feelings for Margareta. I'm grateful that she likes someone as inadequate as me. She's not just adequate as a first wife; she's far too good for me.

But the Magic-Ending Duke got involved. Of course, I'm grateful to him too, and after what happened in the Capital, I'm seriously considering a relationship. No, I'm already thinking beyond that.

I like Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke as people. But behind them stand the Valenti Duchy and the Catovan Duchy.

"If I choose one of them, the other duchy gets pushed back. It would look like the current head of the Audit Department is choosing one duchy over another."

It's maddening. But I have to bear it. That's the duty shouldered by those who enjoy privileges. Being mindful of the ripple effects of each of my actions—that's the way of nobility.

From the moment I let go of Hecate, whom I had chosen, from the moment I could no longer choose someone first—that duty and responsibility fell on my shoulders.

"So this is the best solution."

Even if I'm called crazy, it won't lead to discord. There won't be a hierarchy between the two duchies. That's why I chose this method—to maximize happiness for as many people as possible.

Whether my determination reached Erich or not, his mouth, which seemed ready to call me a madman again, remained closed.

Finally, this brother's heart has reached his younger brother—

"You're justifiably crazy."

I guess not.

My heart ached at the dagger that emerged after the silence.

"Brother. Don't overthink it."
"You want me to think more simply than this...?"

I instinctively asked seriously. It's not for me to say, but is there a simpler and more straightforward method than a joint wedding?

"The order of wives is usually the order of marriages, right?"
"That's right."

That's why I'm talking about simultaneous marriages and such.

"And marriage is the result of a confession."
"Right?"

I wondered why this topic suddenly came up, but since it wasn't wrong, I nodded.

"Then isn't it right to marry in the order of confessions received?"

What?

"Just as the Academy graduates students in the order they enrolled, marriages should happen in the order of confessions."

What??

'What does that mean?'

I feel like I'm losing my mind. Can you compare major life events like confessions and marriages to Academy enrollment and graduation?

But wait, it's not entirely wrong. If an order is inevitable anyway, is the order of confessions the right one?

"And most importantly..."

Erich briefly closed his mouth and quickly looked around. Even though he knew no one was nearby, his behavior suggested he was about to say something significant.

"If the Duchess gets pushed back, His Grace the Iron-Blooded Duke will be angry, but if His Grace the Magic-Ending Duke gets pushed back, you can persuade him."
'Oh.'

I stared blankly at Erich upon hearing those words.

Are you a genius?

***

Leaving my brother alone with his thoughts, I left the club room.

I told Luise, who was wandering in the hallway, that it would be better to leave my brother alone for a while. If someone spoke to him while he was just regaining his senses, things might go awry.

'It was a simple problem.'

I sighed softly as I walked out of the building. After talking with my brother, I realized it wasn't a difficult problem.

I don't mean my brother's concerns were simple. Rather, treating his madness wasn't difficult.

'If only someone had been there to tell him.'

It was a problem that could have been solved if someone had just said, "I think you're crazy" when he was going mad. Even now, he recovered on his own after I gave him a little push.

In fact, my brother knew it too. He knew he was crazy, but he had no direction to go, so he ran blindly, wanting to escape reality.

But instead of stopping him, everyone comforted him, saying it was okay, which led to this mess.

'Is it inevitable?'

Well, how many people can shout "You're crazy!" to someone they love?

Of course, there's a brother who can shout. If you've managed to win over Luise, you should make her happy, not worry your future wife before marriage.

Still, I'm glad it worked out well. Judging by my brother's expression, he probably won't mention joint marriages anymore.

"Erich! Where have you been?"

As I returned to the field where the club members were playing soccer, Lyutis greeted me enthusiastically, waving his hand.

"Bathroom. I told you I was going earlier."
"Did you?"
"I didn't hear it."

Tanian shrugged as he spoke. He was definitely next to me earlier.


These guys, none of them were paying attention.

"Well, you came at just the right time."

Lyutis, seemingly unconcerned, smiled and threw the ball to me.

I caught it, but something felt off. What's with these patched-up seams making it look like a rag? Yet it's properly inflated and firm.

"We're going back to foot volleyball. This time, 3 vs 3!"
"3 vs 3?"

There are five of us, what's he talking about? Is one person an imaginary friend?

With that thought, I looked around and saw someone who shouldn't be here.

'...Lord Villar?'

Why is he here...?

When our eyes met as I stared blankly, Lord Villar nodded with a slightly bitter expression.

"We needed even numbers for Laterre to acknowledge his defeat."

Noticing the exchange of glances between Lord Villar and me, Lyutis burst into laughter as he spoke.

Indeed, surprisingly, Laterre refused to admit he was the weakest. He claimed the numbers weren't even so it wasn't a fair match, or that his skills couldn't be judged by such an abnormal game. It was an ugliness unimaginable from the usual Laterre.

So Lyutis had called Lord Villar to make it 3 vs 3.

'He's crazy.'

Calling a Royal Knight just to play foot volleyball?

'This will be fun.'

Crazy bastard, and that's why I like him.

Suppressing my excitement, I entered the field. The slight worry about my brother that had lingered until now completely disappeared.

Right, I've already done all I can. If he doesn't change after all I've said, it's beyond my abilities. And I believe my brother will return to his senses.

"We'll go with a clean best of three."
"Isn't a single match cleaner?"

Looking at the club members and Lord Villar gradually taking their positions, I steeled my resolve.

Our foot volleyball begins now!

***

I was crazy.

That's the conclusion I reached after careful consideration. I was truly, thoroughly crazy.

'Damn it.'

I covered my face in embarrassment. Thinking about the idiotic logic I had proudly proclaimed in front of Margareta, the Section Chief of the 2nd Department, and Erich made me want to die.

Moreover, thinking about how Margareta, Luise, and Irina had treated me warmly even after hearing those words made me want to die even more.

"Just thinking about it makes me happy. Thank you."

Margareta's voice, gently patting my back, echoed in my mind again. Simultaneously, my limbs curled up in embarrassment.

I instinctively looked out the window. If I fell headfirst, would my memories disappear?

'This is driving me crazy.'

But escaping through memory loss would be cowardly. Having already acted cowardly by surrendering to madness, I can't do it twice.

So with a sigh, I took out my communication device. There are matters to address immediately.

- Department Head?
"Yes, it's me."

Seeing the tense expression of the Section Chief of the 2nd Department, I found myself avoiding his gaze. Have I ever felt this embarrassed in front of this guy?

"About what I said before..."
- Ah, yes.

And how long has it been since I've seen the Section Chief so stiff in front of me?

"...Did you tell anyone else?"
- Well, yes. I told the Minister.
"Anyone else?"
- No one.

Just as I expected, and within a manageable range, so I let out a sigh of relief.

That's a relief. If only the Minister knows, it's fine. If this had reached the ears of other section chiefs, it would have been truly irreversible.

- ...Department Head.

But my relief was premature.

- Have you come to your senses?

Having noticed something from my question and sigh, the Section Chief's stiff expression rapidly dissolved into a smile.

"No, hey—"
- Hey, Section Chief of the 3rd Department! I've got an amazing story to tell you!

And before I could stop him, the Section Chief threw down the communication device and disappeared.

While it's not easy to talk about a crazy department head, it's enjoyable to talk about the dark history of a department head who has regained his senses.

"Damn it."

I want to die.

The price of being consumed by madness was horrific. The Section 2 Chief who kept laughing whenever he saw my face, the Section 3 Chief who insisted on doing somersaults through the communication tunnel to cheer me up.

"Boss, don't be too embarrassed. These things happen to everyone."
"Uh... thanks..."
"Hehe, don't mention it!"

And the Section 1 Chief who patted my shoulder saying I shouldn't worry about it.

Honestly, I was most terrified when the Section 1 Chief comforted me with that gentle face. Can people really change like that? Did he purge his madness along with mine when he was crying in the street?

Anyway, after enduring the psychological attacks from the trio of section chiefs and normal greetings from the sane officials, the most powerful blow arrived.

'Shit.'

I closed my eyes as soon as I saw the Minister's message.

The Minister's message arrived as if he'd been waiting for this moment. There wasn't much content. Surprisingly, there wasn't even mockery or passive-aggressive comments.

[Ausen Mental Health Clinic - Two-story building on the right side of Trifilé Street. For details, contact the Medical Department Head at the Ministry of Relief.]

He simply sent me the address of a mental hospital.

'Shit...'

That message hurt more than any provocation could have.

Winter had arrived.

Even when people go mad, time continues to flow. While I was out of my mind, and while I was desperately trying to ignore my dark history after regaining my senses, time kept flowing.

If anything, it seemed to flow even faster with the closing ceremony right around the corner.

"I'm glad I can see a sane Kal at the end of the semester."
"I'm so ashamed..."

I couldn't lift my head at Margareta's words as she smiled and poked my forearm.

I could imagine how much she must have worried. She must have been concerned about what would happen if my madness persisted.

"I think a joint wedding ceremony would be fine too."

I hurriedly shook my head at Margareta's humming voice. What a terrible thing to say.

"That will absolutely never happen. Shouldn't the wedding have only one protagonist?"
"Really? If Kal says so, I guess I have no choice."

I awkwardly returned her smile as she chuckled as if she'd gotten the answer she wanted.

This incident must have hurt Margareta too. She almost had to share the spotlight at her once-in-a-lifetime wedding.

Perhaps that's why she's been testing me like this since she found out I'd regained my senses. Like she's expressing her pent-up feelings in the form of playful complaints.

"I'm sorry, Mar."

When I gently embraced Margareta, she willingly nestled into my arms.

"I'll make the wedding magnificent. That day will be solely for you."
"Really?"
"Of course. And if Mar would like, we could have one ceremony in the Capital, one in Duke Ulken's domain, and one in Teilgleichen..."

At those words, Margareta slapped my back.

"That's too many. How many wedding ceremonies are you planning to make for me?"

I couldn't help but laugh when I met her narrowed eyes. And shortly after, Margareta burst into laughter too.

Three ceremonies would definitely be too much. Instead, let's have one ceremony that feels like three. When else would I use all this money I've saved up? Financially speaking, I could hold thirty ceremonies, not just three.

"But first, we need to get engaged."

It's a bit strange to pivot from wedding talk to engagement, but sadly, engagement comes first. It would be inappropriate to marry while Margareta is still a student.

...Actually, before engagement, I should probably be groveling before the Iron-Blooded Duke.

"Don't worry. Father already thinks of you as his son-in-law."
"Haha, that's a relief."

Margareta's reassurance does ease my mind a bit.

Right, if I kneel in front of the castle for three or four days, he'll probably forgive me. If he doesn't want Margareta to remain unmarried forever, he'll have to give his permission eventually.

'Even if things don't go well, I'll probably just end up with a few broken limbs.'

That's what I decided to believe.

***

My brother has come back to his senses.

"Brother, are you really alright?"
"The more you ask, the more my heart aches..."


Luise was already circling around my brother with a bright face. Her smile never faded, as if demanding compensation for all her worrying.

Naturally, I felt the same way.

'Thank goodness.'

A smile formed on my face from relief and happiness.

I had already prepared for the worst scenario. A situation where my brother's condition would continue until the closing ceremony and couldn't be fixed even by the New Year's greeting ceremony. If that happened, I was planning to stay at our family mansion in the Capital, even if it meant pushing myself.

But it ended with the best outcome, not the worst. My brother recovered before the closing ceremony.

'Thank you, Erich.'

I thought of Erich, who would be playing foot volleyball with the other club members.

Family really is the best. There's nothing more supportive than family in difficult times. Though the relationship between my brother and Erich didn't seem particularly close, it was still Erich who gave him strength at the critical moment.

This is the power of family. A relationship I can't win against right now.

'Someday.'

I unconsciously swallowed. Though I can't win now, someday I too will be family with my brother—

"Ahem, ahem!"
"Irina?"
"What's wrong?"
"J-just had something caught in my throat."

I hurriedly cleared my throat at the natural flow of consciousness. I'm being too hasty. It's too premature to imagine such things when even the Duchess hasn't married yet.

'...I haven't even received an answer yet.'

Perhaps as a consequence, I felt a little sad when my train of thought arrived at an unpleasant destination.

Unfortunately, I still haven't received an answer to my confession from my brother. Of course, I told him he could take his time, but naturally, I'd prefer to receive his acceptance sooner rather than later.

But there is hope.

"He said we'd need a large venue since there would be five brides."

When the Duchess mentioned that my brother's heart was wounded, that's what I heard.

Five. She definitely said five. The Duchess and the Magic-Ending Duke make two. With Luise and me, that's four. Add the subordinate official who confessed to my brother after us, and that makes five.

"For now, it seems Kal has no intention of pushing away Lady Luise and Lady Irina."

Though I'm embarrassed to admit it, I was honestly happy. Even in a situation where my brother's heart was hurting, I selfishly found myself pleased by those words.

I immediately fell into self-loathing afterward, but those words wouldn't leave my mind.

'Five.'

My brother said there would be five brides. If that wasn't just something he said because his heart was hurting—if he had already been thinking of five even before that—

'I just need to wait.'

I just need to wait until my brother tells me. Until he sorts out his feelings and gives me an answer when he's comfortable.

Although it seems there are quite a few people ahead of me, the high probability of a positive answer gives me the courage to wait.

"Here."

While I was gathering my thoughts alone, my brother suddenly held out a teacup.

"O-oh, brother?"
"You should drink something warm often when it's cold."

I nodded blankly at his words, spoken with a slight smile.

He's probably doing this because I said my throat was caught earlier. It was just an excuse, but he didn't ignore it and instead...

"Thank you."

I smiled back as I accepted the teacup. As expected, now that he's back to normal, he's such a wonderful brother.

This terrible mental cold. How dare it trouble our brother.

"This is the tea you brought, isn't it? I should be thanking you."

My smile deepened at those words.

***

I glanced slightly to the side. I could see Luise still smiling as she poured tea into my cup.

I turned my gaze back to the front. I could see Irina sipping her tea.

'It would be problematic to delay any further.'

Seeing how peaceful they both were made me feel uneasy. The year is coming to an end. Moreover, given the nature of the Academy, the closing ceremony is practically the last day of the year.


Once the closing ceremony is over, everyone disperses. We won't see each other until the opening ceremony in March next year.

'That means the answer would come in March.'

Terrible. From their perspective, it would mean waiting almost half a year for an answer after confessing. If I were in their position, wouldn't I want to cry?

But giving an answer before the closing ceremony?

'That's too rushed.'

No matter how suddenly I received their confessions, their feelings aren't light. So I should respond with sincerity.

...Especially after making those mad statements about joint weddings and whatnot.

'But if I take my time, it'll be March.'

It's giving me a headache. It's a problem either way.

'If only it were a rejection.'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. Then I wouldn't have to worry about this.

I ran my hand through my hair in frustration. If, just if, I were to reject their confessions, it would be right to give a quick answer, even if it seemed rushed.

After all, putting effort into a rejection response is like teabagging. I should be prepared to get slapped and accept it gracefully.

But my heart doesn't want to reject them.

'Was the answer in my madness?'

The thought was bitter, but surprisingly, it was only after going mad that I could clearly understand my feelings.

Unconsciously, I thought I had five brides. I considered the Magic-Ending Duke, of course, as well as Luise, Irina, and the Section 1 Chief as brides.

Was it because I felt sorry to reject them? No, that's not it.

'I was happy.'

The joy of knowing that these relationships—not ones created by the original owner of this body, but ones I built after possessing it—love me and confessed to me.

I was happy to be loved. I was happy to hear they wanted to become my family. That's why I didn't want to reject them.

That doesn't mean I'm going to marry them just because they confessed. I can guarantee that. It's good because there's a relationship that was built before the confession.

Although I've known Luise and Irina for less than a year, by my standards, that's still a deep connection. I rarely interact with anyone on a personal level, mostly just for work. Especially with the opposite sex.

'Easy man.'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. No matter how much I'm accepting confessions based on my own standards and judgment, from a third-party perspective, am I just "a man who accepts any confession"?

Is this... right?

'...I guess so.'

But my deliberation was brief. What does it matter how others see me? I'll do what I want.

An easy man who readily increases his wives. Perhaps it's a reaction to suppressing my feelings using Hecate as an excuse. Perhaps I would have taken other wives even if I had married Hecate.

"Come to think of it, the vacation is coming up soon."

Of course, that's a meaningless assumption. What matters is my choice now.

"If you're okay with it, shall we hang out together like we did during the summer vacation?"

The eyes of Luise and Irina widened at the words I uttered while organizing my thoughts.

This is the right answer to avoid both a rushed response and a March response. If we spend the vacation together, I'll have plenty of time to give an answer.

"I-I'm fine with it, but I wonder about the others..."

Luise, who had been silent for a moment, awkwardly opened her mouth. Honestly, I don't need the others, but I've already mentioned "like we did during the summer vacation."

"I think everyone will like it. They did in the summer too."

Besides, seeing how they've been acting lately, I don't think it would be particularly tiring to take them to another region.

After all, rather than staying at the Academy during the vacation, it would be easier to revisit the Capital trip we've already experienced.

I asked the five who returned from foot volleyball about their winter plans. If they had nothing to do, I suggested they avoid strange places and join us on a club trip like last time.

And Lyutis answered on behalf of everyone.

"Ah, we're planning to return to our home countries this time."

?

What's this, am I hearing things?

'Return to their home countries?'

Did they even know such a term...?

When you expect things, you're bound to be disappointed. That's why I've forgotten how to have expectations. The more hope I hold, the deeper the despair that will return as a reaction.

"We can't just stay in the Empire for over a year."

So when Lyutis said it so casually, I felt bewilderment before joy. It felt like winning second prize on a lottery ticket I'd scratched expecting nothing.

Of course, first prize would be these bastards dropping out, but I've already given up on that.

"Is that so?"
"Haha, are you perhaps sad that we're leaving?"

What nonsense. I'm actually overjoyed.

Rather than saying it aloud, I answered with my expression, which made Lyutis burst into laughter again.

"At the very least, we should spend the new year in our homeland. It's not on the same scale as the Empire's New Year ceremony, but Armein also has a celebration for the new year."

It was such a plausible reason that I had to accept it.

Certainly, it would be problematic for royal personnel to be absent from new year celebrations. If they did, it would only cause troublesome rumors about discord within the royal family, making things difficult for the king.

When I turned my gaze to Laterre and Tanian, they both nodded as if they felt the same way.

'The Union Council and the Ascension Ceremony.'

The importance of the new year in Yuven and the Papal States is even greater than in Armein.

The Union Council where monarchs of the five kingdoms that form the union gather, and the Ascension Ceremony commemorating the day when Enen's first apostle ascended to heaven. These are events too significant to miss just because one is in another country.

"Well, I guess there's no choice. Only those who can go will go."

As soon as I said those words, I felt immensely relieved. Though they've been quiet enough lately that I could take them along, the best option is still for them to go back to their own countries.

I felt like crying at this unexpected year-end gift. Is this Enen's small mercy for all my suffering?

It's sad that I'm grateful for something like this, but gratitude is gratitude.

'Thank you...'

Please give me more gifts like this in the future.

***

I sat down while watching Lyutis tell the advisor that he would bring back Armein specialties as gifts.

Truthfully, I didn't want to return home. When I first entered the Imperial Academy, didn't I resolve to endure until graduation here in the Empire?

'It's for the royal family.'

The more I maintain a presence in my homeland, the more I threaten my brother's position as crown prince. But what noble would support as crown prince a prince who spent three years studying at a foreign institution rather than his own country?

So I planned to endure for three years—

'I can't intrude thoughtlessly.'

I glanced at Luise. She was smiling happily at the thought of traveling with the advisor.

Yes, how could I say I want to join when I see her like that? During summer, I went along because I had feelings for Luise, but now the situation has changed. We've given up on Luise, and as friends, we're supporting her love.

So this is right. The Capital trip should be a date for lovers. The club's group trip in summer was enough.

'I have to return home anyway.'

I leaned back against the chair with somewhat bitter feelings.

I don't necessarily need to return home just because I'm giving up on the Capital trip. I could stay in the Academy dormitory during the break. But still, a reason to return home has emerged.

"His Highness the Crown Prince will be attending this Union Council."

A few days ago, through a contact from my homeland, I heard that my brother would be attending the Union Council.

Although it's just an assistant role to Father, the very fact of participation is important. Attending the council beside Father is clearly a move to solidify his position as heir. It's an activity that proves his status as crown prince not just internally but externally as well.

At such a monumental occasion, how would it look if a prince not much younger in age doesn't even show his face? It would only spread rumors denying the crown prince's position and causing discord.

'You planned this.'


I gently massaged the back of my neck. No matter how I think about it, this is Father's scheme. A scheme to call back a son who went to another country with no intention of returning.

He created a situation where my brother's position wouldn't be affected even if I briefly showed my face. Moreover, he set it up so rumors of royal discord would spread if I didn't appear.

So what can I do? I have to go.

'Tanian also has no reason to insist on staying in the Empire.'

Tanian also has reason to return home. The Ascension Ceremony, one of the Dawn Order's most important events. The Pope and cardinals would faint if the future saint were to miss such a ceremony.

"The Academy also has classrooms for trainee priests. I wanted to see my compatriots who will lead the Order in the future, and I also wanted to share knowledge with the Empire's priests."

Moreover, Tanian's reason for enrollment that I happened to hear before: to interact with priests from the Empire, which has the largest number of believers on the continent.

It's quite an important reason, but not enough to stay in the Empire at the cost of missing the Ascension Ceremony. Rather, exchanges and friendships can be actively pursued during the semester.

'On the other hand...'

I turned my gaze to Lyutis, who was still laughing and chatting.

"My reason for enrolling?"

As I recalled what he said then, my brow furrowed instinctively.

"There isn't one in particular. I was just bored of being in Armein, so I enrolled in the different Imperial Academy!"

I was momentarily speechless at his 100% insane answer. I thought he'd have some reason, but I never expected it to be purely for fun.

Baron Villar, who heard the answer with me, quietly closed his eyes. Though he certainly didn't shed tears, it wasn't just my imagination that his expressionless face looked like he was crying.

'This crazy bastard.'

No matter how I think about it, he's not someone who needs to find a reason to return home, but rather someone who needs to find a reason to stay in the Empire.

He could just return home now and not come back for the second year, and it wouldn't be strange.

'To think I'm on the same level as someone like him.'

When that thought occurred to me, I felt miserable. My reason for enrollment, Lyutis's reason for enrollment—no one knows. So from others' perspectives, both Lyutis and I would look like oddballs who abandoned our national educational institutions to come to the Empire.

It's unfair. To think I'd be seen as on the same level as that madman infected with insanity. I took this difficult step for the royal family and my country.

'...Whatever.'

Yes, whatever. It's already been a year, and there are still two years left.

It's too late to feel resentful now when things can't be undone.

Damn it.

***

There were more people declaring non-participation besides the three returning home.

Ainter, whose home is the Imperial Palace, and Erich, who said he would be at his domain this time. These two.

"I'll be at my domain. I need to see Sera's face after so long."
"Alright. Give her my regards."
"Will do."

A son who goes straight home after the semester ends instead of running off elsewhere. His mother would surely be pleased.

Speaking of Sera, it's a name I haven't heard in a while.

'It has been a long time since I've seen her.'

The younger of two children born to the head maid. But the older brother passed away from illness, making her the only child.

Moreover, the daughter's health isn't particularly good, making her the head maid's sore spot. Still, I heard she's become quite healthy thanks to the head maid's devoted care and my mother's generous support, as she's the daughter of my mother's childhood friend.

'She's doing well.'

And I felt oddly pleased thinking that my brother was maintaining a good friendship. My mother and the head maid are already close, so their children often saw each other, and as Erich and Sera are the same age, they quickly became friends.

Of course, not me. Even in the past, I was just an older brother who exchanged greetings with her. Needless to say after my possession.

'Childhood friends.'


It's actually a bit fascinating. The bond between my mother and the head maid has extended to their children. A situation unimaginable in the world before my possession.

If this is what having a family means, relationships spread like this...

"Who is Sera?"

Tanian, who was shuffling cards out of boredom, casually spoke up.

This guy just came back from playing soccer and he's already gaming? Isn't the future saint too devoted to desire?

"...Erich's childhood friend. She's the head maid's daughter, so we've known her since long ago."
"Oh, that's a good connection. There's a saying that friends and wine get better with age."

I nodded at Tanian's lightly smiling face.

"I wouldn't know about friends since I don't have any, but wine does get better with age."

At those words, the atmosphere in the club room briefly became solemn. Lyutis and Laterre who were chatting among themselves, Ainter who was watching them, and Luise who was preparing tea for the other members—they all looked at me at once.

'Ah.'

Only then did I realize. I spoke too thoughtlessly.

I don't particularly mind not having friends, so I easily blurted it out. But to others, it must sound like a self-destructive comment that could bring tears.

"Well, you were busy, brother. Training when you were young, and now with official duties..."
"It's not just childhood friends that matter. The connections you make throughout life are far more numerous than those from childhood."

Unlike me, Erich who has many friends, and Tanian who unintentionally became the starting point, hurriedly comforted me.

No, don't do that. It makes me feel even stranger. Like I'm truly a pitiful person.

"...Right, thanks."

Still, I tried to respond normally, as reacting negatively would make things even more awkward.

'Damn...'

A person can have no friends sometimes.

Despite the small commotion in the middle, the participants for the Capital trip were finalized. Me, Luise, Irina. And Margareta, who immediately agreed when asked through the communication orb.

Even though it's a trip for a confession response, the member composition makes it a bit embarrassing. Anyone looking would think it's a harem trip.

'...That's right.'

Thinking about it again, it's not really an incorrect view. It would be more shameful to deny it.

Sighing, I activated the communication orb. It's too late to deny it anyway, considering what I'm about to ask.

- Yes? Section Chief?
"Oh, it's me."

After a short while, the Section Chief of the 2nd Section appeared. It's pathetic that I'm contacting him myself just days after being mentally attacked, but he's the only one who can properly answer my question.

"Is the Section Chief of the 1st Section nearby?"
- No. It's just me right now.

I nodded at the desired answer. What I'm about to say is something no one, especially the Section Chief of the 1st Section, should hear.

- Why? Looking for a venue that can fit five brides?
"You son of—"
- Just kidding.

I forcibly swallowed the curse that instinctively came out. Be patient; getting upset here will only lead to being mocked.

Looking at the snickering Section Chief of the 2nd Section, I bit my lip slightly before carefully opening my mouth.

"Do you know a place that makes good rings?"
- Wedding rings? I don't know any place that can make five at once.

I hate him.

I hate my past self, and I hate this bastard so much...!

I gritted my teeth at the Section Chief of the 2nd Section's mockery, but there was nothing I could do. If only I could use teleportation, I'd rush over there right now and give him a few punches.

At least he answered my questions. If he had just mocked me without answering, I might have truly gone insane.

'That bastard.'

I stared weakly at the communication crystal where the Section Chief's face had disappeared.

Actually, I do have a way to counterattack if this bastard provokes me too much. He's about to get married, so I could attack him with that.

But the fact that he's getting married before me is both my weapon and my weakness.

'He'll just be more insufferable.'

The bleak future where his retaliation grows stronger with each of my attacks.

I can see that future all too clearly. This bastard will definitely stab me in the solar plexus right after his wedding ceremony. The more I tease him, the more stabs I'll receive. Worse yet, I have five weddings to go through.

It's a structure where the more I fight, the more inevitable my defeat becomes. The Section Chief seems to have noticed this too, as he's now firing provocations like an unbridled colt, when he used to show some restraint before.

Please, please, I wish the Minister would humiliate him on my behalf. Maybe challenge him to a wrestling match at the wedding, saying "You can't take my niece unless you defeat me!"

'...Should I encourage that?'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. If I can't do it myself, I could plant the idea with the Minister.

Considering how he pressured me to get married, the Minister must care about his niece. If he didn't have any feelings about it, he wouldn't care whether she dated or got married.

Yes, let's awaken the feelings of a father sending his daughter to marry a scoundrel. The Minister already knows the Section Chief isn't quite right in the head, so it should be effective.

'Perfect.'

If I can't do it myself, I'll borrow one barbarian's hand to kill another barbarian.

It sounds crazy, but it's a brilliant plan. I'll do it right away.

Though I say "right away," this kind of thing is best done face-to-face rather than through a communication crystal. The closing ceremony is only a few days away, so I'll wait until I return to the Audit Department.

Besides, right now I need to focus on something more important than this divide-and-conquer strategy.

- So you're coming again this time.

Informing the butler about my plans to visit the Capital. From the butler's perspective, it's better to know in advance to prepare for guests.

But somehow, when he said "again this time," the butler's expression seemed to harden strangely.

'He really did stiffen.'

Well, that's understandable. How much time has passed since he hosted the miraculous lineup of imperial family members, royalty, and the future Holy One, and now this is happening again?

A lineup that most people wouldn't see even once in their lifetime. And even seeing one such person once would be considered a lot, but now he's facing it again before a year has even passed.

But he's misunderstanding. This time, he won't have to go through that pain.

"Not everyone is coming like last time. Just four of us, including me."

At those words, the butler's expression softened considerably.

"Me, Lady Margareta, Lady Luise, and Lady Irina."

His expression softened even more.

- I see. I understand. I'll prepare my best.
"Don't overdo it."
- Haha, if not at times like this, when would I put in the effort?

Seeing the butler laugh, his earlier concerns gone, made me feel at ease too. How peaceful it is when the high-ranking people return to where they belong.

Although a duke's daughter is among the members, from the butler's perspective—having already experienced the spiciness of imperial family members—one duke's daughter is well within his capacity to handle.

Moreover, the butler is aware of my relationship with Margareta, so he must feel like he's welcoming his future mistress. Not an uncomfortable guest, but a superior to serve.

"Well then, take care."
- Yes, Master. I'll be looking forward to seeing you again.

I ended the call while watching the butler bow. He's someone who handles things well when entrusted, so there's nothing more to worry about.

In the meantime, I should think about ring designs. Giving the same ring to all five would seem too thoughtless. Even if I use diamonds for all of them, the shapes should be slightly different.

'It's not like I'm making them myself anyway.'


The craftsman will make them. And craftsmen make what their clients want.

If you insert enough money, no design is impossible. If something seems impossible, it's because there's not enough money.

***

I entered the storage room with Sophia, both of us carrying bedding. We were replacing all the bedding in the mansion with winter versions.

'Finally finished.'

Though it was just changing bedding, the mansion was so large that it took several days. Washing, drying, and moving the winter bedding from storage. Washing, drying, and moving the autumn bedding from each room.

After going back and forth dozens, hundreds of times, we finally finished the last room. Since others had taken care of the proper winterization, our winter preparations were complete!

"Ugh, my neck feels like it's going to break."

Sophia, who had just put the last comforter in the drawer, groaned. Of course it hurts. She'd been carrying winter comforters on her head the whole time.

"I told you to carry them normally."
"This way is faster."

Sophia rubbed her neck and answered with a giggle.

Silly girl. And her health isn't even that good. No one would have complained if she'd taken it a bit easier.

"Now that we're done, let's go. I heard they made cake in the kitchen?"
"Wow! Cake!"

When I mentioned what I'd heard this morning to Sophia, who must be tired, she immediately ran toward the exit. Of course, I followed. If we're late, Sophia will eat it all. Even Sophia wouldn't share the chef's cake.

But it seemed it wasn't time to eat yet, as we couldn't leave the storage room.

"Eeek!"

Sophia, who was running ahead, collided with the butler who was just entering the storage room.

Though I say "collided," due to the difference in build, only Sophia bounced back. The butler didn't move at all, as if he'd been touched by a balloon.

"Sophia, are you alright?"

The butler, who seemed momentarily surprised, hurriedly helped Sophia up. He probably didn't expect a collision accident right as he entered.

"It feels like I hit a waaall..."
"You seem fine."

The butler spoke with relief at Sophia's whining.

Last time when Sophia fell properly, she couldn't speak and just cried. Seeing her complain now, it seems fortunately nothing hurts.

"Butler, what brings you to the storage room?"

I asked the butler while Sophia dusted off her skirt behind me. It's rare for the butler to come to the storage room.

"The master is coming with guests, so I need to find bedding for the distinguished visitors."
"Guests?"

At those words, certain faces instinctively flashed through my mind. The duke's daughter who seemed to have that kind of relationship with the master, the pink-haired lady who made me feel strangely comfortable when nearby, and the blonde lady I personally felt sorry for.

And those high-ranking people whose purpose for visiting I couldn't understand.

"Are they... the people who came in summer?"

I asked cautiously, feeling somewhat uneasy.

When those high-ranking people stayed, others had a hard time. Especially the chef, who barely slept and worked himself to the bone. If it happens again, wouldn't he collapse?

As if reading my mind, the butler smiled gently.

"Fewer than last time. The master and three ladies."

That's a relief then. If it's ladies, it must be the future mistress, the duke's daughter, the count's daughter, and the baroness's daughter. We can handle that much.

...

'Huh?'

Something feels off. When I hear about the people coming this time, I feel a sense of dissonance.

No high-ranking people? That's possible. In fact, that's normal. No brother of the master? That's possible too. The master's family is in their domain, not in the Capital.

After eliminating those, the remaining people are all women. In the absence of the master's brother, the three accompanying him include the future mistress.


'...Could it be.'

I'm not sure about the pink-haired lady, but the blonde lady definitely has feelings for the master. Two out of three in the party love the master.

Then isn't it possible the pink-haired lady also likes the master? And if all three are like that, doesn't the master know their feelings?

There's no evidence. It's just speculation. But...

'There's no evidence to the contrary either.'

It's a forced argument, but my instinct is screaming that my guess is right.

'Hissss...'

This isn't good. While it's worth celebrating that the master is meeting good people, now is not the time.

I haven't been able to contact Miss Penelia lately. I send letters and communication crystals, but nothing comes back these days.

It happens occasionally so I'm not too worried, but why at this time? When the master is coming to the Capital, and when there are many people targeting him.

'There probably hasn't been any progress anyway.'

If something had happened between Miss Penelia and the master, the mansion would already know.

If she and the master had that kind of relationship, it would surely show, and then the Charcoal Division brothers and sisters nearby would know, and that news would flow to the mansion through the Charcoal Division. It's obvious.

But surprisingly, there's no news.

'You fool...!'

Miss Penelia, what are you doing?!

Even people who got to know the master later are sticking close to him, so why aren't you! How much further behind are you going to fall!

"Yuris?"
"Ah, yes!"
"What's wrong? Did something happen?"

While I was burning with frustration alone, I heard the butler's voice. He must be worried since I suddenly went quiet and just stared at the floor.

"Hehe, it's nothing."
"For nothing, you looked quite troubled."
"Actually, I was thinking about how to make an 'Eeek!' sound."
"Hey!"

Sorry, but I threw Sophia under the bus.

'I have to tell her.'

I made a resolution while Sophia protested and the butler laughed, trying to calm her down.

I'll tell her. I'll definitely tell her. When the master comes to the mansion, I'll make sure to tell Miss Penelia that the master likes her.

We can't delay even a little bit now. There's no hope if we wait for her to make a move.

'She's such an amazing lady, but why...'

I sigh. Why is she like this when it comes to the master?

***

The final exams, the last event of the Academy, were over.

Even nobles are still students at heart—as soon as the exams ended, the Academy was filled with energy.

Though the closing ceremony was right after.

"Good job, everyone."

And on the morning of the closing ceremony, I quickly headed to the student council room.

"Thank you. It's all thanks to you, Audit Department Head."
"Haha, what did I do?"

To collect the slave—no, the freshman—no, just the slave I've been waiting for a year.

'Good.'

What's a gold mine? This is a gold mine.

Three years. It was a time of endurance. I volunteered for student council work that others typically avoid, and from my second year, I had to deal with juniors who acted like bosses. But what could I do? I'm just from a viscount family, not even an heir but an ordinary son. I need to overcome these hardships and become an official to live with dignity.

And perhaps Enen took pity on me, because this year I received the greatest blessing of all.

"Next time we meet, it will be in the Administrative Department."
"Thank you again. Without you, Department Head, this would have been impossible."
"Nonsense. You would have become an official without me. I just shortened the time a bit."

I bowed my head several times in gratitude to the living blessing before me.

Yet this blessing insisted that his kindness was nothing special. But that time reduction was more precious to me than anything.

'A true mentor...!'

In my heart, the Audit Department Head is already my life's mentor. It couldn't be otherwise.

Normally, recommendation letters require all sorts of favors or transactions. But the Department Head gave me one without asking for anything in return, seeing potential in me that I wasn't even aware of. A recommendation letter from a department-level official, no less.

"Is the Guidance Department Head going to the Military Department?"
"Yes! That's right!"
"Since I'm in the Administrative Department, I don't know many people in the Military Department. I'm afraid I won't be able to look after you despite my recommendation."

After encouraging the officials heading to the Administrative Department, the Audit Department Head patted the Guidance Department Head's shoulder, who would be going to the Military Department alone.

The Guidance Department Head seemed moved by that pat. Getting a recommendation letter was already a lifetime's worth of help, yet the Department Head was apologizing for not being able to look after him.

"Instead, I've put in a word with His Grace the Victorious Duke. He also likes young talent, so if you work hard, you'll be rewarded accordingly."
"Th-thank you! Thank you so much!"
"Haha, I should be the one thanking you."

At those words, the other officials looked at the Guidance Department Head with envious eyes.

A Duke whom most would consider it a blessing to exchange even a few seconds of greeting once in a lifetime. There could be no greater blessing than being remembered by such a Duke.

Honestly, I felt a moment of envy too, but I quickly dismissed it.

"If you don't have a specific place you want to go, come to the Audit Department. The Deputy Head's office desperately needs administrative staff."

The words the Audit Department Head left before leaving the student council room. That was practically a direct invitation.

'A true superior...!'

I've made up my mind. No matter what, I'm going to the Audit Department.

I will dedicate my life to the Audit Department.

***

As I walked with a calm face, I heard Margareta giggling beside me.

"Congratulations, Kal. You've got some good subordinates now?"
"Haha. It's a blessing for the Empire."

More precisely, it's a blessing for the Audit Department.

'This is perfect.'

The corners of my mouth turned up involuntarily. It couldn't be better. After a year of patience, I could finally reap the rewards of these well-fattened recruits.

I invited those planning to go to the Administrative Department to join the Audit Department, and for the one heading to the Military Department, I built a small debt by introducing him to the Victorious Duke. As these debts accumulate, the Military Department occasionally sends people to the Audit Department.

It feels somewhat like collecting ten coupons for a free chicken, but who cares.

"Next year, I'll be a third-year too."

Perhaps seeing the third-year officials being sold—I mean, joining me, Margareta muttered in a somewhat emotional voice.

People she's spent two years with are leaving, and now she'll be the highest grade. It's bound to evoke complex feelings.

"Yes. And the year after that, you'll be married."

At those words, Margareta flinched momentarily and her eyes darted around.

"Dropping out is not an option."
"...Hehe, of course. A member of the Valenti family wouldn't do something so irresponsible."


Seeing roughly what she was thinking, I spoke quietly, and her reply came after a slight delay.

But is it my imagination that her answer seems a bit dejected? If I hadn't added that, I might have seen Margareta dropping out.

"Indeed. Besides, when our children ask about school life, someone should be able to give proper answers, right?"

I patted her head as I spoke, partly to comfort the dejected Margareta.

Yes, at least one parent should have a diploma. Father uneducated, mother a dropout. Isn't that too sad? Our children might become disappointed and twisted.

"Y-yes. Of course that's how it should be."

Fortunately, Margareta seemed to cheer up at my words and smiled brightly.

I'm glad this will be a happy closing ceremony.

The Academy's second semester closing ceremony doubles as a graduation ceremony. It would be inconvenient to tell people busy with their respective duties after three years of school life to "come back in February for graduation."

Thanks to this, I could immediately guide... well, since what's done is done, let me be honest. I could kidnap the third-years for the Administrative Department.

"Three years may be just a moment compared to a lifetime, but that moment can be a stepping stone in your life. If so, your three years are more valuable than anything else."

In the auditorium where the closing ceremony was taking place, the principal was giving his final advice to the students completing their three years.

Meanwhile, Villar and I were spending a cozy time in a corner of the second floor. With hearts rarely free from all worries and concerns.

"You're returning home after a year."
"Yes. That's how it turned out."

Though Villar answered calmly, his expression was filled with undisguisable happiness.

Villar. A pitiful knight who had to spend a tearful year after meeting the wrong prince. Moreover, during last summer vacation, he had to stay in the Empire alone while everyone else went home.

"You've worked hard. I hope you rest well during the winter."

Though it could be considered someone else's business, Villar is not a stranger. Isn't he a kennel comrade who has been through hell like me after meeting the wrong superior?

At the good news that such a Villar was finally going home, I offered a handshake. Actually, he deserves to be carried on shoulders in celebration, but I refrained since the closing ceremony was happening on the first floor.

"Thank you. I hope you have an uneventful winter too, Inspector."
"Haha, I wish that were the case."

As I shook hands with Villar, the faces of prospective brides instinctively flashed through my mind. Red... white... pink... yellow... white again...

Unfortunately, this winter seems like it will be more tumultuous than ever. It's far from uneventful.

And as if Villar had reached the same conclusion, an awkward smile appeared on his previously peaceful and happy face.

"To gain decades of happiness, one must endure a brief period of hardship. That's just how it is."

Villar, who had been thinking about something, quietly opened his mouth.

It's a bit unexpected. He's someone who rarely speaks first unless it's about work. Sometimes we chat about non-work-related matters, but usually those conversations happen because I bring up the topic first.

Such a person gave me personal advice first. Is this... the bond between kennel comrades?

"Hearing such words from a senior in life gives me strength."

I smiled slightly at this warm bond as I replied. Honestly, it probably won't be brief, but still, it's just a moment compared to the decades ahead.

"Senior, huh. It's embarrassing to be called a senior when all I have over you, Inspector, is age."
"Oh my. If you say that, I'll have to say I have nothing going for me except youth."

At that, we both just smiled.

The closing ceremony ended with people holding their shining diplomas dispersing, and seniors and juniors who had grown close saying their goodbyes.

"I'll go first. Have a good new year, brother."
"You too."

Erich left with a magician sent by his family.

"I'll be going too. Let's meet at the New Year's ceremony."
"You're attending too?"
"His Highness the Crown Prince said it would be good for me to show my face since he's come of age."


Ainter, who resides in the Imperial Palace, also left, leaving behind information that the Crown Prince's paranoia had definitely weakened.

Well, I guess the Crown Prince doesn't need to worry about a half-sibling whose maternal family has been destroyed. When I first came to the Academy, the Crown Prince's position was already solid, and now, almost a year later, it's only become stronger, not weaker.

"Then I'll be going, Advisor! See you at the opening ceremony!"
"You don't need to come next year."
"Haha! How cold!"

I sent Lyutis off with sincere farewells. I hope my sincerity reaches Enen. Isn't one year enough for studying abroad?

After sending everyone off one by one, only the members planning to travel to the Capital remained. Now we just needed to get in the carriage and leisurely go on our trip—

"His Grace has ordered me to bring you."

An unexpected variable emerged.

A magician from the Valenti family appeared before Margareta. Bowing respectfully, he said he had come to escort Margareta.

And by the order of none other than the Iron-Blooded Duke.

"......"
"My lady?"

At the magician's words, Margareta quietly moved closer to me.

Margareta seemed confused by the situation, rolling her eyes and unable to speak. She must be torn between responding to her father's call or leaving with her future husband.

But it's strange. Margareta clearly told the Iron-Blooded Duke she was going to the Capital, not to Ulken Duchy. Margareta isn't someone who would forget such a simple report.

'Why now.'

Despite this, the Iron-Blooded Duke sent a magician on the day of the closing ceremony. If he wanted to see his daughter, he could have waited for the New Year's—

...Ah.

'He wants to settle this before then.'

I realized it. The Iron-Blooded Duke isn't just calling for Margareta; he wants me, who would naturally follow Margareta.

At the New Year's ceremony, I'll meet the Magic-Ending Duke. Moreover, if the Iron-Blooded Duke has heard the rumors circulating in the Capital, he might be worried about the possibility that I might choose the Magic-Ending Duke over Margareta.

So he wants to formalize my relationship with Margareta before then. Whether through engagement or marriage.

"Sir."

I addressed the magician who was at a loss in front of the silent Margareta.

"You may call me Lord Filio, Audit Department Head."
"Yes, Lord Filio. Did His Grace give you any specific instructions?"
"Well."

At that, the magician's lips moved slightly before he continued.

"He said that if the Audit Department Head asks like this, what you're thinking is correct, so don't overthink it..."
"I see."
"And he said not to make excuses regardless of how many guests there are."
"...I understand."

A statement that took into account Luise and Irina, who were planning to go to the Capital with Margareta.

If we were planning to go to the Capital by carriage anyway, this is a heartwarming consideration to first come to Ulken Duchy by teleport.

"Mar. Let's go."
"Kal? Is this okay?"
"His Grace has invited all of us, hasn't he?"

This was already a decided answer.

...Yes, a trip to Ulken before the Capital trip wouldn't be bad. Luise and Irina would be happy too.

'Fuck.'

The problem is that I'm not yet prepared to have my limbs broken.

I thought that would happen next year at the earliest.

# Ulken Duchy. One of the five duchies of the Empire, located in the eastern region.

It's also the center of the Empire's military industry, representing the "Iron" in the title of the Iron-Blooded Duke. The "Blood" originated from how the former Iron-Blooded Duke used to pound enemy generals like tenderizing meat.

'Is this a Demon King's castle?'

Standing before the magnificent ducal castle, that thought instinctively came to mind. A domain specialized in military industry, and its lord is a war hero with blood flowing through his veins. No matter how I looked at it, I couldn't shake the feeling that this was a Demon King's castle.

Because of that, I even thought Margareta was like a princess kidnapped by the Demon King—but knowing the Iron-Blooded Duke would truly be enraged by such a thought, I kept it to myself. Even I have that much tact.

"This is my first time visiting Ulken."

While I was blankly staring up at the ducal castle, Luise, who had suddenly found herself on this Ulken trip, muttered as she looked around. Irina, also bewildered by this unexpected journey, stayed close to Luise while cautiously surveying the surroundings.

I feel sorry for those two. They were forced to come to Ulken because of the circumstances between Margareta and me. Still, despite their bewilderment, I'm glad to see interest in their eyes.

"It's more lively than expected, isn't it?"
"Ah, well, that's..."

Caught off guard by Margareta's sudden question, Luise couldn't properly answer. The image of Ulken is certainly a bit peculiar.

It's unavoidable due to the double whammy of being the Iron-Blooded Duke's domain and a region specialized in military industry. Outsiders probably imagine Ulken as a giant forge with molten iron flowing through rivers and hammer sounds echoing 24 hours a day.

Of course, no one would say to the duke's daughter, "I thought it would be a boring place, but it's actually quite nice!" That's why Luise reacted that way.

"Hehe, you can be honest. Ulken's image is indeed bleak and rigid."

Fortunately, Margareta is someone with great objectivity, so she brushed it off without taking offense.

"But Ulken has many things you can only see here. Since you're already here, let's do some sightseeing together."

Both Luise and Irina nodded repeatedly at her suggestion.

A ducal domain tour guided by the duke's daughter herself. It will be a precious memory that can't be experienced anywhere else.

"Now, let's go in first. When traveling, securing lodging comes first, right?"

Smiling gently at the two, Margareta led us to the main gate. The Demon King-like ducal castle suddenly became our lodging, but Margareta has every right to do so.

As I watched them contentedly, I casually spoke up.

"Marga, I'll come in later."
"What?"

Margareta, who had been walking in with light steps, blinked her eyes. As if wondering what nonsense I was talking about.

"I'm sorry. I have something to do for a moment."

At those words, Margareta tilted her head even more perplexedly.

It's a natural reaction. What business could I possibly have in a place we were suddenly dragged to without any prior planning?

"...If that's the case, I suppose it can't be helped. When do you think you'll be back?"

Nevertheless, Margareta understood. Though her eyes drooped slightly with disappointment, she still accepted and accommodated my words.

Appreciating her consideration, I smiled slightly and knelt down.

"When Your Grace forgives me."

At this sudden eccentric behavior, not only Margareta but also Luise and Irina looked bewildered.

But it can't be helped. This is something I must do.

- If you don't kneel before my castle, I'll rip off both your legs.

The Iron-Blooded Duke's words, now barely remembered in their original form. He probably never actually said it like that, but my mind remembers his warning this way.

So I kneel. For my marriage with Margareta. To gain her father's approval.

***

The largest training ground in the ducal castle. My personal space where even the duke's knights cannot approach without my permission. There, I trained relentlessly from dawn until noon. The day before yesterday with a spear, yesterday with a sword, and today with a mace.

This is the only activity I repeat daily since essentially handing over all authority to my son. Although I've stepped away from official duties, I couldn't give up physical training. For the head of House Valenti, stopping training would be as good as death.


'It's not like it used to be.'

Yet, the more I trained, the more bitterness welled up. No matter how hard I try, time cannot be defeated. Endless training only slows the aging process; it doesn't stop it.

But what can I do? For my age, this level is still impressive. And there's no need to worry since there are many heroes who will continue to protect the Empire after me.

The Victorious Duke, the Minister of Special Affairs, and that bastard—

"That damn fellow."

As that damnable face came to mind, my grip on the mace tightened. I realized my mistake too late—the handle had already crumbled, and the mace head fell helplessly to the ground.

It was quite a useful weapon, but I destroyed it in vain. This too is because of that damn fellow.

'Insolent bastard.'

No matter how I think about it, I cannot forgive him. To have an excellent bride candidate like Marga, yet charm other women.

I'm not criticizing him for having multiple wives. I myself have taken several wives, so what problem would that be? For nobles, marriage is an extension of politics, a form of social interaction, and a display of capability.

But to increase the number of women without even marrying? Without giving our Marga any position?

'How dare he.'

My hand tightened again. The handle that had been crushed to pieces was now reduced to powder, blown away by the wind.

If he had properly married Marga and made her his first wife, or even if he had at least gotten engaged to her, I wouldn't have cared much. No matter how many wives he had, Marga's authority would remain unchanged.

But that's not the case. In a situation where the Magic-Ending Duke shows favor toward that fellow, he and Marga haven't formed any relationship. This means the Magic-Ending Duke could suddenly become his first wife.

'That cannot happen.'

Since the Crown Princess's birthday banquet, I've been constantly worried. The competition between Marga and the Magic-Ending Duke. How should I move as both a father and a duke in this unexpected confrontation?

The conclusion was simple. As Marga's father and as the Duke of Ulken, I shouldn't back down. No matter how difficult an opponent the Magic-Ending Duke might be, House Valenti does not retreat. How can one be a duke if they fear matters concerning their child's marriage?

So I summoned Marga and that fellow. To form a definitive bond.

'It's ultimately a race against time.'

The one who moves quickly controls the battlefield. If the Magic-Ending Duke accuses me of being cowardly, I can simply retort, "Why didn't you do it first?"

...Actually, it is truly puzzling. Until now, the Magic-Ending Duke has been surprisingly quiet. Although there have been some disturbing rumors from the Capital recently, there's been no news of an official relationship forming between the two.

Of course, I stopped at just wondering. If the opponent doesn't move, it's proper to move first.

"Father."

Just as I was resolving to push forward even if it meant clashing with the Magic-Ending Duke, Richard's voice came from behind.

"Oh my. Did you break another one today?"

And seeing the mace head embedded in the ground, he smiled slightly.

"Things made these days have no strength."
"Are you saying old items were sturdier? I remember them breaking just as easily back then."

It was true, so I couldn't refute it. Whether then or now, most weapons didn't last long in my hands.

Only carefully selected masterpieces or items bestowed by His Majesty the Emperor could be used without breaking.

At my silence, Richard laughed briefly before continuing.

"Marga has arrived. With two guests."

At this earlier-than-expected visit, I hurriedly moved. If Marga and guests have come, I should personally welcome them.

"Treat the guests with respect. Since we invited them suddenly, they deserve proper hospitality."
"Yes, Father."
"By the way, it's been a while since I've seen Marga."

At those words, Richard's mouth closed.

Strange. Usually, when I mention Marga, this fellow adds a comment or two.


"Um, Father."

After an awkward silence, Richard spoke again.

"What is it?"
"Besides the guests, the Head of the Audit Department has also arrived."

That's to be expected. If he had only sent Marga and not come himself, I was planning to rush to the Capital immediately.

And while that fellow is a damnable one, he's not brainless. He would have known how things would unfold if he didn't respond to this summons.

"Of course he should come. But why mention it?"
"He's currently kneeling at the main gate."

Satisfaction filled my chest. Yes, that fellow isn't brainless.

I've told him repeatedly from before. That I wouldn't easily give him another chance after he rejected Marga once. That if he wanted to marry Marga, he would have to kneel before my castle and beg.

I was extremely displeased when he ignored my words and appeared at the Crown Princess's birthday banquet, but this time he properly knelt.

'Damn fellow.'

I don't particularly have a hobby of making people kneel. Why would I do such a troublesome thing?

Still, that fellow absolutely must kneel.

"Waaaaaah! Daddyyyyy!"
"M-Marga. Calm down."
"Hic, hic... W-what should I dooooo... I, I like him so muuuuch..."

On the day Marga was rejected by that fellow, she cried so pitifully.

So that fellow must pay the price. He must acknowledge his mistake of making my daughter cry and kneel before House Valenti. Only then would Marga's tears not have been shed in vain.

"Don't worry about it. He's a sturdy fellow, so leaving him for three days should be fine."

Of course, I don't intend to leave him for three days. If he acknowledges his mistake, there's nothing I can't forgive. And if I forgive him, that fellow will be Valenti's son-in-law, a member of House Valenti.

So it would be fine to go right now and tell him to get up—

"...Marga is also kneeling beside him."
"......"

At those words, my mind went blank.

I rushed to the main gate. If Marga is also kneeling there, it defeats the whole purpose.

This was meant to cover Marga's embarrassing memory. Because Marga cried, he should repay with his knees. But if Marga kneels too, isn't she the only one losing out?

"Ha."

And when I arrived at the main gate, the scene before my eyes was miserable.

Two young ladies standing at a distance, anxiously looking at the main gate. My daughters who had rushed here before me, having already heard the news.

"Your Grace."

The damnable fellow bowing his head as soon as he sees me.

"Father..."

And finally, Marga looking up at me with tears welling in her eyes.

Looking closely, they're even holding hands. What a spectacle.

"...Come in."

Unable to continue watching that scene, I briefly opened my mouth and turned around.

That damnable fellow, did he perhaps coax Marga? Did he think it would end quickly if they knelt together?

'Damn bastard.'

Already using his innocent wife—if that was truly his intention, I will never forgive him.

I'm ruined. No matter how positively I try to think about it, the conclusion remains unchanged. I'm completely ruined.

I never expected Margareta would kneel down with me there. I knew Margareta had exceptional execution skills, but I didn't realize they were this extreme.

"Ma-Mar! Margareta, you don't need to do this too!"
"Husband and wife are one body and soul. It's not befitting of a Valenti for a wife to ignore her husband's suffering."

After saying that, she knelt down and began her own protest. Truthfully, even if Margareta persisted, lifting her up would be simple—but only if she pretended to give in and relaxed her body.

Forcibly lifting someone who's determined to stay down will only result in injury. I couldn't bring myself to strongly object.

While we were struggling like this, the Iron-Blooded Duke appeared. And his eyes fell upon his youngest daughter kneeling.

"...Come in."

I saw it. That fleeting emotion that passed through the Iron-Blooded Duke's eyes.

It was the look of an executioner contemplating how to best capture his prey to maximize his reputation.

'How long does it take for bones to heal?'

Even looking at just his back, I could still feel the Iron-Blooded Duke's displeasure. As I followed him, that thought naturally came to mind. At this point, something getting broken was a foregone conclusion.

Still, since the Iron-Blooded Duke is an expert at beating people, he should be able to break bones cleanly. That would make them easier to set. Or wait, might he shatter them into pieces for the crime of insolence? That would take much longer to heal.

As I unconsciously rubbed my right arm, Margareta beside me carefully opened her mouth.

"Kal, I'm so—"

But when I quietly took her hand, her mouth closed again. This isn't a situation that calls for apologies.

Honestly, Margareta's actions did send the Iron-Blooded Duke's irritation level through the roof, but I was the original cause. If I had conducted myself properly, there would have been no need to kneel in front of the duke's mansion, and Margareta wouldn't have felt compelled to join me.

Besides, Margareta did it out of concern for me, didn't she? It's just that my poor reputation led to this situation. If the Iron-Blooded Duke had thought well of me, this incident would have been dismissed as a mere mishap.

"Don't take it too much to heart. Everything will work out."

Yes, everything will work out. The fact that the Iron-Blooded Duke invited us inside is already a positive sign.

If the Iron-Blooded Duke had truly lost his mind, if he would never permit the marriage even if the sky fell, he would have performed a sword dance at the front gate. I would have been dodging that dance like I was playing Dark Souls. That's the kind of person he is.

"My son-in-law is right. Don't worry too much."

Supporting my words was a lady with the red hair symbolic of the Valenti family, looking like what Margareta might become when she ages.

The odd one out who stayed with us while the other siblings remained close to the Iron-Blooded Duke.

"Our Mar, you still shocked Father too much. Let's apologize to him later, okay?"
"Yes, sister..."
"That's right."

She's Margareta's immediate elder sister, the fourth daughter.

The age gap makes it somewhat awkward to call them sisters, but nobles in this world generally age well, so they do look somewhat like siblings.

"Don't worry about it, brother-in-law. Father may seem rough on the outside, but he's a very caring person inside."
"Ah, yes. I know that well."
"I'm glad. My husband was quite scared because he didn't know that."

I awkwardly returned her smile as she chuckled.

I felt the Iron-Blooded Duke's glance from ahead, but I desperately pretended not to notice. Surely he wouldn't throw a chair shot at me while I'm with two of his daughters.

"Hmm, but brother-in-law. I didn't expect you to bring your other wives to ask for marriage permission."

At those words, I inadvertently looked toward the Iron-Blooded Duke. I hadn't planned on that either, but he told me to bring my guests along.

"Are you planning to visit other fathers after getting Father's permission?"

As her intrigued voice pierced my ears, I felt utterly miserable. Seeing Luise and Irina's reddened faces, I couldn't bear to look anywhere.

Maybe I should just stay next to the Iron-Blooded Duke...? At least there I'd only suffer physical pain.

The miraculous encirclement of the Iron-Blooded Duke in front and my prospective sisters-in-law behind was broken thanks to the Valenti family's head butler.

When I first saw the head butler rushing from a distance, I expected a scolding from the Iron-Blooded Duke. The butler had failed to greet the guests. Worse, in his absence, the duke himself had to receive them. This could easily be considered damaging to the ducal family's dignity.

However, no one in the Valenti family blamed the butler.

"Head butler. Please guide our guests."
"Yes, young master."

They simply gave instructions as if nothing had happened.


Seeing this, I could guess the situation. The Valenti head butler was also a pitiful being suffering from overwork. That's why no one blamed him for being a little late.

'Are all head butlers like this?'

Certainly, the Kracius family's head butler also tends to be overworked. After all, the position itself involves being the administrative head of an entire domain.

But this is too sad. To see such a pitiful existence before my eyes—

"You, follow me."

Of course, the most pitiful one here is me. I'm in no position to sympathize with others.

"Yes, Your Grace."

I moved with the feeling of a cow being led to slaughter at the Iron-Blooded Duke's call. I naturally tried to follow the head butler, but was supernaturally caught. I had hoped he would just let it slide, but no such luck.

And with each step I took following the Iron-Blooded Duke, his children passed by, patting my shoulders.

"Hmph."

In a way, these were friendly gestures toward me. But the Iron-Blooded Duke merely snorted softly at the sight, showing no other reaction.

What's this? Is he saying he'll handle me himself, so others need not bother?

'Just how badly is he planning to punish me?'

There's a law of conservation of anger. When anger is shared among many people, each person's portion is small, but when one person bears the entire amount, that anger becomes enormous.

That's the Iron-Blooded Duke right now. The more gentle the other Valenti family members appear, the greater his anger grows.

"The Valenti family values blood."

As I walked, thinking about how to position myself to minimize pain, the Iron-Blooded Duke spoke in a low voice.

'Blood.'

For a moment, I imagined the Iron-Blooded Duke punching an enemy commander with his fist—

"That's why all family members gather as the year-end approaches."

Oh, that kind of blood.

"The gathered Valenti family stays together from the end of the year until the new year. Even married daughters are no exception."
"I think it's a beautiful tradition."
"But before that, siblings often killed each other to inherit titles."

What the hell? How am I supposed to react when you suddenly say something like that?

"Even amid that chaos, my grandfather valued family bonds. The current tradition started from that time."

Speaking in a somewhat wistful voice, the Iron-Blooded Duke stopped in front of a door. Unlike other rooms, this one stood isolated. An elegant yet somehow eerie door painted black.

And above the door, written in elegant calligraphy:

Room of Truth

'That's an ominous name.'

It sounds like I might get electrocuted by lightning magic at any moment.

"Grandfather's wish was passed down through generations. The wish I inherited must also continue through my children into the future."

While I was lost in strange thoughts, the Iron-Blooded Duke grabbed the doorknob and turned to me. Not with the displeased face from before, but with an infinitely serious expression.

"The Valenti family values family. No matter how capable someone is, if they're an enemy of blood relatives, they're rejected. No matter how inadequate someone is, if they're family, they're embraced."

As I listened to those words, I began to understand why the Iron-Blooded Duke was displeased with me.

It wasn't simply because I was a bandit who stole his youngest daughter. It wasn't because I brought in other women while having his daughter.

"When you pushed Margareta away, she was sad, but that would have been the end of it. If you had no connection to us, we wouldn't have cared."

Although I rejected the marriage with his daughter, marriages can succeed or fail. There's no reason to be hostile over just that.

"But you approached again despite having pushed her away. You volunteered to become a member of the Valenti family."

Yes, that's the key point. I, who had rejected the Iron-Blooded Duke's proposal, who had turned away from becoming a Valenti family member, approached again.

Then, from the Iron-Blooded Duke's perspective, I'm not someone with no connection. He needs to judge again whether I'm worthy of the Valenti family.

"No matter how capable someone is, if they're an enemy of blood relatives, they're rejected. No matter how inadequate someone is, if they're family, they're embraced."


So even if my conditions are good, if I mistreat Margareta, I'm an enemy. Conversely, even if I have some flaws, if I become a close husband to Margareta, I'm family.

That's why the Iron-Blooded Duke was uncomfortable with me. Because I said I would become part of the Valenti family, yet I formed no relationship with Margareta and instead increased the number of other women.

"Can you entrust half of yourself to the Valenti family?"

The Iron-Blooded Duke asked. Can you truly become a member of the Valenti family, a son-in-law of the Valentis?

Then my answer is simple.

"Yes, Your Grace. Of course."
"A good answer."

The Iron-Blooded Duke responded indifferently and turned the doorknob.

"We'll see if that's sincere from now on."

The Room of Truth opened.

...Wait, he's not actually going to torture me or anything, right?

***

I could only stare blankly as Father took Kal away.

I had already unintentionally provoked Father. If I intervened now, it would only avoid the immediate crisis, but Father's anger would remain unresolved.

"It'll be over soon, right?"

But my fourth sister spoke with a calm expression.

"I'm sure it will. Father isn't like he used to be."

Even my eldest sister agreed.

I was confused. Father seemed very angry, but my sisters were talking as if nothing was wrong.

This is strange. Father is sensitive about family matters. He's the one who said there would be no marriage if he found even the slightest fault.

Noticing my inner thoughts, my fourth sister smiled gently and stroked my hair.

"Our Mar. Are you very surprised?"
"Ah, this must be Mar's first time seeing it."

Following my fourth sister's smile, my third sister hugged me from behind. As if to say there was nothing to worry about.

"Just think of it as a ceremony. He's always like this. He did the same with all your brothers-in-law."

?

"Only my husband had it rough. Unfortunately, Father was in good health then, so he was thrown out the window."

??

"And then your eldest brother-in-law climbed back up as if nothing happened? I think Father gave his permission after seeing that."

???

I was even more confused. I couldn't understand the conversation I was hearing.

'A ceremony?'

This happened every time my sisters got married?

'Thrown...?'

Does that mean Kal could be thrown too...?

Unconsciously, I looked out the window. Wondering if he had already been thrown outside.

'He's not there.'

Contrary to my worry, there was no one outside.

"Mar. Not that side, he'll be thrown out the opposite window."

At my brother's words, I hurriedly ran to the window on the opposite side.

Thankfully, there was no one there either.

...Wait, is that really fortunate? I don't even know anymore.

When I came to my senses, I found myself standing alone in the vast sky.

No, not alone. One by one, Valenti people appeared around me. Applause began to echo.

"Congratulations."
"Congratulations."
"Congratulations."
"Congratulations."
"Congratulations."

Countless applause and congratulatory words enveloped me.

Yes, I did it. I overcame pain and trials to reach the conclusion.

So I smiled. I threw off all restraints and shackles and smiled. To these people congratulating me, to these people who had become my new family.

"Thank y—"

"Brother-in-law?"
'Ah.'

Thanks to the voice cutting in, I truly came back to my senses. My mind had wandered somewhere strange for a moment.

When I finally opened my eyes, what I saw wasn't the sky but the Great Chamber. This was the dinner following the truth game with the Iron-Blooded Duke. I must have been tired to lose focus in a place like this.

'It was difficult.'

As I tried to calm my dizzy head and turned toward the voice, I saw Margareta's fourth older sister.

"It's troublesome when the main character is spacing out."
"Ah, I'm sorry."

Seeing her holding a wine bottle, I quickly offered my glass, and the fourth sister poured the wine with a bright smile.

"Well, I understand. Everyone was like that."

Then the fourth sister... no, my fourth sister-in-law chuckled briefly and turned her gaze to the Iron-Blooded Duke.

"If you were going to approve anyway, why not go easy on him? Don't you get tired of doing this every time?"

In response to his sister-in-law's scolding, the Iron-Blooded Duke snorted and answered briefly.

"Nothing happened."
"Then why did he space out?"

At her incredulous response, I hastily spoke up. Though it was light-hearted teasing, if the Iron-Blooded Duke felt offended, I'd be the one to suffer.

Besides, regardless of the Duke's reputation, I truly hadn't been subjected to anything. I needed to clear up any misunderstandings.

"It's true. I only had a deep conversation with His Excellency, nothing else happened."
"Hmm, if my brother-in-law says so."

Seeing my fourth sister-in-law back down so easily, I could confirm it was just a joke, not genuine criticism.

"It's still surprising. This is the first time it's gone by without any commotion."

As my fourth sister-in-law retreated, Margareta's only brother—my brother-in-law—joined in.

'What on earth have you been doing?'

At his words, I couldn't help but glance at the Iron-Blooded Duke. How impressive must his track record be for his children to react this way?

They'd been like this since I first emerged from the Room of Truth. I walked out normally, but they looked at me with surprised eyes. I seriously wondered if I should have crawled out on all fours, but seeing their reactions now, even that might not have been enough.

'There were signs, though.'

In truth, there had been signs that some part of my body might be broken when I came out.

"What's important for a husband is love for his wife and the strength to protect his family. Until now, I've personally tested the latter—"

Those were the Iron-Blooded Duke's serious words as soon as we entered the Room of Truth.

"But I suppose that's unnecessary for someone who killed a usurper."

At the time, I just thought, 'I see'—and moved on, but thinking about it now, those words were chilling.

It meant that if I didn't have that achievement, he would have initiated a sparring match right there. The limb-breaking I had only imagined would have happened in real time. I wonder how much blood and tears the Valenti sons-in-law had shed in that process.

"Do you know how much Margareta cried because of you?"
"I'm deeply sorry..."
"At least you acknowledge your mistake."
"Yes..."
"Then why did you do it, knowing it was wrong?"
"......"

I was thoroughly scolded verbally instead of sparring, but that was preferable. Better to take a verbal beating than to physically fight with a duke who was also my father-in-law.

"Still, seeing you kneel shows your sincerity. Those who prioritize their pride wouldn't even do that."

"Yes, of course."
"I didn't expect Margareta to kneel alongside you... but I'll let it pass, considering it shows how strong your marital bond is."

Plus, I was finally acknowledged as her husband. As long as I achieved my goal, that's all that matters.

As I was mentally celebrating my victory, my brother-in-law spoke again.

"It seems Father has taken a liking to our youngest brother-in-law."
"I let it go because Margareta likes him."

Seeing the Iron-Blooded Duke snort again, my brother-in-law smiled slightly and continued.

"But you're not denying it?"

At those words, I glanced at the Iron-Blooded Duke and our eyes met. I quietly lowered my gaze at his look that seemed to ask what I was staring at.

Although I had received his permission, that gaze was still intimidating. My position had merely changed from 'the bastard who made his daughter cry' to 'the raider who stole his youngest daughter.'

But even for someone like me, there was a savior.

"Darling, don't be like that. How hurt do you think Margareta would feel if you keep bullying him?"
"Ahem."

When the quiet woman spoke up, the Iron-Blooded Duke withdrew his gaze.

"Son-in-law, don't take it to heart. He's just sad because his precious youngest daughter is getting married."
"Yes, I completely understand."
"I'm glad my son-in-law has the generosity that my father-in-law lacks."

Big-Margareta smiled gently. Or rather, Margareta would be the small version of her.

Anyway, thanks to the support of the previously silent woman—my mother-in-law—I was able to avoid the Duke's piercing gaze.

I'm fortunate that my mother-in-law is on my side...

As soon as the meal, which I could barely taste, ended, I rushed to the garden. Margareta had signaled me to come there, so I had to go immediately.

"Kal. Over here."

And as I entered the garden, I saw Margareta peeking out from behind a statue.

Is it just my imagination that she looks like a celebrity trying to shake off pursuers? Though it's pointless since the castle servants wouldn't lose track of their lady.

Of course, I didn't mention this. Such behavior was rather cute.

"Phew, it feels better out here. I felt uncomfortable inside."
"What a coincidence. Me too."

As I approached with a slight smile, Margareta ran over and hugged me. It was unfortunate that her body had grown cold in the meantime, but as Margareta said, there were too many watching eyes inside the castle—

"...Margareta?"

Margareta, who was in my arms, quickly began feeling my body.

Not embracing tightly to feel my warmth, but searching for something.

"You're not hurt anywhere, are you?"

After thoroughly checking me, Margareta asked worriedly.

Even Margareta was this concerned?

"I'm fine. As I said earlier, I only had a conversation with His Excellency."

The Iron-Blooded Duke, already known to his beloved youngest daughter as a father-in-law who beats his sons-in-law. It's almost pitiful.

"B-but... my oldest brother-in-law was thrown out of a window once, he said."
"What?"

What's that? He threw someone out a window?

Of course, in this world, there are many people who could get up unharmed after being thrown out a window. Still, hurling a prospective son-in-law out a window is a bit...

"When my other brothers-in-law went into that room... they said they heard breaking sounds..."
"......"

I couldn't respond to that.

If I had heard what Margareta was saying a day ago, I would have thought it was just her sisters teasing their youngest sibling.

"What's important for a husband is love for his wife and the strength to protect his family."

But I was at the scene where someone was thrown, or almost thrown. I was on the verge of having my strength tested. I couldn't possibly think it was a joke.

But it's strange. The Iron-Blooded Duke, who thoroughly vetted sons-in-law with no flaws, simply let me pass despite my having rejected his daughter once and even making her cry?

'Has he really aged that much?'


In his heyday, he might have used sons-in-law for fire games, but perhaps he no longer has the energy for that. If so, it's somewhat sad.

Yes. The Iron-Blooded Duke may be young compared to the Magic-Ending Duke, but he's elderly compared to other dukes. You can tell just by how he's passed most of his authority to his son and lives leisurely.

'He was almost eighty.'

Suddenly, I was overwhelmed with self-loathing and guilt. I had been thinking such things about an eighty-year-old elder, imagining my limbs being broken or being subjected to a German suplex...

Moreover, these were just my own imaginings; the Iron-Blooded Duke had never said he would physically restrain me. I had just assumed—because he was the Iron-Blooded Duke—that he would engage in physical dialogue.

"I think my father-in-law's thoughts have changed with age. Which is fine by me."
"...Yes. That's good."

For now, I comforted the worried Margareta.

Fortunately, her expression brightened when I showed intimacy by referring to the Iron-Blooded Duke as my father-in-law.

"So don't worry too much. If you keep worrying, my father-in-law will feel bad too."
"Y-yes, I suppose so?"

He would. Especially since she knelt beside me.

"Still, I think he'd be happy if you thanked him or told him you love him."

Though Margareta showed some reluctance at those words, I persuaded her strongly. That would be my small repayment to my first father-in-law.

'First father-in-law...'

Even I think it's a bit crazy to say it like that, but what can I do? With multiple wives, I have to number the in-laws too...

But at least I won't have five fathers-in-law. The Magic-Ending Duke—

'Crazy.'

I hastily cut off my train of thought. I almost became a fire joke maker in an instant.

I'm sorry for having such thoughts, Magic-Ending Duke.

***

I looked down at the garden through the window. Margareta had always liked the garden since she was young, so I thought she might be there, and indeed, she was hiding in the garden.

And that damned fellow stuck right next to Margareta.

'No, that's not right.'

I gently shook my head. He's no longer a damned fellow but my damned youngest son-in-law.

Though I didn't want to acknowledge it, though I didn't want to give in so easily, I had acknowledged him as my son-in-law with my own mouth. I couldn't go back on my word.

"Relax your face a bit. It's not like you'll live with Margareta forever."

I heard my wife's words beside me, but I couldn't relax my face. I had given in too easily, contrary to my resolve.

From the moment Margareta was born, I had made a vow. Whoever he might be, I would thoroughly vet the thief who would take Margareta away.

But my youngest son-in-law had already been vetted. He was an unreliable son-in-law who made his wife cry before marriage, but his strength was real. There was no point in testing such an opponent.

"Father..."

Besides, thinking of Margareta kneeling beside my son-in-law, I couldn't bring myself to be too harsh.

At first, I was furious, but looking at it differently, doesn't it mean that Margareta, a noble lady, likes my son-in-law enough to endure such humiliation?

'No parent can win against their child.'

So I acknowledged him much more easily than I would have expected, considering how much I had been grinding my teeth. There was no point in dragging it out and making Margareta sad.

"...It feels like just yesterday she was taking her first steps."
"You're exaggerating. Margareta would be angry if she heard you."

My wife's scolding made me feel even more deflated.

Exaggerating? I can still see that day when I close my eyes.

"Just prepare her dowry properly. You know it will only trouble Margareta if you give something strange."
"Don't worry. Would I do something so petty?"

A dowry is a father's last gift to his daughter. So it should be lavish, whether I like the son-in-law or not.

First, there's land near the Capital about the size of a barony. There are also several buildings in the Capital streets... Since he's the head of the Audit Department, I should focus on the metropolitan area...

...

"...It feels like just yesterday she was turning over."

I heard my wife sigh beside me.

I hadn't been able to have a proper conversation with the Iron-Blooded Duke since the incident in the Room of Truth. It wasn't because he was avoiding me. I simply didn't have time to stay at the castle due to the Ulken tour with Margareta as my guide.

After spending about three days enjoying the exciting duchy tour, a summons from the Iron-Blooded Duke arrived. I guess it was time to be dismissed from the castle.

But this time, I wasn't particularly afraid of the summons.

"You've come."
"Yes, Your Grace."
"It doesn't matter during official business, but in private settings, call me father-in-law."
"Understood, father-in-law."

I suppose the resentment from having his youngest daughter stolen was soothed by said daughter's affection.

"Though I wonder if he'd like it if I expressed gratitude or said I loved him."

It was a suggestion to lower the Iron-Blooded Duke's anger even slightly. Fortunately, Margareta agreed to the proposal. She ran to the Iron-Blooded Duke and told him she loved him.

Thanks to that, the Iron-Blooded Duke's gaze toward me was completely calm. It wasn't affectionate or warm, but at least there didn't seem to be any negative emotions. I'm satisfied with that much.

"We'll skip the engagement ceremony. Since you'll marry right after Mar graduates, there's no need to trouble guests with an engagement ceremony."

The Iron-Blooded Duke said quietly while shuffling through some documents.

"Your words are most wise."

Skipping the engagement ceremony. It's surprising to hear from the daughter-doting Iron-Blooded Duke, but this is actually normal.

Originally, engagement ceremonies are typically held on a smaller scale compared to the main event—the wedding. An engagement is just a promise, after all. Most engagements happen when the parties aren't even adults yet, sometimes as young as early teens or even younger.

It's rare for someone like me to get engaged after turning twenty. Besides, as the Iron-Blooded Duke said, with the wedding just a year away, there's no need to put effort into an engagement ceremony.

"Take this."

After nodding at my response, the Iron-Blooded Duke handed me the documents he'd been fiddling with.

"These are the dowry preparations for Mar."
"...Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question. Why give the dowry now? Was it normal for dowries to be exchanged before marriage?

Despite my look, the Iron-Blooded Duke just jerked his chin. As if telling me to hurry up and check the contents.

"Wow."

And the contents contained in just six pages of documents were beyond imagination.

"This is a dowry?"

For a moment, I doubted my eyes. The dowry I knew usually consisted of furniture, or at most, a house. At least, that was my understanding before possession.

But what the Iron-Blooded Duke had prepared went beyond that understanding. Several buildings located on the Capital's main streets, territory the size of a barony near the Capital.

And if my memory serves me right, this land even has an iron mine. Is the Iron-Blooded Duke, who's focused on developing the military industry, really giving away an iron mine?

"Is this the life of nobility?"

It's frightening. The carriages, ships, jewels, and gold coins that follow don't even register in my mind. So this is the monstrous dowry that appears when a duke is obsessed with his daughter.

"Since I've already married off four daughters, what's left for Mar is relatively little."
"Relatively little..."

I unconsciously scanned the documents again. If this is considered little, how much did he give to his eldest daughter? Did he give her three or four counties?

"Do you need more?"
"No, father-in-law. This is more than enough for me."
"Then take it."

I quietly gathered the documents as the Iron-Blooded Duke spoke indifferently.

I was actually going to say it was too early to receive a dowry when we weren't even married yet. But seeing the Iron-Blooded Duke's eyes, I swallowed those words. His gaze clearly said to just accept it without making a fuss.

"What's the problem when you're going to get married anyway? Don't tell me you were planning to refuse marriage after the engagement?"

And I knew exactly what he'd say if I refused. The Iron-Blooded Duke, who had just returned to neutral, might turn hostile again.

"The administrators are decent enough. You can keep them or replace them with people of your choosing."
"I'll keep them as they are."

A generous offer to provide not just material things but people too. I quickly accepted without hesitation.

If they're competent enough for the duke to entrust them, they're talents that would be hard to find elsewhere. If they're being offered, I should just accept. Besides, even if I wanted to entrust it to someone else, I don't know anyone suitable.

"You may go now. Return to the Capital if you wish."
"Yes. I'll pay my respects at the New Year's ceremony."


I bowed several times and retreated from the Iron-Blooded Duke, who was dismissing me, checking if there was anything else to say.

When I first came to Ulken, I was prepared to have my limbs crushed, but when it was time to leave, I received gifts with both hands.

"Thank you..."

Though it wouldn't reach the Iron-Blooded Duke, I expressed my gratitude deep in my heart. Honestly, I was grateful just to be spared, but to be so generously provided for on top of that.

For now, since this is Margareta's dowry, I'll entrust it to her. After all, when I become a count, she'll manage the territory as my wife, so she should practice in advance.

I headed to the Capital with the send-off from my future in-laws. Naturally, with the help of a teleport mage.

Thanks to that, I arrived at the Capital earlier than originally planned. If I hadn't visited Ulken, I would have traveled from the Academy to the Capital by carriage, and I'd still be in the carriage. Teleportation is truly the best.

"Now, let's breathe."

And as soon as I arrived at the Capital, I patted Luise and Irina on the shoulders. Honestly, the biggest victims of this Ulken trip weren't me. It was these two.

Even I wasn't comfortable, so how much worse must it have been for these innocent students? An unexpected audience with a duke, and not just any duke, but the father of the first wife. It wouldn't be strange if they were terrified of being told to get lost as concubines.

Moreover, the reason I was dragged to Ulken was to establish an official relationship with Margareta. In such a situation, it would be disrespectful to Margareta if other prospective wives showed off their presence. That's why these two kept a low profile during their stay in Ulken.

They did get to catch their breath during the duchy tour, but they had to return to the duke's castle in the evening for accommodation. If the sleeping arrangements were uncomfortable, catching their breath during the day wouldn't mean much...

"It must have been boring staying in Ulken, right? I'm sorry, you really went through a lot."

Knowing this, Margareta gently embraced Luise and Irina. How could Margareta feel at ease when her juniors were suffering because of her?

"Hehe, it's okay. When else would I get to see Ulken?"
"Me too. So please don't worry too much."

Fortunately, the two angels smiled brightly and comforted Margareta.

"Next time, you can come to our territory, Princess. The tulip garden in Flanvel is beautiful."

As Margareta's expression still showed guilt, Irina added casually.

"I will. Of course I should."

At those words, Margareta seemed to feel a bit more at ease and smiled.

By the way, casually inviting a princess who must be a big spender—Irina has talent in commerce too. As expected of a Yorun.

"Ah, our territory too! Artini is also good for traveling!"
"Fufu, is that so? What is Artini famous for?"

Luise proudly declared to Margareta, who was letting out a small laugh.

"We catch a lot of eels!"

I couldn't help but laugh at that proud declaration. How can you mention local products when talking about travel destinations?

"...Eels?"

But Margareta's meaningful voice made me look around.

Then I was met with strict and serious gazes. Not just Margareta, but Irina's gaze was also fixed on me.

Wait, why are you looking at me at this timing? Weren't we just having a pleasant conversation about travel destinations? We definitely were five seconds ago.

"Let's continue the travel talk later and rest now. Everyone's tired, right?"

I hurriedly changed the subject. If I didn't cut off the conversation now, it seemed like it would head in a very subtle direction. My instinct told me so.

"Yes. Let's go in since you both couldn't rest comfortably."

Although Margareta had shown the most dangerous signs, fortunately she joined in on the subject change.

Right, what's important now is letting these mentally tired kids rest. Margareta isn't someone who would confuse priorities.

"We can talk about travel at a leisurely pace."
"Haha, let's do that."

I smiled awkwardly at Margareta's words. It seems like we'll be going on a territory tour soon.

"...Territory tour?"

But talking about territories suddenly gave me an uneasy feeling. It feels like I've missed something, but I don't know what it is.

Well, I'll remember when the time comes.

***


The end of the year is a time to wrap up the council's activities for the year and plan for the next. Of course, the county's activities must also be summarized.

That's why the end of the year is inevitably busy. It's relatively manageable since it's mostly paperwork rather than direct action, but—

"Iron-Blooded Duke, Your Grace?"
- It's been a while, Count Teilgleichen.

That manageable end of year was disrupted by contact from the Iron-Blooded Duke.

It's strange. Originally, I had little contact with the Iron-Blooded Duke, and after he delegated most of his authority to the head of the branch family, there was even less reason for contact. At most, we'd see each other at the New Year's ceremony.

"Have you been well?"
- What discomfort would an old man resting peacefully have? I'm doing well.

Still, I offered a courteous greeting, and the Iron-Blooded Duke nodded ceremoniously. Since he was the one who initiated contact, he would also be the first to state his business.

- Besides, I've also relieved a major concern.

Sure enough, I sat up straight at his next words. This seems to be the main point.

I unconsciously clenched my hands. The reason why the Iron-Blooded Duke, with whom I had no contact, suddenly reached out, and not through a vassal but directly.

It definitely won't be an ordinary matter. Before the New Year's ceremony, a troublesome issue—

- Actually, I wanted to greet you as we've become prospective in-laws. I hope I'm not disturbing you during your busy time.

?

"In-laws?"

For a moment, I was at a loss for words. In-laws? Me and the Iron-Blooded Duke?

- Count?

But I couldn't keep silent. The Iron-Blooded Duke was still in front of me.

It's definitely not a joke. A duke, especially the family-oriented Iron-Blooded Duke, wouldn't make such a jest.

And something does come to mind. Wasn't the relationship between Princess Margareta and Kal quite close? Moreover, my wife liked the princess, and even the rumors circulating in social circles treated their union as a foregone conclusion.

The only matters of interest were when it would happen and whether she would become the first wife, surpassing the Magic-Ending Duke's daughter.

"Yes, in-laws. It was an unfamiliar term, so I was taken aback."
- I understand. I felt the same when I married off my son. This time it's an engagement, which is different from marriage, but it's just a matter of time, isn't it?

Anyway, I quickly opened my mouth, and fortunately, it was the right answer. I almost became a family head who knew nothing about his child's engagement.

"I didn't know, though."

Unfortunately, I really didn't know.

But what can I do? I left marriage to Kal's will and didn't interfere at all. Therefore, unless Kal tells me, my level of information is limited to rumors circulating in social circles.

Still, I thought that would be enough. I prided myself on having built enough connections to quickly grasp most rumors.

I just didn't expect an engagement to take place without any signs. This is the first time for such a spontaneous engagement.

After ending the contact with the Iron-Blooded Duke, I urgently reached out to my wife.

To check if she had heard anything from Kal. If not, to explain the situation before she received questions about the engagement from someone else.

- Kal got engaged?

Of course, my wife didn't know anything either. If she had known, she would have told me.

- I, I, I didn't know anything...
"His Grace the Iron-Blooded Duke said it was decided hastily. He said the engagement was completed about an hour ago and Kal returned to the Capital, so he probably didn't have the presence of mind to tell us."

I tried to comfort my wife, who seemed to be in confusion.

This engagement was spontaneous and sudden. Didn't the Iron-Blooded Duke just say it had just been completed?

So Kal couldn't tell us yet. Because there wasn't time, because he hadn't collected himself yet.

- Do you think so?
"It's not something to hide anyway. Even if hidden, it would spread quickly. Don't worry too much."

Yes, it's not something to hide.

Come to think of it, isn't he the child who remained silent whether he was under discipline or detention? He's just not used to talking.

...Still, I wish he had told us about such a joyous occasion.

I sat numbly on the bed. After hearing Billy's news, I didn't even have the strength to move.

They say Kal is engaged. And to Lady Margareta, the girl who has now officially become his future daughter-in-law—they say he's finally engaged to her.

Despite the variable of the Magic-Ending Duke appearing, she's still walking the path to becoming his first wife. A child who has lived alone for over twenty years but has finally found his match. They deserve everyone's congratulations. They deserve the blessings of all.

'But not from me.'

Yet there's no place for me among those offering congratulations. Even if they receive everyone's blessings, I have no right.

That's natural, I suppose. What right do I have to be between them—

'No.'

I shook my head hastily at the gloomy thoughts flooding in.

Kal must have had his reasons for not contacting me. Wasn't Billy the same? The engagement was too sudden, and it just concluded. He probably didn't even have time to contact me.

Yes, Kal is a busy child. He just hasn't had time to tell me yet.

"I'm sorry to ask suddenly, but what would be a good gift for a lady?"

Remembering our recent conversation, I couldn't help but smile.

I believe. Even though I've wronged that child, even if he hates me and I have no defense, our relationship is still growing closer bit by bit.

That child, more mature than I am, is extending his hand even to a mother like me.

'I shouldn't worry about it.'

As Billy said, it's news that would spread even if kept secret. If he wanted to hide it, he would have arranged the engagement differently.

So I won't worry. I'll trust that child. If I can't even trust him, what right do I have to call myself his mother?

"Mother."

And that trust soon brought happiness.

'So you really were just busy.'

I almost laughed at Kal's flustered face. I shouldn't, but that surprised expression was so strange and welcome.

A child who rarely showed emotion since childhood now displays his feelings in front of me. He's urgently trying to tell me about his engagement.

In a way, this could be considered a scene from an ordinary family. Isn't it natural for a child to show emotions to their parents and announce their engagement?

'Not for us.'

Twenty years of living without knowing that normalcy.

But that normalcy has come to me on the winds of a miracle.

"Yes, Kal. What is it?"

So I could smile. Though we still have a long way to go, at least we're walking that path together.

***

A nagging feeling that I'd missed something. Fortunately, I soon discovered what it was.

"After the New Year's ceremony, I'd like to visit Teilgleichen too. I want to greet my in-laws again."

Margareta said with slightly flushed cheeks. I nodded while gently stroking her head.

"Let's do that. Now that my eldest son is finally engaged, they should know... wait..."

As I spoke, I noticed something off.

The eldest son, the heir to the family. The engagement of such an heir. Marriage as an extension of politics among nobles. In fact, even beyond nobility, people naturally inform their families of marriage news. Engagement is a 'marriage' promise, so it falls within that category.

But had I told my family about the engagement?

'Oh shit.'

I hadn't. Not to the family head, my mother, or even Erich.

Honestly, my marriage to Margareta was already a foregone conclusion, but keeping quiet after the formal engagement is a separate issue.

"Kal?"


As I froze with my hand still on her head, Margareta tilted her head in confusion. Luise and Irina, who were walking with us, did the same.

"Mar."
"Yes, tell me."
"How do you think parents feel when their child doesn't tell them about their engagement?"

At those words, Margareta also froze, with an utterly disbelieving look.

"...You haven't told them yet?"
"No..."
"Not once during all those days in Ulken?"
"No..."

My gaze gradually lowered.

Though the engagement was officially completed today, wasn't the reason for going to Ulken for the engagement? There had been plenty of time to mention it.

But I hadn't. The reason was simple. I just forgot.

"I was also so busy while in Ulken..."
"You know that's just an excuse, right?"

I couldn't argue with Margareta's firm statement. Even I thought it was a cowardly excuse.

My gaze remained fixed on the floor out of self-loathing. Margareta's eyes, usually warm and gentle, now felt piercing.

For Margareta, a member of the Valenti family who values family, a son who keeps his engagement news to himself must be a cultural shock.

"Do it now. These things shouldn't be delayed."

Since it was obvious advice, I quickly took out my communication device. If I postpone this and forget again, I might go down in imperial history as the most unfilial son ever.

No, this goes beyond unfilial—it's super-unfilial. Kal Kracius, the super-unfilial son. My chest tightened.

Under the peculiar gazes of the three women, I called my mother. Technically, I should inform the family head first, but as a fellow civil servant, I understand the annoyance of year-end work. You don't disturb someone at year-end.

So automatically, only my mother remained.

"Yes, Kal. What is it?"

Seeing my mother's faint smile, the triangle in my heart began to move violently.

I'm crying... the super-unfilial son is crying...

"Well, Mother, the thing is—"

But regardless of the triangle, my mouth simply wouldn't move.

Realistically, how many people could confidently say, "I finished my engagement today but forgot to tell you. You should know now, at least."

"I heard. You got engaged to Lady Margareta?"
"...Yes."

Especially when your mother has already heard the engagement news from someone else before her son could tell her, it becomes impossible to lift your head.

"That's wonderful news. Finally, the future of the Kracius family looks bright."

Yet my mother didn't reproach me at all. Honestly, I was prepared to be scolded for making a mockery of the family, but she simply spoke with a smiling face.

That made me feel even worse. I would have gladly accepted her anger.

As if sensing my feelings, my mother continued calmly.

"Don't take it too hard. From your perspective, it was a sudden engagement, so you probably didn't have the presence of mind to mention it. Even Erich thought you were heading to the Capital."

I almost nodded unconsciously at her warm words, but I felt Margareta's gaze and stopped myself.

If I let this slide smoothly, Margareta would likely scold me in my mother's place.

"No. I should have told you as soon as the engagement was finalized. I'm sorry. I'll make sure this doesn't happen again."

At those words, my mother let out a small laugh.

"Alright. Just tell me before the wedding ceremony."
"...Yes."

There was a slight delay in my response. She had just mentioned the wedding ceremony, not the engagement ceremony that would likely happen about four more times.


Of course, I couldn't say that at this timing. Even I have some tact.

"Will you be able to come to the domain when you have time?"
"Of course. Mar and I were just discussing that."
"My daughter-in-law is already thinking of her mother-in-law."

I laughed awkwardly at her words, which seemed to contain a subtle barb.

I quietly put the communication device back in my pocket and turned to Margareta. She nodded solemnly.

"Well done."

Her appearance was like that of a judge delivering a not-guilty verdict, which made me smile slightly.

"But as Kal said, we need to make sure this doesn't happen again. Understood?"
"Of course. Don't worry."

I made an exaggerated promise, but Margareta's gaze remained complex.

She probably thinks that someone who has already made one mistake could make another. It wasn't wrong, which made my chest hurt a little.

"Even my brother makes mistakes sometimes."
"I'm human too."

Thanks to Luise's intervention, the pain in my chest quickly subsided. I wouldn't have been able to endure just receiving piercing glares in silence. Thank you.

"Hehe, I thought my brother was someone who did everything right from the beginning."

Her innocent remark made me laugh again. If she had seen my early days as a civil servant, she wouldn't say that.

Me as a new civil servant, me as a new department head—I displayed truly bizarre footprints. Looking back now, I wonder how I'm still alive.

"No one does everything right from the start. We all grow through experience."

Yes, we grow through experience. This situation happened because both family and engagement are firsts for me. But now I've had an engagement. I've also experienced reporting to family.

So for my engagements with the Magic-Ending Duke, Luise, Irina, and the Section Chief of the 1st Section, I need to do it properly. Repeating the same mistake twice isn't a mistake—it's an intelligence problem.

'I may be tactless, but I'm not stupid.'

This time it was a temporary lapse of judgment, but there won't be any more mistakes like this. I'll become Kal Kracius—Engagement Specialist.

With that determination, I continued walking until the mansion gradually came into view.

"You all go in first. I've already told the butler you're coming, so he'll guide you."

I stepped back slightly, knowing they could find their way without me now.

"...You're not going to kneel again this time, are you?"

Margareta, who flinched at my words, asked anxiously.

Indeed, this was the same pattern as in Ulken Duchy. I told them to go in first when the main gate was in sight, then suddenly knelt down. From Margareta's perspective, it must be PTSD-inducing.

"Would I do that at my own mansion?"

But her worry was excessive. That castle was the demon lord's castle where the Iron-Blooded Duke resided, while this mansion is my own property. Who would kneel in front of their own home?

"I just have somewhere to stop by. It's not far, so I'll be back soon."
"Really soon, right?"
"Of course. If I'm going to be late, I'll contact you."

Only then did Margareta's trembling body calm down. Speaking so confidently must have made her think it wasn't a serious matter.

Unfortunately, it is a serious matter. Though I won't be kneeling or making a grand bow as Margareta feared, it's still not an ordinary errand.

"Well, any ring shop will be similar. The stores in the Capital are mostly standardized upward."
"But there must still be rankings among them."
"That's true, but..."

The suitable ring shop I had asked the Section Chief of the 2nd Section about before.

"It's actually near your mansion, sir. Is this fate?"

Four rings I plan to give as gifts when accepting the confession.

"If you walk down Akala Street, you'll see a three-story building. They use the entire building."

Now I need to buy them.

Since my childhood, my father always told me:

"You can sell your pride, but never sell your conscience."

This was a saying I heard repeatedly from a young age. It was the motto of my great-grandfather who founded our family store.

That saying was passed down from my great-grandfather to my grandfather, then to my father, and finally to me. It was valuable advice that as merchants, we might sell our pride to make a profit, but we should never sell our conscience and harm our customers.

That advice was truly beautiful and excellent. By following it, our store that started in a small corner space of a building gradually grew, and eventually we succeeded in purchasing an entire three-story building.

"Today's success isn't achieved by your ability alone. It's the seed planted by your ancestors that's now sprouting."

Even so, I never became arrogant, as my father's last words remained deep in my heart.

Yes, it's not just my ability. The miracle of a store that started in a tiny room transforming into a large shop recognized even in the Capital. How could this miracle be my achievement alone?

That's why I hung my great-grandfather's portrait in the store. I prayed in front of it every day. Praying for another peaceful day, another miraculous day.

And after praying, I would polish the frame that was practically a family treasure. To be precise, it was the item inside the frame that was the treasure.

[Commendation for Faithful Tax Payment - Head of Collection Department, Imperial Ministry of Finance]
[Commendation for Clean Business - Head of Audit Department, Imperial Ministry of Finance]

Two frames placed where they could be seen immediately upon entering the store. Despite their fancy packaging, their contents were quite brief, but these commendations were proof that I, that my ancestors, had never sold our conscience.

They were evidence that we didn't use tricks to pay less tax and didn't commit dishonest acts while doing business. A proud medal showing we had been recognized by both the strict Collection Department and the Audit Department.

After receiving those commendations, even high-ranking officials frequently patronized our place. Even an executive from the Audit Department visited. The famous Section Chief of the 2nd Section in the Capital.

Thanks to that, I reached a level where I could serve most customers without any agitation. When I regularly saw executives from the Audit Department, ordinary nobles were nothing.

...or so I used to think.

'This isn't what I wanted.'

I must have become arrogant without realizing it. That's probably why my great-grandfather punished me. Otherwise, I couldn't understand the current situation.

"The Section Chief said mentioning his name would be enough."
"Yes, yes, of course."

I hurriedly bowed my head to the young man speaking quietly. The black uniform symbolizing the Audit Department, and the way he casually referred to the Section Chief who was an executive.

No doubt about it. This person was the Head of the Audit Department. He matched the description I had heard from the Section Chief before.

"He's younger than me, but completely dark with an impression that you'd see blood if you touched him. You'll know when you see him."

At first, I wondered what kind of description that was, but now I see there couldn't be a more accurate description.

"Oh, a Clean Business award."

The Head of the Audit Department let out a small exclamation as he looked around.

"It's an undeserved title."
"Nonsense. You received it because you deserved it."

I bowed my head even lower at the Head's voice, which had become gentler than before. Fortunately, his first impression seemed good.

"Anyway, I'm looking to buy a ring."
"You've come to the right place! I'll help you find something you'll like!"

And as soon as I heard the Head's words, I instinctively felt:

If I play this right, I might be able to make the Department Head a regular customer, just like the Section Chief.

***

When the Section Chief recommended a store, I honestly wondered if he was getting paid for the recommendation. Otherwise, why would he tell me to mention his name?

But when I saw the Clean Business commendation, my doubts were cleared. It's not strange for an Audit Department executive to recommend a place certified by the Audit Department. Rather, supporting such places might encourage other stores to work hard to meet the commendation criteria.

"If it's not a wedding ring, I recommend choosing from our displayed items rather than placing a custom order."

Plus, his business acumen is quite good, which I appreciate.

"Is that so?"
"Yes. If it's not a wedding ring, it's ultimately a ring you'll have to remove someday. If it's made with too much effort, the bride might feel troubled."
"That makes sense."

I nodded involuntarily at his persuasive words.


He's not wrong. A wedding ring is something you wear for life, but this is more of a position of an acceptance-of-confession-cum-engagement ring. It would be troublesome if she became too attached to an overly elaborate ring instead of the wedding ring.

After all, the (half) ring that Margareta is currently wearing will have to be removed someday, so giving others rings meant to be worn for life would be...

"And although these are pre-made, they are by no means inferior products."

That seems obvious. Each of the displayed rings boasted a splendid design.

"Moreover, they've been magically treated to adjust their size to fit the wearer."

That also seems obvious. The pattern engraved on the ring part. It's clearly similar to the pattern on the (half) ring I'm wearing.

The shop owner seemed to have the same thought, as his gaze toward my finger was complex. A look that said, "What on earth are you that you're wearing half of it?"

But he quickly turned his gaze elsewhere. The coolness of not deeply involving himself in a customer's private life. Truly an outstanding merchant.

"Hmm, can you recommend something? Diamond is fine for the gemstone."
"Of course!"

At those words, the owner showed me a white ring as if he had been waiting for this.

"This is made based on platinum. It might feel old-fashioned as it was a design popular in the past, but it's starting to trend again recently."
"I see."

When I nodded lightly, the next ring appeared.

And then I nodded again, the next ring appeared, nodded again, and the next ring after that appeared.

It's an inadequate response to the owner who's showing them enthusiastically, but honestly, I can't tell much difference. I'm quite distant from fashion.

"I'll take them all."

So when the owner showed the fourth ring, I bought all the recommended rings.

"...Pardon?"

The shop owner, who had maintained a calm face even knowing my identity, flinched for the first time. A slightly raised head, a face full of doubt, eyes asking if what he heard was correct.

Unfortunately, it is correct. A crazy person buying four rings for his lover—that's me.

'Shit.'

A wave of self-loathing hit me. It's not unusual for one person to buy multiple rings. In a world where polygamy is natural.

But there wouldn't be someone buying several at once. Taking in lovers is something done over time, not all at once.

"I understand. I'll package them right away."

A bizarre scene where even the person involved feels self-loathing. Nevertheless, the owner was professional enough to quickly regain his composure.

"Refunds are possible with the purchase receipt and warranty."
"I understand."

No, judging by the fact that he specifically mentioned refunds, he still seems a bit out of it. It's a gift for a lover, yet he mentions refunds. Isn't that like cursing the relationship to fail?

Of course, I didn't nitpick about that. From the owner's common sense perspective, buying rings in bulk must be incomprehensible. I understand.

'I didn't expect this either.'

There probably isn't anyone else like me in the world.

A transaction where both seller and buyer couldn't shake off subtle emotions.

Still, overcoming my self-loathing, I was able to obtain magnificent rings (x4). This time, as couple rings to avoid making the same mistake I did with Margareta.

Additionally, I clearly distinguished them by decorating the cases with different colored ribbons. If I were to give Luise's intended ring to the Magic-Ending Duke, it would be giving a design unsuitable for his age.

'There won't be any confusion.'

Whether by coincidence or fate, the four people I'm giving rings to each have different colors.

White, pink, yellow, red. The last one is eye color rather than hair color, but who cares. As long as there's no duplication.

'Let's start with white.'

And I put the case decorated with a white ribbon in a different pocket from among the four cases.

Originally, I was planning to just buy the rings and return immediately, but once I had the rings in hand, my mind changed. It's wrong to delay when you have a gift for someone.


"Since there's the New Year's ceremony, I should wait until then."

Moreover, remembering what the Magic-Ending Duke said before made me feel more urgent.

Although I forgave the Magic-Ending Duke last time, I didn't formally respond to his confession. The Magic-Ending Duke's mental Maginot Line is probably the New Year's ceremony. He'll think I'll give my answer during the New Year's ceremony period.

Of course, I don't plan to do that. There's nothing more enjoyable than breaking someone's expectations.

'You have to strike to take the initiative.'

Advice that became the blood and flesh of the Wise Duke.

Although it was criticized as hitting the solar plexus with a siege hammer, its effectiveness can't be denied. To take the initiative when I could only be dragged around by the Duke, I need to give that level of shock.

Last time, I shook his mind by calling his real name. This time, I'll shake him with an unexpected response and gift at an unexpected timing.

Saying it like this makes me sound like a person with a broken personality who manipulates others' emotions, but since the Magic-Ending Duke will like it too, it's a win-win.

Anyway, that's the plan.

***

For several days, I couldn't focus on work.

My gaze went to the calendar instead of documents, and my hands held the comb given by my darling instead of a pen.

'Soon.'

Because my darling will come.

My heart was pounding. I know the Academy's schedule. They had the closing ceremony a few days ago, so my darling should be in the Capital by now.

Even if there's something delaying the arrival, my darling will definitely show up at the New Year's ceremony. Then I can see my darling.

"See you next time, Beatrix."

"Hnnng...!"

I ended up covering my face with both hands at the ticklish, embarrassing, yet exciting feeling.

The voice I've imagined hundreds, thousands of times since that day. When I casually recalled that voice again, my face grew hot.

I never knew being called by name could be such a happy thing. Not the stiff name like Beatrix Catovan of Servet that gets called at official events. It was a name called with affection between close people. It definitely was.

"See you next time, Beatrix."

My darling's voice came to mind again. I could feel my ears fluttering uncontrollably.

But I was a little disappointed. If only my darling had called me by name there, if only my darling had spoken informally, we could have gotten closer. Even if I ran away, my darling could have grabbed my wrist, pulled me in and—

'No.'

I hastily shook my head to shake off the fantasy. It's greedy to want more when I was already sufficiently happy.

There's no need to rush. There are decades left for my darling to call my name and share affection.

"This, they said it takes 40 years to see the effect. We still have plenty of time. Let's worry about it together until then."

What my darling said then was clearly a promise to stay with me.

Although my darling hasn't formally accepted my confession yet, it's practically the same as—

- Knock knock

I unconsciously frowned at the noise interrupting my happy imagination.

"Tower Lord. The Head of the Audit Department is here."

But it quickly relaxed at my secretary's report.

Just when I was thinking about my darling, my darling arrives. Could there be some connection between my darling and me?

"T-Tell him to come in."

I ended up stuttering from happiness.

How embarrassing. I shouldn't let my darling think I'm someone who can't even speak properly.

I heard a strangely trembling voice from beyond the door, but I deliberately ignored it.

'Understandable.'

After the Magic-Ending Duke fled following my devastating attack using his real name, we hadn't even contacted each other, let alone met. Naturally, he must still be in a state of panic. The person beyond the door might as well be Beatrix, not the Magic-Ending Duke.

Besides, I have too many ways to shake up the Magic-Ending Duke to make a big deal out of mere stuttering. And I should shake him up in happy ways—picking on embarrassing things wouldn't be right.

"You may enter."

When the Magic-Ending Duke granted permission to enter, the secretary who had guided me to the tower master's office stepped back.

Honestly, I didn't need a secretary since I'd been to the tower master's office more than once, but the gazes from the mages were so piercing that I couldn't bring myself to say I'd go alone.

If the magic tower had a blacklist, I'd probably be at the very top. Reason: the bastard who made the tower master cry.

"Your Grace. I'm coming in."

After thanking the secretary, I grabbed the doorknob.

Giving a warning to prepare mentally before entering was just a bonus.

"C-c-come in."

Unfortunately, it was a warning with little effect.

The voice still trembled, and his ears quivered. His face was strangely flushed, showing he was far from composed.

Still, it's fortunate that other mages couldn't see him like this.

"I came to pay my respects before the year ends. Am I interrupting something important?"
"Ah, I always have time to see you, so come whenever you like."

After I offered a light greeting, the Magic-Ending Duke shook his head in response.

'Wow.'

I almost burst out laughing at the sight.

The Magic-Ending Duke's ears, which had been vibrating, had now drooped. His eyes, which had been rolling around unable to look directly at my face, were now busy glancing at me furtively. As if he was too shy to say what he wanted directly and hoped I would figure it out first.

Though it might be a bit disrespectful to feel this way about someone much older than me, honestly, it's cute. Especially since I can guess why he's being so hesitant.

"Thank you, Beatrix."

So I gave him what he wanted.

"Hnngh...!"

The effect was spectacular.

The Magic-Ending Duke's already red face evolved into a tomato. It looked like it might burst if touched lightly.

Moreover, his ears started flapping at a BPM I'd never seen before. Even though he's embarrassed, he's clearly pleased.

"I should visit more casually from now on. I really can come anytime, right?"

As I said this and walked toward the Magic-Ending Duke, he kept nodding his head.

"Y-yes. A-a-anytime..."
"Your words and actions contradict each other."

At my comment, the Magic-Ending Duke's body, which had been slowly backing away, froze. He must have been moving his feet without realizing it.

And after my observation, the Magic-Ending Duke fell into a dilemma—too embarrassed to back away further, yet too embarrassed to stay still.

Seeing him like this, mischief welled up from deep within my heart. A duke who normally would make me bow down rather than play pranks. The fact that I was one-sidedly teasing such a duke gave me courage I didn't know I had.

"Nowhere to run this time, huh?"

I smiled slightly and reached out my hand.

Yes, right now I have courage I never had before. In this state, I can do anything.

So I touched his ears, which were now standing stiffly, unable to flap anymore. Honestly, I've been curious about this for a long time. What do elf ears feel like?

"......"

Surprisingly, the Magic-Ending Duke showed no reaction when I grabbed his ear.

No, more precisely, he couldn't.

"Beatrix?"


I gently removed my hand from his ear after checking his condition.

His body, which had been trembling intermittently, lost strength and went limp. Moreover, his eyes lost their light and became hazy.

'...Oh no.'

He died standing up.

Fortunately, the Magic-Ending Duke's consciousness returned quickly. Rather than fainting, his mind had probably gone blank from excessive shock.

Still, perhaps feeling that he was being made fun of, the Magic-Ending Duke spoke in the most composed voice he could manage once he regained his senses.

"Child. I am a duke and tower master. Even if you're a child, a minimum level of respect—"
"Did you dislike it?"
"......"

Of course, it had little effect. He couldn't say anything because he hadn't lost consciousness from disliking it, but from being too happy.

I let out a small laugh at the sight of the Magic-Ending Duke falling into silence, then spoke.

"If Your Grace dislikes it, I'll speak as I did before."
"I-I didn't say I disliked it..."
"Then I'll get used to it little by little."

At those words, the Magic-Ending Duke carefully nodded. He must know best that he needs to get used to this pattern.

But there was a dejected feeling in that nod. As if he was happy to be called by name and have physical contact, but couldn't fully enjoy that happiness. If I had to say, it seemed like he was lamenting his own weak defenses.

Certainly, the Magic-Ending Duke's defense is seriously low. It seems even worse than Margareta's when her defenses were at rock bottom.

'Is it okay to give it now?'

As I felt the case in my pocket, my concerns grew. If just his name affects him this much, wouldn't a ring make him really faint?

But my deliberation was brief. If I kept putting it off with various excuses, it was obvious I'd never give it to him.

"Beatrix."

Ring No. 2, here we go.

***

This feeling is a first for me. Happy yet sad, regretful yet fulfilled.

The child has always taken my firsts. First love, first embrace, first time letting go of my pride. Everything was first with the child. And as if that wasn't enough, now he's making me feel these emotions too.

'Yet look at me.'

It's pitiful. Unlike the child who gives me countless firsts, I can't even move properly.

The child showed his emotions without hesitation. He called me by name and spoke informally without reservation. Of course, I don't dislike it. I love it immensely. I'm so happy I could listen to my name all day.

But I couldn't do anything in return. When the child called my name, I was too embarrassed to open my mouth, and when he approached me, I only backed away.

'This isn't right.'

How can I call it love when I can't even communicate properly?

I should call the child with affection too, and gladly respond to his approaches. Isn't love about giving and receiving from both sides, not just one?

So I must try harder. First, shouldn't I address him differently, like the child does? Not "child" but "husband" or... or "my lord."

"Let's take our time thinking about it."

For a moment, I recalled the child pretending not to hear when I called him "husband," but I pushed that memory aside.

Anyway, I need to get used to expressing affection. That's how to prevent incidents like what just happened.

'If I had endured.'

An embarrassing yet tingling thought came to mind. If, if I hadn't lost consciousness when the child grabbed my ear, wouldn't we have gone further?

Embracing, patting my head, maybe even a ki—

"Beatrix."

While I was lost in happy fantasies, the child's voice made my body jolt. I wondered if he had read my thoughts.

"Actually, I didn't just come to say hello."

I blinked at those words.


Does that matter? Whether it's a greeting or anything else, what's important is that the child came. Even if the child came to borrow money, I'm confident I would welcome him with a smile.

"It's time to give you an answer."

As he said that and took something out, my body froze again.

'...Time to give an answer?'

My mind worked slower than usual. What answer is he talking about? Could it be what I'm thinking?

My heart began to race. My instincts screamed that it was right, but my reason warned me not to expect too much. Nothing is uglier than being disappointed after getting your hopes up alone.

But when what the child took out was a small case. When the white ribbon binding that case was untied. When he took out a ring from inside. The anxiety disappeared, and an indescribable happiness settled in my heart.

"It's modest compared to what I've received, but this is all I can give."

I hurriedly shook my head at the child who smiled awkwardly. No matter what the child said, I couldn't agree with that.

Modest? What's modest is what I've given the child. The ring the child is trying to give me is the most precious and beautiful object in this world.

"U-um, child."

And seeing the ring, something I had deliberately avoided thinking about came to mind.

"Is that... also a ring that becomes one when two pieces are joined?"

I carefully asked, looking at the ring on the child's finger. I thought it was too good for me and didn't dare to be greedy, but in truth, it was something I desperately wanted.

I had known for a while that the child had given a unique ring to Lady Margareta. I heard it from a mage dispatched to the Academy, and I could confirm it directly by looking at the child's finger.

Not an ordinary couple ring, but a different and beautiful ring that divides one into two. How could I not covet it?

"...Of course."

The child, who had closed his mouth for a moment at my question. But not long after, he smiled and scratched the ring he was holding with his fingernail.

Then the ring split perfectly in half. Seeing that ring, I felt like I might burst into tears.

"I'm sorry for giving you an answer only now. I was worried about what words would make you happy."

The child held my left hand and put on the ring containing half of the world.

"One action would have been better than a hundred words. Is it too late?"
"No."

I shook my head again at the child's words.

As I looked at the ring on my hand, turned my gaze to the child, and looked at the ring again. How heavy this small object felt.

"...It's not too late."

So I answered with a smile.

If I've received an answer in my lifetime, it's not too late.

***

After watching the Magic-Ending Duke rejoice with his second (half-)ring, I lowered my gaze bitterly.

Then I saw a single ring left alone in the case.

'I'm sorry.'

It might be ridiculous to apologize to an inanimate object, but this deserves an apology. I'm truly sorry.

An object that should have been worn on someone's finger, becoming someone's happiness. That object will forever sleep without seeing the light of the world.

No, I never expected the Magic-Ending Duke would want a half/ring too.

'Of all things, I started with the wrong button.'

It's sad but unavoidable. I can't give the impression of showing favoritism with rings when we're not even married yet.

And I instinctively sensed it. The moment the second (half-)ring was born, I couldn't stop the birth of the third, fourth, and fifth. From now on, I'm destined to split rings.

With mixed feelings, I closed my eyes and opened them again. The ring, looking so lonely, caught my eye again.

'...I'll use it someday.'

But is this an auditory hallucination?

It sounds like the ring is cursing, "You fucking bastard."

I looked at the ring and quietly slipped it into my pocket while watching the Magic-Ending Duke grinning from ear to ear. Unlike his usual calm and dignified smile, seeing him laugh like a child filled me with satisfaction.

If I'd known he would be this happy, I would have given it to him sooner. I should be more generous with gifts from now on.

'...Is this right?'

But watching him happily wearing the couple's ring made me feel a subtle guilt. It felt like watching a wife pretending to be happy so her impoverished husband wouldn't blame himself for not being able to afford a proper ring.

Well, I suppose if he's happy, that's what matters. It's just a ring he'll wear temporarily, so I shouldn't worry too much.

"A lifelong treasure..."

I quickly shook my head at the Magic-Ending Duke who was murmuring in a dreamy voice. That sinister object is definitely not a lifelong ring.

"That won't do. We need to save space for wedding rings."

Right. My goal is to fill the brides' fingers with proper wedding rings, not half rings.

Honestly, looking at the current situation, I'm worried the wedding rings might end up being halved too, but splitting wedding rings would be strange. When the time comes, I'll have to do my best to prevent that.

"Wedding rings..."

Fortunately, the mention of marriage had an excellent effect. Life began returning to his previously dazed eyes.

"Um, darling?"
"Yes?"

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had been fiddling with the ring, hesitantly opened his mouth as if his thoughts had wandered elsewhere.

"When... are you thinking of getting married?"

I couldn't help but smile at the Magic-Ending Duke who asked with a shy demeanor yet sparkling eyes.

Since I accepted his confession and even mentioned marriage, his head must already be filled with visions of a brilliant wedding ceremony and tiny quarter-elves playing in the garden.

I understand. The Magic-Ending Duke had briefly gotten angry about the life extension potion, which had caused his standing to plummet. Having experienced rock bottom, even temporarily, he must be happy about the prospect of marriage.

"Well, next year at the earliest, I think. Marga needs to graduate first."

At those words, the Magic-Ending Duke's body stiffened.

What's wrong? Could it be that he can't wait until next year?

Still, it would be problematic to marry Margareta while she's still a student.

***

Her words finally brought me back to my senses. A problem I hadn't noticed—or rather, one I had deliberately ignored—in my blissful state was now approaching.

'The noble lady first.'

My hand wearing the ring trembled. I unconsciously bit my lip.

When I asked about the wedding date, she mentioned Lady Margareta. This meant Lady Margareta would be the first wife.

It's only natural. She was the one darling gave a ring to first, and unlike me who selfishly hurt darling, Lady Margareta had done nothing wrong.

So, so of course Lady Margareta being the first wife is only natural.

'Then, what about me?'

The issue I had desperately avoided thinking about slowly began to consume my thoughts.

One of higher rank than the first wife cannot become the second wife.

An implicit convention to maintain the first wife's authority. Now that marriage was imminent, I finally remembered this convention.

If Lady Margareta becomes the first wife, practically any noble lady in the Empire could become darling's wife. Because no noble lady ranks higher than a duke's daughter.

But not me. As a duke, I outrank a duke's daughter.

'If only I were a duke's daughter too.'

Then I wouldn't be below Lady Margareta, but at least I wouldn't be above her either. Sufficient qualification to be the second wife.

I missed my father, whom I often longed for, even more. If father were still alive and well... I could have fulfilled my love and shown him adorable grandchildren.

For the first time, the title of duke felt heavy. In a hundred years, this has never happened before, but once again, darling is taking my first experiences.

This is one first I could do without...

'...But he did say wedding ring.'

I shook off the gloomy thoughts and tried to think positively.

Yes, darling definitely said wedding ring. Even if I can't become his wife, even if we can't hold a wedding ceremony, it means he'll think of me as his wife.

Becoming a concubine is sad, but with the wall of convention blocking the way—

"Being second might bother you a bit, but please understand. We can't hold wedding ceremonies simultaneously."

...?

Something felt off about darling's words. It sounded like he was saying he would hold a wedding ceremony with me.


Strange. Unless he makes me his first wife, marriage with darling is impossible. Yet darling just said I would be second.

"You mean marriage with me?"
"Yes."

My head went blank at his gaze that seemed to ask why I was stating the obvious.

'Ah.'

And then I realized belatedly. Darling doesn't know about the convention.

Well, that makes sense. Darling is just over twenty years old. Moreover, he became a government official right after becoming an adult. He might not know much about marriage.

"Darling, that's impossible. The second wife shouldn't be of higher rank than the first wife."

I spoke in the gentlest voice possible. Explaining why I can't be darling's wife with my own mouth is devastating, but I can't let darling misunderstand.

"I know."
"W-what?"

His response only added to my confusion.

He knows...?

"Are you thinking of breaking convention? That won't do. The Valenti family won't stand for it."

I hurriedly tried to dissuade darling as the worst-case scenario came to mind.

If darling knows the convention yet still wants to marry me, it means he's willing to ignore the long-standing tradition.

That can't happen. Even if it's darling, he shouldn't do such a thing. If he brings in a wife who could threaten the first wife's authority, the Valenti family—specifically, the Iron-Blooded Duke—will surely be furious.

I can't let the Iron-Blooded Duke, who should be darling's strong supporter, become his enemy just because of me. If I just set aside my selfish desires, everyone can be happy.

"Are you also bound by convention?"

But instead of accepting my dissuasion, darling questioned me as if he couldn't understand.

"Isn't that rank just based on family?"

I was left speechless at his words.

"I thought people from ducal families were of equal rank."

Well, they are equal in a sense. But it's still difficult to consider a duke and a duke's daughter as equals.

"There have been cases where both the first and second wives were count's daughters."

There have been. It's rather common. But it would have been impossible if the second wife had been a count rather than a count's daughter.

...No, would it really be impossible?

'There's no precedent, but...'

I quickly searched through my memories at darling's words.

Indeed, there are many cases where noble ladies of the same rank from different families became wives side by side. So if we consider Lady Margareta and me as people from ducal families regardless of title, we could be considered equal in rank.

To deny this assumption, there would need to be cases where a title holder and a mere noble lady became wives of the same person... but there's no such precedent. Why would a title holder settle for being just one of many wives?

"...Am I wrong?"
"No, you're right. Darling is correct."

I answered firmly to darling's cautious question.

It's a stretch, honestly. An overly convenient interpretation.

But it's something I can certainly argue for. It's not about breaking convention, but interpreting it differently—that's worth trying.

'As expected of darling.'

A pioneer who creates paths no one else thought of. A partner who found a way to make me a proper wife.

My already lovable darling became even more endearing.

***

I followed the butler who managed Kal's mansion down the corridor.

With each step, I couldn't hide my excitement and racing heart. The butler's guidance wasn't just courtesy for a guest, but a procedure to introduce the mansion to the future mistress of the house—specifically, the first wife.

'Excellent.'

I thought while watching the butler's back. As I've felt since last summer, the servants of this mansion are truly outstanding.

Actually, I was impressed from the moment I entered the mansion. The butler could have been flustered by a guest arriving without the master, Kal, but he handled it perfectly.

Servants who grandly welcomed me as I passed through the main gate. Especially the butler who bowed respectfully at the front—it seemed like he was treating me as someone of higher status rather than just a guest.

When I told him to act comfortably due to his impeccable politeness, the butler smiled lightly and said:

"Though I may be lacking in many ways, I am neither blind nor deaf."


How could I refuse after hearing that? As expected of servants selected by Kal, they are truly exceptional.

"It's a bit nerve-wracking to serve the ladies who will become mistresses."

He even added words considering Lady Luise and Lady Irina. A considerate remark for the two ladies who might feel left out.

He has good sense too. Kal can certainly trust him with the mansion.

"If your previous accommodations were not uncomfortable, would it be alright to guide you there again?"
"Of course."

Thus, guided by the butler who pleased his guest from the start, I arrived at the room where I would stay. After unpacking, it wasn't long before I heard a knock.

When I said to come in, the butler opened the door and bowed his head.

"If it's alright with you, I'd like to show you the facilities of the mansion."

I nodded without hesitation at his words. There's no need to explain the mansion's facilities in detail to a mere guest.

"Now only the treasure vault remains."
"Is that so? I'm looking forward to it."

I responded gently to the butler's words that broke my reverie.

We had already toured the mansion extensively, with only the final location remaining. It's truly a spacious mansion, but since Kal doesn't utilize much of the space, we were able to tour it quickly.

"Unfortunately, it pales in comparison to the Valenti ducal family's."
"Hehe. The Valenti treasure vault has been maintained for 300 years, but this one was accumulated by Kal in just a few years, right?"

I laughed and responded to the butler's words, which carried a sense of pride.

This is a treasure vault located in Kal's personal mansion, not the Kracius family vault. If the comparison for such a vault is the Valenti treasure vault, it must be no ordinary collection.

And as if confirming my thoughts, the butler opened the treasure vault door with a deep smile.

'My goodness.'

As soon as I saw Kal's treasure vault, I could understand the butler's pride.

Weapons that a warrior like Kal would appreciate, jewels of various colors, splendid clothing and fabrics, and various other treasures.

While not vast in quantity, the variety was impressive. And the quality of each item was by no means inferior. It's a small but rich collection.

"War trophies from the Great Punitive War, gifts from the imperial family, various rewards—all accumulated to create this treasure vault."

Even the process of filling the vault was extraordinary. Treasures earned solely through ability.

"It's impressive."
"Though the master himself shows little interest."

I smiled softly at the butler's words, which he added as if regretful.

That's true. Kal is known for being frugal. He even goes around wearing just the Audit Department uniform.

'With so many fine clothes here.'

All sorts of formal attire gathered in one corner. He could wear any of those without issue.

'Huh?'

And reaching the deepest part of the treasure vault, I discovered something completely unexpected.

Usually, the innermost part of a treasure vault contains items the owner values most. For example, items left by ancestors or family heirlooms.

'What is this?'

But the objects before my eyes were utterly ordinary.

The display case itself looked clean and luxurious. In contrast, what lay upon it was a sword, a staff, a spear, a scripture, two crossed swords, a dagger, and a bow.

An incomprehensible combination of items. Moreover, they didn't seem particularly valuable. If they at least had an antique feel, I could assume Kal had a hobby of collecting antiquities.

"These are the items the master cherishes most."

As I stared blankly at those objects, the butler spoke softly. I wondered if they had been misplaced, but they truly were treasures Kal cherished.

...Why?

"It would be better for you to hear the explanation from the master himself, not from me. That would be more meaningful."

As if reading my thoughts, the butler added with a slight smile.

"Ah, the same goes for those as well."

Looking where the butler pointed, I saw equally peculiar items abandoned in a corner.

A greatsword and a great scythe. Again, the incomprehensible combination made my head spin.

"...The maintenance seems a bit neglected?"
"The master instructed us to leave those as they are."

I felt even more confused.

As soon as I returned to the mansion, the butler welcomed me. How did he know to wait for me when I hadn't even mentioned when I'd be back?

"The staff have been taking turns waiting for you, Master. It just happened to be my turn when you arrived."
"That wasn't necessary."

I couldn't help but laugh at their unexpectedly straightforward method. Of course, if they didn't know when I'd return, they could simply wait until I did. I'd forgotten such an obvious solution.

I patted the butler's shoulder and headed toward my room as he followed behind, giving me a brief report.

"I've shown the guests to their previous rooms."
"Good work. Familiar surroundings will be better for them."
"And I've introduced Lady Margareta to the mansion's facilities."

I glanced back at the butler. Going beyond simply showing her to a room and introducing her to the mansion's facilities meant he considered her not just a guest, but a member of the household.

"Isn't that a bit premature?"
"If anything, it's overdue. Though it would be fine if the Lady delays marriage for a few years after graduation."

I nodded at the butler's firm response.

That's impossible. Margareta is already struggling with the desire to drop out of school. If I told her "let's marry in a few years," she might faint. And then the Iron-Blooded Duke's fury would follow.

"I wanted to introduce the facilities to the others as well, but I wasn't sure of the order, so I held off."

His next report made sense too. While Margareta was clearly the first wife, he wasn't sure whether Luise or Irina should come next.

If I were still in that madness-induced state when I talked about joint marriages, it might have been different. But now I clearly needed to follow a proper order for marriages and wives. So from the butler's perspective, he'd want to guide them according to their rank as wives.

"The second isn't among them."

But the butler was mistaken about something. Luise and Irina weren't the second and third.

"Oh, is that so? That's unfortunate. I would have liked to greet her in advance."
"You've already met her. The Magic-Ending Duke."

The butler's footsteps briefly halted behind me.

"...I see. I had momentarily forgotten."

He quickly resumed walking as if nothing had happened.

"Haha, it was a chaotic day."
"It was an unforgettable day."

Anyone who saw the Magic-Ending Duke that day would never forget.

Sitting there with her shoes removed, silently crying, covered in cuts and bruises from falling. I was so shocked by that pitiful sight.

I need to make sure nothing like that happens again. If something similar occurs, rumors might spread that I'm a violent husband.

"Ah, is Luise in her room?"

While contemplating that terrible future, I turned my attention back to the butler. Having successfully handed over ring #2, it was now time for #3 to deploy.

Besides, judging by the butler's reaction, he seemed to be treating Luise as a lady of the house, which would only make her more anxious. While she might be happy to be treated as the lady by the staff, she'd feel sad whenever she remembered she hadn't received my answer.

"She's in the kitchen. She said she wanted to make snacks for the staff."

The butler's expression was subtly warm as he said this. He seemed pleased that a lady as lofty as her would make something for those beneath her.

"Make sure to eat it enthusiastically even if it doesn't suit your taste."
"I will, if there's anything left for me."

Both the butler and I burst into laughter.

There may be only one person making the food, but there are many mouths to feed. Especially with snack killers like Yuris and Sophia around, the butler's portion would be extremely small.

***

I couldn't hide my excitement upon arriving at my brother's mansion.

Thanks to Lady Margareta, I enjoyed touring the Ulken Duchy, but the sudden trip to Ulken was for my brother and the Lady's engagement, so I had to restrain myself somewhat.

No matter how much I enjoy exploring, I wouldn't be disruptive during such a crucial time for the Lady's future.

After that unintentional period of self-restraint, coming to my brother's mansion felt incredibly comfortable.

"I feel a bit nervous serving the ladies who will become the mistresses of the house."

The butler's words brought me joy along with comfort.

It's natural to consider the Lady as the mistress of the house. The relationship between my brother and Lady Margareta is already spreading unofficially, even if not formally announced. She even has a ring on her finger.


In contrast, I haven't even received an answer from my brother, let alone a ring. So hearing the staff call me a mistress made me happy.

...And if my brother's staff treats me as a mistress, doesn't that mean they've already received some indication from him?

'It's possible.'

Yes, they must know something to treat me like a mistress. Surely the staff wouldn't treat someone as the mistress without confirming their master's intentions.

With that thought, my anxiety rapidly subsided. The fact that not only Lady Margareta but also Irina and I were invited to my brother's mansion was a positive sign.

Thanks to the staff, my mind was at peace. I wanted to repay the people who helped calm my heart, even if just a little.

"Excuse me, Butler."
"Yes. Please speak freely."

I carefully asked the smiling butler.

"Would it be possible for me to use the kitchen?"

It was such a small gesture of gratitude that I felt embarrassed. I'm just a noble lady who hasn't yet inherited any title or domain, so I don't have much to offer.

Still, isn't it better to prepare even something small than nothing at all?

Fortunately, I was granted permission to use the kitchen. Actually, I was told to use it freely without asking, so it wasn't really about permission.

Anyway, the kitchen was spacious. I'd seen it a few times last summer, but it was still impressive enough to make me marvel. How did my brother acquire such a mansion?

"If you need any tools or ingredients, please let me know anytime."
"Ah, yes. Thank you."
"Please don't be so formal. I don't know how to react when someone so noble speaks respectfully to me."

I gave an awkward smile to the head chef who laughed heartily.

'Head... chef?'

I'd seen him before, but he surprised me every time. That build for a head chef? They say you shouldn't judge people by appearances, but in his case...

Bulging muscles, sun-tanned skin, height reaching 2 meters, and a head and beard he'd shaved himself in pursuit of extreme cleanliness. No matter how I looked at him, he resembled a mercenary from a novel rather than a chef.

'Wow...'

And every time the head chef moved, his arm muscles rippled as if they were alive.

What exactly does "head chef" mean in this mansion? Is it someone who hunts the ingredients himself when meat dishes are needed? My brother's standards must be high.

"I look a bit intimidating, don't I?"
"Ah, no. Not at all."

I hastily shook my head at the head chef who asked with a grin.

It wasn't a lie. He wasn't just a bit intimidating—he was very intimidating.

"Haha, thank you for saying so. But I'm well aware of my appearance. Young children usually burst into tears when they first see me."

That immediately brought two people to mind. The brown-haired maids who always stuck together like they were one person.

I could see how the mansion staff adored those children. They seemed hardworking and friendly.

Even those children cried in front of the head chef... I see...

"It took a lot of cake to win them over."

The head chef spoke as if amused, but I flinched at his words. The image of a fierce giant using cake to lure frightened little girls came to mind.

No, no, don't think like that. He may look intimidating, but he's normal inside. Such prejudice is disrespectful.

"...The butler said he should call the guards when he saw that."
"Ahaha..."

I could only laugh awkwardly at the head chef who seemed a bit deflated. So others felt the same way I did.

Still, that conversation helped ease my tension toward the head chef. Now I knew he was just unusual on the outside.

"I've rambled too long. Anyway, I've made many things here, so the staff in this mansion are accustomed to desserts. No one particularly dislikes sweets, so feel free to make whatever you like."
"Yes, thank you."
"Haha, it's nothing. We should be thanking you for making something for us."

With that, the head chef turned to attend to his own work—

"Ah, I forgot to mention something."

He came back to me and whispered quietly.


"The master eats almost anything, but he won't touch cookies."
"...What?"

I stared blankly at the head chef, unable to understand.

What does that mean? My brother used to eat cookies and everything else just fine...?

***

When I arrived at the kitchen, I saw the familiar giant. Unlike a certain bad bald man elsewhere, this was a very kind bald man.

Actually, since the head chef shaved his head voluntarily, it should be called a fashion choice. Who knows if Section Chief 3's head is shaved or just bald?

"Head Chef."

As soon as I called out, the head chef who was far away responded immediately.

"Oh, Master!"

I waved lightly at the head chef who came striding over. He smiled broadly, showing all his teeth, and bowed deeply.

'...Has he gotten bigger?'

Looking at the bowing head chef, something felt off. Somehow he seemed larger than before. Is he still growing?

What an impressive talent. I still think he's suited for somewhere other than the kitchen. But since he wanted to work in the kitchen...

"How have you been, Master!"
"Ah, yes. You seem to be doing well too."
"Thanks to your generosity, I've been living without any lack!"

My ears hurt a little from the giant's booming response right in front of me.

But what can I do? This sky-piercing energy is the head chef's characteristic.

"By the way, where's Luise—"
"Ah, she's over there!"

Looking past the head chef who drew all attention, I could see Luise's back in the corner. She seemed to be kneading something, deeply focused on her work.

"However, Master. I think I made a mistake with her."

I turned my gaze back to the head chef at this unexpected comment.

"A mistake?"
"Yes, Master."

I couldn't help but tilt my head at the head chef who nodded with somewhat diminished energy.

While the head chef might look like the embodiment of wilderness on the outside, inside he's a true gentleman of this era, full of consideration and warmth. No wonder people in the mansion say Enen mistakenly put a gentleman's soul in a beast's body.

Besides, Luise has the kind of personality that laughs off most things. Even if the head chef really made a mistake, I doubt she'd mind.

"Tell me. I'll judge whether it's a mistake after hearing it."
"Well—"

As the head chef continued with his detailed explanation, which I was half-listening to, an important sentence caught my attention.

"—So I told her that you never touch cookies. Wouldn't it be sad if she worked hard making them and you didn't eat them?"

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at that.

Come to think of it, I never told Luise anything about this. No, not just Luise. I hadn't given a detailed explanation to anyone except Margareta.

"I, I really made a mistake..."

The head chef's face turned pale at my reaction.

"No, it's not a mistake. Actually, my taste changed after going to the Academy. I eat cookies just fine now."

Only after I patted the head chef's shoulder did his expression relax. He must have been relieved to learn it was just a misunderstanding of information, not rudeness on his part.

He's too sensitive for his size. That's probably why he settled in the kitchen.

"It's nothing to worry about. If you apologize, it will only make things more awkward."
"Yes, I understand."

I sent the head chef, who kept nodding, back to his original position and approached Luise, who was still showing only her back.

Right, today I promised to answer her confession.

The answer might be a bit long, but it's a necessary process.

After sending the chef away, I approached right behind Luise, but she showed no reaction. I hadn't even tried to hide my footsteps, yet she just kept kneading the dough. She wasn't usually this oblivious.

She wasn't even making the dough properly. She kept kneading the same spot over and over. That wasn't dough anymore—it was more like a floury version of some liquid monster.

"Luise."
"Yes, yes!?"

When I tapped her shoulder, she turned around with a startled jump. It was a bit embarrassing. That's the kind of reaction you'd get if you clapped loudly in front of a sleeping cat.

Sensing my embarrassment, Luise gave an awkward smile. Her breathing was slightly faster—she was genuinely startled.

"Oh, Brother. You're here?"
"Yes. Just arrived."

I glanced at the dough monstrosity. While I had no talent for baking, I did spend two semesters as an advisor to the baking club.

"That's unusable."

At least I had enough experience to judge when ingredients were salvageable.

"Ahaha... you're right. What a waste..."

Of course, Luise knew this as well as I did. After an awkward laugh, she glanced at me nervously.

I knew what she wanted to say. Fortunately, the chef had already given me a heads-up. If I hadn't heard anything beforehand, I would have just wondered why she was acting so strange.

Today should be a happy day for Luise. I've decided that.

"I can eat cookies just fine now."

There was no need to beat around the bush. I didn't want to leave things unsaid and build up misunderstandings. Hadn't Margareta shown us with her tears what a lack of communication could lead to?

With that thought, I smiled at her, and her eyes widened as she watched me. She probably hadn't expected me to be so direct about it.

"Shall we talk for a bit?"

I wrapped my right arm around her waist, and her face instantly turned red. But I paid no mind to it. Today should be a happy day for Luise, after all.

As we were about to leave the kitchen, the chef in the corner gave me a thumbs-up, as if to say "good luck."

"Honestly."

I almost laughed at the contrast between his rough exterior and gentle heart. He truly was a beast in body but a gentleman in spirit.

Of course, I returned the thumbs-up. A thumbs-up deserves a thumbs-up in return.

I thought about going to the garden but decided against it because of the cold wind. It would be cruel to make a lady shiver outside if our conversation might take a while.

So we went to the reception room instead. It was a space I barely remembered using, but despite my absence, it had been well-maintained without a speck of dust. Everyone really does their job well.

"You should be resting after coming back. Aren't you tired?"

I said after seating Luise. She had been working hard in Ulken for days, yet she went straight to the kitchen. Was it diligence or just her love for baking?

"Everyone treated me so well, I wanted to give them something in return."

Seeing Luise's sheepish smile, I couldn't say anything more. Who would stop someone who wants to show gratitude? Even the butler was pleased.

Besides, I had only mentioned it because I was concerned she was overworking herself, not because it was something to criticize.

"So, what were you making?"

I saw her body twitch at my question.

"I was going to make cookies... but then switched to bread..."

She nervously glanced around as she spoke. Judging by her anxious eyes, she seemed to be recalling how many cookies she had fed me until now.

There was no need for that. It's not like Luise had ever forced me to eat them. I had always volunteered.

But Luise didn't seem to see it that way as she kept darting her eyes back and forth. This could have turned into a real problem if I'd left it alone. The chef really saved someone today.

"I like cookies. Have I ever eaten them unwillingly?"

I sat down beside her as I spoke, and she frantically shook her head. She shook it so vigorously that her pink hair brushed against my cheek.

Yet Luise's face remained a mixture of confusion, guilt, and sadness. The chef had said I never touched cookies, while I was saying I liked them. One of us had to be lying.

From Luise's perspective, who never doubted others, this must be truly perplexing. Someone was deceiving her, and she had to suspect someone. If she were alone, she might have shed a few tears.

"Actually, the chef wasn't wrong. I haven't eaten cookies before."

I quickly added, seeing that leaving her in this state any longer might break her.

"But it's not because I dislike them. If that were the case, I wouldn't have eaten the ones our department head gave me, right?"

As I gently stroked her head, she lowered it slightly.


Was it from embarrassment? No. How many times have I stroked her head before? She wouldn't be embarrassed by this. She was adjusting her posture, deliberately lowering her head to make it easier for me to stroke it, to receive my touch more comfortably.

"Capybara."

That name suddenly came to mind. Capybaras, animals known for their sociability. Animals that also enjoy being touched by others.

"I'm going to tell you a somewhat boring story."

I spoke again after watching Luise for a moment.

The first misunderstanding was cleared up. The chef hadn't deceived Luise, and I didn't dislike cookies. We could end it here.

But the fact remained that I hadn't eaten cookies before. That fact hadn't changed. To truly resolve this, that question needed to be answered too.

"Will you listen?"
"Yes."

I smiled slightly at her unhesitating answer.

"Lift your head too."
"Oh, yes."

Despite her clear response, her head remained lowered. Let's at least make eye contact while we talk.

***

Though Brother asked me to listen, he remained silent for quite some time.

Still, I didn't rush him. If I waited, he would speak. He was probably just considering where to begin.

"Four years ago... you know about the Great Punitive War, right?"
"Yes, I do."

I was a bit surprised by this unexpectedly serious beginning, but I tried not to show it. If I seemed too affected, Brother might hesitate to continue now that he'd finally started speaking.

"I met my first love then."

This time I couldn't hide my reaction. The first love of the man I loved—any woman who could hear those words without reacting would have to be emotionless.

And the fact that he met his first love during wartime troubled me. Brother's first love, someone I'd never seen.

"Could it be..."

A word flashed through my mind, but I pushed it away.

"She left before me because I wasn't enough."

But Brother spoke it first. His lips wore a faint smile, but his eyes couldn't hide the sorrow they held.

Brother continued speaking with that same smile.

He talked about his career as an official starting as a member of the Audit Department, his sudden promotion to team leader, his unexpected deployment, and the hardships and connections that began there.

"I really don't know how such people all gathered in one place."

His smile deepened especially when talking about the other team leaders recorded in textbooks as the Six Swords. As if that had been the happiest time. As if he was reminiscing about a time he could never return to.

"I wasn't exactly normal either, falling in love in the middle of all that."

Of course, when he spoke about one of the Six Swords named Hecate, his expression went beyond a smile to a broad grin.

Seeing that made me feel envious. This Hecate must have been truly loved. She was someone Brother loved so deeply. At the same time, my heart ached. How must he have felt when he lost someone he loved so much?

But I said nothing. It would be disrespectful to show pity to Brother who was trying so hard to speak casually about it.

"...Ah, I forgot to mention something important."

Brother, who had been happily lost in memories, suddenly seemed to remember something and changed the subject.

"As I said earlier, I didn't eat cookies from the end of the war until I came to the Academy."

Hearing those words, I tensed up without realizing it.

When someone suddenly stops consuming something, it usually means something significant happened. And whether I meant to or not, I had offered cookies to Brother.

"Even during the war, desserts were supplied. For morale purposes if nothing else, we needed to eat sweet foods."

You can't get energy just from chewing on hard bread, can you?
He added, and I simply nodded. Brother didn't seem to expect a response anyway, as he immediately continued.

"Among those were cookies, though they were hardly worthy of the name. They were basically just flour dough with sugar baked into it."

I instinctively imagined the cookies Brother described. A lump of dough with only sugar added, no other ingredients.

Could that... even be called a cookie?


"But they were sweet, so what could we do but eat them? Even those were scarce and had to be rationed."

Brother chuckled. Though he seemed to be complaining, his expression suggested he was enjoying the memory.

"Hecate loved them. Knowing that, the others would give their portions to her, and she would share them with me."
"...Those were precious cookies."
"Yes. More precious than anything."

Now I understood. After hearing all this, it was impossible not to.

For Brother, cookies weren't just simple treats. They were mementos, food that reflected his love with his first love. And for Brother, who had lost that first love, they became something he couldn't bring himself to touch—a cursed food.

"Idiot."

I bit my lip hard. My eyes burned with tears, but I held them back.

I had made a terrible mistake with Brother. Hiding behind the shield of ignorance, I had torn at Brother's heart. From the moment I first met him until now, continuously.

Someone like me had no right to cry in front of Brother. For the perpetrator to cry in front of the victim—how cowardly would that be?

"I'm so—"
"Don't."

My apology, coming far too late, was stopped by Brother's finger.

His index finger gently pressed against my lips. Brother still wore a smile.

"After that, I didn't eat them because there was no one to give them to me. There was no other reason."
"B-but I unnecessarily..."
"Actually, it was nice to eat them again after so long. Who else would care enough to give me cookies?"

As Brother burst into laughter, the tears I had been holding back began to flow.

I shouldn't be doing this. I shouldn't be escaping by crying so cowardly. I shouldn't be glossing over something I should be apologizing for...

"Thank you, Luise."

And hearing words like these makes it even worse...

But Brother took my hand and looked straight into my tear-soaked eyes.

"I'm not just saying that. I'm truly grateful."

I couldn't meet Brother's gaze.

What right did I have? I had just rubbed salt in Brother's wounds, deluding myself into thinking I was doing something for him by feeding him cookies every day. When they were practically poison to him.

"A broken memory has been reconnected. I've been able to cover the past and see the present."

But as his hand gently lifted my chin, our eyes met again.

"You helped me when I might have been trapped in the past forever."

Brother smiled warmly and pulled a small case from his pocket.

"You might think it was coincidence or a mistake, but to me, it was definitely help."

Then his hand untied the pink ribbon around the case.

"So now I should return the favor."

My hands began to tremble. Seeing what Brother took out of the case, I simply couldn't stay calm.

A ring. It was definitely a ring. Though strangely split in half, that made it even more precious.

It was the type of ring that the young lady wore. A beautiful ring where two pieces come together to form one.

"Will you accept it?"

It's embarrassing, but I burst into tears.

***

After her tears subsided, seeing Luise happily wearing the third ring filled me with satisfaction.

And I sensed that now was the perfect moment to say what I had been holding back. The timing couldn't be better.

"Luise. There's actually something I wanted to tell you."
"Yes! Please go ahead!"
"...You don't need to put strange ingredients in the cookies anymore."
"Oh..."

Luise, who had been fondling the ring, lowered her head a little dejectedly.

I'm sorry. The truth is, I've started to taste a little bit recently. Now I understand why the club members couldn't eat them.

I'm sorry...

After giving Luise the Ring #3, I took a moment to catch my breath.

I actually considered riding the momentum and going to Irina next, but wouldn't handling confession responses like a buy-one-get-one-free deal be too much? I feel bad treating Irina like clearance merchandise.

It's not something I should say after meeting the Magic-Ending Duke and Luise on the same day, but Luise was a special situation. If I had postponed Luise until later, unpleasant misunderstandings would have piled up.

'There's also the family issue.'

Above all, what matters most is the Yorun County behind Irina.

Even if Irina likes me, I don't know how Yorun feels. The Section Chief's illustrious track record has made things awkward between Yorun and me.

So I need to be careful about giving Irina an answer. If I respond too quickly and Yorun objects later, it would only put Irina in a difficult position. Or Yorun might think I'm simply announcing, "I want to have a good relationship with your daughter, do you have any objections?"

'I should at least meet him face-to-face.'

Fortunately, Irina's father is a titled nobleman who must attend the New Year's ceremony. Since I'll see him at the ceremony anyway, I can have a serious conversation then. If I sincerely apologize and ask for his understanding, wouldn't he give his permission?

The question is whether Irina can wait until then. With both Margareta and Luise wearing trophies on their fingers, she might feel anxious being the only one without an answer.

"Please explain it well to Irina. Tell her I've already prepared a ring, but I'm just trying to find the right timing."
"Yes! Leave it to me!"

So I asked Luise to casually mention it. That a positive outcome was guaranteed. It's just that the timing would be a bit delayed.

Then Irina could feel reassured. Dragging it out too long would be unreasonable, but waiting until the New Year's ceremony should be fine. With Luise's enthusiasm for helping her friend, things should work out well.

"Brother. Do you have a moment?"

That's what I thought at one point.

"Yes, that's fine. Come in."

I smiled as I answered Irina, who was cautiously asking from the doorway.

Seeing that mixture of excitement and anxiety on her face, I can guess why she's here.

'It didn't work, huh.'

Sadly, even Luise's enthusiasm couldn't overcome Irina. Well, how could she be patient when rings were dancing before her eyes?

I wanted to postpone until the New Year's ceremony for Irina's sake, but if that decision is making Irina sad, it would be putting the cart before the horse. Perhaps it's better to settle this now and focus all my efforts on persuading the Yorun County.

"Sit down first. Ah, would you like some tea?"
"Oh, yes!"

I pressed down on Irina's fidgeting shoulders to make her sit and headed toward the shelf.

Conveniently, both the tea set and Ring #4 are on the shelf.

I picked up my teacup as I watched Irina sipping her tea.

'It's better to give it to her right away.'

I've already made up my mind. If she's coming to see me despite Luise's subtle persuasion, her patience must have reached its limit. Postponing any further wouldn't benefit anyone.

Moreover, in this continent, it's customary for men to confess to ladies. Even if it's a political marriage—no, especially because it's political—they value this procedure. Despite this, Irina showed the courage to confess first, and I can't give her the shame of having to ask for a ring first. Wouldn't that crush her pride as a woman?

Let's talk once Irina calms down. Whether she rushed here or is just struggling with how to bring it up, her breathing is rough. Speaking quickly is fine, but being too direct might be trou—

"I told my family."

—blesome...

"...Huh?"

Irina struck as soon as I took my lips from the teacup.

My response was delayed by the unexpected statement. My brain seems to have slowed down as well.

"That I like you. I told my family."

But Irina didn't wait and delivered a follow-up blow.

"Your family?"
"Yes. Even that I confessed to you."

Seeing her determined face, this doesn't seem to be a joke. Of course, no one would joke about something like this, but anyway, it's a declaration full of sincerity.

"So you don't need to worry."

Because she knew why I was delaying my answer and eliminated that reason.

'Do family members really become alike?'

I almost let out a laugh at her bold, decisive approach. It certainly confirms that Irina rightfully bears the Yorun name.


While the Yorun County took a one-sided beating from the Audit Department, from another perspective, it means they're a prestigious family that survived despite the Audit Department's deliberate attack.

Moreover, they're a powerful family in the Golden Duke's faction, enough to make the Golden Duke personally intervene after being hit. Among the counties, they're in the upper ranks—exaggerating slightly, they could be considered equivalent to a marquisate.

As a member of Yorun, Irina is no ordinary person either.

"Actually, I almost gave up on being with Brother. If Irina hadn't told me, I really would have."

And I remembered what Luise had said.

During summer vacation, Luise was ready to let go after seeing Margareta and me growing closer. Irina was the one who taught Luise how to become a second or third wife.

Because of that, Luise considers Irina her benefactor. That's why she willingly agreed when I asked her to comfort Irina.

...Looking at it differently, it means Irina was a strategist who aimed for a position after the first wife from the beginning.

'Is this the Yorun average?'

It's frightening. Even Irina, who has an older brother and isn't even an adult yet, so presumably less educated, is capable of such situational judgment.

What exactly is Yorun?

***

My hands felt sweaty. This was the conclusion I reached after racking my brain, but if I'd barked up the wrong tree, it would be embarrassing for both me and Brother.

But after a moment of confusion, Brother finally smiled and said:

"Then I have no choice. If you've already told them, that makes me feel better too."

My lips curled up reflexively at those words.

My guess was right. Brother delayed his answer out of consideration for our family. It wasn't because he disliked me, but because he was being considerate of me and my family.

'Thank goodness...'

I was worried that Brother might be delaying for some other reason. Or that he wanted to reject me but was hesitating because he didn't want to hurt me.

Fortunately, it was none of those things. Brother delayed his answer because he's kind and gentle. He remained silent because he's a gentleman far removed from the vicious and ruthless Audit Department.

That must be why I fell for him. A position where no one would blame him no matter what he did. Yet despite being in such a position, he apologized for his department's mistakes and was genuinely sorry.

'Father knew that too.'

The Audit Department pursues perfection. That's why even when they make mistakes, they're treated as correct actions. That's certainly how past Audit Department heads have behaved.

That's why Father was surprised when he received the apology letter from the Audit Department Head—from Brother. He said he expected compensation since the Golden Duke had moved, but he never thought he'd receive an apology too.

A clear apology, compensation, and punishment for the hostile forces that slandered our family. With all these in place, Father was satisfied. It was truly receiving everything possible.

- Who, you say?

Of course, even Father couldn't simply let his daughter date the Audit Department Head.

Before, on the day I confessed to Brother after being inspired by Luise. That day, I had a long conversation with Father.

"Kal Kracius. The Audit Department Head you know."

Father pinched the bridge of his nose at my firm answer. Honestly, I wasn't completely at ease because I understood how he might feel.

Father was at a loss even when he heard that Brother had been dispatched to the Academy as an inspector. Despite receiving various compensations from the Audit Department, wouldn't some emotions remain?

And now his daughter says she's not just in contact with the Audit Department Head but has fallen for him. He couldn't help but be shaken.

- No. He's a dangerous person.
"I'm sorry, I know he's someone who harmed our family. But—"
- That's not what I mean. He's already being targeted by the Iron-Blooded Duke.

That's what I thought.

An unexpected answer came. An answer that had already forgotten the incident with the Audit Department and was looking elsewhere.

Seeing my expression, Father continued with a much gentler face.

- Irina. Our family is a merchant before being nobility. If retribution has been thoroughly achieved, there's no need to dwell on it anymore. So my feelings toward the Audit Department Head have already disappeared.

I had momentarily forgotten. That Father is neither a villain nor cold-blooded, but he's thorough in his calculations.

Moreover, since no one in the family, which he prioritizes over money, was hurt, there's no need to harbor resentment.

"Um, but... aren't you bothered at all? Our family was in danger."

Even as I spoke, it felt strange. I was in a position to persuade Father, yet I was pointing out Brother's flaws.

- We received benefits that outweighed the crisis. The crisis didn't destroy our family, but the benefits can help us leap to an even higher place.


After saying that, Father shook his head slightly. As if that wasn't the important thing right now.

- Anyway, the Valenti noble lady is likely to be the Audit Department Head's wife. You know what this means.
"I know. I'm prepared for it."

Father let out a small sigh at my words.

A county lord's daughter cannot become the first wife over a duke's daughter. Inevitably, she must become the second, third, or perhaps later wife. Father was saddened that his daughter would have to share the person she loves rather than have him exclusively.

Understanding his feelings, I smiled slightly. Because I felt that Father truly cherishes and loves me.

- ...Won't you regret it?

I nodded without hesitation. I won't regret becoming one of Brother's wives.

Actually, I wasn't always like this. Unlike Father, I still had feelings toward Brother. I hated him, feared him, wanted to avoid him.

But when I learned what kind of person Brother was. When I could watch him with unbiased eyes. My hatred turned into affection, and my desire to avoid him changed into wanting to be with him, even if just a little.

It's not simply because he saved me from a monster or because he's kind. As a member of a county family, I was prepared for a political marriage rather than one based on love. But if I could be with Brother, it would have an effect surpassing most political marriages.

If it can have an effect no different from a political marriage, then I want to be with Brother. With a handsome, kind man who makes my heart race just by looking at him. With a man chosen by my heart, not a cold, loveless one.

...Besides, once I set my heart on Brother, it seemed impossible for any other man to catch my eye.

- Very well. If that's how you feel.

When I spoke with those feelings, Father finally accepted.

With the permission of Father, the head of the Yorun County and Count Planvel. Then there should be no more obstacles. As long as Brother's heart is willing, we can be together anytime.

"You must have felt very disappointed, right? I'm sorry. I should have given it to you earlier."

Just like now.

Just like now when Brother is putting the ring on my finger. Just like now when he's putting on the half-ring I've envied so much.

"Irina is really brave. Forgiving someone like me, boldly stating what you want."

Brother burst into laughter and gently stroked my head.

"I'm a coward, so I couldn't do that. I need to learn a lot from Irina."
"I'll teach you for a lifetime."

Both Brother and I laughed at those words.

***

I feel empty. I don't understand why the world is like this.

'Wow...'

The noble lady was prepared. She thought she would naturally wear the ring.

But now the pink-haired sister and the blonde sister also have rings on their fingers. Even people who met Master later than Sister Penelia have rings on their hands.

'Wooooow...'

I feel dizzy. I was going to tell Master when he came to the mansion that both Sister Penelia and the blonde sister like him.

That was nonsense. There's no word from Sister Penelia, and the blonde sister has already received a ring.

"Yuris... are you okay? You don't look good...?"
"I want to cry."
"Oh, are you sick somewhere?"

When I spread my arms toward Sophia, who was at a loss beside me, she warmly embraced me.

I really want to cry.

'What should I do?'

If only I could contact Sister Penelia, I would have revealed that she likes Master. Then Master would go find her, and she would confess her true feelings.

'I can't reach her.'

But I can't reach her. I still can't reach her.

Sister... where on earth are you... How can you not even be at the starting line when others are running...

But you'll come back for the end of the year, right? Right? No matter how busy you were, you were always in the Capital at the end of the year.

Please.


"When the Academy assignment ends, what do you do next? You start reporting to the Audit Department.

Unfortunately, civil servants don't get vacations. If there was no summer break, there certainly won't be one in winter. Not that I particularly dislike going to work. I don't dislike it, but..."

'She's already bringing this out.'

I stood in front of the Ministry of Finance building, staring blankly upward. In one hand, I held a case tied with a red ribbon.

According to my original plan, this case wouldn't see the light of day for another week or two. In proper order, the Section Chief 1 would come after Irina, and I planned to give her my answer after the New Year's ceremony.

But I momentarily forgot that whenever I make plans, they get thoroughly shattered. That's my fate.

'Of all things, just one remains.'

This is giving me a headache. If there were two or three rings left, I wouldn't be agonizing like this. It would mean several people still hadn't received answers. I could claim I was following some sort of mainstream approach.

But only one ring remains. Only one person left without an answer. If I'm misunderstood as singling out Section Chief 1, I'd have no defense.

Of course, Section Chief 1 probably doesn't know about Luise or Irina, but I know. If I've given everyone else an answer while delaying only Section Chief 1, I wouldn't feel right.

'The chain of rings.'

I couldn't help but laugh wryly. When I received confessions, they came in succession starting with the Magic-Ending Duke. Now I'm repeating that same pattern.

But what can I do? If I've decided on an answer but deliberately delay it, it feels like I'm playing with someone's feelings. Despite having multiple legs, I have no intention of maintaining a "fishing pond."

Not a convincing argument, but that's how it is.

"So please, just once, just this one time, give me a chance..."

Having seen Section Chief 1's desperate pleading, I simply couldn't make her wait any longer.

And if, if I were to suppress my guilty conscience and pass over Section Chief 1, how would she feel upon learning she was the only one who didn't get an answer? She'd think she never had a chance and would be crushed.

'My fate, indeed.'

Finally, I sighed and entered the building.

It's a privileged complaint, but couldn't these confessions have been spaced out by about two months? Then I wouldn't be worrying about timing issues like this.

When I opened the office door, I saw the section chiefs munching on bread. Did they come to work without eating breakfast?

"Oh, Director. You're here?"

And I made eye contact with Section Chief 2, who was closest to me.

Running into Section Chief 2 first thing after arriving at work. My fortune for today must be terrible.

"Yeah, I'm here."

I nodded briefly and quickly scanned the office. Section Chief 3 was bowing his head with his mouth stuffed with bread, and Section Chief 5 was swallowing his bread before bowing.

The Deputy Director would be buried under paperwork in his office, so I'll skip him.

"Ah, Director!"

Finally, I saw Section Chief 1 running toward me with a bright smile.

A normal greeting, bowing her head before me. Sparkling eyes. A gentle smile. A normal appearance far from her usual madness.

It feels strange. The Section Chief 1 I know isn't this normal.

"It's been a while, Erzsebet."

Still, I know why she's pretending to be normal, so I accepted it calmly. I didn't forget to pat her shoulder and call her by name.

The effect was good. Upon hearing her name, Section Chief 1's eyes widened, and she started grinning. If I'd known this would happen, I would have called her by name two years ago.

"What's this? Are we on a first-name basis now?"

Section Chief 2, who had been watching, spoke up with a smirk.

He seemed surprised by the sudden use of first names, but his quick teasing showed he was good at reading the room. The problem is that his perceptiveness tends toward unfortunate directions.

"No. 'Section Chief 2' suits you better than 'Lafayette.'"
"That's harsh. Making me abandon the name my parents gave me."

Despite his words, he didn't seem particularly offended. Well, a man wouldn't get excited about being called by his name by another man.

If anything, calling him Lafayette would make him cringe and have a fit asking what was going on.

"If the Director says so, that's how it is. From today on, live as Section Chief Baron."
"This is driving me crazy."

Section Chief 1, who had evolved into a loyal subject, made Section Chief 2 chuckle and shrug his shoulders.

"That would be troublesome. I'd have to make new business cards."
"Then I guess there's no choice..."

As I patted Section Chief 1's head while speaking, she mumbled in a languid voice.

It still feels strange. To think that Section Chief 1 would become such a docile and loyal subordinate. What were those two years I spent screaming in agony?


The other executives seemed to share my sentiment—Section Chief 3 shook his head, and Section Chief 5 quietly closed his eyes. These were the reactions of people who couldn't comprehend what they were seeing.

"Erzsebet."

Seeing those desperate reactions, I felt the need to take Section Chief 1 outside.

It would be embarrassing to give her the ring in front of everyone, and from the other section chiefs' perspective, it would be cosmic horror. A superior putting a ring on a subordinate's finger would be nothing short of workplace harassment.

"Shall we get some fresh air?"
"Yes!"

At my suggestion, Section Chief 1 smiled brightly and stuck close to my side.

"...Why did I have to crawl?"

Just before leaving the office, I heard Section Chief 5 muttering something very depressing, but I ignored it.

If Section Chief 5 is lamenting, it must be something serious—but unfortunately, it's difficult to help or comfort someone about something that happened while I was away.

Hang in there, Section Chief 5.

***

A small garden attached to the Ministry of Finance building. It was created for officials to catch their breath when tired during work, but it rarely sees visitors. Few bureaucrats have enough leisure time to visit a garden. Who has time to get fresh air during working hours?

Of course, the Director is an exception. In the Ministry of Finance, only the Minister can say anything to the Director.

"The wind is cold. Come closer."

As we entered the garden, the Director pulled my arm and linked it with his.

The Director's sudden display of affection. My satisfaction rose rapidly, making the corners of my mouth twitch.

'I must hold back.'

There's so much I want to say. Like asking if he missed his noona that much, or how he managed to hold back his desire for physical contact. My mouth is itching to blurt these things out.

But I can't. I promised the Director I wouldn't be cheeky and that I'd behave well. I must keep my word. This opportunity was hard-won.

"Act naturally."
"Pardon?"
"Act like you normally would. Don't hold back unnecessarily."

The Director seemed to read my mind, smiling slightly, which confused me a bit.

Why...? Isn't it better to be demure? Shouldn't I stop teasing the Director and act like a proper lady? That's what Senior Aria did, right?

"I want to be with Erzsebet, not with a doll who's constantly watching her step."

My heart fluttered at the Director's nonchalant words.

That's unfair. Being younger yet saying such sweet things. Saying so bluntly that he likes me just as I am.

"Hehe, so you prefer a noona who plays with you in fun ways?"

I tried to suppress my excitement as I spoke. If I showed embarrassment now, I felt the Director would lead me around one-sidedly.

"It's more like comforting a noona who cries easily."

At those words, I shut my mouth tightly.

That's unfair... when he brings that up, I have nothing to say...

"You cry so well that I'll have to comfort you for life."

But my heart quickly softened as the Director patted my head.

I'm not an easy woman, but I make a special exception for the Director. No other man would dare to touch me.

"Then I should cry every day. You'll comfort me every day, right?"
"I shouldn't have said that."

Though it was trivial conversation, I couldn't help but laugh.

I'm happy. Happy that the Director and I are together not just as superior and subordinate, but as a man and woman. Despite working with the Director for two years, this is a feeling I've never experienced before.

Actually, there wasn't any special moment that made me fall for the Director. I simply became interested and attracted to his dependable, steadfast, resolute demeanor, and his way of taking responsibility and moving forward.

Honestly, how could I not be interested when a young, handsome junior acts so admirably?

'The problem was that I fell for him one-sidedly.'

...Unfortunately, since it was a one-sided feeling, I could never express it.

Besides, knowing the Director's situation, how could I approach him? I didn't have the confidence to replace Lady Hecate.

'But I'm happy now.'

Yes, I'm happy now. Thanks to Lady Margareta, the shadow covering the Director has lightened, and only then could I show my true feelings. Fortunately, the Director responded positively to my sincerity.

Although I haven't heard his answer to my confession yet, isn't this practically confirmed? The Director isn't trash who would go on dates with women he plans to reject. He's not Section Chief 2, after all.

"We'll be seeing Marquis Iones soon."


As we walked arm in arm, the Director mentioned my father.

"He worries about you so much whenever I see him."
"He interferes too much with a grown lady."

I pouted at the Director's words.

Father is too much. A lady over twenty can take care of herself.

"He's like that because you're grown up. A twenty-five-year-old with no thoughts of marriage."
"Would you say I've maintained my pure love until twenty-five?"
"Weren't you already over twenty before you met me?"

Unfairly countering with facts.

Feeling more disappointed, I lowered my gaze slightly, and I heard the Director chuckling.

Bad little brother. Someday I need to show my dignity as a noona.

"Here. With this, His Excellency won't say anything."

At those words, I slowly raised my head.

The mere thought of Father not nagging is pleasing, but if a father who usually pressures about marriage has nothing to say, the reason is obvious.

Sure enough, as I looked up, I saw a small case in the Director's hand.

"I was actually going to give this with all sorts of confession phrases... but you don't need that, right?"
"Right."

I answered firmly. Confession phrases? Why would that matter? What's important is whether there's a ring on my finger or not.

I had already let go of everything that night when I cried and wailed in front of the Director. There's no point in seeking romance or atmosphere now. I'm only pursuing efficiency.

"I thought so."

The Director smiled again and untied the red ribbon on the case. I like the ribbon already. Red is definitely the prettiest color.

The ribbon unfurled smoothly, the case opened carefully, and out came the ring.

I'm happy. So happy. I'm truly happy, truly delighted, but...

"Um, Director."
"What?"
"...Why is it half a ring?"

I couldn't suppress this fundamental question.

Well, I had heard that Lady Margareta also received half a ring. Since that's how it started, I expected to receive half as well.

But expectation and understanding are different. Why split a perfectly good ring in half...?

'A ring that becomes one when two halves join?'

The justification sounds plausible. If someone else had told me, I would have nodded and called it romantic.

But I haven't known the Director for just a day or two. The Director isn't someone who would pursue such romance of his own volition. He's the type to buy whatever from the nearest shop.

"Unusual, isn't it?"

But is it my imagination? The Director seemed pleased by my question about why it was half a ring.

Why...?

***

Enen hasn't abandoned unnie yet.

Master hasn't abandoned unnie either!

- Yuris. Have you been well?
"Unnie!"

While working after the master had left for work, the butler called me. He said there was a call for me.

As soon as I heard that, I guessed who it was. There's only one person who would contact me from outside. Only Penelia unnie.

"Why did you contact me only now!"

As soon as I saw unnie's face through the communication orb, sorrow and indignation burst out simultaneously.

Do you know how worried I was! I was so frustrated every time I saw people who started later than you getting ahead! I was worried something might have happened to you!

- I'm sorry. I really had no time.

At her firm but somehow weak voice, I examined unnie's face carefully.

'...It's true.'

Unnie was expressionless as always, but eyes are windows that show emotions.

Those eyes were overflowing with fatigue. That steel-like unnie was expressing tiredness through her eyes.

What on earth happened...?

When I arrived at the office that morning, it had been bustling with people, but now only the Section Chief of Department 2 and I remained.

Everyone had their own work to do, and since it was the end of the year, they needed to compile documents submitted by each team leader, making it inconvenient to stay in one place. It was strange to gather in the Department Head's office in the first place when they had their own department offices.

"Why are you still here?"

And that was the moment that proved the Section Chief of Department 2 was the strangest one of all.

"Well, I prefer to finish what needs to be done before taking a break."
"No, I mean why are you taking your break here?"

This bastard thinks this is a break room.

Despite my gruff response, the Section Chief of Department 2 paid no mind. He just snickered and took a swig from his water bottle. The faint smell of alcohol suggested he'd filled it with liquor.

Fine, just drink until you pass out. That's better than staying awake and being a nuisance.

"Did you make the Section Chief of Department 1 cry again?"

Unfortunately, as soon as my thought ended, he started being a nuisance, so I quietly raised my left hand. Actions speak louder than words, after all.

"Wow."

The Section Chief of Department 2 gasped as soon as he saw my left hand.

It was an understandable reaction. Thumb, index, middle, ring, pinky—half-rings adorned every finger of my left hand.

"Impressive, isn't it?"
"Impressive, but I wouldn't want to copy you."
"You bastard."

I burst out laughing at his response. It's not like I'm enjoying this either, so I can't blame him for being reluctant.

If only there were an even number of rings, I could have divided them between my left and right hands. But as if by design, there were five, causing this disaster. With an odd number, you have to decide which hand gets more.

"But you moved faster than I expected. I thought it would drag into next year."

I shook my head lightly at the Section Chief of Department 2, who was muttering in confusion. He had witnessed my joke about collective marriage and buying rings in bulk. Of course, he knew exactly who had confessed to me.

But he apparently hadn't expected me to respond to those people before the year was over.

"When have our predictions ever been right?"
"That's true."

I didn't know either. Life never goes as planned.

"Anyway, congratulations. As long as you're happy, that's what matters."

The Section Chief of Department 2 took another drink and smiled warmly, different from his earlier snickering.

"Though it seems to have happened rather suddenly, I'm sure you made this decision because you have feelings for them, Department Head. Even if the affection isn't fully developed yet, you can build it over time."

I smiled back at his warm congratulations and advice.

"Have you set a date?"
"...Yes."

I smirked at his immediately downcast eyes.

His previous statement was clearly calculated. With his own marriage approaching, he was making a hasty request for a ceasefire. A plea to stop exploiting each other's weaknesses and coexist peacefully.

It's obvious. This guy isn't the type to say warm things with pure intentions. We've been at each other's throats for two years—I know better.

"Well, congratulations."

I accepted it despite seeing through him. If the fight drags on, I'd be at a disadvantage since I have to get married five times. Better to end it here.

A strange silence hung over the office for a moment.

'Marriage is life's grave.'

A place where one person about to enter the grave once and another about to enter it five times had gathered.

No wonder it's quiet.

My commute home was a bit longer today. I had to go all the way to the Masalo family mansion because the Section Chief of Department 1 insisted on leaving together.

Still, it was fortunate that it was on my way. If the mansion had been in the opposite direction, who knows how long it would have taken. The Capital is quite large, making it difficult to get around on foot.

"Will we go to work together tomorrow too?"
"No way."
"Heeeng..."

I put up a wall against the Section Chief of Department 1 who was twisting her body as she spoke, but she didn't seem to have high expectations, so we could move past it.

While we might be able to match our leaving times, coordinating arrival times is impossible. Everyone's arrival time is different.

"But Department Head, can't you divide those rings between your hands? It looks a bit strange."

At the main gate of the Masalo mansion, the Section Chief of Department 1 casually spoke up as she was about to enter. She was saying that having five rings on one hand looked unsightly.

"Should I put yours on my right hand?"

"You're such a bad man."

I chuckled as the Section Chief of Department 1 pouted her lips. I had just explained why I had to wear them all on one hand.

"If I divide them, some might think I'm showing favoritism. I'm already bothered that I can't wear them all on my ring finger."

At first, I tried putting all five half-rings on my ring finger—thinking it might work since they were only half-rings—but it was impossible.

Well, technically I could put them on, but I couldn't bend my finger. That's worse than not wearing them at all.

"What if you get another one?"

She said something terribly casual, so I instinctively grabbed her lips.

But this wasn't meant to torment her. It was just a small display of skinship between lovers, or an action to admonish a lover who said something inappropriate.

"You shouldn't say things like that."

So I spoke gently. Getting another ring would be troublesome. Five, countable on one hand, and six, requiring two hands, feel completely different.

In the distant past that I barely remember, the Golden Duke once said something similar. He said he had carefully considered taking more wives when he could count them on his ten fingers, but after exceeding ten, he became enlightened.

Though he said that, he did stop at twelve.

"Mmmmm!"

Fortunately, the Section Chief of Department 1 seemed to reflect on her words, vigorously patting my hand and nodding.

She's mischievous, not unintelligent. Now that I've properly admonished her, she won't say such things again.

"B-but you never know what might happen..."

Perhaps I was mistaken, because as soon as I released her lips, she started talking again. It's sad. Even I find it painful to hurt my future wife.

With a regretful heart, I slowly reached out my hand, and the Section Chief of Department 1 quickly shut her mouth.

'...It is concerning.'

In truth, her concern isn't entirely unfounded. I'm already wearing five rings. It wouldn't be strange if another one appeared overnight.

"If it increases, I'll have to split them evenly. What else can I do?"

I patted her head with the hand I had extended.

Of course, I don't think there will be any more.

The chain of confessions has already erupted—what more could possibly happen?

***

After patting my head a few times, the Department Head turned and left. Even though I'm older, does he think I'll like being patted like this?

Of course I like it. I'd even enjoy it if he stroked my chin.

But now is not the time to indulge in such small pleasures.

'It would be problematic if we delay any longer.'

Judging by the Department Head's reaction, I really seem to be the last one to confess. There are four ahead of me, but none behind.

Moreover, those four are Margareta Valenti, the Magic-Ending Duke, and two students from the Academy. It's a bit bitter that people who met the Department Head after me confessed first, but that's not the issue.

'Penelia isn't there.'

This isn't right. Penelia needs to be there. Penelia definitely likes the Department Head too.

But she's been rolling around somewhere in the North for who knows how long, completely out of contact. Because of this, while everyone else was confessing to the Department Head, only Penelia showed no movement.

Moreover, the Department Head seems to be settling on five wives. And with all confessions finished, we're about to enter the new year?

'No way.'

That would put her at an even greater disadvantage. The burden of becoming the sixth instead of the fifth, the burden of crossing from this year to the next. These are shackles that cannot be ignored.

So I tried suggesting to the Department Head what if he got another ring—

"If it increases, I'll have to split them evenly. What else can I do?"

...At least I avoided the worst response like "That will absolutely never happen!" but his indifferent attitude was clearly visible.

'Really, what are you doing?'

I couldn't help but sigh. Now I resented not Penelia, but the Special Affairs Ministry and Enes. Why did she go on assignment at such a crucial time? Why did an incident requiring her deployment happen at such a moment?

With a miserable heart, I quietly took out my communication device. She probably won't answer today either, but I should contact her once a day. That way, seeing the accumulated list of contacts, she might reach out to me—

- This is the Charcoal Division Head.

?

The call connected when I was sure it wouldn't. For the first time since the Red Wave suppression, Penelia's face appeared.


My mind went blank at this unexpected situation, but I quickly regained my composure.

"Hey! Why are you only answering now!"

Still, it's fortunate. At least she answered before the year ended.

Penelia's face frowned slightly at my outburst.

- Yuris already scolded me. You can stop now.

I don't know who Yuris is, but it seems there was someone else who was as frustrated as I was.

***

As I approached the mansion, an unexpected sight caught my eye.

'Who is that?'

A brown-haired girl chatting with the guards. There were only two children the strict and serious guards would treat with such familiarity. In fact, there were only two brown-haired girls in my mansion to begin with.

"Ah, Master!"

As I gradually moved closer, the girl who spotted me bowed. Hearing her voice, I realized it was Yuris.

I nodded to the guards who were bowing following Yuris, and patted the head of Yuris who had been lingering outside alone.

"You finished all your work before coming outside, right?"
"Hehe, of course!"
"Still, it's cold, so play inside."

I turned Yuris's body toward the mansion and gave her a gentle push.

It makes me anxious when a little one plays outside in cold weather. Even a simple fall could cause more serious injuries compared to other seasons.

"Master, please come in too."
"Alright."

Since it was an obvious suggestion, I walked alongside Yuris toward the mansion.

And while patting Yuris's head again, I spoke.

"So, what did you want to tell me?"

I felt her head twitch at those words. She's a diligent and smart child, but perhaps because she's still young, she's too transparent.

'It's obvious when she suddenly waits for me.'

Yuris, who dislikes the cold, wouldn't have come outside just to play. If she really wanted to play, Sophia would have been with her.

That means she was waiting for me, not knowing when I'd arrive. Because she had something urgent to tell me.

"Um... Master..."
"Yes. Speak freely."

What would a young girl want to say to her master? From my experience so far, Yuris isn't the type to ask for much.

At most, a delicious dessert? A generous bonus? Perhaps a party to celebrate the end of the year and the new year?

"What do you think of Penelia?"

I tilted my head at the unexpected question. Why suddenly ask about the Section Chief of Department 4?

"She's a good person. Good as an official, good as a person. You don't easily find someone like her."

But the answer came quickly. The Section Chief of Department 4 was like a light to me when I was suffering under the trio of useless section chiefs. Thanks to the Deputy Head, Section Chief of Department 4, and Section Chief of Department 5, I was able to breathe and live.

Moreover, she led our Department 4 admirably, was well-mannered, and had good performance.

Flaws... I can't even think of any.

"What about as a woman?"

My hand that was patting Yuris's head stopped at those words.

No, right? This isn't what I'm thinking?

"Penelia is an amazing woman too."

But Yuris drove the point home, as if denying my thoughts.

This timing, this question. As someone who experienced a miraculous chain of confessions, I couldn't mistake it.

'...A sixth?'

I was speechless. Just when I thought it was all over, there was more?

"What if you get another one?"

I recalled what the Section Chief of Department 1 had said.

Was it... a prophecy?


I was momentarily confused by Yuris's words, but quickly regained my composure.

The fact that the Section Chief of the Charcoal Division likes me. Actually, it's not something incomprehensible. More precisely, it shouldn't be shocking at this point.

Don't Margareta who I once rejected, the Magic-Ending Duke despite our differences in status and race, Luise and Irina whom I've known for less than a year, and even the Section Chief of the 1st Department who works with me professionally—don't they all like me?

'I have been good to the Charcoal Division Chief.'

I cleared my mind and judged from an objective perspective. The Charcoal Division Chief has more than five reasons to like me, certainly not fewer.

I picked her up when she lost everything—family and home—because of the war, and gave her food, clothes, and shelter. I don't recall ever abusing her. I even awakened her talent for martial arts that she had failed to realize and had neglected.

Moreover, haven't I supported her in various ways to revive the Charcoal Division, helping her rise to her current position? Though she's still just a knight without a title, she's essentially guaranteed to receive one someday.

'She has reason to like me, doesn't she?'

No matter how I think about it, I really treated her well. Haven't I followed the classic salvation cliché to the letter?

"I should have been just moderately impressive."

This sinful man. I've unknowingly captivated yet another woman. My sins run deep.

"Master. We don't mind, but you shouldn't say such things in front of others."
"I'm sorry."

An objective judgment so chilling. But to others who know nothing, I'd just sound like a creepy narcissist.

Fortunately, Yuris knows about my relationship with the Charcoal Division Chief, so she let it slide, but as she said, it's not something I should say in front of others.

"But, are you sure?"

I still asked while patting her head. If Yuris is telling me directly, she must have confidence and evidence, but there's always that "what if."

Girls Yuris's age are typically very interested in romance. They might let their imagination run wild just seeing a man and woman together. Couldn't she be misinterpreting a close superior-subordinate relationship as something romantic?

"Everyone at the mansion knows except you, Master."
"...I see."

After hearing her definitive answer, even the possibility of "what if" disappeared.

I see... so I was the only one who didn't know... my awareness was garbage...

"Everyone was worried, though they didn't say anything. The rings on your hand keep increasing, but Penelia hasn't been seen..."

Yuris sighed as she spoke. Though her words made it sound like she found the Charcoal Division Chief pathetic, she couldn't hide the trembling in her voice.

Though the Charcoal Division Chief is stoic, she's gentle with the Charcoal Division members and mansion employees. From her perspective, those people are her new family, replacing the one she lost in the war.

Yuris followed the Charcoal Division Chief like an older sister. That's why Yuris must have been concerned about her "sister" suffering from unrequited love, especially one that seemed unlikely to be fulfilled.

"Um, so, Master... Penelia is a good person, so..."
"I understand."

I cut off Yuris's words because I knew what she wanted to say. No matter how little I exploit my employees, it must have taken a lot of courage for her to say this to her master.

And just as Yuris thinks specially of the Charcoal Division Chief, I think specially of her too. She's practically my first disciple, and she's the one who revived the Charcoal Division that was about to disappear into history.

How could I not develop affection for someone I've managed and raised from scratch?

Though saying I "raised" her isn't quite right since she's older than me.

"If the Charcoal Division Chief confesses, I'll consider it seriously. Whether that's today, tomorrow, or next year."

Yes, I wouldn't take such a confession lightly. She's more reliable than any subordinate, someone I've developed all kinds of affection for. There's no reason to dislike her or push her away.

If I hadn't received anyone's confession, or perhaps just one person's, it might be different. But haven't I already put on five rings?

If it becomes six, that's still only half of the Golden Duke's—

"...Um, Master?"
"Yes?"
"I don't think she'll confess first..."

Though it was a negative statement, I couldn't properly refute it.

'That's true.'

The always strict, solemn, serious, and quiet Charcoal Division Chief. I simply couldn't imagine her confessing first. In fact, it's even a bit difficult to imagine her getting married.

And if she had the courage to confess first, she would have done so already.


"Don't worry, I'll handle it."

I patted Yuris's head, who seemed a bit dejected, to comfort her.

If the other party doesn't move, then I should. I might have let it slide if I didn't know, but now that I'm aware of the Charcoal Division Chief's feelings, I can't pretend not to know.

***

I hurried to Master's mansion. Though I just returned to the Capital and have many matters to attend to, nothing takes priority over Master's call.

"It's been a while. First time since the Red Wave?"
"Yes, Department Head. I apologize for not greeting you first."
"It's fine. Can't be helped if you're busy with work."

I couldn't raise my head as Master smiled as if nothing was wrong. While I was away, Master suffered the humiliation of detention. How shameful that as Master's servant, I couldn't even visit him.

Nevertheless, Master didn't blame me. Master doesn't contact me first when I'm on deployment. If the communication device rang at a critical moment, it could cause trouble.

"Could you come to the mansion when you have time? I should at least see your face after so long."
"I'll come right away."
"No, you just returned, no need to push yourself."
"I'll come right away."
"...Alright."

That's why I rushed over as soon as Master invited me.

I left the pending matters to my deputy commander. Even he urged me to go quickly when he heard about Master's invitation, so I could trust him to handle things.

"Oh, you came quickly?"

And to my great honor, Master was waiting for me at the main gate.

Theo and Hans, who were on guard duty, greeted me, but honestly, I barely noticed them. I'm sorry, but I believe they'll understand. How could my heart not race when Master personally welcomes me?

"Let's go in. Yuris has been missing you a lot. Oh, Sophia too."
"Yes, Department Head."

I smiled bitterly when Master mentioned Yuris. Thinking about how worried that child must have been while I couldn't be contacted makes me uneasy.

"You must have been very busy if you couldn't contact us at all?"
"Yes. The number of pro-imperial tribes decreased rapidly, making supplies difficult. And as winter approached, activities became more challenging."
"Can't be helped. The northern winter is brutal."

Seeing Master click his tongue, I felt like I had committed a sin.

No, it is a sin. As Master's servant, I should resolve Master's concerns, but I'm still held back by unresolved northern issues.

"Don't take it to heart. Searching the entire northern region is unprecedented in imperial history."

As if reading my thoughts, Master personally patted my shoulder to comfort me.

"Thank you."

I could only bow my head at such benevolence.

Though I bow my head now for having achieved nothing, I'll strive to stand proudly before Master next year.

This time, I bowed my head with a different meaning than before.

"Penelia. Is there anything you want to tell me?"

As soon as we entered the empty reception room, Master said something my heart could barely handle.

'Penelia.'

My hands started trembling involuntarily. My breathing became rapid. To suddenly call me by my name, without any warning—what am I supposed to do?

It truly happened without any warning or sign. Master only called someone by their name when extremely angry.

But now, far from angry, Master was smiling as if pleased. Continuously, from the main gate to the reception room.

"How happy Erzsebet was when Department Head called her by name."

Suddenly, I remembered the conversation I had with Erzsebet before contacting Master. It was true. Master had finally started calling us by our names. At last, I could be called by my name by Master.

...And knowing the reason, I couldn't raise my head.

"Do you know how many people have confessed to Department Head now? I'm the fifth. There are four ahead of me."

Erzsebet's pressuring words, spoken with frustration. And Yuris's anxious messages.


If I couldn't figure it out after experiencing such things in a single day, it would be an intelligence issue. Fortunately, I don't have that problem.

Moreover, when I didn't speak up, Master personally broached the subject. Gently whispering my name, kindly asking if I had anything to say.

'Master...'

My eyes grew hot at such generosity. How merciful he is.

Therefore, I must speak the words I've kept hidden, the words I intended to carry to my grave. If I remain silent despite Master's consideration, there would be no greater disloyalty or rudeness.

"Actually, there's something I've wanted to tell you for a long time."

Trying to calm my hot eyes, I slowly raised my head.

And there was Master, still smiling.

"I've dared to hold feelings for you, Department Head. I've harbored emotions I shouldn't have for you, who has bestowed upon me unparalleled grace."

It's embarrassing. I've just spoken aloud a secret I was supposed to keep forever, one I desperately asked Erzsebet not to tell anyone.

It's an ugly secret. For someone who has received everything, for whom wanting more would be greed, to dare love the one who bestowed grace. Isn't it excessive desire that can't be told to anyone?

Nevertheless, Master continued to smile. He showed no disappointment or anger.

"But please don't worry."

I quickly added to such a Master.

"I dare not aspire to be by your side. I will protect you from your side, just as I do now."

Even if I hold feelings for Master, I don't aspire beyond that. I don't presumptuously wish to become Master's wife.

It's only natural. How could a master and dog, a swordsman and sword, a god and believer become spouses? A dog should remain a dog, a sword a sword, a believer a believer. Even if one harbors uncontrollable feelings, one shouldn't progress beyond that.

Therefore, I am merely Master's dog, Master's sword, Master's believer. I'm satisfied just circling around Master, being able to see him.

"If you permit, I will devote my life to serving you, your wife, and even your children."

I conveyed these feelings to Master.

I am sufficiently happy just serving Master.

***

What is this?

What is this?

'This is crazy.'

An unexpected response emerged.

No, I was just expecting the Charcoal Division Chief to remain silent or change the subject.

Then I thought she might overcome her shyness and confess...

'Is this... love?'

I'm confused. Something's off. It's clearly love, but the direction is somehow twisted.

And she's casually expressing this twisted love.

'...Is the Charcoal Division cursed?'

That thought even crossed my mind. The Minister, me, those guys who were part of the Charcoal Division. A lineup where none are quite normal.

And sadly, the Charcoal Division's madness was passed down to the Charcoal Division Chief. Though the name changed to the Charcoal Division, the madness remained.

"D-Department Head!?"

Filled with guilt and sympathy, I embraced the Charcoal Division Chief. Feeling her trembling in my arms, I held her even tighter.

I'm sorry, Charcoal Division Chief.

The madness left by the previous generation has tormented the next.

'I'll definitely fix this.'

It's time to guide this twisted love in the right direction.

I remained alone in the reception room, lost in thought. I'd talked about guiding her in the right direction, but I had no idea how to comfort this pitiful child walking a twisted path.

The only solution that came to mind was to influence the Section Chief through showing proper affection, but...

"D-D-D-Department H-Head, th-this is... quite... difficult...!"

I never expected that simply showing affection would be the first hurdle.

When I embraced her, the Section Chief trembled with a heartbeat that could rival the Magic-Ending Duke's. She stammered so badly, as if something had broken inside her.

Unable to push me away or escape, she trembled in my arms. If only it had ended there.

"......"
"...Penelia?"

She fainted. I thought she had finally calmed down, but rather than escaping physically, she escaped mentally.

It was an expected outcome, really. Pushed to her mental limits and entering a state of vibration with no escape? The only thing waiting at the end was complete shutdown.

Still, escaping through unconsciousness... Our Section Chief... was secretly quite the sunfish...

"I-I'll be going now! I need to at least say hello to Yuris...!"
"Sure, go ahead."

When I gently released her, she quickly regained consciousness and fled. Using Yuris as an excuse meant I couldn't even stop her.

'What should I do?'

It's a complicated problem. An acquaintance—practically someone I raised—has gone mad. Ignoring this situation wouldn't be human of me.

Besides, I too was once consumed by madness. When in that state, my thoughts seemed like absolute truth, but once I regained my senses, the aftermath was unbearable.

If the Section Chief regains her senses on her own and realizes she expressed a desire to marry me, how devastating would that be?

'She'd go mad again.'

I can see an unfortunate future ahead. Most likely, it won't be a gentle madness either.

That's why I steeled my resolve. For the Section Chief's happy future, I must teach her proper affection.

***

These days, I find myself looking at the door whenever I hear the wind. Recent visitors have all been rather extraordinary.

Not long ago, I crafted a wedding ring for the Audit Department's Section Chief 2. Before that, the Audit Department Head purchased four pairs of rings.

'It should be time for another visit.'

And now it seems the Department Head is due for another visit, so I'm keeping my senses alert.

When he bought four pairs of rings, I wondered what was happening, but upon reflection, I suspect he wanted a wider selection. Even if they weren't wedding rings, they were still gifts for lovers. It's natural to want to carefully consider such things.

That's why he probably took my recommendations and wanted to spend time choosing. That must be it. There's no other explanation for that bizarre bulk purchase.

'I did mention refunds were possible.'

My response was perfect, if I do say so myself. Even amid the confusion, I conveyed all necessary information.

By now, the Department Head must have chosen his preferred pair from the four. He's already prepared money for the value of three pairs. A clean refund is possible whenever he returns.

'This is how you create regular customers.'

That's the essence of business. A small gesture of consideration, a smooth purchasing and refund process—these things can capture customers.

In truth, any shop in the Capital sells flawless products. So one must compete on factors beyond the merchandise itself.

- Ding

The bell on the door made a clear sound.

'He's here.'

I quickly looked up to see a young man in a black uniform—the Audit Department Head. Yes, I thought it was about time. My instincts haven't dulled yet.

"Welcome, Department Head."

He nodded at my greeting and approached without hesitation. Since this was a refund, not a purchase, there was no need to look at other items—

"Rings. Could you recommend one more?"
"...Pardon?"


I made the mistake of questioning this heavenly customer's request. And this customer was the Audit Department Head, who could shut down even large merchant guilds under the pretext of an audit.

Still, I couldn't help it. Anyone would have reacted the same way.

'Recommend...?'

I doubted my ears. Recommend? Not a refund, but a recommendation?

For a moment, I stared blankly at the Department Head, who calmly met my gaze.

No, not calmly. A merchant who doesn't respond to a customer's question would normally be reprimanded. If the customer doesn't point this out, then the situation isn't normal.

"The quality you recommended last time was fine. Everyone liked them."
"Ah, yes."

His comment about everyone liking them snapped me back to reality. More accurately, a bigger shock covered the smaller one.

My head was spinning. I naturally assumed he would choose just one pair out of the four.

'All those rings found owners?'

And even after that, he needs one more?

'Insane.'

I thought Section Chief 2 was known for making noble ladies cry, but I was mistaken.

He was merely following his superior's example. The real deal was someone else.

'I should never live like that.'

Having multiple lovers isn't strange, but buying rings for them in bulk is too much.

Of course, regardless of such thoughts, my hands and eyes quickly scanned through the rings. If the Department Head purchased wedding rings from our shop, and if his children visited out of respect for their parents' connection, how profitable would that be?

A customer's character and the thickness of their wallet are separate matters. Yes, separate, but...

'...What's this?'

Belatedly, my gaze fell on the Department Head's left hand. Even if I were to accept that he had five rings on his fingers...

'Why are they halves?'

The fundamental question of one who has glimpsed the unknown. But I deliberately averted my gaze.

Sometimes in life, curiosity can kill.

***

The shopkeeper's confused look pained me slightly, but I overcame it.

I've already crossed the river and cast the dice. At this point, worrying about others' perceptions is meaningless. Doing what I want is the right course of action.

And so I acquired the sixth ring.

'...Did I buy it too quickly?'

But holding the case in my hand made me wonder. Was this decision too hasty when I hadn't even cured the Section Chief yet?

Until now, I bought rings after receiving confessions. I purchased them to give beautiful answers in situations where I held the initiative.

But now, I haven't even reached the starting line, let alone taken the initiative. I can only present this ring after removing the madness consuming the Section Chief.

'Giving it now would only cause chaos.'

The Section Chief with her twisted affection. In such a situation, offering a ring and whispering words of love would either make her faint from feeling unworthy or store it like a royal gift in some treasure vault.

No, it's not a matter of "would." It's 100% certain.

"It's a difficult problem."
"Isn't it?"

Sadly, Margareta also said it was difficult. If it had been easy, I wouldn't have consulted with her in the first place.

"I'm sorry. I wanted to be of some help."
"No, I should apologize for bringing up such a consultation."

I quickly shook my head at Margareta's dejected appearance. Honestly, I mentioned this because of my commitment to keeping no secrets from her, not because I expected a solution.

Consulting with your lover about another woman is crazy from the start. Fortunately, Margareta understood that my intention was information sharing rather than consultation, so she didn't mind.


"That said, I'm used to receiving confessions, so this situation caught me off guard."
"Kal. If you say that elsewhere, people will misunderstand."

When I grumbled in bewilderment, Margareta smiled and spoke.

...Indeed, what I said sounded quite strange. Expecting confessions as a matter of course—I sound like a crazy narcissist.

"Ah, maybe an approach like yours wouldn't be bad, Kal."
"Like mine?"

I quickly recalled my past.

That shameful period when I was consumed by madness and talked about a joint wedding ceremony. I overcame that desperate time thanks to Erich's brutal honesty.

I see. Direct communication is indeed best—

"But we need to do it differently. If you, the person involved, approach Penelia directly, she might be frightened."
'Ah.'

Her reasoning was so plausible that I could only nod.

True. Even brutal honesty requires face-to-face interaction. Right now, the Section Chief might hide just from seeing me pass by. She might even apologize thinking I'm angry.

"Use people around her in an ordinary way. If several people nearby whisper about proper love and your true feelings, wouldn't she come to her senses?"
"Hmm..."
"When people realize their thoughts differ from others', they tend to reconsider."

I'm sorry to Margareta, but I've seen too many madmen who beat others and forge ahead when their thoughts differ from the norm.

Crazy self-love that makes them think the world is wrong, not them. And worse, god-given abilities that make this possible.

"Thank you for the advice, Mar."
"Hehe, it's nothing."

Still, Margareta kindly listened to her beloved man consulting about another woman. Only someone with a beast's brain would tell her, "That probably won't work."

Besides, with no better method available, following Margareta's suggestion isn't a bad idea.

I just pray the Section Chief isn't a pioneer who fights against the world.

I contacted the person closest to the Section Chief.

No matter how I think about it, there's no one better. The soul duo that never separates even when the Section Chief moves around for assignments.

- Charcoal Division Deputy Commander Giuseppe Mardina greets the Audit Department Head.

Former 4th Section Senior Team Leader, current Charcoal Division Deputy Commander. A guy who would seem strange if separated from the Section Chief.

"Oh, yes. It's been a while. Have you been well?"
- Thanks to your concern, I've been doing fine without any problems.
"That's good."

His continued formality made me feel apologetic. He must have just returned from an assignment, and here his former superior was contacting him.

So I decided to quickly state my business and end the call. Contacting him was already an imposition; prolonging the conversation would make it worse.

"Deputy Commander."
- Yes, Department Head.
"The Section Chief seems a bit unwell."

His eyes widened at those words.

"You see—"

I quickly explained the situation. Out of respect for the Section Chief's honor, I omitted the part about her vibrating and then shutting down.

"So I was hoping you could help."
- Leave it to me! I'll do my best!
"Good, I'm counting on you."

His passionate response made me nod involuntarily.

Satisfactory. Indeed, even with a name change, the 4th Section remains the 4th Section. They still maintain their tight-knit friendship.

- I'll make sure the Commander confesses to you!

His direction is somewhat strange too, but it's not necessarily bad, so I didn't stop him.

But making her confess? What exactly is he planning?

Is he going to have the Section Chief write some formal petition?

I've issued secret orders to the deputy commander a few days ago. Since I wasn't expecting immediate results, I decided to wait patiently.

Only God could fix the twisted affections of the Section Chief of the 4th Section that have been distorted for years in just a few days. I just need to make small changes gradually, like clothes getting wet in a drizzle.

Still, I'd prefer to see some progress before March. If we pass the March opening ceremony, I won't be able to see the Section Chief until summer vacation.

"So you should also treat the Section Chief warmly when you see him."
"I've always been warm."

I quietly shifted my gaze at the Section Chief of the 1st Section who was grumbling as if feeling wronged.

It's true that the Section Chiefs of the 1st and 4th Sections are close, but if you ask whether the 1st Section Chief was warm, I can only tilt my head in doubt. Honestly, to others, it looks like she's just bothering and annoying the quiet 4th Section Chief.

'Can I really trust her?'

I'm worried. What if she only makes the 4th Section Chief's condition worse?

"Anyway, don't worry! If Penelia gets together with the Department Head, I'll no longer be the youngest!"

But hearing those words actually gave me confidence. Yes, I should trust not her warmth, but her selfish desires.

"There's no such thing as being the youngest."

Of course, I had to correct that small misunderstanding. How can there be older sisters or youngest among wives? It's just a difference in the order we came in.

With that thought in mind, I pulled at her lips for making such an inappropriate comment, and the 1st Section Chief hurriedly nodded. Now that I've warned her, she won't make the same mistake twice.

"By the way, Department Head. I've been wondering about something."
"Speak."

The 1st Section Chief, who had stepped back a few steps as soon as I released her lips, carefully opened her mouth.

"...Are you really writing an evaluation for the Minister right now?"
"Yes."

I gave an obvious answer to an obvious question.

"Who else would I evaluate besides the Minister?"

The year-end personnel evaluation. The only time when direct subordinates can evaluate their direct superiors.

This year-end personnel evaluation goes to the Personnel Department of the Ministry of Home Affairs, and after compiling the evaluations, the Personnel Department ultimately submits them to the Emperor. It's one of the few opportunities for the opinions of civil servants struggling in the field to reach the Emperor.

"No matter how I look at it, that doesn't seem like an evaluation of the Minister."

The 1st Section Chief, who had been muttering in a flat voice, snatched the paper I had been scribbling on.

My goodness, these days subordinates are stealing their superiors' belongings. The world is truly going to ruin.

"The current Minister of Finance, Deverre Briad of Blochen, is fair and just, always leads by example, and listens to subordinates regardless of their position to make efficient decisions..."

After reading the evaluation I had written, the 1st Section Chief turned her gaze back to me.

"Who is this? If such a minister exists, I'd like to serve under him too."
"He's right here in the Minister's office."

I said as I retrieved the evaluation that had been stolen.

I know. The evaluation I wrote describes a fantasy being that only exists in fairy tales. But what can I do? If I were to evaluate the Minister with my honest thoughts, it would be filled with nothing but curses.

"What if the Minister gets fired because I wrote the truth?"

Then fuck it. It's obvious that I would fill that position.

The Crown Prince is already looking for opportunities to promote me, and the Minister is trying to find a way to retire. If I submit even a slightly negative evaluation of the Minister, he would seize the opportunity without hesitation.

Of course, for the Minister, it would end with a personnel transfer rather than retirement, but that would be happier for him than ministerial duties that don't suit him.

"Is it okay to submit a false evaluation?"

"Won't you eventually get fired for submitting false reports like this?"

The 1st Section Chief looked at me with a very pitiful gaze at those words, but I didn't mind.

Everyone's free to dream, right?

***

While no department can afford to slack off at the end of the year, the Personnel Department is busiest during this time.

It can't be helped. The end of the year is when performance reviews and evaluations from all departments and officials come in, along with lobbying attempts from those checking if negative evaluations have been attached to them, and those trying to add positive comments to the final report submitted to His Majesty the Emperor.

Although the Personnel Department doesn't directly issue personnel orders for officials, it's a department that can legally advise on the Emperor's decisions. Even on the battlefield, the central staff's opinions often carry more weight than the field commander's.

'If hell exists, it must be here.'

But in the Imperial Administration, authority and workload are proportional. Sometimes I think I'd gladly give up some authority if it meant reducing the workload. I have no ambition to be promoted to Minister, please.

And when I look at the evaluations of administrative officials, I wonder if I'm living in the human world or in a breeding ground for beasts.

If they spot even the slightest flaw in their superiors, they exaggerate it with all sorts of modifiers. The more they do so, the more chances their superiors will step down and they'll get promoted. Of course, not all officials are like that, but even a minority of ambitious officials can cause a lot of noise.

A position where you can see the ugly side of human nature without any filter. It's bitter both physically and mentally.

"Department Head. Here are the documents sent from the Audit Department."
"Ah, please put them there."

While I was rubbing my temples due to the daily headaches, the Deputy Head approached and submitted a thin stack of documents.

'The Audit Department.'

My lips curled up slightly because the documents came from a welcome place. In fact, just a few years ago, the Audit Department was at the extreme end of a hellish workplace.

"Pfft─"

I couldn't help but laugh when I saw the evaluation written by the Head of the Audit Department at the top.

An evaluation full of compliments and praise. Judging by the evaluation alone, he's an unparalleled minister and person of character. Even false praise becomes enjoyable after seeing it three times in a row.

'It's so transparent.'

The desperate will to hold onto the current Minister, and the twisted determination to receive something in return for what is clearly a false evaluation.

It's amusing. After seeing evaluation reports full of all kinds of scheming, coming across something this blunt feels like finding an oasis in a desert.

And it's not just the Audit Department Head; his subordinates are the same.

[The Audit Department Head always leads from the front, takes full responsibility for his subordinates' mistakes, and comforts them—]
[He's respectful to superiors and kind to subordinates. He refuses unreasonable orders and gives appropriate commands.]
[He takes responsibility for his words and doesn't repeat himself. He doesn't cut off tails to avoid responsibility.]

"Hehe..."

Even the founding chronicles of Emperor Eimanka the Great wouldn't be this full of praise.

The shower of enthusiastic compliments from the Deputy Head and Section Chiefs is enough to make even me, who isn't the subject, blush. And I almost burst out laughing again at the dark conspiracy hidden within those compliments.

After all, one of the reasons the Audit Department Head can't resign no matter how much he struggles is because of this evaluation report.

"Despite concerns about his young age when he became Department Head, he seems to be leading the department admirably, which is truly reassuring."

After seeing the evaluation report from the Audit Department, His Majesty ended with those words and said nothing more. An implicit expression that the Audit Department Head would remain in his position no matter what.

"Personnel Department Head. Wouldn't it be more comfortable if your workload was reduced even a little? Don't worry about the evaluation reports from the Audit Department."

And His Highness the Crown Prince also has a firm will to maintain the status quo in the Audit Department.

Therefore, the Audit Department's evaluation reports have no impact on personnel transfers. It's a pity that the Audit Department Head doesn't know this fact.


'If only other departments were like this too.'

An excessive desire flashed through my mind, but what does it matter? Everyone's free to dream, right?

Anyway, making someone laugh with just writing is a talent. I look forward to seeing what kind of evaluation reports will come next year.

***

I knew the Deputy Commander was busy writing something. But since it was the year-end personnel evaluation period, I just thought he had a lot to say about me and moved on. If the Deputy Commander has a lot to say, it means I'm lacking, so I shouldn't blame him.

When I saw the squad members whispering with the Deputy Commander, I wondered if I was that lacking, but I tried to ignore it. I couldn't get angry at squad members who might be dissatisfied due to my shortcomings.

...I should have gotten angry.

"Deputy Commander."
"Yes."
"What is this?"

The paper handed to me by the Deputy Commander who looked very solemn. As soon as I checked the paper, I closed my eyes.

"This is the collective will of all Charcoal Division members."

And at that grand declaration, I felt dizzy. Collective will? Is it appropriate to attach such a word to this kind of document?

"It's the sincere loyalty of all members, including myself."
"How is this sincere loyalty—"
"If not loyalty, please consider it as family affection."

At those words, my mouth closed.

How cowardly to mention family at this point. How can I possibly refuse now?

"Just once, just read it through to the end once. That's enough."

And when he says it like that, what can I do?

...Alright, let's think of it as advice from a subordinate to a superior, or affection expressed as family. That's the right way to think about it.

So I calmed my trembling hands and read the paper the Deputy Commander gave me—

[The Charcoal Division Deputy Commander Giuseppe Mardina and all Charcoal Division members formally request to Charcoal Division Commander Penelia Yus.

It has been several years since we were reborn through the grace of the Audit Department Head. That grace is truly something we cannot repay even if we were reborn dozens of times, but giving up on repayment would be the behavior of beasts.

However, how can we not lament that the Commander thinks of the Audit Department Head not as someone to repay with gratitude, but merely as someone to follow blindly?

Now, Commander—]

I couldn't read much further and closed my eyes again.

"Commander."

But the Deputy Commander opened his mouth as if he wouldn't even allow me to close my eyes.

"The reason for repayment shouldn't just be repayment itself. Isn't it sad to consider the relationship between the Department Head and us as merely that of master and servant?"
"......"
"Of course, we would gladly be his servants. But if the Department Head wants something more, it would also be disrespectful to remain still just because of the reason of repayment."

I couldn't open my mouth at the Deputy Commander's rare seriousness.

Still, I should refute. As the Deputy Commander said, I've received a lot of grace. I must repay it thoroughly.

But despite that, approaching the Department Head with familiarity would be not knowing my place. That must be true.

"If you want to repay, think about what the Department Head wants. Doing what you want to do is just self-satisfaction."

But I couldn't refute.

When I discovered I couldn't respond to the commander's words, I felt both guilt and self-loathing simultaneously. Guilt for not thinking about how to repay my master, and self-loathing for thinking of myself before my master.

It's absurd. Even though living my entire life for my master would be insufficient, I had been looking elsewhere. Instead of receiving my master's grace and repaying it, I had fallen into the bizarre situation of repaying simply for the sake of repaying.

'When did this start?'

I bit my lip. When had I started living while deceiving even myself?

Of course, my loyalty and devotion to my master remained steadfast. Even if I had been looking in the wrong direction, that much hadn't changed. If even that had been twisted, my eyes and ears might as well not exist.

But as the commander said, I had fallen into self-satisfaction. How was that any different from being blind or deaf?

"Repayment should be in the direction the recipient wants. If the giver decides, it's not repayment but showing off."

When I remained silent, the commander continued speaking. It was truly characteristic of the 4th Section to press harder when seeing weakness in their opponent.

It was sad that this 4th Section-like behavior was being displayed to me.

"Can you do anything the department head wants?"
"Of course. I would even give my life if necessary."

At least I could answer this question confidently. Thanks to my master, I was given a new life. Without my master, I would have died long ago or lived a life worse than death.

So the life and existence my master gave me—if they wanted to take it back, I would gladly return it.

"Then what about becoming a married couple?"
"T-that's..."

My confidence vanished again. I was prepared to do anything, but that seemed too much. It was far too generous for someone like me.

I'm just my master's shadow, a dog wandering by my master's side—that's enough. Getting any closer would only tarnish their brilliance.

"That would be for me, not for the department head..."
"The department head is the one who decides that."

That wasn't wrong.

"But for someone of common birth like me..."
"Is the department head someone who would care about such things?"

My master would certainly know what I know.

In the end, I lowered my gaze silently before the commander's fierce attack.

I was trapped. No matter what I said in rebuttal, it would have no effect. If I said it was too generous, they would say my master was the one to decide that. If I mentioned why it was impossible, they would ask if my master wouldn't know that too.

"If the department head wanted marriage, I would be willing to change my gender."

I flinched at those words. Was it because of the commander's destructive will? No. It was annoying that they could say such things so casually, knowing it would never happen.

Since my master would never propose to the commander, there would never be a need to change gender. They were just talking. From the commander's perspective, they only needed to convince me.

"But I don't understand why you're hesitating when you don't need to go through such trouble."
"..."

The commander continued talking for a long time afterward, and I just listened silently.

Even after finally escaping the commander, every member I met started nagging me.

'...Should I request another deployment?'

For a moment, I even had such thoughts. Even if not to the North, there must be many other places to go.

***

It feels strange to see the person in real life after writing a glowing evaluation. I wonder if this is how a child feels when they realize Santa Claus is their father.

No, it must be even worse. At least from a child's perspective, their father is someone precious and missed.


"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"I was just thinking how healthy you look today."

It's bitter. In fact, the praise I wrote in the evaluation wasn't simply to write nice things. It was like a form of art expressing my subconscious desire to have such a superior.

But reality is cruel. No matter how much artistic activity I engage in, the harsh reality doesn't change.

'If only they weren't my direct superior.'

I've never resented the position of department head as much as today. If they were just a section chief or team leader, I could have at least hoped for a minister gacha. If I rolled for a minister gacha now, I'd be 100% guaranteed to become the next minister.

Come to think of it, if the Crown Prince hadn't promoted me to department head, this wouldn't have happened. Damn, half of what's wrong with my life is because of the Crown Prince. The other half is because of the Khagan.

"Sit down if you're here. Don't stand there making me nervous."
"Yes."

The most nerve-wracking thing is the person exercising in the middle of the office, but I didn't say that out loud.

"Ah, did you submit the evaluation?"

The minister, after throwing the dumbbell into the corner, asked as if he'd just remembered.

That's unexpected. So even that person cares about others' evaluations. I thought he wouldn't care about such things, given how destructive his behavior is.

"Don't worry. I wrote about you as if you were a saint without equal in this world."

I nodded with a thumbs-up of reassurance and trust.

Even people who dislike the minister would see him differently after reading that evaluation. That contrary to appearances, he's a true superior who loves his subordinates.

However, despite his subordinate's sincerity, the minister frowned.

"Please write at least half of what you normally say to me."
"Am I crazy?"

I answered firmly to such an absurd suggestion.

I have no intention of doing anything even slightly beneficial to the minister with my own hands. I cannot bear to see the minister retire even one second before me. If I'm the department head, you'll be the minister for life.

"Stubborn bastard."

The minister finally sat down, offering high praise.

The minister probably wasn't serious either. Both the minister and I have long passed the stage of worrying whether an evaluation would get us fired. We just hold onto a sliver of hope.

"So why did you call me?"

I spoke up as soon as the minister sat down.

I recently gave a regular report via communication, and there aren't any important matters this season. And the minister isn't the type to say something friendly like "Let's see each other's faces after a long time."

"I called you because of news from the North."

At those words, I leaned forward from my reclined position.

"Did something come up?"

I was naturally interested in this unexpected statement. From what the 4th Section Chief said, it seemed they had returned without much achievement, but if the minister was mentioning it, something must have come up.

"No. Nothing at all."

?

'This bastard.'

Then why did you call me?

"It's strange precisely because there's nothing. The Special Affairs Ministry searched with all their might and found nothing."


But hearing his next words, my anger subsided.

Having nothing come up and having no results are separate issues. Even if they couldn't obtain important information, they should have found at least some traces. The fact that even that didn't appear indicates an abnormal situation.

"No matter how vast the North is, the environments where people can live are limited. Unless the remnants of the False Emperor are hiding in some perennial snow mountain."
"That bastard wouldn't be in hiding, would he?"
"Right. That's the problem."

The remnants of the False Emperor, Udesre Dorgon, the only survivor among the Eight Stallions.

Because of that bastard who managed to survive and escape from the last battle, the Special Affairs Ministry is still scouring the North. It's hard to believe that someone who fought so desperately to survive would give up on revenge and go into hiding.

"I will return! On the day when the warriors of the steppe break the deceptive collars you've put on them and roar toward the sky! On the day we turn from dogs into wolves! I will return!"

It's ridiculous to think someone who disappeared leaving such words would just disappear. A MacGuffin who left a historically memorable cliffhanger and vanished. Legendary in many ways.

"It's certain that there are tribes cooperating with him. And not just one or two."
"That's terrible."

The fact that there are no traces despite him not being in hiding means there are forces desperately erasing and hiding those traces. Evading the Empire's pursuit is not something an individual can do.

It's something I've been prepared for since the 2nd Section Chief encountered the Chaujid tribe, but it seems that, as the minister said, it's not just a matter of one or two tribes.

'They're not leeches.'

I rubbed my face in frustration.

The fiercely anti-Empire tribes have already taken a one-way train to the afterlife with the Khagan. Yet there are still people cooperating with the Khagan's son? Are these bastards respawning or something?

"But nothing will happen immediately. The winter in the North is a time when even the natives can't endure. The Special Affairs Ministry's assessment is that anomalies won't be visible until summer at the earliest."

I nodded at this positive news.

Even during the Great Punitive War, winter was an implicit ceasefire period. Even the Khagan stayed in his main camp and didn't move during winter. If you wander around ignorantly, you'll only be torn to shreds by the blade-like winds of the North.

"Well, I called you so you'd know too."
"Thank you."
"And this is the important part—"

The minister then took something out from inside his coat.

'The important part?'

My body stiffened at the sight. There's something more important than Dorgon's whereabouts? Did some crazy necrophile resurrect the Khagan?

No, the Khagan's body was burned, so there's nothing to resurrect, right?

"It's a wedding invitation."
"...Yes."

It was too cute an object to have come from the minister's coat. I felt deflated at the appearance of something I couldn't have imagined.

Damn. Don't confuse people like that.

"You don't have to come in person, but send a hefty gift."
"Don't people usually ask you to at least show your face?"
"Would a man wearing five rings not bring bad luck by showing his face at a new bride's wedding?"

At the minister's indifferent words, I unconsciously looked at my left hand.

Five brilliantly shining rings. It looked as if I was promoting polygamy.

'Damn.'

It's certainly not something to show at the wedding of the 2nd Section Chief, who was famous as the Capital's Casanova. If he gets stimulated and takes a second wife before even enjoying his honeymoon, I'd have nothing to say.

If I were to attend the wedding, should I wear gloves over the rings...

Since returning from the Minister's summons, I've been enjoying a peaceful and uneventful end of year. While Dorgos's whereabouts do bother me, it's not like I can go north in the dead of winter. Besides, it would be strange for me, a Finance Ministry employee, to head north anyway.

In any case, the Deputy Head completed the Audit Department's annual comprehensive report as the Acting Head, and I wrote the Minister's personnel evaluation. I've finished everything I needed to do.

If there's anything I should be concerned about, it would be auditing whether other departments used their annual budgets properly, but the Deputy Head already took care of that while I was away.

'Having one good subordinate makes things so comfortable.'

I took a sip of tea and skimmed through the documents the Deputy Head submitted. If not for the Deputy Head, the Audit Department would have collapsed long ago. The best decision in my civil service career was promoting the Deputy Head from a mere Section Chief to Deputy Head.

If I get promoted, I'll definitely take the Deputy Head with me as a ministerial secretary. I've become someone who can't live without the Deputy Head now.

The key issue would be how to fill both the Head and Deputy Head positions if they become vacant at the same time—

'They'll figure it out.'

Honestly, it's not my problem. A real man doesn't look back at the place he's left behind.

Besides, the Crown Prince specializes in shocking personnel orders that come out of nowhere. I believe he'll handle it well. If necessary, he could promote the Section Chief of the 3rd Section or the 5th Section.

'...The 3rd Section Chief as Department Head.'

For a moment, I imagined the bald, large-framed man sitting in the Head's position. With his appearance, he'd be more believable as a mafia boss than an audit official. That's a future I absolutely cannot handle.

Thinking about it again, the 3rd Section Chief is definitely not an option. Even now, when I walk around with him, I feel like a boss accompanied by an enforcer. A Minister with a mafia-like Department Head?

'Anyone would see me as the villain.'

I unconsciously touched the corner of my eye with a hollow laugh. If I had narrow eyes, I'd be the perfect villain.

*Knock knock*

While lost in these idle thoughts, I heard someone knocking on the door and looked up.

"Department Head. It's the Deputy Head."
"Deputy Head?"
"Yes, Department Head."

The Deputy Head's voice came from outside the door. The unexpected visitor made me repeat the question despite the clear identification.

Wait, how long has it been since he submitted the documents and left? Does he have more documents to submit?

"Come in."

Of course, it would be strange to turn away the Deputy Head who came all this way, so I told him to enter. If the Deputy Head came back, there must be a good reason.

As soon as I gave permission, the Deputy Head carefully opened the door and entered. Empty-handed, at least. So there are no additional documents to submit.

'His expression doesn't look bad either.'

Seeing his calm face, it's clear no emergency has occurred.

That's fortunate. Well, if something urgent had happened, my communication crystal would have been flashing before the Deputy Head even arrived.

"So, what brings you here?"

Since it doesn't seem serious, I asked casually. I should hear him out quickly and send him back. The Deputy Head must be busier than I am.

"You have a visitor, sir."
"A visitor?"

I tilted my head at the unexpected statement. A year-end visitor?

Anyone important enough to visit me would be someone attending the New Year's greeting ceremony. It's rare for someone to make early contact at the end of the year when there's an easier time to meet coming up.

"Who is it?"
"The Section Chief of the 4th Section."
"Ah."

I nodded at his words. This is news that fills the satisfaction gap in this relaxed year-end period.

The 4th Section Chief coming on her own initiative. The Charcoal Division's struggles have finally borne fruit.

***

I didn't want to learn about the 4th Section's unity this way. When one person disappears, another appears, and each morning brings a different person from the day before.

"Oh, Chief! You're awake?"

As soon as I left my room, the 2nd Squad Leader greeted me as if he'd been waiting.

"Good morning. My, the weather is nice today."

He's talking about good weather despite the raging snowstorm outside.

It's maddening. Ever since the Deputy Chief submitted what he called the "collective will," every member I meet has been acting like this. Simple greetings between family members are natural, but—


"I hear that romantic walks in the pristine snow are all the rage these days."

The problem is that they don't stop at greetings but continue with strange comments.

How does a morning greeting lead to dating? I wonder if such terrible conversations happen when people just blurt things out without considering the connection between sentences.

"...That's an unusual trend."
"Haha, that's how trends are, aren't they? They're called trends precisely because they're not ordinary."

I forced myself to nod at the 2nd Squad Leader's beaming smile.

The 2nd Squad Leader isn't the only one making my head spin. Everyone seems desperate to set me up whenever they see me, so there's no need to react irritably to him specifically.

"That's right. Why don't you try enjoying the trend, Chief? There happens to be a good match for you."

When I showed little reaction, the 2nd Squad Leader clapped his hands dramatically and continued.

"......"
"Ah-no! I even gave you good advice!"

Of course, seeing through his obvious scheme, I quickly walked away, ignoring him. I could hear the 2nd Squad Leader making a commotion behind me, but I didn't respond.

They're being too blatant. Until just a few days ago, they were trying to persuade me with some semblance of logic and reasoning, but now they're just being pushy whenever our eyes meet.

"The weather is cold. Seeing someone in love would warm us up."
"The stew is salty. Seeing something sweet might give our tongues vicarious satisfaction."
"My salary is just piling up because I can't spend it. If someone got married, I could at least give a wedding gift."
"We're all just a bunch of loveless losers! I quit the Charcoal Division!"

I feel like I'm losing my mind. Where are the people who said that reciprocation shouldn't be for its own sake, that it should be for the other person's benefit rather than self-satisfaction?

The people who cornered me with irrefutable arguments have disappeared, leaving only these monsters who make unreasonable demands. Monsters who would hang their heads in shame if others saw them.

I actually understand why they're acting this way. They're frustrated because I'm still holding out and not making a move. Since reason doesn't work, they're appealing to emotion, or even madness.

'...It's not like I want to be like this.'

I felt bitter. What kind of leader would stand firm while knowing why his subordinates are going crazy? What kind of person would ignore his family's wishes while being fully aware of them?

I'm simply too afraid to move. Though their relentless offensive has helped me find a path in my mind, I hesitate to take the first step, fumbling around.

'What right do I have at this point?'

I've already kicked away my chance. When the Master asked if I had anything to say, when she gently embraced me. That's when I should have said everything.

I should have spoken of proper gratitude and loyalty rather than keeping my twisted worship to myself. I should have said I wanted to spend my life with the Master, that I wanted to receive her gaze and touch rather than just protecting her from afar.

But I deceived myself. I dared to draw a line between the Master and myself. I, who should follow the Master's will, who actually wants to express affection like Erzsebet does, turned my back.

So I don't deserve it. No matter how much my members push me forward, I can't advance. Anyone with a sense of decency wouldn't dare.

...Or so I thought.

"Love has no use for decency or dignity."
"What do you mean?"

Until Erzsebet made her bombshell declaration.

When Erzsebet contacted me saying she wanted to check in, I thought it was fortunate timing. Since she already had a relationship with the Department Head, she might be able to give helpful advice.

So I casually asked what I should do.

"I really cried and begged the Department Head. If I had worried about decency, I couldn't have done that."

Seeing Erzsebet speak with somewhat enlightened eyes, I couldn't open my mouth. To think that Erzsebet would cry and beg. What on earth happened in the North while she was there?

"Penelia. Listen carefully. Shame is temporary, but love is eternal."

Yet within that enlightenment, I saw firm conviction. An unwavering belief that would never yield.

"So don't regret it and go for it. Would you rather be embarrassed for a moment, or live with regret for the rest of your life?"
"But what right do I have—"
"No, that's exactly it—don't worry about rights or qualifications. Did you hear what I said?"

As her voice rose in frustration, I quietly lowered my gaze.

"...Still, it's best to keep embarrassment brief."

Her anger seemed to subside at my reaction, and she continued in a somewhat gentler voice.

And with Erzsebet's following advice, my hands began to tremble.

"Then the embarrassment will be momentary, and the Department Head will take care of the rest."
"E-Erzsebet!"


My voice rose involuntarily. While it would certainly be effective, isn't that going too far?

No, if I make a mistake, I might not only fail to achieve the desired effect but also be seen as a strange person by the Master. Just imagining it makes me want to die.

"If you don't like it, do everything yourself."

But when she said that, I was at a loss for words again.

...Right, let's think as positively as possible. This is advice from Erzsebet, who has gone ahead of me.

Momentary shame... Lifelong love... Just be embarrassed once, and the Master will handle the rest...

Okay. Let's do it.

***

I asked the Deputy Head to send the 4th Section Chief to my office.

In my heart, the 4th Section Chief is still a member of the Audit Department. Rather than meeting impersonally in the reception room, I feel more comfortable seeing her in my office.

"Welcome, Penelia."
"Y-Yes, I-I'm here to see you, D-Department Head."

And I also called her here so others wouldn't see her flustered state.

Since she came on her own, she probably won't run away like last time, but she can't help trembling like a phone on vibrate. That's a feat even the Magic-Ending Duke couldn't accomplish.

"It's quite cold outside, isn't it? Would you like some tea?"
"I would gratefully accept..."

She nodded repeatedly when I offered, having entered wearing a scarf.

It's somewhat surprising. The 4th Section Chief usually seemed unaffected by heat or cold. I never expected her to wear cute cold-weather accessories like a scarf.

I smiled at this different side of her as I headed toward the shelf. Come to think of it, she recently experienced the otherworldly cold of the North. The effects might still linger.

"Yuris has been pestering me about when you'll visit."

I casually spoke while my back was turned.

When the 4th Section Chief escaped from my arms, she definitely mentioned Yuris's name. But Yuris said she never saw the 4th Section Chief, which is quite sad.

"I-I'm sorry. An urgent m-matter... came up..."
"It did seem urgent."

At my words, the 4th Section Chief, who had been stammering, pressed her lips shut.

That's a shame. If I were facing her now, I'd see her fidgeting. Maybe I should place the tea set on the table instead of the shelf next time.

"Well, next time you see her..."

As I gathered the tea set and turned around, my words trailed off.

'What is this?'

I doubted my eyes. There was a delay in processing the scene before me.

The 4th Section Chief had removed her scarf, but something else was around her neck. Something made of black leather. Thinking positively, it could be a choker of sorts.

But it's not a choker. Chokers don't have leashes attached to them.

'...A dog collar?'

What the hell is this? Am I dreaming?

Or is this some kind of protest declaring she'll never become my lover?

"M-Master."

Meanwhile, the 4th Section Chief handed me the handle of the leash with trembling hands.

What.

What is this?

No, why are you giving that to me?

Looking at the 4th Section Chief with confused eyes, she took a deep breath and slowly opened her mouth.

"I entrust my everything to you, Master."

Don't suddenly get serious like that.

Why are you doing this now?

I am dreaming today. No, perhaps since yesterday.

"Master."

Could my entire life be a dream? Was what I thought was possession actually just a grand dream?

Maybe a crazy god is stimulating my brain with mana. Enen, you evil bastard.

"M-Master?"
'Ah.'

The trembling voice of the Section Chief of the 4th Section forced me to summon back my mind that was about to embark on a long journey. If I'm going crazy watching this, how must the Section Chief feel? If I show no reaction, he might run away.

With a leash around his neck.

'Shit.'

I suddenly imagined it. The Section Chief fleeing the office with a leash around his neck. Running away in panic with a flushed red face.

That would be the end of my life. Not my career as a civil servant, but my social life. That absolutely cannot happen.

So with trembling hands, I grabbed the handle that the Section Chief held out... I grabbed it while wondering if this was right, but I grabbed it anyway.

"Thank you, Master."

The Section Chief's anxious, trembling expression brightened rapidly. Come to think of it, at some point his form of address changed from "Department Head" to "Master."

I'm dizzy. What on earth happened these past few days?

"...You'll entrust everything to me?"
"Yes, Master."

When I slightly opened my mouth, he nodded firmly with what seemed like genuine sincerity. Unlike last time when he drew a line and turned away, this was a firm determination to truly follow my will.

Yes, good. It is a good decision. Finally, he's facing things squarely instead of running away, so how could that not be good?

But why the leash performance when words would have been enough?

"That's an impressive commitment."

I carefully asked with that thought in mind. What on earth was he thinking making such a commitment? If even one person had seen this, my social life would have been over.

"E-Erzsebet said if I did this, you would take care of the rest, Master."

The Section Chief answered as if embarrassed.

I feel devastated. I never expected there to be a spy within. If she wanted to give advice, she could have given normal advice, but why this kind?

Is this some twisted friendship where she can't bear to be the only one with embarrassing memories? Since she cried her eyes out on the Capital's streets, does she think her friend should at least wear a leash to balance things out?

Section Chief of the 1st Section, you terrifying person.

"What do you want me to do for you?"

I was a bit spiteful toward the Section Chief who followed such strange advice.

I'm sorry for someone who showed the courage to come wearing a leash, but I wish he had considered my position having to witness it.

"Th-That..."

I could see the Section Chief becoming flustered at my words. Unlike the 1st Section Chief's advice that I would take care of the rest, he was confused when I asked what he wanted.

I wanted to tease him more but held back. If I provoke him and he runs away, I'm the only one who loses. Of course, since the handle is in my hand, he would fail if he tried to escape, but controlling someone with a leash doesn't sit well with me.

"I'm joking. I know everything without you saying it."
"Th-Thank you..."

When I patted the Section Chief's head, he mumbled in a shrinking voice.

Let's think positively. Although he showed a rather unusual performance, the Section Chief erased the line he had drawn and approached me. Even though there's the added clause that he's entrusting everything to me, that much can be considered part of the Section Chief's character.

This is just a somewhat intense confession, isn't it? Somewhere out there, there must be equivalent exchange confessions like "I'll give you half of me if you give me half of you."

"Let's take that off first. I'm scared someone might see."

I reached for the Section Chief's neck to find the end of the leash. The confession ended impressively, so now let's quickly remove that unsightly thing—

"Hnngh—!"
"Oh."

Since I've never handled a leash before, I accidentally tightened it instead. Not that anyone would be familiar with leashes anyway.

"Mas... Master, if you want—"


Even with his face reddening from the sudden choking, the Section Chief continued speaking while stammering.

But the words he managed to say through the pain are too terrible. I'm not that kind of person. Don't suddenly turn the Audit Department Head into a perverted department head.

Come to think of it, they even have the same initials. Damn it.

"...I don't have that kind of taste, so don't misunderstand."

I hurriedly untied the leash and threw it far away. It was disgusting to be associated with it, and I never want to see it again.

"There are better things to wear, why wear something like that."

Then I took out Ring No. 6 from my pocket.

Evidence that you'll entrust everything to me. If you want to show that evidence, a ring will do. If you wear evidence around your neck, you're a crazy pervert, but if you wear it on your finger, you're just a normal couple, right?

I am absolutely not a mutant who wants the former.

"Think of it as my other half. I'll think of this as Penelia's half too."
"O-Other half..."

I put the (half) ring on the Section Chief's finger and the (ring) half on my finger as I spoke.

Fortunately, the words "other half" seemed to make an impression on the Section Chief, who kept nodding. Honestly, I didn't want to give it in such a hurry in this atmosphere, but seeing the leash made it hard to keep my sanity.

But regardless of the process, isn't it fine as long as we're happy? That's what I decided to think.

As soon as the Section Chief left, I summoned the Section Chief of the 1st Section.

She must have felt guilty about something, as she entered cautiously. Seeing that made me more displeased. Doesn't that mean she knew it would cause problems but still gave such advice to the Section Chief of the 4th Section?

"Did things work out well?"

As soon as she entered the office and saw the leash discarded in the corner, the 1st Section Chief asked with an awkward smile.

"It worked out well."

I answered while showing the rings on both hands. Now I had three rings on each hand, a total of six rings on my fingers.

It's a bit self-deprecating to look at, but I endure it by thinking of the Golden Duke with his legendary twelve. At least I can cover them with ten fingers...

"Right? I gave reeeally good advice! If I had left it alone, you'd still be hesitating, right?"

The moment she saw the rings, she suddenly changed and started gloating, which was really annoying.

Good advice, she says. Couldn't she have given more normal advice?

"Yes. You did well, so sit here."

For now, I held back my anger and patted my knee as I spoke. It's not time for punishment yet, so hasty moves would be troublesome.

When I told her to sit on my knee, the 1st Section Chief opened her eyes wide and scurried over. If she looks like prey lured by bait, is it just my imagination?

"Hehe, I wasn't expecting a reward~"

As soon as the grinning 1st Section Chief sat on my knee, I hugged her tightly. Not painfully, but firmly enough that she couldn't escape.

"It's not a reward."
"Huh?"

The 1st Section Chief, whose ears turned red as soon as I embraced her, tilted her head as if asking what I meant.

Unfortunately, it really isn't. They say the road to hell is beautifully paved, don't they?

"I'm sorry for being so frivolous all this time, sorry for always doing strange things."

When I whispered softly into the 1st Section Chief's ear, her body froze completely.

Of course. The words I'm whispering are words the 1st Section Chief will never forget until she dies.

"I'm sowwy... I'll be good fwom now on..."

When I deliberately spoke in a slurred voice, the frozen 1st Section Chief began to vibrate almost pitifully. The effect is definite. As expected, embarrassing memory attacks are the best.

Anyway, the 1st Section Chief struggled frantically, but escape was impossible. Honestly, I'm confident I could win even if ten 1st Section Chiefs clung to me, let alone one who was captured while off guard.

"Please just once..."
"Ah, aaaah! S-Stooooop!!"
"Just one chance to..."
"I-I'm sorry! I was wrooooong!"

She looked like she might cry if I teased her too much, so I let her go after just two more minutes of teasing.

The effect is definitely there.


***

Dress, checked.

Accessories, all good.

Cake, confirmed.

'Good.'

I checked several times at the door just in case. It would be awkward if I left the gifts I had prepared.

Especially the cake. This is the most important. I prepared it because it happens to be Sera's birthday around this time. A birthday party without cake feels empty.

Plus, as a member of the baking club, it's a homemade cake I made myself. It would break my heart if I left it behind after putting in so much time.

"Sera will really love it. Thank you so much, Young Master."

Even the nanny's eyes welled up with tears of joy when she heard I was making it myself. If I were to say, "Sorry, I forgot and left it behind," even she would be disappointed despite being my nanny.

Anyway, having made sure I had the gifts, I carefully knocked on the door. Carefully, so the sound wouldn't be too loud. Sera gets startled by loud noises.

"Yes. Come in."

Hearing the gentle voice from beyond the door, I opened it and entered.

There I saw Sera sitting on the bed with a bright smile. Sera with long golden hair like the nanny's, blinking her sapphire-like eyes.

Fortunately, her complexion looked bright, suggesting she wasn't overexerting herself. They said she had improved a lot, and she really does look much better than before.

"Hello, Sera. Have you been well?"
"Yes. Has the knight been well too?"

I could only smile awkwardly at Sera's giggling words. How embarrassing that she still remembers something from eight years ago.

"What knight? I'm just a student with a long way to go."
"Really? That's strange. Mother said differently."

I could only smile awkwardly again at those words. It seems the nanny has been saying strange things to Sera.

Since returning to the domain, I've had a few sparring matches with the family knights. I did win consecutive matches, but from the knights' perspective, could they really go all out against the young master? It was obviously just courtesy matches.

But the nanny didn't seem to think so and praised me so much for being amazing. I was just embarrassed.

...And it seems she told Sera about it too.

"The nanny sees me in a good light. She must have exaggerated a bit."
"If the knight says so, I should believe it."
"Please."
"Hehe, alright."

I smiled back at Sera as she burst into laughter with delight.

It's a little, just a little embarrassing, but if Sera is happy, it's fine. After all, she's Sera, confined to the mansion, specifically her room, living a lonely life. She should laugh like this.

"But why did you bring so many things? You could have come empty-handed."

Sera tilted her head and asked, her eyes drawn to the boxes in my hands.

Words she doesn't mean. If I had really come empty-handed, it's obvious she would have been upset.

"It's your birthday soon. I prepared a few things."

As I started opening the boxes one by one, Sera's eyes sparkled. Although she can't go outside, she tends to find vicarious satisfaction in collecting clothes and jewelry like this.

Finally, when I showed her the cake, she giggled again.

"I don't really like sweet things."
"I know. That's why I made it less sweet."

At those words, the fingers that had been tapping the box stopped.

"You made it?"
"Yes. Being in the baking club, this is the only skill I've improved."

After a moment of silence, Sera poked the cream on top of the cake with her finger.

"...Yes. It is. It's delicious."

And after tasting the cream, Sera smiled brightly.

Fortunately, it seems to suit her taste.

Including a fork with the cake box. From the seller's perspective, it's a small effort, but for the buyer, it's a thoughtful consideration that puts their mind at ease. Didn't we get an explosive response when we provided forks, knives, and tissues during the fair?

Though honestly, if the seller were royalty or nobility, they could probably sell garbage and still get an explosive response.

"That was delicious. It's too precious to eat all at once."

Sera smiled as she cut small pieces of cake with her fork.

There's nothing precious about it. Cakes like this were something I made routinely in the Baking Club. If Sera likes it, I can make it for her as many times as she wants.

"I'll keep making them for you while you're at the domain."
"Hehe, really? But I'd be in trouble if I gained weight."

Still smiling, Sera gently pushed the cake aside.

I couldn't help but give a bitter smile at the sight. Sera has always had a small appetite. Unfortunately, perhaps due to her illness, she can't eat much.

Even now, she's barely eaten anything before putting down her fork, and she's avoiding giving a positive response to my offer to keep making cakes.

'The aftereffects are still there.'

I bit my lip slightly. I thought she had improved a lot compared to before, but traces of her illness still remained.

Well, it makes sense. For an illness that has plagued Sera her entire life, expecting no traces would be greedy. It's already something that she can get out of bed and have comfortable conversations.

"I'm fine, Sir Knight. Surely you don't want to fatten up a lady?"

As if reading my thoughts, Sera took my hand and said playfully.

Strangely, I've never been able to hide anything from Sera. It's almost as if she's learned magic that reads people's minds.

And it's embarrassing. It should be me comforting Sera, not the other way around. Getting consolation from a sick friend—the Kracius name would weep.

"You need to gain some weight."

I forced a smile as I spoke, and Sera opened her eyes wide as if shocked.

"Does Erich perhaps have that kind of preference? Are you trying to fatten me up to eat me?"

I couldn't help but laugh as she dramatically covered her chest and curled up. This instantly turns someone into a cannibal.

"You caught me. I was planning to make you three times fatter."
"You're not a knight but an evil demon."

With those words, both Sera and I burst into laughter.

The bitter feeling seems to have improved a bit.

Sera carries all sorts of adverse conditions.

A young lady who has spent her entire life in a mansion. The only way she can learn about the outside world is through others. However, due to her noble status, she can't open up to the servants in the mansion. From a young age, Sera has lived in conditions sufficient to disconnect her from the world.

Perhaps that's why she doesn't let go when I visit. Besides her family, I'm the only one she can talk to.

"I heard the Academy is bigger than most cities. Is that true?"
"The Academy itself isn't bigger than a city, but a whole city has formed around the Academy."
"I see."

Of course, I don't mind. I'm not heartless enough to ignore a friend's loneliness, and talking with Sera puts my mind at ease too.

After all, when I go to visit Sera, I always expect to be held up for a while.

"But the Academy itself is big too. It's the Empire's finest educational institution."

Sera nodded continuously at my words.

It must be fascinating for her. She's been interested in the Academy since childhood. For Sera, who loves learning new knowledge, the Academy is practically an ideal.

It's just sad that she has to consider a place accessible to any noble as an ideal. It was an ideal for my brother too, but that's a different case.

"Oh, right. I heard this year's incoming students are unique."


As if she just remembered, she abruptly changed the subject.

I pondered for a moment about who these unique students might be. Anyone would know I'm talking about those guys, but sometimes I forget their status because we hang out so much.

"They are unique. There's a foreign prince and a future saint. We probably won't see such students again in the future."
"That's fascinating. I knew there were foreign students, but even royalty comes?"
"They're out of their minds."

Sera just blinked in surprise at my instinctive response that bypassed my brain.

Oh no, I should have phrased that better, but I spoke too honestly. It would be troublesome if Sera got startled.

"We're close because we're in the same club."

It sounds like an excuse, but it's true. After spending time in the same club, I no longer see them as high-ranking individuals but as weirdos who somehow ended up in high positions.

"So, Erich, you've gained a prince as a connection?"
"If you can call it that, then yes."
"What an impressive knight. So cool."

The sudden "Sir Knight" attack that hits me whenever I start to forget makes my head spin. The way she smiles brightly and even claps her hands is definitely teasing.

I resent my 8-year-old self. Why did I say such things that became embarrassing memories for life? Well, I suppose a 9-year-old can't be expected to have that kind of judgment.

"But if they're Erich's friends—I'd like to see them too."

As Sera spoke while twirling her hair with her finger, I thought of the three faces who should be in their home country by now.

They're not authoritative kids, so there wouldn't be a problem if they met Sera, but unfortunately, there's no way to meet them now. How ridiculous. They stayed in the Empire when they didn't need to, but when Sera wants to see them, they've jumped across the border. These unhelpful fools.

"Next summer vacation, if possible, I'll bring them. They're all interesting kids, so it'll be fun."

I quickly thought and gave an appropriate answer. Since I can't call those who've already returned home, I'll have to aim for next year.

"No need. If such people suddenly come as guests, the servants will be surprised."

I reflected on her perfectly sensible rejection.

I was crazy. I've been hanging out with those guys so much that I lost my mind. I almost caused psychological damage to Sera, who still needs stability.

"Anyway, I'll be able to see them in person."

?

My mind froze for a moment. See them in person? What does that mean?

"I've decided to enroll in the Academy."

???

"...The Academy?"
"Yes."

Her cheerful answer left me speechless. Suddenly enrolling in the Academy? That's not just a simple outing. Has her condition improved that much?

'Her nanny wouldn't send her recklessly.'

For a moment, I wondered if I should stop her, but her nanny adores Sera. She must have had the same concerns I have, and if it were dangerous, she would have already talked Sera out of it.

But is it really okay? What if living in an unfamiliar place makes her condition worse again?

"I'm enrolling as a second-year student. It's a shame to miss the first year—"

Sera gently took my hand as I fell into confusion. Her bright smile seemed to be comforting me, telling me not to worry.

"If I'm your junior, that means there will be times when we're apart. I don't like that."
"...If that's the case, I could visit every day during vacation..."
"No. I want to create memories with Erich."

Right now, I feel a bit resentful toward Sera. Why is she so firm at times like this?

"Don't worry. Both the mage and the priest said it's fine. I'm not completely cured yet... but they said I can do what others do."


And she unfairly brought in expert opinions. If she says that, I have no grounds to object.

"And with the knight around, what's there to worry about?"
"I'm the last person you should trust."

That made me laugh. She blocked my opposition with perfect justification, but her finish was clumsy.

I'm not as strong or steadfast as Sera thinks; I'm just an ordinary mage. Her faith in me is so excessive that it's embarrassing.

"Why? Are you perhaps serving another lady?"

But I shook my head at her voice, which had a hint of disappointment. I almost did, but not now. Embarrassingly, I'm a knight-errant with no one to serve.

...Well, if everyone says it's okay, it would be silly for me alone to oppose. Besides, as a friend, I can't interfere when Sera, who has been lonely, finally wants to see the light of the world, even if I can't congratulate her.

So I extended my hand slightly. If Sera wants a knight, I can certainly fulfill that role.

"My lady. You might regret choosing the wrong knight for life."
"Hehe, that has nothing to do with me, right?"

Sometimes it seems like she believes in me more than I believe in myself.

***

After Erich left, I stared at my right hand for a long time.

"Then, my lady. I pledge to protect you with everything I have for the next two years."

Erich kissed the back of my hand like a knight from a fairy tale. If I had relaxed even a little, I might have screamed with joy.

"Then I'll be the knight who protects Sera! If an angel comes to take Sera away, I'll chase it off!"

And I remembered what Erich, who was only 9 years old, had said to me 8 years ago when my illness was at its peak. I could see that moment overlapping with Erich as he kissed the back of my hand.

Of course, it was the impulsive words of a young child. But those impulsive words were words of salvation that kept me from giving up. Even Erich didn't regret what he said then. It's just that the expression was so childlike that it's embarrassing to think about now that he's grown up.

"You could protect me for life."

I unconsciously murmured while caressing my right hand.

How unfair, what's with just two years? Would it hurt to protect me for my entire life? The Kracius family will be inherited by brother Kal anyway, so Erich could just look after me alone.

"Fool."

But I like it. Even that foolish side is part of Erich.

'...I'm glad.'

And belatedly, relief washed over me. If, if Erich had someone he cherished in his heart, I might have collapsed again.

My knight alone, a knight to spend my life with. I endured all those years looking only at that, but if another lady had snatched my knight while I was immobile, it would have been terrible.

'Enen must have watched over him.'

But during the year Erich was at the Academy, fortunately, no one took him away.

It's truly a blessing from Enen. Although Enen gave me this illness, in return, He gave me the most precious relationship.

'Not much longer now.'

I tried to calm my pounding heart as I calculated the dates. Two months, just about two months more, and I'll be living at the Academy too.

He definitely mentioned a Baking Club, so I'll join that too. Even if we're in different classes, if we're in the same club, we can see each other often.

That way, we can spend our school life together, see each other more often than usual, grow closer...

'Hehe...'

I'm happy. This will probably be the best two years of my life.

Historically, the empire has been the center of the continent, and the Capital is the heart of the empire. Therefore, it's fair to say that the Capital represents the continent of its era and symbolizes the mandate of heaven. Today's Capital, Ausen, is a glorious city that symbolizes prosperity—a city of never-ending lights.

The end of the year is when the Capital becomes especially lively. All titled nobles of the empire gather for the New Year's greeting ceremony, along with their entourages, making the already bustling Capital even more boisterous.

Even a simple increase in population would have an impact, but these newcomers are nobles and attendants—big spenders. Naturally, the Capital's merchants cry out in happy distress at this massive influx of wealthy customers. A commotion in the most positive sense.

Along with this, the once-quiet noble district regains its warmth as it welcomes back its long-absent masters.

"How delightful to see the head of the Audit Department as soon as I arrive in the Capital."

Just like now.

"I'm glad I could bring Your Excellency joy."

I bowed my head to Marquis Iones, whose face seemed to have the word "happiness" written all over it. The Marquis was even more pleased at the sight.

'What a coincidence to meet him like this.'

It was an awkward situation—meeting my potential father-in-law at my lover's mansion. But it would be unreasonable to call this an ambush by the Marquis.

Though the Masalo family mansion is used like a personal residence by the Section Chief, the actual owner is still the head of the family, Marquis Iones. There's nothing strange about the owner visiting his own mansion.

The problem is that this meeting wasn't scheduled. Since the Section Chief hadn't mentioned anything, I naturally assumed he would come later, but I had no idea he would arrive today.

'What a strange trick.'

When I glanced at the Section Chief, she awkwardly avoided my gaze. I had wondered why she suddenly insisted on having a meal at the mansion, and now I see she had prepared this surprise.

Her avoidance confirms it. She definitely knew the Marquis was coming but kept quiet about it. She probably thought I might decline the invitation if I knew the Marquis was coming. Given her personality, she would have nagged the Marquis endlessly if he had disrupted our lunch date.

'I wouldn't have minded knowing.'

I looked sympathetically at the Section Chief who had deployed such a meaningless scheme. What's the problem with meeting someone a little earlier when we would have met at the New Year's greeting ceremony anyway? If the Marquis had been displeased with me like the Iron-Blooded Duke, it might have been different, but we're not on awkward terms. We could even be considered on friendly terms.

Privately, I'm his daughter's superior; publicly, I'm the admirable official who demolished the Aesilon Marquisate, once the leading family among the marquises. The Masalo Marquisate efficiently farmed the benefits that spilled from Aesilon's destruction, so how could he not look at me fondly?

"How is it? Aren't you happy to see your future son-in-law?"

The Section Chief, who had been silent until now, subtly linked her arm with mine as she spoke. From the Marquis's perspective, his precious daughter was showing affection to some thief right before his eyes, but his expression couldn't have been more serene.

No, he actually looked like he had fulfilled his life's greatest wish.

"Yes. Seeing that my daughter has finally found her match brings tears to my eyes."

At those sincere words, both the Section Chief and I were left speechless.

Though brief, his statement contained all the heartache the Marquis must have endured. Even an emotionless combat machine would shed tears at those words.

It makes sense. Even I, at 21, am tap-dancing at the edge of marriageable age, so how much worse must it be for the Section Chief? The Marquis probably started feeling anxious when the Section Chief turned twenty, and by the time she reached her current age, he was probably rolling on the floor coughing up blood.

Moreover, his daughter who had passed the marriageable age works for the Audit Department? He might have intellectually given up on her marriage despite his miserable feelings.

"I was so worried about her not having a partner all this time, but if that time was meant for her to meet the head of the Audit Department, then I can accept it. Yes, I can accept it."

But now, the Marquis seemed to have cast away all that misery, worry, and resignation. Though his daughter had spent a long time without a lover, he could gladly laugh it off if he thought of that time as a wait for an SSR-grade husband.


"Thank you, Audit Department Head. Thank you for not forgetting my request."
"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question the Marquis's words as he took my hand with trembling hands, seemingly overcome with emotion.

Request? I've rarely had the chance to meet the Marquis, so I don't recall receiving any requests from him. At most, to take good care of his daughter—

...?

'No way.'

Could it be that his "please take good care of her" wasn't meant as a superior but as a man?

"Though I've lived a life lacking nothing, the only thing that weighed on my mind was that child."

Fortunately or unfortunately, the Marquis continued to pour out his paternal feelings without paying attention to my question. The noble position of a marquis, a prosperous family, grown and diligent children. Yet his only worry was for his daughter who hadn't found a partner.

Even the Section Chief lowered her eyes awkwardly at his tearful appeal. Still, the Section Chief... she must know her family cares for her, as she's weak when it comes to family. If someone else had acted like this, she would have dismissed it, saying one's life is one's own to shape.

"Though it's regrettable that you're not her first husband, I believe you'll treat her without any shortcomings."
"I will live up to your trust."

At those words, the Marquis patted my hand several times with a heartwarming smile.

It feels strange. After seeing the Iron-Blooded Duke, a master of spiciness, this mildness is disorienting...

'Two more to go.'

I almost closed my eyes at the instinctive thought of the other fathers-in-law (whom I've never met). The baron father-in-law with whom I have no connection, and the count father-in-law with whom my only connection is an attempted family extermination.

This New Year's greeting ceremony is going to be quite intense.

Thanks to the Marquis who couldn't let his son-in-law leave empty-handed, I had to return with heavy hands. Actually, the size of the gift was small, but its value was heavy. Is it because the Marquisate is among the top one or two families? Who hands over land deeds just sitting there?

The Iron-Blooded Duke also stuffed in so much dowry that his wallet must have burst, so I wonder if expressing feelings through real estate is a trend among nobles these days. It's a somewhat frightening trend. I'll probably lose all my savings when my children get married.

"Isn't it fortunate to be a beloved son-in-law?"
"Given my position, I feel a bit uncomfortable."

I jokingly replied to Margareta's gentle smile.

But I'm partly serious. As the head of the Audit Department, I've received many "friendship fees" from various nobles, but those are usually collected through convoluted processes. It's extremely rare to receive something so directly. So it feels like I'm accepting something I shouldn't.

It's fortunate that I have the experience of receiving dowry from the Iron-Blooded Duke. If I hadn't had that precedent, I might have declined the father-in-law's kindness out of burden.

"Hehe, you should get used to it. I hear it's the heart of fathers-in-law and mothers-in-law to want to provide all sorts of things for their reliable son-in-law."

Is it just my imagination that her words sound like, "Now you have four in-laws, so you'd better be prepared"?

...Still, Margareta's words aren't wrong. It's customary for blood relations to exchange various things as long as it's not blatant corruption. When something happens, one's eyes turn to family; when one obtains something good, one wants to share it with family—roughly that sort of thing.

"Yes, I should. After all, I'm a noble before being an official."

A noble who forms and dissolves alliances according to the interests of their family and domain, not a civil servant who moves mechanically according to imperial orders.


The business card of a civil servant can be removed... well, honestly, it probably can't, but anyway, it's acquired, whereas the business card of a noble is innate. Since I bear the name Kracius, I need to get accustomed to the noble way of married life.

"Kal will be able to adapt quickly."
"Thank you for saying so."

I smiled at Margareta's words and subtly looked around.

An ordinary dining setting, with servants standing by in case of any situation. However, what's different from usual is the absence of Luise and Irina, who should be dining with us. It's certainly awkward when people who are usually present are missing.

But it can't be helped. Luise's father, Baron Atini, and Irina's father, Count Flanvel, have come up to the Capital. How disappointed would a father be if his daughter, who is nearby, doesn't even come to greet him? Besides, neither of them is cold-blooded enough to ignore their nearby family.

"Are you already feeling lonely?"

Noticing my gaze, Margareta asked with a small laugh. It's a bit embarrassing. Was my gaze too obvious?

"I suppose so. It feels strange when even one familiar object disappears, let alone people."

Of course, there's no need to deny it, so I spoke honestly. Moreover, these people aren't just casual acquaintances but lovers who share rings with me. It would be stranger to deny it.

"Make sure to say that at the New Year's greeting ceremony. They'll both love it."
"If I forget, please say it for me, Marga."

Though it's a dull joke, Margareta still laughed. Indeed, with jokes, it's not the content but the person telling it that matters.

'The New Year's greeting ceremony, huh.'

Looking at Margareta, my thoughts drifted to the New Year's greeting ceremony. Luise and Irina, who had gone to their families, weren't just going to greet them and return; they had decided to participate in the New Year's greeting ceremony.

'It's not a fun event though.'

Having experienced the New Year's greeting ceremony, I wanted to dissuade them. Though it's grand and splendid, with all titled nobles gathering and the Emperor appearing, it's not really enjoyable for young ladies. There's a reason why the children of titled nobles who come to the Capital hold separate banquets. I wanted to recommend they go there if they wanted to enjoy a banquet.

But I failed because Margareta strongly insisted on their participation in the New Year's greeting ceremony.

"The connection between me, the Magic-Ending Duke, and Kal will inevitably become known through rumors. The same goes for you two officials, since you work in the Capital."
"But Lady Luise and Lady Irina are at the Academy, so rumors about them are limited. Of course, if students inform their families, the rumors might spread through those families, but it's less effective than being seen directly."
"So now is the opportunity. An opportunity to proudly display yourselves before the titled nobles."

A few days ago, at the dining table, Margareta had seriously argued for the necessity of their attendance. Both Luise and Irina had listened intently, as if entranced by her persuasive words.

She's not wrong. Moreover, to be frank, the Naiad Barony, an ordinary baronial family, and the Yorun family, which focuses more on commercial affairs than central politics, don't have the power to lead social circles. If they just stay at the Academy, they can't effectively announce their deep relationship with me.

"Actually, to do it perfectly, they should attend not only the New Year's greeting ceremony but also the banquet held by the young nobles..."
"...I'll consider that. Let's finish the New Year's greeting ceremony first."

Besides, what argument could I make after hearing such words? It was pressure saying, "If those two don't come to the New Year's greeting ceremony, you must definitely go to the children's gathering."

"Don't worry too much. Though I'm not as experienced as Kal, I've attended before. I'll help diligently."

Finally, Margareta also expressed her intention to participate, so I had no grounds to dissuade them.

It's going to be a truly enjoyable New Year's greeting ceremony...

Luise and Irina went to be with their father who had traveled to the capital. Margareta also went to join the Iron-Blooded Duke as soon as he arrived at the Capital. It's lonely, but to attend the New Year's ceremony, one must be accompanied by a noble relative by blood, so this separation is unavoidable. Though I'm essentially engaged to all three of them, I'm not officially family yet.

That's why I have to attend the New Year's ceremony alone. It's strange. I have an abundance of rings on my fingers, yet no one by my side...

'Should I take them off?'

Three rings on one hand, a total of six in my brilliant collection. Looking at the dazzlingly bright collection made me consider that option.

Despite cramming all these rings onto my fingers, entering without a partner would make people see me as crazy. They'd think I'm some lunatic who gathers women like a fishing net but refuses to choose anyone. Well, honestly, I'm probably already notorious as a madman, but there's a difference between people whispering behind my back and facing their stares directly.

Of course, it was just a passing thought. If I removed the rings because the stares bothered me, I wouldn't be a madman but an asshole.

'When did I ever have a partner anyway?'

I calmed my unsettled feelings and put on my coat. Right, I entered alone last year and the year before, so why am I having these spoiled concerns now?

Eventually, starting next year, I'll have one or two partners, and ultimately, I'll need to enter with six people.

'...Six.'

Every time I think about it, I'm truly grateful for the Golden Duke with his legend of twelve. It's comforting that someone has been entering with twelve people for decades, making six seem modest in comparison. I should bow three times a day toward the Golden Duke from now on.

The Imperial Palace, normally accessible only to officials summoned by the Emperor or high-ranking civil servants, transforms into a bustling banquet hall during the New Year's ceremony.

Not all areas of the palace are opened for the imperial family's safety, but even the limited accessible areas are vast enough—naturally so, as the palace's size symbolizes the Emperor's divine mandate and imperial authority.

"Thank you for your hard work."
"Not at all. When else would we get to be active if not at times like this?"

Anyway, a sharp increase in visitors means those who normally manage the entry list are working themselves to death.

Seeing the captain of the Imperial Guard in charge of palace security, I greeted him, and he nodded lightly in welcome. Unfortunately, despite his positive words, his eyes were filled with fatigue.

Still, as the captain said, the Imperial Guard rarely has opportunities to be active outside these occasions. As the emperor's final shield, they're confined to the palace. From the perspective of knights forced into hikikomori status, if they don't appear before the nobility to display their authority, they'll be completely forgotten in social circles. People... die when they are forgotten...

"Please, go right in."

The captain quickly looked me up and down before stepping aside.

As soon as I heard those words, I glanced to the side. There was a long line of nobles being thoroughly checked by the Imperial Guard. With such a long queue right beside me, it felt a bit awkward to enter with a free pass. I just came to greet him first.

"Those with regular entry privileges and those with exceptional entry cannot follow the same procedure. In fact, it's better for those in line if we process fewer people through inspection."

The captain followed my gaze toward the line and said with a faint smile. With so many people already, he meant he'd let through those who don't need thorough checking without hesitation.

I find it fascinating every time. You'd expect the captain of the Imperial Guard to be a strict principlist without blood or tears, but Gara, the captain at the apex of imperial knights, is surprisingly flexible. How did he reach that position? Was it perhaps his adaptability that earned him high praise and the captaincy?

"Then excuse me."

Of course, there's no need to decline when troublesome procedures are being skipped. I should enter gladly.

After bowing to the captain and passing through the checkpoint, I saw a relatively quiet interior, unlike the somewhat noisy outside. Did I arrive too early? There aren't many people inside yet.

"Oh, you're here too."

I didn't expect to find the Minister among those few people. Why is someone of Count rank and ministerial position already here? Has aging reduced his sleep?

"Why are you here so early?"

"If I come when it's crowded, I'll just attract attention. You have no idea how many people pester me about budgets that have already been decided."

I couldn't help but nod at the Minister's disgusted expression.

Indeed, December through January is a period of hardship for ministers. It's when they hear all kinds of solicitations, pleas, and resentments from various departments and agencies. He probably judged it better to arrive early and hide somewhere rather than come late and draw aggro.

"What about you?"
"I also came early to avoid attracting attention."

His eyes pierced me as if to say "you're no different," but I attract attention for different reasons than the Minister. The Minister gets noticed for his authority, while I get noticed for my six rings.

As I awkwardly fidgeted with my hands, the Minister seemed to notice and let out a hollow laugh. Just this past summer I was making a fuss about pushing away Margareta, and now I'm becoming a little Golden Duke.

"Seeing you alone, I take it the group wedding hasn't happened yet?"

I couldn't say anything in response to his mocking taunt. Even I think the "group wedding" comment is something I'll be teased about for life.

My past self, you bastard. If you were going to go crazy, you should have done it with some dignity.

"Why are you alone, Your Excellency?"

Unable to counter his teasing, I kept my mouth shut before carefully changing the subject. It was an awkward pivot, but it was strange. Titled nobles usually bring their wives or husbands as partners to the New Year's ceremony, so why is he alone? I haven't heard of any domestic troubles.

Fortunately, it seemed there were no actual family problems, as the Minister casually pointed somewhere.

'Ah.'

And there I saw a group of very familiar people gathered together, chatting.

All familiar faces. The Minister's wife, as well as the department heads of the Ministry of Finance and their wives, gathered together. I showed the audacity of being the youngest one arriving last.

"Everyone's suffering the same way, so we decided to come early. I didn't expect you to come now either, but if you have nowhere to go, join us."
"Yes, well. Alright."

It wasn't a bad offer, so I moved with the Minister toward the Ministry of Finance family.

When the Audit Department Head wanders alone, people swarm around, but when high-ranking Ministry of Finance officials gather, people actually avoid approaching. Even if we're just having normal conversations, others assume we're discussing important matters and stay away.

Indeed, one's business card matters.

***

Despite the early hour, I hurried to attend the New Year's ceremony. When all titled nobles gather in one place, it means a gathering of numerous potential business partners.

To establish new business deals, it's best to secure a spot and wait in advance. It creates the impression that "I've been waiting for a transaction with you for some time"—a subtle perception, but one that can determine the scale and success of a deal. How could I remain idle?

"Irina. Are you not tired?"

My only concern was that my precious daughter accompanied me on this journey for such a trivial advantage. My wife seemed to share this concern as she worriedly asked Irina.

While my wife is accustomed to such activities, Irina is not. She hasn't been involved in commerce or merchant guild work and is just a delicate child who grew up normally.

"I'm fine. I wanted to come."

Irina responded to my wife's concern with a gentle smile. It might just be an answer to appease her mother, but considering Irina's good stamina, it could be sincere.

...Yes, let's think positively. If Irina had come to the New Year's ceremony against her will, that would be one thing, but as she says, she came because she wanted to. She'll overcome any tedium or fatigue without issue.


'Is it love?'

That thought suddenly crossed my mind, bringing a bitter smile to my face. How surprised I was when Irina said she wanted to attend the New Year's ceremony, when she appeared wearing a somewhat unique ring.

Now Irina has become someone in love. She's become a person who accomplishes things she couldn't do before, things she never even considered, moving forward with the power of love. It would be a lie to say I don't have mixed feelings about it. Especially when the object of her love is the Audit Department Head.

'Let's not think about it.'

But I've already decided to leave it to Irina's will. It's not right to interfere with the path my daughter has resolved to take. Suddenly changing my stance would be a failure as a father, as a noble, and as a merchant.

I'll just support and watch over my daughter. That's enough for my role.

After a while, we passed the Imperial Guard's inspection and entered the palace.

"Verified. You may enter."

Fortunately, the current captain is a reasonable person. The previous captain was so strict and thorough that every inspection felt like my blood was draining. I'm glad Irina doesn't have to experience that.

'Oh my.'

As soon as we passed the checkpoint and looked around, my body froze. As we had moved quickly on purpose, there weren't many people, but the few early arrivals happened to be influential figures.

Six men in the corner. Not just my eyes, but those of other nobles were fixed on that corner, unwilling to look away.

'The Ministry of Finance.'

It's certain. The combination of a large middle-aged man with a monocle and a young man is not a common sight. Moreover, the other four are figures I occasionally interact with through my merchant guild.

The Minister of Finance, the Audit Department Head, the Collection Department Head, the Procurement Department Head, the Statistics Department Head, and the Review Department Head. High-ranking officials of the Ministry of Finance who can move thousands or tens of thousands of gold coins with a single word.

'What's happening?'

I couldn't take my eyes off this unexpected gathering of influential figures.

It's understandable. Even two department heads meeting could cause the imperial economy to tremble, but all of them are gathered. And they've come early, seemingly to avoid the eyes of other nobles as much as possible.

...It seems this New Year's ceremony is going to be eventful.

***

Being the only young person among elders is exhausting.

"These days, my knees ache even when it snows. Haha, really. When you get old, you should just die."
"My goodness. If you talk like that already, what will you do? You should serve the empire for at least ten more years."
"Hahaha. If I'm here for ten more years, does that mean the Statistics Department Head will be here for twenty?"

Watching these people curse each other with smiling faces, I have no idea how to respond.

Actually, this disaster was predictable. The conversation topics of stagnant old-timers with no ambition for promotion and only a desire to retire are obvious. Just talk about recent events, children, grandchildren's antics, health issues. And at a high rate, retirement talk disguised as health concerns.

The topics were so predictable and boring that the wives had already escaped elsewhere. I, being a department head of the same rank as these people, had to endure the old-timers' complaints with my whole body. Damn it, let me escape too.

'Ah.'

As I turned my gaze around in boredom and complexity, I spotted Irina passing through the checkpoint.

It felt like finding light in darkness. Maybe I could use Irina as an excuse to escape this hell of stagnant old-timers...?

I was confused by Irina's startled gaze and couldn't lift my head. Irina had rescued me from darkness, but I had repaid her kindness with enmity.

"Oh, so this child is the Audit Department Head's lover."
"She's quite beautiful. I was worried he'd be without a partner past twenty, but it seems my concern was unnecessary."

The voices from behind made my mind go blank.

I had escaped the stagnant hell, but the devils had followed me out. Could this even be called an escape? Perhaps I actually possessed a passive skill that turned my surroundings into hell.

It was a pitiful situation. I had simply said I was going to greet an acquaintance who had arrived, but somehow the Minister and Department Heads had trailed behind me in a line. Reading the "I have nothing better to do, so this works out" sentiment in their expressions wasn't just my imagination.

"So, young lady. How old are you this year?"

I could see Count Planvel becoming flustered at the words of the Deliberation Department Head, whose every phrase revealed unmistakable years of experience.

The Deliberation Department Head was the oldest among the Ministry of Finance executives and bore the miraculous title of having returned from retirement. For Count Planvel, one of the upper nobility's influential figures, he must be quite an intimidating person. After all, who wouldn't be wary of the Deliberation Department Head who had final review authority over the imperial budget?

Anyway, Irina responded to the Finance Ministry's most senior veteran with a trembling voice.

"I-I'm eighteen now..."
"My goodness, so young. This thief has stolen a precious young lady."
"If the Audit Department Head is a thief, who will audit him?"

The Statistics Department Head subtly provided supporting fire to the Deliberation Department Head's joke.

These people, unlike earlier when they were smiling while cursing, now had genuine smiles overflowing from their faces. Does the enjoyment of others' romance stories never change regardless of age?

"No, there's only a four-year age difference, so how am I a thief?"

I made a small rebellion against the two Department Heads' brilliant teamwork. It was something I couldn't just let slide for the sake of my honor. I would accept it if the age gap was over ten years, but calling me a thief for just four years seemed excessive.

"A man in his twenties taking a teenager is definitely a thief."

However, my small rebellion truly ended small with the Minister's words, who had been quietly observing.

Damn these people.

The executives teased a few times and then casually walked away. Fortunately, while they were playful, they weren't tactless. People without tact probably wouldn't have risen to those positions anyway.

"I apologize, Count. I've caused an unnecessary commotion."

After confirming the executives had moved away, I quickly apologized to Count Planvel. Because of those burdensome gentlemen, I had seemingly put pressure on the Count. A group of Finance Ministry executives collectively pressuring a noble, especially one active in the upper nobility, would be nothing short of disastrous.

This is maddening. It's not enough to just show a good impression, but things got complicated from the start. Actually, things had already gone awry thanks to the Section Chief of the 3rd Section's brilliant performance.

"It's fine. Rather, seeing those gentlemen's different sides was quite refreshing."

Still, the Count maintained his smile as he answered. Whether he was truly fine with it or just pretending because showing displeasure would gain him nothing here.

"Please speak comfortably. What son-in-law would receive such formality from his father-in-law?"

Seeing his demeanor, I decided to be direct. The Count maintaining such formality with me meant there was still some wall in his heart.

While the wall was unavoidable due to the massive bomb the 3rd Section Chief had launched, it would be troublesome if it remained forever. Wouldn't Irina be sad if her husband and father had an awkward relationship? Though they say a son-in-law is a guest for a hundred years, this wasn't just a guest but an unwelcome one.

At my words, a strange light flickered in the Count's eyes. As if he hadn't expected me to be so direct and clearly submissive in such a public setting.

"That's true. Although perhaps because of my age, I find it difficult to adapt to new things, but I'll try to speak comfortably by the wedding."
"I appreciate your words."

It's the first time I've heard a merchant say they adapt slowly, but I can't rush the Count who has stated he'll change gradually.


Moreover, he clearly set the wedding as a deadline. It's fortunate that he's not opposing my relationship with Irina.

"I must apologize to the Countess as well. Those gentlemen have mischievous sides, and many people are surprised when first conversing with them."

I also bowed to the Countess beside the Count. At least the Count might have had opportunities to interact with the Department Heads through work, and Irina could rely on me, but not the Countess.

How often would the matriarch of a family meet high-ranking officials? It must have been quite burdensome for those officials to show interest in her beloved daughter. She might even be considered the greatest victim among those present.

Indeed, unlike the Count who maintained outward calm, the Countess's pupils trembled slightly, suggesting she hadn't yet calmed her startled heart.

"Don't worry about it. As the Audit Department Head said, they're just a bit mischievous."

Still, it's fortunate she verbally assured me it was fine. Really fortunate...

'Damn those people.'

I thought of those gentlemen who would now be having meaningless conversations in some corner.

Couldn't they please consider the power they wield before acting? There are many, many people who would be overwhelmed just by a Department Head of the Ministry of Finance addressing them.

***

When the Audit Department Head and other Finance Ministry executives arrived, it felt like being sucked into a typhoon. Fortunately, there was no problem since the executives approached not as officials but as acquaintances of the Audit Department Head.

Anyway, the executives who approached as ordinary acquaintances showed interest in Irina like elderly people giving snacks to neighborhood children. They only exchanged brief greetings with me.

'I should be satisfied with just seeing their faces.'

If so, it's not bad. Ultimately, if there was no harm done, this meeting was quite decent. It's beneficial to interact with high-ranking officials of the Ministry of Finance, and I met all the executives simultaneously. If I were to judge whether this was fortunate or unfortunate, it would be fortunate.

Moreover, the Audit Department Head apologized several times for the sudden meeting, so there's no need to make an issue of it anymore. Rather, if I think of it as him arranging a meeting with the executives, I should be grateful.

Yes, I should be grateful, but...

'Really half.'

My gaze went to the Audit Department Head's hand as he conversed with the Countess. More precisely, to his ring.

Though I already knew from what Irina had told me, I couldn't believe he actually wore a half ring. Seeing something that destroyed conventional wisdom almost made me laugh involuntarily.

'...It seems quite good.'

Simultaneously, my merchant instinct howled. A ring worn by the Audit Department Head and his lovers. A ring no one had ever seen or even imagined before. Moreover, the meaning behind it is quite nice. Isn't two becoming one rather romantic?

This will sell. It will definitely sell. Even if only the Audit Department Head wore it, a trend would have started, but the Iron-Blooded Duke's daughter and even the Magic-Ending Duke wore that ring. Add to that the timing of the New Year's Greeting ceremony where all titled nobles gather. It would be strange if this didn't become a trend.

Fortunately, our family has contracts with several master craftsmen. I should contact them after today's schedule is over.

***

I left the place with Count Planvel's subtle gaze behind me. His eyes had been fixed on the ring for a while; it seems he's concerned that his precious daughter is one of six wives.

I'm the guilty one, I'm the guilty one...

"A father naturally wishes for his daughter to have exclusive love."
"Since you know, please shut up."

Unfortunately, the Minister, seemingly understanding my feelings, naturally provoked me as easily as breathing.

Who doesn't know that? Even in a society where polygamy is natural, feelings are obviously separate. The instinct to want one's child in a better position cannot be stopped by law or custom.


"Still, it went better than expected. If it were me, I wouldn't have given permission even if dirt entered my eyes."
'Fuck.'

Despite my plea for him to shut up, the Minister began beating me with irrefutable facts.

Honestly, I would have felt the same if I were Count Planvel. The culprit who destroyed his family, and then had the audacity to steal his precious daughter despite apologizing for the mistake. It's a position that would make anyone bolt upright even in their sleep.

I hope my future daughter never meets someone like me...

"Minister, please don't be so harsh. Count Planvel seems to have let go of his resentment, so is there any need for us outsiders to interfere?"
"You're right. I was being shortsighted."

The Deliberation Department Head intervened and mediated between the Minister's harsh facts and my inability to respond when putting myself in the Count's shoes.

The Minister quickly withdrew at the Deliberation Department Head's words, accompanied by a gentle laugh. That's understandable. The Minister, of all people, cannot disrespect the Deliberation Department Head. Wasn't it the Minister who visited the retired Deliberation Department Head, enjoying his happy retirement, and begged him three times to work for the Ministry of Finance again?

...The more I think about it, the more dreadful it seems. To be dragged back after finally retiring. Isn't that the worst life for a civil servant?

'No wonder he's a fun-seeker.'

I found myself looking at the Deliberation Department Head with sympathetic eyes. When we went to see Irina earlier, it was the Deliberation Department Head who incited the other executives to come along.

I was a bit annoyed then, but now that I think of it as his struggle to find joy in life somehow, I felt like crying.

'I should avoid such a late-life fate.'

It might be good to cross the border, making re-employment impossible after retirement.

The once-quiet interior of the Imperial Palace gradually became bustling. Yet, despite the general bustle, our vicinity remained serene.

Business cards are truly beneficial. In reality, it's just old men looking forward to retirement complaining, but others think we're discussing important policies and don't approach. Everyone dislikes talking about work during off-hours, but they don't realize that.

"Hey."
"Yes?"

While absentmindedly listening to the other Department Heads' laments about "wanting to pass on their titles but their children not wanting to accept them," the Minister tapped my shoulder.

"Congratulations. You won't need to go looking."

I instinctively frowned at the sudden remark. What's that supposed to mean?

In response, the Minister pointed somewhere, as if telling me to see for myself—

'Ah.'

As soon as I turned my gaze in the direction of his finger, my body froze.

I saw a stiffly rigid blonde man walking with the Iron-Blooded Duke, and a few steps behind, a pink-haired woman holding Luise's hand.

'...What's going on?'

I'm confused. Given the circumstances, it's clearly the Naiad family, but why are they entering with the Valenti family?

Could it be that the daughters are close, so they decided to come together? No, but the Yorun family came separately. Could they have coincidentally met at the entrance?

"Now we just need Marquis Iones to arrive."

I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh at the Minister's quiet jab.

The footsteps feel heavy. I find myself consciously controlling my breathing. I'm even thinking about where to place my tongue. It's terrible. Why does Enen test me like this?

Just a few hours ago, I was happy. I got to meet my precious daughter after a long time, and we even attended the New Year's ceremony together. An event I couldn't bring myself to recommend to a teenager who might find it boring and burdensome—now I could attend it with my daughter.

How could I not be delighted? Although she's participating for reasons beyond family time, that's just a minor detail. No, it's not even an issue. If that purpose is my daughter's love, I'm more than willing to comply. When my only remaining daughter says she's in love, what father wouldn't support her?

Though I never expected such hardship right from the start.

"It's my first time entering with another family. Quite a novel feeling."
"Y-yes. Same for me."

I tried my best not to look beside me, but when the Duke personally spoke, I couldn't possibly ignore him.

My head is still spinning. The Iron-Blooded Duke? Walking side by side with one of the Dukes? Isn't this too cruel a punishment for a mere Baron?

'Well, I suppose it's fortunate.'

I thought of Luise, who must be following behind with my wife. While this feels like an unexpected punishment for me, it's actually fortunate from Luise's perspective. It means her relationship with the Duke's daughter is good enough for the Iron-Blooded Duke to acknowledge a mere Baron's family.

I had many concerns, truthfully. When Luise wore that ring with a happy smile, I shared her happiness, but when I heard her love interest was the Head of the Audit Department, I seriously considered intervening. Even though I mostly stay in my domain, I still hear society gossip. The Iron-Blooded Duke's youngest daughter and the man the Magic-Ending Duke has fallen for. The miraculous man with two ducal families on either side. And when I heard Luise was caught between them, I was shocked.

If they simply ignored her, and Luise's love was thwarted as a result, that would be an acceptable outcome. In the worst case, both ducal families might express anger at a Baron's daughter daring to interfere. Not only would her love fail, but Luise's future would darken.

"It's okay. My brother has already accepted my feelings. Senior also supported me."

But seeing her face truly in love, I couldn't bring myself to stop her. After Hilda left on a long journey because of us inexperienced parents, Luise had subtly drawn lines in her relationships with others. How could I stop her now that she was finally erasing those lines?

Besides, whatever happened, the Iron-Blooded Duke's youngest daughter was apparently close enough to support Luise.

'If Luise likes him, it doesn't matter who he is.'

Luise's happiness, the Duke's daughter's support—it would be harder to find reasons to object. I was prepared to accept whoever Luise truly loved, even if they were a commoner, especially since she had built such walls around her heart.

...Though I never imagined the problem would be that her love interest was too high in status rather than too low. Normally, nobles marry those of similar rank.

"There they are. Seems they've spotted us."
"Ah, I see."

The Iron-Blooded Duke fixed his gaze somewhere, having noticed something—and I instinctively responded without knowing who he had spotted—

'Good heavens.'

My body froze the moment I saw a young man in black formal attire, followed by five others.

Though I'd never seen them in person, with that appearance and composition, it was obvious who they were.

***

As expected, the people entering with the Iron-Blooded Duke were from the Naiad family. The blonde man suddenly punished with walking alongside a Duke was Baron Atini, Luise's father.

"Your Excellency is too much. Walking beside you must be quite burdensome for the Baron."


I couldn't help but look at the Minister who muttered sympathetically beside me.

'What about your conscience?'

The words "you're one to talk" circled in my mouth. Having a Duke beside him was bad enough, but wasn't it equally terrible to have the Audit Department Head followed by a horde of Finance Ministry officials?

I had clearly intended to go alone to pay my respects, but this stagnant water party inevitably swarmed like an RPG party. Why move in groups when there's no demon lord to fight? I wish they would all disappear.

"I apologize for greeting you only now. I should have contacted you earlier."
"Haha, not at all. You're busy with state affairs, after all."

With a Duke beside him and Finance Ministry officials surrounding him, Baron Atini developed trembling pupils and a racing heart. Unlike Count Flanvel, who had some resistance to high nobles, Baron Atini was an ordinary provincial lord.

Seeing his state, how could I keep him trapped? I said my goodbyes, mentioning that we could meet again once Emperor arrived. The Baron nodded quickly, seemingly eager to escape. Of course, the Iron-Blooded Duke didn't need a lengthy conversation, having recently stayed together in Ulken.

'We'll see each other again anyway.'

The New Year's ceremony doesn't end in just a day or two. It would be strange to send nobles from across the Empire home right after they arrived.

There will be plenty of time for greetings. Once the Emperor's New Year's address ends, the schedule is essentially banquet after banquet after banquet.

"Why don't you go with them?"

As we watched the bizarre Duke-plus-Baron combination walk away, the Minister casually spoke up.

"No thanks. How much attention would the Audit Department Head draw standing next to a Duke?"

I quickly shook my head at his casual suggestion to send his subordinate into danger.

Besides, if I joined them now, I'd be intruding on family time. Margareta might not mind, but Luise was meeting her family after a long time and deserved private moments with them. It's not like I wouldn't have other opportunities to see them.

"True. Any more attention and the Baron might die."

I nodded at those words.

Since I only saw parts of the original story when Luise was very young, I don't know what kind of person the Baron is now, but at least in the past, he was an ordinary, modest, picture-perfect caring father and lord. Not particularly capable, but without greed. If that personality continues today, the Baron must be suffering.

Having the Audit Department Head as his only son-in-law would be nerve-wracking enough, but that son-in-law is also connected to a ducal family? Wanting a peaceful life without ambition, yet unintentionally entangled with power?

I understand that pain and sorrow well. I'm experiencing it in real-time myself.

'...I wonder if I'll be able to greet him.'

I suspect the Baron might avoid me even after the Emperor's address.

The nobles scattered throughout the open areas of the Imperial Palace gathered in one place. The Emperor's New Year's address would begin soon.

The Emperor, high as the heavens, would personally greet his subjects. Naturally, those subjects should gather before the Emperor—one couldn't dare make the Emperor wait or walk around.

"It's more splendid than last year."

"Last year was austere. This is the normal state."

The expanded open areas, decorations not seen before, more knights than last time.

Even a casual glance showed more effort than last year, so I asked the Minister, but he replied that it wasn't extra effort but rather a restoration.

"They're showing off that they've completely recovered from the wounds of war and turmoil."

His additional comment involuntarily brought to mind Dorgon, who was displaying insane presence in the North, but I pushed that thought away.

Regardless of that bastard's existence, it's true that the Empire is regaining its pre-war capabilities. Rather, such displays might prevent nobles from thinking about Dorgon. They'll believe the Empire will easily overcome him even if he appears again.

'It can't be helped.'

Every extravagant expenditure has its reason. If authority and dignity can be bought with money, it's actually a profitable transaction...

As I absentmindedly stared at the platform where the Emperor would appear, the door opened and the Minister of the Imperial Household emerged first. It's about to begin.

"Nobles who follow the Mandate of Heaven, kneel!"

The Minister of the Imperial Household, appearing before the Emperor, took out what looked like a scroll and shouted in a resounding voice. It was a volume difficult to associate with an elderly man.

At the Minister's cry, the nobles simultaneously knelt and bowed their heads. In this situation, only a traitor would refuse to kneel.

"Descendant of Emperor Eimanka who established the Mandate of Heaven with Enen's blessing, guardian of the Mandate, master of Livnoman and the legitimate and sole Emperor of Kfelopen! King of Tiraf, Groten, Latia, Prunian, and Galan! Duke of Itiruna, Hanten, Naigal, Raum, and Reneu! Marquis of Krota, Pelen, Lisiuta, Pulu, Ureheun, Nichenova, Noman, Palenban, and Noisheuten! Count of Nasa, Letaron, Siran, Granoe, and Winius! Lord of Doba, Kandalen, Pedun, Wiridia, Kamora, Terpol, Ber, Izna, Noden, and more! Patron of the Imperial Academy, master of the knightly orders, ally of other races—"

After confirming the nobles had knelt, the Minister of the Imperial Household quickly recited the Emperor's titles. I wonder if we couldn't just summarize it as "Emperor of the Empire," but these numerous titles and positions serve to demonstrate overwhelming superiority over other nobles.

Moreover, since this tradition has continued since Emperor Eimanka's time, it can't be changed, and it's not harmful enough to warrant a difficult change...

'...Has it shortened?'

But something seems off. The Minister's speech is shorter than last year.

What's going on? I haven't heard anything about consolidating titles. And they wouldn't suddenly start omitting certain titles.

'Ah.'

I realized belatedly. If the Emperor's titles have decreased, the reason is obvious.

'He got demoted.'

He passed them to the Crown Prince.

Realizing this fact made me feel immensely better. Thinking about that guy's increased workload couldn't make me happier.

Well, good for him. With all those titles and territories, at least his wallet won't run dry.

All I'll inherit is one Imperial Count title and a few Baronies.

Ah! I'm so envious!

I recalled the words of the Minister of the Imperial Household and suppressed the twitching corner of my mouth. The Emperor had kept all his royal and ducal titles, which was inevitable—those couldn't be relinquished unless he abdicated completely.

Instead, several marquisates, many counties, and various other titles had gone "missing." Naturally, the Crown Prince would be the "finder" of these missing titles, and the Emperor, acknowledging his merit, would have generously allowed the finder to keep the lost items rather than taking them back. Imagining the Crown Prince receiving these titles with tears of gratitude makes me want to cry too.

Of course, mine would be tears of joy. How heartwarming that father and son have such a close relationship that they can exchange titles—the future of the Empire looks bright indeed.

"—His Majesty Corvus Eimanka Livnoman of Kfelopen, Guardian of the Holy Land and Father of his subjects, graces the nobles with his presence. Let all nobles who follow the Mandate of Heaven bow their heads to welcome His Imperial Majesty!"

The Minister of the Imperial Household's proclamation, which had seemed long and tedious last year, now felt delightful. Perhaps because I was calculating how much the Crown Prince had gained.

At the minister's words, the nobles lowered their already bowed heads further toward the floor. Soon after, the sound of doors opening was followed by rhythmic footsteps.

"Raise your heads."

The Emperor's voice resonated throughout the hall. A low but weighty voice, not loud yet so clear it seemed to speak directly beside each person. That voice carried an immense pressure proportional to the title of Emperor.

In truth, it doesn't matter whether the Emperor's voice is soft or loud. If one fails to hear the Emperor's words, they would have to shout "This humble servant was actually deaf!" and cut off their own ears.

"It is gratifying to see the pillars of the Empire gathered in one place."

Fortunately, the nobles raised their heads instead of cutting off their ears, and the Emperor briefly addressed them while looking down.

Glancing behind the Emperor, I noticed the Minister of the Imperial Household who had somehow knelt down, the Crown Prince and Crown Princess who seemed to have entered with the Emperor, and finally Ainter standing there.

"Oh."

I almost let out an exclamation at the sight.

I had certainly heard that Ainter would participate in the New Year's ceremony, but I never expected him to be standing proudly in that position. Typically, only the heir apparent and favored children could stand with the Emperor during the New Year's address.

Although the current Emperor only has two children—the Crown Prince and Ainter—not all children are automatically granted this position. There have been Emperors who appeared alone because they were displeased with their children.

"There's no reason to reignite the succession competition now."

Unless the Emperor has gone senile, he wouldn't use Ainter to start a second succession dispute. The Crown Prince's expression also seemed calm—no, slightly tired—suggesting he wasn't particularly displeased.

If it's not a succession dispute and the Crown Prince has accepted it, then it means Ainter, who had been living under constant threat of purge as the Second Prince's full brother, has returned to being a normal imperial family member. As Ainter's tutor, this is welcome news. Suddenly, the reason to kill Ainter has disappeared.

"Though the Empire has experienced various disturbances, these disturbances are merely a page in the Empire's eternal history. The legacy built since our predecessors and your loyalty have become the bridge for the Empire to move forward."

The other nobles must have noticed the changes in the imperial family that I had perceived. Despite the subtly restless atmosphere, the Emperor continued speaking as if nothing were amiss.

"The Empire stands firm. Though we may pause our steps and look elsewhere momentarily, the Empire will not fall. Even if we were to head in a different direction, we would quickly find the right path."

A brief but direct New Year's address. The slightly restless atmosphere quickly subsided at those words. After all, the Emperor's speech contained overflowing confidence and subtle warnings.

A declaration that despite being punched in the solar plexus by the Usurper and suffering considerable losses due to the Second Prince's madness, we have recovered. A confidence that even though the Usurper's child remains in the North, it poses no problem.

However, all this was possible because of the Empire's unity, and if anyone harbors different intentions beyond hesitation like the former Second Prince faction, they would be utterly destroyed.

"How fierce."

The nobles were so moved by the fiery New Year's address that set viewers' hearts ablaze that they couldn't move a finger.

The roundabout rhetoric symbolic of politicians. When the Emperor, the ultimate master of such rhetoric, speaks so bluntly, it means he's made up his mind. Any noble showing even slightly suspicious movements from now on will have their head cracked instantly.

"I have finished what I had to say. Crown Prince, remain here for the loyal subjects who have taken their precious time."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

After finishing his New Year's address, the Emperor left the Crown Prince in charge and turned away, causing the nobles to stir again. Everyone knew the Emperor had stepped back from the front lines. They could also tell from the Minister of the Imperial Household's words that he had transferred many titles.

But leaving the New Year's ceremony after just giving the address is a separate issue. This is the only occasion in the year when all titled nobles gather. Leaving before the end and passing the responsibility to the Crown Prince means he sees no need to stay.

"...Three years at most, right?"

No matter how I think about it, these are signs of abdication. And quite imminent abdication at that. It will definitely happen within three years at the latest.

"It could be next year."

Fortunately, I wasn't alone in my excitement. When I cautiously asked the minister, he also spoke with a stern face.

This is troublesome. Seeing the Emperor gradually transferring duties and titles, some people had suspected this, but many thought it was preparation to reduce the shock if the throne were to pass due to a sudden death.

After this performance, those people will change their minds too. This is definitely a sign of abdication.

"We're doomed."

What should I do? When an abdication is announced, all officials at department head level and above must kowtow and ask the Emperor to reconsider. Even if he's firmly decided on abdication, it's the custom in this bizarre world to dissuade him several times.

This is maddening. The original author must have been a Confucian-humanist, as traces of Confucianism appear in strange places...

After the Emperor dropped three consecutive bombshells on the nobles and disappeared, the nobles split into three groups.

Those rushing to the Crown Prince, whose succession to the throne was imminent, to make an impression; those trying to establish moderate connections with Ainter, who had evolved from a Third Prince in name only to a real Third Prince; and finally, those nobles who preferred to mingle with other non-imperial nobles.

I belonged to the last group.

"Heeeey—kyaaaaa! It'sh been sho long shince I shaw you in pershon!"
"Yes, indeed. It's good to see you."
"Hehehe, right? Ishn't it nice?"

No, not at all.

Swallowing the words that had risen to my throat, I looked at the drunk in front of me. Now that the New Year's address was over, no one would say anything if the Duke left, but why did he have to cling to me of all people?

With mixed feelings, I looked at the Wise Duke and then turned my gaze to the man beside him.

"It's been a long time, Uncle."
"Yes, it has been a while."

Unlike the berserk drunk beside him, the consort of the Salon ducal family smiled gently—my maternal uncle with light brown hair and blue eyes like my mother—though some white hair was visible, suggesting he was under considerable stress.

How unfortunate. Surprisingly, they married for love rather than political reasons, but even that overflowing love couldn't overcome this drunkard. No, perhaps it's because he loves his wife that he's more distressed by her drunken behavior.

"Who would stop this person?"

The Wise Duke was gulping down whiskey straight from the bottle. From the atmosphere, it seemed she had been in this state even before the New Year's address ended. Considering that dukes listen to the New Year's address from the front row, this should be impossible, but who could stop the Wise Duke's drinking when even the Emperor couldn't?

In the past, the Emperor, unable to bear the Wise Duke's crazy drinking, presented her with a cup and suggested drinking only one cup per day. Of course, knowing she would increase the number of cups if given a small one, he gave her quite a large size, but if she drank only that much, it would still be less than usual.

However, from that day on, the Wise Duke began drinking straight from the bottle. Naturally, the shocked Emperor said something like "You bastard, has your brain finally been pickled in alcohol?" but in more diplomatic terms—

"My body is the cup, and I am filling one cup with alcohol!"


With those words, boldly spoken while dispelling the effects of alcohol, the Emperor sensed that nothing could stop this chain of drinking.

"Hmm? Nephew, why are you looking at me like that?"

The drunkard, whom even the Emperor had given up on, seemed to notice my gaze and tilted her head questioningly.

"He seems worried about you, dear. Try to drink moderately in front of your nephew."
"Awww~ darling, you're the one who said I shouldn't hold back on what I enjoy~"
"I didn't expect you to take it this far..."

My uncle patted the Wise Duke's shoulder with a smile, while she slurred her words even more and acted cute toward him. So it was my uncle who encouraged the drinking. He brought this disaster upon himself.

Anyway, this is driving me crazy. Why do I have to witness this?

"They sure know when to disappear."

My dizzying frustration turned into resentment toward the Ministry of Finance executives.

My back feels cold. It feels empty, as if there's no one behind me. Count Planvel, the Iron-Blooded Duke, and Baron Atini would cling to me even when I tried to shake them off, but when I actually want them around, they vanish like ghosts. Is this... the spirit of the Ministry of Finance? It's utterly disgusting.

"Wise Duke. While it's commendable that you have a good relationship with your spouse, flaunting it too much is embarrassing."

But an unexpected savior appeared, making my back suddenly feel warm.

"Ah! Iron-Blooded Duke!"

At the Iron-Blooded Duke's sudden intrusion, the Wise Duke waved her hand with a giggle, and my uncle bowed his head in greeting.

How touching. While my workplace colleagues abandoned me, my first father-in-law came to protect me. This is... the spirit of the Valenti family? It's incredibly beautiful.

"You seem to have plenty of time. Shouldn't you visit your in-laws immediately after the New Year's address?"

After nodding in response to my uncle's bow, the Iron-Blooded Duke spoke to me in a gruff tone.

But I know. Although his tone is brusque and seems reproachful, it contains consideration to extract me from the Wise Duke's clutches.

"I apologize."
"That's enough."

See? Even now, he accepts just one word of apology.

"May I take this fellow away? He's as busy as his fingers, and I can't leave him alone."

At those words, the Wise Duke's gaze turned to my hand—specifically to my ring(s), and upon seeing the six rings, she let out a laughing sound like "puhihing." It's infuriating. It's even more infuriating because it's genuine laughter.

"Oh my, I've been bothering my busy nephew!"

That's a somewhat belated realization. You've always been a bother.

But of course, I didn't say that out loud. If I misspoke, she would whine about her nephew's love growing cold.

"Bye-bye, nephew! Go play with your preeeeetty wives instead of me!"
"Yes, Aunt. Thank you."

Thankfully, the Wise Duke is just an annoying type, not a clingy one.

# New Year's Ceremony

The New Year's Ceremony. An occasion where all titled nobles of the Empire gather before His Majesty the Emperor to renew their pledge of loyalty. More magnificent and splendid than any other event, but equally weighty and burdensome.

That's why, although I was curious about the New Year's Ceremony, I never wanted to attend. Eventually, when I inherited my title, I would have to go whether I wanted to or not.

I'd heard that some people voluntarily participate to expand their connections, but I just wanted to live peacefully in my domain even after becoming a baroness. Father understood my feelings, so he never even suggested traveling to the Capital.

'So this is what it's like.'

But this year, I ended up attending the New Year's Ceremony. And not at Father's suggestion, but of my own will. Father was so surprised when I suddenly said I wanted to come along.

No, to be precise, I decided after hearing the Duchess's words, so should I say it was the Duchess's will?

'Well, it doesn't matter.'

Whether it was my will or the Duchess's, the result remains unchanged—I've come to the New Year's Ceremony for the first time. So now, let's look around. Since I'm here, I might as well enjoy it to the fullest.

While thinking this and looking around, something cold suddenly touched my cheek.

"Eek!"
"Aha, surprised?"

Trembling, I turned to see Irina smiling with a small glass in her hand.

"You must be thirsty, have a drink. I brought juice instead of alcohol, so don't feel pressured."

Irina handed me the glass that I presumed she had pressed against my cheek. It was so cold that frost seemed to have formed on the surface. Even if it's warm inside, pressing something that cold against someone's cheek in the middle of winter is too much.

"You could have given it to me normally."
"You seemed so distracted."

I spoke somewhat reproachfully, but I couldn't deny Irina's answer as she chuckled. It's true that I never planned to come here before, but I had always been curious. How could I not be distracted when everything I see is new, and every place I go is unfamiliar?

And this isn't just anywhere—it's the Imperial Palace. The Imperial Palace, where even most nobles wouldn't dare to come except for the New Year's Ceremony. It's natural to be fascinated.

"...Was it that obvious?"
"Yes, extremely."

But it's embarrassing to appear like "a young lady from the countryside who finds everything fascinating" in others' eyes. Especially since that's exactly what I am.

"I was like that earlier too. I'm fine now because I've already looked around."

Sensing my dejection, Irina gently patted my shoulder with a light smile. She said she was also looking around curiously earlier. She's fine now because she's gotten used to it.

Sadly, her warm consolation only made me more embarrassed. Looking at it differently, my behavior must have been critically obvious for her to offer such comfort.

"That's a relief..."

Still, I couldn't ignore Irina's sincerity, so I pretended to feel better.

...Right, what sightseeing? I came here to show my relationship with my brother, not to play around.

If looking around is too obvious, I'll just stop looking at anything. With that determination, I fixed my gaze downward while sipping my juice, when suddenly the Duchess approached and placed her hand on my shoulder.

"It's natural when it's your first time. I was the same, so don't worry too much, Lady Luise."
"Ah, senior."
"Sorry to interrupt your fun, but please let me join you. It's boring over there."

Looking in the direction the Duchess had come from, I understood why she said it was boring. The elders of three families were gathered closely together. Even for the Duchess, it wasn't a group one could casually join.


"That's why Kal is coming here too."

At the Duchess's words, pointing forward with a chuckle, both Irina and I hurriedly turned our gaze.

That was fast. It seemed like just moments ago that the Iron-Blooded Duke left to fetch my brother, but he's already found him and returned?

'This isn't even a small space.'

Though we're indoors, it's definitely not a small area. Rather, as the place where His Majesty the Emperor delivered his New Year's address, it's quite spacious. To find someone so quickly in such a place—is this an ability one gains upon becoming a duke?

"...It looks like it might take a while?"

Irina, who had spotted my brother in the crowd, muttered somewhat glumly.

Having belatedly spotted my brother as well, I could only smile awkwardly. Is it appropriate to say he's "coming"? "Captured" seems more fitting.

My brother making his way through the crowd, coming into contact with various nobles; nobles approaching him to exchange even a single greeting. The Iron-Blooded Duke was beside him, but that only gave nobles more reason to approach rather than serving as a shield.

"It can't be helped. Kal is rarely seen in social circles except at times like this."

The Duchess shrugged, her face showing pride rather than disappointment. As if she were proud that my brother stood at the center of the nobles' attention.

And I felt the same way. I was seeing a different side of my brother, or more precisely, his true self that I hadn't seen before. Not as the club advisor, but as the Head of the Audit Department.

A person whom even high nobles with nothing to envy approach first and bow to, a person who commands respect from others despite being only a few years older than me.

'How impressive...'

My heart, which already fluttered whenever I saw my brother, beat even faster. So this is the real brother. Not the kind and gentle brother, but the noble brother.

I thought I was already in love, but I might fall for him all over again. Mother used to say that a man focused on his work is attractive—so this is what she meant.

***

Aish, damn it. Please, let's just walk.

What are they, Pokémon trainers? They rush over the moment our eyes meet. Do they give money if I defeat them in battle?

"Ah, it's been a while. I heard you were promoted to Commander of the Eastern Front. With the Commander's authority, those kingdoms won't dare raise their heads."
"I received what you sent last time. I'd like to reciprocate, but you're a person who lacks nothing, Chief Justice, so I really don't know what to offer."
"I heard your son works at the General Command. He's such a bright young man that even the Victorious Duke has taken notice."

But nobles who would approach me are all influential figures. If I ignore them or respond half-heartedly, the aftermath would twist my entire body in the future.

Even now, it's like that. Current powerhouses like the Front Commander and the Chief Justice. And high nobles who have some voice in politics are the only ones approaching me. To make matters worse, they're not strangers, so it's also a headache to rack my brain for memories to continue the conversation.

But what can I do? To maintain a smooth and peaceful civil service life, I shouldn't make enemies.

'It's not like a person can live alone.'

A prodigy who became a department head at 19. It sounds good, but frankly speaking, I'm a youngster who stands above others, disregarding both age and experience. Even with the Crown Prince's will behind it, it's undeniable that I'm an anomaly in both the administration and political circles.

I could sweep away those who make noise with complaints, but that's limited to the Audit Department that I can manage. If I dealt with officials from other departments just because they badmouthed me, I'd just be a crazy bastard.

So I need to show only my good side. If I were a loose cannon who lived for my own satisfaction, I would have been beaten up and cut off by the Crown Prince long ago. What the Crown Prince needs is a hunting dog that hunts according to his words, not a mad dog that barks at anyone.

...Come to think of it, all this trouble is because of the Crown Prince.

'That bastard.'

A guy who doesn't help in life. Not particularly surprising though.


"I'm embarrassed to receive so much consideration from the Head of the Audit Department. I'll make sure to send a generous congratulatory gift."

And as one noble subtly accepted a request that had been discreetly made, a keyword that would drastically change the atmosphere emerged.

"Thank you for your kind words. May I look forward to it?"
"Of course. I'll make sure to send enough to satisfy you, even multiple times."

As soon as those words ended, gazes rapidly focused on my ring. If gazes had physical force, my hand would have disappeared.

'It's starting.'

I almost let out a bitter smile at those intense stares. The nobles who had been exchanging greetings while playing a game of tact now began to rev up in earnest.

From the perspective of elderly nobles who even hold titles, "the marriage of a noble youth much younger than themselves" is an awkward topic to bring up first. But when another noble mentions it first? Then it's only proper to eagerly join in.

"The Head of the Audit Department is also at the age to find a partner. It's a blessing for the Empire."
"Indeed. And to think that partner is the treasure of the Valenti family."

The Iron-Blooded Duke's lips twitched at words that would make someone blush intensely if they heard.

Others might not have seen it, or pretended not to, but I did... that man is secretly pleased at the mention of Margareta being a treasure.

"Your Grace, congratulations. Where else could one find a son-in-law like the Head of the Audit Department?"

To this timely congratulation, the Iron-Blooded Duke responded gruffly.

"The congratulations should go to this fellow. Where else could he find a wife like Mar?"
"Haha, that's true. My thinking was narrow."

The surrounding nobles laughed and agreed with these words overflowing with love for his daughter. Known for his love of family and especially his youngest, such a reaction from the Iron-Blooded Duke was expected. If he had reacted differently, the noble who offered congratulations would have been taken aback.

The important thing is that I didn't deny being called a son-in-law. Now I've officially become part of the Valenti family, recognized by the Iron-Blooded Duke.

"I feel the same way. She's too good a wife for me."

As I added a comment, I could see the corners of the Iron-Blooded Duke's mouth rise even higher.

"To have met six such people, I can't express how happy I am."

Despite my somewhat provocative words, the Iron-Blooded Duke's smile remained unchanged.

That's a relief. It seems he doesn't mind even if I actually have multiple wives. He appears infinitely merciful as long as Margareta's position as the first is guaranteed.

Well, that makes sense. He has multiple wives himself, so it would be too harsh to be strict with me alone.

"I'm glad you say so."

And at his very natural response, my body froze.

"Hehe, but know this. While I may be just one of six to you, you are the only one to me."

With a very familiar voice, the crowd to my right began to part.

Creating a miracle like Moses with her presence—as expected of a duchess.

"My dear. Have you been well?"

The moment I saw the Magic-Ending Duchess smiling, my mouth twitched.

What would happen if I called her Beatrix here...?

I've fallen into a dilemma. I'm not sure whether it's right to call her Magic-Ending Duke or Beatrix.

If I consider the mentality of nobles, the peace of social circles, and the dignity of the Magic-Ending Duke, the former would be correct. But considering the Magic-Ending Duke's happiness and our relationship as a betrothed couple, the latter would be right. Either choice will surely bring consequences. It's an incredibly complicated problem.

"Darling?"
'Ah.'

Only after hearing the Duke's voice did I realize my mistake. The Duke spoke to me first, and I didn't even respond—that's just rude regardless of social status.

Moreover, a faint anxiety had settled in the Magic-Ending Duke's eyes after being ignored. It was subtle enough that you wouldn't notice unless you looked closely, but the fact that she felt anxious at all was problematic.

If I had called her Magic-Ending Duke right after receiving her greeting, it wouldn't have been a big issue. She might have been a bit disappointed but would understand I was being reserved because of the many watching eyes. But if I hesitate long enough to cause anxiety and then use a formal title, the Magic-Ending Duke would likely be hurt.

Specifically, she might misunderstand something like, 'Perhaps he doesn't want to show our relationship in front of others?' and end up hurt.

'That's highly likely.'

I might think such a misunderstanding is silly, but I can't be careless. The Magic-Ending Duke's self-esteem has already hit rock bottom because of the potion incident. I need to treat her as delicately as unwrapping a fragile cookie.

"Yes, I've been well, Beatrix."

Though a bit late, I answered with a smile. Using formal speech instead of casual speech was my last shred of reason.

Calling her by her name is defensible. It would be too bizarre to call someone "Your Grace" when we've exchanged rings. Conversely, it would be insane for a youngster 100 years younger to speak casually to someone so much older. Perhaps after being married for a long time, but it's still inappropriate to speak casually in public.

So this level seems appropriate. Using her name while maintaining proper etiquette. I should maintain this level when there are many watching eyes. Then both the Magic-Ending Duke and the nobles should find it acceptable.

—Or so I thought.

"I-I'm... g-glad... to hear that."

When I called her by name, the Magic-Ending Duke instantly shed her faint anxiety and fluttered her ears, not knowing how to react. Her face blushed shyly, looking like a woman in love to anyone watching.

Wait, why that reaction? I only called her by name, not speaking casually. Does she place more importance on being called by name than on casual speech?

"......"

And beside me, I could feel the Iron-Blooded Duke's silent shock. He seemed too stunned to even let out a forced laugh or gasp.

Of course, the other nobles were the same. The surroundings, which had been noisy with greetings and requests, became quiet for the first time.

'Shit.'

I misjudged. I thought that calling her by name would be surprising but still within an acceptable range, but even her name was an inviolable domain for nobles. Is she Voldemort or something? Well, she is a wizard.

No, perhaps it's only natural. From others' perspective, she's a being who has reigned as a duke for nearly 100 years, a living history who has served several emperors. They probably never imagined calling such a person by name.

This is a disaster. If this is their reaction to using her name, what would happen if I spoke casually to her? The Magic-Ending Duke's embarrassment aside, the nobles might collectively die of shock.

"...You seem to have a special relationship. Your Grace, I offer my early congratulations on your marriage."

Eventually, one of the stunned nobles managed to speak. No matter how confused they are, making social remarks is a noble's instinct.

"Indeed. I was concerned there might be many obstacles between Your Grace and the Audit Department Head, but it seems my worries were unfounded."
"The difference in race is no small matter. But having overcome that issue, your relationship must be stronger than most, wouldn't you say?"

Once someone took the lead, everyone began to speak up.

I forced a smile in this atmosphere filled with congratulations and flattery. Though the name "Beatrix" was clearly etched in everyone's minds, no one mentioned it. It seemed they had reached an implicit agreement to naturally move past it.

And I averted my gaze from the Magic-Ending Duke's still-fluttering ears. Everyone desperately avoided looking, as if they thought they'd be executed for staring.


'That's highly likely.'

I might think such misunderstandings are silly, but I can't be careless. After all, the Magic-Ending Duke's self-esteem has already hit rock bottom because of the potion incident. Doesn't she have a history of that? I need to treat her as delicately and gently as unwrapping a fragile cookie.

"Beatrix, I was planning to greet the other in-laws. Would you like to join me?"

I carefully spoke in that bizarre and awkward situation. If this continues, it would pile up as a black history for the Magic-Ending Duke, and the nobles might reach the point of having to pretend, "I'm actually blind, sir!"

"Yes, let's go together. When else would we all gather if not now?"

The Iron-Blooded Duke, who had been silent, supported my words. Though a hint of confusion still lingered in his expression, his mouth moved properly.

Now that Margareta would have the same husband as the Magic-Ending Duke, the Iron-Blooded Duke could never distance himself from the Magic-Ending Duke. It seems he judged that if they couldn't be separated anyway, it would be better to be among family rather than among nobles.

"That sounds good. I would like to greet them as well."

Fortunately, the Magic-Ending Duke nodded without much complaint.

Yes, let's stay among the in-laws. That's better than drawing attention among the nobles.

Saying it's "better" only means avoiding the worst. It can't be called the best solution. At best, it might be the lesser evil.

"There are many people I'm meeting for the first time. It's a pleasure to meet you all."

As a result, the in-laws (from three families) who had been chatting somewhat amicably all fell silent at the appearance of this social menace, this invasive species.

The Magic-Ending Duke rarely leaves her tower except for New Year's ceremonies. Even then, she only shows her face for about a day before disappearing. Therefore, the overwhelming majority of people have never even seen her face, let alone spoken with her.

Seeing such a rare duke up close is already heart-pounding, but for her to greet them first with formal speech? It wouldn't be strange if they fainted with tears in their eyes.

"Your Grace, please speak comfortably."

Count Flanvel, who regained his composure first, made an extremely sensible remark, but—

"How could I do that with people who are practically family across the bridge?"

The Magic-Ending Duke answered with a gentle smile, causing them to close their mouths with even more confused expressions.

Well, in a broad sense, they could be called family, but isn't she overwhelmingly older than everyone else in that family? It seems like she could speak casually if she wanted.

Of course, no one had the courage to tell the Magic-Ending Duke that she could speak casually because she was the eldest.

"You must be Luise."

It was the Magic-Ending Duke who broke the awkward silence. She approached Luise, who was thoroughly intimidated by the Duke's appearance, and spoke in a warm voice.

"Y-yes! I am Luise Naiad of the Naiad Barony!"

Needless to say, no one can answer comfortably just because a duke speaks warmly. Although Luise gets along well with royalty, the crown prince, and the next saint, that's because they're the unusual ones.

Anyway, in response to the energetic answer, the Magic-Ending Duke gently caressed Luise's cheek.

"You've grown up beautifully. I was worried when I saw you before because you seemed weak."

That statement caused another stir. The relationship between the two should naturally be their first meeting. However, the Magic-Ending Duke's remark gave the impression that they were acquainted, and from quite some time ago.

Luise's parents, in particular, showed an especially intense reaction. It would be dizzying to learn that their precious only daughter was acquainted with a duke—what on earth could have happened?

"Um, Your Grace. If I may ask, have I met you before...?"


That doesn't mean that Luise herself was calm. She was probably desperately searching her memories, wondering if she had seen the Magic-Ending Duke from afar.

Unfortunately, it's a futile effort. Luise is indeed acquainted with the Magic-Ending Duke, but she hasn't seen her true form.

"Of course we've met. Though this is the first time in this form."

With those words, the Magic-Ending Duke's hair, which had been long enough to drag on the floor, gradually shortened. The clean white hair changed to blue, and even the pointed ears symbolizing elven blood transformed into those of an ordinary person—a marvelous sight.

Luise's eyes widened at the transformation.

"T-teacher...?"
"Hehe, that's right. It's nice to see my student after 9 years."

The Magic-Ending Duke stroked the head of the dazed Luise and gave me a slight eye-smile.

'That wasn't necessary.'

A sudden revelation of their teacher-student relationship. But I understood why she revealed it and slightly bowed my head in gratitude.

Honestly, among the people who exchanged rings with me, Luise ranks lowest in status. There's no need to mention Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke from ducal houses, and the Section Chief of the 1st Section is from a marquis family. Even Irina is a lady from the Yorun County, one of the major figures in the Golden Duke's faction, and the Section Chief of the 4th Section with a knight title is a major force in the Special Affairs Ministry. They are not people to be treated carelessly.

In contrast, Luise is merely a lady from a barony. Although she will inherit the title, she's the lord of a province quite distant from power. But it turns out this ordinary provincial noble's daughter is the Magic-Ending Duke's only student? It suddenly smells like a light novel, but it's reality.

"A teacher and student falling for the same man—what an interesting fate."

I quietly lowered my gaze at the unexpected dagger.

When put that way, I sound like a crazy playboy.

***

I'm tired. His Majesty suddenly handed over some of his duties at the end of the year, and now he's ordered me to attend the New Year's ceremony. I can tolerate taking over work, but I wish he would at least give me some warning.

Still, I can endure it. An amusing sight is unfolding before my eyes.

"It seems there will be a great celebration in the Empire soon."

At those words, the imperial counts' gazes all turned to where I was looking.

"How right you are. With the Audit Department Head having so many partners, it truly is a joyous occasion."
"Haha, I never expected the legend of the Golden Duke to unfold again."

The imperial counts, having grasped the situation, added their comments with smiles. Though small contributions, they made me even more satisfied.

In the past, I wouldn't have been so amused. When the Audit Department Head talked about a joint wedding ceremony and everyone being first wives, I really thought he had gone mad. Fortunately, he came to his senses and said he was ashamed of those statements—how fortunate indeed.

I'm grateful to the Minister of Finance for providing that important information. The Minister of Finance is truly loyal.

"Count. Wouldn't it be good for you to go over there as well?"

While reminiscing about that heartwarming loyalty, I turned my attention to Count Teilgleichen.

The imperial counts approached me after His Majesty left his seat. Naturally, Count Teilgleichen, one of the imperial counts, was also by my side.

"It's fine, Your Highness. The New Year's ceremony is long enough."

Count Teilgleichen calmly shook his head and declined my suggestion, with the reasonable excuse that there would be many opportunities to meet.

But is it just my feeling? In the Count's expressionless face, I saw a strong determination to never go over there.

I pledged my resignation on it. During this New Year's reception period, I would be the fence surrounding my in-laws. I would become a living human totem that rallies the in-laws together.

I absolutely will not contact any nobles outside my in-laws. At the same time, I must prevent my in-laws from contacting other nobles. This is absolutely necessary to maintain what little peace and well-being I have left.

'It stings.'

If I fail to keep this pledge, it won't end with just stares drilling into the back of my head like now. I'll probably have my eardrums ruptured by an onslaught of questions.

I'm a bit afraid to look back. I'm a guy with decent endurance who can take a few hits, but getting punched dozens of times in the solar plexus in a short time is beyond mere endurance.

That's the current situation. This is the first official event I'm attending after finding a partner, when I used to be the representative bachelor of high society. But now I have six partners, two of whom are from ducal families, and one is actually a duke. Even a sage indifferent to worldly affairs would give a standing ovation. It's enough to subject me to an assault of stares.

Still, I could endure if it stopped there. Despite all the commotion, marriage among nobles is expected. The nobles are surprised that the Magic-Ending Duke is marrying someone as young as me, not that he's getting married at all. It might attract a lot of attention, but it's not something impossible.

"That young lady is His Grace's disciple?"
"Surprising. His Grace occasionally offers advice, but he's never formally taken a disciple."
"Indeed. Even the historical Deputy Tower Masters couldn't receive his teachings, let alone others."

However, the appearance of the Magic-Ending Duke's disciple is a different matter from marriage. No matter how positively you look at it, it's an impossible event. The nobles' fervent reaction to the Magic-Ending Duke's words proves it.

The Magic-Ending Duke has never taken a disciple despite the pleas of countless great mages. And now he has a disciple? This is news that would make mages faint, not just in the Empire but in foreign countries as well.

Thanks to this, nobles who had been keeping their distance while hovering nearby began to stir. It's natural considering the impact the title "Magic-Ending Duke's disciple" would have on the political world. And it's not just any disciple, but his only disciple. Even more powerful.

"We haven't had the chance to meet before, but now we're family."
"Ah, well, I..."
"Come to the Magic Tower when you have time. I'll teach you properly as your master."

Meanwhile, the Magic-Ending Duke gently patted Luise's head as he spoke. It's impressive how that casual remark throws the nobles into a state of confusion in real-time.

Of course, I didn't stop him. Although Luise has gained the miraculous title of "Magic-Ending Duke's only disciple" and received excessive attention from the nobles, considering Luise's original standing, this much should be endured. Isn't this better than being perceived as inferior to the other partners?

"Congratulations, Luise. The next generation's great mage is right before us."

I smiled at the bewildered Luise as I spoke. In the current situation, Luise must be the most perplexed person. So I should at least let her know how to react.

"Th-thank you!"

Gathering her wits at my words, Luise quickly bowed her head to the Magic-Ending Duke, expressing her gratitude. With this, the Magic-Ending Duke and Luise have gone from their unofficial relationship of nine years ago to an official master-disciple relationship.

This is truly a joyous occasion...

—I explained this to the Section Chief of the 1st Section who had joined us late.

"So that's why I'm here too?"
"Yes. You don't have anywhere else to go anyway."
"That's true."

I added casually to the Section Chief who was nodding her head.

"If you don't like it, you can go around on your own. But expect to be caught every three steps."

"Ugh, I don't want that again."

I chuckled as the Section Chief shuddered as if it was horrifying. Seeing Marquis Iones, who was listening to the Iron-Blooded Duke's explanation, smile awkwardly, it seems he really suffered terribly.

Unlike the in-laws who had gathered early, the Masalo Marquis family was alone because they had matters to discuss with other marquis families. And for the crime of being separated from us, the Masalo Marquis family was harassed by all sorts of nobles, only understanding the reason after joining us. From the perspective of the Marquis and the Section Chief who suffered without knowing why, it must have been heartbreaking.

"Just stick close. Don't wander off to strange places."

As I patted the shoulder of the Section Chief who had suffered unjustly, she pouted and grumbled.

"We have communication orbs, you could have told me earlier..."
"I'm sorry. I forgot."

As I said that and put my arm around the Section Chief's waist, her protruding lips retracted, and she let out a chuckle.

In truth, even if I had told her in advance, it wouldn't have made much difference, but isn't it better to know what you're getting into? This was my mistake for not informing her beforehand.

"Well, then I'll specially forgive you! Be grateful!"
"Thank you. As expected, our Erzsebet has a big heart."

Fortunately, the Section Chief seems to have forgiven me after my sincere apology.

Sincerity is indeed the best. And it becomes unbeatable when accompanied by a little skinship.

***

Maintaining friendly relations between Imperial Count families is important. As direct vassals of His Majesty the Emperor, Imperial Counts have a different character from ordinary nobles. From their origins, they were meant to be shields and swords to protect imperial authority and a means to suppress other nobles.

Due to these somewhat brutal origins, Imperial Count families still find it difficult to freely interact with other families, which makes relationships between Imperial Count families all the more important. If Imperial Counts don't get along with each other, they're nothing but loners.

That's why it's not strange that while the heads of the Imperial Count families are with His Highness the Crown Prince, the mistresses of the families have gathered separately.

"I've always envied you, madam. If my son were even half like the Audit Department Head, I would have no regrets."
"You flatter me, madam."
"Flattery? Too much modesty becomes poison."
"That's right. My child has just started helping with domain affairs, and oh how he complains."

And it's inevitable that when mistresses with children gather, they talk about their children. And it's fate that the most accomplished child among those of similar age gets mentioned.

I feel proud. Whenever these ladies who have nothing to be dissatisfied with look at me with eyes tinged with envy and slight jealousy, whenever praise for Kal comes from their smiling lips, I feel an indescribable joy.

Yes, he's truly a child to be proud of. Under this immature mother, in an environment without proper love and attention, he grew up splendidly. He grew into a child who wouldn't lose to any noble youth of his age, or even any titled noble.

"Hehe, is that so?"

So despite the ladies' praise, I just smiled. If I had raised Kal properly, I might have subtly boasted about my excellent education. I would have enjoyed the ladies' attention.

But how could I? With what conscience could I claim a stake in that child's path who grew up alone? So I could only smile.

"But madam. Is it alright not to go?"


As we continued our long conversation about our children, the eyes turned back to me at one lady's words.

It's a somewhat abrupt question, but everyone knows what she means. She's asking if it's okay for me to be here while Kal is with his partners and in-laws.

"Yes. Kal has had little time to relax due to his studies at the Academy. He also hasn't had the chance to see his partners in the Capital. I want him to have an intimate time now."
"My, madam, you are so understanding."

At that answer, the lady who asked the question didn't inquire further. It was probably a question asked out of pure curiosity, not to send me away.

I smiled again at that lady and slightly turned my gaze toward Kal.

'...Intimate time.'

In truth, I want to go. I want to be part of that intimate time with Billy too. I want to greet Kal's partners, the people who will become my daughters-in-law. I want to break the ice with the families who will become my in-laws.

Still, I held back. Because of what Kal had said before the New Year's reception.

- "It will probably be chaotic until the second day. It would be tiring to exchange greetings in such a situation, so how about meeting when things calm down?"

How could I refuse when Kal asked directly? Besides, it wasn't wrong, so I agreed.

Anyway, Billy can't move during the early part of the New Year's reception due to the Imperial Count gathering. It would be strange for in-laws to meet without the family head present. So as Kal said, it's right to move when things calm down, when Billy's duties are over.

- "We need to schedule things carefully, but it suddenly turned out like this. I'm worried I might be tiring you two unnecessarily..."
"It's fine. Who wouldn't want to see their daughter-in-law?"

And seeing Kal smile as if embarrassed, I couldn't refuse even more.

A son who takes the initiative to introduce his partners. A son who worries if his parents might be tired from an excessive schedule. How could I not be happy? How could I refuse?

- "Thank you. I'll speak to the in-laws in advance."
"Sure. Do as you please."
- "Also, I'll visit you separately after the New Year's reception. Many people want to dine with you, Mother, including Mar."

After the communication ended, I had smiled for a long time, fondling the communication orb. I was happy because the conversation I had with Kal was like one that could happen between an ordinary mother and son. I was so happy that we could have such a conversation.

'Just a few more days.'

I composed myself, recalling the emotions from that time.

Yes, let's be patient for a few more days. As Kal said, things will calm down after two days, or at most three.

And after three days, just as the commotion was about to die down, I heard the news that His Majesty the Emperor had invited Kal to lunch.

...

'Just one more day.'

I placed my trembling hand on my chest and took a slow, deep breath.

If I didn't calm down, I felt like the seed of treason would grow deep in my heart.

Mother, how are you? This burning filial son has committed the great unfilial act of being a no-show at the family meeting. You must have been delighted to hear that your heir, who was tap dancing at the edge of marriageable age, was finally getting married. I'm sorry for disappointing you in such a novel way.

But the more I think about it, it doesn't seem to be my fault.

"Today, the chef has made a special effort. I wonder if it will suit your taste."
"I am honored beyond words, Your Majesty."

When someone so far above you invites you to a meal, how could you refuse?

Obviously, when the Emperor extends an invitation, no excuse is acceptable. Unless perhaps you had a prior appointment with the Pope, but who would have such an appointment? Thanks to this, I had no choice but to rush like a dog to the imperial summons, family meeting be damned.

"Be at ease. This gathering is to commend the efforts of the Audit Department Head."

Anyway, as I sat stiffly due to the sudden misfortune of the Emperor's invitation, the Emperor waved his hand and spoke. Be at ease, he says. Could you be at ease in this situation?

Of course, when the Emperor tells you to be at ease, you must smile even in the fires of hell. Yes, this feels just like my home, and the food is just like home cooking... I'm so comfortable I might ascend to paradise...

"Yes, Your Majesty. I will do so."

At my tearful response, the Emperor nodded and took a bite of bread. Following his lead, I, as well as the Crown Prince and Crown Princess who were also present, began eating.

I feel like I might choke. If there's any consolation, it's that this truly is a meal to commend my efforts. If it had been a meeting for interrogation or instructions, I might have died sitting right here rather than merely choking.

'Why not just give me money instead?'

As I quietly chewed my salad, I had a thought that should never be spoken aloud. Commendation doesn't require a meal like this—shining gold coins would be quite sufficient. I wish these high-ranking individuals would understand that.

From a noble's perspective, dining with the Emperor is an achievement worth writing in 30-point font on one's resume, but once is enough, isn't it? Being dragged to such occasions repeatedly is a melancholy affair.

"Audit Department Head. Are you experiencing any inconveniences with your Academy life?"
'Shit.'

I hurriedly swallowed my salad at the surprise question. Be at ease, he said. Since when is talking about work while eating considered being "at ease"?

No, perhaps from this workaholic Emperor's perspective, such conversation doesn't even count as work? That seems quite plausible.

"With Your Majesty's grace extending to the Academy, how could there be any inconvenience?"
"I am well aware of the Audit Department Head's hard work. With the Third Prince and precious guests staying there, how could it be comfortable?"

For a moment, the words "If you know, then send me somewhere else" rose to the tip of my tongue, but I held them back.

"I am particularly concerned about our distinguished guests. They must be unfamiliar with life in the Empire, and I worry they might wander alone."
"Please do not concern yourself. I will ensure they are treated with the utmost care."
"Your words reassure me. Attend to the guests sincerely alongside the Third Prince."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

With those words, the Emperor closed his mouth again. On the surface, he sounds like a warm-hearted host concerned about his guests, but—

'Still the same.'

His words were filled with the Emperor's chronic disease: suspicion.

Life is unfamiliar so they might wander alone? Isn't this really saying he's worried the royals might snoop around imperial secrets? As if it's not troublesome enough that they're royals who are difficult to handle, now they're staying in the Empire with the legitimate position of students.

So he's indirectly telling me, who's at the Academy, to keep a good eye on them. It's been this way before, and it will continue.

'I suppose that's normal.'

I felt a bit sorry for him. In truth, despite all the suspicion, it's a reasonable assumption for a politician. If foreign royalty suddenly enrolled in the Imperial Academy, wouldn't anyone react this way?

But he's wrong. Those people have no interest in grand matters like state secrets—they're just casual players enjoying the game. If the Emperor has any fault, it's that he's viewing abnormal people through a normal person's lens, trying to rationally understand eccentrics who are beyond comprehension.

Of course, I have no intention of telling the truth. If I told the Emperor, "They're only interested in romance, and since they all got rejected, they're just hanging out together," my head would be smashed. He'd probably suspect I'd taken bribes to speak favorably of them. Honestly, I might think the same in his position.

Yes, I should just keep my mouth shut. It's unfortunate that the Emperor harbors meaningless suspicions, but in the midst of it all, didn't he tell me to attend to the guests along with Ainter? Following the New Year's address, the Emperor has once again recognized Ainter as a legitimate member of the imperial family, so I should take it positively.

"Hoho, the Audit Department Head is trusted even by His Majesty."


Just as I was carefully cutting into my steak, this time the Crown Princess spoke up.

Unlike before, my heart didn't race. The Crown Princess is famous for thoroughly avoiding political statements and rarely interfering with official business. Among everyone gathered here, the Crown Princess is the most gentle and comfortable person.

"It warms my heart to think of how the Audit Department Head's family will flourish."
"You flatter me."

My hand trembled momentarily. Hearing something like "With so many lovers, you'll probably have many children" said to my face makes me dizzy.

A comfortable person... really...? No, she is. She definitely is. Compared to the Emperor and Crown Prince, she's overwhelmingly angelic.

"The Crown Prince and I are also trying to share a love that doesn't fall behind the Audit Department Head's."

I couldn't respond to the Crown Princess who spoke with a smile. While it's certainly something to celebrate if the Crown Prince and Princess have a good relationship, why are you telling me this?

Seeing my reaction, the Crown Princess smiled more deeply and raised her left hand.

...

?

'What the hell?'

And as soon as I saw her left hand, specifically her ring finger, I felt my pupils shake.

"I had it made as soon as I heard the rumors. A ring that symbolizes becoming one—isn't it truly romantic?"

Her voice was gentle, but the content was atrociously shocking. There was something that shouldn't be there. A ring was proudly sitting on the Crown Princess's ring finger.

Of course, it's not strange that the Crown Princess would hear about the ring, given that she's close with the Section Chief of the First Section, and the Magic-Ending Duke also wore one. But copying it is another matter entirely.

With trembling eyes, I glanced at the Crown Prince, who showed his left hand with a calm expression. Naturally, there was also a ring on the Crown Prince's hand.

'Damn it.'

I feel like I'm losing my mind. Have I poisoned the Empire's social circles...?

Suppressing the urge to bite my tongue, I somehow managed to finish the meal. From the middle of it, I couldn't even tell what I was eating.

"Many ladies are already showing interest. Not to mention the young noblewomen."
"I... see."
"It seems the trend will start before the end of this year."

With each word from the Crown Princess, my guilt grew abundantly. My careless action had inflicted an indelible wound on the Empire's social circles.

Now everyone will be wearing matching rings. Who could refuse a trend led by the Crown Princess, Dukes, and Duchesses?

"Count Flanvel is already preparing, I hear."
"I see."

When I expressed my bitter feelings to the Iron-Blooded Duke, an even more bitter answer came back.

One of my future fathers-in-law had already moved quickly. Moreover, he decided after seeing me wearing the ring, so it's truly my karma.

"Congratulations. It's rare for someone your age to lead a trend in social circles."

I couldn't open my mouth at the Iron-Blooded Duke's lukewarm response. I was too dizzy to distinguish whether he was being sincere or mocking me.

If it had been a minister rather than the Iron-Blooded Duke, I wouldn't have hesitated to assume the latter.

"Let's go now. Everyone is waiting."
"Yes, Your Grace."

The Iron-Blooded Duke, who patted my back as I stood there blankly, began walking ahead.

The family meeting (with five participating families) that was supposed to take place today was almost canceled due to the Emperor's summons, but fortunately, it proceeded under the Iron-Blooded Duke's leadership while I was away. Since it was just a luncheon and not an all-day event, it wasn't bad for the parents to meet in advance, apparently.


Thanks to this, as soon as the luncheon ended, I was caught by the Iron-Blooded Duke who had been waiting. Though I'm mentally tired from the consecutive events, I avoided the unfilial act of being a no-show at the family meeting, so I must endure.

"......"
"Your Grace, do you perhaps have something you want to say...?"

As we were moving to the separate room rented by the Iron-Blooded Duke, I carefully asked when I felt his piercing gaze. Did something displeasing happen?

"I was just wondering why the child is like this when both the in-law and the mother are such proper people."

I smiled awkwardly at his response. It was a question I couldn't really refute. What does it matter if the body is the child when the content inside is a different person?

...No, but Erich isn't particularly proper either, is he? If we're comparing between lively and proper, he's definitely the former.

'Where did his personality go?'

Seeing that he inherited the Kracius family's black hair and his mother's blue eyes, the blood is strong, but his personality doesn't resemble either of them at all. Was there some delivery error when the genes were coming?

Still, if Erich had also been taciturn and quiet, the family would have been too bleak. Perhaps the error was fortunate.

"And didn't I tell you to call me father-in-law in private settings?"

The Iron-Blooded Duke spoke gruffly to me as I was feeling relieved on my own.

Come to think of it, he did. It's not a title I'm used to, so I kept calling him "Your Grace."

"I apologize, father-in-law."
"That's fine."

After snorting once, the Iron-Blooded Duke walked without saying anything more.

***

The meeting between families that was in danger of falling through because Kal was summoned by His Majesty the Emperor. Fortunately, it could proceed without delay under the Iron-Blooded Duke's leadership.

When people gathered one by one in the separate room arranged by the Iron-Blooded Duke, I felt a happiness that filled my chest. It felt like I was experiencing all at once the happiness I hadn't been able to enjoy until now.

'Kal's lovers.'

In front of me, children... and one adult were greeting me with gentle smiles or nervous expressions. They are the connections who will walk alongside that child who has always been alone.

'In-laws.'

There were people shaking hands with Billy and bowing their heads to me, making acquaintances. They are the connections who will become a new family for that child who didn't properly feel family love.

I'm happy. So happy. That Kal has formed such connections, that I can exchange greetings with those precious connections.

However—

'There are many.'

Too many. I never expected to meet five daughters-in-law and four sets of in-laws in one place.

Moreover, there's apparently one more daughter-in-law. She couldn't attend the New Year's greeting ceremony because she's active in the Special Affairs Ministry.

'...As long as he's happy.'

Though the situation felt a bit bizarre, I quickly shook off the thought.

Yes, as long as Kal is happy, that's all that matters. If Kal wants it, I can welcome any number with a smile.

'Six should be no problem.'

Besides, the Golden Duke met twice as many—twelve. Six could be considered modest, couldn't it?

Of course, I deliberately avoided recalling that the Golden Duke met them gradually, not forming relationships with multiple people simultaneously.

It feels awkward. Like wearing clothes that don't fit my body.

The warm atmosphere, the in-laws offering handshakes with smiling faces, the future daughters-in-law bowing in greeting. All of these things feel strange to me. They contradict the common sense I've known.

'Is this what's normal?'

I stared blankly at my hand after shaking hands with Baron Artini. Perhaps this atmosphere could be normal. It might be perfectly ordinary common sense that I—and my wife—never experienced.

Back when I was merely the heir, I defied my father's wishes and formed a bond with my wife. Afterward, I ignored his demands to form relationships with other families and kept my wife as my only companion. That's why my father showed such a rigid demeanor during meetings with the Airas family, and later treated us, as a couple, coldly.

He was a cold person to begin with, even without that incident.

'There's no need to pass that down.'

Fortunately, the current meeting, the relationship Kal has formed, is different from ours.

I never forced marriage upon Kal. I didn't impose any expectations or obligations. That's why Kal brought someone he wanted, and unlike my father's time, we can genuinely celebrate.

This is the result. The meeting between families may be somewhat awkward, but it's harmonious. The daughter-in-law treats her parents-in-law affectionately without being overly cautious. Something so natural, yet something my wife and I never experienced.

'That's fortunate.'

I brought the wine glass in my left hand to my lips. Since there wasn't much left, I drained it completely.

Yes, it's fortunate. I'm glad I didn't pass misfortune down to Kal. I'm glad I didn't inflict the same pain my wife endured on my daughters-in-law. So I can gladly endure this current awkwardness. If the clothes don't fit, I'll just wear them until they do.

"Father. May I pour you some?"

But no matter how I think about it, this awkwardness seems impossible to overcome.

"...Yes. Thank you, Your Grace."
"Hoho, please speak comfortably. What father-in-law would speak formally to his daughter-in-law?"

The Magic-Ending Duke smiles gently as she pours me fresh wine. I nearly let out a hollow laugh at her demure appearance.

'Father, she says.'

The Magic-Ending Duke isn't wrong. Being called "Father" by a daughter-in-law, and a father-in-law speaking informally to his daughter-in-law—both are correct.

Still, no matter what, this doesn't seem right. Even my father and grandfather treated the Magic-Ending Duke with utmost respect, yet I'm supposed to treat her as a daughter-in-law? How does that make sense? If we had met as in-laws instead, it wouldn't have been so awkward.

"Since we haven't yet held the official wedding ceremony, it wouldn't be proper for me to address Your Grace casually."

After hesitating for a moment, I finally managed to come up with a plausible excuse.

Although the marriage is a foregone conclusion, we haven't officially held the ceremony yet, so I'll remain respectful. A reason anyone could accept.

"Is that so? How disappointing, but I suppose I'll have to wait until the wedding."

Her response made me break into a cold sweat. It's a reason clear enough for even the Magic-Ending Duke to accept, but it also clearly defines the period it can be used.

If I'm being respectful because we're not officially connected yet, doesn't that mean I should speak casually after the wedding? If I insist on formal speech after the marriage, the Magic-Ending Duke might be hurt.

"Thank you for understanding."
"Understanding? You've only said what's natural, how could I call that understanding?"

I simply nodded along as the Magic-Ending Duke spoke in a warm voice.

'I need to get used to this.'

And I made a promise to myself. Until Kal marries the Magic-Ending Duke, I'll somehow put aside common sense and reason. I'll get used to speaking informally to a ducal daughter-in-law who is older than me.

If there's any consolation, it's that Kal's first marriage partner isn't the Magic-Ending Duke but Lady Margareta. Moreover, since Lady Margareta said she doesn't plan to marry until after graduation, there's at least a year left. How fortunate—

...Is it really fortunate?

'A duke as the second wife.'


I feel dizzy. It's shocking enough that the duke isn't the only wife but one of several, and she's not even the first. Has there ever been such a case throughout continental history?

"Both Lady Margareta and I are from ducal families. Since our families are of equal rank, there's no problem with Lady Margareta being the first wife."

But what can I do? The Magic-Ending Duke proudly declared that being second doesn't matter.

The Iron-Blooded Duke's expression when he heard that was quite impressive. He must have been pleased that a powerful rival voluntarily gave up the position of first wife, but at the same time, it must have felt like established common sense was crumbling. I understand. Probably everyone gathered here felt the same way.

Clearly, though both are from ducal families, a duke outranks a lady, doesn't she? But if we look at family status alone, they are indeed equal...

...

'It's not my concern.'

I quickly organized my thoughts. Legal issues and matters of custom will be handled by the Ministry of Justice and the Chief Justices. I trust they'll handle things according to the Magic-Ending Duke's wishes.

"I apologize for being late."

And just as I cleared my mind, Kal appeared with the Iron-Blooded Duke.

'Why only now—'

I hastily brushed away the resentment that momentarily flashed through my mind.

What a wretched thought. Kal attended a luncheon at the Emperor's summons. I should be proud and honored, not resentful. What right do I have to harbor resentment toward Kal anyway?

"Darling."

Still, seeing the Magic-Ending Duke quickly approach Kal, I couldn't help but feel a slight twinge of resentment.

"Consider this your punishment."
"Dear."

As the daughters-in-law and in-laws gathered around Kal one by one, my wife approached me and whispered softly.

"If we had all met together from the first day, this wouldn't have happened."
"......"

My mouth clamped shut at my wife's sidelong glare. As she said, if we had all met from the first day, Kal wouldn't have had to leave, and I wouldn't have had to face the Magic-Ending Duke alone.

Of course, I have an excuse. Didn't Kal tell my wife to meet later? So even if I had made time on the first day, it wouldn't have made much difference.

'I shouldn't have said anything.'

The problem is that my wife found out I had resisted despite the Crown Prince's suggestion on the first day of the New Year's ceremony that Kal should go see her.

What could I do? I couldn't just leave my wife standing there, anxiously watching Kal from afar. If I'm guilty of anything, it's that I brought up all sorts of conversation topics to comfort her, and in the process, I ended up revealing things that should have been kept secret forever.

"When we return to our domain, we'll be sleeping in separate rooms for a while."

My wife, who had been fidgeting anxiously, suddenly spoke coldly.

Still, I succeeded in comforting her, so I think it's a fairly acceptable sacrifice.

***

The family meeting ended without much commotion. We had already been spending time with the in-laws during the New Year's ceremony period, and while I was being dragged away by the Emperor, it seems the head of our family and my mother had sufficient conversations with the in-laws.

The family head just nodded with his usual stoic face, but my mother's face never lost its smile. Not just for Margareta, whom she had already marked as a daughter-in-law, but also for Luise and Irina whom she had met once before, and even for the Section Chief whom she was meeting for the first time—she looked at them all with such loving eyes.

She was even kind to the Magic-Ending Duke, though somewhat awkwardly, greeting her with a smiling face. I thought to myself how strong a mother's heart is when sending her eldest son to marriage.

And so the family meeting ended without any problems.

Just the family meeting.

"Aren't you the one who's been heating up this year's social scene? Finally, we meet."


The family meeting ended, but the New Year's ceremony continues. That means I still have to interact with countless nobles.

Although I've been sticking close to my in-laws to avoid contact with other nobles, I can't block all nobles no matter what. There are road-rollers in the Empire who can break through any barrier.

"This year? It's still only January."
"No matter how I look at it, I don't think any news will surpass yours."

For example, the Golden Duke who casually throws daggers.

"Still, Audit Department Head, such news is always welcome."

Or people like the Victorious Duke who laughs along.

I don't know where the Wise Duke went. He's probably in some corner mixing vodka into his whiskey.

"I'm glad if it brought even a little pleasure to your ears."

I bowed my head in greeting to the two dukes.

Seeing the contrast between the Golden Duke with his twelve wives nearby and the Victorious Duke who came alone, I felt like crying. How can two people of the same rank have such different characters?

"It seems we'll continue to be entertained for a while, so don't worry about it."
"Yes..."

The Golden Duke, who said something extremely worrying, smirked and then looked at my left hand.

"I finally see the curious item I've only heard about in rumors."

Curious item. I almost expressed admiration for the Golden Duke's insight that perfectly captured the identity of this ring.

Yes. No matter how you look at it, this is a curious item, not something that would lead fashion trends. As expected of someone who controls the Empire's economy, his discernment is goo—

"Indeed, curious items always lead fashion trends."

Goo... goo... god...

"You flatter me."
"Still, I'm a bit disappointed. If you had such an idea, you should have told me. I would have shared the profits generously."
"I didn't expect it to become so trendy."

I forced a smile as I answered the Golden Duke's words.

I forgot to buy couple rings and hastily improvised this ring—what kind of madman would present that as an "idea" to a duke?

"Still, it seems Count Planvel is preparing a business venture. I can understand if you think of it as a gift to your father-in-law."

I smiled even more awkwardly at those words. I had heard it from the Iron-Blooded Duke, but hearing it from the Golden Duke's mouth makes me want to go crazy.

If even the Golden Duke is mentioning it, it must be a seriously planned business. Even though Count Planvel is part of the Golden Duke's faction, the Golden Duke wouldn't normally remember the business ventures of each individual faction member.

For the Golden Duke to allocate memory space to remember this business... it's too frightening...

"When the business starts, I plan to place an order too. Finally, I'll be able to wear all twelve on my fingers."
"Y-Yes, congratulations."

My gaze involuntarily went to the hands of the Golden Duke, who burst into laughter as if truly delighted.

The Golden Duke has twelve wives, so he has twelve rings. Naturally, each of his ten fingers had a ring, and there were rings—or what he claimed were rings—on his two wrists.

'...That's good.'

I averted my gaze from those bracelets, no, rings, fuck, they're clearly bracelets.

Right, if they're ring-sized, he could wear all twelve on his fingers.

I have brought peace to the Golden Duke.

Family can be formed both by birth and through later connections. One might be born a Valenti, or another family might become connected to the Valenti through marriage. That's why Father placed such importance on this meeting.

With just one family gathering, we became in-laws with the Kracius Family, one of the Imperial Counts. The Catovan Duchy, Masalo Marquisate, Yorun County, and Naiad Barony all became part of our family circle. For Father, who values family so highly, this must be a joyous occasion.

But it's not just the elders of the families who become connected through the name of family.

"Sister, have you been working with Brother all this time?"
"No~ I've worked with him for 2 years... oh, it's 3 years now? Before that, we just belonged to the same department."
"Still, three years means you've known each other for quite a while."

Women who now share the same husband. People who were strangers before but have now become closer than anyone else.

Moreover, since the connection between our families depends on our relationship lasting, the role and duty of us wives is tremendously important.

As the first wife, I could feel even more pressure, but—

'This won't be a problem.'

Watching Lady Luise and Lady Erzsebet conversing warmly, I felt my tension ease. Despite their potential for conflict—a marquisate versus a barony, an official versus a student, a teenager versus someone in her twenties—they were smiling at each other without any awkwardness.

This is truly fortunate. If even one of the wives had a sharp and fierce personality, maintaining the family structure would be difficult. Thankfully, neither these two nor the other wives seemed to have difficult personalities. Perhaps Enen is watching over us, or perhaps Kal has a good eye for people.

True, rumors about Lady Erzsebet, an executive in the Audit Department, do circulate in social circles, but honestly, if we're talking about notoriety, Kal as the head of the Audit Department has an even worse reputation. There's no need to worry about such rumors.

"What does it matter? The department head is always out these days. I want to spend school life with the department head too~"

Lady Erzsebet whined as she hugged Lady Luise. Lady Irina chuckled at the sight, and the Magic-Ending Duke smiled faintly.

This is truly ideal. They're not jealous of each other and don't turn their backs on one another. Though they're still getting to know each other, the very effort to do so is a positive sign.

'Thank you, Lady Luise.'

I gazed gratefully at Lady Luise, who was buried in Lady Erzsebet's embrace. No matter how agreeable everyone's personalities might be, or how much effort they make to get to know each other, effort alone doesn't solve everything.

It's hard to start conversations when things are awkward. You become overly conscious, and time passes fruitlessly. That's the inevitable process of first meetings. But thanks to Lady Luise, we were able to skip that awkward stage.

From Lady Luise's perspective, Lady Irina is a friend, I'm a senior, the Magic-Ending Duke is a teacher, and even Lady Erzsebet is an acquaintance from the Academy fair. Thanks to Lady Luise, who has connections with everyone, actively engaging us in conversation, the awkwardness dissipated rather quickly. Indeed, her social skills that charmed even royalty haven't diminished at all.

"It seems you can't breathe. Won't you let her go?"
"Yes~"

As a result, even those who had never met before could now converse using Lady Luise as a topic.

Seeing her disciple struggling, the teacher admonished the lady who was tormenting her, and the lady reluctantly released the disciple. A scene unimaginable just days ago.

'This is how people become close.'

I smiled gently as I watched Lady Erzsebet, who had now embraced Lady Irina instead of Lady Luise.

There's no need to rush. We can gradually become closer like this, eventually reaching a stage where we can naturally converse even without Lady Luise.

"Wow, do you work out? You're surprisingly firm—"
"S-Sister!"

Meanwhile, Lady Erzsebet was admiring Lady Irina's physique, kneading her body. Though Lady Irina raised her voice in surprise at the sudden evaluation of her body, she didn't seem genuinely displeased.


Lady Irina must also think this is how people become close. I'm just happy that everyone seems eager to become friends.

...I would have been happier if the Magic-Ending Duke hadn't been giving strange looks every time the word "sister" was mentioned.

"Since we're practically family now, why don't we address each other more comfortably when it's just us?"

At Lady Luise's suggestion, we decided to call each other "sister" and "younger sister" when we were alone—but I couldn't muster the courage to call the Magic-Ending Duke "sister."

The Magic-Ending Duke seemed to understand this reluctance and didn't press for the title. She just gave subtle glances. Each time, I wondered how I should respond.

'Sister Beatrix.'

I tried practicing calling the Magic-Ending Duke "sister" in my mind, but my body trembled with instinctive resistance.

How could I dare? Someone who became a duke even before my father, my grandfather, or my great-grandfather...?

'I must try...'

But we can't address each other as "Duke" or "Your Excellency" within the family.

Yes, I'll make an effort. Someday it will bear fruit. That's what I believe.

***

Contrary to my concerns, the New Year's ceremony period passed without incident.

Although there was a crisis where I nearly perished after being run over by the Golden Duke, a human steamroller, as long as I'm still breathing, that's all that matters. Besides, apart from the Golden Duke, there was no need to worry about my in-law shield being penetrated, so it was quite comfortable.

Occasionally, when it seemed the in-law shield might not work, I could simply join the Ministry of Finance group. Indeed, one should prepare multiple hideouts.

'...Is this really comfort?'

For a moment, I felt self-loathing. The Emperor's luncheon invitation, the nobles' burning gazes, the Golden Duke's twelve-ring declaration, meeting four sets of in-laws at once. I experienced all this simultaneously and called it comfortable.

But what can I do? Compared to the worst hell I could experience, this level is heavenly. What if I had faced the Section 1 Chief's pleas from the end of last year or the Magic-Ending Duke's wailing during the New Year's ceremony period? It certainly wouldn't have ended with just receiving glances.

I'm fortunate. Things that would have happened anyway... I'm glad I experienced them in advance, spread out.

'There shouldn't be any more problems.'

I glanced at my in-laws, specifically at my prospective wives.

In typical romantic dramas, wives engage in all sorts of schemes and mind games, but thankfully, there's no sign of that among those five. The Section 4 Chief, who isn't present here, isn't the type to engage in power struggles either, so by some miraculous probability, all the wives are mild-mannered.

There might be one spicy torture expert pretending to be mild, but anyway, they're mild. That's what I've decided to think.

'As long as they don't fight, it's enough.'

I didn't expect them to get along from the first meeting.

I just hoped they wouldn't say things like "Why are you sharing a husband with me?" or "Why are you the first wife?" in a gathering of titled nobles. If the Magic-Ending Duke went berserk, the New Year's ceremony would become a farewell ceremony on the spot.

But they're not just avoiding fights; they seem rather harmonious, which brings tears to my eyes. It seems my bad luck with subordinates is being compensated elsewhere.


"I'm still troubled. I don't know whether to give the wedding gift all at once or in installments."
"Give it however you prefer. Isn't the sentiment more important than the form?"
"That makes it even more difficult."

While watching Irina escape from the Section 1 Chief's embrace and snuggle into Luise's arms, the Intelligence Department Head sauntered over.

The New Year's ceremony is the only period when the Intelligence Department Head can legally rest. Thanks to this, he showed a brighter complexion than usual. Though compared to others, he still looked gloomy.

"It's been a while since I've seen you in person. Have you been well?"
"Well, just being alive is doing well. I'm glad to see the Audit Department Head is also doing well."

When I greeted him lightly, he responded with what seemed like sincere words.

That's right. As long as the Intelligence Department Head doesn't depart on a long journey due to overwork, he's doing well.

"Anyway, I apologize for the suddenness. I didn't want to talk about work during the New Year's ceremony."

The Intelligence Department Head, who had chuckled briefly, quickly composed his expression and apologized. The reason I, who had been sticking with my in-laws or the Ministry of Finance, suddenly met with the Intelligence Department Head was because there had been a request to meet briefly.

Honestly, like the Intelligence Department Head said, I didn't want to talk about work, but I couldn't refuse when someone who would dislike talking about work even more than me asked to meet. It was rather frightening. What on earth had happened for this person to approach me first...

"It's fine. Just having rested until now is already something."
"I'm grateful for your understanding."

The Intelligence Department Head, who let out a small sigh, quickly surveyed the surroundings and then carefully opened his mouth.

"Information about the 5th Empire has come in. I thought the Audit Department Head should hear it too."

I nodded gently at those words.

'Those bastards.'

But contrary to my calm exterior, my inner thoughts were different. After the Five Pillars' spectacular self-destruction, the Third Glory appeared in the first semester, the Twilight Order during the summer vacation, and the Red Wave in the second semester.

I had suspected something might happen since they appeared one after another as if planned, but to think they would pop up during the winter break. Disturbingly punctual.

'What is this at the start of the new year?'

My head throbbed. Important events take place at the beginning of the year not only in the Empire but also in Armein. Yet they show strange movements while their own country is busy with events? And to the extent that it catches the eye of the Imperial Intelligence Department?

They're bizarre bastards. No matter how much they're outsiders in Armein's political circles, aren't they acting too much like outsiders?

"They've been purged. Several key figures of the 5th Empire have had their heads cut off."

Yes, that's right. If you act like an outsider from the beginning of the year, of course you'll be pur—

...?

"The purge was led by the 3rd Prince Lyutis. I thought the Audit Department Head should know as a tutor."
"...What?"

My head throbbed again, but for a different reason this time.

Who purged whom?

# Boring. I came to the Empire to escape this tedious daily life, yet the power of the New Year is enough to bring even a prince who left for the Empire back home.

Honestly, a mere third prince who isn't even the crown prince wouldn't be missed at New Year's celebrations, but what can I do? In the royal family, positions that don't stand out when filled become glaringly obvious when vacant. If I had skipped this event, Father would probably have personally written my withdrawal letter from the Academy.

'Without a legitimate reason to be absent, what a pain.'

Placing importance on the New Year is a common trait across the continent. If I had remained in the Empire during New Year's, they would have found it strange. Who are you to stay in a foreign country even during New Year's?

Moreover, the New Year is when leaders gather—from families at the smallest level to heads of state at the largest—following Enen's teaching that the beginning of a year should be spent with one's community. For a monarch who must maintain discipline among the nobles whenever they forget their place, such New Year events cannot be taken lightly.

Especially since the founding day of the Armein Kingdom subtly overlaps with the New Year, making it even more significant. Missing it would be awkward even for royalty, let alone nobility.

'It would be nice if I could return after just spending the New Year here.'

Of course, that's an impossible fantasy. Had I never returned home at all, perhaps, but once I've come back, leaving early for the Empire would be difficult. Father wouldn't permit my departure in the first place.

"How will I endure until March?"

I muttered to myself in frustration. The opening ceremony in early March. I have to survive two more months in this boring palace.

It's sad. What am I supposed to do for two months? If Laterre were here, I could have experimented with the newly developed 4-bishop play; if Erich were here, I could have attempted the fantasy serve, but no one is here. Humans are social animals—how dreadful this situation is.

'Perhaps I should have formally invited them.'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. If I had to return to my homeland, maybe I should have officially invited the club members to the palace.

But I quickly dismissed the idea. Club members should also be with their families or in their homelands for New Year's. What's impossible for me applies to other members too. That's how powerful the meaning of New Year is across the continent.

Sighing softly, I leaned against the balcony railing. At least being alone in the night breeze helped calm my complicated thoughts somewhat. If other nobles had been clinging to me in this situation, it would have been even more troublesome.

"It's reassuring to have Lord Villar by my side."
"Your words honor me, Your Highness."

I glanced sideways at Lord Villar beside me and expressed my gratitude.

I'm truly fortunate to have Lord Villar. He's among the top five knights in the royal order. With such a distinguished knight standing stiffly beside a prince who left for studies in the Empire, his presence has the power to turn away approaching nobles. They probably assume we're having some important conversation in private on the balcony.

'It's convenient to let them think that.'

Of course, there's no important conversation. Lord Villar's stiff expression is just how he normally looks. Or perhaps it's because I'm keeping him at my side.

'I should probably let him go now.'

I turned my gaze from Lord Villar toward the interior of the banquet hall. After spending hours on the balcony making it clear I wanted to be alone, no noble would likely approach. Occasionally some do despite such hints, but only when they have a reason important enough to ignore the signals.

I can't think of any noble who would desperately need to approach me. The succession structure is solid with my brother the Crown Prince at its center, so there's no need to befriend alternative heirs, nor any reason to meet a prince who left for a foreign educational institution as soon as he came of age. Especially since I'm closer to knights than to politicians or administrators.

"My lord, I heard Lady Perosa came as security personnel."
"Yes, Your Highness. I'm grateful for such undeserved trust."

When I mentioned Lady Perosa, Lord Villar's expression softened slightly.

This is a gathering of prominent nobles from both the royal family and the kingdom. Being assigned security duties at such an event means Lady Perosa's abilities have been recognized. How could a father not be pleased?


This provides sufficient reason to release Lord Villar from his duty at my side.

"Undeserved? Assigning roles according to ability is only natural. But experience is something that even ability cannot solve—"

I let my words trail off, and Lord Villar's eyes widened slightly. As if he understood what I was about to suggest.

"Perhaps as a senior, you could offer some advice to your junior?"

Go talk to your daughter who's working hard. At those words, Lord Villar hesitated briefly before bowing his head.

"Yes, Your Highness. I shall do so."

Very brief consideration followed by a quick answer. Surprising behavior from the usually stoic and strict Lord Villar, but understandable given the circumstances. Lord Villar has returned to his homeland after nearly a year. Since he must return to the Empire in March, he would naturally want to spend as much time as possible with his family while home.

Of course, Lady Perosa will also be going to the Empire, but spending time with family in one's homeland feels different from being in a foreign country.

I watched Lord Villar walk away with quick steps, then leaned against the railing again. Now I can enjoy the breeze alone and return at a reasonable time.

I had forgotten that Armein has its share of less-than-normal entities.

"Your Highness's chivalry is a model for the continent. No knight could surpass you."
"You flatter me."
"Haha, and modest too."

The Fifth Empire—fringe elements who pay no attention to social cues, minority factions trying to expand their influence by making contact with anyone, political monsters in many senses. I had momentarily forgotten about them.

Count Gadero approached shortly after Lord Villar disappeared. I recall him as someone who acts like a field commander among the Fifth Empire members. He showed exceptional activity even among that noisy group.

That such a person would approach me—my luck today is truly terrible.

"Even in Kfelopen, there would be no knight surpassing Your Highness."

I almost burst out laughing at those words. These people who claim Kfelopen doesn't deserve to be an empire and that Armein should become the true empire are actually placing Kfelopen at the top. They must secretly acknowledge Kfelopen's strength.

I wish they would stay quiet if they understand. The Kfelopen Empire hasn't lost its mandate like Apels did in the past, and although it has faced various crises and challenges, it has ultimately overcome them. There's neither justification nor practical benefit in fighting against such a nation and its mandate. Only those blinded by the title of "empire" make such one-sided claims.

'How annoying.'

Even responding appropriately to someone who rambles one-sidedly is exhausting. Although the Fifth Empire is known in political circles as fringe elements lacking realistic perspective, they are still legitimate nobles and members of the kingdom. Treating them dismissively just because they're annoying could call into question the royal family's inclusiveness and generosity.

Of course, other nobles also find the Fifth Empire annoying, but gossip doesn't consider such nuances. When nobles themselves ostracize the Fifth Empire, it's factional strife, but when the royal family ignores certain nobles, it becomes oppression. That subtle difference matters.

So I endured, thinking that causing trouble here might result in my Academy withdrawal letter being written—

"Doesn't a strong leader need to guide us on the right path?"

Comments crossing the line began to emerge.

I looked at the Count with a polite smile, and he continued speaking. Despite being covered with all sorts of flowery language and indirect expressions, his underlying intent was blatantly obvious.

That Armein should move before the Empire recovers its strength depleted from wars with nomads and internal purges. And that I, not my moderate father and brother, should lead that charge.


'Know your place.'

It's irritating. The ignorance of failing to objectively assess a foreign nation's capabilities, the arrogance of daring to use royalty like chess pieces.

On the surface, he claims that my familiarity with the Empire's situation would be advantageous in persuading other nobles, but it's obvious he wants to use me as a shield for their assertions. If things go well, they would push aside my moderate brother and promote me as crown prince.

'Time to empty the trash.'

I quietly organized my thoughts. The reason nobles recognize the Fifth Empire as a faction, the reason the royal family acknowledges them as nobility. It's not just for appearance's sake. They're kept around because they serve a purpose.

Various inclinations exist in politics, including extremism. The Fifth Empire is clearly a pack of rabid dogs, extreme and radical to anyone's eyes, but simultaneously serves as a kennel for those rabid dogs.

Without the Fifth Empire, these rabid dogs would be scattered about, barking everywhere. But when there's a cozy-looking cradle where their comrades gather? Then they naturally congregate there without anyone forcing them.

'I wish they had stayed buried forever.'

A kind of kennel for rabid dogs, or a trash can.

But when mad dogs try to escape their kennel to bite people, when garbage overflows from the trash can and stinks, measures must be taken. Father also instructed me to report immediately if the Fifth Empire showed any strange signs, so he would gladly take action.

What would be a good justification? They dared to push our country into an unnecessary war and subtly showed intent to interfere with the royal succession...

***

"Deceiving the public, insulting the royal family, denying the mandate... they attached every possible charge. When the nobles' attention was focused on the New Year's gathering, the third prince struck with his sword unexpectedly."
"...I see."

Charges where just one would be enough to kiss your neck goodbye. If he went all-in with a comprehensive set, he truly danced with his sword deliberately.

Impressive, what exactly happened...

'He truly is royalty.'

And I was surprised that Lyutis led such a sudden purge.

While Armein has a firmly established crown prince and good family relations, meaning there isn't strong checking against other princes, I never expected the third prince would have the authority to cut down nobles.

Of course, it would only be possible with the king's permission, but the very fact that he was given permission and entrusted with the purge itself proves Lyutis's capability.

'Capability?'

I instinctively recalled the Lyutis I saw at the Academy. Catastrophic mouth, social awareness inversely proportional to his eloquence...

What's going on? Could the Lyutis at the Academy and the Lyutis in Armein be different people? Does Lyutis actually have a twin brother?

'...Whatever.'

I pushed aside these pointless thoughts and decided to think positively.

Yes, whether Lyutis has a twin, a dual personality, or hidden strength doesn't matter. What's important is that Lyutis handled a task I would have had to deal with.

Thank you... They say even a broken clock is right twice a day, and it seems even a troll can be helpful once a year...

The Emperor remained secluded deep within the imperial palace, showing no concern whether a civil servant spread poison in social circles domestically or purges swept through foreign nations. Even with signs of abdication, which would have caused unrest had it been any other monarch, it was actually a relief—the current Emperor had worked himself to exhaustion for so long that people were practically begging him to rest.

The current Emperor had been a self-imposed workaholic from his coronation until a few years ago, crushing several noble families in the process. Perhaps his reclusive lifestyle was better for the mental health of both nobles and civil servants.

Besides, when the Emperor takes it easy, the Crown Prince has to work harder. Your Majesty, please follow the path of the Wanli Emperor.

"It has been 300 years since the Great Founder received the Mandate of Heaven. In the endless history of the Empire, those 300 years will be merely a part, and even this moment is just a stepping stone toward the future."

Of course, it was a futile wish. Despite gradually delegating responsibilities to the Crown Prince, the Emperor still insisted on delivering the closing address himself.

"We are merely bridges, receiving the legacy of our predecessors and passing it on to future generations. Remember this, unite, and strive forward."

The content of the closing address was ordinary. He simply mentioned unity and progress, the same themes he emphasized every year.

The nobles listened attentively without feeling burdened, as they had heard it all before. Unite in loyalty to the Emperor and progress for the nation's benefit. Not a difficult command. Unless one was deliberately planning treason, it was essentially just saying "Have a good new year."

"Crown Prince, say a few words as well."

The seemingly routine closing address suddenly took a turn. At the end of the New Year's ceremony, the Emperor was passing the final remarks to the Crown Prince.

A ripple spread through the kneeling nobles as they witnessed the aging sun fully supporting the next sun.

'This is maddening.'

I was included in that ripple. I'm terrified. Is this really going to be an abdication event within a year, just as the Minister said? With my luck, I might have to bow my head at the Academy and ask for an audience.

Unlike the nobles' unease, the Crown Prince seemed to have been forewarned. He bowed to the Emperor and stepped forward.

"As His Majesty stated, the present is a bridge between past and future. We must not take our inherited legacy for granted, and we should look toward the future rather than living only in the present."

His statement wasn't much different from the Emperor's closing address. That was to be expected. It would be stranger if the Crown Prince contradicted the Emperor at this moment.

The Emperor likely just wanted to give the Crown Prince some presence by having him speak, not expecting anything particularly special.

"However, there is no need to rush. Hastily built bridges collapse, and what we desire is a bridge that will last for thousands of years."

...Is it just me, or does that sound like a declaration that "I'll keep you working forever"?

"So I will simply wait. For all of you who will spend this time with the Imperial Family, and for the treasures who will serve the Imperial Family after you in the future."

As he spoke those words, the Crown Prince's gaze briefly turned toward me. That blatant look made me want to curl up and cry.

Isn't it too much to look at me while saying such things? It's clearly implying that he'll work me to the bone, and my future children too.

'Bastard.'

No wonder he was so quiet during the banquet—he was preparing this dagger.

The New Year's ceremony of the Holy Calendar year 1378 came to an end. Apart from the gloomy prophecy thrown by the Crown Prince at the end, it was a fairly decent ceremony.

I suffered some emotional wounds because of the ring, but I decided to think it was fine anyway.

"I'll visit your domain soon to pay my respects."
"Haha, come whenever it's convenient. I'll wait with a glad heart."

Seeing off my parents-in-law takes priority over my minor wounds.


The Iron-Blooded Duke and Marquis Iones had already left, and Count Flanvel and Baron Atini would soon return home. It's difficult for such people to gather in one place, so I'd prefer they stay longer, but they all have domains to manage. How could I keep them?

Besides, just as the Emperor summons titled nobles for the New Year's ceremony, it's customary for domain lords to host banquets for their vassals. If I don't want my fathers-in-law to be labeled as "nobles who ignore customs," I should let them go.

"Honestly, I've been worried because my only daughter never comes home, but now I can finally rest easy."

Baron Atini, who seemed much less awkward than when we first met, spoke with a smile. Despite his smiling face, what he said was quite embarrassing.

Since entering the Academy, Luise has never once returned to her home. During the semester, she stayed at the Academy, and during vacations, she stayed at my mansion. Thinking about it now, she's quite the devoted daughter. Not a pink capybara but a fire-attribute capybara, perhaps?

"I've had the same concern. I never thought we'd find common ground over something like this."

Count Flanvel, standing nearby, burst into laughter at Baron Atini's words. Sadly, Irina was also a devoted daughter rivaling Luise.

"...I'm sorry, I should have sent them back sooner."

However, I bear much of the responsibility for Luise and Irina becoming such devoted daughters. So I bowed my head in apology, but both fathers-in-law shook their heads.

"At least she contacts us regularly. Besides, there's probably no safer place than beside the Head of the Audit Department."
"I'm grateful for your kind words."

What a relief. I'm truly thankful they see me as a reliable son-in-law rather than an abductor who kidnapped their precious daughters...

After apologizing and expressing gratitude to Baron Atini and Count Flanvel several more times, I was finally able to see off all my in-laws. The next time everyone gathers will probably be at the wedding.

"Having four sets of in-laws makes even seeing them off quite a task."
"Indeed it does."

As I finished seeing them off, my mother, who had been chatting with my mothers-in-law, approached quietly. The head of the family had already returned due to Imperial Assembly business.

Anyway, when I turned my attention to my mother, a smile still lingered on her face. Somehow, she seemed to be smiling every time I saw her during this New Year's ceremony period.

'Was she always able to smile like this?'

It's somewhat surprising. She's usually dignified but not particularly cheerful, so I guess a son's marriage is truly a cheat key for parents.

"Are you returning home as well, Mother?"
"With the lord absent, the lady must at least keep watch over the place."

I nodded at her obvious answer to my obvious question. If the head of the family has been dragged to the assembly, then at least his wife should return. No matter how well the head steward is holding down the fort, domain affairs run more smoothly when the lord's family is present.

...But there is one member of the lord's family still at the domain.

"With Erich there, I don't think you need to hurry back."
"That child is still inexperienced in administrative matters."

When I mentioned Erich, my mother gently shook her head. Well, who starts out familiar with administrative work? I also reached my current position by stumbling and learning along the way.

But I think I understand why my mother is drawing the line, so I let it go. When there's already a solid successor in place, if another son suddenly gets involved in domain affairs, it might cause unnecessary confusion among the vassals.

"Besides, Erich is busy spending time with Sera."

Or not? Is she worried about something else rather than succession confusion?

Seeing my mother's smile grow wider, I quietly averted my gaze. Well, whatever the reason, what does it matter? The outcome is the same anyway.

"I'm leaving now. Everyone, come say goodbye."


And as soon as I turned my gaze, I gestured to the daughters-in-law who were maintaining an appropriate distance. On her final departure, she would be happier receiving farewells from her daughters-in-law.

Indeed, when my mother was surrounded by the five of them offering their goodbyes, she seemed overwhelmed.

So this is what filial piety feels like... It's my first time experiencing it.

***

The New Year's ceremony is already over. The wedding is just three days away. I don't understand why time is flowing so quickly.

Of course, it's not that I didn't want the wedding day to come, but somehow time seems to be passing faster than usual. There were times when a day felt like a month, but now...

"I prayed to Enen every day. I told him I wanted to wear my wedding dress as soon as possible."
"What a cute prayer. I'm sure Enen also wants to see you in your dress, Christina."

I smiled awkwardly at Miss Christina's beaming words.

Praying probably doesn't actually make time pass faster, but I can't help feeling strange about it. Or perhaps Miss Christina would have been suited for the path of a priestess. That would explain the effectiveness of her prayers.

Amazing, a deity who directly answers prayers... Isn't it a waste of talent for such a person to be an assistant teacher?

"Do you want to see it too, Lafayette?"

I couldn't help but chuckle as Miss Christina twisted her body shyly.

"Of course. If possible, I'd like to see it today."

Right, if the wedding is imminent anyway, I might as well enjoy it. Besides, there's nothing wrong with Miss Christina.

When we first met, I never imagined our relationship would develop this way, but the more we meet, the better we communicate and the more comfortable I feel around her. This is certainly better than being tied to some strange noblewoman in a political marriage.

With those feelings in mind, I answered firmly, causing Miss Christina to blush even more in embarrassment. It really does put me at ease. After seeing those fierce noblewomen skilled in social circles, such an innocent reaction feels healing.

"You two are about to be married and still using honorifics?"

As I was trying to collect my mixed feelings, the Minister who had lent us his mansion casually entered the room.

"Uncle!"
"Yes, your uncle is here. Have you been well?"

And he greeted the excited Christina with a warm smile that I fear might haunt my dreams.

'This is maddening.'

No matter how many times I see it, I can't get used to it. It's amazing that this person can make such an expression.

The only smile I know from the Minister is the murderous one he wears right before tearing someone apart.

Of course, I didn't say this out loud. In Miss Christina's heart, the Minister is a kind and dependable uncle.

...Kind...

'Have all kind people died out?'

My head hurts.

A child's wedding is something that never becomes familiar, no matter how many times you experience it. Even if that child isn't your biological child, but one you've taken into your heart.

My niece with navy blue hair, resembling my wife. Though she's not my biological child and there's much I don't know about her, and we haven't spent much time together, perhaps because of that, I've only seen her well-mannered and modest side, making her all the more endearing.

Unlike my own children who unfortunately take after me rather than my wife and don't have even a trace of cuteness, this girl has inherited my wife's youthful personality perfectly. If I say she doesn't cross my mind, that would be a lie, and if I say I don't want to look after her, that would mean I have no heart.

"Uncle! Look, a dragonfly over there!"
"Yes, it's quite big."

And she's a child who, from a young age, has never feared my somewhat intimidating appearance and has always welcomed me. Whenever I visited Airas County to pay my respects, I would carry her on my shoulders and tour the domain.

Now she's grown into a lady who would be embarrassed by such stories, but the closeness we built from her childhood continues to this day. She feels not just like a niece, but like a daughter.

'Time certainly flies.'

That daughter-like child, who once smiled with missing front teeth, is now a bride-to-be. I've never felt the passage of time so clearly as I do now.

Though I'm quite regretful that the passage of time has led to this result.

'...My niece's husband.'

I turned my gaze to the Audit Department's Section Chief of the 2nd Section, now my niece's husband, who was cautiously looking down and checking my reaction.

Christina's chosen partner was truly someone I never imagined. Officially, I was familiar with him as we both belonged to the Ministry of Finance, but I never expected to meet him in a personal relationship.

Honestly, I wasn't very pleased. No, rather, at first I wanted to object. Don't I know all too well how colorful and diverse his romantic history is? I was worried my niece would just be another passing person in his romantic life.

- Uncle. I heard Lafayette is your subordinate, is that true?

Especially when Christina contacted me through the communication orb, I tried with all my might to persuade her to break it off.

Of course, after that I was going to destroy the Section Chief. A man sent on official business who seduces an innocent woman, and even reveals his real name rather than an alias? He must be out of his mind. They say crazy bosses have crazy subordinates, and the Audit Department fits that description perfectly.

But I failed. Far from breaking up, their relationship became even stronger, becoming an officially recognized relationship.

'No parent can win against their child.'

Though I'm not her biological parent, having a parent's heart was my downfall. How could I oppose when a child who was modest and selfless except for her childhood vivacity pleaded with such a desperate face?

A girl who chose the path of hardship as an assistant teacher while being a member of a Count's family and the niece of the Minister of Finance. The first person she ever fell for. If I forced her to separate from such a person, she would be hurt and might never open her heart again.

It still drives me crazy. Why, among all the men in the world, did it have to be the Section Chief of the 2nd Section?

"Here, take this. The item you requested."

Still, I pushed away my negative thoughts and took out a ring case from inside my coat.

Regretting what has already happened would only make that child feel uncomfortable. Since I've already given permission, I should accept it willingly.

"Th-thank you!"

Seeing Christina's eyes sparkle as she received the ring case, even the slight uneasiness that remained quickly melted away.

Yes, I wasn't exactly a great husband material before marriage either. Just as I changed after meeting my wife, perhaps that niece's husband will change too.

Anyway, Christina, with a flushed face, opened the case and smiled as brightly as possible when she saw the ring split in half.

'Is that really so nice?'

I don't understand young people's tastes these days. Though she was a child without greed, she made a direct request, so I granted it, but what's so great about that half ring that makes her smile so happily?

Of course, regardless of my understanding, that bizarre ring will set a trend. A ring worn by that guy whose marriage was subtly drawing attention. Add to that, a ring worn by the Crown Prince, Crown Princess, Duke, and Duchess. This is an unstoppable trend. If you don't ride this wave, you'll be a nobleman who's fallen behind the fashion.

- I forgot to buy couple rings. I hurriedly split it, and she seemed to like it...
"If you don't want to get divorced, keep that a secret for the rest of your life."


And the saying "ignorance is bliss" came to mind. If only I hadn't known the backstory of that ring, I would have just thought, "So that's what's trendy these days," and moved on.

Anyway, the young punk is already showing signs of dementia. What man in the world forgets to buy couple rings for his lover?

"Lafayette, look at this. Isn't it pretty?"
"...Yes, it's truly beautiful. A treasure I'll cherish for life."

When Christina, smiling from ear to ear, showed the ring to her husband-to-be, he hesitated for a moment before answering.

I understand. He also knows the secret of that ring. It must be complicated for him to have a ring he once ridiculed now end up on his finger.

Moreover, that ring wasn't made by me but by the original creator. Since we happened to meet at the New Year's ceremony, I asked him directly.

"Split it."
"No, you want me to make more of this atrocity with my own hands?"

When I casually handed over the ring, he refused with a shudder, but—

"It's a ring for the owner of the thesis you tore up."
"I wish you a hundred years of happiness."

With that one sentence, he immediately split it.

Although he reportedly picked another topic and successfully submitted it right after the thesis was overturned, the fact remains that his thesis was lost once. If he had any conscience, he couldn't possibly refuse.

"I'll put it on for you myself."
"Th-thank you."

I quietly closed my eyes as I watched the fruit of that conscience being placed on Christina and her husband's fingers.

Though the process was peculiar, what matters is that my precious niece is happy.

***

The New Year's ceremony is when civil servants can legally take a break. In other words, they have to go back to work the day after the ceremony ends.

After enjoying all sorts of delicacies in a splendid banquet hall and being able to rest in a private room when tired, now they have to go to their dreary workplace. What a terrible fall from grace.

"...What are you doing?"

But as soon as I arrived at work, I felt it.

Today wouldn't be a terrible fall but a happy ascension. Not a valley of despair but climbing Mount Great Joy.

"It's a party to celebrate Section Chief 2's marriage!"

In response to my dazed voice, Section Chief 1 answered cheerfully. And in Section Chief 1's hand was a dazzling banner.

[ Congratulations! ☆ Section Chief 2 Escapes Bachelorhood! ]

'Oh.'

Instinctively, last year's events came to mind. The elaborate teabagging I suffered as soon as my assignment to the Academy was confirmed. The memory of tearing to shreds the banner that had torn my heart.

That memory has transcended the span of a year to descend again. Now to celebrate Section Chief 2, who has fallen from instigator to victim.

"Whose idea was this?"
"Mine!"
"Well done."

Good girl.

I stroked Section Chief 1's head with sincere appreciation. Truly well done. It wouldn't be right to let a colleague's marriage pass without celebration. When the only bachelor gets married, shouldn't we celebrate even if we have to create a non-existent holiday?

With satisfaction, I looked around to see other executives already taking their seats. Section Chief 3 guffawing while pouring drinks for the Deputy Head, Section Chief 5 rummaging through boxes, probably looking for alcohol to his taste.


'How harmonious.'

Seeing the executives ready to celebrate a colleague's marriage warmed my heart. Never had I been so glad that drinking during work hours was allowed just for today.

"Oh, Department Head! Would you like a drink too?"

When the Deputy Head, who heard the conversation between me and Section Chief 1, bowed his head, Section Chief 3, who was pouring him a drink, shook the bottle and asked.

"I'll pass. Drink among yourselves."

Of course, I declined. I want to enjoy this joy and pleasure with a clear mind.

If alcohol were to rob me of the pleasure I'm about to enjoy, I couldn't bear it. This emotion is mine alone...

"Well, if you say so."

Section Chief 3, perhaps deciding to share his pleasure with alcohol, took a swig straight from the bottle as soon as I refused.

Yes, drink up. Today is a day when you're innocent even if you drink yourself to death.

"Section Chief 2 hasn't arrived yet, right?"

After nodding to Section Chief 5, who was bowing to me, I turned my attention back to Section Chief 1.

While enjoying the celebration is important, without the person of honor, the excitement falls flat. A marriage celebration for Section Chief 2 without Section Chief 2 seems a bit dreadful.

Of course, these bastards have held a celebration for me in my absence, so it's nothing new.

"I think he'll come as late as possible? He seemed to have caught on."

I burst out laughing at Section Chief 1's words. It's true that those who've eaten meat know how to eat well, and those who hit know where it hurts.

Section Chief 2 already has extensive experience provoking me. He must have guessed that his karma would come flying back like tai chi, and that today would be the day to settle that karma.

"Even if he knows, what can he do about it?"
"That's true."

But unfortunately for Section Chief 2, knowing doesn't change anything.

Refuse to come to work? Then we'll go get him. Request a business trip? I can just reject it. The wheel rolling toward Section Chief 2 cannot be stopped.

My heart is pounding. To experience such an event on the first workday of the new year, my luck this year is at its peak.

As the end of working hours approached, there was still no sign of Section Chief 2.

"Did he escape?"
"Should we go catch him and have lunch outside while we're at it?"

Ignoring the whispering section chiefs, I stroked my chin.

What's going on? This guy isn't the type to be late. Nor is he the type to go so far as to be absent without leave. I'd rather he had boldly requested to leave early.

And that question was soon answered.

- Come get your subordinate. He's in the Minister's office.
"Excuse me?"

A sudden call from the Minister, unexpectedly revealing Section Chief 2's whereabouts.

'Crazy.'

My mind froze at this statement that defied common sense. Why the hell is that guy in the Minister's office? That's like finding a battalion commander in the corps commander's office.

"...I'll be right there."

This bastard, did he flee to the Minister's office to avoid the teabagging?

A department head going to the minister's office to catch a section chief. Just hearing it sounds like a mental drain. Is this bastard acting out because he's now related to the minister through marriage?

If that's the case, he's an incredibly vicious guy. Using connections before even getting married? If you're going to play the connection card, I'll have to pull out my own.

"I'm here."
"Ah, you've arrived."

Suppressing my complicated feelings, I knocked quickly and entered promptly. Forget about the connection warfare—let me first collect this crazy subordinate and then think.

As soon as I entered the minister's office, I quickly scanned the interior and spotted the Section Chief 2 using the sofa as a bed.

'Insane.'

This bastard. And in a superior's office, no less.

As I stared blankly at Section Chief 2 (or what used to be called a human) with anger-filled eyes, the minister spoke softly.

"He drank quite a lot. Even though he's young, his alcohol tolerance is weaker than mine."

And I could sense a slight embarrassment in his voice.

'...He's letting this slide?'

My brain finally started working after hearing the minister's words.

Come to think of it, this is strange. The minister is someone who disapproves of relatives benefiting from his position. Besides, while the minister may care for his wife's nephew, that's a feeling directed at the nephew, not toward the nephew's son-in-law who "stole" him.

Yet this thief is sleeping peacefully in his office? He's not someone who would tolerate this. Instead of contacting me, he would have neatly folded the section chief's spine and thrown him into my office.

"Why is he here?"

So I asked the fundamental question. Why he came to the minister's office instead of the Audit Department, and why he's passed out here.

"We had a drink together yesterday."
"A drink?"
"A crate of drinks."

Hearing that, I looked at Section Chief 2 again. His face was still red, and his body occasionally trembled.

I see. This bastard is properly drunk.

"It was his last holiday before marriage. We drank moderately, but he still can't get up."

He added "weak guy," but I couldn't sympathize. Section Chief 2 has quite a strong alcohol tolerance, so how much did he drink to be in this near-death state?

Even the minister mentioned a "crate," so he must have consumed more than the amount of fluid in his body. If you pricked him with a needle, alcohol would come out instead of blood.

'You were forced to come to work.'

Understanding the situation, I felt a bit sorry for the trembling Section Chief 2.

Section Chief 2 didn't rush to the minister's office on his own. He was forced into an alcohol battle with the minister, lost, and was dragged here like luggage because he couldn't wake up. He didn't come to work voluntarily, but was forced...

"Since you're here, take him away quickly. He smells of alcohol."
"Well, whose fault is that?"

I gritted my teeth at the perpetrator's cold statement, but still supported the collapsed section chief.

Though it's unfortunate to start the morning like this, the celebration party must go on. If he's unconscious, we'll celebrate him in that state. Nothing can stop our celebration.

"Gruk..."

As I retrieved Section Chief 2 and returned to my office, I heard groaning sounds from beside me.

"Are you awake?"
"Uhhh..."

Section Chief 2 mumbled in a bizarre voice. But at least he seems to have regained consciousness, which is fortunate.

"You're probably the first person to sleep in the minister's office. We're heading to my office, so hang in there a bit longer."
"Yeeeah..."


His response was a bit clearer than before. This guy seems happy to be going to my office, which is like home to him, rather than the unfamiliar minister's office.

Of course, I believe he'll be even happier when he hears what I say next.

"We've prepared a wedding celebration party for you. Let's go have some hangover soup."
"......"

I knew he'd be happy. He must be so moved that he can't even speak.

This is the warmth of the Audit Department, and it makes my heart warm.

Two days after sending off Section Chief 2 with a wild celebration party while having him sit in the department head's chair, the day finally arrived when the Capital's Casanova would be tied to his life's grave—no, life partner.

It's such a moving day. My sister-in-law, please never let this Casanova bastard go and live happily ever after. You've saved countless ladies...

"I told you to just send a gift and not come in person. Don't you have work to do?"

Seeing the minister speak rudely to a guest who had come all this way made all my emotion disappear instantly.

"If I don't show my face at a subordinate's wedding, I'll be criticized."
"Then you'll see me six times."

Shit. I didn't think of that.

My body froze momentarily at this unforeseen disaster. He's right. If there are six weddings, all the guests who know me can attend all six.

For a moment, I imagined a future where not only the minister but also the Crown Prince would attend ALL of them.

'Wow.'

I immediately stopped imagining. I momentarily forgot that there are things in this world that shouldn't be imagined, even in thought.

"...I've included a generous amount."

Calming my slightly depressed feelings, I handed the minister a pouch containing the wedding gift money.

I'm not just saying it—I really did include a generous amount. I know both the groom, Section Chief 2, and the bride, Christina. Since it would be awkward to give to just one side, I put in about twice the appropriate amount.

"It's heavy."

Fortunately, it seemed satisfactory even by the minister's standards, as he nodded lightly and put it in the gift box.

Yes, of course he should be satisfied. I followed the Golden Duke's advice that if you're worried about money, it means the amount is insufficient. Social life is half successful if you follow the Golden Duke's example.

"...By the way, where is your wife?"

Belatedly looking around, I felt something was off. Why is only the minister standing alone to greet the guests?

No, where is the Airas family, and why is the uncle greeting the guests? If the minister's wife were here too, I could have thought they were working together as a couple.

"It's been a while since the relatives gathered, so I sent her to chat with them. It doesn't matter who stands guard, right?"

The minister's words made me feel like common sense was crumbling. No, it matters a lot...? This isn't just any event, it's a wedding.

But since the person has already been sent away, I could only nod. Besides, having the current Minister of Finance greet guests would be more impressive. The guests would feel honored too.

"Then I'll go see the groom."
"Don't block the way and go quickly."

Leaving behind the indifferent minister who waved his hand, I headed to where the groom would be.

My lips are already twitching. This is bad. I don't think I can hold back my laughter when I see Section Chief 2 in his wedding attire.

***

I sat in the waiting room, maintaining a smile. My father's joy that I had finally become a human being instead of a bastard, and my mother's relief that I was getting married before thirty echoed through the waiting room, but honestly, I couldn't really hear them.

My feelings are complicated. It doesn't feel real. It's not that I dislike getting married, but just being in this place feels awkward and subtle. I don't even know how to express it.

It feels like I'm transforming into a different being from who I've been until now. Like I'm stepping into a different world from the one I've lived in. No, is that too extreme? But I can't think of a more appropriate expression...


"Why do you look like that? Did you sleep properly?"

As I was sorting out my confused feelings, the department head approached from the entrance, wearing an undisguisable smile.

"Audit Department Head."
"Ah, it's been a while. It's good to see you again for such a happy occasion."

When my father noticed the department head, he greeted him first, and the department head bowed his head and offered a handshake.

Seeing my father laugh and say it was all thanks to the Audit Department Head made me want to laugh sarcastically. It's my wedding—what role did the department head play? If anything, the minister was the one who made a significant contribution.

'...Did I benefit from him?'

But thinking about how I met Christina, it didn't seem entirely wrong.

If the department head hadn't been at the Academy, if I hadn't gone to the Academy to support him, I wouldn't have met Christina. In a way, he could be considered the starting point of everything.

Anyway, after greeting my father and then my mother, the department head turned his gaze toward me.

"Congratulations. Honestly, I thought you'd stay single forever."
"I thought so too."

My mother's face crumbled at those words, but I think it's fine since I'm getting married after all. It would have been unfilial if I had said that while still unmarried.

The department head seemed to think the same, as he chuckled and patted my shoulder.

"Now you need to have children to continue the Baron family line. I don't plan to touch your honeymoon leave, so rest well and come back."
"Is it okay for a superior to put that kind of pressure?"

A situation where my boss is putting pressure about heirs that my father should be doing. And the fact that someone younger and unmarried is doing it made the world seem upside down.

"If you're jealous, you should get promoted."

But when that all-purpose sentence came out, I could only laugh without being able to refute.

My parents seemed surprised that the Audit Department Head's remarks were so blunt, but this is just how he is. A noble among nobles, but with the heart of a commoner.

'That's why we get along.'

It's tiring to meet stiff and authoritarian superiors. Just look at the previous Audit Department Head—wasn't he really annoying and irritating?

But the department head is different. Though he's a pure-blooded noble like the previous head, his attitude toward us is completely different. Maybe it's because he's already spent time with the Six Swords, or maybe that's just who he is.

So I have no doubt that he'll gladly accept the small gift I've prepared.

'I should congratulate him as much as he's congratulated me.'

A single flower carefully placed in my inner pocket. A flower taken from the bouquet prepared for Christina.

'The guest who catches the bride's bouquet will be the next to marry.'

Thinking of this custom that lies between tradition and superstition, the corners of my mouth turned up. Of course, I don't intend to steal the gift the bride gives to the guests. I've just prepared a small gift behind the big one.

After the ceremony, I'll approach the department head and give him this flower. I'll give what was once part of the bouquet to someone who will soon be married.

Surely the department head will be pleased.

There's no subordinate like me in the world. Ahem.

***

This flower-like bastard.

"This is a flower from the bouquet. Since you'll be getting married soon, you should receive at least one."

After the wedding ended, Section Chief 2 approached me and handed me a flower while spouting nonsense.

For a moment, the saying "don't hit even with flowers" crossed my mind, but today I feel like I could hit someone with a flower.


The winter break was quite peaceful after the major events of the New Year's ceremony and my subordinate's wedding. During summer break, I nearly went crazy managing those burdensome people, but now there was nothing to worry about, which was incredibly comfortable.

Even the Fifth Empire, which would likely have been a winter break event, had its head cut off before I could do anything. I wish I could continue living such an effortless life.

"Here you go."

While I was absentmindedly staring at the clock waiting for quitting time, the Section Chief of the First Section discreetly handed me a piece of paper.

As soon as I confirmed the words "Vacation Request Form" written at the top, I immediately signed my name in the signature field. I already knew why she was taking vacation, so there was no need to read the contents.

"It's my first time spending a vacation with my superior."
"It's also my first time spending one with a subordinate."

The place she's going on vacation is the same place I'm going—Teilgleichen County, where the family head and my mother are holding down the fort.

Didn't I promise my mother that I would visit the domain after the New Year's ceremony? Obviously, I couldn't go alone, so I ended up bringing along my prospective daughters-in-law, which resulted in the Section Chief hastily requesting vacation time.

Fortunately, she doesn't seem to mind.

"Ah, I also bought a gift for your mother."
"How thoughtful."

I nodded appropriately as the Section Chief rummaged through her pocket. She's thinking normally about her mother-in-law like this—if Marquis Iones saw this, he would shed tears of emotion. It wouldn't be strange if the Marquis achieved enlightenment this year.

"This—your mother would like this, right?"

And then a bright red ruby necklace emerged from the Section Chief's bosom.

Hmmmm.

"...Yes, she would like it."
"Right? I worked hard to pick it out!"

Seeing the Section Chief's eyes sparkle with joy, I felt a pang of conscience, but I didn't take back my words. Sometimes in life, white lies are necessary.

As far as I remember, my mother wasn't the type to wear red clothes, let alone red accessories. Rather than flashy colors, she preferred soft and warm colors.

But how could I tell the cruel truth to a prospective daughter-in-law who had prepared a gift? Besides, I believe my mother would appreciate it when told it was prepared by her future daughter-in-law.

'One is fine, I suppose.'

It's not like the Section Chief was the only one who prepared a gift. All the daughters-in-law, who couldn't visit their parents-in-law empty-handed, prepared gifts.

During that process, I was bombarded with questions from the daughters-in-law about their in-laws' preferences, and when I mentioned that my mother always wore necklaces, they all decided to prepare necklaces. I honestly didn't know the family head's preferences, so I couldn't say anything. They probably figured that out on their own.

So my mother will receive six necklaces. In that case, wouldn't one red one be acceptable? In fact, among the subdued colors, the one that stands out might attract more attention.

'She'll wear a different one each day of the week.'

I burst out laughing at this silly thought. Thanks to her son's careless words, my mother was in danger of having to wear a different necklace every day. I should have said she likes all accessories, not just necklaces.

"I also bought a gift for your father, and prepared one for you too, Department Head!"
"No, why are you telling me that in front of me?"

I experienced a minor culture shock at the Section Chief's proud declaration. This is quite novel. Who announces gifts in front of the recipient?

"You would have known even if I hadn't said anything. Of course you receive gifts on your birthday."

And I nodded at her incredibly persuasive words.

That's true. Anyone would know they'd receive gifts on their birthday without being told.

'Birthday, huh.'

It feels somewhat unfamiliar, like a half-forgotten word. I've experienced birthdays every year since the possession, but I forget about them every year. Honestly, it's not even my birthday.

- If it's alright, could you come at the end of January?
"Yes, that's fine... but is there something happening then?"
- It's your birthday.
"Ah."


However, the karma for forgetting my body's birthday returned spectacularly. My mother's gaze after hearing my blank response seemed to say, 'What kind of life are you living that you even forget your own birthday?' That slightly trembling gaze moved the triangle in my heart.

If I hadn't said anything at that moment, the call would have ended with just receiving that pitiful, sympathetic gaze. Even someone with poor social awareness would understand that much.

So I hastily mentioned that I would bring the sixth daughter-in-law, whom we hadn't met last time, and only then could I escape my mother's moist gaze. It feels somewhat like I used the Section Chief of the Fourth Section as a sacrifice to escape, but who cares? As long as the outcome is good.

"By the way, can Penelia come too? I thought the Special Affairs Ministry had strict limits on vacation personnel."

As if the Section Chief's thoughts had also drifted to the Section Chief of the Fourth Section, she raised a perfectly reasonable question.

Indeed, I'd heard that the Special Affairs Ministry had more complicated procedures for requesting vacations compared to other departments. I'd also heard that the number of people who could take vacation at once was smaller than in other departments.

"The Charcoal Division guys gave up their vacations."
"Wow..."

But if there's a personnel limit, it's fine as long as other personnel don't go out. If the entire Charcoal Division gives up their vacations, one Section Chief of the Fourth Section can easily get out.

...The madness of subordinates giving up their vacations for their superior is frightening, but I suppose it shows how well-regarded the Section Chief of the Fourth Section is.

After a period of coordination where civil servants matched their vacations and the Tower Master dumped his work on the Deputy Tower Master...

"It's been a while since you've come. It's a place that's still pleasant to return to."

Thanks to the continent's greatest magician, we were able to travel comfortably. Using teleport dropped us right in front of the castle—it would be stranger if there were any inconveniences.

"Thank you. We arrived comfortably thanks to you."

In response to my greeting, the Magic-Ending Duke gently smiled and shook his head, as if to say this was nothing.

Of course, considering the Magic-Ending Duke's abilities, it truly is nothing, but it's problematic to take others' consideration for granted. It's proper to express gratitude even for small things.

"Thank you, Beatrix."

So when I whispered quietly, I felt the Magic-Ending Duke's ears quiver.

That certainly worked.

***

My heart is pounding. Today is the first day in my life that I'm leaving the mansion. Not just leaving my room, but actually going outside the mansion.

"Sera, are you sure you'll be alright? Aren't you pushing yourself? No, let's just stay here. That would be better—"
"I'm fine. We've already completed all the examinations, right?"

Looking at Erich, who seemed more nervous than I was, I felt uneasy, but this is a step I must take. To attend the Academy with Erich, I eventually need to go outside.

I need to prove it. I need to show that there's no problem with me attending the Academy or going out. Only then can I be with Erich.

"Everyone said there's nothing wrong. Don't worry too much."

I smiled as I placed my index finger on Erich's lips, who still looked anxious.

The magician and priest who handled my treatment said there was nothing wrong. They said there would be no problem with Academy life, so theoretically everything is perfect. Now I'm just building practical experience based on that theory.

"...Alright, I understand."

Finally, Erich seemed to give up, sighing as he spoke.

"But if anything feels even slightly off, you'll rest immediately, right?"

He added a condition, but I was rather happy thinking that it was because he was worried about me.

"Hehe, if something's wrong, I'll have to rely on my knight."
"Then I'll have to stay by your side constantly."

My face heated up at those words. I had said it to tease him, but his casual counterattack made my heart flutter.

'Constantly...'

Still, that flutter was one of joy. As soon as I heard Erich's words, I instinctively spread my wings of happy imagination.


Erich staying by my side and never leaving, Erich escorting me like a splendid knight. Just imagining it makes me happy. It's truly like a dream.

But it's not a dream—it's reality.

"Yes, I'm counting on you."

I smiled broadly and linked arms with Erich. I felt his body stiffen.

How cute. His face is red too. To be shy over something so small, how pure can he be?

"Come on, let's go. We shouldn't be late."
"Oh, y-yes. R-right."

Watching Erich stammer, I left the room with confident steps.

...And I only realized my face was just as red when I saw myself in the mirror as we were leaving.

When we arrived at the castle, Mother and the Lady welcomed us. They bombarded us with all sorts of questions like whether we had any discomfort on the way, if I was feeling well, if I was cold—but thinking that these questions were filled with affection and concern, I didn't find them bothersome at all.

"Yes, I'm fine. You don't need to worry."
"How cold. How could I not worry?"

I couldn't help but smile seeing the Lady caressing my cheek with concern. My mother's childhood friend and Erich's mother. Because of that relationship, she cares for me so much that she tells me to call her Aunt in private.

"I'm really fine. You sent good healers, Aunt."

The Lady smiled faintly at those words and turned her gaze toward my mother.

"She looks just like you when you were young, but how can her personality be so different?"

I saw my mother's eyebrows twitch at this sudden attack, but I could see she was holding back while considering my first outing.

Instead, she sent a look to the Lady that made me understand what it means to curse someone with your eyes.

"Come to think of it, it must have been a while since you've seen Kal."
"Yes. It feels like it's been several years."

The Lady spoke again, ignoring my mother's gaze. Indeed, it has been a long time since I've seen Brother Kal.

If Brother hadn't returned to the domain with his lovers, and if my body hadn't recovered, there was a high chance I wouldn't have seen him for even longer. Brother is so busy that he couldn't come visit me when I was ill.

'Six...'

And when I thought about the number of lovers my brother was bringing, I felt a bit dizzy.

My goodness, six! And six at the same time! The Count and Lady are happily living in monogamy, but why is their son, Brother Kal...

'...I heard the previous Count had multiple wives.'

Could it be that the blood has manifested across generations? Then, then could Erich also take multiple wives like Brother Kal?

'No.'

I grabbed Erich's hand with trembling fingers. No. I don't want to share my knight with other women.

Erich is my knight alone. He's the knight who has protected only me since childhood, and the knight whom only I have watched over.

"Sera?"

When I suddenly took his hand, Erich asked as if wondering what was wrong.

"I'm a little cold... is it okay if I stay like this for a moment?"

I smiled slightly at Erich as I answered.

Actually, it's a lie. I don't want to stay like this for a moment—I want to stay like this forever.

I wish this hand I'm holding now could be a hand that only I can hold.

Perhaps because they had been given advance notice of their arrival, a crowd had gathered at the main gate of the domain castle to welcome the guests. However, one person who should have been there was missing.

'Where's the family head?'

No matter how much I looked, I couldn't see the family head. It was a strange situation where the master of the house was absent from welcoming his son and daughters-in-law.

Strange. If he hadn't shown his face during last summer vacation either, I would have thought he'd completely left the welcoming duties to mother, but to disappear at this timing?

Even during the formal meeting of families during the New Year's ceremony, the family head had maintained a relatively calm expression. He didn't seem to have any complaints about my partners, and even if he did harbor some dissatisfaction, he wasn't the type to make it obvious by not showing up like this.

"He said he had business with the Chairman. He should be back by the end of today at the latest."

Noticing my confusion, my mother gently spoke up.

'I see.'

Now that I understood the situation, I felt a bit disappointed. So he was just too busy with work to come.

"He must be very busy."
"What can we do? It's not the first year that a congressman is busy during the new year."

When she puts it that way, it makes me, a civil servant who took time off, feel awkward.

But in this empire, legislators are overwhelmingly busier than administrative officials specifically during the new year. So I can only keep my mouth shut.

'My future.'

It's a bit complicated. Since the Imperial Count title automatically comes with a congressional position, I'll automatically become a congressman when I inherit the title.

Of course, to prevent excessive workload concentration, once you reach the level of section chief in the administration or senior commander in the military, you can send a blood relative as a proxy congressman. But me sending a proxy would mean I failed to retire by then.

That's terrifying. Is my fate really to die while working?

'Black Cow Kal Kracius...'

I suppose the Yellow Cow that goes with Black Cow must be the Crown Prince. No wonder that bastard is blonde.

"Welcome. Was your journey comfortable?"

Anyway, suppressing my bitterness, I exchanged proper greetings, and then my mother approached Margareta with sparkling eyes.

"Yes, it was comfortable since we came by teleport."

As Margareta answered with a bright smile, my mother's gaze turned toward the Magic-Ending Duke. Her gaze toward the Magic-Ending Duke was full of affection and warmth rather than awkwardness.

"Thanks to Beatrix, I could see my daughters-in-law sooner. Thank you."
"I should not receive thanks as I also wanted to see you sooner, madam."

A bold situation where a countess addresses a duke by his first name. But the conversation itself proceeded in a friendly manner. After all, the parties involved had agreed to the situation.

Having accepted the reality of receiving the Magic-Ending Duke as a daughter-in-law, my mother had proposed one compromise during the family meeting: though informal speech might be too much yet, she would address her by her first name with a comfortable tone. The Magic-Ending Duke, not expecting to have everything at once, gladly agreed.

'That's how they get comfortable.'

And when you're on a first-name basis, you've already crossed the halfway point. Calling someone by their name naturally leads to familiarity and growing closer. Just like how in the military, once you start calling your senior by name, they become more like a peer.

As my mother began greeting her daughters-in-law, I approached Erich.

"Have you been well?"
"Well, nothing much to complain about."

I just nodded at Erich's indifferent response. Indeed, what could happen to someone who's been stuck in the domain?

"It's been a while, Sera. Almost three years?"

After patting Erich's shoulder, I turned my attention to the woman beside him. It's been so long that my memory is hazy, but with blonde hair and blue eyes, contextually she must be Sera.

Moreover, her face vaguely overlapped with the Sera I remembered seeing last, so it must be her. Fortunately, she grew up beautifully without any dramatic changes. As the daughter of the head maid, that's to be expected.

"Yes, it's been about that long."
"I'm sorry. I should have at least visited occasionally, I was too negligent."
"It's fine. Erich came enough for both brothers."

Sera gently shook her head, smiled, and took Erich's hand. It looked natural at first glance, but upon closer inspection, there was a subtle trembling in her hand.


'Oh.'

Seeing that shy gesture, I instinctively realized that Sera had feelings for Erich.

Although I couldn't tell if her feelings were at the level of "like" or "love," what woman would hold the hand of a man she had no interest in? It's so obvious that even I, who's seeing Sera for the first time in three years, can notice it—meaning people around them must have realized it long ago.

Yes, if you don't realize it when it's this obvious, it's not about lacking perception—it's about lacking a brain.

'...He doesn't get it.'

And as soon as I saw Erich's expression, I knew. This guy has no brain.

It's strange. There seems to be an invisible wall between Erich and Sera. While Sera is clearly full of shyness and innocent affection, Erich is holding her hand with a blank expression as if it's nothing.

You idiot, smile right now. Sera will cry if she sees that expression.

'He was always like this.'

Along with frustration came a subtle resignation. I had forgotten because he'd shown normal behavior after being rejected by Luise, but this guy originally had regrettable perception and intelligence when it came to his own romantic matters.

And unfortunately, it seems to apply to people other than Luise too...

'At least there's no competition.'

If there's any consolation, unlike with Luise, this is a 1:1 situation with no competitors. So his current lack of perception and intelligence won't be a major setback.

It's just that Sera's heart is burning hot. I heard she's just starting to recover her health—I hope she doesn't collapse from emotional distress.

"I'm glad to see you two getting along well."
"We're childhood friends, so this much is natural."

At Erich's words, Sera's expression mixed joy and disappointment. His statement valued her but simultaneously drew a line by calling her a friend.

"Sera will be lonely when school starts. You should spend time together until then."

Seeing Sera's complex expression, I casually spoke up. As someone who unintentionally stole Erich's first love, I should help at least this much.

Fortunately, there's no competition, and they share childhood memories, so there's no need to rush. Just meet as much as possible when they can, and keep interacting until Erich notices Sera's feelings—

"Oh, Sera is also entering the Academy."

Wait, what?

"Entering?"
"I'm enrolling as a second-year student."

I nodded blankly at Sera's statement.

'Has she recovered that much?'

This was quite surprising. A girl who had spent most of her life bedridden since birth has recovered enough for Academy activities? I thought she had only improved enough for occasional outings.

"We'll see each other often at the Academy then. Please take care of me, brother."
"Oh, sure."
"I heard you're the advisor for the Confectionery Club. I'd like to see you there if possible."
"Sure..."

Well, it's not bad news that an acquaintance has become healthier.

Time to update the club roster after a long while...

***

A lake near the Capital. A quiet retreat known only to those in the know, where I came with fellow congressmen to catch my breath.

"Not our day today."
"Do fish hibernate in winter too?"

A fishing spot simultaneously praised by congressmen. Today too, the three of us gathered at this retreat-cum-famous spot to enjoy winter fishing.

In truth, this isn't the time for it since Kal is coming to the domain with his daughters-in-law today, but the problem is that this fishing appointment was made long ago.

Of course, I could explain the situation and postpone it, but one of the appointment partners, Count Bardon, has always been the type to secretly hold grudges when appointments get pushed back. He's mellowed with age, but the problem is that, due to the sin of friendship, that personality remains unchanged toward me.

Thanks to that, I told my wife I'd be late due to work and came to the lake.


'This is work too, in a way.'

Social activities as a congressman, mingling with Count Bardon, the chairman. Anyone would see it as part of the job. I believe my wife will understand.

"I didn't want to use this, but..."

Staring at his fishless rod, Count Bardon, Walter, pulled something out from his pocket.

"What's that?"
"An artifact with Thunderbolt magic. If I throw this into the lake—"
"Stop that nonsense and put it away. Do you want to never fish here again?"

At those words, Walter clicked his tongue regretfully and put the artifact back in his pocket.

"You've gone even crazier since I last saw you. The parliament really isn't a place to stay long."

Watching that scene, the former Count Horpelt, Georg, burst into laughter. It wasn't my imagination that his laughter carried thick mockery and superiority.

"Aren't you ashamed of being pushed to the back room in your prime?"
"Burdening your twenty-year-old daughter. What a disgrace."

Walter, also feeling that irritating emotion, attacked fiercely along with me, but—

"I'll live as a shameless disgrace, so you two just do your best."

We closed our mouths at the victor's retort.

It's still surprising. I never expected that this man, in his prime, would pass his title to his then nineteen-year-old daughter and retire. The parliament was turned upside down by his sudden retirement, but what could we do when his retirement was the Emperor's will?

"Jealous?"
"Shut up. Before I bring down the gavel on you."
"Oh my, how frightening."

Walter, trembling with anger at Georg's provocation, took out the Thunderbolt artifact again.

Yes, using it on him would be better than using it on the lake.

"By the way, Wilhelm. Is it okay for you to be here?"

Georg hastily changed the subject at that sight. It was an obvious maneuver, but since it would be troublesome to take care of a friend electrocuted, I played along.

"I do feel bad about not being there to welcome them, but my son isn't the type to be upset about such things."
"Unlike someone else. He's aging backwards."

When Georg and I looked at Walter, he raised his voice as if his legs were cramping.

"No, if I had known my son was coming, of course I would have met him next time!"
"Anyone can say that."

When I nodded unconsciously at Georg's words, Walter's face turned red. The fact that he doesn't deny it suggests he thinks the same.

"Anyway, congratulations. I was worried that your son seemed to have no intention of marrying, but who would have thought he was gathering six partners behind the scenes?"

After laughing for quite some time, Georg composed his expression and spoke seriously.

"So now Erich should find a partner too."
"That's for him to decide."

At my firm answer, Georg made a dissatisfied sound.

This guy is persistent too. Partners will come naturally with time. Forcing a connection as parents will only backfire.

'That child must be busy.'

Moreover, the child Georg is trying to match with Erich is his own daughter. A nineteen-year-old Imperial Count and member of the Imperial Parliament who must be busy.

Of course, she and Erich have known each other since childhood, but using that friendship as a reason to make them a couple is too hasty. How could we bear the consequences of forcibly making a relationship that might naturally end as friendship into a marriage?

"No, Zenobia said she would like Erich too..."
"Then they'll meet on their own. Don't interfere unnecessarily."
"You're always so strict."

Thus, the conversation about Erich naturally ended, and we were finally able to finish fishing just as Walter was about to throw the artifact into the lake out of frustration.

# Domain Arrival

After arriving at the domain, unpacking my luggage, and finally resting on the bed, evening came and I greeted the returning head of the family.

"I'm not sure if the food suits your taste."

At the dinner table where everyone had gathered, Mother spoke softly.

"It's perfect. This is the most enjoyable meal I've ever had."

The Section Chief of the 4th Section, who had been on high alert as if standing guard, answered sharply. Mother seemed satisfied with the response and nodded contentedly.

In truth, looking at this mountain of food, it would be impossible to say anything negative. Isn't this like bringing to life the phrase, "I didn't know what you liked, so I prepared everything"? Though I hadn't gone to the kitchen today, I could imagine the chef must be struggling for dear life by now. I wonder if we can even eat all of this.

"If anything is lacking, please feel free to say so. I'll prepare more."
"Yes, Mother. Thank you."

Even though it seems like we couldn't finish this food in an entire day, the Section Chief answered without hesitation again.

Am I imagining things, or does she look like a junior officer submitting to a senior's food torture? If it's the Section Chief, I'm afraid she might actually force herself to eat everything and then ask for more.

"My dear. Let the children eat as they please now. Wouldn't it be better if they could enjoy their meal comfortably?"

The head of the family, who had been quietly eating at the head seat, spoke in a low voice.

A warm consideration for the daughters-in-law who might feel pressured. However, I deliberately avoided reacting because I might burst into laughter if I looked toward the family head.

'Treasure goblin.'

I shouldn't think this way, but that phrase has been stuck in my head. The family head's appearance, adorned with all sorts of gifts, was so different from usual.

Unlike Mother's gifts, which were all necklaces, the family head's gifts were diverse. Brooches, handkerchiefs, scarves, bracelets, and so on. These completely uncoordinated items had converged on the family head as gifts, and he wore them all without any resistance.

I'm not sure if this is the mindset of a noble accepting gifts from other families, or if it's the feeling of a father-in-law pleased by his daughters-in-law's gift offensive. Either way, it's a bit bizarre.

'At least better than Mother.'

Of course, it's more normal than Mother, who happily wore all the necklaces as soon as she received them.

I never expected her to wear all six of them at once. The gift-givers were actually the ones who were taken aback.

"These are all precious gifts, so how could I choose between them? At least for today, I want to wear them all."

The others seemed touched by her words and backed down. Still, I wish they had tried to persuade her a bit longer. The gemstones on the necklaces were all different, making her look like she was wearing a rainbow.

"Not at all, Father. I'm actually happy that Mother is being so thoughtful."

Anyway, Mother, who had looked momentarily abashed at the family head's words, smiled again at Margareta's comment. When the other daughters-in-law nodded in agreement, her expression brightened even more.

It seems like she's getting worked up over something trivial, but I felt uneasy because I understood why she was acting this way. Right after arriving at the domain, the head maid had discreetly approached me and shared something.

"The lady didn't have a harmonious relationship with her in-laws. The previous ladies passed away early, and the previous head of the family didn't think highly of her. So she probably wants to enjoy the warm relationship she never experienced through her daughters-in-law."

The desire to love and cherish her daughters-in-law because she never received love from her in-laws. The wish to create the harmonious mother-in-law relationship she never had.

After hearing that, I saw Mother's every action in a different light.

'Someone starved for affection.'

I never imagined it. I just thought she was a reserved person who didn't express her emotions much. I never suspected she harbored such feelings. Perhaps her lack of attention when her children were growing up was because she herself never received proper affection in the Kracius family.

Come to think of it, hasn't she been trying to improve her relationship with me and Erich since last year? Mother wasn't a cold-hearted person; she was just inexperienced.

'At least her relationship with her husband is good, thankfully.'

I turned my gaze toward the treasure goblin—no, the family head—whom I had been deliberately avoiding looking at.

A disastrous mother-in-law relationship, an inexperienced heart that couldn't fully show affection to her children. Despite all these adverse conditions, Mother was able to endure thanks to the family head. If you have a husband you can trust and rely on, it doesn't matter if your relationships with others aren't great, right?

'...Why is that good?'


Then a sudden thought occurred to me. If the inexperienced Mother trusted and relied on someone, it means they must be somewhat compatible. But how could the stoic and mechanical family head... be compatible? Is there any reason for those two to get along?

It's a bit confusing. Could it be that the family head is also inexperienced like Mother? Are they good together because they're similar? Actually, apart from selling me out to the Audit Department, the family head hasn't really done anything bad to me. His indifference toward his children isn't much different from Mother's.

'I don't know.'

This is too complex to think about while eating.

But since it's not an urgent matter, I should consider it leisurely...

Once the floodgates of doubt opened, questions poured out like a dam breaking. I began to wonder if the family head might not be the strict, solemn, serious machine-like person I had perceived him to be.

"Young Master. I'm sorry, but could I ask you to sign these approvals?"
"I don't mind, but isn't the family head here?"

That fundamental doubt was planted the next morning, thanks to the embarrassed-looking head steward.

"Well, the Master is having an important conversation with the Lady..."
"Conversation?"
"About that..."

After hesitating for a moment, the head steward's words were quite shocking.

"The Master said he would be late yesterday due to work matters, but when I saw the shoes he was wearing, they had dry grass and mud on them."
"So what?"
"Usually, such traces remain when he returns from fishing."

I was left speechless. To summarize, a husband who went out to play under the pretext of work was caught by his wife and is now getting an earful.

I'm confused. This is so different from the family head I knew. Moreover, the head steward's reaction was merely embarrassment, without any particular surprise. As if this kind of incident had happened occasionally before.

"I believe the Master did gather for work matters. He didn't go fishing alone; he went with Count Bardon and the former Count Horpelt."

Perhaps seeing me unable to speak made me look like "a son shocked to see his father going out to play after bringing home his daughter-in-law," because the head steward hastily added more explanation.

I am shocked, but not for the reason the head steward thinks. As someone who works as a high-ranking official, I understand that spending private time with someone can also be part of work. Before my assignment to the Academy, wasn't I dragged out hunting by the Crown Prince?

The current shock is simply from seeing an unexpected person showing an unexpected side.

'In conversation...'

I almost closed my eyes for a moment. It's nice to call it a conversation, but in reality, it probably means he's being one-sidedly scolded by Mother and doesn't know what to do. If that wasn't the case, the head steward wouldn't need to come to me for approval. If they were really just talking, he could have slipped in, gotten the signature, and left.

It's funny that he noticed by looking at the shoes. Unless he's a habitual offender, it would be hard to draw conclusions from such a clue.

Ah, so he must be a habitual offender.

'Impressive.'

It feels like I've discovered a family secret I never knew.

Not that I'm particularly happy about it.

***

I feel like I'm sitting on pins and needles. I've never actually sat on such a thing, but if I did, it would probably feel like this. Why am I here?

"I'm sorry, Young Master. It was too sudden, wasn't it?"
"Ah, no. It's fine."

While I was blankly staring at dust floating in the air, Lady Margareta, who would soon become my first sister-in-law, spoke up.

Actually, it's not fine. It's too sudden. But how could I say no when not only Lady Margareta but also other future sisters-in-law came rushing to get me? Frankly speaking, if I struggled and upset the second sister-in-law... I fear what might happen.

Well, at least Sera is with her nanny, so a short while should be fine.

"So, what brings you here...?"

Still, I asked directly to finish the business as quickly as possible. If the conversation drags on, Sera might wander around the castle looking for me.


"We need your advice, Young Master."
"My advice?"

I just blinked at the unexpected statement. Advice? To whom? To me? To me instead of the Magic-Ending Duke, the greatest magician on the continent?

...Why...?

"It's advice that only you, as Kal's family, can provide."

Perhaps reading my confused and questioning gaze, Lady Margareta carefully added.

"It's Kal's birthday soon."

Ah, that's it.

As soon as I heard the word "birthday," I understood and nodded. My brother's upcoming birthday, and his lovers seeking advice from his family.

It's obvious. They're asking about gifts my brother would like. It seems a bit late to ask just days before his birthday, but I suppose buying gifts doesn't take much time.

"I don't know."
"Pardon?"
"My brother's taste. I don't really know either. He's the type who doesn't really have preferences."

That's why I answered preemptively. I feel like we've had a similar question and answer before, but I really don't know.

My brother has never shown any particular preferences from the past until now. He accepts whatever is given to him and uses it until it breaks. That's the kind of easy-going, rounded person my brother is.

"It's a cliché, but he'll be happy with anything—"

Before I could finish, the Magic-Ending Duke gestured in the air, and boxes began to fall around her.

One, two, eventually tens, and nearly a hundred boxes appeared and piled up, creating quite a spectacle.

"We've prepared gifts. But the thing is, we prepared a lot..."
"Ah, yes."

I stared blankly at the boxes that were still piling up. What is this? Did they buy things indiscriminately because they don't know his taste? Thinking that one might hit the mark?

It's certainly a reliable method. Among those, there must be at least one that suits my brother's taste.

"I want to give Kal something he truly likes. Just giving a lot seems too thoughtless, don't you think?"

No, I think that when the quantity exceeds a certain threshold, it becomes thoughtful in its own way. How could anyone match the dedication of preparing over a hundred gifts to find the one he wants?

Still, faced with six pairs of eager eyes, I couldn't firmly shake my head.

Moreover, those gazes belonged to three people I know well, two who are older than me, and one whom I dare not even look up to.

"Um, what about something your brother doesn't have... could there be anything like that?"

As I was contemplating the tower of boxes, Irina spoke up.

Yes, that's a good approach. If we don't know what my brother likes, giving him something he doesn't have might be a solution. Originally, buying gifts with your own money feels strange, but the best gifts are those you receive for free from others.

'What doesn't he have?'

But I don't know that either. How would I know what he has when I don't even know what he owns?

...Ah.

"A vacation?"

I blurted out the word that suddenly came to mind.

Wait, is that not it? Not a vacation but retirement?

If we're looking for something my brother desperately wants but doesn't have, vacation and retirement seem right.

When the six sisters-in-law heard the word "vacation," their expressions subtly changed.

Some widened their eyes as if they'd heard a groundbreaking answer, others showed clear signs of disappointment and sadness, while some fell into deep contemplation as if seriously considering my words. Meanwhile, my brother's subordinate was biting her lip with trembling shoulders. She seemed to be holding back laughter.

'It's not possible.'

If someone who works with my brother was reacting like that, I could pretty much guess the situation. Getting a vacation as a birthday gift for my brother was a distant dream.

Well, there's always a reason when something is unavailable or impossible. If it had been easy to obtain, it wouldn't have been on the gift candidate list in the first place.

"Actually, just spending birthdays with loved ones is already a gift in itself. I'm here on vacation leave myself."

After thinking for a moment, I carefully added this. Honestly, I wasn't concerned about the others, but seeing the Magic-Ending Duke lost in thought made me feel I had to say something.

My instincts warned me fiercely. If I let this situation pass, the Magic-Ending Duke would soon submit a public petition to the Imperial Family. Worse yet, it would be an outlandish petition requesting vacation time for her husband-to-be. If such rumors spread through social circles, I could imagine my brother living with his face permanently glued to the ground in shame.

'I'd bite my tongue off.'

No, I wouldn't just bite my tongue—I'd hold my breath until I passed out.

The thought of an overwhelmingly older fiancée raising her voice to the Imperial Family to ensure rest for her much younger husband-to-be was terrifying and dizzying to imagine. The Magic-Ending Duke had been calling my brother "baby," but if something like that happened, he'd go beyond being a kept man to truly becoming a baby.

'...Maybe he'd actually like that?'

But I briefly lost my conviction. While I'd find it terrifying and dizzying, perhaps my brother desperately wanted it? Maybe he desired vacation time even at the cost of disgrace and humiliation?

Of course, I kept that sad speculation to myself. Even if my brother was fine with it, I couldn't bear to witness such a scene. My brother becoming the Magic-Ending Duke's baby for the sake of rest—it's a horror story I'd fear seeing in my dreams.

'He'll get plenty of rest after marriage anyway.'

So I deliberately steered my thoughts in a positive direction. Yes, the Empire has marriage leave and paternity leave. With six wives, that's six times the marriage leave and six times the paternity leave. If they have many children, it could be even more than six times.

"Or how about giving him the first item you bought? Since it's the first gift that came to mind when thinking of my brother, it seems quite meaningful."

So before the conversation could drift in a strange direction, I hastily concluded the gift debate. If giving everything was reluctant and giving vacation was impossible, this seemed like a reasonable compromise.

Originally, the first intuitive choice is usually the best. Overthinking only leads to strange results.

My answer seemed satisfactory enough to release me from the sisters-in-law encirclement. Though I felt anxious seeing the Magic-Ending Duke still deep in thought until the end, I believe I did my part. If anything happens, my brother will handle it. A powerless student like me can't do anything. I know nothing.

'Oh no.'

As soon as I saw Sera anxiously wandering the corridor, I pushed thoughts of my brother aside. I had planned to finish as quickly as possible and wait in the room, but Sera ended up looking for me first.

How embarrassing. I had intended to stay by Sera's side in case of any unexpected situations. I had even confidently told Sera, who said she would rely only on me, to do just that. And yet I abandoned her like this—I feel nothing but shame.

"Sera."
"Ah, Erich."

Hearing my voice, Sera, who had been looking around constantly, smiled and welcomed me.

"So you were here. I was wondering where you went when you weren't in the room."
"I'm sorry. I had someone to meet, so I stepped out for a moment."
"Hehe, it's fine. I just parted ways with my mother."

As Sera said this, her hands were visibly trembling, and her breathing was noticeably rapid. Though she was smiling on the outside, she was clearly agitated inside.


That's understandable. No matter how much she pretends to be fine, from Sera's perspective, this is her first outing, her first adventure. Everything she sees must be unfamiliar, and everyone passing by must be strangers. For someone like Sera who has had extremely limited contact with the outside world, it must be frightening.

She came to the castle trusting me, relying on me, but the very person she depended on disappeared. The shock Sera experienced must be beyond what I can imagine. The fact that she was searching for me instead of simply waiting in the room shows how affected she was.

"Still, making a lady wait—what a bad knight you are."

Her playful words made me smile bitterly. She must have been quite shocked, yet she was acting as if nothing happened, which made me feel even more apologetic.

"Then would you grant me a chance to make amends?"

So I gently extended my hand, and when Sera placed her right hand on mine, I kissed the back of it.

Sera has always enjoyed acting like a knight and lady. Even when she was angry or depressed, this would improve her mood.

"I'm giving you this chance as a special exception."

And fortunately, it seemed to have improved her mood this time as well. The trembling in her hands had subsided.

"Thank you, my lady."

Honestly, it's a bit embarrassing to act like this even as adults, but what can I do if Sera enjoys it? Of course I should accommodate her.

Besides, it's too late to say I dislike it when we've been doing this for nearly 10 years.

***

I repent. I repent my unfilial thoughts of seeing the head of the family as a treasure goblin, and thinking my mother looked like she was carrying a rainbow.

So Enen, you bastard, if you're watching, please forgive me. How could you turn a person into a unique-grade monster unlike any other in the world?

'A rainbow treasure goblin.'

I never imagined I would become the complete form combining both. I mean, it's true that children resemble their parents, but do we need to resemble them in this way too?

"Ka, Kal. How is it? Do you, like it...?"

My birthday had arrived, the birthday celebration banquet had started in the morning, and with the start of the banquet came the flood of gifts—or rather, bombardment. As I stared blankly at the colorfully wrapped aftermath of this bombardment, Margareta carefully asked from beside me.

"A-actually, I was going to choose just one best gift, but they all seemed to suit Kal so well..."

Margareta added, as if making an excuse, which made me chuckle softly. Seeing people around averting their gazes in embarrassment, it seemed not just Margareta but all six of them had gone overboard.

"I definitely told them to choose just one."

When Erich muttered in a bitter voice looking at the pile of boxes, Margareta, who was explaining to me on behalf of everyone, hung her head like a criminal.

Amazing. Is this the result after seeking advice? I wonder what they would have given if they hadn't sought advice at all.

'I guess it's fortunate they didn't give me a store.'

Yes, considering the wealth of the ducal family, it's fortunate they didn't bombard me with stores. I could have been slapped with land deeds, but gift boxes are just cute little gestures in comparison.

Thank you, Erich. You saved my mental health.

"I truly like them. They're almost too much for me."

Anyway, I gently stroked Margareta's head as she hung her head, and spoke softly.


Although the quantity defied common sense and surprised me a bit, these were gifts prepared with me in mind. I should be happy rather than displeased. What kind of twisted personality would dislike receiving many gifts?

"I think I'll enjoy checking all the gifts today."

That's not an exaggeration but my honest feeling. I feel like I could spend an entire day just unwrapping the packaging and opening the boxes. Honestly, even a day might not be enough.

Of course, this too is something to be happy about, not displeased. Originally, with gacha, the moment of pressing the button is more thrilling than checking the result, and looking at the quantity of gifts, it's like having multiple gachas. I'm so happy...

'Even the wrapping paper colors are different.'

Looking closely, the wrapping papers were divided into six different colors. How thorough—this way I can tell who gave which gift.

"Thank you. It feels like I've received all the gifts I'll get in my lifetime today."
"From now on, we'll also—"
"I'll just accept your feelings."

I accepted the grateful words only in my heart. If I received this many every year, I'd need to build a 10-story warehouse. One spectacular event in a lifetime is enough.

After my firm rejection, Margareta smiled awkwardly and stepped aside. Surprisingly, there were still people waiting to give gifts.

"I think what we prepared is among those as well."

Following Margareta, my mother approached with a deep smile and handed me a box.

Meanwhile, she said something that made it difficult to laugh, and I wasn't sure how to react. Whatever gifts the head of the family and my mother prepared, I'm sure there are identical ones among that pile of gifts.

"Even if there are duplicates, I'll use this one."
"There's no need for that. What the young ones chose is probably better than what we old folks picked."

That's a somewhat rash statement. What if it overlaps with the Magic-Ending Duke's gift? How would I handle that awkwardness?

After that, I received countless congratulations and gifts from everyone attending the banquet—Erich, Sera, the butler, the head maid, the head servant, and others. Surprisingly, all their gifts combined were fewer than what Margareta alone had prepared.

Anyway, after the banquet ended, I secluded myself in my room to check each gift one by one—

"What the fuck."

A curse escaped my lips as soon as I saw Erich's gift.

"I thought this would be essential for you, brother. I bought the best quality one, so use it well."

Erich had said as he scratched his head and handed me a small box. When he said it would be essential, I had expected something like a fountain pen.

'A portable bed...'

What I found when I opened the box was a fantasy version of a portable bed. A magical essence that transforms from the size of a baseball to a size sufficient for a person to lie down with just the press of a button. The essential item for civil servants that I already had preciously stored in the corner of my department office and the duty room.

My hand holding the portable bed trembled. This bastard, of all things to prepare...

'...Should I put it in the club room?'

Still, as Erich said, it is a necessary and useful item. That's why I've already placed them everywhere.

Yes... I'll put this one in the club room. It wouldn't be bad to sleep in the corner of the club room.

Damn it.

Just before returning to the Capital after my birthday trip, I looked at Erich who had come to see me off. Though I received more gifts this birthday than ever before, it was a bittersweet occasion where only the Rakuraku from Erich remained memorable.

That's why I made a resolution. I would take responsibility for Erich's career path and make him a civil servant. You have other dreams? Forget them starting today—you're just a civil servant. Whether administrative, legislative, judicial, or even military or knighthood, you're definitely going to be a civil servant. As a member of the Kracius Family, you naturally should serve the Imperial Family and the Empire.

However, members of the Kracius Family already held key positions in both administrative and legislative branches. Having family members simultaneously occupying important positions in both branches would raise eyebrows.

'The military would be appropriate.'

Yes, the military was the best option. I could ask the Victorious Duke for a favor, and Erich had strong martial tendencies anyway.

I would definitely send Erich to the military and give him a Rakuraku as an enlistment gift. No, for the military, a one-person tent might be more suitable than a Rakuraku. A tent that automatically unfolds with the press of a button—isn't that every soldier's ideal?

"Brother?"

As I patted Erich's shoulder, ready to give him both gifts if necessary, he looked at me with a puzzled expression.

"Thank you for the gift."

I answered him with a deep smile. Thank you, truly. It was a gift I'll never forget. A gift I will absolutely never forget, no matter what happens.

Seeing our brotherly affection, Mother seemed moved and approached us, leaving Father, who looked somewhat haggard, behind.

"You seem to like what Erich gave you."
"Yes, I received something truly useful."

Though I hate to admit it, it is genuinely useful. It's perfect for my clubroom, which is practically my hideout.

That's why it's an unforgettable gift. Every time I see that Rakuraku, every time I lie down on it, I'll remember Erich's kindness. Is this what they call "sleeping on straw and tasting gall"—nursing a grievance?

'...Maybe I shouldn't have said anything.'

Meanwhile, I felt intense stares directed at me. Perhaps because I only mentioned Erich's gift among the many I received, six pairs of eyes filled with subtle jealousy and disappointment bored into my back.

I'll clear up this misunderstanding when we get back to the mansion. What I just did wasn't expressing gratitude—it was marking my claim on my brother's future. That should quickly dispel their jealousy.

Indeed, as soon as we arrived at the mansion and I told them about Erich's gift, the Section Chief burst into laughter and snickered.

'Damn it.'

It's good to laugh honestly, but couldn't he at least pretend to hold it in like everyone else? It hurts a little.

I had only requested leave until my actual birthday, so I had to report to work promptly today. It feels like going to work on Monday after a blazing weekend, but what can I do? I need to retire soon so I can live a life of Saturday-Saturday-Saturday-Saturday-Saturday-Saturday-Saturday instead of Monday-Monday-Monday-Monday-Monday-Saturday-Sunday.

"Department Head."
"Oh, was everything alright?"
"Nothing except that the Minister was looking for you."

The Deputy Head delivered this chilling news as soon as I returned to the Audit Department with the Section Chief, but this time I could take it calmly. Being summoned by the Minister during this period was only natural.

My birthday is roughly at the end of January. This means that after the New Year's ceremony ends and a few weeks of work pass, my birthday arrives, and right after my birthday comes February. This might sound obvious, but this subtle timing is important.

"Everyone seems to be moving quickly."
"If we're late, the budget disappears. We have no choice but to hurry."

I nodded because it was absolutely true. If we move sluggishly and get overtaken by other departments, we'll be left with nothing.

February is just days away now. February is the period when all Imperial civil servants collectively become berserkers.

'Everyone goes crazy when money is involved.'

At the end of the year, the Ministry of Finance prepares the budget and unilaterally sends it to each department. Once distributed, this regular budget rarely changes without extremely compelling reasons. Many departments pester the Minister for those compelling reasons, but that's generally how it works.

And for departments that receive these unilateral budgets, there's only one opportunity for a windfall: the additional budget allocation period—a time of dreams and opportunities to secure extra funds beyond the regular budget.

It's nothing fancy. Departments that claim "We can't survive on this!" bring their supporting evidence to the Ministry of Finance, and the Minister either approves or rejects it.


'It's absolutely fancy.'

It's not just fancy—it's extremely fancy. It's a critically important period with a department's entire year at stake.

After the New Year's ceremony, civil servants immediately return to their departments to check the regular budget list and spend January scraping together evidence to get more money. The soul-burning process of writing reports asking for more money typically ends around late January.

But civil servants desperate for money won't quietly wait until February. From late January, they start visiting the Ministry of Finance early to bow their heads to the Minister. That's roughly right after my birthday ends.

'I wish I had been born a week later.'

Yes, my birthday is essentially a rest period to prepare for this time. The timing is so perfect—as if heaven ordained it—that after enjoying a vacation for my birthday, it's time to get back to work.

Of course, if I had been born a week later, my vacation request would likely have been rejected.

'If they need my help too, how desperate must they be?'

It's a period when virtually all Imperial departments come calling, so an extra pair of hands is desperately needed. From the Minister's perspective, the "Audit" Department Head must be an attractive labor resource.

Thinking about it again makes me angry. I should be in the military, but being in the Ministry of Finance means dealing with all this trouble.

'Bastard.'

Half the suffering in my life is because of the Crown Prince.

***

This is annoying. I want to throw away all this additional budget nonsense. If they need money, I'd like to just hand them a few platinum coins and send them away.

But I must endure. Handling budget issues carelessly will result in consequences that return tenfold, a hundredfold. I can't sacrifice the future for present comfort.

"Minister, I humbly ask for your consideration."
"I will review it as positively as possible."

So I mechanically repeated the same words as I sent away the official from the Ministry of Justice.

'Damn it.'

As soon as I confirmed the official had left, I rubbed my forehead. I never expected the Ministry of Justice to come calling too. They used to be a department satisfied with their regular budget.

"We plan to execute a large number of death row inmates and renovate the prison."

Who could have anticipated such a reason? Executing death row inmates and renovating prisons—how am I supposed to know about that as an outsider?

'Executing death row inmates.'

My head throbs. Unlike traitors who received death sentences and were immediately executed, these are death row inmates languishing in prison corners. Planning to execute them all at once has extraordinary implications.

Usually, executions are postponed or spread out to avoid claims that a reign is stained with blood, but His Majesty is willing to proceed with executions despite those uncomfortable accusations. The reason is obvious.

'This must also be preparation for abdication.'

For the sake of the Crown Prince who will soon take the throne. To prevent the Crown Prince from being stigmatized for killing people from the beginning of his reign.

The abdication I had hoped wouldn't happen—at least not while I was still in office—is becoming increasingly concrete. Just my luck. I didn't want to spend three days bowing my head at this age.

*Knock knock*

I frowned at the knock. Surely after the Ministry of Justice would come the military, and that person directly—

"Minister, it's me. I heard you were looking for me."

Ah.

"Come in."

I spoke with a strange mixture of relief and irritation. This bastard is confusing me.


Still, it's fortunate that I don't have to deal with that person right after being ambushed by the Ministry of Justice. This guy is better than that one.

"You seem quite worn out. You look like you've aged ten years."

No, maybe they're both the same.

I waved my hand at the guy who started saying strange things as soon as he entered. Be quiet and just sit down.

"How many have visited so far?"
"The Ministry of Relief, Ministry of Maritime Affairs, Ministry of Culture, and Ministry of Justice."
"Oh."

What's with that "oh"? This bastard is acting like it's someone else's problem.

"Next is the military's deputy—"

Before I could finish, the door burst open.

'Stubborn bastard.'

The audacity to fling open a Minister's door—and not just any Minister, but the second-ranking Minister of Finance—without permission. I sighed, knowing exactly who it was.

In this world, there's a dignified and courteous custom called knocking, but that semi-barbarian still hasn't learned it. It's embarrassing to call him an acquaintance.

"I'm here. I'm not late, am I?"

Actually, I was hoping he wouldn't come at all.

***

The door opened without any warning. What's going on? I didn't even hear a knock.

The situation was so unexpected that I momentarily thought the Crown Prince had arrived. Even the Minister of the Imperial Household, who outranks the Minister of Finance, wouldn't barge in like this—who could be so bold?

'Ah.'

As soon as I saw the face, I understood. That person would definitely do this.

"I'm here. I'm not late, am I?"
"You're on time."

The woman laughed at the Minister's curt reply, then noticed me and waved enthusiastically.

"Oh, the kid is here too. Have you been well?"
"Yes, more or less."

At my response, the woman—the Central Army Commander—sat down next to me, naturally put her arm around my shoulders, and smiled.

"Hmm, it's been a year since I saw you. You've grown a lot. Is it because you're still developing?"
"What development? He's over twenty."

Despite the Minister's valid point, the Central Army Commander just laughed. As she repeatedly patted my shoulder, it really felt like she was treating me like a child, but unfortunately, from her perspective, I am indeed a kid. To someone of equal rank with the Minister, a subordinate like me would naturally seem young.

I'm outmatched by this person in age, experience, and everything else. Even my achievement of killing the Khagan doesn't mean much.

After all, this is the person who, along with the Minister, created the opportunity for the Audit Department's 4th Section team leaders to attempt the Khagan subjugation by severely wounding the Khagan in battle.

"I heard you're getting married soon. Congratulations! How many children are you planning to have?"
"I'm thinking about it slowly..."
"Really? Well, three children per wife is enough!"

I quietly closed my eyes at the birth of FC Kracius. The Minister is eccentric, but this person is equally unusual.

Actually, anyone capable of severely wounding the Khagan would be abnormal, but seriously, they're all so crazy in their own ways that I feel like I'm going crazy too.


The Minister of Finance, second in the ministerial hierarchy, and the Central Front Army Commander, one of the top ten military personnel. What should a mere department head do when sandwiched between this fantastic lineup?

The answer is simple. Just serve tea and act like a secretary. If there's no tea, do cartwheels and put on a little show.

'I'm someone who gets respect elsewhere too.'

It's pitiful. What does it matter if my position is department head? I'm constantly pushed around when meeting with minister-level officials. No matter how many people are below me, it's meaningless when there are so many above me.

"Does it suit your taste?"
"Hmm, it's good. Before it tasted like plain water, but you've improved a lot."

My polite question was met with a sincere evaluation. This is maddening. It's clearly a compliment, but I don't feel particularly good about it.

Back when I was active in the North, there was a time when my goal was to earn recognition from the Minister and this man. But unlike the Minister, this person never gave me a single word of praise no matter what achievements I made—even when I killed Sarei Dobra Tala, one of the Eight Stallions, after a battle of souls. Just a "good job" was all the consolation I got.

But now I get praised just for making good tea...

'Life.'

Tala, you bastard, are you watching from hell? I broke my limbs and lost an eye trying to kill you, but apparently making tea in a corner would have been better.

Even Tala in hell would probably pound the ground and wail if he saw this scene. Is this all his worth amounted to?

"I regret that my charge has ended, but I'm satisfied! Because a new hero determined that end! Yes, Kal Kracius. In your eyes, was I a wolf of the steppes?"

Suddenly, I recalled his last words. If there's a next life, be born as a tea bag, not a wolf.

"The military already gets more generous funding than other departments, so how much more are you trying to squeeze out by coming in person?"
"Come now, don't be like that. I'm just here to see a friend's face."
"What nonsense."

While the Minister and Commander bickered, I quietly took my seat.

Come to think of it, it's strange. Since the Great Punitive War, we've allocated as much budget as possible to the military. If they wanted to complain about insufficient funds, they could just send a staff officer from headquarters. But a commander-level officer comes in person? And one who has a personal relationship with the Minister?

'Are they planning to build a flying fortress?'

The male fantasy that Apels had realized came to mind, but I quickly dismissed it. That thing was a liability that crashed to the ground soon after activation.

"I'm looking to buy some horses."

After quite a bit of wrangling, the Commander finally got to the point.

"Is there a place selling them?"
"That's why I need to quote a high price."

At those words, the Minister clicked his tongue as if there was nothing he could do. When horses are the justification, even the Minister is powerless.

Horses—naturally essential for developing cavalry. Honestly, if there's a shortage of soldiers, conscription can somehow cover it, but if there are no horses, there's no solution. It's not like horses can be raised as easily as chickens or pigs.

Moreover, the Empire's cavalry forces suffered massive damage during the Great Punitive War due to the Khagan's brilliant performance. To make matters worse, with the near annihilation of the pro-Empire tribes in the North, the routes through which the Empire could smoothly procure horses have also disappeared.

It will take years to restore these supply routes, but they can't afford to give up on cavalry development until then.

'If money can solve it, it's a profitable business.'

Of course, horses are treated as strategic resources throughout the continent, with exports strictly controlled. Selling horses to another country when your own country doesn't have enough? You'd be treated as a traitor, and justifiably so.

But everywhere, there are cases where money trumps loyalty and patriotism. If a commander-level officer confidently comes looking, preparations must already be complete. The military must have desperately worked to find temporary supply sources—it brings tears to my eyes just thinking about it.

"If this deal goes through safely, we can finally breathe a little, you know? Complete recovery is impossible, but we can get to 70%."

At the Commander's words, backed by overwhelming justification, the Minister groaned. If the military's cavalry problem, which they've been struggling with for two or three years, could be restored to 70%, it would be right to create a budget even if there wasn't one.


"Think about it. In the north, Dorgon, that bastard is still causing trouble. If that guy recruits a few tribes, you'll remember today's conversation. Ah, I should have broken open my piggy bank then—"
"Alright, enough."

When the Empire official's trigger button was pressed, the Minister finally nodded.

Another disturbance in the North is a disaster no one wants. Especially if that disaster is a realistic one. With the remnants of the usurper Dorgon still alive in the North, something is bound to happen eventually.

"Give it."

At the Minister's somewhat deflated voice, the Commander promptly handed over a document as if he'd been waiting for this moment. After skimming through it, the Minister immediately stamped it with his seal.

Impressive. Other departments have to stack mountains of paperwork just to maybe get a seal.

"Ah, the Empire's brave and valiant soldiers will rejoice at the great decision of the Minister!"

Satisfied with the smooth transaction, the Commander clapped with exaggerated tones. Though with only one arm, he had to clap against his knee to make the sound.

The Minister, who had just lost a chunk of budget with one stamp, looked haggard, but what could he do? If he had refused to give the money and then trouble really broke out in the North, the consequences would be unbearable. After all, the military is an organization that consumes money to prepare for contingencies.

"See you next time then."
"Don't come again."
"Playing hard to get while you actually like it."

Anyway, the Commander rose from his seat without lingering and disappeared like the wind, just as he had arrived.

Seeing him one-sidedly beat down the Minister... I hope I can become someone like that someday...

The Minister, thoroughly milked by the military—specifically the Commander—rubbed his brow in silence for a while.

Should he feel bitter about having money extorted? If it's money that has to be given anyway, it's better to give it quickly—

"Hey."
"Yes?"
"What do you think would happen if the Minister went to war?"

Only after hearing that insane question did I realize the Minister's concern. He wasn't silent because of the budget that had been spectacularly fleeced, but because of the cancer called Dorgon.

Of course, the Minister knew that Dorgon was somewhere in the North, but hearing directly from a key military figure that "we need to prepare for Dorgon's antics" is a different feeling altogether. A vague threat, a nightmare from the past, would feel imminent. For the Minister, who had clashed with the Khagan before, it must be maddening.

"Would that be appropriate?"

Still, my answer remains unchanged. The head of the Ministry of Finance going to war? How could that work? Does this man still think he's in the Audit Department?

"Even if the usurper were resurrected, that wouldn't be possible."
"Damn it, you're right."

The Minister clicked his tongue, tilted his head back, and let out a deep sigh.

Yes, even if the Khagan crawled up from hell, the Minister wouldn't participate in the war. The Empire, obsessively concerned with prestige, sending the Minister of Finance—not a regular army or special forces—into battle? That would be like advertising that the Empire doesn't have the luxury to be selective.

"But we have His Grace the Victorious Duke, and the Special Affairs Ministry too. If necessary, there's also me."

I cautiously spoke to the Minister who was worrying strangely. It's true that the Empire has weakened compared to before the war, but the same applies to the North.

The Khagan and, except for Dorgon, all of the Eight Stallions are dead. Meanwhile, the Empire still has the Victorious Duke, the Charcoal Division that succeeded the 4th Section, and I'm still in the Audit Department, active in the field—

"Having you makes me more worried."
"What the—"

What kind of thing is that to say to someone trying to comfort you?

***


Thanks to all departments focusing their attention on the Ministry of Finance, I've gained some free time. Though it's not particularly welcome to think of this as one of the few rest periods in a year.

'Should I extend the period?'

For a moment, I considered using the Crown Prince's authority to extend the additional budget allocation period. The longer the allocation period, the longer my rest period would be.

But doing so would only increase confusion, so I kept the thought to myself. Yes, let's just be satisfied with the present. There's nothing more foolish than losing what you already have by being greedy.

'Though I seem to have already lost it.'

Eventually, I faced the reality I had been trying to ignore.

Amidst all departments targeting the Ministry of Finance, a petition flew to me alone. As soon as I saw that petition, I sensed that even my current rest was in danger. Is it foolish to lose what you have in hand? Then I'm already a fool. What's worse, I've become a fool due to external variables, not my own fault.

Massaging my stiff neck, I checked the petition. How could I take lightly a petition sent by the Tower Master—none other than the Magic-Ending Duke.

Yes, a petition sent by the Tower Master. A petition written and submitted by the Magic-Ending Duke himself.

'What could it possibly contain?'

The Magic-Ending Duke has never submitted a petition during his time as Tower Master. With his abilities, he could handle matters himself before asking the Imperial Family.

That's why I'm afraid. What kind of matter would make the Magic-Ending Duke directly request help from the Imperial Family? What could possibly be in this petition?

[From Roberto's descendant, Beatrix Catovan, who received the name Catovan from Eimanka the Great Emperor who received the Mandate of Heaven, and who was granted dominion over the Duchy of Servet, I send greetings to the Small Sun, descendant of the Great Emperor.]

After confirming the ceremonial greeting, I quickly moved my gaze down. The formalities are in order, so I just need to check the content.

[—While immediately assigning personnel who have completed dispatch duties back to their original duties may be beneficial in the short term, in the long term, it can lead to decreased morale among workers. Therefore, I would like to hear Your Highness's esteemed opinion on whether it would be appropriate to grant dispatched personnel vacation time commensurate with their dispatch period.]

As soon as I confirmed the main point, my mind froze.

It's an insignificant petition, even less than I thought. Is this really a petition from the Magic-Ending Duke? Did I perhaps look at a different petition?

'It is correct.'

Even after checking again, it is indeed the Magic-Ending Duke's petition. Why is this correct?

Well, the content of the petition itself isn't strange. Mages from the Magic Tower are routinely dispatched throughout the Empire. In other words, the Magic-Ending Duke manages the most dispatched personnel in the Empire, so he might know problems I'm unaware of, and might suggest vacation as a solution.

'But why to me?'

The issue is whether there's a need to submit this as a petition. Giving vacations to Magic Tower mages is well within the Magic-Ending Duke's discretion.

Moreover, when the Imperial Family accepts a petition, that petition must become a policy applicable not just to a single department or institution, but to the entire Imperial bureaucracy—

'The entire Empire?'

My frozen mind started working again. If the purpose of the petition is to create a policy applicable to the entire Empire, then this peculiar petition makes sense.

The dispatched personnel the Magic-Ending Duke would be most anxiously watching, the dispatched personnel he would be desperate to give a vacation to. Who that is, is too obvious. Anyone with eyes and ears would know.

'Ha.'

I couldn't help but laugh. Is the Audit Department Head already complaining to his future wife?

No. No matter what, the Audit Department Head wouldn't lower his pride to that extent.

'...Or would he?'

Would he lower it?

I hate and fear both myself for being unable to be certain, and the Audit Department Head for building such an image.


As days passed, more and more raiders descended upon the minister's office. Civil servants who would normally maintain at least minimal dignity and courtesy seemed to have regressed to an era of barbarism and violence. If they had been holding swords instead of documents, they could have passed for Vikings who had just made landfall.

It was a bit frightening. Was this the fate of pitiful civil servants blinded by budget concerns? This wasn't just dark evolution—it was a dark revolution.

"How many are left?"

As soon as the raider—no, the civil servant from the Ministry of Land left, the minister spoke in a low voice. A question tinged with despair: how many more of these insane waves would he have to endure?

"The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Home Affairs, Special Affairs Ministry, and Ministry of Education remain."
"Only the big ones left, huh."

I couldn't help but smirk at the minister's murmuring, as if he were dizzy from the thought. As he said, only the high-difficulty departments remained.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which had to dominate continental diplomacy as the sole empire; the Ministry of Home Affairs, responsible for the empire's internal affairs; the Special Affairs Ministry, whose very existence was unfair; and the Ministry of Education, which cultivated future talent. Each was a money-devouring machine, a specialist in extorting funds. For the minister, who had been in his position for only a few years, they were overwhelming opponents.

"Damn it, it's not like we're holding their money in trust."

Watching the minister roughly dry-wash his face, happiness welled up from deep within me. A superior's suffering is a subordinate's joy.

"It's precisely because it's not in trust that they're acting this way."

So I naturally countered the minister's complaints.

In truth, if it were money held in trust, would they be making such a fuss? They would just come in, casually take it, and leave. It's always noisy when taking someone else's money.

"Stop talking nonsense and check this."
"Yes, sir."

The minister, having no response to my perfectly reasonable statement, tried to silence me with work.

It might have seemed like he was oppressing me with his authority, but the happiness bubbling inside me doubled. The very fact that he changed the subject proved how desperate the minister was.

"Come to think of it, isn't this the first time the Ministry of Magic has come?"

Anyway, I spoke up as soon as I saw the stack of documents the minister handed me. The papers I'd just received were submitted by the Ministry of Magic.

It was strange. Even during the additional budget allocation period when every department's eyes were rolling with greed, the Ministry of Magic typically remained quiet as if in a different world. Last year, the year before, and even before the current minister took office. After all, with the Magic Tower as their golden lifeline, the Ministry of Magic never needed to beg the Ministry of Finance.

Thanks to the Magic-Ending Duke's firm philosophy that those who walk the path of magic should never be poor or hungry, the Ministry of Magic was truly a well-fed department. That's our mother Magic-Ending Duke for you.

...And now this Ministry of Magic, backed by the Magic-Ending Duke, had applied for additional budget for the first time this year.

"Has the Magic Tower gone bankrupt?"

Of course that wouldn't happen, but the situation was unexpected enough to make me think so. It felt like finding Bill Gates at a soup kitchen, to exaggerate a bit.

"The Magic Tower's early year meeting is running long, so they haven't received their money yet. What can they do when the person who's supposed to give them money is stuck in the meeting room?"
"Ah."
"'Ah,' my ass. You heard it together with me earlier."

The Ministry of Magic representative had certainly explained everything earnestly. The problem was that I hadn't properly listened.

How could I have opened my ears when I was busy checking documents from other departments? Honestly, I only belatedly realized someone from the Ministry of Magic had come, so how could I have listened well to the explanation?

"That's unexpected too. The Magic Tower's meetings running long."
"It is rare."

The minister nodded slightly, agreeing with my words. With the Magic-Ending Duke, who held overwhelming authority, standing firm in the Magic Tower, meetings never dragged on.

With someone like the Magic-Ending Duke, who held absolute superiority in age, experience, position, title, and magical ability, who would dare raise objections? That would be recklessness, not courage. Therefore, most matters were handled according to the Magic-Ending Duke's wishes or following tradition, so there was no reason for meetings to be prolonged.


Besides, when I saw the Magic-Ending Duke recently, he didn't seem particularly busy or troubled.

'...It's probably nothing.'

After pondering briefly, I reached a casual conclusion. Right, his complexion wasn't dark, and he didn't ask for help. At least no negative incident had occurred.

So let's think positively. Perhaps the magic-enthusiastic mages gathered and got fired up discussing the creation of new magical tools. If something serious had happened, all kinds of magic would be flying around the center of the Magic Tower by now.

***

Deputy Tower Master. Except for the Magic-Ending Duke, who was essentially the permanent Tower Master, the Deputy was the pinnacle of imperial mages and an object of respect—a senior figure in the magical world recognized throughout the continent, not just the empire.

Considering that even the Minister of Magic or the Imperial Mage Corps Commander were merely positions one passed through from the Deputy Tower Master's perspective, it was fair to say he was a mage above all others, no matter how one described it.

'Just an empty title that looks good.'

However, from my position as the current Deputy Tower Master, I felt neither like a senior figure nor someone above all others. What mattered was that I was the second-in-command who had changed several times under the permanent Tower Master.

The second-in-command who handled miscellaneous tasks on behalf of the first, the Deputy Tower Master who seemed approachable compared to the Tower Master whom no one dared challenge. Due to this bizarre perception, the Deputy Tower Master position was one of suffering and tribulation. It wasn't just being second-in-command—it was like the disadvantages of middle management taken to the extreme.

Right now, outsiders who can't speak to the Tower Master—a duke and the continent's greatest mage—come to me with all sorts of requests and attempted deals. As if I'm not busy enough with my Deputy duties. How annoying!

Is the Magic Tower's interior any more peaceful? Not at all. I have to coordinate and manage the White, Red, Blue, Green, Yellow, and Black Towers that make up the Magic Tower. This is even more annoying and irritating than dealing with outsiders.

'These youngsters these days.'

A mage is someone who has built their own mental world. It's only natural that such mages have strong pride.

At least the older mages have come to understand the world and, having seen the wall that is the Tower Master up close, have come to their senses. But not the young ones. And unfortunately, most of the Magic Tower consists of these young ones.

Being in the position to control and manage these self-important youngsters—during my ten years as Deputy Tower Master, I can't count how many times I've wanted to quit everything and disappear.

'Should I disappear?'

Most unfortunately, that desire is surging even now.

The Magic Tower meeting held at the beginning of the year. A gathering where the Tower's main mages meet to establish the year's plans, share opinions on new magical tools, and discuss all activities.

"Hasn't the Green Tower been in charge of Academy instructors all this time? Naturally, the Green Tower should take charge this time too!"
"That's not being in charge—it's monopolizing. Isn't it about time you yielded?"

Inevitably, this meeting also selects instructors to be dispatched to the Academy to teach magic.

"Hmph, what do you mean 'yield' when it comes to the important task of teaching magic to students? This should be assigned based on ability, not consideration."
"That's precisely why the Green Tower shouldn't take it!"
"What? Should I consider that the official position of the Red Tower?"

And I can state with certainty that there has never been such fierce opposition over the Academy instructor issue. At least not during my time as Deputy Tower Master, nor during my predecessor's or their predecessor's time.

'Damn them.'

My head is throbbing. Those who normally treated the Academy instructor position as an annoying, forced task have transformed into absolute warriors now that the situation has changed.

Still, as a mage, I can understand this madness. Whoever becomes the Academy instructor now will teach the Tower Master's only disciple. In reality, they're not going there to teach but to learn even a little of the Tower Master's magic through that disciple.

However, from the perspective of the Deputy Tower Master rather than a mage, I cannot tolerate this disgraceful behavior. We need to end the meeting quickly and return to our regular duties, but this...

"Enough."

Unable to bear it any longer, I intervened in the argument. If I left this chaos unchecked, it could likely lead to a duel, so I needed to resolve it.


"This time, the Academy dispatch instructor will be selected regardless of affiliation. Candidates will apply as individuals, and we'll decide among them by vote."

Looking at them with the intent to persuade with a thunderbolt if they objected, the noisy youngsters finally quieted down.

Yes, this is the best solution. Leaving it to the Green Tower would be problematic, as would assigning it to any other tower. Even if a specific tower were selected, they would then argue over who from that tower would go. In that case, a vote is better, even if it takes time. At least it gives the perception of fairness.

"Candidates are limited to meeting participants."
"Deputy Tower Master, that restricts the opportunities for mages who couldn't participate in the meeting—"

I quietly raised my staff.

"We cannot dispatch children who are too busy to attend the meeting."

I lowered it again.

"Let's proceed quickly. Raise your hand if you want to become an instructor. The vote itself will be strictly confidential, so don't worry."

With a small sigh, I began the candidate selection, and the meeting participants started raising their hands while watching each other. Roughly scanning, about one-third of the attendees. That's quite a lot—if only they showed such enthusiasm normally.

As I was checking the faces to identify the candidates—

"I withdraw."

An unexpected development.

One candidate suddenly declared withdrawal. I was about to move on, thinking they had belatedly remembered other duties, but then—

"...I withdraw as well."
"Yes, me too."
"It seems this task is too much for me to handle."

It wasn't just a few people withdrawing—all the candidates were giving up. Are they joking? After making such a noisy fuss earlier.

But something was strange. The former candidates who had declared withdrawal, as well as the meeting participants who hadn't even applied, were all looking behind me.

"......"

Following their gaze, I turned around and couldn't believe my eyes.

The person who had succeeded in becoming the sole candidate after making all other candidates withdraw voluntarily—the mentor who would lead students as this year's Academy dispatch instructor.

"...Since there is only one candidate, I declare that this year's Academy dispatch instructor will be the Tower Master."

Seeing the Tower Master nodding with satisfaction, I felt devastated.

"Haha, the Tower Master truly loves his disciple."
"The students are enviable. If possible, I'd like to enroll in the Academy myself."

As an awkward silence fell over this unexpected development, people began to speak up one by one.

That's right. The Tower Master's only disciple is at the Academy. It's possible he's going there himself because he finds that disciple adorable. A truly reasonable inference.

......

'The Audit Department Head.'

No, I can't deceive myself.

No matter how I think about it, it's because of the Audit Department Head.

After days of grueling work huddled together with the Minister, the march of hardship finally ended.

It was terrible. Neither the departments that meticulously prepared documents to avoid any possible criticism, nor the Minister who somehow found issues to reject them, were in their right minds. Meanwhile, departments whose submissions were rejected would submit new documents within three hours. It's truly insane.

"Then I'll be taking my leave..."

Despite my declaration of escape, the Minister couldn't even muster a voice. He just tilted his head back and weakly gestured with his hand. I'm not imagining that his gesture resembles sign language for "shut up and get out now."

Though the sight of a superior on the verge of death might normally be amusing, I couldn't bring myself to laugh. I was likely in the same state as the Minister to any outside observer.

'And the final boss at the end.'

It makes my teeth chatter. It's beyond cliché and simply common sense that the strongest enemy appears at the end, but this was excessive.

Just thinking about the demon who, merely an hour ago, had been grinding away at both my and the Minister's eardrums and mental fortitude in real-time while I was on a killing spree in the Minister's office makes me want to burst into tears.

"Minister of Finance."
"Minister of Relief? What brings you here? I approved the additional budget for the Relief Ministry first."
"I'm sorry, but it seems we need more, so I came personally."

The sudden divine appearance of the Relief Minister and his bold declaration that he needed to extract more. The Minister of Finance couldn't regain his composure after this magnificent combo attack.

"No, how can anyone receive additional budget twice!"
"Additional budgets are obtained by applying during the allocation period; there's no limit on frequency."

He wasn't wrong. It's just that no brave soul had ever received additional budget twice in such a short period.

And I witnessed the birth of such a brave soul.

"Children orphaned by the Great Punitive War are now reaching the age to enter society. Support for these children must be handled separately!"
"That's why we increased the orphan support fund!"
"Orphans and children attempting to enter society are separate issues. They're not simply staying in orphanages but scattering to find jobs."

With the appearance of the cheat key word "orphans," I quietly closed my mouth, and the Minister, who had zero knowledge about orphans or welfare, couldn't properly counter.

In truth, even with knowledge, he couldn't have countered. What logic could he present before the Relief Minister, the final boss of the welfare field? Moreover, the current Relief Minister is a legendary figure who rose from being an orphan to receiving a title and becoming a minister. How could anyone say "Is that really necessary?" to someone implementing policies based on their life experiences?

'I couldn't do it.'

It's impossible for any human, and the Minister barely qualifies as human-adjacent in terms of personality. That's why the Minister was one-sidedly fleeced by the Relief Minister and ended up approving a second additional budget.

Still, it's fortunate. No other departments came afterward.

...Is that really fortunate?

Even a civil servant who gets pushed around doesn't always have to suffer.

"Department Head. It's the Deputy Head."
"Ah, come in."

Hearing the Deputy Head's voice from outside the door, I calmed my excited heart.

Today is a joyous day. Perhaps as a reward for facing the administrative veterans with the Minister, this time I get to deal with fresh rookies.

'Rookies.'


My heart, which I had tried to calm, began to race again. Rookies, pure children untainted by filth. What a beautiful resonance. It's delightful just to say it, and even more delightful to think about seeing them in person.

Today is the day when newly appointed civil servants complete their mandatory training and report to their respective departments for the first time. As Department Head, shouldn't I welcome and encourage the children who have become the youngest members of the Audit Department? Honestly, it feels more like my birthday than my actual birthday.

As if sensing my sentiment, the door opened quickly after I told them to enter, and about ten people poured in.

'So many.'

I'm satisfied. The Ministry of Finance is known as an elite department within the administration, so while many desire to enter, few actually can. For the Audit Department, just one division of the Finance Ministry, to receive about ten new members means this year's harvest is historic.

'They really came.'

And among those ten or so people, I spotted several familiar faces that made the corners of my mouth twitch. Even the student council executives I'd been eyeing since last year came to the Audit Department.

Of course, the Disciplinary Department Head with his warrior tendencies wasn't visible, probably having gone to the military, but aside from him, essentially everyone came. Thank you for trusting and coming; I'll guarantee you lifelong employment. No, if you want, I can even arrange hereditary succession to your children.

"There are many this year. The section chiefs will be pleased."

Anyway, I stood up to welcome the new youngest members. Seeing them fidgeting nervously, I simply couldn't stay still.

Besides, there were few people younger than me in the Audit Department, but now there's been a massive influx. I believe this will lower the average age of the Audit Department.

"They've been evenly assigned to each section."
"Including the Deputy Head's office?"
"Yes."

Seeing the Deputy Head answer refreshingly with satisfaction made me smile.

Yes, the Deputy Head deserves to be happy. There's a saying that 90% of the Audit Department's paperwork is processed in the Deputy Head's office, showing how incredibly intense the workload is there. In such a situation, with several new recruits coming in, it's a cause for celebration with backflips.

"Welcome to the Audit Department. Though opportunities to meet may be few, I hope we can see each other frequently someday."
"Yes! I'll do my best!"

Leaving the delighted Deputy Head behind, I extended my hand to the nearest rookie, who quickly grasped it with both hands and bowed deeply. The energetic greeting was a bonus.

This is what's great about rookies. They don't disrespect the Department Head and show full respect. This is the true relationship between superior and subordinate. I wish those section chief bastards would learn even half from these kids.

***

I finally arrived here.

I've reached the ideal place I've only dreamed of.

'This is the Audit Department.'

After completing the mandatory training period for new officials and setting foot in the Ministry of Finance building, and especially when entering the Audit Department area, an indescribable emotion surged within me.

It's a miracle. An ordinary son of a viscount family without connections or anything special has come to the Audit Department, a department of true power. For someone who would be grateful just to enter the administration, how could I not be happy? Even Siri beside me seems dazed, as if this situation is unreal.

I felt like tears would flow if I closed my eyes. Of course, I had anticipated this future since receiving a letter of recommendation from the Audit Department Head, but experiencing something in reality is different from anticipation.

'Lifelong benefactor.'

That's why the Audit Department Head is more than just a superior to me. He's someone who gave a great opportunity to my fate, which would have ended as just one of the countless ordinary nobles of the Empire.


Being "a noble who became part of the Audit Department at age 20 through the Department Head's recommendation" and still living an ordinary life? That would be my own incompetence, which no one else could blame. Inability to capitalize on an opportunity that rolled in.

"I don't know how the Department Head appears outside the Audit Department, but he is a generous person. He doesn't reprimand without reason, and he'll reward you accordingly if you work hard."

While I was expressing gratitude toward the Audit Department Head and making future resolutions, the Deputy Head who was guiding the rookies spoke softly.

I know. I know very well. Unlike the ominous reputation attached to the Audit Department Head, he is merciful, fair, and competent. He is very different from the evil reputation given to him by ignorant people.

"So don't be nervous. After today, you won't have many chances to see him, so don't just bow your head."

At those words, everyone nodded without exception.

Yes, let's not be nervous. It's not like I'm meeting the Audit Department Head for the first time.

Come to think of it, I am meeting him for the first time as the Audit Department Head rather than the Academy Inspector.

"There are many this year. The section chiefs will be pleased."

Seeing the Audit Department Head rise from his seat and approach us made my legs tremble. My mind tells me he's a familiar person, but my body escapes my mind's control and falls into tension.

It's strange. Can it feel so different just because the location has changed?

"Welcome to the Audit Department. Though opportunities to meet may be few, I hope we can see each other frequently someday."

Still, seeing the Audit Department Head speak gently made my tension gradually disappear.

No matter how the location has changed, the person hasn't changed. There's no way that merciful person I know could turn into someone else.

'Frequently someday.'

And a simple phrase touched my heart deeply. The only positions that could frequently meet with the Audit Department Head would be executives. In other words, he was encouraging us to aim for executive positions.

Then I must respond to that encouragement. I will definitely, definitely become an executive and follow in his footsteps. As someone who received a recommendation letter from the Audit Department Head, I will progress so that there won't be any gossip about his judgment being poor.

That will be the only way I can repay the unparalleled grace I've received.

"Unlike at the Academy, this time you're the youngest. Work hard."
"Yes! I'll keep that in mind!"

Now I'm holding the Audit Department Head's hand and bowing.

In the future, I will definitely become someone who can stand proudly behind him.

***

Even after the initial greetings, I shook hands with each rookie and offered words of encouragement. I was somewhat pleased to see executives like Demian, but I didn't act overly familiar to avoid causing jealousy. If rumors spread that a low-ranking member is close to the head, normal life would become difficult.

'They'll become section chiefs someday too.'

I almost closed my eyes at the terrible future. Can't you just remain team members forever?

The rookies would foam at the mouth if they heard this, but honestly, it's true. At least the team leaders are normal, but the section chiefs seem to have sold their sanity when they got promoted, showing only madness.

Please, at least you stay as pure rookies...

The bomb exploded suddenly.

Well, I'm not sure if "bomb" is even the right word for this, but it was certainly unexpected either way.

[Implementation of welfare system for dispatched workers starting March 1378. Trial operation begins with the Ministry of the Imperial Household, Ministry of Finance, and Ministry of Foreign Affairs, with the goal of applying to all imperial departments and institutions by June 1380.]

While I was contemplating what gift would be appropriate for the Magic-Ending Duke's upcoming birthday, this notice from the Ministry of the Imperial Household was distributed through the communication channel. Considering that the Ministry of the Imperial Household serves as the secretary and voice of the Imperial Family, this was essentially an order from the Imperial Family—specifically, the Crown Prince.

'What is this?'

The problem is that it's completely out of the blue, and I can't figure out the intention behind it. Welfare for dispatched workers? Starting with the Ministry of the Imperial Household, Ministry of Finance, and Ministry of Foreign Affairs?

Well, since it's called "welfare," I suppose it can't be bad. And since the Ministry of Finance is included, that means I'm covered too. If I had to judge whether it's good or bad, it leans toward the good side.

'But why?'

As I just thought, the problem is that I can't understand the intention. The national policy of the Kfelopen Empire is that officials must be worked to the bone for the country and its people to prosper. This is the legacy of Emperor Eimanka the Great, the founding emperor, and no one can deny it.

Moreover, the current Emperor and Crown Prince act as if they're reincarnations of Emperor Eimanka, grinding themselves down like cogs in the imperial machine.

So why would the Imperial Family create a welfare system that gives their subordinates room to breathe? Of their own accord? Without anyone's petition or plea? Without asking for anything in return?

'That's impossible.'

It's absolutely impossible. The Imperial Family never does business at a loss. Even when they appear to be generous, they always take something of equal value in return. They're ruthless that way.

Conversely, they don't make people work without compensation either, but they're so meticulous that it's hard to believe. The Imperial Family I've seen and experienced has never had pure intentions.

Yes, there must be some ulterior motive. There's something I don't know.

[Two days of vacation will be granted for every three weeks of dispatch. This vacation can be used starting from the day of return from dispatch and will be treated as priority leave.]

...But with benefits like these, I don't mind if there is an ulterior motive.

'Two days for every three weeks.'

My hands trembled with emotion as I checked the detailed welfare benefits. If I apply this to my Academy dispatch, it means I'll get more than ten days of vacation in a single semester.

Wow, ten days? And it's priority leave that won't get pushed back? Isn't that amazing? My experience warns me that this is a poisoned chalice, but who cares? If it's poison, I might as well enjoy the chalice.

If I just keep my mouth shut, I'll get a guaranteed ten days of vacation per semester. If I think about lasting from the first semester of second year to the second semester of third year, that's at least 40 days of vacation.

"This is good."

It's too good. Just for today, I think I can stop praying for the Crown Prince's long life.

***

After much deliberation, I accepted the Magic-Ending Duke's petition. I feel somewhat ashamed that such a trivial request is being processed in the name of the Imperial Family, but on the other hand, I can't let my relationship with the Magic-Ending Duke become awkward over something so minor.

Yes, let's think positively. If this system boosts the morale of officials, it will be beneficial in the long run. If you overwork talented people in a short period, you can't use them for long. Even the head of the Audit Department needs proper maintenance to last.

Besides, when would the head of the Audit Department ever be dispatched except for this Academy incident? It's a system that only requires sacrificing two years, just two years. That much is acceptable.

'He's a beloved husband.'


I massaged the back of my neck and couldn't help but laugh. A giant of the Empire whom even the Emperor treats with caution, a hermit who shows no interest in political influence or human relationships and stays only in the magic tower.

Yet when this Magic-Ending Duke falls in love, he becomes proactive and doesn't hesitate to do strange things for the one he loves. It truly feels like the head of the Audit Department is receiving a heavy and great love.

But at the same time, I'm worried. Even though the Magic-Ending Duke is of mixed blood, he still has the blood of a long-lived race. Inevitably, the head of the Audit Department is destined to depart first. Considering that the Magic-Ending Duke's mother died as if following the previous Duke of Servet after his death, I'm concerned that today's love might turn into tomorrow's poison.

'That would be troublesome.'

The Magic-Ending Duke has supported the Empire for 100 years and must continue to do so for hundreds more. While we can't prevent him from eventually returning to Enen's embrace when his time comes, we cannot accept him wasting away and dying prematurely.

So providing the head of the Audit Department with all sorts of elixirs for longevity would be the right path for the Empire. I don't expect him to live as long as the Magic-Ending Duke, but if he could live to about 150, that would be enough.

No, the Magic-Ending Duke must already be aware of the concerns I'm having. Perhaps he's already taking some measures. Then maybe not just 150, but even 300 years might be possible?

'300 years, huh.'

I can't help but smile. The Empire's history is 300 years, and the head of the Audit Department would be responsible for the next 300 years.

It sounds funny—no, joyful just to hear it. If my son, grandson, great-grandson, and great-great-grandson could receive the loyalty of the head of the Audit Department, the future of the Empire would truly be bright. Of course, it's nothing more than a delusion.

...300, it somehow seems like it could become reality. The Magic-Ending Duke's love was heavy enough to turn delusions into reality.

"Your Majesty, this is—"
"It is as the Crown Prince sees."

I rushed to the office upon the Emperor's summons, and immediately upon arrival, I was handed a single document.

However, the content of that document was worth far more than a single page.

"The Magic-Ending Duke says he's going to the Academy."

The Emperor spoke in a calm voice, but confusion and complexity were evident in his expression and posture. It's rare for the Emperor to show such emotion.

But I understand. I'm certain anyone who saw this document would have the same reaction.

'The Academy.'

What does this even mean? The Academy? The Magic-Ending Duke is going to the Academy? If I weren't in front of the Emperor, I would have grabbed my head and collapsed.

I know that the magic tower sends a mage to teach Academy students on a yearly basis. How could I not know when the dispatch itself began at the Imperial Family's suggestion? It's a blessing for the Empire and the Imperial Family if excellent mages from the magic tower teach the future leaders of the Empire.

But this is too much. What the Imperial Family wanted was teachers for the future, not monsters that would threaten and frighten the pillars of the future. Isn't it absurd for someone who outranks even the Academy principal to go as an instructor?

"The Magic-Ending Duke seems to have a strong attachment to his disciple. We'll likely see an outstanding mage emerge within the next decade."

When I remained silent, unable to speak, the Emperor quietly added.

'Disciple?'

I can't agree with that. No matter how I think about it, the Magic-Ending Duke is going to the Academy not for a disciple, but for other reasons. For example, because of the Kracius Family heir, or the head of the Audit Department, or the Academy inspector.

"Also, if the Magic-Ending Duke stays at the Academy, the dignitaries from the three countries will have an unparalleled experience. As a host, I'm pleased."
"Yes, indeed, Your Majesty."

However, hearing the Emperor's words, I could only bow my head. If that's what the Emperor thinks, then that must be right.


If the document has already reached the Emperor's hands, the Magic-Ending Duke's dispatch is as good as decided. The Imperial Family could stop it if they intervened, but if the Imperial Family steps in to block an action the Magic-Ending Duke wants to take, it would only create discord with the Duke. This matter is incomprehensible, but not something that needs to be stopped.

Moreover, the Emperor seems to want to use this opportunity to put more pressure on the three countries. If the Magic-Ending Duke follows the head of the Audit Department to the Academy, it will be a great burden on the three countries. Whatever reason the dignitaries from the three countries had for enrolling, they won't be able to move freely.

Besides, the Magic-Ending Duke going to the Academy is ostensibly for teaching. It's natural for a teacher to act for the sake of their students, even if only nominally. Even if the three countries protest about what's happening, it's a situation that's easy to dismiss.

'...That must be what you're thinking.'

It's complicated. The Emperor has started to think positively, in a happy direction, after this common sense-defying incident occurred.

He's erasing from his mind the repercussions of the Magic-Ending Duke's actions, the political unrest, the diplomatic issues, and only mentioning the advantages and points that can be utilized. Because if he doesn't, he can hardly remain sane.

'Is this something one person can experience?'

Come to think of it, the Emperor's reign has been more turbulent than anyone else's. From his accession, he had to bear the label of being the Empire's first collateral Emperor, so how could it not be turbulent?

The Empire inherited by the collateral Emperor was plagued by corruption, famine, and the subtly rising religious authority. Moreover, one of the Dukes, the Golden Duke, had taken twelve wives to expand his in-laws, and border skirmishes with the kingdoms were not uncommon. Just as he thought he had overcome these hardships and put the Empire back on track, the Great Punitive War broke out, followed by a prolonged imperial succession dispute.

'It's terrible.'

With so many adversities happening one after another, things should have calmed down by now, but these days, the head of the Audit Department stands at the center of the storm, causing all sorts of disturbances. I can understand if the Emperor's mental strength has hit rock bottom.

"Since it's unprecedented for the Magic-Ending Duke to be away for an extended period, the Crown Prince should also be prepared."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

It's a pity.

***

My ears are ringing.

"Take me too! Take me tooooo!"

I'd like to ignore her, but she's struggling so pitifully that I can't look away.

"It's too much that four of you are at the Academy! You're leaving just me and Penelia behind!"

Moreover, her argument is so plausible that I can't be heartless.

"It's unfair! Really unfair!"
"Look, I didn't know either..."
"Just because you didn't know doesn't mean it didn't happen!"

That's true...

I fell silent again at her quite logical statement. I don't know why she only makes sense at times like this.

"If you're going to the Academy with Sister Beatrix, take me and Penelia too!"

It's touching that she remembers to include the Section Chief of the 4th Section even in this situation. You two really are friends, aren't you?

......

'Damn it.'

I'm dizzy. I never imagined the Magic-Ending Duke would go as an Academy dispatch instructor...

I really feel sorry for the Section Chief 1 who's protesting as if she's truly heartbroken, but throwing a tantrum in front of me won't change anything. I didn't know the Magic-Ending Duke was going to the Academy either. No, how could I have known something I didn't know myself? Wait, are you in contact with the Magic-Ending Duke?

"Your sister was just bragging about it earlier! That the dispatch proposal was finally approved and she's going to the Academy!"

She really must be in contact with him. What's with that social ability?

Anyway, Section Chief 1's protest was justified, but she was directing it at the wrong person. If she feels wronged and resentful, rather than acting like this with me, wouldn't it be more efficient to make a fuss to the Magic-Ending Duke and ask him to take her along too?

Though it would be troublesome if she actually threw a tantrum in front of the Magic-Ending Duke.

"This is out of my hands too. You don't have any justification to go to the Academy."

I opened my mouth to try to calm down Section Chief 1, who was in a state of rage. If someone were to walk in now, it would be embarrassing for both me and whoever entered.

However, Section Chief 1, who had already thrown herself on the floor in a tantrum, was beyond reasoning. As if she absolutely wouldn't get up until she heard the answer she wanted, she glared at me with tear-filled eyes.

"If you go to the Academy too, the ratio will become 4 to 2 instead of half and half!"

Her voice carried a sense of desperation as she shouted. It was a cry that made anyone watching feel pity, as if she thought the sky would fall if the balance between resident and non-resident personnel at the Academy was broken.

At the same time, I could somewhat understand her feelings. If things were split evenly half and half, one might reluctantly accept it despite disappointment, but it's natural to feel anxious when your group becomes the minority. Yes, I understand. I completely understand.

"I've already been pushed to fifth place because I'm in the Capital, but what if I'm forgotten in the boss's mind?!"

Hearing those words, I couldn't bring myself to speak.

I met Section Chief 1 before Luise, Irina, and even Margareta. But because of the "sin" of being in the Capital, because of the "sin" of not being able to stay together at the Academy, her confession order was pushed back and back until fifth place. Though she pretends not to care on the outside, it's enough to leave a trace of resentment and anxiety in Section Chief 1's heart.

In that situation, only the fifth and sixth are left alone in the Capital. She must be afraid that she's not only being pushed back in confession order but in affection as well.

"No! I don't want to be forgotten! I don't want to end up as 'Oh, there was someone like that too' at the ending!"

Wait, what's with that comparison? Did you see the future or something?

Still, thinking about how extreme Section Chief 1's anxiety must be, I couldn't tell her to tone it down. No matter how anxious she feels, she can't express it to others, and Section Chief 4, who would be her only ally, isn't the type to be sensitive about these things, so she must have been burning up inside all alone. Maybe she's acting like this in front of me not because she wants a solution, but because she's frustrated and resentful and needs to vent.

Moreover, since Section Chief 1 has shown her vulnerable side to me before, she's now crying her heart out and genuinely struggling. It's as if she thinks that since she's already hit rock bottom, crying isn't embarrassing anymore. She's brave, but in a strange direction.

"I'll contact you every day from the Academy—"
"You can't hold hands or hug through a communication channel!"

That's true.

"I'll ask the Magic-Ending Duke to teleport me every weekend—"
"Then you'd just have a three-person date with him!"

That's also true.

'What should I do?'

This is maddening. There really is no solution.

Should I take Section Chief 1 to the Academy? There's no justification for that, and if Section Chief 1 also stays at the Academy, Section Chief 4 would be left all alone. That would be too cruel to Section Chief 4.

Or should I ask the Magic-Ending Duke to give up his Academy dispatch? Then wouldn't I see the Magic-Ending Duke crying instead? Besides, from what Section Chief 1 said, the purpose of the dispatch is to take care of his only disciple, Luise, so I have no grounds to stop it. And since it's already received the Emperor's final approval, it's not something a mere department head like me can interfere with.

"I'll try to spend as much time with you as possible until school starts..."
"Okay."

?


"It's really disappointing, but if you stay with me during the break, I'll endure it."

Section Chief 1, who had been struggling as if she was going to wipe all the dust off the floor with her clothes, got up from her spot nonchalantly. Then, as if she hadn't been crying sorrowfully just moments ago, she naturally approached and sat on my lap.

"Since I have to be apart from my cute lover, you have to be extra sweet to me now!"
"...Alright."

Looking at her, I finally realized. She was acting with this goal in mind.

No, her tantrum full of sorrow seemed more genuine than acting. She just stimulated my guilt to get what she wanted, knowing it was impossible to overturn the situation itself.

'I need to graduate quickly.'

I stroked Section Chief 1's hair while holding back a sigh that felt like it would burst out. Section Chief 1's scheme was only effective because I felt guilty. I'm not too happy with this situation either.

If I were separated from all my lovers, it would be one thing, but staying with some and being apart from others looks like discrimination, doesn't it? If Section Chief 1 and Section Chief 4 were civilians, I could figure something out, but unfortunately, they're civil servants, so there's no way around it.

So what can I do? I'll just have to endure two years of complaints and resentment from those left in the Capital.

'I should meet Section Chief 4 too.'

And I should meet Section Chief 4 soon. Unlike Section Chief 1 who's always in the Capital, Section Chief 4 could be dispatched at any time.

After giving Section Chief 1 a genuine head pat and finally receiving her approval, I went to see the Magic-Ending Duke who had dropped the bomb. Indiscriminate bombing that doesn't distinguish between friend and foe is too much.

"What's going on? I didn't know about this."
"My dear, that's—"
"Should I be hearing about Beatrix through someone else? It hurts my feelings."

As soon as I entered the tower room, I launched an emotional attack, and the Magic-Ending Duke was at a loss for words.

He probably prepared rebuttals in case I confronted him. For the sake of Luise whom he had neglected, for the development of the Empire's magic community, because the Magic Tower is understaffed, and so on. Anyway, he would have had plenty of excuses.

But it seems he wasn't prepared for an appeal to emotion rather than reason. Especially not for his own words coming back to him.

"What hurt me most was hearing about my dear through the Intelligence Department Head. Can you understand that?"

Last year, when I didn't even know the Magic-Ending Duke had feelings for me. The Magic-Ending Duke's words, which were simply an expression of hurt feelings, sounded like the heaviest warning from my perspective. That's why they settled deep in my mind and remained in my memory until now, but I never thought I'd use them like this.

"If you were coming to where I am, you could have at least given me a heads-up. Did you think I would oppose it?"

That's correct. If the Magic-Ending Duke had consulted me, I would have opposed it in any way possible.

But opposition is already water under the bridge, and the Magic-Ending Duke's coming to the Academy can't be undone. So I need to express my hurt feelings as much as possible to prevent the Magic-Ending Duke's impulsive actions. What's past is past, but there shouldn't be any more situations where things happen without my knowledge.

I might seem like a manipulative bastard playing with someone's feelings, but with the Magic-Ending Duke, it can't be helped. When a lion merely stretches, nearby rabbits are terrified; the movements of the Magic-Ending Duke, who has reigned for 100 years, can only bring chaos and shock to the small fish nearby. At the very least, as a future husband, it's my duty to prevent such things.

"I'm sorry. I should have consulted with you first."

Fortunately, my sincerity seemed to work, and the Magic-Ending Duke apologized readily with a slightly dejected expression.

I'm not sure if he's apologizing because he really thought I would oppose it and has nothing to say, or simply because he was preparing a surprise, but if it ends like this, it's a smooth conclusion. An apology and prevention of recurrence are enough, aren't they?

"From now on, let's talk without hiding anything from each other. I'll consult with you immediately if anything happens too."

So I spoke with a gentle face, but I caught the Magic-Ending Duke flinching. It was just for a moment, but he definitely wavered.

Wait, what is it? Did you do something else behind my back?


"...Beatrix?"
"I-I did hide it, but it's something you'll be happy about too."

And what followed was indeed something to be happy about.

He explained that he had been wondering what would be good for my birthday gift, and after getting advice from Erich about a vacation, he thought it made sense and formally petitioned the Imperial Family. Since targeting just the Audit Department would be too obvious, he made the scope the entire imperial bureaucracy. He kept quiet because it was meant to be a surprise.

'...It was really free?'

Amazing. He called it a free vacation, but I naturally thought it was a poisoned chalice, yet it turned out to be a chalice filled with wine, not poison. I never imagined the Magic-Ending Duke was making such efforts behind the scenes.

"Was it... unnecessary?"
"No."

I firmly shook my head at the Magic-Ending Duke's cautious question. Unnecessary? Absolutely not.

"Thank you. It's the best gift."

Unable to contain my emotion, I hugged the Magic-Ending Duke. The Magic-Ending Duke's impulsive action? It's troublesome that he's suddenly coming to the Academy? Nonsense. Since wherever the Magic-Ending Duke is becomes the Magic Tower, he's simply reporting to his rightful workplace.

'And I didn't even know.'

At the same time, I felt self-loathing. How dare I not know about this great favor and say such nonsense about feeling hurt to the Magic-Ending Duke. I will reflect on this...

"I'm glad you're satisfied."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who was momentarily surprised by the sudden hug, eventually hugged me back and spoke softly.

I felt self-loathing again.

***

I took a small deep breath and opened the door. There's no point in fretting over something unavoidable.

"Ainter."

As soon as I opened the door, His Highness the Crown Prince, sitting at the head seat, spoke softly. A calm voice devoid of any emotion—joy, anger, welcome, hatred.

Rather, I felt relieved by the emotionless voice. Moreover, it wasn't just His Highness the Crown Prince; Her Highness the Crown Princess was also present. If this were a place to deal with me, Her Highness wouldn't be here.

"I greet Your Highness the Crown Prince."

His Highness nodded at my greeting and gestured. As if telling me to sit down now that I've arrived.

"It's the first time we've met since the New Year's ceremony."
"Yes, Your Highness. That's correct."

I hurriedly bowed my head at the question that naturally came as soon as I sat down. Indeed, I hadn't had occasion to see His Highness since the New Year's ceremony. His Highness is busy with work, and I've been thoroughly avoiding public activities.

That made me even more nervous. The reason why His Highness, whom I have no reason to meet, summoned me a month after the New Year's ceremony. What could it be—

"It's unfortunate that we have few opportunities to converse as family."

Fa...?

'Family?'

My body froze at the unexpected statement.

Family. A common word, but one that had no connection to my life. Or more precisely, a name that had acted more like shackles and a stigma than anything positive.

For me, family meant a cold and mechanical father, a mother who valued the Aesilon family more than the Imperial Family and the Empire, and an older brother who enjoyed privileges beyond his abilities and temperament simply because he was the legitimate heir. I couldn't feel any family affection even if I tried, and I, being far from the line of succession, didn't even receive attention from those called family.

However, things changed dramatically when the succession plan centered around my brother—the Second Prince—suddenly shifted. The First Prince had the support of the Victorious Duke, who had even risen to become a war hero after quelling the disturbances in the North. Naturally, the Second Prince, who had nothing going for him except being the legitimate heir, fell from grace, and the First Prince, who had been persecuted by the Second Prince's faction, wielded his blade of revenge.

"Whose child are you really? Were you also that woman Seleden's child?"

When the purge was approaching, I was beyond shocked—I was dumbfounded when my mother and brother reached out to me. What could a mere Third Prince do in a situation where the outcome was already decided? If I had grown up receiving family affection, I might have helped them even at the risk of my life, but to me, they were family in name only.

They lashed out at me with anger and hatred, accusing me of being the Empress's child. If only that had been true, I wouldn't have had to worry about dying.

"Your Highness made a wise choice by not standing with the Second Prince until the end and maintaining silence."

Fortunately, turning my back on my family-in-name-only and keeping quiet brought its own reward. The head of the Audit Department, who was leading the purge as the Crown Prince's right-hand man, approached me after dealing with my mother and brother. He said he would spare my life since I had kept quiet.

I was glad to have saved my life, but also saddened to be in such a situation. I had been put at risk of beheading because of a family that wasn't really family. I spent years wondering when my half-brother might suddenly turn against me and target my neck.

That's why family to me is nothing but heavy shackles and an indelible stigma.

"We're the only brothers left. We've been too distant for our only remaining relationship."

Until His Highness the Crown Prince suddenly said these words.

Strange. Although I was able to return as a proper member of the Imperial Family by attending this year's New Year's ceremony, I thought that was the extent of it. I thought I was merely being given minimal recognition for the prosperity of the Imperial Family, since my existence no longer threatened the Crown Prince's position.

But having a private conversation after being personally summoned is different. He could have treated me as a prince rather than a brother, but His Highness the Crown Prince mentioned the words "brother" and "younger brother" to me.

As if he sincerely considered me family, as if he wanted to clear away our awkward relationship.

"Your Highness will become the sun of the Empire. Knowing how you always dedicate yourself to the Empire, how could I hold you back by speaking of brotherly affection?"

Despite my whitened hair, my instinctive response was one of humility—a habit born from years of walking on eggshells. Could this be another trap? If I were to regard His Highness as a brother rather than the Crown Prince, would it give him grounds for purging me?

"Don't say that. Even Emperor Eimanka established the Empire with the help of his brothers. How could someone like me, who is not his equal, stand alone?"

His Highness the Crown Prince gently shook his head and continued softly. This feels unfamiliar. Was this person always capable of such warm words?

"Your Highness, Young Master. Please drink while you talk."
"Thank you, Consort."
"Th-thank you, Your Highness."

As I was at a loss from the shock, another blow followed. Her Highness the Crown Prince Consort personally brought tea and addressed me as "Young Master" rather than Third Prince. Just as His Highness referred to me as his brother, the Consort was also treating me as family.

My head was spinning from this series of unimaginable events. Am I actually dreaming?

"The Consort has been skilled in tea ceremony since her academy days. It will suit your taste."
"Y-yes. I'll drink it gratefully."

His Highness the Crown Prince spoke quietly after drinking the tea first.

'First...'

Drinking shared food first? Is he personally proving there's no threat of poisoning?


"How is academy life?"
"With His Majesty's grace extending throughout the Empire, I'm enjoying it without any inconvenience."
"I'm glad to hear that."

An instinctive answer to the sudden question. Meanwhile, I felt like I was sitting on pins and needles when the academy was mentioned as a conversation topic. Of all things, why the academy?

'Is this an interrogation?'

I felt cold sweat forming. If he was questioning me about the academy, there were many concerning points. My friendship with major foreign dignitaries, contact with the children of the Empire's border counts, and being in the same club as the Magic-Ending Duke's only disciple—though I didn't know it at the time. Each one was sufficient cause for suspicion—

"I hear the Magic-Ending Duke will be a visiting instructor at the academy this year. You'll have a rare experience."
"...Pardon?"

My mind froze. I had committed the grave discourtesy of questioning His Highness the Crown Prince.

However, as if understanding my fatal discourtesy and mistake, His Highness the Crown Prince simply nodded.

"The Magic-Ending Duke seems to care for his disciple. It will probably be a once-in-a-lifetime miracle when Lady Luise graduates."

I was amazed at how calmly he sipped his tea afterward. Is this how someone of the Crown Prince's stature can respond so nonchalantly to such extraordinary matters?

"But isn't this the first time a duke has stayed at the academy? With foreign dignitaries also present, I'm concerned that the Magic-Ending Duke's stay might cause discomfort."

Hearing those words actually cleared my mind. The sudden mention of the academy, the Magic-Ending Duke visiting the academy, concerns about potential incidents with the three nations' forces residing at the academy.

Excluding the talk of brothers and siblings, combining all the previous points led to a quick conclusion. Having restored my rights as a member of the Imperial Family through this year's New Year's ceremony, I was now expected to fulfill my duties as a prince by preventing unusual situations at the academy.

'This is better.'

My tension rapidly dissipated. This was preferable to an inexplicable summons and conversation. At least this was the Crown Prince giving instructions to a member of the Imperial Family.

A perfectly understandable meeting and natural conversation. The initial talk about being brothers was merely ceremonial encouragement for a prince performing his duties for the first time.

"Please don't worry, Your Highness. Though inadequate, I am still a Livnoman and will strive to ensure the Magic-Ending Duke and the dignitaries experience no discomfort."
"Good. Having you at the academy gives me some peace of mind."

His Highness the Crown Prince nodded at my words as if he had been waiting for them.

Indeed, this was a business conversation after all.

***

After Ainter left, I sat down and finished the remaining tea.

"Your Highness."

I gently turned my head at the Consort's voice. Seeing her bitter smile as I turned made me feel rather unpleasant.

"Are you alright?"
"I'm fine. It's Ainter I'm worried about."

I couldn't help but sigh. Despite arranging this meeting after much deliberation, it ended without any progress. Perhaps it would have been better to communicate by letter rather than face-to-face.

"His stomach must have turned at someone who once threatened his life suddenly acting friendly."


I sighed again. Right after winning the succession dispute and dealing with Dorgos, I was so blinded that I wanted to eliminate Ainter too.

I worried that the Second Prince's faction might rally around Ainter again, or that the only legitimate son might become an obstacle for me. Of course, this could be seen as an overreaction. But if I acted too leniently, the consequences would extend to the Consort and her father as well. Thinking that way, I couldn't ignore even the slightest possibility.

However, I couldn't find any justification to purge Ainter no matter how hard I looked, and I ultimately had to settle for stripping him of his rights as a member of the Imperial Family. Looking back now, I'm glad it ended that way.

"It's hypocritical to act like this belatedly."
"Your Highness."

Despite the Consort's worried voice, my thoughts remained unchanged.

Yes, it's hypocrisy. Resenting a father who showed no family affection while trying to kill my own brother, and then belatedly acting like a proper older brother. Isn't it all hypocrisy and pretense?

Moreover, I only attempted this hypocrisy after my position was secured and abdication was imminent. I had known all along that Ainter was innocent, but only after ensuring my safety, only after gaining some leeway, did I act hypocritically as if bestowing charity.

'No wonder he's more comfortable with business talk.'

Ainter remained stiff throughout our conversation, but he seemed to relax and speak naturally only after I brought up official matters.

It's bitter. A young man who can't imagine having personal conversations as brothers, who only feels at ease discussing official matters. But who can I blame? I made him that way.

"Consort."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Do you think it's too late?"

Though I directed the question to the Consort, it was also a question to myself.

An older brother who tried to kill his younger brother, a younger brother who lived watching his older brother's every move. Is it too late for these brothers to become normal brothers?

"It may not have been quick, but it's not too late yet."

I quietly raised the corner of my mouth at the Consort's gentle words. Well, is it really not too late?

"The Young Master must have understood your intentions. Until now, he couldn't approach any official duties, but now he can serve the Empire as a rightful member of the Imperial Family."

I found myself nodding at those words. Participation in the New Year's ceremony followed by assignment of duties. This was clearly treatment befitting a member of the Imperial Family.

Not just a prince in name, but a prince who performs his duties and receives proper treatment. He wasn't a fool, so he must have noticed already.

"It may be difficult right away, but someday he'll realize that what you extended was a hand of reconciliation."

Yes, I hope so.

***

This son of a bitch.

"Excuse me, Your Excellency. Could you please repeat that?"
- The number of foreign students has increased. It's the largest number in history.

I grabbed my head at the Foreign Minister's words.

Students becoming... photocopies?

# Foreign Students at the Imperial Academy

It's not unusual for foreigners to attend the Imperial Academy. They're simply an overwhelming minority compared to Imperial students, and until two years ago, there had been no precedent of high-ranking officials enrolling. The Imperial Academy is an educational institution open to all—a space where blue blood and red blood, Imperial citizens and foreigners coexist.

That's why there's no need to worry about whether the number of foreign students increases or not. Rather, it's a welcome opportunity to showcase the Empire's excellent education system and unbiased Academy.

But the Minister of Foreign Affairs personally responded to this ordinary and welcome development. Enough to urgently contact me, the nominal Academy Inspector.

'A record high?'

Moreover, some concerning words appeared. Of course, even one more than the previous record would technically be "a record high," but would the Minister move for such a trivial matter?

"I suspect it's because of those persons of interest who enrolled last year."

When I fell into silence, the Minister of Foreign Affairs continued. I felt like crying at his consideration—he understood my shock but wanted me to know what I needed to know.

And at the mention of "persons of interest," I instinctively bit my lip. Damn it, so it was because of you after all. Just when I thought things had quieted down recently, you throw this at me?

"Even royalty distant from the throne is still royalty. If one can form senior-junior relationships with royalty, what does it matter if it's a foreign educational institution?"

He meant this disaster was inevitable from the moment those creatures enrolled last year. It's too terrible a sentence, but I couldn't refute it.

From a royal's perspective, attending a foreign educational institution would come with numerous penalties, but for ordinary nobles, it's acceptable. Being a noble with the label of having attended a foreign institution rather than one in their own country? Just say, "I'm a loyal subject who served by our prince's side during his arduous time abroad," and that's sufficient.

No, honestly, it's not just acceptable—it's an opportunity they can't miss. They've already established firm connections within their own countries, but being abroad with royalty means they can build new relationships that transcend existing networks.

'That makes sense.'

Judging from a purely objective viewpoint, it's reason enough to come. It really was an inevitable disaster.

"Naturally, there are quite a few students from the Papal States as well. With the next Saint personally wandering in foreign lands, many would want to follow that example."

I weakly nodded at those words. It meant trouble was coming from three places, not just two, but as the Minister said, it was only natural and not particularly shocking. If the Papal States had remained quiet, that would have been frightening in its own way. Why would you be so quiet?

But something feels off. If it was an inevitable disaster, shouldn't they have known and prepared for it? Imperial officials might dislike working, but they're not truly incompetent enough to completely drop the ball.

'Did he need to tell me personally?'

I'm confused. This enrollment crisis has been anticipated by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, perhaps even the Ministry of Education, for a year. While it's certainly something the Academy Inspector should know, it's not significant enough for a ministerial-level official to personally communicate. The messenger may be more important than the message, but isn't this messenger too high-ranking?

"I'm relieved that Your Excellency personally informed me. I would have been flustered if I'd gone in knowing nothing."

So I cautiously broached the subject. Is this really all? Isn't there something else you haven't mentioned yet?

In response to my question disguised as gratitude, the Minister of Foreign Affairs let out a hollow laugh.

"News spreads quickly among magicians."

Ah.


"The Magic-Ending Duke is respected by all magicians across the continent."

Ah...

No further explanation was needed. The Magic-Ending Duke stands at the pinnacle of magicians not just in the Empire but across the continent, and the Magic Tower that serves closest to him.

Naturally, the Magic Tower's network isn't limited to the Empire, and news from the Magic Tower spreads throughout the continent through this network. And news that would turn magicians into fanatics has been bursting from the Magic Tower one after another.

The fact that the Magic-Ending Duke's only disciple is attending the Academy, and that the Magic-Ending Duke himself is coming to the Academy to teach magic.

"Haha, I never imagined it. Who could have known such a thing would happen? If I had told myself last year, I would have been scolded for talking nonsense."

I couldn't bring myself to look up at him as he kept laughing with hazy eyes.

Of course, I knew the Magic-Ending Duke's visit to the Academy would affect magicians. But the Duke's surprise was very discreet, and by the time I heard about it through the Section Chief of the 1st Section, the start of the school year was approaching. Even I, who am close to the Magic-Ending Duke, found out late, so how much more so for magicians scattered across the continent? Naturally, I thought that even if students gathered to see the Magic-Ending Duke, it would be from next year—

'I was mistaken.'

I underestimated the Magic Tower's network and the fanaticism of magicians. If I were a magician, would I have anticipated this situation?

"Still, we were fortunate. Most of the applicants were rejected due to age restrictions. It's truly fortunate that the Academy doesn't accept older students."

My hand instinctively trembled at his sincere relief. I knew magicians had extraordinary mindsets, but applications flooded in regardless of age? That means it wasn't just magicians in their 20s or 30s—even white-bearded elders might have applied.

And sensing my agitation, the Minister of Foreign Affairs quietly added:

"Even the principal of the Ernesto Academy submitted an application. For the sake of his honor, I immediately classified it as a confidential document, so keep this to yourself."

Ernesto, the great magician who made significant contributions to the founding of the Yuven United Kingdom. Ernesto Academy, Yuven's finest educational institution, is named after this great magician.

'Insane.'

So this is what happens when magicians lose their minds...

Students from three countries flocking in to form relationships with royalty and the next Saint, magician students from all over the continent enchanted by the legendary Magic-Ending Duke, and the nearly ecstatic students who happen to be both from the three countries and magicians.

"Wow, the proportion of foreigners exceeds 30%?"

Combined, they account for over 30% of this year's incoming students. A figure worthy of being called a record high.

"That's amazing. Usually, even 3% is considered a lot."

I wanted to pull the lips of the Section Chief of the 1st Section as he chattered while looking at the documents sent by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but I didn't even have the strength for that. I just blankly stared at the ceiling pattern, trying to gather my thoughts.

I resent the heavens. It was painful enough managing just one pastry club, but now foreign students likely to form factions by nationality are flooding in. If it ended with just factions, it wouldn't be my concern, but it's obvious those factions will form around club members like Lyutis or Laterre. Then it becomes my jurisdiction.

Not to mention the magicians who came to see the Magic-Ending Duke. Although the Minister of Foreign Affairs didn't mention it, honestly, isn't the Magic-Ending Duke coming to the Academy to see me? If trouble arises due to an excessive concentration of magicians, I'm morally obligated to clean it up.


'Should I have stopped it?'

The thought occurred to me belatedly. While there's no way to prevent foreign students from enrolling unless we expel the club members, shouldn't I have somehow delayed the Magic-Ending Duke's dispatch to the Academy?

"I was very envious. Those children get to stay with my darling, while I couldn't meet my darling often even when you were in the Capital."

But the thought quickly faded when I recalled the Magic-Ending Duke speaking as if genuinely happy.

Yes, it's better that I suffer a bit. If the Magic-Ending Duke, who was so joyful, became gloomy and tearful, I'd go crazy with guilt.

'Magicians should be easy to manage.'

Think positively. No matter how extraordinary magicians are, they wouldn't cause a commotion in front of the Magic-Ending Duke, their object of reverence, nor would they disrespect me, the Duke's future husband. If they do disrespect me, I'll report it to the Magic-Ending Duke regardless of face.

"Hey, hey, Department Head."
"What?"

While I was making such petty resolutions, I felt the Section Chief of the 1st Section tapping my shoulder.

"If the number of students to manage increases, shouldn't the number of inspectors also—"

Before he could finish, I grabbed his lips. I didn't need to hear the rest to know what he was going to say.

"There's always been only one inspector, regardless of how many students there are."

He was probably going to plead to be allowed to go as an inspector too, since the Academy's situation has drastically changed.

Obviously not. Even my position as inspector is already pushing it a bit, and suddenly inspectors are multiplying? That's something without justification or precedent. At least having the Head of the Audit Department, a specialist in inspections, serve as an inspector would be understandable, but everyone can see that increasing the number of inspectors from one is clearly targeting someone.

Honestly, I'd appreciate more hands too, but breaking precedent would create more work cleaning up the mess. It's a miracle that adding people would result in a minus rather than a plus.

'We'll just have to work hard with the people we have.'

I sighed as I sat the struggling Section Chief on my knee. If additions are impossible, the existing personnel will have to work with bleeding hearts. Me, the Principal, the Vice Principal—

'And Lord Villar.'

And thinking of Lord Villar, I felt pity. None of the four of us will have it easier or harder than the others, but Lord Villar's situation is particularly pitiful.

He must have returned to his homeland with a joyful heart, but when he comes to the Academy, he'll be in a situation where he's bringing not just Lyutis but other nobles as well. He might want to bite his tongue. Moreover, Lord Villar isn't just responsible for Armein but represents all three countries. That means triple the hardship, triple the pain.

'...I should prepare a gift.'

Focusing on health foods that will help him stay healthy and live long. With only four people to handle this situation, it would be catastrophic if even one collapsed. If anyone falls, I'm confident I'll flee without looking back.

'Damn it.'

Where can I find someone competent to employ without any issues? I'm really confident I could treat them well.

# February's End

At the end of February, it was time to return to the Academy to prepare for the opening and entrance ceremonies. Initially, I planned to travel with the Magic-Ending Duke, but he said he had much to prepare since this was his first extended absence as Tower Master. He would teleport in on the day of the entrance ceremony, so I decided to depart first.

"Can't you take me too? I don't want to be separated from my siblings."

Just before leaving for the Academy, the Section Chief of the 1st Section clung to Luise and whined while seeing us off. She's showing such an unseemly side instead of setting a good example for her younger sister.

"I want to stay with my big sister too."

Though the Section Chief's behavior should be annoying, Luise embraced her with teary eyes. Perhaps she sees her deceased sister overlapping with the Section Chief who keeps calling her "little sister." A pair of playful, affectionate sisters—something Luise desperately wants but can never have. She must be happy to fulfill that wish even in this way.

Of course, whether happy or sad, taking the Section Chief along is impossible. Knowing this, Luise only says she wants to stay together, not daring to ask to come along.

"Let go now. Stop bothering her."

I roughly patted the Section Chief's head and pulled her away. I coaxed and persuaded her to stay in the Capital, but now she's acting like this.

"Penelia is behaving herself, so why can't you?"
"But Penelia got a gift!"

At those words, the Section Chief of the 4th Section standing nearby flinched. Yet I noticed she still wouldn't let go of the sword in her arms.

"This is discrimination! You didn't give me anything!"

The 1st Section Chief wailed dramatically, almost throwing herself on the ground. The 4th Section Chief glanced around awkwardly, seemingly worried that the gift she received might have hurt the 1st Section Chief's feelings.

But it's a needless concern. If this one were truly upset or hurt, actions would precede words. She probably raided my storage and helped herself to a gift already.

"That couldn't be helped."

Besides, I have nothing to be ashamed of. If it were truly discrimination, I'd have no defense, but this was an unavoidable gift.

I've been careful to divide my time equally between the 1st and 4th Section Chiefs staying in the Capital, to avoid making either feel neglected or giving the impression that I favor one over the other. If I dined with the 1st Section Chief, I'd meet with the 4th Section Chief too. If I gave something to the 4th Section Chief, I'd prepare a gift for the 1st Section Chief as well.

In my previous life, some religion taught that if you have multiple wives, you must treat them equally—so fair treatment is important, right? I can proudly stake my resignation letter on having treated them equally.

"I had to give something to someone who's going back to a difficult assignment."

Unlike the 1st Section Chief who stays in the Capital, the 4th Section Chief will obviously return to the North, so I gave her something to remind her to take care of herself. Isn't that unavoidable rather than discrimination?

Besides, it's not like I gave her anything precious—just one suitable weapon that had been sleeping in my personal storage.

"Hmph..."

Unable to argue with that reasonable explanation, the 1st Section Chief grumbled and closed her mouth.

She's probably not complaining because she feels left out, but because she wants to say anything to delay our parting. She's afraid of being forgotten while we're apart.

"No! I don't want to be forgotten! I don't want to end up as 'oh yeah, there was someone like that' by the ending!"

I recalled that heartfelt cry I heard recently. Honestly, the 1st Section Chief isn't someone who could be forgotten even if you tried.


"I'll contact you daily when I'm not on assignment. The North is still cold even in spring, so take care."
"Yes, Department Head. I'll keep that in mind."

Leaving the now-silent 1st Section Chief behind, I patted the 4th Section Chief's shoulder. My wealth is more than enough to support the 4th Section Chief, so I don't expect her to achieve great feats—I just want her to stay healthy without getting hurt.

If the 4th Section Chief were still with the Audit Department, I wouldn't worry like this. But of course she had to be sold to the Special Affairs Ministry that has people running around everywhere.

"Your body is the priority, so run away if it seems dangerous. You know it's better to succeed at multiple missions while alive than to succeed at one by dying, right?"

The 4th Section I raised but who left my care. With a subtle bitterness and guilt, I hugged her and patted her back. Should I have gritted my teeth and opposed her transfer to the Special Affairs Ministry?

"O-of c-course. I'll return without a s-scratch on the body you g-gave me, Department Head."

The 4th Section Chief, vibrating from my embrace, stammered as she steeled her resolve.

But doesn't that sound strange? "The body you gave me"—anyone listening would think I'm her parent.

"Good. Take care of yourself, and don't hide it if things get tough."

Bottling things up leads to illness. I hope she takes these words from someone with experience to heart.

"Department Head. Why don't you say such things to me...?"
"Because you speak up just fine on your own."

Only after giving sincere hugs to both the 1st and 4th Section Chiefs could I finally board the carriage.

"It would be too much to wait until summer vacation, wouldn't it?"
"Yes. I plan to show my face several times before the vacation."

Margareta smiled gently as she spoke to me after I boarded the carriage. She must also be concerned about the Section Chief duo who couldn't come to the Academy.

Since teleportation makes round trips to the Capital quick, I should ask the Magic-Ending Duke when he has time.

The peaceful carriage journey without incident. That peace was merely preparation time for what was to come.

"It's been a while, Principal. Have you been well?"
"This old man is fine as long as his body is intact."

As soon as we arrived at the Academy, I headed to the Principal's office in the main building. The Principal must be one of those who shed tears of blood over this entrance admission chaos, so we should discuss it.

In truth, the incident has already happened, and we can't send away royalty or the Magic-Ending Duke, so it's more lamentation than discussion.

"These days, I can't stop smiling. How can I not be pleased as a principal when people from all over the continent gather to seek knowledge?"

As if to prove his claim about not being able to stop smiling, the Principal continued with a hollow laugh. His laughter, filled with both transcendence and complexity, circled my ears, stirring sympathy and guilt.

"Besides, this old man who was just waiting to die has been blessed with precious teachings in his final years. It's a joyous thing."

Precious teachings. Words clearly referring to the Magic-Ending Duke.

This is maddening. Perhaps because I heard that even the Principal of Ernesto Academy submitted an application, I can't tell if those words are a joke born from transcendence or the truth filled with a magician's madness. Common sense would suggest the former, but magicians are far from common sense.


Will the Principal sit in the back row during the Magic-Ending Duke's classes to observe? Honestly, considering the burden the Principal has taken on, he deserves one-on-one training rather than mere observation.

"I'm concerned that the spirited new students might trouble you, Principal."

After turning it over in my mind a few times, I finally offered an appropriate response.

Whether the Principal welcomes the Magic-Ending Duke or not, the undeniable fact is that his final years have become tumultuous. So expressing some regret about that should be sufficient.

...Should be sufficient, right?

"Ho ho, youthful vigor at that age is only natural. I'm already accustomed to it."

As soon as I heard the word "accustomed," the faces of the club members instinctively flashed through my mind. Is he saying he's already received a fiery preventive shot, so it's fine?

Meanwhile, he only said he was accustomed, not that it was okay. That line must be the Principal's last conscience and reason.

"It's regrettable that some will find Imperial life unfamiliar, but fortunately, there are people to look after those children, which puts my mind at ease."
"Yes, I feel the same."

I quickly nodded at the Principal's words, delivered with a smile.

On the surface, it seemed like concern for new students coming to the Empire from other countries, but in reality, it was a subtle proposal: "Let's entrust foreign students to Lord Villar." A whispered suggestion that an Imperial audit inspector should closely manage the royalty and future saint, while the Imperial principal oversees the Academy as a whole, so Lord Villar should handle at least that much. From my position, there's no reason to oppose such a proposal.

Yes, no matter how I think about it, foreign students should be under Villar's jurisdiction. If an Imperial manages them, it might seem like gatekeeping, but if another foreigner approaches them, the walls in their hearts would lower, wouldn't they?

'The magicians are my responsibility.'

Of course, dumping foreign students on Villar doesn't mean I can just loaf around. If Villar takes charge of foreign students because he's a foreigner, then I, as the Magic-Ending Duke's prospective husband, will take charge of the magicians. When there are two burdens, sharing them equally is the right thing to do...

And so, in Villar's absence, our division of duties was finalized—

"By the way, Department Head, the Ministry of the Imperial Household said something unusual."
"The Ministry of the Imperial Household?"

Since it was unexpected, I withdrew my hand that had been reaching for the teacup. If the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or the Ministry of Education had spoken up, I would have thought it was related to this incident, but the Ministry of the Imperial Household? They shouldn't be involved in this matter.

Simply having many foreign students enrolling isn't reason enough for the Ministry of the Imperial Household to act. If they were going to react to Academy student issues, they would have done so when Lyutis, Laterre, or Tanian enrolled. One royal student is more important than 20 or 30 noble students.

"Yes. They said not to worry even if the distinguished guests and future pillars become confused, because His Highness the Third Prince is both a student and a Livnoman."

At those words, the corner of my mouth instinctively twitched.

'As expected.'

Thinking about it, it's only natural. Ainter, who asserted his presence at the New Year's ceremony and returned from being a nominal royal to a royal in name and reality. According to the Livnoman tradition that cannot tolerate royalty who idle away their time, Ainter naturally had to start working.

'Found it, my workforce.'

It's moving. I was confident I could treat even one additional worker extremely well. In a situation where even commoners would be grateful, a royal as a legal worker? Ah, I'll definitely carry him on my back. Ainter will never touch the ground again. Because he won't be getting off my back.

Thank you for this high-grade labor force permitted by His Highness the Crown Prince. I'll use it gratefully.

The higher the buyer's status and the more they pay, the better quality items they can obtain. This is a self-evident market principle that needs no explanation. That's why the carriages owned by the Kracius Family boast unrivaled quality, second only to those supplied to the Imperial Family.

Sturdy materials, comfortable interiors, seats as relaxing as lying in bed, and a ride so smooth you barely feel any movement. These elements make the long, tedious carriage journey somewhat enjoyable.

However, no matter how comfortable and luxurious, it cannot escape the limitations of being a carriage.

"Sera, are you alright?"
"I told you I'm fine. How many times are you going to ask?"

I didn't say "Well, your complexion doesn't look good no matter how many times I check"—saying that would only make the already tired Sera start managing her expressions. It's better if her condition remains visible on her face so we can take measures like stopping the carriage or resting in a city if needed.

'I knew this would happen.'

I forced a smile back at Sera's grin, but inside I felt like sighing.

No matter how good a carriage is, it's still a carriage. Good suspension and minimal shaking? That still means there's some degree of movement. For ordinary people, it might be negligible, but for Sera, who's making her first long-distance carriage journey after spending so much time at home, her frail body feels every tiny vibration directly.

That's why I wanted to travel by teleport instead. Mother was also worried about Sera's health and offered to assign a family magician to us, which would have made it entirely possible.

"It's fine. I'll be active at the Academy from now on, and I can't complain about discomfort every time."

The problem was that Sera herself refused.

Her argument was that she'd need to move around a lot in the future, and since she couldn't rely on teleportation forever, she needed to get used to carriage travel. Unfortunately, her logic wasn't wrong, so neither Mother nor her nanny could change her mind. When a frail child makes a difficult request, it's hard to refuse—how could anyone discourage someone who's willing to endure hardship to live normally?

"If Sera looks tired, let me know immediately."
"I will."

While the nanny was giving Sera a tearful farewell hug, Mother quietly approached and whispered to me. If Sera's condition worsened at any point, I should contact her immediately. Then she could send a magician for teleportation.

I've lost count of how many times I've fidgeted with the communication orb since leaving the domain. Every time Sera swayed from the carriage's movement or even just sneezed, my heart sank. The desire to simply call a magician and travel comfortably kept tempting me.

Of course, I couldn't act on it, knowing Sera would resent me for it. She's surprisingly stubborn about these things.

"Hey, Erich."

Sera, who seemed a bit motion sick as she yawned quietly, carefully spoke up. What is it? Is she finally going to ask for a magician? Is this my chance to escape this thorny situation?

"If you're worried about me... could I borrow your shoulder?"

I guess not.

I quietly adjusted my posture. From the atmosphere, it seemed she wanted to lean on me, which I was more than willing to provide. I would have been even happier if she had asked for teleportation instead of a pillar to lean on, but still.

After adjusting to make it comfortable for her to lean on me, Sera smiled softly and rested her head on my shoulder. Honestly, since the carriage was spacious, I thought lying down would be more effective if she was sleepy.

"This feels warm."
"Does it? That's good."

If she says it's warm, what can I do? Temperature regulation is crucial for someone who's ill.

'Wasn't it supposed to be my shoulder?'

The only disappointing thing was that as Sera fell asleep, she gradually slid down until she was naturally using my lap as a pillow instead of my shoulder.

Thanks to that, I couldn't get up from my seat until she woke up.

Perhaps as a reward for sacrificing my lap, we managed to reach the Academy without having to call a magician. Honestly, considering how anxious I was about when to call for magical assistance, it's a bit bittersweet, but it means Sera's health remained stable. That's something to be happy about.

As we drove along the main road from the entrance gate toward the dormitories, I spotted a particularly eye-catching carriage. It was exceptionally ornate and massive compared to the others, with the emblem of the Robens Royal Family proudly displayed on its door.

'Lyutis?'

It was obviously Lyutis's carriage. It would be stranger if someone other than Lyutis were riding in such a carriage.

They seemed to have noticed us too, as one of the knights escorting Lyutis's carriage approached and spoke with our family's guard.

"Young Master."

Shortly after, the small window on the door opened, and our guard showed his face.


"His Highness Prince Lyutis says if you have no other plans, he would like to meet at the club room. He says it's been a while and he'd like to chat."

That's quite a good proposal. I'd be bored until the opening ceremony with nothing to do, so meeting someone I know would be better. Especially with Lyutis—we could play chess or even one-on-one foot volleyball.

Besides, if I went straight to the dormitory from here, Sera would be left alone. No matter how close we are, a man can't enter the women's dormitory. What kind of nobleman would commit such an impropriety?

"Want to come along?"

When I asked Sera, who was still using my lap as a pillow, she raised herself up and tilted her head.

"You mean Prince Lyutis, that person from the same club?"
"...Yes."

It's strange. The titles "Prince" and "that person" sound so unfamiliar. Even though these are the proper honorifics, I've lost all sense of reverence after seeing his outrageous behavior at the club.

It's a bit regretful, but honestly unavoidable. Even the most fervent royal loyalist would lose some devotion after spending a month in the pastry club.

"He has a cheerful personality, so don't worry. We'll be seeing him every day since we're in the same club anyway."
"Mmm, okay. Might as well greet him in advance."

Despite her calm response, her eyes trembled slightly.

I understand. It's natural to be nervous when suddenly faced with meeting a prince of the nation. Of course, from my perspective, knowing Lyutis's true nature, it seems like unnecessary anxiety.

"Oh, Erich! It's been a while!"
"Yeah. Have you been well?"

After redirecting our carriage from the dormitories to the building with the club room, Lyutis, who had already gotten out of his carriage, waved cheerfully.

I heard Sera hiccup beside me as I casually returned his greeting. She seemed quite shocked by the casual greeting from royalty and the nonchalant response from a noble.

'You'll have to get used to it.'

Unfortunately for the nervous Sera, quickly shedding one's fantasies and reverence toward royalty is the fate of every pastry club member.

That's why I'm concerned. How long will it take Sera to reach that stage? It took me less than two months, but given Sera's awkwardness with human relationships, it might take her half a year...

"Is the lady beside you Sera?"
"Oh, you remember?"

Now it was my turn to be surprised. I had mentioned Sera before the winter break, but I didn't expect him to still remember.

"Well, every time you talked about Lady Sera, affection was practically dripping from your eyes. How could I forget?"

I burst out laughing at his exaggerated tone. I did mention her a few times since I was planning to meet her after a long time, but it wasn't to that extent.

"Affection..."

Still, since Sera seemed secretly pleased by it, I didn't bother to correct him.

***

Since arriving at the Academy, I've spent more time in the club room than in my dormitory.

There's nothing to do if I just stay in my room, but at least in the club room, there are people to hang out with. Except for Margareta, who's busy as the Student Council president, Luise and Irina also come to the club room, and when I get bored, Luise makes snacks—I was enjoying quite a pleasant break.

"Oh? The advisor was here too?"

Everything was fine until I saw him.

'Damn it.'

Seeing Lyutis's face made me realize that work had resumed. The break is over, and a new semester is beginning...

"You're here too?"
"Haha, there's nothing to do in the dormitory anyway."

I felt ashamed that our thoughts were so similar. Why do our minds only align at times like this?


Anyway, behind the laughing Lyutis, Erich and Sera also entered. Did they meet on the way? I didn't expect them to arrive together.

'She really came.'

It felt strange seeing Sera at the Academy when she usually stayed in bed. Seeing her holding Erich's hand made me wonder if she was pushing herself too hard, but considering the fatigue from a long carriage journey, it was understandable. Even healthy people get motion sickness from extended carriage rides, let alone someone like Sera.

"Hello, brother."

Noticing my gaze, Sera bowed her head slightly. Looking closely, her complexion showed fatigue but not the suffering of illness.

"Hello. Welcome. Erich didn't do anything strange, did he?"
"Wait, why am I suddenly being attacked?"

When I jokingly asked, Erich, who had been unexpectedly targeted, responded with a disgruntled expression.

"Hehe, nothing like that. Though thanks to Erich, I was able to sleep comfortably."

At those words, everyone in the club room—myself, Luise, Irina, and even Lyutis—turned to stare at Erich.

Of course, I know it was Sera's suggestive phrasing that activated our perverted imaginations. There's no way Erich would suddenly become that bold beyond his usual attentiveness. Still, instinct tends to be a step ahead of reason, so the stares were inevitable.

"...She means using my lap as a pillow."

As expected, it was our perverted imaginations. Sorry, I honestly suspected you a tiny bit.

Seemingly interested in Luise's kneading of dough, Sera approached her and entered observation mode. Since they had already met at the domain, they seemed to be conversing quite well.

"I'm glad she has a female friend."

Erich, who had been blankly watching them, muttered quietly with a sigh of relief.

It is indeed fortunate. No matter how much Erich cares for Sera, he can't overcome the barrier of gender. Separate dormitories for men and women, occasional gender-segregated classes—in such situations, it's impossible for Erich to exclusively look after Sera.

"Brother."

Erich, who seemed to be thinking about something, turned his gaze to me.

"Yeah?"
"If, hypothetically, a situation arises where no one can take care of Sera, could you look after her?"

It's a question that doesn't even need consideration. Sera isn't a stranger, and as the daughter of our head maid, of course I should look after her. As the heir to the family, caring for our retainers is beyond duty—it's common sense.

"I—"

Just as I was about to naturally answer "sure," a good idea occurred to me.

'...Should I recruit him too?'

Erich, my brother, an Imperial citizen, pastry club member, from the prestigious Kracius Family, hasn't caused any trouble or worry since being rejected by Luise.

Thinking about it now, he's really the perfect workforce. Unlike Ainter, who's awkwardly positioned relative to me, Erich is clearly my subordinate, which is appealing.

"—would like to, but I'm not completely free of responsibilities either."

So I changed course. It's something I could do anyway, but might as well take credit for it.

"If you help me out occasionally, I'll have more free time, and then it would be possible."
"Help with your work?"
"Of course I won't assign you difficult tasks. Giving work to non-experts only creates more problems."

Yes, it won't be difficult. It will just make you want to escape and feel your soul burning.

But I can promise this: I'll handle the truly difficult and annoying main tasks. Erich just needs to take care of the side branches, and that's enough.

"Alright. I'm the one asking for a favor, so that's fair."
"Thank you."

Thank you indeed, my second unit.

When I inherit the family, I'll make sure to take good care of you in many ways.

Today, the principal's back looked particularly forlorn. I haven't felt this kind of pity since the Inter-class Competition.

"The Academy is open to all who wish to learn. Differences in bloodline do not create differences in opportunity, and differences in nationality do not create differences in results."

Despite his pitiful appearance, his mind seemed intact, as the principal's words were perfectly sensible. The Academy doesn't mistreat commoner students or give terrible grades to foreigners—what wonderful words.

Yet, while his statements were undeniably correct and positive, why did they make listeners feel so melancholic? Anyone watching would think he was pleading, "We're peaceful and fair, so please don't cause trouble."

'Is it really pleading?'

Honestly, it probably is.

Anyway, after the principal finished his sympathy-inducing opening ceremony speech, the vice principal followed, then the head teachers of each department continued with their own addresses.

'Same as every year.'

It was reassuring to see the lineup standing firm amid the chaos of the Academy. Of course, head teachers rarely change unless something major happens.

The Academy's department head teachers officially have no fixed term and can change based on ability, but in reality, four people have firmly held these positions for over ten years.

Swordsmanship Department, Magic Department, Priest Department, and Academic Department. The top leaders of the Academy's four departments are renowned experts across the continent, not just the Empire. When teaching imperial royalty and nobility, you don't appoint mediocre people. Naturally, they bring in giants in their fields who defend their positions like reigning champions.

Therefore, becoming a head teacher is considered an honor, and even students from high-ranking families tend to show respect to them. Even new students seeing the head teachers for the first time look at them with admiring eyes—

Or so I've heard.

'...That's too obvious.'

Students were buzzing despite the head teacher standing in front. Their gazes were clearly directed not at the head teacher but at someone behind them.

While this might be unpleasant for the ignored head teacher, even they seemed to understand the situation, rushing to finish speaking as quickly as possible. As if they too wanted to escape this position and look at the person behind them.

'Understandable.'

The students' gazes and the Magic Department head teacher's occasional glances were directed at me. More precisely, at the person standing beside me.

Following their gaze, I glimpsed a woman standing quietly with her eyes closed. She had impressively long white hair that nearly touched the ground and strikingly tall ears.

"—Next, we'll hear from the Magic-Ending Duke, the visiting instructor from the Magic Tower."

At those words, the Magic-Ending Duke's eyes slowly opened.

Head teachers who are giants in their fields? Reigning champions who've held their positions for over ten years? Who cares when a living legend who practically embodies the field itself appears. Even the Magic Department head teacher immediately knelt to greet the Magic-Ending Duke when she teleported in. It was more embarrassing for me to watch such a dignified elder do that.

"Speak comfortably. They'll love whatever you say."
"Hehe, yes. Thank you for the advice."

As the Magic-Ending Duke approached the podium, I offered some encouragement, to which she responded with a gentle smile.

I am a bit worried, though. The Magic-Ending Duke is a hikikomori who only lives in the Magic Tower and has no experience giving speeches in public. I'm concerned she might say something too abstruse and confuse the students, or finish her speech before the welcoming applause even ends.

Of course, considering her reputation, everyone would love it even if she cursed them out.

As expected, the Magic-Ending Duke's speech ended amid enthusiastic cheers. The reaction was similar to aspiring pirates hearing about the existence of One Piece.

"Ask me anything during class. I'll teach you everything I know, but how much you absorb depends on your effort."

The catch is that this declaration rivals the significance of One Piece itself.


When the Magic-Ending Duke declares "everything I know," no sane magician would remain calm. If the continent's greatest magician teaches you everything and your skills don't improve? That means your talent has hit rock bottom, and you should abandon the path of magic.

With that, the opening ceremony and entrance ceremony concluded amid the cheers and applause of magic students who had gone berserk, as well as non-magic students intoxicated by the Magic-Ending Duke's reputation.

"Child, let's go."

As the Magic-Ending Duke glided to my side and took my hand, I wondered. I could go to the club room now, but doesn't she have classes? Is she going to be a professor with no classes on the first day?

"What about your classes?"
"My class is during fourth period, so it's fine."

That makes sense. It would be strange for one visiting instructor to handle all classes.

If the Magic-Ending Duke had a mediocre reputation, they might have worked her to the bone to get their money's worth, but who could push around someone who outranks even the principal?

"I want to see the club room. I'd like to see what kind of place it is."
"Understood."

I couldn't help but smile seeing the Magic-Ending Duke's sparkling eyes. The club room is just a clean space with good facilities, but from her perspective, it must be a dream space she's only heard about.

More specifically, it's her ideal place because it's where I spend more than half of my day.

***

It's been a while. My heart hasn't raced like this since Luise rejected me.

It's a rather pathetic comparison, but I'm sincere.

'The Magic-Ending Duke.'

Even though the opening ceremony has ended and we've left the auditorium, it still feels like the Magic-Ending Duke is right in front of me. Her voice seems to linger in my ears.

This was unimaginable. Until winter break, until I returned to my homeland, who would have dared predict something like this would happen?

'The Magic-Ending Duke as an instructor.'

My hands have started trembling. I desperately tried to maintain royal dignity, but a magician's instincts overcame even royal pride.

Last year, I was satisfied with learning from an ordinary Magic Tower instructor. After all, it was Imperial magic, not Yuven magic, and from the Magic Tower known for its systematic and perfectly organized magic. I thought learning from a Magic Tower magician would benefit my future. And indeed, there were several achievements.

But now it's the Magic-Ending Duke. The pinnacle of all magicians on the continent, the symbol of this era's magical world, has come to teach.

'This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.'

Yes, truly a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. A fortune I couldn't enjoy even if I were reborn, a greater fortune for a magician than being born with royal blood. For magicians, the Magic-Ending Duke is a king, or even more. In terms of being an absolute object of reverence, she could be compared to a god.

"Ask me anything during class. I'll teach you everything I know, but how much you absorb depends on your effort."

Recalling the Magic-Ending Duke's words, my briefly calmed heart raced again. The blessing of being able to ask the Magic-Ending Duke anything during class, and simultaneously realizing I was in a superior position compared to other students.

Of course, I'm not trying to use my royal status for special treatment. Imperial dukes are equivalent to princes of a country, so how could I cling to the Magic-Ending Duke by flaunting my royal status? What I can leverage is that the Magic-Ending Duke's future partner is the advisor of the Confectionery Club, and that the Magic-Ending Duke's only disciple, Luise, is in the same club.

The difference between having no connection and having even a faint connection is like heaven and earth. Moreover, being an acquaintance of both her future partner and her only disciple is far more than just a faint connection.

'I can't rely on that alone.'

However, I can't make unreasonable requests just because I'm an acquaintance. The advisor is her future partner? I already owe the advisor a great debt from the first semester last year. Luise? Honestly, she would probably help if I asked, but she might try too hard out of guilt for rejecting me. That would make me feel bad.


'I need to have something to offer...'

Excluding Luise, who might overdo things, that automatically leaves only the advisor, but I don't know what to offer while making my request. You can only negotiate with someone who lacks something.

It's complicated. What cards do I have? What can I offer the advisor to ask for opportunities to see the Magic-Ending Duke outside of class time?

"—Hah."

At least I need to be able to give the advisor what they want so I can get what I—

"Your Highness Laterre."
'Ah.'

I finally came to my senses. How embarrassing that I couldn't even hear someone calling me from right beside me, no matter how deep in thought I was.

"Call me senior at the Academy."
"Ah, yes, Senior Laterre."

Quickly gathering my wits and turning toward the voice, I saw a very familiar face.

Rachel Sorta, a new student from a noble family in the Yuven United Kingdom. Initially, she decided to enter the Academy because of her connection to me, but later went into a frenzy after hearing about the Magic-Ending Duke's dispatch.

"What is it?"

Now that I've recognized her face, I feel even more embarrassed. I showed a dazed expression in front of someone close to me.

Fortunately, she doesn't seem to mind much and spoke naturally.

"Senior, didn't you mention the Confectionery Club?"
"I did."

Since there was nothing to hide, I answered calmly, and a faint madness appeared in Rachel's eyes.

"When is the club recruitment period?"

With those words, I understood Rachel's intentions. The rumor that the Magic-Ending Duke's future partner is the club advisor has already spread far and wide. In such a situation, aiming to join the Confectionery Club means she wants to leverage connections, just like me.

Indeed, the initiative of magicians is frightening. Everyone quickly figures out how to benefit—

'...The initiative of magicians.'

I briefly turned my thoughts in a different direction. Countless magic students, the desire to get close to the Magic-Ending Duke, the well-known Confectionery Club, the advisor who will inevitably be bombarded with membership applications.

There it is. I've found a card I can offer the advisor.

'I can control it instead.'

I can control the magic students who will use the advisor as a stepping stone and prevent club membership applications. This way, the advisor can avoid annoyance and gain peace.

And in return, I can subtly make my request. Given the advisor's personality, they won't coldly ignore it.

'It's worth trying.'

Thanks to Rachel, I've found a good card to play.

Although Rachel herself is included in those to be controlled, I hope she won't resent me since I'll teach her in return if I learn properly from the Magic-Ending Duke.

It seems like this year will be a good one. Yes, after struggling like a dog all this time, I deserve a comfortable year. If Enen has any conscience, it's about time they blessed outsiders too.

I'm happy. It's like all my delayed blessings have burst forth at once, with unexpected good fortune coming one after another. If no one were around, I might have done cartwheels in all directions while roaring with joy. No, I could even roar in eight directions, not just four.

That's why Laterre looked especially beautiful to me today.

'Our Number 3.'

My eyes naturally softened looking at Laterre. Until now, I thought he was one of the two major nuisances along with Lyutis, but I never expected him to do something so admirable. As expected of a magician, the symbol of intellect.

Actually, when he slipped into the empty club room, I wondered what was going on. I was worried he might be coming to make an unreasonable request, or perhaps to voluntarily pay a fine for causing trouble. After all, there was no reason for Laterre to seek me out first.

"I'll handle the magicians. We can't bother our busy advisor with such matters."

But as soon as I heard those words, my worry transformed into joy. The prince of a magic powerhouse offering to control the magicians? Isn't he saying he'll take care of the exact part that's been bothering me?

"And if you have time, advisor, there's something I'd like to ask—"
"Don't worry. If it's a request I can't fulfill, I'll ask the Magic-Ending Duke."

Of course, royalty aren't charity workers, so he wouldn't act without reason. He's helping because he wants something from me, and fortunately, what Laterre wants is something I can provide. It's obvious what a magician wants at this time.

So I gave him a definitive answer before he could even finish speaking. If you help me properly, I'll give you what you want.

"Thank you, advisor."

After completing our cool transaction, Laterre bowed his head. I should be thanking him. I'm the grateful one here.

When I was in the Capital, I worried about how I'd endure this year, but as soon as I arrived at the Academy, the desperately needed manpower increased one after another. And not just any manpower—outstanding individuals without flaws.

Laterre, in particular, was an unexpected slave—no, workforce—that came out of nowhere. Unlike Ainter who fulfills his royal duties, or Erich who helps because we're family, Laterre offered his assistance of his own volition. Though it was the result of careful calculation, what does it matter? He'll work even harder because there's something in it for him.

'Perfect.'

I quietly closed my eyes as I watched Laterre leave the club room. Perfect—no other word comes to mind.

Though I am the Magic-Ending Duke's future companion, my position as an inspector makes it difficult to get close to students. That distance would have made effective control challenging. But with student Laterre's cooperation, the distance problem is solved. Plus, Laterre has the authority of royalty, which will make things even smoother.

Of course, considering the insane passion and drive of magicians, even royalty can't control them perfectly, but that's enough. If Laterre filters them initially, only a small number will remain, which I can manage comfortably.

'Thank you...'

I recalled Laterre's face again, the true voice of reason in this era. Really, thank you. I'll make sure you get one hour of one-on-one training with the Magic-Ending Duke every day.

By the time you graduate from the Academy, you'll be the greatest magician in Yuven.

Contrary to my concerns before the opening ceremony, the Academy was peaceful. Whether the principal's speech touched the consciences of the new students, or the new students simply had strong common sense and manners, the Academy remained tranquil.

Moreover, with Villar managing foreign students and Laterre controlling the magicians, how could there be any disturbance? In emergencies, Ainter and Erich could also be deployed—a lineup that makes my heart swell with pride. I wonder if this is how it feels to play as Liu Bei after securing the Five Tiger Generals.

"Without Lord Villar, even having two bodies wouldn't have been enough."

So I invited Villar to the club room to express my gratitude. I can take care of the other three during club hours, but not Villar. With the Magic-Ending Duke absent due to classes, it was the perfect time to invite someone.

"You flatter me. Even without me, the Academy would have embraced its students admirably."
"Haha, spoken like a true Imperial citizen. The principal would be pleased."

I smiled slightly at Villar's calm response and poured him some tea. Actually, I felt a bit guilty since it was the principal and I who decided that Villar would take charge of foreign students, but fortunately, he didn't seem to harbor any resentment about a decision made in his absence.

Perhaps Villar also judged that role distribution and cooperation were essential to overcome this crazy admission crisis. Honestly, there would have been no solution if Villar hadn't taken charge of the foreign students. It would have been difficult for me or the principal to handle it as Imperial citizens...

"Still, it's a fact that I could relax thanks to Lord Villar's help. How could I not express my gratitude when you cooperate so well even with foreign affairs?"


I handed Villar the box I had placed to the left of my chair. True sincerity is better shown through tangible gifts rather than mere words of thanks.

"A small token of appreciation. For a knight, there is no greater treasure than physical well-being."

Villar, who struggled alongside me last year and will continue to do so for two more years. As a comrade in arms, I would be lying if I said I didn't feel both sympathy and kinship.

That's why I prepared a precious gift that couldn't be found anywhere else.

"These are potions made by the Magic-Ending Duke. They'll quickly heal most wounds, and regular consumption will benefit your health."

At those words, Villar's eyes widened. Even though Villar has little connection to magic, he must know the Magic-Ending Duke's reputation. Especially for a knight who puts his body on the line, high-quality potions are invaluable. Potions made by the Magic-Ending Duke are superior to any other.

"If it's someone my darling is indebted to, I should make them with care."

And the Magic-Ending Duke put special effort into making them.

Although it's not like the 40-year longevity potion I'm taking, potions don't have life-extension functions anyway.

"I've also prepared some for Lady Perosa, so please accept them."
"Thank you. I never expected to receive such a precious gift."

Villar, who had hesitated momentarily to avoid appearing greedy, immediately reached out when he heard I had included something for his precious daughter. Indeed, as a father, his child's health takes precedence over appearances.

"I'm embarrassed that the gift I prepared seems so modest in comparison."

At his slightly sheepish words, I lowered my gaze slightly, specifically to the well-wrapped box placed to the right of the chair.

Perhaps the feeling of kinship wasn't one-sided, as Villar had also prepared a gift for me. I was touched when he gave it to me as soon as he entered the club room. It made me feel that my time at the Academy wasn't wasted.

"These are gifts for you and your lovers. They're made by a rather famous craftsman in Armein, so I'm sure you'll like them."

I couldn't raise my head at the mention that he had prepared six pairs, but I was surprised that such a straightforward knight would bring bracelets. It's often more touching to receive unexpected gifts from unexpected people.

"Modest? We've exchanged things that the other couldn't obtain, so how could it be modest?"

I can't get Armein accessories, and Villar can't get the Magic-Ending Duke's special potions. It's just a heartwarming exchange of gifts where we gave each other something the other couldn't obtain. There's no need to judge whether it's modest or excessive.

"Hearing you say that puts my mind at ease."

I smiled back at Villar, who wore a faint smile.

If only half the people in the world had Villar's character, we'd all be happier.

***

I might develop a hatred for my own kind. These rabid dogs with tunnel vision, I swear.

But I could stop just short of hating them because I fully understand how they became so rabid. If I weren't a member of the Confectionery Club, if I hadn't made a deal with the advisor, I too would have been one of these rabid dogs.

'This certainly isn't easy.'

I sighed softly while rubbing my forehead. I was prepared for this when I proposed the deal to the advisor, but I didn't expect it to be this annoying and frustrating.

Unfortunately, royal authority alone wasn't enough to stop all the crazed magicians. After all, these people gathered from across the continent just for the Magic-Ending Duke. They're too aggressive and fanatical to be stopped by mere authority. Only by combining authority with subtle persuasion and gentle pressure could I achieve results, and even then, the results weren't perfect.

'Persistent creatures.'

Despite my desperate efforts to block them, some magicians remained stubborn. There were already people openly filling out Confectionery Club applications, and others ready to submit them as soon as the club application period began.

"Brother Laterre?"

While I was sitting absentmindedly in my chair, I heard Tanian's voice.


"Tanian."

I wanted to wave, but lacking the energy, I just nodded slightly. It might seem rude, but Tanian focused on my condition rather than the rudeness.

"What's wrong? You look exhausted."
"Would you cast a holy spell for me?"
"Gladly."

Tanian chuckled at my words, placed his hand on my head, and recited a short prayer.

Thanks to that, I felt vitality returning to my body and my foggy mind clearing. I didn't actually expect him to do it.

"Is it because of the club issue?"

I quietly nodded at his knowing question. It wasn't exactly a secret that I had become the gatekeeper of the Confectionery Club.

"You're working so hard. I feel guilty that you seem to be the only one suffering."
"It's a task I volunteered for, so it can't be helped."

Yes, it's something I chose to do. In fact, I could have made it a condition of our deal since it's such a difficult task. If it were easy, the advisor would have handled it effortlessly.

Besides, strictly speaking, I'm not the only one suffering. When I started controlling the magicians with vigilance, some began approaching other club members. They sought paths with at least some possibility rather than completely hopeless ones. A very magician-like approach.

"What about you? Are you alright?"

And Tanian, being one of those members, one of those possibilities, must be suffering in real-time as well.

"That's actually what I came to talk to you about."

Tanian then spoke with a deep smile.

"A new student from the Papal States plans to create a new confectionery club."

What?

"What if we direct those wanting to join the Confectionery Club to this new one?"
"...A new confectionery club?"

I feel my newly cleared mind becoming foggy again. What is he talking about?

But Tanian, undeterred by my reaction, continued with an even deeper smile.

"Isn't it strange for people who know nothing about confectionery to join the Confectionery Club? So it's a small club created with the meaning of practicing before officially joining."

Wait, didn't we also join the Confectionery Club without knowing anything about confectionery?

"But they can't create duplicate clubs...?"

Still, I asked the fundamental question first. Since there's already a Confectionery Club, a new one—

"Ah, officially it's a club that compares the Old and New Testaments and discusses the social conditions of those times."
"A discussion club?"
"Yes, they just happen to make desserts to enjoy during their discussions."

I could only nod at those words.

'Since it's impossible to block them, just redirect them elsewhere.'

...A method I never imagined.

# Club Application Period

It was the club application period. Literally the time when freshmen choose and apply to clubs they'll be active in for three years. Last year's club application period was marked by Luise's heroic struggle to find an advisor for the Confectionery Club. I can't forget that time either, as I had to receive applications from two princes and one future saint.

Because of that, I was preparing for this year's club application period while recalling the shock from back then. I had delegated students who enrolled to connect with royalty to Villar, and magicians who flocked to see the Magic-Ending Duke to Laterre, but aren't there always people with exceptional initiative and madness in this world? No matter how those two controlled things, there would definitely be students who break through that control.

—Or so I thought.

'Why aren't there any?'

There aren't. It's already the third day of the club application period, but not a single student has submitted an application. Well, technically there is exactly one person, but that's Serra who was already confirmed before the semester started. Essentially, it's the same as no one applying.

This is strange. This shouldn't be happening. The law of averages says that out of every five people, at least one has to be trash, so how can there not be a single crazy person among the freshmen? That's impossible. The world can't be this beautiful and manageable.

But the results speak for themselves, denying this bizarre phenomenon.

'What is going on?'

I'm confused. Did another Confectionery Club pop up without my knowledge?

"Ah, I directed those who wanted to join the Confectionery Club to the Debate Club. It's an opportunity to learn confectionery alongside debate."

So one really did appear.

After pondering alone, I asked Laterre during club time, but Tanian, who was next to him, spoke up instead. It was such an unexpected statement that I could only stare blankly at him.

"I thought it would give you a headache, brother, so I handled it separately. I forgot to mention it to you."

Tanian burst into laughter at my expression, seemingly embarrassed, but his laughter only made me more dazed.

The Debate Club, with its full name "Club for Discussion and Contemplation of Contemporary Society Through Comparison of Old and New Testaments," is a club full of religious overtones. By any measure, there's absolutely no reason for students seeking connections with royalty or those obsessed with magic to join such a club.

But Tanian had pushed students wanting to join the Confectionery Club into that Debate Club. With the reasoning that 'it's strange for students who can't make confections to join the Confectionery Club.'

'...A promotion/relegation system?'

That thought came to me instinctively. Overnight, the Debate Club became the second division, and the Confectionery Club rose to the first division. And not just any first division—one so high in the sky that no one could rise to it without experience in the second division, probably until my assignment here ends.

'Wow.'

It's amazing. While I was desperately trying to block new members, Tanian didn't just block them—he redirected them to another space. Since it's impossible to block 100% of them anyway, he focused on the goal of protecting the Confectionery Club.

Is this... the future saint? Is this the level of brain power needed to become the symbol of the continent's mainstream religion?

"I don't bet on probabilities. I simply pay money to enjoy the momentary hope of winning a large sum and the thrill of playing the game."

My heart swells with admiration. Is this really the same Tanian who talked about the thrill of casinos? When it matters, he performs so well, but why does he usually...

No, that's not it. He plays properly when it's time to play because he works properly when it's time to work. Come to think of it, didn't he perform admirably during the Twilight Order subjugation? He was a bit frustrating when he was infatuated with Luise, but he was never a person with problems in intelligence or character.

"Was that unnecessary meddling?"

When I couldn't speak due to culture shock and overcoming prejudice, Tanian carefully asked.

"No, no. You did well."

I hurriedly answered that absurd question. Unnecessary meddling? This kind of meddling is always welcome.

Honestly, I'm touched. I was already happy that Laterre volunteered as number 3, but to think Tanian was acting as number 4 without my knowledge.

'You reap what you sow.'

How much did I struggle taking care of these kids last year? Thinking about how those trials and tribulations are being rewarded now almost brings tears to my eyes.


My little bastards, at least they know gratitude... I'll call them puppies from now on...

"That probably won't last long."

Lyutis's voice seemed to break my moment of emotion, but I couldn't refute it. It wasn't wrong, after all.

'It is a temporary measure.'

Tanian's brilliant move created a containment facility, but that facility only works because there's hope of advancing to the first division. If they see no signs of achieving what they want despite being in the Debate Club, they'll fall back into madness and take action.

Still, even a temporary measure is better than nothing. At least we've bought time, and in the meantime, we can find a perfect solution—

"There are students from Armein too, right? Then I'll show my face occasionally."

Find a solution...?

"Would you really? I was going to ask but felt bad. I'm grateful."
"They came all the way to the Empire to see me. I should at least do that much."

Tanian responded, and Lyutis burst into his usual hearty laughter. But strangely, I felt like I could see a halo behind Lyutis.

"That's admirable consideration. Yes, caring for subjects who have traveled far is also a virtue of those in high positions."
"Haha, you flatter me."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had been watching Luise bake cookies, seemed impressed by Lyutis's unexpected behavior and spoke softly.

"Then I cannot just stand by either."

It was a brief statement, but everyone could understand what it implied.

Just as Lyutis would show his face at the Debate Club for students seeking connections with royalty, the Magic-Ending Duke was declaring that he would occasionally visit for students seeking his guidance.

"That would be good for you, dear."

Looking at the Magic-Ending Duke smiling at me, I really felt like crying.

Me from last year, are you watching? The me who struggled at the Academy without even a proper position now feels like I have Zhuge Liang, Zhou Yu, and Pang Tong by my side.

Yes, this is how an assignment should be. This is true work.

"Thank you. The students will be delighted."

So I expressed my sincere gratitude. If the Magic-Ending Duke appears at the Debate Club once a week or even once every two weeks, the magicians will be satisfied. They'll even conform to the promotion/relegation system for more opportunities and work hard for promotion to the first division.

Of course, none of them will ever make it to the first division.

"Thank you too. For students living in a foreign country, the presence of royalty must provide a sense of security."
"It's nothing. As a senior, shouldn't I understand how difficult life in a foreign country can be?"

When I thanked Lyutis, who had fired the starting signal, his response was perfectly normal. At this point, I wonder if the 77th season Lyutis and the 78th season Lyutis are completely different entities. Even in soccer games before my possession, different seasons meant different stats.

Come to think of it, it was the 78th season Lyutis who destroyed the 5th Empire. They really must be different entities.

In the end, Serra was the only one who submitted an application during the club application period. Thanks to the united efforts of the Confectionery Club members, we were able to protect our precious club.

"The Confectionery Club has one new member... confirmed."

The Vice Principal was also pleased with this victory report.

He had been worried that strange new members might join the Confectionery Club and cause chaos at the Academy by combining with existing members. Judging by how his complexion had been growing paler by the day, one can imagine how much mental stress he had been under.

But when he saw the member list I submitted, his complexion brightened dramatically. Just one new member. And even that was an ordinary noble lady who was an acquaintance of mine and Erich's. From the Vice Principal's perspective, who had been assuming the worst, this was nothing short of a miracle.


"A club with all second-year students. It might be disbanded when the current members graduate."

The Vice Principal, looking at the member list with gentle eyes, spoke in a somewhat relieved voice.

Certainly, a club with all second-year members should worry about its future. To be blunt, it's become a stagnant group with no influx of newcomers. Well, not that the influx was cut off—we cut it off ourselves.

Anyway, as the Vice Principal said, if the current trend continues, the Confectionery Club will be on the path to disbandment. The Vice Principal probably secretly hopes for that. The Confectionery Club was responsible for most of his stress, so how happy would he be if that terrible trauma disappeared on its own?

"Luise was a bit disappointed. She's considering accepting new members next year."

Unfortunately, the probability of the Confectionery Club being disbanded quietly is low. Because Luise, the club's founder, wants it to continue.

"Is that so? That's fortunate. It would be sad if a club filled with students' memories disappeared."

At my words, the Vice Principal instantly changed his attitude.

In truth, once the current members graduate, the Vice Principal probably won't care much whether the Confectionery Club remains or not. Although it might trigger his trauma, a Confectionery Club without imperial or royal members is just one of many clubs.

Well, if imperial or royal members enroll again after the current members graduate, that's a different story, but the probability is low. And the probability of them joining the Confectionery Club is even lower.

"Yes, the members are very attached to the club. They'll recall their school days even after graduation, so the club should remain."
"Haha, you're right."

Attachment to the club, memories of school days. At my direct and blatant mention, the Vice Principal's eyes changed.

What thoughts would come to a high-ranking person with good memories of the Academy, especially when the club they attended during their school days is still standing strong? They'd probably want to make generous donations so their juniors could grow up in a good environment.

A royal member who was annoying during school but gives donations after graduation. From the Academy's perspective, that's a very welcome situation, isn't it?

'Money itself isn't guilty.'

It's just the people who are the problem.

***

Thanks to brother Kal's consideration, it's been several days since I joined the Confectionery Club.

It would be a lie to say I'm not afraid of unfamiliar spaces, but with Erich by my side and other members being kind, adaptation isn't difficult. The club president, Luise, is really sweet too.

Just one thing I still can't understand—

'Confectionery Club?'

No matter how I look at it, it doesn't seem like a Confectionery Club.

I stared blankly at His Highness Lyutis and His Highness Laterre playing chess. They were playing chess, completely ignoring whether Luise was kneading dough or not. But no one raised any objections. Rather, they reacted as if this scene was natural, which is confusing.

"Now, convert this to a bishop too."
"...4 bishops?"
"Yes. How about it, isn't it novel?"

At those words, I felt like His Highness Laterre muttered a curse, but I must have misheard.

"Laterre's going to lose this time too."

At the nonchalant voice, I gently turned my head.

'Ah.'

And I realized when I saw even Erich showing an indifferent expression to that scene. This is normal here.

...Well, I should adapt too.

I sat down on the Rakuraku chair that Erich had given me as a gift and looked around the club room. With seven members, one advisor, and one honorary member now regularly present, it felt more bustling compared to last year.

Turning my gaze to the right, I saw Luise baking cookies while checking the oven, the Magic-Ending Duke showing interest in pastry-making beside her, and Sera helping by carrying ingredients. How pleasant it was to see these pure club members who hadn't yet been tainted by madness.

'They get along well.'

I'm especially glad that Luise and Sera seem to be getting along fine. From Sera's perspective, aside from the Magic-Ending Duke who recruited her, Luise is the only female member and the club president, so it would be awkward if they didn't get along.

Besides, putting club relationships aside, she'll become her sister-in-law after graduating from the Academy. It doesn't hurt to become friends early on.

'This is indeed a pastry club.'

Anyway, seeing women with vibrant pink, white, and gold hair gathered to make pastries really gave the feeling of a proper pastry club. Among the three, only Luise actually possessed pastry-making skills, but just watching from nearby was better than nothing.

'What are those guys doing?'

Quietly turning my gaze to the left, I saw five guys who were madness incarnate. They had already given up even watching the pastry-making. I clearly remember when they too had volunteered to join the pastry club.

"You really bring the most bizarre tactics."
"Haha, thanks for the compliment."

Following Laterre, Ainter became the next victim of the 4 Bishop strategy and responded with a smile that said 'you're playing dirty.' Of course, from Lyutis's perspective, it was high praise, so he just laughed it off.

A pastry club room—even worse, a club room where pastries were actively being made—had turned into a chaotic chess battlefield. Common sense dictated that someone should object, but the male members showed no signs of stopping them and instead watched with interested expressions.

"I'll go next."
"Oh, defeating the future saint with bishops would be quite the special feeling!"

No, they weren't just watching—they were actively participating.

And what's with the early teabagging? Shouldn't you at least wait until you've won before taunting?

'This is a pastry club.'

I couldn't bear to watch anymore and closed my eyes. I saw this mess last year too, but back then they had the excuse of being collectively rejected by Luise. I could understand that—young men might wander a bit after being rejected by the woman they loved. That's why I turned a blind eye when the pastry club darkly evolved into a chess club, poker club, and foot volleyball club.

But now things are different. They had time to collect themselves during winter break, and a new academic year has started. Isn't it time to end their wandering and approach the club with a fresh mindset?

Actually, turning the pastry club into a multi-purpose entertainment club could be considered a fresh mindset too.

'These lunatics.'

My mistake. I momentarily forgot their true nature because they evolved from jerks to laborers and showed unexpected brain power. Their essence is madness.

"Eat before you play. It's ready."

Thanks to Luise announcing that the cookies were done, Tanian's defeat was postponed. Honestly, I can't imagine Lyutis losing at chess.

"We can eat while playing chess—"
"Then you'll drop crumbs everywhere."

At Luise's firm declaration that one should focus on eating while eating, Lyutis clicked his tongue in disappointment.

And I felt like sighing at this bizarre conversation. So it doesn't matter if they play chess as long as they're not eating?

'She's compromised.'


Not just the male members who are madness incarnate, but even Luise the club president has compromised with this situation. She seems fine with them playing chess in the club room or going outside for foot volleyball. She appears satisfied as long as they eat the pastries and bread she makes and gather here to chat.

Of course, the real purpose of Academy clubs is socializing, so there's nothing wrong with that, but they should at least pretend to maintain the founding purpose...

'I'm sorry.'

When I saw Sera gently smiling while biting into a cookie, I felt an indescribable guilt.

Since the president had compromised, the newly joined Magic-Ending Duke and Sera had nothing to say. The Magic-Ending Duke found it fascinating, thinking today's youth were free-spirited, while Sera had accepted this crazy situation as normal.

It's terrible. We've shown a completely abnormal environment to Sera, who's engaging in social activities for the first time in her life. Her head maid would weep if she knew.

'I can't even say anything.'

The most terrible part is that I can't stop this bizarre phenomenon.

While they're acting like a multi-purpose entertainment club rather than a pastry club, honestly, it doesn't harm me. I just feel devastated that the club isn't living up to its name.

They gather at the club regularly, making it easy for me to monitor them, and they quietly enjoy their preferred entertainment. From a manager's perspective, isn't this the best situation? If I tried to stop them and they said, "Then we'll go play somewhere else," I'd have to beg them not to leave.

'...As long as they're happy.'

I desperately activated my happiness circuit. If the president doesn't say anything and all members are happy, isn't that enough? As an advisor who should prioritize the members' happiness and safety, shouldn't I be grateful for this situation?

Yes, let's just think of it that way.

Fortunately, third parties outside the club maintained an objective perspective.

"We might need to change the club name soon."
"I think so too."

Hearing my complaints, Margareta opened her mouth with an awkward smile. When only one out of seven official members actually makes pastries, it's not a pastry club but more like something with 0.03% pastry flavor added.

I'm experiencing cognitive dissonance. The only new member seems passionate but lacks pastry skills, while the existing members have skills but lack passion. What kind of messed-up balance is this? Who adjusted it this way?

"At least they seem to have affection for the club itself, which is fortunate."

Margareta nodded at this somewhat comforting remark.

I can't emphasize enough that the pastry club's practical function is more important than its external function. Even if members love pastry-making, it's meaningless if we can't keep members like Lyutis or Laterre. And if the current state of "pastry club (no pastry-making)" properly holds the members together, that's sufficient.

'I hope it stays this way.'

But I'm a bit worried. These guys already ignore the club's external function and live freely. It would be a lie to say I don't worry that someday they might ignore the framework of the club itself.

So please, please maintain this state until graduation. Then I don't care if it's a pastry club or a foot volleyball club. I'll even overlook it if they turn the club room into a casino.

"By the way, Kal. I didn't want to bring this up at this timing, but..."

While I was promising myself to somehow console Luise who would be shocked, Margareta cautiously opened her mouth.

I'm anxious. What is she trying to say with such a build-up?

"You remember that the club fair application period is coming up soon, right?"
"Ah."

"I forgot."

Belatedly, a memory buried in a corner of my mind resurfaced. That's right, the first major event in the Academy's annual schedule was the club fair. Last year, it was chaotic with both the Section 1 Chief and Section 4 Chief coming because of the Third Glory.

"Each club needs to apply for what kind of booth they'll operate, so what kind of booth will the pastry club run?"
"......"

I couldn't open my mouth at those words. I simply couldn't confidently declare, "We'll have a pastry booth again this year!"

Looking at the current state, I suspected someone might suggest running a different booth.

My ominous predictions are never wrong.

"Wouldn't it be boring to have the same booth two years in a row?"

As always, Lyutis opened fire with his devilish mouth.

I almost held my forehead at those unexpected words. Of course club booths continue with the same theme—who would choose a theme unrelated to their club? Other clubs would cry if they heard that.

I didn't need to look far; Luise herself had a shocked expression. Is this the difference between lunatics and normal people?

"Booths are supposed to have the same theme."
"Oh, is that so?"

You bastard.
The words rose to the tip of my tongue, but I held back. The Season 78 Lyutis is different from the Season 77 Lyutis... he still has overwhelmingly more merits than demerits, so I must endure...

'Why am I having this conversation?'

At the same time, I felt discouraged. Selecting a theme for the club fair booth—is this something that needs discussion? Shouldn't we obviously go with a pastry concept like last year?

"Do clubs nowadays run booths with themes different from their club focus?"
"No..."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had been watching this scene, quietly asked Luise. Perhaps wondering if the club fair format had changed in the last 100 years.

Of course, Luise answered with a voice that sounded like her world was crumbling. The deep confusion in the Magic-Ending Duke's eyes was just a bonus.

'Damn it.'

Suppressing a sigh that threatened to burst out, I looked at Erich who was standing blankly. We need to recruit as many normal people as possible before the lunatics change the world.

Fortunately, Erich noticed my gaze and hurriedly opened his mouth. I sent him a look that said I would destroy that crazy red-head if he wasn't stopped immediately, so it should be effective.

"Wouldn't it be better to run a pastry booth? We rejected new members on the grounds that they couldn't make pastries, so it would be strange if we ourselves abandoned pastry-making."
"That's right. If our justification loses power, the control we've barely established will collapse."

Laterre also supported Erich's extremely reasonable argument.

It's touching. Labor forces #2 and #3 are moving according to my will. Is this how a boss feels when handling subordinates?

'...What would I have done without them?'

I would have had to convince five members by myself, not just subordinates.

That would have been terrible. Past me, you did well not to commit suicide and endure.

After careful consideration of the booth concept, it was decided that the Confectionery Club's fair booth would follow a confectionery theme—thanks to the extremely reasonable arguments from members #2 and #3. This is equivalent to saying a steakhouse serves steak, or a rice restaurant provides rice. In other words, it was so obvious it wasn't even worth discussing.

I still can't believe it. While it's natural to decide on a booth concept and discuss the details, we must be the first club where opinions were divided from the concept stage itself. We've drawn an embarrassing line in the Academy's club history.

"By the way, I think we can make chocolates shaped like chess pieces."
"That sounds fun. It would show the diverse aspects of our club."

Listening to Lyutis and Tanian's conversation nearly made me lose my mind again. How is that showing diverse aspects? What does our club have to do with chess?

Whether it's chess or whatever else, it's just some members' personal deviation. The Confectionery Club is a club that pursues only confectionery. Don't bring your private entertainment into official events.

To be fair, saying "some members" is an understatement since it's actually the majority, but it's still a personal deviation.

"Chess piece shapes?"

Unfortunately, as long as it fell within the framework of confectionery, it was enough to capture Luise's interest. This is the same Luise who puts herbs in dough because she wants to make unusual sweets. In that sense, confections shaped like everyday objects rather than conventional forms were perfect for stimulating the veteran club president's desire for challenge.

"That's a good idea. Food is meant to be eaten first with the eyes, then with the mouth."

To make matters worse, I lost one of my labor forces to defection. Whether Laterre thought it was a good idea or believed he had fulfilled his loyalty to me by agreeing to the confectionery booth concept, he joined Lyutis's side.

A decisive betrayal at the most critical moment. As expected of royalty, his political skills are truly artistic.

'...I guess it'll work out somehow.'

With the president's interest and support from about half the members, not only did we end up with chess piece chocolates, but also card-shaped cookies and candy shaped like foot volleyball balls. I tried not to react. As long as we're making confections, I suppose the shape doesn't matter.

Yes, as Laterre said, food that looks good usually tastes good too. Setting aside whether chess pieces and cards stimulate appetite, they could certainly generate interest.

'Maybe we should introduce a gambling element too.'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. Play chess against Lyutis—win and it's free, lose and pay double. That could be quite fun.

If we're going to go wild anyway, it's better to go spectacularly crazy than halfway. That way, people will be drawn in by the confidence.

After officially submitting our club booth theme to the Student Council, the club's atmosphere changed dramatically. We evolved from a club carried solely by the president to one where all members participated together.

"Wouldn't pastry give us about the thickness of a card?"
"Three or four layers should be about right."

The only sad part is that this evolution stems from twisted passion. No matter how I look at it, they seem to be making merchandise rather than confections. It feels like they're just accidentally using flour as their material.

"Luise, is this much whipping enough?"
"Yes! That's plenty!"

The one silver lining is that the Magic-Ending Duke, who had shown interest in confectionery, is learning properly. Though his skills are the weakest, his willingness to learn is top-tier.

"Then I'll make one more, so please wait."

The Magic-Ending Duke's dedication stood out even more as the existing members were busy discussing trivial topics like the perfect card thickness or ideal foot volleyball ball shape. Besides, the Magic-Ending Duke isn't even an official member. Is this right? Where else would a guest work harder than the actual members?

"Ah, Master, that side is dir—"

Luise, who had been watching her guest-cum-master with gentle eyes, tried to warn the Magic-Ending Duke as he walked toward where flour had spilled, but she closed her mouth before finishing her sentence. When the Magic-Ending Duke's hair swept across the floor, not even a speck of dust remained, let alone flour.

'Robot vacuum.'

I instinctively held back laughter that threatened to burst out. I knew the Magic-Ending Duke's hair had a vacuum effect, but this was the first time I'd seen it so blatantly sweep everything away.

While I, as an ordinary person, could just suppress my laughter, any mage who saw this would probably weep. It's impossible for anyone to imbue magic into their body 24 hours a day, yet this technique was used to create a vacuum cleaner. They might wail about what a waste of ability this is, and I wouldn't blame them.


"...It's clean now."

After keeping her mouth shut for a moment, Luise muttered in a gloomy voice. Unfortunately, since Luise is also a mage, she probably understands how absurd what the Magic-Ending Duke just did was. Having witnessed it firsthand, the mental shock must have been significant.

Still, we should be happy. Unlike other mages, Luise is the Magic-Ending Duke's only disciple. Someday, Luise will reach that level too.

"—Achoo—"

While Luise was watching the Magic-Ending Duke's back with somewhat bitter eyes, a very faint sneeze was heard. It was so quiet that you wouldn't notice unless you were listening carefully.

"Sera?"

Yet Erich reacted to that barely audible sound. Wasn't he just saying things like "Let's put chocolate on pastry to express card patterns!" until a moment ago? How did he hear that?

"Uh, yes?"

Even Sera, the person in question, seemed surprised by his ghost-like reaction, blinking her eyes with both hands covering her mouth.

She must be embarrassed. It's human nature to want to show only your best side to the person you have a crush on, but she was caught sneezing in the corner. Of course, it's unavoidable in the Confectionery Club room where flour flies through the air.

"Did you cough? You're not sick, are you?"

Still, if your crush rushes over with fire in their eyes at the sound of an ordinary sneeze, wouldn't anyone try to hide it? I know I would.

"I-I'm fine. It was just a sneeze."
"You said you were fine before, but you collapsed that night."

Though Sera was flustered with a slightly reddened face, Erich pressed on with a stiff expression. I wondered why he was overreacting, but apparently there was a precedent. If she said she was fine but then collapsed, it's understandable to worry.

"When did that even happen..."

At his questioning, Sera seemed both embarrassed and secretly pleased, as if touched that he remembered something about her.

Anyway, leaving Sera behind, Erich examined her complexion.

"You're not cold—"

Of course she's not cold. It's spring now, and this place, filled with high-ranking members, has perfect climate control.

"Is it a pollen allergy?"

It's because of the flour. Probably not an allergy, though.

After muttering so seriously that it was embarrassing for those listening, Erich finally grabbed Sera's hand.

"Brother, I'm going to the infirmary for a bit."
"...Alright."

I had a lot to say but just let them go. It's clearly an overreaction, but Erich wouldn't listen right now.

As Erich left the club room with Sera, Lyutis's eyes grew wistful.

'He must be sad.'

For once, I understood Lyutis's feelings. The five members who had been living the single life since being collectively rejected by Luise—and now Erich, a fellow single comrade, was showing signs of moving from single to couple status.

Of course, they're not officially dating, but everyone in the club room knows that Sera has feelings for Erich. She's always holding his hand and rarely leaves his side—you'd have to be an idiot not to notice. I realized it as soon as I went to the domain during the break, and the other members figured it out as soon as school reopened.

The sad fact is that "everyone" doesn't include Erich. This guy, true to his novel character origins, has reverted to his former self where his intelligence and awareness vanish as soon as he gets involved in a love line. And he was just starting to live like a normal person...

Anyway, it's not strange that Lyutis feels betrayed by Erich, who alone is showing signs of becoming part of a couple—


"Who's going to sub for him now?"

...

'What the hell.'

Betrayal my ass. He's worried about losing a foot volleyball team member.

A club losing its identity, a brother whose awareness and intelligence have regressed to primitive levels, and a member who doesn't care whether his friend is dating or not as long as he can play foot volleyball.

This is driving me crazy. Things are going insane in a different way than last year. Perhaps different trials are being sent because experiencing the same hardship would be boring? If so, Enen is no ordinary bastard.

- That age is unpredictable. Even noble people can't hide their age, you know.
"Is this normal?"
- It's natural for someone without school experience not to understand.

I wanted to curse at the Minister's casual insult but held back. If I gave in to instinct here, we'd end up in a rock-bottom dogfight.

Still, it's irritating. I haven't even started school yet—what has he contributed?

'Life.'

It's depressing. My subordinate who's been dispatched far away is working hard and sending regular reports, while my direct superior is just mocking me instead of offering comfort.

Of course, if the Minister actually tried to comfort me, that would be scary in its own way. How bad would things have to be for even the Minister to offer words of comfort?

- Well, when your dispatch ends, you'll get vacation time proportional to your service. You have to accept the hardship for the benefits you receive.
"Well, that's true, but..."

I didn't mean for him to hit me with uncomfortable facts either.

- By the way.

After chuckling at my dejected response for quite some time, the Minister cleared his throat and continued.

- Do you remember that the Academy is open to outsiders during the fair period?
"Yes, I remember."

How could I forget the nobles I greeted during last year's fair?

- This time, quite a few will come from other countries.

?

- Especially from Ernesto Academy—they're quite enthusiastic. Something about experiencing foreign educational institutions; they've completely lost their minds.
"...What?"

What's he suddenly talking about? Foreigners? Ernesto Academy?

'Ah.'

- The principal of Ernesto Academy also submitted an application. For the sake of his honor, I immediately classified it as a confidential document, so keep this to yourself.

I remembered what the Minister of Foreign Affairs had said before the semester began. Among the moths drawn to the flame that is the Magic-Ending Duke was also the principal of Ernesto Academy.

Could it be that since he couldn't enroll, he's coming by other means?

'Insane.'

I couldn't speak due to the chilling madness. Are there no sane people among mages...?

The Club Fair is more than just an Academy event—it's practically an imperial affair, since most nobles in the Empire have attended the Academy and participated in club activities. It serves as a social gathering where graduated nobles can connect with current students under the pretext of being "club seniors." That's what the Club Fair is.

And now, this Club Fair has evolved from a domestic event into an international one.

"Yes, that's correct. I was informed yesterday as well."
"I see."

The day after the Minister told me that guests would be coming from other countries, I immediately visited the Principal, who responded with a calm answer. I see. So the Principal heard about it yesterday too.

If news has reached the ears of the Principal, the highest authority at the Academy, it means this is no longer just a possibility but a certainty. What the Minister told me could have ended up as mere gossip like "I heard something might happen," but if it's been officially communicated to the Principal, it means the Ministry of Education has formally announced "guests are coming."

This is ridiculous. What could be so interesting about a student fair that people would cross borders to see it? Do they all have that much free time? Some of us can't even enjoy leisure time even if we want to.

'They would have come even without the Fair.'

Of course, I know—and the Principal knows, and even Villar passing by knows—that their real purpose isn't to see the Fair but to visit the Academy itself. They've been looking for any excuse to come to the Academy, and now the Fair is opening the Academy to outsiders? They'd do backflips to get in if they had to.

And although the Minister mentioned that Ernesto Academy was particularly eager, it won't just be them—magic users from all across the continent will be rushing here. High-level mages can easily use teleportation, so crossing borders is nothing to them.

"I'm concerned that too many guests might arrive. I hope this won't become an unnecessary burden for you, Principal."

After imagining self-proclaimed "mature students" who failed Academy admission rushing in, I cautiously spoke up. No matter how I look at it, this commotion is because of the Magic-Ending Duke, and the Duke came to the Academy because of me.

Any decent human being would apologize to the Principal in this situation. He's taking heat that he shouldn't have to deal with.

"It's quite alright. The Fair is meant to be enjoyed, isn't it? Having many guests is something to welcome."

However, the Principal responded with a serene smile. Strange. Judging by his expression and voice, this isn't sarcasm, and he's certainly not in a state of resignation.

'Is he really okay with this?'

But why? From the Principal's perspective, what should have been a routine matter has escalated into something requiring special attention. If I were in his position, I'd want to kill whoever disrupted my work routine.

Thinking positively, one could say the Principal's experience and patience are shining through, but a civil servant's suffering doesn't diminish with age. In fact, having too much work at an advanced age is even more miserable. Wouldn't he be contemplating whether death from overwork or abandonment in old age would be preferable?

Noticing my confusion, the Principal smiled even more deeply and spoke.

"Ernesto Academy has expressed their desire to learn from the Imperial Academy's education system. They're coming as students, not guests, seeking our guidance."
"Oh, is that so?"

As soon as I heard those words, I understood why the Principal looked so peaceful—or rather, subtly pleased.

'He's won.'

He was calm because he had emerged victorious in the long-standing pride battle between the two academies.

The Imperial Academy, the premier educational institution of the continent's strongest nation, teaches all fields of study, while Ernesto Academy in the magic powerhouse nation focuses primarily on magic. Coincidentally, both academies traditionally have renowned archmages as principals, creating an underlying rivalry between them.

In terms of comprehensive systems, the Imperial Academy would win, but since the principals are mages before they are educators, the competition has been limited to the field of magic. Unfortunately, the magic prowess of the Yuven United Kingdom cannot be dismissed even by the Empire, so the rivalry has continued fiercely like an annual collegiate match.

However, the game changed when the Magic-Ending Duke made the Imperial Academy his base. When a 120-year-old Einstein gives his endorsement to one side, the game is over.


"Congratulations. Even Yuven cannot defeat the Empire, it seems. I'm glad your efforts have borne fruit, Principal."
"Haha, it wasn't just my effort alone. This was possible because of the accumulated strength of our Academy."

The Principal's face was beaming with a smile that wouldn't fade after this major victory.

And rightfully so. Any principal who concludes such a rivalry with their school's victory would go down in school history.

"It's only natural, really. With someone who has reached the pinnacle of magic residing in the Empire, how could any other nation compare?"

I just nodded at his proud statement. This is the first time I've seen the Principal display such intense emotion, but considering that mages are generally not in their right mind, this is actually a moderate emotional display.

"When I was young and visited Yuven—"

...I'll believe it's moderate.

***

I never knew the consequences of a single sneeze could be this severe.

"Um, Erich. Can I go back in now—"
"No."

My mouth, which I had barely opened, closed again at his firm answer. It feels like we've been outside for quite a while, but apparently not long enough by Erich's standards.

'This really isn't necessary.'

This is embarrassing. After being dragged to the infirmary for sneezing, Erich has been keeping me away from the club room as if entering would kill me.

More precisely, whenever it's time to start baking in the club room, he takes me outside. His reason: it would be troublesome if I sneezed again while inside.

"It was just because of the flour. I'll get used to it eventually, but if we do this, I won't be able to adapt."

Of course, I refused at first. Even though I joined this club mainly to be with Erich, I am still a member of the Confectionery Club. Being a member who can't participate in baking and has to leave the room when baking starts? Even with my limited social experience, I know this situation is strange.

"What if the flour doesn't agree with your body? What if it wasn't just irritation causing you to sneeze, but your body rejecting it?"

But Erich shook his head without the slightest compromise. That's nonsense. If I had an adverse reaction to flour, I would have known long ago. How many cookies and breads have I eaten?

"Pre-baking flour and post-baking flour could be different. Until we get the results, let's stay outside together."

Hearing his voice full of concern, I couldn't bring myself to refuse completely.

Right, he's doing this because he's worried about me, not for any other reason. Following along is the best way to care for Erich. Besides, Erich might be right—the flour might not agree with my body. I had a thorough examination at the infirmary, so we just need to wait a few days.

'And we're alone together.'

Honestly, I'm embarrassed but happy. Being in the same space with Erich is nice, but taking walks just the two of us is even better. It's our time together, without anyone interfering.

Fortunately, Kal, Luise, and the other members were understanding. Whether they think I'm someone who could fall critically ill from flour, or they just sent us out because Erich was being excessive, I'm not sure.

"Should we sit down for a bit?"
"Oh, yes."


Perhaps misinterpreting my question about going back inside as a sign of fatigue, Erich led me toward a nearby bench.

I'm not tired, of course. We've only been walking around the building's pathways—if that made me tired, I wouldn't have been able to enter the Academy in the first place. But if Erich misunderstands, I'm willing to pretend to be tired.

'...Would leaning on his shoulder be okay?'

So maybe I could borrow his shoulder? Erich wouldn't push away someone tired who leans on him. I'd like to use his lap, but we're outdoors, not in a carriage, so that would be embarrassing.

Alright, I'll be content with his shoulder for now. Being together in the spring breeze is romantic enough.

"Hmm? Were they nearby?"

In the midst of my happy thoughts, a voice disrupted my happiness.

Following the voice, I saw Lord Lyutis approaching, bouncing a ball on the ground. And not just him—Prince Ainter, Lord Laterre, and Sir Tanian were all there.

How strange. They were so busy debating about cookie and candy shapes that I thought they'd continue for days. They were so focused that it was almost scary to approach them.

"What's this? Why are you out here?"

Erich also tilted his head, puzzled by the sudden appearance of the club members. He had been part of the debate until recently, so he must be even more confused than me, having felt the heat of the discussion more vividly.

"All that thinking got boring. The body needs as much exercise as the mind to stay healthy."

The logic seems a bit odd, but if royalty says so, I suppose that's how it is.

***

The members who had been engaged in unproductive debate decided to get some fresh air and all rushed outside.

'I wondered why they weren't leaving.'

It's not particularly surprising. These are the same people who changed the "Co" in "Confectionery" to "Kickball." Spring in this world isn't plagued by fine dust or yellow dust, making it a perfectly suitable season for outdoor activities.

My only concern is that Sera happened to be near the field they frequently use. I wonder if it's okay for Sera, who's already been fed incorrect information, to witness a live kickball match.

After staring out the window for quite some time, I turned around. It should be fine since Erich is with her, not just Sera alone. I trust he'll clarify things before any strange misunderstandings occur.

"Am I doing this right?"
"Yes! Wow, you're learning so quickly!"
"Hehe, I suppose having a good teacher makes all the difference."

With the mass exodus of members, only Luise and the Magic-Ending Duke remained in the club room. Hearing their conversation gave me mixed feelings, as always.

While all the members are fleeing, the Magic-Ending Duke, who isn't even an official member, stays like a permanent fixture... This year, he's been more diligent than most regular members... He's the hero who ended the collegiate rivalry, yet seems uninterested...

'...Should I hand over my advisor position?'

Honestly, the Duke has probably made more baked goods than I have. He's already more suited to be the Confectionery Club advisor than I am.

They say late-blooming hobbies can be intense—turns out he's not the Magic-Ending Duke but the Confectionery Duke.


"A peculiar situation where a duke who reached the pinnacle of magic has begun racing toward the pinnacle of pastry-making. I was concerned that because of me, a perfectly normal person—a great mage who made his mark in continental history—might be heading down a strange path.

"Don't you think it's fine? He's lived his entire life without any hobbies, so isn't it good that he's finally found something he wants to do, even if it's late?"

But Margareta's words made a lot of sense. While a duke's private life is typically off-limits even to the Intelligence Department, dukes are still social beings who participate in aristocratic circles, so information about their hobbies and preferences naturally spreads through word of mouth. That's only natural, unless dukes exclusively meet with the blind, deaf, and mute.

However, despite reigning as a duke for over 100 years, very little was known about the Magic-Ending Duke. In his youth, he avoided people's eyes due to his half-elven heritage, and after becoming a duke, he dedicated his life to magic, resulting in few personal relationships. And even those few relationships would often end when the other person's lifespan ran out just as they were getting close.

"He must have been so bored all this time. His close retainers died before him, the mages of his era passed away... so he focused solely on magic."

Her sympathetic voice made my heart ache.

She was right. The Magic-Ending Duke, constrained by extremely limited relationships and the racial limitation of being unable to form emotional bonds with others, had devoted himself entirely to magic, secluded in his tower. That choice earned him the title "Magic-Ending," but he had lived a life without any proper hobbies. Regardless of the honor, it had been an uninteresting life.

"I hadn't thought that far."

I felt ashamed of my previous thoughts about him becoming a "Pastry Duke." If my future wife, who previously knew nothing but magic, had found enjoyment in a new hobby, shouldn't I be celebrating? Yet instead of congratulating her, I had viewed it as strange.

I thought I had shed many of my prejudices about the Magic-Ending Duke, having called him by name and even spoken informally to him, but I was still full of preconceptions. I had decided that as a no-ble duke and the most dignified elder, focusing on something like pastry-making was absurd.

"Hehe, don't take it too much to heart. Um, I don't think sis would want to see Kal feeling sorry either."

After a moment of silence, Margareta offered comfort in a gentle voice. I almost laughed at how she stumbled while calling me "sis," but I held back. If I laughed now, the title that had progressed to "sis" might regress back to "Magic-Ending Duke."

"Is that so?"
"Yes. So please cheer her on from the sidelines and eat what she makes. It would be even better if you tell her it's delicious."
"Of course I should."

No one would tell someone their food tastes bad after they've worked hard to make it. Besides, my taste buds aren't particularly refined, so I can eat almost anything unless someone deliberately puts in strange ingredients—

"...Strange ingredients?"

Come to think of it, Luise was the one teaching the Magic-Ending Duke about pastry-making. Luise, the original master of deliberately using strange ingredients. The miraculous ingredients that even the club members from the '77 season, blinded by love, couldn't bring themselves to eat. Results that I could only consume because my sense of taste had already been compromised.

No, considering that the club members had properly learned pastry-making, the Magic-Ending Duke would probably learn normally too. But there's still a possibility that she might go overboard, claiming to be teaching her magic mentor special techniques.

'It'll be fine.'

Yes, it'll be fine. If it tastes strange, I can just hold my breath and chew. Someone starting a new hobby needs encouragement and support, not criticism and fault-finding.

*Knock knock*

"Margareta. May I come in?"

As I was steeling myself, Amelia's voice came through with a knock.

"Yes, come in."

When Margareta gave permission, the door opened carefully. The plate in Amelia's hand was full of cookies, suggesting she had hurriedly prepared them when I arrived.

Honestly, we eat cookies often in the club room, so it wasn't necessary, but it's impolite for a guest to refuse hospitality. Besides, Amelia has the mentality of a commoner who might explode at the slightest touch from a noble, so I need to be extra careful with her.

"Hello, Audit Department Head."
"Hello. It's been a while."


At least she's improved since last year. Back then, she would tremble like the Magic-Ending Duke's ears whenever she stood before me.

"You're the treasurer, right? Congratulations. It's impressive to join the Student Council in your second year."
"Thank you. It's all thanks to you, Audit Department Head."

Amelia bowed at a 90-degree angle in response to my casual compliment.

But I meant it when I said it was impressive. Usually, executive positions are filled by students who have been in the Student Council since their first year, but Amelia secured one of those positions after joining in her second year. It's like a rolling stone displacing a fixed one. As expected of a genius who entered the Academy as a commoner—she's truly capable.

And the fact that there's no gossip about it suggests she's demonstrated undeniable ability.

"As treasurer, you'd do well wherever I recommend you."
"Yes! I can work hard!"

When I dropped a hint about a letter of recommendation, her response was much more energetic than before.

In fact, this is why Amelia's trembling has subsided since last year. Having seen last year's Student Council executives walk the silk road after receiving my recommendations, Amelia's eyes now burn with hope and ambition. As a commoner student who craves success more than any other student, I must seem like a walking treasure goblin to her.

Of course, from my perspective, Amelia is like a duck carrying a leek. When someone is begging to be placed as a civil servant like that, I should naturally oblige.

'The sisters are both talented.'

Moreover, Olivia is the deputy head of the Disciplinary Department. Next year, I can write a recommendation letter for the evolved Olivia, who will likely be the Disciplinary Department Head, to join the military.

My heart is already racing. The Academy truly is a gold mine.

***

The Debate Club. A temporary shelter where students aiming to join the Pastry Club were collectively accommodated.

It was a club where students who couldn't make pastries were directed to practice, but any student with a bit of awareness could tell this club was just a holding pen. Everyone kept quiet because it was an initiative led by Tanian, the future saint, and because the existing Pastry Club members genuinely had pastry-making skills.

Fortunately, in my case, I didn't feel much disappointment since I hadn't enrolled to learn from the Magic-Ending Duke but to serve Lord Laterre.

"The Magic-Ending Duke will visit the Debate Club room. Not every day, but probably once a week."

Besides, Lord Laterre had shared important information with me, so there was no need to be disappointed.

Actually, when I failed to join the Pastry Club, I was a little upset with His Lordship. I had come a long way to serve him. We weren't just recent acquaintances; we had known each other since childhood. So when I was lumped together with other students, I would be lying if I said I didn't feel hurt.

But His Lordship did indeed hold me in special regard. Otherwise, he wouldn't have personally informed me about the Magic-Ending Duke.

"Is this the Debate Club?"

Thanks to that, when the Magic-Ending Duke first graced the Debate Club with his presence, I alone maintained my dignity while all the other members were in a frenzy. Being noticed by the Magic-Ending Duke due to that dignity was an unexpected achievement.

"A mage must be rational and maintain dignity at all times, anywhere. You are already prepared."

When I heard those words, I felt like I owned the world. To hear from the Magic-Ending Duke, someone who had reached the pinnacle of magic, that I was prepared—it was a compliment like no other.

"What is your name?"
"Rachel Sorta from the Yuven United Kingdom."
"Ah, you're the child Prince Laterre mentioned."

When I realized that His Lordship had mentioned my name to the Magic-Ending Duke, I almost cried. Indeed, His Lordship had been thinking of me.


Anyway, since that day, the Magic-Ending Duke has shown his face once a week. Although we could only receive his teachings for half the club time rather than the entire session, the members bowed their heads in gratitude. Mages outside the Academy couldn't receive even a minute of his teaching, so there was no room for complaint.

"Just listening to lectures would be boring. Everyone, please eat."

And without fail, on the last day of the week, the Magic-Ending Duke placed a basket on the desk when he came to the club.

Cookies made into bite-sized pieces, food prepared by the Magic-Ending Duke himself. While it was truly an honor for mages to receive such a gift, perhaps it would be better to receive one more sentence of teaching instead of taking time to eat cookies—

"I made these myself. I'm not sure if they'll suit your taste."

If he made them himself rather than buying them, we must eat them.

In an instant, the members' attitudes changed, and they rushed to the desk to grab cookies. The fact that they took only one each, rather than multiple, was the last remnant of their reason.

'So the Magic-Ending Duke also makes pastries.'

Surprising. Someone who seemed like he wouldn't care about anything but magic, someone who would likely use magic to make pastries if he ever did—he was making cookies himself.

In fact, since the establishment of the Debate Club, there had been a small complaint among the members. As mages, symbols of intellect, they didn't mind debating, but there was a fundamental dissatisfaction about having to learn pastry-making as well. However, now that it was proven that the Magic-Ending Duke himself made pastries, this complaint would disappear after today.

'Huh?'

As I was gratefully taking small bites of the cookie, I felt something strange.

'...Has my mana circulation sped up?'

It wasn't just my imagination. The speed of mana circulation in my body had increased. It felt as if a blockage had been cleared, as if the mana itself had become smoother.

Why is this happening suddenly? It was normal until just a moment ago.

'Ah.'

And when I swallowed the cookie in my mouth, I could identify the cause.

This is it. It's because of this cookie. The only different factor from usual is the cookie, and the effect appeared right after swallowing it.

When I hurriedly looked around, everyone seemed to have noticed this phenomenon, either quickly eating their cookies or staring blankly at the Magic-Ending Duke. The idea that mere cookies could interfere with mana was beyond our imagination, a realm far above us.

'Is this what makes it a Pastry Club?'

That thought even crossed my mind for a moment. Looking at the Magic-Ending Duke with his faint smile, feeling the mana diligently circulating within my body, normal thinking became impossible.

***

Everyone seems to be enjoying them, which is a relief. It means there's no issue with the taste.

'I can give some to my darling.'

A gentle smile formed on my face. To finally be able to give my darling cookies that I made myself—how could I not be happy?

My learning is still limited, so bread, macarons, or cakes are beyond me—being too ambitious would prevent me from mastering the basics. For now, I should be content with cookies.

'Will she like them?'

Imagining my darling happily eating them, patting my head and praising me—my ears almost twitched at the thought.

A major incident erupted just as the Club Fair approached. Even I, the principal, and Villar—all of us normally desensitized to incidents—unanimously agreed: "This is a massive bombshell."

"It's true. My mana circulation has accelerated."

I nodded silently at the principal's dazed voice. This proved that the Magic-Ending Duke's cookies worked regardless of one's level of magical proficiency.

"Amazing. To think a mere cookie could have such an effect."

The principal, lifting a cookie with trembling hands, still seemed unable to gather his wits. Of course, I simply watched quietly since this was indeed a shocking event. If even I, a non-mage, was this stunned, how much more affected must the principal, a mage, be?

A completely unexpected incident had erupted at the most unexpected time. Who could have imagined that the Magic-Ending Duke, who had been quietly focusing on baking, would unveil such a surprise right before the Club Fair rather than after?

'Though it wasn't intentional.'

The problem is that we can't blame the Magic-Ending Duke since even he couldn't have predicted this accidental development.

Yesterday, immediately after finishing his weekly lecture at the Debate Club, the Magic-Ending Duke had begun making cookies. Though he should have been tired after giving the lecture, he was more cheerful than usual and completely focused, so I just quietly observed. There was no reason to stop someone doing what they enjoyed.

Then, with a face full of smiles and with Luise's encouragement, the Magic-Ending Duke placed the cookies he'd made in front of me.

"Dear, would you mind trying these and giving me your evaluation?"
"Of course I will."

I nodded quickly at his words. Since the beginning of the semester, the Magic-Ending Duke had made numerous cookies but disposed of them himself, saying he couldn't serve me subpar food. This was the first time his cookies had been placed before me.

So I gladly ate the cookie, prepared to declare it delicious even if it wasn't.

'What's this?'

But as soon as I ate it, I noticed something strange. The mana circulation in my body suddenly accelerated.

This should be impossible. While beginners just learning about mana might be affected by minor stimuli or potions, someone like me who has experienced all sorts of potions and magical enhancements shouldn't be affected unless it's an exceptionally potent potion. Yet my circulation speed doubled after just one bite of a cookie?

At first I thought it might be coincidence, but after eating one cookie, then the entire plate, I was certain. This was no coincidence. Somehow, all the cookies made by the Magic-Ending Duke had the effect of a high-grade potion.

"W-well? Do they suit your taste?"

I nearly burst out laughing at the Magic-Ending Duke's cautious question. His expression wasn't that of someone expecting a reaction to a surprise potion, but of someone genuinely nervous about the taste evaluation.

While I verbally complimented the taste to reassure him, my mind was racing. If the Magic-Ending Duke was unaware of this mana-enhancing effect, and if the cookies he'd taken to the Debate Club room had the same effect, this extraordinary rumor would spread quickly.

Of course, ominous predictions always come true, and rumors about the Magic-Ending Duke's homemade mana-enhancing cookies spread rapidly. That's why I was meeting with the principal on a weekend, putting our heads together.

"The timing is problematic, right before the Club Fair."

The principal, who had been silent for a moment, spoke with a sigh.

"Yes, I agree completely."

I expressed my agreement since it was absolutely correct. First of all, cookies made personally by the Magic-Ending Duke were already symbolically significant. Mages from the Academy and even outsiders would be desperate to buy them. They'd probably want one to eat, one to show off to acquaintances who couldn't visit the Academy, and one to preserve with permanent preservation magic.

But what if these symbolically significant cookies also had effects comparable to potions? Effects that even affected a sword-wielder with multiple doping experiences and a grand mage who had risen to become the Academy principal? That's irresistible. The higher one's level, the stronger one's desire for mana becomes. Mages are the type to bet their entire fortune for even the slightest effect.

'This will definitely cause chaos.'


Wow! As expected of His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke! He's completely turned the Academy upside down.

No, it seems he's turned the entire continent upside down.

"What do you plan to do now?"

I casually asked the principal, who kept sighing while continuously consuming cookies. How would he control news that was sufficient to drive these mages into a frenzy?

"Silencing people is impossible. A day has already passed, so the rumors have spread as far as they can. Trying to silence the students now would only confirm suspicions for the visitors."

His answer was once again spot-on. Yes, silencing people is impossible. Those mages, embodiments of madness and drive, would have spread rumors like megaphones as soon as club activities ended, and the effectiveness of those megaphones would have reached beyond the Academy to the Empire and the entire continent. The mage network is not to be underestimated.

And if the noisy Academy megaphones suddenly fell silent, anyone could see it was censorship. Even outsiders who were uncertain about the doping cookie rumors would become convinced and flock to the Academy.

This is maddening. Letting them continue talking is problematic, but silencing them would have no effect and only create controversy about student suppression.

'Should we just leave it be?'

It's clearly a major incident, but we have to do nothing. How depressing.

"So I have a favor to ask of the Audit Department Head."
"Of me?"

I was a bit surprised by this unexpected statement. What could I do in this situation? Even my authority as Audit Department Head would have little effect when foreigners came flooding in.

"Since things have come to this, I want to promote it extensively."

What?

What does that mean? Actually advertise it more? When we should be trying to minimize visitors?

'Has he gone mad?'

I couldn't help thinking that. The principal, who had dreamed of a quaint fair with at most noble alumni visiting, seems to have finally lost his mind. It's understandable, since his modest fair has evolved into an international exhibition.

Regardless of my thoughts, the principal steadfastly continued.

"It's obvious everyone will be after the cookies made by His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke. Supply won't be able to keep up with demand."
"Yes, that's likely."

That goes without saying. The Magic-Ending Duke is just one person, but visitors from across the continent will number in the hundreds, thousands, or perhaps even more. Even the Magic-Ending Duke couldn't satisfy such insane demand.

"So let's call them limited edition. An auction format wouldn't be bad either."
"...Pardon?"

What is he saying now?

His quick thinking and ideas born from years of experience were beyond what a youngster like me could match. The principal clearly hadn't earned his position through poker.

"If supply can't satisfy demand anyway, it's better to go with limited edition. If we sell them normally, people will complain about them being sold out, but if we auction them, they'll blame their own financial limitations."
"Ah, yes."
"But we can't arbitrarily auction items made by His Excellency. That's why I'd like the Audit Department Head to persuade His Excellency."
"Of course. I should at least do that much."

It was chilling. If normal sales lead to items being sold out, it's the seller's lack of preparation, but if someone can't buy an auctioned item, it's the buyer's wallet that's responsible. This was insane capitalist logic I'd expect to hear only from the Golden Duke.


But it wasn't wrong. These are the Magic-Ending Duke's special mana-enhancing cookies—how could anyone expect to buy them easily? You should prepare many gold coins, and even more gold coins, and maybe then they might consider giving you one.

"I don't mind. If selling fewer is acceptable when I barely have enough for my dear, then that's fine."

Fortunately, the Magic-Ending Duke didn't have thoughts like "I want to show my cookies to more people," so I was able to persuade him easily. The only problem is that I'll probably have to eat the cookies that would have been sold at the booth.

"Thank you, Beatrix."

Since gratitude deserves acknowledgment, I fiddled with the Magic-Ending Duke's ears. This was only possible because we were alone, with the other club members in class.

Though it might seem strange to touch his ears as a gesture of thanks, he surprisingly preferred it to having his head patted. Perhaps it's an elf racial characteristic?

"Mmm..."

As evidence, the Magic-Ending Duke melted as soon as I grabbed his ears.

Seeing him enjoy it so much makes me happy too.

***

Ernesto Academy is more than just an educational institution—it's practically a symbol of the Yuven United Kingdom.

It was named after a grand mage who made tremendous contributions to uniting the five kingdoms of the Yuven region that had been in opposition. After the five kingdoms became known as the Yuven United Kingdom, he dedicated his life to magical development in Yuven. Thus, he is called Mentor Ernesto, a great being remembered with respect and reverence.

The academy named after Ernesto is itself Yuven's raison d'être and living history.

"If Kfelopen holds the mandate of heaven as an empire, then Yuven is a powerful nation holding the hegemony of magic."

Demonstrating this pride, the third principal of Ernesto Academy left behind such words. While acknowledging that the Empire is supreme and unique, he claimed that even the Empire could not surpass Yuven's magic.

This is a teaching that every mage from Yuven carries in their heart. We hold the hegemony of magic; we don't fall behind the Empire in magical matters; we are the continent's premier magical power. We have not forgotten this pride.

That's why Ernesto Academy has competed and stood against the Imperial Academy for a long, long time.

"Are the preparations complete?"
"Yes, we can depart immediately."

It's just unfortunate that this competition ended in defeat during my generation.

But what can we do? If His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke has made the Imperial Academy his base, there's nothing we can do. Only if Mentor Ernesto were to be resurrected could we even attempt to challenge the Magic-Ending Duke.

Defeat is painful, but for a mage, insisting on pride without acknowledging inferiority is a mistake worse than death. Acknowledge what must be acknowledged, and take what can be taken. That is the rational approach.

"Let's go. The students must be excited as well."

Besides, being defeated by the Magic-Ending Duke is an honorable defeat. Even descendants who might regret the defeat would respond with "It couldn't be helped" once they learned the opponent was the Magic-Ending Duke.

'This is a crouch for progress.'

And if we can meet the Magic-Ending Duke in person and receive his teachings, if we can secure the mana cookies that are circulating secretly, then such a defeat can be gladly accepted.

Just in case, I've brought sufficient funds. I've prepared enough to buy a decent estate or castle, so it should be adequate.

Last year's fair had multiple waves of visitors. Royalty, nobility, the next Holy One coming to make connections, rare sightings of the Audit Department Head in social circles, and people buying desserts supposedly made by high-ranking individuals just to brag, "I ate pastries made by royalty." Truthfully, there were overwhelmingly more reasons to come than not.

And this year, there were even more reasons to attend. Ainter, who had been a royal in name only until last year, had regained his authority, and the Magic-Ending Duke, both legend and faith to magicians, had personally descended. Moreover, cookies made by the Magic-Ending Duke supposedly gave the effect of consuming a potion regardless of one's level of attainment?

'There are so many.'

This was the result. Though the Confectionery Club booth was deliberately set up in the most secluded, remote location, visitors rushed straight there as soon as the fair began, completely ignoring all other booths.

The silver lining was that half the Academy's visitors were nobles. Some would visit other places first to avoid embarrassingly passing by juniors, and others would walk leisurely to maintain noble dignity.

The problem was that the other half were crazy magicians with neither junior status nor dignity to maintain.

"It's been a long time, Tower Master. Have you been well?"

As I was watching the visitors up close in my role as advisor, an elderly man at the very front bowed respectfully to the Magic-Ending Duke.

But who was he? Someone prominent enough to greet first, yet I couldn't place him. There was someone vaguely familiar, but I was uncertain about both name and position. Someone I'd seen or heard of somewhere...

"Manfred. Yes, I've been well."
'Ah.'

Only after hearing the name did I remember. He was none other than the former Deputy Tower Master of the Magic Tower, a historical figure.

Wow, that old man was still alive? I thought he had died since there was no news after his retirement, but perhaps he'd been living in seclusion in some mountain valley?

"I haven't even been able to send my greetings all this time. How fortunate I am to see you like this."
"At your age, no news is better news. When I hear from people your age, it's almost always news of their passing."

Meanwhile, the Magic-Ending Duke casually said something only someone of his position could get away with. Saying something like "glad you're not dead yet" to a Gandalf-looking old man—was that really acceptable?

"Haha, I suppose that's true."

Judging by his reaction, it seemed acceptable. Well, someone who served as Deputy Tower Master of the Magic Tower would have known the Magic-Ending Duke for a long time. He must be used to dark humor stemming from differences in race and lifespan.

Perhaps he was just happy to see his old boss after so long.

"Here, take this. I should give you a gift since it's been so long."
"My goodness, this is too generous for a guest who came empty-handed."

The Magic-Ending Duke smiled slightly at the former Deputy Tower Master and handed him a small box. It was hand-sized with ordinary wrapping paper, looking like something you might find in any neighborhood store.

"Don't bother participating in the auction. Just relax and go home."

At those words, the former Deputy Tower Master's relaxed eyes widened. If the gift was worth mentioning alongside the auction, there could only be one thing.

"T-Tower Master. This is—"
"Shh."

When the revered Tower Master signaled for silence, the former Deputy Tower Master had to close his mouth. Of course, he only closed his mouth; confusion was evident on his face.

The fact that the Magic-Ending Duke's cookies had a mana doping effect, and that they would be sold by auction rather than at the booth, was being actively promoted at the Academy's main gate. That's why the former Deputy Tower Master was so flustered. Something he thought he'd have to spend a fortune on at auction had just rolled into his hands as a gift.

"It's not like I'm making them anyway. It's fine to give a few to an old acquaintance I haven't seen in a while."


Touched by the gesture of remembering an old connection, the former Deputy Tower Master gazed at the Magic-Ending Duke with moist eyes. Such a seemingly indifferent yet considerate boss—isn't that enough character to earn the respect of magicians?

'Child...'

However, from my perspective watching from the side, it was hard to hold back laughter. The words and actions were like a grandmother giving snacks to her grandson, but in appearance, it was more like a grandfather and granddaughter.

But I held it in. Laughing here would deeply hurt the Magic-Ending Duke. Even Erich with his regressed intelligence would know that much.

Whether they didn't see the former Deputy Tower Master receive the mana doping cookie, or they saw but lacked the courage to make a scene in front of the Magic-Ending Duke, the other magicians simply greeted politely and quietly left. And since they came as customers, they even bought a few pastries before leaving. It seemed they still maintained some final conscience.

'Maybe I should have told them they didn't need to buy anything.'

I felt a bit regretful. Since they were only interested in the Magic-Ending Duke's handmade cookies, if I had told them they didn't need to buy anything else, they might not have. Then we would have had more batch quantities than now.

Glancing around, I saw Luise actively baking, club members who had joined in baking after a long time due to the sense of crisis, and Ainter dealing with the nobles rushing in.

'So many.'

The magicians earlier were crowded, but the nobles now were just as numerous. In fact, since nobles were Empire natives unlike magicians who had to come from all over the continent, there might be even more of them. And there were quite a few foreign nobles mixed in as well.

We really shouldn't have sold to the magicians. It's already challenging to meet the demand from nobles.

"It's an honor to see Your Highness again."
"Haha, I'm the one who's glad to see you again, Count. I heard there was a small disturbance in your domain—has that been resolved?"
"Yes, thanks to Your Highness's concern, it was well resolved."

Sighing softly, I fixed my gaze on Ainter, who was in the middle of conversation. Ainter maintained a smiling face to the point where I worried it might freeze that way. I felt both sympathetic and proud watching him.

'Thank you.'

The Audit Department Head seen at last year's fair, the 3rd Prince who made a surprise debut at this year's New Year's ceremony. If forced to choose between the two, people would naturally gravitate toward the latter. Thanks to this, unlike last year, noble visitors spent intimate time with Ainter before coming to me.

Of course, after their heart-fluttering one-on-one meeting with the 3rd Prince, they would approach me, but having already introduced themselves and stated their important business during their conversation with Ainter, they were easier to deal with. Just not having to rack my brain thinking "who is this person again?" while greeting nobles was a huge gain. Thank you, Ainter.

'The dignity of Number One.'

My heart naturally warmed. Indeed, he was premium personnel personally bestowed by the Crown Prince. While I'm grateful for Numbers 2 and 3 who help with Academy work, nothing is as annoying as dealing with nobles.

So I kept my eyes on Ainter. Thanks to a club member tanking with his whole body, the advisor could rest, but if any trouble arose, I should help immediately. Isn't that the way of humanity?

—I didn't expect to need to help so soon.

"Greetings to Your Highness, the 3rd Prince."

A woman with silver ponytail and red eyes bowed to Ainter. Even Ainter, who had been speaking non-stop, momentarily lost his words at the appearance of this woman who looked twenty years younger than the nobles who had greeted him earlier.

Since the New Year's ceremony was essentially Ainter's social debut, most nobles he had met were older title-holding nobles. He naturally wouldn't have seen young nobles like the woman before him. He was probably wondering if she was a lady from some high-ranking family.

But what to do? She's not a lady but a titled noble.

"Horpelt County."


With no customers in front of me at the moment, I casually approached Ainter.

It's impolite for a third party to interrupt when two people are greeting each other, but leaving Ainter to pointlessly rack his memory seemed worse. I could just pretend I was happy to see an old acquaintance after a long time.

"Ah, Brother Kal, you're here too."

Countess Horpelt also greeted me with a light bow when she saw me. I was worried she might only remember me, but fortunately, she hadn't forgotten.

"Horpelt County?"

And Ainter's eyes gleamed with interest after hearing our conversation.

Yes, this is Countess Horpelt. The poor soul who, at nineteen, inherited the Imperial Count title and Imperial Assembly membership after the surprise retirement of the previous Count Horpelt last year.

"Yes, Your Highness. I am Zenobia Hidden of Horpelt. I had the opportunity to see Your Highness at the New Year's ceremony, but I was too foolish to properly greet you."
"Haha, not at all. Everyone knows that Imperial Counts work hard for the Imperial Family and the Empire. I understand."

Ainter hastily waved his hand as Countess Horpelt bowed again. It's natural that Ainter and Countess Horpelt were meeting for the first time. When would an Imperial Count ever meet a royal family member other than the Emperor or Crown Prince, especially the 3rd Prince who was far from the throne?

Still, not knowing the face of a newly appointed Imperial Count in advance—the 3rd Prince who just regained his authority seems to lack some sense.

...No, perhaps it's a remnant from the days when showing interest in politics or connections might have cost him his head? That's sad to think about.

"But it seems the Countess is acquainted with the Audit Department Head."
"Yes, the Hidden family and the Kracius family have had exchanges for some time, so we've met a few times."

Countess Horpelt calmly answered Ainter's question, which was meant to change the subject. Honestly, she probably has a closer relationship with Erich than with me, but it's true that we've met a few times.

"And I still have habits from that time, which led me to be disrespectful to the Audit Department Head. I apologize."

And Countess Horpelt naturally extended an apology to me. I wondered what she meant, but she must have taken to heart that she just called me "Brother Kal" instead of Audit Department Head.

"It's fine. You didn't get my name wrong or anything."

Of course, we're not strangers, and when an acquaintance calls you by name, how could that be disrespectful? As long as it's not like the Minister saying "hey, you bastard," it's fine.

***

I was satisfied seeing Brother Kal chuckle. This worked perfectly.

I showed myself not as the tomboy kid from before receiving my title, but as a dignified Imperial Count and proud Imperial Assembly member. Quickly acknowledging my mistake and apologizing, prioritizing official relationships over personal connections. This must be appealing to Brother Kal as the Audit Department Head.

'This is how you score points.'

Brother Kal assigned to the Academy, me staying in the Capital. Without such unusual circumstances, we would have no chance to meet.

So I must be careful with every word and action.

'I need to make a good impression on my future brother-in-law.'

Erich's older brother and the future head of the Kracius family. Making a good impression on such a person would make my marriage to Erich even smoother.

# The Role of the Imperial Assembly

The role of the Imperial Assembly is to enact laws and check the executive branch—but this is merely a nominal role. In reality, it's a gathering of those who move first according to His Majesty's instructions. They create laws that His Majesty desires and attack departments or officials who go against His Majesty's wishes. That is the actual role of the Imperial Assembly and its members.

Because of this, members of the early Imperial Assembly were ridiculed as "the Emperor's puppets" or "the royal family's dogs." Today, however, such mockery has become the highest praise, signifying they are at the very core of power. They are His Majesty's cherished and trusted confidants, always serving close by. From a noble's perspective, what could be more glorious?

Being the first sword His Majesty wields and the final shield protecting His Majesty—it's only natural that Imperial Assembly members respond to unusual situations in the Empire.

"The Academy seems quite tumultuous this year."

This remark came from Count Gibelt, the eldest among the assembled members. Despite speaking before the chairman, Count Bardon, could open the meeting, neither the chairman nor anyone else objected. After all, Count Gibelt's authority, backed by years of experience, carried more weight than the rotating position of chairman.

"Well, I hope the students won't be too startled."
"This is also an experience. In some ways, isn't it an opportunity?"
"I'm not so sure. Even plants rot at the roots when overwatered—it might be a bit much to call it an opportunity."

Following Count Gibelt's comment, other members began to speak up one by one.

The Third Prince's recovery of power, the Magic-Ending Duke's residence at the Academy, and the key figures who have stayed at the Academy since last year—for these various reasons, this year's Academy Fair has attracted an unprecedented number of visitors. Moreover, since these visitors hold significant titles and positions, the Assembly's attention is inevitable.

The Assembly must show interest in the unusual situation occurring in the Empire, specifically at the Academy. That is the proper attitude for those dedicated to His Majesty and the Empire. The only question is who will take responsibility for showing this interest—

"Still, it's reassuring that Count Horpelt is going."
"Indeed! It's much better to send a younger colleague."

This time, there's no need for such concerns. I've decided to go.

*That Wilhelm fellow doesn't seem to have any intention of arranging a political marriage. All that soft talk about letting them meet on their own...*

Recently, my father contacted me from our domain with important information: the future father-in-law, Count Teilgleichen, has left Erich's marriage to his own discretion.

That's why I volunteered for this assignment as soon as the Imperial Assembly turned its attention to the Academy. I need to meet Erich as often as possible and have as many conversations as I can if I want my dream to come true. Expecting results without effort would be foolish.

Leaving my duties in the Capital for this assignment is burdensome, but I have no regrets. Rather, I was looking forward to seeing Erich after such a long time.

*...Who is that?*

I was certainly happy—until I saw the blonde girl clinging to Erich's side.

***

To be honest, it's Erich who's friends with Count Horpelt, not me. I don't have friends, while Erich has many. Actually, I think Erich might have some capybara-like qualities too.

So I exchanged brief greetings and guided him to Erich, but it seems that was a mistake.

*This is a disaster.*

The moment Count Horpelt, who had been smiling warmly at Erich, froze upon seeing Sera, and the moment Sera linked arms with Erich under Count Horpelt's gaze, I instinctively felt it—this situation had gone terribly wrong.

Yes, something seemed off from the start. It was strange that someone who had just inherited a title last year and should be busy would come all the way to the Academy. And then she immediately tensed up upon seeing Sera—it's obvious.

*That black capybara brat.*

It seems Count Horpelt also has feelings for Erich. And of course, Erich is oblivious. That idiot.

"Sister Zenobia?"

While even a third party could see the disaster unfolding, Erich, the actual person involved, showed no sense of crisis and responded calmly.

Well, he did show some surprise at Count Horpelt's sudden appearance, so perhaps "calm" isn't the right word. But he's still an idiot regardless.


"It's been a while, Erich. You've grown a lot, haven't you?"

Having quickly composed herself, Count Horpelt spoke softly, unlike how she had addressed me. Certainly, since Erich isn't a civil servant, they can still interact as close sister and brother figures.

Though I'll ignore the fact that she seems to be aiming for the next level beyond "sister."

"Wow, I didn't expect to see you here. Have you been well?"
*This crazy fool.*

Erich approached Count Horpelt while still arm-in-arm with Sera. I nearly cursed out loud at the disastrous sight.

He's insane. If he wants to approach Count Horpelt, he should either let go of Sera's arm, or if he wants to maintain the arm-link, he shouldn't approach Count Horpelt at all. What's he thinking by trying to do both? It's like putting two fighting roosters in the same space.

But the two fighting roosters, now within striking distance of each other, glared at one another with sharp eyes.

"I've been well. But—"

Count Horpelt answered with a forced smile, trailing off as she looked at Sera again. Due to their height difference, it seemed like she was looking down on her.

"Who is this child? A friend?"

She even referred to her as a "child." With the speaker being both older and taller, the magic of making Sera look like a child was cast. Unfortunately, Sera is smaller than her peers due to illness...

"This is Sera. My childhood friend I told you about."
"Ah, that child?"

Responding as if she just remembered, Count Horpelt smiled deeply and said:

"The chambermaid's daughter, right? The young lady of the Trimara Barony, I recall."

Is it just me, or does that sound like a backhanded comment implying, "How dare a servant's daughter try to associate with the son of a Count's family?"

Unfortunately, it seems I wasn't the only one who felt that way. Sera's eyes trembled briefly before she launched her counterattack.

"Erich, is this Zenobia from the Hidden family?"
"Ah, yes, that's right."
"So you're Count Horpelt? You must be busy, yet you came all the way to the Academy—how kind of you."

At those words, I unconsciously took a few steps back. While it sounded like an ordinary statement, it contained the implication: "Are you, a Count, so idle that you can come to the Academy?"

"Seeing how you address Erich without formality despite being a Count, you must be a warm-hearted person."

Ah, there's one more—a critique of etiquette, questioning whether it's appropriate for a titled noble to speak informally with the child of a regular noble family.

I gently touched my neck. The rapid exchange of verbal blows made even an onlooker like me feel breathless. Looking around, I noticed other club members also distancing themselves from Erich.

It's frightening. For us who have only experienced the nonsensical race of club members around Luise and the peaceful resolution of six lovers without any conflict, this fierce verbal battle is like hell manifested on earth. It's like witnessing true madness after experiencing fake madness.

*Luise...*

Meanwhile, Luise, Erich's first love and first heartbreak, was keeping her distance like a mouse. She seemed terrified that she might get caught in the crossfire.

Of course, the entire Confectionery Club is keeping Luise and Erich's relationship strictly confidential, so Sera doesn't know about it. Still, someone with a guilty conscience naturally feels afraid. It makes sense to maintain a safe distance.

The relentless verbal duel ended with Count Horpelt's departure. More precisely, Count Horpelt turned away first, concerned about the attention from other guests.

"I'll come back later. I'll be staying at the Academy during the fair period."

But this was merely a temporary ceasefire. With Count Horpelt remaining at the Academy, a second or third round could break out at any time.

*Should I run away?*


I'm seriously considering it. It might seem ridiculous to flee from something like this, especially when I'm not directly involved, but it's an insane spectacle of two acquaintances fiercely battling over my brother. Who could endure watching such a mess? Unless you enjoy watching love triangles, it's unbearable.

What's worse, the brother caught between them lacks both awareness and intelligence, so he's no help. That guy probably doesn't even realize they were tearing into each other.

My head hurts. Last year, watching the nonsensical race only made me frustrated, but now I'm afraid of getting caught in the crossfire just by being nearby. Maybe it's because they're both childhood friends who have been sharpening their knives for over ten years.

*I never expected to worry about something like this.*

I feel self-loathing and distress. After dealing with groups trying to destroy the Academy and managing the influx of new students, now family issues arise?

But what can I do? Looking at it very, very positively, a petty love triangle is better than incidents threatening the Academy or national security.

...Though I question whether "petty" is the right word.

"Oh, this is bread made by Tanian."
"Yes, do you like it?"
"Of course! Give me five more, please!"

As I watched the sales counter from the corner of the booth with a bitter heart, a young man in priest's robes was impulse-buying Tanian's bread.

After magic users and nobles, now priest visitors have come to see Tanian. If there's any consolation, it's that the priests don't cause any disturbances, and I don't need to personally greet them.

*Priests are the best.*

Indeed, they are good people who follow God's will. They're incomparably better than other professions.

"Excuse me, brother? Could you come over for a moment?"

That's what I thought until Tanian suddenly called me over. This guy betrays me just when I start thinking positively about him.

"Brother Bedler has something he'd like to ask you."
"Me?"

I tilted my head at the unexpected statement. I could understand if it were civil servants or nobles, but I don't have any particular connections with priests.

Of course, anyone can ask questions regardless of connections. Still, it's rare for priests to approach high-ranking secular officials first. Perhaps it's different for diocesan bishops who inevitably engage in politics.

"What is it?"

I couldn't ignore a kind guest, so I nodded and approached. Bedler quickly bowed his head in greeting.

His polite manner satisfied my basic level of goodwill. Yes, whatever the question is, I'll answer if I can. How difficult could it be?

It was difficult.

"Have you ever had contact with heresy?"

I momentarily lost my words at such a direct question. What's with the sudden mention of heresy?

"...I've suppressed the Twilight Order before."
"What about other heresies?"

I don't know. I don't even know what other heresies exist besides the Twilight Order.

At my answer, Bedler stroked his chin curiously and examined my body, particularly focusing on my upper torso.

*What is it?*

What's going on? If something comes to mind, please tell me.

As Bedler's intense gaze grew hotter, my curiosity grew proportionally. If you're going to bring up heretical religions out of nowhere and pique someone's interest, you should take responsibility—simply clamming up is too cruel. One of the two ways to drive someone crazy is to start saying something and then stop, and the second is—

"Ah, I apologize."

Fortunately, Bedler seemed to realize his rudeness and hastily opened his mouth after falling into silence. Good, I'll let it slide since he spoke before I had to prompt him.

"As I just mentioned, I sense heretical energy from you, brother. However, I can't quite pinpoint which deity it belongs to."

But he was still provoking my curiosity, so I glanced at Tanian. From what he's saying, it seems I have some heretical energy I'm unaware of, but if a priest I'm meeting for the first time can sense it immediately, how could Tanian, who's been with me for almost a year, not know?

If Tanian were an apprentice priest, I'd understand his inexperience, but Tanian is the next Saint. If anything, it's more likely that this Bedler person couldn't sense it rather than Tanian not knowing.

"I'm weak at detecting heretical energies."

Tanian, sensing my gaze, defended himself first. This wasn't his area of expertise, he claimed.

Strange statement. During last summer vacation, Tanian's tracking holy magic allowed us to completely dominate the Twilight Order. It was literally like a map hack, observing everything from above. Yet this same Tanian is weak at detecting heretical energy? If you're considered weak, then Enen must be incredibly strong.

"Couldn't your tracking holy magic detect it right away?"
"Haha, tracking holy magic can only find heretics who directly receive a deity's power. Mere traces are a different matter entirely."

This makes even less sense. Whether it's a heretic or just traces, isn't the presence of heretical energy the same thing?

"If I were to explain in detail, we'd need to discuss theology... Do you need that?"
"No."

I shook my head firmly at the signs of impending TMI. I'm not that curious.

"Those of us who are heretical archivists are sensitive to heretical energies. At least in this field, I'm more of an expert than Tanian."

Since Bedler provided an appropriate explanation, I decided to accept it. It would be ridiculous for me, with zero knowledge about holy magic or priests, to argue anyway. If the experts say so, I should just believe them.

Besides, it's also saying that priests have their own specializations, which makes it more convincing. Knights and mages have skill trees that branch out, so priests would be no different.

"Brother, if it's not too presumptuous..."

Still unable to identify the source of the traces, Bedler tilted his head repeatedly before carefully speaking.

"Could you remove your clothes?"

?

For a moment, my mind went blank.

Of course, he wasn't asking me to undress in any inappropriate sense.

"It's difficult to identify based on feeling alone. I think I need to directly examine the traces to get a better sense."

To put it in perspective, it's like saying he can't identify someone just by their voice and needs them to remove their mask to reveal their identity. Certainly, seeing with his own eyes would be better than relying solely on the energy felt through clothing.

"Of course, this is just my personal curiosity, so you can refuse. I apologize for even making such a request, but..."
"It's fine. I can take off my upper garments."

While it wasn't a normal request, which is why Bedler was being cautious, it would be cruel to back out after stimulating my curiosity so much. At this point, even if Bedler lost interest, I was curious.

And after being asked to remove my clothes, I belatedly realized something. I should have noticed when he was looking at my upper body.

'The scar.'

A scar running like a highway from my left shoulder to my right pelvis. The Khagan's final "gift" before dying. That must be it. He slashed me while talking about the eternal blue sky or whatever, so it must be that.

"Ah, this is it."

When I showed him the scar in a secluded area, Bedler, who had been wearing a complex expression, smiled broadly.


Looking at him now, he really is an odd one. Even the minister frowned when he first saw this scar, calling it hideous.

'Is his scholarly curiosity taking precedence?'

He seems like someone whose thirst for knowledge comes first, like Gerhardt who has dedicated his life to Northern history. Otherwise, such a reaction wouldn't be possible.

"Indeed. An energy that is vast yet confined, turbulent yet gentle. No wonder it was difficult to identify something so complex."

Meanwhile, strange expressions poured out, but I ignored them. If that's how experts talk, I'll just go with it.

After examining the scar for quite some time, Bedler nodded with a satisfied expression. The puzzlement he showed at the booth was completely gone, suggesting he had definitely identified whose traces they were.

"Thank you for accommodating my unreasonable request."

I shook my head lightly at Bedler, who was bowing almost 90 degrees. I cooperated because I was curious too, and I also had something I wanted to ask a heretical expert.

"So, did you identify the heretical energy?"
"The Eternal Blue Sky. It's a deity worshipped by Northern nomads, with the unique divine status of being both a nature deity and an animal deity."

I nodded as my suspicion was confirmed. As I thought, it matched the traces of the Eternal whatever from the Khagan's sword strike. Come to think of it, if it were an ordinary curse, getting slashed wouldn't result in an unrecoverable penalty.

That vicious bastard, I suspected it but didn't want to believe it—he actually struck me with divine power. So his normal attacks were divine punishment? No wonder they were so damn powerful.

Anyway, knowing the identity is enough. It wasn't some unexpected deity popping up, and since Edler knows about this god, it should be easier to make my request.

"I have a request too."
"Ah, yes. Please speak freely. I'll do whatever I can within my abilities."

Fortunately, Bedler had no intention of running away with his priestly credentials and answered with a bright face.

Good, after saying that, I can ask without hesitation.

"That heretical energy you mentioned, can it be purified?"

I carefully asked while calming my slightly trembling heart. If he's a specialist in heretical detection, shouldn't he be able to remove heretical energy too?

Based on the circumstances, the reason this scar remains stubborn is because of the Eternal Blue bastard. It's embedded in my body with no intention of leaving, making recovery impossible. If this crazy illegal tenant could be evicted, wouldn't the wound be able to heal?

Please. I don't want to carry this forever. Frankly speaking, if I show such a scar every time I'm intimate, women would cry. Moreover, Luise and Irina don't even know I have such a scar.

"Ah."

But as soon as I saw Bedler's quiet reaction, I sensed it. That's not possible.

'Damn it.'

Right, even if he's a heretical expert, if the wound could be healed by a priest, it would have been healed long ago. How many priests tried to treat my wound right after the war ended? Surely at least one of them would have sensed the heretical energy.

"I seem to have spoken unnecessarily. Don't worry about it."

Still, I couldn't help feeling disappointed. Having learned the cause of the wound, I had secretly hoped for healing as well—

"I can make it fainter."
"What?"

Hope surged again. Fainter? He can weaken this illegal tenant?

"If it were divine punishment directly from a deity, even suppressing it would be difficult, but your wound seems to be inflicted by a human. If the energy was imbued through a human medium, it can be suppressed."

My mind raced at these hopeful words. So, since it's a wound inflicted by that bastard Khagan rather than the Eternal Blue Sky itself, it's not completely hopeless?

I'm sorry, Eternal Blue Sky. I momentarily blamed you for the Khagan's sins.


"Of course, completely erasing it is impossible. But even making it fainter will significantly improve your health, so if that's any consolation..."
"Of course it is. I'd be more than grateful for that."
"I'm glad you think so."

Bedler, breaking into a small smile, placed his hand on my shoulder while reciting a prayer.

"Kuhak!"
"Keuuk—"

And simultaneously, we both vomited blood.

What the hell is it this time?

I collapsed on the ground alongside Bedler, writhing. Being in a state full of hope and then experiencing an unexpected shock made me collapse immediately. Is this what it feels like to have a titanium spear pierce your heart?

Bedler, my blood-vomiting comrade, seemed no less shocked as he groaned and barely managed to lift his face. For a moment, the word "quack" rose to the tip of my tongue, but seeing Bedler's face, I couldn't bring myself to say it.

"This, this is strange. The deity's energy, the deity's will is too strong."

Bedler muttered in confusion while spitting out the blood pooled in his mouth. Anyone could see this was far from the appearance of someone who had been negligent. Rather, he looked like someone who had diligently attempted treatment only to be violently rebuffed.

"This only happens when a deity is enraged...? How could it interfere so much with a wound inflicted by a mere human...?"

After muttering incessantly, Bedler continued with a face that suggested he had a suspicion.

"Brother. There's something I'd like to confirm."
"What is it?"
"Have you ever killed an apostle of the Eternal Blue Sky, damaged a temple, or insulted a divine object?"

Just hearing these words gave me goosebumps. What kind of crazy actions are those? Even a deity that loves humans would turn into an evil god if subjected to such treatment.

And the fact that something came to mind made my skin crawl even more.

"An apostle is someone who receives divine favor and carries out the deity's will, comparable to a Saint of the Dawn Order. A divine object is something bestowed by the deity to such an apostle."

When I remained silent as something occurred to me, Bedler kindly provided an explanation of the terms.

Unfortunately, after hearing the explanation, my suspicion turned into certainty.

'Apostle?'

"So I was the final sacrifice to the Eternal Blue Sky."

That sounds like the Khagan. I did deliver the final blow to that bastard.

'Temple?'

"Team leader. There's a building that looks like a religious facility—"
"Burn it. Eliminate all focal points where the Gaar tribe might reunite."

I probably burned it when eradicating the remnants of the Gaar tribe. I also destroyed a wolf-shaped statue at the entrance.

'Divine object?'

"Master. This is—"
"Just put it in storage. No need to manage it."

Could it be that greatsword and scythe? The Khagan always carried them around.

...

'I'm screwed.'

What can I do now? It seems the one who's been complicating my path all this time isn't Enen but the Eternal Blue Sky.

After seeing Bedler off, I collapsed in the corner of the booth, almost lying down. Luise approached with concern, but I just shook my head, saying it was nothing.

No, actually it's a fucking big deal. I no longer need to wonder what a life with 3 stacks of divine punishment would be like. From now on, I just need to look in the mirror to find out.

Still, I couldn't tell Luise, "I received divine punishment. It's a miracle I'm not dead." Even though couples shouldn't keep secrets from each other, this goes beyond that threshold.

'Damn it.'

I quietly closed my eyes, feeling tears would flow if I kept them open. Come to think of it, this world has gods who actually exist and can intervene in human affairs. Enen, who achieved religious victory, remains quiet after his intense game, but isn't the North the only pagan region beyond Enen's influence? There's no guarantee that the gods of this pagan region would remain as quiet as Enen.

I was foolish. Even the Eternal Blue Sky is a divine being like Enen, yet I dismissed it as merely a nomadic cultural tradition.

"If a god is enraged, human power cannot suppress it."

As a result, Bedler shook his head without hesitation. Killing an apostle, destroying a temple, and desecrating sacred objects would anger even the most merciful god. Honestly, I'd probably be furious too if I were in their position. While killing the apostle might be justified as self-defense, burning down the temple and defiling treasured possessions is another matter entirely.

"This is one of the few records about the Eternal Blue Sky, but I heard that the temple was built on the burial site of the first person to worship the Eternal Blue Sky. It has eight pillars, while other temples have fewer than eight."

What's worse, the temple I burned had eight pillars. In terms of my previous world, it's like burning down St. Peter's Basilica. From the Eternal Blue Sky's perspective, I must be an unparalleled bastard. Even with pagans and enemy nations, it's an unwritten rule not to touch sacred sites.

"Fortunately, there is hope."

Yet even in this insane situation, he says there's hope. For a moment, I thought Bedler might be telling a white lie to comfort me, but his expression was deadly serious.

"Honestly... it's a situation where death wouldn't be surprising, but seeing that you're still alive, it seems the Eternal Blue Sky avoids directly harming devotees under Enen's protection."

"So it's angry but still has some rationality left?"

"Yes, with an apology and appropriate compensation, forgiveness seems possible."

I caused trouble and made the other party furious, but not so much that they'd risk divine conflict. So apologize with compensation, and even a god might forgive.

It's a strangely capitalistic approach, but fortunately not a difficult one. It would have been more troublesome if I had to go to the sacred site and perform rituals according to nomadic traditions.

"It's embarrassing for me, as a follower of the Lord's teachings, to suggest praying to another god, but we must save a life first, mustn't we?"

Seeing Bedler make such a statement as a true priest, I made a resolution. From now on, I'll sincerely donate to the Dawn Order. And pray to the Eternal Blue Sky three times a day just as sincerely.

'Fuck.'

What kind of life is this anyway? Beyond being pushed around by the Crown Prince and ministers, now I'm being pushed around by gods too.

Still, I need to stay strong. The dead Khagan and burned temple can't be helped, but perhaps if I diligently care for the sacred objects from now on, I might be forgiven?

'I'll have to settle the rest with prayer and compensation.'

I'm sorry, Eternal Blue Sky. I'll pay whatever compensation you want. I'd even donate to the temple if it still existed, but I burned it down myself.

If the North stabilizes, I'll rebuild the burned temple...

Apart from Bedler's shocking announcement, the fair proceeded smoothly. Last year's fair went well except for The Third Glory incident, and this year's additional magic guests were quietly waiting for the cookie auction, so nothing could possibly go wrong.

"The guests from Ernesto Academy will arrive tomorrow morning."

"Ah, it's already that time."

And now the final guests have arrived. The visit of Ernesto Academy symbolizes the end of the long rivalry. Thanks to this, the principal's face was full of gentle smiles.


They could have come earlier, but it was agreed that Ernesto Academy would visit mid-fair to avoid the confusion of crowds on the first day. Honestly, it seems more like a taming strategy than crowd control, but what can you do? When the boss says jump, the employee asks how high.

Besides, they weren't exactly mistreated for being in the subordinate position.

"Though it's a long journey, they'll surely be delighted. Being taught by the Magic-Ending Duke is the greatest honor."

I nodded with a smile in response to the principal's words.

While it may be a taming strategy that slightly bruises pride, it's an agreement full of practical benefits, so there shouldn't be any complaints. After all, if the Magic-Ending Duke personally offers teachings just for attending the fair? You'd walk there if you had to.

"It would be disappointing to send children who've come from far away without meeting them. Meeting once allows everyone to part on good terms."

If they knew the Magic-Ending Duke volunteered for this surprise lesson, they might be moved to tears.

"That's fortunate. It will be an opportunity to show how excellent the Imperial Academy is."

"Ho ho, you're absolutely right."

When I subtly congratulated the principal on the victory, his smile deepened.

It's heartwarming to see the principal smile like this. His final years, which had been devastated by the mass enrollment of foreign dignitaries, have now recovered. If the principal retires now, he'll remember this year's victory in the traditional rivalry rather than last year's disaster. A good ending makes everything good.

After laughing for quite some time, the principal cleared his throat softly and continued.

"By the way, Audit Department Head, how many cookies have been made?"

It's an abrupt change of topic, but an important one, so I straightened my posture.

It's amusing that cookies are treated as important matters between an academy principal and an audit department head, but regrettably, they truly are important. The academy's stability might depend on the quantity of cookies available. They're food items shaped like cookies but more like precious medicine.

"About 520 have been made. Since you're storing them personally, there's no need to worry."

The principal made a puzzled expression at my response. While 520 isn't a small quantity, cookies are food that can be mass-produced at once. It was decided days ago to auction off the Magic-Ending Duke's cookies, yet still only 520? It's understandable to find this strange.

But the premise of mass production is flawed. The Magic-Ending Duke only makes them when he feels like it, and most of what he makes ends up being stuffed into my mouth.

'And I can't reduce my stomach capacity.'

Thanks to this, I've been consuming cookies in massive quantities, enough to replace meals. From my perspective of being forced to eat them, it's actually surprising that we've secured 520. I wish the principal understood my hardship.

"Don't worry. It doesn't take long to make them, and if they seem too few, we can hurry up a bit, can't we?"

Of course, for the sake of my stomach and the academy's peace, I don't plan to continue this mass consumption. Even for limited editions, there are limits. How could we handle the aftermath if the supply is too small compared to potential buyers?

If we sold cookies individually, we could sell to hundreds of people, but giving just one to people who've traveled far isn't right. You'd be called heartless for doing that. The academy is holding an auction not for profit but for peace, so we should choose a method that minimizes gossip.

That delicate middle ground—not distributing too many, but not too few either. It's a familiar task for a civil servant.

"With the Audit Department Head in charge, how could I worry?"

The principal didn't seem particularly concerned and simply nodded at my response.

Right, no matter how seriously I talk about it, they're just cookies. We're not dealing with rare herbs or millennium-old medicines—just cookies. With the Magic-Ending Duke's touch, they can be easily made, so there's no need to worry.

***


Compared to last year, there were significantly more guests and correspondingly exploding sales.

However, since production capacity hadn't changed much from last year, all club members were working together diligently. Except for just two people.

"I'm sorry. As a master, I should be helping my disciples."

My master, who had essentially become an honorary club member. Though his baking skills were certainly sufficient, for various reasons, we couldn't sell pastries made by him.

"It's fine. Moving ingredients is helping enough, isn't it?"

But it doesn't matter. Thanks to my master's magic, we can save time on transporting ingredients. He may not be able to contribute to production, but he makes a significant contribution in saving time.

"I'm sorry... a newbie like me is just holding everyone back..."

Sera, this year's only new club member. Being unaccustomed to physical work, her baking skills are still rudimentary, but knowing how hard she tries, I have no intention of scolding her.

Besides, unlike my master who absolutely cannot be involved in the production process, Sera can help with some minor tasks. Sera is fulfilling her role as best she can.

"It's natural for newcomers to be inexperienced. I was like that at first too, so don't feel discouraged."

So I comforted the dejected Sera. I can't bear to see a club member sad at what should be an enjoyable fair.

With that sentiment, I patted her shoulder, and Sera's slightly teary eyes gradually began to stabilize—

"Can I have a cheesecake? Two slices today."

—before sharply changing.

Her demeanor transformed from a gentle lamb to a fighting cock, making me instinctively step back. Naturally, I turned toward the voice and saw the expected person.

A woman smiling at Erich, who was at the sales counter. She was Erich's close sister figure and obviously had feelings for him.

'Countess Horpelt.'

A regular customer visiting again today. But strangely, I wasn't particularly happy to see her. If she had come when Sera wasn't around, I could have welcomed her warmly...

"Two slices? Usually it's just one."

"One is for you. You need to eat while working hard."

"You're the only one who cares for me like this, sis."

Hearing their cheerful conversation made me break into a cold sweat.

'That idiot.'

I felt a slight resentment watching Erich smile as he packaged the cake.

Well, from Erich's perspective, she's a precious friend, so being affectionate is unavoidable, but couldn't he at least refrain from saying "you're the only one" when Sera is clearly listening?

- Crunch

I might have heard teeth grinding beside me, but I pretended not to notice.

I don't know anything. Really, I don't.

# The Name of Hidden County Is Not Light

The name of Hidden County is not a light one. Having received the title of Imperial Count from Emperor Eimanka II, the second emperor, they have lived as the shield of the emperor and imperial family for about 300 years. They lived in the shadow of the Livnoman family for the sake of divine mandate, and attributed all glory to their sole master, Livnoman. That is the pride and honor of Hidden County.

From the moment I was born as the firstborn of such Hidden County, the pride and honor of 300 years was placed upon my shoulders. Though I never knew I would be both the first and the last.

"I'm placing a heavy burden on you."

Sometimes my father would stroke my head and say that. While the name of Imperial Count must be shouldered by the firstborn, it would have been possible for siblings to help the family head. But I am alone. No older brothers or sisters to trust and follow, no younger siblings to cheer me on. Just me, alone.

Still, I never showed it. If I showed weakness, Father would be sadder, and our retainers would waver. People would look down on Hidden County and plot against us. That's why I always had to appear dignified and cool-headed. It was my duty as someone who had received the name of Hidden and lived a peaceful life.

So at first, I resented Erich. Just a little bit.

"These are the children of the Kracius family. The older brother is two years older than you, and the younger brother is two years younger. What a coincidence."

A social gathering where Imperial Count families interact. It's not strange for the heirs who will lead the Imperial Count families to meet there. Especially since the head of the Kracius family had been close with my father since childhood, so I was introduced to the Kracius family first. It's natural for parents' relationships to extend to their children.

I exchanged ordinary greetings with Kal. He seemed to be attending this gathering out of obligation, and I understood the burden on his shoulders, so I didn't mind. There was no need to bother someone in the same situation.

"Hello, big sis!"

But Erich was different. Unlike Kal, he was bright and cheerful, emphasizing liveliness over formality. I was quite surprised when he suddenly called me "big sis."

After the surprise came displeasure. First-borns like me and Kal had to bear heavy burdens, yet this younger brother who knew nothing was being annoying. You can smile like that because you enjoy rights without obligations, living comfortably.

Of course, that was nonsensical thinking. I was too young then, and as I grew a little older, I became ashamed of myself. There's no way a noble would be without obligations. Even if there weren't any, that wouldn't be a reason to dislike Erich.

"Do you practice swordsmanship too, big sis? My brother and I do."
"Wow, you ride horses so well! Could I ride like you someday?"
"This is a gift! Cheesecake! Our chef makes these really well!"

But back then, I didn't know to be ashamed. So I kept Erich at a distance—strangely, no matter how much I pushed him away, he approached me without hesitation.

While Kal, a fellow heir, never thought of leaving Teilgleichen County, Erich came all the way to Horpelt County to play and act friendly. Looking back now, I can't express how fortunate that was.

"What are you doing, big sis?"
"Breathing."

I'm truly grateful. Despite my obvious annoyance, he didn't hate me.

Anyway, Erich persistently visiting, me ruthlessly pushing him away. That strange relationship changed due to a trivial catalyst.

The story of a child with little talent for martial arts trying to make up for it with effort, but ultimately reaching their limit and falling into despair. The story of a child afraid of failing to follow in the footsteps of a father renowned for his swordsmanship. How trivial and common a story is this?

This story, which could have ended so ordinarily, took a different turn when Erich visited as usual.

"My nanny says that high-ranking people don't need to be good at everything. Just showing that you don't give up and keep improving is enough to earn others' respect and following."
"When I look at my brother and you, I think you're amazing! I could never be like that."

Honestly, it wasn't particularly helpful advice. It sounded like he was telling me to accept my limited talent and conform to it.


But why? Somehow, hearing those words made me feel at ease. It felt like a never-ending road had finally reached its end, like shade had appeared on a path where only scorching sunlight had poured down.

"If I'm inadequate, my retainers become anxious."

So for the first time, I voiced the anxiety I had kept inside. It wasn't something I should say to someone younger than me, but I wanted to.

"Then nobles can help each other without the retainers knowing. I'll tell my brother to help you!"

That made me laugh involuntarily. If anything, retainers are under my command, but nobles are equals, so I shouldn't show weakness to them.

Still, I didn't mention that. Instead, for the first time, I smiled at Erich and spoke.

"Could you help me instead of Kal?"
"Yes, you're my friend! I'll help you by your side for life!"

My heart fluttered at his promise to stay by my side for life. Of course, I know it was just a child's casual remark. I have no cowardly intention of forcing Erich into marriage based on that statement.

It's just important that those words freed me from my self-imposed constraints, and that I fell for someone younger than me. It's a precious memory I'll keep to myself.

Cherishing that memory, I worked hard to become not a big sister who needed Erich's help, but a cool and dignified one—

"Hello, Count. You came again today?"

I prided myself on becoming such a big sister, but why is there something irritating next to Erich?

"It's Erich's booth, so I should help increase sales. We're not strangers, after all."

I smiled slightly at the uninvited guest who had approached, and the blonde little girl, Sera's, eyes sharpened.

How impudent. What difference does it make for a chick like her to glare at me?

'...A mere baroness.'

I tried to ignore the chick before me, but in truth, her position as a baroness isn't a weakness but rather a poison that threatens me.

If the chick bows her head, I'm willing to acknowledge her as Erich's wife too. I can show the generosity of a victor. On the other hand, if I lose, it's over. If the daughter of a baron family becomes Erich's first wife, I'll have to give up on him.

So I can't back down. Unlike her, who has options even in defeat, for me, one defeat leads to death.

'I cannot lose.'

Nanny's daughter? Childhood friend? I'm Erich's childhood friend too. My father is also close with Erich's father.

The conditions are the same. No, I have an overwhelming advantage. Compared to a girl who just lay in bed, I've built connections in various fields and inherited the title of Imperial Count. I lack nothing.

Erich just needs to come to me. Then I can provide him with a life that lacks nothing.

'What can you offer him?'

A frail lady, the daughter of Baron Trimara who serves the Kracius County. What can you, who needs Erich's care, do for him?


Of course, I'm not saying you should leave because your family rank is insufficient or because you have nothing to offer. Love isn't a strict transaction but a symbiotic relationship where just being together brings happiness.

"You two seem to get along so well. Anyone would think you're siblings."
"I don't know about that. Erich and I don't look alike at all. If anything, you two look more like siblings."

It's just important to gracefully step aside when a superior rival appears.

***

They're fighting again.

'Maybe I'll come back later.'

As soon as I returned from meeting Margareta, I felt the urge to moonwalk away. Sera and the Countess of Horpelt staring at each other with smiling faces but unfriendly eyes. And between them, Erich casually munching on cake.

While other club members are holding their breath, he's enjoying dessert. Does this guy have a steel stomach or a steel brain? Judging by his recent record, probably the latter.

"Oh, brother! You're here?"

Just as my moonwalk urge was about to overcome my reason, Luise, who had been trembling in a corner, rushed over hurriedly.

I nodded quietly at her desperation, like someone who had found an oasis in the desert. No escape now.

'I need to stop this.'

Seeing Luise full of fear, I reached an unavoidable conclusion. I need to end this cat fi—well, I'm not sure if "cat" is the right term, but anyway, this silent war needs to end for Luise to breathe again.

Actually, considering they somewhat restrain themselves in front of me, their prospective brother-in-law, they should also restrain themselves in front of Luise, their prospective sister-in-law. Thinking that way, Luise shouldn't need to be scared—

'If only she wasn't his first love.'

Unfortunately, while the prospective sister-in-law is "prospective," the title of "my man's first love" is ongoing.

Thanks to that, when those two clash, Luise gets scared and hides in a corner, and when the prospective sister-in-law disappears from sight, those two engage in even more fierce verbal combat... a terrible cycle.

'Damn him.'

I glared at Erich, who was still eating cake. In the end, it's Erich's fault for enchanting those two, Erich's fault for being enchanted yet clueless, and Erich's fault for falling for Luise only to be rejected. A miraculous grand slam.

...Still, let's be grateful it hasn't escalated to physical conflict yet.

I decided to stay at the booth like a totem for the rest of the fair. Other club members besides Luise seemed to want that too. From the perspective of guys engaged in their own peaceful yet hopeless romance races, such fierce verbal combat must have been terrifying to watch.

At least the Magic-Ending Duke didn't care whether these youngsters fought or not, but conversely, he couldn't intervene on my behalf because they were too young. It wouldn't be appropriate for a 120-year-old to get involved in a fight between 20 and 18-year-olds.

'End quickly.'

So I prayed earnestly. Please let this fair end as soon as possible.

I wish it would end early due to natural disasters like a typhoon or hail.

Indeed, my choice was not wrong. Giving up the competition and bowing my head was the right decision.

When I was principal, Ernesto Academy's submission was my personal karma, but through that submission, students receiving the Magic-Ending Duke's teachings is a blessing for all of Yuven. Isn't it too generous a gift to obtain by tarnishing just one old man's name?

"As expected of Ernesto's descendants, you understand quickly."

Moreover, the Magic-Ending Duke himself positively mentioned Yuven's hero and called us descendants, though we couldn't even reach our mentor's feet. What an honor this is. The students must have felt the same way, as their faces flushed or they smiled so widely their lips nearly reached their ears.

I didn't blame them for displaying emotions unbecoming of magicians who should always maintain calm minds. If I were young, I would have looked the same as these students.

"Imperial magicians and Yuven magicians may be separated by national borders, but the fact that we lead continental magic remains unchanged. The other's development leads to my competitive spirit, and my competitive spirit leads to our competition. Endless competition is what drives the continent's progress."

Looking at the students, the Magic-Ending Duke continued with a gentle smile. Though we are divided by borders and nationalities, we are comrades working for the advancement of continental magic. Competition is natural, but even that competition will lead to the development of the continent and magic.

Indeed, his words are correct. That's why they're all the more moving. With such a pioneer of continental magic holding such noble ideals, the future of the magical world is incredibly bright.

"Don't consider the advice I've given as everything. Just use it as a small stepping stone when you move forward."

With those words, the Magic-Ending Duke left the classroom. It was somewhat bitter. I felt a sense of loss, as if being expelled from a perfect paradise where everything was abundant.

But I cannot be consumed by that loss. In normal circumstances, we wouldn't even be allowed to set foot in paradise, yet we heard the voice of a god in paradise—how could we complain? Though the Magic-Ending Duke called it a small stepping stone, today's teachings will be a lifelong milestone.

So let us not forget today. If we advance based on these teachings, someday we may surpass the Imperial Academy. Didn't the Magic-Ending Duke say competition is natural? We—no, I—may have lost now, but in the future, we will win.

"Excuse me. Are you Professor Kurt Schere?"

Just as I was about to return to my quarters to review these teachings before the emotion faded, a young man in a black uniform approached.

...A young man with black hair, black eyes, wearing a black uniform.

'Is that the Audit Department Head?'

As a magician, I couldn't fail to recognize him. Beyond being the Imperial Audit Department Head, he's the Magic-Ending Duke's prospective husband.

'What could this be about?'

I hope it's not a troublesome matter.

***

Regrettably—no, fortunately—the early termination due to natural disaster didn't happen. Yes, a fair filled with students' passion couldn't end so meaninglessly. That's only natural.

Thanks to that, I've been spending time mindlessly serving as the booth's totem, but right now I need to step away briefly.

'Kurt Schere.'

I recalled the information I had hastily crammed into my head.

The principal of Ernesto Academy, a big name in Yuven United Kingdom's magical and educational circles. It's easier to think of him as the Yuven version of our principal. They say he had quite a fiery personality in his prime, just as our principal was active in the military when he was young.

'How troublesome.'

And now I have to go meet him. Honestly, it's annoying. While I'm happy to escape my totem role and wander elsewhere, the reason being negotiations with a foreigner I've never met before isn't particularly welcome.

But what can I do? The principal asked very earnestly, and after hearing the circumstances, it was for quite a plausible reason.

"Ernesto Academy intends to sell cookies separately from the auction."

His first statement was concerning. After agreeing to hold an auction to prevent confusion, they planned to supply cookies separately to foreigners.


Of course, knowing our principal wouldn't engage in pointless meddling, I listened quietly. Indeed, he promptly provided a reasonable explanation.

"The funds an academy can mobilize and those a noble can mobilize are on different scales. The former must squeeze within strictly allocated budgets and predetermined uses, so there are inevitable limitations."

Coming from a fellow academy principal, his words were incredibly persuasive.

"While we needn't consider individual circumstances in the auction, we must take into account that Ernesto Academy has swallowed its pride to come all the way to the Empire. Since they've already humbled themselves, we should maximize their practical benefits to maintain an amicable relationship."

"How complicated."

Hearing this, I realized how difficult the world of magicians is. Isn't it standard practice to completely crush an opponent who shows weakness? Apparently, magicians refrain from one-sided domination since they frequently interact with each other.

"So we'll provide some cookies, but we're thinking of receiving something other than money."

The principal's subsequent remarks were impressive. Since nobles would be throwing gold coins at the auction anyway, we should get something from Ernesto Academy that only magicians can provide.

For example, concessions in continental magician seminars, paper disputes, joint development, ruin excavations, and more. He seemed eager to demand Ernesto Academy's concessions in various fields. Given how quickly these ideas emerged, they must have been long-desired issues. Perhaps frustrations accumulated during his time as principal.

"Aren't concessions matters of practical benefit?"

"They've already indicated they want the Magic-Ending Duke's teachings and cookies. They came all the way to the Empire for that, which essentially means they're willing to give up on other matters."

Not being familiar with magicians' methods, I just accepted it. If the expert says so, that must be how it is.

"However, it's awkward for a magician to directly mention concessions, and a meeting between principals at this time would only draw attention. I would appreciate if the Audit Department Head could meet him under the pretext of being the auction organizer."

If only it weren't for that last part. What auction organizer? I'm just the Confectionery Club's advisor whose name was added as a nominal organizer.

Actually, I still find it strange. They're not hypersensitive teenagers with fragile egos—how can magicians be unable to freely discuss concessions among themselves? This level of diplomatic rhetoric is pathological.

I held back only because of my high trust in the principal. If someone who handles his responsibilities so competently made such a request personally, it must truly be a difficult matter.

"Excuse me. Are you Professor Kurt Schere?"

And so here we are. The reason for meeting a foreign dignitary is to sell cookies—it's somewhat demoralizing.

"As the auction organizer through my connection with the Magic-Ending Duke, I wanted to greet you and have a satisfactory conversation."

"How interesting."

Thankfully, it seems this will be a smooth conversation.

The academy takes half of the fair's profits, and clubs take the other half. It might seem strange that the academy takes profits earned by clubs' hard work, but well, they call it tradition. Besides, nobles wouldn't fixate on money earned from booths anyway. They say it's given as a token of gratitude for the academy's teachings.

Therefore, clubs focus on their booth's performance rather than profits themselves. The Confectionery Club was the same last year.

But not anymore.

"Seven cookies sold to Count Pelan for 12 gold coins each."

'Wow.'

The auction finally began on the fair's last day. As the nominal auction organizer, I barely managed to suppress a gasp. If no one had been watching, I might have given a standing ovation.

The Magic-Ending Duke, who's like an honorary member of the Confectionery Club though not an official member or advisor, created cookies that became auction items. Consequently, the outlandish conclusion was reached that this auction's proceeds would count as the Confectionery Club's booth income. The Magic-Ending Duke said he wasn't interested in the profits, and the academy felt awkward taking 100%, so they reached this compromise.

As a result, the Confectionery Club's profits were skyrocketing. A frenzied auction where nothing below gold coins was even mentioned, insane figures matching or exceeding my annual salary casually thrown around. And this was with a relatively large quantity available.


'More expensive than me.'

With a bitter feeling, I looked toward the auction participants and saw Kurt Schere with a disgusted expression.

Fortunately, our conversation with him ended smoothly, and Ernesto Academy successfully secured an appropriate amount of cookies, but seeing the current auction would still be overwhelming. It means that if they hadn't made a backdoor deal with us, Ernesto Academy would have had to participate in this crazy auction and win with money.

Of course, the more overwhelmed they feel, the more grateful they'll be to us for offering the backdoor deal. Please cherish that feeling for a long time, foreigner.

"Oh, brother, do we really get to keep half of this?"

Just as I was about to turn my attention back to the auctioneer, Luise, who came to watch the auction as a Confectionery Club member, spoke with a trembling voice.

Yes, you must be shocked too. How could anyone maintain their composure watching this insane auction where each cookie sells for over 10 gold coins? Moreover, Luise comes from a barony far removed from wealth.

"Can't we just give everything to Master?"

I patted Luise's head as she spoke in an almost tearful voice. Whether she was intimidated by the overwhelming amounts or simply lacked greed, it was a cute question.

"Our club president. Your club budget is going to increase nicely."

"That's not good!"

Seeing Luise's even more tearful expression made me smile. Sorry, but that's money you'll have to manage. What can we do if the Magic-Ending Duke won't accept it?

"Don't think of it too negatively. This is moderate only because the Golden Duke isn't here. If he had participated, he would have swept everything up for at least five times the price."

Ainter, watching the scene, comforted Luise with a faint smile.

Well, I'm not sure if that counts as comfort, but it was meant to be. He's saying the current situation isn't the worst but the second worst, so don't be too sad.

"Five... times..."

Unfortunately, that comfort didn't reach Luise. The terrifying words "five times" were engraved in her brain, leaving her dumbfounded.

But it's true. If the Golden Duke had descended upon the auction hall, he would have beaten other competitors with money.

"Come to think of it, it is strange. The Golden Duke is famous even in Yuven, so why isn't he participating in something like this?"

"He didn't even send a proxy. It seems he's completely uninvolved?"

Meanwhile, I overheard other members whispering. Despite the appearance of the legendary Magic-Ending Duke's special doping cookies, they questioned why the Golden Duke had abandoned the situation.

'Did he really give up?'

The members might not know, but the Golden Duke didn't give up. On the contrary, he contacted me faster than anyone else.

- Audit Department Head. I heard an interesting rumor that the Magic-Ending Duke has created something fascinating.
"Yes, that's correct."
- I'll pay generously, so please send me 30 of them.

Upon contact, he skipped the cumbersome auction process and directly inserted money. And the price he sent was indeed generous.

I don't particularly feel guilty. Isn't it natural for important people to live comfortably?

Besides, if the Golden Duke had personally participated in the auction, he would have taken everything, not just 30. It's fortunate for others, isn't it?

"Six cookies sold to Count Stinel for 14 gold coins each."

Seeing many people happily making purchases improves my mood as well.

The confectionery club won first place at the fair this year, just like last year. It wasn't surprising since we'd expected this result from the beginning. This year, even the cookies personally made by the Magic-Ending Duke were counted as our club's achievement—if we hadn't won first place after that, we would have suspected foul play.

But now it's time to think about other issues beyond this small honor of first place.

"Here, this is Erich's share."
"...Thanks."

I couldn't help but smile bitterly as the heavy pouch was placed in my hand.

After selling the cookies made by the Magic-Ending Duke, half of the proceeds were to go to the confectionery club. No matter how I thought about it, this wasn't money we should keep, but what could we do when the Magic-Ending Duke said he didn't need it? The Academy also reluctantly took only half. Even that half seemed to have been taken against their will.

And so the club—and its president—suddenly found themselves with a large sum of money. Luise, who had become wealthy overnight, was confused and didn't know what to do.

The other members, including myself, comforted her and told her to spend it freely. Or more accurately, we treated it like someone else's problem, watching a fire from across the river.

"Let's split it among everyone!"

And this was the result. Luise, with trembling hands counting the gold coins, committed the outrageous act of dividing all profits equally among the club members. Unable to bear the burden alone, she made everyone her accomplices—a ruthless tactic.

'What should I do with this?'

Though ruthless, her tactic was certainly effective. I now felt the same burden that Luise had been carrying.

Of course, Ainter, Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian remained unfazed. As imperial or royal family members, why would they be surprised by money? They were amazed that selling cookies could earn such an amount, not by the amount itself. So they just smiled at Luise who was desperately trying to make them take the money, showing no other reaction.

But I'm just an ordinary noble. Honestly, attaching the word "ordinary" to the Kracius family seems unconscionable, but compared to imperial and royal families, we are indeed ordinary.

Moreover, I'm merely the second son, not even the heir. I'm not in a position to handle such an amount casually.

"This is Sera's share!"

Luise's voice grew strangely brighter with each distribution. By the time she reached Sera, the final victim, she was almost singing.

"I-I really don't need it. I didn't do anything."
"No one here did nothing. Everyone worked hard, so you should take it."

Luise forcibly pressed the pouch into Sera's hands as she shook her head in horror.

Strange—the conversation itself seems heartwarming, but why does it feel like an evil deed? Sera's teary eyes seem more from fear than emotion.

'Understandable.'

I couldn't help but smile, understanding how Sera must feel. Even I, from an Imperial Count family, find this burdensome—how must Sera feel, coming from a mere baronial family? Moreover, having lived only in mansions and being unfamiliar with luxury, the very concept of gold coins must be foreign to her.

Yet now she had several gold coins in her hand.

"Please take it. It would make me feel better."

At Luise's sincere words, Sera looked at me with trembling eyes, as if begging me to stop Luise.

'Sorry.'

I subtly shook my head at Sera. Sorry, but it's impossible. If I could have stopped her, I wouldn't have accepted the money either. If my brother were here, he might have been able to stop her, but he's unfortunately absent.

"If it's too burdensome to keep, why not send it to your nanny? She'd be happy to know it's the first money you've earned yourself."
"S-should I...?"

Not wanting Sera to feel betrayed if I just shook my head, I offered a reasonable suggestion. Fortunately, it seemed like a good answer, as Sera nodded.


Now that I think about it, it is a good solution. I should send mine to Mother too. Then she can use it for the family, the domain, or whatever she sees fit. Even if she uses it as personal funds, she'll use it more wisely than I would.

On the evening after the fair's award ceremony, a banquet is held. Since the competition during the fair is just an Academy event, this banquet marks the end—a time to let go of all emotions. Well, it's really just a banquet. A joyful conclusion to the festival.

Since visitors to the Academy usually leave before the award ceremony, the banquet is essentially just for Academy students. For students who had been dealing with club seniors as authority figures, it's a comfortable and welcome occasion.

"Erich."
"Oh, Sister?"

I hadn't expected Zenobia to still be here.

Of course, guests leave before the award ceremony because they're busy, not because the Academy pushes them out. But Zenobia is an Imperial Count—I thought she would have left earlier, being busier than most.

"Congratulations on first place. You worked hard."

Zenobia handed me a handkerchief with a bright smile. The unexpected gift made me smile.

"I was thinking of giving you a bouquet, but I thought a handkerchief would be better. Do they still wear out quickly these days?"
"Always. Three months is considered long-lasting."

Rolling around during training causes handkerchiefs to wear out quickly. It's been that way since I was young, and it hasn't changed. I've been regularly buying new ones.

I was actually planning to buy one soon, and now I've received this.

"Thank you. I'll use it well."
"Good. Be careful with it this time."

After saying that, Zenobia turned her attention to Sera and spoke to her first.

"Hello, Sera. It's getting late, and you still have to attend the banquet. Aren't you tired?"

I couldn't help but smile at her concern for the somewhat frail Sera. They must have met for the first time during this fair, yet she's showing such concern. I'm glad they seem to get along well.

"I'm fine. If I couldn't handle this much, I wouldn't have been admitted. Rather, I'm touched that you, Countess, who must be so busy, are still here with us."

Sera seemed pleased by Zenobia's words and responded with a slight smile.

Honestly, I'm touched too. I would have understood if she had just visited for a day and left, but she stayed until the last day of the booth operation, contributing to our sales. And she even stayed for the banquet to congratulate us. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't grateful.

"I was the one who said I'd help you, Sister, yet you came first. I feel embarrassed."

When I jokingly spoke up, Zenobia's eyes widened in surprise.

She probably didn't expect me to suddenly bring up childhood memories. I'm embarrassed to talk about my childhood too, but after being teased by Sera about my knight aspirations, I've come to accept it. What difference does one embarrassing memory or two make?

"You remember that?"

I nodded at Zenobia, who murmured in surprise. I have a fairly good memory, along with decent physical abilities.

"I might forget what others say, but I remember what I've said."

Ideally, I'd remember both, of course. If that's impossible due to memory limitations, I should at least remember my own words.

It makes maintaining relationships easier.

***


Unlike last year, this year we decided to go to the banquet separately. Luise would enter with the faculty advisor, and Erich needed to spend quality time with Sera, so moving as a club would be inconvenient.

Besides, with Luise, Erich, and Sera gone, only four gloomy men would remain, and I don't particularly want to enter the banquet hall with just men. An Armein knight escorts ladies to banquets, not other men.

So after resting in the dormitory for a while, I headed to the banquet hall—

'This is bad.'

Near the banquet hall, I spotted Erich, Sera, and Count Horpelt gathered together. I hadn't expected external guests to still be at the Academy.

At the same time, I was impressed. Someone who defies common sense for their purpose. A rare indomitable spirit even in Armein. I just hadn't expected to witness it in a love triangle.

'At least he's an outsider, which is fortunate.'

Fortunately, Count Horpelt is an external guest, not an Academy official. He can stay for the banquet as it's part of the fair schedule, but he'll have no reason to remain at the Academy afterward. At least we won't have to witness the confrontation between Sera and Count Horpelt anymore.

That aside, I'm impressed for a different reason now.

'Why... doesn't he realize?'

Looking at Erich standing between Sera and Count Horpelt, I couldn't help but wonder.

As soon as I saw Sera, I knew she had feelings for Erich, and when I saw Count Horpelt, I realized he felt the same way. How can the person directly involved not see what even a socially inept person like me can see? If Erich were completely uninterested in romance, I'd understand, but considering he once had feelings for Luise, that's not the case.

He even noticed when Luise fell for our faculty advisor. He's not insensitive to love, so why?

'Is he doing this on purpose?'

I even wondered if that might be the case. Perhaps he's pretending to be oblivious because he doesn't know what decision to make?

But that expression is genuine. Not an act, but pure obliviousness. I almost wish it were an act.

"Lyutis?"

While I was watching the three with mixed feelings, I heard Ainter's voice behind me.

"What are you doing hiding—"

Ainter, who had turned his head following my gaze, quickly closed his mouth and hid behind the tree like me.

"...Should we go back?"
"That would be better."

I nodded at his wise suggestion. I definitely don't have the courage to insert myself into that situation.

'He'll figure it out.'

Just before turning away, I looked at Erich, who still wore a peaceful smile.

Yes, he'll figure it out. Though his perceptiveness has mysteriously vanished now that he's the one receiving love, he can still take care of himself. At least he won't get stabbed by either of them.

'Our faculty advisor was the same way.'

I suddenly remembered our faculty advisor from the second semester last year. When we were all infatuated with Luise and acting foolishly, he helped us while holding the back of his neck in exasperation. Yet when he became the object of Luise's affection, he miraculously failed to notice anything.

I didn't expect Erich to demonstrate his brotherhood with him in this way.

The banquet celebrating the end of the fair proceeded quite impressively. Irina, who had been tied up preparing the Horticulture Club booth, finally joined us after a long time, and with her addition, I proudly entered the banquet hall accompanied by four women.

Thanks to that, I received quite a few heated glances. If I got such attention with just four women, I wonder how intense the stares would be if all six of us were together. It was a moment when I developed a strange respect for the Golden Duke.

Of course, I'm past the stage of being swayed by others' gazes. From the beginning, others should be the ones watching me, not the other way around. If I carry myself with confidence, it doesn't matter how others look at me. I just realized this a bit late.

However, I can only describe the banquet as impressive because I witnessed a scene that couldn't be helped despite this realization.

'What an idiot.'

I massaged the back of my neck as yesterday's events came flooding back. Erich caught between Sera and Count Horpelt. That was a situation where my confidence was meaningless. What solution could I possibly have as an older brother when my younger sibling was digging his own grave?

Actually, when he was caught between the two women, I almost had PTSD flashbacks to last year's birthday celebration for the Crown Princess, but my anxiety quickly subsided when I saw Erich's calm expression. While I was constantly reading the room between those two, that bastard showed no signs of distress.

'I'm the one who fell off the horse.'

It's strange. Clearly my body suffered the riding accident, so why is it Erich's intelligence and social awareness that got damaged? Perhaps brothers' bodies somehow synchronize with each other?

Anyway, the fierce verbal duel between Sera and Count Horpelt, the intriguing situation of the Audit Department Head's brother with two women by his side (despite being famous for having six lovers), and the Pastry Club members' shock at seeing Erich's peaceful demeanor amidst it all—all these bizarre elements combined to deeply engrave the banquet in everyone's memory.

'At least he didn't dance.'

I massaged the back of my neck more vigorously as my forehead began to throb. Yes, it's fortunate that Erich didn't dance. If he had, there would have been chaos over who he danced with first.

Thankfully, perhaps with Enen's help, Erich showed no interest in dancing, claiming fatigue, and both Sera and Count Horpelt remained silent in the face of his firm refusal. Dancing is meant to foster goodwill with a partner; forcing someone who doesn't want to dance defeats the purpose.

...But was he really tired? Or did he perhaps sense something strange and make an excuse?

'No way.'

After brief consideration, I quickly reached a conclusion. Absolutely not. If he had that level of intelligence and awareness left, things wouldn't have gotten to this point.

Besides, while Erich may lack social awareness, he's not malicious by nature. He's not the type to knowingly disregard others' feelings without reason. Especially since he's experienced unrequited love himself.

"It's been a while since I've made tea myself, so it took longer than expected."

While I continued massaging my neck, Gerhardt returned with the tea, smiling lightly.

"My, you should hire a new teaching assistant soon."
"Haha, I'd like to, but history isn't very popular. I suppose I should use this opportunity to improve my tea-making skills."

I lowered my hand from my neck and responded, only to receive a somewhat sad reply. Though his answer was mixed with laughter, it somehow made my heart heavy.

Still, judging by Gerhardt's expression, he didn't seem dissatisfied with not having an assistant. Well, someone who would research history—especially the minor field of northern nomads—wouldn't be concerned about lacking staff. Perhaps he even prefers being able to focus on research without anyone to look after.

"Besides, after having Christina as my assistant, I doubt any ordinary candidate would satisfy me."

I felt strange watching Gerhardt shrug. A professor praising his graduated graduate student—it almost looked like a slave owner lamenting the loss of a good slave.

Of course, I quickly dismissed that thought as disrespectful to both Gerhardt and Christina. It would be insulting to call people who chose the path of learning and progress for slaves or slave owners. They're simply martyrs who chose a more difficult path than others, certainly not sinners.

"Next time we meet, she'll be a teacher rather than an assistant, I suppose."

As I gently changed the subject, Gerhardt quietly shook his head.

I immediately got goosebumps at his response. What? Is she still an assistant? I thought her thesis deadline was extended, but did she fail her defense?

'What should I do?'


Guilt crept in. Even with the extended deadline, Christina had to hastily write a new thesis. It's understandable if the quality wasn't up to par.

In the end, it was because I threw Christina's thesis in the trash that she failed to escape her master's program. At this point, I should appeal to the Compilation Department—

"She did complete her assistant period, but you won't see Teacher Christina at the Academy while you're here as an Inspector."

I was relieved to hear she had successfully completed her master's program. At least I hadn't completely ruined someone's life. No need to investigate the Compilation Department.

But this raised a new question. While it's natural for her to be resting during the early days of marriage, Christina had always seemed quite enthusiastic despite her fatigue. I thought she would immediately start working as a teacher once she shed the assistant title.

"I heard Christina recently received life from Enen. She said she wants to raise the child herself without a nanny."

As if to answer my question, Gerhardt immediately explained the situation.

I see, so it's not just a honeymoon break but maternity and childcare leave.

"That's wonderful news."

This bastard Section Chief 2, keeping such joyous news to himself.

It's a superior's duty to immediately reprimand subordinates who withhold celebratory news.

"Congratulations on your second generation."

Section Chief 2 let out a hollow laugh at my abrupt congratulations.

- What's this about? Where did you hear that?
"From your wife's former boss."

At those words, Section Chief 2 furrowed his brow before letting out a small gasp. This bastard had completely forgotten about Gerhardt's existence.

Anyway, after receiving congratulations directly from his superior, he seemed touched and kept letting out awkward laughs. He must be so happy that he can only laugh.

- I tried to keep it secret, but I've been found out immediately.

But regardless of his happiness, I need to press him on certain matters. His statement just revealed that he deliberately concealed this joyous news.

"Seriously? You're hiding something as important as having a child?"
- I was planning to tell everyone when the time was right. They say you need to be careful about everything during early pregnancy, and I didn't want unnecessary commotion.

His explanation sounded like nonsense yet was somehow convincing, leaving me without a proper rebuttal. Honestly, having never experienced pregnancy myself, I don't know if what he's saying is correct.

- And I heard that pregnant women shouldn't see anything unsightly during prenatal education.
"You little bastard."

I suddenly became something "unsightly." This guy really has no filter with his superior.

- What's wrong with that? Frankly speaking, if Section Chief 3 starts doing backflips or Section Chief 1 brings some weird things as gifts, wouldn't that be more unsightly?

This time his words were so perfect that I couldn't open my mouth. I could even visualize it naturally.

The inherently unsightly Section Chief 3 doing backflips to congratulate the pregnancy, and Section Chief 1 bringing nightmarishly ominous objects as gifts. I can vividly imagine Christina fainting at the sight. If I were in Section Chief 2's position, I'd probably want to avoid that too.

As I remained silent, Section Chief 2 nodded with a triumphant expression, as if asking if I now understood his profound reasoning.

- So please keep this confidential for now, Department Head.

The heart of a husband who wants to show only good things to his wife and the child she's preciously carrying. Truly beautiful and deserving of applause.


"I'm sorry."
- ...Pardon?

But it was already too late.

In the past, I would have immediately contacted Section Chief 2 upon hearing news about his junior. Then I would have witnessed his paternal instinct and sense of responsibility before keeping quiet. I would have thought, "Even this crazy guy genuinely cares about his family."

However, I'm also in the same boat with a (prospective) family. Now I have someone I contact first when I hear something interesting or amusing.

"I already told Erzsebet."
- Ah.

I quietly ended the call as Section Chief 2 let out what sounded like a death rattle.

But was it my imagination? Just before ending the call, I thought I heard Section Chief 1's voice calling for Section Chief 2.

Well, it doesn't matter. It's more joyful to receive congratulations from many people.

That night, Section Chief 1 called me first.

- That's really too much. How could he hide his baby news? Is he ashamed of us?

I couldn't deny her words, which were accompanied by indignant snorts. I understood why Section Chief 2 had kept quiet.

"He's probably just being sensitive since it's his first child."

I only stated the obvious while maintaining neutrality. Fortunately, Section Chief 1 didn't seem interested in arguing further, as she didn't challenge my statement. Or perhaps she had already vented all her disappointment to Section Chief 2 and was now feeling relieved.

I'm sorry, Section Chief 2. This was my fault for being careless. I thought you were keeping quiet for some trivial reason because of your reputation.

- I just heard from senior today too. Seems like keeping secrets is the trend these days.

I was about to nod unconsciously but froze. There's only one person she calls "senior," isn't there?

"...Senior?"
- Yes. She got pregnant at the end of last year but kept it secret just in case. She said she's entering a stable period now and will make an announcement soon.

Section Chief 1 spoke as casually as if saying "I had steak for dinner tonight," but the content was far from trivial.

Until now, there had been no children between the Crown Prince and Crown Princess. This means the child conceived this time is the first imperial grandchild and, barring any unforeseen circumstances, the legitimate heir who will lead the next generation of the Empire.

'So he's human after all.'

I was surprised in a different way than when I heard about Section Chief 2's junior. His behavior was so dog-like that I thought he wasn't capable of having human offspring, but the fact that he's having a child proves he's biologically human after all.

'I should at least offer my congratulations.'

The joyous event of the first imperial grandchild—if I hadn't known, I might have let it pass, but now that I know, I can't ignore it.

Although it's before the official announcement, the fact that the Crown Princess leaked her pregnancy to Section Chief 1 in advance was an action taken with the expectation that it would reach my ears. It's only right to offer congratulations before other nobles start making a fuss.

Fortunately, tomorrow is the weekend, so I'll have time to go up there. While I'm at it, I should see Section Chief 1 and Section Chief 4 too.

'It's fortunate he's still in the country.'

I thought Section Chief 4 would be dispatched to the North as soon as I went to the Academy, but surprisingly, he's still active domestically. Thanks to that, I've been able to communicate with him daily through the communication channel. Didn't he say he was going to extract dragon blood before heading to the North?

Anyway, Section Chief 4 has it tough. If it's a dragon-related mission, he should be operating near the Capital, so I must meet him.


As soon as dawn broke, I rushed to the Magic-Ending Duke to request teleportation. When I suddenly announced I was going to the Capital, I received suspicious glances, but once I explained I'd finish quickly and meet with the Section Chief of the 1st and 4th Sections, he immediately agreed. The Magic-Ending Duke, being the eldest among my lovers, becomes remarkably generous when issues involve the other lovers. It's a positive development that makes me feel content.

"Darling, are you sure nothing's wrong? This isn't another disciplinary matter, is it?"
"I told you it's nothing like that. I couldn't get disciplined even if I wanted to."

Nevertheless, concern and suspicion lingered in the Magic-Ending Duke's eyes until the moment I arrived at the Capital.

It's disappointing that he seems to think of me as a delinquent official who's constantly getting disciplined, but unfortunately, it's not entirely incorrect. In truth, most of my trips to the Capital during my Academy assignment period were for disciplinary reasons. He might reasonably assume this trip is for the same reason.

"If I were going for discipline, I'd be too embarrassed to mention it. This is something I can finish quickly, so don't worry."

I said this while embracing the Magic-Ending Duke, who was still looking at me with moist eyes. Honestly, why would I bother requesting teleportation from a lover just to receive discipline? I would have quietly gone alone.

From the beginning, if that bastard Crown Prince wanted me disciplined, he'd personally send a teleportation mage to capture me. Saying it like that makes him sound like a slave hunter.

"Alright, I understand. But if anything happens, please tell me."

When I hugged him, the Magic-Ending Duke embraced me back and whispered softly. That's only natural. If anyone tries to harass me through unofficial channels rather than proper discipline, I'm fully prepared to counterattack with the Magic-Ending Duke's power.

By the way, I'm glad the Magic-Ending Duke seems to be developing a tolerance for physical contact. He used to tremble uncontrollably at the slightest touch.

"I'll tell you right away, so rest at the mansion. The butler will show you around."

No sooner had I finished speaking than I felt a familiar vibration.

That steady BPM—this is definitely the Magic-Ending Duke I know.

'Not completely immune yet, I see.'

Of course, offering a mansion tour implies welcoming him as the lady of the house, so his reaction is understandable. Margareta also mentioned she was pleased when the butler gave her a tour.

Anyway, having shown both Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke around, I should give Luise and Irina tours during the summer vacation too.

I went to the Crown Prince's Palace empty-handed. It might seem strange to visit without a gift when congratulating someone on their second child, but the Crown Princess's pregnancy is still confidential. In such circumstances, the Audit Department Head arriving at the Crown Prince's Palace bearing gifts would attract too much unwanted attention.

Besides, it's impossible to select a gift worthy of the Imperial Family in just one day, so it makes sense to visit first and send a gift later.

But what should I send? I'd need experience exchanging such gifts to choose something appropriate.

'Of all things, a gift for the Crown Princess.'

It's giving me a headache. If I were congratulating the Crown Prince, a few bottles of liquor would suffice, but the person who's actually pregnant is the Crown Princess. I don't care if the Crown Prince is satisfied—I need to send something the Crown Princess will appreciate.

Something safe like jewelry? But that's too ordinary. Any jewelry I could procure, the Crown Princess probably already owns. Or perhaps fine fabric for baby clothes? That might be necessary, but it seems too early.

'...I'll think about it later.'

After turning it over in my mind a few times, I gave up completely. It would be easier to consult with the Victorious Duke or discuss it with my butler.

Or asking Margareta for advice would be a good approach. With many nieces and nephews, she'd know what makes a good gift.

***

Recently, I've developed a peculiar habit. As the Crown Princess enters her fourth month of pregnancy with her belly beginning to show, stroking that belly has become the joy of my day.

This would have been unimaginable before, but any man who has become a father would understand. To think my child is inside my beloved wife's belly! It's only natural to be drawn to it, wanting to touch it as often as possible.

"My dear, your belly just moved. Did our child kick from inside?"

And while touching her belly, I can communicate with our child like this—


"That was me moving, Your Highness."
"Oh."

It was my mistake. Strange, I was certain our child had kicked, asking to play.

"What a quiet and thoughtful child."

But to remain quiet despite boredom, not wanting to trouble the mother—what a kind and considerate child! I'm not sure, but the child must take after the Crown Princess.

—No sooner had I thought this than the Crown Princess's belly briefly stirred.

"Ah, it just moved."

The Crown Princess stroked her belly with a bright voice. This time, it seems the child really did kick.

Already toying with father's emotions—what a clever child. The Empire's future is truly bright.

'Your future will be bright too.'

With a contented heart, I stroked the Crown Princess's belly again. Unlike my father who came from a cadet branch, or myself as the eldest son of a concubine, this child is the legitimate heir. The shackles that my father and I were born with won't burden this child. If this child succeeds me, it will be the first emperor with true legitimacy in a long time.

Father must feel the same way and will strengthen this child's legitimacy. Perhaps he'll name the child Crown Grandson before abdicating? That would create perfect legitimacy.

*Knock knock*

As I was making a commitment to raise this child well, there came a knock at the door.

"Your Highness. The Audit Department Head is here."

Hearing Lord Hendrik's voice from outside, I glanced up. The Crown Princess leaked news of her pregnancy just yesterday, and he's already here a day later—his actions are indeed swift.

"Very well, tell him to enter."

In a way, he's a visitor interrupting my time with the Crown Princess, but if that visitor is coming to congratulate her on her pregnancy, he's welcome. The more people who offer congratulations, the happier the occasion.

Especially when the visitor is a pillar who will support the Empire for decades to come—how could I not be pleased?

'Only twenty-two now.'

I couldn't help but recall the Audit Department Head's age. A young man barely in his twenties—with proper health management, he could live another 60 years. No, with the Magic-Ending Duke by his side, perhaps even longer.

Meanwhile, I can't guarantee even 40 years, let alone 60. The Emperor's duties are heavy, so I'll likely die before the Audit Department Head or abdicate early. Either way, my child will succeed me as Emperor, and it's important that the Audit Department Head will still be active then.

'A loyal servant who serves three generations.'

My mind is at peace. Nothing could be more reassuring than having the Audit Department Head assist my child. Given his character, he won't disrespect someone younger than himself, and being the Crown Princess's child, he won't treat them coldly.

...Thinking about it, I feel somewhat regretful. If only the Audit Department Head could live 120 years instead of 60, I'd be truly at ease.

***

The moment I opened the door, I was startled by the scene before me. The Crown Princess sitting in a chair, and the Crown Prince kneeling before her.

What is this? If the Crown Prince is kneeling, should I kneel too? No, if the Crown Prince is on his knees, perhaps I should prostrate myself—

"Your Highness. You're making the Audit Department Head uncomfortable."
"Oh my. I've shown an embarrassing sight to the Audit Department Head."

Fortunately, when the Crown Princess spoke gently, the Crown Prince rose from his position. As expected of the Crown Princess, the only conscience in the Imperial Family. I knew I could count on her.


"Kal Kracius, heir to the Kracius Family and Audit Department Head of the Ministry of Finance, greets the small sun and moon of the Empire."
"Welcome. I'm glad to see your face despite your busy schedule."

As the Crown Prince stood on both feet, I quickly bowed, and the Crown Prince responded in a calm voice. If he knows I'm busy, wouldn't it be better not to summon me at all? Leaking pregnancy news to the Section Chief of the 1st Section is practically an invitation.

Still, since this concerns the Imperial Grandson, I'll endure.

Yes, I'll endure, but...

'Why are you looking at me like that?'

As soon as I straightened up, my eyes met the Crown Prince's. His eyes held an extremely bizarre emotion that's uncomfortable to describe.

What's with this guy? He never had a particularly pleasant expression, but now his gaze is chilling. It's like the look of a dog catcher spotting a stray dog wandering alone in a rural village.

"How could I remain still after hearing such joyous news for the entire Empire? I offer my congratulations, Your Highness."

Instinctively repelled by his gaze, I hastily changed the subject. I came to offer congratulations—I can't leave in terror.

"The Audit Department Head's loyalty is always admirable."
"You flatter me."

Thankfully, it seemed to be a successful diversion as the Crown Prince nodded with a satisfied expression.

"I too shall greatly celebrate when I hear of the Audit Department Head's joyous news, so bring me word quickly."

Or not? Did I change the subject incorrectly?

It's clearly a blessing meant for a prospective groom, but it sounds oddly ominous. Am I imagining things, or does it sound like he's telling me to produce labor force to succeed me?

"Audit Department Head."

Still, since it's outwardly a blessing, I was responding with appropriate nods when the Crown Princess's voice rang out.

"Thank you for coming to congratulate us in person. The child seems pleased to see you too and is greeting you."

The Crown Princess smiled warmly while stroking her belly, and seeing this, the Crown Prince knelt before her again and joined in stroking it.

It's nice to see love overflowing between family members, but couldn't they do this when subordinates aren't present? As a subordinate, it's quite awkward to see a superior kneeling.

"I'm grateful for your words. If the Imperial Grandson looks upon me favorably, perhaps he will also look kindly upon my children who will serve him."

Though awkward, I couldn't remain silent. I smiled appropriately and offered a safe response—

"Of course. You'll be a minister serving this child, so why would he look unfavorably upon your children?"

?

'This son of a—'

You bastard, what's that supposed to mean?

Even for a Crown Prince, that crosses a line. Even Hwang Hui retired before King Sejong died—are you telling me to be like Hwang Hui who served King Munjong too? Are you even human?

"It would be truly reassuring to have the Audit Department Head watching over us."

But seeing the Crown Princess's eyes sparkle with joy, I couldn't bring myself to deny it.

"...You flatter me."

Damn it.

I felt like I was about to become a high minister serving a foolish king as I tried to escape quickly, but I was caught by the Crown Princess's invitation to at least have a meal before leaving. An invitation to stay for food is hard to refuse.

In truth, I could have politely declined. Having breakfast at someone else's home is somewhat burdensome, and the Crown Princess might have been making the offer out of courtesy. But our last conversation had essentially been "You're a slave I'll pass down to my children." What kind of face would I show if I ran away after that?

With our last conversation being so inappropriate, the Crown Prince and Crown Princess would likely continue discussing that topic, and the idea of inheriting me as a slave could evolve from an impulsive comment into a concrete plan. I needed to prevent that.

"Having breakfast together makes me feel like we're family. This is truly heartwarming."

The Crown Prince's words, mixed with laughter, made my teeth clench. Family? What nonsense from this bastard.

"Your words are too generous. How can you say such things to a mere servant who is nothing but a guest?"

"Even a guest becomes like family after spending enough time together. I believe the Audit Department Head will become such a guest to the Imperial Family."

His words made my skin crawl even more. Isn't this the mindset of a slave owner who intends to keep me in active service to feed me indefinitely? Evil bastard. In your next life, I hope you get a boss just like yourself.

"Hehe, who knows? We might really become family."

I could only offer an awkward smile at the Crown Princess's finishing blow. Unlike the Crown Prince's horrifying statement, unfortunately, the Crown Princess's words had a decent chance of coming true.

From the Crown Princess's perspective, I'm someone close to her father, the Victorious Duke, so I'm trustworthy. From the Crown Prince's view, I'm from the Imperial Count family that has sworn loyalty for 300 years. Considering the problems with the current Emperor's Empress and Imperial Consort's families for various reasons, I might be a good choice.

Of course, I hate the idea. I'm already going crazy, so why would I want to be connected to the Imperial Family and suffer more? Perhaps I would face opposition due to too much power being concentrated in one family—

'Wait, that's good?'

Thinking about it, wouldn't opposition be beneficial? What better justification could there be for submitting a resignation?

Suddenly, I felt at peace. Still, pushing for a political marriage would weigh on my conscience. I hope one of my children turns out charming enough to captivate a member of the Imperial Family... or it would be fine if an Imperial grandchild fell for my child.

"The Crown Princess is right. The Audit Department Head's family is destined for prosperity, so his children might indeed become connected to the Imperial Family."

How strange. It's the same statement the Crown Princess made, but coming from the Crown Prince, it sounds incredibly sinister. I suppose the messenger matters more than the message.

"By the way, I envy the Audit Department Head. With many wives, you must experience the joy of seeing your children many times over."

Looking at the Crown Prince laughing, I was certain. The messenger definitely matters. If someone else had said it, I would have taken it as a simple well-wish, but when this bastard says it, it feels like provocation.

But what could I do? His status is overwhelming, so I can't directly curse at him, and with the Crown Princess watching, I hesitate to even respond sarcastically. All I can do is smile and endure.

Fortunately, thanks to his comment about wives, someone else stepped in to restrain him without me having to intervene.

"So Your Highness feels less happy because you have fewer wives."

A voice noticeably colder than before. Thanks to that, the Crown Prince's laughing face froze in place.

'What an idiot.'

I felt immensely relieved. That's what happens when you run your mouth carelessly.

With a lighter heart, I finished my meal and escaped the Crown Prince's palace. Although there was an incident that upset the Crown Princess, her anger was directed entirely at the Crown Prince, so I could comfortably watch from the sidelines.

What a fool. For a man with only one wife to mention the number of wives is quite a spectacular self-destruction. Others might misunderstand his words as envying those with many wives. Happily—no, regrettably, the Crown Princess was among those who misunderstood.

I hope this incident teaches the Crown Prince not to speak so carelessly. They say the mouth is the door that invites disaster.

'I'm sure he knows better.'

Though he just committed insane self-sabotage, before his appointment as Crown Prince, he was a master of reading situations who survived the crazy assassination attempts from the Second Prince's faction. He must know better than anyone how to watch his words.

But thinking about it makes me even more annoyed. It means he let his guard down while focusing on mocking me. Is he truly insane?

'Bastard.'


Still, I could quickly end these negative thoughts.

"Department Heaaaad!"

I couldn't be thinking about the Crown Prince when seeing the Section Chief of the 1st Section after so long.

The Section Chief of the 1st Section came running out of the Masalo family mansion. On weekdays, I would have had to go to the Audit Department to see her, but since it was the weekend, she was at the mansion. I was worried she might have gone to work on the weekend, but fortunately, she hadn't.

"Have you been well?"

I waved my hand to greet her.

"We talked just yesterday. Of course I've been well!"
"Talking and seeing in person are different."

At those words, the Section Chief grinned and poked my side. She seemed to really like what I just said.

"Hehe, but it's troublesome if you come all the way to the Capital just to see me~ Our Department Head, are you having trouble adjusting to the Academy?"

I'm sorry, but I'm adjusting well. Unlike last year, I have three workers now, so it's extremely comfortable. Honestly, I was starting to forget about the Capital.

Of course, if I told the Section Chief that, she would immediately collapse and start wailing, so I held back.

"I came up to see Her Highness the Crown Princess."

But I had no intention of hiding the truth. If it weren't for news about the Imperial grandchild, I wouldn't have come up today.

"Wow, is the Imperial Family more important than your lover?"
"Yes."

The Section Chief protested as if feeling neglected, and I gave a firm, short answer. Both of us burst into laughter at my response.

The Imperial Family is indeed more important. They pay our salaries, so how could anything be more important?

"Since you came all the way to the mansion, I'll make time for you!"
"Thanks, I appreciate it."

The Section Chief didn't seem truly upset as she linked arms with me and moved on. After all, she was the one who told me about the Crown Princess's pregnancy, so she probably expected me to come to the Capital today.

"Let's go inside! It's still cold in the morning!"

With a bright smile, the Section Chief grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the mansion.

***

I hummed as I prepared refreshments. Though a maid could have done it, I wanted to prepare it myself for the Department Head whom I was seeing after a long time. They say lovers are touched when you take care of them personally.

I would have preferred to prepare a meal rather than just refreshments, but I gave up since my skills aren't quite there yet. I can't risk ruining an important meal with experimentation. Even though the Department Head will eat almost anything, it's human nature to want to serve something delicious.

'Should I learn baking too?'

I seriously considered this while looking at the cookies on the plate.

The Department Head must already be eating cookies made by Luise regularly, and recently Beatrix has started making cookies too. When other lovers are giving homemade cookies, am I just giving store-bought ones? I can't help but compare.

Alright, I'll study when I have time. If Beatrix could learn quickly, why couldn't I?

"Is black tea okay?"
"Shouldn't you ask that before brewing it?"

I pouted at his blunt response. This was supposed to be the moment when he said, "Anything you make is fine."


"Anything is fine, just serve it."

I decided to let it go since it was close enough to what I wanted to hear.

Right, expecting a high level of sensitivity from someone younger than me might be asking too much. I'll be understanding.

"It's been a while since I've seen store-bought goods."

My heart sank when the Department Head smiled slightly as I set down the refreshments.

He probably meant it as a joke rather than criticism, but hearing such a comment while I was already worried about the baking issue made me anxious.

'I need to study right away.'

I'll start as soon as the Department Head leaves. I shouldn't wait for free time; I should make time for it.

"Store-bought items have a consistent taste."
"That's true."

I tried to respond casually. Showing my concern would only make the Department Head uncomfortable too.

"By the way, Penelia said she'll be back before dinner."

I casually mentioned this to the Department Head as he was drinking tea. Saying this meant he would probably go to see Penelia in the afternoon, but Penelia would also want to see the Department Head after a long time. I can't monopolize him.

"Really? That's sooner than expected."
"With dragons, piercing the scales is the challenge, but extracting the blood itself doesn't take long."

Surprisingly, Penelia and the Charcoal Division were on a domestic mission rather than being dispatched to the North. Currently, they're collecting dragon blood, which is considered a premium material for magicians.

Extracting dragon blood requires piercing their scales, which not just anyone can do, but once pierced, the process is quick. With Penelia's abilities, she could finish the job and return promptly.

"It was four dragons this time, right?"
"Yes. Penelia was only assigned the dragons living near the Capital, while other units handled the rest."

The Department Head nodded calmly at my explanation. Penelia must be working hard. Handling even one dragon would be troublesome, let alone four.

Still, they say there used to be ten dragons living near the Capital in the past, so maybe this is fortunate?

***

I just nodded as I listened to the Section Chief's explanation. Though I've lived in this world for nearly six years now, I still find dragon stories complicated.

Typically, dragons are portrayed as either magnificent beings or unstoppable evil forces. Either way, they're overwhelming powers that humans cannot oppose. However, the dragons in this world are not such beings. More precisely, they were once, but not anymore.

Around the early days of the Apels Empire, human magical power and technology developed dramatically, reaching a level where they could subjugate dragons. Of course, such subjugation still required accepting considerable casualties, but there's a huge difference between an impossible enemy and a defeatable boss monster.

'Those Apels people, seriously.'

In the continental academic circles of history and biology, there's a saying: "If something strange happens, half the time Apels is the culprit." It reminds me of a certain country from before my possession, though in this world, Apels boasted even worse character than that country.

When the possibility of dragon subjugation appeared, they began exterminating dragons without concern for military casualties, and as a result, the dragon population plummeted dramatically during the Apels era. There were serious concerns about extinction.

Many things happened afterward, but the conclusion was that the dragons, who had been tormented by Apels, joined hands with Kfelopen to destroy Apels. They say Emperor Eimanka rode the Dragon Lord of that era while commanding his troops.

Anyway, the dragons who suffered under Apels reached a grand compromise with Kfelopen, and one part of that compromise was the periodic provision of blood. It was a strange agreement: rather than dying and giving everything at once, they would live longer and provide periodically if humans would stop bothering them.

"They say dragons lived in the Imperial Palace during the founding era, but nowadays they all live in mountains or caves, which makes it troublesome."

The Section Chief added that if they were still in the Imperial Palace like before, Penelia would have finished quickly, but I barely heard her.

What kind of dragon would live in the Imperial Palace...

After extracting blood from three dragons and visiting the final cave, I approached the golden dragon residing there. The moment I pricked the final specimen, I sensed this would be more challenging than the others—and sadly, my premonitions are always right.

It was incredibly difficult. Compared to the previous three specimens, this one's scales were so tough I had to use all my strength to pierce through. My hands are still trembling from the effort.

"Is it finished?"

While I was collecting the blood from my blade into a vial, a deep voice resonated from above. Despite seeming to speak softly, the dragon's voice echoed throughout the entire cave due to its massive size.

"Yes, it's all done. Thank you for your cooperation."
"Think nothing of it. As a child, following my parent's agreement is only natural."

The dragon made what appeared to be a slight head shake. From a human perspective, looking up at such a massive creature made it difficult to discern its exact movements, but I could tell the response was friendly.

Since the founding of the Empire, detailed records have been kept about dragons—which regions they inhabit, their ages, temperaments, preferred foods, and if they relocated, where they went and why. Based on these records, the Empire has maintained peaceful relations with dragons.

This particular dragon, born about 300 years ago, is exceptionally friendly toward humans—specifically, the Livnoman Imperial Family.

"By the way, Corvus, how is that child doing these days?"

The dragon had been watching my men transfer the vials when it casually asked this question, causing my body to freeze. Referring to the Emperor by his given name and treating him like a child would normally be considered treasonous, but this dragon had every right to do so.

"He's transferring duties to the Crown Prince. I believe he'll abdicate soon."
"Ah, already at that point? It's sad how quickly humans age even after just a short time."

I couldn't respond to the dragon's lament. Short time? The Emperor has been on the throne for decades.

But this dragon, born during the reign of Emperor Eimanka, has witnessed the rule of every Kfelopen emperor throughout history. It's living imperial history itself. In fact, newly crowned emperors traditionally visit this dragon with their closest confidants after their coronation ceremony.

It might seem excessive for emperors to come in person rather than sending representatives, but it can't be helped.

"Still, I envy him. That child will soon see his father."

This dragon is Emperor Eimanka's child. It's also the only offspring of the legendary Dragon Lord who carried Emperor Eimanka across battlefields. This makes it a special existence to both the Empire and dragonkind.

"Oh dear, I've said strange things to a child who has no connection to this."

After falling silent for a moment, seemingly lost in memories, the dragon moved its tail. The motion pushed a pile of objects in front of me.

"Labor deserves compensation. These are my scales and claws. Take them all."
"...Pardon?"

I responded late, caught off guard by the unexpected offer. Intact dragon scales and claws are precious materials, almost as valuable as dragon blood. Unlike blood, which can be extracted periodically by just piercing the scales, obtaining intact scales and claws requires waiting for a dragon to shed.

Unfortunately, shedding occurs at random intervals. Moreover, dragons typically dislike the remnants of their bodies and usually burn them immediately after shedding.

"I shed two years ago. Knowing you would come soon, I collected these instead of disposing of them."

But this dragon had endured the discomfort and saved them.

"Thank you. We'll use them wisely for the Imperial Family and the Empire."
"That's fine. This is a gift for a hardworking child, so use them however you wish."

I stared blankly at the dragon.

However I... wish?


***

"...So you brought these to me?"
"Yes."

I couldn't help but chuckle at the Section Chief of the 4th Section, whose eyes sparkled as if seeking praise. When she first arrived laden with scales and claws, I thought she might have become a dragon slayer, but apparently, they were peacefully handed over.

"The Minister of Special Affairs also said that byproducts obtained during missions belong to the field commander."

When an awkward silence followed, the Section Chief hastily added an explanation. She probably thought I was hesitating about whether I should accept such items. That wasn't why I'd fallen silent, though.

"Thank you. I never thought I'd get to handle something like this in my lifetime."

I patted her head to express my gratitude. Though somewhat surprised, I had indeed received valuable items for free. Dragons willingly give their blood but rarely offer anything else.

Honestly, if I put myself in their position, it makes sense. Humans might donate blood, but if asked to give skin or pull out fingernails, we'd curse in response. Dragons would probably give contemptuous looks if someone mentioned scales, saying something like, "Do you see me the same way Apels does?"

"M-Master, if possible, could I have a... hug instead..."

As I continued patting her head, the Section Chief cautiously spoke up. This was unexpected—someone with a heart rate rivaling the Magic-Ending Duke actually initiating a request.

But that just shows how much courage she mustered, which is admirable. It's truly noble to recognize your weakness yet move forward.

"Of course. If that's what Penelia wants, I'll gladly oblige."

So I embraced her immediately. In truth, I would have hugged her first if she hadn't asked.

"Hnngh—"

With a sound like she was about to pass out, the Section Chief wrapped her arms around my back. I could feel a subtle trembling, but I deliberately ignored it. I could also sense her determination to endure.

I had been concerned since she, like the Magic-Ending Duke, was extremely weak to physical contact, but I'm relieved to see she's making progress without my knowledge.

"You worked hard piercing those scales. Do you have time for dinner together?"
"Y-Yes... of course."

Seeing her nod hastily, it seemed she wasn't lying. She's never lied to me anyway.

"Um, Master? If it's alright, could Erzsebet also—"
"I already met Erzsebet for lunch. Don't worry."

I smiled seeing how she looked out for her friend, the Section Chief of the 1st Section.

'They really are friends.'

The Section Chief of the 1st Section had also told me when the 4th Section Chief would arrive, so they seem to be genuine friends. It's touching, especially after recently witnessing the sword debate between Sera and Count Horpelt.

The meal itself ended smoothly. The naturally quiet Section Chief became even quieter with food in her mouth. She did answer diligently whenever I spoke, making sure the conversation didn't die. She probably knew we wouldn't be able to meet for a while after today, making conversation precious.

Thanks to this, the meal was pleasant and harmonious, though there was a small commotion at the end.

"I-I cannot accept this! How could I dare take something so precious...!"
"But you're the one who brought these in the first place."


I returned half of the scales and claws she had received as compensation for her work. It didn't feel right for me to keep everything.

Predictably, the Section Chief firmly refused, but—

"Just having these scales increases magic resistance. Share them with your team members."

She finally accepted when I mentioned the Charcoal Division. To her, the Charcoal Division is practically family. Besides, for operatives who work like dogs both domestically and abroad, talismans with magic resistance would be invaluable. They'd all be delighted to receive them for free.

Of course, I insisted she use the claws to make weapons. With dragon claws as material, even master craftsmen would beg to work with them. The resulting weapons would be even better than the sword I'd given her as a gift.

"I will definitely repay your kindness, Master."
"Having you around is repayment enough, so don't feel burdened."
"Y-Yes. I'll keep that in mind..."

After sending off the Section Chief, who kept bowing despite bringing the items herself, I looked at the abundance of materials still remaining.

'What should I do with the rest?'

It's a dilemma. If there had been less, I would have kept it all, but there's enough to share with others. Hoarding such treasures usually leads to trouble later.

'...Should I give them to the Crown Prince?'

After some consideration, a good solution came to mind. Why not just dump it on the Crown Prince? I could give him about half.

Yes, let's call it an early pregnancy congratulation gift. Though I didn't procure these items myself, lovers are one in body and soul, right? I'm sure it's fine to take credit on behalf of the Section Chief.

—Or so I thought.

"Audit Department Head."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"What kind of accessories do you think could be made from these scales?"

At least until I met the thoroughly insane Crown Prince.

When I voluntarily visited the Crown Prince's palace, he was puzzled at first, but as soon as he saw the scales and claws, his eyes widened. Even imperial family members rarely see dragon byproducts other than blood.

And soon, those eyes filled with astonishment were replaced with a bizarre madness. Judging by his talk about accessories made from scales, this wasn't ordinary madness.

'This crazy bastard.'

The words "Are you out of your mind?" rose to the tip of my tongue before subsiding. Even though that dragon isn't the Crown Prince's direct ancestor, it's still the child of the founding emperor. In a way, it could be considered a minor founder itself.

At the same time, I wanted to burst out laughing. How badly must the Crown Princess have scratched him for him to think of accessories made from dragon scales? She must have thoroughly chewed him out the moment I left the palace. Suddenly, I felt at peace.

"Perhaps it would be better to send armor made from the claws to the Victorious Duke instead."

But it's a subordinate's duty to dissuade a superior who has fallen into madness. Before the disaster of making accessories from scales could occur, I suggested a better alternative.

Given the Crown Princess's personality, receiving a single accessory wouldn't appease her. She'd likely be angry about what was done with such precious materials. If that's the case, targeting the Victorious Duke, her father, would be more efficient.

"That's a good idea. As expected of the Audit Department Head."

Fortunately, the Crown Prince nodded, finding my solution plausible.

You fool. Make sure you apologize to that dragon when you ascend the throne.

After returning from the Capital, the Confectionery Club room had transformed into a multipurpose space.

It was already being used as a multipurpose room thanks to the mentally unhinged members, but couldn't they at least keep chess boards or poker cards tucked away in drawers? Now enormous tools completely unrelated to confectionery had boldly claimed their place in the club room.

"If I grind these scales and add them to the existing ingredients... No, soaking them in the potion to age might not be bad either."
"That sounds good. With such excellent materials combined, the effects should be remarkable."

The Magic-Ending Duke spoke as if seeking my agreement. Of course, as a mere swordsman, I had no idea whether it was good or bad. I was just responding appropriately because the Magic-Ending Duke looked happy.

"Hehe, look forward to it. Something beyond your imagination will be created."

At my response, the Magic-Ending Duke dropped the scales into the potion with a deep smile.

'Scale liquor.'

That thought instinctively crossed my mind. It was quite disrespectful to the dragon who had given us something so precious, but what could I do when it looked exactly like homemade liquor? Golden Dragon Scale, vintage 78 years, just the name makes my heart grand—

'Grand my ass.'

I shook off these crazy thoughts and looked at the scales and claws carefully placed on the table. When the Magic-Ending Duke, whose ears were already perked high after receiving a tour of the mansion, saw the dragon byproducts, he couldn't hide his joy. From a magician's perspective, dragon byproducts are top-tier ingredients. Especially since, unlike blood, they can't be obtained periodically, making them even more precious.

Having suddenly acquired such valuable items, the Magic-Ending Duke flapped his ears in excitement at the fantastic combination of "gift received from me + experimental materials to fuel a magician's passion," and set up all sorts of experimental equipment in the Confectionery Club room.

Fortunately, the other members didn't particularly mind. Laterre Ostia was even moved by the opportunity to watch the Magic-Ending Duke's experiments in real-time. Even Luise Naiad, the club president, showed interest as a magician herself.

'Making accessories with that?'

It still seems absurd. Using materials that even the Magic-Ending Duke handles with care, materials that magicians covet, to make accessories? Does that make any sense? If someone had actually done it, they might have gone down in history as a madman.

Thankfully, I came to my senses before handing them over to a craftsman. Between accessories made from dragon scales and a sword made from dragon claws, the latter is obviously cooler.

Magic experiments on one side, confectionery on the other. At first, I worried if this was hygienic.

"These days, all the history exams focus on the North."
"Let's look at it positively. Where else but the Academy would we learn about Northern history?"

Fortunately, the Academy had entered exam period, so experiments and baking weren't happening simultaneously. If it weren't exam period, experiments would probably only take place when members were in class.

"Theory exams are just troublesome. As a swordsman, isn't it enough to do well on the practical exam?"
"That's right. A knight speaks with his sword."

Erich Kracius muttered with annoyance, and Lyutis Robens nodded vigorously in agreement.

Meanwhile, the notebook in front of Lyutis showed no sign of moving past the first page. It was such a pitiful sight that I wondered if Villar Ganelly would be disappointed to see it.

'Empty-headed bastard.'

What a pathetic sight. Even if physical strength is important for knights, they should at least have basic intelligence. A swordsman with nothing in his head isn't a knight but a thug.

Sera seemed to share my thoughts as she glanced repeatedly at Erich. She probably couldn't bring herself to say anything to a foreign prince, but she looked like she couldn't bear to see her beloved childhood friend transform into a dimwitted knight.

"By the way, Erich, have you decided on your sparring partner?"

When Lyutis spoke to Erich first, I saw Sera flinch.

Come on, intelligence isn't contagious, so don't worry. Besides, surprisingly, while Lyutis's actions are bizarre, his actual intelligence is relatively decent. The problem is that he invests that intelligence in eccentric behavior.

Anyway, in response to Lyutis's question, Erich lightly shook his head.

"Not yet. I don't particularly want anyone specific, so I'll just go with whoever gets assigned."

He was saying he'd leave his sparring partner to automatic assignment rather than choosing manually. In the first year, students don't know each other's abilities well, so they follow the Academy's decisions, but by the second year, everyone knows what they need to know. They can gauge who's weaker or stronger than themselves, and who's on their level. The Academy seems to consider this ability assessment a skill in itself, so they allow manual selection if both parties agree.


That's why in the second year, there's an intense game of reading intentions to find appropriate sparring partners, but Erich seemed confident enough in his abilities to not bother. I'm pleased to see the confidence of a Kracius.

"Have you decided?"
"Yes, I decided right away."

And Erich's counter-question received an unexpected answer. If anything, Lyutis should be more confident, not less. Did he actually go through the trouble of selecting an opponent himself?

"Charles Olrid, a truly excellent knight. I wanted to face him again this year, so I applied immediately!"

Ah.

At those words, neither I nor several other members who knew the situation could speak.

This cruel bastard, of all people, he had to choose him?

***

For a student in the Swordsmanship Department, the practical exam is more important than the theory exam. Therefore, the effort to find a suitable sparring partner is essential for a smooth and comfortable exam.

Of course, one should avoid blatantly choosing a weaker opponent. Aside from whether the opponent would accept, such obvious trickery wouldn't escape the teachers' eyes. Irritating the teachers who evaluate you could make things harder rather than easier.

So I was very carefully selecting an opponent—

"Teacher, I'm sorry, but could you please repeat that?"

I never expected that carefulness would backfire so badly.

I was surprised by the sudden summons from the head teacher of the Swordsmanship Department while preparing for the theory exam, but when I heard the reason, I was beyond shocked. As a result, I even committed the rudeness of questioning the head teacher, who was also a titled noble.

"Student Lyutis has designated you as his sparring partner for the practical exam."

Nevertheless, the head teacher kindly answered as if he understood.

Honestly, at this point, I would have preferred him to get angry and say it was a joke. Please.

"I lack the skill. I cannot be Lyutis's opponent."

I argued, barely holding onto my fading consciousness.

Yes, I am inadequate. How could a mere student face a prince from the kingdom of knights? This is clearly a situation where a master is designating a novice. Naturally, it shouldn't be approved.

"Your modesty is excessive. If you're inadequate, there aren't many students who qualify as human beings."

However, my reasonable objection seemed to please the head teacher, who began explaining why I should be the sparring partner.

I don't need justification—just stop this. Tell me you'll make it go away. I have no intention of facing a prince two years in a row.

'Is he doing this on purpose?'

A reasonable suspicion crossed my mind. Since the prince needs to spar anyway, maybe they're trying to dump the responsibility on someone experienced rather than someone else.

No. That can't happen. I already went through hell last year. How much did I worry about accidentally injuring a royal body or getting caught deliberately aiming for a quick defeat? I was lucky enough to lose uneventfully without being discovered, but there's no guarantee that luck will continue this year.

Damn it, if I'd known this would happen, I should have just chosen Erich. Then I could at least get credit for challenging a skilled opponent and losing valiantly.

"...I'll think about it a little more."
"Good. A sparring partner should be chosen carefully. I hope you reach a good conclusion."
"Yes, thank you."

The "good conclusion" the head teacher mentioned would be my willing acceptance. But I don't think a conclusion where someone has to sacrifice themselves is a good one.


Not long after, I received another summons from the head teach—sir. This is troublesome since I haven't even thought of a proper excuse to refuse yet.

"If you show an excellent performance against a difficult opponent, you can receive a good score."

He even dangled the bait of grades, but I wasn't particularly interested.

Of course, if the head teacher personally mentions grades, he must be offering quite high marks. Probably scores that would be difficult to achieve through normal effort.

"I'm not confident I can show an excellent performance."

Still, I refuse. I'd rather get lower scores and not do it.

"You underestimate yourself too much. As a teacher who has watched you for a year, I guarantee that you will definitely show a good performance. I wouldn't be embarrassed to introduce you as my disciple."

I flinched momentarily at those words. Being introduced as his disciple meant I could receive a letter of recommendation from the head teacher, renowned for his swordsmanship.

...No, no. No matter what, this isn't right. Besides, while the head teacher's recommendation would be nice, it's not essential. I can't risk bloodshed out of greed.

"You flatter me. I'm more concerned about tarnishing your reputation—"
"And there are several others who share my opinion."

Before I could finish, the head teacher handed me something. His firm resolve to not take no for an answer made my teeth chatter, but I surrendered to his look that said to see it first before talking.

I didn't have high expectations. It was probably recommendations from other teachers in the Swordsmanship Department. If recommendations from other teachers were added to the head teacher's, it would mean I was a talent certified by the entire department.

But even if the entire Academy certified me, I still don't want to—wait, what?

'Am I dreaming?'

My eyes widened as soon as I saw the pieces of paper the head teacher handed me. They were indeed recommendations, but not from teachers.

Just two letters of recommendation. But each had an extraordinary name attached.

'The Head of the Audit Department?'

First, one was from the Head of the Audit Department. There are famous rumors about him. The not-so-legendary legend that he remembers capable students and recruits them right after graduation. Last year's student council executives entered administrative or military departments without a single exam, guided by the Audit Department Head.

Honestly, it would be a lie to say I didn't have expectations after hearing such rumors. While the head teacher's recommendation is simply an endorsement from a famous figure in the swordsmanship world, the Audit Department Head's is support from a current powerful figure. The difference in caliber is inevitable.

And the other one—

'Lyutis.'

I was surprised in a different way than when I received the Audit Department Head's recommendation. I never expected to receive a recommendation from Lyutis as well.

Officially, a recommendation from a foreign prince cannot influence the Empire. However, that's just the official stance; a noble of the Empire being recognized by foreign royalty inevitably earns implicit bonus points. People would admire someone who even royalty acknowledges.

Additionally, one can flaunt deep connections with royalty in social circles. It's something that can be used in various ways even if I don't aspire to be an official or soldier.

'...This bastard.'

At the same time, an indescribable emotion surged within me. If he wrote a recommendation letter just for a sparring request, doesn't that mean he knows how desperately I want to avoid this match?

So he designated me knowing this? Does he think I'll forget everything and be happy once I receive a recommendation?

"I cannot betray such trust. I will do my best."

That's right. I've forgotten my past self. The coward who avoided being designated is dead, and only a knight who boldly accepts challenges remains.

There's a difference between rolling for free and rolling for compensation.

I'm prepared to put my soul on the line for His Highness Lyutis.

The road to hell is always beautifully paved. That's why those who don't know the destination happily head toward hell, and even those who know take heavy steps forward, finding comfort in the pretty path.

"I heard Charles accepted my challenge. As expected, he wants to face me again too!"
"No, that's— Never mind."

While Lyutis burst into laughter with joy, Erich seemed about to say something but closed his mouth again. He probably didn't have confidence in winning against the prince with his twisted values through logic.

Instead, he looked at his textbook with somewhat bitter eyes, perhaps feeling sympathy for Charles who must have accepted the challenge like drinking poison. I'm glad my brother is such a good person who can sympathize with others.

'I'm sorry.'

I too offered my condolences and apologies to Charles who wasn't present. If even Erich, who's just an observer, feels this way, how much worse must I feel as a participant? Charles probably accepted the challenge partly because of my letter of recommendation. In other words, I'm one of those who paved the road to hell.

But what could I do? When I first heard that Lyutis had chosen Charles, I was shocked, but thinking about it carefully, there's no better candidate.

'It's hard to find someone like him.'

It's easy to find strong students. Erich himself is stronger than Charles, and even excluding Erich, there must be five or six others.

However, accurately assessing both the opponent's capabilities and one's own, and conducting a harmless exhibition match goes beyond mere strength. That's truly an art only he can perform. Perhaps only a veteran training instructor could even attempt it.

That's why I wrote a letter of recommendation for Charles, who's still only a second-year. If he must suffer because of his abilities, he should at least be guaranteed success with those same abilities. That's all I can do for him.

"It would have been nice if Charles were a nobleman from Armein."

Hearing Lyutis mutter regretfully, I gently closed my eyes. You cruel bastard, if he were from Armein, you would have hunted him down even after graduation.

It's truly fortunate that Charles is from the Empire.

***

When I heard that Lyutis had chosen his sparring partner, I wasn't particularly interested. I felt sorry for Charles who had become the prince's dedicated opponent, but that was it. Unlike Lyutis, I had no intention of choosing a sparring partner.

If I had known I would be in the same position as Charles, I might have thought differently.

"Teacher."
"Ah, Luise."

I was called to the faculty office by the head teacher of the Magic Department. Actually, since the head teacher respects my master, I've been called frequently since the beginning of the semester, but this was the first time I was called to the faculty office rather than the head teacher's personal research room.

And as soon as I saw the papers piled up on the head teacher's desk, I understood why.

"Sorry to bother you when you must be busy. These are from students who have chosen you as their sparring partner for the upcoming practical exam."

The head teacher spoke calmly while pointing at the tower of papers. My body froze at those words.

All of these? All from people who chose me...?

'There are too many.'

It gives me goosebumps. If I exaggerate a bit, it's about the same number as all the second-year Magic Department students— no, it's not an exaggeration, it really seems to be that many.

"There are many applicants, but you don't need to worry. Since you'll only have one match anyway, you just need to choose one of them."

I couldn't help but feel relieved at those words. Of course duels are one-on-one, but if that obvious restriction hadn't existed, I might have had to fight endless duels with all the second-year magic students.

But despite my relief, I felt troubled. All the magic students choosing me as their opponent—do I look like such an attractive prey? Or do they have some grudge against me? Either way, it's not a pleasant situation.

'I've lived a good life...'

I never expected to suddenly become public enemy number one. Have I been living a meaningless life until now...?


"Don't think too deeply about it. They're just clinging to the idea that dueling with you would be the honor of their lifetime."

Perhaps noticing my darkening expression, the head teacher smiled slightly and said:

"Magicians are beings who would jump into a fire pit for even the tiniest insight. With the only disciple of the Magic-Ending Duke right beside them, how could they stay still?"
"I-Is that so?"
"Yes. A master's traces remain with the disciple. How helpful would it be to directly experience that disciple's magic?"

The head teacher even added that if they were a student, they would have chosen me too—which finally allowed me to nod.

I see. It's not out of grudge or competitiveness, but purely because they want to experience my magic firsthand.

'That's even more dangerous.'

I got goosebumps again, but for a different reason this time. Rather than human resentment, a magician's curiosity is far more dangerous.

How many magicians have I seen during my time as a Magic Department student? They all seem normal usually, but when it comes to magic-related issues, they become serious and aggressive as if their personalities have changed. Even though I've heard that maintaining rationality is always important for magicians.

'Who should I choose?'

That's what troubled me. Among these frenzied students, who could I choose without future problems?

Of course, they wouldn't hold a grudge for not being chosen as my opponent, but precisely because there's no grudge, I can't predict how they might act. They say fear of the unknown is the worst.

'Ah.'

And I was able to end that worry quickly.

"Charles Olrid, he's a knight with truly outstanding skills. I immediately applied because I wanted to face him again this year too!"

I recalled what Lyutis had said in the club room. That persistence of continuing last year's duel connection into this year.

Alright, I'll do the same. If I have to choose someone anyway, it's better to pick someone I know, right?

***

This year's practical exam proceeded the same as last year. The forces from the three countries, including Villar, were spread out to prepare for any contingencies, while the principal and I personally checked all the dueling venues.

Moreover, since they were all experienced, they moved well without needing specific instructions. Whenever I passed by a place thinking 'it would be good to have someone here,' I would run into forces from the three countries. It made me feel pleased. It's so nice to work with competent people.

Anyway, while roaming the dueling venues with the principal, we arrived at the place where Lyutis and Charles were fighting—

"Wow, impressive."
"Yes, he's an excellent student."

And witnessed a knight's tearful struggle.

Lyutis and Charles were fiercely crossing swords. But looking closely, Lyutis's attacks consistently reached Charles, while Charles's attacks were mainly directed along paths that Lyutis could block.

However, it couldn't be said that Charles was being one-sidedly defeated, as there were no critical hits. It just felt like injuries that inevitably occur during intense combat.

'What a guy.'

I saw it last year, but seeing it again this year is still amazing.

Yes, losing on purpose is a simple matter. You just need to expose one of your limbs to the opponent's sword path and it's over. But then the opponent would know.

Yet Charles managed it. He made it look so natural that the opponent wouldn't notice, showing an intense battle that felt like a satisfying match, and in the process, not causing serious injuries to either himself or his opponent. It's truly remarkable how he does it.

'It's about to end.'


As Charles's injuries increased one by one, his hand movements became busier. To others, wouldn't it look like he was making a move to overcome a disadvantageous situation?

But in reality, Charles, having done enough, was setting up to fall at the right timing. A move that would lead to a reversal if successful, but would end the match if it failed.

"Oh, what a shame."
"Yes, it was a minute difference. If he had succeeded, it would have been a close match again."

The result was, of course, failure. Even the principal sighed at how narrowly it failed.

'He's first-class.'

And I saw it. The sincere smile on Charles's face as he fell.

That smile would also appear to others as a beautiful gesture of accepting the result.

'...Should I make him an imperial education officer?'

I'm seriously considering it. It's easy to find strong knights, but knights like him are rare. He would be perfect for teaching martial arts to imperial family members.

"That was excellent again! I'll be counting on you next time too!"

For once, the terrible declaration of a certain red-head echoing across the dueling venue was welcome.

An expert who has dueled with royalty for three years at the Academy—a title hard to find across the entire continent. Having faced royalty, it shouldn't be difficult to face imperial family members either.

I should discuss this with the Victorious Duke next time. From his perspective, Charles would be teaching his grandchildren.

Coincidentally, as soon as Lyutis's duel ended, Erich's duel began at another venue. It was the same last year—are their student numbers adjacent or something? It's convenient for me to watch, so I don't mind—

"That was amazing! Wasn't Erich the fastest to finish?"

The duel had already ended before we even reached the venue. As Sera, who was sticking close to Erich, said, it must be a record for the shortest time.

"I was lucky. It would have taken longer normally."

Erich smiled slightly at Sera, whose eyes were sparkling. But his expression was subtly stiff, suggesting something was bothering him.

'What is it?'

My head tilted involuntarily. What's wrong with him? It wasn't just an ordinary victory but a record-breaking one, a perfect victory without a single injury. He couldn't have won under better conditions.

...Well, let's not worry too much. He might be troubled by something other than the duel.

***

I'm trying my best to smile because Sera is so happy, but I'm not feeling particularly good.

During the winter break, I focused solely on training at my domain. I achieved decent results and gained confidence that I could defeat anyone at the Academy except perhaps Lyutis.

'I wanted to end it within 5 exchanges.'

It took 7 exchanges.

'Should I have sacrificed my shoulder?'

Actually, there was a way to end it within 5 exchanges. If I had approached prepared to get injured, it would have ended immediately.

It seems I instinctively avoid injuries, which is something I should train separately.


In the fencing club's training area, everything seemed fine, so I headed to the magic club's arena, but what I saw there was pure madness.

"Luise! Luise! Luise!"
"Future Vice Tower Master! She's turning the match around!"
"Luiiiiise! Show us that magic you used last year again!"

Magic students wildly waving their wands in the air and shouting at the top of their lungs. This must be what military entertainment shows feel like.

Faced with this insanity, both the principal and I were left speechless. I'd sensed the growing excitement as we approached the magic arena and had prepared myself, but I only expected a crowd gathering for Luise's match—not this idol concert atmosphere.

After nearly losing my mind for a moment, I looked around and noticed that even students from other arenas had stopped their matches to cheer for Luise.

'What are you all doing?'

Even the teachers who should be controlling the students were joining in.

Seriously? Students are one thing, but shouldn't teachers show some restraint? It seems they chose being magicians over being educators.

"...I don't think we needed to come cheer her on too."

Lyutis finally broke the silence. The scene unfolding before us was so shocking that even his usually unstoppable mouth had temporarily shut.

"In this situation, we should definitely be here to support her. Imagine how discouraged Lady Luise would feel without her club members."

Ainter, who had joined us on the way, responded to Lyutis's comment.

I agree. Luise isn't exactly someone who craves attention, and with all these magicians going wild, she's likely to shrink into herself. In such a situation, not seeing familiar club members would send her into panic.

With concern, I looked toward the arena where Luise stood, and saw her trembling slightly while holding her wand with both hands. It was a subtle tremor that would be hard to notice—but she was definitely shaking. Our capybara seems to be the type who gets scared when given too much attention...

'What would have happened if we hadn't come?'

Just as Ainter said, without her club members, Luise would have been fighting a lonely battle. Not against malice, but against obsessive fans.

Looking at the scene now, I recognized Luise's opponent as the one who got thoroughly thrashed by the Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic last year. His expression looks bright, seemingly happy to face Luise again this year. Anyone watching might think he was winning.

"Ah, there's Laterre too. Looks like he finished early."

At Erich's words, I instinctively almost turned to look but forced myself not to. That guy was also a magician, so he was probably contributing to this madness rather than helping Luise's mental state.

"Wooooooah!"
"Three branches! Three branches!"

Not long after, the crowd erupted in thunderous cheers again. The Magic-Ending Duke's unique magic activated again this year, just like last year, and the opponent smiled broadly as he took the full brunt of it with his entire body.

Magicians are truly all insane. The normal ones are extremely rare.

'These people have nothing but magic in their heads.'

No matter how I look at it, the image of magicians as symbols of reason is pure propaganda. A truly rational person wouldn't dedicate their entire life to a single field of study.

I've overcome one prejudice about magicians.

After winning her match, Luise descended from the arena to a standing ovation from all the magicians. Everyone could see her face turning bright red, but the crazed magicians continued to cheer regardless. If I, her future husband, hadn't been watching, they might have even tossed her in the air.

"B-Brother...!"
"You did well."

Luise rushed over to us with moist eyes looking up at me. I could read the extreme mental anguish in those eyes. Though honestly, I would have felt the same way.

"You were amazing, Luise. You've become even sharper than last year."

Meanwhile, Laterre, who had been buried in the crowd, quietly approached and offered words of encouragement.

Now that the heat of the moment had cooled, he seemed to realize how shameful his behavior had been. Some club member he was—instead of comforting Luise, he had joined the madness brigade.

"......"

Unfortunately, his realization came too late. Luise, now in my arms, just stared silently at Laterre. For someone as good-natured as Luise, this wordless gaze was probably the maximum expression of resentment. Laterre seemed to understand this and closed his mouth with an embarrassed look.

Remember this day and always reflect on it, Blueman.


"Um, Luise? I don't know much about magic, but even I could tell you were really cool!"
"Thank you..."

Thankfully, Sera's comfort helped heal Luise's wounded mental state. The betrayal felt from one club member could be healed by another, of course.

***

After the practical exam ended, we arrived at the club room for a celebration. I put a macaron that Luise had made earlier into my mouth, but couldn't properly taste it.

I feel conflicted. After watching Luise's match, anxiety rose from deep within my chest.

'Everyone has improved.'

At first, Luise had shrunk under the weight of the frenzied cheers. But when wielding her wand, she was a confident and powerful magician. Though she was overwhelmed by the madness, she was still impressive.

A friend's growth is something to be happy about. Especially when that friend will become family in a few years. Yes, it's definitely something to be happy about, but—

'Am I the only one falling behind?'

I couldn't help having negative thoughts. It's not just Luise who has advanced. I didn't get to see Lyutis and Laterre's matches directly, but from what they told me, they seemed to have ended with better results than last year. Luise with the Magic-Ending Duke as her mentor, Lyutis and Laterre with their excellent royal education. Everyone was moving ahead of me.

Of course, I'm improving too. During the first semester when I was following Luise around, I neglected my training, but I've given it my all since then. Even during winter break, I focused solely on training except for the time I spent with Sera. I've seen results proportional to my efforts, and I'm confident I could beat anyone except perhaps Lyutis.

In other words, I still don't have the confidence to surpass Lyutis.

'Having a mentor really is important.'

There are limits to advancing alone. But the family knights said they had nothing more to teach me, and asking the head of the family would be difficult since he spends most of his time in council.

Without a guiding mentor, I can't be sure if I'm on the right path or if my pace is appropriate. I do receive instruction at the Academy, but that's only three years of teaching. Moreover, it's not instruction optimized for the Kracius family, but teaching designed for the masses.

"—hi."

What should I do? Should I find someone to give me private lessons? That person wouldn't know about the Kracius family's swordsmanship either, but at least it would be one-on-one instruction rather than mass education.

"Erich."
"Huh?"

I finally snapped back to reality when someone patted my shoulder.

"Why are you sitting there like that? Is something wrong?"

Looking up slightly toward the voice, I saw my brother holding a cookie.

How embarrassing. If my brother felt the need to speak to me, my expression must have been quite bad.

"No, it's nothing. Just thinking about something..."

I started to speak but trailed off as a realization suddenly hit me. Come to think of it, I don't need to look far for a mentor, do I?

Someone who can provide instruction befitting the Kracius family, someone who can give one-on-one guidance, someone skilled who can show me the way forward.

'My brother?'

That's exactly who my brother is. Someone who walks the same path as me, who has reached a level I can't even imagine. The ideal I ultimately want to reach.

I had forgotten such a simple answer. Honestly, I'd forgotten because I've never even seen him holding a sword or any blade.

"Um, brother."
"What."

His response was somewhat curt, but that was just his usual way of speaking. He tends to be more polite with relationships that require clear boundaries. I learned that during our year together at the Academy.

So I continued with courage. Well, if it works out, great; if not, no harm done. My brother isn't the type to hit me for making a presumptuous request as his younger brother.

"Could you possibly teach me?"

Besides, even if he did hit me, that would be good in its own way. I'd be learning what techniques he possesses through physical experience.

***

I frowned at Erich's sudden request. Teach you? Me? With what ability?


"Oh, Torture Teacher! Are you taking on disciples now?"

Unfortunately, Erich's voice wasn't particularly quiet, so it attracted the attention of other club members, especially a certain red-haired sword enthusiast who was the most eager.

Lyutis's voice instinctively brought back memories from last year. Lyutis coughing up blood during the inter-class competition due to my failure to control my strength, and his insane request for more instruction when I visited to apologize. With someone like him present, of course he'd react to talk of teaching. Persistent bastard.

"I've never taught anyone."

Anyway, I firmly replied loud enough for both Erich and Lyutis to hear.

It's true that I'm stronger than Erich, but being strong and teaching are separate issues. If strong people were automatically good teachers, why would we need education specialists? Strong people would just teach, and that would be that.

"And if I interfere unnecessarily, you might stumble when you're doing well. You've been doing fine on your own until now."

I mean this sincerely. Regardless of whether I have talent for teaching, Erich is objectively growing well. Being at the top tier in an academy full of nobles means his future as a major figure is guaranteed.

It's a bit ambiguous when facing Lyutis, but comparing with Lyutis, who receives splendid support as a prince of the knight kingdom, is even possible? That's insane talent.

"I've been lucky so far, but there's no guarantee things will continue to go well."

But seeing Erich speak so dejectedly, I understand a little.

"Spear? No, what spear grip? You'll end up mastering neither if you keep switching between main weapons."

I've felt similar emotions before.

When I was sent to the North with just a sword, when I was getting real combat experience. Uncertain if I was doing things right, I tried to learn all sorts of techniques. Looking back now, as Gerard said, I almost became a jack of all trades, master of none.

"From now on, all the alcohol supplied to me will go to you."
"The spear suits you better than the sword. I guarantee it."

And then he immediately taught me. Thinking about it now, he was truly insane.

"...Still, I can't. If someone who can't teach meddles, things will definitely get messed up."

Anyway, though my resolve wavered briefly, I shook my head again. I understand, but I can't help.

After all the trouble I went through learning haphazardly from Gerard, how could I let Erich walk the same path? If the older brother walked a path of fire, the younger brother should walk a path of flowers.

"Then, Torture Teacher, how about having a practice match with Erich?"
"A practice match?"

While Erich couldn't speak after my firm refusal, Lyutis attempted to assassinate him.

Is he crazy? Someone who coughed up blood after facing me is now pushing someone else into danger.

"A warrior can gain enlightenment just by observing a master's swordsmanship. If direct teaching is difficult, letting Erich learn on his own might be good too."

Surprisingly, Lyutis's words made sense.

"Besides, Torture Teacher and Erich are brothers. If Erich follows the right path, he'll become like you, so knowing what the destination looks like will help him progress on his own."

His follow-up was also quite reasonable.

I shifted my gaze from Lyutis back to Erich, who was looking at Lyutis with sparkling eyes. He seemed touched by this unexpected support.

Hmmmm.

"So I just need to show you?"

I casually asked Erich.

"Y-Yes!"
"Come with me."

I gestured with my chin to Erich, who was nodding frantically. It feels like I'm telling him to follow me to the rooftop, but this is something that should be handled while I'm thinking about it.

First of all, a practice match is out of the question. If Erich fails to control his strength like Lyutis did, I wouldn't be able to face our mother. A brother beating his younger brother until he bleeds would make us a disgrace of a family.

'Ah.'

A good idea came to mind.

I followed my brother's instructions and moved to the empty lot behind the building. Though it was a familiar space where we usually played foot volleyball, standing there for instruction filled me with tension.

"I didn't mean for everyone to come out."

My brother stood in the middle of the lot and spoke with a slightly disgruntled expression.

We weren't the only ones in the empty lot. Not just Luise and Sera, Ainter, Lyutis, and Laterre from the club room, but also Tanian who had returned after watching the practical exam until the end out of concern for injuries during sparring, and even the Magic-Ending Duke who had returned after grading the magic department students' scores. Incredibly, all club members had gathered. Such a coincidence made me wonder if they had been watching from the corridor before joining us.

"Haha, when else would we get to see the skills of our instructor?"
"As if that's some entertaining spectacle."

Though my brother responded indifferently to Lyutis's comment, right now I sympathized with Lyutis.

I know my brother is strong. He directly participated in the war a few years ago, and last year he showed an overwhelming gap against Lyutis, whom even I couldn't guarantee victory against. Slamming an opponent to the ground barehanded is impossible without a significant skill difference.

However, I've never seen my brother use a sword. I know he's strong, but I couldn't gauge his level. Perhaps that curiosity was even stronger for Lyutis, who had been on the receiving end.

"If something happens, isn't it better to have many witnesses? Everyone will understand if injuries occur during a fair duel."

I got goosebumps from Tanian's smiling comment. He was saying that even if I coughed blood or broke limbs while sparring with my brother, the club members would testify it happened during training.

Of course, I wouldn't complain if I got injured during training, but it feels strange that they're already considering it a foregone conclusion. I'm even worried my brother might fold my spine with the future saint standing by.

"This isn't a duel. A brother can't put his younger sibling down."

More goosebumps. Does that mean he would have put someone down if they weren't his brother? No wonder he knocked Lyutis unconscious without hesitation back then.

"Oh, then will you spar with me? I'm fine with it!"
"I said it's not a duel."

At my brother's firm words, both relief and disappointment settled among the club members. Relief from those worried my brother might assault royalty again, and disappointment obviously from the red-haired prince alone.

"Experience isn't just about physical confrontation. Observing is also experience, isn't it?"
"That's right. In fact, watching a master's skills from a third-party perspective can be the foundation for growth."

The Magic-Ending Duke nodded in agreement with my brother's words, placing his hand on Luise's shoulder.

His support rapidly increased the persuasiveness. When someone like him—the pinnacle of magic and already mentoring a disciple—speaks like that, how could anyone not believe it?

Yes, the more I think about it, the Magic-Ending Duke is right. Learning through physical experience only works when the skill gap is moderate. If the difference is too overwhelming, you'd collapse without even recognizing what hit you. Just observing the sword path with my eyes would be more beneficial.

"Let me borrow a sword for a moment."
"Ah, here."

I hastily offered the sword from my waist to my brother. It was just a mass-produced training sword I had prepared for sparring, nothing important, and I was planning to just clean the blade and put it away in a corner after today. From the sword's perspective, it would probably be happier in my brother's hands.

"Quite sturdy."

After tapping the blade, my brother nodded and gripped the hilt with his right hand.

"Honestly, the gap between us isn't small, but if you keep working hard, you'll reach my level someday. What I can do, you should be able to do too."

Then he stepped forward with his left foot and extended his right hand holding the sword. Like a knight showing respect to an opponent before a duel.

"So for now, aim for where I am. If you look too far ahead, you'll get lost, so that level should be appropriate."

With those words, my brother slowly lowered his outstretched hand to the right. His arm extended diagonally from his body, the blade pointing toward the ground. An upward slash stance.

Certainly, the foundation of Kracius swordsmanship—no, all swordsmanship—is downward and upward slashes. Is he going to show me the basics of basics? Rather than disappointment, I felt excitement. My brother is a warrior far beyond comparison with me, and this was an opportunity to see how such a warrior built his foundation.

"We share the same feeling."

Lyutis, who had been standing a few steps behind, had somehow moved next to me. As if wanting to see my brother's sword path up close.

Glancing at his face, I saw a rare expression of seriousness rather than his usual smile. Despite his eccentricities, he truly has a warrior's spirit.

"I also trained after seeing this technique. It gave me hope that with effort, I could someday reach that level."

My body stiffened at these ominous words. What? This isn't something to say while demonstrating a basic move. Isn't this the kind of thing you'd say before delivering a once-in-a-lifetime strike?

Simultaneously, I sensed an unusual energy from my brother's body. Even though swordsmen are less sensitive to mana than mages, they're still mana users. One cannot ignore intense mana manipulation happening right in front of them.

And right now, that intense manipulation was happening with my brother.


"Insane."

I could feel it. Mana explosively moving from his heart, that mana moving to the right side of his chest and exploding a second time, and the twice-tempered mana devouring his right arm and sword, showing an ominous energy—

"Wait, what?"

Why is mana visible to the naked eye?

I was astonished. I wanted to check others' reactions, especially the Magic-Ending Duke's, but I couldn't tear my gaze away. It felt like I would regret it for the rest of my life if I missed even a moment of what was unfolding before my eyes.

In silence, my brother slowly raised his sword while manipulating mana. Very slowly, but with each subtle movement came a tearing sound and the ground beginning to crack.

It felt like watching a predator. A sword leisurely hunting its prey, space screaming and disappearing as the sword moved.

Then, as my brother calmly raising his sword suddenly slashed through the air—

"......"

I lost everything.

My eyes were open but only a pure white space stretched before me, my ears were open but I couldn't hear even the sound of wind. My skin couldn't feel any sensation as if my body wasn't mine, and my nose couldn't detect even the simple scent of grass.

A strangeness as if the world before my eyes had disappeared, or as if I had been banished from the world.

But that strangeness was momentary.

- ■■■■■■■─!!

With a sound like forcibly dragging a weak being disconnected from the world, my senses returned.

"How is it?"

And my brother, coughing up a handful of blood, showed a slight smile and pointed at the sky.

As I carefully raised my head following his gesture, I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.

"During the Great Punitive War, this was the technique shown by the Heaven Defier."

Regardless of my reaction, my brother continued his explanation.

"He wasn't called the Heaven Defier simply for challenging the Mandate of Heaven. If he had been merely a challenger to the Mandate, he would have been just a lunatic, and if he had only united the nomads, he would have been called a skilled operator at most."

There was a sound of metal hitting the ground, as if he had thrown the sword he was holding. But I just stared blankly at the sky.

"Because he insulted heaven and overturned the natural order, because he interfered with heaven as a human, he was the Heaven Defier."

At those words, the Heaven Defier, whom I had only known through textbooks, felt both awe-inspiring and terrifying.

"The battle where the Heaven Defier earned his name. The calamity that the Heaven Defier showed to the Imperial Army in that battle—"

Soon that awe extended to my brother.

"The Imperial Army called that calamity 'World Ender.'"

What kind of person is my brother, who could replicate such a calamity?

"Well, it's an unlucky name to speak aloud, so people usually called it 'Heaven Slash.'"

Another hollow laugh escaped me. Heaven Slash—there couldn't be a more intuitive and definitive name.

The sky I couldn't tear my eyes from, the blue firmament with an ugly black wound several meters long carved into it.

"...It's cut."
"It's Heaven Slash after all."

The sky had been torn.

***

Holy shit.

"This actually worked?"


I surprised myself. I hadn't done this since the war, and I didn't expect it to succeed so smoothly. I was prepared to pivot and say "The Heaven Defier did impressive upward slashes too" if I failed.

Honestly, I hadn't dared to attempt it since getting stabbed by the Khagan. Whenever I tried to activate it even slightly, my body would scream in protest. If I had tried to amplify the mana inside my body, I would have exploded.

But with the Magic-Ending Duke's potion, my health recovered rapidly, and now I could recreate this theoretically impossible feat again. The Magic-Ending Duke truly is amazing.

"Monster."

I spat out more blood pooling in my mouth and wiped my lips. My insides must be damaged as the blood kept coming up, and the sword I borrowed from Erich had shattered into pieces with a brilliant light. Shit, I just noticed my right arm has no feeling. Did the nerves get cut?

Anyway, recreating this made me realize again that the Khagan was a monster among monsters. This is a weaker copy of the original, and even this leaves my body in ruins after using it. The Khagan used the upgraded version without breaking a sweat.

Of course, he might have been putting on a front, but unlike me visibly bleeding profusely, that bastard appeared perfectly fine. At least on the outside.

"Impressive, right?"

I spoke to Erich, who was still staring at the sky. At my words, Erich slowly lowered his head, his face a mix of various emotions.

"When I first saw it, I wondered what kind of freak could do such a thing. It clearly wasn't something a human should be able to do—I wondered if an evil god had descended."

This is sincere. The Dawn Order's scripture mentions that Enen sealed evil gods in the northern continent, and coincidentally, the nomads also live in the northern continent. I thought they might have brought an evil god to be their leader.

But that guy was still human, and I persevered with the twisted determination that if a human could do it, so could I.

...Well, he wasn't just a human but a divine apostle, but still categorically human.

"The emotion you're feeling now. Turn it into competitive spirit. Then you can become like me."

Probably.

"O-Orabeoniiii!"

As light returned to Erich's blank eyes, Luise, who had been silent, rushed over in panic.

To make a small confession, I put in extra effort because Luise and the Magic-Ending Duke were here. A head of household naturally wants to show his family an impressive side—

"Y-your arm!"
"Huh?"

At Luise's tearful words, I checked my arm and found that my numb right arm had fallen to the ground.

Ah, so the nerves weren't just cut—the whole arm was severed...

"Oh, my child! Are you alright?!"

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had rushed over with Luise, caressed my cheek with trembling hands.

Of course I'm fine. Losing a limb was practically an everyday occurrence in the North. With this continent's magic and divine power, limbs can be reattached quickly.

Besides, if I think of it as something left behind in a new era, it's not particularly sad. If Erich gets motivated by today's events, one arm is a small price.

I did something unnecessary. I think it would have been better to just spar with Erich, even if he might have coughed up some blood.

Luise and the Magic-Ending Duke, shocked first by the torn sky and then by my torn arm, shared my eccentric behavior with Margareta and Irina as well. Thanks to that, I spent all day comforting the four of them... Tanian quickly healed the injury itself, but unfortunately, there's no cure for a shocked heart.

Of course, that much is fine. Even I would have been shocked if my lover's limb exploded right before my eyes, no matter how treatable. This was my insensitivity, so it's something I should reflect on.

"Damn it."

The real problem came afterward. The Academy was thrown into chaos due to the otherworldly noise and the scar etched in the sky.

And incidents with many witnesses always require someone to take responsibility.

[Regarding the disturbance at the Academy, we wish to hear a detailed explanation from the Audit Department Head currently stationed as an inspector. Return to the Capital promptly.]

The Crown Prince's summons came within a day. I wonder if it's just my imagination that the request for a "detailed explanation" sounds like I need to justify why I did such a thing.

Well, it's fine even if it's not my imagination. My disciplinary record was reset after being detained last time.

"One more disciplinary action is nothing."

People are most confident when they have nothing to lose.

# A Massive Performance that Tore the Sky

A massive performance that tore the sky apart. The fortunate thing was that I could quickly erase the scars left in the sky.

Even the scars left by the Khagan disappear with time, so how much more quickly would my amateur imitation fade? If the scars were permanent, the northern sky would have already transformed into something like the demon realm. No matter how much humans affect nature, nature always finds a way to heal itself.

Besides, among the spectators watching the sky-cutting was the Magic-Ending Duke. Sky-cutting or whatever you call it is ultimately a technique utilizing mana, and if mana is involved, it falls within the Magic-Ending Duke's control. Thanks to him, the scars that would have disappeared on their own were sealed even faster. I'm really fortunate that the Magic-Ending Duke is at the Academy.

"The traces themselves disappeared within five minutes. Not as many people saw it as we thought—"
"Enough."

I closed my mouth at the Crown Prince's firm command. As always, there was the kindly sent teleport mage, and the guard knight who immediately opened the door as soon as I arrived at the office. After going through this streamlined process, I faced the Crown Prince who was pinching the bridge of his nose while cursing me with his eyes.

So I immediately bowed my head and started making excuses. Even though my disciplinary stack had been reset to zero and I had nothing to fear, if I acted arrogantly, I could be put under house arrest in one go for the crime of insolence. I needed to avoid that.

"Head of the Audit Department. You know well that time isn't the issue here."

At his refusal to accept my excuses, I instinctively lowered my gaze.

Honestly, he's right. The sky was already torn, so what difference does five seconds or five minutes make? Whether a blade is stuck in your heart for five seconds or five minutes, it's all the same.

After I fell silent, the Crown Prince paused for a moment before continuing with a sigh.

"At least there are no major cities near the Academy, so the confusion was minimal. Even in areas where traces were observed, people only saw something black—they didn't think the sky had been split."

This is also correct. Logically, how many people would see something black in the sky and think, "Ah, the sky has been torn"? They'd just think something strange had appeared. Unless they directly saw the sword being swung, it's difficult to imagine the sky being torn.

"Besides, if the sky over the Capital turned black, it would be considered an ill omen, but if it happens over the Academy, people might think it's simply the aftermath of magic or an experiment. Especially since the Magic-Ending Duke was there."

Moreover, the anomaly appeared over the Academy, where the Magic-Ending Duke, the pinnacle of magic, resides. As the Crown Prince said, people would likely assume the mages were up to something strange again.

"...So it's not a big deal?"

After hearing the Crown Prince's words, hope began to rise within me. The hope that this might be settled with just a moderate reprimand.

While it's true that I tore the sky, others don't see it that way. They view it not as the act of a madman, but as an everyday mistake by mages. Of course, a black scar in the sky isn't something that happens by simple mistake, but it's more natural to think it's the aftermath of magic rather than concluding it was cut by a sword.

In other words, it's a bizarre situation where a crime occurred, but there are no victims and no witnesses.

"I'm saved."

If there are no victims, then just a reprimand, or at worst, a written explanation—

"But not everyone thinks that way."

Ah.

With that sharp turn, my hope quickly bowed its head.

"Reports have been coming in non-stop since yesterday. The remnants of a heaven-defier have appeared, Gaar's ghost has returned—all sorts of ominous rumors are circulating."

After saying this, the Crown Prince handed me a pile of documents with another sigh. Judging by how tightly he was gripping them, he seemed to be desperately restraining himself from throwing them at me.

Before he could actually throw them, I took the stack of documents and checked them, immediately noticing sentences filled with urgency and confusion.


[Signs of world-destruction observed above the Academy.]
[Only a handful of individuals across the Imperial Army and nomadic forces could imitate world-destruction. Of those, only the Head of the Audit Department and Udesre Dorgon are still alive.]
[Possibility exists that the fugitive Udesre Dorgon taught world-destruction to his nomadic subordinates and infiltrated the Empire.]

A report full of negative speculation, as if someone had pressed a panic button. It contained more brain farts than actual situation explanations—can this even be considered a report?

Anyway, I instinctively closed my eyes at the apocalyptic content. Come to think of it, there were many commanders and soldiers who participated in the Great Punitive War. If even one of them had been near the Academy or nearby domains due to promotion, unit transfer, retirement, or whatever reason, they would have immediately recognized it. Anyone who has seen world-destruction even once can never forget it until death.

No, there's something strange about this. The report states that the Head of the Audit Department can imitate world-destruction, so why don't they think I did it? Isn't the probability that I did it higher than the probability that Dorgon infiltrated spies?

[The show of force at the Imperial Academy, the Empire's highest educational institution where noble children gather, is clearly a challenge to the Mandate of Heaven.]
[Given that major foreign dignitaries are also enrolled, the probability that the Head of the Audit Department would cause disruption at the Academy is low, so Udesre Dorgon's—]

I read the content again out of curiosity but closed my eyes once more. It's correct, so I have nothing to say.

Logically, who would imagine that the person supposed to protect the Academy would use a technique employed by the Khagan in the middle of the Academy?

"What do you think?"

The Crown Prince's calm words sounded like "I'm going to kill you."

"Shit."

Even I think it was insane, so I can't even ask for leniency just this once.

***

Indeed, the Head of the Audit Department is a loyal subject.

Concerned that I might be overwhelmed by work fatigue or bored with the repetitive daily routine, he causes such major incidents. There is no more loyal subject than one whose surprise gifts instantly dispel fatigue and boredom whenever I receive them. He is a one-of-a-kind loyal subject—one that absolutely must not exist in duplicate.

"...Will he change as he gets older?"

Reports screaming up from the southern part of the Empire. The Head of the Audit Department, having read their terrible reality directly, hung his head low like a criminal—no, he is a criminal. Anyway, he bowed his head in a criminal's posture.

What a pathetic sight. The Head of the Audit Department is a subject I simply cannot discard, so whether he gives surprise gifts or terrible ones, I must keep him close. But I hope he exercises some restraint by his 40s or 50s. If he causes such incidents even then, I don't think I could endure it. I don't want to become an Emperor who collapses from high blood pressure.

"What do you think?"
"How could I have anything to say when my rashness has caused Your Highness such great concern?"

This makes me even more upset. If he were to act brazenly, I could at least impose disciplinary measures including the crime of insolence, but when he immediately bows his head acknowledging his mistake, it becomes awkward to get angrier. He's certainly mastered strange survival tactics.

Still, since the Head of the Audit Department is thoroughly submissive, I can proceed with my plan without hindrance.

"According to the report from the Southern Front Commander, the mages were all shocked. Being mages, they immediately noticed it wasn't the result of magic."

At those words, the Head of the Audit Department bowed his head even lower.

"Then the mages at the Academy would be no different. If they tell their families or countries about yesterday's incident—it would spread across the continent in no time."
"Due to my rashness..."
"Trying to resolve actions with words is cowardly behavior. Don't you agree?"
"...Yes, Your Highness. Your words are absolutely correct."


After hesitating briefly, the Head of the Audit Department finally spat out the words as if vomiting blood.

Good. With this, the Head of the Audit Department will have to accept whatever outcome occurs.

"The Imperial Family will make an official announcement regarding this incident. That the sky was split by the Head of the Audit Department's sword strike, and this can be verified by the Magic-Ending Duke."

The Imperial Family will choose to spread rather than contain this. If it's something that can't be hidden anyway, if it's something that doesn't need to be hidden in the first place, it's advantageous to announce it in the name of the Imperial Family. This transforms the incident from the Head of the Audit Department's impulsive action into something that had the Imperial Family's direction and involvement.

The Head of the Audit Department seemed to have reached the same conclusion, as his previously dark expression began to brighten.

"Isn't it that the Head of the Audit Department personally showed the edge of his sword for the benefit of the diligent Academy students? While it may seem somewhat excessive, it reflects the Head of the Audit Department's concern for the future, which is commendable."
"You flatter me, Your Highness."

I simply nodded at the Head of the Audit Department's quick response.

There's nothing more to say. I'm too mentally exhausted to speak at length, and the Head of the Audit Department is perceptive enough to understand with just this much.

"Now it's the knights' turn."

Since the Magic-Ending Duke became a visiting instructor at the Academy, the Empire has gained both tangible and intangible benefits. Mages flocked to see the mage who had reached the pinnacle of magic, hoping to hear even a single lesson from him. And with them came requests and appropriate compensation for smooth entry, activities, and admission.

When the Magic-Ending Duke first decided to go to the Academy, I could only laugh derisively, but once he actually began residing there, only positive things happened. Having tasted such sweetness, it's only natural to look for other applications.

In the midst of this, the Head of the Audit Department, who is stationed at the Academy, displayed a spectacular performance with his sword. Although it was merely an imitation of the heaven-defier's technique and even the heaven-defier's son could use it, others don't know that.

"After the Magic-Ending Duke, now the Sword-Ending Duke?"

A warrior who has reached the level of cutting the sky with a sword. When this rumor spreads, it will cause a commotion comparable to the time of the Magic-Ending Duke.

"I look forward to it."

During the Magic-Ending Duke's time, the Ernesto Academy of the Yuven United Kingdom bowed its head. Those who prided themselves as a magic powerhouse submitted before the Empire. Well then, isn't it now the turn of Armein, the kingdom of knights, to submit?

Armein must be brought to its knees whenever the opportunity arises. A country bordering the Empire and the second strongest after the Empire. Plus, how contemptible they are, boasting about being a kingdom of knights.

But now Armein's pride is finished. Kingdom of knights? Does Armein have a warrior who can cut the sky? While the hierarchy among warriors was complex compared to the magical world with its overwhelming number one, that's no longer the case. At least on the surface, the Head of the Audit Department is number one.

***

I survived.

When the Crown Prince pulled out the reports, I was prepared for house arrest at minimum and worse at worst, but fortunately it ended without any disciplinary action.

"Isn't it that the Head of the Audit Department personally showed the edge of his sword for the benefit of the diligent Academy students?"

In the midst of that, words that anyone would recognize as forcing additional work came out, but that's fine. Being annoyed is better than house arrest or detention.

Besides, just as the Magic-Ending Duke teaches as he pleases, I don't need to play the role of an enthusiastic teacher. Unlike the Magic-Ending Duke's time when people flocked due to the overlap with the school opening season, I'm in the middle of a semester, so outsiders won't suddenly come from across the continent asking for teachings.

"...Fortunately I cut the sky."

If I had vaguely cut the Academy instead of the sky, it would have ended with disciplinary action.

Indeed, if you're going to do something crazy, you should do it thoroughly. Though it's not something I should do twice.

"I am a sinner. A sinner who has brought shame upon my family..."

"I did learn swordsmanship as a member of the Valenti family, but I didn't study it professionally like Kal. So there might be aspects of martial artists' mindset that I don't understand."

Margareta spoke softly while sitting in her chair. Despite her gentle tone, my head bowed lower and lower.

Her soft words didn't mean her anger had subsided. Although she had calmed the panicked lovers before being summoned by the Crown Prince, that was merely soothing their state of panic. Anger typically follows after the initial shock, doesn't it?

So if I were to say something like "Thank you for understanding!" at this moment, I might find myself on the receiving end of Margareta's slap. It wouldn't physically hurt, but I'd die mentally.

"But Kal."

Margareta gently got down from her chair, knelt on the floor, and carefully took my hands in hers.

"Kal is no longer... alone, right?"

After holding my hands in silence for a moment, Margareta finally spoke with what sounded like a tearful voice. Naturally, that watery voice intensely triggered my guilt.

"Next year, I'll graduate from the Academy. Then, then I'll marry Kal... and have... babies too..."

At those words, I heard sniffling from beside me. Though I kept my head bowed, based on the position, it seemed to be Luise.

"So is it selfish of me to want Kal to take better care of himself?"
"No, not at all."

I hastily raised my head to see Margareta smiling forlornly.

This is maddening. When I returned alive from the Crown Prince, I thought it was all over, but it might have been easier to just receive punishment. When someone who has every right to be angry pressures you with heartbreak instead of scolding, anyone with a conscience would crumble.

"I should say something too."

Following the first wife(-to-be), the second wife(-to-be) spoke up. Even the Magic-Ending Duke, who usually embraces whatever I do with a mother's heart, was giving me an unusually cold look.

"Child. What would you have done if the priest hadn't been there?"

And at that piercing question, I lowered my head again—

"Raise your head. We're not interrogating you; we're asking because we're worried."

So I raised it again.

"Besides, an ordinary priest wouldn't have been able to heal a severed arm immediately. You were fortunate that the next Saint was there; otherwise, you would have been one-armed for days."
"I'm sorry..."

Since every word was absolutely correct, all I could say was that I was sorry.

Honestly, I attempted the sky-cutting technique because Tanian was there, but I couldn't say I had it all planned out while being scolded. They'd probably scold me even more for knowingly putting myself in danger. Mistakes and deliberate actions are clearly different matters.

As I suffered through Margareta's emotional appeal and the Magic-Ending Duke's factual assault, I discreetly rolled my eyes to the side.

'Those bastards.'

I saw Erich and Lyutis huddled in the corner, keeping their mouths firmly shut as if they had nothing to do with this.

Those two also have a stake in this incident. Erich asked me for guidance, and Lyutis asked me to show him a sword technique if a sparring match wasn't possible. In other words, they're practically the instigators of this incident.

However, no one held them responsible, considering that no one could have imagined I would cut the sky when I said I'd demonstrate a sword technique, and everyone had collectively watched without stopping me, wanting to see me wield my sword.

'At least they have good instincts.'

Of course, not holding them responsible doesn't mean emotions have been cleared. Human reason and emotion don't always align.

In this situation, if either Erich or Lyutis had misspoken, they both would have faced concentrated fire, but knowing this well, the two kept their mouths shut. They must have instinctively judged that now was the time to remain silent.

That bastard Lyutis, if only he could be this quiet usually—

"Um, brother."
"Huh?"


I quickly turned at Irina's sudden voice.

"Did the Imperial Family say something to you...?"

Irina, who had been patting the sniffling Luise, asked with anxious eyes.

A reasonable question. Cutting the sky in the middle of the Academy isn't an ordinary matter, and Irina had witnessed me being placed under probation and detention. It's natural for her to worry about whether I'd face punishment again.

"It's fine. They said I brought honor to the Empire and should continue to help future students."

The Crown Prince didn't say that exactly, but it was roughly the same meaning. I proved that the Empire has a martial artist who can cut the sky, and if that martial artist is at the Academy, swordsmen will flock just like they did during the Magic-Ending Duke's time. If I just pretend to teach those swordsmen properly, the Empire stands to gain significantly.

"So, will you cut the sky again?"

However, Irina was concerned about my well-being, not the Empire's gain.

"I won't need to teach everything, so it probably won't happen in most cases."
"That means you might do it again!"

I tried to calmly reassure Irina, but unfortunately, I chose the wrong words.

Damn, I should have said "never" instead of "probably won't." Though I do think I might do it a few more times in my life. I don't want to make promises I can't keep.

"...I'll try my best not to use it."
"Brother!"

I deliberately ignored Irina's shriek.

A civil servant doesn't make promises they can't keep.

There's someone who rejoices in my mishaps as if they were his own.

"Hey, I heard you cut the sky?"

I had barely escaped from my lovers who were trying to undress me to check if I had injuries besides my arm, and as soon as I entered my quarters, I received a call from the Minister.

"You've already heard?"
"Yes. Since yesterday, I've been getting calls from retired folks, causing quite a commotion."

At those words, I instinctively lowered my gaze. There must be more retired officials living near the Academy than I thought.

"What suddenly happened? You barely used it even during the war."
"That's precisely why I couldn't use it during the war. Who would wait for someone obviously preparing a technique that could kill them with a single hit?"
"That's true."

I sighed at the Minister's chuckling.

A few people besides me and Dorgos could use the downgraded version of World Destruction. However, its use was primarily as a performance to demoralize opponents just before battle, and cases of directing it at opponents were extremely rare. No, it's easier to consider them non-existent.

If you need to unleash World Destruction, it means you're in an all-out battle with an incredibly strong opponent, and how could you gather energy in front of such an opponent? The rule of not attacking during transformation only applies among magical girls.

"Kal Kracius, you and I are evenly matched! Why don't we each deliver our strongest blow and settle this?"
"You crazy bastard."

Of course, as you live in this world, you encounter people who seem to live in their own reality. That bastard Tala, when we couldn't reach a conclusion, suggested we both unleash World Destruction and end it.

It was an absolutely insane idea. So I did it immediately.

"Anyway, what really happened? Did you have a lovers' quarrel with the Magic-Ending Duke?"
"Well..."

It took more courage than expected to say I did it to show my brother.

***

Lying on the bed, I stared blankly at the ceiling. My mind hasn't been working properly since yesterday. More precisely, only my brother's insane feat keeps coming to mind, and I can't think of anything else. If Sera hadn't spoken to me, I might have become one with the floor, stuck like dust.


I had asked my brother for guidance because I wanted to learn from an outstanding teacher, to confirm if I was on the right path, to see the destination I would eventually reach.

"If you keep working hard, you'll reach my level. What I can do, you can probably do too."

"Ha."

A bitter laugh escaped me as I recalled my brother's words. If I work hard? I can do what he can do?

That's nonsense. While it's natural to progress through effort, not everything can be solved through effort. People are born with innate talents.

'World Destruction.'

I kept laughing bitterly. The technique my brother called sky-cutting but also known as World Destruction. The reason the Heaven-Defying One earned that title.

World Destruction, truly an intuitive name. Though it's probably not just called that because it cuts the sky.

'How many people crumbled?'

In war, countless swordsmen would have gathered. Soldiers skilled with swords, commanders with some training, or knights who dedicated their lives to the sword. Innumerable swordsmen would have witnessed World Destruction.

At that moment, how many swordsmen would have despaired and given up? A realm unreachable with their abilities and efforts unless they were reborn. Seeing such a gap that makes one ashamed to call themselves human, those swordsmen's worlds would have shattered. That's why the name World Destruction is chillingly appropriate.

'What does he mean I can do it?'

The same applies to me. I too cannot reach my brother's level unless I'm reborn. How could someone who can't guarantee victory against fellow students ever cut the sky?

'It's impossible.'

Having goals is important. But being blinded by unrealistic goals leads one astray. So I gave up. I accepted that I cannot become like my brother.

So let's set a proper goal. My brother and I are siblings with the same parents, disciples of the same swordsmanship. While my brother cut the sky with talent incomparable to mine, since I share the same blood—

'Perhaps I could cut a mountain?'

I might not be able to destroy the world, but perhaps a city?

Actually, seeing the overwhelming peak made me feel better. I knew there were differences in talent among humans, but now I know there are no limits. If someone can cut the sky, what's a mountain?

'Let's do this.'

I tried to steel my resolve. Instead of despairing at my brother's achievement, I'll create my own.

...But honestly, I'm envious. I want to... cut the sky too...

A martial artist who cuts the sky with a single sword. Isn't that every man's dream at some point?

Cutting the sky is truly a man's romance.

"Should we ask the instructor to show us one more time?"

Looking at Lyutis speaking with a serious face, I'm certain. He's also captivated by the sky-cutting.

"If you're confident you can beat the Magic-Ending Duke, go ahead and try."
"Tsk..."

But when I mentioned the realistic barrier, he gave up with a bitter expression. Sadly, cutting the sky is no longer something my brother can do on his own will.

He needs to persuade all four of his future sisters-in-law surrounding him. If he were to request sky-cutting before persuading them, he'd surely be kidnapped by the enraged sisters-in-law.

'I'll never see it again.'

And while I might be able to imagine persuading others, I absolutely cannot picture convincing the Magic-Ending Duke.

"Why doesn't Armein have someone like this..."

I almost shook my head at Lyutis's wistful mutter.

If every country had someone like that, wouldn't it be a sign of the apocalypse?

"The life of a celebrity that the Magic-Ending Duke has experienced for decades. I didn't particularly want to know about it, but these days I'm feeling it all too keenly. Excessive attention is poison to a poor civil servant.

"I haven't been able to properly interact with the Inspector due to how busy I assumed you were. Despite not being far away and actually living together at the Academy, our relationship has been so distant—I'm quite ashamed."

Just looking at the attitude of the Sword Department's Head Instructor standing before me, it's clearly different from before. Of course, he was always respectful, but I originally avoided meeting Academy faculty members except for the Principal, Vice Principal, and perhaps Gerhardt at most.

Excluding instances where I had to initiate contact for unavoidable reasons, there was no interaction as the Head Instructor said. From the faculty's perspective, they'd naturally be afraid to meet someone with audit authority, and I also needed to avoid appearing to pressure the faculty.

However, since the Sky Slash and the Imperial Family's official announcement, the Sword Department faculty have been visiting the club room frequently. They seem to come without fail whenever they don't have scheduled classes.

"You're too kind. Everyone knows how demanding the Head Instructor's duties are, not just mine. If we had met frequently, people might have found it strange."
"Haha, thank you for saying so."

Since the Head Instructor was leading this charge, I subtly implied, "Is it really okay for you to visit this often?" But whether he didn't understand or was deliberately pretending not to, he just smiled and responded.

If I consider him as someone who has dedicated his life to the sword, there's a good chance it's the former. But if he were truly a fool who knew nothing but swords, he wouldn't have risen to become the Academy's Head Instructor...

'Whether mages or swordsmen.'

I've always thought of mages as collections of madness, but that was apparently a misconception. It's not just mages—it's everyone.

No, in some ways, swordsmen are worse than mages. At least the mages didn't mindlessly approach the Magic-Ending Duke. They tried to establish connections in more meticulous and annoying ways.

'Perhaps it's because they're people who act before thinking.'

That's a fairly plausible hypothesis. Compared to mages who use their brains, swordsmen are relatively more action-oriented.

"These days, all sorts of contacts are coming in from my acquaintances. People who were indifferent when I became Head Instructor are now making quite a fuss."
"Oh, is that so?"
"Yes. Thanks to that, my communication crystal rings constantly, and I can barely sleep properly."

As the conversation continued, the Head Instructor's face showed clear signs of joy rather than discomfort as he joked.

The position of Academy Head Instructor is considered an honor among industry figures. If acquaintances were indifferent despite him achieving such a position, they were likely rivals or figures from different factions rather than friends. Now that even such individuals are bowing their heads and initiating contact, there could be nothing more pleasing from the Head Instructor's perspective.

"Fortunately, as someone who witnessed the Inspector's achievement with my own eyes, I had plenty to tell these acquaintances who contacted me after so long."

I couldn't help but smile at that remark. Wasn't he essentially saying he thoroughly "tea-bagged" those who came with their heads bowed, telling them "You didn't get to see this, did you?"

"I'm truly grateful to the Inspector."

The Head Instructor bowed his head, still with a smile on his face. His gratitude probably included thanks for giving him an opportunity to gain an advantage over competing factions, as well as gratitude for showing a swordsman's realm above the heavens. How happy must he be to catch two rabbits in one day without any particular effort on his part?

And the fact that he came personally to express his gratitude shows that the Head Instructor has above-average character. That's why I haven't refused his frequent visits, even though they're becoming quite regular.

"I'm embarrassed to receive gratitude for the small matter of swinging a sword."
"Is that so? Then may I ask the Inspector for another small favor?"
"Oh dear, that would be difficult."

I smiled back at the Head Instructor's joke while shaking my head.

I don't mind anything else, but an encore performance is out of the question. If I did that, the person making the request would face the Magic-Ending Duke's wrath head-on.

I should have realized it when the Head Instructor mentioned receiving surrender calls from competing factions. When we talk about Imperial competing factions, it's obvious where they're from.

"From Armein, you mean?"
"Yes, that's right."

Seeing Villar nod with an embarrassed expression, I felt my breath catch.


"They will likely push for a visit to the Imperial Academy. Of course, the cooperation of the Imperial Academy and the consent of the Inspector as the concerned party must come first, but..."

Villar rarely let his words trail off like this. He seemed embarrassed to be bringing up this topic in front of me.

Of course, I understand. Villar is merely a messenger conveying his country's intentions. What fault lies with the messenger? The problem is the entity behind him.

'That was fast.'

Since I was prepared for this situation, the shock was lessened.

The reaction of continental mages to the news of the Magic-Ending Duke's residence at the Academy, and the Ernesto Academy students who flocked to the Academy during the fair—if I hadn't anticipated the current situation after seeing all that, I would be brainless. It was always a given that Armein would make some kind of move.

The problem is that it's happening much faster than expected. That Lyutis bastard—true to his country, his ability to take action is no joke.

'Robens Academy.'

Following Ernesto Academy, the next institution hoping to tour the Imperial Academy is Robens Academy—an academy established bearing the name of the Armein royal family. Its symbolic significance in Armein is overwhelming.

And the bigwig from the competing faction who declared surrender to the Head Instructor is the current Vice Principal of Robens Academy. I thought they were bowing their heads too quickly, but it was to lay the groundwork for coming to the Imperial Academy.

"No one has the right to block learning. If there's a legitimate request, there's no reason to refuse."

Anyway, Robens Academy humbling itself before the Imperial Academy is a positive signal. An academy bearing the name of the Armein royal family acknowledging its deficiency and coming to the Imperial Academy? Anyone would see this as acknowledging the Empire's victory and mandate. From the Empire's perspective, always looking for opportunities to make Armein kneel, there couldn't be better news.

Well, given that Armein is willing to send Robens Academy to the Empire, it seems the Sky Slash was indeed impressive.

"I'll convey this to the Principal. Armein will get the result it wants."
"Thank you, Inspector."

Villar bowed his head with a much more relaxed expression at my quick response. What's there to thank? I should be the one thanking him. Except for the inconvenience to me, this is beneficial for the Empire.

There's just one problem—

"When the students who will become Armein's future pillars see the realm above the heavens, they will be inspired to work harder."
"Haha, it seems I'll need to exert some effort."

If Armein is showing sincerity by quickly bowing its head, the Empire must provide treatment befitting that gesture.

To put it simply, I need to show another sky-cutting performance.

'What should I do about this?'

Not doing it isn't even an option. The process of Armein's surrender is completed by witnessing an Imperial warrior cutting the sky. If they come all the way to the Imperial Academy and there's no performance, they might suspect the Empire of spreading false rumors.

Honestly, I'd be suspicious too. If a country's warrior could cut the sky, they'd be eager to show it off, not hide it. Anyone would find that strange.

So when Robens Academy students arrive, I need to perform World Destruction again. That's what the Crown Prince wants, what the Imperial Academy wants, what Armein wants—the ideal situation everyone desires.

'...How do I persuade them?'

It's just that the mountain we need to climb to achieve that ideal is quite high.

Just then, the Magic-Ending Duke returned from class, and I cautiously broached the subject. It's easier to recruit one person first than to persuade four simultaneously. Moreover, if the Magic-Ending Duke changes from opposition to support, persuading the other three becomes easier.

"Absolutely not!"

Of course, the answer was resolute.


"Child, have you forgotten what Marga said? Your body is no longer yours alone."

A desperate plea following a resolute cry. With such fantastic modulation of intensity, I felt like a criminal for bringing it up. No, I am a criminal.

"Yes, treatment might be possible. But does the disappearance of wounds mean the injury never happened? What about our feelings as we watch?"

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had somehow taken my hands in his, continued with trembling eyes.

"Or do you not care if we get hurt as long as it can be healed?"
"Of course not."

I hastily shook my head at the terrible question. As the Magic-Ending Duke said, healing a wound doesn't make the pain itself disappear. There's even a concept called death from shock for a reason.

That's precisely the problem. The logic is so perfect that there's no way to refute it. Whether appealing to reason or emotion, I can't win against the Magic-Ending Duke.

"Still, they're coming all the way from Armein to the Empire, so considering their sincerity—"
"Did you invite them?"
"Well, no..."

Why would I be crazy enough to invite foreigners into my home? There are plenty of fellow Imperials I can't stand to look at.

"...It seems you're carrying a heavy burden."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who seemed to be thinking about something, muttered in a chilling voice.

Hearing those words, I felt goosebumps. Someone with the Magic-Ending Duke's experience would know what the Imperial Family expects of me. In such a situation, talking about "heavy burdens" suggests he's ready to storm the Imperial Palace and turn it upside down.

I'd actually like to see that. It would be quite a spectacle to see the Crown Prince grabbed by the collar and shaken like harvest grain by the Magic-Ending Duke. But if it's a matter significant enough for Armein to bow its head, it would have reached the Emperor's ears too, and then it's no longer an issue that can be resolved by just grabbing the Crown Prince. If the Emperor and the Duke clash over such a matter, wouldn't it become a dark chapter in Imperial history?

Decisively, I've already been paid. I've avoided disciplinary action in exchange for maintaining a dignified presence at the Academy. If I now say, "I can't do it!" and change my stance, disciplinary action including charges of disloyalty would follow.

'Ah.'

While desperately racking my brain, a fairly good method occurred to me.

"As long as I don't get hurt, right?"
"Uh, huh?"

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had been looking at me with eyes that suggested he might fly to the Capital after one more word, tilted his head at my question.

"Among holy techniques, there's physical enhancement, right? If we ask Tanian, couldn't we make it work somehow?"

Holy techniques specialize in survival skills like recovery and enhancement. In fact, priests focus on enhancing soldiers before battle and healing them afterward. With enhancement from Tanian, the next Holy One, even a starving pauper could have the physique of a mighty warrior.

"...If only your body remains unharmed..."

The Magic-Ending Duke, having reached the same conclusion, spoke in a much more conciliatory tone.

Yes, if I don't get hurt, there's no reason to stop a prospective husband from demonstrating his power. It's actually something to be proud of.

"Enhancement? Of course it's possible."

And during club time, I was able to get Tanian's confirmation.

"Enhancement holy techniques are learned before healing. I'm actually more confident in enhancement."
"That's great."

Starting today, I'm investing in Tanian stock.

It was an ordinary day. As usual, I checked Lord Lyutis's schedule, reviewed our country's military strength, and held regular discussions with representatives from Yuven and the Papal States. This was the daily routine since Lord Lyutis's enrollment at the Academy. Nothing special about the day.

If anything was different, it was that I was on edge about the practical exam questions. Even that wasn't particularly stressful given last year's experience. In fact, Lord Lyutis wore a satisfied smile after an excellent duel with a student named Charles Olrid.

Flawless protection, His Lordship's satisfaction. It was the kind of day I wished every day could be like—no more, no less.

"..."

That's certainly how it was.

Until the sky split open. Until the blue sky tore apart with a deafening sound like space itself was being ripped, accompanied by strange mana amplification.

'What is this?'

I was bewildered. I wonder if it's right to describe that emotion as mere bewilderment, but I can't think of a more accurate expression. Rather, the more elaborately I try to describe it, the more diluted that feeling becomes.

An ugly scar that seemed to insult the sky. No matter how positively one might view it, it certainly wasn't pleasant to look at, yet I couldn't help staring at it like a heretic entranced by an idol. No, to a swordsman, that scar was not an idol but a sacred stigma equivalent to divine guidance.

There's no guarantee it was made by a sword. If I told someone, they'd click their tongue and call it nonsense. But instinctively, I could feel it. That was an achievement accomplished with a sword.

I just stared blankly. For several minutes until the sky healed itself, neither I nor the other knights nearby could speak.

"...Lord Villar."
"Yes."

A knight spoke with a trembling voice, still affected by the shock. I nodded before he could finish.

"Report to the homeland."

This is beyond what we can handle. Even if we're ridiculed for talking nonsense, we must report this to our country.

And that night, the training ground near our quarters was filled with knights.

"Perosa."
"Ah, Father."

Perosa was among those knights. How pleased I was to think that she too felt competitive spirit rather than despair after seeing that scar. I couldn't hide my fatherly pride at the thought that she would achieve greatness someday.

But soon, news came that overshadowed my pride.

"An inspector, you say?"
- Yes. The Imperial Family officially announced it. Though not the Emperor himself, it was the Crown Prince's statement, so it's certain.

A communication from the Royal Knights Commander back home. I sensed something was wrong from the commander's dazed expression, but I never expected the Empire would officially acknowledge that the recent incident was caused by human action.

And even more surprising, that it was the work of an inspector who had been stationed at the Academy for the past year.

- ...Because of this, it seems Robens Academy will follow in Ernesto Academy's footsteps.

I could only sigh at those words. As a knight of Armein, it was unwelcome news. Robens Academy is Armein's pride, and now that pride must acknowledge the Empire's superiority.

- And the bureaucrats are in an uproar too. Because it's been confirmed that the records of the Great Northern War were true.

I was confused by this statement, but soon understood. After the war ended, among the records Armein obtained by penetrating the Empire's weakened counterintelligence network was one stating, "The sky was torn and the earth wailed at the Khagan's sword strike."

But when people see such things, they normally think it's an exaggeration, not a literal description. From the bureaucrats' perspective, this must be like a bolt from the blue.

- Moreover, the military is feeling threatened by the Empire's sudden show of force.

My expression hardened at these words. Indeed, displaying military might at this time is not a normal situation.

If it were a warning about the three countries' forces stationed at the Academy, it should have been done last year. At this point, when smooth relations have already been established, provoking the three countries would be disadvantageous for the Empire as well.

- Opinions are all over the place. Some say they're simply trying to raise imperial authority by putting forward the Audit Department Head from an imperial count family. Others think it's a move to completely suppress the Kingdom of Jereno and secure maritime supremacy. Or eastward expansion toward the Kingdom of Leon, pressure on our country, northern conquest. All sorts of theories are circulating.

The commander let out a hollow laugh, but his expression remained stern. Each possibility couldn't be ignored.

A sudden display of force. And not just anywhere, but in the skies above the Academy when continental attention was focused there due to the enrollment of Lord Lyutis and other dignitaries from the three countries, along with the mass enrollment of magicians enchanted by the Magic-Ending Duke.

Is it right to see this as coincidence, or as a deliberate declaration?

- Robens Academy's visit to the Imperial Academy isn't just for learning. Remember that.
"...I'll keep it in mind."


That was enough. Armein will temporarily bow down to avoid the Empire's potential blade, and I, stationed at the Academy, am instructed to clearly identify the Empire's intentions. It's too heavy a duty for a mere knight, but not the worst situation.

'At least it's not Armein.'

From what I've seen, the inspector is not the type to remain calm in front of representatives from a country he's about to invade. He would either draw a clear line or openly provoke them. At least, that's the inspector I've observed.

'If that personality is thoroughly an act—'

Then it would mean they've been preparing for invasion since before Lord Lyutis enrolled.

...A terrifying possibility.

***

After fully committing to the Tanian coin meta, I began an enthusiastic persuasion campaign.

Tanian's healing holy magic can quickly reattach severed limbs, but his reinforcement magic is actually his specialty, so wouldn't it be possible to cut the sky without getting injured in the first place? The Crown Prince personally asked him to help educate future generations, so how could he refuse? I used every possible justification to convince them.

"...Fine. Then just this once, I'll go along with it."
"Thank you for understanding, Mar."

Fortunately, whether moved by my heartfelt persuasion or because their physical safety was guaranteed, I succeeded in convincing everyone, including Margareta. Honestly, the latter probably played a much bigger role, but what matters is achieving the goal.

Anyway, thanks to the Tanian coin, we avoided being no-shows in front of the audience who had come all the way to see the demonstration.

"Robens Academy says they're ready to come anytime. They said they would teleport right over if given permission."
"What admirable enthusiasm. Not hesitating in the pursuit of knowledge—isn't that something to emulate, even from a foreign educational institution?"

After succeeding in persuasion, everything else went smoothly. From the principal's perspective, receiving the surrender of Robens Academy after Ernesto Academy gives him no reason to refuse. He might go down as the greatest principal in Imperial Academy history.

"It brings me immense joy to have such invigorating events in this old man's otherwise dull twilight years. This too must be thanks to the Audit Department Head."
"You flatter me. It's more likely due to the virtue you've accumulated over the years, Principal."
"Ho ho, how embarrassing."

As evidence, the principal maintained a smiling face throughout our conversation. Despite the sky above the Academy suddenly splitting open, which might reasonably cause shock or concern, he simply nodded gently without making any such remarks.

Whether this is because his heart has grown generous after Robens Academy's surrender, or because he's reached enlightenment after suffering for over a year, I'm just glad either way. As the principal said, if his twilight years are filled with vitality instead of complications, isn't that a blessing?

It might be a twisted blessing, but I decided to think of it that way.

Less than three days after the principal's approval, Robens Academy officially visited the Imperial Academy. Unlike Ernesto Academy, which had targeted the fair with their charge, Robens Academy's visit was more spontaneous, so this was to be expected.

"I am Narche Yohaim, Vice Principal of Robens Academy. Our Principal also wished to come personally, but due to scheduling conflicts, he couldn't greet you. Please understand."

However, the spontaneous nature of the visit didn't lower the rank of the visitors. Although the Principal himself didn't come, the Vice Principal, who is more renowned in swordsmanship circles than the Principal, visited personally and asked for understanding regarding the Principal's absence. This showed that Robens Academy had made sufficient effort to demonstrate sincerity.

"If your Principal had come personally, we would be the ones grateful. How could we express disappointment at not meeting him? Please don't worry about it."

In response to the Vice Principal's visit, the Imperial Academy showed protocol by having their Principal greet him personally, and the Robens Academy side seemed reasonably satisfied with being received by a higher-ranking official.

Of course, they would only be 100% satisfied after seeing the sky being cut with their own eyes. What use is protocol if you don't get what you came for?

"Might you be the Audit Department Head?"

After exchanging greetings with the Principal and Vice Principal, Narche Yohaim also greeted me, who was standing nearby.

"Yes, that's correct."
"We are about to receive excessive instruction from the Audit Department Head. I consider it an honor and will never forget today."

As Narche Yohaim bowed respectfully, I felt almost dizzy.

Right now, he's thoroughly prostrating himself, setting aside his pride, but if I hadn't been able to demonstrate cutting the sky, there would have been an uproar. Anyone would go mad if the price of abandoning pride was a no-show.

Thank you, Tanian... you saved the relationship between the Empire and Armein...

***

The Audit Department Head immediately led the students to the training ground, saying he would show them the sky-cutting technique.

"It's not a time-consuming matter, so dragging it out would be discourteous to students who have come from afar. Wouldn't it be better for them to see what they want and then rest well?"

This was welcome news for us. Having forcibly adjusted our Academy's schedule to come to the Empire, the longer we stay, the more difficult the repercussions become to manage. As Vice Principal, I'm already swamped with work and can't afford more.


So we accepted the Audit Department Head's kindness. If we could accomplish our mission on the first day, we could return to our country as quickly as possible.

'...There are many.'

Meanwhile, word had already spread, and the training ground we arrived at with the Audit Department Head was filled with Imperial Academy students and faculty. Understandably, they wouldn't want to miss this experience either.

It was only peculiar to see Lord Lyutis among the Imperial Academy students.

'Your Highness...'

A strange situation where Armein's pride bows to the Imperial Academy in the presence of Armein's royalty. Feeling this strangeness, I smiled wryly as a white-haired young man approached the Audit Department Head, placed a hand on his shoulder, and whispered something.

Judging by the bright white light flickering around the young man and the Audit Department Head, it must be holy magic. This young man must be Tanian Enes, the next saint.

After exchanging a few words with the future saint, the Audit Department Head nodded and stood in the center of the training ground.

"I will begin."

At those words, silence fell over the bustling training ground. The crowd became so still that not even the sound of rustling clothes could be heard.

In that moment, only the Audit Department Head had the right to move.

'Huh.'

And I must admit, from the moment the Audit Department Head drew his sword, I was filled with admiration. For a warrior, fundamentals are paramount, and how thoroughly one has mastered the basics can be seen in their stance.

In that sense, the Audit Department Head's stance was perfect. Even in simple preparatory movements, there were no flaws, and I couldn't take my eyes off the way he stepped forward and extended his arm. How many long years must he have spent to achieve such perfection?

Yes, achieving the feat of cutting the sky must require such solid fundamentals—?

'What the.'

My admiration instantly turned to shock. As the Audit Department Head slowly moved his sword, a violent mana circulation occurred in his heart, then moved to the right side of his chest and exploded. The exploded mana spread through his right arm and sword as if devouring them.

Abnormal mana circulation. A crazy technique that would burst one's heart instantly if attempted inadequately.

Those who could sense this insane mana circulation all opened their mouths wide, watching the madman—

- ■■■■■■■■■──!!!

And the madman's achievement unfolded in the sky.

'Ha.'

A different kind of exclamation escaped me than when I was watching the Audit Department Head's stance earlier.

A black scar, hideously positioned as if to insult the blue sky. A wound that widened as if trying to swallow the sky and become a new sky itself.

'...An evil god?'

The Dawn Order's scripture says evil gods who opposed Enen are sealed in the northern part of the continent.

I've never seen these evil gods, but if they were to appear in the world, wouldn't they tear and insult the sky just like the Audit Department Head is doing now?

***

Big trouble. The reinforcement holy magic I trusted has betrayed me.

At least my arm is intact. Outwardly it's still attached, and I avoided the disaster of having it torn off and rolling on the ground like last time.

'It burst from the inside.'

Unfortunately, only the exterior was intact. Tanian must have properly reinforced the arm's appearance, but I could feel that the muscles, nerves, and bones beneath the skin were completely destroyed.

Still, it's something that it looks fine on the outside. This time I can insist I wasn't injured. After all, it looks normal. If my arm won't go up, I can just say it's aching from the sudden exertion.

I can quietly ask Tanian for treatment after everyone leaves.

'Shit.'

...If I'm found out, I'm done for.

# The Sky Slash I Use

The Sky Slash I use is a downgraded version of the Khagan's original. Even that version I hadn't dared to attempt since getting stabbed by the Khagan, but thanks to the Magic-Ending Duke's potion, I've somehow reached a level where I can recreate it. However, while the recreation perfectly achieves the result of slicing the sky, it's still lacking in terms of raw power.

But what can I do? If I tried to recreate the power I used during the war, my body might explode rather than just my arm. The Sky Slash begins by forcefully amplifying mana within the body, but as soon as I touched my mana, my wounds reacted violently. Even after taking the Magic-Ending Duke's potion, it only suppressed the presence of the wounds rather than eliminating them completely.

So I tried to control the power by focusing the mana movement on my arms rather than my wounded torso. Despite that, it's unfortunate my arm still broke.

'Not bad?'

It's an intuitive result—if the arm takes too much strain, it breaks. So if my arm were just stronger, couldn't I withstand it? If my arm were intact, wouldn't I be able to use it multiple times without issue?

'Like hell.'

This is the result of that simple thought. It didn't break off, but it exploded from within.

"Hmm, it might have been better if it had just severed completely."

Tanian, who had approached quietly and was looking at me curiously, examined the state of my arm and sighed.

"If your arm had burst open externally, the force would have dispersed. But since the explosion was contained inside your arm, the intensity was much more severe."

His calm diagnosis made me feel a bit bitter. I didn't really want to know the exact process of how my arm got wrecked.

"...Can it be fixed?"
"Yes, fortunately there's no problem with treatment."

True to his assurance, as soon as Tanian recited a prayer, sensation returned to my right arm.

Definite healing versus uncertain reinforcement. I could suspect that Tanian deliberately weakened the reinforcement spell, but I couldn't bring myself to voice such suspicions.

"Brother. It's embarrassing to say this, but since there's no precedent for cutting the sky, I don't know if my reinforcement will be effective. This is beyond common sense, so I can't make predictions."

In truth, Tanian had warned me beforehand. He said he would cast the reinforcement spell but couldn't guarantee its effectiveness. It was a perfectly reasonable warning since there was no precedent, but I insisted on proceeding anyway. It would be quite ugly to blame Tanian now.

Besides, crucially, this Sky Slash could have been performed without a single injury.

'I must be crazy.'

Tanian's reinforcement holy magic. In other words, the blessing of the next saint who receives Enen's abundant favor.

When that holy magic settled in my body, I could feel the suppression of the eternal blue sky's energy left in the wound inflicted by the Khagan. The difference was so obvious that even I, not being a priest, could instinctively feel, "Ah, this is being suppressed." Thanks to that, a crazy competitive spirit arose, thinking, "If it's this good, couldn't I operate it a bit more powerfully?"

So I did. And this is the result. How could my arm withstand drawing more power than before?

'It did get stronger though...'

Still, it was definitely more powerful than the Sky Slash I used a few days ago.

First, it was larger than before, and the scar, instead of shrinking over time, slowly grew as if devouring the nearby sky. Of course, it grew to a certain extent before shrinking back, but the previous scar didn't grow at all. The difference in power was obvious to anyone.

"...Child? It seems stronger than before."
"I received reinforcement holy magic. I think that's why it had more power."

Because of this, I received suspicious glances from the Magic-Ending Duke. If he had discovered that my arm had burst internally at that moment, wouldn't I have seen him sitting down and wailing? After that, I would have seen the Magic-Ending Duke launching Hellfire at the Armein students, saying it was all their fault. A terrible scenario.

"Even with reinforcement holy magic, if this is the result... it would be better not to use it anymore."

I couldn't readily answer Tanian's serious suggestion.

Honestly, I can't promise not to use it again. Since it was officially announced in the name of the Imperial Family, and since it has been demonstrated in front of foreign countries, the Sky Slash is no longer just my personal matter but directly connected to the authority and prestige of the Empire. Even if I find it bothersome, I'll have to act if the Imperial Family makes a request.


"It's fine. After using it twice, I've got the feel for it. If I control it well, I can finish without incident."

So I gave a safe answer. Yes, if I just avoid being greedy and control the power properly, I can manage with just the reinforcement holy magic.

'Damn it.'

Thinking about it makes me angry. If I didn't have these wounds, I wouldn't have to worry about reinforcement holy magic or limb explosions. In terms of power, catching up to the original would be difficult, but I could at least use it more powerfully than the Sky Slash I used today.

This won't do. I should increase my prayers to the Eternal Blue Sky to five times a day.

It seems the higher power was moved by my achievement accomplished with an exploding arm.

"Good work, Audit Department Head."
"You flatter me. How could we mistreat guests who have submitted to the majesty of the Empire?"

Not long after receiving treatment from Tanian, I got a message from the Crown Prince. Considering how quickly reports go up, he must have contacted me almost immediately.

"Haha, that's right. How could the Empire mistreat those who submit? The Audit Department Head speaks correctly."

Seeing him burst into laughter at my courteous remark, he must be in quite a good mood.

'He has reason to be.'

I can fully understand. While it's certainly cause for celebration that Ernesto Academy has visited the Empire and declared surrender, it was an inevitable outcome from the moment the Magic-Ending Duke was in the Empire. Moreover, the Yuven United Kingdom is far from the Empire and, due to its unique united kingdom system, isn't a particularly threatening nation.

The Armein Kingdom is different. Just as the Empire seeks opportunities to subjugate Armein, Armein is always looking for chances to undermine the Empire. Unlike the magical world where the Magic-Ending Duke provides overwhelming superiority, in the world of swordsmanship, Armein had no reason to surrender to the Empire. Additionally, Armein shares a border with the Empire. Before the Khagan's appearance, disturbances in the North often signified tensions with Armein.

Yet now, Armein has acknowledged the Empire's superiority. From the perspective of the Crown Prince, who is about to ascend the throne, how joyful must it be to have a competing nation bow down even before his coronation?

"However, it was the Audit Department Head's ability that satisfied our guests. The Imperial Family remembers the Audit Department Head's unwavering devotion and loyalty."
"I am deeply honored."

It's just ordinary flattery, but I can't help feeling uneasy. It sounds like he's saying my devotion and loyalty are outstanding, so he'll keep using me forever.

If that's the case, I wish he would just forget about me. Getting recognized by the Imperial Family by rolling into a high position, having my face remembered and my name engraved... the position of Audit Department Head really doesn't suit my fate.

"Now it's the Principal's job to entertain the guests. The Audit Department Head should rest comfortably."
"Yes, Your Highness. Thank you for your consideration."

With those words, the communication ended.

Strange. It was clearly a call for flattery, but what remains is anxiety about lifelong employment.

Anyway, what an impressive bastard.

***

After arriving at the accommodations prepared by the Imperial Academy, the students either went to their rooms or headed to the training grounds.

As I headed to my assigned room, I observed the students' faces and found they fell into exactly two categories: those who were lost in thought with a sense of doubt after seeing the sky torn, and those burning with competitive spirit after witnessing a human achievement. I sincerely hope that even the former students will pull themselves together and transform their doubt into passion.

As Vice Principal, I would like to help them through this process right away, but regrettably, I don't have time for that now.

"So it was true."
"Yes. It can no longer be denied."

As soon as I reached my room, I contacted the Principal who remained at the academy and submitted a report that was nothing short of bitter. It was true that an Imperial warrior had cut the sky.

"I heard the Audit Department Head received holy magic before cutting the sky. Was it reinforcement holy magic by any chance?"


After a moment of silence, the Principal raised a very reasonable question. I also think what the Audit Department Head received from the next saint was reinforcement holy magic.

"Principal, could you cut the sky if you received reinforcement holy magic?"

But what difference does it make if it was reinforcement holy magic? It's not like other people could cut the sky if they received reinforcement holy magic, and warriors going to war receiving reinforcement holy magic is only natural to begin with.

"I just asked to confirm. The bureaucrats need to know every detail before they're satisfied."

The Principal seemed to share my thoughts, as he gave a bitter smile at my response. Those bureaucrats, they know nothing about the field but are excessively meticulous.

"How are the students?"
"Some have slumped down in front of the wall, but more are determined to overcome it."
"That's a relief."

The Principal, who had been drafting a report for the administration, smiled slightly at those words. No matter how much the position of Robens Academy Principal is appointed according to political convention, at his core, he is an educator. He would be pleased if the students who will lead the future choose perseverance over despair.

Anyway, after asking questions for quite some time, the Principal sighed, perhaps having completed his report.

"Thank you for your hard work traveling so far. The administration should be satisfied with this much, so rest adequately before returning."
"Yes, I will do that."

As the communication ended, I looked at the communication orb that had lost its light and then leaned back in my chair.

I feel conflicted. As a swordsman, I'm glad to have witnessed the supreme realm that one who wields a sword can reach, but as an Armein citizen, it's terrifying that a warrior who can cut the sky has appeared in the Empire. The Empire is already recovering from wounds sustained in the war with the nomads. From the perspective of Armein, which shares a border with the Empire, it's concerning that such a symbolic warrior has emerged.

It's somewhat fortunate that the Audit Department Head belongs to the administration rather than the military, but such affiliations can be changed easily.

'Dogs that bite don't bark.'

Still, there is hope. If the Empire truly aimed for war with Armein, they would have attacked suddenly without such a display. That would have been more effective.

The public declaration, the permission for Robens Academy to visit. This suggests that the Empire is more likely to be satisfied with diplomatic concessions from Armein rather than seeking to establish hierarchy through war.

...It must be so. If the Empire truly chooses war and the Audit Department Head stands on the front lines, the nightmare of the Iron-Blooded Duke's time will be repeated.

***

It's clear that not only are magicians crazy, but swordsmen are crazy too.

"Brother. You really didn't get hurt this time?"
"That's right."
"Then, torture teacher, can you use it occasionally in the future?"
"I don't know."

Erich and Lyutis showed visible disappointment at that vague answer, but this is actually for your own good.

There are no eternal lies in this world. Considering my twisted fate, I can be certain of that.

'If we're found out, we all go down together.'

If, just if, someone discovers that my arm burst internally, or if I get injured after cutting the sky at someone's request, there are four people who would flip out. Where would their anger be directed?

There are already several people giving sharp glances at the two men who are sticking to me and calling for an encore. Even now, when they believe my body is safe, there's a full defensive posture. What would happen if even that safety guarantee crumbles? We'd all die—me, you, and maybe even the Crown Prince.

"If I do it too often, people stop finding it amazing."
"What kind of reason is that?"

Don't try to understand. Just accept it with your heart.

Honestly, showing it twice is enough, isn't it?

# The Imperial Academy underwent significant changes following the visit from Robens Academy.

First, the proportion of Swordsmanship Club members at the training grounds increased dramatically. Of course, the sky had been split even before Robens Academy's visit, but back then students only saw the result of the sky being split, not the process of me swinging my sword. This time, however, students who came after hearing rumors witnessed the entire process, making them believe that a human could actually cut the sky.

Thanks to this, students with their competitive spirits fully charged practically lived at the training grounds, while Magic Club students, pushed aside by the crazed Swordsmanship Club members, had no choice but to retreat to the library while cursing under their breath.

"Good day, Inspector."
"Oh, yeah."
"Inspector! Good morning!"
"Ah, yes. Good morning."

Along with their competitive spirit, their respect seemed to have ignited as well, as the number of students approaching me increased dramatically. Needless to say, over 90% of these students belonged to the Swordsmanship Club.

It's an incredibly strange experience. Until now, even when I attracted students' attention, they would either watch from a distance or approach indirectly through Erich. Now, students pop up like random encounters to talk to me.

Fortunately, making eye contact doesn't trigger a battle phase, but it's still awkward for someone like me who tries to minimize contact with students. When civilians excessively approach a civil servant, it leads to nervous breakdowns.

'I can't just push them away either.'

If they were malicious civilians, I could at least avoid them, but these are pure-hearted youngsters, so I couldn't ignore them. How could I be cold to someone who greets me with eyes full of admiration, without greed or jealousy? Beyond reputation management, my conscience wouldn't allow it.

- Isn't popularity a good thing? I think more students will want to join the Audit Department after seeing you, sir.
"Are you a genius?"

When I contacted the Section Chief of the First Section with such a lament, I received an unexpected response.

Come to think of it, that's right. If I become an object of admiration, new civil servants will naturally flock to us. Just look at the Magic Tower, filled with magicians drawn to the Magic-Ending Duke. The Audit Department is likely to follow the same path.

'Automatic recruitment.'

I feel like crying tears of joy. Personnel who gather on their own without me having to go around handing out recommendation letters. It's a miracle I wouldn't have dared to dream of.

- Things will be easier from now on. Usually, only those with excessive ambition or crazy people joined the Audit Department.
"Isn't it a bit much to say that in front of your department head?"
- But it's true, what can I do?

The Section Chief pouts as if asking why I'm scolding her. I want to pinch those lips, but sadly, she's right.

While the Audit Department has significant authority and prestige, the corresponding workload and responsibilities make it a place that only career-obsessed or crazy people would choose. Especially after I became the department head and performed a sword dance.

To be precise, there are some who sample the Audit Department to build their careers, but few who commit fully. As soon as someone shows promise, they run to other departments.

'Those bastards.'

Just like the ninjas from the Hidden Leaf Village, they escape as soon as they're properly trained. One of the countermeasures I implemented to prevent this escape was the recommendation letter.

Of course, the primary role of recommendation letters is to discover talent that others haven't noticed, but frankly, it's also a kind of branding. If you enter the Audit Department with my recommendation letter and then jump to another department? If you have any conscience, you couldn't do such a thing, right?

- By the way, sir.
"Yes?"

While I was happily imagining a future where personnel would commit without recommendation letters, the Section Chief cautiously spoke up.

- Are you really okay?

Her unusually careful question made me smile. She knows the situation to some extent, so she's worried first.

"I'm fine. If something had happened, would Beatrix have stayed quiet?"
- Well, that's true.


Genuinely convinced, the anxiety and worry that had lingered on the Section Chief's face disappeared instantly.

The executives, including the Section Chief, know that the Khagan's stab wound remains in my body. It's not exactly something to brag about, so I didn't show it directly, but I did go for treatment several times right after becoming the department head.

A department head who consistently goes for treatment despite being busy dealing with internal opposition and the Second Prince's faction. Even the most indifferent person would think, 'This guy's injury must be serious.' So when such a person suddenly cuts the sky, it's natural to worry.

"Well, with the next saint and the continent's best magician around, what is there to worry about?"
- Honestly, it seems safer than the Capital.
"Right?"

With the ultimate holy law expert and the ultimate magic expert standing guard, the only way to receive an irreversible diagnosis would be to die instantly. And with the Khagan already in the afterlife, who could send me there in one blow? Even Dorgon couldn't do that.

- Still, please let me know in advance next time. I was really surprised when I heard that you suddenly cut the sky.

I silently looked at the Section Chief after hearing those words. Despite trying to appear cheerful, I could sense the bitterness and hurt hidden within.

Yes, from the Section Chief's perspective, it's understandable to feel hurt. When your lover could have been injured, and you heard about it through rumors rather than from the person directly involved, you'd have to be inhuman not to feel upset.

This was my mistake. With a final boss who could overturn things with magic if anything went wrong standing right beside me, I didn't think to contact the Section Chief in the Capital.

"I'm sorry. I'll tell you right away next time."
- That's all I needed to hear.

I smiled gently at the Section Chief who exaggeratedly snorted as if asking why I was scolding her.

"I'll make sure there's no 'there was a girl like that at the ending—' situation..."
- No! Why do you remember things like that so well?!"

If there's someone who could hear that and forget it, that would be stranger.

Anyway, I ended the communication by asking her to send my regards to the Fourth Section Chief when she gets in touch. The Fourth Section Chief seems to have gone north already, as I couldn't reach him. Dorgon needs to die soon so the Fourth Section Chief can get some rest.

As the Crown Prince said, the Principal took charge of managing the guests who came to the Academy. My role ended with cutting the sky, and it would look strange for an Inspector to entertain guests.

Meanwhile, Robens Academy seemed to be engaging in various activities as they were officially here for an educational visit, but in such cases, the Head Teacher of the Swordsmanship Club handled it smoothly. Since the Vice Principal of Robens Academy was from a competing faction, he seemed to be handling things with great enthusiasm in many ways. Since he appeared to have the highest job satisfaction, I just let it be.

"Mar, I'm here."

And while the Principal and Head Teacher were diligently fulfilling their roles, I was practically rooted in the Student Council room.

Word must have spread among Robens Academy students that I was a regular fixture in the club room, as some brave souls even came looking for me there. To protect my precious free time, I needed to find a suitable place to hide. Disturbing a civil servant who's resting is a sin.

"Welcome. Are you escaping again today?"
"Escaping? I came because I missed you, Mar."
"I appreciate the sentiment, at least."

Seeing Margareta smile made me feel embarrassed. Of course, I visited Margareta every day even before being harassed by students, but now I was staying longer than before. She probably knew from the beginning that I came here to hide.

"I heard that the Robens Academy people will be returning to their country soon. The Academy will become empty again."

Seeing her speak with such subtle glances, I was certain. She was pressuring me, suggesting that she'd miss me staying around like this once the Robens Academy students leave.

"They're just people who weren't here originally going back. How could it be empty? The people who are already here are enough."
"Hehe, I suppose so."

With such blatant pressure, I could only promise to continue visiting. The Student Council room is now my second club room...

Besides, this is Margareta's final year, but I'll still be at the Academy next year. If we have to spend a year apart, we should spend as much time together as possible this year.


'...Do we have to live separately even after getting married?'

Come to think of it, something seems off. I'm planning to marry Margareta after she graduates, but I, the groom, still have to stay at the Academy? Is this right?

Next year, I'll either have to hire a teleport magician to commute daily, or find a way for Margareta to stay at the Academy. Becoming a goose father right after marriage is a bit...

'If necessary, I'll sign a one-year contract.'

If I can't find a good solution no matter how hard I look, I'll just hire a magician. The gold coins are just piling up because I don't have time to spend them anyway. Using them appropriately at times like this helps currency circulation.

Betrayal comes without warning, that's why it's called betrayal.

"Oh, Kal? Could you take a look at this for a moment?"
"Pardon?"

The Vice President quietly entered the Student Council room, handed a stack of documents to Margareta, and disappeared. Margareta, looking at the suddenly accumulated documents with bitter eyes, soon began checking them, and after a while, called me with a disgruntled voice.

That's strange. Last year, Margareta often asked me to help with Student Council work, but honestly, that was just an excuse to spend time with me. Now that we're officially a couple, there's no need for such pretenses.

Yet she called me? It must mean something bizarre and troublesome has happened.

"What's the matter?"

So, pushing aside my unease, I approached Margareta, and she showed me the documents she was holding—

"Kal. You can't see if you close your eyes."
"Just let me stay like this for a moment."

As soon as I saw familiar sentences on the document, I instinctively closed my eyes.

'Shit.'

I saw it. I saw it.

The familiar sentences engraved on the document, sentences I couldn't understand why they would appear at the Academy at this timing.

"These are documents regarding this year's field trip."

When I closed my eyes, Margareta kindly began explaining the content. No, you don't have to. I'm not ready to hear this yet.

"We were planning to go to Voyaare Duchy again this year like last year, but it seems we need to revise the plan."
"Yes... I see."

But closing my eyes and covering my ears won't undo what has already happened.

"First Voyaare Duchy, and now Chenes Duchy. I wonder if it will be Ulken next year?"

Even though Margareta was making a joke, I couldn't bring myself to speak. Chenes Duchy, a region located in the western part of the Empire, ruled by the Salon Ducal Family.

And the current head of the Salon Ducal Family and Duke of Chenes is—

"Joooookaaaaaa!!! Long time no see!!"

The Drunk Duke, no, the Wise Duke.

This is driving me crazy. I haven't even seen him yet, but I can already visualize the embarrassing image of him greeting me with a bottle of alcohol.

Get out of my head right now, Drunk Duke...!

After driving out the embarrassing aunt who had invaded my nephew's mind, I was able to make rational judgments.

'Why Chenesse?'

To be precise, it might be more accurate to say I could rationally deny reality, but anyway.

It's confusing. Setting aside whether the Wise Duke is embarrassing or not, having Chenesse Duchy rather than Voyaare Duchy as our field trip destination isn't normal. Some might think it's stranger to go to the same place for field trips two years in a row, but wasn't the Golden Duke the reason field trips were added to the Academy's schedule in the first place?

The origin of these field trips was when he invited Academy students to promote the resort he built in his domain. That money-obsessed man would never use such a massive promotional tool just once and then hand it over to someone else. Would he yield to another duke? The Golden Duke would charge headfirst at the Imperial Family when money is involved, so that's impossible.

'If it were any other duchy, maybe...'

Moreover, Chenesse Duchy is famous as a tourist destination. From the Golden Duke's perspective, yielding the field trip location to Chenesse Duchy would only strengthen a competitor's position. No lord would have reason to give this up, not just the Golden Duke.

"This is unexpected. Perhaps the resort is fully booked this year."

As I muttered my doubts, Margareta, who had been reading documents, let out a short exclamation.

"Kal's thinking is correct."
"Pardon?"
"The resort where we stayed last year has been designated as an Imperial-certified tourist destination."

With those words, all my suspicions instantly vanished. A new Imperial-certified tourist destination added for the first time in nearly ten years. That means not just the resort but all nearby accommodations must be packed. In such a saturated state, there's no need to invite Academy students too.

'...Certified tourist destination.'

It's strange that such a system exists in this era, but this world setting has already gone too far to nitpick about such things.

And if the Golden Duke received this "certified tourist destination" gift from the Imperial Family and gave up hosting the field trip, then the Academy going to Chenesse Duchy must be the Imperial Family's will. Now I need to understand the Imperial Family's intentions rather than the Golden Duke's.

"We were lucky. Not only is Voyaare already famous as a tourist destination, but now it has an Imperial-certified site too. It'll be packed with people for years to come."
"Yes, it will. Fortunate we got to see it last year."

I smiled back at Margareta's slight smile and put aside my thoughts.

Questioning the Imperial Family's intentions is a quick way to complicate your life. My life is already complicated enough—if it gets any worse, biting my tongue and dying might be preferable.

'Let it go.'

Besides, I do have some idea about this.

"I'm especially concerned about the distinguished guests. Being unfamiliar with life in the Empire, I worry they might wander alone."

During a meal I was invited to by the Emperor during the New Year's ceremony. That's what the Emperor casually mentioned.

The Emperor suspects that the trio from "your country" studying at the Academy might be acting as spies. In such a situation, sending students twice to Voyaare Duchy—one of the Empire's duchies and the center of commerce, shipping, and naval power—would be concerning. If students must be sent somewhere, the Emperor would prefer a completely different location.

It's sad to see an elderly person in poor health worrying unnecessarily, but I didn't have the courage to defend those under suspicion in front of the Emperor, who had reasonable doubts.

Honestly, it's their fault for being royalty yet enrolling in another country's academy. The Emperor did nothing wrong.

Within days, news spread that this year's field trip destination would be Chenesse. That's natural since there was no reason to hide it.

"Chenesse is in the west, right? I've never been there before!"


Luise was delighted at the prospect of visiting a new destination.

"Ah, Chenesse..."

Meanwhile, Erich looked dizzy at the thought of having to go to Chenesse where the Wise Duke resides.

Unfortunately, Erich is also one of those who suffered terribly from the Wise Duke. No, he's actually a greater victim than me. Unlike me, who can minimize contact with the Wise Duke thanks to my position as the current Audit Department Head, Erich has no shield and must receive all communications.

"I can't skip it, can I?"
"If you want to see your communication orb lit up for the entire field trip, go ahead."

When I delivered the nicely packaged message—if you don't come, the Wise Duke will be watching your face 24 hours a day—Erich squeezed his eyes shut.

If the Wise Duke hears that one of her nephews isn't coming, she'll probably shriek and immediately pull out her communication orb. It sounds crazy, but the Wise Duke is exactly that kind of person. Don't underestimate this alcoholic whom even the Emperor has given up on.

"What's wrong? I thought Chenesse has many tourist attractions. Do you have bad memories there?"
"I do have some unpleasant memories with the lord there."

Laterre, curious about Erich's deathly expression, asked a question, but Erich's answer only confused him more.

"The Wise Duke is our aunt. Erich resembles our uncle somewhat, so he received the Wise Duke's... excessive affection."
"Ah."

After my explanation, Laterre nodded in understanding. From his reaction, he seemed to grasp that the word "affection" carried many memories, but he didn't mention it out of respect for Erich's dignity.

Yes, I won't tell anyone about how little Erich received a barrage of kisses from the Wise Duke that nearly sucked his cheeks off. I heard Erich was crying and making a huge fuss back then...

"Oh, I didn't know you were connected to the ducal family. That's impressive!"

Meanwhile, Lyutis expressed his surprise. Though he's royalty himself, so his comments might seem like teasing, knowing his personality, he's likely sincere. Besides, even among Imperial nobles, there are those who don't know that Erich and I are the Wise Duke's nephews. How much more so for foreigners.

'We're related through marriage, after all.'

Between the Wise Duke and the Kracius family stands the Airas family as a bridge. Just having one bridge in between can cause confusion, but my uncle became an adopted son-in-law and took the Wise Duke's surname, and my mother's surname also changed to Kracius. Without looking closely, one might miss the connection.

Of course, high-ranking nobles and officials who deal with me frequently couldn't possibly be unaware.

"I've never gone around claiming to be her nephew."
"Haha, not leveraging family influence is admirable!"
"...Right. Thanks..."

Unlike Lyutis with his hearty laugh, Erich responded with a somewhat bitter expression.

I understand. I know why Erich hid being the Wise Duke's nephew.

'An aunt you'd be embarrassed to acknowledge anywhere.'

Even I, who merely possess this body, feel this way—how much worse must it be for Erich, her actual family? Being related to the Wise Duke makes you self-conscious even when drinking.

Fortunately, Sera seemed to notice Erich's feelings and gently approached to comfort him. Lyutis, with a pleased expression, stepped aside.

'That guy...'

Every time I see his remarkable perceptiveness about others' romances, I feel both frustrated and pitiful. If you ever find another relationship, I hope you'll handle it just as well.


"Excuse me, brother."
"Yes?"

While I was wishing blessings upon Lyutis's romantic fortune, Luise quietly approached me.

"Do you know what's famous in Chenesse? We don't have pamphlets this year."
"Ah, pamphlets."

I nodded unconsciously at her obvious statement.

Last year, pamphlets were produced because a certain duke was desperate to earn every penny possible—normally they wouldn't exist. Who would go around distributing pamphlets just because Academy students are coming for a field trip? The Golden Duke was crazy.

"I do know. Chenesse is a tourist destination in its own right."

Besides, whether Voyaare or Chenesse, there are many famous spots that can be found without pamphlets.

"First, its granary region is famous."

Chenesse Duchy owns the continent's premier granary region, beyond just the Empire, so you can see fields and paddies stretching to the horizon. There's even a saying that if Chenesse Duchy experienced crop failure, starvation would spread throughout the continent—that's how magnificent it is. I'm not sure about the entire continent, but the Empire's food production largely depends on Chenesse.

"There's an airship stuck on the coast—"

Then there's the airship (former) that straddles the line between eyesore and landmark. Some Apels Emperor must have been obsessed with fantasy, as Apels once had an airborne fleet. Of course, fantasy is just another word for inefficiency, so they disappeared one by one due to maintenance costs. The last remaining ship was deployed during the war with Kfelopen but crashed due to fuel shortage. What an idiot.

The reason they still preserve such a thing is simple. It's just kept as a negative example, symbolizing the height of inefficiency and the ugliness of Apels.

"There's also a protection zone for non-human races."

Finally, there's a zone protecting non-human races that are hard to find in other countries. It's the only place where non-human races, nearly extinct during Apels rule, barely maintain their existence, and a symbolic place allowing the Kfelopen Emperor to claim friendship with non-human races.

...Now that I mention it, these sound more like administrative zones than tourist areas. Is this because I'm viewing them through a civil servant's perspective?

Still, among these administrative-sounding lineup, something caught Luise's interest, making her eyes sparkle.

"A protection zone for non-human races?"
"Yes. Elves, dwarves, mermaids, beastkin... all kinds of non-human races are there."

Thanks to this, you can find mermaids in the sea, elves in the adjacent forest, and dwarves in the mountains behind—it's a place where domain fantasy becomes reality. If you look carefully, you might even find dragons, making it a place where domain novel romance comes alive. Now if the Wise Duke would raise 100,000 knights or 1 million private soldiers, it could become a perfect domain novel setting.

Anyway, Luise listened to my explanation with a bright expression, seemingly intrigued by different races living together with humans. Then, as if something occurred to her, she slightly shifted her gaze.

'Ah.'

Following her gaze, I could see the Magic-Ending Duke quietly twitching his ears. Apparently, curiosity had stirred not only in the disciple but in the master as well.

Certainly, from the Magic-Ending Duke's perspective, the non-human protection zone would be fascinating. Except for his mother, this would be his first opportunity to meet his own kind.

'He probably never had a chance to go.'

Before becoming a duke, his mother was still alive, so there was no need to seek out his own kind, and after becoming a duke, he was too busy with work.

'...I must take him there.'

Thinking about it makes my nose tingle with emotion. An elf who grew up never knowing his own kind—it's tragic.

Anyone who knew even a little about the Golden Duke's tendencies would have naturally assumed this year's field trip destination would be Voyaare. I thought so, Margareta thought so, and the principal thought so too. Honestly, all the Academy students probably thought the same.

And the fact that the Golden Duke is obsessed with money is common knowledge not just in the Empire but across the entire continent. With a title like "Golden," how could anyone not know?

That's why Villar also let his guard down thinking they would go to Voyaare again this year, only to get caught in an unexpected drift.

"Though I don't know much about the Empire in detail, I've heard that Chenes is quite an attractive place as well. From the students' perspective, visiting various places would broaden their horizons."
"You're absolutely right."

However, Villar's expression was too calm to consider him a victim of this drift. Perhaps his past experiences had brought him to a level where a mere change in field trip destination seemed trivial, or maybe he thought Voyaare and Chenes were essentially the same.

Actually, it doesn't matter either way. Whatever the reason, if Villar and the other representatives from the three countries readily agreed, that would make things easier for me. How annoying would it have been if those poor dispatched officials, trembling with worry about their charges, had a meltdown asking, "Why Chenes? Is there some conspiracy afoot?"

"Besides, I heard that the Wise Duke is your maternal aunt. If so, Chenes must be a familiar place to you, so I expect it will be an enjoyable trip."

Still, being calm and fulfilling one's duty are separate matters. As the head of security, Villar needed to check for any possibilities, so he casually mentioned my relationship with the Wise Duke.

"Haha, not particularly. When I was young, I mostly stayed in our domain, and now I live in the Capital, so I rarely had occasions to visit Chenes."

Of course, I quickly denied such an absurd suspicion. While it's true I have connections with the Wise Duke, I certainly didn't influence the field trip destination selection. Why would I willingly go to Chenes?

Other duchies would be just as reluctant to visit, but Chenes especially so. If something were to happen in Voyaare, I could ask the Golden Duke for help, but if something happened in Chenes, the person I'd have to turn to would be the Wise Duke.

'That absolutely cannot happen.'

Regardless of the Wise Duke's abilities, I should avoid borrowing her help at all costs. When I borrow other dukes' hands, it becomes a normal transaction where I return the favor later, but owing the Wise Duke means having to repay with some outlandish favor.

"Nephew, nephew! Then can you give me a piggyback ride?!"
"Excuse me?"

Believe it or not, this is a true story. I once owed the Wise Duke a favor for a work-related matter, and her shockingly direct and clear demand nearly drove me insane.

And afterward, I really had to give her a piggyback ride.

'Damn it.'

I still can't forget the humiliation... Looking on the bright side, it's a way to show off my close relationship with a duke, but if showing off requires giving piggyback rides, wouldn't it be better not to have such a relationship? Besides, what's the point of showing off being the Wise Duke's nephew when I keep it quiet anyway?

"Is that so? Then this field trip will be special for you too, Inspector."
"Yes, I'm looking forward to it as well."

Anyway, Villar seemed to believe me and nodded casually.

Meanwhile, I'm not sure why his words about a "special trip" feel so poignant. It certainly will be special, that's for sure.

Now that I've confirmed the three countries' representatives have no complaints about going to Chenes, it's time to inform the host about how many guests will be coming.

The selection of Chenes as the field trip destination is itself the will of the Imperial Family, so it might not be necessary to inform them, but failing to observe such small courtesies when visiting someone else's territory can leave a bad impression.

"—That's all. I'll send a detailed list separately."
- Thank you for taking the time despite your busy schedule.

Especially when that someone is both a relative and the only person who can restrain a notorious drunkard. How precious is someone who can somewhat restrain a drunkard even the Emperor has given up on?

- I'll pass this along right away. She'll be delighted to hear her nephew contacted us.
"She'll probably be upset that I didn't contact her directly."
- Haha, probably so.

My uncle burst into laughter at my sincere comment. I was hoping he would deny it at this point.

'Still, it's better to hear her complaints later.'


Though my uncle's laughter made me feel conflicted, this is the right approach.

While matters concerning foreign forces entering one's territory should be discussed directly with the lord, discussing business with the Wise Duke could easily veer off in unexpected directions. Rather than that, it's better in many ways to hear the complaints of a drunkard who received the news late.

Besides, isn't my uncle serving as the liaison with the outside world to assist the Wise Duke, who's all-in on SimCity? If I stretch it a bit, contacting my uncle is the right thing to do.

- By the way, you'll get to see Erich after a long time. I've rarely had the chance to see that child.

As our business conversation ended, I nodded slightly at my uncle's shift to personal topics.

Unlike the family head and my mother, whom I can see at least once a year at the New Year's ceremony, Erich is just an ordinary noble youth. No matter how close my uncle is as the Wise Duke's consort, it's difficult for him to make the long journey just to see a mere youth. They really can't meet unless it's for something significant.

Of course, if Erich were to visit the Chenes Duchy, my uncle and aunt would welcome him warmly, but sadly, Erich desperately avoids my aunt. It's the Wise Duke's karma for traumatizing little Erich.

"I'll go greet them together. If you could tell me a convenient time—"
- No, I'll come find you, so get some rest. I can't let my grown nephew see his embarrassing aunt.

I quietly lowered my gaze at those words. He's saying he'll go alone because Erich might have a fit if he sees the Wise Duke.

Erich, just how much did you suffer? If my uncle speaks like this, it must have been no ordinary incident.

'Was there something I don't know about?'

I'm curious, but strangely, I don't really want to know. There are some secrets in this world that should remain buried forever...

- Anyway, I'll make it look like we just happened to meet, so when you arrive at the lodging, cont—
- Heeeey? Baby! What are you doing alone?
- Ah.
"Ah."

A new voice suddenly intruded into what should have been my uncle's private room, with familiar drunken speech.

Well, this is a disaster.

***

Would a broken arm excuse me from the field trip? No, Tanian would heal it right away.

Then what about suffering from a high fever? No, if I'm only mildly sick, I'll suffer from both the illness and my aunt's attention. Unless I'm completely unconscious, I'll inevitably be tormented by my aunt.

'This is driving me crazy.'

I sighed lying on my bed. Why Chenes of all places? We could just go to Voyaare like last year, or if it had to be another duchy, there's Ulken or Servet. Why specifically Chenes, at the western edge?

I know Chenes is famous as a tourist destination. My aunt isn't a cruel person either. She actually always smiles when she sees me and gives me plenty of pocket money.

But she was a bit... off.

"Our little nephew! Give auntie a kiss!"
"Awww, you're so cuuute... I wish you could be my son forever..."
"Nom nom nom nom nom!"

...Not just a bit, but very off. Even at a young age, I seriously wondered if my aunt thought of me as a doll.

- Your aunt just finds you very adorable, so don't be too afraid.

When I anxiously brought up the field trip during a conversation with my mother, her response was disappointing. Though she put it nicely, she was essentially saying that even she couldn't do anything about my aunt.

I don't understand why none of the adults I know are normal. The family head is too stoic, and my aunt is too frivolous. I wish there was a middle ground, but there isn't.


'Life...'

Still, if there's one tiny, minuscule hope, it's that I'm legally an adult under Imperial law. Surely even my aunt wouldn't bite and suck on the cheeks of an adult nephew. If my aunt has any dignity as a duke—

No, actually, if she had dignity, she probably wouldn't be drunk in the first place.

As I clutched my throbbing head trying to find ways to avoid my aunt, the communication orb I had placed on the bedside table flashed.

'What now?'

I frowned at the unexpected contact. Who would contact me at this hour?

Still, contacting me this late must mean it's important business, and even if it's not, I can't just ignore someone's message.

"This is Erich—"
- My little nepheeeeew!

I instinctively closed my eyes at the voice that seemed to pierce my eardrums.

Of all times, my aunt contacts me while I'm thinking about her. Do I have the power to turn imagination into reality?

- Your auntie! I'm so touched! Our little nephew was trying to contact his auntie?
"Excuse me?"

What is she talking about now?

***

I nearly suffered through the Wise Duke's complaints, but people often discover unknown strengths in times of crisis. With miraculous reflexes, I managed to avoid the bomb that is the Wise Duke.

'I'm sorry.'

The problem was that this wasn't a complete evasion but one that required a sacrificial lamb.

I offered my sincere apologies to Erich, who was now suddenly enduring my aunt's drunken rambling.

- Nepheeeeew! How, how could you do this to meeeee! Do you know how much I love my nephew!
"Well, you see, Erich said he wanted to talk with you after so long, so I gave him the opportunity."

I admit I sold him out in a rather petty way.

- That's a lie! My little nephew never contacted me!
"Perhaps he was nervous about contacting you after so long. Maybe you should try contacting him first..."
- Ohhh? Is that so!?

But what else could I do? I need to save myself first.

'I'm sorry, Erich.'

But enduring the Wise Duke's drunken rambling is the fate of a Kracius, so accept it gracefully.

Besides, when you enter official positions or social circles, you'll get the title "Beloved by the Wise Duke," which is a good thing, right?

That's what this older brother chooses to believe.

And the next day during club time.

"...Are you okay?"
"No."

I could see Erich radiating fatigue and betrayal with his entire body.

It's worth repeating that nothing is more important than experience. Securing carriages to transport hundreds of students and faculty, finding routes for over a hundred carriages—none of these tasks are easy, but for the Student Council who experienced the same thing last year, it's merely tedious rather than impossible. Though the destination differs from last year, the southern end of the Empire isn't much different from the western end.

Naturally, the journey from the Academy to Chenes was extremely peaceful. The procession included not only Imperial noble children but also royalty, the next Holy One, and even the current Audit Department Head and the Magic-Ending Duke keeping vigilant watch. Who would dare cause trouble in their own domain? They'd probably rather bite their tongues and die than face such consequences.

'The Wise Duke is watching too.'

Most decisively, the procession was heading to Chenes Duchy. If an incident occurred while hundreds of guests were en route, the Wise Duke would be furious.

A duke's anger is terrifying, especially when that duke is the Wise Duke. You never know what he might say in anger or what price he might exact. He's the type who might say, "I'm angry, so attend the next New Year's ceremony in a ballet costume!" and no one would find it strange.

So thanks to the efforts of lords who didn't want to witness true madness, our school trip procession was incredibly peaceful.

"Brother, here you go."

While the procession was peaceful, I was busy in various ways.

"Ah, thanks."

I barely managed to swallow the apple in my mouth before taking another one Irina handed me. I appreciate her thoughtfulness, but eating at this pace will give me indigestion even if I drink water...

Anyway, as I put the apple in my mouth and rolled my eyes, I noticed four pairs of eyes staring at me. Including myself, five people were crammed into a four-person carriage. Noble carriages could actually fit twice that number comfortably, but we still exceeded the recommended capacity.

But what could I do? It would be strange to ride separately from our lovers, to separate some of the lovers, or for me to ride alone in another carriage. Unlike last year when I rode in the carriage to monitor club members who were infatuated with Luise, this year the seating arrangements were determined around me.

"Hehe, it's nice being together like this."

Luise, whose eyes met mine, smiled shyly as she spoke.

It takes several days by carriage to travel from the Academy to Chenes. Being together as a group of five during that time makes us feel closer than when we were at the Academy. Back there, we all had our own schedules and separate dormitories, so we spent more time apart.

"I agree. I wish we could stay like this longer."

Seeing Irina smile softly in agreement filled me with emotion. Last year, she would tremble at the thought of even stepping on my shadow, but now she's comfortably sitting in the same carriage with me...

'You never know what the future holds.'

It's something I feel every time, but I felt it again.

Santoria, the heart of Chenes Duchy. As the duchy's center, it's one of the Empire's ten major cities.

Being such a metropolis, accommodations for tourists were plentiful, and considering the floating population Santoria could accommodate, the number of Academy students and faculty was just a drop in the ocean. Finding lodgings suitable for nobles was slightly complicated, but that was all.

"This is unusual. It feels like looking at a temple."

As soon as we arrived at the hotel selected for our lodging, Margareta quietly murmured. Indeed, the hotels in Chenes Duchy emphasized grandeur and cleanliness rather than the splendor found in Voyaare Duchy's resorts.

"While Chenes is famous as a tourist destination, during the previous duke's time, it was also famous as a pilgrimage route for believers. So the focus was on cleanliness rather than splendor to accommodate those pilgrims."

As if to satisfy Margareta's curiosity, the Magic-Ending Duke gently stroked her head while explaining.

The previous Chenes Duke, the Wise Duke's father, was known as the Pious Duke for being a devout follower of the Dawn Order. It's hard to believe when looking at his perpetually drunk daughter, but his deep faith led to the placement of holy relics—called the Pious Duke's collection—throughout Chenes Duchy, along with several places considered sacred sites.

Relics deliberately collected by the duke and sacred places scattered throughout the duchy were irresistible bait for pilgrims. As a result, Chenes Duchy became a tourist destination with a different feel from Voyaare's splendor. Looking back, it seems like a strategy to avoid a war of annihilation with Voyaare.

It's unfortunate that today's Chenes Duke is a person far removed from piety and faith.


"...That's a bit unexpected. I thought a place ruled by the Wise Duke would be more vibrant and splendid."

That was a very politely packaged way of saying, "I thought a place ruled by that drunk would be more chaotic." Both the Magic-Ending Duke and I smiled at her warm-heartedness.

She's probably being nice because she knows my aunt is the Wise Duke. She doesn't need to be.

"The ducal palace will be more like what you're imagining."
"Ah..."

When I revealed this harsh truth that contrasted with her warm sentiment, Margareta let out a regretful sigh.

Sadly, it's true. A domain's atmosphere tends to reflect its lord's disposition, and considering the Wise Duke's personality, it wouldn't be strange if all of Chenes became one giant tavern. Fortunately, there's a restraining force by the Wise Duke's side.

Thanks to my uncle's tearful efforts, Chenes maintains its reputation as a place where faith and morality thrive. Instead, the ducal palace has transformed into a massive tavern. A small sacrifice for the greater good.

"She must be a very cheerful person."
"Too cheerful, that's the problem. The Pious Duke was too solemn..."

Luise, who had been looking around the hotel with sparkling eyes, seemed interested in our conversation and spoke up, only to give an awkward smile at the Magic-Ending Duke's visibly tired response.

A person who makes even the Magic-Ending Duke uncomfortable. Probably the only such person in the 100-year history of the Magic-Ending Duke's rule. Yes, that must be the case. If there had been multiple people like the Wise Duke within those 100 years, the Imperial Family would have perished from high blood pressure.

'It's fortunate the young duke is normal.'

When my thoughts suddenly extended to the Wise Duke's only child, a sigh of relief escaped me.

The person who proves the Wise Duke is a mutation in the Salon ducal family and gives hope that a normal duke will ascend after the Wise Duke's reign. A person who receives the Empire's attention in many ways, but like their mother, a hikikomori who has no intention of leaving the domain.

But since my uncle doesn't express any worries or laments about the young duke, they probably don't have any major flaws.

'Probably my type.'

Honestly, I'm not in a position to criticize others for being hikikomori. Before becoming a civil servant, I was stuck in my domain, and afterward, in the Capital.

The young duke must be unable to come out because they're dedicated to their work. As the heir to a duchy, they must have a lot to do.

That's what I thought.

***

From the moment I received the report that the Academy procession had entered the duchy, I kept track of their every movement. What greater shame could there be than if my precious nephews and nieces-in-law experienced discomfort on Salon family territory?

That's why I specifically instructed the lords under the ducal family to pay special attention to the procession. They would have done well enough without such instructions, but as an uncle and a member of the Salon ducal family, I couldn't just sit idle.

- Young Master Kal and Young Master Erich have both arrived.
"Good work. You may return now."
- Yes.

Fortunately, as if Enen was moved by this concern and care, a retainer waiting at the hotel designated as the Academy's lodging sent a message. My nephews had safely arrived at their accommodations.

'I'll see them soon.'

I put the communication device in my pocket and smiled slightly. I would finally be able to spend some intimate time with my two nephews after so long.


Of course, I saw Kal a few months ago at the New Year's ceremony, but the Kal I saw then was Audit Department Head Kal. Our relationship was difficult to approach intimately due to my position as the duke's consort. But now I could insist on the relationship of a nephew visiting and an uncle welcoming him.

'Will they like it?'

At the same time, I'm a bit worried. It's been so long since I've met my nephews privately that I'm not sure what gifts would be appropriate.

For Kal, I prepared jewelry to congratulate him on finding a partner, but for Erich, nothing came to mind. In the end, I prepared couple jewelry for him too, with the meaning that he should give it when he finds someone he likes.

'If all else fails, I'll give gold coins.'

I've heard today's young people prefer currency over objects. Surely Erich will like that too.

Just as I was about to rise from my seat, I heard someone running from far down the corridor. There's only one person who would run freely in the ducal palace without caring about others' eyes.

"Daaaarling! Darling darling darling darling!"

Del, running toward me with a wine bottle in her left hand, flapping it about.

...Wait, just one bottle?

'My goodness.'

I was genuinely moved. It's noon now. Noon, morning, night, midnight, evening, and dawn are times when Del drinks especially heavily. Despite being such a time, she has only one bottle instead of one in each hand.

'She's showing restraint.'

Surely Del is moderating her drinking out of consideration for meeting her nephews after so long. Her love for family is always sincere.

"I heard everything! Have our nephews and nieces-in-law arrived?!"
"I just heard too. They've arrived at Margaret Hotel."
"Wow! Let's go right now!"

I barely managed to grab Del by the nape of her neck as she turned away from me and tried to run off.

It's one thing for our nephews, but there are other Academy students and faculty at the hotel too. How startled would they be if a drunk duke suddenly appeared without warning?

"Del. We should contact them first."
"Noooo~ But I want to see them right away!"
"Arodel."

When I called her by her real name instead of her nickname, Del finally stopped struggling and pouted.

Seeing that made me smile. It's funny that the only time the usually shameless Del shows a cowed appearance is when I call her by her name.

'...It is a bit of a harsh name.'

Arodel. A pious name taken from a saint from the Kfelopen Empire.

From the perspective of my father-in-law, who was called the Pious Duke, it was an extremely ordinary name, but the minor issue was that this Saint Arodel was a man with bulging muscles.

'The intention was for her to grow up strong, but...'

She grew strong in a slightly different direction than my father-in-law intended.

Well, as long as she's strong, that's what matters. My father-in-law must be rejoicing in heaven.

"I was starting to get tired before even unpacking all my luggage.

"Heeey sweetie~ I heard you just arrived? Your auntie will be right there!"

The communication crystal suddenly lit up. One-sided drunken rambling and announcement.

My heart sank at her tone that suggested she might rush over any minute. While it was fortunate this was advance notice rather than a surprise attack, having a Duke appear where Academy students were staying was too much. Having to receive such a high-ranking person during what should be a carefree school trip was quite the predicament.

If it were any other Duke, I might consider it a social occasion, but dealing with a drunkard who never leaves her domain is just...

"Let me talk to her."
"Hmm? Baby, do you want to see your auntie too?"
"Of course. So hurry up."
"Great! Here!"

Just as I was about to suggest that we would visit the Duke's residence instead, I heard my uncle's voice beside the Wise Duke.

It was a surprising relief. The tightness in my chest instantly disappeared at the sight of the Wise Duke. As expected, he's the only one who can keep her in check. Definitely effective.

"I see you've arrived safely. Was the journey comfortable?"
"Yes. There were no problems at all."

My uncle, who had pushed the Wise Duke aside to hold the communication crystal, greeted me with a gentle smile.

Yes, this is how proper greetings should be. When contacting relatives, one should start with pleasantries. The Wise Duke, on the other hand, immediately announced she'd be visiting as soon as she saw me. Please learn at least a tenth of your husband's manners.

"Your aunt has been pestering me about seeing her niece and nephew, so we'd like to see you today."
"Ah, yes. I understand."
"Of course, we won't be coming to your hotel, so don't worry."

My mind eased at this perfectly sensible statement.

"Go sightseeing with Erich. Since we're meeting, it should be somewhere nice."

He was saying we should slip away to somewhere less crowded, and they would find us there.

Indeed, whether the Wise Duke came to the hotel or I went to the Duke's residence, it would cause a commotion. Meeting at a third location would still create some noise, but it would be the least disruptive option.

"Ah, and feel free to bring your other companions."

I couldn't help but smile at that. If my uncle wanted to meet anyone besides his niece and nephew, it would have to be potential daughters-in-law.

"I appreciate your consideration."

Of course, I was planning to bring them along even without my uncle's suggestion. At least with the Magic-Ending Duke nearby, the Wise Duke might be a bit quieter.

When I told Erich we were going to meet the Wise Duke, his expression changed to that of a patriot who had lost his country—a minor issue, but a minor issue nonetheless.

"Would you rather go, or have our aunt come here?"
"A nephew can't ask his aunt to come to him."

That one sentence was enough to move my little cousin. Even Erich wouldn't want his cheeks pinched in front of other students. Honestly, I wouldn't like it either. If something like that happened in front of others, I'd want to bite my tongue and die.

"Sera, you should come with us."
"What? Me too?"

I casually suggested to Sera, who was worriedly watching Erich trudge along with a dying expression.

Since my uncle had asked me to bring potential daughters-in-law, I had a good reason to bring Sera. Although Erich and Sera weren't officially engaged or in a romantic relationship, that was precisely why Sera needed to come.

'She needs to take advantage when she can.'


Unfortunately, Sera falls behind the Horpelt Count in many aspects. Due to innate health issues and family status, it's a disadvantage that can't be overcome with effort alone.

That's why she needs to maximize her advantages when possible. Unlike the Horpelt Count, she has the advantage of being able to stay by Erich's side.

"They both know your name. They'd be happy to meet my cousin's childhood friend, don't you think?"

Sera's eyes moistened at my words. Unlike someone whose intelligence and perception had devolved to amoeba levels, Sera's perception was perfectly normal. She must have immediately understood that my suggestion was made with her interests in mind.

"Yes! I'll get ready right away!"

I couldn't help but smile as I watched Sera hurriedly look for her coat.

I feel somewhat sorry for the Horpelt Count, but what can I do? Sera needs to develop her own competitive edge to at least put up a fight against her Imperial Academy rivals. Even in defeat, one can only accept loss after fighting with all their might.

"Already taking care of your future sister-in-law?"

The Magic-Ending Duke softly whispered as he observed the scene. Apparently, my favoritism was obvious to others as well. I hadn't intended to hide it anyway.

But damn it, why can't Erich notice this too?

"As his brother, I need to help since he's so clueless."

I suppressed a sigh that almost escaped instinctively and gave an appropriate response, though it was also sincere.

With Erich's perception in ruins, if I were equally clueless, the situation would be disastrous. I'd hate for Sera, who had just recovered her health, to collapse again clutching the back of her neck. I wouldn't be able to face my mother and the head maid if that happened.

"You're a good brother. Someday your brother will understand your intentions."

I really hope so.

Now that we were out, I wasn't sure where to go. My uncle had suggested sightseeing with Erich, but we couldn't actually go to tourist attractions.

'How much attention would that draw?'

We needed to meet the Duke and Duchess discreetly, but making contact at a tourist spot? Even though they say to hide a tree in a forest, that would be crossing a line. The forest might be too dense for the tree to even enter.

Still, the fact that my uncle specifically asked to meet outside suggested he had a suitable place in mind. With the mindset that something would turn up if we looked, I sought out a map—

"Ah, this place should have few people."
"Oh."

I couldn't help but exclaim when I saw the place Irina pointed to. It was perfect, no further consideration needed.

It was an area that technically fell within the non-human protection zone but had long since become the old town due to continuous expansion. It was so deserted that even calling it the old town seemed generous. There would be few tourists, locals, or even resident non-humans. Although it required leaving the walls of Santoria, it wouldn't take long by carriage. The distance was just right, and there would be no prying eyes. Perfect.

"After greeting our aunt, shall we go to the protection zone? Since we're already taking a carriage, it would be a shame to just return."
"That's true."

I nodded at Erich's reasonable suggestion. The non-human protection zone was also a place the Magic-Ending Duke was curious about, so I was happy to see it quickly.

With our discussion concluded, I took out the communication crystal. I needed to leave a message about where we were going so my uncle could find us easily.

***

I quietly closed the book I was reading as footsteps echoed beyond the door. This sound was definitely my mother approaching. If I kept the book open and wine drops fell on it, I'd be depressed all day.

"Liliiii!"

Sure enough, not long after, my mother burst through the door.


Mother, really. I've told her so many times that she should maintain her dignity as a Duchess. No, even if she weren't a Duchess but just a noble, it's common sense to knock or call out before entering someone's room—

"Reading books again? Goodness, I told you to go outside and play sometimes!"

As soon as she entered the room, my mother embraced me and kept kissing my cheeks.

'The smell of alcohol...'

With each kiss on my cheek, with each word she spoke, I could strongly smell the alcohol, making me feel drunk too. Strange, surely one can't get drunk just from the smell.

Anyway, I gently pushed away my mother, who had gone from kissing my cheeks to practically sucking on them. Though she does this every day, today it's especially problematic. Today we're receiving guests.

'I need to be clear.'

I stared firmly at my mother as she slid away. Today we're meeting the Kracius family members, who are also my relatives. Among those relatives is even the current head of the Audit Department.

Even living in this domain, I know the reputation of the Audit Department head. A person who has become a political figure through numerous achievements despite his young age. I can't be seen being kissed and cuddled by my mother in front of such a person. I should be showing my best side to this relative who is also a central government figure, not an embarrassing one.

So I need to speak clearly. That mother's behavior tarnishes the honor of the Salon Duchy's 300-year history and embarrasses the countless vassals who serve the Duchy. That showing excessive affection toward me also erodes the dignity I need to lead the Salon Duchy.

'I can do this.'

Yes, this isn't being cruel to mother. It's saying what needs to be said for her and the family's sake.

So don't hesitate, Liliana Salon. Even if mother dislikes me for a moment—

"Nooo! Liliiii! You can't leave mommy's arms!"

Before I could even open my mouth, I was back in her embrace.

"M-Mom! I can't breathe!"

This time she hugged me so tightly I could barely breathe. In my desperation, I embarrassingly called her "Mom" instead of "Mother."

And at that embarrassing word, my mother hugged me even tighter.

'Why!'

I don't understand. When a young duchess behaves improperly, her mother the Duchess should scold her! I'm not a child anymore, I'm a proper ten-year-old lady!

"You'll make Lili faint at this rate."

Despite struggling with all my might, I couldn't escape my mother's embrace, but thanks to my father who had approached, I was finally released.

As soon as I was free, I hurriedly hid behind my father, using his body as a shield. Even my mother wouldn't ignore my father to come after me.

"Del. I told you to just tell Lili to get ready to go out. Look, you've made her cry."
"I-I'm not crying..."

I instinctively denied my father's words, but when I wiped my eyes, they were wet.

This is all mother's fault... A lady... showing tears so shamefully...

"Hic—"
"Oh dear."

When I burst into tears from the frustration, my father stroked my head.

That made me feel even more miserable.


In the old town of the non-human protection zone. As expected, while I waited blankly for the Wise Duke in this desolate space, a carriage arrived with knights as escorts. Seeing the Salon family crest embedded on the carriage confirmed it was indeed the Wise Duke.

As soon as Erich saw the crest, he closed his eyes dejectedly. I approached the carriage while leaving him behind, and before the knights could even touch it, the carriage door opened by itself.

"Hiyaaaah! Nepheeeeew!"

The Wise Duke flung the door open with such force it nearly broke, and leaped out with a booming voice. Meanwhile, the knights showed no change in expression, apparently accustomed to the Duke's eccentric behavior.

It's a pity. Knights who closely guard a ducal family must have had their abilities, character, and background recognized, but unfortunately, the duke they serve is the Wise Duke. I imagine they feel more relief at surviving each day than pride in their duties.

"It's been a while, Aunt."
"Hehe! Long time no see, nephew! Yaaay! Seeing you in person is better than communicating remotely!"
"Yes, I think so too."

I nodded appropriately while responding to the Wise Duke who kept slapping my forearm excitedly. Her gaze was already directed behind me anyway. Unless I gave an answer that would upset her, she'd move on quickly.

"Little nepheeeeew!"

Sure enough, the Wise Duke immediately rushed toward her next prey. It's only natural that she'd be more excited to see her younger nephew whom she hadn't seen in years than her older nephew whom she'd seen just months ago.

What a relief. I've never been so grateful for being a mandatory attendee at the New Year's ceremony. Thank you truly, Imperial law.

"Erich, you've grown so much. You've become a proper adult now."

While watching Erich receiving consecutive sincere kisses from the Wise Duke, I heard my uncle's amused voice.

Though it seemed like he was simply expressing joy at seeing someone after a long time, saying such things while Erich was being miserably smothered made it sound like teasing. If Erich heard this, he'd probably wail about what kind of adult treatment this was.

"In Aunt's eyes, he still seems like a child."
"That can't be helped. Just as parents always see their children as kids, it's no different with nephews and nieces."

Meaning that excessive affection won't change until either the Wise Duke or Erich dies. A terrifying thought indeed.

'Hang in there.'

Erich was now having his cheeks sucked beyond mere kisses, Sera was at a loss unable to push away her crush's aunt who was also a duchess, and the Magic-Ending Duke was holding his forehead at the duchess's antics. I averted my gaze from them, fearing for my own mental health if I kept watching.

Hold on, Erich. You need to keep the Wise Duke occupied so I can survive.

"My, why are you hiding when you've come all this way?"
"Pardon?"

I looked back at my uncle after his sudden remark.

"I-I'm not hiding."

Hearing a young voice from below, I quickly lowered my head.

Only then did I notice a little girl peeking out from behind my uncle, her head barely visible. Brown hair like my uncle's and golden eyes like the Wise Duke's. But unlike the Wise Duke's hazy, intoxicated gaze, her eyes were bright and alert.

...Ah.

'Is this the young duchess?'

This is my first time seeing her in person so I wasn't sure, but it seems right. She inherited her parents' features perfectly, and the only child who could stay so close to my uncle would be the young duchess.

'She's still a child.'

This is slightly embarrassing. I thought she was a gloomy kid forced into being a hikikomori due to work, but she's just a young child who should be growing up. Not even knowing my cousin's age—I really don't pay attention to my relatives.

As I absentmindedly looked down at the young duchess, she trembled under the gaze of a stranger but boldly stepped out from behind my uncle to greet me.

"I am Liliana Salon of the Salon Duchy. It's an honor to meet the renowned head of the Audit Department."


From that ordinary greeting, I could sense the bright future of the Salon family. Her boldness in raising her head and not avoiding my eyes, her articulate pronunciation despite her age, her properly respectful speech pattern, and of course, unlike someone else, her sober appearance.

Most decisively, my heart warmed seeing how she tried to maintain composure despite occasionally trembling from fear of the unfamiliar environment and greeting unfamiliar people.

'It's a miracle.'

I couldn't help but marvel at how such a normal daughter came from the Wise Duke. Of course, the Wise Duke herself was an extraordinary anomaly even within the Salon family, and my uncle's blood was mixed in too, but some people worried that the mutant genes might be so strong they would be passed down to her children.

"Pleased to meet you, young duchess. I am Kal Kracius of the Kracius County."

Impressed by the little girl's efforts, I politely offered my hand. I bent my knees slightly to match her height, and though I saw her flinch, I pretended not to notice.

Judging by her speech, she was clearly trying to appear mature, and if I treated her like a child and showed consideration here, she would obviously be upset.

"How fortunate that your cousin is so kind. I was worried about Lili being alone, but now I feel reassured."

However, making my consideration meaningless, my uncle gently stroked the young duchess's head while speaking softly. At this obvious child treatment, the young duchess began to tremble again, but for a different reason.

Still, it can't be helped. For me, I can briefly play along with a child's act, but from my uncle's perspective, she's his precious daughter whom he cherishes dearly. Even when she turns twenty or thirty, she'll probably still be just an adorable baby in my uncle's eyes.

'A female version of Erich.'

Thinking that way made me feel sorry for her. Moreover, she lives with the Wise Duke. Her cheeks probably won't survive.

'Ah.'

She's crying.

The sobbing voice of a young child echoed sadly.

"I-I... for the first time, *hiccup*—meeting my brothers... wanted to look good, but, *hiccup*—"

At the young duchess's lament, my uncle smiled awkwardly while patting her back. Though her words were difficult to understand through the hiccups, it seemed she was upset that her "dignified young duchess debut" had instantly devolved into "little sister greeting her brothers."

No wonder she specifically called me the head of the Audit Department. At first, I wondered where she had picked up my title, but she wanted to appear impressive because she was the younger one by blood relation.

'She really is a child.'

I swallowed the words that had risen to my throat.

"Hiiing... Liliiiii... if you cry like that, mommy's heart hurts toooo..."

As the young duchess sobbed in my uncle's arms, the Wise Duke approached, but the young duchess desperately avoided her touch.

Strange. My uncle clearly made her cry, yet she's avoiding the Wise Duke. Does she also know the Wise Duke isn't normal...? She must really suffer with her cheeks at home.

"Age doesn't matter for a lady. Treating a lady like a child is disrespectful, even for parents."

The Magic-Ending Duke, who had been watching the commotion created by the small girl with warm eyes, spoke up. It was advice that when a young child pretends to be a lady, parents should play along rather than just finding it cute.

"Haha, I was shortsighted. Thanks to Your Excellency, I've gained an important insight."

My uncle nodded at this advice. If he had known the young duchess would cry so sadly, he would have played along too.

But it felt strange when the Magic-Ending Duke specifically mentioned age. Saying age doesn't matter for a lady, even a child is a lady, but conversely thinking, even at over 100 years old, a lady—

"Huh? Honey! Why are you being formal with the Magic-Ending Duke?"

My thoughts were interrupted by the Wise Duke's words.

'What.'

I was bewildered. Isn't it natural for my uncle to be formal with the Magic-Ending Duke? Even if the Magic-Ending Duke spoke casually to my uncle, it wouldn't be strange, but out of respect for being a duke's spouse, they maintain mutual formality...?


"Magic-Ending Duke~ She's our nephew's bride now! Who uses formal speech with their nephew's bride!"

I couldn't believe my ears. Seeing my uncle's widened eyes, he probably felt the same.

Well, if the Magic-Ending Duke is my partner, she would indeed be their nephew's bride from the Wise Duke and my uncle's perspective, but still, speaking casually is a bit...

'...Or not?'

Come to think of it, the Magic-Ending Duke secretly wishes for the family head and her mother to speak comfortably. In such a situation, she might actually be happy if someone called her their nephew's bride.

'No, that's not it.'

I abandoned that thought as soon as I saw the Magic-Ending Duke's expression. Having been suddenly targeted, she wore an extremely complex expression.

Of course, from the Magic-Ending Duke's perspective, it's encouraging that her mother-in-law's brother would address her casually. However, considering that brother's wife is the Wise Duke, she can't simply smile about it.

If she allows my uncle to speak casually, she must also allow the Wise Duke to do the same. But completely forbidding it would mean forcing my uncle to maintain formality forever. A delicate balance where gaining something inevitably means losing something else.

"Hehe. Nephew's bride~ Can I treat you comfortably from now on?"
"......"

At those words, the Magic-Ending Duke wore the expression of a mathematician confronted with an unsolvable problem.

Thanks to my uncle's intervention, the disaster of the Wise Duke sucking on the Magic-Ending Duke's cheeks was avoided. Without my uncle, that would have been highly likely—perhaps my uncle is truly the guardian of the Empire's peace.

"It's not proper etiquette to be casual when you're not even officially married yet."
"Hmm, I understand..."

Though that intervention was merely buying time, at least it prevented an immediate disaster.

"Oh right! Nephew!"

Just as we were about to part ways, the Wise Duke spoke up at the last moment.

"Where are you going?"
"Since I'm here, I thought I'd look around the protection zone."

Fortunately, it was an ordinary question, so I answered casually—

"Then take our Lili with you!"

After saying that, the Wise Duke lifted the young duchess who was clinging tightly to my uncle and held her out to me.

...

"Pardon?"
"Cute Lili~ reads books in her room every daaay... this auntie is worried!"

But that's a healthy and good hobby, so why? And are you in any position to worry about others?

"But now our reliable nephew and nephew's bride are here! I can rest assured!"

At those words, the young duchess's eyes began to tremble.

"It is time for Lili to gain some outside experience."

The young duchess's trembling turned to despair at the betrayal of her uncle, whom she had uniquely trusted.

Stop it, she's going to cry again.

Even if we're cousins, it's too much to throw a ten-year-old child among strangers.


I was at a complete loss looking at the trembling brown chick left all alone.

'They really left.'

Thanks to the Wise Duke's suggestion and my uncle's support, the young marchioness was abandoned in an instant. Well, officially she was entrusted to her cousins, but from her perspective, it might as well be abandonment. Meeting cousins for the first time in her life is practically the same as meeting strangers.

It's cruel. Throwing a ten-year-old child who enjoys reading books in her room into the wild. Does the Salon Duchy perhaps prefer lion-style parenting? Though even lions cherish their cubs.

"Young—"
"Hiiik..."

I tried to open my mouth to comfort the young marchioness who must be filled with betrayal and despair, but her response was pitiful. Her already trembling body shook even more as she curled up.

"Honestly, even I'm scared when you have that expressionless face, brother."
'Damn it.'

And Erich's whispered comment added to my misery.

I didn't even intentionally frown, yet I'm being called scary. This is my default expression—isn't that too harsh?

"Young mar—"
"Hnnng...!"

But when Erich reached out to the young marchioness and received the same reaction, my misery was replaced with satisfaction. So she's not just afraid of me, but afraid of everyone. That's reassuring.

However, it might have been better if she feared only me rather than fearing us equally. Taking care of a cousin requires being able to talk to them or touch them, but how can we care for her when both cousins are objects of terror?

'What should I do?'

Should I hide somewhere out of sight and watch over her? No, that might send her into panic. Having a scary cousin in front of you versus having that cousin disappear are problems of completely different dimensions.

"She seems very uncomfortable meeting cousins for the first time."

While Erich and I exchanged awkward glances, Margareta, who had been watching the scene, approached with a gentle smile.

The young marchioness showed wariness toward Margareta's sudden approach as well, but fortunately, her reaction was better than the pitiful trembling she showed toward Erich and me. It's bitter but understandable. From the young marchioness's perspective, a bright woman must be less frightening than gloomy men.

"Nice to meet you, Lady Liliana. I'm Margareta Valenti of the Valenti Family."

Margareta crouched down in front of the young marchioness to meet her at eye level. With her smile and outstretched hand, she looked like a kindergarten teacher caring for children—or was that just my imagination?

"N-not lady. I'm a young marchioness..."
"Oh my, I made a mistake. I'm sorry, Young Marchioness."

When the young marchioness mumbled a response to Margareta's greeting, Margareta apologized with an exaggerated tone.

'Oh.'

The ten-year-old young marchioness visibly perked up with pride. She seemed pleased that Margareta, a noble lady herself, addressed her as "Young Marchioness."

"That's right. Young Marchioness Liliana is the heir to the duchy. Even a noble lady must not treat her carelessly."

When the Magic-Ending Duke noticed this change and offered supporting fire, the trembling chick transformed into one proudly displaying its wings. Though it's still just a chick regardless.

"That's true. The Young Marchioness may be young, but she's a proper heir."
"She's the highest-ranking person here except for the Magic-Ending Duke."
"That's amazing. I wasn't nearly this dignified at your age."

Following the blatant praise from Luise, Irina, and Sera, the young marchioness puffed up her chest even more. If she were a bit older, such praise might have been burdensome, but she's only ten years old.

"Of course I'm amazing! I'm the heir to the Salon Duchy!"

She boasted in a childish tone, forgetting the concept she had tried to maintain when first greeting me. That's what being ten is like... an age when you take others' praise at face value.

"She's cute."
"Indeed."

I responded without hesitation to Erich's comment. Though it's difficult to know how to treat someone who fears you, this kind of difficulty is manageable.

The future of the Salon Duchy looks truly bright.


Thanks to "Project: Our Young Marchioness Is the Best," the young marchioness's mood improved rapidly. Come to think of it, Margareta must have several nieces and nephews, so she's probably used to handling children.

'No wonder she's so skilled.'

Moreover, Luise has the friendliness of a capybara, Irina has a younger sister, and Sera is full of determination to befriend Erich's cousin. With four people devoted to doting on one child, things couldn't help but go well.

On the other hand, the Magic-Ending Duke has no reason to be familiar with children—

"It's admirable to see such a young child being so resolute as a young marchioness."

He subtly emphasized the word "young marchioness" several times to me, showing his determination to get used to it. Perhaps he wants to create a young marchioness in the Catovan Family too, since the Salon Duchy's young marchioness is so cute.

"Indeed. I hope our child takes after my fifth cousin."
"Hehe, that's right."

So I gave him the answer he wanted. After all, it's natural for nobles to marry and have children, so there's no reason to avoid such an answer. It would be stranger to avoid such an obvious response.

And so, the young marchioness who had been directly hit by the Wise Duke's madness had her self-esteem soar with endless praise, while the Magic-Ending Duke, who had nearly been forced into informal speech with the Wise Duke, smiled with satisfaction at receiving confirmation about the future. Naturally, the mood of the group was elevated.

"Oh, Professor?"

The problem was that this elevated mood was in danger of plummeting again.

As we moved to the nearby non-human protection zone, tourists began to appear one by one. It's natural for tourist spots to be crowded, so I didn't pay much attention, but unfortunately, I spotted club members mixed among the tourists.

"...So you're here too."
"We were planning to move at a leisurely pace on the first day, but Tanian insisted we come here."

At Lyutis's words as he shrugged his shoulders, I turned to see Tanian smiling slightly.

"There's a church facility installed in the non-human protection zone. I wanted to see the only church facility that guides non-humans to faith as soon as possible."

It was such a devoutly religious and sensible reason that I couldn't bring myself to say anything. If it's the only non-human management church facility, I'd want to visit too if I were a priest.

"But brother, who is that young lady?"

At Tanian's words, the club members' gazes all fixed on the floor—or more precisely, on the young marchioness holding Margareta's hand.

'Oh no.'

Unfortunately, the young marchioness who had been afraid even of her cousins was visibly frightened again by the club members' stares.

You damn fools. Do you know how hard we worked to comfort her?

"Could this be Young Marchioness Liliana?"

Just as Margareta was hurriedly trying to comfort the whimpering young marchioness, the child's eyes widened at Ainter's words.

This surprised me too. How does Ainter know the young marchioness when even I, her cousin, didn't?

"Have you met before?"
"Ah, no. I've just heard that the Wise Duke's daughter has brown hair and golden eyes."

He also gave me a look that said, 'Seeing her with you, the Wise Duke's nephew, she must be the young marchioness,' which I had to accept. He was an ordinary prince before the Second Prince faction fell, after all. It makes sense that he would know the characteristics of ducal family members.

"Young Marchioness? What an honor to meet the future duchess!"

Anyway, after Ainter's explanation, Lyutis burst into laughter and strode toward the young marchioness.

A large, red-faced man approaching. It would be understandable if the young marchioness screamed and cried, but the fact that a royal recognized her was enough to give her courage she didn't have before.

"...Hic."

Of course, there are things in this world that courage alone cannot overcome.

Being only ten years old, she probably didn't know that yet. How unfortunate.

"Huh?"

And Lyutis was rather taken aback by the young marchioness's sniffling. It was satisfying to see this usually shameless guy at a loss for what to do.

***


The group that had started with seven people from the lodging had now grown to twelve.

I don't particularly mind. The young marchioness of the Salon Duchy is also my darling's cousin, so I'm happy to look after her, and the other four are club members, so they're familiar faces. If they were complete strangers, I might have been reluctant, but this much is tolerable.

Honestly, having just been harassed by the Wise Duke until moments ago, I'm more inclined to think "whatever" about anyone I see.

"Young Marchioness, I bought too many of these. Would you mind eating some with me? It would be a waste to throw them away."

The sight of Prince Lyutis, who had made the young marchioness cry, offering her candy to comfort her was quite a spectacle.

It's unexpected. He looks like someone who would laugh and say "What a strong cry, you'd make a good knight" when a child cries, yet he shows such consideration. Perhaps even a rough man still has tenderness for children, or he just has a thoughtful side.

"O-okay. It would be wasteful to throw away something acquired at a cost, so I'll comply with Your Highness's request."

I couldn't help but smile at the sight of the young marchioness accepting the candy despite her trembling voice. Not just me, but everyone in the group watching the two, including Prince Lyutis giving the candy, was smiling. Even the young marchioness with candy in her mouth.

To be so happy just from eating something sweet—is the Wise Duke perhaps the type to forbid snacks to his child?

'That can't be.'

Someone who drinks alcohol every day couldn't possibly be strict about snacks for his daughter. If that were the case, he would have no conscience.

Then it just means that child finds happiness in small pleasures.

'What a cute child.'

I smiled again. If the Catovan Family had such a young marchioness, I'm confident I could care for her with love.

True to its name as a non-human protection zone, various races that couldn't be seen elsewhere came into view. Turn your head right and you'd see dwarves, turn left and you'd see beastfolk.

It's fascinating to see such diverse races gathered together, but where we are now is the commercial district for tourists. Each race has its own residential district, so conflicts due to racial differences are probably rare.

'There are many elves too.'

And throughout the commercial district, elves selling souvenirs or food could be seen.

Ears more pointed than mine. Appearances that, for humans, would suggest they're barely in their twenties. Anyone would recognize them as elves. Pure elves, unlike me who is mixed-blood.

'It would have been nice if mother had come with me.'

There are dozens of elves visible right now. How wonderful it would have been if mother and I could have seen so many of our kind together. How proud we would have been to show our kin that we had left the non-human world and proudly become members of a ducal family.

'...Kin.'

A bitter feeling washed over me. Would the elves in this protection zone consider us mother and daughter as their kin?

Mother, who left the protection zone about 150 years ago, said she never contacted her kin in the protection zone afterward, and I am a mixed-blood born from her love with a human. Of course, mother said she doesn't regret leaving the protection zone, and I'm not ashamed of the Catovan blood flowing in my veins.

But that's just the thinking of us, mother and daughter, who have adapted to the human world. Would our kin, who keep their distance from the human world, think the same way about me?

'I don't know.'

It's a question I've had since long ago but still haven't resolved. Perhaps this question is why I've been avoiding coming to the non-human protection zone.

Still, since I've come all this way, I can't keep avoiding—

"Ariadne?"

My footsteps suddenly stopped.

"My my, looking at you sweeping the floor like a broom, it really is Ariadne."

Because I heard a name that I could never forget but that no one ever mentions.

As I gently turned my gaze toward the voice, I saw an elf woman laughing cheerfully. She had been making cotton candy, probably in the middle of business, and as soon as our eyes met, she spoke again.

"...Oh, aren't you Ariadne?"
"......"

I met a fellow elf who knows my mother.

An awkward silence hung in the air. I couldn't speak, stunned by meeting my mother's acquaintance for the first time in my life, while the acquaintance seemed embarrassed at mistaking someone's identity. Not just my mouth, but my entire body seemed frozen—the cotton candy in my hand kept growing larger, but no one mentioned such a trivial matter.

"...My mother used the name Ariadne."

I was the first to break the silence. It felt strange using honorifics with someone who wasn't imperial royalty or a duke, but seeing how casually they mentioned my mother's name, they must have been close to her. I couldn't possibly speak informally to such a person.

At my response, the acquaintance—the blonde elf—brightened visibly.

"So you're Ariadne's daughter?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Oh my, oh my! I thought you looked exactly like Ariadne!"

She approached me and gently cupped my face, turning it this way and that. Instinctively, I almost stepped back, but realizing she was looking for my mother's features in my face, I remained still.

My mother's face now exists only in my memories. If those features could be seen in me as well, nothing would make me happier.

"It really is true! You look just like she did when she was young!"

Her words filled me with an indescribable sense of relief. Yes, of course my mother's blood flows in me—

"Thankfully, you don't seem to have inherited her personality? So composed despite being so young."

...What?

"...Pardon?"

I couldn't help questioning the strange words I'd just heard. Young? Composed?

"Ariadne left home about 150 years ago, so you must be just over a hundred years old... aren't you?"

Confused by my reaction, the acquaintance blinked questioningly. As if wondering whether she had misunderstood.

I was confused precisely because she understood correctly. I was indeed just over a hundred, but she called me young despite knowing that?

"I'm one hundred and twenty... one, this year."
"You really are just a child!"

No sooner had I finished speaking than the acquaintance began touching my face again with enthusiasm.

The look in her eyes was remarkably similar to the children who had been gazing at the young marquis.

***

Starting with Lyutis's candy, then Laterre's ice cream, Tanian's chocolate, and Ainter's chocolate cookies—all manner of snacks were offered to the young marquis.

With each tribute, the young marquis smiled brightly. His innocent smile melted everyone's expressions. Please, please stay this way as you grow up. If you turn dark during puberty, not just the Salon ducal family but the entire empire will fall into despair...

'What's going on?'

Only then did I notice something unusual. Dozens of elves were gathering in one place. Even the elves we had seen in the shops we'd visited were passing by us, heading toward that concentrated area of elves.

What is really happening? Did a fight break out? No, the atmosphere doesn't seem particularly turbulent...

'Of all times to be absent.'

A gathering of elves—this would be welcome news for the Magic-Ending Duke who had been secretly hoping to meet his kin, but ironically, he was absent.

When everyone's attention was focused on the young marquis, the Magic-Ending Duke had set off on his own, saying he wanted to check if there were any magical materials sold exclusively in the non-human protection zone. I had let him go willingly, thinking he was eager to meet his kin under the pretext of checking for materials, but if I had known the elves would gather like this in his absence, I would have stopped him.

But what could I do? No amount of regret would bring back someone who had already left, so someone else would have to check it out.

"Luise. I'm going to take a quick look around."

I pointed toward the crowded area as I spoke to Luise beside me.


"Ah, yes. Take care."

Though initially puzzled by my sudden decision to move alone, Luise quickly understood when she saw the elves huddled together. That sight would pique anyone's curiosity.

In fact, Luise seemed interested in going too, judging by her expression, but I ultimately went alone. Even if it wasn't a fight, if they were gathered for some negative reason, it would be awkward to go as a group. It was better to check alone until I understood the situation.

And I was genuinely grateful that I had gone alone.

"My goodness, is she really your daughter? You're not playing tricks with magic, are you? How can she look so similar?"
"Look at that hair. When Ariadne had hair like that, it just looked funny, but on a child, it's adorable."
"Everyone, stop touching her! What if you frighten the child!"

Elves making a fuss around another elf. I almost laughed because it reminded me of the club members surrounding the young marquis, but the elf at the center looked strangely familiar.

'What the...'

It was the Magic-Ending Duke. Though he looked unfamiliar with his ears pointed downward and his body stiffly frozen while his eyes darted around, it was definitely him.

"Ah, child!"
'Ah.'

Suffering under the countless hands of the many elves, the Magic-Ending Duke spotted me standing there blankly and called out desperately. Naturally, the elves surrounding him turned their attention to me.

"Child? Wait, is that boy your son!?"
"Oh my goodness! A child just over a hundred already has a son?"
"Ariadne... already a grandmother...? And here I still haven't..."

A minor—no, a critical misunderstanding arose from the form of address.

"Little one! Come over here too!"

And before long, I found myself overwhelmed by countless hands.

What on earth is happening?

There were dozens of questioners, but I had to answer alone without allies—a lonely feeling. I've never experienced a congressional hearing, but I imagine the atmosphere would be something like this. Fortunately, at least no one was bringing up past events that I couldn't remember.

"Oh, they're lovers?"
"I misunderstood because you called him 'child.'"

Thankfully, the misunderstanding was quickly resolved, and the atmosphere relaxed.

"A small child and an even smaller child as lovers..."
"How adorable..."

But wouldn't a congressional hearing be better than being treated like a child like this? I'm used to being disregarded because of my age, but this kind of treatment is a first.

It's maddening. The Magic-Ending Duke, over a hundred years old, and I, barely at the edge of marriageable age, both being treated like children. The psychological shock is immense. Young marquis, was this how you felt...? I'll never treat you like a child again. I'm sorry.

"But where is Ariadne? Even if they're mature children, how could she let them wander around alone?"

Amidst all this, a blonde elf spoke with her arms crossed, and I saw the Magic-Ending Duke flinch.

"My mother has passed away."
"Hmm? She left you two alone? That's just like her—if she came all this way, she could at least show her face."

Cold sweat ran down my back at the elf's words, which clearly expressed regret. That's not what he meant by "left."

"She has returned to Enen's side."

After a moment's hesitation, the Magic-Ending Duke's answer brought a chilling silence.

"Ah, um, well..."

Fortunately, awkwardness has power that transcends species. I had worried that long-lived races might have a different mindset about death, but that didn't seem to be the case.


"Ariadne is... gone?"

But from that blonde elf's perspective, the Magic-Ending Duke's mother was a friend. No one would be okay after suddenly hearing that a friend they'd lost contact with had died.

The shock seemed to affect the other elves as well, as they all showed clear signs of dismay. In human terms, would it be like hearing that a classmate you'd lost touch with after high school had died in their 30s or 40s? I can't even imagine.

"Um, excuse me. Child, when exactly...?"

A red-haired elf spoke very cautiously. From the elves' perspective, asking what they saw as a tiny child "When did your mother die?" would be hesitant, but they still needed to know when their friend had passed. At the very least, they needed to know what happened to honor the friend who had departed without their knowledge.

"In the summer of 1277—"

The Magic-Ending Duke's words were cut off as the red-haired elf suddenly embraced him.

With tears streaming down her face, she hugged the Magic-Ending Duke tightly, patting his back—the perfect image of someone consoling a crying child. Yet it was the elf who was crying.

"101 years ago? Didn't that child say he's one hundred and twenty-one now?"
"Twenty years old is when a child should be receiving the most love, how terrible..."
"And what about Ariadne? How must she have felt closing her eyes with such a young child left behind?"

A conversation mixing pure sympathy and sadness. But hearing this conversation made my mind go blank.

I had guessed that the significant lifespan difference between humans and elves would lead to serious perception gaps, but to this extent? To treat someone in their twenties as a little child who should still be cuddled by their parents?

'Insane.'

I'm confused. It's not even that elves grow more slowly than humans. Even pure-blooded elves are physically mature at twenty, aren't they? Yet they still treat them like children?

Of course, I haven't lived in elven society, so I'm not in a position to judge.

"You must have suffered so much. Losing your mother at the age when you should have been most loved, and living alone for a hundred years..."

The tearful consolation seemed to confuse the Magic-Ending Duke as well. Of course, when would he have received such consolation? His father, who would have loved and cherished him, departed before his mother, and his mother also fell ill, following his father.

Friends? Friends cannot fulfill the role of parents. Retainers? Unless they're exceptionally close, they wouldn't dare sympathize with or console a duke. Even if they could, those friends and retainers would have died before the Magic-Ending Duke.

In the end, experiencing adults' consolation for the first time in his life, the Magic-Ending Duke quietly embraced the elf.

In a commercial district frequented by tourists, dozens of elves gathered in one place was enough to attract attention, but with everyone looking dejected and shedding tears? It was a sight impossible to ignore no matter how hard one tried.

"M-Master...?"

Moreover, Luise already knew I had gone among the elves. How confused she must have been when the elves started sniffling.

So Luise, bringing our companions along, approached and witnessed the Magic-Ending Duke receiving pats and cuddles from dozens of elves.

"Ah, Luise."

And the Magic-Ending Duke greeted Luise with an embarrassed face. His dignity as a master was in crisis, but fortunately, the Magic-Ending Duke's dignity was lofty enough to withstand it.

"Oh my. Are these our little one's friends?"

Or maybe not? Perhaps he couldn't withstand it?

"It must have been hard adapting to the human world, but you've made friends too. How precious."
"Really? I find it sad that the child has grown up too quickly."

I quietly closed my eyes at the elves' continued damage.

What a world, where someone who is the eldest and most respected figure in human society, standing at the pinnacle of magic, is treated as a pitiful child.

'...Thank goodness they're in a protection zone.'

I dread to think what might have happened if elves were scattered throughout the continent rather than confined to protection zones.

Fortunately, the Magic-Ending Duke's dignity and honor could be preserved.

"My goodness, look at this child. She's so tiny."
"She must have been born recently. How cute."

A real child (ten years old) had appeared, surpassing the "child" (over a hundred years old). Just as humans coo over Shih Tzu puppies, these elves showered the human child with warm interest and cheers. When it comes to cuteness, differences between species are never an issue.

"Little one, would you like to try this?"

The young marchioness, trembling while clutching Margareta's hand as if it were her lifeline, was being watched fondly by a blonde elf who showed her an enormous cotton candy.

Seeing the pink fluffy mass, the young marchioness's eyes widened before she hastily composed her expression. Of course, this was composed by her own standards—to everyone else, it looked exactly the same.

"I-I am Liliana Salon, young marchioness of House Salon! I'm not a little kid!"

No one had actually called her a little kid, and the fact that a young marchioness was speaking so formally to elves she'd just met only made her seem more childlike. It was just sad that the young marchioness herself didn't realize this.

The blonde elf who had been watching her with amusement gave a gentle smile and slightly bowed her head.

"I apologize, Young Marchioness. I was being disrespectful to the future ruler of this land. Would you accept this as my apology gift?"

The formal address from a non-human species and the flattery about being the future ruler quickly improved the young marchioness's mood. Not to mention the tempting pink fluff had been rebranded as an apology gift, which surely pleased her.

While everyone's attention was focused on the young marchioness who was now happily putting the cotton candy in her mouth with sparkling eyes, the red-haired elf who had embraced the Magic-Ending Duke casually spoke up.

"Have you met any other elves besides us?"

The Magic-Ending Duke shook her head at the question. Officially, the only place where non-humans resided in imperial territory was the protected zone, and this was the Magic-Ending Duke's first visit there. Naturally, she hadn't had the opportunity to meet other elves.

"No. I haven't seen any yet."
"Then you haven't met Lady Raphaela either."

The red-haired elf then stroked her chin as if deep in thought.

'Who is Raphaela?'

It's fine to be contemplative, but shouldn't she explain who this person is first? Even the Magic-Ending Duke was just blinking, not knowing who was being discussed.

Seeming to realize her mistake, the red-haired elf who had been silent for a moment soon spoke up.

"She's your maternal grandmother. She's also the Elder, the representative of us elves."
"What?"

The sudden revelation of a grandmother's existence. It was an unexpected statement that surprised me, but the shock seemed even greater for the Magic-Ending Duke herself.

The dazed voice that came from the Magic-Ending Duke's mouth was difficult to believe was actually hers.

Thanks to the red-haired elf's statement, our next destination was automatically determined. Although the residential district of non-humans was hardly a tourist attraction, there was no reason we couldn't visit with the residents' permission.

This was an area that ordinary tourists could never enter. Despite the opportunity to explore this unknown world, no one opened their mouths or showed excitement. Who would cause a commotion by failing to read the room when the eldest person by human standards was feeling depressed?

'Maternal grandmother.'

My mind was also in turmoil. Of course, since the Magic-Ending Duke's mother wasn't born from an egg, it was natural that the Magic-Ending Duke had a maternal grandmother.

However, the Magic-Ending Duke had been unaware of her grandmother's existence, and she said she had never heard about her maternal relatives even when her mother was alive. So she had assumed something bad had happened with her maternal family before her mother fled the protected zone—

'The Elder?'

Elder—the title for the leader who guides the elves. Although unlike humans, the Elder title wasn't hereditary through bloodlines, the daughter of the current Elder would inevitably receive special treatment.


Yet the Magic-Ending Duke's mother had kicked away that treatment and escaped from the protected zone. Moreover, she had remained silent about her origins until her final moments. From the Magic-Ending Duke's perspective, it was natural to think there had been serious discord between her mother and maternal family.

"Excuse me."
"Ah, yes, what is it?"

When I approached the red-haired elf who had been worriedly glancing at the Magic-Ending Duke walking with her head deeply bowed, she immediately greeted me with a smiling face.

Though her response was friendly, it felt strange. Was she still treating me like a small child?

"Beatrix has never heard anything about her maternal family from her mother. Is it really okay to suddenly show up?"

When I asked this reasonable question, the red-haired elf made a somewhat troubled expression.

"That's exactly why she needs to meet her. The Elder—Ariadne has been really depressed since she left."
"What?"

This was unexpected. I thought they had a huge fight and were estranged.

Seeing my reaction, the red-haired elf looked back at the Magic-Ending Duke and cast a spell, softly chanting an incantation. The familiar incantation and mana flow indicated a sound-blocking spell.

"It's true that Ariadne left after fighting with the Elder, but it wasn't particularly serious."

The explanation that followed her sigh was both complicated and disappointing.

The current Elder is over 600 years old, she said. She's an old-timer who has lived since 300 years before the Kfelopen Empire was established, which means she's a victim of history who witnessed Apels Empire's atrocities in real time.

Why would various non-human species huddle together in a protected zone within an empire, specifically within a single duchy? Due to the Apels Empire's human supremacist ideology, countless non-humans suffered catastrophes, and during the late Apels period, they had three consecutive rulers as crazy as Hitler. As a result, non-human species nearly faced extinction as their numbers drastically decreased.

"Most elves alive today were born around the time the Empire was established, so their grudges against humans are faint, and since the Empire treats us well, they accept it... but not elders like our Elder."

Although they escaped hell by cooperating with humans, they still couldn't forget the harm inflicted by humans.

Of course, since it was Apels that oppressed the non-humans, they didn't take out their anger on Kfelopen. They simply didn't want to associate with humans anymore and stayed confined in the non-human protected zone. Such elves never even set foot in the commercial district, she said.

"But when Ariadne said she wanted to leave the protected zone, the Elder got angry and said if she didn't listen, she would consider her a stranger rather than a daughter..."
"And she left."
"Yes..."

While her mother took those words spoken in anger literally and truly became a stranger, the point is that this was all ultimately a massive problem created by Apels. Even after their downfall, they continued to cause trouble—those bastards were remarkable in many ways.

"The Elder wanted to go after her personally, but she's responsible for our people, and she's not cold-hearted enough to push other elves into the human world just to find her daughter, so she's been suffering in silence all this time."

The red-haired elf's expression was filled with worry as she sighed again. How could she feel at ease when she had to inform the Elder, who had been suffering like this, that her daughter was dead?

Anyway, now that I understood the general reason, I thanked the red-haired elf and approached the Magic-Ending Duke. The red-haired elf had an expectant look, as if she thought I would explain everything well to the Magic-Ending Duke, but—

"That's what she said."

There was no need. With just that brief statement, the Magic-Ending Duke nodded silently.

The elves in the protected zone might not know, but using magic in front of the Magic-Ending Duke was completely meaningless. Of course, from the elves' perspective, how could they imagine that the small child left behind by their runaway friend was the ultimate master of magic?

"The Elder must have suffered greatly all this time, and hearing that her daughter is gone will be a tremendous shock."
"I... suppose."

The Magic-Ending Duke barely opened her mouth to respond to my additional explanation. It's pitiful. What must it feel like for a granddaughter who has to inform her grandmother, whom she's meeting for the first time, about her mother's death?

"Beatrix, I know this is asking a lot, but to that Elder—"
"You don't need to tell me. I understand. I should act affectionately as her granddaughter."


Though I tried to speak as carefully as possible, the Magic-Ending Duke nodded as if she already understood everything. Despite being in the position of having to deliver a terrible message, she needed to comfort the Elder as the granddaughter of her daughter. That was the Magic-Ending Duke's best option.

'This is maddening.'

Looking at the Magic-Ending Duke made me feel even more sorry for her. Fortunately, the elves we saw in the commercial district had no hostility toward humans and treated the half-elf Magic-Ending Duke warmly, but we couldn't predict how the Elder, who might be full of resentment toward humans, would react.

As often depicted in novels, she might treat the mixed-blood Magic-Ending Duke as a mongrel, or she might even consider her the plague that devoured her daughter.

Either way, it would be painful.

Upon entering the elves' residential district, we saw far more elves than in the commercial district. And naturally, all eyes turned to us when humans who should have stayed in the commercial district visited the residential area.

"Humans? Did tourists get lost?"
"How could they get lost and end up here? Clarisse brought them in the first place."
"But wait, isn't that Ariadne?"

And the indifferent gazes instantly transformed into interest and commotion. It was only natural, given the appearance of an elf who looked identical to the Elder's runaway daughter.

"Everyone, step aside. We need to meet the Elder first."

Thanks to the red-haired elf, Clarisse, we were able to move forward without being swept up by the crowd. When she said with a serious face that we needed to meet their leader, even the curious elves stepped back.

That's a relief. If we had been caught by this many elves, we might only have met the Elder after sunset—

'What's happening?'

I witnessed an unexpected miracle of Moses. The miracle of the crowd in front of us suddenly parting to the left and right. Perhaps they were making way for us? These elves are incredibly considerate.

"Did Ariadne come back?"

Of course, as soon as I saw the elf at the end of the parted crowd, I realized that wasn't the case.

The figure being greeted by the previously noisy elves who were now bowing their heads was a woman with the same white hair as the Magic-Ending Duke, but with ordinary long hair reaching her waist. She had some wrinkles, but those wrinkles actually made it easier to identify who she was.

'That elf is the Elder.'

Meanwhile, I was amazed that the aging of a being over 600 years old was limited to just a few wrinkles. Long-lived species are impressive.

"Has that foolish child finally returned?"

The Elder, who was approaching with quick steps while gently furrowing her brow. It seemed she had been nearby and noticed the commotion, so she came looking first.

'Damn it.'

But this was not a good visit, and I broke into a cold sweat. This wasn't how it was supposed to happen.

Even hearing that her daughter had died would be shocking enough, but how devastating would it be to first hear the fake news that her runaway daughter had returned, only to then be told, "Actually, she's dead"?

"If you were going to come back anyway, why did you leave—?"

The Elder, who had been approaching us with an expression half angry and half relieved, suddenly trembled.

"...Who are you?"

And at her next words, I bit my lip slightly.

She was a mother with enough maternal instinct to immediately recognize this wasn't her daughter. What could we possibly say to such a mother to minimize the shock?

A massive tree stood at the center of the elven residential district. Beside it was a three-story building that stood alone, unlike the other buildings that were clustered together. This isolated structure served as both the Elder's residence and a meeting place for elves. Its symbolic importance made it a restricted area that even fellow elves couldn't approach casually.

This was the first time human tourists had visited such a precious building, yet no one could show excitement or curiosity.

'I hope things go well.'

I sat on the sofa, staring glumly at the staircase. While the rest of our group remained dazed on the first floor, the Magic-Ending Duke had gone up to the third floor with the Elder.

After meeting the Elder on the street and learning that the duke was her granddaughter, the Elder had led us to her home. Though she hadn't yet spoken about her daughter, she was a being who had lived for over 600 years. From Clarice's dark expression and the fact that a granddaughter had arrived without her mother, the Elder seemed to have guessed the situation.

Of course, the desperate hope that her intuition was wrong showed clearly on her face.

"Will everything be alright?" Luise asked, fidgeting with her already empty teacup, showing signs of anxiety. Her trembling eyes and rigid face revealed how mentally stressed she was.

"It'll be fine. Don't worry too much."

Understanding Luise's feelings, I gave a deliberately neutral answer. To Luise, the Magic-Ending Duke was not only a fellow fiancée of the same man but, more importantly, a precious mentor who had taught her magic. She was a benefactor who had shown Luise the path of magic when she had fallen into despair after losing her older sister at a young age.

Now this benefactor and precious mentor had to inform her grandmother about her mother's death. And to a grandmother who might resent her. As a disciple, it would be a lie to say she wasn't worried.

"That's right. We're talking about the Magic-Ending Duke. She'll definitely be fine," Irina said, sitting beside Luise and holding her hand in comfort. The Duke of the Empire, a person who had reached the pinnacle of magic, would surely overcome any obstacle.

Margareta also nodded in agreement with Irina's words, which finally seemed to ease Luise's expression somewhat. Or perhaps she was just pretending to be fine for the sake of others' reassurance.

'I hope nothing goes wrong.'

To be honest, I'm anxious too. In human society, the Magic-Ending Duke is invincible, but here she's just Beatrix, a granddaughter meeting her grandmother for the first time.

So all I can do is pray that things go well.

***

In a room located at the far end of the third floor—seemingly the Elder's office—I found myself in a private meeting with my grandmother.

Fortunately, I'd been accepted as a guest, so I needed to speak quickly. I needed to deliver the news about my mother and hear how she felt about me. But I simply couldn't open my mouth.

I had seen my grandmother's expression on the way to this room. It was rigid with despair yet simultaneously filled with desperate hope—the contradictory expression of someone whose reason whispered of terrible disaster while their heart refused to accept it.

'Mother.'

Fidgeting with my untouched teacup, I thought of my mother. Right now, I felt somewhat resentful toward her.

Why didn't she tell me about her family? Why did she fight with my grandmother and cut ties? Couldn't there have been a better way, even slightly?

"So you're my granddaughter?" my grandmother finally broke the silence.

"Yes, I'm Beatrix," I answered respectfully, bowing my head, but silence fell again. That was natural. Having confirmed I was her granddaughter, she would need to ask about her absent daughter, but the answer was all too obvious.

How could anyone bring themselves to ask such a question? How could one bear it if the dreaded suspicion about her daughter's death became reality?

"Where is Ariadne?"

Yet my grandmother voiced that terrible question. Perhaps out of a sense of maternal duty to accept her daughter's death, or maybe hoping against hope that her daughter simply couldn't come for some reason. Either way, it required tremendous courage.

Sadly, I had to repay that courage with despair.

"She returned to Enen's embrace 101 years ago."

As soon as I said those words, I squeezed my eyes shut. I couldn't bear to see my grandmother's expression upon hearing my answer, nor did I have the courage to face her resentment.

The silence that followed was again broken by my grandmother.

"I see."

A calm response—or rather, one pretending to be calm. The moisture and emotion mixed in that response could hardly be called composed.

"She ran away from her mother's arms, only to leave forever."

The words that followed didn't even attempt to maintain composure. With each word my grandmother spoke, the emotions contained within spilled out like an explosion.


"She drove a stake through my heart, and instead of removing it, she drove in something worse..."

It was heavy. Each of my grandmother's words seemed to weigh down on my shoulders. I couldn't raise my head like my grandmother did, so I kept it bowed.

Of course, my mother's passing was a tragic misfortune. I too was a victim who had lost my mother, and I bore no blame for that misfortune. My grandmother and I were simply allies who had lost the same family member, not perpetrator and victim.

Yet somehow, I felt like a criminal. Delivering news of her daughter's death to someone who hadn't seen her daughter for 150 years, whose last conversation had been an argument—it felt like a terrible sin.

"...I dislike humans."

Those words made my body stiffen.

My grandmother had every reason to resent humans; my mother had gone to the human world despite my grandmother's objections; and human blood flowed in my veins.

"My husband met his end during the Apels era. Not just my husband, but most elves departed on their final journey back then."

I bit my lip gently. I knew from history that many non-human races had suffered countless casualties during the Apels Empire period. I'd heard before coming here that my grandmother had also been affected. I just hadn't realized that those losses included the death of my grandfather.

"Even the world tree, bestowed upon us by our deity, was burned to ashes. The spirits, our friends, never showed themselves again, and the fairies fell weeping."

I knew this too. The world tree that elves cherished like their own lives, the spirits and fairies who were friends to the elves—all of them had fallen at the hands of Apels.

"Of course, I know that today's empire is different from Apels... but a moment of good fortune doesn't erase all the misfortune that came before."

"...Yes, that's right."

"Thank you for understanding."

There was a faint trace of a smile in her voice. But my grandmother's words were absolutely not something to smile about or dismiss calmly.

Although she had benefited from Kfelopen, the period of suffering under Apels had been too long to forget the pain inflicted by humans. She might not resent Kfelopen, but she had no desire to associate with humans again.

"That's why I tried to stop Ariadne from going to the human world. Not all humans are demons, but there's no guarantee she would only meet kind ones. I didn't want her to develop the same hatred I carry."

And that resolve had led to concern for her child. Having lost her husband to humans, she worried her daughter might also be harmed by them, or that her daughter might come to hate and fear humans as a race. That concern was enough for my grandmother to try to stop my mother.

But she failed. With final words declaring that she would treat her daughter as a stranger if she disobeyed, the two parted ways.

"In the end, it came to this..."

The maternal love that had hoped to protect her daughter from pain went unrewarded.

What should I do in this situation? Should I comfort my grandmother as her granddaughter? Or should I bow my head as a sinner with human blood flowing through my veins?

I don't know. No matter how much I think about it, I don't know. Perhaps if my grandmother had blamed me, at least my mind would have been at ease—

"Child."

My immature thoughts crumbled as soon as my grandmother spoke. Now that I faced the possibility of actually being blamed, fear outweighed any sense of relief.

"Could you tell me how Ariadne lived? Even just what you remember would be enough."

A gentle smile, a voice that seemed ready to burst into tears at any moment. In response to that pitiful contradiction, I quietly nodded.

My grandmother's request was her natural right as a mother.

I told her everything I remembered. What clothes my mother liked to wear, what foods she enjoyed, what weather made her happy, what hobbies she pursued.

How she was kind to the family servants, loved her husband, was affectionate to her daughter, and respected her mother-in-law.

Though their races differed, it never became a barrier. She was beloved by both the ducal family and the duchy.

"...I see."

Each time, my grandmother would nod with a faint smile. As if trying not to interrupt my recollections of memories with my mother.

"It seems she fortunately forgot this unworthy mother and lived well. That's a relief..."


But those words made my mind go blank. That conclusion shouldn't be drawn. What my grandmother needed to know was my mother's happy memories, not a life lived without her. She shouldn't think of herself as a mother erased from her daughter's memory.

If so, then truly, the final memory between my mother and grandmother would remain that argument filled with harsh words.

"No."

That's why I dared to speak my mind.

"Mother never forgot you, Grandmother."

My grandmother's threat to consider her a stranger if she left the protected area—my mother hadn't taken that threat at face value and cut ties.

"When Mother disliked something, she showed it clearly. When she had complaints, she would hold me, still a child, and list her grievances."

It's not exactly a pleasant memory. She would grumble about politics and social affairs that even a child couldn't understand. How difficult those times were.

"So if she disliked you, she would have voiced all her complaints to me. I believe Mother never spoke of you because she felt guilt and longing toward you."

Hearing this, my grandmother's eyes widened briefly before she smiled again.

"What nonsense."

"Pardon?"

"If she had forgotten me, she wouldn't have even thought to dislike me, so naturally she wouldn't have said anything."

...

Is that... right?

"Come here."

Just as my head was about to bow in embarrassment and self-reproach at my failed attempt to convince her, my grandmother beckoned to me.

"You said your name is Beatrix?"

"Yes, yes..."

At that, my grandmother's smile deepened.

"It was about 300 years ago. When Ariadne was still young, I used to sit her on my lap and read her fairy tales."

After saying this, my grandmother took hold of my shoulders as I approached and sat me on her lap.

"It was a fairy tale created around the time Kfelopen drove out Apels, about friendship between elves and humans. I didn't particularly like it... but Ariadne was especially fond of that story, so what could I do? I had to read it to her."

My grandmother laughed softly, saying the signs were there from the beginning, but I couldn't laugh at all.

This is embarrassing. Sitting on someone else's lap at my age. This would be embarrassing even for a child, and it's my grandmother's lap, no less.

"I couldn't understand why she liked it. It was hastily made, with a messy plot, not very entertaining, and lacking plausibility. It's a fairy tale long forgotten now."

Now stroking my head as she spoke, my grandmother made it impossible for me to move.

"But it became a fairy tale that remained forever in Ariadne's heart."

The hand stroking my head stopped. Then I felt two frail arms embracing me.

"...Unlike me, she learned love from humans, just like in the fairy tale..."

Her arms trembled slightly. No, not just her arms, but her entire body that held me shook.

I too carefully extended my arms to embrace my grandmother. At a time like this, such an action would be better than any words.

"Like that fairy tale... she left behind a treasure..."

And then my grandmother fell silent again.

But strangely, the silence now wasn't awkward at all.

For a long time, my grandmother held me in her embrace before releasing me with a small cough. It seems she felt embarrassed for showing such intense emotion to someone she was meeting for the first time, even if I was her granddaughter.

"I'm sorry, dear. Growing old has only made me more tearful..."
"No, no. It's perfectly fine."

I quickly shook my head at my grandmother's apology. No one in this world would condemn a mother's tears for her lost child, and my grandmother's tears were as much about accepting her granddaughter as they were about grieving for her daughter. It would be unthinkable for me, cradled in my grandmother's arms, to deny those tears.

Rather, I'm grateful that my grandmother showed her honest emotions in front of me. Instead of rejecting me—a half-human—out of hatred for humans, she chose to focus on my elven blood that carried her daughter's lineage.

"Your mother was impulsive even as she aged, but her daughter seems so mature despite her young age. I suppose your personality takes after your father."

Still, I couldn't get used to being treated like a child. Even though other elves had treated me like a child before coming here, receiving such a warm gaze from someone with wrinkles made me truly feel like a child. I hadn't experienced this since my paternal grandmother passed away.

From my grandmother's perspective, a granddaughter about 500 years younger would indeed be considered a child.

"Excuse me, child."

As I awkwardly remained on my grandmother's lap, unable to get up, she carefully opened her mouth.

"Would it be alright if I called you Trixie?"

My body froze at those words. Trixie—a name I hadn't heard since my parents passed away. A nickname only my family had ever called me.

For a moment, emotions welled up inside me, but I managed to suppress them. Having family who would call me by my nickname was a joyous thing, wasn't it? Certainly not something to cry about.

"Yes, Grandmother."
"You can call me Grandmother too."
"I will, Grandmother."

My grandmother smiled brightly at my response. I probably had the same expression.

I had found my grandmother after 121 years, and my grandmother had gained a granddaughter.

Something seemed off. Did I look like a crawling baby in my grandmother's eyes?

"I had been expecting grandchildren since Ariadne turned 200. What name to give them, what clothes to dress them in, how to teach them—thinking about such things made months fly by."

These were truly grateful and touching words, but at this moment, they weren't properly registering in my ears.

"You already have a beautiful name and seem to have been raised with good manners, so I have no complaints, but this is my one regret."

My ears couldn't function normally because all my attention was focused on what I was seeing.

The clothes my grandmother held up with a bright smile. The extraordinary clothes that stole my gaze. The baby clothes my grandmother had made herself, intending to dress her grandchild in them.

Actually, baby clothes themselves would be something I could look at with a smile. Clothes for small children are inevitably small, and tiny clothes that no one can wear only evoke cuteness. Like thinking how adorable a small baby would look wearing those pretty clothes.

"I made these clothes without wanting to interfere with young people these days, and they've just piled up."

The problem was that my grandmother's lovingly made baby clothes came in a wide variety of sizes. From clothes for ordinary babies to clothes for children just learning to walk, and even clothes large enough for a fully grown adult.

Yes, my grandmother was holding baby clothes that could fit a fully grown adult.

'Good heavens.'

My head was spinning. A pink dress covered in frills? Even without waiting until adulthood, any teenager would refuse such a dress in horror.

"I put special care into making this, thinking it would look pretty if my grandchild was a girl."

But seeing my grandmother looking at me with subtle expectation, I realized. It seemed I would have to wear that dress.

This is maddening. Among all the clothes, she specifically picked one I could wear, emphasizing that she put special care into making it—how could I refuse? Moreover, I had just witnessed my grandmother shedding tears, and she had called me by my nickname.

'What should I do?'

The answer was predetermined. If I just closed my eyes and asked my grandmother, "May I try it on?" she would be overjoyed.

I knew this intellectually. I clearly knew, but I also had dignity and honor built up in human society—

"...Do you not like it?"
"It's beautiful. May I try it on right away?"

Come to think of it, I'm in elven society now. I should temporarily abandon what I've built up in human society.


***

As I was forcing myself to continue the conversation, feeling like I might dry up and die if I kept my mouth shut, footsteps were heard on the stairs.

The conversation immediately stopped, and everyone's attention turned to the stairs. It was natural since everyone present was concerned about the Magic-Ending Duke. Even the young marquis was sipping his juice while reading the room.

And only the Elder came down from the third floor.

'At least the worst hasn't happened.'

I felt relieved. Though I didn't know the details, if the Magic-Ending Duke was still upstairs, we had avoided the worst-case scenario. It meant she was having a normal conversation with her granddaughter rather than driving her away.

"Which one of you is Kal?"
"Ah, that's me."

The fact that she was looking for me, the Magic-Ending Duke's lover, suggested the situation was more positive than negative. If she were expelling us, she wouldn't be looking for anyone specifically, and if she wanted to intimidate us, she would have addressed everyone.

"Come upstairs for a moment."

With those words, the Elder turned around swiftly. Though she didn't appear friendly, I didn't sense any hostility either. Her attitude was exactly like that of a civil servant dealing with a complainant.

That was enough. Receiving neutral treatment from someone who likely hated humans was more than generous—no, considering it was our first meeting, it was nothing short of a miracle.

"Trixie told me. You two have promised a future together?"
"Yes, that's correct."

As I followed the Elder up to the third floor, I quickly nodded at her words.

At the same time, I couldn't help but smile. If she was calling the Magic-Ending Duke by her nickname, we had not only avoided the worst but achieved the best possible outcome—

"I'm not entirely pleased with it."

I quickly composed my expression.

Of course, even if the Magic-Ending Duke was recognized as her granddaughter, having a human as her granddaughter's partner was a separate issue. Rather, precisely because she recognized her granddaughter, she would be scrutinizing her partner with burning eyes.

"But I have no right to interfere in your relationship. I couldn't provide any help to that child, while you have been a comfort to her."

However, her next words surprised me. Setting aside racial sentiments, an elder family member not interfering in her granddaughter's marriage? Judging by her words alone, she seemed more open-minded than most humans—was she really someone who hated humans?

"Since you're a comfort to Trixie, I have a favor to ask."
"Please tell me anything. I'll do my best."

Given that, I answered without hesitation.

Despite having suffered at the hands of humans, and despite her daughter marrying a human and experiencing sorrow, she was accepting of her granddaughter being with a human. How could I not do anything for an elder who made such a decision? Even if it meant giving the Wise Duke a piggyback ride, I should comply.

"I think it looks very pretty, but Trixie is embarrassed. I think she'll only come down if you convince her it looks good."
"Pardon?"

What does that mean?

'Embarrassed?'

Did she put on some traditional elven makeup? No, the Magic-Ending Duke isn't a small child—she wouldn't be embarrassed by something like that.

And I understood what it meant only after seeing the Magic-Ending Duke wearing a pink frilly dress.

"Ah, darling, this, well..."

The Magic-Ending Duke froze and stammered as soon as our eyes met.

'I see.'

I understood. She might not be a small child, but she was being treated like one. That would certainly be embarrassing.

Honestly, it was cute, but I held my tongue for fear she might break a window and run away if I spoke.

I pretended not to see the twin tails either.

Fortunately, I was able to calm the grandmother who wanted to show off her cute granddaughter. If only elves had been present, they might all have cooed over the Elder's granddaughter, but there were more than ten humans waiting downstairs.


"Beatrix may be a cute child to the Elder and other elves, but she is respected in human society."
"Respected? This child? When she's barely over a hundred?"
"Among humans, many don't even live to be a hundred."

The Elder was culturally shocked to learn that her cute granddaughter was considered one of the oldest living beings by human standards. Still, her experience cooperating with humans during the empire's founding days hadn't completely disappeared, and she accepted it after a while. It felt like reluctant acceptance, but at least she acknowledged it for the sake of her granddaughter's dignity.

"A child barely over a hundred... by human standards, that's over ten years old..."

Still seemingly disappointed, the Elder muttered as she went downstairs.

'That's the racial difference.'

It's daunting. I occasionally felt the racial difference with the Magic-Ending Duke, but facing a pure-blooded elf rather than a half-elf revealed this level of disparity.

From now on, I think I'll just accept whatever the Magic-Ending Duke does. Is this what they call shock therapy?

"No."
"Huh?"

Meanwhile, the Magic-Ending Duke took my hand and shook her head. I was confused by her sudden statement.

"I'm not over ten years old, but over twenty. Since I'm a half-blood, it's about 20%, not 10%."
"......"

I was momentarily speechless. Seeing her pitiful expression, this wasn't a joke to lighten the mood. And given her immediate rebuttal, it wasn't an improvised excuse either. She had sincerely thought this way all along.

I see. The Magic-Ending Duke considered herself to be twenty-four years old.

"If it were 10%, that would have been dangerous."

After careful consideration, I finally managed to respond.

If that's what my future wife thinks, then that's how it is.

***

After finishing my conversation with Trixie and that boy named Kal, I went outside. I did encounter the humans on the first floor, but they were guests invited by my kin and Trixie's friends. I couldn't treat them poorly, so I told them to make themselves comfortable.

'A granddaughter.'

The fresh air seemed to clear my mind a little. News of my runaway daughter's death, the unexpected appearance of a granddaughter—these were too shocking to experience in a single day.

'...Is the world changing?'

And I couldn't help but laugh at the fact that my granddaughter had human blood flowing in her veins, and that she too loved a human.

An elf who suffered at the hands of humans falling in love with a human? It truly sounds like a fairy tale.

"What should I do?"

I muttered to myself, looking at the sky.

The great deity who is the mother of us elves and who gave us the World Tree. And the World Tree itself, the only means of communication with such a mother.

I always missed our mother and the World Tree, but never as desperately as today.

"Auntie, auntie."
"Crying? Crying?"

As I was blankly staring at the sky, a few fairies hidden in the trees flew out and circled around me.

To worry even these children—how embarrassing.

"I told you not to come out."

Still, I needed to scold them. Their numbers had already dwindled since the World Tree burned down—what if they showed themselves and suffered for it?

"But, but."
"There, there, we feel the power of the deity."

?

What are they talking about now?

The elder who had briefly stepped outside returned to the house, accompanied by mysterious flying entities.

'What are those?'

At first, I thought they were just large insects since there was a big tree next to the house. It would be normal to find flying bugs near plants.

But looking closer, I realized they weren't insects at all. They were thumb-sized creatures with wings, but their appearance was remarkably human-like. I felt almost apologetic for mistaking them for bugs, even momentarily. I just assumed anything flying around would naturally be an insect.

"Here—"
"Look, look."
"Over here, over here."

The elder tried to say something as he brought in more than ten of these flying beings, but before he could finish, they flew toward us.

Or more precisely, they flew toward Tanian and clung to him all over.

"Haha, what interesting little ones you are."

Surprised by the sudden attack, Tanian smiled, clearly experiencing this for the first time. Well, where else could one experience thumb-sized children hanging from your hair and shoulders? It was like something out of a fairy tale.

So what are these things? They don't seem hostile, so I'm just watching, but I should know what they are.

"What rudeness is this toward our guest? Come off him now."
"No, no!"
"Enen mister's energy, long time, missed it."

The elder sighed as he watched the scene and tried to reason with the flying creatures, but despite his persuasion, they shook their heads vigorously and clung to Tanian. What started as merely hanging on had evolved into burrowing into his hair and clothes for protection.

"It's quite all right. They seem like curious children wanting to play. Playing with children is always a pleasure."

As Tanian, caught awkwardly between the two parties, spoke gently, the elder stepped back with another sigh. He couldn't forcibly remove the tiny creatures, and since Tanian himself said it was fine, there was nothing more to do.

"But who are these children? Hearing them call me 'Enen mister,' they don't seem to be ordinary children."

Tanian voiced the question we all had. Their overwhelmingly small size, wings, and suddenly calling him "Enen mister." At the very least, that last part must have startled Tanian.

I couldn't make sense of it. They seemed like a different species, but I'd never heard of such beings. Even dwarves, who are smaller than humans, aren't thumb-sized. Besides, dwarves don't have wings and aren't this cute.

"Have you heard of fairies?"

At the elder's words, Tanian's eyes widened dramatically.

'Oh.'

I think this is the first time I've seen him so surprised.

Before Enen's Dawn Order achieved religious victory, countless gods and religious orders proliferated across the continent.

Among the many gods competing like during the Spring and Autumn Period, a deity named Constantina was worshipped as the goddess of vegetation. She was also the mother of the elven race who bestowed the World Tree upon the elves—a gentle goddess who nurtured nature and elves rather than expanding her influence.

Because of this, she was among the first to bow to Enen during his path to religious victory. Due to this peaceful surrender, the Dawn Order respected the traditions of Constantina and the elves, creating a win-win relationship. The Dawn Order even treasured the World Tree as a divine legacy.

"The spirits and fairies communicated with the elves through that World Tree."

Upon hearing the word "fairy," Tanian became excited and launched into an explanation so enthusiastic it would make listeners dizzy. It was fortunate the topic was interesting—if it had been something mundane delivered with such intensity, I might have fled.

"Spirits used the World Tree as a gateway to enter the human realm from the spirit realm, while fairies were born from the branches of the World Tree and made it their home."

According to Tanian, the World Tree was a divine blessing, and the era when it existed was a beautiful time when creatures who served the gods coexisted with humans.

Certainly, from a priest's perspective, being able to coexist with beings close to the divine through a tree left by the gods would be a dream come true. It would be visible proof of the gods' existence.

But—

"Didn't the World Tree burn down long ago?"
"..."

At Laterre's words, Tanian, who had been speaking joyfully, nodded glumly.

The World Tree that burned spectacularly at the end of the Apels era. Although it was a legacy left by a god other than Enen, from the Dawn Order's perspective, it was also a legacy of a deity who peacefully accepted defeat.

In other words, it symbolized the Dawn Order's victory and tolerance, yet the Apels Empire burned it down. Because of this, the Pope of that time excommunicated the Apels Emperor. It's also why the Papal States are friendly toward Kfelopen, which destroyed Apels.


"I heard that because of that atrocity, spirits could no longer appear in the human realm, and fairies lost their home and went extinct..."

After saying this, Tanian gently stroked the fairy clinging to his shoulder. The fairy grabbed his finger and rubbed its cheek against it.

Tanian's expression melted completely at this affectionate gesture from a legendary being. They are cute, probably because they're so small.

"You know your history well."

The elder, who had been listening quietly, nodded.

"When the World Tree burned, the spirits disappeared, and the fairies lost their home. Since that day, no new fairies have been born."

The elder's expression as he looked at the fairies was like someone watching orphans who had lost their homes to a natural disaster—full of sympathy and pity.

"Normally, these children should have perished too, but fortunately, we were able to create a temporary home for them."
"Are you saying you've recreated the World Tree?"

Tanian, who had been playing with the fairies using his finger, brightened up. If the World Tree had been restored, it would indeed be amazing—

"Since spirits can't use it as a gateway and new fairies can't be born from it, I'm embarrassed to call it a recreation. It's just enough for the remaining fairies to survive."

At this firm answer, Tanian's expression grew somber again.

Of course, mortals couldn't recreate a gift from the gods. That's only natural.

"We're barely mimicking the World Tree by attaching sacred relics to a tree. These children have been barely surviving on insufficient divine energy, so naturally they're delighted to meet someone with strong divine energy."

Hearing the specific circumstances made me see the fairies clinging to Tanian differently. It's like orphans who haven't eaten well welcoming an adult who's come to donate food.

'How pitiful.'

This is all because of Apels. Why did they have to burn down the innocent World Tree?

After Tanian and the elder finished their explanation, everyone's gaze toward the fairies softened considerably. They're small and cute, making them easy to like, and they also have a tragic past? Perfect for stirring emotions.

But the fairies didn't allow just anyone to touch them. While they were ecstatic about the touch of Tanian, a saint, they actively avoided the touch of ordinary people without divine energy.

"They don't seem to like me."

Luise was dejected after being rejected by a fairy, but what could be done? Considering they suffered at human hands, it's understandable.

—That's what I was about to say to comfort her.

"Huh? Hmm?"

Until one fairy started hovering around me.

The fairy that had haughtily avoided Luise's hand suddenly tilted its head and approached me. But when I reached out my hand, it avoided it, and when I withdrew my hand, it approached again. I don't know what it's doing. It's not like we're playing hard to get.

"Do they like you, brother?"
"I don't think so."

I shook my head slightly at Luise, who muttered enviously. If they liked me, they would have clung to me like they did with Tanian, not just keeping their distance.

After circling around me for quite some time, the fairy pointed at me and shouted.

"Sky lady! Sky lady!"

?

'Lady?'

I'm confused. Do fairies have a habit of switching genders when addressing people?

But before I could solve this mystery, all the fairies' attention turned to me.

"Lady? Lady?"
"Really? Really?"
"Me, lady, long time!"

They were very focused on me now.


Even the fairies that had been hovering around Tanian, even those sitting on his body, flew toward me. Having more than ten of them suddenly rushing at me was quite disconcerting. So this is how Tanian felt earlier.

"Lady, right. Really lady's energy, right."

And the fairy that had called me "sky lady" was already clinging to my clothes.

"You're popular with the children? You'll make a good father."
"Haha..."

Since no one had expected this situation, Margareta made an awkward joke. She had also failed to touch a fairy like Luise, and I wonder if I'm imagining the slight jealousy in her expression.

"Here, in body, is! Lady's energy, is!"

Meanwhile, the fairy kept tapping on my chest and whining. Seeing this, I finally understood why they were acting this way.

Unlike Tanian, whose entire body had become a playground, the fairies were only interested in my body. Given that fairies sensitive to divine power were mentioning the sky—

'The Eternal Blue Sky.'

That has to be it. It's the only connection I have to any deity.

'Lady...'

So the Eternal Blue Sky was a goddess. It's a bit surprising that the sky deity is female. I had imagined something like Uranus or Zeus, but that was just my prejudice.

"Lady's energy, not embedded. Can remove it."
"Staying energy, staying energy."
"Take it? Take it?"

Meanwhile, an ominous conversation was taking place among the fairies.

They can remove a deity's energy? Something that professional priests tried to heal but only ended up coughing blood?

'Really?'

My heart swells with unexpected fortune from an unimaginable source.

Well, fairies are beings closely connected to the gods. They're on a different level from mere mortals, so they might easily accomplish what mortals cannot.

"Children, what are you suddenly talking about?"

The elder, who had been staring blankly at the sight of fairies—who normally avoid humans—clinging to someone who was clearly not a priest, finally came to his senses and hurriedly approached to question them.

"This person, has sky lady's energy, we, can take it."

The fairy chattered like a child throwing a tantrum toward the elder.

"But, we, have nothing to give. Mother said, if you want something, give something in return."
"We, have nothing, everything burned."
"Mother, couldn't keep Mother's promise. Mother, miss you..."
"Mother, Mother..."
"Hey, children?"

And when their complaints suddenly turned into tears for their mother, the elder didn't know what to do. If they're referring to the fairies' mother, it must be either the World Tree or the goddess Constantina, neither of which would be easy to meet.

"Excuse me."

I cautiously addressed the fairies who had suddenly burst into tears. I can't give them their mother, but I can give them something else.

"If you can take it, you may have it."

At those words, the tearfully crying fairies looked at me with round eyes and fluttered their wings.

"Really? Really?"
"Can take? All of it? All of it?"
"Yes."

I'm serious. I could even give them something in return if they would just take it away.

It's better to be indebted to fairies than to wait for the Eternal Blue Sky to forgive me.

"I've only met them today, but as of today, I withdraw my support for fairies. From now on, the fairies and I are one body and soul—any persecution or discrimination against fairies will be considered a challenge to the Head of the Imperial Audit Department. If you object, you'll have to duel me."

"Thank you! Thank you!"
"Sky lady's energy, good. We'll be full for a long time."
"Kind human! Kind human!"

The energy of the eternal blue sky remains on my body like a brand. Since I told them they could take it for free if they could, the fairies circled around me expressing their joy.

Some even hung from my hair or sat on my shoulders. Considering how they avoided everyone's touch except Tanian's, this must be their highest form of gratitude.

'Such sweet creatures.'

Seeing the chattering fairies made my hatred for Apels surge. How could they drive these innocent and righteous children to the brink of extinction? Are they even human?

Apels, you deserved to perish as a nation.

"Um, Kal? What does 'Sky lady's energy' mean?"

Unlike the joyful fairies, others couldn't help but be confused. From the context, it seems the fairies covet the divine power residing in me, but I'm neither a priest nor even a devout believer. From an uninformed perspective, nothing would make sense.

"I had some involvement with a pagan religion in the North. The nomads worship a sky deity. That's what they're referring to."

I lightly tapped my chest as I spoke, and Margareta, who had been looking blank for a moment, hurriedly nodded. Since she had seen my wound before, she would understand with just this much explanation.

"Ah, yes, I see."

Margareta's expression darkened briefly as she recalled the wound, but she quickly composed herself and concluded the conversation. It was indeed an awkward topic to discuss at length, especially since many people didn't know about the wound.

Of course, only Margareta understood—the others still looked puzzled—

"I don't know what happened, but fortunately, it seems the fairies will resolve it."

The Magic-Ending Duke subtly cut off any chance for the conversation to continue. Once someone draws such a conclusion, it becomes awkward to probe further.

I gave him a slight nod of appreciation, and he responded with a faint smile and shook his head.

'He must have been worried.'

Margareta wasn't the first to see my wound. The Magic-Ending Duke knew before her.

After the Great Punitive War, I developed a connection with the Magic-Ending Duke, and I showed him my wound to ask if healing was possible. Although other mages had failed to heal it, I hoped the pinnacle of magic might be different. Of course, it proved impossible, which is why I'm still like this.

Anyway, from the Magic-Ending Duke's perspective, it must have weighed heavily on his mind—a wound that even he couldn't erase, remaining on his lover's body. He must be pleased to see the possibility of healing from an unexpected source.

"Yes! Yes! I'll take it right away!"
"Go ahead."

And at the center of this miraculous healing stood the fairies. Seeing their obvious excitement, I nodded gently. To be honest, I'm excited too.

It's been a long, painful time. If only the eternal blue sky's energy disappears, the wound would become just an ordinary wound that could be healed with magic or divine power. Finally, I can say goodbye to this damn wound—

"Clothes, in the way. Let's remove clothes first."
"Yes, yes."
"We'll remove them! Remove them!"

My mind froze at their sudden words. Children, what do you mean by removing clothes? Weren't you just going to take the energy as is?

But before I could open my mouth, the fairies' wings sparkled, and my upper garment began to fade, revealing my body. I see. They're not completely undressing me but making my clothes transparent. Being fairies, they use such fascinating magic.

"......"

After ending my brief denial of reality, I looked around and, naturally, all eyes were fixed on the wound now exposed for all to see.


"Ah, uh, eh? B-brother...?"

Seeing Luise trembling, I closed my eyes.

Well, I'm screwed.

It took only an instant for a lover to become a criminal.

"Oppa! W-what, what happened to you?!"

Irina screamed with tears welling in her eyes.

"The wound, the wound, such a wound, and I knew nothing..."

Luise stammered, seemingly in panic.

"He split the sky with a body like that?"
"He never once showed any sign of pain?"

Erich and Lyutis whispered rapidly, shocked in various ways.

I'm definitely screwed. Something I wanted to hide as much as possible, something I planned to reveal gradually and sequentially if I had to reveal it at all, was suddenly exposed. The only fortunate thing was that Margareta quickly covered the young Marquis's eyes when she noticed my clothes gradually fading. Such a sight could be traumatic for a ten-year-old child, so that was truly fortunate.

But that was the extent of my good fortune.

"Come to think of it, brother, you wore regular clothes instead of swimwear at the beach too."

At Luise's murmur, Irina's gaze grew even sharper.

You still remember that? I appreciate you remembering such small details, but right now, I wish you hadn't.

"Did you two know about this?"

Then Irina, wiping her eyes, turned her attention to the relatively quiet Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke. They both flinched at her accurate observation, which was almost pitiful.

"I did know, but it was Kal's secret, so it was difficult for me to speak about it. I thought it would be right for Kal to tell you himself."
"I understand your concern given the size of the wound, but it's not as serious a problem as you might think. As long as the wound isn't deliberately aggravated, it doesn't interfere with daily life."

Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke, who had suddenly become secret-keepers, hurriedly explained the situation. But no matter how plausible their reasons, the fact that they kept it secret remained unchanged.

Perhaps because of this, Luise and Irina's expressions remained dark. They seemed deeply shocked that they hadn't known about their lover's wound until now, and especially that they were the only ones who didn't know.

"If I had known you were in pain, brother, I wouldn't have been so bothersome... During the Inter-class Competition, at the beach, and with other requests..."

Luise's guilt-ridden words made me break into a cold sweat. I'm not that much of an invalid. The wound just doesn't fully heal, but it doesn't affect my daily life.

"Human, seems to be crying."
"What do we do? What do we do?"
"Did we do something wrong?"
"Mommy, mommy..."

Meanwhile, as the atmosphere grew heavy, the fairies that had been hovering around me hid in my hair, trembling. As if they thought people were sad because of them.

No, you've done nothing wrong. This happened because I handled things poorly. It's all my fault.

"Um, everyone."

As I gathered my courage to speak, tear-filled gazes pierced me intensely. Honestly, I felt a bit intimidated.

"It was a difficult matter to discuss comfortably, so I couldn't tell you until now. I wasn't trying to hide it; I was planning to tell you someday."


Still, their tearful gazes remained unchanged. Even I have to admit it sounds like an excuse made only after being caught.

But I'm sincere. What's so great about an unhealing wound that I would proudly reveal it? I was trying to find the right timing, not rushing but carefully considering when to reveal it, but things went awry. In trying not to worry them by timing it right, I ended up causing both worry and sorrow.

"When we get back to the hotel, I'll explain everything. Could you let it go for now?"

In the end, I proposed a strange compromise rather than trying to persuade them. It's not appropriate to explain everything here with club members and outsiders like the young Marquis present, and this isn't exactly a comfortable place either.

And when I subtly showed them the trembling fairies, Luise and Irina reluctantly accepted. They wouldn't want others to feel awkward because of our issues.

"You must explain everything."
"I will."

Instead, I'll probably suffer longer when we're alone, but I'll consider it karma for my failure to time things properly.

"...You can come out now."
"Okay. Got it, got it."

The fairies that had been hesitantly emerging from my hair placed their hands on my wound and began to emit light.

It's a bit bitter. If I had known this would happen, I would have done it outside.

"Huh? Hmm?"
"Strange, strange."

As I blankly looked down at the fairies, they began to speak anxiously as their glow dimmed.

What now? What is it this time? If something goes wrong here, I'm the one who has to deal with the aftermath. If this continues, I might have to reconsider our relationship from being one body and soul to just a normal supportive one.

"Sky lady, she was here."

?

"What do you mea—"

Before I could finish speaking, everything before my eyes began to turn white.

Today seems to be a day when everything goes wrong no matter what I do. Or perhaps I'm being punished for trying to extract divine power through unofficial means.

And it's very likely the latter.

'Damn it.'

Everything was pure white. Not just that my vision had turned white, but my entire body had fallen into a completely white space.

I wondered if I had been teleported somewhere, but given that I felt no mana movement, it wasn't teleportation. Actually, I'm not even sure if this is a real space. Did I really fall somewhere? The sensation is strange—perhaps only my mind was dragged to some strange place rather than my physical body?

But now is not the time to worry about such trivial matters.

"Wow, we finally meet?"

In a situation where all the fairies attached to my body and all the people nearby had disappeared, a being suddenly appeared.

"I don't know how long it's been since I met a mortal."

A woman with deep blue hair grown to her waist and blue eyes similar to her hair color. A woman wearing the nomadic attire I had seen countless times in the North.

"Should I say this is a pleasure?"

The moment I saw the woman smirking while holding a leather pouch, I sensed it.

I think things have gotten seriously complicated.

Sometimes instinctive actions precede rational judgment. And instinct that comes before reason is usually survival instinct.

That's why I acted on instinct without thinking.

"I'm sorry."

I spoke first before the woman full of laughter could continue.

Right now, bowing comes before understanding the situation. Hesitating unnecessarily could turn a bad situation into a catastrophic one. Although I hadn't even exchanged greetings with the woman, it was obvious. If things had gotten this far and I didn't understand, I'd be a fool.

Of course, an apology in words alone lacks sincerity, so I quickly bowed my head to the floor. In Korean tradition, it's seokgodaejoe, or dogeza in Japanese. This kind of sincerity shows true remorse, doesn't it?

"Ahah! How refreshing!"

With my head bowed, I couldn't see her face, but hearing her giggling laughter, she seemed somewhat satisfied. Whether that satisfaction was with my apology or with the show of suddenly prostrating myself, I couldn't tell.

"Still, raise your head. We've met with such difficulty, we should talk face to face."
"I'm sorr—"
"Enough, just look up."

At her command-like words, I quickly raised my head. Fortunately, from her reactions so far, she didn't seem like she was going to kill me outright while shouting "You infidel!" She appeared to be showing the generosity of at least giving me time to speak.

And as soon as I raised my head, I saw the woman putting a leather pouch to her lips.

'Or not?'

I suddenly felt uneasy. Seeing her hearty gulp, it looked like she was drinking alcohol, and that reminded me of a historical drama I'd seen before my possession. Did she ask me to raise my head not to talk, but to behead me?

I'm afraid. Afraid that the alcohol in her mouth might spray onto my face. I don't want to die, but dying while being misted with alcohol is even worse.

"Ahh! Want some?"
"No, I'm fine."
"Really? Well, it might not suit the taste of you southerners."

Whether she knew my fear or not, after offering me a drink once, she emptied the pouch as soon as I declined. It was quite a large pouch, but she emptied it in one go—straight liquor.

Anyway, after showing off her drinking prowess at our first meeting, the woman looked at me standing stiffly and chuckled.

"You seem to know already, but since this is our first meeting, I'll introduce myself. I'm the being you call the Eternal Blue Sky. A sky deity, in a way."

When the fact I had suspected—and simultaneously hoped wasn't true—was revealed, I bit my lip slightly. While squabbling with the fairies, I had desperately hoped this might be some deity named Constantina, but of course it wasn't.

"It's an honor to meet a deity."
"What honor? I'm already a fallen deity."

Though her answer was mixed with laughter rather than anger, it felt even more deadly to me. After all, I was responsible for a significant portion of that fall.

This is maddening. If she were angry, I could humbly accept the anticipated disaster, but this unexpected atmosphere leaves me unsure how to react. Actually, I never even thought I'd meet a deity in the first place.

"Hehe, are you feeling sorry?"

As I failed to give an appropriate response and just kept reading the situation, the Eternal Blue Sky laughed again.

"I appreciate it, but you're overestimating yourself! From the moment settled people appeared, the decline of the nomads' deity was just a matter of time. It just happened a little sooner, it's not really your fault!"

The Eternal Blue Sky pounded my back vigorously, telling me to straighten up. She was like a boisterous mother comforting her dejected son.

And that made me even more confused. Why this reaction?

'Wasn't she supposed to be enraged?'

Bedler had clearly said the deity was furious and involved with my wound. Having experienced the killing of an apostle, the destruction of a temple, and the desecration of a sacred object, it would be natural for a deity to be angry. I never doubted that the Eternal Blue Sky was in a state of rage.

I was just amazed at myself for achieving the grand slam of infidelity in a world where gods actually exist.

'Was it a misunderstanding?'

For a moment, I even wondered if the Eternal Blue Sky actually had no feelings toward me at all.

Yes, how could a human fathom a deity's mind? Perhaps the divine energy in my wound was just a coincidence, or Khagan's independent evil deed. Maybe she appeared before me now because she felt sorry for me, praying and struggling alone.

I should reflect. Not understanding such generous feelings from Mother Sky—


"Well, I was pretty pissed that it happened so spectacularly ahead of schedule."

I guess not.

'I'm screwed.'

If the deity herself says she was "pissed," she means it. How sincere must she be for such words to come from a deity's mouth?

"You killed my beloved apostle, stashed away the sacred object I carefully bestowed somewhere in a corner, and even destroyed my temple. I wondered what kind of person would do all that. Even during the religious wars, there were few like you."
"I'm sorry..."

Being told that even during times when religions fought earnestly, no one did what I did—it felt like I'd committed a war crime, and I couldn't raise my head.

"It's fine. Once punishment is given, that's the end of it. Actually, if a deity whose faith has been damaged doesn't give any punishment, it looks weak, so there was some element of making an example..."

The Eternal Blue Sky stopped speaking there, pressed her lips together, and scratched her cheek as if embarrassed.

I'm anxious. What on earth is she trying to say with that reaction?

"Aren't you curious why I'm in your body?"
"Ah, yes."

I nodded instinctively at those words. Of course I'm curious.

Even those called sons of god or the most devout priests receive divine power, but they don't share their bodies with a deity. If a deity itself dwells in a body, wouldn't that person essentially be a god?

But I have no connection to faith, and this seems excessive just for punishment. If you possess someone's body just to punish them, isn't that too serious an obsession?

"I'm trapped."
"...Pardon?"
"I said I'm trapped."

The Eternal Blue Sky lowered her gaze slightly, and I froze.

An eerie silence descended.

From the blushing Eternal Blue Sky, I could hear the detailed circumstances.

When my body was cut by Khagan, all the divine power residing in the sacred object was transferred to my wound. Normally, only residual energy would be left by a general attack, but the problem was that Khagan's attack at that time was his final, full-power strike. Thanks to that, the divine power in the sacred object also moved with full force to kill me.

Of course, it was Khagan who died, and divine power that should be in the sacred object would naturally disappear when it leaves the object, but—

"I fixed the divine power at that time. Since the apostle had inflicted the wound, there was no need to cause other damage, and I thought the wound lasting a long time would be sufficient punishment."

Due to divine intervention, the divine power that would have disappeared if left alone transformed into an immortal energy. Since a deity directly intervened, no mortal could remove that energy, and since the divine energy couldn't be removed, the wound wouldn't heal. This absurd situation had continued for three years.

"I was planning to withdraw it after about a year..."

The Eternal Blue Sky's mouth closed again as she was kindly explaining, but soon she continued.

"During that time, I lost my place to stay."
"Excuse me?"

This is strange. She's clearly explaining, but I can't understand. Do deities also have the concept of a place to stay? Aren't they supposed to be in heaven or something?

"Do deities also have homes?"

When I asked back because I couldn't understand, the Eternal Blue Sky sighed softly.

"Yes. A place that holds divine power—that's both a temple and a deity's home."

I couldn't show any reaction to those words.

If a temple is a deity's home, then I could understand what she meant by losing her place to stay.

"But you destroyed everything, so the only place with divine power left is your body."

I almost let out a hollow laugh at the sight of the Eternal Blue Sky glaring at me somewhat resentfully. When destroying the focal point of the nomads in the North, the temple of the Eternal Blue Sky was also swept away, and it seems the nomads in the North haven't been able to rebuild the temple yet.

As a result, there is no place in this world that contains the divine power of the Eternal Blue Sky. Only I, who came to hold the divine power of the sacred object in my body, became the one with the power of the Eternal Blue Sky and the place where it is contained.


'What the hell.'

What a messed-up situation. It's awkward for both me and the Eternal Blue Sky.

"So you've been quiet all this time and suddenly appeared because—"
"If the fairies take my power away now, I'll die..."

At those desperate words, I closed my mouth again. The Eternal Blue Sky's emergence after living in silence was the last struggle of someone on the brink of death.

It's sad. A deity's death seems different from a human's death, but seeing how reluctant she is, it can't be a good thing.

'I should have been more moderate.'

After hearing the circumstances, I regret it. If I had left just one temple, just one, the Eternal Blue Sky would have had no reason to be trapped in my body, and she would have taken away the energy from the wound after a year on her own.

Of course, from the perspective of someone tormented by nomads, I could also think of it as self-defense.

"If only war hadn't broken out, this wouldn't have happened..."
"Didn't you order it directly? Since your apostle led the charge, I naturally thought so."
"That was because he was devout! I don't issue war orders! I can't afford to have my already few followers die in battle!"
"Wouldn't you gain more followers if you win?"
"As if people would truly believe in a deity they're forced to serve!"

After hearing all this, it's hard to blame the deity. From her perspective, she took splash damage from her followers' reckless actions.

Besides, there are more cases of settled people attacking nomads than nomads attacking settled people in history, so if we're talking about self-defense, we're at a disadvantage.

"Um, so, there's something I really want to ask of you, that's why I called you."

Anyway, the Eternal Blue Sky, seemingly embarrassed by her outpouring of sorrowful emotions, cleared her throat and carefully opened her mouth.

But she seems to be asking the wrong person. If it were Tanian the saint, maybe, but what good would it do to ask a swordsman about divine matters?

"I'm not even a priest, how could I be of help?"
"It's fine. You just need to relay what I say to the fairies."

Fortunately, I can do that much.

When I closed my eyes and opened them again, I saw the Elder's house instead of the pure white space.

"Sky lady, you were here."
"Really, really."
"Energy, heavy. Energy, can't take..."

From the fairies' conversation, it seemed that no time had passed while I was in the white space.

She made me feel sorry by saying she had no home because of me and that she was trapped, but a deity is still a deity. She even transcends space and time.

"Hey, kids."

Anyway, now that I'm properly back, let me handle what I was asked to do. If I ignore the request and the Eternal Blue Sky, who has nowhere to retreat, decides to cause trouble and die together, only my body will suffer.

"Let's go outside for a bit."
"Outside? Outside?"
"Outside? Why?"
"Outside, nothing there. Elf lady, lives boring."

The Elder, who was suddenly targeted, flinched visibly but tried to comfort the fairies. This is a request, but it's not a bad request for the fairies either.

"You might be able to see your mother again."

As soon as those words ended, I learned that even thumb-sized children can be strong when more than ten of them gather.

"Let's go! Let's go!"
"Mother, mother, mother!"
"Really? Really mother? Not lying? Not lying?"
"Lies, bad! If it's a lie, I'll cry!"

I wish I hadn't learned that while having my hair grabbed.

Kids, grabbing my clothes would be enough, isn't pulling my hair a bit too much...

A man who publicly revealed his serious wounds is dragged away by fairies pulling his hair. This is interesting enough to capture the attention of not just people connected to me, but even those with no connection.

Fortunately, the Elder's house is isolated even within the Elf residential district, so it didn't attract the attention of other elves. I'm not sure if this should be considered fortunate, but that's how it is.

"He's out! He's out!"
"Mom, can we see her? Can we see her?"
"Happy! Happy!"

And the fairies who came out of the house let go of my hair and flew around above my head, making a commotion.

Kids, I understand how you feel, but just because I came out doesn't mean you can see her right away... I never promised to show you immediately anyway.

"Children!"

Just as I was about to speak while roughly fixing my disheveled hair, the Elder rushed out and shouted at the fairies.

"How could you bother someone who's hurt!"

At those words, my hand stopped tidying my hair. I never expected to be treated like a patient.

Although the wound is still visible, which could lead to misunderstandings, the pain disappeared long ago. If having my hair pulled a little was enough to cause physical strain, wouldn't I be as helpless as a sunfish? I am not a sunfish.

"Kal, are you okay? Nothing strange happened, right?"
"W-was your wound reopened...?"
"I'm fine. It's not like anything hit my wound."

Before my bitterness could fade, the gazes of my companions all turned toward my wound. I am not a sunfish...

"Don't be angry, don't be angry..."
"Mom said we could see her..."
"Sorry... sorry..."

Meanwhile, the fairies seemed to follow the Elder who cared for them, showing signs of reflection when scolded. They even apologized to me, not just the Elder. It's touching to see how well the Elder has raised these children.

"But what do you mean you can see your mother again? What does that mean?"

The Elder spoke up while watching the dejected fairies flying slowly.

Whether the fairies' mother is the World Tree or Constantina, either way, she must be someone the Elf Elder misses as well. That's why, despite scolding the fairies, the Elder couldn't help but be interested.

"The World Tree might be able to resurrect."

I gave the Elder exactly the answer they wanted to hear.

"...Resurrect?"

The Elder muttered in a dazed voice at my response.

I don't know the details either since I'm just following what the Eternal Blue Sky told me, but if things go well, the World Tree might resurrect after about 300 years.

The Eternal Blue Sky, who had complained about dying if the fairies took away its power, continued cautiously.

"If the fairies take my power, the divine energy gets torn apart and has nowhere to stay, but if I concentrate the divine energy in your body into one place, it can endure. Besides, you'd feel uncomfortable with me staying inside your body."

It was a request to leave willingly if I helped. Of course, from my perspective, it's good if the power blocking my recovery disappears, and if an illegal tenant I didn't know existed leaves. I wouldn't feel comfortable using the bathroom knowing there's a god in my body.

The only concern was betraying the fairies who were excited about gaining divine power—

"While I was in your body, I noticed a tree mimicking the World Tree. If you put me there, I'll take responsibility and turn it into a World Tree. The fairies will be happy with that."
"Is that possible?"
"It's impossible to turn just any tree into a World Tree. But that tree had sacred objects hanging all over it. That should be enough."


It seems the Elder's efforts dreaming of the World Tree's resurrection weren't in vain after all.

Come to think of it, the fact that fairies who once made the World Tree their home are still alive means the imitation was somewhat successful. Although the Elder feels bitter about no new fairies being born, other elves probably couldn't have maintained even the status quo.

"When the World Tree resurrects, spirits will use it as a gateway, fairies will be born again, and Constantina can communicate with the elves. Then divine energy will flow around the World Tree, and I can take just a little of that to live as a god without any problems."

Though boldly stating an intention to take a commission, we're talking about the resurrection of the World Tree. Both Constantina and the elves would accept a small fee rather than complete monopolization. They might even worship the Eternal Blue Sky as a guardian deity for resurrecting the World Tree.

So I touched the tree next to the Elder's house as the Eternal Blue Sky asked—

'A fluorescent tree?'

The wound on my body flashed once, and soon the entire tree began to sparkle. Even though it was still bright daylight, the thought "Wow, this is really glowing" immediately came to mind.

"Huh? Huuuuh?"
"Shining! Shining!"
"This is Sky Auntie's energy. But, Mom's energy is here too!"
"Mom, can we see you? Is our home coming back?"
"Wow! Wow!"

As soon as the tree began to glow, the fairies started getting excited. To me, who has no connection to gods, it's just a glowing tree, but the fairies, sensitive to divine power, seem to see something more.

"Mother's... energy?"
"This is... amazing. For a mere living thing to have this much energy."

Even the Elder who had seen the real World Tree and Tanian the Saint showed unusual reactions. All circumstances point to the resurrection of the World Tree, too consistent to be mere excitement or misunderstanding.

Honestly, I was very surprised. I somewhat believed what the god said, but I had some doubts since it was a god reduced to an illegal tenant. I worried it might be a desperate struggle to extend its life when it was on the verge of death at the hands of fairies. Fortunately, even a fallen god is still a god.

"Child, how did this happen?"

As the sacred objects hanging on the tree also began to sparkle, the Magic-Ending Duke spoke with confused eyes.

A tree that glowed when I touched it, fairies and elves getting excited, talk of the World Tree's resurrection. Anyone witnessing this in real-time would be moved unless they had no emotions. Even I, not an elf, find it interesting—how much more so for the Magic-Ending Duke with elven blood?

"A god attached itself to me."
"Uh, what?"

Unfortunately, that's all I can say. I don't know the principles behind it either.

"Human! Thank you! Thank you!"
"Benefactor, our benefactor!"
"I'll tell Mom for sure! I'll tell the spirit uncles and aunties too!"

At least seeing the fairies rushing to cling to me, I can guess things went well.

- I'm grateful too. Thanks to you, I'll live comfortably from now on.

See, even the god is thanking me—?

'What the hell.'

I flinched at the voice echoing in my head. Is there a wiretap in my ear?

- Hehe, you might be the first to curse in front of a god.

I quickly regained my composure at the voice of the Eternal Blue Sky still echoing in my head.

'What's going on? Didn't you leave?'

Since it seems to read my thoughts, I questioned it mentally.


You said you'd leave, leave my body. This isn't leaving, it's just expanding outside my body.

- I did leave. But I stayed in your body for 3 years, so some remnants might still remain?

The answer to my questioning was quite ambiguous. Like moving out but leaving traces of living in the previous house? How do I clean that up?

- Don't worry, even the remnants will disappear within three days at most. My power isn't strong enough for mere remnants to remain for long.

Fortunately, it explained before I could question further. Though the reasoning that it will end soon because it's weak is strange, it doesn't seem to be lying, so I'll let it go.

- And this tree is in better condition than I thought. It will become a World Tree within 10 years at the latest. For elves and fairies, 10 years is just a moment.
'I'll relay that to the Elder as well.'

This is also good news. The Elder and fairies will be delighted to know the specific timeframe.

- ...Anyway, thank you so much. For helping me even though I'm not a god you believe in.

I couldn't give a proper response to that. I didn't do it for the Eternal Blue Sky but for my own convenience. Even if it hadn't been beneficial, all I did was touch a tree, which wasn't difficult.

If what dwelled in my body had been a Khagan instead of a god, I would have seriously considered self-destruction rather than helping, but a god is still a god. Unlike secular rulers who have the right to command subordinates or the duty to take responsibility, gods simply respond to faith and remain in their place.

That's why I have no particular resentment toward gods. I'm not sure if this indifference is because I didn't directly confront a god or because my mental world is unusual.

- Ah, once the remnants disappear, your wound can heal too. Now it can be called a sacred scar rather than a curse.

Oh.

- Of course, unlike Enen's scar, it has no abilities. You wouldn't expect that from a god who can barely take care of itself, right?
'...No, I wouldn't.'

Actually, I was hoping a little.

The Elder's house, which had been quiet, soon became noisy.

Elves gathered, attracted by the self-illuminating World Tree (promotion pending), fairies playing with the human minor lord, perhaps because their generosity exploded at the news that the World Tree would resurrect within 10 years.

"Here, make yourself at home."
"Ah, yes..."
"Do you like tea? We have tea leaves that elves have been cultivating since our ancestors' time."
"If you're offering, I'll gratefully accept."

And thanks to the Elder looking at me with eyes dripping with affection.

Just an hour ago, I was in an awkward position—the lover of the Elder's granddaughter but still human, a race the Elder didn't want to associate with, yet a potential grandson-in-law. The Elder had treated me neutrally, perhaps unsure how to approach me.

But after I told the Elder that the World Tree would resurrect within 10 years, that neutrality instantly upgraded to a relationship of complete unity. I wonder if it's too naive to believe what a human says so readily, but as an elf who has seen the World Tree directly, perhaps something resonates.

"Hoho, yes. We have many guests after a long time, so I should put in some effort."

Anyway, since the Elder and I became united, they took an extremely gentle attitude toward my companions as well.

Humans receiving hospitality from an Elf Elder—something no one else has experienced. Just having this experience is enough to make the field trip worthwhile.

Even though it's only day 1.

'...Day 1.'

My head is spinning. It feels like I've been through so much, but it's still only day 1?

'It feels like several weeks have passed.'

I hope tomorrow will be a normal day.

When we entered the Elven residential district, we were met with curious and slightly wary glances, but by the time we left, we received the warmest hospitality.

"Come visit again when you think of us! Our benefactors are always welcome!"
"If you ever get tired of living in human society, definitely come here! Living in nature is fun too!"

The World Tree—symbol of the elves and as precious as their lives. Though the younger elves seem to have relatively dimmer feelings toward the World Tree, their elven instincts haven't disappeared. That must be why they could share in the joy and laughter at the news of the World Tree's revival.

"Benefactor, benefactor! See you again, see you again!"
"I'll definitely tell everyone about you! I'll tell my mom!"
"And the spirit mister and missus too!"
"Ah, thank you."

If even the young elves with less attachment to the World Tree were like this, the fairies were even more enthusiastic. Now that the revival of the World Tree—their home and connection to their mother—was imminent, the fairies refused to leave my body.

Judging by what they were saying, thankfully they didn't seem to plan on following me outside the protected area.

"I'd like to ask you to live here, but since you're a duke in human society, I suppose that's not possible."
"I'll contact you often."
"Yes, that would be enough."

Glancing aside, I saw the Magic-Ending Duke saying her goodbyes to the Elder. Parting with her grandmother after meeting for the first time in 121 years seemed cruel, but communication orbs exist in this world, so it should be fine.

The Magic-Ending Duke created a communication orb specifically for her grandmother on the spot and presented it as a gift. The Elder seemed touched, smiling brightly at the gift her young granddaughter had personally made. Besides, the Magic-Ending Duke can even teleport, so if she really misses her grandmother, she could quickly visit and return.

"I entrust Trixie to you. I believe she'll do well without my asking, but with age comes needless worry."

After embracing the Magic-Ending Duke, the Elder spoke to me gently.

"I'll ensure you have nothing to worry about."

At those words, the Elder smiled even more deeply.

I made a promise to myself. When I marry the Magic-Ending Duke, I'll invite the Elder and other elves. If they're reluctant to come to human society, we could hold the wedding in the protected area. A human-elf wedding could reasonably be held twice—once in human society and once in elven society. Perfect.

"Small human, small human, see you next time."
"Yes, small human. It was fun."
"I, I'm not small!"
"Lie, lie."
"Lying is bad, you'll get scolded."
"Eeeeek...!"

Meanwhile, I could see the young duke, who had been happily playing with the fairies, having a tearful farewell in many ways.

I'm glad they seemed to have become friends. It's good for the future administrator of the non-human protected area to be friendly with the fairies.

When we returned to the commercial district where tourists gathered, Tanian quietly spoke up.

"There will be quite a commotion in the non-human parish for a while."
'Ah.'

Tanian spoke with a faint smile as if regretful, but this wasn't a matter light enough to speak about with a smile. The parish itself might have to withdraw in the worst case.

Regardless of the Dawn Order being the mainstream religion of the continent, each non-human race maintained their traditions by believing in their own gods. Of course, Apels' spectacular atrocities would have shattered those traditions and cut off communication with their gods, but now the elves could communicate with their old god within 10 years.

Tanian isn't tactless enough to be the only one with a serious expression while others are celebrating, and since the World Tree itself is important to the Dawn Order, there seemed to be no issue in the residential district. But for the Dawn Order parish established in the non-human protected area, this would be devastating.

"Haha, I suppose I should warn the parish head to prepare mentally."

Seeing Tanian burst into laughter made me feel a bit embarrassed. I don't regret reviving the World Tree. I would have done it again even if I went back in time.

But in a way, I demonstrated the revival of a pagan religion in front of a saint of the Dawn Order. I should have shown at least enough caution to do it secretly when the others weren't around.

"I seem to have shown something unnecessary. I'm sorry."

At my direct apology, Tanian looked surprised for a moment before laughing again and shaking his head.

"This is embarrassing, as if I've made you feel uncomfortable. It's fine, actually, the Order established the parish to provide comfort to non-humans who lost their gods, not truly for proselytizing."
"Comfort?"
"Yes. Doesn't God give peace of mind to believers? Although Enen isn't the god of non-humans... only a god can fill the void left by a god."

That's unexpected. I had assumed the non-human parish was established to prey on non-humans who had lost their gods.


"The first thing the inaugural parish head built wasn't a church, but a soup kitchen and a clinic. I hear they still use the clinic as a substitute for a church."

Hearing that, I could understand immediately.

It's not really a parish but just a volunteer group. At that level, from the priests' perspective, it's not withdrawing a parish but stopping volunteer activities.

"And this is a secret, but those serving in the non-human parish are people who volunteered without ambition for promotion."

I chuckled at Tanian, who was playfully whispering as if it would be a disaster if someone heard. I didn't really want to know that much.

"Let's stop the complicated talk there and have fun now. We've seen plenty of elves, so let's see other non-humans!"

Lyutis patted Tanian's shoulder and changed the subject as the conversation seemed to be wrapping up.

Yes, that's right. We came to see various non-humans, so it's important to take in other races too. Somehow we ended up spending intimate time with just the elves, but we should use the remaining time wisely.

"The young duke seems to want to play more too."

At Lyutis's words, everyone's gaze turned to the young duke, who was staring with sparkling eyes at a huge dog walking on two legs.

'A dog?'

I was confused for a moment but quickly gathered my wits. That must be a beastkin too. So there are beastkin who look completely like animals, not just those with human forms.

Anyway, when everyone's attention turned to him, the young duke flinched but tried to defend himself with a deliberately dignified expression.

"I, I am the future Duke Chenes who will manage this place. I need to know what kind of people live here!"
"That's an admirable mindset. You'll make a good duke, won't you?"

Margareta applauded and praised his bold declaration. Of course, Margareta knows it's a hastily made excuse, as does everyone else present.

Still, it's endearing. Despite being young, he can come up with plausible excuses. Eloquence and quick thinking are important in high society.

'Please grow up just like that.'

Then he'll truly become a duke beloved by the nobility. Without looking far, the vassals of the Salon duchy would serve him with their lives.

"There are mermaids over there. Apparently, you can fish together with them."

Laterre, who was watching the young duke with a faint smile, pointed toward the lake.

But what's this about joint fishing with mermaids? Do the mermaids drive fish from below the lake? If that's the case, I'd like to see it too.

***

After Father decided to abdicate, authority gradually transferred to me. Now I handle everything except the minimal duties that only the Emperor can decide.

So the lofty maxim symbolizing Kfelopen's imperial authority, such as "The Emperor handles all affairs of the Empire," might be more accurately applied to the Crown Prince rather than the Emperor.

Of course, "handling all affairs" is merely figurative. It's physically impossible for an individual to be involved in everything, and that's what bureaucracy is for. Loyal and capable officials encounter issues first, and only the few matters that officials absolutely cannot handle reach the Emperor or Crown Prince.

Even then, the volume is considerable, but that's because the Empire is vast, which is something to be proud of.

'What is this now.'

But this seems a bit much.

After having dinner with Biwa and handling the remaining work, an urgent report was sent directly to me. From two unrelated places simultaneously.

[Confirmation of elves gathering in the Elven residential district within the non-human protected area; testimony secured that the World Tree's revival is imminent.]
[Detection of immense divine energy within the non-human parish. Priests on site judge it to be the energy of a god other than Enen.]

Reports from the Chenes duchy and the Ausen archdiocese. My head throbbed at these simultaneous reports from both secular and religious authorities.

'The World Tree?'

Moreover, the report contained words that caused even more headaches.

I know what the World Tree is. Not something from the mythical age, but a divine legacy that existed on the continent even until Apels' time. Though not a legacy of Enen but another god, it was a tree revered even by the Dawn Order.


Unfortunately, it burned down during the reign of Apels' three tyrants, but that incident enraged non-humans including elves, shocked the Dawn Order, and made nations across the continent shake their heads. The World Tree was that symbolically significant throughout the continent.

'They say it's been revived?'

This is astonishing. The World Tree, cited as one of the reasons for Apels' loss of the Mandate of Heaven, has been revived during Kfelopen's era. This can only mean that the Mandate is smiling upon Kfelopen.

Moreover, Kfelopen's emperors have always claimed to be allies of non-humans. Beautiful Kfelopen Empire, where all races coexist. This event adds strength to that claim.

However—

[Confirmed involvement of the Audit Department Head in the World Tree's revival.]

This sentence, common to both reports from the Chenes duchy and the Ausen archdiocese, exuded an enormous presence.

'What on earth is he doing?'

I couldn't help but laugh. I know the Academy went on a field trip to the Chenes duchy. I couldn't not know, since it was Father's will that they went to Chenes rather than Voyaare like last year.

But instead of quietly enjoying the trip, he showcased a major incident on the very first day of the itinerary.

'He could have at least given me a heads-up...'

For a moment I thought that, but immediately shook my head. The Audit Department Head isn't the type to commit such acts unilaterally. Rather, he would have reported immediately to avoid taking responsibility, so this should be seen as an accidental incident.

Yes, let's think positively. The revival of the World Tree is beneficial to the imperial family and the Empire. The Dawn Order, knowing that an imperial official was involved in the World Tree's revival, will express gratitude to the Empire.

Additionally, the revival timeframe is roughly within 10 years. Since they probably set 10 years as the maximum, the probability of revival within 1 year is low, so the World Tree will revive during my reign. No matter how I look at it, this is positive—

...

I picked up the communication orb on my desk.

Good results don't excuse ignoring proper procedures.

***

After having fun in the non-human protected area and sending the young duke back to the ducal mansion, I was resting in what felt like a long-abandoned lodging when my communication orb vibrated.

[Submit a report on the World Tree revival incident that occurred in the non-human protected area.]

Ah.

'The report went up already?'

That's faster than expected. Did the excited young duke already brag to the Wise Duke? Or was the Chenes duchy monitoring the protected area in real-time?

Actually, it doesn't matter either way. How they found out isn't important in this situation.

'What should I write?'

What on earth should I put in the report? "There was a god in my body who attached itself to a tree and turned it into the World Tree"? But if I write that, I don't think it will end with just a report—I'll probably be summoned.

'...I'll figure something out.'

My deliberation was brief. I can't include false information in the report, so I'll write the truth. If the Crown Prince summons me after reading it, I can complain about the unfairness then.

*Knock knock*

"Brother, may I come in?"
"Ah, yes. Sure."

Besides, there's something more important than the report waiting for me now.

'I need to explain properly.'

The wound of being forced to come out because of the fairies. It's time to make excuses for that.

Nervous sweat ran down my back. If I write the report strangely, I can fix it when I'm summoned.

But if I can't convince Luise and Irina now, there won't be a next time...!

Four couples came on the school trip together. Among them, two people knew about my wound, and two didn't. A perfect golden balance, split exactly half and half.

If I joined this golden balance, there would be three people who kept silent about the wound, forming a majority—

"I didn't want to find out about your wound by chance like the others. I wanted to hear it directly from your lips, Brother."
"I'm sorry..."

Just because criminals outnumber guards doesn't mean they have the upper hand. In this situation, I, Margareta, and the Magic-Ending Duke were all just culprits. If we hadn't been caught, it wouldn't be a crime, but since we were caught, we were guilty.

Moreover, I couldn't argue with their reasons for feeling hurt. Since we'd exchanged rings, we were more than mere acquaintances—we were in a closer relationship. It's common sense that we should be honest without hiding things and treat each other better than others. But from Luise and Irina's perspective, they received the same treatment as everyone else.

If none of my lovers had known, that would be one thing, but how hurtful must it be when some know and others don't? What made it worse was that those who knew were my first and second prospective wives.

'Anyone would see this as discrimination.'

They might think I told my important lovers but kept silent with the less important ones. Honestly, I'd probably think the same if I were them. Damn it.

"Still, I don't think you did it on purpose. I'm sure you had your reasons, which is why you said you'd explain everything."

I nodded hastily at her words. Luise was right. It wasn't because of something ugly like wife discrimination—there were unavoidable circumstances that prevented me from telling them.

"I think so too. At least, you're not the kind of person who would do that without reason, Brother."

Seeing Irina smiling faintly, my already enormous guilt expanded even further. I had betrayed these children who trusted me so much.

Embarrassed and guilty, I rolled my eyes slightly and saw Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke, who were also keeping silent like me. Certainly, they had nothing to say either. In fact, they might even feel wronged for being caught up in this because I had kept silent until now.

"This might be a bit of a long story. Is that okay?"

I needed to explain quickly. If I dragged this out any longer, those who were frustrated would become more so, and those who felt awkward would only hang their heads lower.

"Yes."
"It's better than not knowing."

Their firm, cutting responses almost made me close my mouth again.

Right. I asked something obvious.

The apology show disguised as an explanation was not just a little long—it was very long.

First, I had to explain why this wound occurred, which meant the story of the Great Punitive War was essential. This wasn't something that could be covered briefly.

"When you were injured by the Usurper, recovery was impossible. Even now, there are people living with one arm because their injuries couldn't be healed."

So I explained in as much detail as possible: the Khagan's vicious power and filthy unrecoverable curse, the numerous victims injured fighting against the Khagan, and the sad legend of how I was the last one to get stabbed.

Of course, explaining the Great Punitive War inevitably brought up the story of the Six Swords, but thankfully they listened quietly. Actually, I think I spoke somewhat emotionally because their memorial day is approaching, but I'm grateful they listened despite it being TMI unrelated to the topic of my wound.

"It hasn't healed, but now there's no pain and it doesn't interfere with daily life. So rather than telling you urgently, I wanted to wait until you wouldn't be shocked... but it ended up like this. I'm sorry."

In the end, the conclusion was another apology. I had many reasons—I didn't want to worry Luise and Irina, it was difficult to bring up casually, it wasn't something to brag about, and so on. But once discovered, these were excuses, not reasons.

So what could I say? The only option was to explain why this grotesque wound occurred, why I kept silent, and apologize. Clumsy self-justification or turning the tables would only be ugly.

"Brother."
"Yes?"

Luise was the first to speak after hearing my apology.

"So are you okay now? Was the divine energy the fairies mentioned referring to your wound?"

Along with a very important question.


"That's right. The power of the god the Usurper believed in was embedded in my wound. But I'm fine now, so don't worry."

When I nodded, Luise sighed with relief. The incurable wound and the divine power the fairies mentioned—when these two pieces of information came together, all kinds of thoughts must have crossed Luise's mind. Perhaps wondering if it was a divine curse.

Of course, it was a curse at first. Somehow it became an illegal structure, and now it's been evicted.

"Thanks to the fairies removing the power, I should be able to recover from the wound soon."
"Really?"
"Really?"

Even Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke, who had been quiet, reacted to those words. Having known about my wound for a long time, their concern was naturally greater.

And the atmosphere rapidly shifted from an "inquiry about hiding the wound" to a "celebration of wound recovery."

I'm saved...!

***

My brother explained that although he was wounded, it didn't interfere with his daily life, and he was waiting for the right time to tell us because he didn't want to worry us.

After hearing his explanation, I could understand. Or more precisely, I tried to understand. Considering that I ended up finding out through means other than my brother's own words, it was somewhat disappointing, but when I thought about what I would have done in his position, it was hard to blame him.

'I would have done the same.'

It's human nature to postpone things that don't need to be said and to avoid causing others worry. My brother wouldn't be any different.

I could understand his feelings, and he gave an understandable explanation and apology—what would pressing further change? Wouldn't it just make my brother more uncomfortable?

'Let's let it go for now.'

So I decided to skip the question about the World Tree as well. The fairies did say they would take the divine power from my brother, but that doesn't mean they succeeded. There was definitely a fairy whining about the energy being heavy.

"You might be able to see your mother again."

Afterward, my brother led the fairies outside as if he knew something. It was such a natural action, and the result was so shocking that no one asked him what was going on.

When the World Tree was about to be revived before our eyes, no rational person could ask "how did you do that?" Even the Elven Elder and the Dawn Order's saint were focused solely on the World Tree, let alone everyone else.

'It's probably not something he can talk about right now.'

And while the wound is my brother's personal matter, the World Tree is an issue that would stir the entire continent beyond the Empire. My brother wouldn't have acted independently on such a massive matter—he must have discussed it with the Imperial Family. As such, it's natural that he couldn't explain in detail to us, who aren't officials.

I'm not upset. Even within the Yorun family, we maintain strict confidentiality for truly important contracts. My brother carried out a national task beyond a simple contract, so of course he couldn't explain.

'It won't cause any trouble for my brother, so it's fine.'

Crucially, the revival of the World Tree will enhance my brother's reputation, not harm it. It's something I can hear about later without issue.

So I won't rush him—I'll wait. Questioning a national matter would only make my brother uncomfortable, so I'll wait for the day when he can tell us directly.

"Now that the power from my wound has gone to the World Tree, recovery is possible. Ah, I'll explain about the World Tree later."

A smile crept across my face at those words.

As I thought, my brother doesn't want to hide things from us.

***

The forced wound coming-out hearing concluded in a warm atmosphere. I feel so happy to have met such kind people despite my complicated fate...

"In Santoria, they say you can ride centaurs instead of carriages."

"That would feel a bit awkward."
"Right? It's like being carried on someone's back."

Seeing Luise and Irina chattering away, I became even more certain. I really have met wonderful people.

Unlike yesterday when we moved in a large group, today it was just me, Luise, and Irina. This party would have been impossible without Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke's concession, but that concession happened.

"I did make a mistake. Even though it wasn't something I could talk about freely, I would have felt hurt too if I were in their position."
"I'm ashamed as well. It's no different from excluding the children, so I should reflect on it."

A big deal—they would give up their date time because they made a mistake. Surely giving up travel time would be disappointing for them too, but they made a significant decision prioritizing the bond between prospective family members.

It's touching. I've heard that when there are multiple wives, there can be a lot of scheming and plotting, but I don't have scheming—I have consideration and harmony overflowing. How blessed am I? Thinking that I placed an embargo against such blessings makes me unable to hold my head up.

"But since we're here, let's try it. Where else would we get such an experience?"

However, if I keep my head down in silence because of shame, I'd be wasting this precious time. I poked my face in as the two were debating whether to choose a centaur or a carriage.

"Sh-should we?"

Luise seemed entranced by the word "experience."

"I hope it's big enough for all three of us to ride at once..."

Irina immediately agreed, muttering seriously.

I understand their feelings, but isn't it too much for three people to ride on one? Even if it's a centaur, it's still a horse, and having three adults on one horse seems cruel.

I underestimated other races.

"Haha! I'm big enough to carry three people!"

A female centaur laughed with a voice so loud it almost hurt my ears. She was clearly much larger than the other centaurs nearby.

"Of course, any more would be difficult!"

She added jokingly with a laugh, but I could only manage an awkward smile. If not for yesterday's hearing, there would have been five of us instead of three.

'Is she taking a dig at me knowingly?'

That's unlikely, but the thought crossed my mind momentarily—a paranoid fear that the legend of the 0.5 Golden Duke had spread even among other races.

Yes, I'm the guy with so many lovers that I can't fit them all in one vehicle. How fortunate there's someone with twice as many.

"Now, sit close together according to how much you love each other!"

Anyway, following the centaur's instructions as she slapped the saddle with her tail, I carefully sat down.

"...Girls?"
"She said to sit close together!"
"This position seems safer..."

Luise sat in front of me, using my body as a backrest, while Irina sat behind me, hugging me tightly.

If only one of them had done this, it would have been a normal couple's riding posture, but with both doing it simultaneously, it created an awkward scene.

"You look good! I'm envious!"

The centaur praised us with a smiling face despite our appearance.

Truly an excellent embodiment of capitalism.

As the largest granary region on the continent, most of Teilgleichen County consists of vast plains. It's said that the plains of Teilgleichen County are more extensive than those of many small countries. What's frightening is that this statement seems more fact than exaggeration.

In any case—vast plains, expansive horizons, lush green grass. Teilgleichen County offers an environment ideal for horseback riding, comparable even to the North.

"Guests! How do you like it? They say Teilgleichen's plains are one of the Empire's treasures!"

The environment seems almost too perfect, which might be the problem.

"It's wonderful. Truly like a treasure."
"I'm glad you like it!"

The centaur let out a hearty laugh at Luise's response from the front seat. Seeing his professional demeanor, Luise smiled softly in return.

The centaur carried three adults effortlessly as he ran. Most non-humans rarely venture outside their protected areas, making those who operate beyond these boundaries quite unique. Especially one working as a driver rather than just engaging in outdoor activities.

"People tend to avoid traveling at night, but nighttime has its own charm! There's something special about galloping alone under a star-filled sky!"

Watching the centaur chattering away while carrying us, it seemed he had found his true calling. He loves running, loves talking, and gets paid to do both simultaneously? Doesn't get better than that.

"Unfortunately, since we work with horses, galloping at night while stargazing would be rather dangerous."
"Oh my! I hadn't considered that! As an apology, if you come at night, I'll give you a free ride!"

This time Irina, whose hobby was horseback riding, smiled slightly as she responded, causing the centaur to let out a regretful sigh.

Meanwhile, what's with the free service? Does he actually know how to do business?

"Oh, guests! Would you like to visit the ocean? For an additional fee, we can go to the sea!"
'Oh.'

That piqued my interest. It's quite far from Santoria to the ocean—he's offering to take us there?

"We'd love to, but wouldn't it be difficult for you to run all the way there?"
"It's no problem! We can use a teleportation magic circle!"

I couldn't help but laugh at his response, as if I'd asked something obvious.

Well, this isn't some rural backwater but a tourist destination and county seat—of course they'd have teleportation magic circles.

"Magic circle? Isn't that expensive to use?"

When Luise worriedly mentioned the magic circle, the centaur continued with his boisterous laugh and shook his head.

"That's fine too! The current Count has an agreement with centaurs like me, so we can use it at a discount when carrying passengers!"

I didn't need that much detail, but I gained some interesting information nonetheless.

A contract between a Count and non-humans. Even for the Count of Teilgleichen who manages non-human protected areas, this wouldn't be an easy idea to conceive, yet the Wise Duke implemented it without hesitation. Is this what they mean when they say genius and madness are separated by a thin line?

'If only he didn't drink, he'd be perfect.'

The Wise Duke must have some kind of debuff. A sober Wise Duke would be a genius beyond even divine comprehension...

Though we hadn't planned to visit the ocean, I had no complaints since we didn't have specific destinations in mind anyway. Plus, thanks to riding with the centaur, we got to use the magic circle at a discount.

"Ugh, I never get used to walking on sand no matter how many times I do it..."

Upon reaching the beach, the perpetually smiling centaur frowned for the first time, but even as a passenger, I could see how difficult it was for him to walk. His feet kept sinking into the sand while carrying people, which must be uncomfortable.

"Ah, that warship over there is the airship that Apels once operated!"

Yet he quickly resumed smiling and acting as our guide, proving himself to be the Golden Duke of centaurs.


"I believe its official name was 'Glory of Apels' or something like that! Isn't it amusing to see that glory now buried in the ground?"
"It certainly is amusing."

I nodded in agreement since it was indeed relatable. In this continent, naming ships after rulers or countries is an unspoken taboo. It would be awkward if a ship bearing an Emperor's name were to sink.

Yet Apels boldly named it not after an emperor but after the country itself, with the grandiose title of "Glory." The result? Glory buried in the ground. In a way, they might have prophesied their own future.

"Thank you for the explanation. But walking on sand looks tiring for you. Would you like to rest for a while?"

After viewing the (former) Glory of Apels, I suggested a break to the centaur who was trudging through the sand. Though he was friendly and provided detailed explanations making him a pleasant guide, today was supposed to be our date. It would be somewhat awkward to continue with an outsider.

"I appreciate your concern, but as someone who's been paid, I should provide the best service to my guests—"

I handed him a few silver coins.

"Enjoy your time! I'll be nearby, so just find me when you're ready to leave!"

Watching the centaur quickly leave the beach while wagging his tail was quite amusing.

"He's an interesting fellow."
"Indeed. I wonder if all centaurs are like that?"

Luise and Irina seemed to share my sentiment as they smiled softly.

Probably not all centaurs are like that. If the entire centaur race were that friendly, they likely would have gone extinct during the Apels era. There are numerous species that were wiped out by humans after being too friendly. A sad reality.

"He must have worked hard carrying all three of us. Let's spend some time just the three of us now."

But now isn't the time to worry about species that are living perfectly fine. What matters is enjoying our time together.

***

I felt quite disappointed when dismounting from the saddle. It had been a precious time when I could legally cling to my brother, even embracing him from behind.

Still, I couldn't further burden someone who had worked so hard carrying three adults, so I quietly dismounted. Besides, if the centaur left us alone, it would just be me, my brother, and Luise. We could spend an intimate time together, just the three of us.

'This is actually better.'

Come to think of it, I've never had a good time with my brother at the beach. We did go to Voyaare Duchy on a school trip last year, but at the beach—

"Waaaaaah! Hic, huuuu, huuuuung!"

I hastily shook my head at the terrible memory. It's an unforgettable memory, but certainly not a good one. Absolutely not.

The memory of me, a noblewoman, a lady, crying and making a scene in front of a man. And even below... it wasn't a good memory at all. That's the only memory I have of being at the beach with my brother.

'I need to replace it.'

I felt almost a sense of mission. If I couldn't cover this embarrassing and awful memory with a happier one, I might never be able to visit the beach again.

Of course, just coming to the beach on a date with my brother was already half a success. Now if we could walk on the beach, dip our feet in the water, and eat some local food, I could bid farewell to my trauma forever.

'I wish I had brought a swimsuit.'

Greed briefly raised its head, but I suppressed it.

Things tend to go wrong when you want too much at once. I'll aim for the swimsuit next time. After all, I'll have many summers to spend with my brother.

"Ah, he's here."


At Luise's voice, who had been staring blankly at the shops, I turned to see my brother approaching with drinks.

'Huh...?'

And I froze the moment I saw the drink in my brother's hand.

***

I think I've gone crazy from working with lunatics. A normal person should maintain at least some basic awareness and rationality.

"Look, I didn't mean anything by it. I was just trying to decide what to buy and ended up getting something that matched your hair color..."

I offered my desperate explanation to Irina, who silently lowered her gaze while holding the drink I gave her.

"......"

Sadly, it had no effect. Irina, who seemed to have suffered psychological shock, remained silent and unresponsive to any explanation.

'You idiot.'

I felt self-loathing. When I returned with the drinks and found Irina frozen, I realized that giving her lemonade was a terrible mistake.

Simply offering a drink wouldn't have been an issue, but the fact that we were at the beach, and that I—who had witnessed Irina's embarrassing moment—was the one giving it to her, must have caused her immeasurable shock. I couldn't blame her if she thought I was mocking her.

'What should I do?'

I had separated from Luise under the pretext that Irina was feeling seasick, but if we stayed away too long, Luise would start to get suspicious. We needed to return as quickly as possible.

But how could we return quickly in this situation...?

"Brother."
"Yes? What is it?"

Thankfully, Irina, who had been silent, spoke again.

"I'm fine. Lemonade is delicious, isn't it?"

Looking at Irina's empty eyes as she said this, I realized she was trying to completely erase last year's incident from her mind. Or more precisely, she was trying to pretend it never happened.

Irina, who had been suffering from extreme humiliation and despair, had finally resorted to escaping reality.

"...Yes, it is delicious."

This left me with no choice but to give an ambiguous response. Further apologies and explanations would only emphasize last year's incident to Irina. That might push her beyond silence to tears.

'I'm sorry.'

No matter how many times I thought about it, this was insane trolling. From Irina's perspective, at a sensitive and delicate age, she had shown a side of herself that she wouldn't even show to family members in front of someone she loved. Instead of helping her forget that humiliation, I reminded her of it. What kind of jerk does that?

"L-Luise must be waiting. Let's go back—?"

So as an apology, I picked Irina up. If I had triggered a shameful memory, I needed to counterbalance it with a good one.

"Let's tell Luise we're staying like this until your seasickness subsides."

Irina nodded blankly at my words.

This too might be traumatic since it happened right after she showed an embarrassing side of herself, but since we're now lovers, wouldn't it have transformed into a good memory?

That's what I want to believe.

# A Minor Disturbance

There was a minor commotion that nearly destroyed Irina's mental state, but thanks to her ocean-wide heart, she was able to move past it without incident. Sorry for repeatedly mentioning the ocean, but what can I do when it's right in front of me?

I should reflect more deeply. Of all things, choosing lemonade—doesn't that mean I was unconsciously recalling that incident too? I'm truly out of my mind.

"Brother, I think I'm getting seasick too."
"Give me a break. Two people would be too much."

Meanwhile, Luise made a playful complaint seeing me carrying Irina, but fortunately it ended as just a joke. She actually looked at Irina with concerned eyes as I carried her back.

I feel sorry for causing Luise unnecessary worry. I wonder what expression she'd make if she knew it wasn't seasickness but a complete mental breakdown. This is something I'll have to keep secret for life.

"Oh, brother. You can put me down now."
"Let's stay like this until we find somewhere to sit. Walking when you're unwell will only make it worse."

Irina seemed to feel the same guilt as she asked to be put down first. Of course, I didn't comply.

'My conscience hurts.'

I picked a fight with Irina who was just sitting quietly, then picked her up first, and now I'm putting her down because I feel awkward? That's too self-centered. Staying close like this is the right answer now, isn't it?

For a moment I wondered if coming to the beach was a mistake, but we're already here so there's no turning back. Let's just create good memories today to erase Irina's dark history.

"Oh, they're selling squid over there too?"

Irina noticeably flinched at Luise's innocent comment.

...It might be impossible to erase completely, but let's try our best.

Although we came all the way to the beach, we couldn't go into the water since we hadn't prepared swimwear. Still, there's a certain charm in just walking along the sandy beach, so I wasn't disappointed.

Actually, considering this world's somewhat developed setting, it wouldn't be strange to rent swimwear nearby. Looking around, there seemed to be several rental places—

"It's problematic for nobles to share items used by commoners. Some nobles think it damages their dignity, and commoners who use the items after nobles tend to feel uncomfortable."

Seeing Luise gently decline, I couldn't press further. If Luise, who is neither fussy nor authoritarian, reacts this way, it seems closer to a matter of common sense rather than just saving face.

At times like this, I'm reminded that I'm a possession. I thought I had adapted well, but I'm constantly confronted with cultural differences.

"Of course, many nobles don't mind since it's not an issue if you don't borrow others' belongings."
"That makes sense."

Luise smiled gently at my embarrassment.

Thank you for comforting me too...

"Still, it's a bit disappointing. Coming all the way to the beach just to look around."
"Were you planning to go in the water?"

At Luise's teasing words, I unconsciously touched my wound. A wound that hasn't completely healed yet.

I understand now. Even if I had swimwear, I would have just watched.

"Besides, I feel a bit guilty having too much fun."
"Huh?"

I couldn't help but tilt my head at Irina's casual remark.

Guilty? Isn't today time that Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke yielded as an apology? What's wrong with enjoying that time?

"Luise and I, well, compared to the others, feel like we're intruding. We've known you for less time, have fewer memories together..."


Though Irina tried to smile as she spoke, her dejection became more evident with each word. Even Luise seemed to share the same thought as she carefully lowered her gaze.

My heart sank at the sight. I hadn't realized they harbored such thoughts, and I had allowed them to think this way.

Of course, as Irina said, I first met them just last year. Compared to the Magic-Ending Duke and the section chiefs whom I met right after the Great Punitive War, or Margareta whom I met two years ago, it was a relatively late encounter. Having met later naturally means fewer shared memories.

However, meeting later and 'feeling the need to be considerate because we met later' are separate issues. This involves self-esteem and hierarchy.

'I've been negligent.'

I feel conflicted. Given how precious these relationships are, and how they all agreed to be with me while getting along with each other, I had promised myself to treat all six without making anyone feel lacking or resentful. If the husband causes trouble when the wives have no issues, what face would I have to show?

'I tried to be as fair as possible.'

Sadly, it seems that was just an effort. I didn't even share information about my wound equally, shocking Luise and Irina, and before that, things I hadn't noticed likely accumulated to make them feel subtly intimidated.

In fact, it's understandable. To reassure the two who met me relatively later, I should have shown deeper interest and affection, which is impossible with mechanical fairness. Just as distributing 10 each from 50 and 10 can never bridge the gap of 40.

No, did I even show mechanical fairness? Have I expressed love that would reassure not just Luise and Irina, but all my lovers?

"When they kindly yielded their time, if we enjoy ourselves too much—"

Before Irina could finish, I put my arms around both Luise and Irina's waists. They were conveniently sitting side by side on the bench.

"Eep!"
"Oh, brother!?"

Their different reactions to the sudden skinship didn't deter me.

"Don't think of it as yielding. Today is time you rightfully have because Margareta and Beatrix made a mistake."

Having learned their true feelings, I couldn't stay silent. They just mentioned having fewer memories yet hesitate and feel sorry about creating memories together. It's a ridiculous contradiction, but it shows how intimidated they feel.

Moreover, the idea that this time was yielded needs correction. I thought of it as yielding too, but that was an expression of gratitude toward Margareta and the Magic-Ending Duke for admitting their mistake without saving face. In contrast, what Luise and Irina call yielding is closer to a superior bestowing favor.

That won't do. Absolutely not. While the order of wives might be determined by marriage order, there should be no hierarchy among them.

"So we should have the most fun and go back. That way, I won't hide anything from you in the future."
"...You were hiding things too, brother."

Luise's somewhat pouty voice instinctively made me close my mouth.

My enemy is my past self. Damn it, whenever I try to say something plausible, the karma of my past actions trips me up.

"I saw they were selling clothes earlier."

After a moment of silence, I stood up while still holding Luise and Irina's waists. If I can't win with words, I'll act.

"I'll buy you new ones."
"Huh?"
"Wait, brother? Why are you running—"

With that unilateral announcement, I jumped into the sea. If it's clothes worn while swimming, it's basically swimwear, right?

I got scolded a bit afterward, but we were still able to play with smiling faces.

***

Last night, I asked the Audit Department Head to submit a report on the World Tree incident, and the report arrived at dawn today. Judging by the time, he probably wrote it before going to bed and sent it right away.

For any other report, I might have thought he was being lazy, but for this incident, prompt reporting was crucial, so I understood. If he had taken days or weeks to provide a detailed explanation, I would have been furious.


Of course, that doesn't mean I'm at peace just because he sent it quickly.

'This is maddening.'

As soon as I woke up, I habitually checked my communication device and found the report from the Audit Department Head. After confirming its contents, I had to close my eyes again. I wondered if fatigue was making me see things.

Of course, it wasn't an illusion. It was just content that was impossible to understand with normal thinking and knowledge.

"Your Majesty, are you alright? You don't look well this morning."
"I just have something important on my mind. I'm not tired, so don't worry."

The shock I received in the morning continued until lunch. Even Bi asked with concern during our meal, so I could imagine how I looked without seeing a mirror.

'Seriously.'

I smiled and answered Bi, but my mind was incredibly complicated.

[...During the Great Punitive War, the wound inflicted by the usurper contained the energy of the nomads' god, the Eternal Blue Sky, and that energy was a massive fragment containing the god's will. Contact with a surviving fairy enabled brief communication with the god's will, and according to the god's will, it was transferred to a tree managed by an elder of the elf race...]

The report contained only the necessary information, but at the same time, it was completely incomprehensible.

God? Divine energy dwelled in the Audit Department Head? Suddenly he communicated with that energy? Moved it to a tree? And that revived the World Tree?

I couldn't understand what this meant at all. It wasn't the feeling of hearing a flimsy excuse, but the feeling when common sense refuses to understand.

'Suddenly talking about gods.'

I'm confused. After the Dawn Order's victory in the religious wars, most gods fell silent. As Apels suppressed other races, communication with the few remaining gods was cut off, and after the suppression of the Twilight Order, no other religions remained. The continent now has only Enen.

In such a situation, the World Tree suddenly revives through the power of another god. How should I interpret this? Should I even believe it?

Of course, gods are beings that cannot be understood by human common sense. If this is an accidental incident due to the whim of such a divine being, and if the Audit Department Head has gone mad and written a false report—if I had to choose between the two, the former seems more likely—

"If we're divided by marriage order, we'll all be first by getting married at the same time."

...

'Hmm.'

Come to think of it, he's already shown signs of madness. The latter possibility has increased too.

'I need to report this to the Emperor.'

My head throbbed even more. If it's related to other races, I must report it to the Emperor. It wouldn't make sense for the Emperor of Kfelopen, an ally of other races, to be unaware of the World Tree's revival.

But I don't know how to report this matter, which I myself find difficult to understand, to the Emperor.

'...Fortunately, he won't consider it a problem.'

The Emperor is relatively lenient toward the Imperial Barons and compassionate toward wounded veterans who have devoted themselves to the Empire. The Audit Department Head falls into both categories, so the Emperor won't view him with a critical eye.

Moreover, while the process is incomprehensible, the result benefits the Imperial Family and the Empire. The Emperor will likely just nod after some consideration.

Yes, I'll report it as is. If the Emperor expresses doubt, I'll press the Audit Department Head then.

'There's no need to summon him specifically.'

The anniversary of the end of the Great Punitive War is coming soon. The Audit Department Head will come to the Capital for the commemoration ceremony.

There's no need to summon someone who will come anyway.

# After enjoying our date at the sea on the second day, we were able to have a pleasant school trip without any commotion or incidents. Actually, it would be stranger if there were disturbances during a school trip. The first day was just unusually eventful.

If there was one thing that could be called an incident, it was the addition of the Young Marchioness to our group. It seems the experience in the protected area left quite an impression on her, as she subtly hinted to her uncle that she wanted to go out and play more.

When his daughter, who usually just read books in her room, showed interest in going out on her own, her uncle was naturally delighted—

"Good morning, Young Marchioness."
"Good morning, Young Marchioness. I look forward to spending another day with you."

And this was the result. A new daily routine of going to the marquis's mansion every morning to pick up the Young Marchioness.

I don't particularly mind. If the Young Marchioness had been like a mini Wise Duke, I would have chosen death, but she's a miracle bestowed by Enen who took pity on the Salon family. There's no reason to complain about playing with a gentle and cute child. Everyone else seemed quite pleased about it too.

"You're quite diligent, coming so early in the morning when you must be tired. A model for the retainers to follow."

The Magic-Ending Duke smiled gently as he patted the Young Marchioness's head. Knowing from experience what kind of words she likes, everyone offers this type of praise when showing affection to the Young Marchioness.

"It's my duty as Young Marchioness to look after the domain!"
"Hehe, that's right. Well done."

The Magic-Ending Duke gazed at the proud Young Marchioness with warm eyes. Anyone could see he was treating her like a child, but the Young Marchioness tends to let it slide when the Magic-Ending Duke does it.

From the Magic-Ending Duke's perspective, even the Iron-Blooded Duke and the Victorious Duke are children, so the Young Marchioness seems grateful just to receive praise from him. She's not just stubborn but has a strangely practical sense too. She'll make an excellent politician.

"Where are we going today?"

I couldn't help but smile at the Young Marchioness's sparkling eyes. The day before yesterday, we made bread in the granary region, and yesterday we watched a mermaid underwater show. Having enjoyed herself so much on consecutive days, she seems excited about today too.

"Let's start by riding horses. We'll wander around and go wherever catches our interest."

At my words, the Young Marchioness's expression turned somewhat dejected. She must have ridden horses with her uncle or the Wise Duke before, so it wouldn't be anything special.

"To be precise, we'll be riding centaurs."

Her face brightened again at those words. As I thought, centaurs would be a first for her.

'Delus would be perfect for this.'

Delus, the centaur with the soul of our guide from the second day. He even introduced himself, asking us to look for him if we planned to ride centaurs again. Since he wasn't a problematic centaur, I was willing to ride with him again.

Besides, I was curious what would happen if I paired the talkative, friendly centaur with the curious Young Marchioness. It would be the perfect combination.

"Oh, customer! Good to see you again! Welcome!"
"Wow..."

The Young Marchioness let out a dazed exclamation as soon as she saw Delus waving his hand.

I'm glad she seems to like it.

My choice was indeed correct.

"If we continue straight ahead, we'll reach Lake Prombell! It's connected to the river flowing through the non-human protected area, so curious mermaids sometimes swim all the way to the lake! Of course, the brilliant Young Marchioness already knows this!"
"That's right. I did know!"
"As expected of your brilliance!"

Delus ran at a speed that wouldn't frighten the Young Marchioness while kindly explaining the surrounding geography. He even subtly boosted the Young Marchioness's confidence with his final comment.

Perfect. Here was a hospitality specialist. If he had been born human rather than centaur, he would have made a soul duo with the Golden Duke.

"Ah, sometimes young mermaids get caught by residents fishing in the lake!"
"W-what happens then?"
"Nothing serious! They're released with a warning to be more careful! Then the mermaids give a fish from the lake as a thank-you gift! They give rare ones that are hard to catch with fishing, so the residents are happy about it!"

Hearing stories of humans and non-humans coexisting peacefully warmed my heart. If this were Apels, they would have taken the child mermaid hostage to catch the parent mermaids too.

"He talks a lot, doesn't he?"

Watching the Young Marchioness and Delus chattering away, Delus's younger sister who was carrying me spoke up.

"He does, but he knows many interesting stories, so I rather enjoy it."
"Thank you for saying that. My sister loves to talk and never stops once she has someone to carry."

For a moment, I was reminded of chatty taxi drivers from my pre-possession world. People who seemed more interested in meeting people than making money. It seems Delus is that type too.


"Actually, one of our ancestors joined Kfelopen and fought against Apels. Perhaps that's why my sister becomes even more talkative when carrying human guests."
"My, so you're descendants of a meritorious subject."
"Haha, is that what it means?"

His younger sister laughed softly and continued to share various stories.

Looking at it this way, this younger sister seems quite talkative too. Well, their ancestor's blood wouldn't flow only in the elder sister. It's only natural.

"By the way, have you heard of the Hell's Gate? It's a crater created by a dragon lord's breath aimed at the Apels army. They say it's still hot and remains a quarantined area."

What's that? I want to see that too.

***

I'm feeling so goooood lately!

"Hehe..."

I can't help but smile thinking about how much fun my Lili is having playing with my nephew. My Lili, I'm so glad you're enjoying being outside! This mama was so worried!

Of course, I love my quiet and smart Lili too~ But at that age, children should run around and play! That's how they grow up healthy!

"My nephew is really the best!"

Thanks to my nephew, Lili can have fun, and how fortunate that the school trip destination is Cheneste! It would be great to come again next year!

So, a whiskey shot to celebrate and wish them well—!

"Huh?"

Just as I was about to drink, the communication crystal suddenly lit up.

What could it be? Oh! My nephew? Or my little niece? Either way, this aunt welcomes them!

- It's been a while, Wise Duke.
"Huh?"

Oh, it's not them?

As soon as I picked up the communication crystal, I saw a face that wasn't my nephew. A gray-haired man with a cigar in his hand that he always carries around.

"Golden Duuuke?"

Aww, I was hoping it would be my nephew...

- My, what an overtly disappointed expression. I'm a bit hurt.
"But~ whenever the Golden Duke contacts me, it's always for something troublesome~"
- Anyone listening would think I bring plagues with me.

Seeing the Golden Duke chuckle slightly made me a bit expectant. So this time it's not something serious?

- Well, you're right about that.
"Ugh."

So mean, really.

- Anyway, I contacted you directly because it's important. It's an urgent matter, so I'd appreciate if you could listen even if you're busy.
"What is it? Did Jereno raise tariffs again~ or is business not going well?"

I tilted my head, waiting for the Golden Duke's reply. What could it be? If the Golden Duke says it's urgent, it must be a money issue?

- All Special Affairs Ministry forces in the North have been ordered to withdraw. I just heard it through my in-laws, so the other dukes probably don't know yet.

...

I burned the alcohol circulating in my body and exhaled it as smoke.

"All of them?"
- All of them.

At those words, I put the bottle down on the table. I wish it had been a money issue instead of this bombshell.


- Since the order just came down, most are probably still in the North, but the command was to abort their missions and prioritize returning.

It was a detailed explanation, but not a welcome one. If all forces simultaneously received orders not to complete their missions but to abort and return, it's no ordinary headache.

Such orders come in one of two cases: either there's no more benefit in the Special Affairs Ministry acting alone, or there's a high possibility of annihilation if they move in mere "battalion" or "squad" units.

"Impressive. It's been five years, hasn't it?"
- Has it been that long already? No, has it only been that long?

Just like five years ago, when the False Emperor rose up.

- But nothing's certain yet. Having suffered serious damage due to delayed judgment before, they might be overreacting.

That's a possibility. When the False Emperor appeared, Special Affairs Ministry forces operating in the North failed to withdraw in time and suffered severe casualties. Having just recovered their momentum, they wouldn't want to repeat the mistake from five years ago. It's natural to panic at the slightest sign.

Of course, this is just a possibility.

"Are you serious?"
- That's what I'm hoping for.

The Golden Duke answered as if he didn't even expect it. Yes, as the Golden Duke said, the Special Affairs Ministry's overreaction is just wishful thinking.

Being cautious because they suffered serious damage? That might apply to other departments, but not the Special Affairs Ministry. These are people who would keep advancing even with knives in their bodies unless the Emperor ordered otherwise. Withdrawing simply out of fear of casualties?

'That's nonsense.'

The withdrawal of the Special Affairs Ministry is His Majesty's will. And if His Majesty ordered a complete withdrawal, it's certain that there's a serious problem in the North.

- You'll probably hear from the Imperial Family soon. I'm telling you in advance so you won't have to rush when it happens. It becomes troublesome for both of us when things break out.
"Ha, fortunately last year was a good harvest."
- That is fortunate. The previous time was a poor harvest, wasn't it?

Those words brought back memories. The appearance of the False Emperor, the uprising of the nomads, and the war that lasted two years.

How we struggled because there was a poor harvest right before the war broke out. I thought I'd go crazy trying to secure military provisions when food was already scarce.

- I'll hang up now. Ulken's forge will be busy soon, so I should send plenty of materials to make things easier for the Iron-Blooded Duke.

I silently nodded, and the light from the communication crystal disappeared.

Then I picked up the bottle I had placed on the desk again.

Celebration and well-wishes? No, this is a shot of whiskey out of frustration.

***

The Young Marchioness, who had enjoyed swimming in the arms of mermaids at Lake Prombell, fell sound asleep from exhaustion. Water play is indeed more tiring than other activities.

It was a bit troublesome that she wouldn't wake up until we reached the marquis's mansion—

"Nepheeeew! Did you have fuuun?"

Fortunately, the Wise Duke was waving her arms at the main gate.

"Hehehe, our Lili~ had lots of fun!"
"Yes, she must be very tired."

The Wise Duke grinned as she looked at the Young Marchioness sleeping on my back, then carefully took her into her arms. The affection in her eyes as she gazed down at the Young Marchioness made it clear that, despite their different personalities, she was definitely her daughter.

"Thank you! Lili must have had fun with my nephew!"
"We enjoyed ourselves too."

I smiled slightly, and the Wise Duke giggled. It wasn't just empty words. The Young Marchioness had been quite the mood maker, so it was fun.

"Oh right! Nephew! Lend me your ear for a moment!"
"Ah, yes."

Just as I was about to return to my lodgings after sending the Young Marchioness back, the Wise Duke beckoned, so I carefully bent down.

"A severe cold will soon hit the North. My nephew should know this too."

And at her clear, sober whisper, my body froze.

I glanced out the window to see a sky unusually devoid of clouds. It's almost summer weather, yet not a single cloud in sight—I'm not sure if I should be happy about the clear skies or annoyed by the heat.

Normally, I wouldn't care much since I rarely leave the building, but unfortunately, even this peaceful weather feels irritating right now. It makes me wonder if this is what they mean by "the calm before the storm."

"Severe cold will soon come to the North. My nephew should know this too."

As the Wise Duke's words from our school trip came to mind, my head began to throb.

'Damn it.'

I couldn't help but sigh. It was already unusual for the Wise Duke to speak so clearly after shaking off his drunkenness, but of course it had to be about the North.

If it had been a vague comment like "Something might happen soon," I could comfort myself that it was still just speculation. But the Wise Duke specifically pointed to the North. Despite his seemingly carefree demeanor, he's not someone who would joke about such matters—meaning this is essentially confirmed.

Moreover, since returning to the Academy after the school trip, the Magic-Ending Duke's expression has been concerning as well.

'The dukes know something.'

The Wise Duke's hint, the Magic-Ending Duke's silence. It's reasonable to assume that all five dukes have heard something.

Meanwhile, no signs of anything unusual could be detected anywhere else. Even the Section Chief of the 2nd Section knew nothing, and when I recently tried to probe the Intelligence Department Head, he thoroughly avoided answering. It seems information has been restricted to only the dukes who reign second only to the Emperor, and a few departments that have been active in the North.

In this situation, there's no way to access information. If the Emperor has deliberately imposed an embargo, the Audit Department Head would get his head smashed for defying it.

'Of all times, why now?'

This is maddening. Soon I'll need to go pay respects for the war memorial day, and it's frustrating to meet those guys in such an unsettling situation.

The North, which had finally been pacified after killing the Khagan, is becoming turbulent again. How could I possibly tell them this? With what face could I say that the peace achieved through their deaths might be shaken again?

'I should have killed him.'

I massaged the back of my neck and sighed. If there's trouble in the North, the culprit is definitely Dorgos, that bastard.

I've confronted that bastard so many times I can't count them on my fingers. I had countless opportunities to kill him, but I failed at the very end, leading to this situation. If any of the other Eight Stallions had survived instead, things wouldn't feel this hopeless.

The other Eight Stallions were merely tribal chiefs or warriors with no justification to control the North. But Dorgos is the heir of the Gaar tribe that first unified the nomads, blood of the Khagan, and one of the key figures who opposed the Empire. With these insane titles stacked on him, his very existence symbolizes anti-imperial sentiment.

'If he stages a proper uprising, he could gather forces in the tens of thousands.'

With that scale, it would be impossible to handle with just a small elite force. In this world, no matter how exceptional an individual is, they cannot defeat a collective.

The Khagan almost became the only individual to defeat a collective, but even his death further highlighted the power of the collective. Therefore, if the situation in the North deteriorates to the worst-case scenario, the Empire will have to squeeze out troops again just three years after the war ended. What a nightmare.

"Brother, we're here!"
"Ah, you've arrived?"

While I was organizing my thoughts, tapping my fingers on the desk, the club members came flooding in after their classes ended.

'I'll wait.'

I quickly composed my hardened expression and put on a smile. Yes, waiting is the best option. If I can't get information no matter how much I struggle, I should wait until the information control is lifted. Showing strange movements would only incur the Emperor's wrath.

And maybe, just maybe—the disturbance in the North might be deemed manageable by a small elite force.

...Though I'm not particularly hopeful.


I've been trying to maintain a smiling face for the past few days. Whenever I show even a hint of expressionlessness, the Magic-Ending Duke gives me concerned looks. That's just my default expression, though.

Still, I understand. He's heard information that he must keep strictly confidential, while his lover wants to hear it but can't. How awkward that must be. He might want to tell me out of personal feelings, but we both know that acting on personal feelings in matters of this magnitude leads to very troublesome situations.

So what can I do? I have to pretend everything is fine and keep smiling. Actually, I've already given up on trying to bypass the information control, so I really am fine.

"Darling, I'm planning to attend the memorial service too. Would you like to go together?"

Instead, he indirectly let me know that "the information control won't be lifted before the memorial service." That seems to be the most he can do in his position.

"That would be nice. I haven't found a teleportation mage yet, so thank you."

I expressed my gratitude with a continued smile, and the Magic-Ending Duke smiled back.

Anyway, all this trouble because of that bastard Dorgos. He's just making things awkward for the Magic-Ending Duke.

***

The World Tree incident caused by the Audit Department Head was now considered trivial compared to what had just happened.

"With the return of the Charcoal Division, the Blue Claw Knights, and the Black Mane Knights, all forces operating in the North have now returned. Since we focused entirely on withdrawal, there are injuries but no casualties."
"Provide treatment based on the severity of injuries, not rank."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

The Crown Prince gave a brief response to the successful evacuation report, and the Special Affairs Minister bowed and withdrew.

At least we avoided a disaster like the one five years ago. We prevented the collapse of the Special Affairs Ministry forces that would have made countless contributions if we entered war, so it could be considered a successful response.

'...Successful, huh.'

Attaching the word "success" to the unilateral retreat of imperial forces—for a moment, I felt pathetic. If I weren't in front of the Crown Prince, I would have let out a hollow laugh.

But this is the North, of all places. The North, which inflicted more massive damage on the Empire than the wars with the eastern kingdoms, where we achieved not a glorious victory but barely avoided defeat. Even now, the name "North" remains a nightmare for the Empire's leadership.

"Crown Prince."
"Yes, Your Imperial Majesty."

And it seemed the same for His Majesty, as his expression was even more rigid than before.

"Those who have never been united will never unite. But those who have been united once can unite twice, even three times."

This might seem like an abrupt statement, but it's clearly aimed at the northern nomads.

The nomads who were subjugated by the Empire or earlier settled states because they never formed a single power. These nomads were unified by the False Son of Heaven who rebelled against the Empire. Although the rebellion ended in failure, the experience of unification and rebellion doesn't disappear.

That's why His Majesty is treating this situation as a second False Son of Heaven incident. It would be foolish to think that people who united and rebelled once wouldn't do it again.

"What should be done with those who constantly try to unite?"

I bowed my head at those words. The Crown Prince before me now was not an aging monarch preparing to abdicate by transferring power, but the Empire's one and only ruler waiting for his successor's answer.

"Punish them resolutely to make them realize they are merely a page in the long history of the Empire."

A radical answer that there can be no compromise with enemies who once threatened the Empire's mandate and are foreign elements occupying the North that the Empire should pioneer.


Of course, this might be too aggressive an approach for a leader who should consider all possibilities and seek the best solution. There might still be ways to resolve this peacefully.

"My will is the same as the Crown Prince's."

But His Majesty wanted such an answer.

Because that is the way to widely proclaim the dignity of the Imperial Family and the firmness of the Mandate.

***

The Minister promised to prepare the Voyaare wine for the memorial service.

Two years ago, I offered to prepare it but couldn't find any available on the market, so I had to beg the Golden Duke. Last year, we both succeeded in finding some and prepared twelve bottles of wine. I guess he thought it would be better to prepare it himself rather than go through that again.

"Did you pack everything?"
"I just need to bring myself."

Thanks to him, I could travel light this year. Well, isn't it more appropriate for someone in the Capital to prepare rather than those coming from far away? They would probably think so too.

Besides, when else would I get to enjoy drinks paid for by my superior? Gerard had been planning to raid the Minister's wallet once the war ended, and being treated to Voyaare wine every year is like fulfilling that wish.

"It's been a while since we'll see Eri."

Seeing the Magic-Ending Duke smile gently, I'm now amazed at the 1st Section Chief.

She quickly called him "sister" and now has him using a nickname for her. They must only communicate through communication orbs, yet they've developed this level of intimacy? It's simply astonishing.

'Is this how the Crown Princess was enchanted too?'

I decided to assume so. If the Magic-Ending Duke could be enchanted, what's stopping the Crown Princess?

"Well, shall we go now?"
"Sure."

I nodded and took the hand the Magic-Ending Duke extended. Actually, magic users above a certain level can transport others without physical contact, but isn't it better to hold hands when possible? It's good to have some skinship on occasions like this.

After taking my hand, the Magic-Ending Duke glanced at me cautiously before speaking.

"By the way, darling, when I visit that child's grave—"
"It's okay. Let's go another time."

I firmly declined, though I felt sorry for the Magic-Ending Duke who had spoken so carefully.

The child he's referring to is Hecate. I agree that lovers should visit Hecate's grave, but now is not the time.

"The Minister will be at the memorial service too. It's where I'll introduce my lover, and it would be strange to have a former superior there. Let's pick a good day and all go together next time."
"...If that's what you think, darling."

I meant there's no need to make an important occasion seem like an afterthought. Fortunately, he seemed to understand and respected my wishes.

'It would be an awkward situation.'

Introducing a lover at a memorial service where a former superior is present—it's too strange no matter how I think about it. Besides, it would be disrespectful to add another purpose to a memorial service meant for them.

I'll be in the Capital during the vacation period anyway, so we can go then.

# Khagan's Appearance, Nomadic Forces Gathering Confirmed

After moving precisely at the memorial time this year, unlike last year. If I were alone, I'd have buried myself in the Audit Department to pass the time, but since I'm moving with the Magic-Ending Duke, I need to restrain myself. Going to the Audit Department means getting an ambush visit from the Duke, going to the magic tower means the head coming, and going to my mansion means one of the prospective mistresses coming. This is absolutely insane.

"You came? I thought you were dead since you weren't showing up."

Thanks to that, as soon as I met the Minister at the memorial service, I received a survival confirmation greeting.

"For someone who thought that, you didn't contact me once."
"I figured you'd resurrect somehow."

The Minister, who spat out this strange joke with a smirk, bowed his head to the Magic-Ending Duke beside me.

"Deverre Briad of Blochen, head of the Briad County and Minister of the Imperial Ministry of Finance, greets the honorable Magic-Ending Duke."
"It's been a while, Minister. I'm glad to see you're healthy."
"It's thanks to Your Grace's concern."

The Minister flinched at the sight of the Magic-Ending Duke responding politely to a mere count, but he quickly composed himself and continued naturally.

It was a wise response. The Magic-Ending Duke was being respectful because the Minister is my direct superior, and if the Minister had shown reluctance in that situation, he would have been hurt instead. As expected, the quick-wittedness he showed on the battlefield hasn't gone anywhere.

"The Victorious Duke is in the front row. The Minister and I are also in the front row, so let's go together."

The Magic-Ending Duke nodded and moved his steps at the suggestion that a duke should rightfully stand in front. Indeed, it would look bad if a duke stood in the back row.

'More splendid than last year.'

As I walked to the front row, I checked the dignitaries gathered at the memorial service. From the administration, the Minister of the Imperial Household and the Minister of War participated as they did last year, but from the Imperial Council, Count Bardon, the chairman, came in person. Even several high-ranking officials from the military were visible.

I couldn't help but smile slightly at the increasingly grand lineup year after year. At least it seems those guys won't become forgotten heroes.

The memorial service, which had been buzzing with greetings, fell silent when the Minister of the Imperial Household began reading the eulogy. Who would dare open their mouth at a place where silence must be kept and the Emperor's words are being read?

"The Empire was not built in a day, nor by one person. It is because of the history written in blood by countless heroes that the Empire exists today."

The content of the eulogy wasn't much different from last year. Mourning for heroes who died fighting for the Empire, supreme praise that the Empire exists because of those heroes.

In fact, it would be stranger if the content changed every time when mentioning something that's already over. As long as the Imperial Family doesn't treat the Great Punitive War itself as a dark history and erase it, the content will always be like this.

"Blood shed by ancestors, legacy inherited from ancestors. Even to pass on that glory and sacrifice to future generations, we must be wary of blood but must not fear it."

—or so I thought.

"The history of the Empire consists of dedication, duty, and glory. We too are part of that history, and to break that history in our generation is a sin too terrible to even mention."

Even among the nobles who had maintained silence, unrest spread at the strong statement. Blood, legacy, sacrifice. And the words not to fear blood in order to pass them on to future generations. It's obvious what that means.

Of course, there were exceptions. The Minister of the Imperial Household, maintaining such a poker face that emotions couldn't be read while reading the eulogy, and the Victorious Duke, who showed no reaction as if he had already been informed. These powerful figures—the Emperor's closest aide and the highest military commander—were simply maintaining their positions and performing their roles.

A combination that would make anyone with a brain think of an unusual situation. To check just how far this combination extended, I slightly turned my head and saw the Minister frowning and the Magic-Ending Duke with a complicated expression.

'Those two are the end of it.'

If even the Minister, who is second in the administrative hierarchy, and a current duke don't know, then those below them certainly don't either. This means the statement was made after thorough consultation with just those two. At most, it might extend to the Crown Prince or the Minister of Special Affairs.

And the fact that it was announced in the presence of high-ranking officials from the administration, the Imperial Council, and the military means they intend to make it public soon.

"—The sacrifice and will of the heroes will continue to future generations despite any hardship."

The reading ended amid the unrest, followed by mechanical moments of silence.

Even I had a complicated mind during the silence.

Although I visited the tombstone again after a year—no, half a year—I could only quickly offer Voyaare wine and leave. In the current situation, staying in front of the tombstone would only fill my mind with other thoughts, so it would be better to come back and pay respects another time.

"Department Head."
"What?"

Right after the Minister finished paying respects and hurriedly left, the Section Chief of the 2nd Section cautiously spoke up.


"I'll go ahead too. By now, the information control should have been lifted."

I nodded since it was true. Since it was publicly announced at the memorial service, information would start to be released one by one. If the Section Chief moves right away, he'll bring back quite useful information.

"Go ahead. If you need anything, use it first and then report."
"Yes."

The Section Chief bowed and quickly disappeared. Watching his back, I let out a small sigh. It's already a day when my heart is complicated for various reasons, and now my head is complicated too. It's maddening.

After rubbing my face a few times, I turned my attention to the executives who were still there. These guys must have quite a headache after hearing the Emperor's eulogy too. Rather than keeping them here, it would be right to let them go like the Section Chief.

"You guys go ahead too. I'll get some fresh air before coming in."
"Understood. We'll report immediately if anything happens."
"Alright."

Following the Deputy Head who spoke first, the other executives disappeared one after another.

Except for the Section Chief of the 1st Section.

"Department Head, do you want to sit somewhere before leaving? You look really unwell."
"It's fine. Beatrix is waiting outside too, so I should go quickly."

I smiled slightly at the Section Chief of the 1st Section and moved my steps. I appreciate the concern, but with both my head and heart complicated, I ended the memorial visit quickly. There's no point in staying at the cemetery any longer.

Besides, there's nowhere to sit. I can't do something crazy like sitting on the tombstone.

"By the way, Department Head. Would you like to stay in the Capital until club time?"

I looked at the Section Chief of the 1st Section again at those words. If it were any other time, I would have thought she was just bored of being alone.

'That would be good.'

Unfortunately, given the current situation, it's best to follow the Section Chief of the 1st Section's suggestion. The Section Chief of the 2nd Section will be scraping together the information that will pour out like crazy now that the control has been lifted, and the Deputy Head will find anomalies in his own way. Not to mention the Minister.

In such a situation, if I go to the Academy, I would have to access countless information through communication orbs rather than face-to-face. It's impossible to stay in the Capital all day, but I should at least stay until club time. Anyway, since the Magic-Ending Duke is here, there's practically no time needed to return.

Actually, even without this incident, I would have stayed to spend time with the Section Chief of the 1st Section.

"...Let's have a meal together, the three of us. Is that okay?"
"Yes!"

For now, let's avoid the Audit Department. If the Department Head stands firm while everything is in chaos, it will only make everyone uncomfortable.

***

While watching the Department Head drink water with a rather stiff expression, I glanced slightly at Beatrix. She seemed to have a lot on her mind too, as she was slowly cutting her steak.

It's been a while since I've seen the Department Head and Beatrix, but the atmosphere is not good at all. But forcing it to be cheerful isn't possible given the situation.

'Of all days, it had to be today.'

I want to sigh, but I'm holding back because of the atmosphere. Who would have known that war would be mentioned on a day meant to comfort the fallen?

No, of course, being the anniversary of the end of the Great Punitive War, it's a day to emphasize the stability of the North... but still, it's too sudden and shocking.

'If I feel this way, the Department Head must...'

I come to pay respects with the Department Head, but I've never actually seen the Six Swords. We were in different sections and active in different regions, so I didn't even know their names before the Great Punitive War. It was only after the end of the war that I heard about the remarkable achievements of the team leaders from the 4th Section of the Audit Department, and learned that those team leaders were the Department Head's close friends.

That's why I'm worried about the Department Head. Even I, who only knows their names, am not at ease, so how much worse must it be for the Department Head? The displeasure that a day meant for the Six Swords is covered in commotion, and simultaneously the worry about the anomaly that caused such commotion. Those emotions must be burning him up inside.

Although he hasn't expressed his complexity out loud, this big sister knows everything. How many years have I been watching the Department Head?

"Beatrix, there's wine from Servet among the wines here."
"Ah, yes. Although not at the level of Voyaare wine, Servet's wine is quite good too. That's why it sells quite well in the metropolitan area."

After checking the Department Head's complexion, I casually spoke to Beatrix. First, I need to improve her mood, and then we can both comfort the Department Head.


Fortunately, Beatrix seemed to understand my intention and responded with a gentle face.

"Indeed, Servet is close, so transportation is easy. The Golden Duke would be disappointed if he knew."
"Hehe, although the Golden Duke's domain is far, it's that much more fertile. Where there's a disadvantage, there's an advantage."

As small talk began to emerge as a topic, the Department Head also started to relax his expression. More precisely, he's pretending to be okay, but for now, that's enough—

"Ah."

Suddenly, a faint light leaked from the Department Head's chest. It seems someone contacted the Department Head through his communication orb.

'We were so close...!'

It's frustrating. The Department Head's expression was just about to relax, but someone with no tact—

"Department Head, it's me!"

And as soon as the Department Head activated the communication orb, I bit my lip gently at the urgent voice. The culprit is the Section Chief of the 2nd Section.

"What is it? I told you to use what you need and then report."

The Department Head responded indifferently to the Section Chief of the 2nd Section. Yes, the Department Head already gave him autonomy. But if he says he's going to find information and then contacts so soon, there's no point in giving autonomy.

"I have something urgent to tell you!"

I was a bit surprised. The Section Chief of the 2nd Section hasn't been in action for even an hour, but he already has information to report? That would be difficult even for him.

"You found something already?"
"It's not that I found it, the Intelligence Department told me! They were just waiting for the control to be lifted and then spread it all at once!"

At those words, the Department Head's brow furrowed. The Intelligence Department passing information without another department requesting it first only happens when there's an important matter that needs to be addressed without wasting a single second. Especially if it's a matter to be communicated to all departments.

The Section Chief of the 2nd Section, sensing the seriousness of the incident, blurted out the information roughly.

"The gap in supplies flowing into the North, the sudden appearance of remnants of tribes that participated in the Great Punitive War... it was because of dungeons!"
"What?"
"Those crazy bastards were using dungeons like barracks! Since the Special Affairs Ministry wouldn't suddenly go crazy and approach dungeons during searches, they didn't know until now!"

Silence fell at the unexpected information. As the Section Chief of the 2nd Section said, unless the Special Affairs Ministry goes crazy, there's no reason to touch dungeons while searching the harsh North. Moreover, the North is vast and wide, so the Empire wouldn't know if dungeons appeared in strange places.

The number of dungeons scattered across the North is immeasurable. Proportionally, the supplies and troops that might be hiding in those dungeons are also impossible to grasp.

"The Special Affairs Ministry just discovered nomads coming out of a dungeon and barely found out. They had no idea how many dungeons might be being used as barracks, so they had to withdraw."

The Department Head remained silent. If the North, specifically Dorgon, used the crazy method of using dungeons like their own homes, there's a high possibility that most of the missing persons from the Great Punitive War could suddenly become survivors. Those monsters who tormented the Imperial Army under the Usurper would once again ride horses and ravage the North.

"...And I just found out, the Minister of the Imperial Household has summoned all ministers. His Majesty the Emperor has personally gone to the Imperial Council."

No one could deny the Section Chief of the 2nd Section's words when he added that something big would come by the end of today at the latest.

***

A few hours after finishing the meal, as the Section Chief of the 2nd Section said, something big came.

A communication orb glowing with a chilling crimson color, an unpleasant warning sound that seemed to tear the ears.

'This is driving me crazy.'

A bitter laugh escaped as soon as I checked the message that arrived on the communication orb.

[Khagan's appearance, nomadic forces gathering confirmed.

Nobles of count rank or higher, administrative officials of department head rank or higher, all members of the Imperial Council, judges of Imperial district court chief or higher, commanders of legion commander rank or higher.

All individuals falling under the above categories are to gather immediately at the grand conference hall of the Imperial Council.]

These damn Intelligence Department bastards. They didn't release all the information.

They didn't mention the Khagan.

Already, over a hundred people had gathered in the grand conference hall. It was only natural—there were thirty permanent members of the Imperial Council, and administrative personnel from nearby would have rushed in immediately.

Despite being a gathering of officials who typically excel at quickly avoiding responsibility and finding scapegoats when problems arise, despite being filled with ambitious individuals eager to showcase their abilities for promotion, the grand conference hall was remarkably silent.

Of course, this too was understandable. This crisis was incomparably larger than any ordinary disturbance. One careless word could make oneself the sacrifice, and anyone who tried to lead public opinion only to be overruled by the Emperor would never be able to hold their head up in political circles again.

That's why everyone gathered here maintained their silence. Though each was worthy of being called a powerful figure, none had the confidence to take charge of or responsibility for this situation, so they simply waited for the Emperor's arrival.

"I should step away now. Be careful."

The grand conference hall remained so quiet that there was no reaction even when the Audit Department Head and the Duke entered simultaneously. After quickly surveying the hall, the Magic-Ending Duke whispered carefully in my ear, conveying his hope that I wouldn't get hurt in this minefield.

"Don't worry. I'll keep my mouth shut."

I returned a joking reply before turning away. I needed to go to where the Ministry of Finance personnel were gathered, while the Magic-Ending Duke needed to join the Victorious Duke.

"I apologize for being late."
"It's fine. There are still many who haven't arrived."

When I apologized to the Minister and other department heads, the Minister shook his head. I was able to arrive quickly because I was already in the Capital, but those in the provinces would be scrambling to teleport here. The Mage Tower must be having a terrible time dispatching mages everywhere.

"Udesre Dorgon has declared himself Khagan. That's the last piece of intelligence the Special Affairs Ministry gathered before withdrawing."
"So it was that bastard after all."

After exchanging nods with the other department heads and taking a seat beside the Minister, he informed me in a hushed voice.

Hearing this, I felt sorry for the unit that first received this information. How desperate they must have felt, hurriedly withdrawing under evacuation orders while simultaneously discovering that a Khagan had emerged. It was too heavy a burden for a single unit to bear.

Fortunately, it seems they safely returned to the Capital and properly reported it.

"For now, don't speak unless necessary and just listen. Neither you nor I are in a position to get involved in the war without the Emperor's orders."
"I know. Don't worry."

I nodded since the Minister wasn't wrong. Even as veterans of the previous Great Punitive War, the Minister and I belong to the Ministry of Finance. It would be strange for Finance Ministry personnel to speak first when the Ministry of War and Special Affairs Ministry are present. It's best to assume we have no right to speak unless the Emperor specifically asks.

As I joined the silence of the grand conference hall, those summoned began to appear. Dukes who had hurriedly arrived from their domains, field army commanders and corps commanders from across the Empire, nobles who strutted about as lords, and judges in charge of courts.

The sight of hundreds of nobles gathering at once was rare outside the New Year's ceremony. Unlike the New Year's ceremony where all titled nobles gather, this summons was strictly for high-ranking officials. It would be no exaggeration to say that right now, this grand conference hall was the heart and brain of the Empire.

"Let those nobles who follow the Mandate of Heaven kneel!"

When it seemed everyone had gathered and no more were entering, the Minister of the Imperial Household on the platform spoke.

The nobles simultaneously knelt at this signal that the Emperor who had issued the summons was arriving, and shortly after, footsteps were heard.

"Raise your heads."

At the Emperor's command, the nobles raised their heads, but their expressions were not particularly good. The Emperor had skipped the usual display of titles and positions that never failed to accompany his procession. If an Emperor who valued imperial authority omitted this process, it meant the situation was urgent.


Anyway, upon raising my head, I saw the Emperor seated on the throne prepared on the platform, with the Crown Prince and Ainter standing behind him.

'He was called here too.'

I couldn't help but feel sorry for Ainter, who stood stiffly. Just hours ago, he had been living his normal life at the Academy before being dragged into this situation. Though he's regained his authority, it seems he's being made to fulfill his duties too intensely.

Still, it must be better than his days as an abandoned royal. Hang in there.

"Hear me, my lords. Your loyalty to the Imperial Family and the Empire has been truly sufficient in protecting the Mandate of Heaven, but the recent disturbances have threatened the Mandate despite your efforts."

At these words, the already quiet grand conference hall grew even colder. Recent disturbances—everyone gathered here knew that the Great Punitive War and the imperial succession dispute had shaken the Empire's national fortune, but it was an entirely different matter for the Emperor himself to publicly acknowledge, "We almost collapsed back then."

"Of course, with the blessing of Enen, the Great Emperor's protection that set right the Mandate of Heaven, the legacy inherited from previous generations, and your loyalty, the Empire has eliminated enemies who challenged the Mandate, but now disturbances have arisen again in the North."

And again, the statement that the Mandate could be threatened. The Emperor showed his determination not to take this situation lightly.

At the same time, he also showed his resolve not to overlook those responsible for causing such a crisis.

'How far will it go?'

I bit my lip slightly. The crisis the Emperor spoke of was no natural disaster. It was a man-made disaster—the blood relative of the Khagan who survived the Great Punitive War had once again united the nomadic forces. Someone would inevitably be held responsible.

So how far would that responsibility extend? The Victorious Duke who failed to kill Dorgon in the Great Punitive War? The Special Affairs Ministry that failed to find Dorgon over the past three years? The Margrave of Sorden who failed to control the disturbances in the North?

'This can't be stopped.'

The Emperor already boasts strong imperial authority, and now he has a clear justification.

The Emperor has demonstrated his political power by summoning all high-ranking imperial officials, and has officially acknowledged that a crisis has befallen the Empire. With the stage set like this, if the Emperor assigns blame, even the Victorious Duke must prepare for his downfall, and the leadership of the Special Affairs Ministry would be replaced.

That's why no one dared to speak. Normally, someone should have stepped forward to ask how the Emperor could say such things, or to demonstrate their loyalty by vowing to root out the traitors who had offended the Emperor, but with no guarantee of how far the Emperor's blade would swing, opening one's mouth would be like volunteering one's own neck as a sacrifice.

"Margrave of Sorden."

And thus the scope was determined.

"...Yes, Your Majesty."

A middle-aged man, the Margrave of Sorden, carefully bowed his head in response to the Emperor's summons.

At this summons, expressions of both sympathy and relief flashed across the nobles' faces. Being called first meant the Emperor considered the Margrave of Sorden most responsible, and if the Margrave was the highest responsible party, it was extremely unlikely that others would be implicated.

"You have a duty to support the Imperial Family above and keep the subjects peaceful below. Also, because you have a great responsibility to protect the border and contribute to the stability of the Empire, the Imperial Family granted authority commensurate with that responsibility to your ancestor."

The Margrave, numerically fewer than even Dukes. The king of the border, of which there are only three in the Empire. The Margrave, who received exceptional authority and freedom to quickly respond to border disturbances, and was even granted the consideration of not having to attend the New Year's ceremony.

Conversely, this means he also bears enormous responsibility proportional to his authority, and that the Margrave must unconditionally take responsibility for anything that happens in his jurisdiction.


"However, you have failed to live up to the Imperial Family's trust."

At this firm pronouncement, the Margrave bowed his head even lower. The Margrave of Sorden is responsible for the North. As the only Margrave in the North, his role is to control the nomads and keep the northern border of the Empire peaceful.

But as the Emperor said, the Margrave of Sorden failed in that role. The nomads have regrouped, and the border now faces concerns about a second Khagan. He was given authority but failed to fulfill his responsibility.

"The previous Margrave of Sorden also failed to prevent the rise of the traitor to Heaven, so my disappointment is great."

Just like the previous Margrave of Sorden.

"Do you have anything to say?"
"I have failed to repay Your Majesty's excessive trust, and I have failed to fulfill a noble's duty to protect the stability of the Empire and its subjects. How could I have anything to say? I will humbly follow Your Majesty's judgment."

As if he had anticipated this situation from the moment the summons was issued, the Margrave of Sorden spoke in a calm voice.

It's a sad affair. The previous Margrave of Sorden was executed for failing to prevent the unification of the nomads, and now his son will fall for the same crime.

"I revoke Barnio Ennirua of Sorden's title of Margrave, and also reclaim the authority of Margrave granted to the Ennirua family. From now on, the Margraviate of Sorden shall be called the County of Sorden."

In response to this measure declaring that the family could no longer be trusted, the Margrave—no, Barnio—remained silent.

"However, considering that the Ennirua family's merits outweigh their faults, and that Barnio Ennirua's contributions in the previous Great Punitive War were by no means small, there will be no further punishment. He is permitted to pass his title to his child."

At these words, Barnio visibly flinched. He had prepared for execution, but it ended with just the revocation of his title. Although the privilege of being a Margrave was reclaimed, the family title was still that of a Count, considered among the high nobility. If he is allowed to pass this on to his child, the family may stagger somewhat, but will not collapse.

A situation that went from hell to heaven in an instant. Perhaps because of this, Barnio spoke with a somewhat trembling voice.

"I am overwhelmed and ashamed by the great mercy shown to a sinner who deserves death. Though I have disappointed Your Majesty, my family will forever live up to Your Majesty's mercy and trust."
"I look forward to the loyalty of the Ennirua County."
"Long live the Emperor, long live, ten thousand years. Your Majesty, may you live long and prosper."

With those words, Barnio bowed and left the grand conference hall. Having had his title revoked, he was no longer subject to the summons.

"The Intelligence Department Head, speak about the disturbances in the North."

The Emperor spoke quietly as he watched Barnio's departure.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

Though the Intelligence Department Head showed signs of surprise at the sudden summons, he soon responded naturally.

All responsibility had been shouldered by Barnio, so there would be no more swinging of the blade. The assignment of blame was over.

"Udesre Dorgon, son of Gaar Udesre Batar who was the chief of the Gaar tribe, has declared himself Khagan."

Now the real matter begins.


Except for Barnio who disappeared after taking responsibility, he was the first person to be called upon by the Emperor. And his first words were about the emergence of a Khan.

Finding himself suddenly receiving an enormous title and countless gazes, the Intelligence Department Head continued calmly. Usually sensitive to others' stares due to being holed up alone in his office, the gravity of the situation seemed to have made him immune to the attention.

"As Your Majesty knows, since the recent nomadic uprising was centered around the Gaar tribe, we thoroughly eradicated their strongholds after defeating the false emperor."

Throughout their long history, the nomads had never been unified. Since the Gaar tribe was the first to achieve this unification, the Empire needed to thoroughly eliminate them. I even participated in some scorched earth tactics during that purge—we really cleaned them out spectacularly.

"However, Udesre Dorgon, blood relative of the false emperor, along with the missing Keshig, has revived the Gaar tribe and is rapidly consolidating power by subjugating neighboring tribes. This information was secured by the Blue Claw Knights during their retreat, and the Intelligence Department considers it reliable."

A confident assertion made in a report to the Emperor before all high officials. If the Intelligence Department Head's words are true, then Dorgon's consolidation of power and self-proclamation as Khan is not mere rumor but fact.

Even if he hasn't yet proclaimed himself Khan, it's certain that signs of a unified force like five years ago are emerging.

'So it's them.'

I felt like sighing. I could guess which tribes Dorgon had consolidated.

While the Khagan had wiped out all pro-Empire tribes in the North, he hadn't destroyed every tribe that refused to join him. Ambiguously neutral tribes and those too apathetic to fight weren't worth the effort to persuade. These tribes, treated as a third faction, escaped the Khagan's grasp. Nominally under the Khagan's command, they were essentially reserves who stayed in the rear.

This was natural. Even within the anti-Empire forces the Khagan had gathered, there were tribes with terrible relationships. Adding tribes that were neither essential nor detrimental would have been madness, even for the Khagan.

'We should have dealt with them then.'

After the war, the Empire failed to control these third-faction tribes. They were neither eliminated for having been part of the Khagan's forces, nor actively recruited to extend northern influence. The Empire lacked the resources to successfully pursue either approach.

This is the result. While the Empire was struggling, Dorgon quickly reunited these third-faction tribes and secured enough power to threaten the Empire.

"Furthermore, the forces Udesre Dorgon has gathered number between 50,000 and 70,000—"
"Intelligence Department Head."

At the Emperor's displeased call, the Intelligence Department Head quickly bowed his head.

"To face 20,000 nomads on the plains, we need at least five legions. Speak precisely."

After hesitating at those words, the Intelligence Department Head finally spoke.

"With all due respect, Your Majesty, since the Great Punitive War, most of the Empire's eyes and ears in the North have disappeared, making it difficult to accurately assess the size of each tribe, unlike before. We also cannot guarantee the size of remnant forces hiding in dungeons."

A subordinate admitting his inadequacy before the Emperor—in this miraculous and breathtaking situation, the Emperor's eyebrow twitched but then settled.

Honestly, the Empire's intelligence capabilities regarding the North were devastated by the Great Punitive War. While the Emperor is strict, he's not a madman who demands the impossible. Rather, the Intelligence Department should be commended for bringing even approximate information.

"...In my humble judgment, the probability of their numbers being below 60,000 is extremely low."
"Is that so."

After the Intelligence Department Head's desperate addition, the Emperor's voice remained perfectly calm.

The margin of error had been reduced from 20,000 to 10,000. While 10,000 is still significant, reducing it further would require guesswork rather than intelligence.

"Minister of War."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

After hearing the Intelligence Department Head's report, the Emperor turned to the Minister of War.

"How far has the cavalry recovery progressed?"

"Their valor matches previous standards, and we've recovered about 70% of our former numbers, but their training level does not match that of the nomads."

The Emperor showed no particular reaction to the Minister of War's deeply bowed response. This too was within the Emperor's understanding.

Is cavalry something you can create just by handing someone a spear and a horse? True cavalry requires blood-and-tears training, reaching a state of unity with the horse. When facing nomads, several times more effort is required.

"However, other military forces have recovered to their previous scale."
"The Minister of War's efforts are truly great."

Despite this somewhat encouraging information, the Emperor remained expressionless. After all, only the scale had been recovered, not the level of training. The Minister of War was likely just trying to slightly appease the Emperor's mood.

Anyway, after sharing information with all the high officials gathered in the grand conference hall through this reporting format, the Emperor maintained silence. After hearing about the number of nomads gathered in the North and confirming the scale of cavalry—the essential force against nomads—the nobles began exchanging glances at what was clearly war preparation questioning.

How many private soldiers should be mobilized when war begins? How many military supplies should be secured? Is the food supply sufficient? Their minds were likely busy with such thoughts.

"Iron-Blooded Duke."
"Many materials were directed north to restore areas damaged by the Great Punitive War. Due to the relative shortage of materials for military supply production—I humbly report that a prolonged war would be difficult."
"Wise Duke."
"Thanks to the Great Emperor's protection, last year's harvest was bountiful. However, due to continuous relief efforts, our reserves are low, so like the Iron-Blooded Duke, I cannot guarantee a prolonged war."

Breaking his silence, the Emperor called upon two dukes, who immediately provided the answers he sought with just that call.

Meanwhile, the nobles were again disturbed by the lack of any trace of intoxication in the Wise Duke's voice. To think they could gauge the crisis level by his sobriety—is he even human?

'This is maddening.'

Of course, whether the Wise Duke is sober or not isn't important right now. The reports from the Minister of War and the two dukes indicate that the Empire's situation isn't particularly good either.

The Empire conducted a splendid New Year's ceremony this year to demonstrate its recovery from previous wounds. Despite bleeding from the Great Punitive War and the imperial succession dispute, it showed the nobles that it had regained its former prosperity.

But that was half bluff.

'It wasn't a wound that could be completely erased in three years.'

To use an analogy, the Empire is like a boxer who fought 12 rounds, coughing blood, breaking bones, and suffering a mild concussion.

The groaning Empire has recovered from its wounds and risen from its bed. It has regained much of its pre-war capacity. But asking a patient who just got out of bed, "Want to box again?" is insane. That's exactly where the Empire stands now. If ordered, it could fight, but win or lose, there would be consequences for pushing too hard.

Like a collapsing restaurant with a "Business as Usual" sign—the current Empire is slightly better than that. At least it hasn't collapsed like the restaurant.

"Your Majesty. Please permit me to speak."

Amidst the disturbed nobles, a middle-aged man requested permission to speak.

"Granted."
"Long live Your Majesty, thank you for your grace."

The man bowed respectfully at the Emperor's permission.

'The Chairman?'

Baron Bardon, Chairman of the Imperial Parliament. The Emperor's shadow and limbs, who usually acts as a rubber stamp, requested to speak independently in front of all high officials. In this unusual situation, all the nobles' gazes fixed on the Chairman.

Was this truly the Chairman's independent statement, or was it a performance prearranged with the Emperor?

"Your Majesty, while the Empire is indeed shackled in various ways, it must nevertheless move forward."
"You acknowledge the Empire's difficulties yet say it must move. Chairman, what do you mean?"

"You must firmly show blood and majesty to those rebels who seem to have forgotten the false emperor's fate."

As soon as he finished speaking, the Imperial Counts began requesting permission to speak one by one. Naturally, the Emperor granted all requests.

"Your Majesty, though the Empire's history has seen many hardships, in the end, it was always the Empire that triumphed. The current hardship is merely another part of the Empire's history."
"While it's true the Empire hasn't reached its past glory, if we don't act now, the northern rebels will become arrogant. Then we must prepare for even more blood and tears. Your Majesty, the Empire must act now."
"Your Majesty. Your valiant soldiers and servants who have received the Imperial Family's grace are waiting only for your command."

With these unanimous calls for war, the once-quiet grand conference hall transformed into a place condemning the North's arrogance and rebellious hearts.

'So it was the latter.'

And watching these Imperial Counts, the Chairman took a step back while the Emperor calmly nodded.

Right, an Imperial Count wouldn't dare express his own opinion. This was obviously a show orchestrated with the Emperor.

—And I just learned that the Minister of the Imperial Household has summoned all ministers. His Majesty the Emperor personally visited the Imperial Parliament.

I suddenly recalled Section Chief 2's report. I had wondered why the Emperor visited Parliament before issuing the summons, but he had been considering war since then.

As time passed, other nobles who sensed the situation began joining this condemnation. Their expressions were contorted, though surely not solely from anger toward the North.

"With such loyal subjects, I am truly a blessed emperor."

That was the decisive blow. Through the Imperial Counts' agitation, noble opinion shifted toward war. Now if the Emperor declared war, he would transform from "an Emperor who started a war despite the Empire's unfavorable situation" to "an Emperor who accepted his loyal subjects' voluntary request for war."

In summary, he wouldn't need to apologize to nobles who would suffer losses in this war. As always, politics comes as naturally as breathing to this man.

"Your words are right. The Empire has always been steadfast, and no matter what obstacles we face, in the end, it is the Empire that remains standing. Even the Khan, in the eyes of one who serves the Mandate of Heaven, is merely one of many vassals."

After this declaration, the Emperor rose from his throne. As he stood, the nobles, the Crown Prince, and even Ainter who had been standing behind him knelt and bowed their heads.

"I shall show the Mandate of Heaven to those who do not know it, and establish majesty before those who deny it."

A resounding voice that seemed too powerful to come from an elderly body echoed through the grand conference hall.

"I shall rightfully bring the North, which has strayed from the Empire's embrace, and the nomads who do not know the parent of all under heaven, into proper order."

?

'Huh?'

Wait, what?

This is strange. Somehow this doesn't sound like a simple punitive order. Strayed from the Empire's embrace? Bring into proper order?

"From the southern end of this continent to the northern end. The light of Livnoman shall rightfully shine."

No matter how I hear it, this isn't a simple punitive declaration. It's a declaration to conquer the North.

"Long live His Majesty the Emperor! Long live Livnoman!"
"May Kfelopen be eternal! Long, long, long live His Majesty the Emperor!"

But no one could raise an objection.

In this atmosphere, speaking out of turn would immediately mark you as a traitor.

Using the Imperial Daily, the Emperor led public opinion toward war and declared not just a punitive expedition against nomads, but the conquest of the North. Even with mobilization for a simple expedition, nobles would be unsettled—but conquest as a strategic goal far exceeds mere punishment. Even nobles swept up in public fervor couldn't help but be shocked.

"Your loyalty is truly worthy of being recorded for future generations. I am deeply moved by such beautiful devotion."

But it's impossible now to say, "Your Majesty, that's a bit..." Public opinion already favors war. Moreover, it's not the Emperor's unilateral decision but the nobles' voluntary request. Anyone trying to dissuade the Emperor now would become a traitor who speaks with two tongues and insults His Majesty.

"Sending the Empire's brave soldiers to the North cannot be handled lightly. We need to discuss the detailed organization of the expeditionary force. Since many loyal subjects have rushed here on sudden summons, we shall continue this discussion after a brief rest."

With those words, the Emperor turned away. After dropping a bombshell that threw the nobles into panic, he made the organization of a northern expeditionary force a given while granting them time to process.

Now the nobles have only one choice: to earnestly hope for the victory of the expeditionary force that will include their private armies, and to contribute to strengthening the Empire's mandate. If the expeditionary force fails, the imperial authority's collapse would be the least of their worries—the Empire itself would fall. For nobles to maintain their current power, the Empire must survive.

That's why nobles either sank into serious contemplation alone or gathered in groups to whisper among themselves. Since reversing public opinion is impossible, they must be seeking ways to increase the chances of victory.

"Hey."
"Yes?"

While I was watching the nobles, the Minister tapped my shoulder.

"Come out for a moment. It's quite stifling in here."

The Minister was leaving the grand conference hall with other department heads. Before turning away, his expression showed a mixture of confusion, helplessness, and subtle irritation.

This is a situation where adding unnecessary comments could get me flayed alive. I should just follow obediently. Honestly, I don't want to whisper in a hall with hundreds of people either.

Outside the grand conference hall, clusters of nobles and officials were already scattered about. It's rare for cultured nobles to discuss matters so openly, but this concerns the entire Empire rather than factional disputes. It doesn't matter who overhears.

Thanks to this, the Finance Ministry executives could discuss matters openly without needing to find a private room.

"I believe His Majesty is sincere about conquest. This isn't a declaration meant to extract something else."

The Minister spoke formally since other department heads were present. They sighed at his words.

The department heads must know that the Minister was summoned by the Minister of the Imperial Household before this assembly. Until the Emperor's official declaration, there might have been a sliver of hope that this was some elaborate ruse, but when even the Minister, who had received information from the Imperial Household Minister, confirmed it, that possibility vanished.

The declaration to conquer the North wasn't a show to extract concessions and obedience from nobles. It had genuinely become the Empire's objective.

"Though the Empire has expanded into northern territories over the past 300 years, the North is vastly larger than those developed regions. I wonder if conquering such an area is truly possible."

The Tax Department Head spoke with evident confusion, and the Deliberation Department Head briefly responded:

"Would our wise Emperor not have considered the concerns we're raising?"

On the surface it seemed like a rebuttal, but looking deeper, it was a bitter "I don't know either" response. He had instantly transformed the Tax Department Head's personal opinion into "our" concerns. Even the Deliberation Department Head must think northern conquest would be extremely difficult.

Of course, I think so too. Throughout history, settled states have repelled nomadic invasions, but virtually none have annexed nomadic homelands. Unlike settled states with clear vulnerabilities like capitals, nomads have no obvious strongholds or strategic points. What would you even capture to call it a conquest?

Besides, it's worthless land. Even if conquered, it would drain enormous resources rather than provide economic benefits. There's a reason the Empire has only gradually expanded northward.

"About this conquest—"

After observing the Tax and Deliberation Department Heads' grim reactions and the dark expressions of other department heads, the Minister spoke in a quiet voice.

"His Majesty aims for indirect influence rather than direct conquest."
"Indirect, you say?"

The Minister nodded silently at the Tax Department Head's question.

'Indirect influence?'


What does that mean? Wasn't indirect influence the approach before the Great Punitive War?

Talking about conquest in front of all high officials and then stopping at that level would be problematic for the Emperor. It could give nobles the impression that the Emperor was bluffing.

"Perhaps the North might fill Aesilon's thirteenth seat."
'Ah.'

I understood immediately upon hearing those words.

***

In a reception room near the grand conference hall—a place insufficient for an emperor but where His Majesty sat comfortably drinking tea.

If His Majesty is comfortable, what can one say? It's not that the emperor stays in noble places, but rather places become noble when the emperor stays there.

"Crown Prince."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"You seem to have much to say."

I flinched at His Majesty's calm words.

I tried my best to restrain myself, but in His Majesty's eyes, I must have appeared like a restless youth. Is it my inadequacy, or is His Majesty's insight beyond imagination?

"...With my limited understanding, I found it difficult to comprehend Your Majesty's intentions, so I briefly harbored doubts."

After a moment's silence, I honestly revealed my thoughts.

I can understand His Majesty's declaration of war. If we tried to persuade the nomads who regrouped after their previous defeat with mere words, they might underestimate the Empire. Nomads aiming to become the next False Emperor must be suppressed by force.

However, punishment and conquest are fundamentally different matters. Punishment means eliminating anti-imperial nomads and withdrawing, but conquest means the Empire must manage and control the vast, desolate North. We would gain land without strategic points that requires enormous military forces and astronomical funds to maintain.

"The Crown Prince's doubts are justified. It would be strange not to have such questions."

His Majesty showed no anger at his successor's doubts. He merely offered slight praise, saying they were appropriate questions.

"The light of Livnoman should rightfully cover the North, but that is not something to be achieved with soldiers' blood."

Yet His Majesty spoke words even more difficult to understand. After mobilizing the Imperial Whites to declare war, how could he say it's not something to achieve with blood? Then how would he subdue the Khagan and conquer the North?

If His Majesty had mentioned peace, I would have thought he wanted a cold peace by deploying legions along the border. The nomads couldn't penetrate the northern mountain terrain and fortresses to move south, and the Empire would just guard its borders while ignoring the nomads. That could achieve a strange, peculiar peace.

'But it's not even that.'

However, from the moment war was declared before the nobles, half-peace became impossible. Blood must be shed.

"Humans are willing to sacrifice their lives when their country, faith, or family's safety is at stake."

His Majesty spoke again while I remained silent.

"The forces gathered by the self-proclaimed Khagan are tribes that didn't support the False Emperor during the previous Great Punitive War. They have neither the conviction to establish a nomadic state nor the will to uphold nomadic faith."

I had to agree with those words. When the False Emperor brought the Empire to crisis, how much must these tribes have cheered under the anti-imperial banner? Yet they never joined the False Emperor, suggesting their attachment to a nomadic state, faith, or anti-imperial sentiment was weak.

"Then what remains for them is family. If family safety and personal gain are included, they will gladly embrace the Empire."

It's just that the Empire was distant while the Khagan was close.

His Majesty added this and raised his teacup again.


'The Empire is distant, and the Khagan is close.'

His Majesty's final words continued to echo in my mind.

***

After all the nobles outside returned to the grand conference hall, the Emperor soon appeared. Seated again on the throne, he surveyed the nobles with unreadable eyes. Perhaps it's just my imagination, but his gaze seemed to pressure them: "I've given you time, now prove your loyalty."

And it seems I wasn't alone in feeling this, as nobles unanimously offered their private armies and war funds to the Emperor. They prostrated themselves, saying they would gladly contribute their resources to demonstrate the Empire's stability and strengthen its mandate. If they couldn't prevent war, they needed to either gain the Emperor's favor or establish a foundation to claim a share in victory.

"Your loyalty is truly beautiful. The grace that the Great Emperor bestowed upon your ancestors is a blessing to the imperial family and the Empire."
"I understand your heart, but regrettably, if your brave soldiers leave their posts, the eastern kingdoms might harbor vain ambitions."
"It is not right to make soldiers who must fight valiantly in the North travel long distances. There are various ways to prove your loyalty, so do not be disheartened."

Amid the flood of voluntary contributions, the Emperor calmly selected what to accept: forces that could be taken without issue, forces whose absence would create border problems, cases where funds were more valuable than troops. The Emperor effortlessly consolidated the nobles' offerings on the spot.

The nobles wore bitter expressions, but what could they do? If they're upset, they should become Emperor themselves.

"The imperial family must also respond to the ministers' determination and dedication. Minister of War, consider deploying not only the Northern Army but also the Western and Central Armies."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Meanwhile, the Emperor showed his intention to mobilize central forces under his direct control, not just provincial forces composed of lords' private armies.

He ordered the organization of an expeditionary force considering all central armies except the Eastern Army (facing eastern kingdoms) and the Southern Army (far from the North and primarily naval). The scale being called up was staggering. Looking at numbers alone, it might equal or exceed the previous war.

"And with multiple legions deploying, we'll need a military inspector."

At those words, my gaze unconsciously turned to the Minister. He had served as military inspector during the previous war when he was the Section Chief of the 4th Section of the Audit Department.

Of course, the Emperor didn't assign inspectors because he distrusted the military. He revived the old system of inspectors to send as many special forces as possible to the North without raising suspicions from other countries or civilians. The Minister, being from the Audit Department and a titled noble, was perfect as a military inspector.

And it seems this inspector system will be used in this war too. Indeed, if we're determined to subdue the North, we need as many forces as possible—

"I appoint Audit Department Head Kal Kracius as military inspector. The current duties of the Audit Department Head are temporarily suspended, and priority shall be given to military inspector duties."

What...?

'What the hell.'

Why is my name coming up here?

"Y-Your Majesty. I humbly report that only titled nobles who have received imperial grace can become military inspectors—"
"The Audit Department Head's contributions over the past years have been substantial. I grant Wiridia, an imperial direct territory, to Audit Department Head Kal Kracius, and simultaneously appoint him Count of Wiridia. This is a hereditary title that can be passed down to descendants."

The Emperor responded to the Justice Minister's objection by unhesitatingly conferring a title.

'This is insane.'

What the hell is this?

Of course, I desperately want to kill Dorgos. I was planning to find a justification to participate after this assembly ended.

But I never imagined this situation.

"Kal Kracius of Wiridia. As military inspector, monitor the expeditionary force and do your utmost for stability in the North. As a count who participated in the previous Great Punitive War, I believe you will perform admirably."

The Emperor's words sounded like a confirmation shot.

The Emperor announced he would organize an expeditionary force by drawing troops from three army groups, and the nobles (pushed by public opinion) exploded with loyalty and spirit, voluntarily donating private soldiers and military funds. Therefore, this mobilization order ended as the Emperor's one-man show and complete victory. Even if the Imperial Army suffers heavy losses in this northern expedition, it won't just be the Emperor's army that goes to ruin, but the lords' armies as well.

After the Emperor achieved his complete victory and left, the nobles who had been thoroughly deceived should have muttered "life is fucked" and returned to their domains or departments, but the Emperor didn't allow even that small dissatisfaction.

Because an event that would instantly blow away the memory of being completely fleeced by the Emperor's scheme erupted at the end of the mobilization order.

"The Audit Department Head deserves credit, but who would have thought he'd receive a count title all at once."
"And it's a hereditary title with territory attached. Of course, Wiridia is a northern frontier territory, but if the northern expedition ends successfully..."
"Remarkable. A mere son of a noble family, not a titled aristocrat himself, proving his ability and receiving a title."

The nobles in the grand conference hall didn't even leave but buzzed with excitement at the Emperor's surprise announcement of the military inspector position and bestowal of a count title.

If he had granted a lower title like viscount or baron, they would have accepted it without much thought. Even if it wasn't hereditary but a lifetime title, it would have been somewhat understandable. But he had bestowed a count title—undeniably a high noble rank—as a hereditary title, and even attached territory to it. This was no small matter.

'Damn it.'

My lips feel parched. He gave me a count title when I would eventually become an Imperial Count anyway? This only happens when you've either accomplished something truly remarkable or when they're planning to work you to death.

Unfortunately, I seem to fall into both categories.

'Even the Imperial Counts didn't know.'

Glancing toward where the Imperial Counts were gathered, I could see that even those who had led the pro-war sentiment were visibly perplexed. Either the Emperor didn't feel the need to consult on the matter of bestowing titles, or it was a sudden idea that left no time for discussion.

In truth, it doesn't matter which it is. Once the Emperor has bestowed a title, it can't be taken back.

"Congratulations. You have many children, so now you have another title to pass down."
"No, that's not—"

When the Minister threw that provocation, I almost flared up, but seeing his awkwardly upturned lips, I calmed myself. Judging by his expression, the Minister was confused too. Despite that, he forced a joke to escape this awkward situation.

Then, lowering his lips, the Minister quickly whispered in a small voice.

"Leave as naturally as possible. Then they'll think you received separate instructions from His Majesty and won't approach you."
"Understood."

I bowed in gratitude to the Minister who pushed my back and the other department heads who nodded, then left my seat.

Yes, the Minister is right. If I leave calmly while everyone else is confused, they'll think this is a hidden camera prank between the Emperor and the Audit Department Head. Then they won't dare approach me carelessly.

These people live by reading the room, so they'll eventually realize I'm a victim too, but at least I can avoid being harassed by all the high officials. That's enough.

'This is driving me crazy.'

As soon as I left the grand conference hall, I hurriedly moved. I need to hide myself, either buried in the Audit Department or in my mansion.

Damn it, I didn't know I'd receive something like a count title either.

I entered the mansion and went into do-not-disturb mode. No matter how I think about it, the mansion where I can lock the doors is safer than the government building where other civil servants and nobles can enter.

Of course, I informed the Magic-Ending Duke through the communication orb that I was hiding in the mansion, and as soon as I revealed my hiding place, she teleported over.

"My dear, what's going on? Military inspector? Why you!"


Seeing the Magic-Ending Duke's expression mixed with confusion and sadness was somewhat touching. She was focusing on the fact that I had to participate in the war, not that I had received a count title. It's nice to know my life hasn't been wasted when someone worries about me like this...

"Did you know about this too?"
"No, I didn't know either. Really."

I firmly shook my head at the Magic-Ending Duke whose eyes were gradually becoming sharp.

Although I had been thinking about participating in the war, even I was looking for a justification to participate. I never thought the Emperor would include me in the expeditionary force. Who would have known he would burden me with the inspector position and a title to make me join?

"Then it was His Majesty's decision."

Muttering that, the Magic-Ending Duke bit her lip lightly and fell into deep thought.

This is something that even the Magic-Ending Duke cannot prevent. The Emperor has acknowledged the crisis facing the Empire and the Mandate of Heaven, and despite the manipulation of public opinion, he declared war at the request of all high officials. In this war that stakes the nation's fate, it's impossible for a duke to say, "Please exclude my future husband."

"Don't worry. We're not facing the Heaven-Defying One. Dorgon may not be weak, but he's not unbeatable."

I carefully spoke to comfort the Magic-Ending Duke who wore a gloomy expression. A hundred thousand nomads, the Khagan who was a monster without equal in the world, the Eight Stallions who were war machines on par with Dorgon. Even in that insane situation, the Empire ultimately prevailed.

But now there aren't a hundred thousand, just about sixty thousand, the Khagan is dead, and of the Eight Stallions, only Dorgon remains. No matter how much the Empire's national power isn't what it used to be, the North is in an even weaker position. There shouldn't be any serious threat to my safety—

"What wife in the world would be at ease when her husband goes to war?"
"I'm sorry..."

I quickly bowed my head at her words tinged with faint resentment. She was right, so I couldn't argue.

Yes, there's no such thing as a safe war. The best option is not to participate in war at all, and once you step in, it's a place where death can come at any moment. So of course she'd be upset when I tell her not to worry.

"I almost had to live with permanent scars because of the Heaven-Defying One, and just when I could finally erase those scars..."

Her voice was almost sobbing now, making me uncomfortable. I spoke as casually as possible because I was full of thoughts about going to war, but if I put myself in her shoes, I'd be foaming at the mouth too. Even knowing how strong the Magic-Ending Duke is, I'd naturally worry if she said she was going to war.

And so, in that dilemma where we could neither refuse the Emperor's command nor send me off with a smile, an awkward silence descended.

"Master, are you there?"

And what broke that silence was the butler's voice looking for me, accompanied by a knock.

"Butler? What is it?"

I'm anxious. I asked not to be disturbed because I wanted some quiet time, but the butler, who is faithful to my words, came all the way to my room. It seems something really serious has happened.

"Count Teilgleichen has arrived."
"Ah."

That really is serious.

"The Count said he would come back later if you're busy—"
"Guide him to the reception room. I'll be right there."
"Understood."

As the butler's footsteps faded away, I let out a small sigh.

No matter how much I'm in do-not-disturb mode, it's awkward to refuse to see my father, the family head. Besides, while I was holding out in the mansion, the family head might have received some instructions from the Emperor. There's no harm in meeting him.


"Beatrix, want to come with me?"
"...No, it would be better if you went alone right now."

After pondering for a moment, the Magic-Ending Duke gently shook her head. The family head who is visiting now is likely here not as my father and the Magic-Ending Duke's father-in-law, but as an Imperial Count who serves as the Emperor's arm.

When I went to the reception room, I could see the butler just placing a teacup in front of the family head.

"You're here."

And the family head who noticed my arrival greeted me indifferently. Well, I'm not sure if that could be called a greeting.

"I apologize for being late."
"No need. I just sat down myself."

The family head continued speaking in a voice that was neither gentle nor stiff. As I sat across from him, the butler quickly bowed and disappeared.

"Congratulations. You're now a proper titled noble."

The family head mentioned the title as soon as I sat down.

I was rather glad. If he brought up the title, there's a high probability he came to deliver something he heard from the Emperor.

"I am humbled by such excessive grace."
"His Majesty bestowed it because he deemed it appropriate, so there's no need to consider it excessive."

When I expressed humility out of courtesy, the family head firmly shook his head.

This is quite unexpected. I thought he would say something like I should repay His Majesty's grace even more, or that I shouldn't be arrogant and should strive harder. Or perhaps treating the count title as excessive grace implies the Emperor's judgment was wrong, so he's saying it's appropriate? That's a plausible reason.

"But return it. You can say you were too surprised to speak up in the grand conference hall."
"Pardon?"

At this sudden statement, I blankly asked back, and the family head opened his mouth as if puzzled.

"Have you perhaps developed a desire for the title?"
"No, not particularly."

There's no way I could have such desires. I'm already guaranteed the Imperial Count title and territory in the capital region, and I also have the Audit Department Head position. No matter how much this Wiridia Count title is hereditary with territory, honestly, it doesn't matter whether I have it or not.

"So return it. Say you cannot accept it out of humility, that you're moved by the trust but cannot dare accept it due to the regret of not being able to live up to that trust. Then His Majesty will also withdraw the military inspector position."
'Ah.'

Only then could I understand the family head's true intention. He too is reluctant for me to go to war.

"Family Head. While the title is indeed a humbling honor for me, as a noble of the Empire, I should rightfully serve the Imperial Family and the Empire—"
"You have already fulfilled your dedication and duty sufficiently. No one can demand more sacrifice from you."

My body stiffened. The family head's statement just now is not something an Imperial Count, the Emperor's loyal dog, should say. An Imperial Count who considers infinite loyalty and dedication as virtues said there's no need to dedicate more. And to his successor who will lead the Imperial Count family after him.

"...At least, that's what I think."

I couldn't give any answer to those words.


I couldn't say anything in response to the family head's bombshell declaration. Based on common sense and experience, the family head should have been among those who, while perhaps surprised by this bestowal of a title, would ultimately be pleased.

Of course, during my stay at the domain last winter break, I had confirmed that the family head wasn't entirely cold-blooded and showed unexpected traits, such as warmth toward my mother. But this statement went beyond merely being unexpected.

The Kracius family had been loyal servants of the Imperial Family for nearly 300 years. Though the Count of Teilgleichen wasn't among the original Imperial Counts appointed by Emperor Eimanka, he was still a venerable loyalist appointed as an Imperial Count during the reign of Eimanka II.

"You have already fulfilled your duty and dedication sufficiently. No one can demand any further sacrifice from you."

Yet this loyal servant was discouraging loyalty—to his heir who should succeed him as Imperial Count.

'What's going on?'

I'm confused. I never imagined something like this would happen. Is he testing me? Did he receive orders to check if I harbor any dissatisfaction?

Neither the Emperor nor the family head would be amateur enough to test me in such a blunt and obvious manner, but the probability of him testing me still seemed higher than him actually discouraging loyalty.

"There's no need to overthink this. I'm speaking to you as the family head to his successor."

The family head spoke softly, seemingly noticing my confusion.

No, hearing that makes it even more maddening. He's saying it's not a test but his genuine feelings?

"...I appreciate your words, but I don't consider it a sacrifice. Isn't it an honor for an imperial noble to answer His Majesty's call and join the military?"

After racking my brain, I finally uttered a very ordinary and ceremonial response. When you don't know what to say, a predictable answer is the safest option.

"No, it is a sacrifice."

But the family head seemed determined to drop another bombshell.

"The Audit Department, which should be handling domestic affairs, headed north. You, a mere official rather than a knight, wielded a sword on the frontlines. You killed a traitor who threatened the Empire and the Mandate of Heaven. If this isn't sacrifice, what is?"

After saying this, the family head quietly closed his eyes. At the same time, his brow furrowed slightly, as if recalling memories he'd rather not remember.

"The Kracius family has always been loyal. Our ancestors strived to repay the Imperial Family's grace, and that repayment always bore fruit. No one ever neglected their duty and dedication."

I know. Wasn't this history of loyalty what the family head took pride in and always emphasized to me and Erich?

That's why I can't understand this. Why would the family head, who always preached loyalty, greater loyalty, and even greater loyalty, now say this?

"And both you and I have done our best. The Kracius family has repaid the Imperial Family more than what we received."

At those resolute words, I found myself speechless once again.

***

Kal's expression showed clear bewilderment. I understand. What I just said contradicted everything I had taught Kal and Erich until now.

But it was something I had to say. Rather than sending this child, who was just beginning to find stability, back to the battlefield, it was right to go back on my words.

'It was loyalty born of necessity.'

From the beginning, the relationship between the Imperial Family and the Imperial Count families started as a contract. In the early days of the empire's founding, the Imperial Family needed direct vassals to stabilize their extremely unstable imperial authority, and the founders of the Imperial Count families, many of whom were of common birth, took the Imperial Family's hand to establish their position in politics. That was the beginning of 300 years of loyalty.

Of course, today both the Imperial Family and the Imperial Counts have established firm positions, and there's no reason for the Imperial Family to abandon the Imperial Counts, nor for the Imperial Counts to break away from the Imperial Family. Rather, unilaterally breaking a relationship that has lasted 300 years would earn one the reputation of being "an untrustworthy partner who abandons even a 300-year relationship" from other families.

Therefore, the relationship between the Imperial Family and the Imperial Counts is a contract, but a solid one—solid, yet still a contract. It's a relationship that continues because separating would be disadvantageous, and loyalty brings benefits.

'It's not a relationship worth continuing at the cost of losing you.'

I wanted to say that, but I couldn't bring myself to speak. What right does a father who hasn't been helpful in life have to say such things?


I don't have the right to express concern for Kal. I can only mention the options he should choose.

"So there's no need to push yourself. If you decline the title, His Majesty won't force you to move."

It's half wishful thinking, but it also contains about half probability.

His Majesty has already pushed things somewhat for this war. If Kal, a high-ranking administrative official, refuses the title itself with a reasonable justification, His Majesty would find it difficult to take additional measures.

Instead, the Kracius family would have to fill Kal's vacancy, but we can gladly do that. It's better to expend the family's resources than to push my son into war.

"You're not alone anymore, are you?"

After hesitating briefly, I cautiously added.

Yes, Kal is no longer alone. Though he lost his friend and lover in the last war and became alone, fortunately, he was able to form new connections. He has begun to gradually unburden himself of the wounds he carried alone.

I cannot send such a child back to the hell where he lost everything. It would be unconscionable, both for this child and for the new connections he has made.

"Family head."

Kal, who had been silent, finally spoke at my words.

However, it wasn't a particularly good sign. His expression showed an emotion other than confusion and bewilderment.

"Thank you for your advice."

A resoluteness that couldn't be shown if he had simply decided to follow my suggestion.

"I know that our ancestors admirably repaid the Imperial Family's grace. I believe that both you, family head, and I have been more than adequate in this regard."

I almost sighed. While he outwardly agreed with my words, few nobles state their main point first. This current agreement is merely a ceremonial one, meant to save face before stating his own intentions.

"Therefore, your statement that there's no need for further sacrifice might be correct, but I truly don't consider it a sacrifice."

Just like now.

"I need to go north not for dedication and duty, but for myself. There's a knot I need to untie with my own hands."

"Must you go in person? His Majesty does not take this northern expedition lightly. Numerous soldiers will head north, and brave knights and magicians will lead them. The rebel who calls himself Khan will eventually fall before the Empire's blade."

I tried to persuade Kal again. If I thought he would simply say "I understand" and move on after refusing, I wouldn't have brought it up. I'm denying my previous teachings with the determination to definitely get him out of this.

Moreover, this northern expedition isn't so flimsy that it would be compromised by Kal's absence. His Majesty will again appoint the Victorious Duke as the expedition commander and mobilize countless marshals and corps commanders. In terms of sheer scale, it will be no less than the previous war.

That massive expedition force will advance even without Kal. It certainly will.

"I know. Since His Majesty has personally declared the conquest of the north, loyal nobles will unite and follow. Even without me, the Empire will be able to achieve victory."

"Then why—"

"Because a victory without me is meaningless."

I momentarily froze at his resolute answer.

A victory without him is meaningless? Does he want to add his name to a historic moment? He's not a child with such a desire for honor. Or does he still have the confidence that only he can bring down the north? No, that's not it either.

"I must end with my own hands the calamity that I couldn't finish three years ago, despite countless sacrifices. That's the duty I must fulfill as someone who couldn't die alone."

These are ominous words. I don't understand these either. Why is this child, who all but ended that war, talking about duty?

And what does he mean by not being able to die alone—


'...Has it not even begun to heal?'

I belatedly understood. I understood with what heart Kal wishes to join the military.

"It's not your fault."

When I said that, Kal's eyes widened. As if he had heard something unexpected.

"It was a regrettable incident. Truly tragic. But it's certainly not something you should feel guilty about."

After a moment of silence, Kal smiled faintly and said softly.

"That's what I think."

A response that left me uncertain about how deeply his wounds festered.

***

I stared blankly at the spot where the family head had been.

I was a little—no, very surprised. I never imagined I would hear such words from the family head.

"And both you and I have done our best. The Kracius family has repaid the Imperial Family more than what we received."
"You're not alone anymore, are you?"
"It's not your fault."

'Ha.'

I felt like laughing hollowly. How could I remain unmoved after feeling the family head's sincerity so deeply?

I had thought he was someone who prioritized the family's prosperity, loyalty to the Imperial Family, and the glory of the Empire above all else. Because this body had those memories, and because the family head I saw after my possession resembled those memories, I naturally thought so. I didn't even think to check if I was mistaken, nor did I feel the need to.

I had concluded that the family head was that kind of person from the beginning. I thought that I, not being a real family member, shouldn't care what kind of personality the family head had.

'Did I just want to think that way?'

In truth, my prejudice that the family head was a cold and blunt person was shattered last winter. He willingly transformed into a treasure goblin for his prospective daughters-in-law's gifts and got thoroughly scolded after going fishing behind his wife's back. How could such a person be called mechanical?

Perhaps I could have noticed during last year's memorial service. When he advised Erich not to go hastily and to train with leisure. If I had thought more deeply then, I could have understood the family head's inner thoughts earlier.

But I didn't. I covered my eyes and closed my heart. I didn't try to learn more about the family head.

'Because if the family head was a good person, I would be the one who stole a son from a good father.'

I didn't have the courage to reach that conclusion. Though now I can no longer deny it.

"It was a regrettable incident. Truly tragic. But it's certainly not something you should feel guilty about."

"This is driving me crazy."

As the family head's words came back to me, I found myself muttering alone.

Anyway, hearing such words from my biological father weakens my resolve. This shouldn't happen.

'...Maybe I should go get some fresh air.'

I stood up with a sigh.

Before heading north, there's a place I must visit.

Before heading to the North, before ending the unfinished calamity, before untying the knot with my own hands—this was the last place I needed to visit.

Unfortunately, since I'd clearly be stopped every three steps if I went on foot, I asked the Magic-Ending Duke for a teleport. I felt bad about burdening him when he was already depressed about me going to war, but this was somewhere I absolutely had to go.

"Awkward to see you again so soon."

With that, I arrived before their gravestones. Somehow, whenever something happens, I end up circling back here. I still don't have anyone else I could call a friend besides them, and I couldn't leave for the North without seeing these guys.

"I can't stay long. My future wife is waiting outside."

Sensing the gravity in my expression, or perhaps thinking it wasn't time to greet Hecate yet, the Magic-Ending Duke decided to wait outside. I truly felt sorry for bothering him for such personal reasons.

Anyway, I sat down in front of the gravestones and sighed. No alcohol this time, and someone waiting, so I'd better state my business quickly and leave. I didn't want to linger anyway.

"That bastard Dorgos has finally crawled back out. Honestly, I'd hoped he'd die somewhere in a foreign land, but I guess that was too much to wish for."

I suddenly chuckled. I had to admire the tenacity of Dorgos, who survived two years of war and three years of pursuit afterward. At the same time, I found it absurd that I'd hoped such a monster would die on his own.

Each of the Eight Stallions was a monster, but he was exceptional. His raw power wasn't overwhelming, but his survival instinct and cunning were artistic. The Imperial Army managed to kill all the other Eight Stallions, yet they couldn't finish him off until the end. Moreover, he was the commander of the Keshig, the Khagan's personal guard, which made him even harder to capture. He was like a demon lord accompanied by the Four Heavenly Kings.

"Still, it's not the worst situation. We thoroughly crushed the anti-imperial tribes in the last war, so the forces gathering now have their weaknesses."

I didn't mention that the current Empire also had its flaws. I didn't want to share negative thoughts with those who should only hear good things.

"And I've decided to join the war. That should make killing Dorgos not too difficult."

My bad blood with Dorgos ran deep. To be precise, I clashed with Dorgos and Tala with uncanny frequency, and I fought with Dorgos repeatedly until the end of the war. After all that fighting, both of us are still alive. I couldn't kill him, but he didn't have the skill to kill me either.

But this time, I'm confident things will be different. Unlike Dorgos, who no longer has the Khagan and the Eight Stallions, I have the Charcoal Division that I revived with my own hands, the gradually recovering Imperial Army, and the elites being deployed to the North as the Emperor declares the conquest of the North. My supporting background is superior.

So I can kill him. I can finally end this long, bitter feud.

"Once I kill that bastard, I'll have earned my place, right?"

Those were my final words before I closed my mouth.

Yes, my place. If I resolve the reason I was dragged into this world, I can proudly claim my qualification as a resident of this world.

'That must be why I came here.'

In typical possession novels, the possessor has a reason for possessing someone. There's an ultimate purpose to fulfill. Whether it's preventing the world's destruction, stopping characters from dying, creating a better ending, or simply bringing peace. There's no possession without reason, no life without purpose.

But I don't know much about this world. I never finished the original work, and after dropping it, I never cared about it again. So I didn't know why I came to this world or what I needed to do. I just focused on the good fortune of an orphan becoming a noble and thought about living a pleasant life.

But as things got complicated and I ended up participating in the war and meeting you all, I started thinking differently.

Killing the Khagan, ending the war, maintaining peace, saving you all—I thought that might be the reason I came to this world.

'That's the only thing that made sense.'

The Khagan, with his insane power, in a position anyone would recognize as a demon lord. If I, as a possessor, ended up facing such a monster, it would clearly seem like the world's will. And in that process, saving you all—the first connections I made after possessing this body—and staying together until the end would be the goal.


But I failed. I killed the Khagan and ended the war, but you all died. Even the peace I achieved became a half-fake peace when Dorgos escaped.

Since then, I've thought of myself that way. As someone who failed to fulfill the purpose of his possession. As an alien species unqualified to settle in this world. As a parasite who stole someone else's body only to fail in the end.

Of course, others call me a hero, saying I achieved an unparalleled feat. But what good is that? When I myself—not anyone else—think of myself as a parasite who couldn't save you and couldn't die alongside you.

'Half.'

No word suits me better. Because I achieved only half-peace, I too am half. Half who took family from parents and siblings, half who claimed to be a friend but couldn't protect you, half who couldn't comfort the first person I ever loved.

Having rolled in from another world, and so shamelessly at that, how could I claim to be whole when I failed to fulfill my purpose?

'I can't compare to you all.'

Despite having a noble environment, the blood of a prestigious martial family flowing through a sturdy body, and insane recovery ability that might be a possession bonus—despite all these elements, I was lacking. Unlike you all who shone brightly, I just wanted to enjoy life as a noble with no purpose or dream.

Though you were commoners, though you didn't receive proper education, though you were ordinary humans who felt pain when wounded—you all moved forward with your own missions. For family, for faith, for belief, for peace. Unlike me, who dreamed of an easy life and got dragged into war, you were great.

In fact, seeing you all like that, I was jealous at first. I, the possessor, should be the protagonist, so why couldn't I shine while you all did? So when I received the position of Senior Team Leader, I was quite happy. It felt like recognition that I was superior to you. Looking back now, it was such a childish emotion.

'You are the Six Swords.'

Looking at the six gravestones standing in a row, I smiled again. The Six Swords, six swords that protected the Empire. A name that fits you perfectly. I have neither the decency nor the qualification to join that glory. It's too noble a name for a half-person who wavered without any conviction and ultimately achieved nothing.

That's why I declined the name of the Seventh Sword. Because I'm not worthy of that name.

Because I monopolized all the glory you should have enjoyed, simply because I didn't die.

No, perhaps in the original work, you might have lived, but you died because of the variable of an impurity like me.

"I'm more of a sinner."

Bitter as it is, that's the reality. I'm just a sinner unworthy of standing alongside you. If I wanted to stand with you, I should have died back then.

With those feelings, I gently stroked the gravestones. Gerard, Oliver, Drake, Walter, Idrid, Hecate. My friends, my lover, whom I should have saved.

"...But even a sinner wants to live."

I muttered, slightly raising the corner of my mouth. Though I achieved nothing, though I'm like an impurity and alien species in this world, I still wanted to live. Though I didn't die alone, I still lived on.

Maybe that's why I have six lovers. They're people who prove I have a right to be in this world—connections I made anew after losing you all, not connections this body had built.

Perhaps I made lovers because I wanted the comfort of being a part of this world, because I wanted to feel that even I, who had lost everything, could be loved.

"But I stopped there."

Though I made connections wanting recognition as a member of this world, I was afraid to go further. When I tried to move forward, something deep in my heart whispered: Do you deserve to form deep relationships with the people of this world?

I got scared. It might be trauma. I don't even know why I'm like this.


'But that's not right.'

Not properly expressing affection to someone who confessed to someone like me. How rude is that?

I held my lovers' hands wanting to become a resident of this world, but I don't go further because I'm not a resident. What an idiot.

"I need to change now."

I took a small deep breath and turned around. It's time to untie this terrible knot.

I will kill Dorgos and bring true peace. I will fulfill the reason I came to this world—though I couldn't protect you, I will achieve the peace you desired with my own hands. Then I think I can break free from the restraints I've placed on myself. I think I can live proudly as a resident of this world, not as an impurity or alien species.

As a proper whole, not a half.

Before returning to the Academy, I made one last stop at the mansion.

'It's been a while.'

To be precise, I visited the warehouse at the mansion. My beloved weapon has been stored here for three years. It's not grand enough to call it a beloved weapon, but it's the one I've used the longest and fits my hand the best—thinking about it that way, it is a beloved weapon.

Anyway, I reached for the sword placed alongside their weapons. The expeditionary force won't be organized in a day, so I need to stay at the Academy as usual until the Imperial Family issues more specific orders.

And though it's unlikely, if my stay at the Academy gets prolonged, my current resolve might become somewhat blurred.

'Better prepare in advance.'

So I picked up my sword after a long time. Not a simple wooden sword or a spare or training sword, but the one that accompanied me in the North.

I casually drew the sword from its scabbard. The red blade seemed to symbolize the blood spilled in the North...

?

'What the hell.'

Why is it red?

Did it rust? No, that's impossible...

- Huh, what's this?

And at that moment, a familiar voice echoed in my head.

- Huh? Huh? What is this? Was this here?

A woman's voice, sounding very perplexed.

'Eternal Blue Sky?'

Why are you popping up again?

I sat alone in the confectionery club room, staring blankly at the sky outside the window. My head was throbbing and confused after the series of storm-like events that had occurred one after another. I felt like sleeping for three days straight if I could.

"If a person sleeps that long, their body will rot."

The voice piercing directly into my head was driving me insane.

'It was just a thought. I can't actually sleep that long.'
"Really? That's good then."

I let out a slight sigh at the voice of Eternal Blue Sky—a serene female voice.

This wasn't the first time Eternal Blue Sky had whispered in my head. Didn't this happen right after she moved her residence from my body to the World Tree (pending promotion)? Of course, the conversation had stopped after a few days when the divine remnants in my body disappeared, and I thought that was the end of my connection with Eternal Blue Sky.

Until I noticed my beloved weapon had evolved strangely.

'This kind of evolution wasn't necessary.'

I looked glumly at the sword hanging at my waist. The sturdy, familiar blade I had been using had suddenly evolved into a divine artifact.

But thinking about it carefully, the evolution made sense. Even the spear that pierced Jesus's side to confirm his death was treated as a sacred relic—the Spear of Longinus. My sword, however, didn't confirm death; it delivered it. A crazed object that directly cut down an apostle and was soaked in blood.

After keeping such a sword for three years without any purification or measures, its evolution into a divine artifact connected to Eternal Blue Sky was inevitable.

"Huh? What's this? Was something like this here?"

It was curious that even the deity herself didn't know about it. Is this that Schrödinger thing where something can't be known until it's observed?

"So, are you really giving me the divine artifact? You'll really give it to me when your task is done, right?"
'I was the one who offered it first. I don't lie.'

I casually answered Eternal Blue Sky, who was repeating the same question for who knows how many times.

It's a bit sad to give up my beloved weapon, but it feels uncomfortable to keep carrying a sword soaked with the Khagan's blood. Besides, returning the divine artifact to Eternal Blue Sky would likely speed up the World Tree's promotion. It's more beneficial to give it away than to keep it.

I added the condition that I'd give it after my task was complete, but from her perspective—getting a divine artifact she thought was completely lost—even that was more than she could ask for.

"Hehe, sorry. I'm just excited to see a divine artifact after so long."

Eternal Blue Sky spoke with an excited voice after receiving confirmation about the divine artifact transfer again. Her voice wasn't irritating, perhaps because she was a deity, but—

'By the way, I'm curious about something.'
"Huh? What is it?"
'Why does someone who lives in the World Tree keep talking to me? There are elves and fairies nearby too.'

Eternal Blue Sky suddenly went quiet at my fundamental question that I'd been wondering about for a while.

But it really is strange. She's not homeless, so why is she clinging to me? At first, I thought she was obsessed because of the divine artifact, but she's still talking to me even after I confirmed I'd give it to her.

"They're exhausting."
"Excuse me?"

Her answer was unexpected.

"I appreciate the reverence, but it's too tiring. They check on me and prune branches almost hourly, so I never get a break."

I lowered my head slightly at her words, which conveyed profound exhaustion.

"Especially the fairies—they chatter non-stop. I wonder how Constantina managed to take care of such creatures..."

The divine being now seemed like an aunt who had fled from her nephews and nieces after being overwhelmed by them.


The atmosphere at the Academy hasn't been good lately. More precisely, it's been that way since the day of the Emperor's summons.

Since both Ainter, the prince, and the principal, who is treated as a department head-level official, participated in the summons, news of it spread quickly throughout the Academy. How could people not notice when the prince and principal urgently left during regular class hours?

Decisively, the Emperor stripped the nobles of their private armies and war supply funds, so the noble students couldn't help but learn about the declaration of war. It would be stranger if they didn't know when their families were already preparing for war.

"Brother, do you really have to go? You're already busy with Academy matters. Can't someone else..."

And the confectionery club was no exception.

No, it was even worse. Ainter and the Magic-Ending Duke who attended the summons, and me who was decided to join the military. With such an impressive lineup holding the fort, this place was most affected by the recent declaration of war. Even Irina, a guest, is the daughter of Count Flanvel, who is also subject to the summons. Truly a stellar lineup.

That's why I've been subjected to tearful persuasion since the summons. In the president's office from Margareta, and in the club room from Luise and Irina.

At least the Magic-Ending Duke, knowing that my military service is the Emperor's will, has remained silent, but even he looked at me with pitiful eyes.

"Don't worry. I'm joining as an inspector. I'll mostly be at headquarters, so I'll hardly have to fight."

I calmed them with the same words every time they tried to persuade me.

Though I hear these words every day, multiple times a day, I'm not annoyed. How could I be annoyed when they're saying it out of concern for me? Rather, I'm grateful and sorry.

"I'm not going as combat personnel. With so many troops gathering, various issues will arise, and my role is to check on them."

Of course, it's a lie. The Emperor, who sent me to war with a title and territory, wouldn't want me in a non-combat role. He might not want me on the front lines, but he probably wants me to be a joker to be deployed in case of emergency. That's what I want too.

But I can't tell them the truth. They're already terrified and tearful about me going to the battlefield—what if I might have to fight directly? They would faint or wail if they knew.

'A white lie.'

There should be no secrets between lovers, but this is an act of kindness for my lover's mental health. Some small lies are necessary in life.

That's what I believe.

"But going to the North itself is the problem..."

I gently stroked Luise's head as she muttered in an almost tearful voice.

The reason Luise and my other lovers are trying to dissuade me isn't simply because war is dangerous. It's because they know what I went through in the last Great Punitive War.

But what can I do? The very reason Luise is trying to stop me is why I want to go back to the North. This is also something I can't speak honestly about, so I'm keeping quiet.

"I'm really fine now, so don't worry. If I didn't want to go, would I have agreed so readily?"

Though it's a statement that smells of treason when made in the presence of the prince, I need to say this much to comfort Luise, as well as Irina and the Magic-Ending Duke who are listening quietly.

In the first place, Ainter seems to understand Luise's feelings and is staying silent, and I didn't mean it as if I really wouldn't go.

"And I received a title too. I have one more thing to pass down to my children—"
"Brother!"

Luise shrieked, and Irina's eyes sharpened.

Damn, was that unnecessary? It seemed like I was almost in the clear, but I scored an own goal.

But isn't having more titles to pass down a good thing?

After the club hours ended, I finally understood my mistake when Erich pointed it out.


"If you talk about passing things down in that situation, it sounds like you might die in the war."
"Ah."

I understood immediately. A death flag is worth getting angry about.

"Just in case, don't say things like 'let's get married when the war is over' either. Luise and Irina have become extremely sensitive lately."

I nodded silently at his sincere advice. I should cancel my plan to talk about marriage with Margareta tomorrow or the day after. If Valenti's treasure starts wailing, I'll end up sparring with the Iron-Blooded Duke first.

"And brother."

Just as I was about to express my gratitude to Erich, who gave precious advice to me despite messing up his own love life, he spoke again.

"I also wish you wouldn't participate in the war, but if you must go, I think you should visit our territory."

I patted Erich's shoulder at those words.

Yes, I must go. It's right to greet the family head and mother before leaving.

"I'll definitely go before the war. Thanks for telling me."

Erich's expression changed strangely at my response.

"I think you should go as soon as possible."
"Huh?"

That's a strange answer. Wasn't he simply telling me to pay my respects before the war?

"...Mother collapsed."

My hand, which was patting his shoulder, froze in place.

***

I sighed several times while pacing in front of the bedroom.

I know it's undignified behavior for a nobleman and lord, but I couldn't stay still. What husband would be calm when his wife has collapsed?

'It must have been a great shock.'

My wife had fainted before when she heard that Kal and I were participating in the last war together. Before the shock and nightmares from that time could fade—only three years after the war ended—news of another war came. Of course she would faint.

If only, if only Kal could be exempted, it would have been better. Then my wife might have been sad but would have somehow endured. She was prepared for me, an Imperial Count, to participate in the war, but she couldn't accept, through any form of escapism, that our son, who was just beginning to find happiness, would go back into danger.

As I sighed again, the bedroom door opened and the head maid came out.

"Head maid, how is my wife?"

I immediately rushed over to ask about my wife's condition, and the head maid shook her head with a dark expression.

"She woke up a while ago, but collapsed again after crying."
"Alas."

I couldn't help but lament. She collapses from exhaustion after crying, and when she barely wakes up, she cries again thinking about her husband and son going to war. I'm worried that something might happen to her if this continues.

I even thought perhaps I should have hidden the news of the war, but that's a meaningless thought. How could I hide a war that stakes the fate of the Empire? Besides, if she found out after I had hidden it, she would feel both sadness and betrayal. Her condition would have been worse than it is now.

"And the madam said she must see the young master, and begged us to call him."

I don't even want to imagine how many tears were contained in that word "begged."

"The sun was setting, and students were gradually disappearing one by one. Normally, I would have already returned to my dormitory to rest, but right now I was wandering outside.

"...Mother collapsed."

Those were the words Erich carefully shared after club activities ended. Only someone with the personality of the Second Prince could remain calm after hearing such news.

I had somewhat anticipated this. I heard that when I participated in the last war, Mother was deeply worried and fell into depression. And now, after just three years since the war ended, both her husband and son were heading off to battle again? Even someone with the strongest mental fortitude would panic in such a situation.

Still, I didn't expect her to faint. Or perhaps this is something one can never build tolerance for?

"Even the nanny was at a loss. Mother was crying and asking for you, but she wasn't sure whether to call you since you're not exactly free. She was desperate enough to ask me."

I sighed softly, recalling Erich's words as he scratched his head.

I should have gone to the domain before Mother collapsed asking for me. Even though Father was by her side, and even though I had planned to visit before the war, I should have gone first. Whether I'm a half-son or whatever, to Mother, I am her complete son.

Just as Father considers me his son.

'Damn it.'

Lately, my head seems to throb every day. The sad part is that most of this throbbing feels self-inflicted.

While I was pacing in front of the dormitory for quite some time, a magician from our family appeared through teleportation.

"Young Master. I've come to escort you."
"I see."

This was the magician I had urgently requested through the head butler. Though the continent's greatest magician was right beside me, making a family magician unnecessary, this was a matter I needed to handle alone as a son, so I called for our family's magician.

It would be like delivering a finishing blow to people who are already worried sick if I were to tell the Magic-Ending Duke or my other lovers that Mother had collapsed. One worried person—me—is enough.

"How is Mother?"

When I casually asked the magician who was preparing the teleportation, his expression darkened somewhat.

"Fortunately, she regained consciousness just before I left, but I heard she's only drinking water."

I bit my lip at those words. At least she avoided dehydration, but that's literally all she avoided. From what I'm hearing, it seems she's been without food for quite some time.

"She must be waiting anxiously. Let's go quickly."
"Yes."

I placed my hand on the magician's shoulder, shaking off the endless worries flooding in.

Instead of worrying, I need to show my face as soon as possible.

As soon as I arrived at the main gate of the lord's castle, I hurried my steps. I barely noticed the servants bowing or the knights saluting at the young master's appearance. I just waved my hand roughly to acknowledge their greetings.

Of course, the family's servants seemed too preoccupied with the mistress's collapse to pay much attention to me. That made me feel even more anxious.

"Young Master!"
"Head Butler."

Shortly after, the head butler came running urgently.

"You've arrived just, just in time. The mistress has just woken up—"
"I'll go right away. Is she in her bedroom?"
"Yes, yes!"

With both the lord and young master being practically bound to the capital, the head butler handles most of the domain's affairs. Despite his heavy workload and proportionate abilities, the head butler who always maintained a firm and calm demeanor was now stuttering and showing clear signs of distress.

'Just in time, he says.'

I felt self-loathing at the head butler's words.

I was late. To hear that I arrived "just in time," I should have come much earlier, not now.

"Young Master. The mistress has just regained consciousness, so she might not be able to control her emotions when she sees you. Right now, only you can comfort her..."

I mechanically nodded to the head butler who was explaining non-stop beside me. In summary, he was telling me not to be shocked by whatever state Mother might be in, and to comfort her as much as possible.


I understood perfectly. That's why I came in the first place.

"And if possible, please try to persuade the mistress to have at least a light meal."
"I'll make sure of it."

The head butler sighed in relief at my response.

This is maddening. To think that a son has to persuade his mother to eat—just how devastated must she be?

***

My body feels powerless. Even tears no longer flow properly.

"Nia, if you won't eat, you should at least drink water properly."
"I don't want to..."

I barely responded to Laura's words with a cracked voice. I don't have the strength to shake my head or open my mouth. I just want to lie down and sleep again.

Besides, I've already drunk enough. Three cups should be fine, right?

"You've spilled more than you've drunk, haven't you? Will you drink now?"

In response to my dismissive reaction, Laura gently turned her head away from my line of sight.

I heard Laura sigh heavily, but she didn't forcibly turn my head or anything like that. She seems to be restraining herself because of my poor physical condition.

"Kal will be coming soon. Are you going to greet him like this? Do you want to show such a haggard appearance to your son who's about to go to the battlefield?"

Instead, she tried to persuade me with the most effective method.

"Kal is coming?"

I slowly turned my head toward Laura. Kal, is that child really coming?

"Yes. The head butler sent a magician to the Academy earlier. With teleportation, he'll be here soon."

After saying that, Laura held out a cup of water to me. It was as if she was asking if I had the confidence not to drink after hearing this news.

"...I'll drink."

Of course I don't. As a mother, I can't show my children my suffering.

"Ah."
"Ah."

But just as I was about to put the cup to my lips, I dropped it. Fortunately, it fell on the blanket and didn't break, but the blanket was completely soaked.

I'm cold. Why is it so cold even though it's summer now?

"First it was Sera, and now you're the problem."

I couldn't lift my head at Laura's muttering, which sounded incredulous.

In truth, Laura must be suffering as much as I am. Laura, who cherishes Kal like her own child, couldn't possibly be unaffected.

"I'll get a new blanket right away—"

*Knock knock*

"Mother, it's Kal. May I come in?"

Laura and I both looked toward the door as Kal's voice interrupted Laura's words.

Seeing the door, Laura hurriedly lifted the wet blanket.

"Young, Young Master. Please wait a moment."
"Madam Chamberlain? Is something wrong inside?"
"No, the mistress is changing her clothes!"

After blurting out this strange excuse, Laura quickly stuffed the wet blanket in a corner and threw a spare blanket at me.


Despite my lack of strength, I quickly covered myself with the blanket. I couldn't let Kal, who came after hearing I had collapsed, see me covered in a wet blanket.

"You may come in now."

Laura spoke to Kal as soon as she confirmed I was covered with the blanket.

But perhaps sensing something oddly urgent in Laura's voice, Kal showed no reaction.

"Then I'll come in."

Fortunately, after a short while, the door slid open and Kal carefully entered. Seeing his slightly disheveled hair and worried face, as if he had rushed here, my eyes grew hot.

Strange. I thought I had no more tears left, but seeing Kal made them flow again.

'I'm just causing worry.'

Of course, I know why I'm like this.

I felt self-loathing. Kal is the one who has to leave for the battlefield soon. Kal is the one who should be crying. Kal is the one who needs comfort. Yet this unworthy mother is stealing her son's sorrow. Instead of comforting and soothing my son as a mother should, I'm making him worry and showing him my tears.

"Mother, are you alright?"

Even now, Kal approached me and asked about my well-being first, perhaps still considering this unworthy person as his mother.

"Kal..."
"Yes, Mother. I'm here."
"Kal, Kal... my child..."

I kept calling Kal's name as I held his hand.

It's rough. Hands that have suffered through intense training, through war, through his duties as the head of the Audit Department. These hands that have endured so much despite being born into a noble family.

And as I held those hands, I suddenly wondered: when was the last time I had held his hand affectionately? No, had I ever done so?

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry, so, so sorry..."

Tears fell drop by drop onto the back of Kal's hand. Even knowing I had no right to do this, I couldn't stop. Even knowing that the more I acted like this, the more troubled Kal would be, I continued.

"As a mother, I couldn't be of any help to my son...!"

A son who is dragged into war not once, but twice. What have I ever done for such a son?

If, just if, though it shouldn't happen, but truly if—if today were the last time I could see Kal, would I remain a good mother in his memory? Would I be a good mother in this child's memories?

I kept thinking about that while lying in bed. When I fell asleep as if fainting, I even dreamed that something terrible happened to Kal.

That's why I gripped Kal's hand tightly. It felt like if I let go of this hand, Kal would leave for a place from which he could never return.

***

This is awkward. I understand why the head butler was flustered. Mother's condition is indeed quite serious.

Mother, who won't let go of my hand. Mother, who keeps repeating that she's sorry. I've never seen Mother, who has always maintained the image of the mistress of the 300-year-old Kracius Family and a noblewoman, pour out her emotions like this.

"As a mother, I couldn't be of any help to my son...!"

Words that Mother must have hidden in her heart. Hearing them, I couldn't find a response.

This half-son never treated Mother as a mother, so why is Mother, who lost her real son, blaming herself?

'Damn it.'

I looked down at the hand Mother was holding. In fact, her grip is so weak it's almost embarrassing to call it holding. It's so weak that I could easily free my hand just by pulling back.

But isn't it strange? Why does such a weak force feel so strong?

When Tala was strangling me, I cut off my wrist and ran away, so why can't I escape from this weak force now?

It's a strange thing.

My mother continued to apologize while still crying, and as time passed, my eyes darted back and forth in confusion. When a mother holds her son's hand and weeps sorrowfully, I couldn't bring myself to pull away. Yet it was an awkward situation where I didn't know what to say to comfort her.

Meanwhile, I could hear sniffling from behind, suggesting that the head maid was also crying. I felt surrounded from both sides.

"Mother, I'm fine. You don't need to apologize."

I quickly spoke up to comfort my mother, knowing that if I left this situation unaddressed, the mood would plummet terribly. Though saying "I'm fine" was obvious—I needed to say something, anything.

Actually, I had nothing else to say besides being fine. It's not like I ever felt neglected or abused by my mother.

"I came to see you after so long, and if you just keep crying, it makes me feel bad too."

As I spoke as gently as possible, the tears falling drop by drop on the back of my hand gradually began to subside.

A mother crying because she feels sorry for her son. Is it natural for such a mother to stop crying when she hears that her son feels bad? Even I, watching up close, am confused. It feels somewhat like I'm making a threat.

"Have you eaten?"

I carefully spoke to my mother as she gently wiped her eyes, seemingly having stopped crying completely. The head butler had asked me to persuade my mother to eat. If not now, I didn't think I'd find another opportunity to bring it up.

"She hasn't eaten yet."

The head maid seemed to share my thoughts and hastily answered, speaking over my hesitant mother. She added that my mother had been repeatedly crying and collapsing, unable to eat anything, and had only just started drinking water. This was maddening.

Of course, I'd heard from the magician and head butler that my mother was fasting, but hearing it confirmed by the head maid who attended to her closely made it even more distressing.

"Head maid. Please bring something light to eat."
"I-I'm fine—"
"I'll eat with Mother, so please bring enough for two."

At those words, my mother closed her mouth again. If she refused, it would mean her son would also fast alongside her, so she couldn't possibly object.

It's a cowardly method, using myself as a hostage, but there's no choice. After all, it was Mother who worsened the situation to this point. She brought this on herself.

"Yes, I'll bring it right away."

The head maid left the bedroom quickly, like someone who had caught a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

From her almost running footsteps, I could sense the hardship she must have endured all this time.

The head maid brought two bowls of white porridge. I thought Western porridge was usually oatmeal, but this world setting was too far removed to worry about such trivial details now. Honestly, I wouldn't be surprised if kimbap appeared.

Besides, isn't oatmeal somewhat difficult to digest? Considering my mother's condition, this might be better.

"It's a bit hot."

After blowing on a spoonful of porridge I received from the head maid, I held it out to my mother's lips.

Seeing her hands still trembling, it was clear she lacked strength. If she tried to hold the spoon herself, she would surely drop it, so it was right for me to feed her directly.

"I-It's fine. I can eat by myself, give it here."
"I'm not fine with that."

I firmly replied to my mother as she reached out her hand, seemingly embarrassed. What do you mean you can eat? From what I could see, the porridge would end up spilled all over the blanket.

"Please eat. The young master seems very worried."

Finally, my mother took the spoon in her mouth only after the head maid chimed in. Even then, she hesitated for a long time before accepting it, but at least she ate, which was fortunate.

"Is the temperature alright?"
"Yes. It's warm, just right for eating."

After swallowing the porridge, my mother nodded slightly and answered.

"Please have more. You should at least finish one bowl."

Since she said it was good, I offered her another spoonful at exactly the same temperature. I'm not heartless enough to give just one bite.

Fortunately, my mother didn't seem inclined to refuse with each bite, and from the second spoonful onward, she ate silently. Though she still looked embarrassed, I pretended not to notice.


"I'm sorry. I should have come as soon as the assembly ended."

As the bowl was emptying, I carefully spoke up. I apologized for not showing my face despite knowing my participation in the war was confirmed.

I could have said I was planning to visit before departing, or that I had already met with the family head—but such words would be meaningless. My mother had already collapsed. Making excuses in front of someone who collapsed because of my mistake would be unconscionable.

And at my apology, my mother, who had been chewing her porridge, suddenly stiffened.

"Do you really, really have to go?"

Perhaps because she had already shed her tears, or maybe because her stomach was warmed and she had calmed down, my mother's reaction was better than before.

Of course, it was only better compared to when she was sobbing uncontrollably. Even now, tears were welling up in her eyes.

"You're busy at the Academy. Y-you have to get married soon, and during the break, you'll be busy with Audit Department work."

Seeing my mother desperately bringing up various justifications made me feel sorry for her. In truth, she probably knew. That my participation in the war couldn't be prevented, that despite my upcoming marriage and various obligations, nothing could take precedence over war.

That's why she collapsed. At the news of my participation, at the intuition that she couldn't prevent it, her body and mind couldn't endure.

"It's alright. I'm only going as a military inspector, not to fight."

That's why I could only offer obvious comfort to my mother. Since avoiding the war was impossible, I had to at least assure her of my safety.

"Someone else could go as an inspector. There's no need for it to be you. If you're not even going to fight, why must you..."

But her words, piercing the core of the issue, made me freeze momentarily.

She's right. If the Emperor wanted a non-combat inspector, there was no need to send me specifically. He appointed me as an inspector to potentially deploy me as a combat force if necessary, to pressure the nomads.

"You already participated in the last war, so you've done your duty. Couldn't you give up your title and withdraw instead?"

In my mother's pitiful plea, I suddenly saw the family head's image overlapping with hers.

The family head who said I had done my duty and could skip this time, who told me to give up my title and step back. They truly are a matching couple. Perhaps it's the unified heart of parents worried about their child.

"The family head said the same thing. That I don't need to participate in this war."

When I spoke with a slight smile, my mother nodded quickly. As if begging me to follow the family head's advice.

Though it wasn't the right atmosphere, I almost laughed. In my mind, the family head had been a cold-blooded figure who would use even his children for the Imperial family and the Empire. Yet now he was trying to keep his son out of the war, going against the Emperor's wishes.

The contrast almost made me laugh. No, there was never any contrast. It was just my prejudice and misunderstanding.

"I understand your and the family head's feelings. I know you're worried about me."

As I continued speaking gently, hope filled my mother's face.

Seeing her hopeful expression made me feel guilty. The words I was about to say would completely overturn that hope.

"Head maid. Could you step outside for a moment? I have something important to tell my mother."
"Yes, of course. Please call if you need anything."

Unlike my hopeful mother, the head maid seemed to notice my firm resolve and withdrew with a somewhat dark expression.

"...It's time to talk."

After confirming the head maid had left, I turned my gaze back to my mother.

Yes, it's time to talk. It's time to tell my mother about Hecate and those people. If I want her to understand why I must go north, I must tell her this story.

"Mother."
"Yes, tell me."
"I almost got married a few years ago."

My mother's eyes widened at this unexpected statement.

I continued speaking as carefully as possible. I chose words as gently as possible and explained the situation as briefly as possible. If I told everything exactly as it happened to my mother, who had repeatedly collapsed and risen, she might faint from shock again.


"My friends, my lover, they fell there. As the one left behind, I have a responsibility to return there and finish everything."

And that was the right choice. Despite my carefully packaged words, my mother's complexion turned dramatically pale.

"So Mother, while I appreciate your concern, I must go."

I gently took my mother's hand, but she showed no reaction, as if in a daze.

"...I truly am a useless mother."

Even after a long while, her only response was filled with self-loathing.

"My son suffered such pain for years, and I didn't know... Using my ignorance as a shield... Preventing you from resolving the knot in your heart..."

It's natural she didn't know. I never told her in the first place.

"And even now, I still wish you wouldn't go... What a mess of a mother I am."

It's natural to feel that way. For a mother to want her son's safety is almost instinctual.

But my mother didn't seem to think so, as her head gradually lowered.

"I don't think that way."

At those words, my mother's shoulders flinched.

"That you're not helpful, or that you're a mess. I've never thought such things."

I meant it. My mother was being too hard on herself. The Great Punitive War was a disaster caused by the nomads' uprising, and this current participation was due to the nomads' rebellion and the Emperor's orders. None of it was my mother's responsibility.

"...In fact, how much help have you given me all along, Mother."
"What do you mean?"

My mother raised her head with a dazed voice.

"When I was training as a child, you sent medicinal herbs and took care of my meals."

I smiled slightly at my mother, whose eyes trembled in surprise.

"You may not have expressed it in words, but I know you've always looked after Erich and me. To say such a mother isn't helpful is absurd."

I embraced my mother, who still seemed too shocked to speak.

"I have never thought you weren't helpful, nor have I ever resented you."

This is also sincere. More precisely, these were the memories of the true owner of this body.

In the memories I gained after possessing this body, in the memories this body held, there was no resentment toward the family head or my mother.

"So please don't say such things."

At my firm words, I felt intense trembling in my arms.

I decided to ignore the dampness forming on my chest.

My mother lay back down on the bed. Unlike before, when she had fainted from exhaustion after crying, this time she fell asleep as the tension left her body.

"What a relief."

I sighed in relief as I left the bedroom. The story about herbs and meals that I told my mother—I actually heard it from the head butler before. There were no such memories in the original Kal's recollections either.

Still, the timing was good. Rather than simply saying I never resented her, I said something like "I know you took care of me, so it's okay," which put my mother's mind at ease. Thank you, head butler. You saved me.

And thank you to the original Kal as well. If the original had resented his mother, it would have been difficult to comfort her, but the original never harbored resentment even though he didn't know his mother had been taking care of him behind the scenes.

"I wonder if the kid was kind or just naive."

I feel relieved yet bitter at the same time.

I had calmed my mother, but I stayed at the domain for a day as a precaution. Fortunately, she didn't shed any more tears.

Of course, she was still worried about her son going to war, but she seemed to accept that she couldn't stop me. She simply encouraged me to be careful and return after achieving what I wanted.

"Make sure to visit before you depart for war."
"Yes, I'll remember that."

The next morning, my mother came to the main gate of the lord's castle and held my hand, making me promise several times. She wouldn't try to stop me anymore, but I must visit the domain before heading north.

"You did well."

And my father, who had just returned from working overnight, patted my shoulder in encouragement. He was probably praising me for comforting and persuading my mother.

"It was something I had to do."
"Thank you for saying that."

With those words, my father said nothing more. I didn't bother to speak either. We had already shown our hearts to each other at my mansion, and when war broke out, we would go north together. There was no need to keep a person exhausted from overnight work.

By the way, the Imperial Assembly is brutal. Even for overnight work, returning home after sunrise?

'My future.'

It's bitter. Someday I'll become an Imperial Count and have to work in that brutal Imperial Assembly.

Even if I work as a high-ranking administrative official like now, I could pass the parliamentary duties to Erich, but doesn't that mean I'll never be able to retire?

Either way, it's a terrible future.

The academy schedule was already racing toward summer vacation. Since I would soon be leaving for the north, I felt relieved that vacation was approaching. At least I wouldn't have to worry about "how those impossible kids are doing" during the war.

'Last year was terrible.'

The nostalgic summer of last year when club members stayed in the Empire instead of returning home. Thankfully, there won't be such incidents this year.

Damn, just thinking about being summoned and grilled by the Crown Prince and ministers when I heard those creatures were staying in the Empire—

"I heard you'll be moving soon."
"Yes. I should gladly lend a hand for the Empire's sake."

Just as the trauma was about to surface, Villar's timely intervention helped me regain my composure.

It's remarkable at this point. I almost had a fit in front of a guest just from remembering. Those club members from the '77 season are legendary...

"I've never faced nomads myself, but from what I've read, I know they're ferocious and barbaric creatures."
"That's generally true. Less ferocious nomads get devoured by more ferocious ones."

After collecting myself, I casually responded to Villar's words with a joke, and Villar smiled faintly.

It's been a year and a half since I formed this twisted fate-community with the knight before me, and we've become close enough to exchange such jokes without awkwardness.

"Of course, no matter how ferocious they are, they're powerless before the Empire's majesty."
"Naturally. How could barbarians defy the Mandate of Heaven?"

I almost let out a hollow laugh instinctively. It's not something one should say when they've already defied it significantly five years ago and started defying it again just three years after the war ended.

But it can't be helped. As the Empire bustled with war preparations, the Imperial Academy also became noisy, and naturally, the representatives from the three countries stationed at the academy learned that the Empire was preparing for war.

The Emperor wasn't secretly preparing for war anyway, and the representatives from the three countries stationed at the academy couldn't access classified information, so there was no need to hide it—but Villar's position became somewhat awkward, suddenly witnessing another country's war preparations firsthand. It was too significant a matter to pretend to know about, yet he couldn't pretend not to know with his eyes and ears.

The result is this greeting. A strange encouragement saying that no one will defy the Mandate of Heaven against an Empire facing enemies who have defied it.


'A knight is a knight indeed.'

If he were a seasoned politician or diplomat, he might have subtly probed or looked for openings in this war situation. But Villar silently wished for my safety and victory. A sincere action possible only for a blunt knight.

So what can I do? Since this is the taciturn knight's way of encouragement, I should accept it with a smile even if it's a bit strange.

"...Even if they defy it, the outcome is obvious."

Besides, Villar seemed to notice something odd and quickly added this.

"Haha, Sir Villar is right."

I smiled appropriately at Villar and moved on. At any rate, I appreciated the encouragement.

***

The organization of the expeditionary force proceeded without a hitch. Unlike five years ago, there were no traitors hindering progress, and the sense of crisis regarding the nomads was different from before. It's only natural. With Imperial Counts leading public opinion, we can at least lead the expedition without difficulty.

"The 8th, 11th, and 12th Corps of the Western Front Army have arrived at Hablem Duchy."
"The 8th Corps Commander will be appointed as Field Marshal. The 8th, 11th, and 12th Corps shall move according to his orders."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

After handing the Field Marshal appointment letter to the Minister of War, he bowed and withdrew. The troops mobilized from the Central Front Army will move with the Capital's private soldiers, so essentially all forces have arrived at their positions.

'12 corps.'

The expeditionary force consists of 12 corps, about 150,000 troops. Even with just the central army, without including nobles' private soldiers, we outnumber the nomads more than twice.

But we can't be careless. This is an invasion, not a defensive war. To face nomads in the plains, we need at least triple their numbers, and this war isn't simply about subjugation but about showing the Empire's majesty and incorporating the nomads. The bigger the gap, the better.

'It's about the same level as the previous punitive force.'

Looking at the reports on the movement of private soldiers, over 100,000 troops are moving toward the north or near the Capital. Combined with the central army's 150,000, more than 250,000 troops are moving for the northern conquest.

It's not the best but a second-best result. The Empire, which hasn't fully recovered from the aftermath of war and succession disputes, is mobilizing forces of the same scale as before. This alone will pressure the nomads. It will instill the perception that while they have suffered damage in quality and quantity, the Empire remains unchanged.

'If it had exceeded 400,000.'

Such a thought crossed my mind momentarily, but it's merely wishful thinking. Unless it's a war with the eastern kingdoms, deploying 400,000 to the north would have far more disadvantages than advantages.

The Imperial Army boasts 1 million troops, combining the central army, which is the Emperor's force, and the local army, which consists of lords' private soldiers. Would more than 40% of the Imperial Army be tied up in the steppes? The wolves of the east wouldn't miss such an opportunity. We can't lose the east just to gain barren steppes.

So, erasing the futile fantasy from my mind, I checked the documents again.

'Four Field Marshals should be enough.'

What's important now is selecting Field Marshals to manage the local army.

Fortunately, Count Teilgleichen and the former Count Horpelt, who performed well in the last Great Punitive War, have joined this expedition too. With these two alone, there's no problem controlling the local army.

The other two can be chosen from among the great lords of the west and north—

'...I should entrust this to the Crown Prince.'

I should use this opportunity to extend the Crown Prince's influence to the west and north as well. If the Crown Prince personally finds and appoints great lords qualified to be Field Marshals, they will become supporters of the Crown Prince.

I reached for the communication orb on the table. To entrust the Field Marshal appointment to the Crown Prince, and to summon a subject to whom I need to give separate orders.

***

Not long after the communication orb glowed purple, a teleport mage appeared in front of my quarters. How could anyone be late when summoned not by the Crown Prince but by the Emperor himself?


Moreover, the Northern Expeditionary Force is currently being organized, and I am the expedition's military inspector. Showing any hesitation would be dangerous in many ways.

"You've arrived? His Majesty is waiting."

Upon arriving at the Imperial Palace, the Imperial Knight Commander quickly opened the door for me.

This is maddening. A passage that skips even minimal security checks? It's concerning enough to make me wonder what he wants to say.

'Is he really going to assign me inspection duties?'

It's a fact known to me, the Emperor, and everyone else that the Emperor wants me to play the role of a joker, not an inspector. But suddenly, I wondered if the Emperor's paranoia had exploded, and he was really going to assign me inspection duties.

That would be troublesome. Stirring up the expeditionary force's internal affairs under the pretext of inspection when they need to fight in peak condition? That level of trolling would be an art form.

'Surely not.'

I quickly shook off the anxious thought. Yes, no matter how suspicious the Emperor is, it won't be an inspection order. An Emperor who grabbed his neck in pain due to the trolling of the Second Prince and the Aesilon family wouldn't do the same thing.

...Would he?

Since the Imperial Palace is so vast, it took quite some time to reach the Emperor's office from the main gate. Still, the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Knights, who was guarding the office entrance, recognized my face and let me through with minimal inspection. It's fortunate that further delay was prevented.

And with relief came amplified anxiety. I could somehow understand it at the palace's main gate, but they're doing this at the office entrance too? No matter how minimal the inspection was, when meeting the Emperor, even the most thorough check would be insufficient.

'What on earth does he want me to do?'

I feel cold sweat forming. Is he planning an operation to behead the Khan? To take the Khan's head before the expeditionary force enters the north?

"Has the Audit Department Head arrived?"
"Long live Emperor! I, Kal Kracius, a servant blessed by Your Majesty's grace, stand before the noble and great sun of the Empire."

Of course, there's no use in me racking my brains alone. Besides, I've already entered the office and greeted the Emperor.

"Come closer."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I bowed at the Emperor's command and cautiously approached.

"As the duties of the Audit Department Head are by no means light, I shall speak briefly, so raise your head."

As I quickly raised my head, the Emperor held out something.

Before I could identify what it was, I instinctively received it. Daring to keep the Emperor waiting is something only traitors would do.

'A seal?'

Belatedly checking the object, I saw a white seal.

But this seems oddly familiar? Have I seen this before?

"It's the Marquis seal that Aesilon possessed. The Audit Department Head collected it, so it should be familiar."

Ah.

Only after hearing that did I remember. When I went to notify the Aesilon Marquisate of their demotion, I took the Marquis seal from the then-head of the family.

'So this was originally white.'

I was confused because it was red when I took it.

# Marquis, the second-highest rank among the five noble ranks. While awkwardly positioned just below Duke, creating a somewhat "runner-up" feeling, it's still an immensely powerful position that can command not only lower nobles like Viscounts and Barons but even Counts.

Moreover, since there have only been five Dukes throughout the Empire's 300-year history, the Marquis title represents the practical ceiling for imperial nobility. In other words, it's the dream position that every imperial noble aspires to.

And when everyone desires something, the competition becomes fierce.

'Unlike the Duke position, which is guaranteed.'

The five founding contributors who played decisive roles in establishing the Empire. The Duke title can only be held by the five families carrying the names of these original contributors. No matter how incompetent, a Duke remains a Duke forever, and conversely, no matter how capable a Marquis might be, they can never become a Duke. This is the Imperial Family's respect toward the heroes who established the divine mandate.

But Marquises don't have such protection. If incompetent, they're quickly pushed out; if capable, they can rise rapidly. Charitably speaking, it's a merit-based selection; frankly speaking, it's a brutal battlefield. At its worst, four Marquis families were replaced within a single year.

'Recently, another one was pushed out.'

I looked down at the white seal in my hand. Just a few years ago, this seal had an owner.

But that owner excessively crossed the line set by the Emperor, and ultimately the seal was confiscated, reducing the Empire's Marquises from thirteen to twelve.

"When the Great Emperor established the divine mandate, he respected those who gathered under Kfelopen's name and bestowed appropriate titles. The Marquis title was given to those who led substantial forces."
"It was possible because the Great Emperor's virtue covered the world."

I instinctively responded to the Emperor's words—but in truth, for all the talk of respect and bestowal, the early Empire was merely a patchwork coalition.

In other words, the Marquises of that time were more like allies or warlords than the Emperor's subordinates. Of course, nowadays they're merely subjects seeking the Emperor's favor.

"As the Audit Department Head said, the Great Emperor's virtue was sufficient to cover the world. His benevolence was also as deep as the ocean, so the Great Emperor respected the authority of Marquises and limited their number to thirteen."

Though elegantly phrased, the reality was that too many Marquises would be troublesome, so the number was capped at thirteen. And this number of thirteen has remained as an unofficial tradition over 300 years, with thirteen Imperial Marquis seals. It's become a kind of Maginot Line—neither fewer nor more is acceptable.

"However, I, a descendant of the Great Emperor, have failed to uphold this beautiful intention. How can I not lament?"
"Your Majesty. Your confiscation of the Marquis seal was for the divine mandate and the Empire. The Great Emperor would have gladly witnessed Your Majesty's noble decision."

Yet this Marquis position has remained vacant for two years. Not temporarily, but for a full two years.

Capable and influential Counts probably had their eyes on the Marquis title, but knowing it was the position left after Aesilon was destroyed, they restrained themselves. Coveting a Marquis title that the Emperor reclaimed even at the cost of his in-laws seems rather treasonous. Aiming too high might cause one to fall lower.

"With officials like the Audit Department Head, I am truly a blessed Emperor. However, continuing to leave vacant one of the thirteen positions established by the Great Emperor is indeed my shortcoming."

Anyway, the reason the Emperor brings out the Marquis seal is obvious. He wants to fill the thirteenth position that's been vacant for two years.

I certainly won't be the thirteenth. The nobility was already agitated when I received a Count title—if I were to receive a Marquis title too? And as the Imperial Count's successor? Even nobles suppressed by imperial authority would likely have a fit. Many would grab me by the collar, demanding to know why I got it.

Fortunately, this thirteenth seal already has an intended owner.

"Perhaps the North could fill Aesilon's thirteenth position."

I recalled the Minister's words during the summons.

Yes, this Marquis title is meant for the North, not for imperial nobility. Specifically, it will go to the most useful and loyal tribal chief among the northern tribes.

"The vast North will also be embraced by the Empire. Then the nomads should rightfully become imperial citizens, and the Imperial Family must prepare to embrace them."

After saying this, the Emperor fell silent for a moment before speaking again.

"Audit Department Head."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"You shall represent my will and embrace the North."

I bowed deeply at those words.


The Marquis seal in my hand felt heavy. If he handed me the seal, the Emperor must have already made his calculations. Now I just need to contact the tribal chief the Emperor has in mind and deliver this seal—

"The owner of the seal will be left to the Audit Department Head's discretion. Pass it to whoever you deem worthy."

?

What?

'My discretion?'

Determine an Imperial Marquis at my discretion? Not by the Emperor's designation?

"Y-Your Majesty. I humbly report that my judgment doesn't reach even the tip of Your Majesty's foot, so I dare not accept this command."

I immediately knelt and placed the seal on the floor. Whether his words were sincere or a sudden loyalty test, I needed to decline.

If he had entrusted me with a Count title, which has no numerical limit, I might have accepted it, but this is one of only thirteen Marquis titles in the Empire. Entrusting that to a mere civil servant's discretion rather than the Emperor's will? Insane.

"I have not personally seen the northern tribal chiefs. No matter how many reports come in, they're just words on paper. Only the Audit Department Head can see them directly and make a judgment."

The Emperor picked up the seal I had placed on the floor and personally placed it back in my hand.

"Do not fear. Trust your judgment. Whoever you choose will become a Marquis, and I will consider that choice correct."

My pupils trembled wildly at those words.

He was saying that even if I passed the seal to someone unworthy of being a Marquis, the Imperial Family would support that tribal chief to make them worthy of the position, so I should rest assured.

'Damn it.'

That's even more burdensome. No civil servant would be unfazed hearing that the highest decision-maker fully supports them. This level of trust is so heavy it's crushing.

"...I will certainly repay Your Majesty's great trust."

Of course, with the situation having reached this point, I can no longer decline.

From today, I'm a Marquis-maker.

Just before leaving the office, I was told to also grant Count titles to several decent tribal chiefs. Are Count titles stones that can be scattered so freely?

'They are stones, actually.'

Come to think of it, from the Emperor's perspective, Count titles are positions that can be distributed without issue. They really are just like stones.

From today, I'm a stone-maker.

***

After confirming the Audit Department Head had left, I sat down. Perhaps due to age, even a brief meeting was enough to accumulate fatigue.

However, unlike my physical fatigue, my mind remained clear. The matters that needed handling seemed to be progressing smoothly.

'There's no need to worry about title distribution.'

When I entrusted the Marquis seal to the Audit Department Head and mentioned Count titles, what showed on his face was bewilderment and burden. There was no sign of greed or calculation.

If the power to bestow titles were placed in their hands, many nobles would exploit it. They would play at the precarious boundary between national interest and self-interest.


'It's a blessing for the Empire.'

But the Audit Department Head was not like that. He focused on the mission itself without thinking of self-interest.

Few nobles can be entrusted with any mission, and even fewer focus solely on the mission without any selfish motives. It's a joy that such a rare noble is only in his twenties and has a close relationship with the Crown Prince. If the Audit Department Head is handled properly, there will be no shortage of talent to bind my hands.

The existence of a trusted confidant is important. Even I couldn't have come this far without the Minister of the Imperial Household.

'...Truly a blessing.'

Setting aside concerns about title distribution, I reached for some documents when my head began to throb.

'This again.'

My brow furrowed involuntarily. No matter how hard one tries, age cannot be deceived. A martial artist who has reached the pinnacle can live long with a youthful appearance despite their age, but I am merely an ordinary person far removed from martial arts.

Moreover, having not lived a particularly peaceful life, physical strain is unavoidable.

'I just need to endure a little longer.'

I sighed slightly and picked up the documents.

Yes, just a little longer. Once I eliminate the troubles in the North and appoint the soon-to-be-born imperial grandchild as Crown Grandson, my mission will be complete. I can pass the throne to the Crown Prince after doing everything in my power.

So I must endure. For the divine mandate, for the Imperial Family.

For the Empire and its subjects.

***

Several days have passed since receiving the Emperor's surprise gift.

At first, I felt conflicted every time I looked at the seal resting in my breast pocket, but I got used to it over time. To the point where I worry I might accidentally pull out the Marquis seal when I need to use the Audit Department Head's official seal.

'Should I just pretend to be crazy and use it?'

The thought briefly crossed my mind. If I just used the Marquis seal, would the Emperor take it back?

The problem is he might take my head along with it.

'Damn it.'

I massaged the back of my neck and sighed. In truth, I haven't gotten used to it. Who could get used to having something that far exceeds their authority in their hands? My mental Maginot Line is the Count seal.

But to give a Marquis seal to someone whose pockets are already heavy with a Count seal? The Emperor's weighty trust is enough to bring tears to my eyes.

'At my discretion, he says.'

So I made a resolution. I don't know which bastard will catch my eye, but if someone seems decent, I'll throw the seal at them immediately. I'll make them the Empire's first nomad noble and nomad Marquis.

That bastard will have to endure with dedication and duty for a title they didn't choose.

'...Who should I give the Count titles to?'

While there's only one Marquis position, I'll need to appoint at least six Counts.

This is truly maddening.

# On the Last Day of the First Semester

On the last day of the first semester, I found myself in a meeting with the Principal early in the morning, even before the closing ceremony.

"The deployment ceremony is in a few days, I hear."
"Yes, only His Majesty's command remains."

I nodded in response to the Principal's matter-of-fact statement.

The Northern Army had already assembled, leaving only minimal forces for maintaining public order. Three corps from the Western Army had arrived at Hablem Duchy. The Central Army corps and private armies from various regions had also gathered at the assembly points designated by the Emperor. Now, only the formal deployment remained.

"Another war before the wounds of the last one have fully healed. It's unfortunate."

The Principal sighed softly, his bitterness evident.

One might think the Principal, who stays within the Academy, would have little connection to this war. However, he was once an archmage who served in the military and an educator who taught countless students. With his juniors and disciples participating in the war, his heart must be troubled.

"I wanted to return to military service. Perhaps if this old man could contribute even a little, fewer young people would have to die."

In fact, shortly after the mobilization order, the Principal had submitted his resignation to the Minister of Education, citing the reason that an old man's service could reduce the sacrifice of young people.

Naturally, I heard his resignation was rejected. It wouldn't be right to send someone who had already dedicated his youth to the Empire, and who now nurtures the Empire's future, straight to war. Besides, having a retired elderly officer participate in war would damage the Empire's dignity.

"The military has many experienced generals to lead the young soldiers. Many have been through the last war. I understand your concern, but please don't dwell on it too much."

I offered some words of comfort. I understood how the Principal must feel after losing many juniors and disciples in the Great Punitive War, but his role now was as an educator. Trying to step outside that role would only cause trouble for everyone.

"Yes, you're right. The Audit Department Head is correct."

The Principal nodded at my words. He was probably just expressing his frustration, and now acknowledged the reality of his situation. After all, with his resignation rejected, what else could he do but voice such concerns?

He could only hope that the connections he had made throughout his long life wouldn't fall in vain.

"Please take care of yourself too, Audit Department Head. Though it's hard to imagine you getting hurt, war is unpredictable."
"Thank you for your concern."

I smiled slightly at the Principal's words. I was also among the connections he had made. Having worked together for a year and a half, our relationship was certainly not insignificant.

But here's the problem. I had some news that might be a bit uncomfortable to share with the concerned Principal.

"By the way, I received a message from the Ministry of Finance yesterday. If the war drags on or if something happens to me, the Section Chief of the 1st Section will come as the inspector in my place."

I saw the Principal flinch at those words. It was troublesome enough to have someone replace a familiar inspector, but for it to be the Section Chief of the 1st Section, who was in charge of torture—this must be dizzying news for the Principal.

But what could be done? To fill my vacancy, someone of equal rank as department head or a minister would have to step in, which was impossible. That's why my lover, who had at least some connection with my subordinates, would come instead.

"An Academy graduate coming as an inspector. That's quite a unique experience."
"Haha, I suppose it is."

For a moment, it seemed like the Principal was quickly recalling the Section Chief's school days, but I deliberately paid no attention to it.

"If the Section Chief comes as the inspector, I'll put in a good word. I should be able to maintain contact even during the war."

Of course, the best scenario would be for the war to end during the vacation, but the previous war dragged on for two years, so I couldn't make any promises. I shouldn't give the Principal false hope, so I treated the Section Chief's deployment as a given.

As soon as the closing ceremony ended, I found myself surrounded.

"Kal, you must take care of yourself. Don't overdo it, eat your meals on time... what else was there?"
"And get proper sleep."
"Ah, right. Sleep is important too."


My lover and subordinates were heading home, while I was bound for the battlefield, so I was receiving all sorts of concerns and encouragement.

But something about their worries seemed odd. Didn't they sound like mothers worrying about their child?

"I tend to take good care of myself, so don't worry."

Since they were genuinely concerned, I answered as cheerfully as possible. We wouldn't see each other until the end of the war, so there was no need to worry them with a gloomy expression—

"Is that why you came back with such injuries?"
"I thought we agreed not to bring that up anymore..."

I almost lost my words at Irina's direct hit to my solar plexus. Bringing that up at this timing was unfair.

Still, seeing Irina with tears welling up in her eyes, I instinctively lowered my head. Actually, wasn't the real unfairness not her bringing up the injuries, but me having such injuries in the first place? I should reflect on that.

"...We can't change the injuries you already have, but don't come back with new ones. Understood?"
"Of course."

I hastily nodded at Irina's slightly tearful words.

To be fair, I had those injuries because of the Khagan, not because of any normal situation. This might sound like I'm raising a flag, but realistically, how likely is it that someone like the Khagan would appear again in the same era?

I'm confident I'll return safely this time. This isn't foreshadowing—it's just common sense.

"I hope we can meet again before the year ends. I wish you good fortune, Torture Teacher."
"Thanks, I appreciate it."

I was touched when normal, ordinary greetings came from Lyutis's mouth. I shouldn't be moved by something so basic.

"I'll say my farewell separately at the domain."

And I couldn't help but smile at Erich's words, suggesting that if I wanted to hear his farewell, I should visit his domain before deployment.

I was planning to go anyway, but after hearing that, I absolutely had to.

***

Following the Crown Prince's orders, I appointed marshals to command the regional armies. The Crown Prince had already decided on Count Teilgleichen, the former Count Horpelt, Count Safri from the North, and Marquis Ravirze from the West.

'They're perfect to handle.'

I understood why the Crown Prince suddenly gave me the authority to appoint marshals. It meant he wanted me to appoint them directly and give them my influence.

That's why I chose Count Safri and Marquis Ravirze. Their domains were strategically located, bordering Duke Hablem's and Duke Chenes's territories. Bringing them under my control would only be beneficial, with no downsides.

Moreover, Count Safri and Marquis Ravirze were enthusiastic enough to join the campaign personally. They were also nobles who maintained relatively neutral positions in social circles. It would be discourteous not to appoint them.

'No need to worry about the central army.'

Unlike the regional armies that required me to find marshals, the central army was straightforward. The 8th Corps Commander had already been appointed as marshal for the Western Army, and the Northern Army Commander would take direct command.

The only remaining issue was the Central Army, but even that was resolved as the 2nd Corps Commander, the most senior, had agreed to deploy. His abilities matched his age, so there was no problem.

'So many.'

I let out a small sigh. Including the Northern Army Commander who would effectively serve as a marshal, there were seven marshals in total. The Empire, which had ended a war just three years ago, was now mobilizing a large enough force to deploy seven marshals.

Of course, the purpose of this large army wasn't to seriously exterminate the nomads, but rather to intimidate them by its mere existence. With over 250,000 troops combining central and regional armies, it would be a significant burden for the nomads, who numbered only 60,000 to 70,000.


Additionally, the Audit Department Head would also join the campaign. We were deploying every element that could shake the nomads' morale.

"If the nomads fear the Empire, then the Audit Department Head is the embodiment of that fear. Even the Victorious Duke cannot pressure them by his mere existence."

I suddenly recalled the Crown Prince's words.

He had appointed the Audit Department Head as the campaign inspector, focusing on his symbolic value rather than his military might. While force should be used decisively when necessary, only the Audit Department Head could lead the best strategy to win without fighting.

'He's right.'

As long as the nomads exist, the Anti-Emperor will never be forgotten, and the calamity that defeated the Anti-Emperor is the Audit Department Head. The more the nomads admire and revere the Anti-Emperor, the greater their fear of the Audit Department Head will be.

I hope the Audit Department Head's effect will be even greater than we predict. The sooner the war ends, the better.

'...Is it too greedy to hope it ends before the imperial grandchild is born?'

It would be sad as a father if my first child's birth were stained with blood—but hastily demanding an end to the war would only result in the needless deaths of soldiers.

So I'll leave it to Enen and the Emperor. If they protect that child, it will be born amidst cheers and celebrations, not blood and tears.

***

As soon as I arrived at the Capital with the Magic-Ending Duke, I went straight to the Audit Department. With deployment imminent, I needed to take some measures as the department head, and information about the expeditionary force might have arrived during my absence.

'It just arrived.'

As expected, documents about the expeditionary force had arrived—fresh information that had come this very morning.

[Confirmed Plan for the Great Northern Expeditionary Force

Under the Central Army: 2nd Corps, 3rd Corps, 5th Corps.
Under the Western Army: 8th Corps, 11th Corps, 12th Corps.
Under the Northern Army: 7th Corps, 15th Corps, 17th Corps, 23rd Corps, 24th Corps, 26th Corps.
Total of 12 central army corps participating.

Additionally, approximately 100,000 regional troops centered around the great lords of the Central, Western, and Northern regions will participate.

The expeditionary force will be commanded by Imperial Army Vice Commander and Grand Marshal, Richter Nuren of Hablem, Duke.
Northern Army Commander, Baltaras Wintes, will command the Northern Army corps.
2nd Corps Commander, Raman Mogens of Nudril, Viscount, is appointed as marshal to command the Central Army corps.
8th Corps Commander, Evert Bonatra, is appointed as marshal to command the Western Army corps.

Imperial Council member, Wilhelm Kracius of Teilgleichen, Count, is appointed as marshal to command half of the Central regional troops.
Georg Hiden is appointed as marshal to command half of the Central regional troops.
Patresia Keilon of Safri, Count, is appointed as marshal to command the Northern regional troops.
Maramento Digo of Ravirze, Marquis, is appointed as marshal to command the Western regional troops.

...]

'Oh.'

I couldn't help but be impressed seeing the finalized expeditionary force. I had guessed from the Emperor's flashy performance during the mobilization order, but they really had mobilized forces similar to the previous war.

Moreover, there were seven marshals or equivalent figures, led by the Victorious Duke, the Imperial Army Vice Commander.

'They're serious.'

At this moment, even the marquis seal in my pocket felt light.

The central army of 150,000, provincial forces of 100,000, and six nobles appointed as marshals. A force large enough to cause all the eastern kingdoms to convulse if deployed at the eastern border.

This shows how terrifying nomads are from the perspective of settled nations. While nomadic forces are estimated to gather at most 70,000, the Empire has assembled 250,000—more than three times that number. If we consider the minimum estimate of 60,000 nomads, the Empire's forces are four times larger. With such numbers, victory should be assured before the battle even begins.

If only the opponents weren't nomads, this would be a war I could confidently say was already won...

'Damn horse-riding bastards.'

The problem is that the 60,000-70,000 nomadic forces will all be cavalry. Those wretched nomads—wouldn't it be proper to fight fairly on foot?

Still, the encouraging fact is that while this cavalry disparity is annoying, it's not an insurmountable issue. After all, if even a non-soldier like me is concerned about this problem, the Emperor and military leadership couldn't possibly have overlooked it.

[...In addition to special forces from each legion and provincial army, 14 knight orders, 8 mage corps, and 16 other combat units from the Special Affairs Ministry will participate.]

Information about special forces deployment in the confirmed expedition plan. A whopping 38 Special Affairs Ministry forces that the Emperor has carefully nurtured are included in the expedition.

'This should be enough.'

I found myself nodding at the reassuring numbers.

While cavalry dominates infantry, special forces are monsters that transcend military branches. Even cavalry are mere moving scarecrows before well-trained knights or mages. And the Empire isn't lacking in special forces—just cavalry.

Of course, the North also has special forces like knights and mages, but most of them died in the last war.

'Why does everyone have some defect?'

Thinking about it, it's rather amusing. The Empire's cavalry forces are compromised, while the North's special forces are depleted. Both sides are entering war with one limb broken.

War is a game where two cripples fight and the less crippled one wins—I don't know who said that, but it's true. Objectively speaking, it's fortunate that the Empire is less crippled.

On the day of the departure ceremony, I barely managed to handle the minimum necessary work before visiting my domain. Unsurprisingly, the atmosphere in the domain was not good.

From the family's perspective, both the head and heir are going to war, and from the domain's perspective, many subjects are participating as provincial troops. Frankly speaking, when family, friends, and neighbors are going off to die, it would be stranger if the mood were cheerful.

"Welcome. Is everything all right in this heat?"
"I'm perfectly fine, being so healthy."

Despite the gloomy atmosphere, Mother greeted me with the brightest face possible. As if she couldn't show a dark expression to her son who was about to go to war.

"A familiar face has come as well."
"Oh, it's been a while, Lady Mother."

The Section Chief bowed hastily at Mother's gentle greeting.

Seeing her stiff, tense appearance, Mother smiled gently and patted the Section Chief's shoulder. The Section Chief bowed even lower in reverence, but since it showed how much she respected Mother, I decided not to mind.

"It's been so long, and now we meet for a pre-war greeting."

Mother murmured bitterly toward the Section Chief.

Certainly, from Mother's perspective, having a daughter-in-law (one of them) come to say goodbye before going to war must be unsettling. Her husband, son, and now daughter-in-law all going to war—what cruel fate.

But it can't be helped. With Special Affairs Ministry forces being deployed en masse, the Charcoal Division alone can't justify staying behind. Moreover, the Audit Department's 4th Section, the predecessor of the Charcoal Division, distinguished itself in the last Great Punitive War. Its symbolism is enormous. It would be stranger if they didn't participate.

"Please don't worry too much. Penelia won't be fighting directly like me."


Fortunately, I had news that could comfort Mother's heart, so I carefully offered consolation.

Although the Charcoal Division is participating due to its symbolism, that same symbolism has attached it to me. Officially, they're escorting the military inspector; in reality, they're paired with me to increase the pressure felt by the nomads, since I was once part of the 4th Section.

Therefore, like me, the Charcoal Division will likely remain at headquarters rather than the front lines. If I go to the front, they'll fight alongside me, but honestly, when the Charcoal Division and I are together, we won't get hurt unless Dorgon himself appears.

"Not going to war would be best... but that is reassuring."

Mother seemed somewhat relieved by my words, speaking in a lighter voice than before.

"Please, please return safely. I ask for nothing more than your healthy return."

She embraced the Section Chief and me, whispering softly. It's not what a noble who values dedication and duty to the Empire would say, but right now, Mother was embracing us not as a countess but as a mother and mother-in-law. Just like the family head last time.

"Yes, I will."

The Section Chief answered firmly to Mother's concern. Having lost her parents, she seemed deeply moved by Mother's concern for her as if she were her own child.

"I will return without a single scratch."
"Yes, please do."

Mother smiled gently at the Section Chief's assurance. Regrettably for Mother, as an observer of their conversation, I could see a slight misunderstanding between them.

Mother probably meant for us to return safely without having to fight. A hope that we would return with our bodies intact, even if we achieved no merit.

But judging by the Section Chief's resolute demeanor, she seemed to have interpreted Mother's words differently.

'Well, if you kill before getting hurt, you won't have wounds.'

A peculiar interpretation that overwhelming force to instantly kill opponents prevents one from getting hurt. The Section Chief had inadvertently received a victory charm from her mother-in-law. That's why she showed such determination.

...But it's not exactly a wrong interpretation. If you kill before getting hurt, there's no problem. Indeed.

"My lady. It might be inappropriate to keep our guests standing outside."
"Ah."

Meanwhile, the head maid standing behind Mother whispered softly, and Mother flinched.

Somehow we had embraced and encouraged each other as if saying goodbye, but we had just arrived.

"Well, come in first. Have you eaten yet?"
"No, not yet."

I actually had eaten, but I thought Mother would be more uncomfortable if I said so in this situation.

After just having a meal, I headed to the expedition assembly point near the Capital. The family head was already preparing for departure in the Capital, and Mother didn't seem to want to keep me long either. She just wanted to see my face once more before I left and have a meal together.

I worried she might cry during the meal, but perhaps she had cried enough last time, as she remained composed. That was somewhat fortunate, I suppose.

"Return safely. I think you'll come back fine no matter where you go, but still, be careful."
"Thanks. Oh, if you have time, contact Count Horpelt. The previous Count Horpelt has also decided to join the military, so she must be troubled."

And right after the meal, in response to Erich's sincere encouragement, I gave some appropriate advice before leaving.


It's funny to be giving relationship advice to my brother right before a war, but this advice isn't for Erich—it's for Countess Horpelt. She must be suffering enough having fallen for someone so lacking in both tact and intelligence, and now her father's military service adds to her worries.

This advice is meant to save someone... I hope Countess Horpelt will be happy to receive Erich's contact.

"What are you thinking about?"
"I was wondering how many nieces and nephews I'll have."

While I was inwardly worrying about Countess Horpelt's mental state, I reflexively answered the Minister's gruff voice.

It's a strange answer, but since my nieces and nephews will be determined by Erich's social skills, it's not wrong.

"Huh, I'm more curious about how many children you'll have."
"Well, either more than twenty or less, one of the two."

The Minister burst into laughter at my seemingly enlightened answer, but I ignored it.

"Then come back in one piece. If something happens to you, it would mean the loss of 20 future officials."
"Hey, don't decide my children's careers on your own!"

But I couldn't ignore this remark.

This crazy person wants to make my children slaves? My children will be wealthy unemployed people.

"Seeing the brave and loyal soldiers before me, I can truly sense the firmness of the Empire's mandate."

Just as I was about to unleash a father's curse, the Emperor's voice resounded throughout the assembly area from the platform. His voice echoed powerfully across the vast plain, probably amplified by an artifact.

I hastily closed my mouth as the departure ceremony was about to begin in earnest. Damn, I should have cursed a little faster.

"The Empire has never been in a position to challenge, but rather in a position to be challenged. Throughout the Empire's 300-year history, it has faced countless challenges."

The Emperor stood proudly on the platform, supported by the Crown Prince, the Minister of the Imperial Household, and the Victorious Duke. The master of the Empire speaking about the Empire's history.

"Our great ancestors repelled those challenges and moved forward. No hatred, no anger, no plea could stop the Empire's advance. Those who dared challenge the Empire were simply trampled and disappeared beneath the giant that is the Empire."

The Emperor emphasized the proud history of the Empire—calm, yet always victorious. At his words, the atmosphere in the assembly area quietly ignited.

"Now it is our turn to follow in our ancestors' footsteps. Just as our ancestors did, we will resolutely crush the Empire's enemies and show that the mandate remains firm."

Sensing the mood, the Emperor raised his right arm—a very rare performance given his character of simply saying what needs to be said.

"Advance, advance, from the southern end of the continent to the northern end. Toward every place on this continent where light shines."

The Emperor's gesture, along with a verse from the national anthem that every Imperial citizen would recognize. Though a simple act, it was enough to ignite the already heightened spirits of the soldiers.

"Advance, advance, from the southern end of the continent to the northern end! Toward every place on this continent where light shines!"
"Rule, rule, from the towering Mount Gariond to the vast ocean! Over all those who bow to the mandate!"

The chorus of soldiers facing war.

Whether this chorus is evidence of burning patriotism or a desperate attempt to hide the fear of impending war is unknown.

Of course, it doesn't matter either way. The Emperor commanded, the nobles obeyed, and the soldiers cheered.

That's all there is to it.

The Central Front Army and Central Regional Forces, which had marched out with great pomp, took a brief respite in Hablem Duchy. It would be too cruel to send soldiers non-stop to the North to fight those dog-like nomads. They needed rest before officially crossing the border.

Of course, the Northern and Western forces were already stationed near the border beyond Hablem Duchy, so the rest wouldn't last long.

"Everyone has gathered."

While the soldiers enjoyed what might be their last rest, the high-ranking commanders and staff officers assembled at the Victorious Duke's tent upon his summons.

'Why am I here?'

I wasn't sure why I was included in this gathering of top brass. I came because I was called, but should I really be here?

"The Inspector must observe the expedition force's situation under His Majesty's orders. That's why I summoned you as well."

The Victorious Duke spoke first, seemingly noticing my doubt. Though the Emperor had only nominally assigned me the role, an Inspector was still an Inspector, so I should attend.

"Thank you for your consideration, Your Excellency."

I bowed my head in gratitude for this excessive courtesy. Honestly, I'm just a swordsman who swings a blade on the frontlines, far removed from commanders and staff officers. I'm no expert who could contribute good ideas in meetings.

Nevertheless, he called me not only because of my Inspector title but likely to share real-time information with me due to my persistent bad blood with Dorgon. I'm truly grateful.

"I just received a report from the Northern Front Army commander. There are still no signs of nomads near the border. They've likely abandoned preemptive strikes and are trying to lure our forces deep into the steppes."

The Victorious Duke got straight to the point after gathering the leadership.

News that the expedition force must advance to the North to hunt down and kill the nomads. While it makes sense that we'd need to enter the North to subjugate them—

"That's unexpected. I understand they wouldn't engage now with the Northern and Western forces combined, but weren't there many opportunities to attack before that?"

The 2nd Corps Commander voiced the question everyone was thinking.

Our advance northward is a given. The nomads may be rough, but they're not stupid—they might be conserving strength knowing the Empire is coming to their doorstep.

But just as the Empire fears the nomads' cavalry, the nomads fear the Empire's resources. As the 2nd Corps Commander said, if they had caused trouble at the border before our large forces assembled, they could have chipped away at our numbers, but they've remained quiet until now?

'Last time they were absolute hellhounds.'

If they had been quiet the previous time too, I might have thought, "Ah, these bastards specialize in waiting it out." But how much trouble did their hit-and-run tactics cause us in the last war?

Moreover, the plains north of Hablem Duchy, developed from the North, are perfect for nomad raids. Frankly, if they shot a few arrows from a distance and fled, the Empire would have no choice but to take the hits and fume in frustration.

Yet they're quiet, they say. While physically comfortable, it's mentally perplexing.

'Is their internal situation worse than expected?'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. From the Empire's perspective, hit-and-run tactics raise blood pressure, but for the nomads attempting them, it's a gamble that could end in death if caught. Raiding border villages is one thing, but playing with hundreds or thousands of soldiers is very dangerous.

So perhaps during the last war, the Khagan had a tight grip on his people, with many willing to sacrifice themselves on his orders, while Dorgon hasn't reached that level yet—I could force myself to accept that explanation.

But wait, that bastard called himself Khan, didn't he? He's not the type to boast about being Khan if he couldn't even control his people, is he?

'What's really going on?'


I can't figure it out no matter how I think about it. I'm really far removed from strategy and tactics.

"Without any nomads to interrogate, we can only speculate. Either there's still internal chaos among the nomads, or they've weakened to the point where they want a decisive battle rather than risky provocations."

The Victorious Duke seemed equally perplexed as he offered the standard assessment.

Unfortunately, there's really no other option. You need information to make proper conjectures, but without even prisoners to squeeze for intelligence, what can we do? Guessing without information is just leaving things to chance.

"Five years ago, we had to enter the North with soldiers already exhausted from nomad raids. Whatever the circumstances now, it's encouraging that our troops' burden has been reduced."

The former Count Horpelt spoke up in the heavy atmosphere.

It might sound somewhat irresponsible, but he's not wrong. Apart from the leadership's need to understand enemy intentions, the reduced burden on soldiers who must actually fight is indeed a fact.

"That's right. Whatever their intentions, armed conflict is inevitable. Therefore, troop morale is crucial, and we should focus on using that morale to crush the enemy's momentum."

After the former Count Horpelt, the 5th Corps Commander spoke, and the Victorious Duke nodded slightly in agreement.

If we don't know the nomads' cards, we should at least maximize our own. If they don't engage us, we should prepare to beat them in peak condition. Whatever trap they've prepared, we'll break through head-on.

...Of course, we shouldn't completely forget about the opponent's hand.

***

The former grounds of the Gaar tribe.

A place once at the heart of the North, now silent without children's laughter or sheep bleating, but suitable as a base for a tribe that once stood at the center of the northern region.

"Imperial troops are gathering near the border. As Khan ordered, we're maintaining maximum distance while scouting, so the details—"
"An army of that size preparing to march can be assessed even from a distance. Maintain the current distance."
"Yes, Khan."

After watching the Keshig bow and leave the tent, I tilted my head back.

My mind is strangely calm. I feel neither tension nor exhilaration. If anything, I felt more excited when I declared myself Khan and announced the revival of the Gaar tribe.

'It's been three years, hasn't it?'

I sighed softly. Three years since that war ended, three years since the northern consensus was broken.

And after three years, we clash with the Empire again. By my will, by my decision as the successor to the hero who led the North, not as the hero himself.

'Oh Khagan.'

The North, never unified throughout its long history. The leader of the nomads who united the North and threatened the Empire.

The hero who showed the world that nomads were not just entities to be one-sidedly eliminated by the Empire, not just weak beings to be trampled upon.

Today especially, I miss him more. Today I wish to see a truly great warrior, not an impostor like myself.

"We have lived as dogs. Controlled by the Empire's gestures, forced to bow down when our leash is pulled, no matter how much we bark."


I recalled what he said five years ago, just before raising the army. He poured me a drink himself as he spoke.

"To them, we are no different from talking dogs. They throw us food and manage us, and when we grow too numerous, they cull us. If we dare to break free of our leashes and bite people, we become beasts that must be killed."

The shock of him calmly calling us dogs is still unforgettable.

No, perhaps I knew it but couldn't accept such words coming from someone who had always been so dignified and strong. If he called us dogs, who could deny it?

"But the blood of wolves flows in dogs."

He continued nonchalantly, seeing that I couldn't say anything.

"In the past, before the concept of settled people existed, when nomads roamed the continent. We ran like brave wolves under the eternal blue sky. Our beginning was as wolves."
"But time made the steppes where wolves could run disappear, and eventually put leashes around the wolves' necks. Thus, we became dogs."

Saying this, he looked up at the sky. A sky that was blue, deeply blue, without a single cloud.

"Born as wolves, we became dogs. But that doesn't mean we must live and die as dogs."
"Our ancestors, our history, our pride flows in this blood and soul. Even if the body is oppressed, blood and soul do not yield."

At those words, I found myself looking up at the sky too.

"We will remove our leashes and become wolves again. Not dogs that bow at feet, but wolves that no one can treat carelessly."

My heart pounded. I truly believed he could make us wolves.

"And on the day we become wolves, the sky we look up to will be eternally blue."

I think many warriors dreamed of that day as they rode. To become wolves, not dogs, to look up at the sky by his side.

Though we ultimately failed—it seems there was some achievement.

'At least we've become rabid dogs.'

I couldn't help but smile. Though they know we're weaker than before, the Empire quickly mobilized a large army. This would have been impossible if they still considered us weak, laughable dogs.

We didn't reach our dream, but we showed the possibility. The possibility of becoming wolves that could tear at the Empire's throat, a future where the Empire could no longer control us unilaterally.

Compared to when we were close to the dream, it's miserable, but still a decent achievement, isn't it?

'...Rabid dogs, huh.'

I closed my eyes gently. Rabid dogs—not as good as wolves, but still not to be treated carelessly.

"I will run to become a wolf. Carrying the consensus of the North, I will run until my heart bursts. But if I die carrying that consensus, I entrust what comes after to you."

At least he lived and died as a wolf. But inadequate as I am, I'm just a dog unworthy of being called a wolf. Just a dog who inherited his excessive faith and will, barking away.

And a dog has a dog's way.

"Proceed in your own way, different from me who failed and died."

For my people, for our North, I will proceed in my own way.

# After taking their final rest in Hablem Duchy, the central forces moved to the border area, where they joined with the two parts waiting at the border to form a complete unit. Let's not think about how much money was spent gathering this expeditionary force of 250,000 at the border. War is a money-devouring abyss, after all.

It's a bit frightening, though. We've spent a considerable amount just on movement, so how much money will be wasted like garbage once the actual war begins?

'Is this an occupational disease?'

In the past, I wouldn't have worried about money before a war. I suppose I've truly become a Ministry of Finance official.

And thinking about the Minister who probably coughed up blood while preparing the budget makes me want to smile. During the last war, he was a warrior on the battlefield, and now he's the Minister of Finance preparing budgets. You really never know what the future holds.

"Inspector. His Excellency has summoned you."
"I understand. I'll go right away."

I rose from my seat at the voice coming from outside the tent.

One more step and we'd cross from Imperial territory into the North. Since all the expedition's leadership was gathered in one place, this would be the last meeting held on Imperial soil.

When we return to the Empire, I hope we'll be preparing for a victory celebration.

Unlike the previous meeting, the commanders from the North and West were also participating, making even the Victorious Duke's command tent feel cramped. I was worried some might have to stand.

Of course, the Duke's staff weren't incompetent enough to miscalculate the number of people, so everyone was able to sit.

"Thank you all for your patience. I'm sure there are many spirited soldiers who want to cross the border immediately, but you've controlled them well."
"You flatter us, Your Excellency."

The Victorious Duke, seated at the head, praised the Northern and Western forces for their patience at the border, and the Northern Front Commander responded as their representative.

One might think that simply waiting isn't much of an achievement—but in a situation where nomad hit-and-run attacks could begin at any time, and with commanders and soldiers excited about potential military achievements and spoils, maintaining control without incident is indeed praiseworthy.

Of course, Imperial military law is strict. But as they say, when five people gather, one is bound to be trash. As you live in this world, you occasionally see people who can't control their excitement and do crazy things. Fortunately, we didn't have any such incidents this time.

"There were no preemptive strikes from the nomads, and control during the waiting period was maintained smoothly. The expeditionary force maintains morale sufficient for immediate border crossing."

At the Victorious Duke's words, the Northern Front Commander, who had been bowing his head, and the leadership who had been looking at the map on the table, all turned their attention to him.

"According to reconnaissance, no nomad movements were detected in the Muskar tribe's territory. After crossing the border, we will move directly into Muskar territory."

The commanders and staff all nodded in unison. The Muskar tribe's territory is located in the southernmost part of the North, adjacent to the Empire. It's the land of the tribe that was the first to be subjugated by the Empire during the last Great Punitive War, and it served as a garrison for Imperial forces for two years.

There's plenty of plains for a large army to station, and nearby hills and rivers make it easy to defend and secure water. It's such an ideal location that it would be a waste not to use it as a garrison.

"Once we secure the Muskar tribe's territory, deploy purification magic as before."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

The Platinum Mage Battalion Commander, representing the mages, bowed his head at the Victorious Duke's instruction.

The North knows better than anyone that the Muskar tribe's territory is suitable as a garrison. They might have tampered with the land or water, so purification immediately upon arrival is crucial.

'Damn it.'

My brow furrowed as past memories surfaced. How many days I suffered after accidentally drinking water cursed with dark magic.

"After establishing the garrison, we will occupy the territories of the Sutio tribe to the east, the Bakira tribe to the north, and the Hitra tribe to the northwest."
"What about the Narulan tribe to the west?"
"We'll exclude them. Rather than excessive occupation, we'll secure minimal territory and focus on reconnaissance activities."


The Victorious Duke quickly pointed at the map as he spoke, while a staff officer took notes.

The tribes mentioned by the Victorious Duke, as well as the Narulan tribe mentioned by the 2nd Corps Commander, were all subjugated during the last war, like the Muskar tribe. They are vacant areas that the Imperial army can easily control, and even if other tribes are currently residing there, they would be limited in size.

"Conflict with the nomads is inevitable, but there's no need to fight on their terms."

Rather than wandering aimlessly across the plains and getting attacked from all sides, he means to expand our area of activity from our garrison.

It's the classic "come to me" strategy, but not a bad approach. After all, it's better to fight in a fortified garrison than on the plains against tens of thousands of cavalry.

Moreover, the Emperor doesn't want a conquest of the North achieved by grinding down our troops and soaking the land in blood. He wants to incorporate tribes willing to follow Imperial order and resolve matters as peacefully as possible. Considering this, the Victorious Duke's patient approach is appropriate.

"For now, our priority is to accurately identify the location and balance of power between the tribes. By deploying Special Affairs Ministry forces for reconnaissance—"
"Even while avoiding conflict, wouldn't a show of force be worth considering? If the mage battalions were to fire magic toward the sky or mountains—"

Various opinions followed, but honestly, I let them go in one ear and out the other.

I'm far from strategy, after all. As an Inspector, I'm not in a position to be involved in strategy anyway.

If I were part of the military, I would have been more attentive, but the Crown Prince prevented me from running to the military. It's all because of that bastard.

Upon arriving at the Muskar tribe's territory, something unusual happened.

Knights returning with information that no nomads were lying in ambush nearby, mages casting purification magic in every corner, soldiers setting up tents and digging drainage ditches, leadership gathering at the Victorious Duke's tent which was erected first.

As everyone was performing their different duties, they all simultaneously sensed something unusual and looked up at the sky.

"So we see that again."

At the Victorious Duke's irritated remark, some sighed in agreement, while others who perhaps hadn't participated in the previous war stood dumbfounded.

Still, being dumbfounded is a relatively mild reaction. Last time, some people witnessed it during battle and had their mental fortitude shattered. Fortunately, we're at a garrison now rather than a battlefield, so the shock seems less severe.

Of course, that's only less severe compared to last time—it doesn't mean there's no shock at all.

"Sky Slash..."

At the Northern Front Commander's murmur, a relatively young staff officer visibly flinched. Yes, seeing in person a calamity previously only read about in records must be quite heart-pounding.

Like everyone else, I looked up at the sky, but inwardly I felt like laughing. Only I or that bastard could tear the sky like that.

'You bastard.'

Putting on quite a show of welcome, aren't you?

'At least he's not nearby.'

While it would be proper for the guest to return greetings after the host's welcome—judging by the size of the tear in the sky, the greeting was sent from quite a distance. It would be difficult to return the greeting.

Well, it would be stranger if the Khan himself came close when not even a single nomad soldier is visible.

'So it is you.'

Looking at the torn sky, I couldn't help but smile.

Actually, I was a bit worried before coming to the North. Judging by the skill it took to reunite the scattered nomads, it seemed like it must be you, but I worried that perhaps some ambitious nomad had borrowed your name. I worried that you might already be dead or hidden away somewhere, and some unknown person was calling himself Khan using your name.


Fortunately, that wasn't the case. Of course, a mere upstart borrowing someone else's name couldn't slash the sky. Only you and I can do such a crazy thing under this sky.

'Thank you.'

Thank you for being alive, for crawling out before me. Now I just need to kill you, and everything will be resolved.

With those thoughts, I drew the sword at my waist. People nearby flinched at my sudden action, but soon they seemed to guess what I was about to do and quietly stepped back.

'Since I received, I should return.'

Even if my reply will only be faintly visible because the host is far away.

I exploded my mana. Not in the makeshift way I used at the Academy, but in the way I used in the North in the past.

The mana that violently surged from my heart spread throughout my body. Before long, a large amount of mana gathered in my right arm holding the sword.

'Good.'

Perfect. Since I don't need to worry about injuries, I don't need to overexert just my right arm. I can distribute the recoil from slashing the sky throughout my entire body.

So I swung my sword. From bottom to top, in a simple upward motion.

- ■■■■■■■■■■■──!!!!

And thus I slashed the sky.

***

Not long after slashing the sky, the sky split again.

"As expected."

A scar visible to the naked eye despite the considerable distance. A gash that brutally tore the sky.

Though it should be an intimidating sight, I felt satisfaction instead.

"So you've come too."

I couldn't help but smile. Under this sky, only two beings dare to slash the heavens.

One of them is me. And since the sky that just split wasn't my doing, it's obvious who did it.

"Kal Kracius."

The one who broke the consensus of the North, the one who ended the great one's charge.

"Yes, I knew you would come."

Just as I desire you, you must desire me too. Then naturally, I believed you would come to the North.

This is truly fortunate. I can finally put an end to this tiresome connection.

'Only you can bring about my end.'

And the reverse is also true.

That's what I believe, Kal Kracius.


The Dorgon's Beltu incident was wrapped up without much trouble. Some people were terrified that the enemy had sliced through the sky, but since we immediately countered it successfully, that fear turned into cheers. The enemy has someone strong enough to cut the sky? Well, as long as our side has someone similarly powerful, it's not a problem.

Even the Victorious Duke seemed satisfied with how he'd boosted the troops' morale that had nearly plummeted, going so far as to smile. He's normally extremely strict when leading troops—unlike in private settings—so for him to smile at the garrison site, he must be in an exceptionally good mood.

'He has every right to be pleased.'

Considering the pain the Victorious Duke endured during the last war, he deserves not just a smile but a standing ovation.

Now I can cut the sky too, so I was able to counter immediately, but during the early stages of the Great Punitive War, only the Khagan could cut the sky. This meant that when the Khagan cut the sky, there was no way to prevent our troops' morale from dropping.

The Victorious Duke must still remember commanding troops in those hellish conditions. That's why this successful counterattack must warm his heart.

"There was a small clash in the Hitra tribe's territory."

Anyway, after preventing chaos, the Victorious Duke began occupying the surrounding territories as soon as the garrison was established. The Head of the 4th Section, who was assigned as my escort, kept me updated whenever new information came in.

"Is that so? Was there a tribe living there?"
"It was closer to a clan than a tribe in size. Besides, it was just fleeing nomads shooting a few arrows—hardly even worth calling a clash."

Not a nomad raid, but simply driving out the natives. That's indeed barely worth calling a clash. The Imperial army was likely focused on occupying territory rather than pursuit.

Thanks to that, there haven't been any real battles yet, but soon there will be so many conflicts that we'll miss this peaceful time.

"If they've come down to the territory of a destroyed tribe, there must be other tribes scattered nearby."

The Head of the 4th Section nodded at my words. In the vast North, if someone settled in the territory of a destroyed tribe, especially one adjacent to the Empire, it means there's no space left elsewhere. Probably because powerful tribes have taken control of other areas, leaving nowhere else to go.

This means there will be conflicts between the Empire trying to expand its territory and tribes trying to protect theirs. Or nearby tribes might attack first.

Either way, blood will be spilled.

"From tomorrow, let's stay at headquarters together. It's better to hear things directly than secondhand."
"Yes, my lord."

At her firm response, I opened my mouth several times before closing it again. It's fine if she calls me "lord" when we're alone, but it would be problematic if she did so in front of others.

It's already an issue that a Special Affairs Ministry operative considers someone other than the Emperor her master, but it's equally problematic for lovers to use such terms. If people found out, they'd probably gossip about whether I was the Head of the Audit Department or the Head of the Pervert Department.

'...She's not one to make such mistakes.'

I kept quiet because I trust the Head of the 4th Section. She won't embarrass me by calling me "lord" in front of others.

That's what I believe.

Once the Imperial army had occupied all the territory designated by the Victorious Duke, simultaneous battles began breaking out.

We haven't yet reached the point of tens of thousands of troops clashing—in the morning, nomad raids would trigger the wake-up bugle; at lunch, Imperial troops would march toward nearby tribal territories; and in the evening, after some skirmishing, both sides would withdraw saying "we had fun, see you later." With such battles occurring everywhere, the high command was kept busy.

"About 800 nomads have appeared on the Bakira front. Hutus Bagia, who disappeared with Dorgon in the past, is commanding them."
"We've occupied the southern part of the Larkin tribe's territory, but we're facing fierce resistance and are in a standoff. Field commanders are requesting the deployment of the mage division."
"Reports from the Sutio front indicate Keshig banners have been spotted. Given the absence of a major offensive, it appears some Keshig members have arrived as commanders."

They were truly busy.

'So this is headquarters.'

When I was just a team leader, I could only visit headquarters when summoned by the Victorious Duke. Now I'm haunting the place like a ghost, directly observing all kinds of information.

It's quite a different experience. Information about hundreds or thousands of troops moving pours in instantly, and responses to counter those troops come just as naturally. A place where a single word determines the fate of hundreds or thousands.


Come to think of it, among high-ranking military officials, there are more rigid and cold-blooded people than aggressive ones. I didn't think much of it before, but now I understand why.

'It would be hard to endure with sensitive emotions.'

When countless lives are cut down with a single gesture or word, how could someone with rich emotions handle it? Their mental state would break first. Especially field commanders who frequently interact with soldiers.

...Actually, are field commanders more likely to be among those cut down rather than those giving orders? I'm not sure.

"Your Excellency, the Kaitana tribe is moving south toward the Hitra front! Their size is 3,000!"

While I was absentmindedly listening to the staff officers' reports, the Victorious Duke's gaze shifted at one officer's urgent cry.

'3,000?'

My gaze followed his toward that staff officer.

3,000 is not a number to take lightly. It might be manageable for an allied force, but it's quite large for a single tribe to mobilize. During the last war, only notable tribes could muster such numbers.

'Kaitana...'

I've never heard this name before. Since the staff officer knows about them, it must be intelligence gathered from recent reconnaissance, which suggests they're from the third faction that remained neutral during the last war.

It's astounding. I was already shocked at how the Khagan had scraped together 100,000 from anti-Imperial tribes, but here's another tribe capable of mobilizing thousands. If they had joined the Khagan back then, the war would have been even more insane.

And now this tribe is moving south?

'Damn it.'

This isn't good news. If Dorgon has a few more tribes like this under his command, he likely gathered not just the minimum estimate of 60,000, but closer to 70,000.

"Tell the mage division stationed at Hitra to attack all at once when the Kaitana tribe enters firing range."
"Yes, Your Excellency!"

At the order to strike first against the large enemy force, the staff officer hurriedly picked up the communication device.

The number 3,000 itself is problematic, but if the Kaitana tribe joins with nomads already lurking around the Hitra front, they'll become an even more threatening number. Moreover, if other tribes are also moving south, they could exceed 10,000.

'10,000 on the plains.'

It's chilling. The Hitra territory isn't particularly large, so there aren't many troops stationed there, and fortifications haven't progressed much.

Of course, 10,000 gathering is the worst-case scenario. The high command isn't stupid enough to just watch enemies gather. They're actively stirring up the North to prevent tribal alliances, so unless Dorgon launches a full-scale offensive, 10,000 won't suddenly unite.

Still, 3,000 nomads aren't weak. I hope they can be repelled with minimal casualties.

At least there were no casualties.

"There was no clash?"

And there were no results either.

"Yes. They prowled around as if showing off, but that was it. They maintained their distance without even conducting reconnaissance."

The staff officer kept nodding at the Victorious Duke's puzzled question.

Other staff officers and commanders gathered at headquarters also found this report strange, each stroking their chins or whispering among themselves.

"Aren't they there to pin down our troops stationed at Hitra? If thousands of nomads are nearby, it's difficult to make the first move."
"That makes sense, but why Hitra specifically? Wouldn't it be more efficient to add a bit more force and tie down the Bakira front?"

Despite bringing their maximum force and imposing their presence, they maintained a standoff without any conflict. No one could provide a clear answer to this peculiar situation.


The standoff itself isn't strange. Combat isn't a Pokémon battle—you don't immediately fight just because you make eye contact. That would be insane. Waiting for the right moment is naturally part of military tactics.

But having absolutely no conflict beyond a simple standoff is strange. Nomads typically use their overwhelming mobility to probe and constantly fire arrows like a student slipping love letters into a shoe locker. Those bastards provoke with violence as naturally as breathing.

"I don't understand."

The Victorious Duke muttered, expressing everyone's confusion. It was strange enough that they didn't touch the expeditionary force waiting at the border, but now there's another anomaly even during wartime.

Normally, enemy inactivity would be good for our side, but the high command was thrown into confusion by the bizarre belief that the troublemaking nomads would never be quiet. Are they aiming for that confusion? If so, it's quite impressive.

"...As long as the Kaitana tribe holds their position, our troops stationed at Hitra are also immobilized. The Hitra garrison can neither launch an attack nor abandon their position, can they?"

The Victorious Duke nodded at one staff officer's uneasy comment.

As another staff officer mentioned, specifically targeting Hitra makes little sense, but regardless of intention, the result is that Hitra is pinned down. Well, I suppose other fronts are being handled by other tribes.

So they decided to maintain a defensive posture against the Kaitana tribe that was flexing its presence at Hitra. There wasn't much else they could do.

Then the next day.

"Again, there was no clash."

The day after that.

"Same as yesterday."

And the next day.

"Five or six nomads came out from their camp and circled around, but they just fired a few arrows and went back."
"Any casualties?"
"None. They weren't even within range."

And yet another day.

"The Kaitana tribe's shamans used wide-area spells—but again, they cast from outside our range, so our troops suffered no casualties."
"......"

After five consecutive days without incident, the Victorious Duke was left speechless.

If other fronts were also quiet, one might think the nomads were being cautious, but other fronts were engaged in bloody battles.

'What are these guys doing?'

Seriously, what's going on? Do nomads have some kind of daily quest to participate in the war? Are they just marking attendance?

It's confusing. Despite their grand entrance, there's no substance to their actions. Just all show—

...

'All show?'

I recalled the information about the Kaitana tribe again. A tribe from the third faction that remained neutral, unlike the anti-Imperial tribes infatuated with the Khagan. A hikikomori tribe that only emerged after Dorgon proclaimed himself Khan.

Yet they dragged their heavy forces all the way to the front line, showing off their size to the Imperial army watching them.

'This bastard.'

They're looking for recognition, aren't they?

In the last Great Punitive War, the Empire truly suffered, bleeding and struggling. It's a fact that they were tormented to the point where their souls were nearly threshed by the Khagan.

Thanks to that tearful experience, the Empire's vigilance against nomads reached extreme levels, and when news of a Khan appearing spread, they frantically deployed 250,000 troops. Despite claiming victory in the war, the journey was so arduous that they developed PTSD from it.

But if the victorious Empire is in such a state, what about the defeated nomads?

'Bankrupt.'

Honestly, while the Empire gained nothing from the war, they preserved what they had—the dignity of being the continent's strongest nation and the firmness of their divine mandate. Though they were severely beaten by the Khagan, a win is still a win. If that's upsetting, come back from hell and do something about it.

The nomads, however, lost everything—honor, hope, and practical benefits.

'The higher you climb, the harder you fall.'

A great army of 100,000 had gathered. An outstanding hero called the Khagan appeared. For the first time in history, they formed a single unified force. But in the end, they lost. Despite having countless advantages, they lost.

Just as the Empire developed a phobia of nomads, the nomads have ample reason to fear the Empire. Until now, they could console themselves with "Of course we were defeated when we were scattered." But having lost even after uniting under the Khagan, they must wonder, "Were we just trash all along?"

Of course, the nomads weren't trash but monsters. The Empire, when facing the Khagan, seriously faced defeat and panicked at the prospect of a terrifying nation called the Khagan State being born.

'But it ultimately failed.'

Fortunately for the Empire, and regrettably for the nomads, they failed to cash out when the "Khagan coin" was at its peak.

They pushed the Empire to the brink? Victory was within reach? War is a winner-takes-all structure with no consolation prizes, not even second place. No matter how brilliant the process, if you ultimately lose, that's the end. The nomads who failed to sell their "Khagan coin" at the right time plummeted instantly. The Khagan, once a symbol of hope, became a symbol of despair, dying alongside the nomads.

And in that situation, the Khagan's blood relative claimed the title of Khan.

'That must be awful.'

To use an extreme analogy, the Khagan is like someone who gathered money from everywhere, invested it all in cryptocurrency, then died in a crash. From the perspective of the suddenly bankrupt nomads, the dead man's child shows up saying, "This time it's real!"

Any normal person would want to say, "Stop talking nonsense and get lost," but with the Khan's spicy punch looming before them, how could they speak up? Better to bow down, however humiliating, than to die for speaking out of turn.

Sadly, all the nomads have left now is their lives.

"Maintain the standoff. There's no need to approach first."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

After organizing my thoughts and turning my gaze, I saw the Victorious Duke breaking the silence and ordering to maintain the status quo.

Only then could I read the emotion hidden in the Victorious Duke's expressionless face.

'He's noticed.'

This strange standoff and the spectacularly exploding North. The Victorious Duke couldn't possibly miss what even I had deduced. He must know this isn't a battle but a kind of demonstration and interview, and is calmly accepting it.

'An interview, huh.'

The seal in my pocket felt heavy.

Whether the Kaitana tribe flaunts its insane presence or not, the war still continues. We came to fight the Khan, not some individual tribe.

As time passed, the front line gradually widened, and nomads popping up here and there increased. Additionally, tribes capable of independently mobilizing thousands of troops began to appear, naturally intensifying the battles.

But we weren't getting into scuffles with every tribe.

"The Kirgia tribe is wandering near the Chagara front. Their size is about 2,000, with no conflicts so far."
"The Birs tribe, which was occupying the Keruta tribe's territory, has withdrawn. They used some shamanic magic during their retreat, but damage to our forces was minimal."


Since the Kaitana tribe set the precedent, several tribes have been acting like second and third Kaitanas. They show up at the front line without fighting, or pretend to skirmish briefly before withdrawing their forces. They're showing with their whole bodies that they have no intention to fight.

"The Kaitana tribe has turned around. They're moving northwest, leaving the front line."

The original tribe has even completely abandoned the pretense. They've given up even the minimum appearance of fighting.

It's telling that the reporting staff officer described it as "turning around" rather than retreating or withdrawing. No matter how you look at it, these aren't people who came to fight.

"Also, unlike other tribes, they're moving together without dispersing, and their pace is relatively slow."

I almost laughed at those words. Nomads are like ghosts when they appear, but even more so when they retreat.

The only place they can return to is their own territory, and if they move conspicuously in large groups and their route is discovered, the elderly and children residing in their territory would be endangered. That's why tribes retreating during the last war really gritted their teeth and moved in hiding.

But the Kaitana tribe is moving openly, as if begging to be seen, as if saying "we live here."

'What the hell are these guys...'

It's so blatant that it actually raises suspicion. Are they trying to lure an imperial envoy, and if one really comes, planning to capture them?

Of course, that possibility is very low. It would be insane to risk their territory just to deal with a single envoy. It would be like a country practicing scorched earth tactics in its own capital.

"...Keep watching them. We can't ignore the possibility that they might rejoin the front line after merging with other tribes."

The Victorious Duke seemed to have received a culture shock from this crazy behavior, giving a somewhat delayed response.

I understand. When the common sense you've held until now is shattered daily, it would be stranger to remain unfazed. Even his mention of merging with other tribes might be a last lingering attachment—an attachment to the idea that my common sense hasn't completely collapsed yet.

"Inspector."
"Ah, yes, Your Excellency."
"Let's step outside for a moment."

At the Victorious Duke's words, I quietly rose from my seat. The reports were in a lull anyway, so there was time to step out briefly, and since he specifically wanted us to go together, he must have something important to say.

And at this timing, it's obvious what the Victorious Duke wants to talk about.

"The Inspector will need to move soon."

When we reached a place with few people, the Victorious Duke spoke with a voice filled with various emotions. My feelings probably aren't much different.

"I didn't expect to move this quickly."

I tried to suppress such emotions as I answered. Though the statement was abrupt, both of us know what subject we're discussing.

The Emperor's goal of recruiting tribes. When a tribe appears so passionately requesting to be recruited, as an inspector under the Emperor's orders, I can hardly remain idle. For the Victorious Duke too, it's more convenient if a tribe capable of mobilizing 3,000 surrenders.

'I didn't expect to make contact so soon.'

But I didn't expect a tribe showing signs of recruitment to appear so soon. I thought defecting tribes would only emerge after we applied strong pressure, but defecting tribes appeared shortly after we crossed the border. Multiple ones at that.

I'm not sure if tribes with strong desertion tendencies are appearing one after another, or if the situation in the North is generally chaotic. Or maybe both? That would be scary in its own way.

"We haven't yet located the Kaitana tribe's territory, but we'll know soon."

I couldn't find a suitable response to his voice, which conveyed a strange sense of complexity.

Information obtained not through our own reconnaissance but through the enemy's voluntary disclosure. How absurd and empty must it feel for someone leading an army.


"So far, the Kaitana tribe is the largest among those showing willingness to surrender, and they were also the first to show signs. The Empire must show sincerity in return."
"I'll move as soon as their location is identified."

The Victorious Duke nodded at my quick response.

As he said, the Kaitana tribe is the first to show desertion intent and currently the strongest "desertion ninja." Bypassing them to contact other tribes first could cause displeasure and anxiety for the Kaitana tribe.

That would be problematic. We can't waste the opportunity to eliminate a force of 3,000 without shedding a drop of blood.

"Take as many escorts as you need."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

A consideration to take ample escorts since I'm heading into the heart of enemy territory.

Of course, it's unnecessary. With the Charcoal Division already present, additional escorts would be excessive force.

***

The Kaitana tribe has withdrawn from the front line.

"They're quick, aren't they."

As I slightly raised the corner of my mouth, the Keshig who reported the front line situation bowed his head, as if the Kaitana tribe's desertion was his responsibility.

"Raise your head. This was already anticipated."

I spoke gently to the Keshig. Who could blame a warrior who fought bravely? And who could resent a chief seeking ways to save his tribe?

If anyone bears responsibility for this situation, it's the sinner who shamelessly remains alive despite failing to unite the North.

"How are the other areas?"
"So far, Kaitana is the only tribe that has deserted."
"Hmm, really? Are they the same tribe that dragged their feet during the last war? They're overwhelmingly fast now."

Though I made a light joke, the Keshig bowed his head even lower.

Damn, is it because I'm getting old? My sense of humor must be diminishing.

'Their value has increased, so they're enthusiastic.'

After dismissing the Keshig who bowed like a criminal, I sighed. The Kaitana tribe, which had been living quietly during the last war and after the defeat, rushed south frantically as soon as they realized their own value. As if they couldn't bear to lose their first chance.

Though I anticipated this, frankly, it's vexing. If only they had shown half this enthusiasm earlier.

'Damn them.'

But what can I do? The fault lies in not providing proper benefits and trust to those who move according to their value and the safety of their tribe.

It's ugly to resent the seller when you couldn't pay the proper price.

'I just hope they don't get too far ahead.'

Then suddenly another worry crossed my mind. These guys are too fast, even for being fast. What kind of speed is it to desert the front line before other tribes have even started moving?

This will only make other tribes anxious, and I question whether their value will be properly assessed.

'I need to move more strongly.'

As always, the manager has the hardest job.

# A few days later, I discovered the territory of the Kaitana tribe.

Honestly, I'm not sure if "discovered" is the right word. The Empire was just sitting there while the nomads practically shoved themselves in our faces. If these bastards had gunpowder, they would have been setting off fireworks to advertise their location.

Still, now that we'd pinpointed their position, we moved immediately. The Kaitana tribe's willingness to surrender and the Empire's willingness to accept them had already been made public at the Hitra front. At this point, playing hard to get would just be a waste of time for both sides.

"This is my first time doing diplomacy, so I'm a bit nervous."

While moving with the Charcoal Division, I casually spoke to the Section Chief of the 4th Section beside me.

Having the Charcoal Division with me was reassuring, but they were such solemn and serious fellows that the journey was unbearably quiet. If I tried to speak first, they would respond as if they were honored, which just made me feel bad. The Section Chief of the 4th Section was the only one who responded somewhat normally.

"Master, you can accomplish anything you set your mind to."

See? Even now he's offering ordinary words of comfort and encouragement, albeit awkwardly.

"If they disrespect you, we will exterminate the Kaitana tribe—"
"Don't."

Of course, he's only relatively normal.

I looked at the Section Chief of the 4th Section with a somewhat bitter feeling. Perhaps because he's only handled harsh missions, whenever things go wrong, his first choice is to solve it with force. The world can be conquered not just with force, but with gentle words and sincere passion.

'I should have kept him with me.'

This is all the fault of the Special Affairs Ministry for taking away children I raised. The order came from the Imperial Family, but it's still the Special Affairs Ministry's fault.

Will these children ever leave their stepfather's embrace and return to mine...?

I realized that when you bow, doing it thoroughly makes it an art form.

"Welcome. It is an honor to meet such distinguished guests."

As if they had been waiting for our arrival, an unarmed nomad approached us as soon as we entered the Kaitana tribe's territory. Judging by his elaborate clothing and numerous ornaments, he seemed to be a high-ranking official within the tribe.

I was momentarily speechless at the warm response from this high-ranking official who had personally come to greet us. Seeing nomads who were friendly to Imperial people was too unfamiliar.

"Thank you for such a warm welcome. I was worried we might be unwelcome guests."
"Not at all. In fact, we've been anxiously waiting for your arrival."

After pushing away my awkwardness and finally speaking, an even more explicit response came back. I wonder if it's just my imagination that I can sense the Kaitana tribal chief's anguish in that word "anxiously."

"Now, let me guide you. If I alone were to attend to such distinguished guests, our chief would feel slighted."
"Thank you for your kindness. Where should we surrender our weapons?"
"Weapons?"

The nomad who had turned to guide us tilted his head, then burst into laughter again.

"Haha, you can just come in as you are! Why bother with the inconvenience of disarming?"
'What the.'

I was speechless again at their boldness in not even collecting our weapons. Even when visiting friendly territory, it's customary to collect or isolate weapons except for minimal guards, but the Kaitana tribe wasn't taking any precautions.

Either they were confident even against an armed delegation, or they trusted us that much. Either way, they weren't normal.

"You must have had a difficult journey. My, it's quite embarrassing to meet such distinguished guests under such unfortunate circumstances."
"The worse the situation, the more valuable good relationships become. Please don't worry about it."

As I followed the nomad, I casually responded to his small talk.

The nomad seemed even more pleased with my response. It was a diplomatic way of saying that while meeting during wartime was regrettable, the Kaitana tribe's desire to surrender made them look even better because of the war.


"I've learned something from you. Indeed, good relationships shine brightest in difficult times."

And the better the Empire views the Kaitana tribe, the higher the ransom the Empire will pay for them.

The nomad, who had been smiling continuously, opened his mouth again as if something had occurred to him.

"Come to think of it, I haven't even asked your name yet. I am Krzan Bete, the younger brother of Chief Kaitana Krzan Daran."
"Kal Kracius of Wiridia. I have received the title of Count by the grace of His Majesty the Emperor."

Upon hearing my name, the nomad—Bete's smile deepened.

"Truly, a distinguished guest has arrived."

I silently smiled at his words.

That's enough information to give to a guide who isn't the negotiating party.

The tribal chief wasn't much different from Bete. No, perhaps because he carried the fate of the tribe on his shoulders, he was even more so.

"The Gaar tribe is an evil that has disrupted the order of the North and the world. Thanks to the Empire's might, that evil was suppressed and we could finally breathe, but I never expected its remnants to appear after three years."
"You must have suffered greatly."
"It was hard, but what could I do? With so many compatriots relying on me, I had to endure. Fortunately, thanks to the Empire, we can escape from the hands of that evil—"

The tribal chief, who was cursing both the Khagan and Khan with exaggerated tones and gestures, also emphasized that he had made a tearful decision for the safety of his tribe. He seemed intent on impressing upon me the fact that "we have nothing to do with that bastard."

But they really don't have any connection. During the Khagan's time, they remained neutral as a third party, and even now, they were forced out by the Khan's spicy fist. Since they haven't caused any harm to the Empire, there's nothing to hold them accountable for.

"With someone like you as chief, at least a minimum level of order is maintained in the chaotic North. I truly believe it's heaven's blessing."
"Haha, you flatter me."

When I smiled slightly and spoke, the tribal chief laughed heartily and put a leather pouch to his lips.

"Whew, Bete must have brought good liquor because we have an important guest. Usually, he nags me to cut down on drinking."

The tribal chief's manner of eating the meat on the table was far from noble etiquette, but it made him appear all the more rugged and honest.

I too took a few sips of alcohol like the tribal chief. I hadn't thought the Kaitana tribe was plotting anything to begin with, but now that they had provided food, there was nothing more to worry about. For nomads, breaking the customs of hospitality would be tantamount to a death wish.

'Was I worried for nothing?'

I feel ashamed of myself for saying earlier that this was my first time doing diplomacy.

I thought it would be easy, but I didn't expect it to be this easy. Even automatic doors would open more slowly than these people.

"His Majesty is concerned about the turmoil in the North."
"Such heavenly compassion. I am deeply moved that he would worry even about lowly beings like us."

Anyway, as I mentioned the Emperor to wrap up the conversation, the tribal chief's demeanor changed. When an envoy representing the Empire mentions the Emperor, it means they're about to state their business.

"His Majesty's compassion doesn't end with mere concern. He wishes to embrace the North and care for the good subjects who yearn for peace."
"A beautiful story."

After saying that, the tribal chief pressed his lips together. He was probably calculating how much influence the Emperor intended to exert in the North, how many resources would flow into the North, and how many rights and guarantees of safety the Kaitana tribe would receive for being the first to surrender.

There's no need for complex calculations. I'll tell him right here.

"But the North has its own ways. His Majesty wishes to respect the existing order. There are already those who distance themselves from evil for the sake of order in the North. How could His Majesty ignore such people?"

At those words, the tribal chief's expression brightened again. If the Empire respects the existing order, then at the very least, the title of tribal chief and the influence of the Kaitana tribe would remain intact. Just preserving that would be attractive enough from the tribal chief's perspective.


"Of course, Count Kaitana is one of them."
"Such an excessive evaluation makes me embarrassed...?"

The chief, who was reflexively expressing humility, stiffened as he belatedly noticed something off. With only his eyeballs moving, he seemed to be checking my expression to confirm if he had heard correctly.

Of course, he heard correctly. From today, you are a Count.

'I can't casually throw around a Marquis title.'

At first, I thought about giving Kaitana a Marquis title, but there are still many tribes we haven't contacted. It would be troublesome if we acted hastily and then met a more suitable tribe.

So let's say Count for now. If he thinks he's a Count and then gets promoted to Marquis, he'll be happy. The opposite would be terrible.

***

I can't organize my thoughts. In the midst of excitement and confusion, just one word was swirling in my head.

'Count.'

Me, I'm a Count. Me, a mere tribal chief, now an Imperial noble.

I carefully lowered my trembling hands under the table. I slightly licked my drying lips with my tongue.

'A nomad, a noble?'

I can't believe it. A nomad who is merely a target for subjugation, or at best, survives on supplies the Empire generously provides, becoming an Imperial noble? And not just a Viscount or Baron, but a high-ranking noble like a Count?

When they said they would respect the existing order, I thought they would just prioritize supplying us with resources and use us to control other tribes. That's the method the Empire has used until now. I couldn't even dare to hope for more than that.

But the Empire dangled an unimaginable treasure before my eyes. The attractive treasure of including nomads in the Empire's ruling class.

'It can't be a lie.'

An envoy wouldn't outright lie. They might beat around the bush to avoid responsibility, but they wouldn't tell outright lies. That's what being an envoy is about. Even I, a nomad, know that much.

Moreover, the person who came as an envoy is a big shot. Using such a prominent figure to tell a lie? That would be a waste of manpower.

'This offer won't be exclusive to me.'

Assuming the Empire's words are true, my thoughts branched in another direction.

They won't place just one noble in this vast North. They'll distribute appropriate titles to tribes that surrender like mine. Countless nomad nobles will emerge.

'The landscape will change.'

Now the hierarchy in the North won't be determined by the strength of tribes. It will be determined by the rank of titles.

Of course, if a tribe is strong, they'll receive a high title, but differences in strength can be compensated for by other means.

For example, active cooperation, active loyalty.

More explicitly, the favor of the Empire—the Imperial Family.

'Well, well.'

When they throw such a treasure, one can't help but be tempted.

'If you join late, you're a traitor, but if you join early, you're a meritorious subject.'

From today, I become a meritorious subject.


Among the stories from around the world before my possession, there was one such tale. The story of a strategist who, finding his lord unreliable, sought to recruit a new lord from outside. This strategist reportedly discovered a lord who matched his ideals and offered him a map in service. Whether this is official history or folklore is hazy, but such a story existed.

What lesson does this story teach us? The importance of maps? That in chaotic times, one needs the courage to switch allegiance?

Those are correct, but not the main point. The real lesson is different.

"These tribes here, here, and finally here are being forced to move by the enemy's coercion."
"Indeed, I see."

The lesson is that if you're going to sell out, do it thoroughly to become a meritorious subject. Those who join last end up at the bottom, but those who join first with substantial offerings receive better treatment. And if you bring others along, your status rises.

Chief Kaitana—no, Count Kaitana—is essentially running a multi-level marketing scheme with the North as his backdrop.

'He's going places.'

I couldn't help thinking that about Count Kaitana. No matter how I look at it, he's destined for success. He's the type who would have survived even if the Emperor had chosen extermination over recruitment, or would have secured a position even if the Khagan had won the last war.

He's troublesome but convenient if conditions are met. If his rights and safety aren't guaranteed, he'll flee with all his possessions. Conversely, if his desires can be fulfilled, he becomes the most loyal and wise assistant. He'll protect his employer to ensure his desires are satisfied for life.

'Not bad at all.'

The leader of a tribe capable of mobilizing 3,000 troops as a single force, a chief who bowed to the Empire before anyone else. I had guessed he was quite capable, but this exceeds my expectations.

It seems Count Kaitana will be the closest to becoming the thirteenth marquis. Granted, he's the only tribe I've contacted so far, but I doubt anyone will surpass him.

Besides, a world where multiple people like him exist in one era would be rather sad. This isn't some competition for henchmen.

'Fortunate he's our henchman.'

If he were someone else's, I'd be grabbing the back of my neck in frustration.

"If I may, Count Wiridia, there's something I'd like to ask."
"Ah, yes. Please speak freely."

Count Kaitana, who had been earnestly explaining while pointing at the map, spoke with a serious expression.

"I've heard that an Imperial count is such an honorable position that even their vassals are nobles."

As soon as I heard those words, I could intuitively understand what Count Kaitana was curious about.

"Yes, that's correct. Typically, counts bestow titles upon vassals they believe will serve them faithfully, with final approval coming from His Majesty."

Upon hearing my desired answer, Count Kaitana's eyes darted busily.

And I nearly let out a laugh at what he said shortly after.

"So it doesn't necessarily have to be from my tribe, as long as there's mutual agreement."
"...That's correct."

Looking at Count Kaitana's satisfied expression, I felt a sense of wonder.

He asked about the title-granting process and confirmed that it doesn't have to be someone from his tribe. This means that clan members from other tribes or wandering nomadic clans not affiliated with the Kaitana tribe could still be included in Count Kaitana's sphere of influence.

'He thought that far ahead just from hearing about titles?'

Perhaps he has settled people among his ancestors?

On the way back to the garrison, receiving Count Kaitana's enthusiastic send-off.

"Excuse me, sir."
"Yes?"


The head of the 4th Section, who had been contemplating something with a serious face, carefully spoke up.

"Are all nomads like that?"

I couldn't answer this question filled with bewilderment.

If I said yes, it would seem like I was denying my common sense, but if I said no, Count Kaitana's presence wouldn't leave my mind.

***

Since Kal left for the Kaitana tribe, the nomads' offensive had intensified. The nomads already active on the front lines moved as if they were fighting to the death, and tribes showing aggressive tendencies began appearing one after another on the front lines.

News of offensives from each front line. During war, especially against nomads, aggressive offensives are expected, but—

'They're all acting independently.'

Not all tribes on the front lines are launching offensives. Tribes like the Kaitana, who show willingness to surrender to the Empire, remain quiet.

It's strange. If the nomads' offensive has intensified, it means orders came down from the self-proclaimed Khagan. They're moving to pressure our front lines and inflict casualties.

However, to inflict casualties on the numerically superior Imperial army, the nomads should be launching offensives with all their might. This bizarre front line where some fight while others watch makes that impossible.

'Normally, they'd deal with traitors first.'

It would be normal to either recall tribes that are just taking up space on the front lines or eliminate them. Leaving tribes that could defect to the Imperial side at any moment on the front lines could result in the attacking tribes being surrounded.

Yet there were no such measures. The tribes launching offensives showed no interest in the quiet tribes, and vice versa.

Of course, there were defecting tribes that withdrew from the front lines, but rather than retreating due to pressure from aggressive tribes, they withdrew like the Kaitana tribe, flaunting as if asking others to come to their territory. It's a situation that's difficult to comprehend.

'Have there ever been such brazen traitors?'

It's confusing. I don't know how many times common sense has collapsed during this war. Enemy internal division? That can happen. Strong expressions of surrender? That can happen too.

But internal traitors moving around proudly and such traitors being left alone is unheard of.

'Could someone else be the Khagan?'

I even had such thoughts. I wondered if Udesre Dorgon was already dead and another ambitious person was impersonating him.

Otherwise, I can't explain this bizarre unity and behavior. Dorgon is the only blood relative and heir of the usurper. He has the status and ability sufficient to become a symbol that unites the nomads. The Empire assessed his threat level as high and pursued him for three years, yet is the ability of such a dangerous element only this much?

If Dorgon had shown incompetence in the last war, it might be understandable—but Dorgon mediated between anti-Imperial tribes that were at odds with each other. If we're talking about competence versus incompetence, he's closer to competent.

If I hadn't seen the sky tear open, I would have seriously thought that someone other than Dorgon was the Khagan.

"Your Excellency. The inspector has returned."

While trying to suppress my confusion and update the front line situation, I nodded at the knight's report as he entered the tent.

Judging by the knight's reaction, it doesn't seem like something bad happened to Kal. Then the negotiations with the Kaitana tribe must have ended smoothly.

And as soon as I saw the map Kal brought, I realized it wasn't just somewhat smooth.

"The areas marked on the map are the territories of tribes considering surrender."
"I see."

There are many. Not all tribes would be thousands strong like the Kaitana, but even accounting for that, there are many.

"There are also many tribes that haven't made up their minds yet, including one that performed the role of priests."


It was also surprising that there were still neutral factions amidst all this. The number of tribes with clear intentions to surrender is considerable, but even more tribes might surrender?

'Priests?'

Moreover, I couldn't believe that priests were included in the neutral faction.

To prevent the nomads from regrouping for a second time, the pagan religion they believed in was thoroughly targeted for eradication. The usurper, who also served as the high priest, as well as other priests were tracked down and killed, and countless temples were destroyed. The Empire trampled their religion to that extent.

And now a priest of the trampled faith is said to be neutral.

'This is ambiguous.'

I would have understood if the priest was pro-war due to resentment over their trampled faith, or anti-war out of despair after losing everything.

But being in the neutral faction, neither one nor the other, means that tribe has a lot to consider.

"They're called the Barandiga tribe. They're not large in size, but they have a long history and were one of the representatives of tribes that didn't follow the usurper in the past."

I pondered more at Kal's words. The only focal point of faith at a time when all priests are dead, a long history, a record of rejecting the usurper.

With these qualities, they should have been contacted even if they were pro-war. Especially in a situation where we need to worry not just about subjugating nomads but also about conquest and maintenance.

However, if there's one thing that concerns me—

'We would have to recognize their religion.'

We can't embrace the focal point of faith and ask them to abandon that faith. Embracing the Barandiga tribe means embracing not just their influence but the entire pagan religion.

It's a difficult matter. How can an Empire that received the Mandate of Heaven recognize a pagan religion?

'This isn't something I can decide.'

There's a saying that a general on the battlefield doesn't listen even to the monarch's orders. Of course, truly not listening would make one a traitor, but it means that a commander in the field can make more accurate judgments than a monarch in the rear. That's why the Imperial army tends to respect the judgment of commanders and officers in the field.

But this is different. Even as a duke, it's beyond my authority to decide such a matter on my own.

"You've brought valuable information. Well done. Rest until I call for you again."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

I watched Kal bow and withdraw, then let out a small sigh.

A tempting holy grail has come into my hands, but there's poison inside that grail.

'...I should report this to His Majesty.'

Unfortunately, this isn't a matter that can be handled in the field.

***

A report came up from the Victorious Duke.

A tribe operating thousands of troops has already surrendered, and several other tribes are showing intentions to surrender.

Moreover, a priest of the pagan religion, whom we thought were all dead, is maintaining the lifeline of their faith and is taking an ambiguous stance, neither pro-war nor anti-war.

...

'What is this.'

I couldn't help but furrow my brow.

Was the situation in the North... this much of a mess?

After the Great Punitive War, the Empire's intelligence network regarding the North completely collapsed. Despite efforts to rebuild it since the end of the war until now, they've barely recovered half of their previous capabilities, and even that was hampered by the pursuit of the Usurper's bloodline.

Because of this, the Empire couldn't grasp the details of the North's military strength or internal situation. In such circumstances, when someone claiming to be the Usurper's blood declared himself Khagan, tension was inevitable.

Fear of the unknown—the only reference point being the Usurper's rampage that nearly brought a death sentence to the Empire's mandate. Handling this loosely would be tantamount to abandoning the Empire and its mandate.

'So this is reality.'

However, after lifting the veil of mystery and witnessing the truth, I was shocked in a different way.

Could the current North truly be called a unified force? Is it normal for a traitor to act openly while no one punishes them?

'An alliance?'

No, it's even less than that. At least an alliance would struggle toward common goals, but these people don't even share objectives.

'The title of Khagan shouldn't be taken lightly.'

My head throbs. I could understand if a chieftain of a large tribe had rallied some like-minded forces in rebellion, but the Usurper's blood has declared himself Khagan. A mere influential figure and a Khagan possess authority of completely different dimensions.

It's absurd that someone skilled enough to rally forces under such authority would fail at internal control. Someone who can't even maintain internal discipline yet claims to be Khagan would collapse at the hands of the nomads before the Empire even needs to intervene. They would fall to other tribes questioning their right to stand above them.

In fact, throughout nomadic history, tribal chiefs occasionally declared themselves Khagan. They weren't taken seriously only because they all ultimately died at the hands of fellow nomads.

'This situation shouldn't be possible.'

It's not my personal stubbornness—history itself speaks. There are only two possible futures for someone who declares themselves Khagan: either they rule over all tribes and become a calamity like the Usurper, or they become ghosts of the steppes like other pretenders. A Khagan ruling without strict control, like the current one, is simply impossible.

But what can I do? Though incomprehensible and seemingly impossible, it has actually happened. Rather than denying reality, I must think of countermeasures.

If the Khagan's control is loose, we should exploit those gaps to expand Imperial influence. And as more tribes bow to the Empire, we'll gather more information to understand this bizarre situation.

'A priest of a foreign religion...'

In that sense, the Barandiga tribe reported by the Victorious Duke is a top priority for recruitment. Religion doesn't just remain religion—it permeates daily life and could be considered the foundation of nomadic society.

The only obstacle is that it's a foreign religion—

'The Eternal Blue Sky.'

Suddenly, I recalled the World Tree revival incident reported by the Crown Prince.

I had examined it closely as a monumental event—the World Tree that disappeared due to Apels' atrocities was revived during the Kfelopen era. And the cause was the Audit Department Head who had contact with a power from a god other than Enen.

I found it absurd how the Audit Department Head could be involved in the World Tree's revival, but now I can truly say it was an event blessed by the Great Emperor.

'A Northern god revived the World Tree through an Imperial citizen.'

If so, we have no grounds to suppress it simply for being a foreign religion. The World Tree is important even to the Dawn Order.

As soon as I made my decision, I activated the communication device. Even at this moment, the war continues, and Imperial soldiers are shedding blood in foreign lands. It is a monarch's duty to expedite the end of war by any means possible.

"Call Cardinal Lisiuko. I have urgent matters to discuss."

I cut off the Minister of the Imperial Household as he bowed his head.

Cardinal Lisiuko, head of the Ausen Archdiocese, is the highest authority among Dawn Order officials in the Empire. He must already know something about the World Tree's revival, so persuasion should be swift.

***

When I entered the tent after being summoned by the Victorious Duke, I found a multi-level—no, a Northern map spread out. It was a token of loyalty marking the territories of tribes clearly intending to surrender.

"Inspector, have you heard anything about the Barandiga tribe's territory?"


I shook my head at the Victorious Duke's question as he looked down at the map.

"I haven't heard about that. Apparently, many tribes have relocated over the past three years, including the Barandiga tribe."
"Then we'll need to contact tribes other than Kaitana for that information."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Unfortunately so."

Even Count Kaitana, this year's top Northern informant, doesn't know every tribe's location. A tribe's territory can change overnight, and without continuous exchange, there's no way to track other tribes' territories in real time.

Moreover, when the Khagan perished along with some powerful tribes, a migration crisis erupted in the North. The territories of powerful tribes were prime real estate in the North, and those valuable properties became vacant. For tribes that had been watching from the sidelines, this was heaven-sent opportunity.

The Barandiga tribe didn't miss this heaven-sent chance, and Count Kaitana, who hadn't maintained exchanges with them, lost track of their location.

"However, I've heard from other tribes that the Barandiga tribe is moving toward the front lines."

Fortunately, Count Kaitana had secured some information early in the war, which helped determine that the Barandiga tribe was neutral.

If they were truly a priestly tribe whose faith had been trampled, they would have rushed in foaming at the mouth. Their unusually slow movement suggests they're not yet resolved for war. Yet they haven't approached the Empire to surrender either.

"At least they're not hiding in the rear."

The Victorious Duke, who had seemed concerned, raised his head in relief upon hearing this. Indeed, "finding a tribe hiding somewhere in the North" versus "finding a tribe that will eventually come to the front lines" are vastly different in difficulty.

"His Majesty has declared that even if they follow a foreign religion, if they wish to enter the Empire's embrace, he will rightfully embrace them."
"His Majesty's mercy is truly as vast as the ocean."

I instinctively praised him for saying he would embrace even the Barandiga tribe, essentially the focal point of the foreign faith.

Honestly, given the Emperor's character of prioritizing national interests, I had guessed he would embrace them despite their foreign religion. However, for the Kfelopen Emperor, who receives Enen's favor and upholds the mandate, embracing a foreign religion is a significant burden. As his subject, I must praise the Emperor's resolve for bearing that burden.

"When the Barandiga tribe appears at the front, I intend to make contact. The Inspector should be aware of this."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

I bowed my head in response to the Victorious Duke.

Contacting the Barandiga tribe will present many more challenges than with the Kaitana tribe. First, Barandiga doesn't have a firm will to surrender, and as the last remaining priest in the North, their religious devotion must be strong. They likely harbor negative feelings toward me, the culprit who spectacularly trampled their faith—

"Priest? There's no such person. They're all dead."

Ah, that's fortunate. Then there won't be anyone with excessive religious fervor.

...

'Excuse me?'

I belatedly sensed something off.

There are no priests?

The Eternal Blue Sky, who had spoken to me while avoiding the fairies, had fallen silent when I entered the North. No matter how much gods refrain from excessive interference with humans, it must be bitter to closely witness the deaths of nomads who were once their followers. After all, the Eternal Blue Sky's main presence is now also the World Tree.

After a long silence, the Eternal Blue Sky finally spoke again.

"If even one priest had survived, I wouldn't have fallen so low. With no temples and no priests, I had to reside in your body."

Along with this shocking news.

Come to think of it, I think I heard something similar when I first met the Eternal Blue Sky. Damn, why did I forget? Did my memory fail due to the shock of meeting a god?

'The priests were annihilated.'

Anyway, with this new information, I reconsidered. If even the priests of the Barandiga tribe, who didn't follow the Khagan, were dead, it would mean the Empire killed priests who weren't involved in the war in order to crush the foreign faith.

This would drastically increase the difficulty of negotiations. How could they trust the Empire that attacked them when they were minding their own business—


"Ah, the last priest died of natural causes. He died comfortably of old age in front of his family."
'...'

Information updated again.

"His son inherited both the chieftain and priest positions, but... something happened during the succession, and he doesn't properly perform the role of priest."

I couldn't bring myself to respond as the Eternal Blue Sky muttered something about the temple being destroyed.

'This is maddening.'

Lately, every conclusion I reach seems to differ from reality.

The tribes' brazen desertion, Count Kaitana's spectacular informant role, and now the last priest who died peacefully before his lineage ended.

'Damn it.'

Is the North truly cursed? I can't predict even the smallest things.

***

We had lamb yesterday evening, so should we have horse meat today?

"Chief, we'll reach the front lines in a few days. We might clash with the Empire."

Meanwhile, I'm tired of drinking only mayu liquor every day. The alcohol from the Empire is too precious to drink carelessly.

"We need to decide our position soon! Will you stand against the foreign religion as a priest, or will you follow the general trend?"

Still, wouldn't it be nice to drink something precious occasionally? Alcohol exists to be drunk, not as decoration—

"Father!"
"I'm listening."

I responded indifferently to Shati's shriek.

Seeing my only daughter trembling makes me a bit sorry, but sadly, Shati seems to have too many illusions about the title of priest.

'Priest, my ass.'

What use is a priest in a faith that has lost its temple, sacred objects, hope, and future?

During the last war, our tribe maintained neutrality due to my father's advanced age, but that doesn't mean we cut off all interest. The Apostle of the Eternal Blue Sky, the High Priest, and the Khagan who first unified the nomads—how could we ignore such a figure pushing against the Empire?

But the Apostle has gone to the god's side. The High Priest no longer spreads faith in this land, and the Khagan has fallen before the Empire's sword.

We are finished. Our belief, our faith collapsed that day. So the name "priest" is meaningless. Yet in this situation, others look at me with expectant eyes because I'm a priest.

'Do they think priests resurrect even after being beheaded?'

I'd be fortunate if the Empire doesn't come to kill me.

I could abandon the title of priest, but sadly, the biggest factor binding our tribe together is also that title. Thanks to that, I've been carrying this burden for years.

That's why I'm going crazy. As Shati says, I'm too entrenched in this burden to follow the general trend, but I value my life too much to follow a dead faith.

'Life is shit.'

No matter how I think about it, it's frustrating. I can understand our tribe's people who are united by the priest's authority, but why do people from other tribes place expectations on me? Have I ever demanded even a single horse or a span of land because I'm a priest?

'If the Khagan were alive, they wouldn't have dared open their mouths.'

Anyway, life is like a dog.

# The Nomad's Attack

The attack of nomads is like a disaster for soldiers. Overwhelming mobility, a position looking down from horseback, and a firing range incomparable to ordinary archers. Unless you're cavalry yourself—no, even if you are cavalry, nomads are demons difficult to face.

The Empire, having not fully restored its cavalry forces, mobilized special forces like knights and mages as countermeasures against nomads. Unfortunately, these special forces cannot be deployed in every battle. Even superhumans have limited numbers and stamina. They must conserve their strength and only be deployed at decisive moments.

Tactically, this makes sense. However, this also means that in less critical battles, soldiers must face nomads without these special forces as counters. The despair the troops experience is beyond words.

In today's inevitable battle amid such despair, headless corpses appeared as if it were normal. Some bodies weren't even intact, seemingly trampled by horses.

"Wilhelm."

While surveying the frontline after the nomads retreated, I turned around at the sound of Georg's voice.

"You fought directly again this time, didn't you?"

I nodded at his accusatory tone. There was nothing to hide, nor any reason to hide it.

"Is it strange for a commander to fight alongside his troops?"
"That might be acceptable for an ordinary commander, but it's problematic when a marshal does it."

Though his words make sense, I shouldn't be hearing them from Georg of all people. Didn't he fight on the frontlines with the title of marshal during the last war? His pretense of being normal now is utterly disgusting.

"Zenobia told me to just die in the North if I was going to fight on the frontlines again. So what can I do? A man without a title must simply obey."

Noticing my gaze, Georg cleared his throat and made his excuse.

Indeed, Zenobia had desperately tried to prevent Georg from joining the campaign. The compromise they finally reached was that he could join but not fight directly like last time. This happened because he had completely handed over not just his title but also his authority to his daughter.

"When you pass the burden to your child, you must be prepared to be controlled by them."

Unable to refute this, Georg awkwardly closed his mouth.

While it was His Majesty's will that allowed him to retire, the fact remains that he dumped his title and duties on his daughter. One must take responsibility for one's actions.

"Anyway, take care of yourself as the head of the family. Your wife must already be worried with both father and son on campaign. How heartbroken would she be if she heard you were injured?"

Though I didn't appreciate his attempt to change the subject, his words weren't wrong, so I just frowned. After all, I still had an arrow lodged in my shoulder.

"For a warrior, injuries are part of daily life."
"Ha, I'd acknowledge that if you could say the same in front of your wife."

As Georg chuckled, I pulled out the arrow from my shoulder, causing blood to gush out.

The sensation in my arm felt strange, as if a nerve had been damaged, but this level of injury can be quickly treated with magic or holy power. Even a severed arm can be reattached, so nerve damage is nothing.

Yes, it's nothing. Compared to the soldiers who died desperately struggling against the nomads, this injury is no problem at all. It's a very light price to pay compared to losing one's life.

'If only there had been proper defensive facilities.'

I sighed involuntarily. The Empire continues to advance and expand its frontlines.

However, since nomads don't have castles or fortresses, the only defensive structures when our forces occupy new areas are temporary defensive lines made of stakes, stones, or sandbags. It's only natural that soldiers die when trying to repel nomad attacks with such meager defenses.

To prevent this inevitability, I went to the frontlines myself. Although I'm a marshal, other nobles can handle the command just fine. So it makes sense to leave command to nobles capable of commanding, while I save as many soldiers as possible on the frontlines.

If there are nobles who can save soldiers through command, there are also nobles who can save them through force.

"I still can't get used to the frontlines, no matter how many times I see them."

Georg, who had turned his gaze to the fallen soldiers, muttered quietly.


"At headquarters, everything is summarized in simple phrases: 'Nomads attacked,' 'The frontline is stable,' 'Enemy offensive intensified,' 'Counterattack successful'—war seems so easy when you just hear about it."

After saying this, Georg approached a soldier whose eyes were still open and closed them himself.

"It drives me mad. There, dozens or hundreds of deaths are considered minor casualties. If we repel the enemy with that level of loss, they call it excellent."

Though emotional, I understand his feelings. Even when casualties occur in battle, from the perspective of headquarters overseeing the entire war, they're just minor skirmishes with negligible losses. Despite the intensity of the frontlines, the perception at headquarters remains eerily calm.

When I first felt that disconnect, I thought I would go insane. Actually, I still feel that way. I've just learned to endure it.

"Still, don't come to the frontlines like this. What will you do if your daughter finds out?"
"Is it strange for a warrior to come to the frontlines?"

I chuckled as Georg threw my own words back at me.

I didn't add anything else. Expecting that impulsive man to stay quietly at headquarters would be like forbidding a predator from eating meat.

Besides, visiting the frontline after the battle has ended doesn't break his promise to Zenobia, so I can overlook it.

"Ah, I actually came to tell you something but got sidetracked."

Just as I was about to turn away, Georg spoke up as if suddenly remembering.

"The Barandiga tribe has appeared on the frontline. An inspector is coming to negotiate with them."
"...I see."

I barely managed to nod at the news that Kal, the inspector, was coming to the frontline.

Fortunately, he's coming for negotiations rather than battle, but the frontline is still the frontline. I wish he wouldn't come to such a dangerous place.

"As a father, I understand your concern for your son, but your worry is excessive. Honestly, even if you and I attacked him simultaneously, we couldn't defeat that child."
"Who said I was worried?"
"You did. Would I say that?"

I silently turned my head away from his nonchalant response.

When I return to the council, I should tell Zenobia how many times this man has been lurking around the frontlines.

***

A report came in that the Barandiga tribe had appeared on the Sarei frontline.

'Of all places, Sarei.'

I flinched at the familiar name. The tribe led by Tala was the Sarei tribe.

During the last war, it was an area controlled by a tribe led personally by one of the Eight Stallions, which we couldn't occupy for a long time. Now it's an Imperial-occupied territory maintaining the frontline. It gives me a strange feeling.

"The Sarei frontline was where nomad offensives were most intense, but their momentum has been broken by continuous battles. Now there are more tribes observing than fighting, so it should be safe enough for the inspector to go personally."

I nodded at the Victorious Duke's words. Negotiating on a frontline where battles could break out at any time is awkward, but if the offensive has entered a lull, it's not impossible. Especially if there are more tribes considering desertion than those launching offensives.

"If the Barandiga tribe surrenders, other neutral tribes will also lean toward the Empire. The inspector's role is crucial."
"Yes, Your Excellency. I'll keep that in mind."

As I bowed my head in response, the Victorious Duke patted my shoulder and continued.

"However, many tribes have already shown willingness to surrender to the Empire, so there's no need to push too hard. Make your safe return the top priority."
"Yes, I will do so."

Unlike with the Kaitana tribe, this negotiation is taking place on the frontline, so the Victorious Duke seems concerned. To put it bluntly, it would be quite troublesome if nearby tribes suddenly rushed to the negotiation site while talks are underway.


Of course, the tribes on the frontline are potential defectors or neutral forces, so that shouldn't happen.

Once again, I headed to the Barandiga tribe's camp with an escort from the Charcoal Division. I heard that the family head was at the Sarei frontline, so I considered paying my respects, but I'm currently on official duty. Greetings can wait until after the negotiations.

Besides, saying "I'm going into the heart of enemy territory for negotiations" seems less appropriate than saying "I've returned from negotiations." At least this way, I won't worry the family head.

'Negotiations, huh.'

I'm still concerned about how to proceed with the Barandiga tribe negotiations. I can't quite get a feel for it.

Honestly, the negotiations with the Kaitana tribe barely qualified as negotiations. They were already fully intent on surrendering, and as soon as I presented the gift of a count's title, they switched to lackey mode and voluntarily offered all kinds of information. Calling that a negotiation would be unconscionable.

In contrast, the Barandiga tribe has shown no willingness to surrender nor hinted at what they want. They merely display the ambiguity of being a priest tribe whose faith has been trampled yet maintaining neutrality rather than fighting, and the peculiarity of having inherited the priest position without properly fulfilling the role.

'...Officially, he is a priest though.'

Wondering if considering Barandiga as a religious focal point might be a flawed premise, I gathered information about Barandiga through various channels.

Fortunately, it's true that the Barandiga tribal chief inherited the priest position three years ago. It seems to be publicly known, as other tribes are aware of it too.

'But he's not fulfilling that role.'

Of course, he must be acting like a priest on the surface. He must be doing the minimum required, which is why other tribes still call the Barandiga chief a priest.

But the Eternal Blue Sky said the priest wasn't fulfilling his role. Since this came from the deity receiving worship, it must be true.

'He has the title but no substance...'

I unconsciously looked at the sword at my waist.

Additionally, I touched the part where the Khagan had cut me.

Hmmmm.

'Are you there?'
- Hm? Did you call me?

When I mentally called out to the Eternal Blue Sky, it wasn't long before I received a response.

I'm glad the response was quick. We should have time to discuss before the negotiations.

'I have something to ask you.'

This isn't just good for me but for you too, so please cooperate.

***

I received a report that a group carrying white flags was approaching from a distance. They must be the Imperial envoys.

'This is maddening.'

I seriously considered withdrawing my forces. I wasn't ready to make contact with the Empire yet. In my current state, I couldn't secure the best conditions in a meeting with envoys. But refusing their visit would also be terrible.

While I was caught in this dilemma, unable to decide either way, the Imperial envoys reached our camp.

"One who bears the stigma of the Eternal Blue Sky and possesses the divine object has come! The priest should welcome this guest!"

Along with these bizarre words.

'What.'

What on earth does that mean?

While I couldn't determine what the Barandiga tribe wanted, one thing was certain. Whatever the tribe chief's true intentions, he couldn't give up the title of priest.

Despite not properly fulfilling the role of priest, other tribes still regarded the Barandiga chief as one. So he must be eagerly promoting that "Even though my father passed away, I'm still a priest." Though I couldn't understand why, he was clearly maintaining his identity as a priest.

That was enough. If the Barandiga chief bore the title of priest and couldn't abandon it, I just needed to make him act accordingly.

"A bearer of the Eternal Blue Sky's stigma and sacred relic has arrived! The priest must welcome this guest!"

That's why I boldly proclaimed upon arriving at the Barandiga tribe's camp.

I'm telling you that I bear the stigma of the god you serve and even possess its sacred relic. Even if you harbor ill feelings toward the Empire, as a priest, you cannot turn away someone like me.

"You don't seem quite normal either."

The muttering in my head made me feel a bit embarrassed. As someone who had utterly destroyed the faith of the Eternal Blue Sky, this wasn't something I should be proclaiming so boldly.

Still, I could pretend to be confident. If I were selling out the Eternal Blue Sky for my own selfish gain, I'd be a bastard, but this benefits both sides.

"Since this benefits us both, please understand."
"Well, it's good for me too, I suppose."

With those words, the Eternal Blue Sky fell silent again, and soon several nomads came running urgently.

Since they weren't carrying weapons, it seemed they intended to receive me as a guest.

When I arrived at the ger in the center of the camp, a middle-aged man was waiting. His hair was neatly swept back and his beard well-groomed, suggesting he cared about his appearance, but his expression—a mixture of irritation and fatigue as he drank—made him look like an unemployed man frustrated by repeated failures.

"A stigma and sacred relic."

The man muttered as he removed the leather flask from his mouth after noticing my entrance.

"How interesting that an Imperial citizen possesses what even the priest hasn't seen."

Despite his words, the man showed no interest in his expression as he extended his hand, pointing to the chair opposite him. As if suggesting we sit and talk.

As expected, there was no unilateral expulsion or attempt to attack. Though the situation remained precarious without proper hospitality yet—just being able to have a conversation was a good start.

"I am Gurrt Batalio of Barandiga, the only priest of the steppe and chief of the Barandiga tribe."
"I am Kal Kracius of Wiridia, granted the title of count by His Majesty the Emperor."

The priest, who had been slouching in his chair, flinched upon hearing my name and gradually straightened his posture.

"Kal Kracius?"

A sharpness that bore no trace of his previous lethargy settled in the priest's eyes.

"So you're the heretic who destroyed the High Priest of the Sky and his house."

The intimidating remark was within my expected range. Since I had approached the priest on religious grounds, mentioning stigmas and sacred relics, the priest could assert dominance over me—an Imperial citizen and heretic—by invoking northern faith. After all, this meeting happened not because an Imperial envoy requested to meet the Barandiga chief, but because a bearer of stigmas and sacred relics asked to meet the priest.

But it didn't matter. From the moment this unavoidable meeting was arranged, negotiations were already underway.

"A bitter joke that an enemy of the faith possesses stigmas and sacred relics."
"Even adversaries are part of mythology."

The priest's eyes narrowed at this unexpected statement, but I continued.

"And as part of mythology, adversaries become entangled with gods."

With those words, I gestured to the Section Chief, who placed my sword on the table. Unlike with the Kaitana tribe, escorts and weapons were restricted, making this necessary.

...Actually, this was normal, and Kaitana was the unusual one.

"The first Pope of the Dawn Order died at the hands of heretics. However, the dagger that pierced the Pope absorbed sacred blood and became a sacred relic, and the enemy of faith who harmed the Pope repented and became a martyr who spread the faith."

Though my words seemed vague, the priest seemed to notice something and turned his gaze to the sword on the table.

That's fortunate. He seems quite perceptive.

"Therefore, it's not strange that the sword that killed the High Priest became a sacred relic, and that the heretic who destroyed the temple received the stigma."


To summarize: "I killed your High Priest and destroyed your temple, but the sacred relic and stigma are real."

For a moment, I wondered if I should remove my clothes to show the stigma, but the priest, who had been staring intently at the sword, chuckled and turned his gaze to me.

"Humans cannot know the will of God. You've brought something precious."

After saying this, the priest spoke to the guard standing behind him.

"An honored guest has arrived. Prepare a table."
"Yes, Chief."

I felt somewhat relieved by his declaration to treat me fully as a guest. If things had gone wrong, I would have had to dance with swords at the tribe that was the center of faith before escaping.

By the way, he accepted just by looking at the sword—perhaps he really is a priest? He seems to sense the power of the god.

The priest's response was quite gentle. As a priest, he was dealing with someone who brought a sacred relic of a crumbling faith, and as a tribal chief, an envoy who could save his tribe had arrived—so it made sense.

The one thing that bothered me was that someone who could be this accommodating hadn't expressed any intention to surrender until now—

"Without even sacred relics, let alone a temple to worship our Lord, I was only ashamed to call myself a priest."
"You must have endured much hardship."
"I can't even say it was fine as empty words. The Barandiga tribe is united by faith, and if even I as priest felt like I was groping in darkness, how much worse must it have been for our people? But now the Empire has shown us a sacred relic containing the Lord's power, guiding us to a new path—words of gratitude are insufficient."

Hearing the priest's words, which had suddenly shifted to formal speech, I understood. The priest wanted to surrender but couldn't. He wanted to surrender to save his tribe, but because of his title as priest—yet he couldn't abandon being a priest because the tribe he wanted to save would collapse.

In that maddening dilemma, I had opened a way forward, so the priest had no reason to hesitate. The fact that he specifically said the Empire, not me, had guided them to a new path confirmed it.

Now the priest's surrender wasn't just a choice for survival. It was an expression of gratitude to the Empire, which had bestowed light on a declining faith and shown religious grace. It was what a priest should rightfully do.

"His Majesty recognizes that the North has its own culture. He wishes to respect and embrace the northern faith. As His Majesty's servant who has received his grace, I am merely returning what rightfully belongs to the North, following his beautiful intention."

At these words, the priest smiled deeply. Now the display of the sacred relic went beyond religious grace to include the Emperor's political intention to embrace the North. I was generously providing reasons why the Barandiga tribe should surrender, so he couldn't help but be pleased.

"However, the sacred relic will be delivered after the priest officially receives his title."

Of course, the conferment of a title was also one of the reasons to surrender. I needed to press the advantage while the mood was good.

Moreover, bestowing a title has the magical power to make even enemies smile. When given in a positive atmosphere, it can advance the relationship beyond support to complete unity—a masterstroke. Indeed, the priest, who had been smiling, froze in apparent shock at the mention of a title.

"As I just mentioned, His Majesty respects the culture of the North. This means he will hold the chief of Barandiga, the only priest of the North, in high regard."

Yes, he will hold you in high regard. The priest will symbolize the Empire's vast tolerance and be the symbol of faith minimally shared by nomads scattered throughout the North. For the Empire to effectively control the North, the priest must become an Imperial dignitary.

I casually took out the seal that had been resting in my pocket. When I suddenly reached into my pocket, the guard behind the priest tensed, but relaxed when a seal, not a blade, emerged.

"This is His Majesty's trust bestowed upon Marquis Barandiga."
"...Marquis?"

Seeing his dazed response, I smiled gently.

It's unfortunate for Count Kaitana, the professional collaborator, but Barandiga is perfect for the position of marquis. There's symbolic significance in making him a marquis, and there's history. But in reality, they're small in scale, making it impossible to dominate other tribes by force.

"Perfect."

If the strongest one becomes a marquis, they could beat other counts into submission and become the real power in the North. We can't allow even the slightest possibility of a third Khagan emerging.

So it must be Barandiga. We need to create a marquis of honor, not one with real power.

"Congratulations on becoming the Empire's thirteenth marquis. Well, now you outrank me."

The priest—no, Marquis Barandiga—still stared at the seal with a dazed expression.

***

The whirlwind negotiations had ended.

"Being at the front lines means you could be caught in battle at any time. First, retreat to a safe place, and when the war ends, go to the Capital. His Majesty will officially confer your title."

The envoy's words before the end of negotiations still echoed in my mind.


"What a dog's life it's been."

I felt like laughing. Since the nomads' defeat in the last war, since my father's death, life had been nothing but misery. But now a light had appeared in that life.

"The Mandate of Heaven."

According to the envoy, the Emperor of the Empire embraces the nomads with mercy and tolerance because he follows the Mandate of Heaven.

The Mandate of Heaven, the command of the sky.

"...The sky."

Recalling that word, I could no longer hold back my laughter. The priest who worships the Eternal Blue Sky has survived by the command of the sky. And instead of a humiliating submission, a life of wealth and honor was guaranteed.

It's astounding. I thought it was a faith without hope or future, but was the god watching over the only remaining priest?

"Chief."

As I continued chuckling, Shatty, who had been present at the negotiations as a guard, cautiously spoke up.

"That thing from earlier, was it really a sacred relic?"

Though a brief question, it conveyed all the confusion Shatty must have felt. It was a natural reaction when an Imperial citizen brought a sacred relic that no longer existed even in these steppes.

I smiled at Shatty and answered.

"I don't know."
"...What?"
"I said I don't know."

At my confident response, Shatty's body stiffened.

But what could I do? I truly didn't know.

"How would I know?"

I've never seen a sacred relic directly, and since my father's death, I've never felt the power of the god.

Isn't it stranger for a priest who doesn't receive divine responses to recognize a sacred relic? A priest isn't omnipotent.

"F-Father! You surrendered without even knowing if it was a sacred relic—"

As Shatty stammered and then shrieked, I shook my head. Though he immediately closed his mouth, his eyes were still full of doubt and discontent.

"Shatty."
"...What?"
"What matters isn't whether it's a sacred relic or not."

Seeing that Shatty was about to shout again, I quickly added:

"What matters is believing it to be a sacred relic."

I don't know whether that sword is a sacred relic or not. But the Imperial envoy called it a sacred relic and mentioned the Emperor's intention to embrace heretics. It's as good as the Emperor guaranteeing that the sword is a sacred relic.

Then it doesn't matter if it's not really a sacred relic. The Emperor of the Empire and the only priest will declare it a sacred relic.

"What does truth matter?"

When the continent's strongest nation and the representative of the faith say it's true, what does mere truth matter?

Even if it were important, would it be more important than the peace of the steppe and the safety of the tribe?

"The liquor tastes good."

I drank the mare's milk liquor in my right hand without hesitation.

Tonight, I'll drink until I drop.

The Barandiga tribe, which had finally come down to the front lines, abandoned their position not long after. Even a kid skipping Sunday school would have more patience than them.

However, the Barandiga tribe's desertion was enough to shock the other tribes. The Barandiga tribe, previously considered neutral, left the front lines immediately after contact with Imperial envoys. Anyone could see this meant even the Barandiga tribe had turned pro-Imperial.

Although the Barandiga tribe's military strength was insufficient to lead the war situation, let alone shake up a single front line, their symbolic status as having the only priest was significant enough to encompass the entire North. In matters of faith, their authority rivaled or even surpassed that of the Khagan.

"The Kirgia tribe has surrendered. They bowed their heads in fear of the villain's blade, but now they say they've finally understood heaven's will and wish to serve the Empire."
"The Birs tribe has disarmed. They've offered 500 horses, hoping for lenient treatment."

After the considerable Kaitana tribe and the spiritually central Barandiga tribe—both notable tribes—consecutively surrendered to the Empire, other tribes quickly followed suit. Judging by how they surrendered before the Empire even approached them, they must have been quite desperate.

Until the Barandiga joined, they probably thought it would be enough to show willingness to surrender to the Empire and simply not be hostile. Honestly, both the Victorious Duke and I thought the same. It's beneficial enough if those damn nomads just keep quiet.

However, as more influential figures bow to the Empire, the Empire no longer needs to wait for other tribes to surrender. There's no need to wait until the bus is full; they can just take the necessary passengers and leave.

So the tribes waiting for Imperial envoys all rushed forward at once. If they moved too slowly and the bus doors closed, they would die.

"The Digera chieftain has made contact with Marshal Labirje. He has offered his own neck in exchange for mercy toward his tribe."

The situation escalated to the point where tribes actively fighting Imperial forces on the front lines were surrendering.

'Faith really is important.'

It's astonishing. The Digera tribe had consistently shown up on the front lines since the beginning of the war, and after the Barandiga tribe appeared, they launched even fiercer offensives. Given that the priest's appearance served as a catalyst, they must be a tribe with abundant faith.

But now that priest has surrendered to the Empire. This event was enough to transform their morale-boosting faith buff into a debuff of despair, and ultimately the Digera chieftain surrendered to the Empire alone. They probably thought they had been fighting for their faith until now, but when that faith sided with the Empire, their surrender was inevitable.

"The Digera tribe's crimes are not small, but they have recognized their sins and submitted to heaven's mandate. The chieftain's punishment will end with him passing his position to his child and living in seclusion."
"Yes, Your Excellency. I will convey your message."

After the Victorious Duke's judgment, the staff officer bowed his head and grabbed the communication device. The punishment was very lenient for someone who had inflicted significant damage on Imperial forces, but the Digera chieftain was the first to surrender among the pro-war tribes. Showing some leniency makes him a useful propaganda tool.

Now, not only the surrendering and neutral factions will seek the Empire's embrace. Among the pro-war factions, deeply religious tribes will fall into confusion, and whenever their minds become troubled, they will remember the Digera tribe and hold onto a glimmer of hope.

That if they bow now, they can still save their lives.

'Thanks to you, things are progressing smoothly. Thank you.'

The situation was so positive that I expressed gratitude to the Eternal Blue Sky. Even without the Eternal Blue Sky, tribes like the Kaitana would have surrendered to the Empire anyway, but it's undeniable that the Barandiga tribe's joining significantly accelerated both the scale and timing.

Thanks to the Eternal Blue Sky's divine object and stigmata, we recruited the priest, and the priest led part of the North. Although the circumstances of obtaining the divine object and stigmata weren't particularly pleasant, it's a fact that we received help.

- …….

But something's strange. The one who usually responds to my gratitude with smug jokes is silent.

What's going on? Did fairies grab him by the hair or something? If so, he wouldn't be in a position to talk.

- This is strange...

Fortunately, it seems his head wasn't grabbed, as a response came shortly after.

- The priest... there's no reaction at all...

But that statement almost made me tilt my head in confusion. I already knew the priest wasn't fulfilling his role properly, but the current priest has seen the divine object. According to the Eternal Blue Sky, there should have been some change.


- Right now, there are no temples or divine objects in the North, so the priest can't act like a proper priest, but things will change when he sees the divine object! He'll realize I'm still in this world and hold earnest worship! Then power will flow to me, and I can use that power to revive the World Tree!

Just before negotiating with the Barandiga tribe, when I asked what would happen if we handed over the divine object to the priest, the Eternal Blue Sky answered with a voice full of expectation and excitement.

After hearing that, I confidently revealed the divine object to the priest and even declared its transfer. I thought this would make the Barandiga tribe join the Empire and regain their true faith, which would help the Eternal Blue Sky.

However, sadly, it seems the priest only joined the Empire.

- T-this can't be right? Even if he's a priest in name only... he can't have no reaction to seeing a divine object...

The pitiful muttering of the Eternal Blue Sky echoed continuously in my head.

Honestly, from my perspective, the Barandiga tribe's surrender is enough, but seeing the Eternal Blue Sky in a state of panic, I couldn't ignore it. After all, I was able to easily accept the Barandiga's surrender thanks to the Eternal Blue Sky. It wouldn't be right to just take advantage and run.

'Hey. Perhaps—'
- What? What? Do you have some insight?

When I cautiously spoke up, the Eternal Blue Sky responded as if desperate.

Seeing such a reaction, I almost couldn't continue with what I was thinking, but I gathered my courage and spoke. At least we should clearly understand the cause before deciding whether to find a solution.

'Is it possible he doesn't recognize it as a divine object?'
- Huh?

I felt embarrassed at the voice that seemed to ask what on earth I was talking about. But it's not entirely impossible.

'Can a priest who isn't fulfilling his role recognize a divine object? Even gods didn't know about that object until it was drawn from its scabbard.'

If he were truly devout, he might have discerned it was a divine object, or at least examined it carefully.

But the priest only looked at the divine object placed on the table with his eyes. Come to think of it, he didn't even touch it. At the time, I thought that as a priest, he could identify it just by looking—but he just glossed over it. He only looked with his eyes because he wouldn't understand even if he saw it.

Anyway, the Eternal Blue Sky was silent for a long time at this shocking possibility.

- ...Do you want to be the priest? You have the stigmata and the divine object. I think you have more faith than him.

The words finally uttered seemed quite broken somehow.

'I'll have to decline.'

That day, I learned for the first time that even gods cry.

I didn't particularly want to know that.

***

It seems almost all the tribes that were going to move have moved now. Giving more time would be excessive.

"So even Barandiga has surrendered."

I muttered with my head tilted back. The only surviving priest after the death of countless priests and the Apostle who was also the High Priest.

The Barandiga chieftain, the only priest, merely proclaimed himself as such while extremely restraining his external activities, making it difficult to properly grasp even his inclinations. I wondered whether he would confront the Empire as a priest or seek safety.


Now that question has been resolved. The priest of the Sky God has bowed his head to the Empire's mandate. Those who still hold faith in their hearts are likely to follow the priest.

'The sorting is complete.'

I finally untangled the jumbled threads. At last, I could separate the different threads.

In the past, I tried to weave different threads together to create a single work, but failed materials are nothing but garbage. Garbage from which I must salvage whatever can be saved.

"Khagan."
"Ah, I'll come out."

I stood up at the voice from outside. Now that the separation is complete, it's time to take action.

As I went outside the tent, the Keshig who had called me bowed his head. And behind him, warriors mounted on horses covered the encampment.

"Have they all gathered?"

At those words, the warriors at the front dismounted and knelt.

"Solrgo Urema of the Chaujid tribe, with thirteen hundred warriors, heeds the Khagan's call!"
"Gadan Tabudai of the Kiulaya tribe, with eight hundred warriors, heeds the Khagan's call!"
"Hetja Mungke of the Sogul tribe, with seven hundred warriors, heeds the Khagan's call!"
"Mandaba Tebaka of the Toorir tribe, with one thousand warriors, heeds the Khagan's call!"

After them, nearly ten more chieftains bowed their heads and shouted. Those who had endured for three years for this day, for battle against the Empire, shouted under the sky.

"Hachalan Dashan, with five thousand Keshig, awaits the Khagan's command."

I nodded at the final report and stepped forward.

An army of over 10,000. Though a pitiful number compared to the days when we galloped across the steppes under Him, or even compared to the numbers I forcibly gathered, these forces are united for a single purpose.

"I won't speak at length."

I drew the sword at my waist. Toward the warriors who trusted and gathered around me, toward the sky that must be looking down upon us.

"I, Gaar Udesre Dorgon, will stand before you. I will run ahead of you until our breath stops and God takes back our lives."

Yes, long words are unnecessary. It would be tasteless to ramble on at length here. Speaking extensively before those who have already resolved themselves would be an insult to their determination.

"Let's go. To show the southern serfs the roar of the North."

The warriors all drew their swords at once. The shamans raised their staffs instead.

"Dorgon! Dorgon! Dorgon!"

Powerful shouts echoed throughout the encampment.

These bastards, it seems they still can't bring themselves to call me Khagan even at the end.

'Fools.'

Actually, neither can I.

# The Nomads

Before they united under His name, the nomads lived scattered. They were dispersed across the vast steppes in tribal units, sometimes even in clan units, making it impossible to unite even if they wanted to. After all, how could people become one without even seeing each other's faces?

Occasionally, those with grand ambitions would raise the banner of unification and grow in size, but sadly, no ambitious leader ever succeeded. They were merely ambitious men, not heroes capable of subduing the warriors who had survived the Empire's oppression—the wolves racing beyond the horizon.

Thus, the nomads could not become one, and the Empire thoroughly oppressed them, physically purging them at regular intervals. Despite gaining little benefit from sweeping through the desolate steppes to eliminate nomads, the Empire consistently raised armies.

And the reason for the Empire's periodic purges was simple.

"Show the southern serfs the fury of the steppes!"
"Praise the heavens with their blood and our spirits!"

Tribal chiefs shouting to encourage their warriors, warriors responding with battle cries. The existence of these warriors is precisely why the Empire fears the nomads—they are living despair.

The Empire could easily subjugate a few tribes. But when those tribes begin to unite, the situation changes.

'The Empire isn't the only one who can threaten with numbers.'

When nomads who live and die with their horses unite in thousands, even tens of thousands, they can inflict fatal wounds on the Empire. How could these Empire people who walk on foot, or those who ride horses but do so pathetically, possibly stop us?

Of course, if the Empire counterattacks with numbers, we would eventually lose, but—

—■■■■■■■■—!!!

But what does it matter? The sound of hooves shaking the earth and battle cries echoing in the sky will remain in their memories forever.

"Khan."

I turned around at the call of Dashan, the Keshig riding right behind me.

"We will soon arrive at the territory of the Sarei tribe."
"A perfect place to send our greetings."

I couldn't help but smile at the mention of the Sarei tribe's territory.

The tribe of Tala, who served as a vanguard commander in the previous war. Fighting the Empire on the land where that tribe lived is quite delightful.

"Since it's our first greeting, let's keep it short. But don't make it too light. Our hosts would be disappointed."
"Yes, Khan. I'll keep that in mind."

After briefly responding, Dashan began shouting something toward the rear. Probably relaying orders to hit hard and withdraw quickly. It's hard to hear what's being said in the back when you're at the front.

'They'll handle it well.'

After watching Dashan, I turned my gaze forward again. The warriors who have survived this long wouldn't question an order to keep their greetings substantial.

Attacking an Imperial occupation is no light matter. Though the occupation points have increased and Imperial forces are scattered, they aren't fools—they must have anticipated a large-scale offensive like this. When one front is attacked, they'll maintain distances that allow for quick reinforcement.

That means the longer we operate, the more disadvantageous it becomes for us. If we get surrounded, we'll lose our mobility and become isolated.

'War is indeed about numbers.'

I couldn't help but smirk. Currently, the forces I lead are all of our offensive power, but in the past, multiple units of 10,000 would simultaneously attack different fronts. The Empire would be beside themselves with joy. As hosts, they must have been distressed about not being able to properly entertain their guests.

Still, since I'm personally taking the field, I hope they'll be satisfied.

***

A clamorous welcome began. From far away, intense mana energy and killing intent could be felt.

"Lord Marshal!"


Shortly after, a knight entered the tent with trembling hands, saluted, and immediately reported.

"A large-scale army is moving south! The size is approximately 14,000!"

At this report, which was almost a scream, all the commanders and staff in the tent froze. The front line, which had just reached a lull, was once again engulfed in the clouds of war. And with numbers far exceeding any forces they had faced before.

There could only be one person leading such a large army.

"Based on the presence of the Gaar tribe's banner, it appears Dorgon is at the lead!"
"I see."

Just as I thought. Among the nomads, only the Eight Stallions could exude such an aura.

"Inform the Grand Marshal and each front. If we can quickly establish an encirclement, we can kill the rebel."

Though I said this, I didn't have much hope. Udesre Dorgon, who called himself Khan, was also known for his tenacity. Knowing that a prolonged battle would be dangerous for him, he would withdraw his forces before reinforcements arrived.

"Deploy all knights and mages. This is beyond what our regular soldiers can handle."
"Yes, sir!"

As the commanders who received the orders left the tent, I drew my sword to check its condition.

Fortunately, it's in good shape. Ready to be wielded immediately.

'If we can just buy time, they'll retreat on their own.'

But I can't guarantee how many soldiers will lose their lives during that time, or how many valuable special forces will fall.

So I too will join the battle. I am the strongest warrior on this Sarei front.

'He can't ignore me.'

Besides, I am Kal's father. From the perspective of the rebel Dorgon, I'm prey he absolutely cannot miss, so rather than attacking other allies, he'll—

"Wilhelm!"
"Georg?"

Suddenly the tent flap was pushed aside and Georg burst in.

Wait, why does this man, who commands another front, come here so often? Of course, I did request support from each front, but it's too soon for him to have arrived in response to that request.

"How did you get here so quickly?"
"By teleport, of course! Are mages just for decoration?"

I frowned at his words. Teleport is useful but has many limitations. The number of people it can transport at once is limited, and the mana consumption is extreme. That's why teleportation should be minimized during wartime.

"Using teleport when every special force is precious? Are you in your right mind?"

It was a valid criticism, but Georg snorted as if I was talking nonsense.

"If a marshal might die, but can be saved by one mage, that's a gain."

After saying this, Georg strode over and grabbed my wrist that was holding the sword. The sudden action almost made me drop my weapon.

"Have you already forgotten what happened a few years ago? 'Never confront the Eight Stallions individually'—an order issued by the Victorious Duke himself!"
"He hasn't given such an order this time. And we have knight and mage divisions."
"How much help would ordinary knights or mages be against the Eight Stallions!"

Unable to refute, I slightly turned my head away.

Even during the last war, only a few powerful individuals could face the Eight Stallions. Though we did deploy knights, mages, and soldiers to subjugate them, there were always powerful warriors capable of fighting the Eight Stallions at the forefront. Ambiguous quantities only increase our casualties.


The fortunate thing is that I'm classified as a force capable of facing the Eight Stallions. Though I barely meet the minimum requirements, it's enough reason to fight.

"Judging by your expression, you have no intention of listening."

Georg sighed and released my wrist.

"Make sure the others keep their mouths shut."

Speaking as if annoyed, Georg took the spear he had been carrying on his back.

"If two of us attack, we won't die. We might lose some limbs, but as long as we're breathing, that's enough."
"...Thank you."
"Don't mention it."

I slightly raised the corner of my mouth as I watched Georg roughly push his hair back.

Let's refrain from reporting to Zenobia that this guy was loitering around the front lines.

***

When a staff member with a rigid expression whispered something to the Victorious Duke, he gently closed his eyes.

"Udesre Dorgon has appeared on the Sarei front. His forces number approximately 14,000."

However, quickly composing himself, the Victorious Duke calmly shared the information. The real battle had begun, not the small-scale skirmishes they had experienced until now.

'...Sarei?'

When I heard where Dorgon had appeared, my body involuntarily stiffened. The Sarei front is where the head of the family is stationed.

Of all the many fronts, the fact that the head of the family is there, and that Dorgon, who had been quiet until now, first shows himself at Sarei, is almost resentful. Could that bastard Dorgon be doing this deliberately?

'Damn it.'

Sadly, it's quite possible. Just as I sent his father, the Khagan, on a one-way train to the afterlife, he might be trying to eliminate the head of the family in revenge.

"Currently, Marshal Hidden has moved to the Sarei front with several knights. He said he would face Dorgon together with Marshal Teilgleichen."

That's at least positive news. If powerful individuals like the head of the family and the former Count of Horpelt join forces, they can buy time against Dorgon. With various special forces and soldiers also present, they should be able to survive until reinforcements arrive or Dorgon retreats.

But strangely, I can't feel at ease. Objectively, it's not the worst situation, but I'm incredibly anxious.

"You have already fulfilled your duty and dedication sufficiently. No one can demand more sacrifice from you."

Perhaps it's because in my heart, the head of the family is no longer just the head of the family, but family. My feelings seem to have changed since the day he showed his heart.

So this anxiety is natural. Who could be at ease when family is facing a formidable enemy?

"Your Excellency."

After deliberation, I addressed the Victorious Duke.

"The enemy's leader has appeared on the front. Though Marshal Teilgleichen and Marshal Hidden are strong warriors, it would be difficult for just the two of them to kill Dorgon."

The Victorious Duke's expression momentarily contorted at my words. Not because he didn't know that two were insufficient.

"I will also move to the front. I will work with the two marshals to eliminate Dorgon."

He must have anticipated what I was going to say.

The Victorious Duke seemed to be deep in thought at my request.

If this had been during the last war, he would have accepted my request regardless of our friendship or his concerns. No, he would have given the order before I even asked. The Victorious Duke isn't one to let personal feelings affect official duties. He must recognize that my involvement would increase the chances of capturing the Khagan.

Yet the reason for his hesitation is simple. First, I'm officially here as an inspector, not a combatant. Second, there are several powerful figures entangled with me.

'Though it's only three dukes I'm connected to.'

Anyone with even a little perception would understand that the Emperor appointed me as an inspector to allow me to "participate in combat if necessary." However, officially, an inspector has no obligation to engage in battle.

For such an inspector to volunteer to face a formidable enemy like the Khagan, and for the Victorious Duke to approve it? If the Magic-Ending Duke, the Iron-Blooded Duke, or the Wise Duke—who cannot blame the Emperor—were to express their displeasure to the Victorious Duke, his position would become truly awkward. Even for someone of his stature, facing the collective criticism of three dukes would be harsh.

"I understand the inspector's feelings. However, there is no need for you to enter combat directly. Trust the Empire's soldiers."

In the end, the Victorious Duke gave a textbook response.

But at this juncture, such a response isn't a firm refusal—it's merely building justification. It's a conversation meant to establish that he was reluctant to allow the inspector's participation, but circumstances left him no choice, and the inspector's determination was too strong to refuse.

"I'm well aware of our soldiers' bravery, but Dorgon is skilled at escaping. If we let him slip away now, the Empire will suffer even greater losses."

So I participated in this justification-building. If I were to take the field, the Victorious Duke would inevitably bear some burden, large or small. It was only right to minimize that burden as much as possible.

"Also, though it's shameful to act on personal reasons in matters of state, Dorgon likely harbors deep resentment toward me. I fear for my father's safety and cannot bring myself to stand idle."

The Victorious Duke nodded at those words. Normally, citing personal reasons for state matters would be unthinkable, but this was an exception.

The Magic-Ending Duke, the Iron-Blooded Duke, and the Wise Duke—all of whom might express displeasure to the Victorious Duke—are all connected to me by blood. In such a situation, using the justification "How could you stop an inspector from saving his father?" would leave them speechless. Just as they might protest to the Victorious Duke for the sake of blood ties, I too was acting for the sake of blood ties.

"I permit the inspector's participation if you move with the Charcoal Division."

As soon as the justification was complete, the Victorious Duke quickly gave his approval. Though he added the condition of accompanying the Charcoal Division, they were already my escort and a force that could be deployed to the front lines immediately. It was a welcome condition.

"Thank you, Your Excellency."

After bowing to the Victorious Duke, I quickly left the tent.

I felt that if I delayed even slightly and something irreversible happened, I would regret it for the rest of my life.

***

Georg, who had been bowing, raised his head while spitting out a handful of blood.

"Damn it."

At his brief words filled with various emotions, I bit my lip gently. My feelings weren't much different from Georg's.

The nomads, who appeared with a rain of arrows that seemed to fill the sky, fired several more volleys before charging forward with ear-splitting war cries. There's a limit to how much damage can be inflicted from a distance against troops hiding behind defensive lines, however makeshift they might be.

As more than 10,000 nomads charged, the ground shook and the wind howled. Even I, who had experienced this several times before, felt a chill down my spine—needless to say how the regular soldiers felt.

That's why I took the lead to encourage the soldiers, raising my sword against the approaching calamity.

"Quite sturdy indeed."

However, the calamity before us was too overwhelming for just two people to handle.

"I wasn't planning to go easy on you, but you're holding up well. You seem stronger than before."


At the muttered admiration, I heard Georg grinding his teeth. It wasn't simply wounded pride at being evaluated by an enemy. We acknowledged that he was stronger than us.

"Hmm, or perhaps I'm just not used to this temporary weapon?"

He was angry because anyone could see that the enemy was toying with us while talking casually.

Stroking his chin, Dorgon was facing both of us with a long staff he had acquired from somewhere. If it had been a bow or spear, we could have accepted it, but he was simultaneously fighting two opponents with a weapon he had never used during the previous war.

And the fact that we were being pushed back against such a weapon filled me with self-loathing. Georg, who had just taken a direct hit to his stomach from the staff, was barely able to raise his head while gasping for breath.

'This isn't easy.'

Though I had prepared myself for this, actually experiencing it was utterly frustrating. The fact that it was all we could do just to hold him back by working together—the gap was truly serious.

Still, it was fortunate that Dorgon was only focused on us. While we kept Dorgon occupied, our forces were somehow managing to hold off the nomads with knights and mages. If Dorgon were to join that chaotic battle, our lines would quickly collapse.

"Ah, now I remember."

In the midst of this, Dorgon, still stroking his chin, spoke again.

"Wilhelm Kracius of Teilgleichen, Georg Hidden of Horpelt. Those were your names, right? I remember everything else clearly, but your names were so fuzzy I thought I was going crazy."

At those words, I could feel Georg becoming even more infuriated. The enemy he had been fighting with all his might didn't even remember his name. That was enough to deal a psychological blow.

"Don't misunderstand. I only forgot your names, not that you were formidable opponents."
"Then why are you swinging around that stick?"
"How disappointing. This is a spear in its own way. Just without a blade."

Even I, who had been keeping my mouth shut, almost cursed at his mocking tone. Though his words were trivial, they had a strange way of grating on one's nerves. Perhaps losing his father had ruined his personality.

After glaring at Dorgon, I sighed and gripped my sword more firmly. Unfortunately, strength and character don't correlate. There are strong individuals with terrible personalities, and often they're the ones who survive battles.

'We can't hold out much longer.'

I glanced at my left hand holding the reins, or more precisely, at my shoulder. More unfortunately, I had been feeling an ominous pain there for some time.

It was only natural. First an arrow, and now a staff had struck the same spot. Even with healing, when the same area suffers repeated injuries, problems are inevitable. I could endure it only because I was holding the reins rather than a sword, but if the battle dragged on, I would eventually become numb to the pain.

'Just need to hold out a little longer before they retreat.'

Fortunately, the screams echoing across the battlefield, which had been terrible at first, had somewhat subsided. This wouldn't be possible if the battle were still intense, meaning the nomads were refraining from a prolonged offensive.

If so, this battle was more of a probing action, and they would retreat after fighting for a while. And unless the nomads performed the unusual act of retreating without their leader, the calamity before us would soon withdraw as well.

I never expected to win in the first place. So just a little longer, just until they retreat—

"Time to wrap this up."

As soon as I heard those words, my vision tilted.

"Wilhelm!"

Georg's voice, filled with shock, followed, but I doubt he was more surprised than I was.

'...What a monster.'


Only when blood pooled in my mouth did I grasp the situation. The man who had been on horseback the entire time had somehow leaped forward and thrust his staff. The staff, which had pierced through my horse's neck, had reached my chest.

It was an incomprehensible situation. Had he used the stirrup as a stepping stone and jumped? Or had he simply dismounted and charged? Either way, it would have taken considerable time, yet I hadn't seen it. I hadn't witnessed even a moment of that long process.

With such a large gap, I could only laugh bitterly. This monster had grown even stronger in the past three years.

'Damn it.'

The ground was getting closer. As my horse collapsed with its neck pierced, I staggered, unable to regain my balance as my body wouldn't move properly. Though my chest hadn't been pierced, the attack had clearly caused internal damage.

Even in this state, I instinctively protected my head. Falling from horseback in this condition would cause serious injury, but I could avoid instant death. As long as I was breathing, there wouldn't be a problem.

Of course, it was a futile action. Even if I avoided immediate death, no one would spare an enemy writhing on the ground. As proof, Dorgon, having pulled his staff from the horse, swung it again.

'I can see it this time.'

I almost laughed bitterly. Had my perception improved as death approached, or was he moving more leisurely against a dying opponent?

I'd prefer the former. Though death is always expected for a warrior, how shameful would it be if my end were tainted by an enemy's mercy and carelessness?

'How many times did I fight against this monster?'

Suddenly, Kal's face flashed in my mind. While I, his father, was instantly defeated by this monster, Kal had fought him as an equal several times. Unlike his incompetent father, he truly was an exceptional son.

...I would have felt more at ease if that son hadn't joined the military campaign. Only now, in this dire situation, did I think I should have tried harder to dissuade him.

But this too was probably a futile regret. No matter what I said to Kal then, he wouldn't have listened.

'I'm placing another burden on a child who's already struggling.'

That's why it was so sad. I would become a burden on my son's heart, rather than helping him—a son who joined the campaign because of his attachment to the North.

No, perhaps I was overestimating myself. What kind of father had I been to him that my death would be a burden?

Thinking this way made me feel somewhat relieved—

"Oh."

Suddenly raising the corner of his mouth, Dorgon let out a short exclamation and moved past me.

"So you've come, Kal Kracius!"

...?

'Who?'

The unexpected name broke my train of thought. The fleeting images before my eyes suddenly disappeared.

I thought I might have misheard as death approached, but...

"It's been a while, you fatherless bastard!"

The voice that followed was unmistakably Kal's.

"If you're lonely living alone, why not die and go see your family? Why are you trying to create more orphans?"

The content was somewhat strange, but it was definitely Kal.

I arrived at the Sarei front line in a hurry, accompanied by the Charcoal Division. Even though the Charcoal Division is relatively small in scale, they're still a military unit. Working with me, they could make a meaningful difference on the front lines. With luck, we might even be able to pursue and kill Dorgos as he tries to escape.

However, as soon as we arrived, I saw the family head falling from his horse and had to adjust my plan. With the family head already unable to fight, the goal should be a successful repulsion rather than pursuit.

'I'm not too late.'

I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief. My heart had dropped seeing the family head collapse, but he was still showing signs of consciousness by trying to protect his head.

While it wasn't the best timing for our arrival, we'd avoided the worst. No matter how severe the injury, as long as he's alive, he can recover.

"Take the family head and Marshal Hiden and withdraw."
"Yes, sir."

After giving instructions to the Charcoal Division, the Section Chief of the 4th Section rushed toward where the family head and the former Count Horpelt were. From the Section Chief's perspective, the family head is his father-in-law, just as he is my father. I trust he'll protect him with everything he has.

The only thing bothering me is Dorgos lingering near the family head—

"Oh."

Having spotted me, he turned in my direction with a raised corner of his mouth.

"So you've come, Kal Kracius!"

I drew my sword toward Dorgos as he charged at me wielding a strange wooden stick. I don't understand why he'd fight with a piece of nature when he has a perfectly good sword, but if he wants to handicap himself, I won't complain.

I'm somewhat grateful he didn't try to finish off the family head just to provoke me. If Dorgos had been determined, the family head would have met his end right before my eyes.

"It's been a while, you fatherless bastard!"

Of course, gratitude is gratitude, and a fight is a fight. If I have to grapple with Dorgos, I need to shake his mental state even a little.

Fortunately, from Dorgos's perspective, I'm a living aggravation. I can easily touch his emotions with just a few words.

"If you're lonely living alone, why not die and go see your family? Why try to make more orphans!"

His smile deepened at those words. This is the first time I've seen someone smile after being insulted about their family.

"Your mother would be sad to hear that! You're not an orphan since you still have a mother even though your father is dead!"
'What the hell.'

My mind froze for a moment. His counterattack was insane.

But while my mind froze, my body moved instinctively. Dorgos had suddenly appeared right in front of me, swinging his wooden stick, and I swung my sword to block him.

"Tsk."

Dorgos quickly threw away the wooden stick that had been cut in half and stepped back a few paces.

This was the expected outcome. Neither Dorgos nor I could overwhelm the other even at full strength, so fighting with a stick rather than a sword was both unconscionable and unintelligent.

"That was quite a nice item. What a shame."

Unfortunately, Dorgos seems to have both conscience and intelligence, as he drew his sword from his waist without any particular regret.

This bastard. Why did he mess around with a stick when he knew it wouldn't work?

"So you did have a proper weapon. Seeing you with that stick, I thought you might have lost your sword while living as a vagrant."
"Huh, and what about your sword? Why does it look like that? Is it fashionable in the Empire to decorate swords with rust?"

As I taunted the now-ready Dorgos, he chuckled and shot back.

The corners of my mouth naturally rose at his response. It was exactly the answer I wanted.

"It turned red from drinking your father's blood."

Dorgos's eyes sharpened at this more elaborate insult.


Yes, earlier I insulted you for being an orphan, but this time I targeted the dead Khagan. Of course his eyes would roll back in anger. If he had laughed this off too, this bastard would have been a historically unfilial son.

"Congratulations. Your father may be dead, but his blood remains with this sword, so this sword is practically your father. A family reunion after so long."

I didn't miss the opportunity to keep talking. I don't particularly like making such crude provocations at my age, but given who I'm dealing with, I can't be picky about my methods. If Dorgos's mental state is shaken at the cost of my dignity, it's worth it.

"Ah, come to think of it, since I wield your father, I could be considered your grandfather."
"I see your mouth is still as foul as if it's been soaked in sewage."

Even the unresponsive Dorgos couldn't tolerate being insulted along with his father, and he opened his mouth with a somewhat cold voice.

Still, seeing how quickly he composed himself, this bastard is definitely not normal. Most people would have lost their minds at the "family reunion" comment, without even getting to the second generation.

"This is quite an unfair fight. Someone lost their parents, while someone else only lost a few friends."

I bit my lip at Dorgos's counterattack as he smiled again. Being eloquent doesn't make me immune to the verbal attacks of others.

The one fortunate thing was that while we were buying time with words, the Charcoal Division had secured the family head and the former Count Horpelt. Seeing the Section Chief of the 4th Section waving his hands behind Dorgos to signal me put my mind at ease. We're still in battle, but no one except Dorgos could break through the Charcoal Division, so they're safe.

And now that the family head is safe, there's no need to hesitate.

"It can't be helped. But don't feel bad—you'll be seeing your parents soon."

I'll face this bastard now. Unlike what I had planned, it's a one-on-one confrontation without the family head, the former Count Horpelt, or the Charcoal Division, but that's fine. In fact, I'm glad I can end this bad blood with him using only my own strength.

"Well, I'm not eager to see my grandfather just yet. Aren't you the one missing your friends? As I recall, you don't have any friends besides them."

Dorgos seemed to share my sentiment as he gently stepped forward with his left foot. The way he lowered his body slightly suggested he was planning to charge straight at me.

Earlier, he wasn't threatening when he charged with just a stick, but a head-on collision with Dorgos at full strength could break my arm from the start. But if I'm prepared to get injured and counterattack, I could similarly break Dorgos's arm—

—Buuuuuuuuuuu—!!

My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a horn that drowned out the battlefield noise.

"Well, well."

Dorgos clicked his tongue at the sound and readjusted his posture.

"Regrettably, now is not the time. We've just been wasting time with words."
"What?"

I frowned at his statement, which clearly indicated he was going to retreat. I knew this bastard was skilled at escaping, worthy of the name "Runrgon," but I didn't expect him to flee without crossing swords with me.

"You came at an awkward time. If you had come later, I wouldn't have seen your face and could have left without regret. If you had come earlier, we could have fought a little."

Judging by Dorgos's expression full of regret, he seemed to be sincere.

This dog-like bastard. As expected of someone who serves wolves, he acts like a canine.

"You think I'll just let you go?"
"Of course, the Kal Kracius I know would persistently follow me."

My teeth ground together as I watched Dorgos shrug as if stating the obvious. I just want to land one good punch on that bastard's face.

"But if you're not the warrior Kal Kracius but the son Kal Kracius, I think you'll give up."

I couldn't respond to his following words. The family head is now under the protection of the Charcoal Division. The family head himself is a strong warrior, so he can hold out for a long time even in an injured state.

But if I detain Dorgos, the nomads who are starting to retreat will continue fighting, and the family head's treatment will be delayed. Of course, there are many mages and priests on the Sarei front, but abandoning attacks to focus on healing in the middle of a chaotic battle is practically suicide.

A battle with Dorgos that could take an unpredictable amount of time. And during that time, the family head who can't receive treatment—and who can't retreat from the front line because it would affect the morale of the soldiers.

...

"Get lost."
"An excellent decision."


Dorgos nodded with satisfaction and mounted the horse that had approached him.

Damn it, should I just kill the horse to give him some falling damage? No, even if he falls from a perfectly healthy state rather than an injured one, he'd stand on his two feet without any problem. If I provoke him unnecessarily, he might pretend to go crazy and charge at the family head and the Charcoal Division.

"Then I'll be going. Today wasn't the day, but let's have a proper fight next time."

After glaring at the retreating Dorgos, I quickly scanned the battlefield. The nomads were beginning to retreat after the horn sound.

'These bastards are enemies.'

Not simply united under the Khagan's name, but tribes firmly fighting alongside the Khagan. The tribes present here should be considered anti-Empire factions prepared to die fighting the Empire.

Conversely, those who didn't show up even in battles directly commanded by the Khagan are likely to join the Empire. They can no longer be considered neutral.

'Friend or foe identification is complete.'

I sighed as I memorized the flags held by the standard-bearers. It's a dog-like ending, but there was some achievement in completing the friend or foe identification.

That's what I decided to think. If I considered it a battle with no achievements, I might explode with frustration.

As the nomads withdrew, mages and priests rushed over in droves. They must have seen the family head and the former Count Horpelt facing the Khagan. Their loyalty is indeed high.

"Are all these people gathered to treat just two injured when there must be many wounded? Return immediately."

The actual parties involved sent most of them back, keeping only two, saying there were too many.

"Family head."
"Kal."

As I approached the family head, who had taken off his top to show his wounds to a mage, he slightly turned his head to meet my gaze.

"I'm glad you're safe."

It's not the right thing to say to someone who's injured and receiving treatment, but it feels awkward to say "glad you didn't die" in the middle of a war. Especially to someone who had been on the brink of death.

"Thanks to you. If you hadn't come, he would have killed me."

I couldn't help but give a bitter smile at those words. I felt dizzy just thinking about it. If I had given up on coming to the Sarei front, or if I had been even a little late, something truly irreversible would have happened.

After briefly massaging the back of my neck, I turned my gaze to the former Count Horpelt. I felt awkward about what else to say, and he wasn't the only one who was injured.

"I'm relieved to see that Marshal Hiden is also safe."
"I think so too. If I had died, Zenobia wouldn't have even made a grave for me."

I chuckled at his joking words. This must be his own way of expressing gratitude.

"By the way, you have quite the eloquent tongue."
"Ah."

My body stiffened for a moment.

"Yes, shaking the enemy's mind is also a tactic! Very well done!"

Ignoring the former Count Horpelt, who burst into laughter and reopened his newly treated wounds, I carefully turned my gaze to the family head. No matter that it was for a mental attack, I had become a son who hurled insults in front of his father.

"I'm grateful to you too. Thanks to you, I could be safe."
"Y-you're too kind!"

And I could see the family head thanking the Section Chief of the 4th Section while deliberately avoiding my gaze.

It seems the family head is also confused in many ways.

'Damn it.'

This is all because of Dorgos.

Dorgon appeared like the wind and departed with artistry. The problem was that his artistry was the kind that would only be appreciated in hell, but the attack of over 10,000 nomads was enough to turn the Sarei front into hell.

Of course, the nomads' activity on the front was brief. However, the concentrated chaos they wreaked in that short time led to absolutely disastrous results. How terrifying must it have been when both the trampling horses and the nomads swinging swords and shooting arrows from horseback were in peak condition during battle?

"We're pulling the front line back."

Things were bad enough that the family head made such a decision. But this wasn't simply because our casualties were high. The real problem wasn't the troops that couldn't be reinforced from other fronts, but this godforsaken terrain.

Honestly, most of the North has terrain ill-suited for defense, but the Sarei tribe's territory was especially problematic. The Sarei weren't a tribe that worried about attacks from other tribes—they were the ones who beat others up. They chose territory that favored expansion rather than defense.

"From now on, we won't see the same small-scale battles as before. Dorgon's offensive at the forefront will continue."

The other staff officers nodded in agreement. Against hundreds or thousands of nomads, the Empire could gradually expand the front line, but now that the Khagan had appeared with an army exceeding 10,000, they needed to switch to defense. If they continued trying to capture territory as before and ended up annihilating entire legions, they wouldn't be able to face the Emperor.

It's somewhat peculiar to be on the defensive when we came as an expedition, but we're fighting against a mobile army rather than fortresses and castles. Even with less occupied territory, even with the front line pushed back, if we can eliminate Dorgon and his forces, victory is ours.

"There's a river to the south. We'll make that our front line."

It's bitter to use a river we had just crossed as a wall again, but there's no choice.

Better to cross the river twice than to be beaten twice by Dorgon on open ground—that wouldn't end with mere bitterness.

"Inspector."
"Yes, Marshal."

I hurriedly responded to the family head's sudden call.

"Thanks to the Inspector, I and many soldiers were able to escape the rebel's blade. As the commander of the front, I express my gratitude again."

With other staff officers watching, the family head spoke from a thoroughly official position. But unlike his stiff words, his voice was subtly gentle.

"You're too kind."

So I also bowed my head with a slight smile.

This battle achieved nothing, but at least I was able to protect the family head's life, so I can return to headquarters with peace of mind.

Due to the battle on the Sarei front, the Empire had to pull back its front line and lost sight of the Khagan, its war objective. Looking at the results alone, it was a battle where the Empire suffered one-sided damage.

However, looking at the subsequent flow of events, it was a battle that benefited the Empire.

"The tribes that maintained neutrality until the end have all surrendered at once."

The Victorious Duke nodded at the staff officer's report.

Dorgon's personal offensive. This was a situation where the anti-imperial faction united to strike at the Empire's core, but from another perspective, it was essentially Dorgon declaring, "These are all the forces I have."

Tribes that didn't show up when the Khagan himself was leading a large-scale offensive? They could no longer claim neutrality. They were clearly tribes that differed in opinion from Khagan Dorgon—and differing from the Khagan during wartime meant siding with the Empire.

"If you don't want to die, you have to join us."

After that day, the tribes that had been conflicted under the name of neutrality collectively threw away their neutral status and began a mass defection. They hadn't done anything to offend the Empire except for testing the waters, but they would have incurred the Khagan's wrath for daring not to join his personal campaign, so their action was natural.


Natural as it may be...

"Stubborn ones."

Despite the naturalness, I can't hide my complex feelings. Even before this mass defection of neutral tribes, there were many justifications for nomads to surrender to the Empire, such as the Kaitana tribe's cooperation or the Barandiga tribe's joining.

Nevertheless, they remained conflicted until the end and only now surrendered. I don't know if they couldn't bow their heads to the Empire as nomads or if they simply had decision paralysis.

"What a pity."

Of course, the pity is for the tribes that surrendered last, not the Empire. The dilemma faced by late surrenderers is that they joined what could be called a "less desirable situation."

They didn't submit early like the Kaitana tribe, nor do they have high symbolic value like the Barandiga tribe, so there's no need to hold them in high regard. After all, the Empire knows well that they surrendered because they had no other choice. Where else could they go if they didn't surrender to us?

Lack of standing due to late joining. A truly terrible reality for latecomers.

"They expressed their desire to help fight against the villain. They said they're accustomed to activities on the steppe, so they could be helpful—"

And to overcome this reality, the latecomers have begun active courtship.

Until now, surrendered tribes haven't joined direct combat. It would obviously cause unrest if we told the tribes, "You should fight too," for safety guarantees, and we were also uncomfortable entrusting our backs to those who were enemies until recently. We were just finding value in reducing the enemy's numbers.

But for latecomers who need to prove their worth somehow, there's no such hesitation.

"Truly courageous resolve. I will meet with them personally, so arrange a meeting."
"Yes, sir."

The Victorious Duke, knowing this, summoned the chieftains of the tribes that surrendered last.

With Dorgon in full swing, securing cavalry forces that can counter him is important, and refusing this request would make the latecomers anxious in a different sense. I'm not sure if this comparison is apt, but perhaps it's like being put on standby after being passed over for promotion.

"We can give titles to those who fight well."

It would be good for the Empire to set a precedent that even those who submit late will be treated well if they achieve merit.

***

I don't know how long it's been since I last came here. It's the first time since the end of the war, so almost three years?

There were many opportunities to come in those three years, but I didn't even approach the vicinity in case of discovery. The Empire must know that this place is special to me. It would be troublesome if I were caught loitering around.

"So I finally pay my respects now."

I inadvertently muttered a greeting to no one. Dashan was nearby, but he's been acting deaf and blind since the moment I came here, so I should exclude him.

He's a guy with excessive loyalty.

"Was I like that too?"

The thought suddenly occurred to me. Was I no different from Dashan in his eyes—I wondered. I used to insist on accompanying him whenever he went somewhere, saying it would be dangerous alone. Despite the fact that there was no being that could endanger him, not just in the North but throughout the entire continent.

Yet when he was truly in danger, I couldn't help him. I wasn't with him when someone should have been by his side.


"How pathetic."

Because of that, I've wanted to take my own life several times a day. What use is a retainer who couldn't protect his lord, a successor of a fallen nation, living alone?

Nevertheless, I continue this wretched life because there are still things I can do at my age. Or perhaps I just want to think that way.

"At this point, it doesn't matter which it is."

I quietly moved forward, looking around. A place where traces of battle are still visible even after three years, where the consensus of the North was broken.

And where he breathed his last.

"I met that bastard."

I knelt down and caressed the ground. I know it's a meaningless action. But thinking that this is where he last stood, I couldn't just stand still.

"The one who couldn't kill Tala, Jairug, or Ilai has returned to the North."

After saying it, I couldn't help but laugh. Tala the vanguard commander, Jairug whose abilities he recognized, and Ilai the North's greatest archmage—that bastard either directly killed them or contributed to their deaths. He's a monster like no other.

Yet I, who faced such a monster multiple times, survived in the end. In his eyes, I must be a monster too.

"But it's strange. When I learned that bastard had come to the North, I felt relief rather than anger or despair."

To the extent that I might have been angry if he hadn't come.

"It was a long feud. We fought for two years and waited for three. Now I can settle the feud that has continued all this time and end everything."

I laughed again. Persistent bastard, what kind of relationship did we have in a past life? Unless it was an extraordinary grudge, there's no way he would have been rooted in my life for five years.

Still, I don't resent him. I must also have a brilliant presence in his life. With him and the others dead, I am his only worthy opponent.

I casually took out the grimoire from my breast pocket. An item created with full effort by the most excellent sorcerer who shares my cause.

"The finale should be decorated as a finale."

This is an item made for that purpose. It might be my stubbornness or tantrum, but I believe you'll like it too.

"It turned red from drinking your father's blood."
"Congratulations. Your father may be dead, but his blood is with this sword, so this sword is as good as your father. A family reunion after a long time."
"Ah, come to think of it, since I'm handling your father, I could be considered your grandfather."

"Hmm."

As his words came to mind, my fighting spirit surged again.

I thought I had become sufficiently accustomed to it during those two years, but after not hearing it for three years, it seems my immunity has weakened. What a pity.

"Damn it."

It will take quite some time to get used to it again.

I wonder which will come first—getting used to it or death.

After Dorgon's appearance caused the Sarei front to retreat, emergencies erupted across all fronts.

"The Paso front and Tarke front have been attacked."

Despite the devastating report, the Victorious Duke silently moved the pieces on the map. Sadly, the high command had grown accustomed to such grim news.

After confirming that the Sarei front had retreated across the river, Dorgon began roaming throughout the North as if it were his own backyard. The Empire's decision to pull back the front line indicated a focus on defense rather than counterattack, meaning Dorgon could unilaterally choose the battlefield. He wouldn't pass up the opportunity to force the enemy into battles on his terms.

And Dorgon forced confrontations on fronts that lacked natural defenses like the Sarei front, putting them at a disadvantage.

'Sarei was lucky.'

Sadly, not all fronts had natural defenses like the Sarei front. Yet pulling back to defensive positions with rivers or mountains would cause even greater chaos. So they had to endure with gritted teeth.

No, to be precise, they were enduring while bleeding, not just shedding tears.

'Damn it.'

Dorgon either mobilized his entire army for offensives like at Sarei or divided his forces for simultaneous raids. The Empire maintained its front lines amid these chaotic hit-and-run attacks only because soldiers continuously shed their blood.

In normal circumstances, simultaneous raids would be impossible. What could someone with only 10,000 troops accomplish by dividing them? They'd just be defeated piecemeal.

But Dorgon, having tasted success at the Sarei front, now focused on brief raids rather than reclaiming occupied territory. With no time to respond before he retreated, there was no solution.

'We can't annihilate them immediately when they appear in the thousands.'

If the attacks on the front lines involved only hundreds or barely over a thousand troops, they could be dealt with quickly. But Dorgon wasn't a fool who would employ such miraculous troop deployments. It was just a futile hope.

"Additionally, the Notan and Ikilan tribes are stationed at the Paso front, and the Biroang tribe at the Tarke front."
"Send the Gorming tribe to the Tarke front."
"Yes, Your Grace."

If there was any consolation in this hellish war of attrition, it was that the Empire's cavalry forces had grown significantly.

These tribes, having joined the Empire later than others, needed to prove their worth. At a recent banquet with the Victorious Duke, they pledged unwavering military cooperation. The Victorious Duke naturally accepted their pledge and deployed the tribes to various fronts, thereby reducing Imperial casualties.

However, the tribes Dorgon had gathered were stronger, making further progress difficult. Still, even just reducing casualties was something to be grateful for.

"Your Grace."
"What is it?"

As the staff officer who had received instructions returned to his position and the Victorious Duke was about to rise, another staff officer spoke up.

"Marquis Barandiga has requested a meeting."

The Victorious Duke's eyes twitched momentarily at those words.

Marquis Barandiga, the only remaining priest in the North and a man promised a marquisate. Simultaneously, he was an indispensable card for the Empire to complete its conquest of the North.

Due to his immense importance, the high command treated the Barandiga tribal chief as a marquis and maintained very friendly relations. This was true for other tribal chiefs promised titles as well, but it was natural to value a prospective marquis more than a prospective count.

Aware of this consideration, Marquis Barandiga typically kept a low profile and remained quiet.

"He wishes to meet Your Grace along with other tribal chiefs. He says he's sorry for not properly greeting the noble person carrying out the sacred duty of punishing the villain on behalf of His Majesty—"

Yet now this same Marquis Barandiga had requested a meeting. Moreover, not a one-on-one meeting but a group gathering.

'What's this about?'

It was unexpected. Although Marquis Barandiga had been promised a marquisate, it was merely a measure due to Barandiga's symbolic importance. There had been no transaction like "earn this title by achieving great merit," so there was no need for him to contact the Victorious Duke.

Conversely, Marquis Barandiga wasn't the type to assert rights based on his promised title. If he had been so ambitious, he would have taken action before meeting me.

'Is there any reason to meet?'

There isn't. No matter how much I think about it, I can't imagine why Marquis Barandiga would break his silence.

'This is troublesome.'


Only negative scenarios came to mind. The influential figures of the North, who hadn't yet formally received their titles or become true Imperial nobles, were beginning collective action centered around Marquis Barandiga.

Of course, since the Empire had agreed to respect Northern culture, allowing Northern leaders to act together was acceptable. Nobles are the embodiment of politics, so collective action among like-minded compatriots isn't problematic. However, it's somewhat troubling if they become politically active before swearing loyalty to the Emperor. Couldn't it raise suspicions about their ulterior motives?

Not me, but the Emperor. That man's paranoia is beyond comprehension.

"...Since they've embraced the Empire, having a meeting wouldn't be bad."

After brief contemplation, the Victorious Duke nodded and accepted the meeting.

Whether the Victorious Duke had guessed Marquis Barandiga's purpose or not, it was a difficult situation to refuse either way. Rejecting the meeting might make the prospective title holders worry about betrayal, which would be problematic.

A space for the meeting was prepared in one part of the garrison. Since not only Marquis Barandiga but also other prospective counts and regular tribal chiefs would participate, some attention to detail was necessary.

"Oh, Count Wiridia. It's been a while."
"It's good to see you, Count Kaitana. Have you been well?"
"Haha, I've been doing fine, thanks to you."

While serving as a guide due to having met various prospective title holders and tribal chiefs, Count Kaitana appeared first. Despite the considerable distance from the garrison, he arrived earliest. As expected of our excellent collaborator.

"By the way, to be greeted by the Count himself, what an honor."
"When welcoming distinguished guests, someone of appropriate rank should be present, shouldn't they?"
"My, this is far too generous."

Starting with Count Kaitana, who burst into laughter, other tribal chiefs began to appear one by one. Each of them was moved to see me personally guiding them. It seemed the meeting atmosphere would flow quite well.

"Count."

And not long after, the protagonist who requested this meeting appeared.

"Ah, Marquis Barandiga, Your Grace."
"Your Grace? Please speak comfortably."

As I bowed my head in greeting, Marquis Barandiga waved his hand, expressing discomfort.

I understand his feelings, but what can I do? A mere count treating a marquis casually would be tantamount to insubordination. Moreover, what would others think if the person who delivered the marquis's seal on the Emperor's orders didn't respect the marquis's authority? It's unthinkable.

"Your Grace is one of only thirteen marquises in the Empire. If I, a count, were to treat Your Grace casually, His Majesty would not tolerate it."

In summary, adapt to it. Harsh but undeniable truth, so Marquis Barandiga awkwardly smiled and nodded.

"Then I have no choice. But I don't need to be condescending to you, do I?"
"That's a matter of personal preference, so it doesn't matter."

When I answered with a smile, Marquis Barandiga finally relaxed and showed a natural smile.

"That's a relief. As a priest, it would have been awkward to be condescending to someone who possesses a sacred object."

Then he looked at the sword at my waist and opened his mouth—

- Bastard.
'Kup.'

I hurriedly bit my lip at the sudden interjection from the Eternal Blue Sky. I almost became someone laughing in the marquis's face.

- Not even knowing it's a sacred object yet saying it would be awkward... Not even like a priest... Bastard...

However, the tearful muttering of the Eternal Blue Sky stimulated my laughter in real-time.

This is maddening. It's not something to laugh about, but for some reason, laughter wells up.

"I'm merely holding it temporarily; when the time comes, it will return to its rightful place."

I was impressed with myself for barely suppressing my laughter and giving an appropriate response.

- Return? This is yours! Just keep it yourself!
'I understand, so please stop shouting in my head...'


It seems the issue of transferring the sacred object will have to be discussed again after killing Dorgon first.

When all participants gathered at the meeting place, the Victorious Duke appeared and took the seat of honor.

"Though we've been nearby, it's truly regrettable that we're only now seeing each other's faces."

Despite his natural condescension, all participants wore pleased expressions. A duke of the Empire speaking condescendingly meant recognizing them not merely as collaborators but as members of the Empire.

"It is we who should have greeted Your Grace first, but we were at fault for not visiting out of fear of disturbing Your Grace's time."
"How could I consider such consideration for me a fault? Do not take it to heart."

When Marquis Barandiga spoke as representative, the Victorious Duke shook his head in response.

While such cordial exchanges continued on the surface, the Victorious Duke's eyes remained deeply sunken. It seemed he was still pondering why Marquis Barandiga had requested this meeting.

"Today is a joyous day. Although there is a villain who defies heaven's will and disrupts the order of the world, brave ones have gathered to oppose him, so how could I not be pleased?"

With those words, the Victorious Duke raised the cup before him, and all other participants simultaneously raised their cups.

"So for now, let's set aside what we wish to say and drink together."

It was pressure to state their business after being properly entertained as guests. Despite this pressure, neither the prospective title holders nor the regular tribal chiefs showed any agitation.

Fortunately, it seems their business isn't strange.

***

While chewing on lamb, I discreetly observed the atmosphere.

First, although the duke wasn't projecting a hostile atmosphere, his gaze was incredibly sharp. Certainly, anyone would question why those who had been quiet until now collectively requested a meeting. It was a natural reaction.

'If we delay any longer, suspicion will only grow.'

Besides, wasting the time of the military's highest authority is problematic. Now that the atmosphere has ripened thanks to the banquet, it's time to make a move.

I turned my head and met eyes with Count Kaitana across from me, who nodded as if sharing the same thought.

'Good.'

I emptied my cup and stood up. Taking this as a signal, the other tribal chiefs also stopped enjoying the banquet.

"Marquis Barandiga. What is it?"

As I alone stood up, the duke spoke softly. However, even a child could notice the strange coldness mixed in his voice.

So I quickly prostrated myself on the ground and exclaimed.

"Your Grace! I wish to speak not as a marquis who has received the Emperor's grace, but as a priest of this steppe!"
"Speak."

At his brief response, I hastily continued.

"A villain who denies heaven's will disrupts the peace and order of the steppe, but we, lacking strength, could only bow our heads! However, as His Majesty the Emperor, who upholds heaven's command and reigns over the continent, wishes to embrace even the desolate steppe, how could we not be moved by such vast benevolence and tolerance!"

Then I heard the sound of other tribal chiefs prostrating themselves.

"I, Barandiga Gurt Batal, as a priest who serves heaven, humbly request!"

With those words, I swallowed hard. The words to follow would establish an eternal hierarchical relationship between the Empire and the nomads.

But there's no room for hesitation now. I've already resolved myself.

"I beseech His Majesty to become the Khan of us humble shepherds from the frontier!"
"We humble shepherds from the frontier beseech His Majesty! Become our Khan!"

This was the will of the North—to survive and to achieve glory.

After the sudden performance, silence descended. The declaration of offering the Khan's position to the Emperor was an unexpected move by the clan leaders, not something coordinated in advance. Even a political monster would struggle to respond immediately to such a major development.

If I'm at a loss for words just watching from the sidelines, how much more difficult must it be for the Victorious Duke facing this directly? Fortunately, the clan leaders consistently mentioned they were requesting this of the Emperor; had they not been clear about the subject, it might have seemed like they were urging the Victorious Duke to become Khan. That would have created an atmosphere suggesting an immediate return to the Capital was necessary.

'Khan, huh.'

I quickly processed this unexpected situation. The nomads asking the Emperor to become Khan meant adding another title to the Emperor's collection. The Emperor already holds several royal titles—would one more Khan title even make a difference?

'...Yes, it would.'

Unfortunately, it makes a huge difference. The Empire doesn't officially recognize the title of Khan, let alone Khagan. Whether the Emperor accepts this title will reshape the continental order.

Even without recognizing the Khan title, the Empire's occupation of the North wouldn't be affected. The influential figures herding sheep in the North have already received titles, making them subjects of the Emperor and members of the Empire. Anyone can see the North becoming Imperial territory.

However, if the Emperor accepts and holds the Khan title, the North wouldn't simply be unconquered wilderness claimed by the Empire—it would mean a country called "the North" had joined the Empire. It sounds like wordplay, but in politics, such subtle differences can snowball.

'The North transforms from ownerless land to a domain with a master.'

That creates complications. If somehow the Khan title held by the Emperor gets ejected—or if the nomads attempt "Khan localization" by demanding "our Khan made by our hands"—the North we've secured could break away. Not as scattered tribes, but as a unified North under one Khan.

Of course, every disadvantage has its advantage. Accepting the Khan title would strengthen control over the North. It goes beyond simply making influential figures into nobles—it means becoming their legitimate ruler through the North's endorsement.

'This is difficult.'

Still, it's not a simple matter to resolve. While a strong Empire would be the most reliable means of controlling the North, if the Empire weakens in the future, the Khan title could become a fatal dagger.

"It is only right that those who wandered without a proper master now rely on Your Majesty," the Victorious Duke finally spoke, apparently having finished his calculations.

"I shall report your loyalty and resolve to His Majesty."

The clan leaders showed no objection to this obvious response. After all, a servant couldn't arbitrarily handle an honor offered to the Emperor.

The next morning, the Emperor's answer arrived.

From today forward, the Emperor of the Kfelopen Empire would also be the King of Tiraf, Groten, Latia, Prunian, and Galan, as well as Khan of the North.

'Now it's a Khan derby.'

A showdown between the foreign Khan and the domestic Khan. My heart swells at the thought.

The news that Eimanka XVI of the Kfelopen Empire had become Corvus Khan of the North spread throughout the North. The Empire didn't particularly intervene in this process.

After all, the clan leaders who made the declaration were more desperate than the Empire. The clan leaders who had huddled together at the garrison, refusing to leave until hearing the Emperor's answer, transformed into living amplifiers the moment they heard of his acceptance.

Had the Emperor rejected this endorsement, there might have been whispers within the tribes: "Wasn't that going too far, even for tribal safety?" Having overcome such pressure to become heroes of the Khan endorsement must be gratifying. The line between being a lackey and a meritorious subject is paper-thin.

"The war will end before autumn passes."

With that, the Victorious Duke set his own deadline for this Khan derby. Though several months remained before autumn's end, this was a bold statement considering the previous war had lasted two years.

Yet no one contradicted him. This Khan endorsement had removed most of the shackles binding the Empire.

"All tribes have sworn to join the battle. They say they'll bring down the false Khan and establish peace."


Since offering the Khan title to the Emperor, the surrendered tribes acted as if their limits had been removed. Unlike before when they worried about their own safety, they now actively declared their cooperation in suppressing Dorgos.

As a result, the forces the Empire could effectively deploy increased dramatically. With surrendered tribes entering the battlefield, troops previously assigned to protect and monitor them could be redirected elsewhere, and the additional cavalry prevented Dorgon's forces from lingering at the border.

Moreover, there was no longer a need to forcibly demonstrate strength. Previously, they had minimized front line adjustments for fear that surrendered tribes might flee if they saw Imperial forces struggling against Dorgon. Logically, an army of barely over 10,000 couldn't endanger Imperial forces, but both the Empire and nomads had witnessed a monster defying logic for two years.

'Now we can breathe a little.'

The days until now had been truly tearful. During the last war, they had fought with the mindset of "Just kill the Khagan by any means necessary!" But this war was different—there was much more to protect.

They had to demonstrate the Empire's strength to give confidence to surrendered tribes, divert troops to ensure their safety and surveillance, vigilantly guard the recently recovered northern Empire, and minimize large-scale conflicts to reduce the impact of mobilizing an expeditionary force...

The leadership had to sigh while fighting under all these miraculous conditions. In games too, meeting all additional conditions is always harder than simply clearing the stage.

But now they could throw off that oppression and those shackles. Only the time to crush Dorgon with overwhelming numbers remained.

'We couldn't create a better situation than this.'

Dorgon's forces, initially estimated at 60,000-70,000, had fallen to about 14,000. In contrast, the Empire had an expeditionary force exceeding 200,000, plus the surrendered tribes.

Moreover, the Khan endorsement had boosted allied morale to the extreme. While a commander's virtue is to fight in optimal conditions, better conditions than these would never come. Now was the time.

'This will end it.'

My hands clasped behind my back tightened involuntarily. Though I hadn't met Dorgon since the Sarei battle, I would soon. Soon I could end this.

"Let's go then. Today wasn't the day, but next time we'll have a proper fight."

Since he said so himself, I don't think he'll run away.

If he were the type to flee, he wouldn't have rebelled in the first place.

***

Perhaps because I didn't die when others did, I get to hear all sorts of strange stories.

'Khan, huh.'

I couldn't help but laugh. Many have claimed the title of Khan or received endorsements, but I never imagined a day would come when an Imperial citizen would be endorsed as Khan.

Just a few years ago, this would have seemed impossible. But today, both principle and practicality have made an Imperial Khan possible. Heaven has permitted it.

"They say the rich get richer, and that seems true."

Dashan showed no reaction to my joking remark.

He neither exploded in outrage at how an Imperial could be called Khan, nor blamed himself for his inadequacy leading to this situation. He seemed unable to find words in the face of this collapse of common sense. A pity.

"Emperor and Khan—what should we call him? Khagan?"
"Khan!"

Even Dashan, lost in shock, couldn't help but react to the word "Khagan," crying out in alarm.


"I'm joking. The Emperor would hate being called that anyway."

Yes, "Khagan" would be a nightmarish word for the Empire and Emperor. He wouldn't want to be called by such a name.

Unless he's quite the pervert.

"What about them?"
"They're making major adjustments to their front lines. We'll likely clash on the plains soon."

I nodded at his words. I would have been suspicious if the Empire, now free of constraints, had maintained a defensive posture.

Now my rounds of visiting various front lines are over. It was quite troublesome, but I'm not sure whether to be glad it's over or to steel my resolve as the end approaches.

"We'll wait until the Empire moves. No need to waste energy when a grand finale awaits us."
"Yes, Khan."

I approached Dashan as he bowed his head in response and patted his shoulder. During the last war, we bonded as fellow Keshig, then as wandering companions. Now he's suffering as my loyal adjutant.

And now I'm entrusting him with a burden too heavy to bear, so I feel both sorry and grateful.

"If you change your mind, tell me anytime."

I chuckled as Dashan bowed even deeper without answering.

I know his mind won't change, but I wanted to ask again anyway.

Seeing signs of the Empire's movement, I began preparations.

'There are many.'

Though our numbers had decreased from previous battles, over 10,000 troops still gathered. It's surprising that so many madmen like me remain.

"When five humans gather, one is trash."
"What nonsense are you talking about?"

Suddenly, I recalled words spoken by Kal Kracius in the past. That man with his disastrous mouth in many ways often said bizarre things, but strangely, those words stayed with me.

Perhaps I secretly agreed with them. Even now, I'm confirming their truth.

'About one in five, indeed.'

That damn bastard. Annoying how he's like a dog but never wrong.

I gently touched the spell book in my breast pocket. The only one I made—prepared with the mindset that if this one fails, heaven doesn't will it.

'It will succeed.'

Though I have no basis, I'm strangely confident.

It's an excellent device to mark our end—it should succeed.


The war that would likely be recorded in history books with the line "On behalf of Eimanka XVI, the one and only Emperor of the continent, guardian of the heavenly mandate, and Khan of the North, Duke Hablem initiated the subjugation of the villain who falsely claimed to be Khan. Not only did the Emperor's brave and peerless soldiers cheer, but even the nomads of the frontier who serve the heavens rejoiced, finally making the villain realize that the heavenly mandate belongs to the Empire" was gradually coming to an end. Unless the Khagan was resurrected, the Empire couldn't lose with such an overwhelming military advantage.

'I won't make it back for the opening ceremony.'

The war would end once Dorgon was defeated. However, time had been consumed by preparations for the expedition ceremony, border movements, securing garrison sites, small-scale battles, and tribal recruitment. Now summer was ending, which was becoming a problem.

Frankly speaking, even if I succeeded in killing Dorgon today, post-war processing would inevitably push things into autumn. That meant the Section Chief of the 1st Section would have to act as the Academy Inspector in my place. I felt somewhat apologetic to the Principal and Villar.

'At least it won't drag into next year.'

I sighed with relief. Compared to the two years of struggle last time, this war would end in just a few months. Considering how high-ranking commanders and staff officers died like flies in the past, there had been no casualties among the leadership this time.

Of course, I couldn't let my guard down. If I set up a defeat flag at the last moment and messed everything up, my blood pressure might kill me.

That's why I had entered a state of full preparation.

"It's all done."

I nodded at the magician's cautious report. After clenching and unclenching my fist a few times, I could definitely feel a different grip strength than before.

'Good.'

I felt satisfied with the doping sensation I hadn't experienced in a long time. The performance of enhancement magic truly feels amazing whenever I experience it.

"Good work. Thank you for fulfilling my personal request so admirably."
"You flatter me, Your Excellency."

I handed him a gold coin, which the magician hastily accepted with a bow. For a skilled magician, a single gold coin might be a modest sum, but as evidence of having done a favor for the current Head of the Audit Department, it was valuable.

Plus, it was also a symbol of having helped the husband of a permanent Tower Master. From a magician's perspective, it was practically a royal gift.

"Master."
"Yes?"

After sending away the magician who kept bowing repeatedly, just as I was about to call for a priest, the Section Chief of the 4th Section spoke up.

"The enhancement magic you currently have is already excessive. Wouldn't it be better to give up on enhancement holy magic?"

It was an entirely reasonable suggestion, so I smiled slightly. While the effects of enhancement magic and holy magic are certainly powerful, they also cause strong adverse reactions if used excessively. If there were no side effects, we would fully dope all knights and send them to the battlefield.

Moreover, as the Section Chief of the 4th Section pointed out, the enhancement magic cast on me was already excessive. Enhancement magic cast at full power by a fairly skilled magician exceeds what an ordinary body can withstand. Adding enhancement holy magic could potentially tear my body apart.

But it's fine. I've done this before.

"It's okay. I tried it before and found it's just at the level I can endure."
"Pardon?"

Surprised by my unexpected answer, the Section Chief of the 4th Section responded with a somewhat dumbfounded voice. It was a natural reaction since I had never told her about going full doping during the Khagan subjugation.

Honestly, why would I go around bragging about killing enemies while loaded with all sorts of magic, holy magic, potions, and artifacts? Especially when I nearly died several times even in that state and only managed to win by miracle.

"Even if it strains my body, Beatrix can fix me up quickly, so don't worry."
"Ah, yes..."

When I pushed forward while she was confused, she quickly nodded in agreement.

It's rare to see the Section Chief of the 4th Section looking so bewildered, so this was quite a treat.

"Still, I'm glad someone's worried about me. Thank you, Penelia."
"W-worrying about you, Master, is only natural."

When I hugged her in gratitude, the Section Chief of the 4th Section trembled slightly but hugged me back.

That familiar and comfortable vibration. This is definitely our Section Chief of the 4th Section.


An army of 300,000 moved to end the war. Whether it was really 300,000 or not, I wasn't sure, but exaggerating your own forces during wartime is just good manners, isn't it?

And even if it didn't reach 300,000, it was definitely over 200,000, so it didn't matter.

'It is impressive.'

The thought suddenly struck me. If this so-called army of 300,000 had moved from the eastern border, one country would have already been destroyed. No, perhaps even two might have fallen. That's how magnificent the composition of this expeditionary force was.

Looking at it differently, an army capable of redrawing the continent's map was moving solely to capture and kill Dorgon. His head was worth more than most kingdoms. Truly an extraordinary bastard.

"Inspector."
"Yes, Commander."

My train of thought was interrupted by the call from the Northern Front Army Commander.

"We'll soon make contact with them. If Dorgon hasn't fled, he'll be at the front to greet us."
"If he were the type to run away, he wouldn't have shown himself in the first place."
"True enough."

The Commander nodded and casually adjusted the sword at his waist. The Northern Front Army Commander was a veteran who had spent decades in the military and was invariably mentioned among the Empire's strongest warriors. As such, he must be feeling both tension and anticipation about facing Dorgon.

"However, it feels strange to see the Inspector at the vanguard rather than with the main force."

I smiled gently at his joking remark. I'm not the only one who seems out of place in the vanguard.

"You're also at the vanguard despite being the Commander, sir."
"With the Victorious Duke present, what significance does a Front Army Commander hold? I have to at least stand at the vanguard to avoid being called a salary thief."

Both the Commander and I burst into laughter at his words, which carried a strange sincerity. Indeed, with none other than the Victorious Duke as the Commander-in-Chief, even a Front Army Commander is reduced to just another officer.

Of course, actually swinging a sword at the vanguard requires being quite the eccentric.

"Anyway, I'm glad we can finally end this nightmare. I can hardly express how vigilant the Northern Front Army had to be with Dorgon still alive."

I simply nodded, as I could fully empathize with his words. Even I, operating in the Capital, was driven to the brink of madness just thinking about Dorgon. How much worse must it have been for the Front Army Commander responsible for the North? He probably felt his blood draining every day, much like the former Margrave of Sorden.

It's regrettable that the source of all this trouble has raised an army again, but if we succeed in killing him now that he's shown himself, a major threat will be eliminated. For the Commander, this is a golden opportunity to spend the rest of his life in peace.

"So I'll be counting on you, Inspector."
"Yes, of course."

His proposal was to rush at Dorgon together as soon as he appeared. Since it was an obvious suggestion, I accepted without hesitation.

I want to kill Dorgon with my own hands, but I'm not insisting that only I can kill him. If I stubbornly insisted and ended up letting Dorgon escape, there would be no greater disaster.

...Truthfully, I'd prefer to kill him alone if possible, but I can't put personal feelings ahead of national interests.

'I've already missed several chances trying to face him alone.'

Years ago, I had many opportunities to kill him alone. I just missed those opportunities.

Nothing is more disgraceful than someone who missed their chance insisting on having another.

The sound of war horns echoed. I could feel the ground trembling.

At the same time, the rain of arrows filling the sky and the ominous aura of sorcery had become almost familiar. These bastards always greet us with arrows and sorcery whenever they appear, so I've been forced to get used to it.

However, the fact that nothing has changed means their tactics are consistently effective—

"Magicians, respond immediately. There's no need to conserve energy."

—and it also means that countermeasures have been somewhat established.

At the Northern Front Army Commander's order, the magicians simultaneously attempted defensive magic and counterattacks. As the Commander said, this was the final battle with no need to think about what comes after. They needed to focus on power rather than mana efficiency.

'First wave blocked.'


After watching the sky where magic and sorcery violently intersected, I lowered my gaze to the ground. The nomads who had distracted us with arrows and sorcery had, as always, used their mobility to charge right up to our faces.

'The second wave is still a pain in the ass.'

Though I grandly called it the "second wave," it was really just a straightforward charge that could be easily detected. However, detection and repulsion are different matters.

With defensive sorcery surrounding them as they charged, inadequate attacks wouldn't stop them, but if we used our full strength against the second wave, we'd be hit by the first wave. Better to physically block the second wave than to physically block the sorcery falling from above.

"Show these serf bastards the fury of the steppes!"
"Carve the will of the wolves into this land!"

I could see our soldiers flinching at the shouts of the great warriors at the vanguard. Well, it's understandable to cower when fierce-looking men on horseback are yelling about fury and wolves.

And Dorgon, standing ahead of the great warriors, said nothing. He just fixed his gaze on me with a deep smile.

'Creepy bastard.'

Perhaps because he talks about wolves, his sense of smell seems as keen as a canine's. Even at this close distance, how can he find exactly who he wants in this crowd?

I glared back at Dorgon and drew my sword. Come to think of it, his creepiness isn't anything new, so there's no need to worry about it.

"I'll go ahead."
"Do so. I'll follow shortly."

As soon as I received the Commander's consent, I rushed toward Dorgon. The plan was for me to draw Dorgon's attention with my whole body while the Commander emerged from the flank. It's a crude method, but effective. Since we've already decided to fight 2-on-1, we should make good use of our numerical advantage.

"We meet again, Kal Kracius!"

When I, who had been beside the Commander, advanced to the front line, Dorgon burst into laughter and accelerated.

Wait, is this guy insane? The leader is running so fast his subordinates can't keep up? Has he abandoned command?

"Yes, I knew someone like you would come forward! Thanks for saving me the trouble of finding you!"

As soon as I heard those words, I realized that from his perspective, I must seem just as crazy. I could have used our numerical advantage and appeared after Dorgon was weakened, but instead I showed myself right from the start.

A derby of Khans followed by a derby of madmen. The North is truly a den of lunatics like no other in the world.

"Here's my gift! No need to hold back!"

When the distance between Dorgon and me narrowed to just a few meters, Dorgon took out a scrap of paper from his pocket and tore it.

Suddenly, as if by magic, the battlefield's roaring sounds disappeared.

'...Ha.'

More precisely, the location had changed.

'I can't believe this is happening to me.'

The forces that had been behind me were nowhere to be seen, and only Dorgon was in my field of vision. I had just fallen victim to the same tactic I once used to separate the Khagan from his army.

This is maddening. Should I be flattered that he considers me equivalent to the Khagan?

"How is it? A familiar place, isn't it?"

I let out a hollow laugh at Dorgon's sneering words. This place was indeed very familiar, just as he said.

"Did you want to die in the same place as your father? What a filial son."
"That hurts my feelings. I'm giving a friendless man the chance to be buried with his friends."

It was the place where my companions and I had fought the Khagan.

This guy is truly insane.

I let out a hollow laugh at the insane bastard's crazy statement before composing my expression again. Though the Dorgon raid plan had gone wrong from the start and we'd ended up in this terrible place where those guys had died—strangely, I felt more relief than displeasure.

'Is this what I wanted all along?'

I tried to convince myself that I couldn't let personal feelings interfere with national affairs. But the truth was, I didn't want to hold back. I, alone—the only one of us seven who hadn't died—wanted to end this nightmare myself. I wanted to kill the Khagan's remnants with my own hands.

For two years I'd repeatedly failed to catch Dorgon, and the humiliation of not capturing him for three years, along with the pain of renewed war from his uprising, had been weighing on me.

'Not anymore.'

Now I no longer needed to hold back. Thanks to Dorgon's strategy rather than my stubbornness, we were in a one-on-one situation. I had no choice but to face this battle alone.

"As expected."

Watching me, Dorgon nodded with satisfaction.

"I knew you'd like this too."

His words made me laugh. I didn't know why, but I couldn't stop laughing.

Then I spoke softly.

"Whatever the outcome, it'll make for a good memorial."
"Even the loser will remain forever in the winner's memory, in the continent's history. Isn't that splendid?"

Once again, Dorgon responded with something abnormal as he dismounted his horse, prompting me to do the same.

In a one-on-one fight, I'd kill his horse first anyway. So it made sense to keep the horses alive for the winner's convenience. Strangely, we agreed on this point.

"I am Dorgon Udesre of the Udesre clan, master of the Gaar Khanate, Gaar Udesre Dorgon."

Stepping forward one step at a time, Dorgon spoke with a faint smile.

An unexpected introduction. There was no reason or need for such a peaceful introduction between us.

"Kal Kracius of Wiridia, heir to the Kracius Family and Count of the Kfelopen Empire."

But I played along. I didn't know why I did this either.

"A count? That seems too low-ranking for someone facing a Khan."
"The only Khan under heaven is His Majesty the Emperor. You're nothing but a tribal chief."
"Heh, a Khan who's never set foot on the steppe. How amusing."

Dorgon, who had been snickering, gradually stopped laughing. He brought his sword forward and took his stance, looking ready to charge at any moment.

"Five years of bad blood should be enough."
"It would have ended in two if you hadn't run away."

At that moment, Dorgon and I simultaneously pushed off the ground and rushed forward.

—CRASH!!!

As our swords collided, something exploded and the ground split open.

Now only the sound of our bones breaking would follow.

The original owner of this body had learned the Kracius Family swordsmanship. Through possession, I inherited those memories of swordsmanship, and by continuing to train after possession, I, the possessor, could use the Kracius swordsmanship reasonably well.

However, that swordsmanship wasn't something I had built up from scratch—it was inherited from someone else's memories. It wasn't something I had personally learned from the basics. No matter how much memory and habit remained, there was a limit to fully drawing it out. While other possessors gained abilities they never had before, I was losing abilities that had existed—it felt unfair.

Anyway, the man with this half-baked swordsmanship was thrown into a hellish battlefield five years ago where the empire's survival was at stake. To survive that hell, I had no choice but to develop swordsmanship that suited my body, regardless of Kracius traditions.

'I'm not sure if this can even be called swordsmanship.'


This half-trained warrior learned combat-oriented swordsmanship—honestly, a hodgepodge with no fundamentals. I'd long abandoned proper form and posture. I simply learned to swing faster, stronger, and more frequently than my opponents.

I even learned about spears, bows, and daggers, not just swords, making me a terrible hybrid. That's why I could call myself a swordsman elsewhere, but I couldn't honestly say I'd learned proper swordsmanship. That was my last shred of conscience.

Strangely enough, I wasn't the only hodgepodge. The bastard who had survived the survival-of-the-fittest steppe and become practically the second-in-command of the 100,000 nomad army gathered by the Khagan also displayed hybrid martial arts with no discernible foundation.

Naturally—that bastard is Dorgon.

'Damn it.'

Dorgon's sword pierced my solar plexus, making my body curl up, but I immediately jammed my sword hilt into his chin. The wound wasn't deep enough to immobilize me, but it was deep enough to cause a delay in pulling the sword out. In that time, I couldn't slash him, but I could at least strike him.

Dorgon, who took a hit in exchange for wounding me, quickly backed away and spat out the blood pooling in his mouth.

'Huh.'

He's more intact than I expected. I couldn't put my full strength into it, but I thought I'd at least knock out a few teeth.

"You're nothing but a drug addict."
"Look who's talking."

I instinctively retorted to Dorgon's words as he spat blood and snickered. Of course, I admit I'm a drug addict, having consumed not just enhancement magic and holy spells but also large quantities of potions. But I didn't want to hear that from another drug addict.

I'd already crossed swords with Dorgon dozens, hundreds of times. During those encounters, I'd stabbed him in the abdomen, dislocated his shoulder, and shattered his knee.

Yet he moved as if nothing had happened. Unless that bastard had also chugged all sorts of enhancement spells and potions, that shouldn't be possible.

'What a damn bastard.'

This is why I hate him. As the owner of a standardless hodgepodge martial art, I never know what attack will come from where, and since he values his life over his pride, he shamelessly comes doped up. Fighting someone with the same characteristics isn't exactly pleasant when it's not even a mirror match.

Moreover, I've fought this bastard too often. We've clashed repeatedly without either of us dying, and we've retreated after figuring out each other's characteristics and tendencies.

That reduced the chances of winning. He knows me as well as I know him. It's too obvious where attacks will come from and how we'll react.

'A prolonged battle is impossible.'

I forced my dangling left arm back into place, wondering if the bone had come out, and racked my brain. Full doping is a point of no return, making it impossible to sustain a long battle. If pushed too hard, the body won't hold up, and the enhancement itself might wear off.

In such a situation, my opponent is also a doping addict. No matter how much I hit him, he remains fine; even if I break something, it heals back—making it impossible to end this in a short battle. This is certain, as Talra had praised me as a monster in my own right.

'This is maddening.'

Deflecting Dorgon's sword as he charged again, I recalled past nightmares. With each encounter with this bastard, I vowed to kill him next time. I actually fought with all my might.

Yet, until the very end, we never settled things. I feared that this frustrating situation might continue. It would be too cruel to fight as if it were the final battle, only to part ways saying, "See you next time," without a conclusion.

Dorgon must have had the same thought, as his sword strikes became more ferocious. Having prepared for a final battle with a sworn enemy at the place where his father died, it would be quite serious if both of us returned unscathed.

'No choice.'

I took a sword strike with my body that I had intended to dodge by bending backward. Blood spurted as my chest was slashed, but the distance between Dorgon and me closed.

'As long as I don't die, it's fine.'

I prepared myself for serious injury. Abandoning defense and evasion, I went on the offensive. Dorgon's durability was similar to mine, but going all-out on offense slightly increased my chances of killing him.

If he dodged, his posture would be disrupted; if he took the hit, damage would accumulate. Either way, it wasn't a loss.

—Or so I thought as I thrust my sword, which Dorgon blocked with his mouth.

More precisely, he bit the blade with his teeth to block it.


"You fucking dog."

I couldn't help but curse out loud at this bizarre action.

He truly is an animal.

My waist was half-slashed, but it quickly stopped bleeding. I shattered Dorgon's knee, but it healed. My ear was torn, but it grew back quickly. I cut Dorgon's mouth, but it healed.

Clearly, we were consistently damaging each other, but neither could overwhelm the other. To end this stalemate, I'd need to cut off at least one of his limbs.

'The problem is I can't cut it off.'

Warriors who handle mana can already harden their bodies, and on top of that, he's applied all sorts of enhancements. Ordinary attacks might damage skin or muscle, but they can't sever an entire limb.

Of course, if I directed a Heaven Slash at a person, it would pierce through all enhancements and doping, but Dorgon isn't a fool—he wouldn't just stand there while I prepared a finishing move. He'd obviously rush in and stab my heart or something. Even with enhancements, if my heart gets directly stabbed—

'...Ah.'

Suddenly, Talra's face flashed through my mind.

"Kracius Kal, you and I are evenly matched! Why not end it by delivering our strongest blows to each other?"

If I was worried about interference, I could create an environment where interference was impossible. A simple and clear solution, but one that ordinary people wouldn't dare imagine.

"Dorgon!"

Despite my shout, Dorgon gave no response. As if he'd rather swing his sword one more time than open his mouth.

A natural reaction. Actually, our previous trash talk was the strange part; maintaining silence against an enemy is normal.

But even Dorgon couldn't help but flinch at my next words.

"You and I are evenly matched! Rather than repeating what happened three years ago, let's end this by delivering our strongest blows to each other!"
"...What?"

Dorgon knows what "strongest blow" means. Since the Khagan demonstrated world-destruction, in this northern region, "strongest blow" referred to only one thing.

After all, what could be stronger than a technique that slices the heavens and shakes the earth?

***

I'm confused. I can't understand what he's saying.

"If we keep fighting like this, we'll both end up going back alive. We came prepared to die before the dead, yet we'll both continue living."

Yet strangely, my heart burned hot.

"Strongest, huh."

Trying to suppress that heat, I opened my mouth.

"You don't seem to have used that word carelessly."

If this proposal is a trick, the battle will end pathetically.

But it's strange. My head is clearly suspicious and reluctant. Logically, in a battle where victory and defeat are separated by a second, such a proposal makes no sense. Yet my heart is screaming to accept it.

"Think of Talra."

That made me smirk.

Why are there so many crazy bastards in this era?

Using the last breath of his power to unleash a devastating attack was a taboo even he wouldn't break in single combat. The preparation for such a final strike inevitably creates an opening where one could fall to an enemy's attack. To use such a technique against an individual opponent requires the madness of believing they won't interfere during preparation.

Anyone with the slightest common sense would never even consider it. Yet somehow...

'I don't feel reluctant.'

Perhaps it was because he mentioned Tala as precedent, or perhaps I instinctively knew this meaningless battle wouldn't end otherwise.

But I vaguely sensed one thing: even without precedent, I would have accepted his proposal upon hearing those words. Even if we could have ended this normally, I would have nodded in agreement. While reason screamed this made no sense, instinct whispered otherwise.

'Perfect for a grand finale.'

It was an excessive method to end this tiresome feud—too grand for a defeated wanderer who couldn't die alone. Because it would be more magnificent than any other end. Because his proposal would be more glorious than any alternative.

To finish everything with his technique at the place where he fell. The mere thought made me smile involuntarily. It meant I could finally shed all regrets and attachments.

"Fine. Let's do it that way."

So I answered him. If this ended like three years ago with no conclusion, I would have bitten my tongue in shame. At least I could avoid such a disaster now.

He nodded at my answer. Strange. As if he believed I would naturally accept. What kind of faith makes someone expect another to agree to such madness?

Unfortunately, I became one of those madmen—but it doesn't matter. Since the moment I raised the banner of rebellion against the Empire following him, I've lived without common sense or reason.

"Tala would like seeing you."
"That bastard would like seeing anyone. But he'd be happier seeing a comrade."

I could only curl my lips upward at his undeniable statement. Yes, Tala would welcome either of us to the afterlife.

Moreover, if he knew the cause of death was the same final technique as his own, he'd roll on the ground laughing hysterically. That's obvious.

'He's completely insane.'

I nearly burst into laughter at what entered my vision while I prepared my stance. He too was preparing the final technique, just like me.

In truth, if he attacked me at this moment, I would fall immediately. When a knife pierces your heart while you're defenseless, regardless of enhancements, death comes instantly. That's an end even he couldn't avoid.

Yet surprisingly—no, predictably—he abandoned the opportunity for a surprise attack and prepared his strongest strike as promised. We were alone here, so breaking his word wouldn't tarnish his honor. Even with witnesses, no one would condemn him for eliminating an enemy leader.

'Should have been born a bit further north.'

He clearly chose the wrong birthplace. Had he been born among the nomads, he would have been the greatest warrior after him. He would have galloped across the steppes with us, building a nation of nomads.

I gently shook my head at the sudden sentiment. Dwelling on impossibilities is foolish. Having finally found an opportunity to shed regrets and attachments, I didn't want to create new ones.

'A thrust, is it?'

He had already pulled back his sword hilt to his right shoulder with both hands. Choosing a thrust rather than a slash, apparently intending to end it with one strike.

Correct. When using a technique against a single opponent, narrowing the impact range makes sense.

So I matched his approach. Since we agreed to exchange final blows, using the same attack style seemed appropriate.

'I'll pour everything into it.'

As soon as I took my stance, I unleashed all my mana at once. Until now, I'd never attempted this for fear of destroying my body, but this was my final attack. Whether my arm broke or my organs ruptured didn't matter.

Besides, seeing the madman before me using his full power left me no choice but to match him.

'This will end it.'

I felt certain as I sensed the energy emanating from him. When that energy collided with mine, someone would surely die. We might both die, but there was no chance both would survive. There would be no embarrassing conclusion like "even with our final techniques, we remained evenly matched."

In that moment, I felt grateful to Tala. Without that pioneer, the concept of exchanging final techniques would have been impossible, and my end would have remained distant.

"Kal Kracius!"

Kal Kracius silently answered my shout.

"It's been fun!"

With those words, I extended my sword. I felt my bones twisting and muscles melting, but I ignored it.

Then Kal Kracius—


—darkness swallowed everything.

Light appeared.

***

I opened my eyes hastily as memories flashed before me and then vanished. I must have lost consciousness—this time I nearly died for real.

Lying on the ground, I looked up to see the sky horrifically torn. Though directed at a person, the impact was far beyond what any human could withstand. The shockwave spreading in all directions had damaged the sky once again.

If the sky looked like that, the ground was worse. When I barely lifted my head, I saw the earth literally melting.

And it seems to still be melting.

'Worse than with Tala.'

Well, Dorgon and I were more skilled at Sky Slash than Tala. We survived for years after Tala's death, after all.

After taking several deep breaths, I pressed against the ground to rise—

'Ah.'

Feeling the familiar emptiness, I stood using only my leg and waist muscles. As expected from using full power, my arms were devastated.

'Still, I fared relatively well.'

My right arm was completely gone below the shoulder, and my left arm was immobile with several fingers missing. Surprisingly, for the price of a full-power Sky Slash without considering side effects, this was acceptable. Moreover, these wounds didn't carry any permanent healing disability debuff. If they could be healed, that was enough.

Anyway, I started walking immediately after standing. Very, very faintly, I could sense mana from another being.

Of course, it was barely perceptible and precarious. His condition was obvious.

"Heh, you can walk?"

Dorgon, who had been thrown quite far and was sprawled in a strange place, let out a hollow laugh as soon as he saw me approaching.

"And you can still talk in that condition?"

From my perspective, it was amazing that this bastard could speak—no, that he was alive at all.

His arms, which would have taken the greatest impact, were either severed or shattered beyond recognition. Moreover, nothing remained below his waist. Seeing his condition made me feel miraculous for only losing one limb.

"I used excessive enchantments. That I'm still breathing in this state means my sorcerer was too competent."

Looking at that grotesque sight, Dorgon laughed, complaining that his excessive doping had merely prevented instant death.

"Ah, don't worry. These aren't injuries I can recover from."
"I can see that."

Obviously, he had barely avoided instant death.

"It's disappointing though. A battle that dragged on so long ended with one strike. We should have done this from the start."

Dorgon murmured, gently closing his eyes. Despite his words of disappointment, his voice conveyed a sense of relief.

"Still, I'm satisfied that you brought about my end. Yes, my end could only be at the hands of Kal Kracius—"
"Hey."

I interrupted Dorgon as he was about to launch into his dying words and sat down on the ground. Since he was still alive, I had many questions.

"What were you thinking when you started this rebellion?"

Dorgon fell silent and just stared into my eyes.

"You knew the Empire considered your people dangerous, and you hadn't fully united the North. More tribes chose to surrender to us than fight. Yet you challenged the Empire with such forces?"

I couldn't understand it. This man wasn't reckless or thoughtless. If anything, he could be classified as cunning and perceptive. That's how he survived the last war alone and initiated a second one.

Yet such a man led tribes that were barely unified, without properly consolidating internal control. Despite having many means to harass the Empire, he didn't use them, and he abandoned command to insist on one-on-one combat with me.

Incomprehensible. For now, I focused on the benefits the Empire could gain from Dorgon's actions rather than his intentions, but if I could hear his motives directly, I needed to address them.

"An embarrassing question."

After a long silence, Dorgon chuckled and turned his head toward the sky. It seemed like he wouldn't answer, so I was about to press him—


"I wanted to die without saying anything, but since I'm alive, I have no choice. Answering the victor's question is the loser's duty, isn't it?"

I closed my mouth again at his willingness to confess.

"...As one who couldn't die alone, I wanted to take final responsibility."

That statement made my mind go blank.

The Khagan had led 100,000 nomads against the Empire. The nomads, periodically and unilaterally eradicated by the Empire, expressed their anger without filter and sought to create their own nation free from Imperial interference.

But they failed. The 100,000 nomads suffered near-total casualties, and the heroes and great warriors who led them died.

Dorgon alone survived. Amid the death of the nomads' dreams and hopes, only Dorgon remained.

"I was confident. I thought that with him, with us united, we could defeat the Empire. So I planned to defeat the Empire on the steppes and negotiate a reasonable peace to establish our own country. I had no interest in the Empire's homeland."

Indeed, the Empire had nearly recognized the nomads' nation. As Dorgon believed, the nomads' dream had almost come true.

"But we still lost. So I saw no hope. If we lost despite having advantages that might appear once in history, what would come after? Hope instantly became despair."

They say the higher you rise, the longer the fall. When this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity vanished, the nomads fell into self-loathing and helplessness. If we lost with such strength, what could we possibly do? Our fate is to live like this and die like insects at the Empire's hands—they said.

"I wanted to prevent that. Though I failed to create our own country, I couldn't accept my people, my race, dying without leaving even their names behind."

So he rallied the nomads again. Rather than staying still to be eradicated by the Empire or becoming a miserable subjugated class, he decided to bring the Empire to the negotiating table.

"You can guess the rest."

I found myself nodding unconsciously. Understanding Dorgon's intentions made all the puzzle pieces fit together.

The reason for his reckless rebellion threatening the Empire, yet avoiding provoking Imperial forces unnecessarily; why, despite claiming to be Khan, he didn't govern the internal tribes; why he observed deserters without action.

'To increase his bargaining value.'

If Dorgon hadn't rebelled, the northern nomads would have lived in tribal units as they did before the Khagan's appearance. Then they would have faced the Empire's oppression head-on to prevent a second Khagan, dying silently. In that process, the nomads would have become thoroughly subjugated or enslaved.

But Dorgon united the nomads and threatened the Empire. As a result, the Empire played the card of incorporation rather than unilateral eradication.

Now I understand. I understand, but...

"Was that worth sacrificing your life?"

It's an excessive, insane reason. The Empire, having gone through the Great Punitive War and succession disputes, was reluctant to expend additional national power. The man who recognized this and induced the Empire to play the incorporation card—why didn't he understand other aspects?

To eradicate the scattered nomadic tribes, the Empire would have been thorough but not excessive. The eradication Dorgon feared might have taken decades or centuries to accomplish.

For such a distant future concern, Dorgon stood before the Empire again. A man who could have lived out his natural life in hiding chose death.

It was clearly suicide. He didn't have the Khagan's strength. Even if he had killed me here, he would eventually have been eradicated by Imperial forces.

"I told you. It's the responsibility of one who couldn't die alone."

At his response suggesting the answer was obvious, I fell silent again.

"I promised my people their own country, a world free from Imperial threats, but I couldn't deliver. I carried the collective will of the North but failed to fulfill it."

As the doping effects seemed to fade, Dorgon coughed up blood several times before continuing.

"He died carrying the collective will for the North. I, who am inferior to him, had to die crushed by that collective will."

Now the collective will of their people should be loyalty in eradicating villains under the Empire's name, not treasonous thoughts of opposing the Empire by following the rebel.

After adding that, Dorgon burst into laughter for a long time.

He just kept laughing as if pleased with the situation.

'Crazy bastard.'

Hearing that laughter, I couldn't help but think so.

The man who couldn't die alone and shouldered responsibility alone, who struggled with unfulfilled ideals shared by many, had finally gone mad.

Without madness, he could never have conceived such an idea.

I watched as my head, once clouded, suddenly cleared. My blurry vision and labored breathing returned to normal. This wasn't recovery, of course. How could one recover from having their lower body destroyed and both arms severed?

This was merely the final flicker of flame. Like fire burning brightest just before going out, my body was experiencing its last moment of brilliance.

'Surprisingly tenacious.'

After laughing for a while, I blankly stared at the sky. Despite my reinforcement spells, I had somehow survived the impact of two world-ending techniques colliding. Because of that, I ended up sharing embarrassing stories with him. I knew my lifeline was tough, but this was excessive.

Yet strangely, though I had intended to die without a word, unburdening myself felt incredibly relieving. I was almost happy knowing that my sworn enemy, the one delivering my final moment, would remember the path I had walked.

"Do all the tribes that follow you think the same way?"

At those words, I turned my gaze to Kal Kracius and chuckled.

"Yes. They're all like me—prepared to die, incompatible with the Empire."

Fools who shook their heads when told to join the Empire if they wanted to live, idiots who refused even the suggestion to disappear, declaring they would rather die as nomads than live under the same sky as the Empire. Trash that needed to vanish for a new world to be born.

I led those pieces of trash as their leader. I gave them the opportunity to unleash their resentment one final time.

"They're the last of the last, so they're incredibly stubborn. If I suggested surrender, they'd tell me to surrender first."

How laughable that these people who would die fighting regardless of what I did would say such things.

"The Empire is generous to those who surrender."
"I know. That's precisely why I did this."

I answered with a laugh at his quiet words.

His comment was an act of consideration. If, just if, those people wavered at the news of my death—if they broke their stubbornness and surrendered to the Empire—he was saying they would be treated well.

"They'd rather kill themselves than surrender, but thank you for opening that door."

So I answered honestly. Though their hatred for the Empire runs so deep they'd rather break their necks than bow their heads, I thanked him for offering a path to survival.

At the same time, it's frustrating. Why can't they just bow their heads slightly when doing so would guarantee not just safety but power?

'I'm hardly one to talk.'

Thinking about it, I'm the one choosing to die fighting the Empire. With what right do I hope for others to surrender? They each carry their own grudges, just as I carry mine.

'Grudges, huh.'

I turned my gaze from Kal Kracius back to the sky. I fought not only to follow him and achieve our ideals but also to resolve the grudge I carried.

Our shattered ideal was clumsily achieved at the cost of my life and theirs. Though we couldn't create our own country, we at least freed them from the Empire's threat and secured their prosperity.

But what about my grudge? Not our ideal, but the grudge I personally carried—was it resolved?

'I failed.'

No matter how positively I tried to think about it, I couldn't say it was. My grudge would disappear with my death.

How shameful. I spoke of comrades and consensus, yet I couldn't resolve my personal matter. No, if it were truly just my personal matter, I could have accepted it and moved on.

'How can I face my mother?'

But it wasn't just personal. As a son, failing to avenge my mother's grudge was unforgivable.

The Imperial soldiers who trampled nomads like insects, my mother who was humiliated by those soldiers, the woman who showed love to me—a life that deserved to be cursed.

And after my mother passed away from illness, the person who cared for me, merely a nephew, as if I were their own son.

'What a mess.'


It's all ruined. I've fallen without punishing the Empire that violated my mother, without fulfilling the dream of the person who treated me as a son.

Only now, with death approaching, do I realize it. I thought I had shed all regrets and attachments, but I hadn't. From the beginning, I was full of attachments, living because of them. I simply turned away from grudges I couldn't resolve.

Since that person fell, since the moment my people lost hope, punishing the Empire became an eternally unattainable goal. I could never avenge my mother's grudge.

Perhaps that's why I clung so stubbornly to our ideal. An unblessed birth, a life unable to serve the person who was like a father to me, incompetence in meeting the consensus of my people.

I ran to avoid facing all of this, to have at least some excuse when I eventually met my mother.

"Kal Kracius."
"What?"
"How did I appear to you?"

I saw Kal Kracius's expression crumple at my sudden question. I understand. How absurd it must be for a dying leader to ask such a pointless question. Especially asking how I appeared—obviously, he thought I was a bastard.

But I want to hear it. Not only because he's the only one beside me, but because I believe the perspective of my tenacious nemesis and sworn enemy would be more accurate than anyone else's.

"...There's a saying about a tiger's father being a son of a bitch."

After saying that much, Kal Kracius sighed deeply and continued with irritation.

"Wolves are sons of bitches too."
"Ha."

I burst into laughter.

"High praise indeed."

Seeing him grimace even more at my words, I closed my eyes. I had said everything I needed to say and heard everything I wanted to hear. My life had burned its final flame, so it was time to depart.

Now that I'm actually dying, I'm curious. What will the afterlife be like?

I hope it's a single world, neither heaven nor hell. If they're separate, my mother would go to heaven and I to hell.

If they're separate, so be it, but
if the afterlife is one
and I see my mother there

I'll tell her that though I couldn't avenge her grudge, I tried
that I somehow managed to protect our people's safety through my efforts

So please, to this inadequate son
say that I did well
that I endured alone
just once—

***

Dorgos closed his eyes and never opened them again.

The faint smile remaining on his face suggested he might have departed while having a pleasant dream.

- Is it over?
'Yes.'

I answered the voice echoing in my head while looking at Dorgos's face.

'It's over.'
- ...Yes, it is.

The Eternal Blue Sky, speaking in a subdued voice, only spoke again after a long while.

- I used to be like a monotheistic god. Before the concept of settlement existed, all races on the continent lived nomadic lives, and I was the sky god they worshipped.


Though it seemed like sudden self-praise, I listened silently. It wouldn't be mere boasting.

- As time passed and settlers appeared, the number and territory of nomads decreased. Naturally, my power weakened as well.

I knew this. When I first met the Eternal Blue Sky, it mentioned that "the decline of the nomadic god due to the emergence of settlers was only a matter of time," and it had lamented about this to me many times since.

- Weakened as I became, the nomads still worshipped me. Those children were the only beings who worshipped me, and they were the only ones I responded to.

Normally, I would have said, "It doesn't seem like even nomads worship you anymore," but I remained silent. The Eternal Blue Sky's voice had gone beyond subdued—it was now tinged with moisture.

- I'm not saying these children did well. Just as they suffered at the hands of settlers, settlers suffered at their hands too. Blood has been spilled for so long that no one remembers who first inflicted harm.

That's true. The history of conflict between settlers and nomads is too long to determine who struck first now. They've probably been fighting since before nations existed on this continent.

- ...But if even I turn away from these children, no one will embrace them... May I ask one favor?
'Yes, speak.'
- If possible, could you cremate this child's body? Nomads prefer cremation...
'I see.'
- Ah, well, before cremation, do whatever you want. Using enemy corpses for propaganda was common among nomads too.

I nodded at the Eternal Blue Sky's hasty addition, probably fearing I might refuse.

It's not a difficult request. The Empire also prefers cremation over burial, so I would have burned the body in the end anyway.

'I understand. I'll do that, so don't worry.'
- Mmm, thank you.

With that somewhat relieved voice behind me, I continued staring at Dorgos's body.

Using an enemy's corpse for propaganda is common. Like beheading and displaying traitors, it's the quickest way to show the fate of those who oppose authority.

But strangely, I don't want to do that. I just want to cremate Dorgos's body normally.

'Sympathy?'

No, that's not it. I have no intention of glorifying him by saying, "He was actually a good person." Regardless of circumstances, Dorgos was clearly an enemy of the Empire.

But my desire to hate him has also disappeared. Dorgos paid his price by dying, by dying at my hands, and because of that, my lingering attachments have vanished too. I don't intend to defend Dorgos, but I have no reason to hate him either.

'I could have ended up like that.'

With neither defense nor hatred, only an objective view remains. Dorgos's end could have been mine. If I had strayed just a little, I would have met the same fate. Thinking this way, I wanted to let him go without any commotion.

...But come to think of it, isn't this sympathy?

'Tsk.'

Fine, let's call it sympathy. He's dead anyway—as the victor, can't I at least offer that much?

Sighing slightly, I expelled all the mana from my body. The battle was over and I needed to return, but I noticed the horses were already dead. They must have been caught in the Sky Slash.

So I released my mana as a signal. A sudden movement of large amounts of mana in an open field would be noticed by anyone. If the battle on their side was over too, they would send someone.

'It's over.'

Only then did it sink in. It's truly over now.

Five years of bitter enmity, three years of lingering attachment—ended. The peace they yearned for has arrived.

'It's over.'

I gently raised my head to gaze at the sky.

Perhaps because two Sky Slashes had collided, the sky appeared torn in the shape of a cross.

Both armies had finished their battle, as the rescue team arrived quickly. If I were to exaggerate, it was a battle of 300,000 against 10,000, so the outcome was natural. Moreover, the nomads had lost their leader Dorgos, and his warriors sought death rather than victory. They must have fallen quickly after clashing head-on.

And that prediction was correct.

"Though we suffered considerable casualties from clashing with 10,000 nomads, that was all. They fought without any particular tactics or strategy."
"I see."

The Northern Front Army Commander, who personally led the rescue team, expressed relief upon confirming I was alive, and explained what had happened in my absence.

As expected, the nomads didn't employ any extraordinary methods to fight for victory. They simply fought crudely to prove they couldn't coexist with the Empire, falling in battle to meet their end of fighting until death.

Of course, as the commander said, with over 10,000 nomads charging in, even such crude fighting caused significant damage, but that was all.

'They really were all the same kind.'

They say everyone fought to the death—none fled, none were captured. Just as Dorgos said, they were stubborn ones who remained until the very end.

I had planned to grant titles to any tribal or clan chiefs who surrendered, but far from accepting titles, they all chose to accompany Dorgos on his journey to the afterlife. At least his path wouldn't be lonely.

"The war is over now. Those who rebelled against the Empire and their ringleader are dead, so only post-war matters remain."
"Thank you for your hard work."
"That's embarrassing. The Inspector's efforts were far greater than mine."

After saying this, the commander raised his head to look at the sky. He seemed deeply impressed by the sky that was still torn in the shape of a cross.

"...It seems God has protected the Empire."

I just smiled quietly at those words. Coincidentally, the cross in this world carries religious significance just like in the world before my possession. Enough that seeing the sky torn in a cross shape makes one think of God.

The problem is that the cross was created by humans, but this victory was also achieved by humans, so it doesn't matter.

"I've talked too much. Let me know when you feel better. We'll return by teleport."
"Ah, yes."

I watched the commander walk toward his knights, then moved my arms around. Unlike the wound I received from the Khagan, this time I had recovered safely.

'That's a relief.'

At least wounds on the torso can be hidden, but a severed arm that doesn't move can't be concealed. I wonder what kind of resentment I would face if I appeared one-armed to people who firmly believed I wouldn't participate in battle, claiming "I left it in the new era."

...Unfortunately, I'll have to endure the resentment of exactly one person.

"Department Head."

As the commander withdrew, Penelia approached with tears welling in her eyes and knelt before me. With others nearby, she called me "Department Head," but it was more frightening that she was clinging to her last shred of rationality.

"It's all, it's all because of my inadequacy..."

She's blaming herself rather than resenting me, which means she's still in her right mind.

In truth, Penelia had expressed concern and worry about me fighting Dorgos at the front. I had barely convinced her and the Charcoal Division to let me join the front lines, only to go missing in action. She must have felt like the sky was falling.

Fortunately, my survival was confirmed not long after, but I was found with my right arm severed and my left arm immobilized—severely wounded. The shock and guilt Penelia must have felt is beyond imagination.

"At that time, I should have disappeared instead of you, my arm should have been cut off instead—"
"Enough."

I cut off Penelia's self-blame as she trembled. What happened to me wasn't her fault.

I took the front line because of my stubbornness, and I was transported here because of Dorgos. If Penelia is guilty of anything, it's only of having a stubborn superior and lover.

"This is a method that even the Emperor faced. It's an unavoidable method, so it's no one's fault."
"B-but..."

I gently embraced Penelia, who was still trembling.

She buried her face in my shoulder and silently shed tears.


"I'm sorry for worrying you. This won't happen again."

I comforted her by patting her back, but her trembling didn't stop.

'This body isn't just mine anymore.'

I already knew this intellectually, but experiencing it directly made it hit harder. Now my body isn't something I can use solely according to my will—it's a body that many people are waiting for.

Still, as I just reassured her, this won't happen again.

Because the reason for me to enter the battlefield has disappeared.

As blood and mana seemed to be flowing sufficiently through my body now, I returned to headquarters.

"Well done."

The Victorious Duke, who had received reports of Dorgos's death through the communication orb, personally came out to welcome me despite being in the middle of work.

It's only right for the Expeditionary Force Commander-in-Chief to commend someone who defeated the enemy's ringleader in one-on-one combat. Especially when that ringleader was a top-class traitor the Empire had been hunting for three years.

"At last, order has been restored to the North and peace has come to the Empire. His Majesty was also pleased with the Inspector's contributions, so rest well now."
"I appreciate your consideration, Your Excellency."

I bowed my head to the Victorious Duke, who kept patting my shoulder in commendation. It's an understandable measure—it would be awkward to employ someone who had suffered injuries severe enough to lose an arm, and there's no justification for an Inspector to participate in post-war processing anyway.

"Ah, Inspector."

Just as I was about to quietly withdraw, the Victorious Duke spoke again.

"His Majesty has granted your request."

I flinched momentarily at the unexpectedly quick result. I had mentioned it when the Northern Front Army Commander reported to the Victorious Duke, but I didn't expect a positive answer on the same day.

"His Majesty's mercy is truly as vast as the heavens."

So I answered with sincere gratitude.

My request was to cremate Dorgos in the North. Giving up the ringleader's corpse, which could be used for various purposes, was indeed an act of imperial mercy.

Whether that mercy was a reward for someone who had rendered service, or simply generosity from someone with sufficient authority, I couldn't say.

***

After confirming that Kal had returned to his tent, I also returned to mine. Though I had left my post to welcome him, there were many urgent matters to handle.

Fortunately, I could entrust the battlefield cleanup and matters concerning the participating tribes to the Field Marshal and Corps Commanders. That alone reduced my workload by more than half. Conversely, matters they couldn't resolve had to be handled by me alone.

And before welcoming Kal, I was contemplating the most troublesome issue.

'The garrison troops.'

There are no more forces opposing the Empire in this land, only nobles who follow the Empire's will. They have proclaimed His Majesty as their Khan, making the North a territory of the Empire in name and reality.

Therefore, the Central Army must be stationed in the North as well. Not just the private soldiers of the chiefs who received titles, but His Majesty's army must be stationed here.

'This is my first experience with this.'

I couldn't help but sigh. If it were simply garrison troops for maintaining security and defense in occupied territory, that would be one thing, but establishing garrison troops for newly incorporated imperial territory is a first. The last time the Empire's borders changed was during the war with the East when the Iron-Blooded Duke was active.

Moreover, the territory gained this time is incomparable to territories gained in the past. Simply in terms of area, haven't we gained territory comparable to Armein or Yuven?

The one consolation is the North's sparse population. Relatively few troops need to be stationed to maintain security.

However, a sparse population relative to the area means the region is underdeveloped. It's not a particularly good environment for military stationing, and even if troops are stationed, there are no facilities for the soldiers.

'...I'll have to keep it to a minimum.'

But we can't withdraw without leaving garrison troops. I'll keep the army staying in the North to a minimum and quickly decide on the formal garrison troops to replace the temporary ones.


For now, I'll designate the temporary garrison troops primarily from my private army and the Northern Front Army. They might be dissatisfied with remaining in the North after being dragged into war, but if I promise adequate compensation and a quick return, I can somehow appease them. Fortunately, they've earned merit, so there's sufficient justification for rewards.

Additionally, the formal garrison troops should include a high proportion of Northerners. If the garrison consists solely of mainlanders, adaptation would be problematic from the start. So we need to incorporate wandering clans into the Central Army or seek cooperation from chiefs who received titles.

'I should mention this when the chiefs gather.'

The chiefs are set to join the expeditionary force's return procession. During the victory ceremony, they will kneel before His Majesty the Emperor, proclaim him as Khan, and receive their titles.

Yes, it would be best to discuss this when their spirits are at their highest.

'...It won't be easy.'

I sighed as I leaned back in my chair. Indeed, the aftermath of war is more troublesome than the process itself.

Still, my mood isn't too bad. It's far better to worry about troop deployment than to worry about when war might break out.

***

Penelia, who was already providing close protection, began ultra-close protection, but I couldn't bring myself to push her away. The Charcoal Division stood densely outside the tent but said nothing. They must have suffered mentally just as much as Penelia.

However, around evening, I heard the Charcoal Division outside starting to murmur. Strange, they're not the type to talk while on guard duty.

"Kal."

And as soon as I saw the person who entered next, I understood why they were murmuring.

"Father."
"No need to get up, stay lying down."

It makes sense that the Charcoal Division would be stirred by my father's appearance. Being my father, he must have felt like their superior's superior.

"You're here too."
"Yes, Father."

My father nodded to Penelia, who bowed her head respectfully, then looked over my body.

"I'm glad the treatment was successful."
"Ah, yes. I have no problems moving now."
"Still, stay still for a while. Just because the wound has disappeared doesn't mean the shock has gone away."

After saying this, my father closed his mouth and just stared at my face. I could sense Penelia's discomfort at this strange confrontation, but I, the actual recipient of the silent gaze, felt nothing. Strangely, I felt no pressure.

"Did you finish it with your own hands?"

I smiled slightly at my father's words that broke the silence.

"Yes, I finished it."
"Have you fulfilled all your duties?"
"I have no regrets now."

My father also smiled faintly at my unhesitating answer.

"Then that's good."

And he turned around, as if hearing that was all he needed.

"...Father."

When I cautiously opened my mouth toward him, he paused momentarily.

"Thank you for your concern."
"...Yes."

My father's footsteps quickened, but I deliberately paid no attention.

I'm a little embarrassed too.

Those with even slightly higher positions in the expeditionary force were busy with post-war arrangements, but I was able to step away from that bustle. It was partly consideration for someone who had been seriously injured, and partly because an inspector interfering with post-war matters would be overstepping boundaries. The Emperor hadn't really dispatched an inspector for actual inspection purposes anyway.

If there was anything I still needed to do, it was the final distribution of titles. Promises of titles had already been made to most influential figures, but clan chiefs who had distinguished themselves in the final battle also needed to be rewarded. "They contributed to the greatest battle that ended the war, so they deserve appropriate compensation." Such precedents needed to be established for future convenience.

So I drafted the final list of title nominees—

'Is this too many?'

One marquis nominee and twelve count nominees. A total of thirteen great nobles would be created.

Considering the size of the North, it wouldn't be strange to have thirty great nobles rather than thirteen, but doesn't power come from population rather than land area? Given the barren nature of the North, thirteen great nobles definitely seemed excessive.

'Still, this is the best option.'

After brief deliberation, I stamped the document without modifications. Considering the tribes' influence and contributions, this was appropriate. If I removed one from the list, I'd have to remove all of them, and if I promoted one, I'd have to promote all of them to maintain fairness, as the counts' contributions were so closely matched.

Well, except for Count Kaitana, that overwhelming loyalist. If there had been two marquis positions available, he would have become one.

'A group consisting of thirteen great nobles...'

While gathering the final draft, that thought suddenly occurred to me. With the common bond of being surrendered nobles, newly created nobles, and nomadic nobles, these thirteen would essentially move as a single faction. They weren't oblivious people, so they would naturally do so.

And no matter how new they were or how little power their domains held, a faction with thirteen great nobles entering the political arena would be a force impossible to ignore. Moreover, one of them was a marquis.

'Things will be noisy for a while.'

Furthermore, if mainland nobles—specifically those with large domains in the north—allied with the northern forces, the political and social scenes would be turned upside down. Mainland nobles would become spokespersons for the North and exercise influence, while the North would gain a voice in the mainland they knew little about, creating a tight-knit faction.

Of course, it had nothing to do with me. This would be a concern for the Crown Prince who would soon receive the abdication.

'Abdication, huh.'

Thinking of the Crown Prince wearing the imperial crown suddenly improved my mood.

When the Emperor announces his abdication, I'll have to prostrate myself for days begging him not to step down, but if the result is the Crown Prince's suffering, it's worth enduring.

Time passed quickly. As the only idle person at expeditionary headquarters, eating, sleeping, and relaxing made the days fly by.

During that idle time, I went out for fresh air with Penelia, observed Charcoal Division's training after a long while, and dined with my father when he had time. I wanted to contact my lovers at the Academy, but I restrained myself since there hadn't been an official declaration of the war's end yet. It seemed inappropriate for a soldier in wartime to contact family for personal reasons.

While living this tearful life of a seemingly separated family, the Victorious Duke called a meeting.

"We march home in three days."

At the gathering of leadership and title nominees, the Victorious Duke got straight to the point—the beautiful point that we were going home.


"The entire army will head to the Capital via Horpelt Duchy. His Majesty is preparing a grand victory ceremony, so keep that in mind."

At these words, the faces of everyone gathered in the tent brightened. If quick return was the priority, it would make sense to pass through Horpelt Duchy and then disperse to individual domains or stations, but if the Emperor himself was preparing a grand victory ceremony, that changed everything.

"What an honor. We've only done what was expected of His Majesty's servants."
"Indeed. Thanks to our gracious Emperor, we all get to enjoy the glory of participating in the victory ceremony."

Conversations mixed with laughter filled the tent. For nobles, a victory ceremony was a once-in-a-lifetime event. With substantial honor and rewards to be bestowed, it was a most welcome occasion.

During the previous Great Punitive War, various circumstances had prevented a proper ceremony, so some might have worried this one would also be glossed over. But those concerns instantly vanished, which explained the laughter.

'This is too significant to skip.'

Although the previous war was larger in scale and casualties, this war's symbolism was overwhelmingly greater. It wasn't just about defeating nomads who "naturally" needed to be subjugated; the nomads had proclaimed the Emperor as their Khagan and offered the North to him. It was an opportunity to widely proclaim the Emperor's and Empire's prestige.

Decisively, the Emperor seemed pleased by the minimal casualties. Last time, commanders and legion leaders died indiscriminately, with several legions being completely destroyed. Fortunately, there were no major losses this time.

As the commotion gradually subsided, the Victorious Duke added:

"Also, when the title nominees present the Khagan title to His Majesty at the victory ceremony, His Majesty will accept it and simultaneously appoint the nominees as official titled nobles."

At the news that they would receive their titles at the most glorious venue, the nominees' faces brightened.

"Congratulations. You'll soon be nobles recognized by all."
"Haha, will you still acknowledge me when I become a count?"
"Of course. How could I ignore the friendship we've built?"

Thanks to the camaraderie built during the war and the calculation that maintaining good relations with soon-to-be great nobles couldn't hurt, even the leadership offered warm congratulations.

Does it matter that the title recipients are nomads? Such trivial things are unimportant. A nomadic count is still a count, and a nomadic marquis is still a marquis. Unless nomadic nobles' titles are downgraded, ethnic differences are merely minor issues.

Looking at it this way, nobles seem to have the most open minds.

***

After documenting the Victorious Duke's report, I stood up. Sitting too long strains the body, so getting up occasionally improves work efficiency.

However, until a few years ago, sitting all day caused no problems. It's regrettable that my body has deteriorated to the point where even sitting is difficult.

'Fortunate that it ended before I deteriorated further.'

I felt relief simultaneously. Everything ended while I could still endure, while I could still lead the Empire with my will.

The succession is secure and internal turmoil has been resolved. Now that external threats have been excised and territory expanded, what more could I ask for? If any mission remains, it's appointing the soon-to-be-born imperial grandchild as Crown Prince. Since this requires no preparation from me—only the passage of time—essentially everything is complete.


'...Crown Prince.'

Truly a beautiful word. Unlike me, who came from a collateral line, unlike the Crown Prince who was born a bastard, that child will have heaven-bestowed legitimacy. A legitimate heir born between the Crown Prince and Crown Princess would be living authority itself.

An empire that hadn't even reached 300 years of history and faced imminent downfall. Decades of struggling with insufficient legitimacy to revitalize the empire.

At the end of those years, though I couldn't give the Crown Prince legitimacy, I can bequeath him a great empire. And to the Crown Prince's child, I can give everything.

'This is the Great God's blessing.'

Sighing softly, I picked up a document. Information about the title nominees reported by the Audit Department Head through the Victorious Duke.

'Truly a blessing.'

A list of nominees consisting of one marquis and twelve counts. Looking at the list, I could immediately confirm my judgment was correct.

The Audit Department Head had awarded titles for national interest rather than personal gain, as I had expected. He had selected nominees with thorough consideration of efficiency. After cross-verifying with numerous reports, I could be certain.

Though I had entrusted him with the marquis seal and he could have given it to a tribe that would benefit him, there was no evidence of private dealings with specific tribes. He truly seemed to have simply completed his assigned task and stepped back.

'If only he had been born a little earlier.'

If I had a servant like the Audit Department Head at the beginning of my reign, my activities would have been easier. The Minister of the Imperial Household was certainly capable, but the chaos of that time was too overwhelming for a single aide to overcome.

...No, I shouldn't complain. History overflows with monarchs who fell because they lacked aides like the Minister of the Imperial Household. Just considering my predecessor—

"Hmm."

As soon as I thought of my predecessor, a headache instinctively arrived. I don't even want to recall the emperors before him.

I shook my head slightly to dispel the nightmare. Now is the time to think about the glorious, brilliant future rather than the terrible past. For example, rewards for loyal subjects returning after great achievements.

The rewards for the Victorious Duke and other nobles are clear. There are sufficient precedents for rewarding generals who distinguished themselves in war.

'What reward would the Audit Department Head want?'

However, the Audit Department Head officially participated as an inspector, not a general. Though he achieved military merit by killing the enemy leader, giving him the same rewards as a general would mean breaking protocol by my own hand. I wouldn't give him less, but I shouldn't give him the same.

'I have just the right thing.'

After brief consideration, I drafted a new document. With the northern nomads embracing the Empire, the timing was also appropriate.

And more than any wealth or honor, the Audit Department Head would appreciate this reward.

The soldiers' steps toward the Capital were remarkably light. It was only natural, as they weren't marching toward a battlefield where they might die, but returning to a place where they would receive the cheers of thousands.

Of course, war is still war, even with relatively few casualties and an overwhelming victory. There were soldiers with gloomy expressions from unwanted farewells to comrades, and others carried on carts, fallen into eternal rest. Regrettably, there can never be a war where everyone is happy.

Knowing these indelible shadows, the commanders did their best to accommodate the soldiers. They marched at a leisurely pace and even distributed enough alcohol to wet their throats. Since the dead cannot be revived, making the living comfortable was the best they could do.

'Thankfully, it's quiet.'

The lack of disturbances in the procession of mainlanders and northerners was only possible due to the commanders' desperate efforts.

Just as there were nomads who burned their lives claiming they couldn't coexist with the Empire, there were many imperials who disliked the nomads. Specifically, those from the northern regions who had suffered from nomadic raids, or soldiers from the Northern Front Army whose duty was to guard the northern border.

Despite gathering people for whom nomads were a trigger, the atmosphere remained calm. Perhaps they had poured out all their anger during the war. Or maybe it was the power of reason, knowing that causing trouble with surrendered nomads would be problematic.

'Either way, it doesn't matter.'

In truth, whatever the reason, it was enough that they weren't fighting each other. It might sound irresponsible, but isn't the result more important than the process?

"Though this is my first time setting foot in the Empire, seeing such prosperity in a mere province makes me realize how excellent His Majesty the Emperor's rule truly is."

Thanks to this, even conversations between mainland nobles and northern nobles like this one weren't drawing any particular attention.

"Now that His Majesty's rule will extend to the North, this prosperity will eventually cover the northern regions as well."
"Just imagining it makes my heart race."

I smiled back at Marquis Barandiga, who burst into laughter as if excited. Given how vast and desolate the North is, prosperity won't be achieved during Marquis Barandiga's lifetime, but at least his descendants will enjoy prosperity as high nobles of the Empire. Think of it as a long-term investment for posterity.

"The Gurt Marquessate is the only marquisate in the North, so you will bear many responsibilities for the North's development."
"Having received such great favor, it's only natural. I will spare no effort for His Majesty and the Empire."

As we exchanged such ordinary pleasantries, I observed Marquis Barandiga's expression. There was a separate reason for bringing up these courtesies that we had already exchanged several times in the North.

'I should bring up the divine artifact soon.'

We had verbally agreed that once the war ended, I would hand over the divine artifact to Marquis Barandiga, who was a priest. He had predicted that if a priest possessed the divine artifact, religious devotion would increase, and consequently, the power of the Eternal Blue Sky would grow, hastening the revival of the World Tree.

However, this priest (with no religious devotion) showed no change upon seeing the divine artifact. More precisely, he didn't even know the artifact was divine. In this situation, handing it over would do nothing to help revive the World Tree. I might as well offer the divine artifact to the World Tree directly.

- That's right. That would be better. I promise.

Decisively, due to the Eternal Blue Sky's vehement protests in my head, I simply couldn't hand it over.

But what should I say? Even if it was just a verbal promise, it's too shameful for an envoy to go back on their word. Besides, it's quite awkward to ask a priest, "Can I keep your divine artifact?"

Of course, Marquis Barandiga wouldn't leave the Empire's protection just because I broke a promise, but it would be troublesome if feelings were hurt over such issues. If negative impressions accumulate, who knows what might happen.

'I should just give it—'
- No! Please don't do that!

At the desperate, tearful cry, I gently rubbed the back of my neck. If I ignore this plea and hand it over, I'm certain there will be crying and tantrums even while I sleep.

'I have no choice.'

After much deliberation, I decided to postpone the situation. If I can't give it to Marquis Barandiga, and I can't fully own it either, let's go with a loan arrangement. There's no other solution for now.

"By the way, Your Excellency, I have something to tell you about the divine artifact."
"The divine artifact?"

Hearing those words, Marquis Barandiga blinked a few times before belatedly nodding.

What's this? Did this person actually forget about the divine artifact?

- That bastard...

Unfortunately, I wasn't the only one with such thoughts, as the Eternal Blue Sky's resentment echoed in my mind.

"Come to think of it, I also have something to tell the Count regarding the divine artifact."
"Ah, yes. Please speak first."

By a curious coincidence, I yielded the floor, and Marquis Barandiga continued calmly.


"I will not claim ownership of the divine artifact."
"Pardon?"

What is he saying now?

"The divine artifact being in the Count's hands must be divine will. A mere priest cannot go against the will of the gods. Besides, what matters is that the divine artifact exists in this world, not who owns it."

On the surface, it sounded like the words of a selfless and benevolent priest, so I could only nod blankly. Could it be that he's giving it up so easily because he doesn't realize it's a genuine divine artifact?

'...Damn it.'

It's a plausible scenario. If it were truly a divine artifact, a priest wouldn't easily give it up, but if he thinks it's just an ordinary sword, he wouldn't care. He might even want to decline out of a sense that he'd be taking my possession.

I felt foolish for having worried about how to back out of the promise.

We arrived at the Capital. The expeditionary force that had set out with the determination to conquer the North returned triumphantly to the Capital, having secured victory.

As we passed majestically through the Capital's gates, a shower of flower petals fell on the main road leading to the square. Citizens lining both sides of the road and leaning out of windows cheered and welcomed us by throwing flowers.

"Long live His Majesty the Emperor! Long live the Empire!"
"Glory to the Empire!"
"Great God, protect the Empire!"

And cheers praising the glory of the Emperor and the Empire echoed. Toward the Emperor who had achieved great feats, toward the Empire that had once again secured a victorious history, toward the Great God who was believed to be protecting all of this.

With each resounding praise, pride etched itself on the faces of the expeditionary force. It was they who had created these achievements and victories under the Emperor's command. They had contributed to making the current Emperor a great one.

The citizens, who had been shouting hurrahs until their throats were raw, cheered even louder when they saw the procession of obvious nomads. While the influence of agitators deployed by the Imperial Family surely played a role, this procession was proof that the Empire's mandate of heaven remained firm, so it was only natural.

'Oh.'

The Imperial Family's crest was already emblazoned in the sky. It seems the mages were also working hard behind the scenes.

As we headed toward the square, enjoying the grand welcome, we saw the Emperor standing, guarded by the Imperial Knights and surrounded by prostrating citizens. Even the Crown Prince and Crown Princess were behind the Emperor, meaning all imperial figures were present except for Ainter, who would be at the Academy.

This is unexpected. The Emperor coming out first to welcome his subjects?

'This is truly grand.'

Typically, in a victory ceremony, the custom—not just in the Empire but throughout the continent—is for the commander to reach the palace front via the square and report the victory to the Emperor. The Emperor must be extremely satisfied to ignore such customs.

Well, this war ended the long conflict between settlers and nomads, so breaking one custom is acceptable.

"We greet His Majesty the Emperor!"

In response to this grand reception, the Victorious Duke at the front quickly dismounted and prostrated himself.

"We greet His Majesty the Emperor!"

Soon, the entire expeditionary force quickly prostrated themselves. At a ceremony where the Emperor personally came to commend their achievements, keeping one's head up would be tantamount to treason.

"You may rise."

In a situation where the Emperor was highly satisfied, no fool would invite accusations of treason.

The Emperor commended the excellent command of the Victorious Duke, the expedition's commander-in-chief, the valor of the nobles and soldiers under him, and the loyal clan leaders who had willingly embraced the Empire.

Of course, this wasn't just empty praise. He mentioned definite rewards for everyone who participated in this expedition, including those who unfortunately lost their lives or had to leave the army. Since rewards mentioned at such a glorious victory ceremony wouldn't be trivial, the morale of the expeditionary force soared.

One might wonder what the point of raising morale is after the war has ended, but it's better than having an "Empire Bonus Army" situation where soldiers are dismissed without any rewards.

"Though we prided ourselves on serving the sky, we were foolish wanderers who did not truly understand the sky's will. Now we have finally seen the will of the sky. Thus, we humble shepherds from the frontier offer the title of Khan to the noble one who upholds the will of the sky. Please take pity on these shepherds and accept!"

The subsequent Khan investiture ceremony for the title nominees drew awe and admiration from the watching citizens.

To those who knew the situation, it was a staged performance, but to uninformed citizens, it appeared as if the nomads had submitted to the Emperor's majesty. It might be my imagination, but I thought I saw a deep smile beneath the Emperor's expressionless face.

"I thought nomads were barbarians ignorant of etiquette and principles, but seeing you, I realize that was a misconception. How could I consider nomads barbaric when such wise and spirited individuals exist? It is truly regrettable that a few brutal and foolish individuals acted as if they represented all nomads."
"We are humbled, Your Majesty."
"According to your wishes, I, as Emperor of Kfelopen and Khan of the North, will embrace you and your compatriots, and this will be no different from my love for the Empire and its subjects."


With that declaration, the Emperor personally appointed the title nominees as titled nobles. Since everything proceeded exactly according to the final proposal I had sent, the nominees' faces were beaming with smiles.

That's a relief. It would have been awkward if the Emperor had adjusted things, saying, "Why are there so many?"

"...The conflict between the Empire and the North has been long and arduous. Just five years ago, a rebel who opposed the Empire's will raised a great army. I am pleased that proper order has finally been established in the North today."

Having completed the title conferrals, the Emperor began speaking as if to conclude the victory ceremony.

"However, this order did not come about overnight. It was achieved through countless sacrifices and devotion that continued until now."

With those words, the excited atmosphere in the square gradually quieted. Everyone knows that the Emperor mentions past devotion at the end of his speeches. This time too, he would end by saying not to forget past sacrifices and to move forward—

"Regrettably, I, standing on the shoulders of those sacrifices and devotions, have not given proper compensation to the fallen heroes."

Wait, what?

At this unexpected drift, the quieting atmosphere in the square became bustling again.

Not given proper compensation? This is a somewhat dangerous statement coming from the Emperor of Kfelopen, who advocates for clear rewards and punishments and social advancement based on ability.

"I have been too ashamed to raise my head, but the North's embrace by the Empire was largely due to those heroes' contributions. I can no longer turn away from reality in shame, so I will now give them the proper compensation they deserve."

With that declaration, the Emperor extended his hand to the side, and the Crown Prince behind him carefully handed over a scroll.

"There was once a usurper. A great evil that gathered proud and foolish rebels to oppose the Empire, defying the will of heaven."

Unrolling the scroll, the Emperor continued in his usual calm voice.

"But as the mandate of heaven still resided with the Empire, the evil fell and order was restored. There were heroes who broke that evil, and I shall regard them as the heroes of Livnoman."

But my expression was far from calm.

"To the former Audit Department Section 4 Team 1 Leader, Gerard, I grant Batna Castle and appoint him as Count. To the former Audit Department Section 4 Team 2 Leader, Oliver, I grant Krobien Castle and appoint him as Count. To the former Audit Department Section 4 Team 3 Leader, Drake, I grant Schiller Castle and appoint him as Count. To the former Audit Department Section 4 Team 5 Leader, Walter, I grant Prenaz Castle and appoint him as Count. To the former Audit Department Section 4 Team 6 Leader, Idrid, I grant Leden Castle and appoint him as Count."

I couldn't comprehend what the Emperor was saying.

"Finally, to the former Audit Department Section 4 Team 7 Leader, Hecate, I grant Larid Castle and appoint her as Count. These six titles are single-generation titles, but they shall be called Counts of Livnoman."

Counts of Livnoman. A title named after the Imperial Family, essentially the highest honor the Empire can bestow upon individuals.

It means: You have supported the Imperial Family, so you will forever be nobles embraced by the Imperial Family.

"I now give proper compensation to heroes who sacrificed for the Empire without asking for anything in return. On behalf of my foolish self, may you forever remember these heroes of the Empire."

Having suddenly dropped this bombshell, the Emperor turned as if nothing had happened. He headed toward the Imperial Palace, escorted by the Crown Prince, Crown Princess, and Imperial Knights.

I couldn't say anything even after seeing this. My mind was strangely frozen.

"Long live His Majesty the Emperor!"

Then, cheers erupted from the front.

It was the Victorious Duke.

"Long live His Majesty the Emperor! Long live Livnoman!"

The cheers gradually spread. They spread quickly, as if by prior arrangement.

"Long live Livnoman! Long live the six heroes!"
"Heroes, protect the Empire!"

Quickly, quickly they spread.

'Ha.'

A hollow laugh escaped me. My eyes grew hot for no reason.

"Long live His Majesty the Emperor! Long live Livnoman!"

But my lips were already shouting hurrahs.

The cheers of "Long live!" echoed for quite some time. A hero was born in this glorious moment when the Empire conquered the North, which had been a source of trouble, and the Emperor assumed the dual role of monarch over the nomads. Moreover, six noble heroes had been born, granted permission to bear the Imperial name.

Of course, most people shouting "Long live!" probably didn't know who these six heroes were. The Great Punitive War was perceived as a conflict the Empire was destined to win, and those individuals were merely commoners, not nobles. People might know that the Victorious Duke led the Great Punitive War, but they wouldn't recognize the name "The Six Swords." Unless they had seen the recently revised textbooks, this was only natural.

Therefore, their cheers were closer to excitement about new heroes being created rather than celebration of heroic sacrifices being rewarded.

But it didn't matter. After today, the names of those individuals would remain in the minds of all citizens, all Imperial people. Even if the world forgets me, you will not forget.

"Long live His Majesty the Emperor!"

I shouted "Long live!" again, I don't know how many times. Loud enough to reach you who might be in the heavens, and the Emperor in the Imperial Palace.

"Long live His Majesty the Emperor! Long live the six heroes!"

Penelia and the Charcoal Division members near me joined in shouting. These people knew the name "The Six Swords" and what relationship I had with them.

Seeing them made me smile even more. The Audit Department's 4th Section that I had nurtured, people who were like our juniors, were paying their respects to you.

Today is a joyous day.

"Long live Livnoman!"

Truly a joyous day.

After the victory parade ended, I wiped my eyes with the handkerchief Penelia hesitantly offered. It seems I had cried a little without realizing it. No wonder my eyes felt hot.

"Thank you."

Pushing aside my embarrassment, I embraced Penelia, and she hugged me back. I felt sheepish seeing the Charcoal Division watching with pleased expressions, but I didn't break the embrace. What I was doing wasn't strange, after all.

That doesn't mean they should applaud, though. Even if I have nothing to be ashamed of, drawing everyone's attention would be a bit much.

"Now I just need to report to the Special Affairs Ministry, right?"
"Yes. Once you complete your return report, you'll likely be placed on standby orders. It's essentially a vacation."

Still embracing her, I asked Penelia and received the answer I wanted.

Right, even though the Empire works its civil servants hard, they're not so harsh as to put someone who just returned from the battlefield back to work immediately. The entire Charcoal Division should be able to rest comfortably for a while. Besides, with Dorgon dead, there's no need for the Special Affairs Ministry to spread its forces too thin.

"After you finish reporting, go to the mansion with everyone else."

Penelia nodded at my words. The servants at the mansion had been quite worried when they heard that the Charcoal Division and I would be joining the military campaign. Fortunately, we all returned without casualties, so it would be nice to have dinner together and spend the night.

"What about you, Master—"
"I have somewhere to go. But I'll be done before sunset, so don't worry."
"Ah, yes. I understand..."

Seeing Penelia's dejected expression at the news that we had to part briefly made my heart ache, but it couldn't be helped.

Just before entering the Capital, I had received a summons from the Emperor through a communication channel. It was an order to enter the palace after the victory parade. When the Emperor himself summons you, you have no choice but to go.

Besides, having received such a great gift from the Emperor, I should have sought an audience to express my gratitude even without being summoned. No matter how much I dislike bosses who give me work, as a human being, I should at least feel gratitude toward my benefactor.

"I'll be going then. If Father arrives while I'm away, tell him I'll be back soon."

After leaving these instructions just in case, Penelia nodded with a determined expression.

She looked like she might personally go fetch my father if he didn't come, but I pretended not to notice.

***

The cheers that had faintly reached the Imperial Palace finally subsided. The excitement of the victory parade had lasted quite a long time, likely due to the bestowal of the Livnoman County title upon six individuals.

And not long after, the Head of the Audit Department arrived.


"Long live His Majesty the Emperor. I, Kal Kracius, servant blessed by Your Majesty's grace, come before the noble and great Sun of the Empire."

Upon entering the office, the Head of the Audit Department immediately prostrated himself in respect. His demeanor seemed even more respectful than usual, and it wasn't just my imagination.

Indeed, bestowing the Livnoman County title upon them had been the right choice. This gift was probably more effective than giving titles or domains to the Head of the Audit Department himself.

"Rise. It troubles me to see a subject who has achieved such great merit showing such humility."
"I am deeply sorry."

The Head of the Audit Department carefully rose but kept his head bowed in respect. Though he had been permitted to stand, he had not been explicitly told to raise his head, so he dared not look upon the Emperor's countenance.

The effect was so pronounced that it was almost disconcerting. When I said he could rise, it naturally implied he could raise his head as well. When had he become such a conservative subject?

'His father's blood flows in him after all.'

The Count of Teilgleichen suddenly came to mind, and I almost smiled. Yes, as the Count's son, it was natural for him to behave this way. Blood will tell, as they say.

So there was no helping it. I would have to treat the Head of the Audit Department like I treated the Count of Teilgleichen.

"Raise your head, for I have something to command."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Only then did he raise his head. When I pointed to the table, the Head of the Audit Department followed my finger, and his eyes widened momentarily.

"The name of Livnoman is granted to subjects whose merits and devotion truly deserve to be called pillars of the Imperial Family. The six heroes upon whom I bestowed the Livnoman County title today were such individuals."
"They will surely rejoice at such heavenly grace."

The Head of the Audit Department quickly responded as soon as I opened my mouth, but I shook my head at him.

"It is not I who has bestowed grace upon them. It is they who have bestowed grace upon the Imperial Family."
"Y-Your Majesty."

The Head of the Audit Department stammered in surprise, but I paid it no mind. While it is dangerous to give excessive honor to living subjects, it is despicable to turn away from those who have nobly sacrificed their lives for the Imperial Family and the Empire. For the Empire to be worthy of its name, it must value devotion and sacrifice.

No devotion should be taken for granted, and no sacrifice should be considered trivial. That is the will of the Great Emperor who established the Mandate of Heaven.

"Those who receive the Livnoman County title are honored with wine from the Emperor in recognition of their merits. This is a beautiful tradition that has continued since the Great Emperor's time, and I shall follow it as well."

At those words, the Head of the Audit Department's gaze returned to the table. The seven leather pouches placed there contained wine to be bestowed upon the six Livnoman Counts.

"However, when a Livnoman Count is deceased, it is also tradition for their family to receive the wine in their stead."

After saying this, I walked toward the table. I picked up one of the pouches and held it out to the Head of the Audit Department.

"I believe you are the only one who can represent them, so you should rightfully receive this on behalf of the heroes."

After a moment of silence, the Head of the Audit Department bowed his head. Then, as if squeezing out the words, he said:

"...I shall certainly repay Your Majesty's grace."
"I look forward to it."

The Head of the Audit Department would ensure the wine reached its rightful recipients.

***

My eyes burned for the second time that day. I didn't think I was such a tearful person.

'How embarrassing.'

I sighed as I roughly wiped my eyes. If I had been even a little later, I might have really cried.

That would have been troublesome. If I came to deliver good news but was crying pathetically, I'd only be ridiculed.

"I'm back again."


After clearing my throat, I spoke. To the six people who would have been waiting for me, to the true heroes of the victory parade.

"You probably know since the entire Capital was in an uproar? We won. This time, we won perfectly."

We truly won perfectly. All forces that had rebelled against the Empire were gone. The North had returned to the Empire's embrace, and the Emperor had gained the right to rule over the nomads as Khagan. The blood shed to achieve these brilliant results was relatively minimal. Not nonexistent, but still minimal.

"Dorgon is dead too. Since I killed him with my own hands, I have no regrets."

Dorgon, whose very existence symbolized unstable peace. Although Dorgon's death was essentially suicide—by killing him in this war, unstable peace became complete peace.

The peace you wanted, the peace we dreamed of, has arrived.

"...I think I can finally stand proudly before you now."

A smile escaped my lips. After you died and Dorgon disappeared, I lived as half a person. As a foreign entity who had taken someone else's body yet failed to achieve my purpose.

But now I feel like I can proudly call myself whole, not half. Like I've become a resident of this world, not a foreign entity.

"So I brought something good to celebrate. It's bestowed by His Majesty, so drink it without feeling burdened."

After saying that, I poured the wine from the leather pouch onto the tombstone.

"This is more precious than Voyaare wine, so drink it slowly, you drunkard."

First, to Count Gerard Batna of Livnoman.

"I know you don't drink much, but this is good stuff, so give it a try."

Next, to Count Oliver Crovien of Livnoman.

"You should savor it as much as possible. You can't taste it if you're drunk."

Next, to Count Drake Schiller of Livnoman.

"There's one for each person, so don't just sit there blankly—let's drink together."

Next, to Count Walter Prenaz of Livnoman.

"If you're still struggling over there, drink this and stay strong."

Next, to Count Idrid Reden of Livnoman.

"I love you. If we meet in the next life, I'll confess first again."

Finally, to Countess Hecate Larid of Livnoman.

After distributing the royal gifts one by one, I sat down in front of the tombstones. Since the Emperor gave me seven pouches, I had one to drink myself, so we should have a toast.

"Take care. I won't come here to whine anymore, so don't worry."

Come to think of it, I've been quite a nuisance to them. Coming here drunk in the middle of the night, falling asleep and essentially becoming a vagrant.

The one left behind, the youngest one at that, behaved so disgracefully—they must have been troubled and worried. I can only apologize.

"...I'll be fine too. I'll be happy, just to show you."

So I spoke with all my heart.

I'll live happily enough that you won't have to worry about me anymore.

With that pledge, I held out my pouch.

As if they were right in front of me.

As soon as I put a small piece of steak in my mouth, I almost let out an exclamation. The taste was so exceptional that even someone with an unrefined palate like me could tell it was different from usual. It's not that the food I'd eaten at the mansion before was bad, but every dish on the table now was simply excellent.

"You've got a good chef."

I quickly swallowed my steak at Father's comment from across the table.

"He's an excellent chef who improves his skills daily."
"That's enviable. If he weren't your chef, I would have taken him for myself."

Father nodded with satisfaction and cut another piece of steak. Apparently, the chef had risen to the occasion upon hearing that not just Penelia and I, but Father as well, would be dining.

'He must have been quite surprised.'

From the chef's perspective, Penelia and I were expected guests, but Father's visit would have been unimaginable. In fact, the number of times Father had visited my private mansion could be counted on one hand.

But now that the awkwardness between Father and me has mostly dissipated, it's no longer strange for him to visit my mansion. He even came of his own accord this time, not forced by Penelia. I'll likely be welcoming Father to the mansion more often in the future.

I took a sip of wine while thinking about what gift to give the chef who would continue to work hard. Was it my imagination, or did the wine taste better than usual too?

"Mmm, his skills are indeed impressive. He'd make a good match against our family's chef."

I glanced toward the boisterous voice. In truth, Father wasn't the only surprise guest who had awakened the chef's potential.

"It's pitiful to hear that from someone who can't even return to his domain."
"Must you put it that way?"

I couldn't help but smile when I saw the former Count Horpelt mumbling sadly at Father's blunt remark.

When I returned to the mansion after having a drink at their graves, Father was resting with the former Count Horpelt. Given their friendship, it wasn't strange to see them together, but I wondered why he was at his friend's son's house rather than his own, now that the war was over.

"This fellow's condition for joining the military was that he wouldn't fight directly, but Zenobia found out. So she told him not to even think about returning to the domain."
"Oh my."

I understood immediately. He was just an ordinary father who had been driven out as punishment for worrying his daughter.

What could I do? When someone I knew from the battlefield had been tearfully scolded by his daughter and had nowhere to go, I had to provide a place to stay. Besides, he said he would go to the Kracius family mansion with Father after dinner, so it wasn't a big problem.

'...Should I prepare a refuge for myself too?'

Seeing the former Count Horpelt, I couldn't help but glimpse my own future.

If I'm caught having fought directly, I'll receive an even harsher punishment than him. I have six people who would scold me.

'Damn.'

I can already feel tears welling up.

After seeing Father and the former Count Horpelt off after dinner, I headed to the garden.

"Master!"
"Welcome back, Department Head!"

As I approached the area where smoke was rising, the servants and the Charcoal Division members who were enjoying a lavish barbecue welcomed me. With so many people, it would have been difficult to eat together anywhere but in the garden.

There was something peculiar about grilling meat in the middle of a noble's garden, but I suppose as long as our mouths and stomachs were happy, that's all that mattered.

"Master! Sister! Join us since you're here!"


After everyone greeted me, Yuris, who had been inseparable from the grill, came running over. Behind her, Sophia hurriedly followed, precariously carrying plates full of food that Yuris had dumped on her—

"Aaah!"
"Eeeek!"

Before I could finish my thought, she really did fall. Worse yet, the plates in both hands scattered like claymores, hitting the back of Yuris's head.

"Yuris! Sophia!"

Penelia, who had been warmly watching the two maids who were like younger sisters to her, rushed over in alarm at this sudden mishap.

At least Sophia seemed unhurt from falling on the grass.

'Is her head okay?'

I instinctively took out my communication device when I saw Yuris sprawled on the ground, flailing. With plates crashing into that small head, she must have suffered a serious injury.

"What's all this commotion in front of the master? This is what happens when you run around needlessly."

Though Penelia's words were scolding, her expression and gestures were full of concern. The way she helped Sophia up and checked Yuris's hair for blood made her look more like a mother than an older sister.

And the commotion caused by the two maids began to draw attention from those around. Rather than annoyance at the disrupted mood, the gazes were filled with concern for the little mascots.

"...Just a bump."

Just as I was about to send a message to the magic tower requesting a healing mage, Penelia, who had been examining Yuris carefully, sighed with relief and spoke. Fortunately, despite being hit hard enough to break plates, she only ended up with a bump.

Our Yuris, what a sturdy child... Well, I knew she was sturdy, but I didn't know her head was this tough too.

"Yu-Yuris, are you okay? I'm sorry, it was my fault..."
"I'm fine! It hurts a little, but like Sister said, it's just a bump!"

Yuris replied with a giggle to Sophia's tearful apology.

It was a beautiful scene, but somewhat ironic considering that Sophia fell because Yuris had dumped the plates on her. Talk about karma coming back quickly.

"If you're both alright, apologize to the master. Causing a commotion in front of him when he's just returned from the North is disrespectful."

At those words, Yuris and Sophia, who had been comforting each other, hurriedly bowed their heads.

Honestly, I was fine since no one was seriously hurt, but seeing Penelia's stern expression, I couldn't bring myself to intervene. When an older sister is educating her younger siblings, one shouldn't interfere.

"I'm sorry, Master. It's been so long since I've seen Master, but also Sister, so I was too excited..."
"I-I'm sorry too. You just returned, and we caused a commotion..."

After they apologized with dejected expressions at the command that wasn't quite a command, Penelia's expression softened. Yes, teaching children how to apologize is an important part of their upbringing.

So I patted both their heads. If you accept children's apologies, offering forgiveness and comfort is equally important.

"As long as you're not hurt. But still, get checked when the mage arrives. I just called for one."
"Hehe, I'm fine. It's just a bump."

I shook my head at Yuris, who was smiling sheepishly. It might look like just a bump, but who knows if there's a fracture or brain damage? Even minor head injuries need to be thoroughly checked.

Besides, if a child I picked up from starvation were to die from "being hit by a plate during a party," I couldn't show my face in public as a guardian. It would be the kind of incident that would be featured in stories about nobles abusing their servants.

"Since I've called them, get checked. It would be rude to cancel after summoning them."


At my firm request, Yuris finally nodded. She should have agreed from the start.

"These children must have missed Penelia terribly. Well, it's natural since they sleep together when Penelia stays at the mansion."

The butler, confirming that the situation had been resolved amicably, smiled and spoke. He was trying to smooth over the tumultuous incident of falling and getting a bump on the head as an expression of affection for Penelia.

But sleeping together? That was news to me. Had Penelia visited the mansion while I was away?

"That's unfortunate. Penelia will be sleeping with me tonight."

As I smiled back and spoke, a sudden silence fell.

The butler froze with his smile still in place, and the servants and Charcoal Division members who had been gradually looking away turned their gazes back sharply.

'...Ah.'

I belatedly realized that my words could easily be misinterpreted. I just meant that we're essentially a married couple even without an official ceremony, so we'd sleep together. I absolutely wasn't implying anything beyond that.

But when I carefully turned my gaze, I saw Penelia with a flushed face, opening and closing her mouth without words.

This is my karma. I spoke carelessly and only managed to stir Penelia's heart.

***

Every day had been like hell since my darling left for the North. I worried that the war might drag on for years, or that something might happen to him. Such concerns prevented me from sleeping properly.

The only reason I could endure those hellish days was because I was both a Duke and the head of the magic tower. As a high-ranking official and the chief responsible for military mages, I had access to reports from the expeditionary force. While I couldn't access all information, I could grasp the general situation.

For example, that the northern tribes' unity was less than expected, that the war would likely end quickly, that casualties would be relatively few—

And that my darling had fought directly.

'How heartless.'

Another sigh escaped me. In truth, I had prepared myself for the possibility of him fighting. His Majesty's appointment of my darling as a military inspector must have anticipated such a situation.

But sometimes the head and heart operate separately. This is precisely such a case.

'Deliberately putting himself in danger.'

I understand that my darling went to the front lines to save his father-in-law. But I cannot accept that he volunteered to be at the vanguard to personally kill the villain who proclaimed himself Khan, and then got entangled in the villain's scheme, ending up in one-on-one combat.

Still, if—just if—my darling had revealed these facts himself and apologized, I might have forgiven him. Unexpected developments during war are unavoidable.

'He concealed it until the end.'

Today, when the victory parade was held in the Capital, I received a message from my darling. He asked how I'd been, assured me he was safe, and shared the good news that he would soon be going to the Academy.

But sadly, there was no mention of him standing on the front lines.

It's unfortunate. There should be no secrets between lovers, and if it was something that would be discovered anyway, I wish he had told me first.

'...I'm sure my darling has prepared for this.'

So I deliberately composed myself. If my darling prefers confession through interrogation rather than voluntary admission, so be it.

...Of course, when he comes to the Academy, I'll embrace him first and tell him he's worked hard. No matter how disappointed I am, nothing comes before welcoming my darling.

Morning dawned. Though the bed was somewhat awkward due to yesterday's slip of the tongue, the misunderstanding didn't become reality. Penelia, who had fallen into panic, quickly regained her senses.

Instead, the servants and Charcoal Division members I encountered while walking around the mansion greeted me with pleased looks. They clearly knew it was a misunderstanding but seemed to be doing this deliberately. The moment they got a chance to tease their master, they showed such behavior—truly deplorable.

And Penelia, guilty only of being by my side, had to face those looks head-on.

"I-I'll speak to the members properly."
"No need, it's fine."

Though her stammering yet bold ambition was admirable, this was a problem no one could solve. Only time would be the answer.

Besides, if Penelia were to scold the Charcoal Division alone, I could clearly foresee her facing retaliation. While Penelia led the team well as their captain, honestly, she wasn't particularly eloquent.

"It's something that would happen eventually, so let's just let it go."

With that, I embraced Penelia's waist and whispered softly. Though it might be impossible now, someday the misunderstanding would become reality, since the order of wives was important.

"Still, I'm sorry. For making you expect something."
"No! I wasn't expecting anything!"

When I added an apology mixed with jest, Penelia hastily shook her head, not knowing what to do. Her reaction was as if receiving my apology was too great an honor.

Hmm.

"Really? So Penelia isn't particularly interested in such things."
"T-that, um, that's..."

I felt vibrations through my hand wrapped around her waist from the sudden attack.

Though I felt bad for her, Penelia's reactions were too good. Even the slightest tease brought such an enormous reaction, making conversation truly rewarding.

But if I teased her any further, Penelia might run away in tears. That would be troublesome.

"I'm joking."

With those words, I kissed her forehead, and the vibrations stopped as if by magic. Regrettably, it seems there's still a long way to go before I can enjoy casual skinship with Penelia.

...Actually, I don't think I'm the only one with a long way to go, but anyway.

Before returning to the Academy, I chose to visit the Audit Department as my final schedule in the Capital. Since I'd safely returned from the North, I should at least greet the Deputy Head and Section Chiefs. Yesterday I couldn't stop by because I had to rush to the Emperor's summons.

As soon as I arrived at the Audit Department, the Deputy Head, who was the only one at work, handed me a thick book.

"The Six Swords have received the Livnoman County title, so the roster has been updated."
"Ah."

Looking quickly through the book—the Audit Department official roster—that the Deputy Head handed me, I saw their names in the nobility category.

The roster contained the names of all civil servants who had served in the Audit Department since its establishment. The guys and I were listed on different pages due to our different statuses, but now all seven of them would be listed on the same page. This was possible because they were no longer commoners but nobles.

I hadn't even thought about this. I was so focused on them receiving titles that I neglected to consider the Audit Department.

"...Thank you. I should have done this myself."
"The roster update requires the Department Head's final approval to be applied."

I couldn't help but smile slightly at his words, passing his credit to me. As if the Deputy Head, who was acting in place of the Department Head, wouldn't have the authority to approve a mere roster update. He clearly deliberately withheld approval, waiting for me to come.

Indeed, the Deputy Head is the pillar of the Audit Department. Without him, I would have died of high blood pressure long ago or been in long-term detention for causing a major incident.

"Right, I should do it."

When I extended my hand to the Deputy Head, he handed me a document as if he'd been waiting for this moment.

[78th Year 3rd Official Roster Amendment]

I almost laughed when I saw the title. I had no memory of approving the 1st and 2nd amendments, yet the 3rd was waiting for my approval.

Actually, thinking about it, I wonder if my approval is even necessary. The thick book has already been properly updated. The work is already done, with only a meaningless signature remaining.


Finally unable to hold back, I let out a chuckle, and the Deputy Head, seemingly embarrassed, lowered his gaze slightly.

"I wonder if I'm lucky or unlucky with my subordinates."

Looking at the Deputy Head, Penelia, and the 5th Section Chief, it seems I'm lucky, but looking at Erzsebet and the 2nd and 3rd Section Chiefs, I can hardly say I'm fortunate.

It's truly a remarkable balance. A balance I don't need at all.

"Ah, where is the Minister?"
"He's in the Minister's office."

When I asked after returning the signed document, I got the answer I wanted. By the time the Minister and I finish our squabble, all the Section Chiefs should arrive too.

If anyone hasn't shown up by then, they'll experience the attendance service where their superior personally visits their home.

***

Not long after starting work, there was a knock on the door.

"Your Excellency. It's me."

Hearing the familiar voice, I shifted my gaze from the documents to the door. That impudent fellow. Having returned after the war ended, he should have come to greet me that day, not now.

But perhaps it's fortunate he came today rather than yesterday. If I'd seen him yesterday, I would have only witnessed him whining.

"Come in."
"Yes."

As the door opened, a bright face entered my view, unlike his usually gloomy complexion. That bastard seems to be in quite a good mood.

"You're here now?"
"I apologize. I was too busy yesterday."

Despite my deliberately gruff tone, he answered with a smile, confirming my suspicions.

"He's gotten over it all."

He's finally resolved all the resentment in his heart.

Yes, it's only natural. He personally killed Dorgos, the North became Imperial territory, and those guys received the Livnoman County title. It's enough to cure even the most festering wounds. If he were still suffering, it would mean he had a mental illness.

"You must have been busy. Plus, your peers became your superiors, so you probably couldn't sleep well."
"Isn't it better than having subordinates above you?"
"Damn you."

At my words, he also snickered. The Livnoman County title is an honorary title without succession rights or territory, but it receives higher treatment than all other counts. This means that even I, a regular count, and he, who will someday become an Imperial Count, must bow our heads before a Livnoman Count.

I burst into laughter at this absurd situation. Those who were once commoners are now above me. Should I prostrate myself when visiting their graves from now on? One cannot stand on two legs before a Livnoman Count, after all.

"Ah, I've also updated the roster."
"Already?"

I was a bit surprised when he proudly presented the Audit Department official roster. He received his title just yesterday, and it's already updated? That guy isn't usually so meticulous—

"I had forgotten about it too, but the Deputy Head did it for me."

That makes more sense. There's no way that guy could be so thorough.

"You have a good subordinate. I'm going crazy with someone like you."
"No, at least Your Excellency's other department heads are normal. I have three abnormal ones."
"That's your fortune. If you're jealous, resign."

The topic shifted to the usual resignation wishes, but strangely, his reaction was a bit different this time.

"I can't do that. People would criticize a young man for talking about resignation."
"What?"


I momentarily doubted my ears at those words. If people truly criticized him, he would have heard a century's worth of criticism by now, yet he says this now?

"Even His Majesty personally handles some duties. So I too will try to work hard."

My gaze instinctively went to the desk drawer. This drawer is full of resignation letters he submitted, so what is he talking about?

Did he hit his head in the North? No, if he had a head injury, he should be recuperating at a magic tower or church, not here.

"Right, work hard."

Still, it's encouraging that he's willing to work hard. It means I won't have to suffer from resignation letters flying in whenever things seem to calm down.

Actually, I had forgotten because his behavior was so bizarre, but doesn't Imperial blood flow through his veins? It's only natural for him to be loyal to the Imperial Family. If anything, it's strange that he's been talking about resignation all this time.

...Hmm.

"Hey."
"Yes?"
"If you don't plan to resign, take these back."

I showed him the drawer full of resignation letters to the guy who tilted his head as if asking what I meant.

Then, as if he'd seen something hideous, he began tearing up the resignation letters one by one right in front of me.

"He's gone even crazier."

The guy who was never normal has become even stranger.

It seems he didn't just return having resolved his resentment, but with madness in his heart.

***

After finishing my conversation with the Minister and returning, all the Section Chiefs had gathered. Fortunately, it seems the superior's home visit service can be canceled.

Having greeted everyone I needed to greet, and with the roster I hadn't thought of being updated, it was a satisfactory visit.

The only blemish was that the Minister showed a remnant of an ugly past. But by tearing up the past humiliation with my own hands, I have overcome my past self. Now the weak civil servant Kal who only craved resignation has disappeared, leaving only Kal who is loyal to the Emperor.

"Is this what it feels like to have my head cracked open?"

Suddenly, I felt strange about following the path of a fervent Imperial supporter like my father.

But what can I do? After receiving such grace, if I were to wipe my mouth clean, I'd be no better than a beast. From that day on, I'd become a black-haired beast.

"Let's work hard until sixty."

And not write resignation letters until sixty either.

The Crown Prince wouldn't let me go before then anyway. High-ranking officials who retire in their 40s or 50s are so rare you'd have to search through Imperial history to find them.

"Thirty-eight years left until sixty."

It's dreadful. Having to work 38 more years before I can even aim for resignation—what kind of hell is this? And on the day my lifespan becomes the same as Beatrix's—

"Shit."

I hastily shook my head to dispel the terrible imagination.

If my lifespan increases, I'll share it strictly with family only. When I reach about eighty, I'll have to hide in the basement of Servet Duchy or something.

"...Basement."

My gaze unconsciously went to my right arm. Perhaps instead of eighty, I might see the duchy's basement in 8 hours.

Now that I've finished my business in the Capital, I need to go to the Academy, but if I misspeak there, I'll clearly face imprisonment by an angry Beatrix. While I might somehow manage to cover up my participation in battle, there's no way to hide that my arm was cut off.

So I must hide it. For the sake of my treatment and my lovers' mental health, I absolutely must.

The Academy, which should be a symbol of peace, is nothing short of a small battlefield for me. Sadly, last year it was a place of despair in my heart because of the trolling from the '77 club members, and now because of the beating I'm about to receive. I'm worried something might happen next year too.

Anyway, going to such a depressing place alone would be like self-destruction, so I swallowed my pride and returned with reinforcements.

"It's been a while since everyone gathered, hasn't it?"
"Yes, it's the first time since the first semester started."

Seeing Penelia looking around and taking in the Academy gave me a sense of relief. With Penelia as reinforcement, there's at least some hope.

The Academy and Penelia—normally an impossible combination, but since the Charcoal Division is on vacation and all five members except Penelia are stationed at the Academy, I naturally brought her along. It would be lonely for her to be the only one absent when everyone else is present.

'The more allies, the better.'

Besides, with Penelia joining, it's no longer me against five, but two against five. If I had to choose between the two scenarios, the latter is obviously better.

'I can recruit Erzsebet too.'

With Penelia here, the chances of Erzsebet joining our side increase. Not only are they close, but Erzsebet is also a seasoned Audit Department executive. She'll be relatively understanding about me fighting and getting injured. With my sincere persuasion and Penelia's support, we might even manage to make it three against four.

...I feel guilty about plotting against my lovers, but I have no choice right now. If things go wrong, I'll be beaten by all five of them, so I need to create an escape route for myself.

And this is a white lie. Rather than mentioning what has already happened and making my lovers worry, it's better to act as if nothing happened.

That's what I believe.

When I arrived at the pastry club room, no one was there. It's natural for club members to be absent during class hours, but Beatrix wasn't there either, suggesting she was teaching.

Even Erzsebet is missing. Does she usually stay in her dormitory instead of the club room?

'That's convenient.'

This is Enen's doing. If the five are scattered, it's easier to approach them individually. If they were all together, I wouldn't even have had a chance to attempt recruitment.

"Penelia, would you mind going to the inspector's dormitory? Erzsebet should be there too, so just rest there for a bit."
"By myself... you mean?"
"The others are in class, so I'll see them later, but Mar is in the president's office. I want to go see her."

Penelia quickly agreed to this. I'm not sure if her agreement is out of consideration for my first wife or if she's yielding because she feels she's monopolized me for too long.

Of course, either way, her response is too docile. I wish she would show a bit more selfishness.

"I'll be back then."

After a moment's hesitation, I kissed Penelia on the cheek. It's somewhat pitiful that she seems to be suppressing her own desires, but that's just her nature. Rather than forcibly correcting or pointing it out, it's better to leave it to time.

As I turned my back, there was no response. This too is a matter to leave to time.

***

As she checked the communication device that suddenly vibrated, Senior Beatrix spoke softly.

"The child has arrived."

Though it was a short and simple statement, I couldn't help but stir. Since she's the Tower Master, her words are certain. If Kal is coming to the Academy, he would need a mage's teleport, so it's natural for news to reach her ears.

'Finally.'

I nodded while trying to suppress my grinning lips. Finally, Kal has returned. He has ended the war and at last returned to us.


Although I had mentally prepared myself after receiving a message from Kal yesterday that he would return today or tomorrow, hearing that he had actually arrived made my heart race. Indeed, no amount of preparation can keep one calm when a lover returns from a long journey.

"It seems Penelia came with him. Well, if not now, they would have to wait until winter break to meet."

Good news followed good news. I had been worried since she went to the battlefield with Kal, but seeing that she came all the way to the Academy, it seems Senior Penelia has returned safely too.

"Are they both alright?"
"Fortunately, neither of them has any injuries."

When I asked out of concern, I received the answer I wanted. Both Kal and Senior Penelia are safe—

"After being treated."

I flinched at the words that followed. The news that Kal had been injured brought both disappointment and sadness at once.

Kal had emphasized several times before leaving that he was an inspector and wouldn't have to fight, so we shouldn't worry. Yet he fought somewhere without our knowledge and even hid it.

'I understand, but...'

In truth, I understand Kal's feelings. Since His Majesty the Emperor personally appointed him as an inspector, going to war was unavoidable. Being in a position where he had to go anyway, he probably comforted us because he was concerned about our worry. At the time, I was confused by the fact that Kal was going to war, but once I regained my senses, I could understand.

And, and Father said that it's inevitable for a warrior to be injured in battle. While not getting hurt is ideal, as a warrior, one cannot always experience ideal situations.

So I understood and accepted that Kal participated in battle and got injured. It would be too much for me, who waited in a safe place, to ask "Why did you get hurt?" to Kal, who fought on the battlefield.

But Kal remained silent. He kept his mouth shut as if nothing had happened.

'If he had been honest, I wouldn't have said anything.'

I let out a small sigh. If I try to understand Kal's feelings this time too, he might have kept quiet because he was worried we would be concerned. He might have thought there was no need to mention it since the injury was completely healed.

...But how could Senior Beatrix not know what happened in the war? With her being above all mages, it's natural for the mage who treated Kal's wounds to report to her.

Why didn't he think of that and tried to hide it? It's just sad.

"Still, let's welcome the child with a smile when we see him. How sad would he be if his lover, whom he's seeing after a long time, gives him a hard time?"

I pretended not to hear the senior's additional comment—"Even though the child made us sad first."

- Knock knock

While I was having a normal conversation with the senior again, someone knocked on the door.

"Mar, it's me."

At the familiar and missed voice that followed, I bit my lip hard. Earlier my heart was racing, but now I feel like I might cry. I can't control my emotions.

It seemed the senior felt the same, as small droplets appeared at the corners of her eyes. At this moment, both the senior and I had all our disappointment towards Kal disappear.

"C-come, in, Kal."

As I managed to compose my emotions and speak, the door opened. The familiar black hair and familiar black eyes entered my sight.

And Kal, who had entered with a smile, began to tremble as soon as he saw the senior with me.

***

I'm doomed. Things went wrong from the start.


I had planned to meet them one by one for divide and conquer, but the two most fearsome beings were gathered in one place.

"It's been a while. I saw you through the communication device, but seeing you in person is indeed better."

I spoke as I restarted my brain, which had momentarily stopped working. Although the plan went awry, thinking about it, I've had more failures than successes with my plans. There's no need to despair.

"I missed you both a lot."

Besides, now is not the time to rack my brains for survival, but to rejoice in the reunion with my lovers. Telling a white lie and having other thoughts in front of my lovers are different matters.

With those words, I embraced the two who had just risen from the sofa. Fortunately, since humans have two arms, I could hug them both at the same time. If only I had four more arms, it would be perfect.

"I'm sorry for being late. I wanted to come yesterday, but there were some matters to attend to."
"It's, it's okay. I'm just happy that you've returned safely."

Mar hastily shook her head at my apology for being late. I'd be a beast if I didn't feel guilty at her mention of "safely."

"I'm fine too, I'm fine too. What does it matter if you're a little late? As long as I can be embraced by you like this."

At the mention of being embraced, if my eyes don't go to her arms, I'd be a beast—

...

'Ah.'

After hearing consecutive guilt-inducing words, I belatedly realized the truth. Or perhaps I finally faced the truth I had been avoiding.

'They know.'

The truth that all my plans for divide and conquer and persuasion were already exposed.

Since there's no such thing as a perfect crime in this world, I was prepared for some level of exposure. How many people saw me rush to the Sarei front or stand at the vanguard in the final battle? I knew it would be difficult to hide the fact that I participated in the battle.

My final goal was to keep the questioning focused only on whether I participated in the battle, preventing the topic from flowing to my injuries. It was a strategy of sacrificing flesh to protect bone.

But it failed before it even began.

'Of course Beatrix would know.'

It seems I used not only my mana but also my intelligence when using Sky Slash. Logically, there's no being in this continent that can escape the sight of Tower Master Beatrix. All mages on the continent are essentially Beatrix's eyes and ears.

Of course, even during the period of intelligence regression, some minimal intelligence remained, and I did make some preparations. I asked the mage who came with the Northern Front Army Commander to keep quiet about my wounds. Thanks to Beatrix's influence, mages tend to listen to me quite well.

But from a mage's perspective, if the orders of the Tower Master and the Tower Master's partner conflict, whose words would they follow?

'Damn it.'

My arms embracing the two trembled.

"Thank, thank you so much for coming back like this, Kal."

My arms began to tremble even more at Mar's voice, which was now sniffling.

"Child, since club time is still far off... could you stay like this for a moment?"

Strange. It's clearly a mix of affection and moisture in her words, but it sounded like "I'll keep you close and give you a beating."

If I bow my head now, would they forgive me...?

# Survival Instinct

Since my survival was at stake, my deliberation was brief.

'I'll tell her.'

There's no choice. Putting up a front when I've already been caught is like drawing a dotted line on my neck and asking someone to tear it off.

Even when someone only has circumstantial evidence, it's irritating when you think they're lying. But denying it when they have concrete proof? I'd probably get hit with Beatrix's Thunderbolt at point-blank range. That's a more serious crisis than fighting Dorgon. At least with Dorgon, I could fight back.

This might be my last chance. The final opportunity to confess with my own mouth and avoid having my soul completely threshed.

'It's still okay.'

Yes, it's not too late. Although I didn't mention my participation in battle or my injury when I contacted them through the communication channel, this is the first time we're meeting face-to-face.

I could say I wanted to tell them about important matters in person rather than through a communication channel. Though there are some logical flaws, it's within an acceptable range.

"Let's stay like this for now. When it's club time, we'll go to the club room."

Despite my racing thoughts, my mouth moved naturally. Apart from the indirect pressure, it's true that I'm meeting Mar and Beatrix after a long time.

Later, I should ask Erzsebet and Penelia to come to the president's office too. If I had known this would happen, I would have brought them along from the start.

"Um, Kal, can I come to the club room today too?"

After patting their backs, Mar cautiously spoke up. It seems she wants to spend the whole day together.

Even as my survival instinct was kicking in, her request warmed my heart and made me smile involuntarily. This kind of request—even if she had announced it rather than asked—I would have gladly accepted.

"Of course. It would be nice to spend the whole day together."

"Thank you."

Seeing Mar's bright smile made me feel even more pleased. Indeed, the first father-in-law was right to boast that Mar is the treasure of the Valenti family.

"I'm fine with the night too, so I'll leave the door open."

Seeing that smile, I couldn't help but add something extra. But how could anyone resist such a pure expression?

"W-What?"

It must have been an unexpected attack, as Mar, who had been smiling happily, stammered as if in a daze. Moreover, her face turned as red as her hair, suggesting the shock was greater than I had anticipated.

Satisfying. Mar's defense is as weak as ever, though her offense isn't particularly strong either. This is definitely the Mar I know.

"If it's inconvenient for you to come, I could go to Mar's room—"

"N-No! It's fine! It's not inconvenient, but—that kind of thing should be done later!"

As Mar hurriedly made this strange refusal, Beatrix let out a small laugh. Meanwhile, what does she mean by "later"? It seems she harbors at least a small desire in her heart.

"Dear, then would it be alright if I left for a while?"

"It's fine—"

"No!"

Mar's voice, which hastily cut off what was clearly a joke to anyone listening, made me laugh again. This is enjoyable. Laughing like this makes it feel real that everything is over.

...Though it's enjoyable, thinking that this might be the last happiness before confessing the truth makes me want to cry.

Appeasing the seemingly upset Mar was difficult. As a noble lady, Mar naturally wouldn't have been teased much, so her lack of resistance is understandable. Besides, it would be upsetting to think that your lover, whom you've just reunited with, starts with teasing.

I don't think teasing someone is necessarily a good thing, but at the same time, I don't regret it. I'm confident that if I went back in time, I would still tease Mar upon seeing her.

"I'm sorry, Mar. I was so happy to see you that I wanted to talk with you for as long as possible."

"There were many other topics we could have discussed..."

"But it's true that I want to spend the whole day with you."

At those words, Mar, who was sitting on my lap, quietly lowered her gaze. It seems that despite being teased, she quite liked the idea of me wanting to be with her. Regrettably, I rarely expressed myself so explicitly to Mar in the past.

Come to think of it, my past self was quite remarkable. As a lover, I was too sparing with expressions of affection. Even considering the knot in my heart, it was excessive.

"And since we'll officially become husband and wife in a few months, I wanted to practice living in the same room."

After a moment's hesitation, I whispered in Mar's ear. The affection I couldn't express until now can be shown doubly from now on. Even if others find it cheesy, it's fine as long as the lovers are happy.

"T-That doesn't necessarily need practice."

Mar, who momentarily trembled, gave a small reply. Still, her voice was brighter than before, suggesting that the mention of marriage had dispelled her disappointment.

'I should say it often from now on.'


As I mentioned earlier, with the wedding just a few months away, there will be many opportunities to talk about it.

Since we plan to marry right after Mar graduates, I'll need to take the lead in wedding preparations since Mar is still a student. But there are aspects where the bride's opinion is essential. Inevitably, we'll have to talk frequently.

"I'll keep that in mind."

With that small commitment, I kissed Mar's forehead. Among all my lovers, Mar probably had the hardest emotional journey, so I want to prepare the best wedding for her. One that would make her father-in-law give a standing ovation.

Well, if needed, I could seek advice from my mother or nanny. As experienced in marriage, they would know the wedding fantasies a bride might have. They could point out details I might miss.

"Kal, wait a moment."

"Yes?"

Just as I was vowing never to seek advice from my aunt, Mar's lips touched my cheek.

"I've only been receiving until now. I wanted to give something back."

Though her expression was full of embarrassment, it was incredibly touching to hear. While Penelia would practically faint at the mere touch of lips, Mar can even counterattack like this.

I feel like crying. Is this the dignity of a first wife?

No, maybe Penelia is just particularly weak.

"I think I should step out for a moment."

"Ah."

As we expressed affection as a couple in the presence of a third person, Beatrix spoke with a slightly sulky face.

This was a bit much. Even if it was to appease Mar, I showed a scene that could be misinterpreted as favoritism.

"That won't do. We should stay together today."

Smiling, I patted the seat beside me, and Beatrix quickly came and sat down.

On my empty lap.

"Um, Beatrix?"

"What's wrong?"

Seeing Beatrix's slightly reddened face and her prim retort, I found myself at a loss for words. This must be an expression of affection that took considerable courage on her part.

"Nothing. You just smell nice."

So I changed what I was about to say. It's not right to be unkind to someone who has shown courage. Besides, it's true that she smells nice.

"R-Really? That's a relief."

I'm not sure what's a relief, but it seems my quick thinking worked well. Anyway, as long as she's happy, that's what matters.

'Now's the time.'

Only after having both Mar and Beatrix sitting on my knees did I feel confident. This pink atmosphere that somehow formed, if I confess at this timing, I might reduce the scolding from ten times to about three.

"Being like this makes it feel real that I'm back. I'm glad I could return without injuries."

As I broached the subject first, two pairs of eyes fixed on me. It was as if they were saying, 'We didn't expect you to bring up that topic first.'

For a moment, I felt the urge to back out, but I resisted.

If not now, there won't be another chance.

***

Things went wrong.

"How could this happen!"

A shout filled with anger and tears pierced my ears. Even the head maid standing behind my wife lowered her head, sensing the atmosphere, as my wife's anger was intense.

Things went terribly wrong. I knew I couldn't hide it forever and planned to tell her when the time was right, but she discovered through her information network that Kal had participated in battle. I underestimated the connections of my wife, who is both the lady of the Kracius family and the daughter of the Wise Duke.

"I clearly, clearly heard that he wouldn't participate in battle! That's why I let him go!"

"M-My lady, that's—"

As I hastily opened my mouth, my wife glared at me with sharp eyes. It was as if she was rebuking me, 'How dare you make excuses in front of me?'

After staring at me with trembling eyes for a while, my wife let out a small sigh and spoke in a voice that was quieter than before, but filled with even deeper emotion.

"I can understand that Kal, that child, participated in the battle. Billy, he went to save you, so of course I understand. I'm actually glad because thanks to Kal, you were able to return alive."


"My lady..."

"Quiet."

I was moved by her words expressing relief at my safety and opened my mouth, but I quickly closed it. I was being insensitive.

Looking at me with even more piercing eyes, my wife murmured weakly.

"It's natural for a son to fight to save his father. But why did that child stand at the vanguard? Why did he fight directly with the enemy leader and even get injured?"

After muttering for a long time as if she couldn't understand, my wife finally couldn't contain her emotions and burst into tears.

I have nothing to say. This is the same wife who tearfully rejoiced yesterday upon receiving news of Kal's safe return. The same wife who was happy to hear that he would soon come to the domain with Erich.

That same wife now shed tears at the sorrow of learning her son was injured without her knowledge, and at the betrayal of her husband hiding that fact.

'What can I possibly say?'

It's my fault. Kal hiding his injury from his mother could be seen as 'a son's heart not wanting to worry his mother.' But my silence becomes 'a husband hiding matters concerning his child.'

A son's somewhat distorted filial piety versus a husband's silence. Naturally, the latter would be more shocking. That's why I couldn't offer any excuses or apologies to my wife.

"I'm sorry, my lady. I should have told you earlier, but I was afraid you would be shocked."

Still, I spoke up. Responding to an incident caused by silence with more silence would be terrible.

"I understand your worry and sorrow. I too am the child's father, so it's only natural."

Perhaps due to the shared bond of being Kal's parents, the resentment on my wife's face dimmed a little.

That's a relief. It seems she's willing to listen to what I have to say.

"I too wished for Kal to be in a safe place. But when that child expressed his desire to finish what he couldn't three years ago, to resolve that grudge himself, how could I stop him?"

"Finish...?"

My wife, who had been sobbing, finally managed to speak. When Kal's military service was decided, he told my wife about what happened in the North to persuade her when she collapsed in tears. The sorrow he experienced in the North, the pain of leaving behind friends and lovers.

My wife simply didn't know that battle was the way to resolve that sorrow and pain. After all, Kal avoided explaining about the Regression User or Dorgon as much as possible when persuading her.

"That child had someone who was like an enemy, a nemesis. Someone he wanted to defeat personally."

Upon hearing that, my wife silently lowered her head. If she's as wise as I know her to be, she would have understood the situation from just those words.

With her head lowered, tears fell drop by drop on the back of her hand, but the sound of her crying gradually diminished. Her resentment and sorrow lessened as she understood the situation Kal had faced.

I carefully added more words to such a wife. It would be cruel to only deliver negative news to her.

"Still, Kal achieved a splendid victory. He defeated the leader and brought victory to the Empire. Although he suffered an injury where his arm was severed, it was completely healed—"

"What was severed?"

...

Huh?

"His arm... was severed?"

My wife's demeanor became fierce again. The head maid behind her also widened her eyes in shock and covered her mouth.

Could it be that she only knew he was injured but not where?

"You hid such an injury?"

'Damn it.'

This is a mistake. I assumed she knew everything since she knew about his participation and injury.

As I closed my mouth again, my wife stared at me for a long time before quietly pronouncing her judgment.

"Billy. I think I'll be upset with you for a while. Specifically, until Kal returns to the domain."

I nodded glumly at that judgment.

Receiving my wife's banishment order, I headed to the family mansion in the Capital. If I lingered around the domain, my wife might leave for somewhere else.

As soon as I entered the mansion, Georg, who had been staying there since yesterday, welcomed me.

"Didn't I tell you? I said you'd probably come soon too."

"Shut up."

Seeing Georg snickering, I felt the urge to kick him out.

"A life-risking excuse—no, confession—continued for quite a while. It's typical that nervous people tend to ramble on.

Fortunately, both Margareta and Beatrix listened silently to my lengthy explanation. If they had thought my confession was just a shameful excuse, they would have cut me off immediately. The fact that they listened meant they believed me. Truly encouraging.

"This could have been said through the communication orb, but I thought it would be better to discuss such an important matter face-to-face."

My hastily concocted confession sounded plausible. Even with the excellent performance of communication orbs, you're still talking to someone far away. They're not physically present before you.

If your lover returns from war with a severed arm and tells you about it, you can't touch it. You can't caress that arm to comfort them, and conversely, if you burst into tears, you can't be comforted either. Worse still, once the communication ends, you're left alone with your troubled thoughts. All because they're not physically present.

Such terrible experiences shouldn't happen because of wounds that have already occurred or fully healed. When I presented this reasoning, both seemed to accept it.

"Of course, Beatrix would have known even if I hadn't said anything. I just didn't think of that. I'm sorry for making you worry unnecessarily."

Since I had genuinely kept quiet thinking Beatrix wouldn't know, I apologized sincerely. Beatrix gently shook her head in response.

"The madness of war stops rational thinking. I understand."
"Thank you."

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at her somewhat pointed remark. There's a self-deprecating joke that entering the military makes one's intelligence deteriorate, so imagine what happens after returning from war. As Beatrix said, my rationality—or more precisely, my intelligence—seemed to have temporarily shut down.

Yes, that must be it. Otherwise, I wouldn't have had the insane idea of trying to escape a Magic Tower Master's information network.

'I survived.'

I breathed an inward sigh of relief. Judging by their reactions, they had chosen to trust me rather than scold me.

I survived. I escaped a situation where one small misstep could have stripped me bare to my soul. Indeed, good communication skills are essential for survival.

"...Still, this won't happen again, right? Neither Kal going to the battlefield nor hiding things from us."

Hearing Margareta's voice tinged with lingering anxiety, I quickly nodded. Of course, this wouldn't happen again.

"Certainly. I only served in this war because of the exceptional circumstances. After all, I belong to the administrative branch, not the military."

This wasn't really something I should say after having served in the military twice as an administrative official, but those were unavoidable due to special circumstances involving the Khagan and Dorgos.

But now they're both dead, and the North has become imperial territory. There won't be any more special circumstances requiring my military service. Moreover, apart from war, I won't have any reason to withhold information or lie to my lovers. As Margareta hopes, such incidents won't happen again. I'm certain of it.

Frankly speaking, if they wanted to send me to the battlefield, they should have transferred me to the military branch. Though the Crown Prince prevented that.

"Hehe, that's right. Kal was an administrative official."

Seeing Margareta giggle with relief, I couldn't help but smile. Indeed, her smiling face is much prettier than her worried or gloomy expression—

"I've heard that my father frequently went to war even before I was born. I was worried that Kal might end up the same way."
'Ah.'

Hearing that, I understood why Margareta showed particular anxiety at the mention of military service. It's natural when someone in your family has frequent experience with it.

When my first father-in-law was active in service, it was a period of constant unrest along the eastern border. The chaos that had persisted from the past erupted during the late reign of the previous emperor and continued into the early reign of the current emperor. My father-in-law's prime coincided perfectly with that period, making him the person in charge at the time.

"Thanks to your father's achievements back then, those of us in later generations don't have to go to war. I'm nothing but grateful."
"Is that so? It seems my father was working for his future son-in-law even before I was born."

Though Margareta responded with a joking tone, the eastern kingdoms that were beaten by my father-in-law at the time wouldn't find it funny. He thrashed them so thoroughly that the eastern border has remained quiet ever since.

In particular, the Leon Kingdom, once called a major power in the central continent, declined to become the "sick man of the center" after receiving the Empire's serious punch. A pity.

"I should express my gratitude to your father soon. Thanks to him, I was able to marry Margareta in peacetime."


Of course, saying sweet words to Margareta was more important than sympathizing with countries I'd never visited, so I quickly dismissed those thoughts from my mind. Who cares about Leon or Tiger or whatever.

Seeing Margareta smile more deeply at my words, I suspected that her father would hear "I love you, Dad" tonight.

He would probably be happier with that one phrase than with any gift or expression of gratitude. I hope he appreciates his son-in-law's invisible efforts.

"Speaking of which, it's almost lunch—"

Just before I could complete my sentence "It's lunchtime, let's eat together," the council room door suddenly burst open with a loud noise.

'What's going on?'

Seriously, what? Few academy students or faculty members come to the student council room in the first place, but even fewer would come to the president's office where a noble lady is present.

Experiencing a different kind of culture shock, I turned my gaze to see a familiar white head of hair.

"Margareta! Is the department head here?!"

Ah, it's her.

That makes sense. She's exactly the type to do this.

"Welcome, Eri."
"Huh? Sister?"

Erzsebet, who had flung open the door while calling Margareta's name, blinked in surprise when she saw Beatrix was also present.

Surprised? I was surprised too. Who would have thought they'd be here together?

"How unfair to sit on the department head's lap just the two of you!"

Seeing Erzsebet get upset about such an odd thing, I felt warmth in my chest knowing this was indeed the Erzsebet I knew. She's consistent wherever and whenever you see her.

I never expected her to react to the loss of access to my lap before greeting her lover who had returned from the battlefield.

"Department head, don't you have something like a third leg? Don't hide it, bring it out!"
"Hey, you crazy girl, what are you saying?!"

I was startled by Erzsebet's insane comment. She was probably just speaking whatever came to mind, but it was chilling to hear.

...That was just stream of consciousness, right?

Due to the late arrival's vehement protest, the ownership of my lap changed. Erzsebet and Penelia, who had hurriedly followed her in, became the new owners.

It's clearly my lap, but at this moment, it's not my lap. That's just how it is.

"Hehe, this feels nice."
"I'm glad to hear that."

When I patted Erzsebet's head as she grinned, her smile grew even more satisfied. It's hard to believe someone who can smile so innocently was just talking about "third legs" and whatnot.

"I'm glad the department head came back safely. If you'd been injured, we couldn't do this!"
"So my legs are only good as chairs."

I chuckled and roughly tousled her hair.

'Looks like she was told well.'

With an inward sigh of relief.


Seeing her claim my lap with satisfaction instead of scolding me, it seems Penelia persuaded her well. Or perhaps she was lenient about injuries from the beginning.

Either way, it's beneficial for me. If I had to persuade Erzsebet myself, I wouldn't stand a chance in a war of words. Arguing with her would be like me playing Go while she plays marbles—completely different games.

"Later during club time, let Luise and Irina have a turn too."

How strange. I'm the one providing my lap, yet she's acting like she's being generous.

"Our Erzsebet is so kind, considering others too."
"Right? I don't do this for just anyone, but we're family!"

I meant it as a joke-laced compliment, but she filtered out the joke and accepted only the praise. What an amazing mentality. Living like this, she probably doesn't know what stress is.

Looking at Erzsebet, then shifting my gaze to Penelia, I felt pity instead of amazement. While one friend lacks boundaries to a fault, the other—why are you like this?

"...Penelia, you can sit more comfortably."
"I'm fine. I'm comfortable as is."

I was momentarily speechless. I said it because she didn't look comfortable, but she was the only one who didn't realize it.

Unlike Erzsebet who sat confidently, Penelia maintained a safe distance as if sitting on an invisible chair. We've already hugged and I've kissed her forehead and cheek, so why this?

'Does she think she can't sit on my lap?'

Then would it be okay if I sat on Penelia's lap...?

Suppressing my complicated feelings, I pressed down on Penelia's shoulder. Only then did she properly sit on my lap, but everyone present knew she would keep being self-conscious and return to her invisible chair state soon enough.

***

I smiled gently watching the three—or more accurately, two—chattering away. Though giving up my lap was a little, just a little disappointing, I could gladly yield it for children who were like siblings to me. Especially since Eri and Penelia would soon have to return to the Capital.

'I should congratulate him later.'

Eri, who couldn't take her eyes off my darling while constantly bursting into laughter; Penelia, who froze with a reddened face when my darling forcibly sat her on his lap.

I couldn't interrupt this happiness. Though the congratulations would be for my darling, offering them now would only break the mood.

'Livnoman County.'

I recalled the event from yesterday that had instantly spread throughout the Empire—the event where my darling's close friend, his former lover, finally had his contributions recognized and received the highest honor.

That glorious event had spread widely. Beyond the Capital, beyond the metropolitan area, throughout the entire Empire. Soon it would spread across the continent.

Because I made it happen. I instructed the mages to spread the news far and wide.

'The more it spreads, the happier my darling will be.'

Of course, I have no intention of showing off to my darling. It would be troublesome if he felt indebted.

I simply need to applaud him, embrace him, and tell him he's done well. That's enough congratulation from me to my darling.

'...Though he already looks quite happy.'

But that's no reason to withhold congratulations.

Happiness multiplies when shared.

The academy suddenly became noisy. When I arrived at school this morning, everything seemed normal, but at some point, students and faculty alike were busy whispering about something.

What's going on? I did take a short nap during break time, but what happened while I was asleep?

'No way.'

I shook my head, dismissing the terrible thought. I couldn't bear the dishonor of being a noble who missed important news because I was sleeping. Besides, looking closer, only a small number of people were whispering. It seemed the rumors were still in the early stages of spreading rather than everyone knowing about it.

So what is it? What rumor is spreading? Let me in on it too.

"Erich!"

Just as I was seriously considering asking someone directly, I heard Sera's voice from behind.

When I quickly turned around, I saw Sera panting, apparently having run here in a hurry. Wait, she's still not completely healthy—why is she pushing herself by running?

"You'll collapse at this rate."

I sighed softly and patted her back as her breathing gradually stabilized. Seeing her bright smile afterward, I couldn't bring myself to scold her.

Fine, let's think positively. Maybe Sera, who used to have difficulty moving around, has improved to the fitness level of an average person who just lacks exercise. If she keeps running like this, she might eventually reach normal stamina.

"What's going on? Coming all the way here during undergraduate classes."

Anyway, since Sera's complexion had brightened, I asked about her business. It must be urgent for her to come all the way to the training ground where the Fencing Club was practicing.

"K-Kal is back."
"My brother?"

Though she stumbled over her words slightly, probably because she hadn't completely caught her breath yet, I had no trouble understanding her. This really was urgent news.

That said, it's unexpected. Yesterday, my brother did contact me saying he would return today or tomorrow, but I thought he would be busy after just returning from the North. I assumed he would spend today in the Capital and come tomorrow.

'Did he finish early?'

Or maybe, contrary to my expectations, he doesn't have much to do.

Of course, whether he's busy or not, it's not a bad thing. When a family member returns from a long journey, one should welcome them, not avoid them.

'I see now.'

And only after hearing that my brother had returned did I understand the commotion. Thanks to this war, the North, which had been a source of trouble for the Empire, was now embraced by the Empire, and the news that my brother had dealt with the rebels in the North had spread far and wide. It's only natural that there would be a commotion when the war's greatest contributor returned to the academy.

...So the subtle glances I've been feeling weren't just my imagination. Since people can't approach my brother directly, they're turning their attention to me, the more approachable option. This is something I've been experiencing since I entered the academy. I'm so used to it now that it doesn't even faze me anymore.

"Thanks for letting me know."

While rubbing the back of my head, which still felt like it was being stared at, I thanked Sera. If I hadn't heard in advance, I might have been surprised to see my brother in the club room. That would have been an unseemly reunion between brothers.

"You could have just told me through the communication orb."

I added a small question. Humans have such a convenient means of communication as the communication orb, so was there really a need to run all the way here?

Sera flinched at that reasonable point, but quickly smiled and shook her head.

"I need to move like this to get healthier."
"That's true."

I accepted her explanation since it was logically sound.

As soon as club time began, Luise and Irina disappeared. Until recently, they had been walking around with gloomy faces worrying about my brother, but it turns out they could move this quickly.

The two who vanished like the wind were, of course, found in the club room. And not in a normal state, but in a somewhat bizarre one.

'What the...'

When I opened the club room door, I could see three heads of different colors gathered in one place. Is this what the three-headed guardian from the scriptures looks like? It would certainly be threatening if three pairs of eyes stared at one person simultaneously.

Of course, it wasn't a three-headed guardian but simply Luise and Irina sitting on my brother's lap.

'...Is this normal?'


The people sitting actually seemed embarrassed.

"Ah, Erich."

In the midst of this, my brother, who alone remained dignified, waved his hand to welcome me. Though we were meeting after several months, his reaction was as if we had met just yesterday.

"Have you been well? I'm glad to see you're healthy."

I couldn't help but laugh at his calm greeting. The person who should be receiving concern is instead asking about my well-being. Anyone watching would think I was the one who went to war.

Still, that reversed greeting is so characteristic of my brother that I'm actually pleased. If he had made a fuss about being happy to see me, it would have felt strange. Besides, his usual calmness made me realize he had truly returned safely.

"I've been fine. I see you're not injured either?"

As I said this, I looked at his knees. Seeing that each knee was bearing the weight of one person, he must be in good health.

"Brother, I think I should get down now—"
"No. You just sat down."

However, noticing my gaze, Luise flinched and pleaded with my brother in a pitiful voice. Begging him to let her get down.

If she was embarrassed, she could just get down herself, but looking now, I see my brother is holding her waist. If he's holding her, she probably can't escape on her own.

"Irina is sitting quietly. You should enjoy it too."

Glancing at Irina, unlike Luise, she seemed to have accepted the situation and was just wearing a faint smile. Perhaps she simply enjoys this situation.

However, as if Luise had absorbed Irina's shame, she continued trying to persuade my brother.

"But showing this to other people is a bit..."
"You were already showing it to other people."

Following my brother's gesture, I turned to see four prospective sisters-in-law gathered together.

I hadn't noticed. I was so focused on the three-headed guardian when I entered that I only realized it now.

"W-Well, the sisters aren't other people, they're family!"
"If you marry me, Erich will be family too."

Momentarily at a loss for words, Luise closed her mouth. This heart-wrenching argument is now interesting even from a spectator's perspective.

But isn't it a bit much for my brother to flaunt his affection in front of his younger brother? Especially when his sister-in-law is his brother's first love.

I don't have any lingering feelings, but it feels a bit strange. If he weren't my brother, I would have punched him in the solar plexus.

***

Starting with Erich and Sera, other club members began to gather one by one.

Each time, Luise's face turned bright red as she struggled more fiercely, but of course, I didn't let her go. There's nothing strange about skinship between lovers. Rather, I should do more to make up for the time we couldn't be together.

"I suppose there's no need to greet you formally."

Seeing the scene, Tanian smiled gently and spoke. A polite way of saying, 'Seeing you flaunting your affection right away, I guess you're doing well.'

"I've heard about your achievements, brother. Truly, Enen must be watching over you. Perhaps you should make a generous donation to the church soon?"
"I think Enen would prefer taking care of you over receiving donations."
"Well, that's true too."

When I rejected his joke-filled suggestion with another joke, Tanian chuckled.

Actually, I was half-serious. If Enen has a conscience, he would appreciate taking care of the Season 77 Tanian more than receiving a purse full of gold coins as a donation.

"Indeed, Enen would value a saint more than mere money."

Lyutis, who was standing nearby, burst into laughter, apparently agreeing.

'Don't laugh, you bastard.'

If we change the subject from Enen to Armein, the same applies to you.

"Anyway, congratulations on your safe return, mentor."

"Thanks."

Despite my thoughts, Lyutis's congratulations immediately dispelled the curses brewing in my mind. Unlike Erich, Ainter, and myself who are Imperial citizens, Laterre who lives on the opposite side of the continent, and Tanian who is friendly with the Empire, Lyutis is in an awkward position to purely celebrate this war.

If the Empire grows stronger, it will become more of a threat to Armein, and many of the legions the Empire deployed to guard against the nomads will move to the Armein front. As a prince of Armein, Lyutis would not welcome this.

Nevertheless, Lyutis congratulated me as a club member. So I too will momentarily forget the pain of Season 77.

"But are your knees alright? No matter how light the ladies are like feathers, you seem to be keeping them seated for too long."
"They're like feathers, so it's fine."
"Heh, I understand."

Meanwhile, there was an incident where Luise turned even redder due to my additional comment, but since it was cute, I decided to let it slide.

***

After offering congratulations to the mentor, I took a step back. The prosperity of the Empire is something I should be wary of as a prince of Armein, but it's related to the mentor I've known for almost two years. What can I do? It's only right to congratulate someone on their safe return and a warrior on their great achievements.

'How strange.'

I smiled slightly as I looked around the club room, which was bustling unlike yesterday.

People brightening up because the mentor has returned, outsiders who came to the club room following the mentor, and club members laughing together caught up in the commotion. Just one person's return has changed the atmosphere so dramatically.

'Is it natural because the fence has returned?'

Fence. Yes, no word suits the mentor better than that.

Of course, it's Luise who created and maintains the Confectionery Club. We joined the club because of Luise, so she is essentially the pillar of the club.

However, it was the mentor who kept us from leaving the club. He remained a fence even after being rejected by Luise, even after other members joined. When that fence disappeared, the sheep inside scattered, but now that the fence has returned, they've gathered in one place again.

'Only the mentor could do this.'

My gaze suddenly turned to Lady Erzsebet, who had come as a temporary inspector. At the same time, I recalled the days when she was a temporary mentor.

...

Indeed, is the mentor so strong because he always has subordinates and lovers like that?

'It's impressive.'

But I'm not envious. Heroic achievements are only impressive when viewed from a distance.

"Ah, just a moment."

As a strange sense of respect for the mentor was growing, the mentor, who still had Luise and Irina sitting on his lap, took out a communication orb from his pocket.

I was impressed by his delicacy as he retrieved it with the hand that had been holding Irina's waist. If he had used the hand holding Luise, she would have escaped.

"Head of the Audit Department, Kal Kracius speaking."
- Kal.
"Ah, Father."

The mentor naturally answered the call. I wasn't trying to eavesdrop, but because of the close distance, I could hear the conversation—

'Father?'

I was momentarily surprised by the familiar address. I thought the mentor and Erich had a somewhat awkward relationship with their father?

'Were they not just fighting?'

Then I remembered that the mentor's father had also joined the military campaign. It seems the awkward father-son relationship has progressed in the special circumstances of war.

- When do you plan to come to the domain?
"I was thinking of going this weekend... Is something wrong?"
- I can only go to the domain when you come.
"Pardon?"
- Your mother kicked me out.
"Pardon?"

...It seemed to have progressed a bit too much, but that's probably better than being awkward.

# Father's Surprising Confession

After my father's shocking confession, a heavy solemnity and silence descended upon the club room.

The silence was so profound it almost seemed like someone had cast a Silence spell. Was my father actually a magic swordsman rather than a pure swordsman? As expected of the Imperial Count, he's different in every way.

After ending my bizarre mental escape from reality, I looked around to find the expressions of those who had overheard our conversation were equally peculiar.

'They're quite shocked.'

Erich in particular looked as though he'd seen a ghost, to the point where I felt sorry for him.

It's understandable. I've reconciled with my father—or rather, I've opened my heart that I had unilaterally closed—but Erich still has an awkward relationship with him. Moreover, the father my lovers remember is the stern figure they've seen at New Year's ceremonies or at our domain.

In such a situation, hearing something like "I got kicked out" would naturally cause cognitive dissonance. Honestly, I'm confused too.

'Prejudice really is frightening.'

And I realized once again how thick the prejudice I'd been carrying for years had been.

What exactly did I see in my father that made me think he was strict and cold? He's just not very talkative and awkward at expressing emotions, which is completely different from being strict and cold.

"Doesn't he take good care of his people? At least among Wilhelm's peers or juniors, I've never seen anyone who disliked him."

Suddenly, I recalled something from last year, specifically during the practical exam in the first semester of freshman year. While walking around the training grounds with the principal, we had talked about my father.

At the time, I thought it meant he took good care of his faction as a nobleman, but thinking about it now, perhaps it meant he was simply a kind-hearted person who genuinely cared for those around him.

Prejudice... is scary...

"Hmm?"

As I maintained my silence, not knowing what to say, my father showed a puzzled reaction.

"Kal, are those children there with you?"

'Ah.'

At his words, I lowered my gaze slightly to see the pink and golden heads still on my knees. Though their faces weren't visible, it seems their hair was caught in my father's communication crystal.

"Yes, everyone is here."

"...I've shown an embarrassing side of myself."

His words were so sincere that I almost burst out laughing. It's certainly embarrassing enough when a father-in-law's authority crumbles in front of his daughters-in-law.

"Ah, Father, it's been a while since I greeted you."

Regardless of the embarrassment, once you've been noticed by your father-in-law, greeting him is a daughter-in-law's duty. Irina, who regained her composure first, bowed her head as she showed her face, and my father's expression brightened a bit.

That's a relief. It seems the joy of seeing his daughter-in-law has helped him suppress his embarrassment.

"Yes, it has been a while. Have you been well?"

My father's eyes trembled subtly at her returned greeting. It was such a minute tremor that Irina probably didn't notice, but I did.

To my father's ears, her "Are you well?" probably sounded like "Are you doing okay after being kicked out of your home?" People with guilty consciences tend to flinch at even the smallest things.

"I heard you were deployed in the war, Father..."

"I'm fine. How much danger could a Field Marshal possibly face?"

That's not something someone who fought directly on the front lines should say, despite being a Field Marshal, but Irina, unaware of my father's eccentricities, nodded in understanding. Logically speaking, how could a Field Marshal—not a knight or common soldier—get hurt in battle?

Of course, my father and the previous Count Horpelt shattered that common sense. Is that why he got kicked out? The previous Count Horpelt was certainly exiled after being caught fighting.

"And when you have time, please tell your father that I received the ring he sent. I should thank him personally, but he seems busy and difficult to reach at the moment."

'What the hell.'

I almost cursed out loud instinctively at the mention of a ring.

If the ring from my fourth father-in-law was a gift, it must be referring to a couple's ring, and my father received one too? Does this mean I'll have to see my father and mother wearing matching rings now?

"Ah, yes. I'll make sure to tell him."


"Thank you, I appreciate it."

Despite my internal turmoil, Irina responded maturely, and my father gave her a faint smile before turning his gaze elsewhere.

"It's good to see you after so long, Luise."

"Ah, y-yes! It's been a while, Father!"

Luise, who had been waiting for the right moment to greet him, hastily bowed her head when my father addressed her first. She didn't stop at one bow but continued multiple times, showing how nervous she was.

That's unexpected. Even a sociable capybara like her becomes timid in front of her father-in-law?

"I'll end the call now. I'd like to greet the others too, but I feel like I'm interrupting your good time."

"No, it's fine. You can speak more—"

"It's alright. I've been kicked out by my wife; I can't afford to be disliked by my son too."

Having already lost his authority, he seemed determined to go all out with self-deprecating remarks. I bit my lip tightly—if I hadn't been careful, I might have burst out laughing right in front of him.

"Instead, I'd like all of you to come this weekend."

"Yes, we'll do that."

With those words, the whirlwind conversation ended, and when I glanced aside, I saw Erich with a blank expression as if his soul had left his body.

What a pity.

I had something to say, so I breathed life back into his departed soul.

"You're free this weekend, right? You're coming too."

"Huh?"

Though the process was somewhat forceful, it was certainly effective.

"Me too?"

"Yes, you too."

I nodded firmly at Erich, who blinked his eyes as if asking what I meant.

Despite my resolute answer, Erich still looked at me with questioning eyes. He was probably thinking something like, "Why should I go to a place where my brother and his fiancées are visiting?"

But it can't be helped. He absolutely has to come.

"I already told Mother you're coming."

On the evening of the victory parade, I reported my safe return to my mother. Even if I couldn't immediately visit our domain, it was my duty to at least contact her since she must have been as worried as my lovers.

And while reporting, I mentioned that Erich and I would visit the domain together. I had no particular intention; I just thought it would be nice for the whole family to gather since the head of the family and the heir had returned from war. Just a normal family gathering.

Of course, I said this before asking for Erich's consent. Honestly, did I need to ask permission from someone who's always cooped up in the Academy? If his older brother says go, he goes.

"Brother, I'm also busy these days with training—"

I cut off Erich's futile excuse with a gesture, and he approached with a sullen expression.

It breaks my heart. For a family member to be absent from a family gathering is almost like the entire family excluding that sibling. As an older brother, I cannot allow that.

"I'm now a titled noble, so I don't need the Teilgleichen County title anymore. Should I recommend you as the heir in your absence?"

"This weekend, right? I'll prepare right away."

Fortunately, Erich quickly agreed to my sincere whisper.

But it's a bit vexing. What's wrong with the Teilgleichen County title? Others would love to become Imperial Counts but can't.

***

I didn't particularly want to go to the domain. It's not that I dislike it, but anyone could see this was an occasion for my brother and his six prospective sisters-in-law to greet our parents. If I attended such a gathering, it was obvious I'd just end up feeling awkward the entire time.

But I succumbed to my brother's vicious threat.


'Heir?'

A terrifying word. It's too heavy and frightening a burden for a mere younger brother like me.

I grew up watching the family head and my brother suffer under their workload. Unless I were insane, why would I want to follow that path? I just want to inherit a barony at most and live peacefully.

Moreover, if I became the heir while my brother was still active, I'd be compared to him no matter what I did. I already received countless gazes when my brother was the heir, but me as the heir? The next Imperial Count? I'd rather bite my tongue and die for the sake of my mental health.

'Damn it.'

Logically thinking, he wouldn't give up his title to his younger brother. A title symbolizes a noble's wealth, honor, and power. Especially not the Imperial Count title.

But my brother often defies common sense, so I can't let my guard down. If I refuse to go, I can vaguely see a future where "Erich of the Kracius Family" becomes the heir the next day.

"If you're lonely going alone, take Sera with you. Sera should see her family's faces once in a while too."

At those words, my gaze unconsciously turned to Sera.

Sera, Sera. Indeed, having Sera accompany me would be better than sitting there awkwardly alone.

"Won't Sera be tired—"

"It's fine! I'll go too!"

Her energetic response reassured me. If she's okay with it, that's good.

"If both of you are coming, then the entire Kracius family will be gathered, right?"

"It's natural for a family to gather after completing a major task."

My brother nodded at the words of the princess, who I've now become accustomed to calling my first sister-in-law.

Now that I hear it put that way, I feel a bit uneasy. Am I being selfish by bringing Sera to a gathering of only Kracius family members or soon-to-be members? Am I making Sera uncomfortable for my own convenience?

'...It should be fine, right?'

Yes, it will be fine. Mother treats Sera, the daughter of my wet nurse, like her own child. As for the family head—

Well, let's not think about that. My mental image of the family head has completely crumbled.

***

I feel like I'm going to burst. It takes exceptional mental fortitude to witness my brother's pathetic behavior.

I told him to bring Sera to the family gathering, and Margareta said, "With Erich and Sera coming, the entire Kracius family will be gathered." Not only me but also your four sisters-in-law are helping you, so why?

'Is he doing this on purpose?'

I'm starting to suspect that it's not that he's oblivious, but that he's deliberately ignoring it.

But that can't be, right? It would be too sad if my brother were morally bankrupt. If I had to choose between him having trash character or being oblivious, I'd prefer the latter.

'It's not like I said anything complicated.'

I barely managed to suppress a rising sigh.

If I had given him complex hints that he couldn't understand, that would be one thing, but Sera, who's sticking close to Erich, has sparkling eyes and a flushed face. She understood what Margareta and I said.

'This won't do.'

The truth is, I'm pushing for Sera because I want to give her an advantage over Count Horpelt, who has less favorable conditions. But looking at it now, there's no advantage or disadvantage between Sera and Count Horpelt. They're both equally disadvantaged.

No, actually, Count Horpelt, who's far from Erich, is overwhelmingly disadvantaged.

'I should invite Count Horpelt sometime soon.'

If Erich dislikes both of them and pushes them away, there's nothing I can do about that. But pushing away someone who likes you without even realizing it is too cruel.

'The Kracius family really...'

A father who gets scolded by his wife, an eldest son with six lovers, and a younger son whose awareness is extinct.

It's astonishing how such members can exist in one family.

If you want your son to return home safely after he left (involuntarily), going to the domain right now would be the right choice. Unfortunately, it's difficult to be absent on weekdays. A supervisor who's also a club advisor not showing up for work for personal reasons seems too much like salary theft. Of course, being a salary thief is every wage earner's dream, but I'm concerned about the Emperor's reaction.

Moreover, now that I've returned from war, Erzsebet must also return to her duties at the Audit Department. There's no one to fill my vacancy. I apologize to my father, but I must move on the weekend rather than a weekday.

So I spent my time at the Academy normally until the weekend—

"I can't tell you how relieved I am that you've returned safely. It seems the Audit Department Head has become an essential pillar of the Academy."

The Principal greeted me rather enthusiastically.

"I can't imagine anyone else performing the role of supervisor now."

The Vice Principal showed a strange sense of relief.

"Thank you for coming back."

Even Villar expressed his short but sincere gratitude.

Over the past few days, everyone I met showed various forms of welcome and relief. Though we maintained fairly good relationships before, I feel like we've become even closer during my absence.

It's strange. Shouldn't people grow distant when separated? Why have we become more attached instead?

"Did something happen while I was gone?"
- "No? Everything was normal as usual!"

When I contacted Erzsebet, who had returned to the Audit Department, she said she didn't know either.

And I accepted her response. If she behaved as usual, that explains everything.

'It must have been a whole new world for them.'

Even I, who've been conditioned over three years, am still surprised by Erzsebet's casual remarks and actions—imagine how it must be for those experiencing it for the first time. Erzsebet's "normal" is outrageous to ordinary people. She probably did things that defied common sense and casually performed blood-curdling acts.

It's a harsh assessment, but unavoidable. After all, lovers should see each other as they truly are.

I embrace Erzsebet with love, but I haven't turned away from the truth.

"Well, if nothing happened, that's fine."

However, while I can face the truth, I can't hurt my lover, so I gave up further questioning and ended the conversation.

- "Hehe, you just called because you missed me, right?"
"You caught me. Was it that obvious?"
- "How will you manage if you can't wait until the weekend to see me again?"

I just smiled at the smug Erzsebet.

Yes, the truth is I called because I missed Erzsebet who had returned to the Audit Department.

That's what I decided to believe.

As soon as weekend morning arrived, seven people gathered in front of the supervisor's quarters. Once we move to the Capital, three more will join us, forming a massive party of ten people.

Two of those three are obviously Erzsebet and Penelia. And the last one—

"You've come."
"Yes. Good morning, Father."

It was my father, who had been wandering the Capital after losing his place.

Well, "wandering" isn't quite right since he was staying at the Kracius family mansion in the Capital, but I think it's fair to say a lord has lost his place when he can't enter his own domain. He would have to drop "of Teilgleichen" from Wilhelm Kracius of Teilgleichen.

Anyway, after exchanging greetings, my father awkwardly opened his mouth.

"I'm sorry for the trouble."
"Not at all, we were passing by anyway. Erzsebet and Penelia were also in the Capital."
"That's right! So please don't worry about it!"


Erzsebet jumped in as soon as I finished speaking, and my father gave a faint smile.

It's interesting. I used to have trouble reading my father's expressions, but now even subtle emotional changes are noticeable.

'So that's why their marriage lasted.'

I always wondered how my parents maintained a good relationship, but it was because my mother could easily read my father's expressions. To my mother, my father wasn't a cold, mechanical person but an ordinary man.

It's just unfortunate that she read him so well she could even drive him away.

'...I suppose it's better than having a bad relationship.'

As I tried to convince myself of this while watching my father exchange greetings with the couples, a familiar person trudged out of the mansion.

"Are you leaving already?"

Following that came another familiar voice. It was the former Count Horpelt.

"The one who came later leaves first—what a world we live in."
"As if there's much difference to brag about."

Seeing the former Count Horpelt engaging in this strange conversation with my father, I felt both surprise and sympathy.

'He's still here?'

I knew the former Count Horpelt had been driven out and had sought refuge with my father, but I didn't expect him to still be here. Does that mean Count Horpelt's anger is that great? Or is he just enjoying his time outside since he's been driven out anyway?

Either way, it's not normal. The Hidden family seems just as peculiar as the Kracius family.

"Oh, Erich."
"Uncle?"

The former Count Horpelt, looking at his friend's family with bitter eyes, recognized Erich. And Erich, surprised by the sudden appearance of the former Count Horpelt, opened his eyes wide.

"Uncle," huh? It seems the connection between Erich and the Hidden family is stronger than I thought. Good news for Count Horpelt.

"Why are you here? You're retired, so you have nothing to do anyway."
"That's true, but couldn't you phrase it a bit more gently?"

At what was essentially saying "Why is an unemployed person hanging around someone else's place instead of being at home?", the former Count Horpelt's expression grew even more bitter.

It must be quite a blow from his perspective. After all, he wants to go home but can't.

"I had personal matters to attend to in the Capital. It's actually because I retired."

My father quickly intervened to preserve his friend's dignity.

It's not wrong. If the former Count Horpelt hadn't retired, he wouldn't have been mistreated by his daughter.

...Well, considering how my father was driven out by my mother, maybe not.

"Ah, yes, I see. I understand."

Erich nodded as if accepting my father's explanation. More precisely, he seemed to be retreating because he didn't know what to say to my father.

I understand. Right now, in Erich's mind, the image of a strict and solemn family head is fiercely confronting the image of my father with diminished authority. From Erich's perspective, still awkward with my father, it must be confusing to know how to treat him.

Hang in there. Once you get past this hurdle, you'll become a true Kracius.

"By the way, I haven't seen the child next to you before."
"That's Sera Trimara. She's Erich's childhood friend and also the daughter of the head maid."
"Hmm."

Meanwhile, the former Count Horpelt's gaze turned to Sera. Perhaps he was interested because she was a child who had never appeared in social circles, or maybe he was wary of a girl sticking close to the man his daughter loved.

I could see Sera trembling slightly under the gaze of a seasoned warrior who had recently been on the front lines. He wouldn't be directing killing intent at a young lady, but the gaze of a trained warrior can be intimidating in itself.


"She's a precious friend like Zenobia, so remember her."
"Yes, I will."

Fortunately, the gaze was withdrawn quickly thanks to my father's intervention.

A precious friend like Zenobia. Although Zenobia and Erich aren't in a romantic relationship, it implies that Sera hasn't reached that stage either. From the former Count Horpelt's perspective, it was an intervention he could accept and move on from.

'Father knows too.'

...I almost marveled, but not in a good way. Even my father, who rarely sees Erich, understands Sera's and Count Horpelt's feelings, yet the person directly involved doesn't.

I can't blame it on Kracius blood, since my father married without issue and I'm doing fine too, but why are you like this?

It's a pity.

***

I woke up at dawn. It was too early, so I tried to go back to sleep, but my heart was pounding too much to sleep.

In the end, I called for the maids who were already awake to help me prepare. Usually, I feel sorry for the maids working so early, but now that I'm benefiting from it, I feel a bit embarrassed.

"My lady, you seem to be in a good mood."

Laura, who came with the maids, spoke with a faint smile.

Seeing her, I couldn't help but smile too. The fact that Laura, who strictly adheres to her sleep schedule, is awake at this hour means she must be unable to contain her excitement just like me.

"I can't help it as a mother."

Yes, it's natural as a mother. Eagerly waiting for today, hoping for morning to come a little faster—it's unavoidable.

Finally, Kal is coming back. That child who went to the battlefield, that child who was injured fighting, but that child who has finished everything and is returning.

"We'll prepare more elaborately than usual."
"There's no need to overdo it. I know you always do your best."

At those words, the maids' expressions brightened too. There's nothing more rewarding than having one's efforts recognized by their master.

"By the way, my lady, since the young lord and Master Erich are coming today, should we contact the lord—"
"He'll come on his own, don't worry."
"Understood."

I almost frowned when Laura mentioned Billy, but I held back. I didn't want to make the maids uncomfortable.

Morning came, and the castle staff began bustling about. To celebrate Billy and Kal's safe return, to congratulate Kal on receiving his title.

Although Kal received the title of Count Wiridia before the war, there wasn't time to celebrate then. It's better to combine it with today's joyous occasion.

As I paced in front of the main gate with my heart pounding—

"Mother."

Finally, Kal arrived.

"I'm sorry I couldn't greet you sooner. I should have visited earlier."

Kal's embrace as he said this was so warm.

So warm that I felt like I might cry.

'...His arm.'

Unconsciously, as I hugged him back, I stroked his shoulder area.

I felt like I might cry for a different reason.

"As soon as I saw my mother, I hugged her and apologized for my late visit. Unlike my father who accompanied me to war and my lovers who quickly confessed, all I did for my mother was contact her through a communication orb. Though I had no choice due to work, I was practically a burning example of filial impiety.

But when my mother patted my shoulders, even that guilt and filial piety flinched. My shoulders were the part of my body that had been so overworked that I could have become a Little Golden Duke if body insurance existed in this world. Recently, they'd even suffered workplace fatality beyond mere overuse.

So while I was momentarily startled by my mother's touch, I quickly relaxed. I hadn't told my mother about my injuries, so I was being too sensitive—

"It's alright. Treatment is more important than forcing yourself to visit while injured."

...Oh. It wasn't sensitivity but instinct warning me.

I unconsciously swallowed. Though Mother spoke gently, it sent chills down my spine.

'I definitely didn't say anything about it?'

I'm confused. Someone who shouldn't know the truth that they shouldn't know, knows it.

As I quickly racked my brain, my thoughts suddenly extended to my father. I hadn't asked about why he was banished out of respect for his honor and dignity, but given the situation, I could naturally guess.

'He got caught.'

The unpleasant incident where my right arm was severed and my left arm became immobile while fighting directly on the front lines. My father and I had concluded to "hide it as much as possible and tell them at an appropriate time." We'd enjoy the joy of safe return right after the war ended, and reveal the truth after some time had passed.

However, my father was caught at light speed by my mother, and it seems he was banished due to her anger. I'm certain of it.

'I'm saved.'

I felt both regret and relief. Fortunately, I had confessed to my lovers. They already knew about my injuries through me, not through my mother. There was no risk of being grilled about why I hid it, like my father.

The only problem was that Mother had learned the truth through a route other than my own mouth, but I had the excuse that I wanted to tell her in person, just like I did at the Academy. It was convincing since I had told the truth to my lovers whom I met in person.

"Thank you for understanding. Thanks to your consideration, I'm fine now."

So I answered in the most natural voice possible. As if I hadn't tried to keep this matter secret but had intended to tell her, as if I had nothing to feel guilty about.

"What have I done..."

It seemed to work as my mother muttered with a slightly tearful voice.

Seeing her like this made me uncomfortable. If she's still this affected now, how much must her heart have burned when she first learned about my injury? Yet she waited until now without contacting me.

"I wanted to see you so badly, Mother, that I recovered faster than usual. It's all thanks to you."

In truth, I was completely healed the moment I received treatment from the mage, but it's still thanks to my mother. I decided to think that way from today.

I made this resolution while deliberately ignoring the nanny's gaze, which was looking at me with fond eyes.

"My dear. I know you're happy to see Kal after so long, but the other children have arrived too, so perhaps we should go inside now."

Meanwhile, I heard my father's voice from behind. And at my father's words, my mother was silent for a moment, just a brief moment.

But is it my imagination? Despite happening behind me, I strangely visualized my father sweating nervously while my mother glared at him silently. It's as if I'd grown eyes on the back of my head without realizing it. Or perhaps I'd awakened observation haki.

"You're right. We have precious guests, and I was being thoughtless."

Breaking the seemingly eternal silence, my mother carefully extracted herself from my embrace.

"Billy. A host should welcome guests, not stand beside them."
"My thinking was shallow. I apologize."

Then she spoke words that sounded like scolding toward my father, but since it was essentially a declaration that his banishment had ended, my father walked with light steps to my mother's side.

'Father...'

I feel like I might cry now. Outside the house, he's an Imperial Count with the Emperor's trust and a strong warrior, but inside, he's infinitely weak before his wife, a devoted husband. Aren't these images too extreme?

Moreover, if my father, who has only one wife, is in such a predicament, what will happen to me with six...?


'Should I buy a secret villa or something?'

Unfortunately, my wives all live in different places, so I don't even have a proper place to escape to.

The atmosphere in the castle was light and lively, unlike when I visited right before departing for war.

That's natural. Back then, we were seeing off the family head, heir, and domain soldiers to the battlefield, but now we've returned victorious. Moreover, since there were few casualties among the soldiers, we can celebrate without reservation.

"Congratulations on becoming a titled noble. I should call you 'Your Excellency' now instead of Young Master."
"Just call me Young Master. Being part of the Kracius family hasn't changed."

I couldn't help but smile at the butler's belated congratulations.

There's a world of difference between a noble who already has a title receiving another title and a mere son receiving his first title. The latter is practically a family honor, but it was buried under the war and wasn't even mentioned, let alone celebrated. Thanks to that, I'm only receiving congratulations months after receiving the title.

Perhaps because of this, even I find my title unfamiliar. Even when writing my full name, I write Kal Kracius rather than Kal Kracius of Wiridia.

"That's a relief. I was worried you might leave to become a branch family after receiving your title."
"What branch family for the heir?"
"Haha, that's true. I had a silly thought."

As he said this, he let out a slight sigh of relief, seeming genuinely concerned.

What's this? While I have no intention of becoming a branch family, it shouldn't really matter to the head butler if the heir changes, should it? The head butler serves my father, the head of the Kracius County, not me.

Noticing my puzzled gaze, the head butler smiled bitterly and continued.

"Although you mainly stay in the Capital, Young Master, the domain work you handle is not a small amount. And if you were to leave, I would have to fill that void."

I couldn't help but nod at these terrible yet understandable words.

Of course, Erich could fill my position if I ran away, but until Erich receives heir education and becomes capable, the head butler would have to perform a tearful one-man show alone. A truly terrible situation.

"...I'll take the Teilgleichen County title too, so don't worry."
"That's reassuring. Thank you."
"If the day comes when I part ways with the head butler, I'll make you the head butler of Wiridia County as well—"

At that moment, the head butler's expression turned genuinely serious.

I'm sorry. It was meant to be a joke, but even I think it crossed the line.

***

While Kal stepped back to talk with the head butler of Teilgleichen County, we were walking down the corridor with his father and mother.

"I worried that this war might last two years like the previous one. But I held back from mentioning it, thinking it might unsettle those departing on a long journey."
"I understand, Mother. I felt the same way."

I nodded at the belated sincerity Mother was expressing.

I understand. I had the same thoughts when Kal left for the North. I was afraid that the war might last for years again, and that I might not see Kal even after I graduated.

"Yes, Margareta, being born into a warrior family, you would understand my feelings."

Speaking with warm eyes, Mother slightly turned her head to look at Father.

And then, a very subtle coldness crept into her previously warm gaze.

"Warriors don't understand the hearts of those left behind. We can't blame those who risk their lives to fight, but it does make one feel a little resentful."

At these words, more lethal than direct criticism, Father quietly lowered his gaze.

This is awkward. As a daughter-in-law, I should mediate between my in-laws' quarrel, but I understand Mother's feelings too well to know what to say. The Valenti family is just as taciturn and rough as other warrior families, which makes it even more difficult.

"I-I'm sorry, Mother."

It was Sister Penelia who ended this awkward cold war. At the words of Penelia, Kal's lover who had accompanied him to war, Mother quickly comforted her with a face that seemed to realize her mistake.


"No, dear. I know you tried to protect him, so how could it be your fault?"
"No. Because I couldn't protect him properly, he was injured..."

As bitter self-blame continued, Mother gently embraced her. Though I don't mean to think this in such an atmosphere, she looked like a mother comforting her daughter, which made me a little envious.

"Don't say such things. No one can blame someone who did their best, even themselves."

After saying this, Mother let out a small sigh.

"My husband and son have tight lips, but I should be thankful that at least my daughter-in-law is diligent..."

At those words, I and others couldn't help but smile bitterly. There was nothing more relatable than that comment about tight lips.

But now I need to defend Kal and his father. They had their reasons for not telling immediately through the communication orb. They wanted to tell in person rather than notify through the orb.

"Kal said he kept it secret because he wanted to say it face-to-face. He said he intended to tell you first, so please understand, Mother."
"First?"

Mother tilted her head and looked at Father again.

"Billy. What does this mean? It's different from what I heard."

?

"Didn't you say you couldn't worry us by mentioning past events, so you'd tell naturally after time had passed?"

???

My mind went blank for a moment. What is this about?

Clearly, Kal said he intended to tell us the truth as soon as he saw us, and he actually did tell us everything as it was.

"...So the child had different intentions."

While Mother was questioning Father, Sister Beatrix muttered in a low voice.

"He originally intended to keep hiding it from us, but knowing he'd be caught anyway, he hastily changed his mind."
"Ah..."

Without realizing it, my gaze turned to Kal, who was following behind with the head butler.

Although he did tell the truth, I felt indignant that he had decided, even momentarily, to hide such an important fact.

***

Wow.

'What a mess.'

That's my instinctive thought. The family head being interrogated by his wife, my brother surrounded by his future sisters-in-law, facing an unofficial hearing.

It's quite a spectacle. It's amazing how such situations can occur in the same space.

"Have the Kracius men been cursed or something..."

As I muttered unconsciously, I felt a stare.

It was Sera.

"What's wrong?"
"...Nothing. Just thinking that if there is a curse, it seems quite strong."
"Right?"

Even an outsider had the same thought.

How pitiful.

I'm afraid. This encirclement, this loneliness with nowhere to turn is terrifying.

When the lovers arrived with my father and mother, I thought it was because I had been with the butler for too long. I figured they came to fetch me since I was at my future in-laws' home while my prospective husband was off somewhere else. So I greeted them with a smile.

But I was mistaken. Far from taking me away, they immediately surrounded me in a circle and attacked me with words.

"I believed everything Kal said, but it was just excuses."
"No, Marga, that's—"
"Thank goodness a mage treated the baby. If it had been a priest, it would have been buried forever."
"Um, well—"

My mind is reeling from the coordinated attack of Margareta with tears welling in her eyes and Beatrix muttering in a bitter voice.

I'm doomed. While I was having a different conversation with the butler, the truth that should never have been revealed came to light. I never intended to disclose my injury from the beginning—I wanted to keep it secret, but now this ugly truth has been exposed.

"Brother... I don't like it when you get hurt, but I dislike not knowing about it even more."
"But you were going to tell us the truth anyway, right? You were planning to tell us from the beginning, weren't you?"

To make matters worse, Luise and Irina are pricking my conscience, leaving me unable to utter a word. If they had been furious, I would have humbly accepted it, but the fact that they maintain their faith and affection for me until the end is maddening.

The only small consolation is that I'm being cornered by four people instead of six.

'Damn it.'

I lost all hope the moment I saw the other two who had stepped back to watch. Erzsebet was snickering as if she found the scene amusing, while Penelia's eyes darted around nervously, not knowing what to do.

Looking further away, I could see my father being tormented by my mother. Erich and Sera were beyond discussion, and the butler who had been beside me had fled down the corridor.

It's hopeless. I have no allies in this hell.

'I was too careless.'

Only now, when things have reached this point, do I realize that a more meticulous plan was needed to hide the truth.

If I had attempted to conceal it alone, there would have been fewer factors to consider, but this concealment was a joint operation between my father and me. Yet we communicated so little that I only learned today that my father had been caught by my mother. With such poor coordination, this disaster was inevitable.

I was complacent. Neither my father nor I have much experience working collaboratively with others. Even when we do, we're accustomed to subordinates accommodating us, not cooperating with equals. Is this a side effect of holding high positions?

"...I apologize."

In the end, I bowed my head in surrender to the attacks coming from all directions.

I am guilty. I will accept the judgment of the ladies...

With my pitiful surrender, the impromptu hearing concluded smoothly.

They interrogated me because they were upset that I tried to conceal my injury and had the audacity to bluff with lines like "I was waiting to tell you face to face." But at least I did tell the truth in the end. There were many problems with the process, but the result itself wasn't an issue.

So the lovers sighed and retreated back to my mother's side. If I had kept my mouth shut until the end and been caught, I would have been K/A/L/K/R/A/C/I/U/S, but I survived.

'Thank goodness.'

I was sincerely relieved. If I had made even a slightly wrong choice, I would have been fried by Beatrix's thunderbolt.

"I'm sorry."

My father, who had somehow approached my side, spoke in a dejected voice.

"It's fine. I didn't do much better myself."

I shook my head slightly as I answered.


It would be a lie to say I didn't feel resentment, even momentarily, but now that the situation was over, I could understand. Just as I was unilaterally cornered by my lovers, my father must be weak against my mother. Looking at my future, I don't feel like blaming him.

Besides, I hadn't anticipated my father being caught by my mother either. Mother, your independent information network is more impressive than I thought. How did you find out about my injury when it was supposed to be a military secret?

"...The best thing would be to avoid having secrets in the first place, but from now on, it's better to just tell the truth about anything."
"Yes, I'll do that."

I agreed without hesitation to this heartfelt suggestion. Between my mother's mysterious information network and the network of my six lovers including a duchess, I have no confidence in maintaining secrets against them. If that were possible, I would be the head of intelligence.

Nodding at my answer, my father took out his communication device and began writing something.

Soon, my communication device vibrated briefly.

"You should know this too."
"Pardon?"

Wondering what he meant, I took out my communication device and saw that my father had sent me a message. Wait, why send a message when we're standing right next to each other?

'What is this?'

The content was puzzling too. It contained only teleport coordinates with no other text.

"It's a lake near the Capital. The scenery is beautiful, the water is clear—perfect for fishing. Only members of parliament visit there, so you don't need to worry about prying eyes."

As if reading my confusion, he quickly added an explanation. It's close to the Capital so it's accessible, the scenery is nice so it's good for relaxing, and since only imperial parliament members visit, there's no need to worry about others' gazes. He explained various plausible benefits, but it can be summarized simply.

It's an escape route. A place where my father and other parliament members flee when something happens.

'Fishing.'

Instinctively, my gaze went to my father's shoes.

Come to think of it, was it earlier this year? There was a time when my father couldn't welcome me and my lovers who visited the domain because he was out fishing. Although it was supposedly due to work issues and couldn't be helped, he was scolded by my mother—an incident that seemed to have happened more than once.

Indeed. It was an escape route with quite a history and tradition.

"I suppose I should learn to fish first."
"I can teach you, so don't worry. We can go together when our schedules align."

That's a somewhat frightening statement. I wonder which will come first—our schedules aligning because we're both on break, or being forced to meet because we've both been driven out.

If it's the latter, I might cry.

***

The banquet celebrating Wilhelm and Kal's safe return was held magnificently. Although invitation cards weren't sent to other families, its scale was larger than any banquet the Kracius family had prepared recently.

There weren't many people in the banquet hall, but that was fine. It was a family banquet, so it was enough for family members to attend, and the servants who had dedicated themselves to the Kracius family were told to enjoy the banquet in shifts.

Of course, even with few participants, a banquet is still a banquet. As the hostess who prepared it, I needed to look after the few attendees and provide for their comfort, but—seeing Wilhelm and Kal whispering in one corner made me want to sigh.

'It's good that they've become closer, but...'

An indescribably complex emotion welled up. A father and son who couldn't even be called on good terms by lying were finally showing the appearance of an ordinary father and son. Whether Wilhelm approached more affectionately or Kal opened his heart to us fools, it's a positive development.

But as the two became closer and their relationship became that of an ordinary father and son, a strange flaw was also highlighted.

'Blood is blood indeed.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly. There were many elements proving Kal was Wilhelm's son—black hair, black eyes, and a somewhat taciturn personality.


And now, Wilhelm's careless flaws were visible in Kal in strange ways.

'He didn't need to take after that.'

Wilhelm is careless, but so is Kal. If they were going to conspire to hide something, they should have hidden it properly—how could they tell different stories?

'They're so alike.'

But the bitter smile gradually changed into a natural one. Kal's personality that I hadn't properly seen until now because I couldn't face him properly. The fact that I now know that personality means I'm facing Kal's complete self.

Today is indeed a joyous day. There was a very small disturbance in the middle, but with this feeling, I can laugh it off.

"Nia."

As I watched Wilhelm and Kal huddled together, Laura approached and whispered softly.

"What are you doing alone? Why don't you chat with your daughters-in-law?"
"I talked with them enough earlier. If I do too much, they might feel burdened."

At those words, Laura pondered something and then carefully nodded.

Perhaps she was thinking of when she first got married? Daughters-in-law at that stage want to become close with their mothers-in-law but still feel awkward.

"You haven't seen Sera in a while either."

When I countered with "Why are you here instead of with your daughter?" Laura chuckled and glanced to one side.

Following her gaze, I couldn't help but smile more deeply.

"If I get between them, I'll obviously be resented."

I nodded at Laura's words. Erich and Sera were laughing while eating simple desserts. If Laura were to come between them, she would face Sera's resentment for a while.

"It would be nice if Erich could find a partner too."
"Kal is only just getting married now, so let's not be hasty."

I was about to nod again when something felt off, and I turned to Laura. Laura, who knows that Sera has feelings for Erich, couldn't possibly show such a relaxed response.

Seeing my questioning look, Laura shook her head with a bitter smile.

"It seems Erich still doesn't know."
"Ah."

I couldn't help but sigh at her implication that rushing wouldn't help.

'Really now.'

I let out a small sigh. My husband, my eldest son, and my second son are all strange in some way. They are undoubtedly a proud family that wouldn't be lacking anywhere, yet strangely, they all have some flaw.

'It's fortunate she's at the Academy.'

Suddenly, I had that thought. It's fortunate that Sera is at the Academy. If the physical distance between Erich and Sera had been greater, there might have been no hope. Could it be that Sera knew this and forced herself to enter the Academy?

That's a plausible hypothesis. When Sera first said she would enter the Academy, I was very worried, but thinking it was a decision for her future makes me proud of her.

In contrast, I felt conflicted about Erich's obliviousness.

'What is it with the Kracius family?'

I just hope this flaw doesn't continue to the next generation.

The homecoming celebration banquet concluded in a bright atmosphere. Since only family members and soon-to-be family attended, there was no need to worry about other guests, and even the servants who had dedicated themselves to the family and county were able to enjoy the festivities, making the entire castle feel like one massive banquet hall.

If there was a minor blemish, it was that a truth that shouldn't have been revealed right before the banquet was discovered. But aside from that, there was no commotion. Even that was somewhat excused, and I only received a verbal scolding.

"I wish we could have celebrated for the entire week."
"That's unfortunate. If it were vacation, we could have enjoyed it more leisurely."

As the banquet ended and just before returning to the Academy, I smiled while responding to my mother who held my hand.

Hearing my words, Mother erased the faint trace of regret on her face and smiled back. Though my answer was playful, it also meant I was satisfied with the banquet we had enjoyed.

"Let's make sure to do that this winter."
"Yes, of course."

I nodded with an even deeper smile at her casually added remark. This coming winter would warrant celebrations not just for a week, but for an entire month.

'It will certainly be a day worth commemorating.'

The winter we're about to welcome isn't simply a season of snow. It's a monumental time when Marg completes her three years at the Academy and graduates, and in other words, it's also the day when Marg and I will be married.

Truly a joyous occasion. Privately, it means our family will grow, and publicly, it's the day when the Kracius Family officially forms a connection with the Duke's family. I could understand if Mother decided to open the family treasury.

"Next time, I'd like to see you in a white dress."
"Yes, Mother!"

After embracing me goodbye with a smiling face, my mother approached Marg and spoke to her gently.

Naturally, Marg beamed with joy at that obvious blessing, smiling more brightly than ever.

'A white dress, huh.'

I couldn't help but smile as I imagined Marg, who usually prefers red dresses, wearing a white one. It would truly suit her, but this winter would be the first and last time Marg wears a white dress.

It would be troublesome if it weren't the last, so I decided to think of it that way.

After returning to the Academy, I spent peaceful days. During regular class hours, I would go to the president's office to fool around with Marg, play with Beatrix when she had free periods, and during club hours, Luise and Irina would join us. It was a daily routine sufficient to melt both body and mind.

"Marg, did you change your perfume?"
"Ah, yes. Is it strange...?"
"How could it be? Any fragrance suits you well."

Even now, I was spending time with Marg sitting on my lap as she worked.

At first, Marg was embarrassed, but as time passed, she seemed to get used to it. When she got tired while working, she would lean against my chest and take a nap. It was cute, like a cat purring in my arms.

Of course, to others, we might look like an irritating couple, but this combined sitting position has its advantages.

"By the way, Kal. Could you look at this for a moment?"
"Of course."

One excellent advantage is that I can immediately help Marg with her work. An advantage everyone can understand and accept.

"The inter-class competition will be held soon, and this year the students are more enthusiastic than last year. I think we need to review the budget allocation plan."

My body momentarily froze at Marg's words as she handed me the documents.

"...Indeed, there are more expenditure items than last year."
"Right? Maybe it's because there are many new students who enrolled after seeing the princes and Beatrix, they're overflowing with passion."

I forced myself to speak, trying to shake off my stiffness, and Marg muttered as if tired.

The inter-class competition, one of the official events of the Academy's second semester. As the Academy Inspector, I'm familiar with all official Academy events, but the inter-class competition is something I won't forget even if I step down from my position as inspector.

No human could ever forget it. I have a bitter memory of failing to control my strength, causing a noble royal to cough up blood, and receiving the unprecedented punishment of being confined to my workplace. Unless I develop amnesia, I won't forget the inter-class competition.


Anyway, the inter-class competition starts relatively early among the second semester events—

'It's already right around the corner.'

It feels like it's starting even earlier this time. How has it been since we returned to the Academy, and already an event is happening? Even machines break down if they run without rest, let alone people.

Of course, the Academy is operating normally without postponing or advancing schedules. It just feels like an early start because I lost the beginning of the second semester due to the war.

'...I hope there won't be an incident like last year.'

The nightmare from last year quickly flashed through my mind. The major accident that erupted in the final game after everything had proceeded safely without any incidents. The desperate memory of having to fill the gap when an external member of Luise's class suddenly deserted.

It's still a trauma that makes me kick off my blanket in my sleep, but this year, such a disaster won't happen.

'There are no variables.'

Last year, all magicians from the Magic Tower received a summons due to the disturbance in the North. That summons was why the external member of Luise's class was called away. But this year, we've pacified the North, and the East has been quiet for decades. There's no way an incident would occur that would require the Magic Tower to issue an emergency summons.

If, just if, an urgent matter arises from somewhere other than the North or East, I can't guarantee how things will unfold, but what are the chances of that happening?

In the first place, if such an incident occurs, it won't just be the Magic Tower issuing summons; I'll also be dragged to the Capital.

***

I paced endlessly in the corridor. This feeling of helplessness and anxiety is something I've felt for the first time since becoming the Crown Prince.

It's maddening. If only I could do something, if I were busy moving around for the best outcome, I wouldn't feel these emotions. If the result varied according to my efforts, I would have focused on reason rather than emotion.

But in the current situation, there's nothing I can do. I have to entrust everything to others' hands, to the heavens.

'Please.'

That's why I prayed to Enen in heaven and the Emperor who protects the Empire. Please bestow your blessing, please let this end safely.

Let Bi give birth safely, and let the child be healthy without any discomfort.

'Please, let them both be healthy.'

I can't accept Bi going wrong while giving birth, nor can I accept something happening to the child. I can't accept a future where either of them leaves my side.

Bi came to me like light when I was just waiting for the day I would die. Bi supported me to move forward as the Crown Prince.

This child, conceived amidst excessive work, must be born for this Imperial Family and the Empire.

So I can't lose anything. I can't give up anything.

"—! ——!"
"—!"
'Damn it.'

I bit my lip at the shouts and groans heard from beyond the door.

I wanted to go in right away, but I held back. Even if I went in, I would only be a hindrance, not of any help to Bi and the child.

'...Will they be okay?'

The helplessness and anxiety that had been eating away at my heart were turning into worry. In fact, today isn't Bi's due date.

Of course, I can understand some discrepancy in the due date, but if that discrepancy is in weeks, it's a different story. All sorts of anxieties rush in, wondering if something has gone wrong, if something might happen to the child.

At least it's fortunate that it's not premature enough to be classified as a premature birth.

"Your Highness, please don't worry. The best medical team in the Empire has gathered, so nothing will go wrong."


Perhaps sensing my anxiety, Sir Hendrik, my guard knight, spoke softly.

It's embarrassing to receive comfort from a subordinate instead of showing a composed appearance as the Crown Prince. But right now, I'm not a Crown Prince but a father, so how could I be composed?

"Yes, that's right. Besides, Bi has always been healthy."

However, my words pretended to be calm, contrary to my heart. That was the last bit of reason remaining as the Crown Prince.

"Your Highness."
"Head of the Imperial Household?"

As I stopped pacing and stared at the door that separated me from Bi, the Head of the Imperial Household arrived.

"What brings the Head of the Imperial Household here?"
"How could I remain still when the legitimate heir of the Imperial Family is about to appear in this world?"

My lips curled up slightly at those words.

The Head of the Imperial Household, as the name suggests, is in charge of Imperial affairs, and one of those duties is updating the list of Imperial family members. This means he came early because Bi will safely give birth to the child.

Sir Hendrik's direct comfort and the Head of the Imperial Household's indirect encouragement. Being patted from both sides, my heart seemed to ease a bit—

"Your Highness!"

Suddenly, the tightly closed door opened.

"It's over safely! The Crown Princess is healthy, and the beautiful—"

I couldn't hear the rest of what was said properly. The baby's cry resounded, as if showing off its health.

My mind went blank. Even though it was news I had desperately hoped for, even though I had been waiting for this moment, I strangely just stood there in a daze.

"Minister, this is the Head of the Imperial Household. The Imperial grandchild has been born. The Crown Princess is also healthy."

Only after hearing the Head of the Imperial Household urgently take out his communication device and report did my body move.

Only then did I see Bi, lying on the bed with a strained smile, having just received the child.

"Your Highness."

Seeing me approach, Bi spoke with a still strained but bright smile.

"She's a beautiful daughter who takes after me."

I found myself crying without realizing it.

***

Just as I was about to sleep after arriving at my dormitory, my communication device emitted a loud alarm sound.

It wasn't the unpleasant warning sound from the previous summons, but a spirited sound like a fanfare, though it wasn't particularly comforting. The louder the communication device sounds, the more significant the message that has arrived.

Damn, and it's purple too. It's related to the Imperial Family.

'Wow.'

And as soon as I saw the message that arrived on the communication device, sleep fled from me.

[By the blessing of Enen and the protection of the Emperor, the noble Imperial grandchild has been born, and all ministers serving Livnoman should rightfully rejoice that Livnoman's legitimate heir has come into this world.]

The first child born between the Crown Prince and Crown Princess.

The ultimate legitimacy that will end the only weakness of the current Imperial Family has been born.

Corvus Eimanka Livnoman of Kfelopen, commonly known as Eimanka XVI. The current Emperor of the Kfelopen Empire and a legendary ruler who led the empire back to prosperity when it was on the brink of collapse.

Some nobles even suggest bestowing upon him the title of "Great Emperor" previously granted only to Eimanka I, and discuss changing future emperors' middle names from "Eimanka" to "Corvus"—his prestige is truly beyond words.

However, even such an emperor had a fatal weakness: he was the first collateral emperor in Kfelopen history.

'A rather distant collateral line, at that.'

Honestly, the current emperor had been extremely far from the imperial succession. His identity was probably more aligned with being a noble than being part of the imperial family.

But the direct imperial line spectacularly collapsed due to the power struggles among direct descendants, high infant mortality rates from medical practices that were strong against external injuries but weak against disease, and the already low birth rate of the imperial family. To the point where the current emperor, once a mere count, ascended to the throne.

Having spent decades on the throne with legitimacy issues, the emperor wanted at least his successor to be a legitimate heir, but sadly, his legitimate heir was the Second Prince who looked like he'd been picked up from under a bridge.

It's still absurd thinking about it now. How could such a person be born under the emperor's care?

'The Crown Prince should have been the legitimate heir.'

As a result, the imperial family faced the unprecedented crisis of lacking legitimacy for two consecutive generations. The emperor suppressed his rage and purged the Second Prince's faction—and as of today, the imperial family would finally escape its chronic weakness and find its light.

[By the grace of Enen and the protection of the Great Emperor, a noble imperial grandchild has been born. All subjects serving the Livnoman family should rejoice that Livnoman's legitimate line has come into this world.]

I read the mass message that arrived through the communication device again.

A child was born to the Crown Prince and Crown Princess during the emperor's lifetime. Since Kfelopen already had precedents of female emperors, gender wasn't important. What mattered was that this was their firstborn.

The emperor would likely name this grandchild as the imperial heir to solidify legitimacy. And when the Crown Prince receives the throne, the imperial grandchild would become the Crown Prince or Crown Princess. A succession structure that no one could challenge would be complete.

'So this day has finally come.'

I feel like crying. Setting aside the fact that the seemingly inhuman Crown Prince now has a child, a perfectly legitimate heir has been born into the imperial family that was embroiled in succession disputes just a few years ago. Any civil servant who experienced those succession conflicts would naturally feel emotional.

'...My later years should be peaceful.'

The desperate wish of a civil servant that no major incidents occur during my tenure.

That sentiment remains the same whether in my previous world before possession or in this one.

The next morning, the Academy announced a three-day closure. It was meant to set aside studies temporarily to celebrate the birth of the noble imperial grandchild.

Moreover, the Emperor was so delighted by the birth of his grandchild that he granted a three-day holiday not only to Academy students but also to administrative civil servants. Indeed, His Imperial Majesty is truly wise and benevolent.

Yes, truly wise and benevolent, but...

"What gift should we present to the imperial grandchild?"
"Give silk. As the child grows, clothes will need frequent changing."
"That makes sense."

Civil servant Kal may have received a holiday, but Count Wiridian Kal is still on regular duty.

'Damn it.'

I felt like crying again, but for a different reason than yesterday. I should be enjoying a cozy date with my girlfriend since we're both on holiday, but as a titled noble and heir to an Imperial Count, I couldn't ignore the birth of the imperial grandchild.

As a result, I rushed to the capital early in the morning to put our heads together with the minister—for the purely social discussion of what gift to present to the imperial grandchild.

"Ah, I hear she's a beautiful daughter resembling the Crown Princess, so blue silk would be appropriate. The Nuren ducal family also favors blue clothing."
"It's fortunate we've at least decided on the color."

I felt somewhat relieved now that we'd determined both the general category of silk and the specific color of blue. The problem with gifts is deciding what to give; once decided, it becomes easier.

'So she resembles the Crown Princess.'

The minister's words reminded me of the Military Command Headquarters I'd seen on my way to the Ministry of Finance building. They were setting off fireworks since early morning. The Victorious Duke must also be elated by the birth of his granddaughter who resembles his daughter.

It is indeed cause for celebration. Officially, it increases the imperial family's stability, and personally, it's the birth of an adorable granddaughter.

"She'll be the fourth female emperor."
"Indeed."


The minister nodded in agreement with my comment. Since the time of Eimanka the Great until now, Kfelopen has had three female emperors. With such abundant precedents, no noble would dare challenge with arguments like "How could a woman ascend to the throne!"

Besides, two of the current five dukes are women. In such circumstances, opposing female succession would be tantamount to social suicide.

"Well, for the gift, blue silk and perhaps a small tiara to go with—"

Just as I was about to wrap up our discussion, my communication device suddenly vibrated in my pocket.

I feel uneasy. It could be a simple work report or a personal message, but a message arriving at this timing instinctively makes me anxious.

"Excuse me for a moment."

After briefly asking for permission, I checked the new message and almost squeezed my eyes shut.

[The Audit Department Head is needed for discussion at the Crown Prince's Palace.]

That bastard. If his daughter was born, he should be shedding tears of joy, not summoning innocent subordinates.

***

If heaven exists, it must feel like this.

"My dear, do you see? Even those tiny fingers are all there."

At those words, my wife also smiled gently as she gazed at our daughter lying in bed. I watched my daughter sleeping peacefully while wiggling slightly.

She's an angel. An angel who removed her wings to nestle in our arms. Nothing else could explain such cuteness and elegance.

"Don't be so noisy."

While experiencing this supreme happiness and gazing at our daughter, I flinched at the low voice of my imperial father. I had momentarily forgotten his presence, enchanted by my daughter.

"What if you wake the imperial grandchild?"

However, looking closely, I noticed that my father's gaze never left our daughter. His expression remained as cold as ever, but rather than reprimanding me for my lack of dignity, he was concerned about the imperial grandchild's sleep.

"I apologize, Your Imperial Majesty."

At my formal apology, my father simply nodded. His gaze still fixed on one place.

Seeing this, my wife smiled even more deeply. Had we been alone, she might have laughed. Even the Minister of the Imperial Household who accompanied my father was smiling, proving that this child's birth truly brings great fortune to the imperial family and the empire.

- Knock knock

Just then, a soft knock was heard at the door.

My heart sank for a moment. It was a very small sound, but what if it woke this angel? If she woke up crying, my heart would be torn.

"Your Imperial Majesty, Your Highness. It is the Audit Department Head."

At the report from the Imperial Guard Commander, I couldn't help but look at my father.

I did summon the Audit Department Head, but I expected him to come after my father had left. I hadn't intended to create a situation where my father and the Audit Department Head would meet.

"Let him in."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

My father seemed surprised by the Audit Department Head's visit as well, briefly glancing at the door, but he quickly nodded and permitted his entry.

"Crown Prince. Did you summon him?"
"Yes, Your Imperial Majesty. I have matters to discuss with him."
"I see."

After a moment of silence, my father spoke again.

"It would be truly reassuring if the Audit Department Head became the imperial grandchild's godfather."

At his words that seemed to see right through me, I couldn't help but bow my head.


Indeed, it seems impossible for me to even reach my father's feet during his lifetime.

***

I almost moonwalked right back out as soon as I entered the room.

'This is insane.'

I expected the Crown Prince and Crown Princess to be present, but I never imagined the Emperor and the Minister of the Imperial Household would be here too. The master of the empire and the pinnacle of civil service greeting me. This combination is too much.

"Your Imperial Majesty—"
"That will do. The imperial grandchild is sleeping, so formalities may be omitted."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

As I quickly tried to offer my greeting to the Emperor, he shook his head and declined.

I wondered if greetings to the Emperor were procedures that could be omitted, but I understood when he mentioned the imperial grandchild was sleeping. The sleep of the precious imperial grandchild was more important than greetings he must have heard countless times in his life.

"You came at the Crown Prince's summons?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Then pay no mind to me. The Crown Prince will speak of what the imperial family wishes to discuss with the Audit Department Head."
"...Yes, Your Majesty."

I felt my blood run cold at those words, but I managed to answer.

Not only was it strange to be told to ignore the Emperor standing right in front of me, but the statement that this was what "the imperial family" wished to discuss was even more ominous. It meant this wasn't simply a private summons from the Crown Prince but the will of the imperial family.

'What's going on?'

I quickly racked my brain. Considering the place and timing, it was certainly related to the imperial grandchild, but what could there be to discuss with me specifically?

If they were to present me before the imperial grandchild and say something like "This is the servant you'll command," I would seriously cry. Yet that seemed the most likely possibility—what is this really about?

"Welcome, Audit Department Head. It's even more delightful to see you on this joyous day."
"You flatter me, Your Highness."

With nothing coming to mind, I simply bowed my head.

"Haha, flattery? Considering the services the Audit Department Head has rendered to the imperial family, no praise would be excessive."

I bowed my head even lower. What is this guy building up to with all this talk?

"Especially for a loyal subject who will become the imperial grandchild's godfather."
"...Pardon?"

The sudden statement made me ask again without thinking.

What did he just say?

'Godfather?'

Unless the Crown Prince has gone mad, he's not talking about a mafia godfather, but obviously a religious godfather.

'Me?'

A godfather—someone appointed as a guardian in case something happens to the biological parents. Considering the status of the Dawn Order in this world, it's an even more significant role than in my previous world.

'Why?'

But why me of all people...?

Looking at the smiling Crown Prince only increased my confusion.

Now that I notice, everyone else is either smiling or looking serene.

'What's going on?'

Please explain so I can understand too. What kind of situation is this?

I swallowed unconsciously and darted my eyes around. I hoped the Crown Prince was joking, but that bastard specializes more in screwing me over than making jokes to me. The fact that I'm hoping his words are a joke means they're likely serious. This is ridiculous.

Besides, he wouldn't casually mention his daughter's godfather in front of the Crown Princess. I might not trust the Crown Prince's character, but I do trust the Crown Princess.

No, I don't even need to look that far—the Emperor himself said it was the imperial family's wish. This absolutely cannot be a joke.

"Your Highness. While I'm overjoyed that you value my loyalty so highly, becoming a godfather is too great an honor for me."

I quickly bowed my head, showing my refusal with my entire body. Yes, it's too much. This honor is too heavy for a mere count and department head like me.

Moreover, I haven't even gotten married yet, let alone had children of my own. See my goddaughter before my own bride? It's not impossible, but it feels extremely strange.

"Please withdraw your words. Someone as inadequate as myself is not suitable to be godfather to Your Highness's noble descendant."

This time I bowed so deeply my head nearly touched the floor. The imperial family's treasure, desired by the Emperor and cherished by the Crown Prince, with 99% certainty of becoming the future ruler of the Empire—a symbol of legitimacy.

Becoming the godfather to such a figure should require at least the status of a sitting duke or ministerial-level official. This is not a position a green nobleman in his early twenties should covet or even consider.

"How truly modest."
'You son of a bitch.'

I nearly cursed aloud at the Crown Prince's calm voice. You animal, this isn't modesty—it's called self-awareness.

"Raise your head, Audit Department Head. The imperial family trusts you more than you think."

The Crown Prince had approached me and patted my still-bowed shoulder as he spoke.

I was tempted to plant my fist in his chin to avoid becoming a godfather, but I refrained since I'd likely earn the title of traitor instead.

"Your loyalty to the imperial family has allowed the Empire to reign as an empire. The 300 years of service from the Kracius family is more than sufficient to be considered a pillar of the imperial family."
"I'm honored—"
"That's why it must be you. The path you and the Kracius family have walked, the pillars you've built over time. That is the evidence of why you should be the imperial descendant's godfather."

I bit my lip at those words. Anyone who has ever had even minor disagreements with a superior instinctively understands something: in this world, there are orders you can avoid by firmly refusing, and orders you cannot escape no matter what you say.

Unfortunately, this is the latter. Anyone would recognize it as the latter.

'Damn it.'

If I refuse after the Crown Prince has gone this far, it would be like saying, "You've misjudged me and my family." It could even be seen as denying all my past loyalty.

Honestly, if it were just my personal problem, I would have struggled until the end, but when he involves my family like this, I can't fight anymore.

"...I fear I will not be able to live up to the imperial family's excessive trust in me."

I finally surrendered. Though I didn't explicitly accept, I also stopped asking to be spared. The Crown Prince would surely recognize this difference.

"Don't worry. As long as your loyalty doesn't waver, the imperial family will not withdraw its trust first."
"I am deeply honored."

Seeing the Crown Prince smile the brightest smile I've seen recently, he clearly understood.

Fuck...

***

I almost burst out laughing seeing the Audit Department Head's face turn haggard in that short moment.

'He surprises me every time.'

Every time I see the Audit Department Head, it's like seeing someone who lived in another world. How can a high-ranking nobleman and official have so little ambition and actively avoid power?

Of course, people's tendencies are diverse, and occasionally one might see nobles who are unambitious and honest, but the Audit Department Head is a peculiar existence beyond that range.


'Truly unambitious people don't even enter official positions.'

Wealth, honor, power, or even pride and sense of duty. Those with desires for such things rise to official positions, while those without ambition lead peaceful lives.

Yet the Audit Department Head took office. Although his entry into service was influenced by the current Count of Teilgleichen, and he seemed to regret it later, frequently submitting resignation letters—still, he must have started his official career with some ambition.

Yet when offered power and favor, the quickest means to fulfill ambition, he panics and avoids them. It's quite amusing to watch.

'That's why he can be trusted.'

As the Audit Department Head said, becoming godfather to an imperial descendant, especially the heir who will succeed me to the throne, is a noble and honorable position. It's a weight too heavy for an ordinary count or department head to bear.

But the Audit Department Head is no ordinary count or department head. He is the heir to one of the Empire's hundred noble families that the imperial family can trust, a talent certain to become a minister. Moreover, he's a figure connected by blood to several ducal families. If such a figure becomes godfather to the imperial descendant, it will ensure the authority and peaceful future of the imperial descendant.

In return, the Audit Department Head could assert his authority as the imperial descendant's guardian, but if he were the type to cause trouble with such authority, he would have done so already. He's unlikely to pursue selfish desires now.

'A man born to be a godfather.'

The thought suddenly struck me. A minister who won't abuse the power of godfather for personal gain, with blood ties to three ducal families who would support the imperial descendant in times of need.

This is a person bestowed by the Great Emperor for the imperial family. Would it not be disrespectful to the Great Emperor not to employ him?

"What do you think, Audit Department Head? Isn't she a beautiful child?"
"Yes, Your Highness. She truly looks like a child born between Your Highness and the Princess."

Meanwhile, the Audit Department Head, led by the Princess's hand to the imperial descendant's bed, spoke in a small voice.

Indeed, it wasn't just my eyes that saw her as beautiful. Even to the Audit Department Head, who has no blood relation, she must appear angelic.

'Blood relation.'

I couldn't help but smile looking at the Audit Department Head's back. Though the imperial descendant and the Audit Department Head are strangers now, someday they will become as close as blood relatives. The Audit Department Head, secretly weak to affection, will care for his goddaughter with all his heart, and the imperial descendant will trust such a godfather.

Then, to others, the imperial descendant and the Audit Department Head will appear to have a very close relationship. They will become an inseparable ruler and subject.

To the extent that everyone in this world will think, 'The Audit Department Head will never abandon the imperial descendant.'

'A goddaughter cannot abandon her godfather.'

And naturally, the reverse is also true.

Therefore, even if we, her parents, die in an unfortunate accident, or if someone harbors evil intentions, the Audit Department Head will forever be a shield protecting the imperial descendant. No one will try to incite the Audit Department Head to cause trouble.

This is the best gift I can give to my precious daughter as a father.

***

The day after I unexpectedly became the imperial descendant's godfather-designate, the Emperor announced that the imperial heir appointment ceremony would be held this weekend.

Appointing a newborn baby as imperial heir might seem excessive, but considering the Emperor's imminent abdication, it's understandable. With abdication preparations already complete, postponing for years would be troublesome.

Therefore, the imperial heir appointment ceremony will reportedly include the announcement of the imperial descendant's name, baptism, and godfather announcement. Truly a packed event.

'...Godfather.'

It still leaves a bitter taste. A single man who hasn't even married will have a goddaughter first.

I quietly turned my gaze to the communication device in my hand. A message from the Crown Prince was proudly displayed.

[The imperial descendant's name has been decided as Charlotte. His Majesty the Emperor personally chose it. As godfather, you certainly have the right to know in advance, so I'm informing you.]

The message was short but impactful. He sent it ahead of time, saying a godfather shouldn't be unaware of his goddaughter's name.


But wait, I'm not officially the godfather yet. There's a difference between official and designate.

'Damn it.'

I sighed softly and lay down on the bed. Since it's irreversible now, I might as well stay holed up in my quarters until the imperial heir appointment ceremony. If I wander outside, I'll just get more anxious—

"Ah."

I couldn't help but sigh. No sooner had I lain down than my communication device flashed.

The one small mercy was that it wasn't the imperial purple. If it's an unimportant contact, I'll hang up immediately.

"This is the Audit Department Head—"
- Kal. It's me.

As soon as I confirmed who was calling, I sat up properly. I can't ignore a call from the Victorious Duke.

"It's been a while, Your Grace. Have you been well?"
- Of course. I've been having the best days of my life.

I nodded at his sincere answer.

From the Victorious Duke's perspective, he truly must be having the best days. The honor of being the commander who conquered the North, a granddaughter born to his only daughter. Experiencing such events in succession would make even the most emotionless person smile.

"Congratulations. It seems Enen was moved by your hard work and has bestowed continuous blessings upon you."
- What great achievement has this old man accomplished to deserve such praise? Rather, it must be the prayers of His Highness the Crown Prince and the Princess that reached Enen.

I kept nodding in agreement as the Victorious Duke burst into laughter. They say joy shared is joy doubled, don't they?

After talking at length, the Victorious Duke seemed to realize he had been speaking one-sidedly and cleared his throat softly.

- My, I've been doing all the talking.
"Not at all, Your Grace. Your celebration is no different from my own, isn't it?"
- Haha, I appreciate the sentiment.

The Victorious Duke seemed even more embarrassed by my response and laughed, but quickly composed himself and continued.

- Actually, I wanted to thank you, Kal.
"Thank me?"

I briefly searched my memory at those words. Had I done something deserving of the Victorious Duke's gratitude?

- I heard you're going to be the godfather, is that right?
'Ah.'

I understood. The godfather announcement is scheduled for the imperial heir appointment ceremony, but the Victorious Duke, as the imperial descendant's maternal grandfather, must have heard in advance.

- When I heard the news, I was overjoyed. Not only because the imperial descendant has gained a reliable guardian, but also because you and I have become family in a way.
"...Yes, that's true."

I couldn't help but smile at the Victorious Duke's words. It feels special to be called family by none other than the Victorious Duke.

- As my granddaughter's godfather, you're like a son to me.

I didn't mention that as her granddaughter's godfather, I would be closer to a son-in-law than a son.

I didn't want to spoil the Victorious Duke's joy with unnecessary words.

'Crown Prince, you bastard.'

You better appreciate having such a great father-in-law.

"I sipped the tea that Mar had brewed for me personally, trying to calm myself. I felt some of the tension about tomorrow's Crown Prince appointment ceremony dissipating.

"Congratulations, Kal. Tomorrow you'll become the godfather of His Highness the Imperial Grandson."

Unfortunately, thanks to Mar's mention, my anxiety surged again.

"No matter how I think about it, it's an honor I don't deserve."
"But it means that His Majesty the Emperor and His Highness the Crown Prince hold you in high regard."

I forced a smile and shook my head, but Mar hummed a little tune with an expression that exemplified the very definition of beaming.

'Is she really that happy about it?'

Despite my complicated feelings, I couldn't help but smile. I had planned to keep quiet until the official announcement at the Imperial Grandson's appointment ceremony, but I had given a little hint to my family and loved ones. They were all discreet people, so there was no risk of the secret leaking.

In fact, everyone congratulated me, but that was it. They all knew better than to gossip about imperial matters before the Emperor's official announcement—that would be disrespectful.

Mar, however, was a bit different. She didn't spread the news around, but she showed the most enthusiastic reaction.

'She is the most sensitive to social circles, after all.'

My family members who had little interest in socializing, Beatrix who was detached from human relationships, Luise and Irina who were still innocent ladies with limited knowledge, Erzsebet who didn't care either way, and Penelia who was busy congratulating me.

Among this miraculous lineup, Mar was almost the only one well-versed in social circles, quickly calculating the impact that the title of "godfather to the Imperial Grandson who is likely to become the future Emperor" would have in society. So naturally, she was more delighted than others.

In truth, Mar's reaction was the normal one. The title of godfather to the Imperial Grandson carried immense prestige and authority, so no congratulations could be excessive when one's lover became a godfather.

The critical problem was that I, the person in question, didn't want to do it.

"Even though Erzsebet's sister has a close relationship with Her Highness the Crown Princess, if you become the Imperial Grandson's godfather, we'll be even closer to the Imperial Family. That will be a great help to our children as well."
"I suppose so. They wouldn't mistreat the godfather's family."

Looking at Mar discussing not just my honor but also our children's welfare, I couldn't bring myself to say anything negative.

Yes, my becoming godfather would benefit our future children. Just as it would be unthinkable for the Imperial Grandson's godfather to be at odds with the Imperial Family, the reverse was also true. Unless I committed some major blunder, the blade of purge and suspicion would never fly toward my children.

Honestly, I was a bit worried. Historically, it wasn't uncommon for children of meritorious subjects to be beaten down by monarchs after their influential parents died of old age.

'Even I think this is a crazy combination.'

Though I shouldn't say it as the person involved, we had three ducal families connected by blood, plus marquis, count, and baron families all mixed in. From the Imperial Family's perspective, this was a combination that would make them nervous even if we just sat quietly breathing.

That's why becoming godfather was a good thing. The Imperial Family guaranteeing my children's safety was truly something to be happy about.

I decided to think of it that way. Since I was going to be godfather anyway, I might as well activate my happiness circuit.

The venue for the Imperial Grandson's appointment ceremony was set at the same place where the Emperor had delivered his New Year's address during the New Year's reception. I could feel the Emperor's dedication in trying to give legitimacy and authority to his grandson.

Even the dukes who had been enjoying peaceful daily lives in their domains were drag— no, were attending. Although not all titled nobles would gather like at the New Year's reception, having all five dukes present was enough to give weight to the appointment ceremony. After all, in the Empire, one duke was more valuable than ten or twenty counts.

As high-ranking nobles and officials gathered one by one, I headed to the Imperial Palace for my own preparations.

"I pay my respects to the Imperial Grandson. I am Kal Kracius of Wiridia, who will have the honor of becoming Your Highness's godfather."

My preparation was simply greeting a baby who was barely a week old.

The Imperial Grandson, cradled in the Crown Princess's arms with his eyes closed, slowly opened them at my greeting. Though they were barely open, with his pupils hardly visible, they were open nonetheless.

"It seems the Imperial Grandson is pleased to meet his godfather."
"It is truly an honor."

Of course, I wasn't expecting a response from a newborn baby, so the Crown Princess smiled slightly and spoke.

At least he didn't cry at the sight of a stranger—


"Ah—"

?

'What was that?'

Who made that sound?

Confused by the unexpected noise, the Crown Princess holding the Imperial Grandson seemed even more surprised, opening her eyes wide and looking down at the baby in her arms.

...Could it be him?

"Is he already making baby sounds?"
"I-It seems so."
"Ah—"

As if responding to the Crown Princess's answer, the Imperial Grandson made another small sound. It wasn't quite a proper syllable, more like air escaping from his mouth, but it was definitely a sound made by the Imperial Grandson.

But do babies make cooing sounds just a week after birth? Are people in this world somehow different?

"Making sounds to welcome his godfather, how adorable."

Seeing the Crown Princess gently caressing the Imperial Grandson's cheek with loving eyes, this seemed to be normal in this world. Well, in a world with mana and holy power, baby sounds were probably nothing special. Even if the Imperial Grandson started crawling right now, I should just accept it.

The Crown Prince, who arrived late, was excited to hear that his son had made baby sounds, but the Imperial Grandson remained silent.

Seeing the Crown Prince's devastated expression made me feel better.

***

From the platform, I looked down at the nobles. It was a familiar sight, but today I was filled with a different kind of elation.

'At last.'

At last, this day had come. Unlike me, who had to live with the shackles of being from a collateral line, unlike the Crown Prince with his weakness of being a bastard—a being that everyone had to acknowledge had been born into the Imperial Family.

I had truly accomplished everything. After walking through seemingly endless darkness, I had reached the light. Abandoning everything that made me human Corvus, I had achieved the revival of the Imperial Family and the Empire as Emperor Eimanka XVI.

'It's been long.'

Yes, it had been a long time. Decades that felt like centuries. There were times when I wanted to give up, seeing the Empire ruined by incompetent emperors and the collapsed authority of the Imperial Family, but I ultimately overcame it.

...Now my role is finished. By appointing the Imperial Grandson at this ceremony, I will have accomplished everything I could.

"Let the lords hear."

So I spoke with dignity. This is the last order I will give as Emperor.

"The Imperial Family, which prospered carrying on the name of the Great Emperor, lost its way at some point and failed to heed the mandate of heaven and the will of the people—a matter that would have grieved the Great Emperor."

The nobles stirred at my acknowledgment of the Imperial Family's mistakes and incompetence, but I paid no mind. I, who had shouldered those mistakes and incompetence alone and moved forward, had the right to say such things. Our great ancestors would acknowledge this as well.

"However, as the nobles and subjects did not withdraw their reverence for the Livnoman family, the Imperial Family was able to rise again and achieve today's prosperity."

When the direct line of Livnoman was cut off, the nobles sought a collateral line rather than establishing another imperial family. As a result, the Livnoman Empire flourished again—truly, the mandate of heaven must be smiling upon the Livnoman family.

"The Great Emperor rejoices once more and has bestowed great blessings upon the Livnoman family."

With those words, I turned my head back, and the Crown Princess holding the Imperial Grandson stepped forward.

She could have left the task of holding the Imperial Grandson to the court ladies, but she insisted on doing it herself. This too was to show that the Imperial Grandson was loved by the Imperial Family and that the maternal Nuren ducal family would strongly support him, so I allowed it.

"Under the Great Emperor's protection, the Imperial Grandson was born. This proves the prosperity of the Imperial Family, and I shall name the Imperial Grandson Charlotte, after the first Empress."

The first wife of the Great Emperor and the mistress of the Imperial Family who led its prosperity. It is only right to pass that glorious name to the Imperial Grandson.


And from this child onward, the Imperial Family will once again achieve the glory of the Great Emperor's era.

A glory greater than what I have achieved.

An even more brilliant glory.

***

After announcing the Imperial Grandson's name, there was a baptism performed by Cardinal Lisiuko, the Archbishop of Ausen.

A baptism performed by the highest-ranking priest of the Dawn Order in the Empire. This bestowed religious authority upon the Imperial Grandson. Denying the authority of an Imperial Grandson baptized by a cardinal would be opposing the will of the cardinal—and by extension, the Pope who appointed him.

"—Under the blessing of Enen and the protection of the Great Emperor, I appoint Charlotte Livnoman, the sole Imperial Grandson, as Crown Prince."

And the Emperor, as if there were nothing more to hinder him, quickly completed the appointment of the Crown Prince.

"Long live the Empire! Long live the Livnoman family!"
"Great Emperor, protect His Highness the Crown Prince!"

Though one might be surprised at the historic sight of a week-old baby becoming Crown Prince, the nobles' cheers were immediate. They probably anticipated this situation from the moment the Emperor mobilized all five dukes.

No, in fact, considering the Emperor's imminent abdication, he would have proceeded even if the dukes had not attended. After all, the Crown Prince-Crown Princess-Emperor route is legally superior to the Imperial Grandson-Crown Princess-Emperor route.

"May light shine upon His Highness the Crown Prince!"

Amidst the endless cheers, the Crown Prince quietly squirmed.

'Magic is quite useful.'

Seeing this, I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief.

Adults loudly cheering for the first time? Any baby would be terrified and burst into tears, but the Crown Prince crying during his appointment ceremony would be too awkward. The nobles would suddenly become traitors who made the Crown Prince cry.

That's why magicians had cast a noise-reduction spell on the Crown Prince. They didn't completely block the sound, as that could also make the Crown Prince cry, but rather made even the loudest sounds seem like everyday noise.

'Is he sleeping?'

The spell seemed to work too well, as he appeared to be sleeping through all this commotion.

"The Imperial Grandson has become Crown Prince amidst the blessings of loyal and capable subjects. This is the Crown Prince's fortune."

As the cheers gradually subsided, the Emperor spoke softly.

"Therefore, I wish to select one among the lords who witnessed the Crown Prince's baptism to be his godfather."

At that signal, the Crown Princess approached me.

Then she carefully handed over the Crown Prince she had been holding.

'Wow.'

The moment I held the Crown Prince, I felt countless gazes upon me. If gazes had physical force, my body would have been torn to shreds.

"I appoint the Head of the Audit Department, Kal Kracius of Wiridia, as the Crown Prince's godfather."

After that, there was a lengthy explanation of why I was chosen as godfather, but honestly, I couldn't hear it. The other nobles probably couldn't either.

What does it matter why I became godfather? The important thing is that I became one.

"Ah—"

In the midst of all this, the Crown Prince started making baby sounds again.

I wonder if it's just my imagination that those sounds seem like a greeting asking for my guidance.


A true power player who became the godfather of the Crown Prince's son at just 20 years old. A political giant destined to (physically) carry the future emperor on his back. Despite acquiring such an impressive title overnight, my daily life hadn't changed much.

Well, to feel the impact of my rising fame, I'd need to meet other people, but I'm stuck in the Academy seeing the same faces every day. Since I had no interest in social circles, nobody approached me trying to act friendly either.

'It's nothing special.'

That thought even crossed my mind. The burden of the godfather title only weighed on me from the day of the Crown Prince's notification until the Crown Prince's son's appointment ceremony. Once the ceremony ended, everything became surprisingly peaceful.

If I were caring for the Crown Prince's son at the Imperial Palace, it might be different, but having an inexperienced person handle a one-week-old baby would be dangerous. Even the Crown Princess needs permission from experienced maids to hold and touch the baby.

'A baby, huh.'

I unconsciously lowered my gaze. I stared blankly at my hands—the same hands that briefly held the Crown Prince's son during the godfather announcement.

"Ah—"

I still feel like the baby's babbling lingers in my ears. Though it was softer than any other sound, it strangely refuses to leave my mind.

It's strange. Why does a baby who could barely open his eyes, who could barely wiggle his fingers, feel so significant to me? Am I simply enchanted by the baby's cuteness?

"Already babbling! How brilliant!"

Of course, no matter how enchanted I was, I couldn't match the Crown Prince's enthusiasm. After the ceremony, when the Crown Prince finally heard his son's babbling, he smiled so widely with joy.

From the Crown Prince's perspective, this is his first child, so his reaction is natural. Thinking about it, maybe I'm the strange one?

'...It's good to become attached to my godchild.'

After brief contemplation, I reached a simple conclusion as I lay down on my bed.

Since we've established this godfather-godchild relationship, it's right to care for him with affection. Now that things have turned out this way, it might be good to think of it as raising my future children in advance.

'Let's be a good godfather.'

My goal is to make the Crown Prince's son say, "I like my godfather more than Father." Just imagining the Crown Prince's expression when that happens makes my heart flutter.

***

Lately, I've become afraid of death.

There are various theories about what humans experience after death. One theory states that those who have accumulated virtue go to heaven where Enen resides, while those with many sins go to hell.

If that theory is true, as the Crown Prince of the Empire who has worked for the Imperial Family, the Empire, and its people, I have a high probability of going to heaven—

'I'd probably just be disappointed if I went there.'

I fear the emptiness and disappointment I would experience after death since I'm already experiencing heaven now. What's the point if the afterlife is exactly the same as this life?

But it can't be helped. This is Enen's fault for accidentally sending an angel down to earth.

"Aah—"
"Hehe, Mommy's right here."

The Crown Princess approaches with a gentle smile at her son's babbling. I couldn't help but smile at that beautiful scene.

Yes, let's think positively. Enen sent me angels from this world to comfort me after suffering from the devil that is the Second Prince. Not just one, but two angels—the Princess and the Crown Prince's son.

While watching the two angels, the communication device in my pocket vibrated briefly. Though I had stepped away for a moment, this was still officially work time.

'Oh dear.'

As I discreetly moved to a corner to check the device, I found a message with unfortunate news from Father Emperor.


[Baron Dietrich Dennar of Antrach, Minister of the Imperial Household, has resigned.]

I nearly let out a sigh seeing the resignation of the Minister of the Imperial Household, who had served as Father Emperor's partner and loyal servant for decades.

The Minister of the Imperial Household is a first-class meritorious subject who helped Father Emperor rebuild the Empire from what could only be described as chaos. Though he's older than Father Emperor, there are quite a few officials who are senior to Father Emperor. I truly wished he could continue working with his abilities.

However, I couldn't bring myself to stop him. Not only had Father Emperor given final approval for the Minister's resignation, but the position of Minister of the Imperial Household is one that serves only one Emperor.

'It's a position that would be replaced when I ascend anyway.'

It's unfortunate but unavoidable. A new Emperor with a new Minister of the Imperial Household leading the administration—that's the Empire's tradition.

'The Minister of Finance will have to lead the administration for the time being.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the thought that suddenly occurred to me. If Father Emperor appoints a new Minister of the Imperial Household, it would defeat the purpose of the current Minister's resignation, but it's too early to appoint someone from my inner circle since I haven't ascended yet.

The Minister of Finance will have to handle this inevitable gap along with his Finance Ministry duties. Truly regrettable.

'...Hmm?'

As I continued reading Father Emperor's message while inwardly expressing condolences to the Minister of Finance, something quite impressive caught my eye.

"Ha."

And I couldn't help but burst into laughter.

Father Emperor is showing a brilliant move even right before his abdication.

***

Where there is organization, there is inevitably hierarchy, and where there is hierarchy, there are personnel changes including promotions.

The Empire is no exception. Rather, since the Empire maintains a vast bureaucracy encompassing the nation, personnel changes that many people desire and watch for take place.

Specifically, there are three types: regular personnel changes that occur every half-year, emergency personnel changes that occur when vacancies must be filled immediately, and special personnel changes that occur during imperial celebrations.

'The Crown Prince's son's appointment certainly qualifies as an imperial celebration.'

And today, five days after the appointment ceremony, the last of those three cases was activated.

'...Nothing will happen to me this time either, right?'

My hands started trembling without my realizing it. They'd been like this ever since I heard there would be a special personnel announcement today.

Fortunately, I safely made it through the two regular personnel changes this year. Even the war damage wasn't severe enough to warrant emergency personnel changes. So I had let my guard down, but then the Crown Prince's son appeared as a surprise variable.

It's maddening. Among the three types, regular personnel changes give advance notice to those being moved, but emergency and special personnel changes don't. Wasn't I made head of the Audit Department overnight due to an emergency personnel change?

I'm terrified. Honestly, as long as the Minister remains firmly in place, my chances of promotion are extremely, extremely low. But with the merits I earned in this war, and the honor of being the Crown Prince's son's godfather, I've accumulated too many justifications for promotion.

'It'll be fine.'

Nevertheless, I tried to calm myself down.

Yes, it'll be fine. The only position I could be promoted to is Minister of Finance, and the Minister is quietly guarding that position. The Imperial Family isn't benevolent enough to retire the Minister just to promote me.

'It's out.'

While I was continuously reassuring myself, my communication device started vibrating.

It's here. The results of this damned personnel change, this terrible personnel change that feels like a branding iron.


"Please!"

I couldn't help but cry out desperately. Fortunately, I was alone in the Inspector's quarters; if anyone else had been nearby, they would have looked at me with pity.

Of course, receiving pitying looks while keeping my position as head of the Audit Department would be a win. Emperor, please take pity on me...!

[With Enen's blessing and the Great Emperor's protection, the Imperial Family has received great fortune, and to commemorate this joy and glory—]

I quickly skipped the ceremonial introduction. Other people reading this are probably doing the same.

I scrolled through the content frantically. Enen's grace, the Emperor's virtue, the Imperial Family's prosperity—such flowery phrases don't reach me.

[—The Minister of the Imperial Household position will remain vacant. The duties of the Minister of the Imperial Household will be performed by the head of the Imperial Household Department, and the head of the administration will be the Minister of Finance.]

I flinched momentarily when I saw that the Minister of the Imperial Household position was vacant.

'He resigned.'

It is the duty of the Minister of the Imperial Household to serve alongside the Emperor who appointed him. So I expected the Minister to step down eventually, but I didn't think he would leave before the abdication.

I've never envied the Minister—no, the former Minister of the Imperial Household—as much as I do today. Although he worked longer than me, I still envy him.

'...At least the Minister of Finance position isn't vacant.'

After finishing those somewhat ugly feelings of envy and jealousy, I turned my attention back to the communication device.

Seeing that the head of the administration will be the Minister of Finance, it means someone is still filling the Minister of Finance position. Now the question is whether it's the current Minister or me with a surprise promotion.

'Please.'

I checked the next content while offering what must be my umpteenth prayer. If a sentence like "Kal Kracius of Wiridia will serve as Minister of Finance" appears, I'm ready to bite my tongue.

[The current Minister, Count Deverre Briad of Blochen, will continue as Minister of Finance.]

And heaven answered my desperate plea.

I wept inwardly.

As soon as I confirmed that the Minister of Finance remained unchanged, I almost threw away my communication device. As long as I wasn't promoted, nothing else mattered. Honestly, there was no chance I'd be fired or demoted anyway.

But the basics of social life include sharing in others' joys and sorrows. It's proper to congratulate someone you know professionally when they get promoted. So with a suddenly calmer heart, I continued checking the rest of the content.

'What the hell.'

Then I discovered something terrible.

The content written at the very end of the paragraph about administrative ministerial appointments. It was truly short and concise, but its weight was by no means light.

[The Audit Department of the Ministry of Finance, the Intelligence Department of the Special Affairs Ministry, the Charcoal Division of the Special Affairs Ministry, the Liquidation Team of the Special Affairs Ministry, and the Flame Magic Brigade of the Special Affairs Ministry will be integrated to form the Ministry of Inspection.]

I doubted my eyes for a moment.

What... are they integrating? What are they creating?

[The founding committee chairman of the newly organized Ministry of Inspection will be the current head of the Audit Department, Count Kal Kracius of Wiridia, who will also serve as the first Minister of Inspection.]

...

"Fuck."

That was all I could say.

I had so much I wanted to say, but only curses came out.

# Today my world collapsed. No, perhaps it was yesterday.

But I wonder if it matters whether it was today or yesterday when your world has collapsed anyway. Either way, there's no future, is there?

'Calm down.'

After a moment of despair, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Let me think again. It's not easy for a person's world to collapse. Such a thing couldn't possibly happen to me.

Yes, this is a nightmare. I just fainted briefly due to extreme anxiety. When I open my eyes, I'll see a normal reassignment order, not this terrible nightmare. Surely that's what will happen.

[The newly organized Audit Ministry Founding Committee will be chaired by the current Audit Department Head, Count Kal Kracius of Wiridia, who will also serve as the first Minister of the Audit Ministry thereafter.]

"Fuck."

But nothing changed when I opened my eyes. If anything, it seemed clearer after resting my eyes.

I can't believe it. Since its establishment about 100 years ago until now, the Audit Department has strictly remained a department-level organization. Although there have been comments that the authority and status of the Audit Department don't match that of a mere department under the Ministry of Finance, actually elevating it to a "ministry" is another matter entirely.

And they're not just changing the name to the Audit Ministry. They're also dismantling and integrating several organizations under the Special Affairs Ministry.

'This really makes it ministry-level.'

I found myself biting my lip without realizing it. If they had just changed the name to a ministry while keeping the department's structure, I could have managed somehow. The ceremonial rank would rise instantly, but the actual work would remain the same.

But according to this reassignment order, the soon-to-be-established Audit Ministry, though smaller than other ministries, is clearly evolving to ministry size. That means work and responsibilities will increase accordingly.

'This is driving me crazy.'

I couldn't help but sigh. I became the youngest department head in my teens, and now the youngest minister in my twenties? Don't just search imperial history—search continental history. Has there ever been such a precedent?

'What should I do?'

I stared blankly at the communication orb. If this were a regular personnel reassignment that I'd been tipped off about in advance, adjustments might be possible, but emergency and special reassignments are final once announced. As it's been proclaimed to all officials in the Emperor's name, it cannot be revoked.

Besides, even if there were a chance to revoke it, I don't think the Emperor would agree. Taking the drastic measure of elevating a department to a ministry and then reversing it? The Emperor is absolutely not that type of person. He wouldn't have mentioned the promotion in the first place if he wasn't committed to it.

Damn, could it be because I became the Crown Prince's godfather? Maybe they promoted me to match my status, finding it inappropriate for the Crown Prince's godfather to be merely a department head.

'Ah.'

While I was engaged in this rational speculation, the communication orb suddenly flashed, making me flinch.

My hand trembled instinctively. I had a vague vision of the future that would make my blood boil if I answered this call.

"This is the Audit Department Head."

Still, I answered, thinking it might be my father calling about his son's promotion, or the deputy head wanting to discuss the unexpected department upgrade.

- Oh, you answered. I was worried you might be busy receiving congratulations, but I'm glad you picked up.

And I regretted answering immediately.

- Why that expression? Isn't today a joyous day?

Seeing the Minister smiling as if he couldn't be happier made me want to lose my mind.

"...Why the sudden formality..."
- I can't speak informally to someone who's about to become a Minister. It's only natural.

Finding his own words amusing, the Minister now started laughing outright.

Bastard. What is Enen doing not arresting people like him?

***

Until a few minutes ago, I wasn't in a good mood. While it's pleasing as an official that the imperial succession has been secured with the Crown Prince's appearance, it's irritating that the Minister of the Imperial Household resigned early as a result. The Minister of the Imperial Household doesn't just handle ministry affairs but also leads the entire administration as the highest-ranking minister.


Fortunately, the Imperial Household Director is acting in his place for ministry duties, but for the time being, I, as the Minister of Finance, must fulfill the role of the administration's leader. It's enough to make one sigh.

However, that sigh disappeared without a trace the moment I saw a certain sentence.

"Hahaha!"

I burst into genuine laughter. I can't remember the last time I laughed like this.

Of course, I've had moments of joyful laughter, but this is different in nature. The emotion I'm feeling now is closer to the delight of seeing a magnificent clown than mere joy. I laughed so hard that it took me quite a while to calm down.

[The newly organized Audit Ministry Founding Committee will be chaired by the current Audit Department Head, Count Kal Kracius of Wiridia, who will also serve as the first Minister of the Audit Ministry thereafter.]

"Pfft—"

As soon as I turned my gaze, the sentence made me burst into laughter again, making my previous attempt to calm down meaningless. It's amazing that a single sentence can have such powerful effect.

'The Audit Ministry, huh.'

Anyway, after suppressing my second bout of laughter, I organized my thoughts. The amusement I feel as that guy's acquaintance and the concerns I have as the Minister of Finance are separate matters.

First, the fact that he's becoming a minister, and that I can watch him wail and rage about it from the sidelines, is an encouraging thing. I'm so delighted that I could happily work for the next 10 years.

However, the Audit Department under my authority becoming an independent ministry, and the man I thought was a strong candidate for the next Minister of Finance becoming the minister of another ministry, are variables I never imagined. I already have to fill the void left by the Minister of the Imperial Household, and now another problem has arisen.

'...Well, I don't necessarily need to decide on the next minister myself.'

At least I don't need to worry too deeply about the next minister. While the Emperor is highly likely to listen when a high-ranking official recommends their successor, it's not an obligation. If I step down without making a recommendation, His Majesty will appoint whoever he wants as my successor.

In other words, it's merely disappointing that he won't succeed me, but it's not a problem.

Yes, it's better to see him become a minister now than decades later. I'll just laugh this off.

'The Ministry of Finance without the Audit Department.'

Then the issue I need to worry about is the disappearance of the Audit Department. One of the five departments supporting the Ministry of Finance has broken away—an unprecedented situation.

...

'It shouldn't be a problem.'

Upon careful consideration, it's fine without it.

The Audit Department was nominally under the Ministry of Finance, but in reality, wasn't it a peculiar department that interfered with all departments under the Emperor's orders? Having been part of the Audit Department myself, I know this well, and even after becoming the Minister of Finance, I've only been receiving nominal reports from the Audit Department.

Reaching this conclusion, I felt like laughing again. Surprisingly, this Audit Ministry establishment affair has no impact on me whatsoever.

- This is the Audit Department Head.

So I called with a cheerful heart. This is a matter where I can tease him one-sidedly without fear of retaliation.

"Oh, you answered. I was worried you might be busy receiving congratulations, but I'm glad you picked up."

His expression quickly distorted at those words.

It brings peace to my mind.

"Why that expression? Isn't today a joyous day?"
- ...Why the sudden formality...
"I can't speak informally to someone who's about to become a Minister. It's only natural."

Seeing his expression contort even more fills me with indescribable joy.

His Majesty the Emperor has given me a great gift before his abdication.

***


Barely suppressing all sorts of curses, I managed to speak politely.

"Have you lost your mind?"

Even I think this is a gentlemanly response. No one in this world would possess such superhuman patience and mercy.

- Don't get upset on such a good day.

The Minister finally dropped his creepy formality and started speaking normally.

But what good day? This is a fucking disaster of a day, not a good one.

- Well, anyway, congratulations on becoming a minister. Actually, wasn't it already certain that you'd become a minister? The question was just when.
"No, no matter what, I thought it would happen after at least 20 years! Does a minister in their twenties make any sense?!"

The Minister's expression slightly twisted at my sincere outcry. If that gentleman has any conscience left, he should pity my situation—

- You thought I'd remain Minister for 20 years?

This bastard, there's no conscience or anything else left.

I was left speechless by the Minister's thoroughly self-preserving attitude, but then he suddenly raised the corners of his mouth and nodded.

- Right, I'll probably work for about 20 years. You'll work for about 60.
"Please go outside and die."

For a moment, I wondered if killing a superior would get me fired regardless of being the Audit Ministry Minister—

Please just let me unleash one Sky Slash.

After that, various conversations went back and forth, but only my mental state was unilaterally damaged. Normally, I would at least make some small counterattacks against the Minister, but I couldn't think of any means to counter.

- Still, it's fortunate. Even if you're at the Academy, the Deputy Head or Intelligence Department Head will serve as the Founding Committee Chair. Even in the Audit Department days, the Deputy Head handled all the administrative work, right?

He even delivered a finishing blow with an undeniable fact.

In truth, the Founding Committee Chair issue was my only hope. It's the establishment of a new ministry-level department, yet the chair is outside the Capital. And returning to the Capital isn't an option as I'm performing the important task of managing foreign royalty.

I briefly harbored a small hope of using such justifications to either pass the Founding Committee Chair position to someone else or delay the Audit Ministry's establishment as much as possible.

But the Minister immediately crushed that hope.

'...The Intelligence Department Head would do a good job.'

I keep having lingering attachments. Honestly, the Intelligence Department Head is older than me and has more experience. Couldn't he be the first minister and I succeed him? I could accept that much.

Of course, it's a futile attachment. This personnel reassignment is designed to be completed with me becoming the minister.

'Don't cry, my inner resignation letter.'

I calmed myself while looking at the congratulatory messages starting to pile up in the communication orb. I'm enduring this because I received a great gift from the Emperor during the victory ceremony; otherwise, I would have submitted my resignation letter by now.

As I checked messages from the Deputy Head, Intelligence Department Head, Erzsebet, Penelia, and the Section 2 Chief in order, a message from my father caught my eye.

[Congratulations on being designated as the next Minister. While the speed is surprisingly fast, it means your abilities and loyalty have been recognized, which makes me happy as your father.]

I couldn't help but smile at the sincere message. I especially like the term "minister-designate."

And then I couldn't believe my eyes at the following sentence.

[It would be best to hold the title succession ceremony when you have some free time. I'll try to match that timing as much as possible, so please contact me when you're available.]

...

Title succession ceremony...?

# The Empire's social classes are divided into royalty, nobility, and commoners. Let's skip the classes below commoners as they're closer to property than social status.

Among the nobility, there's a significant difference between titled nobles and regular nobles. Even high nobles' children must show proper respect and deference to those who hold titles. Of course, everyone knows a duke's child outranks a mere baron, but officially, titled nobles hold the higher position.

In other words, titles symbolize wealth, honor, and power in noble society. For most who lack them, titles are treasures to be coveted.

'Title succession...?'

But I belong to the minority who doesn't want such things.

'For me?'

With trembling eyes, I checked my father's message again. Unfortunately, it clearly said "title succession ceremony."

I couldn't comprehend it. If Father were in his 70s, perhaps I'd understand, but he's still in his vibrant 40s. He's at his prime, possessing both vigor and experience. Besides, why would the Emperor even permit such a succession?

I hurriedly contacted Father. This was beyond my understanding and knowledge. I needed to hear directly from him.

'Please.'

I prayed desperately. I'd recently received a count's title and was now the designated minister. Adding an Imperial Count title would be too much mental burden.

- Kal?

Thanks to my spam-level prayers today, Father answered quickly. I'd worried he might be busy with parliamentary matters, but fortunately not.

"I'm sorry for contacting you suddenly. Am I interrupting—"
- No, it's fine. I was just taking a break.

Father's expression was quite complex as he shook his head slightly. Neither shock at being interrupted nor joy at his son's call. His face held some strange, indescribable emotion.

I broke into a cold sweat. It was odd that Father, who had shown no signs of title transfer, suddenly announced succession. It was equally strange that the Emperor would permit the retirement of someone only in his 40s. And now Father's inscrutable expression was driving me crazy.

- You seem to have many questions.

Father spoke first, apparently noticing my feelings written across my face.

"...Yes, I'm a bit shocked."
- I understand. I would be too, in your position.

Father nodded at my honest answer. While I appreciated his empathy, it was troubling that someone who could understand my feelings would cause such problems—

- Yesterday, His Majesty suggested I retire.

What?

- Not just me—Count Gibelt will also retire, and Count Bardon will step down after completing the handover of his chairmanship.

I immediately realized what was happening.

'Damn.'

This was a pruning operation.

Last year, the previous Count Horpelt, who had been in perfect health, suddenly retired. If his health had deteriorated to the point where he couldn't perform his duties normally, it would have made sense. But the former Count Horpelt was a robust warrior who had even served in the recent war.

Therefore, his retirement proceeded amid curiosity and envy. There seemed no reason for him to retire, yet he was now enjoying a comfortable retirement.

But now, with Father and two other councilors confirmed for retirement, I finally understood why the former Count Horpelt had retired.

'Clearing out the meritorious subjects.'

The Emperor, who had navigated politics for decades starting from the cadet branch, handled the Imperial Counts skillfully. The Imperial Counts had cooperated diligently, forming a community of fate with the imperial family, especially when imperial authority was at risk.

These Imperial Counts who had assisted the Emperor and led national affairs were indeed a solid support base for the Emperor. However, considering the Crown Prince who would soon succeed the throne, they were also awkward presences to maintain. It's common for the previous generation's meritorious subjects to become obstacles for the next.

This was the result. The Emperor eliminated the possibility that the Imperial Counts who had assisted him might cause problems for the next generation.


Instead of a bloody purge, he chose a peaceful and honorable method beneficial to both sides.

'So this buildup started last year.'

I almost laughed bitterly. Father, the former Count Horpelt, and Count Bardon were among the top-ranking Imperial Counts. They were all influential figures in their 40s.

These three top figures were all set to retire within a two-year span. The older Imperial Counts would naturally disappear after the Crown Prince's ascension, and the younger ones could be managed by the Crown Prince's capabilities. So the Emperor targeted these three powerful men in their 40s.

The inclusion of Count Gibelt, the oldest, was probably just a courtesy so the elderly wouldn't feel left out when only middle-aged nobles were retiring.

'...This can't be stopped.'

Once I reached that conclusion, I felt a sense of resignation. This—no, like the Minister of Audit position, this was beyond my ability to prevent. The Emperor was clearing out meritorious subjects for his successor, and opposing this move could trigger the Emperor's paranoia.

In fact, I'd be confronted by the retirees themselves before even reaching the Emperor. "Who are you to interfere with my retirement?" Especially Count Gibelt, who might rage about my lack of filial piety. If he can't retire now, he might actually die while still in office.

'You see as much as you know.'

Now that I understood the situation, I could detect a faint happiness in Father's otherwise unchanged expression.

It was indeed something to be happy about. Father wasn't just dumping his responsibilities on his son; he was honorably stepping down at the Emperor's suggestion while trying to perform his duties normally. His only concern would be for his son, who was unexpectedly receiving a title—

"It seems His Majesty was moved by your dedication, Father. This must be his consideration for you to rest comfortably from now on."
- It's such excessive consideration that I feel embarrassed.

Father's expression softened considerably when his son seemed to accept the sudden title succession.

Well, I might be doomed, but at least Father should be happy.

- Ah, I'll maintain the council position until Erich graduates.
"Yes, thank you."

I nodded at Father's consideration. When an Imperial Count holds a high position in another department, a blood relative must serve as a proxy councilor, but Erich is currently an Academy student.

Of course, he could drop out and become a councilor, but Erich is close friends with foreign royalty. Considering that princes and the future saint would be distressed if their friend suddenly disappeared, it's better for Father to serve as proxy. The Emperor is wary of "current" Imperial Counts, but would be lenient toward a "proxy" councilor.

Most importantly, I want Erich to get his diploma.

We have too many family members who never completed their education...

***

For a moment, I doubted my ears.

"Billy, could you repeat that?"
- The Audit Ministry will be established soon. Kal is expected to be the minister.

I stared blankly at the communication device, hearing the same content as before.

Minister? Kal? That 22-year-old child?

"Is, is that even possible? Creating a new ministry, no, more importantly, Kal becoming a minister..."
- It's unprecedented. You'd probably have to search through continental history to find a similar case.

My head went blank again at Billy's assertion. He was saying this wasn't just unusual for the Empire but historically rare.

I glanced at Laura. She also seemed stunned by this unbelievable news.

'What in the world.'

I truly couldn't believe it. Just days ago, I was shocked by the news that he had become the Crown Prince's godfather, and now he's becoming an Imperial minister.

They say he'll ascend to a position that countless officials covet, a pinnacle that many can't reach even after decades of effort.

'...Is this really okay?'


Anxiety began coiling in my heart.

As a mother, it's joyful when your child is recognized and successful. But everything has its limits. Such rapid success inevitably invites jealousy from others. People gossip even about normal promotions, so this will certainly cause talk.

What if those with malicious intentions attack Kal? What if they spread strange rumors or slander about him?

- Madam.

Billy's voice cut through my growing anxiety.

- I understand your concerns, but there's no need to worry. That child is stronger than you think.
"Still..."
- If problems were to arise, they would have happened when he became department head. What's the difference between a minister in his 20s and a department head in his teens?

I barely managed to nod at his comforting words and faint smile.

If Billy says so, it must be right. Unlike me, whose information comes merely from exchanges between wives, Billy can observe the administration from the Imperial Council. Being part of the political and bureaucratic world, he would know more.

- So don't worry about him—congratulate him instead.
"...Alright, Billy. I'll do that."
- Thank you for understanding.

I smiled gently at his words. As a mother, I should congratulate my son's promotion—

- Ah, and I plan to pass my title to Kal. I'll keep the council position for now.

I almost nodded unconsciously at his calm, nonchalant voice before stopping myself.

How could he discuss something as important as a noble title so casually?

'Is this really alright?'

I grew anxious again. Was his assurance that Kal would be fine just a casual remark?

I sincerely hope not.

***

Rumors spread faster than any individual can handle.

"Congratulations, Mentor!"

Lyutis, who had just entered the club room, was proof of that. If even Lyutis, who wasn't a civil servant or even an imperial citizen, was congratulating me, how far had the rumors spread?

"You heard too?"
"Well, news about you reaches my ears quickly, Mentor."

Lyutis let out his usual hearty laugh and glanced at Luise.

I understood. Luise was the secondary source. The primary source would naturally be Erzsebet.

"Anyway, congratulations again. My goodness, a historical precedent is standing right before my eyes."
"Thanks..."

I muttered weakly, having heard countless congratulations throughout the day. I don't know why the phrase "historical precedent" sounds so painful.

Afterward, there were events like the enthusiastic Luise making a celebration cake, and other club members congratulating me until my ears nearly bled, but I just smiled through it all.

Though putting 22 candles on the cake seems a bit much.

It's not my birthday today. Rather, it's the day I entered a coffin.

'Damn.'

I wonder how many years it will take to escape from this ministerial coffin.

When my brother gets into trouble or becomes the center of attention, I also receive attention by association. Actually, I get more attention than him. There are very few brave souls who dare to speak directly to my brother.

This could be considered an affront to my pride, but since I've experienced it regularly since entering the Academy, I've become rather numb to it. Honestly, if I were in their position, I'd also approach the seemingly more approachable younger brother rather than his intimidating older sibling.

I've actually reached a point where I view this attention positively. I have a warm, kind appearance that makes me approachable to anyone. Since both Father and my brother have such stern expressions, it's good that at least one of us appears normal, right?

But the current situation seems impossible to laugh off.

'It stings.'

I almost scratched the back of my head from all the stares that have been piercing me for days. I never realized a simple gaze could be so burdensome.

'I wish they would just speak to me instead.'

I've newly realized that silent stares are more uncomfortable than direct questions.

Still, it can't be helped. This incident is difficult and uncomfortable for the noble students to openly discuss.

'A godfather and a minister...'

I couldn't help but let out a wry laugh.

Academy students possess both the sensitivity to powerful figures characteristic of nobles and the curiosity typical of teenagers. The fact that these students are only watching cautiously means this matter is too enormous for ordinary nobles to handle.

I understand. Even when dealing with famous figures in political and social circles, once a person's status exceeds a certain level, people become afraid to even mention them. This is especially true for the imperial family and dukes. People become extremely cautious, fearing that a careless word might offend these noble beings.

Unfortunately, my brother now falls into this category. A war hero, the Crown Prince's godfather, and the youngest minister-designate. Having simultaneously obtained honors that are difficult to achieve even once in a lifetime, my brother has—at least temporarily—reached a status comparable to a duke.

'I should avoid this for now.'

After brief consideration, I stood up. When I started thinking of myself not as the "approachable younger brother" but as the "brother of someone comparable to a duke," I felt guilty just being here. Indeed, when I suddenly rose, the students nearby immediately created distance.

Avoiding this situation is clearly the right choice. I should try to be alone until the rumors die down.

I arrived at the safest and most secluded place in the Academy.

"...So that's why you came here?"
"Yes."

Hearing my firm answer, my brother sighed as if he couldn't help it.

"Well, I suppose there's nothing strange about a club member being in the club room. Make yourself comfortable."

The owner's permission put me at ease. I had worried he might chase me away with some excuse like "club rooms are only open during club hours."

Right, that was an excessive concern. My brother may have a stern expression, but he's not an unkind person. He certainly wouldn't chase away his younger brother who had become a wanderer because of him.

"But what was so bad that you had to flee here?"
"I feel like I've received a lifetime's worth of stares."

I answered my brother's tilted-head question with complete sincerity.

Others might think I'm exaggerating, but I'm serious. If stares had physical force, my head would already be full of holes.

"Oh dear."

However, whether my sincerity reached my brother or not, he shook his head sympathetically and gave me a pitying look.

I appreciate it, but somehow it's irritating. When the only person who understands is the source of the problem, what can I say?

"Still, it's good to get used to attention early. I hear that as a parliamentarian, you'll receive plenty of attention one way or another."
"Is that really something you should be saying?"

I couldn't help but react strongly to this advice disguised as a curse. My brother seemed to realize his mistake belatedly and averted his gaze.

After giving him a resentful look, I helplessly gazed up at the ceiling.

'Parliamentary deputy.'

I sighed. Though it's been overshadowed by the godfather and minister news, my brother will soon inherit the Teilgleichen County title. He'll become one of only thirty Imperial Counts in the Empire, and excluding Zenovia, he'll be the youngest Imperial Count.


The problem is that my soon-to-be Imperial Count brother is a high-ranking official in the administration. This means he cannot fulfill the right and duty of an Imperial Count to serve as a member of the Imperial Parliament. As a result, Father is acting as the parliamentary deputy, but a retired head of family can't serve as a deputy forever.

'Parliamentary deputy right after graduation.'

I feel resentful. I resent my brother for not fulfilling his parliamentary duties and passing them on to me.

In truth, it's not really my brother's fault for working in the administration, but I resent him anyway. If this feeling grows, I might even start resenting Father for passing down the title.

'My life...'

I almost shed a tear. I had prepared myself for eventually serving as a parliamentarian since my brother is a high-ranking administrative official, but I thought it would be at least 20 years in the future. During those 20 years, I wanted to do what I wanted, climb mountains, and do everything else I desired.

Would it be too selfish to hope for another sibling even now? Perhaps it would be faster if my brother had a child who could serve as the deputy—

"Ah."

My brother's voice interrupted my thoughts.

"By the way, Count Horpelt asked me to send her regards."
"Sister did?"
"Yes. And she said if you're worried about the parliamentary deputy position, she'd be happy to talk—"

I couldn't hear what my brother said after that. My ears were blocked with emotion at Sister Zenovia's kindness.

Since Sister visited the club fair, we've been in regular contact, and even after the war ended, she remembered to send congratulations and regards. As childhood friends, it was only natural to do so since Uncle Georg had returned safely. I also asked about why Uncle was wandering in the capital instead of being in Horpelt County.

Anyway, despite our correspondence, I hadn't mentioned the parliamentary deputy position to her. It was too recent, and I felt awkward telling a current parliamentarian that I didn't want to be a parliamentary deputy.

'Sister...'

Nevertheless, Zenovia had thought of me first and sent her regards. Such a stark contrast to my brother who had passed this heavy burden to me.

As if entranced, I pulled out the communication device from my pocket.

I couldn't bear not expressing this gratitude.

***

I put down my pen for a moment and stretched. My body felt stiff from sitting at the desk since morning.

Suddenly, I wondered how my father, a warrior to the bone, had managed this kind of office work. How could someone who couldn't sit still have done this for over ten years?

'He must have endured a lot during that time.'

I couldn't help but smile at the conclusion I reached after thinking alone. Having endured for over ten years as an Imperial Count, he's now finally free to roam around without rest.

Though his energy leading him to the front lines was infuriating—

- How could I ignore a friend fighting directly? Especially a friend who could become my in-law.
"......"
- Of course, breaking my promise was my fault. So I promise. From now on, neither I nor that fellow will ever, ever stand on the front lines again.

After hearing my father's circumstances, it wasn't incomprehensible, and—

- By the way, I saw Uncle in the capital too. The war is over, but he seems to be working hard.

Since Erich subtly defended my father, I decided to let it go.

How could I ignore what my beloved father and Erich were saying? While I was indeed angry at my father, the reason for my anger was that he nearly got hurt by fighting directly.

I got angry for my father's sake, so for my father's sake, I'll set aside that anger. It's only logical.

'He'll probably stay quiet for a while.'

Honestly, I don't expect my father to suddenly start listening to me and behave. I'll be satisfied if he just stays quiet for a while. Considering his experience of being driven away by his daughter, he should restrain himself for at least a few months.

'...He will restrain himself, right?'

Just as anxiety began to creep in, the communication device on my desk started glowing.

I frowned instinctively. My acquaintances know I'm working at this hour and don't contact me, and I usually talk with Erich on weekends. So this must automatically be work-related.


"This is Count Horpelt speaking."
- Sister, it's me.

I froze, still holding the communication device, when I saw the face that appeared.

- Sorry. Am I bothering you while you're working?

I quickly shook my head at Erich's sheepish smile.

"No, it's fine. I was just taking a break."
- That's good.

At the same time, my mind was racing.

What's going on? Erich almost never contacts me on weekdays. Plus, isn't it class time now? Oh, maybe it's break time? No, but today is still a weekday.

- I just heard from my brother and wanted to call. Thank you for your concern.

Only then did I remember what happened a few days ago. On the day when it was semi-confirmed that Brother Kal would be appointed as the Minister of Audit and become the Count of Teilgleichen, I sent him congratulations. Along with a message asking him to send my regards to Erich, who would be performing the parliamentary role in his brother's place.

I had sent it out of joy that I could be with Erich in the same place in two years, and my brother hadn't forgotten to pass it on. I'm touched.

"We're close, after all. And as your senior in parliament, it's only natural for me to worry about a junior."

But I kept my reaction as calm as possible. Showing too much excitement here would put pressure on Erich, who's already burdened with the important duty of being a parliamentary deputy.

Right now, I should comfort Erich. I should make him think of me as someone he can rely on.

'Good.'

Indeed, my choice seemed right as Erich showed an expression of being moved. Even if we're far apart, if I can secure a place in his heart—

- I wish you were part of my family.

My body froze again.

My rational mind screamed that the "family" Erich was talking about was different from the "family" I was thinking of, but my heart started racing uncontrollably.

***

I silently watched Erich and Count Horpelt conversing.

'It'll work out somehow.'

That was the conclusion I eventually reached. It will work out somehow.

Talking about "family" to Count Horpelt, who is full of thoughts about becoming family (as a wife), is not an issue I can cover. If she gets split in two over this, it wouldn't be murder but natural death.

No matter how I look at it, I've done all I could. I've given various advice and help for Sera, who has a less prominent background compared to Count Horpelt, and for Count Horpelt, who is physically distant. Whether increasing the time Erich and Sera spend together, or increasing conversation time with Count Horpelt—I've tried my best to avoid situations where one side gets completely overwhelmed.

'Good luck.'

All that remains now is to leave it to heaven and the parties involved.

With that thought, I turned my gaze to the communication device. In truth, overcoming the current reality is more important than the future possibility of Erich turning into Er/ich.

[Darling. It seems Luise wants me as an external participant for the four-person competition.]

I smiled at the message Beatrix had just sent.

Our Luise... As expected of the original protagonist, she has incredible spirit...

[I have fond memories of enjoying the four-person competition during my school days. So I'm thinking positively about it. It might also stimulate the magic department students.]

I couldn't help but close my eyes at the following sentence.

While Beatrix is right that the magic department might appreciate it, how can the final boss try to crash the children's party?

Teacher and student are both going wild together.

The four-person match that would mark the end of the Inter-class Competition. I nearly lost my mind when I received Beatrix's message implying she would participate in that four-person match. No, "implying" doesn't even cover it. She directly expressed her intention to participate.

I read the message several times before quietly turning my gaze to the window. Though the weather was clear, tears began pouring from my heart like a monsoon.

'Why?'

Eventually, a fundamental question arose. Why on earth would Beatrix insert herself into what was essentially students' play? And why had Luise invited Beatrix in the first place?

If I were to be extremely generous, I could understand Beatrix's participation. She hadn't volunteered herself but was invited by her only disciple, and it was obvious that when Beatrix stepped forward, the Magic Department students would weep and cheer as if greeting a deity. There would be commotion, but it would be positive commotion—a teacher guiding students into a new world.

There would be commotion, but...

'Why did she invite her?'

However, I couldn't understand Luise's sudden invitation of this final boss. I might understand if Luise were thoughtless and reckless, but that wasn't the case.

From the beginning, Luise was someone who had witnessed what happened during last year's four-person match up close. She was a historical witness who had observed in real-time the legendary assault on royalty that would remain in Academy history, and the unprecedented disciplinary confinement that followed.

Moreover, she had felt sorry when Erich designated me as an outside participant for the four-person match, and she was genuinely sad when I was confined. Such a Luise wouldn't cause this kind of major incident without reason. Maybe the '77 season club members would, but definitely not Luise.

'I need to confirm with the person involved.'

Finally, I sighed softly and sent a reply to Beatrix. Let's talk about the details during club time.

This issue would require a three-way meeting with Luise and Beatrix.

When club time came, Luise entered with the expression of a dog that had misbehaved, and I had her sit down. Fortunately, she seemed to feel guilty, which would make our conversation easier.

Naturally, I had Beatrix sit beside her. While I said I could understand Beatrix's participation in the four-person match if I were being extremely generous, that didn't mean I supported it. If a disciple makes a strange proposal, a master should talk sense into them, not view it positively.

"You know why I'm doing this, right?"
"Yes, yes..."

Luise nodded slightly and answered my loaded question.

I smiled faintly when I sensed a somewhat dejected tone in her nod and answer. If she had been armed with shamelessness like Erzsebet, I would have pulled her lips, but I didn't want to be too harsh on someone who acknowledged their mistake.

"I'm not angry. I'm just a little surprised."

At my gentle voice, Luise slowly raised her head. The club members who had been watching seriously, wondering what was happening, also began to observe with calm expressions.

"You had your reasons, right?"
"Y-yes, that's right."

My heart gradually softened at the sight of Luise nodding repeatedly.

Right, Luise wouldn't have done this without thinking. She must have had unavoidable circumstances.

"Well, the Magic Department students asked so strongly..."
"The Magic Department?"

My brow furrowed at the mention of a strong request. While Magic Department students were fanatics enchanted by Beatrix, they wouldn't have gone so far as to pressure her disciple, would they? Had I underestimated the madness of magicians?

"Ah, it was really just a request. There was no other pressure."

Luise hastily added, apparently noticing my concern.

It's fortunate that there was no pressure, but if Luise was moved by a mere request, how desperately must they have pleaded?

"They're already attending weekly classes, yet they're still so greedy."


I'm displeased. Despite enjoying the once-in-a-lifetime fortune of learning from the Magic-Ending Duke, they were being excessively greedy. They should be satisfied with the classes instead of bothering my third wife to move my second wife. How utterly presumptuous—

"Um, brother. Actually, there's been a bit of a problem with the recent classes."
"Huh?"

I tilted my head at those words. Problems with the classes?

Unable to understand, I turned my gaze to Beatrix. Could there be problems with Beatrix's classes? When the highest authority on magic is teaching personally and diligently?

'It's true.'

But seeing Beatrix lowering her gaze in embarrassment, I became convinced. There really was some problem.

'Is she teaching carelessly?'

It's a strange conclusion, but simultaneously a likely one.

Magic Department students who are receiving once-in-a-lifetime lessons are asking to "send the Magic-Ending Duke to the four-person match!" because they desire new teachings (practical skills). Doesn't this mean that the existing classes can no longer satisfy the students' yearning?

What if Beatrix, unaccustomed to teaching others, is feeling bored and being perfunctory? If so, then this bizarre request from the Magic Department students makes sense.

"Are the students having trouble keeping up with the classes?"

However, unable to ask Beatrix "Are you being careless with your work?", I brought up something else. Are the students unable to keep up with Beatrix's high-level teaching?

Now that I've said it, this seems more likely. Isn't having knowledge and teaching separate issues? Besides, even in the world before my possession, it was common for undergraduate students to struggle with following professors' teachings.

"Well—"

As Beatrix hesitated briefly before starting to speak, I couldn't help but laugh.

There was no problem with Beatrix's teaching. There's a saying that "geniuses don't understand the minds of ordinary people," but Beatrix explained things kindly and in detail so that students could understand. It was natural for Magic Department students to go wild over such merciful grace.

Thanks to this, besides Beatrix's one-sided teaching, there were countless questions from students, which Beatrix gladly answered as long as it was during class time.

Throughout the first semester, Beatrix perfectly grasped the passion and level of the Magic Department students.

And the disaster began from the second semester.

"Since I understood the children's level, I planned to teach more advanced classes from the second semester. I planned around presentations and discussions."

Of course, the Magic Department students, dancing between passion and madness, weren't hindered by the barriers of presentations and discussions. Rather, they were happy to be able to express their opinions in front of a respected authority.

For exactly one week.

"That's an impressive presentation. I can feel your effort to view existing magic from a new perspective."
"Th-thank you!"
"Coincidentally, that magic is one I created 70 years ago."
"......"

Unfortunately, having to present in front of a living legend of academia was too terrifying.

"—based on this principle, I created a new magical tool."
"Excellent. It's a minor but quite important idea."
"Thank you!"
"I made the same magical tool 30 years ago. It had flaws and failed to be commercialized, but it's important that you came up with such an idea on your own."
"......"

Moreover, this legend was not just knowledgeable but had reached the pinnacle in practical applications as well.

Magic research and magical tool creation were the paths Beatrix had walked. As a result, no matter what the students brought up, they could only be overwhelmed by her vast experience.


Nevertheless, most students were in an "I actually like this" state—until:

"Ah, that theory was established by my father. I personally revised some of it, so that's good."

From that day on, all students fell silent.

'Wow.'

I almost let out a sigh, though I felt sorry for the embarrassed Beatrix. The Magic-Ending Duke's father was known as the "Magic-Exploring Duke" for his dedication to magic. Called the greatest magician of the Empire in his time, countless spells and papers were created by his hand, making his status indescribable.

This meant that most of the presentations prepared by students were influenced by the Magic-Exploring Duke's papers, and Beatrix, pleased that her father's legacy was mentioned, gladly provided detailed feedback.

Yes, extremely detailed feedback.

'Feedback on a theory from 100 years ago.'

It's terrible. Since the Magic-Exploring Duke passed away 100 years ago, his theories also stopped 100 years ago.

Theories that are no longer being revised and have become sacred. From the presenting students' perspective, this was the best material, but unfortunately, the Magic-Exploring Duke's daughter had been updating her father's theories alone. Alone, without publishing to the magical community.

So what could they do? The Magic Department students lost the courage to present in front of Beatrix, and the second semester classes lost their vitality.

...

"I'll talk to the principal about it."
"Y-yes. Thank you..."

Now I understood everything. The desperate Magic Department students wanted to see Beatrix's teaching through practical skills rather than theory, so they pleaded with Luise. Beatrix, who had inadvertently devastated the students, agreed with some guilt.

'You were caught up in it too.'

Looking now, I noticed that Laterre's expression had also turned bitter at some point.

It's truly a sad situation.

***

Rumors that my second sister-in-law would participate in the four-person match spread quickly. My second sister-in-law imposed a restriction that "she would forfeit if faced one-on-one with another class" due to fairness issues, but the Magic Department students didn't seem to care about fairness in the first place and simply cheered for her participation.

'Are they really that happy?'

It's amazing to see the Magic Department students chattering with faces full of smiles.

I don't understand. If we apply this to our Swordsmanship Department, it would be like my brother participating in the four-person match and showing his sky-cutting technique—

'That would be amazing.'

I understood immediately. I would have been happy too.

So now, a faint jealousy began to creep up. The Magic Department is so happy with the pinnacle of magic participating—shouldn't we also invite a big shot to our Swordsmanship Department?

"Erich."

While I was thinking about this, someone shook my shoulder and called out to me.

"Lyutis?"

When I turned around, I saw Lyutis with an expression that suggested he had made a big decision.

His expression was so solemn that I unconsciously swallowed.

Lyutis appeared with a grave expression. And after hearing his proposal, I lost my mind.

'He's insane.'

A thoroughly deranged man was standing right in front of me.

No, I already knew he was crazy, but I didn't realize it was this bad.

'Is this a dream?'

I felt cold sweat running down my spine as I stared at Lyutis. I had sensed something was off when he suddenly approached me with that serious expression, but he always defies common sense in the worst possible ways.

"Are you serious?"

After a moment of silence, I cautiously opened my mouth. I spoke hoping for an answer that it was just a joke, hoping that I had misheard.

"I'm serious. If the Magic Club is making such moves, the Swordsmanship Club can't fall behind!"

'Insane.'

Unfortunately, I hadn't misheard, and he wasn't joking.

Besides, what does he mean by "can't fall behind"? Since when did the Swordsmanship Club and Magic Club start competing? Of course, I expected the Swordsmanship Club to recruit someone important after the Magic Club brought in my second sister-in-law, but I never wanted this situation.

'Recruit my brother?'

The proposal to invite my brother to the Four-Person Tournament again this year. I have no idea what drugs one would need to take to come up with such an idea. It's not something someone who invited my brother to last year's tournament should consider, but anyway.

'...There's no one else but my brother, though.'

To be fair, if you had to choose the pinnacle of swordsmanship on this continent, it would be my brother. The only one who could match my second sister-in-law, the pinnacle of magic, would be the sword master who can cut the sky.

But this is still wrong. After his arm was severed while attempting to cut the sky at the Academy, and after fighting directly in the war, my brother hasn't picked up a sword. He didn't have any reason to pick one up anyway, but whenever he did, he'd return injured, and my sisters-in-law's disapproving looks were no joke.

'No way.'

I shuddered. If I were to be bewitched by Lyutis's words and invite my brother to the Four-Person Tournament, that day would be the last day of my life.

Arguments like "why can't my brother participate when my second sister-in-law did" won't work. My second sister-in-law has never been injured, but my brother has. There's no more compelling reason than that.

"I want to live a long life with my sisters-in-law."

So I firmly shook my head and refused. It was somewhat of a vague statement, but it seemed effective as Lyutis hesitated for a moment.

Yes, if you have any conscience, you won't push further. You'll just graduate and return to your country, but I have to live with my sisters-in-law for decades.

So it's problematic to say unnecessary things and get on their bad side. Especially since I'm not planning to seek asylum in another country.

"The instructor won't get hurt in the Four-Person Tournament, right? It should be fine as long as he doesn't cut the sky?"
"We sent him off to war thinking he wouldn't get hurt."

Even Lyutis, who was reluctant to give up, fell silent at those words.

My brother is someone who gets injured even when we think there's no chance of injury. Frankly, who knows if he might participate in the Four-Person Tournament and come back saying, "The students' enthusiasm was so intense that I left my arm behind."

"I guess it can't be helped."

Seeing Lyutis mutter with a bitter expression, I almost let out a sigh of relief. It seems even this madman has accepted it, which is fortunate—

"I'll make the sacrifice."

...

?

"Sacrifice?"
"Yes. As you said, it would be difficult for you to persuade the instructor. But if I step up, there will be fewer consequences."


I'm confused. Well, he's right since he's royalty and will be gone after graduation, but...

"It would be better for a brother to persuade rather than a mere club member, but if the brother can't step up, then I should!"

I gaped blankly after hearing those words.

If you just listen to it, it sounds like a beautiful gesture of royalty personally undertaking a difficult task, but knowing the circumstances, it seems like inviting disaster.

No, why? Why is he so desperate to invite my brother despite risking the glares of my sisters-in-law?

"As you know, the historically strained relationship between knights and mages is famous."

Sensing my questioning gaze, Lyutis continued with a slight smile.

"And Armein is the country of knights, while Yuven is the country of mages."

'Ah.'

Only then did I see not the crazy Lyutis, but Lyutis the Prince of Armein.

Among this year's freshmen, quite a number of foreigners enrolled to support their country's prince. This means factions have formed within the Academy—those following the sword from Armein and those following magic from Yuven.

Among them, the Yuven faction—the mages—successfully recruited the legendary Magic-Ending Duke for the Four-Person Tournament. Honestly, Laterre, the Prince of Yuven, didn't do anything in the process, but it's reason enough for Lyutis, the Prince of Armein, to take action.

'You've got it tough.'

In the end, as a prince of a nation, he needs to meet the expectations of his faction. That tired and pitiful reason made me feel sympathy for Lyutis.

Of course, sympathy and helping are different matters. I want to live.

Time passed, and during club hours...

"No."

'As expected.'

My brother flatly refused when Lyutis asked him to join the Four-Person Tournament.

"Last year was an exception. I'm here to inspect the Academy. Even if external personnel can be recruited, it's right that I be excluded."
"Is that so?"

Only after receiving a firm rejection from the person in question did Lyutis show a resigned expression.

"Besides, isn't it a bit awkward for a married couple to fight?"

That was the decisive blow. At the suggestion that it might not just be a battle between sword and magic but a marital dispute, Lyutis completely gave up.

Well, Lyutis was only making a courteous effort for his faction, not genuinely wanting my brother to participate. In such a situation, after hearing about a potential marital dispute, there's no reason to insist.

"I apologize for the unreasonable request. Indeed, for someone about to become a minister, getting involved in troublesome matters would only be problematic."

Seeing him apologize with laughter, even my sisters-in-law, who had been glaring at Lyutis, softened their gaze. Someone who made an unreasonable proposal apologized, and my brother refused, so there's nothing more to—

"However."

My brother's voice cut off Lyutis's laughter.

Then, as if contemplating something, my brother looked at the ceiling before roughly pushing back his hair and continuing.

"While participating in the Four-Person Tournament is too much, I can participate in another way."
"Pardon?"

The atmosphere in the club room suddenly changed. Lyutis was excited about an unexpected opportunity, while my sisters-in-law were anxious about my brother potentially doing something eccentric.

My feelings were closer to the latter.

'What is it?'


What is he trying to do this time?

***

When Lyutis requested participation in the Four-Person Tournament, I felt more despair than anger.

'So this is how it's going to play out.'

The helplessness of seeing something I hoped wouldn't happen unfold exactly as feared. Suppressing that helplessness, I let out a small sigh.

- Minister of Audit. I heard the Magic-Ending Duke is participating in an Academy event. Is this true?
"Yes, Your Highness. That's correct."

Yesterday, upon hearing that Beatrix would participate in the Four-Person Tournament, the Crown Prince contacted me directly.

It was frustrating to be addressed as Minister of Audit rather than Head of the Audit Department, but I let it slide since the Crown Prince's expression seemed somewhat serious. At least he didn't seem to be joking.

- If the Magic-Ending Duke steps forward, mages will be ecstatic. But swordsmen will be equally provoked.

Just hearing it was troublesome and dreadful. As if mages weren't enough of a headache, now swordsmen would cause a commotion too.

But I couldn't ignore it just because I didn't want to hear it. Negative predictions always come true. In life, optimistic circuits may misfire, but pessimistic ones hit the mark.

- However, we can't stop the Magic-Ending Duke's participation since there's a precedent of a minister participating in an Academy event.
"...I apologize."

I bowed my head at the undeniable criticism that implied, "If you hadn't caused trouble last year, this wouldn't have happened." The Crown Prince was right; I provided the pretext.

Well, technically Erich provided it, but I was the root cause anyway. I should never have participated, even if it meant knocking Erich unconscious.

- Therefore, swordsmen will want the minister to participate again to counter the Magic-Ending Duke.
"I could try to persuade the Magic-Ending Duke even now—"
- No. Reversing course now would only increase the mages' discontent.

The Crown Prince then quietly pronounced his verdict.

- This year marks the steadfastness of the Empire's divine mandate. It's truly a joyous year when nomads who have long opposed us have finally embraced the Empire.
"Yes, Your Highness. We've shown the entire continent that the divine mandate lies with the Empire."
- Therefore, we will commemorate this achievement and further elevate the Empire's prestige.

I felt something odd about those words. We were clearly discussing the Four-Person Tournament, so I couldn't understand why he was suddenly talking about divine mandates, achievements, and prestige.

- The Empire has a mage whom all mages respect and worship, and the entire continent knows this great mage is a pillar of the Empire.
"Yes, it's truly the Empire's blessing."
- Now, someone whom all swordsmen respect and worship has appeared, and the entire continent will know that this swordsman is also a pillar of the Empire.

My confusion gradually turned to anxiety. From the context, he was clearly referring to me, but what did he mean by "will know"? It's as if they don't know now. But they must know, having seen me struggle like a dog.

- The minister should not participate in the event but celebrate it. Show your majesty before everyone, show the supreme realm that swordsmen aspire to.

Only then did I understand.

The Crown Prince wanted me to perform. Since we couldn't withdraw Beatrix's participation, he wanted to make a grand display. Since it would be problematic if Beatrix and I both participated in the Four-Person Tournament and someone got hurt, he wanted me to just cut the sky during the opening or closing ceremony.

It's madness. But when the continent's attention is drawn to the Inter-class Competition due to Beatrix's participation, if the Empire's swordsman cuts the sky, the Empire's prestige and authority will rise further. It would showcase that the Empire has not only a great mage but also the continent's finest swordsman.

'Bastard.'

I resent it. I'm going to be involved in the Inter-class Competition again, something I never wanted to be part of again.

At least I'm not participating in the Four-Person Tournament, but I still hate it.

'Please...'

As I watched Lyutis burst into joyful laughter, I prayed alone.

Please, Crown Prince, live long and prosper.

After announcing to Lyutis that I would participate in the Inter-class Competition in a way other than the four-person match, the situation rapidly escalated.

The continent's attention was already focused on the Academy due to Beatrix's participation, and now the oil magnate who had made his mark with the sword was joining in? Naturally, the impact was intense. With so much attention from across the continent, rumors spread quickly.

"There's a proposal to conduct this Inter-class Competition like a Club Fair."
"Like a Club Fair, you say?"
"Yes. We plan to open the Academy to outsiders, just like during the fair."

This was the result. A situation where adults were desperate to join what was supposed to be just children's play.

'This is insane.'

Seeing the Principal calmly drinking tea, it was clear that opening the Academy to outsiders was essentially confirmed. When the Academy's highest authority mentions "opinions" in front of an Inspector, it means the decision has already been made.

I suppose the Principal can remain calm because this is already settled. Considering the chaos and inconvenience that would arise from suddenly opening the Academy, the Principal would have wanted to reject the idea if possible. The fact that he gave up means it's beyond his control.

'They've made up their minds.'

I can guess the culprit. It must be the Crown Prince's doing. If the Crown Prince personally instructed the Minister of Education, even the Principal would be powerless.

It seems ridiculous for someone of the Crown Prince's stature to involve himself in a mere Academy event, but this is a situation where Beatrix and I will simultaneously demonstrate our power before the public. Since things have come to this, he seems intent on maximizing the audience for maximum effect.

'Bastard.'

I should have noticed when he started talking about destiny, but I didn't realize he was this serious.

Fortunately, this circus act will be a one-time event ending this year. Having such events too frequently would diminish their prestige.

"...Principal, you must have a lot on your plate."

Suppressing my bitter feelings, I offered some sympathy to the Principal. Frankly speaking, I just need to swing my sword, but the Principal will have to manage countless outsiders. After all, if any disturbance occurs at the Academy, the Principal bears the responsibility.

"It's quite alright. As Principal, I'm pleased to be able to showcase the Academy's glory."

Yet seeing the Principal's faint smile despite everything, I couldn't help but bow my head.

Come to think of it, this year has been tumultuous for the Principal, just like last year. With Beatrix joining the Academy, countless magicians submitting applications, visitors coming for the Club Fair, and me slicing the sky... these are events one wouldn't expect to happen in just a single year.

While the Imperial Academy's prestige will certainly rise—the aging Principal has also been working like a dog. His peaceful retirement years have vanished in a brilliant flash.

"You'll surely be remembered as an unparalleled Principal in the Academy's history."

So I carefully offered words of comfort.

Hoping my words would provide even a little solace to this elderly civil servant.

"That's heartwarming to hear. Thank you, Minister."

I flinched momentarily at being called "Minister," but my sentiment remained unchanged.

The Principal's burden was too heavy for me to be bothered by mere titles.

For Academy students, the Inter-class Competition was traditionally an event where they would participate halfheartedly and then leisurely watch the proceedings. No matter how hard they tried, the class with the most noble third-year student would ultimately win.

Although last year this tradition was briefly disrupted when overwhelmingly noble students were concentrated in the first year, in truth, except for a few first-years, there were no victims. After all, only students in that particular class had to work hard for the victory of the noble student, not students from other classes or years.

But this year, everyone became a victim. Students from all years—first, second, and third—had to work hard.

"When it was just an Academy event, following tradition wouldn't have been a problem, but outsiders coming from across the continent don't know our customs. As nobles, we can't appear negligent."

I nodded at Margareta's kind explanation.

Outsiders flooding in from across the continent, likely high-ranking officials or renowned swordsmen and magicians—acting casually before such people would damage one's reputation and insult the visitors. As a result, all students abandoned tradition and became zealous warriors.

And it was inevitable that the Student Council, which had to control these warrior-like students, would have headaches. No wonder Margareta wore an awkward smile.

"I hope I'm not causing Margareta too much trouble."
"Not at all. It would be a lie to say it's not difficult, but I'm willing to do anything if it raises Kal's reputation."

Margareta's bright smile calmed my burning heart. The Crown Prince sets me on fire, and Margareta soothes me—isn't the temperature difference too extreme?

"Beatrix might feel a little hurt if she heard that."

Looking at Margareta, I jokingly remarked—

"My sister's reputation can't go any higher, can it? She'll understand."

Her equally playful response made both of us burst into laughter.

Indeed, Beatrix has no more reputation to gain. Having lived as the highest authority in her field for nearly a century, it's only natural. In gaming terms, she's already maxed out at 99999, isn't she?

"That's true. Then I'll have to work hard for Beatrix's share too."

A small pledge to raise my reputation including Beatrix's already-maxed portion. Margareta smiled even more deeply at that commitment.

Though I won't become a duke to form a set with the Magic-Ending Duke as the Sword-Ending Duke, I might earn a title like Sword Sage through this event. Of course, I'd refuse titles like Sword King or Sword Emperor. They sound too much like treason.

As Margareta and I continued discussing the Inter-class Competition, a familiar voice came from beyond the council room door.

"Margareta, it's me. May I come in?"
'Oh.'


Speak of the devil—Beatrix appeared just as we were talking about her.

"Yes, sister. Please come in."

Margareta's eyes widened briefly in surprise at Beatrix's timely arrival before she spoke.

After Margareta's permission, Beatrix entered and smiled gently upon seeing me.

"Oh, little one, you're here too."
"Well, I don't have many places to go."

I responded naturally, but something felt odd. Beatrix's greeting just now had a nuance of "what a fortunate coincidence" rather than a simple hello.

What's this about? Does Beatrix have something to discuss with me? We already share intimate conversations daily, so what could it be?

"I was planning to discuss this with Margareta first, but since we're all here, let's talk now."

Seeing me blinking in confusion, Beatrix sat beside me and continued in a calm voice.

"Little one, you said you'd slice the sky at the closing ceremony, right?"
"Ah, yes. I thought if I did it earlier, people wouldn't focus on the competition."

Although the Inter-class Competition has grown beyond control, its essence remains an event for Academy students. If my sky-slicing will inevitably draw attention, it's right to do it after all student events are concluded.

Beatrix nodded briefly, seeming to agree with my thinking.

"Then how about doing it together instead of alone? I'll have time after the four-person match."
"Together?"
"Yes, together."

And then came her explanation of the joint performance Beatrix and I would present at the closing ceremony—I couldn't help but gape.

"S-Sister, are you serious?"

Even Margareta stammered, seeking confirmation. If it had been anyone but Beatrix, she might have asked if they were insane.

It was that outlandish a proposal. An idea that someone with normal values could never conceive.

"There are no safety concerns, dear. And visually, nothing could be more spectacular."

But the being before Margareta is the Magic-Ending Duke, far from ordinary. A celestial existence that turns the abnormal normal, and the normal abnormal.

Anyway, at Beatrix's firm answer, Margareta's trembling gaze turned to me. As if begging me to talk some sense into her.

"......"
"Kal...?"

I subtly avoided Margareta's gaze.

'Is that even possible?'

Beatrix's proposal was that intriguing. I too would have immediately asked if someone was insane if anyone else had suggested it, but it wasn't just anyone—it was Beatrix who certified "there are no safety concerns." Moreover, as she guaranteed, there could be no more spectacular performance.

...My heart is racing. While I don't particularly want to become a clown, if I must perform on the stage set by the Crown Prince, I want to give a truly insane performance. That way, the Crown Prince will be shocked and never assign such tasks again.

"It's really safe, right?"
"Kal!?"

Sorry, Margareta, but at this moment, I'll be a beast in heart and mind.

After all, it was the Crown Prince who wanted a spectacular performance.

***

The Inter-class Competition has ended. Though this was only my second experience with it, even I could tell that this year's scale was overwhelmingly larger.

"Olivia, control measures complete!"
"Yes! Everyone worked hard!"

It was more exhausting than the disciplinary committee duties I'd heard about from graduated seniors. Since those seniors wouldn't have lied, this must have been on a scale they never experienced.

"Ugh, I'm tired..."

I muttered while massaging my thighs. Even with my confidence in my physical strength, the disciplinary committee moved so busily that I felt tired.

Still, I couldn't help smiling. Though we moved frantically during the days of the competition, it was equally rewarding. Despite the massive crowds, there were no incidents.

'Hehe.'

I feel proud. When I first joined the disciplinary committee, many things were unfamiliar—but now I'm a proper veteran member. My sister even praised me!

"It's a shame I couldn't see the four-person match. Where else could I see the Magic-Ending Duke fight?"
"They said they recorded it, so let's watch that at least."

Hearing other committee members talking, I snapped back to reality.

'The closing ceremony!'

I had momentarily forgotten. Besides the Magic-Ending Duke participating in the four-person match, there was more important news.


'Sky slicing!'

My feet automatically headed toward the closing ceremony venue. Just as the Magic-Ending Duke personally participated in the four-person match, the Audit Department Head said he would demonstrate sky-slicing at the closing ceremony.

As someone who uses a sword myself, I really wanted to see it, so I'm glad I remembered now!

The ceremony venue was already packed with people.

What a shame. I wanted to watch from up close.

'...But does it matter since the sky is what's being torn?'

With that thought, my disappointment subsided. Yes, who cares if I'm far away? I just need to see the sky being torn.

"I thank everyone for taking their valuable time to gather here."

As I waited with a pounding heart, the Audit Department Head's voice resonated.

There are so many people that I can barely see the Department Head on the platform, but that's fine. It's enough to know he's here.

"During the Inter-class Competition, future talents who will lead the Empire and beyond the continent have shown their skills in friendly competition. As a senior who has walked the path they are about to take, I am nothing but pleased."
'Senior?'

I tilted my head involuntarily. Isn't the Audit Department Head not our senior?

"Therefore, as a senior, I wish to give a small gift to my excellent juniors. A glimpse of the realm that exists at the end of the path they walk, a realm they can reach someday if they continue forward without stopping."

Who cares! Anyone who shows us something good is a senior!

As his words approached the main point, I could feel the anticipation building in myself and those around me.

"The great Magic-Ending Duke of the Empire shares this sentiment. He wishes to show the pinnacle of magic, which wasn't fully displayed in the four-person match, here and now."

The murmuring grew louder. Honestly, I'm not interested in magic, but just as I'm looking forward to the sky-slicing, other magic department students must be excited about the Magic-Ending Duke's magic, right? That's wonderful!

"Ah, and I assure you that everything about to happen has been proven safe, so please remain calm and watch."

?

Strange words. Safety? Remaining calm? The sky-slicing the Department Head has shown at the Academy so far hasn't affected people, and even the most powerful magic has no effect when shot into empty space, right? Is there a need to emphasize safety?

Oh, there are many non-martial guests, so he must be saying this out of consideration. As expected, the Department Head is kind-hearted—

Huh...?

"Eh?"

Looking up at the sky, I couldn't help but utter a dumbfounded sound at what I saw.

'A stone?'

No, can I even call that a stone?

An enormous rock appeared in the sky. A ominous dark red rock suddenly appeared above us.

And that rock was falling toward us.

"───!!"
"──! ───!"

The surroundings became noisy. I couldn't hear exactly what people were saying, but it was certainly loud.

But I stared at the rock—the meteor—as if entranced. Now that I look, it's not just one. Two, three, four, maybe even more.

"I repeat, there is no safety concern."

My dazed mind returned at the Department Head's voice.

"They will not reach any of you."

With those words, the meteor split in half. The split meteor gradually cracked further, then scattered like flower petals and disappeared.

They vanished like dust beneath the torn sky.

***

Watching the meteors turn to dust and scatter, I felt a sense of satisfaction.

'This should work somehow.'

Meteors created by the Magic-Ending Duke, sliced by my sky-slicing technique, then canceled by the Duke to turn them to dust—a highly sophisticated operation.

Even I think it's absolutely insane, but I have no regrets.

'This is awesome.'

Honestly, it is impressive.

A magician casting meteors and a swordsman destroying them. Where else could you see something like this?

The aftermath of 'that' incident shook the continent.

It was a historic event that showcased the Empire's military might as the Crown Prince had wished, demonstrating that this power upheld the Mandate of Heaven. Since it was a performance like no other in the world, it was only natural that everyone at the Academy was left in awe. And needless to say, those awestruck people spread rumors throughout the continent.

And when the continent heard these rumors, they collectively fell into panic—truly a perfect performance.

'They couldn't remain calm after hearing that.'

A meteor appearing in the clear sky, a slash that split the meteor. Honestly, it was an insane situation just hearing about it. Even while thinking it must be ridiculous nonsense, it's the kind of story people want to believe—and surprisingly, it wasn't nonsense at all. It was truth, verified by countless witnesses and numerous recorded videos.

Moreover, most of the witnesses who saw it firsthand and those who recorded the scene were people friendly to us. Though the Academy was opened to outsiders, it takes considerable passion for someone to make the journey to the Imperial Academy. Yet they gathered there—people obsessed with swords and magic.

Thanks to this, while most outsiders at the Academy were dumbfounded, they were also thrilled by the performance. The entire process—a meteor appearing above them and then shattering—was viewed not as "a show of force threatening their safety" but as "the ultimate demonstration of martial prowess."

Of course, not everyone there was crazy, so some must have felt threatened, but with the majority cheering, they couldn't raise objections due to the atmosphere. When everyone else is celebrating, the one who gets serious becomes the mood killer.

'Anyway, the outcome was good.'

The rumors spread by those friendly to us could only benefit us and, by extension, the Empire. Even the Crown Prince, who had grabbed the back of his neck in shock after hearing about the performance, immediately launched a major publicity campaign once he confirmed the diplomatic channels remained quiet.

In truth, it probably wouldn't have mattered even if diplomatic channels had exploded. Even if other countries had perceived this incident as "a terrible provocation by the Empire," there was nothing they could do. Would they impose sanctions on the Empire, or start a war?

Perhaps if this were the Empire right after a succession dispute, but the Empire that had swallowed the North was not a country that would stagger from the opposition of mere Eastern kingdoms.

"So won't you please forgive me?"
"No."

I guess not.

I hung my head helplessly at Mar's firm response. If Mar couldn't forgive me, there was nothing I could do...

'I thought we'd get away with it smoothly.'

It's bitter. The display of force beyond what the Crown Prince had hoped for, the prestige of the Empire spreading across the continent, and even the Crown Prince who ultimately praised and moved past the incident. It was truly a perfectly concluded affair.

Of course, I couldn't deny it was excessive, so there could have been disciplinary action, but even that possibility disappeared as the entire continent became excited about the incident. Disciplining me for this incident would be like admitting "the events at the Academy were not the imperial will but the impulsive actions of subjects."

In other words, imposing discipline would be the imperial family admitting they couldn't control the power of Beatrix and me. So both of us could get away without any consequences.

Officially, that is.

"Fortunately, we were able to move past this without incident, but if things had gone wrong, Kal and unnie could have been blamed."

Privately, we couldn't escape.

"Depending on interpretation, it could be seen as threatening foreign dignitaries. Good intentions could have turned into malice."
"I'm sorry..."

I could only repeat my apologies since every word she said was true.

As Mar said, things have worked out surprisingly well. Both Beatrix and I were entranced by a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and committed an eccentric act, but thinking about it rationally, it was an action with many potential problems.

If someone had panicked at the meteor appearing above their head and formally protested, things would inevitably have become troublesome. We might have achieved the goal of displaying power, but we would have shouldered the responsibility for the commotion and gained notoriety for our eccentricity.

"Well, the child seems to be reflecting, so perhaps we could let it go now? Both of us understand well enough, and this won't happen again."

Meanwhile, Beatrix, who had been watching cautiously beside Mar, carefully spoke up. Normally, Beatrix should have been kneeling beside me, receiving Mar's scolding, but—

"I'm sorry. That magic was something my father never completed, so I always wanted to use it someday."


When this father-daughter memory was suddenly mentioned, Mar bypassed Beatrix and scolded only me. If a daughter completed magic her father couldn't finish and wanted to show it to people, criticizing her would make one seem heartless.

"Reflecting?"

Then Mar's gaze turned to Beatrix.

Was it my imagination? For a moment, Beatrix seemed to shrink back.

"You're reflecting too, right, unnie?"
"O-Of course. Certainly."

Watching Beatrix nod hastily, Mar sighed briefly and nodded.

"...Fine. If there's any fault, it's also mine for not stopping you until the end, and since the imperial family was pleased, I suppose I have no right to say anything."
"No, Mar. Thanks to you, I've realized my rashness."

Mar's expression softened a little at my excessively humble statement.

'That's a relief.'

I thought it was such a big incident that she might not want to see my face for a while.

Sighing with relief inside, I glanced at Beatrix. Receiving my gaze, Beatrix also nodded gently with a relieved expression.

'I should have dropped just one after all.'

Actually, Mar isn't angry because we used Meteor above people. As I just mentioned, Mar had agreed to that action.

The problem was that we lied about the number of meteors we would drop. In the council room, we promised to drop only one, but thinking that would be boring, Beatrix and I made a secret agreement right before the closing ceremony to drop several.

It was crazy. Living with a beast's brain is unbecoming of a human.

Let's avoid surprises as much as possible from now on.

After the Inter-class Competition, the main event of the second semester, time flowed smoothly. Originally, the Academy schedule doesn't have anything special except for the Club Fair, field trip, and Inter-class Competition.

Instead, with the Academy quiet, incidents occurred outside.

"Congratulations."
- Heh, thank you.

Fortunately, it was a positive incident rather than a negative one.

'What a world.'

Looking at the Section Chief constantly grinning, I feel cognitive dissonance.

'That guy... a father?'

This morning, after hearing from Erzsebet that the Section Chief's child was born, I hurriedly contacted him. It's strange enough that the Crown Prince became a father, but now the Section Chief is also a father to a child. How exactly is this world progressing?

Of course, unlike the Section Chief who isn't a human offspring, his wife Christina is a perfectly ordinary person, so they could have children, but thinking that there's now a child who will write "Father: Section Chief" in family relations forms is utterly confusing.

"You said it's a son?"
- Yes, he looks half like me and half like Christina, a beautiful son. I think he'll break many girls' hearts when he grows up.
"Unfortunately, he inherited something bad from his father."

That's my sincere thought. Considering that this guy was active as a Casanova in the Capital before getting married, I'm worried about the child's future. I hope he only resembles his father in appearance, not personality.


However, the Section Chief seemed to take my words as a joke and just cackled.

'This bastard.'

It was already difficult to damage him with words, but he's become even stronger lately. Is it because he's become a head of household?

After laughing for quite a while, the Section Chief suddenly remembered something and continued.

- Ah, and Christina wants to hold a banquet once she recovers a bit. Would you have time?

I nodded immediately at those words. Love him or hate him, he's still my subordinate who just had a child, and it's only right to show my face even if I'm busy.

"Let me know when the date is set. I'll come right away."
- Well, it's an honor to have both the Minister of Audit and the Minister of Finance grace the occasion.
"You bastard."

I cursed involuntarily at the Section Chief's natural critical hit. I'm not the Minister yet. I'm the nominee.

'Damn bastard.'

It's frustrating. Being teased by a subordinate because of an unwanted promotion—with whom should I share this pain—

...

'Should I promote him too?'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. I'm the nominee for Minister of Audit, and I plan to take the Deputy Head as my ministerial secretary. All positions above the Section Chief will be vacant.

It would be too much to make him the Department Head, but I could at least make him Deputy Head, couldn't I?

'That's good.'

My mind became peaceful. From now on, if any subordinate congratulates my ministerial promotion with a smile, I'll reciprocate with a promotion.

Making such a resolution with a faint smile, the Section Chief, perhaps sensing something ominous, hurriedly wrapped up the call.

- Then I'll see you at the banquet in the Capital.
"Sure."

I'll bring news of your promotion as a gift, so look forward to it.

The next morning, as soon as I saw the communication orb vibrating with a purple light, I sensed it. It seemed I wouldn't be seeing the Section Chief at the banquet but today.

[Emperor's abdication announcement. All high-ranking officials of department head level and above are to gather at the Imperial Palace immediately.]

And as uneasy feelings are always right, the message that came through the communication orb contained a reason to head to the Capital immediately.

'Ha.'

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly when I saw the word "abdication." I was prepared for an abdication crisis to break out soon, but I had hoped it would be next year.

'...I'm not the only one surprised.'

Looking closely, there are quite a few typos in the short message. The sender must have been quite flustered too.

Thinking of the Imperial Household Department Head who must be frantically moving in place of the vacant Minister of the Imperial Household, I felt solemn.

# The Emperor's Abdication

The Emperor's abdication announcement was reason enough for all high-ranking administrative officials to gather at the Imperial Palace. An Emperor relinquishing his throne isn't something that can be dismissed with a simple "Thank you for your service." If it could be that simple, it would be nice, but that would be the disloyal act of a traitor.

'Did I possess someone in a Confucian country?'

As I hurried alongside the Principal, a bitter feeling washed over me. This strange world is a terrible hybrid of Eastern and Western cultures. It's clearly a world based on Western culture, yet moments like this often carry a strong Confucian fragrance.

It's maddening. Officials gathering to wail when an Emperor announces his abdication is unmistakably Confucian. Wasn't this supposed to be the West?

Come to think of it, isn't my role as a civil servant also because of Confucianism? This insane centralized bureaucracy can only be explained by Confucian—

"Minister of Audit."

Turning at the sudden call, I saw the Victorious Duke approaching at almost a run.

For a moment, I felt my blood run cold. The Victorious Duke attending a gathering of high-ranking administrative officials? That's not the issue. The Victorious Duke is the Crown Prince's father-in-law, so he should be among the first to express his grief. If he failed to appear, he'd be considered a traitor who eagerly awaits the current Emperor's departure.

'The Victorious Duke didn't know either?'

The real problem is that the Victorious Duke seems to have received this news while working, given how hurriedly he's approaching.

I suspected something was off when the Head of the Imperial Household made a typo in the group message, but if even the Victorious Duke is moving this urgently, this abdication announcement must have been the Emperor's unilateral decision. If the Victorious Duke had received any prior notice, he wouldn't have arrived later than me, who was outside the Capital.

"I greet Your Grace, the Victorious Duke."
"It's been a while, Your Grace. Have you been well?"
"Regrettably, I cannot say that I have."

The Victorious Duke gently shook his head in response to my and the Principal's greetings.

"An empire no longer led by His Majesty—what a bewildering situation."

I found myself nodding unconsciously at his words. Everyone had prepared for the Emperor's abdication. We speculated it would happen within three years at the latest, perhaps even this year. But that was merely a worst-case scenario—no one actually expected it to happen this year.

During this past year, the Emperor conquered the North and was crowned as Khagan, reaching the peak of his authority. With the legitimate Imperial grandson also born, all concerns had vanished. I thought he would enjoy this joy and glory this year and pass the throne next year, but the Emperor announced his abdication without hesitation.

'He's not a machine.'

It's astonishing. The Emperor struggled fiercely for decades to achieve everything. Now, when only a comfortable retirement remained where he could enjoy the dignity and rights he built, he's giving it up and stepping down. Even if his influence would remain, isn't sitting on the throne different from being behind the scenes?

Of course, I who frequently contemplated resignation wouldn't think this way, but that's because I have many tasks and superiors pressuring me. The Emperor, on the other hand, has no superiors and has the Crown Prince to handle the work.

'Is he even human?'

That's why I felt a sense of wonder. A monarch who quickly steps down because he sees no reason to remain Emperor, a monarch who moves solely by reason without emotion. By all accounts, he seems born to be Emperor.

"...He didn't need to abdicate."

The Victorious Duke seemed to share my sentiment as he muttered quietly. If even I, who've been a civil servant for just five years, understand the Emperor's struggles, how much more would the Victorious Duke, who has served the Emperor longer and become his in-law? He probably sincerely wants to prevent the Emperor's abdication.

The problem is that the abdication isn't a political show but the Emperor's genuine intention.


Department heads and above were already crowding the Imperial Palace's main gate. Naturally, anyone in the Capital who arrived late might be suspected of treason.

Upon reaching the main gate, the Victorious Duke headed toward the Head of the Imperial Household to understand the situation better, while the Principal went to join the Ministry of Education, his department.

"You're here?"
"Yes, I came as quickly as possible."

Of course, I joined the Ministry of Finance. Until the Ministry of Audit is officially established, I remain the Head of the Audit Department under the Ministry of Finance.

"Do you... perhaps know anything about this?"

After glancing around cautiously, I asked carefully. From the situation, it seems like the Emperor's unilateral abdication announcement, but with the Minister of the Imperial Household position vacant, isn't the Minister of Finance the highest administrative official? So the Minister might know something.

"How could I? Even the Head of the Imperial Household knows nothing and is going crazy."

But the answer was harsh. Even the current highest-ranking minister knows nothing.

'This is maddening.'

I couldn't help but sigh. An abdication crisis is a major event that has happened only a few times in imperial history. Unfortunately, while I'm experiencing such an event firsthand, there's no useful information to reference.

Damn it, I heard that one of the previous Emperors put on a show for a week, paralyzing the administration. Surely this won't be the case this time?

"How long do you think this will take?"
"At most a day. Since it's a sincere abdication announcement, there's no reason to drag it out. It might even end within an hour."

I sighed again, but for a different reason this time. I can endure if it's just a day.

No, actually, even a day would be troublesome. Today isn't a holiday, and when club time comes, the members will gather, and I'm afraid of what might happen in my absence.

Please, please let it end within an hour.

***

"All officials have passed through the main gate. All high-ranking officials of department head level and above have gathered, and the Victorious Duke has joined as well."
"There are no more to enter, so close the gate and strengthen the defenses."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

After hearing the report from the Imperial Knight Commander, I put down the communication device. I feel uneasy for gathering busy officials, but it's a tradition across nations and eras for officials to dissuade a monarch who wishes to abdicate. This isn't something I can personally eliminate.

So the only consideration is to complete the abdication as quickly as possible. A couple of hours should be sufficient.

'...It should be enough.'

Among all the Emperors of the Kfelopen Empire, none have actually abdicated. There have been abdication announcements, but they were political acts to strengthen their positions, not sincere intentions to abdicate like mine.

Therefore, I question whether this estimate of a couple of hours is appropriate, but what can I do? At this point, I'm not following precedent but creating it.

'I'm taking all the "firsts."'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. The first collateral Emperor, the first situation of its kind. I'm set to claim all historically significant names.


But I feel no shame. Though my beginning was humble and the path I walked was bloodstained, the end will be achieved in glory. History may call my actions bloody and ugly, but it cannot deny the results.

Yes, it will certainly be so.

"Father Emperor, Your Majesty."

As I closed my eyes briefly to compose myself, the Crown Prince spoke.

Following his voice, I turned to see the Crown Prince prostrating himself with his head bowed.

"Please reconsider your decision. This empire is not yet ready to leave Your Majesty's embrace."

The Crown Prince, who rushed here immediately after my abdication announcement, was pleading for me to reconsider, just like successors throughout history.

This too is a formal procedure. The decision to abdicate during my lifetime is already confirmed, and the Crown Prince has been gradually taking over my duties and titles in preparation. Yet he pleads like this because history demands it. It's truly a cumbersome procedure.

But why? In the prostrating Crown Prince's appearance, I seemed to see sincerity mixed with formality.

'Not ready, he says.'

I pondered the Crown Prince's words. Perhaps that is his true feeling.

I was the same. As a mere Count, with blood too shameful to be called imperial, I ascended to the throne. The devastation and bewilderment I felt then were indescribable.

Is the current Crown Prince feeling the same? Does he, like me then, wish to delay the inevitable fate even a little?

"Crown Prince."

Of course, I have no intention of changing my mind now. The destiny of being Emperor is neither something one can have by wanting it nor avoid by wishing to. The more we forcibly try to delay this destiny, the more difficult it becomes for both of us.

Rather, now is the perfect time, when imperial authority and imperial stability are at their peak. A living Emperor fully transferring authority and power to his successor—this is the only consideration a predecessor can offer to his successor.

"This empire no longer needs me."

I approached the Crown Prince and placed my hand on his shoulder.

"Nothing in this world is eternal. Even brilliant empires eventually fall, so how could mere humans be eternal?"
"Your Majesty!"

Depending on interpretation, this could be saying that someday the Kfelopen Empire will fall like previous empires, or treating the noble and great Emperor as a mere human. At these words that should never come from an Emperor's mouth, the Crown Prince hastily raised his head.

But what can be done? The Crown Prince who will succeed me must not be enchanted by the word "eternal." This empire is not eternal, and we must not forget that just a few decades ago, it faced national ruin.

The strong Muno Empire, the wise Trika Empire, the wealthy Apels Empire—all empires eventually fell. This empire will be the same. Someday it will lose the Mandate of Heaven and collapse, and to delay that "someday," the Imperial Family must continuously move forward.

Muno, the orphaned mercenary who established the first empire; the Saint who led the Dawn Order to victory; Eimanka the Great who founded the empire—all heroes have gone to Enen's side. So will I. I have fulfilled my mission, and as a mere mortal, it's time for me to step down.

"Therefore, Crown Prince, honor my wishes. Succeed me and become the new master of the empire, moving it forward."

For that is the mission of the Crown Prince who will forge ahead anew.

Deep within the Imperial Palace lies a building called the Sun Palace. As the Emperor's living quarters, it is the most sacred place in the Empire, never opened to the public even during New Year's ceremonies due to its symbolic importance.

Normally, only a select few officials summoned by the Emperor may enter, but today nearly a hundred people were prostrated before the Sun Palace.

"Your Majesty! This Empire cannot move forward without Your wise governance! Please reconsider your decision!"
"Please reconsider your decision!"

When the Victorious Duke shouted from the front, high-ranking officials with titles like Minister and Department Head knocked their foreheads against the floor and echoed his plea.

Of course, this was mostly for show. Many department heads were elderly gentlemen who might be carried away if they truly smashed their heads down. Besides, one couldn't dare show blood before the Emperor.

"Your Majesty! Your subjects still need you! Please withdraw your intention to abdicate!"
"Please withdraw it!"

Following the Victorious Duke, the Minister of Finance, the highest-ranking civil servant in the administration, shouted next. This should have been the duty of the Minister of the Imperial Household, but unlike some others, he was suffering for not having resigned.

'My throat is going to be ruined.'

Unfortunately, I was suffering just as much. After being prostrated before the Sun Palace for just over an hour, I'd lost count of how many times we'd repeated these pleas. By now, even the Victorious Duke and the Minister were recycling the same sentences.

But it couldn't be helped. While the Emperor's abdication announcement was genuine—a fact so obvious it needed no repetition—we needed to sincerely beg him to reconsider precisely because he was serious. It would be bitter if the Emperor's final moment after decades of dedicated service to the Empire was met with indifference.

Yes, this was the ministers' final show of respect and consideration for the aging Emperor. That's how I needed to think about it to endure.

'...Still, I wish this would end quickly.'

I wanted to sigh. Not only did I need to return for club activities, but the back of my head had been tingling uncomfortably. Being in the second row right behind the Victorious Duke, alongside the ministers, meant too many eyes were on me.

Damn it, I didn't want to be in the front row either. I had tried to blend in with the department heads.

"You're a Minister-designate. In a way, you're practically the last Minister appointed by His Majesty, so you should be with the other Ministers."

But with the Minister's strangely persuasive words, I was dragged to the front row—right where I'd be in the Emperor's immediate line of sight when he emerged.

And being so visible yet young, I couldn't appear too composed lest the Emperor feel disappointed. As a result, I was bowing my head more forcefully than the other elderly gentlemen. Not only was my throat getting hoarse, but my head felt like it might crack.

Truly a pitiful situation.

As our tearful performance approached the two-hour mark, the Emperor and Crown Prince finally emerged from the Sun Palace.

"How can you officials neglect your duties and harm yourselves like this?"

At the Emperor's feigned rebuke, the Victorious Duke at the front bowed his head and spoke.

"There is no duty more important for a subject than serving Your Majesty. Yet Your Majesty has expressed your intention to abdicate, so we humble servants can only beg you to reconsider."

"I understand your loyalty, but my decision is firm. Now raise your heads."

"How can we who are too incompetent to continue serving Your Majesty dare to raise our heads in your presence?"

After this ritualistic exchange of words and the simultaneous bowing of all officials, the Emperor heaved a great sigh. Yet despite the Emperor's sigh, no one showed any reaction.

In a normal situation, an Emperor who strictly controlled his emotional expressions would never sigh in front of his subjects. This meant everything was essentially an act.

"You do not serve the human Corvus. You serve Emperor Eimanka XVI who upholds the will of the Great Founder, and now the Crown Prince will inherit that will."

At this statement suggesting the performance should end, people began raising their heads one by one. If the Emperor wanted to end it, continuing would be its own form of disloyalty.

As the Emperor surveyed the officials raising their heads, he quietly placed the imperial crown he was wearing onto the Crown Prince's head.

'That's crazy.'


This was rather shocking. Even though he had announced his abdication, the Crown Prince hadn't officially ascended yet, so placing the imperial crown on a mere successor was too extreme.

The Crown Prince seemed to share my thoughts, as he froze completely, not even thinking of removing the crown. For once, I felt sympathy for him.

"The noble will of the Great Founder has reached me through fourteen preceding emperors. Now the Crown Prince, as Eimanka XVII, will uphold the Great Founder's will, and you shall loyally serve the Crown Prince as the rightful successor."

But the Emperor declared again before the frozen Crown Prince and the wavering officials.

That the rightful Emperor to uphold the Great Founder's will was no longer himself but the Crown Prince.

"Now return to where you should be. When next we meet, you shall worship a new sun."
"We shall obey Your Majesty's will!"

The abdication was confirmed.

***

Heavy. The imperial crown on my head is unbearably heavy.

Although it's not the formal crown used for coronation ceremonies but the casual laurel crown worn daily, a terribly heavy pressure weighs down my entire body.

'Is this the weight I must bear from now on?'

I almost reached for the crown instinctively but stopped myself. Now that the abdication was confirmed, with my father and officials watching—I couldn't remove the crown myself. I couldn't show that I found the weight of being Emperor burdensome or that I wanted to avoid it.

As my father said, I must now carry on the will of the Great Founder. I must become the rightful ruler of this Empire.

I must endure this weight and move forward for the sake of the Imperial Family and the Empire. For the sake of the future Crown Prince who will succeed me, I absolutely must.

"Crown Prince."
"Yes, Your Majesty, Father."

As the officials began to withdraw, my father spoke quietly.

"How is it?"

This might seem like an abrupt question. In fact, I wonder if it's even a question at all.

But strangely, I could understand my father's intention from those brief words. It's truly strange.

"It is heavy and frightening, but I will not run from it."

My father showed no reaction to my answer. He didn't express displeasure at my weak admission of heaviness and fear, nor did he nod at my promise not to run away. He simply continued watching the officials withdraw in silence.

"That will do."

After a long silence, my father said those words and returned to the Sun Palace.

I'm confused. What did he mean by "that will do"? Was it a warning to be wary of the crown's weight? Or was it telling me not to flee despite the burden? Perhaps it was both.

'I suppose that's enough.'

Yes, that's enough. Being myself—someone who is wary of the crown's weight but vows not to run from it—is enough.

As my father said, I am now the ruler of the Empire. It's time to listen to my own heart rather than trying to discern my father's true intentions. That's what I must do now.

With that resolve, I headed toward the Crown Prince's Palace. The Ministry of the Imperial Household would soon begin preparations for the abdication, so I would be busy as well.

...It was only some time later that I returned to the Sun Palace to give the crown back to my father.

***


After returning to the Academy with the Principal, I had a brief meeting with him.

"We'll have another temporary school closure soon."
"This year seems to be full of celebrations."

I responded appropriately to the Principal's mention of the school closure.

While the current Emperor stepping down is a sad occasion, the ascension of a new Emperor is undeniably a cause for celebration—enough for the Imperial Academy to commemorate it with a holiday.

"The Minister is right. This is truly a joyous year."

The Principal smiled slightly at my response.

However, I couldn't tell if that smile was genuinely happy or a sign of resignation about the series of major events happening one after another. Most likely the latter.

"To see a new sun rise during my lifetime again—I must have lived quite long indeed."

The Principal's laughter suddenly reminded me of Beatrix, but I quickly dismissed the thought.

Beatrix is mixed-blood, so it's proper to consider only 20% of her age. That's just how it is.

"That's because you've dedicated yourself to the Imperial Family and the Empire. It's something to be proud of."

So while appearing to compliment the Principal, I reassured myself. Beatrix is a beautiful lady in her (human age) twenties who has dedicated herself to the Imperial Family and Empire.

That's what I decided to believe, anyway.

An Emperor's succession is a major event not just for the Empire but for the entire continent.

"His Holiness the Pope will personally bestow blessings upon the new Emperor. It's only natural, as the Order and the Empire have maintained friendly relations for hundreds of years."
"...I see."

Thus, news of the confirmed abdication quickly spread across the continent through the Empire's diplomatic channels, and even Tanian, a key figure in the Papal States, learned of it.

What's more surprising is that the Pope himself will attend to give his blessing. As Tanian said, it's natural given the friendly relations between the Empire and the Order, but the abdication announcement only happened today. They received the news the same day and decided on the Pope's foreign visit that quickly?

'Isn't that too fast?'

It's an insane processing speed. At first, when Tanian spoke so calmly about it, I thought a cardinal was coming.

"When the new Emperor ascends, does that make Ainter not a Prince but an Imperial Brother? That's impressive!"
"Then I guess we can't speak to him casually anymore."

Meanwhile, Lyutis was patting Ainter's back and snickering, while Laterre subtly made jokes.

I had momentarily forgotten. When the Crown Prince ascends, Ainter becomes the Emperor's brother rather than the Emperor's son.

'Prince and Imperial Brother.'

Indeed, son and brother feel different. Somehow the latter seems more prestigious.

"It's fine. His Highness the Crown Prince is becoming more noble, but I remain the same."

Ainter shook his head with a gentle smile toward the two princes.

'I doubt that.'

I barely managed to hold my tongue and quietly looked away.

Unfortunately, as the Emperor's brother, he'll receive titles and domains, so he won't remain the same. He might even become the Emperor's right-hand man.

Still, that's probably a better future than facing purges under his brother's suspicion.

In the history of the Kfelopen Empire, there has never been a case where a new Emperor ascended through abdication.

Rumors are spreading that the Ministry of the Imperial Household, currently preparing for the abdication ceremony, is desperately researching precedents from previous empires. The Head of the Imperial Family Department must be cursing the former Minister who resigned.

But whether the Ministry of the Imperial Household suffers or not has nothing to do with me, the nominee for Minister of Audit. If I belonged to the military, I would have been working hard to maintain perfect security during the abdication ceremony, and if I were purely from the Ministry of Finance, I would have been coughing up blood to secure the budget for the ceremony—but there's no place for auditing in this auspicious event.

So I thought I could stay peacefully at the Academy and just head up to the Capital on the day of the ceremony.

"Kal, how about this outfit?"

It was arrogant of me to momentarily forget that my happiness circuits always misfire.

I stared blankly at the formal attire Margareta was showing me. As if it weren't enough that the Crown Prince would be ascending to Emperor during this abdication ceremony, the Crown Prince's child would also be appointed as Crown Princess. As the godfather of the Crown Prince's child, it was my unavoidable fate to be in the spotlight.

That's why Margareta had been selecting clothes for me to wear for several days now. I don't know where she got all these clothes from, but the council room had transformed into something like a dressing room.

Yes, this had been going on for days. All these days for just one outfit.

"I think it's the most handsome one I've seen so far."

I managed to open my mouth after overcoming my mental fatigue. Honestly, they all looked the same to me, but I thought saying this would end things faster—

"I showed you this one earlier."
"I'm sorry."

I quickly bowed my head. Stupidly, I'd been caught bluffing.

Yet even with my head bowed, I could feel Margareta's gaze. The tingling sensation on the crown of my head was almost frightening, making me wonder what emotions her stare contained.

'Was I being too inattentive?'

Even I thought my reaction was too insensitive. From Margareta's perspective, her husband would be appearing before the empire's nobles and citizens, and furthermore, envoys from countries across the continent, so she naturally wanted to make him look as handsome as possible. The desire to make someone you love look good is almost instinctual.

Knowing this, my previous reaction was clearly a mistake, but I do have some excuse. How could anyone who usually only wears an Audit Department uniform maintain their sanity while spending days choosing a single outfit? I could handle one day, but beyond that...

"I think we should take a break and choose later."

After saying that, Margareta sat on the sofa and lightly patted her knee.

Understanding what she meant, I carefully approached and lay down with my head on her lap.

'This is nice.'

No pillow could be softer than this.

"I'm sorry. Was it very annoying?"
"Not at all. I actually enjoyed choosing with you."

I hurriedly answered, fighting against my drowsy mind. While it was mentally tiring, it wasn't annoying. Margareta was also taking time for me, so how could I harbor such feelings?

At my answer, Margareta chuckled and began gently stroking my hair.

"Father and Brother also found these things annoying. So you can be honest."
"...It's not annoying, but it was a bit tiring."

Margareta smiled deeply, seemingly satisfied with my sincere answer.

Come to think of it, my father-in-law and brother-in-law were also weak in these situations. I'm glad I'm not just being overly dramatic.

"Actually, it was a bit frustrating watching Father and Brother. They could look so handsome with just a little effort, but they always wear whatever they're used to, saying it's comfortable."

I almost nodded unconsciously. I also find my usual clothes comfortable and nice.


"That's why I wanted to dress Kal up. Though it seems you're the same way."

Not knowing how to respond, I just rolled my eyes around, and Margareta leaned down and kissed my forehead.

"I'm sorry for being greedy. Kal is the most handsome in the world no matter what he wears. I forgot that."
"Margareta is also the most beautiful."

When I returned the somewhat embarrassing compliment, she burst into laughter, not seeming to mind.

"Is that exclusive? Or shared?"
"...I suppose it's shared..."

At those words, her laughter grew even louder.

What a bizarre situation, having to add a premise of sharing even when complimenting my lover's appearance.

This is a day when the Golden Duke becomes admirable.

Despite being tormented for days, I decided to just wear my Audit Department uniform to the abdication ceremony. After all, my status is that of a civil servant, even if I am the godfather of the soon-to-be Crown Princess.

Besides, it would feel somewhat inappropriate for a mere civil servant to wear luxurious clothes instead of a proper uniform at a national event, especially one where the Imperial Family is the protagonist.

- Oh my, I should have had the Minister of Audit's uniform made in advance. I was too thoughtless.
"How could a mere nominee wear a Minister's clothes? I gratefully accept your kind thoughts."

I calmly responded to the Crown Prince's natural provocation. If it were any other time, I would have felt irritation deep in my chest, but there's no damage in teasing someone about being a minister when they're about to become Emperor.

No, how can a person become Emperor? A role that ultimately takes responsibility for all the empire's affairs?

'Whew.'

Just imagining it gives me goosebumps. I couldn't do that.

- As expected, you're humble. The Minister is truly an exemplar for all officials.
"You flatter me, Your Highness."

Perhaps my thoughts showed in my eyes, as the Crown Prince quickly concluded the conversation.

He must have realized that continuing this topic would only disadvantage him. He's always quick-witted.

- After I receive the imperial crown from the Emperor Father, the Crown Prince's child will be appointed as Crown Princess and become the Grand Duchess of Kabaschletz. During the appointment, the Minister, as godfather, should hold the Crown Prince's child.
"It is truly an honor, Your Highness."

Having changed the subject, the Crown Prince mentioned the schedule regarding his child. If the Crown Prince, who is about to be enthroned, contacted me, it would naturally be about his child. As expected.

Anyway, Grand Duchess of Kabaschletz. Although it's a title in name only without any domain, despite its splendid name, considering it's a title held by the heir to the imperial throne, it can be considered a very noble title.

That's why I felt complicated emotions. I, in my early twenties, am an Imperial Count, and the Crown Prince, in his late twenties, is about to become Emperor. Even we, who have gone through our fair share of hardships, find it difficult to bear the weight of these names, yet a baby who hasn't even reached her first birthday will shoulder the name of heir to the imperial throne.

'It's too heavy a burden.'

It's unfortunate. From the moment of being born as an imperial grandchild, becoming the heir to the throne and Emperor is a natural process—but the speed is too fast. Yet if the appointment as Crown Princess is delayed, that would create its own problems.

- ...I believe the Minister will protect the Crown Prince's child well.

After a moment of silence, the Crown Prince spoke in a low voice. Asking me to hold and protect the soon-to-be Crown Princess well in my arms.

But the Crown Prince's words likely meant more than just protection during the appointment ceremony. Because he worried about the weight that the young Crown Prince's child, as young as I once was, would have to bear, he was asking me, as godfather, to protect her from that burden.

"Yes, I will certainly do so."


I nodded without hesitation toward the Crown Prince. While I pray daily for the Crown Prince's long life, I have no ill feelings toward his child. Rather, as godfather, I should have a certain affection and sense of responsibility.

Although I've only seen the Crown Prince's child a few times, I will have overwhelmingly more days to look after her in the future.

***

Preparations for the abdication ceremony proceeded quickly. The former Minister of the Imperial Household, who had resigned, had already handled some matters, and the Ministry of Finance had also prepared in advance, securing the budget smoothly.

It was right to show signs of abdication in advance. If we had started preparing now, the work might not have been completed until next year.

'Is it over now?'

I stood up from my seat, putting down the report submitted by the Head of the Imperial Family Department.

The end is approaching. What I had only vaguely thought of as the end of my mission because all tasks were completed is now becoming reality.

'I've done it.'

I approached the window and looked down at the Imperial Palace. The vast and magnificent view of the palace, and the distant sight of the Capital, came into view.

When I first stood here, both the Imperial Palace and the Capital were utterly bleak. They were quietly dying without any hope.

But not anymore. Now the Empire can move forward with hope—

"Mmm."

I let out a small groan due to the headache that returned. Perhaps because I'm getting older, these increasingly frequent headaches show no signs of improvement.

'Endure it.'

I closed my eyes, repeating that to myself. Now it's really, truly the end. There's no more need to shoulder burdens alone or push forward recklessly, so I just need to endure a little longer.

Just a little, a very little while longer, and I can put everything down and step away. Then this headache will leave me too.

'...Leave, huh.'

I gently opened my eyes and shifted my gaze.

Still looking out the window, but in a slightly different direction. Not straight ahead, but toward the National Cemetery. Toward the place where someone who left my side too early rests.

After staring in that direction for a long time, I closed my eyes again. I, as Emperor, have no right to yearn for that place. Not as Emperor Eimanka XVI, but as the human Corvus.

No, perhaps even the human Corvus has no right.

'I'll come to see you soon.'

Yet I harbored such thoughts. If I were Corvus who had stepped down from the throne, if I were no longer Emperor, perhaps it would be alright to go see you.

I dare to harbor such thoughts.

"Your Majesty."

Just then, the voice of the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Knights came from outside the door.

...Right, it's not completely over yet. I shouldn't weaken so soon.

"Enter."

I—We are still the Emperor.

An Emperor who should not harbor personal emotions.

The preparations for the abdication ceremony were completed quickly, thanks to the Emperor's strong will and the bitter tears of the Ministry of the Imperial Household. I can only express my condolences to the civil servants of the Ministry who had to experience the first abdication ceremony in imperial history during their tenure. May they be born in a world without abdications in their next life.

And I find my own fate somewhat regrettable, as I'll be holding the Crown Princess in my arms during this unprecedented abdication ceremony. Not only will all eyes at the ceremony be on me, but this moment will also be recorded in imperial history for generations to come.

Of course, while it feels burdensome and regrettable, I don't particularly have any complaints. When even the young Crown Princess is preparing to shoulder such a heavy burden, I can't whine about my responsibilities as her godfather.

"Your Highness, Crown Princess. Have you been well?"
"Ah—"

I bowed my head to the Crown Princess who was receiving attentive care from the court ladies. Her babbling remained brief, but unlike before when she could barely open her eyes, now her eyes were fully open.

Though she still seemed unable to focus properly.

"Ah— Oo—"
"It seems Her Highness is welcoming you, Lord Godfather."
"I'm honored."

I nodded slightly at the head lady-in-waiting's words. Though I've only seen my goddaughter a few times, I'm grateful that she recognizes me as her godfather. I was worried she might cry at seeing a stranger, especially with her parents absent.

'Is it appropriate for me to be here without her parents?'

A belated question crossed my mind. When the Crown Prince becomes Emperor, the Crown Princess Consort automatically becomes Empress, so both are busy with their respective preparations. That much is understandable.

But allowing such a young baby—not even a year old—to meet outsiders, even with experienced court ladies present, seems questionable. If they say a godfather isn't an outsider, I have no argument, but it still feels a bit strange.

"Ah—"

...Well, I suppose they wouldn't allow this if it weren't okay. I shouldn't worry about it.

"Lord Godfather, would you extend your finger toward Her Highness's hand?"

As I silently gazed at the Crown Princess for quite some time, the head lady-in-waiting gently spoke up.

"My finger?"

I couldn't help but question this unexpected suggestion, but the head lady-in-waiting simply nodded with a gentle expression.

What's this about? The people chosen by the Crown Prince and his consort wouldn't say anything problematic, but this request seems so random.

'My finger in her hand?'

My gaze unconsciously went to the Crown Princess's tiny hand. It was smaller than even one of my fingers, if I may exaggerate a bit.

As I looked at that hand, I found myself extending my finger as if entranced—

"Ah."

And it was immediately grasped by the Crown Princess's hand.

"Her Highness enjoys holding onto things. Sometimes when she's babbling, she becomes quiet when the court ladies extend their fingers to her."
"I see."

Indeed, the Crown Princess stopped her babbling and quietly closed her eyes while holding my finger.

I couldn't help but smile at the sight.

'...How do I pull away?'

The only minor issue was that the Crown Princess wouldn't let go of my finger. I could easily pull it away with a bit of force, but what if I accidentally hurt her delicate hand?

Thanks to this, I had to remain bent over, offering my finger until the Crown Princess decided to release it.

***

The Capital's excitement reached all the way to the Imperial Palace. The abdication of the Emperor who had reigned for decades, and the ascension of a new Emperor—these were sufficient reasons for the Capital to be bustling with citizens from all over the Empire.

Actually, there was no need to look as far as the Capital. The Imperial Palace itself was filled with busy officials and delegations from various countries.

"Your Imperial Majesty, it has been a long time since we last met."

The Emperor personally rose from his throne to welcome the most noble visitor among the delegations that had come to the Empire.

"You must have had a difficult journey, Your Holiness. I am delighted to see you."
"I am glad that this insignificant old man can bring joy to Your Majesty. This too must be the grace of the Lord."

Pope Balthasar XXXVII, the head of the Dawn Order, visited the Imperial Palace as the head of the Papal States delegation.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs had been thrown into disarray by the visit of someone whom even the Emperor of the Empire could not treat as a subordinate. However, in the end, having the Pope personally attend and bless an imperial event enhances the Empire's prestige rather than harming it.

After all, monarchs of other kingdoms and duchies ascend to their thrones under the blessing of resident cardinals. In that respect, this visit demonstrates the gap between the Empire and other nations.

'Though perhaps he didn't come just because this is the Empire?'

Watching the Emperor and the Pope exchange pleasantries and display their friendly relations, I had that thought. Given their relationship, the Pope might have visited even if Kfelopen were a kingdom rather than an empire.

Just as the Emperor lacked legitimacy as someone from a collateral line, the current Pope didn't have a strong foundation when he ascended. He was already elderly at the time of his ascension and had been a cardinal who traveled throughout the continent rather than being active in the Papal States.

His becoming Pope was a temporary measure by cardinals tired of the previous Pope's reform policies—but unfortunately, as soon as he ascended, the current Pope showed energetic leadership as if blessed by Enen. Needless to say, the cardinals were furious.

Thus, the Emperor lacking legitimacy and the Pope lacking support and authority found each other while searching for partners. Their interests aligned, and they became partners transcending borders. The Emperor offered the Pope the Empire's support, and the Pope gave the Emperor religious authority.

'...The Pope is older than the Emperor, yet still so vigorous.'


It's disheartening. Of the two giants who dominated an era, one has decided to abdicate, while the other remains robust. Is this the difference between those who possess holy power and those who don't?

I realized that I might continue the partnership with the current Pope for some time after my ascension.

'Another reason why the Minister of Audit needs to be active.'

I almost laughed at the thought. Even with the current Pope who is friendly to the Empire holding on, his political maneuvering could be troublesome, and it's questionable whether a different Pope would be friendly to the Empire.

However, the Minister of Audit maintains a relatively friendly relationship with the next Saint, which will be a great help in diplomacy with the Papal States.

Just when I think I've forgotten about him, he brings new advantages—truly a loyal subject.

The abdication ceremony will take place at St. Paronas Cathedral in the Capital. There is no better place for an abdication ceremony blessed by the Pope.

Therefore, we moved from the Imperial Palace to the cathedral under the escort of the Imperial Knights. Inside the carriage, we heard the cheers of citizens celebrating the new Emperor's ascension and the applause of subjects paying respect to the Emperor's dedication.

'It's loud.'

I quietly closed my eyes and listened to the cheers and applause of the subjects.

It's nothing special. It's a sound I always hear when attending events. I heard it during the recent victory ceremony too.

But unlike then, it felt so much louder and heavier now. During the victory ceremony, the cheers were for the Emperor who had achieved victory and the brave soldiers, but now they were for me, who was about to ascend.

"Your Highness."

The Empress Consort gently took my hand.

"Do not worry. I will always be by your side."

Looking into her eyes for a moment, I couldn't help but smile.

"My Consort, you seem to be saying obvious things too seriously."
"Hehe, is that so?"

Despite laughing with her, the pressure didn't disappear.

It can't be helped. Anyone in my position would feel the same. After all, I'm about to receive both the noblest status and the heaviest duty on this continent.

Still, I can smile. This is my destiny, and as my consort said, it's not a path I walk alone.

"Crown Prince, Crown Princess Consort, we have arrived."

The carriage stopped, and I heard the voice of the knight who had been leading it.

Holding the carriage door, I looked at my consort again. She was looking back at me.

The path ahead won't be easy. It might be more difficult and painful than the path we've traveled so far. There might be times when I want to give up everything and run away.

But I won't.

"Therefore, Crown Prince, uphold my will. Succeed me and become the new master of the Empire to lead it forward."

Now I am the master of this Empire.

I walked with my consort. We got out of the carriage, passed through the cathedral doors, and moved toward the platform where the Emperor and the Pope were waiting.

In seats that would normally be occupied by devout believers sat various nobles, led by the five Dukes and thirteen Marquises. Also, distinguished individuals from various countries across the continent were watching me, to imprint in their eyes the being who would reign over and lead this continent.

Then I spotted Ainter Livnoman and the Minister of Audit in a corner of the platform. And I saw the Crown Princess in the Minister's arms.

'Oh my.'

I almost smiled at the sight of the Crown Princess with her eyes closed, seemingly asleep. Even this grand ceremony must be tiring for that baby angel. Let's finish this quickly without any mistakes.

Thus, receiving countless gazes, I ascended the platform. I had reached a point that could no longer be delayed or avoided.

"A human stands before us."

As my consort and I stepped onto the platform, the Pope began to speak. The cathedral, where small whispers could be heard before, became a space without any noise.

"Our Lord does not determine human destiny. The future of humans is the result of their own choices, and there is no coercion on the path to that result."

Then the Pope carefully lifted the crown worn by the Emperor. It was a gesture signifying the removal of the rights and duties of the Emperor that he held as God's representative.

"However, there are beings for whom the Lord has made exceptions, and they are priests and nobles."

The Pope approached me step by step.

"The Lord created beings to spread the right teachings across this continent, and they are priests. Priests are those who enrich the spirits of all people so that they may someday reach the Lord's side, and the foremost among them is the Pope."

From the moment the Pope began walking toward me, my consort and I knelt and bowed our heads. We could not raise our heads before one who bestows the rights and duties of the Emperor on behalf of God.

"He also created beings to bring peace to this world and to feed the bodies of all people, and they are nobles. Nobles are those who help priests deliver the right teachings and help people attain rich spirits, and the foremost among them is the Emperor."

The sound of footsteps echoing through the cathedral stopped.

"I, this old man, excessively represent the Lord of Heaven, and am the servant of all people on this continent, and the last to reach Heaven. As such a being, I ask the human kneeling before me."
"I will answer truthfully before the Lord."
"The Lord has arranged for you to be the one who brings peace to this continent and feeds the bodies of all people. Human Gilbert Livnoman, will you follow that will?"
"If that is the Lord's arrangement."
"Very well."


Soon I felt a heavy sensation on my head.

"Human Gilbert Livnoman has, at this moment, become the noble and great being that the Lord has arranged—Gilbert Eimanka Livnoman of Kfelopen. This is the arrangement of the Lord of Heaven, and to deny the authority of the Emperor is to deny the Lord."

As those words ended, I raised my head. Now I was no longer a successor receiving the crown from God's representative, but an Emperor equal to the Pope.

But as soon as I raised my head, I flinched. The Emperor—no, the Former Emperor—had somehow come before me.

"Former Emperor. Your mission has been succeeded by the new Emperor, and the path that the new Emperor will walk will not be different from the path you experienced."

The Pope seemed somewhat surprised by the Former Emperor's unexpected movement, but quickly continued with a calm expression.

"As one who has gone ahead of such an Emperor, would you like to give some advice?"
"I appreciate your consideration, Your Holiness."

A different kind of pressure weighed on my shoulders. It's utterly perplexing that the Former Emperor, who values thorough planning, would make such an impulsive move.

Moreover, after expressing gratitude to the Pope, the Former Emperor remained silent. Though not a long silence, it was enough to make me tense as the one receiving his gaze.

"I."

Just as cold sweat was about to flow, the Former Emperor finally spoke.

"I abandoned everything."

With such an impressive opening.

"For my mission, I abandoned myself. For the Imperial Family, the Empire, and the subjects, I gave up myself. That is the path I walked, and that is the castle I built."

His calm voice echoed throughout the cathedral.

"What will you do?"

And the voice echoing through the cathedral now stirred my mind.

He abandoned everything, gave up everything. The Former Emperor described his life that way.

'Abandoned, he says.'

Yes, the Former Emperor abandoned everything, as he himself said.

...Perhaps that "everything" included emotions and family.

"I."

So I instinctively opened my mouth.

"I will abandon nothing."

I won't live like you. Though I respect you as Emperor, I won't follow your methods.

"......"

With that answer, silence fell again.

His son, the Emperor who succeeded him, declared that he would live a life opposite to his own. What feelings might the Former Emperor have?

After a long silence, the Former Emperor placed his hand on my shoulder as I remained kneeling.

"That is the Empire you will lead."

And a faint but definite smile appeared on the Former Emperor's face.

***

After the Crown Prince officially received the crown, the Crown Princess Consort and Crown Princess became the Empress and Crown Princess respectively.

"Bow to the new sun! Long live His Majesty Eimanka XVII!"
"Enen and the Great Emperor, protect the new Emperor!"

As the abdication ceremony ended, thunderous cheers naturally erupted. Only a traitor would spare their vocal cords at this historic moment of a new Emperor's ascension.

"Your Majesty, congratulations."

Soon after, the Dukes ascended the platform to pay homage to the new Emperor on behalf of the imperial nobles.

Naturally, the representative among the Dukes was the Victorious Duke. He had evolved from being the father-in-law of the Crown Prince to the father-in-law of the Emperor. Impressive.

"Though I am lacking in many ways, seeing you all puts my mind at ease. I look forward to your continued support."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

When the Victorious Duke bowed his head, the other Dukes followed suit. Truly a beautiful display of the relationship between monarch and subjects.

...That said, given the atmosphere, I can't bring this up, but why am I caught up in this loyalty oath ceremony for the Dukes?

I'm just a Count, even if I am the Crown Princess's godfather.

Emperor, you bastard. Did you think being Emperor means I can't curse you in my mind?

'Shit.'

Someone please get me out of here...

Kal Kracius had ascended to the throne, and a week had passed. During that time, all titled nobles of the Kfelopen Empire had come to the Capital to pledge their loyalty to the new Emperor, and envoys from various countries had humbly bowed their heads.

It was expected, of course, but there had been times when such expectations crumbled. In the past, they had struggled to coax and persuade nobles who refused to come to the Capital with bizarre excuses, and engaged in psychological warfare with kingdoms that wouldn't send envoys to the Empire.

But now the Emperor of the Empire is no longer the aged Eimanka XVI, but the young Eimanka XVII. It's the era of a powerful emperor with ducal families as maternal relatives, not a powerless emperor without support as a collateral descendant. Moreover, his maternal relatives aren't traitors trying to manipulate the emperor, but loyal subjects serving him with devotion and love.

'Order has been restored.'

Even now, when I close my eyes, I can still see what happened during the abdication ceremony. The Emperor standing proudly amidst the Pope's blessing and the dukes' oaths of loyalty. The Emperor who demonstrated the stability of the imperial family by immediately naming his heir as Crown Princess upon his ascension.

It truly feels like a dream. Decades ago, it was faster to count what we had than what we lacked, but now it's difficult to find anything missing.

'Finally, things are as they should be.'

Yes, this is what an emperor should be. This is what the empire should be.

An emperor who upholds the will of Emperor Eimanka the Great deserves reverence. The one and only empire on this continent deserves awe.

That reverence forms the pillar that creates not only the dignity of the imperial family and the empire, but also the peace of its subjects.

"Your Majesty the Emperor Emeritus. We have arrived."

While I was recalling the image of the Emperor advancing proudly amid the cheers and applause of thousands, I heard the voice of Baron Antrach sitting in the coachman's seat.

'He should be at his domain.'

With that thought, I opened the carriage door. Having resigned from his position as Minister of the Imperial Household, he should be enjoying his twilight years comfortably in his domain, not serving an old emperor emeritus like me. It's ridiculous that he, old himself, volunteered to be a coachman.

I'd like to force him to return to his lands, but unfortunately, Baron Antrach's stubbornness has always been well-known, so it would be futile. So I have no choice but to keep him by my side.

"I will go ahead with Baron Antrach from here, so the rest of you wait here."
"Your Majesty, please reconsider. We should accompany you."

When I spoke to the imperial knights at the entrance of the national cemetery, they became agitated and spoke up. It's a natural reaction when the person they're supposed to protect dismisses their protection.

"There is no safer place in the empire than here, so do not worry."

Still, I firmly shook my head and rejected their devotion. The place I'm going is indeed the safest in the empire, but it's also a place I want to visit quietly.

If I visit with a large group and cause a commotion, it might be disliked. After all, that person has always disliked crowds.

"As a subject, I fully understand your feelings, but His Majesty wishes to move lightly, so what can we do? Please wait here."

When Baron Antrach also urged them to wait, the knights became even more confused and didn't know what to do.

"Perhaps you don't trust the security of the Capital? The Imperial Guard would be disappointed."
"No, no, Your Excellency!"
"I jest. I made a mischievous remark."

At the sight of Baron Antrach breaking into a small laugh, the knights finally relented. Though he added that it was a joke, they surely understood the meaning behind his words: 'Don't be troublesome and stay put.'

After watching that scene, I made my way to the national cemetery. Having an aged subject by my side even after retirement isn't comfortable, but there's no one who understands my mind better than Baron Antrach. I can't deny that having him nearby is indeed convenient.

"When one grows old, one should spend time watching grandchildren play, but instead I'm bound to earn resentment from the young."

Baron Antrach followed behind me and spoke with exaggeration.

It's whining not worth responding to. If he truly feared resentment, he wouldn't have come this far. He speaks well despite that.

"An older brother should do that much for his younger brother."

At those words, Baron Antrach seemed startled for a moment before breaking into a smile.

In the now hazy past, I did treat Baron Antrach like an older brother. Baron Antrach's father and my father were close friends whose domains bordered each other, and that relationship extended to us as their children. Thanks to that, Baron Antrach and I were like brothers.

That relationship crumbled when I became Emperor—but now that I've stepped away from the name of Emperor, I mentioned those days for the first time in a long while.

"Yes, that's right. As an older brother, that's only proper."

After saying that, Baron Antrach fell silent. Whether he was reminiscing about the past like me, or simply had nothing more to say, I couldn't tell.

'The past, huh.'

They say the older one gets, the more beautifully one views memories of youth. I'm no different.

Even thinking back now, when everything is over, the early days of my reign weren't beautiful memories, but the time before my ascension was certainly beautiful.

Me, Baron Antrach, and the Empr—

"Your Majesty the Emperor Emeritus."

I was slightly startled by the sudden voice. Despite being lost in thought, I should have noticed someone approaching.

Turning my gaze to the side, I saw the national cemetery caretaker gently bowing her head and then raising it. Outwardly, she appeared to be a woman with golden hair flowing down to her waist and golden eyes, but—

'We've already reached the imperial section.'

Her true identity is the former Dragon Lord, hiding her identity to closely manage Emperor Eimanka the Great's tomb.

I felt a sense of wonder at the sight of the former Lord appearing like the wind as soon as we entered the imperial section. A being who is usually nowhere to be found even if you search for her appears as if she's been waiting when you step into the imperial section. Dragons truly are different.

"I will move with the caretaker from now on, so Baron, please wait here."

Of course, the fact that the caretaker is the former Dragon Lord is a secret known only to the Emperor, so I ordered Baron Antrach to wait and moved on with the former Lord. The conversation I'm about to have with the former Lord is one that no one else should hear.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

Baron Antrach complied with my instructions as he always does.

The former Lord walked ahead of me without saying a word. I too kept silent, unable to casually speak to the being who was the Great Emperor's companion.


"You've worked hard all this time."

It was the former Lord who broke the silence. Instead of the respectful voice she had used when Baron Antrach was present, she spoke with an imposing and rigid—yet simultaneously warm—voice.

"I was worried that his empire, his descendants might disappear. I feared he might be demoted from a revered founding ancestor to a mere figure in history."
"I can only apologize for the trouble caused by his incompetent descendants."
"You have no obligation to apologize to me."

The former Lord stopped walking, turned to me, and gave a faint smile.

"Nor do I have the right to receive your apology. You are a praiseworthy child who has restored Eimanka's will, so it wouldn't be excessive for me to express gratitude."

Then she gently bowed her head. Not as a national cemetery caretaker bowing to an emperor emeritus, but as the former Dragon Lord and the Great Emperor's companion bowing to a mere descendant.

It's disconcerting. Receiving such a greeting from the hidden elder of the imperial family makes me feel like a disrespectful child. Yet I couldn't stop her, perhaps because my body froze at the unexpected sight.

"I've cast a spell, so even if you shout from there, no one will hear. So take your time and return when you're ready."

The former Lord raised her head, smiled again, and clapped her hands together with those words.

'Huh.'

Suddenly, I found myself standing in an area that would normally take quite a walk to reach.

It was a somewhat peripheral area within the imperial section, where there stood a rather plain tomb for an imperial figure.

"...I've come, Empress."

To the tomb of the Empress who left my side, whom I failed to protect.

"I was trying to prepare myself mentally as I walked, but I arrived faster than expected."

I found myself speaking as if making excuses out of bewilderment. From the former Lord's perspective, it was probably meant as consideration, but from mine, it felt like being suddenly stabbed with a knife.

"Still, it's good to see you quickly."

I fell silent for a moment. I questioned whether I had the right to say such things to the Empress.

But what can I do about words already spoken? And right now, regardless of whether I have the right or not, I want to pour out everything I want to say.

"Gilbert, that child has become Emperor. Unlike during my time, the cheers were so loud that you might have heard them too."

I carefully reached out and caressed the Empress's tomb.

"Now I am no longer Emperor but Emperor Emeritus. This is the first time in imperial history."

I couldn't help but smile. As I've thought before, it seems I'm taking all the "firsts" in imperial history.

"Since I'm no longer Emperor, I don't need to strive anymore."

After saying that, I let out a hollow laugh. No need to strive. I no longer have any duties or missions, so I can just live an ordinary life.

But what meaning would that have? After abandoning everything to live until now, what meaning would there be in living an ordinary life now?

"...It's fucking absurd."

That's why I couldn't help but use harsh language. I tried to restrain myself in front of the Empress, but I couldn't hold back.

"It's unfair. How much imperial blood could I possibly have, and how much could I possibly resemble the previous Emperor? As you know, my father was no different from an ordinary count."

I lost my identity as an imperial family member long ago, and I've been far removed from the rights and duties of the imperial family for a long time. I was not Corvus the imperial, but Corvus the noble. I thought that was my destiny.

"But then they suddenly tell a young man who just became a count to become Emperor, and the marquis families try to produce an empress in the midst of it all. It was absolutely maddening."

However, ironically, my destiny was higher and more treacherous than I thought. I thought I was a distant collateral line, but it turned out I was a 'relatively' close collateral line.

I didn't particularly want to know that.

"I thought I was going crazy. I, who could barely handle a county, was about to take on this empire, and I, who had promised to marry you, was about to marry a woman I'd never seen before. I've never resented Enen as much as I did then."

Moreover, the empire I was forced to inherit was on the brink of collapse, and my marriage partner was the embodiment of greed and pride, with neither love nor duty. I was furious, wondering what sin I had committed to deserve such punishment.

Why on earth did I have to be in this situation? It was the damned direct line and the previous Emperor who ruined this empire, so why did I, who had branched off long ago, have to bear that karma?

Still, I had no choice. I had to put aside my resentment and anger and accept it.

'Because I am a Livnoman.'

Since I enjoyed a noble's life simply because I was a descendant of the Great Emperor, shouldn't I bear the responsibility simply because I'm from a collateral line?

'Because I wasn't the victim.'

And no matter how unfair it was for me, it couldn't be more unfair than for the subjects who fell into despair after encountering terrible tyrants.

The subjects who met those detestable and hateful tyrants who failed to properly uphold the Great Emperor's will, failed to properly protect the mandate of heaven, failed to fulfill the mission of making this world peaceful and feeding all people. Not someone like me, but those subjects are the greatest victims.

That's why I accepted everything. And at the same time, I abandoned everything.

"...I thought that was my mission."

The throne coming to a collateral line was nothing less than the last chance given to the Livnoman family by Enen and the Great Emperor. If I missed this opportunity, the next would be the fall of the imperial family and the collapse of the empire.

I thought it was a luxury for someone like me to be swayed by personal emotions. I thought pursuing individual happiness was a sin. I thought being content with the present was incompetence. If I acted according to my emotions, the subjects would suffer. If I pursued happiness, the empire would be torn apart. If I remained content with the present, I couldn't protect the mandate of heaven.

I am not just an individual but a stepping stone bearing the achievements and karma of the Livnoman family. I am merely an intermediate point that must ensure the Great Emperor's glorious glory continues to future generations.

I ran forward with that thought. Though I couldn't completely abandon my emotions and took you as my Empress, considering that Gilbert became Emperor, it was the right choice.

I tried hard to think that way. Because if it wasn't the right choice, then I was the one who caused your death.


"Ah, do you know what that child said? He said he wouldn't abandon anything."

I burst into laughter. Although it was my son, the successor Emperor, who made the statement that denied the days I had abandoned everything, I was rather pleased.

"That child will be able to do it. I made it so."

Doesn't that mean I ran properly? Doesn't it mean that the current Emperor doesn't need to abandon everything like I did, but can move forward embracing everything?

"Truly, truly, I made it so. By dedicating my life... by giving up being a father in front of you and that child, I created such an empire."

I can be confident in this at least. Fortunately, I was able to secure the fate of the empire with just one life—mine.

"So..."

But even with that confidence, I couldn't bring myself to say what followed. Despite my determination to pour out everything I wanted to say, I simply couldn't open my mouth.

As a result, after a long silence, I finally spoke. If not today, I might never be able to say it.

"So, if Enen grants us another life—would you be willing to be born as commoners, neither imperial nor noble?"

Yes, I need neither the imperial purple crown nor the blue blood of nobility. If there is a next life, I want to live as a commoner.

If I, a commoner, meet you, also a commoner, I could marry you without political interference. We could become husband and wife amidst pure congratulations.

And we would live in a small house on the outskirts of a village, not in a city, and in the morning, I would go out to work in a nearby field. It doesn't need to be a vast field stretching to the horizon; it just needs to be large enough to feed our family.

It might also be good to raise chickens or pigs. We could raise them diligently and eat eggs, and occasionally slaughter one when the children crave meat. Wouldn't that be perfect?

Of course, as commoners, our lives wouldn't be peaceful and without ups and downs. No, regardless of social status, when people live together, we might sometimes fight.

But just as the ground becomes firmer after rain, we too would quickly reconcile after a brief quarrel, and continue living with smiles as if nothing had happened.

Yes, we could live like that. Like ordinary humans, ordinarily and unremarkably, just like that.

...If we lived such a life, I could say it every day.

"I love you, Celeden."

Those words that Emperor Eimanka XVI dared not speak.

"It's been thirty years since I last said that."

Now, having shed the name of Emperor, these words that will never reach you who has left my side.

After saying those words, droplets fell onto the back of my hand resting on the tomb.

'Rain?'

Wondering if perhaps the Empress in heaven had given me an answer, I looked up, but the sky was clear without a single cloud.

When I lowered my head again, droplets were still falling onto the back of my hand.

How strange.

***

His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus, who had disappeared with the caretaker, returned only after quite some time had passed.

Of course, now that His Majesty has stepped down as Emperor Emeritus and completely withdrawn from his duties, spending a long time in one place causes no inconvenience whatsoever. Rather, since it's obvious whose tomb he visited in the imperial section, the longer he stayed, the more pleased I was.

"I'm tired. Let's return to the palace."

I couldn't help but smile slightly at his words as he boarded the carriage.

His Majesty, who had thoroughly suppressed his emotional expressions for decades, proudly stated that he was tired. It seemed he had finally put down the strength he had been feigning as Emperor, which put my mind at ease.

Because of this, I moved somewhat hastily. Nevertheless, it was a challenge to adjust so that His Majesty inside the carriage wouldn't be uncomfortable, but it was something I could endure.

"Your Majesty the Emperor Emeritus. We have arrived."

Fortunately, His Majesty seemed satisfied with my adjustments, as we were able to reach the imperial palace without any criticism.

"Your Majesty?"

But something was strange. His Majesty, who would normally respond immediately, showed no movement. Even after calling for him several more times, there was no response.

...

"Your Majesty, excuse me."

With a concerned heart, I opened the carriage door to check on His Majesty.

There I could see His Majesty, with a faint smile, quietly closing his eyes.

"...Corvus."

I found myself calling His Majesty by his name without realizing it. Perhaps because we had talked about brothers earlier at the national cemetery, the name came out quite unconsciously.

But it couldn't be helped. His Majesty's current appearance reminded me of those days.

It was the first time since His Majesty became Emperor that I saw such an unburdened expression.

'You've worked hard.'

That's why I too briefly returned to those days.

To the days when I was an older brother encouraging his younger brother.

After the abdication ceremony, I thought I could go home right away, but sadly, that was just the naive assumption of an inexperienced youngster. The real schedule actually began after the ceremony.

A new Emperor had to fill the void left by a giant who had led the Empire for decades. Naturally, as the new Emperor, he needed to show the entire continent that "I can completely fill this void." If he failed to do this properly, the country would be destabilized and foreign nations would quietly look for opportunities.

Because of this, far from going home, I've been stuck with the Emperor like we're a package deal from the day of the abdication until now. I've been spending days with someone I'd go crazy just seeing occasionally.

'Fuck.'

If there's any consolation, it's that I'm not stuck with just the Emperor and me—all five Dukes are accompanying us too. If it had been just the two of us, I would have deserted, void or no void.

Thanks to this situation, I sighed inwardly as I watched nobles prostrating themselves and swearing loyalty before the Emperor seated on his throne. Those gentlemen would return home right after their loyalty oaths, so why was I still here?

...Actually, I know why. Having the godfather of the Crown Princess—first in line to the throne—and the eccentric swordsman who can cut the sky standing beside the newly enthroned Emperor adds to the Emperor's authority. Conversely, if I weren't by the Emperor's side, rumors of discord between us would spread.

Rather than dealing with that anxiety, it's better to stick with the Emperor despite the annoyance. Politics truly is a headache-inducing, dog-eat-dog business.

"His Majesty is pleased with your loyalty. I too shall show unwavering trust as long as you do not forsake your duties first. Continue to serve the Imperial Family and the Empire."
"We shall certainly live up to Your Majesty's trust."

Anyway, the Emperor gave a ceremonial response to the nobles—specifically, the great lords of the eastern region—swearing their loyalty.

Of course, in a public ceremony like this, nothing is more reassuring than a ceremonial response. If he gave a different answer, the nobles' minds would start racing and potentially overload. There's no need to make the nobles overthink things from the beginning of his reign.

If he truly had something to say, it would be sufficient to arrange a private audience.

"The great lords' loyalty oaths have concluded."

After the eastern great lords bowed deeply and withdrew, the Victorious Duke, who had been standing to the Emperor's left, spoke.

The Emperor nodded with a somewhat relaxed expression at those words. From the high-ranking administrative officials in the Capital to the Imperial Counts and the great lords scattered throughout the Empire—all the urgent matters had been addressed.

'Now it's the turn of the minor lords and the military?'

These are still urgent matters, of course. There are still far more people remaining than those who have finished.

"Loyal subjects who have hurriedly come to the Capital must be given time to rest. Let us pause the audiences for now."
"Truly a wise decision, Your Majesty."

The Emperor must have been thinking about the many remaining people too, as he briefly fell silent before declaring a break.

Honestly, it's a natural decision since loyalty oaths aren't like a neighborhood mart sale. If they continued without breaks, it would be awkward for those swearing loyalty. They might feel offended, as if their loyalty was being treated like clearance items.

With the Emperor's announcement of a break, the Dukes who had been maintaining the atmosphere near the throne began to disperse. I was about to find somewhere to rest too—

"The Minister of Audit will remain. I have urgent matters to discuss."
"...Yes, Your Majesty."

Bastard.

Is it so unbearable to let me rest for a moment?

I gently closed my eyes as I watched the other Dukes naturally putting bottles to their lips or taking out cigars as they left, and Beatrix glancing at me while awkwardly exiting.

'Should I just hit him once?'

The thought seriously crossed my mind. It hasn't even been a week since I swore loyalty, so I could probably cancel my loyalty pledge without penalty. So why not cancel it, hit him once, and then swear loyalty again? Wouldn't that work?

I know it's a crazy thought, but my hand is twitching. It feels like if not now, I'll never get the chance.

Well, it's not really an opportunity now either, but I can rationalize it to myself.

"I can finally breathe. Meeting people non-stop was somewhat suffocating."

Regardless of my thoughts, the Emperor exhaled softly and slumped on the throne. He looked like a breadwinner who had just returned home after finishing work.

Seeing that, I almost instinctively cursed. So only your discomfort matters, while my exhaustion is just some passive burden a black cow has to bear? Think about my position too, having to be alone with my boss.

"You've worked hard, Your Majesty."

But the words that came out of my mouth differed from my true feelings. No matter how terrible your boss is, not expressing it outwardly is a civil servant's fate.

"How could I be the only one working hard? The Minister and the Dukes have also worked hard maintaining their positions."

The fact that you know this but still kept only me behind makes it worse.

That deep resentment and anger must have shown in my eyes, as the Emperor laughed softly before continuing.

"The Dukes are quite old. Even the youngest, the Wise Duke, is in his 40s, so we in our 20s—I and the Minister—should be considerate."


I closed my mouth momentarily at the mention of age.

'Using facts so cowardly.'

Indeed, the youngest Duke is in his 40s, and the oldest is over 80. Even as Emperor, it would have been awkward to keep such elderly people around continuously.

Fine, given the current situation, the young ones should work a bit harder. The instinct of respecting elders still remains in my blood.

"And as I just said, I have urgent matters to discuss, which is why I asked only the Minister to stay."

With those words, the Emperor pulled out a small liquor bottle from inside his robe. Two bottles, in fact.

...?

'What the hell?'

Why is he pulling liquor bottles from inside his robe?

"Take it. It's just enough to wet your lips, so don't worry about getting drunk."
"Ah, yes."

Though somewhat surprised, I quickly composed myself and accepted the bottle.

Having been trained by the Wise Duke, I'm not easily shaken by this. I was just startled because someone unexpectedly pulled out alcohol from an unexpected place.

***

I smirked as I watched the Minister accept the bottle with a bewildered expression. I never imagined I'd be sitting on the throne drinking vodka straight from the bottle. And quite a strong one at that.

Yet here I was, doing something completely unexpected. If I may excuse myself, it truly is the case. If anyone disagrees, I'd like them to sit on this throne first before speaking.

'Even with preparation, it's this difficult.'

I organized my thoughts while quietly taking a sip. The weight of the title "Emperor," the future that would certainly not be peaceful—I had prepared for everything. I had resolved to move forward despite it all.

However, the reality I faced after sitting on the throne—after placing the imperial crown on my head—was harsh. Though it had only been a few days, the mental burden I felt in that short time was substantial.

I must control and handle the nobles who have sworn loyalty to me like puppets. I must imbue meaning into every simple word and gesture. I must demonstrate the Empire's dignity and secure both profit and justification in the fiercely competitive international political landscape.

I experienced all of this in just a few days. I felt it acutely as I watched nobles bowing their heads before me and envoys whose eyes were busy calculating while their mouths spoke of congratulations and friendship.

"I will abandon nothing."

I recalled the words I had spoken to His Majesty during the abdication ceremony. A kind of rebellion, declaring that even while bearing the weight of being Emperor, I would move forward maintaining human emotions rather than just being the entity of "Emperor."

I couldn't help but laugh again as I recalled those words, which were probably the first show of rebellion I had ever displayed to His Majesty.

'What a grand dream.'

Although I don't respect His Majesty's methods, I revere his achievements. If I had ascended to the throne in his place in the past, I doubt I could have raised this Empire again.

Yet I proudly declared before His Majesty, "I will not become like you." I, who couldn't guarantee reaching where His Majesty had reached even if I abandoned everything and moved forward like him, boasted proudly.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I am different from His Majesty the Former Emperor."

Yes, different. So very different.

"Do you know why I accepted Ainter?"
"...While it's true that Prince Ainter maintained neutrality unlike the Second Prince, Your Majesty showed mercy—"
"It was because I was swayed by emotions."

It was because of emotions. Unlike the Former Emperor, I handled imperial affairs solely because of emotions.

"Was it because my position as Crown Prince was secure? Because Ainter no longer posed a threat? It wasn't for such political reasons, but emotional ones."

The reason for restoring Ainter to the imperial family was simple. Because the Empress was pregnant with the Crown Princess, I restored him out of concern for what the future Crown Princess might say.

I couldn't bear the thought of someday having the Crown Princess ask me, "Father, why don't you get along with Uncle?" when she saw Ainter.

"It was too emotional a decision. It's fortunate that Ainter is a brother without ambition and harmless. If I had made such a decision with an ambitious brother, I would have nurtured trouble for the Imperial Family and the Empire with my own hands."

I closed my eyes. Speaking so honestly made me feel relieved.

This is why I declared before His Majesty that I would abandon nothing, and why I cannot respect His Majesty's methods. I already knew that I couldn't move solely with strict rationality. Perhaps that's why I deliberately denied His Majesty's methods and resolved to walk my own path.

Otherwise, it would be like admitting that I'm not suited to be Emperor, to be a leader. It would be like admitting that I cannot lead this Empire.


'Fortunately, I have the Minister.'

It truly is fortunate. If I confided these feelings to the Empress, she would obviously worry, and if I told my father-in-law, it would eventually reach the Empress's ears.

Other family? Should I tell Ainter, whom I nearly killed, or the babbling Crown Princess?

Friends? I have none, having attended the Academy during my days as the First Prince in name only, waiting for death.

That's why it's the Minister. Only to the Minister, a trustworthy partner with a tight lip, can I say such things.

"Yet I told His Majesty the Former Emperor. That I would walk the path of Emperor in my own way. That I would become Emperor in a way different from him."

I turned my gaze back to the Minister as I opened my eyes again.

"In your view, can I become Emperor? An Emperor like His Majesty who brings peace to the Empire and its subjects?"

The Minister couldn't open his mouth. Of course, it's natural since these aren't appropriate words for a newly enthroned Emperor to say to his subject. Perhaps my words sounded like I was testing his loyalty.

I can only apologize. I've become comfortable at the expense of burdening the Minister, my subject, too greatly.

Feeling awkward, I turned my gaze forward again. Still, unburdening myself has certainly made me feel better—

"You probably cannot become an Emperor like His Majesty the Former Emperor."

?

I looked back at the Minister, surprised by the unexpected answer. Wait, I wasn't even expecting an answer in the first place.

"His Majesty seemed born to be a monarch. He was someone who moved solely with reason and rationality. Honestly, I don't think Your Majesty will become an Emperor like him."

The Minister spoke regardless of my gaze. His tongue moves unusually more eloquently than usual.

"But is there a need to become an Emperor like His Majesty the Former Emperor?"
"What?"

I reflexively questioned. Is there no need to become such an Emperor?

Of course there is. An Emperor as capable as him was rare before and will be rare in the future. As the Emperor succeeding him, I should naturally aspire to be like him.

"His Majesty the Former Emperor, who moved for the Empire his entire life, abdicated to Your Majesty. It wasn't a forced transfer but his own decision."

However, the Minister's thoughts seemed different as he drained the remaining alcohol in one gulp and continued calmly.

"Perhaps he judged that it's time for this Empire to be ruled not by an Emperor who has abandoned everything, but by a human who will protect everything. The Former Emperor I knew would have persisted even as an immortal if it were for the Empire's benefit."

I stared blankly at the Minister, unable to respond.

'An Empire that can be ruled by a human.'

I repeated those words to myself several times.

A statement that doesn't separate Emperor from human, but sees the Emperor as human too. A method His Majesty didn't choose, and couldn't choose.

...An Empire ruled by someone who chose the path of a human, not the path of an Emperor.

"That is the Empire you will lead."

I recalled not what I had said to His Majesty, but what His Majesty had said to me.

I couldn't help but burst into laughter.

***

Seeing the Emperor suddenly start laughing, I felt a chill down my spine.

'Did I go too far?'

Reason returned belatedly. This would never happen normally. If I wanted to criticize, I would package it as diplomatically as possible, not speak so directly—that's practically insane.

But damn, the alcohol he handed me "just to wet my lips" burned my throat and mind. Even the vodka I happened to drink before my possession wasn't this strong. Did he add fire to the alcohol?

Anyway, with my mind consumed by unexpected alcohol, I countered the Emperor's lament with documentary-style honesty. For once, I was grateful to be alone with the Emperor.

'...Is that really fortunate?'

Seeing the Emperor still laughing, my hands began to tremble.

Still, if I emphasize that I'm drunk, maybe I can avoid disciplinary action due to diminished capacity...?

If I could go back in time, I'd strangle my past self. If that's impossible, I'd smash the Emperor's head with the wine bottle he offered me. Both actions would have terrible consequences, but either would be better than the suffering I'm enduring now.

I lowered my gaze quietly, holding back tears that threatened to flow disgracefully if I let my guard down. Until a few days ago, I thought my status was merely that of an imperial slave, but that was arrogant of me—I had overlooked that beneath the floor lies a basement.

"You must have judged that the Empire should now be ruled by a human who will protect everything, rather than an Emperor who has abandoned everything. From what I've seen, Your Majesty would have endured even as an immortal if it meant preventing harm to the Empire."

My head throbbed as that embarrassing memory surfaced.

'I shouldn't have done that.'

I didn't know.

I bit my lip gently. It was absurd and impossible. For a subject to speak about judging situations and the Emperor's qualifications was madness that crossed far too many lines. Honestly, even I thought it would be justified if my early days under the new Emperor were marked with an execution.

But what was more terrifying was the Emperor's reaction. After hearing those insane remarks, he laughed. Not because he found it ridiculous or because his anger had reached its peak, but because he genuinely found it amusing.

"Yes, the Minister is right. The Retired Emperor must have abdicated because he judged it so. That's correct!"

Seeing him like that made me feel like a citizen facing the Joker dancing on stairs. An indescribable terror crept up my spine.

And from that day, true fear and despair began to engulf me.

"Let's end today's schedule here. Ah, Minister, follow me."
"Have a drink. You'll be working hard for a few more days, so this much is fine."
"Come to my office first thing in the morning. Young men should work a little harder, shouldn't they?"

Originally, he would only call or contact me when necessary, but after 'that' remark, he started keeping me by his side. Kindly put, it's favoritism; honestly speaking—

'A toy.'

Yes, a toy. A toy he carries around all day because he likes it. He cherishes it but rolls it around until it breaks, and even if it does break, he keeps it out of affection.

It's a terrible thought, but my instinct screams that I've devolved from a competent slave to an attachment toy. Clearly, the Emperor's feelings toward me changed because of my alcohol-induced madness.

Whether it's the pleasure of watching a lunatic or the desire to keep a presumptuous bastard close to torment him, I don't know—

"Minister, what's wrong? Does the food not suit your taste?"
"Not at all, Your Majesty. It's so excellent that I was savoring every bite."

Unfortunately, either way, I must endure the Emperor's torment.

'Fuck.'

I lowered my gaze again as the Emperor nodded, seemingly satisfied with my answer.

Surprisingly, I've been invited to dine with the Emperor for several days now. Sharing a table with this beast is unthinkable, yet here I am—it's dreadful.

"Excellent food deserves excellent drink. Recently, vodka from the Kingdom of Lusen—"
"Your Majesty. The people of Lusen must drink vodka daily to survive their harsh winters, but Your Majesty need not do the same."

If there's any consolation, it's that the Empress, the beast tamer, is present.

Even now, I benefit from the Empress's intervention. From my perspective, she gently dissuaded the Emperor from bringing out the symbol of my shameful history. The Emperor, who was about to call a servant, quietly lowered his hand at the Empress's restraint.

"I made a mistake in wanting to share something good with the Minister. I apologize, Empress."

But why is he looking at me while saying he's sorry to the Empress?

"I fully understand Your Majesty's feelings. It must be enjoyable to spend time with a minister who understands you. I merely spoke out of concern for your health."

Even the Empress followed the Emperor's gaze and subtly looked at me.

This is maddening. Am I not the Emperor's attachment toy but rather the imperial family's shared plaything?

- Isn't it good to receive attention from important people?

Amid all this, the Eternal Blue Sky, which had been quiet for a while, invaded my thoughts, plunging my mind into chaos.

After promising to visit during winter break with offerings, it had been quiet, but why now, of all times?


'Isn't it good to be cared for by elves and fairies?'
- Ah.

At least I could quickly repel the Eternal Blue Sky because we share similar pain—the agony when excessive attention kills the recipient.

...More than that, the fact that my only ally is a deity rather than a human makes me want to cry.

A fragile civil servant trapped in the Capital can only contact their lovers at night.

"I'm a bit late again today because I was dining with His Majesty. I'm sorry, Mar."
- No, it's fine. If anything, it means His Majesty trusts Kal, which is wonderful.

Seeing Mar smile brightly, genuinely pleased, I couldn't help but give a bitter smile. For me, it's trust I wish would be withdrawn, but from a third party's perspective, it's nothing short of an honor.

That's why in front of others, I only state objective facts like "I was held up, so I'm late contacting you," rather than saying I'm dying from the Emperor's torment. Saying such things would only make them worry.

"Anyway, you should return to the Academy soon, but I don't know when my work will end."
- Hehe, don't worry. You have Eri unnie instead of you, right?
'That's what I'm worried about.'

I swallowed the words that rose to my throat and managed a smile.

The Academy was closed on the day of the abdication ceremony, but classes resumed afterward. In other words, while the newly enthroned Emperor and his close associates might be struggling, the world has returned to normal.

That's why Erzsebet is substituting for me at the Academy again since I can't return to normal life. I almost want to complain to the Emperor about why his work processing is only fast and accurate at times like this. What an absolute bastard.

- Actually, I'd like all of us to go to the Capital together, but that would only burden Kal.

Seeing her mutter with a bitter expression made me feel sorry, but unfortunately, Mar is right.

Since I go to the Imperial Palace early in the morning and return after dinner, even if my lovers came to the Capital, I couldn't properly welcome them. Rather, the guilt of neglecting them after they came all the way to the Capital would only increase my mental fatigue.

- ...Just for today, I envy Father and Beatrix unnie.
"Isn't that a rather trivial reason to be envious?"

But I burst into laughter at her next words. It's natural to envy my father-in-law and Beatrix, both holding the noble position of Duke—but Mar envies them simply because they can be with me. The Dukes are suffering in real-time with me.

My laughter wouldn't subside. What a modest and adorable jealousy.

"Tomorrow I'll tell Father-in-law that Mar wants a dukedom—"
- Don't you dare.
"Understood."

Eventually, Mar started laughing with me.

I endure each day for moments like this.

***

Finally—

'Finally, it's over.'

I smiled with relief as I sat in an ordinary chair in my office rather than on the throne. For now, I've dismissed everyone—the Dukes and even the Ministers.

I've received oaths of loyalty from all titled nobles, officials, commanders, and judges of the Empire, and I've successfully concluded diplomacy with delegations from various countries and sent them back. All the immediate tasks that needed to be handled as the new Emperor have been resolved.

'...Only the banquet remains.'

I almost sighed at the thought of the most troublesome task. Considering all the hard work from the abdication ceremony until today, a banquet should be nothing, but the thought of hosting a banquet larger than the New Year's reception already makes me tired. I don't have particularly good memories of banquets, nor am I the type to enjoy them.

But what can I do? It's a tradition across the continent, not just the Empire, for a newly enthroned monarch to hold an enthronement banquet after completing immediate tasks. Even in situations where the enthronement wasn't normal, an enthronement banquet was still held, albeit on a smaller scale.

Therefore, I need to hold a proper banquet. I must demonstrate that the Emperor's new enthronement is something to be celebrated and worshipped above all else.

'Fortunately, it's not happening immediately.'

Since it's a banquet that must showcase the magnificence and splendor befitting an Emperor's dignity, it will naturally take quite some time to prepare.

At least since the Retired Emperor had been preparing for the abdication beforehand, it won't take months, but it will provide a minimum buffer of time. Enough time for the nobles who returned after pledging loyalty to catch their breath, and for me to take a brief rest as well.


"Your Majesty."

While thinking about this and massaging my stiff shoulders, I heard Lord Hendrik's voice from outside the door.

"The Head of the Imperial Department requests an audience with Your Majesty."
'The Head of the Imperial Department?'

An unexpected visitor, but the Head of the Imperial Department can visit anytime without raising eyebrows. There are few periods when the Ministry of the Imperial Household is busier than now.

Come to think of it, I should appoint a new Minister of the Imperial Household soon, but since the Captain of the Imperial Knights will be stepping down soon, it's better to maintain the acting system under the Head of the Imperial Department until then. It's better to appoint key positions simultaneously rather than sporadically.

"Let him in."

After organizing my thoughts and granting permission, the Head of the Imperial Department entered cautiously.

'Oh my.'

I felt sorry seeing the Head of the Imperial Department, whose complexion couldn't be described as good even as a polite lie. He already has many duties as the Head of the Imperial Department, and he's also serving as the acting Minister of the Imperial Household. His efforts are truly commendable.

"Long live Emperor! This humble servant beholds the noble sun."
"Raise your head."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Looking again, his complexion is still poor.

I should definitely ensure the Head of the Imperial Department gets a vacation after the banquet ends. Otherwise, I might lose a capable official.

"So, Head of the Imperial Department. What brings you here?"

Wanting to quickly conclude business for the sake of the groaning official, I asked directly, and he respectfully handed me the documents he was holding.

"I've come to deliver a message from the Retired Emperor."
"From the Retired Emperor?"

I couldn't help but question this unexpected statement. After the abdication ceremony, he insisted he was no longer Emperor and withdrew from all duties, and after visiting his mother's grave, he even refrained from outside activities.

So suddenly hearing about a message from the Retired Emperor—what could this be about?

'...What is this?'

That question deepened as I looked at the documents handed by the Head of the Imperial Department. It's the first time since the Minister's World Tree incident that I've felt dazed even after looking at documents.

But it can't be helped. The contents of the documents were bizarrely peculiar.

'A field?'

The Retired Emperor says he wants to create a small field inside the Imperial Palace.

'Livestock?'

And he also wants to raise some livestock.

...

'What is this?'

Really, what is this?

"The Retired Emperor said he needs to learn in advance for someone he will meet in the future."

The Head of the Imperial Department's explanation, seeing my expression, made my thoughts even more complicated.

Who on earth is the Retired Emperor planning to meet that requires learning such things? No, does he even have someone to meet in the first place?

'...I don't understand.'

He remains difficult to comprehend, even as the Retired Emperor rather than the Emperor.

# Emperor's Dismissal Order

The Emperor issued a dismissal order.

While "dismissal order" sounds rather grand, it simply meant that the dukes who had been suffering by the Emperor's side were now permitted to return home. They would need to come back to the Imperial Palace for the coronation banquet, but what's wrong with getting a little rest in the meantime?

However, I was not included in the dismissal order.

"You already have substitute personnel at the Academy. Stay in the Capital until the banquet ends."

I was about to protest against this villainous declaration of keeping me while sending everyone else away, but I surrendered to his subsequent words.

"Why not take this opportunity to check if the establishment of the Audit Ministry is progressing well? Until now, you couldn't because you were at the Academy, but now that you're in the Capital..."
"...Yes, Your Majesty. I shall do so."

It was frustrating, but his reasoning was too perfect. As long as I bore the title of Audit Ministry Establishment Committee Chairman and Minister-designate, opposing his order would be equivalent to directly refusing the last personnel transfer order of the situation.

So I silently headed to the Ministry of Finance building. After all, a Minister-designate can't ignore an order from the newly enthroned Emperor without fearing future consequences.

'Damn it.'

It's bitter. Everyone I meet calls me the Audit Minister, which confused me momentarily, but the Audit Ministry as an organization doesn't exist yet. Officially, it's still divided into the Audit Department under the Ministry of Finance, the Intelligence Department under the Special Affairs Ministry, and so on. We're still in the preparation stage of integrating these departments.

As the Emperor mentioned, I was at the Academy, so the Deputy Head and the Intelligence Department Head were in charge of the establishment preparations. I never expected this year's abdication ceremony would bring me up to the Capital.

'I need to handle everything that needs handling.'

I sighed as I entered the Audit Department, still housed within the Ministry of Finance building. Since things have come to this, I might as well process everything that requires my approval before leaving.

For example, the organizational structure of the Audit Ministry, or who to appoint as department heads and other executives—just thinking about it, there's quite a lot to do.

'At minimum, the Section Chief of the 2nd Section will become Deputy Head.'

No matter which department he ends up in, I'll definitely put him in charge as Deputy Head. Higher would be even better.

That's my pledge, staked on my resignation letter.

***

People often say they feel like they're going to die when their suffering reaches its peak. High workload, frequent overtime, a bed that's becoming a distant memory... The reasons that make death seem imminent are diverse.

But that was a misconception. When people are truly in agony, they don't say they feel like they're going to die—they say something else.

'Save me...'

They plead for survival. The sense of crisis that they might actually die brings out a desperate death cry.

My hand, holding a pen, trembles over the document. The characters written on the paper dance as elegantly as debutantes at a ball.

This is bad. Both my hands and eyes are gradually losing their sanity.

'What about Siri?'

When I instinctively glanced at Siri, I saw she wasn't any better. Actually, it wasn't just Siri—quite a few classmates and seniors were showing the same symptoms.

I closed my eyes at the miserable sight. I, Demian Corner, have prided myself on enjoying happy days since joining the Audit Department thanks to the grace of the Department Head—but lately, the word "happiness" has been wavering.

'It was definitely like heaven before.'

Since becoming a new civil servant in the Audit Department earlier this year, I've been living a difficult but rewarding life. Being part of the Audit Department, one of the most powerful departments, naturally meant a high workload, but it was something I could handle and had prepared for.

Moreover, despite its rigid and gloomy external image, the internal atmosphere of the Audit Department was fairly decent. The senior officials would comfort newcomers and teach them with dedication.

But the sudden establishment of the Audit Ministry was enough to turn the Audit Department upside down.

'This is hell.'

With one short command, heaven instantly transformed into hell.

Existing Audit Department work, understanding the current status of departments and units to be integrated into the new Audit Ministry, harmoniously integrating various departments... Work of insane difficulty and volume poured into the Audit Department. The workload was beyond what even experienced seniors or enthusiastic newcomers could handle.

It was so bad that not only the Deputy Head's office responsible for administrative affairs, but also anyone from each section who could read documents was mobilized.


'My goodness.'

As I slightly opened my eyes and glanced toward the Deputy Head, I felt awe. While most people in the Deputy Head's office were dying, the Deputy Head was processing documents at a rapid pace without any sign of disturbance.

He even naturally took documents from other officials. I felt both awe and compassion.

"The Audit Department can't function without the Deputy Head. You can tell by how there's not a single complaint even though the Department Head has been on a long business trip."

Suddenly, I recalled what a senior colleague had said a few months ago.

"Plus, the Deputy Head has a lot of field experience, so other sections are cooperative with the Deputy Head's office. There's a reason why the Deputy Head's office is called Section 0."

At that time, I thought it was an exaggeration born from pride in belonging to the Deputy Head's office, but now I realize it wasn't exaggeration—it was modesty.

It's true. The Audit Department would have collapsed without the Deputy Head. With the Department Head, a heavyweight, holding the fort, the shell of the Audit Department might remain intact, but its interior would have been screaming.

...

'What happens if the Deputy Head leaves?'

I became genuinely afraid. The current Audit Department will remain part of the newly created Audit Ministry, but the Deputy Head is expected to follow the Department Head and become the Minister's secretary. Then what happens to the Deputy Head's office—what happens to the Audit Department that has lost both its Head and Deputy Head?

What if we have to continue this kind of work without the Deputy Head, grinding ourselves to dust—

"Were there always this many people in the Deputy Head's office?"

Suddenly, the door to the Deputy Head's office opened, and a familiar voice was heard. Naturally, the eyes of all officials in the office turned toward the door.

And the Deputy Head, who had been focused only on documents, also reacted to the voice and hurriedly stood up.

"Department Head?"
"Sorry for coming suddenly."

The Department Head had arrived.

The dying officials straightened their backs and began reading documents with serious expressions as soon as the Department Head arrived.

Of course, everyone knew it was just a pretense. They were already at their physical and mental limits, but it was an instinctive response—they couldn't show weakness in front of the highest authority.

"I'll be able to come to work for a while. His Majesty ordered me to remain in the Capital until the banquet ends."

Amid this tearful scene, the Department Head was calmly conversing with the Deputy Head.

'Come to work?'

Unfortunately, the content was not as calm.

It's natural for the Department Head to come to the Audit Department. However, from the moment the establishment of the Audit Ministry was decided until now, the Deputy Head had been leading the establishment work. In this situation, if the Department Head intervened and led the work in his preferred way, everything done so far could become meaningless or create confusion.

Moreover, nominally, the opinion of the Department Head, who is the Chairman of the Audit Ministry Establishment Committee, should take priority.

'...What should we do?'

My hands started trembling again. If everything we've done so far becomes garbage, I might go crazy—

"Are there any problems you're stuck on?"
"Fortunately, none so far."
"Then continue as you are. It's better for you to handle it than for me to interfere."

Wait, what?

'What's going on?'

Seeing the Department Head patting the Deputy Head's shoulder, I was momentarily dazed.

Can the establishment of a ministry-level administrative department really be dismissed with "it's better for you to handle it"? Even though I'm not yet accustomed to civil service life, I can guess how much authority comes with involvement in this matter. Proportional hardship would come with it too, but despite that, many would covet the authority.

For example, how to balance the shares of each department being merged, who to fill the rapidly increasing positions with, and so on. These are just the issues that come to mind immediately.

'He's giving that up?'

It's hard to understand. Of course, from the perspective of someone grinding their body and soul away at work, it's truly appreciated, but from the Department Head's position, he could easily gain authority just by pushing us harder?


"Ah, what about things that need my approval?"
"Only matters that absolutely require your handling remain. The composition of subordinate departments and executives is the Chairman's authority, so I couldn't decide."
"That's perfect."

Despite the confusion, the Department Head continued the conversation calmly. Then he selected one of the scratch papers on the Deputy Head's desk and began writing something.

"Create only three departments. The current Audit Department will become the Enforcement Department, the Intelligence Department stays as is, and the units from the Special Affairs Ministry will be integrated into the Special Missions Department."
"Yes, understood."
"Attach all information-related sections from the Audit Department to the Intelligence Department. That will make it easier for the successor department head to work."

The Deputy Head nodded at the order to thoroughly transform the current Audit Department into an action unit.

Certainly, if the Audit Department—no, the Enforcement Department—becomes a unit focused solely on force, the administrative burden will decrease dramatically. After all, Section 1 of the current Audit Department, which handles interrogations, and Section 2, which handles information, have significant shares.

"All personnel from the Deputy Head's office will join the Minister's office. Is that acceptable?"
"It would be an honor."

I almost cheered at the final added remark.

He doesn't interfere with his subordinates' work, trusts them absolutely, and assigns them to where they want to go.

'A true superior...!'

I feel like crying. The Department Head is truly a compassionate and gracious superior.

***

After writing a draft of the organizational structure on scratch paper, I handed it to the Deputy Head. Since the Ministry of Finance also consists of four departments excluding the Audit Department, having three departments in the new ministry should be sufficient in others' eyes.

'I can make the Intelligence Deputy Head the Section 2 Chief.'

I'm satisfied. With the Intelligence Department, it's perfect for inserting the Section 2 Chief.

Although there is an existing Intelligence Deputy Head, I hear he won't be joining the Audit Ministry but will remain with the new Intelligence Bureau that the Special Affairs Ministry will create. It's regrettable, but in exchange, I can promote the Section 2 Chief, so I can accept it.

Thinking about how happy the Section 2 Chief will be with this surprise promotion makes me feel pleased. How many superiors like me exist in this world?

'I should promote all the others too.'

Roughly, Section 3 Chief becomes Enforcement Department Head, Section 5 Chief becomes Enforcement Deputy Head, Penelia becomes Special Missions Department Head.

'Perfect.'

This is like heaven arranging positions specifically to promote these kids.

On the other hand, it's unclear where to place Erzsebet, but fortunately, it's not an urgent issue, so let's set it aside for now. A good position will come up for her eventually.

'Hmm?'

Only after satisfaction filled my chest did I notice the desperate state of the Deputy Head's office.

When I first entered, I thought they were just normally working, but now I see it's no different from a zombie den. It was like this when I first became the Audit Department Head too. That time when work poured in like crazy but manpower was limited.

"Everyone is working hard."
"Not at all! We're just doing what we're supposed to do!"

When I casually mentioned it, the civil servant sitting closest to the Deputy Head reflexively shouted.

Seeing that made me feel even more pitiful for them. What a miserable life, having to smile on the outside while dying on the inside. No different from my own.

"Give them each a few gold coins. I'll cover it from my own pocket, so don't worry about the budget."

When I whispered to the Deputy Head, the zombies' complexions brightened somewhat.

I'm sorry. I know what you really need isn't money but rest.

'I can't give you that either...'

But I'm also being pushed around by the Emperor, so I can't give others vacation time. If I could, I would have taken it myself first.

So I'm sorry. Take the money and work hard.

From the day I started throwing bounties at dying zombies until now, I've tried not to even glance toward the Deputy Head's office. I'll probably keep it that way until the very end.

After all, they're grinding their body and soul in real-time to implement the final personnel transfer orders. If a superior starts hovering around, wouldn't that just shorten their lifespan? I understand that feeling well.

If I were a specialist in administrative processing, I might try to end those pitiful zombies' suffering, but honestly, if I intervened in a situation the Deputy Head is managing, I'd only get in the way. If you can't be helpful, at least don't be a hindrance.

'If you stay still, you're halfway there.'

I don't know who came up with that saying, but it's wise. If you can't be a competent and diligent superior, it's better to be an incompetent and quiet one.

"Aren't you just being lazy?"
"Isn't that better than trying to handle everything yourself and burning out?"

Erzsebet couldn't argue with that and nodded seriously.

The previous Audit Department Head proved how annoying it is when a superior meddles everywhere. He wasn't incompetent, but he was a capable bastard who was absolutely insufferable. Even Erzsebet grimaces at the mention of him, so the suffering of the civil servants in the Audit Department back then must have been indescribable.

'He was insane.'

Even setting aside personal feelings, that guy was truly insane. When I first took the position of Audit Department Head, looking at the documents left by my predecessor only made me laugh in disbelief.

'Who destroys an entire village just to find one traitor?'

He even razed it to the ground when it wasn't even confirmed that the traitor was in that village.

Of course, among the Audit Department Head's authorities is the right to execute at a regional level, but previous heads rarely used it except in truly urgent situations. I've never used it myself.

But that bastard used it like it was nothing. No wonder his entire family was exterminated when the Second Prince's faction fell.

"I think a superior should at least be quiet if they can't be entertaining."

Erzsebet must have reached the same conclusion as she muttered softly.

Yes, while the word "entertaining" is a bit irritating, it's true. It's best for a superior to just sit quietly in their seat. I wish the Emperor would realize that too—

"Ah, the Intelligence Department Head is also a quiet person, right?"
"Yeah."

I nodded at Erzsebet's question that interrupted my thoughts. I had already told her that the 1st Section in charge of interrogation and the 2nd Section in charge of intelligence would be transferred to the Intelligence Department. Now Erzsebet's direct superior will be the Intelligence Department Head.

Fortunately, the Intelligence Department Head is beyond quiet—he's practically invisible. A room-bound ghost who's hard to see unless you specifically go looking for him, like a legendary Pokémon. At least he's not the type to bother his subordinates.

Well, actually...

"The Intelligence Deputy Head is the 2nd Section Chief."
"Huh?"
"When the Audit Ministry is established, the 2nd Section Chief will be your superior."

Unfortunately, the Deputy Head who will oversee the section chiefs in place of the ghost-like Department Head is the 2nd Section Chief. What a heart-sinking lineup.

"Can I retire?"

Erzsebet asked cautiously as she rolled her eyes around. She must be feeling dizzy at the thought of the 2nd Section Chief becoming her superior rather than a colleague.

Well. Perhaps Erzsebet knows the 2nd Section Chief better than I do, her superior. They were often together as they were of the same rank, and they collaborated frequently since they handled similar types of work.

"Could you?"

However, I couldn't give Erzsebet the answer she wanted. How could a weak department head who can't even grant vacation time decide on a section chief's retirement?

If retirement were possible, I would have done it first. Even for a lover, I can't give up on retirement.

"If retirement isn't possible, what about a transfer? Senior Aria also went to the Empress's Palace, so they'll need more ladies-in-waiting. Can't you send me there?"
"No."

Her effort to look pitiful by blinking her eyes is admirable, but that's even more impossible.

'What sin has the Empress committed?'

What crime has the Empress committed that she should have to live with Erzsebet as her lady-in-waiting? I know they're unexpectedly close, but being close and employing someone as a lady-in-waiting are separate matters.


Besides, the Empress recently gave birth and needs to rest, and as the noble Empress, she needs to embrace the Imperial Family and the Empire. And to have Erzsebet by her side? Rather than receiving Erzsebet's assistance, she might develop stress-induced illnesses trying to manage Erzsebet's eccentricities.

It's a harsh assessment of my lover, but it's an honest one I can make because she is my lover. To control Erzsebet, one needs to subdue her with even greater madness, and it would be unconscionable to expect the Empress to do what even I cannot.

"I'll promote you when the time comes, so don't worry."

I tried to console her by suggesting a different direction, but—

"If I get promoted, the 2nd Section Chief will get promoted too! That makes no sense!"

Her logically perfect response left me unable to counter.

This is all because of the 2nd Section Chief...

***

These are the best days of my life. If my life could always be like this, I think I could smile even if my status were reduced to a commoner.

'Our little bundle of joy.'

I couldn't help but smile at the sight of my adorable son, Julian, sleeping soundly in his cradle.

No matter how many times I look at him, he's the spitting image of Christina and me. His navy-blue hair, like downy feathers, is beautiful like Christina's, and his blue eyes, though not visible now as he's sleeping, sparkle like mine.

I already feel sorry for the future ladies of high society. It's heartbreaking to think about how those ladies will develop crushes on our Julian. Before I met my life partner, I made many ladies cry too.

'But I suppose that's all experience.'

I smiled even more deeply as I watched his tiny hands fidgeting, perhaps dreaming. If my son ever exploits ladies, I'll be the first to scold him, but simply having many romantic experiences isn't a flaw.

Being popular and having a trash personality are separate issues. Indeed.

"Lafayette."
"Ah, Christina."

While I was endlessly gazing at Julian, I turned my head at Christina's call from behind.

Christina approached with a broad smile and embraced me. I hugged her back and kissed her forehead.

These truly are the best days of my life, no matter how many times I think about it.

"It's nice to see you here from the morning."
"Haha, indeed it is."

I burst into laughter instinctively at her words. It's a happy thing to live with your life partner and to have the fruit of your love, but it's also joyful that I've secured vacation time because of it. I can be with my family from the morning like this.

Honeymoon leave and parental leave—I've managed to secure consecutive vacations that even the harsh Administrative Department wouldn't dare touch. Thanks to this, I've been able to enjoy a peaceful daily life even while the Audit Department is busy with the establishment of the Audit Ministry.

When Julian was conceived, I couldn't have predicted that the Audit Department would become a ministry. Perhaps Julian is a gift from Enen for all my hard work?

'By the time my vacation ends, the establishment should be in its final stages.'

It's predictable. The Deputy Head will be pushing forward with the work in place of the Department Head, and the Department Head won't overturn what the Deputy Head has done. The only variable might be the Intelligence Department Head, but he's already dying from his existing Intelligence Department duties and isn't the type to engage in a battle of nerves with the Deputy Head.

In other words, the establishment of the Audit Ministry is proceeding without any room for me to intervene.

'Perfect.'

So all I need to do is leisurely report to the Audit Ministry once everything is finished—

'Huh?'

The communication orb I habitually keep in my pocket began to emit light.

Who could it be this early in the morning? Father or Mother? Or perhaps my father-in-law or mother-in-law?

"This is Lafayette Baron."

I moved away to avoid waking Julian with our conversation and took out the communication orb.

"It's me."

"Department Head?"

I frowned at the unexpected appearance. I didn't expect it to be the Department Head.

"Come on, is it appropriate to contact someone on vacation?"

This is too unexpected. Not disturbing someone on vacation unless it's truly urgent is an implicit rule of the Audit Department. If the Department Head contacts section chiefs on vacation for work matters, the section chiefs will also make the Department Head's vacation colorful.

It's the ultimate consideration to keep each other alive. That was what vacation meant in the Audit Department, yet the Department Head crossed that line. It's regrettable.

"I'm sorry. Something came up that I needed to tell you immediately."

Of course, the probability that an urgent situation has occurred is higher than the probability that the Department Head has crossed the line.

'I'm doomed.'

That thought came to me instinctively. If the situation is serious enough for the Department Head to ignore the implicit rule and contact me, what on earth has happened? I would have preferred if he had just crossed the line.

"Where are you right now?"
"...I'm in the Capital, at least."
"That's good."

Anxiety began to creep up. He's saying it's fortunate that I'm within immediate reach.

"Yesterday, I temporarily drafted a list of executives for the Audit Ministry and submitted it to His Majesty, and he summoned all the candidates. It seems he intends to appoint according to the draft."

I unconsciously swallowed.

"Um, Department Head? Why are you telling me this..."

I had a guess but tried to deny it as I spoke. I was hoping the Department Head's next words would be, "So I need someone to fill in." If that were the case, I would gladly help while grumbling.

But reality is always cruel.

"I put your name down for Intelligence Deputy Head."
"......"

The best days of my life began to crumble.

While moving to the Ministry of Finance building, I unconsciously looked up at the sky.

'It's like a dog.'

Clear like a dog. The sky is just clear, oblivious to my inner turmoil.

"Deputy Head? So you got promoted? Congratulations! That's wonderful!"

It's pitiful. There's no one to comfort me in my pain. Even Christina, who had been pouting at the news that I had to go to work during my vacation, smiled brightly and rejoiced at the news of my promotion.

I know that's the normal reaction. It's unusual for audit department executives to be miserable upon reaching an executive position at a young age—normally, promotion is a goal that bureaucrats strive for throughout their careers.

But we are the Audit Department. We've witnessed firsthand that the higher you rise, the more painful it becomes. For us, promotion is a poison to be avoided as much as possible.

'Deputy Head?'

Moreover, having seen the Deputy Head buried in paperwork, there's no word more terrifying than "Deputy Head."

This is maddening. Being a section chief in my 20s was already beyond my capacity, but a deputy head in my 20s? Does this make any sense?

"The 3rd Section Chief is now the Enforcement Department Head. Just so you know."

But thinking of the 3rd Section Chief who has risen beyond deputy head to department head, my heart calmed a little.

Yes, I'm better than him at least.

And a deputy head in my 20s is much better than a minister in my 20s.

'Hah.'

That's what I decided to think.

# Audit Ministry Founding

I had failed to escape the Capital due to the fantastic pretext of founding the Audit Ministry, but I was at least taking comfort in the fact that I'd gotten away from the Emperor's side.

But it wasn't long before I was summoned again. What an absolute bastard.

"I've reviewed the draft you sent, Minister. It seems appropriate to proceed with these appointments as is. What are your thoughts?"
"At present, I don't believe we have better options."
"Good. I will designate those on the list as nominees. Minister, bring them with you to the Imperial Palace."

He wasn't just summoning me alone—he even added instructions to bring the scattered executive nominees like they were Dragon Balls.

What an annoying and troublesome order. The Audit Ministry hasn't been fully integrated yet, so the executive nominees are scattered throughout the Ministry of Finance building, the Special Affairs Ministry building, or tucked away somewhere in the Capital. Collecting all these scattered officials one by one is too cruel a task.

"Your Majesty, I respectfully report that one person on the list is currently on parental leave."

Most critically, the Section 2 Chief is currently wielding the powerful shield of parental leave. Even for me, dragging someone away during their leave—especially parental leave—is a frightening prospect.

To put it bluntly, if Section 2 Chief is dragged in by the Emperor's summons, it creates the precedent that "even during parental leave, one must respond to imperial orders." How many children might I have in the future? How could I allow such a precedent?

"Parental leave?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Fortunately, the Emperor seemed moved by the mention of parental leave, slightly furrowing his brow. Being someone who raises the Crown Princess himself, he was probably swayed by the word "parental."

However, if he had stopped there, I wouldn't have called him a bastard.

"...There is nothing more important than caring for one's child, but tell them to come in for just one day. They may leave immediately after the appointment ceremony."

After a moment of silence, the Emperor ultimately pierced through the special shield of parental leave. Indeed, this guy is definitely a bastard.

"Since different departments are being integrated, a clear hierarchy must be established. Rather than hastily establishing order, it would be better to appoint executives as soon as possible."

Of course, he quickly made excuses, perhaps realizing his order to ignore leave was too harsh, but once an order is given, any excuse is nothing but crocodile tears.

'When the Emperor breaks the law, who do you complain to?'

Let's pretend the Imperial Assembly and Supreme Court don't exist. If I complained there, they might make insane statements like "Before His Majesty makes a painful decision, it is a servant's duty to report voluntarily."

'Damn it.'

I sighed softly as I tucked the communication device into my breast pocket. Because of someone's harsh and merciless orders, I ultimately had to drag out a subordinate enjoying their parental leave.

I'm sorry. The only gift I prepared was a promotion. I never thought I'd be giving you a surprise work day too.

I'm truly sorry.

Audit Ministry Enforcement Director nominee, current Audit Department Section 3 Chief Leonard Hodela.
Audit Ministry Deputy Enforcement Director nominee, current Audit Department Section 5 Chief Marsilio Viago.
Audit Ministry Intelligence Director nominee, current Intelligence Director Eugène Cluet of Hist.
Audit Ministry Deputy Intelligence Director nominee, current Audit Department Section 2 Chief Lafayette Baron.
Audit Ministry Special Operations Director nominee, current Charcoal Division Chief Penelia Yus.
Audit Ministry Deputy Special Operations Director nominee, current Flame Magic Brigade Commander Nicolas Hedan.

Except for Section 2 Chief, I was able to quickly gather the other executive nominees.

Actually, it would be stranger if there were complaints. The Intelligence Director is simply continuing his original role, and Penelia and Section 5 Chief are quite dutiful to orders. The gentleman who became Deputy Special Operations Director was delighted about his promotion, so there's nothing to discuss.

"No, why am I becoming a Director! At my age, taking on such a responsibility makes no sense!"
"And becoming a Minister at my age makes sense?"

Meanwhile, Section 3 Chief, the Enforcement Director nominee, put up some minor resistance, but...


"Besides, the executive list has already gone up to His Majesty, so it's no longer a ministerial order but an imperial command. If you want to become an official who disobeys imperial commands, go ahead and try."

He quickly surrendered before the magnificent purple glow of the imperial command. A truly perfect gathering.

"We greet Your Majesty."
"We greet Your Majesty."

Thanks to this, seven people including myself bowed before the Emperor. In the Emperor's eyes, we probably looked like living, breathing Dragon Balls. Dragon Balls that handle all sorts of tasks with just a command.

The difference from the original is that we won't scatter after granting a wish. How versatile.

"Raise your heads."

As we carefully raised our heads, I saw the Emperor wearing a satisfied smile.

But is it just my imagination? I briefly caught the look of a breeder eyeing A++ grade Korean beef.

"Though the Audit Ministry has not yet been officially established, I am overjoyed to see the talents who will lead it."
"We are honored, Your Majesty."
"Furthermore, you are all talents arranged by the Grand Chancellor for me and the Empire, so my expectations are very high."

I got goosebumps at those words. It sounded like he was saying these precious slaves inherited from the Grand Chancellor would be put to good use.

"...We will certainly live up to Your Majesty's trust."

However, since it sounded like ordinary praise on the surface, I forced myself to give a ceremonial response.

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction. I felt the urge to slap him just once.

"So, Minister. The Audit Ministry will consist of three departments, correct?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. We plan to organize it with the Enforcement Department handling the existing Audit Department's duties, the Intelligence Department integrating with two sections of the Audit Department, and the Special Operations Department formed from the Special Affairs Ministry's armed units."

Fortunately, we were able to start a purely business conversation before my impulse grew stronger. If it had been delayed even a little, I might have taken the path of treason.

"Then the Enforcement Department will be smaller than before. I will send more budget, so focus on expanding personnel."
"I am overwhelmed by Your Majesty's grace."

I bowed my head in gratitude for the Emperor's words that resolved my concerns. I had been worried about how the Enforcement Department would function after losing two of its four sections, but if the Emperor directly promised budget support, there's nothing to worry about.

Section 3 Chief will also be happy that the department he'll manage will grow under the Emperor's attention. Of course.

"My, I've been chatting too long with busy officials. Let's proceed with the appointment ceremony right away."

With those words, the Emperor approached the executives behind me. Soon I heard patting sounds, suggesting he was directly tapping their shoulders and exchanging greetings.

"Is it because the Minister is young that the executives are also young? I expect energetic work."
'Fuck.'

How strange. He's clearly speaking to the executives, but it feels like he's talking to me.

It sounded like a declaration of intent to work me hard because I'm still young.

***

Looking at the nominees the Audit Minister brought, I almost wanted to laugh.

'Ministry-level department executives this young.'

It's not for a 20-year-old Emperor to say, but the position of Emperor is heavily influenced by bloodline, so there could even be a 2-year-old Emperor, not just a 20-year-old one.

But officials are different. In a bureaucratic society rather than an aristocratic one, the influence of bloodline is relatively small. Having a good family might be advantageous for promotion, but there are many officials from good families. That's why ability always wins in the end. Just like how the current Minister of Relief is an orphan.

Of course, even considering that, the Audit Ministry executives are too radical. Even the Intelligence Director, the oldest among them, is relatively vigorous compared to all director-level officials.


'At least the Minister of Relief had a long career as an official.'

But what can I do? The Minister himself is a symbol of breaking convention. I made him that way, no one else.

So I have no intention of criticizing the Minister for choosing young executives. Rather, the younger they are, the longer they can be used... no, the longer they can work.

'Not bad.'

And such radical personnel appointments can stimulate officials. It can give hope to those with ability and ambition who have been suppressed by experienced superiors.

The wall of experience is high indeed, but it gives hope that it's not an insurmountable wall.

"I look forward to your future achievements."
"Yes, Your Majesty! We will certainly live up to your trust!"

After patting the shoulder of the Deputy Special Operations Director nominee and encouraging him, I turned my attention back to the Minister.

"It's not right to keep busy officials here, so everyone except the Minister may return."

At those words, I saw the Minister's eyes tremble. Though the nominee appointments are complete and it would be fine to send everyone back—the Minister is not included in "everyone." It's not particularly surprising.

Besides, the Deputy Audit Minister is leading the establishment of the Audit Ministry, so there's nothing to be concerned about.

'I also have something to ask.'

Even I find it curious at this point. I wonder how I always have something to assign or ask whenever I see him.

***

My teeth are chattering. I felt like crying at this outrage of keeping me close like a comfort toy just because I came to the Imperial Palace.

Damn you, if you're going to do this, at least pay me an Imperial Palace attendant's salary. If this isn't being an attendant, what is?

The rising indignation and pain intensified with the Emperor's subsequent words.

"Minister, how is your domain management going?"
'What is this bastard saying?'

Why is he suddenly bringing up domains? Is he mocking me for soon inheriting the Imperial Count title?

Momentarily buffering and unable to respond immediately, the Emperor blinked a few times and then chuckled.

"Not the domain you'll inherit, but the one you already have."

...

'Ah.'

Only then did I realize what the Emperor was talking about. I could finally recall the region that had been gradually fading from my mind.

'Right, there's Wiridia.'

I remembered receiving the title of Count of Wiridia, but I had forgotten about the Wiridia County itself. I'm sure I remembered it when I returned to the Academy right after the war ended.

"There are local officials who have managed Wiridia since it was a direct imperial territory, so there are no issues, but still, it is the Minister's domain."
"...I apologize, Your Majesty."

The peculiar situation where imperial local officials are still working in a large domain granted to a noble. With no room for excuse, I could only bow my head.

It's already considerable accommodation that officials receiving imperial salaries are managing a place that is no longer direct imperial territory. From the imperial perspective, they're spending their own money to manage someone else's land.

Damn it, is it because of all the recent incidents? How could I forget about my domain?

# Wiridia County

Just a few months ago, this territory on the northern frontier had been under direct imperial control.

Due to its northern frontier location, it normally served as a marketplace for bartering with nomads during peacetime. When the Emperor decided to suppress the nomads, it transformed into a miraculous military gathering point.

The reason I'd forgotten about receiving this territory as my domain was simple.

'I didn't really have the capacity to remember it.'

Thinking back carefully, every event that had occurred since I was granted Wiridia had been intense.

The Empire, having just recovered from its wounds, mobilized a large army for the northern expedition. After victory in this massive campaign, the Emperor became Khagan. The Emperor personally held a grand victory ceremony. The Crown Prince with maximum legitimacy was born. I became the Crown Prince's godfather. The establishment of the Audit Ministry was decided. The transfer of Teilgleichen County was determined. Finally, the first abdication ceremony in imperial history took place.

All this happened in just half a year. And these were just the official events—if I included personal matters, they would be too numerous to count.

'I had good reason to forget.'

My embarrassment gradually faded, replaced by confidence. With all those events happening, who would remember something as trivial as a county? Honestly, even the Emperor probably mistook Wiridia for imperial territory until recently.

"I will visit the domain as soon as possible to normalize its administration."

Of course, I didn't express my confidence outwardly. Even though both the Emperor and I had forgotten about it, the fact remained that imperial assets had been used to manage a mere noble's territory.

And the Emperor seemed to understand my dynamic half-year, simply nodding and moving on—

"By the way, Minister. There are no problems with your domain, but something quite interesting has happened there."
"Pardon?"

What was this about? No problems but something interesting?

'Can those two things coexist?'

It felt like hearing "I drank alcohol but didn't drive drunk." If the Emperor called something interesting, it meant something extremely serious had happened.

"You'll hear the details from the Chief Provincial Administrator on site. Even I only learned about it through written reports, so I can't explain it as thoroughly as the Administrator can."

I couldn't argue with his suggestion to go see for myself.

If this was the price for neglecting my domain until now, it wasn't too bad.

Thanks to the Emperor's implicit order, I immediately headed to Wiridia. Though outwardly it was just a suggestion, all this talk about domain management and interesting developments clearly meant I should go right away.

It's strange. After making me a permanent fixture in the Capital under the pretext of overseeing the establishment of the Audit Ministry, he's now kicking me out at lightning speed.

The problem is that I provided the cause for being kicked out this time, 100%.

"I greet the honorable Count of Wiridia. I am Alfred Gelbein, who was the Chief Provincial Administrator of Wiridia."

When I arrived at the center of Wiridia County, the Chief Provincial Administrator welcomed me. For some reason, the word "was" sounded particularly poignant.

"You've worked hard managing Wiridia in my place. It should have been my duty, and I'm terribly embarrassed."
"How could you say such things when we all know you've been dedicating yourself to the Empire? Rather, I'm honored to have been able to assist you in any small way."

After I apologized, the Chief Administrator bowed deeply and responded politely.

Don't do that. It only makes me more embarrassed.

"Besides, I've grown quite attached to this region, so I'm glad to have had time to sort out my lingering feelings."

As if sensing my discomfort, the Chief Administrator continued with a faint smile.


"That's fortunate."

Though still embarrassed, I smiled back, appreciating his warm consideration. Thank you for at least saying that...

"Ah, let's go inside first. I have much to tell you."
"Yes, let's do that."

I flinched momentarily at his mention of having much to tell me, but I obediently followed the Chief Administrator to the lord's office.

Surprisingly, as the Emperor had assured, there didn't seem to be any problems with the domain. If there were issues, the Chief Administrator's expression couldn't have been so calm.

'At least I've avoided the worst.'

I inwardly sighed with relief. Fortunately, I had avoided the title of "Great Lord Who Neglected His Domain and Caused Accidents." That alone was an encouraging achievement.

...Now I just needed to find out what "interesting development" the Emperor had acknowledged.

'Is it an authority issue?'

I suddenly made such a guess. A reasonable speculation—perhaps there had been some complications with the provincial administrators trying to manage a domain that had a rightful owner.

The possibility was quite high. Although the owner had forgotten about receiving the domain, and the provincial administrators were veterans who had managed Wiridia since it was under direct imperial control, the change from imperial territory to a noble's domain would make it difficult for administrators to govern actively. After all, the domain had a separate owner.

Yes, if it was something like that, it would be fine. As the rightful owner of the domain, I could simply resolve it.

"The number of nomads in Wiridia has increased dramatically."

But that wasn't it. My happy scenario collapsed as soon as we reached the lord's office.

"The number of nomads?"
"Yes, my lord."

I calmly took the seat of honor and spoke. Actually, my happy scenarios going awry was nothing new, so it wasn't surprising.

I just found it strange that nomads who had been incorporated into the Empire, who had become legitimate imperial subjects, had specifically flowed into my domain.

'The Great Lords should be controlling them, shouldn't they?'

It was odd. Currently, the nomads were under the control of thirteen Great Lords who had received titles from the Emperor. These individuals, who had earned their positions through political acumen and connections, were not lacking in ability.

Moreover, as new nobles and lords, they would naturally want to expand their influence. They would be trying to create as many subjects as possible by incorporating wandering tribes and clans. So under normal circumstances, nomads shouldn't be coming to domains in the mainland.

They definitely shouldn't be.

'Are they fighting among themselves?'

I even considered that possibility. If the Great Lords of the North were at each other's throats, nomads might move south to the mainland to avoid the conflict.

But I hadn't heard any such news. If imperial lords engaged in unauthorized armed conflict, the Empire would behead all involved parties. Fighting between imperial lords would be civil war—

"Also, the number of nomads visiting the market has surged. It seems most of the people heading to nearby domains have converged on Wiridia."
"......"

Hearing this, I sensed something ominous.

"Chief Administrator."
"Yes, my lord."
"By any chance, did any letters from other nobles arrive while I was absent?"

The Chief Administrator nodded firmly, as if he had been waiting for this question.

"All thirteen Great Lords in the North sent letters."

'Damn it.'

Just as my happy scenarios always go awry, my doom scenarios always come true.

'I've been chosen.'

It's not a phrase typically used for humans, but there's no more appropriate expression.

I've been chosen by the Great Lords of the North.

For nobles, titles symbolize wealth, honor, and power. The domains attached to these titles are also clear indicators of a noble's status.

But are titles and domains everything to nobles? Not quite. In noble society, there exists the social circle, a melting pot of connections, and true power comes from the center, not the provinces. No matter how high a noble's title or how prosperous their domain, if they live like a hermit in their territory, their influence will diminish.

Of course, three of the current dukes stay only in their domains, but these dukes already have connections built by their families over 300 years, numerous blood relatives, and factions. Even if the duke himself just breathes in his domain, his influence doesn't diminish.

But new nobles don't have that history, those blood ties, or those factions.

'So they wanted to make contact with the center somehow.'

And I became their stepping stone to the center.

I understand. Having become Great Lords and representatives of the North, it's natural they want to exert influence in the center. It's also natural they don't want to be isolated in the North and wish to connect with mainland nobles.

But I never thought it would be me. The Victorious Duke's domain is right there in the North. If they were going to align with someone, I thought they would choose the experienced Victorious Duke, who is also the Emperor's father-in-law, not a noble in his twenties.

'This means they want me to look after them.'

I almost sighed. The increase in nomads within Wiridia meant, "We won't stop those who want to become subjects of Count Wiridia." The lords were actually giving up subjects who would pay taxes to them.

The influx of nomads to Wiridia's market had a similar reason: "We will only trade through Count Wiridia." A voluntary economic submission.

It was clear. The one marquis and twelve counts located in the North had reached out to me. The thirteen Great Lords and their powerful nomad forces would support me, asking me to become their leader and guide them.

'Are they really from tribal chieftains?'

I was confused. This looked like the political acumen of pure settled nobles, not tribal leaders.

Or were nomad politics no different from those of civilized people?

"...Let's see the letters first."
"Yes, I'll bring them right away."

After a moment of silence, I finally spoke. Though I had unwittingly become part of a faction, I at least needed to see what they had said.

'This is insane.'

I came just to take care of my domain and ended up becoming the leader of an unexpected faction. A small but solid faction composed entirely of Great Lords.

No, with a marquis involved, I can't even call it small. If a faction with a marquis is considered small, what faction could claim to be large?

'Is this divine punishment?'

Suddenly, a memory from the past surfaced. While returning to the Capital after the northern expedition, I had thought that if a faction of northern Great Lords emerged, the Emperor would have a hard time.

But I never imagined I would belong to that faction. If I had known, I wouldn't have laughed at the Emperor's potential predicament.

'It really is divine punishment.'

Mock others, and their suffering will return to you.

This is karma so chilling it gives me goosebumps.

Thirteen letters that had originated from the North and reached Wiridia. They were terrible letters containing despair rather than fortune, but I couldn't ignore correspondence from Grand Lords, so I checked each one personally.

And all thirteen letters, once stripped of greetings, flowery language, and ceremonial phrases, contained the same proposal—or rather, request—without exception.

A straightforward request for me to become their Wolf Punch.

'This will be difficult to refuse.'

I almost let out a laugh. The Northern Grand Lords hadn't simply stated their business; they had filled their letters with desperate humility, thoroughly lowering themselves. It was obvious that refusing this request would create an awkward future for everyone involved.

They had even made advance payments hoping I would make a positive decision. A significant number of nomads had flowed into Wiridia territory, and Wiridia's market was thriving through exchanges with the thirteen Grand Lords. No matter how voluntary these advance payments were, walking away after receiving them would make me a scammer.

'What should I do?'

It's a dilemma. Objectively speaking, it's not a bad proposal. No, it could even be considered a good one.

As the Count of a territory bordering the North, establishing friendly relations with Northern forces and having their collective support? No matter how I look at it, this situation is full of benefits without drawbacks. The stability and development of my territory, along with my influence in the capital, would rapidly increase.

Of course, as faction leader, I would take responsibility if my faction members caused trouble, but dealing with subordinates making messes and facing disciplinary action is nothing new. Nothing unusual about that.

Yes, it's beneficial. It's beneficial, but...

'I don't need it.'

It's beneficial, but unnecessary. I already have various titles like the Crown Princess's godfather and Minister of Audit. What's the point of increasing my influence further? I have terrible superiors above me and subordinates overflowing with personality issues, but honestly, I'm not some weakling who needs others' help.

Territorial stability? Frankly, unless the Northern Grand Lords go insane, they wouldn't cause disturbances anywhere near my territory, let alone within it. Those gentlemen possess intelligence and sensitivity far beyond ordinary people.

That's why I'm in a dilemma. Refusing would make things awkward with the neighboring Northern Grand Lords, but accepting would increase unwanted rewards and responsibilities.

"By the way, Minister. I hear there's been quite an interesting development in your territory, though nothing problematic."

'Ah.'

In the midst of my contemplation, I recalled what the Emperor had said.

The Emperor isn't the type to simply watch Northern nomad-born Grand Lords making contact with mainland nobles. What kind of leader would be uninterested when a new faction is about to emerge in the political arena? He may have personality issues, but he's not lacking in intelligence.

Yet despite clearly knowing about the Northern Grand Lords' movements, he only called it an "interesting development." He made no statement opposing my connection with the North.

Then the Emperor essentially wants me to become the head of the Northern faction.

...

'I should accept.'

I let out a small sigh. If the Emperor's will is set, it's easier to follow it. Refusing unnecessarily would only stack up disfavor.

Besides, the formation of a Northern faction itself is an inevitable future. Even if I reject the Northern Grand Lords, they will contact other mainland nobles to form a faction. If a faction is going to emerge anyway, the Emperor judges it better to entrust it to the Imperial Count (soon to be promoted) and Crown Princess's godfather rather than some unknown figure.

"You must have waited long, so I should send a reply quickly."
"Yes, I'll prepare it right away."

As soon as I spoke, the Chief Provincial Officer who had been waiting bowed quickly and brought paper and pen.

From now on, I am the Northern Grand Count who manages the North.


It sounds somewhat like a knockoff title, but that's what it is.

Thanks to the magician who had transported me to Wiridia also serving as a courier, my reply was delivered quickly. I should probably mention to Beatrix that she has a friendly magician.

And not long after the magician departed, the communication orb began to glow.

- It's been a while, Count.

It was a message from Marquis Barandi, the only Marquis in the North.

"Yes, though we saw each other at the abdication ceremony, we didn't get to exchange greetings then. Have you been well?"
- I've been enjoying perfect days thanks to the Imperial Family's grace.

Marquis Barandi responded with a hearty laugh to my ceremonial greeting.

I was somewhat surprised. I did include in my reply that "we should discuss a more constructive future through the communication orb," but I didn't expect him to contact me immediately after receiving it.

...Wait, am I going to have to talk with all thirteen of them in succession?

- I'm glad to see you're in good health, Count.
"Haha, I'm still at an age where I should be robust. It would be troublesome to be frail already."
- Oh my, that's true. I misspoke.

Anxiety surged, but I decided to focus on the conversation for now. Marquis Barandi is nominally the leader of the Northern Grand Lords, so successfully concluding this conversation would solve half the problem.

The issue is that the conversation is about transferring leadership.

"If I had met Your Excellency more frequently, I could have demonstrated my good health. As neighbors, it's truly regrettable that we've had so few opportunities for exchange."

At those words, Marquis Barandi's smile deepened. Following my reply about discussing a constructive future, I expressed regret at the lack of exchange between neighbors. Anyone would see this as a positive reception of the Northern Grand Lords' request.

- Please don't say that. You must be busy with administrative affairs.
"I could step down from the administration at any time, but the fact that I am Your Excellency's neighbor will not change."

That's actually a lie. I might pass down the Wiridia County to my child before leaving the administration.

But Marquis Barandi doesn't yet understand how the Imperial Family utilizes civil servants. Unaware of that cruel truth, he simply smiled pleasantly at my white lie.

Don't ever become a civil servant.

***

About five hours after the Minister left for Wiridia, his message arrived.

- Long live Emperor. Your humble servant, Kal Kracius, greets the Sun of the Empire.

I was pleased by the earlier-than-expected contact. It seems he sensed what I wanted and moved quickly.

"Well, Minister. Judging by your prompt contact, it seems the matter is settled."
- ...Yes, Your Majesty. I handled it successfully.

I'm truly satisfied. While it would have been a clean resolution if the Minister had simply been prepared to embrace the nomad-born Grand Lords, his swift readiness deserves commendation.

"Well done. Didn't I tell you there was no problem with your territory?"


I noticed the Minister's eyes trembling slightly at those words, but I ignored it.

I didn't lie. It's true there was no problem with the territory. There was merely an interesting development for the lord, the Minister.

'Now the North is nothing to worry about.'

The corners of my mouth rose slightly. The North is a difficult region to manage effectively due to its distance from the capital and harsh terrain, but there's no need to worry when the Minister, who owns territory in the North, becomes their leader.

The Minister participated in two wars and played a decisive role in killing the enemy leaders both times. It's natural for the nomads, who value military prowess, to respect and revere such a Minister. Even non-nomad nobles will follow the Minister, who is both the Crown Princess's godfather and an Imperial Count.

It may seem like giving the Minister excessive honor and authority, but if someone is going to unite with the North, it's better for the Minister to take control.

'There are safety measures in place.'

If the Minister were to go out of control, my father-in-law's faction spread throughout the North would oppose the Minister's Northern faction. This would prevent the bizarre situation of tens of thousands of nomads rushing to the capital.

Of course, I can't imagine a future where the Minister goes berserk and clashes with my father-in-law.

- Your Majesty.

Just as I was about to smile at the thought of strengthened Northern security, the Minister spoke.

- I apologize, but I dare to ask Your Majesty something.
"You wish to ask me?"
- Yes, Your Majesty.

This is unexpected. It's extremely rare for the Minister to ask me anything. Perhaps thinking that opening his mouth might result in more work, the Minister tends to be quite sparing with his words.

My curiosity began to rise in place of confusion. For such a Minister to ask a question directly, I'm quite interested in what it could be. Judging by his expression, it doesn't seem to be an urgent matter.

"Speak."
- Long live Your Majesty, thank you for your grace.

At my brief acceptance, the Minister nodded and continued.

- What will happen to the provincial officers who were managing the Wiridia region?
"Since there are many direct territories, regular provincial officers will go to other regions, but the Chief Provincial Officer will be on standby for a while. There's no vacant Chief Provincial Officer position, so it can't be helped."
- In that case, Your Majesty, may I take the Chief Provincial Officer as my vassal?

My already rising interest began to surge even faster.

"The Chief Provincial Officer?"
- Yes, Your Majesty. No one knows the Wiridia region better than the Chief Provincial Officer. Therefore, I wish to make him my steward with a viscount title.
'Viscount...'

I felt my cheeks twitch. I was about to burst into laughter at the audacity of trying to appoint a mere provincial officer as a viscount simply because he was an expert.

Certainly, no one would be as knowledgeable about the region as the Chief Provincial Officer. There's a reason for the "Chief" in his title. But if he wanted to use those skills, simple employment would be sufficient. Instead, he wants to make him a vassal—and not just any vassal, but a viscount, the second-in-command of a county.

"The distribution of titles within a territory is the lord's right. If the Chief Provincial Officer accepts the Minister's offer, I will remove his current position, so do as you wish."

I barely suppressed my laughter as I gave my answer.

Even if the Chief Provincial Officer receives a viscount title, there are still several baronies remaining in Wiridia. When rumors spread that he suddenly gave a viscount title to a Chief Provincial Officer he just met, ambitious talents will flock to the Minister.

I can't help but smile imagining the Minister being harassed by them.

Half of the Empire is directly ruled by the great Imperial Family, while the other half is governed by nobles who have received the Emperor's grace. Such rumors circulate because the Imperial territories within the Empire are vast and extensive. There's even a joke that you could form an entire army corps from the local officials who manage the Imperial territories.

I too lived as one of those numerous local officials. I lived as a mere bureaucrat who received the surname Gelbein from the Imperial Family and the name Alfred from my parents.

Bureaucrat. That was my identity. Someone too far from nobility to comfortably call myself a noble, yet someone who lived with the pride of being an official rather than a noble. That was me, Alfred Gelbein.

'It was a decent life.'

Though I lived not as a brilliant noble but as a silently dedicated official, it was a life without regrets. Thanks to His Majesty the Emperor who highly valued someone like me, I rose to become the chief local official of an entire region.

Although I had to step down from my position as chief local official when the Wiridia region I was in charge of was granted to a noble, I felt regret but not resentment. Becoming a chief local official meant I had done as much as I could and risen as high as possible. I had reached the peak in this field and was now honorably stepping down.

Of course, since this was an honorable retirement not due to any fault of mine, I might receive a new position after waiting, but I couldn't guarantee how long that wait would be. There were no vacancies for chief local official positions. So I wanted to retire completely. It would harm my juniors if someone who had enjoyed his fair share continued to hold on without an official position.

Yes, I was planning to retire, but...

'What is this?'

What's happening?

I'm confused. I can't understand this situation—me kneeling before Count Wiridia, the Minister of Audit.

"Alfred Gelbein. You have received the Empire's trust and excellently managed the Wiridia region, to the extent that His Majesty the Emperor was satisfied."

I stared blankly at the floor as Count Wiridia held his sword over my head. I was terrified when he suddenly summoned me and drew his sword, but now my heart is filled with bewilderment.

"Wiridia was once a frontier bordering hostile forces. Therefore, it suffered considerable damage during the Great Punitive War five years ago, but it was able to recover from those wounds thanks to your abilities."

Though his words made me blush, I didn't deny them. As Count Wiridia said, Wiridia was a northern outskirt that had suffered various hardships, and during the Great Punitive War five years ago, despair loomed before our eyes. Overcoming those hardships and normalizing Wiridia is my pride and life's achievement.

"Therefore, I, as the rightful great lord permitted to rule over Wiridia, declare."

With those words, Count Wiridia lightly tapped my head and shoulders with the sword that had been hovering over my head.

"I, Kal Kracius of Wiridia, make Alfred Gelbein the Viscount of Kisele. At the same time, I appoint Viscount Kisele as the Steward, and you shall use your abilities for Wiridia."

My bewilderment grew with each calm declaration.

Viscount? Steward? These are words I cannot comprehend. It's too much honor for a mere official who can barely call himself a noble. To begin with, Count Wiridia and I are meeting for the first time.

"Y-Your Excellency. This is too generous an order. Me, a viscount?"

Before I knew it, my hands and feet were trembling, and I even stammered.

But I had no time to worry about such minor abnormalities. Right now, understanding Count Wiridia's true intentions was the priority.

'What is this about?'

But no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't grasp his true intentions. Surely Count Wiridia wouldn't be mocking a local official who was only looking forward to retirement, and there was no reason to mock me either.

The problem is that if it's not even mockery, then there's really no reason for this. For the first time, I wish it were just a prank by a noble with a twisted personality.

"Considering your dedication to Wiridia, this is not excessive at all. Where in this Empire is there someone more knowledgeable about Wiridia's circumstances than you?"

While I was hastily organizing my thoughts, Count Wiridia gently patted my shoulder and spoke softly.

"When Emperor Eimanka received the mandate of heaven and established the Empire, he treated others strictly based on ability and merit, not origin or personal connections. I, as a noble of the Empire, am following the beautiful will of the Emperor."

Then he personally placed something in my hand, which was still bowed.

'A seal?'

It's a seal. Not the plain seal I used as a local official, but a rather ornate one.

"What I bestow upon you is not excessive at all. You are receiving the reward for your dedication to the Imperial Family and Wiridia, which even His Majesty the Emperor deems appropriate."


At those words, my hands began to tremble again, but for a different reason.

I thought I had done enough. I thought I had risen as high as possible. I thought it was time to retire honorably and watch my children succeed.

But the noble before me denied that. He said I still had work to do, that there were still places for me to rise, that the life I had been running should not stop here.

'Dedication, reward.'

Some emotion welled up inside me. My life was recognized by someone I was meeting for the first time. Even His Majesty the Emperor acknowledged it.

Slowly, I turned my head to look at the seal in my hand. If I accept this seal, I will become a titled noble. My children will no longer be the children of an official but the children of a titled noble.

In exchange for nothing else but my life.

"...I will serve Your Excellency until the day I die."

And now the life I should pursue is no longer that of a silently dedicated official but a noble who burns with life.

"Don't say such ominous things. Shouldn't you retire and rest when you get older?"

I bowed my head even lower at His Excellency's words mixed with laughter.

As someone who has received such grace, I dare not rest.

I returned home at His Excellency's instruction that there was no urgent business so I should go home. To a place that, while splendid compared to where ordinary commoners live, cannot be compared to a noble's mansion.

'It was an expensive house.'

A chuckle escaped me. It's a house built with most of the wealth I accumulated while serving as a local official. A house I built for my comfortable retirement.

But surprisingly, in just one day, I gained something greater than this house. A viscounty included with the title of viscount, a castle at the center of the viscounty, a mansion prepared for smooth work as a steward, and so on. I now have things that couldn't be obtained even with hundreds or thousands of houses like this.

'I should make this a vacation home.'

With such thoughts, I leisurely entered the house. Although it had become the least valuable among my assets, it was still the most cherished.

"Huh? Father, you're home already?"

And as soon as I entered the mansion, Rana welcomed me.

The most intelligent of my children, who had pledged to follow my path as a local official, my proud daughter.

...

"Rana."
"Yes. What is it?"
"Don't go to the Capital. Work in Wiridia."
"What?"

At my words, Rana blinked blankly. Her expression seemed to ask what on earth I was talking about.

I understand. When Rana decided to follow my path as a local official, I told her to go to the Capital and take the exam. It's true that starting in the Capital is advantageous for future appointments. It's also good for expanding one's network.

But meticulously considering appointments and connections is ultimately for advancement. If you're going to become a local official anyway, isn't it more rewarding to rise to the highest position possible?

'For advancement, Wiridia is advantageous.'

However, Count Kracius appointed me, whom he met for the first time, as a viscount. He didn't consider other conditions. He simply employs those he deems useful.

Then there's no need to go to the distant Capital where there are many competitors. It's more advantageous for advancement to show one's abilities by the Count's side.

"Um, Father? I'm familiar with Wiridia and have many friends there, so I like it, but why suddenly...?"

Rana, who had been blinking for a while, cautiously asked. Fortunately, she doesn't seem to have any aversion to staying in Wiridia.


"There's no reason to go to the Capital anymore."
"What?"
"Look at this first."

I took out the viscount's seal from my breast pocket and showed it to Rana.

That day, the reactions shown by Rana and the rest of the family will be unforgettable.

***

After successfully capturing—no, employing the Steward, my mind felt much more at ease.

The Steward is undoubtedly the second-in-command of the domain. When the lord is present, they serve as the lord's foremost advisor and strategist; when the lord is absent, they act as the representative who handles the lord's duties—a valuable existence who plays a vital role.

And it's obvious that I will spend far more days in the Capital than in my domain. As such, the presence of a capable and diligent steward was essential.

'Fortunately, there was just the right person.'

In that sense, the Steward I employed this time is a heaven-sent figure for me. He has extensive knowledge about Wiridia, rich experience, and will likely have some loyalty to me who bestowed a title upon him.

Crucially, since his original job was managing Wiridia, he won't complain even if I'm absent. He's doing what he used to do, but now with a title and position. He might even express gratitude, wouldn't he?

'Now I just need to fill the other positions.'

I glanced down at the document in my hand. I've employed a Steward, but that's just the beginning. There are many more positions needed to run a domain.

Just off the top of my head, there's the Head Butler, Head Maid, Financial Supervisor, Secretary, Guard Captain, and Stable Master. If I go into more detail, the list would double.

'...That's a lot.'

Damn, when am I going to fill all these positions?

Should I just employ all the general local officials who are going to other regions? Of course, if I did such a thing, the Emperor would say, "That's enough nonsense," and punch me in the chest. It's fine to take a chief local official who would be without a position anyway, but general local officials are labor forces who need to work immediately.

"Your Excellency."

While I was contemplating whether to kidnap the families of vassals in Teilgleichen if there were no people available, the Steward's voice came from outside the door.

"What is it?"
"Count Kaitana has arrived."

At those words, I rose from my seat. As expected, Count Kaitana was the first to arrive among the thirteen.

'He came quickly.'

I let out a small sigh. Starting with Count Kaitana, all the great lords in the North will arrive at the Wiridia County. When that happens, we'll be moving forward to a point of no return.

No, in fact, we're already in a situation that can't be reversed.

'The Northern faction.'

My head throbs. The reason the Northern great lords are coming to Wiridia is to form a faction. There's no more certain way to form a faction than having its members gather in one place to pledge friendship and cooperation.

And the great lords gathering in Wiridia don't plan to return after the faction formation with a simple "We had a good time." Soon, there will be a banquet celebrating the Emperor's accession, so even if they return to their domains, they'll have to move again to go to the Capital.

In other words, Wiridia will have to host thirteen great lords until the banquet is held.

At the same time, at the accession banquet where the Empire's nobles will gather—I will have to enter the banquet hall leading thirteen great lords.

'Wow.'

My mind became dizzy. Entering the banquet hall leading a faction, isn't that obviously showing off?

I'm afraid of how other nobles will look at me.

Marquis Varandiga, Batal Gurt of Varandiga.
Count Kaitana, Daran Kzan of Kaitana.
Count Kirgia, Kchur Darian of Kirgia.
Count Virs, Nevila Rutun of Virs.
Count Digera, Haral Mungerte of Digera.
Count Ikilan, Sarna Sikratiha of Ikilan.
Count Gorming, Gilke Korko of Gorming.
Count Yudher, Nachav Olan of Yudher.
Count Ramandia, Ugan Gorta of Ramandia.
Count Kital, Irad Natlan of Kital.
Count Rakar, Hokor Viyu of Rakar.
Count Loromana, Enji Araha of Loromana.
Count Charaul, Jaya Tatakia of Charaul.

And finally, Count Wiridia, Kal Kracius of Wiridia.

These fourteen great lords had gathered in the Wiridia County. Not mere nobles, not just titled aristocrats, but great lords who each managed vast domains had assembled.

"The Empire and the North have been in opposition for a long time, but this was a tragic history that occurred because the two powers did not understand each other. There were also wicked individuals who exploited this gap to cause discord between the two powers, while wise men who sought peace could only shed tears as they were oppressed by these malicious ones."

Starting with Count Kaitana, all the great lords of the North had gathered in the banquet hall. In that hall, I raised the glass placed on the table and began to speak.

The unfortunate conflict between the Empire and the North, the traitors who caused the conflict, and the good-hearted wise men who died amid the traitors' meddling. I emphasized that the Empire and the North could have rightfully understood each other and become one, but they were in opposition because of a few traitors.

Of course, there was no need to specify who these traitors were.

"But perhaps even the heavens were saddened by this opposition flowing with blood and tears, for finally the Empire and the North have become one. Warm coexistence, not cold opposition, has come to us."

With those words, I approached the great lords step by step. I approached the great lords who, like me, were holding glasses and wearing faint smiles.

"This was truly possible only through the blessing of Enen and the protection of the Emperor, and because of the wise men who sought peace. Thanks to them, the Empire has ended its long history of opposition and opened a new history of harmony and coexistence."

Then I raised the glass in my hand high. As if offering it to the heavens, as if showing it off to the whole world.

At the same time, the thirteen great lords—no, the nomads who had ended the history of opposition and embraced the Empire—raised their glasses toward the sky.

"We have opened a new history. Throughout thousands of years of history, only we are leading this unique history."

This is not an exaggeration. In human history, there has never been a true unification of settled people and nomads. Only now, when the Empire has taken control of the entire North and the nomads have offered the title of Khan to the Emperor, have settled people and nomads become one.

"Therefore, I, Count Wiridia, Kal Kracius of Wiridia, swear before Enen and the Emperor. That I will ensure this history of peace and prosperity does not crumble. That I will be a bridge between the settled people and the nomads who have finally become neighbors."

At this declaration, the smiles of the nomadic great lords deepened. As a believer of the Dawn Order, I swore before Enen, and as a noble of the Empire, I swore before the Emperor. This is the highest oath that even death cannot prevent for nobles who value face. The great lords probably thought I was declaring that I would lead and protect the Northern faction forever.

Of course, I have neither faith nor loyalty. But for my peaceful life, I must live as the head of the Northern faction for the rest of my life. If I neglect the North, I'll have to deal with both the Emperor's nagging and the rebellion of the offended North.

The reason may be somewhat strange, but the result is a perfectly peculiar oath. Under that oath, the fourteen great lords shouted with all their hearts.

"I, Count Kal Kracius of Wiridia, will not forget the friendship and cause of the friends gathered here! For the protection of heaven's mandate and the order of the continent!"
"For the protection of heaven's mandate and the order of the continent!"

As I watched the great lords boldly drink the alcohol in their glasses, I too drank mine.

I haven't particularly built friendship with the Northern great lords, nor do I know their cause—but anyway, the Northern faction has been launched. I have become the head of the North, and as long as I fulfill my duties, the North will follow and respect my orders.

...Yes, as long as I fulfill my duties.


'This is driving me crazy.'

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. Honestly, I'm not one to frequently show my face in social circles, but from the moment I became the head of a faction, I need to show active social participation. If I stay quiet as a mouse, there's a high chance the Northern great lords will look for another faction leader and leave.

Wasn't the faction formed to influence the central government and interact with mainland nobles? If the faction leader is a hikikomori, the faction members will feel disappointed.

'The weight of being a faction leader...'

I closed my eyes slightly. Not the weight of being a head of household, but the weight of being a faction leader—how did my life end up like this?

"Count. Let me pour you a drink this time."

As I stood there blankly, Marquis Varandiga approached with a bottle of alcohol.

It's strange, but I feel cognitive dissonance. No matter how different mainland nobles with history and tradition are from new nobles, a marquis is bowing to a count. It's embarrassing, as if we're breaking the order of the social hierarchy.

"Wouldn't it be more proper for me to pour for Your Excellency the Marquis first?"
"Oh, is that so? It feels as though our titles have been switched, which is embarrassing."

Though anyone would recognize it as a joke, I couldn't laugh at all. Even I think a faction where a count is the leader and a marquis is a member is too strange.

I'm terrified that the Emperor might say, "This is an unnatural phenomenon," and elevate Wiridia County to a marquisate.

"...Come to think of it, between friends, the hierarchy of titles doesn't matter."

I finally spoke, pushing away the terrible imagination of the seal in my pocket evolving into a white seal symbolizing a marquis.

The current marquises are all powerful figures. Even Marquis Varandiga, who is relatively weak, is unlikely to be demoted due to his symbolic status as the only marquis in the North.

So I shouldn't worry too much. Count will be the final rank of my title.

Surely it will be.

After the banquet celebrating the formation of the Northern faction, I guided the great lords to their rooms.

Fortunately, since Wiridia had been a gathering place for the Northern punitive forces in the past, there were enough rooms prepared for high-ranking officials. It's ironic that now it's not the Northern punitive forces but the Northern nomads who are staying here.

- This means an era of harmony, not conflict, has arrived. I'm delighted that Kal is at the forefront of this.
"You flatter me, Your Excellency."

I smiled awkwardly at the Victorious Duke's words. Being praised as the leader of harmony is embarrassing when I was forced into this position by the Emperor's implicit order.

'More like the leading slave, if anything.'

Though I made a bitter self-assessment, I maintained my smile. I couldn't show a gloomy face to the Victorious Duke who was congratulating the formation of the faction.

'News travels fast.'

I felt a sense of wonder. The Victorious Duke, already wielding tremendous influence as a duke and the head of the Northern faction, seems to have gained an insanely fast information acquisition speed since becoming the Emperor's father-in-law. It's not normal to hear about the Northern faction, which only the Emperor and the faction members knew about, and to offer congratulations on the day of its formation.

Of course, the Victorious Duke isn't one to scheme with the information he obtains first, but it's embarrassing to think that he will know my every move from now on—

- By the way, now Kal will be called the Northern Archduke.

...?


"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but ask.

'Northern Archduke?'

Just hearing it is terrifying. In this empire, there is only one archduke title. The Kabaschuleitz Archduke, given only to the heir to the throne.

But despite my reaction, the Victorious Duke just burst into laughter. No, isn't it too much to drop a bomb on someone and just laugh?

- It was my nickname in my youth. Perhaps because my domain was in the north, I somehow got the nickname Northern Archduke.
"...Is it acceptable for a noble to have the nickname 'archduke'?"
- No matter what others call me, my title is still duke. Even Emperor Sanghwang didn't mind much, so don't worry.

The Victorious Duke kept laughing, but this is absolutely not something to laugh off. Even for a duke, having the nickname "archduke" for a mere noble is too treasonous. And Sanghwang, who was paranoid, let it slide?

That's impossible. Regardless of paranoia, a collateral emperor wouldn't tolerate a duke's self-aggrandizement.

Noticing my doubt, the Victorious Duke continued with a smile.

- There was a character called the Northern Archduke in a popular romance novel from the old days. It was a historical novel set during the Muno Empire period, and since the character eventually submitted to the imperial family, there was no issue.
'Ah.'

I understood with that explanation. It wasn't a nickname given out of serious respect for the Victorious Duke's power and authority, but because of a novel that noble ladies enjoyed reading. It would be ridiculous for the Emperor to overreact to such a nickname.

'Northern Archduke?'

I briefly examined the Victorious Duke's appearance in the communication crystal.

Though his hair was mixed with white due to age, he had brilliant silver hair and blue clothing, the symbol of the Nuren ducal family. Decisively, he held the position of Deputy Commander of the Imperial Army.

He truly is the perfect image of a Northern Archduke. Moreover, I think I've heard that the Victorious Duke was a handsome man who received many courtships from noble ladies in his youth.

'Now I'm the Northern Archduke?'

My admiration for the Victorious Duke turned into a complicated feeling. As the Victorious Duke said, the nickname "Northern Archduke" is about to be passed on to me.

A domain further north than the Victorious Duke's, the leader of a faction commanding energetic Northern nomads, experience in two military campaigns.

'Damn it.'

Unfortunately, I too was the perfect image of a Northern Archduke. And still in my twenties, an active Northern Archduke.

'...Then is the Golden Duke the Southern Archduke?'

Such a thought suddenly occurred to me. In romance novels, instead of the cold and militarily strong Northern Archduke, there's often a sly and wealthy Southern Archduke.

Perfect. Anyone can see that the Golden Duke is the Southern Archduke. Moreover, the Golden Duke has twelve wives.

'This really is a romance fantasy.'

I once again realized the nature of this world in an unexpected way.

I'm reminded that this world is a romance fantasy in the strangest places.

Recently, I've spent more days at the mansion in the Capital than at my domain. Given the situation where even the time traveling between my domain and the parliament is precious, it's an unavoidable choice.

Yes, it was truly a natural and inevitable decision. As all officials are preparing for the coronation banquet, I cannot neglect these preparations as the Imperial Count. After all, it is the Imperial Count who must serve the Imperial Family more diligently than any other subject.

Moreover, it's been confirmed that I will step down from the position of Imperial Count, and when Erich graduates, I will completely withdraw from my parliamentary duties. In other words, this banquet is the last coronation celebration I'll prepare as an official. Its significance cannot be overstated.

'Retirement in my forties.'

I set down my pen for a moment and gazed out the window. When I first became a member of the Imperial Parliament, I thought I would remain a member until death, but somehow I've received the gift of retirement in my forties.

It would certainly be a lie to say I wasn't perplexed by this earlier-than-expected retirement, but my retirement is His Majesty's will for the sake of the Imperial Family and the Empire, so I gladly complied.

'It's problematic for a father and son to hold high positions simultaneously.'

And I stepped down for the sake of my son's future.

Kal has proven his abilities and is advancing quickly in his career. Although he demonstrated this through the dangerous method of military service, the outcome was ultimately positive.

But what if I, Kal's father, remained as the current Imperial Count and parliamentarian? There might be concerns about a father and son simultaneously holding high positions, and some might become envious. Therefore, it is right for me as the father to step aside and clear the path for Kal.

'...I didn't expect it to open up this much, though.'

The corner of my mouth lifted slightly. I couldn't help but smile as I recalled the conversation I just had with Kal.

- I'm only contacting you now because I've been busy building relationships with new neighbors.

The communication orb suddenly emitted light, and Kal's face appeared when I picked it up.

With a somewhat exhausted face, Kal exchanged formal greetings and then continued as if complaining.

- Since these newly appointed nobles are unfamiliar with the Capital environment, I, as their neighbor, decided to guide them personally.

Though he packaged it ordinarily with words like "neighbors" and "guidance," both Kal and I knew that what he really meant was "faction."

It's remarkable. I willingly followed His Majesty's wishes to clear the path for my son, but I never expected him to advance this rapidly in less than a year. Or perhaps I had been the one holding him back all along.

While Kal seems annoyed by this sudden faction formation—as a father, I couldn't be more pleased.

"They were once enemies but can now become closer than any neighbor. Since they've recognized your character and approached you, treat them with loyalty and friendship."
- ...Yes, Father. I'll keep that in mind.

So I gave Kal an answer he probably didn't want. Though I feel sorry for Kal who contacted his father after accumulating stress, if something is inevitable, it's best to think of it positively.

If he treats them with loyalty and friendship, they will become his strongest allies and shields. Or perhaps swords.

Though Kal wears a bitter expression now, someday he will recognize their usefulness and willingly utilize them.

'Someday, huh.'

Suddenly, such a thought occurred to me. If Kal deliberately wields the faction in his hands, the title of Count of Wiridia could potentially become a Marquis.

'A Marquis from the Kracius Family.'

It makes me want to laugh. A Marquis emerging from the Kracius family, which holds the Imperial Count title—if my past self from just a few years ago had heard this, I would have dismissed it as nonsense.

'I should tell my wife about this.'

I reached for the communication orb placed on one side of the desk. Since Kal barely contacted me, I don't think he would have contacted my wife. He must be busy strengthening ties with the Northern Great Lords right now.

So let me share this joyful news with my wife. As the lady of a noble house, she understands the power of factions well.

She will surely be delighted. What my wife worries about is Kal getting hurt in war, not him gaining connections.


***

Time passed, and the day of the Emperor's coronation banquet finally arrived.

'Damn it.'

I feel dizzy. Now I must lead thirteen Great Lords and make a grand entrance into the banquet hall. I have to show with my entire being to the nobles gathered from across the Empire: "These are my subordinates. Impressive, right?"

- Our children are indeed impressive.
'Please be quiet.'

My head throbbed even more because of a certain deity who was bragging about his nomadic "children" in the midst of all this.

No, why call them "our children" when even the priest lacks faith? Isn't your compassion overflowing?

- I just think of you as my priest. It makes me feel more comfortable.
'What does that—'
"Your Excellency."

As I was about to refute the statement of the Eternal Blue Sky who was not just running but burning his happiness circuit, I quickly turned at the voice of the Imperial Knight Commander.

"The security check is complete, so you may enter now."
"Yes, understood."

I nodded to the commander who opened the way with a faint smile.

Had I come alone, I would have passed through with a near-free pass after a brief security check, but with thirteen companions, the inspection naturally took some time. Even so, it was still quick considering the number of people.

"By the way, Your Excellency."

Just as I was about to enter after exchanging a light bow with the commander, he spoke again.

"Whose name should I write at the top of the list?"
'Ah.'

Only then did I realize. Indeed, there was that issue.

I glanced at the visitor list held by the Imperial Knight. Normally, when nobles and officials pass the security check and enter, their names are recorded on a list managed by the Imperial Knights. When entering as a group rather than individually, it's customary to list first either the person with the highest title or the faction leader.

Though the custom is divided into two, there's no need to worry. Usually, the faction leader has the highest title in the faction anyway.

'Not in our case.'

Unfortunately, in the Northern faction, the person with the highest title and the faction leader are separate individuals. It's enough to make one's heart feel petty that such a faction without proper foundations exists.

"Please write Marquis Barandi at the top. As our only Marquis, that would be appropriate."

After a moment's consideration, I chose the former option. Since everyone knows I'm the faction leader anyway, it's right to uphold the authority of Marquis Barandi at times like this—

"No. Please write Count of Wiridia."
"Understood."

The list was quickly written according to the Marquis Barandi's words.

Seeing a Count listed above a Marquis made me want to cry.

***

The faction centered around His Excellency the Golden Duke has one common trait.

"Now that we can freely transport goods to the north by sea, I can't express how convenient it is."

"Indeed. We've had such a hard time moving them by land until now."

Even when just two faction members gather, they often discuss money. It's inevitable since they all manage trading companies.

Of course, I don't dislike it. Only those who enjoy discussing money and markets can progress alongside His Excellency the Golden Duke.

"By the way, have you all heard? Something unusual has happened in the north."
"The north? Ah, you mean that incident."

The gazes of the faction members, who had been discussing how the north had stabilized, how the only Imperial territory with sea access was now safe, how maritime shipping to the north had become active, and how delightful it was that those who had been charging exorbitant docking fees were now left empty-handed, subtly turned toward me.

I just smiled at those gazes. The northern anomaly they're referring to is related to my future son-in-law, after all.

'It will be difficult to trade with the north without going through my son-in-law.'

Typically, nomads traded with domains located in the north. However, recently they began flocking to Wiridia, my son-in-law's domain, and other markets started losing vitality one by one.

Fortunately, it's not yet a situation that requires significant attention. Trading with nomads was originally the responsibility of the northern regions, while we tend to trade with the southern and western parts of the Empire, or countries to the east of the Empire through maritime shipping. Even if nomads exclusively trade with Wiridia, there's no immediate impact.

However, looking at the long term, it's a critical issue. The vast northern region will now be developed, and nomads will absorb the Empire's resources. A massive market that no one has pioneered is opening up.

And to access that market, one needs the permission—or at least the tacit approval—of my future son-in-law, who has established friendly relations with the nomads.

"It seems the Minister built quite a rapport with the Northern Great Lords during his military service."

The gazes that had been focused on me began to disperse with the Golden Duke's remark.

"I heard that the Minister personally persuaded the Northern Great Lords to surrender. So it's natural for them to feel indebted to him."
"I see such a thing happened. Well, it's difficult to get news from such a distant place."

With those words, the topic of the northern anomaly naturally faded away.

The Golden Duke's statement just now meant "acknowledging Count of Wiridia's influence in the north." It's no longer something for us to discuss.

"My, he comes right as we mention him."

After expressing his stance to the faction members, His Excellency the Golden Duke turned his gaze toward the entrance and chuckled.

I too followed His Excellency's gaze and couldn't help but flinch.

'...It wasn't just a simple friendship.'

A group of more than ten men and women entering in a rush. At the forefront was my future son-in-law.

Yes, at the forefront. Even Marquis Barandi, whom I had briefly seen during the abdication ceremony, was walking behind my son-in-law. Even for a newly appointed noble, a Marquis yielding the lead to a Count is significant.

Before I knew it, not just mine but all the nobles' gazes were fixed on my son-in-law. Already holding immense power as an individual, now he had the strength of a faction behind him as well.

And it's not just any faction. The Imperial Army, which hasn't fully recovered its cavalry forces, will crave the nomadic forces controlled by my son-in-law, and merchants will covet the vast pioneering land and market population. He's holding swords in both hands, each capable of stirring the political world with just one swing.

'He'll become a Marquis soon.'

I thought this as I watched my son-in-law moving as if to show off. The prestige of having the entire north behind him, the authority as the Minister of the Audit Department.

This is enough to surpass many ordinary Marquis families and rise to the rank of Marquis. If such a figure isn't a Marquis, then the minimum qualification for becoming one is too high.

'My son-in-law, a Marquis.'

It's not new, but Irina is definitely my daughter.

Otherwise, I can't explain her skill in catching him before he reached his peak.

The moment we entered the banquet hall, all eyes turned to us as expected. Typically, titled nobles are regarded more highly than untitled ones, with counts and higher ranks being called high nobles. Even among counts, their influence varies depending on whether they possess domains and their status. The simultaneous entrance of fourteen great lords was enough to capture the attention of all nobles present.

Moreover, among those fourteen were a newly appointed marquis and a minister-designate. Everyone must have realized this faction was no mere social gathering.

The one fortunate thing was that our impressive composition seemed to intimidate others, as no one approached us—

"Since when do you travel in packs?"

I was wrong. There was someone who could approach us, ignoring marquises, minister-designates, and great lords alike.

As the man with an imposingly large build, the Iron-Blooded Duke, cut through the crowd of nobles, I could feel the great lords behind me flinch. Despite gaining their titles through political maneuvering, they were still nomads at heart. As warriors, they naturally felt intimidated in the presence of an even stronger warrior.

"Father-in-law."

I bowed respectfully to my approaching father-in-law, whose expression softened slightly.

He seemed pleased that I called him "father-in-law" rather than the formal "Your Grace" in front of others. After all, he values family bonds above all else.

"How dare a young man like you arrive later than an old man like me?"
"You're still in your prime. Honestly, you're probably healthier than my own father."
"You certainly know how to talk."

When I countered his gruff greeting with flattery, the corners of his mouth turned upward. It was subtle, but definitely there.

The fact that my father-in-law was secretly concerned about aging was valuable information Marga had shared with me. Such simple compliments could therefore have a powerful effect.

"Well, eloquence is important when traveling with others."
"Having friends to share camaraderie with naturally improves one's speech."

I casually gestured toward the northern great lords. Since my father-in-law had mentioned the faction members who entered with me, it was only proper for me, as his son-in-law, to introduce them.

Lower-ranked nobles should never approach higher-ranked ones without an intermediary or official business. Even marquises and counts are strictly subordinate before a duke.

"I've especially learned the joy of companionship thanks to Marquis Valenti."

My father-in-law's gaze shifted to Marquis Valenti.

"My son-in-law's friend is no stranger to me. I hope we maintain good relations going forward."
"Of course, Your Grace. I will maintain an unwavering friendship with Count Wiridia."

When my father-in-law extended his hand, Marquis Valenti took it with both hands and bowed at a perfect angle. It was a posture that demonstrated his understanding of a duke's position within the Empire.

I felt a sense of wonder. Though it may be unfair to Marquis Valenti to think this, he probably wouldn't bow at such an angle even before the Khagan.

"The Khagan probably feels less intimidating than my father-in-law."

Thinking about it, I understand Marquis Valenti's position. Given the choice between a Khagan who doesn't directly affect him but is at war with the Empire, and a duke who is his faction leader's father-in-law and could ruin him with a single word, the latter is naturally more frightening.

I feel the same way—right now, the Emperor as my boss is more terrifying than anyone else in the world. A living Emperor is more of a bastard than a dead Khagan or Dorgon, no doubt about it.

"This applies to all of you as well. My son-in-law may be lacking, but please take good care of him."

After shaking hands with Marquis Valenti, my father-in-law turned to address the other great lords.

This was unusual. Although counts are considered high nobles, dukes are powerful enough to have counts as their vassals. Typically, a duke would exchange words with marquises at most before withdrawing to maintain dignity, but my father-in-law personally addressed the count faction members.

"Y-Your Grace, it's an honor."

Even though the great lords had been trained in imperial etiquette, they seemed flustered by this situation. Only Count Kaitana, a professional sycophant, managed to respond.

But this wasn't a problem with the other great lords—Count Kaitana was the unusual one. Even my father-in-law simply nodded without reprimanding the others for their silence.


"Son-in-law."
"Yes, Father-in-law."

As my father-in-law turned back to me, I bowed my head, and he placed his hand on my shoulder before speaking.

"The valor of the nomads was at a level only the Empire could match. Now that these valiant warriors have become your friends, you must maintain these friendships for the Empire's sake."

Hearing those words, I felt slight relief. I had wondered why my father-in-law was showing such friendliness by personally speaking with the counts, but his direct request at the end made everything clear.

On the surface, it might sound like a beautiful sentiment: "You've become friends with nomads who have opposed us for generations, so work for peace." But the reality was different.

"You need horses."

My father-in-law simply needed horses. His mention of nomadic valor and serving the Empire made it obvious.

It makes sense. Now that the North has been embraced by the Empire, the East is the only region bordering foreign countries. And my father-in-law is the duke responsible for the East. It's natural for him to show interest in securing horses, a crucial military resource.

"This is a public bidding."

That's why my father-in-law made this display in front of all the nobles. He was announcing that the faction leader who commands the northern great lords is his son-in-law, and he values each faction member—so everyone should take note. Anyone who tries to outbid him will face consequences.

It was a rather bold declaration, but it's for border defense rather than personal gain, so I don't mind. He's not even asking for cheap prices, just priority in purchasing.

"This is actually good."

Moreover, my father-in-law's domain is the center of the military supply industry. This means the forges can be slightly repurposed to mass-produce not just military supplies but ordinary industrial goods as well.

If necessary, we could exchange industrial goods for northern horses rather than money. That wouldn't be a bad deal for the nomads either.

"I'll keep that in mind."

Satisfied with what was essentially my promise to sell to him first, my father-in-law nodded with approval. I too felt a surge of pride thinking about northern horses trampling the eastern kingdoms.

Those bastards must have been comfortable while we were tanking the nomads with our bodies.

Now it's your turn to suffer.

After exchanging greetings with my father-in-law, we once again found ourselves merely receiving stares. Even if someone wanted to approach us, my father-in-law had essentially declared, "I'll kill anyone who outbids me for these horses." They'd be afraid to approach us and receive the duke's unwelcome attention.

Of course, a certain half-elven duke approached without hesitation, as not even my father-in-law could stop someone of her stature. As a Magic Tower Master, she had no interest in horses anyway.

"Once the banquet ends, you'll return to the Academy. You have no idea how much I've missed you."

Unlike with my father-in-law, I moved away from the faction members to a corner, where Beatrix whispered after quietly chanting a spell. She must have used magic to prevent others from seeing or hearing our conversation.

"I missed you too. If I could use teleport, I would have visited the Academy every day."

I embraced Beatrix as I replied, and her ears fluttered with satisfaction.

That flutter—this is definitely the Beatrix I know. So comforting.

"Hnng—!"
"Ah, sorry."

It was so comforting that I unconsciously started playing with her ears. I knew they were sensitive, but I couldn't help myself.

Embarrassed, I tried to pull my hand away, but Beatrix grabbed my wrist. I could have easily broken free, but her gesture was so desperate that I hesitated.

"Y-you can continue."


At her barely audible voice, I silently caressed her ears. The situation felt a bit awkward, but since I had initiated it, I decided to let it pass.

Yes, this is just another form of physical affection. What better way to express love than through the kind of touch your partner desires?

"Um, darling?"

Just as I was about to start some strange self-justification, Beatrix's voice broke through my thoughts.

"I'm curious about something. May I ask?"
"Sure. Anything."

Though unexpected, I nodded readily. At first I wondered what Beatrix would want to ask me, but considering the northern faction that had entered with me, there must be plenty of questions—

"When do you plan to speak comfortably with Marga?"
"Huh?"

That was completely unexpected.

"Comfortably?"

My brain couldn't process the question. When would I speak comfortably with her? Aren't I already doing that?

I call her "Marga" as a nickname, often hold her on my lap, sometimes rest my head on her lap, and even kiss her on the forehead or cheek. It's rare to be this comfortable with someone, isn't it?

With those thoughts, I just blinked in confusion, causing Beatrix to sigh softly.

"I'm asking when you'll start speaking informally to Marga."
"..."

...

Oh.

It felt like I'd been hit hard on the back of my head. How had I not noticed something so obvious until now?

"I've been using formal speech only with Marga."

This is definitely strange. I don't use formal speech with all my lovers, nor do I use it only with those older than me.

Even if I were to use formal speech with older lovers, Marga is younger than me. It would make more sense to use formal speech with Beatrix instead.

"Have I just gotten too used to it?"

I first met Marga about two years ago, introduced by my father-in-law, the duke. We strictly used formal speech with each other then, and that habit has continued until now.

I've taken this formality for granted and never thought to change it.

"Hah."

I almost sighed with self-reproach. While some couples use formal speech with each other out of mutual respect, if that were the case, I should be doing it with all six of my partners. Using it only with Marga is essentially discrimination.

I need to apologize to her as soon as the banquet ends.

"Ah, darling...!"
"Oh."

But first, I should apologize to Beatrix in front of me.

Her body was trembling, her face flushed red, and tears were about to form in her eyes.

Lost in thoughts about Marga, I had absentmindedly started caressing her ears in earnest.

After realizing the strange discrimination against Mar, my mind became complicated. I was so distracted that I barely paid attention to the Emperor's speech.

Of course, since the speech was likely full of ceremonial words, it probably didn't matter that I missed it.

"My son-in-law came all the way to the Capital, but that child isn't here. What a shame."
"I feel the same regret. I'm looking forward to the school break so we can spend time together."

Though my thoughts were too complicated to listen to the Emperor's words, I maintained a calm exterior. When my fathers-in-law gather to exchange greetings after a long time, it would be inappropriate for the son-in-law to look serious.

Even now, Iones Marquis, Erzsebet's father and my fifth father-in-law, is smiling.

"Still, it seems you communicate frequently. Please continue to do so."
"Of course, father-in-law."

I nodded repeatedly to my fifth father-in-law as he held my hand with his request. Erzsebet is a bold girl who would contact me first if I didn't reach out, so there's nothing to worry about, but I didn't want to embarrass my father-in-law by saying so.

"Luise is fortunate to be a student. Though I miss having her by my side, I feel so reassured knowing she's with such a reliable son-in-law."
"My goodness, it seems I had my child too early."

In response to my third father-in-law's smiling comment, my fifth father-in-law, whose daughter wasn't a student, reacted as if feeling wronged.

It's fascinating. Despite being family only in the broad sense of sharing the same son-in-law, a baron and a marquis are conversing comfortably. Do my fathers-in-law keep in touch with each other? Otherwise, this level of familiarity is inexplicable.

'It's good that they get along.'

I came to terms with it as I watched my laughing fathers-in-law.

Yes, as a son-in-law, I should welcome good relations between my in-laws. If they were to oppose each other, it would be awkward for the couples who are inevitably influenced by their families.

I was particularly concerned about my third father-in-law, who miraculously held the position of "a baron between dukes, marquises, and counts," but seeing him now, my worries were unfounded.

'Is he the original capybara?'

Come to think of it, he is Luise's father. If the pink capybara trait is hereditary, then he must be the original version that surpasses even Luise.

Suddenly, I see my third father-in-law in a different light.

The banquet that lasted for several days concluded peacefully. The Emperor has successfully succeeded to the throne with the loyalty oaths of the nobles, and the nobles have no intention of going against the new Emperor's wishes. Rather, they bow their heads to avoid being cut by the imperial power at its peak.

Fortunately, I too could enjoy this peace. Considering that I had already suffered as the Emperor's attachment toy through various tasks—overseeing the establishment of the Audit Department, managing Wiridia, forming the northern faction, and more—he didn't bother me with other matters.

"Ah—oo—ahoo—"
"I'm glad to see Your Highness is healthy today."
"Ahooo—"

If anything came up, it was visiting the Crown Princess, whose babbling had become more fluent. As her godfather, I didn't particularly mind this duty.

However, I wish she would stop holding my finger for dozens of minutes. It's happened more than once that I just stopped by to show my face and ended up being held captive.

"It seems Your Highness truly recognizes her godfather."

Even now, as I bow with my finger offered, the lady-in-waiting smiles and comments.

"Me?"
"Yes. Her Highness quickly releases the fingers of others except for His Majesty the Emperor, Her Majesty the Empress, and His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus. Only you are the exception."
"I see."

I couldn't help but smile at her words. If what the lady-in-waiting says is true, it means this small baby recognizes her godfather and considers me like family...

...

"Does the Emperor Emeritus visit as well?"

I suddenly brought up something I almost naturally passed over. The Emperor Emeritus is also a sacrificial offering of fingers to the Crown Princess?

"He visits often. Last time, he was holding Her Highness when she grabbed his beard."

The lady-in-waiting added that he had to hold her for an hour because she wouldn't let go, leaving me speechless.

The iron man who led the Empire for decades, whose beard turned completely white from unavoidable years and hardships. Imagining him standing blankly for an hour with his granddaughter gripping his beard creates a cognitive dissonance.

'The hand that grabbed the Emperor Emeritus's beard.'


It's remarkable. Those tiny hands have accomplished what no one else in this continent could. An achievement that neither the Khagan who threatened the Empire's mandate nor the Pope who stood at the continent's peak alongside the Emperor could dare to accomplish.

And since my finger is being held by the Crown Princess, does that mean I'm indirectly touching the Emperor Emeritus's beard?

"His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus must adore Her Highness very much."

Of course, that thought was too treasonous, so I quickly said something ordinary.

"Ah—"

The Crown Princess babbled as if responding.

Her response sounded like the cry of a hero boasting of her achievements.

'Fortunately, I don't have a beard.'

If I had one, it would have become one of this small hero's achievements, just like the Emperor Emeritus's.

How terrifying.

I finally returned to the Academy. It was such a long absence that I can barely remember how long I've been gone.

Now I won't have to leave for an extended period until my assignment at the Academy ends. The North has calmed down, and a new Emperor has ascended—there's no reason I'd be dragged back to the Capital.

This isn't wishful thinking or a happiness circuit; it's just common sense. If something of this magnitude happens again, it would be a divine curse.

'...Curse.'

The word "curse" reminded me of a wound, but I quickly shook my head to dismiss it.

'There's no such thing.'

I'm not cursed; I'm a priest with divine stigmata. The deity himself said so, not some other being.

Yes, I don't have any divine curse. I only have divine stigmata, so I believe a peaceful and quiet daily life awaits me. It will surely be so.

Reassuring myself, I continued walking. There would be no one in the club room yet, and Beatrix had quickly disappeared saying she had class soon. So my destination was automatically determined.

'The president's office.'

I need to see my first lover, whom I unintentionally discriminated against.

***

I sat on the sofa in the president's office, blankly staring at the ceiling. It's strange for the owner to sit on a sofa prepared for guests, but these days I feel so empty that I can't even care about such obvious things.

I know well why I feel this emptiness. But even though I know the cause, a solution is impossible.

'I have nothing to do.'

The emptiness I'm experiencing comes from having nothing to do. Unless I create work for myself, it's an emotion I can't resolve.

This would normally be impossible. As the Academy's student council president, I might have some free time, but a situation where I have nothing to do shouldn't exist.

However, being a third-year student about to graduate, combined with having no intention of becoming a bureaucrat, has created this strange situation.

"President, you're about to graduate, so you should spend your last days comfortably. We'll handle the work."

The vice president took over my duties, saying it would be sad for a soon-to-be graduate to work until the end.

"That's right. There aren't any big events left anyway, right? It's fine if one person steps back."

Amelia actively supported the vice president's claim rather than stopping him.

They're not wrong. The Academy has no significant events until the closing ceremony, and things won't fall apart just because the president is absent.

Nevertheless, the reason past presidents worked until the end is simple. It helps a little when taking the civil service exam or during interviews. No bureaucrat would look favorably on someone who became lazy just before graduation.

"Thank you. I'll leave it to you then."

So I was forced into retirement under the subtle pressure from the executive members.


Honestly, it was comfortable. Being freed from the daily tasks I had been handling felt liberating.

But that sense of liberation didn't last long. If I had been freed from a situation with Kal, I might have been completely happy, but with neither Kal nor work, my days continued, and I gradually became depressed.

'But he's coming today.'

I slowly lowered my gaze from the ceiling to straight ahead. Despite the terrible emptiness, I could somehow endure thanks to Beatrix, Erzsebet, Luise, and Irina.

Moreover, today is the day Kal returns. Kal, who left the Academy, is finally coming back.

Thank goodness. If Kal had returned even a little later, I might have fallen into depression.

*Knock knock*

"Mar. Are you there?"

And as if heaven had helped, just as I thought of Kal, I heard a knock followed by that longed-for voice.

A smile formed reflexively. Enen must have taken pity on me as I grew more lethargic day by day.

"Yes, come in."

I quickly sat up from my slumped position and answered.

My heart is racing. It's still early, not even lunchtime yet, and Beatrix must have just started her class. Until Erzsebet unexpectedly arrives, I can have Kal all to myself.

My empty heart began to fill with happiness. Time with Kal without work—it's truly the best.

"I'm back—"

Before Kal could finish speaking as he entered the president's office, I embraced him. Though surprised by the sudden hug, Kal soon hugged me back and patted my back.

"It's been too long since I've been here."

With those words, Kal kissed my forehead.

I'm happy. True happiness isn't just physical comfort; it's what you feel when you're with someone you love.

"I'm sorry. But once Mar graduates, we can attend these events together, so please be patient a little longer."

My smile reached the sky at Kal's comforting words.

No matter how happy I am, I wanted to complain a little, but how can I say anything when he says something like that?

"Okay. I'll be patient since it's not much longer."
"Thank you for understanding."

Then Kal kissed my forehead again.

Instinctively, I tightened my arms around him. To have such intense skinship in such a short time—if I'm not careful, my legs might give out—

"Since Mar is so understanding, may I ask for one thing?"

His next words helped me regain my senses.

"No, I phrased that wrong. Actually, it's not a request but a notification."
"What?"

I blinked at his incomprehensible words. A notification? Kal wouldn't be so rude.

Looking at Kal in confusion, I saw him smiling deeply.

"Since we're going to get married soon, speaking formally seems too stiff. From now on, I'll speak casually."
"...What?"

A third kiss on my forehead followed.

"Is that okay?"

I felt like my mind was about to fly away.

I felt relieved seeing Mar's reddened face as she rolled her eyes around nervously.

Being direct was indeed better than making long-winded excuses. Sometimes informal speech works more effectively than any persuasion or apology.

'It would be strange to apologize in the first place.'

Right, honestly there's nothing to apologize for. Just as I'm accustomed to formal speech, Mar must be too. She never expressed any dissatisfaction with our mutual formality until now.

Beatrix brought this up not because Mar was unhappy, but because she wondered, "Why do you speak formally to Mar when you're casual with me?" It was a peaceful situation where no one was hurt or felt slighted.

'I should have done this sooner.'

But regardless of whether anyone was hurt, it's something I should reflect on. I didn't use formal speech with all my lovers, just with one. Fortunately, Mar is my first wife (to-be). If she had been the last one? She likely would have cried, thinking I was putting up walls only with her.

I tried to convince myself there was nothing to apologize for, but guilt gradually built up. She's so happy and flustered just because I changed my speech pattern, and I couldn't even do that simple thing.

"I'm sorry. Dropping formalities should have come before pet names—the order was all wrong."

So I ended up apologizing after all. A case where there's no victim but there is a perpetrator. It's a contradictory statement, but I managed to create that contradiction. Impressive in many ways.

The person receiving the apology started trembling silently. The vibration reminded me of Penelia in her prime—she must have lost her composure from my continued informal speech.

"Mar."
"Ah, yes!"

At least she regained her senses when I called her name, nodding repeatedly.

That's a relief. Beatrix and Penelia had finally gotten used to skinship, and I was worried that Mar, who had been fine until now, might suddenly become the weakest at handling physical affection.

"I'll try hard enough to make you forget how disappointed you've been."
"N-no, I wasn't particularly disappointed..."
"I'm saying it because I feel bad. We've been too formal as lovers."

Mar's eyes started darting around again, as if recalling each instance of skinship we'd shared.

We certainly had plenty of forehead kisses, cheek pecks, lap pillows, and hugs like young lovers. We'd done enough that it contradicted my statement about being too formal.

But relationships between people are built on both actions and words. No matter how perfect the actions, if the words are a mess, you can't form a proper relationship.

So things need to change. I need to express things out loud, not just through actions or thoughts kept to myself.

"I'll do better from now on. Until you tell me to back off because it's too much."

Of course, I can't imagine Mar ever pushing me away.

"Then you'll have to keep trying until you die, won't you?"

Mar seemed to share my thoughts as she smiled brightly and answered. Since I had no intention of saying such things until death, she was indirectly asking me to show affection by her side for life.

"For someone I love, of course I should."

At those words, Mar, who had been smiling, froze completely.

The reaction was so immediate and intense that I almost gave a bitter smile. Even I knew I had been too stingy with these short, simple words.

"I love you, Mar."

So I'll whisper these words every day to make up for all the times I didn't say them.

Words I couldn't say to anyone since Hecate left, now for the people who fill Hecate's place and stay by my side.

"I'm sorry for only saying it now."

And I kissed Mar on the lips.

Not on the forehead or cheek like before, but where I should have gone all along.

I must have given her too many shocks in such a short time.

"I-I've been waiting so long for those words..."

Seeing Mar crying in my arms, the triangle in my heart began spinning at light speed. A woman sobbing after hearing "I love you"—how is this the behavior of a couple about to be married?


"I'm sor—"

Just as I was about to apologize again while patting Mar's back, she suddenly pressed her lips against mine.

Though surprised by the sudden action, I naturally didn't push her away. Instead, I embraced her more tightly and followed her lead.

"This too... I've been waiting for you to do this...!"

After staying connected for quite some time, Mar finally pulled away and hiccupped with something like reproach.

Again, there's no excuse. How frustrated must she have been when her lover only aimed for her forehead and cheeks, not her lips? Despite that, as a lady and as someone who knows my past, she endured without demanding it first.

'What a jerk I am.'

I finally succeeded in the chilling act of self-objectification. Normally people are lenient with themselves, but I couldn't be in this moment.

If someone could be lenient with themselves in this situation, would they even be human? They'd be an emotionless psychopath.

"I'm sorry. I made you wait too long, didn't I?"
"Of course you did!"

I flinched at Mar's shrill cry.

Well, that's obvious. I asked a needless question.

"...But still."

As I closed my mouth, unable to overcome my guilt enough to speak, Mar, who seemed to have calmed down a bit, continued.

"But I'm grateful that you're doing it now, even if it's late..."

At this merciful and affectionate statement, I kissed Mar's lips again.

If I remained still after hearing those words, I'd be a machine incapable of understanding love.

***

I'm happy. This emotion can't be expressed by the mere word "happiness," but that's probably the closest description.

Unable to wipe away my unstoppable tears, I accepted Kal. I accepted Kal's affection, Kal's gestures, everything.

"I love you, Mar."

As Kal's words echoed in my mind, I felt dizzy.

But I forced strength into my trembling body and endured. If I collapsed now, it would ruin the mood. And what if I accidentally bit my tongue?

'No way.'

I can't end this perfect moment. I can't miss this moment I've been waiting for, that I could only achieve in dreams.

Encouraging myself, I embraced Kal more tightly. It was partly an effort not to collapse, but also a small protest to Kal. A protest asking him to stay like this today since he'd made me wait so long.

It's a bit embarrassing as a lady, but I can't help it. This moment is just too wonderful.

'Ah.'

Fortunately, my protest seemed to reach Kal, as he sat down on the sofa while still holding me.

My heart is pounding. This is a signal that he's going to be more aggressive, right? Since sitting is more comfortable than standing, it means he can put more effort into showing affection, right?

B-but what comes after kissing? Well, I know what comes next, but can we do that here—

"Excuse me."

Suddenly, a voice interrupted my thoughts.

"Sorry to intrude so rudely, but I'm too envious just watching."

When I hurriedly turned toward the voice, I saw Sister Erzsebet with a pouty expression.


I hadn't noticed. Someone had entered the council room, and I only realized it now.

"Um, Sister?"
"Yes."
"When... did you arrive?"

In response to my desperate question, she grinned and began rubbing her hands together vigorously.

It's a strange action, but I instinctively understood. She saw almost everything from the beginning... I just didn't notice her...

"Both Mar and Department Head are too much. You saw me come in but kept going."

My whole body trembled at those words.

Kal knew Sister had come in but continued anyway? Without stopping?

"What's wrong with family seeing?"

At Kal's decisive answer, I tightly closed my eyes.

Even among family, showing such explicit affection is a separate issue.

***

Perhaps as a reaction to the heated atmosphere cooling down, Mar buried her face in my chest and remained motionless. A small protest from someone who couldn't face anyone else.

'What timing.'

I gave a bitter smile while patting Mar's back. I had informed Erzsebet about returning today, but if I'd known this would happen, I would have contacted her a bit later. I ended up giving Mar a memorable experience in many ways.

Of course, I don't intend to scold her for coming at this timing. Calling someone and then complaining would make me look like a troublesome boss.

'Was it too stimulating?'

And Erzsebet, who had directly witnessed our skinship, wasn't in great shape either. Her face was slightly flushed as she touched her lips, making her thoughts quite obvious.

'Understandable.'

Unfortunately, Erzsebet's life history and her life without a lover are identical. Despite her eccentric behavior, when it comes to romance, she's as pure and innocent as her white hair.

It sounds like a lie, but it's true. She's satisfied just sitting on my lap and having her head patted.

'Looking at it this way, she's quite a shy lady.'

If her mental world were even one-tenth as pure as her view on romance—

"Um, Department Head."
"Yes?"

After touching her lips for quite some time, Erzsebet carefully opened her mouth.

"When is it my turn?"

At those words, my hand patting Mar stopped. I could feel Mar in my arms flinch as well.

Though the question seemed out of context, understanding its meaning was simple. The reason for mentioning "turns" at this timing is obvious.

'Do we need to take turns for this too?'

Since I've started showing deeper affection to my lovers, she's asking when the fifth one, herself, will get her turn.

"If possible, do it today!"

Seeing Erzsebet giggling, I felt a different kind of guilt wash over me.

Clearly, only Mar and Erzsebet are present here, but Erzsebet, being fifth, is yielding her place to the three who aren't here.

'Damn it.'

This is all my karma...

I left the heavy burden behind and finally opened my mouth.

"...I'll try my best."

Unfortunately for Erzsebet, I couldn't promise that her turn would come today.

No matter how important the order was, mandatory expressions of affection seemed strange. Even I thought the idea of "The fifth is waiting, so let's quickly get through the second, third, and fourth!" was insane. Even supermarkets approaching closing time don't have such desperate clearance sales.

Besides, forcing a high-intensity expression of affection like a kiss without setting the mood would be disrespectful to the other person. Even I, with only Hecate as my romantic experience throughout my pre-possession and post-possession life, understand the importance of atmosphere.

"Since the department head is here, I have to go back now! That means I won't see you until vacation!"

But when I avoided giving a definite answer, Erzsebet protested with pouting lips, as if she'd been wronged. Her protest was so passionate and convincing that I couldn't possibly argue against it.

"If it's going to be like this, I'll change my age! I'll file a new birth registration and be 18 too! Then I can stay at the Academy!"
"No, it's not like I became a government official because I was old..."

Eventually, Erzsebet lay on the floor and began throwing a tantrum that would embarrass anyone listening. It was so bad that even Mar, who had been in my arms, quietly got up and distanced himself from Erzsebet.

Her desperate struggle continued until Beatrix returned from class.

It was truly a pitiful sight.

Erzsebet, who had been fighting on the floor, was now cradled in Beatrix's arms, pouring out her grievances.

"You were in the Capital last year too, so you understand how I feel, right?"
"Of course I do."

Beatrix patted Erzsebet gently and answered in a soft voice, as if soothing a child.

I felt like I was losing my mind. I call Luise a pink capybara, but isn't this girl the real capybara? After befriending the dignified Empress, the quiet Penelia, and now a Duke who has reigned for 100 years, this is beyond normal human sociability.

Of course, the other lovers have also become close with Beatrix, but Erzsebet is the only one who has broken down walls to this extent.

"But you must feel uneasy too. Are you the type to discriminate between us?"

As I was blankly watching the white capybara, I was moved by Beatrix's words.

Beatrix was right. I had been silently, diligently trying not to discriminate against any of the six. I felt like crying knowing that someone recognized my efforts.

'You feel the same way.'

I unconsciously looked down at my hand. The half-ring glimmering pitifully seemed to be pleading that it felt the same way.

I've forced so many sacrifices on you for the sake of non-discriminatory love... I'm truly sorry...

"So please understand. As much as you feel disappointed now, you'll be happy when vacation comes."

At that, Erzsebet, who had buried her face in Beatrix's chest, slowly raised her head. Then she looked at me with sparkling eyes.

I couldn't help but smile. I could tell what she was thinking from her expression. She wanted me to confirm that Beatrix was right.

"When I return to the Capital, let's stay together in my office."

So I gave her that. If we were purely in a superior-subordinate relationship, I'd want to bite my tongue for saying such a thing, but considering we're lovers, it was a shy confession that 'I'll spend more time with you during vacation.'

"You'll be working overtime every day, right? I'm looking forward to it!"

Thanks to that, Erzsebet giggled and joked back.

I instinctively shuddered at the mention of overtime, but it must be a joke anyway.

...It is a joke, right?

***

Seeing Eri still laughing in my arms, I couldn't help but smile.


Among the five children who were once wary of me, she was the first to approach me. Now I'm more used to calling her by the nickname Eri than Erzsebet.

And despite her energetic and unique worldview—she's unexpectedly thoughtful and considerate, a precious child.

'She could be jealous.'

She's truly precious. I'm fortunate to be second, but this child, despite meeting and being close to my darling before anyone else, ended up fifth. Though my darling doesn't discriminate by order, when order becomes important like now, she inevitably suffers.

From Eri's perspective, it could be unfair and frustrating. After all, Luise and Irina both met my darling after she did.

Nevertheless, Eri never showed any complaints. She throws tantrums like this, but it's only to get my darling's attention—she's never shown anger or negative emotions toward the other children.

"Sister?"
'Ah.'

Without realizing it, my hand was stroking Eri's hair. It seems I acted on my thoughts of how precious she is.

"Your hair is lovely. It's so soft I touched it without thinking."
"Right? I take care of it every day!"

I was momentarily flustered and quickly made an excuse, but Eri seemed to like what I said, grinning and shrugging her shoulders.

That's a relief. Even though Eri doesn't show jealousy, saying "Children who met my darling after you are ahead of you, yet you don't get angry—how admirable" would be cruel. If Eri heard that and pulled my hair out, I would humbly accept it.

"It might not be as good as yours, but among my peers—"

Eri, who had been excitedly continuing, suddenly closed her mouth with a look of realization.

It's probably Eri's own form of consideration. She usually tries not to mention age in front of me, so she's probably worried that I might feel bitter about her mention of peers just now.

But this kind of reaction hurts more. It would be better to continue the conversation naturally, rather than cutting off mid-sentence, which makes it too obvious that she's being cautious around me.

'An elf's age is just a number.'

I feel a little hurt. Being half-elf, I can't apply just 10% of my age like my mother, but 20% should be applicable. By that calculation, I could be considered Eri's peer.

But I didn't bother to argue. I still can't forget the expression my darling made a few months ago at my grandmother's house when I mentioned that my age was 20% of an elf's age. Though he tried to look nonchalant, it was clearly the expression of a foreigner experiencing culture shock.

...Well, what does age matter? It's not like I lied about my real age to approach these children.

"Oh, by the way, Department Head! You've agreed to speak comfortably with Mar now, right?"
"Yes, that's right."

Eventually, Eri, who had been fidgeting, suddenly turned her gaze toward my darling.

"Then let's speak comfortably with Sister too!"

At those words, I tilted my head.

Speak comfortably? My darling and I are already speaking comfortably—

"Calling someone 'darling' between lovers is strange. What will you do when a child is born!"

Wha...?

***

Erzsebet, who had mentioned age in front of Beatrix and expressed her embarrassment with her whole body, suddenly turned the subject to me. Her desperate struggle for survival was so pitiful it was heartbreaking.

"Calling someone 'darling' between lovers is strange. What will you do when a child is born!"
'Oh.'

But it was quite a good change of subject.

'That's true.'

She's right. Sorting out how to address Beatrix is something I need to do eventually. After I got angry at Beatrix and then reconciled, I did mention that it would be better to change from "darling" to something else.


At that time, I also brought up the pretext of future children, just like Erzsebet is doing now. Unfortunately, we couldn't find a suitable alternative, so it was put on hold.

And based on past experience, I can't guarantee how long it will take to revisit an issue that's been indefinitely postponed. At this rate, I might still be called "darling" even after marriage, and if we have children, they might be given the prenatal name "little darling." A horrifying thought.

'It would be better to decide now.'

I glanced to the side and saw Beatrix blinking with a blank expression.

Yes, now is the time. Now that I'm speaking informally to Mar and the romantic act of kissing has been unlocked, this is the perfect opportunity. If I fail to adjust our terms of address with this momentum, there won't be another chance.

"I think Erzsebet is right. What do you think, Beatrix?"
"Uh, huh?"

At my question, Beatrix flinched and her ears began to flutter.

At least it's not a reluctant response. Beatrix probably just uses "darling" out of habit, not because she's particularly attached to the term.

"If we have only one child between us, calling them 'little darling' might be fine, but having just one seems insufficient. For the sake of the Catovan Duchy, we should have as many as possible."

At those words, Beatrix's ears fluttered even faster. I suspect she's already imagining three little quarter-elves running around the garden.

To be honest, I imagined it too.

'...No way.'

That's why my sense of responsibility as a future head of household surged. I can't give those adorable children names like Little Darling #1, #2, and #3.

"Since we'll soon be husband and wife, a more equal and gentle term would be better."
"Y-yes. That's right."

Beatrix nodded as if entranced, while Erzsebet, nestled in her arms, breathed a sigh of relief.

When our eyes met, Erzsebet raised the corners of her mouth and nodded. Though her topic change was for her own survival, she seemed to be asking for praise for creating an opportunity to correct our terms of address.

Of course, instead of praise, I gave her a firm look telling her to get out of there. It's unsettling to see white-haired Erzsebet in Beatrix's arms while I'm thinking about children.

"Um, so..."

After Erzsebet reluctantly came out with pouting lips, Beatrix, whose face had reddened, carefully opened her mouth.

"As I mentioned before, how about 'my lord'?"
"My lord?"

I almost burst out laughing. That term came up before, but I pretended not to hear it because it was such an archaic word.

"That's—"
"My grandmother also used the term 'my lord' for my grandfather. My mother did too when she was alive, and I like the term 'my lord,' so it seems like an elven tradition or instinct."
"How romantic."

Seeing Beatrix smiling shyly, I quickly corrected what I was about to say. If I had been a little faster, I would have committed a species-level faux pas.

'...What should I do?'

This is troublesome. To insist on a different term after hearing that, I would need a magnificent title that Beatrix would find acceptable.

But honestly, nothing comes to mind. I might understand simple terms like "husband" or "honey," but I don't know anything beyond that.

'Should I go with "my lord"...?'

Between a common term and one used by her great-grandmother and mother, if I have to choose one, the latter has an overwhelmingly stronger case.

Swallowing nervously, I glanced around. Hoping that perhaps Mar or Erzsebet might help me.

'No luck.'

Unfortunately, there was none. Both Mar and Erzsebet quietly looked away when our eyes met.

It seems this is a battle I must fight alone.

Erzsebet's argument about terms of address was concluded thanks to an absurd cheat code involving tribal Talulla and the denial of three generations of memories. Going against that cheat code would instantly turn someone into human garbage.

I couldn't handle such a future. Displaying ugly character traits in front of three lovers? Only someone with no future would do something like that.

"Darling is fine too, but it seems too grand to use before marriage. Let's call each other by name for now."
"Is that so?"

It seemed heaven hadn't abandoned me completely, as I managed to secure a brief grace period.

Of course, "darling" is a term that could be used. It was actually used by Beatrix's mother and maternal grandmother, so it's not an invented term.

However, her mother was from 100 years ago, and her grandmother had been widowed hundreds of years ago. It's essentially a historical term. It's quite awkward coming from Beatrix, who's conscious about her age.

'Why is she self-destructing?'

It's almost sad. She's subtly conscious about her age, yet her words and actions reveal her experience.

"Calling each other by name doesn't sound bad either."

Anyway, Beatrix nodded at my suggestion. Seeing her slight smile, she seemed satisfied with using names.

Honestly, whether it's my name or "darling," either would be better than "baby."

"...Kal."
"Yes?"

Beatrix called my name softly and lowered her gaze shyly, but her face was still full of smiles.

I couldn't help but smile at that sight. Being called by my name instead of "baby" made me feel like we were normal, equal lovers. It's not that Beatrix had been treating me as inferior, but "baby" was a bit much. I only tolerated it because there wasn't a suitable alternative.

"Hehe, I feel like I'll never forget today, even after hundreds of years."
"If I'd known you'd be this happy, I would have changed it sooner."

I had the same thought when I started speaking casually with Mar. If I'd known such a small change would bring such happiness, I would have done it earlier. I never expected her to be so delighted just by speaking casually or calling each other by name.

But wasn't Beatrix calling me "baby" something she brought upon herself? It doesn't seem like my fault—

'No, that's not right.'

I hastily dismissed the negative thought. Even if Beatrix shares some responsibility for this situation, that doesn't make me innocent. And if a partner with no dating experience was struggling to find her way, I, with more dating experience, should have taken the lead.

I need to reflect. I was too comfortable in the present and failed to look toward the future. Just because there was no discord between us didn't mean I shouldn't have sought better approaches.

"Trixie."

After a moment's consideration, I called Beatrix by a nickname. She had never expressed dissatisfaction with being called by her name, nor had she ever indicated she wanted a nickname.

Nevertheless, I deliberately used a nickname. Because it's a better approach. It's an expression of affection that can bring us closer as lovers.

"K-Kal?"

Though it was just a three-syllable nickname, the effect was immediate. Trixie, who had been happily fluttering her ears, froze in place.

"It would be unfair if only Trixie changed how she addresses me. I should call you more intimately too."

Saying that, I approached Trixie one step at a time.

"B-baby— I mean, Kal? Why suddenly..."

Already in a state of confusion, Trixie seemed to panic even more at my unwavering approach. The closer I got, the more she stammered and backed away.

"Mmph..."

Before long, she hit the wall and trembled, looking quite pitiful. To show such a reaction just from a nickname—what will she do?

Of course, I don't intend to stop at just a nickname.

'Now's the time.'


I felt it. This was the perfect opportunity to ride the mood and express my affection more actively.

First, I grabbed Trixie's shoulders as she had nowhere else to retreat. With her back against the wall, I didn't want her to escape sideways and create an awkward situation.

"Huh?"

At my action, Erzsebet's voice came from behind me, as if she had noticed something.

Soon, Trixie too seemed to sense what was coming, opening her eyes wide and fluttering her ears at lightning speed. She frantically darted her eyes around as if looking for an escape route, but there was also a subtle expectation in them.

"I won't forget today either."

With those words, I pressed my lips against Trixie's.

'Ah.'

The intense vibration I felt suddenly stopped.

It wasn't particularly surprising as I had expected it. I shouldn't get used to this.

Trixie, whose eyes had been hazy, regained her focus and hastily made an excuse.

"S-sorry. I felt dizzy for a moment..."

Though she made this shameful excuse verbally, her arms were firmly wrapped around me with no intention of letting go.

It's strange. She brought up the term "darling" first, yet she runs away when I call her by a nickname; she faints from a kiss mentally, yet physically holds on to prevent separation. It's an inconsistent, peculiar pattern—but at this point, it seems to be Trixie's characteristic, which makes it rather endearing.

"Sister, you were perfectly fine until just now."

However, someone seemed to feel betrayal rather than finding it cute, muttering in a somewhat flat voice.

I didn't need to look back to know who it was. In fact, it would be stranger if I didn't know.

"Looks like everyone except me will get their turn today."

I couldn't suppress my embarrassment at those words. Just moments ago, I had said things like "I'll be with you when we return to the Capital," yet here I was, displaying affection with another lover. From Erzsebet's perspective, this must feel like a double betrayal.

"Eri is confident in kissing well too."

At this follow-up attack, I bit my lip. The statement came so suddenly that I almost burst out laughing, separate from my embarrassment.

"Sister, even though it's just us, you should phrase things more—"
"Mar doesn't understand the feelings of the defeated because she's the victor! I can swirl my tongue well too!"
"S-Sister!"

She started causing a scene with the strongest justification that no one could refute. In this situation, even if Mar or Trixie tried to stop Erzsebet, it would only reinforce their position as victors.

Thanks to this, Erzsebet began doing the freestyle on the floor again, and that desperate tantrum could only be resolved with an agreement to call her Eri instead of Erzsebet—with the specific condition that it would apply "in public places as well as private ones."

'She's developed strange habits.'

I quietly closed my eyes as I watched Eri stand on two feet, giggling. Perhaps because of her experience of crying and begging on the streets of the Capital, Eri no longer felt shame about throwing tantrums while lying on the floor.

If this is my karma, then so be it...

***

As soon as class ended, I quietly rose from my seat. Even before, I would quickly head to the club room after regular classes, but lately, I've been packing my things before class even ends—to leave the classroom without any delay.

'I don't need to be self-conscious.'

Opening the classroom door, I felt gazes on the back of my head; walking down the corridor, I noticed the crowd subtly parting to the sides, making me smile bitterly.

It's awkward. This started happening from the moment I changed from being the 3rd Prince Ainter to the only Imperial Brother Ainter. Since I became an Imperial Brother rather than a Prince, people are afraid to approach me.

'It can't be helped.'


Of course, I understand. The difference between a mere prince who might interfere with the Crown Prince's succession and the brother of an already enthroned Emperor—it's obvious which has more authority and power. As long as I'm not purged, the latter is more stable and powerful.

And during the abdication ceremony, I wasn't mixed among the nobles but congratulated the new Emperor from the platform. This signified that His Majesty the Emperor acknowledges and values my existence.

That's why students have been keeping their distance from me since the abdication ceremony. Not because I'm someone they should avoid, but because they're afraid of being disrespectful.

'...Things will return to normal next year, so I just need to endure this year.'

I tried to think positively as I walked.

But this isn't just baseless optimism. For nobles, socializing is as natural as breathing. Right now, they're being cautious while gauging the distance, but by next year at the latest, they'll finish their calculations and approach me normally.

Decisively, compared to the time when His Majesty had just been appointed Crown Prince, when I could have died at any moment, the current situation is practically heaven. After all, they're avoiding me out of reverence.

"Ainter."

As I was organizing my thoughts, I heard Erich's voice from behind and turned around.

'Oh my.'

I couldn't help but smile as soon as I turned. Erich with a wooden sword at his waist, seemingly just finished with practice, and as always, Sera sticking close to him. It's obvious how this combination came to be.

"Looks like you had practice today too. Good work."
"Well, it's natural for a warrior to work hard."
"Haha, that's true. But was Sera at the practice grounds too? You're coming together quite conveniently."
"No, we met on the way."

I doubt it. It seems more like Sera was lying in wait and caught him.

When I looked at her with that sentiment, Sera lowered her gaze embarrassedly, while Erich remained confident—as if he truly believed they had just met on the way.

'As always.'

I smiled again. Though many things had happened in a short time—me becoming Emperor, club members jokingly using honorifics because they couldn't treat the Emperor casually, and finally agreeing to call each other by name—Erich's lack of awareness remained unchanged.

I'm not sure if I should consider this consistency or a lack of progress.

"Well, since we're going to the same place, it's possible to meet."

After watching the perpetually suffering Sera, I nodded with effort. Unfortunately, Erich's love life is not something I can intervene in.

Despite club members subtly or overtly pushing him, Erich firmly stood his ground. The only remaining solution is for him to awaken on his own, not through someone else's help.

"Let's talk as we go. Since the advisor has returned after a long time, we shouldn't be late."
"Ah, right."

Erich responded as if he had just realized it. Isn't he being too indifferent about his own brother?

"Now your sister-in-law will be leaving too."

I flinched at those words. The Audit Department's Section Chief 1 who temporarily filled the vacant advisor position.

'...She was impressive.'

I briefly recalled the events that occurred while the Section Chief 1 served as the advisor.

Since this was already her second time in this temporary role, there were no professional issues, but the daily eccentricities caused significant mental distress.

"Hey, did you know? If you tear down this ceiling, there's a secret passage?"
"This statue's head comes off if you pull it. I accidentally broke it and secretly reattached it."
"If you dig over there in that empty lot, you'll find real swords that the Swordsmanship Club used to use. How do I know? My senior and I hid them! The Swordsmanship Club members were too noisy!"

...

It was truly significant distress.

The quiet club room instead of the silent student council office, club members I wish would leave the country instead of lovers I cherish dearly.

It should be enough to make me tense, but strangely, my mind feels peaceful. Until recently, these were kids I worried might cause trouble when I wasn't around, but after experiencing rock bottom, they look like angels to me.

At least they don't manipulate me. The class of '78 members might not be perfect, but they're angels compared to the Emperor.

'Thank you.'

I silently express my gratitude. I don't expect you to become diligent, ordinary people. Just don't become vicious bastards like those in the Capital.

"Brother? Do you have something to say?"
"No, nothing. I was just looking at you because I missed you all."

Tanian noticed my meaningful gaze and spoke first, but I deliberately shook my head.

Saying something like 'After seeing the Emperor, I realize how precious you all are' would sound like I'm gossiping about the Emperor. Honestly, it would be gossip, but if I said that and got a response like 'Then I'll stay in the Empire after graduation!' I might bite my tongue.

This world has something similar to graduate students called assistant teachers. If these kids set their minds to it, they have a legitimate reason to stay in the Empire after graduation.

'That's terrifying.'

The mere possibility sends a chill down my spine. It's already maddening that key figures from various countries stay in the Empire for three years, but to follow the graduate student route with no end in sight?

I don't know who played my role in the original story, but I can tell their daily life must have been hell.

'Was the original story actually part 2?'

The thought suddenly struck me. Last year's hopeless one-sided love race among the club members was frustrating and painful to watch as a third party. So I wondered if academy life was part 1 and post-graduation was part 2—looking back now, it seems like a plausible theory.

Rational objections like "How could foreign royalty become graduate students in the Empire?" don't apply here. If they were rational people, they wouldn't have come to the Empire in the first place.

"I guess spending two years together has made me attached. I'm wondering if I should apply for the assistant teacher program and stay in the Empire."
'You little...'

Lyutis's comment, like a confirmation shot, almost made me curse out loud.

His words just confirmed it. If he's already talking about becoming an assistant teacher just because of my casual mention, he would have definitely stayed if his one-sided love for Luise had continued. He would have absolutely remained until Luise started dating someone.

"It's such a shame we have to return after graduation."

I quietly stared at Lyutis's throat as he laughed and joked.

I just want to flick him once on the Adam's apple. We could treat any external injury quickly anyway. With Tricksy and Tanian here, they could heal any injury short of instant death.

'Control yourself.'

Of course, I didn't act on my thoughts. If I had moved for something this trivial, the Confectionery Club would have disintegrated long ago.

"Does the Swordsmanship Club have an assistant teacher program too?"

Laterre, who had been silent, asked with a serious face. He wasn't trying to provoke or start a sword fight—he seemed genuinely curious.

Now that I think about it, it is interesting. Magic has strong academic elements, but swordsmanship is purely practical. Does such a subject need assistant teachers? There doesn't seem to be any thesis or research to write.

"The history of swordsmanship is deep, and there are secret techniques passed down through families and nations. Also, training needs to be adjusted to individual physical characteristics, so there's plenty of room for academic approaches!"

His explanation made sense. Approaching it that way, there's definitely room for assistant teachers. In fact, intelligent assistant teachers might be essential for pure swordsmen who aren't academically inclined.

'Like a Taekwondo department, I guess.'

That's how I decided to think about it. I don't need to know the details since I won't be becoming an assistant teacher anyway.

...

'How does that bastard know this?'

I looked at Lyutis with trembling eyes. The fact that he knows details about something I don't means he's already looked into the Swordsmanship Club's assistant teacher program.

It's terrifying. Without my knowledge, "Original Story Part 2: Heart-Fluttering Graduate Student Life!" had almost become reality. Thankfully that project was scrapped, but my heart still races at the thought.

'That was a close call.'

I glanced subtly toward Luise. She's now busy baking cookies to celebrate my return—Luise, who was once loved by all club members.

If, just if, Luise hadn't rejected the club members or if she didn't have feelings for me—would we be preparing for Part 2 like in the original story right now?

'Wow.'


I instinctively closed my eyes. I couldn't bear such a future.

My gratitude and love for Luise surged exponentially.

Since we were hastily throwing a party in the club room, it was modest in scale but had a nice atmosphere. To welcome me back, to send off Eri who was returning, or just to have fun.

As I chewed on Luise's cookies and looked around, I noticed Eri making a sad face.

That's unexpected. Did she actually get attached to the club members—

"Sniff, there are still so many secret passages I haven't shown you."

I guess not. I was mistaken.

"...There were still more?"
"This academy is an ant colony, not a school."

Ainter and Laterre let out hollow laughs at the sudden mention of secret passages.

'They've reached enlightenment.'

I felt pity looking at them. Despite hearing the absurd claim about secret passages in an educational institution, they just laughed it off? It means they've suffered enough from Eri's madness. They've been so thoroughly exposed that they naturally accept the crazy notion that the academy has secret passages.

'They do exist, though.'

Unfortunately for those two suffering from culture shock and mental contamination, secret passages actually do exist throughout the Imperial Academy.

This Imperial Academy was built when the Apels Empire was thriving and its capital was prosperous. Whether for emergency evacuation or hiding of high-ranking officials, secret passages do exist throughout the academy.

They were built so solidly that even the Imperial Administration knows about them, and I personally confirmed last year—

"There's also a passage senior and I made from the small auditorium to the dormitory, so look for it! I wanted to show you myself, but I can't now!"

What?

'What the hell.'

That's news to me too.

I froze mid-chew. There are passages besides the ones from the Apels era? And they made them themselves?

'...With a senior?'

My mind went blank. The only senior Eri was close with would be the Empress, right?

'No way.'

I quickly dismissed the blasphemous thought. We're talking about the Empress, the conscience of the Imperial Family and the Emperor's restraint. The symbol of modesty and gentleness.

Even if I concede that Eri's insane friendliness allowed her to get close to the Empress, I can't imagine the Empress, who was a Duke's daughter at the time, digging to create secret passages. It must be some other senior. Surely.

"But who is this senior? It seems like you did everything together, so I'd like to know their name at least."

Ainter's question was followed by a moment of silence. Everyone in the club room fell silent and looked at Eri, showing that he had voiced everyone's curiosity.

"That's a secret! I'm going to keep it buried until that senior reveals themselves!"

Eri giggled and brushed it off, but I saw it. For just a moment, hesitation and fear flashed across Eri's face.

That Eri hesitated. Even with Eri's madness-filled worldview, she instinctively knew that revealing the senior's identity would cause tremendous trouble.

And there was fear too. Regardless of the severity of the incident, that senior is someone Eri fears.

"Well, they've already graduated, so there's no point in finding out. It's not like we're going to call them to fill in the passages now."

So I stepped in to end the conversation. I could probably narrow down the candidates if I thought about it, but my instinct warns me not to pursue this further.

"You're right. What's the point of finding out about someone who's already graduated? We have the temporary guidance counselor right here from that era, so there's no need to meet anyone else."
"Don't make it sound like I'm old!"
"Heh, my apologies."

Thankfully, Lyutis and Eri picked up the conversation appropriately, allowing me to quickly change the subject.

"Oppa."
"Yes?"


While watching Eri and the other members bicker about different topics, Irina approached me.

"Are you feeling unwell? You haven't eaten anything for a while."
'Ah.'

I glanced at my right hand. Perhaps because I was thinking about information I shouldn't approach, my hand had stopped moving at some point.

It was a bit embarrassing. I had been mechanically eating cookies but then stopped, so it's natural she would worry.

"I was trying to savor it since it's been so long."

I pulled Irina closer by the waist, and her worried expression softened into a gentle smile.

"It's okay. If it's not enough, I can make more, so please eat as much as you want."
"Luise will?"
"I did the plating, so couldn't we say we made them together?"

I chuckled at that. Luise, who's still by the oven, might feel wronged if she heard this, but if Irina contributed to the plating, I have to acknowledge it.

"Still, I'd like to try cookies made by Irina too."
"I'm in the Gardening Club, so baking is a bit..."

Irina flinched at my joking request and shook her head with an embarrassed smile.

I know. Although Irina is practically an honorary member of the Confectionery Club and has some baking experience, her skills fall short compared to not only Luise but even Tricksy. As Irina said, it can't be helped since she belongs to a different club.

"Just mix flour and sugar and bake it. I'd eat that too."
"Pfft, I'll keep that in mind."

Again, thinking it was a joke, Irina just let out a small laugh.

I wasn't joking. I really would eat something like that.

'As long as it's not like what Luise made last year.'

I feel bad for Luise who tried her best, but simple ingredients are better than strange ones.

"Um, Oppa?"

Just as my sense of taste returned and I was about to recall 'those' cookies that I couldn't possibly eat, Irina carefully spoke up.

"I-I might not be able to give you handmade cookies yet... but I can do this..."

She naturally picked up a cookie from the plate and held it in front of my mouth.

"A-aahn~"
'Wow.'

Her face turned as red as it could compete with Mar, and even she seemed embarrassed by her somewhat mechanical "aahn."

I almost laughed at this display of affection despite her embarrassment. I didn't expect such a surprise.

'Ah.'

Suddenly, a good idea came to mind.

As I bit into the cookie held in front of my mouth, Irina's expression brightened. She seemed relieved that her brave display of affection was accepted.

But her relief was premature.

"...Oppa?"

With the cookie still in my mouth, I moved closer to Irina. Close enough that our noses almost touched.

Then I gently tapped the part of the cookie sticking out of my mouth.

"O-Oppa!?"

After staring blankly for a moment, Irina belatedly realized what I meant and hurriedly backed away, but I had already grabbed both her shoulders.

'The cookie game.'

It occurred to me because the cookie Irina fed me was a chocolate cookie. If couples are going to eat the same thing, this is the best way.

A stick-shaped snack would have been more perfect, but let's be satisfied with this.

The advisor and Irina sharing a cookie. I quietly turned my head away from this remarkable sight.

While it's heartwarming to see lovers sharing affection, it's not something others should openly stare at. That's why I turned my head without making any comments or jeers.

To be honest, it's a bit embarrassing. I know about the relationship between the advisor and Irina, but I never expected them to display such affection so casually. Simple contact would be one thing, but this is a bit much.

'Is the Empire more open about romance?'

The thought suddenly crossed my mind. A reasonable hypothesis that perhaps the Empire has a culture that values love between couples more than the gaze of others.

It's quite a plausible theory. My homeland, the Yuven United Kingdom, and the Empire are at opposite ends of the continent, so there's considerable distance between them. It wouldn't be strange if Yuven and the Empire had different cultures.

'I guess not.'

However, I had to quickly discard that hypothesis. Luise, who was just bringing new cookies, froze in place, and the temporary advisor teacher, who had been giggling, looked at the cookie in her hand as if contemplating something.

Even Lady Margareta Valenti and the Magic-Ending Duke showed similar reactions, meaning the advisor's behavior was shocking even from an Imperial perspective.

'So the advisor is the unusual one.'

After careful consideration, I reached that conclusion. It's not that Imperials are more forward, but that the advisor is exceptionally bold. I almost misunderstood Imperial culture.

And for the advisor, such bold behavior is understandable. Having recently risked danger by joining the military campaign, it's natural that his longing for his lovers would have grown during that time. It's only natural for one's yearning for normal life to increase during times of crisis.

Yes, that makes sense. It's perfectly natural, but...

'Why are you...'

I inadvertently looked at Erich. Let's say the advisor's elaborate display of affection is due to his military service. But the advisor had found lovers and shown affection, albeit modestly, even before joining the military. He acted like a normal person.

But Erich is not normal. He's like a steadfast pine tree despite people around him trying to push him forward.

'It's not like they have different blood.'

If they were strangers, or if the advisor and Erich showed completely different behaviors, I would have thought Erich was a sad mutant.

But the advisor and Erich are indeed blood brothers. After Luise rejected us and showed interest in the advisor, the advisor at that time showed the same cluelessness as Erich does now. Anyone could see they were blood relatives with the same personality.

Then shouldn't Erich start finding a lover like the advisor did? Why does he still act like the advisor used to?

'How unfortunate.'

I almost sighed when I saw Sera sitting next to Erich. While others were embarrassed by the advisor's display of affection or quietly looked away, Sera was watching the scene as if envious.

Then she glanced at Erich, looked back at the advisor and Irina, and then at Erich again.

Unfortunate. I can't think of any other word for it.

"Uh, urbrn..."

Amid all this, I hurriedly looked over when I heard Luise's voice, as if she was gritting her teeth. Using her homemade cookies to spend intimate time with someone else? Certainly enough to make one blind with anger and jealousy—

'Ah.'

I gently closed my eyes. She wasn't gritting her teeth; she had a cookie in her mouth.

"It feels especially cold today," I heard Lyutis mutter quietly, but I ignored it.

I felt the same way.

***


Despite some commotion, the welcome-back party concluded without incident.

'If no one gets hurt, it's fine.'

I sat on the bed and began to rationalize. Although other couples were shocked and club members looked away, there was no physical harm done. So it ended well enough.

Of course, I admit showing excessive behavior in front of growing teenagers, but considering what I couldn't do for them before, this much seems appropriate.

"Think about what you'll do for me and Penelia! If it's anything mediocre, I'll lock you in the basement and never let you out!"

As a result, my vacation might be a bit arduous, but I'll humbly accept it as my karmic debt.

'I was worried she might refuse to let me go.'

I sighed in relief without realizing it. From Eri's perspective, declaring basement imprisonment is understandable. I should actually be grateful that she willingly returned to the Capital.

Frankly speaking, if she had collapsed saying she couldn't go alone because her side was cold, there would have been no option but to coax her. Even if she had called Penelia from the Capital as reinforcement and caused a scene, I couldn't have complained.

So I'm both grateful and sorry. She seems to have become a bit of a brat, but her heart still seems generous.

...Wait, can "brat" and "generous heart" be used to describe the same person?

'Whatever.'

Thinking about it, when was Eri ever normal? No matter how unusual or strange something is, if it involves Eri, it's possible.

With that self-convincing thought, I took out the communication device from my pocket. Contacting someone late at night isn't polite, but for someone who's only free from work at night, it can't be helped. It's better than calling during work hours.

- Kal?

And it seems my thinking was correct, as a response came shortly after I made contact.

"I'm sorry for the late hour, Father."
- No, it's fine. I just finished work.

After I apologized, Father shook his head as if it was no problem.

Seeing him like this, I couldn't help but feel bitter. Having to work until late hours when retirement is just around the corner—how painful must the job of a parliament member be?

Fortunately, he'll be free from that pain once Erich graduates. Erich is young, so he can handle some hardship.

- But what's the matter? I heard you returned to the Academy today. You should be spending time with your wives instead of contacting your father.
"I spent plenty of time with them. I just arrived at my quarters."
- There's no such thing as enough time between spouses. Remember, the more time, the better.

For a moment, I imagined Father being chased away by Mother, but I pushed that thought aside. It's too disrespectful to think that way in front of Father who just gave me valuable advice.

"I'll keep that in mind. But since I've already contacted you, please indulge me tonight."
- Very well, I have no choice. Tell me what's on your mind.

Deliberately speaking playfully, Father responded with a faint smile.

"I want to inherit the title."

At those words, Father's smile quickly disappeared.

He wasn't exactly stern. He was just composing himself to address my serious decision with appropriate gravity.

- As I mentioned before, there's no need to receive the title immediately. His Majesty the Emperor will allow it until early next year.
"That's fine. I'd like to inherit it by the end of this month at the latest."

- I see.

Hearing my resolute answer, Father quietly closed his eyes. Having confirmed my determination, he seemed to be checking his schedule.

I feel sorry for burdening Father with this major event right after he finished his parliamentary duties, but I sincerely want to inherit the title by the end of this month.

'I need to finish before the wedding.'

As Father said, the deadline for title inheritance is early next year. Given the sudden succession, the situation would be understood until then.

However, I need to marry Maru-Ryeo in early next year. Having the title inheritance ceremony coincide with the wedding? Either the inheritance ceremony would be overshadowed or the wedding would be—and neither event should be diminished.

I have no intention of postponing the wedding because of the title inheritance, so naturally, it makes sense to move up the inheritance. Maru is more important than the title.

- ...Indeed. It would be best to handle it immediately, if only for my first daughter-in-law.

Eventually, Father seemed to reach the same conclusion as I did and nodded.

- We can proceed as early as this weekend. Don't worry, it won't take longer than a month.
"Yes, I understand."

As long as it's not delayed, anytime is fine.

***

The light of the communication device faded with Kal's farewell.

'The succession ceremony...'

I couldn't help but smile. Although the title inheritance was already confirmed by His Majesty the Emperor's order, hearing Kal say he wanted to inherit it gave me a fresh sense of emotion.

And I felt a strange mixture of feelings—lightness yet emptiness, anxiety yet reassurance. It's the moment when the master of the Kracius Family, with its 300-year history, appointed as Imperial Count by Eimanka II, changes. It's the moment when I, still in my 40s, put down 300 years of history and pass it to my son in his 20s.

If I didn't feel lightness after putting down this burden, I would be emotionless; if I didn't feel emptiness after putting it down before death, I would be irresponsible.

If I didn't feel anxiety about passing the burden to my son who is only in his 20s, I would be heartless; if I didn't feel reassurance because he is a reliable son, I would lack faith.

'You'll do well.'

That strange feeling gradually tilted toward lightness and reassurance. If it's Kal, if it's my son, he will surely do well.

'...Now he'll be a dual count?'

I smiled again. Kal already holds the title of Count of Wiridia. Since an Imperial Count is also classified as a count, Kal will become a powerful figure holding two countships without being a duke or marquis.

It's truly remarkable. When one becomes a high noble, they don't typically hold another title equal to their family's main title. It would be strange for a duke to hold another dukedom, or a marquis another marquisate.

But Kal has achieved it. Though it's through the technicality of being an Imperial Count, he has become someone who is a high noble while holding a title equal to his main one.

'Perhaps the main title could change.'

Yes, if the Wiridia County were to change to a marquisate, the main title of the Kracius Family might have to change as well.

'Marquis Kracius...'

After silently repeating this unfamiliar name to myself, I chuckled.

It's nothing more than a fantasy. Kal's promotion is only likely, not certain. Right now, Kal's influence might be enough to aspire to a marquisate, but no one knows about the future.

Yet somehow, I had the intuition that someday Kal would be contemplating this very issue.


Father has given his assurance, so I should be able to inherit the Teilgleichen County title by the end of this month at the latest. Father tends to be sparing with his words unless he's certain, rather than blurting things out carelessly.

'So now I'm Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen.'

I took out the business card from my pocket while thinking about my full name with one extra word. I hadn't made these cards that long ago, but now I'd need new ones. That's more budget gone.

It's annoying, but unavoidable. A noble with multiple titles can only attach one title to their name. Obviously necessary, since some people would take 10 minutes just to write their full name if they attached all their titles.

And since that one title must be the family's main title, I need to erase Wiridia and write Teilgleichen instead.

'I'd just gotten used to it too.'

It's a strange feeling. I've only recently become accustomed to my full name while staying in Wiridia, and now I have to change it again? I'm not some servant with three surnames—what is this?

'...This should be the last time, at least.'

If there's any consolation, it's that this will be my final name change.

Once I inherit the Teilgleichen County title, there won't be any more titles to receive or names to change. The only variable would be if the Wiridia County title were elevated to a marquisate—but even if I became Marquis of Wiridia, I'd still keep Teilgleichen County as my main title.

Honestly, the Kracius family's foundation is the Imperial Count title. Frankly speaking, regular county titles might rise and fall depending on circumstances, but an Imperial Count title remains unchanged until the empire falls.

'That's comfortable and nice.'

Steadfast and unchanging over time. Truly the kind of stability that symbolizes civil service.

The next day during club time, as soon as the members gathered, I brought up the matter of title inheritance. I told them I might need to be absent briefly this month for the title inheritance matter.

Of course, Father knows I'm busy at the Academy, so he'll try to schedule it for weekends, but you never know. I'm prepared to move on weekdays if necessary.

"Already? Didn't you say there was no need to do it right away?"

Erich tilted his head in surprise at my words. As a member of the Kracius family, he knew about the title inheritance decision, but also knew it could be postponed somewhat.

So naturally he was puzzled to suddenly hear, "I'm inheriting the title this month."

"If not now, I don't think I'll have time. I need to finish this by early next year at the latest, because then I'll be getting married."
"That's true."

When I pulled out this trump card of a justification, Erich quickly understood. Marriage is a major matter, after all.

As I looked at Erich, I glanced slightly toward Mar and saw her grinning broadly. She must be imagining mini-Kals or mini-Mars after hearing the word "marriage."

I suddenly became curious. If the Kracius family's black hair genes and the Valenti family's red hair genes collided, which would win? We'd probably need to have at least three children to make a proper comparison.

"Well, I don't know exactly when it'll be, but have a good trip. Even if you go on a weekday, the club members will be fine—"
"You're coming with me, what are you talking about?"
"Huh?"

Erich, who had been calmly offering early farewells, froze at those words.

Seeing his reaction made me feel a bit sorry, but if I'm going to my domain to inherit a title, he needs to come along too. To celebrate this important family occasion? Because rumors of discord might spread if a younger brother doesn't attend his older brother's title inheritance ceremony?

Those reasons exist, but the decisive reason is something else.

"When Father retires, you'll need to receive a title too."

Erich is also a protagonist of title inheritance. Besides the Teilgleichen County title, Father has several baronies, and one of them is intended for Erich.

It's only natural. If he passes on some titles but keeps others, it wouldn't be a complete retirement. Though the dazzling name of Imperial Count draws all the attention, the other baronies are also waiting for new owners.

"Oh, you're becoming a titled noble too? Congratulations!"

Lyutis offered congratulations to Erich, who was standing there blankly, seemingly just now realizing his future.


It might feel like provocation, but it's genuinely congratulatory. Lyutis might openly criticize someone to their face, but he's not the type to do it in a petty, roundabout way.

"A titled noble at just 10 years old. It's quite heartening to see the pillars supporting the Empire getting younger."

Even Ainter praised Erich's rise to nobility.

Congratulations indeed. Where else in the world would you find a baron ascending amid congratulations from imperial and royal family members? Though a barony is the lowest of the five noble ranks, his honor will be envied even by counts.

Of course, I'm not envious. A brother who begrudges his younger sibling's honor can't be called a brother, right? Ahem.

"If there's a specific barony you want among them, just say so. It's for my little brother, so I should be accommodating."
"...Can I not receive anything at all?"

After a long silence, Erich finally spoke, and I smiled slightly.

"Choose one before I offer you the county title instead."

For a moment, I thought Erich muttered something harsh, but I let it slide.

***

I had forgotten. Being so accustomed to calling the Kracius family an Imperial Count family and addressing the head of the family as the Count of Teilgleichen, I'd completely forgotten.

That nobles of count rank or higher typically hold multiple titles. That the head of our family, among the upper echelon of Imperial Counts, possesses numerous baronies.

'And he only has two children.'

If there were many children to inherit titles, it might be different, but with only two children, the inheritance must be divided. With only one child besides the heir—the Kracius family isn't so impoverished as to ignore that one.

Therefore, as the heir's only brother, I must receive a title. Not just taking on the role of proxy member of the Imperial Assembly, but a title as well.

'It's not a bad thing though.'

Yes, strictly speaking, it's not a bad thing. For nobles, titles are treasures that cannot be exchanged for anything, and the difference between having a title or not divides the classes of wealth, honor, and power.

Moreover, all the baronies held by the head of the family come with domains. Inheriting even one of them would allow me to live comfortably for life without working. It's positions like bureaucratic roles that make you bleed when you take them on unwillingly, not titles.

But I'm anxious. I've already been saddled with the proxy member position because I'm the younger brother, and if I inherit a title too, I'm terrified of what else I might end up shouldering.

"Even I, an Imperial Count, work—and a mere baron wants to be idle? Your nephew works in the assembly, but his uncle gets to play around?"

I can see a bleak future. Originally, I planned to pass on the proxy position when my brother's child came of age and live peacefully, but if I become a baron, I foresee a future where my brother will nag me even after my nephew grows up.

I feel cold sweat forming. Inescapable despair is right before me.

"Well, if there isn't one you want, that's fine. Father will give you something suitable."
'Ah.'

At those words, my fading consciousness returned.

No. If I can't avoid receiving a title, I should at least be able to choose which one. Not all baronies are created equal.

'Which domain was the quiet one?'

I desperately racked my brain. Among the baronies held by the head of our family, the most peaceful and quiet place. No troublesome mines or major trade routes, and not too many subjects requiring management—

...

There is one. There's a suitable place.

"I think the Hardiner Barony would be good."

As I hastily spoke up, my brother slightly furrowed his brow. He seems to be trying to recall the location of the Hardiner Barony.

But before my brother could retrieve the memory, someone else reacted first.


"H-Hardiner?"

It was Sera.

"...Ah, that place."

Eventually, my brother seemed to recall Hardiner's location and nodded.

"Isn't Hardiner Barony next to Jaigel Barony?"
"Yes, that's right."

Jaigel Barony, the minor domain under Teilgleichen County managed by Sera's family, the Trimara baronial house.

And Hardiner Barony is the neighboring domain adjacent to Jaigel Barony. It's exceptionally quiet even within Teilgleichen County, a peaceful place where little commotion occurs.

Perfect. It's a domain without hassles, and I can be neighbors with Sera. It's the best location not just for me, but for my future children as well.

"Is that okay?"
"If that's what you want."

At my brother's permission, I let out a sigh of relief. If I have to receive a title anyway, Hardiner is the better choice.

"Now I'll be neighbors with Sera."
"Y-yes! That's right!"

When I addressed Sera with a smile, she responded somewhat flustered.

I understand. Even I, who chose it, am still bewildered.

***

I alternated my gaze between Erich, who was snickering, and Sera, who kept nodding with a flushed face.

After looking at both of them, I quietly turned my gaze away.

'This crazy guy.'

It's remarkable. Despite his terrible awareness, his instincts seem to be working hard, as he's made a truly incredible choice.

Father has many baronies. The baronies scattered all over are too numerous to recall immediately. Yet among all those many baronies, he chose the Hardiner Barony? The neighboring domain to Jaigel Barony?

'It's perfect for managing together after marriage.'

Originally, the Jaigel Baron had two children, but one passed away, leaving only Sera. Therefore, in time, the Jaigel Barony will become Sera's.

And if Erich, the Baron of Hardiner, and Sera, the Baroness of Jaigel, were to marry—they would be a couple managing two adjacent baronies. This would create a fairly strong power within Teilgleichen County.

'He probably didn't even plan it.'

While it's natural for nobles to increase their power through marriage, I'm certain that bastard didn't choose the Hardiner Barony with this intention. I can be sure of that.

That's why I can only think he's insane. To make such a choice without even intending to...

'...Count Horpelt won't be able to dominate either.'

Eventually, I recalled Count Horpelt, who had been delighted at the news of Erich becoming a proxy member. Erich could choose to live in his domain rather than in the capital, just as Father commutes from his domain. That means during work hours he'd be with Count Horpelt, and after work, he'd be close to Sera.

That would be disadvantageous for Count Horpelt. Erich would likely become closer to Sera, whom he meets in private time, than to Count Horpelt, whom he encounters for work.

'What an insane balance.'

I almost let out a hollow laugh. Count Horpelt with his power, and Sera with her position as a neighbor. If one tries to get ahead, the other has conditions that allow them to keep up.

'Should I play matchmaker?'

If left to them, they probably won't have an answer even after turning 30.


Erich had nothing particular to handle after choosing which title he would inherit. The succession ceremony was being prepared at the domain, so Erich and I, who were simply receiving our titles, just needed to wait patiently.

If there was anything to do, it would be waving to the vassals and domain people after the succession ceremony was complete. But waving—not even giving a speech—was something that could be handled without any preparation.

"Brother, here you go."
"Ah, yes. Thank you."

Thanks to this, I was able to enjoy peaceful days until my father contacted me.

Days spent eating cookies made by Luise, eating cookies, and eating cookies.

'They're getting longer.'

Looking at the pile of cookies, I carefully picked one up. Since 'that' incident, the cookies that used to be ordinary round shapes had gradually evolved into stick shapes. To be specific, they had become long enough for two people to bite from each end.

She even coated them with chocolate. No matter how I looked at them, they reminded me of those stick-shaped snacks from my previous world.

'People think alike, I guess.'

Well, both Poc** and Luise start with the letter L. Maybe they have something in common.

While absentmindedly staring at the cookie—or rather, the stick-shaped snack that was embarrassing to call a cookie—I gently bit into it. Then Luise softly bit the opposite end and smiled with her eyes.

This too is my karma. I've poisoned the Imperial confectionery industry.

'Was it too stimulating?'

With belated regret, I nibbled on the stick snack. After I countered Irina's soulfully performed "Aahn" with a cookie kiss, Luise began mass-producing stick-shaped snacks as if she had awakened.

Of course, I understand. From Luise's perspective, I shared love with someone else using the cookies she made with affection. Even if that someone else was her friend, it would be a lie to say she wasn't jealous. I was too insensitive...

"That was delicious, Brother."
"...Yes, for me too."

The stick snack had disappeared into our mouths, and Luise opened her mouth with a bright smile.

I could barely curl up the corners of my lips in this strange situation. I ended up teaching something weird to this pure girl who would have been happy with a normal kiss.

I am a sinner. Not content with starting the vicious trend of splitting and wearing rings, now I've introduced kissing with snacks between—

"Ah, wait a moment. There's something on your hand."

Luise, who had been smiling brightly, naturally took my hand and licked the chocolate smeared on my finger with her tongue.

Though her cheeks turned red as if she was embarrassed, she didn't stop her action.

I feel like I'm losing my mind.

The night before the weekend.

- Send a mage tomorrow. Where should I send them?
"Erich and I will be in front of the main building, so please send them there."
- In front of the main building. Understood.

Indeed, Father is someone who speaks only when he's certain. His words about handling it this weekend if things went quickly actually came true.

It's surprising. I had only mentioned wanting to receive the title a few days ago. And they've already finished preparations? Did they work the vassals in shifts to get it done?

No, perhaps they had already completed most preparations after Father was urged to retire. He did say he would prepare according to my schedule, so it's entirely possible.

- After the Hardiner Barony succession ceremony, I plan to pass down the Teilgleichen County title, so keep that in mind.

I nodded at this obvious statement. If they held the main event—the County succession ceremony—first, it might overshadow Erich finally becoming a titled noble. Regardless of whether I welcomed Erich receiving a title or not, I couldn't let a family celebration be overshadowed.


With such considerate father and brother, Erich truly is blessed. He should acknowledge his own good fortune with people.

- Ah, after the succession ceremony, go to the Imperial Palace. When inheriting other titles, sending a letter of greeting would suffice, but in the case of an Imperial Count, you must pledge loyalty again before His Majesty the Emperor.
"Ah, yes. I understand."

Though I was hearing this for the first time, I accepted it as it made sense.

An Imperial Count is a direct vassal of the Emperor. If someone else inherits the title of such a direct vassal, how could they handle it with just a letter instead of greeting the Emperor in person? Others might question the relationship between the Emperor and the Imperial Count.

Especially when that Emperor is newly enthroned, and the Imperial Count is the godfather of the Imperial Princess, one must be even more careful. Even if they told me not to go, I would have to.

'Damn it.'

I almost sighed. I had just returned to the Imperial Academy after getting away from the Emperor, but now I'm headed back to face him.

But what can I do? If I'm upset about it, I should have inherited the title before Father retired.

'Damn.'

The thought of entering the Imperial Palace makes me dizzy. I should have moved a little faster.

***

I nodded while reviewing the report submitted by the head butler. No matter how many times I checked, it was flawless.

'We can proceed with this.'

I sighed as I stamped the family seal that Willy had entrusted to me.

Although Willy was staying at the domain as much as possible since he was passing down his title to his son, it was inevitable that he spent more time in the Capital as a council member. As a result, the head butler and I were preparing for the succession ceremony more than Willy was.

Fortunately, we had been preparing steadily since Willy's retirement was confirmed, so we weren't pressed for time. If we had started preparing from the moment Kal declared he would accept the succession, it would have taken until next year to complete—so that was fortunate.

'This will be the last time.'

I couldn't help but smile looking at the desk piled high with documents. It wasn't difficult since it was for my children. It's just that thinking this would be my last duty as the mistress of the Kracius Family made me feel both empty and relieved.

Once Kal becomes the Count of Teilgleichen and gets married next year, I will no longer be the mistress of the Kracius Family. Of course, I'm only 40 now, and considering the time needed for the first daughter-in-law to adjust, I'll continue to act as the mistress for a while—but in name, I'll just be a retired figure from the previous generation.

'Previous generation, huh.'

I burst out laughing when I saw Laura organizing other documents in the corner. If I'm from the previous generation, so is Laura.

"Nia? What's wrong?"
"Nothing, nothing at all."

I deliberately shook my head at Laura, who turned her gaze toward me after hearing my laughter.

I can't say it. I can't bring myself to say that both of us are now old and need to step aside. If I said such a thing, Laura would predictably flare up as usual.

She would make a fuss about how we're still in our prime at 40, and how other people still think she's in her twenties. I just wonder who these "other people" are.

Objectively speaking, both Laura and I do look younger than our age. But that's true for all nobles who take care of their appearance. It would be harder to find a noble who doesn't look young for their age.

"How silly."

Fortunately, Laura didn't press further.

'She seems so happy.'

She even started humming a little tune and moving documents with light gestures. This would be impossible without something particularly pleasing happening.

But I can understand. My feelings probably aren't much different from Laura's.

'There must have been progress since they've been together.'


The corners of my mouth refuse to turn down. I finally confirmed that there has been progress in the relationship between Erich and Sera.

Yes, there must have been progress. Otherwise, Erich wouldn't have chosen the Hardiner Barony among all the available titles. He must have made the decision with Sera in mind.

Knowing this, Laura was also helping with the work in high spirits. Sera's anxious one-sided love had finally seen the light.

As soon as the weekend morning arrived, I waited for Kal and Erich in front of the castle's main gate. I had already finished all my tasks, so there was no problem being outside. I just wanted to see the children as soon as possible.

"...My lady, I understand how you feel, but the mage hasn't even departed yet."

I could barely hear what Willy was saying beside me. What matters isn't when the children arrive. It's the excitement of waiting for them.

That excitement is the way to start the day joyfully and happily, but Willy doesn't understand that.

"The weather is chilly, wouldn't it be better to wait inside?"
"I'm fine, so don't worry."

I firmly shook my head at Willy's suggestion, though it was appreciated. Although I might not be as healthy as Willy or the children, I am still an adult who takes care of my health. My body won't fall ill just from being in the wind for a short while.

Besides, how disappointed would the children be if they were greeted by vassals instead of their parents because I had left my post? I've already committed many sins against those children, and I can't commit any more—

"Then at least wear this."

Willy's coat was gently placed on my shoulders.

A soft smile formed on my face at the warmth-filled black coat.

"Thank you."

Willy just nodded in response.

***

I personally picked up Erich to prevent him from running away or going AWOL, and we arrived at the domain. Picking up my brother myself to help him get his title—what kind of brother does this? He should be grateful for life.

"Does it make sense for a teenager to become a titled noble..."

I ignored Erich's bitter muttering.

When we have teenage Imperial Counts and teenage department heads, a teenage Baron is nothing. Trixie became a Duchess at the human equivalent age of 4.

'Huh?'

Anyway, I patted Erich's muttering shoulder and turned my gaze toward the main gate, where I saw a somewhat unexpected sight.

Father standing without a coat despite the near-winter weather, and Mother smiling while wearing a very familiar black coat.

...Hmm.

'Did we come too early?'

This is awkward. It feels like we children have interrupted our parents during an intimate emotional exchange.

'We should have come a day later.'

Then maybe the Kracius Family might have had a new youngest child.

But putting aside the regretful feelings, I moved my feet forward. Once the mood is broken, it can't be restored. It would be better for both of them if we quickly finished our business and left.

"We're here."

So I greeted them with the mindset of a son visiting for a holiday.

Let's hit and run quickly, like during a holiday.

The succession ceremony was decided to be held in the Great Hall. The Great Hall, being the main room of the castle, boasts an impressive size and splendor, making it sufficient as a venue for the succession ceremony.

Moreover, its spaciousness allows for plenty of room to arrange tables. This means that a celebratory banquet can be held immediately after the ceremony. The banquet is an important matter, after all.

"I should call you Baron now, not Young Master."
"Don't be so formal. Becoming a baron doesn't make me a different person."

As I sipped the champagne handed to me by the maid and looked around the Great Hall, I spotted Erich having a warm conversation with the nanny.

Until we came to the domain, he had been exuding gloom with his entire body, but now he seemed to have accepted that there was no turning back, showing a peaceful expression. Perhaps meeting the nanny had improved his mood.

"To my eyes, you look like a different person. It feels like just yesterday when you were tormenting the knights with tree branches, and now you're becoming a titled noble."
"No, what ancient story are you talking about?"

Erich gave an awkward laugh as the nanny, overcome with emotion, wiped her eyes with a handkerchief.

I really don't know how long ago that was. Since I don't remember it either, it must have been when this body was a little tyke. It's too much to bring up something from that long ago.

Still, it means the nanny has been watching over Erich and me for a long time. It's harsh that she's summoning dark history that we don't even remember, but it's not an entirely bad feeling.

"To think you'll be Baron Hardiner, I never imagined you'd become neighbors with the Young Master."
"Ah."

I quietly turned my gaze away as soon as I saw the nanny smiling broadly.

Though the nanny didn't say it directly, I could instinctively feel it. The nanny had made a misunderstanding—a small but fatal misunderstanding—about why Erich had chosen the Hardiner barony. She was mistakenly thinking that Erich had chosen Hardiner because his relationship with Sera had progressed.

I gently closed my eyes in regret. Of course, Sera might be among the reasons why Erich chose Hardiner, but not in the way the nanny was thinking.

"I'll keep my mouth shut."

But I simply couldn't reveal the truth. Sera is physically weak and has only us brothers as acquaintances. And Erich is the object of her long-held affection.

From the nanny's perspective, she must be thinking that her precious daughter's love has finally been realized. I couldn't tell her the cruel truth on this joyous day. The nanny might collapse from shock.

I'm sorry, nanny. Please understand my kind silence.

"I'll try to do something in the remaining year..."

About a year until Erich's graduation. During that year, I'll do whatever it takes to connect the two.

In fact, I was about to wash my hands of it after doing as much as I could, but seeing the nanny's innocent smile, I simply couldn't back down. It's time to repay the nanny for taking care of us.

"I'll see this through to the end."

Either I die from frustration, or Erich gets on board—one of the two.

After all the vassals and servants of the county gathered in the Great Hall, I joined my family on the platform.

Then, those who had been chatting or wetting their throats began to fall silent one by one. It was out of respect for the sole master of the county, and it wouldn't be proper for subordinates to cause a commotion at a ceremony where that master was changing.

"It's been a while since we've gathered like this."

Father spoke after briefly scanning the crowd.

"Meeting too often would mean neglecting our duties, so this is a welcome occasion."

Soft laughter spread through the silence. It was Father's way of joking, but also a commendation for the vassals and servants who dedicated themselves to the county.

When a superior acknowledges and encourages the hard work of his subordinates—for those subordinates who toil day after day, it can only be a great comfort.

"This Count has been able to reign as the lord of Teilgleichen thanks to your dedication. Your loyalty has truly been the pillar supporting the Kracius family, which has allowed Kracius to serve the Imperial Family without any worries."


Father's praise and encouragement continued. He said that Kracius could remain Kracius because of those who supported it from below, that the glory of Kracius was achieved through the dedication of its vassals and servants. The head of the family and Count himself personally acknowledged this.

One might think these are just ceremonial words, but considering there are people who spare even such ceremonial words, Father is above average as a superior.

"Indeed. It is because of you that this Count has been able to lead the county until now."

Father paused briefly and placed his hands on Erich's and my shoulders.

"Therefore, this Count, believing in your eternal dedication, wishes to step down."

With those words, Father took out a seal from his breast pocket.

"Erich Kracius, rightful member of the Kracius family, hear me."
"Erich Kracius receives the head of the family's command."

At Father's command, Erich knelt and bowed his head. One receiving the grace of succession from the family head cannot stand stiffly.

"Baron Hardiner is one of the pillars supporting Teilgleichen County, and you, as a member of the Kracius family who has dedicated yourself to the family, are qualified to succeed the Hardiner barony."

Then he personally placed the seal in Erich's hand.

"Erich Kracius. Will you fulfill your duties as Baron Hardiner?"
"I swear before Enen and the Great Emperor that I will fulfill my duties until the end of my life."
"Good. Now you are Baron Erich Kracius of Hardiner, and you shall be loyal to your brother and the Imperial Family above, and care for your people below."

Father's proclamation announcing the birth of a new titled noble. The vassals and servants began to applaud at that proclamation.

And as the applause grew louder, I could see Erich's expression becoming closer to one of liberation.

"Hang in there."

I sent a small encouragement inwardly, understanding how he must feel. Erich was no longer just a young master but a proper titled noble. From now on, he would have to work hard not only on family or domain matters but also on imperial-level affairs.

So hang in there, Erich. Fortunately, you probably won't have many issues to deal with as a minor lord under a great lord.

"Kal Kracius of Wiridia, rightful heir of the Kracius family, hear me."

...Besides, no matter how much you struggle, it probably won't be as much as me.

"Kal Kracius of Wiridia receives the head of the family's command."

I knelt before Father in the once again quiet atmosphere.

"The Count of Teilgleichen is one of the thirty Imperial Counts who protect the Imperial Family and is a sword and shield leading for His Majesty the Emperor, and you, as the heir of the Kracius family who has dedicated yourself to the Empire, are qualified to succeed the Teilgleichen county."

I bowed my head even lower, waiting for the words to follow. Now Father would ask if I would fulfill my duties as Count of Teilgleichen, and I would swear before Enen and the Great Emperor like Erich, and that would be the end—

"Moreover, you have fulfilled your duties as a noble even before becoming a Count, which is known to Enen in heaven and the Great Emperor."

Suddenly, a different sentence came out.

"What is this?"

I was perplexed. It's quite resentful that Father, who knows well how civil servants panic when faced with situations different from the manual, would do such a thing.

But I didn't show it. By now, Father had placed the Count's seal before me and patted my shoulder.

"As the head of the Kracius family, I will pass everything to you, my heir. Will you accept it?"
"...I will do my best to pass down the glory of the previous generation to the next."

At those words, Father nodded with satisfaction. When I glanced aside, Mother was applauding with a faint smile.


Eventually, Erich, the head butler, the head maid, and other vassals and servants—everyone celebrated the birth of a new Imperial Count with thunderous applause.

...

"At least I avoided the youngest record."

Today is a day when Count Horpelt suddenly comes to mind.

Just as the succession ceremony ended neatly, the celebratory banquet also flowed peacefully.

To begin with, the people attending the banquet were just vassals from various parts of the county, and even though I'm not very social, I know the faces of the vassals fairly well. It would be strange if the heir who would become the lord wasn't familiar with his vassals.

Rather, the vassals flocked to Erich, who had newly received his title, more than to me, who was "naturally" expected to become Count. They probably wanted to make an impression on the person who would become the second or third in command of the county as the new Count's brother. Thanks to that, the banquet could end peacefully with Erich as the sacrifice.

"If only he could be the head of the family instead of going to the Imperial Palace too."

Looking up at the Imperial Palace, I couldn't help but think that. Of course, if Erich had heard it, he would have cursed me out, but I'm serious. Maybe Erich would enjoy seeing the Imperial Palace too?

But since I was the Imperial Count, not Erich, I ended up coming to the Imperial Palace. How long has it been since I left the capital, and now I'm about to see the Emperor again.

"Your Excellency, you may enter."
"Ah, yes. I understand."

I passed through the main gate after being inspected by the newly appointed Imperial Knight Commander. If there's any consolation, it's that this commander is also the flexible Commander Gara, but thinking about meeting the Emperor, it wasn't much comfort.

It would be better if the commander was FM and the Emperor was relaxed. What's the point of having a docile gatekeeper when there's a boss waiting inside the Imperial Palace...?

"What is that?"

My steps stopped involuntarily. While heading toward the Sun Palace where the Emperor stays, I witnessed a strange sight.

- Cock-a-doodle-doo!

A small animal running while making frivolous crowing sounds.

"It's going that way!"
"It mustn't get hurt! Herd it toward the open space!"

And knights chasing fiercely behind it.

I almost lost my mind. The bizarre sight of an animal breaking through the encirclement of the elite among elite Imperial Knights. I never thought I'd see such a sight in my life. No, more than that, I never thought there would be such a thing in the Imperial Palace.

Pitifully flapping wings, a comb swaying left and right, small eyes rolling here and there.

"It's a chicken."

Why... is there a chicken in the Imperial Palace?

Is today a special day for eating chicken? No, there's no such thing in this world.

"Ah, Your Excellency!"

Meanwhile, one of the knights chasing the chicken recognized me.

It was the former Imperial Knight Commander.

"What the hell is this?"

Seriously, what is going on?

I couldn't help but remain silent at the greeting from the former Imperial Knight Commander. If we had simply passed by each other, I could have exchanged normal pleasantries, but I encountered him at an unexpected time in an unexpected situation.

'Why is he here?'

I'm confused. That man stepped down from his position as Imperial Knight Commander to guard the Empress Dowager. Having risen to Knight Commander through the Empress Dowager's favor, he relinquished his position to ensure her peaceful retirement. Without the title of Commander, he could more comfortably serve as her personal guard.

I'd heard that the Emperor wasn't enough of a jerk to stop someone who wanted to retire to repay a debt of gratitude, and that he was currently serving as the Empress Dowager's guard. Yet here he was, not guarding the Empress Dowager but chasing a chicken.

What is this, really? Could it be some kind of hidden camera prank? To amuse people entering the Imperial Palace?

"Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cluck, cluck!"

Meanwhile, the chicken being pursued flapped its wings with an even louder cry.

How strange. I was certain chickens were flightless birds.

'It flies well.'

Too well, in fact. It flew high enough to leap over the knight who was trying to herd it toward the open space.

Could it be a pigeon rather than a chicken? But pigeons don't fly as well as... wait, pigeons are birds that can fly, of course.

Anyway, as I watched the knights being made fools of by a single chicken, I carefully moved forward. For any ordinary incident, I would have trusted the knights and continued on my way, but this situation was impossible to ignore. It would be awkward if chicken noises interrupted my audience with the Emperor.

"I'll help you as well."

After informing the former Commander of my intention to join, I stretched out my arm. The chicken had just broken through their encirclement and was running toward me—

"Be careful! This is a chicken personally raised by the Empress Dowager!"

I froze with my arm still outstretched.

'A chicken raised by the Empress Dowager?'

As soon as I heard the former Commander's words, I understood this bizarre situation. There was a reason the knights were struggling with a mere chicken.

This was a chicken raised by none other than the Empress Dowager herself. If I mishandled it and something broke or burst, I wouldn't be able to face the Empress Dowager. Of course, she wouldn't express anger over a single chicken, but wouldn't it destroy the peaceful retirement of an elderly woman who had dedicated decades to the Empire?

The chicken with its imperial status passed between my legs, but I couldn't move. What if I grabbed it too hard and it burst?

'So is it higher-ranking than me?'

That question suddenly occurred to me. A pet chicken raised by the Empress Dowager herself, making knights anxious. Is it right to view such a being as merely an animal? Perhaps it outranks even me, an Imperial Count?

Frankly speaking, there are thirty Imperial Counts, but there is only one of this chicken. It's a unique being that cannot be replaced by any other.

...

'It definitely outranks me.'

I completed my tearful self-objectification. That Lord Chicken is indeed more noble than I am.

"Th-that one is heading for the Empress's Palace!"

While I was contemplating whether it would be proper to let the noble creature tour the palace as it wished, a knight cried out in a desperate voice.

At that cry, the expressions of the other knights changed dramatically.

"After it! Block it with your bodies if you can't catch it!"

Even the former Commander's expression turned grim as he began to sprint.

How strange. If it's already roaming the palace like its own home, what difference does it make if it enters the Empress's Palace? Besides, given the Empress's personality, she could laugh off such an incident, and the Crown Princess too...

'Oh shit.'

As soon as my thoughts turned to the Crown Princess, I started running alongside the former Commander. The Empress might be fine, but the Crown Princess, still a babbling infant, was in the Empress's Palace. A young baby with weak immunity who must be approached with caution even by people.

If, just if, the chicken invaded the Empress's Palace and caused any health issues for the Crown Princess, we'd all lose our heads. Even the composed Empress would express anger, and the Empress Dowager would throw us into hot oil along with her chicken.


So I ran like mad. If that creature sets foot in the Empress's Palace, it won't be Lord Chicken anymore—it'll be chicken nuggets.

Fortunately, we were able to complete the capture operation before Lord Chicken could become nuggets. A few feathers were lost in the process, but it was unharmed.

The knights were rolling on the ground in disarray, but I decided to erase that from my memory. This incident is a dark history for all of us, so we should be considerate.

"Thank you for your cooperation, Your Excellency. Thanks to you, we were able to catch it safely."
"I'm glad I could be of help."

I nodded awkwardly at the former Commander's bitter smile and thanks. Honestly, it's embarrassing to be thanked for something like this.

"It's usually well-behaved in front of the Empress Dowager, but strangely, whenever she's absent, it causes all sorts of trouble."

Noticing my bitter gaze, the former Commander added an awkward explanation.

That's not information I particularly wanted to know. It just means we went through all this trouble because of an animal that only behaves for its owner.

'Damn chicken.'

I looked down at the chicken flapping in the former Commander's grasp. Does it restrain itself in front of its owner because it knows it'll go straight into a pot if it acts up? What a calculating creature.

"It picked a fight with a cow before."

I quietly closed my eyes at the former Commander's voice, which sounded as if all energy had been drained from him.

Both a chicken picking a fight with a cow and the presence of a cow in the Imperial Palace are difficult to comprehend.

'What is this all about?'

I feel like I'm losing my mind. The Emperor was once strict and cold, but now that he's the Empress Dowager, the palace has turned into an animal farm.

Objectively, this is clearly eccentric behavior, but I suppressed my complaints. If the current Emperor were causing this mess, I'd be cursing him out, but since it's the Empress Dowager, there must be some reason for it.

'...Natural living is important too.'

Yes, the Empress Dowager must have created a natural space for the Crown Princess. She's provided animal friends for the Crown Princess who would otherwise lead a boring palace life.

I decided to think of it that way.

***

While I was working, I heard Sir Hendrik's voice from outside the door.

"Your Majesty, the Count of Teilgleichen is here."

At those words, I instinctively checked the clock. It had been quite a while since the Imperial Knight Commander at the main gate reported that the Minister of Audit had passed through. No matter how far the distance between the main gate and the Solar Palace, why was he only arriving now?

Strange. The Commander wouldn't have made a false report, and the Minister wouldn't have dawdled.

"Let him in."

After a moment's consideration, I spoke. Though strange, I could simply ask the person directly.

Besides, Sir Hendrik's voice was calm, so I felt no sense of crisis. Sir Hendrik has become even more diligent since becoming Deputy Commander of the Imperial Knights. If he had noticed anything unusual about the Minister, he would have reacted already.

"Long live the Emperor! I, Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, servant blessed by the Imperial grace of the Kracius Family, come before the Sun of the Empire."

Eventually the door opened, and the Minister entered.

With a full name that had changed overnight.

'Teilgleichen, is it.'

I couldn't help but smile. The Minister was no longer just an heir but an Imperial Count in his own right. He had become a true arm and direct vassal of the Emperor.

This is delightful. The Minister, who already dedicates himself to the Imperial Family and Empire, now bears the name of an Imperial Count—a fateful name that means he must work until death.

"I've been waiting for my Count to arrive."

After looking fondly at the Minister kneeling before me, I rose from my seat. Since the Minister was visiting now as the Count of Teilgleichen rather than as Minister of Audit, I gladly addressed him as Count.


I saw him flinch at that thoughtful gesture. He must be moved.

"Rise."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I patted the shoulder of the Minister as he carefully stood up. For some reason, I couldn't stop smiling.

"You didn't become the youngest Imperial Count. What a shame."
"...I am merely grateful to have avoided such an excessive honor."

I simply nodded at his response, which seemed to come through gritted teeth. In truth, he's been receiving honors directly since becoming the youngest department head and youngest minister, but since he claims to be grateful, I decided not to point it out.

People need small happinesses to live their lives. It wouldn't be right to shatter that modesty.

"The former Count of Teilgleichen, Wilhelm Kracius, served the Empire with complete loyalty."

At those words, the Minister's demeanor softened somewhat. It was both an imperial acknowledgment of the succession to the Imperial Count title and praise for his father.

"Wilhelm Kracius dedicated himself to the Imperial Family and Empire since his time as heir, and after becoming an Imperial Count, he achieved numerous merits including participating in two wars. That is why the Empress Dowager particularly favored Wilhelm Kracius."

These are not mere formalities. The Empress Dowager trusted the Imperial Counts, and among them, she especially kept an eye on the former Count of Teilgleichen.

She appreciated the Kracius family's characteristic silent loyalty, and Wilhelm Kracius's individual abilities were outstanding—but his greatest contribution was sending the Minister to the administration rather than the Academy.

If the Minister had gone to the Academy, the Empire's history might have taken an unfortunate turn, so it was only natural.

"While it is regrettable that such a loyal subject so favored by the Empress Dowager has stepped down, I can smile. How could I be sad when the heir who carries on his predecessor's will shall assist me?"
"Your words honor me greatly, Your Majesty."

I patted the Minister's shoulder again as he bowed his head respectfully.

"Therefore, respecting the will of the Kracius family, which received the name of Imperial Count from Eimanka II, I acknowledge that the title of Count of Teilgleichen has been succeeded by Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen. Now Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen is the head of the Kracius family and a rightful member of the Imperial Council—I expect unwavering loyalty toward the Imperial Family."
"I shall never forget the great favor the Imperial Family has bestowed upon my ancestors and will serve with eternal loyalty."

With those words, the Imperial Count succession procedure was completely finished.

Since it was merely a formality to begin with, there was no need to prolong it. It's simply a procedure to emphasize the bond between the Emperor and the Imperial Count, so there's no need for complexity.

And now there's something else more important.

"By the way, Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Command me."
"Did something happen on your way here?"

Asking about the reason for his delay is more important than his increased titles.

"Well—"

At my direct and precise question, the Minister's eyes briefly darted left and right, but he soon spoke.

"On my way, I discovered a chicken raised by the Empress Dowager and was delayed returning it to where it belonged."
'Ah.'

I think I understand what happened.

I see, the Minister encountered a chicken.

'I met a horse.'

I recalled my encounter with a black horse a few days ago while strolling through the palace.

It seemed to be lovingly raised by the Empress Dowager, with its large build and glossy coat. I have no idea how it escaped from the stable.

"You'll have to get used to it."

The Minister nodded silently at my calm response.

Since we cannot harshly restrain creatures personally raised by the Empress Dowager, we must be careful ourselves.


In the most noble place in the Empire, there exists the peculiar phenomenon of humans and animals coexisting. Truly strange, but when none other than the Emperor himself dismissed it with "It's annoying, but we must be careful," what could be done? Now the Imperial Palace has no choice but to transform into an eco-friendly place that embraces nature.

In truth, it's only natural. A newly enthroned Emperor can hardly drive away the animals his predecessor kept. An Emperor must honor even the wishes of his distant ancestors—so how much more should he cherish his predecessor's pets? They must be treasured and cared for like natural monuments.

It might be annoying and frustrating, but what can one do? If one inherits the position of Emperor through bloodline, it's only proper to treat one's predecessors with the utmost respect.

The problem is that this respect extends to pets as well.

'I probably don't need to worry about it.'

After all, it's the Emperor's concern, not mine. As long as I don't visit the Imperial Palace, I won't have to deal with the predecessor's Bremen Town Musicians.

Of course, as the godfather of the Imperial Princess and Minister-designate, I can't completely avoid setting foot there, but surely incidents like today's won't happen every time I visit the palace. The Imperial Knights will surely make efforts for their own mental well-being.

But it really is strange. What exactly happened that allowed a chicken to escape? Even chickens raised in the countryside don't escape if you just lock the door properly.

'Did they feed it some magic potion?'

For a moment, I imagined a chicken breaking locks with mana-infused beak. If it's a chicken that can use mana, I'd have to acknowledge its escape.

"Ah, by the way, Count. Could you spare some time?"

Just as I was imagining a chicken pecking at a cow with its mana-infused beak, the Emperor casually spoke up.

"I prepared something knowing you would come today. Since you're already here, I'd like you to join me."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I will do so."

I nodded to what was essentially an order disguised as a suggestion. How could I refuse when he was basically saying, "You have nothing to do now, so let's work together for a bit"? It's not like he's bothering me when I'm busy, and since he prepared something specifically for my visit to report my succession to the title, it would be awkward to refuse.

"That's fortunate. The Victorious Duke said he'd only be free for the New Year if not now, but I'll be busy during the New Year. I was worried about what to do if you said it was difficult."

I felt a chill run down my spine at the Emperor's words. So this wasn't just between the two of us, but included the Victorious Duke as well?

'What is this?'

If it were just the two of us, I would have thought it was just the usual errand, but if a Duke is involved, it's not an ordinary matter. Especially if it's the Victorious Duke.

I'm anxious. From what I know, the Victorious Duke has recently become a permanent fixture at the General Headquarters to avoid drawing unnecessary attention as the Emperor's father-in-law. If even he is making time for this matter, it's frightening to imagine what it could be.

"...Your Majesty, if I may humbly ask, what would you like me to do?"

After briefly pondering, I carefully spoke up. Since I couldn't figure it out, it was best to ask the person directly.

Fortunately, the Emperor's expression remained perfectly calm despite my question. It doesn't seem to be something that needs to be kept secret or requires grand preparations—

"We're going to pay respects to the Imperial Elder, so you just need to come along and bow your head."

?

"I should have visited right after my enthronement, but the Elder has been sleeping after having blood drawn recently. I couldn't dare wake him up, so we're only going now."

The Emperor let out a small laugh, but I couldn't laugh.

The Imperial Elder, who recently had blood drawn and has been sleeping... These somewhat abrupt words immediately made it clear who he was referring to.

'It's the Dragon Lord.'

I'm certain. He must be talking about the Dragon Lord, the child of Emperor Eimanka. After all, this is an imperial family where the direct line was destroyed and a collateral line ascended to the throne. In such an imperial family, the only one who could be called an Elder is the Dragon Lord.

'Holy shit.'

A curse rose to the tip of my tongue before I managed to swallow it back.

Wait, is it okay to so calmly announce that we're going to meet the Dragon Lord? Shouldn't we make proper preparations and bring gifts?

Of course, if it were just to have blood drawn like Penelia did, going empty-handed would be fine, but the Emperor's visit is a descendant of the Great Emperor paying respects to an Elder. Surely we should prepare a more thorough and magnificent procession?


"He dislikes commotion."

Noticing my thoughts, the Emperor chuckled and spoke.

If that's what he prefers, then there's nothing to be done...

A modest procession by imperial standards headed toward the cave where the Dragon Lord resided. The cave was located in somewhat rough terrain, so a large-scale procession would only be inconvenient.

"You shall wait here."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Even the Imperial Knights who had accompanied us for protection remained outside the cave, so only the Emperor, the Victorious Duke, and I entered.

'So it ended up like this after all.'

My chest tightened. I know that historically, emperors visit the Dragon Lord right after their enthronement ceremony. I also know they go not alone but with a select few trusted confidants. The previous Emperor went with the Minister of the Imperial Household, so being "a subject who saw the Dragon Lord with the Emperor" is a symbol of trust and favor.

And now I've been included among those subjects. I expected this since becoming the Imperial Princess's godfather, but it's somewhat bitter. Now even in the eyes of the Imperial Elder, I'm the Emperor's pet.

"Have you come?"

Putting aside my bitterness, we proceeded deep into the cave, and suddenly a deep voice echoed.

"I was asleep when you came earlier. I apologize for not welcoming you."

Then something massive emerged from the darkness.

'Oh.'

Golden scales that shone brilliantly even in the darkness and purple eyes looking down at us. It was undoubtedly the appearance befitting the child of the Great Emperor and the current Dragon Lord.

"It was our fault for coming without notice, how could you apologize? Please withdraw your words."

While I was blankly admiring the Dragon Lord's appearance, the Emperor bowed respectfully in response to the Dragon Lord's apology.

This is a rare sight one might not see twice in a lifetime. To think there exists a being before whom the Emperor, who stands beneath only heaven, must humble himself. Even the Pope would be at most equal to the Emperor, not above him.

"Don't say that. You are the head of the Livnoman family carrying on father's will and the Emperor of the Empire. If I treat you lightly, father would be greatly displeased."

The Dragon Lord gently shook his head at the Emperor's words. Of course, it was gentle only from the Dragon Lord's perspective; from our viewpoint, it felt like a massive building swaying from side to side.

"By the way, Corvus, is that child doing well?"
"Yes. He is still in good health."
"That child has endured much for the Empire. He deserves a peaceful life now."

Then he slowly swayed his tail. As if relieved to hear that the predecessor was still alive and well.

Perhaps even from the Dragon Lord's perspective, the march of hardship that the predecessor endured for decades was a regrettable affair.

"Gilbert, wasn't it? How old is he now?"
"Eimanka the 17th, sir."
"Has it been that long already? It seems like just yesterday that the 10th ascended the throne."

I felt bad for the Dragon Lord who was lost in memories, but that was too much of an old man's comment. Eimanka the 10th is someone who only appears in history textbooks. Talk about someone we can relate to.

"...Oh dear, I'm rambling again."

Fortunately, he seems aware that he's talking about ancient history.

"Well, so you are the ones who will assist this child."

Having emerged from his reminiscence, the Dragon Lord's gaze now turned toward the Victorious Duke and me. Having had sufficient conversation with the Emperor, he now seemed interested in us.

"Yes, we are honored to do so."

Following the Victorious Duke who answered respectfully, I bowed my head, and a moment of silence ensued.

"White child, is that sword made from my claw?"

"Yes, it is. It is a precious item that His Majesty graciously bestowed upon me."

The Victorious Duke bowed his head even deeper at the Dragon Lord's question.

A sword made from a dragon's claw is an item worthy of being a national treasure, not just a ducal family's possession. The reason the Victorious Duke could have such an item was thanks to the Dragon Lord who had given his claw to humans.

"Use that sword to cut down the enemies of the Imperial Family and the Empire. Then I shall want for nothing more."
"I will keep that in mind."

A small laugh echoed at the Victorious Duke's immediate response. He seems pleased at the thought of his claw protecting the Imperial Family.

...But I wonder if it feels strange to see someone else carefully crafting and carrying your own claw. Maybe dragons have different sensibilities than humans—

"Hmm?"

Suddenly the laughter stopped.

"Black child, though I'm not familiar with human ages—you seem particularly young."

I flinched at those words. I've been labeled as the youngest many times, but was I truly exceptional even in the eyes of a Dragon Lord who has lived for 300 years? Was there not a single person similar to me among all the trusted confidants of past emperors?

Come on, there must have been at least one person in their late twenties, right?

"Though young, his abilities are not lacking. He is also the godfather of the Imperial Princess, making him as good as a pillar of the Imperial Family."
"Oh ho."

The Emperor provided support in my place as I was at a loss for words, but I wasn't grateful.

That bastard, there's a subtle hint of laughter in his voice.

"Then I shall see the black child again in the future."

At those words, I wept inwardly.

***

After taking a short nap and waking up, I heard the news that Gilbert had gone to pay respects to the Lord.

Considering that emperors usually go right after their enthronement ceremony, it's a late visit, but to someone like him, months of time are practically meaningless. He probably doesn't mind.

So Gilbert will probably just listen to some words of blessing and return. I have nothing to worry about.

"It almost reached the Empress's Palace?"
"Yes, Your Predecessor."

...What I should be worried about now is not Gilbert but this creature overflowing with energy.

I closed my eyes briefly at the report from Sir Roman, who had stepped down from his position as the Imperial Knights Commander to serve as my guard. The creature quietly blinking in my hands had nearly caused a major incident.

It's problematic enough that it escaped while I was asleep, but it had to run toward the Empress's Palace of all places. A beast almost entered the place where the young Imperial Princess resides.

"It's quite energetic."
"It is my fault for not managing it properly. Please punish me."
"There's no need for punishment when no one was hurt. And I know your loyalty well, so please don't say such things."

Seeing Sir Roman bow his head even deeper at my words, I ruffled around the chicken's neck area. I had attached name tags to these creatures in preparation for such cases.

'So it's this one.'

I was finally able to check the name tag buried in the feathers.

'Nugget.'

One of the ones that diligently lays eggs along with Pride and Oven.

I let my guard down because it was quiet during feeding time. I'll have to keep a closer eye on it from now on.

I was cursed. Not by some common sorcerer wandering the streets, but by a Dragon Lord, no less.

"Well then, I shall see the black child next time as well."

No matter how I think about it, it's definitely a curse. If a Dragon Lord personally says something like "I'll see you next time," isn't that the most powerful curse and brand possible? This brand is a terrible mark that can only be erased when either the Dragon Lord or I die.

And it's obvious which one of us will die first, so in other words, it's a brand I'll carry for life. It's too horrifying.

"But isn't it fortunate if he only sees you next time? I've heard there are servants who served three or four generations."
"So here lies the real curse."

However, when Erich heard my lament, he uttered something even more chilling. Well, it wasn't exactly profanity, but to the listener, it was worse than any insult. Three or four generations? How could anyone say such a thing?

So, with a hint of resentment, I tickled Erich who was sitting on my right knee.

"Th-that's unfair! You can't deny it either! Resorting to this..."
"Quiet."

At my sincere gesture, Erich burst into laughter while twisting his body. Since I was firmly holding his waist to prevent escape, all Erich could do was wriggle like a squid on a grill.

"Heek, heeeet, heheeeet...!"

He twisted his body almost to the point of crying, but I didn't let go. That's how far beyond the line his words had gone.

What? It's fortunate if he only sees me next time? There are servants who served three or four generations?

'It would be fortunate if it ended at four generations.'

With mixed feelings, I quietly closed my eyes. In the cave, I couldn't think about it because of the Dragon Lord's custom-made curse, but I'm in a situation where ending at four generations would be fortunate.

The lifespan amplification potion made by Trixie. If I drink that potion, I could live for hundreds of years, which means I might serve not four but fourteen generations. I might introduce someone to the Dragon Lord saying, "This is Eimanka, age 30," and hear the reply, "It seems like just yesterday when he ascended the throne at 17." That's the reality.

'Damn it.'

I feel like crying. While long life without illness is every human's wish, it's a different story when that longevity spans hundreds of years. Even the Emperor would probably shake his head if told to live for hundreds of years.

But it's difficult for me to refuse. If I don't choose longevity, it means Trixie will have to live hundreds of years alone.

'It's complicated.'

I let out a small sigh. Actually, I was planning to decide slowly since the lifespan potion supposedly takes decades to take effect, but after seeing the Dragon Lord, the issue of lifespan that I had buried deep in my memory resurfaced.

Of course, it's not something to decide right away. This isn't just an issue between Trixie and me, but for the entire family.

Still, I can't help feeling bitter and complicated. No matter which option I choose, no matter how long I contemplate, I must prepare for sorrow—

"M-master."
"Hmm?"

My thoughts were interrupted by a voice from my left knee.

"Since Erich seems to be reflecting, perhaps you could let him go now..."

At those words, I turned my gaze toward Erich,

"Hukk, grrrk..."
"Ah."

As soon as I saw Erich almost crying, I withdrew my hands. I must have been too focused and ended up causing excessive damage.

"As expected, Pine has a generous heart."
"Y-you flatter me!"

Embarrassed, I deliberately addressed Penelia, and Pine, called by her nickname rather than her full name, trembled and responded loudly.

It was an amusing reaction that made me laugh. Pine, who was barely getting used to physical contact, sank again at the mere two-syllable nickname. Despite Erich having watched enviously as she was called by a nickname.

"It's not flattery. I called you kind because you are kind."


With those words, I kissed Pine's lips. Since Pine is weak to such things in many ways, it's right to express affection like this whenever time allows. Even now as I kiss her, I can feel her trembling.

If I were to express less affection because of her weak tolerance, we might face the unprecedented situation of a bride fainting at the wedding. That wouldn't do.

"Again, creating a nice atmosphere without me!"

In the midst of this, Erich, who had regained his senses, suddenly bit my ear.

The attack was so sudden that I almost bit Pine's lips as well.

Reporting the succession of the Imperial Count title to the Emperor, paying respects to the Dragon Lord, and playing with Erich and Pine while in the Capital.

Although my cheeks and lips were swollen from being tormented by the wild-eyed Erich during the last item on the agenda, I was able to complete all the tasks I needed to do in the Capital and return to the Academy without much trouble. At least it ended smoothly.

'It would be more comfortable if we were all together.'

However, despite the smooth conclusion, I sighed as soon as I entered the Inspector's quarters. As I feel every time, it's incredibly inconvenient having my lovers scattered. When I meet one, I can't meet another, and what I can do with one, I can't do with another—a bizarre and terrible situation.

If all my lovers could be gathered in one place, or at least if conditions allowed me to meet them all within a day, it would be better—but sadly, that's difficult.

'Should I really commute?'

I lay on the bed and seriously considered it.

Commuting between the Capital and the Academy via teleportation—an idea I briefly considered before but put on hold, but it's time to reconsider. Soon Marga will graduate and get married, making the mansion in the Capital our base, but the department members are still students, so I must maintain my position as an Academy Inspector.

It's a headache. If I become a permanent resident of the Capital, I'd be neglecting the foreign royalty, and if I choose the Academy, I'd be spending my newlywed life at work. Either choice would be agonizing, so commuting is the answer.

'With Trixie around, it's not impossible.'

The fortunate thing is that I have the continent's greatest magician by my side. This means teleport commuting is possible both theoretically and practically.

Instead, I might feel self-deprecating like a husband commuting in his wife's car, but,

'What's pride worth anyway?'

In other words, if I can endure that self-deprecation, there's no problem. I can manage both newlywed life and civil servant duties, and when the Capital and Academy become part of my daily life zone, I can meet all my lovers within a day. I won't have to worry about my lovers being scattered like now.

'...I should bring this up soon.'

Come to think of it, it doesn't seem strange to ride in the car of a senior wife who started her social life earlier.

That's what I decided to think.

After a short but fulfilling weekend, I finally met with Villar again.

"The second-year schedule is coming to an end. This year seems to have passed faster than last year."

I nodded toward Villar, who spoke calmly.

Whether it's because there was a lot of work or because I briefly went to the North, the second-year schedule feels like it passed quickly.

No, perhaps it's because the department members have been quieter compared to last year. When the department members behave, Academy life tends to be smooth.

"It's been two years since I met Lord Villar... I must say, I'll miss you when we part next year."
"I'm glad. I'm not the only one who feels that way."

When I spoke with a slight smile, Villar returned with a joking response.

A reaction I couldn't have imagined when I first met Villar. Two years seems to have been enough time to build a friendship even with a stoic knight.

"Ah, I heard you succeeded to your title. Belated congratulations."
"Still, you did it faster than most foreigners."

At those words, Villar also let out a chuckle. Well, the foreigners I've met are mostly just people at the Academy—

"Then what about the gift? I think that might be quick even including Imperial citizens."


Saying that, Villar took something out from his breast pocket.

It was a pocket watch.

"...You're the first to give me a gift, Lord Villar."
"I'm honored."

I was momentarily taken aback by the unexpected situation. Indeed, I've received many congratulations, but this is the first gift.

Well, what gift would you give to someone who has inherited insane wealth like a title and domain? Unless it's something truly precious, it's better not to give anything. It would quickly be forgotten anyway.

Yet Villar deliberately took out a gift. And an ordinary item like a pocket watch at that.

'What's this about?'

I quickly racked my brain. Although I've become quite close to Villar over the past two years, Villar isn't someone who would act without reason. That pocket watch must have its own purpose.

And as if reading my gaze, Villar explained first.

"Actually, this isn't a gift I prepared. It's a gesture from His Majesty the King toward the Inspector who has excellently guided His Highness Lyutis."

I see, so it's a gift from the King of Armein, not from Villar.

...

?

'What?'

Who?

***

I handed the pocket watch to the Inspector, who looked surprised with wide eyes.

To be honest, I'm also surprised and honored to the point of being overwhelmed. To think I've been carrying His Majesty's bestowed gift in my pocket—my heart is pounding and my hands are trembling.

But if even I, a mere messenger, feel this way, how much more must the Inspector feel? Even if it's a foreign king, a king is still a king. The Inspector can't help but be extremely surprised.

'I'm glad I could give it to him now.'

I inwardly sighed with relief as I watched the Inspector receive the pocket watch with a complicated expression.

I started carrying that pocket watch during this year's summer vacation. When I briefly returned to my homeland, it was an item I was managing under His Majesty's orders. He said he would give a signal someday, and then I should deliver it to the Inspector.

"...It's the crest of the Robens royal family."
"Yes. His Majesty had the royal crest engraved as it's a gift to a benefactor."

I naturally answered as the Inspector, who had just opened the watch's lid, muttered.

That watch is not a simple timepiece. It's an item given to loyal subjects who have shown fervent loyalty to the royal family or rendered great service to the nation, or a symbolic item given to individuals with whom the royal family must establish close relations.

And the Inspector is clearly the latter. He is someone His Majesty believes must establish friendly relations with for the future of Armein.

'Understandably so.'

The Inspector is currently at the pinnacle of swordsmen. Moreover, he played a decisive role in the Empire's northern expedition.

Therefore, His Majesty can't help but worry. What if the Inspector's blade is someday pointed toward Armein? What if he follows in the footsteps of the Iron-Blooded Duke who left an indelible scar on Armein in the past?

As a result, His Majesty extended a hand of friendship to the Inspector, a servant of another country. Even if he can't prevent the Inspector from going to war under the Emperor's orders, he can at least prevent the Inspector from becoming a war hawk who demands opening hostilities first.

"I've received an undeserved gift. It's a shame I can't express my gratitude directly."

Fortunately, the Inspector's reaction wasn't bad at all.

That's enough.

After Villar left, I absentmindedly fiddled with the pocket watch.

It was of a suitable size that fit in one hand, likely designed with portability in mind. As expected of a gift from the ruler of the continent's second most powerful nation, it possessed both splendor and elegance. It seemed to have been prepared with considerable care, as the watch itself was a work of art.

Of course, once the emblem of the Robens royal family was engraved on it, its appearance hardly mattered anymore.

'Life certainly brings unexpected things.'

It's not a thought befitting someone in their twenties, but it can't be helped. When would an Imperial noble ever receive a gift from the King of Armein?

Even high-ranking diplomats visiting Armein during peaceful times might or might not receive gifts in the king's name, and those are usually just silk or jewels. Items bearing the royal emblem would be unimaginable.

Yet such an item had come into my possession. I hadn't even gone to Armein to receive it—it was delivered to me while I sat in place.

'The power gap has indeed widened.'

I continued fiddling with the pocket watch and chuckled. The nation with power second only to the Empire, the Kingdom of Knights, the Empire's primary potential enemy—Armein has countless epithets.

And what all these grand descriptions simply mean is that while it's nearly impossible for Armein to defeat the Empire, the Empire would also have to prepare for significant casualties if it wanted to completely subjugate Armein.

As such, Armein had maintained a diplomatic stance toward the Empire that balanced both deference and dignity. But now they suddenly presented a gift bearing the royal emblem to a mere noble. It was an acknowledgment that the gap between the two countries had grown immensely.

'It would be stranger if they didn't acknowledge it.'

It's not really surprising. With the North embracing the Empire, some Imperial troops guarding the northern border had moved east, and the northern nomads had become Imperial cavalry. It would be recklessness, not courage, to remain stubborn after all this. At least the King of Armein is a monarch who can distinguish between courage and recklessness.

'Good.'

I put the pocket watch in my pocket and took out my communication device. If the other party acknowledges the hierarchy, it's welcome news for the Empire. There's no need to mobilize military force to establish order.

"With the North peaceful under His Majesty's protection, I only hope that true peace and order will also take root in the East."

When the Emperor had just ascended the throne, I heard such words while accompanying him as his favorite plaything. It was a lament that after grinding down the Empire's national power to conquer the North, he hoped the East would remain quiet.

It was an understandable lament. While the northern conquest was possible because the nomads were treated as stateless and easily swallowed, the eastern kingdoms clearly had nationalities and borders. Needlessly taking territory would take ages to settle, and withdrawing without taking territory would only invite them to rise again before long.

In this dilemma, the Emperor wanted to establish hierarchy without war. Like the King of Armein who didn't want war, the Emperor also leaned toward peace.

- The King of Armein sent a gift?
"Yes, Your Majesty."

The Emperor smiled at my report. The eastern kingdom, especially the Empire's primary potential enemy, knowing its place and bowing its head? For an Emperor who had just ascended the throne, this was news that secured both prestige and practical benefit.

- It seems the King of Armein was moved by the Minister's hard work. Prince Lyutis must have spoken well of you.
"I merely did what I had to do."
- What could be more difficult than that? Nothing is more important than fulfilling one's duty.

The Emperor laughed softly, then composed his expression and spoke quietly.

- We should send an envoy to Armein soon.
"Truly a wise decision."

I bowed my head to the Emperor and gave the customary response.

But it wasn't just a ceremonial answer. As the Emperor said, there was indeed a need to send an envoy to Armein. Although Armein hadn't officially sent an envoy to submit to the Empire, they had approached the Emperor's closest confidant to show their submission. Since Armein had submitted first, the Empire could at least save their face.

For example, peace between the Empire and Armein was achieved not because Armein submitted first—but because Armein took the hand extended by the Empire.

'We should at least give them that much consideration.'

You have to save the other party's face a bit so they won't hesitate to bow their heads.


Those who rely solely on their own strength and cause trouble eventually accumulate bad karma and fall. Historical Apels and present-day Leon are proof of that.

- By the way, Minister. The King of Armein seems to have considerable interest in you. Perhaps to Armein—
"I apologize, but I have many matters to attend to in the Empire."

I frowned and shook my head at the Emperor who mentioned joining the delegation. This damned man wants to send me abroad when there's not enough of me domestically? Not a chance.

- Is that so? That's unfortunate.

Fortunately, the Emperor hadn't seriously insisted and quickly gave up.

Of course, I know what he was thinking. My presence alone among the delegation would put pressure on Armein, so he meant for me to just be there. While saving Armein's face was one thing, he wanted to extract maximum practical benefit.

But I refuse. Diplomacy is clearly not my responsibility, and I'm a groom-to-be getting married early next year.

'Send a groom-to-be abroad?'

I would never forgive such an evil and shameless superior.

After the pocket watch incident, I was able to enjoy peaceful days. I heard they were forming a delegation to Armein with the Minister of Foreign Affairs as the head, but that wasn't my concern.

What I should be worried about now isn't the distant affairs of the Capital, but the relationship issues right in front of me.

"Brother, I heard you also call Sister Penelia by a nickname... is that true?"

During club time, I closed my mouth at Luise's careful question.

It's true. I recently started calling Penelia by the nickname "Pine." It was the birth of the fourth nickname after Mar, Trixie, and Eri.

'...What should I do?'

However, this meant that the number of nickname owners now exceeded non-owners. I had no defense if the non-owners felt left out and complained.

'It's awkward to shorten them.'

It's a difficult situation. Margareta became Mar, Beatrix became Trixie, Erzsebet became Eri, and Penelia became Pine. Their names were just right for creating suitable nicknames.

But how should I shorten Luise and Irina? Honestly, aren't three syllables already short?

Lui and Iri? Somehow they sound like male names or animal names. Then Ize and Rina? That makes Lu and I sound like surnames.

"Brother?"
"Ah, y-yes... that's right."

While desperately racking my brain, I finally opened my mouth at Luise's urging.

Then a faint moisture began to gather in Luise's eyes. Guilt gnawed at my heart.

'It must be Eri again.'

The guilt quickly turned to resentment. Eri must have been talking with Luise via communication device and brought up the nickname issue. This is all because of Eri—

'No, that's not it.'

I hastily cut off that thought. I was shamefully trying to shift my responsibility onto someone else.

If there's any fault, it's mine for not creating nicknames earlier. Eri is not to blame.

"I'm sorry. I just don't know how to shorten three syllables."

After a moment of silence, I made an excuse that even I found embarrassing. What's more embarrassing is that this excuse isn't a lie but the truth.


"Oppa."
"Huh?"

Irina, who had been keeping quiet, suddenly interjected.

"My family calls me Rin, so you can call me Rin too."
"...Oh, okay..."

I nodded blankly at this unexpected nickname suggestion.

Even Luise hadn't anticipated Irina's opportunistic move and quickly turned her gaze to her.

"If you don't know, I can just tell you."

Irina defended herself in a small voice, seemingly a bit embarrassed by Luise's gaze.

But her eyes were strangely confident, as if she had no regrets about her actions.

It's remarkable. The drive to quickly make a move when an opportunity arises. Is this a merchant's virtue?

"Th-then me too!"

Luise, who had suddenly become the only one without a nickname, moved her lips while rolling her eyes around.

"Me tooooo..."

But she only moved her lips, unable to voice her nickname.

'She doesn't have one.'

It was a pitiful sight that naturally evoked sympathy. It seems that Luise's parents had the same difficulty as I did. Otherwise, Luise, who grew up loved, would surely have had a nickname.

"Um, Luise?"

In the awkward silence where one could hardly swallow, someone spoke up.

"You don't need a nickname to have a good relationship. My parents don't have nicknames for each other, but they get along well."

It was Sera.

Unlike the other lovers who already had nicknames and would seem deceitful if they spoke up, or the club members who had been rejected by Luise before and would seem clingy if they suggested nicknames—she was the only one with the freedom to speak.

I was moved. My efforts to help Sera progress her relationship with Erich had returned as a favor. There's no other explanation for Sera's intervention.

"And since Luise is the only one called by her full name, doesn't that make Luise special?"

However, sadly, gratitude and eloquence were separate issues.

Well, I appreciate the consolation, but telling a child sad about not having a nickname "You're special because you don't have a nickname!" isn't quite right, is it?

'Is there no choice?'

Seeing Luise becoming even more dejected and Sera at a loss, I quietly closed my eyes.

It's inevitable that Sera's eloquence is somewhat lacking, as she spent her entire life in a mansion and only started social interactions this year. I should be grateful enough that she stepped up to help me.

Seeing the pink capybara losing its vitality, an impromptu nickname contest was held.

And after heated discussion, the nickname "Lu" was born. Fortunately, it was an idea that came from my head, not someone else's.

That was truly fortunate.

It's sad. I thought I had a perfect, flawless idea that no one could object to. The person involved seemed satisfied, so I felt a small sense of accomplishment that my brain was still functioning well.

That's why I shared this joyful news of victory with my lovers in the Capital. After all, joy shared is joy doubled.

"I don't like it."

But I was wrong. From the perspective of a third party who wasn't part of the discussion, it wasn't flawless at all—it was riddled with flaws.

"What's 'Lu' supposed to be? Did you nickname her that because she cooks?"

As Eri shook her head in disapproval, I felt both indignation and resentment rising simultaneously.

No matter how crazy I might be, would I really choose such a nickname for my lover? I genuinely thought "Lu" sounded good.

"If you're going with 'Lu' anyway, why not just call her 'Cookie'? That's more familiar and better."
"Alright, enough already..."

Under this continued assault, I was crying inside. Being told "your idea sucks" in rapid-fire succession was harsher than I expected.

I had to admit it. My idea did suck. Luise probably only smiled out of courtesy because it came from her lover.

'I haven't created any nicknames myself.'

Then I suddenly realized an uncomfortable truth. Marg, Trixie, Rin, Eri, Pine—none of these five nicknames were my original creations.

Marg, Trixie, Rin, and Eri were all nicknames already used by others that I simply adopted, and even Pine was a nickname created with significant help from Eri. Not a single nickname of my pure creation existed in this world.

Except for Lu.

...

"Then is 'Liese' okay?"
"Yes."

Her response, as if asking why I would even question something so obvious, made me quietly bow my head. In the future, if I ever need to nickname our children, I'll leave it to my wives.

After finishing my conversation with Eri, I told Pine that I had decided on "Liese" as Luise's nickname, and she praised it as a truly wonderful name.

I felt even more miserable.

***

Since yesterday, the corners of my mouth kept turning up whenever I let my guard down. Even during class, I found myself grinning several times, leading to awkward eye contact with the teacher.

But I couldn't help it. For the first time in my life, I received a nickname—one given to me directly by my dear brother. Of course I would be happy.

'Lu.'

I discreetly covered my mouth with my hand while looking out the window. If I lowered my hand, others would see my embarrassingly wide grin.

'I can't allow that.'

I nodded slightly with firm resolve. Yes, that wouldn't do. While I couldn't deny my happiness, my personal joy was no excuse to show an unseemly face.

I am my brother's lover. I am his future wife, whom he personally nicknamed "Lu." If I don't conduct myself properly, it would damage not just my own reputation—but my brother's as well.

"No one would dare criticize Kal directly. But they could target those around him, like his lover or subordinates."

A long time ago, when I first became my brother's lover, Margareta told Irina and me something like that.

In high society, if a wife behaves strangely, her husband's reputation suffers by association. Since people wouldn't dare speak ill of Kal directly, they would target those around him as an indirect way to insult him.

That's unacceptable. I can endure being criticized for my own mistakes. But I cannot tolerate my perfect, wonderful brother being criticized because of my inadequacies.

'Such petty people.'


The corners of my mouth gradually turned downward. Those wolves who envy and are jealous of my brother, yet lack the courage to speak ill of him to his face, so they target those around him instead. I cannot show any weakness to such wolves.

'I am a titled noble too.'

With that thought, I steeled my resolve once more. Strictly speaking, I'm still just an heir rather than a titled noble, but someday I will become a full-fledged titled noble. Even though I'll only be a baron, the lowest rank, titled nobles are still a rare minority among all aristocrats.

If I act decisively without showing weakness, no one will be able to speak ill of my brother. In fact, I could punish those who envy him.

My future self will have that power. The title of baron and the name of being the Magic-Ending Duke's only disciple will enable many things in the Empire.

Though it's somewhat embarrassing that I'm relying on others' power rather than my own.

"You will remain my only disciple. Those who fear my name won't be able to see you as just a baroness."

My master—no, Beatrix would actually be pleased that I'm making good use of what I have.

So I need to stay strong. I must become someone who can properly support my brother, not be his weakness.

I swear by the nickname my brother gave me!

I swear by the name Lu!

With this new mindset, I arrived at the club room, but as soon as I got there, I heard unexpected words from my brother.

"Thinking about it, 'Liese' sounds better than 'Lu.' Besides, 'Lu' seems like I just lazily took the first syllable."

I flinched at those words.

Did I commit to the nickname too quickly? Is that why it's changing...?

"Don't you think 'Liese' is better than 'Lu' too, Luise?"

I was about to say that I didn't mind either nickname as long as my brother gave it to me, but strangely, there was something sad in his eyes.

What should I do? How should I respond? It feels like choosing either "Lu" or "Liese" would hurt my brother!

"Ah, yes. I think I prefer 'Liese' too."

After quick deliberation, I chose the latter. My brother's expression seemed to favor "Liese" more.

"Right, 'Lu' isn't great. Someone might think you're making soup."

How strange. My brother is clearly laughing as if making a joke, but somehow he seems to be crying.

"I'm sorry, Liese. I made you change your nickname after just one day."

But seeing my brother smile and open his arms wide, the worry and anxiety in my heart melted away like snow.

Yes, I was overreacting. Why would my brother have any reason to be sad? I must have been mistaken because my heart was racing at the new nickname.

With that thought, I fell into my brother's embrace. He held me close and pressed his lips against mine.

'...This is wonderful after all.'

I feel like I could fly to the heavens.

***

After the nickname incident, I quietly prepared for the school break.

"This one gets promoted to bishop too."

Of course, when I say I was quiet, that doesn't mean the club members were.

Fortunately, they weren't causing trouble outside, but they seemed determined to make up for it inside—the club room was bustling with noise every day.


"Oh my, I see I have four bishops again."
"......"

Even a third party would be irritated by that provocative voice, followed by the sound of teeth grinding menacingly, but I tried to ignore it while eating the cookies Luise had baked.

'Cruel bastard.'

I silently cursed the heartless redhead while chewing on a cookie.

Recently, the club members had chosen indoor activities over outdoor ones like foot volleyball. This was a natural choice given the cold winter, but the problem was that chess was one of the representative indoor activities of the Confectionery Club. This created an environment where Lyutis could once again unleash his madness of "5 Knights Strategy" and "4 Bishops Tactics."

And the victim of this madness was usually Laterre, Laterre, or Laterre. Despite everyone else avoiding Lyutis, only Laterre stubbornly continued to face him.

While displaying a losing streak that made onlookers feel sorry for him.

"Where did my chess opponent go?"

Eventually, the classic—and most effective—provocation came from Lyutis's mouth. It was so instinctive that even I, who had been ignoring them, couldn't help but look.

'Oh dear.'

But as soon as I turned my gaze, I saw Laterre trembling and quickly looked away again.

If Laterre had simply lost due to lack of skill, he might have accepted it and moved on. But having lost to the eccentric play of 4 bishops, his pride was thoroughly wounded and his competitive spirit soared. After all, having four bishops meant Lyutis could have finished him off but was going easy on him.

And then to hear such words in that situation? Even Tanian would smash someone's head with a holy book for that.

"...Damn it!"

Not long after, something went flying through the air along with Laterre's angry voice.

In the end, the normal person who had been suffering from eccentricity rage-quit.

Truly unfortunate.

After Laterre's wholehearted board-flipping, there was a brief silence, but the atmosphere quickly returned to normal.

Lyutis had provoked his opponent too much and was at fault, while Laterre had committed the ungentlemanly act of rage-quitting. So they seemed to have decided to call it even.

'Strange fellows.'

It's confusing to watch. Should I consider them broad-minded and generous, or just simple-minded?

'Still better than fighting.'

After brief consideration, I came to a safe conclusion. This was better than the princes of the continent's second and third-ranked countries getting into a physical brawl.

I looked at the male club members who were now huddled together playing poker, then turned my gaze to the female members. Despite the chess pieces and board being scattered in the air during the commotion, the female members were peacefully focused on making snacks.

They certainly had a time when they were startled by the disturbances caused by these problematic members. But two years was enough time to develop nerves of steel that could brush off any incident.

No, one year was actually enough.

'You've grown stronger.'

Surprisingly, even Sera had developed nerves of steel. She merely glanced at Laterre's outburst before quickly losing interest.

It's impressive. Is this really the same Sera who had no social experience and was nervous in front of royalty? Even she now views these princes as casually as stones on the ground. The club members are truly legendary.

Though it's not particularly something to be proud of. What a bunch of fools.

'Thankfully, our imperial family is relatively normal.'

With mixed feelings of bitterness and relief, I looked at Ainter who was playing poker. Among them, Ainter is relatively normal. Apart from joining the Confectionery Club because he fell for Luise, he hasn't caused much trouble.

Indeed, domestic products are better than imported ones.

I felt someone gently stroking my head. Thanks to the affectionate yet careful touch, filled with consideration, my eyes slowly opened.

"Kal, are you awake?"

I saw Margareta smiling softly.

I just blinked blankly at the beautiful sight that greeted me upon opening my eyes. It was certainly a pleasant view, but why was I in this position? I was definitely sitting on the sofa earlier, but somehow now I was lying down looking up at Margareta.

As I stared silently, Margareta chuckled and spoke.

"You were sleeping, so I let you lie down. It's better to sleep lying down than sitting up, isn't it?"

"Ah."

Only after hearing that did I recover my lost memories. Though it was cold winter weather outside, the inside of the Academy was incredibly warm. This was a place where students of noble birth or exceptional abilities pursued their studies passionately—it would be stranger if the heating wasn't adequate.

Moreover, this was the student council president's office, where the Duke's youngest daughter resided. Thanks to the perfect temperature, neither too cold nor too hot, I must have dozed off.

And after understanding the situation, my body's senses finally activated.

'So soft.'

Extreme happiness flowed through the back of my head as it rested on Margareta's thigh. I was using what had to be the most perfect pillow in the world. Though I'd been using this pillow frequently, it felt new every time.

So without thinking, I turned my body 180 degrees while Margareta was still stroking my head.

"K-Kal!?"

I heard Margareta's startled voice, but I maintained my position firmly. The warmth and softness was too good to give up just for the back of my head.

"Just let me stay like this for a moment."

After her initial confusion, Margareta seemed to give up and resumed stroking my head. Of course, I got a bit of scolding after I finally sat up.

But I have no regrets. There's no happiness without a price, right?

That's what I believe.

After a brief commotion, Margareta soon brewed tea with a smiling face. She said I should drink something warm since I just woke up.

Such warm consideration almost brings tears to my eyes. While I don't regret the 180-degree rotation incident, I do feel sorry for embarrassing such a kind lover—

'Come to think of it, she always gets embarrassed.'

I realized that whenever I initiated stronger skinship, Margareta showed both happiness and embarrassment simultaneously. To free Margareta from embarrassment would mean cutting off skinship altogether.

For Margareta, that would be even more cruel. I'll continue to make her embarrassed with enthusiasm.

"Oh, by the way, Kal."
"Hmm?"

I flinched at Margareta's sudden words, wondering if she had read my thoughts.

"The officers will be arriving soon. I told them to have lunch first and then gather, so there's no rush."

Fortunately, it was just ordinary information, not mind reading.

"Is that so? Then I should start preparing."

With a strange sense of relief, I pulled out business cards from my pocket.

The officers Margareta mentioned were the student council officers—the fresh sprouts who would receive my recommendation letters and embark on civil service careers. Since last year's officers got jobs with my recommendations, these would be the second generation.

'Five of them this year.'

If there's one disappointing thing, it's that this year's student council has one fewer officer than last year.

Originally, the student council consisted of seven members: president, vice president, general affairs officer, treasurer, secretary, disciplinary officer, and publicity officer. Since the vice president is a second-year student, we can skip them, leaving six. This year, Margareta is the president. Since she doesn't need to become a civil servant, there are five officers who need my recommendation.

It's disappointing that there are fewer sprouts willing to dedicate themselves to the Imperial family and the Empire—and to my peaceful future—but it's still fine. Having five is better than none at all.

'Hmm.'

As I tried to think positively while signing the business cards, another thought occurred to me.


'Do I really need to send them to the administrative branch?'

Is there really a need to place these precious gems I've discovered in the administrative branch?

Of course, the more people who join the Audit Ministry, the easier things are for me. But the Audit Ministry, which is practically the Emperor's last imperial order, is a department where various divisions have been merged and the Emperor has specially invested manpower and budget. I don't need to exert more influence here.

Shouldn't I place talent in places I need to personally manage, rather than departments that will receive the Emperor's support anyway?

'Even if I gathered 100 people, he wouldn't let me retire.'

When the Emperor was still the Crown Prince, he once provocatively suggested that he would consider my retirement if I gathered 100 talented individuals.

Anyone would have recognized it as teasing, but back then I was so desperate to retire that I clung to that hope. I thought if I really gathered 100 people and the Crown Prince approved my retirement, that would be great; and even if not, having 100 enthusiastic new recruits would be good either way—

'Retirement is a frozen dream.'

Now even that desperation has died. I'm the godfather of the Crown Princess, the first Minister of the Audit Ministry, the faction leader of the Northern faction, and a confidant who has faced the Dragon Lord.

Even if I brought 100 legions, not just 100 people, my resignation letter would be torn up before my eyes. I'm certain of it.

...

After pondering briefly, I pulled out different business cards from my pocket.

Still, I can't forcibly change the futures of those who dream of becoming civil servants, so I should give them options.

***

I took several deep breaths to calm my racing heart. My fingers were still trembling slightly, showing I hadn't completely eliminated my nervousness, but I couldn't delay any longer.

The Audit Department Head—no, the Audit Ministry Minister—was waiting beyond this door. The person who had ensured that Olivia and I wouldn't go hungry, and who was now about to bestow a life-changing grace upon us.

So with one final deep breath, I knocked on the president's office door.

"Margareta, it's me. The other officers are here too."

I knew the Minister was inside but didn't mention it. Officially, we were gathered at the student council president's summons, not the Minister's.

"Come in."

However, the voice that responded was the Minister's, and I could feel the other officers behind me flinch at the sound.

It's strange. The Minister isn't a cold or cruel person. Based on my experience, he's closer to being kind, but perhaps because of his title, every word he speaks feels intimidating.

'It wasn't this bad last year.'

I unconsciously recalled last year when I first met the Minister. Even then, as the Audit Department Head, he was someone no one could disregard, but in just one year, his position as department head had become minister, and he now held several titles. Plus, he was the godfather of the Crown Princess, the future Emperor.

Suddenly I envied last year's seniors. They met the Minister when he was just a department head, not after this tremendous evolution.

Actually, I didn't even need to go back to last year—the Minister from the first semester would have been fine too.

"W-We're coming in!"

Barely suppressing these thoughts, I carefully opened the door.

'...I should have been treasurer instead of general affairs officer.'

And as soon as I suppressed one thought, another crept in.

As the general affairs officer, I was essentially the leader among the officers after the president and vice president. Never had I resented this position more than today. If I had been another officer, I would have entered the president's office as just one of the group, not as their representative.

After we sat down, the noble lady herself served us tea. Within the Academy, we called her Margareta since we were classmates, but once we graduated, she would be someone we couldn't even dare to look at—yet here she was, giving us this honorable treatment.

That alone made me feel like I might die of a heart attack, but the Minister's subsequent words attacked my heart in various ways.

"Having observed you closely, I know your abilities well. And I know they're too valuable to limit to just one future path."

With those words, the Minister handed business cards with his signature to the officers.

Two cards each.

"One is a recommendation letter written as the Audit Ministry Minister-designate. If you take that to the administrative branch or other institutions, they'll give you a suitable position. I would prefer you to come to the Audit Ministry, but that's your choice, so go where you wish."

I knew about this. Last year, when the seniors received these cards from the Minister during his time as Audit Department Head, they danced wildly, turning the student council room into a ballroom. They even showed off their recommendation letters to us juniors.


I hadn't particularly wanted to see it, but the celebration went on so long that I couldn't help but witness it.

"And the other is a recommendation letter—or rather, it would be better to call it a letter of invitation—written as a Great Lord."

At the mention of an invitation letter, I glanced down at the business card. It was signed not as Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, Audit Ministry Minister, but as Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, Count of Teilgleichen.

"I am both a civil servant in the administrative branch and a Great Lord. As a civil servant, I have a duty to serve the Imperial family and the Empire, but as a Great Lord, I also have a duty to care for His Majesty's subjects."

As soon as he finished speaking, the officers stared intently at the cards in both hands. They were all quite perceptive and intelligent, so they seemed to have caught the Minister's meaning.

Of course, I did too. It would be stranger if I couldn't grasp the Minister's true intentions after hearing those words.

"Teilgleichen County has accumulated 300 years of Kracius history and lacks nothing, but Wiridia has just changed from a direct territory to a county and has many deficiencies."

Nevertheless, the Minister kindly explained.

If we chose to follow him as a Great Lord, we would head to Wiridia in the north, not Teilgleichen County in the capital region.

We would work in a somewhat desolate frontier, not the bustling capital region.

However, because it was a territory just beginning to develop with many deficiencies—it was a land of gold filled with opportunities.

'Wiridia.'

I unconsciously swallowed. Rumors about Wiridia had spread widely among both commoners like me and noble students.

More precisely, rumors about Viscount Kisele, the steward of Wiridia County.

'Land of opportunity.'

A place where the chief provincial administrator, who had a castle but held an ambiguous position as a noble, was appointed as a viscount overnight. A place where countless positions and titles were still vacant.

'I, I too...'

My hands trembled again. But this time, the trembling had a different meaning.

Greed arose within me. If it were something I couldn't dare aspire to, I wouldn't even dream of it, but this was something I could reach for. The Minister had shown hope even to someone like me.

If, if I could catch the Minister's eye, if I could satisfy him...

Could I, and my siblings...

'Live as nobles...?'

Could we live with full stomachs and warmth?

***

Three out of five chose Wiridia over the Audit Ministry.

Considering that the disciplinary officer among the officers was more suited for the military than administrative civil service, essentially only one person chose the administrative branch. Even that sole friend came from a family based near the Capital and wanted to live there.

I'm satisfied. Excluding those who clearly needed to choose a different path, everyone came to Wiridia.

'I can breathe a little easier now.'

After sending off the officers who kept bowing deeply, and in severe cases even shed tears of gratitude, I let out a sigh.

Although I had secured a top-tier talent as steward, Wiridia was still screaming from a shortage of personnel. In such a situation, having three young talents with administrative experience, albeit small-scale, injected into the system? This should have a somewhat positive impact on the steward's lifespan.

"Congratulations, Kal. Your domain will develop even further."

Margareta seemed to share my thoughts as she offered her congratulations with a gentle smile.

"It's a domain my child will inherit, so of course it needs to develop."

I replied with a smirk, and Margareta's smile deepened.

My future son, or daughter. Are you watching? Your father is working this hard for you.

So please, become a peaceful unemployed person.

Please.

At last, the Academy's schedule for the year had come to an end.

Students who had spent three years at the Academy received their diplomas amid applause from their juniors. Graduates who had become close with their underclassmen exchanged farewells, promising to meet again in social circles.

As if celebrating and encouraging the graduates who were leaving the predetermined path of the Academy to venture into various futures, snow began to fall from the sky. Just enough snow to make the warm atmosphere more beautiful, just enough to leave footprints.

"Make sure to rest well during this break. This might be the last vacation of your life."

I too exchanged greetings with the graduates who, like footprints in the snow, bore my deep influence. Just as footprints in snow can never be undone, these graduates I've cultivated are precious personnel that no one can touch.

So I can at least offer such greetings and advice. How could I not do this much for the children who will work hard for me in the future?

"Yes!"
"I'll keep that in mind, sir!"

Though they seem to take my words as mere formalities.

It's a pity. Like high school seniors who burn their bodies and souls partying after getting early admission to university, this time is the last pleasure these children will have in life. Once they start their civil service, there's no going back, and vacations will be as rare as rain in a drought.

'It can't be helped.'

Suppressing my mixed feelings, I patted the shoulders of these future civil servants who kept bowing deeply.

I've given them sufficient warnings and advice. Whether they properly accept it is up to the listener—I've done my part. If they start their civil service without enjoying their last pleasure in life, that's their fate.

That's what I decided to think.

"Kal!"

Meanwhile, Margareta, who had finished greeting other graduates and juniors, approached from a distance. Perhaps to maintain her dignity, she didn't run, but seeing how vigorously she waved her right hand, she seemed far from dignified already.

Of course, even her undignified appearance is pretty, so it's fine. It's not like I became lovers with Margareta because of her dignity.

"I will certainly work hard to repay the Minister's kindness!"
"Yes, I look forward to it."

As Amelia noticed Margareta approaching and showed signs of withdrawing, I nodded and let her go. The future civil servants immediately retreated.

'They're quick.'

Their retreating figures clearly showed their fear of encountering Margareta.

It's an excessive reaction. Margareta isn't someone with a cold, merciless personality, so she would likely welcome acquaintances of three years who work under me. If they met, she would at least greet them warmly.

But that's from a superior's perspective, and the view from the bottom might be different.

'Are they being cautious on their own?'

Well, I too used to be reluctant to meet the Crown Princess. It's best not to meet the wife of a superior from the start rather than risk making mistakes in front of her. If there's no cause, there's no effect.

"I'm sorry, am I too late?"
"No, not at all."

While I was thinking about this, Margareta had already approached me, and I gently embraced her.

"And even if you were late, it wouldn't matter. We're going to spend our lives together anyway."

At those words, Margareta's ears turned red. Whether it was from the cold or embarrassment at my words—probably the latter.

'For life.'

I smiled unconsciously. Now that Margareta had left her student status behind, our marriage was just around the corner.

Yes, now I'll have a lover who shares my surname. Margareta will no longer be Margareta Valenti but Margareta Kracius.


"This time next year, we might have a child?"

As I said this and covered her reddened ears with both hands, her face turned red this time.

It's an interesting reaction. Since having children is natural after marriage, seeing Margareta blush at the mention of children made me laugh. I don't understand why she shows such shyness at times like this when she's usually so confident.

"K-Kal, do you prefer a son or a daughter?"

It's even more adorable that she steadfastly continues speaking despite her shyness.

"I'd be happy with either as long as the child resembles me and Margareta."

This is sincere. When a family member with my blood is born into the world, what does gender matter? If anything, I just hope they're born healthy.

With that feeling, I kissed Margareta's forehead, and she continued to smile broadly with her still-red face.

'...She's cold.'

By the way, we should go inside soon. It seems her body is starting to get cold from wandering around in the snow.

I might be fine even if I rolled naked in the snow, but Margareta could catch a cold.

'A sick Margareta.'

My brow furrowed for just a moment. It's a horrific future that makes me shudder just imagining it.

As soon as we entered the now-quiet auditorium, I saw the club members.

"Brother! Sister Margareta!"

Thanks to Elise flapping both hands to show her presence, we could spot them immediately. If you couldn't see that, you'd have vision problems.

"Are we the last ones?"
"We're second-years, so we had fewer people to say goodbye to. Don't worry about it."

When I spoke with an awkward feeling, Rin quickly shook her head.

Indeed, among us, Margareta is the only graduate. Unlike current students who only need to see off graduates they're close with, Margareta had to exchange greetings with her peers and faculty members, so it naturally took time.

"Congratulations on your graduation, Lady Margareta."
"Thank you, Your Majesty."

Following Rin's words, Margareta bowed respectfully to express her gratitude to Ainter.

Until now, they had shown a somewhat relaxed hierarchy as Academy seniors and juniors, but with Margareta leaving the Academy, their relationship became not that of seniors and juniors but a clear vertical relationship between the Emperor's sibling and a Duke's daughter.

"Soon you'll be the Countess of Teilgleichen, but I'll congratulate you on that when the time comes."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I'll be waiting with joy."

Of course, while the relationship was clearly vertical, it wasn't strictly so. After all, they had built a bond over two years.

Seeing Margareta and Ainter exchanging light jokes, I felt a strange emotion. It certainly wasn't jealousy, but something closer to amazement.

'I couldn't have imagined this last year.'

A pitiful prince whose full brother had been eliminated from the succession race, putting his own life in danger. Though he fortunately survived, he lived quietly, never knowing when the blade of purge might come.

Now that same Ainter was confidently conversing with a member of a ducal family in front of the Emperor's closest aides and major foreign dignitaries. This was only possible because he was confident that his life was no longer in danger.

That's why it's amazing. When I first came to the Academy, I had even received orders to deal with Ainter if necessary, but after nearly two years, he had become a legitimate member of the imperial family.

"Do you know why I accepted Ainter? Because I was swayed by emotion."


Suddenly, I recalled the Emperor's words. The Emperor who said those words lamented that his choice was too emotional, but thanks to that emotion, such a change was possible.

'...Not bad.'

In truth, as a leader, following emotions is something to be avoided. However, if the result of that emotion is saving the life of a harmless blood relative, isn't that acceptable? That's what I think.

"Unlike Brother Ainter, I won't have another chance to congratulate you. I pray that Enen's blessing accompanies you in your future, Lady."

After that, starting with Tanian, other club members began to speak one by one. Especially Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian, who wouldn't have many chances to see Margareta in the future, spoke at length.

As Tanian said, unlike Ainter who is from the same empire, those foreigners won't meet Margareta after graduation. Naturally, Margareta won't come to the Academy again, nor will they go to her.

"It's so regrettable to think this is the last time. If you send me a wedding invitation, I'll drop everything and come running."
"That would be troublesome as it would surprise the guests. I'll just accept your sentiment."

I instinctively rejected Lyutis's joking words. If someone else had said it, I would have taken it as a joke, but with him, I felt anxious that he might actually come.

"Then I have no choice."

Seeing Lyutis shaking his head regretfully, I was convinced. This guy would have really come if I had sent an invitation.

"Instead, I'll send a gift. Since it's easy to send items, please accept it as a token of friendship."
"Yes, thank you."

I could barely nod at Laterre's words, who was looking at Lyutis as if he were pathetic.

A gift from royalty is also burdensome, but hearing about a gift after the talk about wedding invitations made it seem like a blessing.

"Ah, then I'll send one too!"
"...Sure."

And at Lyutis's words, naturally piggybacking on the conversation, I had a reasonable suspicion.

Is he doing this on purpose? Shocking me with the wedding attendance statement first, then achieving his real goal of sending a gift?

It's clearly paranoia, but with Lyutis, I developed a misaligned belief that he might actually do that.

Only after the final farewells did the club members begin to return to their countries.

'Just one more year to go.'

I sighed slightly while seeing them off. Of the three years I thought would be hell, two have already passed. Just one more year to endure, and both the club members will graduate and I'll be free from the Academy.

'I wonder what 79 will be like.'

Unlike the 77 club members, the 78 club members were relatively quiet and uneventful. This year's members were weaker than last year's.

So I believe next year's members will please me too. Please come back weaker than this year.

If that's impossible, at least don't get stronger.

'Let's end the last one well.'

Even if the process is terrible, if the result is good, nostalgia can make it better. If both the process and result are horrible, I think I'll end up hating you all.

Let's part with smiles on our faces.

"Let's go now."
"Ah, yes."

Just as I was about to pray for light to shine in 79, I turned at Beatrix's call.

Let's stop by the domain first before going to the Capital. We need to drop off Erich and Sera at the domain.

As I arrived at the domain, my mother and the family retainers were waiting as always. Even when I was just the family heir, they would come out to the main gate to welcome me. Now I'm no longer just an heir but an Imperial Count and Grand Lord. From the retainers' perspective, they would have to come greet me even if they were working themselves to death.

Of course, I feel sorry seeing the retainers who are already overworked for the domain standing out here during their work hours, but if I told them they didn't need to come out to greet me, they'd likely panic. They might think, "Is this new Count already testing our loyalty?"

So what can I do? I'll just have to exchange greetings quickly and enter the castle.

"I'm back, Mother."
"Welcome home, dear."

As I approached my mother for a light embrace, she hugged me back and spoke softly.

"Erich is here too."
"Ah, yes."

Then she carefully embraced Erich who was standing behind me.

It was a somewhat stiff movement, but that embrace must have taken great courage from my mother. Erich seemed to understand this too, accepting the embrace without resistance.

It's a heartwarming sight. Just as the Emperor accepted Ainter as a member of the Imperial Family, our family is gradually opening our hearts and acknowledging each other. Now if only Erich and Father could become close, it would be perfect.

"I'm sorry. You've come all the way home, but I'm the only one here."

The problem is that Father, who should be bonding with Erich, is absent.

"He said he's busy with work. But don't worry, he'll be back by dinner."
"It's fine. It's natural for a council member to be busy."

At those words, Erich, who had just left my mother's embrace, made a bitter expression. In just a year, he would be the busy council member himself.

But it's an excessive worry. While council members are indeed busy, it's not the abyss Erich is imagining.

"I'm afraid I'll be late. The Chairman is making a fuss, so I need to deal with him for a while."

A few days ago, I heard the truth directly from Father. He's not absent because of work. He just went on a long fishing trip again, like last time.

In a way, he might seem like a crazy head of household who prioritizes fishing over family, but I wasn't particularly concerned.

"He's still just a Count, but he's going berserk asking why only you kids inherited titles. It's an eyesore. The irony is that he plans to retire after finishing his term as Chairman."

Father had sighed as if annoyed at being dragged along. It was clear he didn't want to go but was forced to by his friend's insistence.

"But since the Chairman considers Father a close friend—"
"I've never had such a friend."

I had to bite my lip quickly at Father's resolute answer in the midst of all this. It was amusing to see someone usually so serious deliver a comedic response.

Fortunately, I managed not to burst out laughing. It would be terribly disrespectful for a son to laugh when his father is being serious.

'I shouldn't get caught this time.'

As I silently wished Father good luck, I watched my mother approach the couple. I hoped she wouldn't chase Father away this time.

But it is curious. Father has deceived Mother multiple times already. The last time, he even got caught and scolded by her.

Yet Mother believed him and said he was working. It wasn't just politeness—she genuinely seemed to believe it.

'Is this marital trust?'

The thought filled me with wonder. Perhaps after living as a couple for over 20 years, they trust and defend each other regardless of the outcome.

Though it might be less about trust and more about Mother's confidence that she can catch Father anytime.

"Finally graduation. Now we can truly be part of the same family."
"I'm happy that I can use the same surname as you, Mother."

After having such thoughts, I felt a chill down my spine as soon as I saw Mother and Mar chatting with smiling faces.


If Mar becomes a lady of the house thoroughly trained by Mother—will I also live a life where I get caught lying and get chased away?

'That's terrifying.'

Instinctively, I thought of Wiridia. If Mar chases me away, it would be the first remote domain I could use as a refuge.

Of course, Father also shared his favorite lake for emergencies, but honestly, having no fishing experience, it doesn't appeal to me much.

'Thank goodness for His Majesty's grace...'

I recalled how the Emperor must be feeding bait to the Grand Duke by now. If His Majesty hadn't granted me Wiridia, my only refuge would have been that lake.

It's truly an enormous grace. I should bow toward the Imperial Palace three times a day starting today.

When Father returned in the evening, he was caught by Mother again.

Unlike last time, he could have committed the perfect crime by neatly arranging his shoes, but he was discovered because of the fishing line marks left on his fingers.

I'm not sure what's more impressive—Father always leaving traces behind, or Mother's uncanny ability to notice the tiniest details.

"Does my brother-in-law like fishing too?"

Luise carefully asked after witnessing her future in-laws fighting—or rather, Father being scolded one-sidedly.

"No. I've never tried it."

I answered confidently. It was an honest answer, so I could reply without hesitation.

Before my possession, I never had the opportunity to develop expensive hobbies like fishing, and after possession, I had no interest in it.

"If you ever want to go fishing, please come to our domain. We have good eel fishing."
"...Sure."

I gave a delayed response to her words.

I was surprised. At this timing, I expected her to say, "Please don't take up fishing like Father."

***

Not long after returning to the Imperial Palace, I received a summons from His Majesty the Emperor.

For a moment, I wondered if I had done something wrong, but I quickly calmed myself. His Majesty no longer has any reason to target me. As long as I don't dream of rebellion, His Majesty has no reason to eliminate me.

And unless I go insane, I have no intention of contemplating rebellion, so my future can be considered peaceful.

"Now you should receive a title too."

That's what I thought until I heard His Majesty's words.

"A title, Your Majesty?"

I spoke while suppressing my bewilderment. It would be disrespectful to remain silent when His Majesty personally mentions a title.

"Yes. You are now the Emperor's brother. Moreover, you will eventually become the Emperor's uncle. If you have no title, the nobles will look down on you."

The thought "I'm used to that" crossed my mind, but I didn't voice it. It would be foolish to bring up past conflicts when His Majesty is approaching me amicably.

At the same time, I felt cold sweat forming. It wasn't long ago that I teased Erich about becoming a Baron. Now I'm receiving a title myself? It's clear that this will bring several times more teasing and obligations. I don't think a titled noble who is both a member of the Imperial Family and the Emperor's brother can live a peaceful life.

If I want a comfortable and quiet life, I should avoid titles. However, as a member of the Imperial Family, I cannot refuse this order disguised as an offer.

'It would only raise suspicion.'

The Emperor's children, except for the Crown Prince or Crown Princess, do not receive any titles. Since another child might become the heir to the throne in case of tragedy, they maintain an untitled status until then.

In other words, an untitled member of the Imperial Family is one close to the throne. Now, with a new Emperor on the throne, if his brother refuses a title, it would mean he still has ambitions for the throne.


That won't do. I've just escaped a life where my life was in danger; I have no intention of walking back into hell.

"I am deeply moved by Your Majesty's grace. I will never forget this favor and will devote myself to the Imperial Family and the Empire."

After quickly calculating, I bowed. If I must receive a title anyway, it's better to accept it willingly.

"...Yes. I look forward to it."

After a moment of silence, His Majesty answered in a low voice.

Strange. For some reason, that brief response seemed filled with various emotions.

"As per tradition, I will grant you the title of non-hereditary Marquis. It will be officially bestowed at the New Year's ceremony, so be prepared."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

But he quickly returned to his previous tone. As if what I felt was just my imagination.

"Also—"

Eventually, as if about to add something, His Majesty closed his mouth again.

"No, I'll tell you this next time."

And at his following words, I flinched. It's clearly related to my treatment, but postponing it caused a strange anxiety and worry to surge.

Of course, I didn't show it. If His Majesty says he'll speak about it later, there must be a reason.

***

After sending Ainter away, I let out a small sigh. I still have many concerns about Ainter.

Of course, I don't regret acknowledging Ainter as a member of the Imperial Family. I resolved those concerns long ago thanks to the Minister of Audit. I'm just worried about what level of title to give Ainter and how much power to grant him.

'Following tradition would be the safest option.'

I continued my contemplation while stroking my chin. Traditionally, the Emperor's siblings are given the title of non-hereditary Marquis. Being non-hereditary, only the individual is recognized as a titled noble.

Yes, it's an honor granted only to the individual. Unless the Emperor particularly favors that Marquis and grants a separate hereditary Count title, a Marquis of imperial blood typically marries into another noble family and passes titles to their children that way. The Emperor's ancestor was such a Marquis.

That's why I've been contemplating. Should I also give Ainter a hereditary Count title? Or,

'Should I arrange a marriage with another Marquis family?'

In fact, that would be more conventional than bestowing the rare hereditary Count title. From the perspective of that Marquis family, having imperial blood mixed in would mean they wouldn't mistreat Ainter. They would probably give their daughter a subsidiary title.

Then Ainter could pass a title to his children. Becoming a high noble might require luck, but having any title is better than none.

'...The Barandi family might be good.'

Suddenly, Marquis Barandi came to mind.

A noble who would welcome imperial blood mixing in and would give a decent title to the daughter who marries Ainter? That's exactly Marquis Barandi. Conveniently, Marquis Barandi only has daughters.

...

"Barandi."

The word that had been circling in my mind escaped my lips.

The central figure of the North and a newly ennobled aristocrat who needs authority.

Moreover, being a faction member of the Minister of Audit, the possibility of causing trouble is extremely low.

'Not bad.'

It's worth actively considering.

The next morning, I immediately moved to my mansion in the Capital. While I wanted to stay in my domain until the New Year's ceremony, I couldn't afford such luxury since the Academy was already on break.

If I just lounged around at home, the Emperor would surely come for me. His subordinate relaxing illegally while he's working? Honestly, if I were him, I'd kidnap me and pile on all sorts of work. The crime of being irritatingly idle is unforgivable.

Of course, my parents were disappointed I was leaving after just one day, but they let me go without protest since we'd meet again at the New Year's ceremony. Fortunately, they didn't insist I stay a few more days, or my resolve might have wavered.

"Welcome home, Master."

I nodded at the butler who had come to the main gate to greet me. I had asked that he not bring out all the other servants, and he had obliged by coming alone.

"It's been a while, butler. Have you been well?"
"Thanks to your growing prestige, I've been enjoying myself as well."

I chuckled at his joking flattery. Indeed, when a master's influence rises, the servants under them can hold their heads higher too. There's a saying that even a nobleman's dog receives better treatment than an ordinary commoner.

In that sense, my butler's status had probably risen to equal that of a minor noble. It's somewhat embarrassing to think my reputation reflects on him this way, but who would dare treat disrespectfully the butler of a double count who's also a current minister?

People dealing with my butler might even forget he's a commoner. If they treated him carelessly and he reported it to me, their chances of being "audited" would increase slightly.

'Social status, huh.'

I silently observed my butler for a moment. He was the person who had served Kal the individual—not the heir or the official—the longest, and who had excellently managed the mansion during my frequent absences.

Despite all this, he was a loyal servant who quietly performed his duties without using my influence for personal gain.

'It's a waste to only have him manage the mansion.'

While mansion management isn't easy work, considering the butler's abilities and character, he could handle greater responsibilities. He's even gained experience dealing with various nobles while serving as my butler, so there would be no issues if I assigned him immediately.

"Butler, have you ever thought about becoming a noble? I'd like to give you a baronetcy and have you serve as the head steward in Wiridia."

His eyes widened at my words. Even for a butler, the mention of a title was unexpected, causing him to show momentary agitation. However, he quickly composed himself and laughed.

"I've already received more kindness from you than I could repay in a lifetime. If you bestow even more grace upon me, I couldn't repay it even if I lived hundreds of years."

His response—that it was too much and he couldn't accept it—made me feel a bit awkward. I always feel uncomfortable when the butler talks about my "kindness" like this.

The relationship between me and my butler isn't one of one-sided kindness but more like a mutual transaction. I hire him with money, and he offers his abilities worth that amount. It's not particularly "kindness" but rather a purely capitalist arrangement.

"I suggested it because I think you'd do well with estate duties too. I'm being sincere, so please consider it seriously."

So I urged him once more. He might have been refusing out of politeness, or he might have thought I was joking.

"I appreciate your words, but I would like to make managing this mansion my final duty in life."

Faced with such a firm answer, I gave up. It would be awkward to press further when he's being so resolute.

"Ah, I haven't greeted the prospective mistresses yet. My apologies, I must be getting old to be so forgetful."

Noticing that I had given up, the butler quickly changed the subject, making me smile again.

Yes, it would be difficult to find someone who could manage the mansion and servants as well as he does. I'll have to find someone else for the head steward position.

"May I call them mistresses now? I heard you'll be getting married soon."
"Call them whatever you prefer."
"Then I shall address them as mistresses."

With those words, the butler approached my partners with a warm smile, and his demeanor was unmistakably that of a servant addressing the ladies of the house, which made them smile appreciatively.


Perfect. No matter how many times I see it, he's exactly the right person for the head steward position.

...

'Is there no way to slip him a title?'

The Emperor is so good at forcing things on people.

It's tempting. Should I just award him the title while he's sleeping?

I briefly struggled between reason and desire, but managed to suppress the urge and go to work without incident. If I forced a title on him and he underwent some dark transformation out of resentment, I'd be the one in trouble.

Besides, I know better than anyone the anger of someone who's had excessive positions and work dumped on them. Wasn't that how I underwent my own dark transformation?

"There's a saying that people get promoted until they become incompetent. While your butler's abilities might be sufficient for a head steward of a county, it might also be good for him to remain where he is."
"You think so?"
"Yes. History has proven it."

When I expressed my disappointment to my deputy head, he calmly supported the butler's decision.

It was disheartening to have no one on my side, but he wasn't wrong. If I forced the butler into the head steward position and he found it overwhelming, it would make me sad, the butler sad, and the domain sad. There's no need to send him somewhere he doesn't want to go.

"Then if someone becomes incompetent, can they be demoted?"
"......"

My deputy head firmly closed his mouth at my casual question.

That hurt. Why did he go silent there? Couldn't he have said something like "Perhaps it might be possible" even if it was just empty words?

I've already risen to minister and can't be promoted any further. So if I prove my incompetence, it shouldn't just stop my promotions—I should at least get demoted for things to balance out.

'The highest punishment a minister can receive is demotion.'

Right, unless they create a position above minister—

'...Above minister.'

Just imagining it made me dizzy. Something above a minister? That would be an evil existence that shouldn't exist in this world.

'Prime Minister?'

I almost instinctively shook my head at the terrifying word that came to mind.

Even if the sky were to fall, such a thing would never happen. This imperial family is so wary of anyone becoming second-in-command that they've made the Minister of the Imperial Household the highest-ranking minister. They might accept someone leading among ministers, but they would never allow anyone to stand above ministers.

"By the way, are the establishment preparations going well?"

I changed the subject, pushing the word "Prime Minister" to the back of my mind. If I have negative thoughts at the end of the year when I should be ending it on a good note, I won't be able to welcome the new year beautifully.

"Yes, they're progressing smoothly. It should be completed by next summer at the earliest."
"That's good."

I nodded lightly at the positive report.

We're establishing a new ministry-level department. The fact that we can start this work this year and finish it next year means we're investing all our resources and budget with top priority.

"Still, don't overdo it. Even if we finish early, the official launch will be around the New Year's ceremony the year after next."

"I'll keep that in mind."

I patted the shoulder of my deputy head as he bowed. If rushing would still mean completion by summer, we could afford to take it a bit easier.

"The establishment of the Audit Ministry was the last imperial order from the late Emperor. As his son, I intend to brilliantly fulfill his wishes, so the Minister should be aware."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

The Emperor has already decided to officially announce the launch of the Audit Ministry during the New Year's ceremony. That bastard may lack conscience, but he's not stupid, so he's surely referring to the year after next.

If he mentions next year's New Year's ceremony, he should be prepared for insubordination. He needs to understand that giving shitty orders can result in him getting screwed over.

"Then I'll be going now."
"Ah, yes. Good work."

I nodded and let him go as he slightly straightened his back.

I had kept someone who came out for a smoke break for too long.

***

A plan to match Ainter with the daughter of Marquis Barandi.

It was a sudden idea, but the more I considered it, the more appealing it became. This would reassure the northern nobles who had just been incorporated into the Empire and would also help Marquis Barandi solidify his authority as the only marquis in the North.

While Marquis Barandi should avoid subjugating all northern nobles by force, he should be allowed to rule through authority. If the nomad-born counts start looking down on even the marquis right next to them—what would they think of the Emperor far away?

So this is the best solution. The marquis strengthens his authority by connecting with the imperial family, and in turn, he ardently supports the imperial family. Not a bad outcome.

'The dowry should be generous.'

I reviewed the imperial assets, organizing suitable items one by one. First, I should bestow the Marquis of Idrafen title on Ainter, along with several buildings in the Capital and farms in the metropolitan area.

It would also be good to give him a decent-sized piece of land in the provinces. Even though it's officially a title without succession rights or territory, it would be cruel for the Emperor's brother to have no land to live on. Even commoners can manage land if they have money.

'Gold coins... it would be better to give mostly goods.'

Yes, considering that trade with the North is not yet smooth, it would be better to give goods rather than currency. What's the point of giving gold coins if there's nothing to buy with them?

'I'll have to discuss the rest with the Empress.'

After reviewing the list, I let out a small sigh. It would be good to prepare jewelry and dresses for the prospective bride, but it would be better to entrust this to the Empress rather than rely on my aesthetic sense.

It's a strange thing. I never thought I'd see the day when I'd be preparing my brother's dowry.

'There are so few imperial family members.'

Traditionally, when the Emperor's siblings marry, it's customary for the previous Emperor's wives to manage it. This is a final consideration for the imperial family, in case the current Emperor might handle it carelessly due to resentment toward his siblings.

However, Emperor Sangwang only had two wives, and those two...

Let's stop thinking about it. Remembering my mother brings affection, but thinking of the other one just makes my blood boil.

'Damn it.'

Perhaps I should have dealt with that woman when I handled the Second Prince.

The Minister of the Audit Ministry would have handled it well.

# New Year's Eve

With only a few days left until the New Year's Greeting Ceremony, the year was coming to an end. Normally during this time, departments would be wrapping up the year's work and preparing for the coming year—but as someone who had wandered outside all year long, I had extremely little to do.

If I had done anything at all, it was stamping documents beside the busy Deputy Head who was occupied with establishing the Audit Ministry, and encouraging the office workers who were dying like zombies. In truth, I was essentially serving as a morale totem.

'Thankfully I started in the field.'

I quietly averted my gaze from the coffee cups piling up on the Deputy Head's desk. Seeing that dreadful sight made me genuinely grateful that I began my civil service career in fieldwork rather than office work. If I had started as an office worker, I'd probably be rolling around like the Deputy Head.

Of course, the Deputy Head also started in the field, but I chose to momentarily forget that. After all, I was the one who stuck a field veteran like the Deputy Head into office work.

That's why I'm always grateful and sorry to the Deputy Head. Let's stay together forever...

'Hm?'

Just then, the communication device in my pocket vibrated. Someone must have sent a message.

It wasn't particularly strange. From year-end to the beginning of the new year is when communication between civil servants surges. While I might not have anything to say to anyone, someone might have something to ask me.

So I checked the device with a light heart, only to freeze in place.

[I have urgent matters to discuss. Come to the Solar Palace.]

I bit my lip at the Emperor's brief and concise summons. Someone did indeed have something to ask me, but I hadn't expected that someone to be the Emperor.

Does this guy have nothing better to do? Why does he keep summoning innocent people for no reason?

The path to the Solar Palace was peaceful. This time, there was no Count trying to escape to become a nugget, nor did the situation's carefully raised Bremen Town Musicians make an appearance.

It's strange. I'm on my way to meet the Emperor in the Imperial Palace, yet I'm worried about encountering rampaging animals. Does that make any sense?

Unfortunately, it does make sense now. With the situation looming over the Emperor, it can't be helped.

"Long live His Imperial Majesty. Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius Family, comes to see the revered Sun of the Empire."

Anyway, I entered the Emperor's office without any disturbance and immediately prostrated myself in greeting.

"You've come. The conversation might be lengthy, so please sit comfortably first."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I instinctively frowned at his words. It was already annoying enough to be suddenly summoned, but now he says the conversation will be lengthy? What on earth does he want to talk about?

'...What's going on?'

When I raised my head and saw the Emperor's expression, I flinched. It wasn't his usual subtly mocking smile or exhausted look, but a completely expressionless face. No emotion whatsoever—like the face he wore during the situation's reign.

So I carefully sat on the sofa and silently observed the Emperor. That bastard only wore such an expression when he was emotionally complicated or about to make an insane decision. Neither option was particularly welcome.

'It's been quiet for a while.'

I racked my brain as I watched the Emperor sitting at the head seat, remaining silent for quite some time. The last time I saw that expression—like he was about to kill someone—was about three years ago, when the Emperor, then the First Prince, had just ascended to Crown Prince.

Back then, whenever he made that face, he would order me to deal with someone, and I had to run around like crazy. I never thought I'd see that expression again.

"...Right. Welcome, Minister. I was just lost in thought."

Eventually, the Emperor smiled and spoke.

"How embarrassing. I invited a guest but got distracted by other thoughts."

He even laughed, which made me breathe an internal sigh of relief. Fortunately, there was no need to act like a thug as in the old days.

However, the Emperor had clearly been on the verge of issuing an "audit" order. Even if he had abandoned the idea, it was still concerning.

"How could you say such a thing, Your Majesty? Even this dull servant knows that Your Majesty is always deeply concerned for the peace of the Empire and its people."
"Haha, is that so? Indeed, the Minister understands my heart well."

Trying to say the most pleasing words possible in case he had another episode, I was relieved when the Emperor nodded with an even deeper smile.

His slick response was actually welcome. Yes, let's just move on naturally—

"Actually, I was thinking about the Empress Dowager, not the peace of the Empire and its people."

'Oh shit.'

As soon as the words "Empress Dowager" left the Emperor's mouth, I unconsciously clenched my fist. Of all the words that could have come out, it had to be the one I least wanted to hear.

Of course, if there's anyone the Emperor would want to kill at this point, it would be the Empress Dowager. Despite thoroughly erasing all traces of the Second Prince by killing him and destroying the Aesilon family, even the Emperor couldn't touch the Empress Dowager.

While it was possible to deal with a defeated brother who was hated by everyone in the succession dispute, killing one's nominal mother would be unfilial. Killing your father's wife is a heavy burden for a son. Not for moral reasons, but for reasons of propriety. That's why the Emperor "killed" the Empress Dowager through confinement. Unable to kill her physically, he killed her socially.

But why mention the Empress Dowager now? With the Emperor's authority firmly established, why bring this up?

'He'll only invite criticism.'

Perhaps my confused emotions showed on my face, because the Emperor gently shook his head and continued.

"Don't worry. I have no intention of causing turmoil in the Imperial Family at this point. Nor do I wish to taint the beginning of my reign with unfilial conduct."
"...I apologize, Your Majesty."
"What does the Minister have to apologize for?"

The Emperor chuckled and rose from his seat, walking toward the window.

"The Minister already resolved my greatest regret three years ago. That's enough. Going further would yield no benefit."

Having said that, the Emperor fell silent again.

This is maddening. He should either not bring it up at all or finish what he's saying—cutting off mid-conversation makes my heart race even more. It feels like finding an unexploded bomb in the city.

But along with frustration, I also felt sympathy. While the Emperor's greatest regret might be the Second Prince who's now in hell, it's not as if the Empress Dowager was innocent and virtuous. The Empress Dowager was the second biggest bastard after the Second Prince, yet the Emperor couldn't kill her and had to keep her alive. Despite being only his mother in name, he had to honor her as the Empress Dowager.

In terms of my own life, it would be like having to keep the former Audit Department Head alive. The thought alone makes my blood boil.

"Ah yes, I called you here to discuss something, but I've been talking about strange things."

The Emperor seemed to have calmed his own surging blood, as he turned to face me.

"Minister. Have you ever seen the Barandi Marquis's daughter?"
"The Barandi Marquis's daughter, Your Majesty?"

It was an unexpected question, but I quickly retrieved the information from the recesses of my memory.

"Yes. I saw her when she served as a guard during negotiations with the Barandi Marquis during the Northern Campaign."
"Excellent."

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction, sat back down at the head seat, and pulled out a piece of paper from his pocket.

"Take this."
"Ah, yes."

After scanning the paper for a few seconds, the Emperor naturally handed it to me.

'It's packed.'

That was my first impression upon receiving the paper. Was the office out of paper? Both sides were densely covered with writing.

This is troublesome. If the Emperor is being this frugal, what are his subordinates supposed to do? Perhaps the Audit Ministry should start using recycled paper—

"It's Ainter's dowry list."

My gaze, which had been moving toward the text, returned to the Emperor.

Is he insane? Why is he showing me his brother's dowry list?

"I was thinking of arranging a match between Ainter and the Barandi Marquis's daughter, and I'm relieved to hear that the Minister has seen her. I'd like you to help with this."
'What.'

My hand trembled for a moment. This crazy bastard, now he wants to use me as a matchmaker?

This is an excessive work burden beyond my authority. What emperor in the world would entrust matchmaking to the Minister of Audit? It's clearly crossing a line, defying common sense.

So I summoned the soul of a brave beast into my heart. To such an unreasonable order, I would firmly—

"Connecting two people who haven't even met would be difficult. So don't come to work for about a month and focus solely on this task."

...


"I'll handle it, Your Majesty. I will do my utmost for the prosperity of the Imperial Family."

At what was essentially an offer of a month's vacation, I cast aside the specter of the foul beast.

From today, I am the Old Man Under the Moon. Even if I have to kidnap them both with a red string, I will definitely connect them.

***

It is said that all titled nobles of the Empire must attend the New Year's Greeting Ceremony. This is an absolute obligation that even dukes must follow, except for border counts guarding the frontiers.

Naturally, I too was preparing to attend the New Year's Greeting Ceremony as an imperial marquis. Though my preparation consisted solely of organizing my entourage.

However, I found myself preparing for something completely unexpected.

"...Count, could you please repeat that? It seems my ears aren't working well lately from overexertion."
- My goodness. You should be careful in this cold weather. You are the pillar of the North, Marquis.

My confusion deepened at the sight of Wiridia—no, the Count of Teilgleichen—smiling through the communication device. Judging by his reaction, I must have heard correctly.

- His Imperial Majesty wishes for your daughter to become the companion of His Highness Prince Ainter.

I was right. Even hearing it twice, it was exactly as I had heard.

Yet I remained confused. The fact that I heard correctly didn't dispel my confusion.

'Companion?'

Though somewhat indirect, I understood that "companion" meant spouse.

'His Highness Prince Ainter?'

I knew the Emperor had only one brother.

But my Shati, marrying into the Imperial bloodline? And not just any distant relative, but the Emperor's only brother?

'Is this a dream?'

For a moment, my vision went white. I wondered if the Count was joking, but he's not the type to make such jokes. Especially not jokes involving the Imperial Family.

I feel like crying. Hearing that someone wants Shati as a wife makes all my past frustrations explode. The fact that this person is a member of the Imperial Family makes me want to weep with joy.

How painful these years have been. How agonizing the time has been.

"I have no intention of marrying! I will follow in my father's footsteps and become a priestess, so I must maintain my purity!"
"What, do you think I found you under a rock? Even priests get married and have children!"

Shati, who avoided men by mentioning the priesthood.

"I'm not interested in weak men. I'm going to be a tribal chief who leads the tribe, and I can't have someone weak by my side!"

Shati, who brought up strength when her priesthood shield was penetrated.

"Physical strength isn't everything. Intelligence and manners are also forms of power!"

Shati, who layered on another shield before the strength shield could even be broken.

It drove me crazy. Other tribal daughters arranged engagements and marriages before reaching adulthood, but why was my daughter like this?

So I had given up on Shati's marriage. I just thought she would be a filial daughter who would stay with her father forever, exchanging jokes and getting along well.

'Not anymore.'

Perhaps heaven took pity on me, because a powerful being appeared who could easily remove Shati's shields.

- Of course, marriage is a matter between the individuals and between the families. If the Marquis doesn't wish—
"I will bring Shati to the capital."

The Count visibly flinched at my resolute answer, but I ignored it.

If I miss this opportunity, there won't be another. I instinctively felt that way.

Thanks to the enthusiastic cooperation of Marquis Barandi, the marriage discussions between Ainter and the Marquis's daughter—Shati—progressed rapidly.

"His Majesty said he will send His Highness Ainter to our faction during the New Year's greeting ceremony. Under the pretext of building friendships with the new nobility as a member of the imperial family, everything should proceed without issue."
"I've also told Shati this is just a social activity. If I mentioned marriage, that kid would hide away and refuse to come out..."

The discussions were proceeding purely strategically without input from the actual parties involved, but this world operates on a class system. This means arranged marriages are more common than love marriages. It's not particularly unusual for marriage talks to happen without the knowledge of those concerned.

Of course, since arranged marriages still involve people living together, they typically connect individuals who have known each other since childhood. After all, it's better for future spouses to be on friendly terms. However, since both Ainter and Shati are already considered adults, creating situations and justifications for marriage is more efficient than arranging time for them to become acquainted.

'Is this really something I should be doing?'

I looked up at the ceiling after finishing what felt like the umpteenth discussion. This certainly isn't something that should be done by someone who has had six romantic relationships that weren't arranged but formed naturally.

Especially when I'm actively working to match someone I had unrequited feelings for just last year with another woman.

'I'm garbage.'

That thought immediately filled me with self-loathing. Setting up a man whose unrequited love ended just a year ago with another woman? And being the very person who ended that unrequited love?

Objectively speaking, it's truly despicable behavior, but I have no choice. I've already received the sweet down payment of a one-month vacation.

'...Ainter will probably like it too.'

I desperately tried to think positively. As a member of the imperial family, Ainter will likely marry according to the Emperor's wishes rather than his own preferences. If he's going to have an arranged marriage anyway, having powerful in-laws is beneficial.

And a marquis family is more than sufficient as in-laws. Though being new nobility is a disadvantage, the title of marquis easily outweighs such a minor flaw. Moreover, since Marquis Barandi has no children other than Shati, Ainter's child could become the next marquis.

It's a good marriage. Ainter, who understands the importance of strategic marriages for imperial family members, will gladly accept it.

He definitely will.

'Please.'

He absolutely must. If Ainter strongly refuses the marriage, it would be troublesome for me, the Emperor, and certainly for Marquis Barandi.

So if Ainter simply agrees to the marriage, I'm willing to give him a "Use Kal 3 Times" voucher as a wedding gift.

While I was enjoying the vacation granted by the Emperor and waiting for the New Year's greeting ceremony, I suddenly received a summons from the Former Emperor.

Even a summons relayed through someone else would be heart-stopping, let alone a direct summons from the Former Emperor himself. It was enough to instantly dispel the lingering drowsiness of morning.

However, with my mind now clear of sleepiness, my thoughts quickly raced.

'Is this about Ainter?'

I quickly guessed the reason for the Former Emperor's summons and managed to calm my nerves.

For the Former Emperor, Ainter's marriage means the marriage of his youngest son and welcoming his final daughter-in-law. Even though he has officially retired from all duties, he can't help but take interest in such matters. Whether it's paternal affection or the interest of a former politician.

So I skipped breakfast and headed to the imperial palace. The Former Emperor said to come at my convenience, but going when truly convenient would be tactless.

'What the...'

But in my haste, I forgot something obvious.

That any inspector appearing at the imperial palace is like prey for the Former Emperor's animals. That means all sorts of animals would be gathered in the space where the Former Emperor stays.

"Woof! Woof woof!"
"Squeak, squeeeak!"

As soon as I stepped into the Former Emperor's residence located on the outskirts of the imperial palace, five rice-cake-like creatures came running toward me.

This is awkward. These things are so small I could hold them in one hand, but they're bouncing around, and I don't know how to react. Ignoring them and walking past seems risky as they're scurrying around my feet and I might step on them, but using force to remove them might break something.

What should I do? In a way, this is a more effective binding spell than most magic.


"All of you, come this way. You're troubling our guest."

At the soft voice that suddenly echoed, the rice-ca—no, puppies—that had been wagging their tails around me ran toward the source of the voice.

I was hoping they'd leave, but such a quick abandonment made me feel a bit sad. So I was just momentary entertainment for you all.

"I've shown the Minister an embarrassing sight. These little ones are quite friendly with people, so they must have been excited to see the Minister for the first time."

As I stared blankly at the four puppies that had left my side and looked up, the Former Emperor was standing there with a small sack, wearing an impassive expression.

"It is an honor that creatures blessed by Your Former Majesty's touch would welcome this humble servant."

Instinctively uttering flattering words, I quickly moved to prostrate myself—

"Woof!"

...or tried to, but froze at the sound right beside me.

Come to think of it, why are there only four puppies near the Former Emperor? Weren't there five at first?

"That one seems to have taken a liking to the Minister."

At those words, I carefully looked down at my feet.

A bright yellow rice-cake-like puppy was panting happily and wagging its tail.

"Let's go inside first. We can't stay outside in this cold weather."

"Ah, yes, Your Majesty."

I hurriedly followed the Former Emperor, who had already turned toward the building. Fortunately, there was only one creature lingering near me, so walking wasn't a problem.

But as the Former Emperor headed toward the building, he scattered something from the sack he was carrying, and suddenly three chickens appeared and began pecking at whatever he had sprinkled.

'Insane.'

Was that a feed sack? More importantly, why keep chickens roaming free? No wonder he escaped to the imperial palace.

With mixed feelings, I watched the chicken trio before turning my gaze to the Former Emperor's back.

He was an inscrutable person even during his time as Emperor, but now he's unfathomable in a different way.

***

When morning came, news arrived that the Former Emperor had summoned the Minister. This was the first time since the abdication ceremony that the Former Emperor had met with a current official.

'He's quick.'

Although he has officially retired, privately he is still our father. I had already informed him that the Minister was overseeing Ainter's marriage.

So it seems he wants to hear directly from the person in charge about how his last remaining child's marriage is progressing. Even someone who treated his children coldly showed deep interest in matters of marriage.

'Marriage, huh.'

I took a sip of tea and looked out the window. Suddenly, I recalled when I first told the Former Emperor about my marriage to the Empress.

It was the only time that cold, rigid person showed something like surprise. Anyone would be shocked if the dying First Prince suddenly brought home a tribute maiden as his wife, but I never expected to see him surprised in my lifetime.

Of course, it was a very faint, fleeting emotion.

'Will he be surprised this time too?'

A slight smile crept onto my lips. I wonder how the Former Emperor will react to the fact that I, who once sought Ainter's life, have chosen a marquis family for his in-laws, and that this marquis family belongs to the Minister's faction, meaning I have nothing to lose. Will he be pleased at the reconciliation between brothers, shake his head at the Emperor acting emotionally, or feel nothing at all?

I certainly don't plan to ask directly. It's a question I'll keep to myself and eventually forget.


Still, I hope he thinks well of it. It's the first time since becoming head of the Livnoman family that I've made a decision regarding imperial family matters on my own.

"Your Majesty, the Minister of Inspection is here."
'He's arrived.'

As I continued sipping tea and admiring the scenery outside, I heard from beyond the door that the Minister had arrived.

I originally had no intention of meeting the Minister, but if he had a private audience with the Former Emperor, that changes things. I should at least know what the Minister said to him and how he reacted.

"Enter."

With those words, the door carefully opened—

"Woof!"

?

The unexpected sound made me turn my head involuntarily.

There I saw the Minister with an expression mixing shock and resignation, and in his arms, a yellow puppy looking around curiously.

'What is this?'

My mind went blank. I'm used to encountering animals outside the Sun Palace. Just yesterday, I saw a chicken perched on a black horse's head. I even find myself excited about what creature I might meet next.

But I never expected to see an animal inside the building. No matter how excited I was, this wasn't what I had in mind.

"Long live the Emperor. The head of House Kracius—"
"Woof woof!"
"...Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen pays respects to the glorious Sun of the Empire."
"......"

Despite the Minister's greeting, I couldn't say a word.

***

It's chilling. Though my head is bowed, I can physically feel the Emperor's gaze.

And proportional to that gaze, the rice-cake puppy in my arms began to whine and struggle as if feeling confined.

Please stay still. If I put you down and you start running around everywhere, I'll be held responsible.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"What is that in your arms?"

I couldn't bring myself to speak at his genuinely puzzled voice. I couldn't understand why I was holding this puppy either.

But I finally mustered the courage to open my mouth. Not answering the Emperor's question would be disloyal.

"His Former Majesty said this little one follows me closely... and told me to take it home and raise it."

Despite my words being filled with courage, sadly, the Emperor fell silent again.

'Damn it.'

Suddenly I resent the Emperor. Of all times, he had to summon me right after I received this puppy, forcing me to appear like this.

I couldn't go back to my mansion and then return to the imperial palace after receiving the Emperor's summons. Nor could I entrust the Former Emperor's gift to just anyone. Even the deputy commander of the Imperial Knights outside the door waved his hands in refusal.

"...It's a cute little one."
"...Thank you, Your Majesty."

I'm not sure what I'm thankful for, but I answered that way anyway.

Afterward, for a while, only the pitiful whining of the rice-cake puppy echoed through the room.

I shared the emperor's awkward silence, but fortunately, he didn't ask any further questions when I mentioned it was a gift from the Crown Prince. He simply showed a strong desire to make our conversation focus solely on what dialogue I had with the Crown Prince.

Pure questions and answers without any subtle passing of responsibility or dumping of work. Though I've known the emperor for years, such an ordinary conversation was truly rare. No, perhaps it was even the first time.

That's why after finishing my conversation with the emperor and leaving the palace, I unconsciously stroked Titi who was nestled in my arms. Just by holding this little one, the difficulty level of conversing with the emperor had plummeted.

'A protective totem.'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. This bright and small rice cake dog was the Crown Prince's mercy toward me, who gets intimidated by the emperor. With this child, I fear nothing.

'Let's stay together forever.'

As Titi began licking my face, apparently enjoying my caresses, I made a promise.

I'll make sure our Titi, no, our little bundle of fortune, lives a life that would make even the wealthy envious.

When I returned home early in the morning with a puppy, the lovers and servants at the mansion were visibly perplexed. Honestly, I would have been surprised too, so I understand.

Fortunately, the bewilderment that had settled over the mansion quickly dissipated. After all, regardless of how it happened, we now had an adorable pet. Unless someone disliked animals or had an allergy to dog hair, there was no reason to object.

"The Crown Prince gave it to you as a gift?"
"Yes. He said it seemed to follow me well, so I should take it. Apparently it will live at least ten years?"

I calmly answered Margareta's question as she watched Titi proudly roaming around the room.

Margareta tilted her head, looking even more confused.

"So this little one was present when you met with the Crown Prince?"

I lowered my gaze slightly at her question. I couldn't bring myself to explain that the Crown Prince was assembling the Bremen Town Musicians in a corner of the palace.

It's already common knowledge among those who frequent the palace, but conversely, it's a top-secret matter unknown to those without palace access privileges. I didn't have the courage to reveal such a secret myself.

"Sometimes animals like horses are presented to the royal family. I guess it came along then."

Margareta seemed to accept my forced explanation with a nod. More accurately, she chose to let it go rather than truly understanding.

"Woof!"

Amid all this, Titi's cheerful bark caught my attention, and I turned to see the puppy rolling around on Beatrix's scattered hair on the floor.

'Oh no.'

I felt my blood run cold. No matter how gentle Beatrix's personality might be, having a furry creature playing with her hair was a different matter entirely. Frankly speaking, even dog lovers wouldn't appreciate a dog licking and pulling at their hair.

"Hoho, what an energetic little one."

But to my surprise, Beatrix merely smiled softly at Titi. I was worried she might be displeased, but thankfully that wasn't the case.

"By the way, brother. What's its name?"
"Huh?"

As Titi was monopolizing everyone's attention, Irina's casual question suddenly directed all eyes toward me.

Only then did I realize that although I had been temporarily calling it "bundle of fortune," I hadn't given it an official name yet.

'A name, huh.'

I stroked my chin thoughtfully. Of course, since the Crown Prince had been raising it, he had given it a name—

"For convenience, I called it Number 3, but now that the minister will be raising it, the minister should give it a new name."

Number 3 is just too awful. Even if the Crown Prince hadn't suggested renaming it, such a terrible name would need to be changed.


I looked down at Titi with a bitter feeling. How could a dog's name be Number 3? The same person who gives such elegant titles to dukes is so cold when naming his own dog.

"How about Beatitudo?"

After some consideration, I suggested an official name for Titi.

Beatitudo, a beautiful Latin word meaning happiness. A fitting name for a protective totem that helped my conversation with the emperor end smoothly. With this child, even palace visits could become happy experiences.

"...How about Titi?"
"Yeah, that's good."

How strange. I clearly gave my opinion, but it was naturally ignored.

Seeing this reminded me of the nightmare with "Lu." What I thought was a good name apparently wasn't appealing to others.

'What's wrong with Beatitudo?'

I closed my eyes quietly in dejection. If they knew the name the Crown Prince had given it, they would have realized mine was better.

If forced to choose between Number 3 and Beatitudo, I would definitely pick the latter.

***

Just days after meeting with His Majesty the Emperor, I was summoned again.

Since it was mentioned that this was about the title bestowal he had previously mentioned, I hurried my steps. I didn't want to appear reluctant about receiving a title by moving too slowly.

But as soon as I arrived at His Majesty's office, I heard something completely different.

"I hear the Barandiga Marquis's daughter is a talented young woman with both bravery and wisdom. She happens to be about your age, so I hope you can form a good relationship."

Though he phrased it as forming a good relationship, I immediately understood he was recommending her as a marriage partner.

No, even calling it indirect phrasing feels embarrassing given how direct the expression was. If I couldn't pick up on something this obvious, I would have died three years ago.

"However, regardless of her abilities and character, the young lady has lived as a nomad for many years, so there may be some awkwardness between you two."

I quietly bowed my head at his words suggesting I could decline if I had reservations. I couldn't tell if this was sincere or merely a formality.

One thing was certain, though. His Majesty personally mentioning the Barandiga Marquis's daughter meant that my marriage to her would benefit both the imperial family and the empire.

"No matter her past, we are now members of the same empire, so how could there be awkwardness? I will gladly follow Your Majesty's words."
"I appreciate your response."

Pleased with my answer, His Majesty replied in a gentle voice.

This was indeed the right answer. Even if His Majesty had been willing to withdraw the marriage proposal, this choice was right for everyone.

'This is good for me too.'

Yes, this isn't about sacrificing myself for everyone else's happiness. It's about happiness for everyone, including myself.

If I had heard this when I still had feelings for Luise, I would have been devastated. Having to marry someone else while harboring feelings for another person, and being unable to refuse without risking not only my life but potentially harming Luise as well.

But not anymore. I don't know if I should call this fortunate, but now Luise and I share a mutual friendship rather than a one-sided love. With my personal desires gone, I can properly fulfill my duties as a member of the imperial family.

'If there's no desire to pursue, I should follow my duty.'

Moreover, this duty isn't leading me to hellfire. The Barandiga Marquis is the only marquis in the North, so His Majesty wouldn't mistreat or use and discard such a noble.

Considering the faction the Barandiga Marquis belongs to, there's a high probability of them being favored. Connecting me with such a noble's daughter not only shows respect for the Barandiga Marquis but also indicates favor toward me.


Therefore, this is a marriage that makes everyone happy. I'm not walking toward an unreasonable crisis but moving toward a peaceful future. Being born into the imperial family, I was prepared for a political marriage, and having once truly loved someone, I have no regrets.

'A member of the imperial family, huh.'

Still bowing my head, I couldn't help but smile slightly.

The prince who lived like he was dead to avoid his half-brother's gaze, who fled to the academy, no longer exists. Only a member of the imperial family remains here, dedicated to serving the imperial household as the Emperor's blood.

I must acknowledge it. From now on, I don't need to be excessively nervous before His Majesty. I need to move forward with a new mindset different from before.

'I've finally become a true member of the imperial family just before turning twenty.'

It almost makes me laugh. When my full brother was alive, all attention was focused on him, allowing me to live quietly. After my half-brother's victory, I remained silent as his half-brother. That gloomy life is now about to transform into a new one through marriage.

'I'll fulfill my duties.'

Whether as a member of the imperial family or as a husband, I won't neglect my responsibilities. That's the minimum courtesy I can show to my future wife who will become the turning point in my life.

...But what kind of person will my future wife be? I remember most high-ranking noble children, but she's from a newly elevated noble family, so I have no information about her.

***

My fists trembled. If it weren't for my father, I would have already hit him.

'How underhanded.'

I gritted my teeth. In such a calculating and underhanded way—my father revealed the real reason he brought me here only after we arrived in the Capital. He told me now because I couldn't return to our domain alone or hide somewhere.

"Calm down. How can someone who's about to become the wife of an imperial family member show such a fierce expression?"
"Father!"
"My hearing is fine, so speak quietly."

My father's indifferent response made me even more furious. Please, just one punch, just one...!

'And there are so many eyes watching!'

I bit my lip slightly. This is the Capital, specifically the mansion of Teilgleichen Count, formerly Wiridia, who has deep ties with my father. It's a residence the count provided for northern lords who don't yet have mansions in the Capital.

I can't cause a scandal as "the daughter who assaulted her father" in such a place. With all nobles focused on the Capital right now, causing such an incident would bring contempt not only toward my father but toward all of us from the North.

"...I told you I have no intention of getting married."

Trying desperately to calm myself, I spoke, only to have my father frown and shout back.

"When did you ever say that! You just listed a bunch of conditions, but you never declared you wouldn't marry!"
"No, with that many conditions, you should have realized! I don't want to get married!"

At that, my father grabbed the back of his neck with trembling hands and staggered.

It's a bit of a sorry reaction, but this time my father is clearly in the wrong. How could he bring someone with no intention of marrying all the way to the Capital and create a situation where refusal is impossible?

'I absolutely won't do it.'

I hate it. I absolutely hate it. I have no interest in men weaker than me, I especially dislike settled people who won't share my thoughts, and I dislike even more someone from the imperial family who probably grew up like a flower in a garden.

"When I received the title of marquis! How much I cried at our ancestors' graves! I prayed that we had become one of the highest-ranking nobles in the empire, that we could bring glory to our ancestors for generations—!"

I could hear my father shouting something, but I ignored it.

Since I'm already in the Capital, I probably can't avoid meeting this imperial family member, but that doesn't mean I'll just nod in agreement. I'll struggle as much as possible to avoid this marriage.

Absolutely!

# The New Year's Ceremony

The first New Year's ceremony held since the new Emperor's ascension and the rapid expansion of imperial territory.

The scale and splendor of this year's ceremony was incomparable to last year's. Although the budget had melted away after holding both the abdication ceremony and the coronation banquet in quick succession, conducting a modest New Year's ceremony would invite whispers of "poor finances" rather than praise for being a "frugal ruler." In this world, there are certain budgets that must never be cut.

"Has the Minister of Audit arrived? Coming so early—as expected, your diligence matches your high position."

But I have no interest in matters like the Emperor's face or the imperial budget. I'm only concerned with dealing with the madman making flamboyant provocations right in front of me.

"And yet the Minister of Finance arrived even earlier than I did. You must be sleeping much less these days."

Even though I quietly added "perhaps it's due to old age," the minister's smile remained unbroken.

I know the truth. No matter what I say, it won't inflict any damage on the minister. In the current situation, the minister is in a position to unilaterally dominate me.

'He'll just laugh at whatever I say.'

With a bitter feeling, I looked at the minister and the Finance Ministry department heads standing behind him. Normally, I should be among that group, but not anymore. I can no longer fit in there.

The Northern faction members standing behind me like totems. As long as they're present, I must stand in the social arena not as a Finance Ministry department head under the minister, but as a faction leader guiding the great nobles. As a faction leader, I cannot mingle with other groups while leaving my faction members behind.

Of course, joining the Finance Ministry together with my faction members isn't an option either. If a specific faction appears too friendly with the Finance Ministry, other nobles would become jealous in various ways.

"It's been a while, Your Excellency. I've been disappointed we couldn't properly greet each other, but I'm delighted to see you again."
"I'm well aware of how demanding the Minister's duties are. If anything, I should have been the one to visit you first, having less to do."

Meanwhile, the minister exchanged warm greetings with Marquis Valenti who was standing behind me.

The minister must feel grateful to Marquis Valenti who placed the burden of faction leadership on me, while the marquis must harbor goodwill toward the minister who handles the imperial budget. Thanks to this, despite their somewhat distant relationship, they maintained a rather friendly atmosphere.

'I have no allies.'

I feel like crying. No one pities me for bearing the enormous duty and responsibility of being a faction leader.

Many are wary and afraid of the collective power I now possess. There's even a lifelong enemy who laughs at my promotion from a mere individual to a position of responsibility.

Yet no one offers comfort or encouragement. It's truly lamentable.

Still, it seems people aren't meant to die of loneliness.

"Leading as an official over subordinates is different from standing before nobles as a peer."

Someone appeared who neither avoided nor mocked me, but understood and sympathized with my suffering.

"Leading nobles isn't easy. As you well know, unlike officials with clear hierarchical relationships, nobility is a collective bound by interests and blood ties. No matter the differences in titles, it's unreasonable to command all nobles with rank alone."
"Your words are most wise."

While the Northern faction members and Northern regional faction members conversed, I kept nodding at the Victorious Duke who was offering valuable advice from a corner.

Of course, the Victorious Duke could lead nobles forcefully due to his overwhelming position as a duke, but there's a difference between a forceful leader and one who considers the interests of faction members. Needless to say, the latter receives enthusiastic support and cheers from faction members.

"I know you're reluctant to do this. It's also undeniable that you took charge of the North to minimize political chaos."

I almost nodded unconsciously again. As a subject, I should deny it, but it was so precisely true that I couldn't possibly refute it.


So there was an awkward silence for a moment, but the Victorious Duke smiled knowingly.

"Since you've taken on this burden first, His Majesty will actively embrace the Northern faction. I'll cooperate as much as possible, so don't try to endure alone—speak up when things get difficult."
"Yes, Your Grace. I'll keep that in mind."

I smiled slightly at those words. Though the faction itself couldn't be dissolved, this was encouragement and comfort promising to accommodate as much as possible.

Moreover, this encouragement came from the Emperor's father-in-law and leader of the Northern regional faction, the Victorious Duke. As the duke promised, I have ample justification to ask for help when needed.

"Ah, and as your senior in life, I have one piece of advice."
"I'm all ears."

Emotion welled up from deep within my heart. Having already received heartwarming encouragement, he's even offering advice—truly, the Victorious Duke's character is—

"From now on, flaunt your power and show your ambition."
"...Pardon?"

The unexpected statement made my voice sound dumbfounded even to my own ears.

But it couldn't be helped. If the advice had been to avoid power and restrain greed, I would have understood, but instead, he demanded the opposite. What noble in this world would give such advice to another noble? Anyone overhearing might think it was a scheme to sink a political rival.

In response to my reaction, the Victorious Duke smiled again and patted my shoulder.

"As a subject, you are perfect. You've earned the great trust of the imperial family by not wielding power selfishly and showing diligence."

It would be accurate if "great trust" were replaced with "great shackles."

"However, Kal as a faction leader, not as His Majesty's subject, must show a different face. Faction members need to see that their leader is powerful and clearly understand what that leader prefers in order to feel secure."

My mind became complicated at his continued words. Is he saying that as a faction leader, I need to show a splendid image to faction members?

"Frugality is a virtue for an individual, but it's problematic when a leader is quiet. You may not understand now, but someday you will."
"Ah, yes."
"Needless to say, His Majesty will understand your actions as a faction leader, so don't worry."

Though I still found it difficult to comprehend, I simply nodded. Certainly, the words of the Victorious Duke, who had lived as a duke for decades, wouldn't be without value.

'Flaunting power.'

The problem is that it's too far removed from my life, and as a social rookie with limited experience among nobility, it's a perplexing piece of advice.

'Myself not as an individual, but as a faction leader.'

Nevertheless, I repeated the Victorious Duke's words several times, imprinting them in my mind. There's no harm in remembering advice.

After joining the Victorious Duke, I deliberately avoided contact with other nobles. The Northern faction members and Northern regional faction members had already merged, creating a bustling situation. Adding another faction would make the population density too high.

Thus, postponing meetings with other in-laws, I waited until finally the Emperor's New Year's address began.

"Nobles who follow the Mandate of Heaven, kneel!"

Hearing the voice of the Imperial Household Department Head announcing the Emperor's procession from the platform, I quietly bowed my head. It seems the vacant position of Minister of the Imperial Household has been filled by the Imperial Household Department Head.

Well, the Imperial Household Department Head is certainly qualified to be a minister. Even when the Second Prince was in power, he was sympathetic to the Emperor, who was then the First Prince, and after the First Prince became Crown Prince, he immediately joined the Crown Prince's faction. He's a man of good ability, character, and political acumen.

"Descendant of Emperor Eimanka who restored the Mandate of Heaven with Enen's blessing, rightful and sole Emperor of Kfelopen and master of Livnoman who protects the Mandate of Heaven! Khan of the Great Plains and King of Tiraf, Groten, Latia, Prunian, and Galan! Duke of Itiruna, Hanten, Naigal, Raum, and Reneu—"


A smile crept onto my lips at the endless list of the Emperor's titles and positions. Last year, the titles that the situation held were at least shared with the Emperor who was then Crown Prince, but now the Emperor has no one to share them with. As such, an embarrassingly large number of titles followed compared to last year.

'I live thanks to you.'

I mean it sincerely. When I look at my business card with its splendid titles like Minister of Audit, Count of Wiridia, Count of Teilgleichen—and then look at the Emperor, I can't help but smile.

The Emperor has the qualities of a wise ruler. What else but a wise ruler would give comfort to a suffering subject?

"Raise your heads."

Finally, after the parade of titles and positions describing the Emperor ended, all the nobles gathered raised their heads at the Emperor's command.

To be honest, I don't remember the subsequent New Year's address. It wasn't particularly important anyway.

***

While last year's New Year's ceremony was conducted with tension, this time I felt little excitement, perhaps having developed a tolerance after successive events. I only harbored a modest wish that the ceremony would end without any disturbances.

Suddenly, I wondered if this might have been the perspective that the situation held. This position brought more troublesome responsibilities of overseeing many things rather than pride in being at the pinnacle.

"—As we welcome the new year, the imperial family will also strive harder, so I bestow the title of Marquis of Idrafen upon Imperial Brother Ainter Livnoman, making him a pillar of the imperial family and the empire. Though this is a non-hereditary title, his treatment will not differ from that of regular marquises."

However, I continued the New Year's address while carefully concealing such emotions. I calmly announced the imperial family's position and conferred a title upon Ainter.

Naturally, there was no commotion. It's not particularly special for the Emperor's siblings to receive non-hereditary marquisates.

'That lady must be the daughter of Marquis Valenti.'

As I naturally scanned the nobles positioned below the platform, I spotted a lady near the Minister of Audit.

A somewhat sharp impression, skin unexpectedly snow-white rather than sun-tanned as I'd expected from a nomad, and silver hair contrasting with the imperial golden hair.

'Silver hair, huh.'

I almost laughed. I married an Empress with silver hair, and now Ainter is set to marry a silver-haired lady. It seems we brothers have deep connections with silver hair.

...Come to think of it, Mother also had silver hair. Is this a preference inherited from the situation?

'Her expression isn't bad...'

Taking a closer look, the lady's expression was moderate. She showed no signs of dissatisfaction or fear, at least outwardly.

This means either the minister perfectly executed my order and the marquis's daughter consented to the marriage, or even if she had objections, she wasn't the type to express them openly.

Of course, either way is fine. The former is ideal, but in an arranged marriage, the latter is also expected.

'Well handled.'

Thus, I looked at the minister with satisfaction. After all, the minister had successfully completed a mission tied to the imperial family's celebration.

'I should certainly take care of the concerned party's celebration as well.'

Since the minister worked hard for the imperial family, it's only right that the imperial family should work hard for the minister.

Indeed, lending St. Paronas Cathedral as the venue for the minister's wedding would be appropriate.

During this New Year's reception period, it was impossible to hide away in one place like a house spirit or lurk in corners. While that had been entirely possible as Audit Department Head Kal Kracius, it was something to avoid as the faction leader of Teilgleichen County.

The great lords of the North had gathered under me, seeking connections with mainland nobles, presence in central politics, and standing in social circles. In such a situation, could the faction leader just lounge around? It was obvious that the Northern faction would explode in brilliant light.

Fortunately, I had quite a few nobles to introduce to my faction members.

"It felt rather empty with one marquis position vacant, but now order has been restored."
"I am unworthy of the honor bestowed by His Majesty the Emperor. Please guide me with your advice."
"Haha, don't worry. I'm not so cold-hearted as to be indifferent to my son-in-law's friend."

The fifth father-in-law, Marquis Iones, who was warmly greeting Barandiga Marquis, was one of the nobles I could introduce without difficulty. It's not strange for a faction member to establish friendly relations with the faction leader's father-in-law.

Even my fifth father-in-law seemed eager to befriend the newly appointed marquis. I'm not sure of the details, but there seemed to be subtle factional conflicts among the marquises. Though honestly, it would be stranger if nobles of marquis rank just laughed pleasantly with each other.

'This should be enough for this year.'

Anyway, I watched my "fathers-in-law" who were getting acquainted with my faction members from a step back.

The Iron-Blooded Duke, Eastern faction leader and currently the only border administrator; Marquis Iones, ranked among the top one or two of the Empire's thirteen marquises; Count Flanvel, a key figure in the Golden Duke's faction; and Baron Naiad, who had been receiving splendid attention since becoming my father-in-law.

Yes, this is enough for now. Building connections should be done gradually—suddenly increasing them would only make it confusing to remember who's who. In that case, it's much better to remain strangers.

"What are you doing alone?"
"Ah, Father-in-law."

While I was blankly observing the social gathering, my first father-in-law approached and spoke to me.

"Dumping your subordinates on your fathers-in-law and resting alone? You've already learned how to use others."
"I was concerned that my presence might overshadow your dignity."
"Your silver tongue remains unchanged."

My father-in-law gave a small snort at my subtle flattery, but fortunately, he didn't seem offended.

Indeed, he had become noticeably gentler since we became family (soon-to-be). Well, there's a fundamental difference between the bastard who rejected his precious youngest daughter and the thief who took her away. He probably dislikes both, but the latter might inspire a love-hate relationship.

"Anyway, you have a lot on your plate. This year's New Year's reception will end with you just arranging matches everywhere."

I could only smile awkwardly at his words. The matchmaking he just mentioned referred not only to introducing faction members to fathers-in-law but also to Ainter and Shatie.

After the New Year's address, Ainter immediately approached the Northern faction and exchanged brief greetings with faction members. He seemed to have already received a hint from the Emperor, as he had a particularly long conversation with Shatie.

Of course, it was only relatively long—they merely exchanged greetings—and the expressions of both parties were utterly ordinary. But perceptive nobles would have long noticed that those two would be strategically joined in marriage.

'They couldn't miss it.'

Honestly, this isn't even about being perceptive. Among the Northern faction members, Barandiga Marquis was the only one who brought his daughter, and a royal who had just received a marquis title approached her. Anyone with even a speck of noble intelligence would immediately grasp the situation.

That's why my father-in-law offered me words of comfort that weren't really comfort. If a faction member became a strategic marriage partner for a royal, the faction leader most likely arranged it.

"My part is done. The rest is in heaven's hands."
"Is that so? That's good."

My father-in-law nodded calmly, then eventually spoke gruffly.

"Then focus on your own marriage now. Don't wander around elsewhere."
"...Of course. Naturally."

I was momentarily taken aback by his bluntness but quickly regained my composure.

I had repeatedly told my father-in-law that I would marry Marga after her graduation. But from his perspective, it must be maddening to see his prospective son-in-law, with marriage right around the corner, wasting time on other matters instead of preparing for the wedding with his daughter.

'I wonder how far it's progressed.'

I quietly pondered his implicit rebuke. The truth is, I'm not directly preparing for the wedding myself. I was at the Academy until recently—how could I prepare anything?

Instead, my mother was putting all her effort into the preparations.


- "It's only natural for the lady of the house to prepare for the first daughter-in-law. Don't worry and leave it to me."

At some point in the hazy past, I had readily entrusted the wedding preparations to my mother at her confident declaration. There's nothing strange about the lady of the house handling family celebrations.

The only variable might be the involvement of the Valenti family, but Marga's mother had also left this wedding to the Kracius family. I heard she would bear half the costs after everything was finished—though honestly, I suspect she'll cover the entire amount. It doesn't seem likely that a ducal family would strictly go Dutch when marrying off their daughter.

'It must be almost finished.'

After briefly pondering, I quickly reached that conclusion. My mother is someone who has handled family affairs in place of my father, an Imperial Council member. Wedding preparations undertaken with enthusiasm would surely be nearing completion by now.

Besides, she looked cheerful when I visited the domain recently. If there were any issues with the preparations, she would have shown concern or told me about it already.

My mother's smooth wedding preparations suddenly hit a red alert.

"Your Majesty, forgive me, but I fear I may have misheard due to being overwhelmed by your august presence."

On the last day of the New Year's reception, I received a summons from the Emperor and heard something strange while dining together.

Instinctively, I denied it. That what I heard was wrong, or that the Emperor was joking. With that sliver of hope, I barely managed to speak.

"Oh, I should have mentioned this after the meal. I've unnecessarily burdened the minister."

I silently glanced at my hand gripping the knife while the Emperor smiled faintly.

No, calm down. If I throw this, there's no going back.

"I heard the minister will soon be married. How about holding it at St. Paronas Cathedral? For a celebration between the Kracius and Valenti families, that level of grandeur would be fitting."

But my hand trembled at this merciless confirmation shot. That level would be fitting?

'No, it wouldn't.'

It vastly exceeds it, you bastard.

I was speechless at this unexpected venue proposal. St. Paronas Cathedral is the episcopal see of the Ausen Archdiocese—the foremost cathedral in the Empire, with tremendous history and authority. Even the Emperor held his abdication ceremony there.

Of course, St. Paronas Cathedral isn't exclusively for abdication ceremonies. Looking through history, there are precedents for other uses.

And one of those precedents was when Emperor Eimanka bestowed ducal titles on five meritorious subjects who greatly contributed to the founding of the Empire.

'Is he truly insane?'

To hold a wedding ceremony in the very place where emperors and dukes are created. As an honor bestowed upon a subject, it's beyond glorious—it's terrifying.

"From now on, flaunt your power and show your ambition."

Suddenly, I recalled the Victorious Duke's words.

Could it be that the Victorious Duke already knew? Was it a warning to prepare myself for the Emperor's madness?

'You could have been a little more specific.'

For the first time, I harbored a small resentment toward the Victorious Duke.

If he had told me in advance, I could have prepared...

***

After the New Year's reception ended, Kal returned to the mansion and lay on the bed, embracing me.

It was a warm embrace, but also awkward. Kal's expression, glimpsed briefly, looked quite complicated, and his usual smile or kiss that accompanied his embraces was absent.

Something was clearly wrong. He had seemed somewhat dispirited since dining with His Majesty the Emperor—something must have happened then.

'What could it be?'

But no matter how much I thought about it, nothing came to mind. His Majesty, who trusts Kal, wouldn't have said anything unpleasant to him, and even if he had, it wouldn't have been at the dinner table.


'...Could it be?'

Then I remembered the delegation scheduled to head to the Armein Kingdom soon. What if His Majesty trusted Kal so much that he included him in the delegation? What if Kal had to leave for another country soon?

As that thought occurred to me, my hands tightened around Kal.

'No.'

That absolutely cannot happen. I can finally marry Kal, and the groom would be absent? For a diplomatic mission that might not allow him to return before spring, even if he left today?

I bit my lip hard against the wave of sadness. I desperately hoped it wasn't true, but once the doubt took root, my mind kept drifting in that direction.

"Um, Kal."
"Yes?"

So I gathered my courage and spoke. I wanted Kal to alleviate my anxiety. I desperately hoped he wouldn't have to leave right before our wedding.

"Did something happen?"

But I couldn't completely banish my nervousness and ended up stammering.

"...Well..."

It was embarrassing, but I couldn't show it when I saw Kal sighing softly. What did my embarrassment matter when our long-awaited wedding might be postponed?

"About our wedding."

When the word "wedding" came from Kal's lips, my heart began to race.

No, it can't be. It won't be. It won't be postponed.

'Please.'

Suddenly my vision blurred. Tears had welled up without my realizing—

"It seems we'll have to hold it at St. Paronas Cathedral."
"...What?"
"His Majesty suggested we hold the wedding at the cathedral. If we do it there, all kinds of talk will arise, and I'm worried it might burden you."

I blinked blankly upon hearing those words.

So, it wasn't about postponing the wedding... just changing the venue?

"Ma-Marga?"

Feeling a surge of resentment, I lightly pinched Kal's back.

'I don't care where it is...'

The venue doesn't matter at all. If I can marry Kal, I would gladly do it even in a commoner's house with a smile.

Besides, St. Paronas Cathedral is where the First Emperor personally crowned the first Empress after founding the Empire. It's the ultimate symbol of eternal and noble love.

'He probably only thought of it politically.'

Kal probably doesn't know about those romantic elements and only thought of the precedents of coronation ceremonies and the creation of dukes. It's obvious given his personality.

"So it is burdensome? I could still tell His Majesty—"
"Let's definitely do it there. I don't want anywhere else."
"...Okay."

I firmly cut off Kal's oblivious words.

Until now, I didn't care where the venue was, but given this situation, I'd feel cheated if it weren't the cathedral.

With the approval of Mar, the bride-to-be, the wedding venue was finalized. How could I, as the groom, refuse when the bride was so pleased?

In truth, having the wedding at the Grand Cathedral had become unavoidable destiny from the moment the Emperor mentioned it, but I never expected Mar to support it too. I thought she would find it burdensome or express reluctance like I did.

'What should I do?'

After somehow soothing Mar, who seemed slightly annoyed, and sending her off, I fidgeted with my communication crystal for quite some time.

Yes, it's a burdensome venue, but I can endure it for Mar's sake. I don't know what the Emperor was thinking when he offered the Grand Cathedral, but he's always been someone far removed from common sense, so I'll just accept it.

However, changing the wedding venue to the St. Paronas Grand Cathedral would render my mother's efforts meaningless. If the venue changes, everything must be prepared anew to suit the location. I couldn't find the courage to deliver such disappointing news to her.

'She'll be disappointed.'

I sighed without realizing it. I knew my mother carried guilt regarding Erich and me. Perhaps I could have pretended not to know if I had deliberately turned away from her, but from the moment I acknowledged my family as family, it became impossible to ignore.

That's why I hesitated. I knew how enthusiastically my mother had been preparing for my wedding, how happy she was to be able to do something for her son.

- Kal?

After much deliberation, I finally called her. At least telling her now would be better than right before the wedding.

"I'm sorry for contacting you so suddenly. I have something urgent to tell you."
- What nonsense is this about a son apologizing for calling his mother? You can speak comfortably.

Seeing my mother's gentle smile, the triangle in my heart began spinning faster.

Emperor, you bastard. You've shattered my mother's dreams and hopes.

- Ah, is this about the wedding preparations? Don't worry, everything is proceeding without any problems.

Her words conveyed such pride that my hand holding the communication crystal trembled. Should I run to the Emperor now and beg him to withdraw his offer?

"Um, Mother, about that."

Of course, the one I should be begging was my mother, not the Emperor.

"I'm truly sorry, but our wedding venue... has been changed to somewhere else."

I closed my eyes tightly as I spoke those words.

I simply couldn't find the courage to see my mother's expression.

***

My heart felt like it stopped at Kal's sudden announcement. I wondered if perhaps he didn't trust me and had made separate wedding arrangements.

If that were true, nothing could be more miserable. I thought Kal and I were finally growing closer, but that happiness would have been just my delusion.

"I... I see."

I barely managed to speak while suppressing the heat rising to my eyes.

No, it couldn't be a delusion. Surely Kal and I had grown closer than before and were continuing to do so. Thanks to my son who forgave this unworthy mother, we were regaining the semblance of a normal family.

Besides, if Kal didn't trust me, he wouldn't have entrusted me with the wedding preparations in the first place. Nor would he be bowing his head with such an apologetic expression now.

'There must be some circumstance.'


Yes, that must be it.

And thinking this way made me feel ashamed. While Kal had forgiven the past and moved forward, I, the one who received forgiveness, was still trapped in the past. I was jumping to negative conclusions, assuming Kal would hate and avoid me.

"May I ask where it's been changed to? Since it's where my son will be married, I'd like to at least visit beforehand."

I spoke with a slight smile. Considering all the hard work Laura and I had put in, it was a bit disappointing, but Kal was the one getting married. If he had urgently chosen a venue, it must be the best place. It wasn't my place to interfere—

- The St. Paronas Grand Cathedral.
"...What?"

An unexpected name came out.

'St. Paronas Grand Cathedral?'

I quickly searched my memory. Were there multiple places named St. Paronas Grand Cathedral? Was the name used somewhere other than the Ausen Archdiocese Cathedral in the Capital?

- His Majesty the Emperor personally recommended it. It was such an overwhelming honor that I couldn't possibly refuse.

But his next words ended my brief escape from reality. If His Majesty the Emperor personally recommended it, and if Kal used the word "honor" to describe it, then it must indeed be that St. Paronas Grand Cathedral.

- And since we're suddenly changing the venue, the Imperial Family has offered to provide full support.

For a moment, my mind went blank. I knew Kal was trusted by His Majesty the Emperor, but I never imagined to this extent. A noble's wedding at the St. Paronas Grand Cathedral was unprecedented.

"That's wonderful. It will be an unforgettable memory for a lifetime."

That's why I could speak with genuine sincerity. Now, the fact that my efforts had gone to waste didn't matter at all.

What did my efforts matter when my son could receive such tremendous honor and prestige? What could be more important than getting married in the glorious place where emperors who led the Empire were crowned, in the beautiful place where the First Emperor placed the crown on the First Empress's head?

- Um, Mother, you must have worked so hard... will you be alright?

I smiled again at Kal's cautious question. How warm-hearted he was, worrying about his mother's efforts rather than the glory he would receive.

"I worked hard because I wanted you to have a splendid wedding with everyone's blessings. Now you'll have a wedding beyond what my efforts could achieve, so of course I'm alright."
- ...Thank you.

After that, we chatted about recent happenings before ending the conversation. Kal seemed a bit embarrassed and tried to end the call quickly, and I didn't want to hold him back.

- Oh my, in-law? What brings you at this hour?

Instead, I quickly shared this joyous news with my in-law.

Naturally, she was overjoyed too. Even for the Valenti family, having a daughter marry at the St. Paronas Grand Cathedral was an immense honor.

***

Rumors spread quickly. Of course, when wedding preparations were underway at the most noble cathedral in the Capital and the Empire, it would be stranger if rumors didn't spread.

And as the rumors spread, my communication crystal glowed intensely or vibrated incessantly.

'Damn it.'

I stared blankly at the communication crystal that had fallen off my desk from all the vibration. I wished it had broken in the fall, but the crystal made by the Magic-Ending Duke himself wouldn't malfunction from mere drop damage.

'This is driving me crazy.'

I quietly picked up the fallen—yet still vibrating—communication crystal. I wanted nothing more than to throw it in the trash and disappear.


But that was impossible. The stage where I could run away or hide was long past.

'This situation is truly enormous.'

I couldn't help but sigh. No matter how positively I tried to think about it, this incident had created tremendous repercussions. Of course, none of the things I'd experienced from the Imperial Family had small impacts, but this was overwhelming even considering that past.

The youngest department head? Records like youngest or oldest are eventually broken with time. I may have advanced that record significantly, but it wasn't incomprehensible.

Head of a new department? Every department has its beginning, and it's natural for the first minister of that department to be an expert in the field. Considering the position of Audit Department Head apart from my age, my appointment as minister-designate was reasonable.

Godfather to the Imperial Princess? Someone had to become the godfather. It just happened to be me by chance.

But this was different. No matter how optimistically I tried to think, there was no way to justify this as "it happens."

"Since when does a subject get married in the Grand Cathedral?"

I couldn't help but mutter in disbelief. Things had gotten so absurd that people were even speculating whether the Emperor was planning to take a second wife. Considering the Emperor and Empress's devoted love, the possibility of him taking another wife was close to 0%, but it was still more likely than someone else's wedding being held there.

That's how much the St. Paronas Grand Cathedral was a space reserved for the Imperial Family. It was a place where one couldn't even imagine a mere noble's wedding taking place.

- Congratulations, Kal. I knew His Majesty trusted you, but even I didn't realize it was to this extent.

I sighed again, recalling the Victorious Duke's congratulatory message from a few hours ago.

Even the Victorious Duke hadn't known my wedding venue would be the Grand Cathedral. How surprised must the other nobles have been?

'At least I don't have to go to work, thankfully.'

I was genuinely relieved about that. If I had to go to work, I'd be stopped for interviews every three steps. Even random encounters would be that terrible—

- Knock knock

"Kal, it's me."
"Ah, yes. Come in."

I flinched at the sudden knock but immediately responded upon hearing Mar's voice.

The door slowly opened, and Mar peeked her head through the gap, her face somehow flushed.

"Kal. An honored guest has arrived. Could you come greet them with me?"
"A guest?"

I tilted my head at her words. If Mar called someone an honored guest, I would certainly welcome them, but why did Mar need to come tell me personally? Where was the butler?

Seeming to notice my confusion, Mar continued with a broad smile.

"Her Majesty the Empress has sent the Imperial tailor. They're going to personally make what Mar and Kal will wear for the wedding!"
"Oh..."

I couldn't help but exclaim in admiration. Indeed, a dress made by the Imperial tailor would be something even Mar, as a duke's daughter, would be delighted about.

Their skill was undoubtedly the best on the continent, but since they were exclusively employed by the Imperial Family, not even a ducal family could hire them.

"Alright, let's go. They must be busy, so we shouldn't keep them waiting."

I put my arm around Mar's waist as we walked. Though I was still burning inside, I couldn't show a dying expression in front of Mar, who wore such a happy smile.

Besides, I disliked the St. Paronas Grand Cathedral, not the marriage itself. I wouldn't want Mar to misunderstand.

I'm experiencing déjà vu.

"The princess looks stunning in any style, making it so difficult to choose just one. I wish I could give you several."
"Please restrain yourself. It would be strange to have multiple wedding dresses."

Watching Mar and the imperial tailor chatting in such a pleasant atmosphere gave me an intense feeling of déjà vu. Though I was clearly seeing this situation for the first time, somehow it felt like I'd experienced it before.

After staring blankly at the two for a while, I finally realized why.

'She was like this before the abdication ceremony too.'

I wondered why this unfamiliar scene felt so strangely familiar—I had experienced something similar myself.

Before the abdication ceremony, Mar had used me like a mannequin for days. The justification was that as the godfather to the imperial heir, I needed to choose impressive attire that would remain in everyone's memory for the ceremony. In the end, it fizzled out and I just wore a regular uniform—but the experience of being a mannequin doesn't simply disappear.

Mar is the same now. No, unlike me who grew tired, her eyes are sparkling as she carefully examines each dress the tailor shows her. If she had enough time, she might keep this up not just for days but for weeks.

"Kal, which one do you think looks best?"

After chatting with the tailor for quite some time, Mar showed me five different dresses and asked for my opinion.

I flinched instinctively. Not only was I suddenly put on the spot, but as the tailor said, Mar looked good in any style.

'What should I do?'

I couldn't just say "They all look pretty!" This was a once-in-a-lifetime wedding, and choosing the dress for such an important occasion deserved more than a half-hearted answer from the groom-to-be. Mar would be so disappointed.

"Well—"
"Oh my, Princess? There's no use asking the groom such things. You look beautiful in anything—we should be grateful if he doesn't suggest wearing all of them."
"R-really?"

Just as I was racking my brain for an appropriate answer, the tailor's perfect intervention opened a path for me.

'Saved.'

I inwardly sighed with relief as I watched Mar smile broadly. She wasn't the type of person who would coldly respond, "So which one do you think suits me?" after hearing such words.

And when I discreetly shifted my gaze behind Mar, I was able to exchange glances with the tailor who quietly gave me a thumbs up.

'A true professional...'

I was moved. I'd heard she was the continent's finest tailor, but she excelled not only in skill but also in service. She didn't just create beautiful clothing but also protected her clients' happiness and peace of mind.

Yes, that must be why she received a baronial title despite being a commoner. The imperial family truly has an eye for talent. The problem is that they work such talented people like slaves.

"Hmm, I think this dress would suit the princess best."
"So you'll create a new one based on this?"
"Of course! These are just samples. I need to create a unique! custom-made dress for the princess!"

The tailor naturally drew Mar's attention by emphasizing the word "unique." Watching her impressive eloquence, I quietly retreated to a corner.

For once, I felt grateful to the Emperor. Thank you for sending such a capable person—

'Actually, it was the Empress who sent her.'

I momentarily confused who deserved my gratitude. The Emperor deserves curses, not thanks.

My presence grew increasingly faint.

"Is this the one you've chosen? It's beautiful. It really suits you."
"It's not too flashy either... it seems just right!"

Before I knew it, the other couples from the mansion had started gathering around.

'They came later than I expected.'

I remained even quieter as I watched the couples who had now engaged in lively discussion and compliments. In truth, Mar's wedding isn't just her celebration. It's a sort of signal that the other couples' weddings are approaching too.


That's why Mar's wedding dress was enough to attract the interest of the other couples, and naturally, even the tailor welcomed them into the room. Apparently, having diverse perspectives makes it easier to catch details that might otherwise be missed.

And so a collective intelligence session began, but there was obviously nothing I could contribute. I could only quietly pray that questions like "Which one is prettier?" wouldn't come my way.

"By the way, since the Duke and the ladies are here, would you like to choose what you like as well? Her Majesty the Empress said she would entrust me with the dresses you'll all be wearing too."

I once again expressed my gratitude to the tailor who consistently drew attention away from me.

With that tailor around, the possibility of me being bothered seemed infinitely close to 0%.

***

I walked around various parts of the Empress's Palace while holding our lovely daughter, Charlotte, in my arms.

From the moment Charlotte's eyes could properly focus, she seemed to explode with curiosity about the world. When laid in bed, she would often reach out with both hands and whimper. At such times, I had to hold her in my arms and walk around the corridors to calm her down.

As Empress, I have many duties to attend to, so this could be annoying, but surprisingly, not even a speck of such emotion arose.

"Awoo—woo—"
"Hehe, do you like it?"
"Awoooo—!"

How could I find it annoying when that bright and beautiful smile greets me? Rather, I want to hold her every day even if Charlotte dislikes it.

- Cock-a-doodle-doo—!
- That thing, ———! Right now———!!
- ———! ———!?

I smiled gently at the sudden commotion heard from afar. At first, I was startled, wondering what the noise was about, but now I've accepted it as part of daily life in the imperial palace.

"Looks like it escaped again."
"Awoo?"

Charlotte responded to my muttering with babbling, and I carefully kissed her forehead.

She's already so lovable even though she can't speak properly yet. How happy will I be when she starts talking? My heart is already fluttering at the thought.

"Grandfather's chicken has come to play. When our Charlotte grows up, you'll be able to play with it too."

I deliberately didn't add "if it doesn't eat you first."

The chicken making noise outside hasn't come to play—it escaped, and thanks to the knights' desperate efforts, it won't enter the Empress's Palace.

But when Charlotte can walk on her own two feet, she might be able to see those chickens herself. Despite being born in the most noble place in this empire, she might experience a little bit of commoners' lives.

"Waa—woo!"

Charlotte smiled broadly as if she too was looking forward to such a future.

...Our daughter, could she be a genius who understands her parents' words? It certainly seems that way.

"Your Majesty."

Just as I was about to kiss Charlotte's forehead again, I heard the head lady-in-waiting's voice from behind.

"Baron Nilon has returned."
"That was quicker than expected. He must have pushed himself again."
"He said he was rather happy to have seen such good models."

I couldn't help but laugh at those words. Baron Nilon, the imperial tailor, is a genius born from the harmony of talent, effort, and passion. That's why it's routine for him to handle any task with remarkable speed and return leisurely.

But I didn't expect him to finish this quickly this time either. I ordered him to design Princess Margareta's dress and also conceptualize dresses for the Minister's other wives. It shouldn't have been something that could be handled so quickly physically.

Of course, making the dress happens after returning, not on site, and the other wives' dresses are just at the conceptual stage—but it's still an impressive speed.

"Tell him he did well. I should give him ample reward when the work is done."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

I watched the head lady-in-waiting bow and retreat backward, then moved on.

If I stayed in the same place, Charlotte would get bored. I don't want to see our angel make a sad face.

"I'm sorry, dear. It was unavoidable because it was related to your godfather."
"Awoo!"

When I spoke softly to Charlotte, who was blinking her eyes, she reached out with both hands again and smiled brightly.

'She really is clever.'

I couldn't help but smile broadly at that smile.

And since she seems to respond immediately to the word "godfather" because she hears it often, I hope that Charlotte will remain close to the Minister even when she becomes an adult.

'They'll get along well.'

Recalling the Minister I've observed so far, my hope turned into certainty. Unless Charlotte goes through puberty and clashes with the Minister, he will cherish and take care of Charlotte.

No, even if she goes through a strong puberty, he would still take care of her while sighing. That's the kind of person the Minister is.

"When your godfather gets married, let's congratulate him together. Your godfather will be happy if his goddaughter graces the occasion."

I lent St. Paronas Cathedral for the Minister's wedding venue and sent the imperial tailor. Having already bestowed numerous honors, it's not strange for the imperial family to attend as guests.

Moreover, when the goddaughter's godfather is forming a connection with a ducal family, it would be stranger if the imperial family didn't show their faces.

'Now we've repaid everything, Eri.'

Since the first wife, Princess Margareta, is getting married with active imperial support, the second wife, the Magic-Ending Duke, will receive similar treatment. And after the first and second have splendid weddings, it's natural to treat the subsequent wives well too.

Then naturally, Eri, the fifth, will have a wedding that's not inferior to others. We'll be giving the best reward to our junior who was almost the only one to congratulate us on our marriage.

'...I didn't expect we'd open the cathedral though.'

I smiled gently at the thought, which still seems absurd even now.

Of course, as long as the outcome is good, it doesn't matter if unexpected things happen.

***

When I woke up, the butler greeted me with a somewhat stiff expression.

"A gift has arrived from the Kingdom of Armein. Specifically, in the name of the third prince, Prince Lyutis Robens—"

And I couldn't help but laugh at what followed.

He said he couldn't come as a guest but would send a gift, and now the gift has arrived even before the ceremony is held.

'You sent it too early.'

Did this guy think it's better to be early than late and just send it right away? Considering his personality, that really seems to be the case.

'...Thank you.'

Still, I sincerely expressed my gratitude toward Lyutis who isn't here. After all, he's congratulating me on my marriage.

Instead—though it's embarrassing to put it that way—I should at least treat the delivery person well before sending them back.

'Next will be Laterre, I guess.'

Or perhaps Tanian.

My connections spread throughout the continent, so I'm experiencing all sorts of things.

I felt my face getting wet as I slowly opened my eyes. Could water be leaking from the ceiling? That would be troublesome.

"Woof!"
"So it was you."

As soon as I opened my eyes, I made eye contact with Titi, who was enthusiastically licking my face.

Judging by the sunlight coming through the curtains, it seemed to be early morning, and somehow this little one had gotten into my room to wake me up personally. Who needs an alarm clock?

"I'll get up, so stop licking me."

I hugged Titi while looking toward the door. The firmly closed door was too large for Titi, who was about the size of a rice cake, to open. Someone passing by must have taken pity on Titi whining in front of the door and let him in.

And the person who let Titi in was most likely Yuris. Being the youngest among the servants, she seemed particularly fond of Titi. Or it could have been Sophia.

'Maybe I should just keep him in my room.'

I contemplated while watching Titi, who was still licking my cheek. He's still too small to be left in the garden, so I've been keeping him in the mansion, but when I let him roam freely inside, he often whines in front of my door. It's frustrating when I've specifically let him roam freely.

But keeping him only in my room feels like animal abuse, and leaving my door open 24/7 would mean sacrificing my privacy, which is problematic.

'...I should make a small door.'

After brief consideration, I came to that conclusion. Like a milk hole in a front door, a small door would allow Titi to come and go easily.

Of course, making such an improvised modification to a mansion with history and tradition would be unthinkable, but what do I care? It's the Aesilon Marquisate's tradition, not mine.

*Knock knock*

"My lord, did you cough?"
"Oh, I just woke up."

Upon hearing the butler's voice with the knock, I put Titi down on the floor, and he scurried to the door, scratching it vigorously.

When you're outside, you want to come in, and when you're inside, you want to go out... What a complicated child.

"Breakfast has been prepared as you requested."
"Good, thank you for your work."

I nodded at the butler's report.

While the servants usually prepare breakfast without my specific instructions, today is different. Today is the day my mother is scheduled to visit the mansion.

"She'll be here soon, so prepare to serve her right away."
"Yes, understood."

And so early in the morning at that.

'This feels strange.'

I awkwardly rubbed the back of my neck. It's the first time I'm hosting my mother, rather than her welcoming me.

But it can't be helped. She wanted to see the wedding venue before her eldest son got married, and the venue is in the Capital. We can't move the cathedral to Teilgleichen County, so mother has to come here herself.

From the moment her visit was confirmed, I racked my brain as much as possible. What foods did she like? What tea did she prefer?

"Ah, Mother prefers seafood over meat. And she enjoys herbal tea after meals."

But Mar's memories were more detailed than what I could recall. She remembered things that even her son couldn't.

Honestly, I felt a bit inadequate, but I tried to think positively. Mar must really care deeply about my mother.

That's what I decided to believe. If I had to choose between a daughter-like daughter-in-law and a burning filial son, I'd obviously choose the former.

Not long after, my mother arrived with her lady-in-waiting and a few maids.

She brought only the necessary personnel, making the guards visibly nervous. It was certainly too modest and simple for the mistress of an Imperial Duke's family.

Of course, no one would dare criticize my mother for traveling modestly. With her husband being a former Imperial Duke and her son being me, anyone who dared to criticize would deserve credit for their courage alone.

"Why are you standing outside in this cold weather? You should have waited inside."

When my mother spotted me waiting at the main gate, she hurriedly approached and caressed my cheek.

I almost laughed at her words. It seemed ironic coming from someone who always came out to the main gate to welcome me whenever I visited the estate.

"I'm quite robust, so this is nothing to me."
"That may be true, but..."

My mother's gaze briefly shifted behind me.

Following her gaze, I turned my head and saw my fiancées standing in front of the servants.


'Ah.'

I immediately understood. This pattern—she was more concerned about my delicate brides-to-be than about sturdy me.

"Let's go inside. It would be troublesome if anyone caught a cold before the celebration."
"Ah, yes. Understood."

I automatically nodded at my mother's firm voice.

***

Breakfast with Mother proceeded in a warm and harmonious atmosphere.

"The chef's skills are excellent."
"Father said the same thing."
"Is that so? I suppose after living together for over 20 years, our tastes have become similar."

Seeing Mother and Kal smiling gently made me feel warm inside.

'That's a relief.'

That their relationship has transformed into that of a normal family.

Two years ago, when I first met Mother, the atmosphere was far from this. Kal treated Mother coldly, and it was obvious that Mother desperately wanted to get closer to him.

Considering how awkward their mother-son relationship was then, seeing them this close now makes me happy as the future first daughter-in-law of the Kracius family.

"Ah, while the kitchen staff did the cooking, Mar played a big role too. She selected each dish to match Mother's taste."
"Really?"

When Kal mentioned my name, Mother's gaze turned to me. Seeing her eyes twinkling with apparent appreciation made me feel both proud and embarrassed.

"I-I remembered because my taste is similar to yours, Mother. I prefer seafood too."
"Still, remembering someone else's preferences isn't easy. Thank you."

I could feel my lips twitching at the direct compliment.

Hold it, my lips. Mother would think poorly of me if I grinned without dignity. I've been consistently scoring good points, and it would be troublesome to ruin it at the last minute.

"Oh my, I've been talking only with Mar."

Fortunately, Mother's gaze shifted elsewhere, allowing me to avoid showing my embarrassed face.

"It's fine. It's natural to care for your soon-to-be daughter-in-law. When our turn comes, we believe you'll look after us as well."
"Hoho, of course. That's only natural."

Listening to the conversation between Beatrix and Mother, I hurriedly composed my expression. If I missed this timing, I might burst into laughter.

'...That was close.'

As I carefully sipped my water while composing myself, I accidentally made eye contact with Kal, who was giving me a thumbs up.

My lips twitched again, just when I had managed to calm them.

After the meal, Kal and I escorted Mother to St. Paronas Cathedral.

It was an itinerary with just the three of us, leaving behind Mother's lady-in-waiting and the other fiancées at the mansion. Even this small gesture reminded me that the wedding was approaching, making my heart flutter.

"I never thought I'd come back here."

Mother murmured softly upon arriving at the cathedral.

"Even less did I imagine coming for my son's wedding."

Both Kal and I nodded at her words. What noble could have imagined getting married in this cathedral? Anyone harboring such thoughts would be either delusional or treasonous.

"Your names will be remembered forever now. As the first nobles to use a space reserved for the Imperial Family."
"It's such an excessive honor that I feel embarrassed."

Mother smiled gently at Kal's sincere lament.

"Minister of Audit Affairs?"

Suddenly, someone called out to Kal.

I quickly scanned the person's appearance but didn't recognize them. Of course, they were calling Kal, not me, so they must be Kal's acquaintance, but I thought I would remember someone important enough to address the minister-designate.

"Head of Imperial Affairs?"
"Indeed, it is you, Minister."

My question was answered by Kal's response. It was the new Head of Imperial Affairs.

That explained why I didn't recognize him. After the previous head was promoted to Minister of the Imperial Household, this official was newly promoted to fill the position.


"Why are you here? The Ministry of the Imperial Household wouldn't have given you time off."
"Haha, I wish it were a vacation, but I'm on duty. I'm overseeing the preparations for your wedding, Minister."
"...His Majesty has assigned quite an excessive supervisor."

Kal gave a bitter smile to the Head of Imperial Affairs, who burst into laughter.

'My goodness.'

I was also surprised as I listened from the side. Not only was the Head of Imperial Affairs, responsible for Imperial matters, in charge of Kal's wedding, but the fact that the overseer himself was on site was extraordinary.

"Ah, I haven't properly greeted the ladies. I am Pierre Dobelrn of Rinyeang, undeservingly honored by His Imperial Majesty! Please feel free to call me Baron Rinyeang!"
"Ah, yes. Nice to meet you, Baron Rinyeang."

His greeting was so energetic that I found myself nodding reflexively. He seemed rather casual for someone who was both a titled noble and the Head of Imperial Affairs...?

Of course, I wouldn't underestimate the Head of Imperial Affairs based on his outward behavior. If he were merely frivolous, he wouldn't have risen to that position.

"By the way, Minister. Since you're here, I'd like to get your opinion on something. Could you spare some time?"
"My opinion?"

At those words, Kal's gaze turned to Mother. Indeed, we had come with Mother, so discussing work matters seemed—

"I'll be fine. I'll stay with Mar, so feel free to talk."
"Thank you for your consideration, my lady!"

With Mother's quick permission, Kal and the Head of Imperial Affairs headed to a corner of the cathedral.

"This works out well. I was actually looking for a way to separate you two for a moment."
"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question Mother's words as I watched them leave. What did she mean by "works out well"? Hadn't she come to see the wedding venue with Kal?

In response to my reaction, Mother smiled again, took a ring from her bosom, and placed it in my hand.

"It's a matter for the lady of the house, and it would be awkward with the head of the family watching. Women have things they prefer to handle among themselves."

Though her voice carried a hint of playfulness, I could only blink in confusion.

She mentioned it was a matter for the lady of the house, so it must be related to the Kracius family, but I couldn't understand why she suddenly gave me a ring.

"That ring was a gift from Billy when I officially became the Countess of Teilgleichen."

?

My mind froze for a moment. A ring Mother received when she became a countess? And a gift from Father?

...

"M-Mother! Such a precious—"
"Don't misunderstand. The wedding ring is separate."

I was alarmed and tried to return the ring to Mother, but she firmly shook her head as if she had anticipated my reaction.

That's a relief... I thought it might be a wedding ring.

"The previous Teilgleichen Count, Kal's grandfather, had multiple wives. In contrast, Billy had only me as his wife, and he gave me this ring saying I would be the only countess. It's more accurate to say it was a gift to the countess entrusted with supporting the family, rather than a gift to a lover."

No, hearing it again, it was indeed a ring as important as a wedding ring.

My hands began to tremble. Why would she give me something so precious...?

"Unlike us, Kal is set to have six wives, so I planned to have six rings like this made—but the more I thought about it, I wanted to pass my ring to you specifically."
"M-Mother, this is too much for me..."
"Don't say that. If the first wife is no different from the others, she won't command respect. Equal love is important, but so is the authority of the first wife."

She then personally placed the ring, which had been sitting in my palm, onto my finger.

"Still, the others might feel hurt if they see it, so I'm giving it to you secretly here. Just say it's a wedding gift, but don't mention that it was mine. Understand?"

I nodded blankly at Mother's smiling face.

'Mother's ring.'

And not just any ring—the ring she wore as the sole countess.

My dazed mind gradually regained its clarity. I could no longer control my twitching lips.

"You look pretty when you smile like that. Please smile often in the future."

I had received the best gift possible.

The discussion with the Imperial Household Department head ended quickly. It wasn't much of a discussion—just talk about the placement and quality of decorations, so I simply demanded more extravagant and luxurious items. The budget was coming from the Imperial Family anyway.

When else would I get to drain the Emperor's money? He was the one who snatched away what was supposed to be a family-organized wedding in the first place. I believe he must have been prepared for this level of expenditure.

"You're back already?"
"Yes. It was just a simple question, so I finished quickly."

When I returned at lightning speed, my mother greeted me with a slightly surprised look. Honestly, I too thought it would take longer when the Imperial Household Department head said he had something to discuss. Who would have guessed it would be just a brief conversation?

'Huh?'

After reporting my return to my mother, I turned my gaze and somehow caught sight of Margareta smiling broadly.

This was strange. She often smiled in front of me and showed a gentle demeanor before my mother, but—as a noble lady, she typically avoided such grinning to maintain her dignity. Yet here she was making such an expression while alone with my mother?

Of course, I was pleased to see my mother-in-law and daughter-in-law getting along, but it still felt unfamiliar.

"I hope you weren't happy because I was gone. That would make me a little sad."
"O-of course not! Your mother just said something wonderful!"

When I casually made a joke, Margareta hastily shook her head. Seeing her panic at a simple jest, it seemed her mind had been elsewhere.

Yet even as she shook her head, her face remained full of smiles.

'What's going on?'

By this point, I was genuinely curious. What on earth had my mother said to make her so happy?

"This... is a gift from your mother."

Seeming to read the question in my eyes, Margareta carefully extended her left hand.

'A ring?'

Then I saw the silver ring proudly sitting on her pinky finger.

The ring itself was ordinary. As a gift from my mother, the mistress of the Count's household, it exuded an air of luxury, but there were no special decorations or jewels visible.

Instead, where a gemstone would typically be, a small crest was engraved.

'It's a signet ring.'

The moment I saw that crest, my questions were quickly resolved.

As a member of the Kracius family, I recognized that crest. It was exactly the same as the mistress's seal that appeared on documents my mother personally approved.

'She has reason to be happy.'

A smile escaped me. A bride-to-be receiving her mother-in-law's signet ring? That was proof that the prospective bride had been recognized as a legitimate family member and the first daughter-in-law. From a noble's perspective, it was probably more precious than the wedding dress she would wear at the ceremony.

"You've received something precious."
"Yes. I want to cherish it forever, but I also plan to pass it down to my own daughter-in-law someday."

After saying this, Margareta turned her gaze toward my mother and smiled again.

As a son caught between such an amicable mother-in-law and daughter-in-law relationship, I couldn't be happier.

The Emperor needs to relearn the dictionary definition of "going to work."

Going to work isn't just about sitting at a desk and processing documents. Going to where your boss is and meeting with them is also clearly work. This is an immutable truth that all one billion imperial citizens would agree with.

"Welcome, Minister of Audit."

However, I couldn't voice my grievances before the Emperor. If I showed any dissatisfaction and had my month-long vacation canceled, how unfair would that be? I just had to do as I was told.

In truth, he's not petty enough to take back what he's given, but he's the type to keep summoning me to the palace during my vacation, so I can't let my guard down.

"You look bright every time I see you these days. Is it because you're a groom-to-be?"
'You bastard.'

For a moment, the words "I would have looked even brighter if you hadn't called me" rose to the tip of my tongue, but I held back. Is it even appropriate to say "every time I see you" to a subordinate who's supposed to be on vacation?


"...Yes. I suppose the excitement of starting a family is showing on my face."
"I understand. I felt the same way when I married the Empress."

It felt strange to hear such words from none other than the Emperor. After all, the marriage between the Emperor and Empress wasn't just about starting a family—it was an event that changed the fate of the Empire.

The Emperor probably felt excited for reasons beyond just starting a family. For example, the joy of survival, or the joy of being able to drown the Second Prince—something along those lines.

'He's certainly lucky with his wife.'

Of course, no one in this world is luckier with their wife than I am, but the Emperor would be in the top 0.1%. It seems he was given ample wife-luck to compensate for the brother-luck that Enes ruined.

Well, honestly, with a brother like the Second Prince, he should at least have good luck with his wife. If I had been born as the First Prince, I would have killed the Second Prince and gone to hell together.

"By the way, I envy you, Minister. You'll get to feel that excitement five more times."
"It's such an excessive happiness that I'm almost afraid."

I nodded calmly at the Emperor's joke.

In the past, I would have had a fit at the mention of six wives and six weddings. I was mentally exhausted after receiving a relay of confessions while already having my hands full with Margareta and Beatrix, even breaking a perfectly good ring in half.

But not anymore. Six people love me, and I'll be lifelong companions with all six—what's not to like? I've decided to interpret anyone teasing me about having six wives as an expression of envy.

"There's no such thing as excessive happiness in this world. Everything comes back to you according to your actions, so your happiness is exactly what you deserve."

The Emperor smiled faintly at my response and said those words.

That was unexpected. I didn't know this guy could offer normal comfort and encouragement. Has his personality evolved somewhat with the new year?

"Please sit. Oh, by the way, have you decided on who will officiate?"
"I asked the Victorious Duke. He gladly accepted."
"That's a shame. If you hadn't found someone yet, I was going to offer to do it myself."

Now I see—it was an evolution, but a dark one.

Even for a joke, there are things you should and shouldn't say. That kind of creepy joke shouldn't be made carelessly.

"If something comes up with the Victorious Duke and you need someone urgently, let me know. I was planning to attend as a guest anyway, so officiating would be no problem."

...That was a joke, right?

***

I had wanted to avoid calling the Minister of Audit if possible. I personally gave him a month's vacation, and I didn't want to bother an official who was about to get married.

Just as people remember those who help them in difficult times, they also remember those who annoy them during life's celebrations. If I couldn't be the former, I should at least avoid being the latter.

But I called him anyway.

"The Robens Royal Family and the Ostia Royal Family have sent gifts. They said they're congratulating the Minister on his marriage."

Something came up that required the person himself. After all, I couldn't intercept gifts sent by royal families.

"The Robens Royal Family and the Ostia Royal Family, you say?"

The Minister tilted his head at my words. His reaction seemed less like surprise at receiving gifts from two royal families and more like confusion about what I was saying.

"If you mean gifts from Prince Lyutis and Prince Laterre, I've already confirmed them. It seems we built quite a bond during our two years together."

From the Minister's answer, I could tell he was under a small misunderstanding.

"Minister. Let me clarify—these gifts are from the royal families."
"......"

The Minister frowned slightly at my words, then froze completely. It seems he finally understood what I meant.

The gifts that arrived at the Imperial Palace were not in the names of the "princes" but in the names of the "royal families." The representatives of the royal families had sent gifts in the names of their families.

And there's no need to specify who the representatives of the Robens Royal Family and the Ostia Royal Family are.

'The King of Armein and the King of the Yuven United Kingdom.'

Fortunately, the Pope didn't also send a gift. I'm not sure if "fortunately" is the right word, but anyway.


"It seems the two princes spoke well of you. The delegation that arrived in Armein also reports that negotiations are proceeding in a good atmosphere."
"It is the blessing of the Great God."

After a moment of silence, the Minister finally opened his mouth and said those words.

Well. This doesn't seem like the blessing of the Great God, but rather the influence of someone living.

'I've never experienced such easy diplomacy before.'

I smirked as I looked at the Minister with his complex expression. The "good atmosphere" reported by the delegation was even better than what the Minister imagined.

The King of Armein had already sent a gift of goodwill to the Minister while he was at the Academy. As such, he didn't hesitate to send a gift congratulating the Minister on his marriage, and even mentioned the Minister at the negotiation table to create a friendly atmosphere.

- If we just adequately preserve Armein's dignity... they will bow before Your Majesty's authority for at least 30 years.

The Minister of Foreign Affairs at the scene even said such things.

Bowing before authority—what an attractive phrase. That Armein would acknowledge the Empire's superiority and bow its head without war, and for at least 30 years at that.

'Nothing could be better.'

Even His Majesty couldn't completely subjugate Armein. Although he broke Armein's military during the war with the eastern kingdoms, it was merely about avoiding war with each other, not establishing a clear hierarchical relationship.

The Minister, who wasn't even at the negotiation table, led the establishment of that hierarchy. What a commendably loyal subject.

'I didn't think I would surpass His Majesty's achievements.'

I certainly didn't expect to do so right after my ascension.

"And I briefly checked the gifts sent to the Minister—they sent quite lavish items. I think you'll be satisfied."

I spoke casually to the Minister, who still seemed confused. I've conveyed what needed to be said, so I should send him back soon. It's not right to keep an official on vacation for too long.

"I'll have the attendants send them to your mansion soon. Or would you prefer them sent to your domain?"
"...Please send them to my mansion, Your Majesty."
"I'll do that."

Slightly disappointing. If he had said "domain," I was going to ask whether he meant Teilgleichen or Wiridia.

Shortly after the Minister left, I received a message from the Empress.

- The Minister met with Charlotte before leaving. Charlotte was delighted to see her godfather.
"Is that so? That's truly a blessing for the Empire."

I meant this sincerely. Even amid the confusion of receiving gifts from two kings, he went to see his goddaughter—

- However, Your Majesty. The Minister said something rather peculiar.

?

- I heard that Your Majesty told the Minister you envied him for being able to feel the excitement of marriage multiple times.
'Ah.'

My body stiffened at the Empress's somewhat chilly voice.

- ...Perhaps Your Majesty desires new thrills?

My hands began to tremble. The Minister hadn't gone to the Empress's palace to see his goddaughter.

'He... reported that?'

Even in his confused state, he had moved to plant a dagger in my heart.

What a ruthless man. How could the Kracius family, which has produced straightforward loyal subjects for generations, produce someone like him?

- Your Majesty?
"It's a misunderstanding."

I quickly spoke while suppressing my complicated feelings.

If I don't overcome this crisis, I'll have to spend some time alone in the Sun Palace.

It feels strange. Wearing a tuxedo for the first time in my life instead of my usual uniform makes me feel like I'm wrapped in a swaddling cloth.

"How is it? Is it uncomfortable to move around?"
"It's fine. Feels like clothes I've always worn."

I gave a positive response to the imperial tailor's question. It only felt awkward because the clothes were unfamiliar, but the outfit itself was custom-made for me, so I couldn't find anything uncomfortable about it.

In truth, if I said it was uncomfortable, I feared he might make a new one on the spot. Considering the tailor's skills and passion I've witnessed so far, he would certainly do that and more.

"Right? Even if it's something you'll only wear briefly, it's for a once-in-a-lifetime celebration, so it would be troublesome if there were any uncomfortable parts."

Fortunately, the tailor seemed satisfied with my answer and kept nodding.

"Especially since the Minister will need to wear it at least five more times, I put extra care into making it."
"Oh dear, then I feel bad for only paying for one."
"Hoho, don't worry, the Imperial Family has agreed to cover the costs."

The tailor, covering his mouth as he laughed, eventually turned his attention to Margareta. Now that there were no issues with the groom, he seemed intent on focusing on the real protagonist—the bride.

As I watched the tailor, I subtly adjusted my bow tie. After always wearing neckties, wearing a bow tie feels incredibly empty. Though both go around the neck, the difference in length is quite noticeable.

'I'll have to endure it.'

Nevertheless, I tried to suppress the awkwardness and get used to it. If an expert dressed me this way, this must be correct. I didn't want to say something like "I prefer neckties" and risk having to get fitted for an entirely new outfit.

If awkwardness were the issue, I wouldn't have worn a tuxedo in the first place.

"Sir, are you really okay? You look uncomfortable."

While I was unconsciously fiddling with my sleeve, Erich, who had been hovering nearby, slipped over and whispered.

He's always quick to notice things. Or did I fail at managing my expression?

"If I were looking for comfortable clothes, I'd end up in my uniform, but I can't get married in that."

I answered quietly after confirming the tailor's attention was fully on Margareta. If all clothes under the uniform are equal, it's best to wear what I'm given. That's the path to everyone's happiness.

Besides, this isn't an official event or work duty but a wedding. Wearing the blood-stained Audit Department uniform at such a blessed occasion would be quite strange. One wrong move could turn the wedding venue into a gathering place for all sorts of ghosts.

"That's true."

Erich nodded, seemingly convinced by my explanation. Even for the madness-filled Erich, a wedding with an Audit Department uniform seems inappropriate.

"At least the color is black, which is fortunate. I can't imagine you wearing white."
"That's one thing I couldn't compromise on."

The only requirement I made when getting fitted was the color. As Erich said, it was hard to imagine myself wearing white.

"And if I wore white too, it would divide attention. The bride should be the focus."
"Isn't the groom also a protagonist at the wedding?"
"I'll be doing this six times, so it's fine."

I'll probably be the center of attention at least once.

After I added that, Erich opened his eyes wide and started giggling. Apparently moved by the prospective groom's generous heart.

Whenever the tailor visits the mansion, it follows the same pattern.

"This is the final version!"

The tailor, a top-tier tank drawing aggro with his passionate voice.

"Wow..."

Margareta, the first to be drawn to the tank's aggro.

"Sister, try it on quickly!"
"Yes, you should. We need to check if there are any issues."

The other lovers following with enthusiastic reactions.

And then me, naturally forgotten in a corner. A very familiar and recognizable pattern.


"Well, since the Lady needs to change, Minister, please step outside for a moment."

But today I couldn't quietly hide in a corner. The tailor specifically targeted me with an expulsion order.

"...Since we're going to be married anyway, do I really need to—"
"Please step outside."
"Alright."

I nodded obediently to the firm instruction.

Come to think of it, in this situation, the tailor is the highest authority. Following the highest authority's instructions is only natural.

"Could the rest of you help for a moment? It's a bit difficult to put on alone."
"Of course we'll help with something like that."

Just before opening the door to leave, I overheard the conversation between the tailor and Beatrix.

I'm confident I could help well too, but I didn't speak up. I didn't want to see Margareta, happy with joy, make a horrified expression.

***

I gazed at my reflection in the mirror.

"The fabric was presented to the Imperial Family from Iones Marquisate. Since the Lady's prestige doesn't need to be overtly displayed, rather than excessive splendor, we emphasized the freshness and beauty of a new bride—"

The tailor was explaining the dress beside me, but honestly, I couldn't hear properly. I was too distracted by what I saw right in front of me to spare any attention for my ears.

Without realizing it, I reached out toward the full-length mirror in front of me. As my hand, gloved in white like the dress, touched the mirror, my reflection also reached out. It felt as if two brides were pressing their hands together.

'It's beautiful.'

Having such thoughts while looking in a mirror might make me seem narcissistic, but right now, that's all I could think.

It's truly, truly beautiful. More beautiful, gorgeous, and elegant than anything I've ever seen. Even just standing still, it exudes dignity.

'So this is what I'll wear when I get married.'

As that thought crossed my mind, my face began to turn red. I'll wear this dress and stand beside Kal. I'll get married at the place where the First Emperor pledged eternal love to the First Empress, receiving blessings from everyone.

"I'm sorry, but I'm not ready to be with someone yet."

Despite facing the best moment of my life, strangely, the worst moment came to mind.

Three years ago, when Kal pushed away my love. When Kal hadn't yet erased his emotional wounds, and I didn't even know he had them.

Back then, I cried so much out of frustration and sadness. I was busy being comforted by my brother and sisters, and even cried in front of Father.

'But now.'

I carefully turned my head to look around. Beatrix looking at me fondly, Luise smiling brightly and telling me I'm beautiful, Irina clapping softly with a smile, Erzsebet giving me a thumbs up with constant admiration, and Penelia nodding her head.

Now I'm not surrounded by family receiving comfort. I'm receiving congratulations among my new family.

"Ma, Margareta?"

I flinched at Beatrix's surprised voice. Tears were already streaming down my cheeks.

Fortunately, it wasn't a flood of tears, but even a single drop was enough to ruin my carefully applied makeup.

'This shouldn't be happening.'

Today is a happy day, so why am I like this? The atmosphere was good, but I've startled everyone.

"I'm... I'm fine..."

I barely opened my mouth, but like my eyes, my mouth wouldn't move as I wanted. Even to my own ears, my voice sounded far from fine.

How embarrassing. Getting emotional and crying for no reason.

"Other brides also get emotional when their wedding is imminent. There's nothing embarrassing about showing tears."


Amidst all this, only the tailor comforted me with a calm expression.

Whether those words were true or just a white lie to comfort a crybaby, I don't know—

"Margareta is crying?!"

Seeing Kal suddenly burst through the door, I think it's better to believe the former. That might help Kal calm down.

***

I was loitering in front of the door when the word "tears" reached my ears, and I barged in without thinking. It was terribly beastly manners, but who wouldn't be alarmed when their bride-to-be is crying?

Still, I was relieved when the tailor explained they were tears of joy. Margareta also seemed confused about why she was crying.

"...That's what happened."
- Huh.

When I told my first father-in-law about that small commotion, he chuckled.

- Margareta takes after her mother more than me. Pretending not to be while being emotional is exactly her mother's personality.
"Did, did my mother-in-law also show tears?"
- Thanks to that, we faced many misunderstandings. Our marriage already had quite an age gap, and for a while, rumors circulated that it was a marriage by abduction.

I quietly bowed my head as my father-in-law muttered with a bitter expression.

Regrettably, considering my father-in-law's build and impression, such misunderstandings aren't surprising. Moreover, as he mentioned, there was quite an age difference between Margareta's mother and him—

- Stop thinking strange thoughts and raise your head.
"Yes."

I quickly composed my expression and raised my head.

Calm down. If I show even a hint of a smile at this timing, my father-in-law is likely to be angry.

'How could a Duke engage in marriage by abduction.'

I bit my lip slightly and suppressed my emotions to a desperate degree.

No, but which madman led such public opinion? Was it one of the former Dukes? It doesn't make sense otherwise.

"Still, just as my mother-in-law lived happily with you, I think it's a good sign that I'll live happily with Margareta."
- I suppose you could think of it that way.

After erasing the word "abduction" from my mind, I desperately spoke up, and my father-in-law showed a satisfied expression.

Regardless of the strange rumors spread by others, the two of them are living harmoniously. Hearing such words from his youngest son-in-law wouldn't make him feel bad.

- It's already this late.

After conversing with my father-in-law for quite some time, he turned his gaze to a corner and muttered softly.

- Let's end here. We'll talk in detail next time in the Capital.
"Already? Margareta is still in her dress, why not wait to see her before ending the call?"
- ...It's fine. I'll see her at the wedding anyway.

For a moment, I felt my father-in-law hesitate. However, I didn't press further. As a warrior, it's not proper to interfere with another warrior's firm resolve.

- Ah, by the way.

My father-in-law, who was about to end the communication, spoke again.

- The Wise Duke will be coming to the Capital soon. He's insisting on attending his niece's wedding.
"Yes, well, I'm prepared for that."
- If the Wise Duke attends the wedding, the Golden Duke will come too.

I couldn't immediately respond to that. It would mean all five Dukes gathering for the wedding of a mere Imperial Count.

'This is going to be a nightmare.'

My wedding truly seems like it will go down in imperial history.

As the wedding date approached, the mansion transformed into a meeting place.

"They say if you have a companion to walk with, even if you go slower than going alone, you can go much further. I wish for you to go further than anyone with your wife."
"Thank you for your kind words. I truly cannot match Your Excellency the Marquis's wisdom."
"Haha, actually, I heard that from my father. It's quite a famous saying in the North."

Barandi burst into laughter and shook hands with the Marquis, giving a slight smile. Perhaps because the faction leader's wedding was approaching, Barandi and the faction members, led by the Marquis, visited my mansion faster than anyone else.

In truth, there was no need for them to come pay their respects. They could have greeted me at the wedding without issue, but it seemed the faction members were reluctant to exchange greetings on the actual day.

'I would have done the same.'

I understand. We've united under the name of a faction, and it would be awkward to greet each other alongside strangers with no connection to us.

"The North is certainly not a close place, so I'm grateful you've made this precious journey."
"Please, don't mention it. It's not as if I had no means to come, and I should naturally attend a friend's celebration."

So I greeted each faction member with the warmest smile I could manage.

Officially, to encourage the faction members who came to greet me before other nobles; privately, to thank acquaintances who came to congratulate me on my marriage.

"By the way, I received your gifts well. They were so generous that I momentarily wondered if I should accept them."

After exchanging greetings, I casually mentioned the gifts sent by the faction members, and their expressions brightened. I had directly expressed that I liked their gifts.

Of course, considering our faction's camaraderie, I should say nice things even if I didn't like them, but the gifts I received this time weren't just ceremonial pleasantries—they were truly substantial. They sent horses, fur, silver, and iron in abundance. How could I treat such things as small gifts?

The horses alone numbered 3,000. While that might seem small compared to all the horses in the North, considering that most horses are being sold to the East even now, it's clear they gave the maximum number they could.

"Since I've received so much, I should reciprocate. When your families have celebrations, I'll repay you generously."
"Oh my, if I'd known that, I should have remained unmarried."

Count Kaitana's joke made the other faction members burst into laughter.

I laughed along to avoid breaking the mood, but I felt somewhat conflicted inside. Come to think of it, I was the only unmarried one in the faction.

'I really am young.'

All the faction members were married with children, yet the faction leader was only now taking his first wife. It suddenly hit me that I'd been working like a dog since a young age.

But since I started young, perhaps I'll retire earlier than others?

I believe so.

Unlike during the New Year's ceremony, after the faction members who had established bases in the Capital returned to their respective mansions, an unexpected visitor arrived.

Or rather, a visitor who should have been expected—but someone I strangely hadn't seen in years.

"I don't know how many years it's been since I've seen you this close."

An elderly gentleman with neatly arranged white hair and a golden monocle. And beside him, a lady with a gentle impression.

As soon as I confirmed the appearance of the two visitors, I quickly bowed. As he said, it had been years since we'd spoken this closely.

If we were unrelated, it wouldn't be strange not to see each other for a lifetime, let alone a few years, but the elderly gentleman before me was close—certainly not a distant relation.

"I apologize for not visiting you, Grandfather."

He is Count Kemnis, the head of the Airas County, which makes him my maternal grandfather.


"I said it because I'm glad to see you, so there's nothing to apologize for. What grandfather wouldn't understand his busy grandson?"

I kept nodding my head to my grandfather who answered calmly. No matter how much he said it was fine, we were family, yet we hadn't met for years. Honestly, I'd met the Wise Duke more often than my grandfather.

Of course, since my grandfather was a titled noble, I saw his face at every New Year's ceremony, but it was just that—seeing his face. We couldn't even properly exchange greetings, let alone have an intimate conversation.

"It's because you've been avoiding Kal, so of course there's nothing to apologize for."

As my grandmother beside my grandfather said, it was my grandfather who had been avoiding me.

"Avoiding? I was just keeping some distance."
"That's avoiding. Changing the words doesn't change the meaning."

I quietly smiled while listening to their conversation. Fortunately, my relationship with my maternal family isn't bad. It might be awkward to call it affectionate, but at least we don't ignore each other.

However, my grandfather is the Wise Duke's father-in-law. Being a duke's father-in-law is enough to attract attention, but having a grandson who is the head of the Audit Department? It was sufficient reason to be harassed by nobles and get caught up in unnecessary rumors.

That's why my grandfather chose strict neutrality and seclusion. To avoid unnecessary commotion and to prevent the Wise Duke and me from being accused of "giving too much favor because Count Kemnis is family," he cut off contact entirely.

"Hiiiing, Father won't meet with me! Does he perhaps hate me?"

The separation was so thorough that the Wise Duke would whine in front of me. Some nobles didn't even know that the Airas County connected me and the Wise Duke.

That's how thoroughly my grandfather had maintained his silence, and now he appeared before me after a very long time. To congratulate his grandson on his marriage.

"I'm fine. I understand why you kept your distance, Grandfather."

At my words, my grandmother gave my grandfather a brief glare before closing her mouth. Since I, the person concerned, said I understood my grandfather, it was awkward for her to scold him further.

"Still, I'm glad to see you after so long. I hope there will be many more opportunities to pay my respects."

I carefully added, fearing my grandmother would end up feeling disappointed, and she slowly smiled.

That's a relief. I got it right.

*Knock knock*

"Kal, it's me."

Soon, Mar's voice was heard along with a knock. She must have finished checking her appearance, which she had been frantically doing as soon as she heard my maternal grandparents were in the reception room.

'Perfect timing.'

It would have been awkward if she had come even a little earlier or later. It seems Enen is helping Mar.

"My wife would like to pay her respects to you both. May I bring her in?"
"Of course. We'd like to see our grandson's wife before we leave."

With my grandmother's ready acceptance, my grandfather also nodded silently.

Needless to say, Mar, who entered the reception room afterward, received intense adoration.

I sat next to Mar on the sofa, blankly staring at the ceiling. It was already close to evening, so there probably wouldn't be any more visitors. Let's just stay like this for a moment.

"Um, I made a good impression, right?"

Hearing a small murmur, I turned my head to see Mar looking somewhat tired.

"Yes. They seemed to adore you."


As I stroked her head while saying this, Mar smiled broadly and leaned her head on my shoulder.

"I was a bit nervous. I've often met your father and mother, but it was my first time meeting those two."

Understanding the mental burden Mar felt, I just quietly stroked her head.

Even meeting one's future parents-in-law makes a prospective daughter-in-law nervous, and suddenly she had to meet my maternal grandparents too. Anyone would naturally be tense. Especially since my grandmother is the person who created Mar's mother-in-law. She must have felt immense pressure.

"...Count Kemnis rarely engages in public activities. His heir has been handling matters that require public appearances for a long time."
"So I met someone precious?"
"Yes. I was nervous because I didn't know what kind of personality he had."

At that, both Mar and I burst into small laughter.

As a member of the Imperial Council, my father, and my mother as the lady of an Imperial Count family, there is no shortage of information about them in social circles. Mar could prepare a "strategy for dealing with in-laws."

But there was barely any information about the people we just met, so Mar couldn't help but fret. It was like facing a boss for the first time without any strategy.

"But I liked it. Even though it was our first meeting, I could feel that they cared for me and Kal."
"There's no way anyone could dislike Mar."

After saying that, I kissed her lips.

Let's stay like this until the butler finds us.

***

A report came in that all wedding preparations were complete.

"Perfect. Well done, Head of the Imperial Household."
"I am honored, Your Majesty."

As I inspected the interior of St. Paronas Cathedral with the guidance of the Head of the Imperial Household, I could only say it was perfect.

I could feel the attention paid to every small detail of the seating arrangement. The decorations enhanced the splendor and warmth of the wedding while respecting the cathedral's atmosphere.

I patted the shoulder of the bowing Head of the Imperial Household as I finished my evaluation.

'He's reliable.'

The Head of the Imperial Household is a talent worth keeping for a long time.

Since he was recommended by the previous Head who was promoted to Minister of the Imperial Household, he certainly has ability, but I assigned him this task to judge him more precisely.

The results are satisfactory. Despite being tasked with handling the wedding of a mere noble rather than a member of the imperial family as the Head of the Imperial Household, he showed no dissatisfaction. He demonstrated steadfast obedience to the Emperor's command and the flexibility to consider that the Minister enjoys the imperial favor.

He also perfectly executed the wedding duties, which were far from his usual experience. Unless the Head of the Imperial Household himself found an unexpected aptitude for this, he must have listened carefully to outside experts.

'He'd be perfect as the next Minister of the Imperial Household.'

The Minister of the Imperial Household serves only one Emperor, but an Emperor may have several Ministers of the Imperial Household. If the Minister passes away before the Emperor, that vacancy must be filled—it's only natural.

And since the current Minister is older than me, I inevitably need to consider a second Minister of the Imperial Household.

"I will continue to entrust many tasks to the Head of the Imperial Household."
"Yes, Your Majesty! I will certainly live up to Your Majesty's trust!"

I liked his resonant voice as well.

If the Head of the Imperial Household lives long enough, the probability of him becoming the next Minister of the Imperial Household will be infinitely high.

I gently rubbed my eyes and let out a small sigh. After straining them for hours, they felt stiff and dry.

'I've gone through quite a lot.'

Looking at the pile of unopened letters stacked on one side of my desk, I carefully picked one up. Despite spending several hours on this task, it's regrettable that there are still more unread letters than read ones.

But this is something I must endure as a nobleman celebrating a joyous occasion. Unless I plan to cut ties with the secular world and live alone, maintaining relationships with others is important.

[I sincerely congratulate the Minister on your marriage. Although I cannot offer my congratulations in person—]

Suppressing my fatigue, I checked the new letter, which began with a similar repertoire as the others.

Anyone sending a letter at this time essentially means they cannot attend the wedding. Practically all the letters contain the same content.

'The 6th Corps Commander, huh.'

Quickly skimming through to check the sender, I found the name of the 6th Corps Commander prominently written.

The 6th Corps Commander is stationed with the Eastern Front Army guarding the border. Naturally, it would be difficult for him to come all the way to the Capital. Other commanders from the Eastern Front Army had sent letters as well, so I had anticipated this.

'We've exchanged greetings occasionally.'

I quickly recalled my connection with the 6th Corps Commander and sorted his letter separately.

When one receives congratulations, one should properly reply, but I cannot send the same level of response to everyone. It's appropriate to consider the recipient's position and our relationship.

It may seem materialistic, but it can't be helped. If you treat a count and a baron the same way, the count will be angry. If you show the same emotion to a close friend and a mere acquaintance, the friend will feel hurt. That's just how social life works.

'...There are no letters from marquises.'

As I continued checking the other letters, I realized an unwelcome truth. Among those who sent letters explaining their absence, there were no marquises.

All the letters I've seen so far were from counts or below, or individuals with similar positions. There were no letters from dukes or marquises.

Of course, there are still many unopened letters, so some might be mixed in there, but this pile of letters was already sorted by my butler before being handed to me. He organized them so I could quickly read those from high-ranking officials.

Yet still no letters from dukes or marquises?

'So all the marquises are coming.'

This means they don't need to ask for understanding about their absence—they're all attending. All thirteen marquises scattered throughout the Empire's north, south, east, and west.

I couldn't help but smile bitterly. I knew all five dukes would attend the wedding, but I didn't expect all the marquises to attend as well. I thought at least a few would be absent.

"How is this even the wedding of an Imperial Count?"

I ended up voicing my frustration out loud. Even most royal weddings aren't this grand. This is almost at the level of the crown prince's wedding.

If anyone complains that a mere nobleman is enjoying excessive power, I'll tell them to look at the Imperial Family. This is what happens when they pile all sorts of positions on a young man barely in his early twenties. When a person with decades of expected influence ahead gets married, who wouldn't attend?

'And I have to do this five more times.'

The minor issue is that I have five more weddings to go through.

'And centuries of influence.'

And my expected lifespan might extend to hundreds of years rather than decades.

...

'Where was I reading?'

I cleared my mind and started reading the letters again.

For now, I'll focus only on the situation at hand.


I was reminded once again that Margareta is the beloved youngest child.

"Finally, our youngest is getting married. Congratulations."

My brother-in-law smiled while patting Margareta's head.

"That little child already found a partner... the child who was just toddling around..."
"Hey, what era are you talking about?"

My third sister-in-law was in tears over the youngest's marriage, while the other sisters-in-law comforted her. And between them was Margareta, her face flushed red with embarrassment.

Thanks to the visit of my brother-in-law and sisters-in-law, who arrived at the Capital before my father-in-law and mother-in-law, the mansion was once again filled with commotion.

'It's nice to see.'

Yes, it's a pleasant sight of family harmony. Family members sincerely celebrating a marriage while feeling sad about their loved one leaving.

Of course, I deliberately ignored Margareta being treated like a child. Honestly, there's quite an age gap between Margareta and her fourth sister, who is just above her in age. It wouldn't be strange if she were treated like a daughter rather than the youngest sibling.

"Our Margareta, just graduated from the Academy and already leaving home... I wish her husband could live with us..."

I gave an awkward smile at the third sister-in-law's words as she continued to sniffle and wipe her eyes with a handkerchief.

For Margareta to not leave the Valenti ducal family, I would have to become their son-in-law and move in—which would require giving up my Teilgleichen county title.

Actually, it's somewhat appealing. Shedding the burden of being the Imperial Count and living under the protection of a ducal family? That's the perfect route to a leisurely life. A future anyone would dream of.

'But impossible.'

Unfortunately, I've come too far to become anyone's son-in-law. Changing my family name would mean giving up all my current titles. Unless I gained something even greater in return, the Emperor would never allow it.

If it had been about four years earlier, it might have been possible. What a shame.

"Don't worry. I'll visit often."
"There's no need for that. She's just acting this way because Margareta is leaving, but she'll be fine in a few days."

As I opened my mouth to comfort the third sister-in-law, my brother-in-law firmly shook his head.

The assessment was so harsh and cold that the third sister-in-law glared at him, but he just gave her a "what can I do" expression.

'This is what siblings are like.'

I quietly lowered my gaze watching them. I had forgotten because I only saw them doting on Margareta, the overwhelmingly youngest, but this is normal for siblings.

No matter how old siblings get, this is the average...

"You don't need to force yourself to visit, but when you have a child, make sure to come. Understood?"

Meanwhile, the fourth sister-in-law embraced Margareta and spoke gently. Perhaps being the closest sister in age, she seems to have a more affectionate feeling than the other siblings—

"The sooner the better, and it doesn't have to be after the wedding."
"S-Sister!"

I closed my eyes as I heard Margareta's shriek.

I didn't hear anything.

After the fourth sister-in-law's powerful comment, Margareta's mental state visibly crumbled. Apparently, for a lady of elegance and dignity, hearing something like "speeding is okay" to her face was too much to handle.

And fortunately, we are a couple who observe the speed limit, not those who speed.

'Why would I want to face the consequences of speeding?'

I've already managed to improve my image with my father-in-law after initially making a bad impression. If I were to "speed" with his precious youngest daughter, my back might bend in the opposite direction. That would be troublesome.

Besides, my conscience also helped prevent speeding. Although Imperial law considers 17-year-olds adults, having lived in a world where people are treated as adults from age 20, it felt strange. There was a reason I waited until Margareta graduated from the Academy.


Of course, Margareta would feel wronged if she knew. She had been an adult for three years, yet her prospective husband treated her like a minor.

"Kal..."
"Oh, I'm here."

Just as a smile was about to form at the corners of my mouth, I hurriedly answered Margareta's voice.

My brother-in-law and sisters-in-law had already left, but Margareta remained slumped on the sofa as if in a daze. The fourth sister-in-law's words must have been that impactful.

"...Did you hear what my sister said?"
"Your sister was probably just joking because she's sad you're leaving. Don't worry about it too much."

I chuckled at her timid voice and stroked her head. It was clearly too provocative for Margareta—

"If we have one now, would it be born within this year?"

?

My body froze. What did she just say?

"S-since you're a titled nobleman, I thought it might be better to have children as soon as possible..."

Reading the confusion in my eyes, Margareta mumbled in an even smaller voice.

I see. It was consideration for strengthening the stability of the Kracius family.

"If we try right after the wedding, it could be born within this year."

Margareta quietly nodded at my words.

I pretended not to notice her ears, which had turned so red they couldn't possibly get any redder.

***

Every day was joyful. Welcoming guests who came to congratulate Kal and me on our marriage, meeting my brother and sisters who arrived before the wedding day, meeting Kal's maternal grandparents whom I had never seen before, and reading letters of congratulations. Everything was enjoyable.

These are unforgettable memories. Even after 10 years, 50 years, or until the day I die, these will be memories I'll never forget.

But I don't think any memory could surpass today's happiness.

"Margareta."

Because today is the day I've been dreaming of for years, the day I've been eagerly waiting for and longing for.

"Let's go. We should arrive before the guests."

Kal, who always looks handsome but somehow shines even brighter today, smiled. He opened the carriage door himself and extended his hand to me.

Looking at him, I glanced around briefly. The servants lined up on both sides from the main building to the front gate, and my sisters, Luise, and Irina smiling as if urging me to get in.

"Yes."

I took a deep breath and spoke. With the brightest voice and the happiest emotion I've ever felt.

"Let's go."

I smiled as I took Kal's outstretched hand. As he said, we should arrive before the guests.

Because today, we are the protagonists.

The protagonists who need to show our happiness to the guests.

'Margareta Kracius.'

My heart began to race as I thought of the name I would be called in just a few hours.

# St. Paronas Cathedral—or rather, the journey to the wedding venue was quiet. With only two people in the carriage, I hadn't expected it to be lively, but I hadn't anticipated complete silence either.

Strangely though, the silence didn't feel awkward. Both Mar and I kept our mouths shut, but we understood why we were silent. These emotions were impossible to express in words, and just looking at the person sitting across from me made my heart feel like it would burst.

'It does feel different.'

Mar was deliberately looking outside through the carriage window. She looked cute and beautiful, though honestly, it was a sight I saw every day. Mar was always cute, beautiful, and kind.

But perhaps because it was our wedding day, the Mar I always saw looked different. Seeing her not as the everyday Mar, but as Mar the bride-to-be on her wedding day made my heart race.

'First marriage.'

The thought brought an involuntary smile to my face. Yes, today was our first marriage, which made it even more exciting. Even though I had a first love in Hecate, I never had a formal wedding ceremony, and Mar certainly hadn't either.

Moreover, the groom still had five more weddings to conduct, so this was the first and last time both bride and groom would be experiencing their first marriage.

...Thinking about it this way makes me seem like a morally bankrupt person doing terrible things to my brides.

"Mar."

As time passed, I could see my future as a wedding expert, so I opened my mouth. With the second, third, and fourth marriages, I'd become more relaxed instead of nervous. Then even this time traveling to the wedding venue could be spent intimately and productively.

But to spend this time in silence with Mar? That wouldn't be respectful to her.

"Thank you for marrying me."
"Y-yes?"

Perhaps my opening was too intense, because Mar, who had just turned her gaze toward me, froze in place.

I made a mistake. Saying "thank you for marrying me" to Mar, whose head must be filled with thoughts of the wedding, was like lighting a match in a powder keg.

Of course, I had no intention of taking back what I'd said. Since it had come to this, I'd go all the way.

"You rejected me once and pushed me away many times, but you understood and waited for me, so thank you. I'll do my best to make sure you never regret being with me."

As I said this, I moved to sit beside Mar rather than across from her. Then I naturally put my arm around her waist and pulled her toward me.

"So should we follow your father's example and have six children?"
"I, um, well..."

At those words, Mar rolled her eyes around and held back her response.

She must be confused. She's probably wondering if I meant six children across all my wives, or if I meant six with just her.

"Having over thirty children would certainly make the mansion lively."

I added with a small laugh, implying the latter, and Mar's pupils began to tremble rapidly.

"K-Kal..."

But the trembling was brief.

"If that's what Kal wants, I'll do my best."

Her determined and resolute answer made me burst into laughter again. The talk of six children was obviously a joke. What kind of crazy husband would unilaterally impose family planning on his wife? And not just two or three children, but six.

I was just trying to lighten the mood with a joke since Mar seemed overly tense—

"I heard the first Empress gave birth to seven children. Thanks to that, there were many imperial family members to support the empire during the chaotic early days."


...?

"The prestige of the Kracius Family is strong, but the more blood relatives, the better."

Seeing Mar's suddenly sparkling eyes, I realized something had gone wrong.

"Yes. That's right. The more the better."

But I didn't back down this time either. If I showed any sign of discomfort or admitted it was a joke, Mar, who had just regained her spirit, might be consumed by embarrassment again.

Once again, I've created my own karma.

When we entered the wedding venue, a familiar face was yawning.

"Oh, Boss."

It was the Section Chief of the 2nd Section.

"You're already here?"
"I'm the usher, so I should arrive before anyone else. I'm not that inconsiderate."

I couldn't help but smile at the Section Chief's snickering. Despite appearances, perhaps because he had wedding experience himself, he was performing his role more diligently than expected.

"Welcome, ma'am. Fortunately, there are no rude guests who arrived before the main couple!"
"Hehe, is that so? Thank you."

Mar smiled and nodded at the Section Chief's enthusiastic report.

Indeed, as the Section Chief said, no guests had arrived yet. At most, there were only Imperial Household staff managing the event, priests overseeing the cathedral as the wedding venue, and the Audit Department executives I had invited.

'Was it unnecessary to call them?'

I rubbed my chin, seeing more staff than expected. I had called the executives to help record the guest book and receive congratulatory money from my guests, but if I had known there would be this many people, I would have just let them come as guests.

I was wondering if I should tell them to relax now, when the Deputy Head, drawn by the Section Chief's laughter, approached and bowed.

"You've arrived, Boss."
"Yes, just got here. You've been working hard since morning."

I patted the Deputy Head's shoulder, feeling awkward. While it didn't matter for the Section Chief of the 2nd Section, wasn't it too much to drag the Deputy Head here when he was busy with establishing the Audit Ministry?

"It's only natural for subordinates to honor the occasion when their boss gets married. Please don't worry about it."

As if reading my thoughts, the Deputy Head spoke calmly.

He's not wrong. When a department head gets married, having subordinates work as ushers can be a performance demonstrating the head's control over the department. Subordinates united in dedication to their superior—isn't that an excellent display?

Of course, the Audit Department executives are far from dedicated, but at least outsiders don't know that harsh truth. Anyway, it's perfect for showing the solidarity of the Audit Department.

"...If you get tired while working, feel free to switch with someone from the Imperial Household. Tell the Section Chiefs of the 3rd and 5th Sections too."
"Yes, understood."

Still exercising my final conscience, I gave them permission to rotate freely before leaving.

'I should give more.'

And I decided to give them twice the amount I had originally planned. That seemed necessary to ease my conscience.


"Um, Kal."
"Yes?"

As I moved along, suppressing my bitter feelings, Mar tilted her head and spoke.

"Why do they call you Boss? Aren't you a Minister now?"

Her voice was genuinely puzzled, leaving me momentarily speechless. Contrary to Mar's thinking, since the Audit Ministry hadn't officially launched yet, my official rank was still Department Head.

Strangely, everyone, including the Emperor, treated me like a Minister.

Sitting alone in the groom's waiting room, I greeted acquaintances who came to visit. This was probably the only time today I would be separated from Mar.

I would have preferred to be in the bride's waiting room with her, but unlike me, Mar had many acquaintances, and I would only be in the way. Disappointing, but I had to endure.

"Surprisingly, you're dressed normally. I thought for sure you'd wear your uniform."
"If I wore my uniform, I'd be dressed the same as the other guys. People might think there are multiple grooms."
"That's true."

I responded curtly to the Minister who started picking on me as soon as he saw my face, and he nodded in understanding.

Wearing the bloody Audit Department uniform at a wedding should be avoided—but the very concept of a "uniform" is problematic. With several Audit Department executives already wandering around the wedding venue, if I wore my uniform too, it would be like wearing matching outfits with them. A horrifyingly terrible idea.

"But is it okay for the groom to just sit here? What about the guests?"
"Your nephew-in-law was also hanging out in the waiting room."

Fortunately, in this world, whether the groom greets guests in the hall or rests in the waiting room is entirely up to him. There are no set rules or implicit conventions.

That's why I chose the waiting room without hesitation. If I came out to greet guests even once, I'd automatically have to do it for the other five weddings too. Honestly, that would be too troublesome.

"Now that you're a married man, you should start talking less. A department head giving such direct responses..."
"Don't call me Department Head only when it suits you after treating me like a Minister all other times."

I continued bickering with the Minister for quite some time.

Fortunately or unfortunately, I had few acquaintances close enough to visit the waiting room and exchange greetings. So I had plenty of time to argue with the Minister.

"Anyway, congratulations on your marriage. I never thought a man who seemed destined to die alone would take six wives. You really can't predict a person's future."
"I didn't know it myself, so it's fine."
"Heh, it would be stranger if anyone had known."

The Minister let out a short laugh and then placed his hand on my shoulder while falling silent.

Normally I would have recoiled and asked why he was being so creepy, but the Minister's expression was unusually solemn, so I endured it.

"Be happy, you must. Only then will I be able to face those guys when I die."
"...Yes, I will."

The Minister nodded at my answer and casually left the waiting room.

'He seems to have found some peace.'

Watching him, I felt a sense of kinship. Just as I had lost precious friends, the Minister had lost valuable subordinates. I was the only survivor among those subordinates, so to the Minister, I must have been both a painful reminder and a burden on his heart. A constant worry that the last remaining one might also come to harm.

But now that last remaining person was starting a family. I had stopped fixating on dead friends and looked toward new relationships. From the Minister's perspective, this wedding was proof that his last subordinate could live happily.

Perhaps that's why the Minister's steps seemed lighter than usual.

I found myself reflecting on how weddings had always seemed distant from my life. It wasn't something I planned to dwell on during my own wedding day, but it was true nonetheless.

In my previous life before possession, I was an orphan with no weddings to attend. After possession, I rarely attended ceremonies as a guest since I had so few acquaintances. It would be dishonest to claim weddings had been a significant part of my life.

Of course, I once dreamed of a grand wedding with someone I loved, but after that dream ended as mere fantasy, I gave up on it. More precisely, I abandoned the idea of a wedding filled with genuine love and joy.

"You never know what life has in store," the Minister had said in the waiting room.

'You really don't,' I thought.

A smile crept onto my face as I recalled his words. I had resigned myself to giving up personal love for a marriage of noble duty, believing that was my only option. That's what I thought just two years ago.

But not anymore. I stood here now as an individual, not merely as a noble.

"The bride, Lady Margareta Valenti, will now enter."

By my own will, I waited for my partner.

As Cardinal Lisiuco's voice echoed through the hall, Marga began walking from the end of the carpet. Step by step, her shy face hidden behind a veil, she advanced slowly while holding her father's hand.

Seeing her, an indescribable emotion surged within my chest. It was certainly joy, but I worried whether such a simple word could adequately capture what I felt.

'She seems even more beautiful today.'

I gazed at Marga as she approached, thinking this for perhaps the hundredth time today.

Then I unconsciously widened my gaze, looking not at Marga directly in front of me, but at the guests seated beside her.

'...There are so many.'

Many. It's too simple a word, but "many" is all that comes to mind.

My parents and mother-in-law seated in the front row, the Emperor and Empress sitting behind them claiming the wedding's protagonists were family, and the five lovers sitting side by side behind them.

'So many have gathered.'

And finally, nobles from across the Empire. Anyone could see the considerable crowd.

How strange. Until yesterday, I had been lamenting how many people were attending a mere Imperial Count's wedding, but now, thinking about how many had gathered to celebrate me, I felt conflicted.

A possessor who stole another's body, a fake family member, someone who failed to protect his first friends and lover. That had been my position in this world. That's certainly how it started. But I moved forward, doing my best as a character in this novel's world. Despite moments of despair and self-loathing, I slowly but surely pressed on.

'It's hard to even call myself a possessor anymore.'

As a result of that journey, I came to accept and acknowledge myself.

I faced my family as a real son, not a fake one. I achieved the peace my friends and lover desired. I became a pillar to protect the world they were willing to sacrifice their lives for. I walked alongside lovers who loved me, not the original Kal.

'This is my world now.'

At some point, memories of my world before possession grew hazy. I never had any attachment to that place anyway.

I had been forcing a distinction simply because this world was from a novel and I was a possessor—but I no longer wanted to do that. I'm not a possessor in a novel; I'm Kal living in this world.

The emotions I've felt in this world weren't fabricated, and the relationships I've built aren't fake.

This wedding itself proves that I am a resident of this world, a member who has lived earnestly.

'...Why am I suddenly like this?'

I felt embarrassed belatedly. Is this an emotional explosion that happens right before becoming a married man?

"Kal."

Fortunately, my contemplation ended just before Marga arrived.

"As I thought... you look even more handsome up close."

Her smile-filled compliment made me smile in return. They say couples grow to resemble each other—if our thoughts are already this similar, I'm almost afraid of how alike we might become.

***

Throughout the wedding, the Minister of Audit wore a smile on his face.

The more I saw him like that, the more I nearly burst into laughter. Was he always capable of smiling like that? It seemed so unfamiliar, as I'd only ever seen him with a dying expression or frowning face.

'I must have looked the same.'


Seeing the Minister reminded me of when I married the Empress. I must have smiled like him then. The difference was that I didn't receive everyone's blessings as I do now.

The marriage between a dying First Prince and a noble lady was a union nobody wanted. Of course, for nobles tired of the Second Prince's tyranny, it was an opportunity to overturn the situation, but otherwise, it was a marriage nobody celebrated.

Oh, except for Lady Erzsebet.

'A marriage without celebration.'

I turned my head slightly and saw the Empress with a faint smile, watching the Minister and the noble lady.

How unfortunate. The Empress hadn't taken her eyes off the soon-to-be-married couple. She was probably comparing her own wedding to this one.

"Your Maj—"

Just as I was about to suggest we hold a second wedding just for ourselves, Cardinal Lisiuco's voice, who was officiating the ceremony, suddenly cut off.

This was strange. The Cardinal was known for his swift services and had been conducting the ceremony without hesitation. A brief pause to clear his throat would be understandable, but this silence was unusual.

So I turned my gaze back from the Empress to the front—

"......"

And saw the cross hanging in the cathedral emitting a brilliant light.

'...What is this?'

My mind went blank. It was more brilliant than any light I had ever seen, making even someone like me with little faith feel reverent.

I was confused. What was happening? No matter how sacred the cathedral's cross might be, could it be mere coincidence that an ordinary cross suddenly emitted light, making everyone who saw it feel reverent?

"Dear God..."

As if expressing my sentiments, the Cardinal's murmur, having finally opened his mouth, echoed through the quiet cathedral.

***

What the hell.

'What is this now?'

A bitter laugh escaped me. The fact that I felt more absurdity than shock showed how much I'd been through lately. It couldn't be normal to respond with just a wry smile at the sight of this.

Anyway, I took Marga's hand while looking at the suddenly glowing cross. Marga was clearly bewildered by the unexpected luminous cross.

- Wow.

As she flinched when our hands touched and carefully grasped mine in return, a familiar voice sounded in my head.

- Why is he looking at the mortal realm? It's rare for him to look so openly.

It was the Eternal Blue Sky.

I nearly sighed as the voice I least wanted to hear appeared. The cross in the Dawn Order's cathedral was glowing, and the divine entity known as the Eternal Blue Sky was responding? If so, the identity of that light was too obvious.

'Is it Enen?'
- Yes. He's the only god in this continent who can exert such a presence.

It was painfully obvious.

This is maddening. I can understand the Dawn Order's god showing his presence in his own cathedral. It's certainly not unprecedented... similar cases would probably appear if one searched through history.

But I don't understand why he's causing this during my wedding. Perhaps he's putting on a surprise show since the Empire's leadership is gathered? A performance to encourage more donations to the church starting tomorrow—

- Wait. He's saying something.

Amid all this, the Eternal Blue Sky spoke something concerning.

- Settlement... congratulations...? You, really?
'Excuse me?'

I couldn't help but question in response. Was there some transmission error in the divine message from heaven to earth? Why were the god's words so disjointed?

- He's always been one to speak in ways only he understands. Don't worry too much about it.

But the Eternal Blue Sky fell silent after saying something anyone would find concerning.


Moreover, the brilliantly shining cross gradually began to lose its light.

'Damn it.'

Crashed someone's wedding, caused a scene, and disappeared. What a jerk.

The confused silence eventually transformed into jubilant celebration. Anyone with eyes and a brain could easily tell that the glowing cross incident was Enen's doing.

The divine will had manifested in the Empire's most sacred cathedral. The Cardinal officiating the ceremony, as well as the guests, were visibly moved by this wondrous and auspicious sign.

"Under God's watchful eye, I declare Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen and Margareta Kracius husband and wife. This is blessed by the Lord in heaven, and whoever denies this denies God."

How else could he conclude the wedding with such words?

When a priest officiates, they routinely say "under God's watchful eye," but in this wedding, God truly was watching. The weight of those words was different.

"I also consider it an honor to have officiated a wedding blessed by God, and I wish to present a small gift to both of you."

Saying this, the Cardinal extended both hands toward me and Marga—more precisely, toward our left hands—and recited a short prayer.

'It's glowing again.'

Then the wedding ring on my left finger emitted light. The precious ring we had exchanged amid the confusion of Enen's intrusion, a ring split in half like our engagement rings. Even this cherished ring was now imbued with divine energy.

'...Not bad, actually.'

Objectively speaking, it's rather good. In a world where the existence of gods is proven, we held a wedding blessed by a deity, and now we wear wedding rings blessed by a Cardinal. An item blessed directly by a Cardinal would be considered a sacred artifact, valuable beyond measure.

Of course, I have no intention of selling it. I'm not crazy.

"If Enen blessed our wedding..."

As I gazed at the ring emitting a soft white light, Marga's voice drew my attention.

"When we die, whether we meet in heaven or are reborn... will I still be with Kal then?"

Seeing Marga's beaming smile as she spoke, I smiled back. Even if a god crashed our wedding, it's fine as long as Marga is happy.

"Yes, that will be so. The Lord cherishes those who are good and righteous, so your love will not be limited to this lifetime."

The Cardinal, apparently pleased with Marga's shy comment, nodded in agreement.

"By the way, Countess Teilgleichen?"
"...Oh, yes!"

At the Cardinal's call, Marga briefly looked dazed before hastily responding.

Her cute reaction deepened my already persistent smile. At this rate, I'll probably smile automatically whenever I see Marga for days.

"Would you throw the bouquet for the finale?"

At those words, Marga looked down at the bouquet she was holding, then made a resolute expression as if she had made a decision.

"Huh?"
"Oh?"

Curious about how she planned to throw it with such determination, I watched as Marga didn't throw the bouquet but gently walked away.

Toward where our parents were sitting. More precisely, toward where Trix was sitting behind our parents.

"It's your turn next, sister, so I'll give this to you now."

Walking proudly, Marga handed the bouquet to a bewildered-looking Trix.

"Pfft."

I finally burst into laughter. What kind of wedding keeps having unexpected events until the very end?

But I didn't feel bad about it. If I had to choose, it was closer to delightful.

'When has anything ever gone exactly as planned anyway?'

A wedding that doesn't go as expected? That's fine. I'm so used to chaos that it actually feels peaceful.

No matter how noisy and unpredictable it might be, in the end, only laughter will remain.


The incident with the glowing cross, which involved Enen's intervention, did not simply end as "a happening during a wedding ceremony."

The blessing of Enen—the deity of the continent's mainstream religion—carried enough weight to shake the entire Empire and continent, especially now that the Twilight Order had been crushed and the nomads had been embraced by the Empire. After all, in this world where even a priest's blessing is considered an honor, no one would take a deity's blessing lightly.

Amidst the commotion, the Emperor, true to his intelligence that inversely proportional to his character, was the first to regain his composure.

"The restoration of the Imperial Family's and Empire's dignity is truly due to the protection of celestial Enen and the Great Emperor. Now, the deity has personally blessed the marriage of a loyal subject who has brought many blessings to His Majesty and myself. How could this not be a joyous occasion?"

First, he acknowledged Enen's intervention at my wedding while simultaneously framing the blessing not as "a blessing for my marriage" but as "an extension of blessings for the Imperial Family and Empire." He promoted the idea that the deity was watching over the Imperial Family and Empire, not showing favoritism to a mere subject.

Of course, if any other monarch had said this, it wouldn't have been convincing. No matter how much it was framed as an extension of blessings, the fact that a deity showed its presence at a mere subject's wedding rather than the monarch's would be difficult to justify. It would be enough to suggest that a subject was receiving more divine favor than the monarch.

But the Emperor had no such concerns. The very fact that he reigns as Emperor is itself Enen's blessing. Any blessing from the deity would be considered lesser than the divine mandate bestowed upon the Emperor.

'He's got a good head on his shoulders, at least.'

I smirked, recalling the Emperor's desperate public relations campaign. Thanks to that bastard's efforts, the attention focused on me had been dispersed, which wasn't so bad.

Moreover, a series of spectacular events followed: Cardinal Lisiuko, who officiated at the wedding blessed by a deity, rose as a candidate for the next Pope, and the Papal States hastily dispatched an envoy. Needless to say, the attention on me decreased accordingly.

'Sharing pain really does make it lighter.'

Thanks to this, I was able to enjoy a cozy honeymoon. Otherwise, my residence would have been overflowing with visitors from the very day of the wedding.

"Kaal... you're up already...?"
"Ah, sorry. Did I wake you?"

I kissed Margareta's forehead as she spoke in a half-asleep state, and she smiled drowsily. It seemed she had awakened from the shock of me getting up from our shared bed.

I had only gotten up briefly to go to the bathroom, but I ended up waking Margareta, who had finally fallen asleep in the late hours of dawn. I felt sorry for disturbing my wife's sleep.

'I did disturb her quite a bit.'

I gave a bitter smile as I looked at Margareta smiling at me—while lying perfectly straight in bed, not moving an inch.

'I overdid it.'

For ten days since the wedding until today, Margareta had spent overwhelmingly more time doing other things in bed than actually sleeping. As a result, she had to lie perfectly straight due to physical strain.

But I have no regrets. It wasn't just for my pleasure but for the happiness of our couple, and more broadly, for the Kracius Family.

"The authority of the Kracius Family is solid, but the more bloodline members, the better."

In fact, Margareta was more enthusiastic at first. She even said such things in the carriage on the way to the wedding venue.

"K-Kal? Wait, let me rest for a moment..."
"You're the one who suggested watching the sunrise."

However, no matter how indomitable Margareta's spirit was, she couldn't overcome my physical capabilities. It was only natural, but Margareta was the only one who didn't know that.

I gently stroked Margareta's hair, recalling what had happened over the past ten days.

'I wonder if our child will be born within this year.'

Perhaps they might come to us with the first snow.

"Hey, Kal."

"Hmm?"

Just as I was pondering what name to give our child when they're born, I heard Margareta's faint voice.

"Our first child. They might have a birthday similar to mine."

I couldn't help but smile at those words.

So Margareta was thinking the same thing as me.

I left the room with Margareta, who had barely managed to get up while holding her waist. No matter how tired she was, it would be inappropriate to have meals in the bedroom.

"Master, Madam! You're already up?"
"Oh, breakfast is still being prepared, so please wait a little."

I was a bit surprised when Yuris and Sophia suddenly appeared not long after, as if they had been waiting. Were they perhaps waiting near our room and came running when they heard us coming out?

"We're the ones who got up early, so there's no need to rush. Please let them know."
"Yes, yes!"

Sophia nodded repeatedly as I patted her head. It's not like the chef and cooks were slacking off, causing the meal to be late—we were the ones who came out earlier than usual. It's a completely understandable situation.

If I were to get angry now, it would be like complaining about food not being ready when arriving at a restaurant before the reservation time—

"Ah, Madam. If it's alright, may we assist you?"

My hand froze while patting Sophia as Yuris asked cheerfully.

Despite her body not being in good condition, Margareta was trying hard to walk upright, not wanting to show an undignified appearance in front of the servants. Yet Yuris specifically mentioned "assistance" to her? That means Yuris judged that Margareta couldn't walk normally.

'Were they really nearby?'

I involuntarily swallowed. Of course, they're old enough to know what's what, but having known them since they were little and being the youngest among the household staff, they still look like little kids to me. The thought that even these little ones knew how intensely we spent our honeymoon filled me with indescribable shame.

When I quietly turned my gaze to the side, I saw Margareta with her face flushed red.

'I'm sorry.'

I apologized sincerely in my heart, as I could guess what she was thinking. It must be maddening to think that all the servants know about the intensity of our honeymoon.

And as if sensing my gaze, Margareta looked at me with teary eyes containing a hint of resentment.

...The fact that I find her cute even in this situation proves that I'm quite the madman myself.

***

After stamping the final document, I let out a sigh. Though I say "final," new stacks of documents would soon flood in, but for now, it truly is the last one. So I might as well enjoy this moment.

'This is driving me crazy.'

But when I saw the document I had just stamped, I couldn't help but laugh bitterly.

Right, that document is the problem. Looking at it, there's no way I can enjoy the moment. There's a reason I saved it for last.

[Cardinal Aldino Boitaya, Head of the Congregation for Divine Worship, and Cardinal Alexandriana Terezia, Head of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, scheduled to enter the country.]

I sighed again at the statement boldly written at the top of the document. The visit of these two cardinals is evidence that the Papal States have been turned upside down due to the miracle that occurred during the Audit Minister's wedding.


It's only natural. Enen, who is extremely reluctant to intervene except in matters concerning the continent's safety or the survival of religious orders, intervened in the wedding of a mere mortal. No matter how much I, the Emperor, talk about it being a sign of favor toward the Imperial Family and Empire, or evidence that the divine mandate remains strong, from the perspective of the Papal States, this isn't something they can simply acknowledge with an "I see" and move on.

That's why the Papal States moved quickly and heavily. They first sent a hastily assembled delegation to the Empire—specifically to St. Paronas Cathedral—and then organized an additional, proper delegation.

'How grand.'

Moreover, Cardinal Aldino and Cardinal Alexandriana, the key figures of the delegation, are powerhouses who each oversee an entire congregation. Combining the authority of being cardinals with the power of being congregation heads, they are essentially second only to the Pope. Even Cardinal Lisiuko, the highest-ranking priest within the Empire, is below these two in the church hierarchy.

No, perhaps Cardinal Lisiuko, having witnessed the miracle up close, might now be equal to or even above them at this point.

...Conversely, this means that only a cardinal who has witnessed a miracle up close can stand on equal footing with those two.

'At least the Pope didn't come, which is fortunate.'

It's a thought that makes me laugh at myself, but it's true. It's only because the Pope already visited last year for the abdication ceremony; otherwise, this would have been an occasion worthy of a papal visit. That's undeniable.

Instead, they sent the heads of the Congregation for Divine Worship, which handles church traditions and ceremonies, and the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, which handles canonization.

Would it have been easier if just the Pope had come? No, that's not right. If the Pope were to move, he would never come alone, so this is better.

'Damn it.'

I sighed again, rubbing my forehead. Thanks to the Audit Minister's wedding, the authority of the Imperial Family and Empire has increased, but if the price is dealing with the frenzied Papal States, perhaps it would have been better if it hadn't happened.

I resent the Minister. This isn't his fault, but I want to blame someone. I want to attribute this terrible situation to someone's responsibility.

'If only he weren't on his honeymoon.'

But I can't even fulfill that small hope. The thick shield of "honeymoon" prevents me from ordering the Minister to handle this situation. No matter what, interfering with a honeymoon would be improper.

"Should I just ignore that and summon him?"

I inadvertently voiced my true thoughts. Of course, summoning an official who is enjoying a warm and passionate honeymoon under the pretext of "clean this up" could turn even the most loyal subject into a traitor. I'm not that ignorant.

If it were for a reason that was objectively beneficial to the Minister, it would be possible. Wasn't the Intelligence Deputy Head designate, who had been on leave for childcare, easily summoned with the justification of promotion? Unfortunately, this matter is clearly for a negative reason. So I have no choice but to endure.

'A superior cleaning up after his subordinate's mess.'

I suddenly feel self-loathing.

To be precise, it's not the Minister but Enen who caused this mess, but anyway.

Indeed, the Emperor is truly blessed by Enen.

[...The wedding blessed personally by the Lord of Heaven is truly a beautiful miracle comparable to the marriages of saints in the ancient scriptures. If Your Majesty permits, we wish to meet the two individuals who experienced this miracle to discuss their faith in the Lord, and we hope you will generously allow this.]

Such a letter wouldn't have arrived otherwise.

'Saints.'

The corner of my mouth twitched. The head of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints mentioned saints. It's possible that the Audit Minister and Countess Teilgleichen—formerly Margareta—could be canonized.

It's an honor even for the deceased to become saints, but to become saints while alive? This is clearly a positive reason by anyone's standards.

'I have no choice but to summon him.'

I had intended to let him enjoy his honeymoon as much as possible. Truly regrettable.

A leisurely and harmonious breakfast is a way to start the day pleasantly. Usually, meals consisted of merely stuffing soup or bread into my mouth, but now I could enjoy some leisure thanks to vacation—humanity's greatest institution in history.

I'm happy. No need to drink soup straight from the bowl or run out with bread in my mouth. Like a civilized person, I can eat soup with a spoon and seriously consider which dressing to pour on my salad. How ordinary yet blissful.

'This is nice.'

I nodded while putting a small piece of steak in my mouth. The chef's skills were always good, but they seem to have improved lately.

Perhaps my taste buds are also racing toward a complete revival.

"Hnng—"

In the middle of my satisfying meal, Mar's sudden moan echoed.

Of course, it was just a small sound. Barely louder than the servants placing food on the table.

Unfortunately, everyone gathered here was nobility trained in dining etiquette. Since they were all eating in silence unless something special happened, Mar's voice became a shout that shattered the quiet.

"...Are you alright?"

And what made it even more unfortunate was that everyone knew the cause of the moan. Because of this, Trixie asked about Mar's well-being with reddened ears.

Kind yet cruel. Wouldn't it have been better to grit your teeth and pretend not to notice?

"Yes, I'm fine. Thank you for your concern."

Mar, whose hand holding the fork was trembling, forced a smile in response, but those moist eyes that looked ready to burst into tears at the slightest touch didn't seem fine at all.

I felt both embarrassment and guilt simultaneously. Should I have shown more restraint? This feels like publicly shaming an innocent and pure bride.

"I see. That's good then."

Fortunately, Trixie also seemed to foresee Mar fleeing if the conversation continued, so she hastily ended it with a forced cough.

Instead, she kept glancing at me nervously while touching her still-reddened ears.

'I should have shown restraint.'

I almost sighed. Those subtle glances weren't due to guilt over driving Mar to shame. They were probably from fear and anticipation that she would experience the same thing as Mar in about half a year.

'Half a year, huh.'

As other couples' gazes followed Trixie's, I quietly drank some water.

Having weddings too frequently would be cruel to the guests, so we decided to hold them every six months. At first, I felt sorry for making the couples wait too long, but thinking about it now, it seems like the best choice.

At least I only have to witness this public execution once every six months, not every month or two.

Whether it will end with just one time remains to be seen, but let's think of it that way.

The tea time after the meal proceeded without any commotion. Even Mar, who had been struggling with shame, had calmed down, so there was no chance for any disturbance.

I felt an indescribable happiness again. Tea time after a meal instead of returning to work. I was so happy to enjoy such a luxurious treat—

'What's this?'

At that moment, the communication device in my pocket vibrated briefly. Someone had sent a message.

Normally, I would have frowned and pulled out the device wondering if something had happened, but these days I check my messages with relaxed gestures. It's probably just a congratulatory message for my newlywed life. There's no way I'd receive work-related messages during my honeymoon.

'The Emperor?'

I instinctively flinched when I saw who sent the message, but quickly relaxed.

Don't be scared. Right now, I'm using my honeymoon as a shield. Even the Emperor can't summon a subject who's enjoying his newlywed life. Just as in a Confucian state with strong royal authority, it's difficult to casually summon a subject who's mourning their parents.


So I read the Emperor's message with a light heart,

[The Director of the Canonization Department and the Director of the Sainthood Department from the Papal States are coming to the capital. Among them, the Director of the Sainthood Department wishes to meet with the Minister and the Countess of Teilgleichen in person to discuss faith, so I hope the Minister will generously grant this precious time.]

'Fuck.'

A curse rose to the tip of my tongue. On the surface, it was a request asking me to grant time, but it was essentially an order disguised as a notification. If I were alone, I probably would have thrown the communication device.

'What the hell.'

My hand trembled involuntarily. I blinked rapidly to check if there was something wrong with my eyes.

But nothing changed. No matter how many times I checked, the Emperor's message read exactly as I had read it. The Director of the Sainthood Department from the Papal States wants to meet with us—that was the content.

Damn it, am I dreaming right now? If this is a dream, which part started the dream?

"Brother? Is something wrong?"

As I suddenly frowned while glaring at the communication device when I had been peacefully drinking tea, Luise, who was about to put a cookie in her mouth, tilted her head.

With Luise's and other couples' gazes on me, I hastily composed my expression. I made a mistake. Even if the Emperor threw an insane bomb at me, showing unpleasant emotions in front of family isn't the behavior of a proper head of household.

I should reflect on this. Being a newbie who just became the head of a household, I still have a lot to learn.

"Ah, I just received some unusual news and was surprised. Was it that obvious?"

I smiled as naturally as possible. As if nothing had happened, as if I wasn't angry at all.

"It's more than just a little unusual, isn't it?"

But it seems my expression wasn't natural enough for Luise.

That's strange. I'm usually decent at managing my expressions, but they don't seem to work well with Luise.

"Actually, it's very unusual."

After brief consideration, I confessed honestly. Hiding things between lovers who are about to become family should be avoided. Hadn't I already promised this several times?

Besides, this isn't just my personal matter but also concerns Mar, so I couldn't hide it even if I wanted to.

"You know that spectacular event at our wedding? Because of that, two Directors from the Papal States have come."

"Directors?"

Mar was the one who responded. Since the topic shifted to the wedding, it was natural for Mar, one of the newlyweds, to step in.

"Yes. They came from the Canonization Department and the Sainthood Department. They're on their way to the capital now."

At those words, tension crept into Mar's expression. The Canonization Department directly oversees the Ascension Ceremony, one of the Dawn Order's biggest events, and the Sainthood Department, as the name suggests, is in charge of canonizing saints. Who wouldn't be tense when the heads of such core departments came because of us?

Although Mar is a duke's daughter, even a member of an imperial ducal family cannot take a Director from the Papal States lightly. This is a world where God exists and has proven His majesty.

'What should I do?'

I racked my brain while looking at Mar. How should I tell Mar, who had already frozen at the words "Two Directors came to the Empire because of our wedding," that "And the Director of the Sainthood Department wants to meet us in person"?

Moreover, the Emperor's message said the Director of the Sainthood Department wanted to discuss faith with us. A person who is a cardinal and a Director wouldn't really want to see us for enlightenment about faith; there must be another reason for requesting a meeting. That other reason is most likely related to canonization.

Of course, I don't expect Mar and me to be designated as saints, but even becoming a candidate for sainthood brings tremendous honor and authority. And if by some miracle we actually become saints, that goes without saying.

So that's the problem. If the Emperor were just summoning me to work, I could ignore it, but this is clearly an honorable matter that can't be ignored. Moreover, if a Director who came all the way from the Papal States to the Empire wants to see us, refusing could make things awkward.

"...And about one of them, the Director of the Sainthood Department—"


After hesitating for a long time, I finally opened my mouth.

This can't be avoided or hidden, so I should speak up...

***

I stood blankly at the harbor, watching the approaching fleet. Ten ships with the emblem of the Papal States prominently displayed on their sails were approaching.

'They're big.'

It's a bland observation, but I can't help it. Each ship alone boasts an overwhelming presence, and there are ten of them clustered together. What other thought could come to mind besides "big and majestic" when seeing them?

Moreover, considering the figures on that fleet, the word "big" is fitting. There are two VIPs aboard whom even the Empire must treat with high regard.

'Should I even be here?'

It's frustrating. It feels like being forced to wear ill-fitting clothes.

But there's no choice. My presence here is by the Emperor's order. As the Emperor's only brother and a marquis of the Empire, I must naturally follow his command.

"Receiving Directors would normally be the Foreign Minister's duty, but the Foreign Minister is still in Armein. As a result, there's no one of appropriate rank left in the Foreign Ministry to match the Directors."

The problem is that this order could have been avoided.

"So, Ainter. Go and welcome the Directors. They will be satisfied to be greeted by the Emperor's brother, and the practical matters will be handled by the Foreign Ministry staff accompanying you."

Recalling the Emperor's calm voice, I adjusted my tie.

It was certainly an unexpected order, but it meant His Majesty was giving me trust and qualification. As such, I should live up to that trust.

"Your Excellency."

As I was steeling my resolve, the Foreign Ministry official assigned as my aide approached cautiously. He was a department head in charge of diplomacy with the Papal States, if I recall correctly.

"We should prepare now."

"Yes, let's do that."

I nodded at the department head's words and moved. The Papal States' fleet had already docked at the harbor, so as he said, we should prepare to properly welcome the Directors.

'...Directors, huh.'

I felt a slight tension. While ministers of kingdoms are treated as inferior to imperial ministers, the Directors of the Papal States are treated as equals to ministers. This is unavoidable considering the religious authority of the Papal States.

Perhaps that's why I can't help but think of the Minister of Audit when I think of the Directors I haven't even met yet.

'I hope they're not monsters like the Minister.'

I hope they're reasonable people, or at least relatively reasonable.

It seems I was dreaming in vain.

"Elder, why did we take such a roundabout route for a short distance? I almost died from seasickness."

"I've been telling you all along. Looking at the path ahead, I foresaw disaster if we rushed. If I foresee a disaster that can be avoided, of course I should avoid it."

"Stop with your fore~sight nonsense. You just wanted to enjoy the outside air for a while, so we took our time."

"It seems the disaster was your mouth after all."

As soon as I saw the elderly man and young woman bickering as they disembarked from the flagship, I realized:

The Directors from the Papal States aren't normal either.

I stared blankly through the carriage window at the streets outside. Having to meet my superior during my honeymoon—could there be anything more dreadful?

Unfortunately, there was. Marga sitting beside me in the carriage was proof of that, as was the fact that we were heading to see the Emperor as newlyweds, side by side.

It's horrific. Like a basement beneath a floor, there was an even greater disaster atop the existing one. Taking Marga before that terrible yellow-faced man? As the head of the household, I felt utterly powerless.

'If only it weren't for the Holy Growth.'

I wanted to sigh deeply, but I couldn't show it in front of Marga, so I bit my lip discreetly.

If not for that damned Holy Growth, I wouldn't have been dragged here. The Emperor might be a lunatic, but without the pretext of the Holy Growth, he wouldn't have summoned me. That bastard might provoke me to my face, but he doesn't cross certain lines.

Moreover, being something of a henpecked husband himself, he tends to leave families alone. So under normal circumstances, this situation would never have happened.

'Was it a curse rather than a blessing?'

I'm starting to resent Enen now. If he was the quiet type, he should have just remained quiet. Why did he have to visit our wedding and cause all this commotion?

Others might call it divine blessing or a miraculous wedding, but it doesn't feel that way to me. Honestly, our wedding would have ended happily and splendidly even without Enen.

"This is my first time going to the Imperial Palace for something other than the New Year's ceremony."

Just as the seeds of treason—no, apostasy—were about to bloom in my heart, Marga's voice turned my attention to her.

I saw her wearing a somewhat awkward smile, though her expression seemed flushed with excitement.

"So many unbelievable things have happened since our wedding day."
"...Yeah, that's true."

Her cheerful voice, free of complaints, made me smile too.

From my perspective, this was certainly annoying—my golden honeymoon ruined, forced to work like a slave. But from Marga's viewpoint, she received divine blessing on her long-awaited wedding day, gained attention from the Papal States because of that blessing, and now received a summons from the Emperor—someone ordinary nobles and citizens view as godlike. If we were to weigh whether this was an honor or a burden, it would be the former.

So it's only natural that Marga feels both nervous and excited.

"Let's tell our children about this someday. About how blessed our wedding was."
"Hehe, I should write a book about it in advance."

Seeing Marga's natural smile rather than an awkward one, I calmed my heart.

Yes, I should endure this since Marga is enjoying it. After all, I received this honeymoon leave for my wife's sake, so if she's happy, I can tolerate the interruption.

But I'll only endure it this once. What happens once might not happen again—but what happens twice is likely to happen a third and fourth time.

'If he summons me again, I'll have to commit insubordination.'

Even the Great God in heaven would recognize this as justifiable insubordination.

After passing through security—which was more like a high-speed pass thanks to my position as Imperial Knight Commander—we headed toward the Sun Palace.

'Is this really okay?'

I felt somewhat conflicted as we walked. I'm used to these abbreviated security checks since I'm frequently summoned by the Emperor, but Marga is an outsider who's never entered the Imperial Palace except for the New Year's ceremony. From the Imperial Knights' perspective, she should be thoroughly screened.

Yet she passed through with minimal inspection simply because she was with me. Doesn't this resemble the behavior of corrupt ministers from history books? Madmen who ignore procedures and etiquette, relying solely on their influence.

'I really should retire.'

This isn't just my personal desire but a decision for the Empire's peace. Too much authority and power concentrated in a single subject can't be good for the Emperor.

Of course, the current Emperor won't let me go, so I'll have to find a way to step down around the time the Crown Princess ascends the throne. Serving as a powerful minister for three generations would make me look too much like a traitor.

"Um, Kal?"
"Yes?"
"What is... that?"

Just as I was planning to show weakness to the Crown Princess to secure my retirement before turning seventy, Marga tugged at my sleeve and pointed somewhere.

"......"

Following her finger, I froze for a moment.

'What is that?'

The first thing that caught my eye was a black horse chewing a carrot, with two chickens perched on its head, looking around curiously.


It's not particularly strange. After assembling something like the Bremen Town Musicians, impromptu performances by this group in the Imperial Palace have become almost routine. The Emperor even uses the crowing of chickens as his morning alarm these days.

What made me freeze, however, was the woman feeding carrots to the black horse.

'...A Cardinal?'

The cross around her neck, the red vestments, and the emblem of the Dawn Order on her chest.

There's no doubt. She's advertising herself as a Cardinal for all to see.

"That's a horse, right?"

Marga's somewhat dazed question brought me back to my senses. Unlike me, whose attention was drawn to the Cardinal, Marga—who had no reason to visit the Imperial Palace—was captivated by the majestic black horse.

For ordinary people, that would be the natural reaction. Regardless of Cardinals or whatever, there's an animal roaming the Imperial Palace. How could you ignore that?

"And the person next to it... is that a Cardinal?"
"Judging by the clothes, it seems so."

The fact that she noticed the Cardinal shortly after suggests the Cardinal exudes a presence rivaling that of the animals.

It's confusing. With the Holy Growth visiting, having a Cardinal in the Imperial Palace isn't strange, but why is she outdoors rather than in the Sun Palace? And why just one Cardinal instead of two?

While both Marga and I stood frozen in bewilderment, the Cardinal seemed to notice our gaze and turned her head.

'Wow.'

Now that I look closely, she even has a chicken perched on her shoulder.

Anyway, as our eyes met, the Cardinal's eyes widened in surprise, then she smiled gently.

"This humble servant of the Lord's teachings greets those blessed by the Lord."

With a very respectful greeting.

***

I ended up on an unexpected overseas trip with Elder Aldino. On the positive side, it was a legitimate escape from the ever-mounting work at the Department of Canonization, but had I known the price would be seasickness, I might have hesitated.

The Pope is being too harsh. The relationship between the Papal States and the Empire isn't bad, so teleportation would have been sufficient, yet he insisted we travel by ship.

Of course, if I complained to His Holiness, he would reply, "The easier a priest's pilgrimage, the more likely he is to embrace the sin of sloth." With a smile on his face while quoting scripture, there's no way to refute him.

Besides, as the head of the Department of Canonization, I have at least some sense of responsibility and pride. When the Lord of Heaven personally blessed a mortal's wedding, how could I claim to be responsible for canonization if I didn't meet the protagonists of that wedding?

"I heard you're going to the Empire. If you see Brother Kal and Sister Margareta, please convey my greetings."

Ultimately, it was Tanian's words before I left for the Empire that made me grit my teeth and endure. If not for his request, I might have thrown myself into the sea midway.

"Welcome. I've heard the sea has been quite temperamental lately. You must have had a difficult journey coming all the way to the Capital."
"Difficult? The journey to see Your Majesty was so joyful I didn't even notice any hardship."
"Haha, how embarrassing to hear such words."

Despite the terrible seasickness, Elder Aldino's strange foresight (or nonsense) that deliberately extended our voyage, and the bizarre weather that matched the Emperor's greeting—we somehow managed to arrive safely at the Capital.

I'm grateful Elder Aldino is here. If I had been the head of the delegation, I would have had to converse with the Emperor in this physical state.

The mere thought makes me dizzy. Even now, as I smile and bow my head, my stomach churns—how could I possibly maintain a respectful conversation with the Emperor? I'd rather bite my tongue and die.

"While His Holiness the Pope is remarkably healthy for his age, Cardinal Aldino is no less impressive. Perhaps it's because wise men who follow the Lord's teachings are blessed with His grace."
"Wise men? We are merely humble servants yearning for the Lord's light. But it's true that the Lord takes pity on such servants and embraces us."

I quietly raised my head while listening to the Emperor and Elder Aldino exchange ceremonial pleasantries in a warm atmosphere. Keeping my head bowed was making me feel more nause—

"My, I have two distinguished guests, yet I've been welcoming only one."

As soon as I raised my head, the Emperor's gaze turned to me.

I'm doomed. Did I look up too early?

"I apologize for the delayed greeting, Cardinal Alexandriana."
"Not at all, Your Majesty. Although I am a Cardinal, Cardinal Aldino is the head of our delegation. It's only natural to attend to the foremost person first—how could you say such a thing?"

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction at my instinctive response. Even I thought it was a good reflex.

I exchanged only minimal greetings with the Emperor. As I mentioned earlier, Elder Aldino is the delegation head, so there's no need for me to speak up.


Besides, I have another reason for coming to the Empire.

"The Minister of Audit will be here soon. Being such a diligent person, he's probably on his way as soon as he received the summons."

Since the very reason for my visit is apparently on his way, there's no need to sit idly in this heavy, awkward place.

"Your Majesty."
"Speak, Cardinal."
"If it's not presumptuous, might I greet those blessed by the Lord? As the head of the Department of Canonization, I believe it's proper to seek out those who have received the Lord's favor first."

The Emperor's expression softened at these words. It's not disadvantageous for the Emperor if I, who hold authority in canonization, show goodwill toward potential saints.

"By all means. Everyone in the Imperial Palace knows that precious guests have arrived from the Papal States, so no one will question a Cardinal walking through the palace."
"Thank you for your consideration, Your Majesty."

I quickly rose and left the Sun Palace. Elder Aldino's piercing gaze—seemingly asking if I was abandoning him—stung a little, but I easily ignored it, and...

"Puheeng."
"Oh my."

Not long after, I encountered some animal friends.

Goodness. Did they leave the Imperial Palace in that short time? But even outside the palace, this is still the Capital. Are livestock roaming freely in the continent's most bustling city?

'Impressive.'

Admiring this in many ways, I examined the animal friends I encountered head-on. A robust black horse with three chickens perched neatly on its head and neck.

One of them even had a carrot in its beak.

"Is that how you make friends?"
"Cock-a-doodle-doo!"

When I gently took the carrot, the chicken that had been holding it flapped its wings and flew to my shoulder.

So chickens raised in the Imperial Palace... can fly too...

"Pruung."

As I stood dumbfounded, unable to even think of shooing away the chicken that had claimed my shoulder, the black horse approached with a snort.

"...Want a carrot?"

It bit into it without hesitation.

'Smart.'

It seems to understand human speech and follows commands well. That must be why it's roaming the Imperial Palace like its own home.

Watching the horse munching on the carrot, I thought about the land allocated to the Department of Canonization. Should I let a few horses roam there too? It might be quite cute.

Yes, I'll try raising some. Since it's easier to ask forgiveness than permission, I should keep it secret from the Vice Director—

'Hm?'

Suddenly feeling someone's gaze, I turned my head.

'Ah.'

Turning toward the source of the gaze, I saw a black-haired man and a red-haired woman.

I quickly smiled and bowed my head. I had come prepared with knowledge of what those blessed by the Lord looked like.

"This humble servant of the Lord's teachings greets those blessed by the Lord."

Though this encounter was somewhat unexpected, it wasn't unwelcome. Wouldn't it be better to present the image of a beautiful young woman who loves animals rather than an intimidating Cardinal?

'The Minister of Audit.'

Still smiling, I observed the black-haired man. This person is both an influential figure in the Empire and one blessed by the Lord.

'And Tanian's mentor.'

Someone I need to befriend, both officially and personally.


The cardinal was feeding carrots to a horse wandering around the imperial palace. While grammatically correct, this sentence was so bizarre my mind couldn't process it.

'Is this a dream?'

For a moment, I wondered if they had installed new defensive magic in the imperial palace to commemorate the new Emperor's ascension.

Some miraculous defensive magic that puts intruders into a sleep state without them knowing and makes them dream? That sounds plausible. The imperial palace of the continent's strongest nation should have at least that level of magic for protection.

If I hadn't been formally inspected before entering, I might have really believed that. After all, what kind of defensive magic would target legitimate visitors rather than intruders?

"Respect to the sage who follows the Lord's light, and honor to the martyr who bleeds for faith."

After my brief denial of reality, I quickly made the sign of the cross and spoke. Since the cardinal had greeted me first, it was only polite to respond properly.

"A believer yearning for the Lord's embrace greets Your Eminence."

As I bowed my head slightly in greeting, the cardinal's surprise was evident.

Of course he was surprised—that was my intention. The greeting I just used was one that had only been practiced during the early days of the Dawn Order.

"How remarkable. That's a greeting many bishops don't even know unless they're well-versed in tradition. I never expected a lay brother like yourself to know it."

Thanks to my mention of the ancient greeting, the cardinal smiled gently and created a friendly atmosphere.

'Good.'

Since that was exactly the reaction I wanted, I smiled back.

From the cardinal's perspective, I was a noble person blessed by God. And this noble person had just shown respect for and understanding of the Order's traditions—naturally, he'd be pleased.

"I have a knowledgeable acquaintance who taught me about the Order's traditions. Thanks to them, I've learned a lot about the Order."
"Ah."

As I continued speaking, the cardinal's expression softened even more.

"Yes, that's right. Brother Tanian was deeply interested in the Order's traditions, so it makes sense that you would know about them too."

Of course, since the acquaintance I mentioned was Tanian, one of the most important figures in the Papal States.

"Oh, we shouldn't be standing here. Let's go to the Sun Hall. I came out early in my excitement to meet you both, but His Majesty and the other cardinal are waiting for us in the Sun Hall."
"Oh my, then we should go right away."

The cardinal clapped his hands briefly as if he'd just remembered, and naturally guided me and Mar.

Fortunately, it seems I've made a good first impression.

I didn't really want to name-drop Tanian in front of the cardinal. It feels hypocritical—normally I'd be calling him a useless club member or a hopeless case, then using his name when convenient. Any person with a conscience would find that embarrassing.

But I mentioned Tanian anyway because my counterpart was a cardinal. When dealing with a cardinal on official business, you need to use every card you have.

'This isn't someone I can afford to hold back against.'

A cardinal's influence is never to be taken lightly. In the early days of the Dawn Order, they were martyrs who died fighting for their faith. After the Dawn Order achieved religious victory, they became monsters ruling as the leadership of the continent's largest religion.

The youngest minister of the Empire? The Imperial Princess's godfather? These are qualifications to receive respect from a cardinal, not to treat them lightly. In this continent, only the Emperor and the Pope can stand above a cardinal.

That's why I reluctantly used Tanian's name. To stand confidently before a cardinal, the title of "Tanian's acquaintance" is more effective than secular authority.


"Brother Tanian also asked me to send his regards. He said he regretted not being able to attend your wedding as a guest."
"Though he may be far away in body, his heart has certainly reached us. Please tell him not to worry too much, as we received his gift well."
"Yes, I'll be sure to tell him. Oh, speaking of Brother Tanian, when he just returned to his country—"

I didn't expect it to be this effective, though.

The distance from where we met the cardinal to the Sun Hall wasn't far. Yet in that short time, we had too many conversations about Tanian. I felt like a newbie who had pretended to know something in front of an expert and got caught.

It was painful. While this was better than a cold or awkward relationship, I didn't want to talk at length about Tanian.

'Is this the Tanian faction?'

At the same time, I was impressed by Tanian's abilities. A young man not even twenty had turned a cardinal—a powerful figure—into an enthusiastic supporter. Is he one of those male leads from romance fantasy novels?

"And he also said you were a precious connection he made in the Empire."
"That's wonderful to hear."

I mechanically nodded and agreed whenever the cardinal finished speaking.

I should endure this. If the price of maintaining a friendly atmosphere with a cardinal—presumably the Director of the Canonization Department—is this annoyance, then it's worth it.

'...But we haven't even introduced ourselves yet.'

I almost laughed out loud. Perhaps as payment for name-dropping Tanian at our first greeting, we still hadn't revealed our names to each other.

Of course, the cardinal would know I'm the Minister of Audit, and I know that the female cardinal visiting this time is the Director of the Canonization Department, so it's not a big problem... but still...

'This isn't normal at all.'

Now I felt like sighing. Tanian from the Papal States is abnormal, and the cardinal in front of me is abnormal too. I'm starting to wonder if the Papal States is a land cursed by God rather than blessed.

Feeling frustrated, I quietly held Mar's hand beside me. Thanks to me becoming the tank drawing the cardinal's aggro, Mar had been able to escape from the cardinal's sight by keeping quiet.

So just lend me your hand for a bit. I need some physical contact to keep my mind clear.

***

Hmm.

Hmmmmmmmm.

'He passes.'

I came to a conclusion while watching the Audit Minister nodding his head regularly with a stiff smile.

He passes. Since he's someone blessed by the Lord himself, he can't be a bad person, but seeing him in person, he's better than I expected. Actually, I had assumed that as a nobleman who rose to power at a young age, he might be somewhat arrogant or have an overbearing personality—

'He's too docile.'

He's just docile. To a degree that doesn't match his impression or position.

It's surprising. No matter how quiet and modest a person is, they usually go mad once they taste power. But how can someone born with noble blood and who gained power through his own abilities be like this?

"What kind of person is he, you ask? It's difficult to explain. I can only say he's a decent person, a good person."

Suddenly, I recalled what Tanian had said before coming to the Empire. When I first heard those words, I thought they were just ceremonial. Like when you have nothing specific to say when praising someone, you just say, "They're a nice person."


'It was true.'

But he said that because he really was a decent person. Why is this true?

Feeling a bit embarrassed, I cleared my throat and observed the Audit Minister again. I needed to test him with behavior that wasn't rude but showed a lack of awareness, and since the minister mentioned Tanian first, I continued using Tanian as the subject.

...Honestly, I may have gone overboard talking about Tanian, but the minister still went along with it. He might have been cursing inside, but at least outwardly he remained calm.

'Now I feel bad about testing him further.'

My original plan was to briefly assess what kind of person the minister was, then go somewhere private to conduct a thorough investigation.

No matter how blessed someone is, I need to understand their character to make an accurate judgment, and I need to know how much the Lord's blessing has affected the minister and his wife. Only then can I decide whether to canonize them as saints, beatify them as blessed, or just let it go.

But since I've already bothered such a docile person, it feels awkward to conduct a deeper investigation. I came here to bestow honor upon the virtuous, not to cause suffering. The only one who should suffer is me with my seasickness.

'At least beatification is necessary.'

After brief deliberation, I reached a clear conclusion. Let's proceed with beatification as a baseline.

If Elder Aldino knew, he would be furious about how casually I'm approaching beatification, but who cares? If he has complaints, he can become the Director of the Canonization Department himself.

It was wrong from the start to entrust such an important department to someone not even thirty years old.

***

Fortunately, not everyone from the Papal States was strange.

"It's an honor to meet someone whose reputation echoes across the continent. This old man is Aldino Voitaya, who oversees the affairs of the Sacramental Department."
"I've heard much about Your Eminence's reputation as well. They say you guide the Order's path and serve as an advisor to His Holiness the Pope."
"Ho ho, I'm embarrassed. I merely stubbornly voice my old man's opinions."

Unlike the talkative Alexandria Cardinal, Cardinal Aldino, who was conversing with the Emperor in the Sun Hall, showed a polite and gentle demeanor. He was the very image of a typical elderly priest.

Yes, this is normal. This is how it should be. I had generalized the entire Papal States as strange because I happened to meet exceptionally eccentric individuals in succession.

It's embarrassing. If someone were to see the Section Chiefs of the 2nd and 3rd Sections and conclude, "The Audit Department is full of crazy people," I would have been indignant too. There are normal people like the Deputy Head or the 5th Section Chief, so why use those others as the standard?

'I should reflect on this.'

From now on, I'll use Cardinal Aldino, not Tanian, as my standard for the Papal States—

"Sadly, from the perspective of young and energetic people like yourselves, an old man's stubbornness is nothing but annoying nagging."

...?

I felt a sense of dissonance. Though he said it with laughter, making it sound like humble words to anyone listening, there seemed to be a hint of sincerity in it.

Moreover, looking closely, Cardinal Aldino's gaze wasn't directed at me. He was looking at someone standing in the same direction as me.

As soon as I realized who was behind me, I ignored the dissonance. It seems Cardinal Aldino and someone young and energetic often bicker. It's not something I, an outsider, should worry about.

'So they have generational conflicts here too.'

Suddenly I felt at peace. I sensed a familiar ministerial aura from this cardinal I was meeting for the first time.

The minister probably called me all sorts of names too—kid, someone who wanders around aimlessly, and so on.

As Tanian's betrayer, I successfully made a good first impression with Cardinal Alexandriana. And with Cardinal Aldino, I managed to exchange greetings in a rather pleasant atmosphere.

Contrary to my concerns about potentially exhausting conversations with difficult people, the meetings with both cardinals started quite well. So I doubt these cardinals will show any stubbornness in front of me and Mar. That's good enough.

"How do you find the tea? It's brewed with leaves cultivated directly by elves, so you might notice a unique flavor."

The Emperor, seemingly sensing the pleasant atmosphere, kept smiling as he entertained the cardinals.

Even for an empire, dealing with cardinals from the Papal States—especially if the Pope decides to cause trouble—can only lead to headaches. Even in my previous world where divine presence was less prominent, the church commanded considerable respect. How much more so in this world? That's why the Emperor welcomed the Pope's visit while remaining cautious.

But now the Pope and I, blessed by God, are maintaining at least an outwardly friendly atmosphere. For the Emperor, any lingering concerns must have vanished instantly.

"Thanks to Your Majesty's grace, this old man gets to taste something precious. In fact, I've always wanted to try this before passing away."

The Pope, perhaps aware of the Emperor's subtle concerns, responded with an exaggerated smile.

"Haha, is that so? I'm glad to have fulfilled the Cardinal's dream."

At those words, I glanced at the Emperor briefly before returning my gaze to my teacup.

You fulfill the dreams of cardinals you've just met, yet why ignore mine? If I were an elderly man over seventy like Cardinal Aldino, would you have granted my pre-death wish of retirement...?

"By the way, I heard the delegation's accommodations have been arranged by the Ausen Archdiocese, but would you care to stay in the Imperial Palace instead? We have plenty of vacant rooms to comfortably house the delegation."

Meanwhile, he made a comment that treated the palace like an inn, but I let it slide. The situation already has the palace being used as a ranch, so treating it like an inn is relatively mild in comparison.

"I appreciate your generous offer, but we plan to stay near St. Paronas Cathedral. We wish to be as close as possible to a place blessed by the Lord."
"Is that so? That's unfortunate. But if you change your mind, feel free to let me know anytime."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I'll keep that in mind."

The Emperor nodded at the polite response, then turned his attention to me.

"Minister."
"At your command."
"The Pope of the Canonization Ministry wanted to meet with the blessed Minister and his wife to discuss faith."
"I will visit their lodgings with my wife."

After I provided the answer the Emperor wanted, he nodded again.

"While discussing faith with the Pope is an opportunity even I would envy, I regret troubling a newlywed minister. I won't forget this, so Minister, focus on your current priorities."
"Yes, I will do so."

However, even the Emperor seemed to think it was too much to pair a newlywed groom with a major foreign dignitary, as he indirectly mentioned extending my vacation proportional to my current efforts.

'Then I can endure this.'

My mind quickly became peaceful. If I were made to work without compensation, that would be cruel, but if my vacation remains intact, I can manage.

I get to keep my vacation and deal with the canonization—it's a win-win—

"Brother, if it's alright with you, may I visit you where you're staying?"
"...Pardon?"

I was startled by Cardinal Alexandriana's sudden remark. She wants to come directly to our home? Not me visiting her?

It might sound like an inconsiderate guest visiting a newlywed home, but since the Emperor has already temporarily suspended my vacation, it's not a major issue. In fact, it's more convenient if she comes to me.

However, Cardinal Alexandriana has already come to the Empire wielding the authority of canonization. She has shown deference to the Empire, so now it's my turn to show consideration, but having her come directly to my home is more like the Cardinal showing deference again.

"Since I'm the one intruding on your and your sister's time, how could I ask you both to come and go? Besides, it's more proper for the guest to visit than for the host to come to the guest."

The statement was so sincere that I instinctively looked at the Emperor, who was also stroking his chin in silence, seemingly finding Cardinal Alexandriana's words unexpected. It's rare to find a high-ranking official who offers consideration first, rather than making others defer to them.


Shortly after, the Emperor gave me a very subtle nod. Meaning I should follow the Cardinal's suggestion.

"I'm grateful for the Cardinal's consideration. I'll gladly accept your kindness."
"In return, I trust you'll treat your guest with the utmost hospitality. I consider myself something of a gourmet, you see."
"Haha, I'll keep that in mind."

I laughed and played along with what was clearly a joke disguised as a request. Treating guests well is only natural, so essentially she's coming without any requests or conditions.

It's such a positive development that I'm almost dumbfounded. Could the effect of selling out Tanian be this significant?

'I should sell him out more diligently in the future.'

If I ever meet with cardinal-level officials again, I'll start by selling out Tanian first.

My conscience hurts a little, but the effect is worth the pain.

The day after being summoned to the Sun Palace by the Emperor, Cardinal Alexandriana visited my mansion.

"It's good to see you again after just a day, Brother. I felt bad coming empty-handed, so I prepared a small gift... Do you like strawberries?"

And she came with a basket full of strawberries.

I felt strange seeing the Cardinal lifting the basket with a gentle smile. During our first meeting, she was feeding carrots to a horse, and now it's strawberries. Is she perhaps from the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries rather than the Canonization Ministry?

"I do like them. I was actually planning to buy some soon, so thank you."

I pushed aside such idle thoughts and accepted the basket. Luise particularly enjoys fruit, after all.

"It'll be a taste you've never experienced before. They looked so luscious that I blessed them."
"...I see."

I looked down at the strawberries, which had suddenly evolved from "just fruit" to "fruit blessed by a Cardinal."

Life is full of surprises—now I've seen fruit blessed by a Cardinal. Did she give these to eat or to sell?

'Why is someone like this a Pope?'

I looked at Cardinal Alexandriana with mixed feelings. Not that I should talk, but Cardinal Alexandriana is young—only twenty-nine—and has an eccentric personality. By all accounts, she doesn't seem like someone who should hold a high position.

It seems the Papal States must have their own complicated circumstances.

Either that, or she has abilities that outweigh her age and personality.

***

The Minister of Audit personally guided me to the room where I would stay.

I gladly accepted his courtesy, as there was no need to decline. While I had already decided on beatification in my mind, canonization shouldn't be determined lightly.

Thanks to this, even if an in-depth investigation isn't possible, I must at least conduct the formal questioning, which could lead to lengthy conversations. So if a room is provided, I'm grateful.

And decisively—there was a place in this mansion I desperately wanted to see.

"This is it. Brother Tanian stayed in this room."

When the Minister of Audit stopped in front of a door, I bit my lip slightly. If I let my guard down, I might show a grinning expression.

Yes, this is it. This is what I wanted. I came all the way to the Minister of Audit's mansion specifically to see this room.

"Brother, I heard that Brother Tanian also stayed at your mansion. May I stay in that room?"
"Ah, of course. I'll show you to that room."


For this grand objective, I even made a specific and bold request despite being a guest. Fortunately, the Minister readily agreed, though it was still embarrassing.

But what does embarrassment matter? If I endure a little shame, I can use the same room as Tanian.

Even though it's a room he used in the past, time is no barrier between Tanian and me.

"Then rest well. I'll send someone when it's time for meals."
"Thank you again for your consideration, Brother."

I smiled and bowed my head to the Minister as he slightly opened the door and withdrew.

A person blessed by the Lord, Tanian's mentor, and the benefactor who gave me this room. Truly a person to be respected second only to the heavenly Lord and His Holiness the Pope. I could bow my head dozens of times to such a person.

'Is he gone?'

Of course, respect and privacy are separate matters. After confirming the Minister had moved away, I quickly entered the room and closed the door.

As soon as I stepped into the room, ecstasy washed over me. Feeling that ecstasy, I approached the bed step by step, and—

"Hnnnngggg—"

I lay face down on the bed and took a deep breath.

This room is where Tanian stayed.

This bed is where Tanian lay.

...

Inhale— Exhale—

Inhale— Exhale— Inhale— Exhale—

The more intensely I breathed, the more violently my heart pounded.

I'll just stay like this until mealtime.

***

Cardinal Alexandriana tearing bread and quietly putting it in her mouth looked like a devout and pious priest.

Is this really the same person who fed carrots to a horse she'd just met in the middle of the Imperial Palace and blessed strawberries of all things? Apart from her eccentricities, she's a normal beauty as long as she keeps her mouth shut.

No, come to think of it, there are two such people around me. Eri and the Wise Duke are also just beauties if they keep their mouths shut. The problem is they don't.

'She seems to be enjoying the food.'

Anyway, after observing the Cardinal's expression as she chewed the bread, I took a spoonful of soup. Fortunately, the guest seems satisfied, so I can enjoy my meal with peace of mind.

As expected of our trusted chef. The ability to satisfy any guest is remarkable.

'Though the host almost made a mistake.'

It still makes me shudder to think about it. It's been two years since Tanian stayed in this mansion, so I was hazy about which room he had used. I tried my best to remember and guide her, but the room right next to the Cardinal's turned out to be Lyutis's room.

Thanks to Enen's blessing, the Cardinal is indeed staying in Tanian's room, but I was horrified by the fact that I could have easily put the Cardinal in Lyutis's room by mistake.

'Putting an honored guest in the same room as that guy would be...'

I ignored the fact that Lyutis is also technically an honored guest by rank.

# The Theological Discussion with Cardinal Alexandria

The theological discussion with Cardinal Alexandria proceeded smoothly.

In truth, having an intimate theological discussion with a Cardinal is nearly impossible. Aside from the Pope, Cardinals and Archbishops stand at the pinnacle of priesthood. For such a person to discuss faith with another priest? That's essentially a polite and indirect declaration of war, promising to utterly demolish the other's logic and values.

However, Mar and I are ordinary people without any theological logic or values for the Cardinal to demolish, and we're blessed individuals who have received God's blessing. No matter how eloquent Cardinal Alexandria might be or how solid his logic, he can only speak to us with a gentle smile.

"To place oneself in the world rather than placing the world within oneself is proper. How could a small vessel like a human contain the ocean that is the world? This was the enlightenment that Saint Galen I, the fifth Pope of the Order, received in the wilderness. Have you perhaps heard of it before?"
"I'm embarrassed to say this is my first time hearing it."
"His enlightenment is one of the pillars supporting today's Order, but he was such a wise and benevolent person that he left behind many teachings. Even the most passionate priests cannot remember all of Saint Galen I's words."

Just like now.

It's utterly confusing. Cardinal Alexandria, explaining the Order's anecdotes and their meanings, comforted me as if it were perfectly normal for an ignorant student not to know. I felt even more embarrassed for admitting I didn't know.

'Why is he being so soft?'

If we had met privately by chance, if we were just making small talk about faith because we had nothing else to discuss, I could understand this atmosphere. Normal social conversation shouldn't be tense or rigid.

But this meeting is for canonization. Even though Mar and I received Enen's blessing, that only means we've fulfilled the conditions to be candidates for canonization, not that it's confirmed. If anything, being candidates means we should be scrutinized even more thoroughly.

Yet the Cardinal is showing an attitude far from scrutiny. As if this conversation has no bearing on our canonization.

'It's not just me who feels this way.'

I wondered if perhaps he had developed immunity to tense atmospheres from being scolded by the Emperor, but when I glanced at Mar's expression, she clearly looked confused as well.

Mar had diligently studied the scriptures after hearing we would be discussing faith with a Cardinal. But what she got instead was a smiling lecture on general knowledge—how disorienting that must be.

"Ah, look at the time already."

Meanwhile, the Cardinal checked his watch and showed signs of wrapping up the conversation.

"You both answered so sincerely that I got carried away."

I gave an awkward smile to the Cardinal who spoke so gently.

It pains my conscience to hear such praise when most of my answers were simply admitting I didn't know...

Time to settle in for the night.

"Saint Galen I was a Pope who laid the foundation for the Dawn Order to evolve from its chaotic beginnings into today's universal religion, and he's one of the few Popes called the Great Pope."
"I see."
"His representative teaching emphasized voluntary conversion rather than forced conversion of believers during his dialogue with the leader of another religion—"

I still couldn't close my eyes, caught up in Mar's burning desire to prepare.

'I should really get some sleep.'

I looked at the clock, watching the minute hand move resentfully, then turned my gaze back to Mar. The words "let's stop and sleep" rose to the tip of my tongue, but knowing why Mar was so passionate, I couldn't bring myself to say it.

'She must be anxious.'

Unfortunately, Mar's passion wasn't based on thirst for knowledge but anxiety. The kind of anxiety that wonders, 'Why is the head of the Canonization Office, who came for our canonization, behaving this way?'

For days, Mar had been feeling both elation and tension about being nominated for canonization. She was delighted that even if we didn't become saints, receiving Enen's blessing at our wedding and being nominated as a couple was already an honor for our family.

But the head of the Canonization Office was showing a peaceful, everyday demeanor rather than actions related to canonization. It's reason enough to worry whether there might be something wrong with the blessing she received, or if she had somehow made a mistake with the Cardinal.

That's why Mar hadn't let go of the scriptures and holy books. Not knowing why the Cardinal was behaving this way, she at least wanted to properly engage in theological discussion.

'I'm sorry for being an inadequate husband.'

Seeing Mar earnestly flipping through the scriptures with shining eyes, I felt a wave of guilt. If I could at least guess why the Cardinal was being so gentle, I could comfort Mar, but I couldn't even hazard a guess, so I couldn't say anything carelessly.

So what could I do? If I couldn't help solve the problem, I should at least provide emotional comfort. I'd have to stay up all night studying until Mar was satisfied.


"And this is... Ka, Kal?!"
"Studying is good, but let's do it in a comfortable atmosphere. You won't last long if you're too tense."

I couldn't leave my precious wife suffering. I pulled Mar into my arms and lay down on the bed.

Stroking Mar's hair quickly calmed my mind. She could still read lying down, so couldn't we study like this?

"Kal, for learning, environment and posture are important... eek!"

I nibbled on Mar's nape, cutting off her protest.

Fortunately, my sincerity seemed to get through, as shortly after, Mar put down the scripture and kissed my neck. I'm satisfied that I naturally guided us toward sleep rather than late-night studying.

"...Kal started it first."
"Ah."

If there was a minor issue, it was that we didn't get proper sleep despite putting down the scriptures, but having a noisy night during honeymoon is truly a minor concern. Let's not worry about it.

***

After being shown Tanian's room by the Minister of Audit, I visited the Minister's mansion every day. To verify whether the Minister and his wife qualified as saints, for the sake of my happiness as I worked for the Lord.

After five days of conversations with the Minister and his wife, I reached a conclusion.

"Could you repeat that? What did you just say?"
"Elder. Are you already hard of hearing? No, considering your age, it's only now becoming—"

Before I could finish, a handkerchief imbued with holy power flew at me.

Of course, throwing a piece of cloth at someone would normally just make it flutter without properly flying, but perhaps because it contained the Cardinal's holy power, it flew at me so fast I couldn't avoid it.

Still, it was just a handkerchief after all.

"That hurts. What if it leaves a bruise?"

But being hit is being hit. As soon as the handkerchief touched my body, I grumbled and protested to Elder Aldino.

"If that's enough to hurt you, your legs would break just from walking."

Seeing Elder Aldino quietly clenching his fist as he spoke, I closed my mouth. If I pushed any further, I might get a power-infused punch.

"...Well, anyway, tell me again. What did you say?"
"I think it would be best to beatify them as Blessed now, and canonize them as Saints after their death."

When I answered quickly, Elder Aldino's brow furrowed.

It's an understandable reaction. Elder Aldino probably expected either canonization as Saints or beatification as Blessed, one or the other. Having experienced the miracle of the Lord's blessing at their wedding, it would be impossible not to at least beatify them.

But to be Blessed during their lifetime and then immediately canonized as Saints after death? It must seem like a bizarre approach he never expected.

"If you're going to canonize them as Saints after death, why not just canonize them from the start? Why go through beatification?"

Nevertheless, instead of shouting "What nonsense is this?", the Elder asked about my intentions. As the head of the delegation, he needed to understand my thinking, but his words also respected my authority as the Archbishop of the Canonization Office.

"The blessing they experienced was a miracle witnessed by countless observers. Moreover, since they're neither pagans nor heretics, there's no need to deny it."

So I also spoke with a serious mind. Right now, I'm not the little Alexandriana who received teachings from Elder Aldino, but Cardinal Alexandriana Theresia, Archbishop of the Canonization Office.

"Besides, the Minister participated in the suppression of the Twilight Order two years ago. Even without this miracle, the Order should have rewarded him."
"Brother Tanian formally proposed that. Since there were so many people involved in the suppression, it's still being compiled."

Elder Aldino nodded in agreement with my words.

A miracle with many witnesses, participation in the Twilight Order suppression, and sincere faith rather than paganism or heresy. Although his wife didn't participate in the suppression—anyway, they both have sufficient qualifications.

"But they both lack knowledge and logic regarding faith."


They're just slightly short of perfection.

"Saints, as viewed by the common people, must be perfect. Of course, the Minister and his wife's achievements are undeniable, but the people will look for piety and devotion they can immediately see, rather than achievements they haven't witnessed."

That would be problematic. Even thinking positively, the Minister and his wife's theological knowledge falls somewhere between that of a believer and a novice priest. It's average for nobility, but far too insufficient by saintly standards.

Then the people would judge that someone with insufficient faith, someone with insufficient knowledge, has become a saint. They would think the Order forcibly bestowed the honor of sainthood on an influential figure of the Empire.

It would be terrible. The Order's history, pride, and fairness would be questioned. The couple's deserving abilities would also be doubted along with it.

"So I want to end with beatification as Blessed for now. The Blessed receive relatively less attention from the common people, but they're recognized in noble society."
"Hmm."

When I finished explaining, Elder Aldino stroked his chin, deep in thought.

"Keep them as Blessed during their lifetime, and elevate them to Saints after death, away from the public eye..."

Fortunately, judging by his repeated muttering, he seems to think it's a fairly good approach.

Of course it should be good. I've built my career as the Archbishop of the Canonization Office.

'I shouldn't mention the drawing lots.'

Actually, I chose between elderly canonization and posthumous canonization by drawing lots, but as long as the result is good, that's all that matters.

Either way, elderly canonization wouldn't have been a big problem either.

***

Cardinal Alexandria stopped visiting, saying good news would come soon.

'It feels like he didn't do anything.'

I'm still confused. What did he see in us that made him mention good news? Do Cardinals develop a third eye on their foreheads? Can they see through everything about a person?

It's a plausible hypothesis, but I pushed it to the back of my mind. Since the Cardinal said "soon," results would come if I waited, and—

- I have something to ask you, do you have time?

Right now, my mother's message is more important than the canonization issue.

"Yes, of course."

I smiled at my mother who carefully opened her mouth, and she returned a faint smile.

It's a bit unexpected. Just a few days ago, she contacted me to congratulate Mar and me on becoming canonization candidates, but she didn't ask any questions then. So what could she want to ask now—

- Erich, do you still... not have a lover?

Ah.

At those words, I instinctively lowered my eyes. From the words "do you still," I realized my mother had formed a misunderstanding.

This isn't a question asked out of curiosity about when Erich might bring a lover and get married. It's a question implying she mistakenly thought Erich already had a lover.

- ...

Unfortunately, my silence seemed to be a sufficient answer for my mother.

She staggered momentarily, holding her forehead.

'Damn you, Erich.'

What the hell happened at the domain to make Mother react like this?

# Every day is filled with happiness. My son, whom I couldn't properly give love to, has grown up admirably to become the family head, found a good match and married, and during the wedding, received Enen's blessing—even the Patriarch from the Papal States personally visited. Beatification, perhaps even canonization might be possible—how could I not be happy?

It's truly more happiness than I deserve. At this point, it seems Enen has blessed not only Kal and my daughter-in-law, but me as well. Considering the karma of my past actions, I'm living an excessively happy daily life.

Moreover, once Erich graduates from the Academy, Wilhelm will completely retire from work, so we can spend time together as a couple. By the time Erich graduates, my first daughter-in-law should also be accustomed to her duties as the lady of the house.

"Do I deserve to be this happy?"

I smiled gently as I gazed at the snow-covered garden. My husband's complete retirement after being consumed by work, my son's growth and happiness, the family's prosperity—experiencing just one of these would be cause for gratitude to heaven, but I've experienced them all in succession. I should probably donate more to the church this year than last.

No, perhaps I should donate generously next year too.

"Next year, Erich will probably get married too."

I felt even more pleased when I saw Erich passing through the garden with a wooden sword. Erich is already nineteen—an age not too young for marriage, and since his brother and Count Kal is married, there's no need to hesitate anymore.

If Erich didn't have a match, I wouldn't urge him to marry even if he were twenty-nine rather than nineteen—but fortunately, Erich has someone.

Laura's daughter whom I consider like my own daughter, a brave child who was born with poor health but recovered safely.

"Sera will be my daughter-in-law."

Sera, who is also the daughter of Baron Jaigel. That child is Erich's likely future wife.

It's a situation that makes me smile. Two children who have been close since childhood finally forming a marital bond. Isn't it a beautiful scene straight out of a romance novel?

And I've known for a long time that Sera has feelings for Erich, so apart from feeling pleased, I also feel proud. It seems Sera's efforts are finally bearing fruit.

"Spending time together at the Academy was effective."

It would be stranger if there were no effect, given that these already close children spent a year together in the same space.

"Nia, it's me."

As I watched Erich's retreating figure heading toward the training ground, I heard Laura's voice along with a short knock from outside the door.

Strange. Today is Laura's day off, so she should be spending time with her family.

"What's the matter? If the head maid gives up her vacation to work, the other maids will feel pressured."

Suppressing my puzzlement, I opened the door with a joking remark, but seeing Laura's stiff expression made me freeze as well.

Something's wrong. Laura coming to me with such a rigid face, even giving up her vacation. This can't be a trivial matter.

Indeed, it wasn't trivial at all.

"What did you say?"

Even to my own ears, my voice sounded dazed. That's how serious and significant the information Laura shared was.

"Sera and Erich... they're not in any relationship..."

And Laura conveyed more terrible information. Her expression was dejected, as if she herself didn't want to believe it or desperately hoped it wasn't true, but the information remained unchanged.

Looking at Laura, I raised my head and stared blankly at the ceiling. What did I just hear? Is Laura joking? If it's a joke, it's neither funny nor touching.

"It's a lie."

Eventually, my mind rejected Laura's words. I couldn't accept the nonsensical information that Erich and Sera weren't lovers.

That can't be. What kind of relationship do those children have? They're essentially friends from birth, continuing the friendship between Laura and me.

"It's a lie."


Sera has had feelings for Erich since long ago, and Erich recently chose Hardiner Barony as his domain. Hardiner Barony borders Jaigel Barony where Sera stays. In other words, he chose the area closest to Sera as his domain.

I naturally thought Erich had noticed Sera's feelings. I thought Erich had accepted Sera's heart.

But that wasn't the case? They're still just ordinary friends, and choosing Hardiner Barony was a coincidence?

"That can't be."

All of that can't possibly be coincidence. No, more than that, it's impossible that he hasn't noticed Sera's feelings yet.

In the past, Erich had to travel all the way to Jaigel Barony just to meet Sera, and Sera might have restrained herself out of fear that her weak body would hold Erich back—but they spent a whole year together at the Academy. A whole year that a man and woman spent together.

He can't not know. Absolutely, absolutely no way...

...

"Nia!"

As I staggered, touching my forehead, Laura hurriedly supported me.

Regrettably, I can't confidently deny it. When Erich chose Hardiner Barony as the title he would inherit, the reaction from Laura and me wasn't "at last" but rather "finally."

The truth is, I know. Erich is oblivious. Though he's my child, he's lacking to a truly unfortunate degree. Knowing and suspecting this, I was overjoyed when Erich became Baron Hardiner. I mistakenly thought he had finally become perceptive and accepted Sera.

"Laura."

Barely facing reality, I carefully opened my mouth.

"If I had taken better care of Erich, if I had taught him about love as a mother... would this not have happened?"

I feel like crying. Erich's obliviousness is not his fault but mine. Because Erich didn't grow up in a normal environment, he's insensitive to others' affection.

Yes, that must be it. Kal, who grew up in the same environment, has six lovers, but that's because Kal is exceptional, not because Erich is inadequate—

"I took care of him like my own son in your place."
"......"

At those words, I closed my mouth.

Indeed, in place of an inadequate mother, the wet nurse Laura took care of Kal and Erich with all her heart. Even if they didn't know parental affection, it wasn't an environment where they wouldn't know love.

"It's divine punishment."

That was the conclusion I reached. Enen didn't just give me blessings but also punishment.

While the eldest son progresses without any problems, shackles were placed on the second son.

I felt like seeds of heresy were growing deep in my heart.

***

After hearing my mother's sorrowful explanation, my already heavy lips sealed even tighter.

"Why such a misunderstanding."

And a wave of regret washed over me. Since I've observed Erich and Sera up close, I can immediately grasp their relationship, but it's different for my mother and the wet nurse. They only see them occasionally, which led to this needless misunderstanding.

"I should have explained properly back then."

At the same time, guilt surged within me. When I visited the domain to succeed the Teilgleichen County title, the wet nurse misunderstood that Erich and Sera's relationship had progressed. At that time, I kept quiet out of concern that the wet nurse would be disappointed, but had I known the truth would be revealed like this, I would have told the truth then.

But wait, how was it discovered? The fact that the wet nurse knew before my mother means the truth was revealed through Sera rather than Erich?

"No way."


A chilling possibility occurred to me. Since I, the older brother, got married, the next in line would be Erich and his presumed lover, Sera. So the wet nurse must have happily asked Sera when they would get married, and naturally, Sera, who has no relationship with Erich, must have corrected the misunderstanding with tears in her eyes.

I feel like my blood is draining. Imagining Sera saying with her own mouth, "Erich and I are not in any relationship," makes me feel sorry.

"So they really aren't in any relationship."

Meanwhile, my mother, who had composed herself, spoke again.

"I'm sorry. I heard it from the head maid, but... I thought maybe, maybe we were mistaken, maybe Sera was hiding it out of shyness, so I asked."

Again, my mouth closed.

I see, so you contacted me with one last hope.

"Well, I'm also just an observer, not directly involved, so they might have formed a good relationship without my knowledge."

Even I thought it wasn't convincing, but I said it anyway. For now, comforting my mother seemed right.

However, despite my consolation, my mother shook her head with a bitter smile.

"Erich doesn't seem the type to be so thorough as to hide from your eyes."

Frustratingly, I had to agree.

My mother ended the call with strangely moist eyes. She'll probably be bedridden from psychological shock for a while. I should visit the domain soon.

And seeing my mother's state, the triangle in my heart commanded me. Since my younger brother is in such a state, I, as the older brother, must fulfill my filial duty.

"I have no choice."

With resolute determination, I activated the communication device. Since my mother and the wet nurse have reached a truth they shouldn't have, I can no longer hesitate or take my time.

"This is Count Horpelt."

Fortunately, as if heaven was moved by my determination, the connection was established quickly.

"This is Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, the designated Minister of Audit."

Count Horpelt—no, Zenobia—widened her eyes in surprise at the unexpected contact and my informal address. I continued speaking calmly. Right now, I'm not contacting an Imperial Assembly member as the Minister of Administration.

"Sorry for the sudden call. I have something to say as Erich's brother, not as a minister. Can I speak comfortably now?"

I'm calling as the brother of my clueless younger sibling.

"Ah, yes, yes! Please speak comfortably!"
"Thanks, I appreciate it."

Though it was a one-sided notification disguised as seeking permission, Zenobia nodded eagerly. She seemed to focus on the fact that the brother of the man she loves wanted to address her informally.

"Zenobia."
"Yes, Brother Kal."

That's why I strengthened my resolve even more.

"I'll help you become Erich's first wife as much as I can."

I decided to no longer be a bystander or someone offering minor help, but an active intervener.

To make Zenobia the first wife and Sera the second wife.

"What a bastard I am."

A brother interfering in his younger brother's love life. What an absurd situation this is.

At my proclamation, Zenobia fell into silence.

After a moment, she blinked her eyes, moved her lips slightly, and then silence again.

"Pardon?"

Only after remaining dazed for quite some time did she finally mutter in a vacant voice. As if she couldn't understand what she had just heard.

I understand. Zenobia and I aren't awkward with each other, but we're not close either. We're merely on formal terms—exchanging greetings when we happen to meet, and sending regards when something good or bad happens to the other.

Of course, from Zenobia's perspective, I'm her future brother-in-law, so she treats me with all due respect, but the reverse doesn't apply. I've never publicly supported Zenobia's unrequited love, so she probably thought the same.

"I said I'll help you marry Erich."

But now, Zenobia's common sense has crumbled. The future brother-in-law she needed to win over has voluntarily offered to help her. She must be feeling more bewilderment than joy.

"Are... are you serious?"
"Yeah."

The fact that she's asking if I'm serious rather than questioning my motives suggests that joy might be outweighing her bewilderment after all.

My heart aches. How desperate and anxious must she be to jump at such an unexpected opportunity? Because of my foolish brother, I can't hold my head up.

"But I have a condition."

I had to say what needed to be said, and tension crossed Zenobia's face. I can guess what she's thinking. She's probably worried I might demand some benefit for the Hidden family.

Honestly, when a previously silent future brother-in-law suddenly offers to help with marriage, it does seem like a political move. I would have thought the same in her position.

"Don't fight with Sera and accept her as the second wife."

But that's not it. I have no interest in politics or benefits between families.

I'm doing this for my mother, who must be soaking her pillowcase with tears by now, and for the nanny who must be out of her mind worrying about her only daughter's love life.

"......"
"......"
"...Is that all?"
"Yes."

Zenobia's face went blank again, but I'm serious.

If the two of them could get along and work together, I couldn't ask for more.

It's natural for people to want to monopolize their lover's affection. It's hardly even greed but a primal instinct, something that even nobles who practice arranged marriages, polygamy, and polyandry can't suppress.

Yes, I understand. Whether it's Sera or Zenobia, they likely want to be Erich's only wife. Asking them to work together might sound like nonsense.

But what can I do? If they engage in mutual sabotage instead of cooperation, their mutual destruction is inevitable.

'Love battles aren't limited to just the participants.'

If, just if, Sera and Zenobia were the only women in the world, they could fight to the bitter end. One of them would survive anyway, so going all the way wouldn't be so bad.

But just as half the world is men, half is also women. There's no guarantee that while Sera and Zenobia are sorting out their hierarchy, other women won't target Erich.

Unfortunately, I've witnessed something similar. A sad reality where people fought and checked each other, only to lose to someone else—a tearful ending where they lost to an unexpected player.

'The Pastry Club.'


The club members from the '77 season were the protagonists of that story. Those fools were so enchanted by Lise that they kept checking each other, yet none of them properly confessed to her. And I, who didn't participate in that foolish battle, became Lise's lover.

That's why I can see the future. Sera and Zenobia will become like the '77 season members—no, they'll become like the '79 season's Seth and Zeth.

'Erich must be prime material in the marriage market.'

Crucially, if Erich graduates from the academy without a partner, he'll end up in an arranged marriage, and someone like Erich would be considered exceptional material in the marriage market.

He's still of marriageable age, handsome, has a good personality, is strong, comes from a good family, and though he's just a baron, he's a titled noble, and he's my brother. He has no flaws to speak of.

"If you join forces with Sera, you can secure half. But if the current situation continues, you might not even get that. Or you might lose him entirely to a third party."

It felt strange talking about my brother like property, but I spoke sincerely. If Zenobia insists on monopoly, things will get troublesome—

"Alright."

Her answer was more straightforward than I expected.

"As long as I'm the first, it's fine. It's rare for lower nobles to have multiple wives, but Erich could manage it."
"Are you really okay with that? It's already unusual for an Imperial Count to be the wife of a mere baron, but if that baron takes another wife, there might be gossip."

Her answer was so straightforward that I ended up bringing up negative points myself.

It's unheard of for someone trying to persuade to reveal weaknesses, but the other party is being so cooperative that I can't just let it slide.

"You're the one who brought up the second wife, aren't you?"
"That's true."

I didn't expect her to accept so readily.

"And though I hate to say it, as someone who loves Erich, I can understand Lady Sera's feelings. It's just that if Lady Sera becomes the first, I won't have a chance, so I couldn't back down."

Looking at Zenobia as she muttered bitterly, I understood why she agreed so readily.

Zenobia hadn't considered monopoly. She had simply set the first position as her only goal and last line of defense.

'Of all people, she had to fall for Erich.'

I looked at Zenobia with mixed feelings. Just as Erich is prime material in the marriage market, Zenobia is also a person without shortcomings. No, considering she's a current Imperial Count, she would be valued even more highly. And judging by her understanding of Sera, she has excellent character and intelligence.

Such a person has fallen for Erich, the owner of disastrous perceptiveness. How unfortunate.

'Lucky bastard.'

Though I wouldn't consider it myself, Erich seems to have undeserved luck with women.

***

I lay on my bed, staring blankly at the ceiling. Nothing in my life is as familiar as lying in bed, but right now, I felt emotions other than peace or familiarity.

'I want to die.'

I whispered inwardly as I quietly closed my eyes. It's a phrase I normally avoid even in jest, as someone who has suffered from illness since birth might be misunderstood, but this time I'm serious.

I truly feel like dying. My mother, who had looked at me with eyes full of expectation, imagining my marriage to Erich, and me, who had to tell her we weren't even in a relationship yet.

It's maddening. Having to tell the harsh truth myself and seeing my mother's expectations turn to disappointment is too much.


'We've been together for a year, there should have been some progress...'

Tears welled up from the bitterness. It's unfair. A whole year. We've spent a year of school life together. It's not like Erich and I are strangers; we were already close and spent another year together, so why?

In truth, when Erich became Baron Hardiner, I had some hope. Maybe Erich had feelings for me but just wasn't expressing them. Maybe we were gradually getting closer.

But that wasn't the case. It's true that I was one of the reasons Erich chose the Hardiner Barony, but it was friendship, not love, that influenced his decision.

'What should I do?'

I'm starting to seriously worry about the future. We've spent a year together and this is how things are. The remaining year probably won't be much different.

If we graduate in this state, we'll live in different places again, and even though we'll be in neighboring domains, the physical distance will inevitably be greater than when we were at the academy together.

Then, then what happens? If I couldn't win Erich's heart when we were close, what should I do when the distance grows? Will I never be able to reach Erich? Will I never be able to show my feelings and end like this?

'No.'

I bit my lip firmly and shook my head. I don't want that. I absolutely don't want to accept such an ending.

But, if I don't want it, what can I do? What changes if I refuse?

'Maybe if I went to Erich's room—'

A radical thought suddenly occurred to me, but I quickly dismissed it. That's not the way. That's not winning Erich's heart; it's binding him with emotional debt.

Besides, even if I went to Erich, I'd be physically outmatched. I'd obviously be subdued and sent back immediately.

'...Huh?'

Just then, the communication orb beside my pillow began to glow.

After staring at the orb for a moment, I touched my eyes and answered the call. I don't know who it is, but I can't answer with a gloomy face.

"Sera?"
"Oh, brother?"

When the familiar face appeared, my eyes widened in surprise.

Although I could say I've become quite close with Brother Kal after spending a year together at the academy and in the Pastry Club, this is the first time we've contacted each other like this. We don't have private topics to discuss, and even if we did, we usually communicated through Erich.

Anyway, putting aside my puzzlement, I slowly sat up. I couldn't talk to him while lying down.

"Sorry for the sudden call. I have something urgent to discuss—is anyone around?"
"No, I'm alone."
"That's good. It might be a bit embarrassing if others heard."

After nodding lightly, his expression immediately turned serious.

"Sera. Which would you prefer: gaining half or losing everything?"
"...What?"

My hand holding the communication orb trembled at those words.

Though the statement lacked context, I immediately understood its meaning.

"If it's the former, I can help you somehow."

Because there's only one thing Brother can help me with.

Convincing Sera was harder than convincing Zenobia. When persuading Zenobia, she had cooperated willingly, but now I was essentially telling a girl who had harbored feelings for me since childhood, "You'll have to settle for second place." It wasn't about her attitude—it was about my conscience.

But there was no choice. If Sera had been from a count's family, we could have determined the order based on who became friends with Erich first. Unfortunately, if Sera, from a baron's family, took first place, Zenobia would automatically be disqualified. That would be unfair to Zenobia.

"If you become the first wife, Zenobia will oppose or interfere until the end. This situation will continue, and perhaps a third party might appear."
"That's... true."

What hurt more was seeing Sera nod with a bitter expression as she listened to my persuasion.

If she had protested, asking why she had to be second or why she should yield Erich to that "thieving cat," I wouldn't have felt such guilt.

"Don't worry too much. Erich isn't the type to discriminate based on order."

I offered what barely qualified as comfort while looking at Sera. From her perspective as the one becoming second, no words could truly console her, but human decency demanded I say something.

And it wasn't exactly a lie. Erich might be catastrophically oblivious—no, his intelligence is also somewhat concerning—but he's not a bad person at heart. He would treat Sera as a legitimate wife, not a concubine, and wouldn't assign meaning to first or second.

Instead, Erich's title would pass to Zenobia's child as the first wife, but since Sera would inherit the Zaigel barony, it wasn't a major issue.

"I suppose. If Erich takes after his brother, that would be true."

I flinched at the heavy fastball that hit me right in the solar plexus.

She probably meant it as "If he's the brother of someone who treats six wives equally, handling two shouldn't be a problem," but hearing those words made me realize how others saw me.

A twisted older brother who has six wives himself and is trying to arrange multiple wives for his younger brother too.

"This is insane."

I felt dizzy. I've become a villain who appeared to destroy the concept of monogamy.

"...Honestly, I don't want to be second. I wanted to be Erich's only wife, and if not the only one, then at least the first."

But Sera's melancholic voice helped me collect myself. I am indeed the villain. Right now, I'm not a victim but practically a second perpetrator.

Of course, Erich is the first. That bastard is a complete asshole.

"But if you're stepping in like this when you've only been giving subtle support until now... does that mean even becoming second is difficult?"
"That's not because you're lacking, but because Erich is too—"
"No. It's because I'm lacking. It's my fault for not making any progress despite spending a year with Erich."

I couldn't find a proper response to Sera's faint smile.

I had thought about it too—that if Sera had been more proactive, Erich might have responded differently.

"I missed my chance, so what can I say? And like you said, Erich won't discriminate."

But if even an observer like me had such thoughts, how much worse must it have been for her? Though she didn't express it outwardly, she must have been struggling with self-doubt and anxiety inside.

"This has dragged on too long."

I suppressed a sigh as I looked at Sera, who still wore that bitter smile. If this were three or four months in, she might have refused to yield, saying she couldn't give up. The flame of hope wouldn't have been extinguished yet.

But it's already been a year. Though it sounds old-fashioned, they say a healthy mind dwells in a healthy body. For Sera, whose health has always been fragile, enduring this emotional struggle for a year has been an enormous mental burden.

That's why she shows depression and self-doubt at my persuasion but doesn't resist. It's truly unfortunate.

"Why does this feel so familiar?"


Now I felt self-doubt. The scene of someone compromising after being hurt by the iron wall put up by the object of their unrequited love—this is an extremely familiar sight to me.

Damn it. Siblings don't need to be similar in this way.

After getting consent from both prospective sisters-in-law, I quickly convened a wives' meeting. Though technically Mar is the only official wife so far, it's still a wives' meeting.

"So that's the situation. What should we do?"
"......"
"......"

After my detailed explanation, the meeting participants exchanged glances and remained silent. They probably didn't know what to say.

Except for Eri and Pine who are currently in the administration building, the other wives know well that Erich's social awareness ranks alongside unicorns, Atlantis, and the Emperor's conscience, and that Sera's heart is turning into hellfire. They've witnessed it firsthand like I have, so it would be stranger if they didn't know.

That's what makes this difficult. Even though Sera and Zenobia have signed a joint struggle declaration, there's no guarantee that their combined efforts will lead to victory. I'm not convinced they can overcome Erich's iron wall even by joining forces.

"First, it's good that they've joined forces. In a situation where focusing solely on the goal is barely enough, they've eliminated wasting energy on meaningless competition."

Mar broke the silence.

As the current sole mistress of the Kracius family, it's natural for Mar to speak first, since Erich's marriage is also connected to the prosperity of the Kracius family.

"But that's all. In fact, they haven't really been competing against each other much. Even if they join forces, not much will change."
"That's true."

I could only nod at her valid point. Despite the fierce rivalry between Sera and Zenobia during last year's club fair, they've rarely directly confronted or checked each other. They can't fight if they don't meet, and they rarely do.

As a result, even if they join forces, we can't expect dramatic changes. Their efforts have been focused on Erich rather than competing with each other.

It's just that the situation is so bleak that even a tiny change is needed.

"So we need to change the fundamental approach."
"The approach?"
"Yes."

Mar nodded resolutely, then paused before carefully continuing.

"Instead of gradually approaching, they should be direct—like how we honestly confessed to Kal."

That reminded me of the storm of confession relays. Starting with Trixie's confession inspired by Mar, then Lize, Lynn, Eri, and Pine—it was quite a spectacular relay.

"That would certainly be effective."

I understood. Back then, I didn't see my lovers as romantic interests until I heard their confessions. Confessing requires considerable courage and the risk of being rejected on the spot, but it's incredibly effective for revealing one's feelings.

If Erich still doesn't understand Sera and Zenobia's feelings after receiving confessions, he's not human. He wouldn't just be oblivious—he'd be an inanimate object incapable of understanding love.

"Does everyone think the same?"

I glanced at my other lovers. While Mar's plan is effective, it feels like saying "surprise nuclear attack equals victory, haha"—not something to adopt unconditionally. Not everyone has the courage to confess.

Besides, if after all that effort the response is "Let's just stay good friends," there's no hope left.

"After a year without progress, shock therapy is needed. Even if rejected once, showing your feelings to the other person is important in itself."
"That's right. At least their perception changes from ordinary friend to someone who likes them. Even if they reject you now, they might change their mind later."

Trixie and Lynn supported Mar's opinion when I looked at them.

Alright, unanimous.


"I... I... also... think so..."

However, Lize, who hadn't noticed my unintentional consideration, expressed her opinion in a timid voice.

I silently stroked her head at that pitiful voice. From Lize's perspective, discussing the marriage of the young master she had rejected must feel strange no matter what she says.

Nevertheless, I invited her to this meeting because I couldn't exclude her when all my other lovers were attending, but she seems to have felt obligated as a participant.

"This is all Erich's fault."

It really is Erich's fault.

***

Today, as usual, after finishing my training, I sat in a corner of the training ground to catch my breath.

Although it's winter, cold and snowy, I can't neglect training because of mere weather. Being affected by weather is for soldiers, not knights. A true knight and warrior can perform in any situation.

"I should find different sparring partners soon."

I sighed as I put down my empty water container. Born into the Kracius family, I've now reached nineteen years of age, and during those years, I've had countless sparring matches with the family knights.

Of course, as knights, they couldn't seriously fight the young master of the family, so they probably took it easy. But even without their full effort, I've been sparring with the same opponents for years. It's impossible to experience anything new anymore.

That's why I desperately need different sparring partners. Since entering the academy, I've had classmates and seniors, but after two years of attendance, even that has become stale.

"I miss Lyutis."

I thought of the redhead who must be in his homeland by now.

Lyutis was a tiresome sparring partner but a good one nonetheless. When he was around, I thought he was insane, but now that he's gone, I miss him. He was certainly a unique character.

"Should I go to another domain?"

I've even considered that. If the Kracius family knights aren't enough, should I face knights from other families? Since sister Zenobia is an Imperial Count, if I ask nicely, somehow—

"Young Master."
"Yes?"

Just as I was about to whine to my sister, a knight approached.

"Lady Sera of the Trimara barony has arrived."
"Sera?"
"Yes."

I stood up at those words. In the past, I used to visit Sera, but lately, she's been coming to see me more often.

As a friend, this makes me very happy. My friend who used to be confined to bed is now attending the academy and even visiting my home.

"I wonder what brings her here?"

But I am a bit puzzled. We talked via communication orb yesterday, but she didn't mention coming over.

"...She's probably just visiting."

After brief consideration, I reached that conclusion. What reason does a friend need to see another friend? If you want to see someone, you just go.

Surely Sera and I can manage that much.

When a guest visits, it's proper to receive them in the reception room, but Sera isn't an ordinary guest. She's my friend and the daughter of my nanny, so the household staff considers her more family than outsider.

Thanks to this, when Sera comes to the castle, the staff doesn't guide her to the reception room. They often direct her to the head maid's—my nanny's—room, or simply send her to my room.

'Should I wash up first?'

Thinking she'd be in either my nanny's room or mine, I was walking down the hallway when I paused briefly to smell my sleeve.

Until just now I'd been training, but if you can handle mana reasonably well, you rarely sweat no matter how vigorously you move. I usually bathe just to wash off the dirt and dust that clings to me during training.

But I'm not a master of magic like my second sister-in-law, so I'm not perfect. Besides, people tend to be less sensitive to their own body odor.

'I should at least wash up quickly.'

After brief consideration, I turned around. Come to think of it, I'm going to see Sera who has a delicate constitution, so I can't go looking dirty—

"Where are you going?"

I hadn't gone far when a voice from behind made me stop.

"Good thing I came out. If I'd stayed in the room, I would've waited quite a while."

As I turned my head slightly, I saw Sera blinking at me.

So Sera was coming to find me too. What perfect timing.

"I just came from the training grounds, so I was going to wash up first. It wouldn't be nice to smell when you're in a room with someone."
"Smell?"

Sera tilted her head, then buried her face against my chest and took a deep breath.

"You don't smell at all."

I carefully pushed away Sera as she looked up at me with a bright smile. Even if there's no smell, there could still be dirt on me.

But something's strange. Normally, Sera would have pulled away before I pushed her, but now she's standing firm. Of course, I could push a little harder to make her step back, but I can't use force against someone so fragile.

"I must be a bit dirty."
"Not at all. If you consider this dirty, you should just live in a monastery."

Giggling, Sera naturally linked her arm with mine.

I fell silent at the sensation and warmth felt through our arms. Friends might have this level of contact, but Sera wasn't usually this forward with physical touch.

"You'll wash up again when you come back in anyway. Just wash later."
"Come back in?"

This time I tilted my head. Come back in from where?

"Yes. I want to go to the Capital. Can you come with me?"
"Of course I will."

That brief exchange was enough to prompt an unplanned outing.

Except for entering the Academy, this was the first time Sera had suggested going somewhere.

***

As soon as I mentioned it, Erich immediately called for a Kracius family magician and we moved to the Capital.

I couldn't help but smile at how quickly it all happened. I thought I'd have to persuade him for a while since I suddenly suggested going to the Capital, but Erich nodded without any hesitation when I said I wanted to go.

'It would have been nice if I could go alone.'

Soon my satisfaction turned to bitterness. He's so considerate and caring—if only I could have him all to myself.

Even though I've already decided to give up on exclusivity, to choose being second rather than first, I still feel regret. If Erich had been cold and distant, it might have been easier, but how can I not have lingering feelings when he shows such thoughtfulness in everyday life?

'...Second place is where exactly?'

I suppressed the growing bitterness and tried to think positively.

Right, what's wrong with ending up second? Brother Kal's second lover is actually a duke. The marquis's daughter is fifth. So for me, from a baronial family, being second is quite good. Yes, indeed.

"How about that café? I've been there a few times and it's quite nice."

While I was rationalizing under the guise of positivity, Erich, who had been walking confidently, pointed to a modest-sized café.


Looking quickly at the café Erich indicated, I saw no customers at all. Anywhere else, this might suggest a failing business that no one visits, but simply being in operation in the Capital is proof of quality. It's probably a small café known only to those in the know.

'That's a relief.'

I sighed inwardly with relief. Many things would happen in that café soon, and it would have been embarrassing if there were too many eyes watching.

"Yes, it looks nice. Let's go there."

With the brightest smile I could manage, I linked arms with Erich again.

I could feel Erich stiffen slightly at my bold skinship, but I didn't show that I noticed.

'Hnnng—'

I was embarrassed too. It felt strange for a noblewoman who should maintain dignity to initiate such bold contact.

And it wasn't just simple contact, but, well, my chest...

"It's, it's a bit cold. Let's hurry inside."

I hastily led Erich toward the café. Now was the time to consider practical matters, not embarrassment.

That's what Brother Kal and my future in-laws said too. The most urgent thing was to make Erich see me as a woman, so I should use every means possible to get closer to him. They said there's a lot I can do if I'm just willing to endure a little embarrassment.

Advice from people close to marriage must be correct.

The café interior was even more spacious and cozy than it appeared from outside. It seems worthy of Erich's repeated visits.

"Is it okay? I've developed quite a discerning eye for desserts from being in the pastry club, but this place is good even considering that."
"Indeed. It's surprising there are so few customers."
"I heard they deliberately chose a hard-to-reach location. They've made enough money and run this as a hobby now—they said too many customers would be troublesome."

Erich chuckled and popped a macaron into his mouth, chewing contentedly. It's quite a carefree manner for a nobleman, but this is the comfortable side he shows only when he's with me, which I appreciate.

It means he can take off his mask and relax in front of me. That practically makes us family, right?

'The problem is that we're like siblings, not spouses.'

If only the direction of our family relationship were slightly different.

*Ding-a-ling*

Just as I took a bite of macaron following Erich's lead, a familiar face entered the café with the sound of a bell.

'That was quick.'

I was surprised by the earlier-than-expected visit. I knew she would arrive quickly since she stays in the Capital, but not this quickly.

***

I turned my head at the sudden bell sound. This was already my fifth visit to this café, but strangely, during all five visits, I had never seen another customer. So out of curiosity, I turned my head, but—

"Sister?"

The identity of the customer was quite unexpected.

Sister Zenobia, the current Imperial Count who should be working at the Imperial Assembly with the family head. Even though this is the Capital, I never expected to meet her in this quiet, customer-less café.

"Hello. This is the first time we've met in person since our brother's wedding, right?"

With a gentle smile, my sister approached us and naturally joined our table.

"Lady Sera, it's been a while. Have you been well?"
"Yes, thanks to your concern, nothing bad has happened."

My sister sat next to Sera and greeted her politely.

'Formal speech?'

What's this? Did my sister always use formal speech with Sera? I remember her speaking casually because of the age difference and family status.

I quickly tried to recall our interaction during the club fair, but no matter how I thought about it, she hadn't been formal then. Using casual speech when they first met but formal speech now—it's strange.

"I never expected to meet you here. Are you a regular here too, Sister?"

I pushed aside my confusion and spoke. Whether formal or casual speech, the important thing is that I met my sister in a place like this.


"This is my first time here. I didn't even know a place like this existed."

My confusion deepened at her words. How did she know to come to a place she didn't know existed?

"Oh, I invited the Count. I sent her the location through a communication orb earlier."

I blinked blankly at this unexpected revelation.

Contacting someone through their communication orb requires knowing their unique number. People usually share numbers only when they have some level of friendship or need to contact each other for business reasons. I never imagined Sera, who had barely met my sister, would know her number.

Were Sera and my sister closer than I thought? No, that can't be right—they're using formal speech with each other.

"Actually, there's something I really want to tell Erich. Both me and the Count."

I had been blinking repeatedly at Sera's words, but now I straightened my posture.

Something, something is coming. My mind couldn't comprehend it, but my instincts were screaming. Something big was about to come out of Sera's mouth.

"Oh, I shouldn't speak first. Please go ahead, Count."
"...Thank you, Lady."

My sister bowed her head toward Sera, who was smiling gently, then looked at me with a face full of tension.

I'm anxious. I don't understand what kind of combination Sera and my sister make, nor what kind of matter could make my sister, a current Imperial Count, look so tense.

Is it about me becoming a deputy member after graduating from the Academy? But if it were such an issue, the family head or my brother would have spoken to me first. Besides, if it were related to the Assembly, Sera wouldn't be present.

'What is it?'

Perhaps from overworking my brain with limited information, I felt a slight headache. What on earth—

"I like you, Erich."

?

"I should be clear so you don't misunderstand. I don't like you as a sister likes her brother, but as a woman loves a man."

My slight headache disappeared. Now my brain seemed to have frozen completely.

"...Huh?"

Eventually, a pathetic sound came out of my mouth, but I couldn't even feel self-loathing. I was too busy trying to understand what my sister had just said, trying to restart my frozen brain.

'Wait a minute.'

But as soon as my brain started working again, I flinched. If my sister said such things to me, what about Sera? Sera, who was here together and who had directly invited my sister?

With a sense of foreboding, I turned my gaze to Sera, who opened her mouth with a flushed face.

"I, I've loved you since long ago too."

I felt like everything went white before my eyes.

After returning to the castle from the whirlwind tour of the Capital, my mind was still in the middle of a storm, hopelessly complicated.

"I'm not asking for an answer right away. Just, just wanted you to know how we feel. If we didn't speak up first, we might never reach you."

The image of Sister Zenobia, who was always confident, lowering her gaze shyly as she spoke.

"I'll wait until you make up your mind. I'm used to waiting, so don't worry."

The image of Sera, her face flushed red, forcing herself to make a joke.

Recalling those two scenes made me want to sigh.

'What is this.'

I roughly ran my hands through my hair and rolled around on the bed. It was such an unexpected situation that I couldn't calm down at all.

They liked me? Sera and my sister? And for a long time? Since before I fell for Luise?

'Really...?'

An indescribable emotion began to surge within me.

I pushed the bread dipped in soup into my mouth. After the storm of events at the café, my mind was foggy and I had no appetite, but if I suddenly skipped a meal, there would be quite a few people who would worry. Especially the kitchen staff, who would desperately review the past wondering if they had made some mistake.

Of course, I'm always satisfied with the kitchen staff. That's why I asked for dinner to be sent to my room simply, to avoid any unnecessary misunderstandings.

'This is driving me crazy.'

Looking at the food, still half remaining, I sighed. The kitchen's skill was excellent as always, but even a wonderful meal couldn't calm my complicated feelings.

If food could calm these emotions, I would have resolved them at that café.

'It's not... a joke.'

For a moment, I wondered if Sera and Sister Zenobia might have been joking—a thought of escapism that I quickly dismissed.

No matter how flustered I am, I shouldn't think that way. They gathered their courage to confess, so how could I dismiss it as a joke? That would be disrespectful. Since they sincerely showed their feelings, I should consider them seriously too.

After all, I've been in love with someone before. Though it was an unrequited love that ended without confession, that's precisely why I can imagine how much courage they must have gathered.

"I like you, Erich. Let me be clear so you don't misunderstand. I don't like you as a sister likes her brother, but as a woman loves a man."
"I-I've loved you too, for a long time."

As their direct confessions came back to mind, I swallowed involuntarily.

I do like them both. I liked Sera as a childhood friend from the same domain, and Sister as a childhood friend from another Imperial noble family.

But if asked whether those were romantic feelings, I could only shake my head. I had never thought of them that way. They were precious to me as friends, but that's precisely why I couldn't think of them as anything more.

'Why didn't I notice?'

Another sigh escaped, I'd lost count of how many. If they had only recently developed feelings for me, that would be one thing, but they said they'd liked me for a very long time.

I had no idea. Despite being so close as friends, despite meeting them more frequently than anyone else in my life except family and servants, I didn't know.

'I was the only one who didn't know.'

If they had thoroughly hidden their feelings, I might have an excuse for not noticing. But that wasn't even the case.

"Did you have a good time?"
"Ah, yes."
"Good, rest well in your room. When your mind is complicated, it's better to make decisions slowly."

My mother patted my back knowingly as soon as I returned to the castle, and my nanny nodded repeatedly beside her. Even the servants I met on the way to my room bowed their heads in front of me but were busy whispering behind my back.

Yes, I was the only one who didn't know. Even if we exclude Sister Zenobia since she rarely visited our domain, everyone in the castle knew about Sera's feelings.

Everyone except me.

'No, wait.'

Just as I was about to be consumed by sticky self-loathing, a single ray of hope came to mind.

My brother. He might not have known either, just like me. After all, isn't he the one who made that crazy comment about marrying all his fiancées at once so they'd all be first wives? Someone like that couldn't possibly be more perceptive than me.

With trembling hands, I grabbed the communication crystal. If my brother was as oblivious to Sera and Sister's feelings as I was, I could honestly ask for his advice. If I asked anyone else, they'd probably just think, "Wow! Young master is both oblivious to others' feelings AND incapable of making decisions!" But my brother would be surprised along with me and then give me advice.

That's what I believed.

My belief was shattered.

- You didn't know?
"Huh?"

I blankly questioned his nonchalant response. What is he saying? How would he know?

Seeing my reaction, he looked at me as if I were pathetic and spoke again.


- I knew you liked Luise even before you said anything, so of course I'd notice something like this right away.

His words took my breath away, but I had to admit he was right. Indeed, around the time I first formed the pastry club, my brother had noticed my crush on Luise before I even mentioned it.

- And they were so obvious about it, how could anyone not notice? Everyone in the club knew except you.

As he continued, the faces of the club members flashed through my mind.

Ainter, Lyutis, Laterre, Tanian—they all knew too?

'Am I worse than those guys?'

A different kind of self-loathing and despair washed over me. Until now, I thought I was on the same level as those guys—equally pathetic.

But I was wrong. I was the absolute bottom of the barrel. I didn't realize that being at the bottom of the social ladder meant my perception would be at the bottom too.

- But since you called, I guess you properly received their confessions. I was worried you might postpone it out of embarrassment, but I'm glad.

In the midst of all this, my brother's comment suggesting he had encouraged Sera and Sister made me flare up momentarily, but I quickly suppressed my emotions.

What would change if I protested? Even if my brother pushed them, the feelings of love they harbored for me were their own voluntary emotions. Besides, if my brother had to step in, it means he found the situation too frustrating to watch.

And if it was going to happen eventually, perhaps it's better to experience it sooner rather than later.

"Brother."
- What?
"...What should I do?"

Of course, experiencing it sooner doesn't mean resolving it sooner.

"They said I could take my time to think about it, but honestly, my mind is a mess. I don't even know my own feelings."

In my bewildered state, I complained to my brother.

If I had received a confession from someone I didn't know at all, I wouldn't be this confused. I could simply decline, saying that while I appreciate their feelings, I'm not interested in dating or marriage yet, and that they could find someone better.

But those two aren't strangers. I know them better than anyone, am closer to them than anyone, and like them more than anyone. I'm afraid to flatly reject them by saying I don't have feelings for them now, and it also feels wrong to give them false hope.

Even I think these thoughts are neither here nor there. If I have no intention of accepting their confessions, I should reject them even if it makes things awkward or they end up disliking me. That's the rational thing to do.

"What's the right answer?"

My brother remained silent at my question.

Seeing his reaction, I came to my senses. How inconsiderate of me to call a newlywed and unilaterally ask for dating advice.

"Forget I just—"
- There is no right answer. You do what you want to do.

My hand, which I had been waving frantically, froze.

- You just said it yourself. They told you to take your time thinking about it. So why are you rushing? Did they threaten to split you in half if you don't answer quickly?
"That's not it..."
- Then think slowly. You're trying to find an answer when you can't have one right away, so of course you're confused.

Though his voice remained nonchalant, I almost teared up at the sight of my brother kindly giving me advice.

This is the dignity of someone experienced, someone who has had as many as six lovers. Indeed, my brother is superior to his younger sibling in every field.

"Brother."
- What now?

I bowed my head to him, filled with respect and awe.

"I'm sorry for saying you were crazy when you said everyone would be the first wife if you married them all at once."


I was foolish. If my brother said that, there must have been a good reason—

- Shut up.
"Okay."

At his firm response, I hurriedly raised my head.

Right, no matter what, that simultaneous marriage comment was indeed crazy. Even my brother wasn't in his right mind then.

***

I put the communication crystal back in my pocket and looked up at the ceiling.

'That bastard.'

What kind of manners did he learn, suddenly bringing up embarrassing history when things were going well? If he had been in front of me instead of on the other end of the crystal, I might have thrown a sky-splitting punch.

Still, I'm relieved. At least Sera and Zenobia properly confessed. I was seriously worried that, like in old romantic comedies, they'd try to confess but be interrupted by loud noises, and the confession would be pushed to another time.

'It seems the world doesn't interfere to that extent.'

This is actually normal. Having terrible perception is already like a curse from the world, but to not even be able to receive a confession? That would mean Enen doesn't accept Erich's descendants.

- What's the right answer?

I slightly raised the corner of my mouth, recalling Erich's words. It's fortunate that both confessions were successful, but it's also encouraging that Erich took those confessions seriously.

He might be confused now, but who knows what will happen with time. It's not like Sera and Zenobia liked Erich from birth. They too must have started seeing him as a friend, then began viewing him romantically, and that feeling evolved into love.

So now it's Erich's turn to follow that route. Having received their confessions, he'll no longer see them as just friends but as potential romantic partners, and that recognition could lead to love.

"Did it go well?"
"Ah, yes."

When Mar, who had been holding her breath behind me, approached and asked, I nodded reflexively.

Things have progressed as planned, so it has gone well. It's just that the outcome is beyond our plan.

'Let's leave it to the heavens now.'

I truly, truly did everything I could. To help more than this, I'd have to call the northern lords to kidnap Erich and force him into marriage.

If they still can't be together after all this, then it's fate. I'll have to accept it humbly.

A few days after receiving Erich's consultation and a thank-you message from the nanny...

"It's been a while, Brother. Have you been well?"

Cardinal Alexandriana, whom I had forgotten about for a while, came to visit.

'I forgot this person existed...'

How embarrassing. I was so busy looking after my enemy-like brother that I completely forgot.

"By the grace of Enen and the Great Father, I've been enjoying happy days."
"That's good news."

When I answered as nonchalantly as possible, the Cardinal smiled brightly.

Come to think of it, the Cardinal had disappeared saying there would be good news soon. The fact that the Cardinal has returned means—

"I am honored to bring even more joyful news to you, Brother."

It seems the discussions about sainthood within the Papal States have concluded.

And in quite a positive direction.

Cardinal Alexandriana, who had appeared like the wind, seemed intent on disappearing just as swiftly, wasting no time in speaking.

"I've decided to beatify both of you. This is a decision I've made as the Prefect of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, and His Holiness the Pope gave his final approval yesterday."

Personally, I prefer the Cardinal's straightforward way of speaking rather than beating around the bush. Even I only use bureaucratic language when work demands it—I hate hearing others speak that way.

Still, when delivering significant information, shouldn't one speak with a bit more gravity? He spoke so casually that for a moment I thought he was going to say, "I'm afraid beatification or canonization won't be possible." How is this the demeanor of a Cardinal announcing beatification?

"Furthermore, when you both return to Enen's side, we will immediately proceed with canonization. This will remain unchanged even if someone other than the current Pope occupies the seat, so please don't worry."

I felt my eyes twitch at those words. Beatification while alive, guaranteed canonization after death?

'What is this?'

It's a pattern I've never heard of before. Please don't speak so casually about such a momentous matter.

'Thankfully I'm here alone.'

I felt relieved that only the Cardinal and I were present. Mar was currently checking the newly purchased supplies, so I came alone. If Mar had been here, wouldn't he have frozen in shock?

Even as someone from another world, I'm confused—Mar, being a native, would be equally if not more shocked.

"You seem quite surprised."

Meanwhile, the Cardinal continued with a smile.

"...It's not exactly an everyday occurrence. So yes, I am a bit surprised."

I answered honestly to his reasonable question. Being beatified while alive is already extraordinary, but guaranteed canonization after death is truly unheard of.

Wait, if canonization is guaranteed, why not just do it while I'm alive? Or perform both beatification and canonization after death. What kind of situation is this?

"I understand. Cardinal Aldino also questioned my proposal."

The Cardinal chuckled softly and carefully bowed his waist—respectfully, like a subordinate greeting a superior.

This time my body froze rather than my mind at this continued eccentricity. A Cardinal should only bow to Enen, the Pope, and the Emperor. Bowing so deeply to a mere nobleman like me is excessively respectful.

"Your Eminence, please raise your head. How can one who follows the Lord's teachings bow to a mere believer?"

I quickly gathered my wits and expressed my discomfort. I wanted to grab his shoulders and make him stand, but that would be disrespectful in its own way.

Despite my bewilderment, the Cardinal continued in a serene voice.

"Though conditional upon death, canonization has been confirmed because both of you qualify as saints. Yet due to the Order's circumstances, we stopped at beatification. As a servant following the Lord's teachings, how could I not feel ashamed?"

With that, his waist, already bowed at about 50 degrees, lowered further to about 65 degrees.

This is maddening. I should be helping him up, not causing him to bow deeper.

"Brother, you deserve to be elevated to sainthood with the Lord's blessing. We have lowered you to blessed status due to human circumstances. Please accept my apology."

Seeing the Cardinal behaving not as a Cardinal before a believer but as a believer before a saint, I found myself speechless.

I'm really glad I'm the only one here...

There was a small—no, a massive—commotion, but it was quickly resolved. When I said I accepted his apology, he stood up immediately.

Though still dazed, I tried my best to understand the Cardinal's position. In Imperial terms, it's like a current minister bowing to a commoner who received the Livnoman Count title. Even a minister would face imperial wrath and all sorts of criticism if they acted stiffly before a Livnoman Count.

'It makes sense for him to bow.'

My throbbing headache gradually subsided.

"Beatification and canonization are the Pope's authority, so I cannot beatify you here. The Congregation for the Causes of Saints merely selects those worthy of veneration and reports to His Holiness. Please understand."

"Of course I understand. As a bureaucrat myself, I completely get it."

The Cardinal laughed softly at my joking response.

Whether Imperial ministers or the Papal States' prefects, we're all civil servants within bureaucratic systems. Only fellow civil servants truly understand each other's pain.


"I'm glad you're a minister, brother. Thank you for your mercy."

I almost grimaced when the word "mercy" naturally slipped out. Now even word choices are filled with reverence.

"Ah, the beatification ceremony will be held at St. Togra Cathedral. Of course, there's no obligation for the beatified to attend, so you may comfortably await the results in the Empire."

Seemingly ready to leave, the Cardinal quickly explained the beatification schedule.

St. Togra Cathedral is the symbol of the Dawn Order located in the Papal States. I was worried I might need to travel abroad, but fortunately, no overseas trip would be necessary.

"And this is my small token as the Prefect of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints to a future saint."

With those words, the Cardinal approached, placed his left hand on his chest and his right hand on my head, and began reciting a prayer.

Not long after, white light began emanating from the Cardinal's hand, suggesting he was bestowing a blessing—

—Ouch, that startled me.

?

Suddenly, both the Cardinal and I froze.

I froze because a familiar voice echoed in my head, and the Cardinal because he sensed pagan energy from a future saint.

—...Ah, it's Enen's child. I felt something prickly and wondered what it was.

The voice quickly assessed the situation, sounding calm and languid, but I was far from calm.

"Brother...?"

The Cardinal's expression grew ominous as he detected another deity's energy within me.

Blessed (pagan)? Even I find that horrifying.

'Damn it.'

I need to calm down. Both the Empire and the Dawn Order know that I formed connections with pagan gods in the North and that the Northern deity was involved in the World Tree's revival. So the Cardinal, as a high-ranking member of the Order, must have heard about the Eternal Blue Sky.

Right now, the Cardinal is just shocked by the sudden blessed (pagan) revelation and giving me the look of a crusader, but if I explain carefully, he'll understand.

He definitely will.

***

I stared blankly at the elf praying before me—or more precisely, before the tree where I dwell. Though I have no physical body, if I did, I'd probably be lying on the ground scratching my belly. That's how familiar this sight is.

"Our Mother Constantina, Eternal Blue Sky who protects the World Tree. I thank you again today for your mercy in entrusting the important task of managing the World Tree to this humble mortal."

Having just finished his prayer, the elder of the elf race picked up enormous scissors to trim the branches, as he does every day.

It's a bit tiresome. This elder has been praying and trimming branches every single day since I took residence in this tree. Of course, I understand what Constantina means to elves and the significance of the World Tree she bestowed, so I don't find it excessive.

'If human hair were cut this frequently, they'd be bald.'

I just wonder if he trims too often.

It's strange. He cuts every day, yet there's always more to cut. Is he secretly attaching new branches when I'm not looking?

"Eternal Blue Sky, is there anything causing you discomfort?"

—...No. This is just my dwelling place, not my body.

"I understand. But please let me know if anything troubles you."

Seeing the elder smile while trimming branches, I found it difficult to say, "I'm fine, please stop." In my time as a deity, I've seen countless devotees, and this type tends to become depressed and gloomy when told to stop.

So what can I do? I must endure and acquiesce, even if it's annoying.

"Sky Auntie! Sky Auntie!"
"Good morning, good morning!"


But I can't tolerate these noisy ones.

Perhaps awakened by the sound of the elder trimming branches, fairies who had been quiet suddenly emerged and flew around.

Please, please be quiet. I don't want to be bothered first thing in the morning...

"Auntie! Auntie! How many days left? When will our home return?"
"How many days? How many days?"

I almost laughed bitterly at the sight of fairies chattering incessantly, as they do every day.

My fate is truly miserable. If I had even one proper temple, I wouldn't have to live being harassed by fairies.

—About 3,500 more nights of sleep.

"3,500? Really? Really?"

I don't even know. Constantina created the World Tree, not me.

—Yes.

Resisting the urge to say what I really thought, I managed to give an answer.

Though calculating precise figures is difficult, I know it will take at most 10 years. So 3,500 isn't wrong.

"What about 500? Can't it be 500?"
"500! 500!"

—3,000 is already a stretch, isn't 500 too much?

Your negotiation skills are truly artistic. Constantina taught you well.

'Let's escape.'

As my consciousness began to fade, I desperately clung to it and prepared to flee to my secret base.

I've endured for a while, but today is simply too much. I need to briefly inhabit my honorary priest's body.

'Three hours should be enough.'

Though these fairies are excessively energetic, if I'm absent for three hours, they'll lose interest and play among themselves. That's how it's always been.

So I gathered my thoughts and headed toward my reserve priest's body—

—Ouch, that startled me.

As soon as I entered the body, I was surprised by a hot, prickly sensation.

My small, precious secret base had been defiled.

"Indeed. This is the energy of the Eternal Blue Sky."

Hearing Enen's child mutter with interest, a small sadness washed over me.

How ironic that the moment I escape, I encounter Enen's child. I came here to rest but end up being bothered by someone new.

"I was surprised that you harbor pagan energy, brother, but the Eternal Blue Sky is acceptable. After all, you contributed to the World Tree's revival."

Moreover, it hurts that someone who isn't even Enen himself, but his subordinate, speaks as if evaluating me.

I too was once a prominent deity. I used to receive sacrifices of hundreds, even thousands of cattle and horses at least once a month.

'...I dislike settled people.'

—Says the one inside a settled person's body.

Though I grumbled quietly, this cold honorary priest gave me a curt response.

This is truly heartbreaking.

Alexandriana has been substituted out and replaced with Eternal Blue Sky.

"Why are you Enen's Blessed One? You have my stigmata and sacred object too. Shouldn't you be my Blessed One?"

"Being a Blessed One is just like receiving a medal. Besides, the Dawn Order is the only place with the concept of Blessed Ones, so how could I become your Blessed One?"

As soon as Eternal Blue Sky appeared and learned that I had been beatified as the Dawn Order's Blessed One, he began his dazzling whining. It was such a brilliant display of complaining that I felt my soul might leave my body, but I answered with the utmost sincerity.

I could sense the subtle sorrow in Eternal Blue Sky's voice. This wasn't his usual bored joking around—he genuinely felt hurt and disappointed.

But I've been a Dawn Order believer from the beginning. What's strange about a Dawn Order believer being beatified by the Dawn Order?

"Since it's like a medal, it's even more dangerous! You're close to me because you have my stigmata and sacred object, but if Enen gives you a medal too, you'll side with Enen!"

Eternal Blue Sky's wailing made him sound like a petulant five-year-old throwing a tantrum in a department store toy section.

It's disheartening. When I first met him, he had the aura of a magnificent ancient god, but as time passes, that magnificence has transformed into something pitiful. What happened to him while dwelling in the World Tree (pending promotion) to make him such a tragic being?

"Can't you refuse being a Blessed One? Enen has many others, but I only have you..."

For a moment, Marquis Barandiga in the North came to mind, but I quickly erased the thought.

Everyone—myself, Eternal Blue Sky, and Marquis Barandiga himself—knows he's just a fashion priest. Mentioning Marquis Barandiga now would only intensify Eternal Blue Sky's indignation.

"I'll transfer the energy residing in the sacred object to the World Tree within this week, so calm down."

Eternal Blue Sky fell silent at those words. This statement wasn't meant as a "I'll hand over the sacred object so we'll have no connection anymore" kind of severance, but rather a promise to help the tree where Eternal Blue Sky resides evolve into a World Tree.

"...Really?"
"Really."

Transferring the energy from the sacred object to the prospective World Tree was already something Eternal Blue Sky and I had agreed upon. We just hadn't set an exact time.

Usually, I couldn't leave my post at the Academy, and lately I've been enjoying my newlywed life. Because of this, Eternal Blue Sky had been waiting for that day to eventually come. He didn't want to pressure me and risk upsetting me, which might postpone things indefinitely.

In such a situation, I voluntarily set a time limit of this week? From Eternal Blue Sky's perspective, his sorrow would instantly vanish.

"I'll go by the weekend at the latest."
"Alright! I'll be waiting!"

His voice, which had been tinged with subtle moisture, suddenly became vibrant and spirited again.

A god without followers is truly pitiful...

Although I impulsively set the time limit for this week, I actually did have plans to visit the non-human protection zone soon. With the new year having arrived, I should at least pay my respects to Trixie's grandmother.

However, Trixie, being considerate of our newlywed status, had suggested going next month.

"This weekend, you say?"
"Yes. I'm fine with going right away, but Trixie has work at the magic tower."

When I, the newlywed in question, suggested going first, she couldn't hide her delight.

Of course, who wouldn't be happy when their prospective husband volunteers to visit their grandmother? If Trixie and her grandmother had a strained relationship, it might be different, but fortunately, their relationship is affectionate and harmonious.

"The weekend works for me too... but you don't need to go out of your way."
"What's out of the way about visiting my in-laws? That should be the first priority, even when busy."
"I-I see."

At my firm response, Trixie's ears fluttered.

Her desire to see her grandmother is naturally stronger than mine. Of course, Trixie can freely use teleportation magic, so I heard she's visited alone a few times since last year's school trip, but there's a difference between a granddaughter visiting alone and bringing her husband along.

Moreover, I've already greeted her other in-laws when they attended our wedding as guests, making Trixie's grandmother the only in-law I haven't greeted this year. Though she didn't say anything, Trixie must have felt somewhat uncomfortable about it.


That's why now is the time. If it's a place we need to visit anyway, it's right to go sooner rather than later.

"And let's ask her what she wants to do about the wedding ceremony. If it's inconvenient for her to come, we should go there."

My wedding with Trixie will take place in the second half of this year. As the wedding of her only granddaughter, her grandmother should attend, but if she's reluctant to leave the non-human protection zone, I'm willing to hold the wedding there.

The only issue is that if we hold the wedding in the protection zone, it would be difficult for human guests to attend—

"If necessary, let's have two ceremonies."

One wedding with human guests, and another with elven guests. That would work.

It's not like we're short on money, so what's the big deal about having two weddings?

***

Just as I was about to play with the fairies after dinner, I received a message from Trixie.

"This weekend?"
"Yes. We plan to arrive around lunchtime."

With happy and joyful news, no less.

"They really do resemble each other."

Seeing Trixie's flushed face and fluttering ears, I couldn't help but smile. It felt like looking at a young Ariadne.

How remarkably she resembles her mother. Surely her father's blood must be mixed in there somewhere, but it's hard to find.

"The weekend, huh."

Soon, I recalled what Eternal Blue Sky had said a few hours ago.

"A precious guest will come this week. A welcome guest for both this World Tree and you, so keep that in mind."

Indeed, a precious and welcome guest. What could be more joyful than the arrival of a beloved granddaughter and the grandson-in-law who revived the World Tree?

"Growing older has only reduced my sleep, but with news like this, how am I supposed to sleep with my heart racing?"
"I thought you might be too surprised if we showed up without notice."

When I jokingly remarked, Trixie smiled and played along.

That made me laugh involuntarily. Since Ariadne left home, I've had no one to joke with. To my kin, I was an elder; to the fairies, I was the auntie who looked after them.

"Oh, Grandmother."

Trixie, who had been laughing along with me, suddenly seemed to remember something and continued.

"When we visit this time, I think we'll talk about the wedding too."

At those words, my smiling face froze.

"Wedding?"

I'm not surprised by the fact that Trixie is getting married. I've been prepared for this since last year when she introduced her lover as her future husband. I understand that by human standards, Trixie is old enough to marry.

Of course, I still start when I think about an elf marrying at 120 years old, but it would be too harsh to apply elven standards to a child raised in the human world.

Nevertheless, my body stiffened for a different reason.

"I couldn't even see my daughter's wedding."

I was shocked by the fact that I, who failed to attend my only daughter's wedding or childbirth, would now witness my granddaughter's wedding.

Afraid that I, an unworthy mother and grandmother, shouldn't enjoy such happiness.


"Grandmother?"
"Ah, I'm sorry. I'm just surprised that such a young child is getting married..."

When I suddenly fell silent, Trixie tilted her head in confusion, prompting me to hastily speak. I couldn't show a gloomy face to my granddaughter who was delivering such happy news.

"While I may be young by elven standards, I'm old enough to marry in human society."
"Of course, I know that. I'm just a bit surprised because I still have an old-fashioned mindset."

I forced a smile at the slightly pouting Trixie.

Yes, Trixie's wedding is a joyous occasion. As family, I should congratulate her more than anyone else, and sincerely smile for her.

So I'll set aside my fears for now. If it were just my problem, I could wait until I found my own answer, but as Trixie's only blood relative, I cannot turn away from her wedding.

"I'll have to do the work of three people by myself."

Considering the roles of my departed daughter and son-in-law, I alone must fulfill the roles of three.

"...Or four people?"

Come to think of it, if he were alive, he would have adored his granddaughter too, so it would be four roles.

Everyone left me behind, leaving only me to struggle.

I spent each day looking forward to the weekend with a pounding heart.

I got so excited that I pruned more branches than usual, but Eternal Blue Sky didn't reprimand me. He just said I did a good job today.

As expected of someone who helped revive the World Tree, he's truly merciful. From now on, I'll prune with even more devotion.

"Elder, I brought what you asked for."

While I was cleaning up the fallen branches and leaves with a reverent heart, Clarisse, who had received my request, came with both hands full of various ingredients.

Even with just a quick glance, I could tell they were premium quality. With ingredients this good, the results should be excellent too.

"Thank you for your hard work. Keep the remaining money."
"But the remaining money is more than what I spent?"
"You ran an errand for an old woman, so you should at least take that much."
"Ah, yes. I accept with gratitude."

Clarisse, who had been rolling her eyes around, carefully bowed her head in thanks.

"In return, let me do the cooking. That's the only way I'll feel at ease."

With those words, she entered the house with the ingredients. Her steps were so quick and resolute that I couldn't stop her.

"This is troublesome."

It's a difficult situation. I wanted to personally cook for my granddaughter and her husband, but if Clarisse does it instead, that meaning is diminished.

But Clarisse is also quite stubborn, so I'd either have to let her cook or take back the money I gave her...

"Should I put her to sleep with magic?"

The thought crossed my mind for a moment, but I gently shook my head. It would be too much to forcibly put to sleep a child who is helping out of goodwill.

Besides, from Clarisse's perspective, Trixie is her friend's daughter. When she heard that her departed friend's young daughter was coming, she naturally wanted to cook and serve her personally.

"I have no choice."

I'll have to secure my share by helping her cook.

I came to visit the elder with both hands full, as is proper etiquette. Especially when that elder is not only my future wife's grandmother but also the leader of an entire race.

The only problem was figuring out what gift would be appropriate.

'If I choose by human standards, it would be a disaster.'

I sighed while rummaging through the pile of accessories and fabrics in the storage room.

Although Grandmother had acknowledged me as her granddaughter's future husband, she unfortunately still harbored uncomfortable feelings toward humans. Realistically, how many decent humans could she have met compared to the terrible ones throughout her life?

Moreover, those terrible humans weren't just abstract villains but specifically the bastards from the Apels Empire. If even other humans despised Apels as a nation, how deep and dark must Grandmother's wounds be as an elf? Therefore, bringing something made by humans as a gift would be problematic.

'Everything at home was handmade too.'

And all that handmade furniture filling Grandmother's house. Whether it was simply a hobby or a firm determination not to use anything made by humans, I wasn't sure, but I'd better assume the latter. That's safer.

'Tea would be good.'

After wracking my brain for quite some time, I came to a reasonable conclusion.

Since Grandmother enjoyed drinking tea, wouldn't tea be acceptable? Of course, even tea involves human hands in the cultivation process, but I thought it might face less resistance than manufactured goods.

"So this is what you chose?"
"Yes."

When I happily showed Trixie the gift, she blinked with a dubious expression.

After opening and closing her mouth several times, she carefully continued.

"This isn't tea, it's wine."
"Couldn't we think of it as tea made from fruit?"

At those words, Trixie's mouth closed again, with a look that suggested she was wondering if I'd gone mad from the cold.

Yes, I know. What I'm holding isn't tea but alcohol. I'm not crazy enough to call a deer a horse.

'This is the best option.'

Though Trixie's gaze was piercing, what could I do? The readily available, decent quality tea leaves were all mass-produced using human-friendly cultivation methods that had built a Great Wall against nature. The more I looked into it, the less courage I had to present them to Grandmother.

But this wine is fine. It was produced in Servet County and made using relatively nature-friendly methods.

'She'll be pleased if I say it's a specialty from her granddaughter's domain.'

Crucially, it's connected to her granddaughter, not just anyone else. She might smile and overlook the slight human influence.

Besides, alcohol is sometimes called grain tea. If we call this fruit tea (fruit-cha), wouldn't it fall under the category of tea somehow?

"...Well, wine should be fine as a gift."

Eventually, Trixie seemed to agree with my thinking, nodding slightly and muttering.

I knew Trixie would understand.

***

For a deity, time is a light and vague concept. What meaning does a day hold, what emotion does a month stir for a being who can live eternally? Only when years pass in rapid succession might one think, "Ah, the world has changed a little."

But not now. Never in my divine existence have I so desperately waited for each passing day.

I even felt regretful about being a sky deity. If I had been a deity of time, couldn't I have pulled the weekend closer?

'That would have been impossible anyway.'

Of course, it's a futile fantasy. While accelerating or reversing time for living beings or buildings might be possible, tampering with the world's time is difficult even if one were prepared for the extinction of their divine status. If I tried such a thing, other deities would rush over and beat me for such mischief.

Ah, but there's only Enen left among the other deities now.


'That bastard.'

My teeth grind just thinking about it. That vicious fellow who seduced my only devotee, my honorary priest. That greedy one who already has everything yet covets what belongs to others.

When I was in my prime, I was quite fond of him as he was just a newborn deity. Even after he grew up, he was respectful enough that we didn't fight. I never expected him to stab me in the back like this. To thrust the most fatal dagger when I was at my weakest.

'I raised a lion cub.'

I could almost cry. He was born as a sun deity, and I embraced him as a sky deity, but now the sun has swallowed the sky.

Actually, I know. The appointment of my honorary priest as some kind of "blessed one" was entirely the doing of Enen's followers. That guy isn't the type to give systematic names or positions to his followers.

Still, I can't help but resent Enen. You bad guy, I hope you meet a newborn deity just like yourself in your twilight years and suffer.

"Sky auntie, Sky auntie."
"Crying? Crying?"
- I might really cry, so be quiet.

Meanwhile, the fairies noticed my gloomy mood and hovered around me.

It's sad. They have good intuition but lack consideration. Constantina should have given them proper home training, but unfortunately, the World Tree burned down.

'Just revival... just need revival.'

I pulled myself together while letting the fairies' incessant chatter go in one ear and out the other.

Once the honorary priest arrives here and transfers the energy from the divine object to this tree, everything will be fine. If the energy is fully absorbed, the expected revival period of 10 years could be shortened to 1 year, and with luck, it might be even faster.

Then everything will end. When the World Tree revives, Constantina will be able to intervene in the continent again, and when Constantina appears, the elves and fairies will look only at her, not me.

"Oh right. Auntie, auntie. Tell us that story, that story."
"Yes, yes! That story, that story!"

When that happens, these chaotic days will end too.

- What story?
"About when you were with mother! Mother's old days!"
"Tell us! Tell us!"

Their bold and clear demand made me sigh. When I first dwelled in this tree, I told various old stories to the children I'd be living with, but I didn't expect that karma to return like this.

Yes, I was foolish. Telling stories about their mother to children who miss her.

'When will the weekend come...'

I wish someone would seal me away until the weekend.

***

Servet wine for Grandmother, packed in abundance.

Permission from the Wise Duke who manages the non-human protection zone—I contacted him directly yesterday to get approval for the visit.

A honeymoon outing to the western edge of the Empire—I asked for understanding from my lovers, explaining that I would be visiting Trixie's grandmother.

Plus, I made sure to bring the divine object that would help revive the World Tree.

Perfect. All preparations are complete, so I just need to visit Grandmother with a light heart and return.

- You... came?

As soon as I set foot in the elven residential area, I heard the voice of the Eternal Blue Sky, sounding nearly dead.

'Did something happen?'

I was confused. The Eternal Blue Sky had been overjoyed when I said I would visit with the divine object. But in those few days, that joyful voice had disappeared, replaced by one filled with despair and fatigue.


What happened? Did Enen strike the World Tree with lightning or something?

- I told the fairies... that when you came, the World Tree's revival would speed up... Then they started tormenting me about when you'd arrive...
'Oh dear.'

Hearing that, I quickly dismissed my concern. It was self-inflicted suffering.

Even I, who only briefly saw the fairies during the school trip, felt I should watch my words around them. Surely the Eternal Blue Sky, who had been with them all this time, knew that. Perhaps as the weekend approached, she got excited and misspoke.

- I only told the elder that a precious guest would be coming to the World Tree... but I made a mistake at the last moment...
'But I came as promised, so it's fine. It would have been terrible if I were late.'
- If you hadn't come today, I would have fled, World Tree or not...

Her words were so sincere that I couldn't help but smile.

Once we finish transferring the energy from the divine object today, the Eternal Blue Sky's complaints will disappear too.

"Hey, you two!"

Soon, a red-haired elf came running from the distance, waving her hands vigorously.

A familiar elf. I believe her name was Claris? I remember her as the elf who guided us to Grandmother during our previous school trip.

"It's been a while, Lady Claris."

Trixie bowed politely to Claris as she approached us.

Even a duchess over 120 years old becomes a child when entering this place—the elven residential area is truly remarkable.

Once again, we moved toward Grandmother's residence with Claris's guidance. Though we didn't really need guidance since we'd been there before, she seemed to want to chat with her friend's daughter, so I quietly—

"I heard you got married recently?"
"Ah, yes."

...couldn't stay quiet. Unfortunately, I was also included in Claris's interests.

Instinctively, I found myself watching Claris's reaction. The elves already knew I had multiple lovers, but even so, I couldn't say "I married someone other than Trixie first! Trixie is second!" in front of an elf who particularly cherished Trixie. I'm not crazy.

"So you'll be marrying Trixie soon, right?"
"...Yes, that's right."

But Claris didn't seem to place much importance on first or second. She just smiled brightly at the news that my marriage to Trixie was imminent.

"Um, it's awkward for me to say this since I'm not family... but could you hold the wedding with Trixie here?"

Her smile soon turned sheepish, but I didn't mind.

'They really do consider her one of their own.'

It was reassuring to know that the elves in the protection zone truly regarded Trixie as one of them.

Of course, Trixie is the elder's blood relative and was already chatting amicably with other elves, but I had worried that her mixed blood might become a shackle at crucial moments. Novels sometimes mention that those who aren't pure-blooded can't receive the World Tree's protection or the fairies' blessings.

"If it's difficult for the elves to leave the protection zone, then of course we should."

So I happily gave a definitive answer. If the elves wanted it, we would certainly do so.

I exchanged glances with Trixie, who nodded with a gentle smile.

"Thank you. Since I couldn't attend my friend's wedding, I wanted to at least make her daughter's wedding lively."

At those words, Trixie's smile deepened.

It seems that Trixie's second mother, whom I've never met, was a well-respected person.

I stared blankly at the table before turning to look at my grandmother-in-law's back as she worked in the kitchen.

Strange. I felt like I'd already eaten enough for not just one but two meals, yet the food kept appearing endlessly no matter how much I ate.

'Is this magic?'

For a moment, that thought crossed my mind. Magic that makes food never diminish no matter how much you eat—that would be a miracle capable of eliminating the concept of starvation from this continent. As expected of Trixie's grandmother, she must be an incredible archmage.

After watching her for a while, I turned my attention back to the food. There's an image that elves are extreme vegetarians, but the food grandmother prepared was diverse, including meat, fish, and vegetables without discrimination. Certainly, eating only plants wouldn't be good for the body.

Perhaps that's why I felt dizzy. It was like renting an entire buffet just for myself—no, for the two of us.

"What's wrong? Does it not suit your taste?"
"No, it's delicious."

Though my eating pace had significantly slowed due to the rising fullness, I forced myself to move my fork when grandmother brought the next dish.

"Hoho, I'm glad. There's still plenty more, so eat as much as you like."
"...Yes, thank you."

I expressed my gratitude to grandmother, who was smiling contentedly, and put some salad in my mouth, which seemed the least filling option.

This is torture. I never expected to endure food torture at my age. What makes it worse is that it's torture delivered with goodwill and affection rather than malice, which is driving me crazy.

'Is Trixie okay?'

As I barely managed to swallow the salad, I glanced at Trixie's complexion. Since arriving at grandmother's house with Clarice's guidance, grandmother had been conducting this food torture for nearly an hour without rest.

At least I can handle it since I can force myself to eat a lot if necessary. But for Trixie to eat at this pace would be impossible... right?

'What the...'

Looking at Trixie, I noticed something strange. She was clearly bringing food to her mouth, but I couldn't see her chewing or swallowing.

Feeling like my common sense was collapsing, I observed more carefully and discovered the cause of this incredible situation.

'...Magic?'

This time it really was magic. Every time Trixie moved her fork, I could sense a subtle mana flow, which confirmed it.

Trixie wasn't consuming grandmother's love on the spot but postponing it for the future. Since she couldn't eat any more, she was using storage magic to divert the food.

'Unbelievable.'

I felt both envious and bewildered. While I was struggling to eat, I wondered why she didn't just say she was full and couldn't eat anymore. Was there really a need to pretend to eat like that?

Sensing my gaze, Trixie, who had been method acting, quietly turned her head and avoided my eyes.

It seems she was aware that her behavior was strange.

We were only able to receive grandmother's infinite love after about two hours of dining. It was such excessive love that it almost brought tears to my eyes.

"This is plum tea. It's good for digestion, perfect for after a meal."
"Ah, thank you."

I nearly cried when she even prepared post-meal tea time. Such thoughtfulness to provide digestive tea on top of everything.

Actually, if she was aware that her love was heavy enough to require digestion, couldn't she have made it a bit lighter? Too much love can become poison.

Of course, I didn't say that out loud. I couldn't be so disrespectful as to ruin an elder's joy.

"I'm sorry I couldn't prepare more. As I get older, I eat less, so I'm not sure how much young people eat these days."

However, as I carefully sipped the plum tea, grandmother's apologetic words startled me. Her tone suggested she was disappointed she couldn't feed us more.

'I overdid it.'

Only then did I realize my critical mistake. I had forced myself to eat out of respect for grandmother's sincerity, but that had backfired.

Yes, just as we wanted to please grandmother, she wanted to lavishly entertain her granddaughter and grandson-in-law. The more we emptied our plates, the more grandmother felt compelled to cook on the spot.


Come to think of it, when we first arrived at grandmother's house, there was a reasonable amount of food prepared. The meal should have ended after eating just that, but our mutual consideration turned it into a chicken game.

Food torture born from family harmony... what a strange thing I've never seen or heard of before...

"It's fine. We usually eat less than this, but it was so delicious that we overdid it a bit."
"Is that so? Then I'm glad."

As I was unable to speak due to cultural shock, Trixie quickly spoke up.

Fortunately, grandmother seemed relieved by Trixie's words, but I felt a slight resentment when Trixie mentioned we overdid it. I was the only one who actually overdid it. She just pretended with magic.

This is why living as a humble swordsman is pitiful. If I had walked the path of a noble magician, I wouldn't have felt this misery.

'Should I raise my child as a magician?'

Of course, I won't force them into the path of magic, but if they hope to become a magician rather than a swordsman, I'll gladly support them.

After all, it's a parent's wish for their child to be happier than they were.

***

Seeing Kal sipping his tea with a dark expression, I felt various emotions.

Sympathy for him eating all that food, and gratitude for his consideration of my grandmother despite the strain.

'He didn't need to eat it all.'

I knew Kal had eaten far beyond his usual meal portion this time. Not knowing your partner's usual eating habits when living under the same roof would require either a lack of intelligence or awareness.

Some might call him foolish for not enjoying the fine cuisine as a nobleman should, or for not firmly expressing his intention to stop eating. But I don't think so. Kal is usually a sharp and wise person. If such a person showed a foolish side for the sake of my blood relative, that's something to be happy about.

...I'm sorry for using magic tricks while leaving Kal behind, but unlike him, a warrior, I have a limit to how much I can eat no matter how hard I try. I'm sure he'll understand.

"Benefactor, benefactor."
"Are you done? Are you done eating?"

While I was mentally apologizing to Kal, the door opened and fairies flew in.

The sight brought a gentle smile to my face. These little ones had shown deep affection since we arrived. They hung from Kal's hair, sat on his shoulders, and flew around him. They were like pets welcoming their master after a long time.

Unfortunately, they had been chased away by grandmother, who told them not to bother the guests, but they must have been watching through the window because they appeared as soon as the meal ended.

"Yes, we're done."
"Wow!"
"They're done! They're done eating!"

With his answer, Kal was immediately swarmed by the fairies.

It's an amazing sight no matter how many times I see it. For a human, not an elf, and a layperson, not a priest, to receive such love from fairies would have been rare even when the World Tree was healthy.

Of course, considering the Northern pagan energy that has settled in him, it's hard to consider Kal an ordinary person. Perhaps he's somewhere between a priest and a layman?

"Can you save the World Tree now?"
"World Tree! World Tree!"
"We want to live in our home! Our home!"
"Alright, but stop pulling my hair..."

Kal, who muttered tiredly, slowly got up from his seat and picked up the sword he had placed on the floor.

'A divine artifact.'

My gaze unconsciously turned to that sword. Even divine artifacts of the Dawn Order are rare to see, let alone one imbued with nomadic faith energy. It's an object I'd love to thoroughly research as a magician.

But I held back. Although I'm only half-elf, elven blood flows in my veins, and I don't want to willfully delay the desperate wish of the elves.

"Won't you rest a bit first? It's not an urgent matter."
"It's fine. It's just transferring energy, so it's not difficult, and since I don't know how long it will take, it's better to do it as quickly as possible."

As Kal was being dragged away by the fairies, grandmother asked with concern, but Kal shook his head with a faint smile.

Even in grandmother's restraining voice, there was an underlying expectation. Having witnessed the World Tree burning and harboring resentment for hundreds of years, grandmother's longing for the World Tree must be similar to that of the fairies. She was just restraining herself.


I'm grateful and proud of Kal for willingly moving for grandmother's sake.

***

I stood up as soon as the fairies started pulling my hair and grabbing my collar. I've been blessed with genes that don't cause baldness, and there's nothing more unfair than losing hair due to external trauma.

Besides, I noticed the kitchen table was full of desserts. If I don't escape now, I'll face another food torture session.

- Have you come...?

As I stood before the prospective World Tree, the Eternal Blue Sky greeted me with its still dying voice.

'Are you still tired?'
- I'll be fine once I receive the energy...

Those words made me feel even more pitiful. It felt like a terminally ill person saying they'd be fine after taking medicine.

- Just energy, just need energy. Once I get energy... everything will work out.

No, looking at it now, it's not like a terminally ill patient but more like a gambling addict looking for one big score.

'Anyway, what do I do now? Do I stick it in the tree?'

So for the sake of the Eternal Blue Sky's remaining honor, I changed the subject. Since it said it just needed energy, I should transfer it quickly and be done.

- Just stick it nearby. Be careful not to hurt the roots.
'Yes.'

Following the simple instruction, I quickly stuck the divine artifact into the ground.

At a distance and depth that wouldn't hurt the roots... this should be—

- Thank you, one who is favored by the sun and sky.

Suddenly, an unfamiliar voice echoed in my head.

- For my children, for the poor lost children, you willingly offer what is yours. Such nobility. That nobility made even me, who is losing power and declining, take notice of you.
- Huh...?

After the unfamiliar voice, I heard the Eternal Blue Sky's voice, sounding dazed.

- Of course, all I am permitted to do is watch, and my reappearance in this world is a matter for the future. However, your dedication has brought that future closer, and I have gained enough strength to express my gratitude to you.

As the gentle voice continued, my confused mind gradually regained its reason, and I realized who this voice belonged to.

The mother of elves who bestowed the World Tree upon the continent.

The deity known as the God of Vegetation.

'Constantina?'
- Yes, that is one of the names I am called by.

I was perplexed. I had prepared myself for contact with Constantina when the World Tree was revived, but I didn't expect her to appear at this timing when the World Tree hadn't fully revived yet.

- I am the mother of all elves and fairies, friend of spirits, the God of Vegetation who embraces all places on this continent.

After a moment of silence, Constantina continued with a voice tinged with laughter.

- And as one who has received your favor, I wish to offer a small token of gratitude.
- Huh? Hey, wait!

Along with the Eternal Blue Sky's urgent voice, I felt a slight warmth around my shoulder.

- Though I lack the power now to do more than leave a trace, in the future when we meet again, a grand divinity will bloom. I look forward to that day.

With those final words, the one-sided voice disappeared.

- Why, why does everyone only target what's mine...!

Leaving only the wailing of a certain deity.

Regardless of someone's sobbing, the energy transfer process was successfully completed.

"World Tree! World Tree!"
"It's smaller than before! But still good!"
"Our home, our home!"

As proof, the fairies that had been fluttering around near the tree attached themselves to the provisional World Tree with no intention of letting go.

Though it received criticism for being smaller than before since it wasn't a complete revival, beings who once called the World Tree home were directly acknowledging it as the World Tree. With enough time, the World Tree would be fully revived after hundreds of years.

"It's definitely changed. I don't know much about divine power to comment properly, but it's become incomparably more magnificent than before."

Trixie, who stood behind me, nodded while looking at the provisional... no, at this point it could be called the semi-World Tree.

Mana and divine power have different characteristics, but they share the commonality of being energies that make up this world. Perhaps because of this, even Trixie, who was accustomed to mana, noticed this anomaly.

"My goodness."

And if even Trixie, who was ignorant about the World Tree and divine power, noticed the change, then my grandmother, who had direct experience managing the World Tree, certainly would.

Grandmother, who had been watching me plant the sword with an expectant face, was now looking up at the World Tree with tears welling in her eyes. Just as the fairies called that tree the World Tree, it seemed to appear as the World Tree in Grandmother's eyes as well.

After staring at the World Tree for quite some time, Grandmother quietly wiped her eyes and smiled at me.

"Thank you. Our race has received a great favor from you."
"A favor? This is just humans returning a treasure that humans burned."

I quickly shook my head at Grandmother's expression of gratitude. Honestly, if she were thanking me for something else, I might accept it, but when it comes to the World Tree issue, it's embarrassing to receive thanks.

After all, it was those Apels bastards who burned the World Tree in the first place. Although Kfelopen is the nation that tore apart Apels, it doesn't change the fact that humans are cleaning up after human transgressions.

"The villains who burned the World Tree were punished by the current Empire, so not all humans bear that sin. In such circumstances, you've raised the World Tree again, so how is that not a favor?"

Ironically, Grandmother sees Apels and Kfelopen as separate entities.

I appreciate her words. Even if emotionally she's wary of all humans, rationally she's trying to view them as separate entities. Whether this is Grandmother's personal inclination or the responsibility of an elder leading the elven race, it's certainly a relief from the Empire's perspective.

"And."

Grandmother approached me slightly and gently stroked my shoulder.

"Our Mother does not resent humans either, so it's only natural."

That part where I felt a faint warmth when I heard Constantina's voice.

It seems the elven elder holds a position that combines both secular and religious leadership. To notice something that isn't outwardly apparent.

'The Northern Priest couldn't tell even after seeing it directly.'
- Hey!

The Eternal Blue Sky shouted in response to my instinctive thought.

It's an unfortunate thought, but what can I do? It's true.

I ended up being forced to attend an elven feast.

Though called a feast, it was a modest affair with tables and food laid out in an open space next to the World Tree, but being the only human in a space full of elves made me feel awkward. Even Trixie was half-elf, so I was the only pure human.

"Benefactor! Why are you standing there blankly? Don't just stand there, try this too!"
"Ah, yes. Thank you."

Fortunately, most elves in the protected area aren't hostile toward humans. I didn't hear things like "How dare you, filthy short-lived race!" as in novels from my pre-possession world.

Moreover, I'm the elder's granddaughter-in-law-to-be and the hero who revived the World Tree. Far from hostility, they're quite friendly.

"You eat well! You'll be a beloved son-in-law!"

When I put the food offered by a blue-haired elf into my mouth, she nodded with satisfaction.

Being loved because I eat well. Then my stomach didn't make a vain sacrifice at lunch. That's truly fortunate.

"By the way, it's been so long since we all gathered like this to have fun. I think it's the first time since Apels fell."

However, I flinched at the blue-haired elf's subsequent muttering.

'The first time since Apels fell?'

As if she had been alive when Apels collapsed.


It's confusing. When talking with elves, I can't tell if I'm discussing current affairs or history. Since I'm going to have elves as in-laws, I should get used to it quickly.

"Heh, surprised? Despite appearances, I was a warrior who played an active role during the fall of Apels."

Noticing my thoughts, the blue-haired elf grinned and patted my back.

Beyond just being alive during the fall of Apels, she was active as a warrior. She looks like a woman in her 30s at most, but how old is she actually—

"You're not thinking anything strange, are you?"
"Not at all."
"Good then."

It seems elves are also sensitive about age.

After gulping down her drink heartily, the blue-haired elf continued to bring up various topics. She talked about how fortunate it was that the World Tree had been revived when even elves who had directly seen the World Tree were rare, how she was relieved that young elves had a vague affection for the World Tree, and how she never expected the person who revived the World Tree would become the elder's granddaughter's husband. This time, it was ordinary current affairs rather than history.

"Ah, your wife is coming."

At those words, I turned to see Trixie approaching with a haggard expression, having been harassed by other elves.

I barely suppressed a laugh. Even Trixie, a respected magic elder in human society, becomes nothing more than a cute youngest member when she enters this protected area.

"Trixie! Thank you for bringing such good alcohol!"

The blue-haired elf waved her hand vigorously in greeting toward Trixie.

"I'm glad you like it. I'll bring more often in the future."

Trixie smiled gently at the enthusiastic expression of gratitude.

Actually, it was Serbet wine that I had brought as a gift for Grandmother, but it's not bad for it to be used for the happiness and laughter of all elves.

Anyway, Trixie approached me with heavy steps and naturally rested her head on my shoulder. It suddenly looked like we were showing affection in front of elders, but Trixie's fatigue seemed to far outweigh her embarrassment, so I gladly lent her my shoulder.

Besides, the elf in front of us just snickered, finding the affectionate display of the young couple cute.

"You worked hard."

So I patted Trixie's shoulder and then caressed her ear—

"W-what are you doing!"

The blue-haired elf who had been snickering shouted urgently. Indeed, as if her claim of being a combat veteran wasn't a lie, her shout was so powerful that the gazes of other elves quickly turned toward us.

That aside, it's perplexing. If she had shown displeasure at the sight of Trixie leaning on my shoulder, I could have thought we made a mistake, but she was quiet until now, so I have no idea what's wrong.

"Um, I apologize if Trixie and I aren't yet well-versed in elven culture, but did we perhaps make some mistake...?"

When I asked cautiously, the blue-haired elf, whose face had turned red, rolled her eyes around and then asked in a very faint voice.

"You really don't know?"
"Trixie didn't hear much about elves from her mother while she was alive, and I'm originally from a different race."
"Ah."

Then she let out a quiet exclamation and lowered her gaze.

I could see her sadness that Trixie had lost her parents at a young age and hadn't learned proper common sense, as well as her awkwardness about how to explain this situation.

But her hesitation was brief. The elf, equipped with the courage of a combat veteran, gently brought her mouth to Trixie's ear and whispered something.

"I-I didn't know!"
"Yes, I can see that."

And Trixie, who had been blinking as she listened to the whisper, instantly turned red and shook her head vigorously.

What's going on? What could possibly be happening?

Let me know too.

'Is it because of the ears?'

Based on the circumstances, it seems that touching the ears was the problem, but since no one is telling me, I don't know exactly what the issue is.

I just touch Trixie's ears because she melts with pleasure when I do...

...

'Could it be.'


The thought that belatedly occurred to me made my blood run cold. Could it be that elven ears are treated not like human ears but similar to other body parts?

If that's the case, I can understand the blue-haired elf's reaction. She saw young ones showing not just simple affection but a fiery display.

And so, a somewhat awkward atmosphere lingered.

***

While going about my usual business, I received an unexpected item.

"Cardinal Alexandriana sent this?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. I received it with apologies for not being able to deliver it personally."

I stroked my chin while looking at the two boxes the imperial chamberlain was holding.

Since it was sent in the cardinal's name and had passed the palace's verification procedures, it wouldn't pose a security threat. Therefore, only pure curiosity remained.

'What would be sent under a cardinal's name?'

If it had been in the name of the Pope or Cardinal Aldino, the head of the delegation, I would have thought it was a gift for the friendship between the Empire and the Papal States.

But in the name of Cardinal Alexandriana, who is just one of many cardinals and the second-in-command within the delegation? The only thing that comes to mind is related to canonization, but hasn't that already been decided with beatification during life and canonization after death? There's no reason to send me anything.

"Open it. Since the cardinal sent it personally, I should send an appropriate reply."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

After briefly contemplating, I ordered it to be opened. There's no need to worry when I'll know the contents as soon as the box is opened. It's right to quickly check the contents and consider an appropriate gift in return.

'Huh.'

I almost let out a laugh as soon as I saw what came out of the first box.

It's a portrait. Even to an amateur, it was clearly painted with care, and the tightly closed lips, devout expression, and the Bible and cross held in both hands made for an impressive religious portrait.

But the subject is the Minister of Audit.

'Blessed Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen.'

I bit my lip slightly as I read the phrase written at the bottom of the portrait. If I'm not careful, I might burst out laughing in front of the chamberlain.

"It says this is a gift to Your Majesty and to Blessed Brother Kal Kracius, commemorating the beatification of the Empire's pillar during his lifetime."
"I see."

I barely managed to nod at the chamberlain's words as he read the letter enclosed with the portrait.

I understand. Beatification during one's lifetime is a very rare event, so it's certainly worth commemorating. A portrait like this probably went to the Minister's mansion as well.

'What's the other one?'

My gaze involuntarily went to the second box. Since I received a portrait of the Blessed, is that clothing or sacred objects for the Blessed? No, if that were the case, there would be no need to send it to me.

Fortunately, before my curiosity grew, the chamberlain opened the other box as well, and,

'Kup.'

I desperately held back my laughter.

'Saint Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen.'

Following the portrait of the Blessed, this time it was a portrait of a saint.

This is ridiculous. Though it's supposed to be canonization after death, it seems they've already decided to treat him as a saint within the Papal States, as a halo was drawn behind the Minister's head, just like in portraits of saints. I was about to burst out laughing at such meticulousness and promptness.

I must hold it in. An emperor cannot show a frivolous side in front of his subjects.

"An impressive gift. I will determine an appropriate return gift and let you know, so the chamberlain may leave now."

The chamberlain bowed respectfully and backed away.

Not long after, when the door to the office closed and even the sound of the chamberlain's footsteps faded away,

"Hahaha!"

The laughter I had been holding back erupted.

Unlike the portrait of the Blessed, this portrait showed the Minister with a gentle smile, holding a cross near his chest.

Even the Minister himself would laugh if he saw this.


The ear-touching incident sent a powerful shock through the banquet hall that had been filled with merriment. From the elves' perspective, children who appeared barely in their early teens had done something too embarrassing to describe in words.

Fortunately, they attributed the cause to lack of knowledge rather than moral depravity. Otherwise, the goodwill we'd built up could have plummeted instantly.

'That was a close call.'

I unconsciously stroked my neck while letting out a sigh of relief.

The Kfelopen Empire is a nation with pro-non-human tendencies, to the extent that the Emperor himself claims friendship with other races. Imagine if a minister of such a nation were to harass an elven elder's granddaughter in front of other elves? If that incident had strained relations between the Empire and non-humans, the already deceased Emperor Eimanka would have risen from his grave to take me as his companion.

"Since human blood flows through you just as elven blood does, I can understand why you might touch ears. It would be too harsh to emphasize only elven culture to someone of mixed heritage like you."

After the banquet ended, the grandmother's expression was extremely stern and serious as she lectured Trixie.

"But I would appreciate if you could refrain from doing so here. This is an elven space, after all."
"Yes... I'll keep that in mind..."

Trixie responded with drooping ears, muttering weakly at her grandmother's words.

Unlike her usual self, she seemed half-dazed. The shock of learning that what she considered normal behavior was inappropriate from an elven perspective must have been overwhelming.

I understand completely. Even I felt dizzy just imagining what ear-touching might mean without hearing it directly. How much worse must it be for Trixie, who heard the details in whispered words? If we weren't visiting her grandmother, she probably would have teleported away.

"I believe you understand as well."
"Yes, of course."

After comforting the dejected Trixie with a hug, her grandmother turned to me.

Is it just my imagination? The look that had been at 100% favorability seems to have dropped to about 90%.

'My karma.'

Of course, considering the humiliation her only granddaughter experienced, it's a natural reaction.

The excuse that I didn't know elven culture because I'm human doesn't work here. Sometimes in life, reason and emotion operate separately. This is one of those times.

"By the way, Grandmother, there's something I'd like to discuss."

I desperately changed the subject. Continuing this conversation would only disadvantage me.

"Speak."
"I'm planning to marry Trixie this summer, and if you and the other elves are agreeable, I'd like to hold a wedding ceremony here in the protected area as well."

At those words, her grandmother's expression softened dramatically.

I'm relieved to have successfully changed the subject.

The wedding discussion concluded quickly. It's difficult for her grandmother and the elves to leave the protected area, and it's also difficult for humans to enter. So we decided to hold two separate wedding ceremonies.

It's better than having guests feel awkward around each other at what should be a blessed event. Besides, receiving blessings twice is better than once.

"In the old days, couples would pledge eternal love before the World Tree. Fairies would attach themselves to the bride and groom and play pranks. Couples would even compete to see who could attract more fairies."

After our discussion ended, her grandmother smiled as she reminisced about the past.

"It would be wonderful if the World Tree fully revived before your wedding, but even if the timing doesn't work out, let's hold the ceremony in front of that tree."
"That seems like too great an honor for a human like me."

"Without you, there wouldn't even be a World Tree. What are you saying?"

The look in her grandmother's eyes had already returned to what it was before the ear-touching incident.

It seems that reviving the World Tree is an achievement that fixes the elves' favorability at 100. It might waver momentarily, but unless I commit a truly serious offense, I'll continue to receive their respect and goodwill. What an incredible achievement.

"Speaking of summer, everyone usually finds it too bothersome to leave home because of the heat. This will be a nice way to enjoy summer for a change."

It feels like our wedding has suddenly become a grand summer festival, but I certainly don't mind. Weddings are celebrations, after all.

Besides, if our wedding can bring vitality to elves who would otherwise be groaning about the summer heat, we'll receive even more sincere congratulations and applause.

After completing our overnight stay, we returned to the mansion.

"Welcome back, Kal."

Mar greeted me along with the servants as soon as we returned, but unfortunately, my gaze was directed elsewhere.

'What is that?'

A husband who doesn't look at his wife upon returning home might seem disappointing, but Mar seemed to understand my reaction and continued with a broad smile.

"Impressive, isn't it? Cardinal Alexandria sent it while you were away."
"...Yes, impressive."

I finally opened my mouth after a brief silence.

Honestly, I'm not sure if "impressive" is the right category for that. There must be a more appropriate expression.

But nothing came to mind. The wall directly facing the entrance of the mansion. The pair of enormous portraits hanging on that wall and the inscriptions beneath them were enough to freeze my brain.

[Blessed Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen]

A portrait of me with a stern, solemn, serious expression.

[Blessed Margareta Kracius]

Next to it, a portrait of Mar with a faint smile.

I feel like I'm losing my mind. Despite saying that official beatification is the Pope's authority and can't be done immediately, somehow these portraits were created.

"I'm still not sure if I deserve beatification, but it's a joy to be a blessed couple side by side."

After saying that, Mar quickly walked toward Trixie. I could hear her asking about the Elder's well-being and suggesting that they could have stayed longer, but my gaze remained fixed on the portraits.

'I can't even take them down.'

I quietly bowed my head, closing my eyes.

If only these weren't official gifts from the Papal States, I would have stashed them in storage, but unfortunately, they were sent directly by the Cardinal, so I can't hide them. It would be ridiculous if relations with the Papal States deteriorated because of my embarrassment.

It wasn't until evening that I learned the Papal States had already sent portraits of saints as well.

Damn it.

***

A report came in that the Minister and the Magic-Ending Duke had visited the non-human protected area, and a banquet was held in the elven residential district.


This isn't particularly unusual news. Since the World Tree incident, the Minister has been nothing short of a benefactor to the elves. Moreover, the Magic-Ending Duke is related by blood to the Elven Elder, so a welcoming banquet is only natural.

'The divine energy has grown stronger.'

However, the letter from the Ausen Archdiocese contained information worth noting.

Last year, the Ausen Archdiocese mentioned sensing divine energy different from Enen in the non-human protected area. That divine energy must be from Constantina, who bestowed the World Tree upon the elves, and if Constantina's energy has grown stronger, it means the revival of the World Tree is imminent.

This is positive news. There was Enen's blessing at the Minister's wedding, and now the World Tree is reviving after hundreds of years? Even to the ignorant, this clearly shows that divine favor rests with the Empire.

'Authority grows even when I do nothing.'

A smile escaped my lips. The authority that the Situation had worked so hard to build, the authority I tried to grasp because of my illegitimate birth, is now accumulating just by breathing. How much better it would have been if this had happened earlier.

With such thoughts, I set aside the letter from the Ausen Archdiocese and picked up another document. What's done is done, and now is now. No point in harboring strange regrets.

'It's already that time?'

I frowned slightly upon checking the document. It contained information about key figures from the Three Nations who are currently studying at the Academy and will soon enter the country.

It's proper for students who haven't yet graduated to enter the country in time for the new semester, but I was surprised that the opening ceremony was already approaching. It feels like the New Year's ceremony was just yesterday.

'The Minister will return to his duties as well.'

Additionally, with the Academy schedule starting, the Minister must resume his role as Academy Inspector. This thought made me smile again.

Actually, I had considered sending someone else as the Academy Inspector this year. Even for a "designated successor," sending a minister-level official on a long-term assignment seems excessive and doesn't match the Minister's status. However, the more I looked for alternatives, the more I realized no one could match the Minister.

The Minister has already established friendly relations with princes from various countries and the next Holy One over two years. Changing the person in charge with just one year remaining would create confusion for these key figures, the military forces of the Three Nations escorting them, and the Academy faculty.

Of course, as I just thought, assigning the Inspector role to the Minister is problematic—

'He may be the designated successor, but he's also a Department Head.'

With a slight shift in perspective, we can treat him not as the designated Minister but as a Department Head. These things are all about interpretation, aren't they?

Decisively, among officials at the Department Head level or above, the Minister is the only one who's relatively unoccupied. Unlike other officials struggling with preparations for establishing the Audit Ministry, the Minister has delegated everything to his designated secretary.

That's why he's the Minister. No one else can go to the Academy if not him.

'If he has complaints, I could always assign him to the establishment preparations instead.'

Given the choice between investing several months in preparing for the Audit Ministry's establishment or continuing the work he's been doing at the Academy for two years, the Minister would gladly choose the latter.

Even the saint portrait of the Minister hanging on one side of my office seemed to agree.

"...Pfft."

After looking at the portrait briefly, I burst into laughter. How does that thing make me laugh every time I see it?

'Saint Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen.'

Unbelievable. To put "Saint" before the Minister's name.

It's only unfortunate that this will become official only after the Minister's death.

As the start of school approached, I personally checked each item of luggage I would need at the Imperial Academy.

I could have simply taken last year's luggage as is, but I needed to verify my clothes at least. Lately, the clothes I used to wear had started to feel small.

"Come in."

After checking my luggage for about an hour, I called for the servants waiting outside the door.

"I plan to take only this much luggage. Prepare a carriage of appropriate size."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

The servants bowed at my instructions and quickly gathered the luggage to take outside. They would likely load it onto the carriage I would take to the Academy.

As soon as the last servant closed the door on their way out, I sat on the bed and sighed.

"I didn't expect to borrow the hands of the Imperial Palace servants this year too."

Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I scratched my cheek.

Even though I was a member of the Imperial Family, I thought I would stay somewhere other than the Imperial Palace since I had been officially granted a title. That was the custom, after all. However, His Majesty told me to stay in the Imperial Palace until he found a separate place for me.

Of course, while my Marquis Idrafen title officially lacks affiliated territory, I did receive quite a bit of land along with it. But what could I do when His Majesty insisted? As a marquis, I had no choice but to enjoy the luxury of staying in the Imperial Palace.

But why? Though I had no evidence, I had a feeling I would end up staying in the Imperial Palace for several years.

"...Should I contact her now?"

Setting aside my complex intuition, I picked up the communication orb. Now that I'd finished packing, I needed to take care of other matters.

"Who is this?"

Not long after activating the communication orb, the other party answered.

A lady with snow-white skin and brilliantly shining silver hair. It's a cliché comparison, but she had a voice like a nightingale's song.

"It's me, Lady Shati."

Shati Gurt, the only child of Duke Barandi.

I had called the lady who was essentially my fiancée.

"Ah, Marquis Idrafen."

As always, her response was cold and blunt, but I was used to it by now, so it didn't particularly affect me.

From Lady Shati's perspective, she was being forced into an unwanted political marriage with someone she had only met a few months ago. Even for political marriages, it was common to marry someone you'd known since childhood. So I could completely understand why Lady Shati might put up some walls.

"The weather is so nice today that I suddenly thought of you, Lady Shati. I hope I'm not interrupting your precious time?"
"It's fine. It's not the first time you've called suddenly."
"I'm glad it's alright with you."

I smiled as I answered, which made Lady Shati frown. She seemed displeased that I had laughed off her words when I could have taken offense.

It may be unfortunate for Lady Shati, but I have no intention of getting angry with her. Even less do I intend to break off this relationship where marriage is a foregone conclusion.

It's not for some romantic reason like falling in love at first sight. Perhaps due to having loved someone before, I currently have neither the thought nor the capacity for personal affection. I act only out of duty as a member of the Imperial Family, for the sake of the lady who will become my wife.

"I wanted to see you in person before going to the Academy, but sadly, the start of school is right around the corner. I've never resented my student status as much as I do now."
"I think it's fortunate you didn't come. Hosting a marquis in the remote northern frontier would be too embarrassing for me to even lift my head."
"How can you say such things when your presence alone is more than enough? There is no greater honor for me."

At that, I could see Lady Shati's eyes trembling even through the communication orb.

"Still so honest today."

Seeing that reaction made me smile. While I may not have romantic feelings for Lady Shati, I do like her as a person. After all, how could I dislike someone who shows such candid and cute reactions the more we talk?


At first, Lady Shati maintained perfect etiquette and tried to push me away through indirect statements. It was only natural—if rumors spread that a newly elevated noble was rejecting marriage to an imperial family member, her family would be in danger.

However, I pretended not to notice her true intentions. When she was polite, I approached her slickly; when she spoke indirectly, I pretended not to understand. Eventually, perhaps out of frustration, she began to push me away more directly and clearly.

Of course, I pretended not to notice that either.

"By the way, I've been focusing on training recently, as you advised. Someday I'll need to stay in the North, and it would be troublesome if my body couldn't handle it."
"I... see. Thank you for taking my advice to heart."
"Of course I would—it came from you, after all."

I could hear the sound of teeth grinding.

I should probably wrap this up for today.

***

As soon as Marquis Idrafen's face disappeared, I threw the communication orb.

"Arrrggghhhh!"

I screamed while violently messing up my hair. I felt like I couldn't calm my burning insides otherwise.

I'm irritated. So infuriated. If Marquis Idrafen had been in front of me, I would have closed my eyes and punched him. That's how annoying, slick, and... anyway, displeasing he is to me.

"One punch and he'd collapse!"

I gritted my teeth while my fists trembled. When I first met Marquis Idrafen at the New Year's ceremony, he looked like a typical prince from a settled people's nation.

Someone who had never experienced hardship, never accomplished anything through his own physical effort. Someone who thought it natural to be pampered, with nothing to boast of except his appearance and status. That was my first impression of Marquis Idrafen.

Now that first impression has been supplemented with: shameless, slick, and pretending to be oblivious—an insufferable jerk!

"By the way, I've been focusing on training recently, as you advised. Someday I'll need to stay in the North, and it would be troublesome if my body couldn't handle it."

As Marquis Idrafen's words came to mind, I let out a hollow laugh. I no longer had the energy to express my anger.

"Training, he says."

A few weeks ago, when I was still being polite to Marquis Idrafen, I had said something like that. That the northern environment was harsh and severe, and that an ordinary person would struggle to even set foot there.

I meant that if he married me, he would have to live in that brutal North, but Marquis Idrafen took it not as pressure to give up on the marriage, but as advice to train.

No, he probably knew exactly what I meant but pretended to interpret it differently. That's exactly what that slick bastard would do.

"Go ahead and train all you want."

I suppressed my hollow laughter and picked up the communication orb rolling on the floor.

A flower in a garden, no matter how much it trains, is still a flower raised in warm breezes.

He could never become a northern warrior capable of standing beside me.

***

At this point, I seriously wonder: did I commit some grave sin in a past life? For example, a capital crime like selling an empire ruled by an emperor to someone else. And not just through implicit consent, but active treason.

Yes, that must be it. Otherwise, there's no way that bastard could be this sincere toward me.

"I hung up the gift from the Cardinal because I couldn't just put it anywhere. Personally, I feel pleased whenever I look at it."

I had been summoned by the Emperor and visited the Solar Palace. Specifically, the Emperor's office within the Solar Palace.

In this space where essentially all imperial business receives final approval, my saint portrait was hanging.

"Is he insane?"


I felt dizzy. Since school was starting soon, I had accepted the Emperor's summons as a matter of course, but I never expected to be greeted by such a portrait as soon as I entered his office.

He's insane. Truly insane. Which emperor in continental history has ever hung a portrait of his subject as a saint? Maybe his own portrait, but not this.

"My, are you too moved to speak?"

Meanwhile, the Emperor continued his provocation.

Moved, my ass. You should go study the dictionary definition of "moved" first.

"...I am fearful and overwhelmed that a humble portrait of this lowly subject hangs in the sacred space where Your Imperial Majesty conducts business."
"A sacred space should naturally display a portrait of a saint."

With that, the Emperor burst into laughter. It was such a hearty and confident laugh that I almost laughed along.

"Whenever my head feels cloudy and my chest tight, I look at the Minister's portrait. How happy I am to think that a great person who will become a saint after death is serving me while alive."
"I am honored, Your Majesty."

I bowed my head in response to the Emperor patting my shoulder.

If I looked at his face right now, I felt I might actually punch him.

After suppressing my desire to deliver a sincere punch, I was able to have a normal conversation.

"You'll have to work hard for us again this year. No matter how I think about it, it's better to send you than to send someone else and cause confusion."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I will do so."

It was a notification to deal with those hopeless club members at the Academy again this year, but I nodded calmly. Partly because I had expected to go anyway, but also because, as the Emperor said, there was no need to send someone else with just one year remaining.

And if something were to happen after sending someone else, someone would have to clean up the mess—and that someone would likely be me. Better for me to handle it from the start.

"I'm telling you in advance, but you've worked hard these past three years. What official would serve a foreign royal for three years? Even though the late Emperor thought you were the right person and sent you to the Academy, I'm sure he wasn't entirely comfortable with it."

In response to my answer, the Emperor offered unexpected consolation. It seems that even to an Emperor with a catastrophic personality, my Academy life was impressive.

"I was merely doing what was required of me as a subject."
"You deserve praise for doing what was required."

The Emperor smiled faintly, then after a moment of silence, he carefully opened his mouth.

"...Since you're already a Minister, I can't promote you further, but how about becoming a dual Minister like a dual Count—"
"Your Majesty."
"I jest. One person holding multiple ministerial positions is common-sensically impossible."

I had interrupted the Emperor's words, but I didn't regret it.

That bastard, he said it was impossible, but his eyes were full of sincerity. If I had shown even a little confusion, he might have pushed ahead with it.

"Ah, by the way, Minister. I have a personal request."
"Command me."

While my mouth moved instinctively, my mind was filled with suspicion. A personal request after that crazy dual Minister comment? What on earth is this bastard trying to say?

"Ainter has recently taken an interest in swordsmanship. If you have time, please give him some advice."

But his words were unexpected.

This is surprising. Hasn't Ainter distanced himself from martial arts since the Second Prince's downfall? Since the Emperor now considers Ainter a member of the Imperial Family, there's no need to keep distance, but there's also no particular need to get closer.

"Yes. If my advice would be helpful, I would gladly do so."

Of course, while it's surprising, it's not something I would refuse.

A man might want to pick up a sword sometimes, what's the big deal?


As I was already at the imperial palace, I decided to visit the Ministry of Finance building as well. Erina Pine was so busy with preparations for establishing the Audit Ministry that she had no time to spare, so I needed to visit her whenever I could to avoid making her feel neglected. After all, when it comes to busy people versus free people, it's only right that the free ones do the visiting.

"The department head wants advice?"
"Well, that's how it turned out."

As soon as I joined the two of them, I told them about my meeting with the Emperor. Since there wasn't anything particularly confidential about it, it seemed fine to share this much.

"The Grand Princess's godfather and a mentor to the imperial family. That's impressive."
"Mentor? Hardly. I'll just be correcting her posture a bit."

I shook my head at Eri's playful applause and snickering. While I'd agreed to the Emperor's direct request to provide advice, formal teaching was out of the question. I simply don't have the talent for gently teaching others.

Of course, I could handle it if I treated Ainter like a Charcoal Division member from the 4th Section days, but treating Ainter—both an imperial family member and a marquis—like a dog would be a bit much. If she got hurt somehow, it would be awkward for everyone involved.

"If necessary, I'm thinking of bringing in Erich too. They're the same age, so training together might be good, don't you think?"

Besides, the pastry club already has two members practicing swordsmanship. There's no need for me to personally handle Ainter alone.

Since the Emperor specifically asked me, I can't completely back out, but neither Erich nor Lyutis is the type to ignore a friend's training. My role will be relatively small.

"For God's sake, stop making those damn bishops!"
"Don't worry. This time it's a knight!"

Though if Lyutis ends up teaching her, I suspect even the poker-faced Ainter might end up grabbing the back of her neck in frustration. That bastard is skilled at teabagging regardless of who his opponent is.

"If Master teaches her, Marquis Idrafen will become an outstanding warrior."

Pine, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, nodded with a determined expression. She must be recalling her own past training under me.

I felt a bit embarrassed. While Pine and the other Charcoal Division members did grow tremendously under my guidance, honestly, their own talents played a huge role. If I had trained ordinary commoners, they'd probably only be at the level of seasoned soldiers by now.

"I hope so. Since Marquis Idrafen will be living in the North after marrying the Barandi Marquis's daughter, being recognized as a warrior would make life easier there."

But I didn't want to shatter Pine's beautiful memories. Let's just say I taught her well.

As I said this, I kissed Pine on the cheek, and she trembled slightly before bringing her lips to my cheek as well.

'My goodness.'

For a moment, I nearly shed tears of emotion. Pine, who used to be as awkward with skinship as Trixie, now knows how to naturally counter-attack. Doesn't this mean our time together hasn't been wasted?

"Ah! That's not fair, doing it alone!"

Stimulated by this historic counter-attack, Eri also pressed her lips against my other cheek.

Fortunately, people have two cheeks.

"Oh, right. Department Head."

After having my cheeks sucked from both sides for quite some time, Eri finally spoke up as if remembering something.

"Starting next week, we'll be at the Audit Ministry building instead of the Finance Ministry."
"Oh."

I couldn't help but express admiration at her words.

It's natural for the Audit "Ministry" to have its own building, but since it hadn't officially launched yet, we'd been mooching off the Finance Ministry building. Because of this, Special Affairs Ministry personnel who had business with the Audit Ministry's establishment had to come all the way to the Finance Ministry building—like Pine beside me right now.

But finally, the Audit Ministry has its own building. Personnel from both the Finance and Special Affairs Ministries can gather in one place to work, and I can escape the Minister's taunts about being a parasite every time he sees me.

'Super parasite escape complete.'

Now I'll finally become a proper host myself.

"I took a quick look the other day, and the underground area is actually larger than the above-ground portion."
"They really went all out with the allocation."

I couldn't help but smile at Eri's words.

Underground—a location difficult for outsiders to access. Even if someone were to infiltrate the Audit Ministry building, they wouldn't dare approach the underground areas. Unless they had separate floor plans, outsiders couldn't see what was below ground.

So if the underground is larger than the above-ground portion, it's practically a fortress. I'm not just the Audit Minister but a fortress commander.


"So this time I can make a spacious torture room, right? The Finance Ministry's basement was too small, so I had to keep it modest."
"Get the Intelligence Department Head's permission for that."
"Heeng..."

Eri pouted and grumbled after her casual request was rejected.

But it couldn't be helped. Even though Eri is my future wife, she's slated to join the Intelligence Department, and bypassing the Intelligence Department Head for department business wouldn't be right. I don't want to start off on an awkward footing with the Intelligence Department Head as soon as the Audit Ministry launches.

Of course, given the situation and how the Emperor has been crazy about elevating my authority, the Intelligence Department Head might harbor dissatisfaction but wouldn't dare show it outwardly. Nevertheless, I have no intention of disregarding a department head-level official.

'I shouldn't give the impression that the Minister is involved in all operations.'

I'm serious about this. If such a trend spreads throughout the Audit Ministry, it would collapse immediately. Imagine section chiefs from the Audit Ministry bypassing their department heads and seeking the Minister's approval directly?

'Shit.'

Just imagining it is horrifying.

'I'll leave as much work as possible to the department heads.'

And I'll play as much as possible.

This is a conviction I won't compromise on, even if the sky falls.

"Um, Master. The Special Task Department is also planning to build a training ground..."
"Ah, Pine, you decide on that and just submit a report afterward."
"Th-thank you."

After seeing Eri's request rejected at lightning speed, Pine cautiously spoke up, but I immediately granted her request.

"Hey, why are you discriminating against me?!"

Eri cried out as if heartbroken by this sight, but I didn't feel particularly guilty.

"Pine is a department head. She only needs my permission."

If you have a problem with that, become the Intelligence Department Head yourself.

At my words, Eri rolled her eyes around before quietly closing her mouth.

She must have concluded that becoming a department head would be insane, no matter how she thought about it.

***

As usual, I trained at the practice field today.

But while my body moved mechanically, my mind, unlike usual, was violently shaken and couldn't find peace.

A pathetic situation where mind and body couldn't find balance. Could someone like me even be called a warrior?

"Haah."

Finally, I stopped my sword practice and sat down in the corner of the training ground with a sigh. Training with such a mindset would only lead me down a twisted path.

'What should I do?'

I leaned my forehead against the sword hilt and let out a second sigh. Seriously, what am I supposed to do?

This is driving me crazy. I don't know what face to make when I meet Sera or Sister Zenovia.

It's not that I don't know how to respond to their confessions. Following my brother's advice, I decided not to rush my answer and to give it careful consideration. Surely, they would prefer a thoughtful response over a hasty one.

But the real problem lies elsewhere. From the moment I received their confessions, I lost the confidence to treat them normally.

'How am I supposed to act like before?'

Treating someone who likes me romantically as just a friend without any formality? That's not proper etiquette. They might think I'm taking their confessions lightly and planning to reject them.

Most critically, I myself don't have the confidence to act as before. Perhaps because I now know they have feelings for me, I feel tense just seeing their faces or hearing their voices.

Sera's brilliant golden hair, her sapphire-blue eyes, Sister Zenovia's soft silver hair, her ruby-red eyes—

"Young master."
"Huh, what?"


I quickly raised my head at the knight's call.

"Lady Sera has arrived."

I almost lowered my head again.

I moved as slowly as possible with sluggish steps. I heard that Sera came with her nanny, so I should go to the nanny's room, but I just couldn't muster the courage to go confidently. To be honest, I don't even have the courage to face the nanny anymore.

Sera said she had liked me for a long time, and the nanny must have known about Sera's feelings. And yet, the object of her only daughter's unrequited love had been completely oblivious. How much must the nanny's heart have ached all this time, and how pathetic must she have thought I was?

Should I just run away now? If I don't have the courage to face them, I could just wait until I do, right?

"Where are you going?"

Just as I was turning around, trying to ignore the reality before me, I heard Sera's voice.

This is bad. I'm about to be caught red-handed.

"Just going to the bathroom for a moment..."
"Really? Want me to come with you?"
"On second thought, I don't really need to go."

At my quick surrender, Sera smiled broadly and linked her arm with mine.

Soon, the sensation on my arm made my hands and feet start trembling.

It's strange. Linking arms is something friends can naturally do, but now that I think of us as potential romantic partners, my body and mind are reacting intensely.

"Let's hurry. I brought cake for us to eat together."
"Oh, um, sure."

I found myself being led by Sera, who is much weaker than me.

Then it suddenly occurred to me how fortunate it is that Sister Zenovia is a serving Imperial Count. If she, like Sera, were just an heir rather than a titled noble, she would probably have made a surprise visit to our domain too.

So this is what they mean by a blessing in disguise...

"Since it's from Sister Zenovia, let's eat it while it's still delicious."

But Sera's words made me flinch. Although Sister Zenovia's body might be in the Capital, her spirit has approached us through the cake.

Moreover, Sera's way of addressing Zenovia had changed from "Count" to "Sister Zenovia." When did that happen?

'Something must have happened without my knowledge.'

It's frightening. While I've been spending each day in silence, who knows what discussions those two have had? It's terrifying to think about.

***

As the sun was setting, Erich appeared.

"Can I stay with you until school starts again?"

His pupils were trembling subtly, and his voice was desperate.

I think I understand why he's acting this way. Just as I was mentally cornered by a relay of confessions in the past, Erich seems to be losing his mind too.

Looking at him, I smiled gently and said:

"Go home."

I immediately returned the defective item I hadn't ordered.

Cheeky bastard. How dare he try to run away? And you call yourself a man of the Kracius family?

'Should I send Zenovia to the estate too?'

He thought of escape because he still had some leeway. If the encirclement consisted not just of Sera alone but of the Sera-Zenovia duo, he wouldn't even be able to run away.

I should probably invite Zenovia to Teilgleichen County before school starts, under the pretext of "fostering friendship among Imperial Counts."

I'd need to be at the estate too, but I can endure that much trouble for the sake of my brother's marriage.

The defective item that was mistakenly delivered was returned, showing a pitiful retreating figure. It might seem too harsh toward my brother, but I have no regrets. There's no room in my mansion for a youngster who runs away from reality.

'What a weakling.'

If he had at least mentioned simultaneous marriages like I did, I could have thought he went mad while fighting reality. There's a big difference between going crazy while fighting and running away without even trying.

"An invitation?"
"Yes."

After making my preparations, I contacted Zenobia.

Ignoring reality is only possible when you have the luxury to do so. So I just need to make it impossible for him to ignore reality. If he still manages to escape while being surrounded from both sides, that would be impressive in its own way.

"Once school starts, we won't be able to meet for months. There's the Club Fair, but it's better to see each other in person before school begins."
"I'd be grateful for the invitation, but..."

Deep contemplation settled on Zenobia's face, which already showed faint dark circles.

I understand. Mentally, she probably wanted to visit Erich even before I suggested it. Of course, her status as an Imperial Count makes it difficult to freely visit someone else's domain, but with the justification of being a fellow Imperial Count and the familiarity of childhood friendship, it's within an acceptable range.

However, the biggest factor holding Zenobia back is her work. Being a current Imperial Count means being a current member of the Imperial Assembly. Moreover, as the youngest member, Zenobia is so swamped with work that she simply doesn't have time to visit Erich.

"One day should be fine. Father agreed to help."
"Your father?"

Zenobia tilted her head at this unexpected statement, but soon seemed to understand what I meant. Her eyes widened, and she hastily shook her head.

"N-no! It's fine! I cannot impose on him like that!"

She must have been quite flustered, as her speech pattern reverted to her former stiff manner of speaking.

I understand this too. From Zenobia's perspective, what I suggested was something she had to adamantly refuse.

'It must feel like dumping work on her future father-in-law.'

For the youngest assembly member who's swamped with work, taking a day off means someone else has to handle her duties. And I suggested my father as that substitute.

"It's okay. Father immediately agreed when I told him it was about Erich's love life. I actually had to talk him out of offering to help for a whole week."

Fortunately for Zenobia, my father accepted my proposal with passionate enthusiasm.

"I'll handle that child's work. As someone approaching retirement, I don't receive many documents anyway, so it's no problem."
"Thank you, Father."
"No need for thanks. It's only natural for elders to help the young."

That was the conversation I had with Father right after sending Erich back. In that brief exchange, I felt Father's sincerity.

Though Father doesn't express it verbally, he seems quite concerned about Erich's social awareness and love life. Mother might have complained to Father about it since they have a good relationship, or Father, with his excellent grasp of the household staff, might have guessed the nanny's distress.

Or perhaps he simply thinks, "Now that the eldest son is married, it's the second son's turn." Either way, it's clear that Father is genuinely invested in Erich's love life.

"Refusing can also be considered rude in certain situations, you know?"
"...Yes. Thank you."

Eventually, Zenobia nodded and accepted my proposal.

'What kind of brother am I?'

Seeing Zenobia smiling now, I felt quite pleased with myself.

There must be few brothers who are this invested in their sibling's love life.

We all moved to the domain together with our partners. Since the pretext for inviting Zenobia was to foster friendship between Imperial Counts, my absence as a current Imperial Count would invalidate the invitation.

"You're here? Come in. Zenobia has already arrived."

As soon as we arrived at the domain, Mother, who was waiting at the main gate, said only this before entering the castle.


A quick greeting, an abbreviated embrace, a direct delivery of information. It was an unusually rigid response from Mother, who typically welcomes me and my partners warmly when we visit the domain, but neither I nor my partners felt slighted.

'She's determined.'

A warrior's energy emanated from Mother's retreating figure. The energy of a warrior about to enter the battlefield.

It seems that just as Father is working hard outside the domain, Mother plans to actively support Sera and Zenobia from within. It's actually surprising that she came out to the main gate to greet us in the midst of all this.

'The whole world is helping.'

I composed myself as I walked. Father, who willingly sacrificed his time for this meeting; Mother, who transformed from a gentle lady into a warrior heading to battle; the servants who must have united under the nanny; and finally me, going through all this trouble just to get my brother married.

We've mobilized everything. We've thrown in every factor that could influence Erich. If Erich still messes up after all this, we'll have to humbly accept it. That Erich is destined to live and die alone as a "ki-energy virgin."

'Ki-energy virgin.'

Just thinking about this absurd term made me close my eyes involuntarily. While it's true that balance and development of ki-energy is important for a warrior, does that balance really need to be virginity?

If Enen bestowed such a fate upon Erich, I'd like to protest that it's too cruel. Why is the younger brother like this when the elder is blessed?

***

I stared blankly at the servants bustling about. Their busyness seemed to rebuke my foolishness.

'I really stuck my head into the lion's mouth...'

I felt like crying. I fled to my brother seeking light, but what I faced wasn't light but an abyss. A deep, dark abyss with no discernible bottom.

Of course, I don't resent being sent away when I visited the mansion. It was my fault for suddenly showing up at my newlywed brother's place, so it was only natural. But even so, this is too much.

'Since when does an abyss chase after you?'

If I had met Zenobia at my brother's mansion, that would have been my fault. If I had stayed quietly in the domain, things would have ended with Sera, but I escalated the situation myself.

But why is my brother inviting Zenobia? Why go this far?

'Take it easy, he said.'

Complete lies. How can someone who tells me to take it easy set up a situation like this?

For a moment, I wondered if this was karma for verbally thrashing my brother last year when he said strange things about simultaneous marriages. Is he holding a grudge from that time? Is he taking revenge because I, a mere younger brother, talked back to him?

That seems plausible. No, it must be the case. If there's no such reason, I couldn't bear the injustice—

"Young master."
"Huh? What?"

I instinctively turned my head at the nanny's voice.

"Let's go to the Great Hall. Some refreshments have been prepared, so it will be less boring than staying here."
"Oh, ah, okay. I'll do that."

I kept nodding to the nanny who spoke with a gentle smile, but I tried my best to avoid eye contact with her. I simply didn't have the courage to look her in the eye.

That behavior gave me a subtle sense of self-loathing. I never imagined there would come a day when I'd avoid the nanny.

"Young master."

I flinched when the nanny addressed me again.

"I'm fine."
"Huh...?"

I responded with a dumbfounded voice to her words. What does she mean by "fine"?

"I know better than anyone how pure-hearted you are, having taken care of you since you were little."


The nanny gently took my hand as she spoke.

"I find that aspect of you so endearing. I love how you have a warm heart and view the world with such purity."

Her smile deepened.

"Sera likes you for the same reason. She developed feelings for you because she doesn't see your... purity as a flaw."

Is it just my imagination? It seemed like she was about to mention my social awareness but quickly substituted it with "purity."

Still, I couldn't interrupt the nanny who was speaking so kindly, so I just listened quietly.

"The girl is also at fault for not approaching you more actively despite knowing your nature. So there's no need for you to feel too sorry."

But I had to speak up at those words.

It's my fault that Sera suffered alone because of my lack of awareness. It happened because of my shortcomings. Blaming Sera for it would be too much.

"Nanny, I—"
"I've thought of both of you as my sons. I don't know how you feel, but I'm a happy mother with two dependable sons and one adorable daughter."

I closed my mouth again before finishing my sentence.

I know. I know very well how the nanny cared for me and my brother, and that we grew up without any problems thanks to her.

That's why I kept quiet. Out of gratitude to the nanny who raised us like her own children after losing one of her own children to illness and having another who was frail, and out of remorse for causing her only daughter prolonged suffering.

And finally, out of guilt for avoiding the nanny because of that remorse.

"So I don't resent you, young master. Siblings can have disputes sometimes in life."

The nanny chuckled softly and patted the back of my hand. She gently patted me as if to comfort me, as I was now looking down at the floor.

"So please, young master, put down your burden as well."

I kept my mouth shut for a long time at the nanny's words.

For a different reason than before, I felt like I might cry.

The nanny's advice was certainly effective. I no longer found it difficult to look at her, and I didn't startle when I heard Sera's voice. I even stopped running away when I saw Zenobia.

A smile formed on my face without me realizing it. Now I can see Sera and Zenobia together without any problem. No need to agonize over planning escape routes.

Yes, that's definitely what I thought, but...

'What is this?'

A small banquet in the Great Hall. A banquet held to foster friendly relations between Count Teilgleichen and Count Horpelt.

When I saw Sera and Zenobia attending that banquet, I felt something different from before.

'Why am I feeling this way?'

Strangely, my heart was pounding.

I don't understand. My heart raced when I felt guilty toward them, but now I've pushed that guilt away. So why?

Feeling an incomprehensible confusion, I looked at Sera and Zenobia who had gathered in one place.

'Ah.'

Sensing my gaze, they both turned toward me and smiled gently.

My heart pounded even more.


As soon as the banquet began, I entered Dark Templar mode after exchanging only minimal greetings. The claim that this banquet was meant for Imperial Counts to socialize was merely a pretext. If I were to roam around the banquet hall to maintain this pretext, Erich's love prospects would receive a red light—no, the traffic light itself would disappear.

'That can't happen.'

Besides, considering I made time for Zenobia, it's only right that I keep a low profile. When the host Count is actively moving about, the visiting Count must also match that energy.

So after greeting the Kracius Family vassals whom I hadn't seen in a while, as well as the Hidden Family vassals who came with Zenobia, I tucked myself away in a corner to observe Erich.

"I think it's the first time I've seen a banquet host hiding," Margareta giggled.

It's certainly rare for the host of a banquet to hide in a corner. And Margareta, who always attracts attention as the Iron-Blooded Duke's youngest daughter whenever she attends banquets, probably hasn't experienced such a quiet gathering before.

"I'm sorry. It's your first banquet as the lady of the house, and this is how it's being used."

I apologized, kissing her cheek. This banquet is for Erich, Sera, and Zenobia, but it's also the first one Margareta has hosted since becoming the Countess of Teilgleichen. When she should be displaying her dignity as a countess, we're doing this instead—I wouldn't be a proper husband if I didn't feel sorry.

"It's fine. I can hold a banquet for myself another time, but we might not get another chance for one dedicated to young master Erich, right?"
"...That's true."

Seeing Margareta gently shake her head in response, I couldn't help but smile bitterly.

I'm truly grateful, both as Erich's brother and as Margareta's husband, that she graciously stepped aside for Erich's sake. But for Margareta, who's so adept in social circles, to readily give up her first banquet? That only shows how serious Erich's situation is.

'What a hopeless guy.'

I let out a small sigh as I watched Erich standing alone, looking lost. How many people in this banquet hall are worried about and considerate of him? If each of them were to hit him once, he'd end up bedridden.

'Huh?'

Just as I was about to take a sip of champagne to calm my gradually burning insides, I noticed something strange.

Erich was clearly standing alone, but his gaze was fixed on one spot. His body was stiff, not even moving a finger. As if he'd seen something shocking.

Wondering what he was looking at, I turned my head to follow his line of sight.

"Oh."

I couldn't help but let out a short exclamation. In the direction of Erich's gaze were Sera and Zenobia.

A subtle expectation stirred within me at the sight. Even to someone as fashion-illiterate as myself, it was obvious that Sera and Zenobia had put in considerable effort.

Sera in a pure white dress that gave off an innocent vibe, and Zenobia in a passionate red dress. Add to that the accessories that were elaborate without being excessive, and they would instantly become the center of attention at any gathering of peers.

And fortunately, Erich seemed to be one of those peers.

'It's working.'

A faint blush was visible on Erich's face as he stared blankly at the two. I don't usually enjoy watching men blush, but right now, it was a welcome sight. It meant that Erich was feeling at least some romantic emotions toward the two of them, however slight.

That's enough. As long as we can move past that old rom-com trope of "But we're just friends!", there's plenty of hope. Once he starts seeing them as potential romantic partners rather than just friends, the rest will be smooth sailing.

Honestly, both Sera and Zenobia might be a bit too much, but they're certainly not lacking. Once he starts viewing them romantically, affection will build quickly. It has to. If this doesn't lead to affection, he's truly a hopeless virgin.

"Um, Kal..."
"Yes?"

Meanwhile, Margareta gently tugged at my sleeve and brought her lips close to my ear.

"While it's best for marriage to be based on love, isn't it also possible to build affection after an arranged marriage?"


Her whispered question, tinged with doubt, left me speechless.

In truth, Margareta's point is valid. Among nobles, arranged marriages are more common than love marriages, and often these arranged marriages are between childhood friends. In other words, Erich, Sera, and Zenobia meet all the conditions for an arranged marriage without any issues.

Yet the reason I'm adamantly supporting a love marriage is simple.

"If he marries out of duty, he'll only ever treat his partner out of obligation."
"Ah..."

If that kid gets trapped in the framework of an arranged marriage without recognizing his own feelings, he'll be trapped in that framework forever. He might show affection as a husband and childhood friend, but romantic affection will never emerge.

That would be terrible. They'd be spouses in name only, with a relationship no different from their current friendship.

"Fortunately, Mother doesn't plan to rush Erich into marriage, so we need to somehow steer this toward a love marriage."

As I said this, I glanced toward where Mother was. She was conversing with Trixie with the nanny's assistance, smiling as she accepted food offered by Lise and Lynn.

I pray that Mother's patience is more steadfast than Erich's initiative.

Thinking Father might be curious about how the banquet was progressing, I stepped out onto the terrace and took out my communication orb. Fortunately, I had secured information that would please Father.

Of course, we hadn't achieved complete success on the first try, but I had noticed Erich averting his gaze from Sera or Zenobia several times, only to deliberately look back at them. This wasn't behavior he would show if he simply viewed them as friends, and it was too intimate to be attributed merely to the burden of having received confessions.

Yes, we've finally reached the proper starting line. This is enough to proudly report to Father as good news.

- If Erich becomes conscious of them, they'll eventually connect. They already know each other well, and they're all fine young people.

That's certainly true.

- Now Georg won't be a nuisance anymore.

Strangely, despite his words, Father's complexion seemed somewhat pale after hearing my report.

- ...Ah, I'm sorry. The work is more complicated than expected, so I'm a bit troubled.

Noticing my confusion, Father muttered bitterly.

This is unexpected. No matter how busy Zenobia might be with work to the point of struggling to make time, she's still the youngest member of the Imperial Assembly.

Being the youngest, her workload might be substantial due to countless menial tasks—that's the fate of being the junior. But the difficulty level of the work itself should be manageable, right? What kind of crazy organization would entrust important duties to someone equivalent to a new recruit or private first class?

- When I offered to take over the work, they pushed all sorts of documents my way.
"Ah."

But with his next words, I understood. The workforce equivalent to new recruits or private first class has disappeared, and that gap is being filled by a veteran sergeant. Seeing this as an opportunity, other assembly members have piled work onto him.

As a result, Father, who had taken over as a substitute with a light heart, is now engaged in a battle with paperwork after a long time. It's truly unfortunate.

'I must never join the assembly, even if it kills me.'

Looking at Father, I made a resolution. If I ever retire from the administrative branch, I'll definitely pass on my Imperial Count title to my child beforehand. I must not leave any possibility for myself to serve as an Imperial Assembly member.

Being a minister is enough for a person. There's no need to become an assembly member as well.

***

As the banquet atmosphere passed its peak and began to settle, I entered a small room near the Great Hall with Sera. The terrace is a place frequently visited by people, so a room is best for private conversations.

"How was it?"
"It was good."


As soon as the door closed, a brief question and an immediate answer were exchanged.

"The way he looked at us was different. I'm certain."

With a flushed face and clenched fists, Sera nodded repeatedly as she spoke. She said that the way Erich looked at us had changed from before, that there had been a change in Erich's heart.

I agree. Normally, Erich would smile with a calm face. After our confessions, he would awkwardly avert his gaze or distance himself.

But today, that same Erich looked at us without avoiding us. He occasionally turned his gaze away, but quickly looked back at us.

'This is a first.'

I couldn't help but smile. That face, those eyes. It was a look I had never seen before, despite having watched Erich for so long. Sera probably hadn't seen it either.

I covered my mouth with my hand and took a deep breath. If I didn't, I might keep grinning even after leaving the room.

'It's a good start.'

Eventually, I pushed aside my joy and thought about what comes next.

The start was good. We succeeded in making Erich recognize us not as friends but as potential romantic partners. We are no longer just "close childhood friends" to Erich.

The only downside is that we achieved this good start just before school reopens. Of course, without Kal's support, we wouldn't have even gotten this far, but it's still unfortunate that we can't maintain this momentum.

"...Please do your best until the fair. I'll contact you as often as I can, but it won't be the same as being right beside him."
"Leave it to me."

As I finished my thoughts and spoke again, Sera nodded with a resolute determination.

Fortunately, unlike me, Sera can stay with Erich at the Academy. She plans to continue this momentum and stir Erich's emotions from beside him, frequently mentioning my name in the process.

If there's physical distance, this is the best approach. With Sera's support and my communication, we should be able to minimize the effects of the gap somehow.

***

When I returned to the banquet hall from the terrace, I saw Erich looking around.

Seeing him like that made me feel oddly displeased. Instead of wasting time searching for whatever, he should be looking at Sera or Zenobia—

"Ah, brother."

I ended up making eye contact with Erich.

"Have you seen Sera and Sister Zenobia? They were here until just now, but suddenly they're nowhere to be found."

With those words, my displeasure rapidly melted away.

'This guy has reached the level of actively searching for them.'

I was moved. This might be a small step for Erich's awareness, but it will be a giant leap for his love life.

"There they are. Looks like they were taking a break."

Having spotted Sera and Zenobia coming out of the room, I pointed them out, and Erich's face reddened again.

'A giant leap...'

As Erich naturally moved away from me, I prayed inwardly.

Watch over my brother, Mr. Neil Armstrong.


"I've changed my stance on Erich's love life from active intervention to observation. Intervention is only effective at the right timing—interfering 24/7 just exhausts everyone. If fatigue accumulates and Erich snaps with something like 'I'll handle it myself!', it's obvious I'd collapse from stress-induced illness while Erich would end up with bruises from my fists.

Fortunately, Erich has shown changes since the banquet. According to Sera and Zenovia, he's been contacting them more frequently, and he's visibly thinking before speaking rather than blurting things out as usual. That's enough progress for me to step back and observe.

I see hope. While last year was wasted watching Erich's hesitation, I have a feeling this year will be different. I might be celebrating too early, but the situation has definitely improved compared to last year.

"Your Excellency."

Just as I was unconsciously imagining Erich at the altar, Viscount Kisele's voice through the communication device brought me back to reality.

I'd completely lost focus. Already imagining Erich's wedding? That's like a fresh private dreaming about discharge on his first day at the base.

"Am I perhaps contacting you at an inconvenient time?"

While I was lost in thought, Viscount Kisele, who had called to give a report, started to show concern.

"I was briefly distracted by personal matters. Nothing for the estate manager to worry about."

I gently shook my head at the slightly shrinking Viscount Kisele.

Viscount Kisele is the estate manager who oversees the domain in my absence, as I spend more time away from Wiridia County than in it. Even if I were busy, it would be proper to give time to the estate manager who made the effort to contact me.

"Then I shall continue my report."
"Please do."

The estate manager, looking relieved, quickly resumed his report. The markets within the domain were growing, trade with the eastern regions continued smoothly, and wild horses had entered the domain by crossing the frozen river.

'Nothing unusual.'

I felt increasingly at ease as I listened. The estate manager's report indicated that Wiridia County's development metrics were trending upward, not that problems had arisen.

Of course, where people live, issues are inevitable, but as long as nothing serious enough to warrant reporting to me had occurred, all was well.

"Wild horses?"

On that note, I had to ask about this. Do I really need to know about wild horses entering the domain? From what I'm hearing, they seem to have wandered over from the North when the river froze.

"Yes, Your Excellency. About that..."

I couldn't help but chuckle at the estate manager's explanation. The number of wild horses that entered the domain wasn't large—only about ten, a mere handful compared to the horses already in Wiridia—but their behavior was remarkable.

The wild horses that invaded the pastures directly managed by Wiridia challenged the resident horses to a fight. And they won decisively.

Since then, despite being outsiders, they've boldly claimed spots in the pasture to graze, sleep, play among themselves, or even mate with Wiridia's horses.

'What thugs.'

I'm dumbfounded. Why come all the way to Wiridia instead of staying in the North? Are they on some kind of dojo-breaking tour?

"At first we tried to drive them away, but they ignored human threats. When we attempted to capture them, they fled only to return later."

"Quite the troublemakers."

I chuckled again at the estate manager's slightly tired tone. From the fact that these newcomers defeated the established horses to their apparent intelligence—they're clearly not ordinary.

"Therefore, I have a suggestion for Your Excellency."
"Speak."
"Though they're wild horses of unknown origin, their physique and abilities are undeniable. What if we simply leave them in the pasture and allow them to breed naturally?"


Hearing this, I understood why the estate manager had bothered to report this wild horse incident.

Horses are strategic military assets, and high-performance steeds are treated as premium-grade resources. Therefore, spreading the genes of exceptional horses to mass-produce quality steeds is practically a key policy for every country and domain.

But spreading the genes of wild horses with unknown origins? Even if they look good now, if they carry undiscovered defects that spread, it could become quite troublesome. Even as estate manager, this isn't something he could decide without reporting to me, the Count.

"Can you be certain about this?"

After brief consideration, I asked the estate manager if he could take responsibility for a choice that might compromise strategic assets.

In truth, even if defects emerged, it wouldn't be a major problem. The genes would be limited to Wiridia, which is small compared to the North. If this genetic gamble fails, we could simply write it off and restore our stock by importing quality horses from the North. It would be inconvenient and costly, but manageable.

However, recklessly pushing forward just because we can handle it would be problematic. Wasting resources and budget in the wrong places means they won't be available when truly needed.

"Yes. After observing them for the past two months, I believe it's worth trying."

The estate manager answered without hesitation.

Hmm.

"Then let's proceed with it."
"Thank you, Your Excellency."

I approved it since the estate manager spoke so confidently.

Come to think of it, this is the first time the estate manager, effectively the second-in-command of the county, has proposed an idea on his own initiative. Dismissing it too harshly would undermine his authority. He's already a newly elevated noble maintaining his position more through bureaucratic authority than noble prestige—I shouldn't undercut that myself.

"By the way, estate manager, how are the new officials doing?"

I casually brought up the subject while the estate manager bowed in gratitude.

"Though they're still young and inexperienced, struggling with the gap between theory and practice, they have talent and passion that outweigh these shortcomings. Experience will come with time—they'll become excellent officials."
"High praise indeed."

I couldn't help but smile at the immediate compliments flowing after my prompt. Of course, among the new officials are former student council members I recommended, so it might be awkward for him to give a harsh assessment.

'He's praising his own child along with the others.'

The estate manager's daughter was also on the list of new officials. He was complimenting the talents I recommended while also praising his daughter. What a profitable arrangement.

"When you handle this project, take some of the new recruits with you. We have many vacant positions, so we must make do with the people we have."
"Yes, I'll do that."

The estate manager looked momentarily blank upon hearing my words, then nodded with subtle excitement. He understood my implication quickly.

'It would be stranger if he didn't understand.'

While the estate manager position is filled, sadly many key positions remain vacant. The estate manager either holds multiple roles or delegates to somewhat experienced officials.

By mentioning these vacancies and suggesting we "make do with the people we have"—even telling him to use some new recruits—anyone with minimal perception would realize that even young, new officials could rise to key positions.

'With his daughter having a chance at a key position, he'll work hard.'

That's sufficient. The estate manager will throw himself into this genetic gamble with everything he has, both as my vassal and as a father. What father wouldn't give his all when his daughter's advancement is at stake? When family is involved, humans show unlimited potential.

'I hope this ends well.'

I'm quietly looking forward to it. If this project succeeds, Wiridia's horses might be treated like purebreds. The exceptionally talented ones might even gain reputations like the legendary Ochuma or Jeokto horses.

I'd prefer that outcome. In that case, I'd be willing to grant not just official positions but even titles.


I've helped my brother's romance privately and directed domain projects officially. Despite being on honeymoon leave, I feel I'm using my time productively.

And now that honeymoon leave was coming to an end.

"I don't want to go to the Academy."

Lying with my head on Mar's lap, I muttered half-jokingly, half-seriously, making Mar burst into laughter.

Well, it is a grown married man over twenty whining to his wife about not wanting to go to school. I'd laugh too if I were in Mar's position.

"Complaining won't help. You have to go to the Academy."
"It's not like I'll get a diploma anyway."

At those words, Mar bit her lip firmly. She seemed to be holding back laughter, afraid it might hurt my feelings.

It's a kind consideration, but it makes me feel worse. In situations like this, she should counter with something like, "Of course not, you haven't even had an entrance ceremony."

"At least I don't have to stay in the dormitory. We almost ended up in separate rooms during our honeymoon."
"If that had happened, I would have gone to the Academy too."

When I quickly changed the subject, Mar hastily nodded and played along.

I felt a little sad. Apparently my diploma joke had really hit her funny bone.

"...Honestly, I wanted to pretend to be brave and tell you to stay at the Academy, but the thought of not seeing Kal even for a day breaks my heart. I'm sorry."

Eventually, Mar, who had been stroking my hair, kissed my forehead with those words.

After discussions with our partners, we agreed on this year's Academy arrangement: "Trixie and I would commute daily via teleportation, while Lise and Rin would live in the dormitory." A luxurious arrangement only possible thanks to the great mage Trixie.

Because of this, Mar harbored subtle guilt. She worried that Trixie and I were being inconvenienced because of her.

"What are you saying? I would have been disappointed if you'd told me to stay at the Academy."
"Hehe, really?"

Seeing Mar's gentle smile, I regretted that she was older than Lise and Rin. If Mar had been a student too, there would be no need to worry—

'Then we couldn't have married.'

Come to think of it, if Mar were a student, we'd still be unmarried. Clear pros and cons there.

"You'll come home right after club activities end, right? I'll prepare dinner accordingly... ugh!"

Suddenly Mar started dry heaving, and I quickly sat up.

At the same time, excitement and anticipation surged within me. In the past, I might have worried about food poisoning, but at this time, I had one particular suspicion about dry heaving.

"M-Mar, are you okay?"

Still, I suppressed my excitement and asked about her well-being first. My guess might just be wishful thinking. She could genuinely be feeling unwell.

But judging from Mar's expression, she seemed to share my expectation.

"...Titi, go call the butler."
"Woof!"

Titi, who had been playing in the corner chewing on a cushion, dashed out at my command.

Smart creature—he'll find and bring the butler quickly.

Titi, with her excellent sense of smell and intelligence, quickly brought the butler. She moved so fast that it seemed like the butler must have been nearby.

"I'll call someone right away!"

As soon as he was dragged in by Titi and saw Mar's dry heaving, the butler's eyes rolled back just like mine had, and he performed the extraordinary feat of using his communication device to summon a doctor, a magician, and a priest all at once. It seemed like calling just one would have been enough.

"For matters like this, cross-verification from experts is the most reliable!"
"I suppose that's true."

I nodded, overwhelmed by the butler's unusually booming voice.

Come to think of it, the butler is right. If we only called one person, they might misdiagnose, but with three people, even if one makes a mistake, the other two can correct it. For something as important as pregnancy, being thorough is appropriate.

"My lady, are you experiencing any discomfort? Any stiffness, chills, anything like that?"
"I'm f-fine. There's nothing wrong."

Meanwhile, the butler, already convinced of Mar's pregnancy, enthusiastically checked her condition. Mar was so startled that she reverted to formal speech with the butler, something she hadn't done since becoming a countess. If Mar, who is usually so sensitive about etiquette, was using formal speech with a servant, she must have been quite shocked.

"Whine, whimper..."

Amid the chaos, Titi nestled in my arms and whimpered pitifully.

'Even high intelligence can be problematic.'

I stroked Titi with a bitter smile. Unfortunately, thanks to the butler's enthusiasm, Titi had nearly been kicked out of the room.

The justification was that animal fur could be harmful to pregnant women, so she needed to be removed temporarily. When the butler tried to remove Titi from the room with this reasoning, she hid behind my legs with drooping ears, earning Mar's sympathy and allowing her to stay.

And Titi, seemingly aware that she had almost been thrown out by the butler she herself had summoned, hadn't left my arms since.

"I won't send you away, so don't cry."
"Whiiine..."

As I looked down at Titi and comforted her, she made an even more pitiful whining sound.

I bet if this one took an IQ test, she'd score 80 or 90.

The first to arrive was the magician, who could use teleportation.

"There is not only the lady's mana flowing inside her body."

Naturally, the magician was also the first to deliver the positive result.

At the magician's words, accompanied by a slight smile, I felt my legs weaken. Though we hadn't yet heard from the doctor or priest, the magician's testimony alone virtually confirmed the pregnancy. If there was more than just Mar's mana in her body, it meant she was carrying a child.

"Congratulations. A new life resides within the lady."
"That's wonderful news. Thank you."

I barely managed to stay standing as I thanked the magician. I could express such gratitude a hundred times over to the person who first confirmed that Mar and I were having a child.

"You're too kind. This is the result of your and your wife's efforts, Count. I merely confirmed it."

However, the magician shook his head at my thanks, saying all he did was use magic.

Honestly, that's true, but I felt increasingly pleased. It's natural to view someone who says nice things in a positive light, and when that person also shows a humble and respectful attitude, the favorability only increases.

"Ah, it seems to be about 3 or 4 weeks along. Needless to say, please refrain from vigorous activities."
"I'll keep that in mind."

He even offered valuable advice. What an excellent magician.

'Hocon Millwood.'

I repeated the magician's name several times in my mind. Since he brought such joy, I should properly reward him.

Of course, I don't need to act directly. I just need to mention to Trixie that I met a good magician and drop his name, and she'll take care of the rest. There could be no better reward for a magician.

"It seems to be just about 4 weeks along."

"A child born between two blessed ones. Truly a blessing from the Lord."

The doctor and priest who arrived afterward made the same determination as the magician.

If I didn't have to maintain appearances, I would have cried.

***

I gently stroked Kal's head as he buried his face against my belly.

'I'm pregnant?'

A doctor, a magician, and a priest—three medical experts—had unanimously declared it. There was a child inside me.

It's all so sudden. Yes, Kal and I have spent passionate nights together since our marriage, so a child was possible, but... it was only a vague possibility. I hadn't expected it to happen right away.

But it did. Inside me, a treasure proving the love between Kal and me had formed.

'A child.'

Joy welled up instead of bewilderment. Even the discomfort of dry heaving felt like Enen's blessing.

'Our child.'

Tears welled up in my eyes. Tears of happiness—how luxurious.

"This is wonderful news. To conceive right after marriage—truly a child blessed by the gods."

Beatrix, who had been watching Kal and me with a warm expression, smiled as she spoke.

"You could have asked me for a diagnosis. There's a magician living in the same mansion."
"I'm sorry. I was too overwhelmed..."

I smiled back at her playful remark.

In truth, I really was overwhelmed. Once the thought that I might be pregnant entered my mind, I couldn't see or hear anything except Kal right in front of me.

"If it's 4 weeks along, the baby will be born this winter? Perhaps with the first snow."
"Hehe, that's possible."

At Irina's words and Beatrix's laughter, I found myself stroking Kal's head again. A child born with the first snow—even a normal birth would be an unforgettable happiness.

"The baby might have a birthday close to yours, sister."

I smiled again at Luise's subsequent remark. My birthday is in late November. As Luise said, there's a high chance my child will be born around that time.

Just like my child, with a birthday similar to their mother's. If Father hears this news, he'll laugh heartily—

'Ah.'

What was I thinking? We've been keeping this joyful news to ourselves.

"Kal, could you get up for a moment?"
"Can't I stay like this? I hate thinking about leaving for work and leaving the baby."

When I gently tried to persuade Kal, who still had his face pressed against my belly, his response was uncharacteristically whiny.

That was dangerous. For a moment, I almost said, "Then stay like this until tomorrow." Since Kal had melted down, I needed to keep my wits about me.

"Please bear with it just a little. This news is too wonderful to keep to ourselves."

At that, Kal reluctantly raised himself slowly and took out his communication device.

Kal will contact his family, so I should contact the Valenti family. Father, Mother, my brother and sisters—they'll all be delighted.

With such expectations, I picked up the communication device I had left on the desk.

***


I thought "blessed ones" was just a title arbitrarily determined by the Dawn Order for certain humans, but perhaps even the gods acknowledge it.

The Academy reopening is just around the corner, which means I'll soon be tormented by Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian again. And now, suddenly, a child? Perhaps Enen sent down this treasure to encourage me. In previous years, I didn't have such happiness, but this year, after being blessed as a "blessed one," this happened—it must be divine intervention.

'If only I didn't have to go to the Academy, it would be perfect.'

I can't shake the regret in one corner of my heart. Of course, since I'll be commuting rather than staying at the Academy, I can see Mar and our child every day, but still, a husband wants to stick close to his wife and take care of her.

But what can I do? In the Empire, husbands may get honeymoon leave or childcare leave, but there's no such thing as pregnancy leave. Bluntly speaking, pregnancy leave would mean ten months off, so it's understandable.

"Father, please calm down."

As I tried to compose myself, I heard Mar's voice, still in communication with her father.

"How can I calm down? My daughter is already becoming a mother. I can't believe how cruelly time passes."

And then I heard a voice that anyone could tell was mixed with tears, so I quietly turned my head away.

I heard nothing. I saw nothing. I know nothing about the reality of the Iron-Blooded Duke crying his eyes out.

"Those tiny hands that gave flowers to your father, saying you wanted to live with daddy forever—"
"Ah, Father!"

I bowed my head at Mar's embarrassing history being revealed in real-time. This humble one has actually been deaf for some time now.

"...Anyway, thank you for sharing this good news. I'd like to come see you in person, but I can't be a father who constantly barges into a newlywed's home."

After showing his tears for quite some time, my father-in-law quickly composed himself and spoke calmly.

"I don't mind. Rather, I'd be grateful if you could stay with Mar while I'm at the Academy."

With those words, I moved closer to Mar and showed my face on the communication device. For the next few months, Mar will be staying at the mansion alone from morning until evening, so wouldn't it be welcome to have family beside her rather than being lonely?

However, my father-in-law snorted at my words and shook his head.

"Are you trying to make your father-in-law into a scoundrel who squats in someone else's home?"

I couldn't refute such a rejection. It's certainly strange for a guest to remain in a home for hours when the master is absent, even if that guest is the mistress's father.

"When your vacation comes, send me an invitation. I'll come with your mother-in-law."
"Couldn't we come to you instead?"
"By then, Mar's belly will be quite large. Are you saying you'll bring her all the way to Ulken?"

At his response that seemed to say "don't talk nonsense," I closed my mouth again.

I deliberately didn't mention that we could get there quickly by teleportation.

The day of the opening ceremony dawned.

"Contact me immediately if anything happens."
"I will."

I have to leave my pregnant wife behind and go far away.

"It's still cold, so dress warmly, and be careful of slippery surfaces in the bathroom."
"Hehe, I will, so don't worry."

My wife, who deserves all the loving care a husband can provide, must spend time alone in the mansion.

"Even if it's nothing important, feel free to contact me if you're bored—"
"...Kal, you'll be late if you keep this up. Go now."

Mar, who had been listening quietly, pushed me on the back.

I didn't even get to tell her to let me know immediately if she craved anything.

I want to go home.

Even though I just got to work, I desperately want to go home.

"Contemplate without ceasing, question without hesitation, and proceed without doubt. In this place of learning, teaching is equal for all. Whether equal teaching produces different results depends on the students themselves."

Though I feel sorry for the principal earnestly giving his opening ceremony speech, honestly, I can't focus on his words. How could I listen properly when I'm separated from my pregnant wife?

Besides, I'm not even a student, so I don't need to pay attention to his speech anyway.

"When you look back on your life someday, I hope these three years of school life will be remembered as worthwhile and meaningful."

With those words, the principal stepped down to applause from the students. Following him, the vice principal and the head teachers of each department continued with their speeches.

There was nothing particularly special about their speeches. Fortunately, this year's Academy freshmen were relatively ordinary compared to those from the previous two years. The faculty didn't need to be particularly tense.

Of course, there were some peculiarities among this year's freshmen, such as the high proportion of foreign students and magicians, but this was merely an extension of last year's trend. The Academy should be able to handle it if it's just a matter of increased numbers.

'That's quite a lot, though.'

However, seeing the students giving particularly enthusiastic applause to Trixie, who took the podium next, it seemed like this wasn't something that could be dismissed as merely "increased." The numbers had grown tremendously.

Well, it makes sense. Since Trixie had said she would step down from her visiting lecturer position next year, this was naturally the last chance. From the perspective of magicians scattered across the continent, this must have seemed like their final opportunity. They must have desperately submitted their applications.

"As expected, Your Excellency's influence reaches the heavens."

While I was absentmindedly staring at Trixie's back, the vice principal sitting next to me whispered quietly.

"As a fellow imperial citizen, it's a matter of pride."
"Is that so? If you're just proud as a fellow imperial citizen, His Excellency might feel hurt."
"Oh my, I misspoke. Please keep it a secret."

I smiled slightly in response to the vice principal's words. My relationship with Trixie is that of a soon-to-be-married couple. As the vice principal suggested, if I were to downgrade our relationship to merely being from the same empire, Trixie might indeed feel hurt.

"Of course I'll keep it secret. I can't trouble someone who deserves nothing but congratulations."

The vice principal smiled as he said this, bowed his head slightly, and then spoke again.

"I heard you've received a priceless treasure. Congratulations."

At the vice principal's congratulations, my already upturned lips rose even higher. The more I heard congratulations from others, the more real the fact that I was having a child became—

'Wait a minute.'

But how does the vice principal know? I haven't told anyone at the Academy yet.

It's not that I was trying to hide it, but I only found out about Mar's pregnancy right before the semester started. I didn't have the presence of mind to tell anyone, and once I gathered my wits, I was busy informing my family, so I hadn't gotten around to telling people at the Academy yet.

"Thank you. Since the Academy's vice principal has called it a treasure, my child will surely grow up to be intelligent."
"Haha, you flatter me."

However, it would be impolite to remain silent before someone offering congratulations, so I naturally expressed my gratitude.

Besides, if rumors had spread before I even mentioned it, that's convenient for me. It means I don't have to go around telling everyone individually.

'Who could it be?'

Still, I'm curious. Who exactly played the role of the loudspeaker?

If my father wanted to boast, it would be to the Imperial Council members, but despite their power, the council members are mostly confined to the council chambers, making them somewhat unsuitable for spreading quick rumors. I've also heard that my mother has kept her distance from social circles since Mar became a countess.

...

'It must be my father-in-law.'

Naturally, only my father-in-law remained as a candidate. If not my father and mother, then it had to be him.

Come to think of it, when Mar was just born, my father-in-law boasted about his late-born daughter throughout social circles, contributing greatly to Mar earning the nickname "Valenti's treasure." Now that his youngest daughter is pregnant, he has every reason to announce it far and wide.


I feel at ease now. If the loudspeaker is my father-in-law, there's nothing to worry about.

'The entire empire will know.'

It might have even spread beyond the borders.

***

A few days ago, I came across some quite interesting information.

"The Minister has a child on the way?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. It's about four weeks along, I'm told."

During a meeting arranged to hear reports from my father-in-law about the northern garrison troops, after completing his official report, my father-in-law delivered this tremendous news in a calm tone.

The news that the Minister was expecting a child—a child who would carry the blood of both the Kracius and Valenti families simultaneously.

"The Iron-Blooded Duke was boasting so much. Anyone would think he was seeing his first grandchild."

I remember only laughing along with my father-in-law's chuckle.

And I felt a little, just a tiny bit, indignant. If the current Imperial Count and Minister-designate was expecting his first child, shouldn't he properly report it to the Emperor? To skip this proper procedure and make me hear it secondhand is not the behavior of a loyal subject.

So I leaked the information to the Minister of the Imperial Household. I told him that the Audit Minister's wife was with child, and to prepare a suitable gift.

After that, things flowed smoothly without my intervention. The Minister of the Imperial Household informed the ministers of each department about the pregnancy, and the ministers told their department heads and acquaintances. With the news spreading through the administration, it covered the entire empire in no time.

"The child will be born just a year younger than the Imperial Princess."
"Indeed. Well, the godfather is providing a good friend for his goddaughter."

I smirked as I watched the Empress smiling broadly with joy.

As the Empress said, if the Minister's child is born safely, it will be a sibling just a year younger than my beloved Charlotte. Since it's the godfather's child, there's ample reason for them to meet, so they should be able to become good friends.

'The next head of the Kracius family.'

I organized my thoughts as I watched the Empress approach the Imperial Princess to tell her she would soon have a sibling.

The Minister has already established relationships with several high-ranking families by taking six wives. And when the Minister has numerous children with his six wives, and those children marry in turn, the number of families intertwined with the Kracius family will rapidly increase.

'The child who will stand at the center.'

Moreover, at the pinnacle, the center of this marriage network, will stand the firstborn among the siblings. It's not strange for the firstborn to become the next commander.

'They might lead an even greater family than the Minister.'

Furthermore, the seeds of marriage planted by the Minister are likely to bloom splendidly in his children's generation. While the connection between blood relatives may weaken after three or four generations, relationships like siblings or nephews and nieces can still be considered a single faction.

'I hope they become good friends.'

The more I imagine the Kracius faction decades from now, the more I come to this conclusion.

I hope the Minister's children are as loyal and gentle as the Minister himself. If not, there could be discord in the authority of the imperial family and the empire, which has finally been placed on solid ground.

"Empress. How about sending some of your ladies-in-waiting to the Countess of Teilgleichen soon? They helped you during your pregnancy, so they should be able to assist the Countess well."
"The Countess would be delighted with that."

After pondering briefly, I spoke up, and the Empress nodded in agreement. Building up such debts with the Minister's wife and, eventually, with the Minister's child should prove effective someday.

And setting politics aside, this is the first child of my daughter's godfather. I can certainly extend such courtesies.

'...Perhaps I should hold a banquet when the child is born.'

A banquet hosted directly by the imperial family to celebrate the birth of a mere noble's child. The Minister would be overjoyed if he knew.

'Good.'

I must definitely do it. For my dear Minister, that much is only natural.


***

I really didn't expect the pregnancy news to spread even beyond the borders.

"Congratulations, Mentor! As expected of the continent's greatest warrior, your strength is remarkable!"

As soon as club time began, Lyutis burst in with words that I couldn't tell whether they were teasing or congratulatory.

What does being a warrior have to do with having strength? What's the connection between my swordsmanship and that?

"Hmm, if I had heard before the semester started, I would have prepared a gift. It's unfortunate, but I'll give you a gift next time."
'Ah.'

But after hearing his next words, I felt much more at ease. He didn't hear the news from across the border but learned about it after coming to the Academy.

"Words are enough, don't go to any trouble."
"Then I'll prepare the best I can without going overboard!"

I offered a ritual refusal with a peaceful mind, but it was naturally rejected.

Fine, prepare whatever you want. I've already received gifts bearing the Robens royal crest, so what else couldn't I accept?

"There's been much to celebrate during the break. A wedding, an appointment, and now a pregnancy."

After the chuckling Lyutis, Laterre spoke up next. Unlike the simply amused Lyutis, he seemed slightly perplexed by this series of joyous events.

"This is a gift for your appointment. I'll prepare a pregnancy gift later as well."
"A generous gift. Thank you."

I accepted the fountain pen Laterre handed me and tucked it into my breast pocket.

The fountain pen seemed to have the Ostia royal crest engraved on it, but at this point, I'm getting used to it. Though I shouldn't be getting accustomed to such things.

"And this is for you. I heard you've officially become a marquis, so you'll be quite busy after graduation."
"Haha, it's something I'll have to deal with. Anyway, I'll use it gratefully."

Eventually, Laterre took out a pocket watch from his pocket and handed it to Ainter. Giving him a watch because he'll be busy from now on—he's quite good at subtle teasing too.

Thus, a warm atmosphere prevailed as gifts and well-wishes were exchanged.

"Ahem, hmm."
"......"

For about five minutes, that is.

The club members who had been maintaining a cheerful atmosphere soon ran out of energy to keep it up, awkwardly clearing their throats or turning their heads away.

I understand. If I were in their position, I would probably do the same.

"What?"
"Nothing, nothing at all."

When I subtly turned my gaze to Erich, he spat out a curt answer.

It's an impertinent action, but I understand. That curtness was a struggle to hide his embarrassment.

'They get along well.'

I felt pleased seeing Sera clinging tightly to Erich, linking arms with him.

Well done, my future sister-in-law. If you show such bold affection in front of others, it becomes an established fact.

"...By the time Mentor's child is born, there will be another wedding."

At Lyutis's murmur, Erich flinched, and Sera grinned broadly.

Well done, Lyutis. Just for today, I'm on your side.

Originally, vacation is a precious time meant to give rest to the body and mind exhausted from studies, but unfortunately, this winter break became a time of busy activity rather than relaxation.

I needed to prepare gifts to congratulate my advisor on his marriage, as well as congratulatory gifts for Ainter receiving his marquis title. Moreover, since my advisor and Margareta Coun—no, the Countess of Teilgleichen had been beatified, it was only proper to prepare gifts for that occasion as well. Thanks to this, I spent much of my vacation time preparing gifts that were appropriate and not burdensome.

If these were gifts for people I wasn't close with, I would have simply delegated the task to my servants, but my advisor, the Countess, and Ainter were acquaintances I had known for two years. If I couldn't put effort into gifts for such people, who would I ever show sincerity to?

"Wedding gifts should be as extravagant as possible. When celebrating the union of two families, a modest gift might actually hurt their feelings."
"For the Marquis, something lighter would be appropriate. It would be troublesome for both parties if rumors spread about the Emperor's brother being too close to a foreign prince. Of course, the quality should still be premium."
"For the beatification gift, wouldn't something modest be better? The Dawn Order tends to discourage luxury, so if a blessed person receives an extravagant gift..."

Fortunately, thanks to Rachel's advice, I was able to establish criteria for what gifts would be appropriate.

Unlike other servants, Rachel is also an Academy student, so she has direct experience with my advisor and Ainter. Thanks to that, she provided excellent advice on gifts that matched their personalities and positions.

"This is quite a generous gift. Thank you."
"Haha, it's something I had to do. Anyway, I'll use it gratefully."

As a result, both my advisor and Ainter showed satisfaction when receiving their gifts. Indeed, Rachel's advice always leads to the right outcomes.

That's why when I heard the news of the Countess of Teilgleichen's pregnancy as soon as I arrived at the Academy, Rachel was the first person who came to mind. Being at the Academy rather than in my home country would make it difficult to prepare the best gift, but with Rachel's help, I could at least prepare something appropriate.

I feel bad for bothering her again after seeking various advice during the break, but it can't be helped. How could I simply ignore a friend's pregnancy?

'Huh.'

But I could see a future where Rachel would be troubled a little, just a little more. It seemed unlikely that this would end with just preparing a pregnancy gift.

'What on earth happened?'

Seeing Erich frozen stiff with his arm linked with Sera's, I couldn't even manage a hollow laugh. It felt like seeing something that shouldn't exist in this world.

Of course, I knew that Sera had feelings for Erich. Everyone in the club already knew, except for Erich himself. Perhaps the entire Academy knew. Except for Erich.

But now that same Erich was showing signs of embarrassment and awkwardness. Erich, who had absolutely no awareness and would laugh at Sera's shy advances, who would tilt his head in confusion at Sera's yearning glances, was now blushing.

"...Around the time the advisor's child is born, there will likely be another wedding," Lyutis remarked.

I found myself nodding. Seeing this, I might hear the outrageous news of Erich's marriage within a year or two.

It's confusing. When I witnessed Erich's catastrophic lack of awareness, I desperately wanted him to come to his senses, but now seeing him like this, my mind can't process it.

'That guy, getting married.'

In fact, seeing him still awkward, he probably hasn't even entered the official dating stage yet, but it's shocking all the same. The one I thought was the weakest among us is somehow taking the lead.

I feel self-deprecating. Me, worse than that guy?

'How did the world come to this?'

I lament sincerely.

After club hours ended, I contacted Rachel.

- Baron Hardiner, you say?

Hearing Rachel's voice tinged with slight bewilderment, I nodded dejectedly.

"Yes. I think we should prepare his gift in advance too."
- My goodness.

Seeing Rachel's dazed murmur made me feel a bit better. Indeed, I wasn't the only one shocked. Anyone who knew Erich even slightly would react this way.

And the self-deprecation deeply etched in my heart began to fade. No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't imagine Erich dramatically gaining awareness on his own. Most likely, my advisor, unable to bear it any longer, directly intervened to forcibly awaken him.


Yes, that must be it. People don't change easily, so that must definitely be the case.

...If not, I would truly be worse than Erich. I don't want that.

"Even a guy like him has found a partner."

I muttered with an involuntary chuckle. In truth, whether my advisor intervened or not, the fact that Erich was about to have a partner remains the same. Unlike me, he has two potential partners.

- Your Highness has sacrificed yourself for the stability of the royal family and kingdom. Your situation is different from Baron Hardiner's.

Hearing my muttering, Rachel hastily shook her head and offered words of comfort.

Rachel is right. Because of my abilities, there are occasional suggestions about making me the Crown Prince. If someone like me were to marry a noblewoman from a powerful family, it would create a strong support base, and the calls for replacing the Crown Prince would grow louder.

That's why I've been pushing away those around me since long ago. People from powerful families, individuals with outstanding abilities, those with considerable ambition—I pushed them away one by one, leaving only minimal servants and guards. Even then, feeling uneasy, I came all the way to this Imperial Academy.

Come to think of it, the reason I fell for Luise might have been because of her status. Marrying a daughter of an Imperial barony would have no impact on Yuven.

'Though I didn't know she would be the Magic-Ending Duke's disciple.'

I glanced at Rachel with a slight smile. For my brother's right of succession, I cut off those around me, and even instinctively chose a safe person to be with. That's the life I've lived, always watching my step and keeping a low profile.

Yet even I couldn't cut Rachel off. I couldn't bring myself to abandon a friend I had grown up with.

'Somehow, I was able to keep Rachel by my side.'

Fortunately, the Sorta family that Rachel belongs to isn't particularly influential, and while Rachel's abilities are excellent, they don't reach the level of a renowned genius, so I was able to maintain our connection.

"I think you're my Sera."
- Pardon?

At those words, Rachel flinched.

'Oh no.'

Only then did I realize my words were easily misunderstood. I said this after seeing Sera, Erich's "childhood friend" rather than "lover" at the club, but Rachel had just heard that Erich and Sera were about to become lovers.

"You're the only one I can call a childhood friend."
- Ah, yes, that's right. I'm Your Highness's only friend.

Not the only friend, but the only childhood friend. I have several simple friends in the club as well.

But I didn't bother to point it out. I had barely saved the atmosphere from becoming awkward, and I couldn't let it crash again—

- Then perhaps I could become Rachel Ostia someday.
"What."

Whether it was revenge for surprising her or a sudden counterattack, my body froze.

Ostia? Rachel taking my surname means...

- I'm joking.
"Of, of course."

I nodded as naturally as possible at Rachel's words as she let out a small laugh.

I stumbled over my words a bit, but I believe it wasn't noticeable.

***

Leaving work must surely be one of the most noble and beautiful concepts created by humanity.

"Mar!"


As soon as I returned to the mansion with Trixie, I rushed to Mar's room. Being able to see my wife every day—without teleportation, such luxury would be unimaginable.

"Welcome back, Kal. You worked hard today too."
- Woof!

Entering the room, Mar greeted me with a smile as she sat on the bed, and Titi, who was sitting at Mar's feet, welcomed me.

And I think our child in the womb also greeted daddy. I saw Mar's belly twitch ever so slightly.

Yes, it definitely moved. What matters is believing it moved.

"Have you been well? Is there anything uncomfortable? Ah, if there's anything you want to eat—"
"Everything's fine. The staff has been very attentive."

Mar then opened her arms. As if saying to be quiet and come embrace her.

At that bold and direct signal, I embraced Mar as carefully as possible. While our faces and chests touched, I made sure our bellies didn't. What if our child felt cramped being pressed by daddy?

"Our child wants to hug daddy too."
"Then we must."

I quickly let our bellies touch. Already liking daddy's embrace—whether a filial son or daughter, it's certainly a good child.

"By the way, Kal."
"Yes. Tell me. Do you need something?"
"What should we name our child before birth?"

At those words, my mind went blank.

"We can't keep calling it 'child.' It feels too casual for our one and only treasure."

Her words were so convincing that I instinctively nodded.

She's right. Even Titi, who's panting right now, has a name, so how could our treasure not have a pre-birth name?

"Do you have a name in mind, Kal?"
"Me, me?"
"Yes. You're the father."

The hands embracing Mar began to tremble slightly.

A name, the first name for my first child. Though it's a pre-birth name, it's a beautiful name we'll use for about nine months.

'What would be good?'

Unfortunately, nothing came to mind immediately. Perhaps being dismissed when naming Titi recently had become a trauma.

Still, let me think hard. Naming your first child before birth would be a cherished memory even for Mar. Mar has given that memory to me.

'Hmm.'

Pre-birth name... first child... pre-birth name... my and Mar's child...

Pre-birth name... Kal... Mar...

Kr...

'No, damn it.'

I hastily bit my tongue and stopped my thoughts.

I almost created a child who would advocate for wealth redistribution.

After I named the unborn child "First Snow" as a nickname, I've been haunted by a ghost in my mind. I simply couldn't think of any other nickname because of that name... Mark.

'Damn it.'

I closed my eyes in despair. Get out of my head, you communist. Why are you interfering when I'm trying to name someone else's child?

"It's difficult to come up with something right away, isn't it?"

Seeing me fall into forced silence, Margareta chuckled. She probably thought I was struggling because this was my first time giving a nickname to an unborn child.

"Yeah, it's a bit difficult. I'm not sure what would be good."

Though it was a misunderstanding, I nodded without hesitation. The ghost occupying my mind was one that had dominated the pre-possession world. Even if I explained it to Margareta, she wouldn't understand, and if she did, that would be a problem in itself.

Giving such a name to our child born with blue blood? If Margareta took offense, I would have to accept it humbly.

"Then would it be alright if I came up with one?"
"Of course. You'll probably think of a prettier name than I would."

I nodded vigorously at her suggestion.

It's better to leave this to Margareta. Whatever nickname she comes up with will be better than what I was thinking.

"How about 'First Snow'?"
"Huh?"

But her suggestion was unexpected.

A person named First Snow?

"Uh, well, um..."

I rolled my eyes in confusion.

It's not really a name suitable for a person, but judging by Margareta's expression, she doesn't seem to be joking. That means she sincerely wants that nickname.

'What should I do?'

What should I do? Should I show reluctance to Margareta who kindly offered an idea by saying "that's not quite right"? Or should I simply agree to give our child the extraordinary name of "First Snow"?

It's difficult. If I choose the former, I'd be failing as a husband, but if I choose the latter, I'd be wronging our child.

"Pfft."

While I was still deliberating, unable to make a choice, Margareta burst into laughter again.

"It's not a real name, just a temporary nickname for the baby. It's fine to use everyday words like this."

Noticing my concern, Margareta smiled and stroked my head.

I see. So a baby nickname doesn't need to be like a real person's name.

'I should have heard other baby nicknames before.'

Unfortunately, before my possession, I was far removed from the concept of baby nicknames. Having never been married, I never had to come up with one, and having no parents, I didn't even know my own nickname. So I thought baby nicknames had to be given like normal names.

How embarrassing. If things had gone differently, I might have suggested names like Ferdinand or Maximilian to Margareta who was just thinking of a simple nickname.

"The baby will come to us in winter, around the time of the first snowfall. I think 'First Snow' would be a good name."
"Yes. First Snow, I like it. Let's go with that."

I smiled back in agreement with Margareta's explanation.

Our treasure, whom we hope will be born healthy alongside beautiful first snow—the name First Snow suits perfectly.

"The second baby's nickname will be 'Autumn Leaves.'"
"What?"

Margareta blinked at my words, then her face turned bright red as she realized what I meant.

"If we work hard, that timing should be about right, don't you think?"

"I-I suppose so?"

Thankfully, she didn't say no.

***

It's been several days since school reopened.

This also means I've been watching Erich awkwardly fidgeting around Irina for several days.

'Good grief.'

I couldn't help but laugh while swinging my sword. It's surprising that their relationship, which showed no progress during the entire first year at the Academy, changed during the winter break.

It's a shame. If I hadn't returned to my country, I could have witnessed their relationship developing in real time. At times like this, I regret being a prince of Armein.

And I felt a slight displeasure. Erich, that shameless guy. If you made people wait anxiously for a year, you should properly announce your relationship in front of those people, not make progress while we're away. And then not even sending a message through the communication orb?

'And they're not even officially dating yet.'

I couldn't help but chuckle. It seems like they're already halfway—no, more than halfway there—so why not just acknowledge the relationship with Irina?

I don't want to say this about my friend, but it's quite arrogant. Honestly, does Erich have the right to struggle with Irina's affection? When someone you like is there, shouldn't you just say "thank you" and bow your head?

No matter how many times I think about it, I can only sigh. I hope Erich and Irina establish a proper relationship before the first semester ends. If that's not possible, at least before graduation.

'If I graduate without seeing it, I'll regret it forever.'

After graduating from the Academy, I won't have any reason to come to the Empire. So this matter must, absolutely must, be resolved before graduation. Only then can I return home with peace of mind.

"Your Highness. Is something troubling you?"

As I was taking a deep breath to calm my frustrated mind, I heard Lady Perosa's voice.

I made a mistake. I wasn't training alone; there were others present, and I was too lost in my thoughts.

"Ah, it's nothing. I was just adjusting my posture."

I immediately smiled and answered Lady Perosa. Lady Perosa is the daughter of Villar Ganelly, my chief guard. If I show any strange behavior to Lady Perosa, it will reach Villar's ears, and then Villar and his knights will be busy watching my every move.

That would be annoying. Having guards nearby is already bothersome, but having those guards scrutinize my every move? Just imagining it is suffocating.

"But I must have been moving too leisurely. If even Lady Perosa noticed something strange, I need to work harder."
"N-no, Your Highness! You're already a more excellent knight than anyone!"

I made a joke to show that nothing was wrong, but Lady Perosa reacted intensely.

Oh dear. Was that not right? This kind of talk was fine in the club.

'...I suppose there's bound to be a difference between friends and subordinates.'

It was somewhat bitter. I enjoyed spending two years with like-minded friends, but I only have one year left with them. After that year, I'll have to spend my time in the boring palace with stiff knights.

"Your flattery is too much. How can I be the most excellent knight when there's a master instructor here?"
"T-t-that's... having strong martial skills and... a knight's mindset are different things..."
"Haha! That's true!"

The one fortunate thing is that I've found an interesting knight among the stiff ones.

She's rarely around my age, and perhaps because of her youth, unlike other rigid and formal knights, she's lively and shows amusing reactions. When prodded, she doesn't just respond with apologies but shows her own unique reactions.

That's why I tend to speak to Lady Perosa more when she's nearby. She's a new type of knight I've never seen before.

"A knight's mindset! That's a very important element! That's precisely the pillar that allows Armein to be called the Kingdom of Knights today!"

I burst into laughter and patted Lady Perosa's shoulder, causing her to hurriedly bow her head.

I could feel a subtle trembling through my hand, but I didn't mention it. If I talk too much at once, Lady Perosa might break down.

'I'm gaining a lot from the Academy.'


If I hadn't come to the Imperial Academy, I probably wouldn't have met Lady Perosa.

Indeed, studying abroad in the Empire was the best decision of my life.

***

Leaving for work in the morning with Margareta, First Snow, and Titi seeing me off is the best time that never gets old no matter how many times I experience it. Wife, child, pet sending me off—isn't that the typical setup from everyday dramas or movies?

Although First Snow is still in Margareta's womb and can't speak, I believe that deep down, the baby is seeing this father off. I'm sure of it.

"You've been looking brighter these days. Becoming a father truly seems to be a great blessing."

Ainter's words made me smile.

Yes, it's a blessing. For a couple, there's no happier or more joyful blessing than having a child. Unless perhaps it's having a grandchild.

"Your posture is slipping."
"Hmm."

With that generous mindset, I pointed out Ainter's subtly relaxing posture. My happiness is my happiness, but your need to work hard is a separate matter.

"Posture is the foundation of everything. Sometimes in actual combat, there are those who argue that immediate adaptation is more important than textbook posture, but even those adaptations ultimately come from proper posture. Someone who can't master the basics has no chance of properly applying advanced techniques."

However, it would be cruel to push Ainter, who is still a beginner, too harshly, so I explained the justification for this training. Suffering without knowing why feels different from suffering with understanding.

"I'll keep that in mind."

Ainter seemed to accept my advice and continued without complaint, despite sweating profusely.

'Good.'

I'm satisfied. Physical strain is natural for a beginner. What's important is not giving up despite the difficulty.

"What? You're still at it?"
"A count teaching a marquis. It's a fascinating sight no matter how many times I see it!"

Meanwhile, Erich and Lyutis, who had been sparring with each other, sauntered over.

"Isn't it time to move on to the next level? Ainter is quite good compared to others his age."

And then he threw a devilish temptation at Ainter, who was diligently working.

This devious brother. The basics can never be practiced enough, yet this fellow who calls himself a warrior dares to say such things.

"He hasn't been learning long enough to be 'good.'"
"He may have only learned from the instructor for a few days, but he trained during the break, didn't he? Besides, he said he built some foundation when he was younger, so it should be fine to start learning proper swordsmanship now."

I almost sighed at Lyutis subtly joining in.

He's not wrong. Ainter trained at the Imperial Palace during the winter break, and thanks to being there, knights from the Imperial Knight Order gave him advice knowingly or unknowingly. Their teaching skills are better than mine, so it must have been a great help.

Moreover, Ainter had learned martial arts before the Second Prince was ruined, when he was living as an ordinary prince. It didn't last long, but learning is learning. Based on that experience, Ainter is developing quickly.

Nevertheless, the reason I insist on posture rather than swordsmanship is simple.

'He'll obviously become a punching bag if he picks up a sword.'

I couldn't throw Ainter to these veterans who are obsessed with newbies.

Even now, I could see a strange eagerness in Erich and Lyutis's eyes. How exciting must it be to have a fresh newbie added after always sparring with the same opponents? They must be eager to cross swords as soon as possible.

But that won't do. No matter how quickly Ainter is growing, he's not ready to spar against those two.

"It's not time yet, so wait."
"Tsk."

At my firm refusal, Lyutis clicked his tongue in disappointment.

These veterans, I swear.

I quickly chased away the malicious veterans who were targeting the newbie. If Ainter breaks his sword because of those veterans, I'll be in trouble too. The Emperor personally asked me to look after him, and wouldn't I have failed to properly carry out that order?

Even worse, imagine reporting the reason as "My younger brother and a foreign prince were bullying him so he couldn't continue." Just the thought is horrifying.

'But that won't happen.'

After Erich and Lyutis had left, I rubbed my chin while looking at Ainter who was still maintaining perfect posture.

As long as I block attacks from veterans like earlier, Ainter won't give up the sword. From what I've seen so far, Ainter isn't the type to quit because things get difficult or tedious. If he had been impulsive and lacking perseverance, he would have been caught up in the Second Prince's death.

"I think you'll only need to refine your posture for another week or two. After that, we'll move on to actual swordsmanship."

I casually spoke while observing Ainter, who hadn't moved a muscle.

As Erich said, Ainter is already better than most of his peers. Looking at it positively, he's in the upper-middle range? That's why we should just polish his posture a bit more before moving on to techniques. Building a solid foundation is good, but it gets boring if you only work on basics without building anything on top.

Of course, this is a secret from the veteran duo. Those bastards would flip out and come running the moment they see Ainter swinging a sword.

"Will you be teaching me swordsmanship personally as well?"
"Yes. Would you prefer someone else?"
"Not at all. It's an honor."

Ainter smiled gently before returning to his silent, perfect posture.

Indeed, this is satisfying. The more diligent a student is, the better the teacher feels.

'Should I really train him hard for a year?'

The thought seriously crossed my mind. If I train him properly until the Academy graduation ceremony, he could reach the level of a decent knight. If Ainter's talent supports it, he could aim even higher.

At first, I was reluctant to train a royal and marquis like Ainter so harshly, but since his attitude toward learning is so earnest, how could I as a teacher approach it halfheartedly? Training him properly would be showing respect to Ainter.

But before that, there's something I need to confirm.

"Ainter."
"Yes, what is it?"
"Is there a specific reason you suddenly took up the sword?"

First, I need to know Ainter's exact goal.

If he picked up the sword simply for royal dignity or health, I should avoid harsh training. If the goal is just 1km ahead, it would be excessive to train as if preparing for a full marathon. Excessive training can make a student lose motivation and diligence.

"A reason..."

At my question, Ainter trailed off as if troubled.

"It's not particularly grand."
"I was the same. Most people pick up the sword because their family tells them to. Few people have grandiose reasons."
"Haha, I suppose that's true."

After blinking thoughtfully for a moment, Ainter smiled and answered.

"I want to become a warrior worthy of my wife. It wouldn't be good if the only son-in-law of the Northern Marquis family were weak, would it?"

For a moment, I was stunned by his words. A warrior worthy of his wife? The son-in-law shouldn't be weak?

'What's this?'

What is this, really?

A completely unexpected reason emerged. It's unlikely that Ainter came up with this idea on his own. Did he hear something from Shati?

Come to think of it, I had heard they've been in frequent contact since the New Year's ceremony. Marquis Valenti had told me with a bright face.

'Did they share their ideal types with each other?'

That's a plausible guess. The Barandiga tribe has chiefs who traditionally served as priests, so they're relatively gentle, but nomads are still nomads. They're bound to be more passionate and aggressive compared to settled people.

Under that influence, if Shati's ideal type is "a strong and brave warrior," it's not incomprehensible. Rather, it would be strange if Shati, who grew up as a nomad, preferred slim and delicate men.

'That's good.'


My bewilderment soon gave way to satisfaction. The fact that Ainter, who had been walking the path of scholarship, is now trying to match Shati's ideal type means he's sincere about her. As the matchmaker, I find this satisfying.

Besides, the arranged marriage between Ainter and Shati is also for the Imperial family and the Empire. It means Ainter is faithfully fulfilling his duty as a royal, which is good news deserving applause from an imperial noble like myself.

I feel like crying. After seeing foreign royalty who stubbornly came to the Empire despite having their own educational institutions back home, seeing such a normal royal is touching.

'Domestic is indeed better than imported.'

Your country's royalty is inferior to our Imperial family.

"That's a wonderful reason. Indeed, to be connected with the greatest family in the North, you should at least become the greatest swordsman in the North."
"Pardon?"

So I made a decision. Since Ainter has taken up the sword for such a normal and beautiful reason, I will respond with my full effort.

"I'll teach you for this year, and even after graduation if necessary. Let's aim to be the best in the North and work hard."
"No, I didn't mean such a grand goal..."
"Don't worry too much. All the warriors in the North who were known for their strength died in the last war. If you work hard, you can definitely become the greatest swordsman."

At my assurance, Ainter opened and closed his mouth several times before nodding dejectedly.

He probably thinks my words are nonsense right now. No matter how much sword training he had as a child, he's essentially a beginner now, so talk of becoming the greatest swordsman won't register.

But with effort, efffffort, it's possible. The monsters of the North were completely wiped out in the war six years ago, and the remaining dangerous elements were eliminated last year. There's hardly anyone left in the North who's skilled with a sword.

'It's possible.'

As a Northern expert, I'm certain. This is definitely an achievable goal.

Through my teaching, Ainter will become the greatest swordsman in the North, Marquis Idrafen, and the son-in-law of the greatest family in the North, the Gurt Marquis family.

It's the perfect plan. Even the Emperor might be moved.

***

The frequent communications from Marquis Idrafen have become scarce lately.

Thanks to that, I've been feeling at ease these days. It was torturous having to see that annoying person smirking, but now that I haven't seen him for several weeks, I feel so relieved.

'Finally showing some effect.'

I hummed while polishing my blade. The wall I've been steadily building since the New Year's ceremony is finally bearing fruit.

Yes, how could a flower peacefully grown in a garden possibly match a wildflower that grew in the harsh cold of the North? He proudly boasted about training, but it seems he's given up. That's why he can't contact me and is keeping his mouth shut.

Still, the fact that he cut off contact shows he at least knows some shame. That's somewhat fortunate, I suppose.

'...Or not.'

But just as I had that thought, the communication orb began to glow.

I unconsciously bit my lip. People from the tribe—no, the domain—who aren't yet familiar with communication orbs come to find me directly if they have something to say. There's only about one person who would contact me through a communication orb.

"This is Shati Gurt."

After sighing several times, I finally grasped the orb. As much as I wanted to ignore it, pushing away and ignoring are different matters.

- It's been a while, Lady Shati. This is Marquis Idrafen.

When I held the orb, the face I didn't want to see appeared.

As expected, he still had that annoyingly smirking expression. I really want to hit him just once.

"Yes, it's been a while. I don't know how many weeks it's been."

Since he's been quiet for several weeks anyway, I wish it had continued for a few months—

- Oh my, you must have felt neglected because I didn't contact you. I apologize.
"Neglected? Not at all."

At Marquis Idrafen's words, I clenched my fist with an invisible hand to calm myself.


Feeling neglected? Me? Just because I didn't receive your contact? That's absurd.

- I also wanted to chat with Lady Shati frequently, but I met a strict teacher. Even today, I'm barely finding time to contact you.

But Marquis Idrafen, oblivious to my feelings, continued with a smiling face.

Normally, I would have ended the conversation after seeing that face, but fortunately, today I had a topic to counter with.

"If your teacher is strict, that means they're teaching you sincerely. I'm sure they're doing it for your sake, Marquis."

Because I could take a jab at the Marquis who was complaining about his strict teacher.

I don't know who this teacher is, but my gratitude was growing rapidly. Thanks to them, I didn't have to see the Marquis's face for several weeks, and they'll probably continue to teach the Marquis diligently, right?

- Haha, the teaching is too generous for my body to keep up. Who would have thought I'd be receiving lessons from the Minister of Audit—I mean, the torture master.
"What?"

I couldn't help but sound dumbfounded at his words.

Who did he just say?

- Ah, you might be more familiar with the name Count Wiridia.

It was a thoughtful correction, but the shock didn't subside. I know that the Minister of Audit refers to Count Wiridia, Count Teilgleichen. Of course I would know the title of the leader who guides the Northern nobles.

The problem is that this leader is personally teaching Marquis Idrafen.

That warrior who cut the sky with his sword and killed the usurper and the self-proclaimed Khan. The warrior called the continent's greatest swordsman is personally teaching him.

'Uh...?'

My mind was gradually going blank. There's no rule that a strong warrior makes a good teacher, but a strong warrior in themselves gives insights to other warriors. A single small step, a brief sword strike can inspire other warriors.

If, if Marquis Idrafen has even a little talent for martial arts.

'He'll really become strong.'

I could feel cold sweat running down my spine.

- By the way, I've been focusing on training as you advised. Someday I'll have to stay in the North, and it would be troublesome if my body couldn't handle it.

And then I remembered what Marquis Idrafen had said before.

The shield I thought was my last resort was in danger of being penetrated.

***

Looking at Ainter, who was developing rapidly with each passing day, I came to a conclusion.

'Being royalty really does make a difference.'

Perhaps because he belongs to the bloodline that rules over the nobility, he's showing tremendous growth beyond my expectations.

Training him properly for a year to reach the level of a decent knight? That was too much of an underestimation. He might even reach the level of a knight commander.

"I've completed five hundred swings."
"You need to reach a thousand. Five hundred more."
"Yes."

Despite this, his passion hasn't cooled, and he obediently follows my instructions.

Sometimes, those who realize they're growing and discover they have talent can become arrogant and rebellious. Properly disciplining such people is also part of learning, but fortunately, there's no need to discipline Ainter.

'Hmm.'

I took a sip from my water bottle while watching Ainter swing his sword with perfect form.

Thanks to Shati mentioning her ideal type, a pillar that will support the Empire is about to be born.

'She's a patriot.'

A new noble who became an imperial citizen just last year is already making contributions. As expected of the future wife of a royal.


This year, the Confectionery Club had transformed into an entity that was a confectionery club in name only.

Of course, it had been twisted enough to be called a foot volleyball club or chess club since two years ago, but this year the situation was even worse.

"I think we could have a match right now without any problems."
"I'd like to cross swords before graduation. How many chances does one get to compete with a member of the Imperial Family in a lifetime?"

I let out a small sigh as I heard Erich and Lyutis whispering. Ever since Ainter, one of the founding members of the club, chose the path of the sword—the veteran members Erich and Lyutis spent overwhelmingly more time outdoors than in the confectionery club room. Their eyes seemed to say, "Now that a royal newcomer has appeared, who cares about confectionery?"

And since Erich was wandering outside, Sera also chose the outdoor life, while Lin was tied up with preparations for the Club Fair in her own club. As a result, the only members remaining in the club room were Liese, Trixie, Laterre, and Tanian.

Even with all members present, the club barely qualified as a confectionery club, but now half of them were outside? The club room of '79 was essentially a lounge rather than a place for confectionery.

'The final content for a stagnant group is just chatting, I suppose.'

Objectively speaking, it couldn't be helped. Gathering in the club room wasn't just a day or two affair—spending three years hanging out with the same members was bound to get tiresome.

If there had been any freshmen who joined the Confectionery Club, the situation might have been somewhat different. Or if any of the students from the debate club that Tanian created last year had been promoted to the Confectionery Club, there would have been some change. When new people join a stagnant group, it tends to bring vitality.

Unfortunately, however, there was no influx of new members this year. Not even one.

"I was thinking of bringing a few people up to the Confectionery Club, but they all refused."

It wasn't like we intentionally controlled the influx of new members like last year. As Tanian said, we had planned to bring in a few people, but they themselves refused. Even the magicians from the debate club who wanted to meet with Trixie more often and receive more of her teachings refused.

It was unexpected. Those who came all the way to the Imperial Academy just to see Trixie were now refusing.

"Last year, everyone was in a state of excitement, but after cooling their heads for a year, they seem to have regained their senses. It would be troublesome to disturb the mood of a potential teacher, wouldn't it?"

With Tanian's additional explanation, I could somewhat understand.

The Confectionery Club is a place where an imperial family member, a foreign prince, and a future saint reside, and it's also where I and my lovers stay. It's a group that would make others feel awkward to join at this point. Sera is an exception because she has the childhood friend buff.

Anyway, even if someone overcame that awkwardness and joined the Confectionery Club, from Trixie's perspective, it would be like an uninvited guest entering her cozy space with her future husband. Far from giving teachings, she'd be doing well not to show hostility.

As a result, the Confectionery Club became just a club. It became a group where people habitually gathered during club time and spent time doing whatever they wanted to do.

"Brother! Everyone! Let's take a break and then continue!"

Meanwhile, Liese, who had become the president of this "just a club," opened the window and shouted. It seems the cookies are ready.

"Let's go in. Proper rest is also part of training."
"Ah, yes."

After waving to Liese, I headed toward the building.

No matter how twisted the club had become, our foundation was cookies. Can't escape our roots.

One way or another, since our club's foundation was cookies, we decided to maintain the confectionery shop concept for this year's Club Fair as well.

The difference from last year was that we decided not to sell Trixie's special potion cookies to maintain their rarity, and...

"This time, I want to prepare things normally. There's no need to make things flashy just because it's a fair."

Even Liese, who always had sparkling eyes, expressed her opinion with a somewhat indifferent look.

"We'll win first place no matter how we make it anyway."

Along with words that seemed to acknowledge the harsh reality.


I almost laughed. Honestly, I always thought the Confectionery Club would win even if we just sold flour instead of cookies or bread, but I never expected Liese to harbor the same thought.

'You've come to terms with the world, haven't you?'

While it made me laugh, it was also bittersweet. The bright child who was always full of passion and laughter had evolved over the course of three years.

In fact, there were plenty of reasons for her to evolve. As the daughter of a baron, she had interacted with imperial and royal family members, rejected all those high-ranking friends, and directly witnessed the confectionery club she created transform into a multi-purpose play club. It would be more surprising if she still overflowed with passion after experiencing all that.

Decisively, Liese's heart had left the academy. It wasn't that she was tired of or disappointed in the academy, but it was clear that her heart had departed.

'Her heart is in the Capital, what can you do?'

From last winter break until the opening ceremony, Liese stayed at my mansion in the Capital. The third father-in-law in Artini Barony didn't express any disappointment about Liese staying at my mansion. It was as if he already thought of Liese and me as a married couple.

And it would be the same for Liese. My relationship with Liese is practically a common-law marriage. We're just refraining from holding too many weddings in succession to avoid tiring the guests.

As one of my future wives staying at the mansion, Liese was able to closely watch Mar, who became pregnant right after becoming my official wife. In such a situation, how could things like the academy or the fair matter to her? She probably wants to stay at the mansion in the Capital and live as my wife rather than as an academy student.

"Um, Brother. Is it really necessary to graduate from the academy?"
"Yes. If the father doesn't have a diploma, at least the mother should."
"Ah."

We even had such a conversation right before the opening of school.

Of course, Liese said it as a joke, which is why I made a self-deprecating remark, but the fact that such words came out, even as a joke, shows Liese's true feelings.

"Well, making things as usual is enough. It's not like we lack skill."

Anyway, Erich nodded in response to Liese's suggestion. For the club members, it's a welcome idea to keep the fair simple.

...Hmm.

"Come to think of it."

I didn't like Erich's calm face, so I casually opened my mouth.

"I heard Zenobia is coming from the Imperial Assembly this year too. If we keep the fair simple, we'll have more time to play, so you can enjoy the fair together intimately."
"Huh?"

At those words, Erich froze.

With Sera already being a handful, now Zenobia is coming too. His heart must be too full for words.

"That's right, sister said she was coming too."

And Sera, who was next to Erich, naturally linked arms with him and smiled broadly.

"If sister comes, let's go around together, the three of us. Sister is busy, so we don't get many chances to go around together except at times like this."
"Oh, yes. We should."

Seeing Erich with an awkward smile made me feel at ease.

It really seems like we might hear some good news around the end of this year or next year.

When club time ends, it's almost dinner time, but thanks to Trixie's teleport, we could have dinner at the mansion.

And due to various circumstances, only Mar, Trixie, and I could have dinner at the mansion. I have six lovers, but four of them are outside. How sad is that?

"Did she really say that?"

"I doubted my own ears. Last year, she moved with such passion that it was admirable to watch."

Still, I believe that although our bodies may not be together, our spirits always are. Even now, Liese's "we'll win anyway" remark has become a topic at the dinner table.

Mar, who opened her eyes wide in surprise, and Trixie, who vividly explained the scene, eventually burst into small laughter. It seems they also find it amusing that the pure pink capybara made a statement that sounded jaded by the world.

"Then many people will be disappointed. Even I thought the pastries sold last year were splendid."
"It can't be helped. What items to sell is up to the seller."
"Hehe, that's true."

Mar giggled at Trixie's response and put a small piece of bread from the table into her mouth.

That bread was also made by Liese before she left. Thanks to the preservation magic cast on it, mass-produced bread has been appearing on the table every day.

"Actually, I'm a bit disappointed too. I was expecting it to be more splendid since it's the last fair. I guess I'll have to be satisfied with eating freshly made pastries."
"Yes, freshly made pastries are also a delicacy... huh?"

Trixie, who was responding casually, trailed off and tilted her head. As if she felt something odd.

And I felt the same oddity, so I turned my gaze to Mar.

'Eat freshly made ones?'

That's strange. It sounds like she's saying she'll attend the fair and purchase them herself.

With such a question in mind, I looked at Mar, and she smiled again and opened her mouth.

"Since the fair is open to outsiders, I was planning to attend—"
"No."

I firmly shook my head at those words. Where would a pregnant woman go? A pregnant woman should just receive care at the mansion.

Moreover, the fair is an event where countless crowds gather. If Mar were to go to such a place and feel tired or something went wrong with her body, I could genuinely cry.

"If you need anything, I'll bring it to you. I can use magic to bring it to you warm."

So I earnestly dissuaded her. It's not like I lack money or ability, I can bring whatever my wife wants.

"I want to feel the atmosphere directly at the scene. As a guest, not as an organizer."

But at her words about wanting to enjoy it as a guest, I found myself at a loss for words.

Indeed, as a student council member, Mar was in a position to lead the fair rather than enjoy it. After three years of hard work, I can fully understand her desire to enjoy it as a graduate and a guest.

But does it have to be this year? After giving birth to our first child, next year...

...

'Will next year be okay?'

I'm seriously concerned. Is there any guarantee that Mar won't be pregnant next year?

Next year, I think Autumn will be sleeping in Mar's arms. The year after that, Summer, and the year after that, Cherry Blossom.

"Is that okay?"

Facing Mar's bright smile, I couldn't bring myself to say no.

Saying she can't go because she's pregnant is also saying she can't go because of me.


In the end, Mar's attendance at the club fair was confirmed.

In my heart, I wanted to object until the end, but what could I do? It's not like Mar was the sole owner of First Snow—I also held half the stake, so strongly opposing would look rather inappropriate.

"They said it's actually problematic to move too little during pregnancy, except in the very early stages or right before delivery."
"Really?"
"Yes. So don't worry. I made this decision after doing my research."

Besides, while I was away, Mar had secured advice from an expert.

Thanks to that, I had even less to say. It would be unseemly for a non-expert to ignore professional advice and insist on their own opinion. For Mar and First Snow's sake, following expert advice was the right thing to do.

True, there's no law saying pregnant women must stay home. Getting sunshine and fresh air is healthy, isn't it? Excessive indoor living might actually be detrimental to health.

"If anything happens, I'll cast a shield spell on Mar, so don't worry."

But my expression must have looked bitter, as Trixie gently reassured me.

Hearing those words immediately put my mind at ease. A shield spell cast by the Magic-Ending Duke? If someone bumped into her, wouldn't their bones break?

'It's their fault for bumping into Mar.'

Thinking about it, even broken bones would be acceptable. In that case, it wouldn't be mutual fault, but the fault of someone who carelessly bumped into a pregnant woman without being careful.

That's what I decided to believe.

This year, I've become a room-bound ghost in the club room.

Last year and the year before, I was also a hikikomori spending time in the club room, but at least back then I had second and third spaces like the inspector's quarters or the student council room.

However, this year I'm performing inspection duties in a commuting format, so I don't have assigned quarters, and it's awkward to visit the student council where Mar has already graduated. Thanks to that, I've become a daytime unemployed person who just breathes in the club room from morning till evening.

Of course, I'm not saying I want to work because I'm tired of being unemployed. Being unemployed is better than being busy, right? Especially when I'm fashionably unemployed with a steady paycheck.

"Armein, Yuven, and the Papal States have said they'll send representatives. They say it's to express gratitude to the Academy for excellently guiding their royalty and saint candidates."

However, heaven would not tolerate my unemployed lifestyle.

"The Academy guiding students in the right direction is only natural—gratitude seems excessive."
"I think so too."

When I responded with a bitter smile to the Vice Principal's words, he nodded vigorously in agreement.

It's disheartening. I really thought I could enjoy a peaceful fair without any disturbances this year, but I never expected to be blindsided like this.

'Gratitude my ass.'

If they were truly grateful, they could just send money to the Academy. Or if not that, they could say "You've worked hard, now we'll take responsibility from here" and take their club members back to their own countries. Anything else can't be called true gratitude.

From the beginning, it's obvious why those three countries are coming. Since Trixie and I are at the Academy, they're trying to make contact through the open event of the club fair.

'This is their last chance.'

When the foreign club members graduate this year, Trixie and I will no longer need to stay at the Academy. From their perspective, this is the only opportunity to contact me. After this year, they would need to come to the Capital as official diplomatic envoys rather than in a personal capacity.

'How troublesome.'


Meeting with foreign dignitaries is annoying. It's tiring enough to converse with domestic officials, let alone foreigners.

Unfortunately, it's unavoidable. The Empire has become an overwhelming superpower by absorbing the North, and I've been 'forced' to become an influential figure in the Empire. In such a position, it's natural for other countries to try to establish connections with me. Rather, if I excessively avoid contact with other countries, they might misunderstand it as "Is the Empire planning to take a hardline approach?"

Moreover, these countries are Armein, Yuven, and the Papal States. Armein, which has acknowledged the Empire's superiority and bowed its head; the Papal States, which gave Trixie and me the gift of beatification; and Yuven, which seems to have joined because the other two countries were coming. Each is a country difficult to ignore.

"But since the club fair is an event open to everyone, I will gladly welcome guests as the host."

While I was acknowledging my inescapable despair, the Vice Principal, seemingly accepting reality, spoke in a somewhat dejected tone.

It's unfortunate for the Vice Principal, but there's no choice but to welcome them. The Imperial Academy claims to be an educational institution that doesn't discriminate by nationality, and the club fair is emphasized as an event open to all. After making such claims, suddenly refusing entry to foreigners could lead to diplomatic disputes.

And if I had to choose between diplomatic disputes and troublesome work, the latter is preferable.

"Since they're guests who have come from afar, it's only proper that I welcome them too. Do you happen to know who's coming?"

I asked while refilling the Vice Principal's cup as he sighed. It seems like some big shots will be coming, and I need to prepare mentally at least—

"From Armein, Count Nerkaf; from Yuven, Duke Kilanas; and from the Papal States, Cardinal Alexandriana."

My hand pouring the tea stopped.

'...Did I hear that wrong?'

I was so surprised that I thought I might have misheard. The three people the Vice Principal mentioned were each national leadership-level figures.

Count Nerkaf, the Grand Marshal overseeing Armein Kingdom's central army and Armein's premier swordsman. Rumor has it he's such a fervent supporter of the Armein King that they address each other as brothers.

Duke Kilanas, the chairman of Yuven United Kingdom's Magic Council, an elder with significant influence in Yuven's political and magical circles. As the political partner of the Yuven King, he advocates for the unification of Yuven.

Cardinal Alexandriana, that person I saw last time. Relatively the most moderate of the three.

'This is driving me crazy.'

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. To think that a Cardinal and Holy Chancellor would be considered a moderate figure. Does that even make sense?

"The Principal was also very surprised. To think that such busy individuals from each country would personally make time to visit."
"It's understandable. If I hadn't heard it from you, Vice Principal, I wouldn't have believed it either."

I nodded at the Vice Principal's words. If one wasn't surprised by that illustrious lineup, it would mean the Principal had abandoned human emotions.

'Thankfully they're coming in a personal capacity.'

I was genuinely relieved by the fact that these dignitaries were coming in a personal capacity rather than as a diplomatic delegation.

If they come in a personal capacity, we can prepare as we would for ordinary guests, but if they come as a delegation, more elaborate and detailed protocol would be necessary. That's not an issue that can be resolved by me and the Academy alone. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs would probably send at least a department head to take command.

Crucially, if a delegation came to the Empire, it would mean they had diplomatic agenda of equivalent importance, and any agenda brought by such dignitaries would certainly not be trivial. Just imagining it makes my head spin.

"If you ever need my help, please don't hesitate to ask. I'll lend a hand as much as I can."
"Thank you. Just hearing that makes me feel more at ease."

So I showed a small gesture of goodwill to the Vice Principal, who must be as dizzy as I am.

Actually, it's embarrassing to call it goodwill. Both the Vice Principal and I know that the reason those three dignitaries are coming here is because of me.

***


Huhuhu.

Uhuhuhuhuhu...

"Guhuhuhu..."
"Stop snickering. It's creepy to watch."

As I couldn't control my overflowing joy and kept laughing, Elder Aldino scolded me.

Normally, I would have felt hurt by being scolded just for laughing, but right now, even Elder's scolding doesn't bother me at all.

'Academy dispatch.'

I kept grinning while looking at the order in my hand.

A blessing I hadn't even expected has fallen into my hands. I, who had been waiting for Tanian to come to the Papal States, can now go directly to where Tanian is.

And legally! Without any problems! Legitimately!

'Student Tanian.'

My heart races. Not Tanian in priest's robes, but Tanian in a school uniform. Not Tanian praying among priests, but Tanian laughing among friends.

The thought of seeing such a Tanian makes me unable to stop smiling. Enen must have found my hard work for the Order and its followers admirable. Otherwise, such happiness wouldn't have come my way.

'The timing was perfect.'

Around the time Elder Aldino's gaze became piercing, I lowered the corners of my mouth and checked the order again. In two days, the beatification of the Imperial Audit Minister and his wife will take place. And after the beatification, it is customary to deliver a cross and clothing blessed by His Holiness the Pope to the blessed.

Of course, since the blessed are overwhelmingly more likely to be beatified posthumously rather than during their lifetime, delivering items to the blessed themselves is extremely rare. Most often, they are delivered to the bereaved family or descendants of the blessed.

However, this time, since the blessed are alive, I, as the Holy Chancellor of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, will move personally.

'Indeed, the blessed.'

The corners of my mouth, which I had just managed to lower, rose again. The blessed are truly beings who have received God's blessing. To bring joy to others just by existing. I think they could have been canonized as saints rather than just beatified.

"Guhuhuhuhuhu..."
"...Maybe I should have said I would go."

I heard Elder Aldino's murmur but easily ignored it.

Now that the order with His Holiness the Pope's seal has been issued, no one can stop me from going to meet Tanian—no, from going to pay my respects to the blessed.

No one!

***

I shared the information with the foreign club members gathered in the club room. Your countries are sending big shots, so let's be surprised together.

Fortunately, the dignitaries coming from each country didn't seem to have awkward relationships with the club members. Being fervent supporters of the king or the king's partners, they would likely have smooth relationships with the princes. As for Cardinal Alexandriana, well, he seemed to be at the level of Tanian's follower, so there shouldn't be any issues if we put Tanian with him.

"Oh, my uncle? I heard someone was coming, but I didn't know it would be my uncle."

I felt pleased hearing Lyutis refer to Count Nerkaf as his uncle. If we put people with such close relationships together, they should get along well.

And I believe that will reduce the frequency of them coming to bother me.


"Count Nerkaf, Duke Kilanas, Cardinal Alexandriana."

Just hearing these names fills one's chest with grandeur. Though they're visiting the Academy in a personal capacity, treating high-ranking foreign officials as truly private citizens would be the act of a madman who's abandoned diplomacy. It simply means they can be treated with less formality than official envoys, not that they can be ignored.

Thanks to this, the Principal began preparations to welcome the distinguished guests with emergency funding from the Ministry of Education, while the Vice Principal led the faculty and Student Council in frantically managing the situation on the ground.

And in the midst of this chaos, I too was enduring painful days.

"The Great Emperor could not tolerate the sins created by Apels' greed and arrogance. Yet he maintained the Academy as it was, hoping that the entire continent beyond the Empire would receive proper education and share a unified ideal."
"Your humble servant cannot dare to comprehend such noble intentions."
"Who under heaven could fully understand the Great Emperor? Even I cannot. Do not concern yourself with this, Minister."

After much consideration, I've concluded there's nothing more painful than video calling with the Emperor, my ultimate superior.

This is maddening. It's already miserable enough to be on assignment away from my pregnant wife, even if I commute. It's bitter that VIPs are lining up to visit my workplace. And now I'm on a call with the Emperor.

'This is the third day.'

Three consecutive days, at that.

"Though we cannot fully understand the Great Emperor's intentions, we can see that his will has finally blossomed, placing the Academy at the center of the continent. Therefore, Minister, as a pillar of the Empire, you must properly care for those who yearn for the center."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I will keep that in mind."

I bowed mechanically in response to the Emperor's words. I've already heard this speech three days in a row.

Of course, since the Emperor isn't a recording device, the sentence structure and word choice have changed slightly, but the meaning remains the same.

'It's perfect for establishing prestige.'

Foreign royalty attending the Imperial Academy enhances the Empire's dignity. While it's a disaster for the staff on site, it outwardly appears as though foreign nations are acknowledging the superiority of the Empire's educational system.

Following the enrollment of royalty, now high-ranking officials are visiting Academy events. This is a big event that reinforces the image of Imperial superiority over other nations.

It's even more painful for the staff on site, but considering the Empire's prestige, it's clearly a positive development. That's why the Emperor is paying such close attention.

"Yes, as Minister, you should be able to welcome the distinguished guests splendidly. Having you at the Academy truly puts my mind at ease."
"I am deeply honored. I will certainly live up to Your Majesty's trust."

I kept bowing my head to the Emperor who repeatedly emphasized my role.

Hearing the same thing repeatedly can be irritating, but I could only nod in agreement because I understood why the Emperor was so insistent.

Unfortunately, I have the bizarre habit of transforming into the Academy's Lü Bu whenever I get involved with foreign guests. That's why I'm receiving such strong warnings to exercise restraint this time.

'...My track record is quite impressive.'

Honestly, even I think there's never been a Lü Bu like me. Two years ago during the Inter-class Competition, I made the foreign prince Lyutis bleed from his mouth, and last year, I shattered a meteor above the guests' heads. I've been setting new legends every year, so the Emperor must be worried about what incident might occur this year.

So far, things have somehow worked out smoothly, but there's no guarantee the third time will pass without incident. Even if the guests laugh it off, the Emperor would tear me to pieces.

So what can I do? As a repeat offender, I just need to keep quiet and follow orders.

"Minister, you have always lived up to my trust. However, if you encounter any difficulties, feel free to speak to me at any time."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I hope no such difficulties arise.


After being remotely pressured by the Emperor day after day, the Club Fair finally arrived. The Emperor truly controls even time itself—not just anyone can be Emperor.

"The Academy remains the same. Nothing has changed."
"You only graduated a few months ago. It would be more surprising if anything had changed."
"You're right. It's only been a few months."

Just before the opening ceremony of the fair, Mar smiled gently at my response as we toured the Academy together.

Seeing Mar made me smile too. Though I said it had only been a few months, graduating after three years at the Academy would naturally make even those few months feel significant. In my previous life before possession, I also felt empty after graduating, and graduation day quickly felt like ancient history.

An emotion I haven't experienced in this world.

"Still, it's strange. When I was in the Student Council, I felt like the Academy couldn't function properly without me, yet here it is, running smoothly."

After walking for a few more minutes, Mar muttered in a somewhat subdued voice.

Though unexpected, I understand the feeling. I know how hard Mar worked as Vice President and then President of the Student Council. Whether due to her sense of duty as a noble lady or not, she never handled anything lightly and checked everything multiple times to ensure there were no oversights.

Yet the Student Council and Academy that she led with such effort continue to operate peacefully without her. It's natural to feel empty, wondering if all the effort over the past three years was unnecessary.

"It's running smoothly because you trained your successor well. The handover process is so important."

I gently patted Mar's head while offering words of comfort.

I mean this sincerely. A person's competence isn't only evident while they hold a position. The aftermath of their departure is also a factor in judging their capability. Not everyone can handle their work cleanly enough that there are no problems after they leave, and perfectly train their successor.

Thanks to that, the Minister and I struggled so much after the previous Audit Department Head left. That bastard was frustrating even while in office, and then he left without proper handover. To make matters worse, the Minister who filled the Audit Department Head position was soon promoted to Minister of Finance, leaving me to struggle alone.

"Besides, Mar is now managing something more important than the Academy."

At those words, Mar's eyes widened, and she burst into laughter.

"Hehe, that's right. Now I'm the lady of the Kracius Family."

Fortunately, her slightly gloomy mood seems to have improved.

***

I looked up at the Academy's main building. As a legacy from the Apels era, historically the wealthiest on the continent, it was a massive and unabashedly magnificent structure. I wonder how many gold coins were spent to build it.

"Grand Marshal, sir."
"I understand."

After staring at the main building for quite some time, I moved at the voice of Lord Villar beside me. There would be plenty of time to look at the main building later. Right now, carrying out His Highness's orders takes priority.

And before carrying out those orders, it is proper to greet the host as a guest.

"Did we arrive first?"
"Yes, sir. Duke Kilanas and Cardinal Alexandriana have not yet arrived."
"Good."

I nodded at Lord Villar's report. I needed to contact someone as soon as possible, and if there were guests already greeting the host, it would only waste time. Coming in a hurry was worth it.

'What a troublesome task.'

I managed my complicated feelings as we walked through corridors decorated with various paintings and statues.

I'm nearly fifty years old now. I haven't been able to rest properly while managing His Highness's brave soldiers. Yet here I am, visiting the Empire, not even the frontier of Armein. Thinking about the mountain of paperwork I left to my adjutant makes me sigh.


"I have no one to trust but you, my brother. I know you're busy, but I'm asking you this favor."

But how could I refuse when His Highness personally requested it?

"And while you're there, please check on Lyutis and see what he's up to. That boy listens to you well."

Moreover, I was ordered to check on His Highness Lyutis, so I simply couldn't refuse.

...Hmm.

"Where is His Highness now?"
"He's at the Confectionery Club booth. However, he knows of your arrival and said he would be ready to come out anytime."

Lord Villar immediately answered when I asked about His Highness's location.

"As a servant, I cannot trouble the Prince. I will go pay my respects directly, so there's no need to inform him separately."

I firmly shook my head at Lord Villar.

Royalty should always receive the worship and praise of their servants. Although His Majesty the King graciously treats me like a brother, and his children treat me like an uncle, I dare not summon them at my convenience.

Rather, as a servant receiving excessive trust, I should show even more reverence. That is the proper etiquette toward the royal family and the country.

"Well, about that."

However, Lord Villar showed a troubled expression as his words trailed off.

"Why are you—"
"Uncle!"

I couldn't even finish my question, but it wasn't necessary. I immediately understood why Lord Villar looked uncomfortable.

As a loud voice rang out, my head turned automatically, and there was His Highness Lyutis running toward us at a rapid pace.

"...I informed him just before your arrival, sir."
"Oh my."

I couldn't help but sigh. I had forgotten the obvious fact that Lord Villar, who serves His Highness closely, would immediately relay information about my arrival to him.

Even accounting for that, His Highness's energy is remarkable. The person who said he would be ready to come out anytime has already arrived at the main building.

'He must have been bored.'

He probably came directly because he had nothing to do at the booth.

With His Highness's personality, that's certainly the case.

'...I'll contact him while sending him back.'

I bowed my head to His Highness, who had already approached right in front of me, and organized my thoughts. I could contact the Minister of Audit while sending His Highness back to the booth.

"Welcome, Uncle! How delightful to see you here in Imperial territory!"
"It is my honor to serve Your Highness even in a foreign land."

But first, I should try to calm His Highness's energy a little.

Every year, the Confectionery Club booth attracts quite a crowd. So much so that Mar, who was sitting inside the booth, even offered to help.

Of course, I firmly declined, telling her to stay comfortably seated. My pregnant wife working at a busy booth? If Enen were watching from heaven, he'd strike me down with divine punishment, and I wouldn't forgive myself either. I'm already anxious about bringing her to such a crowded place, let alone having her work.

Besides, a large crowd doesn't necessarily mean we're busy. It sounds contradictory, but it applies to this booth. Here, the sellers are in charge, not the buyers.

"I heard your wife is with child. Congratulations, Count Teilgleichen."
"Haha, it's a joy to hear those congratulations no matter how many times. Thank you."

Most visitors to our booth come to see me, Trixie, or Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian. Since they're here to make a good impression on us, no one would complain even if our service is a bit slow.

Even Luise, our club president, is aiming for comfortable and relaxed booth operations this year. Combined with two years of operational know-how, the club members remain unfazed no matter how many customers arrive.

Even with one member missing.

'That deserter bastard.'

I think of Lyutis, who boldly abandoned his post, as I shake hands with the next visitor.

He was working fine until we finished setting up the display, but then he received some message from the corner and disappeared like the wind. He said he needed to meet someone urgently and would return after greeting them.

I was stunned by his brazen desertion but didn't pursue him. We're not desperately short-staffed, and while Lyutis might be eccentric, he's not discourteous—if he left in such a hurry, the person must be important.

And that person is likely Count Nercaph.

'No wonder he calls him uncle.'

It's somewhat surprising. While Count Nercaph is a trusted confidant of the Armein King, it's unusual for royalty to seek out a retainer first—such a gesture requires exceptional favor and trust. I never expected Lyutis to show such extreme consideration by going to meet the other party first.

Still, if Lyutis voluntarily sticks with Count Nercaph, it works in my favor. With royalty right beside him, even Count Nercaph would have limited freedom of action. That means fewer chances of him meeting me.

I hope they stay together all day.

As they say, expectations lead to disappointment.

I was foolish. I forgot that truth and placed my hopes on Lyutis. Even if he's become milder since the '78 season, Lyutis is still Lyutis.

"Uncle, this is the advisor of the Confectionery Club. He's also the Minister of the Imperial Audit Department."
"I see. I've heard much about your reputation."

About two hours after his desertion, Lyutis returned to the booth with Count Nercaph.

'Damn it.'

It seems I made an incomplete wish. I should have specifically wished for them to stay together "far away from me" all day. I never expected him to bring the Count directly to me.

"Ferdinand Karichen of Nercaph. It's an honor to meet the continent's finest swordsman in person."

While I was inwardly crying, Count Nercaph extended his hand first.

'What should I do?'

I quickly considered how to respond to this greeting.

According to protocol, Imperial nobility ranks one level above Kingdom nobility of the same rank. As a Count, I technically outrank Count Nercaph of the Kingdom.

However, that's just title protocol—being disrespectful to the Grand Marshal of the Armein Kingdom would require at least the status of a Victorious Duke. Besides, Count Nercaph isn't being hostile but offering a courteous greeting, so I can't be rude.

"Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen."

I decided on mutual respect. Besides, it would feel wrong to speak informally to someone nearly twice my age.

"However, 'the continent's finest swordsman' is too generous a title. I'm almost embarrassed by it."


I gently shook my head at the title Count Nercaph mentioned.

The continent's finest swordsman? What's that about? When did I get such a name?

"That's the nature of reputation. Regardless of what you think, if that's what people call you, that's who you become."

Count Nercaph responded calmly to my reaction.

Somehow, his words are convincing. Perhaps it's because they come from someone already known as Armein's finest swordsman? Maybe he too finds it embarrassing to be called Armein's finest but endures it.

"That's right! They say how you see yourself and how others see you are different, don't they? Since the latter is usually correct, we should humbly accept it!"

Lyutis's playful comment made me smile.

Honestly, having experienced the Khagan's might firsthand, it feels awkward to be called the continent's finest. But the Khagan is dead, and I'm alive. If he's upset about it, he should have survived. After all, the survivor is the victor.

"Oh my, there are other guests waiting. I apologize for the intrusion."
"Not at all."

Count Nercaph, who had been smiling gently at Lyutis, surveyed the bustling crowd and stepped back. He seemed to think it would be rude to keep me occupied when other guests were waiting.

Though we've only exchanged a few words, I think I understand Count Nercaph's character from that brief conversation.

'He's not a bigger version of Lyutis.'

I'm genuinely relieved. Given his title as the finest swordsman in Armein, known as the Kingdom of Knights, and the fact that Lyutis calls him uncle, I expected someone with an outrageous personality. I even wondered if Lyutis had been influenced by his uncle.

But he's not a bigger Lyutis—he's an upgraded version of Villar. A normal person with ability, character, and proper manners.

'Then why did he raise such a nephew?'

Of course, he's only called uncle—as a retainer, Count Nercaph couldn't discipline the prince. If anyone's at fault, it would be the Armein King.

Truly unfortunate.

***

Thanks to His Highness Lyutis and the Minister's kindness, I was able to enter the inner area of the booth.

I wondered if it was appropriate for an outside guest like me to come this deep inside, but since the Minister's wife was already here, I let it pass. Bringing up guest protocols would implicate the Minister's wife as well.

'Hmm.'

Watching His Highness Lyutis greeting guests from his seat, I felt complex emotions. Who would have imagined His Highness doing such mundane work?

It's hard to believe even seeing it with my own eyes. His Highness, who once wielded only a sword, now involved with confectionery—elements difficult to connect even with the most positive thinking. Yet the Imperial Academy managed it.

'Fair teaching and equal standing.'

I suddenly recalled the Academy's motto. Until now, I thought it was just empty rhetoric, but seeing this scene, I had to reconsider.

The Armein prince works on confectionery alongside Imperial royalty, a Yuven prince, and the next Saint of the Papal States. They truly receive equal education and treatment.

'Is it the Academy's achievement or the Minister's ability?'

My gaze eventually returned to the Minister, still conversing with guests.

The Academy, which has existed for over a hundred years, showed a new aspect during the period when the Minister served as the club advisor. So is this the Academy's achievement or the Minister's?

'Fascinating.'

My hand twitched involuntarily. If he showed such ability in fields other than swordsmanship, his sword skills must be even more exceptional. I'd like to request a sparring match.

But I desperately suppressed that desire.


'A sparring match would create its own problems.'

I bear the excessive honor of being called Armein's finest swordsman. If I were to lose, it would show Armein's sword being defeated by the Empire.

Since the title of "finest" was attached to me, my victories and defeats are no longer mine alone. Remembering this helps me calm down a little when my blood boils.

...

'If only I were a bit younger.'

I truly regret it. How many chances does one get in life to spar with a swordsman who cleaves the sky?

At this moment, I feel sad about coming to the Empire on His Majesty's orders. If I had never seen him, I wouldn't feel this regret.

***

While we managed to place Count Nercaph in the booth, having an outsider there was awkward for both us and the Count.

So as soon as the crowd thinned, we moved elsewhere with the Count. Anywhere would be better than the booth.

"It's a remote location, but the facilities are excellent."
"I remember they put considerable effort into it since it's a new club. That way, other students wouldn't hesitate to establish new clubs."
"Indeed. The Academy's consideration is truly warm."

I didn't expect that place would be the club room.

Anyway, I picked up the tea set from the shelf while Count Nercaph looked around the club room with a calm expression. Since he came with the pretext of wanting to see where Lyutis usually stays, he's essentially in the position of a parent visiting a class. It would be too cold for a teacher not to offer tea to a parent.

"It will take some time for the tea leaves to steep."
"What does time matter when drinking tea prepared by the continent's finest swordsman?"

His comment made me smile. He's such a quiet gentleman, making my earlier concerns about him being a bigger version of Lyutis seem ridiculous.

'I was worried he might request a sparring match.'

If it were a request from a far inferior swordsman, I could go easy under the pretext of teaching. But a match with Armein's strongest would require my full effort. Whether I win or lose, the repercussions would be significant.

Yes, thinking about it, the Count is also part of a nation's leadership. Such a person wouldn't take his words and actions lightly. I worried too much.

"Besides, it means more time to converse with Count Teilgleichen, which I welcome."
"Haha, is that so? You seem to have many questions for me."

When the Count spoke, I responded with a joking remark, and he smiled faintly. As long as it's a conversation with a harmless person—

"What I'm about to say comes from His Majesty the King of Armein, and this is strictly an unofficial message."
"...Pardon?"

Suddenly, strange words caught my ear. The Armein King's message? An unofficial communication?

'What the hell.'

I instinctively almost covered my ears. I'm terrified to hear what the Count will say next. Who drops such a bombshell with such a calm face?

"Soon, Leon's bloodline will end."
"......"

But before I could cover my ears, the Count spoke.

'Shit.'

This information makes me wish I had agreed to a sparring match instead.

# Leon Kingdom. A kingdom located in the central part of the continent that shares a border with the Empire. A tragic nation that collapsed spectacularly due to war with the Empire. That is the current reality of Leon Kingdom.

However, Leon Kingdom was once classified as a powerful nation. As evident from incorporating a lion into its name, it boasted considerable military power. During its golden age, it was the hegemon of the central region, evaluated to be nearly on par with Armein. It was powerful enough to lead the eastern kingdoms as the head of the anti-Empire faction and clash with the Empire.

What's more, the period when Leon officially waged war against the Empire was when the Emperor had just ascended to the throne. Since the declining Empire had not yet been revitalized, from Leon's perspective, they must have thought they could unilaterally defeat the Empire.

But whether it was because the Empire remained formidable even in decline, or because the first father-in-law was a monster—Leon and the anti-Empire faction were soundly beaten, and Leon, as their leader, became the loser of the central region as the price for spectacularly botching the war.

Afterward, they were even backstabbed by neighboring countries as karma for their terrible diplomacy. Now, the continent's assessment is that they're just a patient waiting to die.

'I didn't think they would actually die.'

But I never expected to suddenly hear that Leon's bloodline would be cut off.

A nation's bloodline being cut off means the royal family's lineage ends. Considering the chaos and power struggles that would ensue over the throne, Leon would essentially be destroyed. Now it all depends on how capable the newly crowned king is—whether the kingdom will revive or enter the coffin.

'Isn't there one left?'

But I don't understand. I know that people are scarce in the Leon royal family. I've heard that even the surviving direct and collateral lines mostly died in battle during the war.

Still, the current King of Leon has exactly one child left to inherit the throne. If the bloodline is cut off, it means even that only child has met with misfortune. Is Leon going mad enough to carelessly manage even the crown prince?

As if noticing my doubts, Count Nerkaf spoke again.

"Leon is a nation with great reverence for martial prowess. Perhaps due to this influence, the royal family and nobility consider it an honor to take to the battlefield."

I know that. Isn't that why the number of Leon royal family members plummeted?

"Due to this custom, many heirs to the throne died in battle, and the youngest prince, who was the only one not to go to the battlefield, became the crown prince."

'Ah.'

Only then did I understand. Leon at that time was consumed by such madness that all royalty went to the battlefield. Given Leon's nature, it's more likely that the prince was left in the palace because he couldn't be sent to war, rather than being kept as insurance with the thought, "No matter what, we should keep at least one as backup."

Even if they wanted insurance, they wouldn't leave the youngest son who wasn't even the eldest. This means the current crown prince had enough issues that he couldn't go to the battlefield despite the madness.

For example, health problems severe enough that leaving the palace would be arduous.

'So he's like Sera.'

Come to think of it, I've only heard that the current Leon Kingdom has a crown prince, but I didn't know any detailed information. It's natural since I didn't particularly care about affairs of other countries.

Also, if the current crown prince were capable of normal activities, he would be old enough to have produced an heir by now. Nevertheless, Count Nerkaf said the bloodline is about to end, which means the crown prince is sickly and there is no heir. This is also information I'm learning for the first time today.

All circumstances point to the crown prince's frailty and the crisis of the Leon royal family. I just didn't know.

'I was too disinterested.'

I felt somewhat embarrassed. Even though I tend to be more active domestically than internationally, I was ignorant of information that could be easily discovered with minimal research, and truths that could be readily inferred. As a minister of the Empire, I was too ignorant of international affairs.

I should reflect on this. From the moment I became a minister rather than just a department head, I became not just a key figure of the Empire but of the continent. It might sound like excessive self-awareness, but that's the reality.

...


'This is bad.'

Eventually, my embarrassment turned into a sense of dread. A frail crown prince who hasn't had children—certainly a major reason why Leon's bloodline might end. Since key figures from different countries have met, it's possible to discuss changes in neighboring countries.

However, Count Nerkaf didn't simply say that Leon's bloodline might end; he added the qualifier "soon." And he said it along with an unofficial message from the King of Armein.

'He knows something.'

It's certain. Even if it's unofficial, this is a situation where the Grand Marshal is directly conveying the king's words. Unless they've received information that the crown prince is on his deathbed, or they plan to eliminate the crown prince themselves, they absolutely wouldn't say such things.

And if a royal family's lineage ends, what follows is a bloody struggle. No matter how declining the country is, a king is still a king. There are plenty of blue-blooded nobles with eyes on the purple crown.

Armein, well aware of this, mentioning bloodlines to the Empire means—

"Unfortunately, it seems that even the last remaining crown prince will soon return to Enen's side, so my country has judged that a wise and strong nobleman should be placed on the throne that will become vacant."

It means Armein intends to intervene in that succession dispute.

"But how can one country's king arbitrarily determine another country's king? I wish to seek the wisdom of His Majesty the Emperor of the Empire, who upholds the mandate of heaven."

It's a proposal that they don't intend to take everything for themselves and want to coordinate positions with us.

This is maddening. I let my guard down because he said he was visiting in a personal capacity rather than as a diplomatic envoy, but I never imagined he would make such a proposal. More importantly, why is he making this proposal to me instead of the Emperor?

...No, actually, I know why he's approaching me. If Count Nerkaf were to officially seek an audience with the Emperor for this proposal, it would draw the continent's attention. From Armein's perspective, wanting to secretly coordinate with the Empire and swiftly take control of Leon, this should be avoided.

That's why it's me. There have already been countless foreign visitors for the Club Fair, so Count Nerkaf's visit isn't particularly strange, and I've been stationed at the Academy for two years. The possibility of suspicion if Count Nerkaf and I meet at the Academy is extremely low.

'Damn this Academy.'

Unable to suppress my gloomy feelings, I ended up crying in my heart. I'm experiencing all sorts of things just because of being at the Academy.

"The Emperor's wisdom truly covers the continent, and as a mere servant, I dare not presume to speak on his behalf."

"A most reasonable statement. Who in this continent could fathom the Emperor's intentions?"

I politely wrapped up my response saying, "I don't have the authority to discuss such matters with you, you bastard," but Count Nerkaf ignored my mention of speaking on behalf and deliberately returned a statement about not being able to fathom.

This dog. By "speaking on behalf," I meant you should ask the Emperor for authorization, didn't I?

"...I just realized we don't have any snacks to go with our tea. I'll borrow some from the booth for a moment."

"Thank you. It's not an urgent matter, so please take your time."

Fuck.

I took out my communication orb in the most secluded place I could find. There was no day I wished the Emperor would respond quickly more than today.

And as if my desperation reached the heavens, the Emperor answered not long after—

"Woo—?"

"Your Majesty?"


Instead of the Emperor, I saw the Crown Princess with puffy cheeks waving her hand.

"Oh, the godfather has also contacted us. Greet him quickly."

"Awng!"

The Emperor's voice was heard afterward, but his face was hidden behind the Crown Princess.

What is this? Did I call when he was playing with the Crown Princess?

"Your Majesty, I'll hold her."

"Thank you, Empress."

Fortunately, the Empress was nearby, and the Crown Princess who had been filling the communication orb disappeared, revealing the Emperor's face.

"Indeed, a minister who is the Crown Princess's godfather is truly a godfather. It's remarkable that you contacted just when I was with the Crown Princess."

The Emperor laughed softly, clearly in a good mood. It would be stranger if he wasn't in a good mood while spending intimate time with his family.

That's why it's regrettable. To have to instantly plunge the Emperor's soaring mood. This is all because of the Academy.

"Your Majesty, I apologize, but I have an urgent matter to report."

At those words, the Emperor's brow furrowed slightly.

As if sensing something ominous.

***

As soon as I heard the minister's report, I unconsciously stroked my chin. I already knew that the Crown Prince of Leon Kingdom was gravely ill through the Special Affairs Ministry's report.

It was a report that came in just this morning.

'So Armein has the upper hand in Leon after all.'

It's bitter. The King of Armein had already secured the information I only learned this morning and took action by sending an unofficial envoy. I have to admit that, at least in terms of intelligence in Leon, Armein is superior to the Empire.

But it can't be helped. The collapse of intelligence capabilities in the Northern region due to the Great Punitive War, the subsequent redeployment of the Intelligence Department, the relatively lower priority of Leon Kingdom, and finally, the temporary intelligence gap in the Special Affairs Ministry due to the Intelligence Department joining the Audit Department. With all these adversities piling up, the Special Affairs Ministry is fulfilling its role just by continuing its activities.

Of course, this disadvantage should remain temporary. We plan to assign a new Intelligence Division to the Special Affairs Ministry, which lost its Intelligence Department, so such incidents won't happen in the future.

"Minister."

"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."

After organizing my thoughts, I addressed the minister.

"Cooperate to the extent that the Empire's national interests are not harmed."

It was a vague instruction, but this much is sufficient. Having decided to intervene alongside Armein, whatever the outcome, it will benefit the Empire.

So rather than giving the minister detailed diplomatic instructions, this is better. After all, the other party isn't a professional diplomat either. For now, we'll just establish the main framework, and detailed negotiations can be conducted right before the royal family actually ends.

I returned to the club room after receiving authority from the Emperor to conclude a secret agreement. His instruction to cooperate without damaging imperial interests was ambiguous, but right now, that ambiguity was welcome.

I'm a civil servant who has only stayed within the country except during wartime, with no connection to diplomacy. If he had given detailed diplomatic instructions to someone like me, my brain would have overloaded. I probably would have thrown away the communication device and fled while the Emperor was still giving instructions.

So it's enough to just be mindful of "the line that shouldn't be crossed." Fortunately, Armein seems worried about the Empire upsetting their well-laid table, not trying to suck the marrow from the Empire's bones.

"This should be sufficient."
"Yes, let's decide the details later. If we try to handle everything here, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs will likely complain."
"Agreed. To be honest, I was also anxious about the Foreign Ministry's reaction."

And so, Count Nerkaf and I put our heads together and established the main framework. Concluding a treaty with just the two of us, without attendants or advisors, was absurd, but I had received authority from the Emperor, and Count Nerkaf was the representative of the Armein King. Overwhelming authority can shatter common sense.

"I'm delighted that we've reached an amicable agreement for the friendship between our countries and the stability of the continent. I'm grateful once again for His Majesty the Emperor's mercy and wisdom."
"I too am deeply moved by His Majesty the King of Armein's love for peace."

After dividing the hastily drafted documents between us, we shook hands and exchanged ceremonial pleasantries.

In reality, this secret agreement would lead to friendship between the two countries and stability on the continent. Even though Armein acknowledges the Empire's superiority, they would be horrified if Leon, which borders their country, fell into the Empire's hands. Conversely, the Empire would be displeased if Armein, the second most powerful nation, gained Leon as a card to play.

To prevent such conflict, we agreed to share appropriately, making this truly a beautiful promise.

'Though it's an agreement without the concerned party.'

My feelings are complicated. The fate of the Kingdom of Leon was decided in the Empire, not in Leon itself, and without Leon's knowledge.

But what can we do? It's the fate that must be endured when a nation that has lost in war, has diplomatic complications, and whose royal family is in peril finds itself caught between great powers.

And we're not planning to forcibly annex Leon. Our goal is simply to support a suitable successor to the throne if the rightful heir to the throne departs to Enen, in order to manage the ensuing chaos.

'A suitable successor, huh.'

I checked the contents of the document once more before putting it in my pocket. Though brief with only a few sentences, it contained all the essential points.

* The Kfelopen Empire and the Kingdom of Armein will jointly respond to the vacancy of the Leon throne in the event of the death of the legitimate royal family of Leon, the heir of Asturia.

* The replacement for the Asturia royal family shall be limited to nobles of the Kingdom of Leon, considering blood relations with the previous royal family but not making it the highest priority.

* The new candidate for the Leon throne must be decided by agreement between both countries, and unilateral enthronement or deposition is prohibited.

* To manage the chaos caused by the throne vacancy and ensure the safety of subjects, both countries will dispatch troops, but the difference in numbers shall not exceed 2,000 troops compared to the other country.

* The Kfelopen Imperial Army will be stationed south of the Gibroya River, and the Armein Royal Army will be stationed north of it to prepare for disturbances and ensure the safety of subjects. The duration of stationing shall be determined through consultation between both countries.

* If a third country interferes with the throne vacancy and causes chaos, both countries will respond jointly and consider radical solutions if necessary.

Looking at it again, I almost laughed at how short and concise it was.

Yes, this is a peaceful agreement to establish a suitable successor. It's just that if someone interferes with the "suitable" process, we're prepared for armed conflict.

'A joint military response from the continent's 1st and 2nd ranked countries.'

Even countries that were secretly planning to meddle would be horrified and back off once they learn of this secret agreement.

After concluding a secret agreement that would determine the fate of an entire country, I returned to the booth with Count Nerkaf as if nothing had happened.


Of course, Count Nerkaf had come to the Academy for this agreement and had no reason to stay longer, but if he left immediately after meeting me, it would only arouse suspicion. So it was right for him to spend some time here before leaving.

Besides, I couldn't refuse when he said he wanted to spend time with Lyutis while he was here. How could I stop him from attending to his country's prince?

"Huh? Uncle, Professor. You're back already? You should have rested a bit longer."

When we arrived at the booth, Lyutis, who was chewing on bread, welcomed us.

"I pride myself on my robust constitution. How could I rest comfortably while Your Highness is busy?"

At those words, a sheepish expression flashed across Lyutis's face, which had been calm as he ate his bread. Count Nerkaf's words seemed like mere courtesy, but it would be strange not to feel embarrassed when hearing such words while relaxing.

But it's even more strange and surprising to see Lyutis react this way. Lyutis is someone whose sense of embarrassment seems to have been devoured by his boldness, so it's remarkable that there's someone who can affect him like this.

'He really is his uncle.'

I unconsciously turned my gaze to Count Nerkaf.

A nobleman who, though not royalty, is called uncle by a prince. That title of "uncle" wasn't just from royal favor and high authority, but from genuine closeness to the royal family.

'Is it because he's the First Sword?'

Come to think of it, Lyutis loves swordsmanship enough to engage in a sword duel with Laterre. Growing up watching his father's loyal subordinate (his country's First Sword), his internal affinity must be quite high. Perhaps Count Nerkaf is Lyutis's role model.

Thinking about it, I felt mixed emotions toward Count Nerkaf. Goodwill for being someone who could control Lyutis, but also resentment for still letting Lyutis loose in the Empire.

'...As Grand Marshal, he must have been busy.'

I tried to shake off my resentment and came to that conclusion.

How could a Grand Marshal, who isn't the royal chamberlain, control a prince's every move? Count Nerkaf must have had no choice.

If that's not the case, I might end up really disliking Count Nerkaf.

While putting our heads together with Count Nerkaf, I had forgotten something else.

"We meet again. Have you been well?"

But only when I saw Cardinal Alexandriana smiling did I remember.

There weren't just one but three VIPs scheduled to come to the Academy.

"Yes, perhaps by the Lord's grace, my days have been full of happiness."
"I'm glad. Indeed, you are blessed by the Lord as a Blessed One."

When I responded with a smile, Cardinal Alexandriana nodded happily.

It's not just empty words. Since being beatified as a Blessed One, I've discovered I have a First Snow, so my days have truly been happy by Enen's grace. Although today I struggled with concluding an unexpected secret agreement, overall it's been good.

So I hope Cardinal Alexandriana will continue these good days. I might go crazy if the Papal States also say something like "Want to make a secret agreement with me?"

"Since both of you are here together, this must also be the Lord's will."


Whether knowing my thoughts or not, Cardinal Alexandriana continued smiling and took something out of the pouch he was holding.

'What is that?'

The contents were quite large compared to the size of the pouch. Is it a pouch with spatial magic or holy magic? It's certainly possible if a cardinal carries it.

"These are gifts from His Holiness the Pope to both Blessed Ones."

Anyway, I received the items Cardinal Alexandriana handed over—white clothing and a cross with a bluish tint.

'Oh.'

As soon as I received them, I felt something. Even for me, who is only a Blessed One in name with little connection to Enen, I could sense that 'this is precious.' It exuded a sacred aura.

As expected, there's something different about gifts from the Pope. I felt like I could use holy magic like priests if I wore these items—

"The clothing has effects that maintain the wearer's cleanliness and block blades. The cross can immediately heal minor external wounds when placed on injuries."

It's really possible.

My hand froze while handling the cross. It was just the right size to carry in one's pocket, but the ability to self-heal, even if limited to minor wounds, was tremendous.

"...These are precious gifts. I'm not sure if we deserve to receive such things."
"These are items unconditionally given to the families of those who are beatified. They are rightfully yours as Blessed Ones, so please accept them without burden."

I almost laughed at those words. Given the long history of the Dawn Order, the number of posthumously beatified Blessed Ones is not small. Yet they can mass-produce such items to give to the families of all these Blessed Ones?

Of course, magic can also heal external wounds, but they couldn't create healing-specific artifacts like this cross. No wonder the Dawn Order achieved religious victory.

"Then I gratefully accept. Please convey our thanks to His Holiness."
"Yes. His Holiness will be pleased."

Looking at Cardinal Alexandriana bowing respectfully, I thought:

When gifts for canonization arrive after Marga and I die, at least my children won't die from external wounds.

"Excuse me, brother."

While thinking this, I heard Cardinal Alexandriana's voice.

I'm anxious. What if he suddenly says something like "Since you've received something good, shall we also share some good conversation?"

"Would it be alright if I had a conversation with Brother Tanian..."
'Ah.'

My mind rapidly became at ease. So this person's business was with Tanian.

"Yes, of course."

Therefore, I answered with a smiling face.

From today, I think I can have a slightly more devout faith.

"Meeting a friend from home in a foreign land is always a welcome experience.

"Welcome, Sister Alexandria. Was your journey comfortable?"
"Thanks to your concern, it was very comfortable. Have you been well, Brother Tanian?"
"Of course. Having stayed here for two years now, it feels like home."

Even if that friend happens to be a cardinal visiting on official business.

'Sister Alexandria, huh.'

I had already anticipated a cardinal would come for the Club Fair. Since the honorary mentor brother and his wife had received the honor of beatification during their lifetime, according to custom, the blessed's garments and cross needed to be delivered.

And if the situation called for meeting a current Imperial Minister who was also a living blessed person, it was appropriate for a cardinal-level dignitary to come. In fact, sending someone of lower rank might even be considered disrespectful.

'A Sister is the perfect representative.'

In that sense, Sister Alexandria, the head of the Canonization Ministry, visiting the Empire was the highest courtesy the Order could show. The Pope himself couldn't come in person, and my mentor, the Chief Cardinal, was in a position where he couldn't leave his post.

Besides, I personally welcomed Sister Alexandria's visit. Other cardinals are quite elderly and somewhat difficult to interact with, but Sister Alexandria has looked after me like a younger brother since childhood. If I had to meet someone, it's naturally more pleasant to see a familiar face, someone closer to my age.

"Hehe."
"Sister?"

While lost in these thoughts, I heard Sister's laughter and tilted my head.

"Oh, I'm sorry. It just feels strange seeing you in a school uniform."

I couldn't help but smile at Sister's chuckling remark.

In the Papal States, there are educational institutions that train priests. However, unlike the Academy, they don't wear school uniforms but rather apprentice priest robes, so Sister Alexandria, being from the Papal States, might be seeing a school uniform for the first time.

I also felt awkward at first, wearing something other than priest robes. If even I felt that way, I could certainly understand Sister's feelings.

"Experiencing something new is a valuable opportunity to broaden one's perspective. Would you like to try it on, Sister?"

At my suggestion, Sister's smiling face froze.

"...What?"

It took her quite a while to utter just that word, which showed how taken aback she was.

Her reaction was puzzling. True, my suggestion came out of nowhere, but was it really that surprising? All she needed to do was drape the coat over her shoulders.

"I-I'm almost thirty next year, and you're talking about a school uniform? People would think it's strange."
'Ah.'

Thanks to Sister's kind explanation, my confusion subsided.

She had confined herself within the framework of age. She believed that being nearly thirty, she wasn't qualified to wear a school uniform, and would only make a fool of herself in front of others.

But that's an excessive worry. Priests who follow the Lord's teachings can, though undeservedly, use a tiny fraction of His power, allowing them to maintain a youthful appearance for a long time, just like nobles who can manipulate mana. Unless one explicitly mentions their age, nobody would know.

"Then show it only to me. That way, no one will think it strange."

Since it would be cruel to forcibly pull someone out of their self-imposed constraints, I offered a reasonable compromise.

After all, I only intended to have her wear the coat I had on, not a complete uniform. I don't have a girls' uniform anyway.

"T-to you, only..."

After rolling her eyes back and forth, Sister nodded very slightly.

"Alright. The Lord also said that wisdom comes from experience, not knowledge."
"Well said."


I couldn't help but smile at Sister, who had already pushed aside her bewilderment.

***

O Lord in Heaven. I know that You are merciful and gentle, and that You love all living beings in this world.

I know that You truly cherish us who believe in and follow You, spreading Your beautiful and noble teachings across the continent.

Yes, I know. Of course I know.

That's why You're bestowing this blessing upon me.

'Tanian's school uniform...'

I barely managed to hold onto my increasingly hazy consciousness. I realized that extreme happiness and joy could make a person faint.

I'm so, so happy. Seeing Tanian in a school uniform, Tanian wearing an apron—that alone would be worth three days of all-night prayer—but I actually received the coat Tanian was wearing.

And with the request to show it only to him.

'A side of me that only Tanian knows...'

I desperately suppressed my lips that were trying to break into a grin. Fortunately, there were no visitors at the booth, so I could enjoy a walk with Tanian in a secluded place, creating memories with him.

"It seems a bit large on you, Sister."

At those words, I unconsciously folded my arms. This way, he wouldn't be able to take back the coat I was wearing.

"R-really? It feels fine to me."

When I tried to speak as nonchalantly as possible, Tanian simply nodded calmly.

Thank goodness. He was just commenting that it looked big, not thinking about taking it back.

'Should I run away with it?'

For a moment, such a temptation enveloped my mind. If I ran all the way back to the Papal States like this, wouldn't this coat become mine? Wouldn't I get to keep the coat that Tanian had worn for over two years?

But I resisted. No matter how coveted an item might be, it would be foolish to earn someone's dislike for the sake of an object.

'Be content with this one stroke of luck.'

If I get too greedy, I might lose what I've already gained.

...

Inhaaaaaale— exhale... Inhaaaaaale— exhale...

I took the deepest breaths I could. Subtle enough that Tanian wouldn't notice, of course.

With each breath, I could sense Tanian's faint scent embedded in the coat. The most wonderful fragrance.

'If I keep wearing it, will it seep into my clothes too?'

Good. Let's endure as long as possible.

***

The number of visitors to the booth gradually decreased. It was only natural—people energetic enough to visit the Club Fair would have already exchanged greetings in previous years, or at the very least, would have attended this year's wedding as guests.

Thanks to this, I didn't have to keep the club members confined to the booth and let them go. I sent Lyutis off with Count Nerkaf, and I also sent Tanian out for a walk with Cardinal Alexandria. Surely he wouldn't cause any trouble while accompanied by a dignitary from his own country.

Erich was caught by Zenobia while I was whispering with Count Nerkaf. Sera disappeared too, so I trust they're having a good time.

'Should I send those two away as well?'


I seriously considered whether to send away Ainter and Laterre, who were still at the booth. Four club members had already left—wouldn't it be good to send them away too?

As if sensing my plot to chase Laterre away, an appropriate visitor arrived at just the right moment.

"Your Highness Laterre."

An elderly man approached Laterre, who was cleaning up crumbs that had fallen in front of the booth.

An old man with white-streaked blue hair neatly arranged, and a beard grown down to his collarbone.

"Duke Kilanas?"

He was the last VIP scheduled to visit the Academy.

"This old man finally pays his respects to Your Highness. I hurried as much as I could, but these days my body doesn't move as my mind wishes."

As if aware that representatives from the Kingdom of Armein and the Papal States had already come and gone before him, Duke Kilanas bowed his head to Laterre in apology.

"Please don't say that. Even for a prince in a foreign land, I know that the Duke always works hard for His Majesty and the kingdom. I'm delighted that you've come."
"Ho ho, when Your Highness speaks so kindly, I don't know where to put myself."

Of course, Duke Kilanas hadn't promised to arrive by any specific time, nor was there a competition where the first country to arrive would win, so Laterre took the Duke's hand directly and comforted him.

Watching that scene, I felt a slight tension rising. A duke respected enough for a prince to speak formally to him—and the chairman of the Magic Council himself had come all the way to the Academy. Like Count Nerkaf, he was an influential figure who might have brought an enormously important matter.

'Please.'

Instinctively, I fingered the cross in my pocket.

Enen, Eternal Blue Sky, Constantina. Please, if anyone is watching over me, tell me Duke Kilanas just came to visit. My mental state can't handle making consecutive secret agreements with the continent's major powers.

"Your Highness. If it's not impolite, may I greet Your Highness's friends?"
"Ah, of course. Some aren't here at the moment... but they'll be back soon."

While I was in the middle of my prayer meta, Duke Kilanas, having finished greeting Laterre, casually opened his mouth. Though he referred to Laterre's friends, in reality, he meant major Imperial figures like myself and Beatrix—both Laterre and I knew this.

"Marquis Idrafen, Ainter Livnoman. He has been a great help to me as I adjust to life in the Empire."
"I see. As expected of someone with Livnoman blood, he is truly compassionate and kind."
"Haha, you flatter me."

That's why Laterre introduced Ainter to Duke Kilanas first. Regardless of being a marquis, Ainter is the Emperor's brother, so nominally he's the highest-ranking person present.

And after Ainter,

"Magic-Ending Duke, it is truly an honor to meet you in person."

Next was Beatrix, a duchess.

"I too have heard much about your reputation. They say you are an indispensable pillar of Yuven."

To Duke Kilanas, who was bowing almost at a 90-degree angle, Beatrix responded in a gentle tone.

Considering his position as a duke and elder statesman of a nation, she seemed to have chosen mutual respect. Indeed, it would be somewhat inappropriate to speak informally to someone even a prince addresses formally.

"Oh, is that so? This is an undeserved honor unprecedented in this old man's life."

The issue was that Duke Kilanas, despite being addressed respectfully, was treating himself as an inferior.

'He just came to visit.'

Still, seeing Duke Kilanas bowing like a flip phone put me at ease. The fact that he wasn't thinking of approaching me and was sticking to Beatrix suggested he didn't have any particular business with me.

Yes... that's fine... ordinary visitors are always welcome.

As Kilanas Duke's back was about to bend beyond 90 degrees and reach 120 degrees, Laterre's timely intervention allowed the Duke's spine to straighten once again.

"Duke Kilanas. As a fellow practitioner walking the path of magic, I understand your feelings, but right now I'd like to introduce you to my friends."
"Ah, I apologize, Your Highness. My joy blinded me into rudeness."

His genuinely startled reaction was impressive, as if he had truly lost his mind in the moment.

How fascinating. Since I have no connection to magic, I've only felt vague emotions when other magicians praise Trixie, but seeing even a duke of a nation behave this way made it seem like witnessing something truly transcendent. Even though the Empire was in shambles before the coronation, perhaps it survived thanks to Trixie?

"I'm only now greeting the person to whom Your Highness is indebted. I sincerely apologize for my rudeness, Count Teilgleichen."
"Please raise your head, Your Excellency. There's nothing to apologize for."

I shook my head as Duke Kilanas bowed respectfully toward me.

Apologizing for rudeness? Duke Kilanas hadn't come with strange business, nor had he bothered me, so what rudeness could he have committed? Simply coming as an ordinary guest was already mannerly and polite behavior.

"Besides, as a warrior myself, my heart races when I meet my first father-in-law who has elevated his reputation as a warrior. I completely understand Your Excellency's feelings."
"The Count's kindness makes me bow my head even more. Thank you."

Fortunately, my sincerity seemed to reach him, and Duke Kilanas nodded with a more relaxed expression.

Though his action was respectful, it was honestly a bit burdensome. When someone with both higher rank and age than me behaves this way, I feel like a young master with no sense of hierarchy.

Still, I endured it because refusing his apology would only make the Duke uncomfortable. I couldn't risk an awkward relationship with a prominent figure from Yuven just because it felt burdensome.

Duke Kilanas, who had appeared suddenly, set off on an expedition to the fair with Laterre. Of course, due to a magician's instinct, he probably couldn't easily leave Trixie behind—

"How about staying at the Academy for a few days to converse with Trixie? A discussion between the representative master magicians of the Empire and Yuven could dramatically advance magic across the continent—enough to make one excited to be living in this era."
"If that were possible, nothing would be more honorable..."
"I'm fine with it. Due to the distance between the Empire and Yuven, I've rarely had the opportunity to encounter Yuven magic."

With those words, she disappeared with the most serene and happy expression of all. Since she suggested having a productive discussion after the booth's operating hours ended, she would surely spend her time quietly until then.

"Even a duke is just a magician before Trixie."

I muttered, watching the retreating figures of Duke Kilanas and Laterre. Although imperial dukes are generally ranked higher than kingdom dukes, Trixie would have received Duke Kilanas's deep bow even if she were a baroness rather than a duchess. Authority that transcends rank—how impressive.

"It's possible because of my elven blood. The magicians who have shown me respect could have reached my position if they had the same lifespan as me."

Having heard my muttering, Trixie smiled and shook her head, but her modesty wasn't particularly convincing.

If a long lifespan were all it took to become a master magician like Trixie, this continent would be an elven continent rather than a human one. Apels wouldn't have just set fire to the World Tree—the imperial palace would have become a fiery hell.

"Even if I lived ten times longer than you, Master, I don't think I could become like you."

I wasn't the only one with such thoughts. Luise, who had brought cookies, gently smiled and countered.

Indeed, Trixie's abilities aren't simply the result of her lifespan. They're the culmination of the blood of the Catovan ducal family renowned for magic, the blood of elves specialized in magic, and finally Trixie's personal talent. It's not a level one can reach simply by living a long time.

"Hehe, don't say such things. You're my only disciple who can succeed me."

Pleased by the words elevating her, Trixie gently stroked Luise's head.

Come to think of it, Luise is both the original protagonist and Trixie's only disciple. Perhaps she really could become the next Magic-Ending Duke—


'Trixie will continue to develop too.'

Unfortunately, while Luise develops to Trixie's current level, there's no rule saying Trixie must remain stagnant.

I suddenly wonder how far Trixie, who will live another 300 or 400 years, might advance if she continues to hone her magic. Space cutting or time roaring—such abilities would seem plausible for her.

"That's right. The one who can succeed a master has always been the disciple."

While I was lost in thought, Margareta, who had been sitting in a chair, carefully approached us.

My heart sank for a moment, but I quickly composed myself. Instinctively, I almost blurted out, "If you need something, just call me—don't move yourself." I nearly treated her like a critically ill patient who couldn't move.

"Oh, sister! If you need anything, please don't move and just tell me!"

Ironically, Luise said exactly what I had refrained from saying.

But now that I wasn't the one directly involved but rather an observer, it felt a bit embarrassing. Getting alarmed over someone simply walking, not even doing intense exercise. Is this how others see me?

Thank you, Luise. This mirror therapy is definitely working.

"First Snow said she wanted to be with her little mothers."

At Margareta's half-joking words, Luise, who had been rushing toward her, froze.

What could she do when the Kracius family's monumental first child wanted to be with them? It was a perfect justification impossible to refute.

"Ah, First Snow said she wanted to eat the cookies Luise's mother made—"
"Here they are!"

Luise's face was filled with subtle excitement and joy as she hastily grabbed the plate in front of me and presented it to Margareta. She seemed delighted at the prospect of feeding her cookies to First Snow.

'That's nice to see.'

Although I had suddenly lost what I was eating, I wasn't upset. From Luise's perspective, First Snow is her husband's child, not her own biological child. Yet she treats the baby like her own—how could that not bring joy?

I had actually worried that just as there are six wives, the children might split into six factions, but seeing this now, that possibility seems low.

'...six factions within the family.'

Just imagining it makes my head spin. A family where wives check each other and children fight among themselves? Turning what should be the warmest, most peaceful place—home—into hell.

Perhaps that's why I suddenly felt a surge of respect for the Golden Duke. A man with twice as many wives as me, yet able to lead his family without any discord. A hero who, far from having his wives and in-laws check each other, unites them around himself.

Moreover, the Golden Duke is someone about whom there's even an ominous legend that he has more children than retainers. If I get the chance, I should ask him for advice on being a good head of family.

'Huh?'

As I was making such a resolution and reaching for one of the cookies Margareta was holding, I felt something was off.

"By the way, Margareta? Where did Ainter go?"

The familiar blond hair was nowhere to be seen. He was definitely here when Duke Kilanas left with Laterre.


"He just went out saying he wanted to look at other booths."
"Ah."

I was momentarily taken aback by the unexpected answer. Since other club members had already dispersed, I was planning to tell Ainter to go enjoy himself too, but I didn't expect him to seek freedom on his own.

Or did he tactfully leave because the only people left at the booth were me and my lovers? Considering that Ainter is relatively normal, that's a highly plausible hypothesis.

"I feel like we've driven the club members away. Though they're probably having more fun than us."

Looking around the empty booth, I felt like someone who invited his girlfriend to a shared apartment and drove out his roommate. I didn't intend it, but what a jerk move.

"Didn't you drive them away?"
"That's a misunderstanding."

When Trixie jokingly said that, I earnestly protested, causing Margareta and Luise to chuckle.

How sad. Not a single wife to believe in this husband's innocence.

Although other club members had left for voluntary or involuntary reasons, we couldn't leave the booth ourselves. No matter how few visitors we had, closing early didn't seem right. It might give the impression that we were acting arrogantly because we believed we'd win first place.

As a result, we decided to stay at the booth instead of exploring the fair, but spending intimate time with family didn't make it stuffy or boring.

"It's nice spending the last fair with my brother and sisters. I might come as a visitor next year, but I won't be able to have this kind of experience."

Luise said with a giggle.

Understanding her feelings, I stroked her head. Indeed, as Luise said, this fair is the last event where we can all gather and do something together. From next year, we'll be outsiders to the Academy.

"When the word 'last' is attached, even familiar experiences feel different."

Trixie, seeming to understand Luise's feelings, nodded and spoke.

"So you can look forward to the last field trip too."

Then she added a meaningful remark.

According to the Academy schedule, the next big event after the club fair is indeed the field trip, but why is it coming from Trixie's mouth? It doesn't sound like a casual comment but rather like she knows something.

"Ah, right. I heard about it from a junior recently too."

Even Margareta clapped her hands, showing signs of knowing something.

What's going on? How does an Academy graduate know something that a current Academy inspector doesn't?

"The destination for this field trip is Servet Duchy, right?"

...?

"Personally, I would have preferred Ulken, but Servet is a nice place too."
"I think they'll go to Ulken next year."

As Margareta and Trixie continued their conversation naturally, I turned my gaze to Luise.

Fortunately, Luise seemed to be hearing this for the first time too.

# Serbet Duchy. One of the five duchies of the Empire and a major domain located southwest of the Capital. Due to its proximity to the Capital region, it's the most advanced duchy in terms of population and development.

Being the closest duchy to the Capital, it serves as one of the pillars of the Capital's defense. Throughout history, the Dukes of Serbet have exclusively maintained the reputation of being the Empire's greatest mages and its final shield. It means that while Trixie is exceptional, her predecessors were also formidable monsters in their own right.

Anyway, due to its importance, I had visited it several times for work purposes. Ironically, I haven't been there once since becoming Trixie's lover.

I was planning to visit with Trixie soon anyway. I should at least greet my wife's vassals before we officially become husband and wife.

'Field trip...'

I just didn't expect to go this soon.

Of course, I had thought Serbet Duchy might be among this year's field trip candidates. Two years ago we visited Voyaare Duchy, and last year we went to Chenes Duchy, so this year would be another duchy.

However, since neither Trixie, the Duchess of Serbet, nor Mar, daughter of Duke Ulken, mentioned anything, I had assumed this year's destination would be Hablem Duchy. I was even planning to tell the Victorious Duke that I'd be visiting his domain soon to pay my respects.

Looking at Trixie with slightly bewildered eyes at this unexpected surprise, she smiled subtly while conversing with Mar.

"Sorry for keeping it a secret. I wanted to surprise you with it."

I nodded, still feeling a bit dazed by her words about planning a surprise.

She had been singing about going to Serbet Duchy together for several months now. Knowing my eagerness, she must have been delighted that we could go there legally.

"I didn't expect Mar to know about it too."
"I taught the current student council president, you know. I found out when we were in contact a few days ago."

Mar chuckled at Trixie's additional comment, which expressed slight disappointment.

Despite Trixie's silence, Mar had learned the Duke's secret through her independent network.

Well, it makes sense. The student council would naturally know the field trip destination, and there was no need to keep it secret from Mar, who was a year senior and a duke's daughter. Trixie had forgotten about school connections.

"I've visited Ulken before, but I've never been to Serbet? It's so close to my brother's domain too."

Lise, who had been blinking in surprise, clapped her hands showing delight.

While Serbet Duchy is located southwest of the Capital, it's also west of Teilgleichen County. They're practically neighbors, close enough to reach quickly even by leisurely carriage ride.

Despite being so close, various schedules had prevented her from visiting, so she seems pleased to finally go there under the pretext of a field trip.

"I've heard the forest park in Serbet is incredibly beautiful. I can finally see it for myself."
"Hoho, has such a rumor spread? That's delightful news for me as the ruler."

Trixie's ears fluttered with undisguised pleasure at Lise's subsequent remark. This reaction seems excessive for mere praise of a tourist site.

'It's more than just an ordinary tourist attraction.'

The forest park Lise mentioned was created by the previous Duke of Serbet—Trixie's father—using his own magic. For his elf wife who loved forests.


Moreover, Trixie was born in a villa within that forest park, making it a place imbued with family affection for her. For mages, it's practically a sacred site where an industry legend manifested on earth. No wonder Trixie showed such an intense reaction.

"There's an area within the forest park that only members of the Catovan family can enter. It would be boring to go alone, so you can come with me."
"Is... is that really okay?"
"Of course. We're family, aren't we?"

I quietly chewed a cookie while watching their heartwarming conversation. Though I was surprised briefly, having Serbet Duchy as our field trip destination was actually good news, not bad. Even Lise as a student is happy about it.

'Should I bring a gift?'

Come to think of it, it would be awkward to visit my future wife's home empty-handed. I should at least send a thank-you gift to the head butler who manages the domain in Trixie's absence.

The problem is that the head butler of a duchy probably wants for nothing. As the second-in-command of a duchy, even marquises would be somewhat cautious around them, so ordinary gifts wouldn't impress them.

'...I'll send fur.'

After much deliberation, I thought of a northern specialty product.

Yes, fur would be perfect. There's symbolic meaning in the leader of the Northern faction giving products from the North, and fur itself can be classified as a luxury item.

Preparing about 100 pieces should be sufficient.

The fair concluded without any issues. Count Nerkaf, who had visited for a secret agreement, spent time with Lyutis before returning home. Duke Kilanas achieved enlightenment after daily magical discussions with Trixie, and Cardinal Alexandriana wandered around like a regular visitor before disappearing.

Only one of the three VIPs brought troublesome business. That's a very favorable ratio. Moreover, even that one person's proposal was merely annoying, while the secret agreement itself proceeded smoothly. This goes beyond favorable—it's heavenly.

'The final fair has been quite mild.'

It's truly fortunate. Perhaps because I've become Enen's blessed child, the honorary high priest of the Eternal Blue Sky, and Constantina's benefactor, my luck seems to have increased dramatically this year. Is this why people believe in religion...

'Has that bastard been irreligious until now?'

I couldn't help but stare at the half-dazed Erich. Seeing how this so-called brother has catastrophic social awareness and consequently suffers, he clearly had no deity to believe in.

'Filthy atheist.'

This atheist was the popular star of this club fair. Well, who wouldn't attract attention when there's a guy wandering around with women on both sides? Whether it was Erich's choice or not doesn't matter to onlookers.

Moreover, according to eyewitness accounts, Sera and Zenovia, who flanked Erich on both sides, engaged in quite explicit skinship. They flaunted their unusual relationship in front of Academy students, faculty, and guests from both the Empire and foreign countries.

As a bonus, this spectacular display led spectators to mistake the three as lovers. In reality, far from being lovers, he's just stunned from receiving confession attacks.

"Erich."
"Ah, yes?"

Erich, who had been lying on Sera's lap (semi-forcibly) with increasingly hazy eyes, hurriedly collected himself at the sound of Sera's voice.

"Now, ahhh~"

And I could see his pupils trembling at this powerful attack.


But despite the trembling, he obediently opened his mouth to eat the macaron, suggesting that Erich has adapted to this situation.

'People can change after all.'

I felt like crying. Even someone who seemed beyond hope is gradually changing. The future where the Kracius family would have only children and no nephews is changing.

Zenovia isn't here since the fair has ended, but considering her bright expression during farewells, she must have made significant progress too. That's what I believe.

"How is it? Delicious?"
"Yeah... it's good."

Erich, who suddenly found himself eating macarons while lying down, moved his head around as if his throat was blocked. Eating food while lying down is certainly a bit harsh.

But nobody cared. The number of times Erich has frustrated us overwhelmingly exceeds the times Sera has made him uncomfortable.

"By the way, Tanian, where did you put your coat?"

Laterre, who had been watching Erich briefly, naturally turned to Tanian. As an older brother, it warmed my heart to see this consideration to avoid disturbing Erich and Sera's intimate moment.

"Ah, I gave it to Sister Alexandriana as a memento."
"A memento? Your uniform?"
"While it's just everyday clothing for us, it's something Sister Alexandriana, who grew up in the Papal States, would never have a chance to wear. Fortunately, she liked it."

Laterre tilted his head with a subtle expression at Tanian's answer. He seemed to question whether it was normal for someone to take a school uniform as a souvenir, even at a fair.

However, his doubt was brief as he soon nodded. Frankly speaking, even if she had taken a random stone from the Academy grounds as a souvenir, it's entirely her choice. There's no need for a third party to intervene.

"I see. If you don't have a spare coat, let me know. I can give you one anytime."
"Haha, thank you."

Seeing how he's concerned about his friend not having clothes to wear, it seems not only Erich but all the '79 club members have generally become better people.

At this point, the Imperial Academy truly might be the continent's premier educational institution. What better education could there be than making foreign royalty who ruthlessly enrolled in another country's educational institution develop universal conscience?

'Though this didn't need to be proven this way.'

Of course, even the principal wouldn't have wanted to prove the institution's excellence by having foreign royalty and a future saint as students for three years. What if other countries' royalty decide to enroll after such a demonstration?

'...Other countries' royalty, huh.'

A chill ran down my spine despite only briefly imagining it.

If such a future comes, I can only express my condolences to the future principal and Academy inspector.

"Oh, by the way, I heard the next field trip location is Serbet Duchy—"

While I was offering condolences to someone in the future, Lyutis, who had picked up information somewhere, changed the topic.

Right, let's just think about the field trip now. What's the point of worrying about something that may or may not happen in the future?

After learning that Serbet Duchy would be this year's field trip destination, I immediately sent new instructions to the butler-in-chief who was busy in Wiridia County. I asked him to prepare and beautifully wrap 100 pieces of premium fur.

I felt a bit sorry for bothering the already busy butler-in-chief for personal reasons, but he was a seasoned official who had been through decades of local administration. He impressively managed to secure all 100 fur pieces in less than 24 hours.

Honestly, it was astonishing even from my perspective. Was he a butler-in-chief or a procurement officer?

"If it had been winter, it might have taken longer, but as the weather is warming up now, the demand for fur has decreased. Thanks to that, I was able to prepare items of quality that would satisfy Your Excellency."
"Well done. If there's anything you like, take a few pieces for yourself."
"Thank you, Your Excellency. I will treasure it as a family heirloom."

Really, there's no need to consider it a family heirloom.

I gave an awkward smile as I watched the butler-in-chief bow respectfully. It was embarrassing to see the county's butler-in-chief bowing so deeply over something like this. Perhaps his loyalty was high because I'd received my title less than a year ago.

Of course, having loyal subordinates is a good thing, so I didn't try to correct him. The tension would naturally ease with time anyway.

'Like the section chiefs.'

I recalled the section chiefs who had started out extremely disciplined but somehow transformed into a group of lunatics. Those guys relaxed way too quickly.

"I have many more things to give to the butler-in-chief in the future. Why decide on a family heirloom so soon?"
"You're too generous, Your Excellency."

Putting aside my bitter thoughts, I made a joking remark, and the butler-in-chief bowed even deeper.

It reminded me of Duke Killanas standing before Trixie.

The furs transported to my residence in the Capital had to undergo Trixie's careful inspection.

"So soft. The luster is excellent too."

But she was just looking at them intently, not really finding flaws with any professional expertise. After all, Trixie's main field was magic, not fur.

Still, Trixie seemed to have positive feelings toward the butler-in-chief who managed the duchy in her absence, as she kept lingering around and touching the furs several times after hearing they were gifts for him. It's nice to see a good relationship between a lord and their vassal.

"He'll be delighted with this gift."
"That's a relief."

I sighed with relief at hearing exactly what I wanted to hear. I had prepared something relatively rare, but with gifts, the recipient's taste matters more than the giver's intention. If the butler-in-chief didn't like it, it would be meaningless.

But now that Trixie, his superior, had endorsed it with "he'll like it," I could relax.

"That child has always preferred unique things over ordinary ones since he was young. Even if it were weeds instead of fur from the North, he would keep them."

Moreover, Trixie was more than just a superior; she had watched over the butler-in-chief since his birth. She would know even the smallest details about her vassal's preferences.

"If he seems to dislike it, I'll tell him it was recommended by Trixie."
"Hehe, please spare me that. I don't want to be resented by that child either."

When I made a light joke, Trixie laughed softly and shook her head.

'Child...'

I bit my tongue slightly at Trixie referring to the butler-in-chief as a "child," trying to regain my senses. At this rate, I might end up calling him a child too.

But of course, I shouldn't do that. The butler-in-chief Trixie was referring to was Count Theodore Jedas of Sicilla—a capable vassal who excellently covered for Trixie's absence and the current head of the Jedas family that had supported the Catovan ducal family for generations.


Additionally, he was a middle-aged man approaching his fifties. He's older than my father.

'Calling a count older than my father a "child."'

Just imagining it gave me chills. As I'm set to become Trixie's husband, being casual with him is acceptable. It's natural for the lord couple to speak comfortably to their vassals.

However, calling him a "child" crosses the line by far. I'd instantly become a social celebrity. Newspapers might circulate with headlines like "The Audit Minister's Arrogance: Is This Acceptable?"

'How dreadful.'

That's a future that must never come to pass. Since becoming the youngest department head, I've worked hard to manage my image. Although I haven't been very active in social circles, I've handled each task meticulously to give the impression of being a reasonable, sensible person. I can't destroy that carefully built image in one go.

So suddenly, a sense of tension and duty welled up from deep within my chest.

I should approach the butler-in-chief not just as Trixie's vassal, but as my future in-law.

While I was mentally preparing myself for this battle alone, time flew by quickly, and the day of the field trip arrived.

"Please board this carriage! It can accommodate four people!"

And now Olivia, who had evolved into a student council director, assigned us a carriage.

Me, Trixie, Lise, and Lynn. A carriage that could fit just our family, as Olivia said.

"Thank you. Tell the president I won't forget this consideration."
"Yes! I'll definitely pass that on! Oh, the president wanted to guide you personally, but she apologizes for not being able to due to other duties!"
"Of course I understand. It's not like I don't know how busy the president is."

Olivia giggled at my words, bowed her head quickly, and retreated swiftly.

Strangely, seeing her almost brings tears to my eyes. When I first met her, she was a poor, pitiful child sharing turnips with her sister, but now she's become a dignified student council executive and a key figure at the Academy. Once she graduates, I plan to recruit her like her sister, so her future is secured.

I feel proud. The child I've sponsored for three years has grown bright and strong, becoming a vigorous slave—no, workforce for society. It might be one of the best things I've done at the Academy.

"What an energetic child. Commoner students tend to be cautious, but that child doesn't seem to be."
"Seeing how well she gets along with the nobles in the student council, I think she's just naturally sociable."

Yes, she's an exceptionally good kid. Come to think of it, even when we first met, unlike her sister Amelia, she didn't seem particularly nervous.

Whether that was simply because she liked people, lacked awareness, or had an instinctive feeling that I wouldn't threaten her, I don't know—but ultimately, Olivia's softness and sociability created the Olivia we see today.

"Some students wonder what Olivia would have been like if she were born a noble."
"That's an interesting thought."

I nodded in response to Lynn's comment. Indeed, she's achieved so much despite the constraints of being a commoner; what if she had started as a noble from the beginning?

Of course, it's a pointless assumption. Olivia, already born a commoner, cannot possibly stand at the starting point of nobility. Sadly, the blood one is born with is determined by heaven.

However, the Empire is not a place where one must die with the blood they were born with. If one has ability, even starting as a commoner, they could become a noble at the turning point.

'One of them just needs to earn a title.'

I thought of Amelia, who must be working hard in Wiridia right now. If Amelia achieves great merit in Wiridia, she would become a baroness, and Olivia, as her sister, would automatically become a noble too.

Or perhaps Olivia might earn nobility through martial achievements. Neither path is easy, but neither is impossible.


"Ah, let's get in. It's better to talk sitting down than standing."

After watching Olivia's retreating figure, I boarded the carriage.

But I wonder if it makes sense for us, who live in the Capital, to come to the Academy and then take a carriage to Serbet. The route seems quite strange.

Still, we can't act separately as Academy members, which is unfortunate.

***

Finally, that day arrived.

A day of aspiration that the vassals of the Catovan ducal family had dreamed of for 100 years—something I couldn't have imagined even a few years ago.

'To think such a joyous occasion would happen during my time as butler-in-chief.'

Unable to contain my emotions, I wiped my eyes with a handkerchief. As the one honorably managing the duchy on behalf of the Duke, I shouldn't show such emotional behavior, but I simply couldn't help it.

And not just me—the head steward, head maid, financial supervisor, guard captain, and secretary were all showing the same intense reactions. So just for now, just for this moment, it's acceptable.

"Finally, we will have someone to call our lord's husband."
"Sob!"

Hearing the head maid's dreamy murmur, the guard captain burst into tears. Seeing such a burly warrior cry like a child was somewhat difficult, but as I thought earlier, it's fine for now.

'Father...'

Watching the scene, I wiped my eyes again. I was reminded of my late father.

"The Duke is the loneliest person in this Empire. There's no one who can truly be with her, nor anyone who can support her from behind. Your grandfather, myself, and even you are merely passing acquaintances from her perspective."

My father, who passed away about 10 years ago, said those words. That the Duke, who appears more noble and brilliant than anyone, is actually lonelier and more desolate than anyone. That no matter how hard we try, we can never fill her emptiness.

"However, we are those who serve the honorable Catovan family. Even if we are merely passing acquaintances to her, she is our lifelong master. Remember this."

And using that as a reason, he told me never to forget my loyalty to the Duke.

"...Still, I wish I could see her with someone, see her happy like an ordinary woman."

My father ultimately passed away with those words. With the regret of not seeing his lifelong master smile—and yet with the belief that someday happiness would come to our lord.

Fortunately, that belief has been realized. Father, who must be in Enen now, must be smiling too.

'The son-in-law of the Catovan ducal family.'

What a beautiful phrase. Finally, someone will fill the position of the Duke's companion, which has been vacant for 100 years.

And not just anyone—the current Imperial Minister of Audit and an Imperial Count, a flawless figure.

'Even if he were a commoner, we would have been grateful.'

The tears just keep coming. I knew about the romantic relationship between the Duke and the Audit Minister before, but now that they're visiting Serbet Duchy before their marriage, the emotions feel fresh.

From today on, I am a supporter of the Audit Minister... no, of His Lordship, even if I were to be torn limb from limb.

The road to Serbet was more comfortable and stable than the journey to Voyaare or Chenes. Unlike those two duchies located at the southern and western edges of the empire, Serbet was directly adjacent to the Capital. It would be strange if the road to the Capital were narrow and uncomfortable.

The road was wide enough for several carriages to travel side by side with room to spare, impeccably clean without a single pebble in sight, and so safe that even wild animals dared not show themselves. It was an environment where traveling on foot would have posed no problem.

'Fallen asleep again.'

Perhaps because of this, I kept dozing off and waking up repeatedly in the carriage.

It wasn't particularly good behavior, but I couldn't help it. The road to the Capital was a masterpiece created through the grinding of countless civil servants' and lords' souls. Riding on this road in a high-class carriage—no bed could compare. Even Luise and Lin, who had been engrossed in admiring the scenery, had eventually closed their eyes.

"Are you awake?"
"Ah, yes."

And Trixie was the only one awake in the carriage full of sleeping passengers.

How embarrassing. With the two young ones asleep, I should have been Trixie's conversation partner, but instead of talking, I had become her sleeping companion.

"I'm sorry. You must have been bored alone?"
"No, it's fine. It's been a while since I traveled from the Academy to Serbet, so I enjoyed the scenery."

Trixie shook her head with a gentle smile at my apology. I was relieved that she seemed genuinely unbothered.

"Ah, we'll be arriving in Kenne soon, so get ready."

With those words, I shook Luise and Lin, who were sleeping with their shoulders leaning against each other.

We were finally arriving at our field trip destination, and I couldn't let them disembark in a half-asleep state.

Kenne. The center of Serbet Duchy and one of the Empire's ten major cities.

As the major city closest to the Capital, it was a strategic point where all kinds of goods and people gathered. Yet if asked what Kenne's distinctive feature was, one might tilt their head in confusion. Honestly, Kenne is a bit lacking in character.

Still, that's not to say Kenne is just an ordinary city. There's a saying: "If it exists in the Empire, it exists in Kenne; if it's not in Kenne, it's not in the Empire." The prosperity of Kenne is second only to the Capital.

...Actually, all of the ten major cities have similar sayings, but Kenne was the original. Anyway, Kenne is impressive.

"Hmm?"

Luise, who had just woken up and was yawning, looked at the streets of Kenne and tilted her head.

"It looks similar to the Capital, doesn't it?"
'Oh.'

I was inwardly impressed by Luise's observation. She noticed that even from her brief glimpse from inside the carriage.

"Kenne is a planned city created by the first Duke of Serbet. It was modeled after the Capital, so naturally, they look similar."

Trixie seemed impressed by Luise's keen eye as well, stroking her head with a warm smile.

As Trixie said, Kenne was a new city built on empty plains. When Kenne was established—that is, when Kfelopen had just beheaded Apels and evolved from a kingdom to an empire—there was considerable chaos, and the Capital suffered from excessive population density.

Kenne was created to alleviate that density, which was the sad reason for its lack of character. When you need to accommodate people immediately, who cares about character or uniqueness?

"If you're familiar with the Capital, you won't get lost in Kenne, so feel free to explore."

I couldn't help but chuckle at this half-joking, half-serious remark. When I first came to Kenne, I too was able to navigate easily thanks to its similarity to the Capital.

Planned cities certainly have their advantages.

***

While Kal and the children were unpacking at the hotel they had selected as their lodging, I headed to the ducal palace first.

No matter my title as an Academy dispatch instructor, as a duchess, I couldn't stay at a hotel. How uncomfortable would the staff be, constantly watching their behavior around me?

Besides, I spend overwhelmingly more time in the Capital than in my domain. I can't guarantee when I'll return to my territory or when I'll meet my retainers except at times like this. So I need to move as quickly as possible.

My time and my retainers' time are different. What might seem like a brief moment to me could be nearly a lifetime for them.


"Your Grace, welcome."

Seeing my retainers welcoming me as soon as I arrived at the ducal palace naturally brought a smile to my face.

These children who work hard so that I can focus on magic without worry and serve as the head of the magic tower. If it weren't for them, I wouldn't be who I am today.

"But Your Grace, why have you come alone?"
"Uh, what?"

While I was lost in my emotions, the head butler, who had straightened his back, asked in a somewhat cold voice.

Looking closely, it wasn't just the head butler. The other retainers standing behind him were also giving me slightly sharp looks, though they weren't saying anything.

"We consider it the honor of our lives to serve the Catovan ducal family, to serve Your Grace."

I nodded blankly at the head butler's words. I know that well. That these children's families are like shields protecting the Catovan ducal family.

"Being pillars supporting the Catovan ducal family and serving Your Grace most closely—that is our pride."

I know that too. That these children follow me not simply for profit but because it's a matter of honor and pride.

That's why I'm confused. Why would such children suddenly bring this up—

"As such, we believe we are more than qualified to greet Your Grace's husband."
'Ah.'

Thanks to the head butler's subsequent words, I understood the retainers' feelings.

These children were excited about the news of the duchess's husband coming.

"...He's unpacking at the lodging. He said he would come to the palace right away, so don't feel disappointed."
"Lodging, you say?"
"Yes."

I smiled awkwardly, feeling both touched and embarrassed. I'm glad they enthusiastically welcome my marriage, but I didn't expect such passion. Without my knowing, my marriage had become not just my affair but my retainers' cherished wish.

"Why is His Grace staying at lodgings?"

But before my touched feelings could fade, confusion rushed in.

Why is he at lodgings, they ask? Well, if he came for a trip, naturally he would first go to lodgings...

"Shouldn't he be staying at the ducal palace, as is proper?"

What?

"Although you haven't formally married yet, the fact that he is Your Grace's husband is known throughout the continent. Yet for His Grace to stay outside the ducal palace rather than within it—this is unacceptable."

I was momentarily speechless because the logic was sound.

Of course, there's the justification that Kal came to Serbet as an Academy inspector and is staying at lodgings selected by the Academy. But looking at the head butler's expression, such explanations wouldn't work.

In his mind, Kal has already come as my husband visiting his in-laws. Words like Academy or inspector wouldn't register.

"If Your Grace permits, we will personally escort His Grace here."

At the head butler's resolute attitude, I glanced at the retainers behind him.

Naturally, the other retainers' expressions were similar to the head butler's.

There were no allies for me in my own palace.

***

I stared blankly at the carriage ceiling. How soon after getting out of the carriage did I end up back in one?

And a carriage sent by the Catovan ducal family, no less.


'What is this?'

Seriously, what is this?

I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling perplexed. After seeing Trixie off to the ducal palace, I was helping Luise and Lin unpack. Unlike me, who brought just a few changes of clothes, they had brought quite a lot of luggage. It was only right for someone with free time to help.

But not long after, my communication crystal lit up.

- Kal, have you finished unpacking yet?
"No, not yet. Just starting now."
- That's fortunate.

And with a small sigh, Trixie explained the situation, looking somewhat tired.

The Catovan family's retainers had strongly insisted that Luise, Lin, and I stay at the ducal palace. They argued that the founder of the Catovan ducal family, the Sword-Drawing Duke, had treated guests with respect regardless of their rank, so how could they let family stay elsewhere?

With the family founder suddenly being invoked, Trixie had no choice but to accept the retainers' wishes. Thanks to that, the strange situation arose where we had to move to another lodging—the ducal palace—as soon as we arrived at our hotel.

'I don't mind...'

I stopped rubbing my neck and looked at Luise and Lin sitting across from me.

Yes, I'm fine with it. I didn't expect to stay at the ducal palace instead of the hotel, but it's not a big problem. What's strange about a husband staying at his wife's home?

I just feel sorry for Luise and Lin, who are being dragged along with me. This is their last school trip with friends this year. Trixie was also concerned about this, hesitating when bringing up the ducal palace.

But contrary to Trixie's and my guilt, the two didn't seem to mind much.

"Come to think of it, this will be the third ducal palace we've seen?"
"Ah, you're right! We've seen Ulken and Chenes, so this is the third."

Their conversation treated going to the ducal palace not as an unexpected variable but as an achievement of sorts. Though I didn't show it outwardly, I breathed a sigh of relief inside.

I'm just grateful. If they had shown reluctance, I would have felt terrible the whole way there.

'The third one, huh.'

It's remarkable how these ordinary daughters of a count and baron have now seen three of the five ducal palaces because of their connection to me. That's quite a life achievement, isn't it?

It feels strange to think that I've changed their lives so much.

As soon as the carriage stopped at the main gate of the ducal palace, someone opened the door for us.

And the sight that greeted me as the door opened made me freeze.

"Welcome, Your Grace! The servants of the Catovan ducal family greet the duchess's husband!"
"We greet the duchess's husband!"

The retainers bowing to me, and behind them, the servants and knights also paying their respects.

Even along the path from the main gate to the building, a military band stood in solemn formation.

"Wow..."

Lin's quiet exclamation finally brought me back to my senses.

"Wow..."

But upon spotting Trixie in front of the retainers, I too let out an exclamation.

Trixie was looking at the ground with her face flushed red, as if she resented herself for not being able to prevent this disaster.

'The resentment runs deep.'

If even Trixie, who has reigned as duchess for 100 years, couldn't stop this, I can imagine how fervent the retainers' desire for their duchess's husband must have been.

The problem is that I am that husband.

It's strange to say, but not all nobles are created equal. Where one stands among dukes, marquises, counts, viscounts, and barons; whether one is the heir or a branch family member; whether one has a domain or not; and if so, how wealthy that domain is—there are countless factors that determine a noble's influence.

In that sense, the retainers of the Catovan Duchy are among the most powerful nobles. They hold the rank of count, classified as high nobility; they have the honor of serving the duke up close; and they wield practical authority by handling the duchy's affairs in the duke's absence. When all these factors combine, even a marquis would find it difficult to treat them as subordinates. One wrong move, and if the duke clears his throat in disapproval, you'd immediately have to bow your head.

That's why before coming to Servet Duchy, I had tried to show the utmost respect to the steward and other retainers.

"It is truly an honor to meet you, Lord Consort. I saw you from afar during the New Year's ceremony, but this is my first time greeting you properly. I am deeply humbled."

That was certainly the case until the steward chose to act as a subordinate.

"Humble? I'm well aware that Count Sicilla works tirelessly day and night for Servet. Of course I should have been the one to visit first. If anything, I apologize for not coming sooner."

I barely managed to respond while quickly grasping my fading consciousness. I had expected the steward to be respectful since I was his superior's husband, but I never imagined he would lower himself to this extent.

I was foolish. I had underestimated the retainers' resentment and aspirations. Thinking about it, they must have watched their lord live without family for 100 years, feeling both human sympathy and fear as retainers. If Trixie remained unmarried forever, the Catovan line would end.

"Lord Consort, please speak comfortably. How could you address a mere retainer so formally?"

Seeing the steward bow even lower at my response, I almost laughed out loud. Even the northern counts in my faction don't show such a submissive attitude.

"It still feels a bit awkward. I'll speak more casually once I get used to it."
"Is that so? Then I shall gladly await that day."

Watching him, I returned a formal and predictable response—that since I wasn't officially the consort yet, we would maintain mutual respect.

Though the steward looked disappointed, he didn't object. After all, our official relationship would be established in a few months. He didn't seem interested in bothering the future consort by trying to rush those few months.

"Ah, I felt awkward coming empty-handed, so I prepared a small gift."

Since the steward had taken a step back, I mentioned the gift to change the subject. Giving a gift might help them recognize that I came as a guest, not as a consort. That might help calm these fanatical retainers somewhat.

"A gift, you say?"

But it was the wrong choice.

I was already imprinted in their minds as the consort. Therefore, whatever item I gave couldn't be seen as a guest's gesture of goodwill.

"We will treasure it as a family heirloom, Your Excellency!"

It was merely a bestowal from the supreme consort who had appeared after 100 years.

Damn it. Why are there so many people who would consider mere fur as a family heirloom?

"...I'm glad you like it."

Still, seeing the retainers shedding tears of joy at the fur Trixie brought out, I couldn't bring myself to say anything harsh.

I brought a hundred pieces, so they'll divide them among themselves...

Amid the retainers' fervent support and cheers, I moved to Trixie's room. She was overjoyed when I said I wanted to go to her room before even unpacking. In truth, I simply had nothing to unpack.

However, I was going with Lise and Rin too, which seemed to surprise her slightly, but she didn't object as she recognized them as part of Trixie's family. No one could stop the duchess who had lived without family from spending quality time with her new family members.

"You're quite beloved by your retainers. I should learn from you."

I joked lightly as soon as we arrived at Trixie's room.

"Indeed. Though I'm meeting them for the first time today, I can tell they sincerely respect you, Master."

Lise, rolling her eyes around, appropriately followed my lead. Meanwhile, Trixie's face turned so red it couldn't possibly get any redder.

Of course, I pretended not to notice. Trixie had gradually grown accustomed to physical contact, making it harder to see her embarrassed, so when such an opportunity arose, I had to savor it as long as possible. It was only right.


"It's certainly fascinating. I once had the chance to see the Golden Duke and his retainers, and while they were united by trust, there was a clear hierarchy."

At Rin's innocent admiration, Trixie's ears drooped.

Rin meant it as praise for "a true lord whose retainers treat her like family," but to Trixie's ears, already exploding with shame, it probably sounded like "a pushover dominated by her retainers." Truly regrettable.

"I wonder where we should raise our child when they're born. If we raise them in the Capital or Teilgleichen, we might face some resentment, don't you think?"
"T-t-that..."

At the mention of our future child, Trixie, who had been silent, finally spoke.

However, her mind hadn't fully recovered, as she couldn't complete a proper sentence.

Truly regrettable indeed.

***

One hundred pieces of northern fur personally bestowed by Lord Consort.

After deliberation among all retainers, it was decided that each family would take one piece, and the remainder would be stored in the duchy's treasure vault. The Lord Consort's gift would shine eternally alongside the Catovan name.

"So what do we do now?"

After reverently storing the fur in the treasure vault, the guard captain spoke up in the meeting room where the retainers had gathered.

"How often will the Duke and Lord Consort visit Servet? This is an opportunity that may not come again soon, shouldn't we do something?"

Though vague, his words resonated emotionally. The Duke, who is a tower master, and the Lord Consort, who is the Minister of the Audit Department—the chances of both visiting Servet Duchy instead of staying in the Capital are quite rare.

Therefore, wanting to do something for them as retainers is a natural sentiment. Anyone who disagreed with the guard captain's words would be a dullard who had forgotten the grace of the Catovan family.

However, the problem was that it was too vague, just as the guard captain had opened with "what do we do now?"

"That's the question."
"Without experience in these matters, it's hard to offer suggestions..."

Unfortunately, we lack both knowledge and experience in such matters.

As retainers, it is our duty to facilitate the harmonious marital life of our lord and lady, and to ensure the bloodline of the family we serve spreads widely. But we don't know how to fulfill this duty.

Of course, that's natural. Neither we nor our predecessors for generations have ever served a married lord. Since the previous duke passed away about 100 years ago, there has been no married couple in the Catovan family.

'We know nothing.'

It's troubling. Information about supporting a lord's married life should be passed down orally. Mentioning the lord's private life in official documents for duchy business would be embarrassing.

This has resulted in our current ignorance. With no married couple for 100 years, information that was passed down orally inevitably died out. Even my father knew nothing about it.

"......"
"......"
"......"

An awkward silence hung in the air. Our enthusiasm was there, but knowledge didn't follow.

It's shameful. We are retainers of the Catovan family, the greatest magical house in the Empire—no, the continent. And yet we cannot act due to lack of knowledge. We can hardly hold our heads up before our ancestors.

As this shameful silence continued, the secretary spoke up.

"...If we cannot act, we must hope that His Excellency will."
"His Excellency?"


I couldn't help but question the secretary's words.

Hoping His Excellency will act? Besides the fact that it seems more difficult, doesn't that mean we end up doing nothing?

"The forest park was personally created by the previous duke, and His Excellency was born in the villa there."

It was a somewhat abrupt statement, but I continued listening. The secretary wasn't one to say strange things—

"Let's put the two of them in there and lock the door."

...

It seems the secretary has gone mad recently.

"Oh."
"The two of them alone in a meaningful space."

What's even more horrifying is that the other retainers are nodding at this insane suggestion.

What's going on? What's happening here? Did all the retainers collectively take some drug without my knowledge? Or did I eat something wrong and my hearing is damaged?

"Secretary, isn't that too radical a plan?"

For now, I tried to calm my throbbing head and spoke up.

Locking the door? With the Duke's abilities, they could escape quickly, and even setting that aside, it's too extreme. What retainer in this world would imprison their lord? We're not traitors from the history books.

After hesitating briefly at my legitimate concern, the secretary continued.

"I heard that the Lord Consort's first wife is already with child."
"That's true, but what does that have to do with anything?"
"Even if His Excellency starts trying now, it might be too late. She might conceive later than the last wife."

At those words, the frenzied atmosphere in the meeting room rapidly cooled. The secretary's statement simultaneously referenced the current lord and the future lord. It cannot be taken lightly.

"Secretary, mind your words. There is nothing wrong with His Excellency's health, and the relationship between the two is good. How can you say such things?"
"It's not about His Excellency's condition. Well, it is related to His Excellency, but... it's unavoidable."

Then the secretary let out a small sigh, as if resenting himself for having to say such things.

"The Duke and Lord Consort are... of different races. Considering the previous duke's case, conception is possible, but it might take considerable time."

Another silence followed the secretary's words. We wanted to deny it, but couldn't.

'That's right.'

They were of different races.

Even the previous duke and his wife took several years from marriage to conception.

'...But she's mixed-blood.'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. Half of the Duke is human. So wouldn't it be different from the previous generation?

I wanted to believe that—

"Then we should lock them in today."
"Yes. We can't waste a single day."

Please, no.

How did the conclusion end up there?

I began my new life at the Ducal Palace unexpectedly, but no problems arose. From the Academy's perspective, it doesn't matter if an inspector who isn't even a regular faculty member spends time elsewhere, and the department members I'm responsible for are being diligently guarded by the soldiers of the Three Nations.

Even the Servet Duchy has apparently deployed private soldiers to maintain public order. They're clearly trying to prevent me from saying, "I think I should go back." With this level of dedication, it's only proper for me to quietly remain at the palace.

'It is comfortable, though.'

I lay on the bed absentmindedly, staring at the ceiling. Apart from my bewilderment at suddenly living in a Ducal Palace, honestly, both my body and mind feel at ease.

Two years ago, I was busy protecting department members who displayed brilliant madness and clumsiness, and dealing with the Kraken. Last year, I couldn't rest because I had to meet Trixie's maternal grandmother and play with the young duke.

But this year is different. Except for the vassals who show excessive deference to me, I haven't felt any pain or fatigue. In fact, even the vassals' submissiveness isn't that awkward if I think of it as a preview of my life as a consort.

'This is what a vacation should be.'

My eyes slowly closed thanks to the overwhelming tranquility.

Yes, this is a vacation. The school trips I've experienced until now were just "school" without the "trip." I've finally found the vacation I lost for two years in this final year.

It would be a lie to say I have no regrets, but it's fine. This is better than never finding it at all.

*Knock knock*

"Lord Consort, it's the head butler. I have something to discuss with you. Could you spare a moment?"

Just as I was about to enjoy a nap in the sunlight streaming through the window, the head butler's voice came from beyond the door.

The pleasant drowsiness instantly vanished, but I wasn't displeased. If the head butler, who treats me like a superior, came personally, it must be an important matter.

And since he's not likely seeking me out for duchy business when Trixie the Duchess is present, it's probably related to Trixie. Perhaps asking me to pay more attention to Trixie during dinner, or to share a bed with her at night.

"Yes, of course. Please come in."

So I sat up leisurely and answered.

If it's related to Trixie, I'm more than willing to listen.

But what he said was something I couldn't willingly accept.

"I'm sorry, but could you please repeat that?"
"There's a villa in the forest park where the Duchess was born. If you go there, we will lock the doors from outside."

The head butler bowed his head, seemingly embarrassed by his own words, but he didn't back down.

I'm confused. My guess about it being related to Trixie was correct. But I never expected this. Was it impossible for a young man in his twenties to read the mind of an experienced nobleman approaching his fifties?

"We also feel extremely apologetic about confining the two of you in a sealed room, to the point where we can't even raise our heads."

When I remained silent, not knowing what to say, the head butler spoke again. His plea seemed genuinely heartfelt, making me nod unconsciously.

"But Lord Consort, this is a sincere request for the future of the Catovan Duchy. It's not driven by any personal desire—"
"I don't doubt your sincerity. Trixie herself said she wouldn't be who she is today without you and the other vassals."

I cut off the head butler as he began what seemed like an ideological self-examination. Interrupting an elder is impolite, but if I let him continue, he might start self-criticism.

"Your Excellency..."

Fortunately, Trixie's high praise seemed to have made more of an impression than my interruption.

That's why I'm confused. If the head butler were an ambitious schemer telling the Duchess and her consort "just stay tucked away in a corner," I could understand his statement. But the head butler is, as he said, a loyal servant full of devotion. Why would such a loyal servant want to confine the Duchess and her consort?

'Why?'

Really, why? Is there perhaps a culture in Kenne of confining newlyweds in a sealed room?

If so, it would be an astonishing culture. I'd be ashamed for thinking of Kenne as a city without character. Where else would you find a city with such crazy character?


"Still, I'm surprised. Confining us in a villa? What do you mean by that?"

Of course, no such culture exists in this world, so I directly asked for an explanation.

"Well, Lord Consort. Actually—"

The head butler's subsequent explanation was truly tearjerking.

'It's a racial difference.'

I inwardly sighed at the head butler's explanation. Certainly, Trixie and I are of different races. Although half of Trixie is human, the other half is elven, not human. It's common sense that a union between a human and an elf is more difficult than between two humans.

I recall that it took the previous Duke of Servet several years to conceive Trixie. While it probably won't take that long with Trixie since she's mixed-blood rather than pure-blooded, the fact that she has non-human blood remains unchanged.

"So, although I'm truly sorry, we wanted to have the two of you stay in a place meaningful to the Duchess... to spend intimate time together without any disturbances."

I was at a loss for words as the head butler bowed his head again.

Thinking about the duchy's future generations as a vassal? That's admirable. Worrying about the conception rate of a mixed-blood elven duchess? Understandable. Confining the ducal couple in a sealed room for faster conception? Extreme, but I can comprehend it.

But I don't understand why he's telling me this. If they're going to confine us, shouldn't they do it secretly?

Noticing my confusion, the head butler raised his head with a bitter expression.

"We simply cannot confine the two of you with our abilities, so we had no choice but to risk being impertinent and ask for your cooperation, Lord Consort."
"I understand that, but couldn't you have spoken to Trixie instead of me?"
"The one who's most concerned about racial differences would be the Duchess herself. How could we possibly suggest to her that conception might be difficult and that she should stay in the villa?"

I gently patted the head butler's shoulder at those words.

I can't refuse after hearing that. He came to me because he feared Trixie would be emotionally hurt—how considerate these vassals are. As the future consort, I must accept their earnest desire.

"I understand. I'll persuade Trixie to stay at the villa."
"Thank you, Your Excellency! I will never forget today's kindness and generosity!"

The head butler's expression brightened dramatically at my confirmation.

It's a heartwarming sight. The loyal servants are delighted by my small decision.

"We won't leave the villa for about five days, so don't worry."
"...Pardon?"
"I'd like to try for longer, but considering the school trip schedule, five days is the maximum."

I'm genuinely regretful. If I had come to Servet during vacation instead of for a school trip, we could have stayed longer.

"No, that..."

The head butler seemed somewhat disappointed too, stumbling over his words momentarily.

I understand completely. But for now, I hope he'll accept the five days.

***

Lord Consort patted my shoulder with a gentle smile.

That warm reassurance put my mind at ease. How anxious I had been about the secretary's insane suggestion and the other vassals' agreement. Despite being the head butler, I couldn't unilaterally block all the vassals' opinions, and my position required me to convey this madness-filled idea to Lord Consort.

Even I thought it was a crazy notion and was prepared to be scolded by Lord Consort, but he graciously accepted the vassals' unreasonable request. Truly moving.

"We won't leave the villa for about five days, so don't worry."

That emotion turned to bewilderment in an instant.

"...Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question. Five days? What does that mean?


'Even one day would be more than we could ask for.'

No, in truth, even five hours would have been satisfactory. Five days was beyond what I dared to dream.

My mind went blank for a moment. The two of them staying at the villa where the Duchess was born for five whole days.

'Young Duke.'

I almost shed tears of emotion. Perhaps a young duke of the Catovan Duchy might be born on this land.

Even if there are no results during these five days, considering Lord Consort's demonstrated will and passion, good results will surely come someday.

Definitely.

***

The forest park near Kenne—officially named "Ariadne Garden"—is my treasure.

A place my father and mother loved, where I was born, filled with family memories, and now a place to create new memories with my new family.

I was walking there, holding hands with Kal.

'I wish everyone could have come.'

Feeling regretful, I looked back. Originally, we had planned to visit the park together, but somehow it ended up being just Kal and me.

"I'm sorry. Perhaps from riding in the carriage too long, but when I lay down on the bed, fatigue suddenly hit me."
"I've been feeling stiff all day too... I think I need to rest today."

It was truly regrettable, but their reasons were understandable, so I couldn't force them to come. There would be nothing more shameful than making those children sick because of my selfishness.

Of course, Lise and Rin could have recovered and joined us, but the two actively pushed us to go, saying we shouldn't waste time because of them.

'It is nice, but...'

Time alone with Kal—it would be a lie to say it isn't pleasant.

But if that pleasure comes at the expense of those children's discomfort, it can only leave a bitter taste. When they're well again, I'll be the one to step back.

"Is it over there?"
"Ah, yes, it's over there."

I quickly gathered my thoughts at Kal's sudden voice.

"That's where I was born."

I smiled as I looked in the direction Kal was pointing.

The Catovan Duchy's villa, nestled deep in the park. A place of memories where I used to visit with my family at least once a month.

Seeing that villa with Kal made my eyes well up. Until a few years ago, it was a place where I had to recall memories of my family, but now I'm visiting with my new family.

"Shall we go in then? It's where the legend of the magical world began."
"Hehe, let's do that."

I laughed at Kal's exaggerated words as we walked forward.

As soon as we entered the villa, Kal locked the door.

"Now you can't leave here without my permission."
"Uh, umm?"

With a resolute declaration that allowed no objection.

The villa located in the forest park was larger and more magnificent than most nobles' mansions. With a bit of exaggeration, it could rival my mansion in the Capital. Naturally so, as it was built by the previous Duke for his wife, and the current Duke cherishes it dearly.

Moreover, when the Catovan ducal vassals pledged to confine Trixie and me, they hastily inspected the villa's condition and stockpiled supplies. It was well-equipped enough to sustain us for five months even if we entered empty-handed.

That's why it's even more regrettable. If this were vacation time rather than a school trip period, we could have stayed for three or four weeks.

'Five days isn't enough.'

I sipped water from the table while organizing my thoughts. After ten days of effort with Mar, a pure human, we created our first child. By simple calculation, with Trixie being half-elven, it should take 20 days of effort.

But instead of 20 days, we only had five—half of ten days? Honestly, I don't expect good results. I'm just trying rather than doing nothing at all.

'Someday it will bear fruit.'

Still, someday Trixie and I will have our treasure. If we don't give up and keep trying forever, results will eventually come. More important than probability is an unwavering heart.

'We're both young anyway.'

If we were middle-aged rather than youthful, it would be risky, but fortunately, Trixie and I are in our prime. This is the time when the blunt approach of "keep trying until it works" is effective.

So let's be patient. Even the second father-in-law who loved a pure-blooded elf created Trixie within a few years. I can do it too.

...

'Patience, huh.'

I glanced at the bed behind me.

Seeing Trixie still lying face down on the bed as if unconscious made me feel a bit embarrassed. No, seeing how she occasionally trembles without getting up, she might actually be unconscious.

'I was too rough.'

I carefully approached Trixie and stroked her disheveled hair. At some point, she seemed to have lost the strength to maintain her magic, as her pristine white hair—Trixie's pride—had become quite messy.

I admit I was too intense. From five days ago when I suddenly locked the villa doors until now, we barely spent a moment apart except for essential living activities. Trixie, who had initially been happy about making love, eventually started sobbing with tears as time passed.

Of course, Trixie didn't dislike it. If she had, she would have pushed me away or escaped using teleportation.

The problem was that I overwhelmed her with happiness far beyond what she had imagined.

"Trixie, are you okay?"

I gently moved my hand from her hair to caress her cheek.

"......"

Unfortunately, there was no response.

It seems I should wait for her to wake up on her own rather than forcing her awake.

After several hours, Trixie finally regained consciousness. When our eyes met, her face turned bright red as she raised her body.

She winced and held her waist as she suddenly got up, but her slightly teary eyes never left mine.

"There, there should be some moderation! How could you go on for five days!"

And I got scolded. Quite severely.

I admit it. Even though Trixie enjoyed it and didn't refuse, it was my fault for physically pushing her—someone whose strength lies solely in magic. I won't deny that.

"Even though I told you not to stop... I never thought you'd go this far..."
"I'm sorry..."

Even if Trixie had said with her own mouth, "Don't hesitate, love me as much as you loved Mar."


"I'll be more careful from now on."

I bowed my head with sincere regret, but no response came.

This is bad. If she won't even speak, she must be really ang—

"...You, you don't have to go that far..."

I heard a voice so small I wouldn't have caught it if I hadn't been focusing.

Many thoughts came to mind at that moment, but for Trixie's mental health, I kept them to myself.

'Let's just say it's all good.'

If a couple has good chemistry, the time for our treasure to find us will be shortened.

Let's just think of it that way.

***

The villa doors finally opened after five days. When we first entered the villa, I had planned to look around for just a few hours before leaving. I never expected to stay for five days.

'We've already made memories here.'

I smiled as I glanced back at the villa.

A place filled with memories of my father and mother. While I wanted to add new memories to this precious place, I hadn't planned to add them so quickly.

Not that I mind. This kind of miscalculation is always welcome—a pleasant mistake. Now this place isn't just somewhere I reminisce alone; it's a place Kal will remember too.

"Fill this place with love. This place where I've been alone for 100 years, fill it with you."
"K-Kal? Wait, let's rest a bit before—"
"Hnnngh—! Haaaaaah!"

'Ugh.'

Memories from the past five days suddenly flashed through my mind.

How embarrassing. Despite boldly provoking Kal when he embraced me on the bed, despite asking him to do as much as he did with Mar out of jealousy, in the end, all I could do was squirm as Kal completely devoured me.

'I-I'm a magician after all.'

I tried to calm my trembling ears while rationalizing.

No, it's not rationalization—it's the plain truth. Kal is the continent's finest swordsman, and I'm a magician far removed from physical training. It's only natural that I would be overwhelmed by Kal. Like the sun rising in the east and water flowing downward.

'Mar lasted ten days though.'

But an unavoidable truth surfaced, causing my ears to droop. How did that girl endure for ten days? I'm in this state after just five days.

I'm embarrassed in a different way now. Unlike me who could use magic, Mar had to face Kal with just her body. Yet she endured twice as long as I did.

If I had fully received Kal's love like Mar did... perhaps the Catovan ducal family might have had a little duke by now.

"Trixie."
"Ah, yes. I'm listening."

I was absentmindedly stroking my belly when I hurriedly turned my head.

Did he catch what I was thinking? Is he going to say five days wasn't enough and take me back into the villa?

I felt both fear and anticipation simultaneously. With experience now, I could probably last longer than before—

"I can feel how much care your father put into this villa and park."


It was an ordinary compliment, different from what I expected, but I felt proud. My father's efforts had reached Kal.

"So, if it's alright with you, how about having our wedding here?"
"Wedding?"
"Yes, here."

I blinked at his words. Originally, my wedding was planned to be held at the cathedral in Servet Duchy. The St. Paronas Cathedral in the Capital is a place filled with Mar's memories, so having our wedding there would be disrespectful to her.

Therefore, I had no particular attachment to the original wedding venue. It was simply chosen because I am the Duke of Servet, and there was no more appropriate place than the cathedral in my domain. What matters is that Kal and I officially become husband and wife.

'A wedding here...'

But this place is different. Nothing would make me happier than officially becoming Kal's wife here.

Yet the reason I hadn't mentioned a villa wedding was simple. There was no precedent for nobles holding weddings in a mere villa rather than a castle or cathedral.

Of course, this villa is more important to me than anything, but not to the guests. If we held the wedding in a villa rather than a castle, nobles who value appearances would find it strange, so it made sense to proceed conventionally rather than cause unnecessary commotion.

"But, would it be okay?"

Yet somehow my lips were asking Kal for confirmation again.

Would it really be okay? Would it be appropriate to hold such an important event as a wedding in a mere villa? Would it be alright for him to receive scrutinizing gazes because of me?

"Of course. Since we're suddenly changing the venue, we'll need to prepare quickly, but it won't be too late."

Kal nodded with a bright smile at those words.

I smiled widely back at him.

***

Trixie's ears fluttered incessantly. She was clearly delighted by the suggestion to hold the wedding at the villa.

And seeing their Duke with fluttering ears and a happy expression—especially after finally appearing after five days—the vassals welcomed our return with enthusiastic cheers.

"Welcome back! Was there anything uncomfortable during your stay at the villa?"
"Not at all. Thanks to you, we spent five cozy days together."

At my direct confirmation, the vassals showed various reactions—covering their mouths with their hands, wiping their eyes, and more.

"That is truly fortunate. The previous Duke must be smiling from heaven."

Only the head butler maintained his composure amidst the confusion. Indeed, being second-in-command of the duchy is not a position for just anyone.

"Ah, by the way, I have something to tell you, Head Butler."
"Please speak freely. If you need anything, I'll prepare it immediately."
"I plan to hold my wedding with Trixie at the villa."

At those words, even the head butler lost his composure and showed tears.

It's a heartwarming sight. For vassals to love their lord this much is rare in other domains.

"Two weeks! Give us two weeks, and we'll complete all preparations!"
"No, there's no need to rush."

Their love might be a bit excessive, but isn't love better than disloyalty?

'It will be interesting when we have children.'

I smiled, imagining the future children of the Catovan ducal family. There will probably be fierce competition among the vassals for the position of nanny.

At least we don't have to worry about our children growing up without enough love.

The final school trip of my life had come to an end.

Though I'd spent the entire trip cooped up in a villa rather than sightseeing, I suppose that's still a trip in its own way. I truly understood why the term "hotel vacation" exists.

The only thing that bothered me was that Luise and Lin had been left to their own devices while Trixie and I were secluded in the villa. Fortunately, they apparently enjoyed a fulfilling trip in our absence. The servants even treated them not as mere guests but as Trixie's family, so it must have been a memorable experience for them both.

Yes, objectively and subjectively speaking, it was a perfect school trip. I can confidently say that.

But just as everything was wrapping up, a little incident occurred.

"This is wine produced in Servet, and next to it is an artifact created by the previous Duke. Behind those are weapons crafted by Servet's master artisans, of sufficient quality to be supplied to the Imperial Family."

I stared blankly at the items the head butler was pointing out one by one. Just as we were about to return to the Academy dormitory, he suddenly appeared with all sorts of items packed up.

Then he pleaded with me to accept them. He made a heartfelt appeal, saying that as a servant, how could he possibly send me away empty-handed after I had received gifts from his lord.

What could I do? Setting aside how gifts had transformed into bestowals, if I refused, he would clearly break down in tears, so I had to accept.

"This is more than what I gave."

I couldn't help but smile wryly as I listened to the head butler's endless explanations.

The value of these items far exceeded what I had given as gifts... or rather, bestowals. There was Servet wine, considered equal to Voyaare wine in the central Imperial regions including the Capital; an artifact made by the previous Duke of Servet over 100 years ago; weapons meticulously crafted by the duchy's master artisans, and more.

It was astonishing. To receive all this in exchange for just 100 fur pelts.

"Even tribute trade wouldn't be this generous."

Honestly, if a country gave away this much in return for tribute, it would go bankrupt.

"And that—"
"That's enough. Thank you for these wonderful gifts."

I quickly cut off the head butler as he was about to explain new items the servants were bringing.

I don't know what those are, but I can't take any more. I came here to show my face to the servants who managed the duchy on Trixie's behalf, not to clean out the Catovan family's possessions. I'm not some kept man—what is this?

"I'll accept the rest as wedding gifts."

Of course, since a simple refusal wouldn't satisfy the head butler, I added an appropriate justification.

"If that's the case, I have no choice. We'll keep them safe until then."

The effect was immediate. The head butler's expression, which had been about to object, quickly softened, and he nodded calmly.

They say humans are creatures of adaptation, and it seems true. I was starting to get used to the head butler's devotion and could even use it to my—

"Now, let me tell you about the gifts prepared for Lady Luise and Lady Irina."
"Ah."

Perhaps I hadn't adapted enough after all.

I hadn't expected him to have prepared gifts for others at this timing.

When we arrived at the Academy dormitory, I saw students boarding carriages one by one.

And the closest one was Erich. Perfect timing, as I had something to discuss with him.

"Hey."
"Oh, brother?"

Erich, who was about to board a carriage while holding Sera, turned his head at my call.

He looked like he had many questions but held back. Just as Trixie and I had spent passionate time together, those two must have had their own experiences during the trip. It's not polite to pry into someone's private life, even if they're family.

"Load this onto the carriage. It's yours."


I unceremoniously handed over the items to Erich.

A silver-colored sword and two small boxes. Although Erich already had his hands full holding Sera, she perceptively took them for him.

"What's this? A souvenir? I've never seen a sword like this before."

Erich, being somewhat of a warrior, expressed admiration for the silver sword.

It's certainly something he's never seen before. These swords are only produced in quantities for Imperial supply, but they made extra ones specially this time.

"Gifts from the Catovan family. They prepared them since Trixie's young master and in-laws came."

I couldn't help but smile as I said this. The head butler had prepared gifts not only for me, Luise, and Lin, but also for Erich and Sera. He even prepared something for Zenobia, who wasn't present. That level of thoughtfulness must be why he's the head butler.

Sera, who had been blankly holding the gifts, quickly shifted her gaze when she heard "in-laws." Specifically, toward the small boxes she was holding along with the sword.

"Then these are for me and Sister Zenobia?"
"Yes. Do you have any other in-laws?"

At my confirmation, Sera beamed. It's natural, since she had suddenly gained the tremendous status of "Duke-approved wife of Erich."

So I quietly turned and walked away. It was right to give Sera space to fully enjoy her happiness.

"Matching rings?"

Not long after, I closed my eyes dejectedly at Sera's voice from behind me.

It's sad to think that my karma has also affected my brother's couple.

***

Rest is essential during long-distance travel. No matter how good a carriage is, it can't completely eliminate the shaking, so it must stop every few hours for the passengers' comfort.

During one such break, I slipped out of the carriage to contact my grandmother. Shamefully, I hadn't contacted her for several days.

"Trixie?"

As soon as I activated the communication device, my grandmother received the contact and examined my face with a worried expression.

Then she sighed in relief and smiled gently.

"Thank goodness. I was worried when there was no contact for over five days."

Along with those words that pricked my conscience.

Despite her warm voice, I couldn't help but lower my head. Since the Academy reopened, I had been contacting my grandmother at least once every three days, but the third day happened to be when we entered the villa. From that day on, I was too preoccupied spending time with Kal to pick up the communication device, so I couldn't face my grandmother.

"It doesn't seem like anything bad happened. Was Academy life very busy?"
"Ah, yes, a little busy."

After brief consideration, I nodded. It's true that I came to Servet because of Academy business, and being in Servet made me busy. It's not a lie, just missing some details.

"Well, thank you for contacting me despite being busy. As always, my Trixie is all I have."

But her continued smile made my conscience ache more than ever. Not properly contacting my grandmother who cherishes and loves me as her only blood relative—if this isn't unfilial, what is?

"Grandmother, there's something I really want to tell you."
"To me?"

So I barely opened my mouth and changed the subject. If I didn't share good news with my grandmother, my conscience wouldn't be able to bear it.

"We've decided on the wedding venue. We'll hold it first at the villa on my domain, and then at your home."
"Wedding..."

At my words, my grandmother's eyes widened momentarily, and she showed a somewhat complicated expression.

I understand. Although my grandmother has acknowledged that human blood flows in me and that I am part of the human world, she has lived with elven thinking for hundreds of years. From her perspective, it must be disconcerting to hear that her granddaughter, just over a hundred years old, is getting married.


Nevertheless, seeing her quickly smile suggests she's trying to adjust to human customs.

***

Just as I was about to catch some sleep, a familiar voice reached me.

"I hear you're getting married soon?"

I opened my eyes again at this voice I hadn't heard in a long time. It had been quiet since transferring the divine energy to the World Tree (pending promotion), so I didn't expect to be addressed suddenly.

"Yes, we plan to hold it this summer."

I calmly answered the Eternal Blue Sky's question. There's nothing to hide anyway.

"But how did you know?"
"The Elder was boasting about it. Your wife must have told her first."
"Ah."

I understood after the Eternal Blue Sky's explanation. Trixie disappeared as soon as the carriage stopped—she must have been contacting her grandmother.

"Anyway, congratulations. It seems like you just got married recently, but this is already your second marriage. Human time is truly hard to adjust to."

At that muttering, I instinctively kept my mouth shut.

Unfortunately, my marriage frequency isn't short by divine standards. Even by human standards, getting married once every six months is an insane pace.

Of course, I didn't bother to correct the Eternal Blue Sky's misunderstanding. If they knew the truth, they might tease me whenever they got bored.

"...By the way, would it be impossible to postpone it to autumn or winter instead of summer?"
"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question this sudden proposal.

Honestly, I too would prefer autumn or winter over the hot summer for a wedding, but autumn falls during the semester which is inconvenient, and winter is busy with year-end and New Year's ceremonies. Moreover, after the New Year's ceremony, I need to have my third wedding with Luise, so there's absolutely no time.

"I don't think that's possible."
"R-right? Of course. Suddenly changing wedding plans is difficult, isn't it?"

I was puzzled by the somewhat deflated muttering. The Eternal Blue Sky often showed behavior unbecoming of a deity, but they never spoke without meaning. Even in decline, a god is still a god.

"Is something happening in summer?"

So I casually asked. Even if some insignificant fortune-teller said "avoid getting married on that day," I'd feel uneasy, but this was a deity directly mentioning postponing the wedding. It would be stranger not to be concerned.

"Well..."

After my direct question, the Eternal Blue Sky hesitated briefly before whispering cautiously.

"The World Tree seems like it will fully revive in summer..."
"......"

At those words, I quietly closed my eyes.

"Why, why does everyone only target mine...!"

I remembered the Eternal Blue Sky's wail from several months ago when I heard Constantina's voice.

I couldn't help but laugh ironically. So they're trying to prevent the World Tree from reviving during my wedding because they're afraid I might be taken by Constantina.

"I'm a believer of the Dawn Order to begin with."
"I know! But you could become my priest for the second time!"

I laughed again at this desperate argument.

No matter how open-minded the current era is, double-majoring in religion is a bit much.

After the school trip ended, summer vacation was just around the corner. Two years ago around this time, club members made all sorts of trouble about staying in the Empire, and last year there was chaos when unrest broke out in the North. No matter how many times I think about it, this year is definitely going to be peaceful.

Of course, there were final exams right before vacation, but it's not like I'm the one taking them. I'm not going to be giving advice from the sidelines like some Ghost Baduk Master, so I might as well pretend they don't exist.

"Since it's summer, there's nothing to do if I return home. May I stay here? As a student, I'd like to attend my mentor's wedding in person."
"May you?"

I firmly shook my head at Lyutis who was spouting nonsense. Having a foreign royal who isn't even from the imperial family of their own country mixed in with the wedding guests would look too strange.

Moreover, if this guy sets a precedent by attending Trixie's wedding, he'll likely attend all four subsequent weddings without fail. A foreign royal visiting every six months? The thought alone is horrifying.

"Regardless of our personal relationship, it's not appropriate for royalty to attend a foreigner's wedding. I'll accept your sentiment, but just go home."
"I suppose there's no helping it then."

When I explained the reason directly, Lyutis muttered regretfully but accepted it. He probably wasn't seriously trying to stay anyway.

"Instead, I'll send a satisfactory gift this time as well."
"Thanks, I appreciate it."

I nodded appropriately at his words. While I could somehow prevent him from coming as a guest, I couldn't refuse gifts since they could be sent unilaterally.

Besides, Lyutis had already sent a gift for Mar's wedding. It would be strange if he sent one then but not now. It might give the impression that Lyutis and Armein were looking down on the Magic-Ending Duke as a second wife.

That would be problematic. Nothing would be more ridiculous than creating awkwardness between two countries over something as trivial as a gift.

"Well, whatever I send probably won't compare to Laterre's gift."

As Lyutis turned his head with a smirk, I followed his gaze.

"As a mage, not royalty, I sincerely congratulate you. While I dare not claim to represent all mages of the continent, I'm sure everyone shares the same sentiment."

I saw Laterre deeply bowing to Trixie as he offered his congratulations.

His posture was so respectful and formal that it was admirable. As he said, he was standing before Trixie as a mere mage, not as royalty.

"I understand the Magic Council is also preparing a gift. Though anything pales before the Magic-Ending Duke's name, please accept it as a small token of appreciation from your juniors."
"Of course. How could I take lightly the sincere joy you show for my personal celebration?"

In response to Laterre's humble attitude, Trixie smiled and elevated her speech. No matter how much the other person lowered himself, Laterre was still a prince, and since it wasn't during the semester, the instructor-student relationship was temporarily suspended. So mutual respect was appropriate.

"Hmm."

Watching this, Lyutis stroked his chin and looked at me.

"What is it?"
"Oh, nothing. I was just wondering if my mentor might receive such treatment after living another hundred years or so."

Lyutis probably meant it as a joke, but I flinched for a moment.

It's certainly a future I can't ignore. If I become an industry veteran like Trixie who has reigned for over a hundred years, foreign royalty would likely bow before me too.

"Looking at numbers alone, since there are more knights than mages, you might receive even more respect!"

I gave a bitter smile toward Lyutis who burst into laughter.

I wonder if he knows. Among the many futures before me, the one he mentioned is also a possibility.

'The continent's greatest swordsman with a hundred years of experience.'

Just imagining it makes my heart swell. No, if I choose life extension, I'd become the continent's greatest swordsman with four hundred years of experience.

That's some serious establishment.

When I returned to the mansion, Titi, who had been panting while getting sprayed with water by the gardener, welcomed me.

- Woof!

"What are you doing outside?"

I was a bit surprised. Seeing how the pup who hates heat was deliberately in the garden, it seems he was waiting for me to arrive.

His intelligence is truly questionable every time I see him. He seems to be at the level of a young child.

'Did I receive a spirit beast?'

I seriously considered this while helping Titi, who had grown considerably, stand on his hind legs. I should have suspected from the beginning that he wasn't just an ordinary animal, especially since he was raised by Situation. After all, aren't the other animals raised by Situation stars of the imperial palace? If those are ordinary beasts, that would be strange enough, but if Titi alone is an ordinary pup among them, that would be even more surprising.

'A spirit beast, huh.'

When the time comes, I should find a good mate for Titi. If we have a spirit beast in our home, it should protect our family for generations.

"Welcome home, master."

While I was imagining yellow rice cakes running around with my children, the gardener who had been playing with Titi approached and bowed.

"Yes. The weather is hot, you must be working hard."

I patted the gardener's shoulder and offered a small word of encouragement. Even working indoors is tiring in summer, so moving around outside the mansion must be quite arduous.

But I can't tell him to stop managing the garden during summer when plants are growing vigorously, so offering these words of encouragement and compensation is all I can do.

"It's lunchtime, so take a nap and come back out when it's cooler. You'll collapse at this rate."
"It's fine. I'm not the only one working hard."
"I'm saying this because you're the only one who looks like you're about to collapse outside."

I grabbed the shoulder of the stubborn gardener and led him into the mansion. I'll need to add some wine to his lunch to make him rest.

Fortunately, I received plenty of wine from Serbet, so giving him a bottle should be fine.

'Two bottles if he's still fine.'

It's a battle between the gardener and alcohol to see which is stronger.

***

The sound of footsteps grew closer. Since the Academy's closing ceremony ends around this time, it seems Kal has returned.

I wanted to rush out and welcome him like Titi did, but as the weeks passed, I became increasingly conscious of my growing belly and couldn't bring myself to go out.

More precisely, I wanted to go out but couldn't.

"My lady! You can't go outside in your condition!"
"We can't let you and the young master suffer in this heat. Please rest comfortably!"

Whenever I tried to move even a little, servants would appear from everywhere to stop me. I don't know where all these people come from when they're nowhere to be seen while I'm resting.

Of course, it wasn't this bad until a few weeks ago. I also tried to refrain from long outings, but I could still take walks outside the mansion if maids accompanied me.

However, as time passed and my pregnancy became visible even in loose clothing, the servants became sensitive to my every move. Is there such a difference between vaguely knowing someone is pregnant and actually seeing their belly grow?

'...There is a difference.'

I gently stroked my belly. Even I, the person directly involved, feel different.

There's bound to be a difference between recognizing that a child is in my womb and actually seeing it. It's amazing to watch my belly grow day by day.

There's a child in here. My treasure, my and Kal's first child.

"Ah."

Just then, I felt First Snow kick.

Did they sense that their mother was thinking about them? How clever.


"Mar, I'm back."

As I was smiling at that thought, Kal entered shortly after.

Following him were Sister Beatrix, Luise, Irina, and finally Titi.

'We look like a family from a fairy tale.'

It was like the image of a family with a happy ending from a fairy tale.

"Welcome back. First Snow missed daddy too."

...That family was monogamous, but the form isn't what matters, so let's not worry about it.

***

Once vacation started, the mansion transformed into a meeting place.

Fortunately, it was a familiar feeling, so it wasn't particularly strange. It was like this right before I married Mar too.

"Oh, ohhh..."

And the first person to visit after hearing I was on vacation was my first father-in-law.

'I didn't even send an invitation.'

Watching my father-in-law carefully stroke Mar's belly with emotion, that thought suddenly occurred to me. He clearly said he would come if I sent an invitation, but he arrived before I could even take out the invitation paper.

It's confusing. Did I make a reservation for an invitation without realizing it? No, I don't remember doing that.

"I'm sorry, son-in-law. Did I come too suddenly?"

Seeming to notice my thoughts, my mother-in-law who came with my father-in-law spoke up.

"Please understand. He was especially fond of Mar, our youngest, and now that she's carrying his youngest grandchild, he doesn't know what to do with himself. It's surprising he held out this long."
"I completely understand. I would have done the same."
"Thank you. I'm glad my son-in-law is so understanding."

I glanced back at my father-in-law as my mother-in-law chuckled.

"Is there anything uncomfortable? Are you eating properly? If the bed feels unfamiliar, we can go to Ulken—"
"I'm fine, Father. Both First Snow and I are healthy."
"That's good, but..."

Unlike his usual strict, serious, and solemn demeanor, my father-in-law kept wiping his eyes with a small handkerchief and wouldn't leave Mar's side.

So that's fatherly love.

'My future.'

My feelings were complicated. I'd probably act the same if my daughter told me she was pregnant with my grandchild, but I never expected to experience this scene in advance. Isn't this preview coming too early?

"By the way, how's your appetite these days? Pregnancy often makes you unable to eat things you used to like."
"Sometimes I crave things I didn't eat before, but I still enjoy the foods I've always liked."
"You're blessed then. It seems Enen favors the blessed child."

My father-in-law nodded with satisfaction and continued to keep his hand on Mar's belly.

It gave me an odd feeling, as if something of mine had been taken.

'Though I was the one who took her first.'

Perhaps that's why I couldn't bring myself to push my father-in-law away.

The first in-laws who suddenly visited left without even having a meal.

"Since you came all the way to the Capital, why not stay overnight? Though it's not as grand as your castle, this place should be comfortable enough."

Their departure was quicker than expected, leaving me perplexed. Given how much my father-in-law cared for Mar, I thought they might stay at the mansion for a few days, but they left within hours, not even days.

"That's enough. We've confirmed Mar and our grandchild are doing well. If we stay, the servants who should be focusing on Mar would be exhausted."
"We already have dedicated staff for Mar—"
"Besides, this summer isn't about Mar."
"...I understand."

I could only nod at his firm refusal. When my father-in-law speaks so decisively, there's no room for further persuasion.

As he said, this summer's protagonist isn't Mar but Trixie. If my father-in-law were to settle in my mansion, attention and congratulations meant for Trixie might be diverted. As a fellow duke, he probably wants to avoid causing any hurt feelings.

"Then I'll take my leave. Next time, we'll meet as family."

As I stepped back, my father-in-law extended his hand to Trixie.

Trixie smiled gently at the gesture. Until now, my father-in-law had been treating Trixie with utmost respect, but now he offered a handshake instead of bowing. This was essentially a declaration that he would regard Trixie as "my wife" rather than "a senior duke."

This must be welcome news for Trixie. She had been quietly concerned about the complicated family tree due to her age, but now that tree was gradually normalizing.

"Yes, when that time comes, please feel free to speak comfortably."

Taking my father-in-law's hand, Trixie made a difficult request with a smile.

'Speak comfortably, huh.'

My father-in-law's eyes trembled slightly at Trixie's words. Even this handshake must have required great resolve, but to speak casually to the Magic-Ending Duke would require an incredibly brave heart.

But it can't be helped. Since my parents in Teilgleichen County are already practicing speaking informally to Trixie, it's time for my father-in-law to step into this new world as well.

I believe it will work out somehow.

Needless to say, mages are fundamentally a rare resource.

First, there are few people who can sense and handle mana, and among them, only those with enough wisdom to understand magic can walk the path of a mage. As a result, even the Yuven United Kingdom, known as a magical powerhouse, has magical forces amounting to only about 0.1% of its total population. And even this 0.1% is said to be somewhat inflated.

However, while the percentage of the population is small, the actual number of mages spread across the continent isn't that few.

And the countless organizations formed by these mages across the continent are innumerable,

"This is a gift from the White Night Research Society. They sincerely congratulate the Magic-Ending Duke, a giant in the magical world, on your marriage and add that they hope your path forward is filled with light."
"The Operant Siblings Guild has sent numerous potions. They're newly developed items from the Operant Principality, a small token from your juniors in the field of equine studies."
"In the name of the Magic Council, an artifact and—"

And all these countless organizations were sending gifts.

This is maddening. The treasure vault was already groaning under the weight of gifts from acquaintances within the Empire and former department members who returned to their homeland, and now items are pouring in from across the continent.

Yes, I understand. They want to send something for the marriage of a respected senior colleague and veteran in their field. And if everyone else is sending gifts, they might fear being viewed unfavorably if they don't.

But shouldn't they be sending these to Trixie's domain? Why are they all being sent to my mansion? Is it because Trixie is living with me, so they're sending to her actual residence?

'Even so, sending to the ducal castle would make more sense than a private mansion.'


These inconsiderate people. Although this mansion once belonged to a marquis, there's an inevitable difference in scale between an expensive Capital mansion and a duke's castle. Naturally, the latter's treasure vault would be larger.

To think that mages who claim to pursue truth would forget such a simple fact. The Magic-Ending Duke's husband is disappointed in you mages.

"Um, Master."

While absently watching the influx of gifts, the butler approached cautiously.

"We have no more storage space."
"Already?"

My brow furrowed involuntarily at the butler's words. With gifts that haven't even crossed the border yet clearly on their way, it's troubling that the treasure vault is already at capacity.

"The treasure vault is already full, and we've been using empty rooms as temporary storage, but even that's insufficient."
'Ah.'

I closed my eyes at the confirmation that not just the treasure vault but the entire mansion was full.

This is a serious problem. If there are no rooms left, there's literally nowhere to put things.

"For now, place them in the garden, and when enough accumulate, teleport them elsewhere."

After brief consideration, I came up with an extravagant solution. If these accursed mages insist on sending all manner of packages to my mansion, I'll gladly become the Kracius Logistics Center.

Fortunately, with Teilgleichen County Castle, Wiridia County Castle, and Servet Ducal Castle available, there's plenty of storage space. Each is larger than this mansion, so utilizing those three locations should allow us to handle the volume without issue.

The problem is the shortage of knights... no, mages to continuously move these countless gifts,

"I'll ask Trixie to lend us some mages, so don't worry."
"Yes, understood."

If necessary, we can mobilize mages from the tower, so it should be fine.

It's not for my personal gain, but to safely move gifts received by their tower master—they shouldn't mind.

Besides, among the gifts already in the treasure vault, quite a few are from the magic tower itself. If they have any conscience, they should come running even if they're busy.

'Being terrorized by gifts is a first.'

This is a rare experience I'll likely never have again in my life.

***

Soon, Kal's second wedding will be held. In fact, it will take place twice.

The first will be at the Catovan ducal villa within Servet Duchy. I was puzzled why they would hold a wedding at a villa rather than the ducal castle, but I understood when I learned that the daughter-in-law was born there. There could be nothing more meaningful than forming a new family at one's birthplace.

And afterward, they'll hold another ceremony in the Elven residential district within the non-human protected area. Among the second daughter-in-law's relatives is an elf who, having been deeply wounded by humans, cannot bring herself to enter the Empire. That's why they're holding the wedding twice.

As Kal's mother and the groom's parent, I decided to attend both weddings. Initially, I considered not attending the ceremony in the Elven district if the daughter-in-law's relative was uncomfortable, but fortunately, they expressed a desire to meet our family in person, so I can attend.

It's truly something to be grateful for. This person with deep emotional wounds has accepted us humans. So I was selecting a gift that would please this elven relative—

"Excuse me. I come by order of the Tower Master and His Excellency the Count of Teilgleichen."
"......"

I was overwhelmed by my daughter-in-law's mountain of gifts first.


"These are gifts received by the Tower Master, but she says that what belongs to the daughter-in-law also belongs to the mother-in-law, so please feel free to use anything you need."

I stared blankly at the pile of gifts in one corner of the garden.

'So many.'

Too many. And besides the mage bowing to me, other mages were appearing one by one.

With similar piles of gifts.

"These gifts are too generous for an unworthy mother-in-law like me, but please convey my thanks."
"Yes. I will certainly relay your message."

Though momentarily dizzy, I managed a calm response.

It's a bit—no, far too excessive—but these are gifts from a soon-to-be daughter-in-law. If I were to refuse, I can't imagine how hurt she would feel.

So regardless of the burden, I must accept them. She's already considerate of me, her mother-in-law, despite being vastly superior in age and position. It would be too cruel to burden such a person.

'...A child.'

I almost laughed at the thought. I've already reached the point of referring to my second daughter-in-law as a child even in my mind.

Indeed, people adapt to unfamiliar environments over time. Or perhaps I've become comfortable because she treats me as her elder. If she had acted like a duke rather than a daughter-in-law in front of me, I might never have felt at ease.

'What a good child.'

Come to think of it, despite being a duke for over 100 years, I've never heard stories of her causing trouble by flaunting her authority.

Of course, people are naturally cautious around a duke, but even accounting for that, she's been quiet. Almost distant from ducal authority.

'Perhaps the title of duke was a shackle for her.'

A bitter smile crossed my face at this sad conclusion. For a child who lost her family and immersed herself in magic, the title of duke must have been an enormous shackle. A wall that prevented others from approaching her and her from approaching others.

I hope that from now on, she won't live alone bound by that massive shackle. Even if Kal leaves this world someday, the children born between him and her will be with her.

"Come, let's move these quickly. We can't leave such precious items outside."
"Yes, madam."

I turned to instruct the servants. I couldn't leave the precious gifts from my lovely daughter-in-law exposed to the sun.

***

One day after the Kracius Logistics Center began operations.

"Master."
"Yes, butler. What is it?"
"...The madam says there's no more room in the castle, so please stop sending things."
"......"

One of the three pillars I was counting on has collapsed.

'Damn.'

Now only Wiridia and Servet remain.

The Kracius logistics center is officially closed.

Fortunately, it wasn't shut down due to operational failure, but rather because we successfully managed to store all the gifts that poured in from across the continent after burning through countless staff members. It was a successful conclusion, but not one I'd like to experience twice. I hope such a disaster never happens again.

"Everyone worked hard. You all helped with our personal matters despite being busy with your tower duties, so I should provide appropriate compensation."

I offered the somewhat haggard-looking mages formal words of gratitude and rewards. Honestly, they sent quite a few gifts themselves, so this was partly their own doing, but I can't use skilled labor for free without causing talk. Rumors like "The Minister of Audit is mistreating mages, relying on the Archmage's authority" would spread. That kind of public opinion among mages would be troublesome.

Not for me, but for the mages themselves. If Trixie were to hear such rumors, a generational shift might sweep through the magical community. The problem would be that it wouldn't be voluntary but forced.

"Not at all, Your Excellency. The Archmage's marriage is a celebration for all mages. We merely contributed what little we could to this joyous occasion—how could we accept compensation?"

When I distributed pouches filled with silver coins, a representative mage waved his hands and displayed a respectful attitude.

Yes, exactly the response I wanted. If the husband of their respected Archmage treated them carelessly, they would naturally be displeased, but when offered proper compensation, they would bow their heads first.

"It's customary to provide meals to guests who attend a wedding. How could I send away scholars who lent their hands without anything in return? If you truly care for the Archmage, please accept this without burden."

I ignored the mage's polite refusal and pressed the pouch into his hand. His refusal was merely ceremonial anyway.

"Then I gratefully accept."

As expected, there was no second refusal.

It would be stranger to decline when they had both the pride of helping their respected Archmage and tangible compensation in hand.

My work was done, but Trixie remained busy.

"You're still writing?"
"I have to write as many letters as there are mage organizations across the continent. At least the smaller groups sent joint gifts, so I don't need to reply to each one individually."

I carefully sat down in the chair opposite Trixie, who continued writing without pause despite her smile.

When you receive a gift, it's only proper to send a thank-you note. Even corrupt officials who accept bribes respond to those who bribe them, so Trixie, an elder and leader in the magical world, couldn't remain silent.

Thanks to this, while I was running around as the logistics center manager, Trixie was personally writing replies—to every magical organization that sent wedding congratulatory gifts.

"They'll all be delighted. A handwritten letter from the Magic-Ending Duke would be considered a treasure."
"Hehe, I'm embarrassed to hear that. I'm merely responding to gifts with letters."

I chuckled at her words. The value of a letter depends on who wrote it—

"That's why I've been including small pieces of advice in each letter."

?

My hand stopped mid-pour at this unexpected statement.

Small pieces of advice? From none other than the Magic-Ending Duke?

"Small? Really?"

I couldn't help but stare at the letters Trixie had written.

Indeed, besides simple thank-you notes, there were incomprehensible formulas and diagrams. Looking closely, the greetings only took up 2-3 lines, while the rest of the space was filled with such content.

"By looking at the organization's name or the gift they sent, I can generally tell what research they're conducting. Sharing my personal opinions or experiences about their research would be a sincere expression of gratitude, wouldn't it?"
"That's..."

I tried to respond but closed my mouth again.


"Those really are treasures."

What I said earlier as a joke had become reality. Those letters truly were treasures.

Mages consider it an honor just to see Trixie or receive small teachings from her. But to receive advice about the field they've dedicated their lives to researching? It wouldn't be strange if they burst into tears of joy and fainted on the spot.

"Like receiving a Bible personally signed by the Pope."

The comparison might be a bit odd, but I imagine it feels something like that. Maybe.

"I suppose so."

Putting aside my slightly confused feelings, I continued naturally. It seemed more like a blessing than a mere expression of sincerity, but I let it go.

"But what about those letters over there?"

And I subtly changed the subject.

On the desk, besides the letters Trixie had finished writing, there were other letters. Like the others, they contained thank-you notes, but without Trixie's "small advice."

Perhaps those organizations don't have specific research topics? No, that's impossible. An organization without a research focus would just be a social club.

"Ah, these children."

Trixie turned her head following my gaze and nodded gently.

"They have good ideas and passion, but their direction is slightly off. I've selected these separately. I think it would be better to write full papers for them."
"......"

I closed my mouth again at Trixie's extraordinary statement delivered with a calm face.

If I hear news about organizations achieving breakthroughs soon, I'll know it was you...

***

I smiled slightly at Kal, who was drinking tea with a dazed expression.

I know too. A simple thank-you note would be sufficient, and there's no need to include advice, let alone create entire papers. Magical achievements should come from one's own contemplation and exploration, not from something unilaterally handed down by someone else.

But strangely, my hand moved on its own. I redirected the gaze of children who couldn't see the decisive card, and corrected the steps of those who had lost their way.

It's strange. Nothing like this happened in over 100 years.

"Perhaps because I didn't know Kal then?"

The previous 100 years were years I lived alone. Years when I neither opened my heart to anyone nor was loved by anyone. Perhaps that's why I treated others with detachment.

But now I am loved and loving. It's possible that I'm acting differently because my heart has room, because I've learned warmth.

"Thanks to you, the magical world will advance."

I almost laughed. Thanks to you, I've changed, so if the magical world progresses, that too would be thanks to you.

"I never expected this."

It's surprising even to myself. When I first saw Kal, I never imagined I would come to love him.

I was merely curious because I heard he was a powerful figure who defeated the usurper who threatened the Empire, because the Victorious Duke praised and cherished him so much, and because mages who participated in the war spoke of his extraordinary recovery abilities. I simply thought that if I conducted research using the blood of such a unique child, good results would follow.


It was supposed to be just that kind of encounter. I thought Kal would be just another passing connection in my long life.

"Your Excellency. If it's not impertinent, may I ask one thing?"
"Speak."

And when I requested his blood, Kal had said that.

"What research will my blood be used for?"
"I'm trying to create a new potion based on your recovery abilities. It's not certain, but if the research is successful, it will far surpass existing products."
"I see."

As a mage and researcher, it was only natural to tell the truth to a research collaborator. When I spoke without hiding anything, Kal had simply nodded.

"So I'll be helping to save lives rather than taking them."

With a somewhat bitter expression.

It was an unexpected response. People who cooperated with my research usually showed interest in compensation, excitement about forming a connection with me, or simply joy at being able to help me. Kal merely confirmed the compensation for his blood in a perfunctory manner, showing none of those reactions.

Perhaps that's why I developed a slight interest. Despite his war experience, it wasn't the kind of response you'd expect from someone not even twenty—especially someone who would have lived a privileged life as the Imperial Count's heir.

That's how I learned about what Kal experienced in the war. I learned that he lost people he considered family and returned alone.

At first, I felt sorry for him. I too lost my parents when I was around twenty. Though parents and friends aren't the same, there's no hierarchy in the shock of losing loved ones.

After that, I was impressed. When I was that age, I was a complete mess, living like a broken person because I couldn't forget the people who suddenly left. But Kal showed no signs of wavering and moved forward steadily. As the new head of the Audit Department, he cleanly eliminated the Second Prince's faction.

"Perhaps I started to care for you then."

You who faced similar choices to mine but chose a different direction. Unlike me, who closed my heart and distanced myself from others, you willingly moved forward with other people.

Yet you who couldn't forget old connections and lingered at graves for a long time.

"When I thought positively, I only saw the good things."

I placed my hand over my mouth to hide my involuntarily rising lips. It was the first time I had taken interest in someone, the first time I had looked at someone favorably.

Perhaps that's why. I wanted to see Kal even just once more, wanted to speak to him even just once more. I nurtured my affection for Kal all by myself.

At some point, I realized that emotion was beyond simple affection, but I restrained myself thinking of the differences in race and lifespan. I suppressed it remembering my parents.

But miraculously, a means to overcome those differences appeared.

"And here we are."

Of course, I don't know if Kal will choose that miraculous means. I might meet the same end as my mother.

But that's okay. Just as my mother worried about me being left alone but never regretted loving my father, I don't regret meeting Kal.

"Trixie, the ink is smudging."
"Oh."

At Kal's voice, I hurriedly lowered my head. Without realizing it, my hand had stopped, and the pen tip was pressing on the same spot.

"I'll have to rewrite this."
"Fortunately, you hadn't written much."

I smiled again at those words.

The smile just came naturally.

I was called by the Emperor just days before my wedding.

What a pity. Lately I'd been comfortable only communicating through the communication orb without meeting in person, but I was summoned as soon as the school break began.

"Awoo!"
"It's been a while, Your Highness."

However, I couldn't refuse when he used the pretext that as a godfather, I should see my goddaughter's face frequently. In truth, even if his reason had been as absurd as "I called you because I was bored," I wouldn't have been able to refuse anyway.

At any rate, since the purpose of the summons was to play with the Crown Princess, despite being called by the Emperor, I was directed to the Empress's Palace rather than the Sun Palace office. At least I was spared from visiting that office that's practically a den of evil.

"Woo?"
"Your Highness?"

But something seemed odd. As soon as the Empress handed me the Crown Princess, she began flailing her hands around my chin.

Wondering if she wanted me to lay her down on the bed, I slightly lowered my arms, but she made a sound like "bawoo" and showed signs of displeasure.

I'm confused. She's developed some strange habits in the few months I haven't seen her.

"Don't worry about it, Minister. She's just doing that because she has nothing to grab."

The Empress, who had been watching the scene, chuckled softly before speaking.

"His Majesty the Emperor sometimes holds the Crown Princess too, and whenever he does, she pulls at his beard. Since you don't have a beard, she's confused about what to grab."
"I... see."

It was information too privileged for a mere official to hear, so I let out an awkward laugh. I knew from before that the Emperor had sacrificed his beard to the Crown Princess, but I didn't realize he was still regularly getting it pulled even months later.

And this was no ordinary person—this was the Emperor, who was so cold and dignified that if stabbed, he would literally bleed blue blood. Imagining such an Emperor casually holding his granddaughter and even letting her pull his beard created quite a cognitive dissonance.

'A grandfather is still a grandfather, I suppose.'

Come to think of it, the Emperor had never shown paternal affection before. To his three sons—the illegitimate eldest, the delinquent legitimate heir, and the overlooked youngest who became invisible in the shadow of the delinquent—he showed equal amounts of no affection. Whether this was due to his personal character or his sense of responsibility as a leader, I couldn't tell.

However, once the Emperor stepped down from his position, he began showing traces of paternal affection that had been completely absent before. If that's the case, then he must have been suppressing his emotions due to his sense of responsibility all this time. It's fortunate that, though late, he can fully love at least his granddaughter.

"Daa!"
"Oh my."

While I was imagining the Emperor feeding chickens, the Crown Princess, who had been flailing at my chin, let out a powerful shout.

Then she grabbed my collar.

"Even I couldn't grab that, but the Crown Princess got it first."

The Emperor, who had been watching with his arms crossed, remarked admiringly.

What are you admiring, you madman? Your daughter just learned how to grab her godfather's collar.

'This isn't a habit she should develop.'

If, and this is just hypothetical, the Crown Princess develops a habit of grabbing officials by the collar, it would be truly problematic. No matter how benevolent and capable she might be, if she gets the reputation of "occasionally grabs officials by the collar," wouldn't that give off the scent of a tyrant?

Of course, being less than a year old, she probably just grabbed it by chance, but if this chance continues for several years, it could really become a habit. For the sake of the Empire, this cannot be allowed.

So as the Crown Princess's godfather, I steeled my resolve. If the Emperor was going to ignore this collar-grabbing, I would have to firmly admonish—

"Byawoo~"

I met the Crown Princess's eyes as she laughed cheerfully.

...

'Well, children will be children.'

It's not like she's pulling my hair out—I can certainly spare my collar.

The Crown Princess fell asleep while gripping my collar, forcing me to make an emergency escape by removing my coat.

"I apologize. We've suddenly deprived the Minister of his clothes."

"It's fine. I have plenty of these uniforms anyway."

I gently shook my head at the Emperor who was snickering. It's not like I wear clothes adorned with gold; I only wear the Audit Department uniform issued by the administration, so there's nothing to apologize for.

I'm just worried that my clothes, which have been all over the place, might transmit some disease to the infant Crown Princess.

"As expected of a godfather, you're quite generous. You'll make a good father to your children, Minister."
"You flatter me, Your Majesty."

It was an unexpected compliment, but I instinctively bowed my head. What is this bastard trying to bring up that he's starting with flattery?

"Flattery, you say."

The Emperor remained silent for a moment after my response.

"It would be problematic if the Minister weren't a good father. So instead of saying I flatter you, say it's an honor."

I raised my head again at his following words.

I could understand the Emperor's concern. If I were to make my children's home education a fantasy or pursue self-education, it would unfortunately be a disaster from the Empire's perspective. The future Imperial Count and Margrave, not just ordinary nobles, having twisted personalities? And even the future Count of Wiridia who would control the North?

'That's terrifying.'

Just imagining it briefly gave me a glimpse of Sodom and Gomorrah. It would be a horrific future where the Second Prince I had dealt with would be replicated.

"Oh dear, I called you here to say something nice but ended up saying something heavy."
"Not at all, Your Majesty. Your words were valuable guidance pointing me in the direction I should go."

I gave a ceremonial response to the Emperor who spoke as if embarrassed belatedly.

No, actually, it wasn't just a ceremonial response but one filled with sincerity. I naturally had no intention of neglecting or abusing my children, but he made me realize that if I were to lead my children even slightly astray, it would be a disaster on an imperial scale.

Moreover, the child born between Trixie and me will be one-quarter elf. Since elves have a maximum lifespan of about a thousand years, a simple calculation suggests our child would live 200 to 300 years. If such a child were to become a tyrannical noble, I couldn't hold my head up before the people.

***

Though I brought up something that could have made the atmosphere awkward, the Minister didn't seem to mind much.

Seeing that put me more at ease. With a Minister like him, the probability of my concerns becoming reality is extremely low. At the very least, the second generation of the Kracius family that the Minister will personally educate will be far from tyranny or arrogance.

'That's enough.'

I was reassured. This was why I had summoned the Minister right before his second wedding. While it's joyous when an unmarried duke finds a partner and produces heirs, I wanted to remind him that having children isn't the end of it.

Seeing the Minister's reaction, he would have done well even without my reminder, but being related to the ducal family and not just any other family, I wanted to be certain.

"By the way, Minister. Take this while you're here."

Now that the Minister has given me confidence and reassurance, it's time to give a reward for summoning him and testing him.

"Your Majesty, this is—"
"A gift. How could the Imperial Family congratulate the Imperial Count and Duke's wedding empty-handed?"

I took out a music box the size of two fists from my bosom and handed it to him.

A splendid music box with a blue background, golden borders, and decorated with pure white gems. Moreover, its interior is made of materials sensitive to mana, so the budget and technology invested in this music box are by no means small.

'I did spend quite a bit.'

I smiled wryly as I recalled the budget invested in this single music box.

A duke is the pinnacle of imperial nobility and the descendant of meritorious subjects who established the mandate of heaven. Naturally, the Imperial Family respects them, and it is customary to give gifts that pour in sincerity, money, and more money for joyous occasions like weddings. The Ministry of the Imperial Household even has a separate budget prepared for gifts for dukes.

However, the Catovan ducal family had no celebrations for over 100 years. This contrasts with the Osiden ducal family, which drained the budget twelve times due to the Golden Duke's remarkable activities.

Therefore, I invested a budget far exceeding the set amount. I made it thinking of giving all the gifts the Catovan ducal family hadn't received at once, and of treating the Minister who had devoted himself to the Empire.

"...I am humbled by such an excessive gift, Your Majesty."

The Minister bowed his head again, seemingly recognizing the value of the music box.


I'm glad he likes it.

***

The day before the wedding, I moved to Servet Duchy in advance.

For my previous wedding, since it was a movement from the Capital to the Capital, it didn't matter if I moved on the day itself, but this wedding is taking place outside the Capital. Even with teleportation available, it's more convenient to go early and prepare.

Decisively, magicians who are considered big shots in the continental magic world were gathering at Servet Duchy. Of course, unless the magicians are insane, they wouldn't cause a disturbance in Trixie's domain, but if guests are gathering, it's right for the host to be present.

"Quite a crowd has gathered."

I couldn't help but laugh when I saw the list handed to me by the head butler. Even though it was just a list of the visiting magicians' affiliations and names, its thickness was considerable.

Meanwhile, at the very front of the list was the name of Duke Kilanas. Yes, I knew this gentleman would arrive before anyone else.

"I'm worried there might not be enough space."
"Don't worry. The bushes near the villa have been neatly arranged, so even if a large number of people gather at once, it won't be crowded."

When I expressed a small concern, the head butler answered confidently.

His answer was so full of confidence that it inspired trust. If such a loyal head butler says so, it must be true.

"Thanks to your vassals, we'll be able to have a beautiful wedding. Thank you."
"Gratitude? If anything, we should be the ones expressing gratitude."

After bowing his head several times, the head butler vanished, saying he would check the wedding venue again.

The more I see, the more concerned I become. If he's like this to me, who's not yet the official consort, how loyal will he be when I become the official consort? Others might think he's not a head butler but a slave.

"I'll have to watch my words in front of the vassals."

From now on, I'll have to be careful with even casual remarks in front of the vassals, led by the head butler. Otherwise, orders I don't even remember giving might be carried out somewhere.

"......"
"Trixie?"

As I turned my gaze while saying that, I saw Trixie silently staring at the floor.

'She's nervous.'

I couldn't help but smile at the cute sight. She's nervous because tomorrow is the wedding day.

...Hmm.

"Hyaaah!"

When I suddenly caressed her ears, Trixie shrank back in shock.

Her reaction is definite. I'm satisfied.

"K-Kal! What are you doing?!"

Trixie, whose face had instantly turned red, protested with a trembling voice.

Since learning what touching ears means to elves, Trixie has been reluctant to have her ears touched. I still don't know what it means, but anyway, since Trixie was reluctant, I refrained.

"What does it matter between us?"

But whatever it means, do I need to refrain now? We've already spent five passionate days at the villa. Whatever the meaning is, it can't be more intense than those five days, right?

"We're husband and wife now."

With that bold declaration, I caressed both of Trixie's ears simultaneously.

"S-stop... please stooop..."

I was satisfied seeing Trixie melting like jelly.

I've missed doing this so much.

# The Duke's Wedding: A Grand Event

A duke's wedding is a once-in-a-lifetime big event for Imperial nobles.

That's why the guests illuminating the wedding venue held impressive titles. High-ranking nobles of count rank and above, senior administrative officials of department head level and above, high-ranking military commanders of legion commander level and above, and finally, judges responsible for entire courts in the provinces. Almost everyone who could be called part of the Empire's leadership had gathered.

'Half the faces here are unfamiliar.'

The guest list wasn't even limited to domestic figures. There were plenty of foreign dignitaries who were as delighted about Trixie's celebration as if it were their own.

Because of this, checking the guest list was quite a chore. Anyone who crossed national borders must ardently admire Trixie, and any magician important enough to attend as a guest must be quite a big shot. As Trixie's husband, wouldn't it be rude not to know their names? There's no need to start potentially valuable relationships awkwardly.

The minor issue was that with guests gathered from all over the continent, some sworn enemies found themselves in the same place, but—

"Today will be remembered as the happiest day of my life, so I hope all distinguished guests here feel the same."

At Trixie's subtle warning, even bitter enemies exchanged smiles and handshakes.

They were probably cursing each other's entire lineage internally, but what could they do? When the industry legend they deeply respected essentially warned, "Ruin my wedding and I'll kill you," they had no choice but to comply.

Besides, regardless of industry legends, ruining someone's wedding out of personal feelings is uncivilized. Fortunately, magicians may be obsessed with magic, but they aren't completely senseless lunatics.

"I sincerely congratulate you on your marriage, Your Grace the Magic-Ending Duke. This is a blessing for the Empire and joy for the continent. As a junior who admires Your Grace and grew up dreaming of following in your footsteps, I am simply overwhelmed to be present here."

Duke Kilanas bowed at the waist, representing the magicians who had crossed borders to attend.

Age, title, position, reputation, even national power—Duke Kilanas was more than qualified to represent the magicians gathered at the wedding in every aspect. It's rather peculiar that such a prominent figure would come all the way to the Empire and bow, but I'm getting used to it now. As Trixie's husband, this is something I'll see for the rest of my life.

"If I have been of help to excellent juniors like you, there could be no greater joy. Especially when such juniors join in celebrating my happy occasion—it's a beautiful moment that will go down in history."

Trixie smiled and responded to Duke Kilanas's 90-degree bow.

Having a junior who claims to have been inspired by her come from the opposite side of the continent—that must be quite satisfying for Trixie.

***

The wedding of the Minister and the Magic-Ending Duke proceeded splendidly—and simultaneously quietly.

'It feels like we're in a chapel.'

That thought even crossed my mind. Of course, it's common sense not to cause disturbances during a wedding, but even considering that, the current atmosphere is too quiet and solemn.

It's impressive. Is this the Magic-Ending Duke's control? Despite the presence of many magicians, who tend to have a higher proportion of eccentrics than ordinary people, there's no commotion at all. This would be impossible even if I, the Emperor, were standing firm.

'It would be difficult for anyone.'

Even the great Emperor Eimanka, who is incomparably more heroic than someone like me, couldn't control the free-spirited nature of the Sword-Drawing Duke, the founder of the Catovan ducal family. This feat is only possible for the Magic-Ending Duke, who stands at the pinnacle of magicians.

'This time will pass quietly.'

Eventually, a sprout of hope grew in a corner of my mind. I had worried that this wedding might end in commotion like the previous one, but it seems this wedding will conclude without any disturbance. That's truly fortunate.

I was actually quite concerned. I genuinely worried that with foreign dignitaries, especially magicians, flocking to the wedding, Enen's blessing might occur again.

I know it's a crazy thought. If my past self from a year ago had heard this, he would have scoffed at such an absurd notion. But Enen's blessing actually happened at the Minister's wedding. Ignoring a precedent would be lazy and irresponsible.

'...Surely a blessing wouldn't descend twice.'

However, as the wedding was coming to an end with no signs of blessing, I inwardly sighed with relief.


Yes, this makes sense. How could a blessing descend not once but twice upon the same person? If such a thing happened, that person would have to walk the path of priesthood regardless of their current position. Then the next Pope or the one after would be predetermined.

Of course, I have no intention of sending the Minister to the Papal States. Even if I have to create a position of Minister of Faith in the Imperial administration, I will never let her go.

"—These two have pledged eternal love before everyone. Heavenly Enen is pleased with their pure and passionate vow, and I hereby declare that a couple has been born here today."

At the declaration of Cardinal Malio, the head of the Serbet Archdiocese who was officiating, faint sobbing could be heard from the back.

I didn't need to turn around to know who it was. It must be Count Sicilla, the head butler of Serbet Duchy. He had been wiping his eyes with an emotional face since before the wedding began, and finally burst into tears.

And listening carefully, the sobbing wasn't coming from just one place.

'Loyal vassals indeed.'

I tried to ignore the sobbing with that thought.

Even I find it amazing that the Magic-Ending Duke is getting married during my reign, so how much more emotional must the vassals who have served for generations feel? Beyond mere amazement, they must feel deeply moved.

***

The wedding at the villa concluded successfully.

'I'm relieved it ended without incident.'

I inwardly sighed with relief. I had worried that Enen might make a surprise appearance during this wedding too, but fortunately, my concern remained just that—a concern.

It might sound crazy, but what can I do? It's not like I'm being cautious about something that never happened; being wary of something I've actually experienced is only natural. Of course, worrying about "what if a god bestows a blessing during the wedding?" doesn't seem entirely sane, so I couldn't share this concern with anyone. Who in their right mind would worry about such a thing?

As I awkwardly exchanged greetings with guests, Lise approached with a bright smile, holding a bouquet.

"Master! Congratulations on your marriage!"
"Hehe, thank you. When it's my disciple's turn, I'll be the first to congratulate you, so look forward to it."

Trixie smiled and patted Lise's head.

'It looks so fresh.'

And I looked at the bouquet Lise was holding.

It's a very familiar bouquet. The one Marga handed to Trixie has now, after about six months, ended up in Lise's hands. Whether it's been enchanted or not, it still looks as fresh as when I saw it six months ago.

That's why I feel strange about it. I understand that a bouquet has strong symbolic meaning, but isn't reusing the same bouquet a bit much? If others saw this, they might think it's extreme frugality, saving even on bouquets.

'I can't take it away from her either.'

I looked back and forth between the giggling Lise and the bouquet. How could I confiscate a bouquet from Lise when she looks so happy? I can't be that cruel.

Besides, if I took the bouquet away from Lise, she would probably smile in front of me but cry alone afterward, which would make me feel even worse.

'...Let's use that for our children's weddings too.'

Eventually, I reached a somewhat unique conclusion. If it's a bouquet that Trixie has enchanted, it will probably last for decades.

From today, that bouquet is a Kracius family heirloom. Let's show this continent that recycling can be an art when done over decades or centuries.

We decided to hold the wedding in the Elven residential district five days later. I would have liked to hold it immediately after the villa wedding, but when my grandmother-in-law said that five days later would be an auspicious day, I couldn't possibly refuse.

And unlike the general protected areas for different species that are open to tourists, the Elven residential district strictly prohibits access to other races. When they've shown such consideration by allowing a wedding there, it's only right to accommodate my grandmother-in-law's preferred schedule.


"How do I look? Is my attire inappropriate in any way?"

During this brief respite, my mother repeatedly had her outfit checked by Trixie.

To be precise, she wasn't being checked but rather unilaterally seeking Trixie's opinion, yet Trixie responded diligently without showing any signs of annoyance or awkwardness.

"It's fine. Elven culture isn't very different from human culture, so your outfit is sufficiently proper and dignified."

I couldn't help but turn my head at those words.

Elven and human cultures are quite different. Wasn't it because I didn't know this that I publicly touched Trixie's ears and suffered the consequences?

"Is that so? Then how about this—"
"Dear, I understand your concern, but since our Elven daughter-in-law says it's fine, I think what you're wearing now is sufficient."

Just as my mother was about to pick up another outfit, my father, who was standing beside her, firmly intervened.

It was an appropriate intervention, so I gave my father a slight nod. If he hadn't stopped her now, we would have been subjected to a forced fashion show until evening at least.

"But Billy, we're going to meet our daughter-in-law's grandmother, not just anyone. It would be terrible to dress carelessly."
"What are you saying? To my eyes, you look perfect no matter what you wear."

At this direct compliment, my mother fell silent for a moment before quietly putting down the clothes.

I was touched. So father was capable of such affectionate expressions.

'When Erich graduates, we might get a new baby sibling.'

When Erich graduates, he'll become a proxy for the Imperial Assembly, and automatically, father will completely withdraw from Imperial Assembly duties. Then he'll evolve into an unemployed person staying only in the domain.

I wonder what will happen when my unemployed father spends 24 hours with my mother. My heart races at the thought.

***

In a few days, the Honorary Priest will come here.

'Please!'

I found myself praying with desperate sincerity. It's ridiculous that I, a god, am praying to someone else, but right now I wanted to depend on any other deity.

Please, please let nothing happen at my Honorary Priest's wedding! She's all I have left! Taking away a pauper's last possession is too cruel!

'Constantina has fairies and elves!'

When the World Tree is revived, spirits will reappear on the continent too!

So Enen, please! For the sake of how I took care of you in the past, please!

"Sky auntie, Sky auntie."
"What are you doing? What are you doing?"

As soon as I began my desperate prayer, Constantina's evil children somehow sneakily attached themselves to me.

You're trying to take my Honorary Priest away too, hiding behind those innocent faces, aren't you? I know it all!

But I won't let you take her! How could the noble sky be defeated by vegetation growing from the earth!

# The Bride Was Kidnapped

The bride was kidnapped.

Even as I think about it, I'm confused by what I'm saying, but the bride was kidnapped from the wedding venue.

'Is this a hidden camera prank?'

I stared blankly at the group of elves disappearing in the distance. Trixie, who was being held by the elves and carried away like baggage, looked at me pitifully, but I couldn't move.

What on earth is this? Could it be that they've suddenly entered the "The Elder's bloodline cannot marry a mere human!" meta? That would be quite troublesome.

"Pfft, were you surprised?"
"Ah, yes, well..."

Clarisse approached me as I stood there dumbfounded and patted my back while giggling.

"Please understand. Weddings are important events for elves too. They're doing this because they want to make her beautiful for this rare wedding ceremony."

At those words, I turned my gaze back toward the direction where Trixie had disappeared.

Thankfully, it wasn't a kidnapping but rather a somewhat aggressive form of transportation. I felt relieved.

'An important event, huh.'

Certainly, from an elf's perspective, weddings must be rare and important events.

Their overwhelmingly smaller numbers compared to humans and their overwhelmingly longer lifespans. When these two factors combine, weddings can only happen as rarely as hen's teeth. With few people to marry and lifespans of hundreds of years, even one wedding every few decades would be remarkable.

Moreover, Trixie is the Elder's only blood relative and the daughter left behind by a friend who passed away first. Such a precious being is getting married, so naturally, they'd want to make her as beautiful as possible. I understand.

'Will she become even more beautiful there?'

It might be too much of a husband's thought, but I can't help but feel excited. Elves who have accumulated centuries of experience deliberately dressing up a bride? What kind of result will that produce?

She might come out wearing a dress so magnificent it seems otherworldly, or she might wear traditional elven attire.

Of course, I'd be satisfied either way. Trixie would look good in anything.

"Ah, you must be Trixie's parents-in-law? Please come this way! The Elder is waiting for you!"

Clarisse, who had been giggling for quite some time, noticed my parents behind me and began guiding them to my maternal grandmother's house.

"They're quite lively people."

And my mother whispered quietly in my ear.

"They're people who consider Trixie as family."

Since her voice sounded somewhat bewildered, I gave her a neutral response. The emotion my mother is feeling now is something I felt about a year ago.

Of course, it's shocking to see Trixie, who is respected as the continent's greatest magician, being treated like a small child when she comes here. If someone could see that and not be shocked, they'd be an emotionless robot. Even my father was maintaining silence to calm his heart.

Only my friends and Erich and Sera, who had seen this dynamic scene during last year's field trip, maintained calm expressions.

I believe both my parents will get used to it. Humans are creatures of adaptation, after all.

As the wedding time approached, elves began to gather one by one in front of my grandmother's house.

Not only elves but other races as well, suggesting that friendly non-elf races had also come to celebrate and enjoy the feast. It suddenly became a beautiful wedding where multiple races mingled together.

'It's certainly diverse.'

I glanced at the multi-racial guests while playing with the fairies hovering around me.

Dwarves, the default race of fantasy, beastkin with various appearances, and even mermaids, which are rare to see even within the non-human protection zone.

'Wow.'

I couldn't help but exclaim when I saw the mermaids. I wondered how mermaids with fish lower bodies could move around on land, but they were in large aquariums being pulled by minotaurs and centaurs. It was such an innovative mode of transportation that it was awe-inspiring.


Seeing that, I thought the non-human protection zone might be quite a decent paradise. A place where different races help each other and live together with smiles. If this isn't paradise, what is?

"Heehee, I came all the way here~ It feels like my first time!"

It's truly regrettable that the owner of this paradise is like that.

Suppressing a sigh that almost instinctively came out, I quietly turned my head. I could tell who it was just by the voice, so I didn't want to see the face—

"Ah! Nephew!"

I've been spotted.

"My nephew! Congratulations on getting married!"

With that loud exclamation, the attention of other guests also turned to me.

Please, please be quiet. It's not just me here; there are other races too. Please don't show such behavior.

"By the way, where's my nephew's wife?!"

I closed my eyes at those words, which felt like a final confirmation shot.

That's right. Now Trixie is officially becoming the Wise Duke's niece-in-law.

The Empire... is this really okay...?

***

After being tormented for several hours by my mother's friends, I was finally able to be freed.

But it was worth being caught. My reflection in the mirror exuded a different atmosphere than when we held the wedding at the villa.

'I really am part elf after all.'

I smiled unconsciously. The somewhat flowy clothes and the small flower crown on my head resembled the image of ancient elves from fairy tales. I felt like I had become a member of elven society rather than a being from the human world.

I'm happy. It's been about 100 years since my father and mother passed away. During that time, I never denied the blood of my mother flowing through me, but I also can't deny that I lived as a different being from others because of that blood. Finally, that blood has blossomed in a space with my kin, looking like them.

With the appearance my mother passed down to me, I can become a spouse with the person I love.

"We caught the groom!"
"You need to see him before the wedding starts! What if the groom faints when he sees you at the wedding!"

Meanwhile, some friends grabbed Kal and rushed over. Kal, whose arms were suddenly seized, showed clear signs of confusion, but,

"Oh."

As soon as he saw me, he let out a short, deep exclamation.

"If we had only held the wedding at the villa, I would have regretted it."

It was a compliment he made while casually smiling, but it pleased me more than any elaborate praise.

Rather, it seemed like Kal's sincerity came out immediately.

The second wedding began. Perhaps because it was a wedding held five days after the first one, I wasn't nervous.

That's why it was enjoyable. I could fully experience emotions I couldn't feel five days ago due to nervousness. I could fully absorb Kal's smile, the applause of the guests, and the words of the officiant.

"I never thought I would celebrate the birth of a couple while serving as a bishop here. And to officiate the wedding of a Blessed One, there could be no greater honor for a servant of the Lord."

Small laughter spread among the guests at the words of the bishop of the non-human parish who was officiating.

As the bishop said, marriages between different races are rare, and even if they do marry, they do so according to their own traditions. It's nearly impossible for a parish leader, who is replaced every few years at most, to officiate a wedding. But having broken through that extreme improbability to officiate the wedding of Kal, a Blessed One, I wonder if this bishop is also receiving Enen's attention.

"Yes, as I just mentioned, I am a servant who serves the Lord of Heaven and follows His teachings. And the Lord I know would not want to impose faith in a beautiful place where a couple pledges their love."

With those words, the bishop removed his mitre, the symbol of his office.

"So, just for now, I will be a citizen living with kind neighbors in the non-human protection zone, not a priest of the Dawn Order."


Even louder laughter and cheers erupted at this quite radical declaration.

"Is it okay for a bishop to do that?"
"With the Blessed One present, wouldn't it be fine? If I get scolded by the Lord later, please defend me."
"Haha, of course I will."

At those words, Kal also burst into laughter and nodded.

It's fascinating. To think I'd see such a priest in my lifetime. I don't know if this priest is uniquely exceptional or if he's become more tolerant after living among non-humans who value traditional culture.

But whether it's innate character or acquired change, it's remarkable either way. Where else would you find a priest who sets aside his faith for others? Perhaps that's why the World Tree is emitting light as a sign of gratitude—

...

'Huh?'

It's emitting light?

***

Shortly after the officiating bishop removed his mitre, the tree that was the World Tree (pending promotion) began to evolve, emitting a brilliant light.

'A familiar light.'

I couldn't help but smile wryly. I looked at the World Tree, which was shining brilliantly like the cross I saw when I married Mar, and which was growing even larger than before with lush leaves.

Even I, who am not an elf, can tell. No matter how carefully I try to conclude, this is indeed the World Tree trying to resurrect.

"Mom! Mom!"
"Our mom! We missed you!"

As proof, as soon as the wedding began, the fairies who had been quietly hiding all rushed out and circled around the World Tree.

With childlike bright laughter, and at the same time, shedding tears like rain.

"What is this..."

I turned my head slightly as I heard the bishop's murmur while looking at the World Tree.

He was looking alternately at the glowing World Tree and his mitre with a complicated expression. He looked like a civil servant worried that he might have caused a major accident.

'What timing.'

Thinking about it, it really is an exquisite timing. Just as a priest of the Dawn Order sets aside his faith, Constantine's legacy resurrects? If it was intentional, it's a divine sense of direction; if it's coincidental, the whole world is helping with the magnificent resurrection of a deity.

- ...It's been hundreds of years.

Eventually, a fresh voice echoed throughout the wedding venue. I'm not sure if "fresh" is the right adjective for a voice, but I couldn't find any other appropriate expression.

- Meeting my poor children whom I had lost.

The wedding venue became chaotic. Guests were agitated, fairies were even more joyful, and elves approached the World Tree as if entranced.

- Feeling the vegetation of the continent once again.

The World Tree, which had been growing continuously, stopped growing. The brilliant light also gradually subsided.

- My friends being able to see the continent.

Following that, something began to reveal itself among the branches and leaves of the World Tree.

A red bird, a blue turtle, a green tiger, a yellow snake. And following them, things of various forms floated in the air.

- Therefore, today is truly a joyous day.

With those words, the light of the World Tree completely disappeared.

- That's not the god of vegetation but the god of robbery.

The bitter voice of the Eternal Blue Sky echoed in my mind.

The wrath of the heavens, which had instantly transformed the God of Flora into the God of Robbery, was both lofty and majestic.

"I know... My era has already passed, and I have neither the ability nor the desire to regain my former power. The continent now belongs to settled people, not nomads."

The Eternal Blue Sky, whose words naturally evoked sympathy in listeners, continued with a somewhat trembling voice, perhaps due to heightened emotions.

"So I was planning to just live like a freeloader, embedded in the World Tree. Since I helped revive the World Tree, Constantina wouldn't drive me away, and taking just a portion of the divine power flowing through the World Tree would be enough to sustain me as a god."

I already knew this. I heard a similar story when I first met the Eternal Blue Sky.

"I made that decision thinking there would still be some in the North who remembered me, even if I stayed quietly in the World Tree."

I instinctively bit my lip as a certain marquis came to mind.

I should hold back. If I laugh now, the Eternal Blue Sky might fall into becoming an evil god.

"But, but there's no one in the North who worships me as a god...! What kind of god has no believers, even if they're a freeloader!"
'That is strange indeed.'

I quickly responded after the Eternal Blue Sky let out a shriek.

Honestly, even I think it's a somewhat delicate situation. What kind of god has no believers? That's just a god in name only. Even cult leaders have their followers.

"You're my only believer! You believe in my existence, you have my stigmata, you have my divine object, and we communicate! You're the only proof that I'm a god!"

What truly tearful words. The heretic who shattered his own faith is now the only evidence proving he's a god.

Just hearing it makes my heart feel petty. How did things get so twisted?

"You're taking away the only believer of this penniless freeloader? My believer who helped revive the World Tree? And you call yourself the Mother of Flora?"

I remained silent in the face of this indignant outburst.

Actually, I have a lot I want to say. I'm closer to being Enen's believer than the Eternal Blue Sky's, and strictly speaking, the Eternal Blue Sky is after Enen's possession. And now Constantina has entered the scene as a new plunderer.

No, is she even a plunderer? At least Constantina doesn't think of me as her believer or honorary priest. She just expressed gratitude for helping revive the World Tree.

Of course, I didn't share these thoughts with the Eternal Blue Sky. I have no intention of creating an evil god.

"You're still as energetic as ever."

While I was thinking of appropriate words of comfort, Constantina's voice echoed in my head.

What's this? Why are you talking in my head too? Do you think I'm some kind of communication relay?

"Hey! Get out of my believer's head! My honorary priest!"

The Eternal Blue Sky seemed to have similar thoughts and reacted strongly.

"Your honorary priest? Not Enen's blessed one?"
"Eeeeek...!"

However, he seemed at a loss for words at this fact that struck him like a blow to the solar plexus.

"Besides, Enen seems to allow you to stick to this child because he owes you a lot, so shouldn't I be fine too? There's no god as close to Enen as I am."
"You go play with the elves and fairies! You have plenty of children over there!"
"Isn't it natural to express gratitude to the child who helped me reunite with those children?"

As I listened to this fierce—or rather, one-sided—conversation where one party was simply getting angry, I took Trixie's hand beside me.

Let the gods resolve their own issues. I'm in the middle of celebrating one of the most joyous occasions of my life.

"Kal?"

Trixie, who had been staring blankly at the World Tree, turned her head toward me.

"This will be an unforgettable day, won't it?"

I smiled brightly at her and kissed her. Although most guests' attention was focused on the revival of the World Tree and Constantina's voice, it doesn't change the fact that this is our wedding.


And this chaos will eventually become an event that brightened our wedding. As long as the World Tree stands, as long as the elven race exists—this wedding will forever remain in history.

"I-I'm the God of the Sky! I used to be the only god! So I can give up one person out of respect for my elders!"
"The sun embraces believers with warmth, and flora grows alongside them. But the sky is a noble place that believers yearn for but cannot reach—isn't living majestically without any believers the true nature of the sky?"
"What are you talking about!"

I deliberately ignored the conversation where someone was clearly getting demolished.

"As civilization advances, the value of the sun grows, and tiny seeds eventually form lush vegetation. But the sky remains high and blue through eternal time, so there's no need to go against the natural order by trying to change."

Even I, a third party, flinched at Constantina's gentle voice.

Though her tone is respectful, she's basically saying, "Your downfall is the natural order, so just stay quiet." I might be over-interpreting, but she's definitely pointing out the Eternal Blue Sky's downfall.

"......"

Even the Eternal Blue Sky closed his mouth at such a brutal statement—

"Hnngh..."
'Ah.'
"Ah."

He's crying.

The sorrow of the sky was pitiful and heartbreaking.

"It's not like I didn't treat you well... When you all first became gods, I didn't bully you and treated you nicely..."
"Of course I remember. Without you, many gods would have fallen before they could fulfill their purpose. Enen may not have said it, but he respected you."
"R-really?"
"Yes. I respect you too, but I teased you thoughtlessly because I was so happy to see you after so long."

Since the one who made him cry is now actively comforting him, I believe he'll calm down soon.

More importantly, the Eternal Blue Sky's golden age was more glorious than I thought. Even from the fragmentary information, he was practically a primordial god, the only god, a senior who embraced latecomers. In such a situation, being told "you've fallen" by a latecomer god would hurt your heart even if your mind understands.

'The downfall of the sky is the natural order...'

Come to think of it, the value of the sun remains eternally steadfast, and vegetation eventually covers the earth over time.

But the sky's position is somewhat ambiguous. In the past, it was worshipped as an unreachable ideal, but as humans develop, they eventually conquer the sky. And yet, even after conquering it, you can't extract resources from it.

Yes, this isn't the Eternal Blue Sky's fault but a positional issue. If he had been the god of space rather than the sky, he might still be thriving.

Or maybe not.

"Child."
"Ah, Grandmother."

While I was organizing my thoughts, my grandmother-in-law, who had been praying in front of the World Tree, approached us.

"I'm sorry. It's your wedding, but I got distracted by something else."

She seemed genuinely embarrassed and sorry, drooping her ears to the point where she had been full of excitement earlier.

"It's fine. I understand what the World Tree means to elves, and even I found the revival of a god to be an amazing miracle. Rather, seeing such auspicious signs one after another makes me think today truly is a lucky day, as you said."

Grandmother's expression brightened a bit when I answered so nonchalantly.

In fact, regardless of Grandmother's guilt, we're really fine. Since Trixie is half-elf, she welcomed the revival of the World Tree, and as I thought earlier, this chaos will only enhance our wedding. It's a benefit, not a loss.

"...Um, Grandmother. May I ask you one thing?"
"Ask anything."

If there's one thing that concerns me...

"What is that?"

It was the red bird standing on Grandmother's head, staring intently at me.


It roughly resembled a hawk, but upon closer inspection, what I thought were feathers were all flames. That crazy bird was setting fire on the head of my wife's grandmother.

Fortunately, Grandmother's head wasn't actually burning. That's quite fascinating.

"Ah, this one."

In response to my question, Grandmother used an honorific term.

I'm worried. What could this hawk be that would make Grandmother, the leader of the elves, use honorifics—

"This is the Fire Elemental King."
"Pardon?"

King...? That hawk?

I glanced at the red hawk, surprised by its unexpected identity. I had guessed it might be an elemental or something similar since it appeared right after the World Tree's revival, but I never expected it to be a king.

The hawk opened its beak at my gaze.

"▷§▥＠▣※◎"

?

What the hell? What is it saying?

I could only blink blankly when this unimaginable being uttered unimaginable words. Could this be the language of elementals? Even if it's an elemental king, shouldn't it speak the language of the human world when visiting?

Seeing my reaction, the hawk closed its beak and then opened it again.

"궔뙮댖쁥랪묃얎?"

...

'Is the translator broken?'

What a strange creature.

After several more communication errors, proper language finally came from the hawk's beak.

"Is this better now?"
"Ah, yes..."
"Hmm, sorry. It's been a while since I came to this world, so I got confused about which language to use. I half-forgot it, thinking I'd never return."

I nodded blankly at the hawk—no, the Fire Elemental King's words.

Until just now, it was using such strange languages that it seemed like a mutant hawk, but now that it's speaking human language, it really does feel like an elemental king.

"By the way, from what Constantina said, you helped revive the World Tree?"
"It was a coincidence."
"Whatever the cause, the result is what matters. Thank you, the elemental realm was getting so boring I thought I'd go crazy."

The Fire Elemental King flapped its wings, moved to sit on my head, and settled down as if incubating an egg.

It's warm. Despite being made entirely of flames, it gives off a pleasantly warm feeling.

"Those guys will also thank you—"
"KIEEEEEEEK!"

Before the Fire Elemental King could finish, a desperate scream rang out.

When I hurriedly turned my head, I saw a snake-shaped elemental that had been hovering near the World Tree now reduced to a tug-of-war rope, captured by fairies.

"That's the Earth Elemental King."
"Oh my."

What a predicament for such an esteemed figure.

The revival of the World Tree, burned by Apels' atrocities, and the return of the gods after centuries of disconnection.

It was a magnificent miracle that turned the continent upside down and prompted the Dawn Order to convene a council, but the guests who witnessed this miracle remained surprisingly calm.

It's not that they felt nothing and simply accepted it. Elves of all ages prayed fervently before the World Tree, with older elves even shedding tears. Other races familiar with the elves' circumstances continued their applause of reverence and congratulation.

They were moved, but no one panicked or lost their minds over the impossibility of it all.

'It's been predicted multiple times already.'

The World Tree's revival wasn't a sudden surprise. From last year's school trip until now, signs of the World Tree's imminent revival had appeared occasionally. The elves and other races already shared the understanding that "it will revive soon!" Today just happened to be that "soon."

The only guests who might have shown some agitation were the few human attendees, but those present already knew everything there was to know. My lovers needn't be mentioned, and both the Wise Duke who owned this domain and the bishop of the non-human parish already knew about the World Tree's imminent revival.

"My goodness..."
"Well, well."

That's why the most surprised people were my parents. They had neither interest in nor information about the World Tree.

Of course, I had explained before coming to the non-human protection zone that there was a tree evolving into the World Tree, but what's more important—a World Tree that could revive at any time or their son's wedding? Thanks to this, my mother was entranced by the World Tree and the spirits floating around it.

"I'll have to stay at the parliament for a while."

Meanwhile, my father's comment, delivered with a thoroughly civil servant mindset, made his back look quite bitter.

I understand how he feels, and it's unfortunate. When this news reaches the Emperor's ears, both the administration and the Imperial Parliament will be in chaos. From my father's perspective, he came to enjoy his son's wedding only to witness a miracle that would increase his workload tenfold.

'I'll have to delay our honeymoon.'

I smiled bitterly as I sensed my own future. Though I could use the honeymoon with Trixie as a shield, it would weigh on my conscience to avoid the World Tree revival situation I helped create by hiding behind a vacation.

So what can I do? I'll work hard for a few days when I return to the Capital. Fortunately, I already took an advance on my intimate time with Trixie during the school trip, so there's no rush.

"Aaaaargh! Don't choke my neck!"
"Neck? Neck?"
"Where's the neck? Where's the neck?"

I made that resolution while listening to the Earth Spirit King's desperate screams.

...Hmm.

"Should we not stop that?"
"Unlike lower spirits, physical force doesn't work on Spirit Kings. He's just playing along deliberately."
"I see."

Indeed. So he's not just suffering one-sidedly but playing along with exaggerated reactions.

It's a touching sight. A being with the title of King playing with tiny fairies. How gentle and mild-tempered.

"Huh?"
"He disappeared! He disappeared!"

Eventually, after a realistic scream, the Earth Spirit King vanished with a faint light.

Oh, now they're playing hide-and-seek—

"...Forced return?"
'Ah.'

The atmosphere grew solemn at the Fire Spirit King's words. I may not know much about spirits' ecology, but I know when the term "forced return" is used.

Isn't that what's used when a summoned creature returns to its original world due to excessive shock? That's generally how the cliché goes.

"Didn't you just say physical force doesn't work on them?"
"It's been a long time since we left the spirit realm, so he probably came over in a somewhat weakened state."


I nodded silently at the Fire Spirit King's embarrassed muttering.

So the Earth Spirit King who just got forcibly returned was a king in name only, no different from a lower spirit. That's why he got choked by fairies and bounced back.

"Aaaaargh! Don't choke my neck!"

Recalling the Earth Spirit King's desperate last words, I silently offered a prayer.

I thought it was just realistic acting, but it was a sincere cry for help. And we didn't even realize...

The Earth Spirit King soon returned.

"I was worried without the World Tree, but today's fairies are strong..."

And in an even more massive form than before.

He was initially about the length of a human arm, but the returned Earth Spirit King boasted a length of nearly 2 meters. His determination not to be forcibly returned by getting choked twice was clearly evident.

"Even if they're strong, a king getting beaten by fairies..."
"It took some time for him to come back. I wonder if he was crying?"

At the words of the Water Spirit King, shaped like a turtle, and the Wind Spirit King, shaped like a tiger, the Earth Spirit King trembled with indignation.

More importantly, why isn't he denying the accusation of crying? Did he really cry?

...To be fair, I probably would have cried too. Coming to the human world after hundreds of years only to be choked by fairies and forcibly returned—who would have imagined a Spirit King suffering such humiliation?

"Don't tease him too much. Who would have thought physical force would work on us?"
"Hmm."
"That's true."

At the Fire Spirit King's mediation, the Water and Wind Spirit Kings seemed to accept it and backed down.

Fortunately, the four seem to get along well. They just couldn't resist the legitimate opportunity to tease a friend.

"Anyway—"

As the teasing ended, the Water Spirit King turned toward my grandmother.

"Raphaela, it's been a while. You've aged quite a bit."
"It's been over 300 years since we last met."
"Even considering that, I can see you've had a hard time."

The Water Spirit King mumbled something and spat out an object toward my grandmother, who was smiling faintly.

It was a blue bead.

"Put it in a water container. If you drink it regularly, you'll live comfortably without any minor illnesses."

Though given in a rather peculiar manner, the effect was certain since it came from a Spirit King. Water that enables a long, healthy life—there's no better elixir.

"Thank you, Your Majesty."
"We should be the ones thanking you. We thought we'd never have ties with this world again, but we've returned thanks to you."

The Water Spirit King shook his head slightly and waddled over to me.

I apologize for using the term "waddled" for a king, but unlike the Earth Spirit King who had gritted his teeth and grown enormous, the Water Spirit King remained small.

"More precisely, thanks to you all."
"Without my grandmother, we couldn't have even started."
"You know how to be appropriately humble. Would you like one too?"

Then the Water Spirit King mumbled again and spat out another bead with a "ptooey."

Wait, can those things be handed out so casually? He's distributed two longevity artifacts in the span of a minute.


"It's quite fascinating. While we were apart, Raphaela gained a granddaughter, and that granddaughter's husband became our benefactor."
"Isn't that fascination the charm of this world?"
"Indeed. That's what captivated us when we first came here."

My grandmother and I exchanged glances as the Spirit Kings became lost in fond memories.

We should officially end the wedding first, and have family discussions at my grandmother's house.

***

The wedding was over. The guests who graced the occasion dispersed to their respective racial residential districts after offering their congratulations, and the bishop who officiated left with hurried steps. The World Tree's revival was not something that other races and the Dawn Order could take lightly.

As a result, only our kin remained at the wedding venue, dancing with fairies and spirits to celebrate the World Tree's revival.

"Let's have the reception later."
"Yes, Grandmother."

Amid that passionate scene, my human guests and I decided to stay at my grandmother's house. In the current atmosphere, any reception wouldn't be for my wedding but a celebration of the World Tree's revival.

I don't find this situation unpleasant. As Kal said, today's miracle will forever be remembered as a beautiful story that brightened our wedding. Besides, I know the dancing kin adore me, so once their excitement subsides, they'll sincerely congratulate me on my marriage.

If there's anything that concerns me, it's my in-laws whose son's wedding suddenly took a backseat.

"When else would we experience something like this in our lifetime? The World Tree's revival is a blessing for all races and the continent, so a slight delay in the reception is no blemish. Isn't it rather an honor to have held our wedding on such a joyous day?"

Father-in-law said this while respectfully bowing to my grandmother.

"Besides, we enjoyed a reception five days ago, so it would be shameless to complain about a second reception being delayed."
"Hoho, is that so? Thank you for being so understanding."

My grandmother smiled at my father-in-law's joke.

I also breathed a sigh of relief. I was worried my in-laws might be upset, but father-in-law was actually comforting my grandmother.

"Is it hard to see tigers these days? They're such beautifully shaped children, that's why they stay in that form."
"The last Emperor of Apels loved tiger skins, so tigers were nearly wiped out across the continent. I heard they barely maintain their lineage with specimens left in zoos."
"Again, it's their fault. Whenever something strange happens, it's always because of Apels."

Mother-in-law had even become acquainted with the Spirit Kings who had fled from the fairies' touch, engaging in conversation with them.

It's remarkable. Mother-in-law, who was seeing spirits for the first time, was casually conversing with the noble beings known as Spirit Kings. Perhaps there was a spirit mage among her ancestors?

It's a random thought, but worth investigating. There are no results without causes in this world, and mother-in-law's family, the Airas County, has been prosperous since before the Empire's founding. They might have had connections with spirits before the World Tree burned.

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"

While I was seriously considering a new research topic, Kal put his arm around my waist and spoke.

"Oh."

He let out a short exclamation upon seeing my mother conversing with the Spirit Kings.

"I didn't know Mother would get along with spirits. Did we have a World Tree at our house too?"

I couldn't help but laugh at his joke. I never expected such humor from him after seeing that scene.

"Our child will make an excellent spirit mage if they inherit grandmother's blood."

Then he naturally stroked my belly.

His touch was so natural that my ears tingled.

"K-Kal. It's too hasty to talk about children when I'm not even pregnant yet—"
"It will happen someday, won't it?"

I had to close my mouth at his gentle but firm words.

I looked at the Emperor's report marked "highest priority" from the Wise Duke and couldn't help but chuckle.

'No going home for a while, it seems.'

That was my conclusion. For the foreseeable future, this office would be my bedroom and dining room, and I'd have to give up seeing the Empress and Crown Princess for several days.

'The World Tree's revival, huh.'

Recalling the contents of the report made me laugh again. The Wise Duke's report wasn't lengthy. It contained just a few short, impactful sentences: World Tree revival, Constantina's return, and spirit manifestations.

That's why I felt strangely calm. If it had been a report filled with lengthy, flowery descriptions, I would have sighed throughout reading it. But seeing such a brief report, I could only think, "So it's finally happened."

"I didn't expect it to come this quickly."

I eventually muttered to myself in bewilderment.

Yes, I knew the World Tree would be revived. This wasn't the first report I'd heard about it—I'd been keeping a close eye on this matter since last year. I considered the World Tree's revival to be a miraculous and beautiful event that would occur during my reign.

But I never expected the World Tree to revive within just one year. Divine time differs from human time, so I assumed the World Tree, being related to divinity, would revive at a much more leisurely pace compared to human timescales.

I had heard reports from ministers that revival was imminent, but I estimated "imminent" to mean five or ten years.

'Indeed, divine will is beyond human comprehension.'

But my human speculation was spectacularly wrong. From now on, I should refrain from making assumptions about divine matters and consider all possibilities.

Of course, if something like this happened twice, I'd collapse from overwork.

'Thankfully there's only one World Tree.'

I sighed slightly as I picked up the communication device. While the timing of the revival was quite unexpected, fortunately, I had already prepared protocols for when it happened. Only the lazy or unintelligent fail to prepare for events that are certain to occur someday.

"Long live His Imperial Majesty. Minister of the Imperial House—"
"This is urgent, so you may skip the formalities. Gather all ministers in the grand conference room immediately."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I will have everything ready within 30 minutes."
"Good. I'll see you then."

The Minister of the Imperial Household bowed with a stiff expression at my quick, direct instructions.

I hadn't shared information about the World Tree's revival yet, but as the Minister of the Imperial Household, he would have sensed something serious had happened just from my voice. Without such intuition, one couldn't survive in the Imperial Household Ministry.

'The Minister of the Imperial Household should know in advance.'

As soon as I ended the call, I sent a brief document to the Minister's communication device.

If even the highest-ranking Minister of the Imperial Household appeared uninformed, other ministers might question his authority. I couldn't put such shackles on my administrative partner who would serve me for life. Just as I am a new Emperor, the current Minister of the Imperial Household is also new to his position, so it's right to help establish his authority when possible.

'Authority, huh.'

I tilted my head back as I placed the communication device back on the desk.

Authority, yes. Powerful authority can make the impossible possible, while insufficient authority can crumble even legitimate power. That's the strength of authority.

And the revival of the World Tree is clearly an event that benefits my authority. The World Tree, which burned during the Apels era when they lost the Mandate of Heaven, has been revived during the Kfelopen Empire era, during my reign. It shows that the Mandate of Heaven rests with the Empire and the Imperial Family.

'This is... good news.'

So I held back. Though the face of the minister who left for his wedding yet somehow managed to revive the World Tree flashed in my mind, I desperately suppressed the harsh words rising to my throat.

The World Tree revived on the very day the minister was in a non-human protection zone for his wedding? Others might think it's mere coincidence, but I know better. When accidents happen wherever that minister goes, it's not coincidence—the minister is the culprit.

That's the kind of man he is. I've known him long enough.

'...Damn it.'

My teeth clenched in frustration. He runs off on his honeymoon while dumping this on me, who has a daughter not even a year old?


Just wait, when he has his first child, I'll show no mercy—

'Hmm?'

While I was inwardly planning my definite and certain retribution, the communication device vibrated briefly. Someone had sent a document.

"Hooh."

I couldn't help but admire what I saw after quickly checking the contents.

[Though this humble servant is newly wed, how could I mention personal matters when faced with an issue crucial to the future of the Empire and the continent? If I can return to the Capital promptly and help ease Your Majesty's concerns even slightly, there would be no greater honor.]

It was the minister's voluntary postponement of his vacation and declaration of surrender.

Impressive. As soon as storm clouds gathered over his future, he instinctively avoided trouble. The minister's instincts were truly animal-like.

'The vacation postponement can't be helped.'

Right, a minister who dislikes commotion wouldn't have deliberately caused the World Tree's revival. He must have had his reasons. Besides, how could a mere human interfere with divine matters in the first place?

The minister is a victim too. It's not right for victims to resent each other.

That's what I decided to believe.

***

After finishing the wedding reception, I hurried back to the Imperial Palace.

It pained me to abandon my bride right after marriage, but fortunately, Trixie was also a civil servant as the Tower Master. Being a fellow civil servant, she understood my position and even sent me off with wishes for a safe return.

I left Trixie with promises of a vacation and made my way back. The Emperor had apparently called a ministerial assembly while I was away, and the longer I delayed, the more I'd have to answer to him. He's probably already thinking of work to dump on me right now. That's just the kind of person he is.

'I gave him the World Tree as a gift.'

Suddenly I felt wronged. This wasn't just anything—it was the World Tree. The World Tree, whose burning was cited as one reason for Apels losing the Mandate of Heaven, had been revived during his reign. Wouldn't a vassal who gave such a gift be considered the most loyal servant in the world? Why should I be walking on eggshells?

Of course, that's nonsense. If I were Emperor and a minister revived the World Tree during my reign? I'd be furious too, regardless of the benefits. Honestly, it's not like the Emperor desperately needs authority as he did at his sudden accession. I've essentially dumped unnecessary work on my superior. He'll reward me for the achievement, but it won't be pleasant.

'I'm doomed.'

After this sobering role reversal, I felt cold sweat forming.

May the Emperor show mercy in his treatment.

The other ministers had apparently returned to their departments, as only the Emperor remained in the Sun Palace.

I'm terrified. If other ministers were present, the Emperor's attention would be divided, but sadly, if I'm alone, I'll have to face the Emperor's scrutiny by myself.

"Minister, you've arrived."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please forgive my rudeness in only seeing you now."

I hurriedly bowed at the Emperor's calm words.

"Forgiveness? A minister who comes straight here after his wedding has already proven his loyalty. How could I blame you?"

His words sent chills down my spine. It sounded like he would have torn me limb from limb if I had leisurely enjoyed my honeymoon.

'My conscience saved me.'

I inwardly sighed with relief. I had postponed my vacation out of concern for my father who would suffer from the World Tree revival situation. If I hadn't followed my conscience and had insisted on my vacation, the Emperor would have forced me to work with a cracked skull.

I'm truly fortunate. There's a big difference between voluntary and forced attendance, isn't there?

"Now that you're here, let's talk. The World Tree is fundamentally a tree, so that's understandable, but what do the spirits look like?"


The Emperor smiled slightly at me, sat in the main seat, and spoke in a calm voice.

"Though they existed on the continent until hundreds of years ago, today spirits are beings found only in fairy tales. I'm almost envious that you were the first to witness such spirits."
"It's all thanks to Your Majesty's proper protection of the Mandate of Heaven. Without heaven being moved, today's miracle wouldn't have happened."

I spouted flattering words while organizing my thoughts.

It doesn't seem like he's being sarcastic. Given the Emperor's personality, if he wanted to be sarcastic, he would use more colorful and elaborate language. He wouldn't apply pressure with such simple words.

So he must be genuinely curious...

'He's reached enlightenment.'

After wracking his brains over the World Tree problem, he's reached enlightenment. Since overwork is inevitable, he's entered the stage of enjoyment.

"A miracle."

The Emperor nodded at my response.

"Yes, a miracle indeed."

When he repeated the same words twice, anxiety surged within me. What's going on? Why is he building suspense like this?

It's strange that the Emperor has entered the stage of enjoyment in the first place. He has abilities and intelligence inversely proportional to his personality, and he's experienced life's bitterness intensely. As such, he usually handles most incidents competently, even if with furrowed brows. So why has he reached enlightenment over something he's been preparing for since last year?

'Something's up.'

Something that made even the Emperor lose his composure.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."

After a moment of silence, the Emperor spoke again.

"You'll need to go on a foreign business trip."
"...Pardon?"

I couldn't help but sound dumbfounded at this unexpected order.

Wait, suddenly a foreign business trip? Even though I postponed my honeymoon, I'm still newly married—

"The Pope has summoned all cardinals across the continent. The order is to stop whatever work they're doing and gather immediately in the Papal States."

...

"A council, Your Majesty?"
"Yes. The Pope, who has been waiting for an opportunity, wouldn't miss this pretext of the World Tree's revival. He declared the council as soon as he received the information."

With those words, I understood why the Emperor had reached enlightenment.

'He really convened it.'

I was a bit surprised. The World Tree's revival and Constantina's return are indeed miracles worthy of leading to a Dawn Order council. However, there's a big difference between "an issue worthy of a council" and "actually convening one."

The current Pope is a progressive figure who dreams of major reforms in the Order. As such, he's been eagerly waiting for the right moment to convene a council. But a council is a major event even in the Order's history, one that could drastically change the Order's values and identity. It had been repeatedly thwarted by the desperate opposition of conservative cardinals.

The Pope, whose lifelong aspiration had been repeatedly frustrated, didn't miss this "issue worthy of a council."

"He said he wants to redefine the position of the deity Constantina and the value of the World Tree through this council. As the Dawn Order that worships the one true god Enen, they cannot worship Constantina as another deity, but it's also difficult to reject the god who bestowed the World Tree."

The Emperor massaged the back of his neck and looked at me with somewhat tired eyes.

"And the Pope has invited you as a witness for the council."

This is a nightmare.

# Council

The Council. A meeting where high-ranking priests of cardinal rank from the Dawn Order and renowned theologians gather to discuss the Order's doctrines, norms, and future.

As the Dawn Order is the mainstream religion of the continent and practically the state religion of each country, the continent's attention is drawn even when the Pope merely mentions the possibility of convening a Council. Of course, the Council is where the Order's leadership gathers in one place for uncompromising debates. It would be stranger not to be interested. There's even a saying that secular wars pause during a Council—that's how significant it is.

The Council's authority is that powerful. The most recent Council was held when the Empire changed from Apels to Kfelopen, and when the Holy Calendar was introduced instead of the Imperial Calendar—proof that Councils are only convened during periods of radical change in continental and Order history.

That's why when a Council is confirmed, the continent's political and diplomatic circles fall silent. Common sense and conventions collapse at the Council's threshold. No matter how solid a castle you build in the secular world, the Council's outcome can remove not just the castle but the very bedrock it stands on.

"To think that during Our reign, the World Tree would revive and a Council would be convened. It seems We are experiencing everything others cannot."

That's why the Emperor is muttering such complaints with a seemingly enlightened expression. What's the point of preparing for the World Tree's revival since last year and summoning ministers to issue future countermeasures? Thanks to the Pope declaring a Council, all preparations have turned to garbage.

'This can't be helped.'

Even though the Emperor and Pope are equals, when it comes to matters involving God, one must concede superiority to the Pope.

Frankly speaking, if the Emperor promoted the World Tree's revival and Constantine's return as "symbolizing Enen's blessing and the firmness of the Mandate," but the Council concluded that "Constantine is an idol and the World Tree is just a big tree," the Emperor would transform from a monarch blessed by Enen to a pagan chieftain. It's horrifying just to imagine.

"Anyway, that's how it is. Even I am uncomfortable sending a newlywed minister to a foreign country, but when the reason is nothing less than a Council, well..."
"A couple can spend time together anytime, but a Council is a continental grand cause that comes once in hundreds of years. Please don't worry."
"I'm grateful for your understanding."

The Emperor's expression brightened slightly at my willing acceptance.

"In return, though it feels awkward to put it this way, how about going with the Magic-Ending Duke? The Magic-Ending Duke was also present when the World Tree revived, and has elven elder blood. The Pope would welcome rather than reject him."
"I am humbled by Your Majesty's warm wisdom."

I bowed my head at the Emperor's suggestion. He was essentially saying that if we were fine with it, we should go to the Papal States together as a couple, thinking of it as a honeymoon, under the guise of being witnesses.

This is an enormous consideration from the Emperor. Sending a duke who is crucial to the Capital's defense outside the Empire, even temporarily? That's a difficult decision that requires significant resolve.

'A honeymoon, huh.'

Though unplanned, it's not so bad.

No, I decided it's not bad. If you can't avoid it, you might as well enjoy it.

I left work just two hours after arriving to prepare for this business trip—disguised as a honeymoon.

I gathered my companions, who had been blinking in confusion at my unprecedented lightning-fast departure, and explained the situation. I had been invited as a witness to the Council, so I would soon need to go to the Papal States.

"I didn't even go to the Papal States for the beatification ceremony, so I never expected to go like this."
"I know. I thought I'd never have a reason to go there in my lifetime."

I nodded at Mar's bewildered murmur. Even during the momentous event of a living beatification, we didn't set foot in the Papal States, so I never dreamed an even bigger event would occur.

Of course, how many people on the continent would have guessed a Council would be held during their lifetime? Moreover, my husband was designated as a witness by the Pope. It would be stranger to have predicted that.

"Still, since I'm just a witness for factual verification rather than theological debate, they said nothing special should happen when we go."

I tried to lighten the somewhat stiffened atmosphere with positive words. While the Council's convening and witness invitation were unexpected, they weren't necessarily cause for complaint.

I don't have to take the initiative on anything; I just need to sit there and answer questions. It's annoying to travel to another country, but I can't say it's difficult or dangerous.

"Besides, I'm a Blessed One, so they should treat me well. Don't worry too much."


Plus, my student is the next Saint. If any priest tries to cause trouble or annoy me, I have plenty of means to deal with them.

Anyone crazy enough to pick a fight with a guest invited by the Pope probably wouldn't have become a priest in the first place.

"Then, oppa, how about wearing the clothes you received during the fair when attending the Council?"
"From the fair?"

At Rin's words, I recalled the white garment that should be sleeping in my closet by now.

It's certainly a good idea. I usually only wear my Audit Department uniform, so I'd forgotten about it, but wearing a gift from the Papal States when visiting them would create a good impression.

'But I was the one who received it.'

It's a bit embarrassing, though. When I received the beatification commemorative gift from Alexandria or the Cardinal, Rin was busy with club activities and didn't witness it directly. Even someone who only heard about it later remembers, but I, the recipient, had forgotten.

"The white clothes might feel a bit unfamiliar, but... that would be good, right?"
"Of course. Try wearing other clothes too while you're at it. You always wear black."

I quietly averted my gaze at Rin's teasing.

I didn't mention that black clothes are convenient because stains don't show. Saying that now would only earn me a scolding.

"Ah."

Meanwhile, Lise let out a soft exclamation as if something had occurred to her.

"If brother goes to the Papal States, does that mean you'll meet Eri unni and Pine unni next time?"

Her words pierced my conscience, making me instinctively flinch.

That's right. I was so distracted by this sudden overseas trip that I momentarily forgot about that.

'They'll be disappointed.'

As the establishment of the Audit Ministry approached, Eri and Pine's workload had also exploded. Because of this, they could barely show their faces at Trixie's wedding.

They said they could finally manage to make time to match my honeymoon leave, but now I'm about to leave for the Papal States with Trixie. It's like playing a cruel joke on friends I rarely get to see.

"...Since we're not leaving immediately, I'll visit them first before we go."

As I said this, I glanced at Trixie.

Somehow she maintained a calm expression even after hearing we'd be going to the Papal States alone, but it was because she felt sorry for Eri and Pine. Being the eldest, she has such deep and beautiful consideration.

Unfortunately, her ears seemed to operate independently of her consideration, as they had been fluttering severely for a while now, but I pretended not to notice.

***

"Your Holiness, please reconsider. It's not too late. We can still contain this as a large-scale Mass commemorating the World Tree's revival."

I closed my eyes at the Chief Cardinal's desperate plea. His mind must be urgent, as these words were uncharacteristically illogical for the usually prudent Chief Cardinal.

Not too late? How could that be? The Council's convocation has already echoed throughout the continent. Cardinals from all regions are entering the country one by one, and the ruling classes across the continent have fallen silent at this mass movement of cardinals.

Canceling the Council in this situation is impossible. If that happened, the Pope's declaration would become mere bluster, and the name of the Council, which should be weighty and lofty, would fall to the ground.


Nevertheless, the Chief Cardinal, who is also the head of the Secretariat, is not advocating for the cancellation of the Council because he wants the Pope's name and the Council's authority to fall.

"The Order is not ready to move forward. Rather than dying from excessive surgery and bloodletting, it is right to endure temporary disgrace."

He is blocking it because he judges that damage to authority would be better than the shock this Council will deliver.

It's sad. The Chief Cardinal once dreamed of reforming the Order. He admired the previous Pope and boldly proclaimed that he would someday change the Order. But as that same Chief Cardinal aged, rose in position, and saw the field more broadly—that time was sufficient for a passionate priest to become a politician who compromises with reality.

Of course, that doesn't mean he was wrong. Blindly pursuing ideals without seeing reality would ruin the Order, and compromising with reality means he still holds dreams and leaves room for them.

That's why I stepped forward. The Chief Cardinal who receives the Pope's instructions may compromise with reality. But the servant of the Lord's servants, the one who should reach heaven last, must not bow to reality.

The Pope alone, only the Pope, must gaze at the sun. Even if it blinds him in the end, to stand proudly before our Lord someday.

"Chief Cardinal."
"Yes, Your Holiness."

When I opened my mouth, the Chief Cardinal raised his deeply bowed head.

Seeing his expression mixed with faint hope, I couldn't help but smile bitterly. Breaking someone's expectations never becomes easier, no matter how many times you experience it.

"All merit is arranged by our Lord, and fault is the servant's mistake."
"Your Holiness..."
"Under heaven, this old man will bear all resentment and hatred directed at the Order."

That was enough. At these words, which left no room for further persuasion, the Chief Cardinal could only bow his head in dejection.

The Chief Cardinal withdrew. He seems to be moving to increase the possibility of the Council ending successfully, since cancellation is impossible.

I am both sorry and grateful. Indeed, the Chief Cardinal still retained the passion he had in the past.

'Even if I fall, you will carry on.'

A smile formed despite the situation.

Even if I fail, my dream will not collapse. Just as I nurtured dreams of reform by watching my seniors, I too will become someone else's dream.

Then I can die smiling, even while bearing all resentment and hatred. The Order can gain time to change by the amount I shoulder. It can wait for the emergence of new reformers.

'Though succeeding now would be best.'

I picked up the documents placed on the desk.

The Pope's burden, containing the ideals my seniors dreamed of, the things I must pass on to my juniors as reality.

[...Masses in each country shall be conducted by priests of that country considering the local culture, and the Papal States shall supervise only to ensure masses do not contradict doctrine, without further interference.

The Dawn Order shall objectively assess all actions taken during the religious war era, and for radical and extreme actions, formally apologize and compensate the descendants of those faith communities.

Remember that our Lord is only Enen, but recognize and accommodate the positive functions of other religions.

Acknowledge that faith and goodness do not always coincide.

...]

A mission that must be fulfilled.

# Chapter 1

Just before departing for the Papal States.

"Wow, look at our department head running away alone, abandoning his lovers!"
"Could you at least call it a business trip instead of running away..."

To appease Eri and Pine, who were suddenly facing abandonment, I headed to the Audit Department building.

Running around right before an international trip is somewhat burdensome, but this is an absolutely necessary procedure. If I had to leave immediately, I would have had to postpone my departure time no matter what.

'Why did this have to happen now of all times?'

It's frustrating. Unlike Mar who stays at the mansion, Trixie who commutes with me, and Lize who I can meet during club activities, Eri and Pine rarely get to see me because they're swamped with work.

That's why they were looking forward to the vacation—or more precisely, the honeymoon where I could stay at the mansion 24 hours a day. But now, not only am I not taking a honeymoon, I'm leaving the Empire entirely. From their perspective, after waiting all this time, it must feel not just absurd but unfair.

"And I'm not going alone, I'm going with Trixie."
"That's even worse! You're neglecting us while only taking care of Trixie!"

Eri put her hands on her hips and puffed her cheeks. Anyone could see she was deliberately exaggerating, but since I was guilty, I couldn't just laugh it off.

What does it matter if she's joking or exaggerating? I really am abandoning them and running away.

"Eri, the master isn't going for fun."

What hurt even more was Pine defending me despite the situation. If she had just complained like Eri, I could have accepted it easily, but she didn't show even a hint of disappointment, leaving me at a loss.

Don't they say friends grow to resemble each other? I wish Pine would take after Eri just a little bit. Then she might express her emotions more honestly and stand up for herself when she's being mistreated.

Of course, it would be troublesome if she became too much like Eri.

"Even if it's for work, it's true that I'm losing time to be with you both. You have every right to be upset."

I denied Pine's words and carefully embraced Eri, patting her back.

I didn't want to cause a disagreement between them. I'm the one who did wrong, but they're the ones suffering. I have no intention of escaping this crisis by dividing and conquering my lovers.

To be fair, it's not entirely my fault—the Papal States caused this with their council or whatever—but if I trace back the origins of the council, I can't just blame the Papal States either.

"I'm sorry. But from next year, I'll be able to spend time with you both, so please forgive me."
"Then from next year, you'll work overtime with me every day."

My hand stopped patting Eri's back at those words.

Every day overtime? Isn't that too harsh? It's like asking a college student about to graduate, "Have you thought about studying more?" Just as cruel.

"When a new department is established, the minister will be busy too! You can at least work overtime with me!"

I closed my eyes dejectedly as I heard my title change from department head to minister.

I admit I'm at fault, but that's a cruel statement. After consistently calling me department head all this time, now she suddenly calls me minister. It feels like she's showing me a preview of my hectic future next year. I almost wanted to cry.

The decisive moment was when even the Audit Department executives who called me department head started using the title minister. It feels like crossing a river of no return. Though I'd already crossed such rivers long ago.

"Wouldn't it be better to leave work early and relax at home instead of overtime?"

I asked, trying to steady my trembling hands.

"Really? Then that's fine."

Eri nodded coolly.

It was a bit disconcerting. One moment she was shaking a terrifying future in front of me, and the next she was letting it go so easily.

"Since you seem genuinely sorry, I'll let it slide!"

As if reading my thoughts, Eri giggled and slipped out of my embrace.

"Normally I would have hit you on the head for talking nonsense, but I tried to persuade you with words."


I was speechless at this unfounded accusation.

When did I ever hit her on the head? Even when I wanted to give her a light tap, I gritted my teeth and held back for fear of crossing a line.

"Thanks..."

Still, since I was forgiven, I let it go. From next year, I won't have to apologize anyway, so we'll see.

"Um, Master."

Just as I received Eri's forgiveness, Pine, who had been quietly watching, tugged at my sleeve.

I really felt like crying. Not only did she understand and defend my situation, but she also patiently waited while I appeased Eri's anger. After showing such patience and consideration, all she did was tug at my sleeve? If I have a soft spot for anyone, it would be Pine.

"I can work overtime with Pine."

With a half-joking, half-serious comment, I embraced Pine tightly. Pine is sturdier than Eri, so this much should be fine.

"......"
"Pine?"

But something was strange. Pine, who usually showed tremendous reactions to even the slightest physical contact, had no response.

It's true that through continuous effort, Pine had developed some resistance to skinship, but she hadn't become so desensitized that she would remain calm during a hug. Could she be angry—

"Hup!"

With a brave and cute exclamation, something touched my lips.

And after a while, something separated with a thin line.

"M-Master... said it was right for us to be angry..."

Her face had turned as red as Mar's hair, and her eyes trembled delicately as they darted around.

"I thought... this much... would be okay..."
"Wow..."

Eri's soft exclamation echoed my own feelings.

'My goodness.'

To think that Pine of all people would make such an aggressive move. All my efforts weren't in vain after all.

"Of course it's okay."

So I answered with the brightest smile I could manage.

Well done, my Pine. Keep showing me this side of you.

"I! I want to do it too!"

Meanwhile, Eri tackled me from behind with her whole body.

I almost threw out my back right before the business trip.

We traveled to the Papal States via comfortable and safe teleportation.

Although holy laws blocking teleportation were in effect in the center of the Papal States, requiring us to use a nearby port as our destination, the distance from the port to the center was walkable, so it wasn't too inconvenient.

"Welcome. We are honored by your presence in the Papal States."

What was inconvenient was the greeting party that came to meet us.

"I didn't expect the future Saint to welcome us."
"How could I greet the Blessed One and his wife with anything less than full ceremony?"

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at Tanian's gentle smile. I had expected a high-ranking official to greet us since the Pope had formally invited me as a witness for the council, but sending the future Saint seemed like excessive protocol.


While Tanian might show his true colors as my student and problematic club member, the status of a Saint is tremendous across the continent, not just in the Papal States. The relationship between the Pope and Saints is traditionally one of mutual respect rather than a strict hierarchy. Even with the "future" label attached, Tanian's ascension to sainthood is a foregone conclusion.

'Just a witness, they said.'

I instinctively felt uneasy. I was told I was invited as a witness because I had observed the World Tree's resurrection, but judging by the protocol, it didn't seem like they only wanted my testimony.

Of course, it could be pure goodwill that Tanian was assigned to me. I could activate my "happiness circuit" and think, "They assigned Tanian, whom I'm somewhat close with, out of consideration for me visiting a foreign country."

But this was the Pope who had triggered a major event like the council. Would a Pope who needs to use every card carefully assign a Saint to me just out of goodwill?

'That doesn't make sense.'

Someone that pure couldn't become Pope. There must be something else going on.

"Please get in the carriage first. His Holiness the Pope is also eager to meet you and your sister."
"That's an honor. What nobleman could receive an invitation to meet the Pope?"

For now, I followed Tanian's guidance and got into the carriage.

I don't know the Pope's intentions, but that's precisely why I should stay calm and not do anything conspicuous.

***

I sighed as I put down the communication orb.

- The Mentor Brother and the Magic-Ending Duchess have arrived.

I had received confirmation of their arrival from Tanian, who had gone to greet the two witnesses.

'Now it begins.'

Although the council hasn't officially opened yet, it might as well have started the moment the two witnesses—or more precisely, the Blessed One, Count Teilgleichen—entered the country. The cardinals who have arrived in the Papal States will quickly start strategizing after hearing the news.

Count Teilgleichen is not just a witness but the Blessed One of the Dawn Order. Even cardinals must show respect to a living Blessed One, and no one can deny that he has received the Lord's favor.

And such a person witnessed the resurrection of the World Tree and is also the leader of nobles from the Northern nomadic tribes. He has deep connections with gods other than the Lord.

'His very existence is a variable.'

Yes, he is someone whose very existence is a variable. He must be mentioned in any discussion about faith, and no one can draw a clear conclusion about him.

Such a person lives in this era. He serves as Tanian's club mentor. It's truly a remarkable and curious coincidence.

'...It must be the Lord's arrangement.'

I sighed again and picked up the next document. Having failed to persuade His Holiness as the Chief Cardinal, I must now fulfill his wishes as the Head of the Secretariat.

That's why I even mobilized my disciple Tanian. Of course, this was possible only with the Pope's tacit approval, but if this council fails, the repercussions will affect Tanian as well.

"If it is right, why should I worry about personal safety?"

'Impudent fellow.'

I couldn't help but smile as I recalled Tanian's words. The young and naive boy has grown a bit and is now trying to comfort his teacher. How impudent.

What adult in this world would accept comfort from a child? What teacher would stand by and watch their disciple sacrifice themselves?

'Impossible.'

If the council fails, Tanian, who moved at my request, will also be harmed. That is the natural order of things.

But was this council convened to follow the natural order? It was convened to break what we thought was the natural order, for what is truly right.

Then it is truly right for me to bear the damage that should go to Tanian. It is right for a teacher to be a shield for their disciple.

If it is the natural order for the future Saint to bear political damage, then I will break that order and bear it myself.

'...Success of the council would be best, though.'

Unfortunately, it's easier to assume the worst than to assume the best.

The Pope's office, which I reached under Tanian's guidance, was more modest than I expected. No, even objectively speaking, it was quite small and cozy.

Thanks to this, I immediately felt the cultural difference upon arriving in the Papal States. While secular rulers and nobles believe they can display their authority and power through tall and magnificent castles, the Pope, who is supposedly equal to the Emperor, works in an office that could at best be described as that of a wealthy commoner.

'I don't think it's just about being frugal.'

If the current Pope had a frugal personality and preferred a modest space, I could understand, but I heard this office was a historic place used by Popes throughout history. It wasn't about personal preference but a tradition of the Order.

'Perhaps they don't need to show off?'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. Unlike the blue blood who inherit everything through bloodlines, Popes and Cardinals are selected strictly based on merit. Perhaps they don't need to show off because everyone already knows their dignity, so it doesn't matter if their office is small and modest.

Thinking about it that way, I felt a sense of awe. Modesty born from confidence. Much more impressive than excessive decoration.

"Distinguished guests have arrived."

As we entered, the Pope rose from his seat and approached us with a gentle smile.

"I would have liked to welcome you at the harbor myself, but I've been quite busy lately. I apologize for the rudeness of receiving the Blessed One while seated."
"Your Holiness, the Lord and the entire continent know how busy you are. How could you say such things? It's an honor just to meet Your Holiness like this."

I steadied my trembling lips and returned his smile in response to his extraordinary greeting.

Obviously, he was joking, but if the Pope had actually come to the harbor, that would have been the true rudeness. Excessive ceremony is a merciless rudeness that erodes the other party's mental strength...

"Indeed, the Blessed One has a warm heart. You truly seem to live according to the Lord's teachings."
"You flatter me."

I awkwardly laughed along as the Pope burst into laughter.

'Living according to the Lord's teachings, really?'

I can barely remember the last time I went to church.

Of course, the Pope was just being ceremonial, so I didn't bring that up and ruin the atmosphere. What matters now is the situation itself—the Pope facing me and Trixie.

"It's been a while since I've seen you, Sister. The first time since the abdication ceremony, correct?"
"That was already a year ago. I'm glad to see Your Holiness is well."

After briefly greeting me, the Pope turned to Trixie and gave her a respectful nod.

'A nod, huh.'

I glanced at Trixie, who maintained a thoroughly professional smile in response to the Pope's slight bow.

There's definitely something going on. It could simply be respect for an elder and a magical authority figure, but considering the Pope's status, that would be "courtesy that isn't strictly necessary." Yet he bowed first, which suggests he's going to ask us for something.

"I will entertain the two of you now. Brother Tanian, you may return to your duties. Thank you for your hard work."
"Yes, Your Holiness."

At the Pope's words, Tanian bowed respectfully and withdrew.

"Ah, I've kept such distinguished guests standing for too long. Please, have a seat."

And the Pope offered us seats with a smiling face.

Though his eyes remained piercingly bright.

"Thank you, Your Holiness."

Seeing that look, I sensed it. I would soon learn the real reason the Pope had invited us, why he had assigned Tanian as our guide and shown us such elaborate ceremony.

...That said, I'm a bit surprised he's getting straight to the point. While I appreciate the directness, it's somewhat startling. Isn't the standard approach to engage in subtle exploration before addressing the main topic? It's rare to see someone of advanced age and high position deviate from convention.

'The Papal States must have their struggles.'

I could glimpse the suffering of the Papal States from this unconventional approach. When a superior with both experience and ability is also unconventional, subordinates inevitably suffer.

I can only express my condolences to the priests of the Papal States.

The council opened at St. Togra Cathedral under the name of the Fifth Enestiye Council.

"As the Lord's warm light shines upon the entire continent and all peoples, we humble servants who follow the Lord's teachings worship His noble will and strive to spread the banner of love, peace, and salvation."


The Pope, seated in the highest position in the grand conference room of St. Togra Cathedral, recited the opening address with a devout expression.

"However, unlike the eternal and perfect will of the Lord, we humble servants are so inadequate that we must seek change. We must change once again to become even slightly closer to the Lord. In my capacity as the 172nd Pope, Balthasar XXXVII, I declare the council open."

With those words, the Pope, Cardinals, and theologians all rose from their seats and made the sign of the cross.

"To become closer to the holy will, I swear to be honest and forthright before the Lord."
"To become closer to the holy will, I swear to be honest and forthright before the Lord."

The sight of nearly 300 people swearing before God in unison was sacred even to someone like me with little faith.

...Yes, it was definitely sacred, but...

"How can you say such things? Pope Marten IV, the 27th Pope, stated that the teachings of the Mass must not be distorted even by a speck of dust! And now you talk about considering regional cultures? That's a nice way of saying cultural respect, but it's obvious you'll end up giving different teachings in different regions!"

"That was when communication between dioceses spread across different regions was impossible! Today's magical and technological developments have united the continent, and we've reached a level where we can immediately identify and prevent cultural respect from leading to distortion of teachings! Pope Zernisio VIII, the 78th Pope, also expressed concern that teachings without change could cause stagnation in the Order!"

Pointing fingers and shouting at each other was just the beginning.

"An apology for radical and extreme actions? Is that necessary? Of course, viewing those actions by today's standards reveals some issues, but ignoring the historical context is too hasty. During the religious wars, order was maintained through blood and power, and our suppression of heresy by force wasn't exceptional but expected."

"I acknowledge that those actions were natural and unavoidable given the historical context. But did that naturalness end with that era? The bloody victory then became our foundation, and the Order has progressed on that basis until now. Can you confidently say we haven't imposed excessive rejection and oppression on the descendants of heretics?"

"Would it be a problem if we had? The descendants of heretics didn't accept defeat and committed countless acts of terrorism against the Order. Unavoidable choices made for the stability of the Order and the peace of believers cannot be called wrong. Perhaps you've become immersed in heretical views while researching heretical cultures, and now you're advocating for their position?"

"What?"

Religious insults like "Are you a heretic?" were just the cherry on top.

"Hey, which class of priest school were you in, you bastard!"
"Huh, are you proud of being on the same level as your juniors at your age?"

At some point, they started exchanging curses and sarcasm.

'What the hell is this?'

They called this a council? This feels more like hell.

Confused, I carefully took Trixie's hand beside me. I felt I couldn't maintain my sanity without physical contact with my beloved wife.

"Kal, are all Masses like this these days? It's been... a while since I went to church..."

Fortunately, Trixie seemed to share my feelings, as she didn't reject my hand and spoke with a slightly trembling voice.

"No. I don't understand this either."

I answered her in the warmest voice I could muster.

I told her that I couldn't understand what was happening either.

"That's normal. Even I'm sometimes surprised by these scenes."

Meanwhile, Tanian, who had been standing back from that inhuman battlefield, approached us.

I'm even more confused. Is it okay for the supposed next Saint to be idle? Shouldn't he be throwing himself into that hell to achieve his goals?

Sensing my gaze, Tanian chuckled and sat down next to us.

"Didn't they swear at the opening ceremony? To be honest and forthright before the Lord. That's why they're speaking so candidly without concern for appearances or courtesy."
"No."

That goes beyond honesty. Even Enen would probably beg them to hold back if he saw this.

"And when Cardinals gather, this level of honesty is necessary for equal discussion."

I almost blurted out "What nonsense is that?"

While I'm more accustomed to one-sided commands than discussions, I still believe discussions should involve rational and elegant exchanges of respectful questions and answers. Even if that's not the case, it certainly shouldn't be this hellish.

"The position of Cardinal can only be attained by starting as an apprentice priest and thoroughly proving one's abilities."

Noticing my confusion again, Tanian continued his explanation in a calm voice.

"These are people who have walked only one path for decades after vowing to follow God's will. The thickness of their values and beliefs built over that time is beyond words. If they were soft enough to bend their will through ordinary discussion, they wouldn't have risen to the position of Cardinal in the first place."

"Hmm."

His words drew an involuntary sigh from me.

It makes sense in a way. Even ordinary people become conservative and firm when they develop their own beliefs. How much more so for someone who has risen from the bottom to the top through their own ability, not through bloodlines? They became Cardinals because of their tremendous beliefs, and becoming Cardinals reinforced their conviction that they were right.

And hundreds of such people gathered in one place. Certainly, no one would or could change through ordinary discussion. Only by pouring everything out in this no-holds-barred debate could any results be achieved.

...

'Still, this is a bit much.'

I sighed as I watched the Cardinals who looked like they might start fistfights at any moment.

I heard that Cardinals wear red to symbolize the blood of martyrs, but maybe it actually symbolizes the blood shed at councils? I know it's an irreverent thought, but seeing this spectacle...

'Huh?'

Then I noticed something unusual.

While the Pope silently maintained his position at the head seat, an elderly man sitting near the high seat was observing this chaos with his arms crossed. Alone, while all the Cardinals—even the department heads—were asserting their own claims.

"That's His Eminence Cardinal Pedro Ortvaya, the head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith."

Tanian, who had turned his head following my gaze, informed me of the old man's identity.

"He's essentially the leader of the conservative faction within the Order. You could consider him His Holiness's political opponent."
"I see."

And his department happens to be the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. I heard that used to be called the Inquisition.

"His Holiness must have had quite a headache."
"He considers it his mission."

I nodded at Tanian's words and raised my hand.

It's time to start moving as the Pope requested.

***

As expected, the council fell into chaos.

'So this is how they're playing it.'

When I looked at the head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith seated below me to my left, he met my eyes and nodded in greeting.

He's always predictable yet difficult to counter. As soon as the council opened, conservative Cardinals began pouring out hardline statements, and the council became uncontrollably chaotic. It would take days of unlimited arguments without productive discussion.

The department head's goal was probably to increase neutral Cardinals' aversion to the reform agenda. When bitter words and shouts are exchanged, neutrals can't help but become disgusted with the cause itself.

'Since they couldn't prevent the council, they'll try to shut it down from within.'

A simple but effective method. Conservative Cardinals also have legitimate speaking rights. As long as those legitimate rights aren't restricted, the department head's scheme can't be stopped.

But this was expected. That's why I prepared a countermeasure.

"Excuse me. May I speak for a moment?"

Right on cue, that countermeasure raised his right hand and requested permission to speak.

"Of course. You are our honored guest, Blessed One. Please speak freely."

As I granted permission to speak, even the heated Cardinals began to close their mouths.

After all, it would be extremely rude to interrupt a witness, especially a living Blessed One who just wants to say something.

"I was invited as a witness who observed the World Tree's revival, but the current discussion seems unrelated to the World Tree."

At the words of the Blessed One, Count Teilgleichen, the expression of the head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith slightly distorted.

Meanwhile, the expressions of myself and the Blessed One remained perfectly calm.

Now we can take control of the council.

The conversation in the Pope's office had been quite impressive.

"While there is only one Lord of the Order, I wish to acknowledge that there are several lords of the continent."

It was a statement that surprised even someone like me with my admittedly low level of faith. With the World Tree's resurrection and the return of Constantina, a deity of another race, it was natural for the Dawn Order to take a different stance. In a situation where previously unseen gods and their gifts were becoming visible again, clinging to old positions would be self-contradictory and self-defeating.

But I had expected this different stance to still be thoroughly Enen-centric. The Dawn Order had won the Religious Wars by spilling countless blood. For over hundreds of years, the Dawn Order had reigned as the continent's mainstream religion. Because of this, I thought they might treat Constantina not as an independent deity but as a subordinate god to Enen, or perhaps as a guardian spirit.

"When believers and an independent culture are clearly visible before our eyes, what right do we have to demote a legitimate deity? Enen respected Constantina, so we as servants should follow that intention."

But the Pope was different. Rather than demoting Constantina, he recognized her as the deity of another faith community. He acknowledged her as an independent divine entity.

It's astonishing. Of course, Constantina is the deity of elves, who are a mere handful compared to humans, so recognizing her as an independent deity wouldn't greatly impact the Dawn Order. Too much time has passed for the Dawn Order to be shaken by other religions now.

Still, for a monotheistic Dawn Order to recognize a deity other than Enen is a groundbreaking declaration. While the immediate impact might be minimal, this choice could potentially shake the Dawn Order's hegemony in the future.

"Are you sure about this? It may end with Constantina for now, but other gods might reveal themselves again in the future."

"If we practice proper teachings and do good, what is there to fear even if other religions flourish? We have already been chosen by the people."

Even Trixie was dumbfounded by the Pope's gentle yet firm words. If I, from another world, found it unbelievable, how much more so for Trixie.

"Unfortunately, not all my brethren share my view. That's why they'll try to avoid mentioning the World Tree at this council and bring up other agenda items first."

If the World Tree becomes a council agenda, they'll have no choice but to recognize Constantina as a deity. The resurrection of the World Tree after hundreds of years and the advent of a god would silence even the most hardline conservatives. However, if they continue arguments on other issues instead of the World Tree, they can at least delay the decision.

While delaying the decision as much as possible, they flood the council with contentious issues. By exhausting the neutral cardinals with fierce debates on other matters, they hope these cardinals will be more likely to support a more conservative approach than the "bombshell" of recognizing another deity—that was the Pope's explanation.

So it's a race against time. If the World Tree is pushed forward from the beginning of the council, it's the Pope's victory; if it's blocked, it's the conservatives' victory.

'So that's why things are like this.'

That's why the inhuman verbal battle unfolded as soon as the council opened. From the conservatives' perspective, they need to dominate the atmosphere before the term "World Tree" emerges to prevent Constantina from being recognized as an independent deity.

Coincidentally, the reform bill the Pope wants to pass at the council is well-known to the conservatives. After all, he's been passionately advocating for it since his inauguration. Thanks to this, the conservatives were creating magnificent chaos by bringing up the agenda proposed by the Pope, or more broadly, the progressives.

Of course, I didn't expect the chaos to include such vulgar exchanges. This looks more like a back alley than a council.

"As this is a discussion among the devout gathered here, even someone as ignorant as myself can dare to imagine how important this is for the proper faith of the Order and the continent."

Anyway, as soon as the Pope granted me the right to speak, I opened my mouth.

I liked the Pope's intentions, and having become acquainted with elves including my maternal grandmother, I didn't want Constantina to be demoted to a mere guardian spirit or subordinate deity. If Constantina were demoted in my presence, how could I face my grandmother with any dignity?

"But regrettably, I am a person living in the secular world. While I would like to listen to discussions that will shape the future, I have a duty to serve the Empire and its subjects, so I must return quickly."

So I spoke words to support the Pope. As a result, the Pope's expression brightened further, and the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith subtly closed his eyes.

"Therefore, I request that we discuss the agenda regarding the World Tree first."

A moment of silence followed my bold and direct request. In a one-sided situation, such a direct request might be considered rude, but when a guest they invited says, "I'm busy, please hurry up," it's awkward to refuse. Rude or not, I'm busy, so what are they going to do about it?

"That is correct."

Breaking the silence, the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith spoke up.

I couldn't help but tense up as the person expected to be the biggest obstacle spoke first. He verbally agreed, but the Prefect was in a position to delay discussion about the World Tree as much as possible. I couldn't predict what eloquence he would use to block me—


"We've made a mistake keeping a busy person waiting. As the Blessed One said, let's discuss the World Tree first. No agenda can be placed above God."

?

'What?'

My tension instantly turned to bewilderment. Not only did he readily accept my opinion, but by mentioning God with his own lips, he hinted at recognizing Constantina as an independent deity.

What's going on? Wasn't he supposed to be the leader of the conservatives? Wasn't he causing all kinds of chaos just now to block Constantina?

Confused, I glanced at the Pope, whose expression was nothing but serene. As if he knew this would happen.

...

'Let's just take this as a good thing.'

Seeing that serene expression, I felt relieved. There must be some circumstances I'm not aware of.

***

After the Blessed Count of Teilgleichen's request, I abandoned my hardline stance. If there's no meaning in blocking it, I might as well go with the flow. I can't weaken the Order's capacity with needless stubbornness.

"We will take a short recess. Let's reconvene in two hours."

Meanwhile, the Prefect of the Congregation for Church Records, who was serving as secretary, announced a recess.

I couldn't help but smile bitterly. According to the original plan, we should still be leading the council with our hardline statements.

'It's over.'

All plans have gone awry. Now all I can do is apply some brakes to achieve a slightly less radical outcome.

Yes, for a "less" radical outcome. It's no longer deniable that the Order will move forward in a different way than before.

The reality of recognizing beings other than our Lord as gods, and erasing with our own hands the history of victory we painted with blood.

'This too must be the Lord's arrangement.'

I let out a small sigh. If the Blessed One, who receives the Lord's favor, supports the Pope's will, isn't that also the Lord's arrangement? If so, as a servant, I must follow.

"Your Eminence."
"Hmm?"

As I left the meeting room with somewhat heavy steps, conservative cardinals who had been waiting for me approached.

Judging by their not-so-good expressions, they all seem to be thinking similarly to me.

"You must be tired, why not rest a bit instead of waiting for this old man? Are you showing off how vigorous you are because you're younger than me?"

I joked to these cardinals.

"Are you going to end it like this?"

However, despite my wholehearted joke, the response was stiff.

It's the end of days. To think that those younger than me are so humorless and blunt.


"What else can we do? Who knew His Holiness would even win over the Blessed One? He's quite skillful indeed."
"Your Eminence!"
"I'm not deaf."

The cardinals' expressions darkened further at my curt response.

"...So we have to dismantle the glory built by our predecessors with our own hands and share the fragments with other religions?"
"You."
"Do we have to deny the one and only Lord with our own mouths and establish another lord?"

Their bitter and indignant words made me smile bitterly again.

How could I not understand their feelings? I opposed His Holiness's assertion with the same heart. We're about to recognize a deity that can rival Enen, the one and only Lord of this continent and all people, and deny the glory that our predecessors built by shedding blood.

"That is the Lord's arrangement."

Still, we must follow. The Blessed One, who receives the Lord's favor, supported His Holiness's will. The World Tree was resurrected in the presence of the Blessed One. If this is not the Lord's will, what is?

"And you all saw it too. Even the cardinals who maintained neutrality have begun to support His Holiness's will. Now we are outnumbered both in justification and in numbers."
"That's..."
"Don't deny majority rule. They too are people who hold reverence for the Lord and dedication to the believers, just like us. If we couldn't persuade them, we should conform to their opinions."

Even the cardinals who showed dissatisfaction with the word "conform" seemed to give up one by one, sighing.

It's a natural reaction. If we don't follow majority rule, how can we have a discussion? Are we supposed to set up a separate household just because we don't like the outcome of the discussion?

'That's absurd.'

We oppose His Holiness's reform bill to protect the exalted name of the Lord. But to tear the Order in half for the sake of opposition? That would rather tarnish the Lord's name.

If anyone mentions factions or independence, I will be the first to recommend their excommunication to His Holiness. Cardinals exist for the Order, not for the Order to be damaged by a cardinal's unilateral decision.

"If you understand, go back and rest. Now we're just finishing one agenda item about the World Tree. There are still plenty of agenda items left."
"Yes, Your Eminence."

I turned around, watching the cardinals trudging back. I too have much to consider during this two-hour recess.

'I should give up the next papal position.'

Although I am generously mentioned as one of the candidates for the next Pope, since the council seems to be concluding according to His Holiness's will, it's right to give up.

If the council passes, reforms will be promoted according to the progressives' opinions, and if a conservative like me becomes the next Pope, how well would the reform bill progress? I would go down in history as an incompetent and stubborn Pope who ruined an important period of change for the Order.

I don't want that. I accept being recorded as a stubborn old man because that's how I've acted, but I don't want to be a Pope who ruined the Order.

'In the end, you win.'

I had to laugh. His Holiness was merely a Pope elected by cardinals tired of the previous Pope's reforms, wanting a brief respite. For such a Pope to bring about a council, life is truly unpredictable.

'How on earth did he persuade the Blessed One?'

I moved my steps, pondering the decisive factor in our defeat.

Is the Lord truly watching over Pope His Holiness?

Thanks to the silence of the conservatives, led by the Ministry of Religious Doctrine, the matters regarding the World Tree and Constantina were quickly concluded. While I had mentioned needing to return quickly due to being busy, I hadn't expected things to wrap up this fast. I thought it would take at least a week.

"We will dispatch an official delegation to celebrate the revival of the World Tree to the non-human protection zones under the Kfelopen Empire, and the parishes within these zones will determine their continuation or gradual withdrawal through agreements with the local non-humans."

In response to the Pope's words, the cardinals either applauded or silently nodded. Even those who disagreed showed their willingness to comply with the decision.

"Furthermore, we redesignate the World Tree as the sacred tree of the Dawn Order, and recognize Constantina, who bestowed the World Tree upon the continent, as a deity of the continent. I declare this decision was made by unanimous agreement of the College of Cardinals."

A monumental declaration—the Dawn Order, which had proclaimed monotheism, officially recognizing the existence of another deity.

In that historic moment, the Pope calmly struck his gavel three times.

"Now, let us move on to the next agenda."

But the council was just beginning. Even the World Tree matter, which would go down in history, was merely one of many items to be addressed at the council.

'I wonder how many years this will take.'

From what I remember, the Dawn Order's councils last for months at minimum, sometimes stretching into years.

Of course, they don't hold council sessions 365 days a year. Like seasonal menu offerings, they dedicate only certain periods of the year to council matters. If the church leadership were truly tied up in council meetings year-round, the order would collapse.

Ironically, this limitation seems to be why councils drag on for years.

'I can just ignore it and go about my business.'

As the council seemed to drift back into incomprehensible theological debates, I gently closed my eyes.

I'm not a cardinal, and I'm certainly not a devout believer. I'm just a witness invited because of the World Tree matter. Since that agenda item passed successfully, I have nothing more to worry about.

If I just bury this in the back of my mind, eventually I'll hear news that the council has ended—

"Next is the matter of the Eternal Blue Sky, the indigenous culture of the northern nomads."

What?

'What's this?'

I heard a familiar name in an unfamiliar place. Why would that name come up here?

'Is this even allowed?'

I unconsciously assessed the atmosphere. The audacity to bring up the Eternal Blue Sky right after recognizing Constantina as an independent deity. Even as a mere observer, I felt dizzy from the implications—the shock to the cardinals must be substantial.

Or at least, it should have been.

"The Eternal Blue Sky... wasn't that the entity known as the Primordial Deity?"
"If I recall correctly, it began as sky worship that evolved into a faith. I believe it incorporated wolf worship as well, though my memory is a bit hazy."

But the cardinals' reactions were surprisingly calm. There was some murmuring, but it wasn't from opposition or bewilderment—they were simply sharing information about the Eternal Blue Sky deity.

This was strange. Even if the Eternal Blue Sky ranked far below Constantina, a deity is still a deity. They're facing a situation where they need to recognize another god, yet they remain so composed?

'Have they reached enlightenment?'

The thought crossed my mind. Perhaps after recognizing Constantina as a deity, they'd entered a state of "might as well enjoy it"—what difference does it make if there are one, two, or three other gods? Otherwise, this makes no sense.

"It's a consideration for the Empire."
"Huh?"

While I was pondering seriously, Tanian whispered quietly.

"The Empire rules as an empire because it has the Mandate of Heaven—the favor and protection of the deity. But now that we've recognized Constantina as a new deity, haven't we created room for multiple interpretations of the Mandate?"

'Ah.'

Only then did I realize my oversight.


That's right. The Empire exists because of the Mandate of Heaven, but if a deity other than Enen is officially recognized, new mandates could emerge. Bluntly put, if some mad monarch converts to another religion and claims, "I too have received the Mandate of Heaven!" the Dawn Order would have no counter-argument.

Of course, national power is also a component of the Mandate, so the Empire won't actually be destabilized by another religion, but leaving even a small opening is problematic.

'...It'll be fine, right?'

For a moment I envisioned a future where the Emperor chews me out, but I forced myself to calm down.

The Emperor knows I went as a witness to verify the World Tree's revival. He'll understand that things unfolded this way because I couldn't lie before the Pope and cardinals. I only spoke the truth.

Although I did push the World Tree agenda onto cardinals who were fighting over other matters, it was true that I needed to return quickly due to being busy. Honestly, the Emperor wouldn't want me staying in the Papal States for months or years either.

"But if the Eternal Blue Sky becomes a recognized deity, it benefits the Empire."
"Benefits the Empire?"
"Yes. While the Emperor, who claims friendship with non-humans, might find it difficult to unilaterally deal with Constantina, the elven deity, the Eternal Blue Sky is the deity of nomads who have submitted to the Empire. Since it's officially recognized by the Dawn Order, it can be utilized to stabilize the Empire's system."

With Tanian's perfect logic, my anxiety completely disappeared.

"I see."

That's absolutely right. I haven't created an opportunity for the Mandate to be challenged. Rather, I've brought back an element that can strengthen the Empire and ensure the nomads' loyalty.

It's just easier to think of it that way.

The first day of the council concluded.

With it, my role as a witness ended, and I became a free man. The cardinals would handle the rest.

"Since we've come all the way to a foreign country, let's do some sightseeing starting tomorrow."

I suggested this while putting my arm around Trixie's waist. Since we'd thought of this as a honeymoon of sorts, it would be better to explore various places rather than returning home immediately after my witness duties ended.

Enestiye is the holy land of the Dawn Order and the center of the continent's religious world, a city where diverse people and cultures coexist. Though its religious character might make flashy, fun tourism difficult, we could still enjoy its unique atmosphere.

Moreover, with the first council in hundreds of years being held, even more people than usual had flocked here to witness this historic moment. As a result, there were plenty of street vendors too.

"Sightseeing?"

But her response was unexpected. Her voice sounded somewhat troubled.

"Why? Are you tired?"
"Not that, but shouldn't we return home right away?"

Her following words helped me understand her reaction. Trixie was asking whether we shouldn't quickly report to the Emperor about the council's results and discuss countermeasures before the news spread to the ruling classes of various countries.

It's certainly an understandable reaction. Constantina's recognition is confirmed, and the Eternal Blue Sky is on the verge of recognition too. This is significant enough to shake the continent's values, so a swift response is indeed necessary.

"It's fine. I've already talked about it."

But responding is the Emperor's job, not mine. I've been sending text messages from the scene in real-time, and that should be enough. Honestly, what could the Minister of Audit do about religious matters even if I returned? Place audits on churches throughout the Empire?

Most importantly, that bastard Emperor didn't even specify when I should return. While I don't plan to stay here for weeks on principle, I certainly don't intend to return after just one day.

"So let's rest here for a few days before going back. When else would we get to tour a foreign country?"

At that, Trixie's ears began to perk up slightly.

I knew she wanted to have fun too.

***

Great rights come with great responsibilities.

Thus, the Emperor, more noble and lofty than anyone, must fulfill heavier and harsher duties than anyone else.

'This is maddening.'


Still, I never expected such a vicious duty to be placed on my shoulders. Why do these things happen during my reign?

'Official recognition, huh.'

I couldn't help but chuckle bitterly. During the Religious War era, Constantina cooperated with Enen, and the Dawn Order didn't persecute Constantina's faith community. Rather, they showed a certain respect for the entity that bestowed the World Tree upon the continent, giving "treatment comparable to a deity" unofficially and customarily.

But now they're going beyond that level to officially recognize Constantina as an independent deity. The monotheistic system that has lasted for hundreds of years since the Dawn Order's victory is being shaken.

Moreover, I hear they're about to confirm the recognition of the Eternal Blue Sky as well, meaning there will soon be three deities on this continent, not one.

'The sun, vegetation, and sky.'

I hate myself for thinking it's quite a fitting combination.

'It's not bad.'

After continuing to chuckle bitterly, I reached a conclusion.

When this news breaks, the continent will certainly be in turmoil. Churches spread across the land will be agitated, citizens will be confused, and nobles will begin their games of political maneuvering.

But surprisingly, the situation isn't really bad. If it had ended with just Constantina's recognition, it would have been a headache, but with the Eternal Blue Sky also being recognized, misfortune has turned into fortune.

'The Eternal Blue Sky is part of the Empire.'

The North has become Imperial territory, and powerful tribal leaders have become nobles. The Empire has declared it will respect northern culture, and the Emperor has become the Khan of the nomads. This means the Emperor can claim authority over the Eternal Blue Sky faith without issue.

On the other hand, the non-humans who worship Constantina are technically the Emperor's friends rather than Imperial subjects, which is ambiguous. Fortunately, the Empire and non-humans are on friendly terms. Even the previous emperors maintained decent relations with non-humans, so as long as the Empire doesn't make unreasonable demands, the non-humans won't cause trouble over this matter.

No, beyond remaining quiet, they're likely to be cooperative with the Empire. The Empire has long been friendly with the Dawn Order, and now it has control over the Eternal Blue Sky faith. This means two of the three recognized deities are pro-Empire. In this situation, if Constantina's faith remains neutral, it would be isolated.

'It's not... bad...'

I sighed unconsciously. It's good, but the problem is that I have to implement all of this.

This is maddening. To receive such reports from just the first day of the council. I dread to think what hell will unfold when the council fully concludes.

***

In a small prayer room located deep within St. Togra Cathedral, I remained alone, offering prayers to our Lord.

I have no regrets about the decision to recognize other faiths. I believed this was right if we truly care for the Lord and the Order. Suppressing and ignoring a deity that has gloriously returned—denying something that exists—would not be good for the Order's future. Just as we might do so, others could ignore and deny our Lord.

Yes, this is right. If we had chosen any other path, countless blood and tears would flow on the land, and screams and wails would fill the sky, just like during the Religious War era.

Yes, that would have happened. Surely it would have.

...

"Lord, forgive this sinner."

I confessed my heart to the Lord. Even if this was right, I asked Him not to forgive me.

Not to forgive me for degrading the name of the only Lord, for dismantling the glory built by our predecessors.

I must bear all the karma. The good and wise cardinals who followed my stubbornness are not at fault.

I prayed, hoping this sincerity would reach the Lord. I prayed until the sun set, darkness covered the sky, and dawn broke again.

"...Lord."

And when I raised my head and opened my eyes, the Lord's cross was shining.

"I know your will."

Along with a voice too honorable for a mere creature to hear.

# Council's Second Day Morning

It was the morning of the second day of the council.

Or to put it differently, the morning of the first day of my honeymoon with Trixie.

"Good morning, brother."

From that pleasant morning, I was greeted by an unpleasant visitor.

"Brother. It would be troublesome if you close the door again."
"Sorry. The wind blew it shut."

I had reflexively closed the door at the unwelcome guest's appearance, but upon hearing Tanian Enes's voice from outside, I tearfully reopened it.

How depressing. Now that my duties were finished, I had planned to enjoy some sightseeing with a light heart, but seeing the next Saint arriving first thing in the morning suggested something urgent had come up. Otherwise, that fellow wouldn't have come personally.

'What could it be?'

But no matter how I thought about it, there shouldn't be anything requiring my presence. The Constantina certification was confirmed, and the Eternal Blue Sky was just about to be certified when night fell, so it was merely postponed until today. There was nothing left for me to be involved with.

I felt cold sweat running down my back. There's a world of difference between facing something you know is coming and being blindsided.

"Haha, I apologize for visiting so early. I thought if I came later, you two might not be here."

Whether aware of my fear or not, Tanian chuckled softly and pulled something from his breast pocket.

"I came to give you this. It's a small token from the Order, please accept it."
"A token?"

At those words, I quickly examined what Tanian had produced.

A palm-sized token, seemingly made of silver, with the Pope's emblem engraved in the center.

"...What is that?"

I demanded an explanation for what was clearly no ordinary item.

An emblem represents an individual, family, group, or nation. Therefore, an object bearing a specific emblem means that whoever uses that emblem vouches for the item, which by extension guarantees the identity of the person possessing it. To exaggerate slightly, it's like a milder version of a guarantee.

But a token bearing the Pope's emblem, not just some cardinal's? Even if this token were made of rotten wood instead of silver, it would still be considered a national treasure.

"I heard that you and your sister plan to tour Enestiye."

When I asked for an explanation, Tanian continued with a serene expression.

"Enestiye is truly a beautiful and devout city, unparalleled in its purity on this continent. I assure you, you won't regret touring it."

I momentarily felt annoyed at his hometown boasting rather than explaining the object, but I held back. Tanian might be eccentric, but he's not stupid. If he's making seemingly irrelevant comments, they must be building up to his main point.

"However, pilgrims seeking to behold this pure white city fill Enestiye every day. The numbers have increased even more in recent days due to news about the council. If you were to go outside now, you'd find it difficult to even move around, let alone sightsee."

Saying this with a slight smile, Tanian placed the silver token directly into my hand.

"That's why I'm giving you this token. If you want to enter somewhere but it's crowded, show this token to the manager. They'll immediately escort you inside."
'Oh.'

My mind eased as the item turned out to be more mundane than expected.

Yes, I could gladly accept something like that. If it had been an item of tremendous value, it would have been burdensome, but something equivalent to an amusement park fast pass was fine.

"Ah, and the bearer of this token is treated as a person equal to His Holiness the Pope, so you can freely enter even areas restricted to civilians."


?

"What?"

I think I just heard something strange. Equal to whom?

"Then I'll take my leave now. I hope you have a pleasant journey."
"No, wait—"

Despite my desperate call, Tanian left without looking back.

That bastard.

"You received an interesting item."

After Tanian left, Trixie, who had awakened from sleep, showed interest in the token I was holding dejectedly.

"It's a small token, but it's filled with holy power. The silver seems to have been smelted with the blessings of high priests, and it must have passed through countless hands until it was crafted into a token. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it a sacred object."

Watching Trixie fiddle with the token with interest, my bitter feelings subsided somewhat.

What does it matter if it's equal to the Pope or whatever? I won't be coming back to the Papal States after our honeymoon anyway, and I'm already the Blessed One of Enen, honorary priest of the Eternal Blue Sky, and benefactor of Constantina. I'm a person of high religious authority even without this token.

So let's not worry too much. Would it matter if you poured another scoop of water into an already overflowing cup?

'Damn it.'

This kind of mental gymnastics is becoming a bad habit.

***

Seeing Kal awake before me naturally brought a smile to my face. I had woken up quite early myself, so if he was already up before me, it meant he was looking forward to today's sightseeing too.

"You received an interesting item."

Meanwhile, someone must have visited while I was sleeping, as there was clearly an object in Kal's hand that I hadn't seen until yesterday.

A brief examination revealed it was a useful item rather than something harmful. The people of the Papal States aren't so ill-mannered as to give something dangerous to guests invited by the Pope. So after a cursory look, I returned it to Kal.

"Let's go out now. It would be a shame to stay in the room after waking up so early."
"Hehe, let's do that."

Normally, I would have thoroughly examined a new object, but now was the time to spend precious moments with Kal. I couldn't waste time on mere objects.

"Have you decided where to go?"
"No. I thought we'd decide while walking around. Since everything will be new to us, making spontaneous decisions should be fine."

It was a declaration to spend intimate time with a lady without any plan, but I wasn't disappointed.

When else could I leisurely walk the streets with Kal and wander around like ordinary citizens? Even if this place had been a quiet rural village instead of Enestiye, I would have been happy.

"We should also look for souvenirs."
"Oh, yes. Let's do that."

Kal showed a momentary surprise at my words before nodding.

He was probably startled that I brought up what he had been thinking. Kal is full of consideration despite pretending otherwise, so he would have tried to avoid mentioning anything that might remind me of the other children during our honeymoon.

It was a kind consideration, but I beat him to it. Kal's intention is to treat all his wives equally without discrimination. Then as his wife, it's right to support my husband's will.

...And there was a slight calculation that this way, Kal would think of me even when I wasn't around. It might be embarrassing to use such tactics in a marriage, but this level of strategy should be acceptable.

'It's not like it's underhanded or despicable.'


Indeed, Kal's expression brightened even more than before when he looked at me.

I realized that no matter how holy a place is, places where people live are all similar.

"M-Magic-Ending Duke! It is truly an honor to meet you here!"
"To think I would meet Your Grace in the place closest to God, truly the Lord has blessed us. I can die without regrets now."

Some of the tourists we happened to meet while walking blinked blankly upon seeing me, then quickly bowed while offering all sorts of praises.

It feels familiar. I experienced this whenever I went out in the Empire too. I thought it would be better in Enestiye since there would be more devout believers than magicians, but I hadn't considered the possibility of devout magicians.

"However, Your Grace. While this humble junior scholar is honored merely to see Your Greatness, may I ask why you are in the holy city rather than the Capital...?"

Eventually, a magician who had somewhat regained his senses expressed a reasonable doubt.

As that magician said, I had only stayed in the Capital, or at most within the Empire. It must be surprising to see me appear in a foreign country. After all, it hasn't been publicly announced yet that we were invited as witnesses to the council.

"That's—"
"My wife requested the Emperor for a honeymoon, and he granted it. When else could a pillar of the Empire visit the holy city if not now?"

Before I could answer, Kal spoke first.

"Your husband, Your Grace?"

At Kal's voice, the attention that had been focused solely on me began to shift toward him.

"We apologize for not greeting Your Grace's husband!"
"It's fine. I understand what the Magic-Ending Duke means to magicians. If I couldn't understand such things, I wouldn't be able to live as her husband."

At his response tinged with laughter, the tense magicians began to relax their expressions one by one.

It was a bit strange. To see magicians being mindful of someone other than me. Certainly, Kal has become a precious person among magicians as my husband.

"But as I just mentioned, we're on our honeymoon. My wife is happy to receive greetings from junior scholars, but it would be difficult to spare more time than that."
"Of course!"
"How could we juniors interfere with the time of our respected senior!"
"Thank you for understanding."

With those final words, Kal patted each magician's shoulder as he moved along.

The action was so natural that the magicians bowed respectfully. It was a clear display of hierarchy to anyone watching.

"We almost ended up on a group tour with those magicians."

Meanwhile, Kal, who had just shown his superior demeanor, chuckled and wrapped his arm around my waist.

"Did I do well?"

At his playful voice, I burst into laughter too.

"Of course. As expected, only my husband thinks of me."

I smiled as I pressed my lips to Kal's cheek.

But I felt slightly regretful. If there had been fewer eyes watching, I would have aimed for a better spot than his cheek.

"Let's go into a café for a while. We should escape from all these watching eyes."

Thanks to Kal's suggestion, my regret disappeared instantly.

Indeed, only my husband truly understands my heart.

The scenery of Enestiye was better than I expected. I had worried it would have a strict, solemn atmosphere since it was a city specialized in religion, but thinking about it, Rome and Vatican in my previous world were popular tourist destinations too. No need to worry.

'This is why people travel.'

The cathedrals were breathtaking even to someone like me with no architectural background, along with memorial sites dedicated to saints or renowned priests, and multicultural areas formed by believers who had settled from across the continent. The entire city felt like a museum.

Moreover, the security, cleanliness, and prices were fantastically blessed, as if by Enen's grace. This was the center of the Dawn Order after all, so any problems would damage the Order's image. I could feel how hard the Order was working to maintain everything.

'A tourist spot without tourist prices.'

My heart swelled with excitement. A tourist destination without people ripping off customers? That's like a military camp without hazing or journalists who only tell the truth—something that exists only in fantasy.

Indeed, holy sites are different. They've made dreams into reality.

"Shall we go there next?"

While looking around arm-in-arm with Trixie, I pointed at a tower that stood out magnificently in the distance.

Honestly, it had caught my attention since entering the Papal States. Despite being located on the outskirts, it was taller than any building in Enestiye—even taller than St. Togra Cathedral, which was essentially the center of Enestiye.

Some might consider such a tower blasphemous, but that made it all the more intriguing. How did such an irreverent tower come to be built in Enestiye?

"Yes. I'm curious to see Enestiye from above."

Trixie nodded enthusiastically at my suggestion.

Of course, this was a natural reaction for Trixie as a magician. If even I, an ordinary person, was curious about that tower, how much more would a magician whose life revolves around research and exploration be interested? If I hadn't brought it up, Trixie probably would have suggested it first.

"Even in the Capital, only the magic towers were that tall."
"That makes it even more fascinating. Is it a magic tower of the Papal States?"

I looked up at the tower after Trixie's murmur.

Perhaps it should be called a holy tower rather than a magic tower.

As soon as we showed the Pope's silver badge, the manager at the tower entrance began explaining respectfully.

"This tower was built right after the religious war ended, by holy knights and priests who survived the fierce battlefield, along with believers who gathered voluntarily. Though they fought for the Lord's glory and true faith, it was built as atonement for staining their hands with blood as clergy and for failing to save their fallen comrades."

The more I listened to the explanation, the more solemn I felt. It was a tower that even the name "holy tower" couldn't fully describe.

"It was built with the desire to reach their comrades who ascended to heaven first, and with the longing to get closer to the Lord's mercy. Though it could have been interpreted as blasphemy, it stands today thanks to the Pope of that time who permitted it."
"That's fortunate."

I unconsciously responded to the manager's words.

But it truly was fortunate. The builders had pure intentions, and the Pope viewed it positively—otherwise, this could have been interpreted as a Tower of Babel. A Tower of Babel built by war veterans in the center of the Order? It wouldn't have been strange if the Pope had excommunicated them.

"As you say, it is fortunate indeed. Thanks to the merciful decision of the Pope at that time, this tower exists today as the pride of Enestiye."

The manager laughed softly and gazed at the tower with warm eyes, as if proud to be responsible for it.

It was certainly a tower worthy of pride. It could be seen as a monument to the Dawn Order's victory in the religious war, a pledge never to stain the Order's hands with blood again, or a tomb for the martyrs who died.

"Currently, each floor houses priests' research rooms. There, they study theology and suggest the right direction for the Order. Additionally, some retired seniors run bookstores or cafés, so I hope you enjoy your visit."

Strange. I clearly heard a tourist explanation, but now I didn't feel like going in. If I smiled and toured the tower after hearing that explanation, I'd seem heartless—

"Kal, shall we go to the top first?"
"Let's do that."

I realized I was getting too caught up in emotions.

When visiting a tourist spot, you should see and experience it firsthand. Considering the manager's explanation, that's the right thing to do.


***

Looking down at everything from the highest point—something that would excite ordinary people and make their hearts race, but not me.

More precisely, I no longer felt that way. I've already spent nearly 100 years as the master of a tall magic tower, looking down at the Capital, the most prosperous city on the continent, every day. Looking down at another city now might be different, but it doesn't make my heart race.

Nevertheless, the reason I came to the top of this holy tower is simple. A view shared with Kal would be unforgettable even after a lifetime. It would be a great stimulus for me, jaded as I am.

Of course, the view would be similar from the top of a magic tower, but there's a difference between seeing a view from your workplace and from a tourist spot.

"Huh?"

While looking down at Enestiye, Kal tilted his head.

"What's wrong?"
"There, isn't that St. Togra Cathedral?"

Looking where Kal was pointing, I could clearly see St. Togra Cathedral.

"Hmm?"

I also tilted my head like Kal.

'Why... is it glowing?'

The cathedral was glowing.

But it was a strange light, somewhat different from the cross that shone during Mar's wedding or the light when the World Tree was revived.

To begin with, the entire cathedral wasn't glowing. Light was irregularly leaking through the windows of the cathedral.

"Are they fighting, perhaps?"

I burst out laughing at Kal's serious murmur.

The cardinals did have a heated debate yesterday, but surely they wouldn't be throwing holy spells at each other during a council. It's like saying magicians would cast spells at each other if someone got a calculation wrong during a discussion...

'Are they really fighting?'

My laughter stopped as a vague memory surfaced.

Even magicians fight with magic when pushed, so priests might not be any different.

"Let's go down."
"Ah, yes."

In the end, I gave up thinking about it and fled.

Noble matters are for nobles, and priestly matters are for priests.

It's not good for the secular world to be too interested in church affairs.

Despite the small disturbance, the tower tour was interesting. As the tallest building in Enestiye, its interior was spacious, and every inch of that space was filled with something.

Especially as the manager at the entrance had mentioned, there were overwhelmingly many research rooms for priests, giving me a familiar scent of magic towers in this unfamiliar building.

'It would be rude to peek.'

I quickly dismissed the desire that suddenly arose.

The silver badge Kal received symbolizes that its owner is a key figure equivalent to the Pope. In other words, Kal is qualified to enter even research rooms discussing the Order's future.

But having the qualification and actually doing it are separate issues. It would be uncomfortable to cause trouble for each other due to personal curiosity.


"Not all clergy are solemn, it seems."
"People are people, regardless of profession."

And now I found something more interesting than the research rooms.

[One-sided Life Advice Café by an Elderly Former Archbishop]

A sign that made my head spin just by reading it, while simultaneously arousing inexplicable interest.

"Additionally, some retired seniors run bookstores or cafés, so I hope you enjoy your visit."

I felt a bit resentful toward the manager. He shouldn't have simply said there were cafés; he should have specified that there was something like this. I almost missed such an unusual café.

"...Shall we go in?"
"Yes."

I nodded as if entranced, hearing Kal's slightly dazed voice.

***

A merchant must first attract the customer's attention.

It might be unfair to call someone who rose to archbishop and retired honorably a merchant, but he voluntarily opened this strange café. I believe he'll understand.

In that sense, this former archbishop is an excellent attention-grabber. When devout tourists who came all the way to the Papal States and this tower see such a sign, they'll immediately open their wallets and ask for all sorts of life advice. Who could resist advice from an archbishop?

"Well, well."

When we entered as if entranced, the former archbishop showed reluctance.

"I clearly said it was an old man's advice..."

I instinctively guessed what he meant as he trailed off. He probably didn't expect customers older than himself to come for advice.

Naturally, I didn't voice that thought—

"Giving advice to five people is too much. Please consider an old man's stamina."

?

"Excuse me?"

I couldn't help but ask about this incomprehensible statement. What does he mean by "advice to five"? Does he only accept a limited number of customers per day?

Seeing my confused reaction, the archbishop chuckled and shook his head.

"Five came in, but I only see two."

At those words, Trixie, who had been blinking blankly, hurriedly approached the archbishop.

"Just now, could you explain that in more detail?"

And while pulling out a handful of silver coins.

"Put those away. I have no intention of accepting silver coins."
"Then, gold coins..."
"Copper coins would be sufficient."

It was impressive to see a customer trying to pay more and an owner trying to charge less.

But more importantly, why offer money right away? Even cool transactions aren't that straightforward.

Magicians, priests, and doctors. Professions with such strong individual characteristics that finding commonalities is difficult, yet they share the peculiar connection of being able to identify and confirm a couple's or family's joyous news first.

As one who walks the path of magic, I can immediately detect a woman's pregnancy, and feeling the firstborn growing in Marr's embrace has become the joy of my day. Yet ironically, magicians who quickly notice others' pregnancies often fail to recognize their own.

It's contradictory but unavoidable. Magicians who live constantly sensing mana tend to be insensitive to new mana forming within their bodies. After all, we strive daily to increase our mana and connect with nature's energy. When new mana appears in our bodies, we often dismiss it as "yesterday's meditation was particularly effective."

"That's what I thought at first too."

But as the new mana grows, one can't help but notice the change. That a new life has formed in one's body. That this new mana belongs not to oneself but to a new life.

When I first realized I might be pregnant, I nearly burst into tears. My parents spent years trying to have me, and I had prepared myself for a similar journey. Yet here I was, possibly pregnant already? It was an unparalleled gift from the gods and my parents.

Yet I kept this joyous possibility secret even from Kal. I remained silent until I, as a magician, could be absolutely certain of my pregnancy, planning to call priests and doctors for cross-verification then. If I called them earlier and it turned out to be my mistake, how disappointed Kal would be.

...In truth, I was afraid. While a child is certainly a blessing, for a half-elf to conceive so quickly is objectively nearly impossible. Almost as unlikely as me, the Magic-Ending Duke, misinterpreting mana.

So I kept quiet. I feared rejoicing prematurely only to discover it wasn't true and crumbling from disappointment. I worried that Kal, after showing such excitement, would hide his own disappointment while trying to comfort me.

"Five came in, but I only see two."

Then, from an unexpected source, I heard words I couldn't ignore.

No less than a former archbishop seemed to confirm my thoughts.

"Just now, could you explain that in more detail?"

After that, my body moved before my mind could catch up. I quickly sat before the archbishop and pulled out as many silver coins as I could grab from my pocket.

"...Five?"

But what did he mean by five?

Could it be that the child inside me... isn't just one?

***

Trixie listened to the former archbishop's life less—no, advice—with an entranced expression.

"While magicians can only determine a child's presence after some growth, priests are different. A few priests like myself can intuitively sense when God has sent a new life to earth."
"Intuition..."
"Of course, it's not just intuition. Priests have their own methods of judgment, but what's important to Your Grace now isn't such trivial matters."

Trixie nodded repeatedly at those words, as if completely uninterested in the mechanics of priests' abilities.

It's somewhat perplexing. Trixie normally has such high curiosity about the unknown and desire for exploration. Usually, she would have asked detailed questions about how priests exercise their abilities.

But what's even more perplexing is:

"Congratulations. Three blessings have nestled in Your Grace's embrace."

That Trixie is pregnant.

With triplets, no less.

"Am I dreaming?"

I couldn't help but wonder. Having a child is a joy incomparable to anything else in this world, but Trixie is half-human, half-elf. Sadly, her species composition differs somewhat from pure humans.

So I, Trixie, and the Catovan ducal retainers all assumed we wouldn't see a young lord for several years, yet here we are with a pregnancy less than a year after marriage? And not just one child but three?

My head spins from this sudden influx of information. What con artist claimed humans and elves struggle to have children together? We've got newlywed triplets, something rare even among humans.

"Excuse me, elder."

"What is it?"

Setting aside my confusion, I carefully spoke, and the archbishop, returning to his advice-giving persona, responded curtly.

"If what you say is true, there could be no greater joy, but it seems rather sudden. Is Trixie really pregnant with triplets?"
"If you don't believe me, believe Her Grace."
"Pardon?"

What does that mean? For matters concerning children, one should obviously trust an obstetrician, not the pregnant woman herself.

"Her Grace has suspected her pregnancy. Though she didn't realize it was triplets."

His following words made me turn my gaze to Trixie.

Come to think of it, that makes sense. Trixie is a magician—how could she not have known she was pregnant?

"The bewilderment you feel now is what Her Grace felt first. So don't feel hurt that she kept it secret until now."

Ah.

Though brief, I understood Trixie's feelings. I would have remained silent too.

"Thank you for your advice, elder."
"You're quite polite. No one could accuse you of lacking manners."

After slightly bowing to the smirking archbishop, I carefully embraced Trixie, who still looked dazed.

"Ah, Kal..."
"Let's go back. You need to be careful now that you're not alone."

Trixie's face flushed red at my direct words.

"I never expected to hear such wonderful news at a holy site. Thank you."
"Th-thank me? I didn't conceive alone, you know."

Trixie awkwardly smiled and somewhat dazedly stroked her belly.

For now, the awkwardness probably outweighs the joy. Even though she had suspected it, it was only a possibility, and until a few minutes ago, we were simply enjoying our honeymoon as a couple. It would be stranger if she weren't affected by having her pregnancy confirmed during our honeymoon.

"Three..."

If even I have mixed feelings, Trixie must feel them more intensely, not less.

No matter how many times I think about it, it's amazing. How did we end up with triplets, not just one child?

"Is it some divine gift?"

One from Enen, one from the Eternal Blue Sky, one from Constantina. It might be a stretch, but it's exactly three.

"The prenatal names are decided then."

If we consider them gifts from the gods, the prenatal names are automatically determined. Taeyeong (Sun), Haneul (Sky), and Chomok (Vegetation) would be perfect.

Thankfully, there are no war gods or death gods among the deities associated with me.

***

I feel my aging body and fatigued mind gradually becoming healthier.

No, it's not just a feeling but truth. With the Catovan Duchy gaining a consort, its stability has increased, allowing me, as the head butler of Catovan, to set aside all worries and find peace.

"How clear."


Looking up at the sky while drinking tea, I couldn't help but smile. Even the sky seemed to celebrate my joy, clear without a single cloud.

What a magnificent sky. Has the sky always been such a beautiful and noble entity?

"To think removing a single flaw could bring such comfort."

And who would have thought that the sole flaw would disappear after a century?

Of course, Her Grace the Duchess has only married; it will be years before we see children. Strictly speaking, the succession of the Catovan Duchy remains unstable.

But what of it? His Grace the Consort is just over twenty, and Her Grace the Duchess will live at least as long as him, if not longer. The future Duke of Catovan who will lead the family is destined to be born.

That's why I can smile. The bloodline of the Empire's foremost magical family, the first meritorious subject of the Empire's founding, the Sword-Drawing Duke, will continue—

"Hmm?"

The communication device placed beside the teapot began to glow.

"This is Count Sicilia."

Though the contact interrupted my peaceful tea time, I wasn't displeased. In such a good mood, nothing could disturb my peace of mind.

- It's me.

Besides, if the caller is Her Grace the Duchess, it's a welcome interruption.

Yet it's somewhat puzzling. Wasn't Her Grace traveling to the Papal States? To spare such precious time to contact me, could something significant have happened?

- I apologize for the sudden call. There's something I must tell you.
"It's quite alright, Your Grace. Following your orders is both my duty and honor."

I bowed my head while responding to Her Grace, who smiled gently.

Even if it were something significant, it wouldn't matter. For a retainer serving the Catovan Duchy, dedicating oneself to Her Grace is the family's glory. It would be right to gladly carry out her instructions even if given at dawn.

- Hoho, is that so?

Perhaps seeing such determination in my response, Her Grace's smile deepened.

- Then please relay this to the others as well. Actually—

The ducal retainers urgently gathered in the conference room.

"Ten months—no, they might be born earlier, so we should clear all schedules from seven months onward!"
"Should we first distribute commemorative aid to the duchy's poor?"
"Isn't that done after the birth?"
"I'm not sure. It's been over a century since someone was born into the Catovan family."

And naturally, the atmosphere in the conference room was heated.

"We must prepare rooms for the little lords! Three of them, three! Though they might share a room when young, by age five they'll want separate rooms!"

At that resounding cry, several retainers even showed tears.

In truth, so did I. Who would have thought Her Grace the Duchess would carry three little lords?

"But," the head chamberlain spoke while we were planning rooms, clothes, toys, and more for the little lords.

"Who will be the wet nurse?"

An unbelievable silence descended upon the conference room.


As soon as I realized our honeymoon included five people instead of two, I prepared to return home.

Fortunately, my role as a witness in the Papal States was complete, and we had already visited all the major tourist attractions before visiting the tower. There was no reason to remain in Enestiye. The only option was to abandon any lingering attachment to our honeymoon and return quickly.

More importantly, to think I only discovered their identities after everything was over. What filial children they are, showing such devotion before they're even born.

"What a shame. I gave you the token yesterday, but I didn't expect you'd be leaving so soon."

Tanian came to the harbor to see us off after hearing we were returning.

"Still, it would be harsh to make someone carrying new life remain in unfamiliar foreign lands."
"Thank you for understanding."
"Haha, I'm embarrassed to hear thanks for understanding. Isn't it only natural?"

I smiled along with Tanian as he let out a small laugh. I had worried that the Papal States might show discomfort at our sudden departure. Even though our business was finished, treating guests generously is directly connected to the host's reputation. Leaving after only three days on Papal States soil could potentially damage the Order's reputation.

However, judging by Tanian's reaction, the Order seemed to have no regrets. Even if they did, they certainly wouldn't make an issue of it.

"His Holiness the Pope and the cardinals hope you enjoyed your sightseeing tour and send their sincere congratulations on your new life."
"What an honor. I'll make sure to take the children to church as soon as they're born."
"Ah, when that time comes, please show the token to the bishop. He will bestow the greatest blessing possible within his power."

At those words, Trixie's expression softened dramatically.

If the highest blessing could be bestowed upon the tiny triplets yet to be born, that would be the greatest happiness for an expectant mother. Although the triplets would have the blood of elves who worship Constantina flowing through their veins, they would still have to live in the human world. In this continent, how deeply one receives divine favor or blessings is one of the ways to prove one's authority.

Of course, no title could be more authoritative than being the first children born to the Catovan Duchy in nearly 100 years.

"Then I shall pray that the Lord's blessing be upon you, your siblings, and the three children to be born next year."

With Tanian's farewell bow, we returned to the Empire.

It was a strange journey—we left on a honeymoon but returned on a family trip.

When we arrived at the mansion in the Capital, we were greeted with passionate welcomes.

"Welcome back, sister. You must have had a hard time abroad."
"Master, are you uncomfortable anywhere? Or is there anything you'd like to eat?"
"Th-this tea is supposed to be good for pregnant women!"

To be precise, the welcome was directed only at Trixie, not me.

Of course, anyone would be surprised if someone who left for a honeymoon returned carrying three children, but I felt a little hurt that no one paid any attention to me. This husband also made historic contributions at the council...

While I was watching the lovers with some bitterness, I saw the servants and Titi running from across the hallway.

"Second Mistress! Second Mistreeeeess!"
"Butler, if you shout like that, you'll startle the mistress!"

Even the servants seemed to see only Trixie, as every single one of them examined her condition without exception.

*Woof!*

Only Titi welcomed his master, wagging his tail.

'Good dog.'

I quietly closed my eyes while stroking Titi's panting head.


You're my only ally in this vast mansion. I'll get you some good meat for dinner tonight.

No, our Titi should eat only premium beef from now on.

***

I remained silent as I watched His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus from behind as he fed carrots to a black horse. His Majesty must be doing this to organize his thoughts.

"Your Majesty."
"Yes, Your Majesty the Emperor Emeritus."

I bowed slightly in response when the Emperor Emeritus finally spoke.

"There are many pillars supporting the Empire, but among them, five are the most steadfast. This has been an unchanging fact since the Great Emperor personally selected the Five Pillars until now."

The Emperor Emeritus, speaking respectfully in deference to my position as Emperor, stroked the black horse's head and then turned around.

"And if even one of those five pillars collapses, it is tantamount to publicly acknowledging that the Empire is unstable."
"Your Majesty's words are correct."

I bowed my head again, agreeing with the Emperor Emeritus's statement.

If even one of the ducal lines were to end, it would announce to the entire continent that the Empire—the Imperial Family—couldn't properly manage even its own affairs. Everyone knows what the five ducal families mean to the Imperial Family.

That's why the common concern of successive emperors for the past century has been the succession issue of the Catovan Duchy. While other dukes married properly and had children, only the Magic-Ending Duke lived alone without marrying anyone. It was fortunate that the Magic-Ending Duke's lifespan was long, sparing us from having to arrange a match. If the duke had been human, the Emperor would have personally stepped in to match them with someone.

Moreover, the founder of the Catovan Duchy, the Sword-Drawing Duke, was the decisive figure who delivered the final blow to Apels' mandate. A revolutionary who boldly questioned the legitimacy of the last Apels Emperor's rule in Apels' capital square. If the lineage of such a figure were to end, it would somewhat complicate the image of Kfelopen, which overthrew Apels.

"However, since the mandate of heaven resides with the Empire, everything flows according to natural order."

The subsequent words were truly correct. The Magic-Ending Duke, who had been a source of concern for emperors, had eventually married, bringing a consort to the Catovan Duchy.

'Perhaps it's because they're young, but they're quite vigorous.'

Moreover, they've conceived children after being married for such a short time.

Although I haven't yet heard official news of the pregnancy from either the Minister or the Magic-Ending Duke, since yesterday evening, rumors have spread throughout society that the Catovan Duchy's retainers are looking for experienced former wet nurses. The meaning behind the Catovan Duchy suddenly seeking wet nurses, and not hiding it, is obvious.

An heir to the Catovan Duchy has appeared. After about 100 years, no less.

"Therefore, Your Majesty, it is sufficient for the Imperial Family to simply congratulate this joyous occasion. Essentially, isn't it just the ordinary event of a ducal family gaining an heir?"

Amid this historic and continental celebration, the Emperor Emeritus advised the Imperial Family's silence.

The Imperial Family will congratulate the Minister and the Magic-Ending Duke on their pregnancy and send gifts, but that is merely a basic procedure, almost too trivial to be considered a special measure. His Majesty was saying there's no need to do more than that.

Indeed, no matter how joyous the occasion, it is ultimately just an heir being born to one of the five ducal families. It's an everyday occurrence that has happened countless times throughout the Empire's 300-year history. If the Imperial Family were to send excessive congratulations for such a natural event, it would disrupt the already precarious balance between the dukes.

"Thanks to Your Majesty's valuable advice, my mind seems clearer."
"I'm glad to have been of help."

It was 20 minutes later that I received information that the Magic-Ending Duke was carrying triplets.

"......"
"......"

Neither I nor the Emperor Emeritus could speak for a while, faced with the unexpected news of triplets.

***


If communication orbs could overheat like mobile phones, mine would have turned to ashes by now.

'It could be used as a light bulb.'

Looking at the communication orb abandoned on my desk, I couldn't help but chuckle. The orb, blinking incessantly, would display an insane presence even if thrown into a forest at midnight. How is it that the calls never stop?

'Trixie seems to be quiet though.'

It's a strange feeling. Setting aside the fact that the pregnancy news I told the Catovan Duchy's retainers has already spread throughout the Empire, I don't understand why I'm receiving more calls than Trixie, who's the pregnant one.

...Could it be that Trixie is intimidating while I'm approachable?

'That makes sense.'

I accepted it. While I'm not someone to be disrespected, honestly, I do fall short when compared to Trixie. Anyone would pale in comparison to an industry leader who has reigned for over 100 years.

Anyway, I've been forced to abandon my usual communication orb due to the flood of incoming messages. If I were to respond to each one, 24 hours a day wouldn't be enough. Rather than picking and choosing whose calls to answer, it's better to treat everyone equally by not answering any.

"Kal, is something wrong?"
"Ah, it's nothing."

That's why I asked Trixie to make me a temporary communication orb. Not contacting my parents just because I don't want to answer others' calls would make me a terrible son.

"You seem troubled. I understand. It would be stranger if you weren't, becoming a father of four children overnight."

I gave an awkward smile as my mother chuckled.

When I first contacted my mother, she seemed dozens of times more excited than I was, but let's not mention that. Becoming a grandmother to four grandchildren overnight, it would be strange if she weren't—

"By the way, Laura showed interest in the Catovan Duchy's job posting."
"The wet nurse?"

I blinked blankly at my mother's words.

First of all, the people the Catovan Duchy is looking for aren't wet nurses themselves, but veteran wet nurses who can pass on child-rearing knowledge to others. The actual wet nurses will be selected from the retainer families, which is natural.

And the wet nurse is an experienced professional who raised both Erich and me. If there's a flaw, it's that she's not a retired matron enjoying her golden years but the current head maid. But she's not the type to show interest in other work if she couldn't handle her own duties properly. She must have the capacity to be interested in the Catovan Duchy's job posting.

'...That's not bad.'

I stroked my chin slightly as I thought it over. As evidenced by how well Erich and I grew up, the wet nurse is a highly competent and loving person. If people taught by such a wet nurse were to care for our children, that would be great for me.

"I'll mention it to the Catovan side. If it's the wet nurse, I can trust her too."

I couldn't help but smile at the situation where talent voluntarily joined. Unlike the Valenti Duchy, which is rich in children, the Catovan Duchy was worried about the evaporation of human assets like wet nurses.

Now, even if the wet nurse changes her mind, she can't back out. Please become the founding ancestor of the Catovan Duchy's wet nurses...!

I think I understand why my mother brought up the wet nurse in front of me.

"What did you just say?"
"Applications are pouring in from all over the continent. I counted up to 500, but I don't know beyond that."

I let out a hollow laugh as I watched the head butler chuckling as if he had reached enlightenment.

'These crazy magicians.'

Although I haven't heard a detailed explanation, I can roughly guess what's happening.

People with experience as both magicians and wet nurses have gone wild for the title of "teacher of the wet nurse of the Magic-Ending Duke's children."

The position of nanny, unlike the roles of head butler or head attendant, is not officially part of the retainer corps. A nanny exists somewhere between a retainer and an external invitee—that's what a nanny is.

Despite this ambiguous position, a nanny is premium personnel who surpasses most retainers in value. Logically, one wouldn't hire just anyone to care for their children. Only those with verified backgrounds, exceptional abilities, and good character can become nannies.

That's why nannies aren't easily found or created. To hire a new nanny, either the previous nanny must have diligently trained a successor, or if no successor was trained, one must activate the nanny network and rely on connections. That's the world of nannies.

However, the Catovan Duchy can do neither. The position of nanny hasn't existed in the Catovan Duchy for over 100 years, and since the Duke had no intention of marrying, he never felt the need to train a future nanny. A nanny network? The nanny who cared for Trixie died decades ago.

As a result, the Catovan Duchy belatedly scrambled to find a nanny—or more precisely, an experienced person who could train as a nanny. "Naturally," the nanny for the glorious young lord should come from a retainer family.

"I had no idea there were so many magic-using nannies."

Consequently, magic-using nannies across the continent went into a frenzy. While they wouldn't become nannies themselves, they could become teachers who train nannies. That would inevitably create some connection to the Magic-Ending Duke.

'This is maddening.'

My head throbbed from this unexpected situation.

When the Catovan Duchy posted the job opening, I expected applications to pour in. Anyone with even a speck of ambition wouldn't miss an opportunity to form connections with the ducal family.

But I never imagined continental-scale chaos would erupt just days after posting the job opening. These magicians—did they create some Trixie fan club café where they share daily updates about her?

'How dare they exclude me.'

If such a thing exists, it would be proper to appoint me, her consort, as the president—how incredibly presumptuous of them.

...

'What should I do?'

After finishing my denial of reality, I faced the situation again. With things blown up to this scale, handling it simply would be difficult.

Even in my previous world, it was customary to send messages of consolation and regret to rejected job applicants. But as the head butler said, if over 500 people submitted applications, writing rejection letters would take considerable time. If there were VIPs among the applicants, even more care would be needed.

'This makes recommending a nanny difficult.'

My brow furrowed involuntarily. With magicians from across the continent being rejected left and right, if a nanny with my recommendation proudly takes the position, unnecessary rumors might spread—asking why they bothered posting a job opening if they were just going to insert the consort's acquaintance.

Of course, when posting the opening, I didn't expect my nanny would show interest, and there's no reason not to recommend someone as capable and virtuous as her. But not everyone knows these circumstances.

In truth, I wouldn't mind if rumors spread. You can't please everyone, and those people would just end up talking. But I cannot tolerate my nanny having to hear unwarranted slander because of Trixie and me.

'Ah.'

Finally, a simple yet plausible solution came to mind.

'We don't have to select just one person.'

By selecting multiple candidates, we could avoid rumors about my nanny taking the only position. Besides, even in schools, different subjects have different teachers—why should a nanny teach everything alone?

"Head Butler."
- Yes, sir.
"The nanny who cared for my siblings now serves as the head maid of the Kracius family. I'll send her over, so please consult with her to select about four more candidates."
- Yes, Your Grace. I'll do so.

The head butler quickly bowed at my instruction.

It's a simple solution, but sometimes in life, problems are best solved simply.

The miraculous conclusion: selecting five teachers, including my nanny.

"Learning from one person might lead down a biased path, but learning from many allows one to choose the right path for oneself."

Trixie nodded, seemingly pleased with this miraculous conclusion.

That's a relief. Although I immediately gave instructions to the head butler, strictly speaking, I had unilaterally handled a matter concerning both of us. Moreover, I, a mere consort, had commanded the Duke's retainer while the Duke was perfectly fine.

'I should be more careful from now on.'


While I may be the decision-maker elsewhere, in the Catovan Duchy, I'm just second-in-command. I need to be careful not to make Trixie feel slighted by my rash actions.

"By the way, Kal, since we're already assembling five, would you mind adding one more?"
"One more?"

I was somewhat surprised by Trixie's suggestion.

Trixie... has someone she wants to insert? Trixie, of all people?

'Did she know someone?'

It's an extremely disrespectful thought, but I can't help it. If she's specifically requesting someone, it implies some level of affection, and it's surprising that the emotionally detached Trixie would care for someone. Also, whoever asked for this favor must be quite brave.

"I just contacted my grandmother, and she suggested we might need a nanny to teach elven culture."
"Ah."

That makes sense. Her maternal grandmother certainly has the right to request personnel appointments for Trixie.

Actually, since it's her grandmother's choice, it's not a parachute appointment but more like a special forces deployment.

"You're right. With elven blood flowing in them, they should know elven culture."

Instinctively, I recalled what happened in the elven residential district. Both Trixie and I were ignorant of elven culture and ended up doing something quite passionate in public—a distant, embarrassing memory.

Yes, we cannot pass that shame and humiliation to our children. If the parents weren't properly educated, at least the children should be.

"Oh, and..."

Suddenly fidgeting and looking nervous, Trixie carefully opened her mouth.

"Grandmother said... to come home as soon as possible..."

At those words, I carefully bowed my head. While her grandmother intellectually understands that her granddaughter is an adult, emotionally she still treats her like a baby—and now she's heard that she has three great-grandchildren.

I can hardly imagine what emotion she felt before joy.

***

After finishing my communication with Trixie.

"Haaah..."

I kept drinking water to calm myself. Since this water contains treasures bestowed by the Spirit King of Water, it should quickly soothe my burning insides.

- What I gave you affects the body, not the mind—
"Pardon?"
- I was going to say drink carefully. Even water can cause indigestion if consumed hastily.

The Spirit King of Water cleared his throat softly and left with fairies riding on his shell.

Watching him leave, I sighed. I had inadvertently ended up being petulant toward the Spirit King.

'It's nobody's fault.'

I drank more water to compose myself. This is nobody's fault. No one has committed any sin.

It's natural for children to come when people marry. Trixie is, by human standards, an impeccable adult. Though she has elven blood, she's half-human and has lived in the human world—it's not right to hold her to elven standards.

Surely, surely that must be true, but...

'How could a child barely over 120 years old...'

A child.

How could a child have even smaller children...

"What is the world coming to?"


I inadvertently muttered such a complaint. Despite this being a beautiful world where the World Tree has been revived and Constantina has descended again.

This isn't right. For those children, this is a joyous moment of creating new life right after marriage. I worry that I might show displeasure in front of them when I should be congratulating them.

'I should have called later.'

Belated regret washed over me. When I heard about Trixie's pregnancy, I instinctively told her to come home, but now that I've regained my senses, I realize I was too hasty.

So calm down, calm down again. When those children arrive, I'll smile and congratulate...

'How could a child have children!'

This is serious. It seems I won't be able to manage right away.

"Elder, are you there?"

As I struggled alone with my inner turmoil, Claris's voice came from outside the door.

I felt both grateful and sorry that someone had arrived with whom I could share this pain.

***

Finally, the communication crystal that had been burning hot fell silent.

- At last I can reach you. What have you been doing all this time?
"I've been holed up in the mansion. Why would I go out and face whatever mess is out there?"

Thanks to that, I could finally contact the Minister.

I could have done it earlier when Trixie made a temporary communication crystal, but unfortunately, I forgot the Minister's unique number. Honestly, he probably doesn't know my crystal number either.

- Fair enough. Even walking around a little, all I hear is talk about you.

The Minister nodded at my words and eventually chuckled.

- You're really something. How long has it been since you had your first child, and now triplets?
"Are you jealous?"
- No.

His resolute answer hurt my feelings. Not knowing the joy of having many children—you really are a pitiful person.

- Actually, more than them being triplets, what gives me goosebumps is that the next Duke of Servet will be your bloodline. How did the Empire come to this?

Amid all this, such an irreverent statement came from the Minister's mouth. To suggest the Empire is going wrong when the ducal succession has been secured—isn't that an unforgivable statement, even for a Minister?

"May I share those words with others?"
- Do as you please. I'll just retire if needed.

Faced with such a logically perfect rebuttal, I couldn't open my mouth.

That's true. If I report the Minister, he'll just retire decades early.

- Well, you've probably heard this a lot already, but congratulations. Please convey my congratulations to His Grace the Magic-Ending Duke as well.
"It's because of people like you that my communication crystal burned up."
- Didn't you used to avoid His Grace in the old days too?

Strange. Today, every word from the Minister seems to hit me right in the solar plexus...

- Anyway, I'm hanging up now, so stay well hidden. Don't get caught in the wrong place.

Leaving me with one last gem of advice, the Minister ended the call without hesitation.

'Damn it.'

I think I'll need to visit the Minister's mansion soon.

With Trixie.

The recruitment notice for House Catovan had been completed.

Of course, the house retainers scrutinized the applications with intense focus, and the experienced nanny who raised me and Erich also assisted them with her professional perspective. With passion and competence combined, the selection process itself finished quickly. The only issue was the time it took to write rejection letters and words of comfort to those who weren't selected.

Anyway, half of the selected personnel were middle-aged women who had just retired from nanny positions, and the other half were elderly women who had trained many successor nannies. It seems like a good balance, so I believe there won't be any problems with education.

"These distinguished guests will be reviving a broken tradition. When they gather at the castle, we should hold a small banquet."
"Wise words, sir. Considering the age of our guests, I will arrange for a calm and majestic atmosphere rather than something flashy."

I found myself nodding at the head butler who filled in the details after I merely suggested the theme. Watching the head butler is like running good AI auto-hunting. So convenient.

"We will also attend the banquet, so keep that in mind."
"Yes, Your Grace."

I put the communication device back in my pocket after watching the head butler bow respectfully.

Though I feel bad for the always diligent and respectful head butler, right now he's not the important one.

"Kal."

Trixie opened her mouth with a slightly, very slightly trembling voice.

"Ah, yes. Let's go. Grandmother will be waiting."

The important thing right now is that we need to meet my grandmother-in-law, who must be experiencing a fierce battle between reason and instinct. That's all that matters.

We arrived at the entrance to the Elven residential district.

We could have teleported directly to Grandmother's residence, but we deliberately landed far away to have some time to mentally prepare.

It was the wrong choice.

"Oh my goodness, oh my goodness."
"It's true, how wonderful."

Every time we walked through the Elven residential district, I could clearly hear nearby elves whispering.

Thinking about it, this is only natural. Although we only told Grandmother about the pregnancy among the elves, this place is a protected area for different races that serves as a tourist attraction. News of Trixie's pregnancy has spread throughout the continent, so other elves likely heard about it through tourists.

"It's really triplets. The most recent twins were born during the Apels era, and now suddenly triplets?"
"Constantina descended during their wedding ceremony. Perhaps they received her blessing then?"

Crucially, elves are a race specialized in magic. This means they can tell just by looking at Trixie's body that new mana has formed within her.

I was foolish. To avoid one lion—Grandmother—I've thrown myself into a pack of hyenas.

"But is this really okay? That child is just a little over 120, isn't she?"
"By elven standards it's problematic, but she grew up in human society. Besides, she's not pure-blooded but mixed."
"I-is that so?"

Even in this gloomy and embarrassing moment, I kept my ears wide open. By listening to the elves' conversations, I could gauge the current public opinion among elves, which would likely be similar to Grandmother's feelings.

'This is fine.'

Fortunately, public opinion was friendly-neutral. While no elf actively defended or accepted us, at least none pointed fingers or clicked their tongues at us. They simply acknowledged, "It's a bit unusual, but by human standards, well..."

I've heard that most elves are young blood born after the founding of the Empire, which might explain their relatively open mindset. That's truly fortunate.

"Our child won't have to face harsh stares."

Trixie must have had the same thought as she whispered quietly in my ear.

"They're all kind people. They might adore our child, but there won't be any problems."

I gently held Trixie's hand as I answered.

I think I understand what Trixie was worried about. Because of the elven blood flowing through her, she had to live with a wall between herself and humans, yet she couldn't blend in with elves either for 100 years. She must have worried whether our children would have to endure those same 100 years for their entire lives.


It's not an exaggerated concern, as our having children is far from elven common sense. Due to this enormous gap, they might treat our children coldly. Fortunately, as Trixie said, that doesn't seem likely.

"...Let's hurry. If we stay any longer, we'll be surrounded."

Of course, regardless of our relief, being the focus of all the elves' attention was more burdensome than expected. Moreover, their gazes were not ordinary—if we lingered any longer, they might not just whisper but approach us directly.

If I had known this would happen, we should have gone straight to Grandmother's residence from the beginning.

***

Mortals with finite lifespans seem to live complicated lives.

"Congratulations. Having three children at once, if this isn't a divine blessing, what is?"
"Th-thank you, Grandmother."

The Elder offers congratulations with an awkward smile, while her granddaughter stammers her thanks.

And then there's the benefactor, subtly lowering his head and looking at the floor.

'Why are they acting like this?'

I don't understand. In the spirit realm, when a new spirit is born, it's a joyous occasion for everyone. Though immortal spirits may fall into a death-like slumber, they eventually awaken again, but conversely, the probability of a new spirit being born is slim.

But the Elder's granddaughter carries not just one but three new lives. For mortals with finite lifespans, isn't it better to have children sooner and more of them?

- This is difficult to understand.
- That's the charm of this world.

The Fire Spirit King flew over and sat on my shell in response to my muttering.

"Fire Uncle! Hot! Get off!"
"That's right! Fire Uncle hot! Water Uncle cool!"
- Oh, I'm sorry.

But he retreated slightly at the protests of the fairies who had already claimed my shell.

- By the way, Earth Auntie said she wanted to play with you.
"Earth Auntie did? Really? Really?"
"Wow! I want to play tug-of-war!"

Soon the fairies fluttered away toward the World Tree, deceived by the Fire Spirit King's lie.

The Earth Spirit King was surely enjoying a nap on the World Tree branch. I can only express my condolences to the Earth Spirit King who will suffer while sleeping.

- Now we can talk among ourselves.
- Is it important?
- Not particularly, but those children are so pure. It's better if we speak privately.

I nodded at his words. Fairies are pure children who know no deceit. If you say something in front of them, before you know it, your words spread everywhere.

It's not that they have ill intentions or are being mischievous. Those children simply don't understand the concept of secrets or the need to hide something.

- Anyway. Have you noticed it too?

At the Fire Spirit King's continued words, our gaze turned toward the Elder's granddaughter.

More precisely, toward her belly.

- It would be stranger not to know. Not just the mana, but the natural energy is substantial. At least one of the three was born with the qualities of a spirit master.

At my words, the flames covering the Fire Spirit King's body burned somewhat passionately.

This damn fellow. If you agree, just say so—why are you starting a fire in the middle of summer?

- Yes, at minimum a high-level spirit master. If it's this significant while still in the womb, needless to say after birth, and with proper education, they could even contract with us.

But I held back because I sensed slight excitement in the Fire Spirit King's voice. In truth, I felt similarly.


As long as the World Tree exists, spirits can cross from the spirit realm to this world at any time. This rule applies from low-level to highest-level spirits, and even to spirit kings.

However, leaving the vicinity of the World Tree is only possible with a contractor. No matter how powerful a spirit king is, without a contractor, they can only haunt the area around the World Tree.

'It's a sad situation.'

Escaping the boring spirit realm only to be confined near the World Tree—any spirit would scream at such a fate.

That's why the Fire Spirit King can't hide his excitement. It's been about 600 years since we last contracted with a spirit master. Even accounting for the years of emptiness when the World Tree burned, we've been without contractors for 300 years. Even the Elder can only contract with highest-level spirits at most, which is truly unfortunate.

So if the Elder's granddaughter carries a child overflowing with spirit master qualities, it's a joyous occasion. Yes, it's certainly joyous, but...

- Will that child choose the path of a spirit master?
- ......

The Fire Spirit King remained silent at my fundamental question.

In the past, elves primarily chose the path of mages rather than spirit masters. There wasn't any special reason; spirit master aptitude was rare among elves, so naturally spirit masters became the minority.

However, as spirit masters became fewer, even elves with spirit master aptitude began choosing the mage's path. There was no need for elves born with magical talent to force themselves onto a new path. Occasionally there were oddballs who chose both magic and spirits, but they were truly exceptional.

Moreover, now the World Tree has burned and the lineage of spirit masters has been broken. Although there is an Elder who contracted with spirits before the World Tree burned, even she hasn't handled spirits for 300 years, so spirit arts are essentially lost.

And amid these hardships, would someone deliberately choose the path of a spirit master?

'They won't.'

Moreover, the Elder's granddaughter is called the pinnacle of magic, and the benefactor reached the pinnacle with the sword. It would take considerable courage and madness to choose spirits over such certain paths.

- ...So we must persuade them diligently.

After a long silence, the Fire Spirit King finally spoke.

- If necessary, we'll open the spirit realm's treasury.
- Are you cra—

A harsh word instinctively came out, but I swallowed it back. Certainly, with that incentive, the path of a spirit master would be worth choosing. The spirit realm's treasury contains items we've collected from across the continent for thousands of years.

And inwardly, I was drawn to the Fire Spirit King's opinion. If we could travel the continent in exchange for treasures we don't even use, there couldn't be a better deal.

- Of course, we should also consider Wind and Earth's opinions—
- KEEEEEEEK!

Just as the Fire Spirit King was about to finish his sentence, a desperate scream echoed from the direction of the World Tree.

It seems we'll have to postpone reaching an agreement among the spirit kings.

***

I heard a strangely familiar scream from afar but ignored it. With fairies and spirits scattered around, they'll handle any problems that arise.

"—So take Claris with you. Claris is well-versed in elven history and traditional culture, which will be helpful for your soon-to-be-born child."
"I'll work hard if you just feed and house me!"

The important thing now is to respectfully accommodate the airborne forces personnel that Grandmother is personally inserting.

"I will treat her so well that she won't want to return even when her work is done."
"Ahaha, that would be troublesome."

Claris burst into laughter at Trixie's words, but after experiencing the duchy's sincere hospitality for a few years, she might truly not want to return.

...But from an elven perspective, what era are we talking about when we mention history and tradition? The Muno Empire period?

'That's incredible.'

The era before the Apels Empire. Just thinking about it makes my heart swell.


"The wedding with Trixie, the revival of the World Tree, Constantina's second coming, attending the council at the Pope's invitation, discovering triplets during the honeymoon, and the continent-wide uproar over job postings."

Despite experiencing all these events, summer vacation still wasn't over.

'Is this a dream?'

I'd even started to wonder. Though I'd been busy and many things had happened, looking at the calendar showed it was still summer vacation. There was even about a month left before school resumed.

It's strange. In the past, vacation time seemed to fly by, but this time it felt like the vacation period had stretched to three times its normal length. Did the Principal add bonus time because it's our last vacation? How considerate.

'The last vacation, huh.'

I grabbed a cookie while watching Titi playing in the garden with Yuris and Sophia.

I hadn't fully realized it during the closing ceremony because I was preoccupied with wedding preparations, but this is the last vacation of my life. After vacation ends, the second semester begins, and when that ends, all the Pastry Club members will graduate and return to their respective countries.

At that point, there would be no need to remain at the Academy as an Academy Inspector. The Academy, which had become a powder keg of the continent with key figures from various countries gathered there, would return to being a normal academy.

'The last.'

The more I dwelled on it, the more I felt both satisfaction and emptiness. When I first received this assignment, I'd hoped it would end quickly, but now that the end was approaching, my feelings were complicated. It was as if I'd grown attached to the relationships I'd built at the Academy.

I had certainly become friendly with capable, normal people like the Principal, Vice Principal, and Villar. We shared the common experience of being subordinates suffering under our superiors.

And because I went to the Academy, I was able to reunite with Mar and meet Liz and Lin. Becoming close with Erich, with whom I'd had a somewhat awkward relationship, was also a decent achievement.

'Not bad at all.'

Looking back, my two and a half years at the Academy had a profound impact on my life and were worthwhile. If I hadn't taken on the Academy Inspector role and had just remained as the Audit Department Head, what kind of person would I be now? Certainly not someone as happy or having as much fun.

'Should I be grateful to those guys?'

I chuckled and took a sip of the coffee I'd placed next to my cookie. If those problematic club members hadn't come to the Imperial Academy, I wouldn't have gone there either. In a way, I owe my current self to them—

'Grateful my ass.'

I'd tried to have a warm moment of reflection, but thinking about the 77th season club members sent chills down my spine. I almost glorified them just because they'd been quiet recently.

No matter how positively I tried to think about it, expressing gratitude to them wouldn't be right. It's more accurate to say I earned my current happiness as compensation for cleaning up after their various antics. Not happiness given freely, but a strict equivalent exchange.

'Please live as normal people in your home countries.'

Still, having spent time together as advisor and club members, I offered a small prayer.

You've caused enough trouble at the Academy, so please, once you graduate and return to your countries, live as ordinary princes and future saints. That would be the path to preserving your dignity and your nations' honor.

"Titi! You can't eat that!"
- *Whine...*
"That sad face won't work!"

Meanwhile, Titi was being scolded, looking dejected, probably for trying to eat flowers from the garden.

Titi's gaze subtly turned toward me as if hoping I'd intervene, but since Titi was clearly in the wrong, I ignored it. We feed him good quality food every day, so why does he insist on eating random plants? Anyone watching would think we're starving him.

'Could he be vegetarian?'

If that were truly the reason, I could understand. If it's a preference he's not forcing on others, it deserves respect. I'll try giving him both meat and vegetables for dinner tonight.

"He's pretending not to see us."

- "Woof!"

And that evening, Titi ate only the meat without any hesitation and then flopped over.

If you're going to be like this, then why in the garden...

The Sun, Sky, and Grass had barely made their presence known since settling in Trixie's embrace, but First Snow was visibly growing day by day.

"Kal, could you get me some strawberries?"

And a growing child needs plenty to eat.

"Strawberries? Sure, I'll be right back."

First Snow must have woken up in Mar's arms, as Mar, who had been peacefully drinking tea, suddenly requested strawberries.

It's difficult to find fruit that's in season during spring in the summer, but with money, money, and more money, nothing is impossible. In a world with magic, the concept of "in season" merely means "a time when you can eat something more cheaply."

"Do you need anything else?"
"Hmm, I'm fine for now."
"Really? Let me know if you think of something."
"Hehe, I will."

I almost gave a bitter smile at Mar's beaming face. When had the phrase "for now" ever been so frightening?

I'd heard enough to know that pregnant women's tastes fluctuate wildly. The unpredictable appetite and morning sickness are like an unavoidable fate for pregnant women, impossible to control no matter how hard you try.

Still, knowing something intellectually and physically acting on it are separate issues. There was a time when she said she wanted apples, but by the time I brought them, her taste had changed to tangerines, leaving me to eat the apples alone. I never know how Mar, who wants strawberries now, might change in five minutes.

'Her whims are intense.'

Before departing on my strawberry quest, I gently caressed Mar's belly where our adorable First Snow resided.

It would be a lie to say dealing with these whims isn't tiring, but I don't particularly mind. It's also thanks to First Snow that Mar, who rarely asks for anything, now relies on me, and as a father-to-be, it's only natural to provide what my child wants to eat.

...Though I do wish she'd refrain from craving steak at dawn. That might be good for First Snow, but it's hard on Mar. How difficult must it be to wake up in the morning after eating steak and going to sleep?

"Ah, Kal."
"Yes?"
"Um, could you also get kiwi?"

Mar's face was noticeably flushed as she spoke. She must have felt awkward for contradicting herself just 30 seconds after saying she didn't need anything else.

Of course, I wasn't annoyed. Rather, I was delighted that First Snow seemed to be influencing Mar's taste buds out of consideration for this father.

'Showing filial piety even before birth.'

Whose child is this? So precious.

***

Watching Kal disappear quickly after hearing my request made me feel both grateful and sorry.

That he cheerfully accommodates potentially bothersome tasks each time, that he fulfills my admittedly capricious demands every time.

'He doesn't need to go himself.'

And that he, a nobleman who could summon servants with a single word, moves personally.

Unless he needed to cook, Kal never delegated my requests to others. No matter how far away something was, he went himself, and no matter how precious something was, he searched for it personally.


At first, I was so surprised and flustered by this behavior that I tried to suppress my cravings as much as possible. How could I open my mouth when he would rush out even in the middle of sleep just because I mentioned something?

But the more I forced myself to hold back, the more obvious it became, and Kal eventually caught on.

"A child is the treasure of a couple, so it doesn't seem right for only Mar to struggle. Besides, if I want to tell First Snow that daddy also helped raise you, I should at least do this much."

I could only nod blankly as Kal stroked my head while laughing. That's when I realized it was possible to fall for the same person multiple times.

Mother said a husband looks most impressive during the honeymoon, but even considering that, Kal was too cool and kind. How could a nobleman show such qualities? Who would think this person was a rising power in the Empire at such a young age?

"You think so too, right?"

As I caressed my belly and spoke to First Snow, they responded with a kick.

I couldn't help but laugh at this curious timing. I don't know if First Snow is really responding to my words. The higher probability is that it's just coincidence.

Nevertheless, somehow I could feel that First Snow shared my thoughts, that they loved their father.

"...Ah."

After stroking my belly for quite some time, I let out a soft exclamation.

I had developed yet another craving.

***

I found the kiwi quickly, but surprisingly, strawberries were nowhere to be seen.

- "The common people in the Capital are equivalent to the middle class in the provinces. Why would people living in such circumstances specifically look for out-of-season fruit? Even when eating simple desserts, they consider the taste."

Finding no solution, I contacted the Section 2 Chief, my senior in marriage, and received that response.

It was a difficult answer to understand, but I accepted it. He was already experienced in dealing with his wife's morning sickness before me, and his family was involved in distribution, so it made sense that he might know circumstances I didn't.

- "Still, it's not like there's absolutely no demand, so you can find some if you look hard enough."
"What about the quality?"
- "Of course it's good. Anyone selling subpar goods in the Capital wouldn't be able to maintain a foothold there in the first place."

His confident answer gave me reassurance. Yes, they exist somewhere in the Capital. That's good enough.

- "Ah, Department Head."
"What?"
- "Rather than troubling yourself by searching through the Capital's markets one by one, would you like to establish a contract with my family?"

I pondered this suggestion for a moment. Establishing a contract with the Section 2 Chief's family would likely make it easier to find foods that are currently difficult to locate.

But it seemed awkward to establish a small-scale contract with a noble family rather than an individual merchant or shop. Mar would only eat so much during her pregnancy, so there was no need for a family-level contract—

- "With six wives, you'll probably be dealing with this for years."
"Send me the contract."
- "Yes, sir."

The Section 2 Chief reminded me of something I had momentarily forgotten.

Six wives would become pregnant, and those pregnancies wouldn't end with just one child each, so as he said, I would have to endure this hardship for years.

'So this is the weight of being the head of a family.'

It's incredibly heavy.

Section Chief 2 sent me a temporary contract along with a map showing stores that sell strawberries. To show such thoughtfulness even during contract negotiations—if he had shown even half this consideration and tact normally, he would have been a subordinate I truly valued.

'Just a smart kid with nothing else going for him.'

A smart kid who only uses his intelligence to mess with his superiors...

Still, I'll let it slide since he found what Marga wanted to eat today.

'The content isn't bad.'

I quickly skimmed through the contract while walking toward the store.

The content was brief and concise. Unless Section Chief 2 has gone mad, he wouldn't put anything in the contract that could blindside me, and I have no intention of abusing my power over a subordinate family. Financial relationships are best when they're clean and free of complications.

Anyway, the content seems fine, and since Section Chief 2 showed some consideration, I should review this contract positively.

'Should I expand the scope?'

For example, instead of a personal contract that only lasts during the wives' morning sickness periods—something like a massive contract established at the domain level.

Of course, Teilgleichen County already has existing contracts with suppliers, so that would be difficult, but the northern domains, including Wiridia County, are practically vacant lands. If someone has to handle these contracts anyway, wouldn't it be better to entrust them to someone I know? That's what connections are for, after all.

'A Barony family should be trustworthy.'

Moreover, the current head of the Naiad Barony and Section Chief 2's father is a capable man who received his hereditary title despite being a commoner. While my internal trust in Section Chief 2 is rock bottom, the Naiad Barony itself is trustworthy.

Good, I'll seriously consider this when I get back to the mansion.

"Welcome, Your Excellency! We prepared in advance when we heard you were coming!"
"Ah, yes. Thank you."

When I arrived at the store Section Chief 2 had recommended, the owner was waiting at the entrance with a basket of strawberries.

'They heard?'

With a suspicious feeling, I looked up at the store's sign.

The very familiar crest of the Naiad Barony was painted on it.

'That bastard Section Chief 2.'

So he didn't just recommend a place he knew, but one his family runs. This kid is really serious about business.

'It should be fine even if the family head changes.'

But his dedication actually reassured me. Seeing Section Chief 2 like this, there's probably no risk of the contract being jeopardized even if the family head changes.

My days have been peaceful and fulfilling—procuring food that Marga and First Snow crave in real-time, greeting the three children sleeping in Trixie's arms, chasing after Titi who runs away with something in her mouth, and responding to congratulatory messages from acquaintances.

"It's been a while, Director. I came after hearing the good news."
"I hope you've been well."

Perhaps because of this, some visitors I hadn't seen in quite some time came by.

"Welcome, both of you. It really has been a long time."

Section Chief 3 and Section Chief 5 arrived carrying fruit baskets in both hands, perhaps having heard that Marga had developed a taste for fruit. I felt genuinely happy to see them. Unlike Deputy Director who occasionally visits to check on the progress of establishing the Audit Ministry, my lover Section Chief 1, and the newlywed senior Section Chief 2, I rarely had any reason to meet Section Chief 3 and Section Chief 5.

Moreover, since I had designated these two as the future Executive Director and Deputy Executive Director, they were swamped with work. If the person who pushed them into that pit of work came by asking, "Hey, are you busy?" how angry would they be? If it were me, I would have punched my superior, rank be damned.


"I don't think it's been that long. Didn't we see you at the wedding?"
"That already feels like ancient history."

I chuckled at Section Chief 3's words as I accepted the fruit baskets.

All the Audit Department executives had attended my wedding with Trixie, but so much has happened since then. It feels like several months have passed already.

"Ah, do you both have time? Since you're here, stay for a meal."
"Well, if we didn't have time to eat, we would have bitten our tongues off long ago."

At Section Chief 3's words tinged with complicated emotions, even Section Chief 5 closed his mouth and lowered his gaze to the ground.

Though brief, their words and actions clearly conveyed the suffering these two appointees had endured.

'I'm the guilty one here.'

Seeing this, I quietly averted my gaze as well. It was entirely my decision to promote these two who had only recently become section chiefs. Even though I, younger than both of them, became the Minister-designate, my pain doesn't erase theirs.

What's more regrettable is that while I feel sorry, I don't regret the decision. Honestly, they were the only ones I could trust with executive positions. To quickly take control of a new department, you need to place your confidants in high positions.

Decisively, I could foresee a future where Section Chief 3 would torment me once I became Minister. So I counterattacked first with the promotion to Director.

- Woof woof!

As an awkward silence lingered, Titi suddenly appeared, wagging her tail and barking at Section Chief 3 and Section Chief 5. She must have excitedly run over after smelling unfamiliar people.

'She's eaten something again.'

I smiled bitterly seeing the dirt around Titi's mouth. They say babies put everything they see into their mouths—is Titi the same? Though she's grown bigger, she's still a young puppy.

No, maybe it's just a dog's habit. Either way, it's not something an owner can change with effort.

"Oh, is this Titi?"
"She's bigger than I expected. I heard she was still young."

Anyway, Titi's appearance quickly melted the awkward atmosphere. Section Chief 3 crouched down to pet Titi's head, and Section Chief 5, who had been silent, slowly approached Titi and offered his observations.

These guys secretly like animals, I see. First time I've noticed.

"Retrievers grow quickly. She used to be small enough to fit in one hand."

I'm amazed too. She was definitely quite small until recently, but then suddenly grew.

"Gulp."
"Hmm."

When Titi made a sudden move, Section Chief 5 and I instinctively bit our lips. Titi, who had been panting, put her front paws on the crouching Section Chief 3's knee and started licking his temple.

Watching her lick like she was eating a lollipop, I desperately thought of sad things. A future where First Snow asks, "Why doesn't Dad have a diploma?" A future where Sun, Sky, and Sapling hit puberty and say, "I hate you, Dad!"

"She's quite affectionate."

Section Chief 3, however, showed no anger or awkwardness at Titi's behavior and just laughed it off.

'This is crazy.'

But as soon as Section Chief 3 finished speaking, another crisis emerged. At some point, Titi's tongue, which had been licking his temple, started moving up toward his head.

Please, please stop. Of all places, why there?


"My wife says animals can recognize good people, and I guess it's true."
"Y-yeah. I guess so."

I almost blurted out "What nonsense?" but held back. If the source wasn't Section Chief 3 but his wife, I couldn't say anything harsh.

'I don't think she likes him because he's good.'

Looking at Titi still licking like she was enjoying a giant lollipop, I thought of the chef who would be in the kitchen. Everyone in the mansion adores Titi, but the chef especially cherishes her, even grilling meat for her personally. Thanks to that, Titi follows the chef quite well.

And the chef is bald by choice.

Unfortunately, Section Chief 3 is also bald.

'And they're both big guys too.'

It seems Titi sees the familiar chef in Section Chief 3 whom she's meeting for the first time.

You're usually so good at distinguishing people by smell, so why...

***

Since the vacation started, I've been quietly staying in the domain. Except for my brother's wedding and visiting Sister Zenobia, I've been completely focused on training.

As a man of the Kracius family, I've never neglected training, but when the vacation ends, the second semester of my third year begins. That will be the last time I can spar with Lyutis.

Thinking about that makes me even more passionate about training. Lyutis is the finest sparring partner and friend I'll ever have in my life. It's only natural to want to improve my win rate before graduation. As a warrior, I cannot accept a low win rate.

"Erich!"

But even my firm resolve wavers when I hear Sera's voice.

"I told you not to come here because it's dangerous."

I sighed softly and approached Sera. This is where the family knights train and spar, just like me.

Of course, the knights would be careful if a delicate lady like Sera appeared, but there's always the possibility of accidents. If Sera were to be grazed by a blunted practice sword, there could be no greater disaster.

"If I didn't come, were you planning to skip dinner again?"

However, Sera's words momentarily left me speechless. I couldn't deny it because my conscience pricked me.

It's true that my training sessions have been getting longer lately. There have been many times when I've lost track of time swinging my sword, feeling like I was just about to grasp something.

As a result, I've skipped meals several times and even been scolded by my nanny. Today also showed signs of another missed meal, so my nanny, unable to stand by any longer, must have sent Sera to fetch me.

"What's the point of training while starving? You need to eat properly to have strength!"

Sera's delicate, soft hand took mine and led me. Naturally, it was too weak a force to lead a sturdy warrior—

"I'll come, so walk slowly. You'll fall at that pace."

But it was strength enough to lead me.

Of course, when a fiancée is determined to feed her fiancé, what greater force is needed? If great strength were required, that would be the strange part.

"You promise? If you don't eat this time, I'll tell Sister Zenobia too."
"Now that's scary."

Being dragged along with both hands held by fiancées would look a bit odd.

Looking at Sarah's hand holding mine, I couldn't help but smile. During our time as friends, I'd held her hand countless times, but after hearing her confession, I'd been afraid to even reach for it. After all, it would be disrespectful to initiate contact when I hadn't properly responded to her brave confession.

It's regrettable that both Sarah and Sister Zenobia, with their sky-high courage, had no qualms about grabbing my hand.

'We used to hold hands all the time before.'

Anyway, as we walked side by side, I found myself staring at our hands. Neither Sarah nor I had changed. It was the same hand, the same face as always.

Yet somehow, Sarah seemed different these days. My eyes and mind insisted everything was the same, but my heart disagreed.

'I guess feelings really do matter.'

When I started seeing Sarah not just as a friend but as a woman, my heart raced. When I thought of her as my fiancée, everything felt comfortable. It's amazing how everything feels different when all that's changed is our relationship.

No, perhaps I shouldn't call a change in relationship "just" anything. I'd have to experience dating to know.

'Dating.'

I chuckled at the thought of a word so distant from my life. Luise was the first person I'd ever liked, and even that was just a brief six-month crush. A mere moment in my 19 years of life.

And now I had fiancées. Two of them, in fact.

And I was the one who proposed it.

"Erich?"

When I suddenly laughed, Sarah tilted her head and looked at me.

It's certainly strange when someone being dragged to training starts snickering to himself. If it were me, I would have kept my distance, but she still hadn't let go of my hand—a testament to Sarah's generous heart.

"Nothing. I was just thinking about why I waited so long to enjoy something this nice."

I pulled Sarah's hand and embraced her, watching her face turn bright red.

Though I said it specifically to see that reaction, I meant it sincerely. Accepting Sarah's feelings—and Sister Zenobia's feelings—completely feels wonderful. Why had I been burdened by their feelings and ignored my own heart until now?

'Was I afraid?'

Perhaps I feared establishing a new relationship beyond friendship or sisterhood—afraid I might appear awkward in this new dynamic.

How shameful and ugly for someone who prides himself as a warrior. To be so afraid of such a small thing that I made the other person confess first. It's a dark history I won't forget even after decades.

"I'm sorry for making you wait for something so good."

Feeling a wave of bitterness, I hugged Sarah even tighter.

I might have continued that waiting for years more. The thought made me unable to lift my head. If there hadn't been someone stimulating me with talk of marriage, pregnancy, and honeymoons, I might still be unaware of my own feelings.

'If it weren't for my brother, I would have been too late.'

My heart only moved after seeing my brother happy with his wives, and his wives joyful with him.

Only then did I notice my deep desire to be loved by someone and to give love in return.

"It's okay. We can make up for the wait by doing more of this."

Her voice was so faint I had to concentrate to hear it. I gently stroked Sarah's head.

I realized anew how petite Sarah is.

'To think I made someone like her wait so long.'

My sin is too great.

***

After being in Erich's arms for a few minutes, I was finally able to pull away. Honestly, I didn't want to, but right now it was more important for Erich to have a proper meal. Thinking of priorities, taking Erich to dinner came first.


"You're on time today."

When we appeared together, my mother greeted us with a pleased smile.

"That's unfair, Nanny. I couldn't possibly not come when you sent Sarah."

Erich complained to my mother as if she'd done something terrible.

I felt slightly annoyed. It was as if he was saying he would have starved or eaten poorly if I hadn't come.

"Sarah?"

When I pinched his side lightly, Erich looked at me with puzzled eyes.

"Shouldn't you call her something other than 'Nanny' now?"

Despite pinching him, he showed no sign of pain, which irritated me enough to tease him. Finally, his face showed some embarrassment.

But isn't it true? Erich and I are engaged now, so it's strange to still call my mother, his future mother-in-law, "Nanny." It almost feels like he's keeping his distance, which makes me sad.

"I'm fine with either. Though I would prefer to be called 'Mother-in-law' after you're officially married."

"I'll... try. It's just hard to stop saying 'Nanny' when I'm so used to it."

As my mother joined in with chuckles, Erich nodded awkwardly with an embarrassed smile.

His quick surrender calmed my slight annoyance.

Erich, caught between my mother and me, became even more flustered when his future mother-in-law joined us.

"How could you make your fiancée come all this way? She's still fragile, you know."

"I didn't do it on purpose... I didn't know Sarah would come..."

"It's your fault for making your fiancée worry enough to come find you."

No matter what defense he offered, Erich kept getting scolded. He opened and closed his mouth before bowing his head bitterly, seemingly realizing he had no chance of winning since he had created the situation himself.

"Sarah, don't be too lenient with your fiancé either."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

I got scolded too, but I could still smile knowing it was part of the teasing directed at Erich. After all, his future mother-in-law knew I had gone to fetch Erich at my mother's request.

The situation might look like bullying with everyone ganging up on one person, but we all shared the common experience of having worried about Erich, so he was accepting it humbly.

"But Erich didn't do anything wrong. He just made a small mistake while focusing on training. Please don't scold him too much."

Unlike the past when we were all worried sick, today's Erich is more handsome and confident than before. The past can't be erased completely, so some teasing is inevitable, but we shouldn't go too far.

"You just said you wouldn't be lenient, and now look at you."

"Hehe, sorry."

Fortunately, his future mother-in-law seemed to agree, as those were her final words of reproach.

Erich, sitting across from me, smiled gratefully and nodded slightly.

'You fool.'

I was teasing him too.

I couldn't help but smile at the scene. Is this really the same person as that bold, charismatic Erich from before?

"I've been thinking about it since then. Whether I deserve to accept your confession, whether I have that right."


"But I started to grow greedy. Even if I don't deserve it, I want to live with someone who loves me. I want to make someone smile sincerely."

"It's embarrassing, but my brother's influence is real. Without him, I might still be hesitating. But even though I was influenced by him, this is my decision, not his."

"I'll make sure you don't regret waiting for me. I'll give you half of my life, and if you ever have to wait again, I'll be the one waiting for you."

'Yes, it's him.'

Remembering Erich's words from two days ago when he suggested we start with an engagement, I couldn't help but grin. Yes, he's definitely the same person. Both his cool side and his clueless side are all part of the Erich I love.

It's a bit unfortunate that he said similar things to Zenobia, but he's giving half his life to me and half to her, so it's fair. Considering he's giving ownership of himself to his future wives, I can let it slide.

"Heheh."

I quickly covered my mouth after letting out a silly laugh.

I looked around quickly, and it seemed my mother and future mother-in-law hadn't heard—

"Pfft."

I turned my head stiffly toward the small laugh.

Erich was smiling brightly, giving me a thumbs up as if he understood everything.

'...Idiot.'

He should have pretended not to hear.

It seems Erich's denseness hasn't completely disappeared yet.

***

After finishing my call with Mother, I stared blankly at the ceiling.

'Wow.'

Wow.

'Is this a dream?'

I pinched my cheek hard and still felt the pain.

So it's not a dream.

'Is Mother dreaming?'

I even considered this unfilial possibility but soon shook my head. Mother's expression and voice weren't those of someone talking in their sleep.

That's why it's hard to believe. I always thought this day would come, that it had to come, but now that it's here, I'm dumbfounded.

'Erich is engaged.'

That dense kid finally did it.

For a moment, I almost shed tears of emotion. A man is supposed to cry once when he's born, once when he gets a job he doesn't want, and 120 times when his resignation is rejected—yet here I was, almost crying over my brother's engagement.

But this deserves such emotion. That crazy guy who would say "We're just friends" even when someone was obviously showing interest in him. That troublemaker who would tell someone who loved him, "I wish you could be family."

And now that Erich has accepted two confessions and officially become a couple. He even proposed engagement himself.

'This is a celebration for the Kracius family.'

Although I'm curious about what change of heart led Erich to propose engagement, and why I'm only hearing about something that happened days ago—honestly, it doesn't matter. What's important isn't such trivial details but the result: Erich's engagement.

Since I still have four marriages of my own remaining, my brother's wedding will come later, but that just means I should ensure he has an even more splendid ceremony.

I'll make sure all five dukes attend Erich's wedding, no matter what it takes.

After confirming Trixie's pregnancy until now, I had naturally been keeping my distance from the evil word "work." Since our honeymoon was postponed due to the Council's witness invitation, it was only right that I should enjoy my honeymoon after my role as a witness ended.

Of course, being on vacation didn't mean I was holed up in the mansion enjoying a peaceful hikikomori lifestyle. Whenever Mar and Cheot-nuni wanted something to eat, I would dash out at any time, and gradually the triplets also began to protest about their food cravings.

"Bbyaa!"
"Your Highness, I don't have a beard."

And about once every three or four days, I've been making non-work visits to the Empress's Palace to play with my goddaughter, the Crown Princess.

Meeting imperial personnel during vacation is mentally exhausting, but I can't argue when the purpose is to become closer with the Crown Princess. Shouldn't one become familiar with babies from an early age to maintain closeness as they grow? As a godfather, I can't have an awkward relationship with my goddaughter.

In exchange, I wish she would stop throwing hooks at my chin every time we meet. This humble godfather doesn't have a magnificent beard like the Former Emperor.

'Should I wear a fake beard?'

The Crown Princess, with her bright smile, trying to grab a beard that doesn't exist. Looking at her, I seriously considered it.

If she does this to someone without a beard, how much must she have liked the Former Emperor's beard? At this point, perhaps wearing a fake beard would be the proper etiquette. After all, if it's fake, it won't hurt when she pulls it.

'Not a bad idea.'

Thinking of it as a toy to play with the baby, it's quite a good idea.

'I should get one for the Emperor too.'

It would be disloyal if only I received the Crown Princess's love and attention. The Emperor would surely be happy if he could see the Crown Princess smile in exchange for wearing a fake beard.

Or maybe not.

"Buawu!"

After flailing her arms for quite some time, the Crown Princess began squirming with her whole body as if annoyed.

Hey, you're the one looking for a beard that doesn't exist, why are you upset with me?

"I'm sorry, Minister. She's usually a good child, but she throws tantrums over strange things."

In response to the discontented babbling, the Empress smiled gently and tried to take the Crown Princess into her arms—

"Bbya!"

But the Crown Princess rejected her hand.

"Ah."
"Oh my."

Both the Empress and I were surprised by her bold action. A baby rejecting her mother's embrace? Isn't this too early for adolescence?

Instinctively, I checked the Empress's reaction. If the Crown Princess had pushed away the Empress's hand while lying in bed, it could be laughed off as a harmless incident. But unfortunately, she did it while in my arms. Interpreted a bit extremely, it could seem like she chose me over the Empress. From the perspective of the Empress, a first-time mother, this must be heartbreaking.

'Damn.'

As soon as I saw the Empress's silver eyes trembling slightly, I quickly lowered my gaze.

"Hoho, I'm glad that Charlotte seems to be close with her godfather."
"You flatter me. She's probably scolding me for not having a beard."

Even I thought it was a ridiculous excuse, but at this moment, I needed to make any excuse I could.

Otherwise, I had the feeling I wouldn't be able to leave the Empress's Palace peacefully.

'Why isn't he here when needed?'

Suddenly, I thought of the Emperor, probably buried in work in his office. The guy who usually sticks by the Crown Princess's side making silly faces whenever I visit is nowhere to be found when I need someone.

Useless fellow. How can you call yourself a father when you abandon your child?

Fortunately, the Empress's wound healed quickly. Perhaps sensing something was off, or maybe she was tired of being in my arms—the Crown Princess reached out to the Empress, asking to be held.


It seemed odd that she would reach out after pushing away first, but the Empress was clearly delighted, smiling brightly as she took the Crown Princess into her arms. Thanks to this, the atmosphere that almost became awkward quickly turned warm.

"Until then, I was wondering if I should crawl out on all fours."
"If you were a thief who stole her daughter, even all fours wouldn't be enough."

After safely retreating from the Empress's Palace, I shared my harrowing experience with Eri, who gave me her honest assessment.

It was a hurtful comment, but one I couldn't deny. If Cheot-nuni had rejected me and stubbornly stayed in someone else's arms, my heart would have been torn apart too. I probably would have wanted to tear the other person apart as much as my heart was torn.

"Still, it's fortunate it was in front of the Empress. If it had been in front of the Emperor, I would have been grabbed by the collar long ago."

Just imagining it makes me shudder. What if it had been the Emperor who was rejected by the Crown Princess? Given his personality, his eyes would have rolled back, and he would have beaten me with all sorts of strange customs and rules. The worst part is that it wouldn't even be legally unjust, so I couldn't even protest against such terrible violence.

"Well... the Empress is no ordinary person either..."

At my words, Eri shook her head with a somewhat mysterious look.

Of course, as Eri said, the Empress is no ordinary person. Not only is she from a ducal family, but she's also a strong woman who married the Emperor when he was the First Prince who could have died at any moment. If such a person were ordinary, that would be stranger.

But as such a strong woman, she is also known among nobles and officials for her gentle and merciful heart. She's certainly more generous and kind than the Emperor, so there's no reason for Eri to show such reluctance.

'Is there something I don't know?'

Considering that Eri and the Empress were close seniors and juniors during their school days, there's a high probability that Eri knows the Empress's private side.

Still, we're talking about the Empress. It's hard to imagine the Empress showing violent or strange behavior.

'She must have been scolded by her.'

After brief consideration, I came to a plausible conclusion. Eri, who used to engage in eccentric behavior, must have been severely scolded by the Empress. In that case, I could understand Eri's reaction.

The Empress, normally kind but strict when needed. That's actually good.

"Ah! You're thinking something strange right now, aren't you?!"
"No, not at all."

Noticing my sympathetic gaze, Eri protested with puffed cheeks.

Regrettably, despite my affection for Eri, my trust in her isn't particularly high. It's only natural to infer that Eri must have done something wrong to be scolded by the Empress.

I'm sorry for being this kind of lover.

***

After giving treats to the now-larger No. 1, No. 2, No. 4, and No. 5, I headed toward the Empress's Palace.

"You all wait here."
- Woof! Woof woof!
- Bark bark!
"Hey now."
- Whiiine...

At the main gate of the Empress's Palace, I made the dogs that had followed me wait. Though they're gentle and affectionate, they're now bigger than the Crown Princess and shed fur everywhere. It would be too much to bring them in front of the Crown Princess who isn't even a year old yet.

"When the Crown Princess grows a bit more, I'll bring you along."

When I promised to bring them in someday, the dogs that had drooped their tails began panting happily again.

I knew dogs were intelligent, but these ones amaze me every time I see them. This goes beyond mere intelligence.

'They'll make a good gift for the Crown Princess.'

Though their lifespans differ, they're roughly the same age, so these dogs will be with the Crown Princess during her formative years. I hope they show the Crown Princess the same behavior they show me.

"Former Emperor."

After leaving the dogs behind and entering the Empress's Palace, the Empress and her ladies-in-waiting greeted me with bowed heads.

"There's no need to come out and greet an old man who has stepped down from the throne, Your Majesty."

"If a daughter-in-law disrespects her father-in-law, how can we expect subjects to respect the imperial family?"

When I said I was no longer the Emperor but just an old man and she should be comfortable, the Empress smiled and countered. Though I'm no longer Emperor, I'm still her superior, and if the imperial family doesn't respect their superiors, who will respect the imperial family?

"Indeed, Your Majesty is a role model for all nobles and subjects."
"You flatter me, Former Emperor."

Since her words weren't wrong, I had no choice but to let it pass.

Come to think of it, the Empress has always spoken her mind boldly, even when she was the Crown Princess. Now that I've stepped down as Emperor, I can't win against the Empress.

The Crown Princess, sleeping soundly in bed, was holding something strange in her left hand.

"Your Majesty."
"Yes, Former Emperor."
"What is that the Crown Princess is holding?"

Unable to identify the black furry object, I had to ask the Empress. What on earth is that?

"It's the Minister of Audit's beard."

The Empress's explanation, accompanied by a small laugh, confused me even more. I hadn't heard that the Minister had grown a beard, and even if he had, why would it be in the Crown Princess's hand?

"After the Crown Princess was held by you, she began to miss someone dignified and majestic like you. Because of that, the Minister even wore a fake beard to play with the Crown Princess."

With the Empress's explanation, I could understand a little better.

"I'm glad the Minister is taking his role as godfather seriously."
"Truly a blessing for the Empire."

Setting aside the Empress's words, I carefully reached for the Crown Princess's right hand.

'Hmm.'

The Crown Princess immediately grasped my finger, as if she had been waiting for it. Still in a deep sleep.

Though I experience this every time, it feels different each time. When my own children were born, I neither showed nor experienced such moments.

"Seeing her sleep so soundly, it seems the Minister played with her well before leaving."
"Considering how torn the beard is, I can imagine how intense it was."

At those words, I turned my gaze back to the Crown Princess's left hand. Even though it was a fake beard, the fact that it was torn so badly shows how passionate the Minister must have been.

"He must have played especially hard since he'll soon resume his duties as the Academy's Inspector."
"I see."

At the Empress's subsequent explanation, I quietly closed my eyes.

Two years ago, there was an unprecedented situation where key figures from foreign countries enrolled in the Imperial Academy. The Minister of Audit was urgently dispatched to handle the situation.

'He'll return in half a year.'

Suddenly, my chest felt tight. Two years ago, I thought those individuals enrolled to legally spy on the Empire. Indeed, they didn't return to their homeland during the first summer vacation but stayed in the Empire.

However, since then, they've been returning home regularly. I even had them watched separately to see if they were acting during the semester rather than during vacations, but they showed no unusual movements outside of academy activities.

Now graduation is approaching. Their time to legally stay in the Empire is coming to an end.

'What exactly is their purpose?'

The possibility that they came for espionage is now extremely low. It's hard to believe that people who showed no movement for two and a half years, who are giving up the opportunity to stay in the Empire and returning home, are aiming for espionage.

That's why it's so perplexing. If not espionage, why did they come to the Empire? I can't even guess.

'I'll have to hope the Minister knows.'

Half a year until the Minister's duties end. After half a year, I should meet with the Minister personally.

Though I've stepped down as Emperor and don't want to interfere with officials, this is one matter I want to understand.

I looked up from my desk, feeling a sense of emptiness as my final school vacation came to an end. I wouldn't hear the word "vacation" again until my firstborn becomes an Academy student. The thought left me with a bittersweet hollowness.

"Are you sure you should go? Wouldn't it be better to send another mage?"
"I can't ignore the students who've gathered to see me. Besides, I promised to serve as an instructor until this year, and I need to take responsibility for my words."

I tried to convince Trixie right up until it was time to leave for work, but I failed.

Truly a sad situation. My wife is pregnant with triplets, and instead of letting her rest at home, I'm allowing her to go to work. There can't be a worse husband than me in this world.

"Don't worry too much. I know my body best. If necessary, I can just throw out a discussion topic and observe while sitting down."

With Trixie being so confident, it felt awkward to push back more forcefully. Ignoring my wife's wishes under the pretext of caring for her would be contradictory, wouldn't it?

Of course, I'm accepting this because it's still early in the pregnancy. If she were in the middle stage, I wouldn't have even tried to persuade her. Once she passes that middle stage, she'll be confined to the mansion without exception.

"Come on, let's go now. We'll be late for the opening ceremony at this rate."

Reading my expression, Trixie smiled gently and took my hand, as if to say we shouldn't discuss this any further.

"Alright, let's go."

I finally smiled softly and took her hand.

Thinking about it, as much as I worry about Trixie's body, she must be concerned about it too. Her body is no longer just hers—it's mine as well, the future of the Catovan Duchy, and a blessing for the elves. Trixie isn't reckless enough to treat such a treasure carelessly.

It's arrogant to think that I alone should worry about everything and solve every problem. I should trust Trixie.

Just until the middle stage of pregnancy.

It's a bit cliché, but if gazes had physical force, my body would have been shattered to pieces by now.

'That stings.'

I rubbed my arm that felt oddly prickly and slowly raised my gaze toward the ceiling.

The entire Academy was focused on me. I thought I'd grown accustomed to being the center of attention—but clearly, such excessive scrutiny still makes my heart race no matter how many times I experience it.

Still, since I'd prepared myself for this, I managed to maintain a relatively calm demeanor. Trixie's pregnancy was already joyous news across the continent, so it was only natural that Academy students and faculty had heard about it. I was prepared to be stared at like a zoo animal throughout the opening ceremony.

'Whew.'

But my resolve nearly crumbled the moment I lowered my gaze from the ceiling. I immediately met the burning gazes of the mages.

'How are those even human eyes?'

They looked more like the eyes of beasts or fanatics.

The last time I felt intimidated by human gazes was with that Khagan brat. I never thought the day would come when I'd feel intimidated by people again, even if they were many.

'At least they're not the eyes of obsessive fans.'

Fortunately, the mages' frenzied gazes didn't contain emotions like "How dare you do such things to our lord!" Rather, they were closer to worship for the hero who had given triplets to the lord they deeply respected.

Of course, everyone knows that elven blood flows through Trixie's veins, and anyone with minimal interest would know that children between humans and elves are difficult to conceive. The case of Trixie's father, the Wise Duke, is already well-known.

Because of this, even those who celebrated our marriage thought that having children would be a matter for the distant future. Those concerned about the bloodline of Catovan, the empire's foremost magical family, had sighed in relief while hoping for the future.

But surprise! Triplets right after marriage.

'A hero indeed.'

Children who will inherit the blood of the Magic-Ending Duke, the pinnacle of the magical world, children who will carry on the name of the Catovan Duchy.

I'm considered a hero and honorary archmage among mages for creating such children. It's quite strange...


"This concludes the opening ceremony."

Just as the principal announced the end of the ceremony, I hurriedly rose from my seat.

Objectively speaking, I deserve the mages' passionate gazes, but subjectively, I'm terrified of when those lunatics might rush at me.

I just pray they don't invade the club room.

***

The Academy was quite boisterous.

"I've heard that children have always been rare in the Catovan family, but each one was born with exceptional talent."
"The previous Duke Serbet was also one of the greatest mages of his time. There's hardly a thesis today that isn't influenced by his theories."

More precisely, serious discussions were taking place, centered around the mage students.

It's inevitable, really. Mages are those who have chosen the path of magic themselves, and they're filled with respect and awe for the Magic-Ending Duke who has reached the end of that path. Regardless of nationality, age, gender, or status, all mages pay attention to the Magic-Ending Duke's words and actions.

And now, the person whom mages revere most has conceived children. Considering that members of the Catovan Duchy have always been exceptional mages, it's a blessing for the magical community across the continent.

"This is neither a blessing bestowed upon a single family nor the good fortune of a single nation. It's a continental celebration that knows no borders."
"Triplets? Then preparing gifts in triplicate will be sufficient!"

Yes, it's a celebration for the magical world across the continent. That's why members of the Mage Council raised their voices in excitement upon hearing the news of the Magic-Ending Duke's pregnancy.

As if that wasn't enough, they even looked at me with envious eyes as the new school term approached.

'No matter how unpredictable the world can be...'

Isn't this a bit excessive?

I almost laughed in disbelief. I had entered the Imperial Academy with the mindset of going into exile to avoid threatening my brother's right of succession, but somehow it had become a wise choice that earned the envy of prestigious Mage Council members.

Fortunately, this wisdom was recognized as that of a mage, not a politician. If it had been misunderstood as the latter, what would have been the purpose of my three years here?

'Three wasted years.'

Of course, that's just a figure of speech. I can't call it wasted time when I've experienced true love, made good friends, and received teachings from the Magic-Ending Duke. In fact, I doubt I'll ever have a more fulfilling and enjoyable time in my life again.

'The final semester.'

My lips, which were about to break into a laugh, were now forming a bitter smile.

I'd like to stay at the Academy as an assistant teacher, but the school life I enjoyed was pleasant because I shared it with others. Staying alone in the Empire would be meaningless, and I shouldn't do that anyway.

'I wonder who will win the inter-class competition this time.'

Suddenly, I thought of the inter-class competition, the only event of the second semester.

If I could claim victory in the final competition, I wouldn't forget it even after decades. I should genuinely try my best this time.

"Just as the Magic-Ending Duke surpassed the Wise Duke, could the next Duke Serbet surpass the current lord?"
"It's hard to imagine a mage more exceptional than the Magic-Ending Duke."

Meanwhile, the mage students were having quite an interesting conversation.

It's definitely an intriguing topic. Though the possibility is low, if a mage more exceptional than the Magic-Ending Duke were to appear, what title would they be given?

'The Emperor will have a hard time with that.'

Whether it's the current Emperor or a future one, they'll have quite a headache.


As I approached the club room, I heard a booming voice.

Even without seeing the face, I could guess who it was. I had hoped the heat might have affected him during the vacation, but instead of being affected, had he returned even stronger?

"Congratulations on the triplet pregnancy! Four children are already waiting to see their tutor and his wife!"

When I opened the door, sure enough, Lyutis was laughing loudly. Indeed, no one else could produce such a voluminous voice.

"Ah, and this is a small gift."
"I seem to receive something every time I see you. Thank you."

Eventually, Lyutis handed a small box to the tutor, as if he had just remembered it.

'Oh no.'

I was one step behind him again. I had also prepared a small gift—

"...Tofu cake?"

At the tutor's voice, my hand, which was about to take out my gift, froze.

'This crazy bastard.'

I quickly looked back and forth between the tutor's and Lyutis's faces. The tutor's face was, of course, slightly furrowed, while Lyutis wore his usual smiling expression.

I couldn't believe it. Giving such a gift to a tutor who has bad memories associated with tofu? I thought he had returned stronger after the vacation, but had he actually gone mad from the heat?

"In Armein, tofu cake has various uses! It's healthy, and its mild flavor and aroma make it easy for pregnant women to eat without discomfort. There's also a cultural belief that eating it will help the babies be born pure and unblemished!"

But the problem is that Lyutis's subsequent explanation sounds quite plausible. It seems too well-intentioned to get angry about, yet too problematic to ignore given past memories.

"I see, thank you."

Faced with a terribly bizarre choice, the tutor chose the former.

It's a pitiful sight for anyone watching.

***

I stared down at the tofu cake with trembling eyes.

'Cowardly bastard.'

Inwardly cursing a certain red-haired jerk, I quietly closed the lid. He had to bring up the pretext of it being healthy for pregnant women, making it impossible for me to get angry.

What's even more infuriating is that I'm half convinced by Lyutis's reasoning. Food made from tofu does seem like it would be good for pregnant women and fetuses.

"Excuse me, tutor."
"Yes, what is it?"

While I was lost in thought from the mental shock, Laterre's voice brought me back to reality.

"I've also prepared a small gift. The official gift from Yuven is still being prepared, so this is really just a token—"
"That's fine. The thought behind a gift is what matters."

I quickly examined the item Laterre handed over and smiled faintly.

Unlike the atrocious tofu cake, it was an elegant rattle with a subtle blue tint.

'At least he's more normal than Lyutis.'

Of course, while mages can reach extraordinary heights when they go mad, considering average levels of insanity, mages are better than knights.

That's what I decided to believe from today onward.

*Sniff, sniff*... That was delicious. The tofu cake I ate after work.

'Why does this taste so good?'

No matter how many times I ate it, I couldn't help but laugh bitterly at this reality I refused to accept. This is just irritating. A food that's literally my trauma, yet unnecessarily delicious.

"It's quite good. The texture is soft, and it has a nice nutty flavor. It's definitely something anyone could enjoy, not just pregnant women."

What's worse, this wasn't just my opinion but Trixie's as well.

That's what makes this even more maddening. Just as I flinch at tofu cake, Trixie isn't particularly fond of tofu as an ingredient either. She knows all too well about the tear-soaked tofu-eating episode that followed my husband's consecutive disciplinary confinement and detention.

Yet even Trixie was eagerly eating the tofu cake with a reluctant expression that contradicted her enthusiastic hands.

I admit it, Lyutis. You really did give the perfect gift.

"Tofu cake, huh? It's only a cake in name, but the preparation seems simple. Should we try making it ourselves?"
"Since the Second Madam enjoys it, we absolutely should."

Meanwhile, I noticed the kitchen staff, including the chef, whispering in the corner. They seemed determined to master this dish that the mistress carrying triplets had taken a liking to.

It's a heartwarming sight as an employer, but the thought that their determination would result in mass-produced tofu cakes brings tears to my eyes.

'Lyutis has poisoned the mansion.'

That evil Armein spy. Our mansion is already overwhelmed with the half-ring I released.

"Wow, this really is delicious!"
"And depending on which beans you use, the flavor and texture could vary quite a bit."

I closed my eyes in despair at Lize and Lin's admiring comments that followed.

As expected, gifts from a prince are different in every way. I never imagined it would capture everyone's taste buds.

"Kal, are you okay?"

Perhaps my dejected appearance concerned her, as Marga patted my shoulder with a worried expression, but it wasn't much comfort.

Especially since I'd just witnessed Marga, who had mostly been eating fruits lately, devouring the tofu cake with sparkling eyes.

"Of course I'm fine. When I lose my appetite in the future, I can just eat that."

Outwardly, I maintained a calm facade. If anyone's at fault, it's Lyutis for giving a trauma-filled food as a gift, not Marga for eating a present from a foreign prince.

In truth, if we're assigning blame at its root, it would be me who was confined and detained, but I deliberately ignored that.

I don't want to admit that the fault lies with me rather than Lyutis.

The words "final semester" have a magical power.

"This will be the last time we see the flowers blooming at the Academy."

Even Villar, the epitome of a stoic knight, had become sentimental due to the final semester situation.

'Understandable.'

Considering Villar's usual demeanor, his current behavior was surprising, but I quickly understood.

Villar and I were dispatched to clean up the trolling of high-ranking officials. But unlike me, who was dispatched within my own country, Villar was sent to a potential enemy state, not just any foreign country. The mental burden must have been much heavier for him than for me.

In that terrible situation, the Empire and Armein, once potential enemies, formed a friendly relationship. The unexpected foreign assignment will finally end with this semester. Anyone with even a speck of emotion would find the whole world beautiful.

"Anyone can enter the Academy, but regardless of who you are, you can only enjoy the Academy's beauty for three years. Only faculty members can stay longer, so Lord Villar and I must step aside, right?"
"You speak the truth. Enjoying the atmosphere any longer would be inconsiderate."

I played along with the wistful-eyed Villar, who nodded with a faint smile.


That gentleman is just saying that—if I actually said something like "Would you like to stay longer?" he might slap me across the face. Even in the military, when discharge day approaches, people get sentimental but never delay their discharge. You'd have to be crazy.

"By the way, since you've spent three years at the Academy, Lord Villar, perhaps we should award you an honorary diploma."
"That's an exciting thought. Having a diploma from the continent's premier educational institution would certainly be something to boast about."

Villar chuckled at my casually offered suggestion. He probably thought it was just a joke.

'It's not a joke, though.'

Unfortunately, the honorary diploma wasn't a joke. It was something the principal himself brought up right after the opening ceremony.

"Although you came to the Academy under unexpected circumstances, you've helped maintain security and assisted with events over the years. You've become too close to simply be considered outsiders."

To put it bluntly, it meant "These folks have worked hard, so let's at least give them a certificate."

It doesn't cost anything, but it's an appropriate reward that shows honor and sincerity. The Imperial Academy has risen in prestige since Trixie came as a visiting instructor and I became the continent's finest swordsman. An honorary diploma from such an academy would certainly be something to be proud of.

"I'd like to give one to the Minister as well, but since he came with the clear position of Inspector, it's not feasible."
"That's fine. Not having a diploma doesn't erase the memories made at the Academy."

I'm absolutely not saying this because I can't receive one.

Right, I don't need an honorary diploma. Even if the husband lacks honors, the wives all have the real thing.

'...Except Penelia.'

Come to think of it, among the six lovers, Penelia has no Academy experience.

'Ah.'

This is terrible, but knowing there's a lover in the same situation as me instantly calmed my mind. My inner sense of kinship with Penelia doubled.

'I shouldn't feel this sense of solidarity over something like this.'

I'm sorry for being such an unworthy lover, Penelia.

***

I stared blankly at the ceiling with my mouth open.

I'm... struggling... sister... please save me...

"Department Head, you'll drool like that."
"If this document gets wet with drool... can I take a break...?"
"You'll just have to create new documents."
"Urghhhh..."

Guaaaaahhh!

"Come on, pick up your pen again. If processing gets delayed, you'll be the only one suffering, Department Head."

With tears in my eyes, I picked up my pen again at my junior's merciless urging.

This is too much! The position of Disciplinary Department Head is too difficult and heavy!

'I thought the Disciplinary Department would be far from having to use my brain.'

I silently muttered complaints I couldn't share with others as I forced myself to start reading the documents.

In truth, regular Disciplinary Department members really don't have to use their brains much. In my first year, I just did what the seniors told me to do, and even in my second year, I only helped with the department head's instructions. Until last year, life in the Disciplinary Department was comfortable and enjoyable.

But this year, everything went wrong when I became the department head—something I never wanted even in my dreams.

'Why am I the department head anyway?'

I almost shed tears of frustration. I wasn't even in the Disciplinary Department from enrollment, so why would a commoner like me be elevated to the position of department head? I'm grateful that the other kids think well of me, but if this is the price, wouldn't it be better to be disliked a little?


- As Disciplinary Department Head, you'll definitely get a letter of recommendation! Don't run away or slack off, work hard!

The only reason I'm hanging on in this position is simple: because my sister Amelia wants me to.

My sister who graduated last year, my wonderful sister who received a letter of recommendation and went to a place called Wiridia.

- If you follow your aptitude and go into the military, at least you won't suffer from having to use your brain...

And my poor sister who looked like she was dying, doing who knows what...

That desperate image is why I'm gritting my teeth and enduring. Although the Disciplinary Department Head has to use their brain as the person in charge, after graduation I can go back to a place where I use my body. I can't live like my sister.

'What on earth is going on there?'

While reading documents, I briefly recalled my sister's haggard face. I think she mentioned something about wild horses and breeding before, but I don't know the details. Honestly, I heard it but didn't understand.

'She seems to be doing well, though.'

Fortunately, despite her exhausted appearance, my sister seemed to be doing well. The work is difficult, but apparently rewarding and well-compensated?

Come to think of it, she's working in the domain of the Minister—our family's benefactor who used to be from the Audit Department. The Minister wouldn't be the type to abuse subordinates or make them do strange things, right?

'Should I go to Wiridia too?'

I twirled my pen between my fingers, thinking about my career after graduation. My younger siblings are already living in the house my sister prepared in Wiridia, so if I worked there too, our whole family would be in the same place.

After graduation, I was planning to join the Audit Department to repay the Minister's kindness, but if Wiridia is the Minister's domain, wouldn't working there also be a way to repay that kindness? Surely it would—

"Department Head. Why have your eyes stopped moving?"
"Ah."

I was then scolded for more than 10 minutes.

This is pitiful. I need to graduate quickly so I can return to being the beloved youngest rather than a department head who gets scolded by juniors.

'Huh?'

As I shed what felt like my hundredth mental tear and picked up the next document, I noticed something concerning.

[Proposal for Emergency Budget Allocation for Security Maintenance During This Year's Inter-class Competition]

'Huh?'

The content was so concerning that I checked it several times.

Security maintenance? Didn't we already allocate budget and personnel for that? Why a sudden emergency budget?

"Hey, Catleya."
"Yes, Department Head."

Not understanding what was going on, I called someone who might know, and Catleya, who had been processing other documents, turned her head.

"What's this?"

At my direct question, Catleya's brow furrowed slightly but quickly returned to normal.

"Oh, this."

After confirming the document I was holding, Catleya nodded and continued.

"This year's Inter-class Competition will be the last one that the seniors from foreign countries can enjoy. So everyone's extremely motivated to win this year. It's on a completely different level compared to last year or the year before, making the Disciplinary Department's role much more crucial."
"Ahh."

Upon hearing that, I seriously considered my options.

Dropping out of the Academy might not be such a bad choice after all.

The last summer vacation was a glorious time spent traveling here and there for Mar and Cheonnuni, though since Mar isn't a 24-hour eating machine, the actual time spent out and about was limited—no more than 2 hours a day at most.

Thanks to that, I was able to enjoy the peaceful and leisurely rest befitting the word "vacation," but that doesn't mean I did absolutely nothing.

"These materials were compiled through advice from locals and cross-verification. After this semester, I won't be able to help you easily, so please consider this my sincere effort."
"Oh, no, you really didn't need to go this far..."

I handed over materials about Northern history, culture, and writing that I had prepared bit by bit during the vacation.

When I presented these materials—a treasure trove for anyone researching the North—Gerhardt stumbled over his words, seemingly moved.

"From the moment I decided to help you, your research became my work as well. Isn't this obviously necessary?"

His grateful expression made me smile involuntarily. Gifts are made of the sincerity of the giver and the reaction of the receiver. In that sense, this gift was perfect.

Moreover, these materials weren't just based on my memories and experiences. Until now, I had to rely on memory since the North was enemy territory, but now the North and the nomads are clearly Imperial forces. If I contacted them through communication channels, there are more than ten Great Lords of nomadic origin who would explain things in detail.

'They were all quite cooperative.'

When I mentioned "a teacher who dedicated his life to Northern research," the Great Lords kindly told me even things I hadn't asked about.

While it could be an expression of goodwill or respect toward a teacher studying them—nomads are people too, after all—the Great Lords, who desire the North's integration into the Empire more than anyone, want the North to become a familiar region to the Empire. Therefore, the deeper the Empire's research on the North becomes, the more beneficial it is to the Great Lords.

Of course, I have no intention of telling Gerhardt these details. The behind-the-scenes circumstances would spoil the magic.

"So please accept it. If you feel burdened, think of it as accepting it not for your personal thirst for knowledge, but for the peace and prosperity of the Empire."
"Thank you, thank you so much! Even a lifetime wouldn't be enough, but someday I'll definitely repay this kindness!"

After adding my own words of encouragement, Gerhardt bowed at a perfect 90-degree angle.

His vow to repay the favor was impressive. If everyone in the world were even half as decent as Gerhardt, wouldn't the continent be filled with nothing but laughter?

'It would be a shame to end this relationship here.'

A small desire grew deep in my heart—the natural desire to keep such an excellent person with both intelligence and character by my side.

Yes, this is a natural desire. In a world where even fresh academy graduates are being snatched up, an experienced academy teacher is even more valuable.

No, as the faction leader of the Northern faction, I can't just let go of someone who has dedicated their life to Northern research. Even if others ignore him, I cannot.

'Scouting him would be difficult though.'

However, the title of Academy teacher is irreplaceable honor and power for scholars and educators. Even I would find it difficult to offer a better position.

Hmmmm.

"By the way, Gerhardt, didn't you say that research is better experienced in the field rather than just reading about it?"
"Ah, yes, that's right. After all, there's no better material than firsthand experience."

Gerhardt, who had been looking at the materials with a fond expression like someone doting on a late-born child, quickly nodded at my words.

'Good.'

I was worried he might dislike moving around, but judging by his somewhat regretful expression, he seems to prefer traveling over sitting at a desk. Until now, he's been forced to be a desk-bound researcher because he couldn't go to the North.

"Then your Northern research will become much more vibrant from now on."

With those words, I took out a card from my pocket and signed it.


While I often hand out recommendation letters to graduates, this one will serve a different purpose.

"Fortunately, I have some connections with the Great Lords who manage the North. If you show them this card and say you've come for academic research, there won't be any place where your entry is restricted."

At the mention of a faction leader's official free pass, Gerhardt's eyes widened.

In truth, the North is still an unknown territory for ordinary people. It's only been about a year since it became Imperial territory, and despite its vast area, the population is small and scattered, while wild beasts are plentiful. It's hard to claim, even as a white lie, that ordinary people can travel there safely.

As a result, entry to the North is restricted for mainlanders except for soldiers stationed there and merchants trading with the North—but Gerhardt now has my name. If he wishes to enter the North, not only will he not be refused, but he'll even receive an escort.

"So, if entry isn't restricted...?"
"You can go anywhere as long as you don't cross the border."

At my confirmation, Gerhardt's waist bent beyond 90 degrees, reaching a miraculous 120 degrees.

If I can't have him under my command, I'll keep him close this way. After all, the entire North is practically under my jurisdiction.

'My jurisdiction...'

It's a bit bitter. How did such vast territory end up under the jurisdiction of a mere count?

This is all because the Emperor granted me the faction leadership I never asked for. The Great Lords of the North may have nominated me, but ultimately, it's that bastard's fault.

***

Lately, I've noticed Laterre becoming more motivated.

"Can't you stop pushing that damn bishop?"
"This is the fun part—you want me to give that up?"
"Damn it."

Of course, enthusiasm and skill are separate issues, but he definitely has more passion than last semester.

It's not that Laterre was lazy or lethargic before. It's just that recently, he's been making radical and aggressive moves that wouldn't normally be his style. As if there's no tomorrow.

'Well, there really isn't.'

Very regrettably, this semester is the last one where we can all gather together. Eating cookies while chatting, playing foot volleyball to exercise, and exercising our brains with chess—this semester is the last for all of it.

However, even with graduation right around the corner, Laterre has never beaten me at chess. It's truly regrettable.

'At this point, I don't want to lose either.'

If we had taken turns winning and losing, if Laterre had been gritting his teeth to improve his win rate, I might have played along.

But the situation goes beyond me having a higher win rate than Laterre—I have a perfect record. I don't want to graduate with a blemish on this perfect record. If I lose because of skill, that's one thing, but losing on purpose is something I should avoid.

'This guy isn't normal either.'

I chuckled watching Laterre grinding his teeth. The other guys play chess among themselves after getting tired of losing to me, but Laterre stubbornly keeps challenging me. He consistently builds up his losing streak while consistently facing me.

I know it's not proper to keep teasing the same opponent. But avoiding a match when someone is willing to accept defeat to challenge you isn't chivalrous.

That's why I use every trick in the book when facing Laterre. I shake his mental state with styles he's never seen before, then shake it again with provocations. That's my highest form of respect for Laterre.

'The inter-class competition is going to be chaos.'

My thoughts drifted from chess to the inter-class competition. Chess isn't the only thing where I need to compete with Laterre.


No, the inter-class competition is the real deal. Chess results are only known within our club, but the inter-class competition is a public match that the entire Academy knows about.

'He must be sharpening his blade too.'

And I think it's right to assume he's thinking the same things I am. Just as I consider the inter-class competition the real deal, he must be making thorough preparations for victory.

If not, that would be stranger. He's grinding his teeth over mere chess—would he just let the inter-class competition slide? Only someone with severely twisted values could do that.

So I'll go all out too. To determine which is stronger between Armein's sword and Yuven's staff.

"Where did the chess player go?"

With that in mind, I threw a small provocation at the struggling Laterre. I can do this as much as needed if today's provocation contributes to tomorrow's victory.

"You...!"

Naturally, the effect was clear.

It's a bit strange. Despite looking like an ice mage with cold blood, he has a surprisingly fiery temper.

'Did I change him?'

If so, that's regrettable.

***

I've become somewhat out of touch with Academy affairs this year. When Mar was in the student council, I naturally overheard about Academy schedules and work progress, but now I don't have that avenue. It would look strange to others if I barged into the student council room just to hear about schedules.

'People might think I'm there to inspect.'

Even I forget once or twice a week, but my official reason for staying at the Academy is to audit it. If an inspector makes a surprise visit to the student council room, it would look like nothing but a surprise inspection.

So I've let it slide even though I'm in the dark about Academy situations. If something truly important happens, the principal or vice principal will inform me. Only a fool would actively seek out more work.

But even I have noticed that the Academy atmosphere hasn't been normal lately.

"What's up with them?"

I looked out the window at the small field. Erich Kracius and Lyutis Robens were engaged in passionate sparring there. Laterre was also continuously casting magic from one side, looking like a veteran battlefield mage.

"Oh, they're preparing for the inter-class competition. They said they want to crown their last competition with victory."

Elise kindly answered my question.

I see. It was an obsession with victory.

'We're screwed.'

Just a glance showed their considerable enthusiasm in preparation, making me break into a cold sweat. Preparing at full power like that also increases the probability of accidents.

In my final days as an inspector, when I need to be careful of even falling leaves, a critical situation where a major foreign dignitary might bleed or faint—

'...He already bled two years ago.'

Come to think of it, no matter how much they fight among themselves, they won't get hurt worse than they did two years ago.

Suddenly, I felt at ease.

"It seems like this year's Inter-class Competition is going to be quite spectacular," I thought, and a few days later...

"Please! Help me!"

Purple Retriever Olivia, the Disciplinary Department Head who no longer needed to sustain herself on turnips, burst into the club room.

The unexpected situation momentarily froze my brain. I could certainly understand unexpected visitors—emergencies happen.

But I never imagined a student would voluntarily come to see me, especially one who wasn't faculty or part of the Three Nations' security forces. From a student's perspective, there should be no reason or occasion to meet me. That would only happen if I approached them first to offer a letter of recommendation.

"...What?"

Thanks to my surprise, my response came out a beat too late.

While Olivia has a cheerful and gentle personality, she's by no means intellectually lacking. She would always greet me warmly whenever we met, but never approached me first. She understood well the consequences of approaching me without good reason.

This became even more pronounced after her sister Amelia joined under my command. She restrained herself to avoid upsetting her sister's superior—she was normal enough to think that way.

Yet here was Olivia, barging into the club room out of nowhere. And with such a desperate plea for help.

"Sit down first. It doesn't look right having a guest like that."

After gathering my thoughts briefly, I patted the shoulder of Olivia, who was bowing so deeply she was practically prostrating herself.

Though I didn't yet understand the situation, Olivia must have her reasons for approaching me like this. She's not a stranger—I placed her in the Student Council myself. If someone like that is in a desperate situation, I can at least hear her out.

Besides, the current Student Council is what Marg handed down to her juniors. If the Disciplinary Department Head has come, it must be a Student Council issue, which gives me enough justification to help out of a sense of attachment.

"Do you like tea? I also have coffee and juice."
"Ah, y-yes, juice please."
"Sure."

Olivia, who had staggered into the chair, answered with a somewhat dazed voice. As if she had spent all her energy on that desperate SOS request just now.

By this point, I was starting to get worried. What kind of situation would exhaust even an energetic retriever like her?

'Is the atmosphere around the Inter-class Competition that serious?'

If I had to guess, it would be about the Inter-class Competition, the only big event of the second semester.

Damn it, why can't things ever go smoothly?

Happy thoughts always miss the mark, while ominous premonitions always hit the bullseye.

"The Disciplinary Department alone can't control it! We've expanded our scale compared to last year and even drafted an emergency budget as soon as school started, but... even considering all that, this year is impossible!"

Having recovered some energy after drinking the juice, Olivia, who had been half out of it, explained the situation with fierce intensity. Would it be rude to Olivia if I compared her to a large dog growling?

Anyway, the situation with the Disciplinary Department that Olivia conveyed wasn't good. The Student Council's manpower and budget are always limited, and when limited resources are divided among multiple departments, things like "abundant budget and ample manpower" become nothing but a dream. Even the Audit Department, when it was under the Ministry of Finance, wasn't free from budget and personnel issues.

Still, the Student Council and Disciplinary Department were more competent than incompetent, so they distributed those limited resources as rationally and efficiently as possible. They even referenced the Inter-class Competitions from the past two years and considered that this would be the last Inter-class Competition for the foreign royalty, allocating even more resources to the Disciplinary Department.

But no matter how hard you try within the limits of 100, you can't exceed 100. Unfortunately, Lyutis and Laterre's enthusiasm far exceeded 100.


"S-so, I'm really sorry, but we need... the Minister's help..."

After pouring out her grievances, Olivia nervously glanced at me.

She must feel embarrassed herself. No matter what variables emerged, asking an outsider to handle what should be their responsibility is awkward. Especially when that outsider is someone who came as an inspector.

"Would adding just me make a difference?"

I looked at Olivia with sympathetic eyes before blurting that out. If they were asking for help without a plan, I couldn't simply nod—

"Yes! Just standing with your arms crossed at the venue would be enough! If there's even a possibility that you might intervene, the chance of incidents occurring will decrease!"
'Oh.'

Fortunately, she had thought of a plan.

'People think alike, I guess.'

The exact same plan I had in mind.

Though I feel bad for Olivia who's desperately trying to persuade me, the truth is I was already planning to help maintain order during the Inter-class Competition even without her asking. Why would I leave everything to the Student Council and risk getting cursed out by the Emperor if something went wrong?

And these Student Council kids seem to misunderstand that I helped with Academy affairs the year before last and last year because of Marg. I was just helping to prevent my club members from getting hurt.

'They think I wouldn't be interested in watching.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly. Marg knew I was working like a dog to manage the Confectionery Club members, so no additional communication was needed, but the other Student Council executives didn't. Since Marg graduated, they concluded I wouldn't be involved in Academy affairs anymore, which is why Olivia is trembling and bowing her head now.

I felt a bit sorry. I kept my distance because I thought my visiting the Student Council would burden them, but that choice actually confused them.

'I should have tried to get along with kids so much younger than me.'

When working with people who are moderately below or similar to your level, there are things that don't need to be said to be understood. But the Student Council consists of kids far below my level. Expecting them to understand without explanation was the mindset of someone without conscience.

"I can help with that much. Don't worry."

So I quickly nodded and accepted Olivia's request.

"Th-thank you!"

Seeing Olivia smiling brightly and repeatedly bowing made me feel guilty again.

I should visit the Student Council at least once every two weeks from now on...

"There's no need for Kal to go personally. Leave it to me."

When I told Marg about the retriever attack incident today, she gently shook her head and spoke.

"Kal keeping distance from the Student Council was the right move. It's just that the Student Council became desperate because of the variable called the Inter-class Competition. There are no special events after the competition, right?"
"That's true."
"If you need to communicate with the Student Council, just tell me. I'm in occasional contact with the current Student Council President."

Indeed, Marg is quite close with the current Student Council President. After all, she personally groomed her successor, and thanks to that, didn't we hear in advance that this year's school trip destination would be Servet Duchy? It would be better for both sides if I went through Marg rather than visiting directly.

"Besides, there are juniors in the Student Council who aren't even engaged yet. It would be troublesome if they fell for Kal."


I chuckled at Marg's playful smile. Even as a joke, it's such an absurd concern.

"Would any young lady fall for a married man?"
"There's the Golden Duke."
"Ah."

I had to concede at the mention of the Golden Duke, a universal term when it comes to romance. Unlike me who met all my lovers while single, the Golden Duke had cases of meeting new lovers while already married. I heard there was quite an age difference too.

Of course, in a world where polygamy is possible, any form of marriage is acceptable as long as it's not adultery. What matters is the prosperity of the family.

But with twelve wives, how much prosperity is he aiming for?

'He's not a Habsburg.'

Honestly, if the Osiden Ducal Family were in the eastern part of the continent, wouldn't they already be called the Osiden Royal Family? It's only because the nation the Osiden family belongs to has always been an empire that they haven't been consumed—if it were a kingdom, they would have been eaten already.

With such thoughts, I was about to lie down on Marg's lap when I gave up after seeing Firstsnow who had grown so well. I couldn't push Firstsnow away to claim the lap.

"Kal, over here."

And Marg, who witnessed a father's sacrifice for his child, chuckled and patted her shoulder.

I can't resist a shoulder pillow.

***

Recently, I've been spending more time sparring with Lyutis. Seeing how he's even distancing himself from his beloved chess, he must be grinding his teeth in preparation for the Inter-class Competition.

The chill surrounding Laterre has also intensified. After all, the reason Lyutis started distancing himself from chess was because his challenger, Laterre, withdrew. It's not that he wanted to distance himself, but rather he couldn't play even if he wanted to. Those two probably won't sit in front of a chessboard until after the Inter-class Competition.

A pride battle between Lyutis, the prince of the Knight Kingdom, and Laterre, the prince of the Magic Power Nation. Watching their fierce rivalry that I've seen to the point of boredom for three years, I suddenly realized one truth.

'Why should I let those guys win?'

This is the Imperial Academy, so shouldn't an Imperial student win?

It was a sudden thought, but also an obvious one. No, does it make sense for foreign students to win at an Imperial educational institution?

When I hadn't realized it, I didn't think much of it, but now that my eyes were open to the truth, I felt displeased. I am Erich Kracius of Hardiner, a member of the Kracius family, an Imperial noble family, and a titled nobleman. I have a duty to gladly serve for the honor of the Empire.

'Should I... challenge for the championship?'

I looked at Ainter, who was quietly training in a corner.

If we put forward Ainter, who is both an Imperial family member and a marquis, the Imperial students would rally. He can stand proudly even in front of royalty.

Until last year, this approach wasn't attempted because Ainter was reluctant to move his body, but this year it's possible.

'Alright.'

Let's give it a try.

If I'm graduating anyway, it's right to leave with brilliant and stylish memories.

Olivia had said it was enough for me to just stand by her side, but merely standing by her side wouldn't be enough to suppress the madness of the club members. More accurately, I wouldn't be able to handle the students who had gone crazy after being incited by the royals—that would be the correct expression.

The Academy is vast, there are many students, and the arenas are scattered all over the place. Unless I learn how to clone myself, it's impossible to supervise all the arenas. Therefore, regardless of whether I intervene or not, the possibility of students causing trouble is never low. Human madness is that frightening and unpredictable.

"This will be the final activity."
"Let's work to ensure this Inter-class Competition ends safely."

Thanks to this, I met with Villar to discuss maintaining security during the Inter-class Competition.

Of course, we didn't hold this meeting in a rush. Just as I've been running around every year to prevent club members from causing trouble, the military forces of the three countries, led by Villar, have also been running around like dogs to ensure the safety of their important figures. It goes without saying that we'll be running around this year too—that's just the inevitable future.

However, since the three countries' forces move through me or the principal, the Student Council, being just a student organization, couldn't treat the three countries' forces as their own personnel. It would be even stranger if they treated military personnel from other countries as people they could command.

'There will probably just be some minor disturbances before it ends.'

I organized my thoughts while looking at the patrol schedule I had completed with Villar. It's true that the atmosphere of this year's Inter-class Competition is unusual. The Student Council and Disciplinary Committee aren't panicking for nothing.

However, in preparation for this, the Disciplinary Committee has squeezed every resource they have down to their souls, and I and the three countries' forces also plan to thoroughly supervise the arenas. Apart from the inevitable limitations of having to manage many with few, the possibility of incidents beyond that is low.

Indeed, the more manpower, the better. If I were the only one helping the Disciplinary Committee, I'm certain something would happen two or three times a day.

"By the way, Inspector."

While I was inwardly praying for the safe conclusion of the Inter-class Competition, Villar spoke up.

"I heard something unusual recently."
"Something unusual?"

I quickly racked my brain at these ominous words. If it was unusual enough for Villar to mention to me, it must be truly strange, but nothing came to mind.

Moreover, since Olivia's sincere request, the Student Council hasn't contacted me, and Mar hasn't communicated with the Student Council president either. This means we're in a peaceful situation with no variables to speak of.

"I'm not certain since I only heard Lord Lyutis's speculation, but I thought you should know as well."

Noticing my confused expression, Villar slightly shook his head and added more context.

This makes me even more anxious. Of all people, it's something Lyutis said—

"It seems that the Empire's Marquis Idrafen is aiming to win this Inter-class Competition."
"What?"
"And apparently, Baron Hardiner is the one encouraging the Marquis."

My rapidly spinning thoughts came to a complete halt.

What did he just say?

'Who's aiming for victory?'

Is the Lyutis-Laterre duopoly changing to a three-way competition?

'Who's encouraging this?'

And the mastermind trying to turn the duopoly into a three-way competition is my little brother?

My hands trembled with the sudden rush of bewilderment and anger. I had naturally thought I only needed to worry about Lyutis and Laterre's classes, or at most, students from Armein and Yuven, but if Villar's words are true, then Ainter and other Imperial students also become persons of interest.

And the number of Imperial students attending the Imperial Academy is overwhelming.

"That's quite a disconcerting speculation. If it's true, the Inter-class Competition will unfold differently from last year."
"Yes. The entire Academy will be caught up in the fervor."

Both Villar and I are attaching the qualifier "speculation," but we're essentially preparing for it as a certainty.

After all, it's what a royal said directly to his subject. Even if Lyutis has the devil's mouth, he's still royalty. A royal's statement should always carry weight, and they can't escape their statements with irresponsible behavior like "just kidding."

In other words, it's likely true that the Inter-class Competition is evolving from a two-way competition between foreign countries to a three-way competition with the Empire joining in, and that Erich is involved in this chaotic situation.


'This is insane.'

I feel dizzy. The already heated atmosphere of the Inter-class Competition is getting even more insane.

'Damn that little brother.'

Eventually, I gently massaged the back of my neck with trembling hands. If I didn't do at least this much, I felt like I might collapse from high blood pressure.

Why, why did he do such a thing? The Inter-class Competition is already troublesome enough without anyone doing anything... why did he pour oil on the fire? Why you, of all people, my own brother?

I can't believe it. I can't accept the reality that my brother has stabbed me in the chest. It's not like I haven't done enough for him; I even arranged two prospective wives for him.

'...What should I do?'

After screaming in betrayal for a while, my mind soon worried about the disastrous future.

What should I really do? If the Imperial students go crazy too, can we handle it with just our forces? The Disciplinary Committee will collectively bite their tongues off.

Honestly, I want to bite mine off too. I'd rather just lie down with an injury for a while.

***

I took a sip from my teacup while watching the Inspector massage the back of his neck with a stern face.

'The brothers are both causing a commotion side by side.'

It's a thought that would upset the Inspector if he knew, but when it comes to causing a commotion at the Inter-class Competition, the Inspector is no less guilty than Baron Hardiner.

The Inspector knocked out Lord Lyutis two years ago, and last year, he performed the feat of splitting a meteorite with the Magic-Ending Duke. Honestly, no matter how chaotic this year's Inter-class Competition gets, it will be more moderate than what the Inspector has done. After all, student quarrels are just children fighting.

That's why I could maintain my composure. Unlike the Inspector who doesn't seem to remember his own record, I've developed an unwanted tolerance over the past two years. I'm confident I can watch with a smile no matter what the students do.

...

'If only the Inspector had never come.'

Such a thought suddenly crossed my mind. The Inspector came to the Academy because of the enrollment of key foreign figures like Lord Lyutis, but the incidents caused by these key figures and those caused by the Inspector are on par with each other.

No, in some cases, the Inspector might even be ahead. At least Lord Lyutis didn't split a meteorite in front of the entire continent.

'Covering up others' incidents with his own.'

The Inspector's method is truly admirable. It's a remarkable approach that not just anyone could follow.

'It's fortunate that Armein doesn't have someone like him.'

This too is sincere, though the Inspector would be upset if he knew. As a warrior, the Inspector is truly admirable, but as an official, I feel like I wouldn't live to my natural lifespan if I stayed with him. The Inspector would probably be at the center of all sorts of commotions and incidents, and I, being nearby, would either die physically or mentally.

'And the Inspector himself would likely remain unscathed.'

That's the most terrifying scenario. A walking disaster that doesn't even get hurt.

"Sir Villar."

Just as I was about to feel grateful that the Academy's education period ends after three years, I put down my teacup at the Inspector's words.

"Yes, Inspector."
"I'll have a conversation with Baron Hardiner myself."

I nodded lightly, having expected this response.

If the older brother steps in, it should prevent the situation from worsening further.

***

I almost threw a neck slice the moment Erich entered the club room with a calm face.


But I held back because Sera, my future sister-in-law, was right beside him. No matter how angry I am, I can't beat up a prospective husband in front of his prospective wife.

'Damn it.'

But thinking about it makes me even angrier. I can't beat up my brother because of the couple I introduced? How unfair is that?

"Hey."

Anyway, I beckoned with my finger as soon as I saw Erich. I barely suppressed the urge to add "you bastard" after the word "hey."

I think my patience has improved a lot since becoming a head of household. This must be the dignity of someone who takes responsibility.

"Come here for a moment."
"Oh, okay."

At my short and concise command, Erich approached me with quick steps.

Seeing this, I couldn't help but laugh. Coming over without even questioning means that even he knows he's done something deserving of a scolding.

'If only Sera wasn't here.'

For a moment, the Chamber of Truth that my first father-in-law frequently uses flashed before my eyes. Father-in-law, I used to wonder why you created such a vicious thing... but it was your insight honed by years of experience...

"Inter-class—"
"Brother, I can explain everything."

Erich cut me off before I could finish my sentence.

"Go ahead."

It was an act that would make the deeply ingrained respect for elders in my soul cry out, but it might be better to hear Erich's excuse first. If I speak without hearing any excuse, I might end up cursing in the middle.

"It's strange for Imperial students to lose at the Imperial Academy. Besides, it's also the year a royal is graduating, so we should secure victory to enhance the Empire's prestige."
"Hey, you!"

But his excuse that it was simply a matter of pride made my anger even more intense.

Trixie and I have already elevated the Empire's prestige enough, you crazy bastard.

"O-Oppa! You'll kill Erich like that!"

When I couldn't contain my anger anymore and put Erich in a chokehold, Sera panicked and started hitting my forearm.

I'm sorry to Sera, but I need to stay like this for about 10 seconds to feel better. I'll only do this until he's just about to pass out, please.

I punished Erich's reckless behavior with force.

"If the end is joyful, even the hardships that came before can turn into beautiful memories."

However, Ainter, who had been influenced by Erich, had already been corrupted.

It's truly a sad situation. I can at least beat Erich to correct him, but I can't beat a royal who is also a marquis.

"So let's end with our victory."
"""Long live the Empire! Long live victory!"""

Right after the opening ceremony of the Inter-class Competition, Ainter, pledging victory in front of the Imperial students, looked like a general heading to the battlefield.

But is it just my imagination? Seeing Ainter speaking formally to his classmates, I felt a subtle madness that I couldn't explain in words. I thought formal speech between classmates was prohibited at the Academy.

'He's definitely not normal either.'

Half the blood flowing through that guy's veins is from the Emperor. The other half is from Aesilon.

Come to think of it, it would be strange if he were a normal person with that composition.

# The Empire's Name is Never Light

The name of the Empire is never taken lightly.

A nation stronger than any other on the continent, a nation standing at the center of the continent leading everything, a nation blessed by the gods to protect the divine mandate, a dignified nation so unique that two cannot exist in the same era.

All these titles exist solely as glory and praise for the Empire. Even the mightiest kingdoms must bow their heads to the Empire, at least nominally, and even when the Kfelopen Empire faced imminent collapse, countries across the continent maintained "some semblance" of respect. Though it was merely a semblance, of course.

However, since the Emperor's ascension, the Empire has flourished once again, and today, with the integration of the North, it flaunts the beginning of its second golden age. The pride of the Empire and its citizens has soared beyond measure.

Nevertheless, Imperial students didn't care much about the inter-class competition. While pitiful students like Lyutis, Laterre, and those from other countries became fanatical warriors for victory, for Imperial students, the inter-class competition was traditionally a rigged game. Why exert effort when the class with the most noble student would inevitably win?

The decisive factor was that Ainter, who could have been the rallying point for Imperial students, remained silent. After all, becoming a focal point in place of royalty carried a slight scent of impudence.

"Long live the Empire! Long live victory!"
"Empire! Above all, the Empire! The Empire above all nations!"

That's why Ainter's victory declaration became the catalyst for the previously quiet Imperial students to explode with enthusiasm. The Empire, greater than any nation, and the Imperial Family, more noble than anyone, calling for victory and leading the charge? Any Imperial citizen who didn't follow would be a traitor-in-waiting.

'This is driving me insane.'

I let out a hollow laugh watching the Imperial students suddenly consumed by madness.

This can't be stopped. If Ainter were a distant royal, like the Emperor's sixth or seventh cousin, I might have cautiously suggested some restraint, but Ainter is the Emperor's only sibling, with substantial authority. Despite all my titles, directly stopping a royal's actions is impossible.

'That bastard...'

I glared at Erich, who was shouting "hurrah" beside Ainter.

It's all his fault. The source of all evil who filled Ainter—who had been quietly minding his own business—with hot air, the wicked brother who created trouble for his already busy older brother.

I'd like to rush over and grab him by the collar, but that bastard, having realized he'd be strangled again if he crossed me, stayed close to Ainter. If only he'd used half the intelligence he uses to protect his own life for his brother's sake.

"The Empire cannot be defeated on Imperial soil! We treat our guests with respect, but victory always belongs to the Empire!"
"Hurrah!"
"Long live Marquis Idrafen! Long live the Livnoman Imperial Family! Long live the Kfelopen Empire!"
"Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!"

As the cheers grew louder, I gently closed my eyes.

I miss the club members from '78...

I sat absentmindedly in the stands watching the horse race. Seeing the horses galloping magnificently seemed to calm my bitter feelings somewhat.

- Irina Yorun has taken first place again this year!

And seeing Lin proudly crossing the finish line in first place soothed my heart even more.

Well done, my Lin. You're a hundred, no, a thousand times better than my useless brother who only causes me trouble. What I needed wasn't Erich Kracius but Irina Kracius.

"It amazes me every time. She enjoys flower arranging normally, yet she's also excellent at horseback riding."

Luise, impressed by Lin's third consecutive victory, murmured while watching Lin's winning run.

Actually, I find it surprising too. She's the daughter of the Yorun family who runs a merchant guild, and she's in the gardening club with a gentle, intellectual image. Seeing Lin galloping in riding attire gives me a peculiar feeling.

Of course, positively speaking, she's accomplished in both literary and martial pursuits, which isn't bad. I should be happy that my lover is so talented.

- With Irina Yorun's victory in the opening event, the Empire begins to take the lead!

'Oh for fuck's sake.'

Meanwhile, the announcement committed the atrocity of mentioning Lin's nationality rather than her class.


The Empire's intrusion into the Armein-Yuven power dynamic was already maddening enough, but emphasizing nationality just adds fuel to the fire.

'Is that announcer an Imperial too?'

Yes, the announcer must be a loyal Imperial citizen enchanted by Ainter's victory declaration. That must be it.

Otherwise, this outrage cannot be explained. If those words came from a foreigner's mouth, it would be the act of an agitator trying to cause disorder in the Imperial Academy.

"Brother."
"I'm fine."

As soon as Luise carefully took my hand, I reflexively opened my mouth.

"I haven't said anything yet..."

But my reaction was too automatic. Obviously not fine.

"Luise."
"Yes, brother."
"If I suddenly disappear, assume I've been put under disciplinary confinement."

Luise couldn't say anything in response.

She's probably too busy recalling the nightmare from two years ago.

***

I checked the minister's report several times.

"Ha."

Eventually, a short laugh escaped. I never imagined something like this would happen.

'Ainter stepping into the spotlight.'

This is truly unexpected. During Dorgos's time—who barely deserved the title of Second Prince—Ainter was overshadowed by him, and after I became Crown Prince, Ainter lived cautiously, watching my every move. For that Ainter to step forward before the nobles and become their rallying point?

'He's no longer holding back.'

This is welcome news. Ainter, who had been trembling in fear of losing his life at any moment, has finally risen with his own will. To Ainter, I am no longer a monster targeting his neck, but merely the Emperor.

Of course, since the title of Emperor carries weight, he will still be mindful of me, but it must be more comfortable than watching out for a potential murderer.

'This is how we progress, little by little.'

As Ainter gradually becomes a normal royal, even if we can't become close brothers, we might become an ordinary family. He could become a decent uncle to the Crown Princess.

Even His Majesty, who abandoned everything to move forward, might be able to set down a small portion of his burden.

...

'Hmm.'

After that brief reflection, I reviewed the report again. Apart from my personal satisfaction, since this was an urgent report from the minister, I needed to examine it seriously and issue directives.

'Nothing serious.'

However, no matter how I looked at it, there seemed no need for my intervention.

Imperial students rising for victory? If they were rioting to expel foreign students, I would need to intervene, but these are ordinary students getting excited about winning an official Academy event. What's wrong with students showing enthusiasm for Academy events? Rather, their efforts to elevate the Empire's name should be commended.

Though, as the minister worried, the students' passion might lead to conflicts, but that's acceptable.

'As long as the royals don't get hurt.'


The minister's purpose at the Academy is "maintaining security for the safety of foreign dignitaries," not "maintaining Academy safety" itself. Even if students get into fistfights, it doesn't matter as long as royals aren't involved.

And to put it somewhat harshly, there's a saying that children grow through fighting.

***

As always, the Emperor sent me provocation rather than help.

- For seniors to discourage juniors from creating beautiful memories before graduation would be improper.
"Your Majesty, I am not a senior."
- Oh my, that's right. I momentarily forgot.

This damn bastard.

Curses swirled in my mouth. This bastard is definitely doing this on purpose.

- Besides, the inter-class competition is an Academy tradition held every year, with students—not outsiders—participating enthusiastically.

But with the Emperor's subsequent words, I had to swallow the curses that were about to escape.

He's right. The inter-class competition isn't a sudden event, and the participants are students who have always been at the Academy. This means they are elements strictly under the Academy's and Empire's management.

So for the Empire to intervene because these elements aren't being properly controlled? That could tarnish the reputation of the Academy and Empire that we've worked so hard to elevate.

- Of course, it would be unfortunate if foreign dignitaries were injured by getting caught up in our country's events. I trust the minister will handle that well.
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please don't worry."

Just before bowing toward the communication device, I met the Emperor's gaze, which was staring directly at me.

And that gaze seemed to say, 'The incident where you punched the Armein prince was worse than any accident that could happen during the inter-class competition.'

'Damn it.'

This is why one shouldn't live committing sins. Even a mere glance makes me feel guilty.

The second day of the inter-class competition arrived.

"Empire! Empire standing above all! Empire stronger than anyone!"
"You, Armein! Show the lion's courage!"
"What changes the world is not force but wisdom! Yuven's sages advance toward the future!"

Group cheers that hadn't been seen before began to appear.

'Wow.'

My head is spinning. Those cheers have infected even the spectators who aren't participating in the competition with the madness of the inter-class competition.

Moreover, there were figures resembling cheer captains at the front. Whatever they're imagining, this is becoming more intense than expected.

"Minister..."

As I sighed softly while watching the frenzied cheering scene, Purple Retriever approached awkwardly.

"Um... if I drop out now, will you still give me a recommendation letter...?"

Along with a rather heartbreaking question.

"...If you endure until graduation, I'll personally make sure you succeed."
"Ugh..."

Eventually, Purple Retriever's eyes showed a faint moisture. Somehow, making Titi cry doesn't sit well with me.

Still, I promise that when you graduate, I'll support you wherever you go. I have that much power.

# The Inter-class Competition

The Inter-class Competition continued as a fierce three-way battle, with the Imperial faction—specifically Ainter's class—narrowly leading ahead of Lyutis and Laterre's classes.

Of course, this was the expected outcome since most Imperial Academy students were Imperial citizens, and the majority of those students were united for Ainter's victory. If anything, it was remarkable that Lyutis and Laterre maintained such a close second place despite the Empire's unity.

"The Empire always triumphs!"
"Long live the Empire! Long live Marquis Idrafen!"

However, regardless of how narrow the lead was, the undeniable fact remained that the Empire was winning. Imperial students were ecstatic watching Ainter's class, which hadn't relinquished first place once since the horse racing event.

"They're acting like they've already won when there are still many events left."
"Don't they know it's not over until it's over?"

Naturally, students from other countries were resistant to the level of enthusiasm that suggested the Empire's victory in the Inter-class Competition was already confirmed.

"So who's in first place right now?"
"Don't be like that. You're probably just unable to read the number one since you're always in second place."
"Hahahahaha!"

The Imperial students laughed off such resistance from foreign students, dismissing it as losers denying reality. True, the competition wasn't over yet, but the Empire had maintained first place throughout. They believed the Empire would stand tall until the end.

'These lunatics.'

I quietly shook my head as I watched this remarkable display of teabagging. Even as a third party, I found their taunting impressive—I could only imagine how infuriated the foreign students must feel. If the Empire were to suffer a comeback defeat, this would become an unforgettable black mark on their history until graduation.

However, I didn't bother trying to stop their "cheering" (disguised teabagging). No matter how much madness filled the air, this was ultimately just kids fighting. Academy students were simply participating enthusiastically in an Academy event. As the Emperor said, it wasn't something for adults or outsiders to interfere with.

Besides, looking at their behavior, I doubt my intervention would make any difference. If I suggested they show restraint, they'd probably challenge me with "Inspector, aren't you happy about the Empire's victory?" and label me as non-Imperial.

'I might end up being the one getting audited.'

Unifying public opinion and suppressing those who resist—even as the designated Minister of the Audit Department, I have to admit it's an excellent auditing method. If these kids had been born a few years earlier, they might have had promising careers.

That's why I'm somewhat hopeful. Perhaps some of them will become fresh recruits supporting the Audit Department in the future.

'They'll figure it out themselves.'

After enjoying the passionate cheering for a while, I turned away. As long as the students don't go crazy and decide to "attack the leader," this level of verbal fighting should be acceptable.

Even when cooking rice, the pot needs a hole for steam to escape to remain intact. Similarly, students need to release their passion appropriately to prevent explosions and physical conflicts.

"What's left when you take the sword away from the Knight Kingdom?"
"That's rich coming from people who call themselves a Magic Power Nation but lose to the Magic-Ending Duke."
"Don't fight too much. You're both in the same boat against the Empire anyway."

...Or will they?

'I hope this doesn't turn into a bench-clearing brawl.'

I'm genuinely worried. Nobles who have lived dignified lives suddenly rushing onto the field and throwing punches? While shouting their nationalities?

My chest tightens just imagining it. If something like that actually happens, it would go down in Academy history.

And become an indelible black mark on both the Principal's life and mine.

'Shit.'

I could feel tears welling up involuntarily. Why did this have to happen in my twilight years when I should be cautious even of falling leaves?

'Damn little brother.'

Yes, this is undoubtedly Erich's fault. Lyutis and Laterre acting up happens every year, but Ainter had been quiet until Erich got carried away. The three of them have their own mitigating circumstances.


But Erich, that bastard, is unforgivable no matter how many times I think about it.

'Just you wait.'

I made a promise to myself, thinking of Erich who was probably passionately participating in the competition right now.

Someday, I'll give him a legal beating under the pretext of a sparring match.

***

Enen is truly a considerate deity.

"The Empire wins again!"
"Hey, don't be discouraged! Second place is good too! But we're first!"
"Hold your head high, friend! There's no shame in losing to the strong!"

Otherwise, something like this couldn't possibly happen in my final semester before graduation. Perhaps this is a spectacular sight being shown to me before I return to Armein.

It's so moving that I can barely open my eyes. I just want to find a corner somewhere and pass out.

"Father."

However, as the person responsible for Armein's guard forces and representative of the Three Nations' military power, such luxurious escape was not permitted.

"What is it?"
"Well... the knights' mood is concerning."

I let out a small sigh at Perosa's expression as she reluctantly spoke. If Perosa was using words like "concerning" in front of me, the knights' patience had likely already reached its limit.

"They're in an uproar, saying they want to teach these students a lesson right now."
"I see."

I nodded at her detailed explanation.

It's complicated. The knights who came to the Empire to guard Lord Lyutis, representing Armein, have become agitated. They're no longer watching the students' competition as adults but as Armein knights observing the struggles of knight candidates.

'I understand how they feel.'

Of course, I understand the knights' feelings. I'm also a proud knight of Armein—how could I not understand? I'm simply enduring because of my position that prevents me from acting rashly, and I remain silent out of fear of the consequences of taking action.

Guard forces should not move for personal reasons. If Armein moves, other countries are likely to follow. If an incident occurs because of this, Armein, having acted first, would bear the responsibility.

That's why I've been enduring, even though the Academy's Inter-class Competition has become a matter of national pride. At the same time, I've been trying to prevent the students' competition from spreading beyond the Academy.

"This is a competition that must be won by the students' own strength. A victory with outside intervention wouldn't be recognized. Tell them that if they truly care for Armein, they should endure and cheer."

Besides, if adults intervene in a student competition and win, could that really be called a true victory?

"Yes, Father. I'll do that."

Perosa understood my intention and nodded.

This is truly fortunate. If the other knights see Perosa, who is younger than them, showing restraint, they might endure longer as well.

"I'll subtly pass this message to the Yuven side too."
"Good."

I was momentarily surprised by her follow-up but responded naturally.

I see, so the Yuven side was also on the verge of intervening with the students. It's fortunate that at least the Papal States remain quiet.

'...Why did this have to happen at the very end?'

No, it's not fortunate at all. The mere fact that this situation has arisen is utterly terrible.


It's painful enough that I, who should be protecting His Majesty the King and the royal family, am in a foreign country following Lord Lyutis, suddenly becoming a shield with the title of representative for the Three Nations.

I believed I was about to be freed from that pain, but this happened when we were just one step away from the end.

'Perhaps my offerings were insufficient.'

It seems my sincerity toward Enen was too faint.

***

As time passed, Villar and Olivia's expressions, which had been darkening, suddenly began to grow peaceful at some point.

'They've reached enlightenment.'

I could guess what was happening, and a deep solemnity weighed on my chest. They've given up because they couldn't endure anymore.

It's unfortunate. Both Villar and Olivia were about to graduate gloriously after this semester, but now this chaos erupted because of some brother from who-knows-where launching an enormous bomb. As the older brother of the culprit, I would be inhuman not to feel sorry.

However, very regrettably, I couldn't do anything for the two who had reached enlightenment.

"Call everyone nearby! We have the numbers!"
"Let's finish this before they gather! Everyone charge!"
"What are you doing sitting there?! Join in, don't stay out of it!"

Around the middle of the Inter-class Competition, bench-clearing brawls finally began to break out.

With news of brawls erupting everywhere, I had no capacity to worry about others. What use was feeling sorry or talking about human decency when I was barely surviving myself?

'Damn it.'

I moved toward yet another bench-clearing brawl that had broken out. If a fight happens right in front of me, I should at least pretend to stop it.

More importantly, this is strange. This world definitely didn't have bench-clearing brawls or even anything that could be called sports competitions, yet these kids have spontaneously turned the Inter-class Competition into something like a professional sports event.

Serious players, passionate cheers, patriotic spectators, and now players clearing the benches to fight.

'How is this even a romance fantasy novel?'

This looks more like a modern sports story. Is this perhaps a world that underwent genre drift?

And it's also fascinating how students who knew nothing have independently reached the bench-clearing stage. Perhaps physical confrontation between players is human instinct—

'Huh?'

As I approached the players to stop the violent clash, I spotted a familiar face among them.

It was Erich.

...

'You bastard.'

Caught you, you little shit.

"Stop! What is this commotion in a place meant for fair competition!"

The moment I saw Erich's face, I rushed forward with a thunderous shout. I need to subdue Erich by force before this bench-clearing brawl stops on its own.

This is a blessing bestowed by the gods to comfort me.

The blessing of legally being able to beat Erich.

# The Inter-class Competition Nears Its End

"Hmm."

I stroked my chin while looking at the scoreboard set up in the main field.

Ainter's class was still in first place, while my class and Laterre's class were tied for second place. From the horse racing event that kicked off the inter-class competition until now, this tedious and fierce three-way battle hadn't changed.

'If we win twice in a row, we might be able to pull it off somehow.'

I racked my brain while looking at Ainter's class, which was ahead by the slimmest of margins. If we could take one event, we could claim first place, and if we won once more after that, we could secure the victory.

But in theory, anyone can be a winner. Unfortunately, reality differed from theory. I had managed to surpass Laterre and claim sole second place, but I still couldn't reach first place. When I win, that guy wins; when that guy wins, someone else wins—winning twice in a row seemed impossible.

'Stubborn bastards.'

Glancing behind me, I could see Imperial students with their arms around each other's shoulders, chanting cheers in unison.

Not only were they numerous, but they were also skilled, showing no weaknesses. Aren't the Armein students, who are an overwhelming minority, doing well enough just by maintaining a slight disadvantage?

That's why it's all the more frustrating. Just a little more, just a little more, and we could reach the end. If we didn't give up, it felt like we could seize the opportunity.

And truly, the first and last chance arrived.

'Erich has dropped out.'

The main culprit behind this hellish three-way battle, the shadowy figure who had incited Ainter, the Imperial vanguard captain who never missed a physical competition. That Erich had completely withdrawn from the inter-class competition.

The reason was simple. Apparently, he was caught by the guidance counselor while brawling with foreign students. According to rumors, he was choked unconscious by the enraged guidance counselor. It's a shame I didn't see it myself.

Anyway, due to the guidance counselor's harsh crackdown, Erich was demoted to a mere spectator and patient, and the cheers of the Imperial students who had feared nothing also subsided somewhat. No matter how spirited a student might be, no one wants to get hit by the guidance counselor.

'This increases our chances of winning the four-person match.'

I organized my thoughts as I turned my attention back to the scoreboard.

The Imperial vanguard captain Erich had dropped out, and Ainter's skills were still below mine. Moreover, even the Imperial students' cheering, which had been putting mental pressure on the competitors, had softened somewhat—our chances of Armein winning the four-person match, the final event of the inter-class competition, had increased.

Yes, that's enough. If it's difficult to secure first place with two consecutive victories, then we just need to win at the end. When the inter-class competition itself ends, there's no need to strive to maintain first place, is there?

'Final victory with a last win.'

A smile naturally formed on my face. There's nothing more splendid than that.

The valiant Armein knight refused to succumb to Imperial tyranny and endured. After that desperate patience, an opportunity arose to claim a dignified and noble victory. Indeed, fortune comes to those who don't give up.

"Lyutis."
"Hm?"

As I was contemplating whether to train with the classmates who were planning to participate in the four-person match, I heard Laterre's voice right beside me.

"Ah, Laterre. When did you get here?"
"I've been here for a while."

His firm answer made me feel a bit embarrassed. To think that I, a knight, hadn't noticed a mere magician approaching. Was I too focused on winning?

A small chuckle escaped me. Who would have thought I'd be so passionate about a mere Academy event? I had tried to win in the past two years as well, but this was the first time I had been so serious about it. Anyway, Erich, that guy has given us a wonderful graduation gift.

"Since there's another match coming up, I'll get straight to the point. Have you heard about Erich?"
"Haha, I couldn't help but hear about it! I heard he's lying in a bed in the infirmary?"

The very person who gave the gift seems to be far away, having fulfilled his role, which is a pleasant thing.

Still, he's receiving Sera's attentive care, so he shouldn't feel wronged. Honestly, Erich being forcibly subdued by the guidance counselor was a consequence he brought upon himself.

'A brother who stabs his older brother in the solar plexus.'

I laughed again. If the Kracius family were a royal family, there would have been rumors of Erich aiming for the crown prince position. That's how much of a critical blow Erich's impulsive action was to the guidance counselor.

Of course, we found it amusing and let it slide. It might be unfortunate for the guidance counselor, but as Academy students, there's nothing wrong with enjoying Academy events, is there?

"Objectively speaking, Ainter's current skill level is not comparable to ours. With Erich out, it will be a match between you and me."
"Well, I suppose so."

I nodded calmly since I had been thinking the same thing. Unless a year or two had passed, Ainter, who had just started learning swordsmanship, couldn't match us.

I'm not dismissing Ainter. This is a temporal issue that no human can overcome.


"And the points for the four-person match are higher than other events. How about not wasting energy on other events and finishing it in the four-person match?"
"Oh."

An exclamation escaped me at the unexpected suggestion.

I wasn't surprised that Laterre would participate in the four-person match. Laterre's participation was a given; rather, I would have been surprised if he had declared non-participation.

Nevertheless, the reason for my exclamation was simple.

"What if you lose after making such a bold declaration?"

That Laterre had approached me and formally challenged me. Beyond challenging me to chess in the club room, he had made a declaration in front of the students: "Let's determine the winner in the four-person match."

It wasn't like Laterre, who pursued reason and dignity, but,

'I like it.'

As a knight, it's a most welcome declaration. Nothing makes the blood boil more than a public declaration of war from a rival.

"Is there a general who goes into battle thinking they will lose?"
"Haha!"

An even more appealing statement.

"Alright. Let's agree that whoever wins the four-person match takes it all."

Honor, glory, cheers, all of it.

—And just like that, I had parted ways with Laterre in a very cool manner, which felt like it had just happened.

'Is this a dream?'

I let out a hollow laugh as I watched Ainter's class climb onto the field.

More precisely, I couldn't help but laugh hollowly when I saw one of the participants coming up with Ainter.

'Why is the guidance counselor here?'

A black-haired man stepping onto the field with an irritated expression.

The victor who had brilliantly ended the four-person match two years ago was once again getting involved in student fights.

'...Damn you, Erich.'

Could this have been your strategy? A self-sacrifice to replace yourself, the younger brother, with your older brother, the guidance counselor?

If that's really the case, then Erich is truly insane. Or maybe the guidance counselor damaged Erich's brain while choking him.

***

Rumors quickly spread that the Academy's inter-class competition had become a children's fight with national pride at stake.

Of course, the students who were active as both participants and spectators at the venue were children of noble families, and when these children communicated with their families, rumors spread quickly.

In this way, news of the inter-class competition spread not only throughout the Empire but also to other countries, and the disaster began.

- Hey, I heard the Academy is in chaos these days.
"You speak as if it was ever quiet."

It started with the minister. On the night he had genuinely choked Erich, for whatever reason, I received a mocking greeting from the minister.

- Well, everyone I meet only talks about the Academy, what can I do? The future leaders of the Empire are building friendships with foreign students and showcasing the Empire's capabilities, so there's a lot of expectation that it will remain a beautiful precedent.

And the minister's subsequent comment made my blood run cold. The people the minister meets are either other ministers or at least high-ranking nobles of count rank or above. The inter-class competition is on the lips of the Empire's leadership, and they're hoping for a beautiful precedent.

Of course, there's no need to spell out what a beautiful precedent is. Naturally, it would be the Empire's victory.

It was truly troublesome. A simple children's fight had become something that even adults were interested in and proud of.

"Since it's a student matter, the students will handle it. We just need to cheer them on."
- That's true, but reason and heart are always different.

The minister ended with those words and exchanged pleasantries before ending the call. As if to inform me of the Empire's public opinion.

Since that day, my head had been throbbing. If the eyes and ears of the Empire's leadership were directed at the Academy, this wasn't just about "ensuring the safety of foreign dignitaries." It was a big event where I had to lead the Empire to victory for the sake of the Empire's pride.


'Why should I care?'

Still, I tried my best to ignore the subtle expectations of others.

The Empire's leadership wants victory? Do they think I'm just a low-ranking official? It's just that the only one above me is the Emperor, so I have to run around like a dog, but I'm also a powerful figure and a big shot when I go elsewhere. There's no reason to get involved and listen to what others want, bearing the criticism of "a grown adult interfering in children's fights."

If the victory in the inter-class competition led to national interest, or if it was related to the honor of others, I would have considered it. But it's not like that, is it? Even if we win, it's just about maintaining pride, and even if we lose, no one gets hurt. It's just disappointing.

- Minister.
"Yes, Your Majesty."
- The Retired Emperor has started to take an interest in the situation. He said it's good to see young people working hard for the honor of the Empire.
"......"

But I gave up everything when I heard that even the Retired Emperor, who had been enjoying peaceful online gaming, was showing interest.

If the Retired Emperor wishes for something, it must be done. Although he has relinquished all official power through abdication, his authority and honor have not returned to zero. No one would dare disrespect the wise ruler who revitalized the declining Empire.

'I'm screwed.'

The problem was that I had forced Erich, the Empire's main force, to drop out.

Based on past experience, the winner of the final four-person match would likely be the overall winner, but the Imperial side with only Ainter and without Erich would find it difficult to face Lyutis or Laterre. I had torn apart the Empire's chances of victory with my own hands.

An Imperial servant hindered the Empire's victory, and the Retired Emperor expressed regret upon hearing the news? It's a terrible future I don't even want to imagine. If I can avoid that future, becoming an adult who interferes in children's fights is nothing.

"Guidance counselor... why..."
"I had my reasons too."

This is the result. Just like two years ago, I ended up participating in the four-person match this year as well.

I'm sorry, Lyutis.

'This is the circumstance of a civil servant.'

A cold reality that you, as royalty, would never understand even if you died and came back to life.

Damn it.

***

The final match, where everything was at stake, ended in the Empire's victory due to the intrusion of the monster known as the guidance counselor.

There could have been uproar or objections to the sudden intrusion of an outsider, but the Imperial students, who made up the majority, were simply happy about the Empire's victory and responded with thunderous applause and cheers.

Moreover, even the foreign students who should have protested were busy applauding, impressed by the guidance counselor's brilliant swordsmanship. Perhaps the guidance counselor had played the role of a clown to prevent opposition.

'It's disappointing, but what can we do?'

I dusted myself off and descended from the field. I failed to end with a victory, but as someone walking the path of the sword, it was a successful outcome to receive teachings from the guidance counselor, a master far beyond my reach.

However, Laterre, who is a magician and not a swordsman like me, might find it difficult to accept—

"Third place. Where are you going?"

Laterre's voice from behind made me stop in my tracks.

"...What did you say?"
"I said third place."

As I barely turned my head to look at Laterre, I saw him smirking and pointing to the scoreboard with his chin.

As Laterre said, my class was in third place, and Laterre's class was in second.

"Since you fell before me, I received a higher score. It seems I won this time."

I was at a loss for words at this absurd logic. Both of us had been defeated by the guidance counselor, so how could there be a winner or loser between us?

"This match was ambiguous. Let's not do that and have another match next—"
"I'm sorry, but I don't want to have another match with a loser."

...

'That blue bastard.'

In that moment, I learned how to truly hate someone.

After the inter-class competition ended, the Academy was surprisingly peaceful.

It was truly strange. The students who had been engaged in all kinds of cheering, psychological warfare, and bench-clearing brawls were now laughing and chatting as if nothing had happened.

'Were they just bored?'

At this point, reasonable doubt crept in. Perhaps they didn't actually care about national pride, but were simply letting loose their madness and stress because they had a legitimate outlet?

Thinking about it that way was utterly depressing. Because of those fools turning the inter-class competition into an international affair, I ended up playing the unwanted roles of both mercenary and clown. Even if Ainter had stepped forward before the students at Erich's whispered suggestion, the entire Academy wouldn't have descended into madness if the students had shown even a little self-restraint.

Yet the very people who escalated the situation were now enjoying peaceful daily lives.

'Damn them.'

So they've had their fun and that's that?

'At least it ended safely.'

I took a sip of iced coffee to calm myself. Though the process was fucking, absolutely disgusting and dynamic, fortunately the outcome was acceptable.

First, important foreign figures like Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian emerged without a scratch. Even considering how passionately the regular students participated, there were no major injuries, with the most severely injured person being Erich, who was forcibly subdued by me.

Crucially, the Empire won in this battle of national pride. Thanks to that, even the high-ranking officials who had taken interest in the inter-class competition nodded in satisfaction.

"Though the students didn't achieve victory entirely on their own, the Minister didn't break any rules by participating. His Majesty the Emperor was also pleased with the Empire's rightful victory."
"I am honored to have brought joy to His Majesty."

Though the process was somewhat peculiar, a win is a win. As the Emperor said, I didn't invent new rules or precedents. After all, I had legally participated in the Four-Person Battle two years ago.

'Why do I have such a record?'

I feel like crying. Someone with no academic experience at the Academy has participated in the Four-Person Battle twice? Even the most passionate students couldn't achieve such a record.

'I should receive an honorary diploma.'

Or maybe an honorary teaching certificate.

I don't care which, just please give me something. If I graduate empty-handed, I might go crazy.

Perhaps as compensation for being hit squarely by a pile of falling leaves in my later years, the remaining second semester schedule flowed without any disturbances.

Honestly, if another incident had occurred after that chaos during the inter-class competition, it would have been a divine curse. Fortunately, far from being cursed, I've been receiving nothing but blessings this year.

'...I received blessings and still ended up in this situation?'

Suddenly, a chill ran down my spine. If things went this badly despite being blessed, what would have happened without those blessings? Would royalty have lost limbs instead of just coughing blood? Or perhaps fallen into a coma with critical injuries?

After imagining such forbidden futures, I urgently replenished my blood sugar with cookies. If I continued peering into such inappropriate futures, my mental state would surely collapse. I can't fall apart when I have so many family members to take care of.

'Just hang in there a little longer.'

So I deliberately turned my thoughts to more positive matters. With the inter-class competition—the only event of the second semester—now over, graduation would come quickly. Just a little more endurance and I could completely escape this suffering.

'Huh?'

Just as I was about to embody the mindset of a senior sergeant counting down to discharge, the communication device in my pocket began to glow.

Wondering if it might be the Minister again, I instinctively frowned. Ever since hearing that I had participated in the Four-Person Battle and swung my sword against students, the Minister had been contacting me almost daily to mock me.

Damn old man. You would have thrown punches at those kids too if you were in my position.

"Master!"
"Butler?"

Upon confirming that the caller was the butler, not the Minister, my brow furrowed for a different reason.

This is unsettling. The butler initiating contact and speaking urgently before I could even open my mouth were both ominous signs—

"M-Madam, the First Madam is experiencing labor pains!"
"What?"

My mind went blank at this news, which was far more serious than I had imagined.


***

Though this was my first pregnancy, I wasn't mentally anxious.

Whenever I craved something, Kal would always get it for me. My sisters, who might have been jealous that I was the first to have a child, took care of me and my little snowflake as if it were their own affair. The household staff was delighted by the fact that a little master would be born, so I spent peaceful days that belied this being my first pregnancy.

"My lady, is there anything making you uncomfortable?"
"No, nothing at all. Thank you."

The Empress's Palace even sent several maids who had faithfully attended to Her Majesty when she was carrying the Crown Princess. With such thoroughly vetted individuals of proven ability, status, and character by my side, problems couldn't arise even if they tried.

Even now, they were massaging my arms and legs to help with my greatly swollen belly. In truth, since my little snowflake had been growing vigorously, my whole body had been stiff from difficulty moving, but they noticed immediately, probably from their experience attending to pregnant women.

The pressure was just right, making my eyes droop. Should I take a nap until Kal returns from work?

"Hnnngh—!"
"M-Madam!?"
"My lady!"

And then my drowsy body and mind were suddenly jolted awake by pain.

I don't remember clearly what happened after that. The maids barely managing to help me up as I moaned in what sounded like screams, the household staff moving busily in all directions, the butler hurriedly taking out a communication device. Only vague actions and figures registered in my vision, and I couldn't even properly hear what they were saying to me.

But just one thing, just one thing I could hear.

"The young master is about to be born! Doctor, priest, mage—call everyone you can!"

My little snowflake was more impatient than expected.

'It's not even the first snow yet.'

You will be our first snow.

Even in the midst of pain, that thought made me smile.

***

I urgently summoned the family mage who was in Teilgleichen County. Unfortunately, since Trixie was in class, I needed the family mage to teleport.

"Since I'm in a state of confusion, please relay the news to both of them."
"Yes, Your Excellency. I will certainly do so, so please don't worry."

I quickly spoke to the mage who had dropped me off in front of the mansion, and the mage nodded with a determined face.

The fact that my little snowflake was trying to leave Mar's womb was precious information that needed to be shared with my parents as well. However, in my current state, I didn't think I could speak normally to them. My hands were still trembling—how could I?

So I left the information delivery to the mage. When the mage returns to the family, he will report to my mother, who will inform my father, who will relay it to my father-in-law.

"Master!"

Leaving the mage behind and entering the mansion, the butler rushed over hurriedly.

"W-where is the Second Madam?"
"She's in class, so I came first. I left a message on the communication device, so she'll come as soon as she's done."

I patted the shoulder of the butler, who was flustered by my solo return, and he kept nodding.

This is the first time I've seen the butler this excited since Trixie's pregnancy was confirmed. I'm grateful that he always gets so emotionally invested in matters related to my child as if they were his own. Where else could you find such a loyal servant?

Despite the butler's touching demeanor, my tension simply wouldn't subside.

'It's still mid-November.'

I licked my parched lips and racked my brain. Clearly, Mar was diagnosed as four weeks pregnant just before the first semester started, so roughly the end of November would be Mar's due date.

But since the human body isn't a machine, babies aren't born exactly at the ten-month mark. Even by the end of October, let alone the end of November, there would be no problem with my little snowflake being born. I had momentarily forgotten this obvious fact because of the inter-class competition.

...No, that's just an excuse. How could a husband and expectant father forget about childbirth? I was simply lulled by the fact that it was supposed to be the end of November and let my guard down.

"Is Mar alright?"
"As soon as the labor pains started, we called the best personnel. Thanks to the maids from the Empress's Palace, preparations could proceed smoothly."

I breathed a sigh of relief at the news that at least the environment was optimal. When people first came from the Empress's Palace, I thought it was excessive consideration, but that consideration turned out to be a masterstroke.


'Thank you, Your Majesty the Empress.'

Unlike a certain yellow-faced person elsewhere, she truly is a person of excellent character.

"Then right now—"
"You cannot enter."

I closed my mouth at the butler's firm declaration.

"If you enter the room, you could cause mental burden and variables for the medical staff. Besides, you've just come from the Academy, so there's also the issue of cleanliness."
"Am I dirty...?"
"You're cleaner than me, but the standards for pregnant women are different from those for ordinary people."

I nodded with a heavy heart, as every word was correct. Frankly speaking, my presence beside Mar would be of no help and would likely only cause disturbance.

"Will everything go well?"

Still, understanding and worrying are separate issues. When I spoke again with a trembling voice, the butler nodded confidently.

"Surely Enen's blessing will be with them. After all, this is the child of two blessed ones."

That statement somewhat put my mind at ease.

Actually, not at all.

"———! ———!!"
"——!"

I could only bite my lips at the faint sounds coming from beyond the door.

I'm anxious. Is everything really okay? Is it proceeding well?

'It will be fine.'

I tried to shake off my anxiety. Didn't the Section Chief of the 2nd Section and the Emperor safely have children? It will be the same for me. My little snowflake will safely be born into this world.

As the butler said, this is a child born between blessed ones. Enen wouldn't turn away from such a child.

'Please.'

If both Mar and my little snowflake are healthy, I'll build a church the size of a cathedral in Wiridia, so please.

"Kal."
"...Trixie."

I slowly raised my head at the touch of a hand caressing mine.

"Don't worry. There's no problem at all."

I felt like crying at Trixie's declaration, who had been silently watching the door.

Trixie is a being who can sense mana. If someone like Trixie is asserting this, it must mean that both are healthy.

At least so far.

"And though I don't know who the doctor and priest inside are, I know the mage well. There's no one better than that child when it comes to childbirth."

I quietly nodded at her continued reassurance.

Night had fallen.

Rize and Rin, who should have been at the Academy, and even Eri and Pine, slaves to the administration, had gathered at the mansion.

"Count!"

Just as my reason was about to be completely consumed by anxiety, the firmly closed door opened.

The maid who opened the door said something, but I couldn't hear it. There was no need to listen.

"Waaaaaaaaah!"

The crying sound from the room explained everything.

When I first fell in love with someone, it felt like I had the whole world.

When I first got married, it felt like the world was blessing me.

And when my child was born for the first time.

"It's a handsome young master."

It was as if the world had stopped—I couldn't think of anything.

How strange. Clearly, this is a joyous occasion. It's the moment I've been anticipating since learning of Margareta's pregnancy, the child I've wanted to see as soon as possible.

But why? I don't understand why my mouth won't open, why I can't move a single finger.

'My firstborn.'

My child, mine and Margareta's child.

As if to prove the intensity of the birth, the sweat-soaked lady-in-waiting of the Empress's Palace smiled brightly as she showed me my firstborn.

My firstborn, who couldn't yet open their eyes properly, was wrinkled and flushed red, crying loudly enough to bring down the room over some unknown sorrow.

"Are they both alright?"
"Yes. Your wife is exhausted, but there are no health concerns."

The lady-in-waiting answered softly to the words I had barely managed to utter.

For a moment, my legs nearly gave out. My firstborn before me and Margareta, who had suffered for hours, were both fine. How desperately I had wished for this news while waiting outside.

"Your Excellency, please hold him. The young master would prefer your arms to mine."

At those words, I began trembling for a different reason.

'Hold?'

That child? That tiny, delicate child who looks like they might disappear if handled incorrectly?

Would that be okay? The clothes I'm wearing now are what I wore outside, so they must have dust and dirt on them. My hands are sweaty and dirty too. Holding a newborn child with such a body—

"Stop making a fuss and hold him. What could be warmer for a newborn than their parent's embrace?"

My father-in-law passed by with a gruff voice, giving my back a firm pat. Judging by his hurried steps, he was going to check on Margareta's condition after her intense struggle.

It was a slightly stinging touch, but it brought me back from my daze.

"Yes, go ahead and hold him. Don't worry about cleanliness."

Beatrix, who approached next, gently stroked my shoulder. Immediately, I felt my sweaty, uncomfortable body become refreshed.

Right. There's magic. No matter how dirty, one spell can make you as clean as purified water.

"T-Then, just a moment."

With trembling hands, I carefully received my firstborn.

He's light. Too light. With some exaggeration, he feels lighter than the wooden training sword I use during practice. No, perhaps he really is lighter.

Suddenly, I found myself laughing. So this tiny baby was the one kicking inside Margareta, constantly demanding food with tantrums. This little one made our family and the mansion staff tremble with worry.

"Kal."

While I was staring blankly at my firstborn, my father approached and spoke.

"Congratulations. You've become a father now."
"A father..."

At my father's words, I looked at my firstborn again. Just as Margareta made me a husband, this child has made me a father.

Starting with this child, my family will gradually grow.

"There's no need to hold back. No one can stop a parent's feelings when looking at their child."

As I bit my lip slightly, my mother patted my back. Unlike my father-in-law's spicy touch, it was a soothing hand that brought peace to my heart.

Perhaps because of that, tears began to fall.


They just came.

After the curious duet of both son and father crying, I handed my firstborn to Margareta, who had somewhat regained her strength.

"He looks exactly like Kal."

Margareta smiled broadly while looking at our firstborn and made such a remark.

'Does he look like me?'

While wiping my still-damp eyes, I pondered seriously. How does she see my reflection in that wrinkled child? Well, I suppose he does resemble me in having eyes, nose, and mouth.

"Our firstborn. You must grow up healthy and become an excellent heir to the family?"

Despite her exhausted body, Margareta murmured in a voice mixed with moisture as she held our firstborn tightly.

It was a voice filled with many emotions: the joy of seeing her first child, the relief that he was born safely, and even the sense of accomplishment as the first wife who gave birth to the eldest son.

'I wouldn't have minded if it had been a daughter.'

I've told Margareta before that the gender of our child doesn't matter. If it's a child born between us, what does gender matter? It's not like we live in a world where it's impossible to pass titles to women.

But deep in Margareta's heart, she seems to have secretly hoped for a son. As shown by the cases of Beatrix, the Wise Duke, and the Crown Princess, there's no legal prohibition against women inheriting titles, but there are quite a few nobles who advocate for son-priority inheritance while excluding daughters. Given that, Margareta seems relieved that our firstborn is a son who can inherit without any controversy.

Of course, knowing Margareta's personality, she would have been happy with a daughter too. It's just about taking the safe, smooth path.

"Looking closely, I can see Margareta's face too."

Meanwhile, my father-in-law showed a satisfied reaction, which confused me even more.

Where exactly are they seeing the resemblance? I want to know too. I'm the father, yet I seem to be the most clueless.

"By the way, have you thought of a name?"
"Pardon?"
"A name. We can't keep calling a healthy newborn by his birth name."

At my father-in-law's surprise attack, I could only dart my eyes around.

Actually, I had thought about it. Just as parents prepare clothes and toys for their unborn child, I naturally decided on a name that would be used for a lifetime.

However, after the previous incidents with "Lu" and "Titi," I lost confidence in my naming abilities. If I open my mouth now and get ridiculed again, I might start crying again.

"If you have something in mind, say it. With so many people gathered here, even if it's strange, we'll quickly find a good name."

But my father-in-law's words, which weren't exactly comforting, gave me courage.

Right, this is a collective intelligence gathering with my parents, in-laws, and other loved ones. Even if I make a mistake, there are many people who can help fix it.

"I, I was thinking of naming him Ferdinand if it was a boy."

At first, I considered the gentle and safe "Chris," but that could be shortened to something like Kal Mar whatever, potentially launching the Ausen Workers' Alliance.

So, Ferdinand it is. As it happens, my grandfather is Reinhardt, my father is Wilhelm, and my brother is Erich. They all have German-style names, so Ferdinand would be a good German-style name for my son.

'Wait a minute.'

Come to think of it, why am I Kal? Wouldn't Karl be more appropriate in German style?

At this unexpected moment of existential questioning, I glanced at my mother. I believe I heard that our names were chosen by her.

"That's a lovely name. Among the ancestors of the Kracius family, there was also someone named Ferdinand. He was brave and wise, beloved by his acquaintances."

However, my mother seemed to interpret my glance as a request for help and supported my decision with a gentle smile.

'Well, it doesn't matter.'

As soon as I saw my mother's smile, my existential question melted away like snow.

It's also amusing to talk about German-style names in a world where Germany doesn't exist, anyway.

"Ferdinand..."

Margareta seemed quite pleased with the name as well, murmuring "Ferdinand" several times while carefully caressing our firstborn's cheek.


From today, our firstborn is Ferdinand Kracius.

***

Our firstborn—no, our child who now has the name Ferdinand—who had been crying loudly, fell asleep, perhaps tired from crying.

"Congratulations on becoming a grandfather. This year seems to be one of consecutive celebrations."
"It's my first grandchild, so I'm still a bit dazed. I look forward to your guidance."
"There's not much for a grandfather to do. Parenting is the parents' job; we just need to shower them with affection."

I smiled as I listened to the conversation between my father and father-in-law.

Since the two became formal in-laws, my father began using honorifics with my father-in-law, the Imperial Count. It pleases me that my father, who ruled as a duke, shows respect only to his in-law, aside from dukes equal to the Imperial Family. It shows how sincere he is about his children's marriages.

"Of course, as novice parents, they'll have many shortcomings, so we can help a little then."
"That's the most difficult task."
"Raising a new life is always like that."

After listening to their harmonious conversation, I turned my head toward Ferdinand again.

'This child was inside me.'

I still feel dazed. To think this life was inside me just a few hours ago. The human body is truly mysterious.

'Ferdinand.'

And I was surprised that Kal chose a normal name. Kal, who shortened Luise to "Lu" and named a dog "Beatitudo"—I never expected this from him.

I'm slightly moved. Perhaps he became more sensible because it concerned our child's name?

"So cuuuute..."

My brief contemplation was interrupted by Erzsebet's voice.

"This adorable baby can't possibly be the department head's child. If he weren't your child, Margareta, I wouldn't believe it!"
"Hehe, is that so?"

I smiled again at her sparkling eyes.

Thankfully, Ferdinand was born amid congratulations, not jealousy. Everyone was happy about the birth of the future Count of Teilgleichen.

Actually, I was a little—just a tiny bit—worried. How complicated would someone feel if a younger person had a child while they weren't even married yet? So I thought Erzsebet or Penelia might show a lukewarm reaction.

"Ugh, too cute... I was tired from work, but this is healing..."
"Master, Master's child..."

Fortunately, that delusion ended as just my own groundless worry. Perhaps I was mentally unstable because this was my first child.

'How embarrassing.'

To have such thoughts about such kind sisters. This is a shameful memory I'll keep secret for life.

"...And I have to go back to work in the morning."

Erzsebet's murmur filled me with solemn emotion.

It's already dawn, and she has to go to work in the morning? That's too much.

'Being a bureaucrat is no ordinary job.'

I felt this while watching Kal, but I realize it anew.

Let's not encourage our Ferdinand to become a bureaucrat unless he desperately wants to.

"Oh?"

While thinking this, Sophia, who was cleaning up, made a surprised sound.

"Wow, it's snowing!"

At Yuris's words, who was moving with Sophia, everyone's attention turned to the window.

Pure white blessings were pouring down from the sky.

# Dawn Approaches

Though it was now past night and into what should be called dawn, neither I nor the Empress could fall asleep.

"The Countess of Teilgleichen has gone into labor."

We had received this momentous report from a lady-in-waiting of the Empress's Palace who had been dispatched to the Minister's residence.

Certainly, the Countess had been diagnosed as four weeks pregnant around the end of February, so this would be about the expected due date. It might be slightly early, but hardly outside the margin of error.

'Why am I so nervous?'

Unlike the Empress who sat silently beside the sleeping Crown Princess, I paced around the room, massaging the back of my neck. Whether from tension or from staying awake so long, my neck felt strangely stiff.

No, it must be the former. The birth of the Minister's child isn't simply a matter for the Minister and the Kracius Family. With slight exaggeration, it's an important issue connected to the security of the Empire and the Imperial Family.

If the child is born safely, it would be a joyous occasion strengthening the succession of the Kracius Family, loyal supporters of the Imperial Family for generations, and the Minister's heir would become a friend of the same age as the Crown Princess. It wouldn't be inappropriate for me, as Emperor, to personally deliver congratulations.

But if—though it shouldn't happen—something were to go wrong with the Minister's child or wife during childbirth?

'There's no telling what might happen.'

Though the Minister is generally mild-mannered, who knows how he might change after experiencing such a tragedy. Even the strongest person might go mad if they suffered a wound worse than those they had only just recovered from.

That must not happen. As both a father and as Emperor of the Empire, I want no part in a tragedy without meaning or lesson.

"Ah."

Just then, the Empress let out a soft exclamation.

When I hurriedly turned my gaze, I could see the Empress quickly operating the communication device.

'Is there news?'

Cold sweat had formed on my forehead without my noticing. Despite the weather being on the cusp of autumn and winter, hardly an environment for sweating, somehow I felt as tense as when the Empress gave birth to the Crown Princess.

The Empress must have felt similarly, as she checked the communication device with a rigid expression, then—

"It seems Charlotte will have a wonderful male friend."

At the sight of the Empress's gentle smile, I couldn't help but let out a sigh of relief.

Thankfully, the young master of the Kracius Family seems to have safely entered the world.

'A male friend.'

But as my tension eased, an indescribable displeasure washed over me.

Of all things, a son had to be born. And not just anyone's son, but the Minister's.

'It would be troublesome if he grows up to be like his father.'

It's truly difficult to express and impossible to share with anyone, but strangely, I already feel like some thief has stolen my only daughter.

Of course, I admit this is paranoia and an ugly worry. But isn't the Minister a man of bewitching charm who captivated the Magic-Ending Duke? If someone had gone around a few years ago saying, "The Magic-Ending Duke and the Audit Department Head are getting married," they would have been pointed at as completely insane.

So I can't dismiss the possibility that the heir to an Imperial Count family might become the husband of the future Emperor. I must consider all possibilities to avoid unexpectedly losing my daughter.

...

'Future matters should be considered in the future.'

Just before the Minister's son, whom I hadn't even seen, evolved into a hateful thief in my mind, I gently shook my head to clear my thoughts.

It's foolish to waste the present because of a possible future. Right now, instead of other thoughts, what's important is sending gifts and congratulations to the Minister who has become a father.

'Going in person is unreasonable.'


Visiting the Minister's residence is out of the question. With the Countess having exhausted all her energy giving birth, would I cause a commotion by visiting? If I were the Minister, I'd be displeased rather than grateful. I have no intention of becoming the first Emperor in Imperial history to be struck by a subject.

But if my visit would cause a commotion, the same would be true for anyone else. Anyone congratulating the Minister on his son's birth in the Emperor's stead would have to be a high-ranking official, and sending someone of lower rank to avoid a disturbance would be disrespectful in its own way.

'For now, I should just send gifts.'

After much deliberation, I reached an ordinary conclusion. Until the Countess regains her strength, it would be best to just send gifts. Gifts can be delivered by attendants.

And as soon as one worry ended, another began.

'What foods are good for virility?'

For the Minister, who will soon have six wives, virility is surely most important. What food should I send that would genuinely move the Minister to bow toward the Imperial Palace in gratitude?

Just imagining it is a pleasure—

"Your Majesty. You seem pleased."

At the Empress's words, I unconsciously touched the corner of my mouth.

Without realizing it, my smile had spread so wide it reached my ears.

***

The expression "never tiring of looking" is familiar to me. In the past, I felt that way every time I saw Hecate, and these days I feel it daily watching lovers.

And now I'm feeling those emotions looking at this tiny life that carries my blood.

"He's truly like an angel."

I couldn't help but smile seeing Ferdinand occasionally wiggling his fingers or toes as he slept.

He's adorable. So beautiful. I had such thoughts even when looking at the Crown Princess who isn't my child, so how much more for my own? It's like an angel descended from heaven is sleeping before my eyes.

I'd like to hold him in my arms 24 hours a day, but I restrained myself. Carelessly holding a newborn baby could harm his bones.

"Mmm."
'Oops.'

Perhaps hearing my murmuring, Ferdinand, who had been sleeping soundly, slightly furrowed his brow.

Daddy's sorry. I'll be quiet.

"Not only is he quick-tempered, but he's sensitive too."

Seeing me hastily close my mouth, Mar chuckled and adjusted the blanket covering Ferdinand.

At that, Ferdinand's frowning expression quickly became peaceful.

'What's this?'

Why is he discriminating against his father already? This will make daddy cry.

"Fedi and I spent 10 months together. He's still more comfortable with me."
"That's true."

I had to accept Mar's logic. How could I refute a mother's affection that a father simply cannot surpass?

Still, I felt a little disappointed. When Ferdinand wanted something to eat, I would jump up even from sleep, and if it wasn't available in the Capital, I would shake down the Section Chief of the 2nd Section to get it. I wish he would appreciate his father's efforts even a tiny bit...

'Fedi?'

Come to think of it, didn't a nickname flow very naturally? Getting both a name and nickname on the day of his birth—that's quite fast.

'Fedi, huh.'


I was satisfied with the cute sound. Ferdinand isn't a bad name, but it's too grand and majestic to use consistently for this tiny being.

'Mar and Fedi.'

I unconsciously looked back and forth between Mar beside me and Fedi lying in the cradle.

I truly never tire of looking at them.

Despite Fedi's birth, work didn't stop. It's an unavoidable situation—it would be awkward to take parental leave when graduation is just around the corner and in a situation that could bring me to tears.

Fortunately, while I'm away, the servants are caring for Mar and Fedi with incredible dedication. Having loyal servants makes things convenient in many ways.

"If it's alright with your firstborn, I'd like to help. Would that be okay?"
"Of course. If you help, Mother, I'll feel much more at ease."

Moreover, my mother said she would come to see Fedi occasionally to fill my absence. Indeed, among our parents and in-laws, my mother is the only one with spare time and easy access.

So I endured whenever I wanted to see Fedi. Our baby angel will be smiling in his grandmother's and mother's arms even without this father. Even if this father doesn't bring food, the servants will provide the best... ah, he's still a baby, so he can only drink breast milk.

'Is that enough to fill his stomach?'

Of course it must be, since all babies in the world grow up healthy on it.

"Tutor, what are you thinking about so deeply?"
'Ah.'

Just as I was marveling at how a mere liquid could satisfy hunger, Lyutis's voice drew my attention.

"What else would he be thinking about? Obviously his son, Third Place."

At the same time, I heard Laterre's natural provocation.

Since the Inter-class Competition, Laterre had been carrying that "Third Place" phrase on his lips. Considering how he'd been tormented through chess all this time, it was understandable behavior.

"...Want to taste what being third place is like?"
"Sorry, but I'm too busy aiming for first place to waste time fighting with someone below me in third."

I saw Lyutis's hands trembling slightly and deliberately looked away.

Though it was karma, even as a third party, his comment made me flinch. I can't even imagine the anger and humiliation the person directly involved must feel.

But it is karma.

***

When Nia said she was going to see her grandson, accompanying her was a wise choice.

"Waaaaaah!"
"M-Mother! What should I do at times like this?!"
"C-calm down first. Isn't a crying baby a sign that he's hungry?"
"But he just ate!"
"Then perhaps he needs to..."
"There's no smell!"

The combination of a novice mother and a mother-in-law who, despite having two grown sons, had virtually no child-rearing experience made my chest feel tight just watching them.

'As if she's in any position to help others.'

Seeing Nia flustered, such a question arose. I had managed Kal and Erich's childhood, and after that, they grew up on their own. Honestly, Nia's involvement in raising the two was minimal at best.

At this point, isn't she just coming because she wants to see her grandson? Otherwise, this situation makes no sense.

"Let me take a look."

I carefully examined the little young master who was crying sorrowfully.

If left to those two, he might keep crying until Kal returns from work.


When I returned home after work, I found my mother visiting more frequently.

I didn't mind her doting on her grandson, but I was worried about Mar. No matter how affectionate Mar might be toward my mother, strictly speaking, she's still an elder who isn't her birth mother. Wouldn't it be overwhelming to deal with both Fedi and my mother?

"I'm so grateful your mother is here."
'Oh, I was wrong.'

Fortunately, I was mistaken. More precisely, Mar was overwhelmed, but not because of my mother.

As a first-time mother, Mar would panic whenever Fedi cried, not knowing what to do. He would cry while eating, cry after diaper changes, cry when held, and cry when put down in his crib. Faced with these inexplicable tears, Mar looked like she might start crying herself.

In truth, the Valenti Family had offered to send a nanny to care for Fedi, so Mar didn't have to shoulder this burden. But she insisted she couldn't entrust her newborn to someone else so soon. She wanted to care for him herself for the first year or two.

This was the result. The novice mother Mar had shown courage bordering on recklessness, and only after my mother—an experienced hand—stepped in could she catch her breath, going from near-death to merely near-collapse.

'Experienced hand.'

I unconsciously looked at my mother, who was receiving Mar's sincere gratitude.

'Mother isn't really experienced either.'

Unfortunately, while my mother might have more childbirth experience than Mar, when it comes to childcare, she's just as much a novice who could give Mar a good run for her money. Of course, that's natural since she married and gave birth at an even younger age than Mar. As a result, my inexperienced mother entrusted the care of Erich and me to a nanny.

"I haven't been much help at all."

Perhaps that's why my mother's expression was subtle as she received the thanks, subtly glancing at me. As if she felt awkward and sorry to have this conversation in front of me, who had raised myself on autopilot.

"What do you mean? Every time I had to leave for work, leaving Mar and Fedi behind, my heart felt like it was being torn apart. Having you here gives me such peace of mind."

I spoke with a smile toward my mother.

It's true that Mother entrusted us brothers to a nanny, but that's what noble ladies typically do. It's not unusual for a noblewoman to lack childcare experience.

Besides, she didn't entrust us to just anyone but to her friend, and even after that, she looked after us in various ways behind the scenes. Mother has no reason to be conscious around me.

"R-really?"
"Yes. Please continue to visit often. Fedi will be delighted to see his grandmother too."

At my confirmation, Mother rolled her eyes around for a moment before finally breaking into a broad smile.

'Now she should feel more at ease.'

Her smile was so heartwarming that it made me feel more comfortable too.

I'm perceptive enough to understand the burden my mother carries. She probably still feels the weight of not having cared for Erich and me directly. Although we get along well enough now, good present relationships don't erase memories of the past.

Still, I hope that by caring for Fedi, she can erase some of those memories. It's good for everyone if she can give her grandson the attention and affection she couldn't give her own children.

Of course, I don't plan to stop with just one grandson. I'll have to give her many more grandsons and granddaughters.

"Thank you for coming despite your busy schedule, Nanny."

After comforting my mother, I made sure to thank the nanny who was actually taking care of Fedi. It's embarrassing to admit, but one nanny is more helpful for childcare than ten mothers.

"What could be more important than caring for the young master of the Kracius Family?"
"I just thought you might need to pay attention to other children besides mine."

At my words, the nanny opened her eyes wide before bursting into laughter. She must have immediately understood what I meant.

'The nanny needs to take care of her nieces and nephews.'

Erich's future children who would burn the nanny's heart in many ways.

No matter how I think about it, the nanny should focus on those future children rather than mine. It would be troublesome if she exhausted herself caring for my children.

'I wonder if he'll break the speed limit.'

Then a thought suddenly occurred to me. I need two years to complete my sixth wedding, which means Erich's wedding would be three years later. Considering the schedules of guests who would be dragged to attend, we should maintain that interval.

But Sera will graduate from the Academy this year anyway. Would it be so bad to break the speed limit a little? After all, strictly speaking, I had a child with Trixie before marriage.

'Or did I?'

Whatever.


***

The sound of my mother and father arguing shook the ducal castle.

Actually, it would be more accurate to say that Mother was throwing a one-sided tantrum.

"Whyyyyy! Honey! I wanna see our nephew's babyyyy!"
"Not now. Let's go after a few weeks."
"Waaah! No! Babies are cutest right now!"

Mother, who had almost—no, actually had—thrown herself on the floor, was flailing her arms and legs in full-body protest.

It was such an unbearable sight that I quietly turned my head away. How strange. My mother handles duchy-related work with impressive perfection, so why does she only show this side of herself outside of work?

And why doesn't Father's expression change at all when he sees Mother like this...?

"When a duke visits, we need to welcome him grandly, but your nephew's wife is still recovering, so it's difficult."
"We don't need a grand welcome! I just wanna see the cuuute baby!"
"That's your opinion. Our nephew wouldn't neglect his aunt who's a duchess. You know that well."
"Heeeng..."

With Father calmly and gently persuading her, Mother gradually began to give up her stubbornness.

'Baby...'

As I absentmindedly listened to their conversation, I fell into my own thoughts.

A baby, the first child of my cousin, the designated Minister of Audit and current Count of Teilgleichen.

A child born to the noble lady from the Valenti Family whom I met last year.

'She was a pretty older sister.'

I still vividly remember her red hair and green eyes. That beautiful and kind sister who smiled warmly and held my hand as we walked together.

A child born to such a sister? A newborn baby?

"It must be so cute..."

I hurriedly covered my mouth after the mumble escaped my lips.

But it was too late. My mother and father had already turned their attention to me after hearing my voice.

"Lili wants to see too!"
"Oh dear."

Seeing an opportunity, Mother quickly pointed at me, while Father rubbed his chin with an awkward smile.

This is bad. The atmosphere that had just begun to calm down might flare up again because of me.

"N-no! I'm fine!"
"No! If our Lili wants to see, we have to go!"

Despite my desperate protest, Mother's heart seemed already set on visiting my cousin's mansion in the Capital.

"It's been a while since Lili expressed wanting to go out first."

Even Father had started to seriously consider it.

W-what should I do...? Am I going to cause trouble for my cousin and his wife...?

"Hnnng..."
"Eh?"
"Lili?"

Tears welled up in my eyes at the thought that I might be troubling the sister who had just given birth.

***

I received a message from my uncle. It was congratulations on the safe birth of the child and well-wishes for Mar's quick recovery after depleting her strength.

- Your aunt and Lili want to see the baby. Right now, your wife's recovery is the priority, so let us know when you have time later.
"Yes, I understand."

Amidst all this, I received the disheartening news that the Wise Duke would personally grace us with his presence. However, the Wise Duke and I are relatives after all. It's not particularly strange for a relative to come and offer congratulations in person for such a joyous occasion.


Besides, it's not just the Wise Duke coming, but also my uncle and the young duke. There probably won't be much commotion.

Probably.

"Next weekend should be fine."
- Next weekend? So soon?

Anyway, after thinking for a moment and suggesting an appropriate time, my uncle seemed somewhat surprised.

It is certainly sooner than expected. But Mar's recovery was faster than average, and with Trixie—a magical prodigy—staying in the same mansion, that timeframe was sufficient. If anything, this was a generous estimate.

And now that other guests had already visited the mansion, there was neither pretext nor reason to further postpone a visit from relatives.

"I'm here."

That other guest, the Minister, entered the mansion with a flourish, waving his hand majestically.

"Welcome. You're late—I thought you might have collapsed on the way."
"My wife was picking out gifts for you, so it took a while."
"There's nothing more thrilling than waiting for guests."

With my quick change of attitude, the Minister chuckled before bowing respectfully to Mar, who was standing beside me.

"It's been a while, Madam. I'm relieved to see you're in good health."
"You're too kind. I recovered quickly thanks to everyone's concern."

Mar responded to the Minister's greeting with the perfect demeanor of a noblewoman.

It feels strange somehow. This man who calls me all sorts of names is being so respectful to Mar. It's natural, but somehow unfamiliar.

"But where is your wife? Did you come alone?"
"She's explaining the gifts to your butler. There are quite a few."

My heart swelled just hearing about it. How many gifts did they bring to make the Minister say "quite a few"? This is a man who handles the imperial budget and doesn't bat an eye at ordinary numbers.

"I'm already worried about what return gifts to prepare."
"Don't bother. You've already given me a lifetime of gifts by becoming independent with those subordinates of yours."

What is this old man saying?

The Minister and his wife came to our mansion on the pretext of a dinner invitation to share a meal together.

In the past, I had considered visiting the Minister's mansion out of blind rage, but while that might have been revenge on the Minister, it would have been too cruel to his wife. If I went with Mar, a noble lady would come, and if I went with Trixie, a duke would come. Either way, they would be difficult guests.

So I invited the Minister and his wife as guests. Guests only need to receive the host's hospitality and then leave, so his wife wouldn't have to worry.

"Hey, start talking."
"Pardon?"
"What do you mean, 'pardon'? Would you call me without a reason?"

And as the Minister said, I was in a position of needing something from him. So I had no choice but to treat the Minister as a guest.

"Honey. You're being too harsh, and we're not alone."
"Ahem."

Just as I was about to speak at the Minister's demand, his wife gave him a look of reproach for his rough manner.

I didn't particularly mind, but I was satisfied to see the Minister being scolded. Wives are truly the best.

"It's fine, Madam. After all the years I've spent with His Excellency, I understand this much. My wife knows about our friendship too, so please don't worry."

Of course, since I was in a position to ask for a favor, I gave the Minister appropriate support. Besides, if the Minister were to act politely, that would be terrifying in its own way.

"And as His Excellency said, I do have something to ask of him."

At those words, his wife nodded slightly and withdrew. With this, I've incurred a small debt to the Minister—

"What business do you have? If it's something strange, I'm leaving immediately."

This bas—not at all.

'...Should I take it back?'

No, be patient. My inner reason.

No matter how I think about it, the favor I need to ask now would be difficult to ask of anyone but the Minister.

I momentarily hesitated at the sight of the minister who was like a beast, knowing neither gratitude nor debt, but I couldn't back out now. The conversation with my family, including Marge, had already concluded, and everyone supported the idea.

And even I feel reluctant to ask anyone other than the minister for this favor. No matter how beastly his personality might be, it would be difficult if it weren't him.

...Thinking about it this way makes me hesitate more. Not a beast's heart, but his personality.

'Enough.'

Let's stop thinking about it. It's not like I didn't know the minister's personality was so colorful.

"It's nothing strange, so please sit comfortably and listen. It's not like you came as two and will return alone."
"Would you trust me if you were in my place?"

His direct question momentarily silenced me.

If I suddenly received a dinner invitation from the minister, and he showed signs of having something to say? Even if he said there was nothing strange about it, would I simply accept it with an "Ah, I see"?

'No, I wouldn't.'

I understood. Certainly, if it were me, I would have—

"Well, surely a newlywed wouldn't say anything strange in front of his wife."

The minister, who had struck my mental state with harsh facts, chuckled and crossed his arms.

Damn old man. Acting stubborn when he's going to listen anyway.

***

From the moment I received the sudden dinner invitation, I suspected he had something to ask.

This guy is the one who used to declare that dining with his superior ruins his appetite. He usually ate separately even when we were at the Ministry of Finance building. Now he's inviting me to his precious mansion where his newborn baby is? That doesn't make sense. I've known this bastard too long to believe this is just an ordinary invitation without any reason.

But while I suspected something, it was difficult to deduce anything beyond that.

'He's not the type to ask me for favors.'

I don't mean he's beneath me and therefore not of the rank to make requests. I mean he's equal to or above me, so he doesn't need to humble himself before me.

Honestly, if he needed something, he could get it himself or mobilize his various connections. No matter how much I'm the Minister of Finance, that title isn't more noble than a duke's.

'What is it?'

What could it be? What favor does he want to ask that made him arrange this meeting?

At this point, I'm rather anxious. Isn't he the one who's repeatedly grabbed me by the back of my neck since my Audit Department days? Now that such a person has become a minister (nominee) like me, I fear what outrageous and terrible thing he might do.

Of course, if asked whether I would take him back as a subordinate, I would refuse. Nothing is as petty as taking something back after giving it away.

"The thing is."

Scratching the back of his head under my gaze, Kal cleared his throat slightly and continued.

"Pedi will be baptized soon, and a baptism without a godfather seems a bit off. So I'm trying to choose Pedi's godfather..."

The way he awkwardly shifted his gaze here and there was extremely irritating. He's not one to read the room or possess a normal conscience, so why now?

"Would you be Pedi's godfather?"
"...Huh?"

But his subsequent words left me frozen. Indeed, it was something difficult to say straightforwardly, even for him.

"Well, honestly, you're the only one I can ask for this favor. I'm already the godfather to the Victorious Duke's granddaughter, and if I'm going to ask a family member, there's no need for a godfather in the first place. You're the right age and have the right relationship—"

Perceiving my silence as a sign of refusal, Kal continued rambling.

But I'm sorry, I can't hear him clearly. How could I properly hear anything after such a bombshell?

"Kal. That's not how you make a request."
"Ah, yes. Sorry."

I couldn't even smile as the countess scolded Kal. Normally, I would have mocked him for being unable to move an inch in front of his wife.

I'm confused. Him mentioning a godfather to me, realizing that he has a child,

"Please, Your Excellency. There's no one I can trust but you."

And him bowing his head to me in request. All of it.


"Are you sure you want to entrust this to me? You might regret it."

I finally gathered my wits and tried to speak nonchalantly. Can you really entrust your first child's godfather role to someone who exchanges all sorts of curses and fights with you? Can you really trust me?

"Honestly, I'm not the type to be a good influence on a child."
"I know that well. I'm the one who grew up under bad influences."

This bastard still can't hold his tongue even in this situation.

"But that's why I'm asking you. The minister I know may be rough around the edges, but you fulfill your duties."

His expression remained unchanged as he spoke these embarrassing words, making me feel embarrassed instead. Fulfilling duties? Have I been working with someone else all this time?

"So I believe you'll fulfill this duty too. You promised, didn't you?"

But those words felt like a heavy blow to the back of my head.

Promise, he says.

'He remembered.'

I thought it was a memory only this old man remembered.

"Kid, that's different from the promise I remember."

I suppressed the surge of emotion and let out a small laugh.

"No one but you and I would say anything about it."

And his senseless response made me burst into genuine laughter.

Yes, you damned guy. If you insist that much, I have to agree.

"Let me know when the baptism date is set."

Because that was the promise.

On my way back to the mansion with my wife.

"Dear."
"Yes, what is it?"
"There's somewhere I'd like to stop by. Would you mind going home first?"

Hearing this, my wife stared at me for a moment before giving a small smile.

"It's fine to be a little late today."
"Thank you, dear."

I gave her a quick embrace, appreciating her consideration in not asking questions, then turned away. It's ridiculous to have my wife return alone when we came out together, but I felt I would regret it if I didn't go see them now.

Damn that guy. Don't they say men change when they get married and have children, no matter how immature they are? But why hasn't that slick and shameless guy changed at all even after having a child?

"You should have seen that guy's face."

I muttered that in front of the gravestones I had reached alone.

Gerard, Oliver, Drake, Walter, Idrid, Hecate. Unlike what Kal said, these were the ones I had to send away because I failed to fulfill my duties. These guys who rudely left before me, their senior.

"So I believe you'll fulfill this duty too. You promised, didn't you."

And these were the guys with whom I shared the promise Kal mentioned.

"Still saying strange things. Suddenly bringing up old promises."

I laughed as I brushed off the fallen leaves on the gravestones.

The days of the northern campaign, still vivid as if they happened yesterday. When those guys discovered Kal and Hecate had become lovers, they showered them with all sorts of teasing and congratulations—get married right after the war ends, three children should be enough, prepare lavish food for the wedding, and so on.

"I'll definitely be the godfather of your first child."

I also added my own comment amidst all that.

"No, that's a bit... Do you want to ruin the child's personality?"
"Kid. A count is personally offering to be the godfather, and you're declining?"
"If it's my first child, they'll be the future Imperial Count. What's a mere count compared to that?"

At first, Kal fiercely objected, but the more he resisted, the more delighted the five nearby became.


"Direct superior and godfather? Wow, that's irresistible."
"If it were me, I'd create a child just to ask for that."
"Section Chief. Can I also ask you to be my child's godfather when I have one?"
"Try holding hands with a woman first, then talk."
"Fuck."

As the atmosphere increasingly shifted toward "The section chief must be the godfather of the first child," Kal visibly panicked. Even Hecate seemed secretly pleased, so he couldn't resist.

"Then please also take their first children as godsons or goddaughters!"
"How ugly, you bastard."

His final desperate act was to impose a collective condition, as if he couldn't die alone.

Anyway, that's how it was. When two of my direct subordinates were getting married, I wanted to be their child's godfather, and since it would be unfair to do it for just one, I wanted to be the godfather for the other guys' children too. But except for Kal, it all became a promise that disappeared when they died.

Yes, it was certainly a promise that had disappeared. A promise that remained as a faint memory.

'I thought... only I remembered it now.'

I caressed Hecate's gravestone with the hand that had been brushing off leaves.

He was a man who went half-mad when Hecate died, and who has only now found new love and stood up again. I didn't know he would still remember a promise that could evoke memories of the past. I especially didn't know he would mention it first.

But we've started sharing that promise again. Even if it's different from the original promise, even if the guys who shared the promise are gone.

'We can create new memories together.'

After all, it is my subordinate's child.

It is Kal's child.

"If you're watching, congratulate him. This is how he's living."

I carefully raised my head to look at the sky. I should at least lift my head when speaking to those guys who might be somewhere up there.

'Hmm.'

But not long after, I lowered my head again.

Perhaps it's because I'm getting older, but I've only become more prone to embarrassing tears.

***

"Hey, Kal."
"Yes?"
"What was that promise you mentioned earlier?"
"Ah, that."

I smiled slightly toward Marge, who was asking while holding Pedi in her arms.

"A few years ago, Minister Laterre suggested it first. He said he would become the godfather when I had my first child. I thought he had forgotten, so I mentioned it first."
"That was quite a significant promise."
"Right? I guess his memory is getting worse with age."

I chuckled as I carefully caressed Pedi's cheek.

As Marge said, it was a weighty promise. It was a promise made in the presence of eight counts.

Eight counts: me, an Imperial Count; the minister, a regular count; and those guys from the Livnoman family. Looking back now, it was truly an impressive lineup.

"Well, seeing how he immediately caught on when I mentioned the promise, he probably hadn't completely forgotten."
"Hehe, maybe he was just pretending not to know because he was embarrassed?"

For a moment, my hand stopped caressing Pedi.

'Embarrassed...?'

Even coming from Marge, that's hard to agree with.

That man being embarrassed in front of me? That's about as likely as finding him crying sober in the middle of the street.

'Damn.'

I suddenly feel anxious. What if he really had forgotten? Was I the only one who was sincere?

Thinking about it that way made me feel incredibly sad.

I asked the Minister to become Fedi's godfather a few days ago, but surprisingly, the news spread incredibly fast.

It's strange. I didn't particularly try to control the information, but I didn't deliberately spread it either. It was amazing how quickly something that happened in a private setting with just four people—me, Mar, the Minister, and his wife—could spread so widely.

"The Finance Minister casually mentioned it to other ministers."

I learned the reason during my conversation with the Victorious Duke. Apparently, from the day after the Minister received my godfather proposal until now, he's been stopping every minister he passes to boast about it in great detail.

"He's probably still doing it. He's not usually loose-lipped, but he must have high expectations."

I gave an awkward smile as the Victorious Duke chuckled softly.

That's truly unexpected. While the Minister tends to speak freely around me, he's still a count and the head of the Ministry of Finance—a political heavyweight. Setting aside my personal assessment, he's generally considered tight-lipped.

Yet now he's going around talking like he's become a high-powered megaphone?

'Is he making sure I can't back out?'

Not that I was planning to anyway, but he's certainly going to extremes.

Honestly, considering the Minister's personality, I'm still a bit nervous, but he's the only person I could entrust as godfather. We made a promise years ago, we're close, and I don't trust anyone else enough for this role.

Besides, I can't imagine my child having anyone but the Minister as a godfather. I wonder if I've been brainwashed by him without realizing it.

"Anyway, it's somewhat regrettable. If Kal hadn't been the Crown Princess's godfather, I would have made Kal's son my godson."
"You honor me too much."
"Don't say it's too much when I'm saying it because I want to."

Thanks to the Victorious Duke's words, my awkward smile was replaced with a genuine one.

This person, who is already like a second father to me, certainly has many desires.

The baptism venue for Fedi was decided to be St. Paronas Cathedral.

Originally, I planned to simply invite a priest from the Dawn Order to our mansion, but when I mentioned my request, the Ausen Archdiocese suggested using St. Paronas Cathedral first.

"What could be more meaningful than having the first child receive baptism in the same place where the two blessed ones were married?"

The proposal was so grand it made my head spin.

Yes, it would be meaningful—too meaningful, in fact. It was already mind-boggling that a mere nobleman held his wedding ceremony in the same place where the Emperor was crowned. Now to hold his child's baptism there too? It's giving excessive honor and authority to the Kracius Family and the title of Count of Teilgleichen.

"That sounds good. The Lord blessed the Minister's wedding, and the Minister's child was conceived right after the wedding, wasn't it? It's only fitting to use that place to celebrate the birth of a child given by God."

Even the Emperor, who should have actively discouraged this, supported it with a calm voice as if choosing tonight's dinner menu.

That's when I was certain the world had gone mad. Well, I knew it already, but I felt it more acutely. An Emperor who, instead of keeping in check a vassal who already has excessive honor and power, actually encourages him. Are you trying to invite a revolution, you fool?

Of course, I have no intention of leading such a revolution. What kind of person would voluntarily want to be Emperor? Only a madman.

'This life, really.'

And so I found myself back at St. Paronas Cathedral for the first time since my wedding. I couldn't be an absent father at my son's baptism.

"In all my life, I've never seen someone hold family events here. Are you a traitor?"
"Please be quiet."

I sighed in response to the Minister who approached with a smirk. I never expected the Kracius family to hold events at the cathedral either.

Besides, if I'm a traitor, you're my accomplice. If they execute nine generations of my family, you might be caught up in it too.

'At least I won't die alone.'

But thinking about it that way suddenly made me feel better. At least I won't die before that man does.


"Ah—"

Just as the Minister was about to say something upon seeing my suddenly peaceful expression, Fedi, who had been sleeping in my arms, made a short babble toward him.

"Oh, you're awake."

The Minister's expression quickly softened at Fedi's surprise babbling.

I know that feeling well. It's what I feel when I see the Crown Princess and when I look at Fedi. When you see a baby's pure voice and gestures, all the emotions I feel in this mundane world seem futile.

"Hmm."

The Minister, now smiling, slightly bent his knees in front of me and looked at Fedi.

"Fortunately, he doesn't take after his father."

With words that made me question his eyesight.

Everyone else says he looks just like me, but if his godfather's eyes are in such a state, I don't know what to do.

Should I suggest he get some healing from a priest since we're at the cathedral anyway?

***

Since receiving the godfather request, I've been visiting Kal's mansion whenever I had time. To see Ferdinand Kracius—Fedi—who will become my godson.

Even the purest baby can be shy around strangers. In fact, innocent babies are often more timid, so to prevent the situation where a godson cries upon seeing his godfather during the baptism, it's right to gradually familiarize ourselves.

Fortunately, Kal had enough intelligence to recognize this necessity, so he didn't reject or chase away my frequent visits to his newlywed mansion.

So I spent time watching Fedi sleep, letting Fedi grab my finger, comforting Fedi when he cried, and making eye contact with Fedi. Until today, the day of the baptism.

'Kal's child.'

I looked at Fedi while half-listening to the cardinal's blessing as he performed the role of baptizer.

The small child that Kal handed over to me when the blessing began.

'My godson.'

Evidence that a promise buried in the past has resurfaced in the world.

'...He really doesn't take after his father.'

As I absently looked at Fedi, the corners of my mouth slightly turned up. Before I arrived, he was sleeping quietly in Kal's arms, and even after being placed in my arms, he remained calm without the slightest struggle.

No matter how I look at it, while his appearance might be debatable, his personality seems to take after his mother rather than his father. That's truly fortunate.

'It would be troublesome if there were more people like him in this world.'

It's already dizzying with just one of him—having two? That would be nothing short of a calamity for the Empire and the continent.

"I'm Kal Kracius! I will devote myself without sparing my body for the Imperial Family and the Empire!"

When everyone else had gloomy faces, overwhelmed by work, he would enthusiastically greet people, oblivious to the mood.

"Team Leader, is there anything I can help with?"

Despite being the heir to the Imperial Count, he consistently showed respect to his superior who came from a less prestigious family.

"No, damn it! My department!"

When the leadership of the Audit Department's 4th Section, 4th Team, where he belonged, was wiped out, he was at a loss but stubbornly tried to lead the team.

"Is it possible... for one team to handle this workload? Not an entire section?"

"This bastard gets promoted to team leader and starts complaining. If it required an entire section, it would be 10 times this amount."
"Life is hell..."

Even though it was clear he had used his family's influence to gain experience in a suitable department, he incomprehensibly persisted without leaving when situations became complicated.

"What do you mean military service? That's absurd! Team 4 has just started taking its first steps! It's dangerous enough on normal missions, sending us to war is practically a death sentence!"
"Section Chief. If I had done better, could more of them have survived?"
"...Strangely, even though I know it's a lie, it comforts me."

He was a man who showed individual concern for the junior audit officers who were falling like expendable items, treating them not as mere subordinates but as colleagues—a man with abundant sensitivity.

"Where did all these idiots come from?"
"The king of idiots is talking too much."
"Honestly, if everyone's an idiot, isn't the top-ranked one the biggest problem?"
"Damn bastards."

Yet he was also peculiar in that he formed friendships with other team leaders of common birth.

He was truly an indescribably strange person. He displayed bizarre behavior that didn't match his age, status, or experience. When he had a one-on-one battle with Sarei Dobra Talawa and Melsero, I really wondered what kind of person he was.

Nevertheless, I didn't dislike him. It was impressive how someone who could escape the Audit Department at any time stubbornly persisted, how someone so young advanced through ability rather than connections, and how he disregarded others' social status.

Perhaps that's why I kept an eye on him. Watching him was never boring. Seeing him bicker with the other team leaders was like having seven more immature children.

"Why, why am I the only one left? I don't understand why God took everyone else but left only me!"

But that enjoyment didn't last long. Six out of my seven honorary children were gone.

"How did this happen! We thought the problem had been properly resolved!"

When he discovered that the head of the Audit Department was connected to Hecate's death, he went mad with rage and confronted the department head directly, despite being just a team leader.

After that, Kal never returned to his former self. He got his revenge, gained honor, and seized power, but he couldn't go back to who he was.

After much wandering, that guy found new happiness. He finally acknowledged the past without being buried in it.

'...You should definitely take after your mother.'

That's why Fedi doesn't resemble Kal. And he shouldn't.

This child doesn't need to wander in darkness before finding light like Kal did. He can move forward brilliantly from the start. Even if that makes for a boring story without any crises.

I will make it so. As an incompetent honorary father who lost six children, who couldn't properly embrace the only child that remained. Absolutely.

'You are my grandson.'

The world will call our relationship that of godfather and godson.

But I think of you as my grandson. Because you are the child of someone who is like a son to me.

Because you are the only result of a promise I've kept to myself that has come into the world.

'Though different from the original promise.'

I thought you would come into the world as Hecate's child. But to be the child of another woman—if promises can be twisted, this one certainly took a major turn.

But it doesn't matter. As Kal said, there's no one left to complain about the broken promise. Rebuilding even a trace of an already collapsed promise deserves praise.

So I consider you my promise.

No matter what anyone says. Even if the six who left before me were to criticize.

From now on, without fail.

Pedi seemed to sense his birth name, arriving with the first snow. After completing his baptism ceremony with the Minister as his godfather, it was already nearly December. At last, the grueling three-year march through the Academy was reaching its final stage.

As December began, my heart pounded more with each passing day. Just a little more endurance and this ultra-long-term assignment of three years would end. Those three ticking time bombs would return to their own country, and I could play at home with our precious Pedi, whom I cherish more than anything.

'These days I only see him sleeping.'

Tears welled up from sorrow and guilt. I'd heard other babies sleep during the day and torment their parents by staying awake at night and dawn, but our good Pedi sleeps and wakes normally.

The problem is that babies sleep overwhelmingly more than adults, so his "normal" sleep schedule stretches from early evening to late morning. With bad luck, I leave for work seeing Pedi asleep and return to find him still sleeping. It doesn't happen every day, but it's still heartbreaking.

Fortunately, the Emperor confirmed I could take some rest after graduating from the Academy, so I'm just waiting for that day.

"Pedi's babbling quite clearly these days. You wouldn't know, though."

'Just... hang in there a little longer...'

I strengthened my resolve, recalling the Minister's provocation from a few days ago.

Unlike me who works at the Academy, the Minister works in the Capital and visits the mansion during lunch breaks to play with Pedi. Worse, with his godfather title, people at the mansion not only fail to stop him but actually welcome him. Thanks to this, the Minister constantly teases and provokes me, the actual father, under the pretext of "reporting on Pedi's activities."

This terrible old man who's a godfather in name only. His actions are nothing short of an enemy's.

'Is it really that enjoyable?'

My teeth clenched momentarily, but I quickly sighed and calmed my emotions. Despite his habitual provocations toward me, the Minister's devotion to Pedi is far from trivial.

As the head of a department, even lunch breaks are essentially extensions of work. It's nice to say he visits during lunch, but how much earlier could he finish work if he used that time for other tasks or meetings? The Minister chose to sacrifice that to play with Pedi. As his father, I can only be grateful.

From this perspective, he seems like a wonderful godfather, but I really wish he'd contact the actual father a bit more appropriately.

"What are you thinking about, suddenly sighing like that?"
"I was thinking it would be nice if Your Excellency got indigestion from eating too quickly and suffered for about three days."

Please.

It's too cruel to contact me through the communication orb while I'm eating. Why do I have to share a remote meal with this man?

'If you're going to contact me anyway, do it when you're with Pedi.'

I've even harbored such wishes in my heart. Then I could see Pedi awake at least once more.

Today too, Pedi welcomed his father with his sleeping face.

"...Would he be angry if I woke him up?"
"I'd be angry before Pedi would."
"Sorry."

As I looked down at Pedi sleeping soundly and uttered those crazy words, Mar poked my waist and shook her head.

Of course, I wasn't entirely serious, so I quickly apologized. Well, I was half-serious, but I'd never actually do it. There's nothing more psychopathic than waking a peacefully sleeping child.

I just felt miserable about my situation. A father who can't properly communicate with his first child.

'Should I just hug him?'

I hastily shook my head at the desire that had begun to stir.

It would be troublesome if Pedi woke up from being disturbed. I can't bear to see this small, adorable baby angel cry. If that happened, I'd feel like the world had collapsed and face Mar's resentment simultaneously.

"Don't worry too much. His bedtime has been getting later recently. You'll be able to see Pedi awake soon."
"Really?"

"Really."

Meanwhile, perhaps because my expression looked too pitiful, Mar gently took my hand and offered this strange comfort.

But it was effective. Just thinking about our Pedi welcoming his father home from work made me smile involuntarily. Coming home tired in body and mind, and being greeted by my son—isn't that every parent's dream?

'Just hang in there a little longer.'

And so, I gained one more reason to live a long life in this world.

Unlike a certain Minister who lives elsewhere, Mar shows me Pedi awake through the communication orb, but seeing and touching in person is different from watching remotely.

"Woo-woo..."

While I was grinning at Mar's words, Pedi's babbling startled me, but I quickly calmed down.

That babbling isn't a warning that he's about to wake up. How many times has he done this and continued sleeping as if nothing happened? Pedi is a miraculous baby who can sleep peacefully regardless of what's being said nearby, as long as he isn't directly touched.

'I don't think he'll grow up normally either.'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. Though he's just a baby now who can't speak properly or move his body, when the time comes for him to walk around on two feet, he'll probably turn the mansion and family upside down.

Considering the spectacular kicking he showed in Mar's arms, his fickle appetite, and the "my way" personality he's displaying now, that's certainly what will happen.

'All kids grow up making a fuss.'

Of course, there's no problem with that. It's natural for young children to cause various incidents and grow up playing pranks.

Conversely, it wouldn't matter if he grew up quietly, contrary to expectations. That would have its own cute charm.

It's enough for Pedi to grow up kind and healthy. This father has already earned all the money you'll need for your lifetime.

'You should live doing exactly what you want to do.'

This father couldn't do that...

***

As graduation approached, I could feel Laterre becoming increasingly aggressive.

Thanks to his brilliant offensive, I too engaged in our matches with even more sincerity. This guy who divides second and third place based on the results of the inter-class competition where we both lost to the torture teacher—what if I lose to him even once in chess? I don't even want to imagine the consequences.

'I absolutely cannot lose.'

Therefore, I cannot allow Laterre to win even once. I never did before, but now I cannot surrender victory even if it costs me my life.

This contest is no longer simply about win rates or records. It's a critical matter of whether my spirit and pride will crumble.

"What? You're still playing?"

Unfortunately, Erich, a mere nobleman, failed to understand the noble and critical contest between royals.

"If we hadn't started at all, that would be one thing, but once we've begun, we must see it through to the end."
"I agree."

I nodded in agreement with Laterre's words, which happened to align with mine at this moment.

Yes, if a knight hasn't drawn his sword, he can laugh it off. But once the sword is drawn, it can only end with either his death or his opponent's.

That's how it is with Laterre and me now. Whether the final outcome is my undefeated record or Laterre's miraculous single victory is merely the ultimate conclusion. What matters is the fact that we're engaged in a duel with real swords, refusing to back down.


"Lyutis is going to win anyway, so what's the point?"

I couldn't help but smirk at those words. The gap between Laterre and me is so clear that even third parties speak this way.

My victory has already become an established truth. Even if Laterre were to win against me, the club members would consider it my mistake rather than Laterre being better than me. It's impossible for Laterre to completely surpass me.

However, Laterre wasn't concerned with such trivial matters.

'It seems he just thinks winning is all that matters.'

Something I've noticed recently is that Laterre's goal isn't to demonstrate his superiority. It seems he's determined to secure any justification to mock and tease me.

'The inter-class competition ruined him.'

It's truly regrettable. He was certainly a decent friend before the inter-class competition, albeit somewhat unique, but afterward, he became twisted somehow. As if he began focusing on subjective emotions rather than objective victory.

This must all be the torture teacher's karma. The torture teacher has spread tremendous poison to the royal family of Yuven.

'...Come to think of it, where is the torture teacher?'

I only just noticed, having been focused on chess. All the other club members, Luise, Irina, and the Magic-Ending Duke are in the club room, but the torture teacher is nowhere to be seen.

Did something happen? No, that can't be it—everyone's expressions are calm. If something had happened to the torture teacher, at least one of Luise, Irina, or the Magic-Ending Duke would show signs of distress.

'It's probably nothing.'

After quickly scanning the surroundings, I turned my attention back to the chessboard. Honestly, is the torture teacher even someone who deserves others' concern?

"Checkmate."
"Tsk. Let's take a ten-minute break and play again."

He's someone who remains steadfast in any situation... He'll probably return before the next checkmate at the latest.

***

I headed to the Principal's office after receiving a message that he had something important to discuss. Though the sudden contact surprised me, fortunately, judging by his voice and expression, it didn't seem urgent.

"We've decided to award honorary teacher certificates to key figures from the three countries' forces, including Count Villar. It's only natural, considering their various forms of cooperation for the Academy's smooth events and education over these three years."

And as expected, it was a minor, non-urgent matter.

Giving honorary teacher certificates to foreigners isn't a trivial matter, but awarding them to Count Villar and some others was already taking shape. The Principal's current statement was merely confirming what was already half-decided—

"However, the Minister's name was mentioned during discussions about the honorary teacher certificates."
"Pardon?"

The unexpected mention prompted an involuntary question. Why am I being mentioned when they're talking about people from the three countries?

"Although the Minister came to the Academy for audit work, it was said that we couldn't overlook the excessive duties and responsibilities he shouldered compared to previous auditors."
"...Pardon?"

My heart began to race at the Principal's words.

Could it be that I'm receiving something too? Am I not ending these three years at the Academy empty-handed?

'An honorary teacher certificate?'

Or perhaps an honorary graduation certificate?

Either way, it's exciting. I used to think I didn't care about such things, but now I realize I'd feel disappointed without one—it's a complicated feeling.

I unconsciously clenched my fist. I don't understand why I'm so nervous about something as trivial as an honorary teacher position or honorary graduation.

...No, let's be honest with myself now. This isn't trivial—it's extremely important. Not something to be taken lightly or joked about.

'Back then, I even did tap dances at the doorstep of graduate school.'

I bit my lip slightly as I confronted the sorrow hidden deep in my heart.

People despair more when they lose something they once had than when they never had it at all. Before coming to this world, I was an intellectual who completed four years at a fairly prestigious university and received a bachelor's degree without any issues. Although there was a crisis where my academic period might have extended beyond those four years, I was nonetheless an educated person with a university diploma.

Yet since coming to this world, I've become an uneducated adult, a civil servant without a diploma, a symbol that one can succeed without education. Considering my past suffering through group projects and graduation theses, this is incredibly unfair.

I simply couldn't enroll in the Academy as a civil servant over twenty years old, so I had given up.

'If I can have it, I should take it.'

But then, hopeful words came from the Principal's mouth. This is a golden opportunity to erase the only blemish in my life—to prevent Pedi from saying, "Dad didn't graduate from the Academy either, so I don't need to study!"

"First, let me get straight to the point—the Minister will be awarded an honorary teacher's degree."
'Good.'

I breathed a sigh of relief at this direct information without any beating around the bush.

"An honorary teacher of the Imperial Academy. What an excessive title I never imagined receiving."

And I spoke with a genuinely heartfelt smile.

I don't mind if it's a teacher's certificate rather than a graduation certificate. After all, if it's about proving knowledge and connection to the Academy, graduation or teaching position—they're basically the same—

"What you're receiving isn't a teaching certificate but a teaching degree."

...?

I stared blankly at the Principal after his correction. Aren't they the same thing? A teaching certificate or teaching degree seem like the same thing to me.

'Are they different?'

Obviously they must be different since the Principal corrected me, but having no connection to education, I don't understand the difference.

Damn. This really shows how uneducated I am.

This is what happens when a person studies something else when they should be studying.

***

Seeing the Minister blink, I couldn't help but smile. His reaction suggested he didn't understand what I meant.

Of course, it's a natural reaction. The Minister has less than 10 years of bureaucratic experience, and even that is entirely focused on auditing. It would be stranger if he were proficient in fields outside his expertise.

'A teaching degree, huh.'

I stroked my beard briefly, organizing my thoughts. Just as the Minister was confused by my words, I was also confused for my own reasons.

'The Ministry of Education has given something significant.'

An Academy honorary teaching certificate or honorary graduation certificate are gifts the Academy can give to distinguished guests. They're essentially decorations that adorn the recipient with the Academy's prestige.

However, an honorary teaching degree is on an entirely different level from honorary certificates. It's not just the Academy's prestige but the Empire's authority that can be displayed to the entire continent.

While an honorary teacher is merely an honorary teacher of the Academy, a teaching degree guaranteed by the Empire is recognized throughout the academic world of the continent.

"I heard you provided significant assistance to Professor Gerhardt's research."


So I spoke to clear up the Minister's confusion. This is news that can only benefit the Minister, not harm him, so he should know the details.

"Thanks to your help, there has been significant progress in Northern research. This has left a clear mark on the continent's historical academia, so the Ministry of Education believes it's appropriate for you to receive an honorary teaching degree."
"Is... that so?"

The Minister seemed somewhat dazed at my words, but,

"I've received something incredible."

Eventually, he seemed to notice the difference between a teaching certificate and a teaching degree, nodding with shining eyes.

As the Minister said, this is an incredible gift. Excluding material wealth, it's the greatest gift the Imperial Academy and Ministry of Education can offer.

The path of apprentice teachers that those with academic aspirations challenge. Those who walk this path are as numerous as stars in the night sky, and only those with effort, talent, and divine luck can obtain an official teaching degree.

The Minister has skipped that process and reached the result. He has gained an honor guaranteed by the Empire and recognized by the continent.

'An uneducated honorary teacher.'

I almost burst out laughing. The Minister may lack knowledge that should be acquired at the Academy, but he is not lacking in wisdom. So he can be called a wise person regardless of whether he graduated from the Academy.

Still, it's amazing that someone who has never attended an educational institution holds an honorary teaching degree. Living a long life, I've seen some remarkable sights.

"The degree will be officially conferred at the graduation ceremony, so congratulations in advance. You've now become a scholar representing the continent."
"You flatter me. I've received excessive honor for a small contribution—I'm hardly a scholar."

Despite his words, the Minister's expression was very bright.

I'm glad it seems to be a satisfying gift for the Minister who has struggled so desperately for three years.

***

After hearing about the Ministry of Education's brilliant decision, the world looked even more beautiful.

Indeed, the Ministry of Education, responsible for the nation's future, is truly different. How can they make such wise and reasonable decisions so quickly? The name of the 8th ranked Imperial administrative department is certainly not in vain.

'It's dazzling.'

Then I happened to see my reflection in the mirror.

It's almost blinding. That mirror reflects a great scholar guaranteed by the Empire and recognized by the continent. It's too brilliant for mere human eyes to handle.

"Who am I?"

Looking at the mirror, I muttered as if entranced.

"A holder of an Imperial honorary teaching degree."

Ha.

Just hearing it makes me tingle with joy, and I couldn't help but smile. Fortunately, there's no one nearby to think I'm strange for this self-dialogue.

'This is the best.'

Of course, I know this behavior would be embarrassing if I regained my senses. But right now, I just want to fully experience this happiness.

After all, it's an honorary teaching degree. The teaching degree in this world is equal to or greater than a doctoral degree in my previous world. Moreover, it's not just recognized by an educational institution but at the national level—by the Empire itself.

Although the word "honorary" is attached, it doesn't matter. What's important is the degree itself.

'I'm no longer uneducated.'


It's such a moving event that I could cry.

Objectively and subjectively, this is truly more impressive than a mere graduation certificate. Even among the elite who graduate from the Academy with excellent grades, only a tiny minority reach the level of teaching degree.

Now whenever Pedi asks, "Dad, were you good at studying?" I can show him my honorary teaching degree. I can teach him that his father excels not only in martial arts but also in academics—a master of both literary and martial arts.

'I should send a gift for the New Year.'

I've decided. Next New Year, I'll send a heartfelt gift to the Minister of Education. It's only right to do so for someone who not only erased my only blemish but gave me such an honorable title.

"Master, dinner is ready!"

Not long after, Yuris's voice came from beyond the door.

Tonight's dinner will taste even better than usual.

The next day at lunch, the Minister's provocative message arrived as expected.

- What's with that expression on your face?

And with a sudden disparagement, no less.

But I remained unfazed. If I were the uneducated Kal of the past, I might have shown an undignified reaction to such low-level provocation, but Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, a star of continental intellect, could respond with more composure and dignity.

"This has always been my expression. If it seems strange to you, perhaps it's your own mindset that has changed."

Seeing the Minister about to speak but then restraining himself at my perfectly logical statement.

Yes, this is the power of intellect. Even the Minister, once like an unleashed beast, has succumbed to logic that cannot be refuted.

'Can you feel the difference in class?'

This is the gap between a mere graduate and a degree holder. A gap that no mere graduate could close even with a hundred years of struggle.

***

Looking at Kal's expression and tone, I realized.

'He's completely lost it.'

And in a different direction than before. If previously he escaped reality due to overwhelming work and sudden incidents, now he's twisted in some way due to excessive happiness.

'Was he holding onto this so deeply?'

It's extremely irritating. I had agreed with the Minister of Education's opinion, even giving up teasing him about being uneducated, but if I had known his inferiority complex ran this deep, I would have kept teasing him. Giving up such a precious source of mockery is against human principles.

But what can I do? It's already in the past.

"The Minister of Audit has worked hard for three years, and it's true he helped with Northern cultural research. So we want to give an honorary teaching degree as a reward."
"Hmm, I don't mean to undervalue the Minister of Audit's contributions, but... is it appropriate for an uneducated person to hold a teaching degree? An honorary graduation certificate seems sufficient."
"If an orphan can be a Minister, what's the big deal about an uneducated person holding a teaching degree? Just give it to him."

Moreover, because of the Minister of Relief's statement, it was difficult to speak up at that moment. How could I object when he cowardly brought up his background?

- What if Pedi says he wants to become an excellent teacher like his father? I'd prefer our Pedi to take easier paths.
'This crazy bastard.'

Anyway, watching Kal continue to spout nonsense, I quietly took a sip from the water glass on my desk.

What excellent teacher? He's more like a plunderer who stole a degree through power.


As graduation day approached, there was someone whose complexion grew darker.

"Isn't there something like graduation deferment at the Academy?"
"Of course not."

It was Erich, spouting nonsense.

His reaction was somewhat unexpected. While it's true he had built friendships that transcended social status with the members of the Confectionery Club, he wasn't the type to get depressed about parting ways. He seemed more like someone who would coolly say "Let's meet again sometime if we get the chance!" before leaving. Besides, with communication channels available, simple conversations could happen anytime.

Yet this same Erich, even while walking arm in arm with Sera, had increasingly been sighing or staring blankly at the sky. As his brother, I was somewhat concerned about his appearance of being lost in melancholy.

That is, until I learned the cause of his worries.

"Why don't I have a younger sibling?"

I quietly looked away, ignoring Erich who was muttering seriously.

The reason this guy, who used to snicker watching Lyutis and Laterre's brotherly bond, had fallen into such a state was simple. Once he graduates, he'll have to serve as a proxy for an Imperial Council member, and that's why he's acting this way. A reason so trivial it makes me feel foolish for having worried about him.

'Being a civil servant is the fate of the Kracius family.'

Erich, who still hasn't accepted this fate, is both pitiful and pathetic. Did he really think he would be exempt after seeing his brother become a minister designate in his twenties and his father serve as an Imperial Council member for decades?

If he truly thought so, that would be stupid, but Erich may lack tact but he's not brainless. He probably recognizes reality but doesn't want to accept it.

I can understand. Sometimes I too feel an indescribable rage when I realize I'm a minister.

'But what can he do about it?'

What can mere slaves do when they're upset? You can't even resign when your master won't accept it.

To truly return to being a free person, you'd need to cause a major incident that would get you fired, but an incident severe enough to immediately dismiss a high-ranking official would likely endanger not just your position but your actual neck. If you can't control that intensity, you just have to shut up and work.

'If only some capable person would emerge.'

Alternatively, if a new slave appeared who could replace the existing high-ranking official, the current slave could step down.

In that case, I'd be happy to step aside. If I saw a promising newcomer who could rise to my position, I'd do everything to support them. Promoting them once a month, they could make it within a year.

'The problem is there aren't any.'

I put a cookie in my mouth with a bitter feeling. While other departments are full of people burning with ambition for promotion, why is the Audit Ministry in this state? Usually, superiors are desperate to devour those who are slightly younger or of lower status—

'Ah.'

I killed all those bastards, didn't I?

'This is my karma.'

Historically, excessive purges always return as karma. My mistake for forgetting that.

"Brother."
"What?"

While confronting my past karma, Erich called out to me.

"When Fedi becomes an adult... will Fedi go to the council instead of you?"

My hand, reaching for a cookie, stopped at those words.

"...That's right."

I answered with a gut-wrenching feeling, not wanting to acknowledge this reality.

From the moment Fedi was born, he became my closest blood relative. This means the rightful person to exercise my rights and duties is Fedi, not Erich.

So as Erich said, when Fedi becomes an adult, he must shoulder the burden that Erich currently carries. This is an unavoidable fate unless the Teilgleichen County title is transferred to someone else entirely.


'Damn Imperial Count.'

My father's hope that his children would live as wealthy unemployed people was shattered by the shackles called Imperial Count.

Being an Imperial Count means automatically becoming an Imperial Council member. Isn't that too cruel a punishment?

"So there are 17 years left."

Meanwhile, my brother is calculating the days until his nephew becomes an adult. Is this really what an uncle should be doing?

...

'Wait a minute.'

17 years?

"Hey, you bastard!"
"Urk!"

After thinking for a moment, I couldn't contain my instinctive anger and put Erich in a chokehold.

While 17 is legally an adult in the Empire, if he takes on the Imperial Council member proxy position as soon as he turns 17, he can't enter the Academy. Fedi would have to follow my path of non-attendance.

"How dare you try to make my son a non-attendee!"
"B-but brother, you never attended the Academy and you succeeded!"

I ignored Erich's desperate struggles and tightened my grip on his neck. The fact that he still has strength to open his mouth means I'm not choking him hard enough.

'Three generations of non-attendance is unacceptable.'

Moreover, if Fedi doesn't enter the Academy either, the Kracius family would showcase the miraculous lineup of three consecutive heads who didn't attend the Academy. Father also started his civil service career directly without Academy enrollment.

"O-Oppa! Erich's eyes are rolling back!"
"Torture master. While I'd like to stay in the Empire longer, I don't want to stay for a funeral."

The punishment to defend the family's honor finally ended after desperate pleas from Sera and other club members.

In life, when bad things happen, good things also come along.

- I plan to officially announce the launch of the Audit Ministry at the New Year's ceremony.

But my life seems far from such equivalent exchange.

I feel dizzy. Just moments ago I heard my brother's novel provocation about "your son being a non-attendee too," and now I'm hearing something like "you're no longer a designate" from the Emperor.

- Of course, in my heart you've always been a minister, but being officially recognized as one in public is a different matter, isn't it? Congratulations.
"It is truly an honor... Your Majesty."

The nonsense nearly made me tell him to stop talking rubbish. Everyone has been calling me minister since I became the designate, so what different matter is he talking about?

If anything changes, it would be my salary increasing from department head level to ministerial level, and receiving an official ceremonial rank. Neither has much impact on my life.

'Ceremonial rank, huh.'

Come to think of it, what will my rank be from now on?

Currently, I'm above department heads but at the bottom among ministers—an ambiguous position. But when the Audit Ministry officially launches, I'll leave this awkward position. No matter how new the department is, the Audit Ministry, responsible for audit work, can't possibly be ranked at the very bottom.

'Just don't make it too high.'

The higher a minister's rank, the higher the probability of having to take responsibility for the administration in emergencies. The Minister of Finance, currently ranked second, served as the acting head of administration when the Minister of the Imperial Household position was vacant. And when the Finance Minister is busy, the minister right below takes over.

Going down one by one like that, it quickly reaches the fifth position. Just imagining it brings tears to my eyes.

'Comfortably around 11th or 12th would be fine.'

With sincere wishes, I prayed to the sun, sky, and plants.


I'm not asking for an undeservedly high rank beyond my station—just a modest rank that matches my level.

So please, someone listen to my prayer. Don't just call me a benefactor or priest or savior in words only.

Please.

***

As graduation day approached, my heart raced.

More precisely, I couldn't calm my heart as I eagerly awaited the new year that would follow graduation.

'Now it's my turn.'

I kept taking deep breaths, stroking my chest with trembling hands.

Now, now it's my turn. Since Mar unni and Master got married, I'm next, the third in line.

"...Heehee."

I found myself making a strange laughing sound and nervously looked around. Even though I was alone in my dormitory room.

"Heeheeheee."

And once I confirmed no one was there, I couldn't stop laughing.

The wedding that once seemed so distant was now right around the corner. In just a few weeks, I could become an official wife rather than a fiancée.

And in my beloved hometown, no less.

"There's no rule saying weddings must be extravagant. Having a small ceremony in your hometown with just close people can be enjoyable too."

When I asked if we could have our wedding in Artini Barony, my brother was momentarily surprised but said that.

"But Lise, this is your once-in-a-lifetime wedding. Let me know if you change your mind."

Along with the assurance that I could tell him anytime if I wanted a grand wedding.

It was a considerate offer as always, but I declined. Mar unni received Enen's blessing at St. Paronas Cathedral, and Master witnessed the World Tree's revival in the Elven residential district. Since the previous weddings consecutively showcased miracles, mine would inevitably be compared no matter how I arranged it.

In that case, it's better to have a simple, quiet ceremony without pressure. No, that's actually the right choice.

'If I continue the trend, everyone will feel burdened.'

I'm not the last but the third. There are still three more weddings after mine.

Though unlikely, what if something unexpected happens at my wedding too, like the previous two? How much pressure would the next bride feel if three consecutive weddings were abnormal?

That's why I chose Artini Barony. I even declined Master's offer to prepare a lavish wedding for his only disciple.

'Because it's the place we'll pass down to our children.'

Artini Barony, which I will inherit someday. And which will be passed down to the child born between my brother and me.

Wouldn't having our wedding in such a place create an eternal beautiful memory?

'That would be good for both of them too.'

And it would be good for my parents as well.

While Artini Barony is our hometown and foundation, it's also the place where Hilda unni left us. It's a place with an indelible wound.

I want to soothe that wound a little. I want to cover Artini with new happiness.

'It's okay for you to smile now.'

I want to see my parents smile rather than cry when they look at the hills and riverbanks where Hilda unni used to play.

At last, the day had come.

The miraculous day that seemed like it would never arrive was finally here.

"Three years may be just a fleeting moment compared to the life ahead of you, but that moment will forever remain in your memories."

I quietly wiped my eyes while listening to the Principal's speech. Usually, teachers shed tears at graduation ceremonies, and I, as an honorary teacher degree holder, was no exception. Is this the power that comes with the title of teacher?

Of course, that's nonsense. While ordinary teachers cry out of sadness at sending off students they've taught, I'm crying out of relief at finally putting down the burden I've been carrying. Even as a white lie, these tears aren't remotely similar.

But what does it matter? Anyone who knows the pain and suffering I've endured for three years wouldn't dare criticize my tears. Everyone should applaud my dedication and sacrifice.

"Memories can serve as stepping stones and driving forces as you venture into unknown paths. The three years you've spent at the Academy will surely be an unparalleled experience in your lives."

The Principal continued his speech in a calm and gentle voice, perhaps sharing similar feelings.

An understandable reaction. Through this graduation ceremony, foreign time bombs like Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian will finally return to their home countries. It would be strange not to feel relieved. He'll probably celebrate alone with a bottle of wine once the ceremony ends.

"That experience may dramatically change your lives, or it might simply remain as a memory. How you utilize the experiences that everyone equally shares depends entirely on yourselves."

The Principal's ceremonial words subtly changed the atmosphere among the graduates. More specifically, the mood shifted among the commoner students.

'Things really will change for them.'

For noble students, the Academy is merely an ordinary social training ground and a waypoint that everyone passes through.

But for commoner students, the Academy was a place of opportunity where they could build modest connections with nobles and prove their abilities. With an Academy diploma, they could receive decent treatment anywhere—essentially the best chance for a commoner to advance in society.

Frankly speaking, between an ordinary commoner farming or trading and one who joins the administration or military with an Academy diploma, who would live better? Unless one has exceptional talent and incredible luck, the latter is overwhelmingly advantageous.

"I hope the experiences in your hands will make you even more beautiful."

With those words, the Principal gave a slight bow.

It was a gesture of respect toward the graduates who were no longer mere students but members of society. A prayer that these young social beings would suffer less and find more happiness.

The graduates, now thrown into the wilderness of society, seemed to notice the Principal's warm intentions and responded with enthusiastic applause.

...

'Wilderness, my foot.'

Most of them are noble heirs who will lead peaceful lives of leisure. That's my desperate wish but an ideal I can never reach.

Of course, nobles far from succession rights will need to find jobs, but they won't have to struggle like me.

"Next, we'll have the farewell address from the Student Council Vice President."

Anyway, after the Principal finished his brief address and stepped back, the Vice Principal proceeded with the next item on the agenda.

Since the graduation ceremony was essentially over, I quietly closed my eyes.

'Well done, me.'

I've safely completed these hellish three years.

I've somehow overcome everything without even knowing the original story.

'May this never happen again.'

Three years at the Academy should be enough time for even the longest work to reach its conclusion.

If a situation like "The Academy was just Part 1, and post-graduation is Part 2!" unfolds, I'm willing to renounce the secular world and become an eternal priest of the blue sky.

Seriously.

Club members I've shared dirty times with and hope never to see again.


But the truth is that I've developed both love and hate for them over these three years, so we gathered in the club room one last time to say our goodbyes.

"It feels sad thinking this is the last time."
"Where there's a beginning, there's an end. Don't take it too much to heart."

I responded calmly to Lyutis's words. Strictly speaking, our meeting was one that should never have happened in the first place.

"That may be true, but it's disappointing to think we'll never see each other again. If we at least lived in the same country, I could visit you."

Lyutis chuckled with a strange bitterness on his face.

That's unexpected. He usually showed such an excessively boisterous attitude that I thought he lacked human emotions, but it seems he does possess some sensitivity after all.

"Above all, it's sad to part ways with our mentor."
"What?"

Regardless of his sensitivity, I can't comprehend what he just said.

What kind of grudge did he form with me that makes him reluctant to part ways? I barely endured because there was a three-year time limit; if I had to stay with you indefinitely, I would have gone mad long ago.

"For a knight, being able to spend time with the continent's greatest sword is enlightening in itself."
"...I see."

His explanation finally calmed me down. It wasn't a grudge but simple admiration.

I was worried I'd undergone some dark evolution without realizing it. If I think of it as the same feeling magicians have toward Trixie, it's not so strange.

'Though that makes it a bit creepy.'

And somewhat vexing too. Although the title "continent's greatest sword" was only recently attached to me, this guy who claims to respect me has been acting like—

"I will never forget the consideration and teachings I received over these three years. Thank you, mentor."

Laterre's words of gratitude interrupted my thoughts.

"That's too grand a farewell. It's not like I taught you anything."
"Teaching isn't limited to academics."

Unlike a certain redhead, his words were normal, making me smile.

Honestly, if they had known about my tears of "consideration," they should have withdrawn from school, but it would have been awkward for those who voluntarily enrolled in the Imperial Academy to drop out. I can understand that now.

"This connection that shouldn't have been possible must be a relationship destined by Enen. I won't forget you even after returning to my homeland."

After saying that, Laterre also bowed to Trixie.

"As a magician, receiving guidance from the Magic-Ending Duke was an honor I'll never experience again in my lifetime."
"I'm equally pleased to have taught a prince from Yuven, a country renowned for its magical prowess."

Trixie responded to his courteous greeting with a gentle smile and a bow in return.

By the way, is it just my imagination? Since these are farewell greetings, everyone's showing only warm scenes without any spiciness.

'If only they were always like this.'

...I had that thought briefly but quickly dismissed it. These people stressed me out not just with their words and actions but with their very existence. Even if they had shown proper speech and solemn behavior over the past three years, they would have still irritated me.

So let's enjoy this moment. After all, if the ending is good, even three years of suffering might someday be beautified.

"There, it's done. Unless you're standing naked in midwinter, you shouldn't catch any minor illnesses."

Meanwhile, I pretended not to see Tanian giving his final gift of blessings to the club members.

"Number three. Would you like one last game of chess before you leave?"
"You're determined to add one more defeat even at the very end. How diligent."

Let's also ignore Laterre, who still couldn't break his undefeated streak.


He seems to have gained something more valuable than a chess victory anyway.

***

After the graduation ceremony, I sat blankly on a bench, watching the graduates returning to their hometowns one by one.

I should also return to my beloved Olrid family, but I couldn't bring myself to move.

'Is this a dream?'

I pinched my cheek with my hand.

'It hurts.'

So it's not a dream.

'This isn't a dream.'

The moment I realized this situation was reality and not a dream, the corners of my mouth twitched.

I can't believe it. I never imagined I'd receive such good fortune along with my Academy graduation.

'Me, an Imperial Educator.'

It's an honor I never dared dream of, and I'm still dumbfounded. Can someone like me really serve as an Imperial Educator, teaching noble imperial family members?

With these thoughts, I looked down at the letter of recommendation that the Minister of Audit personally handed to me right after the graduation ceremony.

"Charles Olrid. Your true ability isn't the bravery you'd show on the battlefield, but your keen eye for accurately understanding others. And your thoughtfulness in adapting to match others' levels."
"Th-that's too generous!"
"No. This is the conclusion I've reached after watching you for three years. If you think it's excessive, trust my judgment and accept it."

I was moved again by the Minister's words, who valued me more highly than I valued myself. Although I've been regarded as an outstanding student, I never expected to receive such an evaluation from none other than the Minister of Audit.

"Since you have experience dealing with royalty, you should be able to handle imperial family members as well."

I never thought the experience of suffering under Lyutis during three years of practical exams would come back to me like this.

"Her Imperial Highness the Crown Princess is still young, so you won't have much to do right away, but you'll become busy in a few years. Until then, continue honing your abilities."
"Yes! I'll keep that in mind!"
"I look forward to it."

Recalling the Minister of Audit who disappeared after those words, I felt like crying again.

'Father, Mother...'

I've made it.

And I've reached a place I could never have reached through ordinary effort.

'This is the glory of our family.'

I roughly wiped my increasingly hot eyes and put the recommendation letter in my pocket.

My becoming an Imperial Educator isn't just my personal honor. It also elevates the name of the proud Olrid family.

And perhaps, depending on my efforts, a new title might be added to the Olrid family.

'Let's do this.'

With that determination, I made a promise. Thanks to the Minister of Audit's consideration, I've started from an overwhelmingly advantageous position compared to others, so advancing further would be my way of repaying him.

'...Thank you.'

I even felt grateful to Lyutis, who would be returning to Armein. Honestly, without him, I probably wouldn't have caught the Minister's eye.

Although the process was terrible, the result is good, so it's fine.

Where there are meetings, there are partings, and where there are beginnings, there must be endings.

Even with someone you dislike, you can part with a smile at the end, and even with your closest friend, you must eventually say goodbye—that's life.

I learned this lesson during my three years at the Academy. Though it was just a fraction of the time I've lived and will live, I've engraved an unforgettable lesson in my heart.

'I'm never leaving the Capital again.'

Indeed, the lesson that a civil servant should work in the central government rather than in the provinces.

People don't live in capitals and major cities for nothing. If you're going to struggle anyway, it's better to struggle in a bigger place than a smaller one, which is why everyone strives to reach the center.

I'm the same. Before my assignment to the Academy, I didn't appreciate the Capital's value, but after experiencing this extremely long three-year assignment, I've realized how beautiful the Capital truly is.

'From now on, I'll live and die in the Capital.'

I sighed softly as I threw back the ball that Titi had brought me.

Honestly, it made no sense for someone of my rank as department head to be sent on such a long assignment, but it was unavoidable due to the miraculous circumstance of a foreign royal studying abroad. Even then, the minister-level officials didn't budge an inch.

And in a few days, I'll officially become a minister myself. Once that happens, even if my soul gets ground to dust in the Capital, the probability of me going on business trips outside the Capital is zero. It's not like I'm the Minister of Foreign Affairs who needs to travel abroad in emergencies.

'Is this really something to be happy about?'

For a moment, I felt self-loathing. Whether inside or outside the Capital, struggling is struggling, yet here I am consoling myself with "If I'm going to struggle anyway, the Capital is better." It feels like a slave boasting about the shackles on their ankles.

But what if those shackles were made of gold? Wouldn't they be worth boasting about then?

I firmly believe so. If not, I couldn't mentally endure this.

"Woof!"
"Good dog."

Titi, who brought the ball back again, barked loudly as if encouraging me. What a thoughtful child who knows how to comfort her owner.

But it's a bit of a strange feeling. The person who first put shackles on my ankles was the Crown Prince, and the one who bestowed Titi upon me was also the Crown Prince.

'It's not like giving medicine after causing illness.'

Compared to the Emperor who only gives endless troubles, the Crown Prince is an angel.

At least I've received a lot from the Crown Prince in various ways.

***

"Well, well."

I couldn't help but exclaim as I reviewed the report submitted by the Imperial Knights Commander.

[The martial prowess of Charles Olrid, the nominee for Imperial Education Officer, is at the level of an ordinary knight. However, his ability to assess the gap between himself and his opponent, and his skill in deftly deflecting attacks, is comparable to veteran instructors in the Imperial Knights.]

Coming from the typically stoic Imperial Knights Commander, this was quite high praise.

'An incredible talent has been sleeping here.'

I chuckled at the lengthy report—or rather, praise disguised as a report—that followed.

Just a few days ago, the Commander had been dismissive of this young man named Charles. He had shaken his head, saying it made no sense for a young man who had just graduated from the Academy to assume the honorable position of Imperial Education Officer, and insisted he should start from the bottom for experience.


However, out of respect for the minister who wrote the recommendation letter, he tested Charles's abilities, and as soon as he confirmed them, he completely reversed his previous opposition. Such a rapid change of heart couldn't help but make me laugh.

'If the Commander is this impressed, his abilities must be certain.'

In truth, the Imperial Knights Commander is necessarily conservative due to the nature of his duties. It would be stranger if the person ultimately responsible for the safety of the Imperial Family and the security of the Imperial Palace were lax. Even the previous Commander, while somewhat flexible, was never negligent in his duties.

And now this Commander has approved a young man for the position of Imperial Education Officer. It means that even in the eyes of this strict and conservative Commander, he is a perfect talent.

'How remarkable.'

Yes, it's remarkable and hard to believe. It's amazing that such a talent was just an Academy student until a few days ago.

And the minister's determination to unearth such a hidden gem is equally astonishing.

'He can't possibly believe in that promise.'

Recalling the past due to this incomprehensible determination, I remembered a vague time when the minister frequently expressed his desire to retire. Tired of repeatedly rejecting his retirement applications, I once told him I would consider his retirement if he brought me 100 talents who could replace him. Could he possibly be taking that seriously?

'Surely not.'

I shook my head slightly to dismiss such a notion. No matter how blinded the minister might be by the prospect of retirement, he couldn't be that naive.

Besides, even if the minister brought 100 talents, why would I let him go when I could utilize all 101 of them? What a waste of talent that would be.

'It must be his determination not to die alone.'

Eventually, a very plausible hypothesis occurred to me.

The minister, who chose the path of a bureaucrat instead of a student, spent his irreplaceable youth in the administration. Perhaps when he sees young nobles, he feels the urge to make them walk the same path as himself? Considering the minister's somewhat twisted personality, this is a convincing hypothesis.

'Well, whatever.'

Of course, for me, it's a welcome development even if it's the result of a twisted personality. What does it matter if the minister recruits talents with impure intentions?

The young talents who receive recommendation letters happily become officials, the minister satisfies his gloomy desires, and I, who did nothing, am pleased to see the increase in talent. A perfect world where everyone is happy is created.

The only regret is that the minister's duties as an inspector ended this year, so there's no more way to supply young talents. It was quite fruitful over the past three years.

But randomly distributing recommendation letters wouldn't guarantee talents as good as those selected by the minister.

'It was a method possible only because he observed them closely.'

The minister lived at the Academy and watched the students. He didn't just collect reputations; he directly confirmed their abilities. There's no more certain method of talent verification than that.

"Should I send the minister as next year's inspector too?"

I muttered something that would horrify a certain black-haired individual if he heard it, but it can't be helped. The minister performed his sudden inspector duties admirably.

But it was already costly to station the Audit Department Head at the Academy, and I can't keep someone who will soon become the official Minister of Audit outside the Capital. That would be a waste of talent.

...

'Should I send him during his honeymoon period?'

Suddenly, a devilish whisper rose from deep within my heart. The minister will be taking accumulated leave for his honeymoon and childcare anyway, so wouldn't it be beneficial to temporarily deploy personnel I can't handle elsewhere?

But the whisper remained just a whisper. If I committed such an act, "The Rebellion of Teilgleichen" might be recorded in the Empire's history books. Or perhaps even "The Revolution of Teilgleichen."

Yes, let's keep the minister internal rather than sending him externally. Having him close by and utilizing him efficiently is the best use.


—That's what I thought until I read the next report.

"Oh my."

My brow furrowed sharply at the report submitted by the Special Affairs Ministry. It was an issue I couldn't possibly take lightly, so I set down the teacup I had been holding back on the desk.

[Leon Crown Prince critically ill. Will not survive beyond February next year at the latest.]

I already knew that Leon's only heir to the throne was on his deathbed. Thanks to that, the minister even formed a secret agreement with Armein at the Academy.

So this content itself is nothing special. Rather, it's a positive report that helps gauge when the Empire should act.

[Grand Marshal Nerkaf conducting inspection tours centered on southern Armein Kingdom.]
[Southern Armein Army Commander Marquis Iskertal resigned. Currently training private soldiers at his domain.]

However, the subsequent sentences were by no means positive.

Limited to the Leon Kingdom, Armein's intelligence capabilities are on par with or ahead of the Empire's. It's easier to assume that whatever information I know, the Armein King also knows.

And in a situation where the Leon Crown Prince's death is imminent, the Grand Marshal is inspecting the southern region bordering Leon? Anyone can see this is preparation for a major military operation.

'Resignation, is it.'

Moreover, the Southern Army Commander, who should be the first to act if Armein intervenes in Leon, has suddenly resigned. Considering the unwritten rule that commanders are not replaced before major operations,

'He'll be the field commander.'

It's highly likely that Armein is not simply dispatching a few units from the Southern Army, but forming an expeditionary force centered around former commander Marquis Iskertal.

This is troublesome. The fact that someone who served as Army Commander is leading the expeditionary force means that Armein's expectations for this situation are high. Or perhaps it's to demonstrate their serious commitment to intervening in the Leon Kingdom.

At least it's not a demonstration aimed at the Empire. In this matter, the Empire and Armein are in the same boat.

'Quoronos, is it?'

I quickly recalled the continental map and thought of the country Armein might be wary of.

The Kingdom of Quoronos. A rising power that opportunistically invaded and seized territory from the Leon Kingdom when it was defeated in the war against the Empire.

It can't be anything else. If it's a nation of sufficient size for Armein to be cautious, and desperate enough not to withdraw even if the Empire and Armein move, it can only be Quoronos.

'It can't be helped.'

I sighed softly and organized the Special Affairs Ministry's report separately. If Armein is going to deploy a commander-level figure, the Empire must send someone of even higher rank.

In terms of position, there's my father-in-law, the Commander-in-Chief, but it's unreasonable to send him for such matters. Considering honor, there's the minister, the continent's greatest swordsman. The minister's name is highly regarded among warriors, so he would be a good pressure card against the Armein expeditionary force, the Leon Kingdom, and the Kingdom of Quoronos, which is likely to intervene.

'I'm sorry, Minister.'

Fortunately, the Leon Crown Prince's death is expected around February. At least the minister's third wedding ceremony can proceed normally.

Probably.

'It seems being too competent is also a problem.'

While it's truly regrettable for the minister, he produces good results wherever he's deployed, so he ends up being used everywhere.

As the Emperor, I couldn't ask for a more devoted subject, but at this point, I'm starting to feel a bit sorry for him.

# A New Year Dawns

The new year has dawned.

Of course, since yesterday was still last year, there hasn't been any dramatic change overnight. If I had to find any changes, perhaps Fedi's babbling has become slightly clearer, and Trixie's belly has grown a bit more.

'It's big.'

As if entranced, I caressed Trixie's belly. Perhaps because she's carrying triplets, it seems to be growing three times faster than when she was pregnant with Mar.

"Tell me right away if it gets difficult. Even the New Year's ceremony isn't more important than a pregnant woman."

That's why, before heading to the Imperial Palace for the New Year's ceremony, I reminded Trixie several times to speak up if she felt uncomfortable.

While it's impossible for titled nobles to miss the New Year's ceremony, which is meant to elevate the Emperor's authority, the rules are different for pregnant women. Even past emperors who were sensitive about imperial authority showed mercy when titled nobles or their accompanying family members were pregnant.

It's only natural, really. If they were to treat a pregnant woman harshly for the sake of authority and something went wrong, how would they handle the resentment? It would only result in their reputation plummeting while trying to establish authority.

"I'll put our children first too, so don't worry."

In response to my repeated reminders, Trixie smiled brightly while stroking her belly.

"I'm not in a position to stay quiet out of consideration."

"That's true."

With very convincing words, at that.

Certainly, Trixie isn't in a position to force herself to attend the New Year's ceremony just to be mindful of the Emperor and other nobles. Frankly speaking, even if she weren't pregnant and simply left saying, "There's an urgent matter at the magic tower," who could object? Even the Emperor would be grateful she at least gave an excuse before disappearing.

"Master. Baron Hardiner has arrived."

Just as I was about to move after receiving Trixie's confirmation, the butler approached to announce Erich's visit.

'Perfect timing.'

I was satisfied that he had arrived at such a precise time—neither too early nor too late.

No, to be exact, I was pleased that Erich had come at all.

'Now it's his turn to suffer.'

Naturally, I wasn't the only one who inherited a title from Father. Just as I became Count Teilgleichen, Erich became Baron Hardiner, which means he too has the obligation to attend the New Year's ceremony.

Moreover, Erich will be serving as a proxy member of the Imperial Assembly starting this year, so beyond just attending the New Year's ceremony, he needs to meet with other Imperial Assembly members. After all, the youngest member of the Imperial Assembly is no longer Zenobia but Erich. If the youngest newcomer doesn't greet the elders first, his future will be troubled.

For reference, even Father was considered relatively young among the Imperial Assembly members. The Imperial Assembly is essentially a retirement home overflowing with elders Erich must serve.

'Suffer well, you bastard.'

I smiled with satisfaction as I watched Erich approaching with a dark expression, trudging along.

It truly embodied the saying "what goes around comes around," and I felt all the lingering resentment from the inter-class competition disappear from a corner of my heart. It's too harsh to hold a grudge against someone who's paying their due punishment.

'...Hang in there.'

Eventually, my satisfaction transformed into slight sympathy.

Honestly, I'm also working like a dog in the administration, but if someone asked if I'd rather go to the Imperial Assembly instead, I'm confident I'd refuse with my entire body. That's how difficult life in the Imperial Assembly is.

Unlike the administration with its hierarchy of Minister-Department Head-Deputy Head-Section Chief, in the Imperial Assembly, all members are treated as equals. Of course, there's the position of Speaker, but that's a term-based role that rotates, essentially like a group project leader, and among the members, an implicit hierarchy forms based on age and experience rather than position.

So me, being young and with little experience as an Imperial Count, entering the Imperial Assembly? Unlike the administration where I'm treated as a minister, there I'd be a real baby at the bottom. I'd never go there, even if it killed me.


"Welcome. Was it difficult getting here?"

Perhaps that's why I gently patted Erich's shoulder as he approached me.

The Season 79 Erich who stabbed his brother in the solar plexus is no more. Only the Season 80 Erich who entered hell in his brother's place remains here.

"I just teleported here, so it wasn't difficult at all."

See? Even now he's pretending to be fine, probably worried about burdening his brother.

There aren't two such admirable younger brothers in the world.

There probably aren't two such admirable little shits in the world.

"The establishment of the Ministry of Audit was the last thing commanded by the late Emperor. It was his intention to strengthen the stability of the Empire and the integrity of officials. How could I, who succeeds him, betray that beautiful intention? Therefore, I hereby elevate the Audit Department, which has been part of the Ministry of Finance until now, to the Ministry of Audit, and officially appoint Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen County, who was the head of the Audit Department and chairman of the Ministry of Audit Founding Committee, as the Minister of Audit."

After finishing his New Year's address, the Emperor announced the official launch of the Ministry of Audit with a calm expression. This was something I had heard repeatedly from the Emperor and had anticipated, so I wasn't displeased.

"The newly born Ministry of Audit will become one of the pillars supporting the Empire, and its rank shall be placed immediately after the Ministry of Justice."

This too was within an acceptable range. Placing it right after the Ministry of Justice, which ranks 6th among imperial administrative departments, means the Ministry of Audit will be ranked 7th.

It's a high rank for a new department, but it's below my mental Maginot line of 5th place. While it might be disappointing that it's higher than expected, it's not something to express anger over.

"Furthermore, the Minister of Audit has excellently led the Audit Department since his time as department head, laying the foundation for the smooth launch of today's Ministry of Audit. This merit is by no means light."

But gradually, incomprehensible statements began to come from the Emperor's mouth.

Merit not being light? What does that mean? It wasn't me but the deputy head who did all the Audit Department operations and Ministry of Audit establishment preparations.

"Considering this merit, I appoint the Minister of Audit, Count Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, as a member of the Order of Risizariune. The fief for the knight shall be Zern, which belongs to the County of Grano, and it shall forever be the Minister's fief as long as he fulfills his duties as a knight."

At those words, not only I but also other nobles were left speechless. I thought this would simply be a ceremony announcing the launch of the Ministry of Audit, but an unexpected and splendid title was attached.

'The Order of Risizariune?'

Cold sweat ran down my spine. Risizariune was the name of the previous Dragon Lord, the companion of Emperor Eimanka the Great. The dragon born between them is treated as an elder of the Livnoman Imperial Family, so the previous Dragon Lord, its mother, is also highly respected.

Thanks to this, the Order of Risizariune, named after Risizariune, is practically a hall of fame on par with being a Livnoman Count. The difference is that while even the deceased can receive the Livnoman Count title, the Order of Risizariune is an honor that can only be bestowed upon the living, and one of the conditions for appointment is being a noble.

'...Aren't there only four members right now?'

And the current Order of Risizariune has only four members.

Trixie, who has reigned as a duchess for over 100 years and reached the pinnacle of magic.

My first father-in-law, who crushed the challenges of the eastern kingdoms and solidified the Empire's mandate.

The Victorious Duke, who expanded the Empire's territory through two northern expeditions.

And finally, the former Minister of the Imperial Household, who was the late Emperor's right-hand man and a first-class meritorious subject who rebuilt the declining Empire.

'And I'm joining them...?'

For a moment, my vision went white.

What kind of bomb is that damn bastard trying to drop on me with this?

***

When I appointed the Minister as a member of the Order of Risizariune, his expression rapidly contorted.


I understand. Even I think this was too radical and extreme. I had thought about bestowing Risizariune's name upon the Minister leisurely after about 20 years, but I suddenly accelerated it.

'It couldn't be helped.'

Somehow it seems like I'm dismissing everything related to the Minister as "it couldn't be helped," but it's true.

For the Minister to be dispatched to the Kingdom of Leon, he needs to hold a position that surpasses the commander of Armein. The abstract honor of being the continent's greatest swordsman might earn respect and awe from warriors, but it cannot legally suppress them.

Additionally, for the Minister dispatched to Leon to legitimately secure interests, he needs authority that even the Empire's nobles would bow to. That way, even if the Minister, who's on a business trip during his honeymoon, fills his own pockets, there won't be any gossip.

Authority that no one can deny, a name bestowed directly by the Emperor. That was the only way I could help the Minister.

"Your Majesty, the Minister of Audit is here."

...Of course, the best option would be not to send the Minister to another country, but since that's difficult, this is what I'm doing.

Hearing the report from outside the door, I let out a small sigh. From the Emperor's perspective, acting rationally, this is the right answer. But reason doesn't always triumph over emotion.

"Let him in."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

Now it's time to try to soothe the Minister's emotions.

***

I glared at the Emperor, who had automatically become the biggest bastard in the Livnoman Imperial Family after the Second Prince died.

"Your Majesty, I apologize, but could you please repeat that?"

My voice came out somewhat trembling, as I couldn't completely suppress my anger.

I was wondering what was happening when he suddenly gave me a position in the Order of Risizariune, and it turned out something truly enormous was waiting.

"It seems that in early this year... the Minister will have to join the expedition to the Kingdom of Leon."

And the Emperor, seemingly embarrassed to bring this up, continued while subtly avoiding my gaze.

It's even more vexing to think that he knows it's embarrassing yet still does this. How dare he send someone who should be enjoying their honeymoon on a foreign business trip, not even a domestic one?

'Should I punch him once in the solar plexus?'

I'm seriously considering it. I even had a few drinks beforehand in case of such a situation, so I could claim diminished capacity if dragged to court.

But if I misjudge my strength, it's not about diminished capacity anymore—it's regicide. This wouldn't be reduced even if I had downed industrial alcohol instead of just drinks.

"Minister. I fully understand your feelings."

'Stop bullshitting.'

A person who understands would issue such an order?

"It's already sad to have to work while leaving behind a newborn child, but crossing national borders isn't easy, is it? Moreover, by the time the Minister is dispatched, it will be right after your third marriage. It will be even harder to leave."

I stared intently at the Emperor, who was listing out words that hit the mark. If he follows this with something like "But what can we do? When I say jump, you jump," I was prepared to throw a punch—

"But Minister. I've tried to ensure your honeymoon and parenting rights. As Emperor, I've rightfully tried to guarantee my subject's rights. It's just that the situation hasn't been cooperative."

After saying that, the Emperor opened his mouth again before I could respond.

"...I couldn't rest even when the Crown Princess was born, or when I married the Empress."

The Emperor's expression looked very bitter as he made a statement that would make any listener flinch.

I flinched at the sudden emotional appeal, but quickly regained my resolve.

I acknowledge that the Emperor's life is far from restful. As he said, when the Imperial Princess was born, he couldn't rest because abdication was imminent, and when he married the Empress, he was being harassed by the Second Prince. How could he possibly rest during those times? Besides those two instances, I've never heard of the Emperor taking a break.

But just because the Emperor doesn't get vacations doesn't mean I have to work myself to death. Marriage and parental leave for Imperial officials are rights protected by law and custom. As a human being, one must absolutely defend their rights.

'Without rights, you're just a slave.'

This is about my future and dignity. If I'm not careful, I might end up literally introducing myself as a slave rather than just making self-deprecating jokes about it.

So I calmed my burning heart and started thinking. If the Emperor was going to attack with emotions, I would respond not with logical arguments but with emotional—

"Of course, my inability to rest and a minister's inability to rest are different matters."

The Emperor spoke before I could organize my thoughts.

I'm uneasy. Instead of emphasizing his own hardships at this moment, he's acknowledging my suffering? What kind of buildup is he planning?

"The Emperor is responsible for the Empire. As an irreplaceable, unique existence, it's unimaginable to rest like an ordinary person. If I were to set aside documents due to personal desires, everyone except me would suffer."

The Emperor looked glumly at the documents piled on his desk.

As a fellow civil servant, my heart ached at that look. This bastard is skilled at non-verbal expression too.

"However, a minister can be replaced. Though it's difficult to find someone as capable as you, the duties you perform can be entrusted to others."

I nodded instinctively. Unlike the Emperor as the supreme commander, ministers below him, though valuable, aren't irreplaceable. If one position becomes vacant, the Empire's talent pool and bureaucracy can fill the gap.

And shortly after, a deep anger washed over me.

'This bastard knows.'

He knows I'm replaceable, yet all this time he's been...

My heart, which I had just managed to calm, began burning again. Even if he had worked me to the bone without knowing, I wouldn't have forgiven him, but now that he's admitted he knew, it's even more unforgivable.

"That's why I tried to guarantee your vacation. Like ensuring you rested during school breaks while assigned to the Academy, and minimizing summons after your wedding."

I just listened quietly, waiting to see how far he would go with this nonsense.

Guarantee my vacation? Bull. There have been countless times when emergencies disrupted my vacations.

'Does he have memory problems?'

Perhaps he consumed something harmful during the days when he was tormented by the Second Prince's carriage terrace wine set? If that's the cause of these side effects, I might understand.

Of course, understanding and forgiveness are separate matters.

"Sadly, I couldn't always guarantee it."
'I see.'

With that statement, I discarded my hypothesis about the Emperor's early-onset dementia.

"But Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Have I ever disrupted your vacation for personal reasons or trivial matters?"
"Well..."

I was momentarily speechless. It's a fact that my vacations were frequently interrupted, something both the Emperor and I acknowledge, but had they ever been ruined by insignificant matters or the Emperor's whims?

'They haven't?'

I quickly racked my brain but couldn't find any examples.


'Why not?'

Damn, this can't be right. There should be at least one instance.

I'm confused. The most recent incident, the Council affair, was an unavoidable business trip due to the Pope's invitation, and the Emperor actually showed consideration by suggesting I enjoy a honeymoon with Trixie. The Emperor hasn't deliberately set out to screw me over.

Moreover, after returning home, I was able to fully enjoy my postponed honeymoon. There were no horrible situations like, "Since it's already delayed, work a little more."

"I swear by Enen and the Great Emperor, I have never called upon you for matters that didn't require your presence. Only after careful deliberation, when I determined that no one but you would suffice, did I make the unavoidable decision."

As if driving a wedge into my confusion, the Emperor invoked Enen and the Great Emperor to assert his innocence.

"Minister. Earlier, I said that the Emperor cannot rest easily because he is irreplaceable."
"Yes, that's what you said, Your Majesty."
"Indeed, an irreplaceable existence. Only in such cases have I used you. I called upon you only when the Empire and its people would suffer without you."

I could feel my eyes trembling. I wondered what he was thinking when he admitted his mistakes or my suffering with his own mouth, but now I see he was laying groundwork to use it like this.

"I'm not saying I'm justified. Since I've passed on duties that should be solely borne by the Emperor to a minister, how could I, as Emperor, be proud? No matter how I phrase it, I've crushed a loyal subject's rightful privileges for the sake of the Empire."
'Stop.'

Now even my hands were trembling.

Please shut up, you evil bastard. What kind of dagger are you planning to throw this time with those words?

"Nevertheless, I cannot guarantee you a complete vacation. For the sake of the Imperial Family and the Empire. For the peace of our citizens and the continent."

The Emperor's hands naturally came to rest on my shoulders.

I instinctively shuddered. The Emperor's touch on my shoulders felt like a farmer putting a plow on an ox.

"Today might be difficult. You might suffer from not hearing the babbling of children who are so precious you wouldn't feel pain even if they were in your eyes."

But, the Emperor added, continuing with a determined look:

"We must suffer now so our future children can be happy. If Armein takes Leon alone, they will challenge the Empire again in the future, and if Leon becomes unstable, our eastern border will become turbulent. Our children will have to bear future suffering as the price for our indulgence in current peace and happiness."

With those words, I lost even the will to object. The Emperor wasn't speaking for his convenience or to torment me, but suggesting that we, as parents, sacrifice for the happiness and peace of future generations. How could I argue against such a noble cause?

No matter how novice a parent one might be, anyone bearing the name of a parent must prioritize their children. When a child's future is mentioned, no one in the world would say, "I don't care about that, just give me my vacation, you bastard."

"I cannot promise you a vacation, but I can at least swear that I will leave a peaceful Empire to the Imperial Princess—that your children will serve in government offices rather than on the frontlines. Because we will make it so."
"I am truly honored by your words, Your Majesty..."

Damn. And in the midst of all this, it's already decided that my children will work in government offices?

Moreover, this bastard consistently referred to himself not as a burden but as "we." Thinking about it now, he appealed to me not as the Emperor but as a fellow father.

'Intelligent bastard...'

A monster who survived against the Second Prince even without backing...

I don't think I'll ever be able to beat this bastard in intelligence or eloquence.

***

The minister who had arrived full of anger left with powerless steps.

'Good.'

I breathed a sigh of relief after confirming the minister's footsteps fading away.


I succeeded. Though my speech was longer than expected, I successfully persuaded the minister and sent him back.

'This was indeed the right answer.'

Though the minister's vacations had been disrupted frequently, he had never expressed anger like today. This means the minister wasn't angry simply because his vacation was ruined.

And it was simple to figure out why he was angry. For a minister who had enjoyed his honeymoon, had children, and was facing his third wedding, what would make him react sensitively? Obviously, family.

'I understand because I feel the same way.'

What husband in this world, what father, would want to be swamped with work away from his family? Being in the same position, I could understand the minister's feelings.

So I persuaded the minister based on my sense of mission. I told him the pledge I recall whenever I want to spend a cozy day with the Empress or take a walk holding the Imperial Princess.

That we must suffer now so our future children can be happy.

'It's fortunate that the minister is also a head of household.'

If the minister had been unmarried, this justification wouldn't have worked.

No, would an unmarried minister have received vacation in the first place?

'...Marriage brings more responsibilities.'

And if you have six wives, your shoulders bear six times the obligation.

The minister brought this upon himself, so I believe he'll overcome it.

***

I was stuck in a corner of the banquet hall, just downing wine. I feel like I've become about 0.05 of the Wise Duke now.

This is maddening. I went there prepared to really turn things upside down this time, but instead of overturning anything, I was crushed by a perfect justification.

'This is driving me crazy.'

What's worse, just before I left the Solar Palace, the Emperor handed me a medal, saying I might as well take it since I was there.

Until just a few hours ago, it was a medal owned by only four people in the Empire, a symbol of honor that fewer than 100 people throughout the Empire's 300-year history have been allowed to possess.

'The Order of Risizariune.'

I couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity of holding something far too prestigious for me.

No matter how influential I am currently, this isn't a medal that anyone with power can receive. If I were to compare becoming a member of the Order of Risizariune to my previous world, it would be roughly equivalent to being enshrined in the Confucian temple.

No, since I'm a warrior, would it be the Martial temple? But did a Martial temple even exist?

'Whatever.'

The fact that things have gone terribly wrong remains unchanged.

'...What do I tell Luise?'

I opened a new bottle of wine while suppressing a sigh that was about to escape.

What on earth should I do? What kind of courage to be hated does one need to tell a wife before her wedding, "I'm going on a foreign business trip after our marriage. I don't know when I'll be back"?

'Life is shit.'

Having to make my current wife cry for the future of our children. Life is too cruel.

# Congratulations on Your Official Appointment

"Congratulations on your official appointment."
"Congratulations, Your Excellency."

The executives of the Audit Ministry gathered to offer their congratulations.

In truth, yesterday would have been the proper time for congratulations, but yesterday's me was displaying the bold demeanor befitting the Wise Duke's nephew. Who could approach someone gulping down red wine with a look that said he'd ignore anyone who spoke to him? Even a minister who had been approaching me naturally turned away.

"Thank you. I have many shortcomings on my own, so I'll be counting on your support going forward."
"Yes, Your Excellency. We will serve you with utmost dedication."

At least after calming myself for a day, I could manage to exchange greetings.

At the same time, I felt somewhat embarrassed. No matter what unpleasant experience I'd had, if it wasn't related to department business, I shouldn't have shown my displeasure. When a superior merely clears their throat, their subordinates suffer from anxiety. I'm ashamed of yesterday's behavior when I acted like 0.05 of the Wise Duke, forgetting that truth.

'They must have thought something had happened right after our launch.'

For a moment, I imagined yesterday's events from the perspective of the executives before me. The Audit Ministry, which had been in preparation for nearly a year, had launched magnificently. At that ceremony, the minister became a knight of the Risizariune Order and had a private audience with the Emperor.

And after that audience, the minister's expression remained distorted all day.

'Wow.'

Just imagining it makes me shudder. If it were me, I'd have been so terrified I couldn't eat all day.

"I know how hard you've all worked for this glorious launch. As minister, I should have acknowledged your efforts first, but yesterday I wasn't in my right mind, caught up in the excitement. I apologize."

So I put on a forced smile and offered this bizarre excuse.

Of course, even with this explanation, the executives won't simply think, "Ah, he was drunk with happiness." Even a fresh graduate wouldn't believe such a flimsy excuse, let alone seasoned government officials.

But this isn't simply an attempt to pretend yesterday never happened. It's essentially a declaration that the remnants of the Wise Duke I displayed yesterday ended with yesterday, and my personal anger won't extend to them.

'This should be enough.'

Yes, this should suffice. From a subordinate's perspective, it's more important to know they won't catch the fallout than to understand why their superior went mad.

"You did drink quite a lot. I was anxiously waiting to see if you'd start crawling on all fours."

The problem is that as soon as I drew the line, someone started tap dancing on it.

'This bastard.'

I smirked at the Section Chief of the 3rd Division... no, the Enforcement Director, who had just boldly jumped in. The man who had been cautious just seconds ago transformed into a relentless attacker the moment he assessed the situation.

"Enforcement Director. What disrespect is this toward the Minister?"

However, since others would see this as a subordinate directly insulting his superior, the Intelligence Director subtly spoke up. Judging by his stiff expression, he was taken aback by this spicy comment.

A perfectly natural reaction. Not just the Intelligence Director, but other executives not from the Audit Department were looking at the Enforcement Director with expressions that said, "Are you crazy?"

But unlike the non-Audit Department executives, those from the Audit Department maintained calm expressions.

"I don't mind, Intelligence Director."

And I, too, was included among those from the Audit Department.

"He's a man who can't even keep the hair that should be on his head, so I must understand if words that should stay in his head come out of his mouth."

The Intelligence Director's eyes trembled momentarily at my compassionate yet cruel remark.

I understand. Until recently, the Intelligence Director belonged to the Special Affairs Ministry. He served under the Special Affairs Minister, who was like a loyal dog to the Emperor—rigid, thorough, almost military-like. Moreover, since the Special Affairs Ministry also values strict obedience as a virtue, he's not accustomed to an atmosphere where subordinates mock their superiors and superiors respond with smiling counterattacks.

"I see. Understood."

Nevertheless, his quick acceptance suggests that as the "Intelligence" Director, he must have picked up on the atmosphere of the Audit Department to some extent.

'He'll adapt with time.'

Watching the Intelligence Director step back with a subtle expression reminded me of the former Audit Department executives. They too were initially uncomfortable when told to be at ease, questioning if such behavior was appropriate.

'That was only briefly a problem.'


Those dogs perfectly executed my orders to the point where they degenerated into monsters who were more comfortable than anyone and more outspoken than anyone.

So I believe the Intelligence Director will adapt admirably. After all, he's already showing no displeasure at being addressed informally by someone who until recently used mutual honorifics.

'An outspoken Intelligence Director?'

When I think about it that way, it's a bit frightening. If the experienced and capable Intelligence Director changes like those idiots, he'll be difficult to handle.

'With good examples around, it should be fine?'

I unconsciously looked at the Deputy Head who had been promoted to Ministerial Secretary. Even in the insane Audit Department, there were some normal people.

So it's premature to judge that the Intelligence Director will degenerate into an idiot. He can certainly remain in the position of a normal person amid abnormality, like the Ministerial Secretary.

I firmly believe that will be the case.

After exchanging greetings with the Audit Ministry executives, I was caught in a barrage of handshakes from other nobles who had been watching cautiously.

It wasn't just the executives who couldn't approach me yesterday—the nobles were the same. Unlike the executives who knew me personally, ordinary nobles had no way to escape if I started having a fit, so they were even more cautious.

"Brother, are you okay?"
"I feel like I'm dying."

The problem is that the nobles who had been cautious for a day suddenly swarmed around me. It's too cruel to cram two days' worth of social activities into one day.

Moreover, the titles of Minister of a new department and fifth knight of the Risizariune Order had the power to attract nobles who wouldn't normally come. It feels like I've met all the nobles I would have met throughout the New Year's ceremony just today.

"Too much popularity can be poisonous."

I felt a surge of anger at Erich's comment dressing up this torture as "popularity," but I didn't even have the strength to curse him out.

Damn it. Until just before the New Year's ceremony, I had planned to watch Erich struggle.

'I was the spectacle.'

It's devastating. As an older brother, I wanted to see my younger brother's struggles just once, just once. Why doesn't heaven allow even that one time?

Eternal blue sky, are you listening? Your honorary priest earnestly seeks your mercy.

'Come to think of it, I haven't heard from them lately.'

Perhaps they fainted after taking an extreme hit from Constantina? Based on the eloquence I glimpsed before, it seemed sufficient to pickle a god.

While having these idle thoughts, I brought the glass in my hand to my lips. Fortunately, I still had enough strength to move my hand.

"Brother."
"What?"
"What happened yesterday?"

A bitter taste lingered in my mouth at those words.

Yes, a lot of things happened. A fucking lot of things.

"Did your wives ask you to find out?"
"If you know, please tell me. Everyone's worried."

I gave a bitter smile at Erich's shrugging. If even Erich, who hangs around with Imperial Assembly members, has been recruited, my wives' concerns must be considerable.

In truth, it would be stranger if they weren't worried. No matter how much I maintained a smiling face in front of my family, what wife wouldn't worry when her husband drinks only alcohol and avoids contact with other nobles after meeting the Emperor? Even Phine was just staring at me during the gathering of Audit Ministry executives.

...No, Phine always only looks at me, so using this as an example might be a bit ambiguous?

"Just, well. Some annoying matters came up."

Anyway, I gave a vague response to Erich's question.

It's not yet time to talk about it. Mentioning a foreign assignment to Luise, who is happily anticipating her wedding, would be like pouring cold water on her joy. Thinking about it that way, I simply couldn't open my mouth.

Of course, I'll have to tell them eventually. One might think it's better to face the inevitable punishment sooner rather than later. But if I mention the assignment before the wedding, Luise will feel worry and resentment about her husband going far away instead of the excitement of the wedding.

'That won't do.'

Even if Luise resents me for telling her so late, I can't take away her joy.


"Brother. It's not really my place to say this."

While I was making this resolution, Erich spoke again.

"It seems that not only what you say to a woman is important, but also when you say it. You might regret it if you miss the right timing."

I stared blankly at Erich, surprised by this unexpected advice.

"...You're right, it really isn't your place to say that."

It's not something that should be said by someone who only recently became engaged after causing trouble between Sera and Zenovia. Even that engagement barely happened because I had to push him.

Fortunately, Erich seemed to have some conscience as he quietly averted his gaze at my words.

'Regret, huh.'

I rubbed my chin, pondering the words of my brother who lacks tact but has conscience.

His words aren't wrong either. By hiding the truth for the sake of Luise's feelings, I might end up causing her even greater pain. I simply chose the latter between immediate pain and later pain.

'It's difficult.'

Neither option is the perfect answer. Both have reasons to choose and reasons to avoid, with advantages and disadvantages coexisting.

But it's also strange. The phrase "right timing" that Erich just mentioned consumed my thoughts. Erich, of all people, succeeded in shaking me.

"Erich."
"Huh, what?"
"It's better to have a gift than just empty words, right?"
"Of course."

Eventually, Erich and I burst into laughter simultaneously.

Yes, of course. It's better to include a lavish gift when asking for forgiveness than to simply apologize.

'A gift, huh.'

Alright, I've decided.

"Thank you. Thanks to you, I've made up my mind."
"Then please tell your wives to stop calling me—"
"I'll make you a count."
"...Huh?"

I patted Erich's stiffened shoulders as I walked away.

Now I've made up my mind. If I can't avoid being dispatched to the Kingdom of Leon, I'll change my perspective.

I'm not going to a foreign country for work. I'm briefly going on an expedition to personally purchase precious luxury goods only available overseas.

'The Naiad family needs to build up some power too.'

I'm going to establish a new royal family in the Kingdom of Leon. In other words, I'll be the governor of Leon for a while. I need to suppress the rebellious nobles and ensure that the Empire can indefinitely borrow the rights and interests that Leon possesses.

In the process, I'll acquire some real estate on the side. Since I'm going right after marrying Luise, I can gather plenty as a wedding gift for her.

One way or another, I should be able to accumulate enough for several counties. If I give those to Luise, the children born between Luise and me might become counts instead of barons.

'I don't mind if it's a foreign title.'

I'll only target real estate bordering the Empire. That way, it's foreign in name only, essentially an extension of Imperial territory.

"Brother, wait. What do you mean by count? What are you talking about?"

Erich, who seemed to have come to his senses belatedly, desperately followed me. I plan to give Erich some land at the county level as a reward for giving me this realization.

"Brother, let's not make things awkward between us. How could I be a count?"
"Would you prefer to be a marquis then?"
"Brother!"

Who would stop me from filling my pockets a bit for my family?

With such extravagant gifts prepared, Luise's heart should soften a little.

Thanks to Erich's advice, I realized a truth about human relationships.

The timing of saying something is more important than the fact that you said it. And when asking for forgiveness, sincerity is needed rather than empty words. If this isn't truth, what is?

"The Kingdom of... Leon?"

Of course, even with a quick confession and generous gifts, whether the other person is shocked or not is a separate matter.

It's the same now. When I confessed that I could go on a business trip—or rather, a military expedition—to another country early this year, Luise blinked several times with a blank face and quietly questioned.

"Why?"

I flinched at the question that contained too many implied meanings.

If she had shown resentment, anger, or sadness at my words, I would have humbly accepted it. She has every right to feel that way, and I have the obligation to accept it. But Luise just tilted her head as if she couldn't understand the situation itself.

'Should I not have said anything?'

Even I, who had embraced the truth, momentarily regretted it. Should I have waited until after the wedding to tell her?

No, I shouldn't think strange thoughts. Though her reaction is different from what I expected, it was right to tell her now. If I had made a mistake, Luise would have shown this expression right before I left for Leon. I would have shattered my new bride's mental state before departing on a long journey.

"You're the Minister of the Audit Department. Why would a minister go to another country?"

However, I couldn't open my mouth against the strong fact that hit me in the solar plexus.

If I were the Minister of Foreign Affairs, I could go to another country for diplomatic matters. If I were the Minister of War, I could meet with foreign military ministers under the pretext of military treaties or easing border tensions. If I were a soldier rather than a civil servant, it would be natural to participate in expeditions, so there would be nothing to discuss.

But the Minister of the Audit Department, responsible for domestic stability and maintaining discipline among nobles, going to another country? No matter how I think about it, there's no reason to go.

"Well, I'm not going for audit work, but for other reasons."

If I were someone who only did pure audit work, that is.

Unfortunately, the Emperor is sending me to Leon not for practical work but to use me as an intimidating totem. Since I earned the grand title of the continent's greatest swordsman, martial artists across the continent have shown subtle respect and awe toward me.

Therefore, even if I just stand with my arms crossed in front of the Armein Kingdom's army, the Imperial army can gain the upper hand. Although both countries have agreed to amicably share Leon's interests, the exact distribution ratio hasn't been set, so that advantage directly translates to the Empire's national interest.

In summary, the Emperor considered the benefits of sending me to Leon greater than the reasons not to send me. That bastard.

"But it's not a difficult task. I just need to be present, so it's not dangerous."

I hastily added when I saw Luise's eyes starting to moisten.

"...You're participating in an expedition force but say it's not dangerous?"
"It's true. It is an expedition, but we're not going to fight."

Remembering the Northern incident, I moved my tongue more passionately against Luise's incredulous gaze.

It's an expedition force but not for fighting. It's like saying you drank alcohol but didn't drive drunk. But truly, this Leon expedition isn't about fighting like the Northern expedition was. The Kingdom of Leon neither has the capacity nor the will to block the Imperial army's advance.

Their national power has been declining since their defeat about 30 years ago, their royal family has essentially collapsed with the death of the only heir to the throne, and they're being pressed from both sides by the continent's first and second most powerful predators. In this miraculous situation, no noble in Leon would clench their teeth and oppose the Empire. Such nobles would have all died in the last war.

'It's more like a trip than a war.'

It wasn't without reason that I resisted when this trip was confirmed, citing "interference with the honeymoon." The Leon Kingdom expedition isn't dangerous at all; it's just annoying to go to another country.


Honestly, when the Imperial army and the Armein Kingdom's army enter Leon side by side, most Leon nobles will rush to cooperate. I hear they've been dissatisfied with the existing royal family since their defeat. At most, only isolationists who are upset about foreign presence, or those with delusions of grandeur who want to become the new king without foreign interference, will resist.

And such fools with no sense of reality can be subjugated with just the flick of a finger. Tell the nearby lords that we'll divide that person's territory if they take care of them, and they'll gladly tear them apart.

"But, still, right after marriage... sending only you to another country..."

Fortunately, Luise acknowledged that this trip wasn't dangerous after my passionate persuasion.

That's enough. If Luise doesn't doubt my safety, everything is essentially resolved.

"I'll come back every evening."

The regret of being separated during the honeymoon can be easily dismissed.

"...What?"

The miraculous contradiction of someone going on an expedition to another country saying they'll return home every evening. Luise's tearful expression turned blank again at this insane statement.

Eventually, a very subtle concern flashed across her eyes. As if worried that I might have injured my head or developed a mental illness.

Usually, that would be a valid concern, but not this time. I will return to Luise's side every evening.

"With teleportation, I can come and go as much as I want."

I smiled confidently at her.

During the Leon expedition, I'll be working regular hours, not active duty. The border of a declining minor country can't separate Luise and me.

'This is the answer.'

I was proud of my Solomon-like solution.

Actually, right after hearing Erich's advice, I was simply planning to bring a domain as a gift, but given Luise's personality, she probably wouldn't be happy receiving real estate. If she were ambitious, it might be different, but Luise is a pure and kind wife who would choose time with me over a domain.

So I thought of a gift that Luise would truly like. A way to have both the domain and time with me.

'I'll just commute.'

This expedition isn't really a significant military operation anyway, and I only need to show my face when dealing with high-ranking officials from Armein or Leon.

Of course, since this is a plan I just came up with, I haven't received the Emperor's permission. He might be shocked at the unprecedented method of commuting via teleportation during a foreign expedition.

'So what?'

I don't care if he's shocked or even faints. Shouldn't he be grateful that someone on their honeymoon is going to another country? If he doesn't like it, he can send someone else.

'I'd be happy if he sent someone else.'

I smiled contentedly while stroking Luise's head. Whether the Emperor accepts my method or rejects it, I don't lose. If he accepts, I'll be sad about going to work during my honeymoon, but I can return home normally. If he rejects it, I'll insist he send someone else.

Considering the years I've rolled for that bastard, this is a fair demand of rights. I'm not even saying I won't work. I'm just saying I'll leave work on time. If he refuses, he's a bastard.

'He is a bastard, though.'

But at least he's not a bastard who doesn't know his limits.

After consoling Luise, I sent a notification disguised as a report to the Emperor. While joining the Leon expedition force, I would commute using teleportation magic.


And the answer came faster than expected.

[Permitted.]

A short and concise answer without any petty conditions like "as long as it doesn't interfere with work" or "if no urgent matters arise."

'Good.'

I was satisfied with the answer that made me nod involuntarily. As expected, the Emperor is a bastard, but a bastard who knows his limits.

If only his species would change to human, that would be really nice.

"What are you smiling at by yourself?"

As I was smirking, I looked up at the voice of my first father-in-law sitting across from me.

'Oh no.'

He seemed uncomfortable that I was thinking about something else in front of an elder, slightly furrowing his brow.

It is indeed disrespectful to think about other things in front of my father-in-law. But becoming a regular worker instead of active duty is worth it. Honestly, even my father-in-law would acknowledge this.

"His Majesty has granted my request."
"That's good news."

Just like now.

My father-in-law, who had shown displeasure until just now, brightened at the touching news of my transition to regular hours. If I become a regular worker, it means I'll also stay by Mar and Fedi's side, which is satisfying from my father-in-law's perspective.

"It's absurd for a soldier on the battlefield to return home before the war ends, but you're not a soldier, so it's fine."
"Your words are absolutely right."

I instinctively agreed with my father-in-law's subsequent words.

Yes, why should I, who isn't even a soldier, be rolling around in another country? It was the Emperor who stuck me in the Audit Department when I was trying to escape to the military. If I had been a soldier, I would have gladly served, but the Emperor interfered.

"In return, just as His Majesty granted your request, you must also meet His Majesty's expectations. I've brought this for that purpose, so keep it in mind."
"Ah, yes."

At those words, my gaze turned to "this" in my father-in-law's hand.

'So he had that.'

I was a bit surprised. The object my father-in-law was about to hand me was a seal, but of course, not the seal of Duke Ulken. That has already left the semi-retired father-in-law's hands and is in the pocket of my brother, the young duke. Though he himself seems to be constantly looking for an opportunity to return it to our father-in-law.

"It's something that can be quite useful if you have it. Keep it safe."
"Of course."

I nodded as I received the seal he handed me with earnest entreaty. In fact, I would have kept it safe even without such a request.

'The seal of the former duke.'

More precisely, the seal of the only duke (former) of the Kingdom of Leon.

I'm just amazed at why it's in my father-in-law's hands.

# The Storm Has Passed

The storm-like New Year's ceremony had finally ended.

No, honestly, receiving the position of Minister of Audit, the honor of becoming a Risizariune Knight, and the shackles of a foreign assignment all within a week feels like more than just a storm. At this point, it's practically a nuclear bombing, isn't it?

'It's almost like a Tsar Bomba.'

I absentmindedly scratched my head while looking at the silver seal carved in the shape of a lion. If the three elements mentioned earlier were ordinary nuclear bombs, then this seal was the Tsar Bomba.

This is giving me a headache. At the time, I gratefully accepted it because my father-in-law personally gave it to me, but now that I've regained my senses, I realize I've acquired something far too excessive.

'This is a national treasure.'

Not an imperial treasure, but a national treasure of the Leon Kingdom. A historical artifact that has existed since the early days of the Leon Kingdom.

How it ended up in my father-in-law's hands isn't important. He's the one who stripped the Leon Kingdom down to its soul thirty years ago, so he probably did some "farming" while he was at it. After all, one of the nobles from the Leon Kingdom who died at my father-in-law's hands was a duke.

So the key point here isn't that this seal is in the Empire, but that it's now in my possession.

'It's not just a treasure because of its deep history.'

After tapping the seal with my finger, I picked up the documents sent by the Intelligence Department Head.

The content was brief and simple. Just as the Empire has exactly five dukes, the Leon Kingdom had only one duke. The first duke was the second prince who achieved brilliant accomplishments during the founding of the Leon Kingdom. Fearing that his existence might threaten his older brother, the second prince voluntarily retreated to the frontier. Moved by this, the first prince, upon ascending the throne, granted his younger brother the title of duke—a heartwarming tale.

It's truly a touching story, but the problem is that the seal bestowed along with the ducal title is this silver lion seal right before my eyes. In other words, this seal is a top-tier national treasure connected to both the Leon royal family and the ducal house.

'The position of Leon's duke is currently vacant.'

I sighed without realizing it. Due to the war thirty years ago, the only ducal house of Leon—the Dinerua family—perished in a blaze of glory, and even the seal symbolizing their title was taken by my father-in-law as a trophy.

As a result, there is still no duke in the Leon Kingdom. How could anyone claim the ducal title when both the potential heirs and the treasure symbolizing the duke's authority have disappeared? I suspect my father-in-law targeted the seal for precisely this reason. Given that Leon's duchy was close to the Empire's border, it would have been a priority for him to deal with.

'What am I supposed to do with this?'

The more I realized the seal's value, the more complicated my thoughts became. I appreciate my father-in-law's trust in entrusting this treasure to his son-in-law, but this humble son-in-law couldn't find a proper use for it.

This is indeed a top-tier national treasure connected to the royal family and the ducal house. However, the royal family that would cherish such a treasure is on the verge of collapse, and the former ducal house is already extinct. There's no one to receive the seal if I were to return it in exchange for rights.

...

'Should I establish a new duke?'

Come to think of it, we're going to replace the royal family anyway. So it wouldn't be a bad idea to establish a new duke while we're at it. If we're setting up puppets, what's one more?

Fortunately, finding a suitable candidate wouldn't be difficult. Just wave this seal in front of someone who knows how to bow to the Empire and has some influence, and they'll wag their tail. Having the seal used by Leon's only duke fall into their hands? That's sufficient grounds to claim the vacant ducal title.

Like someone who's obtained the Imperial Seal of the Warring States.

'Not bad.'

While the royal family must be established through agreement with Armein, using this seal allows us to establish the only duke according to the Empire's wishes. Since we're utilizing a trophy that the Empire secured thirty years ago, Armein can't even raise objections.

Good. Though it's a spontaneous idea, it's the best course of action. Even if I think about it more, I won't come up with a better use for it. After all, expecting sophisticated intellectual play from an auditor who only knows how to beat people up is unreasonable.

'Moving on from this issue.'

Besides, what's most important right now isn't some foreign country's ducal title.


'...How far should I extend the guest list?'

My upcoming wedding with Luise at the Artini Barony.

This is more important than the ducal title of a small nation facing imminent downfall.

Luise wanted to hold the wedding in the Artini Barony, her hometown and the domain she would inherit in the future.

When I first heard this, I was perplexed. As a husband, I naturally wanted to give my wife a grand, once-in-a-lifetime wedding ceremony. Since both Mar and Trixie had grand weddings, I thought Luise should have one too.

However, Luise wasn't competing with the two who came before her; she was concerned about the three who would come after. She said she wanted a simple, modest wedding because if she had a grand one too, it would put pressure on those getting married later.

"A wedding with close people in my hometown can be enjoyable too. I want to be reborn in the place where I was born."

I eventually surrendered to Luise's words as she giggled. What could I do when the protagonist of the wedding wanted a small ceremony?

However, just because the wedding is small doesn't mean we should carelessly select the guests. Rather, since it's a small wedding, we should carefully select the guests with a focus on quality over quantity.

"Writing wedding invitations for the third time is becoming familiar."
"You'll have to write them three more times, sir."

When I handed the carefully crafted invitation to the butler, he smiled gently and played along with my joke.

But I was half-serious. At this rate, won't I become the Empire's foremost expert on wedding invitations? I feel like I'll be writing invitations for my children's weddings too.

"By the way, master."
"Yes?"
"The third madam seems to want a quiet wedding. Are you sure it's appropriate to send invitations to these people?"

I chuckled at the butler's cautious question. Indeed, considering the scale of the wedding, each guest was a heavyweight, so it's not strange for the butler to have such doubts.

"There's a difference between quiet and shabby."

However, the "quiet" aspect was addressed by having fewer guests. If we filter out people who should rightfully be invited, it would degrade into a shabby and inadequate wedding. I can't ruin Luise's memories like that.

"Besides, it's awkward to exclude any of these people."
"That's... true."

The butler nodded at my words after checking the recipients of the invitations again.

As it happens, the guests are of almost equal status, so if we exclude one, we'd have to exclude all of them to maintain fairness. If we include one, we'd have to include all. Rather than causing gossip at what should be a celebratory wedding, it's better to make it a social gathering of influential figures.

The only concern is my third father-in-law, whose domain will suddenly become a hot spot...

'He needs to build some resistance.'

It's a bit cruel, but my third father-in-law needs shock therapy. He may have already built up resistance from meeting my first father-in-law and Trixie, but they met as family, not as strangers.

Once he formally becomes my father-in-law, he'll stand at the center of social circles, making his title as baron seem insignificant. Until now, there hasn't been much commotion because he hasn't left his domain, but from now on, people seeking to benefit from his connection to me will come directly to his domain.

For a father-in-law who has lived as an ordinary minor lord, this is a dreadful prospect. How annoying it would be to have a pack of determined predators rushing in.

'He needs to break free from the ordinary.'

Therefore, my father-in-law needs to evolve from an ordinary minor lord to an extraordinary one. If he becomes accustomed to dealing with genuine influential figures rather than mere predators, he won't be fazed when predators approach. And if he establishes connections with influential figures, insignificant ones won't even dare to approach.

With these thoughts, I looked at the guest list placed in a corner of the desk.


[Emperor, Empress, Wise Duke, Iron-Blooded Duke, Victorious Duke, Golden Duke, Marquis Idrafen, Marquis Iones...]

'It's certainly impressive.'

This splendor will make my father-in-law stronger. I'm definitely not setting fire to his domain and making excuses.

Really.

***

I've been feeling unsettled since the new year. More precisely, I've been unable to maintain my composure since the day our precious Luise graduated from the Academy.

This isn't about the classic novel scenario of "I can't give my only daughter to a thief." How could I harbor such feelings when my daughter has found a prospective son-in-law who truly loves her and can cherish her without any shortcomings?

It's just hard to believe that the child who I thought would always be by my side, the bright and cheerful pride of our family and domain, the child who had a painful childhood due to inadequate parents, has grown up and is now forming her own family.

"Darling."
"My dear."

As I sat alone in a chair, staring blankly, my wife approached and patted my shoulder.

Indeed, only a wife can understand her husband's heart. Since she's also Luise's mother, she must understand the emotions I'm feeling—

"Why are you moping around so pathetically for others to see? It's not like Luise is being sold off somewhere."

I was wrong.

"The day a child leaves their parents' side comes sooner or later. All parents can do at such times is send them off with a smile."

Though her words were cold, I nodded earnestly. After all, her hands were also trembling slightly.

She hadn't sorted out her feelings either but was pretending to be calm to comfort me. If that's the case, I can't continue to show such an unsightly appearance.

'I must let her go.'

Yes, children eventually leave their parents' embrace. I didn't expect Luise, the heir to our family, to leave the domain, but since she's found a good husband, it's not something to be sad about.

It's not like Luise is going somewhere she can't return from. It's not like she'll live without receiving love.

'Be happy, always.'

As much as your sister, who left due to our inadequacies.

'Please make her happy.'

And I prayed to the husband who would be with you after us. I prayed that he would make you as happy as we would have.

A few days later, as if my prayers had been answered, I received a message from my prospective son-in-law.

- Here is the list of people who have confirmed their attendance at the wedding.
"......"

However, it seems my prayers were answered in a slightly unusual way.

'His Imperial Majesty and... Her Imperial Majesty...?'

If not for that, there's no way such a list would appear before my eyes.


"Upon hearing the guest list, my third father-in-law seemed so moved that he couldn't speak for a while. It was only natural, as I had selected a truly elite group to honor Luise's wish for a quiet, intimate wedding. Though the total number of guests was small, each one was equivalent to a one-man army of influential figures.

Of course, when VIPs attend an event, commotion typically follows around them, but that only happens when ordinary citizens are present trying to impress those VIPs. When only VIPs gather, there's no such concern.

'Perfect.'

If there was one variable to consider, it would be the Wise Duke, but even he wasn't a major concern. No matter how much alcohol flows through his veins instead of blood, he's still the 'Wise' Duke. He's called wise because he can maintain his judgment even in the most extreme situations.

After all, when Marg and Trix got married, he just applauded and left. He's the type to enthusiastically celebrate a relative's marriage, not interfere with it.

'He'd be the perfect person if he just drank less.'

It's truly unfortunate, but what can you do? It's as if Enen realized he had made the Wise Duke too intelligent and hastily added alcoholism as a penalty.

No, wait—can it even be called addiction if he can control his intoxication at will? But then that would make him a madman who drinks all day despite not being addicted...

...

"Then I'll visit you the day before the wedding."

I spoke up, trying to push away thoughts of that chaotic being that became more incomprehensible the more I tried to understand him. Since the wedding would be held in my father-in-law's domain, I was saying I'd visit in advance rather than just showing up on the day.

"Is that so? The servants will have to work hard to welcome such distinguished guests."

Though he said this, my father-in-law's previously somber expression brightened considerably.

Until now, my father-in-law had never urged or invited Luise to come to his domain. He had only waited for her to come of her own accord. But with his only daughter's wedding approaching, he must have wanted to spend some intimate family time before giving her away.

Even so, his not calling Luise to his domain was his own form of consideration and concern. He worried that with my other wives nearby, if his daughter remained distant, perhaps her heart would grow distant too—that kind of concern. Though excessive, as the head of a relatively lower-ranked family, my father-in-law had to consider all possibilities.

That's why I spoke first, with a perfect justification that would ease his concerns.

"I've already received the most precious gift, so please don't feel you need to prepare anything elaborate."

At those words, my father-in-law's expression brightened even more.

'This was definitely the right approach.'

His expression was so heartwarming that I couldn't help but smile back. I need to consistently make such good impressions to transform my image in my father-in-law's mind from "Audit Department Minister" to "complete son-in-law."

Though it might take some time, it's a goal I absolutely cannot give up. I have no intention of becoming a son-in-law that my father-in-law finds difficult.

'If only all fathers-in-law in this world were like my first father-in-law...'

If that were the case, many sons-in-law might get thrown out windows, but that's not my concern.

At least I won't be one of them.

***

With each step I took, I heard a crunching sound. Every time I turned my head, I saw white fields and smooth rivers.

I couldn't help but smile at this familiar scenery. This was Artini, my hometown, my beloved Artini—a sight I never tired of seeing.

"It's so white."
"Indeed. There's been a lot of snow here."

As my brother said, unlike the Capital, Artini was covered in snow. The Capital doesn't get much snow, and even when it does, it's quickly cleared away for smooth traffic.


In contrast, Artini preserved winter as it was. A pure white winter that evoked warmth rather than cold.

"Artini is beautiful year-round, but strangely, I've always preferred it in winter. Even though I was born in spring... If there's an angel governing spring, they must be disappointed."

I spoke again after gazing absently at my surroundings. Unlike people who prefer spring or autumn, I loved this pure white Artini.

I don't know if it's because I was born at the end of winter and thus have lingering attachment to it, or if I'm just speaking from the comfort of not having to do physical labor regardless of whether it's spring or winter. But when I hear people who dislike winter complain about difficulty moving through snow or catching fish from frozen rivers, I suspect it's the latter.

Still, seeing my beloved brother and beloved Artini filled me with indescribable happiness. Perhaps when Enen created me, he predetermined that my wedding would be in winter? Is that why I love winter?

'A fate determined by God.'

I blinked and then burst into laughter. Marrying someone blessed by God truly makes it seem like a divinely ordained marriage.

"Luise?"
"It's nothing. I'm just happy to be here with you, brother."

I gently shook my head at my brother, who was startled by my sudden laughter.

While calling it a divinely ordained marriage might sound romantic, I don't particularly like that idea. I came to love my brother through my own will, not through someone else's intervention. I confessed to my brother and became his wife by my own choice.

There was no predetermined fate in that process. If there was any fate involved, it would be the miraculous probability of my brother, an administrative official, coming to the Academy—not the feelings I developed for him, which were entirely my own will.

"Brother."
"Yes?"
"Thank you for being with me."

At that, my brother chuckled and embraced me.

"I should thank you too. For liking me and staying by my side."

His embrace was the most comfortable place in the world, and I closed my eyes for a while, feeling his warmth.

Had it not been for my father, who came out personally to greet us after hearing we were coming, we might have stayed like that longer.

When we entered the castle with my father, the servants welcomed us.

"Welcome, young lady!"
"My goodness! You've become even more beautiful!"

The maids in particular showed especially enthusiastic reactions.

Familiar with their response, I just smiled quietly. Based on past experience, I knew what would come next.

"Is it because you found such a wonderful partner?"

At those words, not only the maids but also the other servants looked at me with warm expressions.

Ever since I became my brother's lover, whenever I visited the domain, the maids were quick to tease and congratulate me about my romance. It was a natural reaction, considering I had suddenly found a lover at the Academy after becoming an adult without even having a close friend of the opposite sex, let alone a fiancé.

However, there was one difference from usual:

"So... is that the Minister of the Audit Department?"

As Jena, the leader of the maids my age, spoke, everyone in the castle turned their attention to my brother. Until now, the servants had only heard about my brother but had never seen him in person.

Perhaps because of this, there was a subtle tension in their gazes toward him. After all, my brother was known in public as a trusted confidant of Emperor and the head of the Audit Department, a true power among powers. The servants of a barony couldn't easily feel comfortable around someone even high nobles feared—

"A wonderful partner? What a strange thing to say."


My brother, who had been greeting my mother, must have felt their gazes as he approached us.

The maid who had mentioned "wonderful partner" trembled. It was as if she hadn't expected her words to be directly refuted by an imperial power figure.

But there was no need to worry. Judging by my brother's expression, he wasn't doing this to blame the maid or express displeasure.

"I'm now a wonderful husband. This distinction is important, so please don't get it wrong."

At my brother's small laugh, the servants gaped blankly or exchanged awkward glances.

"...Was that not funny?"
"I liked it."

I offered warm comfort to my brother, who seemed slightly deflated.

The servants probably couldn't yet reconcile the gap between my brother's reputation and the reality, so if not for me, no one would have appreciated his joke.

***

Excluding Pine, who was a war orphan, Luise came from the lowest-ranked family among my wives. While the families of my other wives were classified as high nobility of count rank or above, only Luise was from a barony. Because of this, my third father-in-law was subtly self-conscious.

If even the family head and titled noble felt this way, the servants of the Naiad family would certainly feel the same. That's why I tried to show a friendly expression and make jokes to get closer to the servants. I should be the Naiad family's son-in-law, not their superior.

However, while my intentions were good, the results were less than ideal.

'Damn it.'

I had momentarily forgotten. Usually, only lovers or subordinates surround me, so whatever I say gets a good response, but objectively speaking, my sense of humor isn't particularly good. This is what happens when I try my best jokes on people unconnected to me.

"I liked it."

Luise's consolation made me feel even more heartbroken. It sounded like she was saying, "No one but me would laugh at your jokes, so please restrain yourself."

Still, it wasn't completely ineffective. As I wandered around the Naiad family castle, I received relatively peaceful greetings when encountering servants. They seemed to have realized I was softer and kinder than they had thought.

'This is good enough.'

Yes, this is sufficient. You can't expect to succeed completely on the first try, so this level of first meeting is adequate.

'Hmm?'

As I was wandering around the Naiad family castle, the communication device in my pocket vibrated briefly.

Since many people had been sending messages lately, I leisurely took out the device. This would probably be another congratulatory message for the wedding.

[Situation: His Majesty says he can't attend the wedding but will send last year's harvest as a gift instead. Which would you prefer, wheat or apples?]

'What is this?'

As soon as I took out the device, the Emperor's bizarre message caught my eye.

It was certainly a congratulatory message. The only issue was the slightly unusual sender and method.

[Apples, please.]

After staring blankly at the device for a moment, I sent my reply. Though unusual, I had no intention of refusing the gift.

'Apples grown by His Majesty himself...'

It might be nice to magically preserve one of them permanently.

# Chapter: Wedding Day

The day before the wedding, I gave Luise's time to her parents. I could certainly spare a day for the two people who had entrusted me with their precious daughter.

However, I momentarily forgot that if Luise spent time with her parents, I would be left alone.

'Do I have to keep doing this?'

I scratched my head while wandering around the garden of Artini Barony. Being alone among unfamiliar in-laws and servants for the first time made me feel incredibly self-conscious.

More precisely, I could feel the servants watching me nervously, so I slipped out to the garden. If I had stayed in my room, I would have been pestered by servants checking every ten minutes if I needed anything. That would be awkward for me and burdensome for them.

Of course, having an esteemed guest wandering around the garden must be nerve-wracking for the servants too, but at least they wouldn't hover around asking if a strolling guest needed anything. That was enough for me.

'I'll just walk five more laps.'

After completing one circuit of the garden, I started another.

Truthfully, there wasn't much to see in a winter garden with no flowers, but I didn't mind treating it as light exercise before dinner.

***

"He's still walking around out there," my father remarked, looking out the window. I smiled gently, understanding why my brother was wandering outside in the middle of winter.

"He doesn't need to be so considerate."

Mother had also noticed my brother's intentions and approached the window with a bemused smile.

Yet beneath her words, there was a hint of appreciation on her face. She seemed touched by my brother's consideration for our family's servants.

"I'd like to tell him to make himself comfortable, but it would be awkward for everyone right now. This is something only time can resolve."
"It's not something time alone will solve—they need to see each other more often."

As I listened to their conversation, my gaze unconsciously dropped to the floor. Though they were discussing the distance between my brother and the servants, the underlying message was clearly asking me to "visit home more often."

I felt both embarrassed and sorry about that subtle request and pressure. It was true that since entering the Academy, I had rarely shown my face at our domain. I had always spoken of my loving homeland, my dear homeland—but in reality, I had chosen to be by my beloved brother's side.

"I'll visit more often with my brother from now on."

So I surrendered with a sheepish smile.

No, this wasn't surrender but fulfilling an obvious duty. It's perfectly normal for a daughter and son-in-law to visit her parents.

"Don't force yourself if you're busy. Communication crystals are enough—"
"Don't discourage her when she's offering to visit."
"Oof!"

As Father gently shook his head, Mother quickly jabbed him in the side.

It had been a while since I'd seen that sight. Whenever Father hesitated or wavered at crucial moments, Mother would discipline him like that, and after receiving that sharp stimulus, Father would ultimately proceed according to Mother's suggestion.

'Was it that important?'

Mother's unhesitating response suggested that visits from my brother and me were indeed a significant matter. I couldn't help feeling guilty for not visiting more frequently before.

"Luise."
"Ah, yes."

While I was reflecting on my past behavior, Father, who had quickly recovered, spoke in a gentle voice.

"Like your mother, I also want to see you and my son-in-law more often. I suppose every parent in the world feels the same way."

But, he added, carefully embracing me.

"Children always come before parents, no matter when or where. Children shouldn't have to suffer because of their parents."

At those words, even Mother's combative expression softened. Father's voice carried not just simple consideration but sorrow and regret that had persisted from the past.


Understanding the feelings behind Father's words, I embraced him back—to comfort him for bringing up such thoughts, and to thank him for thinking of me so deeply.

"I've always been happy thanks to both of you."
"Then you should continue to be happy in the future."
"Yes, I will."

I'm sure that all three of us—myself, Father, and Mother—were thinking of the same person at that moment. The family member who had left us due to our negligence. The daughter they believed they had lost because of their inadequacy.

Nevertheless, we deliberately avoided mentioning that name directly.

There was no need to speak it aloud—it was a name we could never forget.

"Father."
"Yes, dear?"
"Shall we gather as a family after so long?"

At my words, Father's eyes widened briefly before he smiled softly.

"Yes. Your husband has given us this precious time, so we should use it well."

The atmosphere, which had nearly become stiff, relaxed again.

'...I'll come see you soon, sister.'

I gently broke the embrace, thinking of our family member who remained separated from us.

Though a momentous celebration was approaching, we shouldn't forget family because of it. Even in our greatest happiness, we must not forget others' pain.

That was our only effort for my sister.

***

The day of my third wedding dawned.

Saying it like that makes me sound like an unparalleled libertine, but in a world where polygamy is normal, three marriages is just average. Someone attending today as a guest has had twelve weddings, so I might even be below average.

Of course, once you reach six, you're above average.

"Oh, Kal. Your formal attire suits you well today too."
"You flatter me, Your Excellency."

Anyway, as soon as day broke, carefully selected guests began gathering at Artini Barony one by one.

Naturally, I took charge of greeting them. How could I leave the task of receiving guests of ducal or marquisate rank to servants who were already nervous in my presence? The Naiad Barony's celebration could quickly turn into a disaster. Besides, since I was the one who invited these VIPs under the pretext of keeping it small and exclusive, it was only right that I take responsibility.

"Thank you for coming in person despite your busy schedule."
"How could I place any other business above Kal's wedding? I would come anytime, as long as we're not at war."

The Victorious Duke patted my shoulder, looked around the baronial castle, and nodded with satisfaction.

"It's nice—modest and quiet. It reminds me of Her Majesty the Empress's wedding, which makes me nostalgic."

The residence of a proud titled noble and lord had suddenly been demoted to a "modest place," but the Victorious Duke had the right to say such things. In a duke's eyes, even a mansion built with a count's sincere effort would only elicit a response like, "What a nice vacation home."

"Small weddings have their own charm. You'll find that today's wedding will remain in your memory longer than any other."
"That seems difficult, considering how magnificent the other weddings were."
"Haha, that's true. I misspoke."

At my words, the Victorious Duke burst into laughter, recalling Mar and Trixie's wedding. No matter how pleasantly today's wedding proceeded, it would be difficult to surpass a wedding where a deity intervened—

"NEPHEEEEEEEW!"
"Ah."
"Well, I'll be going now. See you later, Kal."

Hearing that chaotic voice in the distance, the Victorious Duke quickly walked away.


It was a perfect evasive maneuver that left me feeling slightly betrayed. Honestly, I would have avoided it too if I could, but fleeing without any hesitation seemed excessive.

More importantly, was it my imagination? The pronunciation that had been ambiguously balanced between "nephew" and something else seemed to be shifting increasingly toward the latter.

"Hehehe! NEPHEEEW! I'M HEEEERE!"
"...Thank you for coming such a long way."

I couldn't hide my dismay as I watched the Wise Duke running toward me with a bottle of alcohol in each hand.

Well, I did invite him, and he was a relative I couldn't leave out... but seeing him like this made me wish I had sent a message like, "Sorry nephew! Not feeling well today, might cancel!"

Unfortunately, that wouldn't happen. The Wise Duke was one who controlled alcohol, not one controlled by it.

"Del. Making a commotion in someone else's castle is impolite."
"Eeeep, I know..."

Thankfully, the Wise Duke's shouting quickly subsided thanks to his uncle, who was his only restraint.

It was truly fortunate. As soon as the Wise Duke appeared, I could see the servants trembling for various reasons.

"I apologize for causing a disturbance right away. She means no harm, so please don't take it to heart."

My uncle approached with a serene smile and handed me a gift as he spoke.

"It's fine. I know that my aunt just has a slightly loud voice, but she has a warm heart."
"That's kind of you to say, but be careful not to say such things in front of Del. She'll get cocky and become even louder."
"I'll keep that in mind."

I nodded hastily at those chilling words. I couldn't possibly handle the Wise Duke becoming even more powerful than she already was.

"Oh, Lili, come say hello too."
'Ah.'

At my uncle's words, I belatedly looked down. There I saw the little duke looking up at me with clear eyes and a determined face.

I'm sorry. The Wise Duke drew so much attention with her antics that I only noticed you now...

"It's been a while, Count Teilgleichen. Congratulations on your promotion to Minister and becoming a member of the Risizariune Knights."

Seeing the little duke greeting me with articulate, fluent pronunciation, I felt admiration rather than guilt.

Yes, even after a year, you're still the hope of the Salon Duchy. You don't need to develop further—just growing up as you are will earn you the Empire's praise.

"He practiced hard because he had something to say to his big brother, and it seems the practice paid off."
"D-Dad!"

However, the little duke's composed demeanor crumbled at his father's praise.

Every time I see this, I feel like my uncle is doing it deliberately.

'He's intentionally treating him like a child.'

Even I, who only sees him occasionally, can tell that the little duke is desperate to act like an adult. That's why he meticulously addresses me, his cousin, with titles like "Minister" and "Count."

Yet whenever that happens, my uncle insistently pushes the title "big brother," as if enjoying the sight of the little duke trembling in frustration.

'Uncle isn't exactly normal either.'

Then again, living with the Wise Duke would be challenging for any normal person.

"Um, Minister..."
"Yes, Young Duke?"
"Where is big sister...?"

Both my uncle and I smiled at his cautious question.

Looking for the kind sister who played with him right after being teased by his father—he really is a child after all.

The peaceful Artini Barony Castle was screaming with the continuous visits of guests.

More precisely, the servants were dying from exhaustion.

"I see many people who are usually difficult to meet. It feels like we're having another New Year's ceremony."
"Well, if we stretch it a bit, it is still the new year."

As the conversation between the two marquises who greeted me before approaching other guests suggested, this wedding had been elevated to the level of a mini New Year's ceremony. Where else would all the dukes and marquises of the Empire gather if not for a New Year's ceremony? For servants who normally dealt with counts at most, this was a situation where they might drop dead standing up.

'How is this even a wedding?'

I smirked as I scanned the guests lingering nearby. Though I invited them, my heart grows more magnificent the more I look at them.

But what can I do? It's not the first time dukes and marquises have gathered for my wedding. Since Mar and Trixie's wedding already turned into a high-ranking officials' gathering, it's only right that Luise's wedding proceeds the same way.

Of course, the same goes for Lin, Eri, and Fine. We'll be seeing this at least three more times.

"Minister!"

Just then, the head butler of the Naiad family hurriedly approached.

"His-His Majesty! The Emperor has arrived!"
"He's here already."

I nodded calmly at the butler's desperate cry. If that guy had made a surprise visit, I would have been cursing and running on all fours, but since he was an invited guest, I wasn't particularly surprised.

I was just surprised that he arrived earlier than expected.

'There are still many guests who haven't arrived yet.'

Usually, when the Emperor attends events or meetings, rather than arriving early to secure a seat, he tends to arrive exactly on time.

It's not that he's being lazy; it's his way of being considerate, as people who arrive after the Emperor might feel uncomfortable. Plus, he's too busy to arrive earlier than the scheduled time.

Yet he showed up when not even half the guests had gathered.

'What scheme is he plotting now?'

A seed of suspicion sprouted briefly, but I quickly bowed my head.

It's too soon after the aftermath of the Leon Kingdom dispatch incident to be plotting something. He's not the type to cause trouble before the cooldown period ends, and even if he were, he wouldn't commit atrocities with the Empress by his side.

"If His Majesty has arrived, I can't just stand here. Has my father-in-law already gone to greet him?"

So I spoke with a calm mind. Right now, I should welcome the Emperor with the heart of a groom, not a servant.

"Yes! He went with the madam!"

I nodded at the expected answer. Though I was the one who invited him, the owner of this domain and castle is my father-in-law. While dukes and marquises are of the same nobility so I could go first, it would be impolite to greet the Emperor before the owner does.

However, I'm worried whether my father-in-law will maintain his composure before the Emperor. As a baron with little connection to public office, he rarely sees the Emperor except at events like the New Year's ceremony.

'...He should be fine.'

Of course, I don't trust the Emperor. I trust the Empress beside him.

The Empress isn't cruel enough to hold onto a nervous father of the bride. If my father-in-law's condition becomes too bad, the Empress will tactfully withdraw.

Still, abandoning my tense father-in-law and mother-in-law wouldn't be proper as a son-in-law, so I quickly moved—

"Awoo!"
"Your Highness?"

I could see the Crown Princess flailing her arms in the Empress's embrace.

It's a bit perplexing. I didn't expect the Crown Princess to come too. Has she grown enough for outdoor activities already?

'Didn't she just start walking?'

The rapidly growing Crown Princess has reached the stage where she can roll over, crawl, and walk by herself. I've been there applauding and cheering her on each time, so I couldn't have missed it.

But even if she can walk, she's still a delicate baby. Did the Emperor, who dotes on the Crown Princess, approve her outing?


"Woowoo!"
"Your Highness. You've already taken my beard..."

Anyway, as I bowed to the Crown Princess who was eagerly flailing her arms, she once again touched my chin and got angry.

If I wear a fake beard, she ruthlessly tears it off, and if I go with a bare face, she throws a tantrum. I really don't understand a baby's mind.

"As expected of a godfather, you attend to the Crown Princess first. That's reassuring."
"I apologize, Your Majesty. As an inadequate servant overwhelmed by the Crown Princess's dignity, I didn't dare turn my eyes to Your Majesty and Her Majesty."

I responded appropriately to the Emperor's joking remark. From my experience so far, the Emperor never gets angry when someone greets the Crown Princess first. Rather, he's pleased to see someone taking care of his daughter first.

Besides, it was the Crown Princess who threw a hook in the air as soon as she saw me. How could I greet the Emperor first when the Crown Princess was doing that?

"It's proper for a minister to care for his goddaughter as if she were his own. Baron, you won't have to worry about your grandchild."
"I-I'm honored by your words, Your Majesty."

My father-in-law, who had been sighing in relief when the Emperor's attention shifted to me, nearly fainted again at this unexpected encouragement.

This cowardly Emperor. If you're not going to raise my father-in-law's rank, stop tormenting him.

"Ah, I should have given the gift first, but I got carried away with talking."

The Emperor patted my father-in-law's shoulder and nodded to the attendant behind him.

'So this is it.'

Soon a sack filled with something was transferred to my hands, but I didn't bother checking its contents.

Apples grown by His Majesty and bestowed by the Emperor... it doesn't seem like something that should be revealed in such a place.

"I specially selected these for the minister and his wife. Divide them as you see fit when this is over."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Thank you for the generous gift."

I nodded vaguely, feeling the weight of the heavy apples.

Since Luise and I live together anyway, I'll give half to my father-in-law.

"The Capital is splendid but lacks quiet beauty. However, this place clearly shows harmony with nature, allowing one to feel a new charm."
"You flatter us, Your Majesty."
"Hoho, flattery? How can simply expressing what I felt be excessive?"

Meanwhile, the Empress was displaying a warm atmosphere with my mother-in-law.

As expected of the Emperor's restraint and the conscience of the Imperial Family, she's different in every way. A superior who doesn't intimidate her subordinates.

"Awoooo!"

As if sensing my gaze, the Crown Princess in the Empress's arms reached out to me again.

Yes, you be a restraint too. Honestly, I think you'll be an even more powerful restraint.

'Just saying "I hate Daddy" would be enough.'

I felt pleased imagining the Emperor turning pale white upon hearing those words.

The wedding was held in the Great Hall of Artini Barony Castle. If the weather had been good, we would have held it outdoors, but a winter outdoor wedding would be torture, wouldn't it? Even Luise, who loves her hometown, didn't even consider a winter outdoor wedding.

"I can only say it's an honor to be part of this joyous day when my beloved disciple becomes family."

At Trixie's words, who somehow ended up hosting the ceremony, there was a slight stir from the guest seats.

The fact that Trixie and Luise have a teacher-student relationship, and that they will both be my wives, is already a story spread throughout the Empire and the entire continent. There's no reason to be newly surprised.

However, hearing directly from a teacher's mouth on her student's wedding day that "we are now family" might be a matter separate from reason. Even I, the person involved, sometimes feel strange when I think about taking a teacher and student as wives.

Still, seeing Trixie continuing with a bright face quickly dispelled the subtle feeling. What does it matter if they're teacher and student? As long as we're happy.

- Right. The opinions of those involved are more important than others' views.

Fortunately, the Eternal Blue Sky also agreed with my opinion, proving that it wasn't just my self-rationalization.

...


?

'It's been a while. Have you been well?'
- Very much so! The fairies are being handled by Constantina, and the divinity from the World Tree is being taken bit by bit, so it's comfortable!

When I greeted the sudden voice without panic, the Eternal Blue Sky answered with the brightest voice I'd ever heard.

It's certainly something to celebrate, but I couldn't. Far from celebrating, I felt cold sweat forming.

'This feels familiar.'

A deity suddenly appearing during a wedding—it's an extremely familiar pattern. Having experienced it twice already, it wouldn't be strange to experience it a third time.

So my mind raced furiously. This wedding is a small wedding proceeding due to Luise's decision to have a quiet and peaceful ceremony. Even that small wedding has become a small (in name only) wedding due to the VIP guests, and now a divine blessing appears? Luise's decision would instantly turn to bubbles—

- More importantly, congratulations on your marriage. That's why I came.
'Ah, yes, thank you.'
- ......
'......'
- ......
'...Is that all?'
- Yes. Why? Should I congratulate you more?

I was confused in a different way from before at the calm voice that seemed to ask what the problem was.

What's going on? Why is this an unfamiliar pattern instead of the familiar one? It feels too strange when someone who used to call me an honorary priest and whatnot acts like this.

- I said it earlier. That the opinions of those involved are more important.

Amidst the confusion, the Eternal Blue Sky continued with a chuckle.

- No matter how intensely I want to congratulate you, if the people being congratulated want it quiet, I should restrain myself.

I was momentarily speechless at such a sensible and warm consideration.

Is this... the mercy of heaven?

***

I sighed in relief as I watched the honorary priest who seemed moved.

'It worked.'

Thankfully, it worked. I successfully disguised not giving a divine blessing as consideration for the couple.

'As if blessings are given to just anyone.'

Soon I sighed again, feeling pitiful about my situation.

This is the wedding of my only believer and honorary priest. Moreover, the previous two weddings were hijacked by two greedy and vicious wolves. So I would like to bestow a splendid and memorable blessing.

But how can I give a blessing when my faith has crumbled? Thanks to the revival of the World Tree, I receive some divine power, but that's just enough for me to exist as a deity, not enough for external activities. I need my own believers and faith to act as a deity.

Of course, if I squeeze hard enough, a small blessing might be possible, but...

"The sky suddenly lit up, did something happen?"
"I don't know. Wasn't it just the sun coming out from behind the clouds?"
"I guess so. If not, such a minor light wouldn't appear."
"That's right. Surely the God of the Sky wouldn't just flash a light and call it a blessing?"
"Hahahahaha!"

'No way.'

I felt dizzy at the terrible future.

A minor blessing that's barely perceptible is worse than no blessing at all. It would use up my power, bring no satisfaction, and in the worst case, only invite comparisons with Enen or Constantina.

'...If only I had faith...'

If only I had faith... I could diligently bestow blessings too...

Without anyone's blessing or divine intervention, we were able to complete the wedding ceremony safely.

Though this should be normal, there was a time when such normalcy was lost, which brought tears of gratitude to my eyes. It took until my third wedding to finally have a proper ceremony.

'The god of the sky truly is different.'

The free sky that neither gazes down upon believers like the sun, nor embraces them like vegetation. Always in the same place, but remaining aloof without interfering with believers.

I've decided. From today, I'm an honorary priest. If even the Pope of the Dawn Order acknowledges other gods, what's the big deal about a blessed one serving as an honorary priest?

'I should work on restoring the faith soon.'

It sounds like a grand plan, but it's actually quite simple. I already possess the eternal blue sky's stigmata and sacred object, and I can communicate with the deity.

Besides, an official priest is already among my faction members. If I declare that I'll build a temple to revive the North's indigenous culture, many will support me.

...

'Am I actually a real priest?'

For a moment, I seriously considered it. Thinking about it this way, I could probably drop the "honorary" from my title. I have both the justification and authority to rebuild the faith.

Suddenly, I felt a wave of sympathy and regret toward the eternal blue sky. All this time when I called myself an honorary priest, I thought the believers had lost their minds, but it turns out they were making a thoroughly rational judgment.

'The very person who destroyed the faith becoming the priest who rebuilds it...'

Even I thought this was an insane statement, so I quietly closed my eyes. How much blood and tears must have been shed to reach such a conclusion?

"I'll deliver the bouquet!"

But Luise's cheerful voice made me open my eyes again.

I saw Luise, who had already reached Rin's side, with the bouquet heading toward its fourth owner.

'Well, what does it matter?'

The scene was so heartwarming that I pushed thoughts of the eternal blue sky aside.

Honestly, I didn't destroy the eternal blue sky's faith without reason. I had my reasons then, and I would make the same choice if I went back.

So this isn't something to feel guilty about, but rather a fair exchange. The eternal blue sky gave me a peaceful wedding ceremony, and in return, I'll restore the faith.

That's how I decided to think about it.

Despite her status as a baron's daughter, Luise's standing is quite high.

"Congratulations on your marriage, madam."
"I'm delighted to begin the year by celebrating your joyous occasion."

As proof, after the wedding ceremony, when we wandered around the venue to properly greet the guests, high-ranking nobles directed their respectful greetings toward Luise.

No matter how noble Luise might be, she's just a baron's daughter without a title of her own. She's not someone who would normally be treated with such respect by high nobles who command viscounts and barons with a mere finger.

However, Luise has another identity besides "baron's daughter."

"The Magic-Ending Duke also presided over the ceremony with a bright face. I suppose the marriage of his only disciple is a once-in-a-lifetime celebration for him as well."

That identity is "Trixie's disciple." Thanks to this status, high nobles poured out their best wishes to Luise.

Her status is merely a baron's daughter? She's the sole disciple who will inherit the legacy of the Magic-Ending Duke—what does her title matter? Frankly speaking, if Luise were to whisper to Trixie, "That person seems strange," who knows what might happen?

Conversely, if Luise were to say, "That person seems nice," that noble would receive top priority support from the Magic Tower.

"While it's certainly a celebration for the Magic-Ending Duke, the Minister must be the happiest, having obtained such a beautiful wife, wouldn't you agree?"
"Haha, indeed!"

That's why this scene was unfolding. Men who have nothing to envy in the world were putting on their best performance in front of Luise.

It's a bit of an odd sight, but I understand. Since it's difficult to speak directly with Trixie unless you're a duke yourself, they're making indirect requests this way.

However, there's something the guests have overlooked.

"It's not that my brother has a beautiful wife, but that I have a wonderful husband."

Pure and innocent Luise was focused on becoming my wife officially rather than the nobles' approaches.

'Our Luise is so innocent.'


I smiled as I watched the guests' somewhat embarrassed expressions at her direct display of affection.

Only those who can reach the pure-hearted Luise will ever reach Trixie.

***

The more congratulations I received from guests, the more my lips curled up and my shoulders rose.

I'm happy. Being congratulated by people I have no connection with, seeing solemn and serious high nobles smiling and applauding.

'I'm now my brother's wife.'

Everything—including feeling the warmth of my brother whose arm is linked with mine.

It certainly feels like a dream, but it isn't one. My mother wiping tears from her eyes, my father gently patting her back, the servants cheering as if it were their own celebration—all of these things tell me that this happiness is real.

'...I never thought it would turn out like this.'

I held my brother's arm more tightly as I recalled our first meeting.

Our first encounter was sudden and mysterious. My brother, who was over twenty, appeared before me as an inspector—definitely not an ordinary meeting.

Of course, I didn't fall for him right away. At that time, he was just my friend's older brother, nothing more.

'That's how it was at first.'

But somehow, before I knew it, I found myself looking at him.

Because he was the brother who reached out when I was struggling to find a club advisor, the brother who alone ate the cookies that other members couldn't eat, the brother who comforted me when I cried after being scolded by Sister Mar.

"It's not your fault."

And because he was the brother who gently knocked on the door to my heart when I had closed it after my sister's death.

Perhaps that was when it started? When I began to see him not just as my friend's brother or as a cool, nice adult, but completely as a man.

When I, who couldn't love anyone, started looking at him with a fluttering heart, and when I, who thought I didn't deserve to be loved, began to tremble under others' gazes.

'I couldn't help but fall for him.'

I smiled broadly as I watched my brother exchanging greetings with another marquis. His actions were truly at a level that seemed to demand, "How could you not fall for me?"

And it was embarrassing that I only realized my feelings when my brother grew closer to Sister Mar...

'No, that's not right.'

Come to think of it, it's not embarrassing. It's a monumental moment when I became sincere about my feelings for him.

What's truly embarrassing is that I couldn't confess for a while even after realizing my feelings.

'Ugh...'

My body trembled at the thought of that past, which still makes me cringe. If I had been the only one who liked him, would I have just graduated without saying anything?

"Luise?"

My trembling was so terrible that even my brother, whose arm was linked with mine, noticed.

How embarrassing. He caught me lost in my own fantasies on this wonderful day.

"I'm sorry, are you tired? These are important guests, so we can't treat them casually."

But he just smiled kindly at me.

It's the side of him that made me fall for him, but I felt a little—just a tiny bit—disappointed. We're officially husband and wife now, yet he's treating me like a little sister.

'Ah.'

I had a good idea.

"I'm fine. You must be more tired than I am."

After saying that, I brought my lips close to his ear.

"That's why I've prepared lots of eel for you to eat."
"...Huh?"


His response to my whisper seemed dumbfounded.

It's a satisfying reaction, but I can't stop here. Eri said that when you gain momentum, you should keep going.

"I've prepared so much... the effects should be immediate, right?"
"Effects...?"

I couldn't help but smile again at my brother's feigned ignorance.

But that's okay. I was planning to continue anyway.

"I want to have a child who shares a birthday with Fedi."

My dear.

***

Luise's declaration of war was brief but intense. She was less like a pink capybara and more like a pink fox.

And true to her intense declaration, the amount of eel was enormous.

'Is the Thames River nearby?'

A miraculous river that, despite becoming a collection point for industrial waste during the Industrial Revolution, still holds countless eels. It seems Artini Barony was actually London.

'...I'll eat it all.'

Anyway, I steeled my resolve looking at the pile of eels. After pure-hearted Luise gathered her courage to make such a declaration, I can't back down as the elder and husband.

"The eels of Artini are quite good. I eat them often myself."

Moreover, the Golden Duke, who had graced the guest seats, left with these words after the wedding ended.

"They're truly excellent, though I can't quite explain it in words."

It was advice I would never forget.

"Son-in-law."
"Ah, yes, father-in-law."

While watching every eel dish except eel jelly pile up on the table, my third father-in-law approached and patted my shoulder.

"I've been through this too, so don't feel burdened."

I was momentarily speechless at those words.

The men associated with the Naiad family seem to bear a cruel fate.

A week has passed.

Many things happened.

"Luise."

I patted the back of Luise, who lay motionless with her face buried in the pillow.

But there was no response. This is a truly familiar pattern.

'Why did you do this, then?'

Why did she make such a declaration if she was going to end up following the same path as the previous two?

If Luise had managed to hold out until a critical point, it might have been different, but sadly, that wasn't the case. Perhaps she was aiming for an honorable defeat attributed to the eels?

"Ugh, huurk..."
"Oh."

Life returned to her previously limp body.

I see. She didn't make her declaration without a plan after all.

'Maybe three more days.'

When I gently placed my hand on Luise's shoulder, I felt her tremble slightly.

Of course, there was no rejection. Such a thing doesn't exist between us.

It's been a month already since my brother had his third wedding.

No, since my second sister-in-law had one wedding in Servet Duchy and another in the Elf Residential District, should I call it the fourth wedding? Strictly speaking, that seems right.

'Four times in one year.'

It's a dizzying thought. Since my brother married my first sister-in-law exactly this time last year, that means one person has held four weddings in just a year. Even the Golden Duke wouldn't have done that much.

And looking at it another way, I've attended as a guest four times in one year.

'Did I receive some kind of energy from that?'

A frivolous thought suddenly crossed my mind, making the corners of my mouth turn up. The thought that my brother's overflowing marriage luck had somehow flowed down to his younger brother.

If not for that, this wouldn't be happening. After my first heartbreak, I was living an ordinary life when suddenly I gained two fiancées. After my brother finishes marrying his six wives, I'll be the next one to get married.

If I had to say whether this is good or bad, it's obviously the former. I've come to realize feelings I was too inadequate to notice before, and relationships that might have taken years of struggling on my own have formed quickly.

'...It's a good thing.'

I sighed while massaging my stiff neck.

Yes, it's definitely a good thing. Not being ironic—it really is good.

If I hadn't been inspired by my brother to find a partner, I can't imagine how I would have endured this hellish workplace.

'Damn parliament.'

I signed the document irritably, then roughly snatched the next one.

'Damn representative position.'

The corners of my mouth that had been turned up just moments ago now dropped as if it had been a lie. I feel like I might burst into tears if someone touches me even slightly.

It's painful. Why do I have to be here doing this? Even though I'm a member of an Imperial Count family, as a mere second son, I thought I was destined to inherit a baron title and live handling minor domain duties in a quiet territory.

This is all because my brother is a minister. No, it's the Empire's fault for illegally prohibiting the concurrent holding of minister and parliamentary representative positions. How well could someone already serving as a minister also handle representative duties? By preventing this, the Empire has blocked efficient work with its own hands.

'Maybe I should propose a bill with my sister.'

I seriously considered it while looking at the pile of documents stacked on one side of my desk.

A bill requiring that Imperial Count family members themselves must serve as parliamentary representatives. Wouldn't that be absolutely necessary for a more beautiful future for the Empire?

*Knock knock*

"Erich, it's me. Can I come in?"

As I was having these pointless thoughts, I heard Zenovia's clear knock and voice. What a coincidence—I was just thinking about her.

"Oh, come in."

I answered without hesitation as soon as I recognized the voice's owner.

After all, my sister is the only pillar supporting me in this hellish parliament.

In the parliament building's back garden, a place usually deserted where I don't need to worry about others watching, I lay down with my head on my sister's lap and quietly closed my eyes.

Though I'm simply lying here, it feels cozy. I've been able to endure until now because I can feel Sera's warmth in the domain and my sister's warmth in parliament. If I'd lost either one, I would have bitten my tongue and died.

"Are you very tired?"
"I feel like I'm dying."

I answered firmly as my sister gently stroked my hair. Honestly, I don't want to worry her, but I couldn't even pretend to be fine.

That's why I respect my sister. Until I graduated from the Academy, she was both the youngest representative and the youngest member of parliament—how did she endure? Unlike me who looks to her for support, she had no pillar to lean on.


'Imperial Counts really are different from ordinary people.'

My sister, the youngest representative; my brother, the youngest department head—who became a minister. Though they have nothing in common, they share the single connection of being current Imperial Counts.

Perhaps being an Imperial Count gives supernatural abilities to those who bear the title or are destined to bear it? Otherwise, how could siblings born from the same womb be so different?

'I'm glad I was born later.'

Of course, if bearing supernatural abilities means handling supernatural workloads, it's better to live as an ordinary noble.

Besides, I'll be completely free once Pedi grows up. I can retire by my 40s at the latest, which is incomparable to my brother who will surely be working even in his 60s.

'The same goes for my sister.'

I opened my eyes slightly and looked up at my sister's face, which wore a faint smile.

Truthfully, when my brother was suffering, I only felt sympathy. There was no point in worrying more since nothing would change, so there was no reason or need to worry. Besides, my brother would grumble complaints but still work hard.

But my sister's suffering is a different matter. What man would place his brother's suffering and his future wife's suffering on the same level?

"Sister."
"Yes?"
"When we have children, let's pass on the title at an appropriate time."

At my words, my sister opened her eyes wide and burst into laughter.

"Then our child would suffer more, wouldn't they?"
"They can pass it on to their grandchild."

It might sound a bit irresponsible, but it's not wrong.

Since those bearing the Imperial Count name can't avoid parliamentary duties, isn't it best to receive the title while young and discard it in middle age? At least it's better to suffer when young than to work into old age.

Uncle Georg, whom I should now call father-in-law, seems satisfied living as an unemployed person. It would be nice if my sister could retire around the same age as my father-in-law—

"What do you think retirement means?"

I hurriedly sat up at the sudden flat voice.

"Ch-Chairman."
"It's fine. I came here to rest too, so stay seated."

My sister tried to stand up from the bench first after identifying the voice, but stopped in an awkward posture at the Chairman's gesture.

I also sat on the bench in a somewhat awkward position like my sister. Who would have thought we'd see the Chairman in the back garden where even other representatives rarely come?

'He usually stays inside the building except when commuting.'

The current Parliamentary Chairman, Count Cador, is in a situation where he's swamped with work after just inheriting the chairman position. How could such a person come out to the back garden during lunch time?

'...Is something happening?'

I'm anxious. Even I, who started parliamentary life less than a year ago, have realized the truth that "representatives never act without reason." Representatives who have rolled through the political world as the Emperor's limbs have meaning in even their smallest actions, and this is especially true for the Chairman who represents them.

And ominous premonitions are never wrong.

"There will be some complicated matters this afternoon, so I came out for a breath of fresh air. Finding young friends already here gives me a sense of vitality to take back with me."

I bit my lip at the Chairman's words, who made laughing sounds with his mouth while his eyes remained sunken with exhaustion.

It seems I should consider myself dead this afternoon.

I was deceived by the Chairman.

"There will be some complicated matters this afternoon, so I came out for a breath of fresh air."

I ground my teeth recalling the words I had heard just a few hours ago.


"The Crown Prince of the Kingdom of Leon has died. The Asturian royal family of Leon has now reached its end."

I couldn't gather my thoughts at Count Telnos's statement as he took the podium.

How is this just "some" complicated matter? Did the meaning of "some" change without my knowledge?

"Three hundred years ago, the Valent Imperial Family of Apels lost the Mandate of Heaven due to successive tyranny. To this end, Emperor Eimanka resolutely raised an army to save the continent and subjects who had fallen into grief. Even Ignas, the last emperor of Apels, feared his majesty and bowed before the new Mandate of Heaven."

Despite his snow-white hair, Count Telnos continued making unsettling statements before all 30 assembled representatives.

"Since that day, the noble Livnoman Imperial Family, unlike the corrupt Valent Imperial Family, became the guardians of the Mandate of Heaven. His Majesty, representing seventeen emperors, has bestowed mercy and tolerance for the peace of not just the Empire but the entire continent."

After saying this, Count Telnos struck the podium roughly.

"And today! A powerless royal family unable to govern their country by themselves has collapsed! Poor citizens who yearn for His Majesty's wise and generous rule are desperately looking to the Empire!"
"Count Telnos, mind your words. The Asturian royal family is a legitimate ruling family of Leon, reigning with the consensus of the blue bloods."
"I apologize, Mr. Chairman. I was rash."

The Chairman, who had been listening quietly, cautioned Count Telnos, but neither the Chairman nor the Count showed any particular anger or embarrassment.

'Ah.'

Only after mulling over the Chairman's correction several times did I understand his true intent.

'He didn't refute the claim about them being powerless.'

Moreover, there was also a mockery that the Asturian royal family became the ruling family not entirely by their own power, but thanks to the consensus and support of the nobles.

"Just think the opposite of what the representatives say. It's easier that way since they're in the habit of twisting their words."

Suddenly, I recalled my brother's advice from my first day at parliament.

Just as my brother said, even simple statements have different meanings. It really is easier to listen by flipping the meaning rather than taking things at face value.

"However, Mr. Chairman, the Asturian royal family, which had the duty to bring peace to Leon's subjects on behalf of the Livnoman Imperial Family, has lost its power. No longer can Leon's subjects enjoy peace under the shadow of a rightful ruler who will protect them!"
"I agree with the Count's statement. The Empire has a duty to feed even the most remote corners of this continent and the most humble slaves, so we cannot ignore the tragedy of a neighboring country."

When the Chairman expressed agreement with Count Telnos's words, other representatives nodded and showed positive reactions.

Only I couldn't follow the flow. It felt like watching a well-rehearsed play.

'The Empire's duty?'

Was there... such a thing?

'The tragedy of a neighboring country?'

Since when did we care about such things?

But I didn't voice these thoughts. If you can't participate in the act, at least don't disrupt it.

"Therefore, I dare to assert before my esteemed fellow representatives! Our Empire must show a firm and active response to the tragedy of the Kingdom of Leon and its subjects! Even if it requires radical measures, even if other countries fail to understand the Empire's great cause!"
"I agree!"
"Truly righteous words!"

Before I knew it, several representatives were giving standing ovations.

What should I do? Should I join them...?

"I, Raitan Fornio of Telnos! In my capacity as an honorable Imperial parliamentary representative, propose a temporary law for an expedition to the Kingdom of Leon!"

At that outcry, even the representatives who had remained seated rose and began to applaud.

And that day, the temporary law proposed by Count Telnos passed through the Imperial Parliament with unanimous consent from the representatives.

It all happened in just a few hours.

After marrying Luise, about a month had passed.

During that month, Luise, who had made such a bold declaration of war, was quickly defeated. Fedi achieved the remarkable feat of rolling over at just three months old, covering the mansion in cheers. The triplets in Trixie's womb were already kicking frequently as if exercising.

Moreover, I no longer needed to go to the Academy to manage those hopeless club members, and my only sibling had secured a respectable job that I could proudly mention anywhere.

That's why this year has been beautiful from the start, filled with joyous events. If someone were to ask if I was happy, I could confidently answer yes. It was that kind of time.

Until today, that is.

"...I suppose I held out for quite a while."

I sighed as I checked the message that arrived through the communication channel. The storm that would shatter my peace had finally arrived.

[Crown Prince of Leon Kingdom deceased.]

It was a brief sentence, but its implications were far from small.

After all, this message was simultaneously sent to all high-ranking imperial officials. If it were an insignificant message, that would be the strange part.

"Really is early this year."

I couldn't help but laugh wryly as I realized the Emperor's words had proven true.

When the Emperor first mentioned the dispatch to Leon Kingdom, he said it would likely be early this year—and truly, the Crown Prince died in February. I was almost impressed by the Empire's eerily accurate intelligence.

"April would have been better."

I genuinely felt regretful. April would have been perfect—I could have enjoyed three months of newlywed life with Luise, and it would still be four months before my wedding with Lynn. The perfect timing for a dispatch—

"No, damn it."

I quickly slapped my cheek to snap out of such terrible thoughts.

There's no such thing as a "good time" for a dispatch in this world. Why else would I have gritted my teeth and changed the Leon Kingdom assignment to a commuting arrangement?

"So this is how one compromises with reality."

A bitter feeling washed over me along with the stinging pain. Once upon a time, I would have raged against any talk of dispatches or business trips, but now here I was, mentally calculating "good timing" and rationalizing my defeat. It meant I had begun to compromise, kneeling before the high, thick walls of bureaucracy.

It was truly sad, but I didn't even have time to properly feel that emotion.

[Come to the Sun Palace immediately.]

The Emperor had issued an individual summons separate from the group message.

I wasn't the only one summoned to the Sun Palace.

"Wow."

As soon as I entered the Emperor's office, I saw the Victorious Duke, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and the Chairman of the Imperial Assembly.

The lineup was so intimidating that I momentarily lost my words. While the Chairman being the Emperor's right hand was expected, seeing both the highest military authority and the diplomatic head together meant the Empire was preparing to respond to the Leon Kingdom situation with full force.

"They'll be sending several legions."

And if the Emperor was calling on the Victorious Duke as an advisor, he wasn't planning to mobilize just one legion. He was likely thinking of deploying at least four.

That's enough military power to wage a full-scale war. The Empire has a history of mobilizing hundreds of thousands for the northern Keshig conflict, but typically, wars are conducted with just a few legions.

"The Minister has arrived. This will be a long discussion, so please take a seat."
"Yes, Your Majesty."


Following the Emperor's instruction from the head seat, I carefully found my place.

"It's been a while since I sat at the lowest position."

It felt strange. I'm now the Minister ranking 7th in the administrative hierarchy, so I should be sitting at a high position wherever I go. However, the people in this room are the Emperor, a Duke, the 3rd-ranking Minister, and the head of the legislative body. They can easily relegate someone of 7th rank to the lowest seat.

But I wasn't displeased. Having people above me in this meeting means my share of responsibility for the Leon situation would be smaller. The more people who can take responsibility in my place, the better.

"Now that everyone has arrived, let's begin."

Just as my mind was beginning to settle, the Emperor spoke.

"Chairman."
"Your Majesty's loyal representatives will not stand by and watch the tragedy in Leon Kingdom. An emergency law for the Leon expedition was proposed an hour ago and passed unanimously."
"The suffering of Leon's people will be somewhat alleviated by the Assembly's swift action."
"Your words honor us, Your Majesty."

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction at the Chairman's report that the Empire had already established justification for intervention in Leon.

Of course, this justification was hastily created, and everyone on the continent knows that the Imperial Assembly is merely the Emperor's tool. It's just a matter of saving face by saying, "The Empire, according to its laws, will not ignore the suffering of other nations."

"Victorious Duke. How is the expeditionary force being organized?"
"We've organized a total of four legions centered around the 6th Legion from the Eastern Front Army."
"I will appoint the 6th Legion Commander as Field Marshal. Ensure that during the Leon expedition, the 6th Legion Commander reports directly to me, not to the Eastern Front Army Commander."
"A truly wise decision, Your Majesty."

The Victorious Duke reported exactly the number I had expected, and the Emperor, seemingly finding it appropriate, calmly appointed the 6th Legion Commander as Field Marshal.

"The 6th Legion Commander, huh."

The familiar name made me quickly search my memory for information about the 6th Legion Commander.

The information soon surfaced. Though unable to attend my wedding due to border duties, this person had always been quick to send congratulatory letters and apologies. I had wanted to meet them in person someday, but I never expected it would happen like this.

"They'll be promoted soon."

At least for the 6th Legion Commander, this is a positive meeting. Receiving the title of Field Marshal and gaining overseas expedition experience practically guarantees promotion to Front Army Commander.

"Minister of Foreign Affairs."

Satisfied with the reports that the Empire had established justification and prepared to move, the Emperor turned to the Foreign Minister with a somewhat gentler gaze.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

However, the Foreign Minister's expression was not particularly good as he received the Emperor's gaze.

This was unusual. He's been a minister for years, so he's not nervous, and he's known for his thick skin, rarely showing distress. At most, he might complain in private.

"For someone like that to look this way before the Emperor?"

This meant something truly troublesome had happened from the Minister's perspective.

"...How are the other nations responding?"

The Emperor, noticing this anomaly, spoke with a somewhat displeased expression.

"I humbly report that the atmosphere in Quoronos is concerning."

Of course, the report didn't change just because the Emperor's expression had changed.

***


The Kingdom of Quoronos. Located east of Leon Kingdom, it occupies a miraculous position bordering Armein to the northwest and Yuven to the southeast.

Moreover, just 30 years ago, Leon was considered a military power that threatened Armein's position, making Quoronos a nation of misfortune surrounded by three powerful countries. One misstep could have instantly shattered its territory.

But desperation often makes humans stronger. Caught between powerful nations, Quoronos exercised remarkable diplomatic skills to preserve its national identity.

Beyond mere preservation, they seized the opportunity when Leon Kingdom faltered to emerge as a rising power in the central continent. At one point, diplomatic circles across the continent even had a saying: "Live life like Quoronos."

"So it's them after all."

And now this diplomatic genius and emerging power had appeared as an obstacle to the Empire's actions.

It was expected. If Armein was deploying a figure as significant as the Southern Army Commander, they were conscious of Quoronos, and I had mentioned this to the Foreign Minister, instructing him to particularly monitor Quoronos's movements.

Nevertheless, the Foreign Minister said Quoronos was concerning. For such a statement to come out despite having already factored in their intervention...

"The hardliners within Quoronos are gaining power."

This meant they were aiming beyond simple intervention.

"Hardliners?"
"That's strange. I heard Quoronos was already struggling with the assimilation of occupied territories."

My father-in-law and the Chairman expressed their confusion at the Foreign Minister's words.

Thirty years ago, Quoronos had launched a surprise attack on Leon and absorbed a large amount of territory. However, managing a territory that had nearly doubled in size was impossible without considerable effort, and as the Chairman mentioned, Quoronos had been pouring substantial national resources into assimilating the occupied territories, remaining silent in continental diplomatic circles. They needed to sort out internal matters before they could project power externally.

Yet now hardliners were gaining power in Quoronos?

"Are they planning to vomit what they've eaten?"

It made no sense. With about half of Quoronos's territory being former Leon territory, it was natural for them to desperately intervene in the unprecedented situation of a Leon royal family change. They probably wanted to demand "permanent renunciation of ownership of territories lost 30 years ago" from the new royal family, and I had thought we would make Quoronos anxious enough to accept a compromise.

But if hardliners were gaining power beyond that, were they aiming for further territorial expansion? No one in their right mind would attempt such a thing. When your stomach is already full, you should be careful even drinking water.

"Your Majesty."
"Speak."

While I was frowning at this phenomenon that defied common sense, the Foreign Minister carefully continued.

"The officials who supported Quoronos in the past have retired or died during the 30 years of silence. Their successors lack international experience..."
"So they've been replaced by inexperienced youngsters with no sense of reality?"
"...Yes. That's our current assessment."

I almost blurted out "What nonsense?" but swallowed it back. It seemed absurd that a nation's diplomatic policy could deteriorate in such a manner, but considering Quoronos's current behavior, it was a possibility.

"Perhaps Quoronos is showing willingness to go to war to extract concessions from our country and Armein."
"Hmph."

My father-in-law let out a quiet sigh at the Foreign Minister's speculation.

I shared his sentiment. Such threats only work against opponents who want to avoid war, but we had already organized an expeditionary force premised on military action. If Quoronos declares they're willing to go to war, we can simply beat them down on the spot.

"Is this really the Quoronos I know?"

I was confused. How could the diplomatic powerhouse described in history books, the victor that inspired the saying "Live life like Quoronos," deteriorate to this extent in just 30 years?

"...The Empire has changed in 30 years too, though."

I almost laughed wryly at the sight of two nations that had changed in completely different directions.

Those seated in the back row have a duty to quietly observe the patterns on their desk and not disturb the mood of the distinguished individuals. This is common sense, even recorded in the ancient Code of Hammurabi.

However, just because one's eyes are fixed on the desk doesn't mean one's ears should be closed as well. One must listen to the meeting content without fail, even if unable to remember it all, and be prepared to answer immediately should a superior suddenly ask a question. This is the duty of a professional, as written in the Epic of Gilgamesh.

That's why I could make an objective assessment of the Quoronos Kingdom while listening to the conversation between the Emperor and the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

'Are they insane?'

Completely, thoroughly insane.

Of course, I understand that from Quoronos's perspective, the royal succession in Leon represents a serious crisis. Quoronos rose from a small nation that catered to major powers to become a new power in the central continent thanks to the territories they seized from Leon. The Asturia royal family, which had been plundered by both the Empire and Quoronos in succession, never made any mention of their lost territories.

Thanks to this, Quoronos was able to focus on assimilating the occupied territories without external threats. But now the Asturia royal family, whose hierarchy had been settled, is disappearing?

'They might have to regurgitate the territories they've barely managed to digest.'

And I'm certain Quoronos has had the same thought that even I, with my limited diplomatic knowledge, immediately realized.

I don't know which family will become Leon's new royal house, but they will inevitably have less authority than the Asturia family that reigned for hundreds of years. They'll desperately try to establish their authority somehow, and wouldn't the title of "the competent current royal family that reclaimed territories the previous dynasty weakly surrendered" be perfect for establishing authority?

Yes, I understand why Quoronos is panicking. It's natural when suddenly half your territory is at risk of being downgraded to disputed land. It's natural, but...

'They're making enemies of both the Empire and Armein?'

It's foolish behavior, being so fixated on the immediate goal that they can't see what lies beyond. Responding aggressively to an incident involving the continent's first and second powers is insane unless you have at least two Khagans at your disposal.

Or perhaps they see what lies beyond and still act this way? Because they consider themselves a power in the central continent, even against the top powers?

'But their opponents are powerful nations too.'

I'm so dumbfounded I can't even laugh. If the Fifth Empire had taken power in Armein, I suppose it would have looked something like this.

"Minister of Audit."
"...Yes, Your Majesty. I await your command."

Due to the tremendous culture shock, I responded a beat late to the Emperor's address.

But is it just my imagination? I feel like I've seen countries with such deranged diplomacy in my previous world too.

"There are those who cannot see the sky and therefore do not fear it. Should they not be properly educated?"
"Your words are most wise."

Though my mind is still reeling, I instinctively responded to the Emperor's words.

Meanwhile, I was impressed by the Emperor's eloquence in elegantly packaging what essentially meant "These ignorant fools are getting cocky and need to be taught a lesson." Honestly, he probably feels the same way I do.

...

'Wait a minute.'

Why are you directing those words at me, you bastard?

If you want to beat them militarily, you should tell the Victorious Duke; if you want to kill them diplomatically, tell the Minister of Foreign Affairs. I'm just supposed to be a totem standing with folded arms in front of the Armein and Leon nobles.

"However, it would be cruel for our brave soldiers to shed blood needlessly in foreign lands. While I would not shy away from any challenge for the sake of continental order and peace, I will not first oppress the ignorant and spill our soldiers' blood."

Seeing my unsettled expression, the Emperor quickly added these words. He specified the precondition that the Empire would not take the offensive first unless Quoronos initiated hostilities against Imperial forces.

Hearing that, my displeasure subsided somewhat. Thankfully, he wasn't giving me insane orders like "Go fight."

"Therefore, Minister. Your role is crucial."

The Emperor, who had risen from his seat, approached me and placed his hand on my shoulder, whispering quietly.

"Split the sky in their direction. Continue until those who don't know their place beg to resolve this through dialogue."
"I will obey."


I bowed my head at this direct and clear instruction.

I can carry out such an order without hesitation. It's not like my arm will burst from splitting the sky a few times, nor will it strain my body. I would have been disappointed if he had told me to refrain from sky-cutting to avoid provoking Quoronos excessively.

"And even if they request dialogue, there's no need to accommodate them readily."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I will keep that in mind."

A statement to thoroughly discipline Quoronos for troubling the Empire with their deranged diplomacy.

Considering the Emperor's usual demeanor, this is an aggressive and harsh approach, but I answered promptly. Quoronos was the first to employ insane tactics, and the Emperor deeply despises when others act beyond their station.

'Of all things, they just had to trigger his seizure button.'

Unfortunately, the Kingdom of Quoronos has unwittingly performed a tap dance on the Emperor's seizure button.

After all, the Emperor suffered terribly at the hands of the Second Prince, who wielded power disproportionate to his character. He probably saw the Second Prince's shadow in Quoronos's actions.

'At this rate, even their extinction would be natural causes.'

Still, if they realize their place before reaching natural death, they might get away with just bruises.

There's not much to gain from beating up a country that doesn't even share a border with us.

As soon as I left the Sun Palace, I had an additional meeting with the Victorious Duke.

"The outrageous actions of that peripheral small country have disturbed His Majesty's mood."
"It was certainly deserving. Even I could hardly believe what I heard."
"Is that so? To be honest, I feel the same."

The Victorious Duke shook his head as if disgusted, then eventually smiled and said:

"So, Kal. What do you plan to do?"
"I'm thinking of exerting my power about once a week. Doing it more frequently would be excessive and unnecessary."

Despite the seemingly disconnected question, I answered calmly. Everyone in the office knew that the Victorious Duke had heard the Emperor's whisper.

Of course, the Victorious Duke, one of the Empire's foremost warriors, would have no trouble hearing a whisper from across the same room. The Emperor probably chose to whisper because he felt awkward giving the direct order "Crush those bastards" in front of his officials.

But thinking about it, I find it annoying. Why does he filter himself in front of other officials but not with me? I think we also need some courtesy and face-saving between us.

"The Kingdom of Quoronos is regarded as a central power, but its foundation was always diplomatic prowess. The Quoronos royal army is far from formidable."

The Victorious Duke nodded at my answer and tapped the desk with his index finger as he shared his memories.

"They originally achieved victory by launching a surprise invasion against Leon when it was on the verge of death after the war with the Empire. While that's a valid strategy and not problematic in itself, it seems the current Quoronos leadership mistakenly believes they achieved that victory solely through their own capabilities."
"That's unfortunate."

I mean this sincerely. There's nothing more terrible in international society than overestimating your national power. Both for the country itself and for other nations.

"That's why, as His Majesty said, your role is significant. They won't continue their recklessness once they realize their ignorance."
"I will do my best for the peace of the continent."
"Haha, good. I believe you'll accomplish this quickly."

The Victorious Duke's face showed no trace of concern as he laughed cheerfully.

It's surprising. Despite the possibility of armed conflict with another country, the Victorious Duke, the highest authority of the Imperial army, shows no worry. He clearly believes I will break Quoronos's confidence and bring about a peaceful resolution.

'What on earth is Quoronos...'

Just how horrific is their military power for the Victorious Duke to react this way?

Are they something like Italy?

***


The Crown Prince of Leon has died.

The Asturia royal family, with its hundreds of years of history, is gone, and the day for a new purple crown to emerge is not far off.

"Brother."
"...Yes, Your Highness."

When I called out to Count Nercaph sitting across from me, he responded with a disgruntled expression.

Persistence truly is the answer. Despite the Count's initial reluctance to accept the honorable title of "brother" from a mere retainer, after decades of effort, he now outwardly acquiesces.

"It seems Quoronos will also be hit by the stone we threw at Leon."

The Count nodded as I spoke indifferently toward him.

It's true that we checked Quoronos's intervention. We even made implicit threats that if they carelessly stuck their fork in, they should be prepared to have it lodged in their throat.

Yet far from yielding to threats, they're aiming for a confrontation of strength against strength. Considering the difference in national power, the situation is baffling, but...

"We should properly discipline them while we have the chance."
"Truly a wise judgment."

This is a perfect opportunity to legally stomp on those who have been insufferably arrogant lately.

How noisy has Quoronos been these past five years? They've been going around boasting that since they defeated Leon, which once threatened Armein, they are the second strongest power after Armein. They've been raising their voices, saying they must someday surpass even Armein.

These statements are so ridiculous they don't even elicit a chuckle when you know the reality of Quoronos. I felt exactly what the Empire must have felt when our country's hardliners mentioned the Armein Empire. It was terrifying, like looking in a mirror.

So now is our chance. A chance to beat down Quoronos, the mad dog, together with the Empire.

'...One mad dog after another.'

It's becoming almost awe-inspiring at this point. In the past, Leon had atrocious diplomacy, but now the former diplomatic power is going berserk. Is there some curse in the central continent that drives the strongest nation mad?

Still, it's not entirely bad when competitors lose their minds on their own.

***

With my departure for Leon approaching, Enen must have taken pity on the chaotic continent, as a new life was embraced by the Kracius family.

"Brother."
"Oh, you're here?"

I scratched my head while welcoming Erich who had come to the mansion.

Seeing Erich amplified a strange feeling I couldn't quite put into words. It's not really Erich's fault, but...

"So, how is it?"
"Three weeks, they said."

At those words, Erich's eyes darted around, as if recalling events from three weeks ago.

Of course, no matter how much he thinks about it, there's only my marriage to Luise. Or more precisely, the period when Luise's declaration of war collapsed miserably.

"Let's go for now. It's a joyous occasion, so we should at least show our faces."
"Oh, yes, we should."

When I patted Erich's shoulder, he nodded with a dazed expression.

I understand. I feel the same way.

'A sibling at this age...'

I never expected Mother to become pregnant.

# The Kracius Family is not particularly short on people. This doesn't mean they treat people carelessly like a certain red nation that doesn't value human life, but rather that they easily bear children.

It might seem like an insignificant trait, but considering how some noble families can't have children and must adopt relatives, or even bring in distant branches that were cast out long ago, this is truly a blessing. The direct bloodline that has continued for 300 years since the first family head symbolizes the authority and prosperity of the Kracius family.

Thanks to this, despite their harmonious relationship, my parents only had me and Erich. There was no need to strain themselves having more children when the family wasn't in any danger.

"Congratulations, Mother."
"Ugh... congratulations."

But that was the story of "Wilhelm, Head of House Kracius," not "Wilhelm the unemployed."

"Th-thank you..."

Mother looked down at the floor with a flushed face in response to congratulations from Erich and me. Father beside her had already been silent for a while.

'A youngest child with more than a twenty-year age gap.'

I smiled awkwardly at the two of them. When I first heard about Mother's pregnancy, I was bewildered, but truthfully, I had suspected something like this might happen.

After all, since Erich graduated from the Imperial Academy, the two of them had been together 24 hours a day. Thanks to Erich and me, Father was no longer the family head, count, lord, or congressman, and Mother was no longer the lady of the house but the mother of the family head. Far from being busy with work, they found themselves in a situation where they had to worry about how to spend their excess time.

When two people who already get along well have too much time on their hands, what happens next is obvious. Moreover, both of them maintain their youth due to their mana training.

'It would have been stranger if this hadn't happened.'

I temporarily erased from my memory the fact that contraceptive magic exists in this world. They probably wanted to see an adorable youngest child instead of their gloomy sons.

So I congratulated them on this joyous occasion with the brightest face I could manage. Honestly, I'm not so immature that I can't understand these complex feelings.

'After all, Mar is also a late child.'

My wife herself is a late child. I can gladly accept having a late youngest sibling.

Of course, this new youngest will be younger than Pedi, Taeyeong, Haneul, and Chomok, but Mar also has quite a few nephews and nieces older than her. A somewhat twisted family hierarchy is absolutely no flaw.

...

'I'll definitely have to teach them.'

I made up my mind. When the children grow up a bit, I'll add "how to treat a young uncle or aunt" to the family education curriculum. If I ever see our children speaking informally or looking down on my sibling, my heart would break.

Whether it would be my heart or the children's hearts that break remains to be seen.

"By the way, the nanny will be busy again soon."

Anyway, I made a small joke to Mother, who was still hanging her head. The nanny who had focused solely on her duties as head maid after Erich and I grew up would now return to her role as a nanny due to the sudden appearance of a youngest child—

"I plan to raise this child myself."

I was momentarily speechless at the unexpected answer.

What did she just say? Mother? The baby?

"Yourself?"

I asked again, wondering if I had misheard.

"Y-yes. I have more time now than the head maid. So rather than bothering a busy person, I think it would be... better if someone with free time made the effort..."

But the answer remained unchanged. Mother clearly expressed her intention to raise the child herself, even while being conscious of Erich and me.

This is troublesome. Since it's perfectly natural for parents to raise their children, I have no grounds to dissuade Mother. Besides, as Mother said, it is more efficient for her, who has free time, to look after the baby than the busy nanny.

Nevertheless, the reason for my lukewarm response is simple.

'It won't be easy.'

Taking care of a child is not something to decide simply because you have spare time.


Even I, in my twenties with a strong body, feel drained after looking after Pedi. How much harder would it be for Mother, the epitome of a delicate noblewoman? I might witness Mother collapsed beside a crying baby, completely exhausted.

Crucially, though I sometimes forget, Mother is in her forties. It's an age when physical strain starts to become a concern.

"It will be very difficult. You know better than I do, Mother, but babies are unpredictable creatures. They cry at all hours, you comfort them and turn around only for them to cry again, they cry while sleeping, they just cry... Considering your stamina, it would be better to entrust the baby to a professional nanny."

So I tried to persuade her sincerely. It's too harsh for a mother in her forties who just gave birth to also take on childcare. If it were absolutely necessary for Mother to look after the child, that would be unavoidable, but we have several servants who could help Mother.

"I'll help, so don't worry. Isn't a child raised by both parents?"

At Father's words breaking his silence, Erich and I turned our gaze to him.

Father doing childcare?

'Is that possible?'

Now I started to worry for a different reason than with Mother. With Father, there's no need to worry about stamina. He's someone who could perform admirably on the battlefield right now.

My only concern is whether a young baby could handle Father's stern, solemn, serious face. It's disrespectful to think this, but I imagine a crying baby would either cry more upon seeing Father or fall silent out of fear.

"I understand your concerns well enough."

I flinched at his next words. I had such a disrespectful thought, and he caught me—

"You probably don't trust us to take care of a child properly now, since we didn't properly look after you."

Ah, that's not it.

"Still, I don't want to miss this opportunity that Enen has given us. It may be selfish, but I want to be a proper parent at least once."
"What are you saying? You and Mother have already been excellent parents twice."

I hastily replied to Father's bitter words.

It's true that the nanny was responsible for our upbringing rather than our parents. But that was the norm for all noble families.

It's also true that the Kracius family's child-rearing methods were somewhat wild. But that was the result of inexperience rather than malice, and there was concern and care behind it.

So while they should feel some regret toward us, there's no need for such deep self-reproach. It's not severe enough to use such extreme wording as "proper parent."

"This is a regret created by our mistake, so we must resolve it ourselves. It would be embarrassing to receive your help even for this."

As if reading my mind, Father shook his head with a faint smile.

I couldn't say anything more after hearing him speak like that. The insistence on resolving one's own regrets was exactly what I had said to Father before going to capture Dorgon. I never expected to have those words thrown back at me.

"Um."

Just as an awkward standoff was about to continue, Erich spoke up.

"If you raise the youngest with the mindset of making up for what you did wrong to us, wouldn't that be unfair to the baby?"

With logic I hadn't even considered.

I had to admire his point—it was absolutely correct. While I fully understood Father and Mother's feelings and sensed their determination to truly care for the baby with love, as Erich said, it could be interpreted as treating the baby as a kind of means to an end.

"And there's no need to dwell on every little disturbance within the family. Just as you treated us somewhat strangely, we also failed to properly express our opinions to you."

He even dismissed the guilt they felt as "just something that happens in families." Just as they struggled to express their feelings, causing us trouble, we also created problems by not expressing our emotions to our parents.

As his older brother, I was satisfied with his behavior. It seemed like his attendance at the council had actually developed his intellect and eloquence.

However, there was just one regrettable point:

"I'm the family head now, not you."
"Oops."

He still called Father, who had evolved into an unemployed man, the family head.


It was a foolish mistake, but I'd let it slide since he'd done so well today.

What could have turned into a bitter confession from our parents was successfully overcome thanks to Erich's intermittent wisdom.

"Erich is right. Yes, that's right. We almost made another mistake trying to resolve our regrets."

Father even showed a small smile, and Mother stroked her belly with tears welling in her eyes.

"Good job."
"I just said what came to mind."

After safely completing our visit and returning to the capital, I patted Erich's shoulder to praise his rare moment of brilliance.

If I had gone to greet them alone, we probably would have parted on an uncomfortable note. Today's success was entirely Erich's achievement.

"I'll find you the best land."

At those words, Erich stopped walking.

"...Were you serious about bringing me a domain?"
"You thought I was joking?"

I chuckled at Erich, who was once again saying strange things despite his intermittent wisdom.

Remember this. The eldest son never lies to his younger siblings.

That's the weight of being the eldest.

'I should prepare something for the youngest too.'

And it's not proper for an eldest brother to provide for one sibling but not another.

My youngest sibling. Your big brother will make you a titanium spoon with a domain from the moment you're born.

No, not big brother but... oppa?

'Three sons in a row would be a bit much.'

After two consecutive sons, it's probably time for a daughter.

***

With only the declaration of expedition to the Leon Kingdom remaining, a report came in that a joyous event had occurred in the minister's family.

At first, I naturally thought it was about the third wife's pregnancy. Given that he had immediately impregnated the Valenti family's princess and the Magic-Ending Duke, I assumed it would be the same this time.

'This is something I never imagined.'

But the protagonist was not the third wife but his mother.

'What should I do?'

With mixed feelings, I looked at the pink accessories stored in a corner of my office.

Those were prepared as pregnancy congratulation gifts, but should I give those flashy pink accessories to a noblewoman in her forties? Wouldn't she think I was mocking her?

'Damn him.'

I found myself resenting the minister for no reason. While he hadn't done anything wrong, it somehow felt like he had. After everything else, now he's making me worry by involving his parents.

Fortunately or unfortunately, I no longer needed to send the gifts prepared for the third wife to the minister's mother.

Because a few days later, I received a report that the third wife was also pregnant.

'This madman.'

Is he a human or a beast?

# Mother's pregnancy followed by Luise's pregnancy brought double joy, and then the Leon expedition began.

I'm not sure if going to work in the morning and returning in the evening can be called a business trip, but if you're working outside your regular workplace, it's still a business trip, isn't it? This is a serious matter that deserves separate travel allowances.

"I am Joseph Renner, Commander of the 6th Corps. It's an honor to meet you, Minister."

It seemed I wasn't the only one thinking this way, as the 6th Corps Commander, who had been appointed as the Leon Expeditionary Force Commander, greeted me with determined eyes.

"The honor is mine to be working with you, Commander. I was planning to pay you a visit soon, but here we are meeting already."

When I smiled and offered him a handshake, the 6th Corps Commander's expression brightened.

His heart must be racing since I addressed him as "Commander" rather than "Corps Commander." He's probably dreaming of a rosy future where he becomes an official Army Commander rather than just the temporary Leon Expeditionary Force Commander.

Fortunately, that future will soon become reality.

'He was due for promotion anyway.'

The 6th Corps Commander seems to think he'll become a Commander based on this overseas expedition experience, but more accurately, he's being entrusted with the overseas expedition because he's already slated to become a Commander. From what I overheard between the Emperor and the Victorious Duke, the 6th Corps Commander is scheduled for promotion to Army Commander.

Although it's the Southern Army rather than the Eastern Army, what does it matter? Commander is essentially the highest rank that Imperial soldiers desperately aspire to reach.

"I'll do my best as part of the expeditionary force during this mission, so I look forward to working with you."
"Haha, that should be my line, but I'll keep it in mind."

The 6th Corps Commander, whose promotion was suddenly confirmed, nodded with a still bright expression.

From a distance, it might look strange—the Expeditionary Force Inspector who should be checking the Commander's authority and the Commander who should be under scrutiny are smiling together amicably.

But I'm not really here to check on him, and even if I were, people in high positions are all connected within a few degrees of separation. It's best to maintain friendly relations when possible.

The atmosphere of the expeditionary force was very bright, proportional to the 6th Corps Commander's expression.

It's the fate of any group that when the boss is in a bad mood, subordinates get tense, and when the boss coughs, subordinates scramble. But since the highest boss, the 6th Corps Commander, has become a Commander (to-be), the atmosphere of the expeditionary force can't help but be pleasant.

Of course, a relaxed atmosphere isn't ideal for an army about to cross a border, but the Leon Kingdom Expeditionary Force is composed of corps from the Eastern Army. In terms of training level and morale, they're the finest troops in the Empire, so there's no need to worry about discipline.

"Margrave Dalirhaten has surrendered. He expressed gratitude for His Majesty's grace in providing guidance to lost frontier nobles and promised unconditional cooperation."
"Marquis Barosel, Count Tomiana, and Count Hosen have expressed the same intention. They've declared they will work with the Imperial army to overcome the kingdom's crisis."

Crucially, this expedition has an extremely low possibility of armed conflict.

Of course, for the Leon Kingdom to prevent a large-scale entry of Imperial troops, they would need a focal point, but the current Leon royal family is practically dead. And no individual noble would stand in for the royal family. No matter how optimistic one might be, the nobles' forces alone are insufficient to stop the Empire, and if they resist unnecessarily and incur the Empire's displeasure, their lives and property would be at risk.

So what can they do? Rather than choosing a path that guarantees 100% downfall, they must accept bowing their heads. Conveniently, since the Empire has come with the justification of establishing a new royal family rather than conquering the Leon Kingdom, they can rebrand themselves as "loyal subjects who established a new royal family" rather than "cowards who bowed to the Empire out of fear."

'It would be stranger if they resisted.'

The more I think about it, if any noble from the Leon Kingdom opposes the Empire, even their natural death would be suspicious. When the Empire has prepared both justification and practical benefits, anyone who doesn't accept them is fated to die no matter what.


"Promise them the guarantee of their titles and territories, and treat them with respect. Although they are nobles of another country, they have made a great decision to overcome their national crisis."
"Yes, sir."

Indeed, the 6th Corps Commander immediately ordered a gentle response to the staff's report. Without hesitation, he gave the answer that the surrendering nobles desperately wanted to hear, so he must have received separate instructions from the Emperor or the Victorious Duke.

"Since the border is open, let's proceed. Everyone prepare."

And he mentioned the Empire's breakthrough of the eastern border for the first time in about 30 years as casually as discussing lunch menu options.

It feels strange. Is this how imperialist countries that meddled in Africa or Asia felt? We're clearly doing something significant, but there's no sense of crisis.

'This is the difference in national power.'

I then felt an indescribable satisfaction. With overwhelming national power, even such things are possible.

Unfortunately, since the only opponents I've fought were the Khagan and the Eight Stallions, I haven't had the opportunity to truly experience the Empire's national power. The Eastern Army commanders must have had this experience repeatedly, which seems a bit unfair.

'...And they use insane tactics against this kind of national power?'

Suddenly, I thought of a certain country rushing from the east of Leon. Even the direct victims whose territories are being taken are bowing their heads in shame, so why would they...?

They say that out of five people, one is trash. With so many countries on the continent, such things happen.

***

Four Imperial corps banners proudly crossed the border.

It's a miserable affair. That the same country has breached Leon's border twice, and that the Margrave of Dalirhaten, who should defend the border, not only failed in his duty but opened the border himself.

But what can he do? The Empire is not weak enough to be stopped by the struggle of a single margrave. Leon is not strong enough to overcome the Empire even if the nobles unite.

'I wanted to burn brightly with my final flame.'

With a bitter smile, I caressed the seal of the margrave. No matter how inadequate a country is, there are loyal subjects willing to die for it. No matter how unpopular a royal family is, there are attendants who stand by them.

That's why I too wanted to be a foolish loyal subject, an attendant to an unpopular royal family. It's true that the current Leon and the Asturia royal family are weak and powerless, but it's also true that our ancestors received grace from this country and this royal family. So I wanted to be one who died with Asturia. I wanted to leave my name that way.

And what broke that resolve wasn't a grand determination but trivial everyday life.

'My death cannot end as just my own.'

Just before mobilizing private soldiers to move to the border fortress, the head of the guard who had served the family for generations saw his grandson. The guard captain, who always sighed with worry about his weak son, was smiling brightly.

Seeing that, I couldn't bring myself to speak. Since I was planning to be buried alongside the royal family whose fate was already sealed with the death of the crown prince, I couldn't tell them to immediately gather retainers and private soldiers.

What right do I have to say such things? I reign as margrave to protect the border, to defend the territory, to protect the people. Does my pledge to share fate with the royal family truly align with my mission?

No, not at all. That pledge was merely personal self-satisfaction, not that of a margrave.

'How shameful.'


I let out a small sigh. As my heated head cooled, I realized how ugly my intended actions were.

'I should step down when this is over.'

So when a new royal family comes to power, I'll step down cleanly. It would be shameless to pledge loyalty to a new royal family after having resolved to die with the current one, even if it remained just an intention.

Moreover, someone who nearly drove their territory and people to death because of emotions is not qualified to be a margrave. Fortunately, unlike me, my son is cautious, so he might even show better governance than I did.

*Knock knock*
"Your Excellency. It's time to go out."

After deciding to retire, I heard the guard captain's voice along with a knock.

Yes, I must go. Someone who surrendered without fighting cannot miss the place where the occupying forces are welcomed.

'May they be merciful occupiers.'

May they pity Leon's subjects as they claim in their justification.

Because while nobles can survive by offering interests to the occupying forces, the subjects cannot survive if their homes are plundered.

***

We arrived at the center of the Dalirhaten Margraviate.

Since it was a bloodless entry, it felt more like stopping at a highway rest area than entering an enemy fortress. Perhaps we were just entering an interchange.

"A humble noble from a small frontier country greets the great general who represents the will of His Majesty the Emperor."

And the Margrave of Dalirhaten, who greeted the expeditionary force leadership in the square, showed an extremely humble posture. Although the 6th Corps Commander is a commander who received the Emperor's orders, I didn't expect a titled and high-ranking noble like the margrave to bow so deeply.

'Is this... not proper behavior?'

The subjects who were watching the situation from a distance as foreign troops suddenly entered showed bitter expressions or tears at the margrave's submission.

Judging by their reactions, he seems to be a lord who is loved by his subjects, so this is not simply a flattering bow to impress the Empire. Usually, people who are good at flattery are far from good governance.

"Please raise your head. Isn't the Margrave a comrade who has understood His Majesty's noble will and joined the Empire's great journey?"

The 6th Corps Commander, who seemed to have roughly grasped the margrave's position and character, raised him up with a friendly tone.

The subjects' expressions softened a bit. He must really be a beloved lord.

'Will other lords be like this too?'

It's somewhat disappointing. While it's beneficial for the Empire if many nobles surrender without fighting, we need some who resist and show arrogance, or who have lost public support, so we can legally seize their territories.

Of course, there are royal domains, so we won't leave empty-handed, but it's still easier to take noble territories if possible.

Thanks to the nobles located in the border region surrendering, the Imperial Army was able to enter the Leon Kingdom without any casualties. With a Margrave of the border, one Marquis, and two Counts joining them, how could the border function as a border? It went beyond being an automatic door—the door simply disappeared.

"Armein has also broken through the border."
"At a similar pace. There's no need to rush."

While the Imperial Army was holding a meeting in the Dalihatten Margraviate, Armein also leisurely set foot in the Leon Kingdom.

'Impressive.'

I couldn't help but admire this miraculous situation where the concept of borders had no effect whatsoever. They say globalization is when all national boundaries weaken and merge into one—perhaps the Leon Kingdom is evidence of globalization?

Of course, we have no intention of opening our borders. Why would we want our country to collapse?

"Still, we can't be slower than Armein, so let's move again in three hours."
"Where shall we set as our destination?"
"Lizanstadt."

The staff nodded at the 6th Corps Commander's instruction.

Lizanstadt. A strategic point in western Leon adjacent to the Imperial border and once the only duchy in Leon.

However, it's now a bizarre place without a rightful owner—a city federation under direct royal control.

'If we secure that place, we're halfway done.'

To put it bluntly, even if the new Leon royal family were to have anti-Imperial and pro-Armein tendencies, as long as Lizanstadt remains under Imperial influence, the Imperial mainland won't be exposed to threats from Leon. Rather, the Leon Kingdom would be groaning over the loss of its only duchy.

'I need to find a suitable person.'

The seal of the Duke of Lizanstadt in my pocket felt particularly heavy. It was hard enough to find a suitable nomad for the position of Marquis, but how much more brain-wracking would it be to find the right person for Duke? I don't even want to imagine.

I'd like to decide based on the order of surrender or just hand it over to the highest-ranking noble, but I fear the aftermath of appointing a Duke in such a casual manner. My first father-in-law would be furious, saying I wasted what he entrusted to me.

"Since you've directly fought against Leon, you must know their nobles well. If there's someone decent, could you recommend..."
"All the ones I know are dead. I wouldn't leave promising enemies alive."
"..."
"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"No, nothing."

Honestly, it's a bit frustrating to think that it was my father-in-law who depleted Leon's talent pool. If he had been more moderate, my job would have been easier.

Still, I kept my frustration to myself. Thanks to my father-in-law thoroughly crushing Leon, the eastern border has remained peaceful for 30 years.

"Uh, Your Excellency."
"What is it?"

Just as I was about to experience the feeling of Zhuge Liang watching the doomed Shu Han, one of the staff members who had been fiddling with the communication device spoke urgently.

"The Margrave of Dalihatten has requested to join the expedition."
"Join the expedition?"

The 6th Corps Commander's brow furrowed slightly at this unexpected report.

"Not bad. Grant permission."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

But his answer came quickly. Judging that having the Margrave join the expeditionary force would be more beneficial, the 6th Corps Commander granted permission.

In fact, it's more fitting for the "installation of a new royal family" if the expeditionary force isn't 100% Imperial troops but includes Leon Kingdom forces as well. Besides, no matter how much he surrendered, having the Margrave, who's responsible for the border, remain in the rear is unsettling. If the Margrave goes crazy and closes the border, we'd suddenly find ourselves surrounded.

So the 6th Corps Commander praised the Margrave's noble choice and allowed him to enter the conference room.

"It's an honor to be able to contribute even a little to this great journey."

The Margrave continued to maintain a humble attitude, easing the concerns of the leadership.


However, if there was one thing that bothered me,

'His eyes are wandering.'

I could feel the Margrave glancing around since earlier. The gaze was too intense to be dismissed as just my imagination.

'Is he trying to figure out who's in charge?'

After brief consideration, I came up with a plausible hypothesis.

For someone who has surrendered, it's important to understand the exact hierarchy of the expeditionary force. If he put all his effort into appealing to the commander, only to find out later that I outrank the commander, the Margrave would have wasted his efforts.

"The Margrave's joining the expeditionary force is not only because he understands the great Emperor's will, but also because the Commander is excellently realizing His Majesty's intentions. I can see why His Majesty entrusted such an important task to Your Excellency."

So I spoke up, praising the 6th Corps Commander to an embarrassing degree. More people like the Margrave will join the expedition in the future, and if they keep trying to figure out the hierarchy by reading the room, it would be troublesome for everyone. Since the 6th Corps Commander rightfully holds command of the expeditionary force, it's appropriate to defer to him now.

"Those are humbling words. I've only done what I should as His Majesty's servant."

The 6th Corps Commander, startled by the sudden praise, quickly composed himself and laughed.

Indeed, even a rough soldier, having risen to the position of Corps Commander, has at least minimal social awareness. The 6th Corps Commander probably knows the Margrave is trying to read the situation, so he's playing along with my actions.

'Good.'

Although it was an awkward performance, the hierarchy is now clear.

***

After listening to the conversation between the 6th Corps Commander, the expedition commander, and Count Teilgleichen, the inspector, I was certain.

'The Count is superior.'

The real power in this expeditionary force is the Count. Until now I was uncertain, but now I wouldn't believe it even if the Count denied it.

While other staff and high-ranking commanders were reporting to the 6th Corps Commander at attention, only the Count was leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed. There's no way an Imperial official, known for strict hierarchy, would behave like that.

Still, there could be room for explanation up to that point. The Count, being an Imperial minister, would outrank the Corps Commander once the expedition ends. In the unusual situation of an expeditionary force, he might be silently protesting being treated as equal to or below the Corps Commander.

"The Margrave's joining the expeditionary force is not only because he understands the great Emperor's will, but also because the Commander is excellently realizing His Majesty's intentions. I can see why His Majesty entrusted such an important task to Your Excellency."
"Those are humbling words. I've only done what I should as His Majesty's servant."

But thanks to this recent exchange, that faint possibility instantly vanished.

The Count's casual praise after maintaining silence, and the Corps Commander's respectful response. Anyone could see it was a superior addressing a subordinate. Moreover, none of the other meeting participants found the Count's praise strange.

If those comments came from someone of equal or lower rank, that would be surprising in its own way. It would mean the Imperial bureaucracy has gone mad.

'I just need to avoid offending the Count.'

No one is in a more precarious position than someone who has surrendered. No one fully trusts someone who was once an enemy and became an ally, optimistically believing that a person who betrayed their country once won't do it again. Therefore, I will constantly receive suspicious and wary looks.

I requested to join the expedition to overcome those looks. I declared that I have no intention of scheming behind the expeditionary force's back, and that I'm willing to be branded as an Imperial collaborator in front of the people of Leon Kingdom.

And by declaring myself a collaborator while staying in the sight of the real power, I can ensure the safety of my domain and people. Even if the Imperial forces withdraw later and the Dalihatten Margraviate faces hatred and resentment from the homeland, I can bear it alone, claiming it was my independent decision.

'...I hope this choice isn't wrong.'

It's maddening to think that each choice puts not just my life but everyone's lives at stake.

***

No one can choose their own nationality. If they could, they would either be someone with grand ambitions or a traitor with a petty conscience.

The same goes for me. I was simply born in the Quoronos Kingdom, and when I opened my eyes, I had parents from Quoronos. It's just where Enen happened to scatter a new life on the continent. That's all the Quoronos Kingdom means to me.


Still, I had no particular complaints. Being born into nobility, nationality wasn't important, and the Quoronos Kingdom wasn't a poor or weak country. While it wasn't a life with everything, it wasn't lacking either. That was enough.

Living as an ordinary noble youth, I somehow joined the military, somehow found it suited me, and somehow succeeded in advancing my career. I became the youngest Corps Commander in the Quoronos Kingdom and received high praise from my grandfather as the pride of our family. I had done enough as a soldier.

So it feels like I'm being punished for all the happiness I've enjoyed.

"This is ridiculous."

I can't stop laughing bitterly. The self-proclaimed senior who confidently set out to make the weak Leon Kingdom part of Greater Quoronos ended up proving his own weakness.

"Shit."
"Your Excellency. Please maintain your dignity."
"That bastard has flour instead of brains in his head."

I responded to my aide's admonishment with specific and definite curses.

I can't believe it. There's nothing more foolish than underestimating the enemy, but the fortress before us is just a small one common along the border. Honestly, it's embarrassing to even call it a fortress—it's such a modest defensive facility that it would collapse from just the sound of marching boots if a corps advanced.

Yet one corps can't capture such a fortress. When I first heard it, I thought it was a terrible joke.

"Aide."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"Would it be better to die fighting than to die for disobeying orders?"
"At least if you die fighting, your family would receive compensation."

I sighed at the extremely persuasive answer.

Right, a soldier must follow orders. If I'm destined to die anyway, I should die in battle rather than be executed for disobedience, at least to preserve some honor.

'What kind of war are we supposed to fight with this army?'

But it's acceptable to curse the king behind his back. It should be fine to internally curse the military staff who issued such insane orders.

'Since when have we been a strong army?'

I sighed again. Since when has our Quoronos Kingdom Army been strong, and the Leon Kingdom Army been so weak that they would collapse at the slightest push? If anything, it's the opposite.

But sadly, today's high-ranking military and administrative officials are overestimating our country's capabilities. Why would people who should understand the kingdom's capabilities more thoroughly than a mere corps commander like me act this way?

Of course, I can understand our intervention in the Leon Kingdom. If Leon's royal family changes, the occupied territories that have nearly completed the assimilation process could become conflict zones again, so intervention itself is a constant not worth discussing.

But that intervention should be through our specialty—diplomatic resolution—not by recklessly deploying troops.

"These old bastards are sending young people to their deaths."
"Your Excellency."
"What? I didn't specify who."

If someone reports me, I can just say, 'I was talking about Leon's old bastards.' They wouldn't dismiss the youngest Corps Commander over a single remark, would they?

"If we're getting stuck at the border, how are we supposed to deal with the Empire and Armein?"

My aide remained silent at my inadvertent lament.

I don't understand. No matter how much I think about it, I can't understand what those high-ranking bastards are thinking.

"...I guess we have to break through first and think later?"
"I'll lead the way."
"Fine, go ahead."

Exactly 30 minutes later, the fortress that had been holding back an entire corps fell.

Something this easy, and that bastard...

Rizanstadt had become a city confederation that was embarrassing to even call a domain due to the absence of a legitimate leader.

The ducal line that once ruled Rizanstadt had ended, no family had stepped up to claim the ducal title afterward, and even the king who should have resolved the situation had lost all prestige due to a crushing defeat. What could be done? As a result, Rizanstadt became a battleground for mediocre upstarts.

"As of this moment, the Imperial Army will be responsible for maintaining order in the Rizanstadt region, and anyone causing disturbances will be punished under the strict Imperial law."

However, once the Imperial Army entered with its clear authority and military power, Rizanstadt, which had been in chaos for 30 years, miraculously regained peace.

This was truly fortunate for the Imperial Army. If Rizanstadt had moved under a single chain of command, the Imperial Army would have suffered troublesome casualties when facing the duchy. But Rizanstadt failed to unite even until the moment the Imperial Army entered. Instead, they competed to bow their heads quickly.

Such bat-like behavior was understandable. When the Warring States period first began, those who surrendered probably burned with ambition to become the real power in the duchy.

But 30 years of competition was enough to turn ambitious men into ordinary citizens. Rather than becoming the person in power, they likely just wanted to ensure the safety of their city or small domain and spend their twilight years in peace.

"However, the administration of various regions in Rizanstadt will respect local customs through the counsel of locals, so do not fear and continue with your livelihoods."

That's why the 6th Corps Commander hinted at guaranteeing the rights of those who surrendered by mentioning local counsel. Honestly, we just need to fill the vacant ducal position; there's no need to interfere with anything below that.

If we were to replace all the high-ranking positions, filling them again would be another task. Then Rizanstadt, which should become a pro-Imperial puppet domain, might grumble instead of fulfilling its role. That would nullify the benefits of our conquest.

'Who should I entrust this to?'

But guaranteeing the rights of those who surrendered isn't all positive. The new Duke of Rizanstadt would have to control madmen who had been fighting like dogs for 30 years. There's a high probability that for a while, they'd be living as a group project leader rather than a duke.

The more I thought about it, the more a small sense of guilt covered my head. When selecting a marquis in the North, I didn't need to feel sorry because it was one-sidedly giving a favor, but giving the ducal title here isn't bestowing grace—it's more like pushing someone into hell.

'They might not endure and flee.'

Moreover, I need to consider the worst-case scenario. The worst situation where the carefully selected duke can't handle the excessive work stress and flees.

Whether that's fleeing from secular life or from this world altogether.

'...I guess there's no one but that man.'

I roughly ran my fingers through my hair and sighed.

Someone who is cooperative with the Empire, has the authority to become a duke even if reluctantly, has the ability to stabilize the chaotic Rizanstadt, and has the responsibility or reason not to flee despite the frustration.

'The Border Count.'

Border Count Dalihaten, who is currently serving diligently with the expeditionary force. At present, he is the best candidate.

Considering his contributions in opening the border to the Empire and his service with the expedition, we can certainly give him a ducal seal. As for his ability, I've seen how the people of Border Count Dalihaten's domain love him, so there's no need to check further.

"What greater honor could there be for a noble than to establish a royal family that will lead the kingdom? It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I've enjoyed everything, so when this is over, I plan to pass my title to my son."

Moreover, from our conversation a few days ago, the Border Count was full of thoughts about passing his title to his child.

'Even I can't do that.'

I couldn't help but give more points for his pure, ungreedy attitude... or rather, his excessively unambitious demeanor.

Stepping down from being a Border Count? Then he'll have plenty of time to be a duke. Passing the Border Count title to his son? With his son near the Imperial border, he won't flee.

So it has to be the Border Count. Although I haven't seen all the nobles yet since we haven't even entered Leon's capital, considering my father-in-law's principle of "killing anyone who shows promise," it's unlikely that someone better than the Border Count will emerge.


'I should have a private audience with him soon.'

Of course, I don't intend to transfer the ducal position without the person's consent.

It's right to reach a satisfactory agreement through civilized discussion that pleases both parties.

We crossed the Zibroya River and entered Leon's capital.

According to the treaty made with Count Nerkaf at the Academy, the Empire didn't need to cross the Zibroya River. We had agreed that the Empire would handle the south of the Zibroya River, and Armein would handle the north.

Still, it would be strange for an expeditionary force entering a foreign country to establish a new royal family without setting foot in that country's capital. So we decided to treat the capital as an exception, making it a jointly managed area until both countries withdrew.

"Welcome! I am Meynard Clus of Iskertal, commander of the Leon Expeditionary Force under the Armein Kingdom Army!"

As we entered the capital, a large man greeted us with a cheerful smile.

"Thank you for the grand welcome. I am Joseph Renner, commander of the Leon Expeditionary Force under the Kfelopen Empire Army."

The 6th Corps Commander's face stiffened briefly at Marquis Iskertal's greeting, but he quickly composed himself and responded amicably.

'We were late after all.'

Although the 6th Corps Commander had acted quickly, not wanting to be slower than Armein, sadly, Leon's capital is located in the northern part. Unless Armein was crawling on all fours, it was natural for them to enter first.

Nevertheless, the reason the 6th Corps Commander had pushed so hard is simple. Unlike Marquis Iskertal, who is a titled and high-ranking noble, the 6th Corps Commander comes from a baronial family. If the two commanders met, he might feel somewhat overwhelmed by the overwhelming difference in status, so he tried to at least secure the capital first.

Moreover, from the atmosphere in Armein, it seems they just entered as well. Having lost the advantage by a hair's breadth, the 6th Corps Commander must feel like spitting blood.

"Expeditionary Force Inspector, Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen."

Fortunately, the 6th Corps Commander doesn't have to face Marquis Iskertal alone. There's someone else to handle Marquis Iskertal.

"Oh."

And Marquis Iskertal must have had me in mind from the beginning, as he let out a small exclamation at my greeting and offered a handshake.

"Well, I never expected to meet the continent's finest sword outside the Empire, in Leon of all places. I'm a bit surprised."

"I too didn't expect a marquis who had served as commander-in-chief to come all the way here."

Though we exchanged ordinary pleasantries, neither the marquis's eyes nor mine were smiling.

What the marquis just said was a subtle protest: "Isn't it unfair for an Empire bigwig to come to such a remote place?" And I countered with: "Is it okay for a marquis who served as commander to bully a baron's son?"

"Haha, I didn't know either, but what can I do! As a soldier, I'm simply carrying out His Majesty's orders!"

After a brief silence, Marquis Iskertal burst into laughter again and shook his head.

He said he came here solely because there were orders,

"I think the First Sword can sympathize with that..."

Along with the implication: aren't you in the same boat as me?

"Officials or soldiers, we're all in the same boat."


"Heh, that's quite unfortunate."

Marquis Iskertal seemed satisfied with my answer and released the handshake.

Yes, this level of probing is sufficient. We're not meeting as enemies, so there's no need for a more intense verbal sparring.

"Let's not just stand here and head to the royal palace. Shouldn't we offer some consolation to those grieving the death of the crown prince?"

"Agreed. As a condolence delegation, that's what we should do."

"A condolence delegation?"

The marquis's eyes widened at the statement that instantly transformed an army into a condolence delegation.

"You're absolutely right! We came here for condolences, ahem!"

He started chuckling again, apparently pleased with the remark.

...But it feels a bit strange. With a similar build and age to the Minister, when he laughs like that, it feels like I'm being mocked by the Minister.

These meticulous Armein people. Could they have sent him with that in mind?

The expeditionary force leadership headed to the throne room where the King of Leon was. On the way, we saw Leon's ministers, palace servants, and guards, but they all either avoided our gaze or pretended not to see us as they walked by. After all, the entity they were supposed to be loyal to and protect no longer exists.

Of course, the king is still alive. The entire continent is talking about the end of the Asturia royal family, but it was the crown prince who died, not the king.

But what does it matter? He's an old man who has been half-insane since the last defeat, has withdrawn from state affairs, and has been helplessly holding his position for 30 years. A leader who couldn't prevent foreign armies from crossing the border and even had his capital taken.

"Distinguished guests have arrived."

Perhaps that's why, even though I saw a foreign king, even though he spoke to us first, I couldn't feel much emotion. He looked like a mannequin without any value or will.

"We have come to express our condolences for the tragedy of Leon and Asturia. Have we perhaps disturbed Your Majesty's time?"

This wasn't just my feeling, as the 6th Corps Commander spoke comfortably without showing respect to the monarch.

"My clock stopped long ago. Don't worry about it."

But the old and powerless monarch didn't even think to point out this disrespect.

"...So stay as you please and leave when it's convenient for you. There's no need to ruin the greater cause by being mindful of an old man who will soon die."

"Thank you for your consideration, Your Majesty."

He simply turned a blind eye to the sight of his country's royal family being established according to foreign countries' wishes.

No, from that old man's perspective, can he still call Leon his country? Can a king without rights, duties, or ambition truly be called the master of a nation?

'So that's what a monarch is.'

Having seen the Emperor and the situation, it feels unfamiliar. I thought all monarchs in this world had transcended human nature and ability.

With such mixed feelings, I looked at the King of Leon before losing interest.

He's not someone I particularly want to converse with. If there's any need to deal with him, I'll just leave it to the 6th Corps Commander.


The leadership of the joint expeditionary force, which had made the royal palace their command and control center, began to operate like administrative officials rather than military personnel.

"Local lords have expressed their intention to surrender."
"The capital's public sentiment was unstable, but we've managed to calm them by distributing some flour."
"The ministers have declared their willingness to cooperate actively, but the Ministers of War and Agriculture have tendered their resignations."

Reports that would determine the fate of the Leon Kingdom poured into the office where the 6th Corps Commander and Marquis Iskertal were staying, almost every ten minutes.

The movements of the lords who constituted the kingdom, the atmosphere in the capital which was the heart of the nation, and the actions of the ministers in charge of administration—everything that should have reached the king was instead directed to the expeditionary force, the new masters.

Or rather, at this point, it would be more accurate to call them an occupation force.

"Resignations?"
"Well, let's accept them. The Ministers of War and Agriculture are elderly men on the verge of retirement anyway, aren't they? It would be troublesome if rumors of elder abuse spread because we kept them against their will."
"That's true. You make a good point."

The 6th Corps Commander and Marquis Iskertal put their heads together and reached amicable agreements on the reports that kept coming in without pause.

This was truly fortunate. If the two decision-makers had engaged in power struggles with each report, the working-level staff would have suffered. But since the decision-makers were not only avoiding conflicts but also reaching conclusions quickly, they could be considered ideal superiors from the staff's perspective.

Perhaps this was the result of careful personnel selection by the Emperor and the King of Armein, who didn't want unnecessary discord in a situation where interests were being divided amicably. Aside from the enormous difference in their family status, the 6th Corps Commander and Marquis Iskertal got along reasonably well.

"More important than these trivial matters is..."
'No way.'

In the midst of this, Marquis Iskertal dismissed the matters they had just handled as trivial. If you put it that way, what does that make me who just evaluated them as reports that would determine the fate of the kingdom?

"Shouldn't we start deciding on the next royal family?"

However, I had to agree with his next statement.

That's right. Compared to establishing the next royal family, everything else is trivial.

"Armein has identified about three families."
"The Empire has two."
"With five candidates, we should be able to narrow it down quickly."

After watching the two engaged in serious conversation, I quietly rose from my seat.

It was just past quitting time. The next royal family or whatever—compared to my going home, it's all trivial matters.

It took less than five minutes to reach my mansion from the Leon royal palace.

"You worked hard today as well."
"Dedicating myself to the head of the family is only natural! Please don't worry about it!"

When I patted the shoulder of the magician to whom I'm always indebted, I received a response full of discipline.

Satisfied with the answer, I nodded and continued walking. I should give him a generous bonus soon. Without him, such ultra-long-distance commuting would have been unimaginable.

"Brother."

As soon as I entered the mansion, Luise, who had been lingering at the main entrance, greeted me with a bright smile.

"Why are you standing out here in the cold?"
"I just came out. You always arrive at exactly this time, brother."

I couldn't help but smile at Luise's giggling face.

This is why I'm so obsessed with leaving work on time. If I were even a little late, Luise, who isn't dressed warmly enough, would have to shiver in the cold.

"By the way, Luise."
"Yes?"
"Why don't you call me 'honey'?"

At those words, Luise's body stiffened, and her eyes darted around.

It's an adorable reaction no matter when I see it. We're officially married and have even spent passionate time together resulting in a child, yet she still trembles at the thought of using such terms of endearment.

In fact, Luise had already called me "honey" on our wedding day.


'I didn't even force her to.'

She called me "honey" of her own volition, not because of external pressure, yet now she's embarrassed about it. I suppose she blurted it out caught up in the momentum of the wedding ceremony.

"W-well, after calling you 'brother' for three years, it's become a habit..."
"I always call you by pet names."
"T-that's..."

As Luise desperately searched for an excuse, I gently kissed her forehead.

I should stop teasing her before she breaks down. Stress isn't good for the cherry blossom inside her either.

"Will you be able to call me 'honey' when our cherry blossom is born?"
"Yes, yes! I'll definitely do it by then!"

Looking at Luise nodding her head hurriedly, I became certain.

It would be best not to expect it for the next few months.

"Ah, that's right. I brought you a present today."

So I changed the subject away from the title controversy. While I do crave being called "honey," it's not more important than a gift for my wife.

"A present?"
"This."

I took out a seal from my pocket and showed it to Luise, who was tilting her head curiously.

"I picked up a county."
"...What?"

To be precise, I pocketed a piece of land the size of a county from among the royal direct territories near the capital. Neither the 6th Corps Commander nor Marquis Iskertal seemed to mind. They even suggested I take more, saying that wasn't enough.

Of course, since this will be the domain that Luise and our cherry blossom will rule, being near the capital isn't a particularly good location. Even in a world where teleportation is possible, I don't want to manage an exclave.

'I'll have to persuade a border count.'

So I plan to exchange territories with a decent count at the border. It would be good for that count to move his base to the capital area, and good for me to acquire land adjacent to the Empire. A mutually satisfying cool transaction.

'Count Naiad.'

My heart swells just imagining it. There can be no greater honor for a husband than to elevate his wife's family to high nobility.

My name will forever remain in the Naiad family.

When I arrived at work, I was greeted by the command and control center, which had a slightly more subdued atmosphere than yesterday.

Still, judging by the expressions of the staff, no extreme crisis had occurred, nor had there been any discord between the two commanders. It was just the look that working-level staff have when "annoying business" has come up.

'Is there something about to explode?'

But it's strange. We've already handled most of the agenda items, and even the King of Leon, who could potentially put the brakes on our actions, has let go of everything and reached a state of detachment. In this situation, what could make the headquarters, not even the field, annoyed—

"The Quoronos Kingdom's army has broken through the border."

There it is.

Thanks to the whisper of a staff member who caught my gaze, I could understand the nature of the annoying business.

I'm sorry. Honestly, with both the Empire and Armein having already entered the capital, who would remember these youngsters who are only now breaking through the border? I had naturally forgotten about them at some point.

'Is Quoronos weak, or is Leon strong?'

I almost sighed at the question without a clear answer.

We haven't engaged in combat with the Leon Kingdom's army, so we don't know their current combat capability. Considering the traditions and doctrines that Leon has built as a military power, they wouldn't be at the level of scarecrows, but given that the country has been in decline for 30 years, it's also ambiguous to call them a strong army.

And the Quoronos Kingdom's army has only now broken through the border against such a Leon Kingdom army. Against the Eastern Front Army, not the Western Front Army facing the Empire or the Northern Front Army adjacent to Armein.

"If they've crossed the border, they'll reach the capital soon."


However, it doesn't matter how long they were stuck at the border. With Leon having lost much of its eastern territory, the distance from the eastern border to the capital isn't very far. It's actually closer than from the Empire or Armein.

"About that, we also predicted so... but they're not coming to the capital."
"What?"

I couldn't help but ask again at this unexpected statement.

"Currently, the Quoronos Kingdom's army is roaming the eastern part of Leon, suppressing resisting lords."

...

"Ha."

These bastards must be crazy.

***

That flour-brained bastard is definitely insane.

"Adjutant."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"What are the chances of a corps commander dying in battle?"
"Unless the opponent is the Iron-Blooded Duke, it wouldn't even be 1%."

That's true. That's why I'm going through all this trouble.

'Crazy bastard.'

I chewed on my lip, cursing the self-proclaimed senior, otherwise known as that son of a bitch. I can't believe that of all the corps commanders, that kind of bastard is the expeditionary force commander.

Did he win the commander position in poker? He's capable of such political maneuvering, so it's entirely possible.

'Damn it.'

And the thought that the fate of the expeditionary force was determined by mere playing cards brought tears to my eyes.

'Crazy bastard.'

No matter how positively I try to think about it, I can't understand why that properly insane bastard is doing this.

Currently, the Imperial and Armein armies have entered the capital side by side, and the two beasts haven't caused any conflicts in the narrow space of the capital. This means that the two countries have agreed to respond jointly to this Leon situation.

Great powers that could easily monopolize a small country like Leon have joined hands, so they won't want other competitors. After all, their shares, already halved, would be further reduced.

Yet our country, which is a small power compared to the Empire and Armein, has intervened in this matter? And we're occupying eastern Leon territories without any intention of meeting with the two countries?

'Anyone can see this is picking a fight.'

The audacity to claim that we don't care about the agreement between the Empire and Armein and will pursue our own interests. When great powers do this, it's the exercise of legitimate rights, but when small powers do it, it's suicide.

Yes, we're engaging in suicidal behavior. Having set foot in Leon, we should be bowing our heads and begging those we should appease, but instead we're provoking them...?

"...Adjutant."
"Yes... Your Excellency. I'm also... seeing it."

Before I could even ask, my adjutant answered with a trembling voice.

Probably not just me and my adjutant, but everyone here is seeing the same thing.

"Ha."

Eventually, a hollow laugh escaped me. They say that when people witness a sight they cannot accept, they lose their minds, but I feel clearer than ever.

'We're fucked.'

Looking at the sky torn apart as if by divine wrath, I sensed it.

The Empire was already properly enraged.

And whoever would carry out that rage would be far from easy to deal with.

Human psychology has a certain aspect to it. It's natural for me to criticize my family, my school, my workplace, my country. When I'm feeling the full weight of my community's idiocy, isn't it only natural to be the first to speak out against it?

That's why people curse with rolled-back eyes, spewing profanities, and contort their limbs while expressing their grievances. Honestly, without cursing, it would be unbearable.

But even if I'm aware of the stupidity while I curse, it's an entirely different matter when someone else criticizes my community.

No matter how much I curse, it's still the community I belong to. No matter how much it makes my teeth grind, it's a fence I cannot escape. So how dare some unrelated third party insult me and us?

'Killing them would be justified.'

Killing those Quoronos bastards right now wouldn't be murder but merely righteous moral execution. How dare they, just another common nation on the continent, disgrace the great Empire? They've insulted the homeland I've supported by dedicating my life and youth.

This goes beyond insulting the Empire—it's dismissing my entire life. How dare a small peripheral country disrespect a high official of a great power?

'I'll slice the sky once a day.'

That's what I promised. As the Emperor said, I would slice the sky until those Quoronos bastards bow their heads and beg to resolve this through dialogue.

Of course, slicing the sky every day is burdensome. Even the Khagan, the originator of sky-slicing, limited himself to once a week. Being a minor copycat using it more frequently than the original would be like grinding my body to dust.

But that only applies when using it at full power. With proper power control and intensive treatment, once a day is somehow possible. What matters isn't the power of the sky-slicing but the performance of tearing the sky.

'If I set a cooldown period, those bastards will just get arrogant.'

They're the type who push their own interests despite knowing the Empire and Armein are holding firm. Setting a one-week cooldown against such madmen? They'd quickly forget the brief threat. I'm certain of it.

So this is the answer. Once a day, I'll advance bit by bit toward the east where the Quoronos royal army is stationed and slice the sky.

I wonder how many days it will take for them to assess the situation and bow their heads.

***

The sky was torn.

Not by natural disaster or divine wrath, but by human hands.

"Hahaha!"

I could only laugh at this absurd situation. I'd heard countless stories about Count Teilgleichen's prowess in slicing the sky with his sword, and I'd watched the recorded scenes on artifacts several times.

But experiencing something secondhand versus witnessing it directly creates an entirely different feeling. The awe and pressure weighing on my body was incomparable to merely hearing about it.

"Y-Your Excellency."

When I burst into laughter, the staff members beside me, who had been staring blankly at the sky, looked at me as if I'd gone mad.

Truly an irreverent gaze, but I understand. If I saw someone laughing at the sight of the sky being torn, I'd think they were crazy too.

Still, I couldn't help but laugh. It was impossible to hold back.

'That is the ultimate sword.'

A person who has reached not just the peak but the very end. A being who has stepped onto new ground beyond merely climbing to the mountain's summit.

'The continent's greatest swordsman.'

Among the countless swordsmen on this continent, one who can proudly claim to be the best.

As a fellow martial artist, it would be a lie to say I'm not inspired. Though I'm not confident I'll reach that level, I clearly realized that a sword's potential is limitless. If one can slice even the sky with a single sword, what else would be impossible? With enough effort, one could probably slice mountains and rivers.

'Fortunately, we didn't meet as enemies.'

I stopped my laughter and alternated my gaze between the torn sky and the Count.

I'm sincere. As a nobleman of Armein rather than a continental martial artist, it's fortunate we didn't meet the Count as enemies. If we faced such a martial artist on the battlefield, how would we possibly counter him?

No matter how much I rack my brain, I can't find an answer. Though I've served as the Southern Army Commander, I've never faced such an overwhelming opponent.


'Indeed, His Majesty's insight is never wrong.'

I finally felt relieved that the current relationship between Armein and the Empire is the most amicable in history. When His Majesty requested a somewhat humiliating peace from the Empire, some nobles were displeased, but after seeing this spectacle, they would all praise His Majesty's excellent judgment and wisdom.

Yes, His Majesty bowed his head temporarily, enduring shame and dishonor for the kingdom and its subjects. He made the best decision for national interests.

'With the slightest misstep, the nightmare of the Iron-Blooded Duke could have repeated.'

The mere thought is chilling. At that time, I was merely a commander, not even a general, but I experienced the terror inflicted by the Iron-Blooded Duke firsthand. I witnessed with my own eyes what catastrophe unfolds when an exceptional martial artist leads the Imperial army.

And if, if conflict were to arise between our countries again—who would fill the retired Iron-Blooded Duke's position? Who would carve unforgettable scars into us?

'...Thank you for being born in this era, Count.'

This too is sincere. If the Count had been born 30 years earlier, Armein would have faced a swordsman who could slice the sky.

Perhaps Armein would have fallen into the same pitiful, wretched state as Leon is now.

"Haha! At my age, traveling to a distant foreign country has been quite exhausting, but as a martial artist, I've witnessed a magnificent sight! Thank you, Count!"

So I quickly put on a smiling face and approached the Count. When facing someone you cannot oppose, building rapport is the way to survive.

A knight of Armein can clearly distinguish between bravery and recklessness.

Unlike a certain mad country.

***

It seems even madmen retain some final shred of reason.

"The Quoronos royal army has sent an envoy."

On the second day of the sky-slicing challenge, Quoronos sent someone. Given that they're a massive expedition force, responding on the second day shows fairly nimble movement.

Or perhaps they had planned to endure until yesterday, but hastily moved only after seeing the sky torn for two consecutive days. Considering their track record, that's a possibility we can't ignore.

"Send them back."
"There's no need to meet with them easily."

The two commanders responded coldly to the staff member's report. They weren't soft enough to open their hearts to Quoronos, which had already gone too far.

"Yes, I'll handle it accordingly."

The staff member who reported the envoy's visit seemed to have expected this answer, nodding calmly as he turned away.

Considering how Quoronos humiliated both the Empire and Armein, they need to show a more desperate appearance. Their karma is too heavy to grant them a meeting from the start.

"Well then, shall we start moving as well?"

After the staff member withdrew, Marquis Iskertal rose from his seat with a snicker.

"Yes. The subjects in the east must be desperately awaiting liberation, so let's hurry."

The 6th Corps Commander also agreed with Marquis Iskertal's words, wearing a faint smile.

Unfortunately for Quoronos, shattering their mental state isn't limited to rejecting their envoy.

Rather than customers visiting a store, the trend is delivery workers visiting homes. Following this trend, we can also approach them directly with our armies.

'They must be trembling with anxiety.'

Facing a swordsman who can tear the sky and simultaneously confronting the continent's top two nations. Even the Khagan would shake his head at such insane difficulty.

Of course, the Quoronos from a few days ago might have charged in mindlessly, but after receiving the extreme red pill of sky-slicing, Quoronos will lose their minds at our advance.

The journey to the east feels as exciting as going on a picnic.

"I am Alfonso Cardena, corps commander of the Leon Expedition Force under the Quoronos royal army."


Hmm.

"The lowly individuals from a peripheral small country have caused trouble by failing to understand the profound intentions of the Empire and the great nation that protect the Mandate of Heaven. With what face could we ask for forgiveness and mercy?"

Hmmmm.

"However, those who were led by the orders of the lowly and ignorant are innocent, so I beg you to take pity on the soldiers at least."

Hmmmmmm...

'Pass.'

Shortly after the Imperial and Armein armies entered the region occupied by Quoronos, a man waiting in the border area declared unconditional surrender.

I like it. Everything is perfect—wearing prisoner's clothes rather than noble attire or commander's uniform, coming with a few knights rather than soldiers, and bowing his head immediately without making excuses.

'He was the final voice of reason.'

I was convinced this was a truly normal response. The occasional intelligence shown by the Quoronos army must have been thanks to this commander named Alfonso.

The only concerning point is that a mere corps commander declared surrender rather than the expedition commander, but—

"The commander is currently indisposed, so I am representing the expedition force at this moment. Other commanders are following my orders rather than the commander's, so please don't worry about my qualifications."

That's what he says.

The fact that the previously healthy commander has become indisposed suggests this corps commander committed a rather severe insubordination, but no one commented on it. This corps commander is more suitable as a negotiation partner than the crazy commander who gave the middle finger to both countries.

A corps commander with intelligence, conscience, awareness, and decisiveness. If only we hadn't met under these circumstances, he would have been quite an impressive talent. Indeed, even a country gone mad can produce at least one talented individual.

That's why it's all the more regrettable. The fact that we must inflict all sorts of hardships on this poor talent.

"How presumptuous."

Setting aside my regret, I opened my mouth toward Alfonso. Since I'm about to do something a bit cruel, I'll at least remember this gentleman's name.

"How dare a mere corps commander speak of qualifications? It is I who determines whether you have qualifications or not."

Though the speech pattern is quite unfamiliar, I somehow continued. Right now, I must be an influential figure of the Empire and a grim reaper who can determine Quoronos's fate. I must be an extremely strict and eccentric bastard.

"I am a Count who rules Teilgleichen and Viridia by the grace of the great Livnoman Imperial Family, and a member of the honorable Imperial Council. I also hold inspection authority over numerous corps and am a knight granted the name of Risizariune, who contributed to punishing the corrupt Imperial Family."

...Speaking like this, my titles have become quite lengthy too. I won't be able to mock the Emperor when he introduces himself as king of somewhere, duke of somewhere, marquis of somewhere.

"But what about you? Do you think you can have an equal conversation with me with the meager title of corps commander from a peripheral small country?"
"T-That is..."
"How far do you intend to insult the Empire?"

At those words, Alfonso's pupils began to tremble.

I'm sorry. But it's not over yet.

"I am the Emperor's proxy. I have come here by the Emperor's command, to supervise whether the Emperor's army is fulfilling its proper duty for the continent's peace, and to uphold the brilliant Mandate of Heaven."

Then I glared at Alfonso with the stiffest expression possible.

"I don't know since when a mere corps commander became a position equal to the Emperor's proxy."

Under the fierce offensive, Alfonso stopped even trembling.

It seems he's lost his mind.

'I'm sorry...'

But I think you bear at least a tiny bit of blame for having the wrong king...

Alfonso's mental state was shattered beyond pieces, reduced to dust.

I had deliberately applied that pressure, but seeing someone who had actually lost their mind made me feel guilty. Honestly, what fault was his? If anyone was to blame, it would be the commander who made the big decision to detain him. Or more broadly, the Kfelopen leadership who organized this expeditionary force in the first place.

Either way, it wasn't a burden for a mere corps commander to bear alone. While Alfonso wasn't qualified to speak with me, that also meant he had no obligation to talk or take responsibility.

"If you truly desire dialogue, then show some sincerity."

That's why I started helping him gather the pieces of his mental state. Simply beating him and ending it there would just be venting anger. We needed to present our conditions and leave a path for survival if we wanted Kfelopen to move according to our wishes.

"Sincerity, you say..."

Alfonso seemed to recognize that I had thrown him a lifeline, as a very faint glimmer of hope appeared in his eyes.

"Besides myself, this gathering includes a commander who received the title of Marshal from His Imperial Majesty, and a Marquis who served as Commander-in-Chief of Armein. Even if your commander were to come now, an equal dialogue would be impossible."

"You speak truly, Your Excellency."

"So tell your homeland this. At minimum, a minister. If anyone below that rank comes, our anger will not be limited to Leon."

At this direct and specific demand, Alfonso hastily nodded.

By clearly stating my guidelines, I eliminated any possibility of saying "Someone like you isn't enough! Bring someone higher!" Now Kfelopen could bow their heads to us simply by sending a minister-level official.

However, if the Kfelopen leadership, unlike their expeditionary force, hadn't come to their senses, even a minister wouldn't be enough. Saying "at minimum" a minister meant we could go even higher.

"Remember this. One dynastic tragedy is enough."

"Yes, yes! I will remember, Your Excellency!"

With those words, I turned my gaze away from Alfonso.

My role was sufficient for now. The rest was for the staff to handle.

'Surely they wouldn't fail to come to their senses even after this?'

If they did, I would have to admire Kfelopen's stubbornness. If they wanted to close their own history with their own hands, we should gladly oblige.

Conveniently, Kfelopen also shared a border with the Yuven United Kingdom, so the three of us could divide it among ourselves.

***

The reports from the Leon expeditionary force were nothing but peaceful. They had crossed the border without any damage, quickly entered Leon's capital, and the local lords had bowed their heads, acknowledging the presence of the Empire and Armein.

If anything was irritating, it was the Kfelopen Kingdom. The Minister seemed annoyed by Kfelopen's behavior too, as reports came in that he had "sliced the sky" two days in a row.

'It will end soon.'

I was satisfied. Even the haughty Armein had conformed to Imperial order after seeing the sky being sliced. The pressure was too strong for the likes of Kfelopen to resist.

So I thought that in a few days, a report would come in saying that the Kfelopen Kingdom's army had withdrawn from Leon. I thought all that remained was the pleasant task of establishing a new royal family and distributing Leon's interests.

"...What did you say?"

I was mistaken.

"A coup has occurred in the Kfelopen Kingdom."

I was left speechless at the urgent report from the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

A coup? Suddenly? Without any signs? Can a coup happen this abruptly?

"Who are the instigators?"

But I've known since childhood that the world doesn't run on rationality and reason alone. No matter how incomprehensible an event, once it has happened, one must focus on the process rather than the cause. We must strive for the best possible outcome.

No matter how insane they might be, Kfelopen is still a major power in the central continent. If strange people—no, even stranger people than the current ones—take power in Kfelopen, it will become a headache.

"The Minister of Internal Affairs recruited the young faction of the military and rose up. With the capital's security forces and the staff headquarters at the center, they've already secured the King's person."


"Well, well."

I couldn't help but laugh wryly at the news that the coup forces had already secured the King.

'They may have failed at diplomacy, but they're good at coups.'

Perhaps unlike the administration and diplomatic corps that failed to undergo generational change, the military had a decent influx of young blood. Didn't the Minister mention a corps commander named Alfonso, saying he was quite a capable talent?

Moreover, the person who recruited the military's young faction was the Minister of Internal Affairs. As someone who steadfastly managed the kingdom's internal affairs regardless of diplomatic disasters, he might be one of the few sane people among Kfelopen's leadership.

"If only their decision had been a little faster."

I found myself sighing. If the Minister of Internal Affairs had decided a little sooner, Kfelopen wouldn't have irritated the Empire and Armein.

Of course, I understand that the coup forces have no connection to the previous leadership. But I have no intention of letting Kfelopen off easily for such a reason. The price for daring to defy a great power is a shackle that must be borne forever, even if the ruling class changes.

It may seem harsh, but this is for the Empire's mandate. If the Empire shows mercy here, it would set a bad precedent.

'It would set a precedent that cutting off the tail allows survival.'

First, they challenge the Empire once, and if it doesn't work, they replace their leadership. With such irresponsible thinking, they might challenge the Empire's mandate multiple times. Such a thing cannot be tolerated.

...

"Minister."

"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command."

"Judging by how quickly they secured even the King, they seem quite resolute, but I don't understand why they remained silent until now and only moved at this moment."

Having heard the outcome of the coup, my attention naturally turned to its cause.

Given their success, they must have ability, awareness, and decisiveness. Even if their silence during Kfelopen's rampage can be explained by the limitations of being a minority faction, the sudden coup remains unexplained. Usually, those who maintain silence once tend to remain silent forever.

"Ah, about that."

Fortunately, the Minister of Foreign Affairs seemed to have grasped the cause as well.

"The Audit Minister's ultimatum became the catalyst."

"Hmm?"

But the answer was quite unexpected.

The Minister did deliver a strong ultimatum to Kfelopen's corps commander. He demanded that a minister-level official come in person, while threatening that if they refused, they should be prepared for their homeland to be overturned. The term "ultimatum" is not an exaggeration.

Until just before the Minister of Foreign Affairs arrived, I had heard that report and predicted Kfelopen's withdrawal. Surely they wouldn't go all the way... would they?

"Minister, you don't mean..."

"I regret to report that the ministers of Kfelopen apparently intended to reject the Audit Minister's merciful proposal."

Once again, I was left speechless. They ignored an ultimatum from someone who had literally torn the sky?

'Insane.'

Whatever I might have imagined, they showed something even worse. How did such people rise to become the ruling class of a nation?

And it was about two hours later that the Minister of Internal Affairs, who had seized power in Kfelopen, declared unconditional surrender to the Empire's Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

***

I went to sleep and woke up to find my country had fallen.

Well, not exactly fallen, but it had been overturned to the point of almost dying and being revived.

'Young faction...?'


I'm confused. Did we even have such a thing in our country? Since becoming a corps commander, I've only associated with old bastards, so I didn't even know such a thing existed.

And if it did exist, why didn't they rise up sooner? As a corps commander, I had to be careful with my words and actions because many eyes were watching me, but you guys could move so decisively.

I feel like crying. It would be shameful for someone who came all the way to Leon under orders to resent juniors who made a patriotic decision. I know that much.

'I know, but...'

Still, I can't shake the thought that if my juniors had acted just a little sooner, I wouldn't be in this situation.

"How dare a mere corps commander speak of qualifications. It is I who determines whether you have qualifications or not."

"I wonder since when a mere corps commander became a position equal to the representative of His Imperial Majesty."

The words I heard from Count Teilgleichen came back to me, and my body trembled instinctively.

At that time, I truly wanted to bite my tongue and die. Those memories will probably haunt me until the day I die.

"Your Excellency!"

As I was sighing with such complicated feelings, my adjutant burst into the tent.

"What is it? I already heard about the coup—"

"That's not the issue! The Minister of Internal Affairs has sold us out!"

"Huh?"

What is he talking about?

"I heard from a colleague back home that the Minister of Internal Affairs promised to hand over the existing ministers for severe punishment and the expeditionary force's command staff to the Empire!"

"...What?"

"In return, the Empire and Armein said they wouldn't hold His Majesty the King responsible, but what good is that!"

My usually stoic adjutant shouted as if venting his frustration.

"We've been abandoned by our homeland!"

I couldn't speak at those words.

'Damn it.'

I can somewhat understand the Minister of Internal Affairs' feelings. To appease the anger of the Empire and Armein, the expeditionary force is a small price to pay. Having seized power, the Minister now has to worry about the safety of the entire nation.

Still, I can't help feeling bitter. If they were only selling out the expeditionary force commander, I would have applauded.

'Damn it...'

From the youngest corps commander to the youngest war criminal—that's what I'm about to become.

***

I went to sleep and woke up to news of Kfelopen's unconditional surrender from the west. The Minister of Internal Affairs, who made a patriotic decision in Kfelopen, had directly bowed his head to the Empire's Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

'This wasn't what I was aiming for with my words.'

When I first heard about Kfelopen's coup and surrender, I thought it was a dream. Who could have known that a sane person would rise up because they couldn't stand the rejection of the ultimatum? It's fortunate that some final rationality remained within Kfelopen.

Moreover, Alfonso, whose soul I had crushed, has reportedly become a prisoner of the Empire. From Alfonso's perspective, wouldn't I appear as a monster who induced internal strife in his country and even made him a prisoner?

'A prisoner...'

I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. A talented individual who suffered from his country's trolling and was ultimately sold out.

At this point, wouldn't it be okay for me to take him in...?

Despite various complications, the Quoronos Kingdom ultimately made a sincere retreat, bowing out completely from the situation.

To be precise, they didn't just retreat—they abandoned their position entirely. Regardless, the fact remains that Quoronos has lost any means to intervene in the Leon crisis.

"His Imperial Majesty has chosen Count Gestiya of House Himenishia as the next king of Leon."
"Indeed, His Majesty's wisdom covers the entire continent. Our king also holds Count Gestiya in high regard."

Thanks to this, the Empire and Armein were able to select a new royal house for Leon without any interference.

House Himenishia. Located in central Leon, it's an ordinary noble house holding one count title and several baronies among the high nobility. There's nothing particularly wrong with them, but nothing exceptional either. The current head isn't considered incompetent, but he's certainly not capable enough to deserve the throne.

That's precisely why both countries chose Count Gestiya of House Himenishia.

'No point choosing someone competent who might cause trouble later.'

What the Empire and Armein want is simple: someone who can adequately maintain the throne, nod to their demands, and not rebel. Yet they couldn't choose too insignificant a house or other nobles would object, so a count is just right.

Moreover, House Himenishia has some Asturian royal blood flowing through it. About 150 years ago, an Asturian princess married the head of House Himenishia. Honestly, it's such a distant connection it's almost embarrassing to mention, but it's enough to serve as justification.

"When two nations agree, it shows how virtuous Count Gestiya truly is. Leon will surely be filled with peace and prosperity from now on."
"Haha! Considering the suffering Leon has endured, it's about time they saw some light!"

With the next king and new royal house decided, the 6th Legion Commander and Marquis Iskertal shook hands with smiling faces.

'Peace and prosperity.'

Grand words were exchanged, but not a single person present took them seriously.

Of course, they weren't entirely wrong. Leon would forcibly maintain peace since it could no longer raise troops without permission from the Empire and Armein, and the territory would achieve prosperity through foreign capital development.

The problem is that this peace and prosperity aren't for Leon's benefit.

"Now, let us go to welcome the new king."

At Marquis Iskertal's suggestion, the staff in the office began to rise one by one.

As an expeditionary force that came to a foreign country to save Leon's subjects from chaos after losing their legitimate royal house, it was only right that they should be the first to welcome the new king.

There was no need for Leon's nobles to be involved in this process.

The expeditionary leadership entered Count Gestiya's territory, marched proudly to the count's castle, and knelt.

"Heaven's mandate calls for Your Highness to ascend the throne!"
"...A solemn command that I dare not disobey."

That was enough. Count Gestiya, surprised by the sudden visit, nodded with a bitter expression, and the leadership showed him respect and courtesy not even shown to the current king of Leon.

In their hearts, the rightful ruler of Leon was already Count Gestiya—no, King Enrique I, as he would soon be called.

"This unworthy one believes he lacks the qualifications to be king, but if heaven's mandate demands it, I shall gladly bear the burden. I will consider my body not as my own, but as a vessel for the greater cause."
"Truly beautiful words."

The 6th Legion Commander nodded with satisfaction at this declaration: "I will not act according to my own will, but according to your demands."

I too felt relieved by this declaration. With someone who clearly understood his place sitting on the throne, the chances of turmoil in Leon would decrease. Most nobles were already our accomplices, and troops from both countries would be stationed in Leon in case of emergency.

News that the expeditionary force had appointed a new king reached the old man in the royal palace, and he issued his first and last royal decree since the expeditionary force entered Leon:

"Due to my insufficient virtue, the kingdom and its subjects have endlessly wailed for decades. However, this old man who committed unforgivable sins remained on the throne only because a legitimate successor could not be found. I am pleased to finally fulfill my last duty."

"As the last king of Asturias, I offer the crown to the head of House Himenishia. I humbly request that the new king embrace his subjects with virtue."

A powerless command, just like when we first met him.

Perhaps the final lingering resentment of an old monarch who had given up everything.


***

Everything was over.

His Majesty the King... no, the former king who was now the head of House Asturias, had handed over Leon's crown to a new family.

Since I had expected this, I wasn't particularly sad. Despite having resolved to die for the Asturian royal family, I surprisingly felt nothing.

Perhaps because the royal transition was peaceful and quiet. It's strange to call a foreign military's entry into one's country "peaceful," but at least it prevented nobles from killing each other to claim the vacant throne.

'Perhaps this is the natural order of things.'

I smiled bitterly watching the palace officials prepare for the abdication ceremony.

Yes, this might be the natural order. It's natural for a family that lost a war staking the nation's fate and lost its only heir to step down. It's undeniable that the new royal house will be a puppet of the Empire and Armein, but conversely, it means Leon will be under their protection.

So opposing this would be against the natural order. For subjects in despair, it doesn't matter who the royal family is or which country influences them.

'...Now I should withdraw too.'

I sighed softly and turned around. Quoronos, which had invaded Leon during the chaos, had retreated, and a new royal house had been successfully established. I had seen everything I needed to see, so all that remained was to quietly withdraw.

That's what I thought.

"Welcome, Margrave."

Until I was summoned by Count Teilgleichen.

"I apologize for the sudden call. I haven't had time until now."
"Knowing that Your Excellency has been working for Leon's peace despite having no connection to it, how could I say such things? Rather, it's an honor to receive your summons."
"My, you're making me even more embarrassed."

I forced an awkward smile as the count burst into laughter.

It felt strange. Where was the man who had torn the sky and pressured Quoronos's commander? Before me sat what seemed like a young man of the count's age.

At the same time, I felt relieved. If the count had pressured me, I doubt my heart could have withstood it.

"Actually, I've wanted to speak with the Margrave for some time. As you've endured the stigma of cooperating with the imperial army for Leon's peace, I should express gratitude as an imperial noble."
"As Your Excellency said, it was for Leon, so there's no need for thanks."
"Well, excessive modesty can embarrass the listener."

The count smiled, rose from his seat, and personally brought refreshments from the shelf.

"Let's talk while eating. I'm not saying this because my wife made them, but I've rarely eaten anything more delicious than these."

It was an affectionate remark, but I flinched. It's well-known that the count came to a foreign country despite being newly married.

That's why other nobles dare not approach him. They fear incurring the wrath of someone whose honeymoon was interrupted, but also, if the Emperor sends a newly married subordinate to a foreign country, it shows how much he trusts that subordinate, and how close their relationship must be for the subordinate to comply.

"It's an honor."

With instinctive flattery, I put one of the count's pastries in my mouth.

It was truly delicious—good enough to believe a professional baker had made it.

"Is it good?"
"Ah, yes. I haven't tasted pastries this good even in the capital's cafes."

The count nodded with satisfaction at my words.

His affectionate behavior doesn't seem to be an act—it's genuine. Perhaps because it was a love marriage rather than a political one.

"My wife makes these every day despite her condition."

"She sounds wonderful. You must be happy every day."
"Haha, not particularly. I already feel bad leaving my wife to go to a foreign country, and receiving gifts makes it worse. Because of that, I've been gathering various gifts for her."

He spoke as if it were nothing, but everyone knows the count has been collecting territories mainly in the western part of the kingdom.

And no one stopped the count's territory shopping. Not the Empire or Armein, and certainly not Leon's nobles—how could they object to an influential figure from the Empire? Moreover, he either took royal territories or acquired them through transactions, so there was little basis for opposition.

"As the head of a household, it's only right to prepare gifts for the family waiting at home."
"Very true words."
"So the Margrave should take one too. You've contributed more than anyone, so you deserve it."

The count suddenly pulled out a seal from his pocket...

'Wait.'

My mind froze as soon as I saw the silver seal carved in the shape of a lion. That shape is extremely familiar.

'No way.'

My hand holding the teacup trembled pitifully.

It's a shape no noble of Leon could fail to recognize. Though no one has seen it directly, everyone has heard of this legendary item.

"The Margrave's contributions are too numerous to mention individually. Enough to become the new Duke of Rizanstadt."
"Y-Your Ex-Excellency..."
"It wouldn't be right for a top contributor to return empty-handed. You should have at least one title to pass down to your children."

The count folded his arms and gazed at me intently.

"And now that a legitimate king has ascended the throne, the ducal title should also find its owner for true order to be established. If not the Margrave, unqualified individuals might harbor unnecessary greed."

A subtle threat that if I didn't accept, he would use the ducal title as bait to instigate division among the nobles.

"But I believe the Margrave will maintain order and peace, and faithfully assist the new king."

Also pressuring me not to get carried away with the title of duke, but to quietly comply with the Empire's words.

"...I'm not sure if I deserve something like this."
"That's not for you to judge."

The count continued with the same yet chilling smile.

"It's for me to judge."

I nodded at his brief but powerful words.

I couldn't even think of resisting.

***

I was moved when the Margrave accepted the seal without resistance.

I had emphasized that there was truly no one else, that if he refused, I'd have to find someone barely acceptable among unqualified nobles—but I didn't expect him to take it without much consideration.

'Indeed, sincerity always prevails.'

The Duchy of Rizanstadt belongs to the area south of the Zibroya River that the Empire will manage, and the new Duke, formerly the Margrave, is sharp enough to join the Empire first. Rizanstadt will remain a decent pro-imperial territory in the future.

'Now I need to persuade the others.'

I found myself humming happily at this good start.

Perhaps because the difficult task of disposing of the ducal title ended smoothly, I had a groundless belief that Alfonso would also cooperate willingly.

I was dying a little more each day. If someone asked about my life, I'd say I was not living but merely failing to die.

I'm alive only because I can't die. I've been worked like a dog at the whims of remarkably incompetent superiors, and though I prepared myself for insubordination to avoid the worst, I couldn't avoid my own personal worst.

What does it matter if the country survives? What does it matter if His Majesty the King remains unharmed?

'Look at what's become of me.'

How ironic. The price for preventing my country's worst fate became my own personal worst. I never imagined I'd become one of those tragic patriots I'd only read about in history books and novels.

"We've been abandoned by our homeland!"

My adjutant's anguished cry suddenly came to mind, making me sigh deeply.

Though it was blasphemous language no nobleman or soldier should utter, I couldn't deny it. As my adjutant said, our expeditionary force had been abandoned by our homeland. Because that was the only way our country could survive. Because it would somewhat lessen the anger of the Empire and Armein that our homeland would otherwise have to bear.

Truthfully, if only the commander had been sacrificed as the scapegoat, I would have given our homeland's decision a standing ovation. No matter how much soldiers must follow orders from above, that bastard had obtained his position through political maneuvering, flattery, and bribes. Everyone knew he was in cahoots with the incompetent former cabinet.

Moreover, being corrupt, incompetent, self-righteous, and shameless, he couldn't even use the excuse that "soldiers must follow orders." He had done too many things on his own authority to claim he was simply following orders.

'Was even such a commander not enough?'

Unfortunately, the homeland—or rather, the Minister of Home Affairs—judged that to appease the anger of the two great powers, throwing away not just the commander but the entire expeditionary force was necessary. Objectively speaking, it wasn't a wrong decision.

The problem was that I was included in that expeditionary force being sold off.

"I wonder how my family is doing."

I muttered while lying on the cot. I'm worried about my future, but I'm also concerned about my family. The youngest brigade commander, once the pride of the family, was suddenly sold off like clearance merchandise.

If there's any consolation, it's that the Minister of Home Affairs, unlike other ministers, is a reasonable person who wouldn't harm the families of the expeditionary force. We didn't actually commit any crimes but were sacrificed for the country. If he persecuted our families, the Minister who took power through a coup might face a counter-coup himself.

Still, thinking that I might never see my family again brings me to tears. We parted with promises that I'd return safely, but that became our final farewell.

"Sigh..."

I roughly rubbed my dry face and let out what must have been my hundredth sigh. If I had known it would come to this, should I have deserted instead of just detaining that bastard commander?

No, that would have endangered my remaining family. I can't kill my family just to save myself.

'Should I have gotten injured in battle?'

No, that wouldn't work either. Despite being an expeditionary force, we had no shortage of medical personnel. Any ordinary injury could be treated quickly, so to leave the expeditionary force, I would need to sustain an injury that left me teetering between life and death.

In the end, this future was determined from the moment I joined the expeditionary force. From the moment I became a soldier of this incompetent country, my downfall was sealed.

'If only I could have chosen my nationality.'

In this dire situation, even such thoughts crossed my mind. Until now, I had no complaints about being a nobleman of Quoronos. Though I suffered because of incompetent superiors, I did my best and enjoyed wealth, honor, and power.

But if I had known I would fall at this age, I would have lived as a commoner. Even a humble commoner's life would have been better than this.

Except for Leon. No matter what, not Leon.

'...Huh?'

Just as I was considering whether I should simply end it all, I sensed a commotion outside the tent.

Of course, there hadn't been a quiet moment since the decision to sell off the expeditionary force, but this commotion was filled with bewilderment rather than despair and anger—

"Oh, here you are."


?

My mind froze the moment I saw the person who entered my tent without warning.

My brain couldn't process what my eyes were seeing. For a moment, I wondered if I was dreaming with my eyes open.

"Oh my. Did I wake you?"
"N-n-no, sir!"

My frozen brain started working again at the sound of that voice.

"I greet the honorable Count of Teilgleichen!"

I violently rose from the bed and prostrated myself on the floor.

The monster who could determine the life and death of me and the expeditionary force had appeared before me.

I regretted having only water and jerky in my tent. If I had known this would happen, I would have pressured my adjutant to keep some tea leaves.

"How frugal. That so-called commander had set up a restaurant in his tent. It seems the expeditionary force survived thanks to officers like you."
"You flatter me, sir."

But it seems my humble state looked favorable in the Count's eyes.

This is maddening. I feel like I'm going back and forth between heaven and hell within the span of a minute.

"Did I surprise you by coming so suddenly?"

Noticing my tension, the Count asked with a slight smile.

Why are you asking something so obvious, you madman?

"I never expected Your Excellency to come to where a criminal like me is staying."

I couldn't say that, so I gave the most diplomatic answer possible.

It was also sincere. The expeditionary force was completely in the Empire's grasp, yet he personally came to see a brigade commander who was practically a prisoner. He could have sent a messenger or summoned me, but he came in person.

"I apologize. I have a proposal I'd like to make to you."
"A proposal... you say?"
"Yes, a proposal. Since I'm the one asking for something, I should show sincerity by coming in person."

I stared blankly at the Count after hearing those words. Both his apology and his statement about coming personally because he needed something seemed incredibly awkward.

And I just noticed that the way he addressed me had been upgraded from "you" to the more respectful "you" form.

'Is this the same person?'

I recalled the Count who mercilessly pressured us when we expressed our intention to surrender to the Empire and Armein. Is that person and this person really the same individual?

'Could he have a split personality?'

It's a disrespectful thought, but what else could explain this? If this isn't a split personality, what is?

"Since I came suddenly, I'll get straight to the point. First, we plan to send the entire expeditionary force back to Quoronos."
"...Pardon?"

But the Count's statement made me instantly forget about his potential personality count.

"Since Quoronos has entrusted the expeditionary force's treatment to the Empire, sending you back is also the Empire's decision. His Imperial Majesty, taking pity on those who came to foreign lands under orders, has commanded that you be sent back to your homeland."
"I-I am overwhelmed by His Imperial Majesty's grace."
"However, I would like you to stay."


My mind went blank again from these successive shocks. He just said everyone would be sent back, so why me?

'Why on earth?'

I desperately racked my brain. Why is he asking me to stay? Is it because I was outspoken about surrendering last time? Did that earn me some kind of grudge? If that's really the reason, isn't it too cruel?

"Quoronos is too small a pond for a talent like you. You should swim freely in the ocean that is the Empire."

Fortunately, it wasn't a grudge, but the shock I received made me think a grudge might have been better.

I was receiving an offer of defection from a power player of the Empire.

***

Recruiting Alfonso was easier than persuading the Margrave.

"You needn't feel guilty. Quoronos betrayed your trust first. They abandoned you despite your loyal service, simply because it was convenient."
"Worried about your family? We can arrange for your family in Quoronos to come to the Empire. That's simple enough."
"Why you? I simply thought it would be good if your abilities and loyalty were directed toward the Empire. There's no special reason."
"Ah, you can bring your adjutant or colleagues if you wish. The more talented people, the better. We'll extract their families too, so don't worry."

As I quickly addressed all the concerns a potential defector might have, Alfonso's heart rapidly tilted toward the Empire.

Of course it would—he had been abandoned by the country he had served his entire life, and I, who had initially given him a terrible first impression, was now approaching him gently. In his mentally unstable state, a sturdy lifeline had been lowered; it would be stranger if he didn't reach for it.

"I have many new territories, and while the position of grand lord is taken, the positions below are not. I'd like to entrust some of them to your family."
"...I will become an Imperial citizen."

The decisive blow was the offer of tangible rewards. When defection meant that not only he but his family could become lords, who would refuse?

"I swear... I swear my life in loyal service to the Empire..."

After declaring his defection, Alfonso, perhaps finally relieved of tension, showed tears.

It was such a pitiful sight that I couldn't help but feel sympathy. If I were sold to a foreign country after being sent there cursing under my breath because of the Emperor's orders, how would I feel? I'd probably be tearing the sky apart in the direction of the Capital, trembling with betrayal.

"Work only as much as the Empire gives you. There's no need to dedicate yourself beyond that."

That's why I comforted Alfonso, patting his shoulder.

"Don't tell anyone I said this."
"Yes! I'll keep it in mind!"

Along with advice that would serve him well.

There's no such thing as unconditional loyalty. Everyone works according to what they receive. If the Empire demands sacrifice without giving anything in return, it's not a crime to desert.

'Now it's over.'

Anyway, I left the Quoronos royal army's camp with a light step.

I had established a new royal family, collected a fair number of territories, given the duke title to a suitable person, and discovered unexpected talent. Even by my own assessment, it was a truly productive business trip.

If I ever have to go to another country again, I hope it's at this level. Of course, the best scenario would be not having to go on business trips at all.

'The long-distance commute will soon be over.'

I stretched and headed toward Leon Castle. Once I finish some minor post-processing, my workplace will be next to Luise.

Now I can finally enjoy a proper newlywed life.

The great decision of the Empire and Armein to resolve the chaos in the Kingdom of Leon has officially concluded.

The head of House Asturia, having lost its rightful successor, transferred the crown of Leon to the head of House Himenisia, who accepted it, resulting in a peaceful transition of royal power. Not a drop of blood was shed during this process, truly a beautiful sight that will be remembered in history.

"It is only by heaven's will and the support of my subjects that I, lacking in virtue, have been able to ascend to the throne. Therefore, I wish not to stand above Leon, but to become a vessel that represents Leon and carries the will of its people."
"Long live His Majesty the King! Long live! Long live!"

The newly crowned King of Leon showed the same humble and dignified demeanor as when he was first offered the throne.

Needless to say, the leadership of both expeditionary forces smiled with satisfaction at this sight. The armies of both nations would be stationed in Leon indefinitely to ensure peace, and having a wise and prudent king would make the relationship between the three countries more comfortable.

[Though the new king claims he lacks virtue, truly those without virtue do not recognize their own shortcomings. When a king declares himself lacking in virtue, it is because he understands the fate of a monarch who, no matter how virtuous, is always insufficient.]
[I am pleased that the chaos in our neighboring country has been quickly resolved. I pray that the previously awkward relationship between our two nations will move forward under the warm sun through this occasion.]

Even the Emperor and the King of Armein sent congratulatory messages for the King of Leon's coronation.

With this, the fate of the Kingdom of Leon was completely decided. Though Leon had fallen to become a joint interest zone for the Empire and Armein, at least it would no longer face disputes or invasions from other countries. In a broader sense, Leon had become an extension of the Empire and Armein.

"It was an honor to work together with you. I'll greet you again when you're promoted to commander."

After completing the coronation and simple follow-up procedures, I exchanged farewells with the 6th Legion Commander.

Unlike me, who can now completely withdraw from the Kingdom of Leon, the 6th Legion Commander must continue serving as the commander of the occupation forces in Leon for the time being. It's only proper to say goodbye to someone who has to keep working while I leave.

"I'll be happily waiting for that day."

However, the expression of the 6th Legion Commander, who had his service extended, was closer to bright than gloomy. He must have heard that his promotion to field army commander was confirmed.

Yes, with a promotion waiting upon his return home, even an extension of duty can be accepted gladly. I too would be able to complete any task with a happy heart if my retirement were confirmed.

The problem is that day hasn't come.

"Well then, I'll be—"
"Oh, both of you are here!"

Just before my early departure could happen, the booming voice of Marquis Iskertal echoed.

"I heard the First Sword is returning home, but it would be a shame for people who've worked together to part ways just like that, wouldn't it? Let's have a light drink!"

He raised a bottle of alcohol from who knows where and grinned.

Hmmmm.

"Alright. After today, who knows when we'll meet again."

After brief consideration, I accepted the Marquis's proposal.

If this had happened right before the end of the workday, I would have fled without a moment's hesitation, but with the sun still high in the sky during working hours, a light drink could be considered an extension of work. Besides, even if we drink a bit before parting ways, it would still count as leaving early.

"Kuhuh, is it because you're the First Sword that you're so strong with alcohol?"
"...I think it's because there's someone nearby whose veins flow with alcohol instead of blood."

And the drinking session that started around lunchtime finally concluded when evening came.

Damn it, there goes my early departure!

***

After the wedding, I visited my third father-in-law for the first time.

"This is a gift prepared by your son-in-law. Please accept it with ease of mind."


I was there to give him some of the territories I had efficiently farmed during this business trip.

Of course, I could have given them directly to Luise from the beginning, but it didn't seem right to give territories to Luise when her still-healthy father was around. I needed to consider the feelings of a father-in-law who would be a baron while his daughter was a countess. That's the basic sensitivity a son-in-law should have.

"Of course, being close to the border, it's not currently a prosperous area, but now Leon has become a loyal friend to the Empire, unlike before. The disadvantage of being on the border will actually transform into an advantage as a strategic point where merchants from both countries come and go. Given time, it will develop even more than Leon's capital region."
"......"

After explaining the current disadvantages of the territory and its future vision, my father-in-law was speechless.

He seemed moved by his son-in-law's sincerity, which made me feel pleased. What son-in-law in the world would present a county to his father-in-law as a gift? This has never happened before in the history of the Naiad family and probably never will again.

"This gift is too generous, I'm not sure if I should accept it."

After a long silence, my father-in-law predictably hesitated once. It's an implicit courtesy to decline a few times before eventually accepting a gift.

"I have already received a priceless treasure from you, Father-in-law. Even if I brought a hundred of these, it wouldn't be enough."

Though it's a bothersome courtesy, I couldn't make my father-in-law look like someone who just takes gifts, so I gladly played along.

Besides, what's the big deal about giving one of my many territories to the man who gave me his only daughter? Luise is one of a kind in this world, but the territory I'm giving can be replaced with many others.

"So please accept it. If you find it burdensome, you can think of it as holding it temporarily for Luise and Cherry Blossom."
"Holding it temporarily, you say."

When his child and grandchild were mentioned, my father-in-law, who had been showing signs of difficulty, nodded.

"Very well. I will gladly hold it."

The seal I had placed on the table went into my father-in-law's possession.

Good. Now the Naiad family has become a dignified high noble family with a count title, albeit in another country.

"But how should I manage a territory in another country..."
"Ah, I've already entrusted the position of steward to a suitable person."

I hurriedly responded to my father-in-law's natural concern.

That guy Alfonso. He's a legion commander, but his main career has been focused more on staff roles than field command. I was surprised by how proficient he is in administration and office work.

"Of course, it's a temporary position, so you can replace him with someone of your choosing."
"No, that's fine. If it's someone my son-in-law has entrusted, they must be more capable than anyone I would choose."

I was touched by my father-in-law's faint smile and head shake. To a father-in-law who trusts his son-in-law this much, I could give any number of counties.

No, if my father-in-law wished, I would confidently give him two or three.

***

With Kal's business trip ending, the mansion regained its vitality.

Until now, since he had been commuting via teleportation, there hadn't been days without Kal in the mansion, but a husband who has to travel far to another country is different from one who can rest comfortably at home. Naturally, the spirits of family members and servants could only be elevated.

And in this harmonious mansion, I alone sat in my room.

"When are you three planning to see your mother's face?"

Sun, Sky, and Greenery had grown enough that it wouldn't be strange for them to come into the world at any time. Carrying three children, my belly had become so full that even moving around was difficult.

Things had gotten to the point where servants would bring meals to my room. Normally I would have said there was no need, but now I couldn't refuse.


"Mom is getting a little tired too."

I gently whispered to the children who would be sleeping, while stroking my belly.

One or two I could endure without issue. But with three huddled together in one womb, I felt increasingly burdened as time passed.

'The doctor said they might come out early...'

What exactly did he say? That since three of them were sharing the same space, someone with an impatient personality might feel cramped and try to come out early? I remember finding it quite plausible and accepting it.

But there were no signs of that happening. Like they were yielding to each other within the limited space, none of them showed any indication of coming out.

As a mother, it's welcome that my children get along well. Still, wouldn't it be better to show that harmony in a spacious place rather than a cramped one?

"My lady."

Just then, the butler's voice came from outside the door.

"What is it?"
"Count Sicilla has arrived."

I smiled slightly at the news that the head steward had come again today.

As my due date approaches, the head steward has been visiting the mansion daily, saying he cannot miss the birth of the little masters. I'm starting to worry if he's properly performing his duties as head steward.

"Let him in."
"Yes, my lady."

Still, I couldn't ignore the head steward's devotion, so I meet with him every day. Kal also views him favorably as a loyal servant of the ducal family, so there's no problem.

"I greet Your Excellency."

Shortly after, the head steward carefully opened the door and bowed as soon as he saw me.

As always, with his hands full of something.

"What's that?"
"Clothes for the little masters to wear."
"Didn't you bring clothes recently too?"
"Hasn't the weather gotten warmer since then? I've acquired new ones."

I smiled again at the head steward's earnest defense.

"The weather has gotten a bit warmer, so let's buy new clothes."

Kal had said the same thing a few days ago.

My Sun, Sky, and Greenery. There are so many people eagerly waiting for your birth.

'Your mother too.'

So won't you come out now? Playing together in the same space is nice, but growing up receiving your parents' love would be good too.

And Fedi, who was born before you, perhaps your older brother, is waiting for you as well.

'...Four children.'

I couldn't help but smile imagining the servants bustling about to care for the children.

And by the end of this year, a fifth child will be born. The thought of the mansion becoming increasingly lively warms my heart.


"After the Leon business trip, the Emperor's attitude became remarkably gentle.

To be precise, he had become docile from the moment he sent me to Leon, but I think giving enough pressure to Quoronos to nearly cause a coup after they disturbed his mood earned me bonus points. I hadn't particularly intended it, but I did demolish a nation that had offended the Emperor.

"I present myself before His Imperial Majesty."
"Welcome. Another fine morning, Minister."
"Of course, as Your Majesty's grace covers the heavens."

Because of this, the Emperor never summoned me for business purposes. I merely exchanged greetings whenever I visited the Crown Princess as her godfather.

'Why is he always here?'

If I had one minor question, it was why the busy Emperor was always by the Crown Princess's side.

Is this guy not working? If I only came at the same time every day, I wouldn't say anything, but whether I come in the morning, at lunch, or in the evening, I always end up seeing this guy's face too.

But it's just a minor question—I do understand.

"Ma— Ma— Maa!"
"Yes, Mother is right here."

The Crown Princess, now well past her first birthday, could walk on her own feet and call for her mother in halting speech. Of course a father would want to see such beautiful moments as much as possible.

Even now, isn't the Crown Princess toddling toward the Empress, calling for her mother? Needless to say, the Empress's already gentle expression brightened even more.

"Maa-maa."
"Hehehe."

The Empress laughed with a slightly reddened face as the Crown Princess snuggled into her arms.

It's a heartwarming sight whenever I see it. Will our Fedi be like that in about half a year?

"It's about time she called me father."

I almost burst out laughing at the Emperor's wistful muttering.

Unfortunately, I couldn't fulfill my desire to make the Crown Princess say "godfather" before "father." However, the Emperor hasn't heard "father" from the Crown Princess's lips either.

That's enough for me. Even if I can't win, I can be satisfied if my opponent doesn't win either.

'That's the best I can hope for.'

In truth, if "godfather" came out of the Crown Princess's mouth before "father," that would create its own problems. I couldn't guarantee what outlandish precedent the Emperor might invoke to beat me if he couldn't accept such a sudden change.

So, my pretty goddaughter, please keep him waiting for about another month, then call him "father" at the right time. That way, your father will be even more moved.

'A little push and pull is actually beneficial.'

It's an essential virtue that the future Emperor, the Crown Princess, must learn.

"By the way, Minister."
"Ah, yes, Your Majesty."
"Any news of Catovan's children?"
"No. It seems they're still reluctant to leave their mother's womb."

I smiled awkwardly at the Emperor's question as he looked at the Crown Princess with wistful eyes.

I don't know when those children will come out either. I've been asking them to please come out whenever Trixie struggles, but they seem comfortable in the womb and show no signs of emerging. They don't even kick much.

'Fedi used to cause a commotion even in the middle of the night.'

Perhaps because the three of them are crammed into a small space, they've agreed to refrain from vigorous movements like kicking.

They're already wise children with promising futures. I wish they would come out and show their faces to their father.

Please.

"The Magic-Ending Duke must be having a hard time. Carrying three children is no ordinary feat."
"The happiness waiting makes the hardship bearable."
"Haha, that's true."


The Emperor laughed briefly, came to my side, and patted my shoulder.

"Well, children are capricious. As you said, they could come out even today, so just wait and endure—hmm?"

The Emperor, who had been offering words of comfort, looked at my chest and closed his mouth.

'What is it?'

Following the Emperor's gaze, I looked down to see the communication orb I had kept in my inner pocket glowing with unprecedented intensity.

"Answer it. You'll go blind at this rate."
"Thank you for your consideration."

With the Emperor's permission, I quickly activated the communication orb.

My hands trembled involuntarily. This communication orb, specially modified by Trixie, emits stronger light and vibration for urgent messages. For it to emit this much light means—

- Kal! Big sister has gone into labor!
'Ah.'

It could only be a family matter.

"...I really didn't expect them to come today."

I nodded unconsciously at the Emperor's muttering.

The children had been quiet when I left the mansion, so I hadn't expected this sudden development.

After hurriedly paying my respects to the Emperor and Empress, I returned to the mansion.

"Where's Trixie?!"
"She's in her room with the medical staff!"

I breathed a sigh of relief at the butler's prompt report. In the brief time between hearing about Trixie's labor from Marge and my arrival at the mansion, the household staff had been busy preparing.

'Will everything be alright?'

The anxiety I had been suppressing finally surged. Fortunately, Trixie had no problems during her pregnancy except for difficulty moving. It was almost as if the three deities connected to me were watching over her intensively.

However, carrying triplets and delivering triplets are different matters. Even in the modern world with advanced medical technology, delivering triplets is a significant burden.

Of course, this world has far surpassed the terrible medieval level of medical care, plus there are variables like magic and divine power. As this is a duchess's delivery, the Empire will provide the best medical care available.

Nevertheless, I can't shake off my anxiety. I'm afraid something might go wrong with Trixie or with Taeyoung, Haneul, or Chomok.

'Please.'

That's why when I learned Trixie was pregnant with triplets, I named them after the authority of the three deities.

I thought using divine authority for their names would help them be born healthy. I hoped that even a hundredth of the attention the gods give me would go to my children.

'Please.'

A church of Enen is already under construction in Wiridia County to commemorate Fedi's safe birth. The Eternal Blue Sky is receiving divine power fees from the World Tree thanks to me, and Constantina has even successfully reincarnated.

So the blessing of the three deities will surely extend to our children. Taeyoung, Haneul, and Chomok will all be born healthy. Trixie might be weakened temporarily, but she'll recover and rise again.

Yes, that will definitely happen.

***

I can hear mana whispering.

Kal pacing anxiously beyond the door, the other children trying to calm him, the servants moving busily without a moment's rest, the Catovan family retainers arriving en masse.

And even the magicians who heard the news praying outside the mansion. Everything reaches my ears through mana.

'Magicians praying.'

Despite my struggle, I smiled. Magicians are those who claim that people should follow their own established reason and rationality, not celestial deities. Not all magicians distance themselves from religion, but many are indifferent to it.

Yet these same magicians are all praying to the gods. For me, for my children.


'You will be born safely.'

Perhaps because of this, I could feel certain. I was confident that my children would receive the world's adoration.

And of course, I would be there too. The tragic story of a wife dying after childbirth—our family doesn't need such a thing.

"Your Grace, are you alright?"
"Of course. I'm fine, so please don't worry too much."

The doctor cautiously spoke to me, probably concerned because I was smiling rather than screaming during contractions.

I just learned it myself, but among my magical abilities is one that can even alleviate the pain of childbirth. I wouldn't have known without giving birth in 100 years.

"...Hnnngh!"
"Y-Your Grace!"
"Everyone gather! It's starting!"

But it was only alleviation, not complete elimination of pain.

'Even with magic, it's this painful.'

It was a bit frightening. What would have happened if I had tried to deliver triplets without magic?

I don't particularly want to know. Right now, I should just be grateful that I'm a magician.

***

I could hear commotion outside the mansion, but I didn't stop it. I knew they came with good intentions, and the more prayers, the higher the probability that the gods would listen.

"It will be alright. Constantina will protect Trixie."

However, unable to hide my anxiety despite the increasing prayers, my grandmother who had rushed over upon hearing the news patted my back.

"Yes, of course. That will definitely happen."

I managed to smile as I noticed that my grandmother's hand patting my back was also trembling.

My grandmother is extremely reluctant to get involved with the human world. That's why we held Trixie's wedding twice—once in Servet Duchy and once in the non-human protected area.

Yet she came all the way to this mansion. She put aside her uncomfortable feelings toward humans out of concern for her granddaughter and great-grandchildren.

'I should calm down too.'

So whenever my heart wavered, I looked at my grandmother and steadied myself. If even I couldn't keep my composure, no one else could remain sane.

'There doesn't seem to be any major problem yet.'

I assessed the situation using what little rationality I could muster.

Comparing it to when Fedi was born, the occasional screams and bustling activity were actually good signs. Those sounds are normal during childbirth.

If something serious had happened, the medical staff would have informed me long ago. The absence of such ominous signs confirms that these are indeed good signs.

'Yes, these are good signs.'

I repeated this to myself dozens, hundreds of times. I was afraid that thinking negative thoughts might make them come true.

That conviction remained unchanged even as 1 hour, 2 hours, 3 hours passed. With three babies, it might take a bit longer.

And as if the gods were moved by my determination, the firmly closed door finally opened.

"It's over! Both mother and children are safe!"

Along with the words I had desperately wished to hear.

"All three are beautiful daughters!"

Along with words that brought an involuntary smile to my face.

Our Fedi, you suddenly have three little sisters.

The mother and all the children are safe.

This is the phrase a helpless husband waiting outside the delivery room wants to hear most.

Words for which he would truly do anything.

"However, she's quite exhausted after giving birth to not just one but three babies, so she'll have difficulty moving around for a while."
"As long as there's no health risk, that's a small price to pay."

I nodded enthusiastically since this wasn't really a concerning instruction.

As the doctor said, she had given birth to not just one but three babies. Simply calculated, she had endured three times the pain others experience in a single day, so it was natural that she would have difficulty moving afterward.

"Ah, and one more thing."
"Is there something else?"

I wanted to hurry in to see Trixie and the children, but I couldn't move since the doctor hadn't finished speaking. It would be foolish to ignore him—after all, he's a doctor. There's nothing more stupid than ignoring a doctor's advice.

"...No, it's nothing. I think it would be better for Your Excellency to see for yourself."

The doctor smiled gently and stepped back to let me enter the room.

"Hmm."

And as soon as I entered, I understood why the doctor had smiled.

'Like true triplets.'

The three sisters were crying loudly as if to announce their arrival into the world, while holding each other's hands tightly.

I couldn't help but smile at the sight. Whether newborn babies actually have the strength to grip something doesn't matter. Since they have elven blood, they might be different from ordinary humans, yes indeed.

"Kal..."

While I was entranced by the triplets' chorus, Trixie's voice brought me back to my senses.

What was I thinking? I should have checked on the person who suffered the most first.

"You worked so hard. Are you feeling uncomfortable anywhere?"

I hurried to Trixie's side and carefully took her hand. She gave a faint smile and shook her head.

"It hurt until a little while ago... but I'm fine now. Seeing those children just makes me happy..."

Seeing Trixie's beaming smile brought tears to my eyes. I'm grateful that thanks to Trixie, these three angels could be born, and I'm grateful that Trixie is also fine.

This must be possible because I used divine authority to name those children in the womb, and because I've been in the god's good graces. That's what I believe.

"Oh, Kal."
"Yes, tell me."

I brought my head closer to Trixie as she opened her mouth as if remembering something.

I can do anything Trixie wants. With my current determination, I feel like I could even go chop off the Emperor's head.

"Sky is the eldest, Sun is the second, and Forest is the youngest."
"Huh?"

At those words, my gaze shifted to the three still-crying babies.

So they were born in the order of Sky, Sun, and Forest?

'How does she know?'

It's a bit embarrassing to admit, but I had given up on distinguishing which one was Sun, which was Sky, and which was Forest. It's impossible to point at each baby in the womb and give them names. It's not like I could see inside Trixie's belly.

So when I called the babies, I didn't specifically address any one of them, but called all three at once. I was afraid that if I tried to be specific, the baby who was Sun yesterday might become Sky today.

But Trixie could tell them apart. Is this the power of motherhood that fathers can't possess?

"I can sense mana, remember? Even twins have their own unique flow."
"Ah."


I felt both amazement and self-reproach.

So while Trixie could perfectly distinguish the three babies, I couldn't tell them apart and had been calling them all at once.

'This father is sorry.'

I don't even deserve to feel sad if these children grow up and say "I hate you, Dad!"

As soon as our conversation ended, other people entered the room.

"You did well, really well done."

Especially Trixie's grandmother, who embraced Trixie gently with tears welling in her eyes.

Her heart must have been burning with anxiety beyond words. The fear that something might go wrong during her granddaughter's delivery. The apprehension that her granddaughter might follow her daughter who had passed away before her.

Fortunately, those worries proved unfounded. So it was natural for her grandmother to show the tears she had been holding back.

"This unworthy mother who couldn't witness her daughter's childbirth... at least I could be present for my granddaughter's."

Her murmur was mixed with guilt and relief.

"Someday you'll see your great-granddaughters give birth too."
"...Y-yes. That's right."

At Trixie's attempt at comfort, her grandmother fell silent for a moment before finally speaking.

I almost laughed understanding her feelings. Trixie's grandmother had already experienced culture shock from Trixie's marriage and pregnancy, and now her great-granddaughters would be getting married too? It must be like watching her common sense crumble repeatedly.

Of course, Trixie's grandmother is well aware that human and elven standards are different, but reason and emotion don't always align.

"Excuse me, Master."

As I watched this curious exchange between grandmother and granddaughter, the butler's voice drew my attention.

"Shouldn't we inform those waiting outside about the news?"
"Outside?"

I tilted my head briefly before letting out a soft exclamation.

That's right. Outside the mansion, there were people praying for Trixie's safe delivery. I had forgotten about them, enchanted by the birth of the children.

"If it's alright with you, Master, I can deliver the news about the Second Mistress—"
"No, it's fine. I'll go out and tell them myself."

I gently shook my head at the butler's words. The butler was being considerate, wanting me to stay with my family, but it's right for me to speak to them personally now.

These are people who have been praying earnestly for Trixie and the triplets' birth as if it were their own affair. As her husband, I should express my gratitude directly to acknowledge their efforts.

"Ah, and prepare a simple banquet too. We can't just send the guests away."
"Yes, I'll prepare it right away."

Watching the butler disappear in an instant, I also began to move.

Trixie is being well cared for by other family members, and the triplets are already receiving all sorts of affection. It won't be a problem if I step away briefly.

I'll quickly express my gratitude and return right away.

***

Since the Minister rushed back to his mansion, I too have been unable to maintain my composure.

This is the moment when the Magic-Ending Duke's children are being born, and it's the first time in nearly 120 years that the Catovan ducal family is growing. As Emperor, it would be stranger if I weren't interested.

Moreover, reports have come in that magicians from all over the continent are gathering in front of the Minister's mansion. They must have learned through the magicians' communication network that the Magic-Ending Duke's wife had gone into labor.

'Only extraordinary ones have gathered.'

In the midst of this, they seem to have selected representatives among themselves, as only those with high reputations in the magical world showed their faces. It's truly fortunate that a large unselected crowd didn't rush there, as that would have been troublesome.

After forcing myself to look at documents that barely registered in my mind, the news I had been desperately waiting for finally arrived.


- The Magic-Ending Duke's wife has safely completed childbirth. All three children are healthy, and the Audit Minister has officially declared that she only needs to recover the energy spent during delivery.

The news that both mother and children are safe.

'Good.'

I let out a sigh of relief upon hearing the report from the Minister of the Imperial Household.

Honestly, I wasn't this relieved even when Charlotte was born. Back then, I was just a nervous first-time father, but objectively speaking, it was natural that both the Empress and the Crown Princess would be fine.

However, giving birth to triplets is concerning even with the Empire's advanced medical system. The fact that this crisis has passed safely can truly be called a blessing for the Empire.

"Both the Minister and the Magic-Ending Duke will be preoccupied today, so let's send the gifts tomorrow."
- A wise decision, Your Majesty.

Gifts received during busy times tend not to be memorable. Rather than having carefully prepared gifts be forgotten, it's better to send them leisurely tomorrow.

After giving that order, I reached for the documents I had set aside. Now I can focus on my work with peace of mind—

"By the way, Minister. Have the children's names been decided?"

A sudden question came to mind, and I asked the Minister of the Imperial Household who was just bowing his head. Given the Minister's personality, he would have thought of names for all possible scenarios.

- Yes, Your Majesty. The first is Maria, the second is Cecilia, and the third is Catleya.

And as expected, the names that will lead the future of the Catovan ducal family were revealed.

Maria, Cecilia, and Catleya.

'He didn't name them alone.'

These aren't names that would come from the Minister's sensibility.

***

When I delivered the good news to the magicians waiting outside the mansion, cheers erupted loud enough to shake the entire Capital.

Honestly, I was a bit intimidated. I felt like a normal person thrown among fanatics. If I had met them as enemies, I would have fled without looking back.

"Kal."
"Ah, Mar."

After thanking the magicians and telling them about the banquet, I returned to the room where Mar greeted me.

"Did something happen? The windows suddenly rattled."
"Magicians."
"Ah."

Though it was a short word, Mar nodded as if she understood. For magicians, the birth of Magic-Ending Duke Junior x3 is a once-in-a-lifetime celebration.

"Hehe, everyone was startled. We were worried the babies might wake up again after finally falling asleep."
"They're sleeping?"

Come to think of it, the crying that had been audible even in the corridor when I left the room was now silent. I hadn't expected them to fall asleep in the short time I was gone.

"Go see. They have a different kind of cuteness than Fedi."

At those words, I approached the children without hesitation. Sons and daughters certainly have different kinds of cuteness.

"...Oh."

Seeing the children still holding each other's hands and sleeping with their ears twitching, I couldn't help but smile.

It's a shame. If ears didn't have that special meaning for elves, I would touch them.

'They are a bit short though.'

I chuckled seeing their ears, which were even shorter than Trixie's, who is a half-elf.

Since they're quarter-elves rather than half-elves, their ears are quarter-length too.

Since Trixie gave birth, there's been an increase in visitors to the mansion.

More precisely, visitors who approach the main gate guarded by sentries, offer a brief prayer, and then leave.

And naturally, all these visitors are magicians.

'It's like a pilgrimage.'

Of course, from the magicians' perspective, they truly are coming with the mindset of making a pilgrimage.

They want to congratulate a respected senior figure in the magical world on having children, but it would be impolite to bother someone who has just given birth. So this strange pilgrimage culture seems to have emerged as a compromise.

They don't just pray and leave—they even give tips to the guards, asking them to protect the Magic-Ending Duke and his daughters. It's truly a peculiar situation.

"It seems even more bustling than when our Fedi was born."
"Woo?"
"Still, they're all pretty little sisters that Fedi will need to look after, so you shouldn't be jealous, right?"
"Awoo!"

As I caressed the cheeks of Fedi in my arms while speaking, he responded with a bright smile.

How cute. Rationally speaking, he probably didn't understand what I said, but a father's heart sees it as his firstborn son making a determined response about protecting his little sisters.

Yes, our Fedi will surely become a wonderful and dependable big brother. A child who takes after me and Mar will definitely grow up that way.

'A duke's brother becoming an Imperial Count.'

The only concern is that the brother will inherit a lower title than his sisters. What if they get into an argument and one says, "I don't listen to someone with a lower title than mine"?

I believe that won't happen, but I can't help feeling anxious. Though Fedi has the blood of a ducal family and will inherit the Imperial Count title, a duke is an invincible title that no bloodline can challenge.

'I hope Maria grows up to be a gentle child.'

So our Maria, our eldest daughter.

For the peace of our family and the empire, please grow up to be a gentle and kind child. The sky, which became your prenatal name, was the primordial god yet remained gentle.

"Awoo—"
"What's wrong? Do you want to see your little sisters?"
"Woo!"

I smiled at the suddenly whimpering Fedi and headed toward where the triplets were.

It might be my imagination, but Fedi seemed to enjoy seeing his sisters. He especially stared intently at their ears that twitched even while they slept.

'They are admittedly cute.'

Even I lose track of time watching those children's ears.

If elven ears didn't have that particular connotation, I would have touched them hundreds more times.

After Trixie had somewhat recovered her strength.

"We've been preparing rooms for the little lords since last year."

Count Sicilla, the head butler of the Catovan Duchy, fired a major shot.

"Right now, Your Grace and your husband are newlyweds, and the little lords are too young, but shouldn't they eventually live in the duchy?"

A debate about where the triplets should reside—quite the bombshell.

My head felt dizzy as if I'd been struck from behind. I only now realized an issue I should have considered much earlier.

'Where should they live?'


When both father and mother are domain holders, where should their children stay?

Theoretically speaking, the triplets should live in the Serbet Duchy. Their surname has already been decided as Catovan, not Kracius, and it's "natural" for the children of the Catovan ducal family to live in the Serbet Duchy from the perspective of vassals and subjects. It would be strange if the future duke who will rule them grew up elsewhere.

But unlike my head, my heart couldn't accept it. Send my precious daughters to another place? Children I want to hold and cherish even within the same mansion?

"...Can't they just stay in the Capital?"
"Our vassals can come to the Capital anytime, but the subjects are welcoming a young duke for the first time in about 100 years."

A sigh escaped me at his words that the triplets must come to the Serbet Duchy for the sake of the subjects' sentiment.

I hate to admit it, but he's right. Unlike the common perception that only fellow nobles care about noble family heirs, the heir to a ruling family is of utmost importance to the region's subjects as well.

If the ruling family line is cut off without an heir, another family would intervene, and there are plenty of nobles coveting abandoned domains. That would be a disaster, turning their homeland into a battleground for nobles.

So for the well-being of the Serbet Duchy that our Maria will inherit, it makes sense for her to stay in Serbet rather than the Capital.

'Serbet...'

With a heavy heart, I imagined the triplets living apart from me.

The triplets surrounded by vassals receiving all sorts of affection, the triplets welcomed by cheering subjects, the triplets blessed by the historical Serbet dukes.

The triplets living separately from their father and finding him unfamiliar, the triplets bursting into tears when their father visits, the triplets awkwardly greeting their father while hiding behind the vassals.

...

"If you want to take my daughters, you'll have to kill me first."
"P-pardon?"

Count Sicilla was taken aback by my sudden outburst.

But my resolve remains unchanged. I cannot accept becoming a separated family. I cannot bear becoming an awkward and unfamiliar father to my daughters. After praying so desperately to have these children, I absolutely cannot allow that.

"A father must protect his children! I'll keep them by my side until they enter the Academy!"

Count Sicilla's eyes trembled at my desperate cry.

I understand the count's feelings. He needs to take the children for the domain's sake, but the biological father is making such a fuss—how could he not be troubled?

But as a warrior, one must experience a battlefield from which one cannot retreat even in death. For me now, this moment is that battlefield.

"Um, Kal?"

Trixie, who had remained silent during my bold declaration, spoke up.

"Actually, your grandmother-in-law also suggested raising the children in the elven residential district."
"......"

At those words, my burning fighting spirit subsided as if it were a lie.

If my grandmother-in-law is involved, that's quite burdensome.

Fortunately, since they're triplets, we didn't reach the insane conclusion of raising one in the Capital, one in Serbet, and one in the elven residential district.

Instead, through a combination of someone's determination not to become a separated family, Count Sicilla's concession that the subjects only need to be aware of the children's existence, and my grandmother-in-law's request that occasional appearances would be sufficient, we reached the conclusion that "they would spend certain periods of the year in Serbet and the elven residential district."

Honestly, I didn't want to concede even those certain periods, but don't the vassals and my grandmother-in-law cherish our daughters just as much as I do? Compromising to some extent is the best path for everyone.

Yes, that's certainly true, but...

"I have to live apart from these children?"


I cried. I cried in my heart so as not to wake the sleeping children with their twitching hands, but my chest felt like it was being torn apart.

How could I possibly separate from these children? How important a father's presence is to children who should grow up receiving parental love—

"It's not like they're leaving right away—it starts when they're five. And it's only for a month at most."

I closed my mouth at Trixie's words.

Sadly, I was the only one grieving. If Trixie, their mother, had supported my opinion, we could have changed it from age 5 to 10, from one month a year to one week.

"Kal, you're being a bit unsightly."

But my resolve crumbled at Mar's calm, decisive words.

If even Mar finds me unsightly, how truly pathetic must I look? I'm almost afraid to look in a mirror.

Damn it.

***

I smiled at the sight of Kal staring at Maria, Cecilia, and Catleya with a gloomy face.

They say fathers are weaker toward daughters than sons, and looking at Kal, it seems true.

'Those children will eventually become independent.'

Perhaps that's why I'm already worried. Serbet is adjacent to the Capital and close to Teilgleichen County, so it's not far enough to make such a fuss about living apart. Even the elven residential district in the Chenes Duchy is quickly accessible using teleportation.

Yet Kal is so agitated and unsettled. He'll probably faint when the children eventually get married.

'...Will they be able to enroll?'

He says he'll keep them by his side until they enter the Academy, but when the time comes, will he insist on homeschooling them?

That would be problematic. The future Serbet Duchess and her sisters cannot be labeled as uneducated.

"Trixie."
"Oh, yes. What is it?"

While I was seriously worrying about the children's future, I hurriedly turned my head at Kal's voice.

"I think they don't want to be separated from me either. Look how tightly they're holding on."

I glanced at Kal and the children. Indeed, Cecilia's hand was gripping Kal's finger.

'They grab anything given to them.'

But children will grab anything that comes into their hands, be it their father's finger or a maid's toy. If anything, it only highlighted Kal's pitiful aspect.

It was sad but made me laugh. At least it seems Kal will never give our children any less love.

Though the children might dislike their father's overwhelming love, they won't lack affection.

"Catleya is holding on too..."

I approached Kal, who was muttering in awe, and gently stroked Maria's cheek.

Meanwhile, as the eldest, you're even giving up daddy's finger to your sisters. How admirable.

'Please continue to grow up this way.'

As loving sisters who receive everyone's love and hold each other's hands even in sleep.

As lovable children whom daddy, the vassals, and great-great-grandmother all want to raise.


The Emperor has been teasing me since the birth of my triplets.

"I married first, yet somehow the Minister has more children than I do."

The miracle man who married years after the Emperor but has four times as many children. That's the Emperor's main source of teasing.

"Your Majesty only has eyes for the Empress, while I have six wives."
"Don't make cowardly excuses about numbers. Even with just one wife, you would have had more children than me."

I couldn't refute the Emperor's snickering. Honestly, I think so too.

Margareta, who safely delivered Fedi and is now aiming for a second child; Beatrix, who gave birth to triplets at once; and Luise, who became pregnant immediately after marriage. No matter how I look at it, they'll have more children than the Empress, not fewer.

At this point, I'm starting to fear myself. Once or twice might be coincidence, but three times in a row? This isn't just good luck—there's something strange about me.

'Is it truly a divine blessing?'

And from three gods, no less. By simple calculation, that's three times more than others.

Yes, three times is impressive. Even a double event would be considered generous, so triple must be extraordinary.

"Anyway, watching the Minister makes me think I should try harder. It would be troubling if the Emperor, who should lead the prosperity of the Imperial Family, falls behind his subject."

Though the Emperor speaks jokingly, there's likely some sincerity mixed in.

Too many imperial family members can lead to division, but too few is also problematic. Just 30 years ago, wasn't the direct line of the Livnoman Imperial Family cut off? Fortunately, after searching through distant relatives, an extraordinary monarch named Sang emerged, or else the Livnoman Imperial Family and the Kfelopen Empire might have ended 30 years ago.

That's why the Emperor, the second and youngest head of the branch Livnoman family, needs many descendants for the Imperial Family and the Empire. The Crown Princess alone is not enough.

"At least having branch families would be reassuring."

And just as the direct line of Livnoman found a spare in the branch family, the current Imperial Family needs to create new branch families.

Perhaps Ainter's family or the Marquis of Idrafen, created by the Emperor's only sibling, will become branch families.

...Ainter?

"By the way, how are things progressing with Marquis Idrafen and the Barandiga Marquis's daughter?"

I mentioned something I'd almost forgotten amid the recent storm of events.

Ainter, an imperial family member and Marquis of Idrafen, and Shati, the only child of the Barandiga Marquis, the sole marquis in the North. Their marriage has been discussed before, but I don't know the current situation. I've been too busy with my own marriage to worry about others'.

"Hmm? You don't know?"
"Forgive me, but I've been traveling between foreign countries like the Papal States and Leon Kingdom recently—"
"I suppose you wouldn't know. A minister working for continental peace can't focus on trivial matters."

I closed my mouth at his quick change of attitude.

Thankfully, that bastard has at least a speck of conscience. If he had said something like "The Barandiga Marquis's daughter is under your jurisdiction, why don't you know?" I would have flipped the table.

"Ainter went to the Barandiga Marquis's domain a few days ago."
"...What?"

My mind went blank at his words. Ainter, the only imperial family member besides the Emperor's family, came to my jurisdiction, and I didn't know for several days?

'What the hell.'

Why didn't I know? Even if I wasn't paying attention, the Barandiga Marquis is someone who reports even minor matters diligently.

'Ah.'

I finally recalled when Ainter went to the marquis's domain.

A few days ago would be when Beatrix was struggling to give birth to triplets, and we were fiercely discussing where the triplets would live. In other words, when I wasn't in my right mind.

'I must have heard and forgotten.'

Or maybe I never heard it at all.


I never expected the small ball my children launched would roll this way.

***

This is strange.

Strange, strange.

This can't be happening, this shouldn't be happening.

'Why do I keep losing...!'

Today again, I bit my lip while lying on the ground. With this, I've achieved the remarkable feat of a double-digit losing streak.

I can't accept it. I can't understand it. Me, who trained as the successor to the Barandiga tribe, who ran across the plains with the wind.

'To someone who just picked up a sword!'

I gritted my teeth watching the Marquis of Idrafen approach with that irritating smile as always.

When I heard the Marquis had started training, I just scoffed. When he suggested sparring with me, I thought it was a chance to break off our relationship.

But the result was completely opposite to my expectations.

"Another enjoyable match today, my lady. Your skills are truly developing day by day."
"Thank you."

I was upset by his seemingly one-sided evaluation, but I had no choice but to accept it calmly. The Marquis is the winner, and I am the loser.

'...How can he be this strong?'

I quietly bowed my head, still unable to resolve this question.

Of course, I'd heard that the Marquis of Idrafen had been taught by Count Teilgleichen, the continent's greatest swordsman, at the Imperial Academy, but a disciple's capability is more important than the master's ability. No matter how fertile the soil, if the seed is damaged, it will never bear fruit even after a hundred days.

Yet the Marquis surpassed me, a warrior of the plains, in just over a year. This result would be impossible without the Marquis's talent and effort.

'I thought he was just a flower in a garden...'

I'm confused. How can the Marquis, who grew up in the Imperial Palace, the safest place on the continent, who was raised under everyone's protection, be this strong? How could he develop his talent faster than me, who has wielded a sword since childhood?

It feels unfair. Someone who lived comfortably as an imperial family member has such talent? What does that make me, who fought hard to survive on the plains?

'I really hate this.'

I hate it so much. I hate the Marquis's shameless smile, I hate that he's stronger than me.

And I hate myself even more for continuing to lose after mocking him.

"Thank you... for another good match today."

So I expressed my ritual gratitude to the Marquis while keeping my head bowed.

If I met his eyes, I felt I might burst into tears.

***

I smiled slightly as I watched the lady hurriedly flee.

A rough, honest person. Someone a bit naive who isn't skilled at hiding her feelings.

'How cute.'

I'm not sure how to describe it, but somehow she's someone who makes me feel comfortable and happy when we're together. After dealing with nobles who gauge others with a single glance or word, seeing someone so transparent naturally brings me joy.

"You can come out now, Your Excellency."

I spoke casually after watching the lady disappear into the distance.

"Haha, you knew I was here?"


The Barandiga Marquis, who had been secretly observing our match, appeared.

To be honest, I didn't sense the Marquis's presence on my own. If I hadn't accidentally noticed his shadow during the match, I wouldn't have realized he was there.

"How could a son-in-law not know when his father-in-law is watching?"

But I played it off as if I'd known all along.

Strictly speaking, the Marquis was caught secretly spying on me and his daughter. Responding as if I knew but didn't mind would put him at ease.

"Oh my, son-in-law! What an honor to hear such words!"

As expected, the Barandiga Marquis's somewhat awkward expression quickly relaxed.

'Indeed, the lady takes after her father.'

I smiled again seeing the Barandiga Marquis show the same rough and honest demeanor as his daughter.

From our conversations over the past few days, I've learned that the Barandiga Marquis is more delighted about having a son-in-law than about connecting with the imperial family. I suspect he would have welcomed me just as enthusiastically even if I weren't of imperial blood.

At first, I was puzzled. Before becoming an Imperial Marquis, he was the leader of a tribe. Surely such a person wouldn't choose just anyone as a spouse for his only daughter.

But that question was resolved in just a few days.

'He must have worried his only child would die unmarried.'

The lady has a somewhat fierce personality. Though I wouldn't say so as her virtual fiancé, if it weren't for me, a normal marriage might have been impossible for her.

So from the Barandiga Marquis's perspective, I'm practically a savior for his daughter and family.

"If only Shati would open her heart like Marquis Idrafen..."

Perhaps that's why the Barandiga Marquis looks bitter whenever the lady and I show even the slightest conflict. As if worried that even this opportunity might fly away.

"Haha, isn't that something time will solve? That's why I came all the way to Barandiga."

But the Marquis needn't worry. I have no intention of withdrawing my heart even when the lady acts prickly. I won't abandon my duty as an imperial family member, nor someone who's fun to be around.

Right now, we just need time. Time for us to get used to each other, and for the lady to acknowledge me.

Waiting and patience. That's nothing to me.

'...It's not even patience.'

Waiting with a happy heart isn't patience but pleasure.

I'll wait until the day the lady can share in this pleasure, not just me alone.

It seems the lady is determined to entertain me in various ways.

"Your Excellency. If you don't mind, would you like to go hunting together?"

The lady, holding a bow with blazing eyes.

In those fiery eyes, I could see her determination to win no matter what.

'Hunting, is it.'

This time, it seems the lady has used her head. Having focused on learning the sword, with riding and archery only at a basic level, I would surely lose in a hunting competition against a nomad like her.

"I'd be delighted."

Still, my hesitation was brief.

"Hunting on the vast plains will be especially memorable."

Remembering how the lady had bowed her head deeply after yesterday's match, my hesitation vanished.

Sometimes I should let the lady win to see her bright face again.

I didn't want to use this method. I didn't want to resort to a hunting competition against a settled person.

But thinking about it carefully, the Marquis of Idrafen trained under none other than the continent's greatest swordsman. If such a person is on a winning streak in sword duels, wouldn't it be right for me to use hunting as my advantage?

"Shatiya, that's quite unsightly."
"Be quiet!"

I glared at my father who was criticizing rather than supporting his daughter's noble decision.

Come to think of it, my father is also part of the problem. I've heard that even if someone is royalty or a marquis, they should seek permission from the local lord when staying in another's domain. As long as my father is the lord of this Barandi Marquisate, the Marquis of Idrafen wouldn't have been able to stay here for days if my father had objected.

There are plenty of valid reasons to refuse too. Like how the northern weather is colder than the south and difficult to adapt to, or that security hasn't been fully established yet.

'You betrayed your only daughter.'

When I glared at my father again with resentful eyes, he subtly turned his head away.

That makes me even more angry. That reaction shows he knew I would hate this but did it anyway. If he had done it without knowing, I would have just blamed my fate for having such an oblivious father.

'I need to break his momentum with this hunt.'

After staring at my father for a while, I made an internal promise.

I need to end the Marquis of Idrafen's winning streak here. I need to crush the marquis's pride that must be soaring without limit.

That's how I can prove the marquis is a weaker settled person than me. I can confirm he's just a young master who has no right to be with me and couldn't survive on the plains.

"I'm not interested in weak men. I'm going to be a tribal leader who leads my people, and I can't have someone weak by my side!"

I recalled what I had said when my father urged me to marry.

Yes, I will marry a warrior who is my equal or better. I absolutely have no intention of marrying a royal from the settled people who has lived an easy life.

'I must win.'

The more I resolved this, the greater my obsession with victory grew.

If I lose to the marquis in hunting too, I would have to acknowledge that I'm weaker than him.

I mounted Tina with the mindset of heading into battle.

My partner who has galloped across the plains with me since childhood, my archery skills honed since youth. I'll employ all of these in this hunt. This isn't just a simple game—it's practically combat.

"Well, it's been a while since I've ridden a horse, so it feels unfamiliar."

When I saw the Marquis of Idrafen appearing on a white horse, I inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.

'He wasn't lying.'

As the marquis said, his horsemanship was just average. He wasn't completely incapable, but he was at a beginner's level, not skilled.

That's a relief. He's such a cunning and shameless person that I was worried he might suddenly say, "Actually, I'm good at riding too." If you're better at riding than your opponent, you've practically won half the hunt.

So this hunt is as good as mine. I can finally shatter that sly, unpleasant smile.

"By the way, my lady."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Please speak."
"In the Capital, we value how large a prey is caught rather than how many. How is it in the North?"

At those words, I realized I had forgotten something. We hadn't determined the most important thing—how to decide the winner.

Whether the winner is the one who catches more prey or the one who catches larger prey is a matter of great debate in the North as well. It's proper to clearly establish the criteria before competing in a hunt, but I was so focused on the fact that I could win that I forgot this obvious point.

'Catching larger prey would be more reasonable, but...'

I suddenly felt uneasy. The marquis had surprised me in unpleasant ways many times. If I set the criterion as catching larger prey thinking he wouldn't be good at hunting... what if he catches one enormous beast and ends it there?

But if I simply make it about catching more prey, it seems a bit cow—

'No.'


What am I saying now? There's no such thing as cowardice in competition. If I was going to consider fairness, I wouldn't have proposed hunting in the first place.

"Since it's the season when wild animals increase, how about catching as many as possible?"
"That sounds good. If wild animals are too few, it reduces food for your people, but if there are too many, it threatens security. As expected, my lady has a warm heart."

Seeing the marquis laugh, I felt an inexplicable irritation and embarrassment.

***

I rode around the hunting grounds on the white horse lent by the Marquis of Barandi.

'What an incredible steed.'

Even with my limited knowledge of horses and horsemanship, I couldn't help but admire its smooth movements. I could understand why commanders on the battlefield insist on fine horses.

Being a four-legged creature, it would be a lie to say there was no shaking at all, but the vibrations were transmitted very subtly. I didn't feel any of the lower back pain or groin discomfort that beginners typically experience. It was as if this horse was born to carry people, as if it could read its rider's physical and mental state in real time.

So I felt somewhat perplexed. Despite approaching this hunt with the intention of losing, I had been given too good a horse.

'Could the marquis have a bad relationship with the lady?'

I even wondered if this might be a scheme by the Marquis of Barandi to prevent Lady Shatiya's victory. A father who couldn't tolerate his daughter winning? That would be truly terrible.

Of course, it wouldn't be for such a malicious reason. The father and daughter I had observed for several days got along well despite occasional bickering. Even those squabbles stemmed from affection.

'It must be for safety.'

From the marquis's perspective, he probably gave me the best horse he could to prevent any accidents involving royalty. Logically, that's the most likely explanation.

"If there were more like you, the Empire's cavalry would be even stronger."

As I stroked its mane and muttered, the horse carrying me turned its head away haughtily.

The response reminded me of someone, making me laugh. Coincidentally, this horse also had white hair similar to Lady Shatiya's silver hair—

- Whiiinny!
"Huh?"

Suddenly, the white horse perked up its ears and galloped off somewhere.

Wait, even if I'm not doing anything, I'm still your rider. Shouldn't you at least get my consent before taking off?

***

Although we decided that the person who catches more beasts wins, I have no intention of padding my numbers with small rabbits. I want to achieve a perfect victory by catching large beasts as well.

"That sounds good. If wild animals are too few, it reduces food for your people, but if there are too many, it threatens security. As expected, my lady has a warm heart."

And as the Marquis of Idrafen said, controlling the number of wild animals keeps the tribal people... no, the subjects safe. It's right to eliminate creatures too large for ordinary people to handle when I see them.

Embarrassingly, I only realized this obvious fact after hearing the marquis's words. Despite being blinded by victory, as the heir to the Barandi family, I had forgotten about the safety of our people.

'How annoying.'

This hunt was clearly prepared to defeat the marquis, yet somehow I keep feeling like I'm losing.

"Physical strength isn't everything. Intelligence and manners are also part of strength!"

Suddenly, I recalled what I had said to my father.

Why, why am I remembering those words now? This makes it seem like the Marquis of Idrafen fits the description of what I said!

Of course, the marquis has intelligence, probably from his time at the Imperial Academy, and while he's sly with me, he does have some manners.

But still, the marquis is not the one. He's just not!

'I am the next shaman.'

I bit my lip slightly and reminded myself. Even though the nomads have become imperial citizens, we shouldn't abandon all our culture. Even if we adopt civilization for convenience, we must not forget our roots.


The shaman position my father holds, the position I will inherit, is our culture and foundation. It's impossible for someone like me to marry imperial royalty.

So I will definitely marry a nomad who is strong, intelligent, well-mannered, kind, and handsome.

...

'Should I compromise on a few?'

Since I haven't met any nomad who fulfills all five conditions so far, maybe I should compromise on one or two—

- Grrrr...
"Huh? What's wrong?"

Tina, who had been walking quietly, looked around anxiously.

This is unexpected. She was a timid child when young, but she became brave after roaming the plains with me everywhere. For Tina to suddenly act like this?

However, it didn't take long to understand why Tina was frightened.

—SCREECH!

A beast with a strange appearance leaped out with a horrific cry.

A beast with a lion's head, a bear's body, a snake's tail, running on two legs.

I quickly chose to flee, as it was clearly not a normal animal. It's foolish to insist on a one-on-one fight against an unfamiliar enemy.

"We haven't yet cleared all the dungeons used by Dorgon and his subordinates. There might be some near the hunting grounds, so be careful."

I quickly recalled my father's advice and deduced the identity of this bizarre beast.

A magic beast. A dungeon magic beast notorious for its ferocity.

'Of all places...'

I felt like cursing at this thoroughly unlucky situation.

It's well known that the now-dead pretender Khan Dorgon and his subordinates hid in dungeons before staging their uprising. Since the North became imperial territory, imperial troops have been clearing dungeons throughout the region.

But I didn't know there would be a dungeon nearby that had escaped the imperial army's notice. And I certainly didn't expect it to be at the hunting grounds. Father's advice must have been just a routine caution!

'...How far is it going to chase me?'

I looked back at the magic beast still pursuing Tina and me.

I could flee indefinitely if I wanted to. But what if this magic beast doesn't give up and keeps chasing me? What if it encounters a subject passing by? What if it meets the marquis who must be somewhere in the hunting grounds?

'No.'

This is troublesome. Unlike me who can skillfully evade, ordinary subjects and the marquis could be harmed by the magic beast.

'I need to stop it here.'

So before it encounters others, I need to stop it... huh?

'What?'

The magic beast is no longer visible.

Instead, I saw a dark shadow on the ground.

—SCREEECH!
'Ah.'

It can jump with that size?

'That's cheating.'

Why do I keep meeting such unfair opponents lately?

I blocked the blood flowing from my left shoulder as I circled around the hunting ground.

'I avoided a fatal wound.'

I bit my lip to clear my dizzy mind.

It might seem ridiculous to talk about avoiding fatal wounds when one arm is already ruined, but considering the beast's size, losing just one arm was incredibly fortunate. If I had taken a direct hit from that enormous creature's leaping attack, I would have died instantly.

"Tina, are you okay?"
- Whinnny!

I sighed softly and checked on Tina's condition, relieved to hear her vigorous response.

I don't mind losing an arm. As long as we can escape this place safely, I can get treatment anytime.

But if anything happens to Tina, both of us will die here. Right now, I need to protect Tina even if it means getting more injured myself.

'...But how?'

How? How can I protect Tina from that monster when I can't use one arm?

First of all, it's impossible for me to defeat the beast alone. I couldn't catch it even when I was uninjured, so I certainly can't face it in this severely wounded state.

But I can't run away either. Flee from a beast that's already excited by the smell of blood? If it loses its prey, it will become even more enraged and rampage through this area, potentially harming other nobles or the Marquis.

'What should I do...?'

I felt like crying in this situation where I could neither fight nor flee.

If only I were a little stronger, I wouldn't have to worry like this. I could have quickly subdued a sudden monster like this and made it my prey.

This all happened because of my inadequacy. If I were stronger, I could have caught the beast. If I were stronger, I wouldn't have insisted on settling things with a hunting competition. If I were stronger... I wouldn't have had to worry about the nobles and the Marquis.

- Growl!
"Eek!"
- Snort!

But the beast wasn't going to give its prey time for self-reproach. It went beyond mere pursuit and started throwing rocks.

Now I'm truly terrified. This huge creature is not only fast and can leap, but it can also use tools? Where on earth was such a monster hiding until now—

"Ugh!"

A dull impact on my back threw me off my horse.

"Tina, go ahead without me! Go to Father!"

I shouted to Tina as soon as I hit the ground. There was no way I could remount her, so it was better for Tina to escape alone.

If Tina returned without me, Father would notice something was wrong and would control the entire hunting ground to subdue this crazed beast. That would prevent the damage from spreading.

But Tina, far from fleeing, circled around me.

"Go quickly! We'll both be caught at this rate!"
- Whimper...

Tina, her eyes now moist, made a pitiful whimpering sound, unsure what to do despite my shouting.

You fool! If we're both going to die, at least one of us should survive!

"Hey! You should at least listen to me!"

I screamed in sudden sorrow.

Yes, at least Tina should follow my wishes. Father suggesting an unwanted marriage, losing repeatedly to that annoying Marquis of Idrafen, and now this disaster during the hunting competition I chose to win. Nothing has gone right. So Tina should at least listen to me.

- Growl! Growl!

But Tina didn't leave until the moment the beast approached us.

This is truly foolish. Who did you inherit such stubbornness from?

"You, if you die with me, I'll ride you in the afterlife too."

As I barely managed to stand up and draw my sword, Tina licked my cheek.

It's embarrassing, but Tina's warm body temperature reassured me. Selfishly, I almost smiled at the thought that my lifelong partner would stay with me even in death.

'If I knew it would come to this, I should have fought head-on from the beginning.'


I feel somewhat regretful. I ran around trying to find a good strategy, but now I'm fighting with just one arm. If I was going to die fighting anyway, I should have fought when I was in perfect condition.

But what can I do? It's all because of my inexperience.

'I'll aim for the ankles.'

So I made a resolution. If I can't kill it, I should at least inflict a critical injury. Since it runs around on two legs, injuring its ankles would drastically reduce its mobility.

If that happens, I can die in peace. No matter how strong a creature is, once its mobility is compromised, it becomes nothing more than a slow-moving target.

'...Even someone inexperienced in horseback riding could avoid it.'

I gritted my teeth, thinking of the Marquis who must be somewhere in the hunting grounds. The best scenario would be for him not to encounter this beast at all, but even if he did, he could easily avoid a monster with severed ankles.

Since he came to this hunting ground because of me, I should take measures to ensure his safety as much as possible. No matter how annoying he is, he's not someone I dislike enough to wish death upon. Besides, what a disgrace it would be if a guest in our territory died.

"Come at me! You creature who stole someone else's head because you lost your own!"
- Growl!

After taking a few deep breaths, I shouted at the beast.

A strange creature with a bear's body but a lion's head. It must have been beaten somewhere else by someone else. That's why it doesn't have its own head.

But what can I do? This time, it's going to lose its ankles.

"Get ready to walk on chicken feet from now on!"

I'm not sure if taunting works on beasts, but I shouted while imagining the most pathetic animal I could think of.

As the beast swung its arm, I ducked—

"A creature of this size with chicken feet would be quite an odd combination."

A familiar voice spoke as something protruded from near the beast's neck.

"Though even chicken feet would be too good for a beast that injured you, my lady."

As the beast collapsed, bleeding from its neck, the Marquis who had been hidden behind it came into view.

"I apologize for stealing your prey, my lady. I haven't caught anything yet, so I'm afraid my greed got the better of me."

The Marquis was breathing heavily, his expression not the usual slick smile.

***

The white horse, ignoring its rider, finally stopped running when it reached where the lady was.

'Huh.'

I couldn't help but laugh when I saw the lady facing off against a bizarrely shaped beast.

What a truly remarkable horse. It recognized that its master's daughter was in danger and rushed over. Are all Northern horses like this?

'I didn't bring a sword though.'

Despite the horse's heroic efforts, the problem was that I, the rider, had no proper weapons. I only brought a bow and arrows since this was supposed to be a hunt.

'If I miss, I might hit the lady.'

Unfortunately, I'm well aware of my archery skills. No matter how large the target, with bad luck, I might hit the lady or the horse beside her.

But I can't fight a beast that size with bare hands either.

'Ah.'

Suddenly remembering what my mentor told me before I graduated from the Academy, I quickly broke my bow in half.

"Among the people I met in the North, there was one who used both sword and bow. He would shoot arrows with an iron bow from a distance, and when Imperial soldiers approached, he would break the bow in half and use it like twin swords. He was absolutely insane."
"What an unusual person. What was his name?"
"Udesre Jairug, known as the Thesis Destroyer."

I still don't understand what "Thesis Destroyer" means, but using a broken bow as a close-combat weapon is worth noting.

So I quickly stabbed the sharpened bow fragment into the back of the beast's neck.

"I apologize for stealing your prey, my lady. I haven't caught anything yet, so I'm afraid my greed got the better of me."

I naturally tried to comfort the lady, who must have been surprised.


Honestly, I was quite startled myself, but I have more emotional composure than the lady who nearly died. In such situations, the person with more composure should be considerate.

"My lady?"

However, strangely, the lady said nothing. She just stared at me with her mouth open.

"...Nngh!"

Then she bowed her head and made a cute grumbling sound.

I was relieved to see the lady's usual behavior. She must have been too shocked to respond earlier.

The hunt ended rather anticlimactically. Only my late older brother would have been crazy enough to continue hunting after someone nearly died.

"My lady, are you hurt anywhere?"
"No, I'm fine."

Since the lady's horse was exhausted from the chase with the beast, I had her sit in front of me on my horse as we returned.

'This is awkward.'

I smiled bitterly as I looked at the lady who still kept her head down.

The proud lady had shown vulnerability in front of me, and she had escaped danger thanks to me. For someone who had gone as far as proposing a hunting competition to maintain her pride, this must be beyond humiliating.

I'm worried this incident might make the lady depressed. Once a lively and strong personality like hers is broken, it takes a long time to recover.

"By the way, I saw the prey you caught, and it was incomparably more than mine. If that beast hadn't interfered, I would have lost."
"......"

Despite my consolation, the lady didn't raise her head.

Hmm, was my comfort too obvious?

"A-Actually."
'Oh.'

While I was wondering what to say to cheer her up, the lady broke the silence first.

"In the North, the winner is often considered to be the one who catches the largest prey, not the most."
"Is that so?"

It was somewhat of a twist, but not shocking. I would have lost either way.

"So... you've won, Marquis. I couldn't have caught such a large beast by myself."

The lady's shoulders trembled slightly as she declared her defeat in a shaking voice.

What an interesting person. She has strong pride and hates losing, but when someone wins fair and square, she acknowledges it. Even while trembling like this, she accepts her defeat.

How could anyone dislike someone so entertaining?

***

I kept my head down, unable to face the Marquis.

Now I had to admit it. The Marquis was stronger than me. He surpassed me in every aspect.

And once I acknowledged that, I realized what I had been deliberately ignoring.

"I have no interest in weak men. I'm going to be a tribal leader, and I can't have someone weak by my side!"
"Physical strength isn't everything. Intelligence and manners are also forms of strength!"

All the things I had said to Father. All the conditions I had set for my partner.

Surprisingly, the Marquis had them all. I just hadn't acknowledged it because I had pushed him away. The person I wanted had already come as my prospective groom.

Yes, I admit it. But...

'What nerve do I have to be friendly now?'

I resent my past self. How foolish I was to be so prickly. How hateful I was to show my dislike so openly.

'If I suddenly approach him... he'll think I'm strange, won't he?'

I feel like crying, but for a different reason than when I was facing the beast.

After learning that Ainter had gone to the Barandi Marquisate, I had been checking on Ainter's condition daily by communicating with Marquis Barandi.

Honestly, there's a high probability the Marquis would handle things well even if left alone. From the Marquis's perspective, Ainter is both a prospective son-in-law and an important guest who absolutely must not get hurt in his domain.

Still, the North is under my jurisdiction. I feel more at ease knowing what Ainter is up to.

"A monster, you say?"

And without my knowledge, I had been facing the worst crisis.

I'm talking about the insane crisis where Ainter and Shati, who had gone hunting together, had the terrible luck of encountering a dungeon monster.

'Shit.'

For a moment, everything went white before my eyes, but I quickly pulled myself together.

Fortunately, Ainter was unharmed, and Shati had received prompt treatment with no aftereffects. While they weren't exactly lucky from the moment they encountered the monster, this could still be considered a blessing in disguise.

"I apologize, Count. I have no words to offer."

When I remained silent for a moment, Marquis Barandi on the other side of the communication device bowed his head even deeper.

Normally, I would have stopped him immediately, but given the gravity of the situation, I still couldn't open my mouth. If I was this shocked, the Marquis must be feeling even worse.

"Everyone knows that the long-neglected North has countless dungeons. It's unfortunate that one of those dungeons happened to be in the hunting grounds, but this was a natural disaster, not a man-made one, so please don't blame yourself too much."

So I forced my tightly closed mouth open and comforted the Marquis.

This wasn't a man-made disaster that could have been prevented, but rather an unfortunate act of nature. If the Marquis and other northern lords had been negligent in clearing dungeons, it would be a matter worthy of anger, but as the faction leader, I know well how dedicated the northern lords are to dungeon suppression.

Yes, this was simply bad luck. Extremely bad luck.

"Thank you for saying so."

The Marquis's expression brightened somewhat at my comfort. Still, the lingering complexity in his expression suggested he was still troubled.

I understand. Not only was it problematic that Ainter, an extremely important guest, nearly got hurt, but what father could remain calm when his daughter almost died? As someone who has suddenly gained three daughters myself, I can fully empathize.

"By the way, did you say that Duke Idrafen said he wouldn't worry about what happened during the hunt?"
"Ah, yes. That's what he said."
"Then I will report to His Majesty the Emperor. I will speak to him in a way that ensures no harm comes to you, Marquis, so please don't worry and take care of your daughter who must have been frightened."

The Marquis bowed his head again at my consideration.

No matter how much Ainter says he'll overlook this, the Empire's intelligence network is never sloppy. It will eventually reach the Emperor's ears, so it's better for me to report it and minimize the aftermath.

'Damn you, Dorgos.'

As soon as the communication ended, I let out a rough sigh. It's not that Dorgos created dungeons in the North, but this incident happened because of his madness in using what should have been cleared dungeons as barracks and warehouses.

So this incident is his fault. That's what I decided to think.

'Even dead, Dorgos is still causing trouble for the living Kal.'

He was truly a persistent bastard.

***

My injured left arm had been cleanly healed.

Still, due to advice to refrain from intense movement for a while, I had to lie in bed blankly.


"I should have stopped you when you first started talking about that unsightly hunting business."

Along with my father's endless nagging.

"Fortunately, Duke Idrafen is treating this as a mishap during hunting, and Count Teilgleichen said he would handle it personally. Otherwise, the entire domain could have suffered greatly."
"I'm sorry..."

But since every word was true, I couldn't just let it go in one ear and out the other this time.

Father is right. Because of my stubbornness, if the Marquis had been injured even slightly, my father, our tribe, and the entire domain could have faced serious consequences. If the Marquis had died rather than just been injured, I would have lived with regret for the rest of my life.

"Now I don't know how I can continue supporting your marriage to the Marquis."

I flinched at my father's muttering that followed. It sounded as if he was giving up on my marriage to the Marquis.

"I'm sorry to the Count who arranged this, but if such incidents will continue to happen, I'd rather give up—"
"W-wait a moment!"
"If you have something to say, say it lying down."

As soon as I tried to get up urgently, my father pressed down on my shoulder and made me lie back in bed.

"...Father, this won't happen again."
"I'd sooner wait for the sun to rise in the west than believe your words."

My hands trembled at my father's indifferent response.

'No.'

I'm anxious. I'm afraid that my father might go to the Marquis right now and say, "My daughter is too immature to be worthy of you, so let's reconsider the marriage."

Yesterday's me would have welcomed my father's reaction, but not anymore. Now that I've realized the Marquis is the ideal partner I've been wanting, am I supposed to part ways before I can even apologize for my past behavior?

Of course, considering what I've done, even saying we're "parting ways" might be too generous, but...

'Anyway, no!'

It can't happen. The eternal blue sky has given someone like the Marquis to unworthy me, and if I miss this opportunity, a second chance will never come. I'm certain of that.

"I, I really won't do it again. I won't grumble at the Marquis, and I'm confident I can treat him kindly!"
"That's just temporary. Right now you feel sorry, but once time passes, you'll go back to your old ways."

I felt resentful seeing my father scratching the back of his neck as if he had already given up.

He pushed so hard even when I disliked it so much! Now that I want to push forward, why is father pulling back!

"It's better for both of you to end things while you're sincerely sorry. At least then, your last impression will be good."
"It's not the last!"

I couldn't help but shriek at those words.

"I really... really can do better..."

Though I spoke with sincerity, a corner of my heart felt uncomfortable.

No, actually it's not strange. I know better than anyone why my heart feels uncomfortable.

'I have no choice but to throw a tantrum like this.'

Because of my past behavior, my father won't believe my words. Even if I say I'll do better now, he won't trust me. It would be fortunate if my father and the Marquis don't think I'm acting strange.

It's all my fault. It's my karma for treating the treasure right beside me like a stone.


But if I give up because of that, I'll regret it again. I can't do that twice after already doing something I regret.

"I know I was rude to the Marquis. I'm aware that the Marquis might be disappointed in me."
"If you knew that, why have you been acting this way until now?"
"S-so now I'll endure everything! Even if the Marquis ignores me and pushes me away, even if he dislikes me, I won't back down! Just like how he waited for me!"

I hastily finished my words in response to my father's pointed criticism.

Though it was a rushed conclusion, I said everything I wanted to say. Just as the Marquis endured despite my rudeness, now it's my time to endure. It's time for me to willingly accept even if the Marquis ignores me.

***

'People change when they face a crisis.' This is an age-old saying that I personally agree with.

Though nearly dying before changing seems a bit extreme, at least she has changed.

'She may be stubborn, but she's not fickle.'

I let out a sigh of relief after leaving Shati's room. Seeing her talk like that, Shati won't be snippy or indifferent to the Marquis anymore.

Although I can't tell whether it's due to guilt or a belated realization of her feelings, what does it matter? Even if it starts as a political marriage, affection builds as couples live together. Since she's not someone who can have a love marriage anyway, she should be grateful to have a good husband even through a political arrangement.

The only variable is that the Marquis's feelings might have changed, but...

"Oh, father-in-law."

Seeing the Marquis greeting me as soon as I left Shati's room, it seems I don't need to worry about that.

"Is the young lady alright?"
"She seems uncomfortable having to lie still when she's used to moving around, but other than that, she's fine."
"That's a relief."

The Marquis burst into laughter and then began walking alongside me.

He's been constantly worried about Shati's condition since returning from the hunting grounds. He's even refraining from visiting her, saying that Shati would be embarrassed to see him now.

Such a Marquis wouldn't have given up on Shati. Even my talk of giving up on the marriage earlier was just testing the waters.

"By the way, I'm touched that the young lady seems to have opened her heart to me. Indeed, effort does pay off."

Seeing the Marquis smile as he spoke, apparently having overheard my conversation with Shati from outside the room, I smiled back.

Actually, I was touched too. It seems my daughter's marriage is finally approaching.

"To celebrate, I was thinking of going to the Capital together once the young lady fully recovers. Though I'm not sure if she'll accept..."
"Oh my, Shati will definitely love it!"
"Haha, your words give me courage, father-in-law. I'll suggest it to her soon."

With this succession of good news, I felt like my smile was reaching my ears.

'Thank you, Hayang.'

And inwardly, I expressed my gratitude to Hayang, whom I had lent to the Marquis.

Thanks to Hayang, the Marquis was able to save Shati, and thanks to Hayang, Shati opened her heart to the Marquis. Hayang not only saved my daughter's life but also resolved my concerns.

'From now on, let's prepare only the finest meals for Hayang.'

If Hayang wants, I'm even prepared to give her water melted from the snow of the northern eternal snow mountain.

For our family's benefactor, I can do that much.

# The Minor Disturbance of a Dead Dorgos Annoying a Living Kal

There was a minor disturbance where the deceased Dorgos annoyed Kal, but fortunately, no other incidents occurred afterward.

If there was anything noteworthy, it would be that the 6th Corps Commander who had remained in Leon returned to his homeland and was promoted to Southern Front Commander, and Ainter returned to the Capital with Shati. Even those events were merely stored in my mind rather than threatening my mental state.

"It seems that blond hair is destined to be paired with silver hair."

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction upon hearing reports that Ainter and Shati were enjoying the social scene together.

It was somewhat unsightly. If he had simply been talking about his brother's future couple, I would have thought the older brother was being a bit excessive. Unfortunately, the Empress also has silver hair like Shati. Rather than relief about his brother's relationship, his devoted husband side was more prominently displayed.

"Though they are contrasting colors, perhaps that's precisely what attracts them to each other."
"Haha, the Minister is right. It's their differences that draw them together."

But when it comes to matters related to the Empress, I had to readily agree. If I showed any lukewarm reaction, I might get scolded by both the Emperor in husband-mode and the offended Empress.

Thanks to such appropriate behavior, the tranquility continued with no one bothering me, allowing me to focus entirely on my work.

"Awoo!"
"Our Fedi is so fast!"

That very important work being crawling around on the floor with Fedi.

'How many hours has it been now?'

I was starting to feel fatigue, but Fedi was having such a good time running around that I matched her pace with a smile. When our Fedi is happy, my fatigue doesn't matter.

'Just hang in there a little longer.'

I watched Fedi crawling majestically forward, trying to ignore my aching knees.

Fedi, who had grown enough to crawl on her own, was bustling around the entire mansion as if to make up for all the time she had spent lying in bed. In fact, the knee pads I put on Fedi would turn completely black after just one day.

That's why I was crawling around with her. If left alone, I worried that Fedi with her unlimited energy might go somewhere dangerous, and if I tried to make her lie in bed, she would express her dissatisfaction with loud crying.

Of course, the servants tried to dissuade me from my four-legged travel, saying they would take care of the young mistress, but when else could I play with Fedi if not during this legitimate vacation? Sharing emotional bonds with children is one of a father's important duties.

"Woof!"
"Whoa!"
'Ah.'

In the midst of this, a disaster struck as energetically crawling Fedi encountered Titi.

"Ti-Titi!"
"Not that way!"

And I could see Yuris and Sophia rushing urgently from the direction Titi had appeared.

Unfortunately, it was already too late. Once a curious baby and an energetic dog meet, there's nothing we can do.

'We'll be crawling around for at least three more hours.'

Seeing the bleak future ahead, I closed my eyes momentarily.

When Fedi and Titi get together, it's not simply 1+1. They exert a destructive power closer to 10 or 20, which is why I had been trying to guide Fedi away from Titi, but I never expected Titi would smell Fedi and come running.

'Already using the young mistress connection.'

I felt a tiny bit resentful toward Titi. A pet that ignores its master's suffering and plays with the young mistress instead.

Still, it was merely a feeling of mild annoyance rather than genuine displeasure. Even Titi, an animal, loves our Fedi.


'I should understand with a father's heart.'

Besides, having one more playmate for Fedi is good for me. When the triplets start crawling, Titi will play well with them too.

"Woof woof!"
"Awoo!"

Seeing Fedi and Titi opening their mouths to each other as if conversing made my lips curl up involuntarily.

However, when we ended up crawling around the mansion for five more hours, I nearly burst into tears. At this rate, I might become more accustomed to crawling on four limbs than walking on two.

After enjoying her chaotic mansion exploration during daylight hours, Fedi sleeps without moving at night.

She really sleeps soundly without waking up at dawn. It's natural since she uses up all her energy during the day.

"Waaaaaah!"
"Uwaaaaaaaah!"
"Yes, Daddy's here."

Thanks to this, I had overwhelmingly more time to attend to the triplets. If Fedi had also cried at dawn, I might have collapsed long ago.

"Oh my, what's making you cry so sadly?"

Anyway, I carefully patted the backs of the sobbing Cecilia and Catleya while checking their condition. Meanwhile, Maria was just blinking her eyes, which was such a relief.

"Our eldest daughter is already so mature."
"Ah—"

As if responding to my words, Maria smiled brightly and reached out her hand to me.

She's too cute. Despite her siblings crying on either side of her, she's making such an adorable smile. If I had three hands, I would have grabbed Maria's hand immediately.

"...uuu..."
"Ah."

And when I, as her father, failed to take her hand, Maria also started to whimper.

This is bad. It's very troublesome if all three cry. But if I free my hands, the children who were just starting to calm down will surely cry even more sorrowfully.

"Let me take Cecilia and Catleya."
"T-Trixie!"

While I was conflicted, unable to do either, Trixie, who had been sleeping in the next room, approached.

I was touched. While I was crawling on all fours, taking care of the triplets was Trixie's responsibility. And now Trixie gave up her sleep to help me.

"Maria will calm down quickly if you hold her. Just soothe her a few times and she'll smile right away."

Following this vital advice, I quickly held Maria.

Sure enough, the whimpering Maria started to smile, wiggling her ears.

'So cute.'

I really want to touch those ears just once.

***

The mansion was filled with vitality every day.

Fedi roaming the mansion as soon as the sun rises, her brother beside her deliberately moving on four legs instead of two, and Titi who quickly joins whenever Fedi appears in the hallway despite being elsewhere.

Maria, Cecilia, and Catleya requiring three times the attention as triplets. And Lise, whose belly is gradually growing as time passes.


'It feels like several families living in one house.'

A gentle smile formed at the thought I've had for some time. Who would think this scene represents one family rather than several?

Not that I dislike it. This bustle and noise symbolize happiness. It's proof that our family will face no threats or hardships and will forever enjoy warm daily life.

'...Family.'

My heart fluttered at the word "family."

Whether married or not, my brother already treats all his lovers as wives. He holds wedding ceremonies once every six months in consideration of the guests, but he laughs saying he's already married them all in his heart.

Nevertheless, the word "marriage" cannot be taken lightly. Being essentially a couple and being an official couple are different.

'My turn has already come.'

Apart from the fluttering, I found it somewhat surprising. When Mar first got married, my turn as the fourth seemed so distant, but now my turn is approaching.

'Me marrying brother.'

Looking down at the particularly clean hallway where my brother and Fedi must have passed, I briefly recalled past events.

The shocking news that the Magic-Ending Duke was targeting my brother, Mar's anxiety and rush upon hearing that news, Lise following along, and me confessing out of fear that I might not get a chance to express my feelings if I remained still.

It was truly confusing when I think about it now. Like fish struggling when a giant catfish invades their peaceful lake, everyone was crazy back then.

'How embarrassing.'

I sighed while fanning my face that had heated up without me realizing.

At the time of my confession, I hadn't shared enough emotional connection with my brother. It was a time when I showed interest but not affection. Despite that, I confessed abruptly out of fear that other competitors might appear or that I, already fourth in line, might be pushed back further.

According to my original plan, I was supposed to build sufficient emotional connection during the three years at the Academy, and even after graduation, arrange "coincidental" meetings with my brother. That would have increased the probability of him accepting my confession.

...

'I'm so glad he accepted...'

It's really, really fortunate. It's only because my risky gamble miraculously succeeded; otherwise, I would have had to build emotional connection after being rejected by my brother.

No, honestly, since my brother doesn't seem like someone who would associate with someone he's rejected, my connection with him might have ended right there.

'...Why did he accept?'

That's why sometimes I wonder. Even I thought the probability of acceptance was low, so why did my brother accept my confession? Unlike Lise who was close to him from being in the same club, I was in a different club, so why did he accept me?

Even though I try to let it go thinking it's all good, the thought won't leave my mind. If my brother accepted me simply out of pity, and if that feeling still persists, can I call myself his wife?

If our relationship is maintained by pity rather than mutual affection, do I qualify as his wife?

'I don't know.'

I crouched down with my back against the wall. I find myself ridiculous for having such thoughts right before marriage, and I feel pathetic for not being able to ask my brother.

I should just bravely ask him. What am I doing, unable to do either? What's the point of maintaining a relationship so cowardly?

—Even as I think this, I hate myself for wanting to maintain this relationship as it is.

'How pathetic...'

The consequences of buttoning the first button wrong continue for too long.

The days repeated with Fedi cleaning the mansion corridor with his whole body, and the knees of my pants wearing out.

By now, I'd built up enough know-how to get used to walking on all fours. With a bit of exaggeration, I might even give Titi a good match.

"Brother?"
"Hmm?"

As I was roaming the mansion with the Fedi-Titi duo today, Luise approached me with awkward movements.

'She's showing a bit.'

Out of nowhere, as I looked up at Luise while lying prone, I could recognize that her belly had grown.

Unfortunately, the pregnant woman right before Luise had been Trixie, who carried triplets. After getting used to Trixie, I couldn't notice when someone's belly had grown to a normal extent. My threshold for recognizing pregnant women had become too high.

"What's wrong? Do you need something?"

I sheepishly got up after staring at Luise's belly.

Being on all fours in front of my wife is quite embarrassing. Meanwhile, Fedi, who had been moving forward with enthusiasm, circled around Luise, seemingly happy to meet one of his six mothers.

"Well—"
"Awuah!"

Luise's gaze dropped downward at Fedi's voice just as she was about to speak.

"Our Fedi, we'll need to wash your clothes again, won't we?"
"Woo!"

Luise smiled brightly as she picked up Fedi and carefully removed Titi's fur that had stuck to him.

In truth, no matter how meticulously she removed it, he'd be covered in fur again within 10 minutes, but I didn't mention it out of respect for Luise's dedication.

"I think Lin has been troubled lately."

Eventually, after removing most of the fur, Luise continued speaking.

"Lin?"

The concerning statement that a bride-to-be had fallen into worry.

Of course, family concerns are never something to overlook, but a new bride's worries require even more careful attention. One cannot approach a once-in-a-lifetime celebration with an uneasy heart.

Moreover, if that worry is directly related to the wedding, it's my duty as an experienced groom to put our heads together. Marriage isn't a burden to be carried alone but a memory to be shared together.

"She tries not to show it, but her complexion has darkened recently. She often stares blankly at flowers while arranging them."
"That's serious."

I frowned at the news that even flower arranging, one of Lin's hobbies, had been sealed off.

Lin, who manages the mansion garden with the gardener, staring blankly at a mere flower pot? That's like a cat refusing fish, or Erich failing to charm women. Something that could never happen under normal circumstances.

"So... could you talk with Lin? When I ask her, she just laughs it off..."
"Of course I will. Don't worry."

I nodded while stroking Luise's head as she hesitantly continued speaking.

'I had no idea.'

And inwardly, I gave a bitter smile. I meet Lin whenever we have family meals, and with the wedding approaching, our one-on-one time has increased. I had plenty of opportunities to notice what Luise had picked up on.

But I failed to do so. Lin might have carefully maintained a poker face in front of me, but if that's the case, then I, as her future husband, failed to give my future wife the confidence that I'm "someone she can confide in." That's definitely not a positive situation.

'I was too focused on crawling around.'

I should reflect. Crawling on all fours like neither baby nor dog has regressed my intelligence and perceptiveness.

From now on, I should walk normally on two feet...

Although I boldly assured Luise not to worry, I couldn't think of a suitable approach.

She's keeping quiet in front of Luise, her close friend, and I didn't notice anything until Luise told me. In such a situation, if I were to ask Lin if she had any concerns, I'd hardly get a sincere answer.


'What should I do?'

I racked my brain while looking at Fedi and Titi lying side by side on the floor.

Forcing her to confess would backfire, just waiting would be an indefinite wait, and the wedding date is approaching day by day, so there's no luxury of time.

Despite these complicated conditions, I can't give up. It's unacceptable for a bride who should be happier than anyone to have worries in her heart.

"Fedi, let's take a little nap, okay?"
"Wuh?"

After contemplating for a while, I quietly took Fedi into my arms. There's still plenty of time to play with Fedi, but let's put him to bed now.

This dad needs to have an important conversation with your fourth mom, so please understand.

***

I blinked and looked at my brother beside me. Then I glanced at the scenery before me once, then back at my brother once more.

"Isn't it beautiful?"
"Ah, ye... yes."

When my brother smiled and spoke as our eyes met, I nodded instinctively.

It is beautiful. The place where my brother and I are now is the Emerald Sea, spread out to the south of Voyaare Duchy, a famous tourist destination in the Empire.

"Lin? Would you come out for some fresh air with me?"

Recalling what my brother had said just 10 minutes ago, I felt the cool sea breeze.

When I first heard those words, I thought he meant taking a walk in the garden. I never expected we'd come to the southern end of the Empire.

'Luise must have told him.'

I felt embarrassed as I realized why my brother was doing this. Recently, Luise had been subtly asking if anything was wrong with me, and it seems she finally told my brother.

'I tried my best to hide it.'

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't deceive my friend's eyes. Should I be happy about that, or sad?

And seeing that my brother brought me all the way to the sea, he clearly wants to hear about the worries I've been harboring.

'What... should I do...?'

I'm conflicted. I could just brush it off as nothing or make up a fake concern. If I did that, my brother would probably nod and not mention it further. That's the kind of person he is.

But I can't completely deceive my brother. He's already certain that I have concerns, and he's also the Minister of the Audit Department. He can easily tell when someone is hiding something.

So the more I try to hide it, the more I'll only hurt my brother. My anxiety is making my brother sad.

'Would it be okay to speak honestly?'

The reason I'm still hesitating is simple. If I ask my brother why he accepted me, and the answer comes back that it was out of mere pity, I don't think I could bear it. I don't know what expression to make if the worst scenario I don't want to consider becomes reality.

...

'I'll speak.'

After a long silence—a silence my brother patiently waited through—I made my decision.

I'll just say it. If it's anxiety and worry that I'd have to keep inside for the rest of my life, it's better to burst it out as soon as possible. That's better for both me and my brother.

"Um, brother."
"Yes, go ahead."
"Why... did you accept me?"

As soon as I said those words, I hung my head low. I hate myself for saying such things right before our wedding.

"...You've been through a lot. If you've been holding such worries alone, it must have been really tough."

With my brother's gentle voice and warm touch, I felt like I was about to cry.

As my brother said, it was tough. It was a concern too embarrassing to tell anyone, so I kept it to myself. It's ridiculous to worry about "Does that person love me?" when I was the one who confessed first.


"Since Lin had the courage to ask, I'll answer honestly too."

As my brother continued, my hands began to tremble.

I'm scared. Those words about speaking honestly sound like a death sentence. I want to cover my ears and run away even now.

But I held back. Because if I run away now, there might not be a next time.

"It did feel more like I accepted out of impulse rather than love."

Even if today, the worst scenario I imagined becomes reality.

***

Seeing Lin's trembling shoulders, I deeply regretted my words. I could have simply whispered words of love without saying this.

However, Lin showed courage by revealing her heart. It's not respectful to hide or omit something from someone who took the first step with courage. I too must express everything, all the emotions I felt.

"At that time, I was a bit... no, very confused. I was already bewildered by Trixie's confession, then Luise confessed too, and after that, you told me you loved me. It would be stranger if I were in my right mind."

Moreover, I also received confessions from Eri and Pine besides Lin. If I were to pick the most mentally busy moment in my life, that time would rival the period right after the Great Punitive War.

So it's true that I accepted Lin's confession on impulse. I was happy that someone loved me, and I felt sorry about accepting some confessions while rejecting others, so I accepted them all. If someone were to say that Lin was just included in the process, it would be hard to deny.

"At that time, I think I was driven more by pity or guilt than feelings of love."
"I, I guess so? I wasn't... in a position to be loved by you."

Lin tried to speak firmly at my words, but naturally, her voice trembled and was filled with emotion.

"But it was because it was you that I felt pity, because it was you that I felt guilt."

I carefully embraced such a Lin. I was worried she might get angry and tell me to let go, but fortunately, that didn't happen.

"Because it was you who forgave me for causing great harm to the Yorun family, because it was you who called someone as gloomy as me 'brother,' because it was you who gave me a pure gift without any dark intentions, because it was you who came to the club room despite being busy and laughed with me."

Yes, that's why I accepted Lin's confession.

Would I have accepted if it were someone with no connection to me? Would I have nodded if it were someone whose pain didn't matter to me?

I was someone who only knew people through work relationships, whose only friends were those who had left me behind. Lin was someone I could proudly call a friend I knew personally. Lin was the one who suddenly approached me when I was longing for human connection.

"...At first, I might have thought of you as a replacement for those guys. I might have accepted because I wanted someone to be by my side again."

No, not "might have"—it's the truth. When I received consecutive confessions, I accepted them because I missed the times when seven of us were happy together. Coincidentally, six people said they loved me, so I even briefly thought it might be fate.

Looking back now, it's incredibly disrespectful. It's insane to treat a living person as a replacement for the dead.

"The beginning was certainly unusual."

Saying that, I broke the embrace with Lin and met her gaze.

"But I don't want to ruin the process either."

As I became lovers with Lin, as I shared intimacy with Lin as my lover, I recognized Lin as Lin. I accepted Lin as she is.

I no longer see Lin as a replacement for old friends. I see her as a lover who loves me, and whom I've begun to love.

"Even couples brought together by political marriages get along well if their hearts connect, right? We were brought together by our own choices, not politics, so we can go even further."

Looking at Lin's tear-stained face, I kissed her forehead.

"I've been honest too, does that answer your question?"

The answer that although the beginning was unusual, it's not like that now.

The best action from someone who buttoned the first button wrong.

"Lin."
"Y-yes..."
"I love you. Will you marry me?"

After a long time, words to undo the wrongly buttoned button and button it anew.

Lin cried for a long time. She wept more profusely than when she had revealed her hidden anxieties, more than when I told her I had accepted her impulsively.

But I could comfort her with a smile, knowing those tears were made of relief and joy, not sadness.

"Feeling better now?"
"...Let me stay like this a little longer."
"I don't mind at all."

Lin, who had finally stopped crying, seemed to have come to her senses belatedly but made no attempt to pull away from where her face was buried against my chest.

When tension finally releases, the aftermath is no joke. This big brother understands everything.

"I'm glad we cleared everything up before the wedding."

As I stroked her hair while speaking, Lin gently nodded.

Yes, it truly is fortunate. If we had gone through with the wedding without resolving this tangled mess and misaligned first step, we would have ended up deeply hurting each other. What if this festering wound had burst after Lin and I already had a child together?

'That would be terrible.'

My expression involuntarily grimaced at the thought of an abyss too frightening to imagine. The blessing of the three gods had saved me, Lin, and our future child.

"Somehow I've made you cry twice in the same place."

Before I knew it, I had made a mischievous comment. While it was my attempt at a clever joke to lighten the somewhat heavy atmosphere...

"......"
"I'm sorry."

I quickly apologized when Lin silently tightened her grip on my arm in protest.

Unfortunately, the first time Lin cried here, she hadn't just wept from above but from below as well. It was my mistake to bring up that hazy memory.

But I feel somewhat wronged. That incident was a monumental event that helped resolve the awkward relationship between Lin and me as perpetrator and victim, but of all things, those tears from below...

'Can't be helped.'

I kissed Lin's forehead again with a bitter smile as she relaxed her grip.

Lin is no longer a fresh-faced Academy student but will soon be a man's wife and the mother of children. It's only right that a husband shouldn't mention memories that would be difficult to speak of proudly elsewhere.

So I suppressed my regret. Let's bury my wife's dark history in this ocean today.

'Damn Kraken.'

Suddenly I thought of the Kraken who must have met its parents in the afterlife. While it created an opportunity for Lin to forgive me, it also provided an unforgettable dark history.

I regret killing that bastard too cleanly.

Though we had completed our business at the sea, since we'd already come all the way to the southern edge of the Empire, we decided to enjoy ourselves for a while.

I had already asked for understanding from the other wives, and with a teleport mage available, returning wouldn't take long. We could head back around sunset.

"If I'd known, I would have brought a swimsuit."

Lin, now fully recovered, smiled brightly as she walked around the white sandy beach.

It was a heartwarming sight that naturally brought a smile to my face. It was hard to believe this was the same person who, just tens of minutes ago, had asked with anxious eyes why I had accepted her and if I truly loved her.

'That means I resolved it well.'

I'm quite proud of myself. With three official wives already, I've become a wonderful man who perfectly understands women's hearts.

Well done, self. Just keep doing this from now on.

"Since it's just us, should we just go in with our clothes on?"

Setting aside my exploding self-pride, I wrapped my arm around Lin's waist.

There are many reasons for wearing swimsuits, but one is to avoid dirtying the sea that everyone uses by wearing swimming-specific attire.

However, right now there's no one here but us. That means there's no problem with entering the water in regular clothes.

"Come to think of it, we really are alone? Even though it's not peak season yet, Voyaare shouldn't be this empty?"

I chuckled as Lin tilted her head in confusion, only now noticing. How distracted must she have been to only realize it now?


"I rented it for today. No one else can come in except us."
"What?"
"When a couple is having an intimate date, why would we need anyone else around?"

At my words, Lin blinked blankly.

"...You rented it?"
"Yes."
"This place?"
"I pulled some strings."

At my playful response, Lin seemed even more confused, her eyes darting around.

"B-but this is one of the famous beaches in Voyaare... even if it's not peak season, for an individual to rent it..."

Her incomprehensible muttering made me laugh again. As expected of a lady from a family belonging to the Golden Duke's faction, her mind quickly processes matters related to money and commerce.

As Lin said, renting this beach is no simple matter. The financial issue of renting a famous tourist spot for a day, the time constraint of getting the owner's confirmation on the same day, and beyond money and time, the justification issue of giving a place where many tourists gather to just one person. Honestly, from the Golden Duke's perspective, there were many reasons to refuse my request.

Nevertheless, the Golden Duke granted my wish.

- "The beach? Thanks to you, I've made many new contracts lately. That's an easy matter. Enjoy yourselves."
"Thank you, Your Excellency."

Because he had more reasons to accept than to refuse.

Recently, the Empire's high officials have been forced to gather once every half year. The reason, of course, is because of my weddings.

From the Golden Duke's perspective, a gathering of high officials is a gold mine for new money. He's already experienced this three times, and soon a fourth gold mine will open. In this situation, he can gladly offer one major tourist attraction at my request.

- "I'll have a resort prepared too, in case you want to stay overnight."

The only problem is that he gave me extras I didn't ask for.

"Lin."
"Ah, yes!"

Anyway, I spoke while caressing the waist of Lin, who was still muttering. If left alone, she seemed like she would remain in a state of culture shock.

That would be troublesome. It would be a shame if we couldn't properly enjoy ourselves after I'd gone to the trouble of getting the Golden Duke's prized tourist spot.

"That's how capable your husband is."

So I stated proudly. For me, getting something from a duke is simple.

Compared to what we'll experience over the next few decades, this is nothing.

***

This is fun. This moment is so happy.

Until just a while ago, it felt like the worst day of my life as if the world was collapsing, but in an instant, it became a happy day that will remain in my memory forever.

"Oppa! Come in too!"
"Let me stay like this for a moment. My clothes are too heavy from the water."

I couldn't help but giggle at those words. To think that someone who can cut the sky with his sword would complain about heavy clothes. It's a sight no one but family would ever see.

Still, instead of urging him, I climbed back onto the sandy beach. Considering how he's been playing with Pedi and Titi lately, it's no wonder he's tired. Anyone would be exhausted crawling around the mansion on all fours.

...

'Why on all fours though...'

I've actually been curious about this for a while. If it's just to play with them or watch over them for safety, being nearby would be enough. If it's to make Pedi laugh, briefly getting down to eye level would suffice.

But crawling around on all fours non-stop... isn't that beyond just playing with them?

'Does he enjoy it too?'

I even had such strange thoughts. That Pedi was just an excuse, and he was crawling on all fours simply because he wanted to.

Of course, it's a thought without any basis or possibility. There's no way Oppa would be like that.

"It's been a while since I played in the sea like this."

I sat down next to him with a casual smile. I think this is the first time I've been to the sea since the school trip to Chenes Duchy two years ago.


"That's what makes it more fun."

Oppa smiled back and put his arm around my shoulders.

"...It feels a bit heavy from the water."
"H-heavy?!"

Along with words he didn't need to say.

I know he wasn't talking about me. He meant his clothes were heavy from absorbing water, not that I'd gained weight.

But for a woman, the word "heavy" is the most frightening and fatal. Even if his clothes had gotten heavier, there could have been other ways to express it.

"What's wrong with being heavy? It just means it's harder for you to leave my side."

And my mind momentarily froze at Oppa's surprise attack coming at an unexpected timing.

"Was that weird?"
"It was interesting."

At my immediate response, Oppa scratched his cheek sheepishly.

It's unlike his usual self, but I understand why. He's probably trying to be more smooth and gentle than usual to comfort me after I cried so much earlier.

Though we both ended up saying embarrassing things due to poor calibration, this too is a form of affection.

'I must be the only one who heard it.'

Soon, pride replaced my bewilderment. I must be the only one who's heard such romance-novel-worthy words from Oppa.

'I like it.'

Oppa's strong expression of affection gave me courage. Right now, I feel like I can boldly do things I wouldn't normally dare to think about.

For example,

"...Lin?"

Something like this lap pillow.

"What? Is it heavy and difficult?"

I lay down on Oppa's lap with the most brazen face I could manage. So I could see his face instead of the sky, feel his breath instead of the wind.

"You're so light I didn't even notice you lying down."
"But you said I was heavy earlier."
"I meant my love was heavy."

As soon as those words ended, both Oppa and I burst into laughter.

Today is truly a day I'll never forget.

It re-really has become an unforgettable day.

"This resort was arranged by His Excellency the Golden Duke. Thinking about it, ignoring his thoughtfulness seemed impolite."

I kept nodding at Oppa, who had taken off his top.

"And they wouldn't send a mage from home either. They said to let a mage who's already gone to the edge of the Empire rest for a day."

Inwardly, I sent thanks to the unnies and Lise at home.

"With everyone pushing us like this, I can't back out. I'm not Erich, after all."

As Oppa approached, my mind gradually went blank. I have no idea what to say in this situation.

"Shall we name it Lemon?"
"I-if possible, something related to the sea..."
"Alright. We should do as the mother wishes."

Before I knew it, Oppa's hand was on my shoulder.

"We'll name the first one after the sea, so think leisurely about the second one."
"Y-yesss..."

I don't think I'll have the luxury to think during tonight.


When a man and woman are lying in the same bed, the morning chirping wake-up call is the standard rule.

"Good morning, Minister."

Of course, I never expected that chirping would be the Golden Duke's voice rather than neighborhood sparrows. A personal wake-up call from the Duke himself—that's far too generous.

"Did you enjoy your time yesterday?"
"Thanks to Your Grace's consideration, it couldn't have been better."
"That's good to hear. Makes lending you the beach worthwhile."

As the Golden Duke nodded with satisfaction, I quietly slipped out of bed. The conversation might wake Lin who was sleeping soundly, and if the angle shifted, Lin might appear in the communication crystal.

"I don't know how to repay Your Grace's kindness."
"Don't feel burdened. This wasn't a favor—it was proper compensation."

That was such a typical Golden Duke response that I couldn't help but smile. His clarification that lending the beach was repayment for what he gained through my wedding, not a gesture of goodwill, was his way of drawing a clear line.

It might seem like an overly sensitive reaction, but that's just how strictly he handles transactions. If he pretended it was a favor and I actually tried to repay him, from his perspective, the compensation he'd need to provide would double.

'He's in a position where he could wipe his mouth clean.'

I find it fascinating every time I see him. As a Duke and economic giant of the Empire, he could easily take small things without anyone daring to question him. In fact, many people are desperate to give him something—anything.

Yet the Golden Duke meticulously pays for even the smallest things and never gives or receives anything for free. Perhaps the "Golden" in Golden Duke doesn't refer to his love of money but to his golden character?

However, being sensitive about giving and receiving also means he's particular about suffering damages. If he receives a damage of 1, he'll return it a hundredfold.

'Damage...'

I unconsciously glanced at Lin in bed. When the current Executive Department Head, who was then the Section Chief of the 3rd Department, mistakenly targeted the Yorun family, the Audit Department would have been completely gutted if we hadn't resolved it quickly.

But that incident, through twists and turns, led to my connection with Lin. The old saying is true—misfortune may be a blessing in disguise.

"Oh my, I meant to just state my business, but our chat has gone on."
"Please speak freely, Your Grace."

I turned my attention back to the communication crystal at the Golden Duke's words.

If a Duke personally contacts me first thing in the morning, there must be a reason. Since the Golden Duke knows I came with my bride-to-be, it probably won't be an unreasonable request, but it's likely not a simple matter—

"I only lent you the beach for yesterday. If you want to stay today as well, you'll have to share it with other tourists."
"Ah, yes. I'll keep that in mind."
"Good. Then I'll see you at the wedding next time."

With those words, the communication ended.

...

'It was a checkout notice.'

A wake-up call followed by checkout instructions, both personally delivered by the Duke.

Such excessive service almost makes me laugh.

After our "ocean-making" in the ocean, Lin's expression has been as bright as the summer sun.

It's truly fortunate. This prevented the disaster of a new bride looking gloomy throughout the wedding. If someone marrying the current Minister of Audit appeared depressed, she might seem like an ill-fated heroine sold to power. We're supposed to be marrying for love, after all.

"With six wives, people would normally consider it a political marriage rather than love."


The Emperor's nonchalant criticism momentarily upset me.

I admit our love began somewhat unusually, but it started purely by our own will without any external pressure. I cannot forgive anyone, even the Emperor, for calling it a political marriage.

"The Golden Duke has twelve, doesn't he?"

Besides, there are people with twice as many wives as me, so why pick on me?

"Well, he's a Duke. Does anyone think a Duke would increase his wives for political reasons?"

After saying that, the Emperor stared at me intently and quietly muttered:

"If the Minister were a Duke, the entire continent would acknowledge his romances."
"No matter how prestigious the Imperial Count position is, I can't compare to a Duke who supports the Imperial Authority."

I quickly backed down from his predatory gaze.

Both the Emperor and I—and even Titi at my home—know there's no possibility of me becoming a Duke. The reason the Emperor mutters like that is because it's impossible, making it safe to mention. If there had been even a 1% chance, he would have quietly prepared for it.

But despite knowing rationally that it couldn't happen, an instinctive fear washed over me.

'Damn it.'

It's pathetic. Have I been so tormented by the Emperor that I cower at something like this? I feel like a child shrinking back when their father threatens, "If you don't listen, a T-Rex will come and eat you."

"By the way, Minister, is this wedding also being held in the bride's hometown?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. We plan to hold it in Flanvel County."

I struggled to gather my wits and answered the Emperor's question.

Somehow Mar ended up having her wedding in the Capital, but Trixie and Lize held their weddings in their respective domains. Since a tradition is forming, it makes sense for Lin to have hers in Flanvel too. With Eri, we plan to hold it in Iones Marquisate.

"Minister, I'm asking this out of genuine curiosity, so please don't misunderstand."
"Is it about the location of the last wedding?"

The Emperor flinched slightly at my words before nodding silently.

Unlike my other wives who are all nobles, Fene is still an ordinary knight and an orphan whose hometown burned down. She doesn't have a domain that could be called "the bride's territory," so he must be wondering where we'll hold that wedding.

'At least he maintains some basic decency.'

I looked at the Emperor with mixed feelings. Despite delivering critical hits when teasing or tormenting me, he shows consideration and conscience when it comes to family matters.

"Since I first met my sixth wife in the North, I'm considering Wiridia County."
"Wiridia? Not Teilgleichen?"
"I'm planning to let my brother use that one."

At that, the Emperor, who had been looking awkward, let out a small laugh.

"What a generous brother. Baron Hardinerre will be pleased."

After saying that, the Emperor rummaged through his inner pocket and handed something to me.

"This is my gift for a brother who knows how to yield to his sibling."
'Oh shit.'

What the Emperor handed me was a seal.

Once again, it was that damned seal.


"Ah, this isn't for the Minister. It's for your sixth wife."

My stirring trauma subsided thanks to his following words.

"Penelia is now a department-level official, isn't she? It doesn't make sense for such a high-ranking official to remain a mere knight, and she has accumulated considerable achievements. A hereditary barony is certainly an appropriate gift."
"...With all due respect, why would Your Majesty give such an item to me rather than presenting it yourself..."
"Wouldn't she be happier receiving it from her husband than from an Emperor she rarely sees?"

I looked down at the seal as the Emperor shrugged.

I had previously received the Marquis seal once used by the Aesilon family for Sang, and the Rizanstadt Duke's seal for my first father-in-law. A strange jinx had developed where seals received from others came with troublesome tasks attached.

That jinx was finally broken. For the first time, I received a seal I could genuinely be happy about.

"The territory is close to Wiridia County, so it will be convenient to manage."

The location was also suitable, making it even more satisfying.

***

The lord's castle grew busier by the day, and the communication crystal emitted light without rest.

"In just a few days, you'll gain an excellent son-in-law. Congratulations."
"Though I've only met Lady Irina a few times, I was impressed by her intelligence each time."
"Haha, the already solid future of the Yorun County has become even brighter!"

Close friends I frequently met, business partners with close ties, and even acquaintances I rarely exchanged greetings with—everyone was eager to contact me.

The situation felt surreal. As a high-ranking noble and a mid-level member of the Golden Duke's faction, I had received considerable respect, but now people were treating me like a core leader.

'I have entered that inner circle now.'

I put down the communication crystal on the table and turned my gaze toward the window. Even now, numerous carriages were coming and going through the main gate of the castle.

Yes, my daughter's marriage has elevated my status and that of our family by several levels. Thanks to having the current power player of the Empire as my son-in-law, families connected to him will soon be connected to our Yorun family as well.

'Valenti, Catovan, Salon.'

I couldn't help but laugh thinking about the ducal families connected to my son-in-law. The husband of two ducal families and the nephew of another—is this the kind of blood relation one person can have? It's reached the point where the Masalo Marquisate, ranked first or second among marquisates, seems ordinary in comparison.

And now our Yorun County has become entangled with those families. It's only natural that my position has changed dramatically.

'I'm standing still, but the world is moving too quickly.'

It was bittersweet. For a merchant dealing with money, moving faster than the world might be impossible, but at least one should follow closely behind. That's how you obtain gold in this vast world.

But what about me now? It's not that I'm moving—my position is changing because the world around me is changing.

Of course, I'm not complaining. My precious daughter has met the man she loves, and that man happens to be the Empire's finest son-in-law material. Our family, continuing from our ancestors, can now soar to even greater heights. No one would dislike such good fortune.

'If it were the opposite, it would have been a disaster.'

However, just as the rapidly changing world has expanded my position, it could suddenly turn against me. If the power I've gained isn't truly mine, it wouldn't be strange for someone to take it away.

'...I cannot simply step back.'

So I need to focus. Even if I rose to this position by luck, I must maintain it with my own abilities. To avoid being called a father-in-law who benefited from his son-in-law, or a man who sold his daughter for glory.

That is the natural duty of a father for his daughter.

# Lin's wedding preparations were progressing smoothly.

Planvel County, where the wedding would take place, was adjacent to Ulken Duchy, her first father-in-law's domain, making transportation convenient. Since the Yorun County family itself prospered through commerce, they could easily secure all necessary supplies and personnel for the wedding. Whenever something was needed, items arrived almost like same-day delivery.

While these peaceful preparations continued without any concerns, an unexpected variable emerged.

"I'm not sure if I should attend the wedding."

Mother was hesitating about attending the wedding.

It wasn't because she disliked Lin or had any quarrel with the Yorun family. On the contrary, despite her growing belly, Mother had come all the way to the Capital mansion to offer Lin advice.

Yes, despite her growing belly.

"What will others think..."

As Mother blushed with embarrassment, Father also gave a small cough.

A child conceived after forty, a surprise youngest child when there were already two grown sons, an unexpected gift that came after the eldest son had already taken a wife.

Because of these overwhelming titles, Mother was reluctant to appear in public. She worried that while people might congratulate her outwardly, they might think she was being excessive at her age.

'What should I do?'

Though I found it amusing, I also understood her embarrassment and couldn't manage an appropriate reaction.

I could understand Mother's feelings. While there's no set age for having children, there are still implicit customs. Having a much younger child beyond the typical age isn't ordinary. Even close acquaintances would find it surprising.

That said, while one might feel embarrassed... it's certainly not something to be taboo.

'No one would dare say anything to Mother anyway.'

Decisively, unless someone had been shot through the head with a bullet, no one would dare make strange comments about Mother carrying her precious youngest child.

Sometimes I think Mother underestimates me the most. Who would dare make my birth mother the subject of social gossip?

"If you don't appear, rumors might spread that you're in poor health. And Lin might be misunderstood as a disliked daughter-in-law."

I tried to persuade Mother while suppressing the corners of my mouth that threatened to curl up.

In truth, it hardly required persuasion. Mother already had both the desire to attend Lin's wedding and the rational understanding that she should.

It was just a small, very small embarrassment that shackled her ankles like fetters.

"Besides, wouldn't our youngest prefer moving around rather than staying confined to the domain?"

At those words, Mother nodded slightly.

Our youngest, true to being a Kracius, is already incredibly active. The baby frequently kicks inside Mother's womb and throws tantrums several times a day when craving something.

Each time, Father had to rush back from fishing to the Capital to bring what the youngest wanted. Legend has it that once, having gone fishing without money, he had to barter the fish he caught and some fruit in desperation... I wonder how much he must be suffering for such an ominous legend to be attached to him.

"You know the youngest's personality. If we miss a family event, there will be angry kicks demanding why we didn't go."
"Hoho, that's true. This child would certainly do that."

Finally, Mother's expression brightened.

Our energetic youngest would surely kick in protest if unable to attend the wedding of a future sister-in-law. Mother would certainly want to avoid that.

"I'm sorry for bringing it up. Please keep this a secret from the fourth child."
"Haha, of course."

As I watched Mother gently stroking her belly, I exchanged glances with Father standing beside me.


Father nodding his head as if to say "well done" was quite impressive.

'Shouldn't Father have been the one to persuade her?'

The thought crossed my mind briefly, but I dismissed it. In a way, Father was the one who had placed these shackles of embarrassment on Mother. It would be strange for the culprit to console and persuade her.

...

'Is Father's position... okay?'

I'm genuinely concerned. Even when he was the family head and Imperial Count, Father showed weakness to Mother. Now he's neither the family head nor an Imperial Count, and he's given Mother this surprise gift of a youngest child. It wouldn't be strange if Father's standing had plummeted.

Of course, neither Erich nor I would disrespect Father, but what's important to Father isn't his two essentially independent sons but the wife he lives with. If he's mistreated by his wife at home, the respect of two sons living elsewhere means nothing.

'He'll manage somehow.'

Yes, Father will handle it well. The sin committed by giving her a youngest child can be repaid after the youngest is born.

Let's just think of it that way.

The tulip garden of Planvel County is a famous tourist attraction not only in the Empire but also in other countries. Just as Artini Barony is famous for its eels, Planvel County is renowned for its tulips. It's no wonder Lin has flower arranging as a hobby.

And holding a wedding at this continental tourist attraction is a privilege granted only to the Yorun County family, the owners of Planvel.

"Beautiful."

The tulip garden we visited the day before the wedding was so beautiful that such words came naturally. Tulips of various colors bloomed harmoniously, with statues and fountains placed throughout that didn't detract from the scenery.

It didn't matter that tulips typically bloom in spring rather than summer. Such details can be covered with enough magic and money.

"Isn't it? It's Planvel's pride."

Lin shrugged her shoulders proudly at my honest appreciation.

It's certainly a place worthy of pride. If I had such a place in my domain, wouldn't I visit whenever I felt tired? Even my mental state, shattered from being pushed around by that dog of an Emperor, would mend if I could lie down here.

"Since childhood, I've imagined my future self. Wondering what kind of man I would marry here."
"Isn't that too early an imagination for a child?"
"My mother always boasted that she would never forget her wedding here."

I chuckled at Lin's beaming smile.

From a child's perspective, parents are the whole world. If half of that world had been instilling such pride since childhood, it's enough to become Lin's dream.

"So, has your imagination come true?"
"In the best possible way."

Lin kissed my cheek, stepped back a few paces, and stuck out her tongue playfully.

"Though I never imagined my husband would have six wives, but considering I stole Mar's husband, I'll let it slide."
"That's unfair, attacking with only truths."

I embraced Lin's waist as she turned to leave after her one-sided attack, and kissed her lips.

In a place that even the heavens would admire, between a couple who would officially become husband and wife tomorrow, merely touching cheeks lightly seemed insufficient.

And it's common sense for a husband to take the lead in areas where his wife hasn't yet ventured.

"Shall we have a rehearsal while we're here?"

I didn't wait for an answer.


Lin embracing me in return was enough.

The wedding day dawned.

"I'm here."
"Oh, you came?"

A guest who obviously had to come but felt awkward upon arrival appeared.

"...Can't I just give the wedding gift and leave? I feel so uncomfortable."
"Where do you think you're going, trying to just drop money at your boss's wedding and run? Sit down and clap."
"Aing..."

The Execution Department Head—formerly the Section 3 Chief—scratched his sleek head awkwardly, looking around nervously as he greeted other guests.

I understand. Despite his apologies and compensation, the Yorun family nearly faced complete destruction because of the Execution Department Head. And now that victim's family is becoming his boss's in-laws? It must be maddening from his perspective.

"It was difficult then, but fortunately no one was hurt. It wasn't intentional, and you've compensated for the suffering, so it's fine now."

Nevertheless, Lin and the Yorun family members forgave the Execution Department Head's spectacular trolling.

As Lin said, no family members or servants were harmed, and the Execution Department Head, who had been on the verge of being marked by the Golden Duke, handled the matter cleanly. The rival families of the Yorun family who had falsely accused them and caused confusion in the Audit Department's work were also crushed at that time.

'It's fortunate everything was resolved well.'

Even now, thinking about that incident makes me shudder. What if someone had been injured or killed? What would have happened to my relationship with Lin, to the fate of the Audit Department?

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"
"That you might have become the fourth."

I casually answered Eri, who had somehow approached and was poking my waist.

"Huh?"

Eri tilted her head at my words, then understood when she saw the Execution Department Head's back in the distance.

"It could have been a disaster."
"Why are you talking as if you're innocent?"

Her response was so brazen that I pulled her lips for the first time in a while.

While the incident was led by the Execution Department Head, then Section 3 Chief, the other section chiefs were essentially accomplices. The only difference was the degree of contribution.

"Mmmmph!"

But Eri, her lips caught, flapped her hands as if wronged.

Even more vexing. Instead of simply showing remorse, she's trying to make excuses?

'There are no wronged civil servants in this world.'

There are only unlucky civil servants.

Civil servants with bad boss luck, bad colleague luck, bad subordinate luck. Among them, Eri had bad colleague luck and supported the Execution Department Head.

"I only prepared the work then, I didn't actually execute it!"

Still, seeing Eri's pitiful squirming, I released my grip, and as expected, her defense came back.

"Shut it."
"Mmmmm!"

If you had executed it too, you would have been the main culprit instead of the Execution Department Head.

Though it was still early morning, the tulip garden was already filling with guests.

'There's no need for this many people.'

Looking at the scene, I fidgeted with my dress. When Luise held her small wedding at her domain, it felt like only people who genuinely celebrated them had gathered, making me yearn for a small wedding too.

But unlike the Naiad Barony, it's difficult for the Yorun County to hold a small wedding. Luise's father didn't place much importance on social activities, so he had few noble connections, but my father had to maintain relationships with various nobles for work reasons.

To reduce the wedding size with such guests would require ranking and selecting them, which would only lead to rumors about my father becoming arrogant because of his good son-in-law. Rather than hearing all sorts of talk behind our backs, it's better to just have a large wedding.

'That person came too.'

As I looked around the wedding venue, I spotted someone who stood out even from a distance.

A sturdy build taller than others by a head, and a smooth scalp that seemed to reject any foreign matter.

'He's the Enforcement Department Head now, wasn't he?'

Three years ago, he was the Action Department Head who suddenly audited our family and apologized to my father as if ready to bow to the ground. At first, I found him hateful and frightening, but since everything ended well, we can now meet normally.

'...Should I greet him first?'

After watching the Department Head's back for a moment, I quietly rose from my seat.

Officially, the Department Head apologized to the Yorun family, and we forgave him. But just because something is officially resolved doesn't mean personal feelings completely disappear.

Of course, I'm fine with it. While spending time with my brother, I learned that the audit was an unintentional mistake, and my father even joked that his work became easier thanks to the compensation for the mistaken audit.

'It's different from a subordinate's perspective.'

But that person is my brother's subordinate. From his perspective, I am his superior's wife. No matter how resolved the issue might be, he must be anxious about potential repercussions.

"Department Head."

The Department Head, who had just finished greeting another guest, turned around with a calm face, then hurriedly bowed.

"M-Ma'am! It's been a while!"
"Indeed. Has it been about half a year since Artini Barony?"
"That sounds about right!"

His booming response, like that of a youngest servant addressing a noble, made me feel embarrassed. Should I not have spoken to him?

No, that's not right. If I hadn't spoken to him, he might have misunderstood that I was ignoring him out of resentment.

"Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule as Department Head."

So I bowed back to the Department Head, who was still bowing.

"Although we had an unusual first meeting, we're no longer strangers, right? Please continue to take good care of my brother."
"You're too kind! If anything, I'm the one indebted to the Minister!"

That made me smile gently.

"Considering how much trouble I went through because of them, even triple my salary wouldn't be enough."

My brother would often say that whenever he mentioned his section chiefs during his time as Audit Department Head.

One of the people who troubled my brother's mind is now so respectful in front of me. If my brother saw this, wouldn't he yell at him to be nice to me too?

"I heard you got married too, Department Head."
"Yes, I have a wife who's far too good for me!"
"I think marriage is like declaring that you'll live a completely different life than before. Do you feel the same?"
"Absolutely!"

Though my question came out of nowhere, the Department Head's answer was immediate.

"Then I'll consider what happened between our family and you as if it never happened."
"Pardon?"

Even the Department Head, who had been full of energy, responded with a blank voice to my follow-up.

"Don't misunderstand. I already have no feelings about it. If someone had been hurt, it would be different, but that's just an unrealized possibility, right?"

I smiled as gently as possible at the Department Head.

"I don't want someone I'll see often to be cautious because of past events. If it still weighs on your mind, please help my brother as much as you feel sorry toward our family."

"..."

The Department Head couldn't speak for a while.

He must be perplexed both by the sudden forgiveness and by a noble speaking so directly.

Still, there's no need to beat around the bush when saying that the victim is now okay, that they forgive you. For both our sakes, it's better to speak clearly. That way, the burden in the perpetrator's heart will disappear.

"I'll keep that in mind."

Just like the Department Head who finally straightened his back.

The wedding began.

"What happened with the Department Head?"
"Pardon?"

As we stood side by side before the officiant, my brother spoke in a low voice.

"That guy suddenly told me I got a wife who's too good for me."

My brother frowned with displeasure and added flatly:

"If he's only realizing that now, how oblivious can he be."
"Pfft."

I barely suppressed the laughter that was about to burst out. I couldn't become a bride who laughs out loud during her wedding, beyond just smiling.

"Ahem..."

The officiant in front of us suddenly found himself in the position of having to hold back laughter too.

If he burst out laughing here, the guests who didn't hear my brother's words would find it strange, making the officiant look odd. The Cardinal from Ulken Archdiocese in the Papal States came all the way to Flanvel County to officiate, and I worry we're giving him too great a trial instead of showing gratitude.

"The relationship between the couple is truly beautiful, so even this old man can see that the Lord's blessing will be abundant in your future."

Fortunately, the Cardinal quickly managed to control his emotions and spoke with a warm smile.

"And it is an honor to be able to celebrate the marriage of a couple blessed by the Lord."

I smiled at the Cardinal's words.

The phrase "Lord's blessing" couldn't resonate more deeply. For someone like me who had no interest in romance before entering the Academy to meet my brother and end up getting married like this—it truly is the Lord's blessing.

'At first, he seemed scary.'

When I gently took my brother's hand, he smiled back at me.

I was so afraid of this warm and kind person. There were reasons for that, but looking back now, it seems a bit funny.

'Thanks to the sea, I was able to see my brother as he truly is.'

Yes, thanks to the sea. For me, the sea is both a place of embarrassing memories and unforgettable ones.

There, my brother saved my life, showed me consideration, and I opened my heart to him. To forever cherish that memory, I even decided to give our child the prenatal name "Sea."

Though I don't know yet if I'm pregnant, it doesn't matter. Whenever a child comes to me, I'll definitely use "Sea" as the prenatal name.

'Will our Sea come to us slowly like I did to mom?'

Just as I gradually fell in love after seeing my brother's true self. Just as I orbited around my brother and fell in love.

Just as I came to know only his good points rather than his rigid aspects, and yearned for him because he was the most wonderful man I'd ever met.

'No, that's not right.'

If the child takes after me, they might come faster than anyone. Though my process of falling in love with my brother progressed slowly through daily life, my confession was actually quite sudden.

I'm excited. I wonder which aspects of me our Sea will resemble.

Oh, what if I have twins? Then I'd need to prepare another prenatal name.

'Prenatal name...'

It's a delightful thing to contemplate.


***

Throughout the wedding, a smile never left Rin's face. Though her face flushed and then returned to normal repeatedly as if she was thinking about something, that was better than looking gloomy.

'It was worth it.'

My decision to rent the entire beach was indeed correct. After getting married three times, I've somehow become a specialist in understanding women's hearts.

Of course, without Luise's advice, I wouldn't have even known whether Rin had concerns or not, but marrying a wife who can give advice is also my ability. That's just how I decided to think about it.

"Um... brother?"
"Yes."
"I, I can walk on my own..."

As soon as the wedding ended, Rin, who I was carrying like a princess, mumbled with a bright red face.

I don't see why such skinship between a married couple is a big deal, but her embarrassed look is cute, so I let it slide.

"M-more importantly, where are we going? There's nothing at the top."

When I just kept smiling, Rin hurriedly changed the subject.

After saying goodbye to the guests and heading to the top of the tulip hill—from Rin's perspective, this must seem like an eccentric act by a new groom.

"There wasn't. That's why it was perfect for preparing a gift."
"What?"

But there's no such thing as an action without reason. If today is to be the happiest day in Rin's life, I can't act carelessly.

"...Wow."

When we arrived at the summit, somewhat distant from the wedding venue, Rin gaped in amazement.

A massive hawthorn tree proudly standing at the top, surrounded by colorful tulips and a small log cabin.

"Pretty, isn't it?"

At my words, Rin gazed at the hawthorn tree with dreamy eyes. It was the first gift Rin gave me and, in a way, the beginning of our relationship. She has every reason to be happy seeing that symbolic tree planted at the top of the wedding venue.

"I decorated it with special care. We're planning to stay here for at least a week."
"...What?"

Only then did Rin seem to come to her senses and hurriedly looked up at me.

"B-brother? We... already at the sea last time..."
"That was just one day."
"S-still, we did—"
"Would you skip steak because you had a salad?"

With that resolute answer, I walked majestically toward the log cabin. Rin, who struggled briefly, soon complied and buried her face in my chest.

We may enter as two, but we'll leave as three.

***

Today was the Honorary Priest's fourth wedding day.

Of course, I couldn't bestow any blessings this time either. I just gave ordinary congratulations and that was it.

'It's better to be quiet, right?'

I feel like crying, but I try to console myself. Enen and Constantina making a fuss at human weddings is strange; it's normal to offer simple congratulations like I do. The Honorary Priest preferred quietness too.

So I resolved to just offer proper congratulatory words at the remaining two weddings, when suddenly—

'Hmm?'

A massive amount of divine power suddenly flowed in.

'What's this?'

What on earth is happening? It's not divine power coming through the World Tree...

'Is this a dream?'

If it's a dream, I hope I don't wake up for a while. It's been so long since I felt this fulfilled.

When a man and woman share a bed, waking up to morning chirping is the standard rule.

And the power of newlyweds was enough to break that rule for ten whole days.

"Oh, oppa...! Just a little, go a little slower...!"
"This is already going slow."

A daily routine where instead of waking up in the morning, they stayed awake until morning.

"This is strange... I didn't even drink much water..."
"It's not strange, so don't hold back."

A daily routine where instead of sleeping at night, they moved even more actively.

"Today makes seven days, right...?"
"That's right. Let's stay three more days."
"What?"

A daily routine where, like a karaoke owner, they added extra time on top of the scheduled time.

It truly was a fulfilling and rewarding ten days. Although staying longer than originally planned somewhat tangled their schedule, how tangled could a vacationer's schedule really get? He had already told Mare that they would stay a bit longer, so there was no problem at all.

"Nice view."

After stroking Lin's hair as she lay seemingly unconscious in bed, he approached the window and gazed at the towering hawthorn tree and tulips.

A beautiful scenery. Though hastily created, it was a place for the current Imperial Count and Countess to enjoy their intimate honeymoon. Thanks to magic, money, and more money, they were able to create a perfect honeymoon spot that was both aesthetically pleasing and safe. It's not easy to make trees, flowers, and buildings blend naturally.

'It seems a waste to use it just once and be done with it.'

He tapped the window frame while watching flower petals dancing in the wind.

Since he had built a structure on someone else's domain, he was planning to transfer the building to his fourth father-in-law. From his father-in-law's perspective, this building would hold significant meaning as a place to remember his daughter's marriage.

But the more he thought about it, the more reluctant he was to give up this scenery. Plus, after staying for ten days, he had grown attached to the building itself.

'Should we just use it as our villa?'

He was concerned that this tulip garden was the main tourist attraction of the Planvel County, but fortunately, this peak area was off-limits to outsiders. Since it wouldn't impact the tourism industry much, his father-in-law would likely approve if he paid an appropriate price.

Yes, when they return, he would formally go through the purchase procedure. As a son-in-law, he couldn't just build an unauthorized structure on his father-in-law's domain and squat there.

'Huh?'

While contemplating whether to pay with the domain he had farmed in Leon, the communication orb he had placed on the table began to emit light.

- Good thing you're already awake.
"Trixie?"

To avoid disturbing Lin's sleep, he activated the communication orb in a corner, and Trixie's face appeared.

- Sorry for contacting you suddenly. Am I interrupting something?
"No. I was just enjoying the view."

He shook his head at Trixie, who was carefully drooping her ears and looking cautious. If she had contacted him yesterday, it might have been inconvenient, but now he had finished all his business and was resting.

"More importantly, what's going on? Has something troublesome happened?"

He asked with an uneasy feeling. Everyone at the mansion knew that Lin and he were spending intimate time together. They even knew that they were planning to return today, as he had mentioned it three days ago.

Despite this, the fact that Trixie contacted him early in the morning meant something significant had happened. It would be stranger if he remained calm about it.

- Ah, well.

Trixie, who briefly closed her mouth at his question, carefully answered.

- The World Tree has gained stronger divinity than before. Even Constantina can now converse with her grandmother.
"...What?"

He was taken aback by this completely unexpected news.

Constantina had been quiet since the revival of the World Tree. Although she was worshipped by elves, the number of elves in the protected area for different races wasn't very large, and the reincarnated Constantina preferred to live a peaceful life with her children rather than spreading her faith.

For such a Constantina to suddenly be able to converse with an ordinary believer, and for the World Tree, her symbol, to have strengthened in divinity?

'Is this Religion War Returns?'


But Constantina, who had cooperated with Enen in the past, wouldn't do such a thing now.

- So I personally checked what was going on...

Trixie, who closed her mouth again, looked around before speaking in a small voice.

- The council ended a few days ago, and they're just waiting for the official announcement.

At those words, I also remained silent. The results of the council are known only to the Pope, cardinals, and some theologians until the official announcement. The fact that she found out means Trixie's network of connections was working at full capacity.

And if Constantina and the World Tree's divinity strengthened in conjunction with the end of the council,

'So they finally acknowledged it.'

It seems the Dawn Order has officially recognized the existence of other gods, as the Pope intended.

Of course, faith is formed by respecting and following a god. Even if the Dawn Order acknowledges the existence of other gods, it doesn't necessarily lead to faith.

However, to respect and follow a specific god, one must first acknowledge and accept that god's existence. The foundation of faith is acknowledgment, and the leadership of the Dawn Order, the continental order, has acknowledged and accepted the existence of other gods. That alone would be a significant help to Constantina, who was a minor deity.

...

'A minor deity?'

Instinctively, he thought of a truly minor deity, not Constantina. With the World Tree as a solid symbol and elves as a racial unit of fixed believers, Constantina could be considered a small but strong deity.

In contrast, the Eternal Blue Sky has nothing. It's a poor, tearful god that's beyond minor, and anyone can see it's weaker than Constantina.

But if Constantina grew stronger just by being acknowledged... what about the Eternal Blue Sky?

'Wow.'

Is the sky, which has always been full of dark clouds, finally turning blue?

"Ungh..."
"Ah."

Just then, Lin, who had been sleeping soundly, began to stir with a groan.

He should let Lin rest comfortably at the mansion while he immediately heads to the World Tree.

As soon as he returned to the mansion, he moved to the elf residential district. To confirm that the World Tree's divinity had strengthened, and to check the status of the Eternal Blue Sky and Constantina, he had no choice but to go in person.

'What the...'

And the World Tree indeed showed an extraordinary appearance.

A size that seemed even more massive than the last time he saw it, a soft light that didn't make him squint, and fairies and spirits hanging from each branch.

Anyone would see it as divine. It was a sight that would make even an atheist acknowledge the existence of gods.

- Oh, benefactor.

As he was blankly staring at the self-luminous World Tree, the Fire Spirit King, who had been circling in the sky, descended.

- Welcome. I thought I sensed a familiar energy, and it was indeed you.
"Ah, yes. It's been a while."
- Has it been a long time by human standards? It feels like I just saw you.

The Fire Spirit King, who naturally perched on his head, groomed its wings with its beak.

- By the way, I heard you recently had a daughter?
"Yes. I've been blessed with three beautiful treasures."
- When you get the chance, bring them here. As a Spirit King, I can at least bestow a blessing.

His mind snapped to attention at the mention of a blessing from none other than a Spirit King. Even the pearl that the Water Spirit King had spat out before had good effects, so how much better would a directly bestowed blessing be?

"I appreciate your consideration."
- It's nothing, we're more grateful.

After fluttering away, the Fire Spirit King disappeared, and he turned his gaze back to the World Tree.

'Hmm.'

Is it his imagination? It seems to have grown even brighter in those few minutes.


***

I am happy. This is the first time I've felt this way since my apostle and temple were destroyed.

This overflowing elation, overflowing divinity, overflowing happiness. Though woefully inadequate compared to my heyday, it's enough to reign as a god.

Hehe... hehehehe...

- Guhuhuhuhuh...
- Couldn't you laugh with a bit more dignity?
- Be quiet! Do I look like I'm in a state to care about dignity!?

I yelled angrily at Constantina for picking a fight, but soon my anger turned back into happiness.

Yes, I don't care what Constantina says. I am a god. A bona fide god of the sky, looking down upon everything.

- Hehehe...
- You've completely lost it.

I can't hear the words of mere vegetation that clings to the ground.

'Hmm?'

After laughing for quite some time, I sensed a familiar energy and looked outside the World Tree.

- Oh.

The honorary priest has arrived.

I'm satisfied. Though he denies it in words, he truly is my honorary priest. Now that the god has regained power, he came all the way here to congratulate me in person.

- A devout priest indeed.

My lips curled up in a grin with a sense of pride. It doesn't matter whether he's Enen's blessed one or Constantina's benefactor. I lived in that child's body for years, and even now, I can converse with him anytime I want. I am closer to that child than any other god.

- No, that's because you tried to curse him and failed...
- Prieeeeest!

Ignoring the jealous words of the vegetation, I spoke to the honorary priest.

- Did you come to see me?
'Yes, well, I suppose so.'

His satisfactory answer made me smile again.

Indeed, when a god is steadfast, the believers become more devout. When a god maintains their center, the nearby believers feel at ease.

- It's been a while. Have you been well?
'Ah, Constantina is here too.'

Even Constantina's intrusion, which would have irritated me normally, could be viewed with a smile now.

- Seeing that you have no questions for us, I assume you already know the cause of this anomaly?
'Yes, that's right.'
- Huh?

I tilted my head, watching the honorary priest and Constantina exchange incomprehensible questions and answers.

- The cause of the anomaly?

What's that? Was there such a thing?

- In this world, there's no result without a cause. You should know that well?

Constantina asked back with a puzzled look at my reaction.

I don't know about such things. Having nearly died and barely managing to cling to the World Tree for survival, where would I have the leisure to consider causes and effects?

'As long as the result is good, that's all that matters.'

The difference between barely maintaining the title of a god and truly possessing the dignity befitting a god.

If I can progress from the former to the latter, I'm fine with never knowing the cause for the rest of my life.

One god of vegetation, curious about the sudden anomaly, and one god of the sky, simply delighted by the increase in power regardless of any anomaly.

"They weren't originally like that... I suppose they've changed after experiencing various hardships."

I unconsciously nodded at Constantina's voice, which clearly conveyed her regret.

Indeed, the Eternal Blue Sky had experienced quite a spectacular series of events in recent years. As a deity of nomadic peoples, they had resigned themselves to being overshadowed by the settled people's faiths, but even the most stoic god would be outraged by the sudden annihilation of their apostles, priests, temples, and sacred objects.

But outrage was one thing, and annihilation was another. Having squandered everything, the Eternal Blue Sky maintained their existence as a deity by making me an honorary priest to preserve their followers, while clinging to another's symbol—the World Tree—to leech faith.

'You've been through so much...'

I quickly felt sympathy for the Eternal Blue Sky, too fast for them to notice.

Of course, anyone could see their life hadn't been easy, but I hadn't expected such a desperate struggle for survival. When I first met them, they seemed magnanimous, but now not even a fragment of that generosity remained.

'The Dawn Order recently held a council.'

I shared the information I had gathered with the two deities.

"A council? It's been a while since I heard that name."
"Oh, I remember that too. Wasn't that where those Enen children gathered to chatter? What does that have to do with us?"

Even the Eternal Blue Sky began showing belated interest at the mention of the council.

Impressive, council. You have the power to make even a god with highly developed survival instincts look back.

'At that council, they decided to officially recognize the existence of gods other than Enen.'
"...What?"
"Hmm?"

The two gods had similar reactions.

Voices doubting what they'd heard, silence suggesting incomprehension.

"Us?"

The first to break the silence was the Eternal Blue Sky, who seemed consumed by instinct rather than intellect.

'Yes.'
"The Dawn Order?"
'Yes.'
"...Why?"
'I don't know that either.'

Go ask the Pope yourself, not me.

The Dawn Order's recognition of other religions elicited reactions suggesting neither god had any insight. It makes sense, since even within the Dawn Order, this was an initiative pushed by the progressive faction led by the Pope. It would be stranger if gods outside the order knew the reason.

And more important than the reason was the result. After winning the religious war, the Dawn Order, which had claimed monotheism, now officially recognized the existence of other gods and decided to respect and harmonize with those faiths.

[The sacred Fifth Enestiye Council, presided over in the name of Pope Baltasack XXXVII of the Dawn Order, has concluded under the Lord's holy protection.]

The Dawn Order's proclamation, which began with this plain sentence, was posted in churches throughout the continent a few days after my visit to the World Tree.


[After the servants following the Lord's teachings deliberated for the spiritual welfare of the continent and all peoples, they concluded that the current order cannot fully realize the Lord's will. Therefore, the order seeks to depart from existing principles and move in a new direction.]

A simple statement saying "We've changed" without any flowery language. Such a concise statement naturally made the leadership of various countries tense. It meant the issues were weighty enough not to require embellishment.

Indeed, each item in the proclamation was sufficient to shake the existing order and common sense.

[The standardized masses previously conducted will now be entrusted to local priests' discretion, considering each country's culture. The Papal States will only verify that masses do not contradict doctrine and will not interfere beyond that.]
[We will objectively investigate incidents during the Religious War period and determine whether unnecessary bloodshed and excessive force occurred. If the Order is found at fault, we will formally apologize and provide compensation to the descendants of affected faith communities.]
[We recognize and harmonize with the faith and functions of other religions. We will not reject others because of different faiths, nor will we overlook the faults of our brethren simply because they belong to the same faith community.]
[The right to be elected Pope will be extended to all Dawn Order believers.]

It would be no exaggeration to say that the entire continent was split in half, debating especially these four issues.

"Different masses in different regions? Left to priests' discretion? Can that even be called a Dawn Order mass?"
"Apologies and compensation? Nonsense! It was necessary to establish the correct faith! Frankly, those heretics were worse than the Dawn Order at the time, not better!"
"Recognizing other religions means abandoning our faith! No matter how you dress it up, it undermines the authority of our one and only Lord!"
"Eligibility for all believers...? Does that mean the Emperor could become Pope by recruiting pro-imperial cardinals with voting rights?"

Opposition claiming the council's decisions would destroy the order.

"Inflexible standardization causes resistance and confusion. What could be better than adapting to local sentiments without contradicting doctrine?"
"It's true the Order shed blood during the Religious War. It's also true this was natural given the times. But acknowledging past karma is different from simply viewing it as a glorious victory!"
"Is our faith so weak that it would crumble at the mere existence of other gods? Our Lord reigns above all gods! Our belief remains steadfast even if we recognize other religions!"
"Come on, the Emperor isn't seeking to work himself to death. Why would he want to be Pope too? Even among cardinals, it's a position they avoid."

Support claiming the council's decisions were correct.

"Baltasack is unqualified to be Pope! He's an evil spirit trying to destroy our faith!"
"Lord, have mercy on this holy shepherd's sacrifice! Protect your aged servant who follows your will amidst persecution by blind zealots!"

A mad free-for-all with no neutrality shook the continent.

And while the entire continent descended into chaos regardless of age, gender, nationality, or status...

"This is maddening."

The Emperor was practically lying in his chair, drinking vodka straight from the bottle.

He looked so mentally broken that I couldn't even mock him. Teasing him in that state might result in either his return to the throne or the disaster of the Crown Princess becoming a baby Emperor.

"Recruit cardinals to become Pope? Recruit a majority of those stubborn blockheads? If I wanted that, I'd install a pro-imperial Pope, not take on the role myself!"
"People naturally get excited about provocative topics. They speak from emotion, not reason, so please don't mind it."

Despite my consolation, the Emperor continued drinking vodka silently.

You'll die like that, you madman. If you suddenly collapse with only us two here, I'll be suspected of assassinating the Emperor.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"If I were to recommend you as Pope—"

When I glared at him seriously, the Emperor chuckled.

"My current feelings are exactly what you're experiencing now."
"...I spoke out of turn."


Thanks to this incredible exercise in empathy, I could deeply feel the Emperor's mood.

I'm already overwhelmed with work, and you want me to lead the continent's largest religion too? What kind of assassin is this guy?

"Well, as you said, even provocative debates quiet down with time. It might take a while, but the council itself cannot be overturned."

The Emperor pulled a new bottle of vodka from under his desk, hesitated briefly, then put it back down.

Good choice. If he drank two bottles in succession, the Empress would scold him.

"The results of a council have never been canceled. Even the head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, who could be considered the Pope's rival, declared they would follow the council's results."
"So the Order's leadership is resolute."
"Yes. So time will solve the problem. No matter how much believers debate, the Order is ultimately led by priests and cardinals."

After saying this, the Emperor handed me a document that had been scattered on his desk.

'Ah.'

As soon as I saw the contents, I sensed the future.

[Northern Indigenous Culture Restoration Project]

That funds and personnel invested in the North would increase exponentially.

That the already grinning Eternal Blue Sky's smile would stretch from ear to ear.

"The faith of Constantina doesn't need attention since the World Tree and elves are in a protected area for non-human races, but the Northern faith of the Eternal Blue Sky declined during the war. Wouldn't it be good to restore it extensively on this occasion?"
"Your words are most wise."

I bowed my head in agreement with the Emperor.

For the Livnoman family, who protect the Mandate of Heaven with Enen's blessing, the emergence of new gods could be threatening. However, by restoring other faiths under imperial leadership and essentially making them state-sponsored religions, they could use this as a stronger justification for their rule.

Conveniently, the traditional territory of the Eternal Blue Sky faith and its last priest are imperial territory and nobility. With investment of money, time, and personnel, restoration is entirely possible.

"It's also fortunate that imperial and priestly blood will soon mix."

At those words, I thought of Marquis Barandi in the North.

If the faith is restored, will that gentleman also evolve into a proper priest...?

'Shati seemed to have some faith, at least.'

If necessary, Shati could succeed to the priestly position early. There's no law requiring the marquis title and priestly position to coincide.

And if that happens, this bizarre situation where I, who dealt the final blow to the Eternal Blue Sky faith, am called an honorary priest would also end.

'...Will they relocate their residence too?'

I suddenly wondered. If the faith is restored in the North, will the Eternal Blue Sky move from the World Tree to somewhere else? If they have a place that worships them, there's no need to freeload on another's symbol.

'The Eternal Blue Sky residing in the North.'

It should be natural, but it feels strange. In my mind, the Eternal Blue Sky is already a semi-unemployed deity clinging to the World Tree, scratching their belly.

After meeting with the Emperor, I invited the great lords of the North to my mansion. If we're going to restore the North's native culture, we naturally need the opinions and advice of the northern locals.

In truth, it would have been more appropriate to invite them to Wiridia County since this concerns northern matters, but I found it bothersome to travel to Wiridia during my honeymoon. So I simply invited them to the Capital. Since the restoration project is a centrally-led initiative anyway, meeting in the Capital poses no issues in terms of propriety.

Besides, the great lords preferred meeting in the Capital rather than in the North. Indeed, people should live in the center.

"A restoration project?"

As soon as the northern great lords gathered at lightning speed, I explained about restoring the North's native culture, and Marquis Barandi expressed his doubts as their representative.

"It's been only two years since the North was embraced by the benevolent Empire. With most subjects still remembering their former way of life, wouldn't emphasizing northern culture create confusion?"

He questioned whether it would be appropriate to restore the distinctive northern culture when they were struggling to integrate the nomads into the Empire. As an imperial noble, it was truly a reasonable concern.

Cultural differences can serve as a measure that distinguishes regions and nations. If the North maintains its unique culture, the distance between the imperial mainland and the North could become even more pronounced. This is undoubtedly an issue that any monarch or lord should approach with caution.

Nevertheless, the Emperor decided to restore northern culture.

"It's fine. The Empire is an empire because it encompasses everything."

Because within the boundaries of the Empire, anything is permitted.

It's not as if Kfelopen had all this territory from the beginning. The Empire gradually expanded its territory through war and incorporated conquered lands with different cultures into the imperial mainland. The coexistence of various cultures is practically everyday life for the Empire.

Of course, northern culture is uniquely different compared to the cultures of other settled nations, but isn't the Emperor also the Khagan of the North? As Khagan, he controls the North with appropriate military force and keeps the northern nomads well-fed with resources from the mainland. If this simple approach is maintained, the probability of the North breaking away from the Empire is extremely low.

"His late Majesty declared he would respect northern culture when he became Khagan. His legitimate successor, His Imperial Majesty, shares the same intention. Northern culture is not a poison that breaks the Empire's unity, but a flower that can make the Empire more diverse."

"Indeed, this is a worthy intention befitting His Imperial Majesty who guards the Mandate of Heaven and oversees the continent. It's something an ordinary person like myself couldn't even dare to imagine."

Marquis Barandi showed signs of agreement with a brightened expression at my persuasion that wasn't really persuasion.

Although he questioned the cultural restoration project, Marquis Barandi is fundamentally a nomad himself. There's no reason for him to oppose or hesitate when the Empire acknowledges the life and homeland he has experienced and even offers to restore it.

"Ordinary? You, Your Excellency, will play the most important role in this restoration project."

And so I broached the main point to Marquis Barandi, whose expression had brightened.

"Me?"

"Yes. Aren't you the only priest of the northern faith?"

"...Ah, yes. That's right."

At my words, the Marquis blinked for a moment before nodding belatedly.

'This madman.'

A chill ran down my spine at his reaction. Has he reached the point of forgetting that he's a priest? The priest has become more imperialized than any nomad.

No, no. It can't be that he's forgotten. He must just be surprised at having to perform his role as a priest after so long. It's understandable since he's spent years being a priest in name only.

"The Dawn Order has decided to recognize other religions, and among them is the faith in the Eternal Blue Sky. If it's a legitimate faith rather than a persecuted one, shouldn't it rightfully be restored?"

So I continued speaking, carefully controlling my emotions, but—

"You're right. Belief in and worship of the Eternal Blue Sky is practically the foundation of northern culture."

Marquis Barandi's expression was utterly indifferent. As if he didn't care whether it was restored or not.

It's confusing. The settled Emperor and the Pope are leading the faith restoration, while the nomad priest, who is the actual stakeholder, is lukewarm about the restoration. Something is seriously twisted here.

'Is restoration even possible...?'

I'm genuinely concerned. Is it actually possible to restore this faith?

Originally, I had planned to understand the traditions and doctrines of the Eternal Blue Sky faith through Marquis Barandi, who had performed the role of priest for generations. As the current priest, I thought a simple Q&A would be enough to learn everything.


But seeing him now, it seems Marquis Barandi has also forgotten the traditions and doctrines. Even if there are taboo actions or foods in the Eternal Blue Sky faith, he seems likely to dismiss them with "The sky is merciful and will forgive."

'...I'll have to ask the deity directly.'

The fortunate thing is that direct communication with the deity is possible. If necessary, I can ask the Eternal Blue Sky to find forgotten traditions or even create entirely new doctrines.

In return, I'll inevitably become an honorary priest.

'Damn it.'

A person who communicates with a deity and establishes religious doctrines? Even if I deny it, people would consider me a priest.

Fortunately, I avoided having "Priest of the Eternal Blue Sky" officially added to my title.

"I know the traditions and doctrines well. Since I'll eventually inherit the position of priest, I've been studying since I was young."

Unlike her father who is a priest in name only, the daughter was growing into a talent worthy of being a priest.

"Then I'll have to rely on you, my lady. I was hesitant to burden His Excellency the Marquis with additional tasks, as he's already busy managing his domain."

"Yes, I'll help as much as I can."

Both Shati and I know that the Marquis would be of no help even if he had all the time in the world, but for the sake of his honor, I mentioned his busy schedule as an excuse. Our Marquis is a good priest except for his lack of faith.

Of course, I decided not to think about what remains of a priest when you remove faith.

"By the way, I heard that you've been staying in the Capital with Marquis Idrafen lately."

"Ah, yes, that's right."

"If anything comes up, come visit my mansion. Feel free to bring Marquis Idrafen along too."

"Th-thank you..."

I smiled warmly as I watched Shati blush shyly at the mention of Ainter.

'I should be thanking you.'

I'm even more grateful. I nearly achieved the insane unity of church and state as both minister and priest.

Politics and religion should be strictly separated. The unity of church and state is not something humans should aspire to.

"Please give my regards to His Excellency the Marquis."

"Yes, Your Excellency."

After seeing off Shati, who kept bowing as she withdrew, I made my way to my office tucked away deep in the mansion.

Even a lady without an official position has taken on work. So even though I'm on honeymoon and parental leave, it's right that I should do at least the minimum amount of work.

'I should secure the budget for temple construction in advance.'

For example, restoring the temples of the Eternal Blue Sky that were completely destroyed during the recent Great Punitive War.

Since quite a few temples were burned down in the wildfire, it would be unreasonable to restore them all, but at least building one in each great domain's center would maintain a minimum level of dignity. Having just one church doesn't make it a proper religion—it would look like a cult.

'I'll have to beg a little.'

And to mobilize a budget large enough to build 13 temples simultaneously, I'll inevitably have to kneel before the Minister of Finance.

If it seems like he might refuse, I'll go with Pedi. Even the most wicked minister's heart would soften at the sight of a godchild crawling around in front of his godfather.

...

'Something's not right.'

Thinking about it, this is strange. This is a national project ordered by the Emperor, so why do I have to secure the budget on my own?


'Is this really a national project?'

That bastard Emperor, did he perhaps forge my name as the proposer?

***

After the council's announcement, the continent was thrown into chaos.

However, this process is also growing pains necessary for progress toward a better future. Without enduring this pain, the Order cannot grow, and it's a pain that will subside with time.

"I think I might die before that happens."

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the muttering of my master, who is both the Chief Cardinal and the Head of the Secretariat.

Indeed, my master was becoming more haggard with each passing day. Among those opposing the council's results, the conservative and moderate individuals couldn't bring themselves to criticize the Pope, the head of the Order, so they were blaming my master, the Head of the Secretariat, for failing to properly assist His Holiness.

It's a sad situation. It's unfortunate both that His Holiness, who did the right thing, receives resentment, and that my master, who merely assisted His Holiness, takes the blame instead.

"Master, perhaps I should—"

"You stay out of this. The future Saint must always maintain neutrality."

My master firmly shook his head as soon as I opened my mouth.

In truth, I understand well. Unlike the Pope and Cardinals who must exercise political abilities, the Saint of the Dawn Order must remain strictly neutral, away from political debates. To embrace followers of the Order with various inclinations, the Saint must not show any particular leaning.

"At times like this, I resent the Saint's duty."

"What can we do? The first Saint established a strange precedent."

I couldn't help but chuckle at those words. The eccentricities of the first Saint have the power to make one smile even in the midst of a serious atmosphere.

"Let's cut off our arms and whoever reattaches theirs first wins."

"I have forgiven my brother. But the faith in my heart still cries out that I must enlighten him."

"Your Holiness, how about we face each other with our holy power at full strength? The Lord will guide the righteous one to heaven."

These are the legendary quotes of the first Saint passed down within the Order. Since he maintained an insane presence throughout his time as Saint, subsequent Saints gritted their teeth and refrained from getting involved in political matters. When they showed even the slightest sign of political involvement, they faced opposition with talk of the first Saint's return and such—what could they do?

"...Master."

Anyway, after controlling my twitching lips for quite some time, I spoke seriously.

"What is it now?"

"I will begin a pilgrimage to the holy sites."

At this, my master turned his gaze from the documents to me.

"Didn't I just tell you to stay put?"

"Pilgrimage is a believer's duty. Is it strange for the future Saint to travel around holy sites to calm his mind?"

"Doing it at this time is strange."

I know. While it might be understandable at normal times, starting a pilgrimage right after the council would clearly be seen as an attempt to persuade and comfort believers who oppose the council's decisions.

That's precisely why I want to move. To help His Holiness and my master within my capabilities, just barely not breaking conventions.

"Master."

"What now?"

"When have I ever not done something because you told me not to?"

My master's face crumpled at this bold declaration of war.

# Before Storming the Ministry of Finance

Before storming the Ministry of Finance, I first called the Minister. It was obvious what would happen if I visited unannounced—I'd face a barrage of curses and get kicked out by an irritable Minister busy with work.

"The Minister is busy, but the godfather has plenty of time."
"Ah, yes..."

The Minister's answer was short and direct. He wouldn't see me alone, but he'd meet me if I brought Fedi—a blatant demand.

I had planned to use Fedi's influence if necessary, but I felt awkward when the Minister requested it first. I felt like a father selling his son to appease someone powerful.

"Fedi, let's go see your godfather."
"Awoo!"

Thankfully, perhaps because the Minister frequently visited our mansion to play with Fedi, my son smiled brightly at the mention of his godfather.

What a relief. I had worried the Minister's difficult personality might extend to Fedi too.

'If he's human, he can't mistreat a child.'

The Minister apparently falls just barely within the category of human beings.

"Woof!"
'Oh.'

While I was preparing to go out with Fedi in my arms, Titi appeared carrying Fedi's knee pads in his mouth.

Well done, our Titi. With each passing day, not only are you growing bigger with more fur, but you're becoming more perceptive too. If there were such things as spirit animals in this continent, Titi would certainly qualify.

"Awoo!"
"Woof woof!"

Fedi, who had been quietly nestled in my arms, began waving his hands toward Titi, as if inviting him to join us.

Even Titi placed his front paws on my body and pushed his face toward Fedi.

Hmmmm.

"Want to come with us?"
"Woof!"

After patting Titi's panting head, we walked side by side.

When discussing work, both the Minister and I might momentarily lose track of Fedi. During those times, he could fall or get hurt, so having Titi to watch over him would be reassuring. After all, Titi is the best playmate for Fedi in our mansion.

Except for me, of course. As a father, I can't lose to a pet.

Three seconds after entering the Minister's office.

"Take it."

The Minister nodded toward a blank sheet of paper on his desk.

"What is this?"
"A gift from His Majesty the Emperor. Write down whatever amount you need and submit it."

I hurriedly picked up the paper and examined it closely.

Though nothing was written on it, the border was decorated in gold, and the Emperor's seal was stamped in the bottom right corner—an insane document.

'This is crazy.'

I had prepared for a fierce budget battle, even bringing Fedi along, but the appearance of this unbelievable item left me momentarily stunned.

'This is a blank check.'

A paper with no numbers, authority-based trust, an all-powerful item that delivers whatever amount is written on it.

Anyone would recognize it as a blank check. Even the Golden Duke had never used such a thing—it was created by the Emperor's hand.

"Well, I've worked at the Ministry of Finance for decades, but this is the first time I've seen such a thing."

The Minister seemed bewildered by this reality-defying item too, chuckling and shaking his head.

"Can I really write whatever I want?"
"It'll still pass through my hands in the end. If you write some insane number, I'll just erase a couple of zeros."

It wasn't 100% freedom, but that was actually reassuring. If it truly provided whatever I wrote, I'd be too scared to write anything.

"Well, that concludes our business."

The Minister stood up, rolled his neck around, and approached me with a creepy smile.


"Leave Fedi here and get out."
"What the f—"

Such an outrageous statement shocked me as much as the blank check had, and I cursed involuntarily. With that build and expression, saying such things made him sound like a human trafficker.

"Grrrr...!"

Even Titi, who had met the Minister several times before, flinched and went into alert mode.

"Awoo! Awooo!"

Only Fedi smiled brightly at his godfather who adored him.

Our cute Fedi. It's heartwarming that you like people without being shy, but there are trustworthy people in this world and those who aren't...

'...He'll figure it out when he's older.'

With that thought, I carefully handed Fedi from my arms to the Minister.

After all, I was the one who made the Minister his godfather. It would be ridiculous for me to now say, "Don't get too close to that crazy old man."

"Hmm? He seems to have gotten heavier."
"Babies grow quickly. He'll probably be even heavier tomorrow."
"I suppose that's true."

The Minister smirked, rummaged through his pants pocket, and pulled something out.

It was a small lion-shaped stuffed toy.

'What's that?'

I couldn't help but laugh at the sight of something the Minister would never normally possess.

A blank check, human trafficking comments, and now a cute little doll. It felt like my brain had been hit three times in quick succession.

"Awooo! Awoo! Wooooo!"
"Hehe, do you like it?"
"Awoo!"

Fedi, however, was mesmerized by the new toy, his eyes sparkling as he reached for the doll.

Our Fedi... you really like animals... I noticed signs of this when you played well with Titi...

"Here, a gift for you."
"Byawoo!"

Seeing Fedi's bright smile, I made a promise to myself. When we return to the mansion, I'll create a zoo of stuffed animals for him.

I'll even custom order animals that don't exist on this continent—

*Knock knock*

"Minister of Finance, are you in?"

The voice of the Minister of Foreign Affairs accompanied the knocking sound.

When the Minister looked at me due to the unexpected additional visitor, I nodded to indicate it was fine. My business was finished, so I didn't mind if another guest entered.

"I am. Please come in."
"Excuse me."

The Minister of Foreign Affairs opened the door smoothly and entered, his eyes widening in surprise at the bustling scene in the office.

"Oh, I see an unexpected guest is already here."
"It's been a while, Minister of Foreign Affairs."

I shook the hand extended by the Minister of Foreign Affairs and slightly bowed my head.

Although the Minister of Foreign Affairs has been addressing me formally since I became the Minister of Audit, in terms of age, experience, and protocol ranking, he still outranks me. So bowing my head slightly is the proper thing to do.

"I wonder if I've come at a busy time."

After shaking hands, the Minister of Foreign Affairs burst into laughter upon seeing Fedi in the Minister's arms and Titi lying at my feet.

It certainly isn't a normal scene. In what ministerial office would you find a baby and a pet roaming around?

"It's fine. I was just about to leave as my business has concluded."
"Leave Fedi here."
"Come on, seriously."

Stop coveting someone else's son.


"Since you're already here, why don't you listen too? The Minister of Audit should know about this as well."
"Pardon?"

I flinched at those ominous words. An issue important enough for the Minister of Foreign Affairs to personally visit the Minister of Finance, and one that I should know about too?

"...Can't I just leave?"
"It's only a matter of whether you hear it now or later, but if you still want to go..."
"Damn it."

The Minister of Foreign Affairs laughed again at my dejected sigh.

How cruel to laugh at someone else's misfortune.

"To get straight to the point, the next Saint of the Papal States has begun a pilgrimage to holy sites."

However, my dejection instantly vanished at the Minister of Foreign Affairs' words.

"What? At this time?"

The Minister, who had been stroking Fedi's cheeks, frowned at the Foreign Minister's words. The next Saint's pilgrimage was not a matter to be taken lightly.

"The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is in chaos because of it. Who could have predicted that the next Saint would engage in external activities at such a time?"

With believers staging protests due to the Council, no one could predict what might happen if the next Saint traveled outside the Papal States.

To put it bluntly, he could gather Council supporters to suppress the opposition, or he could gather opponents to challenge the Pope's authority. The title of Saint carries sufficient authority and power to do so.

"For now, he's starting his pilgrimage from the eastern part of the continent. All the holy sites outside the Empire combined don't even amount to half of those within the Empire. He'll arrive here soon enough."
"The security costs will be substantial."

Realizing this was ultimately about money, the Minister's expression soured further. Protecting the pilgrimage of the next Saint and controlling the holy sites would require significant manpower and budget.

"...Hnnng..."
"Ah."
"Oh my."

When the Minister's face contorted into an expression that would make even adults flinch, Fedi, who adored his godfather, began to whimper.

"Waaaaaah!"
"Why are you showing such things to a child who should only see beautiful things in life!"

I hurriedly retrieved Fedi from the Minister's arms. Showing such an ugly expression to a child who should only see beautiful things is nothing short of child abuse.

"I-I didn't do it on purpose..."

The Minister, who had suddenly made a child cry, waved his hands to prove his innocence, but once the crying started, it wasn't easily calmed.

It was three hours later when Fedi returned to the Minister's arms.

***

In the end, I received permission from my master for the pilgrimage.

During the process, my master did grab the back of his neck and groan, but I believe this too is a small growing pain for the sake of the Order.

"Take one cardinal with you. I absolutely cannot send you alone—it makes me too anxious."

Of course, not all of my proposals were accepted. My master strongly insisted that he could never allow the next Saint to wander alone, saying he would come with me rather than send me by myself.

Given his firm resolve, I accepted part of his proposal. What matters is that I undertake the pilgrimage, not who accompanies me.

"Then I'll be in your care during the pilgrimage, Sister Alexandriana."
"Yes, Brother. I will serve you to the best of my ability."

And so Sister Alexandriana was selected as the attendant who would travel the continent with me.

At first, I wanted to change to someone else. It pains me that the busy Director of the Canonization Department has to travel the continent because of me.

"The Director of Canonization will select candidates for sainthood and beatification throughout the continent while on pilgrimage with you. If the canonization and beatification processes must happen eventually, now is the perfect time to divert some attention away from the Council."

However, I accepted when told this was also part of her duties. Canonization and beatification on a continental scale might help calm the fervor surrounding the Council.

'Continental scale.'

A gentle smile formed on my face. Only now did it feel real that I would be traveling across the continent.

'I'll get to see familiar faces.'

Friends in the Empire, Armein, and Yuven.

The thought that I might meet these friends if I'm lucky kept me smiling.

# The Council's Aftermath

The Council's mass protest by believers, securing a blank check for temple reconstruction, and Tanian's surprise pilgrimage to sacred sites.

Though several events erupted in succession, there's nothing more for me to worry about. The mass protest will quiet down with time, the temple reconstruction will be handled by the staff below me, and Tanian's pilgrimage is still taking place in the eastern part of the continent.

That's why Kal the imperial worker has returned to being Kal the ordinary man enjoying his honeymoon-parental leave.

"Ta-da! Fedi, look at this."

Along with various animal dolls I brought as gifts for Fedi.

"Awoo!"

Fedi, who had been lying down using Titi's belly as a pillow, sparkled his eyes at the massive gift offensive, then rolled over and stood up on all fours.

A satisfying reaction. As expected, our Fedi definitely loves animals.

'It was worth the preparation.'

Watching Fedi crawl over quickly, I placed the dolls one by one from the sack onto the floor.

Unlike the Minister who only prepared a single lion, I prepared everything. Notably an endangered tiger you'd only see in a zoo, a polar bear said to be observed at the northeastern edge of the continent, a giraffe frolicking in the western plains of Yuven, an elephant that eats treats with its trunk.

And finally, a panda that doesn't exist on this continent.

'Perfect.'

I prepared everything that might interest a baby. If not even one of these catches Fedi's attention, it would mean either Fedi dislikes animals or was born with a lion's heart.

"Abooo!"

Fedi, who had crawled over quickly, turned his head around and then tapped the closest tiger doll with his hand, smiling brightly.

A tiger among all these animals. Truly a powerful choice.

'He'll grow up to be a strong warrior.'

I gently caressed Fedi's cheek with a pleased heart. Seeing him instinctively choose a strong animal, our Fedi must have the brave blood of the Kracius family flowing through him.

I decided to temporarily forget that elephants are actually the strongest land animals.

"Kal? What is all this?"

And shortly after, Mar, who had returned from checking the mansion's supplies, couldn't hide her bewilderment at seeing the zoo made of dolls. This zoo opening was a surprise I hadn't mentioned to anyone.

"Gifts for our Fedi. Cute, right?"
"...They are cute."

Mar's expression softened at the sight of Fedi giggling while holding dolls in both hands.

"But isn't this too many?"
"It's a zoo, so we need at least this many."

If you could count them on one hand, would that be a zoo? At minimum, you need 50 or 60 to properly call it a zoo.

'I should buy more next time.'

I embraced Mar's waist as she smiled faintly as if there was nothing she could do, and made a resolution.

My first goal is 100 dolls, the second goal is to collect all types of animals that exist on the continent. The final goal is to fill Fedi's room completely with dolls.

Even if Fedi gets tired of dolls, it doesn't matter. We have the triplets, cherry blossoms, and the sea.

The Temple of the Eternal Blue Sky is being built thoroughly in the Northern style, squeezing out all of Shati's knowledge.

- I hope future lives will be as good as these days.


Thanks to that, faith in the Eternal Blue Sky has grown even greater.

A deity officially recognized by the Dawn Order, temples proudly being rebuilt in the center of each major domain, and Northern cultural restoration actively pushed by the imperial center. With such favorable developments happening one after another, it would be stranger if faith didn't strengthen.

'So are you moving your base from the World Tree to the North now?'
- Well, I'm still thinking about that.

It's strange. We're clearly conversing with voices echoing in my head, yet I can see the Eternal Blue Sky lying in front of the TV scratching his belly. Is this some kind of visualization of audio?

- Having my own temple is nice, but few places are as comfortable to stay in as the World Tree. Between a newly rebuilt temple and the World Tree that's recorded in continental history, which would you prefer?
'Didn't the World Tree just revive last year—'
- Anyway!

When his justification was refuted, the Eternal Blue Sky quickly changed the subject. I suspect he's just resisting moving because it's too bothersome.

- I've gotten stronger lately, so I see and hear a lot more things. The continent seems quite noisy.

Since he seemed desperate to change the subject, I went along with it for now.

I shouldn't needlessly provoke the Eternal Blue Sky when he's in a good mood. If he falls into becoming a pitiful cloudy sky, it would be tiresome for me and annoying for Constantina. Such a disaster should be avoided.

- Perhaps because of that commotion, Enen's energy spread across the continent has dimmed a little.

...?

'Excuse me?'

Unexpectedly, a serious topic emerged.

Isn't that a big problem? If the energy of a deity that dominated the continent weakens, wouldn't genuine heretical religions emerge to exploit the gap, or wouldn't opposition to the Council grow stronger?

- Ah, it's just a temporary phenomenon, so don't worry too much. It's like when someone who was sitting alone at a table suddenly has two more people join—they need to adjust their posture. That's the feeling.
'Ah, yes...'

I don't understand what he means, but since a deity says so, I'll just accept it.

Besides, although the Eternal Blue Sky often shows a pitiful appearance, he's still an ancient deity who appeared in the world before Enen. His experience is overwhelmingly greater.

- But you know, in the old days, even if a deity weakened temporarily, it wasn't a big deal. When various deities were competing, fluctuations in divine power were normal.

After saying that, the Eternal Blue Sky remained silent for a while. As if contemplating how to bring up what comes next.

I'm anxious. He just told me with his own mouth not to worry because it's temporary, but now he's acting in a way that makes me worried.

- Um... have you ever read the Dawn Order's scripture?
'Yes, well. I've skimmed through it.'

I nodded at the Eternal Blue Sky's words that broke the silence.

Though I'm not a devout believer, I know the basics. Being an aristocrat who's too ignorant of doctrines or scriptures could get you mistaken for a heretic.

- At the end, there's content about sealing evil spirits in the land of extreme cold, where the sun always watches over them, right?

I pondered for a moment at the Eternal Blue Sky's strangely extensive knowledge of another order's scripture.

The final chapter of the Dawn Order's scripture is like the Book of Revelation in this world's terms. It has an atmosphere contrary to the rest of the scripture, and despite its recognition, few people actually know its contents—a peculiar chapter.

'I think there was such content—'

As I answered while pulling out memories from the past, cold sweat ran down my spine.

'...No way?'

So I denied reality for now. That it's not what I'm thinking. That the evil spirits are just metaphors.

In fact, the Dawn Order's scripture contained more indirect metaphors than direct implications. Even Dawn Order theologians interpreted the evil spirits sealed in the land of extreme cold as something like "Let's suppress human sins and evil with the power of faith."

- The evil spirits are real. They're deities who were particularly noisy during the religious war period, collected and sealed by Enen.

'......'
- But since Enen's power maintaining the seal has weakened a bit... if we're unlucky, they might break out again...

I didn't want to hear any more.

I didn't want to know that the evil spirits weren't metaphors but real, nor that they turned out to be evil deities rather than spirits.

Damn it.

The land of extreme cold where Enen sealed the evil deities was a place familiar to me as well.

A region even further north than where the nomads live, a place even nomads spat at and fled from due to its Siberia-like terrible weather. That was the sealing ground of the evil deities.

'So that's why.'

My question was answered belatedly. I thought it strange that a nomadic deity who stepped back from the religious war knew so much about evil deities, but it was simply because they were sealed in his backyard. When evil deities swarm in your backyard, you come to know about them whether you want to or not.

...

'Why there of all places?'

Eventually, a fundamental question arose. Of all the vast continent, why seal them in the North's backyard?

Thinking positively, it's a safe sealing ground since there are no intelligent beings like humans there. But conversely, if the seal breaks, wouldn't the North be the first to suffer? Did the Eternal Blue Sky consent to sealing them in such a place?

Was he a pushover even back then?

'...Surely not.'

I briefly had a pitiful and irreverent speculation but quickly erased it from my mind.

If he had really been pushed around and forced to deal with the evil deities, the Eternal Blue Sky would have complained tearfully. Since he didn't, I want to believe they selected the sealing ground through a reasonably fair process.

I want to believe that. The pitifulness of the Eternal Blue Sky in my heart is already rock bottom. There's nowhere lower to fall.

"Your Excellency."

As I was thinking that it must have been a mutual agreement for the dignity of the Eternal Blue Sky, the Kracius family mages came rushing over.

"Ah, you're here?"

I nodded at the ten mages. This number should be enough for teleportation to the sealing ground and protective magic against the extreme cold.

In truth, having just Trixie would be more reassuring than having a hundred mages, but it doesn't seem right to take Trixie, who needs to look after the triplets, all the way to the northern end of the continent. It's better to take several family mages instead.

"This could be a somewhat dangerous task. As I mentioned before, I'll ensure proper compensation, but if you've changed your mind, speak now. It will be difficult to return midway."
"If we can serve Your Excellency, we would gladly go anywhere."

I smirked at the words of the mage standing at the front.

"Then let's go. Pay attention to mana distribution."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

After watching the mages bow, I put on a fur coat. Even with magic, one should dress warmly when going to a place no different from Siberia.

'My fate...'

I smiled bitterly as I felt the fluffy texture inappropriate for the weather. Now I've even been tasked with checking if the seal on evil deities is intact. This level of work fortune is truly remarkable.

Of course, being human, I don't want such a task, but,

'I can't ignore it since it's near the North.'

Personally checking if the evil deities' seal is intact vs. ignoring it and having the North ravaged by evil deities whose seal broke later.

This terrible choice was enough to mobilize even a family man enjoying his vacation.

It's cold.

It's too cold. Even with a fur coat and anti-cold magic, it feels like my ears might snap off. No, maybe they've already fallen off and I just don't know it.

'Even a benevolent god would evolve into an evil one if stuck in a place like this.'

My teeth chattered. Did Enen really seal away an evil god here? Or did he just shove random beings here, causing them to awaken as evil gods?

It's an absurd hypothesis, but the cold was terrible enough to make me think such thoughts. At this point, I was starting to wonder if it might be better to just let the seal break and then defend against the southward-advancing evil gods from the North.

'A husband should really listen to his wife.'

An indescribable sadness washed over me. If I had stayed at the mansion as my wives suggested, I wouldn't be suffering like this.

'Damn it.'

I cried in my heart, afraid that real tears would freeze instantly.

My family knows I've come to this distant northern place. After all, I summoned many family magicians and searched for a fur coat when I normally only wear uniforms. Since it was obvious I was preparing for a long journey, I told them in advance. If I was going anyway, it was better to confess than be interrogated.

Of course, I softened the explanation by using terms like "evil spirit" instead of "evil god," and "checking ancient divine ruins" rather than "verifying a seal site." Excessive honesty only causes excessive worry.

"Do you really have to go? North of the North means it's beyond uncharted territory."

Thinking of Margareta with tears in her eyes, even after my softened explanation, I made the right decision.

"It's fine. I won't be there long—just going to check and come right back."

I reassured Margareta and my other wives confidently. I said it wasn't difficult, that I'd just check and return quickly.

I wasn't lying. The plan really was to just verify the seal and be done with it. If the seal was loose or broken, I planned to flee without looking back.

'Where the hell is this seal site?'

The problem is that reaching the seal site is proving much harsher than expected.

The Dawn Order became the mainstream religion of the continent hundreds of years ago after achieving religious victory. That means Enen sealed these evil gods here hundreds of years ago. Even well-maintained buildings deteriorate after hundreds of years—how much worse would a seal site be after being abandoned in this wilderness for centuries?

There were no paths to speak of, and any signposts that might have existed were hidden by cutting winds and heavy snow.

As a result, my magicians and I were forced to march through terrible snowstorms, searching for anything suspicious.

- Keep going north.

And with a poorly functioning navigation system to boot.

'Haven't you been saying "north" this whole time?'
- What can I do if it really is north! Even I don't know the exact location!

The Eternal Blue Sky, seemingly feeling guilty, soon muttered in a subdued voice.

- The seal site was thoroughly hidden when Enen was at his strongest. I'm not tracking Enen's energy, but trying to sense the remnants of those evil gods...

Once again, I kept quiet at the mention of power differences. If that's the issue, berating the Eternal Blue Sky won't change anything.

'Can't we ask Enen directly?'
- He's not responding, probably busy. He'd answer if we wait, but if the seal is loose, the evil god might escape first.
'This is maddening.'

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly at the fact that the only being who knows the seal site's location is unavailable.

But I can understand. Enen is a god overseeing the entire continent, so he must have many concerns besides the seal site. Moreover, Enen became busy because of the council initiated by humans, so it's hard to blame him.

Let's think positively. If Enen isn't answering about the seal site, it means he has more urgent matters, and if the seal site's priority is lower, it likely means the seal is intact. Surely there can't be anything more important than evil gods breaking free? He must have withdrawn his attention because the seal is fine.

'Please.'

Please let that be the case. If there's something more urgent than evil gods breaking free, my mind won't be able to handle it.

"Gah-guh-gruk-gak-gaka..."
"If it's hard to speak, you can write it down."

I waved my hand, hearing the pitiful call of a magician whose mouth had frozen.

If you're that frozen, just communicate in writing. Don't force yourself or your lips might crack.

[Magic won't activate.]

"What?"

I frowned at the hastily scribbled note from the magician.

'Magic doesn't work?'

In this weather, in the middle of a freezing wasteland with no signposts, we're supposed to survive without magic?

I even warned them to be careful with mana distribution.

[I still have plenty of mana left. But when I try to release the accumulated mana outside my body, something feels like it's suppressing it.]

Seeing my expression mix with displeasure and helplessness, the magician hurriedly wrote more.

"Something feels suppressive?"
[Yes, Your Excellency.]

After reading the cheerfully written words, I looked up at the magician's face.

His expression was as bright as a believer who had seen the light of salvation in the midst of despair.

Mine probably looked similar.

'We found it.'

If magic that was working fine suddenly stopped, there must be a reason, and in this place, the only variable could be an evil god.

Unless mana has frozen in the extreme cold, it's certain. The evil god's seal site must be nearby.

"Let's go. Find it and return, and you'll all get ten days of vacation."
"Ugh-guh-guh-guh-guh-gruk!"
"Gruh-ra-ra-ra-ga-gak!"

Inhuman sounds echoed, but no one paid attention.

Frozen lips can't stop our enthusiasm.

***

The freezing wind is the shackle that binds us, and the cursed sun is the eye that watches us.

Everything. Everything in this world is our enemy. They block our steps and are stumbling blocks that insult our great march forward. They are reactionaries hindering reform.

Yet even that is part of the world we must rule and lead, so while we remain vigilant, we do not hate. How could we hate those foolish ones who haven't yet opened their eyes to true belief? We merely pity their dullness.

Yes, their dullness is pitiful. The dullness that believes the mere sun is truth, the dullness bewitched by the sun that blinds the more you look at it.

'Damn sun.'

I gritted my teeth and looked up.

'Damn sky.'

I cursed the sun and sky that were too distant to see.

The sun that dared to steal the world we should lead. The sky that, despite being born first, clings to the sun.

I want to tear them to pieces. I want to take their place.

No, not take—reclaim what should rightfully be mine.

'I shall rise again.'

That's why I vow every day. To escape this cursed prison and command the world. To become the true truth and god.

I—we—have that qualification. We have the right and duty to reign over and look down upon everything.

It must be so. We are beings who, by our very existence, receive the awe and fear of all creation.

'Plague, War, Famine.'

Beings who shake the world and rebuild it.

'And I am.'

The one who stands with them and above them.


"I am Death!"

The endpoint all life must reach. The fate no one can escape.

That is me. Though now trapped in this dark, narrow prison, someday I shall stand tall over this world!

"Why is that bastard acting up again?"
"Hey! You don't own this place! Keep it down!"

But my compatriots, failing to understand my deep and majestic intentions, were busy cursing the pioneer.

"Some pioneer—you were just the first one thrown in here."
"Come on, he came in first to find the warm spots so we'd be less cold."
"Oh, that kind of pioneer?"

My teeth ground together as my compatriots started snickering.

Those defeatist fools. Instead of thinking about escaping this prison, they roll around looking for more comfortable spots.

I'd like to become an independent entity separate from them, but since they're compatriots born at the same time, I have no choice but to endure and stay together.

"You are the Four Calamities—show some pride! Think about escaping this prison and biting the sun's nape!"

Once again, I admonished them out of frustration. If only those idiots would come to their senses—

"Biting the thun's nape~"
"Stop mimicking me! I didn't talk like that!"
"I didn't talk like that~"
"Gaaaaaaah!"

In the end, today too, we couldn't hold back and bit each other's napes.

"Are those idiots fighting again?"
"Am I being classified as the same type of evil god as them outside? Suddenly I want to cease existing."

I heard other prisoners whispering from behind, but I paid no attention.

What's important now is punishing that plague-like plague-idiot!

- ──! ───?
- ─── ──!

'Huh?'

While fighting with the plague bastard, I heard a strange noise.

What's that? In the hundreds of years we've been stuck here, this is the first time I've heard a sound other than our own.

"What's that sound?"
"Hey, wake everyone up."

I wasn't the only one who heard it, as the others started looking around.

"Sounds like it's coming from above."

At Famine's words, we all raised our heads to look at the sky—the exit we haven't reached in hundreds of years.

"Huh?"
"What's that? Was the barrier always that faint?"

Then we were greeted by the barrier, which had become slightly, just slightly more transparent than usual.

Wait, what? It was fine just a moment ago.

"...Did something happen outside?"

At those words, the muttering compatriots and prisoners fell silent.

The cursed sun's barrier is fading = The power maintaining the barrier is beginning to waver = Something has happened to the cursed sun = Chaos has come to the outside world.

...

"Aaaaaaah!"
"Are we getting out?! Are we finally getting out?!"
"That's right! Being stuck here after losing once is going too far! It's only fair to have another round!"

Eventually, the fighting spirit from the days when we fought endlessly to grasp the world enveloped this prison.

# Hope in Hell's Land

The hope of escaping this hellish land, the desire for a ten-day leave pass, was enough to turn even frost-bitten mages into raging berserkers.

"Grrrrrgh-guk-grrrk!"
"Argh-ga-ga-gak!"

Their madness might seem excessive, but I think it's better than giving up and collapsing like Patrasche. Falling behind here is practically a death sentence.

"Is this the place?"

The location we reached with the mages was clearly no ordinary site.

A massive pit, dozens of iron pillars surrounding it, and silver chains connecting those pillars.

'If it's not here, that would be even stranger.'

A structure like this in a frozen wasteland untouched by human hands? If it's not a seal site, that would be more troubling. It would mean it's the legacy of some ultra-ancient civilization unknown even to the gods.

- No, it's not. This is definitely a seal site.
'That's a relief.'

I nodded at the confirmation from the Eternal Blue Navigation, whose performance had been somewhat questionable.

Right, if it couldn't identify something right in front of us, what kind of god would it be? Fortunately, the Eternal Blue Sky is worthy enough to be called a god.

'Hmm.'

I approached the iron pillars emitting a soft glow. The fact that they remained rust-free after hundreds of years suggests they're imbued with Enen's energy.

Moreover, as I got closer to the chains, I could feel a strange warmth, suggesting these chains serve as some kind of boundary between the pit and the outside world.

'...Is this functioning properly?'

After examining the iron pillars and chains for a while, I asked the Eternal Blue Sky. Is this seal being maintained properly?

Of course, it appears to be functioning normally on the surface, but this is a place sealing an evil god. Relying solely on visual confirmation seems too amateurish.

- Uh...

And a rather concerning response came back.

- Well... the seal is still holding, you know?
'Isn't that good enough?'
- It's a bit loose.

I clicked my tongue at the response that suggested things weren't at their worst but certainly not at their best.

If it were just a weakened building, we could simply call people to repair it. But this is a seal site created by Enen himself after winning a religious war. It's beyond what ordinary humans can handle.

'Then I'll leave it to you.'
- Alright. I'll have to exert some power.

However, what's impossible for humans is possible for a god.

Although the Eternal Blue Sky didn't create this seal site, repairing someone else's structure is something even others can do.

- As I mentioned before coming, a seal is most vulnerable when being reinforced. To use an analogy, it's like removing a loose door to fix it. Remember?
'Yes, I'm keeping that in mind.'
- Well, the beings inside have been trapped for hundreds of years, so they should be weakened. At most, they'll try to tempt you with promises of wealth and glory if you release them. Just ignore them.

That would be easy, so I nodded calmly.

I'm already guaranteed wealth and glory by someone worse than an evil god. If any other beings start promising me wealth and glory, I'm prepared to curse them, god or not.

"Everyone, stand back."

I gestured to the mages behind me, and they bowed and retreated about several dozen meters.

One person is enough to prepare for any contingency. Mages who can't even use magic would just be meat shields anyway.

- Now, let's begin—
"It's open!"
"Hahaha! It's been so long since I've seen the sun— Ah shit, it's too bright."
"Hurry up and move! There are many gods waiting behind!"

?

'What the hell?'

Before the Eternal Blue Sky could finish speaking, all sorts of strange creatures jumped out of the pit.

- What? Why are they still so energetic!

And judging by the reaction, those things seem to be evil gods.

My mind went blank. So the sealed evil gods escaped while we were trying to reinforce the seal?

'...We're screwed.'


Instinctively, I drew the sword at my waist. I don't know if physical damage works on evil gods, but it's better than doing nothing... right?

'Huh?'
- Hmm?

My voice and the Eternal Blue Sky's confused voice rang out simultaneously.

"Ahh~! This refreshing air!"
"Sniff, sniff, I missed the wind of the continent."
"I can die without regrets now..."

I quietly lowered my sword as I watched the presumed evil gods who had rushed out and were chattering among themselves.

"What is this?"

Why do they look like this?

***

It worked.

It worked, it worked, it worked, it worked! Finally, it worked!

'At last!'

Finally, at last, I've escaped from this terrible, disgusting prison!

'Indeed, no power is truly eternal!'

Feeling the brilliant light, cool wind, and moist touch of snow, I raised the corners of my mouth in a smirk.

Damn that sun. When you first threw us into this prison, you probably thought you would reign forever.

But that was an arrogant thought, befitting your stupid, damnable nature. In this world, there is no eternal power, no god who can reign forever. You merely rose like the sun, only to eventually set.

Our return to this world is proof of that. If you were truly eternal, we would have remained imprisoned forever. But we escaped from prison by exploiting the weakened seal.

'We are the eternal ones.'

Nothing in this world is eternal. Every living being reaches the conclusion of death, and the sun that once defeated us eventually lost its power and let us escape.

This means that only we are worthy to truly reign. The inevitable plague, war that will not disappear as long as living beings exist, famine that covers the continent, death that no one can refuse.

Only we shall be eternal. Even the sun, even the sky shall bow before us!

'Who is the faithful one who released us?'

After enjoying the sun's downfall for a while, I looked around. Before leaving this prison, I heard someone's voice, and after that, the blurry barrier completely disappeared. Probably that being completely destroyed Enen's fading power and released us.

Truly a faithful and admirable one. Remembering and releasing us after we were imprisoned hundreds of years ago. This deserves all the wealth, honor, and power in the world.

"What is this?"

In the midst of this, I heard a human male's voice.

"This"? How dare he refer to us as "this."

'Impudent.'

I was slightly displeased, but since his merits still outweighed his faults, I decided to let it slide. Still, I should scold him harshly to establish order...

...

?

"What is this?"

As soon as I turned toward the voice, a blank expression escaped me. Two massive black pillars I had never seen before were right in front of me.

I was bewildered. If they appear this large even to someone of my size, they must be extraordinarily big. Did that damned sun set these up in anticipation of our escape?

"Are these evil gods?"

Following the voice coming from above, I looked up to see a being that looked like a human male looking down at me.

'He's huge...'

Did a race of giants emerge while we were imprisoned?

***

I stared blankly at the floor—or more precisely, at the eleven small creatures huddled together on the floor.

Honestly, even calling them creatures seems generous.

'They're Titi-sized?'

The creatures that jumped out of the pit were all about the size of Titi. And not just any Titi—they were the size of baby Titi when I first got him from Situation.

Their appearance was even more harmless. The one looking up at me blankly had such long fur that it reminded me of a Yorkshire terrier.


"A human? Is that really a human?"
"It looks like a human?"
"Humans can't be that big. It would take hundreds of years of growth without dying to reach half that size."

Behind the Yorkshire terrier-like evil god, other evil gods—specifically ones that looked like chicks, tiger cubs, bear cubs, eagles, and so on—began to whisper.

I'm confused. The evil gods I imagined weren't like this—they were supposed to be riding skeleton horses and wielding black scythes, or taking the form of chimeras with all sorts of beasts fused together...?

"Y-You...!"

While I was staring at the evil gods for quite some time, the Yorkshire terrier evil god shook its fur and shouted.

"How dare you, a mere human, look down on me! Kneel immediately and look up at me!"

With a voice full of dignity that didn't match its cute appearance.

"...I think you'd still be shorter than me even if I knelt."
"How dare you!"

The Yorkshire terrier became even more agitated at my instinctive remark.

Unfortunately, with that size, no matter how much it rages, it just looks like a pet dog throwing a tantrum for attention.

'What's going on here?'

Ignoring the Yorkshire terrier's shouting, I asked the Eternal Blue Sky. The evil gods escaping on their own as soon as we started reinforcing the seal was unexpected, but their cute appearance was even more surprising.

How can these be called evil gods? They look like tiny tots waiting desperately for someone to take them home.

- I don't know eith... Ah.

The Eternal Blue Sky, who had been muttering in confusion, suddenly cut off as if remembering something.

- Do you know their names?
'How would I know? I only recently learned that evil gods even exist.'
- That's why.
'Pardon?'

I was confused by this sudden riddle, but soon realized what it meant.

Gods are beings that live on faith. The Eternal Blue Sky, whose apostles, temples, and divine objects were destroyed, nearly faced extinction—this applies to all gods without exception.

If the recently shattered Eternal Blue Sky almost faced extinction, what about evil gods sealed hundreds of years ago? Especially when they're recorded in scripture not as evil gods but as evil spirits, and even that is considered an indirect metaphor rather than a direct expression?

'They must have weakened.'
- I'm more surprised they're still alive. How are they still alive?

A chill ran down my spine at those words.

These are gods whose names haven't even been recorded for hundreds of years. Yet they maintain their form and continue to live as gods—how powerful must they have been in their prime?

I don't even want to imagine it. Enen didn't seal them for nothing.

"Human! Are you ignoring my words right now?"

Of course, regardless of their past, they're now just weak evil gods reduced to mini-size.

"H-Human? What are you doing? Why are you pushing me?"
"Be quiet and go back home."
"What nonsense! This continent is my domain! I am Death, feared and revered by all living beings, standing tall on the continent— Hey! Stop pushing me!"

I nudged the Yorkshire terrier with my foot, herding it toward the pit.

"Plague! War! Famine! Help me!"

As it got closer to the pit, the self-proclaimed Death cried out desperately.

"Pride! Greed! Envy! Wrath! Lust! Gluttony! Sloth!"

Each name was extraordinary, so I looked over the other evil gods as well. Why are they using names from the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse and the Seven Deadly Sins?

"What? War? Who, me?"
"I know no such person."
"Hey, you crazy fools!"

The evil gods who caught my gaze desperately avoided eye contact and denied their names.

"Aaaaargh! No! I don't want to go back! If I fall this time, I won't have the strength to come back up!"

Death struggled disgracefully, biting my shoe to resist.

This is too pathetic. Is this how evil gods fight humans...?

'What should we do about this?'
- I know, right? It seems wasteful to use divine power to seal creatures like these.

It might sound selfish, but I completely understand. I also see why Enen didn't pay attention to the seal site.

Why would he care when they look this pathetic even after escaping?


Death clung to my shoe, refusing to let go. As if it were the last lifeline.

A pitiful and ugly sight, but enough to stir the faint guilt in my heart. Of all things, I'm a dog owner who raises Titi. Pushing away something that looked like a Yorkshire terrier with my foot didn't sit well with me.

Of course, knowing these creatures were evil gods prevented any hesitation. This wasn't just any evil god, but one so powerful that even Enen had decided to seal it away. Though now fallen to rock bottom and appearing like this, who knows when it might revive if I let my guard down.

'I can't leave future troubles behind.'

I'm the cold-hearted man who eliminated even Gomi who carried me around. I'm fully prepared to deal with an evil god I'm seeing for the first time today.

No, was it Gomi or Ungi?

"If you've lived for hundreds of years, isn't that place your home? Just go back."
"Grrrrrrrr!"

Despite my provocation, Death refused to open its mouth.

That's a shame. If it had opened even a little, I would have thrown it right in.

- Really disgusting. Does it have no pride as a god?

I flinched at those words. The most hideous appearance I'd seen among gods was the Eternal Blue Sky.

- Since it's a god, we can't physically eliminate it...

At those words, I swung my foot more vigorously. As I suspected, it was impossible for humans to eliminate gods.

If gods could be physically eliminated, there would be records in the Dawn Order's scriptures about vanquishing pagan gods, or the Order would have erased these evil gods themselves. The absence of such records suggests that physical destruction of gods is impossible.

In fact, if gods could be killed by stabbing or magic, would they really be gods? They'd just be somewhat powerful beings.

'So sealing is the only answer?'
- Yes. For a god to lose its godhood, faith must be extinguished, but these were already dying anyway. If we seal them again, they'll collapse on their own.

So after all this, sealing is the answer.

What a headache. To eliminate these tiny evil gods, I need to seal them rather than physically attack them, which means putting these stubborn creatures back into the pit, and then reactivating the seal.

The first two prerequisites aren't major problems. It's annoying, but with enough time invested, I could put eleven small beasts into a pit.

- Honestly, wouldn't just putting them in the pit be enough to keep them from getting out?

But I'm stuck on the most important final task. The Eternal Blue Sky, who has just started accumulating divine power, doesn't seem willing to waste it on these tiny evil gods.

'Wouldn't it be better to play it safe? If we leave them in the pit and they somehow regain faith, it could become troublesome, right?'

I tried my best to persuade the Eternal Blue Sky. If gods won't step up, humans must, but right now the magicians can't use magic. Since the existence of evil gods or the seal itself blocks the flow of mana, sealing them with human power is impossible.

- I was planning to do that, but look at them.

Following the indifferent Eternal Blue Sky's direction, I turned my head and saw a laughable sight.

"Cold, it's so cold..."
"That dog Enen... putting us in a place like this...?"
"No... I don't want to be a god who freezes to death..."

While I was struggling with the evil god called Death, the other ten evil gods weren't trying to escape but were shivering from the cold.

A pitiful sight. Animal-sized creatures about the size of baby Titi huddled together like a ball, relying on each other's body heat as they trembled.

'Like Patrasche.'

Just a while ago, I was worried we might freeze to death, but it was the evil gods, not us, heading for a Patrasche ending.

'But can gods freeze to death?'
- That doesn't happen. But without the strength to overcome the cold, they'll suffer until their faith completely disappears. They might prefer death.
'I see.'

Sealing became urgent for a different reason now.

Though they are evil gods, from a humanitarian perspective, it would be right to put them in a warm pit and seal them. Leaving them to await an uncertain death in this cursed cold would be torture enough to awaken even a benevolent god into an evil one.

So first, not Death who warmed up playing with me, but those pitiful bundles—

- Ah, wait.


I stopped at the Eternal Blue Sky's intervention.

- I just thought of a good method, but first, make sure they can't move.
'Can't move?'
- Yes. It gets annoying if they struggle.

I started walking again.

Seeing how confident he is about this "good method," it must really be a decent solution.

I caught each resisting evil god and buried them in the ground. I left their heads out so they could still speak.

"Human. No matter how far we've fallen, we once reigned as gods."
"You want to be put in the pit?"
"I thank you for respecting gods by burying us in the cozy earth."

Leaving behind the chick-shaped evil god who quickly changed its attitude, I buried the self-proclaimed Death as well. Now all eleven were immobilized.

...

'Hey.'
- Yes? What is it?
'Don't I look like a madman burying animals alive to other people?'

I'd been feeling a prickling sensation on the back of my neck. Probably from the gazes of the magicians who had stepped back.

- Don't worry. Magicians are smart. They'll know that animals emerging from a place like this aren't ordinary creatures.
'That's true.'

I felt relieved. At least I avoided the disaster of rumors spreading that "the Minister of Audit has a hobby of tormenting weak animals."

'So, what do we do now?'
- I'll absorb their divine power.
'What?'
- Divine power absorption.

No, I heard you, that wasn't what I meant.

- With those small bodies, they can't pose a threat no matter how hard they struggle. What matters is whether they regain faith and return to their prime. If we remove the divine power where faith would accumulate, there's no worry. How can you hold water without a container?

I nodded at the easy-to-understand metaphor. In martial arts terms, it's like ripping out their energy center.

It's certainly a good method. No need to beat creatures that can't physically die, no need to push back those who desperately resist going into the pit, and no need to persuade the indifferent Eternal Blue Sky.

Yes, it's beyond good—it's perfect. Perfect, but...

'Then why seal them in the first place instead of absorbing from the beginning?'

I wonder why Enen used the troublesome method of sealing when this option existed.

- Because they were strong back then. If absorption went wrong, it might have corrupted Enen's identity.

I understood immediately.

- But now they're so weak they're nearly dead... hehehe...

The Eternal Blue Sky had started making a laugh full of greed.

Ugly. If the evil gods were pitiful and ugly, the Eternal Blue Sky was just ugly. There was an evil god called Greed earlier, but who's the real Greed here?

- Now! Just place your hands on their heads! I'll handle the rest!
'Ah, yes.'

Of course, if I had to choose between an ugly god I'm friendly with and an ugly god I just met, I'd pick the former.

"Human? What are you doing?"

When I suddenly placed my hand on its head, the self-proclaimed Death, which had been struggling to escape the ground, opened its mouth with displeasure.

"Divine power absorption."
"What?"

But it stiffened shortly after.

"W-what! Why is there the energy of the sky inside a human... No, not just the sky, but also the sun and vegetation! How can a mere human!?"
"Life just turned out that way."
"Don't play word games! Even if a mortal lived their entire life— Hey, s-stop! Stop it!"


Death was desperately struggling, but since the Eternal Blue Sky was handling the divine power absorption, I didn't feel much. To me, it just looked like a Yorkshire terrier throwing a tantrum because it didn't like human touch.

"H-human! Stop! If you remove your hand now, I'll forgive you! I'll make you a disciple of Death, one who stands tall over the continent!"
"I don't need that."

I'm already Enen's blessed one, so what use is being a disciple?

"I'll give you wealth, more than you could spend in a lifetime!"
"I already have plenty of money."

Probably enough for three generations.

"T-then honor...!"
"I have enough honor and power, so give up."

Why do villains all have similar repertoires?

"...Wow."
"This is bad."
"Is this the end of my divine life..."

The other evil gods, watching Death's pitiful struggle, muttered gloomily as if sensing the coming future.

Fortunately, they seem quick to give up.

I turned the evil gods into former evil gods and returned.

"...Kal? What are those?"
"I can explain everything."

I hastily spoke to Mar, who was staring blankly at the creatures in my arms.

"So this is where humans live these days."
"Hey, not bad. Seems more splendid than my temple?"
"I... almost froze to death... it's... warm here..."
"Life without being a god might not be so bad?"

Mentally deranged beings that naturally spoke human language despite being animals.

"Hey, if you took our divine power, shouldn't you at least give us food and shelter in good conscience?"
"Right. If you leave us like this, we'll freeze to death? Just dying somewhere no one knows about?"
"Wow, you're still leaving after hearing this? That's cold."
"We may be called evil gods, but... we gave as much as we received from believers... A human more evil than evil gods..."

These crazy creatures, desperately clinging to me and appealing to emotions as soon as they lost their divine power and qualifications as gods.

Even I, who brought them, am bewildered by them, but no matter how difficult it seems, I can explain everything.

Mar will surely understand how I ended up bringing these creatures home.

***

The current Pope, my child, sacrificed herself for a healthier and stronger faith.

How can one not admire this? How can one not pity this?

'If my child sacrifices herself, how can a father stand idle?'

Therefore, I handled problems erupting across the continent, minimizing the burden that would fall on my children. My power is formed by the faith of my children, and my authority exists to protect them.

Then I suddenly remembered the evil gods I had buried in the northwest of the continent. In the past, their power was so great that I could only seal them—but now they should be on the verge of extinction.

'It's about time to take them out.'

I was feeling tired from moving around lately, so absorbing their divine power would help.

That's what I thought.

'Huh.'

Until I saw that the sealing site was completely empty.

'...I should have absorbed them earlier.'

I never expected someone would beat me to it.

The cold sealed land where Enen's hatred and vigilance prevented the warm sun's blessing from reaching.

Evil gods who had been sealed for hundreds of years in that bitter cold, and who tasted bone-freezing coldness the moment they escaped their seal.

"Ah, it's warm."
"This is... home... warmth is... the best..."

Though it was just a momentary pain, it seems to have been enough trauma for these evil gods who once ruled arrogantly. Even now, eleven evil gods were huddled together under one giant blanket.

Death as a Yorkshire terrier, Plague as an eagle, War as a tiger, Famine as a sheep.

Pride as a chick, Greed as a deer, Envy as a foal, Wrath as a bear, Lust as a fox, Avarice as a snake, and Sloth as a turtle.

'Is this a kingdom of animals?'

I couldn't help but laugh at the sight.

While I had ambitions to create a zoo for Pedi, that was supposed to be a zoo made of stuffed animals. I never had the slightest intention of making a zoo with real animals—no, with has-been evil gods pretending to be animals.

"Kal. Can you explain now?"

I snapped back to reality at Trixie's voice after blankly staring at the evil gods.

"Ah, yes, of course. I should explain."

I nodded hastily, barely holding onto my muddled thoughts.

I need to explain this properly. Marg graciously granted me a chance to explain myself, and my wives, including Trixie, waited for me to gather my thoughts. Having received such consideration, I should respond with a reasonable and logical explanation.

"When I went to the ruins, I found these evil spirits dying. They begged me to bring them along, promising to behave and not cause trouble."

However, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't come up with a suitable excuse.

To explain this insane situation, I'd have to start by saying that what I visited was an evil god's sealing ground, and that these tiny animals are evil gods. But didn't I explain before going north that it was related to evil spirits, not evil gods, and that it was ancient ruins, not a sealing ground?

Yes, I got this wrong from the beginning. If I try to undo that first mistake now, I'll be the one kicked out of the house, not the evil gods.

"...Evil spirits?"
"Those things?"

At my explanation, my wives' gazes turned toward the evil gods bundled up like dumplings in the blanket.

I can understand their feelings. Probably 20% reproach for bringing evil spirits into our home, and 80% doubt about whether those are really evil spirits.

"Evil spirit?! I am Death, the final destination of all life, the despair that reigns over the continent!"
"It's an evil spirit that deceives people with such claims."
"Gyaaaaaaak!"

I continued speaking, ignoring Death's self-introduction.

Read the room, you idiot. One wrong move here and we're all dead.

"Evil spirits..."

Luise, who had been absentmindedly stroking her belly, murmured the words "evil spirits" and fell into deep thought.

"I know what you're worried about. You're concerned that having evil spirits stay in our home might harm us."

I quickly took the initiative, seeing her expression.

Though they're now powerless surplus beings who've lost their divinity, they were once called evil gods and were sealed away for their wickedness. So I worried about what accidents might happen if I brought them into our home, and even considered pushing them into a pit to freeze to death.

But thanks to the Eternal Blue Sky's words, I changed my mind.

- You don't need to worry about them anymore. Having lost their divinity, they can never again hold faith, and since they're no longer gods, they can be physically killed.
'Then wouldn't it be cleaner to just kill them and leave?'

- Isn't it a waste to just kill them? If we keep them alive, we can use them.
'What?'

The idea that these once-evil gods could be used as tools. If that doesn't interest you, it must be a lie.

- I told you that forcibly absorbing strong divinity changes the nature of the god who absorbs it, right? The opposite can actually bind the other party. Normally, gods wouldn't go that far with each other, but they're evil gods, aren't they?
'...Bind?'
- I planted part of my divinity in them. Now they can't disobey my words.

I was relieved by the explanation that they had basically become something like angels.

If they can be perfectly controlled, there's no need to kill them. The disadvantage of them once being evil gods transformed into the advantage of them being useful because they were once evil gods.

- And as time passes, they'll easily overpower ordinary knights. Perfect as guards or escorts.
'Let's take them right away.'

And that was the clincher. If they're that small, they can be carried anywhere, and they're powerful too? That means I can send them as escorts when family members go out, or infiltrate them during covert operations.

"You know I'm involved with gods in various ways. I have sufficient means to control these evil spirits, and they've promised to stay quiet without causing any trouble."
"Um... what if they break their promise?"
"Then I'll deal with them immediately."

After answering Lin's question firmly, I turned my gaze toward the evil gods, who nodded enthusiastically upon receiving my look.

"We have repented. From now on, we will live as benevolent spirits, not evil ones."
"Actually, I'm a nature spirit. My parents were nature spirits too."
"That's what they say."
"Ah, I see..."

Unlike the tactless Death, Lin awkwardly nodded at the satisfactory answers from the evil gods.

The harmlessness of the evil gods was proven as time passed.

- Woof!
"Aack! Don't lick me!"
"Oh my! Your size is brutal, just brutal!"

Titi, who suddenly gained new animal friends, would lick or bite the necks of the evil gods whenever she saw them, and the evil gods, overwhelmed by the size difference, could only cry out and run away.

Evil spirits reduced to the level of pets. If anyone remained wary after seeing such a sight, they would be excessively worried. Fortunately, there was no such person in our mansion.

"How is it, young master!"
"Kyau!"
"I'm glad you like it!"

Moreover, Greed in deer form and Envy in foal form attached bundles to their tails and raced through the mansion with Pedi riding on those bundles.

It's remarkable. Is this how gods who have lost their divinity live?

'I thought the Eternal Blue Sky had shown me the bottom of divinity.'

I realized again that there's a basement below the bottom.

"...I'm not sure if this is right."

Marg murmured with a complex expression as she watched the scene with me.

The sight of evil spirits (former evil gods with laundered identities) playing with our only son. Emotionally, it would be right to separate them, but rationally, it proves in real-time that there's no problem at all.

Moreover, Pedi, who loves Titi, also liked the evil gods in animal form. If we tried to separate them, saying playtime was over, he would grab onto the evil gods' tails and resist.

"Are you sure it's safe...?"
"The god assured me, so there's nothing to worry about."

I embraced Marg's waist and kissed her forehead.


I also checked several times since it concerns the safety of our family and servants. The Eternal Blue Sky, who usually appears pitiful, showed rare confidence, and Constantina also testified that there's nothing to worry about if divine power has been implanted in their bodies.

If two gods say so, I should believe them. Gods know the ecology of gods better than humans do.

"Besides, Trixie and I are here. We can quickly subdue any evil spirit that goes wild."

Marg nodded at those words.

If they can be physically killed, there's no need to fear unless the Khagan is resurrected.

***

The first pilgrimage site was the Kingdom of Lusen, located at the northeastern edge of the continent.

It was a region where pagan culture had deep roots in the past, but it was also where a saint who dedicated himself to the people living in cold weather and poor resources rested. It was the grave of a saint who accepted the Dawn Order to civilize the Lusen tribal union but was martyred.

The tomb of a great saint who did not yield to bitter cold and trials, and who led his gloomy homeland to a bright future. It was truly a perfect place for the first pilgrimage.

'May we too overcome trials and move toward a bright future.'

I prayed at the tomb of Saint Rudolf, Lusen's representative saint.

Although Saint Rudolf died while being pointed at by everyone, his will did not break but burned brightly, turning a land of barbarism into a land of civilization. He transformed this land where freezing and starving to death were everyday occurrences into "a place that's damn cold but somewhat livable."

We too will follow your will and change the Order. Though we may be pointed at now, we will burn passionately.

"...Phew."

After praying for quite some time, I slowly rose from my seat.

"Even I feel this cold after just praying briefly, so I can't even imagine how painful it must have been for Saint Rudolf, tied naked to a pole."
"That's why he is a saint who performed miracles."

Sister Alexandriana answered as she draped a coat over me.

As the sister said, Saint Rudolf is a saint who performed miracles. Beyond simply sacrificing himself through martyrdom, he was a great flame that led a land of barbarism and bitter cold toward becoming a civilized nation, and the protagonist of a miracle who forgave the residents despite being tied to a pole for ten days without dying.

'Ten days, huh.'

It's marvelous. Even I couldn't survive naked in this weather without any food for ten days. It would be impossible even for a holy man called the son of God to endure in such extreme conditions. Maybe about a week, but not more.

Of course, he was canonized as a saint because he achieved the impossible.

"Brother Tanian, Sister Alexandriana."

While I was blankly staring at Saint Rudolf's tomb, the cardinal of the Lusen Archdiocese approached.

"Let's go back now. I've prepared a place where you can warm up."
"It's fine. I'd like to feel the saint's energy a little longer."
"But other believers can't come because you two are here."
"Oh my, we should go then."

I smiled back at the cardinal's joke. It would be troublesome if other brothers and sisters couldn't pray because of me.

So I was about to follow the cardinal's guidance when...

"...Hmm?"
"No, what is this?"

A brilliant light burst forth from Saint Rudolf's tomb.

- Rejoice, children of the continent. The oldest worry and sin in this world has disappeared by the hand of a hero. That hero is one who received the blessing of the brilliant sun, the love of the vast sky, and the grace of vegetation.

Along with a holy voice that made us kneel involuntarily.

And five minutes later, we learned that the Lord's light and voice had appeared not only here but at holy sites and cathedrals across the continent.

The continent was turned upside down. A nuclear bomb capable of ending even the ongoing chaos since the Council had finally been dropped on the earth.

Enen, who rarely communicated with believers except for significant matters, had intervened in the human world. Enen's voice, previously only heard by the Pope, saints, and some cardinals, now resonated throughout every sanctuary and church across the continent.

This was not something that could be taken lightly. Even the Council conducted by mere humans had garnered continental attention, but now a deity had spoken directly?

"Oh, Lord! I could die today without regrets!"
"I am fortunate! Fortunate to be born in an era where I can hear the Lord's voice!"
"Behold! The Lord always protects us!"

Those who had been engaged in fierce debates across the continent—both supporters and opponents of the Council—instantly became united in praising Enen and shedding tears of joy.

After all, engaging in heated arguments with opponents meant they were deeply faithful. For such devout believers, nothing could be more important than hearing the Lord's voice.

After rejoicing and celebrating for quite some time, these devout believers began interpreting Enen's words rather than focusing on the Council.

"The oldest worry and sin? What could that be?"
"Judging by the Lord's command to rejoice, something negative must have disappeared..."
"Isn't that referring to the evil spirits mentioned in the scripture? There's a passage that says 'The Lord, standing firm in righteous faith, sealed the continent's worry and the sin of sentient beings in the frozen land'?"
"Oh, that must be it."

Thanks to the devout believers putting their heads together, the interpretation progressed quickly.

The speed was remarkable but also expected. Among the Dawn Order's believers, there were many "true believers" who could recite which page and which sentence of the scripture you were referring to with just a hint. How could such people miss the opportunity to interpret the voice of God?

Thus, the people of the continent realized that the evil spirits recorded in the scripture weren't metaphorical but actually existed, and that these evil spirits had been eliminated by someone.

"This is a joyous occasion."
"Although we didn't even know these evil spirits existed, it's certainly cause for celebration if evil has been vanquished."
"A day when the Lord came to the entire continent and evil was eliminated. It would be appropriate to designate it as a holy day."

As the interpretation spread, the atmosphere across the continent quickly warmed. It was hard to believe that just hours ago, these same people had been engaged in uncompromising debates with the opposing faction.

Having concluded that evil spirits had been eliminated, the believers began interpreting the next sentence.

"The hero who subdued the evil spirits—"
"It must be the Count of Teilgleichen."
"There's no one else it could be."

They reached a conclusion even faster than when interpreting the evil spirits.

"The blessing of the radiant sun means the Count is the Lord's blessed one, and heaven's love signifies that the Count is the leader of the northern nobles."
"What about the grace of vegetation?"
"The revival of the World Tree."

Yes, the interpretation was incredibly fast. The "true believers" of the order didn't even need to step in, and most people had already guessed the hero's identity even before concluding that the worry and sin Enen mentioned were evil spirits.

"Kal. Come sit here for a moment."
"Okay..."

As a result, the vigilance of my family members, which had decreased when the evil gods appeared harmless and insignificant, shot back up to the sky.

It seems I've messed up.

The reason for calling this hearing was simple.

"Are those things really evil spirits?"

Due to Enen's continent-wide announcement, my wives had become suspicious about the existence of evil spirits.

"I understand that these beings can't harm us. They've been quiet so far, and since two gods have confirmed it, there's no reason to doubt."

Sensing the ominous atmosphere, Mar turned her gaze from the evil gods pretending to sleep peacefully near Titi and finally looked at me.

"But if they were merely evil spirits, Enen wouldn't have expressed joy to the entire continent."
"Well... wouldn't He be happy that evil spirits that had been sealed for a long time were gone?"
"That's what's strange. Are you saying Enen merely sealed these evil spirits, which people weren't even aware of, rather than destroying them?"

Her logic was sound, and I couldn't respond.


If those things were truly just evil spirits, Enen could have destroyed them with a flick of a finger. Yet they weren't destroyed but sealed away for hundreds of years? This implies they were beings that even Enen found difficult to eliminate casually.

As expected of Mar. With just a small clue, her wise mind quickly reaches the truth.

The problem is that her wisdom becomes a dagger that uncovers my lies.

"Please be honest with me. I understand they're harmless, so I won't ask you to get rid of them or send them back."
"Really?"

I quickly covered my mouth after saying that.

You idiot. Asking "really?" is like confessing that I have something to hide.

"Yes, really. Our Pedi likes them too, so as a mother, I can't push them away."

But Mar gave me a merciful smile.

My heart ached. Even though it was a well-intentioned lie to ease my family's worries, I had deceived such a merciful and generous wife. This karmic debt is something I'll have to bear until I die.

"Actually..."

So I finally gathered my courage and spoke.

"They're not evil spirits, they're evil gods."

And thus, I and the eleven evil gods were expelled from the mansion.

"Master. Where should we go now?"
"Why am I your master?"

I responded irritably to the chick, Pride, who spoke without reading the room.

But I sighed shortly after. Although I refuted out of momentary anger, objectively speaking, I am indeed their master. If someone picks up something from the wild without permission, that person becomes the owner.

"There's a lake nearby—"

Just as I was about to head to the evacuation site my father had told me about, the communication device in my pocket emitted light.

Seeing the purple light, it must be the Emperor.

***

Another minister incident.

Once again, the minister has caused trouble.

'Now it's evil spirits, of all things.'

I pressed my fingers against my throbbing forehead to suppress the headache.

I don't understand. How does someone who was supposedly enjoying a vacation at his mansion suddenly eliminate evil spirits? From what I've heard, the frozen land mentioned in the scripture seems to be even further north than the Northern region, in the middle of nowhere. Why would he voluntarily go to such a place?

'Does he have too much free time?'

It's vexing. I gave him a vacation, and he goes around meeting evil spirits? If that's how he spends his free time, there's no reason to give him time off. Wouldn't it be better for the continent if he used that excess time to serve the Imperial Family, the Empire, and its people?

Therefore, I desperately restrained myself from immediately drafting an order for the minister to return to work. Ignoring honeymoon and parental leave should only happen in truly desperate situations. If it's misused as punishment for vexation, what official would feel secure enough to have children?

...

'He's already had four children, so it should be fine.'

For a brief moment, the whisper of an evil spirit echoed in my ears.

Strange. I heard the minister had eliminated the evil spirits, but are there some that survived?

If so, my twisted anger and desire to punish are also because of the minister. Anyway, it's because the minister didn't handle the evil spirits properly.


*Knock knock*

"Your Majesty, the Minister of Audit is here."
"Let him in."

I removed my hand from my forehead and responded to the voice from beyond the door.

At least he comes quickly when called. Should I summon him every two hours daily to prevent him from going to strange places?

That certainly seems like a good idea. It's not a normal method, but the minister was the first to show abnormal behavior.

'Huh?'

As soon as the minister cautiously opened the door and entered, my mind froze.

"Oh, so this is the Imperial Palace?"
"Wow, I've rarely seen royal palaces, and now I'm seeing the Imperial Palace."

There were strange creatures gathered around the minister's feet.

I'm confused. Thanks to His Majesty's situation, the Imperial Palace has already become a playground for all sorts of animals, but none of them could talk. No, such creatures shouldn't exist anywhere on the continent.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."
"What exactly did you bring back from the frozen land?"

To that question, the minister opened his mouth with what looked like an enlightened expression.

"Evil gods, Your Majesty."

...Was it not enlightenment but madness?

***

I straightened my back proudly while receiving the Emperor's piercing gaze.

I may have misspoken in front of my wives, but there's no need to bow before the Emperor.

I am the one who subdued evil gods that threatened the peace of the continent and whom even Enen couldn't casually deal with. Although the Eternal Blue Sky's help was significant in the process, the achievement is still mine. Didn't Enen say I eliminated worry and sin?

'Damn...'

Thinking about it makes me a bit angry. All I did was place my hands on the evil gods' heads. It's too much to say I eliminated them with my own hands.

"What was sealed in the frozen land were evil gods who had lost their faith and fallen. Fortunately, with the help of a deity I have a connection with, I subdued them, and now they have become new beings that have shed their evil."

Anyway, I continued speaking, pushing aside my subtle anger and bitterness.

This incident has instantly ended the chaos of the Council and further elevated the prestige of the Empire. Even from the Emperor's perspective, it's not something to be wary of, just a sudden variable that surprised him.

However, if I act too boldly because I feel justified, the Emperor might also respond boldly out of emotion. I need to provide at least a formal report.

"This was only possible because of Your Majesty's lofty virtue in protecting the Mandate of Heaven. I merely eliminated the continent's worry and sin on behalf of Your Majesty, demonstrating the firmness of the righteous Mandate."
"Truly a joyous occasion. As expected, the minister is an unparalleled loyal subject."

In response to my words, the Emperor uttered ceremonial words of praise and lowered his gaze to the floor.

"...I assume you brought them to the Imperial Palace because you're confident in controlling them perfectly. Showing once is more effective than explaining a hundred times."

Since that wasn't exactly the reason, I silently bowed my head.

Of course, I am confident in controlling them perfectly. But I came with them simply because I couldn't come to the Imperial Palace alone, not to show them off. Where would I leave these expelled beings while I went around by myself?

"This is unprecedented, so I don't know what to say. But since the minister picked them up, I trust the minister will take good care of them."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please don't worry."

It sounded like he was saying, "Since you picked up these kids, you feed them and take them for walks."

The Emperor has officially authorized me to raise evil gods.

I question whether the words "evil god" and "raise" can coexist in the same sentence, but it has actually happened.

'Eleven evil gods to raise.'

I couldn't help but sigh. Even in Pokémon, wasn't six the maximum number you could carry at once? Including Titi, I have to raise twelve, twice that number. I don't envy Pokémon Masters.

"Master. Even though we may be deities who have lost our divinity, we can speak human language. Isn't it too much to treat us like common beasts?"
"That beast was bestowed by His Majesty the Emperor."
"Then its status must be higher than mine. Thank you for treating me as an equal."

I couldn't help but laugh at Pride's remarkably quick wit and situational awareness.

It's strange. Despite being named Pride, a being who shouldn't bow to humans, perhaps because it looks like a chick, it surrendered faster than any other evil god. Compared to Death who is still grumbling, this one is truly wise beyond compare.

"So where are we going now?"

Eventually, Greed, the snake around my neck, spoke up.

"I'm a snake, so I'm sensitive to things like cold."
"I'm... a turtle... I feel like I'm dying..."

This time, Sloth, in the form of a turtle, muttered in a desperate voice.

Come to think of it, unlike the other evil gods who took the forms of mammals and birds, Greed and Sloth appear as cold-blooded animals. They showed the most intense reactions when their divinity was stripped in the bitter cold.

"Master... you're... rich... if we can't go to the mansion... let's go to another house..."
"Oh, that's right."
"Being a noble, you must have many houses besides the mansion."

At Sloth's words, the other evil gods began to snicker.

It's certainly an appealing suggestion. Even among commoners, wealthy ones sometimes own multiple houses, and for a high-ranking noble like me, it goes without saying. I have mansions and domains under my name scattered throughout the Empire.

"The rumors have probably spread to all your other houses by now."

But what if I've been kicked out of those mansions too, even though they're in my name? Information has likely been shared with other in-law territories including Teilgleichen County, Wiridia County, and others.

Something like: "My thoughtless husband brought home evil gods, so we've temporarily kicked him out. Don't let him in until he reflects on his actions."

"Did we perhaps get the wrong master?"
"All we did was break free from our seals and immediately have our divinity stripped."

As hope instantly turned to despair, the evil gods grumbled resentfully.

These crazy beings. If you weren't evil gods to begin with, I wouldn't have been kicked out too.

"...There's a quiet place nearby. Let's go there and rest for now."

I gathered the evil gods sprawled on the ground and started walking.

My father's evacuation spot that I tried to go to earlier. I need to organize my thoughts there about what to do next.

'How should I beg to appear more pitiful?'

Should I start by getting on my knees...?

***

I temporarily sent Kal and the evil spirits... no, evil gods away from the mansion.

I still can't believe it. Evil gods. Of all things, evil gods were in our mansion.

'Who would have thought that "evil spirits" was actually a downplayed term.'

I sighed while holding my forehead. My heart had already sunk at the thought of him bringing home evil spirits, but even that was an understatement.

In a way, Kal is amazing. He personally picked up beings that are terrifying just to hear about.

'I guess even evil gods are nothing to fear for him.'

The corners of my mouth turned up unconsciously. It's somewhat prideful to know that even evil gods bow to Kal, the continent's greatest swordsman─

'No, that's not right.'

I quickly reined in my softening resolve.

Regardless of how impressive it is, this incident can't be overlooked. He must be made to reflect on bringing strange beings home at will and deceiving us.

I've already contacted everyone at places Kal might go—Mother in Teilgleichen County, the head butler in Wiridia County, Father in Ulken, and so on. I told them we're teaching Kal a lesson, so please don't take him in.


'A few hours should be enough.'

Of course, we don't intend to leave Kal out for long. Despite how shocking these evil gods are, they're clearly under control, and Kal must have had his reasons for making such a decision. Even if Kal acts differently from others, he's not someone who causes trouble without reason.

Besides, Kal's subjugation of the evil gods is a heroic achievement that Lord Enen has announced to the entire continent. How would it look if such a hero wandered outside his home for days on end?

So I planned to call him back by evening. That should be enough time for him to reflect and apologize.

—That's what I thought.

"Waaaaaaaaah!"

Until Fedi started crying.

"My dear Fedi. What's making you so sad?"

I carefully cradled the sobbing Fedi in my arms, trying to comfort him.

At the same time, I quickly ran through possibilities. I just breastfed him, and his diaper doesn't feel wet. Wondering if he might be sick, I touched his forehead, but there's no fever, and he hasn't bumped into anything. There's no reason for him to cry.

I'm confused. Since Fedi started crawling on his own, he hasn't cried unless he was hungry or needed a diaper change. If he needed something, he would crawl around the mansion to relieve his frustration.

Yet suddenly he started crying. For a reason I couldn't understand.

- Whine...
"Titi?"

While I was desperately checking Fedi's body and trying to comfort him, Titi appeared with a cloth bundle in his mouth.

...Wait a minute.

"Titi. Can I see that?"
- Woof!

As soon as I said that, Titi put down the bundle and anxiously paced around me. As if worried about the sobbing Fedi.

It was truly endearing, but I couldn't even pat his head. I was too stunned by what Titi had brought.

'That's definitely...'

The bundle that was tied to the evil gods' tails. The one used when Fedi rode around the mansion.

"Huwaaaaah!"

As I stared blankly at the bundle, Fedi reached out toward it and cried even harder.

No, it can't be. It can't be that.

'Is he... crying because the evil gods are gone?'

I want to deny it. But all the evidence confirms my suspicion.

Fedi was crying because the evil gods, his animal friends who played with him, were gone.

***

There wasn't a single person at the evacuation spot my father had told me about.

That's a relief. I was worried since it's also a fishing spot shared by Imperial Assembly members, but now there's no chance of awkward greetings with acquaintances.

'A fishing spot, huh.'

Anyway, after admiring the quiet lake with its beautiful scenery, I sat down by the shore. Since I've come to a fishing spot, I should catch something to make the visit worthwhile.

Of course, there's the problem of not having a fishing rod for this unplanned visit, but...

"Two fish... going... that way..."
"Alright, let's catch one properly."

I put Sloth the turtle into the lake to drive fish toward me, and used Greed the snake as a fishing line by dipping him into the lake.

Perfect division of labor. They say fishing is waiting for fish to bite the bait? Instead, I make the fishing line bite the fish. What an ingenious method.

"Land snakes and water snakes are completely different species..."
"Just hold your breath for a bit."
"This isn't something that can be solved by holding my breath... no, I'm still talking—!"

Ignoring the minor complaints, I dunked Greed's head back into the lake.

Despite claiming it's difficult, he actually comes up with a fish in his mouth when I put him in. That's why I keep using him.


"Three more... coming..."
"You heard that? Let's do this."

In response to my words, a few bubbles rose to the lake's surface.

Probably a trace of his desperate attempt to answer.

"Isn't this just waterboarding?"
"There are humans worse than evil gods."

I ignored the terrible slander from behind me.

I understand. They haven't fully shed their evil god habits yet. With a generous heart, I can overlook such false accusations.

"Hm?"

As I continued throwing fish caught by Greed to the other evil gods, the communication crystal in my pocket vibrated briefly.

[Kal, have you reflected enough?]

It was a message from Marga.

[We understand why you had to hide it. We don't intend to make you release the evil gods, so you can come back now.]

It was a message full of mercy.

"Sloth, come out now."
"Huh...? I can still... drive more fish..."
"We can go home now."

At that, Sloth climbed onto land with a speed I'd never seen before.

Greed, who had been fighting with a fish, must have heard my voice too, as he quickly coiled his body and rose to the surface.

"Home! Our home!"
"Finally going home!"
"Sob, once we get in, I'm never leaving again...!"

And the evil gods behind me threw away the raw fish they were eating and cheered loudly.

In this moment, we truly became one.

As soon as we entered the mansion, I bowed deeply to my wives.

"I will be careful not to let this happen again..."

I mean it. There's nothing as desolate and bleak as wandering with nowhere to go. It was maddening, especially traveling with eleven beasts.

"Bwah!"
"Fedi?"

In response to my sincere apology, Fedi, who was in Marga's arms, waved his hands.

I'm touched. Could it be that our Fedi missed his daddy when I was gone for a while?

"Daddy missed our Fedi too..."

But something seems off. Fedi's gaze and hands were directed not at me but at the floor.

'No way.'

With trembling hands, I picked up Avarice and Envy from the floor. These two were the ones who had raced around the mansion with Fedi on the cloth bundle.

"Baaah!"

Fedi looked at them with sparkling eyes.

Wait, is he welcoming these guys instead of me...?

'Is this a dream?'

Yes, it must be a dream. This can't be reality. There's no way I could lose to mere evil gods.

"Kal."
"Ma-Marga..."

Marga looked at me with pitying eyes and quietly shook her head.

It hurt more than when I was kicked out of the mansion.

# The Sun Went Out

The sun went out. The sky collapsed and vegetation burned to ashes.

My world—the entire world—had died.

"How is it, young master! Are you enjoying yourself?!"
"Yaaaaay!"
"Since you seem to be having fun, I'll run even faster!"
"Woohoo!"

Greed and Envy galloped with Fedi wrapped in a bundle on their backs, with Titi running alongside them.

And there was Fedi, surrounded by three four-legged beasts, wearing a happy smile.

'This can't be happening.'

My heart feels like it's being torn apart. I should be the one in that position. I was the one who crawled around with Fedi, enduring countless worn-out knees on my pants, withstanding the strange looks from family members and servants, and accepting the disaster of becoming more accustomed to four-legged movement than walking upright.

That was how I earned Fedi's smile. I was clearly a father who played with his son and received his love in return.

So why are you all in my place? Why? Why are mere evil spirits stealing my position?

'I was there first.'

I glared at Greed and Envy while biting my lip. I could understand Titi being there since he had always played with Fedi as part of our family, but I couldn't accept those two taking my place at Fedi's side.

"That used to be my spot..."
"Envy is that guy over there, so why is the master acting this way?"

When Pride muttered this, I shot him a glare, and he scurried away.

That damned chick. If he actually looked like a chicken, I would have fried him long ago.

'Was picking them up a mistake?'

The thought crossed my mind. These wicked creatures who dared steal a son's laughter from his father. As former evil spirits, they commit such atrocities without a second thought?

But it's too late to release them back into the wild. I've already received an order—though not explicitly stated as such—from the Emperor to manage them, and my wives have reluctantly accepted them. Most critically, if I were to abandon them when Fedi clearly loves them so much, I might earn his hatred.

It's a terrible situation. If I keep them in the house, they'll steal my son's love, but if I get rid of them, I'll earn his hatred. It's a lose-lose situation no matter what I choose.

"This is all Kal's fault."
"That's true..."

I hung my head dejectedly at Mar's subtle criticism.

She's right. This disaster is entirely of my own making. I was fooled by the idea that they could be useful if kept alive.

"But there are good points too. Fedi has been growing rapidly and his stamina has been increasing, so thanks to them, he can play until he's tired out."

Perhaps feeling sorry for me, Mar leaned her head on my shoulder and whispered softly.

That is certainly a good point. A baby's energy levels are beyond what an adult can handle, and Fedi, with the blood of both Kracius and Valenti, was practically an infinite power source. Because of this, even when everyone in the mansion took turns playing with him, it was often overwhelming.

But now with eleven evil spirit friends added to the mix? Now we can fully cover Fedi's unlimited energy. After all, those former spirits have plenty of stamina themselves.

"It's going to get even more lively when the triplets start crawling too."

I suddenly imagined the triplets joining Fedi, Titi, and the evil spirits in roaming around the mansion.

I couldn't help but smile. When that day comes, how noisy and full of laughter will this mansion be?

'I did pick them up for a good reason.'

Eventually, I sighed with relief at the fact that there were eleven evil spirits.

Fedi, the triplets, and Cherry Blossom and Ocean who haven't been born yet. And the countless babies we might have in the future.

If we had to play with the children without these sturdy evil spirits, every day in the mansion would be chaos.

As time passed, the evil spirits became part of the mansion.


Of course, at first, the servants were wary of these talking beasts—the world's oldest worries and sins, troublemakers who had been expelled from the mansion along with their master. It would have been stranger if they had accepted them without hesitation.

However, the evil spirits voluntarily helped the servants with their duties, gradually easing their wariness.

"Take this to the second madam's room."
"Got it."

For example, they would carry things on their backs when they saw servants carrying heavy loads.

"Where did I put those scissors...?"
"Looking for these?"
"Oh, yes, that's it!"

Or they would quickly fetch needed items.

"How is it? Is it good?"
"Move aside, youngsters! I'm going to eat it all!"
"What the hell, there are eleven mouths here, you bastard!"

Or they would show exaggerated reactions when offered something to taste in the kitchen. They displayed such harmless behavior that it was hard to tell whether they were evil spirits or mystical creatures.

Honestly, it feels like Titi has multiplied into twelve. We might as well call them "Titi and the kids" instead of evil spirits now.

"You're happy to have more subordinates, aren't you?"
*Woof!*

I stroked Titi's head as he barked cheerfully, watching the evil spirits with their heads buried in food bowls.

Yes, those guys are Titi's "children." Titi is a precious child we received from Situation, and already a firmly established member of our family, loved by our family and servants. Although unlike the evil spirits, he can't speak human language, that small difference can't break the bond between us and Titi.

That's why I can't help but consider the evil spirits as Titi's accessories—his children. In fact, Titi is currently doing an excellent job controlling the evil spirits using his size advantage.

"Let me know if they don't listen to you."
*Woof woof!*

I chuckled at Titi's response, barking as if he understood.

Indeed, not being able to speak human language is no problem at all. We can communicate through our hearts like this.

***

I visited the Lucen Kingdom, Stiniye Kingdom, and Nosgor Kingdom—collectively known as the Three Winter Kingdoms—and completed my pilgrimage.

According to my route, I should now head to the Lyuten Kingdom or Bazen Kingdom, which are south of the Three Winter Kingdoms—

"Next, we'll go to the Empire."

I drastically changed my route and chose to head to the Empire.

This is a natural choice. Our Lord personally blessed the joyous news for all people of the continent, and the protagonist is in the Empire. Moreover, it's an acquaintance I've known for three years.

I wanted to go as soon as I heard the Lord's voice, but I restrained myself. Having already arrived in the Lucen Kingdom, I needed to visit all its holy sites, and after visiting Lucen, I also needed to visit the other Winter Kingdoms. These three countries are rivals that compete behind the scenes despite their active exchanges.

'I can't show that the next Saint favors a specific country.'

It would be foolish to create new elements of conflict during a pilgrimage that was started to resolve the confusion in the Council.

Though in reality, interest in the Council has rapidly cooled, making this pilgrimage somewhat meaningless.

'Brother is truly one of a kind in this world.'

I smiled bitterly as I thought of Brother in the Empire. Among all the people I've met as the next Saint, I've never seen anyone as unique and eccentric as him.

Cutting the sky, assaulting royalty, collecting Academy graduates one by one, and now eliminating the continent's oldest worries and sins. These are achievements hard to believe were accomplished by a single person, and eccentricities no normal person would think of doing.

But what can I do? He may be unique, but he's not evil. He may not be a devout believer, but he's not an apostate who denies the Lord either.

He's just a peculiar person who, faithful to his position and role, causes various incidents.

...Hmm.


"Sister."
"Yes, Brother. Please speak."
"What do you think children would like?"

Sister Alexandria flinched at my sudden question.

"Ch-children...?"
"When we go to the Empire, we'll meet Brother, who has four children under his care. It would be courteous to prepare small gifts for them."
"Ah, you mean the Blessed One."

Sister's expression calmed at my clarification. She probably thought I was planning to tour orphanages in the Empire.

"Since they're still young children, we should avoid anything hard or sharp. Wouldn't dolls be appropriate?"
"Hmm, that's true."

She's right. Most toys tend to be somewhat hard, so dolls that children can hold comfortably and even put in their mouths would be suitable.

'Dolls, huh.'

I stroked my chin, imagining a baby sleeping with a doll in its arms.

I don't have children like Brother does, but I've frequently visited the orphanages run by the Order. The babies there were truly like angels.

Even babies with no blood relation to me looked so adorable. So how lovely would a baby of my own blood be?

"I wonder what it would be like if I had a baby too."
"W-what?!"
'Ah.'

Sister trembled again at my inadvertent murmur.

Of course, the Order doesn't prohibit marriage. If someone isn't married, it's simply because they have no interest in marriage, not because the Order pressures them against it. Quite a few past Popes and Saints were married.

However, except for briefly having feelings for Sister Luise, I've shown no interest in the opposite sex, yet here I am talking about babies. From Sister's perspective, there's plenty of room to misunderstand that I'm considering marriage.

"Um... Brother...? Have you perhaps found a partner without our knowledge?"

Just like now.

"Haha, no. I was just curious about what it would feel like to raise children."
"I-I see."

After clearing up the misunderstanding, Sister nodded repeatedly and sighed.

I've done something inconsiderate to Sister. Anyone would be surprised to hear that the next Saint suddenly plans to get married.

***

I received a message from the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

Tanian, who had been on a pilgrimage from the northeastern part of the continent, has changed his schedule and is planning to come to the Empire.

'Damn it.'

It's frustrating but expected. Since Enen drew attention with a continent-wide announcement, it's natural for Tanian, the next Saint, to respond.

'I should prepare to welcome him...'

It would be too dismissive to ignore this because I'm on vacation, given the significant relationship between myself and the Dawn Order.

For someone who spent three years with the next Saint at the Academy, someone who was beatified as a living Blessed One to not welcome the next Saint's visit? It would only spread rumors of discord between the Empire and the Holy Nation. The confusion in the Council has just settled down, and I can't afford to create another source of turmoil.

"Master? Are you going somewhere?"
"The Dawn Order's next Saint is com—"
"KIEEEEEEK!"
"RUN AWAAAAY!"

Before I could finish speaking, the evil spirits sprawled on the floor scattered in all directions.

I wasn't planning to take you with me anyway.

Tanian and the holy pilgrimage group arrived at the Capital via teleportation.

Though the pilgrimage group was small in number, it included Tanian, the next Holy One, and Cardinal Alexandria, the head of the Prophecy Department. Their small size did not diminish their authority or importance.

As a result, they were greeted by some of the highest officials in the Empire, second only to the Emperor himself: Ainter, the Emperor's brother; the Minister of Foreign Affairs; and Cardinal Lisiuko, the highest priest in the Empire.

"It's been a while, Brother Ainter. Have you been well?"
"Thanks to your concern, I've been enjoying happy days."

Ainter and Tanian, connected through their alma mater, shared a light embrace, displaying their friendship.

This miraculous connection between the Emperor's brother and the next Holy One caused the diplomatic teams from both countries to exchange handshakes with sighs of relief. As long as these two remained alive, relations between the Empire and the Order would never completely deteriorate, no matter how complicated situations might become.

"It's been a while, Brother."

After embracing Ainter, Tanian smiled brightly and extended his hand to me.

"Since you're already married, Brother, I suppose my embrace isn't necessary."
"That's correct."

I chuckled slightly at what Tanian clearly thought was a clever joke and shook his hand.

"But I'm a bit disappointed. I learned so much under you for three years, yet now I must receive such formal speech from you."
"Does formal speech erase our memories? Besides, if I speak casually to you, I would have to do the same with all imperial and royal family members."
"Haha, that's true. My thinking was shortsighted."

Tanian, who had briefly expressed his disappointment, quickly nodded in understanding.

It's true that we had a mentor-student relationship during those three years at the Academy, but we must spend decades longer as an imperial noble and the Order's Holy One. It would be somewhat burdensome to speak casually based on just three years of connection.

"Still, if you ever change your mind, please feel free to speak comfortably. We're not strangers, after all."
"I'll try."

Tanian smiled again at my response and proceeded to greet the Minister of Foreign Affairs who stood beside me.

'Was he always this comfortable?'

It's a bit strange. When I was managing Tanian at the Academy, I was constantly tense, even finding conversation difficult. But now that I'm no longer responsible for him, I can accept whatever he says with a smile. In fact, the next Holy One's gentleness actually puts me at ease.

Yes, this is how it should be. Someone who is the next Holy One of the continent's mainstream religion should have this kind of character. I think I've been viewing Tanian through colored lenses because of my position.

"His Majesty has prepared a banquet for our distinguished guests. Would you honor us with your presence?"
"It would be discourteous to decline His Majesty's invitation. I will gladly attend."

As Tanian nodded readily to the Foreign Minister's suggestion, I quietly stepped back.

I've exchanged greetings as an acquaintance, so my duty is now—

"Ah, will Brother Ainter and Brother Mentor also be attending?"
"I plan to attend for the sake of my long-unseen friend, but I'm not sure about the Minister of Audit, as he's currently on leave."

With this one-two punch from Tanian and Ainter, everyone's attention turned to me.

"...I've spent three years with Brother Tanian, so how could I leave a distinguished guest who has traveled so far?"

I surrendered obediently, as the atmosphere made escape impossible.

While conversation had become easier, his lack of tact remained unchanged.

The banquet was so splendid it didn't seem hastily prepared. I can only imagine how many officials from the Ministry of the Imperial Household and Ministry of Finance were ground down for this. The mere thought makes my chest tighten with pettiness.

In addition to those who greeted the pilgrimage group, several other prominent figures attended, elevating the banquet's prestige.

"A holy pilgrimage. If I were a bit younger, I would have attempted it too, but with age, long journeys have become difficult."

The Victorious Duke, who always resided in the Capital as the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Army.


"Heheheheh, reeeeally? Then come to our domain! The Empire's holy sites are mostly in Cheness, you know!"

The Wise Duke, who was summoned because his Cheness Duchy happened to have the most holy sites and relics in the Empire.

'Is this right?'

Though two dukes were gracing the occasion, I couldn't help but sigh whenever I looked at the Wise Duke.

Of course, having two dukes attend is better than one, but the Wise Duke is clearly a liability. Does it make sense to display a drunkard before distinguished guests?

"I'm well aware of the beauty of Cheness Duchy. I visited during a school trip while at the Academy, and the piety of the late Duke of Cheness, the Pious Duke, is famous even in the Papal States."

However, Tanian, who always maintained a smiling face, remained unshaken even before the Wise Duke's drunken behavior.

It's remarkable. Even I, his blood relative, feel drained after just five seconds beside the Wise Duke, yet Tanian, a complete stranger, endures like this.

"Heheh, I'm so happy the next Holy One says such things! My father must be rejoicing in heaven!"

At the mention that the Pious Duke was highly regarded even in the Papal States, the headquarters of the Dawn Order, the Wise Duke grinned and gulped down champagne.

I was a bit surprised. The Wise Duke is drinking champagne straight from the bottle? Isn't he someone who avoids low-alcohol drinks, saying they don't excite him?

'A twisted family affection?'

It seems he's trying to maintain some semblance of sobriety after hearing praise for his dead father, but wouldn't it be better to just not drink at all?

"Come to think of it, devout believers striving for proper faith have often emerged from the Empire. The late Pious Duke was one, and today, Brother Mentor is another."
'What.'

Amidst all this, Tanian, who had been laughing and chatting with the dukes, turned his gaze to me.

"Ah, yes. The Minister has recently accomplished great things."
"That's right! What was that longest-standing concern and evil again?"

As the two dukes' gazes also turned to me, I could only manage an awkward smile.

'Damn it.'

I had been staying quiet in a corner since the banquet began, but I ended up attracting attention after all.

'Still, I held out for a while...'

One hour is a pretty good effort, I'd say.

***

I was still trembling all over because of the terrible words my master had left. I flapped my yellow wings and rolled on the floor.

"I'm going out to greet the next Holy One of the Dawn Order who's coming."

'Urrrgh...!'

I shook my head frantically at the despair that wouldn't leave my mind.

Why, why is the Sun's Holy One coming all the way here? Why is that terrible, insufferable being coming here?

'We don't even have divinity or faith anymore!'

I feel like crying. Doesn't this so-called Holy One have anything better to do? Why is he coming to us who have nothing?

If we had successfully escaped from the sealing site and were wandering the continent accumulating faith, I could understand the Dawn Order's Holy One coming. From the Sun's perspective, our resurgence would be troublesome, so sending a Holy One to crush us early would make sense.

And if we had succeeded in escaping and recovered some faith, we could easily evade the Holy One's pursuit. Even if caught, we might suffer but wouldn't face annihilation.

Of course, the believers we'd gathered would be crushed... but ending with just that against a Holy One would be considered doing well.

But that's not the case. Far from escaping, we've had our divinity stripped away; far from accumulating faith, we've been reduced to pets raised by a human master.


'Heartless bastard!'

That's why I'm furious and utterly miserable. I've already adapted to this situation of losing my divine status and am prepared to live quietly. Rather than remaining in a sealed state, neither alive nor dead—rather than freezing to death in that bitterly cold land—this is better.

"No, he's not coming to catch you; he's just stopping by during his pilgrimage. Why are you so tense?"

Suddenly, I recalled what my master had said. That the Holy One didn't come because of us but simply for a pilgrimage.

'That can't be.'

It's unbelievable. Even though my divinity has been plucked, I won't fall for such words.

The Holy One happened to come at the exact time we were released from our sealing site? Could that really be coincidence? Even if it were, if a Holy One finds former evil gods at a place he's visiting, would he ignore them and move on?

No way. Absolutely no way. That damned Holy One will definitely come here.

'I need to escape.'

Yes, that's the answer. I shouldn't stay in this mansion until the Holy One leaves this empire.

If my master is going out to greet the Holy One, it means they have a connection, and using that connection, the Holy One might come to this mansion. To avoid that disaster, I need to escape somewhere.

But how?

'Escape with this body?'

I glanced down at my pathetic body.

It's hopeless. Can I escape with this tiny chick's body? I'd probably get caught by that creature Titi before even reaching the mansion stairs and be brought back to the room.

'Should I hide on the young master's body?'

I was desperate enough to think that. If I stick to the young master, whom everyone in this mansion cherishes, even a Holy One wouldn't be able to do anything to me.

However, in that case, I'd likely face a second round of torment from my master, who would be furious that I used his child.

"Damn the Sun..."

I muttered the curse that had been like a dying habit.

Right now, I think I can understand Death's feelings. The Sun truly is a damnable being.

"I'm back."

As I was flapping my wings helplessly in this impossible situation, I heard my master's voice.

"Master! It's the master!"
"Master! Please hide us for a while!"
"Please! It's fine even if you bury us! Just until the Holy One leaves!"

And the others who had been pondering the same concerns as me rushed out from all directions.

"Keeeeeeek!"
"The Sun, it's the Son of the Sun! The Son of the Sun has come!"
"Oh no, he's finally come to kill us!"

That desperate charge soon turned into a retreat.

Because a powerful solar energy was felt behind our master.

"Hmm, are these beings the concerns and evils?"
"It's hard to believe, but yes."

Seeing my master calmly conversing with the Holy One amidst all this, I felt a surge of betrayal.

Our master has sold us out...!

"The Shawshank escape at the mansion ended in less than three minutes.

"Seeing how effective it was, they must indeed be evil gods."

Since Tanian had bound the evil gods through holy law.

'He has quite the range of abilities.'

I couldn't help but marvel at the eleven beasts being dragged along. After watching the evil gods screaming and trying to escape, Tanian recited a short prayer and released golden chains from his hands to capture the evil gods scattered throughout the mansion.

A saint's utility abilities are always awe-inspiring. The ability to hunt down fugitives without moving—truly impressive.

"Master! Save us! We'll eat less and behave better from now on!"
"We're no longer divine or anything! We're not gods but just peculiar beasts!"
"Hey, you cruel saint! If you wanted to kill us, you should have done it when we were gods, not after we've fallen so low! I absolutely refuse to die in this form!"

Anyway, the evil gods, caught by their necks, legs, or wings, struggled desperately as they were dragged over, either pleading with me or cursing Tanian.

They do look pitiful. Who would believe these are the evil gods that even Enen was wary of?

"This is somewhat unexpected. When I heard 'evil gods,' I imagined monsters riding skeletal horses, or hybrid creatures combining various animals in unnatural forms."

Meanwhile, Tanian, examining the evil gods, expressed thoughts similar to mine.

I had exactly the same thought when I first saw them. When people think of evil gods, they usually imagine a grim reaper swinging a scythe, a chimera mixing various animals, or some indescribably bizarre form. Not these Yorkshire terriers, chicks, and deer-like creatures.

"Well, they may look different now that they've lost their divine status."

After saying that, Tanian released the chains, freeing the struggling evil gods.

"I apologize for roughly handling the animals under your care, brother."
"No, it's fine. They're not the type to be injured by something like this."

I shook my head at Tanian, who was bowing respectfully.

The fact that he released them immediately after confirming their appearance, and referring to them as animals under my care—it seems Tanian didn't come here to harm the evil gods.

Yes, this makes sense. Didn't Enen already declare to the entire continent that the oldest worries and sins had disappeared? In this situation, if Tanian were to independently deal with these former evil gods, it would mean he didn't trust Enen's declaration.

"By the way, brother. What are the names of those children?"
"Names?"

At his question, I turned my gaze toward the evil gods.

They do have names. The self-proclaimed Four Horsemen: Plague, War, Famine, and Death. The Seven Deadly Sins: Pride, Greed, Envy, Wrath, Lust, Gluttony, and Sloth.

But mentioning those names in front of a saint would be quite embarrassing. It would sound rather heretical for someone known as a blessed one of the Dawn Order to say, "My pets are the Four Horsemen and Seven Deadly Sins!"

'I should hide their real names.'

Besides, the reason these evil gods who once threatened even Enen fell so miserably was because their names and existence were erased over hundreds of years.

Of course, since their divinity has been stripped away, revealing their names wouldn't restore their faith. But what if? I can't guarantee what might happen if their original names spread and they start receiving worship again.

"They don't have names yet. If you don't mind, would you name them, brother?"
"Oh, me?"
"These creatures are trying to leave behind their past as evil gods and live anew. If the son of the Lord personally names them, that would become their new identity."

So I passed the buck to Tanian. A saint giving new names to former evil gods? There's no better way to wash away their past.

"No, we already have names..."
"Read the room, idiot."
"If someone's going to die, why should I die alone?"

Fortunately, some nameless evil god with no tact was subdued by other evil gods nearby.

"Since worry and sin have disappeared by your hand, brother, only happiness and goodness remain now."

After pondering for a moment while stroking his chin, Tanian nodded and spoke.


"Vitality, Peace, Abundance, Longevity."
"What."
"Wait a minute."
"And for the rest: Humility, Charity, Kindness, Patience, Purity, Moderation, and Diligence would be good."

The evil gods were thrown into confusion by these unexpected words.

I was just as surprised. The eleven words Tanian had just mentioned were concepts perfectly opposite to the Four Horsemen and Seven Deadly Sins.

"...Did you know?"
"Information that cannot be disclosed to the world is passed down to popes and saints throughout generations. Even if the world doesn't know, we who must protect the world's peace cannot afford to be ignorant."

With a gentle smile, Tanian approached the evil gods and stroked each of their heads.

"And if the Lord has judged that your karma has been erased, then I, as His servant, will simply follow His will."

Along with the message that the Order would no longer fear or hate these evil gods.

After Tanian bestowed upon the evil gods forgiveness—in the form of new names.

"Since I'm here, may I meet the babies? I'd like to give them a blessing for good health and growth."
"It would be an honor. I was actually going to ask you myself."

I nodded reflexively when he said he wanted to bless Pedi and the triplets.

The more blessings one receives, and from higher-ranking people, the better. A blessing from the next saint is something I would gladly pay for, even if I had to bribe him.

"Anyone can see he's your son, brother."

I couldn't help but feel pleased at Tanian's comment after seeing Pedi.

Even the son of God recognizes Pedi as my child. My child, acknowledged by both the world and God.

"Ah?"

Anyway, Pedi, who had been crawling around with Titi, tilted his head when this stranger appeared. The fact that he didn't cry suggests he instinctively realized this person meant no harm.

- Woof!

Even Titi wagged her tail and welcomed Tanian.

Well, Titi has always liked people.

"Oh, is this Titi? This is my first time seeing her in person."

Tanian knelt down slightly and placed his hand on Titi's head while murmuring a prayer.

'No way.'

I was taken aback as it was clearly a scene of bestowing a blessing. A blessing from the next saint for a pet—that's too generous.

"Haha, I don't intend to ask for money, so you don't need to look at me like that."
"I feel like I should pay you something to ease my mind."

Tanian just burst into laughter at my sincere mumbling.

'Is this the power of connections...?'

I must be the only nobleman who can get blessings for his pets.

***

The visit to the Capital concluded satisfactorily.

I saw the face of someone I could call a friend after a long time, and greeted someone to whom I had been indebted for three years. I also confirmed that the worries and sins that the Lord Himself had sealed had completely surrendered. Truly, this was an itinerary blessed by the Lord's protection.

'May they live new lives worthy of their new names.'

I chuckled as I thought of the small evil gods, now the pets of my torture brother.


Plague, War, Famine, and Death, which once shook the continent, have become Vitality, Peace, Abundance, and Longevity. No longer worries, but happiness that all living beings desire.

The human sins of Pride, Greed, Envy, Wrath, Lust, Gluttony, and Sloth have become Humility, Charity, Kindness, Patience, Purity, Moderation, and Diligence—virtues humans should pursue. They have transformed from sins that tempt living beings into goodness.

Of course, at this point, only their names have changed, but names are essence and everything. The day they accept those names, the continent will truly change.

'I'm sure my brother will manage them well.'

Though I have no specific evidence, somehow I believe it. If my brother, who eliminated worry and sin, can surely bring forth happiness and goodness.

'Happiness...'

As I repeated the word "happiness," my torture brother's face naturally came to mind.

When I said I would bless his children, he thanked me with the brightest smile I'd ever seen from him.

My brother, who burst into laughter while embracing his son named Pedi and three daughters who couldn't even crawl yet.

'I didn't know he could smile like that.'

At the Academy, he spent most of his time frowning or staring blankly out the window. Thinking that we might have caused that made me feel sorry.

Or perhaps he was originally like that and brightened after having children.

'Children.'

Pedi crawling around on all fours, Maria, Cecilia, and Catleya wiggling on the bed.

Thinking of them made the corners of my mouth lift involuntarily. Seeing the purest and cutest beings in the world filled me with warmth.

'Someday I'll have children too.'

Just as I, who lost my parents and became an orphan, found a family in faith, someday I'll be able to build a real family. I'll meet a woman whose heart matches mine, get married, and see children who resemble me.

"Brother, did something good happen?"

As I kept the corners of my mouth lifted for quite some time, Sister Alexandriana, who was sitting across from me, asked.

"Sister."
"Yes, brother."
"What do you think it would be like if a baby resembling me were born?"

The sister's pupils trembled rapidly.

***

After receiving Tanian's blessing, Pedi and Titi's stamina seems to have improved by about 1.4 times. It's clear from how much faster they move around the mansion.

Pedi, who already had abundant energy, has become even stronger. This father is so happy.

"Master, master."
"What is it, Humility?"
"Please change that cursed name. I'd rather be called Yellowy than this—me, who was once Pride, now called Humility!"

I looked down at Humility, who was flapping his wings in anger.

It's strange. Though only his name changed from Pride to Humility, somehow he looks cuter than usual. Is this the power of a name?

"You think Yellowy would be better?"
"I'm serious! This isn't just talk!"
"If I call you Yellowy, the saint might come back and change it to Reddy."
"Reddy?"

Humility tilted his head as if not understanding, but soon seemed to grasp my meaning and fled in a hurry.

'Your name is your lifeline.'

I watched Humility's retreating figure with a sense of pity. Those creatures' new names are nothing short of mercy bestowed by the saint. If they abandon those names, they're likely to have a meeting with Enen.

So behave well. If you don't want to throw away the life you've barely managed to preserve.


After bestowing new names upon the evil gods and transforming them into holy water, Tanian began a pilgrimage to the sacred sites within the Empire.

He said he would come visit again after completing his pilgrimage of the Empire's sacred sites. As the future saint who even blessed my children, he would be a welcome guest anytime. I should prepare a sincere banquet to show my gratitude.

'Come to think of it, I still have the Elemental King's blessing left.'

Looking at the triplets struggling to roll over, I suddenly remembered the Fire Elemental King.

Right after the council, when the World Tree's divinity had grown stronger, I went to the Elven residential district to assess the situation and heard from the Fire Elemental King that I should bring the triplets to him. He said that as an Elemental King, he could at least bestow a blessing upon them.

I had been postponing taking the children out since they couldn't even crawl yet, but soon these little ones would be moving around the mansion on their own. By then, I should be able to introduce my great-granddaughters to their great-grandmother.

Of course, Grandmother was present when the triplets were born, but at that time, they were just little bundles who could barely open their eyes. Proper eye contact would help her truly feel that she has great-granddaughters.

"Bya-ah!"

While I was thinking about when to visit the Elven district, Maria, who had just rolled over, smiled brightly.

"Our eldest daughter can roll over well now."

I couldn't help but smile at the adorable sight and extended my finger. Those chubby cheeks and tiny hands—I simply couldn't resist touching them.

"Byau!"

But my small desire went unfulfilled. Cecilia, who had been blinking beside Maria, snatched my finger.

I was a bit surprised. Our second daughter has quicker hands than I expected.

'That's a good sign.'

Soon, a feeling of satisfaction washed over me. I don't know if Cecilia will become a prosecutor like me or a magician like Trixie. But regardless of which path she chooses, quick hands are important.

Indeed, she's my daughter. She's already showing the qualities of a master.

"Still, you shouldn't take what belongs to your sister. Understand?"
"Byauuuu?"

Cecilia tilted her head at my small admonishment.

'So cute.'

The sight was so fatally adorable that my mind went blank. Right, what would this child understand? She probably just grabbed my hand because she was happy I extended it.

So with a smile, I reached out my other hand to Maria—

"Bya!"

This time, Catleia snatched it.

"...Uuuu..."

And Maria, who had her father's touch stolen twice right before her eyes, darkened her once-smiling face and began to whimper.

It's so unfair. Why don't humans have three arms? Shouldn't we have at least one or two spare arms for cases like mine, with triplets?

I resent the human evolutionary process. Just as tails disappeared because they were unnecessary, how nice would it have been if we had evolved an extra arm?

"Sweetie, look over here?"
"Huuu...?"

For now, I contorted my face into a ridiculous expression. For some reason, young babies seem to like this.

"Awuu!"

Maria, who had been whimpering, began to smile again at my soul-infused facial art.

Thank goodness. If my daughter can be happy at the cost of my dignity, it's a cheap trade. I could sacrifice it a hundred times for our children.

"Girls... Daddy's getting tired..."
"Awu!"
"Byaaaa!"
"Buawu!"
"Alright, I'll keep going, don't get upset."


But I didn't expect to be performing facial art for two hours.

I suppose I should endure this too, thinking of it as my daughters' love...

Days passed with Pedi racing through the mansion alongside the two beasts of avarice and jealousy—no, charity and kindness now—while the triplets giggled at my two hands and face.

Before long, the colorful autumn leaves had fulfilled their role and fallen to the ground, and the season of gentle knocking cold arrived.

"My belly has definitely gotten quite big."
"It could happen anytime now."

I smiled back at Lise, who was rubbing her belly with a grin.

Autumn had already reached its peak. No, it was moving past its peak and approaching winter. This meant that Lise had reached the stage where she could be called full-term, and the day when Cherry Blossom would join us was not far off.

"Are you uncomfortable anywhere?"
"I'm fine, but Cherry Blossom seems eager to come out—she's moving around a lot."

At those words, I gently caressed Lise's belly.

With the triplets, we worried because they didn't want to come out, but fortunately, it seems that won't be the case with Cherry Blossom.

"Cherry Blossom's birthday will be similar to Pedi's."
"Isn't Pedi's birthday close to Mar's? From next year, the mansion will always be lively around this time."
"That kind of commotion is always welcome."

Lise nodded with a smile on her face.

While commotion from troublesome matters is terrible, commotion from celebrating family birthdays is joyful. I'm even willing to designate an entire month as "Birthday Celebration Month."

But that would probably make all twelve months celebration months, so I'm restraining myself. Birthdays are special because they come once a year; celebrating all 365 days of the 12 months would be a bit much.

"Oh, by the way, brother."

Lise, who had been continuously rubbing her belly, suddenly spoke as if she'd just remembered something.

"Isn't it about time for Mother to give birth to the youngest as well?"
"Ah, that's right."

I nodded at Lise's words.

The youngest. The intuitive prenatal name for our youngest sibling who should be finishing development in Mother's womb and waiting to enter the world.

'Why haven't we heard any news?'

Come to think of it, it's strange. Mother conceived the youngest slightly earlier than when Lise conceived Cherry Blossom. So there's a high possibility that the youngest would be born before Cherry Blossom.

Yet there's still no news. Shouldn't there be some signs by now?

"...Well, some babies are born later than expected, so I'm sure we'll hear news if we wait."

I deliberately ignored the small feeling of unease.

Right, the human body isn't a machine. Pregnancy duration varies for everyone, so the youngest might be born later than Cherry Blossom.

And just as we haven't heard news about when the birth might happen, we also haven't heard any news about Mother having health issues. At least there's no need to worry.

***

As my wife's belly grew, I felt emotions that were difficult to express in words.

I felt happiness when I had Kal, and when I had Erich. But this time, even the word "happiness" wasn't enough to express my feelings. I've never regretted my lack of literary talent as much as I do these days.

"Well, I knew the Kracius family was truly shameless..."
"The Kracius heir will have an uncle younger than himself. No, it could be an aunt."

And Georg and Walter, who like me had retired from their positions and were living as unemployed, were busy teasing me whenever they saw me.

Damn them. Instead of congratulating their friend's good fortune, they're eager to tease. What a pathetic sight.

But I endured it because I would have done the same if our positions were reversed.

"My sincere congratulations."

"This is truly a blessing for the Kracius family."

Anyway, the most devastating thing wasn't the gaze of distant friends but the gaze of nearby servants.

The retainers who looked at me with warm expressions whenever I passed by, the maids who whispered with excited eyes—it was enough to cause mental anguish. Of course, they weren't being disloyal or disrespectful, but it was just embarrassing. This is an emotion anyone would naturally feel.

"Thank you. It was all possible because of your dedication."

However, it's not a nobleman's duty to give a cold response to retainers and servants who are genuinely happy about the family's good fortune. So I gave appropriate responses to all congratulations, and—

"Tofu is good for pregnant women!"
"Green leafy vegetables are also essential, I hear!"
"If you feel like snacking, nuts are a good choice!"

The concern and advice from those around me grew even more intense.

It was overwhelming. I had only one pair of ears, but there were dozens, hundreds of mouths giving advice. If I followed even a portion of it, my wife would have to eat eight meals a day.

"Where else would you find servants who care so much about former masters who have already stepped down from their positions?"

However, my wife smiled and was pleased with such attention.

She said it was evidence that the Kracius family had been moving in the right direction, and that the youngest would grow up surrounded by love.

"My thinking was narrow. You're right, my dear."

So I too began to accept the attention with pleasure. If you can't avoid it, you should accept it, and if you must accept it, you might as well enjoy it.

And so a day, a week, a month passed. Time flowed on until we reached the boundary between autumn and winter.

"Hnnngh...!"
"My lady!"

It was time for the youngest to join us.

"Everyone, don't panic and move as we prepared!"

When my wife clutched her belly and collapsed, the head maid shouted at the maids and servants.

It was a quick response, unlike me whose mind had gone blank. If not for the head maid, I would probably still be standing there while my wife was in pain.

"Bi, Billy..."
"Sp, speak! I'm here, my dear!"
"Don't tell Kal and Erich... They'll just worry unnecessarily."
"What?"

I stared blankly at my wife, surprised by the unexpected request.

"This isn't my first time... It will end quickly and safely. I want to give those children only happy news, not worry..."

But seeing my wife's faint smile, I couldn't refuse.

***

While I was playing with Pedi, I got a new youngest sibling.

According to the wet nurse, it took exactly two hours from the first contraction to delivery.

'What is this?'

I was so surprised I couldn't speak. When Mar and Trixie gave birth, we had to stay up almost all night, but the baby came out in just two hours?

'I guess experienced mothers really are different.'

It's truly an amazing speed. I was worried that Mother might have complications due to her advanced maternal age, but it was needless concern.

...

'I wasn't even by her side when my youngest sibling was born.'

I feel like I've become the world's most unfilial son.

Even though my parents deliberately didn't call for me, it still feels strange.

The birth of a youngest sister, about 20 years younger than her husband.

For this miraculous and sudden joyous occasion, not only the ladies of the mansion but also the prospective wives who were being transferred from the Audit Department hurriedly headed to Teilgleichen County.

"Welcome, everyone. Thank you for making time despite your busy schedules."

And greeting us upon our arrival at the castle was mother, sitting calmly on the bed, holding what appeared to be my youngest sibling.

I was speechless at the sight that defied common sense. The childbirths I had experienced until now were like battles: wives moaning in near-screams, husbands unable to do anything but wait outside the door, babies born only after several hours, and mothers completely exhausted.

Yet mother had gone through labor and delivery in just two hours. And immediately after giving birth, she was caring for my sister as if nothing had happened.

"Are... are you alright?"

I finally managed to speak after opening and closing my mouth several times.

I had planned to express my disappointment, asking why she hadn't called us and how a son could miss the moment his sibling was born, but she seemed so nonchalant that I couldn't bring myself to say it.

Perhaps from mother's perspective, giving birth was just like having a meal? Maybe it really wasn't a big deal, so she didn't call us and only wanted to show us the result?

"Hoho, as you can see, I'm perfectly fine. Our little one must have been eager to meet her big brothers, so she hurried out."

Mother smiled gently and looked down at the baby with eyes full of affection.

Come to think of it, a newborn should be busy crying, but she's already sound asleep. Just how quickly was she born?

"When I gave birth to you boys, it wasn't difficult either, but this time was exceptionally quick."

When I glanced at father, he shook his head with a somewhat dazed expression.

I see. It wasn't mother who was unusual, but the baby.

'Well, that's good.'

I was relieved to hear that both mother and the baby were fine. I had been worried about complications since mother was already in her forties, but I never expected the birth to be easier than when she was younger. If this isn't divine blessing, what is?

"May I see the baby too?"
"Of course. Come closer."

So with a light heart, I went to see the baby.

The baby looked wrinkled and reddish, as newborns typically do. If I had to compare, she resembled a dried sweet potato.

But that doesn't matter. What's more important than appearance, which will naturally change over time, is that she was born healthy.

'Our little one.'

Seeing her sleeping peacefully brought a smile to my face.

Babies are always cute, no matter when you see them. Especially when they're family.

"...What's the gender...?"
"A beautiful baby girl."

My smile grew wider. I would have adored a baby brother just as much, but three boys in a row would be a bit much. If you already have two sons, having one daughter creates balance.

'How thoughtful.'

I gently stroked the baby's cheek with my finger.

She didn't give mother a hard time, was born healthy, and is a girl. She's already shown filial piety three times just by being born.

"By the way, we've named her Teresa. Teresa Kracius."
"Teresa Kracius."

As if recognizing her name, Teresa wrinkled her nose, making both mother and me burst into laughter.

The Kal and Erich brothers are now the Kal, Erich, and Teresa siblings. Although there's a significant age gap between the older brothers and her, and she even has a niece one year older than her, it doesn't matter. This child will grow up loved and happy more than anyone else.

While Erich and I couldn't escape the fate of the Kracius family and are struggling, we'll make sure this child achieves humanity's dream of being a wealthy person of leisure.

"Um, may we see the young lady too?"

"A sister... a sister who looks like Kal..."

Mother's smile deepened at the sight of the ladies approaching cautiously.

"Don't think of it too formally. You can consider her a daughter or niece rather than a young lady."

Despite mother's words, whom they revered like the heavens, the ladies hesitated and couldn't respond.

I understand. Nobles value blood relations above all else. When age and family hierarchy conflict, hierarchy naturally prevails.

So from the ladies' perspective, Teresa is both an adorable baby and a young lady who must be cherished and respected. To treat her casually would feel like their accumulated common sense was crumbling.

"By the time this child enters the Academy, I'll be nearly 60, and who knows when something might happen to me. So I want you all to treat this child as—"
"O-of course! We'll definitely treat her like our daughter."
"We'll consider her our own child. So please don't talk like that, Mother."

However, when mother used her lifespan as leverage, common sense became meaningless.

In reality, with proper care, one can stay healthy even at 60, but when she speaks like that, who could possibly say, "Mother, 60 is still young"? The only appropriate response is to prostrate oneself in alarm.

Just after Teresa's position was established as "a young lady like a daughter"...

"Mother! Little one!"

Erich, who had been struggling at the Imperial Assembly, made a noisy entrance.

"Waaaaaah!"

Too noisy, in fact.

"Hey, you idiot! You're making our baby cry!"
"I-I didn't know she was sleeping... gack..."

Instinctively putting Erich in a chokehold, he made excuses in a dying voice.

Yes, that statement is just an excuse. Even if he didn't know, it's no reason to make precious Teresa cry. Making our baby cry during her first sleep—what a thoughtless and shameless guy.

"Our Teresa. Your second brother was just too excited to see you. So stop crying and go back to sleep, dear."
"Hueeeee..."

Fortunately, Teresa, who had been crying loudly, began to quiet down with mother's gentle soothing.

It was a rather noisy first meeting between siblings.

From the day Teresa was born, I started visiting the county castle daily.

Although she was born safely, she's still a baby who can't even open her eyes. If one doesn't worry, they lack human emotion. I need to show my face every day at least until Teresa opens her eyes and starts babbling.

"Aren't you too busy to come every day?"
"I'm on vacation, so I'm not busy. In fact, if not now, when else could I come?"

Mother asked with concern, but her face was full of undisguisable smiles.

The eldest son, who has left home, visits his family home every day to see the youngest. As parents, they can't help but feel pleased.

"Ah, Erich said he'll be a bit late. He mentioned it's difficult to make time since he's still a junior."
"I know the Assembly is busy. He doesn't need to force himself to come..."
"Well, I think he's actually desperate to escape from work."
"That's probably true."

Mother chuckled at my words.

"When Billy first became a member, he used to come all the way to the domain just to have lunch."

And she mentioned a rather unexpected past.

It's hard to believe. I thought father had always been a strict and solemn member, but even he was once a newbie who was pushed around by work and seniors.

'Indeed, being an Assembly member is not for humans.'

My choice of the administrative branch over the Imperial Assembly was correct. More precisely, the administrative branch chose me, but anyway, I was right.


If I had chosen the Imperial Assembly, I would have been serving seniors nearly thirty years older, taking on all sorts of menial tasks. Just thinking about it makes me dizzy.

'...I'll have to give that position to Fedi someday.'

I feel like crying. While Erich's struggles are the fate of the Kracius family, imagining my precious eldest son struggling in the Assembly is unbearably bitter.

Damn it. Should I just pass the Imperial Count title to Erich or my future nephew? But unless Erich has gone mad, he wouldn't accept it.

"I'm here."

While I was worrying about Fedi's future, Erich arrived, walking sluggishly.

"Hey."
"Yes?"
"You don't plan on becoming an Imperial Count, right?"

Even I knew it was a pointless question, but I asked anyway.

"Are you crazy?"

And as expected, a firm answer came back.

Yes, I'm sorry. I asked something unnecessary.

"Oh right. By the way, brother. Did you send something strange to the Assembly a few days ago?"
"Something strange?"

I tilted my head at the sudden questioning.

Something strange? I'm not the type to send weird things to my brother's workplace.

"This, this! What is this seal?!"

In response to my reaction, Erich pulled out a seal from his pocket and raised his voice.

"Ah, that."

I was momentarily upset at his raising his voice to his older brother, but I nodded since it was indeed something I had sent.

It was one of the items I had efficiently farmed when I was dispatched to the Leon Kingdom. At that time, it had some flaws, but after months of management, it had finally gotten on track.

"It's a Marquis seal. Now that the domain has normalized, income will flow in even if you do nothing."
"I'm not asking what it is, but why you gave it to me! How does it make sense for the brother of an Imperial Count to be a Marquis?!"
"A Kingdom Marquis is equivalent to an Imperial Count, so what's the problem?"

If what Erich was holding was a Duke's seal, it might have been a bit troublesome, but a Marquis seal is fine. It's customary to consider the titles of the Empire and Kingdom to differ by about one rank.

However, instead of appreciating his brother's consideration, Erich trembled and prepared to raise his voice again.

"Hueeee..."

But before he could, Teresa, who had been sleeping, burst into tears.

"Will you stop making the baby cry? That's the second time already."
"No... this is because of you..."

Erich, looking aggrieved, hung his head low and approached the baby in mother's arms.

At least he has a sense of responsibility to fix what he caused. I'm glad he has minimal conscience and common sense.

"I'll... hold her..."
"Hoho, alright. Hold her carefully."

Mother, who had laughed at the trivial quarrel between brothers, carefully handed Teresa to Erich.

"Waaaaaaaaah!"

However, Teresa began to cry even more loudly when she was held by Erich.

It was as if she had realized who her nemesis was—the one who had disturbed her sleep.

After the birth of Teresa, who was still more familiar as "the youngest," many guests visited to see her.

"I never thought I'd see a granddaughter rather than a great-granddaughter at this age."
"Oh, come now. You're saying that with a smile from ear to ear?"
"Ahem."

Most notably, the Airas County family—my mother's parents. My grandfather and grandmother, who normally stayed in their domain unless it was my wedding, had traveled all the way to Teilgleichen County.

What parent could remain still after hearing their daughter over forty had given birth to her youngest? Besides, as my grandfather mentioned, they were at an age where seeing great-grandchildren would be normal. That made this all the more surprising yet joyful for them.

"I've been enjoying my twilight years watching my adorable great-grandchildren, but now a new joy has arrived."

Unlike my grandfather, who was trying his best to maintain his dignity, my grandmother wore a bright smile as she gently tapped Teresa's hand.

"Uuu..."
"Oh my."

Slightly frowning at having her sleep disturbed, Teresa grabbed my grandmother's finger and only then returned to a peaceful expression.

Something subtle was happening. Teresa, who was so fussy with Erich, seemed calm with my grandmother's touch. I had worried she might cry again.

"Hoho, such a strong little one already. I look forward to her future."

My grandmother looked down at Teresa with round, surprised eyes and chuckled.

A newborn baby couldn't possibly be that strong, but surprisingly, those tiny fingers possessed a power no one in this world could escape. Only those who had experienced it would understand.

"Why disturb a sleeping child? What if she wakes up?"
"Father, try touching her. Once she's asleep, she won't wake even if you touch her cheeks, so don't worry."
"...Just a little then."

At my mother's encouragement, my grandfather also pretended to give in and touched Teresa's chubby cheek.

"Euuu..."

Though Teresa whimpered briefly at the continued touches, she continued her deep sleep just as my mother had promised.

How strange. She was so sensitive to Erich's voice and touch, yet so unresponsive to others.

'You've been marked.'

I felt sorry for Erich, who had gotten on his sister's bad side despite being twenty years older. That's what happens when you shout loudly at your first meeting, creating such a memorable first impression.

Still, memories from infancy don't last a lifetime, so things should improve with time. I believe the day will come when Erich can hold Teresa with a smile.

*Knock knock*

"Your Excellency. It's the head butler."

As we surrounded the sleeping Teresa and chatted warmly, a careful knock and the head butler's voice were heard.

'The head butler?'

An unexpected visitor. The head butler was the county's second-in-command who had managed the domain since my father's time, handling affairs independently like an automatic hunting system.

I had entrusted him with considerable authority, believing in him as a pillar of the domain. Why would the head butler, with all his authority, seek out the lord while guests were being entertained?

"What is it?"

I asked with an uneasy feeling, sensing it must be a serious matter.

"The Wise Duke, his wife, and the Young Marchioness have arrived."
"Ah."

The answer was even more concerning than I had imagined.

I had momentarily forgotten. The Wise Duke who goes crazy for family, the Wise Duke who clings to us brothers because we're his nephew's nephews. Such a Wise Duke wouldn't possibly ignore Teresa's birth.

He probably wanted to visit the day she was born, but my uncle likely desperately stopped him, insisting it wasn't proper to visit when both mother and baby were exhausted.

'You finally reached your limit.'

I smiled bitterly, imagining my uncle's lonely struggle. He must have finally given in after holding out for his sister and young niece.

"They've come to see the youngest, so guide them here."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

I instructed the head butler to bring them in.


If they had already arrived rather than just sending word they would visit soon, I couldn't turn them away. If the Wise Duke and Teresa would have to meet eventually, it was better to arrange it while my grandparents were present, as even the Wise Duke would have to mind his manners around them.

"Hmm, so those children have come too."
"How nice to have so many family members gathered after so long."

My grandfather looked somewhat displeased while my grandmother seemed purely delighted.

These two were the ultimate weapons against the great Wise Duke, surpassing even the Emperor.

Shortly after the head butler withdrew, the door burst open with the sound of hurried footsteps.

It was the Young Marchioness.

"G-Greetings to Count Kemnis and Countess Kemnis."

The Young Marchioness entered with a flushed face and immediately bowed deeply to my grandparents.

I almost laughed at her familiar adult imitation. So she didn't just act this way in front of Erich and me.

"It's been a while, Young Marchioness. You've grown more dignified."
"Welcome, Liri. You've grown so much since I last saw you."

The two responded warmly to their granddaughter's bold greeting.

The temperature difference between my grandfather, who played along with the Young Marchioness, and my grandmother, who simply saw her as a tiny granddaughter, was impressive. On the surface, I would have expected my grandmother to humor her, but surprisingly, it was the opposite.

"I didn't expect to see both of you here."

Soon after, my uncle appeared with his kind smile.

I instinctively tensed. If the Young Marchioness and my uncle were here, the Wise Duke would be next. Fortunately, with two ultimate weapons present, the Wise Duke wouldn't go overboard, but I worried about exposing our Teresa to something inappropriate when she should only see good things—

"Father, Mother. It's been a while since I greeted you."

...?

'What the hell?'

I was confused. The appearance and voice were familiar, but my brain couldn't process it.

A gentle, soft voice. Clear pronunciation without a hint of intoxication. Eyes radiating a mysterious and warm atmosphere.

"How have you and your niece been?"
'Who are you?'

I felt my mind slipping at the sight of the Wise Duke not just sober but acting demurely.

***

I almost laughed at my nephew's blank stare.

Occasionally—very, very occasionally—I had appeared composed in front of my nephew for work-related matters, but this was the first time I had been this quiet. From his perspective, it must be confusing.

'What daughter-in-law would act wild in front of her parents-in-law?'

At the same time, his reaction was a bit vexing. What kind of image did he have of me to react like that? Isn't it natural for a daughter-in-law to be proper and demure in front of her parents-in-law? Would I behave rudely to the people who gave birth to and raised my darling?

"Thanks to your concern, we've been healthy. How have you been, sister?"

Anyway, the first to respond to my greeting was the lady.

"How could I not be well when such a lovely niece has been born?"

At those words, the lady smiled gently and slightly lifted the baby in her arms.

...Hiyaaaa...

'So cute...'

I nearly collapsed in tears at the sight.

Cute. Too cute. That snow-white skin, those chubby cheeks, that tiny mouth, those adorable hands. Everything about her was cute.

It felt like seeing Liri when she was just born. And our youngest niece is a beautiful girl just like Liri.

"Would you like to hold her?"
"I-Is that really okay?"


I asked in the gentlest voice possible, trying to calm my increasingly rough breathing.

Calm down, self. This baby is still fragile. You can't hug and kiss her like you did with Liri—that could be dangerous.

"There's nothing strange about a niece being held by her aunt."

I quickly shook my head since there was indeed nothing strange about it.

The lady is truly the best. Perhaps it's because we're both mothers, or because we both have cute nieces, but we understand each other's feelings well.

"Liri, would you like to see your sister's face too?"
"S-Sister?"
"Of course. You're much older, so you're her big sister."

Liri's eyes sparkled with excitement at the birth of a cousin younger than herself.

My nephew has one son and three daughters, but they're more like Liri's nieces and nephews than siblings. So this child is Liri's only true sister.

"M-Mother. Quickly..."

Liri, her face flushing red as if about to burst, looked up at me with a desperate expression. As if asking me to hurry and hold her sister so she could see her too.

'Heheh.'

I couldn't help but grin at the sight of a cute child doing cute things.

I couldn't hold back anymore. I had been restraining myself because my parents-in-law were present.

"Our Liri. Did you want a sibling that badly? When we get home, mommy will try with daddy, okay?"
"Wha...?"

I heard my darling's confused voice from behind, but I ignored it.

***

Despite the Wise Duke's surprise announcement about a second child, Teresa was passed into the Wise Duke's arms like a holy sword piercing the Demon King's heart, preventing any major commotion.

"Youngest... my youngest niece..."
"S-So cute..."
'The effect is definitely working.'

I looked at the constantly grinning Wise Duke and Young Marchioness, then at Teresa sleeping peacefully.

If I were receiving such stares, my face would have been too ticklish to sleep. Our youngest seems to have stronger mental fortitude than expected.

"...J-Just once. If I could just kiss her once..."
"Absolutely not."

I firmly stopped the Wise Duke, who was struggling to contain desires despite accepting the seal.

A kiss? That's a privilege reserved only for her mother. What if something went wrong when those adults' dirty lips touched that young child?

"Really, I can't?"
"No, you cannot."

When I say no, it means no. Before I take her back from you.

"Hiing..."

I won't give in even if you look dejected.

"Uuu?"
"Oh?"
"Ah, she's awake."

Just after suppressing the Wise Duke's desires, Teresa, having slept enough, slowly opened her eyes.

"Blue eyes?"

Seeing the blue eyes characteristic of the Airas family, the Wise Duke's hands trembled.

"Lady! Nephew! Please, just once!"
"No, I said no, how many times must I repeat it!"

Not until I do it first!

I visited the domain every day to see Teresa, diligently collecting my attendance stamps, but for the past few days, I've been quietly staying at the mansion.

It's not that I've grown tired of visiting the domain. Rather, I've reached a point where I simply cannot leave the mansion, so I've tearfully given up on spending time with my youngest.

'I can't miss my child's birth while playing with the youngest.'

If mother has given birth, it means it's soon Luise's turn. Until now, I've been going out based on calculations of the time between mother's and Luise's pregnancies, but we've now entered a period where it wouldn't be strange for Luise to give birth at any moment.

Of course, with teleportation available, I could return immediately when Luise's labor begins. Even at the latest, I could be back within five minutes, avoiding the insane title of "husband who was outside when his child was born."

But if possible, a husband wants to be by his wife's side from the moment her labor begins. When Mar and Beatrix started their labor pains, I happened to be out and returned to the mansion late. I don't want to feel that bitterness three times.

And, and this is something I really don't want to think about.

'Luise wasn't in good health when she was young.'

It's truly an unlucky thought, but Luise, with her somewhat weaker constitution, could have complications during childbirth. If she enters the delivery room and doesn't come out again, I should at least be there to see her go in.

I know it's an excessive thought. Luise was only unwell briefly when she was young, and now she's living healthier than anyone. She even occasionally takes walks around the Capital with Titi.

Moreover, I've prepared medical staff of the Empire's highest caliber for any contingency. I was even introduced by the Emperor to the medical team that attended the Empress when the Crown Princess was born. The pain-relieving magic that allowed Beatrix to safely deliver triplets is also being prepared.

So Luise will deliver safely too. Our cherry blossom will bring us joy just like Teresa.

I'm sure that will be the case, so I shouldn't worry excessively. It's not like this is my first time waiting for a birth.

'I'm experienced now.'

Only amateurs tremble with worry every time.

It seems I'm still an amateur even after three times.

'It's been four hours already.'

I nervously bit my nails out of anxiety, but these annoyingly tough nails wouldn't even tear.

I should have known from the moment these nails cut a ring in half. Are these even nails, or just saw blades?

"Son-in-law. You'll hurt your hands doing that."

As my teeth clenched harder on my nails, my third father-in-law beside me comforted me.

Belatedly, embarrassment washed over me. I couldn't lift my head at the thought that I was making a fuss in front of my father-in-law, who remembers when Luise was ill and must be even more worried than I am. Especially since his hand patting my back was trembling slightly.

"I'm sorry."
"Nothing to be sorry about. If anything, I'm pleased to see confirmation of your love for Luise."

I managed a smile toward my father-in-law, who was forcing a laugh.

I need to calm down. I know it's time for Luise to give birth, that I've prepared everything I possibly could, and that the probability of something going wrong with Luise is extremely low. I didn't expect her labor to start on the very day I mentally prepared myself, but that doesn't invalidate my preparations.

Soon the delivery room door will open. I'll hear a loud cry and be told that both mother and baby are safe.

Therefore, there's only one thing I can do right now. Think about the name I'll give to our cherry blossom until the very end. That's all.

'Will it be a second son or a fourth daughter?'

I hope it's a boy this time. Pedi already has three sisters, so one brother wouldn't be bad.

***

It hurts.

It hurts more than any pain I've ever experienced. This is with Master's magic reducing the pain? Mother went through even worse pain twice?

I got goosebumps. If Master didn't have magic to ease the pain, and if I had been pregnant with twins, how painful would it have been?

Eventually, that pain transformed into respect for Mar unni, who gave birth to Pedi without magic. I might have fainted several times if it were me.

"Hnnngggh...!"

I gritted my teeth as another wave of pain hit. When they gave me cloth to bite on, I wondered why, but now I understand it was advice born from experience.


"My lady, just a little more effort! We're almost done!"
"Ah, you said that earlier too—"
"We're almost there!"

I nearly teared up at the firm exclamation that cut off my slurred protest. It's unfair. It feels like I'm being deceived, but I can't even complain.

However, the words "almost done" gave me strength again. It's a pattern of deception I've fallen for multiple times, but a mother-to-be can't help but believe it again.

If I endure just a little more, if I push just a little harder, soon my child will enter the world. The fruit of love between my brother and me will come to us.

'Our cherry blossom.'

The fifth child of the Kracius family. Although they'll use the Naiad surname rather than Kracius, no one can deny this is a Kracius child.

Our child who will inherit the Artini Barony of the Naiad family and the County my brother brought from the Leon Kingdom.

'Cherry blossom will be a high noble...!'

Even though I'm distant from social circles, I understand well the difference between high nobles and regular nobles. I'm aware that living as a Baron versus living as a Count is incomparable.

That tremendous gap, that tremendous title—we can give it to our child. If our cherry blossom is just born, we can give a gift unparalleled in this world.

So please, our cherry blossom. Just come out healthy and quickly.

"Nnnnggghh....!"
"Just a little more now!"
"You can do it, my lady!"

I feel like the mother might faint first at this rate.

***

Once again, the delivery room door opened only after midnight.

"It's a splendid son!"

With those words, Pedi's first brother was born.

I had secretly hoped for a son, but I didn't really expect one to be born. To show filial piety right from birth, how admirable.

And judging by the expression, both mother and child seem fine this time too.

"Thank you for your hard—"
"Luise!"

Before I could finish speaking, my father-in-law rushed into the delivery room.

He must have been very worried despite not showing it. How can I not be grateful when he comforted his son-in-law even in such circumstances?

"Thank you for your hard work again. Rest well and return when you're comfortable. Speak to the butler about your compensation."
"Thank you, Your Excellency."

I patted the shoulder of the doctor who must have worked hard and followed my father-in-law inside. My heart raced at the thought of the child waiting for me in Luise's arms.

As I hurriedly approached the bed, Luise, looking tired and limp, welcomed me.

"...Are you okay?"
"Yes... I can't really move my body... but I'm okay..."

I gently stroked Luise's head as she smiled faintly.

Despite employing every means available to assist with the birth, she looks particularly exhausted compared to Mar or Beatrix before her. It's as if her childhood frailty has somewhat hindered her.

"You worked hard."
"Hard work... isn't... something only I do..."

After saying that, Luise gave an even deeper smile to my father-in-law and me, who didn't know what to do.

"And thanks to everyone's... prayers... I was able to deliver safely."

As soon as she finished speaking, Luise slightly showed us cherry blossom's face.


Yes, I had been itching to see the baby, but I checked on Luise first because I heard the child was born healthy.

"Waaaaahhh!"

Even the crying sound I'd been hearing sounded like angels singing.

"What a powerful cry. He'll grow up to be an excellent warrior."

My father-in-law wiped his eyes, seemingly overcome with emotion upon seeing his first grandson. My mother-in-law, who had somehow entered the delivery room, did the same.

The child who once carried all the family's worries has now given birth to a baby. What parent could hold back tears?

"This is our child."

Luise looked down at cherry blossom with eyes full of affection and spoke again.

"...darling."

I burst out laughing at the sudden change in how she addressed me.

I had asked her to call me "darling" instead of "brother" at least before cherry blossom was born, and finally, with cherry blossom's birth, the long era of "brother" has come to an end.

Thanks to experiencing childbirth three times, the servants' cleanup skills have become artistic. Somehow, it seems I'm the only one still remaining an amateur.

"Pedi has gained a reliable brother."
"Two sons and three daughters. A good composition."
"Will the next one be a son too?"

The other ladies chuckled as they watched cherry blossom, who had fallen asleep after crying profusely.

"This child will use the Naiad surname, right?"
"Yes. Luise will become a titled noble too, so cherry blossom will be Luise's heir. We can't give him the Kracius name."

Come to think of it, all the children born so far have different surnames. Pedi is Kracius, the triplets are Catovan, and cherry blossom is Naiad.

But the soon-to-be-born Bada will use Kracius as a surname again, so I suppose it doesn't matter.

"Cherry blossom? You should call him by his proper name now."
"Ah, right."

I smiled sheepishly at Luise's correction, who had recovered some strength.

Perhaps because I've been using the prenatal nickname for ten months, we have the bizarre situation where the person who gave the name doesn't use it.

"Our Friedrich."

I chuckled as I gently touched the cheek of Friedrich, who was sleeping soundly.

Friedrich. Friedrich Naiad. My fifth child and second son. Luise's first child and eldest son.

And the child who will one day inherit both an Imperial Barony and a Kingdom County.

...

'The Kingdom County is a bit ambiguous.'

I realized too late. The Kingdom County title is somewhat ambiguous. No matter how much a Count is considered the standard for high nobility, a Kingdom Count feels like a Viscount in the Empire.

Of course, as a nominal high noble, they would certainly be ranked above an Imperial Viscount... but they might be slightly inferior when compared to an Imperial Count.

'I'll have to raise it to a Marquisate.'

Then there's only one solution. Since it's difficult to find another Marquisate at this point, I'll pressure the Leon Kingdom to elevate the County that will go to Friedrich to a Marquisate.

It's such a perfect solution that I'm satisfied. A Kingdom Marquis would never be inferior even to an Imperial Count.

'A Count's child becoming a Marquis.'

The eldest son an Imperial Count, the eldest daughter a Duchess, the second son a Marquis.

I'm excited to see what title will go to the child Lynn will bear.

# Today was just like any other day.

Pedi rode around the mansion on a cloth guided by Charity and Kindness, with Titi sticking close beside him, while I watched with envious eyes. It was that kind of day.

"Booo!"
"Young master? What's wrong?"
"Should we stop?"
"Mmm!"

But strangely, Pedi signaled to stop first, not because the two holy beasts were tired.

This was unusual. Pedi, who boasted infinite stamina, never stopped this wild ride first. Until Charity and Kindness begged to stop playing, no one could halt Pedi's majestic march.

'Is he bored of it now?'

My heart started pounding.

Our Pedi. Don't you prefer crawling cozily with Daddy and Titi rather than playing with those beasts? As expected, they can't satisfy our Pedi. Pedi was just interested because he got a new toy.

Now the brief deviation is over, and it's time for everything to return to normal. The heartwarming story of a father and son crawling on all fours... or?

"Huh?"
"Hmm?"
"Wow."

Charity, Kindness, and I all stared blankly at the scene before us.

"Bwah!"

He stood.

Pedi stood.

'Am I dreaming?'

For a moment, my brain couldn't process what my eyes were seeing. Pedi wiggled out of the cloth, struggled a bit, then stood on two feet. Though wobbling slightly, he approached Titi on his own power, on just two feet.

- Mung?

Even Titi, who had been panting to catch his breath, tilted his head at this unexpected miracle.

But paying no attention to Titi's reaction, Pedi climbed onto Titi's back as he lay down. Like a general mounting a horse.

"Tee~ tee!"
'What.'

He even pronounced Titi's name with clumsy articulation.

I can't believe it. He learned to walk and speak simultaneously in just one day? Is our Pedi a genius?

'Why Titi of all things.'

But my heart felt like it was being torn apart by the fact that Pedi's historic first word was "Titi." While Titi is indeed an important part of our family, why ignore this daddy and mommy?

How hard have I worked to be called "daddy" by Pedi? I gave up the dignity of a bipedal animal to crawl on all fours, and I watched with bloody tears as my son was stolen by two beasts.

I feel like crying. Is this how the Emperor felt when he never heard the Crown Princess call him "daddy"?

"Master. Are you crying?"
"Shut up."

I scolded the tactless Charity and looked back at Pedi and Titi.

Titi carefully stood up with Pedi on his back. Pedi burst into giggles as his view became higher.

'...Well, whatever.'

I couldn't help but smile at the heartwarming scene. Though I felt a bit disappointed, I had witnessed Pedi walking for the first time and speaking his first word. It may be "Titi" now, but someday he'll say "daddy."

If that's the case, I can wait patiently. I can spend each day with an excited heart, wondering when Pedi will call me daddy.

"Stay beside him so he doesn't fall."
"Yes."
"I just need to stay close, right?"

At my instruction, Charity and Kindness quickly stuck to Titi's sides, blocking any space where Pedi might fall.

Unfortunately, being smaller than Titi, they couldn't block everything perfectly, but if Pedi were to fall, they would use their bodies as airbags to prevent injury. That's enough.

"Aboo!"

With Titi beneath him and the two holy beasts flanking him, Pedi shrugged his shoulders with a triumphant expression.

It seems I'll often see Titi carrying Pedi around from now on.

'I should lay down some mats.'


To prepare for any potential dismounting—or rather, dog-falling—incidents, I should lay down something very soft. Of course, covering everything in one day is impossible, so I'll start with the areas where Pedi frequently roams.

"Tee~ tee!"
- Woof!

When Pedi called Titi's name again, Titi trotted around the mansion with light steps.

This happened just three days before Pedi's first birthday.

There was something I'd always wanted to do when my children reached their first birthday.

"Master. Here are the items you requested."
"Ah, thank you for your hard work."

I received the box from the butler with a grin.

An event always held for a child's first birthday. Something that doesn't exist in this world but does in another—an event only I know about.

'It has everything.'

When I opened the box, it contained all the items I had requested, just as the butler said.

A small wooden sword, a quill with a blunt tip, soft silk thread, and coins made large enough to be difficult to swallow.

'First birthday fortune items.'

Yes, first birthday fortune items. Objects to bless Pedi's future.

With a satisfied feeling, I handled each item in the box one by one. I have no doubt that our Pedi will excel in both literary and martial arts, live a long healthy life, and live comfortably with the wealth I'll leave him.

Still, if he grabs the wooden sword, his potential to become the Empire's greatest swordsman might extend to becoming the continent's greatest. If he grabs the thread, perhaps he'll live to 120 instead of 100? That's the spirit with which I prepared these items.

'What if he grabs them all?'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. If he grabs all these items, would all possibilities bloom? Then the world wouldn't leave Pedi alone.

I know I'm thinking like a doting father. I also know that this fortune-telling is just superstition or a game. Honestly, it's a bit embarrassing to bring culture from my previous world after settling in this one. It feels like I'm following the "Whoa, isekai culture is amazing!" route.

But I want my children to experience what I, as an orphan, couldn't. I want my children to fulfill with their own hands what exists only in my yearning.

So I indulged myself despite the embarrassment. For me, for my children.

'Let's use this for the other children too.'

I made that resolution as I closed the lid. Since I've prepared it, let's not make it a one-time thing but use it like a family treasure.

These items will be passed down from Pedi to the triplets, Friedrich, Bada, and all the way to our future youngest child. Just like the bouquet being passed down among my wives.

"By the way, Master."
"Yes?"
"The madams were wondering what those items are for."

My lips curled up again at those words.

I can legitimately boast about the items that will fulfill my dream.

Feeling like a door-to-door salesman, I explained the first birthday fortune items to my wives.

It's a bizarre situation where a husband introduces a culture he's never seen or heard of, but fortunately, my wives' reactions were positive.

"That sounds fun. To receive blessings based on what item they grab."

Even Mar, Pedi's birth mother, showed interest in the idea that "the item grabbed on the first birthday foretells the child's potential."

"But must they grab only one?"
"Pfft."

I burst out laughing at the question tinged with subtle greed.

Like husband, like wife—Mar seems to have had similar thoughts to mine. I had imagined Pedi sweeping up all the items, and apparently Mar thought the same.

"It's about choosing Pedi's most outstanding talent. It loses meaning if he grabs multiple items."
"But our Pedi would excel at everything equally..."

I was pleased to see Mar muttering with disappointment. I had worried they might dislike this strange superstition I brought from elsewhere, but I'm grateful for such cooperative responses.

"It's a bit disappointing there are only four items. Wouldn't it be better to have a few more?"
"But with academics, martial arts, wealth, and health, isn't that everything one needs?"

Meanwhile, Lise and Trixie whispered as they watched Pedi toddling around.

Lise has a point. I've heard secondhand that sometimes people include a gavel or a stethoscope. It's not just about being good at studies but examining which specific path or specialty they might follow.

But I don't want to include such items. I have no intention of including things that symbolize specific professions like a gavel or stethoscope.

'Our Pedi will live as a wealthy person of leisure.'


Not as a civil servant swamped with work like me.

"I wonder if things like... child fortune can be represented by an object?"

At Lin's words, all the wives' gazes turned to me.

I almost instinctively asked why they were looking at me but held back. They must have remembered that I'm the monster who had 2 sons and 3 daughters within 2 years of marriage.

***

My beloved Pedi. My proud firstborn and eldest son.

And the future heir who will lead the Kracius family after Kal.

"Mmm~ Ma!"
"Yes, Mommy's right here."

My adorable son who can now walk on two feet and call for his mother.

Today is Pedi's first birthday. It's been a year since our precious treasure came to us.

"Ma!"

Seeing Pedi toddle over and collapse into my arms brought an automatic smile to my face.

Kal complained that while Pedi can say "Titi" and "Mommy" just fine, he won't call him "Daddy," but I believe our clever Pedi will be able to say "Daddy" soon too.

"Mar."

Eventually, Kal approached after greeting the guests who had attended the celebration.

Just as I was thinking about Kal, he appeared. Indeed, we are a couple whose thoughts and hearts are connected.

"Let's get him seated now. The guests can't even see the guest of honor."
"Hehe, of course. We can't let those who made the precious effort to come leave without seeing anything."

Since Pedi was toddling around everywhere, most guests hadn't been able to see his face. It wouldn't make sense for Pedi not to show his face at his own celebration.

"Kal."
"Yes?"
"I hope our Pedi... grabs the thread and lives a long, healthy life."

Being smart, becoming renowned as a warrior, or living in wealth—none of that matters. As parents, what we want most is for our child to live a long, healthy life.

"Me too."

Kal gently stroked Pedi's cheek with a soft smile.

"As long as he lives healthily for a long time, I can give him everything else."

I laughed softly at his confident words.

Pedi did not grab the thread as Mar and Kal had hoped.

"Pedi, dear, would you like to grab what you like?"
"Oo?"

He just stayed in Kal's arms, staring blankly at the items and tilting his head.

In a way, this was an unexpected situation, but it's natural for a baby not to move according to adults' wishes. Mar, Kal, and the other guests all smiled at Pedi's head-tilting.

"Come on, pick what you like best."
"Li— ke?"
"Yes! What you like!"

At Pedi's clumsy pronunciation, Kal nodded repeatedly and subtly moved closer to the thread.

That's a bit shameful, Kal. How can you decide what Pedi likes?

"Dada!"
"...Huh?"

But there was no need to watch shameful Kal for long.

Pedi, blinking his round eyes, grabbed Kal's sleeve and said "Dada" with a bright smile.

"Da-da! Da-daa!"
"Uh... uh..."

Faced with this barrage of "Dada," Kal stared blankly at Pedi, unable to speak.

"Da-da! Li-ke!"

Ah.

Kal is crying.

# A Monumental First Birthday

Pedi's first birthday. A first birthday celebration I'll never forget.

But on that joyous day, I ended up in tears. At just one phrase from Pedi, a single phrase that made me sob uncontrollably.

"Da-ddy! Lo-ve you!"

As I recalled that bright voice, tears that had nearly stopped began streaming down again.

What father could hold back tears after hearing those words? What father in this world could be happier than me?

My son, who had just started speaking, said he loved me. When told to grab what he liked, he reached for me without hesitation.

'Today was actually my birthday...'

It seems Pedi's birthday celebration wasn't for him but for me. I received the best birthday gift of my life.

"What kind of father cries at his child's birthday?"

However, the voice of my first father-in-law, seated at the front among the guests, snapped me back to reality.

No matter how happy I was, today's main character was Pedi. How could a father steal attention at a celebration meant for his child?

So I tried to apologize to the guests, but...

"Ughhhh, hnnnggg..."
"Hmph."

The moment I opened my mouth, strange noises came out.

This is terrible. My emotions are so intense I can't even speak properly.

"Kal, let me hold him. Take a moment to rest."

As I continued sobbing, Mar, who was beside me, patted my back and took Pedi.

"S-sorry..."
"It's okay. I would have cried too, you know?"

When I managed to apologize through my embarrassment, Mar shook her head with a gentle smile.

As expected, Mar understood my feelings as a mother herself.

The tears only stopped as the celebration was ending. Other ladies, my father and mother, even Titi tried to comfort me, but I kept crying.

I surprised myself. I never knew I had so many tears in me.

'If I cry twice like this, I might get dehydrated.'

Only after drinking three glasses of water in succession did my emotions settle. A grown adult crying in front of dozens, hundreds of people. It could be called a disaster.

But I felt proud rather than embarrassed. I wasn't crying from sadness or pain, but from extreme happiness. I'd like to see anyone who's cried more happily than me.

Honestly, wouldn't anyone cry if their one-year-old child said "Daddy love you"? If there are parents who wouldn't cry, they must be emotionally dead or beasts lacking affection for their children, and I would pity them.

"Thanks to you, I got to see the Minister crying."

So I looked with pity at the Minister of Finance who was criticizing me incredulously.

Not understanding a father's joy. You really are a pitiful person.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

But pitiful people often know their own misfortune. When the Minister snapped at me, irritated by my gaze, I chuckled and replied.

"I was wondering if Your Excellency has ever heard Pedi say he loves you."

At those words, the Minister's eyes trembled.

"...Pedi is clever, so with time he'll surely say—"
"I heard my son say he loves his daddy in front of hundreds of people."

This time his brow twitched.


I'm happy. I was called "daddy" by Pedi, but the Minister hasn't even been called godfather yet.

I heard "love you!" in front of everyone, while the Minister has only heard flattery.

2 to 0. My perfect victory. I've proven that a godfather is just a godfather, merely a substitute for a father.

"Damn it."

The Minister muttered bitterly, unable to deny his complete defeat.

Still, as the Minister said, Pedi is extremely clever. He can skillfully use words like Titi, Mama, and Daddy, so he'll soon be able to say godfather too.

...

'Titi...'

No matter how many times I think about it, it feels strange. Why, among all the words, did he say Titi first? Did I use the word Titi more than Mama or Daddy in front of Pedi?

'...I did call for Titi quite often.'

Certainly, whenever I needed to find something or someone, I often asked Titi. With his intelligence and good sense of smell, he found things quickly.

But now that I've realized this side effect, I should restrain myself in front of other children.

I can't be a parent who loses to a pet dog.

***

The Minister had sent an invitation to his eldest son's first birthday celebration.

Of course, I couldn't attend. I barely managed to show my face at the Minister's wedding, so it's impossible to attend all his children's birthdays. If I start attending one, I'd have to attend others for fairness.

The Minister knew this but sent an invitation out of courtesy, and I sent back a regretful reply along with a birthday gift. Honestly, if I had actually attended, he would have given me a look that said "why are you here?"

But I should have attended despite that look.

"The Minister of Audit cried?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I sighed as soon as I heard the report from the Minister of the Imperial Household.

The Minister cried, they say. At his eldest son's birthday, he burst into tears after being called "daddy" and told "love you" in succession.

'I can't believe I missed that.'

It's frustrating. I missed a legendary scene that could have been used to tease the Minister forever. I missed the perfect opportunity to pat his crying shoulders and joke with him.

It's vexing. Why didn't my past self trust my current self and focus on work instead? The workload of a single day could have been covered somehow if today's and tomorrow's me had pushed our body and soul.

"What a shame."

When I unconsciously muttered my true feelings, the Minister of the Imperial Household pretended not to hear and bowed his head.

"...I can fully understand the Minister's feelings. For parents, children are more precious than anything in this world, and what parent could hold back tears when that treasure says they love them?"
"Your Majesty's words are correct. I too, as a father, cannot forget the moment when my child first spoke."

When I cleared my throat softly and spoke normally, the Minister of the Imperial Household hastily agreed.

How embarrassing. No matter how regretful I felt, a monarch showed too honest a face before his subject. A monarch's duty is to skillfully control and conceal emotions.

"By the way, Minister. About the event the Minister of Audit conducted, tell me more about it."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

So I subtly changed the subject.

It was also something I was genuinely curious about. True to his eccentric nature, the Minister did something unusual at his eldest son's birthday celebration.

He laid out objects in front of his child and had him pick one. A simple action, but he gave special meaning to that simplicity.

'If he picks thread, he'll live a long healthy life; if money, he'll live wealthy.'

I stroked my chin as I listened to the Minister of the Imperial Household's explanation.

It's a superstition without any basis, but interesting nonetheless. My child's choice becomes a blessing? It seems fun enough to try.


And after such an event, I imagine you'd think of it as the child grows. If a child who picked a quill pen shows intelligence, you'd think, 'Of course, because he picked the quill.' And if they show talent in other areas, you'd think, 'If they're this good at this, how smart must they be?'

'Not bad.'

Yes, it's a nice event. For something that came from the Minister's mind, it's surprisingly normal and gentle.

That's why it's hard to believe. It must be something the Minister devised first since it's an event I've never seen or heard of, but the Minister I know doesn't have the kind of values to come up with such an idea.

'Is it an old Northern custom?'

I even wondered about that. Could it be an ancient Northern culture that settled people weren't familiar with?

Of course, whether the Minister thought of it alone or not doesn't matter. The point is that the Minister introduced this interesting event first, and I also have young children.

'Though the first birthday has already passed...'

Our Crown Princess is still a young and adorable baby. A slight delay shouldn't be a problem.

"Minister of the Imperial Household."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Command me."
"Prepare a celebration for the Crown Princess. It doesn't need to be grand; a light meal will suffice."
"I will prepare it with consultation from the Minister of Audit."

Seeing the Minister of the Imperial Household withdraw after giving exactly the answer I wanted, I picked up the communication device.

The Empress would also be pleased to hear about this unique celebration.

The celebration was prepared on a small scale, as I told the Minister of the Imperial Household.

It was natural, given that it was hastily arranged, not specifically for the Crown Princess's birthday, and only family and the Minister, who is her godfather, were invited. Rather, if other guests intruded on a celebration meant to create family memories, those memories would become diluted.

"As Your Majesty knows, the quill pen represents scholarship, the wooden sword martial arts, thread health and longevity, and money wealth."
"Must it be exactly four items?"
"Not necessarily. Since there's no set format anyway, you can add appropriate items. The meaning is whatever the parents assign."

I nodded at the explanation from the Minister, who had rushed over after receiving a sudden invitation.

I see. So it doesn't have to be limited to four items.

"Your Majesty. The imperial crown is too much, even so."

When I slightly touched the imperial crown, the Minister firmly stopped me.

Fair enough. There's no need to include the imperial crown that the Crown Princess will eventually wear anyway.

"Then I too shall proceed with just four items, like the Minister."
"A truly wise decision, Your Majesty."

The Minister said this with a bow, then began arranging the items for the Crown Princess to pick, together with the Minister of the Imperial Household.

I'm excited. What will our Crown Princess, our lovely Charlotte, choose?

'I hope it's the thread.'

She'll be intelligent like the Empress and me. She'll have rich potential in martial arts, having inherited the blood of the Nuren ducal family. Wealth goes without saying.

But health and longevity—these aren't issues we can resolve through our efforts. So I hope Charlotte picks the thread and receives its blessing.

'...I'm surprisingly nervous.'

A smile escaped me. At first, I thought it was just a superstition done for fun, but now that the moment is approaching, I'm nervous.

Charlotte picked something excellent, making my nervousness seem foolish.

"Godfa! Godfa!"
"Y-Your Highness... not me, but the items in front of you..."
"Godfaaa!"

She grabbed the collar of the Minister who was holding her.

'As expected.'

I nodded with satisfaction at the sight. You've grabbed the best thing in the world.

As expected of my daughter. She's fully qualified to be the next Emperor.

# The Crown Princess's Destiny Selection Determined My Future

It's a strange thing. Clearly, the destiny selection ceremony is meant to glimpse a baby's future, so why did it show mine?

"The Crown Princess chose the Minister, so she will become an Emperor supported by the Minister's devoted service."

I bit my lip without realizing it. I still can't forget what the Emperor said right after the ceremony ended.

The cruelty of treating me, a dignified human being, like an object in the ceremony. The ruthlessness of assuming that I would "naturally" still be working when he had either died or retired.

It was infuriating. Yes, the Emperor is older than me, but there's barely any age difference. By the time the Crown Princess inherits the throne, I'll be any day now...

Any day... now...

"Shit."

I sighed, unable to deceive myself any longer.

If my lifespan extends, I can't use expressions like "any day now." By the time the Crown Princess ascends to the throne, I'll be roughly 70 or 80 years old, which according to Trixie's half-elf calculation method, would make me about 14 to 16 years old?

Wow, 16! That's younger than when I started my civil service career!

"...I guess I'd be doing well if I only serve the Crown Princess and then end it there."

Actually, it's the Muno, Trika, and Apels Empire lasting a thousand years that's strange—most dynasties only last a few hundred years. There are plenty of dynasties that didn't even make it to 300 years, let alone 500.

But me, in my twenties, living to 400 or 500? It'll be a close race between whether the Livnoman Imperial Family collapses first or I die first. Just imagining it makes my heart feel petty.

"Somehow I'll legally retire during the Crown Princess's reign."

I made a firm resolution. I would retire before becoming a loyal subject (forcibly) who witnesses the end of the imperial family. I won't invest my entire remaining lifespan in civil service.

Of course, it won't be just me retiring alone, but a joint retirement with my wife. It would seem too much like being a kept man if my wife works while I loaf around.

"We wish the Minister would live a long life and take care of our grandchildren too."

That's why I deliberately erased the Emperor's curse from my mind.

I cannot become a servant who serves four emperors when I haven't even served three.

Due to consecutive marriages and childbirths, my vacation has continued for about two years now.

Thanks to variables like Council invitations and dispatches to the Leon Kingdom, I've faced the bizarre situation of business trips during vacation, but officially my vacation hasn't ended.

However, the time has come to end this long vacation and report to the Audit Ministry office.

"These are the documents that require Your Excellency's direct approval."

It's been about a year since the Audit Ministry was officially launched.

During that year, documents requiring the Minister's direct approval have piled up.

"There's quite a lot. Thank you for sorting through them."

I patted the shoulder of the Deputy Head, who now excellently leads the Audit Ministry as the Minister's secretary.

Just seeing his face makes me feel proud. My treasure who steadfastly endured the insane situation where the Minister never once came to work after the department's creation. The pillar of the department whom I would have to protect with my life if the Emperor ordered a transfer to another department.

I think about this every time, but without the Deputy Head—no, my secretary—I would already be dead. Not figuratively, but literally died from overwork.

"It was no trouble at all, as Your Excellency trusted me and delegated all authority to me."

My secretary bowed his head humbly in response to my pat.

I'm touched. If I were the secretary, my greatest wish would have been to punch the Minister who dumped everything on his secretary and left.

"I wonder if I'm lucky or unlucky with my subordinates."


Looking at my secretary, Pine, and the Section Chief of the 5th Section, I wouldn't say my luck with subordinates is bad. But when I turn to look at the Section Chiefs of the 2nd and 3rd Sections, it's hard to say it's good.

Having angel-like subordinates means I also have devil-like ones. Truly the ultimate golden balance.

...

"They're not Section Chiefs anymore, right."

I belatedly noticed something off. I was the one who promoted the 5th Section Chief to Executive Deputy Head, and the 2nd and 3rd Section Chiefs to Intelligence Deputy Head and Executive Department Head. Yet I'm still calling them Section Chiefs.

When I'm conscious of it, I use their current positions, but since I haven't come to work since the Audit Ministry was established, I'm more familiar with their Audit Department titles. I'm worried I might call them Section Chiefs during an official meeting. It would be disrespectful for a superior to diminish their subordinates' positions when they should be establishing their authority as executives.

"Would they actually prefer that?"

Come to think of it, those ninja deserters would probably see it as an opportunity to demote themselves if I called them by lower positions.

That's why I felt a surge of determination to always use their current positions. Even if my tongue gets cut off, you are Department Head and Deputy Head.

"By the way, Your Excellency."
"Yes, go ahead."

I broke from my thoughts and responded to my secretary's call.

"These only need to be processed before the New Year's greeting ceremony, so there's no need to rush."

At those words, I glanced at the pile of documents.

It's not a small amount, but considering it's accumulated over about a year, it's manageable. If I focus intensely for a few days, I can somehow get through it, so there's no need to drag it out.

"It's fine. Better to handle it early."
"I'm saying this because I think it will be difficult for you to start processing them today."
"...Huh?"

It was an incomprehensible statement, but I soon understood.

The sound of rapid footsteps approaching from beyond. The Minister's office door opening roughly without a knock.

"Ministeeeeer!"

Wild Eri came charging in.

"Can I finally have a work date with the Minister!?"
"What's that supposed to be."

My mind went blank for a moment. Could the words "work" and "date" coexist?

"I thought I was going to be a bride who sadly worked alone until the wedding day, only seeing the groom's face on the wedding day itself!"
"No, you always come to our house after work!"

I protested vehemently against her statement that instantly turned her prospective husband into trash.

It's true that I haven't shown my face at the Audit Ministry office for the past year. I was afraid that if I set foot in the office during my vacation, an imperial order to "do some work while you're here" might come down.

But Eri and Pine came straight to the mansion after work instead of going elsewhere. Although the concept of "getting off work" was vague for a newly launched department, they were always with me whenever they had time.

So portraying me as neglecting my future wife is serious defamation. I'm not that heartless or shameless.

"But! By the time we get to the mansion, it's evening! After dinner, it feels awkward to suggest going out for a date! We barely have time to talk before it's bedtime! And when we wake up, it's time to go to work again!"

Of course, Eri isn't the type to back down from my protests. Instead, she was busy shrieking and pouring out all her pent-up feelings.

"It's unfair! My sisters and brothers get to have cozy dates at the mansion! Only Pine and I spend more than half the day apart from you!"

I put my hand to my forehead as Eri lay on the floor, flailing about.

It's unsightly yet pitiful, regrettable yet embarrassing. I understand Eri's feelings, but I can't understand that behavior.

But what can I do? Even that embarrassing behavior is part of my wife. If I, her husband, don't accept it, who will?


"It's almost time for Eri and me to hold our wedding ceremony too."

November, with its overlapping celebrations, has passed, and December has arrived. Just one more month and it will be time for Eri and me to have our wedding.

And it's cruel for a bride-to-be with her wedding right around the corner to have too few memories with her groom.

"Promise you'll stay with me today! Even when you're signing documents, have me sit on your lap—"
"Let's go on a date in the Capital instead."
"...What?"

Eri, who had been genuinely flailing about, blinked and tilted her head at my words.

"I said let's go on a date. I'll tell the Intelligence Department Head that I approved it, so take one day of vacation."
"R-really?"
"If I were lying, I wouldn't tell you to use vacation days."

Knowing that I take vacations seriously, Eri nodded as if convinced.

"Well, I was planning to help the Minister on his first day back as a senior member of the Audit Ministry~ But if you want to go on a date with your lovely partner, I guess I have no choice!"

Eri rose smoothly and puffed out her chest proudly.

Seeing that, the words "Actually, I'm lying" rose to the tip of my tongue, but I held back, fearing I might see the worst side of my future wife.

"Hey, wait a second."
"What? I need to hurry and write my vacation request."
"You should dust yourself off first."

I grabbed Eri's shoulder as she was about to dash out of the Minister's office and dusted off her back.

No matter how little Eri cares about others' gazes and lives freely, letting her walk around in clothes as dirty as if she'd cleaned the floor with her back is a bit...

***

I hummed a tune as I ran to the Intelligence Department office.

"Deputy Head of Intelligence!"

And energetically flung open the door.

"I told you not to add 'nim' because it's disgusting—"
"I'm taking a vacation day!"

I threw the hastily scribbled vacation request form at the Intelligence Deputy Head.

The Deputy Head's expression contorted. Throwing a vacation request at someone who just returned to work after finishing their honeymoon-childcare leave. What a delightful and splendid action.

"Ah, since the Minister approved it, you don't need to process it separately!"
"Then why give it to me in the first place!"
"To make you mad!"

The Deputy Head grabbed the back of his neck at my confident answer.

How curious. The Minister sometimes showed that kind of expression when he was a Department Head too. So people change like that when they become Department Heads or Deputy Heads?

"I should remain a Section Chief for life."

What use is rank when my husband is a Minister and my sister is a Duchess? At first, I was a little—just a tiny bit—hurt that the Minister promoted everyone except me, but thinking about it now, it was consideration for me.

As a Section Chief, I get treated decently as an executive but have relatively less responsibility, and the work intensity is lower.

"Section Chief is the best."

After watching the trembling Deputy Head with satisfaction, I turned around.

Now that I've submitted my vacation request, it's time for our date!

# Emergency Inspector Kal's First Day at Work

After the official launch of the Audit Ministry, the Minister came to work for the first time.

And this historic first task after nearly a year was, remarkably, a date with a subordinate.

'Is this really appropriate?'

Belated doubts crept in. No matter how competent, reliable, and perfect a civil servant my secretary might be, is it right for me, as the nominal superior, to enjoy a date with a subordinate? Especially when work is piling up?

Fortunately, my secretary seemed to anticipate and understand this situation, saying everything could be handled before the New Year's ceremony. But someone else's understanding and the triangle of guilt moving in my heart are separate matters.

'I'm sorry.'

I apologized inwardly, thinking of my secretary who was probably working diligently right now. Sorry for enjoying myself alone.

I should definitely give compensation when I return. Vacation—that's honestly impossible, but I can certainly stuff a bonus worth double the annual salary into their wallet. Later, when my secretary inherits their title, I'll definitely grace the succession ceremony, and if they need anything for domain management, I'm willing to provide human and material resources without hesitation.

Yes, except for vacation time, I can give everything. My secretary is my light and hope.

"Hehee."

While I was thinking about what gifts to give my secretary, Eri giggled and linked her arm with mine.

"Today is just for spending time with me, right?"

I smiled wryly at her sparkling eyes.

While compensating my secretary is important, what I need to focus on right now is my date with Eri. Blinded by guilt, I momentarily forgot this obvious fact.

"I'll be heading back right after midnight, so make the most of it."
"No way! You need to stay with me for 24 hours, not just a day! Stay with me until before work tomorrow!"
"Watch your mouth."

I tugged at her lips in response to her bold demand for overtime.

'Ah...'

I gently closed my eyes at the familiar sensation rising from my fingertips. How I missed enjoying this touch.

"Mmmphhh!"

Eri, the actual victim, flailed her arms in protest, but it wasn't particularly sincere resistance.

She seems to be enjoying this, no matter how I look at it.

Right as we started our date, we hit an unexpected obstacle.

"Minister."
"Yes?"
"What should we do now?"
"Good question."

The critical obstacle being that neither of us had decided where to go.

It's not that I lack dating experience. Unlike Eri, who's never dated, I spent intimate time with lovers during my Academy Inspector days, and recently even toured the Papal States with Trixie. While not numerous, I definitely have dating experience.

However, this is my first date "in the Capital." Though Eri and I both live and work in the Capital, we've hardly spent any leisure time here.

Well, when you're busy resting at home after work, who has time for fun? Moreover, with the concept of leaving work on time being vague, and sometimes not being able to leave at all, having fun was a luxury.

As a result, we couldn't decide where to go in this vast Capital. During school trips, destinations were announced weeks in advance, so we could at least plan ahead.

'This is troublesome.'

Yet aimlessly wandering around the Capital and visiting places that catch our eye is problematic.

Nobles strolling around on dates isn't an issue. Walking through the Capital, the heart of the Empire and center of the continent, is nothing if not noble behavior. No one would gossip about us failing to maintain noble dignity.

But our affiliation is with the Audit Ministry. If the Minister and Section Chief of the Audit Ministry are seen wandering around in broad daylight, shops throughout the Capital might tremble in fear of a surprise inspection.

'Should I plan our route now?'

Planning now would waste time, but wandering without a plan would waste the entire day. Regrettably, for the greater good...

"Ah, wait a moment!"


Eri, who had been frowning in contemplation, pulled out her communication device.

- Yes, Deputy Head of Intelligence here.

Soon after, the Deputy Head's face appeared.

"Deputy Head! It's me!"
- Oh shit, what now?

Though the Deputy Head frowned severely, Eri, as always, continued undeterred.

"I'm trying to enjoy a cozy~ date with the Minister, so please use your past expertise to recommend an itinerary."
- Hey, do you think I'm free right now?!
"Does your wife know about what happened with your ex-ex-ex-ex girlfriend?"
- I've been busy planning the perfect itinerary since you requested vacation time. Just wait ten minutes.

With that, the communication ended.

This bastard. The karma from his Casanova days still haunts him.

"He says we just need to wait ten minutes!"
"Good. That worked out well."

I awkwardly nodded at Eri's bright smile.

Because just before the communication cut off, I saw the Deputy Head biting his lip as if about to cry tears of blood.

'Why did you do that to yourself?'

His complicated love life must have been extraordinarily complicated. With such a colorful past, even I can't defend him.

Still, it's fortunate that his wife Christina chose to marry him despite knowing about his colorful past.

...

'What exactly happened?'

A chill ran down my spine. Christina already knows about the Deputy Head's past, so what past event is he so afraid of her discovering?

'Did he father a child?'

The thought briefly crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it.

That bastard may boast about his colorful relationships with women, but he's not one to cross the line. If he had, he would have already been stabbed in the stomach or faced retaliation from a family.

Which makes me even more curious. What past event does this social ecosystem disruptor want to hide?

"Eri."
"Yes?"
"What happened that made him panic like that?"

At my question, Eri grinned and whispered in my ear.

"She was the first person the Deputy Head seriously considered marrying. He's mentally convincing himself that overcoming that crisis led to who he is today, but it's difficult to tell your current wife that you almost married someone else."

It was less dramatic than I expected, so I nodded calmly.

I worried for nothing. Damn him.

***

The itinerary sent by the Deputy Head of Intelligence was perfect, befitting an experienced romance expert.

The scenery between shops, the characteristics and atmosphere of each establishment, and even the menus at restaurants and cafes that didn't overlap yet complemented each other.

'So this is how someone can get along with more than ten people.'

It's impressive, but not something I particularly want to emulate. I only have the Minister.

"I didn't even know there was a cafe like this here."

The Minister seemed to share my thoughts, muttering in disbelief.

It's a cliché expression, but the Deputy Head's itinerary included many insider-only establishments. Actually, every place was like that. Enough to enjoy our date without interruption from anyone.


Honestly, it's surprising. We've been walking around for three hours already, but we've only encountered fewer than twenty people. And this is in the Capital, which boasts a population of over a million.

'Thank goodness he's married.'

I felt genuine relief that the Deputy Head is a married man. If he were still prowling the social scene, how many young ladies would have shed tears?

I used to think it was the responsibility of the ladies who fell for the Deputy Head, but now that I've become the Minister's lover, I can somewhat understand their pain. If the Minister stopped seeing me and grew close to someone else, my heart would be torn apart.

"Minister."
"Yes?"
"You must never become like the Deputy Head."

The Minister firmly shook his head.

"I couldn't become like him even if I tried deliberately."

It was a convincing statement, so I accepted it. That level isn't something one can reach through mere effort. It requires heaven-sent shamelessness and a conscience buried underground.

Besides, unlike the Deputy Head, the Minister isn't someone who moves from one person to another.

'He's the type to date everyone he likes at once.'

I briefly had a strange thought. Someone who already has four wives and two prospective wives couldn't possibly become like the Deputy Head. If anything, we should be wary of the Deputy Head becoming like the Minister.

"Shall we go to the next place?"
"Ah, yes! Next is the theater!"

I stood up, taking the Minister's outstretched hand.

The next destination was a theater supposedly created by a retired merchant guild leader as a hobby. It boasts considerable acting skills and storytelling, but seems to have no interest in promotion, tucked away in a corner performing for a very small audience.

[Visit the theater last.]

And a place the Deputy Head repeatedly emphasized we must visit last.

Honestly, the more the Deputy Head emphasized it, the more I seriously considered visiting it first. There's a certain joy in overturning someone's earnest wishes.

But for this Capital date, we owe the Deputy Head, so we should follow his suggestions carefully. I can't waste this precious day with the Minister that I've managed to secure.

'...But it's just a theater.'

I'm both puzzled and intrigued. What kind of place could it be that the Deputy Head so insistently placed it as the very last item on our itinerary?

Upon arriving at the theater and being guided to a room by the staff.

'So that's why.'

As soon as we entered the room, I understood the Deputy Head's emphasis.

'This isn't just a theater.'

A spacious yet luxurious interior. A large glass window through which you can watch the actors perform.

However, the material allows those inside to see out, but prevents those outside from seeing in.

Plus a thorough locking mechanism that prevents anyone from entering once the door is closed.

'It's that kind of place.'

I unconsciously swallowed. This is the optimal environment for focusing solely on the play, but if one loses interest in the performance, it becomes a private space for just the two of us, free from any interference.

Just me and the Minister. A space for only us two. A place just for us.

"Well, well."

When I glanced at the Minister, I saw him letting out a hollow laugh.

He seems a bit surprised but not displeased. There's no reason for him to dislike it, given his deep relationships with four wives already.

'Good.'

I clenched my fist with determination.

We entered as two, but let's try to leave as three.

I ended up staying overnight unexpectedly. According to the original plan, I should have enjoyed the night scenery for a while after the play and then returned.

Of course, I would have liked to stay until right before work as Eri ambitiously wanted, but I couldn't burden her with staying up all night when she needed to go to work normally. It would be different if Eri had a constitution like mine that could handle a few sleepless nights without issue.

So I had told the ladies at the mansion that I would return at night—

'I didn't expect this to happen.'

I found myself tapping on the glass window that occupied nearly an entire wall before breaking into a smile.

The room had a structure where you could see the play outside, but the actors outside could never see inside. Moreover, once someone entered the room, a locking mechanism prevented any outsiders from approaching.

Just to be sure, I examined the interior and found no items that could invade privacy. It was truly a space designed for guests' private time.

'This guy is crazy.'

I couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity. While I was satisfied with the perfect date course, I never expected my superior to include such a place.

No, more importantly, how did he even know about this place? Even though the Deputy Head of Intelligence had been handling information since his Audit Department days, this was a bit much.

'Good thing he's married.'

I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief.

A Casanova who knows every alley in the Capital in detail. Just imagining it is frightening. If that bastard were still going after young ladies, how many would have shed tears?

That's why his wife Christina, and the Minister who cherishes Christina, are practically saviors to the Empire's young ladies. They're like holy swords that sealed away an evil that should never return to this world.

I never thought I'd give such high praise to the Minister as a savior or holy sword, but there it is.

"Mmm..."
"Are you awake?"

I turned my head toward the mumbling sound from the bed.

It was Eri, who had repeatedly passed out and woken up until dawn. Though it was the normal waking time, it wouldn't have been strange if she had remained collapsed longer.

"Wh-where are we?"

Blinking her eyes in confusion, she looked around and asked in a bewildered voice.

What's this? Has she lost her memory?

"Ah."

Fortunately, it seemed she was just disoriented from just waking up. Soon, life began to return to her previously dazed eyes.

"Are you feeling more alert now?"

As I sat on the edge of the bed, Eri flinched and then let out an awkward laugh.

"My waist still hurts..."
"Everyone's like that their first time."

At least it ended in a day, so she could still get up.

Since there was no need to elaborate further, I gently massaged her waist. She'll naturally realize after our wedding that this was just a warm-up.

"So, how was it, noona?"

At my teasing question, Eri's eyes darted around.

It was a pitiful attempt to avoid my gaze, but she brought this on herself. Who told her to provoke me first?

"We're on a date as lovers now, not as Minister and Section Chief, right? Tonight, this noona will take care of everything!"

Eri had taunted me as soon as she realized this wasn't just a theater but that kind of place. Despite being smaller than me, she had struggled to push me down onto the bed.

And then she had the audacity to declare she would show me the charm of an older woman, naturally excluding Trixie from the equation.

"I don't listen to noonas who are weaker than me."

It was such an impertinent behavior that I reversed our positions and laid her on the bed instead.


How dare she, a lifelong single, claim she would handle everything in front of a four-time married specialist.

"Hey! What kind of way is that to talk to your noona!"

But Eri, whose sensibilities were far from ordinary, didn't yield to my not-quite-threat. Instead, she seemed determined to cement our relationship as noona and dongsaeng, taking advantage of the date opportunity and our private room.

It was a plausible plan. Eri is indeed older than me, and the atmosphere was different from usual. It was an appropriate strategy that came from her quick thinking.

But it was only good as a plan.

"Noona will handle everything! Why won't my dongsaeng listen!"
"N-noona, won't you listen to me? If you apologize now, I'll forgive you!"
"Noona... noona was wrong...!"
"Hiiieek! Minister!"

Unfortunately, there's no guarantee that plans always work out. That was true for Eri as well.

In a situation flowing completely opposite to her plan, Eri desperately sought compromise, and

"Dongsaeng will take care of everything, so noona just stay still."

I didn't let go until the very end.

Naturally, I have no regrets. If you try to win against someone, you should be prepared to lose.

"Minister."
"Why aren't you calling me oppa? I'm hurt."
"The vacation is over! I strictly separate public and private matters, you know!"

I smiled slightly at the sight of Eri puffing her cheeks as if offended.

Though I'm saying it jokingly, Eri truly is surprisingly strict about separating work and personal life. From the old days, despite carrying impressive titles like daughter of a Marquis family, the Empress's close junior, and an executive of the Audit Department, she never used those titles for personal gain.

She just focused on pursuing her hobbies in the basement or teasing me instead of using her time for selfish purposes.

"Mmph?!"
"Sorry. I just remembered something annoying."

I found my hand pulling at Eri's lips. I felt a bit wronged.

Why did she only show me such flashy behavior when she had enough intelligence and awareness not to cause personal problems?

"What do you want to do now?"

I almost let out a bitter sigh but held it back as I released her lips.

It's morning now, so we need to leave the theater (pretending to be a hotel) and prepare for work. We need to calculate time for breakfast too, as it's hard to go to work on an empty stomach.

So we have two options. Either end the date normally and prepare for work, or...

"Want to take another day off?"

Extend the vacation. Since we've already started playing, taking a few more days off isn't a problem.

"Hmm..."

At my suggestion, Eri began to contemplate with a serious expression.

That's unexpected. Honestly, I thought she would choose to extend the vacation without hesitation.

"Let's just go back. I feel bad enjoying myself alone while Finea is working."

I gently patted Eri's head as she gave an embarrassed smile.

She may act eccentric usually, but she's genuinely kind to her family and friends. She has quite a generous heart.

"When we get married, let's play until we're sick of it."

So when the time comes to legally be with Eri, I'll play with her until she begs me to leave her alone. Ten to fifteen days should be plenty.

"Really? I'll look forward to it!"

At my declaration, Eri grinned and snuggled into my arms.


For just a one-day date, it ended quite nicely.

As soon as I arrived at work, I checked the documents my secretary had shown me yesterday.

[Management Plan for Key Resources in the Northern Region.]
[Support Plan for Garrison Troops in Leon Kingdom.]
[Redeployment and Recruitment Plan for Intelligence Agents in the Mainland.]

'Wow.'

I couldn't help but be impressed by the serious titles of each document. Issues of this magnitude certainly require the Minister's direct approval.

'The scope of work has increased a lot.'

And as soon as I read the documents, I could see that the responsibilities had overwhelmingly increased compared to the Audit Department days.

During the Audit Department era, there was no need to understand what resources existed within the Empire. It was enough to monitor whether there was any quantity manipulation during the extraction process or any skimming during distribution.

But now, perhaps because the Intelligence Department is under the Ministry of Audit, I'm being asked to identify all the major resources in the Empire. Where resources are buried, estimated reserves, who is involved in bidding for development rights, which forces are combining, and so on. Literally everything.

'So this is what the Special Affairs Ministry was doing.'

Suddenly, I felt respect for the Minister of Special Affairs. Before the establishment of the Ministry of Audit, the Special Affairs Ministry was responsible for both domestic and foreign intelligence. How did they manage? It's already this much work just handling domestic matters.

'The Ministry of Audit would have been established eventually, even without me.'

Until now, I thought the situation had ordered the establishment of the Ministry of Audit to use me efficiently. It was a plausible assumption, given that the situation is famous for grinding talent to the bone.

But considering the Special Affairs Ministry's overwhelming workload, the Audit Department would have been promoted to a Ministry at some point. I was simply unlucky, incredibly unlucky, to be the head of the Audit Department at that time.

'The Minister should have remained as the head of the Audit Department.'

I scratched my head irritably. How nice it would have been if the Minister had remained as the head of the Audit Department and I had stayed as the head of the 4th Section. That would have been the best personnel arrangement.

But that optimal arrangement was shattered by the Emperor's surprise promotion. People who should have remained as department head and section chief went up to Minister and department head.

'That bastard Emperor.'

In the end, going round and round, the Emperor is the culprit. Indeed, if something goes wrong in my life, nine times out of ten it's that bastard's fault.

'...Huh?'

As I was approving documents with such complicated feelings, a familiar sentence caught my eye.

[Plan for Escort and Crowd Control for the Next Saint Tanian Enes's Pilgrimage.]

'Why is this under the Ministry of Audit's jurisdiction?'

I almost laughed out loud. An issue that should be handled by local lords or governors responsible for regional security, the Ministry of Land overseeing the entire imperial territory, or the Ministry of War organizing escort forces had somehow flowed to the Ministry of Audit.

'Are they that short on manpower?'

No, that can't be. Since the North was incorporated into imperial territory and the burden on the Northern Army was significantly reduced, relatively comfortable troop deployment has been possible throughout the Empire. It's not like they would cry out in distress just because of additional escort duties.

"Secretary."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"Did something unusual happen during the pilgrimage?"

So I asked my secretary beside me. Perhaps Tanian had caused some trouble?

"The next Saint is not only on a pilgrimage to holy sites but is also visiting orphanages in various regions."

I nodded silently at the schedule that would undoubtedly make the escort troops cough blood just hearing about it.

I see. He's not just visiting holy sites but orphanages as well.

'He's so unpredictable.'

Now that I understood the reason, I signed without hesitation.

Since the next Saint is caring for the Empire's orphans, I should cooperate as an imperial official. As a father, I can't ignore someone who blessed my children.

So let's help with the escort and crowd control. It's not like I'm the one running around on the ground anyway.

After the Crown Princess's doljabi incident, the Emperor's mental fortitude became surprisingly robust.

"Godpa! Godpa!"
"Good morning, Your Highness. How have you been?"
"Mmm!"

Things had improved so much that even when the toddling Crown Princess threw herself into my arms, he never showed anger or jealous glances.

"The Crown Princess certainly loves her godfather."

He simply nodded with a fond expression while stroking his chin.

Actually, he was covering his mouth with his hand to suppress his twitching lips.

'Damn bastard.'

I bit my lip slightly, understanding why he was acting that way. When the Crown Princess chose me as her doljabi item, the Emperor had burst into laughter, saying she had picked something excellent.

With the Emperor so delighted, how could others react differently? Everyone rushed to applaud, saying the Crown Princess was wise and had grasped a more brilliant future than anything else. Thanks to that, I was reduced to an "object" on par with a wooden sword or a quill pen.

Truly a sad situation. Not only a servant of the Imperial family but now the Crown Princess's object. Just how far can my human rights fall? It's utterly lamentable.

"Godpa! This!"

As I patted the back of the Crown Princess in my arms with a bitter feeling, she wriggled free and held out her fist to me.

I was momentarily confused. What was this fist supposed to signify? Surely not a sparring challenge?

"Your Highness? What is this?"
"Pre-sent!"

I was relieved by her follow-up words. Not a sparring challenge but a hidden gift.

'She already knows how to give gifts.'

The corners of my mouth turned up involuntarily. A baby who had just started speaking and walking was already bringing gifts for her godfather. How adorable.

Honestly, it was probably a flower or weed she'd found while playing in the garden, but she had brought it with her tiny hands, intending it as a gift for her godfather. I could certainly accept it with joy.

"I gratefully accept, Your Highness."
"Yes! Good thing!"

As I smiled and placed my hand under her fist, the Crown Princess grinned and opened her hand.

'Huh?'

I was somewhat surprised when an unexpected item fell onto my palm.

A small rectangular object wrapped in red packaging. It was chocolate from a relatively famous brand in the Capital.

"This! Yummy!"

I blinked blankly before turning my gaze to the Crown Princess, who was proudly shrugging her shoulders.

This time I was truly surprised. Not only that the Crown Princess was already old enough to eat chocolate, but that she would give her chocolate to me when she had just discovered sweets and should be full of desire for them.

My goodness. A baby giving up her own snack? And not just any snack, but chocolate, the epitome of sweetness.

"Thank you. I will enjoy it while thinking of Your Highness."
"Mmm!"

Satisfied with my response, the Crown Princess nodded vigorously.

I should preserve this with magic rather than eat it. As her godfather, I can't simply consume and dispose of the first gift I received from my goddaughter.

Now that I know the Crown Princess is old enough to eat chocolate, I should bring famous confectionery chocolates or candies next time. It's only proper to reciprocate when receiving a gift.

'Is candy still too much?'

But I hesitated when I saw the Crown Princess's tiny teeth as she giggled. If she bit into hard candy with those, she might damage her teeth.

Yes, let's postpone candy for later. Even though they're baby teeth, it would be problematic if they were damaged from eating candy.

"I, I haven't received any gifts yet..."

I heard the Emperor's despairing mutter but ignored it.

That bastard deserves his punishment. Who told him to treat people like objects?

"Your Highness. Would you like to take a walk with your godfather?"
"Walk! Like!"

I carefully lifted the Crown Princess as she flapped her arms.

Let her father stay there and wallow in despair. The godfather is going to play with his goddaughter.

"Is there anywhere you'd like to go?"
"Grandpa!"


Oh.

"Grandpa! Home! Meet friend!"

I rolled my eyes at this unexpected answer.

If the person the Crown Princess calls grandfather is the Former Emperor, and his home is the animal farm in the corner of the Imperial Palace, then the friends she mentions must be the Bremen Musicians living there.

'What should I do...'

I'm conflicted. Even I'm reluctant to go there.

It's not just anyone but the Former Emperor. Though they say he's retired and living without any presence now, until a few years ago, he was a monster who commanded the entire Empire and its nobles. Going there voluntarily is slightly terrifying.

"No...?"
"Fine, let's go."
"Yay!"

I started walking as soon as I saw the Crown Princess's tearful expression.

If I say I've come to deliver his granddaughter, the Former Emperor probably won't say much.

My only shield has disappeared.

"Doggy!"
"Y-Your Highness!"

Upon arriving at the Former Emperor's hideout, the Crown Princess abandoned me and ran to Titi's siblings.

I felt betrayed. I came to this frightening place for the Crown Princess, yet she turned away from her godfather.

"I didn't expect visitors so suddenly."

While I was blankly watching the Crown Princess and the puppies, the Former Emperor's voice approached smoothly, and I hastily prostrated myself.

"Long live the Former Emperor. The head of the Kracius Family—"
"That's enough, rise. There's no need for excessive courtesy to an old man who has already put down the imperial crown."

I carefully rose at those words. It would be disrespectful to remain prostrated after the Former Emperor had spoken so.

"So what brings you here?"
"As her godfather, I was enjoying a walk with the Crown Princess when Her Highness expressed a desire to come here."
"The Crown Princess?"

The Former Emperor glanced at the Crown Princess and raised the corners of his lips slightly.

It was a very, very subtle movement, but definitely a smile. Even the Former Emperor can't remain stoic in front of his granddaughter.

"Then don't mind me and stay by the Crown Princess. Those creatures are gentle, but they're so energetic they might knock over the young Crown Princess."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I'll be careful."

As someone who raises Titi, I know well how powerful those puppies are. Even a gentle nudge from them could feel like being hit by a dump truck to children.

So as soon as I received the Former Emperor's permission, I rushed to the Crown Princess. The puppies were still circling around the small Crown Princess cautiously, but who knows what might happen if their excitement explodes.

- Woof? Woof woof!
- Bark bark!
'What now.'

As I approached, the puppies loitering near the Crown Princess turned their attention to me. They probably remember Titi's scent on me.

"Godpa! Lift me up!"
"Pardon?"

Meanwhile, the Crown Princess, who had turned her gaze along with the puppies, reached out to me and shouted.

Lift her up? Where to?

"Doggy! On doggy!"
- Woof?
"Wanna ride!"

At this clear and certain request, one of the puppies blinked and slightly lowered its body.

"Wow!"
"Wow."

We both exclaimed for different reasons. The Crown Princess was amazed that the puppy listened to her, while I was surprised that Titi's siblings were so intelligent.

"Doggy!"

Anyway, the Crown Princess climbed onto the lowered puppy's back without hesitation.

Do children have an innate desire to ride animals when they see them? First Pedi, now the Crown Princess.

- Woof woof!
- Bark! Bark bark!


Despite the sudden boarding, the puppies actually welcomed the Crown Princess's presence. As if they realized she liked them and wanted to play together.

'Who are their parents anyway?'

I'm amazed every time I see them. While pets raised with lots of love tend to grow up intelligent, these puppies and Titi are extraordinary even considering that.

Perhaps they have some exceptional blood in their ancestry? Would Titi have puppies like these if she had children?

"Doggy! Let's go!"
- Woof!
"Y-Your Highness! It's dangerous to go alone!"

I started running through the Imperial Palace while supporting the Crown Princess's back as she made a surprise departure.

If there's a dog-falling accident, both I and the Empire are doomed...!

***

I can't hold my pen.

I still can't forget our beloved Crown Princess's bright smile and the chocolate she gave to the Minister.

'She loved it so much...'

I feel like crying. Charlotte giving up chocolate of all things? Impossible. Such a thing cannot happen.

It was only a few weeks ago that I first gave Charlotte chocolate. I can still vividly see her curious expression when first encountering the food, and her wide-eyed look upon tasting sweetness for the first time remains in my heart.

Since that day, she would throw tantrums asking for more chocolate, but the Empress strictly limited her to two pieces per day, which she would nibble on bit by bit.

And yet, that same Charlotte gave a whole piece to the Minister. She gave something as a gift to the Minister that she wouldn't even give to me.

"Urrrgh...!"

My heart feels like it's being torn apart. It's as if I've lost my only precious daughter.

I let my guard down. I laughed it off when the Minister was treated as the Crown Princess's favorite "object," but I never imagined she would give him something she cherished because he was her favorite object.

I too... I too could have been my daughter's object...

'I should have been the one holding her.'

The Minister and that doljabi ceremony. The Minister was the one who first devised that event, so I entrusted Charlotte to him. I thought that as the creator and godfather, he had sufficient qualification.

But that was a mistaken thought. I shouldn't have entrusted her to someone else; I should have held her myself. Then Charlotte would have chosen me instead of the Minister.

'...It's already in the past.'

After struggling for a while, I sighed.

What's the point of regret now? It only burns me up inside.

'Damn it.'

With a bitter feeling, I picked up the documents I had been neglecting. If I keep groaning alone, I'll only delay the end of work hours and lose the cozy family dinner time.

Such a tragedy must not occur. I may yield Charlotte's chocolate, but I will not yield dinner time.

'Hmm?'

As I gathered my resolve and picked up the documents, an unusual sentence caught my eye.

[Support and escort plan for the year-end service led by the next Holy Father.]

A sentence stating that the next Holy Father would personally conduct a year-end service in Imperial territory.

It's not bad news. Devout nobles and citizens would be delighted just to see the next Holy Father, and if they could attend a service led by him, they would consider it a lifetime honor.

'I should send Cardinal Lisiuco.'

And if a high-ranking official from the Papal States conducts a service within the Empire, it's only proper for the Empire to show equivalent sincerity. Following convention, I should send Cardinal Lisiuco, the highest-ranking priest in the Empire...

'Wait a minute.'

My hand stopped as I was about to sign.

'Is Cardinal Lisiuco really the highest-ranking official?'

I'm confused. Among "priests," Cardinal Lisiuco is indeed the highest-ranking, but if we broaden the scope to "all believers," there's the Minister and his wife, who are living Blessed Ones.

So should I send the Minister and his wife...? No, the Minister isn't particularly devout, is he?

'Damn it all.'

In the end, I rubbed my forehead and sighed.

Once again, existing conventions are about to collapse because of the Minister.

A few days after I cast a permanent preservation spell on the chocolate given to me by the Crown Princess, an imperial summons arrived.

At first, I flinched. The Emperor's eyes, filled with hostility when I received chocolate from the Crown Princess, flashed through my mind.

But I quickly dismissed my anxiety. While the Emperor has occasionally manipulated me with his emotions, he's never created unnecessary work just to torment me. The problem is that he throws random tasks at me from who knows where.

So I could relax. The Emperor has nothing to throw at me. I've reviewed the backlogged documents and assessed the domestic situation over the past few days, but no matter how many times I looked, there was nothing that required my intervention.

'The international situation has been quiet too.'

If there was anything worth noting, it would be Tanian's pilgrimage, but hadn't I already signed the security and crowd control support plan for that?

So there's no need to worry. Perhaps the Emperor managed to get a chocolate from the Crown Princess after begging her, and now he wants to show it off to me. That must be it. Definitely.

"It seems the Minister will need to join the pilgrimage group."

It definitely should have been that way.

'Is this a dream?'

For a moment, I denied reality.

Why would I join them? I've already sent support personnel to the pilgrimage group as the highest authority of the Audit Department.

"Your Majesty, understanding your concern for the distinguished guests, I have already dispatched brave and capable personnel to the pilgrimage group. So please don't worry—"

"Regardless, the Minister must go."

The Emperor's firm interruption of my words almost made my hand move to my waist.

Calm down. The bastard in front of me isn't an enemy, just an asshole. Not a mortal foe I need to cut in half, just an asshole.

Besides, I'm not wearing my sword, so even if my hand had reached my waist, I couldn't have done anything.

"Minister. Please calm down and listen to me first."

Without my realizing it, my eyes must have transformed into those of a traitor, as the Emperor hastily continued.

And he's using "I" instead of "the imperial we." This dog.

'He's trying to appeal to my emotions again.'

It's the same tactic he used when sending me to the Leon Kingdom, and it only made me more furious. Does he think I'll fall for the same trick twice?

"Originally, I had no intention of sending you either. Or rather, I didn't think it was necessary."

The Emperor handed me a document that was beside him.

I wanted to tear it up right then, but I restrained myself. Making a rash move would only give the Emperor justification to dump more work on me.

"The future Saint is conducting the year-end service. When a high-ranking official from the Papal States holds a service within the Empire, it is customary for the Empire to respond by sending an equally high-ranking official."

I nodded calmly, as this was information I already knew.

The relationship between the Empire and the Order has been strong since the founding of the nation. That's why we spare no support for the pilgrimage group's activities, and why we send high-ranking imperial officials to services conducted by the future Saint. Each of these small gestures demonstrates the friendship between the Empire and the Order.

"Since the future Saint and the Director of the Sanctification Department will participate in the service, it would be appropriate to send Cardinal Lisiuko, the highest priest in the Empire, but..."

After mentioning Cardinal Lisiuko, the Emperor rubbed his forehead and sighed.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Between a Cardinal and a Blessed One, who ranks higher?"
"Well, that's..."

I was about to answer that it was obviously the Cardinal, but my mouth froze.

'Who is higher?'

My mind went blank. Between a Cardinal, a position second only to the Pope, and a Blessed One who performs miracles through divine blessing—which one ranks higher?

If we consider actual authority within the Order, the Cardinal would be higher. A Blessed One is revered by believers but doesn't hold an official position in the Order's operations.

However, in terms of prestige, a Blessed One far outranks a Cardinal, of whom there are hundreds in a single era. Unlike Cardinals who are appointed by the Pope, Blessed Ones are chosen by God. Moreover, if that Blessed One is still alive rather than deceased, even Cardinals cannot treat them carelessly.

'Who really is higher?'


It's confusing. Honestly, it feels like the Blessed One should be ranked higher, but there's a hierarchy within the Dawn Order, so we can't place the Cardinal below.

But is it right to place someone blessed by God below a human-created position? After all, ranks and positions within the Order were created by humans.

Then again, the concept of a Blessed One was also created by humans.

"Like you, Minister, I was troubled by this question. No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't reach a clear conclusion."

My endless contemplation was interrupted by the Emperor's voice.

"So I formally inquired with the pilgrimage group. I asked them who ranks higher between a Cardinal and a Blessed One."

Instead of non-experts pondering the question, let's get an answer from the experts.

A truly orthodox and clean approach. What's the point of us deliberating endlessly? If the Order reaches a conclusion opposite to ours, that settles it.

"But I haven't received an answer yet. It seems opinions are divided even within the pilgrimage group."

'Damn it.'

If even the experts can't reach a conclusion, that changes things.

If we send the Cardinal, those who believe the Blessed One ranks higher will express regret, and if we send the Blessed One, those who support the Cardinal will be disappointed. We've created a situation worse than if we hadn't asked at all.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty..."
"I'm sorry, but it seems both Cardinal Lisiuko and you and your wife will need to attend."
"......"
"Don't look at me like that. I'm truly sorry?"

It was an actual apology from the Emperor, but it didn't register in my ears.

I had wanted to spend time quietly with my family at our mansion at the end of the year. That modest ambition was instantly shattered. How am I supposed to alleviate this despair—

"Though it may be inadequate compensation, I also plan to attend the year-end service. You just need to be present."

With those words, my frustration and anger subsided. So I'm not the only one being dragged into this—that bastard is coming too?

Moreover, if the Emperor attends the service, countless high-ranking officials will follow, so I won't need to be responsible for the event. There will be people who outrank me.

"And since you and your wife are attending the service, wouldn't it be nice for the whole family to go together? The pilgrimage group would welcome it, given your friendship with the future Saint."

...

"I am grateful for Your Majesty's consideration."
"And I am always grateful for your dedication, Minister."

After brief consideration, I bowed my head.

If I were going alone, I would have tried to persuade the Crown Princess to say "Daddy is mean!" But if he's coming too, I can endure it. I'm not so petty that I can't understand that much.

'A family service wouldn't be bad.'

Plus, as the Emperor said, if the whole family attends the service together, I can still secure that cozy family time.

Although it's a pity that it's a quiet service rather than a lively banquet... we could have a family meal after the service.

***

Watching the Minister's retreating back after he accepted the situation, I let out a sigh of relief.

'I managed to get through that.'

Thank goodness. When I told the Minister that he would need to join the pilgrimage group, his expression was vicious enough to drown someone. Though he tried his best to suppress it, years of dealing with the Minister allowed me to recognize it immediately.

I understand. I didn't want to send the Minister either, and I questioned whether it was appropriate. If even I, who gave the order, felt that way, how must the Minister himself have felt?

That's why I brought up the historic conundrum of whether a Cardinal or a Blessed One ranks higher, and mentioned the unavoidable circumstance that even the Dawn Order couldn't reach a conclusion. Finally, I appeased the Minister's sense of injustice by saying that not only he but I too would attend the service.

'I'll be busy for a while.'

I sighed again while massaging my stiff neck.

Attending the year-end service wasn't on my schedule. Moreover, a service doesn't end in just one or two hours. It's easier to consider the entire day consumed by the service.

So I need to handle some work in advance to prepare for that day. It would be best to skip lunch or have a simple bread meal in my office for the time being.


'This is karma, I suppose.'

While it's honestly embarrassing for an Emperor to be mindful of his subject's mood, regrettably, I couldn't express any complaints. I've already crossed the line because of the Leon Kingdom incident.

But to continuously provoke the Minister when I've already crossed the line? I can't even imagine what the Minister might do if he snaps.

'Those idiotic Asturians.'

My complicated feelings eventually turned into resentment toward the Asturians, the former royal family of the Leon Kingdom.

If those fools hadn't invaded the Empire, if the royal family's numbers hadn't drastically decreased, if the lineage hadn't been cut off, there would have been no need to send the Minister to the Leon Kingdom. I wouldn't have needed to be this cautious.

Thinking that all of this was the karma of a small kingdom's royal family that didn't know its place, I felt furious.

'And I can't even punish those who have already fallen.'

I sat down with what must have been my umpteenth sigh of the day.

First, let's send the list of attendees to the pilgrimage group.

***

With a few weeks remaining until the year-end service, there was no need to immediately join the pilgrimage group, so I could enjoy a leisurely daily life for now.

"Doggy! Let's go!"
- Woof!

Once again today, the Crown Princess rode on Injeolmi, the dog raised by the Minister, around the imperial palace, causing the imperial knights and servants to smile warmly despite their uncertainty. The sight of the innocent Injeolmi and the silver-haired baby touring the palace was adorable to anyone.

"Faster!"
"That's not allowed."

Of course, as her godfather, I couldn't let my guard down for a moment to protect my goddaughter's safety. She constantly instructs Injeolmi to run faster whenever she gets the chance, so how could I look away?

"Heeeng..."
"Even if you look at me like that, it's still not allowed."

I hesitated briefly at the sight of the sulking Crown Princess, but my resolve didn't waver.

If the Crown Princess were to fall, many people would shed tears of blood. As her godfather, I simply couldn't bear to see that.

"Godpa, Godpa."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"I wanna see other doggy."

At the Crown Princess's quick change of subject, I gently stroked Injeolmi's head, whom the Crown Princess was riding.

Just as these dogs recognize Titi's scent on my body, Titi also recognized their scent on me. Thanks to that, Titi clung fiercely to my body, and the next day, these dogs stuck to me.

"Doggies, why you like Godpa?"

That strange phenomenon was enough to catch the Crown Princess's attention, and

"I'm raising their siblings, Your Highness."
"Sib-lings?"
"Yes, Your Highness. The doggy's family."
"Doggy? New doggy?"

Her attention turned to curiosity about Titi.

"Wanna see! Godpa's doggy! Wanna see!"

That's how things progressed to this point. For the Crown Princess who loves animals, the mention of a new animal friend would be most enchanting.

"I'll bring her when the time is right!"
"No! Wanna see now!"

I could only smile awkwardly as the Crown Princess began to throw a tantrum.

Unfortunately, Titi isn't a child I can bring just because I want to.

'She's practically Fedi's pet now.'

If I separated Titi from Fedi, he would wail uncontrollably.

Making my own son cry for my goddaughter's sake doesn't seem right...

The Crown Princess had been eagerly looking at me with sparkling eyes, wanting to see my new puppy, for quite some time now. It felt like it had been going on for almost a week.

Of course, I had no intention of ignoring those yearning eyes for a whole week. After all, this was a request from the Crown Princess herself. It wasn't difficult to bring my pet dog from home, so I had prepared to take Titi out with a leash. I figured I could just take Titi for a walk in the Capital for a few hours and satisfy the Crown Princess's desire.

"Fa-ther, Ti-ti?"

But as soon as I put the leash on, Pedi tilted his head and tugged firmly at Titi's leash.

It was truly a troublesome situation. While Pedi didn't seem to grasp the concept of me kidnapping... no, taking Titi away, he absolutely refused to allow Titi to go anywhere else.

So there I was, looking at Titi panting with the leash on, and Pedi blinking beside him, contemplating several times what to do. I faced the monumental dilemma of whether going out with Titi was really the right choice.

"Pedi, dear. Daddy and Titi will be back soon."
"Woo?"

Pedi naturally climbed onto Titi's back as if asking what I meant, and Titi didn't reject him. I broke into a cold sweat several times at this inseparable display of brotherhood that seemed impossible to separate.

In truth, before Pedi could walk, it was possible to take Titi out. It wasn't uncommon for Luise, while pregnant, to take walks around the Capital with Titi. Back then, Pedi was too busy learning to crawl to pay much attention to Titi's whereabouts.

However, after Pedi began walking on two feet and riding on Titi's back, no one in the mansion could take Titi out. Pedi, now able to toddle over and claim Titi's back on his own, would start whimpering whenever Titi left his sight.

"Pedi, just separate from Titi for a moment—"
"Uuuu..."
"Alright. Daddy's sorry."

This wasn't a metaphor—he really did whimper. When I tried to put Pedi down from Titi's back to take Titi to the palace, Pedi sniffled with an expression like his world was collapsing.

It's unfortunate. No one could fill Titi's place. Even the eleven animal friends were merely Pedi's playmates, not partners he could ride around on.

So what could I do? Better to endure the Crown Princess's sulking than make Pedi cry. I just had to appease the Crown Princess as much as possible until her interest waned.

Or so I thought.

"Godfather, I hate you!"
"Y-Your Highness?"

Until the Crown Princess whimpered and patted my chest with her tiny hands.

My mind went blank. The Crown Princess, who always ran around the palace with a bright smile, was now showing tears and resenting me? As both her godfather and a subject, I felt guilty.

What made it worse was that I couldn't promise to bring Titi to comfort her. If I comforted the Crown Princess, Pedi would cry; if I kept Pedi from crying, the Crown Princess would cry.

'Is this the pain of parenting?'

I patted the back of the Crown Princess as she squeezed her eyes shut and wailed.

If only there were two Titis.

My anguish ended sooner than expected.

"Then why not bring the Minister's son as well?"
"Pardon?"

Perhaps rumors of the Crown Princess struggling in her godfather's arms had reached the Emperor's ears, because during our private audience, he calmly asked what the problem was.

"I plan to attend the year-end service with my family. If the Minister comes with his family too, the Crown Princess and the Minister's son will meet. It might be good for them to become acquainted beforehand."
"That... that is..."
"If you're worried that the Minister's son might misbehave around the Crown Princess, don't be concerned. I can certainly understand little children squabbling."

I couldn't speak as the Emperor laughed.

How could I say, "Will you take responsibility if my son gets branded as a slave after meeting your daughter?" in this atmosphere?

'I'm probably overthinking this.'

After opening and closing my mouth several times, I finally nodded.

Yes, they're just children—two years old and one year old. Even though she's the Crown Princess with imperial blood, she surely won't be making slaves at this age, and my son won't show the qualities of a slave either. The Crown Princess and Pedi will meet as friends, not as a future slave owner and slave.

"It would be my greatest honor if my son could become a good friend to Her Highness the Crown Princess."
"Haha, if he takes after the Minister, he could become more than the Crown Princess's friend—perhaps a lifelong partner."

I nearly struck the Emperor's throat when I heard those words.


How dare you decide my son's future? "Partner" is just a nice word for what amounts to a slave—something I'm experiencing firsthand.

'My son will definitely be a wealthy man of leisure.'

If you're looking for a direct slave for the Crown Princess, find someone else.

***

I've always known that Charlotte loves animals. She would reach out to touch the animals I kept whenever she saw them, so it's only natural that she'd be interested in the dog the Minister keeps.

I didn't expect the Minister's son to be equally attached to animals, but that's actually fortunate. If the Crown Princess and the Minister's son share a love for animals, won't they become friends more easily? The key question is which department the Minister will send his eldest son to, but just as the Minister is my trusted confidant, I have no doubt his son will become Charlotte's loyal subject.

Even if he remains just a member of the Imperial Assembly without any special position, that's fine. The Minister's son is the future head of the Kracius family, with its countless blood ties. Having such a nobleman close to the future Emperor enhances the authority and stability of the imperial family.

That's why I permitted the Minister to enter the palace with his son, but...

"Minister?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Didn't you say you would only bring the dog you received from the Empress?"

More guests than I expected entered the palace. Moreover, they were familiar faces, not strangers.

'Evil gods.'

The eleven evil gods the Minister brought from the frozen north.

Though they've lost their divine status and been reborn as new beings, these former evil gods were gathered at the Minister's feet.

"I sincerely apologize, Your Majesty."

The Minister bowed his head in regret at my question.

No, forget the apology—why did you bring them? I clearly told you to bring only your son and the dog.

'If Charlotte sees them, she won't eat and will just play.'

Showing talking animals to the Crown Princess who loves playing with animals? And such tiny animals that can fit in one hand?

My head throbbed at the predictable future. Charlotte would surely be too busy playing with the animal friends to think about eating.

If I tell her to stop playing and come inside, she'll run away saying she doesn't want to. If I insist she needs to eat, she'll struggle saying she hates daddy.

'No.'

This is an unacceptable future. I cannot accept my precious daughter skipping meals or saying the terrible words that she hates her daddy.

"Send those creatures back. The Crown Princess only wants to see the pet given by the Empress, doesn't she?"

Despite my firm command, the Minister rolled his eyes around, looking uncomfortable.

This is strange. When I give an order, the Minister usually either follows it silently or makes all sorts of excuses to avoid it. He's not the type to meet such a direct order with silence.

"Ah!"

As the awkward silence continued, the baby in the Minister's arms suddenly reached out.

Specifically, toward the evil gods gathered at the Minister's feet.

'Ah.'

I immediately understood.

'He lost to his son.'

Those evil gods were brought by his son's will, not the Minister's.

The Minister tried his best to break his son's will but ultimately lost to him.

'Well, there's nothing to be done.'

Parents losing to their young children is practically an everyday occurrence. I often can't break Charlotte's stubbornness either, so I could understand this situation.

What good are glorious titles like Emperor or Imperial Count? Before our children, we're just parents who have to beg and plead just to get them to eat or sleep.


"Enjoy yourselves. Just don't let those creatures run off somewhere strange."
"Thank you for your generosity, Your Majesty."

I chuckled at his seemingly sincere expression of gratitude.

Both the Minister and I are in the process of becoming fathers—I felt this anew.

***

Titi walked majestically with Pedi riding on his back, followed by eleven beasts.

This sight, unusual even for the imperial palace which had become like the Bremen Town Musicians' territory, attracted all kinds of stares.

'Damn it.'

I felt like crying. Please don't look at me like that. I tried my best to stop this.

"Master."
"What?"
"Why are we here?"

I quietly turned my gaze to Humility's question.

Actually, not just me, but these creatures are also victims of this situation. They were enjoying their sweet weekend morning sleep when they were suddenly dragged out, so they must be bewildered.

But there's nothing to be done.

"Frie-nds! To-gether!"
"P-Pedi, dear. They prefer staying at home—"
"To-gether!"

Pedi, who could previously only use words like "Titi," "Mommy," "Daddy," "like," and "dislike," was now using advanced words like "friends" and "together" to bring these sacred beasts along.

I was a bit proud. From Pedi's perspective, he probably felt bad about playing with just Daddy and Titi, so he brought the animal friends along too. If we're judging intentions as good or evil, his was closer to good.

The problem is that despite his good intentions, the result wasn't so good. The sacred beasts, forced to wake up, were still staggering as they walked.

"Master. Please consider that we stayed up late playing with the young master before falling asleep."
"...Are you very tired?"

At those words, not just Humility but all the other sacred beasts stared at me.

Alright, I'm sorry, so stop looking at me like that.

"You won't be sleepy for long, so don't worry."
"I'll trust you, Master. I wish I could sleep even one more hour."
"Exactly. Even the servants move leisurely on weekends, so why are we up so early?"
"I... want to eat... after I wake up..."

At my assurance, the sacred beasts started whispering that they would be able to sleep soon.

'I'm sorry.'

Looking at them, I gently stroked Titi's head.

When I said they wouldn't be sleepy, I didn't mean I would let them sleep. I meant that once we meet the Crown Princess, they'll be forced into mental alertness from dealing with the infinite energy of a two-year-old.

"Waaah! Friends! So many!"

Indeed, the Crown Princess cheered twice—once upon seeing Titi, and again upon seeing the sacred beasts behind him.

"M-Master?"
"Master! This isn't what you promised!"

The sacred beasts, suddenly grabbed by their wings and legs by a baby, desperately protested.

"What did I promise?"
"You evil human, worse than an evil god!"

They expressed their outrage at my petty evasion of responsibility, which even I thought was despicable.

I'm sorry. But Pedi and the Crown Princess outrank me, so what can I do?

If you're going to live as freeloaders in my house, you should accept this much.

Indeed, people are more comfortable with delegation, and the more delegation, the more distributed the burden.

"Doggy! Doggy!"
"Woof! Woof woof!"
"Bark bark!"

Five Golden Retrievers in total, including Titi.

"You guys! Speak! Amazing!"
"D-don't grab my neck!"
"I... feel like... I'm dying..."

Eleven spirit beasts dragged out of their sleep.

The Crown Princess's fascination with animals immediately turned toward them, and with more than ten of them, she couldn't even think about wandering around the palace. Instead, she just stood in one spot, beaming with delight.

This was a positive development for me, so I let out a sigh of relief. How anxious I had been every time the Crown Princess rode on Injeolmi and galloped through the palace, worried she might fall off. Today, fortunately, it seems we'll just end up rolling around in the garden.

'Perhaps I should have brought them earlier?'

Me with nothing to worry about, Titi enjoying seeing her siblings after a long time, the Crown Princess delighted to see new animal friends, and the spirit beasts starting an energetic day from the morning.

With everyone happy, the corners of my mouth turned up slightly. If I had known it would be like this, I would have entered the palace with these guys earlier.

"Auu?"

In that heartwarming scene, Fedi, who was on Titi's back, tilted his head.

"Hmm?"

The Crown Princess, whose line of sight was still low, seemed to have just noticed Fedi as she tilted her head in the same way and looked up at him.

Come to think of it, they're meeting for the first time, and I haven't introduced them. The Crown Princess was so happy that I momentarily forgot.

"Your Highness. This is my son, Ferdinand."
"Fer-di...nand?"
"You can simply call him Fedi. He's one year younger than Your Highness."
"Youn-ger?"

At those words, the Crown Princess's eyes sparkled.

"Younger brother! My younger brother!"

I flinched at the Crown Princess's excessive joy.

What's this? Does the Crown Princess already understand the concept of a younger sibling? Of course, Fedi often changes direction when he sees the triplets or Friedrich while walking around, so it seems that even young babies have some concept of family.

"I! Like! Younger brother!"

After saying that, the Crown Princess rummaged through her pocket and took something out.

"Younger brother! Gift!"

It was chocolate again.

I was touched. Both giving chocolate to her godfather and giving a gift to my son whom she was meeting for the first time, considering him a younger brother—these were incredibly moving gestures.

"Bada! Gift!"
"Auuu?"

As I watched fondly, the Crown Princess shrugged her shoulders and handed the chocolate to Fedi.

It's a heartwarming scene, but there's one small, very minor issue.

"Your Highness."
"Hmm!"
"Fedi cannot eat chocolate."

At that, the Crown Princess's bright smile turned to shock. As if she had heard the most terrible thing in the world.

"Younger brother... can't eat... chocolate?"

Sadly, that's right. Fedi, who has just started walking, needs to be careful about what he eats. I think he shouldn't eat anything too stimulating until next year at the earliest.

"Yes, Your Highness. So you should eat that—"
"It's so delicious. It's extremely delicious..."

The Crown Princess, who had been muttering blankly, gradually began to whimper, and eventually sat down on the ground and burst into tears.

"Waaaaaah!"
"Y-Your Highness!?"
"Younger brother... poor thing! Can't eat something this delicious!"

Then she hastily unwrapped the chocolate and popped it into her mouth.

"It's so delicious!"


And then she began to cry even more fiercely and struggle.

I was momentarily taken aback by her straightforward consumption. For a big sister who's sad about not being able to give a gift to her younger brother, wasn't that a bit too unhesitating?

"Master. This is your fault."

Anyway, Humility, looking somewhat haggard, muttered in response to the Crown Princess's wailing.

"You should have accepted it first and then eaten it or something."
"But that would be deceiving Her Highness's sincerity."
"And deceiving us from the morning is fine...?"

I turned my head away sheepishly at the resentful words. When you put it that way, I have nothing to say.

"Hiiing..."
"Ah."
"Oh no."

And Fedi, who had been blankly watching the Crown Princess's wailing from atop Titi, also made an ominous sound after a while.

This is bad. Young Fedi is in an unfamiliar environment, watching an unfamiliar person cry. Even our sturdy eldest son is susceptible to being swept up in the atmosphere and crying.

"Waaaaaah!"
"Oh my, young master! Please calm down!"
"Why is our young master suddenly like this? Should I give him his favorite blanket?"
"Waaaaaah!"
"...I guess we need to comfort the Crown Princess first?"

I closed my eyes slightly at the harmonious crying of the two children.

Crying together at the same time. Our Fedi and the Crown Princess will become good friends...

***

While His Majesty the Emperor was handling all the affairs of the empire, I, as the Empress, also had to move busily as the mistress of the imperial household and the mother of the nation.

Especially during the end of the year like now, there are many occasions to host or attend various banquets to build relationships with the mistresses of high-ranking imperial families. It's problematic if the Empress seems too familiar, but equally problematic if she seems like a distant existence above the sky. The balance between appropriate distance and intimacy is the foundation for maintaining smooth relationships.

Today, too, I met with high-ranking families from the southern part of the empire to maintain those relationships. It was nice to see faces I hadn't seen in a while, and it was also pleasant to be able to go to the warm south, away from the cold winter wind.

After finishing such a satisfying banquet and returning to the palace,

"The Crown Princess cried?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I heard an unexpected report.

His Majesty busy with work, and me frequently going outside the palace recently. I was worried about the Crown Princess being left alone while both parents were away. Even with maids, it's a bit sad to leave a child who might look for mom and dad in the care of others.

But recently, the Minister of Audit, who is the godfather, has been visiting the palace more frequently, and I heard that today he was coming with his son, so I could rest assured. If the Minister is taking care of his goddaughter along with his own child, there shouldn't be any problem.

But that assurance and trust were misplaced.

'What happened?'

I'm confused. The Minister I know is not someone who would mistreat or neglect his goddaughter. Even the Crown Princess follows the Minister well enough to give him chocolate.

"Fortunately, the Crown Princess only showed tears for a moment, and not long after, she burst into laughter again."
'Ah.'

I understood with the maid's continued words. If that's the case, it's more accurate to say that the Crown Princess suddenly threw a tantrum rather than something bad happening to her.

'He must have had a hard time.'

I chuckled, thinking of the Minister who must have dealt with the Crown Princess's unexpected whining. Given that she laughed not long after, he must have desperately tried to comfort her.

"Where are the Crown Princess and the Minister now?"
"They are in the rear garden now."

At those words, I immediately headed to the rear garden.

To comfort the Minister who must have dealt with the Crown Princess, who cries loud enough to shake the surroundings once she starts, and to welcome the Minister's son who was visiting the palace for the first time.

"Oh my."

And in the rear garden, an unexpected scene was unfolding.

The Minister lying in the garden, blankly looking at the sky. The Crown Princess and the Minister's son sleeping soundly on the Minister's outstretched arms. Animals circling around, licking the Minister's face or sniffing the Crown Princess.

"Y-Your Majesty, I greet you."
"It's alright. You don't need to get up."

When the Minister, who had belatedly noticed me, tried to get up hurriedly, I shook my head.

If the Minister gets up now, those baby angels will wake up. That would be sad.

"Hoho, it seems I've interrupted a good time."


I burst into laughter at the sight of the Minister who only raised his head to look at me when I told him to stay lying down.

The Minister might hurt his neck like this, so I should take the Crown Princess—

"Mmmmm..."
"Oh my."

When my hand touched her, the Crown Princess frowned and turned her body.

If I disturb her more, our daughter will wake up. I'm sorry for the Minister, but I should leave them as they are for now.

"...Already sleeping side by side. It seems the Crown Princess has made a good friend."

I naturally withdrew my hand and spoke to the Minister. It's unfortunate that the Minister's body is sealed, but seeing the two children sleeping peacefully together is heartwarming.

"Her Highness was happy to see Fedi, saying she got a younger brother."
"The Crown Princess did?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I became even more pleased at the Minister's report.

I see. Our beloved Charlotte, you were secretly wanting a younger sibling.

'It must be lonely being alone.'

Having had one older brother and one younger sibling myself, I know the joy of having siblings. It's better to have siblings to quarrel and laugh with than to live as an only child.

And our intelligent daughter has already realized that joy.

"Thank you for sharing this important information, Minister. If I had known the Crown Princess wanted a younger sibling, I would have made efforts earlier."
"I am honored to have contributed to the prosperity of the imperial family."

When I expressed my gratitude with a smile, the Minister also responded with a faint smile. He probably thinks I'm joking.

The Minister can think that way. Who would imagine that I would speak so lightly about producing more imperial family members?

'But I'm serious.'

When His Majesty returns from work, I'll tell him about what happened today. That our beloved daughter desperately wants a younger sibling. That she even called the Minister's son, whom she was meeting for the first time, her younger brother.

If His Majesty also takes it as a joke like the Minister...

'I'll make him work in the bedroom for a while.'

If we start making efforts now, Charlotte's younger sibling could be born by next year.

***

Thanks to focusing on work while having bread for lunch, I was able to have dinner with my family.

"...Empress?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"The table seems quite elaborate."

However, the food on the table was... somewhat elaborate and grand.

Eel, asparagus, abalone, chives, oysters.

Even at a glance, the intention of the creator was clearly visible in the composition, making me break into a cold sweat.

"Your Majesty."
"Speak, Empress."
"Charlotte wants a younger sibling."

At those words, I inadvertently swallowed.

"Certainly, when thinking about the future of the imperial family, wouldn't it be reassuring to have at least three children?"

Looking at the Empress's gentle smile, I sensed the future that was coming.

My future of not being able to sleep until dawn.

'Minister...!'

I gritted my teeth inwardly as I sat down.

It's physically impossible for the Empress, who had been out, to hear about siblings from the Crown Princess. Then, it's highly likely that the Minister, who played with the Crown Princess all day today, has fanned the flames with the Empress.

For a mere subject to dare to interfere in imperial affairs. It's truly disrespectful beyond measure. Instead of worrying about the future of the imperial family, he should first worry about his own family...

'...The Kracius family doesn't need to worry.'

I let out a small sigh, recalling the diligence of the Minister who already has five children.

Because his own child fortune overflows, he's a subject who also looks after the Emperor's child fortune. There's no loyal subject like this.

In high school, you become close with friends by skipping night study sessions together; in college, by drinking together; and with military seniors, by sharing cigarettes. This means that to strengthen human relationships, engaging in shared activities is beneficial.

So what about babies who burst into tears at the same time?

"Bro-ther! Pe-di!"
"Noo-na!"

Surprisingly, Pedi and the Crown Princess also became close after the day they both cried their eyes out.

When Pedi appears riding on Titi, the Crown Princess welcomes him while riding on one of the four Injeolmi. Pedi calls her "noona" with his clumsy pronunciation.

"Pedi! This!"

And today again, the Crown Princess handed Pedi chocolate.

"Your Highness. Pedi cannot eat chocolate."
"Heeeng... still?"
"Yes."

At my firm answer, the Crown Princess looked dejected but didn't hesitate to put the chocolate in her own mouth.

Since the chocolate incident, the Crown Princess has been offering chocolate to Pedi every day, and I've been refusing, saying it's not time yet. From the Crown Princess's perspective, the concept of "too young to safely eat chocolate" must be difficult to understand. She probably thinks that if she keeps offering, someday it will work.

'Is this a rain dance or something?'

I couldn't help but smile. Despite being rejected repeatedly and having to eat it herself, she's willing to share her precious chocolate every day. She truly has the warm heart of a little Indian.

That's why today I prepared a small gift for this kind little Indian.

"Your Highness."
"Hmm?"

I showed a small box to the Crown Princess who was busily chewing with her tiny mouth.

"This is a gift prepared by your godfather for Your Highness, Pedi's noona."
"Pre-sent?"

The Crown Princess's eyes sparkled at the magical word that makes even adults' hearts flutter.

Satisfying. If she's this excited just seeing the box, how happy will she be when she sees what's inside?

"Ta-da."
"Wooooow!"

When I dramatically opened the box, the Crown Princess let out an exclamation.

Ten chocolates neatly arranged in the small box. Unlike the chocolates the Crown Princess had eaten so far, these were colorful with various patterns and designs.

For the Crown Princess who had been limited to a certain number—and the same kind—each day, this was nothing short of a whole new world.

"Is, is this, mine?"

I smiled at the Crown Princess who was now looking at me with eyes full of desire.

"Yes. They're all yours, Your Highness."
"Wow! All mine!"

I felt pleased seeing the Crown Princess smiling brightly as if she owned the world. When the recipient's reaction is enthusiastic, the giver naturally feels rewarded.

"But this is a secret from Her Majesty the Empress, okay?"
"Mmm! Secret!"

Seeing the Crown Princess nodding repeatedly, I became confident that she would keep this strictly secret from the Empress.

Yes, the Crown Princess must have worked so hard to secure her small, precious chocolates. Each time, she probably faced frustration, unable to overcome the wall that is the Empress. Through those bitter experiences, she must have concluded that deceiving the Empress was the only way to fulfill her desires.

So I proceeded with this secret trade with the Crown Princess. As long as the secret is maintained, giving chocolates to the Crown Princess shouldn't be a problem.

'As long as the Empress doesn't know, no one will complain.'

The Empress is in charge of the Crown Princess's actual childcare, and she's the one who set the daily chocolate limit for the Crown Princess.

So if the Empress doesn't know, everyone can be happy. For everyone's happiness, this chocolate smuggling operation must remain forever buried in darkness.

"Delicious!"

The Crown Princess, who had already put one of the chocolates from the box into her mouth, grinned happily.

A perfect trade where both I, seeing the princess's smile, and the Crown Princess, who gets to eat more chocolate, are happy. Truly, it was the completion of a world where everyone is happy.


...or so I thought.

"Minister. I heard you gave chocolate to the Crown Princess."
"Pardon?"
"The Crown Princess boasted to the head lady-in-waiting. She said it was a gift from her godfather and that it's a secret from her mother."

Until the smuggling operation was busted before even a day had passed.

I almost let out a hollow laugh. At least the Crown Princess didn't betray our trust. When I earnestly asked her to keep it secret from the Empress, she accepted and was careful not to mention it in front of her mother.

'She really kept it secret from just her mother.'

Just in front of her mother, that is. She must have thought it was okay to tell the head lady-in-waiting since she's not her mother.

'Should I have said it's a secret between just the two of us...?'

I lowered my head slightly under the Empress's gentle yet piercing gaze.

It's my fault for not giving precise instructions.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I appreciate you being fond of the Crown Princess, but please refrain from giving too much food to her, as she doesn't yet know how to control her appetite."
"I'll keep that in mind."

I bowed my waist almost 90 degrees to show my sincere apology.

When a perfect crime fails, sincere apology is the only answer.

After that day, I had to undergo body searches by the ladies-in-waiting whenever I met the Crown Princess.

"Your Excellency. I'm sorry, but you cannot bring food inside."
"But that's for me to eat."
"You mean the rabbit-shaped strawberry chocolate?"

I awkwardly averted my gaze from her look that seemed to say I should at least put some effort into lying.

It doesn't work, indeed. I thought they might let it slide since it wasn't 100% pure chocolate but had strawberry additives.

"Next, we'll examine those accompanying you."
"Ah, um. Go ahead."

With my permission, the ladies-in-waiting bowed respectfully and proceeded with a routine search, patting Titi's body or picking up and putting down Pedi. What could be hidden on the bodies of an ordinary dog and a baby anyway?

However, the routine search only applied to those two.

"Open your beak, please."
"How rude! I may bow before my master and ladies and young masters and young ladies and the next saint and the Emperor and the Empress and the Crown Princess—"
"Since you're not cooperating, I'll check directly."
"Gaaack!"

The holy beasts may be smaller than Pedi and Titi, but unfortunately, they possess intelligence equal to humans and can communicate. They're animals with too many variables to overlook just because of their small size.

So what can I do? For the sake of the Crown Princess's healthy eating habits, thorough checking is necessary.

'That's too many people to bow to.'

Meanwhile, I felt sorry for Humility's lengthy briefing of superiors. You've basically bowed to everyone you've met so far.

"Is it... over...? I'm... tired..."
"May I also check inside your shell?"
"I'll... die... if you do that..."

Seeing Diligence trembling beside him, I silently held Pedi in my arms.

"Daddy?"
"Shh. Let's be quiet for a moment."
"Mmm."

As Pedi nodded at my words, I patted his back while watching the holy beasts being violated by the ladies-in-waiting.

"Yip! Yip!"
"Wings, wings are sensitiiiiive!"

The price of chocolate smuggling is indeed heavy.

***


Today, too, I played with the children at the orphanage.

No, rather, the children gave me the gift of warmth.

'Pure children.'

I smiled gently as I watched the children running around, giggling.

I once lost my parents and neighbors because of the Twilight Order's atrocities. I once became an orphan who lost everything.

But was I able to act as bright and cheerful as these children back then? Could I even pretend to be okay on the outside?

Not at all. Shamefully, I once resented the world and the Lord. I only shed tears, wondering why my precious things were taken away.

'These children are different.'

Only after meeting good connections, choosing the path of faith, becoming the next saint, and succeeding in taking revenge against the Twilight Order did I finally attain peace of mind. Yet these children, who have nothing, are already living purely and kindly.

Visiting the orphanage was indeed a good choice. It allowed me to reflect on my past self and gave insights to my present self. In the process, I was able to provide delicious food and warm clothes to as many children as possible.

"Found you!"
"Sister is the next it!"
"Kids... can't I rest a little...?"

And seeing Sister Alexandriana playing with the children, I felt both gratitude and guilt.

The sister who supported my unplanned orphanage pilgrimage and took care of the children with me without any complaints. Even now, she's playing tag despite her tired body.

"May I be the next it?"

As I approached the children to help the sister even a little, they nodded willingly. After all, what matters to these children is having someone to find them.

"Then the white brother is it this time!"

With those words, the children scattered, and I comforted the haggard Sister Alexandriana.

"You've worked hard. I'll find you last, so please rest well."
"No, I can't rest alone while the children are enjoying themselves like that."

She said that, but her legs were trembling slightly.

What to do? Simple persuasion to rest doesn't seem like it will work.

"Ah, or... let's say I've already found you, and would you like to find the children together?"
"Haha, that sounds good."

Fortunately, the sister herself suggested a reasonable compromise, so my concern quickly ended.

In the end, it means the sister still has to play the role of "it," but it's better to walk together supporting each other than wandering around alone and groaning.

"This makes me feel like we're a couple playing with children."
"W-what?"

When I inadvertently spoke my mind, the sister showed an intense reaction again.

From my experience so far, whenever I mention children, couples, or lovers in front of the sister, a dramatic reaction follows. It's almost as if she's sensitive to those words because she's past the typical marriage age.

It's unfortunate. The sister remains unmarried not because she lacks ability, but because she's been so devoted to her faith that she hasn't had time to focus on romance. Isn't she excellent in character, intellect, ability, and appearance?

'She could get married and have children right away.'

A priest who has ability but restrains personal desires to serve the Lord. How admirable and ideal a priest is that?

"Whoever becomes your husband will be truly blessed."

Therefore, to comfort and encourage the sister, I offered sincere praise.

If the sister were to break her self-restraint and choose a man, he would be a perfect individual, born with the Lord's grace. It's not an exaggeration to call him blessed.

"Y-you flatter me. What's so good about being with someone as unsociable as me?"

The sister, her face turning red at my words, waved her hands dismissively, but I firmly shook my head at her response.

"Please don't say that. I enjoy being with you."

At that, the sister's hand froze in mid-air.

They say excessive praise can be poisonous, but I have no regrets. A priest like the sister deserves any praise, no matter how lavish.

The Emperor, whom I met in a private audience after a long time, looked more haggard than before.

However, I didn't ask what was wrong. It's not a subject's duty to pry into the Emperor's—or more broadly, the Imperial Family's—private affairs.

"Nothing to say?"
"Nothing, Your Majesty."
"Then that's that."

An Emperor protecting his dignity and privacy, and a subject respecting that desire. Truly, an ideal conversation between ruler and subject required only three lines.

"There will soon be joy in the Imperial Household, I presume."
"Didn't you just say you had nothing to say?"
"How could I, as an Imperial noble, pretend not to know about such a joyous occasion for the great Imperial Family?"

At my words, the Emperor clicked his tongue briefly and leaned back in his chair as if lying down.

Indeed, I wasn't prying into his private affairs. I was merely offering early congratulations for the celebration that would occur in about ten months. If it bothers you so much, you should have become a father of multiple children earlier, like me.

"I wonder what it would have been like if I had walked the path of a warrior like the Minister."

The Emperor, staring blankly at the ceiling, muttered in a distant voice.

"With ordinary achievements, there wouldn't have been much difference from now."
"Hmph, are you saying I would have been mediocre no matter how hard I tried?"

I gently shook my head at those words. Ainter showed meaningful achievements despite only having formally learned swordsmanship recently, and even the Second Prince, who must be experiencing hellfire in the afterlife by now, knew how to handle a sword decently. Judging from these two examples, the Emperor likely had talent for martial arts as well.

Of course, unlike the Emperor, both Ainter and the Second Prince also had Aesilon blood, but honestly, the Imperial bloodline probably had a stronger influence than that of a mere noble family. Besides, wasn't it because the Livnoman family was naturally robust that the Emperor who led that impossible empire didn't die from overwork?

Nevertheless, the reason the Emperor couldn't defeat the Empress was simple.

"The Empress is the legitimate daughter of Duke Nuren, after all."
"That's true."

The Emperor acknowledged my perfectly logical counsel.

It's true that the Livnoman family is robust and talented in martial arts. However, objectively speaking, the blood of the Nuren family, who shook battlefields, is more ferocious and powerful than that of the Livnoman family who ruled as monarchs. So when the Emperor and Empress face off, the Emperor has no choice but to lose.

...Come to think of it, that makes the Crown Princess's future quite intriguing. As a fusion of Livnoman and Nuren, what kind of child will she grow up to be?

"She'll grow up healthier than her father."

The Emperor must have had similar thoughts, as he chuckled and adjusted his posture.

"But being healthy and having tooth decay are separate issues, so the Minister should be mindful."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I slightly bowed my head at his subtle jab. The Emperor had heard about my smuggling chocolate to the Crown Princess, and how I was caught red-handed several times afterward while attempting further contraband operations.

Of course, the Emperor would also like to let the Crown Princess eat as much chocolate as she wants. However, the Empress already holds the parenting authority. That's why he's warning me, the godfather, against such transgressions.

'What a petty man.'

Since I'm guilty as charged, I obediently bowed my head, but I'm slightly annoyed.

Unlike the Empress, his warning is half concern for the Crown Princess's dental health and half jealousy that the godfather is doing something he can't do. It's certainly not a warning with pure intentions.

But I didn't express my annoyance. As I just thought, I am guilty after all.

"By the way, Minister."
"I await your command."

"At the year-end service, you and I will sit in the front row."
"...Pardon?"

The year-end service that marks the end of the year. And he's telling me to sit in the front row at a service led by the future Saint with the Emperor in attendance.

This was hardly something I could just nod and accept, so my brow furrowed. Sitting there would obviously attract all kinds of attention.

"Don't make that face. Did you think someone who's both an acquaintance of the future Saint and a Blessed One would sit in the back?"

I restored my calm expression at the Emperor's factual assault.

That's true. Sitting in the back with those titles would be unconscionable.

But reason and emotion always move separately. Even if my head understands, my heart can't accept it.

'I want to live a life where I'm not famous and can spend money freely...'

Not a life where I'm famous and don't even have time to spend money.

As the year-end service approached...

- It's been a while, Brother.

Tanian suddenly contacted me.

"It has been a long time. Have you been well?"

I flinched upon seeing Tanian's face after three years at the Academy, but quickly regained my composure since I no longer had reason to fear him.

Besides, Tanian is an excellent totem who blessed our children. Even with this sudden contact, I can welcome him gladly.

- Of course. Thanks to the various conveniences provided by the Empire, I've been comfortably making my pilgrimage to holy sites.
"I'm glad to hear that."
- Recently, I even met your aunt, the Wise Duke. She treated me with excessive hospitality, saying I was her nephew's acquaintance.
"Ah, yes..."

I smiled awkwardly at the sudden mention of the Wise Duke.

Excessive hospitality, he says. Given Tanian's personality, it's likely an expression of humility, but considering the Wise Duke's character, there's a significant chance she actually provided insanely excessive hospitality.

- Ah, not just the Wise Duke, but her husband and the young Marquis welcomed me too. I was moved that they treated a disciple they'd only met a few times like a friend.
"You shared unforgettable memories with the young Marquis. He'll probably welcome you warmly even after decades have passed."
- Haha, I'm happy just hearing that.

I kept the conversation going with appropriate responses as Tanian laughed softly.

He probably didn't contact me just to talk about recent events, but seeing how he's proceeding with small talk, it doesn't seem to be a topic he can bring up easily. In that case, it's only right to wait until Tanian is ready to speak.

- ...Brother?
"Yes, please go ahead."

After exchanging words for several minutes, Tanian opened his mouth with a somewhat awkward expression.

- I heard that after my visit, your family was blessed with double joy. Belated congratulations.
"It's thanks to your visit. We were able to enjoy great happiness due to the Lord's grace that accompanied you."

A faint smile passed across Tanian's face, which had been awkward until now.

- So, if it's alright with you, please bring your joy to the year-end service. I'll bestow blessings again.
"It would be my honor. Thank you as always."


I accepted without hesitation, as it was actually something I would have wanted to request.

If he had offered to bless me, I would have declined. Even between acquaintances, receiving excessive gifts repeatedly turns them into debt.

However, I couldn't refuse blessings directed at my adorable and precious little sister and son. If it's a debt for family, I can repay it myself.

'So that's why he hesitated.'

I slightly raised the corner of my mouth as I finally understood why Tanian had been beating around the bush.

The child born after Tanian's visit was Luise's son. For Tanian, who once had a crush on Luise, it must have been awkward to ask me to bring him. Tanian, Luise, and everyone else knows that he has moved on from his feelings for Luise and remained a good friend, but... asking to bring the child of your first love is a different matter.

'He just left when he came to the mansion last time.'

That too must have been Tanian's own consideration. A consideration hoping that a pregnant woman, sensitive to external and internal changes, wouldn't feel awkward seeing him.

"Mother and Luise will be delighted too."

Tanian also smiled gently at that.

He may lack awareness, but he definitely has a good heart. Someday, he should find a good partner too.

When I told Mother that the future Saint would bestow blessings on Teresa, she smiled broadly.

"My youngest. Thanks to your brother's friend, you'll be able to grow up healthy."
"Ah-woo, oo-oo-"

As I stroked Teresa's cheek while she lay in bed, she babbled as if responding.

Both Mother and I smiled at the sight. More effective than treating illness is not getting sick in the first place. Although sacred law isn't a cure-all for diseases, with the blessing of the future Saint, she'll never catch even minor illnesses. She probably wouldn't even sneeze if she rolled in snow in the dead of winter.

"But for a blessing from the future Saint, shouldn't we prepare something in return? The service isn't far off, so we should hurry..."
"I'm already preparing, so don't worry. Isn't this something the head of the family should handle?"

Actually, that's a lie. I haven't prepared anything, but I said so to prevent Mother from getting flustered.

Besides, Tanian doesn't expect anything in return for his blessings. If he were the type to accept compensation readily, he would have already been sent back with gifts in both hands when he blessed our children.

"As I have only one body, I cannot bless everyone, but spreading the Lord's protection is a priest's duty. I cannot receive compensation for performing my obvious duty."
"With duty comes corresponding rights—"
"What greater right could there be than being the future Saint?"

And when you try to argue, he employs logic that makes you feel like you'd become a heretic if you disagreed. How can I give him compensation? Even though the council has officially recognized other religions, I can't just say, "Saint or not, material compensation is best."

"Ah-woo-"

I carefully picked up Teresa, who was blinking and reaching out to me.

Since I can't give material compensation, I'll let him hold my adorable youngest and Friedrich plenty. After all, what can't be filled with material things can be filled with emotional happiness.

While I generally prevent my children from being handled by others, I'm willing to make a special exception for Tanian.

'If he makes pilgrimages to orphanages, he probably doesn't dislike children.'

Also, people who like children rarely have bad hearts.

Aside from his terrible social awareness, Tanian is a kind and gentle type, so I can entrust my children to him with peace of mind.

For about one minute.

# The Year-End Mass in the Capital

The year-end mass in the Capital.

When word spread that the next Holy One would personally lead the ceremony and the Emperor would grace it with his presence, high nobles from across the Empire naturally gathered. They would have to come to the Capital for the New Year's ceremony in a few days anyway. It was enough to think of it as arriving a little early.

Moreover, it was announced that the Former Emperor, who had stayed within the Imperial Palace since his abdication, would attend this mass. If any high-ranking imperial official failed to attend the year-end mass, they would be considered not lacking in faith, but lacking in social awareness.

'Even the old Former Emperor is coming. Skipping would earn me a mark of disfavor.'

Of course, anyone lacking such minimal social awareness wouldn't have reached the upper echelons in the first place.

"I was planning to rest during the year-end..."

Even Erich, who embodied the very definition of social obliviousness, was dutifully preparing to attend the mass.

"If you want to rest forever, just stay home."
"Isn't that a bit harsh for someone who's only twenty?"

When I offered my advice mixed with humor, Erich frowned and grumbled.

He may react like that now, but after a few years of experience, he'll recall my advice today. Perhaps he'll wonder if choosing eternal rest back then might have been better.

"Besides, I can't skip when Tanian is here. I couldn't even see him last time because I was at the assembly."

However, I offered no further advice to his sensible comment about meeting a friend. It's only natural to meet a friend when they come to where you live.

Unfortunately, when Tanian first came to the Empire, Ainter and I were able to greet him, but Erich couldn't. As the youngest member of the Imperial Assembly, he was being torn apart and simply had no time to meet. So if not now, there's no guarantee when they might meet again.

"That's a shame. It would have been a chance for your nephew to receive the Holy One's blessing."
"My brother's wedding isn't even finished yet, what nephew? Let's not complicate the family tree."

Erich chuckled at my attempt at consolation and waved his hand dismissively.

In truth, the family tree complications were avoided from the moment Pedi was born. Since my firstborn is older than any future nephews, there won't be any complex disruptions to the family headship succession.

But Erich declared that he would marry after I completed my wedding ceremony with Pine, and would only have children after all six of my wives had at least one child each. It's a consideration that treats all my other wives like Mar, the primary wife, and I'm grateful for it.

"I wonder if your future sisters-in-law will resent this."
"You mean Sera and Noona?"

At my words, Erich fell silent for a moment before gently shaking his head.

"I don't think so. They said they wouldn't even be engaged yet if it weren't for you."
'Ah.'

Unable to refute such a statement, I simply accepted it.

Certainly, without my intervention, the three of them would likely still be just childhood friends. Since I accelerated their relationship from mere childhood friends to fiancés, they can gladly endure a slight delay in marriage.

"Besides, it's our turn the year after next. It's nice to have plenty of time to prepare for the wedding."

After saying that, Erich put on his coat and turned around.

"Well, I'll be going now. The three of us agreed to move together, so I need to head out first."
"Oh, alright."

Since he was going to enjoy a short year-end date with his fiancées, I let him go without protest.

'He's doing well without my intervention now.'

I wiped my eyes as I watched Erich's retreating figure. During our Academy days, I had to arrange everything just to get them to hang out together, but now he's setting up dates on his own.

It's evidence that my little brother has become a proper adult, bringing tears to my eyes. Keep growing like that.

Please.

Somehow, this year-end mass has turned into a family event with the entire Kracius family attending.

According to the original plan, Father and Mother should have been resting comfortably in our domain. Regardless of the Imperial Family's attendance, they've retired anyway. I could have performed enough courtly pleasantries in front of the Imperial Family to make up for their absence.

But when Tanian offered to bless Teresa, both of them willingly rose and decided to appear at the official event. Parents cannot be absent when their child receives a blessing.

Of course, that logic applied to me and my wives as well. For the blessing bestowed upon Friedrich, currently the youngest in our family—to witness this monumental moment, all my wives decided to attend, and we plan to bring Pedi and the triplets too.


"Would you like to come along?"

That's why I also extended an invitation to the sacred beasts, the children's wonderful toys—no, friends. Since it's become a family event, wouldn't you like to attend the mass with us?

"What?"

Jangsengi, lying weakly sprawled on the floor, responded to my suggestion as if I'd said something absurd.

His frail appearance momentarily made me feel guilty. Clearly, when he was first released from his seal, he was the most rebellious and ferocious, but after coming to the mansion and suffering various torments, his fighting spirit has drained away.

"Awoo-"
"Byaa!"
"Bubu..."

The main cause is probably the triplets, who have started crawling.

The former Death, now Jangsengi. Despite his ominous former name, his appearance is merely that of a tiny Yorkshire terrier.

Thanks to that cute and harmless appearance, the triplets particularly adored him. If he tried to escape, they would crawl after him on all fours, and if he dared to take a nap, they would pull his legs and treat him like a doll. Unfortunately for him, he was once a god, so he endures the babies' rough handling.

"Bwaa!"
"You see this situation and still want to take me along?"

With his ear being bitten by Cattleya, Jangsengi looked up at me with moist eyes.

His appearance was so pitiful that I momentarily lost my words. The being who once bit my shoes desperately trying to survive is now being bitten by my children. For a former god, it's a miserable sight of utter downfall.

"...Still, as sacred beasts, it would be good for you to attend the Holy One's mass—"
"Why am I a sacred beast! I was an evil god who ruled this continent!"

Growling at my words, Jangsengi stood up on all fours and shouted indignantly.

"Awoo!"
"Byaaa!"
"S-stop! Don't pull my tail!"

Of course, he promptly sat back down, captured by the triplets' hands that seemed to say "how dare you move."

"Master, I don't mind."
"Of course we should go when the person who gave us new names is holding a mass."
"Will there be food? The Dawn Order people used to make good food."

Having witnessed that pitiful punishment, the other sacred beasts quickly declared their positions.

An attitude that prioritizes self-preservation over camaraderie. It's quite materialistic but wise, which pleased me. At least these fellows won't cause me trouble with impulsive actions.

"The Crown Princess will be there too, so play nicely with her."
"Oh."
"The Crown Princess... will be there...?"

There was a momentary disturbance among the sacred beasts at the mention of the Crown Princess, but no declarations of non-attendance emerged.

In that brief moment, Jangsengi was pinned down by Maria and had his tail violated by Cecilia.

"I... I'll..."
"Hmm?"
"I'll go too... so please... get them off me..."

At his tearful surrender, I carefully lifted Maria who was covering Jangsengi.

"Awoo?"
"Let's play with Daddy, my daughter."
"Awoooo!"

Maria smiled brightly and stretched her arms toward me.

Fortunately, it seems she doesn't prefer Jangsengi over her father yet.

***

St. Paronas Cathedral, the largest and most sacred church in the Empire.

The place where the current Emperor's coronation and Elder Brother Gomun's wedding took place, and where I will bestow blessings upon Elder Brother Gomun's younger brother's son, my friend's child.


"What adorable children."

I smiled as I looked at the little girl staring blankly at me from Elder Brother Gomun's mother's arms, and the boy sleeping in Sister Luise's embrace.

They truly are adorable children. The girl with sapphire-blue eyes, perhaps resembling her mother, showed no signs of fear despite facing a stranger. She will probably grow up to be a brave and strong warrior like Elder Brother Gomun.

The boy with pink hair like Sister Luise was sleeping soundly despite the noise around him. He seems like a child who will steadfastly follow his own path regardless of what others say.

"I heard that if they sleep a lot during the day, they won't sleep at night..."
"Yes. That's why putting them to bed every night is such a task."

At my words, Sister Luise smiled broadly while caressing the child's cheek.

The child in her arms also smiled faintly at the touch filled with love. Though he remained asleep nonetheless.

'A child...'

The more I looked at the pink-haired child, the more bitter feelings arose.

It's not because of the complexity of seeing my first love's child. I resolved my feelings for the sister long ago.

It's just strange that a friend with whom I attended the Academy for three years now has a child. Especially since I haven't even found a compatible partner, let alone gotten married.

"These children might be tired of looking at an unfamiliar uncle for too long. Let's proceed right away."

However, I didn't express those feelings.

I came to offer blessings, not to complain.

After blessing the girl named Teresa and the boy named Friedrich, I went into a room within the cathedral to review the prayer text again. For a mass marking the end of the year, giving an ordinary and boring prayer would be difficult for everyone.

But no matter how many times I checked, the prayer text wouldn't register in my mind. I felt as if Friedrich, who had been in Sister Luise's arms, was lingering before my eyes.

'When will I have a child of my own?'

Suddenly, I envied Elder Brother Gomun. We're not that far apart in age, yet he already has five children.

"Brother?"

As I absentmindedly fingered the prayer text, Sister Alexandriana beside me tilted her head.

"Ah, I apologize. Seeing dear friends after so long has filled my mind with distractions."
"There's no need to apologize. It's natural to be lost in memories when seeing cherished faces."

In response to my apology, the sister smiled faintly and shook her head.

I'm grateful that she always understands my mistakes with a generous heart. She was also a great help when I first began walking the path of priesthood, along with His Holiness the Pope and my teacher.

"Sister."
"Yes, Brother."
"If I were to have a child, I would want to raise them to be as kind and bright as you."

At my sudden remark, the sister's hand froze.

I made a mistake. No matter how filled my mind is with thoughts of children, it's not something an unmarried man should say to an unmarried woman—

"Haah..."

The sister, who let out a deep sigh, rose from her seat.

"I, I tried to hold back as much as I could, but I can't anymore."
"P-pardon?"

I involuntarily trembled at the sister's serious demeanor.

"It's all your fault, Brother. I'm desperately trying to hold back, but you keep saying things that make me hope."
"Sister, what do you mean..."
"If I were to have a child, I would want to raise them to be like you, Brother."

As my own words came back to me, I closed my mouth.

Like the sister's reddened face, I'm sure mine turned red as well.

# Damned Sun

Damned next saint.

Damned master.

'Damned fate of mine.'

Feeling tears welling up, I rubbed my eyes with my front paws. While my situation is indeed pitiful, crying in front of others would be even more miserable and painful.

But the more I rubbed my eyes, rather than calming down, I only felt more sorrowful.

'Why do I have to be here?'

I was Death. During an era when countless gods ran rampant, when innumerable wars and conflicts broke out, I was one of the Four Calamities. I was the object of fear and reverence for all people on this continent.

Even other gods feared and avoided us. Followers didn't dare raise their heads before us. There were plenty who spouted arrogant words about punishing our evil deeds, only to fall.

That was the Four Calamities. The four despairs no living being could escape. Among them, I was the final destination of all life—Death.

'That was certainly the case.'

Yet here I am, attending a service praising the sun. I have to listen to the worship of someone called the Son of the Sun. It's truly humiliating.

"...Stop it now."

Amid all this, feeling my ears getting wet, my tail being tightly gripped, and my hind legs flapping incessantly, I bitterly opened my mouth.

"Awoo!"
"Pyaow!"
"Buuu-?"
"I said stop..."

Me, being manhandled like a toy by just three little kids. Seeing myself like this made the glory of the past feel even more bitter.

Who would call me Death now? Who would see me as the god who once ruled the continent with terror?

"Wow, must be nice getting so much love. You'll never get kicked out of the house."
"Yeah. With three young ladies doting on you, even if you cause trouble, you'll just get a light scolding."
"I should have been born cute too."
"Tsk..."

I gritted my teeth at the provocations from those who were once called the Four Calamities alongside me.

Cute? Calling Death cute!

'They used to tremble at the mere sight of me!'

Though I've shrunk due to centuries of being sealed, I was once a majestic being with pitch-black fur that covered the ground, looking down upon mortals. I was definitely not this neighborhood dog-like creature.

"Someday... when my body grows again... then..."
"Then you'll be a big, cute thing."

At Famine's words, Plague and War burst into laughter.

These damned creatures. How dare they mock me when they still maintain their normal forms.

'Why just me?'

Suddenly, I felt a surge of indignation and resentment. Unlike me, who had become worse than a neighborhood dog, those three still maintained relatively normal forms. Plague was an eagle soaring through the skies, War was a tiger, the king of the mountains, and Famine, though somewhat ambiguous, was a sheep—still better than a dog.

This must be the damned Sun's conspiracy. I was clearly more powerful and majestic than the others, so I was especially targeted. There's no other explanation.

"The service will start soon, so please be quiet."

While I was grinding my teeth, a white-haired elf demanded silence from us.

"Yes."
"We'll be quiet."
"......"

Plague immediately shut its beak, War nodded, and Famine curled up into a ball of fur.

I let out a hollow laugh at the sight of the three who so readily complied with an elf's request, without any pride. It's hard to believe I was one of the Four Calamities alongside them.

So I, at least, will rightfully refuse. The black-haired human is enough for me to submit to.

"I—!"
"My daughters. Stop playing with Jangsengi and come play with mommy."


The three babies who had been playing with my body were taken into the elf's arms.

Hmm.

'I'll let it slide this time.'

It's absolutely not because I'm afraid those little lumps might cling to me again.

It's just that causing a disturbance in a place filled with Sun worshippers wouldn't do any good, so I'm exercising restraint.

'Look how quiet they are now.'

Soon, an unpleasant feeling washed over me.

After tormenting me like that, they're now quietly sucking their fingers in their mother's arms. If they could be this quiet, why did they bother me?

'Damn children of vegetation.'

I hate the Sun, but I also hate the vegetation that clings to it. And those babies are mixed-bloods with elf blood, who are favored by vegetation.

I received a strange name from the Son of the Sun, I'm being used like a servant by a human connected to the sky, and I'm being tormented by a follower of vegetation. The more I think about it, the more unfair it feels. How did I get entangled with those three as soon as my seal was broken?

"Thank you, fellow believers, for gathering here in this precious time."

While I was wondering if I should have stayed in that pit regardless of whether the seal was broken or not, the damned Son of the Sun appeared.

Right. That damned one is making noise about worship and wasting my precious time...wait?

'Huh?'

As soon as I saw the Son of the Sun, I felt something off.

Strange. Though his appearance hasn't changed since I first saw him, the aura he emits is subtly different.

It's not an issue with his divine power. He still has a firm faith in the damned Sun and receives proportional favor. There's no problem with his faith.

Yet I could feel something had changed. It's hard to express in words, but it's certain that a significant change has occurred in that next saint.

"What's this?"
"Strange. Was he always like that?"

I wasn't the only one who felt something was off; Plague and War were also whispering quietly.

"Oh?"

And the whispering spread to Lust, who had been sleeping in the back row.

"He's taken a step forward?"
"Huh?"
"What?"

After leaving that meaningful comment, Lust went back to sleep, ignoring our gazes.

This unhelpful bastard. If you're going to say something, say it all the way.

***

I heard the holy beasts whispering in the back, but it wasn't particularly bothersome, so I tried to ignore it.

Or rather, I tried to ignore it.

"Strange. Was he always like that?"
"He's taken a step forward?"

Until they made those meaningful comments about Tanian.

If it's related to the next saint, I should pay attention even if it's coming from ordinary people. The well-being of the next saint is that important.

But when former gods collectively mention an anomaly in Tanian? Naturally, I can't help but be concerned.

'What's going on?'

But it's strange. Even former gods who have lost their divinity noticed the change from afar. If that's the case, the priests of the Dawn Order who are close to him couldn't possibly miss it. There are even cardinal-level figures among those priests.

If the cardinals saw something wrong with Tanian's body or mind, they would never force the service to proceed. Tanian wouldn't be able to appear so nonchalantly like that.

'...Has something really happened?'

As I scrutinized Tanian's face, I noticed something odd.


I didn't notice at first glance, but now I see his face is strangely flushed. Like someone suffering from a high fever.

I'm confused. He was fine when I gave him a blessing earlier. Did he catch a cold in that short time?

'Should I tell him to stop?'

No, that's not it. If he's proceeding with the service, he must have judged himself to be fine.

Besides, there's no guarantee it's just a cold. If it were just a cold, the holy beasts wouldn't make comments like "Was he always like that?" or "He's taken a step forward."

'Let's observe for now.'

I adjusted my posture, which had been set to listen to the service with one ear and let it out the other. I need to stay alert to respond immediately if something happens to Tanian.

If anything were to happen to the next saint in the Empire, we'd be in trouble for at least half a year.

Fortunately, the service ended without any disturbance.

But before I could rejoice at its safe conclusion, a priest approached and delivered a terrifying message.

"Brother Tanian wishes to speak with you privately."

Truly terrifying and frightening words. If it were simply for a farewell, he would have sought out our entire family, and if it were work-related, he would have sought out the Emperor. The fact that he's specifically looking for me alone means it's neither a farewell nor a work-related meeting, but a third reason.

So with trembling steps, I headed towards Tanian. Hoping that it would be a reason I could handle. Hoping it would be more trivial than my concerns.

"How... how do you confirm love?"
"...Pardon?"

And I was greeted by a reason that was both more serious and more trivial than I had thought.

Love? What's that about all of a sudden?

***

Blasphemously, I couldn't fully concentrate throughout the service. Even while delivering the Lord's words and praying, my mind was elsewhere.

"If I have a child, I'd like to raise them to be like you, Brother."

Sister Alexandria's voice still echoed in my ears.

I feel my face getting hot. I was the one who rudely mentioned children to an unmarried sister, but I never expected such a counterattack.

"I don't simply mean I want to raise a child who is as good, wise, and wonderful as you. I mean I want to raise a child with you."

I especially didn't expect her to explain so specifically, lest I misunderstand.

I was perplexed. It's true that the sister cherished me. It's true that I liked her as an older sister figure. But I never knew that her affection wasn't familial love but romantic love.

"...You're surprised, aren't you? Someone 10 years older saying such things."

But at my silence, the sister gave a bitter smile. With the misunderstanding that I was holding back my words because I was uncomfortable with her being older.

Honestly, I don't mind the age difference. Who would look at the sister's appearance and think she's an adult 10 years older than me? I just lost my words at the sudden confession-like statement.

"But it's your fault for provoking someone who was holding back."

After saying that, the sister kissed my forehead.

"So please forgive me this much. I won't do anything more without your permission."

I don't remember much of what happened after that. All I remember is my forehead feeling the sister's body temperature and my head heating up after seeing the sister's smile.

I'm confused because it's the first time I've experienced this. People have shown me respect or friendship before, but no one has ever mentioned love. It's the first time I've received someone's love as a romantic interest.

My heart was pounding to my own surprise. It felt like I had returned to those days when I loved Sister Luise.

"How... how do you confirm love?"
"...Pardon?"

So I requested a private meeting with Brother Torturer and asked him seriously. Among the people I know, he's the closest to being a love expert.

"When I heard someone's confession, my heart started pounding. It still is."
"Ah, yes... congratulations."
"But I'm not sure if this pounding is because I'm surprised, or because I like them too."

At those words, the brother looked at me with a somewhat sharp gaze.

It's the same look Brother Erich often gave when he was with Sister Sera.


As soon as I heard Tanian's words, a nightmare flashed through my mind.

The nightmare of being tormented by the members of the Confectionery Club during the 77th season, more precisely, the first semester of the 77th year.

'It was horrible.'

The bizarre behaviors that would unfold at the slightest provocation, the ugliness where no one could get ahead because they were all keeping each other in check, the social awareness that seemed to have been left at home before enrollment.

Honestly, even calling it "horrible" doesn't do it justice. The feeling back then could only be expressed by creating a unique sentence like "It was so Confectionery Club-like."

And now that nightmare is about to repeat itself. Through the mouth of the benefactor who bestowed blessings upon my children, no less.

'Should I knock him unconscious?'

Things were so bad that such a thought even crossed my mind. Would it be better to just knock Tanian out, erase his memory, and pretend this private audience never happened?

Of course, it remained just a thought. Not just anyone can perform advanced techniques like knocking someone unconscious or erasing memories. If an amateur like me attempted such a thing, Tanian would either end up joining Enen in the afterlife or become a vegetable.

No, not a vegetable, but in a vegetative state. My mind must be slipping because I can't even think straight.

"Brother."
"Yes, please speak."

For now, I suppressed my complicated feelings and managed to open my mouth.

The fact that the word "love" came out of Tanian's mouth is no trivial matter. How desperate was the first semester of the 77th year when this guy fell into unrequited love?

But thinking about it carefully, while it might be troublesome, it's not the worst situation. He recognized that he was experiencing feelings different from usual, and instead of suffering alone, he sought advice from an acquaintance. Though he may lack social awareness, he has both the will and intelligence to resolve the issue.

"But I'm not sure if this pounding heart is from surprise, or because I actually like her."

Even just hearing this makes my insides churn, but it's still at a manageable level. If I can just point Tanian in the right direction, there's a high probability he'll figure things out on his own.

"You said your heart pounded when you heard that confession, Brother."
"Yes. But as I just mentioned, I'm confused whether it's the pounding of surprise or the pounding of love—"
"There's no need to determine your feelings immediately. When I received confessions from my wives, I didn't give them an answer right away either, but took time before responding."

At my words, Tanian's expression grew serious. There's probably no advice more valuable than love advice from someone with six wives.

"So don't rush, Brother. If you're caught up in the idea that responding quickly is polite and fail to properly read your own heart, that in itself would be disrespectful to the other person. You wouldn't want to be rude to someone who went through the trouble of confessing to you, would you?"
"Of course not."
"Then that's settled. You've experienced love before, haven't you? If you take enough time, you'll be able to clearly understand your own feelings."
"Y-yes, I suppose you're right."

Seeing Tanian stutter, which was rare for him, I couldn't help but let out a small laugh.

"Don't mind me. I know you've completely moved on from your past feelings."
"Haha, that's not as easy as it sounds."

After an awkward laugh, Tanian eventually bowed his head.

"Anyway, thank you for your valuable advice. I was right to consult with you, Brother."
"If I could be of help with just a few words, it's my honor."

As the conversation seemed to be wrapping up nicely, I smiled with satisfaction.

When Tanian first mentioned love, all sorts of thoughts ran through my mind, but fortunately, after three years since the 77th season, Tanian had matured more than I had worried. Didn't he immediately accept when I told him that listening to his own heart would be enough?

I don't know who confessed to Tanian, but they must be a member of the same pilgrimage group. If so, Tanian has plenty of time to sort out his thoughts.

"Then I'll be going now."
"Ah, yes. I'll pray that you have a pleasant end of the year."


As I quietly rose from my seat, Tanian personally escorted me to the door.

'...I survived.'

And as soon as I was out of Tanian's sight, I let out a sigh.

I was on edge, thinking a disaster was about to strike at the end of the 80th year.

***

I mulled over the Senior Brother's advice several times.

There's no need to determine my feelings right away. Since I've already experienced love, I'll understand my current feelings with time. Each point was correct, and it put my mind at ease.

'It was right to seek advice from someone with experience.'

If I had worried alone, I wouldn't have reached such a clear conclusion. I would have racked my brain trying to understand my feelings by myself, driven by the compulsion to give Sister an answer quickly.

'Patience.'

I lay back in my chair and looked up at the ceiling.

Fortunately, there's plenty of time. Having come to the Empire urgently from the winter pilgrimage in the Three Kingdoms, there are still more than ten countries left to visit. During that time, it shouldn't be difficult to make up my mind.

...And I already feel like I've half-realized my feelings.

'Love experience.'

As the Senior Brother said, I have briefly experienced love. Even if it was a one-sided crush, that doesn't mean those feelings were light.

But similar emotions were gradually tightening around my heart. My face grows hot when I think of Sister's face and her confession. I can't get the image out of my head of her saying she loves me and asking me to start a family with her.

It's a familiar experience. This is how I felt when I harbored feelings for Sister Luise.

'Let's not be hasty.'

However, I lightly slapped my cheeks with my palm to clear my thoughts.

If, just if, these feelings might be based on bewilderment. If the pounding of my heart subsides after receiving Sister's confession, it would be a tragedy for both of us.

So I'll wait. It's right to deliberate for at least two weeks, even if it's short.

That's what I thought.

"Ah, Brother."

Until I saw Sister Alexandriana right after leaving the room.

An awkward silence lingered briefly. I wasn't ready to meet Sister yet, and it seemed she hadn't come here to see me either. We had simply run into each other by chance.

"The service... must have been tiring for you."
"Ah, no. Others worked much harder."

I bowed my head in return as Sister bowed to me first.

Don't be conscious of it. Although things have become a bit awkward due to the unexpected event of her confession, my relationship with Sister isn't one that would be strained by a small incident. We're close enough to exchange greetings and comfort about how hard we've worked.

But why? My heart couldn't accept it like my head did. Despite my mind's instruction that I could treat her as usual, my heart was pounding wildly.

"Um, Brother?"
"Yes, Sister."
"About what I said earlier. Please just forget it."
"Pardon?"


But my pounding heart cooled at Sister's retraction of her confession.

What does she mean? After boldly confessing and stirring up my heart, now she wants to pretend it never happened?

"I was blinded by greed and said strange things. For me to confess to you, Brother. It should never have happened."

Sister shook her head with a bitter smile toward me, who had become stiff.

"As a priest, I dared to harbor impure feelings for a saint, and as an elder, far from setting an example, I only burdened you. I'd like to step down from my position as cardinal, but... if I suddenly withdraw, it would only make things difficult for others."

I couldn't open my mouth as Sister came to her own strange conclusion. They say when people are shocked, they can't even scream, let alone make a sound, and I never expected to confirm that like this.

"I sincerely apologize for causing confusion when I should have been supporting you in my important role."

As sudden as her confession had been, Sister, who was now just as suddenly retracting it, turned carefully after those words.

Sister's retreating figure, walking quietly and weakly, was utterly pitiful. Her steps, which had always been confident, were now dejected, and her shoulders were slumped as if weighed down by something.

"Sister."

Unable to watch any longer, I approached Sister and grabbed her hand.

"Who said you could pretend this never happened?"
"W-what?"
"Once you've placed your bet, you can't take it back no matter how desperate you are. Once it's on the table, it no longer belongs to you alone but to all of us."
"Brother...?"

I embraced Sister, who was blinking in bewilderment.

My resolve to take time and think leisurely had long disappeared. It didn't matter anymore from the moment I saw Sister's fragile smile.

If this were Sister's ploy, she would truly be an excellent hunter and strategist, but the Sister I know isn't someone who would use such tactics. She was genuinely withdrawing because she thought she wasn't suitable for me.

"The Lord has never forbidden priests from marrying. Throughout history, the Holy Fathers have welcomed priests starting families. So who could blame Sister for her feelings?"
"B-but..."
"Age doesn't matter either. I have an acquaintance with a wife who is 100 years older than him, so what does a mere 10-year difference matter?"
"That's because they're different species—"
"Are you willing to give up decades of your life because of a mere 10 years?"

At that, Sister's struggling in my arms abruptly stopped.

"If you're backing away because you don't find me attractive, or because you've realized that sharing love with a young kid doesn't seem fun, I can understand. But any other reason just sounds like an excuse to me."

This time, it was Sister who couldn't say anything.

I took her into the room I had just been in. It would be impolite to have a lovers' quarrel in the corridor where others might pass by.

I don't want others to see the person who stirred my heart looking so dejected.

***

Purity, who had been sleeping from before the service until now, slowly opened his eyes.

"They did it."

After saying just that, he drooped his head again and fell back asleep.

'What's with this guy?'

The guy who had been saying strange things during the service, like they were making progress, now uttered something even more incomprehensible.

I'm confused. I heard foxes don't hibernate in winter because they have thick fur, but this one sleeps at least 15 hours a day and even has elaborate sleep-talking.

As expected of someone who used to be an evil god, he's peculiar beyond compare.

"The Next Saint's Year-End Service. The New Year's Reception that followed a few days later.

After these consecutive major events, the high nobles had run out of topics to converse about. When you meet someone once in a while, you have plenty to talk about, but when you see each other for days on end, there's nothing left to squeeze out.

"Have you eaten?"
"Ah, yes. Of course."
"If you don't mind me asking, what did you..."
"We had the same thing you did."

Thanks to this, such conversations were taking place throughout the banquet hall. Normally, one would want to chat with faces rarely seen, but any important deals or promises had long been concluded during the year-end service. All that remained were greetings and small talk about recent happenings. And even those greetings had been exhausted on the first day of the New Year's Reception.

It was strange. Usually, the New Year's Reception is where the Emperor announces the national agenda for the year and further inspires loyalty among the nobles. It's also an opportunity for nobles to engage in power struggles and realign their factions.

However, this year's New Year's Reception had become the most quiet and peaceful one since the founding of the Empire.

'The Next Saint is impressive.'

All of this was thanks to the small ball the Next Saint had set in motion. Being the son of God, he left the gift of peace to the Empire.

"Son-in-law. What are you thinking about so deeply?"

As I was sipping champagne and scanning the banquet hall, my fifth father-in-law (real), Marquis Iones, approached me.

"I was just thinking whether there has ever been such a peaceful New Year's Reception in recent times."
"Haha, so you were thinking the same thing. It has been quite a stormy few years, hasn't it?"

At my words, my father-in-law burst into laughter and patted my shoulder.

"Last year was the official launch of the Audit Ministry and the appointment of new Risizariune knights, wasn't it?"
"I still get dizzy just thinking about it."

My father-in-law laughed again. He must think I'm joking.

Of course, I didn't protest with a stern face to my father-in-law who seemed to be in a good mood. From the perspective of a father about to marry off a daughter who's been something of a burden, how favorably would he view his prospective son-in-law? I had no intention of ruining that image with my own hands.

'He must feel like a lifelong burden has been lifted.'

I chuckled as I looked at my father-in-law, whose face was flushed red, having already emptied several bottles of alcohol.

Unlike my third and fourth fathers-in-law, who only called me son-in-law after the official marriage, my fifth father-in-law had started calling me son-in-law recently. As if he thought I might leave if he didn't call me son-in-law.

After the demotion of the Aesilon family, he's a man who competes for the top position among marquises and lacks nothing thanks to his prosperous domain. Yet such a person is walking around with a broad smile just because his daughter is getting married, and already taking care of me, calling me son-in-law even though I'm officially still a stranger.

'I would probably do the same.'

Others might think he's being excessive, but having worked with Eri for years, I can fully understand my father-in-law's feelings.

Given Eri's personality, if this opportunity is missed, there won't be another. My father-in-law knows this too, which makes him all the more desperate. If this marriage falls through, he would likely go insane, alternating between crying and laughing.

Moreover, Eri, who is approaching thirty, has fortunately found a match in her twenties. And not through a forced marriage, but with someone she genuinely likes. From a marquis's perspective, wouldn't he want to hold onto this opportunity even if it meant betting his family's fate?

"By the way, father-in-law."
"What is it, son-in-law? Do you need something?"

His eagerness suggested he might throw a land deed at me if I just asked, making me smile awkwardly. I'd already heard that Eri has two baronies in her name, and receiving more than that would be a bit...

"I haven't seen Eri for a while. Do you know where she went?"

So I quickly got to the point. Eri, who had been by my side until an hour ago, had suddenly disappeared.

"Indeed, only my son-in-law thinks about my daughter."

At my question, my father-in-law nodded with a pleased expression.

I couldn't respond immediately to his reaction, which showed he was completely smitten. I never thought I'd see a prospective father-in-law, rather than a prospective wife, so infatuated.

"Eri was summoned by Her Majesty the Empress and has stepped away for a moment. She'll be back before dinner."


I nodded obediently at his answer.

From the Empress's perspective, her junior colleague who had been on the path to becoming an old maid is now about to get married. It's not strange for them to spend time alone before the wedding.

'Time alone.'

Though I should be used to it by now, I still experience cognitive dissonance at the fact that Eri and the Empress are close.

A ducal family and a marquis family, silver hair and white hair. Looking at just their backgrounds or appearances, it wouldn't be strange for them to be close, but their personalities...

'She's also friends with Pene, so I guess it's not that strange?'

Actually, what's more surprising than her being close to the Empress is that Eri and Pene are friends. Those two have absolutely nothing in common except for being human.

So I should completely erase this thought from my mind. It's not polite to say to someone who will soon officially become my wife, "How are you friends with the Empress given your personality?" If she has formed a friendship with an unexpected person, I should highly regard Eri's affability and social skills, not find it strange.

Besides, if we're talking about peculiarities, I, as the heir to the Imperial Count, becoming friends with commoners, would be more unusual.

***

When Senior Aria called for me, I trudged toward the Empress's Palace.

I was guided to a private room where neither the Crown Princess, whom my senior cherishes, nor the maids and knights who should be guarding the Empress's Palace, were present.

"You're here?"

To a private room with only my senior.

"Can I leave? It feels a bit empty with just the two of us."

With no one else listening, I spoke comfortably. Fortunately, my senior allows informal speech and the title "senior" in private settings.

"Or you could call the Crown Princess. I think having three of us would liven up the atmosphere."
"No. She's at an age where she should only see good things."

Her firm refusal left me feeling ambivalent. So am I not a good influence?

I feel slighted. Despite being her closest junior, and if not a real sister, at least an honorary one, shouldn't the Crown Princess be my honorary niece from my perspective? Actually, since the Minister is the Crown Princess's godfather, I'm somewhat like a godmother in a broader sense.

"Stop thinking strange thoughts and sit down."
"Yes."

Of course, I didn't voice my complaints. If I were to mention being an honorary niece or godmother, my senior would likely punch me in the chest, saying she never had such a godmother.

"What kind of alcohol would you like?"
"Ah, I'll have red wine."
"Here's champagne."
"Why did you even ask?"

I pouted as I received the champagne bottle she handed me. If she was going to give me whatever was at hand, why bother asking?

"There's no opener—"

As I was about to protest her giving me neither a glass nor an opener, I tilted my head when I saw her sitting down empty-handed.

What's this? Why isn't she getting anything for herself?

"Senior, did you quit drinking?"

I asked with a trembling voice, unable to believe the scene before me.

Hablem Duchy, where the Nuren ducal family is located, is in the northern part of the Empire. While not as cold as the recently incorporated northern territories, it gets quite chilly in winter. Because of this, my senior used to drink alcohol to raise her body temperature in winter, a habit that continues to this day. She even has a light drink with every meal.

Yet such a senior threw alcohol at me but didn't get any for herself. The only time I remember her quitting alcohol was when she was pregnant with the Crown Princess...?

"...No way."


As I stared blankly at her, she smiled and rubbed her belly.

"I'm pregnant with my second child. Too bad for you, my junior, who isn't even married yet."

I couldn't respond to that and just stared at her belly.

It's strange. The age difference between my senior and me isn't that significant. Yet why does she already have two children while I'm still unmarried?

'Thankfully, I'm getting married soon.'

I truly mean it. If my marriage was still far off or if I hadn't even confessed to the Minister yet, I would have felt heartbroken. My senior knows this, which is why she's probably boasting about her pregnancy while calling me over.

"If you put in effort, your child could be the same age as my second one."
"Effort?"

I smirked at the statement I couldn't relate to.

For an ordinary couple, having a child might require effort. But my Minister, my future husband, is different.

"I'll probably get pregnant within ten days of marriage, don't you think?"

My future husband is a legendary monster who has already impregnated all four of his wives. Whether I put in effort or not, my pregnancy is a given.

Unfortunately, our date at the theater last time ended without success, but that was a brief, unplanned moment. The honeymoon will have plenty of time, so it'll be fine. Yes.

"I can't deny that."

Knowing his prowess, my senior nodded in agreement.

"I am happy that the Minister has many children. It means there will be that many friends for our Charlotte."
"Did you come to an agreement about this with my future children?"

I protested against the outrage of making my unborn children friends with her daughter. Friendship isn't one-sided; it requires mutual understanding.

"If it's my daughter, your children will quickly become her siblings, don't you think?"
"I can't deny that..."

I nodded bitterly at her words.

I'm sorry, my future children. Your mother is a weak one who succumbed to the power of the Empress.

After that, I sipped wine alone while chatting with my senior about various things. Although we occasionally communicate through the communication channel, talking face-to-face is different.

"Eri."
"Yes?"
"Thank you."

At those words, I gently placed the wine bottle on the table and looked at my senior.

What's this? Am I already drunk? I think I just heard something strange.

"Don't strain your eyes."

Reassured by her subsequent remark, I picked up the wine bottle again.

So I heard correctly. My ears weren't playing tricks on me.

'Did she really say thank you?'

I got goosebumps belatedly. My senior saying thank you to me?

'Why?'

Why on earth...?"

"I blinked at Eri's expression, contemplating whether to smack the back of her head. When someone says thank you, they should just accept it as such, so why is she reacting like she heard something outrageous?

How impertinent. What does she think of the Duchess of Nuren and the mother of this nation? Though I may have behaved somewhat unusually during my academy days, it was merely the passion of youth. Besides, Eri did those things with me.

Of course, before Eri enrolled, I roamed the academy alone.

'Stay calm.'

I took a deep breath to suppress my annoyance. This gathering was arranged to celebrate my second child and to congratulate Eri on her upcoming marriage.

And it's also to express gratitude to Eri, who was practically the only one who genuinely congratulated me and His Majesty on our marriage.

"Congratulations, senior! Marrying someone you love is the best!"

A marriage that even my family and retainers suggested I reconsider. Though it had the minimum requirements befitting a prince and duchess's wedding, it wasn't particularly grand.

During that ceremony, Eri smiled brighter than us and applauded. The girl who had followed me like an older sister throughout our academy years rejoiced as if she were truly my sister.

It would be a lie to say I wasn't happy. It would be heartless to say I wasn't moved. My husband and I pushed forward with our marriage because we believed we would spend our lives together, but we had given up on sincere congratulations and blessings. After all, His Majesty could receive those anytime once he became Crown Prince.

'I was deceiving myself.'

But when I received Eri's congratulations, I realized that I hadn't really given up on congratulations and blessings. I had just been consoling myself because I thought I couldn't receive them.

That's why Eri's words made my heart swell. I could hear the words I wanted from someone close to me, like a sister.

"You have a good connection, Vi."

Even His Majesty at that time smiled at Eri's congratulations. A guest who purely congratulated us apart from political relations, and my close junior. It's natural for a husband to be pleased.

Since that day, Eri became our benefactor in a way. I vowed that if she ever asked about a marriage partner, I would actively support her and give her a wedding no less splendid than others.

...I never imagined that the stage of asking about a marriage partner would be so challenging, but I couldn't turn away because of my own promise. It still drives me crazy thinking about how Eri couldn't even confess to the Minister and kept fumbling around.

'Good thing it worked out.'

I chuckled as I watched Eri cautiously sipping her wine.

"Why, why are you laughing?"
"It's just amusing to think that someone I expected to just applaud from the guest seats is now going to be a bride."

At those words, Eri momentarily choked up and then quietly lowered her head.

Yes, if you have any conscience, you can't argue with that. Considering how much trouble I went through because of you, you can't.

"Eri."
"Yes..."
"Congratulations. Does this mean the debt is paid?"

When I mentioned the word "debt," Eri's eyes widened, and then she giggled.

"That was years ago, so the interest has piled up—"

As soon as that outrageous statement came out, I grabbed Eri's head under my arm and squeezed.

I had been patient as much as I could, but this was too much.

"Ugeeeeek!"
"Our young master needs to get married too. Should we schedule it to overlap with your wedding date?"
"I'm, I'm sorryyyy...!"

Eri apologized, flailing her arms at my subtle threat.

Of course, it was just a playful threat. I'm thinking of holding the young master's wedding next year, so even if we hurried from now, it would only be possible by autumn this year.

"I am a white-haired beast who doesn't know gratitude. Repeat."
"I am a white-haired beast who doesn't know gratitude...!"
"Are you picking on my hair color now?"
"But, senior, you told me to say it!"

Ignoring Eri's indignant cry, I squeezed harder.


How dare she insult the silver hair that symbolizes the Nuren ducal family. Both our Crown Princess and my late mother-in-law had silver hair.

'How impertinent.'

I hope the Minister will make this immature person into a proper human being.

***

Eri's wedding is scheduled to take place in the Iones Marquisate.

For the wedding of a daughter approaching thirty—truly a joyous and blessed event—all resources of the Masalo Marquisate were mobilized for the preparations. So much so that more budget was allocated than for the wedding of the current Marquis, my father-in-law, or the heir apparent.

However, no one from the Masalo Marquisate showed jealousy or displeasure. Rather, they gave the impression that they would spend three times as much if it meant marrying off Eri.

"You've been quite the unfilial daughter."

I smiled bitterly as I checked the list of resources and personnel invested in the wedding.

Thanks to the Empress's consideration, a fair amount of imperial assets were also invested, but the Masalo Marquisate didn't hold back their own money because of it. They just invested more and more money. The receipts revealed how much my father-in-law and mother-in-law must have been burning with anxiety all this time.

"It's because I took my time getting married that I found a groom like the Minister, isn't it?"

But Eri puffed out her chest proudly, as if nothing was wrong.

She wasn't just an unfilial daughter; she was an inferno of unfiliality. How many tears of the Masalo family were contained in that short phrase "took my time"? She's like a daughter who drinks her parents' tears.

"By the way, Eri."
"Yes?"
"How long are you going to keep calling him 'Minister'?"

At that, Eri tilted her head.

Her reaction suggested she didn't understand what the problem was, which left me bewildered. For a moment, I seriously wondered if I had said something strange.

"...Does it make sense for a bride-to-be to address her groom-to-be by his title?"

After a brief silence, I finally spoke. Even Lize and Lin called their partners "brother" or "oppa"—soft and innocent terms. "Minister" is too formal a title.

"But isn't it nice as a pet name?"
"That's rich coming from someone who cried her eyes out because her name is Erzsebet."

When I mentioned the incident that happened on the streets of the Capital years ago, Eri's face instantly turned red. So even the mentally tough Eri considers that a dark history.

'That's a relief.'

I was worried that Eri might be a monster incapable of feeling emotion or shame.

"Well, I have a good idea."

Eri, whose face had been red, soon continued with a normal expression.

"I could call the Minister by his name, and the Minister could call me 'noona.' That would be perfect."
"I don't call people weaker than me 'noona.'"

I firmly shook my head at such nonsense. She may be older than me, but I simply cannot bring myself to call her "noona."

It's not a matter of reason. This is a matter of emotion and instinct.

"If you want to be called 'noona,' try working for it during your honeymoon."

But if I let this go, Eri's lips would pout all day. I mentioned a very faint possibility for Eri to win.

Strength and weakness aren't always determined by physical power. They can be determined in any place, by any method.

'I'll probably win during the honeymoon too.'

Still, having a 0.001% chance is different from having no chance at all. Eri seemed to understand my deeper meaning, as her eyes began to sparkle.

"Then before doing it with me, you should pull out a few times—"
"Shut it!"


Once again, I ended up pulling Eri's lips.

I was just thinking how nice it was that she had emotions and shame, but it seems I was mistaken.

Despite the small commotion, the wedding day finally arrived.

"The day has come when a subordinate marries another subordinate."

And the Minister attended this wedding at an early hour too, like an eager fan at a concert.

I almost asked if he had nothing else to do but held back. If you had to choose the more idle person between the Minister of Finance and the Minister of Audit in this empire, it would clearly be the latter.

"So in a few days, Fedi will have another sibling?"
"Well, only heaven knows."

I scratched my head awkwardly at his question about another honeymoon baby. Why does this man who knows everything have to ask such things?

"Si-bling?"

Unlike his awkward father, Fedi, who was in the Minister's arms, reacted to the word "sibling."

Thanks to the Crown Princess, Fedi is familiar with the word "sibling." It's probably the word he hears or says most often after Titi, Mom, Dad, and Godfather. After all, Fedi is someone's younger sibling and also the eldest son with four younger siblings.

"Yes, sibling. Our Fedi will have a new sibling."

"Si-bling!"

At the Minister's affirmation, Fedi burst into laughter.

It's a bit of a strange feeling. Fedi, who already has plenty of siblings, is delighted at the news of a new one. If Fedi is this excited, how much must the Crown Princess be pestering the Emperor and Empress for siblings?

'...It's good for the imperial family to flourish.'

The imperial family has shrunk to just the Emperor, Empress, Crown Princess, and Ainter. As the head of the imperial family, the Emperor has a duty to see many children, so if the Crown Princess is asking for siblings, it's truly a blessing for the empire.

Our Emperor. I should send him some Artini eels soon, which the Golden Duke also enjoys.

"Hmm."
"What's wrong?"

While I was calculating how many eels were piled up in the mansion, the Minister let out a contemplative sound.

"The Section Chief of the 1st Section is 28 years old, right?"
"She's 29 now. It's been a year."
"Then you're 25."
"Yes, well, that's right?"

The Minister looked at me with even more complex eyes.

No, what is it? What are you thinking?

"...Why do you seem like the older one?"

His following words solved my question. It seems the Minister feels the same way about me as I feel about Eri.

"What does it matter who's older? As long as our hearts match, that's all that matters."
"The problem is that your hearts match too well."
"That's true."

Unable to deny it, I nodded in agreement.

It is a problem that Eri and I are too close and our hearts match too well. There was even a time when I couldn't recognize Eri as a romantic interest because of it.

"Well, congratulations on your first older wife."
"Con-gra-tu-"

As the Minister patted my shoulder, Fedi also reached out toward me, flailing his hands in the air.

Both the Minister and I burst into laughter at the sight.

Sitting quietly in the bride's waiting room, my body ached with boredom. I wanted to go to the entrance of the wedding hall and greet the guests with the Minister, but...

"If you go out there, you'll definitely cause trouble, so stay put."
"Hmph..."

Due to my mother's firm blockade, I couldn't take a single step outside the waiting room.

This is really too much. I'm not a criminal, and I'm the bride—the main character of this wedding—yet I can't move freely? It's not like I'm going to do anything strange. It's only natural for the main character to greet the guests!

"Dear, Eri may be somewhat energetic, but she has good judgment. There's no need to worry so much."

I nodded vigorously at my father's words.

That's right. I might be more cheerful and lively than others, but that doesn't mean I lack intelligence. I'm not stupid enough to cause trouble at my own wedding ceremony where I should be shining.

"Do you still trust Eri?"

However, my mother remained resolute.

"Absolutely, absolutely do not let her leave this room. We can't allow even the slightest possibility of something going wrong with the wedding. She'll stay here until the ceremony, then quickly leave with her husband."

Everyone—myself, my father, and the rest of the family—flinched at my mother's gaze, which showed a hint of madness.

"I agree with Mother's opinion."
"Brother?"

Even my brother, who had been silent until now, took my mother's side.

"I believe nothing will happen, but if even a small accident occurs during this wedding and it falls through, will there be another chance? If we can avoid disaster by being a little cautious, then we should be cautious."
"Come on, that's excessive worry. What are the chances of a wedding falling apart on the day itself?"
"Were the chances high that Eri, a Marquis's daughter, would only get married just before turning thirty?"

At that, my father closed his mouth and gave in.

No, Father. Don't do that. Please defend me more.

"Our Eri must be tired from putting on makeup and getting dressed. Stay still so we don't have to fix everything if it gets messed up."

He used makeup and dress as an excuse, but I could tell. Father had also been swayed by Mother and Brother's words and withdrawn his trust in me.

It's outrageous. Should a bride who deserves love, congratulations, and tearful farewells be treated like this? This is abuse, abuse!

'If I said that out loud, I'd probably get smacked.'

Still, I couldn't voice my complaints.

Because I saw joy along with that madness in my mother's eyes. My mother, who had worried whether I would ever get married or live alone my entire life, was genuinely happy now.

She's a mother who worried when all my siblings got married while I didn't even have a partner. She's a mother who nearly collapsed when I joined the notorious Audit Department. She's a mother who eventually stopped telling me to find a partner and instead just told me to live healthily.

But finally, her troublesome daughter found a match—and brought home a perfect groom, aside from having a few too many wives. It would be stranger if she weren't happy.

"I'll stay quiet until the wedding is over."
"Good. You thought well. You need to enjoy your honeymoon, and you'll only get tired if you spend all your energy on the wedding."

When I nodded obediently, my mother's face quickly softened as she patted my shoulder.

If I were to go back on my word now and ask, "Really, can't I go out?" my waist would probably bend in a direction it shouldn't. I must avoid that at all costs.

"Eri."

While chatting with my family, my senior approached with her maids.

"We greet Her Majesty the Empress."
"Please don't bow. I'm here not as the Empress but as a friend of my beloved junior."

At those words, my half-bowing family awkwardly straightened up.


My senior had connections with the Masalo family even before marrying His Majesty the Emperor. When the Academy went on break, she would visit our domain, so it was impossible for us not to have a connection.

Thanks to this, unlike other nobles, our family could treat my senior somewhat intimately. Of course, we wouldn't cross the line, as that would incur the wrath of both the Imperial Family and the Duke's family. We have no intention of ending up like Aesilon.

"I've prepared a small gift to commemorate my friend's wedding."

With gentle formality, the Empress personally handed a box to my mother.

"We have already received more grace from Your Majesty than we could repay in a lifetime. How could we accept such a precious gift? Please take it back."

My mother received it immediately, as she couldn't embarrass the Empress's hand, but she bowed politely and held out the box.

But how does she know it's precious without checking what's inside? I'm curious—can't we just check the contents?

"If Mother won't accept it, I'll take—"
"Eri!"
"Eek!"

My cheek, grabbed by my mother, stretched like cheese.

My makeup! My makeup is ruined!

As soon as he saw my face, the Minister spoke in a small voice.

"Did something happen in the waiting room?"

I grinned at his words. My makeup had been perfectly fixed, so the slight redness of my cheeks shouldn't be noticeable, but the Minister immediately noticed this small change in his wife.

"I went through so much. It was really tough."
"Seeing you talk like that, you seem fine."

I felt a little disappointed. Sure, I'm fine, but isn't he being too indifferent? Shouldn't he be comforting me, asking who made his wife suffer?

'Maybe he lacks sensitivity because he's younger.'

What good is having many wives? The groom has lived fewer years than me, and all his other wives are younger than him. So he lacks the sensitivity to deal with someone older.

Trixie unnie? She's an exception since only 20% of her age applies. Applying her full 120 years would be elf-unfriendly.

'But I like that he's a grumbling younger man.'

I smiled again as I watched the Minister turn his attention to the officiant.

One of the Minister's many charms is that he's younger. Because of that, his lack of sensitivity is slightly disappointing, but it can't be called a flaw.

'I never thought it would turn out like this when we first met.'

Our first meeting. I still laugh when I think about it. It was the day my boring Audit Department life—except for the work I enjoyed—changed 180 degrees.

The previous Audit Department Head was strict, boring, silent, conscienceless, and unoriginal. I hated having to work under such a person so much that I would fidget with my resignation letter several times a day. If asked to go back to that time, I might rather throw in my resignation.

But that boring former department head disappeared with the fall of the Second Prince's faction, and after the Finance Minister briefly filled the vacancy, the Minister, who was the Section Chief of the 4th Section, became the Audit Department Head. It was such a rapid promotion that the Finance Minister isn't included in the historical list of Audit Department Heads.

Anyway, the boring department head was gone, but I didn't have high expectations. It would be stranger to expect much when a 19-year-old noble heir suddenly becomes department head.

'But rebelling would be stupid.'

Sudden appointment or not, the department head is the department head. Though 19, he was a war veteran. Though an heir, he was a noble certain to become the next Imperial Count.

Moreover, from what I heard, the Victorious Duke regarded him as a son, and His Majesty the Emperor, who had just been appointed Crown Prince, also supported him. Unlike other department members, I readily accepted him as my superior and maintained my formal demeanor. That was the best choice in a boring superior-subordinate relationship.

"Be comfortable. There's no need to be so stiff."
"I'm going to clean house anyway, except for the executives here."

That's what I thought until I heard those words.


When the existing executives left in protest against the 19-year-old department head, the Minister quickly appointed new executives and declared he would overhaul the entire Audit Department. As a bonus, the stiff and boring hierarchical order and traditions of the Audit Department disappeared.

My heart raced. Would I ever have such a boss twice in my life? Absolutely not. So I followed the Minister's instruction to be comfortable more diligently than anyone else.

The Minister has been the light of my life since then. He's my benefactor who turned my Audit Department life—which I had barely endured day by day—into the joy of my life.

"Minister."
"Yes?"
"Thank you."

When I whispered softly, the Minister looked at me as if wondering what I was talking about, then slightly raised the corner of his mouth.

"Saying that won't get you any special treatment tonight."
"This isn't working."

I countered his sudden joke with one of my own.

The atmosphere might be light and casual for a wedding, but that's fine. This is how the Minister and I have built our relationship.

'...Thank you.'

I whispered words of gratitude again in my heart.

For being the most wonderful boss in the world. For becoming the most wonderful husband in the world.

For making me happy when I might have grown old alone day by day under a boring boss.

***

When the wedding was completely over, my fifth mother-in-law burst into tears.

"I worried whether that child would ever get married, or if she might live alone her whole life... Thanks to my son-in-law, that worry is finally gone."

She cried so sorrowfully that everyone who saw her felt sympathy.

Indeed, Eri is truly a filial daughter of Inferno. How much trouble must she have caused for the Marquis's wife to cry so bitterly?

"It's too early to cry like this. What will you do when you see your grandchild at the end of the year?"

As I comforted my mother-in-law with a smile, her eyes, which had been constantly wiping away tears, shone intensely.

"That's right. I still have grandchildren to look forward to."

At my words, my mother-in-law's gaze turned to Eri, who was standing beside me.

"You, why are you still dawdling here? Hurry and go to your newlywed home with your husband!"
"But... I was just comforting you..."
"Hurry!"

Faced with this unexpectedly intense change in attitude, Eri pouted and took my hand.

"Let's go. I feel like Mother might kick my butt if we linger."

I burst into laughter for the umpteenth time and picked up Eri like a princess. It would be very inconvenient if Eri, who would be working hard with me for several days, injured her bottom.

"We start right away today. You know that, right?"
"From today until when?"
"That depends on your stamina."
"Then I'll set a new record!"

With those words, Eri grinned triumphantly and shrugged her shoulders.

What? What confidence is this? She's not exactly weak, but she's not particularly strong either.

'I'll find out soon enough.'

I'm looking forward to seeing whether her confidence is well-founded or not.

# Audit Department officials have at least some combat ability.

Even the secretary who's been sitting at a desk since becoming Deputy Head once worked in the field, not to mention the Enforcement Department Head and Deputy Head who were promoted from Section Chiefs of the 3rd and 5th Sections. Those two were usually called upon when force was needed.

The Intelligence Deputy Head and Eri, though far from combat specialists, still possess knight-level fighting abilities. In the Audit Department, where anything could happen, self-defense skills are necessary.

But the flip side is that Eri is the weakest among the Audit Department executives.

"Huu... hiiik..."

And looking at Eri sprawled on the bed, gasping for breath, I realized:

Eri's confidence was nothing but groundless recklessness.

'Why did she bring this on herself?'

Watching Eri breathing roughly as if about to pass out, her body twitching, I felt complicated emotions.

I hadn't thought Eri would beat me, but I was a bit tense. Right after the wedding, hadn't she confidently claimed she'd set a new record? I figured she must have had something to back up that confidence.

'It was a record alright.'

The problem was that it was an overwhelmingly bad record.

Actually, since Eri was being excessively confident, I did use more strength than usual. Strictly speaking, she wasn't under the same conditions as the other wives.

But even considering that, passing out after one critical hit seems a bit much.

"Are you okay?"

I reached out to touch Eri's shoulder, worried she might get dehydrated—

"Huuungh!"

I quickly withdrew my hand.

I'd realized within two minutes of our wedding night that Eri was the weakest among my wives, but I didn't know she'd be this weak. Why is she flopping around like a flounder out of water just from being touched?

"Ah... uh..."

At some point, Eri could barely string words together. She managed to raise her trembling arm to cover her eyes.

'What's the point now?'

Unfortunately, it's too late. I've already seen her tear-streaked face plenty.

Actually, it wasn't just tears that came out, but I won't mention the other things. For the sake of what little dignity Eri has left.

'Was I too rough?'

I carefully sat beside Eri, who was still showing slight convulsions.

At this point, I'm worried I might have done something wrong. No one should be this weak, no matter what.

Maybe I was too casual with Eri and went too far? Did I torment her beyond what a human could endure?

"Hehe, prepare yourself! I won't stop until you beg, 'Big sis, please stop~'!"
"Oh, but you did drain your strength beforehand, right? That would make things more balanced."
"He... heheh... I'm not, affected at all, by what you put in?"

'Hmm.'

Recalling Eri's words, it doesn't seem to be my fault.

Still, I thought harder just in case. I know Eri is a miraculous language artist who can irritate anyone's blood pressure. If I punished her just for that, then it would be my fault.

"Just admit that big sis is stronger!"

My fault...

"Hik, hic... I'm the continent's best, swordsman... I'm not, tired already, am I...?"

Fault...

"Our baby brother... likes big sis's embrace?"

...

'Nope.'

No matter how I think about it, I'm not at fault. I'm certain.

Even as her body was collapsing, she kept taunting me? If she gets completely destroyed after that, she has no right to complain. I only acted reasonably. Eri is the strange one.


"Big sis."

Feeling playful, I called Eri "big sis."

"Huu... hueh..."

But there was no reaction. Only the dazed sound of her trying to catch her breath echoed.

'This is serious.'

The usual Eri would have immediately perked up when I called her "big sis." She would have shrugged her shoulders and played the role, boasting about how I'd succumbed to her big-sisterly embrace.

It's a sad situation. Only four days into our honeymoon.

"Big sis. Can you get up?"

I leaned slightly toward Eri and whispered in her ear.

"We still have six more days, you know?"

At those words, Eri's body violently writhed and moved away from me.

Though "violently" might be an exaggeration—it was maybe 10cm per minute—but considering Eri's current condition, it was indeed violent.

"Let's keep going for that record. Fighting!"

Eri's flailing intensified.

She looked less like a flounder and more like a red sea bream out of water.

In the end, our weakest Eri escaped the honeymoon room after just one week.

Truly regrettable. Pene, my last remaining wife, is a warrior who would only be stronger than Eri, never weaker. Now Eri will forever remain the weakest in my heart.

Still, if you can't be first, being remembered as last isn't a bad choice either. As Eri wished, even last place is a record.

"Beast."

Having barely regained her senses, Eri grumbled with a pouty face.

"The beast's wife sure talks a lot."

Of course, I have no intention of indulging her complaints. Anyone can see that Eri's lightning-fast collapse was self-inflicted.

"So, what will you do now?"
"About what?"

Seeing Eri answer with her lips jutting out, my hand twitched, but I held back since I needed an answer.

"Now that we're married, you should drop the 'Minister' title. Are you going to call me 'Minister' in front of our children too?"
"That would be a bit much in front of kids."

Eri pondered my reasonable question.

A wife calling her husband by his workplace title? That's too much like a show-window couple.

"But thanks to someone from somewhere, I'm used to addressing people by their titles..."
"That's a cheap shot."

She came out with logic difficult to refute. To counter that logic, I'd have to bring up Eri's past of sitting on the street and crying her eyes out.

In the past, I would have gladly brought it up, but now Eri is my official wife. I should refrain from dragging out my wife's dark history. When couples fight using each other's embarrassing pasts, only wounds remain.

"Should I call you Master instead?"

Instinctively, I captured Eri's lips at those words.

Just keep calling me Minister. Calling me "Master" makes us sound like something other than a married couple.

"Mmphbpbp!"

Ignoring Eri's desperate struggles, I considered suitable titles.

Since she had the audacity to try making me call her "big sis," should I make her call me "oppa"? No, I don't like being called "oppa" by someone older than me.

Then simply "honey"? Originally that was Lise's title, but since Lise has gotten used to calling me "brother" over the past three years, she still uses "brother" more often than "honey."

But then it feels strange, like I'm taking something from Lise and giving it to Eri.

"Master."
"Huh?"

I turned my head at the butler's voice from behind.


"An attendant sent from the Imperial Family has arrived."
"The Imperial Family?"

As soon as I heard that someone had been sent from the Imperial Family, I instinctively felt fear and annoyance.

...Should I go back to the honeymoon room? Then the attendant would just leave...

***

The new year has dawned.

Perhaps because of the new year, the Crown Princess has grown slightly bigger than last year.

"Godfather! I wanna go to Godfather's house!"

And her voice has become even louder than last year.

This father is pleased. She speaks quite fluently now...

"My daughter. Your godfather will come in a few days, so let's wait a little longer."
"No! No! I can't wait anymore!"

I smiled bitterly at the sight of the Crown Princess lying on the floor, flailing about.

Yes, she's been patient for a long time. For a young child to wait a whole week is remarkable.

'I should have sent the evil gods before the wedding.'

I rubbed my face wearily at this unexpected variable.

Before the Minister got married and secluded himself in his mansion—before that, he visited the Imperial Palace almost daily as the Crown Princess's godfather. And he didn't come alone, but brought his son and pets.

A large dog big enough to ride on and eleven animals that could talk were enough to capture the Crown Princess's interest and love. Thanks to them, the Crown Princess waited for the Minister's arrival time every day, and continued her indefinite wait when the Minister entered his honeymoon.

The Crown Princess would wait for the Minister all day, and when evening came, she would eat dinner with a gloomy face. Every time I saw that, I felt my heart breaking, but as her father, there was nothing I could do.

'If I disturb his honeymoon, he might respond with rebellion.'

Even for an Emperor, interfering with a honeymoon, especially right after a wedding, is crossing the line by far. Unless the empire's survival is at stake, the Minister should not be summoned.

But I couldn't bring the animal friends the Crown Princess was desperately waiting for either. There aren't two talking animals in this continent, and bringing only the former evil gods to the Imperial Palace without the Minister is a huge mental burden. What if they went berserk and harmed the Crown Princess?

So I tried my best to soothe and comfort the Crown Princess, even lifting the daily chocolate restriction, but...

"I wanna see Godfather! Peddy! Titi!"

That too has reached its limit. I can no longer extend the Crown Princess's patience.

If we get through today, the words "I hate Daddy!" might come from the Crown Princess's mouth.

'...Let's send someone first.'

It would be awkward for both of us if I contacted the Minister through a communication orb while he was making love.

Let's send an attendant to see if the Minister is available, and then comfort the Crown Princess afterward.

***

"That's the situation."
"I see."

I nodded glumly at the attendant's tearful explanation.

This was an unexpected problem. I had no idea the Crown Princess was desperately looking for Titi and the sacred beasts.

"Of course, His Majesty has no intention of disturbing the Minister's honeymoon. He only asks that if the Minister has time, he meet with the Crown Princess. He emphasized this is not an imperial command but a father's request."

Even the Emperor took a gentle approach rather than a forceful one.

This makes it difficult to refuse. I just left the honeymoon room today, and how could I ignore the Crown Princess who's throwing tantrums waiting for her godfather?

"Also—"

While I was contemplating what to do, the attendant spoke again.

"His Majesty said he would permit the Crown Princess to visit Your Excellency's mansion."

I couldn't help but smile at that. It's obvious that a newlywed enjoying his honeymoon would be reluctant to leave home. So he's offering to send the Crown Princess to my house.

'The daughter-obsessed father made a big decision.'

Imagining the Emperor offering this deal while shedding tears of blood warmed my heart.

Might as well accept it.

"The next day after telling the servant that I would serve the Crown Princess with all my heart if she came to the mansion.

"Uncle! Uncle!"

The Crown Princess arrived in the arms of the Imperial Palace's head lady-in-waiting, accompanied by four rice cake dogs.

I was a bit surprised by the earlier-than-expected visit. I had inquired when the Emperor sent someone to ask if the timing was "convenient" for me during my honeymoon, but who would have thought that the outing of the Crown Princess, first in line to the imperial succession, would happen in just one day?

'She must have really worn him down.'

As a father myself, I felt sympathy for the Emperor. When something beyond common sense happens, it's not the Emperor's decision. It's merely the pitiful resolution of a father who couldn't resist his child.

"Your Highness. Welcome."
"Yes! I'm here!"

I bowed my head to the Crown Princess whose eyes were sparkling, and she responded with a cheerful voice.

Perhaps because a year had passed, her speech had become more fluent and her voice clearer. Imagining her using that voice to wheedle the Emperor makes me feel rather peculiar.

"Lady-in-waiting! Put me down!"
"Yes, Your Highness."

At the Crown Princess's command, the lady-in-waiting gently smiled and placed her on the floor. As if on cue, the four rice cake dogs prostrated themselves on the ground.

"Number 2!"
- Woof!

The Crown Princess, beaming with smiles, tried to climb onto the back of one of them.

"That won't do."
"Huh?"
- Woof?

I slipped my hands under the Crown Princess's armpits and lifted her up.

I don't mind her riding the rice cake dogs. The Crown Princess has already become a rice cake rider traversing the imperial palace, so there's no reason to stop her.

But this isn't the imperial garden with soft grass—it's a stone floor where even adults could bleed if they fell. If the Crown Princess were to fall, she might suffer not minor but serious injuries—or worse.

"Uncle! Put me down!"

I carefully held the struggling Crown Princess in my arms. I absolutely cannot allow the Crown Princess to get hurt in front of her godfather, or a guest to be injured in front of their host.

"Would you like to ride something else today?"

Fortunately, I have a good way to persuade the Crown Princess.

"Some-thing else?"

Interested in my words, the Crown Princess blinked and tilted her head.

Yes, something else. A new world that the Crown Princess, who always rides rice cake dogs, has never experienced.

"If you stay still for a moment, I'll let you ride it right away."
"...Okay!"

After pondering briefly, the Crown Princess nodded vigorously.

It's a blessing for the imperial family and the empire that the Crown Princess isn't a child who throws tantrums but one capable of compromise. If the Emperor's only child and future Emperor had a strong stubborn streak, it would be difficult in many ways.

The two-headed carriage that I used to ride around the mansion with Titi before Pedi could walk on two feet. The blanket carriage that had been on hiatus since Pedi now favors Titi.

The blanket carriage pulled by Charity and Kindness, with their tails attached, has reopened for business.

"Wow! Wow!"

Riding on the blanket through the mansion corridors, the Crown Princess raised her arms and cheered enthusiastically.

It's heartwarming. I knew the Crown Princess, who loves animals, would enjoy this blanket carriage too.

"Do you like it?!"
"Yes!"
"I'm glad!"

The two sacred beasts, clearly aware that they were entertaining someone of higher status than me, ran as if they were about to foam at the mouth.

Meanwhile, they adjusted their speed in case the Crown Princess might fall, and slowed down with soul-crushing care when turning corners.

I'm sorry but grateful. Thanks to you, the future Emperor can smile.

"It's amazing every time I see it. To think there are talking beasts in this world."

As I watched the scene contentedly, the head lady-in-waiting beside me spoke softly.

"They're not ordinary beasts. They're a kind of sacred beasts named by the future Saint."
"Sacred beasts."


At my words, the lady-in-waiting looked at Charity and Kindness, who took the forms of a deer and a foal.

"An Emperor who grew up with sacred beasts. It sounds like something from a fairy tale."
"It certainly does."

I couldn't help but laugh.

An Emperor of the Empire who grew up with talking animals, sacred beasts, from childhood? As the lady-in-waiting said, it sounds like something from a fairy tale. It's a story that rivals that of Emperor Eimanka who rode a Dragon Lord across battlefields.

"Sis- ter!"
- Woof!

Eventually, a familiar voice was heard, and when I turned around, Titi was walking proudly with Pedi on her back.

'Sister...'

It's too casual a term for the Imperial Count's heir to use for the Crown Princess, but since both the Emperor and Empress have permitted it, even the lady-in-waiting, a loyal servant of the imperial family, showed no reaction.

Of course, "Your Highness" is too difficult for young Pedi. If taught incorrectly, she might mistake the Crown Princess's name as "Your Highness Livnoman."

So it's not strange for young children to call each other sister and brother, but...

'Why do I feel uneasy?'

My instinct is warning me. That this small title might become shackles binding Pedi for life. That this sister-brother relationship might continue forever, making them the future Emperor and future slave.

It seems like an excessive worry, but even I, who have no blood ties with the Emperor, am rolling as the Emperor's number one slave. In such circumstances, what about the firstborn of the number one slave, the Crown Princess's childhood friend?

"Pedi!"

Meanwhile, responding to Pedi's voice, the Crown Princess smiled broadly and tugged firmly on the tails of the two sacred beasts.

"To Pedi! To Pedi!"
"Understood!"

I felt both pleased and bitter that the Crown Princess also regarded Pedi as a younger brother.

For the sake of Pedi's wealthy unemployed lifestyle, becoming overly friendly with the Crown Princess should be avoided. However, separating two children who get along well because of concerns about the distant future is not adult behavior.

'...It'll work out somehow.'

I tried to calm my heart.

Yes, it will work out somehow. Originally, it's the Emperor's behavior to enslave someone just because they're close, not the behavior of that small and lovable Crown Princess. Such a heinous act can only be done by the Emperor, not anyone else.

So let's not worry too much. Our Pedi will surely be able to live as a wealthy unemployed person.

"Uncle!"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Can Pedi eat chocolate now?"

I smiled gently at the Crown Princess who looked up at me with sparkling eyes.

Today is the first day the Crown Princess has come to play at our house, and she's having a good time. Since she's in a good mood, I should make it even better.

"Yes. I think it's fine now!"
"Yay!"

Then the Crown Princess took out a chocolate from her pocket and unwrapped it.

It's admirable now. Carrying chocolate every day with the sole intention of feeding something delicious to her younger brother.

"Pedi! Gift!"
"Hmm?"

Pedi tilted her head and looked at me, and

"It's something delicious. Try it."

When I nodded, she reached out to grab the Crown Princess's chocolate—

"Huh?"
"Oh dear."

But she dropped it. Perhaps because she's still young, she's not used to holding onto things firmly.

Fortunately, it fell on Titi's head rather than the floor. Just need to brush off a little fur and it's perfectly edible.

"Our Pedi. Say ah~"

After patting Titi's head, who was happily panting regardless of whether chocolate had fallen on her head or not, I picked up the chocolate and held it toward Pedi's mouth.

"Delicious!"

And the reaction the Crown Princess had earnestly hoped for came back.


After putting the chocolate in her mouth, Pedi opened her eyes wide and kept saying how delicious it was. The Crown Princess's long period of patience was finally rewarded.

"Awng!"
- Woof?
"Pe-Pedi! You shouldn't eat that!"

But perhaps because she liked it too much, she even bit Titi's fur where the chocolate had briefly rested.

"Spit it out! Titi, Titi!"
- Whine...?

Titi made a pitiful whimper as if hurt by being called "Titi," but I couldn't even think about comforting her.

Honestly, Titi's fur isn't dirty since we wash her every day, but having dog fur go down a child's respiratory tract isn't exactly pleasant.

"Pedi! Spit!"

Even the Crown Princess, who had been staring blankly at the scene, put on a stern expression.

Of course, that's stern by the Crown Princess's standards. By my standards, it looks more like an angry sparrow fiercely threatening an enemy.

"Friend! Don't bully!"
"Young master. You shouldn't put just anything in your mouth."

Thanks to the desperate dissuasion from me, the Crown Princess, and the lady-in-waiting, Titi's fur was able to escape from Pedi's mouth.

Instead, some of the chocolate in her mouth got on the fur, turning Titi's golden fur brown.

'Brown Retriever...'

Witnessing a pet dog's breed change was quite a rare experience.

After that, the Crown Princess, who had been happily roaming the mansion with Pedi, fell into a nap, apparently tired.

"Why is it me again..."

While hugging Longevity, the triplets' favorite pick.

Perhaps because Longevity looks like a Yorkshire Terrier, he receives particularly much love from young children. It's a bit strange considering his past when he was called Death, but his current appearance is that of a gentle and cute pet dog.

- Woof!
"Stop licking! You yellow things!"

And the rice cake dogs, who had gathered closely around the Crown Princess, seemed curious about Longevity in the Crown Princess's arms and showed their interest by licking his face and body.

"Uuung..."
"If you wake up the Crown Princess, I'll put you in the triplets' bed for a whole week."

At those words, Longevity's violent struggling stopped as if by magic.

Now I'm actually annoyed. What's wrong with our triplets?

"I don't know how long it's been since Her Highness has slept so soundly."

After Longevity's struggle was suppressed, the lady-in-waiting murmured as if moved.

I don't know much about the situation at the imperial palace, but from the lady-in-waiting's words, I can guess. They must have been overwhelmed trying to protect the Crown Princess who keeps wandering around without getting completely tired.

However, in our house, there are as many as eleven sacred beasts. They can certainly drain the Crown Princess's energy.

"I should visit the imperial palace more often from now on."
"We would be grateful if you did."

Seeing the lady-in-waiting promptly bow her head at my statement about frequent palace visits, it's certain.

The Crown Princess is an unstoppable energy monster at the imperial palace.

"Kal."
"Yes?"
"Look over there."

Marga, as the mistress of the Kracius family, who had been watching the Crown Princess's nap, turned her gaze to the left.

"Ha!"

I burst into laughter as soon as I turned my head following Marga's gaze.

Pedi was toddling toward the Crown Princess with a blanket draped like a cape.

"Pedi must be tired too."
"Hehe, she played with Her Highness after all."

Both Marga and I smiled as we watched Pedi lying down next to the Crown Princess.

Coincidentally, even the blanket was black with silver embroidery.

The walls of social status stand high and imposing. When the difference in status between two people is great, they cannot be considered equals, and the situation inevitably unfolds where the higher status overwhelms the lower. This is simply the natural order in a class-based society.

However, when statuses are not completely equal but somewhat similar, a new variable emerges.

That powerful variable is age.

'Even the Emperor couldn't treat Trixie carelessly.'

The Emperor—and not just any emperor, but a brilliant ruler who grabbed a failing empire by the collar and ushered in a second golden age—versus one of the Five Dukes. If asked which ranks higher, one would naturally choose the former.

But what if the latter, the Duke, has lived for over a hundred years? What if this Duke has reigned since before the Emperor who brought about the second golden age was even born, let alone crowned?

Even the most powerful Emperor cannot treat a Duke carelessly when that Duke is the eldest among them, having served multiple Emperors and earned the respect of other Dukes. Even commoners receive respect when they reach old age—how much more so for a Duke?

That's why age is such a crucial factor and variable in human relationships. When the age difference is overwhelming, it can easily bridge considerable status gaps.

"Wow! Pretty! Amazing!"

And this applied to the Crown Princess as well.

The Crown Princess, who had been sleeping soundly with Pedi, seemed to have recovered her energy during her nap. She opened her eyes wide and, upon discovering Trixie's long flowing hair nearby, immediately rushed over with sparkling eyes.

Of course, treating the Magic-Ending Duke casually and playing with Trixie's hair like a toy would be impossible actions even for the Emperor. But just as Trixie reigns as the eldest, the Crown Princess reigns as the youngest. There's an unspoken understanding that certain behaviors are overlooked when done by a child.

Thanks to this, the Crown Princess could happily play with Trixie's hair, beaming with delight. After all, she's still just a child.

"Do you like it, Your Highness?"
"Yes!"

Trixie watched with a warm smile as the tiny child played with her hair.

Coincidentally, the Crown Princess's hair was silver, similar to the white hair of Trixie's triplets. Perhaps Trixie was seeing overlaps with her own children.

"Smell! Good!"
"Hoho, I'm glad."

Pristine white hair without a speck of dust, trailing on the floor yet giving off not dirt but a cozy fragrance.

From the Crown Princess's perspective, this must feel like discovering a whole new world, like finding a new toy. No wonder she's so excited.

"Hehe."

After rolling around vigorously on Trixie's hair, the Crown Princess covered herself with some of it like a blanket.

"Y-Your Highness. The Duke might find it uncomfortable."

The head lady-in-waiting, who had been watching anxiously, quickly crouched before the Crown Princess and pleaded.

She couldn't simply pick up the Crown Princess without permission, and even if she could, the princess was wrapped in Trixie's hair. If handled carelessly, she might accidentally pull Trixie's hair.

"I don't mind. My children often play with my hair too, so why should the Crown Princess be any different?"

Trixie gently shook her head at the lady-in-waiting.

As Trixie said, her hair had long since become communal property for "our children." When Pedi gets tired wandering around the mansion, he uses Trixie's hair as a blanket for rest, and the crawling triplets often prefer lying on Trixie's hair to their beds.

Even Friedrich stares at Trixie's hair with sparkling eyes whenever he sees her. It's almost like waving catnip in front of a cat.

"Awoo?"
"Byawuu..."
"Byah!"

Even now, the triplets were sitting on the floor, wrapping themselves in Trixie's hair or chewing on it.

So adding the Crown Princess to the mix was no problem at all. Besides, the Crown Princess wasn't a complete stranger—she was my goddaughter.


"Mmm?"
"Pedi, come here too."

Eventually Pedi woke up too, resulting in five children cozily nestled in Trixie's hair.

Needless to say, the head lady-in-waiting stood dumbfounded at this rare sight.

"Godfather! I'm jealous! I want to live here too!"

After spending quite some time touching Trixie's hair, Pedi's cheeks, and the triplets' hands, the Crown Princess flailed her arms and whined.

I admit it. Even I can see that this mansion is the optimal environment for children to play. I've laid mats in the corridors to prevent Pedi from getting hurt if he falls, there are talking animals to play with, and there's hair unlike any other on the continent to touch.

And though the Crown Princess hasn't noticed yet because her attention is focused on the hair, there are also four elves staying here, the kind only found in protected areas for non-humans. It's practically a fantasy land—Kracius Land.

"You're welcome to visit anytime. Your Highness is always welcome."
"Really?"
"Of course."

I smiled gently at the Crown Princess, who beamed at my words.

The Emperor allowed the Crown Princess to leave the palace because of my special circumstances as a newlywed. Otherwise, he would never have let her out of the Imperial Palace.

But now the Crown Princess, having heard my permission, will beg to visit her godfather's house again? From the Emperor's perspective, this must feel like the sky is falling.

'Not my problem.'

But that's not something I need to worry about. Dealing with a daughter's stubbornness is a father's role, not a godfather's.

Therefore, there's no need to say "You can't come" out of consideration for the Emperor. If the Crown Princess becomes upset, the Emperor should bear that burden. If she resents someone, it should be the Emperor. That's a father's role.

"Next time! I'll bring chocolate! For Pedi!"
"Haha, I look forward to it."

Seeing the Crown Princess so genuinely happy made me happy too.

The Emperor's reaction was immediate.

- Minister. What exactly did you say to the Crown Princess?

The Emperor contacted me with a bitter, resentful expression.

Seeing his face filled me with satisfaction. The Crown Princess must have thrown a tantrum just as I expected.

"Her Highness enjoyed playing at my mansion, so I told her she could come whenever she wished."
- No, why would you say that?
"Her Highness is the future ruler of the Empire. What reason could there be to prevent a mere subject and godfather from welcoming her to his home?"

Since there was nothing incorrect in my statement, the Emperor closed his mouth dejectedly.

There is no place the future ruler of the Empire cannot go. There's nothing strange about a goddaughter visiting her godfather's mansion. Even the Emperor, master of rhetoric, couldn't refute these two points.

- There wouldn't be much difference if the Minister came to the palace instead, yet I don't understand why the Crown Princess is so fond of your mansion.
"I have children of similar age to Her Highness. Concerned they might fall and hurt themselves, I've laid soft mats along the corridors. Perhaps she likes the colorful appearance."

The Emperor, who had just opened his mouth, closed it again. My mansion is a private residence, so I could indulge in the madness of covering corridors with mats, but unfortunately, the Emperor cannot do the same.

The Imperial Palace is where high-ranking officials, nobles, and foreign envoys come to discuss important matters. Covering such a place with cute, colorful mats would seriously undermine the dignity of the Imperial Family.

More critically, the Imperial Palace is incomparably larger than my mansion, with wide spaces between buildings. Rather than covering all that area with mats, it would be faster to build a new building specifically for the Crown Princess.

- Perhaps I should create a separate palace...

The Emperor seemed to have reached the same conclusion as he sighed and muttered.


- ...The Crown Princess will likely visit frequently from now on. I'm entrusting her to you, so please let her play as much as she wants.
"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question this unexpected surrender.

The Emperor eventually yielding to the Crown Princess was an inevitable future. No parent can win against their child, and this holds true even for an Emperor. The timing of surrender was the only question—the surrender itself was practically guaranteed.

But I didn't expect him to kneel on the same day. What kind of Emperor gives in before 24 hours have passed?

'What a weakling.'

It's shameful. Being too indulgent with children is bad for their education. You don't deserve to be called the father of Kfelopen.

- I could have pacified most requests, but there's nothing I can do about her wanting to see the Magic-Ending Duke's hair again.
'Ah.'

With those words, I understood.

Indeed, if she's enchanted by Trixie's hair, there's no solution. Where would you find such hair, and how could you replicate it?

- The Crown Princess even asked the Empress if she could grow her hair down to the floor.
"......"
- Nothing to say?
"I apologize."

I bowed my head obediently under the Emperor's sharp gaze.

I had unleashed poison in the Imperial Palace.

***

"Godfather! Pedi! I'm here!"

The Crown Princess visited the mansion again today.

A bright smile, sparkling eyes, a clear voice. Just looking at her adorable appearance automatically brings a smile to my face.

"Magic Duke! Hello!"
"Yes, Your Highness. Welcome."

I slightly bowed my head in response to the Crown Princess's greeting as she trotted toward me.

How cute. She's still pronouncing "Magic-Ending Duke" with her childish speech. Will our children be like this when they grow a little more?

'I hope she grows up maintaining this innocence.'

I prayed inwardly as the Crown Princess stared intently at my hair. Please let this child grow up with her purity intact.

The deceased Second Prince Dorgos was once just an innocent child too. But something happened during his growth that changed him strangely, and I worried that if the Second Prince ascended to the throne, the newly revitalized empire might falter again.

'...If she takes after the Emperor, she'll grow up fine.'

I handed the end of my hair to the Crown Princess, pushing away negative thoughts.

Yes, the Crown Princess will grow up well. Empress Situation, Emperor, and Marquis Idrafen were all fine, weren't they? Dorgos was the anomaly, so the Crown Princess will develop normally.

If, just if, the Crown Princess seemed to be going astray like the Second Prince—

'I'll have to discipline her strictly.'

For Kal's goddaughter to grow up as a righteous child.

For the Imperial Family and Empire that my children will serve.

Today I'm going to visit Grandpa's house again.

"If you need anything, tell your godfather."
"Okay!"
"If you need to use the bathroom, just say so honestly."
"Okay!"
"I gave the blanket to the head maid, so use it if you get cold."
"Okay!"
"If Fedi seems tired, don't bother him too much."
"I don't bother him!"

I got a little angry at Papa's words. Fedi is my little brother, why would I bother him? Who bothers their little siblings?

"Alright, that's good then."

But Papa patted my head, so I felt better.

Papa's hand! Big and warm! I like it!

"And also—"
"Your Majesty. The head maid and the minister will take good care of her. Please don't worry too much."
"E-Empress. But you never know."
"The minister is a father of five children. In some ways, he might be a more skilled parent than we are."

Papa couldn't say anything to Mama's words.

Amazing! Papa speaks well to other people, but he can't say anything in front of Mama!

"Charlotte."
"Yes!"
"Jump up and down for a moment."
"Huh..."

I rolled my eyes at those words.

"Go on."

When I jumped a few times as Mama said, chocolates hidden here and there fell out.

"I'm confiscating everything except what you'll eat today and what's for Fedi."
"N-no! I have more siblings besides Fedi!"
"Can those children eat chocolate?"
"Hmph..."

Mama said the same thing as Grandpa and took away my chocolates one by one.

I hate Mama! I always say I'll give them to my other siblings when they can eat them!

"Take these snacks instead."
"Sna-acks?"

When Mama gestured, the head maid brought a basket.

"Wooow!"

And inside the basket were colorful things.

"You can share these with everyone at the mansion. Understand?"
"Yes!"

Mama! The best!

I went to Grandpa's house with the head maid and the puppies.

"Welcome, Your Highness."
"Hi! Hello, Grandpa!"
"My, you seem to have grown even more since yesterday."
"Really!?"

I looked at the head maid after Grandpa's words.

"Did I really grow?!"
"Yes, Your Highness. You're growing robustly day by day."
"Wow!"

Both Grandpa and the head maid said I've grown!

Growing! I like it!

"Mama said when I'm bigger, I can eat more chocolate!"

I'm going to eat five pieces now!

"You need to be much bigger than you are now."
"Aww."

I felt bad at Grandpa's words.

I'm already big. How much bigger do I need to be...?

"Do... do I need to be as big as Grandpa...?"

How many nights would I need to sleep for that? It seems like even a hundred nights wouldn't be enough.

"Hmm, let's see."

Grandpa smiled like Papa and patted the puppy that came with me.

"This one should be big enough."
- Woof!
"Waah..."

I don't want to... That still seems like it would take a hundred nights...

"But if you eat a lot, play a lot, and sleep a lot, you'll grow quickly."
"R-really?"
"Of course. Oh, but this is a secret."

Saying that, Grandpa whispered softly in my ear.

"If you listen well to your parents and godfather, Enen will make you grow faster."
"I listen well!"

I listen super well!

Before bed at night, I go see the puppies with the maids and greet Grandfather too!

And... and...

"Anyway, I listen well!"
"I know. That's why you've already grown this much."
"Hehe."

Grandpa's hand patted my head.


Grandpa's hand! Big and warm like Papa's! I like it!

"Head maid. Thank you for coming all this way. I'll take care of Her Highness now."
"I leave her in your care, Your Excellency."

The head maid who was holding me handed me over to Grandpa.

Yes! Grandpa's embrace is wide and warm! I like this too!

"Now, let's go inside. Your siblings and animal friends are waiting."
"Okay!"

I nodded at Grandpa's words.

My siblings! I want to see them soon! I brought snacks to eat together!

"Grandpa, Grandpa!"
"Yes, Your Highness. Tell me."
"I brought snacks for my siblings!"
"Oh, snacks?"
"Yes! We can all eat together—me, Fedi, the white ones, and the pink one!"

When I reached out to the head maid, she showed Grandpa the basket she was holding.

"Indeed. There's enough for everyone to share."
"Right?"
"But except for Fedi, the others can't eat snacks yet."
"Aww..."

Snacks... they're so tasty...

Before coming... I tried them and they were really tasty...

"They really can't eat them?"
"Yes."

I felt bad.

I feel better now!

"Magic Duke! Magic Duke!"
"Yes, Your Highness. I'm here."
"Wow!"

I grabbed the Magic Duke's white hair.

"White! Pretty!"
"Hoho, do you like white?"
"Yes! The chicken with Grandfather! It's the same color as the chicken!"
"...Chicken?"

Oh. Magic Duke doesn't know about the chicken.

That's okay! The chicken is Grandfather's friend!

"Chicken! Grandfather's friend! White! And fast... super fast!"
"Ah... yes. I see."

Magic Duke smiled after hearing about the chicken. Grandpa also patted Magic Duke's shoulder.

I knew they would like it too! The chicken is amazing! A really cool friend!

"Chicken... my hair is like a chicken..."
"Her Highness loves animals. From her perspective, it's high praise."
"I... suppose so?"

Grandpa and Magic Duke said something, but I couldn't hear well.

That's mean! Talking just between yourselves and leaving me out!

"Are you trying to make a sibling?!"
"Pardon?"

Grandpa, who had been talking privately, answered right away.

I'm right! Papa and Mama also talked just between themselves, and then they said after sleeping, I'd have a sibling!

"I want to see how siblings are made too! Don't talk just between yourselves!"
"No, that's not something to show others—"
"I want to see!"

Then Grandpa brought the puppies in front of me.

"Your Highness. The puppies want to play with you, so why are you interested in something else?"
"Huh...?"
"Look. Not just the puppies, but our house friends are waiting for you too."

I turned my head following Grandpa's hand.

"...?"
"Who's waiting? Us?"
"Master. Please don't do this to us."

There were amazing friends who could talk.

"Those friends can eat snacks."
"R-really?!"
"Of course. If they can talk, they can certainly eat snacks."

I feel good! The snacks Mama gave me, we can all eat them together!

***

I sighed in relief as I watched the Crown Princess playing boisterously with the spirits.

When Trixie fell into a stunned state after being compared to a chicken by the Crown Princess, I merely comforted her, but when the question about making siblings suddenly came up, I felt my brain freeze. What on earth were the Emperor and Empress doing in front of their child?

Still, it's fortunate that the Crown Princess is still young. Being young means she's capricious, and her attention can be diverted quickly. It's simple enough to redirect her attention from non-existent siblings to talking animals.

"Ow!"

Anyway, I smiled contentedly watching the spirits being bossed around by the Crown Princess, Fedi flapping his arms in joy beside her, and Titi panting nearby.

'They're absolute angels.'

I've heard raising babies is difficult, but surprisingly, our children and the Crown Princess are incredibly well-behaved. Despite having Fedi who can walk and triplets who can crawl, there haven't been any incidents at the mansion. That's proof enough.

It's just that we can't keep up with the children's boundless energy.

"Gaaaaaaah...!"
"Wow! It stretches!"
"I'm not stretching, I'm being torn aparrrrt!"


Meanwhile, Temperance, with his snake body, was being drawn and quartered by the Crown Princess who had grabbed both ends.

And Temperance, who was physically elongating, looked at me with desperate, teary eyes. He was probably mentally screaming for help.

"Your Highness. That hurts him."
"It... hurts?"
"Yes. If you continue, he won't be able to play with you anymore."

At my persuasion, the Crown Princess obediently released Temperance.

Our Crown Princess, at least she has enough kindness to stop when someone is in pain. A certain lunatic from the Livnoman family prioritized his own pleasure regardless of others' pain. Though he's dead now.

"Sob, sob, I thought I was going to die...!"

The liberated Temperance quickly hid behind my legs.

It's pitiful. Even the Earth Spirit King was torn apart by fairies and reverse-summoned. Is there some jinx about snakes dying at the hands of children?

"Grandpa."
"Yes, Your Highness."

The Crown Princess, who had been staring blankly at Temperance, tilted her head.

"The puppies. They were okay when I grabbed their tails?"

A valid question. From the Crown Princess's perspective, she had merely held Temperance the same way she playfully handled the puppies' tails, yet Temperance screamed in agony, so she must have been confused.

Addressing these questions one by one is the mutual relationship between adults and children. Adults teach children the common sense they don't know and instill proper social behavior. That's an adult's duty.

"Those animals are bigger, aren't they?"
"If they're big, it doesn't hurt?"

I was about to say yes but paused.

What if I answered yes here? What if the formula "big person = doesn't hurt when hit" became fixed in the Crown Princess's mind?

'That won't do.'

The mere thought is horrifying. It would be planting the seed of tyranny in this adorable Crown Princess.

"That's not it. Even big ones feel pain, but they can endure it longer."

The Crown Princess's eyes widened.

"Th-then... have the puppies been hurting all this time...?"
- Woof?
- Whine?

The puppies tilted their heads as if they understood her words. As if saying they hadn't been hurt at all.

But to the Crown Princess, it seemed like they were confirming her fears.

"Waaaaaah!"
"Y-Your Highness?"

Tears welled up in her purple eyes, and then she burst into tears.

"The puppies! They're Grandfather's friends! I've been hurting my friends!"

The corners of my mouth twitched as the Crown Princess lay down and flailed about.

While the Crown Princess crying isn't a positive thing, I couldn't help but smile knowing the reason. It's honestly childlike and adorable.

"Your Highness. If these animals thought you were hurting them, they wouldn't stay with you."

I picked up the Crown Princess, who was doing freestyle swimming on the floor, and comforted her.

"They like you too. Because they like you, they endure a little pain."

Only after comforting her for a while did the Crown Princess stop crying.

After the Crown Princess started toddling around the floor again.

"Grandpa."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"The white ones. Can I touch their ears?"

I glanced away from the Crown Princess's sparkling eyes.

"Baa!"

Maria sitting on the floor, kneading Jangsaeng.

"Buu."

Cecilia caressing Jangsaeng's front paws.

"Babub."

And Cattleya nibbling on Jangsaeng's ears.

The Crown Princess, who had been interested in Trixie's long hair, had now developed curiosity about the triplets' ears.

'What should I do?'

This is awkward. Touching an elf's ears is, from a human perspective, quite an intimate act. How do I explain this to the Crown Princess?

"...Your Highness."
"Yes!"
"Those children's ears hurt when touched."

Unable to find a suitable excuse, I resorted to the all-purpose shield: "It hurts the children."

"Oh, can't I touch them gently without hurting...?"

The Crown Princess looked around cautiously, her demeanor softened by my words.

I patted her head, touched by her considerate behavior. Now she's becoming a junior benevolent ruler who understands others' pain.

But what's not allowed is still not allowed.

"Your Highness. Those children's ears are longer than yours, right?"
"Yes! It's amazing! I want to touch them!"
"If you touch them, they'll fall off."

The Crown Princess's eyes widened again.

"That would hurt a lot, wouldn't it?"
"I won't touch them! Absolutely not!"

I patted the Crown Princess again as she nodded repeatedly.

Our Crown Princess will become a benevolent ruler.

# The Crown Princess's Visit

It was already the tenth day since the Crown Princess started visiting our mansion.

"She came again today?"
"Yes."

Finally, Eri emerged from her room, walking unsteadily.

Being the most fragile among the wives, Eri had fainted on our wedding night, and was so delicate that our honeymoon ended after just one week. The aftermath lasted quite a while. She spent ten days groaning in pain after our cozy week together. It was a rare sight that no other wife had shown.

'So this is what they mean by a new record.'

I couldn't help but smile as Eri finally showed a peaceful expression. The other wives might have struggled during our intimate time, but they were never so incapacitated that they couldn't go about their daily lives. Even with sore backs, they could make it to the dining room for meals together.

But Eri had been confined to her room, resting alone. She was the epitome of fragility.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"I'm worried you might collapse if I touch you."

At my words, Eri grinned and poked my side repeatedly.

"Do I look that pitiful and innocent to you? Like I might fly away if you don't keep me close?"
"Not fly away—more like drop dead."

Despite my correction, Eri puffed out her chest with a smug expression.

Wrong. She's not even listening to me anymore.

"By the way."

I gently pinched Eri's cheek as she continued poking my side. I needed her to answer, so I couldn't grab her lips.

"Are you able to move around without problems now?"
"Ye-yesh..."

Satisfied with her answer, I quickly released her cheek.

That's good. There was someone who had been waiting impatiently for Eri to come out of her room.

"The Crown Princess has been looking for you. I told her you went somewhere else for a moment because I was worried she'd be concerned if I said you were sick."
"Huh? Her Highness was?"
"Yes."

After my calm response, Eri shrugged her shoulders with a pleased expression.

"Hehe, I guess Her Highness has fallen for my charms too!"
"The world is truly coming to an end."

I felt sorry for the Crown Princess who had become entangled with the last person she should be involved with. At such a young age, she should only be exposed to good influences.

'...Is she looking for her because she's her mother's friend?'

I began to speculate why the Crown Princess was looking for Eri.

The most plausible guess was that Eri was a close junior of the Empress, making her something like an aunt to the Crown Princess. If she's her mother's close junior, she could be considered an aunt from the Crown Princess's perspective.

'This one is the future Emperor's aunt.'

The thought made me a bit dizzy. Could the Crown Princess, who had received the Empress's gentle yet firm education, withstand having a spicy aunt like Eri?

For a moment, I worried about the Crown Princess and the future of the Empire. I sincerely hoped the Crown Princess wouldn't learn anything strange from Eri.

The Crown Princess, who had been roaming the corridors with Pedi as usual, turned around with sparkling eyes when she saw Eri.

"Puppy! Go to auntie!"
- Woof?

Injeolmi seemed momentarily confused by the word "auntie," but approached Eri anyway, sensing the situation.

That dog never fails to amaze me. It must have been the first time it heard the word "auntie."

"Auntie! Hello!"

"Hello, Your Highness!"

Eri bent her knees and smiled brightly at the Crown Princess's spirited greeting.

"Auntie! I missed you!"
"I missed Your Highness terribly too!"
"Then why didn't you come see me?"

I glanced at Eri as the Crown Princess puffed her cheeks, looking upset.

It made sense that the Crown Princess would be connected to Eri given Eri's friendship with the Empress, but I hadn't expected her to treat Eri as an aunt. And not just in name, but as a genuinely close aunt.

"Hehe, I'm sorry. I wanted to see our Princess too, but I had some business to attend to!"
"I don't care! Auntie is mean! You said you'd let me ride a dragon!"

My mind froze as I watched the Crown Princess adorably complaining.

'What did she just say?'

Let her ride a dragon? What does that even mean?

If someone else had said it, I might have dismissed it as a simple metaphor. But I couldn't do that here. The Crown Princess was a member of the Livnoman family, which had deep connections with dragons, and the person who promised to let her ride a dragon was Eri, the embodiment of eccentricity.

I wanted to believe it wasn't possible, but what if the dragon the Crown Princess mentioned was a real dragon? What if Eri was secretly raising a baby dragon without me or the Empire knowing?

'I shouldn't be anxious about something like this.'


I suddenly felt self-loathing. Logically, I knew there was no need to worry about this, but I couldn't help feeling uneasy.

"Then I'll make up for all the time we missed!"
"Yay!"

Meanwhile, Eri and the Crown Princess continued their conversation, bursting into laughter.

"Our Princess! Fly! Fly!"
"Wooow!"

Eri grabbed the Crown Princess by the waist and lifted her arms up, giving her a taste of being in the air.

'So that's what it was.'

I felt immensely relieved. I had wondered what the dragon was about, but it was just the fantasy version of airplane play.

Since there are no airplanes in this world, I understand the localization, but isn't "dragon" too brutal a name for a children's game? It would have been much better if they had used something gentler like butterfly or eagle—

"Fly!"
"Waaaah!"

Eri's hands separated from the Crown Princess's body.

The Crown Princess's body flew through the air.

The flying body landed back in Eri's hands.

...

"Hey, what the hell!"

After staring blankly at the scene for about a second, I rushed over.

The name "dragon" wasn't given without reason. It really was as dangerous as a dragon.

"Ow, why are you suddenly shouting?"
"Yeah! Uncle is noisy!"

Despite my sensible reaction, Eri and the Crown Princess just grumbled.

"Auntie! One more time!"
"Okay!"
"Absolutely not!"

I was horrified by the enormous madness and the small purity being tainted by it.

'What's okay about this?'

If something goes wrong, my head will be on the chopping block!

After forcibly ending the dragon riding that could have given me a heart attack if I'd seen it twice, I carried the Crown Princess on my back around the mansion as she sniffled, saying I was being mean.

While it was somewhat bitter to become a human horse, going beyond simply crawling around with children, it was far better than having the precious Crown Princess's body flying through the air.

"Uncle! Softer than puppy!"
"I'm honored."

Of course it's soft—I put a cushion between my back and clothes. I don't have fluffy fur like the Injeolmis.

"Minister."
"What."
"I just got out of my room as a patient..."

Eri, who was crawling alongside me, muttered discontentedly.

"Your Highness. Auntie says she wants to carry you too."
"Really!?"

Of course, I had no intention of accommodating her complaint, so I threw Eri under the bus.

How dare she express dissatisfaction? Who am I crawling on all fours for?

"Auntie! Can I ride you too!?"
"Uh... well..."
"No...?"

Under the Crown Princess's sparkling gaze, Eri closed her eyes tightly and nodded.

"Today we're playing centaur!"
"Yay! I like it!"

The Crown Princess seemed not to know what a centaur was, but she was happy at the mention of play.

Yes, that's how an aunt should play with her niece. Not by throwing her precious niece into the air. What kind of aunt launches her niece into the air?

'Though the Crown Princess enjoying it isn't normal either.'

I smiled bitterly as I watched Eri and the Crown Princess disappear into the distance.

It's normal to be scared when your body is suddenly suspended in the air. This is a natural reaction for any child, regardless of gender or status.

But the Crown Princess wasn't scared at all—she burst into laughter. It was as if the combination of Livnoman and Nuren blood had given her an incredibly strong heart.

"Master."

As I stood back up on two feet and dusted off my knees, Humility scurried over.

"What?"
"Longevity has hidden somewhere, saying not to look for him anymore."


I couldn't help but laugh at the news that Longevity, who had been chewed and sucked on by the triplets, had left in search of freedom.

Longevity was being spectacularly tormented to the point where the threat of throwing him into the triplets' bed was effective. While I wondered what he had against playing with our adorable daughters, given the intensity of his suffering, it wouldn't be strange if he had reached his limit, either physically or mentally.

"He's still in the mansion, right?"
"Of course. He can't go anywhere with that size."
"Then it's fine. Let him rest today."

It would be cruel to immediately capture someone who had fled after enduring so much. It would be good to let him rest for a day.

"Hmm."
"What is it, Master?"
"You seem to have gotten bigger."

At my words, Humility spread his modest wings and opened his beak.

"You noticed? I've been eating a lot lately, so I've grown bigger!"

To put it bluntly, he had gained weight, but I didn't mention that. He seemed to be in a good mood for the first time in a while, and I didn't want to ruin it.

"But if Longevity ran away, who's playing with the kids?"

After giving a double thumbs-up to Humility, who was flapping his wings, I naturally changed the subject.

Longevity is the triplets' top pick among the sacred beasts. If their top pick has disappeared, they might be desperately searching for him, or they might have found a new favorite.

"They're showing interest in Abundance. Being a sheep, it has a lot of fur."
'Abundance, huh.'

I recalled the sacred beast that had changed from Famine to Abundance.

Fluffy fur, gentle eyes, and a cute size that looks like a ball of fur when curled up.

"Not bad."

It's not a bad choice. It's the perfect sacred beast to play with the triplets.

It's also a sacred beast that can buy enough time for Longevity to regain his composure.

***

I carried my honorary niece on my back around the mansion.

'This is tough...!'

I felt like I might cry a little. I just came out of my room today! I'm a pitiful wife who just recovered from the Minister's love!

And you're making such a pretty, pitiful wife who needs protection do physical labor? That's really mean!

"Hmm?"
"Your Highness?"

As I was gritting my teeth and crawling on all fours, my honorary niece on my back showed interest in something she saw.

"Auntie! Over there!"

Looking in that direction, I could see the mat laid out in the corridor unnaturally raised.

'What's that?'

Did the mat get lifted while someone was running around?

No, it couldn't be that—it's not in the part where the servants walk, but near the wall. It looked as if someone had forcibly lifted the mat and squeezed underneath.

...

"Your Highness."
"Hmm?"
"Shall we see what's under there?"
"Yes!"

My honorary niece gave me a bright answer without any hesitation.

As expected, my honorary niece is completely captivated by my charm. She follows me so well—why does my senior try to prevent me from meeting with our niece?

"N-No, don't come!"

Anyway, as we approached the mat with my niece, a frightened voice came from underneath.

"Please let me rest! I'm going to collapse from overwork!"

It was Longevity's voice.

"Why are you there?"

It was an unexpected voice. Wasn't he the triplets' exclusive pet?

"Wow! Black puppy!"
"Aaaaargh! Don't come near meeeee!"

Regardless of my confusion, my niece's eyes sparkled at Longevity's voice, and she ran over.

Right. Besides the triplets, our niece likes him too.

'He's quite popular.'

Well, with his appearance, it's no wonder he's popular.

I've been noticing lately that I'm crawling on all fours more often.

There's no special reason for it. It's just that we have three little ones in our mansion who get around on all fours.

"Awoo! Awoooo!"
"Look at our eldest daughter! Being the big sister makes her the fastest!"
"Awoooo!"

Hearing my praise, Maria, who had been crawling energetically, smiled brightly and flapped her ears.

How fascinating. Elves can move their ears regardless of their age.

'So cute.'

The confident ear flapping, the face full of satisfaction, the four limbs moving with such dignity.

She looked like a tiny general, making me smile automatically. She truly seems destined to follow Trixie as one of the Empire's five dukes.

"Byaa!"

As I crawled alongside Maria with a fond smile, Cecilia, who had been behind Maria, suddenly scurried forward.

"Byaawoo!"

Then she looked at Maria and me with shining eyes, as if to boast, "I'm fast too, aren't I?"

"Our Cecilia is doing great too."
"Byaaaa~"

I patted Cecilia's head since she really was quite fast. How did such speed come from such a tiny body?

Of course, no matter how fast she might be, she's still a baby who hasn't even properly exercised yet. Seeing how tired she looked after her sudden burst of speed, I picked her up with one arm. I could manage with three-limbed locomotion, couldn't I?

It might be an eccentric feat others wouldn't dare attempt, but I'm the father of triplets. I can easily handle this—

"Baa!"

This time, Catleia used her booster.

This is a problem. It's physically impossible to crawl while holding two children.

"Bawo!"

But I couldn't ignore Catleia, who was looking at me as if asking to be patted and held too.

Well, physically impossible or not, what does it matter? My daughters want their father's embrace.

"Come here, Catleia. Let daddy hold you too."

When I reached out my hand, Catleia crawled over and grabbed my finger.

It brings me peace. This must be the happiness for which people get married and have babies.

"Maria, do you want to play more with daddy?"
"Awoo!"

With Maria's spirited response, we started moving around the mansion again.

Obviously, I wasn't crawling on all fours anymore. How could I with two precious daughters in my arms?

'Hang in there, my knees.'

I was simply walking on my knees like someone who had entered the house without taking off their shoes.

This way, I could somewhat maintain eye level with Maria. If I stood upright on two feet with only Maria on the floor, she would think she was being left out and start whimpering.

So I trusted my knees and chose this method. I believe my body is as strong as diamond, just like my burning love for my children.

"Ugh. I can't take it anymore."
"Awoo?"

In the end, I picked up Maria too and walked normally.

The children were small enough that I could easily hold all three in my arms.

"Awoo!"
"Byaa!"
"Buawo!"

Fortunately, the triplets seemed to prefer the higher vantage point over crawling on the floor.

Let's move around like this for now. Knee-walking was insane anyway.

"Kal."
"Trixie?"


As I was wandering around with the triplets, Trixie, who should have been resting in her room, approached us.

"Could you spare some time?"
"Time?"

Although I have plenty of time these days, the sudden request caught me off guard.

What is it? Could this be a date invitation? If that's the case, she doesn't need to ask me to spare time—I'd follow her immediately if she just demanded it.

"I suddenly need to go to the Elven Residential District..."

As I tilted my head in confusion, Trixie continued somewhat awkwardly.

"Then we should go."

After placing the triplets, who were waving their arms toward their mother, into Trixie's arms, I straightened my clothes. If we're going to visit her grandmother, it's only right to make time even if we're busy.

"Your grandmother must really want to see her great-granddaughters."

I smiled and caressed the cheeks of the triplets who were nestled together in Trixie's arms.

With snow-white hair and white eyes just like Trixie, and being the same gender, they looked like they came straight from Trixie's childhood. Her grandmother, who had occasionally seen the triplets through communication orbs, must be eager to touch and dote on them in person.

"It's not my grandmother who's asking for us."
"Oh? It's not?"

That's unexpected. I naturally assumed Trixie's grandmother would be the reason for this urgent trip to the Elven Residential District.

"Well, the Spirit Kings..."
"Spirit Kings?"

That reminded me of something that happened last year.

- By the way, I heard you recently had a daughter?
"Yes. I've been blessed with three beautiful treasures."
- When you get the chance, bring them here. As a Spirit King, I can at least bestow a blessing.

The Fire Spirit King had indeed offered to bless the triplets if we brought them. I was planning to take them once they could walk, but I didn't expect the Spirit Kings to summon us first.

'Is something wrong?'

Spirits are nearly immortal beings with a loose concept of time. In fact, when I met the Fire Spirit King after several months, didn't he say it felt like we had just seen each other? For a Spirit King to be urging us before even a year has passed means something must be up.

'...I guess we'll find out when we get there.'

It's not a problem since we were planning to go there eventually, just a bit earlier than expected.

—or so I thought.

"Uncle! Where are you going!?"
"We're going to the Elven Residential District for a while."
"El... ven... Resi...?"

At the appearance of difficult words, the Crown Princess's eyes, who was riding on Injeolmi, began to spin.

"It's where people like these children live."

I smiled at her expression and explained at her eye level. It's where people with pointed ears like the triplets live.

"I want to go too!"

Unfortunately, my explanation at her eye level caught the Crown Princess's interest.

"Me too! I wanna go too!"
"Y-Your Highness. If you go elsewhere, His Imperial Majesty and Her Imperial Majesty will worry."
"It's okay! Uncle and Auntie are with me!"

I couldn't bring myself to say, "They'll worry more because Auntie is with us."

Finding myself in an awkward situation, I looked at the head lady-in-waiting, who gently bowed her head and spoke.

"His Majesty said it would be fine to go anywhere with the Minister as long as he reports afterward."
"Huh."

I sighed at this unexpected instruction.

Emperor, you bastard. Just how much do you owe the Crown Princess at the palace?

***

Each passing day made me more anxious. Had I, a Spirit King, ever been so fixated on the mere rising and setting of the sun?

'When are they coming?'


But it can't be helped. This isn't just any matter—it concerns a potential contractor. It's a situation where a talent capable of forming contracts with us Spirit Kings might emerge—something that hasn't happened for hundreds of years.

I'd be lying if I said I wasn't excited. The others must be just as restless as I am.

'They need to receive blessings and become familiar with spirits from an early age.'

The Elder's great-granddaughters—three of them. At least one possessed the qualities of a spirit mage, with at minimum high-level potential. A remarkable talent who could contract with high-level spirits just by being born.

What if such a talent received blessings from four Spirit Kings from childhood? What if they contracted with low or mid-level spirits and spent every day with spirits?

Their already high spirit affinity would grow even higher. By the time they reached adulthood, the possibility of forming a contract with us would be very high.

- Huff... huff...

In my extreme excitement, breaths mixed with flames burst forth.

I don't know if the Elder and her granddaughter plan to raise the child as a spirit mage, but we should at least develop their affinity so they can decide whether to contract with us in the future. This isn't optional—it's essential.

"Fire King."

Hearing the Elder's voice behind me, I hurriedly turned around.

"The children are coming today."
- Today!
- Really?
- Finally. We've waited so long.

As soon as the Elder finished speaking, Water and Wind, who had been lingering nearby, rushed over.

I knew these guys would be waiting too. Kings think alike.

'Earth must be held up again.'

Earth was nowhere to be seen, but it was obvious he was probably playing with the fairies again. No need to worry about it.

"I never expected the Kings to take such deep interest in my bloodline."

The Elder's gentle smile made me feel a bit guilty, but for elves, a spirit's blessing can only be beneficial, never harmful.

That's why I can be confident. We're not using the Elder's bloodline—we're building goodwill by offering the gift of blessings. Besides, even if it were exploitation, it would be meaningless if the great-granddaughter herself refused.

***

We entered the Elven Residential District under the elves' intense gazes.

"Are those children the Elder's great-granddaughters?"
"Yes. They were born last year, I heard."
"They're so cute... They're really just newborns?"
"Look at those adorable ears. Even the short ones are cute!"

I sighed in relief when I realized their intense gazes were out of interest in the cute babies. Honestly, I was a bit worried they might give us looks that said, "A young person married an even younger person and had even younger children."

"...But there's one more child?"

Eventually, the elves' attention shifted from the triplets in Trixie's arms to the Crown Princess in mine.

"Hello!"

Noticing their gaze, the Crown Princess, who had been watching the elves with sparkling eyes, raised her hand and shouted.

"Hehe, hello?"
"Little one, where did you come from?"

The elves, who had been blinking in confusion at her energetic greeting, chuckled and waved back.

"I came from Uncle's house!"
"This is Her Highness the Crown Princess."
"Oh."
"What?"

At my explanation, the elves' hands froze mid-wave. Even though non-humans, including elves, are nominally "friends of the Emperor," they cannot treat the future Emperor casually.

After all, that small child will become Emperor one day, and if she develops a negative impression of non-humans, it would be very problematic. The Empire's policy of favoring and protecting non-humans was established by the Emperor's will, which means the Emperor also has the power to withdraw that will.

Of course, favoring non-humans benefits both national interests and imperial authority. The future Crown Princess wouldn't suddenly change her mind, but from the perspective of elves, who are an extreme minority, it's safer to be cautious.

"Ears! Long!"
"Uh, yes?"
"Pretty! Amazing!"

The elves' expressions quickly softened at the Crown Princess's innocent words.

Young children... have the power to melt the atmosphere...

Upon arriving at my grandmother's house, we were greeted with countless welcoming gestures.

Especially the Fire Spirit King, who had been sitting atop the World Tree, immediately dove down toward us when he spotted us. The sound of wind splitting was so loud that I thought a fighter jet was approaching.

"It's been a while. I've been waiting for you to come."

I could only blink blankly at those words. It was strange enough that a Spirit King, who boasted a life close to immortality, would say "it's been a while" after just a few months, but even more surprising was that the Fire Spirit King's gaze wasn't directed at me but at the triplets.

He wasn't even being subtle about it. He blatantly turned his head 45 degrees and stared intently at the triplets. As if I didn't matter at all.

"...Yes, it's been a while."

When I reluctantly opened my mouth, the Fire Spirit King cleared his throat awkwardly and looked at me.

Too late, you spicy chicken. I came all this way at your invitation only to be treated like this. Is being a king everything?

'Well, yes, it is.'

He's a king who plans to bestow blessings upon our children. This isn't mistreatment—even if he told me to leave the children and go, I might hesitate for a moment.

"I apologize. It's just been a while since I've seen young elves."
"It's fine. I'm actually happy that Your Majesty shows interest in our children."

Since he apologized so readily, I nodded calmly. If he knows he was wrong, there's no need to dwell on it.

"Hmm. They are adorable children. Indeed, new life is always wondrous to behold."
"They are proof that the elven lineage has persisted steadfastly even while the World Tree burned. It's truly heartwarming."

Soon, the Water Spirit King and Wind Spirit King approached naturally, each carrying numerous fairies on their backs.

It feels strange. Is it the destiny of all quadrupedal creatures to carry children on their backs? Why is it that whether at our mansion, the imperial palace, or here, animals' backs are always occupied by children?

"Benefactor! Benefactor!"
"Long time! Hello!"

The fairies that appeared with the Spirit Kings began fluttering their wings and circling around me.

"Yes, it's been a while. Have you been well?"
"Yes! Been well! Been well!"
"With mommy! Together every day! Happy! Happy!"
"World Tree! Cozy! Good!"
"Earth auntie plays with us every day! Earth auntie fun!"

After listening to the fairies chattering non-stop, I looked over the Spirit Kings again when I heard the mention of "Earth auntie."

The Fire Spirit King in the form of a hawk. The Water Spirit King in the form of a turtle. The Wind Spirit King in the form of a tiger.

"...Where is the Earth Spirit King?"

The talking snake, the fairies' favorite, the Earth Spirit King, was nowhere to be seen.

"That one."

In response to my question, the Fire Spirit King, moving his beak slightly, carefully looked behind him.

'Ah.'

As soon as I turned my gaze following the Fire Spirit King, I couldn't help but sigh.

The Earth Spirit King was being carried through the air, limp as if dead. More precisely, several fairies were working together to hold the Earth Spirit King's body as they flew.

'Like a piece of luggage.'

It was such a pitiful sight that I almost shed tears.

Who would think that being was a divine friend and the pinnacle of spirits, a Spirit King?

Although the Spirit Kings seemed ready to bestow blessings upon seeing the triplets, surprisingly, the blessings weren't given right away.

"This is your great-grandmother."
"Awoo?"
"Hehe, it might be difficult to understand now. Just know she's someone who loves you very much."
"Byaa!"

Before the blessings, it was time for the great-grandmother and great-granddaughters to have a cozy moment together.

The triplets sat on the floor, looking around. Though it wouldn't be strange for them to cry in an unfamiliar environment, they seemed to instinctively understand this was their family's home and burst into laughter at Trixie's words.

"Byawoo!"


Then they reached out their hands toward their great-grandmother, who was watching them with uncertainty, showing interest.

Children know what they know. Great-grandmother looked very similar to Trixie except for her hair, ear length, and a few wrinkles. It's natural to feel interest and affection toward someone who looks just like their beloved mother.

"Byao!"

After reaching out to Great-grandmother for quite some time, Catleya, one of the triplets, expressed her displeasure.

How dare someone not pick her up when she's graciously reaching out to be held? From Catleya's perspective, this was an unacceptable situation.

"Grandmother, those children love being held."
"Is... is it alright if I hold them?"

Despite Catleya's fierce anger and Trixie's encouragement, Great-grandmother still hesitated. If she hadn't been hesitant at all, she would have held them as soon as she saw them.

"Of course. It's only natural for great-granddaughters to be held by their great-grandmother."
"Byaa!"

At Trixie's words, Catleya also babbled as if agreeing.

Whether that babbling was intentional or coincidental is unknown, but it was enough to move Great-grandmother's heart.

"I... the children..."

Finally, Great-grandmother held Catleya, Cecilia, and Maria in her arms with trembling hands.

"...For the first time since Ariadne was little..."

Soon, tears welled up in Great-grandmother's eyes.

For Great-grandmother, who never saw her granddaughter as a baby, this must be warmth she hadn't felt in hundreds of years.

"Awoo, awooae."
"Child, child?"

Maria, who was looking at Great-grandmother with bright eyes, patted Great-grandmother's arm.

"Awoo, a... ae."

She continued to babble and pat. Just like how I would pat the triplets' backs when they cried.

"Ache... achet..."
'Huh?'

But something seems strange. It's subtly different from Maria's usual babbling.

As if she's trying to say something—

"Cha... che, chachae..."
"Ma, Maria?"
"Huh."

When finally a clumsy word rather than babbling came from Maria's mouth, both Trixie and I were surprised.

Our eldest daughter. In a good way, you're making daddy cry.

***

I stared blankly at the sky, letting the commotion from the Elder's house pass through one ear.

"Surprising. I thought we would bestow blessings as soon as the children arrived."

As I lay sprawled on the ground staring at the sky, the Water Spirit King waddled over.

"As much as I'd like to, blessings are about the process, not the goal. What's the point of interrupting a family reunion to give blessings if it ends up hurting the family's feelings?"
"As expected of fire, you have a surprisingly warm heart."

I was about to ask if that meant he was cold because he was water, but I held back. By that logic, the Earth Spirit King, who is tormented by fairies every day, would be destined to be buried in the ground someday.

"More importantly, what did you think after seeing them directly?"

At the Water Spirit King's words, I turned my head toward the Elder's house.

What did I think after seeing them directly? There's no need to answer. The Water Spirit King must have felt what I felt.

"They're magnificent."

Nevertheless, I spoke. I couldn't suppress this exciting elation.

"Catleya, was it? The youngest of the three has exceptional qualities. Beyond what we expected."

"So it wasn't just my imagination. That's a relief."

The two kings' opinions aligned. One claim might be an illusion, but two claims are likely truth.

And if the Wind Spirit King and Earth Spirit King, who are playing with the human Emperor's child, share the same opinion, that truth will become even more certain.

"Wow! Wow!"
"Hold tight. You'll fall."
"Yes! I'll be careful!"
"Keeeeeeek!"

Hmm.

"...We can ask them later, right?"
"Let's do that. Getting between them now wouldn't end well."

The Wind Spirit King, who loves all living beings, carries the human Emperor's child with a gentle expression, while the Earth Spirit King is flailing in the air with his tail being held.

I'm glad I didn't choose a snake form.

Truly glad.

***

I briefly left the Crown Princess to reunite with her great-grandmother and great-granddaughters, but fortunately, the Crown Princess played well on her own under the supervision of the head lady-in-waiting.

Elves, fairies, spirits, the World Tree—with so many things the Crown Princess was seeing for the first time, it would be stranger if she didn't enjoy herself.

"Uncle! Uncle!"

Seeing me come out of my grandmother's house, the Crown Princess ran over with the Wind Spirit King.

Ah, the Earth Spirit King is there too. He's being swung around so naturally that I thought he was just a rope.

"Here! Amazing! Many amazing things!"
"Are you enjoying yourself?"
"Yes!"

I patted the Crown Princess's head as she nodded firmly.

This place is a non-human society that looks distinctly different from human society. If the young Crown Princess thinks positively of such a place, it can only be a good sign for future relations between humans and other races.

"Though they look different, this is also a place where Your Highness can play happily. It's no different from the imperial palace or my mansion."
"Yes! Right! Everything fun!"
"That's good then."

If she has internalized that 'non-human protected area = a place no different from the imperial palace,' that's enough. For the young Crown Princess, even that can form a good set of values.

"Excellent education. The truth that many rulers have failed to recognize, causing bloodshed among various races—that only appearances differ, while the essence remains the same."

The Wind Spirit King smiled gently after overhearing my conversation with the Crown Princess.

I'm not sure if tigers can smile, but that was the atmosphere. It looked like a smiling face, more or less.

"As her godfather, guiding my goddaughter on the right path is only natural."
"Hoho, that naturalness is the foundation for leading oneself and the world peacefully."

Having said that, the Wind Spirit King lowered his body so the Crown Princess could get down.

"Charlotte. Would you come down for a moment?"
"Aww... can't I play more?"
"I have something to give you."

At those words, the Crown Princess came down without any hesitation.

Our goddaughter. You're quite true to your desires.

"May there be light for the future Emperor who will lead the harmony and prosperity of various races."

The Wind Spirit King lightly licked the Crown Princess's forehead and tapped both her shoulders with his front paws.

"Those words just now..."
"A blessing. Since this child has come all this way, it must be fate."

The Crown Princess, who had come to play but unexpectedly received a Spirit King's blessing, blinked her eyes blankly.

"Where's my present?!"

And not realizing she had received something more precious than anything, she protested vigorously.

Instead of the expected gift, the Crown Princess received just a pat on the head and a gentle stroke, making her quite upset. It's difficult for the young Crown Princess to understand the dignity of the Spirit King and the value of his blessing.

"How is it?"
"Good! The best!"

However, thanks to the Wind Spirit King's quick response, the pouting Crown Princess was soon able to smile again.

The Wind Spirit King. A being who embodies the element of wind and rules over it. This means he can easily lift a person into the air.

So when the Wind Spirit King waved his front paws, the Crown Princess floated gently into the air, and she's been flying in the sky for over five minutes now. It's a much safer activity than riding Eri's dragon.

"Hoho, is this gift satisfactory?"
"Mmm...!"

The Crown Princess, who was about to nod with a bright smile, rolled her eyes around for a moment.

"No! Not really!"
"Oh, is that so?"

Despite the negative response, both the Wind Spirit King and I could only smile. The Crown Princess's face was full of smiles even as she claimed not to like it.

"I need to fly more! Then it's good!"
"I suppose I have no choice. I'll have to try harder."

When her little scheme succeeded, the Crown Princess giggled and flapped her arms.

I was somewhat impressed. Hiding her emotions momentarily to get what she wanted. Truly a child born with the qualities of a ruler.

"Human, flying!"
"How? How?"
"Magic? Is it magic?"
"Hmm?"

As the Crown Princess began to soar again, fairies near the World Tree approached. They seemed interested in seeing a human, not a fairy like themselves, floating in the air.

"Wind! Wind!"
"Wind lady's power, human has it!"
"Then, lady's friend?"
"Lady's friend, our friend!"

After whispering among themselves, they clung to the Crown Princess's hair and clothes.

"Play! Play!"
"Flying in the sky! Fun!"
"G-ood!"

Despite the sudden contact, the Crown Princess smiled brightly.

When children meet other children, things naturally become noisy.

"...I don't know what to do if she starts begging to fly in the imperial palace too."

The head lady-in-waiting muttered bitterly as she watched the scene.

I can fully understand her concern. Since the Crown Princess enjoys it, she can't bring herself to stop it, but leaving it be makes her worry about the future. There would be no way to handle it if the Crown Princess begs to fly in the imperial palace too.

"Her Highness is someone who shares her chocolate with her younger sibling. No matter how much she wants to fly, she'll endure it."

I tried to comfort the head lady-in-waiting. The Crown Princess may have desires, but she's not a child who can't control them.

In fact, she's even sharing her strictly rationed daily chocolate with Pedi. That's an achievement impossible for a child without self-control.

"Wow! Wow!"
"Kreeeeek..."
'Ah.'

Meanwhile, the Earth Spirit King, who had been held in the Crown Princess's hand the whole time, faded with a death cry.

Fortunately, he wasn't reverse-summoned. It would have been shameful and bitter if he had been reverse-summoned by a human child after the fairies.

"Excuse me."
"Speak, benefactor."
"Is it okay to leave him like that?"

At my words, the Wind Spirit King looked at the gradually fading Earth Spirit King.

"Despite appearances, he's the toughest among us. Earth is the mother on which everyone stands, plants take root, and countless resources are held. Fairies' mischief is no different than sticking a wooden stick into the ground."
"I see."

Honestly, I'm not sure, but if an expert says it's fine, then it must be fine.

Let's just assume that's the case.


After the touching family reunion ended, the Spirit Kings also entered grandmother-in-law's house.

"No matter how many times I see them, they're adorable."

And the Fire Spirit King immediately murmured with satisfaction upon seeing the triplets.

Whether human or spirit, aesthetic standards are the same. Then even a Spirit King couldn't resist the lovability of our children.

"It's rare for triplets to be born from an elf's body. The fact that such a miraculous event occurred after the World Tree's revival means these children were truly born with the world's blessing."

The Wind Spirit King, who had lowered himself to avoid startling the children, also nodded and showered them with praise.

That's right. In the elven race where children themselves are rare, twins—and not just twins but triplets—were born. The timing was right after the World Tree's revival, so from the perspective of elves and spirits, these children could be seen as receiving the affection of gods and the world.

"Hmm."
"What's wrong?"
"These children seem strangely comfortable with us."

I chuckled at the Water Spirit King's words.

A talking hawk, a talking turtle, a talking tiger, and a talking snake that gets pulled apart. This lineup would surprise not only children but ordinary adults as well, but unfortunately, similar beings already exist in our mansion. Our children wouldn't be surprised to see Spirit Kings at this point.

Of course, the Fire Spirit King, whose entire body is covered in flames, is still fascinating to the children—

"No. Don't touch."
"Awoo..."

I firmly blocked their approach whenever they reached out.

"If you touch something like that, it'll be hot and hurt. Understand?"
"Ow!"

As I held Maria, who nodded in understanding, in my arms, the Fire Spirit King opened his beak as if disappointed.

"You know that nothing would happen if the children touched me. I can adjust my temperature as needed."
"I know that, but I can't instill the idea in young children that it's okay to touch fire."
"You're right..."

The Fire Spirit King nodded glumly at my words.

I feel a bit sorry, but it really can't be helped. If the triplets freely touched the Fire Spirit King and developed the idea that 'fire = something safe to touch,' it would be disastrous. They might become interested in fire when adults aren't watching.

"You should just go around with your fire extinguished."
"Without fire, you'd look like a raw chicken, wouldn't you?"
"A raw chicken? Of all comparisons..."

I watched the Fire Spirit King and Water Spirit King bickering among themselves, then gathered the other children in my arms.

Perhaps because I'd been holding only Maria, the others were staring intently. I can't make my daughters feel left out, so it's right to hold all three.

"Let's stop chattering and give our blessings first. Children get anxious in unfamiliar environments, and having strangers like us lingering in front of them must be tiring."
"Hmm."
"That's true. Let's finish quickly."
"Yes... I'm tired too..."

At the words of the Wind Spirit King, who seemed to be the only conscientious one among them, the other Spirit Kings approached the children.

Then they each murmured in quiet voices. They whispered words wishing for the children's future, health, and success.

Soon, a flame-like red and warm energy embraced the children. A water-like blue and cool energy caressed them. A grass-like green and fresh energy tickled them. An earth-like yellow and solid energy supported them.

"Ow?"
"Bawoo!"
"Byaa!"

As the colorful energies swirled around them, the triplets waved their hands with curious eyes. As if they wanted to touch those energies.

Responding to their curiosity, the colorful energies traveled through the children's hands and were absorbed into their bodies.

"Ah... the blessing of kings..."

Grandmother-in-law rejoiced with tears at this mystical and majestic sight.

She must understand the meaning of the blessing better than anyone else present.

"It's done."

At the quiet declaration of completion, I examined every inch of the triplets' bodies.

The children just laughed as if ticklish at my inspection, with no apparent abnormalities.


'Thank goodness.'

This was the blessing of four kings. A blessing that would be excessive with just one had been bestowed four times simultaneously. It wouldn't be strange if some unusual changes occurred.

"I know what you're worried about. Even good medicine can twist the body if taken excessively."

The Fire Spirit King, who had landed on my head flapping his wings, continued calmly.

"But our blessing doesn't just put excessive contents into the vessel of the flesh. Our blessing also changes their vessels to hold anything."
"Anything..."
"Yes, anything. Those children have received the protection of the four elements that make up the world and will become vessels that contain the world."

Hearing these confident words, I realized anew what an incredible blessing the triplets had received.

"As their father, I thank you on their behalf."
"It's nothing. We're doing this because we want to."

After saying that, the Fire Spirit King flew away again and perched on grandmother-in-law's shoulder.

"So stop crying. It's not common for an elf to receive a king's blessing, but it's not unheard of either."
"Yes, yes... I understand."

Seeing grandmother-in-law continuously wiping her eyes, Trixie quietly approached her.

Since she's crying from emotion rather than sadness, her granddaughter should be able to comfort her quickly. Let's not worry too much.

"By the way, I haven't mentioned something important."

I looked down at the floor as the Water Spirit King's voice reached me.

"From now on, those children won't have to worry about getting sick. Unless they deliberately run into an epidemic area, no disease will afflict them."

What.

"And the same goes for that human emperor's daughter. If those children get sick, it's not a human disease but something like a divine curse, so keep that in mind."
"...Thank you again. We've received truly generous blessings."
"My words are the same as the Fire Spirit King's. We did it because we wanted to."

With those final words, the Water Spirit King crawled away.

That cute retreating figure looked like a manly back view today.

"Mmm..."
"Is our Cattleya sleepy?"
"Awng..."

I smiled gently at the whimpering coming from my arms not long after.

Cattleya was yawning slightly and opening her eyes drowsily. Since she was clearly getting sleepy, I gently laid her on the bed.

...

'Why is only Cattleya like this?'

Something seems strange. Maria and Cecilia, who played the same amount and received the same blessings, are fine, so why is only Cattleya nodding off?

"Water Spirit King!"
"Yes?"

The Water Spirit King, who was about to pass through the door, turned his head at my call.

"Are there any side effects to the blessing?"
"There are none. If there were side effects, how could we dare call it a blessing?"
"But Cattleya seems sleepy after receiving the blessing..."
"What."

Then the Water Spirit King rushed over at a speed I'd never seen before, and the other Spirit Kings who were near the Elder also hurried to Cattleya.

"It's true. She's the only one sleeping."
"My goodness. Does this really happen?"
"It's hard to believe even seeing it directly..."

The atmosphere cooled momentarily at the kings' whispers.

What is it? What's going on? Grandmother-in-law, who had just calmed down, is crying again.

"...The blessing took too well."
"Pardon?"

What does that even mean?

Despite everyone's eyes being on her, Cattleya, who had been blinking drowsily, fell completely asleep.

"Auung..."

Tightly closed eyes, peaceful expression, slightly moving mouth, and fidgeting hands and feet.

Fortunately, nothing seemed wrong. This was exactly how Cattleya normally slept.

"Where do I even begin to explain this?"

The Water Spirit King muttered in a bewildered voice as he observed her.

First, the Water Spirit King explained that there were no side effects to the blessing, and described Cattleya's condition as one where the blessing had taken effect too well. So at least it wasn't a negative situation.

But I couldn't completely relax. If all three children had shown the same symptoms, or if Cattleya had displayed energetic behavior instead of falling asleep, I wouldn't have worried at all. I would have simply nodded and accepted that this was what happened when receiving a blessing.

However, when a perfectly fine child suddenly falls asleep, isn't that usually because they're sick or tired? It would be strange not to worry when only one of the three children falls asleep.

"Let me explain."

The Wind Spirit King spoke up as the Water Spirit King struggled to find words.

"The Spirit King's blessing changes one's vessel, as I mentioned before. Do you remember?"
"Of course."

This blessing affected my children and my goddaughter. There's no way I would forget even the smallest detail about it.

"The process of changing the vessel doesn't happen in a short period. Our energy will gradually transform these children's bodies into optimal conditions, and children raised with this energy will achieve growth far superior to others."
"Are you saying the energy from Your Majesties' blessings doesn't apply to the children immediately, but gradually influences them step by step?"
"That's correct. If you try to expand a vessel too forcefully, it will break. This is the best approach."

To use an analogy, it's not like a lottery that pays billions at once, but more like a pension that reliably pays millions every month.

...I feel slightly ashamed. What kind of father compares his children's condition to a lottery?

'I'm sorry for being such a foolish father.'

As a pre-school adult, this was the best I could do.

"But this child, Cattleya, is different. She can fully accept nature's energy without needing such a gradual approach."

After saying this, the Wind Spirit King licked Cattleya's cheek as she slept soundly.

"She's going through a process that would take others 5 to 10 years, but in a compressed timeframe. It's natural for her body and mind to feel fatigue."

That made me even more anxious.

The Spirit Kings were describing it as something positive, but there's always a reason why some processes take longer. If that period is unnaturally compressed, problems are bound to arise.

Right now, she's just sleeping. But there's no guarantee it will only be sleep in the future.

"Don't worry. This child's affinity exceeds our imagination."

Perhaps reading my anxious eyes, the Wind Spirit King smiled gently.

"She'll just sleep a bit more than others. After living like that for 1-2 years, there won't be any problems."
"A bit more means..."
"Well, about 2 hours a day? From a baby's perspective, that's just a nap."

Sighs of relief erupted from around the room. Probably from Trixie and her grandmother.

Or maybe the sound came from my own mouth. If a King gives such a definitive answer, it truly means there's no problem.

"I've been disrespectful to Your Majesties."

I bowed my head and apologized to the Wind Spirit King and the other kings.

I had been restless about the blessing they had kindly bestowed, and kept questioning whether everything was really okay. From the perspective of kings who had shown goodwill, this must have been unpleasant.

"A father worrying about his child is as natural as fire burning and water flowing downward. There is no reason for us to accept an apology."

The Fire Spirit King, who had remained silent at my apology, opened his beak.

"And honestly, I was surprised too. This was a first for me. I briefly considered withdrawing the blessing."

I smiled at his joke mixed with laughter.

That joke must be the Fire Spirit King's way of comforting and encouraging me.

"But it is fascinating. Even the elders of the past didn't show this level of affinity. I never expected a child with strong human blood to have potential exceeding the elders."


As the atmosphere warmed, the Earth Spirit King, who had been prowling around the floor, climbed onto the bed where Cattleya lay.

"Did she receive Constantina's blessing?"
"If that were the case, the other children would be asleep too."

The Water Spirit King calmly answered the Earth Spirit King's question.

"It's simply talent. There's no other way to explain it."

I felt proud hearing such a definitive statement without a hint of doubt. No parent dislikes hearing that their child has talent.

"Then I should raise this child to be a spirit mage."

When I spoke with fatherly love, the Spirit Kings stared at me with a formidable aura.

What? Why are they looking at me like that?

'Was I getting ahead of myself?'

Their aura was so intense that I flinched.

I thought she was born to be a spirit mage since the kings acknowledged her talent, but is it difficult to become one even with such ability? Is it such an unspeakable profession that they're staring at me like that?

"Benefactor."
"Ah, yes."

The Fire Spirit King, who had flown over my head, opened his beak with a serious voice.

"You've thought well."
"...Pardon?"
"This is a talent that requires not only Constantina and the World Tree's protection, but also the world's cuteness. It would be a waste to choose any other path with this talent. Aam."
"Although spirit magic has regressed since the loss of the World Tree, overwhelming talent can overcome any trivial hardship."

The one-two punch from Fire and Water made my pride resurface. As expected, if a king acknowledges talent, this career path...

"When spirit magic reaches its peak, one becomes nature itself. With a single gesture, one can cause floods, overturn the earth, and trigger volcanoes."
"Don't forget typhoons."
"Right, typhoons too."

...

'That's a bit...'

The thought of our adorable third daughter becoming a walking strategic weapon made me feel uneasy.

"Of course, that's only if used extremely! Historically, there have been more spirit mages who treated spirits as friends than those who used spirit magic in battle!"

The Fire Spirit King hastily added, and I nodded.

True. Any skill depends on how it's used. I can cut the sky with my sword, and Trixie can drop meteors from the void.

'A friend of spirits.'

A quarter-elf who received the Spirit Kings' blessing and befriended spirits.

It sounded like something from a fairy tale, making me smile involuntarily.

"Awoo!"
"Buah!"

Meanwhile, Maria and Cecilia, who had been sitting blankly on the bed, began poking Cattleya's cheeks as she slept soundly. It seems they were trying to wake up their youngest sibling who always played with them.

"My daughters, Cattleya needs to sleep because she's tired."
"Awoo?"
"Buah..."

When I held Maria and Cecilia in my arms, they glanced at Cattleya and reached out their arms.

This is unexpected. These children usually quietly enjoy an adult's warmth when held, but this is the first time they've shown such a reaction to something external.

'They get along well.'

Since it was cute, I put them back on the bed.

If they want to be together, let them be—

"Awoo!"
"Buyah!"
"Aung..."


This won't work. I picked them up again.

At this rate, Cattleya's face will get bruised.

As the Spirit Kings had assured, Cattleya finished her two-hour nap and opened her bright, sparkling eyes.

"Byah!"

Then she crawled to the edge of the bed and patted the mattress.

"Should I help you down?"
"Bwau!"

Cattleya expressed her displeasure at my words and reached her arms toward me.

I'm sorry. You wanted me to hold you. And this father didn't even realize...

"Byaaa~"

Cattleya, now in my arms, pointed somewhere with her finger and patted my arm. As if asking me to go there quickly.

I don't know why she's suddenly acting like this, but it could be an effect of the blessing. If so, I should follow along.

"We'll come along too."

So I, the Spirit Kings, and Trixie holding Maria and Cecilia moved under Cattleya's guidance, and...

"Byah! Byauuu!"

We arrived in front of the World Tree.

And seeing Cattleya smile brightly at the World Tree, and the spirits approaching one by one in response to her laughter, I felt certain.

'Her vessel is already changing.'

Cattleya's transformation was progressing faster than I thought.

***

My hands trembled with anxiety.

This is strange. It's about time for the Crown Princess to return from the Minister's mansion, but there's no news.

'She usually returns before dinner.'

No matter how busy, the family always gathers for dinner. That's my small yet grand ambition. Unless something truly significant happens, this ambition has never been broken.

However, as dinner approached, the Crown Princess showed no sign of returning. It's truly saddening.

'Could she be having dinner at the mansion too?'

That would be an unacceptable outrage. Even if the Minister is the Crown Princess's godfather, he cannot dare take away my dinner time with the Crown Princess.

So I reached out with trembling hands to grab the communication device. I was about to send a firm notification that if he doesn't return our daughter immediately, the Minister's honeymoon would become regrettable—

*Knock knock*

"Your Majesty. The Minister of the Imperial Household."
"Enter."

I cleared my throat and managed to calm my trembling hands.

I cannot show anxiety and impatience in front of a subject. Let's postpone pressuring the Minister for now.

"Your Majesty! Congratulations!"

That's what I thought until the Minister of the Imperial Household entered and immediately prostrated himself.

"Minister. What's the matter all of a sudden?"
"The Crown Princess has received the Spirit Kings' blessing! This is reported by the Head Lady-in-waiting of the Empress who is with Her Highness, so it is undoubtedly a joyous occasion!"

At those words, I quietly put down the communication device I was still holding.

It seems the Minister's honeymoon will remain secure for the foreseeable future.

'...How did she end up receiving the Spirit Kings' blessing?'

Of course, along with joy, I had reasonable questions, but I'll hear directly from the Minister later.


The triplets and the Crown Princess had experienced many changes since receiving the blessing of the Elemental Kings.

First, as the Wind Elemental King had predicted, Catleya's nap times increased. However, after just two hours of sleep, she would recover 100% of her energy and toddle around the mansion. Aside from Maria and Cecilia feeling bored during their youngest sister's absence, there were no problems.

Additionally, Catleya, who was quickly making the energy bestowed by the Elemental Kings her own, received attention and love from all kinds of elementals. When Catleya appeared before the World Tree, the elementals playing nearby all flocked to her at once. At that time, Catleya's body sparkled like a great tree covered with fireflies.

"For now, she only attracts the attention of low and mid-level elementals, but soon even high-level elementals and beyond will be desperate to associate with this child."

As the Fire Elemental King said, only small elementals showed interest in Catleya now, but she was a quarter-elf. She had a long, long life ahead of her. Eventually, even high-level and supreme elementals would show interest in our three daughters.

'Perhaps they might even form bonds with the Kings.'

The triplets had already received blessings from the Kings. However, that was only possible because I was a benefactor who contributed to the revival of the World Tree. Repaying a debt of gratitude and forming a bond are separate matters.

But Catleya possesses talent acknowledged even by the Kings. I have no doubt that with time, she'll become capable of enchanting even the Kings. Our daughter will surely achieve that.

"Right?"
"Mmm..."

When I touched the cheek of Catleya, who was taking her usual nap, she smacked her lips and turned her head.

I'm sorry. Daddy must have disturbed your sleep.

"Sleep well."

After gently kissing her forehead, I got up. As much as I wanted to devote all my attention to my sleeping daughter, there were too many other children who needed my attention.

"Awoo!"
"Byaaa!"

Maria and Cecilia flapped their arms as I stood up.

The two children, whose talents lay elsewhere rather than in elemental affinity, reached out their hands toward me with bright smiles.

"My daughters. Shall we go for a walk with Daddy?"

At those words, Maria and Cecilia waved their arms even more vigorously.

They probably meant yes. Even though we can't have a conversation, parents can understand to some extent what their children want.

"Let's find Jangsaeng too."
"Awoooo!"
"Biyaaa!"

Somehow they seemed happier at the mention of Jangsaeng than at the suggestion of walking with Daddy, but that must be my imagination. I'm sure it's just my imagination.

...It is my imagination, right?

'Should I grow fur too?'

It's a bit bitter. Jangsaeng, that coward, monopolizes the children's affection thanks to his smooth fur. Yet I'm the one who truly loves these children.

"You like Daddy more than Jangsaeng, right?"

I know it's an ugly question, but I couldn't help blurting it out.

But Jangsaeng is just a pet to these children. Surely they love and follow their father more than a pet.

Right? Please say it's so.

"Awung!"

Fortunately, Maria responded to my question with an even brighter smile.

I almost burst into tears.

When I opened the door, I encountered the Crown Princess freestyle swimming in the corridor.

"Teppu! Hello!"
"Yes, Your Highness. Good afternoon."


The Crown Princess, who smiled brightly as soon as she saw me, twirled her body and put her back against the floor.

No, looking closely, the Crown Princess's back was slightly floating above the corridor.

'What a curious blessing.'

One of the many things that happened after receiving the Elemental Kings' blessing was that the Crown Princess gained a slight ability to fly.

Although the Crown Princess didn't receive blessings from all the Elemental Kings, she did receive one from the King who governs wind. The blessing of a being who could easily lift a person into the air had been bestowed upon the Crown Princess.

Thanks to that, the Crown Princess became able to float her body in the air.

'About 10cm though.'

It's such a minimal flight that it's almost embarrassing to call it flying, but so what? The fact remains that her body floats in the air, and the Crown Princess herself is delighted.

"Teppu! Look at this! I'm still flying!"

The Crown Princess stood up proudly on both feet and looked up at me. Naturally, her two feet weren't touching the ground but floating in the air.

About 10cm only.

"Isn't it amazing!?"
"Yes, Your Highness. It's truly a marvelous and astonishing sight."

I applauded and agreed with the Crown Princess as she shrugged her shoulders.

Whether it's 10cm or just 1cm, flying is flying. Moreover, it's remarkable that a child who received the blessing just days ago can fly with her own ability. The triplets, who received the same blessing, are still crawling rather than flying.

"Mmm! Daddy and Mommy! Said I'm amazing too!"

I couldn't help but smile at the Crown Princess's giggling face. I still can't forget the Emperor's urgent expression and voice on the day the Crown Princess learned to fly.

"Minister! The Crown Princess, the Crown Princess is flying in the sky!"
"...Excuse me, but have you been drinking during the day?"

Of course, the message was so sudden and urgent that at first I thought he was drunk. Who would believe that a perfectly normal Crown Princess was flying in the sky? It seemed more likely that the Emperor was drunk.

"Teppu! I came!"

However, when I saw the Crown Princess, who had come to visit the mansion as usual, greeting me from the air rather than from the arms of her head lady-in-waiting, I could deeply understand the bewilderment the Emperor must have felt.

A very small number of magicians can use flight magic, but they are literally very few. Even the most experienced archmages cannot use flight magic if they haven't followed that skill tree.

The little Crown Princess had stepped into this realm of veterans. It's only 10cm now, but no one can guarantee what will happen in the future.

"Pedi! Get on my back! Let's fly together!"
"Y-Your Highness!"
"Absolutely not!"
"Hiing..."

Meanwhile, we had a hard time stopping the Crown Princess from trying to carry Pedi on her back. How did she come up with the idea of flying together with her sister just because she could fly?

'It is evidence of a warm heart though.'

The desire not to monopolize her joy but to share it with her sister. This is mercy and consideration that someone born with an evil nature could never show.

That's why I feel both bewildered and pleased whenever I see the Crown Princess's impulsive actions. This child was born with a kind heart, and if adults like us don't teach her wrongly, she'll be at least average.

That's enough. If the Emperor, a once-in-a-generation wise ruler and a genius of effort and eloquence, has firmly established the empire, then the Crown Princess just needs to maintain her position normally. The Nuren Duke's family and I will serve the Crown Princess with all our hearts.

"Your Highness."
"Mmm?"
"Jangsaeng would be able to fly in the sky with Your Highness."

At those words, the Crown Princess's eyes sparkled.

"Really!?"
"Of course. Jangsaeng is small, isn't he?"
"Right! Jangsaeng is small!"


I gave the innocent and adorable Crown Princess permission to carry Jangsaeng on her back.

Yes, Jangsaeng is perfect. Even by the young Crown Princess's standards, Jangsaeng is a very small and petite animal. She can certainly carry him on her back.

"Shall we go find Jangsaeng together?"
"Yes!"
"Oh, and these children want to play with Jangsaeng too."

When I showed her Maria and Cecilia in my arms, the Crown Princess nodded vigorously.

"Good! Let's play together!"

I silently apologized to Jangsaeng, who would probably be in deep sleep right now.

Please sacrifice yourself once more for the happiness of our children and the Crown Princess.

The children's bright laughter echoed.

"Aaaaaaah! Graaaaaaah!"

Jangsaeng also roared loudly, seemingly enjoying playing with the children.

I couldn't help but smile at this positive development. Don't they say that children who grow up with animals from an early age become emotionally stable? I'm not entirely sure, but I decided to believe it from today. No one's going to point out if I'm wrong, so it should be fine.

"Wow, the one who used to be death has become like that."

As I was watching the peaceful moment of Jangsaeng and the three children—no, four children including Pedi who had joined them along the way—I flinched. It was a voice I hadn't heard in a very long time.

'It's been a while. Have you been well?'

After calming my momentarily agitated heart, I greeted him calmly. The Eternal Blue Sky often shows his pitiful appearance, but he has never harmed me.

...Has he? Given that I don't have any memorable grudges, I suppose not.

"I've been well. I couldn't ask for more if things continue like these days."

The Eternal Blue Sky chuckled at my greeting.

It was a laugh that only the Eternal Blue Sky, who had become a wealthy unemployed person after the council, could make. I wish I could live like that god too.

"By the way, I heard you came to the elven residential district recently?"
'The Elemental Kings were looking for me, so I briefly showed my face.'
"Sorry. I was sleeping and didn't know someone had come."

I was momentarily speechless at his apparently serious unemployment lifestyle.

He didn't know a guest had come because he was sleeping? Isn't that a feat only the upper tier of the unemployed could show?

'Yes, well. That can happen. It's natural to sleep in your own home.'

However, I didn't tease or scold the Eternal Blue Sky. In fact, it's unusual for a god to speak to me every time I visit; normally, humans can't hear the voice of gods until they die.

...

'Come to think of it, Constantina didn't react either. Was she sleeping too?'
"Ah, her?"

When I mentioned this belated question, the Eternal Blue Sky yawned slightly and continued.

"Recently, one of Enen's people has been wandering around the empire. She's busy talking with Enen about that."
'What does Enen's saint wandering around have to do with Constantina...'
"I don't know either. Gods don't usually discuss matters related to their own faith with other gods."

For a moment, I almost thought, 'Are you perhaps being ostracized?' but I managed to hold back.

"Well, it's probably nothing serious. At most, she's probably asking Enen's person not to approach her believers or sacred sites."

I nodded in understanding. Indeed, if that were the case, she would be busy.

About 300 years ago, when the World Tree was lost, I lost the means to communicate with the children of the earth, and as the vegetation that symbolized me burned away, I spent the last 300 years as a half-dead god.

Fortunately, there were children who did not forget and continued to worship this incompetent and weak god, so I did not completely lose my faith. But I cannot guarantee what would have happened if more time had passed. Perhaps I too would have become a thing of the past, like the gods who collapsed during the last religious war.

But the World Tree has been revived. Because of this, my existence has blossomed again on earth. I can once again communicate with my children. The spirits have broken their long silence and reappeared on the continent.

Thus, my faltering faith has been strengthened. Since the children of Enen acknowledged my existence and that of the Eternal Blue Sky, my influence has approached the power I held during the religious war era.

"You seem quite busy these days. It's difficult to meet you."

Now, with this renewed influence, I can approach other gods.

Unlike the Eternal Blue Sky who dwells in the World Tree, the Sun God remains in the heavens, watching over various parts of the continent.

No matter how much the Eternal Blue Sky and I have regained our faith, the Sun God remains a powerful being whose greatness I cannot even touch.

"Thanks to you, I can finally exchange greetings with you, Enen."

Enen, the victor of the religious war and king of gods.

It's been nearly a hundred years since I've been able to converse with Enen.

"The sun in the sky and the vegetation of the earth are always together yet cannot touch. Unless one side has strong will, it is normal that they do not meet."

In response to my greeting, Enen spoke in his usual roundabout way, as if grasping at clouds.

"But now that the fresh vegetation has once again raised its head toward the sun, the sun that had been gazing at the earth alone can only be delighted."

I decided to let it pass since it was his way of expressing happiness.

"Yet on this auspicious day when sun and vegetation meet, why is the sky that embraces the sun and caresses the vegetation nowhere to be seen?"

"The Eternal Blue Sky is sleeping. If we wake him, he'll likely be angry, and if we ask him to come, he'll obviously complain it's bothersome. So I just left him there."

After those words, Enen was silent for a moment, then:

"Tsk."

He clicked his tongue briefly.

Though it was a very faint sound, for gods, the volume of sound has no meaning. Enen must have clicked his tongue loud enough for me to hear.

"That's unfortunate. The sky has taken on the burden of sins and worries that the sun should purify, so gratitude should rightfully be expressed."

Despite his words about expressing gratitude, there was a hint of displeasure in his voice, which made me smile slightly.

I know well that Enen sealed away the evil gods known as the Four Calamities and Seven Sins. Even Enen, who had defeated countless gods and emerged victorious, couldn't completely deal with eleven evil gods, so he imprisoned them in the extreme cold north of the North, which is managed by the Eternal Blue Sky.

For gods, there is no punishment more severe than oblivion. If hundreds of years pass while they are forgotten from everyone's memory, even the most powerful evil gods will fall.

Enen had been planning to weaken the evil gods this way, but the fruits of his patience were taken by someone else.

'To think that the Eternal Blue Sky and the Benefactor would take it.'

During a time when Enen's status was temporarily shaken by the Council, the Eternal Blue Sky, concerned about the evil gods' activities, headed to the extreme cold with the Benefactor.

Up to this point, there was no problem. If the evil gods were released back onto the continent, it would be enough to call it a disaster, and Enen, who was supposed to manage this, was at his weakest state since winning the religious war. It was right for the Eternal Blue Sky, who had relative abundance, to check on them.

But who would have known that the evil gods' seals would actually break? Who would have known they had weakened enough for their divinity to be absorbed?

"The evil gods happened to be weakened! It was troublesome to seal them again, so I absorbed their divinity!"

The Eternal Blue Sky laughed happily after returning from the extreme cold. At the time, I just let it pass, but thinking about it carefully, it was as if the Eternal Blue Sky had stolen the feast that Enen had been maturing.

However, I didn't bring it up. I didn't want to spoil the cheerful mood of the Eternal Blue Sky.

Besides, it's true that the Eternal Blue Sky exerted power on behalf of Enen. If you think of it as compensation, it's hard to see it as theft.

"...Someday, there will be a chance to meet. The sun and sky are inseparable after all."

Enen knew this too, so he didn't resent the Eternal Blue Sky. He just felt uneasy about having his feast taken.

"Enen."


"Speak, my friend."

Looking at Enen, I opened my mouth again. I didn't contact the wandering Enen to confirm his displeasure.

"Your child is wandering around the Empire..."

"That child has thrown himself on a pilgrimage path for the faith and belief established in his heart. He will not harm the authority of my friend and sister."

I know that. Enen is not the type to interfere with his child now to check other gods.

"Please guide that child to visit the World Tree and the North."

"Oh?"

That's why I sought out Enen first to make this request.

The Eternal Blue Sky and I were able to establish our authority through Enen's children. Without them, we would still be just ordinary and weak gods.

So we must show kindness to those children. The gods who are recognized and respected by Enen's children must show that they respect Enen's children in return.

"Very well. If that is what my friend wants."

Enen nodded readily to this proposal.

"But does my sister feel the same way?"

"The Eternal Blue Sky doesn't care who comes to his home."

"That's true. I've also been indebted to my sister's home before."

I smiled as I watched Enen nod.

Anyway, the Eternal Blue Sky is in a situation where he's clinging to the World Tree rather than the North. He probably won't care whether Enen's child goes to the North or not.

***

As the Imperial pilgrimage gradually reaches its final stages, I entered the church today to offer prayers to our Lord.

Gratitude for providing daily bread to this humble servant, gratitude that my brothers and sisters and I could be healthy today.

And gratitude for being able to safely pilgrimage through the vast Imperial territory and numerous holy sites, gratitude for the precious connections made on the pilgrimage path.

While offering prayers of gratitude for all these things...

"My servant, my son."

I heard the holy and sacred voice of the Lord.

"Lord, your servant is listening."

I quickly pressed my forehead to the floor and focused on the Lord's voice. No matter how much I bear the excessive title of "son of God," I am still just one of many servants before the Lord. No servant dares to raise their head before their master.

"The pilgrim walking under the sun shall be cared for by the sky and vegetation. You should express gratitude not only to the sun but also to the sky and vegetation."

I engraved the Lord's subsequent words in my heart.

It means that not only our master Enen but also the Eternal Blue Sky and Constantina find us endearing. Therefore, I should visit not only places where the Lord's traces remain but also the holy sites or temples of these two gods.

"I will follow."

If that is the Lord's will, I must naturally follow it. Even if it means retracing my steps, I can go willingly.

'Where should I go first?'

At the same time, I pondered my next destination.

If it's a place thick with the influence of the sky, it's naturally the North, the home of the nomads. The holy site of vegetation is the non-human protection zone where elves exist.

'It would be better to go to the non-human protection zone first.'

Of the two regions, I had visited the non-human protection zone before. I had even seen elves there directly, so it would be right to visit there first and pay respects to Constantina.


The North is a place I've never been to before, so I'm a bit worried... but it's a place where my torture brother's influence is strong. If necessary, I'll ask him for help.

"My son."

"Yes, Lord."

"The sky and vegetation may be different from the sun, but they are not wrong. Keep this in your heart as you proceed."

"I will remember."

I answered without hesitation to the advice left by the Lord.

If that is the Lord's will, it must be so. Because that is the aspiration that His Holiness the Pope wishes to achieve, it must be so.

"—brother."

Eventually, my heart swelled. Different but not wrong. That goes beyond how believers view other religions and applies to all human relationships. Indeed, our Lord is wise and merciful.

"Bro—ther."

At the same time, a small question arose. With such a merciful master, how cruel and merciless must the faiths that this Lord suppressed and crushed have been?

Of course, during the religious war, even our kind Lord might have emphasized firmness over mercy, but looking at the current Lord, one can't help but wonder—

"Tanian."

I hurriedly raised my head at the voice coming from beside me.

"Now you only respond when I call your name."

Then I saw Sister Alexandriana chuckling.

How embarrassing. It seems I momentarily lost my senses in awe of the Lord's voice. To think I didn't notice someone coming right next to me.

"I wondered what was happening when you didn't come until dinner time."

"Dinner?"

This time I was surprised. I started praying around lunchtime, and that's when I heard the Lord's voice. But it's already dinner time?

'Truly a gracious thing.'

To be able to reflect on the Lord's voice for several hours. It's an honorable and touching experience.

"Sister."

As I slightly opened my mouth, the sister just smiled faintly and pretended not to hear.

"...Sister?"

I opened my mouth again, but this time she completely turned her gaze away.

'Ah.'

Belatedly understanding why she was acting this way, I cleared my throat slightly, and,

"Alexandriana."

"Yes, brother."

Only after calling her name could I hear the sister's response.

I couldn't help but laugh a little at that. After we became closer in the Capital, we made a small, cute promise that if someone calls the other by their real name, the other should respond with the real name the same number of times.

So I had to call the sister by her real name too. Even if it was just once.

"Let's change our schedule. Let's go to the non-human protection zone."

"What?"

Anyway, with a smile on my lips, I quickly mentioned the changed schedule, and the sister tilted her head.

Since this was an expected reaction, I could only smile.


The time flowed steadily whether the Crown Princess mastered flight, whether the Eternal Blue Sky spoke to her, or whether Constantina made contact with Enen. Just because unusual things happened didn't mean my daily life had to stop.

"Awoo, waaah!"
"That's right. Our Friedrich is getting good at babbling now."

These days, I find joy in my daily life listening to Friedrich's babbling.

In a few months when Bada is born, he'll be pushed aside, but at this moment, our Friedrich is the youngest. My youngest with impressive warm pink hair like Luise, befitting his prenatal name "Cherry Blossom."

Even his eyes are blue like Luise's, making him look like a male version of her.

"Our youngest will be popular when he grows up."

I chuckled and gently poked Friedrich's nose.

Luise was the Academy's idol for three years, a capybara beloved by imperial and royal families. If Friedrich inherited not just Luise's looks but also her characteristics, he might make many young ladies' hearts flutter. With a bit of exaggeration, he could become the Empire's first national crush.

'National crush, huh.'

I couldn't help but laugh at the strange term. Could such a modern phrase exist in this medieval-flavored world?

But for a child of mine and Luise's, it would be possible. I've given Friedrich a background no one can ignore, and Luise has passed down looks and a personality that anyone would find appealing.

"Should you not take after your father's personality?"
"Wah?"

Friedrich responded with a confused babble at my words.

It's natural he doesn't understand now. The triplets are unusually expressive, but babies like Friedrich represent the average.

Anyway, I hope Friedrich doesn't take after me. Honestly, I can't claim to be smooth with women or relationships. If our national crush ended up with my kind of romantic history, the Empire's social circles would be turned upside down.

In a bad way, obviously.

"Perhaps I should find him a good match from an early age."
"Awoo-"

Friedrich waved his arms and babbled at my muttering.

I burst out laughing because it seemed like he was scolding me for worrying about such things so early.

"Brother."
"Huh?"

While I was playing with Friedrich's nose and fingers, Luise approached wearing loose-fitting clothes.

"Ah, it's mealtime already."

I stared blankly at Luise before making way for her.

Our Friedrich is surprisingly regular. It's about time he would cry for food.

"Woo!"

Indeed, Friedrich, who had been fiddling with my fingers, immediately reached out toward Luise and whined. As if saying he was getting hungry and she came just in time.

"Hehe, yes. Let's have some food, shall we?"

Luise gently took Friedrich into her arms.

I watched contentedly at the familiar sight. These days, I gauge how much of the day has passed by watching Luise breastfeed Friedrich. He's so regular that I can tell what time it is without checking a clock.

"...Um, Brother?"
"Yes?"
"It's a bit embarrassing when you stare like that..."

Luise blushed slightly as she adjusted her clothes, apparently because I was staring too intently.

"I've already seen everything, so why suddenly—"
"B-Brother!"
"Alright, I'm sorry."

Though I wonder what's left to be embarrassed about between us, it's a husband's duty to protect his wife's modesty. I quickly turned my head before she could become more embarrassed.

Still, I feel a bit disappointed. Luise still has things she won't show me. Yet I could show her everything of mine.

'Come to think of it, she's gone back to calling me Brother.'

Luise definitely called me "honey" when Friedrich was born. But at some point, she started using both "honey" and "Brother" interchangeably, and now she's naturally reverted to "Brother." It's heartbreaking and brings tears to my eyes.


I understood when she mixed the terms—"Brother" was a habit that was hard to break. But completely reverting is too much.

"Luise."
"Don't sneak glances at me."
"Why don't you call me 'honey' anymore?"

So I turned my head again and asked directly. Where has my lost springtime gone? Where has that heart-fluttering, intimate term disappeared to?

"Th-that's..."

Luise stammered at my question full of disappointment.

"I want to hear you call me 'honey.'"
"I-I call you 'honey' in my heart every day!"

It was a heartwarming defense, but unfortunately, I haven't learned mind-reading.

"If you call me 'Brother' as a married couple, won't Friedrich grow up calling me 'big brother' too?"

Even I thought it was a ridiculous notion, but Luise, caught off guard, rolled her eyes in bewilderment.

Good. If I push a little more, I might get results.

"Of course, our love isn't dictated by what we call each other, but wouldn't it be nicer to use warmer, softer terms?"

To be blunt, "Brother" is a term anyone younger than me could use. But "honey" is a term that only six people in this world can use for me. The weight is different.

"I-I suppose so..."

Luise's resistance weakened under my perfectly logical persuasion.

In truth, this was a battle I had the advantage in from the start. It's not strange for a husband to want his wife to call him "honey"—

- Do you have a moment?

The unexpected intervention of a spectator broke the flow.

'What is it?'

Though disappointed, I responded to the Eternal Blue Sky.

This is a situation where I'll have the advantage whenever we return to it. I can postpone it without any problem.

Honestly, I don't think I'd lose a war of words to Luise even if I were at a disadvantage.

- A saint from Enen's side came here. Do you know anything about that?
'...What?'

But my calm and confident mindset crumbled at the Eternal Blue Sky's words.

A saint from Enen would be Tanian. Tanian went to where the Eternal Blue Sky is? To the home of non-human races distant from Enen faith, where Constantina's symbol, the World Tree, stands?

Why...?

"Brother?"

As I stared blankly into space, Luise, who had been rolling her eyes, carefully spoke up.

I embraced both Luise and Friedrich in her arms simultaneously.

"Luise, call me 'honey.'"

My head is too complicated right now and I feel like I'm going crazy.

Even though the Dawn Order has acknowledged other religions, why would a saint of the Dawn Order go to the center of another faith? Is he going there to pick a fight?

'This is maddening.'

Nothing is more terrifying to a civil servant than an unexpected variable.

Especially when that variable is created by an acquaintance.

"Please call me 'honey'...!"
"H-honey! Calm down!"

My mind instantly became peaceful.

***

As soon as we entered the non-human protection zone, I expected to receive countless stares.


Humans in an area where non-humans live. Not just one or two, but dozens entering at once. No matter how benevolent our purpose, I thought it natural to receive wary looks.

But that wasn't the case. When we entered the non-human protection zone, the non-humans merely offered light greetings without any other reaction.

'Perhaps they're used to humans?'

The non-human protection zone is a kind of tourist attraction. With a significant number of humans coming and going daily, it's understandable that the non-humans would be indifferent.

But we aren't ordinary humans—we're priests. For non-humans who follow traditional faiths rather than the Dawn Order, this should be concerning...

"Brother!"

While pondering this, a man in priestly garments came running from the distance.

It was the bishop of the non-human protection zone parish.

"Welcome! I welcome the visit of my brothers and sisters...!"
"Ah, Bishop!"
"Haven't seen you in a while! Here, take some tangerines!"

And the Bishop Brother was stopped by non-humans about every five steps as he approached us.

It was a strange sight—non-humans lavishing gifts on a human priest.

"I apologize for the late welcome! I meant to just wash my face quickly, but it took longer than expected!"

The Bishop Brother, arms full of gifts piled up to his nose, greeted us with an embarrassed smile.

"No need for apologies. We're the ones who came suddenly, so we should be apologizing to you."

With those words, I helped carry some of the gifts he was holding. He might trip if his view remained blocked by all those presents.

"You seem to have a good relationship with the residents."
"A priest's duty is to blend with the local residents. I've merely fulfilled my duty."

His textbook answer was all the more satisfying.

In times when many priests fail to fulfill this duty, a priest who treats non-human residents without prejudice? He's a valuable talent the Order should cherish and monitor, and a devout person with whom fellow priests should engage in serious theological discussions.

"Brother."
"Yes, please speak."
"If it's not too presumptuous, may we visit the World Tree?"

So before engaging in a leisurely theological debate with the Brother, I stated our purpose to fulfill the Lord's guidance.

"The World Tree."

At my request, the Brother thought for a moment before nodding willingly.

"Very well. Not just anyone can approach it, but if the Elder knows you've come, I'm sure permission will be granted. The Elder maintains an amicable relationship with our parish."

The mention of the Elder reminded me of the old elf I had seen before. That was certainly the Wise Duke's maternal grandmother.

"But why does Brother wish to visit the World Tree...?"

I smiled gently at the Brother's question.

"As a Son of the Sun, I wish to offer prayers to the flora."

At those words, the Brother froze.

For a Son of the Sun to offer prayers to another entity was by no means a trivial statement.

***

After begging and pleading with Luise to call me "honey"...

- There's a commotion at the World Tree with people from Enen gathering. Your family is here too?
'...Do you mean the Wise Duke?'
- Ah, yes. That's what you called him, right?

I quietly grabbed the back of my neck at the Eternal Blue Sky's kind live broadcast.

I'm curious about what's happening there.

But I'm afraid I'll get entangled if I see or hear directly.

'Damn it.'

Tanian, you bastard. What the hell are you doing there?


In this world, before I came here, I was a proud humanities student, so I don't remember the details, but there was a law about the existence or state of objects.

You cannot be certain of something's state before confirming it. Before going to work, I can't know whether there's work at the Audit Department or not, and until I go to the Imperial Palace, I can't know whether the Emperor is a son of a bitch or a motherfucker. This is called Schrödinger's cat, the Crown Prince in the rice chest, or King Seonjo of Hanyang. Before checking, you don't know whether something exists or not.

My current situation is similar. Before hearing that Tanian went to the protected area for non-humans, I didn't know Tanian's status. Since I didn't know, I could enjoy a leisurely and peaceful vacation.

But thanks to the Eternal Blue Sky's kind explanation, I've now observed Tanian.

'Damn it.'

My head throbbed. Before observing, I didn't need to care. But once observed, I can't ignore it.

After all, it's an incident where the next saint of the Dawn Order visited a sacred place of another religion, and even the Wise Duke, who's responsible for the protected area for non-humans, got involved. If I wasn't worried about what happened or might happen, I wouldn't deserve to work at the Audit Department.

'I'd rather not deserve it.'

For a moment, a meaningless happiness circuit activated. If I ignore this matter, would the Emperor take away my ministerial position? It's against national interests for someone unqualified to cling to a minister's position, right?

Of course, that won't happen. Knowing the Emperor, he would say "A minister should have responsibility" and dump even more work on me.

'...It'll be troublesome if I go.'

I bit my lip and organized my thoughts.

First, obviously, it's clear that things will get troublesome if I personally go to the protected area for non-humans. If it were a simple matter, this bizarre combination of the next saint and the Wise Duke wouldn't have formed.

'If I postpone it, things might go to hell later.'

But I'm afraid of future consequences if I ignore the situation. Directly intervening to lead the situation versus cleaning up someone else's mess are clearly different issues. If you ask which is easier, I'd say the former.

So, while holding Luise and Friedrich in my arms, I pondered for a while—

"Brother?"
"Wow! Little bird! Long time no see!"

In the end, I ended up visiting the protected area for non-humans on my own feet.

I curse you, these damn people.

The culprits who ruined my vacation...!

My head throbbed again, but for a different reason now.

"You received the Lord's guidance?"
"Yes, Brother. Not only the warmth of the sun guides our path, but also the vast sky and fresh vegetation embrace it. As one who pursues the long path of pilgrimage and service, how could I not express gratitude?"

The reason why Tanian, who was about to leave the Empire, suddenly changed his route.

I almost laughed when I heard that the reason was Enen's direct intervention. No, since Constantina went to talk with Enen, it's fair to say it was the intervention of two gods.

'I didn't expect them to become this close.'

And the scene unfolding behind Tanian prevented even a hollow laugh from escaping.

A simple platform being built in front of the World Tree. The cross, symbol of the Dawn Order, was erected, and candles were placed beside it. No matter how you look at it, they're preparing to offer prayers toward the World Tree.

Unbelievable. It's true that through the council, the Dawn Order acknowledged the existence of the Eternal Blue Sky and Constantina. Among them, Constantina, who bestowed the World Tree, was somewhat respected by the Dawn Order even before the council.

However, subtle respect and official reverence are different. Respecting "the being who bestowed the World Tree to the continent" and praying to "another god they don't serve" cannot be equated.

"The Lord's mercy and tolerance are truly as warm as the sun. It's admirable."


I wanted to ask if he was in his right mind, but I held back. This wasn't Tanian's independent decision but Enen's instruction.

Honestly, that makes it even more incomprehensible. If it were Tanian's independent action, I'd consider it a disaster from a bizarre interpretation of the council's results, but if it's Enen's instruction, it means Enen himself allowed another god's authority to rise. Is that even possible?

"If a mortal tries to fully gaze at the sun, they'll go blind. We simply follow the warmth of the sun."

Noticing my confusion, Tanian smiled and spoke. It's impious and impossible for humans to fathom a god's will.

"That's right! It's impossible for a limited being to fully understand and see! Little bird, you can't understand a dog or chicken's thoughts either, right? It's like that!"

The Wise Duke also nodded with a giggle at Tanian's words.

Yes, that's right. A god is a being who lives incomparably longer than humans and accumulates incomparable experiences and knowledge. A god is a being who lives differently from humans. Trying to understand such a being in human ways is presumptuous.

'So she's a believer too.'

However, I'm surprised that such religious words came from the Wise Duke's mouth.

Pious Duke in heaven, are you watching? Although your daughter drinks alcohol like oxygen, she maintains her faith and belief.

And it seems that's one of the few instances of reason and conscience the Wise Duke has preserved... Like father, like daughter; you did great things for your daughter before departing.

"By the way, I didn't expect you to come here, Brother. Since it was a hastily arranged schedule, rumors probably haven't spread yet."
"Huh? Really? I just reported to Father and came here?"
'Ah.'

I was at a loss for words at this reasonable and rational point.

I learned about this disaster through the Eternal Blue Sky, not through normal means. Naturally, I had to rush here faster than Tanian or the Wise Duke expected.

"Didn't my children receive the Spirit King's blessing? The spirits whispered to me and my children about the unusual events happening in front of the World Tree."

Unable to tell the truth, I made up an excuse. Revealing that I'm a human who communicates with gods in front of the next saint and a duke? I'd probably be dragged around for all sorts of experiments until I marry Pine.

'I'm sorry.'

At the same time, I apologized to the triplets who would be crawling around the mansion.

Sorry for selling out my daughters.

***

Constantina.

During the religious war era, unlike other faiths that succumbed to force, she was a being who voluntarily acknowledged our Lord.

A being who bestowed the blessing of the World Tree, friends like spirits and fairies to this continent, and reigns as the mother of elves.

"The son of the sun greets Mother Vegetation."

A god whom our Dawn Order should now respect and express gratitude to.

I offered prayers for such a god. In front of the World Tree, the symbol of the god, I offered praise toward the vegetation.

Because that's what our Lord wants. Because Constantina will watch over us like our Lord. Because although it hasn't happened before, it's something we should get used to from now on.

'I'm glad everyone is following along.'

I smiled as I watched the brothers and sisters who were praying with me.

No matter how necessary, this is an unprecedented eccentricity. I thought I'd need to appease confused brothers and sisters before prayer would be possible, but surprisingly, they calmly accepted the Lord's will.

"If the Lord desires it, we must prioritize it above all else. Our common sense and customs were formed under the Lord's words."


Especially Sister Alexandria, who passionately supported me,

"Haha, after staying in the protected area for non-humans, the day has come when we pray to Constantina. We'll be able to get along well with our elf neighbors from now on."

And the bishop brother who lightened the burden on other brothers and sisters by describing this matter as casually as possible.

The roles of these two were very significant. Without them, others might still be struggling to compose themselves.

"Like the friendship between the sun and vegetation, may our respect for you also be deep."

With those words, I knelt and closed my eyes. Although there's no splendor in this unscheduled prayer, prayer is fundamentally made with sincerity. Our prayer will surely reach Constantina's heart.

"Please cover the path we walk with beautiful vegetation..."
- Constantina isn't here.
"...we pray."

I slightly opened my eyes at the sudden voice.

It's an unfamiliar voice. At the same time, it's too calm and light for someone who interrupted a solemn prayer.

- The World Tree is my home. Constantina is the god of vegetation, so she's out and about on the continent. When she returns, I'll tell her that Enen's children offered sincere prayers.
'...Excuse me, but who are you?'

Since the voice was heard in my mind rather than my ears, I also asked mentally.

A being who speaks comfortably, like Constantina and our Lord. I have a rough idea of who it might be, but I don't understand why this being claims the World Tree as their home.

- The Eternal Blue Sky. You know me, right?
'I behold the vast sky.'

But it's arrogant for humans to try to fathom a god's will. Without hesitation, I showed respect to the being who called himself the god of the sky.

And I quickly recalled my memories. Three years ago, during a school trip, the mentor brother had encountered the faith of nomads in the North.

The brother, who carried the power of nomadic faith in his body, transferred that power to a tree, and that tree grew into the World Tree. The nomadic faith is the Eternal Blue Sky. There's sufficient justification for the god of the sky to be at the World Tree.

...Though it was unexpected that he's still there.

- I don't know why Enen's child is offering prayers to the god of vegetation, but anyway, I'll pass it on well. I'll count it as if I received it too, so if you're planning to go to the North, don't.
'Thank you... for your consideration.'
- No need to thank me. I'm more grateful.

The Eternal Blue Sky, who chuckled, fell silent after those words.

'A priest of the Lord prayed to the god of the sky in front of the World Tree.'

As soon as my mind understood the current situation, I couldn't help but laugh.

It was truly a peculiar and wondrous prayer.

***

As expected of the god of nomads, his plundering skills are artistic.

"Vegetation was away, and the Sky responded instead."

Who would have thought he'd steal prayers meant for someone else?

'Is this really okay?'
- What does it matter? If it weren't for me, no one would have received the prayer.

His response was so surprisingly confident that I couldn't question further.

# The Prayer Theft Incident That Will Forever Remain in Continental Religious History

"It's regrettable that we couldn't directly hear the response of the trees, but prayer is fundamentally about expressing one's beliefs and sincerity without expecting the Lord's response. It's quite extraordinary that Heaven personally responded."

Despite that historic theft incident, Tanian spoke with a gentle smile.

He's not wrong. If gods responded to every prayer, Enen would need to operate a 24-hour call center and still be overwhelmed. With millions of believers praying across the continent, how could all those be answered? Even an automated response system would break down after tens or hundreds of millions of daily calls.

So although Tanian didn't hear Constantina's response, he found meaning in having prayed before the World Tree—

"Now I must go to the North."
"Hmm?"
- Huh?

He declared his intention to visit the North, the homeland of the Eternal Blue Sky.

"Didn't you say Heaven already responded? There seems no need to travel all the way to the North."
- Exactly. Besides, wouldn't it be quite cold in the North right now?

The North, as its name suggests, is located in the northern part of the continent. Even in summer, cool breezes blow there, making winter winds as sharp as blades. It's warmer than the extreme cold where evil gods were sealed, but that's only because the comparison is to extreme cold.

"Having spent a winter in the North before, I can tell you that even the natives there shiver from the cold. There's no need to push yourself to go."

It would be troublesome if the future Saint caught a cold in Imperial territory. So I sincerely tried to dissuade Tanian.

"It's fine. I've already visited the Three Winter Countries, so how different could the North be?"

His answer made me concede the point.

That's true. Having already been to the northeastern edge of the continent, there's no reason he couldn't go to the North.

"Besides, even though Heaven has responded, prayers must proceed as planned. Though it may sound somewhat irreverent, prayer isn't solely for the divine."

I kept silent at such truly irreverent words.

Prayer is an act of worship and praise solely for the divine. Saying that prayer isn't just for the gods is something that even a future Saint shouldn't casually mention.

"Prayer is also for the believers. It's evidence that our faith is strong and that our Lord is always watching over us."

Noticing my silence, Tanian continued with an even deeper smile.

"Prayer for the Lord can be done alone in a quiet place. But for the psychological comfort of believers and residents, it must be conducted on a grand scale."
"So faith is not so different from public sentiment."

I nodded, understanding that what matters is the performance.

I get it. Secular nations often hold large festivals to demonstrate the strength of royal authority and national prestige. For religious orders, prayer serves as that display.

"I'll speak well to the great lords of the North on your behalf."
"Haha, thank you. To be honest, none of us has ever been to that region, so I was a bit nervous."

I chuckled at Tanian's banter.

Tanian is an honored guest from the Papal States and a benefactor who blessed my children. Though I might resent his coming to a protected area for other species, I can certainly accommodate him.

Besides, Tanian's journey to the North is for the benefit of believers and residents.

'If he had bypassed the North, all sorts of rumors would have spread.'

If Tanian hadn't gone to the North, continental people would have thought the Dawn Order took Heaven lightly. The northern nomads, influenced by Heaven, would have misunderstood that they were still being ostracized.

Tanian declared his intention to go personally to prevent such anxiety and unease. As an Imperial noble and administrator of the North, I'm grateful.

...


'Why did you say there was no need to go?'

Eventually, a fundamental question arose. Why would the god of the North neglect an issue that even the future Saint of another religion was concerned about?

- Don't try to understand nomads through the eyes of settled people. They're not the type to feel insecure about what others say.

The answer that came back was firm trust in his believers.

- ...To begin with, the priest himself lacks faith. There aren't many who believe fervently enough to feel anxious about bypassing the North.

Wait, was it distrust rather than trust?

The statement was enough to bring tears to my eyes, so I didn't press further.

I didn't accompany Tanian to the North. Marquis Varandiga, a powerful figure, is already stationed there, so he can adequately welcome Tanian and the pilgrimage group without my involvement.

Marquis Varandiga is one of only thirteen marquises in the Empire and also a priest of the Eternal Blue Sky faith. What better conditions could there be for receiving a pilgrimage group?

Of course, as the Eternal Blue Sky said, our priest's faith may be weak, but his political acumen and perceptiveness are exceptional. That's sufficient.

"Nephew! Let's have fun while you're here!"

Even if I had planned to follow Tanian, I would have been detained by the Wise Duke anyway.

After seeing off the pilgrimage group that departed smoothly after their prayers, I was dragged to the Duke's castle by the Wise Duke.

I protested that the honored guest had safely departed so I should be allowed to leave, that I was on vacation and didn't need to work more, but it was futile. Instead, I was countered with logic like "Since you're on vacation, shouldn't you spend time with your aunt!?"

'That's not wrong.'

I sighed while drinking the special alcohol (whiskey mixed with brandy) the Wise Duke had prepared.

Yes, it's not strange for a nephew on vacation to spend time with his aunt. While someone on duty couldn't be detained, an unemployed person on vacation could be caught anytime. I had momentarily forgotten that.

"Hehehe, how is it, nephew? Delicious!?"
"My esophagus feels numb and tingling."
"Hah! I'm glad you like it!"

Strange. Which part of my statement indicated that I liked it? It was a complaint that my poor esophagus and stomach were screaming in protest.

'So this is where my stomach is located.'

I rubbed my belly, feeling the position of my burning esophagus and stomach.

To think I'd locate my stomach's position in a world without X-rays. The Wise Duke's abilities are truly remarkable.

"Then have another!"

The constantly grinning Wise Duke poured whiskey and brandy from both hands into my glass.

This is maddening. Making me drink again right after I just emptied my glass is too much. Even water would kill you if consumed at this rate.

"It's fine. I think I've had enough—"
"Scared?"
"Please give me more."

My response shot out automatically at those precisely articulated words that showed no sign of intoxication.

But I have no regrets. I can tolerate many things, but I cannot stand being treated as a loser who's afraid of alcohol.

"Goooood! That's my nephew! The continent's greatest swordsman!"

Satisfied with my answer, the Wise Duke poured more alcohol without restraint.


The Wise Duke's outrage only stopped when my glass formed a meniscus.

"Aunt."
"Hmm? What is it?"
"I'll let the mansion know I'll be returning tomorrow."

At those words, the Wise Duke opened her eyes wide, then burst into laughter while patting my shoulder.

"Excellent! My nephew is the best! I want to see you spending time with your aunt!"

The intense patting caused the carefully balanced alcohol to spill over, wetting my hand.

'Damn it.'

This overflowing alcohol seemed to symbolize the stomach acid that would reflux the next day.

***

The Marquis's domain, which had been quiet, was thrown into turmoil upon receiving word from Count Teilgleichen.

- The future Saint will soon head north. He plans to offer prayers to the Eternal Blue Sky, so please guide him to the largest temple.

The news that a powerful figure from the Dawn Order, which had swept across the continent, was coming to the North was significant enough to rouse bodies that had been lying low to escape the cold winter wind.

Though an unexpected visit, this was an opportunity. I'd heard that the future Saint had attended the Academy for the past three years and had formed a friendship with Marquis Idrafen, my future son-in-law. And coincidentally, Marquis Idrafen was currently in the North.

"As someone who will live with the nomads, I should get accustomed to winter early. How could I call myself the son-in-law of the Varandiga family if I retreat to the Capital whenever it gets cold?"

Recalling my future son-in-law's words, I felt a tightness in my nose.

The future Saint's close friend is visiting the North as my future son-in-law. This means I can make a good impression on the future Saint, a continental figure who transcends nationality.

That's why this is an opportunity. A chance to form connections that others could never have.

"Is this Heaven's blessing?"

I unconsciously looked up at the sky and muttered.

Since the Khagan, called the Heaven-Defying One in the Empire, died at Imperial hands, and my father, who was a priest, passed away, I stopped believing in Heaven's existence. Or more precisely, I thought whether it existed or not would have no impact on my life.

If Heaven intervened in our affairs, the strongest warrior in history wouldn't have perished. I wouldn't have struggled, walking on eggshells after inheriting my father's position as priest. All those things happened because there was no divine protection from Heaven—from God. That's why I didn't revere Heaven. Because it didn't help me.

'Now divine protection follows me.'

But how about recently? I, once just a tribal chief, have become a marquis who can look down on numerous nobles. My daughter is set to marry into the Imperial family. The Eternal Blue Sky, once the faith of nomads, has received recognition from the Dawn Order.

This can only be called divine protection. If not divine protection, it would be even stranger.

'Is this Heaven's will...'

Such a thought suddenly occurred to me. Perhaps Heaven remained silent all this time because it didn't want conflict between settled people and nomads? If the Heaven-Defying One had won, the Empire and the Gaar Khagan Nation would still maintain hostile relations.

And now, with settled people and nomads within the same fence, nomads are developing by receiving wealth and culture from settled people. If Heaven wanted peaceful coexistence rather than war, it would be pleased with this sight.

Of course, this is just my speculation. It's impossible for humans to understand divine will.

'It doesn't matter.'

But that's fine. It doesn't matter if it's just speculation.

What matters is that this is beneficial to us.

Settled people gather to form villages, villages develop into cities, and cities create great walls to become nations. All nations across the continent were established through this process.

But the North was an exception. The North was a space inhabited by nomads, not settled people. It was a power vacuum where no nation existed and various tribes competed. A world unknown to all, where no one possessed detailed information.

That's why even the faithful brethren spread across the continent couldn't set foot in the North. The power of faith that had converted even the uncivilized Lusen couldn't reach the North.

'The Empire's blockade played a part too.'

Decisively, the Empire, which was the only land route connected to the North, was extremely reluctant to allow priests of the Dawn Order to enter the North. They claimed it was for the priests' safety—but more accurately, they were reluctant to have priests captured by nomads and brought to the negotiation table.

But now the North had become Imperial territory. The Empire no longer needed to block priests' access, nor view the North as a barbaric and unknown world overrun with nomads.

"I will speak well to the great lords of the North."

Rather, I had received promises of convenience from my brother, the Imperial Advisor, to the extent that today's North could be called a place of harmony where settled people and nomads coexisted.

"Welcome. Barandi and the North welcome your visit, brother."

As proof, I could receive Brother Ainter's welcome in the North.

A situation where an Imperial royal welcomed the next Saint of the Dawn Order in nomadic territory. If this wasn't evidence of harmony, what could be?

"Thank you for your hospitality, brother. I never expected to see you here again."
"Haha, likewise. It seems the Lord finds our friendship admirable."

I nodded at Brother Ainter's words. Meeting an Imperial royal outside the Capital was truly the Lord's guidance.

'Is that the Baroness of Barandi?'

Eventually, I turned my gaze to the woman standing beside Brother Ainter.

A silver-haired woman contrasting with brother's golden hair. As a nomad who had lived riding across the plains, she exuded the spirit of a strong woman, yet she stood quietly beside Ainter with a shy face.

Such a fresh and warm appearance made the corners of my mouth rise slightly.

'They truly care for each other.'

The news that Brother Ainter was to marry the Baroness had spread beyond the Empire across the continent. Of course, it was a historic event—the Emperor's only brother uniting with a nomad. Secular royalty and nobility would naturally take interest.

The public viewed this union as a political marriage to maintain the Empire's occupied territories, but seeing the Baroness and Brother Ainter's smile, I could tell this was a misconception.

'This is the Lord's blessing.'

That appearance couldn't come from political calculation. It required mutual respect and affection.

I might not have understood in the past, but I could now.

Because I was similar to Brother Ainter.

"Brother, I would like to greet those who will become my friend's family. May I ask for introductions?"
"Of course. I've been itching to show them off."

At my request, Brother Ainter smiled slightly and pointed to a middle-aged man.

"This is my future father-in-law, the Baron of Barandi."
"I am Batal Gurt, Baron of Barandi. It is an honor to meet the next Saint."

As soon as brother finished speaking, the middle-aged man—Baron Barandi—bowed his head in greeting.

Indeed. So this was Baron Barandi.

"I am equally honored to meet a fellow traveler on the same path."


At those words, Baron Barandi's eyes widened slightly.

A fellow traveler on the same path. As if he never expected to hear such words from the next Saint.

"Your spirit is clear. Have you found enlightenment?"
"...I merely removed the delusion covering my eyes and looked up at the sky."
"Excellent."

Though it was a brief exchange that seemed to grasp at clouds, neither I nor Baron Barandi continued further.

Some things in this world can be understood with few words.

"I'm pleased to see priests connecting, but may I continue the introductions?"
"Ah, of course."

Nodding at Brother Ainter's words, he embraced the Baroness's waist with a bright smile.

"This is Shati, the greatest heroine of the North and my only future wife."
"B-Baron!"

I burst into laughter at his affectionate introduction and her startled reaction.

I'm glad my comrade who once loved the same woman has found a good partner.

'Are the others living well too?'

Brother Erich has two fiancées, Brother Ainter has one fiancée, and I have a sister with whom I share a deep relationship.

If Brother Lyutis and Brother Laterre have also found partners, then everyone has a happy ending.

***

My future father-in-law guided the pilgrimage group around various places in the North with a face full of smiles.

The endless vast plains, the Jorton River that was like the lifeblood of the North, horses and sheep huddled together for winter, and the temple in Baron Barandi's domain that was completed first.

The pilgrimage group nodded and exclaimed in admiration at sights that would amaze anyone visiting the North for the first time.

"I haven't seen such a beautiful horizon since the breadbasket region of Chenes."
"While Chenes gave a sense of golden abundance, here I feel freshness and vibrancy."
"What a shame. It would have been even better if we had come in summer."

Hearing the pilgrims' murmurs made me proud.

I too had marveled at the North's nature, and now felt pride as someone who would become part of the North. I was even working with my future father-in-law to pursue balanced development to maintain this beautiful nature.

Of course, considering the vast North and its small nomadic population, this nature would remain beautiful even with reckless development, but the story changes when that development continues over generations. Rather than damaging the North's treasures, it's better for us who take the first step to endure a little more hardship.

'It's easier to build a new building on empty land than to renovate an existing one.'

After our generation passes, pursuing such balance will become a luxury.

"For nomads, the sky was an object of reverence. Because it was the only space that we, who roamed the entire earth, could not reach, our ancestors worshipped the sky."
"That's similar to the origin of the Dawn Order. Our faith also began from the grace of the sun that warmly illuminates and guides us."
"Haha, environments may differ, but human lives aren't so different."

Seeing my future father-in-law and Tanian exchanging stories about faith, I stepped back a few paces. There was no need for a secular royal to interrupt priests' conversation.

It was somewhat strange. I didn't know my father-in-law was capable of such religious discourse.

'I knew he was the only priest, but...'

I knew that my father-in-law was the only priest of the Eternal Blue Sky faith. I also understood that he had become Baron Barandi from being the Barandi tribal chief because he held the title of priest.


However, the father-in-law I had seen until now wasn't particularly devout. He wore the shell of a priest, but his core was more cynical and indifferent to faith than anyone.

For such a father-in-law to possess this religious knowledge was truly surprising.

'But then again, it's because one has knowledge that one becomes cynical.'

If one knows little, one cannot even have complaints. It's when one knows much that one becomes twisted. I suspect my father-in-law went through such a process.

"Your spirit is clear. Have you found enlightenment?"
"...I merely removed the delusion covering my eyes and looked up at the sky."

But it seems that twist has been corrected recently.

"You look happy."

I turned my head at Lady Shati's voice from beside me.

"Father has never discussed faith with anyone. He was taught by my grandfather, the previous priest, and I'm in the position of learning from father."
"It must have been a lonely path."

Her words implied that only teaching and learning existed, which filled me with sympathy.

If what she said was true, then for my father-in-law, faith and belief were not mutual interactions but one-sided inheritance. Not being able to share one's knowledge and enlightenment with others—how tedious that must be for a learner.

If I had learned swordsmanship alone like my father-in-law, could I have developed as I have now? Even with the continent's greatest swordsman as my teacher, could I have persevered without friends like Erich and Lyutis?

'My father-in-law was also distant from other tribes.'

Even if he had connections with priests from other tribes, the Barandi tribe wasn't particularly active in connecting with other tribes. So my father-in-law's faith merely circled emptily in one place.

"It seems... a most precious guest has visited."

Lady Shati nodded at my words.

The next Saint conversing with my father-in-law who had been trapped in tedious faith. A fortune that couldn't be bought with any amount of gold had come of its own accord.

It was truly something to be grateful for. If Enen and the Eternal Blue Sky were watching over us, this would be their blessing.

'How should I repay this grace?'

I smiled slightly as I watched Tanian conversing continuously with my father-in-law.

As a future son-in-law, how should I express this gratitude? What expression would please Tanian?

'Should I assign them to the same room?'

After contemplation, I looked at the woman walking right behind Tanian.

Alexandria na, the head of the Prophecy Ministry and a Cardinal. A person who gazed at Tanian with subtle looks, and to whom Tanian occasionally responded with warm glances.

A person who seemed to be Tanian's connection, just as Lady Shati had become mine.

Hmmmm...

'I should lock them up first and think about it later.'

If they have formed a deep bond as I suspect, they would appreciate it.

Even if not, with such tender gazes exchanged, isn't there already a relationship? Something will surely happen in that locked room.

Either way, there's nothing to lose.

# The Shrine in Barandiga Marquisate

The shrine built in the center of Barandiga Marquisate. Probably the largest religious facility in the North at present.

In the non-human protection zone, I had prayed before the World Tree, symbol of Constantina. This time, I decided to offer prayers at the largest shrine of the Eternal Blue Sky. Though it's a recently built shrine lacking history and orthodoxy, its symbolism as the largest shrine remains solid.

'A place with unique charm.'

That was my impression the moment I laid eyes on the shrine.

This shrine is both similar to and different from the churches that serve our Lord. While it's magnificent and sacred as a place that serves a deity, it also retains a free-spirited and rugged appearance, reflecting the nomadic faith.

Stone statues erected throughout the shrine, animal paintings on walls, bone ornaments hanging everywhere.

'This is the culture of paganism.'

The Constantina faith has an easy-to-understand symbol in the World Tree, but beyond that tree, there's nothing special about it. Even the fairies and spirits are essentially just extensions of the World Tree.

However, the Eternal Blue Sky faith, while lacking a clear symbol, showed differences from the Dawn Order in even the smallest details. Just as settled people and nomads have different lifestyles and cultures.

'The Ministry of Education would love this.'

No, perhaps even the Order Chronicles Ministry would.

The thought brought an involuntary smile to my face. The Ministry of Education, focused on learning, teaching, and preserving the history, culture, and doctrines of the Order. The Order Chronicles Ministry, recording everything about the Order to pass down to future generations. I wondered how those two departments would react upon seeing this pagan culture that preserved traditions different from the Dawn Order.

Before the Council, scholarly curiosity would have been overshadowed by priestly devotion. They would have expressed displeasure at such impious pagan artifacts being presented before them.

But the current Order acknowledges the existence and positive functions of paganism. Even with priestly devotion at the forefront, there's no need to turn away from pagan culture.

'Business trips to the North will likely become more frequent soon.'

Specifically, academic trips by brothers and sisters from the Ministry of Education and the Order Chronicles Ministry.

Even now, brothers and sisters from those two departments among the pilgrimage group are looking around the shrine with sparkling eyes. They'll probably ask to stay a little longer after prayers before moving on to the next location.

Of course, I can grant such requests easily. There's no need to rush the pilgrimage schedule.

"Oh."

Finally reaching the innermost part of the shrine, we were greeted by something more massive than any statue.

A long-haired woman leaning against the body of a wolf lying on the ground, looking down with languid, serene eyes. She appeared to reign from the lofty sky above, watching over the faithful on earth.

'The Eternal Blue Sky.'

That statue—no, sacred image—must represent the Eternal Blue Sky as passed down among the nomads.

Though created by pagans, it inspires awe. Despite being a rough statue without painted colors, those eyes gazing down upon the earth are perfectly expressed.

"Constantina isn't here."
"The World Tree is my home. Constantina is the deity of vegetation, so she's traveling around the continent. When she returns, I'll tell her that Enen's children offered sincere prayers."

Ironically, the deity's voice was incredibly relaxed.

"What do you think? This sacred image was created by craftsmen personally sent by His Imperial Majesty, who put their heart and soul into it. It was a grand project involving all the most artistically talented people in the North."
"If I were not religious, I might have worshipped the sky."
"Haha, thank you for those kind words."

At my words, Marquis Barandiga smiled and knelt down. Before the sacred image that would remain one of the continent's most remarkable artistic treasures.

I too knelt down following the Marquis. To show respect toward the Eternal Blue Sky.

Even though the Eternal Blue Sky is not here but at the World Tree.

Even though the Eternal Blue Sky has already answered my prayers.

'...What am I praying for?'

A strange feeling came over me. Prayer is not just an act for the deity but also for the people, yet praying to a deity I know isn't here felt peculiar.

Though my business in the North was complete, I didn't leave immediately. As the first priest to set foot in the North and encounter pagan culture, more detailed observation and documentation were necessary.


Of course, observation and recording weren't my role. Even if I had tried to do it myself, more than five people would have insisted on doing it themselves.

So I spent peaceful days while brothers and sisters from certain departments wandered around the North.

"This is... somewhat embarrassing."
"Y-yes, it is."

More precisely, I had intended to spend peaceful days.

Until I entered the room Brother Ainter guided us to.

"I never expected such a surprise gift."

Sister Alexandriana, who had been looking around the room with a bewildered expression, eventually smiled shyly.

I felt the same way. I never imagined Brother Ainter would prepare something like this.

[Before the Lord, faithful believers pledge their love and wish to pass down their faith to their descendants, which greatly pleases the Lord.]
[Love and prosper. Support and sustain each other. This is the way of the world and the joy of the Lord.]
[Walking alone is the path to quick joy; walking together is the path to lasting joy.]

Biblical verses about marriage and childbirth posted throughout the room.

Candles in a color somewhere between red and pink.

Warm and cozy bedding for two.

'Anyone would see...'

Anyone would see this as that kind of room. The purpose of its arrangement was obvious.

I had wondered why other pilgrimage members were guided individually by different staff, while Sister Alexandriana and I were guided together. It was to put us in the same room without giving us a chance to object.

'Was it that obvious?'

I awkwardly touched the corner of my mouth. Just as I had noticed the warmth between Brother Ainter and Marquis Barandiga's daughter, Brother Ainter must have noticed the relationship between Sister Alexandriana and me.

Yes, that must be it. Otherwise, he wouldn't have prepared such a surprise gift.

'The consideration of a fellow comrade.'

I couldn't help but laugh. Perhaps because we shared the same love and experienced the same heartbreak, he became remarkably perceptive about others' romances. To the point of looking after a fellow heartbreak comrade's new love.

How nice it would have been if we had such perception and consideration earlier. Or would it have been problematic if all five of us had been equally perceptive?

'Thanks to that, I have this connection now.'

And because of that past heartbreak, I am who I am today, and I met my current connection. Thinking of it that way, our past selves were arranged and protected by the Lord.

Having reached that conclusion, I turned to look at Sister Alexandriana.

I saw her blushing slightly but not avoiding my gaze.

"It would be impolite to refuse a friend's gift."
"Y-yes, it would. Besides, if a Cardinal refused a gift from royalty, it might cause unnecessary talk."

She nodded repeatedly at my words.

Of course, since we still have to make pilgrimages to several countries, we shouldn't forget to use holy law.

***

After being caught by the Wise Duke and enjoying a wild alcohol party, I spent a few days quietly lying in the mansion.

It was a disadvantageous battle from the start. No matter how much I'm called the continent's finest swordsman or whatever, my opponent was the Wise Duke. A monster who can arbitrarily dispel alcohol from his body and reset his intoxication.

So drinking as much as possible was meaningless. What does it matter if my capacity is greater when the Wise Duke's capacity resets constantly?

"Urrrgh..."

I raised myself from the bed, still clutching my throbbing head.


It's about time I should get up. If this father stays in bed, our lovely children will worry and become depressed. As a father, I cannot accept such a sad reality.

'Damn it.'

But even that determination couldn't overcome the hangover.

This is maddening. How much did I drink? I think I drank more than the water I'd drink in a week.

'Should I learn magic too?'

The Wise Duke's unique magic, alcohol decomposition. If I could learn just that magic, I wouldn't have to clutch my head and groan like this.

But learning that would probably collapse my inner dignity. Magic learned for hangover relief? The Magic-Ending Duke's husband learning magic for the first time to cure hangovers?

'I'd have nothing to say if magic hit me while passing by.'

There might even be terrorist attacks claiming I'm an evil husband tarnishing the honor of our Magic-Ending Duke. Honestly, if such attacks came, I'd probably accept them humbly without resistance.

*Creeeeak...*
"Titi?"

As I was sighing, the door slowly opened and Titi entered.

I couldn't help but smile at Titi, who had grown enough to open doors by himself. When he was a puppy, he could only whine in front of doors. We even made a dog hole in one corner of the door so Titi could come and go.

"Are you worried about me?"
*Woof!*

Wagging his tail, Titi approached me, put his front paws on the bed, and licked my hand.

I'm touched. He came to check on me because his master was groaning in the room.

"Fa-ther!"

Soon Pedi toddling in,

"Ow! Owww!"
"Bya!"
"Byabu!"

The triplets, now able to crawl around the mansion, entered through the open door in a row.

I feel like crying. Children looking for their father because he's not around. What a joyous occasion.

"Alright. Daddy will get up."

After watching the heartwarming scene, I carefully got out of bed.

I can't just sit there when the children have come to me. It's only right to roam around the mansion and play with them.

Today, even if my head splits, I'll push myself a little.

I ended up hearing news that felt like a blow to the head.

"Marquis Idrafen prepared a room for the next Saint and Cardinal Alexandriana. Being close friends, he was quite attentive to details."

A message from Marquis Barandiga, who is hosting Tanian and the pilgrimage group.

While sharing routine information, I learned that Ainter had put Tanian and Cardinal Alexandriana in the same room.

'What on earth?'

I'm confused. I can't believe that Tanian is sharing a room with a woman, or that Ainter orchestrated it.

What's going on? Did something happen while I wasn't aware?

"And the next Saint has chosen the Armein Kingdom as the next pilgrimage destination—"

I just nodded mechanically to the Marquis Barandiga's words that followed.

Ainter, having found his own match, now seems to be pairing up Tanian as well. Something unimaginable during our Academy days.


"With my brave warrior father having fled, and the remaining alliance of my mother and the nanny in a desperate situation.

Since the situation was more serious than I thought, I hurriedly headed to where Teresa was. Somehow my mother, knowing I was also raising a child, sent an urgent SOS.

"Mother."

I arrived at Teresa's room with quick steps, and...

"You... came?"

I found my mother and the nanny slumped beside the small bed.

Their pitiful appearance made me flinch. The two of them, barely leaning their upper bodies against the bed, had no energy left to maintain noble appearances as they sat collapsed on the floor.

No, looking closely, the nanny had her eyes completely closed. She seemed to be taking a brief nap, but in reality, she had probably fainted.

"Are you alright?"

After quickly scanning the room, I carefully approached my mother.

Regardless of how exhausted the two were, Teresa was sleeping soundly. Instinctively realizing that the nanny had reached the point of fainting just to let this small child sleep, I couldn't bring myself to speak loudly.

If Teresa woke up because of me and forced the nanny to wake up too? I wouldn't be able to face the nanny again.

"I feel better now that my reliable eldest son is here."

In any case, my mother nodded with a faint, very faint smile in response to my question.

"And Teresa sleeps well even when it's noisy around her. That's fortunate at least."

Truly fortunate words that made me sigh with relief.

Indeed, Teresa was a child who slept well regardless of her surroundings. She was a child who would only furrow her brow even if adults talked around her or poked her cheeks. She only responded like a ghost to Erich's voice, and once asleep, she would only wake up when she wanted to.

That's why I'm confused. There's no difference between the Teresa in my memory and the current Teresa, so how did our youngest end up becoming a little demon who turned Teilgleichen upside down?

'How on earth did this happen?'

For now, trusting my mother's words, I gently stroked Teresa's cheek.

'Sleep well.'

She just wrinkled her nose slightly and continued sleeping soundly.

"If she doesn't wake up easily, shouldn't you be less tired?"

After watching Teresa for a while, I carefully asked my mother.

There are many difficulties in raising a baby, but the greatest hardship is when they wake up at the slightest external factor. So if a baby sleeps soundly, half the struggle disappears.

"Teresa is very active."

In response to my question, my mother rose from her seat with a bitter smile.

"She's an angel when sleeping, but a warrior when awake."

It must be due to my mother's firm reason and affection that she didn't describe Teresa as a demon.

"She cries when hungry, cries after doing her business, cries when she wants to see mom or dad. Of course, that's natural, so I gladly accepted it."

I nodded at my mother's words. It's natural for an immobile baby to cry when hungry or when their bottom is wet. If you can't understand that, you don't qualify as a parent.

And my father and mother are people with plenty of parental qualifications and will. If Teresa wanted it, they would even procure unicorn milk and World Tree leaf diapers.

"But... she cried too often..."

My mother, who briefly closed her mouth, trembled slightly. As if recalling the hardships and disasters she had experienced so far.

It's unfortunate. Although my mother has given birth three times, this is her first time raising a child. What level of parenting difficulty has been assigned to a beginner?

"Teresa was born with a curious nature. It's a good thing that she'll grow into a healthy and energetic child once she grows a little, but right now she can't move on her own."
"Yes, well... I suppose all newborn babies are like that."


Having composed her emotions, my mother spoke again, and I nodded in agreement.

The fundamental reason babies cry is because they can't move on their own. If Teresa was born with a curious nature, this period when she can't even crawl must be torturous—

"She cries when she hears footsteps in the corridor, cries when the door opens, cries when it snows outside the window, cries when I wear new clothes, cries when Billy grows his beard even a little, cries when her diaper changes..."

?

"Excuse me?"
"She cries when a different maid enters than the day before, cries when the same maid wears different clothes, cries when clothes smell different, cries when room cleaning takes longer..."
"No, Mother, what on earth—"
"Recently, she cried when Erich, who had come with Sera, came with Zenobia."

Her words were so bewildering that I could only gape.

What on earth does that mean? Even the ocean sunfish, which supposedly dies at the slightest touch, wouldn't be that sensitive. Even if only half of what my mother said is true, Teresa cries at every aspect of daily life.

'Is this hell?'

My hands began to tremble.

It shouldn't happen, and absolutely must not happen, but my child cries constantly except when sleeping? And without clear reasons like hunger or needing a diaper change, so she can't even be comforted?

'This is hell.'

This is a hell that shouldn't exist in this world.

As I listened to my mother's explanation—or rather, lamentation—I organized the situation.

As my mother said, Teresa is a child overflowing with curiosity. She fiddles with everything, tries to put things in her mouth when you look away for a moment, asks what something is when she sees something interesting, and would ask why it looks that way when you explain an object.

It's not particularly unusual. Just as there are quiet and shy children, there are also active and energetic ones. Teresa was simply born as the latter, befitting a child of the Kracius Family.

The problem is that this tremendous energy and curiosity didn't develop as she grew, but she had it from birth.

'She wants to touch but can't.'

Objects visible when she opens her eyes, people constantly entering the room. From Teresa's perspective, how much must she want to touch and play with them?

However, Teresa can't even crawl, let alone walk. The patience and curiosity that had been steadily building up in her heart finally reached a critical point, and she began to cry and cause a commotion at the slightest thing.

'If she could just crawl, this would be solved.'

In fact, the solution is simple. If the frustration comes from not being able to move around, it can be resolved by moving around. If Teresa could crawl on her own, she could release her accumulated curiosity by herself.

The problem is that it will take a few more months before Teresa can crawl. Even if Teresa's impatient nature makes her crawl early, it would still take at least 3-4 months.

'Can she endure it?'

I swallowed hard as I looked at my mother's face with visible dark circles.

Is it possible? Can my mother endure this disaster that has turned all of Teilgleichen upside down for 3-4 months? Won't she collapse from overwork in the meantime?

"Mmmmm..."
"Huh?"
"Ah, aaa..."

While I was seriously contemplating, I heard small murmurs from beside me.

Unfortunately, I wasn't the only one who heard it, as my mother let out a sigh tinged with a bit of despair.

"Oh no..."

Teresa, who had been sleeping soundly, suddenly opened her eyes.

Her blue eyes, resembling my mother's, sparkled menacingly... no, clearly.

***

Teresa sleeps for at least 2 hours once she falls asleep. I could be certain of this from the experience built up through countless tears and sweat.

Thanks to this, Laura, who had been struggling since morning, closed her eyes as soon as Teresa fell asleep. She had even distributed her duties as head maid to other experienced maids, so how tired must she have been? I quietly left her be, unable to even tell her to go to her room to sleep.


However, Teresa, who had just fallen asleep, opened her eyes after just 1 hour. It's something that shouldn't happen, something incomprehensible.

Neither Laura nor I had recovered our strength yet. On the other hand, Teresa, who had just woken up, was more sensitive and prone to crying than ever.

"My dear. Are you really alright? My affection for Teresa is similar to yours, but there's an inevitable difference in physical strength. If I step away, your burden will only increase."
"It's fine, Billy. You haven't been sleeping properly all this time. Take a good rest for a few days at least."

Suddenly, I regretted what I had said to Billy a few days ago.

Billy, who had always been the first to run and comfort Teresa whenever she cried. Seeing him grow increasingly tired, I let him go for a while, and after hearing my confirmation, Billy fled without saying a word to the retainers. If I hadn't given Billy a break, he might have fainted within a few weeks.

Therefore, I believe my choice was right, but Teresa had broken her usual sleep pattern. This makes Billy's absence even more significant.

"Our youngest. Happy to see your brother after a long time?"

While I was wondering how to handle this disaster, Kal took Teresa, who had just opened her eyes, into his arms.

"Why did you wake up so early instead of sleeping more?"

Saying that, Kal gently stroked Teresa's cheek.

"Ah- uuu-?"

Teresa, looking at Kal, tilted her head, and...

"Uuuu..."

She began to whimper, perhaps finding Kal unfamiliar after not seeing him for a long time.

"Oh my. It's sad if you cry in front of your brother whom you haven't seen in a while."

But Kal didn't get anxious and still maintained his smile. He patted the whimpering Teresa and walked around the room, showing her the furniture in the room and the scenery outside the window.

"Uuu...?"

Then Teresa, although still teary-eyed, sniffled and blinked.

'My goodness.'

It's amazing. When Teresa starts whimpering, it always leads to crying. No matter how much we coaxed and comforted her, we could never prevent her from bursting into tears.

Moreover, we also tried to divert Teresa's attention and interest elsewhere by walking around the room like Kal. Yet we never achieved the same results as Kal.

"Ah, do you want to touch the floor too?"

Kal sat down on the floor with a thud, carefully put Teresa down, and naturally lay down beside her.

"Ah- oo!"

Teresa, lying on the hard floor instead of the soft bed.

However, far from being upset, Teresa smiled brightly.

She smiled radiantly as if this was what she wanted.

'Amazing.'

Beyond surprise, I felt a sense of wonder. Kal had immediately soothed Teresa, whom we couldn't comfort for months.

Is this the ability of a father who has raised five children?

***

I smiled as I watched Teresa lying on the floor, laughing gleefully.

'This works.'

If her parents and nanny couldn't comfort Teresa despite their utmost care, it meant a new approach different from the existing ones was needed. So I did something wild that her parents would never do.

And that twisted idea worked immediately. Our youngest, you have a rougher and tougher personality than I thought.

This big brother is a little surprised.

I woke up to a faint noise. Was Nia cleaning the room?

Even though I'd only managed to catch a brief nap, I felt significantly less tired than before. This should be enough to get me through until nighttime.

When night comes, Teresa sleeps properly rather than just taking a nap. That means she won't cry until morning, giving me a chance to recover the energy I've spent all day.

"Ah-oo!"
'Huh?'

Just as I was gathering my resolve and trying to get up, I heard a sound that shouldn't be there.

It was definitely Teresa's voice. Teresa, who should still be sleeping, was making noise.

'Why?'

I hurriedly turned my head while trying to calm my trembling hands. It would be troublesome if Teresa was already awake. Nia and I had agreed to take turns sleeping in preparation for this, but if Teresa was already awake, Nia wouldn't have time to rest.

With the absence of the former family head, Nia's childcare burden had become severe. If she couldn't even take a short nap, she might collapse...

"...Huh?"

The moment I turned toward the sound, my mind froze.

"Ah-oo! Oooo!"

Teresa wasn't in bed, but somewhere unexpected.

"You want me to go faster?"

Somehow Kal had come from the Capital all the way to Teilgleichen.

Both situations were bewildering and surprising, but...

"Ah-oo!"
"If that's what our youngest wants, then that's what she gets."

Seeing Kal carrying Teresa on his stomach while crawling around the room was even more bewildering.

"Swoosh!"
"Oooo!"

And he was doing it while lying on his back.

I stared blankly at the siblings, unable to process the scene. I couldn't understand why Teresa, who usually cried at the slightest thing, was smiling brightly, or why Kal was moving around the room as if trying to polish the entire floor with his clothes.

"Laura."
"Nia?"

My mind finally returned thanks to the sensation of someone tapping my shoulder.

"Are you feeling less tired?"

I nodded instinctively at Nia's question.

I did feel less tired. Definitely less tired, but...

"What's going on here?"

It seemed like my mental fatigue was building up instead.

No matter how much Teresa might be Kal's late-born little sister, Kal is the current Imperial Count and Minister. Considering his dignity and authority, he shouldn't be polishing the floor with his back like that.

"Swoooosh!"
"Ah-oooo!"

And why is he so fast? He was by the window just seconds ago, but now he's already by the door?

"Big brother feels bad about not being able to visit often, so he said he'd play with her as much as possible while he's here."

Nia, who was actually the birth mother of both siblings, watched the scene with contentment.

No, looking more carefully, her expression went beyond contentment to one of deep emotion. Her eyes were moist, showing she was truly moved.

"To be so devoted to his sister. How wonderful."

As Nia wiped her eyes, I looked back at Kal and Teresa.


"Oo-ah!"
"Going any faster than this is a bit difficult—"
"Uuuu...!"
"Breaking my limits!"

Though the scene was still difficult to comprehend, one thing was clear.

That Teresa, who was normally so fussy, was a bright and innocent baby angel in Kal's arms.

Teresa, who spent half the day crying, was now just smiling in Kal's care.

'A true family head.'

I felt a surge of emotion. A brother who throws himself on the floor for his sister and makes his crying sister smile. If that's not a true family head, then who is? What kind of person could be called the head of a family?

I felt like crying at the reality that Kal, whom I had raised like my own son, was such an excellent brother and family head. Although Kal has shown different sides of himself as time has passed, he still retained his kind nature.

'No matter what position he holds, Kal is still Kal.'

I felt foolish for worrying even briefly about Kal's dignity or authority being diminished.

His brilliant reputation and position couldn't hide Kal's true nature. The Kal I had watched since childhood was a boy who loved his family and cared for others. For Kal, such actions for his little sister were simply common sense.

"Shall we go all the way to the hallway?"
"Oo-ah!"

While I was still moved like Nia, Kal opened the door and went out into the hallway. His movement was so natural it was hard to believe he was lying down.

...

"Kal!"
"Master!"

Belatedly, Nia and I rushed out into the hallway.

A big brother playing with his little sister is a heartwarming and beautiful sight, but not one that should be proudly displayed to all servants and retainers. How would the retainers feel seeing their lord, whom they must serve with all their heart, crawling on his back?

"Y-Your Excellency!?"
"No, why are you lying down— Your Excellency! Please stop! How are you moving so fast while lying down?!"

Some retainers had already encountered Kal, judging by the voices that sounded almost like screams.

***

There is a primary principle that must be considered above all else when caring for a baby.

It's that no matter what your social position might be, it has no meaning in front of a baby. Only by recognizing and accepting this can you truly connect with a baby.

This isn't just theory but reality. When I, an Imperial Count and Minister, crawled at the same eye level as children, they genuinely followed me. I might have lost to Titi and the triplets due to species differences, but among humans, I'm the best.

That's why I treated Teresa sincerely. I carried the curious child in my arms and moved around everywhere, and I crawled on the floor with her on my stomach to match the eye level Teresa would have when she eventually starts crawling.

'It's been a while since I've used my back muscles.'

Honestly, it would be a lie to say it wasn't difficult, but seeing Teresa happy made it satisfying. Not the high perspective of being held in adults' arms, but the low perspective close to the floor. When else would Teresa have been able to see such a view?

"Your Excellency! Please maintain your dignity...!"
"Is my dignity more important than Teresa's smile?"

When I firmly answered the head butler's cry, he closed his mouth as if by magic.

The head butler has already suffered from Teresa for several months. While his mind might think he should stop the Imperial Count's deviation, his heart probably feels this situation isn't so bad.

"...Then at least please stay in this area. If you go to other floors, the servants will—"
"That's not for me to decide."
"Y-Your Excellency!"

I headed toward the stairs, ignoring the head butler's plea.

But it can't be helped. As I told the head butler, where we go isn't for me to decide. It's for Teresa to decide.

'I'm quite good at reading children's cues.'

Subtle eye movements, slight nods, tiny hand gestures. I'm a specialist who can understand what children want and where they want to go just from these three things. The know-how I've built raising five children is not to be taken lightly.

That's why I'm moving without hesitation to places Teresa shows interest in. Even if there are stairs at the end, even if there are servants.


Humiliation is momentary, but a sister's smile is eternal.

"Ah-oo!"

Fortunately, Teresa had been smiling continuously since climbing onto my stomach.

This is truly fortunate.

I feel like I've used up all the back muscles I'll need for my entire life today.

"Ah-oo!"

Still, seeing Teresa enjoying herself, I simply couldn't stop. No stairs or doors could block our charge.

'It's clean.'

I couldn't help but smile wryly at the strangely sparkling hallway.

Perhaps because I rolled around the mansion so much with the children, Trixie, unable to bear it anymore, cast a spell on my clothes. A miraculous spell that, like the one on her hair, cleanly removes dust from places I pass through.

Thanks to that, the parts I swept with my back were cleaner than other areas. The vacuum cleaner performance is definitely reliable.

"Ah-oo... oo..."
"Are you sleepy?"

As I was normally walking to Teresa's room, Teresa, nestled in my arms, gave a small yawn.

It was worth playing energetically for several hours. Playing hard really is the best way to put a child to sleep.

"Sleep well, our youngest."

As I gently stroked Teresa's cheek, she blinked a few times before slowly closing her eyes.

'This could turn the castle upside down.'

After confirming that Teresa was completely asleep, I let out a small sigh.

Even I, who had crawled like a dog for five children and endured all sorts of humiliation and pain, could only make Teresa smile after rolling around for hours. If one were to care for Teresa with an ordinary mindset, disaster would inevitably strike.

But I can't expect my parents, the nanny, and other retainers to provide the same level of childcare as me. I can do this because I have the physical strength and youth to support it.

'What to do about this.'

It's a dilemma. If Teresa could start crawling from tomorrow, I could stop doing this. But for Teresa to crawl, at least 3-4 months need to pass.

I can't come to the castle every day to play with Teresa. Pedi has the Crown Princess and Titi, and the triplets have Jangsaeng, but... Friedrich is at an age where he can't crawl like Teresa. Sacrificing my son for my sister seems a bit much.

'Should I bring her to the mansion?'

If Teresa stayed at the mansion, I could play with her every day. I could take care of her while playing with my own children.

But that would be unfair to my parents. Aren't they the ones who want to raise Teresa with their own hands, not someone else's? Even if it's their eldest son's house, they might feel the loss of having their daughter taken away.

Naturally, it would be even more difficult for my parents to come to the mansion with Teresa. For my wives, it would mean serving their parents-in-law every day.

'What should I really do?'

Should I just come to the castle once a week? It might be okay for the castle to endure Teresa's crying for six days, and then have a day of rest when I come.

That doesn't seem like a bad method. If the best solution isn't possible, at least we should avoid the worst.

So when I told my mother I would come once a week—

"It might be fine if Wilhelm and the knights take turns playing with her."
"Pardon?"

Mother suggested a solution beyond my imagination.

A plan where my father and the family knights would take turns performing the miracle I had demonstrated by crawling on my back.

...

'That could work?'

Theoretically, it's perfect.

Whether it can be put into practice is another matter entirely.


"Teresa, who had ridden her legendary mount (big brother) around the mansion, was now sound asleep as the sky turned red with dusk.

"What? You were here too, brother?"

Erich Kracius, who handled the youngest matters in the Imperial Council, appeared.

"Ah, brother."
"It's been a while since I've greeted you."

He wasn't alone—he came with Sera and Zenobia.

"Welcome, everyone. It's good to see you all after so long."

I greeted them with a smile, as it had indeed been a while since I'd seen Sera and Zenobia. Though my marriage hasn't been finalized yet and they're still waiting their turn, they're essentially Erich's wives already. As head of the Kracius Family, I should treat them like family.

That's why I immediately grabbed chairs from the corner of the room for them when they arrived. It wouldn't look right for my precious future sisters-in-law to be standing.

"Where's mine?"
"You can stand."

Of course, I only gave chairs to the ladies. If I'm standing as the older brother, how could my younger brother possibly sit?

In this room, only those who deserve to sit may do so: mother and the nanny who've been taking care of Teresa, and our distinguished guests Sera and Zenobia.

"It's been a while since I've seen Teresa sleeping."

After my firm command, Erich clicked his tongue briefly before approaching Teresa.

I tensed for a moment. Teresa had a history of mysteriously responding to Erich's voice and bursting into tears. If she woke up now, my back's sacrifice would have been for nothing.

"Mmm..."

Fortunately, Teresa seemed completely exhausted today. She only squirmed at Erich's voice without opening her eyes.

What a relief.

"She looks like such an angel when she's sleeping."

Erich looked down at Teresa with a bitter smile before backing away. It seems he's learned from experience that staying near Teresa for too long is dangerous.

A wise choice. If you can't earn Teresa's favor, the next best thing is to avoid her wrath.

"How did the three of you manage to come together? Isn't the council busy these days?"
"Not just these days—it's always busy."

Erich sighed softly at my question and scratched the back of his head.

The words "That's because you're just a lowly junior member" rose to the tip of my tongue, but my strong sense of reason prevented me from saying it aloud. It would be too cruel to reveal such a harsh truth to my brother who's working hard in my place.

"Still, we had to come together because of Teresa. If even one of us is missing, she cries."
"She cries?"

I frowned at his words, then let out a sigh. I think I understand the situation now.

Teresa cries over the smallest things these days. It was bad enough that when Erich, who had previously come with Sera, arrived with Zenobia instead, she cried because his companion had changed. Teresa cries without hesitation when she sees unfamiliar faces.

And now they're visiting together rather than alternating between Sera and Zenobia?

"So she cries no matter who comes."
"Yeah."

Erich nodded, confirming my guess.

Teresa probably cried when she first saw Sera. Then, just as she was getting used to Sera, Zenobia appeared and she cried again. And just when she was starting to get comfortable with Zenobia, Sera returned, making her cry once more.

An endless chain of tears. If you're not planning to stay away from Teresa forever, alternating visits is the worst approach. That's why Erich established the rule that all three must visit together.

"That must be tough."
"What can we do? Adults have to accommodate children."

As Erich muttered with a sense of resignation, I looked at the two future sisters-in-law greeting my mother and the nanny.


Unlike Erich, their expressions weren't particularly gloomy. Rather, they looked bright and gentle.

'Perhaps they're happy to have a reason to visit the castle?'

Thinking about it, from their perspective, frequent visits to the castle mean more opportunities to make impressions on their future parents-in-law. As brides-to-be with marriage approaching, they'd naturally want to spend as much time at the castle as possible.

Of course, some prospective brides might feel awkward around their future in-laws, but someone with such a weak mentality couldn't maintain a one-sided love for Erich. For these two, who have been tempered by their long unrequited love, sitting with future in-laws hardly qualifies as a trial.

"I think Teresa's face is starting to look more like yours, Mother."
"Oh my, Sera, you exaggerate. She's not even six months old yet."
"No, really! She has your exact face!"
"Bia, you're saying the same thing? How embarrassing."

Watching the harmonious conversation between the future mother and daughters-in-law made me feel warm inside. The fact that Zenobia had already earned a nickname was another good sign for their relationship.

"Brother."
"What?"
"Most babies aren't like Teresa, right?"

Hearing Erich's strangely trembling voice, I gently shook my head.

"If the youngest were the standard, the Empire would only have one child per family."

Erich's expression softened with obvious relief.

Seeing that reaction irritated me a bit. What's wrong with our youngest that makes him look so relieved? Has he ever sacrificed his back for the youngest like I have?

'Weak fellow.'

A weakling who only thinks about soothing a crying child. The best approach isn't to comfort a crying child but to prevent them from crying in the first place.

But that's a truth too profound for an unmarried youngster to understand.

"By the way, where is the head of the family?"
"Right in front of you."
"Ah, no. I mean Father?"

I smirked as Erich finally started calling our father "Father." How bizarre it was that he, not even an illegitimate child, couldn't call his father "Father."

I can understand why he called Father "Head of Family" for nearly 20 years, but now that Father has retired from his position, it's right to call him Father as he does now.

"He's in hiding."
"...Huh?"
"I said he's in hiding. He's not here."

Revealing Father's lighter side to Erich, who only knew his strict and serious demeanor, would further lower the walls Erich had built in his heart.

I know because that's how it was for me.

***

One day at Walter's mansion, one day at Georg's mansion, one day by the lake. From the fourth day onward, I stayed at Walter's mansion again.

All to make the most of the rest period my wife had granted me. To prepare for the upcoming, indefinite childcare war.

'I should go back now.'

After recovering my physical and mental strength during these days of freedom, my concern for my wife grew stronger.

My wife hadn't specified a return date. She only told me to rest for a few days. As if I should return when I truly felt better.

Honestly, I'm not 100% recovered, but if I delay any longer, my wife might collapse. No matter how many head maids and other servants are there, my wife is ultimately the one in charge.

"I'll be going now."
"Farewell, coward. Next time you come, enter while shouting 'I am a super coward who ran away from my flying daughter.'"

Georg's dismissive hand wave sparked deep anger within me.

But I held it in. As frustrating as it was, I had indeed run away, and I had imposed on Georg.

"Be prepared when Zenobia contacts you. She'll be shocked to hear even half of what you've been drinking these past few days."

"Consider my home yours and come anytime. I'll inform the guards in advance."

Still, I too had a dagger that could deliver a fatal blow to Georg. We know each other's weaknesses too well to let one side take all the hits.

Thanks to Georg's tearful send-off, I returned to the castle, and...

"Woo!"
"Sir! Speed up a bit more! The young lady is dissatisfied!"
"T-this is already the limit—"
"Wooooo...!"
"Aaaaargh!"

I witnessed a bizarre scene that made me doubt my eyes.

Shouts echoing throughout the castle. A family knight crawling on the floor with his back against the ground. Teresa babbling while sitting on that knight's stomach.

I was confused. Perhaps the alcohol I'd been drinking with Georg hadn't fully worn off? Otherwise, how could such a scene appear before my eyes?

"Woo- ah!"

Meanwhile, Teresa, sitting on the knight's stomach, spotted me and reached out her hands.

"Y-Your Excellency!"
"We greet Your Excellency!"

Following that, the knights nearby began saluting me one by one.

"What's going on here?"

As I took Teresa into my arms, Emil, the highest-ranking knight present, spoke up.

"Young Lady Teresa enjoys playing like this, so knights without duties have been attending to her."

The answer was simple and clear, but my confusion remained.

How did they discover Teresa enjoyed this kind of play? Why were knights mobilized for this game? How did these proud knights agree to lie on the floor? I couldn't understand any of it.

"Y-Your Excellency."
"Speak."
"The head of the family visited yesterday."
"Kal?"

I felt a pang of regret at those words. If I had returned just one day earlier, I could have seen Kal.

"And the head of the family personally carried Young Lady Teresa around the entire castle."

I flinched at his next words.

Sir Emil simply described it as "carrying," but given the current situation, it was likely far from the conventional meaning of the word. This bizarre scene originated with Kal.

That explains everything. If the current head of the family personally crawled around on the floor, how could the knights refuse?

"...You've all worked hard."
"Not at all, Your Excellency. As knights of the family, making the young lady happy is also our duty."

At Sir Emil's words, the other knights, even the one who had been lying on the floor, quickly stood up and saluted.

Truly noble and beautiful loyalty, but—

No, let's not think about it further. They are loyal and excellent knights.

"Ah- woo-!"

As the knights saluted in unison, Teresa smiled brightly and flapped her arms.

Her smile was brighter than the sun, warming a corner of my heart. If Teresa is happy, I can tolerate even the most bizarre sights.

"Right? So you should put in some effort too."
"What."

I only learned that I too would have to crawl on the floor like the knights after meeting my wife.

I heard that a strange rule has been established in Teilgleichen since my visit. A peculiar rule requiring knights without work or training schedules to roam the castle while carrying Teresa.

I'm sorry for seemingly spreading poison in Teilgleichen, but they just need to endure until Teresa can crawl on her own. It shouldn't take more than half a year at most, so I believe the knights will understand.

- Villar holds Teresa every day. And Teresa prefers her father's arms over anyone else's.

Actually, it doesn't matter if they understand or not. When both the current and former heads of the family have thrown away their dignity for family, a mere knight insisting on their pride would only be saying they want to leave the Kracius Family.

It's tyranny based on social status, but what can you do? This world operates on a class system. If they don't like it, they can leave for a world where democracy prevails.

"Make sure to record how many times the knights play with Teresa. It's work outside their duties, so they should be compensated."
- Yes. I will record everything without fail.

Conversely, if knights dedicate themselves to our family, I as the head must provide appropriate compensation. When assigning duties beyond standard knight responsibilities, additional compensation is certainly warranted. After all, nothing is more distressing than a superior's personal requests.

That's why I had the head butler record the knights' labor frequency. Silver coins or vacation days proportional to their service should be appropriate.

"Is Teresa doing well?"
- She smiles every day thanks to the dedication of the former head and the knights.
"A child's laughter is always more pleasant to hear than crying. Tell the knights to hang in there a little longer."
- Yes, Your Excellency.

With that, I ended the communication after the head butler's response.

With father's and the knights' dedication, along with the head butler's meticulous record-keeping, there's nothing more to worry about. From now on, visiting on weekends should be sufficient.

"Fortunately, our Friedrich is quieter than his aunt."
"Woo-?"

When I touched Friedrich's cheek beside me, he flailed his arms toward me.

It's strange. These children were born around the same time, yet one is extremely active while the other is extremely quiet. It's as if Friedrich's curiosity and temperament all went to Teresa.

'Is it because he takes after Luise?'

No, if that's the case, who does Teresa take after? Neither father nor mother is particularly energetic.

'She's a mutation.'

No matter how I think about it, the only conclusion is that Teresa is a mutation. Father, mother, and even my grandfather were known for being blunt and cold. My grandmother, who married purely for political reasons, was the same.

Even my maternal grandfather and grandmother were gentle at best, but far from energetic.

'If there's any relative who resembles her, it might be the Wise Duke.'

But Teresa and the Wise Duke aren't blood relatives. I can't think of anyone in our family tree who matches her personality.

'...So what if she's a mutation?'

Eventually, I folded the mental family tree and thought positively.

It's good to have at least one energetic and cheerful person in the family. That way, when the family gathers, the atmosphere won't be gloomy but bright. Honestly, neither I, my parents, nor Erich can proactively lighten the mood.

Thinking this way made me smile involuntarily. I could already picture Teresa putting on an enthusiastic performance.

"Awoo-"
"What is it? Want me to hold you?"
"Woo-!"

While imagining Teresa performing a New Year's grand bow, Friedrich's babbling brought me back to reality.

Though it was just imagination, I almost opened my coin purse as if enchanted the moment I saw Teresa's grand bow.

***

I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the towel around my neck. Then I chuckled as I felt the wind wrapping around my body.


A body appropriately heated from training, sweat releasing that heat, and the wind embracing it all. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I train to feel this sensation. Becoming stronger than yesterday is also a reason for training, but you can't immediately feel yourself getting stronger.

That's why the physical pleasure, the joy of having burned your body hot—these are the driving forces that keep me moving forward.

"Thank you for sparring with me today as well, Lady Perosa!"
"It's... my honor...!"

When I thanked Lady Perosa, who was my opponent today, she gave a resounding reply and collapsed.

Truly a beautiful sight. Standing on two feet until the very end, only collapsing after the match is over. What a true knight.

'To think such a gem was so close by.'

I gazed at the sprawled Lady Perosa with satisfaction.

In truth, I was somewhat depressed when I graduated from the academy. I had never seen a sparring partner as suitable and excellent as Erich in my life, and without the academy as our connection point, I might never meet Erich again. I feared living without a friend and rival for decades to come.

However, since the day I accidentally sparred with Lady Perosa, that depression and anxiety disappeared.

'Objectively speaking, comparing her to Erich is unreasonable.'

Lady Perosa isn't on Erich's level. Regrettably, it's fair to say there's no one our age who has achieved what Erich and I have.

But Lady Perosa had charm beyond skill. Her perseverance despite being unable to match me, her determination to never back down despite being blocked repeatedly, and her conviction to fight as knight versus knight even though her opponent is a prince.

Thanks to this, I took a liking to Lady Perosa. While an intense match might be difficult, a pleasant one was possible.

'She'll become a good knight.'

This fondness was both the joy of finding a good sparring partner and the happiness of seeing talent in the kingdom.

Lady Perosa is the daughter of Lord Villar and a skilled knight who earned her formal knighthood at a young age. In about 10 years, she'll become a pillar of the knightly order, both experienced and skilled. Both as Knight Lyutis and as Prince Lyutis of Armein, I naturally should appreciate this.

"Here, take this."
"Th-thank you!"

When I approached Lady Perosa and handed her a water bottle, she hurriedly got up and accepted it.

Her intense reaction made me laugh. While accepting something from royalty while lying down would be tantamount to treason, I can tolerate a warrior who just burned with passion lying down. I have that much flexibility.

"Now that you're up, shall we go another round?"

At those words, Lady Perosa's eyes trembled.

I couldn't help but laugh again. Her body had reached its limit, so she couldn't bring herself to agree, but she couldn't refuse either. What a loyal knight.

"I'm joking, just joking. It's already grateful enough that you spar with me every day; asking twice would be too much."

At that, the rapid trembling of Perosa's eyes calmed down.

I like her even more for having such an easy-to-read personality. When you like someone, even small things appear positive—

"Your Highness!"
"Hmm?"

A palace attendant came running from afar.

What's going on? Everyone in the palace should know I'm training at this hour.

"The pilgrimage group from the Papal States will arrive soon!"
"Oh."

The subsequent words cleared up my confusion. The pilgrimage group was coming to Radus today.

'It's been a while.'

I quickly walked in the direction the attendant had come from.


The leader of the pilgrimage group was Tanian, my friend whom I hadn't seen for about a year.

"I'll go ahead, my lady. I look forward to tomorrow as well."
"Yes, Your Highness! Tomorrow I will also do my best to learn from your sword!"

A statement about learning from me despite our equal sparring.

Indeed, she is an admirable and excellent knight.

After quickly changing clothes and heading to my father, I found all the other royals already gathered.

"Lyutis, you've arrived?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. I apologize for being late."
"It's fine. Your brother just arrived as well."

When His Majesty gestured with his chin toward the Crown Prince, my eldest brother made an aggrieved face.

"Your Majesty. I was dealing with the Leon Kingdom garrison issue you passed to me..."
"You talk a lot for someone who arrived later than me. Would your work be more than mine, or would mine be more than yours?"
"That's truly an unfair statement."

At my eldest brother's complaint, my second brother let out a small laugh.

"Whenever I see you, brother, I can't be more grateful for being the second son."
"You'll only come to your senses when your brother dies of overwork."

I also smirked at the familiar argument between my two brothers. How can they bicker like this every time they meet?

"Everyone, please be quiet. His Majesty is watching."

To be precise, it was three people including my sister.

The Crown Prince, the Second Prince, and the First Princess arguing. To outsiders, it might look like royal siblings fiercely competing for succession, but in reality, it was just siblings of similar ages quarreling.

"Salia! Didn't you hear? That damned one insulted me, the Crown Prince of Armein!"
"Insulted? This brother merely expressed respect for the Crown Prince who diligently performs his duties."
"Both of you, be quiet!"

The voices grew louder, but no one paid attention. This too was a regular occurrence.

"Quiet."

At least His Majesty intervened, but—

"If you keep making noise, the tea will get cold. Do you intend to waste the tea your mother brewed herself?"

The reason for the intervention had nothing to do with royal dignity or etiquette.

Of course, the most surprising thing was that such a justification worked.

'I wonder if there's a royal family like ours anywhere else.'

I chuckled quietly as I watched my eldest brother, second brother, and sister quietly lifting their teacups.

Thanks to His Majesty and mother who emphasized family harmony, we were overwhelmingly more harmonious than historical royal families or those of other countries. To the extent that no royal family would surpass us for hundreds of years to come.

"Lyutis?"
"Ah, I apologize. I'm just excited about seeing an old friend after so long."

When my second brother reacted to my laughter, I quickly used Tanian as an excuse.

It couldn't be helped. If I said, "I can't help but laugh seeing my brothers and sister," the 1 vs 1 vs 1 argument would suddenly become 3 vs 1.

Even I would find that intimidating. I'd rather face a 3 vs 1 with swords.

The entire royal family, including His Majesty the King, had decided to greet the pilgrimage group.

It might seem excessive to have so many people welcoming guests, but the pilgrimage group included Tanian, who was confirmed to become a future saint, and Cardinal Alexandriana, the head of the Prophetic Department. A saint receives treatment comparable to the Pope in the Dawn Order. It wasn't inappropriate for His Majesty to personally greet them.

"I heard that the Emperor and Crown Princess personally saw off the pilgrimage group when they left the Empire. So I should welcome them when they enter Armein to maintain that sense of honor."
"You didn't need to explain it in such detail."

His Majesty's kind explanation was followed by my eldest brother's sighing response.

Though His Majesty's reason seemed to be that we couldn't lose to the Empire, neither Mother nor my eldest brother objected to the reasoning itself.

'His Majesty is right.'

The pilgrimage group had left the Empire with a grand send-off from the Emperor and Crown Princess. With that sense of elevation and pride, if they arrived in Armein only to be greeted by a crown prince or mere prince instead of the king? Tanian, whom I'd observed for three years, wouldn't care about such things, but I couldn't guarantee the same for the rest of the pilgrimage group.

So His Majesty was correct that the entire royal family should be present. A king might be lower than an emperor, but numerically, our royal family had overwhelming superiority.

"Lyutis."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Meeting a school friend again must be very joyous. I understand that completely, but save your casual conversations with the future saint for private settings."
"Of course. That goes without saying."

Despite my firm agreement, a faint trace of doubt and concern remained on His Majesty's face.

"...Very well. I trust you'll handle this properly."

Of course, these were merely faint emotions. I had never caused trouble in official settings, only in private ones.

Well, I'd come close to causing trouble a few times.

'Intent and execution are different things.'

In His Majesty's mind, I was a son who might do unusual things but never damaged national interests or the royal family's dignity. That's not so bad, is it?

"It's quite remarkable. When you said you were enrolling in the Imperial Academy, I thought you might have hit your head during training, but who would have guessed that enrollment would lead to such connections?"

Following His Majesty, my second brother spoke with a smirk.

Truthfully, I hadn't known either. I knew that Ainter, the Empire's Third Prince, was planning to enroll, but who could have imagined that Laterre and Tanian would also be attending?

"Isn't it all Enen's guidance?"
"Heh, perhaps Enen intended to raise the future saint strictly."

At my second brother's words, my sister, who had been quietly drinking tea, burst into laughter.

"Sister?"
"S-sorry. I just suddenly remembered something amusing..."

I quietly nodded at my sister's hasty excuse.

She apologized, so there was no need to press further.

The pilgrimage group arrived in Radus at the time they had informed the Foreign Ministry.

"Welcome. I'm pleased to welcome you to Armein."
"May the Lord's protection be with you. I sincerely thank Your Majesty and the Robens royal family for this grand welcome."

When His Majesty offered his hand to Tanian, who stood at the front of the pilgrimage group, Tanian gently bowed while taking his hand.

"Grand? I only regret that we couldn't prepare more lavishly due to the cold wind."

In response to Tanian's bow, His Majesty shook his head with a faint smile.


They exchanged courteous greetings with mutual humility. It was the best possible first meeting.

"I heard you traveled from the Papal States through the Three Winter Countries to the Empire. You must have endured much in this cold weather. Please enjoy your stay in Armein."
"Thank you for your consideration, Your Majesty."

After those words, Tanian looked at my eldest brother and smiled slightly.

"Indeed. I see that Your Majesty has fairly bestowed your valiant and handsome traits upon all your children."
"Bestowed? Rather, these children are more excellent than their father."
"Then the Queen must have provided much assistance. I understand now."

His Majesty's smile grew wider at the direct praise of his children, which extended to both himself and Mother as their parents. Is there anyone in the world who dislikes sincere compliments?

Especially when they include family.

"Cardinal Denio was so taciturn that conversation was difficult, but the future saint is truly as warm as the sun. I was worried that everyone from the Papal States might be like Cardinal Denio."

My eldest brother, apparently pleased with Tanian's words, greeted him with a gentle expression.

"His Eminence Cardinal Denio is known for being quiet even in the Papal States. However, he's a man who takes absolute responsibility for his words, so he's careful with them. Please don't think too poorly of him."
"Haha, of course. Everyone knows the Cardinal is prudent and responsible."

After exchanging formal conversation with my eldest brother, Tanian moved on to my second brother and sister, then finally to me.

"It's been a long time, brother."

He shook my hand.

"Yes, it has been a while."

It felt a bit awkward. This was the first time I had spoken formally to Tanian.

I wanted to give him a hearty hug to celebrate our reunion, but His Majesty had instructed me to show familiarity only in private settings. As a son, I couldn't go against His Majesty's wishes.

Armein is vast anyway. Though not as large as the Empire, the pilgrimage group's stay in Armein wouldn't be short. I could meet Tanian privately during that time—

"I'm disappointed. I understand Ainter speaking formally, but hearing formal speech from you, Lyutis, makes me feel like there's a wall between us."
"Brother?"
"Please speak comfortably. Weren't our three years together like thirty years for others?"

...

Hmm.

"It's been ten years since I last saw you. How have you been?"
"Haha, I've been enjoying my days thanks to the Lord's protection. I'm glad to see you're doing well too."
"I'm always having fun."

I noticed His Majesty grabbing the back of his neck at our casual conversation, but it couldn't be helped.

It was a request from the future saint, our honored guest. As hosts, it was only natural to accommodate a guest's request. If I had insisted on formal speech, Tanian, whom we needed to treat with the utmost respect, might have felt hurt.

So I stand proud. I dropped formalities not for personal reasons but for the greater public good.

"By the way, during our time apart, Brother Ainter has been spending intimate time with his fiancée."
"You mean Lady Barandi?"
"Yes. They were a beautiful couple, caring for and considerate of each other."

That was somewhat unexpected. I knew Ainter was engaged to a noblewoman of nomadic descent, but I thought it was purely political.

'I guess they've grown fond of each other.'

Starting as a political arrangement but ending in true love. Quite a beautiful story.


"Do you have any good news, Brother Lyutis?"

I couldn't help but laugh at that question. I never expected to hear the same thing from Tanian that I'd been hearing from Mother.

"I hear your friend Ainter, the Imperial Brother, has a fiancée. The Baron of Hardiner, brother of Count Teilgleichen, has two. You surely had the same school life, so why don't you have any news?"
"If you're worried because her status is low, that's fine. As the third prince, I would support you even if she's from a lower noble or knight family."
"A commoner would be difficult, but bring her anyway. Being difficult is different from being impossible."
"None? If there's none, you should create one and bring her! Because you don't even have a fiancée, your younger siblings can't get married either!"

Of course, Mother's nagging was much more intense.

"I see you don't have anyone."

Seeing my laughter, Tanian murmured sympathetically.

"It's alright. Relationships are like the wind—impossible to grasp, yet they approach silently like the breeze. Someday, you'll meet a good partner too."

I felt strange receiving such sincere consolation. Tanian and I were in the same situation, so why this consolation...?

'Could it be.'

Could it be that Tanian, like Ainter or Erich, had found someone?

That would explain his condescending gaze and warm consolation. He could act this way because he thought he was in a different position from me.

'...Impressive.'

I almost laughed out loud. If even Tanian had found someone, more than half of the five pastry club members had found new love. Now the unmarried were the minority, not the majority.

No, considering that Laterre is one of only two princes in the Yuven United Kingdom, he might already be in political marriage talks. That would make me the only unmarried one.

'Huh.'

Being the only unmarried person among five friends. The thought alone is suffocating.

***

We decided to stay in Radus, the capital of Armein, for about three days.

Even though we traveled comfortably via teleportation, it was still a major journey across borders. Jumping straight into our schedule would be excessive strain on our bodies. And as the King of Armein said, the wind in Armein was quite cold. Not as cold as the North, but colder than the Imperial mainland.

"The Empire and Armein are both large countries. As a result, despite sharing a border, our capitals are quite far apart. It wouldn't be a bad idea to enjoy the differences between Ausen and Radus as tourists."

However, I had no intention of staying in the accommodations provided by Armein for all three days. When visiting a foreign country, it's only proper to explore its culture and religious characteristics.

So I planned to enjoy a leisurely date with Sister Alexandriana, but...

"Oh my."

On my way out of the palace, I witnessed an interesting scene.

Brother Lyutis sparring with a smiling face against a young woman gritting her teeth as she blocked his sword.

If I recall correctly, her name was Perosa Ganelly? I remembered seeing her face occasionally. She was definitely the daughter of Brother Villar Ganelly.

'What an interesting combination.'

After watching the scene briefly, I continued on my way.

For now, I'll be satisfied with having seen a small possibility for Brother Lyutis.

The day after the pilgrimage group from the Papal States arrived in Radus.

"This reminds me of our club days."

Tanian had requested a meeting, resulting in a mini tea party with just the two of us.

Originally, I had planned for us to have a meal together, but Tanian, who had been enjoying touring Radus, brought cookies to recreate the old atmosphere. How could I refuse when an old friend wanted to relive our school memories?

"Those days were fun. Sometimes I find myself lingering around the kitchen, remembering when we used to bake cookies."

As it happened, I too had been reminiscing about my Academy days and the memories from our club. Though it was only about a year ago, those times were so precious and enjoyable.

"Actually, I've baked a few times. I can often access the kitchen under the pretext of service to the faithful."
"Hmm, I'm rather envious of that. Whenever I go near the kitchen, the chefs are absolutely horrified."

I gently shook my head at Tanian's words.

Thanks to my three years as a member of the pastry club, my baking skills are above average. However, due to my status as a prince, it's nearly impossible for me to even enter the kitchen in this palace, let alone bake.

In contrast, Tanian, unlike me, could still show off his baking skills. Though he was the noble future Saint, the priesthood valued service and dedication proportional to that nobility.

'I'm envious.'

It's not that I envy his ability to bake. I envy his freedom to do what he wants.

Come to think of it, the most freedom I ever had was during those three years at the Academy. It's a shame the Academy education only lasts three years. How wonderful it would have been if it were six years.

'Would the tutor have chased us out then?'

I chuckled at the thought that suddenly crossed my mind.

Yes, that probably would have happened. It was already a miracle that someone of our tutor's caliber was tied to the Academy for three years. Managing external personnel at the Academy for six years? Neither the Empire nor our tutor would have tolerated it. They would have found a way to send us abroad before then, or at the very least, assigned someone other than our tutor.

But if someone other than our tutor had been assigned... I doubt they would have managed us properly. No matter how I think about it, no one compares to our tutor.

"By the way, how is our tutor doing?"

Since I was thinking about him, I asked about his well-being, and Tanian put down his teacup with a gentle smile.

"Couldn't be better."

It was a short and simple answer, but satisfying. It was more trustworthy than any flowery words.

"His children are growing up healthy, and his late-born little sister is quite adorable."
"Ah, that's right. I heard our tutor had another sister."

When I first heard the news, I was both surprised and amused. Who would have thought that our tutor and Erich would have a late-born sister?

One even younger than our tutor's own children.

'That's a family full of love.'

Though not as much as our royal family, of course.

"Brother Ainter and Brother Erich are doing well too. I heard they're planning to marry next year, and I'm wondering what gift to send them."
"Everyone's starting families right after graduation. At this rate, I'll be the only one left alone."

As I said this, I carefully observed Tanian's expression.

If Tanian didn't deny it, it would confirm that he had found someone. During the past three years, Tanian's problem was being excessively honest, not that he ever told lies.

"I haven't been able to confirm Brother Laterre's situation yet, so I don't know if Brother Lyutis is alone or not."

I inwardly smiled bitterly at Tanian's response.

A highly probable hypothesis had been confirmed as truth. I don't know what happened during the past year, but it's certain that Tanian has also found a partner.

'If that's the case, the problem must be with me.'

A subtle sense of crisis washed over me.

I can accept being behind Ainter and Erich. Ainter, as the Emperor's only brother, was always a card to be used in political strategies, and Erich had Sera and Count Horpelt. It's natural for them to marry before me.


But falling behind Tanian, a priest, is a serious issue. While the Dawn Order doesn't prohibit priests from marrying, it's problematic that the future Saint found a lover before a royal who should be at the center of social circles. Logically, I, as a royal, should marry or find a partner before the future Saint who is devoted to faith.

'...Though I don't particularly mind remaining unmarried.'

In truth, I have no attachment to marriage. The only time I experienced love in my life was the half-year when I fell for Luise. Except for those six months, I've never loved anyone or felt attraction toward anyone.

But while I have no attachment, my mother is overflowing with it.

"I hear your friend, Emperor's brother Ainter, has a fiancée. Baron Hadineer of Teilgleichen County has two. You surely had the same school life, so why is there no news from you?"

My mother, who is anxiously waiting for me to marry. While she understands the Crown Prince's situation, she wishes for her children to marry for love rather than political reasons.

If such a mother learns that I'm the only one among my school friends who remains unmarried, I can't guarantee how she'll react. Even now, she exists somewhere between anger and reason. Naturally, as a son, this is a matter that makes me feel a sense of crisis.

"Brother."
"Yes?"

While I was pondering how to prevent this devastating news from reaching my mother's ears, Tanian spoke again.

"I once told you that connections are like the wind."

I nodded calmly at those words. Tanian had indeed said that after confirming I had no partner.

"The wind is not something you see with your eyes or grasp with your hands. It's something you feel with your body and heart."
"Did you perhaps read a poetry book on your way here?"

He's suddenly using too many literary expressions.

"Haha, this is what happens when you interpret ancient scriptures."

Tanian burst into laughter at my joke, and then,

"And I say this because I think you might feel the wind if you just listen to your heart a little."

He left a meaningful statement with a gentle yet solemn face.

Listen to your heart and feel the wind. It's not visible to the eye, but can be felt by the body.

'This is difficult.'

Tanian is indeed a priest through and through.

Throwing out such subtle and confusing statements is typical of a priest during sermon time.

As soon as the mini tea party ended, I headed straight to the training ground.

Not only did I feel stiff if I missed a day of training, but I also needed to clear my head, which had become complicated by the topic Tanian had raised.

What a wicked fellow. Giving such a challenge to a friend he hadn't seen in a long time.

'The wind...'

As I kept swinging my sword, I let out a small sigh.

If he had suggested a clear method or if the destination was visible, I would have gladly moved forward. No matter how painful the thorny path might be, as long as I don't give up, as long as the destination is visible to my eyes, I will eventually reach it.

But the advice Tanian gave, as he said, is neither visible to the eye nor tangible to the hand. I don't know if it's right in front of me or if I need to run until death to reach it.

"Your Highness."

Nothing is more frightening than a battle without a deadline. Nothing is more terrifying than an enemy whose numbers are unknown, whose position is unknown.

"Your Highness?"

Especially if that enemy is not external but internal—

"Your Highness. Are you alright?"
"Ah."

Belatedly coming to my senses, I turned my head toward the voice.

It was Lady Perosa.


'Oh no.'

I felt embarrassed. To be thinking of something other than the sword while holding one. If this had been a battlefield instead of a training ground, if it had been an assassin instead of Lady Perosa, I would have died about dozens of times.

"I apologize, my lady. I was just thinking about a gift I received from a friend. It was quite impressive."

I laughed exaggeratedly to hide my embarrassment. I couldn't show mental instability in front of a sparring partner.

"By friend... do you mean the future Saint?"
"Who else in Armein would I call a friend besides Tanian?"

I was about to nod instinctively but then stared at Lady Perosa's face.

What is a friend? Someone who shares the same joys, stays close, and meets frequently—that's a friend. Age and status don't matter in such a relationship.

Then, isn't Lady Perosa also my friend? We spent two and a half years together during our Academy days, and since graduation, we've been sparring almost daily. We share the same joy as knights, so it wouldn't be wrong to call her a friend.

"And I say this because I think you might feel the wind if you just listen to your heart a little."

'Hmm.'

Suddenly, Tanian's advice came to mind.

Of course, Tanian meant that I would eventually find a partner, but a "partner" doesn't necessarily mean a romantic relationship. Finding an excellent partner as a knight is also important.

Perhaps that's why a genuine smile, not an exaggerated one, broke out.

"Lady Perosa."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"I'm fortunate to have you by my side."
"I-It's an honor!"

I patted Lady Perosa's shoulder, expressing my small gratitude.

Having graduated from the Academy, I had lost my friends, lost excellent sparring partners.

It was none other than Lady Perosa who saved me from potentially falling into depression after losing my joy. I found myself reflecting on how I had taken this for granted until now.

'Listen to your heart and feel the wind.'

I came to understand the words that I couldn't comprehend just a few minutes ago.

***

This weekend, too, I ran into Erich while roaming the castle with Teresa in my arms. It seems he also visits the castle on weekends.

"Oh, by the way, brother."
"Yes, what is it?"
"I heard Lyutis might also be engaged or getting married?"

At Erich's words, my body came to an abrupt halt.

"Woo-woo!"

Teresa got upset because her "attraction" stopped working on its own, but I couldn't move due to the unexpected shock.

"Where did you hear that?"
"From Tanian. He went to Armein recently, you know."

My head throbbed at the mention that the source of this information was the future Saint. He might say strange things, but he's not one to lie.

...

Wait a minute.

"You heard it from Tanian?"
"Yes. We exchanged communication crystal numbers before. Even if it's hard to meet in person, we can at least stay in touch."

I accepted this as it made sense. Indeed, it's not strange for friends to exchange numbers. Why hadn't I realized this obvious fact until now...

'I had a direct line to the future Saint right next to me.'

I suddenly realized that my brother was more valuable than I thought.

Tanian and his pilgrimage group had departed on their holy journey. There would be no chance to meet Tanian until before the group left the country.

Though I felt a sense of regret, it was fine. I could soothe that feeling when seeing them off before departure. Besides, Tanian hadn't coldly abandoned me to go on pilgrimage. Rather, I should be grateful that he left after giving me such valuable advice.

Wind is not something to be seen or caught, but to be felt. Something that can be properly sensed by listening to my heart. He left behind advice as precious as a jewel that I couldn't have heard from anyone else.

'He truly is the next Saint.'

He saw through my heart that even I wasn't aware of, and awakened it with just a few words. What magnificent and wondrous eloquence.

Come to think of it, after spending three years baking cookies, playing chess, and playing foot volleyball together, I'd forgotten that Tanian was an intellectual who had engaged in theological debates with many priests within the Papal States. In terms of wisdom and insight, he was overwhelmingly superior to me.

'It really pays to choose your friends wisely.'

The thought made the corners of my mouth turn up involuntarily.

By choosing the Empire's educational institution rather than one in Armein, I gained brilliant connections. Who else in this world could make friends with Imperial royalty, foreign royalty, the next Saint, and a proxy Imperial Assembly member? This is an achievement impossible even for my eldest brother, the Crown Prince.

That's why I'm a bit worried. I've set such a good precedent—perhaps too good—that other Armein royals might want to enroll in the Imperial Academy.

What should I do then? Honestly, it was a pleasant and good experience, so I'd feel bad discouraging it.

'Perhaps I should frame it as a symbol of friendship between our countries?'

The Imperial Academy is nominally a neutral zone open to people from all continents. If Imperial royalty and Armein royalty stand side by side in such a neutral setting, it could positively influence the friendly relations between our countries.

Just like Ainter and me now. Like the two of us, who can be a minimum safety device and communication channel even if relations between our countries deteriorate.

Of course, my younger siblings are scheduled to study at Armein's educational institutions, so it's an unnecessary worry, but I don't know about my children or nephews and nieces.

'By then, the tutor's children would probably be students there too.'

The tutor who was secretly concerned about his lack of formal education. He will certainly ensure his children enter the Imperial Academy.

'That's an attractive condition.'

I stroked my chin while my sword remained stuck in the ground.

If I could become friends with the tutor's child, wouldn't that be even more reason to enroll? There's nothing better than forming connections with not only the Imperial Family but also influential families.

"Your Highness."
"Ah, Lady Perosa."

While I was calculating whether the tutor's children and my future nephews and nieces might be of similar age, Lady Perosa approached.

"Welcome. You're earlier than usual."
"The weather seems to be improving, so I came out early. Am I interrupting Your Highness's time?"
"Haha, not at all! I'm grateful to have a partner to spar with!"

She came earlier to train more because the weather was improving? That's a perfect answer for a knight, which made me feel pleased. With young knights so passionate, it's no wonder Armein reigns as the Kingdom of Knights.

No, perhaps it's because she's Villar's daughter and takes after her father's character. I heard that Villar had put in bone-crushing effort since his days as a knight apprentice.

'Father and daughter are both blessings to the kingdom.'

Then perhaps I should offer some small advice for this loyal family that has served for two generations.

"Lady Perosa."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"If you have children, consider sending them to the Imperial Academy."

That way, the third generation of the Ganelly family could build powerful connections. Unlike the first and second generations who only struggled at the Academy, they might create only pleasant memories.

Of course, an Armein knight receiving education at an Imperial institution requires considerable determination. No matter how beneficial it might be, I can't strongly recommend it. I should just mention the possibility, as I'm doing now.

"Children... you say?"


However, Lady Perosa neither fell into embarrassment nor deep contemplation at my words. She just blinked her eyes while staring at me.

"I apologize, but I don't even have a proper fiancé yet, so I cannot guarantee that I will have children."

Eventually, she smiled awkwardly and shook her head.

I see. Lady Perosa was in the same situation as me.

'A true friend was right here.'

An indescribable sense of peace and satisfaction welled up. My school friends are finding their partners one by one. I'm separated from my friend with whom I used to spar daily because of the border between us.

But Lady Perosa is moving forward alone like me and keeps me company every day. She's an unparalleled friend with whom I can spend the next several years to decades.

Being happy that the kingdom's loyal subject is unmarried is too much. I know that.

But what can I do? Sometimes instinct is stronger than reason.

"I'm alone and you're alone, so people might think we're lovers."

I patted Lady Perosa's shoulder, suppressing my embarrassing instinct. Let's drop this subject and prepare for sparring—

"H-how could you say such a thing! How could a mere knight become the lover of Your Highness, the pride of Armein!"

Her reaction was intense.

I was momentarily taken aback. It's a bit hurtful when someone shows such a violent rejection to what was meant as a joke. Wouldn't it have been enough to just say "I'm honored" or "That's too generous" and move on?

"For someone like me to even be Your Highness's sparring partner is an honor, but to be mistaken as Your Highness's lover would be a discourtesy that couldn't be repaid even with my life!"

Fortunately, she wasn't rejecting me because she disliked me, but because she considered herself infinitely beneath me.

No, is that really fortunate? I'm a bit confused about that.

"Please calm down. I meant that I'm happy to be able to be so close with you."

I forcibly raised Lady Perosa, who had prostrated herself on the ground.

If others saw this, they might think Lady Perosa had committed some disrespect toward me and was apologizing with her life.

***

The reward for burning three years at the Imperial Academy was certain.

The position of Deputy Commander of the glorious Royal Knights. It was more than appropriate—even excessive—as compensation for protecting His Highness Lyutis while suffering in a foreign land.

"You've worked hard, Lord Villar. From now on, rest comfortably in the bosom of your homeland."

But the previous Deputy Commander who retired due to old age.

"With your abilities, you could have risen to this position anytime. Think of your dispatch as just hastening that time a little."

The current Commander's comfort and encouragement, as he pinned the Deputy Commander's emblem on me, mercilessly tore at my heart.

I now want to bury that time as a thing of the past, as a somewhat unusual dispatch. I don't want to cling to what has already passed.

However, everyone who meets me mentions that time and gives me warm looks. Despite the fact that I'm fine, third parties show too much interest. Even now, a year after the end of my dispatch duties.

'It will remain like a brand for life.'

I put down the pen that I seemed to hold more often than my sword these days and sighed.

As a man of Armein, I chose the path of a knight, and after efforts that wouldn't shame me compared to others, I was able to join the Royal Knights. I even rose to a fairly high position within the Royal Knights.

But what is this? Where has my path, steeped in tears and blood, gone, leaving only a path that receives others' sympathy? I have never lived a life that would receive anyone's pity.

'I can't resign either.'


I cannot tolerate that the path I've walked receives looks of sympathy and pity rather than admiration and awe. For the Deputy Commander of the honorable Royal Knights to be an object of sympathy is not just my personal disgrace but tarnishes the honor of the royal family.

However, I couldn't bring myself to leave the Royal Knights. To throw away an honorable position while still active would be disloyalty to His Majesty the King, and if I were to step down at this time, vicious rumors would spread that "the Deputy Commander finally retired, unable to overcome his trauma."

It's bitter. After crossing the mountain of Academy dispatch, I'm greeted by the lake of others' gazes.

- Knock knock.

"Deputy Commander. Lady Perosa has returned."
"Tell her to come in."

As I was massaging my stiff neck, Perosa, who had been training with His Highness Lyutis, returned.

Apart from this father's pain, I'm glad that Perosa has become His Highness Lyutis's sparring partner. His Highness Lyutis's skills are at a level where it's difficult to find a match among his peers, and being able to cross swords with such a skilled person every day is an unparalleled fortune for a knight.

However, since Perosa, like me, has experience with Academy dispatch, she is also receiving sympathetic looks suggesting that her position might be compensation for the dispatch.

'Father and daughter side by side...'

Bitterness washed over me again. Should I send Perosa somewhere else even now?

"Deputy Commander. I have returned after sparring with His Highness Lyutis."
"Good work. Return to your duties after an hour's rest."
"Yes."

However, it doesn't seem like Perosa would leave the Royal Knights she has just joined. If I tried to force her out, I would have to be prepared for her to cut ties with me.

...Hmm?

"Perosa."
"Yes, Father."

A smile crept onto my lips as Perosa immediately called me Father as soon as her rest began, but that's not what's important right now.

"Did something happen with His Highness?"

Perosa's expression was redder than usual.

Even considering she had just come from intense sparring, it was seriously so.

"W-well, that..."

At my question, Perosa's face reddened even more, and her eyes wandered here and there.

What happened? Could she have committed some disrespect toward His Highness? No, Perosa, a fervent follower of His Highness, wouldn't do that in front of him. Besides, if she had really been disrespectful, she would have burst into tears in front of me and confessed long ago.

"H-His Highness said something too generous and overwhelming...!"

Starting with those words, Perosa explained what had happened at the training ground, and,

"......"

I silently held my forehead.

'Even as a joke, to say such things.'

There would be many young ladies who would be shaken if they heard such words from His Highness.

My head throbbed. It felt like I was watching His Highness Lyutis from Academy days, who was somewhat lacking in tact.

'And there's no Inspector here.'

If, if that version of His Highness from those days wasn't just a one-time occurrence but a continuous state... would I alone have to clean up after His Highness's eccentricities?

It's a terrifying thought.

As spring finally arrived after winter, the weather became more pleasant. Though mornings still felt cold enough to make leaving the blanket difficult, at least there was no more snow piled up in the garden.

When the outside temperature changes rapidly, the body can be shocked by sudden changes. During this time, letting your guard down could lead to catching a cold or strange illnesses.

"Are you feeling uncomfortable anywhere?"

That's why I gently asked while stroking Lin's full-term pregnant belly.

The precious treasure that came to us during that warm, intimate time we spent at the tulip garden in Teilgleichen County. The sea.

If Lin, now in her final month of pregnancy, or our baby Sea who's preparing to come out, were to fall ill, my heart would be torn apart. How sad would it be for a child who hasn't even entered the world to be born with an illness?

"I'm fine except for having difficulty moving around."

Fortunately, Lin nodded without any trace of worry in response to my question.

'Lin is quite robust after all.'

Seeing her like this naturally brought a smile to my face.

Lin is a noble lady from Yorun County who was active in high society and spent three years in the flower arrangement club at the Imperial Academy. Looking at her background alone, she resembles a typical aristocratic lady from a fairy tale.

However, in reality, she's an equestrian who proudly won first place in horseback riding during every inter-class competition and continued enjoying the sport after graduation. In terms of pure physical ability, she might be healthier than most men.

'If our child takes after Lin and me, they'll be healthy.'

I thought about Sea, who would soon be sleeping peacefully in Lin's arms. If the Kracius Family bloodline combined with Lin's health, Sea would become an outstanding warrior—

"...Huh?"
"Ah, the baby just kicked."

When I tilted my head at the dull impact coming through my hand, Lin spoke in a calm voice.

That was... Sea kicking?

'It felt more like a punch.'

I felt somewhat dazed. I've felt countless kicks from Pedi, the triplets, and Friedrich. Of course, I've felt Sea's kicks dozens, even hundreds of times.

But this kick felt stronger and more forceful than any before. As if preparing to come out right away.

'The birth will be smooth.'

My bewilderment quickly turned into contentment. If Sea is fully prepared to come out, Lin shouldn't have any difficulties during childbirth. Perhaps she'll have a smooth delivery like my mother did.

I'm excited. How will this well-prepared child grow up? How energetic will they be as they run around the mansion?

Will they ride on Titi's back around the mansion like Pedi? Or will they suck on the servants' fingers like the triplets? Or perhaps they'll be unexpectedly quiet like Friedrich?

'Or maybe they'll be a type we haven't seen before.'

Actually, it doesn't matter either way. A child brings happiness just by being near their father and mother.

"Will our Sea take after daddy more, or mommy?"
"Judging by that kick just now, probably after you."
"If the baby takes after mommy and is smart, I'd like to pass down Wiridia."

At my words, Lin's hand, which had been stroking her belly alongside mine, suddenly stopped.

"Wiri... dia?"
"Ah, is it because it's on the outskirts?"
"Who would consider Wiridia the outskirts? It's a strategic point connecting the mainland and the North."

I couldn't help but smile at Lin's somewhat surprised reaction.

That's right. While Wiridia might have been considered remote before the Northern conquest, now it's an intermediate hub between the mainland and the North.

"That's why I hope the baby takes after you. Among us, only you have business talent."

Wiridia is already developing its character as a trade hub between the two regions. Northern horses, leather, and minerals are distributed throughout the Empire via Wiridia, and mainland manufactured goods or luxury items must pass through Wiridia to reach the North.


Therefore, the child who will succeed me as the second Count of Wiridia needs to be skilled in business. Honestly, I'm holding onto Wiridia despite having zero business sense only because of my hierarchical relationship with the Northern lords and the authority of being the first Count directly appointed by the Emperor. It would be problematic if the second generation were also clueless about business.

"Of course, just knowing the basics would be enough. The subordinates handle the practical work anyway."

Still unable to shake off her bewilderment, Lin stared blankly into my eyes. I gently kissed her forehead.

"And if the baby takes after mommy, they'll be good at horseback riding too? Then Wiridia would be perfect."
"So Sea will become a titled noble because they're good at riding horses?"

Only after I made this little joke did Lin finally burst into laughter.

Yes, there's no need for Lin to be surprised by this. It's enough for her to just smile like this.

'It's natural for a father to pass down his assets to his child.'

It's just that part of those assets happens to be a rather large piece of land.

Of course, it's amusing to talk about inheritance for a child who hasn't even been born yet, but succession plans should be clean and without room for disruption. This is a truth proven by the Second Prince, who's currently getting a hellfire sauna treatment in the afterlife after burning himself to death.

Not that I'm particularly grateful. That bastard deserves to die a hundred times over.

"So take good care of yourself. Even though the weather is getting warmer, that's when you're most likely to catch a cold."
"Don't worry. I grew up without ever getting sick."

After coming full circle back to cautioning her to take care of her health, Lin nodded firmly in response.

Though it was just verbal reassurance, her answer somehow inspired confidence.

"I should go now. Eri will get angry if I'm late."
"Ah, you'd better hurry. My sister might get upset if you're late."

I almost laughed again at how quickly Lin understood.

Eri applied for maternity leave as soon as her pregnancy was confirmed and has been staying at our mansion. Even the Deputy Head of Intelligence approved her leave application at lightning speed, telling her to enjoy her vacation, so everyone is enjoying this happy time.

"We've been living apart because of work! From now on, come visit me and Hayang every day!"

Perhaps feeling the pain of having been separated for so long, Eri has been insisting that I come to her room at set times every day.

It wasn't a difficult request. I would have done it even without her asking.

'We have been apart for too long.'

While other wives stayed at the mansion, Eri, along with Pine, had been working at the Audit Department. I can't even imagine how bitter and lonely she must have felt.

Actually, Trixie also had to live apart from me because of her position as Tower Master, but who would pressure a Tower Master to come to work when she wanted to enjoy her newlywed life? I heard the Deputy Tower Master has been handling things well.

So if Eri had any fault, it was that she was merely a Section Chief. Truly a sad situation.

Eri, who is only about two months pregnant with barely any visible signs, has been proudly pushing out her belly to show off her pregnancy.

While I was taking care of her like a queen and playing with her,

'What's this?'

The communication device I kept in my pocket began to emit a flashing light.

What could it be? Since everyone in the Empire knows I'm on vacation, people usually send messages rather than direct calls unless it's extremely urgent. Normally, the device should vibrate rather than emit light like this.

"How dare you! To emit such disturbing light before the great Erzsebet!"
"Be quiet for a moment."
"Okay."

After stopping Eri, who was saying strange things at the sight of the light, I took out the device and moved to a corner. If it's urgent, I need to answer right away.

"Audit Minister, Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen speaking."
- It's been a while, Count.

I was surprised by the unexpected appearance of this person.


A kindred spirit who went through hell with me for three years. Now a prominent figure who has risen to the position of Deputy Commander of the Armein Kingdom's Royal Knights.

"Lord Villar?"

Someone whose news I had only heard through rumors since graduating from the Academy had contacted me first.

It was surprising but also pleasant. Without Villar, my Academy life would have been even more hellish. Villar is one of the few treasures I managed to salvage from that hell.

- I apologize for contacting you so suddenly and one-sidedly.
"No, it's fine. This is what friends do."

Villar gave a faint smile at my words.

I noticed the dark circles under his eyes, contrasting with his upturned corners of his mouth.

'Is he swamped with work?'

It's unfortunate but unavoidable. The position of Deputy Commander of the Royal Knights requires not only martial prowess but also administrative and political skills. It's natural for such a position to be overwhelmed with work.

Still, Villar is a capable person who coordinated and led the joint security detail of Armein, Yuven, and the Papal States in the middle of a foreign country at the Imperial Academy. Even if he's struggling with unfamiliar duties now, he'll be fine with time.

"I heard you recently became Deputy Commander. Though late, let me congratulate you."
- I have many more reasons to congratulate you. I've heard your family is flourishing. I pray that only good things continue to come your way.

After exchanging ceremonial congratulations, Villar bit his lip slightly as if troubled by something.

- Count, if I may ask, are there any listening ears nearby?

He carefully checked our surroundings, asking if there was any possibility of our conversation being overheard.

"My wife is here, but..."
- That's fine. If it's your wife, she can be trusted.

For a moment, I almost said she wasn't trustworthy, but I held back.

- Though my Academy assignment has ended and you have no ties to Armein, I feel very sorry and embarrassed to contact you like this...

Regardless, Villar began to ramble about various things, then concluded with a small sigh.

- His Highness has returned to that time.
"...Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question his gloomy statement.

His Highness has returned to that time? What does that mean? Who is His Highness and what time is he referring to?

'Is he talking about Lyutis?'

Given the context, it must be Lyutis. The only "His Highness" from Armein that Villar and I both know is Lyutis.

Then returning to that time means...

'...The '77 season?'

I felt a chill. If it's a terrible situation serious enough for Villar to urgently contact me, it can only be that.

- I've agonized over this many times. I felt bad about asking for your help with Armein's affairs, so I've been trying to handle it myself for the past few weeks.

Villar continued speaking at length in response to my silence.

- But it's not a problem I can solve. Even at the Academy, it wasn't me who managed His Highness's moods and behaviors, but you.

I couldn't answer his tearful words.

'Managed?'

I never managed that precious child until the end.

He only returned to relative sanity after being rejected by Lise.

Villar's heartfelt confession carried a power that naturally commanded reverence from anyone listening.

What kind of order is the Royal Knights? They are the shield that serves closest to the royal family and the sword that boasts the kingdom's greatest military might. The pride of belonging to the Royal Knights is the highest honor a knight can have, and their loyalty and reverence toward the royalty they protect is immense.

Yet despite being comrades who had endured the same hell for three years, he had said to a foreigner, "Our prince has gone insane, damn it." And this from the deputy commander, no less.

'Things must be really bad.'

Normally, when a servant shows disrespect to royalty, the servant is blamed. But when a loyal retainer criticizes royalty, it's the royal who is at fault.

Villar falls closer to the latter case. The Villar I knew was a loyal subject who strived to uphold the name of the Royal Knights through any adversity. Now this loyal knight is asking a foreigner for advice because his prince has gone strange.

'Not that I have any solution.'

The problem is that despite Villar's great resolve, I have no way to help him.

Me, controlling Lyutis's actions? Lyutis hasn't followed my guidance from the '77 season through the '79 season. His rampage in '77 goes without saying, and he only calmed down relatively because Luise rejected him. My influence was minimal.

Should I clean up after Lyutis's trolling? That was only possible by anxiously monitoring club members 24 hours a day, and now there's the barrier of national borders between Lyutis and me.

From the moment we graduated from the Academy, Lyutis and I were no longer mentor and student, but an imperial official and an Armein royal. An imperial official interfering with Lyutis's actions would lead to diplomatic issues.

'He knows this perfectly well.'

I felt even more sorry for him. Just how frustrated must he be...

"Lord Villar. Though I don't know what happened in Armein, I can tell how hard you've tried. The person I've known all this time was someone who never yielded to any hardship."
- You flatter me.
"That's why I understand that contacting me was your last resort. You're not someone who would seek others' help over minor obstacles."

Villar nodded with a bitter expression at my words.

Yes, this is his last resort. Villar said with his own mouth that he tried to handle it himself, and declared it was beyond his ability to solve. There's nothing more Villar can do.

"But Lord Villar. I regret that I cannot honor your trust, as I no longer have the right to contact His Highness Lyutis. He is no longer my student."
- Even if he has graduated, the bond between teacher and student—
"By that logic, the principal of the Imperial Academy would stand above the Empire itself. A teacher shouldn't interfere in a graduated student's affairs just because they were once their teacher."

No rebuttal came to my firm boundary-setting. Villar must know deep down that he's being unreasonable.

Honestly, maintaining a relationship with students after graduation is extremely rare. From a teacher's perspective, hundreds of new disciples appear every year, and from a student's perspective, you're just one of dozens of teachers they met over three years.

Moreover, I wasn't even a formal teacher but a club advisor. It's embarrassing to call this a teacher-student relationship.

"So I'll tell you a better solution."

That's why I need to introduce Villar to a different lifeline than myself.

- A better solution, you say?
"Yes. It will probably be more effective than my involvement."

With those words, I gave Villar the unique number of a certain communication orb.

The communication orb number of a certain imperial count family's second son, the youngest member of a certain council, who has two fiancées that are too good for him.

"A teacher interfering with a graduated student is unseemly, but a friend checking in on a distant friend is a beautiful gesture, isn't it?"
- Your Excellency. Surely not...
"A message from a friend who has found a partner might be good motivation for His Highness Lyutis."

After a moment of silence, Villar quickly wrote down the unique number I gave him.

With this, Erich became a big shot who could directly call the deputy commander of the Armein Royal Knights.

- Thank you, Your Excellency. I will not forget this favor.
"Haha, what favor is there between us? Please don't take it too seriously."

I gave an awkward smile toward Villar, who bowed his head. This isn't a favor but more like passing on a bomb.


Still, both Lyutis and Erich gave me headaches in '77, so I believe this is a righteous bomb-passing.

"Wow, he dumped it on his brother."

I pretended not to hear Eri muttering behind me. This is righteous bomb-passing.

"By the way, brother. I heard rumors that Lyutis might get engaged or married?"

And Erich recently committed the sin of running his mouth carelessly.

Engagement or marriage, my ass. The deputy commander of the Royal Knights is calling for help.

***

Once again, I was saddled with the council's work today.

It's heartbreaking. Just because I'm the youngest, most of the council's paperwork ends up on my desk. If I were an administrative official, I could at least get promoted and have subordinates, but this Imperial Council doesn't even have the concept of promotion. For someone to be below me, an existing council member would have to retire.

And unfortunately, retiring from the Imperial Council requires the Emperor's permission. It doesn't seem like there will be any retirees for at least 10 to 20 years.

'Being the youngest for 10 years.'

I feel like crying. It's fortunate that Sister Via helps me; I can't imagine what it would be like without her.

'What now?'

As I was deeply appreciating the importance of close people, my communication orb emitted an intense light.

I automatically sigh whenever the communication orb activates. At this hour, 99% of contacts are work-related. But I'm afraid to ignore it.

"Acting Councilor, Erich Kracius of Hardiner speaking."

So with a bitter feeling, I activated the communication orb, and...

- It's been a while, Baron Hardiner.
"Lord Villar?"

I saw the face of someone I never expected.

As Lord Villar said, it had been a while since I'd seen him, but that face and voice definitely belonged to Lord Villar. The memories of three years at the Academy were too vivid to forget him after just one year.

'...What's this about?'

I was glad to see him, but also perplexed. If Lyutis had contacted me through my communication orb, I would have understood, but I never imagined Lord Villar would contact me.

"It's good to see you. I thought we would never meet again, but it seems Enen has beautifully preserved our connection."

However, I quickly pushed aside my confusion and smiled.

It was unexpected, but not an unwelcome contact. A foreigner's call wouldn't be about dumping work on me. Lord Villar wouldn't have any work-related reason to contact me since I'm not in charge of diplomacy.

—Or so I mistakenly thought.

"Pardon?"
- You heard correctly.

Until Lord Villar said that Lyutis had returned to his original mindset.

'What does that mean?'

My hand holding the communication orb trembled. Lyutis's "original mindset" is definitely not a good one.

The worst period for the five club members, including myself. A foolish time when he was blinded by love yet didn't know how to achieve it. If I could go back to that time, I'd consider gouging out my eyes or kicking my third leg.

That time I fear even in my dreams is Lyutis's "original mindset."

'Of all times to return to, why that one?'


I can't even laugh bitterly. While Ainter and I have found partners, someone is regressing alone.

...

'But why...'

Eventually, an unavoidable question arose.

It's terrible that Lyutis has returned to his original mindset. Even I, swamped with work, have stopped signing documents to seriously fiddle with my communication orb.

But I don't understand why Lord Villar is telling me this. Well, the first issue is how he even knows my communication orb number, but...

- Actually, I first contacted Count Teilgleichen, but His Excellency suggested it would be better to ask for help from the Baron, who is His Highness's friend.
'You've got to be kidding me.'

I bit my lip when I heard that my brother had sold me out again.

It's outrageous. Not content with dumping me in the council, he's now passing on a foreign prince's issues to me?

'How can you call yourself human?'

Though it's debatable whether someone who can cut the sky with a sword can be called human.

- I apologize for involving a foreigner like yourself in our country's affairs. But as His Highness's friend who is preparing to start a family with an excellent partner, I couldn't stand by while our prince goes in a different direction.
"I understand. From your perspective, it's completely understandable."

Apart from my resentment toward my brother, I genuinely mean this. Even I, just hearing about it through the communication orb, feel dizzy, so Lord Villar's shock must be even greater.

'He might get engaged or married soon, he said.'

Looking at the haggard Lord Villar, I began to feel resentment toward Tanian.

Tanian definitely said that Lyutis might get engaged or married. That was just a few weeks ago.

I'm confused. Is Tanian a con artist, or did Lyutis revert to his original mindset in just a few weeks? Or was Lyutis crazy from the beginning, and Tanian was mistaken...

Either way, it's giving me a headache.

With a throbbing head, I contacted Lyutis.

- Oh, Erich! It's been a while!

He greeted me with the same cheerful expression I used to see at the Academy, but I wasn't particularly happy to see it. How could I be when I wasn't contacting him for a good reason?

'Our first conversation after graduation is this kind of talk.'

It's bitter. At least my reunion with Tanian was peaceful and harmonious.

- So what's up?
"Am I catching you at a busy time?"
- Haha, not at all! But we're not the type to call each other just because we miss each other after not seeing each other for a year. You must have business.
"Well, that's true."

After pondering what to say, I let out a small sigh.

"I heard you've gone back to your idiotic ways from four years ago. I contacted you because I think I could completely beat you in a duel right now."

After deliberation, I decided to be direct. Your idiotic behavior is being heard even across the border.

- ...What?

Lyutis asked with a blank expression, but I just stared at him as if to say "so what?"

Whatever. Are you going to cross the border if you're upset?

If he does, I'll flee straight to my brother's mansion. Even if I get beaten up, the Lyutis who's returned to his original mindset will get beaten up worse.

I held the darkened communication device in my hand, staring blankly at the ceiling.

I feel dizzy. If words had physical force, I'd feel like I'd been punched in the jaw three or four times. A sensation that tingles from my jaw straight to my brain.

"You've regressed to your idiot self from four years ago, so I called. I think I could completely beat you in a duel right now."
"Hah."

I couldn't help but laugh hollowly as I recalled Erich's words.

My feelings are complicated. The first friend to contact me since graduation, a friend I never expected would reach out first, immediately filled his mouth with insults. And not with roundabout mockery, but straightforwardly and directly.

His words were so blunt that I felt bewildered, yet I couldn't help laughing. Since being born into royalty, when had anyone ever called me an idiot? Even my royal father never used such language with his children.

"You idiot."

I rubbed my face dryly as the sentence now edited itself in my mind.

Idiot. He called me an idiot. Me, an idiot.

'I suppose there was such a time.'

Objectively and subjectively, there was indeed a time when I was an idiot. No, to be precise, there was a time when we all happily lived as idiots and fools.

About four years ago, when I fell for Luise. Until all five of us were rejected by Luise—we were idiots braver and prouder than anyone else.

'Not that it's something to be proud of.'

After lowering my head that had been tilted back, I stroked my chin and organized my thoughts.

Erich shares the same memories and dark history with me. And this Erich mentioned those times from four years ago.

"You know well how painful it is for those around someone who acts without awareness. We've both been that 'someone' and we've both been the 'surrounding people.'"

Along with words I couldn't refute.

Erich is right. We have played the role of "someone" who caused pain to others, and conversely, we've been the "surrounding people" who suffered because of someone. Both periods were brief, but neither was particularly pleasant.

So we promised never to do such things again, at least to ensure that I wouldn't become that "someone." If I, a prince, lack awareness, who could stop me? My royal father and brothers aren't people with enough leisure to interfere with every aspect of my personal life.

Yet apparently, I've become so twisted that a friend from across the border contacted me after a year.

"Ainter and I are about to get married, while this so-called prince is regressing in time. Are you perhaps dreaming of becoming a great mage who uses time magic rather than a knight? If so, I think you'll inherit the title of Magic-Ending Duke."

...No matter how I think about it, Erich seems just as twisted as I am.

It's strange. Erich isn't one to speak gently, but he wasn't someone whose words would naturally make listeners sigh either. What on earth happened during this time to give him such a hellish mouth?

'Work really ruins people.'

The Imperial Council is terrifying.

I'll never have to go to the Imperial Council, but I hope I never do for the rest of my life.

"Still, you're not the type to make the same mistake twice. If you clear your head and look around, you'll realize what mistake you've made."

And I prayed for the well-being of my friend whose mouth had become harsh but whose heart remained the same.

May his heart, at least, not be tainted by hell.

After being cursed at by my friend, I swung my sword as usual.

However, while my body was busy swinging the sword, my mind was busy recalling past events.

'What did I do?'

If news has reached a friend across the border, the situation must be serious. It's not about how the news reached him, but why.

Let me recall what I've said and done recently. Specifically, interpersonal relationships, particularly matters related to awareness, and ultimately, matters related to romance.


'I don't think there's anything in particular.'

However, my interpersonal relationships haven't been particularly extensive since graduating from the Academy.

Among my many siblings, only the Crown Prince, my eldest brother, my second brother who enjoys the arts, and my sister, the flower of social circles, frequently show their faces in society. Even before entering the Academy, I wasn't enthusiastic about participating in social circles or building connections.

In that situation, I spent three years at the Imperial Academy rather than an educational institution in Armein. It was enough time for what little network I had to be reset.

'Though there are nobles who followed me all the way to the Imperial Academy.'

Those nobles have either just graduated or are still attending the Academy. Even if I wanted to meet them, opportunities would be very rare.

To begin with, someone like me who focuses on training only meets people like Lady Perosa—

"If you have children, my lady, consider sending them to the Imperial Academy."

Lady Perosa...

"I'm alone and you're alone, so people might think we're lovers if they see us."

Lady Perosa...

"Come to think of it, in my life, women have only been family, the pastry club, and Lady Perosa."

...

'Hmm.'

There it was.

The past where I spoke without awareness existed too vividly. I wonder why I only noticed it now.

'This is maddening.'

At the time, I spoke those sentences without much thought, but when I realize I said them all to one person, it's dizzying. Aren't these sentences full of potential misunderstandings for anyone who hears them?

That's why I felt guilty, albeit belatedly. How embarrassed Lady Perosa must have been in front of me all this time. What must Lord Villar have thought seeing his daughter growing thinner day by day?

Now I understand. Lord Villar probably told this terrible situation to the tutor, and the tutor told Erich.

'I should apologize first.'

Now that I know the problem, the solution is simple. I need to promise Lady Perosa, whom I unconsciously tormented, that this will never happen again, and comfort Lord Villar who couldn't bear it anymore and sought help from a foreigner.

A royal should refrain from freely expressing gratitude or apologies to subjects, but this is clearly my fault.

With that determination, I waited for Lady Perosa to arrive, and

"It's fine, Your Highness! I'm not bothered at all!"

I could see Lady Perosa with a noticeably brighter complexion.

"Everyone in Armein knows that Your Highness is merciful and pleasant even to subordinates! You were just making jokes to be considerate of me as your sparring partner, how could I be uncomfortable with that!"

It felt strange to hear someone who must have been uncomfortable all this time say such things.

"So Your Highness doesn't need to take it to heart!"
"Thank you for saying that."

However, asking "Are you really okay?" to someone who has accepted an apology would be burdensome. It might make Lady Perosa, who had just brightened up, tense again.

So let's stop here. End the apology to Lady Perosa here and ensure this doesn't happen again.

Yes, that should be enough...

'She seems too happy.'

Lady Perosa is delighted that I clearly drew the line, saying I was sorry for making potentially misunderstood remarks and that it wouldn't happen again.


It's natural and fortunate. A royal had a negative influence on a knight who will lead Armein's future. Now that I've said I won't do that anymore, it's good news for Lady Perosa.

But why? Seeing Lady Perosa's face full of joy and serenity made me uneasy.

'Isn't she feeling any regret?'

Having such thoughts in this atmosphere is madness. I know that too.

But I am royalty. A prince of Armein, a powerful nation second only to the Empire, already a warrior who has easily surpassed the level of ordinary knights, and frankly, a person with decent looks. I remain single because I have no interest in marriage, but as a potential husband, I'm beyond decent—I'm excellent.

Nevertheless, as soon as Lady Perosa realized my words were a misunderstanding, she looked relieved. Even considering the burden due to our status difference, there was no trace of lingering attachment.

Why? If the possibility of becoming my lover had momentarily flickered before her eyes, wouldn't she be interested? Being Lyutis's lover? Perhaps even advancing to become my wife?

'My feelings are complicated.'

For some reason, I felt humiliation and shame. At the same time, my interest in Lady Perosa deepened.

It's the first time since Luise that I've felt such intense emotions toward someone.

"Lady Perosa."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"As I said earlier, I won't speak carelessly anymore or say things that might make you misunderstand."

As I deliberately repeated what I had already said, Lady Perosa blinked in confusion but nodded.

Yes. I won't say things that could be misunderstood. I won't do that anymore.

'From now on, it won't be a misunderstanding.'

Because from now on, every word and action I direct at Lady Perosa will be thoroughly intentional.

***

I've visited the Imperial Council a few times, but it's extremely rare for me to enter a councilor's office. It's definitely the first time since my Academy dispatch.

Anyway, sitting in the office and looking around gave me a unique feeling. Whether it was because it was my first visit to my brother's office.

"I'm bringing you down."
"Urgh..."

Or because I was scolding my brother in his own office.

'Damn brat.'

I sighed as I watched Erich with his head planted on the floor.

It had been exactly one day since I sold Erich out to Villar. Just one day later, Villar contacted me again, expressing gratitude that His Highness Lyutis had come to his senses thanks to my brother.

I was so surprised by the speed that I immediately went to find Erich. Solving a difficult problem in one go deserves encouragement and praise. Besides, I was curious about what method he used to defeat the 77' season Lyutis.

"Oh, that?"

And as soon as I heard his next words, I planted Erich into the floor.

'Even if we're friends, damn it...'

I sighed for what felt like the hundredth time while roughly rubbing my face.

Erich had given Lyutis an extreme prescription. One that could turn into deadly poison if handled incorrectly.

No, what nobleman curses at royalty, calling them an idiot? It could have escalated from a quarrel between friends to a diplomatic issue. Fortunately, Lyutis let it slide, so it ended as just a problem between friends.

'Even I couldn't do that.'

If it was alarming officially, it was vexing personally. I suffered more from Lyutis than Erich, who wasn't particularly a victim. Yet it was Erich, not me, who cursed him to his face.

It was unpleasant, as if my younger brother had stolen a right that should have been enjoyed by his older brother.

# The Audit Department's Historic Transformation

The historic event when the Audit Department merged with certain divisions of the Special Affairs Ministry and was elevated to become the Audit Ministry.

Thanks to that event, I was able to return to my master's embrace after being separated from him, and I became one of the three department heads assisting my master, the Minister of the Audit Ministry.

Specifically, as the Special Operations Department Head in charge of commanding the special forces formerly under the Special Affairs Ministry.

"Department Head. The dungeon subjugation near Digera County has also been completed."
"Good work."

Since taking the position of Special Operations Department Head, my days have been filled with an overwhelming amount of work.

With slight exaggeration, from the moment I open my eyes until I close them again at night, I'm constantly handling work matters except during meals and travel time.

Honestly, these aren't peaceful days. It's more exhausting than when I was in the 4th Section under the Audit Department or in the Charcoal Division of the Special Affairs Ministry.

'It's fine.'

Still, I have no complaints. I who had left my master's embrace have returned to it again. The more I struggle, the less burden my master has to bear.

Of course, it's somewhat regrettable that I can't see my master often due to the excessive workload, but this too is for my master's sake.

'Temporary comfort only leads to future suffering.'

Any department is busiest right after its establishment. Ignoring that busyness will eventually bring karmic retribution. If I slack off now for a year or two of comfort, the next 10 or 20 years will become painful.

I can't allow that. I cannot cause such trouble to a department where my master serves as minister.

Besides... if I just wait and endure a little longer...

'M-marriage...'

I quickly covered my rapidly heating face with both hands and took a deep breath.

In just a few months, my wedding with my master will take place. I need to handle as much work as possible before then so we can have the wedding with peace of mind, and happily live together in the same mansion.

That's why I can tackle my work with joy. This is practically my final trial before reaching my master.

"We can still see everything even if you cover your face."
"Quiet."

I firmly cautioned the former Charcoal Division commander, now the Special Operations First Section Chief, for making unnecessary comments.

We are the most solid shield and sharpest sword protecting our master. Personal conversations during work hours should be avoided.

"We'll move to Yudher County after a 30-minute break."
"Are you sure? Thirty minutes won't be enough to compose yourself."

When I silently stared at the Section Chief in response, he bowed his head and quickly withdrew.

I sighed. As my wedding approaches, the former Charcoal Division members have been making more unnecessary comments. They weren't originally this talkative.

"Five silvers betting the Department Head faints at least once during the ceremony."
"Once? I think she'll faint three times. I'll put 10 silvers on three times."
"Aren't you all being too harsh? Obviously she'll faint in the bridal waiting room before it even starts. Don't you know our Department Head by now?"

Really, the unnecessary comments have increased far too much.

'I'm too busy to discipline them properly.'

I don't even have time to train them for a healthy mindset. There's no greater waste than spending time on strange things when that time could be used to subjugate one or two dungeons.

'Fainting...'

I touched my still-hot cheeks while recalling what the members were whispering about.

The bet about whether I would faint during my wedding with my master. They bet on the number of times or when it would happen, but no one bet on the possibility that I wouldn't faint at all.


What's sadder is that even I couldn't guarantee I would complete the wedding without fainting. Walking side by side with my beloved, revered master who is more precious than anything in this world, holding hands, kissing, advancing toward the excessive relationship called marriage—how could anyone remain composed?

"Ugh."

I involuntarily swallowed as I briefly imagined my master's wedding scene.

No, this won't do. My heart is already racing just from a moment's imagination.

'What should I do?'

I'm worried. What if I faint on the wedding day? What happens to my master if the bride faints in front of everyone? Someone like me would be tarnishing my master's reputation.

That cannot happen. I would rather die than bring shame to my master's reputation.

So I'll practice imagining it every day from now on. If I imagine having a wedding with my master daily, I might develop some resistance.

'For my master's sake.'

To perfectly complete my master's final wedding.

Before operating in Yudher County, I first headed to meet Count Yudher, the lord. It's protocol to notify and get permission from the lord when conducting operations in their territory.

"Welcome, Pine. You arrived sooner than expected?"
"M-Minister, Your Excellency?"

And upon arriving at Count Yudher's castle, I found my master having tea with Count Yudher.

Why? Why is my master here?

***

Fortunately, Erich's cursing incident didn't bring about another disaster.

Judging by the lack of additional contact from Villar, Erich's cursing must have had a positive effect. In such matters, no news is good news.

While spending peaceful days like that, the countdown to my final wedding in life entered double digits.

'I wonder how Pine is doing?'

Perhaps that's why my thoughts turned to the protagonist who will accompany me in my final wedding.

With Eri taking maternity leave doubling as honeymoon leave, only Pine among my lovers is still working outside. And not just handling duties in the Capital, but in the North.

Actually, until recently she was in the Capital, but remember how Ainter nearly faced trouble when he went to Barandi Marquis's territory? As a result, the Special Operations Department and Special Affairs Ministry forces were conducting large-scale dungeon subjugations in the North, and now even Department Head Pine had headed north.

It's unfortunate, but dungeons can't be left unattended. Pine's dispatch to the North is an unavoidable sacrifice.

'Someone with free time should go.'

So I decided that I, the groom-to-be with plenty of time, should move to comfort the lonely Pine.

The North happens to be where my friends are. People who would gladly welcome me if I said I came to see my bride-to-be are ruling as great lords there.

"This is Barandi Marquis."
"Your Excellency, it's me. Have you been well?"

Of course, it would be rude to visit without notice, so I contacted him first. No matter how much support I have from the great lords of the North, it wouldn't be proper to knock on their front door without warning.

I also asked him to accommodate our people who would be traveling around the North.

"Haha, of course. How could I mistreat the future Countess and her comrades?"

Satisfied with his answer, I nodded with a smile.

This is only possible because it's the North. If they had been dispatched to another region, it would have been more troublesome and cumbersome.

After tracking Pine and the former Charcoal Division's movements, I went to Yudher County in advance to prepare a welcome.

"Welcome, Pine. You arrived sooner than expected?"

"M-Minister, Your Excellency?"

And while I was having tea with Count Yudher, Pine arrived.

"So this is the lady who will become the next Countess. She's a woman of unparalleled beauty, and she's even fulfilling the important duty of Special Operations Department Head. Truly remarkable."
"In a way, Pine is like my first disciple. Not only is she beautiful, but her martial prowess doesn't fall behind any knight."
"Oh, the first disciple of the continent's greatest swordsman. That's quite an interesting story."

Count Yudher smiled gently, then slowly rose from his seat and bowed his head.

"Well, I've finished my tea, so I'll take my leave now."
"Why not stay longer? My wife has just arrived, and it would be nice to enjoy tea time as couples, wouldn't it?"
"I appreciate your words, but it's not proper for me to interfere with the joy of lovers reuniting after a long time."

With those final words, Count Yudher quickly disappeared.

I felt uncomfortable. The rightful owner of this castle is Count Yudher, yet he ended up surrendering the best space to his guest.

'I'm sorry...'

I'll repay this discourtesy by increasing the industrial goods flowing into Yudher County by 10%.

"Pine, don't just stand there. Come sit down. I feel lonely sitting here alone."

But discourtesy aside, Pine is Pine. I gestured to the dazed Pine looking at me to sit down.

Pine has been diligently traveling around the North subjugating dungeons. It's best to sit when you can sit, and rest when you can rest. By now, the former Charcoal Division members should have been provided with a resting place and a simple meal.

"Ah, ah... yes!"

Pine, finally coming to her senses, rushed toward me.

...?

'Toward me?'

By the time I noticed something was off about her direction, Pine was already sitting on my lap.

"Pine?"
"Y-you said you were lonely, so I thought you meant for us to sit together like this..."

Seeing the bewilderment in my eyes, Pine's face rapidly turned red.

I see. She took my comment about feeling lonely in a very literal, physical sense.

"You're right, this is what I meant. You really do understand my heart, Pine."

Finding this misunderstanding satisfactory, I embraced Pine who was sitting on my lap.

If I hesitated even slightly, she would panic and run away, thinking she had done something presumptuous. I don't want to see Pine trembling after finally seeing her.

'She needs to build her self-esteem.'

I organized my thoughts while feeling Pine's slight trembling.

Pine holds both respect and affection for me. However, objectively and subjectively speaking, her respect is greater than her affection, and she pursues my happiness more than her own.

This can't be considered a normal romantic relationship. It's not that Pine's love is false or wrong, but having such an altruistic love is indeed problematic.

'Love is about making each other happy.'

Just accommodating someone isn't love. Expecting someone to accommodate you isn't love either.

Being a little stubborn, a little selfish, a little considerate of the other person, and giving in to the other person a little—love is formed when these "littles" come together.

'Our Pine needs to learn to be selfish too.'

It would have been nice if she had taken after that white-haired person sitting in the Capital scratching his behind, even just 10%.

I continued our private tea time with Penelia seated on my lap.

I tore small pieces of bread provided by Count Yudhur and fed them directly into Penelia's mouth, then cooled hot tea with my breath before handing it to her. I indiscriminately provided services that would cause Penelia's trembling to intensify.

Naturally, I refused to let her go. We are about to be married, a couple who should share deep and passionate love. If she becomes flustered by such minor displays of affection, we'll never reach paradise.

"M-Master, I can eat by myself! You can let me go now!"

In the midst of this, when Count Yudhur disappeared, the title "Master" rather than "Minister" came from Penelia's mouth.

That's Penelia for you. She's still thoroughly observing our surroundings for the sake of my honor and dignity.

But I can no longer accept the title "Master." Privately, Penelia is not my subordinate but my future wife, and...

"Master, you say? Penelia is now a titled noble, so you should address me differently."

Officially, she's no longer a commoner or knight but a genuine noble in her own right.

All this time, Penelia has accomplished countless achievements as the Section Chief of the Audit Department's 4th Section and the head of the Special Affairs Ministry's Charcoal Division. Recently, she even rose to the high position of Special Task Department Head in the Ministry of Audit, making her legendary career worthy of receiving a title.

Thanks to this, the Emperor granted Penelia a hereditary barony last summer. To be precise, I personally gave her a baron's seal and domain as a gift. And that domain borders Wiridia County.

"Penelia Yus of Sirdi, Baroness. Now you are a titled noble equal to me."

I smiled and poked her cheek playfully.

Of course, saying a first-generation baroness is equal to an imperial count with 300 years of history is rather unconscionable. Even though dukes, marquises, counts, viscounts, and barons are all titled nobility, there are natural hierarchies among them.

But what do ranks matter? What's important is that our relationship has changed from noble and knight to noble and noble.

"E-Equal...!"

However, Penelia's eyes began to tremble violently upon hearing my words. Like a magician who had heard a forbidden name.

"How could I possibly be equal to Master...!"
"Penelia is my wife and the future mother of my child, isn't she? Are you saying such a person is beneath me rather than my equal?"

When these words—almost like emotional blackmail—followed, Penelia's trembling stopped as if by magic.

It's always the same pattern. When Penelia feels unworthy of my affection, I mention her connection to me. She is "my" wife and the future mother of "my" child. Therefore, she is worthy of my love.

This is the most powerful form of emotional leverage, though not exactly a pleasant method.

'She has no self-esteem.'

Penelia accepts compliments because she cannot deny being my wife. There is no consideration for herself in this process.

She accepts my expressions of affection because she will be the mother of my child. There is no affection for herself in this process.

She does love me, but because she loves me, she thoroughly conforms to me. She considers herself my accessory and a trophy for my honor.

'She should take pride in being herself now, not just my wife.'

It's true that I fed, sheltered, and raised Penelia, who was a war orphan. If I had to make an analogy, I'm the caretaker who encouraged and helped a caterpillar transform into a butterfly.

But now that the butterfly has transformed, instead of soaring through the sky, it merely circles around its caretaker. I would be lying if I said I didn't find it endearing, but if the butterfly truly wants to repay its caretaker, it should show off its ability to fly freely through the sky.

For us to marry as equals, this is absolutely necessary.

"Penelia."
"Y-Yes..."
"I've already told the Charcoal Division members. You'll be staying here with me, so they should handle the dungeon subjugation on their own."

When Penelia hastily tried to get up, I held her waist more firmly.


At least listen to what I have to say first.

"It's just dungeon subjugation. There's no need for a department head and baroness to personally participate. Rather, subordinates are more comfortable when their superior is resting elsewhere."
"B-But I can't rest alone while everyone else is working hard."
"I'm on vacation while the entire Ministry of Audit is working hard, aren't I?"

Penelia's mouth, which had just opened, closed again.

At the same time, I slightly loosened my arms that had been restraining her.

"Of course, you're the one leading the Special Task Department, and you're the field commander. Since you're not exceeding your authority, even I as Minister have no grounds to stop you."

After saying this, I patted Penelia's shoulder.

"Do as you wish, Penelia. You can join the subjugation or stay here. You have that right."

I was telling her to decide based on her own choice, not swayed by my jokes or suggestions.

In truth, no matter what I say about doing as she wishes, Penelia will stay by my side. After all, I've come all the way from the Capital to this northern region, and anyone can see that I want to be together.

But even with such an obvious choice, it's important that Penelia makes it of her own will. That first step will be the beginning of a great journey.

"...Then."

After hesitating for a long time, Penelia carefully grabbed my sleeve.

"I'll stay... with Master."
"Thank you."

Satisfied with her answer, I kissed her forehead.

Right now it feels like receiving an exaggerated bow, but someday I'll receive a genuine one. Penelia will show her own desires and move according to her own wishes.

'A rescued dog can't stay in the shelter forever.'

A transformed butterfly must fly in the sky, and a shelter dog must be adopted by a good owner. Penelia must follow such a path.

The word "adoption" sounds quite strange in this context, but that's how it is.

I suppose I can be both the shelter operator and the adopting owner.

***

The Ministry of Audit's Special Task Department, 1st Section.

Following the Treasury's Audit Department 4th Section and the Special Affairs Ministry's Charcoal Division, this is our new name. A symbolic name indicating that we, who temporarily left our master's embrace, have returned to the embrace of the master we should rightfully serve and follow.

That is the Special Task Department's 1st Section. Our 1st Section, which boasts the most powerful fighting force among all sections of the Special Task Department.

'The 1st Section wasn't built in a day.'

We are stronger than anyone because we shared the same dream, underwent the same training, and ran toward the same goal. We are more tightly bonded than anyone because we followed our leader, who has now become the department head.

That's what the 1st Section is—filled with pride and brilliance. Perhaps due to our Audit Department days, the term "1st Section" instinctively brings to mind a gloomy basement, but now the 1st Section in our minds is a symbol of light.

Therefore, we must dedicate ourselves to the entire 1st Section and to our department head.

"We will subjugate the dungeon at the slowest possible pace."

Even if the method is somewhat awkward and complex.

"Of course, if we simply slow down without reason, other domains will express concern, and the Minister's secretary will question the Special Task Department's capabilities. We need to extend our stay in Count Yudhur's domain without disrupting the overall plan."

I explained the strategy to the attentively listening 1st Section members.


Our master, the Minister himself, has come all the way to the North. This is an excellent opportunity for the Minister and our department head to stay in the same place. We cannot waste this rare opportunity on mere dungeon subjugation.

And as if our earnest wishes reached heaven, the Minister graciously instructed us to proceed with the dungeon subjugation on our own. The longer we take to return, the more time the Minister and our department head will have together.

If that's the case, it's our duty to grit our teeth and manage our time accordingly. That's what family and colleagues should do.

"I have a question."

After I explained this grand process, the Senior Team Leader, who had been quietly listening, suddenly raised his hand.

"Speak."
"Given the Minister's character, wouldn't he move with us even if we proceed to the next domain? Rather, wouldn't it be better to quickly subjugate the dungeon and demonstrate our competence to the Minister—"
"Can people like us be certain about the Minister's actions?"

When I cut him off firmly, the Senior Team Leader flinched.

The Senior Team Leader's words aren't wrong. Everyone knows that His Excellency has bestowed excessive grace and attention upon us. It wouldn't be a bad approach to show how much stronger we've become with our department head and how helpful we can be to His Excellency.

However, what's important now is our department head's smooth and perfect marriage. We must focus on a flawless marriage rather than our value, which can be demonstrated anytime.

"What if His Excellency doesn't accompany us? Would you dare to stop him from returning? Rather than that, it's right to support His Excellency and our department head while they are certainly staying here in Yudhur."
"My thinking was shallow. I apologize."

I nodded toward the Senior Team Leader, who quickly apologized. As long as he understands, that's fine.

"Well then, since everyone seems to understand, let's move. Remember, delay things as naturally as possible."
"Yes, Section Chief!"
"We'll keep it in mind!"

Seeing the 1st Section burning with determination, my heart also grew hot.

***

Count Yudhur must have gone hunting with his vassals, as I never once encountered him while walking around the castle. Only the servants who silently guarded the castle attended to us diligently.

This definitely looks like outsiders chasing away the owner. I should increase the industrial goods flowing into Count Yudhur's domain from 10% to about 20%.

"We've received excessive hospitality. It's always good to make friends."
"That's correct, sir."

Penelia, who was walking through the garden holding my hand, calmly nodded at my words.

But inside, she must be looking around nervously, not knowing what to do. Servants don't speak to their master's guests first unless instructed by their master. And since Count Yudhur, the castle's owner, has gone on a long journey, it's fair to say that only Penelia and I exist in this castle.

Just a few hours ago, we were subjugating a dungeon, and now we're suddenly using a count's castle as our private dating spot? Joy and bewilderment must coexist.

"Huh."

While touring the garden with Penelia, something unusual caught my eye.

"It's my first time seeing a stable in a garden."

A small stable stood in the corner of the garden.

The northern great lords are smoothly becoming civilized, but it seems they've retained their nomadic hobbies and habits. For nomads, horses are practically life companions.

...Hmm.

'A horseback riding date wouldn't be bad either.'

Just then, my eyes met those of a black horse munching on a carrot inside the stable.

Lend us your back for a while.

# The Transition from Winter to Spring

The period when winter transitions to spring. The time when colorful flowers bloom across the snow-white plains.

Roaming the plains during this beautiful season was quite enjoyable. The natural splendor spread across the plains was something that couldn't be seen in artificially cultivated gardens or backyards.

*Neigh!*

And it wasn't just me who was moved by nature's gift—the black horse lending me its back felt the same way.

I felt bad for forcibly bringing it out when it could have been eating carrots at home, but once I took the reins, it swished its tail at lightning speed. As if it had been waiting for the day to leave the stable.

It was an unexpected reaction. The saying "don't disturb a dog while it's eating" exists for a reason. Moreover, from the black horse's perspective, I was a complete stranger. It wouldn't have been strange if it had kicked me away with its hind legs.

*This one must have been bored too.*

A black horse that abandoned its carrots and willingly carried a stranger.

It's just my personal guess, but it seems the horse was probably bored from being confined to the stable all winter. That's why it got excited at the chance to go out.

"A little slower, please."
*Neigh...*

Still, this outing was meant to be a leisurely horseback riding date with Pine. While I appreciated the black horse's enthusiastic cooperation, moving too quickly would prevent us from enjoying the freshness of our date.

Fortunately, as if understanding my feelings, the excited black horse gradually slowed down.

*Good horse.*

When we return to the castle, I'll tell Count Yudhur that this black one was particularly intelligent. Then it'll get tasty food and pretty mares.

"It's been a while since we rode the same horse together, hasn't it?"

After gently stroking the horse's mane, I wrapped my arms around Pine's waist sitting in front of me.

Thanks to this horse's large build, we could comfortably sit together. A proper horseback riding date should always involve sharing the same horse.

"I don't know how many years it's been."

Anyway, having Pine sitting in front of me after so long brought back memories.

Right after the Great Punitive War ended and I became the head of the Audit Department. Despite being busy with various matters, I traveled quite a bit outside the Capital. To take care of the bereaved families of the 4th Section members who died during the Great Punitive War, and to inspect the northern border region that suffered massive damage.

Pine was a war orphan I found while inspecting the border region. A pitiful child who had lost hometown, family, friends, and neighbors to the nomads' raids.

Though I say "child," Pine was actually older than me, but back then, Pine was much smaller than now.

*Because of malnutrition.*

Pine was already developmentally delayed as a commoner from the struggling border region. With the war further reducing nutrition intake, Pine had a physique rarely seen among peers. With some exaggeration, Pine was similar to Yuris or Sophia in stature.

Feeling sorry, I had Pine ride on my horse as we returned together, and then:

"Are you... a soldier, sir?"
"I almost became one. Failed to escape, so I stayed with the Audit Department."
"Then could I also become part of the Audit Department, like you, noble sir?"

I never expected this pitiful child to suddenly become a voluntary slave candidate.

A face covered in dirt and dust, a body unwashed and filthy, a skinny frame without a trace of fat.

It was truly a wretched physical state, but those eyes looking up at me shone clearly. From the moment I picked Pine up, from the moment Pine learned I was an imperial official.

More precisely, from the moment Pine learned I was struggling with staff shortages.

*From that moment on, it was all about repaying kindness.*

Looking back, Pine demonstrated incredible mental fortitude from the very beginning. Among the other orphans I had picked up elsewhere and the bereaved family members who pledged to join the Audit Department to continue their fallen relatives' will, Pine showed the fastest progress.

Honestly, if Pine hadn't been an orphan I picked up, I would have thought Pine was of noble birth. Pine's growth was not the pace one would expect from a commoner who had suffered from malnutrition.

"I was practically dead already. It's only natural that I show loyalty to the Department Head who gave me new life and purpose."

It was even more surprising that this was Pine's awakening to repay me.


I'd be lying if I said I wasn't pleased by Pine's words. In a situation where half my subordinates were useless, a capable person with maximum respect and affection for me joins? There was a good reason I kept Pine close since the days as the 4th Section Chief.

That's how our relationship began. A war orphan I had seated in front of me out of pity. That orphan, after years, now rides the same horse with me as my lover.

"I-I-I am h-happy to ride the same h-horse as Minister Excellency..."

Pine's touching voice broke my reminiscence.

"Thank you for saying that."

Satisfied with the response, I rested my chin on Pine's shoulder.

Even though we were alone, Pine called me "Minister Excellency" instead of "master." Used the expression "happy" rather than "honored." Pine needs to learn to express things from a personal perspective rather than focusing on me. In that sense, the response just now was an excellent start.

Let's work toward using terms like "darling" or "Kal" instead of "Minister Excellency" in the future.

Our horseback riding date lasted longer than expected.

The reason was simple. The black horse carrying us deliberately took a winding path to delay our return time as much as possible.

*Good horse.*

Indeed, northern horses are the best. Even without explicit commands from the rider, it creates the best outcome. I can see why the nomads' cavalry forces are so formidable.

"I wish we had more like you in Wiridia."
*Neigh.*

At those words, the black horse licked my cheek and then leisurely entered the stable. As if it had had enough fun and had no more lingering attachments.

I'm tempted. Should I ask Count Yudhur if that horse is for sale? Honestly, if it were truly a cherished horse, he wouldn't have kept it in a small stable in the backyard. He'd probably sell it if the price is right.

"...Minister Excellency."
"Yes?"

As I was absentmindedly staring at the black horse, Pine quietly approached and tugged at my sleeve.

"Since you said this was a date... please look only at me now, not that horse."
*Wow.*

For a moment, I couldn't believe my ears. I heard something I couldn't believe came from Pine's mouth.

"Of course. That's how it should be."

I smiled as I embraced Pine, whose face had turned bright red.

That Pine asked me to look at her. She requested something she wanted from me. And not just any request, but one tinged with a hint of jealousy.

It's a bit regrettable that the object of jealousy was a horse, but what matters is that Pine was honest about her feelings.

*I didn't expect results in just one day.*

I feel proud. Could it be the effect of riding the same horse together? Or the effect of having her call me "Minister Excellency" instead of "master"? Or perhaps the effect of letting her honestly express her own feelings rather than making self-deprecating statements like "it's an honor"?

Actually, it doesn't matter which one it is. What I should focus on is not the cause but the result.

*It will get even better tomorrow.*

If Pine can express jealousy after just one day, it's fair to say that emotions suppressed for so long have finally burst forth. Then tomorrow's Pine, and the day after's Pine, will be more honest than the previous day's Pine.

Pine changing day by day. Just imagining it makes my heart race.

***

My face is burning hot. My lips are trembling so much that I can't even utter a short sentence.

I must be crazy. No matter how I think about it, I must have been crazy. No, I must definitely have been crazy.

*How dare I, to my master.*

I unconsciously bit my lip. Not calling my master "master" is already something to be sorry about, though at least there's a perfect reason for that—following my master's request.

But what about my behavior just now? How dare I tug at my master's sleeve and ask him to look at me? Was that also my master's request?


No, it wasn't. That action was of my own will. Not being satisfied with just being with my master, with just being his lover, I became greedy.

It's presumptuous. To make demands of my master first. I, who was granted a new life by my master, shouldn't act like this.

Clearly, clearly that's the case, but...

"Of course. That's how it should be."

With his gentle voice and warm embrace, I couldn't even apologize properly.

After asking my master to look at me, I couldn't even run away from the strange feeling filling my chest.

It's strange. So strange. My heart has always raced when looking at my master, but the racing I feel now is different from usual.

"Pine."
"Y-yes..."
"Let's go in and rest now. It's getting a bit cold as the sun is setting."

With those words, my master took my hand and smiled brightly.

I should apologize even now. I should beg my master's forgiveness for my presumptuous words and accept the consequences.

But why?

"Yes, Minister Excellency."

Instead of an apology, different words came out. Instead of kneeling, I walked side by side with my master.

Because I wanted to feel this heart-racing sensation more, I became greedy.

***

As evening fell, Count Yudhur returned quietly. I still wonder why he acts like a freeloader in his own castle.

Anyway, I accepted Count Yudhur's invitation to have dinner together, and:

"The black horse? The one in the backyard, you mean?"
"Yes, that's right."

I immediately attempted to purchase the black horse.

"Hmm."

However, Count Yudhur's reaction was unusual.

This is unexpected. I thought he would sell it easily since it was kept in a corner of the backyard.

"That horse boasts quite an impressive bloodline even by northern standards. It shares ancestors with the horse ridden by the Heavenly Usurper."
"...Pardon?"

Wait, what? Why would you keep such a horse tucked away in the backyard? Was it because it was precious and he wanted to keep it nearby?

"But knowing its own noble status, it has a very troubleso— I mean, violent temperament. I and all the warriors under my command have tried to ride it, but we've been rejected every time, making it quite a burden."

I kept quiet at Count Yudhur's lament.

But Pine and I were just riding it until a while ago...?

"So I sold it to another tribal chief once, but that damned horse escaped from where it was sold and returned to our tribe's territory. It seems determined to choose its own place to stay."

"It sounds like a loyal horse that loves its master."
"Except it refuses to let its master ride it."

I couldn't help but feel solemn at the sight of Count Yudhur laughing as if he'd lost his mind.

"So I'll give that horse to you, Count. No money is necessary."
"No, no matter what, I should pay for the Count's horse..."
"Haha, honestly, I can't really call that horse mine. It's more like a guest living in my backyard."

Seeing his desperate look that seemed to be begging me to take it away, I found myself nodding.

I should increase the supply of manufactured goods to Count Yudhur's territory from 20% to 30%.

The Charcoal Division—no, the 1st Section that had gone on a dungeon raid without Fiene still hadn't returned after several days.

But I wasn't particularly worried. The 1st Section was essentially a fan club passionately supporting my relationship with Fiene. Would they rush back from their mission just to interrupt my private time with Fiene? If anything, their absence meant everything was going according to plan.

'Seems like nothing's wrong.'

That's why I remained calm despite not hearing from them. Honestly, the 1st Section wouldn't get held up in a mere dungeon. If anything, dungeons would probably close themselves upon seeing the 1st Section approach.

"They'll be back tomorrow or the day after, right?"
"Yes. Unless new dungeons suddenly appear, that should be the case."

As I whispered into Fiene's ear while enjoying our horseback riding date, she blushed but answered calmly.

This was tremendous progress. Now Fiene could handle both back hugs and whispers simultaneously without going into a state of vibration.

'The effect of spending several days one-on-one has paid off.'

I felt proud. We'd decided to stay in the county until the 1st Section completed their raid on the dungeon in Yudher County rather than returning to the Capital. I'd already sought permission from the wives in the Capital, and they had gladly agreed.

The only concern was that my adorable baby angels couldn't see their daddy, but thankfully, they weren't crying for me thanks to Titi and the servants.

It was slightly disappointing, but this was legally granted leave time. I poured all that time into dates with Fiene.

So Fiene could be more comfortable around me. So Fiene could be more honest. So Fiene could smile more.

"Minister, if you don't mind... would you like to get some fresh air with me?"
"I heard there's a huge lake west of Yudher County. I'd like to see it with you, Minister."
"Since it's awkward for a guest to occupy multiple rooms, sharing a room with you would be..."

Recalling the things Fiene had requested of me these past few days, I discreetly wiped my eyes.

It wasn't the emotion one would feel toward a lover, but it was deeply moving. It felt like watching a crawling child take their first steps.

No, Fiene, who had been excessively dependent on me and revered me, had finally asserted her own will. Saying she had started walking wasn't exactly wrong.

"I feel bad thinking this about the 1st Section, but I wish about ten more dungeons would appear."
"Actually, I... share the same thought, Minister."

At those words, I ruffled Fiene's hair vigorously.

How could every single word she said be so precious and lovable?

"Fiene, do you want to just return to the Capital with me?"
"I-I'm sorry, but that's not possible. If I return without the 1st Section, it would reflect poorly on you, Minister."

Even in this situation, her strict separation of public and private matters was so like Fiene.

"I'm joking. I know you're working hard for my sake."

I ruffled Fiene's hair even more intensely.

Of course I knew Fiene was pushing herself for my honeymoon and parental leave, and for my eventual return to work. No matter how quickly I'd been promoted, I wasn't blind to how the department operated.

So I always felt grateful and apologetic. If only her husband hadn't been a madman on a two-year honeymoon, Fiene might have had an easier time.

'A two-year honeymoon.'

Thinking about it this way, I really was quite mad.

Of course, considering the decades we would roll together in the future, whether it was two years or three was just a fleeting moment.

- Whinnny!
'Huh?'

While I was lost in these complex emotions, the black horse that Yudher had given us suddenly neighed and started galloping somewhere.

'What the?'

Why is this horse suddenly acting up?

I was startled by the horse's unexpected full-speed dash. I had left it alone since it was following a good course automatically without needing guidance, but if it was going to bolt with people on its back, I needed to take the reins.

But it was running with such a serious expression that I hesitated to stop it. Besides, despite the full-speed gallop, the rider wasn't experiencing much vibration.

A fine horse is truly fine. If other horses ran like this, I'd have been kissing my tailbone goodbye.


- Neigh!
"Huh?"
"That's..."

Eventually, the black horse stopped when we reached a meadow alongside a river.

More precisely, it stopped at a distance where we could see a white horse drinking from the river.

"Did you come because of that horse?"
- Whinnny!

The black horse nodded as if to confirm my question.

A fine horse that's selective about its riders, and when left alone, wanders around on its own—now introducing a new wild horse.

'Is this a pyramid scheme?'

It reminded me of a certain empty seat at a banquet.

Would that white horse now introduce another horse?

That night, in the room where Fiene and I were staying.

"......"
"......"

An awkward silence enveloped Fiene and me.

It wasn't because anyone had said something strange or made a mistake. Our date had been perfect, and Fiene's emotional expressions were becoming increasingly honest.

The reason for this subtle silence was simple yet intense.

- Neeeiiigh!
"Hey, you horse! What are you doing?!"

The black horse that had been carrying Fiene and me had lowered its body to let us dismount, then immediately ran to the white horse to make love.

I nearly lost my mind at the unexpected sight. Who could have predicted it would gallop several kilometers after discovering a mate? How did it even detect a horse several kilometers away? Do horses have a good sense of smell like dogs? Or do Northern horses share some kind of collective consciousness?

'I've now seen horses mating in my lifetime.'

Anyway, thanks to the black horse that ran off to find its love despite carrying riders, Fiene and I had to watch the two horses' love in real-time.

Naturally, it wasn't a particularly pleasant feeling. If it hadn't been such a fine horse, I would have given it a smack.

"Um, Minister."
"Ah, yes. Go ahead."
"That... white horse from earlier seemed like a good animal too."

I nodded enthusiastically at Fiene's words that finally broke the silence.

Fiene had taken courage to speak first. If I showed an ambiguous reaction here, she might never open her mouth again.

"Indeed. It looked sturdy, probably from growing up freely. Or it might be of the same bloodline as the black horse."

I'd heard that the black horse that showed us this new world had wandered around the North before settling in Yudher tribe's territory on its own. If so, the black horse's bloodline roams without a fixed place, meaning the white horse we met could likely be of the same bloodline.

- Whinnny!
- Neeeiiigh!

Perhaps because of this, the white horse, having finished its lovemaking, trotted behind us all the way to Yudher's castle.

Getting a fine horse for free should be a joyous occasion. It certainly is joyous, but paying for it by watching them mate directly seems a bit harsh.

"Congratulations, Minister. If the lineage of fine horses continues, you will have obtained two precious treasures."

When I fell silent due to my complex feelings, Fiene bowed slightly and offered congratulations.

Her will to continue the conversation somehow was touching.

"Especially the black one, it's a sturdy and handsome horse that resembles you, Minister."
"...Oh, thank you."

I gave a delayed response to Fiene's subtle compliment.

Being compared to a fine horse rather than some random mutt is indeed a compliment. But when someone says "you look like that horse" right after the horse has publicly engaged in an act of affection, it feels strange no matter how much of a compliment it is.


It's like I've become a madman who makes love publicly outdoors.

"Ah."

As if belatedly realizing this subtlety, Fiene let out a quiet sigh.

"M-Minister! That's not what I meant—!"
"The white horse is pretty, just like Fiene."

I joked to calm down the excessively flustered Fiene.

It's a remark that could be misunderstood as sexual harassment if said to others, but between Fiene and me, this much is fine. Besides, Fiene was the one who first compared me to a horse.

"Since it followed us, you should ride the white horse. I'll take the black one."
"Ah, y-yes. I understand."

As I comforted Fiene with a smile, she finally calmed down.

For a moment, I thought 'It would have been more perfect if it had been a gray horse instead of a white one,' but I didn't say it out loud. If I said something like that, Fiene might die from excessive embarrassment.

"But I feel a bit sorry. We're separating them right after they found each other."
"It will be fine. Even if they part, they've shared deep affection."

I couldn't help but laugh at her resolute answer.

That's true. There's a difference between just parting and parting after sharing affection.

"Maybe the horses are better off than us."
"Pardon?"

But her resoluteness instantly turned to mush.

I approached Fiene and gently embraced her. If we weren't in Yudher's castle, if Fiene wasn't on duty, I might have become like the black horse.

"Just bear with it a little longer. Once summer comes, I'll curse even the Emperor if he tries to take me away."
"I don't think you would do that because of me..."
"Shhh."
"I'll wait with a happy heart."

With those words, Fiene buried her face in my chest.

For a meeting with so many constraints, it was a fairly satisfying time.

***

The 1st Section that had gone on the dungeon raid returned.

Considering their usual skills, it was a somewhat late return, but they came back in time for us to move on to the next domain without any issues.

I understood their intentions, which made me feel both embarrassed and grateful. They had deliberately delayed their work for this inadequate department head.

"Then I'll be going. Come straight to the mansion when all your work is done."
"Yes, Minister."
"I won't ask you to call every day, but contact me when you have time."
"Yes. I'll make sure to do that."
"Section Chief, if Fiene just fiddles with the communication orb, take it and make the call for her."
"I'll keep that in mind."

After giving instructions not only to me but also to the Section Chief, my master climbed onto the teleportation magic circle with the black horse.

- Neeeiiigh...

The white horse cried sadly as it watched the black horse gradually disappear.

I could understand. Though their encounter lasted only a day, the black horse had already become precious to this white horse.

'You're just like me.'

I too, from the day I met my master, began to regard him as the most important and precious person in this world.

I too am suppressing my sadness as I send my master away.

"The white horse is pretty, just like Fiene."

My master wasn't wrong when he said this animal and I resembled each other.

I returned to the mansion after my overnight stay.

"Papa?"

As soon as I opened the main gate, I could see Fedi riding on Titi, trotting around.

How touching. The first one to welcome this father is our beloved eldest son. Does this mean our Fedi was staying nearby because he missed his papa? Is that it?

Actually, it doesn't matter. Whatever his intention, the fact that Fedi was the first to greet me doesn't change.

"Our Fedi! Papa's here!"
"Papa!"
- Woof!

When I stretched out both arms toward Fedi, Titi naturally started walking in my direction.

I'm always grateful for Titi's exceptional sensitivity and intelligence. Thanks to him, he can be Fedi's playmate and friend, and even transport Fedi into papa's arms like this.

"Master?"
"The master has returned."

Soon, the divine beasts scattered throughout the mansion began to appear one by one.

Seeing these familiar faces after a few days felt strangely good.

"Nothing unusual happened while I was gone?"
"The Imperial Princess is growing stronger. If she catches you wrong, your whole body hurts."
"So nothing unusual."
"If you're going to respond like that, why ask in the first place?"

I chuckled at Humility's complaint, full of resentment. No matter how much stronger the Imperial Princess gets, how strong could she really be? He's exaggerating.

"Right. You've worked hard."

Still, I can't deny that these creatures are playing a vital role as playmates for the Imperial Princess and our children. It's a clear fact that the difficulty of childcare has drastically decreased thanks to these eleven divine beasts.

That's why I maintain the highest standards for their food and bedding. It would be troublesome if they ran away because they were treated poorly, saying they couldn't take it anymore.

"Oh right. I brought one of your friends."
"Friend?"
"Could there be another sealed god besides us?"
"No... in my memory... there shouldn't be any other divine beings... besides us...?"

The divine beasts started whispering among themselves at my words.

Seeing them like this made my heart ache a little. They automatically assume that their "friend" must be another divine being.

'It's a horse.'

And not a horse that used to be a god like them, but an ordinary horse.

"Not a god, just a horse."

When I spoke up, seeing the divine beasts continuing their serious discussion, their whispering stopped as if by magic.

"...Just a horse? You mean an ordinary beast?"
"Yeah."
"How is that our friend! Friends should at least be of similar rank!"

At those words, I glanced at Titi.

For all your talk about rank, you're already getting outranked by Titi. Yet I'm still considering you and Titi as friends.

"Well, that one has known the master for a long time. We wouldn't be so rude as to disrespect a senior."

I nodded silently at Humility's excuse.

It's an excuse I could easily refute, but doing so would only hurt their feelings. There's no need to tease our children's playmates more than necessary.

"A horse?"

Meanwhile, Kindness, who took the form of a horse, muttered with an expression as if the world had collapsed.

"You mean someone with the same image as me has arrived?"

I flinched at his voice full of despair.

Kindness's expression and voice were that miserable and pitiful. Like a slum dweller in a redevelopment zone facing hired thugs with steel pipes.

"After all my efforts for the young master's happiness...! Now you bring another horse!"
"It's much bigger than you, so Fedi can't ride it alone."
"Ah, then that's fine."

Kindness's expression quickly became peaceful at my additional explanation.

It seems he's completely erased from his memory that he used to be an evil god. Now he's just staying at the mansion as Fedi's loyal steed.

"Ho-orse?"


Unfortunately, Fedi, who had been listening to our conversation, showed interest in the new horse.

"Horse, more?"

Seeing Fedi's sparkling eyes, Kindness's expression darkened again.

I unconsciously checked Kindness's reaction. Though he's living somewhat shamefully considering his past as an evil god, he's also the one who runs through the corridors for Fedi. As he said, he's worked hard for Fedi's happiness.

"There's a black one. Would you like to see it?"
"Yes!"

But Fedi's curiosity was more important than my guilt toward Kindness.

Understand. It's too big for Fedi to play with anyway. You'll still have to carry Fedi around.

"Why does fate bring a new horse when I already exist...!"

As I went out the main gate carrying Fedi, I heard a voice full of resentment from behind.

It was a bit scary to see a former evil god act like that.

I had released the black horse in the garden for now.

Of course, there's a separate stable in the mansion, but it was already full of other horses, so I couldn't put it there. Until we expand, it has to stay in the garden.

"Horse! Black! So big!"
- Snort?

Thanks to Fedi's voice, the black horse that had been dozing under a tree slowly raised its head.

Then it stared blankly at Fedi before turning its gaze to me. As if asking who the child in your arms is.

"My son."
- Neigh!

At my brief answer, the black horse stood up abruptly.

This guy. Surprisingly sensitive to power hierarchies.

"Wow! Wooow!"

Anyway, as the black horse stood up, Fedi let out even more excited exclamations.

Even when lying down, the black horse was larger than any animal Fedi had seen before. And now this already huge creature stretched out its four legs and stood up? For Fedi, witnessing this enormity for the first time, it must be like discovering a new world.

"Papa! Papa!"
"What is it?"
"Me! Me! I want to ride Blackie!"

The black horse, suddenly named "Blackie," seemed to understand Fedi's words and slowly lowered its body.

What a strange sight. The prized horse that was extremely picky about its riders in the North is now voluntarily trying to let a young child ride it.

'Count Yudher would weep if he saw this.'

Blackie, who would resist with its whole body when someone tried to ride it, would escape and return if sold to others, and would be indifferent even if someone tried to tame it. Now this same Blackie has surrendered to power and allowed a young child on its back. From Count Yudher's perspective, this would be heartbreaking.

Can't be helped. Let's increase manufactured goods supplied to Count Yudher's territory by 40%. I'm curious how far this will go.

"Since Blackie is big, let's ride together with papa."
"Yes!"

Fedi nodded enthusiastically at my suggestion.

That's a relief. I was worried about how to persuade him if he insisted on riding alone.

"Sob...!"

And as we mounted Blackie, Kindness, who had followed us, let out a sorrowful cry.

But I deliberately ignored it. I believe the other divine beasts will comfort him well—

"Wow, is this guy really crying?"
"How does it feel to lose the young master you've been fawning over? Tell us."
"Charity carries him around too, but she's fine. Why are you the only one acting like this?"

I shouldn't expect much comfort after all.

"Papa! Fun!"
"Do you like it?"
"Yes! Yes!"

At Fedi's cheerful voice, Kindness's sobbing grew louder.

Truly a pitiful situation.

"But! I like small one better!"

"Huh?"
"Huh...?"

At Fedi's words, Kindness's sobbing stopped.

"Small one! Fedi! Play well at home!"

I almost burst out laughing at his surprisingly practical judgment.

Blackie is bigger than other animals, but because of its size, it can't move around inside the house. On the other hand, Kindness is small enough to ride indoors.

Besides, Fedi would naturally feel more attached to Kindness, whom he's played with before, than to Blackie, whom he's just met today.

"Young, young master!"

Thanks to this, Kindness, who had been wearing an expression as if he'd lost everything, showed his excitement by stomping the ground with his front hooves.

Now I can't even tell anyone that he used to be an evil god.

***

Several weeks have passed since my brother returned from the North.

"Is it delicious?"
- Neigh!

And it's been several weeks since the black horse—no, the child that Fedi named Blackie—that my brother brought from the North settled in the stable.

Blackie was a new family member no one had expected. After all, my brother had gone to the North to spend intimate time with Lady Finne. Who would have thought he'd return with Blackie, saying it was a gift from Count Yudher?

Moreover, Blackie's intelligence and abilities were impressive even to those with little knowledge about horses. If my brother weren't Blackie's master, many nobles would have coveted him.

'They say it's from the same bloodline as the horse ridden by the Heavenly Usurper.'

Northern horses are generally superior to continental horses. This is a truth acknowledged even by those who despise and look down on nomads as barbaric.

And a horse ridden by someone who once unified the North and waged war against the Empire for two years? It's a lineage so glorious that even exceptional horses couldn't compare. Having the same blood as that lineage is beyond being called a treasure.

That's why I've been interested in Blackie since he arrived at our mansion. If I hadn't been pregnant with Bada, I would have asked my brother to let me ride him several times.

"I'll be in your care next month."
- Snort!

Blackie nodded as if understanding my words.

I couldn't help but smile at that. This month is Bada's due date. So by next month, I should be able to ride Blackie.

I'm looking forward to it. What would it feel like to ride this child? Being from the North, his speed and endurance must be excellent, and being intelligent, the riding experience might be smooth. Or perhaps it could be more intense than anyone else's.

Either way, it's Blackie's unique charm. Whether calm or intense, I'm ready to accept it with a smile.

'A precious child has arrived just in time for our Bada's birth.'

I gently stroked my belly. Though my brother probably didn't intend it, having a prized horse arrive around the time of Bada's birth is a positive sign. It feels like our Bada will grow up to be as strong and swift as Blackie.

"When Bada is old enough to ride, will you let him?"
- Snort!

It sounded like an affirmative answer, so I stroked Blackie's mane.

Bada often kicks strongly inside my belly. He'll grow up to be a very active child, so he'll be good friends with Blackie.

I'm sure of it.

—or so I thought.

"Hnnngh...!"
"My lady! Start with slow, deep breaths!"
"No need to panic! Everything will end safely without any problems!"

I didn't expect Bada to try to come out the very next day after having that thought.

What an impatient child. Or perhaps a child eager to see his mother and father's faces quickly.

"Rin!"
"Master! You should avoid contact as much as possible right now!"
"But holding hands should be fine!"
"Anyway, you need to stay away!"

I smiled gently as I saw my brother surrounded by servants in the distance.

It's sudden, but it's okay. I already knew that a baby comes when it decides to, not on our schedule. That's how Fedi, the triplets, and Friedrich were born too.

So I'm fine. I've prepared myself mentally, and I'm confident the delivery will go smoothly.

Our Bada will be born healthy and come to me and my brother with a smiling face.

It was already her fourth childbirth. One might think she'd be used to it by now, but no matter how many times she went through it, it never became familiar.

Each time brought anxiety and nervousness. Each time came with fears that something might go wrong, and each time she found herself seeking divine help.

'Everything will be fine.'

She took a deep breath, deliberately suppressing her negative emotions.

Nothing had gone wrong during the previous three births, had it? Even Elise, who had been frail as a child, safely delivered Friedrich. Lin, who was stronger than Elise, would certainly complete her delivery safely too. Of course she would.

Lin had been strong and healthy before pregnancy. Even after becoming pregnant, she enjoyed walks without overexerting herself.

'It's going to be alright.'

She gently gripped her constantly trembling legs, trying to reassure herself.

Think positive thoughts now. Lin would get up healthy, ride her black horse, and stretch her stiff body. Her sixth child would grow up strong, receiving attention from the children who had just started walking.

She had already decided on names. If it was a boy, Leon; if a girl, Alina. Unlike the triplets who carried on the Catovan name and Friedrich who carried on the Naiad name, this child would carry on the Kracius name.

'Leon Kracius of Wiridia.'

Or perhaps it would be Alina Kracius of Wiridia.

Of course, when mentioning Wiridia in front of Lin, she had said she would pass it down if there was an heir, but in truth, it didn't matter whether there was one or not. It would be nice if there was, but this was her precious child regardless. There was no problem with a child inheriting their father's domain.

So just be born safely. This daddy has prepared everything, absolutely everything. You just need to appear among us with a smile.

"Da-ddy."
"Fedi?"

While trying to calm himself, little Fedi came toddling down the corridor.

He had earnestly asked the older children to play well with Fedi, but it seemed Fedi had managed to find his way here looking for the adults.

'Children know everything they need to know.'

Although many of these memories would fade as they grew up, even young children were people with eyes and ears. When the atmosphere was different from usual and adults who always smiled at them gathered in one place with serious faces? Even Fedi would inevitably notice something unusual.

No. Perhaps being a pure child untainted by the world made him even more sensitive to others' emotions.

"Young master. How did you get here?"
"Are you bored? Come walk in the garden with us. Titi would like to play with you too."

At Fedi's appearance, two maids in the corridor hurried over to him.

This wasn't exactly a good place for a child. All the adults were tense, and occasionally painful moans could be heard from beyond the door. For Fedi, who didn't understand the concept of childbirth, it could become traumatic.

"Fedi. Come to daddy."
"M-master?"

But my arms were already reaching out to Fedi.

Rationally thinking, it would be better for the maids to guide Fedi elsewhere. But hadn't Fedi come here of his own accord, on his own two feet?

The thought that this young, little Fedi had come out of concern for his fourth mother made it impossible to send him away.

"Kal. Will this be alright?"

As Fedi ran over and nestled into his arms, Marga spoke with a worried expression.

"It's fine. The eldest son can be present when his sibling is being born."
"But still..."
"I'll keep him entertained."

He smiled while patting Fedi's back as the boy snuggled in his arms.

Marga was probably worried, like him, that Fedi might develop trauma. And she must be feeling overwhelmed, worrying about Lin while also having to mind Fedi.

That's why he intended to hold Fedi close. To ensure that today would remain in Fedi's memory not as a day when adults were stiff with tension, nor when his fourth mother screamed in pain, but as the day his cute little sibling was born.

"Our Fedi. Would you like to see your sibling with daddy later?"
"Si-bling?"
"Yes, sibling. Your fourth mother is going to give our Fedi a sibling."

At his words, Fedi nodded repeatedly.

Having become familiar with the concept of siblings by playing with the triplets who were now walking around the corridors and Friedrich who was still lying down, Fedi had reached the point of welcoming rather than rejecting the idea of a sibling.

"Look. Your fourth mother is making your sibling in that room. Shall we cheer her on?"
"Yes! Fourth mother! Fighting!"

Fedi's clear voice seemed to ease the tension that had filled the corridor.

In turn, he could feel his own face relaxing. If they could lighten the mood like this, they could give Fedi only good memories—


"Your Excellency!"

The firmly closed door opened.

Simultaneously, everyone in the corridor froze.

'...Why are they coming out already?'

His hand holding Fedi trembled without him realizing it.

Three hours. Only three hours had passed. It wasn't even nighttime yet, let alone sunset.

Yet the door that should never have opened until the birth was complete had opened?

'Why?'

Could there be a problem? A critical issue with the delivery?

If so, what should he do? Should he send for the best medical personnel from the magic tower and cathedral? No, the people already in that room were the best personnel...

"Congratulations! It's a beautiful daughter!"

Wha...?

...

"Huh?"

For a moment, his mind went blank.

He alternated between looking at Lin lying on the bed catching her breath and the baby crying in the midwife's arms.

It was real. The birth was truly over. And both were healthy.

"Ha!"

After staring blankly at the scene, laughter burst forth. Though he hadn't expected this situation, it was a pleasant surprise. This kind of surprise was always welcome.

'Who would have thought it would end in just three hours.'

Of course, he'd heard that when his mother gave birth to Teresa, it took about two hours. But his mother was experienced, having already given birth to him and Erich before Teresa. She couldn't be compared to Lin who was having her first child.

"Your Excellency. Would you like to hold her?"
"Ah, yes."

While he was wondering if Lin was stronger than he'd thought, the midwife handed him the child.

A beautiful, beautiful daughter. His sixth child and fourth daughter.

"Alina."

He murmured the name already decided upon with Lin.

The name Leon would have to wait. If Lin gave birth to a son next time, they could use it then.

"Waaaaaah!"

At his murmur, Alina cried even more loudly. As if she recognized that he was calling her.

'Alina...'

His eyes grew hot at the sight.

This was the fourth time. Already the fourth time experiencing this. It was the fourth time experiencing a newborn life, a child of his blood, crying in his arms. Or the sixth time if he counted each of the triplets individually.

But he never tired of it. It was always new, joyful, and happy. Just as he always tensed when his wives entered the delivery room, he was always overjoyed when a child was born.

"Our Alina. Let's go see your mother now."

Smiling at the wailing Alina, he approached Lin.

How empty she must feel after carrying her daughter for ten months, only for her to leave her womb. Although she would now hold her child from the outside rather than within, it was natural to return a child to its mother's arms.

"Lin. You worked hard."
"Ah, oppa."

As he handed over Alina with those words, Lin welcomed him with a faint but bright smile.

"She's a beautiful daughter."
"Of course she is. Whose daughter would she be?"

Lin's smile deepened.

"How are you feeling?"
"Um... better than I expected. I'm tired, but not to the point where I can't move."


He gently laid Lin back down as she tried to sit up slightly.

No matter how fine she felt, she was a woman who had just given birth. It was best for her to rest as much as possible.

"I'm really okay."
"I'm not okay, so rest. Do you know how startled I was when the door suddenly opened?"

At that, Lin chuckled and caressed Alina's adorable cheeks.

Come to think of it, he hadn't touched Alina's cheeks yet. Caught up in the joy of his fourth daughter's birth, he had forgotten this most basic gesture.

"Our Alina must have been eager to come out quickly. Thanks to that, mother is so comfortable."
"Fedi also cheered for Lin and Alina."
"Fedi did?"

When he nodded gently, Lin's gaze turned toward the door, where Fedi, being carried in Marga's arms, was reaching out his hands toward Lin.

"Fourth mother! Fighting!"

At this slightly delayed second cheer, Lin's eyes widened.

"Fedi."
"Yes!"
"Do you see Fedi's sibling here?"

This time, it was Lin who made Fedi's eyes widen.

"Sibling! Si-bling!"

Fedi flapped his arms toward Lin, and seeing this scene, the tension completely dissipated as the ladies and servants began to smile one by one.

It was truly a heartwarming sight. This must be the moment worth enduring those ten months for.

"Lin!"

Meanwhile, from far away, the voice of his fourth father-in-law could be heard. Judging by the overlapping footsteps, his mother-in-law seemed to be coming along too.

They had said they would be late due to urgent matters that needed handling, but he hadn't expected them to arrive only after the birth was complete. Of course, no one could have predicted that Lin would finish giving birth in just three hours.

"You arrived after everything was over."

He laughed at Lin's somewhat pouty expression.

It seemed Lin would wield absolute power over her parents for the foreseeable future.

***

Our daughter Alina.

A precious child carrying on oppa's family name, Kracius.

'Alina Kracius.'

She smiled gently as she watched Alina sleeping peacefully.

She had been happy when this child was in her womb, but being able to see her directly and hold her in her arms made her feel like she was flying. Now she finally understood how her two older sisters and Elise felt when they first had their children.

'She's so beautiful.'

Even though she could barely open her eyes yet, she was so lovable. It felt like she could do anything for this child.

"Fourth mother."
"Yes?"

While she was gazing at the sleeping Alina for quite some time, the door opened and Fedi entered the room.

"Fourth mother! Fourth mother!"
"Mama! Mama!"
"Baby~"

The triplets followed right behind him.

Her heart fluttered at the sight, like watching a flock of baby chicks running together. The entire mansion seemed brighter now that the children had started walking.

"Did you come to see Alina?"
"Yes! Yes!"

When Fedi answered as their representative, the triplets also looked up at her with bright, round eyes.

More precisely, they were looking at Alina in her arms.

"That's right. Look all you want."

But that was fine. It was a joyous thing to see the children getting along well.

Alina's birth was more than enough to capture the attention of our little ones.

Fedi, the eldest son, frequently came to visit his new sister Alina, and the triplets, who had recently discovered the joy of walking, followed their older brother to see her.

The sight of four small children gathered together was truly adorable and sublime. Once Friedrich starts crawling, there will be five little ones running around together. My heart races just imagining it.

"So cute! So cute!"

Well, strictly speaking, there are already five children running around.

"Baby sister! Pretty!"

The Crown Princess kept repeating how cute and pretty Alina was while gazing at her. Seeing this, Lin, the head maid, and I couldn't help but smile.

For the past few days, the Crown Princess hadn't visited our mansion. It wasn't because she was tired of our home, but because we temporarily restricted outside visitors as Lin's due date approached. If the Crown Princess were here when Lin went into labor, we wouldn't be able to attend to her properly.

So for a while, I visited the Imperial Palace with Fedi. I brought all the children along, and they didn't seem to mind.

After playing at the Imperial Palace, the Crown Princess was finally allowed to visit our mansion once Lin had given birth, and...

"Wow! Wooooow!"

Her eyes sparkled at the sight of a baby for the first time.

That's a relief. I was a bit worried she might find the baby strange since it was her first time seeing one.

"Godfa! Godfa!"
"Yes, Your Highness. What is it?"
"What's her name!?"
"Her name is Alina."

This was the fifth time she'd asked, but I answered with a smile.

It's not unusual for children to ask the same question multiple times. Besides, Alina might be a somewhat difficult name to pronounce.

"A-lina?"

Indeed, the Crown Princess hesitated a bit at the syllable "Al."

Nevertheless, she was trying hard to call Alina by her full name rather than shortening it arbitrarily. How admirable.

"A-lina... Ali... na..."

After mumbling Alina's name several times, the Crown Princess clenched both fists and nodded.

"A-Alina is our sister too!"
"That's right, Your Highness. Please take good care of Alina as her big sister."
"Yes! I'll play with her everyday and give her chocolate!"

Her determined declaration made me laugh again.

Sharing chocolate, no less. It's no exaggeration to say that's the greatest consideration a child can offer.

"Your Highness. You might run out of chocolate for yourself that way."
"Huh?"

But the Crown Princess is already giving chocolate to Fedi, and she's eagerly waiting for the day she can give some to the triplets and Friedrich.

In that situation, if Alina is included, she'll have to share six pieces of chocolate. The Crown Princess might end up just sucking her fingers without even getting to see chocolate.

"B-but! Chocolate is delicious! I don't wanna eat it alone!"

After rolling her eyes at my words, the Crown Princess seemed to steel her resolve, flapping her arms and firmly asserting her intention.

It's truly a beautiful sight. A big sister willingly sharing what she loves with her younger siblings. Being so kind from such a young age, the Crown Princess will surely become a wise ruler.

'It's fortunate she takes after the Empress.'

That character could never come from the Emperor. If she had taken after him, far from sharing chocolate, he would have teasingly eaten it all by himself in front of children curious about it.

So the Emperor's marriage to the Empress is a blessing for the Imperial Family, and the Crown Princess taking after the Empress is a blessing for the Empire. If you disagree, you're the Second Prince.

"But Godfa."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Why does Fedi keep getting more siblings?"
"...Pardon?"

My mind went blank for a moment at the unexpected question.

"Fedi. He's younger than me but has more siblings than me!"


The Crown Princess pouted as if feeling wronged and resentful.

"I don't have any siblings yet! But Fedi keeps getting more!"
"Y-Your Highness. All these children are also your siblings—"
"They don't sleep in the same house as me! I'm all alone at home!"

Her pronunciation, which had been quite fluent until now, rapidly deteriorated, showing how upset she was.

Wait, didn't she just call Alina "our sister"? Why is she suddenly distinguishing between her siblings and Fedi's siblings?

'She must have been feeling very lonely.'

But I can understand. During the day, she can come to our mansion and play with Fedi and the other siblings to her heart's content, but when she returns to the palace, she has to play alone.

The Emperor is busy with work, the Empress is focused on supporting him and social engagements, and the guards, servants, and maids are ultimately subordinates. From the Crown Princess's perspective, there's no one she can play with comfortably. And we can't keep our children at the palace 24 hours a day.

As a result, the Crown Princess wants a sibling who lives in the palace like her, not one she can only see at our mansion.

"Mommy! She said she'd give me a sibling! But there isn't one yet!"

I almost burst out laughing at those words.

The Empress became pregnant with her second child sometime between the end of last year and the beginning of this year. In about half a year, the Crown Princess's sibling will be born, but unfortunately, the Crown Princess doesn't understand the concept that "a baby = a being that takes 10 months to be born." She just pesters the Empress every day and throws tantrums to the Emperor.

"I'm worried the second child might be traumatized by the Crown Princess's nagging. It might be too scared to come out even when it's time."

A few weeks ago, the Emperor muttered those words with a sigh.

Of course, it's not my business. They should have had a couple more children earlier.

"Your Highness. They are working hard to give you a beautiful and healthy sibling."
"Wor-king hard?"

Anyway, I comforted the Crown Princess, whose cheeks had puffed up while I was mentally criticizing the Emperor.

While it's satisfying to see the Emperor suffer, I can't let the Crown Princess feel sad as her godfather. Our Crown Princess should only experience happy things.

"This will be a sibling who will be with Your Highness for life. Since this sibling will be one of a kind in this world, both of them are doing their best."
"Really?"
"Of course. That's how I made Fedi too."

At that, the Crown Princess's gaze turned to Fedi, who was gently tapping Alina's fingers.

She blinked for a long time, seemingly imagining her future sibling.

"...But... I want to see my sibling soon..."

Seeing the Crown Princess somewhat calmed down, I gently took her into my arms.

Just a little more comfort is needed. Since her sadness came suddenly, it's not strange if it goes away suddenly too.

"Don't worry too much. It will only take a few more nights."
"How many nights?"
"Hmm, about 300 nights?"

The Crown Princess's eyes trembled at the distant number of 300.

"T-that's too long! No! I can't wait!"
"But Your Highness. You need to wait that long for a beautiful sibling to be born."
"It's still too long! Make it shorter!"

The Crown Princess's vigor as she flailed her arms was truly brave and fierce.

Of course, this is understandable. From a child's perspective, even the number 100 feels distant, so 300, which is three times that? She probably considers it an unfathomable eternity.

"I can't help it then. I'll speak to His Majesty and try to reduce it to about 200 nights."
"200 nights..."

The Crown Princess's eyes moved busily again at my words.

"Good! Godfa is the best!"

Eventually, an enthusiastic response came back. While 200 is not a short period either, it's at least better than 300.

'It's actually about 200 days anyway.'

Looking at the Crown Princess smiling brightly, I felt a twinge of guilt. At first, I attacked her mental state intensely by mentioning 300 nights, but in reality, her sibling will be born in at most 200 days.

But if I had said 200 nights from the beginning, it was obvious the Crown Princess would complain it was too long. I just told a little lie for shock therapy.


I'm sorry for being such a godfather.

"Uuung..."
"Da-ddy. Alina is awake."
"Ah."

Perhaps because we were too loud, Alina, who had been sleeping soundly, slowly opened her eyes.

So this father disturbed his precious daughter's sleep. I'm sorry for being such a father...

"A-lina! Since you're awake, play with us—"
"That's not allowed."
"Heeng..."

At least I was able to block the Crown Princess's ambition to tire Alina out more.

A child who wakes up forcibly should be put back to sleep as soon as possible. If you let them play, they'll just cry and not sleep at night.

***

The Crown Princess returned from her visit to the Minister's mansion.

"Daddy! Daddy!"

With a paper filled with crooked numbers in one hand.

I wondered what it was, but first, I hugged the Crown Princess who was running toward me. With the Crown Princess smiling like an angel, who cares about some paper?

"Daddy! Look at this! The paper I wrote!"

Besides, I believed our Crown Princess would explain it to me first without me having to ask.

Our bright and clever daughter. She loves explaining and asking this and that to her daddy.

"It looks like you studied numbers."

Glancing at the paper, I saw numbers from 1 to 100 written on it. Seeing numbers on the back as well, it seems she wrote up to 200, far beyond 100.

Well done, my daughter. She was studying hard even while visiting—

"My sibling calendar!"

...?

"Huh?"
"Godfa said so! If I sleep for 200 nights, I'll get a sibling!"

My mind went blank at those words.

200 nights... is correct. Calculating from the pregnancy date, there's a very high possibility that the second child will be born before 200 days pass.

But why does the Crown Princess know this? Why does she have a paper with numbers up to 200 in her hand?

"When I cross all these off! I'll get a sibling!"
"Y-yes. The Crown Princess is right. After 200 nights, you'll have a sibling."

Despite my confusion, I patted the giggling Crown Princess.

I might not understand the situation, but I can clearly see that the Crown Princess is happy.

'What kind of conversation did they have?'

Of course, I inwardly blamed the Minister. What if, what if the second child isn't born by the time all the days on that "sibling calendar" are crossed off? What if there's no news even after 200 days?

How much will the Crown Princess cry? It's frightening just to imagine.

The Crown Princess also showed off her self-made sibling calendar to the Empress.

"We should have had a second child earlier. I didn't understand how lonely the Crown Princess must have been, staying alone in the palace."

The Empress, speaking with somewhat sorrowful eyes, nodded as if making a resolution.

"After the second child is born, I think it would be good to prepare for a third right away."
"Empress?"
"For the prosperity of the Imperial Family, it would be good to have at least five children."
"Empress?"

What are you saying right now...?

On the day I kindly taught the Crown Princess how to count from 1 to 200, the Emperor sent his heartfelt thanks. His gratitude was so passionate that I could feel his sincerity even through the communication device.

It still makes me feel warm thinking about it. Giving the Crown Princess hope that she would soon have a sibling, and teaching her the enormous number of 200—wasn't that the best choice I could make as her godfather? The Emperor must have recognized that, which is why he showered me with praise.

'You deserve the trouble.'

I covered my twitching lips with my hand. There was no one nearby, but my reflection in the window looked too much like a villain's smile.

But how could I hold it in? Thanks to the ball I set rolling, the Emperor's troubles have increased.

'He'll be pestered daily until the second child is born.'

From now on, the Crown Princess will badger the Emperor every day, and even after the second child is born, she'll wish for a third and fourth. Dealing with those desires will be entirely the Emperor's burden.

From the Emperor's perspective, it's a blood-and-tears situation, but there's nothing he can do. Honestly, I spend overwhelmingly more time playing with the Crown Princess than he does. Even if I stand beside her and say, "If you earnestly beg Emperor, you'll get many siblings," the Emperor has no way to prevent it.

If he's annoyed, he can lament his own fate. If he had been a father like me who could play with children anytime, anywhere, he wouldn't have suffered such humiliation.

'At home, I outrank you.'

Finally, the laughter I'd been holding back burst out. Within the Empire, within the bureaucracy, I am below the Emperor. That's an undeniable truth.

However, from a domestic perspective, I'm the overwhelming victor. I can perfectly control not only my own children but even the Crown Princess. The Emperor, who's swamped with work every day, is nothing but a pathetic father who can't even touch my level.

'Here they come.'

While I was snickering, I spotted the Crown Princess and her head lady-in-waiting through the window.

It's time to have fun playing with the Crown Princess again today.

The unexpected change came suddenly.

The Crown Princess riding on Injeolmi, giggling while wiggling her toes in the hallway, sharing chocolate with Pedi, running around leading the triplets.

Everything seemed normal, but a single sentence brought change to our peaceful mansion.

"P-edi and Al-ina shouldn't be kept in different places?"

Besides roaming the hallways and gardens, the Crown Princess enjoyed visiting Friedrich's room to watch him, and Alina's room to watch her.

After going back and forth like that, the Crown Princess suggested that they should be put together.

"In the same place?"
"Yes! They're siblings!"

Looking at the Crown Princess nodding vigorously, I gently stroked my chin.

Actually, there's no reason why not. Both children can't even crawl, let alone walk, so there's no problem putting them in the same room or bed. It might even be more efficient than splitting staff between two rooms.

But the reason we keep them separate is simple. No matter how well adults manage children, kids are unpredictable. One might suddenly start crying, and when one cries, the other sleeping nearby is likely to join in.

That would be troublesome. Comforting two crying children simultaneously is quite difficult.

"I! Want to see them together! They're both so tiny and cute!"

However, firmly refusing the Crown Princess with her sparkling eyes would be even more troublesome.

Is it right to disappoint a child full of expectations? Wouldn't putting Friedrich and Alina together help their emotional development? It's good for siblings to grow up together from an early age.

'Comforting crying children is just part of the job.'

Come to think of it, children cry at age 3 and at age 5. Children cry even when dozens are gathered in kindergarten.

So saying they'll both cry if they're together is just an excuse. We've simply become accustomed to keeping the children in separate rooms and haven't considered putting them together—it's easier to think that way.

"Not allowed...?"

When I remained silent for a moment, the Crown Princess drooped her shoulders with a dejected face, and,

"Daddy. I want to see them together too."

Pedi, who was beside the Crown Princess, also pleaded earnestly.

"Me too! Me too!"

"Want to see! Want to see!"

Even Maria and Cecilia, who were sitting on the floor chattering, supported the Crown Princess's wish.

Though they were probably just mimicking the Crown Princess and Pedi without understanding the meaning.

'She's fallen asleep already.'

Meanwhile, Catleya was peacefully sleeping in Titi's arms. Her slumber was so natural that I hadn't even noticed she was sleeping.

"Alright. Friedrich and Alina would probably like being together too."
"Really!?"

At my words, the Crown Princess's gloomy face brightened rapidly.

'Is it really that exciting?'

It's just putting children in the same bed. It's fascinating and adorable how such a small thing can make her so happy.

"I! Want to see them together! They're both so tiny and cute!"

And remembering what the Crown Princess had just said made me laugh.

She's small herself, yet she finds Friedrich and Alina cute because they're small. Small children finding even smaller children cute is a heartwarming sight for adults.

"Godfather?"

Perhaps that's why I unconsciously patted the Crown Princess's head.

"Your Highness."
"Yes!"
"I'm glad Your Highness is the big sister to my children."

At those words, the Crown Princess's eyes widened, and she smiled broadly, flapping her arms.

"I'm happy! To have lots of siblings!"

Such a perfect answer kept the smile on my face.

I moved Friedrich, who had been lying in bed watching the mobile, next to Alina.

"Hmm?"

Friedrich, whose territory had suddenly shifted, blinked and turned his head this way and that before fixing his gaze on Alina beside him.

Then he looked at me once, at Alina once, back at me once, and at Alina again,

"Waa-"

He stretched out his tiny hand and poked Alina's cheek.

"Uh..."

Of course, Alina, who had been sleeping peacefully until touched, frowned and squirmed. Even the tiniest hands have physical force.

"Ah?"

Anyway, seeing Alina's movement, Friedrich slowly withdrew his hand and stared intently at her.

It's just a guess, but he seems fascinated that Alina barely reacted to his touch. Until now, whenever Friedrich touched someone, they would pick him up or play with him with a face brighter than the sun. Even his siblings who came to see him responded to his touch, so from Friedrich's perspective, no reaction must be a first.

Fortunately, Friedrich seems to have developed curiosity about Alina. I was worried he might cry from being placed in an unfamiliar bed.

"Ah- uh- uhuh-"
"Our Friedrich. We shouldn't disturb our sister while she's sleeping."

However, his curiosity seemed a bit excessive as he attempted to poke Alina repeatedly with the hand he had just withdrawn.

'She's not waking up from this.'

And Alina, despite being repeatedly poked, only slightly frowned without showing any disturbance, steadfastly continuing her sleep.

Our Alina. You were a bolder child than I thought. This father is happy to see that our daughter will grow up to be a strong child.


"Since Friedrich is the big brother, he needs to take good care of his sister."
"Uhuh?"

After sighing in relief at the peaceful Alina, I gently reasoned with Friedrich.

Friedrich, who can't even crawl yet, probably won't understand my words, but I think if I stop him every time he disturbs sleeping Alina, it might work. Repetitive learning is important.

"That's right! As the big brother! You have to take good care of your sister!"
"Uh-?"

The Crown Princess nodded at my words.

Friedrich just kept tilting his head, but that's fine. I didn't expect him to understand anyway.

'This looks nice.'

The Crown Princess now clinging to Friedrich and chattering away, Pedi slowly approaching Alina, perhaps impressed by Friedrich's repeated poking, Maria and Cecilia napping on Titi's stomach like Catleya. Finally, Friedrich and Alina lying on the bed amidst all the commotion.

Looking at the seven children gathered cozily together, I stepped back slightly. Right now, I want to take in the sight of these children all at once.

'Cherry Blossom and Sea.'

I suddenly realized that the prenatal names of the two children lying side by side coincidentally connect.

The older brother with pink hair is Cherry Blossom. The younger sister with blue eyes is Sea. How wonderful is that?

'First Snow is here too.'

My lips curled up seeing Pedi finally poking Alina's cheek.

Now if only Autumn Leaves would arrive, our mansion would be a place of four seasons every day.

***

I had fun at godfather's house today too!

"Charlotte. Did you have a good time?"
"Yes!"

It was super fun. I want to go not just by myself but with Daddy and Mommy too!

"That's right! Mommy!"
"What is it?"
"P-edi and Ali...na! They're so cute together!"
"Hoho, is that so?"
"Yes! Yes!"

They're super super cute! Pedi and Maria, Cecilia, and Catleya were nice too, but Pedi and Alina are smaller so I like them more!

"Will I get a sibling after 200 nights too?"
"Yes. Our Charlotte will have a cute sibling too."
"How many!?"

Pedi has lots of siblings! I want lots too!

"Hmm. Our Charlotte's siblings..."

Mommy, who was stroking my head, hugged me tightly.

"We should have at least three, right?"
"Three! Good!"
"How about four?"
"Even better!"

Mommy is the best!

"Charlotte. Make sure to tell Daddy too. That you want four siblings."
"I got it! Four!"
"Five would be fine too."
"Waaaa!"

Mommy is really the best!

Among our children, there's one who stands particularly alone.

Fedi is an exception since he's practically the princess's dedicated playmate. Until the Crown Princess comes to visit, he roams the mansion with Titi, and when she arrives, he enjoys marching around like a little general, even mobilizing the servants. He's far from lonely.

Maria and Cecilia can't really be called loners either. Born as twins on the same day, they never think of separating, and they keep busy searching for Jangsaeng, who has started hiding in corners of the mansion like a senior soldier nearing discharge.

Friedrich and Alina still couldn't crawl and spent their time lying in bed, but following the Crown Princess's suggestion, they began spending cozy time together. Though "cozy" mostly meant Friedrich poking Alina one-sidedly.

Anyway, compared to Fedi, Maria, Cecilia, Friedrich, and Alina who all had their own pairs—only one child often found herself alone.

"Awwng..."
"Are you awake?"

Catleya, the youngest of the triplets. She received the Spirit King's blessing so well that she sleeps more than the other children.

Even now, rubbing her eyes and yawning, Catleya is the only loner among the children in our mansion.

"Come here to Daddy."
"Mmm..."

Still drowsy, Catleya walked over with a half-asleep face and nestled into my arms.

I smiled gently at the sight and patted her back. Catleya is cute when she smiles brightly, but she's also adorable like this, drunk with sleep.

'She needs to fully digest the blessing soon.'

Looking at Catleya nuzzling her face against my chest, I sighed inwardly.

Calling Catleya a "loner" is honestly an exaggeration. When Catleya wakes up, her soul partners Maria and Cecilia play with her, and her older brother Fedi takes good care of her too.

But sleeping alone while other children are playing can be detrimental for growing children. At first, Maria and Cecilia wouldn't leave soundly sleeping Catleya's side, but recently they've started going off on their own when Catleya sleeps.

'This is troubling.'

What if this situation continues? What if only the two older sisters among the triplets become close, and Catleya ends up in an awkward relationship with them?

Just thinking about it breaks my heart. Imagining Catleya alone despite being one of triplets makes me want to cry, and thinking about her pretending to sleep because she can't get along with her sisters makes my nose sting.

This disaster must end with imagination. If imagination becomes reality, I might end up holding Catleya and crying.

'At least it's only for 1-2 years.'

I put Catleya down as she started squirming, wanting to stand on her own feet, and organized my thoughts.

Fortunately, the Wind Spirit King said Catleya's naps would continue for about 1-2 years. If it were 5 or 10 years, I would have grabbed the Spirit Kings by their collars and demanded a solution, but 2 years is a period I can somewhat endure.

No matter how wise children are, they don't carry memories from age 3 throughout their lives. No matter how active a child is, there are limitations to what they can play with a 3-year-old body.

So if Catleya sheds her "Characteristic: Sleeping Beauty" after turning 3, there will be no division among the triplets. Surely that will be the case.

"Da-ddy. Daddy-"

As I was trying to think positively, Catleya, who had been running around the room after I put her down, called me.

"What is it, my... daughter...?"

And as soon as I turned my gaze to Catleya, my mind went blank.

"This. Sparkly."

Red and blue lights were twinkling around Catleya.

Like fireflies.

'What is that?'

Did we have something like that in our house...?

At the sudden appearance of fireflies, I quickly called Trixie. Though unlikely, those fireflies might be a characteristic of elf children.

"What is that...?"


But even Trixie muttered blankly while looking at the red and blue lights circling around Catleya.

More precisely, by the time Trixie arrived, green and yellow lights had been added, so four different colored lights were flying around Catleya.

"Is this your first time seeing this?"
"Y-yes. This is my first time seeing something like this too."

Trixie muttered in a disgruntled voice at my question.

Even Trixie, my only hope, didn't understand this phenomenon. I had secretly hoped she would say something like, "When elves are babies, fireflies come to be their friends."

'What is this, really?'

With complex feelings, I looked at the lights that wouldn't leave Catleya's vicinity and at Catleya flailing her hands toward those lights.

I'm confused. They don't seem to be harming Catleya, but I can't just leave unknown entities around her.

'Where did they come from?'

What's more troubling is that we didn't know about these fireflies.

This is the personal mansion of the Imperial Count and a place where a minister resides. It's the home where my precious wife and children live, and a playground where even the Crown Princess visits. As such, it maintains defenses second only to the Imperial Palace.

But no one knew these things were in the mansion? Unless they naturally occurred in the mansion, they must have come from outside, but the guards missed them?

'Is that even possible?'

Even if the guards missed them, the servants who constantly move around this mansion would have noticed. But these fireflies evaded both the guards and the servants.

It makes my blood run cold. It's fortunate that what slipped past our eyes and ears were these seemingly harmless lights, but what if it had been an evildoer with malicious intent? What if our children had encountered a villain while playing in the corridors or rooms?

'Damn it.'

My teeth clenched involuntarily. First, I need to identify what these fireflies are, and then thoroughly reorganize the mansion's security patrol—

"Ah."

Trixie's soft exclamation echoed.

"Kal. Don't those lights look familiar?"
"Huh?"

At those words, I looked again at the firefly sitting on Catleya's head.

...

Ah.

"Ah."

Belatedly, something came to mind. I definitely remember seeing them.

'They're spirits.'

The day the triplets received the Spirit Kings' blessing, spirits that had peeked out from the World Tree to welcome Catleya with her tremendous affinity.

Among the countless spirits, the lower-ranked ones had taken forms like these fireflies. And the colors match the Spirit Kings too—red, blue, green, and yellow.

'Why are spirits here?'

At least I've confirmed the identity of the lights. They look similar to the spirits I saw at the World Tree, and considering Catleya's affinity, they're definitely spirits.

But I don't know why spirits were found in the mansion. Why are these beings, who should be at the World Tree, here?

"Da-ddy! Mo-mmy!"

My head throbbed briefly, but my worries didn't last long.

Because Catleya, with spirits perched on her head, shoulders, and hands, was smiling brightly.

"Should we pay a visit to your maternal grandmother soon?"
"Yes. Let's do that."


Both Trixie and I couldn't help but smile at that adorable sight.

Spirits won't harm Catleya, who received the Spirit Kings' blessing. It's puzzling how creatures that should be at the World Tree ended up in the mansion, but we can just ask the Spirit Kings directly.

"...Aren't there more than before?"
"There were definitely four earlier..."

And meanwhile, the number of spirits clinging to Catleya had doubled.

Where are you all coming from?

Catleya, who had become a moving spirit stand, became the superstar of the mansion.

"Sparkly sparkly! Amazing!"

The Crown Princess, in particular, showed deep interest in Catleya and the spirits, even getting off Injeolmi for it.

Actually, I would have been interested too. How could anyone resist seeing colorful fireflies in the middle of a mansion, not in the countryside or forest? Especially if those fireflies were clinging to an elf's body.

"Sparkly sparkly!"
"Amaziiing."

Of course, Maria and Cecilia also showed interest in the spirits.

'How remarkable.'

The triplets and the Crown Princess. Only the children who received the Spirit Kings' blessing are showing deep interest in the spirits. It's truly remarkable.

"Me too! Can I touch them?!"

Anyway, the Crown Princess, who had been staring intently at the spirits, gave Catleya an eager look.

How admirable. Instead of touching without permission, she asks for Catleya's permission first. Indeed, the Crown Princess is a child born with a kind nature.

"Mm. Okay."

Catleya nodded readily to that kind and polite request. After all, the Crown Princess already loved Catleya like her own little sister, so there was no reason for Catleya to refuse.

"Heeng... They're avoiding me..."

However, regardless of Catleya's permission, the spirits avoided the Crown Princess's hand.

A familiar sight. During our second-year school trip, the fairies that avoided human hands looked exactly like this. It seems spirits aren't particularly welcoming to humans either.

"Uncle! Uncle!"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"I want to touch them too!"

I couldn't help but chuckle at the sight of the Crown Princess fiercely flapping her arms.

"Your Highness. The spirits are still shy, so they're avoiding you. If you treat them like you treat your siblings, they'll approach you someday."
"R-really?"
"Of course. Have I ever lied to Your Highness?"

The Crown Princess then looked at the spirits with sparkling eyes. Thankfully, she seemed to accept my explanation.

'She'll be able to touch them as time passes.'

Spirits, like fairies, are family and friends to elves. It's natural for them to avoid the hands of a pure human like the Crown Princess, but she is someone who received the Wind Spirit King's blessing. Even if they avoid humans now, someday the spirits will show interest in the Crown Princess who received the king's blessing.

This isn't just speculation but certainty. Among the spirits floating around Catleya, the green ones, like the Wind Spirit King, are hovering relatively close to the Crown Princess.

"Uncle! Do they eat chocolate too?!"
"No, they don't."
"Heeng..."

However, it seems it will take some time for the Crown Princess to become friends with the spirits.

I told her to treat them like siblings, not like humans.


The mansion feels like it's celebrating a belated Christmas these days.

In every room, spirits glitter like Christmas lights, and they can be spotted even when walking down the hallways. When family members gather in the dining room for meals, the spirits swarm in as if they're joining us for dinner too.

Actually, everyone welcomed this strange yet fascinating situation at first. The spirits weren't hideous—fortunately, they looked like twinkling fireflies. Plus, they came in various vibrant colors, making the mansion feel brighter.

That's what we thought for about a week.

"What? It was you again?"

When a guard on night patrol spotted an unusual light and rushed over, he found a spirit.

"Please... let me sleep..."

Some wandering spirits entered the maids' rooms and blinded them with their brightness.

"Please leave."

A servant who entered the bathroom had to endure an awkward coexistence with spirits throughout his business.

Of course, the spirits haven't caused us any physical harm. They're very gentle and well-behaved, avoiding contact with everyone except Catleya. They just happen to overlap with people while floating around the mansion.

Still, it gave me a headache since we couldn't confine the spirits to one place or drive them out of the mansion. Not that it would matter—they'd effortlessly infiltrate the mansion anyway.

'If they'd just stay near Catleya, we wouldn't have to worry.'

I sighed with mixed feelings.

Until recently, spirits were only observed around Catleya. Since they only followed and adored Catleya, they never strayed from her vicinity.

But the reason these spirits are now being spotted throughout the mansion is simple.

'The Christmas tree...'

The area around Catleya is already saturated.

The eight spirits multiplied day by day, and now they're clinging to Catleya's body in swarms, making her shine like a Christmas tree. There must be at least a hundred of them.

As a result, spirits that couldn't attach themselves to Catleya's body or stay in her room have made the mansion their territory, watching Catleya from a distance. I'm worried the mansion might become saturated too at this rate.

"Catleya?"
"Hmm?"
"Aren't you uncomfortable...?"
"I like it!"

When I cautiously asked Catleya, who had become a living Christmas tree, she smiled brightly and flapped her arms.

Yes, I'm glad she likes it, but...

'Should we really leave this be?'

It's becoming difficult to see Catleya's face because of these glittering spirits.

These damn spirits. Stop blocking our daughter's face and get out of here.

"Come here, sweetheart."

I stretched out my arms, trying to calm my eyes that were stinging from the excessive brightness. I was planning to go in a few weeks, but this can't wait.

"Do you want to go see the white grandmother with Daddy and Mommy?"
"Yes! I like! I want to go!"

When I suggested visiting her maternal grandmother, Catleya ran over and jumped into my arms.

I can't take it anymore. We need to show this situation to the Spirit Kings and firmly ask them what's going on. Otherwise, our Catleya might become one with the spirits in a not-so-good way.

"Hmm?"
"Ah."

Meanwhile, when Catleya jumped into my arms, the spirits that came in contact with me scattered in all directions.

Their reaction was so decisive that I felt both hurt and angry. How dare they treat me like a germ.

I don't like you either, you damn things.


After gathering all the spirits that had spread throughout the mansion, I moved to the Elven residential district with Trixie.

At first, I thought about leaving them behind, but I feared the abandoned spirits might cause trouble. It would be disastrous if they started running wild because their beloved Catleya disappeared. How would we control and calm hundreds of fireflies?

"W-what is all this?"

When Catleya arrived at the Elven residential district with hundreds of spirits, she was met with bewilderment rather than a warm welcome from her grandmother.

"Grand-mo-ther!"

However, when Catleya ran to her grandmother, the bewildered expression on her grandmother's face quickly softened.

"Our Catleya is here! Have you been well?"
"Yes!"

When Catleya fell into her grandmother's arms, the spirits began to scatter again.

Still, her grandmother was a pure-blooded elf, an elder, and a spirit mage. More spirits accepted her grandmother's touch than scattered.

'So it is indeed a rare phenomenon.'

I smiled bitterly at the sight. While the reunion between great-grandmother and great-granddaughter was heartwarming, even her grandmother couldn't hide her bewilderment upon seeing Catleya. This situation was unprecedented even for her grandmother, who had lived for hundreds of years.

In the end, only the Spirit Kings remained. The Spirit Kings, who live nearly immortal lives, should know about this situation.

- Benefactor! It's been a while!

Just then, the Fire Spirit King was flying toward us from the distance. Being in bird form certainly improved his mobility.

Anyway, good timing. Now I can ask about Catleya's condition—

- ...What is all this?

?

'What.'

I stared blankly at the Fire Spirit King after hearing his words. What does he mean, "What is all this?" How can you say that?

'We came here because we don't know either.'

If the Spirit King doesn't know about spirits, who does?

***

When someone who has received a blessing approaches, I can instinctively sense it. It would be stranger not to notice someone nearby who carries a part of my energy.

So as soon as I felt the blessed energy, I stopped my walk and flew over. Today was a good day for a walk, but I can experience good days anytime. What's important now is seeing the precious future contractor.

'What's going on?'

My heart raced at the fact that the future contractor had come, but I was also puzzled.

I hadn't heard from the Elder that children with our blessings would be coming, and we hadn't urged them to visit either. While I appreciate them coming, I couldn't think of any reason for their visit.

'It doesn't matter.'

Of course, my concern was brief. Whether there was a reason or not, they had come all this way. It was an opportunity to play with the future contractor who had taken the time to visit and make a good impression.

So with a racing heart, I flew over and eventually saw the Benefactor with the Elder and her granddaughter. Moreover, the small elf I had been hoping to see was in the Elder's arms.

- Benefactor! It's been a while!

I greeted them from a distance with joy. There was still some distance between us, but this much shouldn't be a problem... right...?

- ...What is all this?

Only after getting closer did I notice the anomaly.

Because of the blessed energy residing in the future contractor, I hadn't noticed, but now I could see hundreds of lower spirits gathered. And they were of all attributes—fire, water, wind, and earth.

What's this? Why are these children, who should be at the World Tree, here? No, more importantly, why didn't anyone notice hundreds of spirits gathering?

"You're here."
- Ah, um, yes.


As I stared blankly at the spirits, the Benefactor spoke first.

"...Do you have any idea what's happening?"

And he demanded an explanation for this strange situation. What were these spirits? Why had they gathered like this?

- ......

Unfortunately, I had no clue either, so I remained silent.

- Is there a World Tree near your mansion?
"Excuse me?"

I could only offer explanations that even I found strange.

Fortunately, there was a king who could explain this situation.

- It seems that on the day the child received the blessing, the spirits attached themselves to her body and followed her to the Benefactor's mansion.

The Wind Spirit King, who like me had sensed the blessed energy and gathered along with Water and Earth, assessed the situation while looking at the hundreds of lower spirits.

"The blessing was received months ago, but we only started seeing spirits about 1-2 weeks ago."
- They must have been dormant until then. It's impossible for spirits to be active outside the World Tree without forming a contract. Nevertheless, they attached themselves to this child because lower spirits are driven more by instinct than reason.

After saying this, Wind licked one of the lower wind spirits that was hovering around the future contractor.

- Your daughter has tremendous affinity along with our blessings. From the perspective of lower spirits driven by instinct, she must have been more interesting than the World Tree, and since they can't form a contract with a young child yet, they just attached themselves to her.
"Then the fact that they've only started being active now..."
- Means this child is digesting the blessing. Just as other spirits receive power from the World Tree to be active, these lower spirits are active due to the energy emanating from this child.

Both the Benefactor and I nodded at Wind's explanation.

I see. This unexpected situation arose because the future contractor is too powerful.

- But this is... surprising even to me. No matter how strong a spirit mage's affinity is, forming a contract with spirits is an essential process.

After observing the spirits for a while, Wind carefully stroked the future contractor's head.

- Truly an extraordinary child. As time passes, not only lower spirits but also middle and upper-rank spirits might regard this child as a World Tree.
"Is, is that good?"
- It's not a bad thing if she grows up to be a spirit mage. It's good... though it's ambiguous since this child's surroundings will likely be filled with spirits.

At those words, the Benefactor fell into contemplation, stroking his chin.

- Lower spirits find it difficult to exert physical force without a formal contract. However, from middle-rank spirits, they can fulfill minor requests even without a contractor. That child will gain numerous friends and errand-runners.

I hastily offered positive comments to the Benefactor.

Wind isn't the type to actively persuade others. So I had to step in and convince the Benefactor that this situation was positive. That this is by no means harmful to the child.

Honestly, it's not wrong. The spirits present now are classified as the lowest among the lower ranks, but if there are exceptional ones among the lower ranks—or middle-rank spirits—they can serve as the child's hands and feet. Even if she just lies in bed and breathes, the spirits can bring her what she needs.

"Is that so?"

The Benefactor's expression softened somewhat at my persuasion.

Thankfully, it seems the persuasion worked.

***

I looked at the spirits still clinging to Catleya's body and twinkling.

Thinking that these spirits symbolize Catleya's talent, they looked prettier than before.

'Talent can't be helped.'

It's just a happening because our child is a genius.

As a father with a genius daughter, I should understand. Of course.

'...Does this mean they'll increase even more?'

If there's one worry, it's that the already numerous spirits will continue to increase over time.

I'm wondering if we should move Catleya to a larger room.

# Recently, the Crown Princess has been refusing to stay in the imperial palace.

"Godfather! Godfather, I wanna go home! Godfather!"
"Godfather has many things to do. So wouldn't it be better to let godfather be alone sometimes?"
"No! Godfather! You said you're not busy!"

For a moment, I was speechless at the Crown Princess's rebuttal. What on earth has the Minister been telling this child?

Moreover, I couldn't counter her argument because it wasn't exactly wrong. Among all officials currently in the Empire, the Minister is indeed the least busy person.

'What should I do about this?'

I sighed softly as I watched the Crown Princess thrashing on the floor.

The Crown Princess wanting to play at the Minister's mansion isn't a new development. The Minister's mansion has six children her age and eleven animals that can speak. Moreover, since the Minister has installed soft mats throughout the corridors for the children, it must seem like the most fun playground in the world to the Crown Princess.

So I can fully understand why the Crown Princess loves the Minister's mansion. I'm also grateful to the Minister for playing with the Crown Princess in place of the busy Empress and myself, so I have no intention of preventing her outings.

If the Crown Princess only loved her godfather, I would have felt quite hurt, but fortunately, she's a good child who loves her father and mother just as much as her godfather. She's a diligent child who returns to the imperial palace without regret after having fun at the Minister's mansion.

'If only it weren't for the spirits.'

But now this same Crown Princess has begun refusing to return to the palace because she's enchanted by spirits.

Because of those damn spirits. Because of that rare existence that can't be seen anywhere else on this continent—newly added to the Minister's mansion, which already has plenty of attractions and things to play with.

"Godfather said I need to become friends to touch the sparkly ones! I need to stay with them to become friends!"

And because the Minister said strange things to the Crown Princess.

I feel like sighing again. It's only natural that the young Crown Princess is enchanted by spirits. Even I, the Emperor, have only encountered spirits in centuries-old books, so how fascinating must they be to the Crown Princess? Children her age are typically obsessed with things that sparkle and fly.

Perhaps because of this, the Crown Princess has become excessively interested in spirits, and the Minister, who should be controlling this interest, has instead encouraged her. Telling her that to touch the spirits, she needs to become friends with them.

"Sparkly! My little sibling! I wanna touch them!"

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the sight of the Crown Princess suddenly claiming the spirits as her siblings. It's good that she has no prejudice, but I didn't expect her to be so open-minded as to consider spirits as family.

"Crown Princess. The sparkly ones are out with your godfather, so even if you go today, you won't meet them."
"Then I wanna go too! I wanna go where godfather is!"

I hugged the Crown Princess lying on the floor and patted her, but she continued to throw a tantrum and struggle.

This is heartbreaking. Normally, the Crown Princess would have understood her father's feelings by now and given up her stubbornness. She's a good child who would have nodded her head glumly after realizing it wasn't possible.

At the same time, I felt sorry. How much must she like the spirits for the wise and good Crown Princess to be this stubborn? I'm almost tempted to send her to the Minister's place, thinking it might be better for her.

'No.'

But I quickly dismissed that thought and steeled my resolve.

While it's problematic to prevent a child from doing what they want, it's also inadvisable to let them do everything they desire. No matter how much the Crown Princess likes the Minister, her home is this imperial palace. If she gets into the habit of considering a minister's house as her own home, it would be awkward for both the imperial family and the ministers.

"Godfather went because he has work to do, so that would be difficult. Please stay in the palace today."

That's why I must firmly stop the Crown Princess now. It's not like I'm going to keep her from visiting forever; I just want to adjust the frequency of her visits a little—

"Hic... Daddy, I hate you!"

...?


"Uh...?"

For a moment, my world stopped.

I don't remember much of what happened afterward. Just that the Empress quickly took away the Crown Princess who had burst into tears. That's all that remains in my memory.

This is a serious problem. Doesn't it mean I lost my mind to the point where only the images of my beloved wife and adorable daughter remained in my head? Doesn't it mean my heart was so wounded that I couldn't see anyone except my family?

She said she hates her daddy. Our Crown Princess, our lovely Charlotte, said she hates her daddy.

"What do you think about this?"
- It is truly a regrettable situation, Your Majesty.

After barely collecting myself, I contacted the Minister, who bowed his head so low that I couldn't see his face.

I resent him. I resent the Minister. I deeply resent the Minister who created this disaster by keeping spirits in his mansion.

'I must control myself.'

However, I did not express these intense emotions.

The Minister I know is not the type to deliberately let spirits roam free in his mansion. He probably ended up cohabiting with spirits without realizing it. Getting angry in such a situation would only make me look more pathetic.

Moreover, if we consider whether the existence of spirits is beneficial or harmful to the Empire, it's obviously the former. An entity that disappeared hundreds of years ago due to Apels' atrocities now exists in the Capital? And after the Dawn Order officially recognized the Constantina faith?

'It's practically a holy spirit.'

This is a matter that can further elevate the authority of the imperial family and the Empire. If we acknowledge the existence of spirits, there are only benefits, except for the Minister's mansion becoming crowded.

So I can endure it. The emperor's reason barely prevailed over the father's pain.

If the father's pain had won, I don't know what decision I would have made.

"...So, Minister. The spirits gathered because of your third daughter's talent?"

I gently massaged the back of my neck and deliberately changed the subject.

I contacted the Minister partly to express my heartache, but also to understand the situation.

- Yes, Your Majesty. Originally, spirits can only be active with the energy of the World Tree unless they formally contract with someone, but my third daughter is substituting the role of the World Tree. This ability is said to grow stronger over time.

I nodded at the Minister's words, which contained a subtle hint of pride. Then the Minister's third daughter is essentially a moving World Tree, a walking spirit fortress.

'So one can interact with spirits without having to go all the way to the World Tree.'

To say this is "not bad" would be an understatement. With a bit of exaggeration, it's almost like a divine blessing.

Being able to see entities that are normally only visible in specific regions right here in the Capital, and being able to move them to other regions if necessary, is an enormous advantage. Moreover, isn't the elven residential district where the World Tree is located extremely difficult for outsiders to access?

Because of this, even before Apels burned the World Tree, humans who met spirits were extremely rare. The World Tree, home to spirits, was a tree cherished by elves, so they strictly controlled access by other races.

But now it's different. While access to the World Tree is still difficult, all one needs to see spirits is the Minister's permission.

'Then we could also cultivate Spirit Masters.'

Spirit Masters. Mysterious beings who can become friends with spirits and borrow their power. They were extremely rare even hundreds of years ago, and records state that having just one human Spirit Master in an era was considered many.

Now the Empire can cultivate such beings. No, to be precise, we can monopolize them.

'Because both the World Tree and the Minister's third daughter are in the Empire.'


Even if there's no one born with the qualities of a Spirit Master and we can't cultivate them, it doesn't matter. Other countries won't even be able to identify the qualities of a Spirit Master.

"Minister."
- Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak.
"Do you plan to raise your third daughter as a Spirit Master?"
- If my daughter has other aspirations, I will support her path, but if not, I intend to support her in developing her talents.

I was satisfied with his textbook answer as a father. It's essentially a nice way of saying he'll raise her as a Spirit Master if there are no variables.

"Then, Minister. How about laying the groundwork for that child in advance?"
- Groundwork... Your Majesty?
"While innate talent is important, acquired learning is also crucial. No matter how large the vessel, it's meaningless if there's no one to fill it with water."

With those words, I put on the most serious expression I could muster. The proposal I'm about to make would be quite difficult without the Minister's active cooperation.

"So I think it would be good to create a Spirit Department at the Imperial Academy."
- Pardon?

The Minister responded with a somewhat blank expression.

"Of course, I'm not suggesting we create it immediately. We have no knowledge of spirit arts, and Spirit Masters themselves don't exist, so what kind of Spirit Department would it be? However, since it will be more than 10 years before your third daughter enters the academy, I'm suggesting we prepare in advance."

Elves who have been alive since before the founding of the Empire would know about spirits. Since the World Tree has been revived, there must be elves who have contracted with spirits again.

We persuade those elves to lay the foundation for spirit studies. If we proceed with this process over about 10 years, we could create a new department called the Spirit Department.

The problem is whether there would be human Spirit Masters to enroll in the Spirit Department.

'This requires persuading the elven elders or the Minister.'

We need to recruit noble children interested in spirit arts and send them to the World Tree or the Minister's mansion to meet spirits. That's how Empire-born Spirit Masters can emerge.

'If the compensation is sufficient, the possibility of refusal is low.'

The creation of a Spirit Department is essentially for the Minister's third daughter. Few would oppose a national project for their great-granddaughter or daughter.

- A Spirit Department...

Indeed, the Minister stroked his chin with an intrigued expression after hearing my words.

Good. Just a little more push and I can get a definitive answer right here—

"Your Majesty. The Minister of Special Affairs is here."

From beyond the door came a soft knock and an announcement of the Special Affairs Minister's visit.

That's a shame. I just needed to push a little more.

"Minister. I shall contact you again later."
- Yes, Your Majesty. Please contact me at your convenience.

However, if the Special Affairs Minister is making a sudden visit, it means something significant has happened. I can't postpone meeting the Special Affairs Minister for the Spirit Department issue, which can proceed at a leisurely pace.

So I ended the communication with the Minister and permitted the Special Affairs Minister to enter.

"Lord has said he has an urgent matter to discuss with Your Majesty."
"...What?"

I learned that something even more extraordinary than I had imagined had occurred.

The Dragon Lord, the great elder of the imperial family, has requested a conversation.

# The Role of the Special Affairs Ministry

The role and duties of the Special Affairs Ministry cannot be clearly explained.

Unlike other administrative departments whose functions are evident from their names—the Ministry of the Imperial Household handling imperial affairs, the Ministry of Finance dealing with budget matters, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs responsible for diplomacy—the Special Affairs Ministry is enigmatic from its very name.

What can be stated clearly is that the Special Affairs Ministry serves as the Emperor's limbs, eyes, ears, and shadows. They deploy wherever force is needed, a silent department that moves not by bureaucratic decisions but by the Emperor's will.

Among the duties of this ministry is the management of dragons scattered throughout the Empire.

'Though management is really just checking if they have any inconveniences.'

The dragons who helped establish the Empire alongside Emperor Eimanka. If these dragons were to experience any discomfort living in the Empire, it would mean failing to properly honor the Emperor's wishes and showing disrespect to the Dragon Lord, the great elder of the imperial family.

For this reason, the Special Affairs Ministry built small residences near caves or mountains where dragons dwell, stationing ministry personnel there 24 hours a day. Ready to respond immediately should a dragon request conversation.

Fortunately, from the founding of the Empire until now, no dragon had ever complained of discomfort. The dragons were satisfied as long as humans didn't bother them, and only occasionally requested items they needed.

'I never expected the Lord would suddenly request a conversation.'

Yet it wasn't just any dragon, but the Lord himself who had requested to talk.

This being had maintained silence even when the direct Livnoman imperial line faced devastating decline, even when the Empire teetered on the brink of collapse. Now, suddenly, he had stirred.

'What could this be about?'

I feel uneasy. As the Emperor's child, he holds deep affection for the Livnoman imperial family and the Kfelopen Empire. Despite this, he's remained quiet, insisting dragons must not interfere carelessly in human affairs.

For such a being to break his silence and request conversation? No matter how positively I try to think about it, this isn't a trivial matter. Surely his business isn't something as casual as "I'm bored, let's chat."

"...I'll go immediately. Make preparations."

But when the Lord requests conversation, I cannot hesitate further. I cannot keep him waiting, so I'll go and see what this is about.

No matter how much I rack my brain as a human, I cannot read a dragon's mind.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

At my command, the Minister of Special Affairs bowed his head and quickly withdrew.

I pray it's nothing negative.

After stationing the Minister of Special Affairs and other guards outside, I entered the cave alone and greeted the Lord.

"The descendant of the Great Emperor greets the Great Emperor's child."
"Welcome. I apologize for summoning you so suddenly."
"Not at all. Rather, it is an honor to be in the Lord's presence."

The Lord let out a low chuckle at my words.

"I appreciate you saying so."

Then he slightly lowered his head, which had been raised high enough to touch the cave ceiling, attempting to meet my gaze.

Of course, that was lowered from his perspective—from mine, it was still towering.

"I called you here urgently because I have something to tell you. It's quite a weighty matter to share with the other children."
'A weighty matter.'

I involuntarily swallowed at his words.

I had expected something serious, but the Lord himself described it as weighty. Even if he had called it a light matter, I would have been tense. Now it seems something enormous has happened, significant enough for him to summon the Emperor directly.

"Child."
"Speak, Lord."
"One of my friends wishes to enter eternal rest."
"...Pardon?"

My mind froze for a moment.

My brain couldn't process what my ears had heard.


"Eternal rest, you say?"
"Yes. A friend who helped your father and mother establish the Empire recently spoke to me about eternal rest."

I asked for confirmation, but unfortunately, the Lord's words remained unchanged.

"Before entering eternal rest, my friend intends to pass his physical body to humans... but I wish for you to dissuade him from this intention."

Unable to respond immediately to this unexpected request, I remained silent.

A dragon's eternal rest—and not just any dragon, but one who contributed to the Empire's founding. Since the Empire's establishment, I must be the first Emperor to hear such words.

"As one who contributed to the founding, he is no different from the Great Emperor's friend. As the Great Emperor's descendant, I will do my utmost to persuade him."
"Thank you. But my friend is quite stubborn, so don't push yourself too hard."

Having finally collected myself and bowed my head, the Lord spoke in a much gentler voice.

"Of course, you as Emperor need not go personally. Send one of those children I saw last time instead."
"Yes, I will do so."

The great elder's advice to send either my father-in-law or one of the ministers.

I'll have to send a minister. I can't burden my already busy father-in-law with the open-ended task of persuading a dragon.

'What a shame.'

I had no intention of deploying the minister, but since the imperial elder himself mentioned him, what choice do I have?

I trust the minister will understand.

***

I wish lightning would strike the imperial palace.

Specifically, one direct hit on the Sun Palace where the Emperor resides.

'Damn him.'

A weakling who only hears "I hate you, Daddy" from his daughter. A petty man who takes out his frustrations on me just because he was hurt by the Crown Princess.

But most of all, a vicious and cruel man who dumps impossible tasks on me...

'In all my life, I never thought I'd be meeting a dragon.'

I've accompanied the Emperor to see the Dragon Lord before, but that was a special case when a new Emperor ascended the throne. Under normal circumstances, I shouldn't have to see a dragon in my entire lifetime.

So I thought the next time I'd see a dragon would be when the Crown Princess ascended the throne.

"There's a dragon who wishes for eternal rest. The Lord is concerned about this news spreading widely, so I, your father-in-law, or the minister should persuade this dragon."

I never imagined I'd meet another dragon before the Crown Princess's ascension, or even before I turned thirty.

"Among the three of us, the minister seems to have the most flexibility. Since this dragon helped the Great Emperor establish the Empire, I'm counting on you."
"...Yes, Your Majesty. I will devote myself to persuading this benefactor of the Empire."

I sighed, recalling the Emperor's announcement that was more like an order.

'A dragon's eternal rest.'

Dragons are fundamentally immortal beings. Unless they suffer physical destruction or choose to end their own lives, they can live alongside the continent's history.

Yet the dragon I'm about to meet has chosen death despite surviving Apels' brutal dragon hunts. Though dressed up with the term "eternal rest," he's trying to throw away his life.

It's a troublesome issue. The Empire received significant help from dragons during its founding, and the Livnoman family are descendants of the Great Emperor who had deep ties with the previous Dragon Lord. Given this history, we can't help but react strongly when a dragon chooses to end its life.

'If he's mentioned eternal rest, his mind must already be made up.'

But the dragon himself must know this. He can't be unaware that mentioning eternal rest would prompt an immediate response from the Dragon Lord and the Empire.

Yet he discussed eternal rest anyway. It's essentially the same as having firmly made up his mind.


'Still, I must try to persuade him.'

Scratching my head, I entered the cave.

No matter how resolute he may be, this dragon is essentially a founding contributor. Moreover, the Dragon Lord has asked me to change his friend's mind.

Both as a human and as an imperial official, I should at least attempt to convince him that living longer would be better.

As I entered the cave, a black massive form greeted me.

"A human child. You came faster than I expected."

The black dragon, sprawled on the ground, muttered in a voice filled with ennui.

Perhaps due to his size, even his muttering echoed throughout the cave.

"Well... it's good you came quickly. I can finish this and close my eyes sooner."

The dragon blinked, slowly raised himself, and put his claw to his mouth.

"W-wait, Elder! Please stop for a moment!"

I hastily intervened, seeing he was about to bite his claw. I came to prevent a dragon's eternal rest, and watching a dragon self-harm right away would be distressing.

"Why? Creating an initial wound makes it easier to remove with magic later."

At my intervention, the dragon lowered his claw.

That's a relief. I was worried he might say, "I don't take orders from creatures smaller than me," and bite his claw anyway.

"I haven't come to receive your physical body, Elder."
"What?"

At those words, the dragon frowned, then eventually nodded.

"Indeed, one person would struggle to take my claws and scales. You must be here for other business."
"Yes. If I may, I came to speak with you, Elder."

After staring down at me for quite some time, the dragon lay down again.

"I'll tell the Lord you tried to persuade me for days. Now just go back."

Then he calmly dismissed me, having already guessed why I came.

For a moment I was tempted to actually leave, but I resisted. If I left now, this dragon would certainly embrace eternal rest.

"Elder. The Empire and the imperial family are deeply indebted to you. We haven't repaid even a fraction of that debt—how sad would it be if you departed?"
"I fought alongside Livnoman not to bestow favor but to fulfill my own wish. I fought for myself, so there's no need for sadness."
"Regardless of the process, the result remains the same. In fact, because you never demanded anything from the Empire or the imperial family, our hearts ache even more."

Indeed, this dragon had lived like a recluse since the Empire's founding. Occasionally he would give blood when the Special Affairs Ministry visited, and sometimes when wild animals wandered into his cave, he would either send them away or care for them like pets.

Even now, several mountain rabbits loitered around the dragon. Though perhaps they should be called cave rabbits by now.

"Human child."
"Yes, Elder."

Despite my persuasion, the dragon spoke with a voice still tinged with weariness.

"I haven't demanded anything because I no longer need anything."

After saying this, the dragon closed his eyes briefly, then continued in a more bitter voice than before.

"...I'll be leaving everything behind anyway. Considering your effort to come here, I'll tell you."

The dragon opened his eyes again, his pupils staring directly at me.

"What meaning is there for one who has lost both wife and child to live alone? The pillars that supported my life have collapsed, and the flame that once burned hot in my soul has long grown cold."

His utterly empty eyes bore down on me.

I couldn't speak when I heard the dragon's words and saw its eyes.

Because I could understand those words. Because I had seen those eyes before.

Not from some distant past, but just a few years ago, in none other than myself.

"What meaning is there for one who has lost both wife and child to live alone? The pillars that supported my life have collapsed, and the soul that once burned hot has long grown cold."

I smiled bitterly as I mulled over the dragon's words.

I had lost a lover who was like a wife to me. I had lost friends who were as precious as lovers. I had lost the future where I dreamed of having a cute child.

'The pillars collapsed and the soul grew cold, huh.'

Truly accurate words. That was me six years ago. Right after the Great Punitive War ended, when I had lost everything.

The pillars that supported me had collapsed, and the soul that gave me vitality had grown colder than anything else. So miserably cold that the past warmth felt like a lie.

In truth, I could have given up on life back then. Having lost everything, I had no attachment to life, and with no reason to live, I could have followed them.

Yet the reason I didn't give up and endured was simple.

'I thought I didn't even deserve to give up.'

Because the life they had saved by sacrificing their own was no longer just mine. Because an impostor who had driven out the original owner and taken over the body couldn't take his own life.

Besides, there was too much to do to die. Enough to make even nonexistent attachments grow abundantly.

'If I died, the peace we had barely achieved would have been shattered.'

Even if it was a half-peace where Dorgos had escaped, peace was still peace. Especially when we had just driven out the Second Prince and established the rightful heir—what could be more terrible than the death of the newly appointed Audit Department Head who should have become the Crown Prince's loyal servant?

And I wanted to punish the Aesilon Marquisate, which had been the root of all evil along with the Second Prince. I felt I couldn't close my eyes even in death without achieving that, and after completing my revenge, I continued living by the momentum that had carried me thus far.

'That dragon must be at exactly that stage.'

The dragon who lost his wife and child supported Livnoman for his own wish. If so, judging from the circumstances, the dragon's family must have died because of Apels.

Fortunately, the dragon, like me, achieved his revenge, but that was the end. Having lost his reason to live, he lost his drive, and his motivation disappeared. Just like my past self, he's only been living by the momentum that carried him forward.

It seems absurd that one could live by momentum for 300 years after the fall of Apels, but dragons are beings that live eternally, beyond even long-lived species. Three hundred years could easily be covered by momentum.

'Would I have become like that?'

Looking at the dragon's empty eyes, I briefly wondered if that could have been my future too.

The reason I was able to change from living by momentum was because I received Mar's confession. Because I had superiors and subordinates who, despite seeming like enemies, could share affection. Because I gained family members too numerous to count on one hand, and opened my heart to the family members I had kept at a distance. Thanks to that, new pillars were built in my life.

But what about this dragon? After completing his revenge, everything ended. No new connections formed, no new reasons to live emerged. Unlike my past self, he doesn't even have the guilt of having stolen someone else's body. That's why he wants to give up his life.

'...Can I persuade him?'

My heart feels heavy. I couldn't bring myself to speak because I could somewhat imagine the dragon's pain. Thinking that I might have walked the same path as this dragon, I couldn't utter any words of comfort.

Because to that dragon, any words would be nothing more than hollow echoes. Because all the words I could say would be things he had already repeated to himself for hundreds of years.

Rationally, I came to that conclusion. That persuasion would be meaningless, and that simply leaving would be easier for both of us.

'But I can't do that.'

At the same time, my heart cried out intensely.

Don't turn away from this pitiful dragon. Don't abandon a being who might have been my future; help him live a new life like I did.

The reason is simple. This image is not only a future I might have experienced, but also a future I will experience.

'I'll become like that if my lifespan increases.'

If I end up living for hundreds of years like Trixie, I too will have to say goodbye to my wives and children before me.

Of course, at least Trixie would remain by my side, but it doesn't change the fact that I would have to part with precious relationships first. If I ignore another being's pain despite this, who would comfort and embrace me when that pain comes to me?

"It must have been very difficult for you. I understand why you made such a decision."

The dragon's eyes widened briefly at my words.

"Surprising. Lord immediately told me to build new pillars when he heard my words."
"Unlike him, I was able to hear your feelings through your kindness. It wouldn't be polite for me to tell you what to do in such circumstances."
"Hmmmm..."

His widened eyes slowly narrowed.


"I had prepared what to say, thinking you wouldn't leave, but it seems that was unnecessary."

Then I heard a voice with a faint, very faint hint of laughter.

So faint that one wouldn't notice without focusing intently.

"Sir."
"Are you thinking of leaving now? Since you came all this way because of me, I can use teleport for you."
"No. That's not it..."

Glancing around, I sat down on the rock where the rabbits had gathered. I should make myself a seat since the conversation might be long.

Fortunately, the dragon doesn't seem like the type to say, "How dare a mortal sit in my presence!" If he did say something like that, it would mean his desire for life is stronger than expected.

"May I tell you my story this time?"
"Your story?"

At my suggestion, the dragon remained silent for a moment, then nodded calmly.

"Well... do as you please."

Thankfully, he gave his permission.

***

I expected Lord would send someone. He's a very caring person, and he likes to talk about Emperor Eimanka with beings who remember him.

But I didn't expect him to send such a strange fellow.

"I'm a senior team leader, but they work me to the bone. Even though I'm the youngest, my rank and status are higher than theirs, aren't they? Those people don't know their place and dump all kinds of work on me or bully me."
"I see."
"One guy even tried to drink rubbing alcohol as a substitute for liquor, claiming alcohol is alcohol. He tried to dilute it as much as possible by mixing it with water or using bread as a filter, but how could that work? He woke up the next day and caused a scene, saying he couldn't see."
"I... see."

He clearly came to persuade me, but after hearing my words, he dismissed me by saying he understood.

After that, far from trying to persuade me, he didn't even listen to what I had to say and just unilaterally poured out his own experiences.

"Looking back now, it's not surprising he died when he did. In a way, it's fortunate he died fighting rather than from drinking too much."

A fellow who even talks about his dead friend with a smile.

It's strange. I know that human lifespans are like dust compared to ours, but this human child is young even among humans. It's incomprehensible that such a young one has already sent off friends, lost a lover, and can talk about it with a smile.

Why? Could he be a madman whose mind has been twisted by shock? Or is he a psychopath who doesn't care who dies?

'No, that's not it.'

I briefly had such thoughts but quickly dismissed them.

Lord wouldn't have sent such a person to a dragon who decided to enter eternal sleep, and this child's words, though light, showed no signs of madness.

That's why it's even more incomprehensible. Why does this child speak of the deaths of his lover and friends with a smile? How can he do that? Is it because human lives are so short that the shock is also short and small?

"Sir."
"Speak."

With complicated feelings, I looked down at the human child, and he looked up at me with a changed gaze.

"What kind of people were your wife and child?"
"What?"

At his next words, I raised my body that had been lying down.

'How impudent.'

Still, because he was sent by Lord, and because he had only been talking in front of me without bothering me, I had left him alone.

But now he dares to mention her and that child in front of me?

How dare he, a mere human?

'A member of the race that took everything from me.'

My hand twitched, but I held back. I know that the Apels people who stabbed my heart are different from the current Empire.

I can't hate everyone for the karma of just a few, because humans are too numerous and live such short lives.

"Why are you angry?"
'This bastard.'

The emotion I had barely calmed was about to explode again—


"Why can't you smile and instead get angry when remembering the people you loved most?"

...

"You must be the only one left in this world who remembers them. Why are you turning away from them?"

...

"How can you try to forget your memories with them and choose eternal sleep where you can't even recall those memories?"
"Enough."

I stopped the human child's words.

I didn't need to hear what would come next; it was obvious.

"You look rough, but you're surprisingly eloquent."
"I apologize, but nobles suffer great losses if they lack eloquence."
"True enough. That hasn't changed even after thousands of years."

With a small sigh, I lowered my body back to the ground.

"Human child."
"Yes, sir."
"Did you love those you sent off first?"
"I loved them more than myself."
"Do you miss those you sent off first?"
"If I could meet them again, I might cry all day."

I nodded at his unhesitating answer. I feel the same way.

"Then how did you overcome that pain?"
"Sadly, I haven't overcome it."
"Then why are you smiling?"
"Because pillars higher than the holes in my heart have been built."

At those words, I closed my eyes for a moment.

"I lost family I had spent hundreds, thousands of years with."

I opened my eyes again.

"Do you think you can build pillars equal to that hole?"
"I cannot give you a definite answer. How could I be confident when my life won't reach that point?"

After saying that, the human child rose from the rock and embraced the nearby rabbits.

"But I can tell that you are ready to build pillars."

At the human child's words, I looked at the tiny rabbit creatures.

Those feeble, insignificant creatures also perked up their ears and looked at me.

"...Child."
"Yes, sir."
"Your life is but a fleeting moment compared to mine. An insignificant time that cannot even be compared."
"I know."
"So I will postpone my intention for that fleeting moment."

Yes. After all, I've lived for 300 years without dying. Adding a few more decades won't make a difference.

"I'll tell Lord myself. That I valued your face and effort highly, so I will remain quiet until I see your eternal sleep."
"I'll come to pay my respects occasionally."
"Do as you wish."

With a slight smile, I plucked one scale from near my arm and gave it to him.

"You had the opportunity to take all of my physical being. I give you this for the foolishness of giving up that opportunity."
"Thank you, sir."

Looking at the human child who bowed respectfully, I spoke one last time.

"Human child."
"Yes. Please speak."
"What is your name?"
"I am Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen."

Nodding as I engraved that unnecessarily long name in my mind.

This is the first time I've memorized a human's name since Emperor Eimanka.

I successfully convinced the Dragon of Peaceful Rest.

Though it was a conditional declaration that he would postpone his decision until my death, it's still positive that someone who had declared eternal rest temporarily changed his mind. That brief moment could become the catalyst for his will to live to burn passionately once again.

"You've worked hard, Minister."

When I reported this to the Emperor, he let out a small sigh. A sigh filled with relief rather than complicated feelings or frustration.

"It was a task that the Imperial Elder personally requested of this humble servant. Though he said there was no need to push too hard, how could I approach it with a light heart?"
"Wise words, Your Majesty. Besides, the person Lord asked you to persuade made great contributions to the founding of the Empire."
"Indeed. If such a person were to choose eternal rest, I could hardly hold my head high as Emperor of the Empire."

I nodded, understanding the Emperor's feelings.

The dragons who suffered persecution from the Apels Empire supporting the Kfelopen Empire and the Livnoman Imperial Family is practically evidence that the Mandate of Heaven has shifted from Apels to Kfelopen. That's why the successive emperors of Kfelopen have made their best efforts over the span of 300 years to ensure dragons could live without discomfort.

But what if a dragon died for the first time since the founding of the Empire? And by choosing eternal rest voluntarily?

'There would inevitably be gossip.'

If a dragon chose eternal rest of its own accord, people would speculate all sorts of reasons. There would probably be malicious rumors claiming the dragon was disappointed in the corrupt Empire or that the Imperial Family had committed some offense.

However, by persuading the Black Dragon, such a disaster was averted. From the Emperor's perspective, he had fulfilled the Imperial Elder's request and preserved the dignity of both the Empire and the Imperial Family.

"The Minister has truly accomplished something significant. Thank you."
"You flatter me, Your Majesty."

I bowed my head slightly as the Emperor patted my shoulder in appreciation.

In truth, I was lucky with this persuasion. The Black Dragon said I had good eloquence, but upon reflection, my approach was more direct emotional appeal than meticulous persuasion. If the other party's heart had been firmly closed, my words would have been easily dismissed with a "So what?"

So the Black Dragon's persuasion wasn't due to my ability. It was thanks to the tiny bit of lingering attachment the Black Dragon himself harbored.

'If he had truly let go of everything, he wouldn't have been caring for those rabbits.'

The rabbits huddled together in the cave. Those rabbits were the Black Dragon's lingering attachment, the possibility of establishing a new pillar to replace the empty hole.

Of course, one might think the rabbits stayed in the cave because the Black Dragon paid them no attention. But rabbits are at the very bottom of the ecological pyramid as prey animals. It doesn't make sense for rabbits to coexist with a massive dragon. Even if the dragon remained still, the rabbits would have been too frightened to approach.

This means the rabbits were in the cave because the dragon was knowingly or unknowingly taking care of them. Even if it's a fearsome dragon, if it takes care of them, it's a good master.

'A small spark can become a wildfire that engulfs mountains.'

So I showed the Black Dragon that spark. Since you're showing interest even in small, insignificant rabbits, you could form new relationships. You could establish a new pillar.

You haven't abandoned everything yet, and you still have small emotions and connections.

'Was it the rabbits that saved him?'

I almost burst out laughing. The dragon crisis that worried Lord and made the Emperor anxious—resolved by tiny rabbits. How remarkable.

Thank you, cave rabbits. Even if you die of old age, I'll remember you.

"By the way, Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."
"Lord will be greatly pleased to hear this news. Wouldn't it be appropriate for you, who accomplished this feat, to tell him directly?"
"...Pardon?"

My mind went blank at this sudden drift.

What is he saying? Me, speak directly? I haven't even recovered from the shock of my one-on-one encounter with the Dragon of Peaceful Rest.

"Who knows? Lord might personally bestow upon you one of his claws or scales."

I don't need that. I already have the Black Dragon's scale proudly sitting in my mansion's storage.

"With all due respect, it would be embarrassing to stand before him with my small contribution—"
"Either way, he would want to see the benefactor who saved his friend. When that time comes, I shall accompany you to see him."
"It is an honor that I can be a small joy to him."


A brief threat that if I don't go now, he'll go with me later.

Since the situation was too dreadful to even imagine, I decided to just go now. Rather than having the Dragon Lord in front and the Emperor behind me, it would be somewhat easier to meet just the Lord.

'Damn it.'

Suddenly, I felt a wave of self-pity. I never expected to see a dragon other than Lord, and I certainly didn't expect to see Lord again before the Crown Princess's ascension.

I wonder if there's ever been another subject like me in the Empire's history.

I moved to the cave where Dragon Lord resided.

During my last visit, I felt like I was tagging along with the Emperor and the Victorious Duke, but this time I was visiting alone, which was quite burdensome. Dealing with the Emperor is tiring enough, but how exhausting would it be to face the Imperial Elder?

"Welcome. I've been waiting for you."

As soon as I set foot in the cave, Lord's voice echoed.

"I've already heard from Atelius. He said your persuasion moved his heart and he postponed his eternal rest."
"How could that be due to my merit? He probably changed his mind out of understanding Lord's concern for his friend."

I automatically responded with humility to the warm voice.

More importantly, so the Black Dragon's name was Atelius. Come to think of it, I had revealed my name but didn't know his.

"Don't say such things. I couldn't move my friend's heart. You saved my friend entirely through your own strength."

Soon, a golden hand suddenly emerged from the darkness of the cave.

"Come up. I want to see you up close."
"...It's an honor."

I was momentarily taken aback by the request to climb onto his palm, but I collected myself and carefully stepped forward. I'm already having a private audience, so what's the big deal about a palm?

"Heheheh..."

After lifting me up to his eyes, Lord let out a small laugh.

"How fascinating. I knew your abilities were exceptional since Gilbert came with you, but I didn't realize you were this remarkable. To think a human could change a dragon's resolve."
"It was only possible because there was a small spark in Atelius's heart. Otherwise, how could I possibly persuade a dragon who has lived for thousands of years?"
"A spark."

At my words, Lord gently closed his eyes.

"Black child. If you don't mind, would you tell me what happened with Atelius?"

And then his gently curved eye corners and purple eyes full of goodwill welcomed me.

"Of course."

He seemed genuinely happy that his friend had postponed eternal rest.

Lord listened to my words quietly without any questions.

How Atelius tried to tear off my nail as soon as he saw me. How I told him my story before trying to persuade him. How I evoked his emotions by mentioning his family. How I showed him the spark he himself wasn't aware of.

Finally, how a dragon who had completed his revenge against Apels and lived hundreds of years in emptiness was raising mere rabbits.

"Rabbits, rabbits. Atelius with rabbits..."

That fact seemed surprising even to Lord, as he kept repeating the word "rabbits" and chuckling.

"I'm surprised again. To think that Atelius would raise rabbits."
"It was an amazing sight. I never imagined that rabbits, so much smaller than humans, would live alongside a dragon."
"I feel the same. Who would have thought that Atelius, once called the Malevolent Dragon, would have such a side?"

I almost nodded reflexively, but then felt something odd.

'Malevolent Dragon?'


It seemed like an incredible title had just casually slipped by.

"This must be the first time you're hearing this."

Noticing the discomfort that flashed across my face, Lord continued with eyes still filled with a smile.

"I heard this from my mother, but until the founding of the Empire, Atelius was known as the Malevolent Dragon. The anger of Atelius, who had lost his family, was beyond what Apels could handle."
"I see."

I couldn't help but give a bitter smile at those words.

To label a husband who lost his wife and children as a malevolent dragon. Why is it that most of the atrocities in continental history stem from problems originating in Apels?

"Anyway, he was certainly starting to form attachments from small things. Things might change as time passes."

After blinking several times as if in thought, Lord carefully continued.

"Black child. May I ask a favor of you?"

I was momentarily confused by this unexpected chain quest.

"Please speak. I will do my best for your friend."

But I quickly composed myself and answered. I had already promised to visit Atelius occasionally. It wouldn't hurt to accept another related quest.

After all, Atelius's situation doesn't seem so different from my own.

***

It had been just a few days since I sent the human child—Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen—away.

"Kal."
"...Yes, Elder."
"What in the world is this?"

Yet we met again after just a few days.

"Wow! Wooooow!"

And in quite an unusual manner.

A silver-haired small child looking up at me and continuously exclaiming in amazement. Next to him, a black-haired small child with sparkling eyes.

I don't understand. What exactly is this situation?

"Lord said... while it's good to commune with small animals, you should also try conversing with human children who have longer lifespans..."
"Oh my."

I couldn't help but sigh at Kal's words. I didn't expect Lord to act like this just because I postponed my eternal rest.

'Human children.'

I looked down at the two tiny human children.

Of course, these children are larger than rabbits, but it's undeniable that they're still so small they might break if handled carelessly.

"These children are quite brave not to be frightened at the sight of me."
"These children are indeed extraordinary."

Kal answered proudly at my words.

Judging by his reaction, these must be his children. Like father, like son—his offspring seem unusual as well.

'...The silver-haired child is a descendant of the Great Emperor.'

Looking closely, I noticed the silver-haired child had purple eyes.

Whether they're Kal's children or descendants of the Great Emperor, they don't seem to have normal bloodlines.

I visited Atelius's cave about once every three days.

Each time, I could barely lift my head due to the complex, subtle gaze Atelius gave me. While I couldn't deny that I had promised to visit occasionally, I never intended to come this frequently.

And I certainly never planned to bring companions with me.

"Mister! Hello!"
"...Yes. Welcome."

The Crown Princess waved confidently at Atelius, who responded with a slight nod to her enthusiastic greeting.

'Even a dragon can't match a child's energy, it seems.'

I felt a moment of sympathy. I could clearly sense Atelius's fatigue in his slow nod and drooping tail.

It was an understandable scene. After losing his family, Atelius had lived alone for hundreds of years. He did raise rabbits, but how noisy could rabbits be when they couldn't even speak? For hundreds of years, no one had exhausted Atelius physically or mentally.

"Hel-lo!"
"You came too. Make yourself comfortable."

Despite his exhaustion, Atelius never rejected the Crown Princess or Pedi. Though tormented by these two energetic and curious children, he never showed anger or asked them to leave.

After all, Atelius already gave affection to rabbits that couldn't speak and had fleeting lifespans. With children capable of conversation, he could share an even deeper connection than with rabbits.

"Mis-ter! This! Present!"
"A present?"

After Atelius's greeting, the Crown Princess rummaged through her pocket and pulled out something quite familiar.

"Chocolate! Black like Mister!"

It was the chocolate that the Crown Princess handed out to people she wanted to befriend.

Faced with this unexpected dessert, Atelius was momentarily speechless.

'Can he even see it?'

The chocolate was smaller than the Crown Princess, smaller than a rabbit—a tiny, adorable dessert about the size of a rabbit's eye. For Atelius, who filled the entire cave, it was smaller than a pebble on the roadside.

"Thank you. I'll enjoy it."

After a brief silence, Atelius carefully extended his hand toward the Crown Princess.

"Here! Eat it yummy!"

The Crown Princess placed the chocolate on Atelius's claw with a bright smile.

I know it's rude to think this, but given the extreme size difference, it looked like dirt under his nail.

"Since this is your gift, I should keep it safe—"
"No! Chocolate melts if not eaten!"
"You're a clever child..."

At her firm insistence on immediate consumption, Atelius reluctantly tossed the chocolate into his mouth.

Actually, I'm not even sure if it really went into his mouth. It was so small that I couldn't tell whether it entered his mouth or fell to the ground.

"Tasty?!"
"Of course. Thank you for giving me such a nice treat."

The Crown Princess puffed up her shoulders proudly at Atelius's words. In her pure and innocent mind, tricks like "pretending to eat while discarding" didn't exist.

"Mis-ter!"
"What is it?"
"I have, present too!"

Saying this, Pedi lifted a small pouch that had been tied to his waist.

"This, third mommy gave me. Mister's gift!"

At this second gift, the corners of Atelius's mouth turned up slightly.

It was a very subtle movement, but they definitely turned upward.

"Thank you. I'll enjoy it."


After taking Pedi's pouch, Atelius extended his other hand toward the Crown Princess and Pedi.

"Would you like to ride again today?"
"Yeah! Wanna ride!"
"Me too!"
"Kal, you come up too. It's dangerous to leave the children alone."
"Yes, Elder."

A dragon carrying small children on his hand to show them high places.

It was an extraordinary sight, rare even in fairy tales.

The Crown Princess and Pedi sat on Atelius's palm to look around the cave, slid down his claws like they were slides, and ran across his tail as if it were a playground.

"Mmm..."
"Sleepy..."

After playing so energetically that it made onlookers dizzy, the two children finally collapsed from exhaustion.

They fell asleep right among the rabbits Atelius was caring for.

"This is the first time I've seen those children collapse."

The children sleeping soundly, surrounded by rabbits.

It was a heartwarming sight for me as both a father and godfather, and Atelius, finally freed from the children, murmured in a gentle voice.

"I apologize for the children's rudeness to you, Elder. They're still young and immature."
"It's fine. Children that age are supposed to be like this. If they were unnaturally quiet for their age, that would be concerning."

Atelius shook his head at my apology, saying it was natural for children to play noisily.

This was truly fortunate. As Lord had said, Atelius, who had grown attached to small animals, was now showing interest in human children. It was clear that this overwhelmingly powerful dragon neither got angry at the children nor showed any signs of annoyance.

Moreover, it helped that the Crown Princess and Pedi weren't afraid of Atelius. If these small, cute children had burst into tears, it would have been troublesome for Atelius, but our fearless children enjoyed themselves even with a dragon right in front of them.

'Is it similar to how children love dinosaurs?'

When I thought about it that way, it seemed like a plausible theory. If children go crazy over extinct lizards hit by meteors, how much more would they love an intelligent dragon that can speak?

"Kal."
"Yes, Elder."
"I understand your and Lord's intentions. I'll keep my word without all this, so please reduce the frequency of your visits."

I smiled awkwardly at his words. Atelius had never shown anger or annoyance, but he had often shown fatigue like this.

However, it was a request I couldn't fulfill. If children always moved according to adults' wishes, would they really be children?

"These children like you too much, Elder. I can't stop them."
"Oh, well."

Though I was saying I absolutely couldn't reduce the visits, Atelius didn't press further. He just clicked his tongue as if resigned and looked at the two children.

"Dragons become more idle as time passes. The opposite of humans, who get busier with each passing year."
"Unlike the great dragons, humans have limited lifespans. Shouldn't we keep moving forward without rest?"
"That's right. Because it's limited, we can burn with passion, and because we're passionate, we move forward."

Atelius laughed softly and lay down on the floor, watching the children who were starting to be covered by rabbits.

"In just a few years, those children won't be able to visit this often. Think of this as experiencing it in advance and endure."

On the surface, he was saying he would endure, but listening carefully, there was a sense of loneliness in his words.

He had already grown attached to the children and was already worried about the day they would part. It was touching to see such a sensitive being who had lost his family and been called the Malevolent Dragon. Just days ago, he had been prepared for eternal rest?

'Damn those Apels bastards.'

You deserved to be a fallen nation.

"By the way, Kal."
"Yes, Elder. Please speak."
"I sense various energies from those children. The energy of spirits and even divinity. It's truly fascinating."

At Atelius's words, I thought of the sacred beasts and spirits that would be roaming the mansion right now. It's natural that their energy would be sensed since we live with them every day.


But I didn't speak up. Showing Atelius, who had just found a reason to live, that the world had gone mad would be—

"I'm worried my energy might rub off on those children too."

?

"Wouldn't it be good if your energy rubbed off on them, Elder?"

His worried voice made me wonder.

The Crown Princess and Pedi already had the energy of spirits and traces of a former evil god on them. In that situation, would a dragon's energy really make much difference or be harmful? If anything, it felt like an achievement unlocked.

"Well..."

At my question, Atelius hesitated for a moment before continuing.

"Before I started a family, I had conflicts with the Spirit King and various gods. It was so long ago that they might have forgotten about me, but you never know."
"Excuse me?"
"I was too young and hot-blooded back then."

His explanation, which sounded like an excuse, left me dazed. Is fighting with the Spirit King and gods something that can be explained away as youthful vigor?

'Malevolent Dragon...'

I recalled the nickname Lord had told me about Atelius.

I naturally thought it was a nickname given during the time he lost his family and became enraged, but perhaps it had been his nickname even before that. Maybe his temperament, which had become gentle after having a wife and children, exploded again because of Apels.

"Now that I think about it, I should erase my traces. Since they're sleeping, I'll take care of it now."
"Ah, yes."

I nodded blankly as I watched Atelius use magic on the Crown Princess and Pedi.

'Various gods, huh.'

I thought of the sacred beasts, who now felt more like pets than gods.

Perhaps they might know something about Atelius too.

As soon as I returned to the mansion, I grabbed Humility as it was passing by.

"Do you know about the Malevolent Dragon?"

I asked directly if it had ever heard of the name "Malevolent Dragon."

"...How does the master know that name?"
'Damn it.'

I inwardly sighed at Humility's response.

Judging by its reaction, it went beyond mere recognition. It was the response of someone who had either heard of Atelius's infamy or had some serious entanglement with him.

"Master. What do I look like?"
"A chick."
"Yes, a chick. But I wasn't always like this."

Suddenly flapping its wings roughly, Humility began to pour out its past grievances as if seizing the opportunity.

"I was a massive phoenix! With one flap of my wings, I could burn the earth and rule the skies, leaving red trails! But because of that Malevolent Dragon, that damned creature...!"

Humility raised its voice like a child complaining to its parents.

It went on about how it originally had a majestic and splendid form, how it was peacefully flying through the sky when the Malevolent Dragon ambushed it, how the reason for the ambush was that it was making noise while the dragon was sleeping, and how there was no one crazier than that crazy bastard.

"If it weren't for him, even the sun couldn't have suppressed me!"
"Ah, I see."
"It's true! Even after being severely injured by the Malevolent Dragon, I was still considered the strongest among the seven sins!"
"I said I understand."

As I watched Humility continuously flapping its wings, I recalled Atelius's image. At the same time, I placed the small, petite form of Humility next to it.

It's hard to believe that these two once fought each other.

# Malevolent Dragon Atelius

Malevolent Dragon Atelius. The legendary fighter who played a decisive role in reducing Humility from a massive phoenix to a mere chick.

A being who dealt a critical blow to the evil god who reigned as a nightmare during the religious wars, and who remains a dark history for the Sin who merely sealed away the sun that ruled as the one true god.

And as the subject himself claimed to have quarreled with various gods, the ominous reports about Atelius didn't end with Humility.

"I... was sleeping... in a lake... hit its shell because it was annoying me... had to rest in remote places for a while because of that..."

Atelius, who claimed to have ambushed Humility because it was making noise while he was sleeping. Yet this same Atelius had struck Diligence who was quietly sleeping.

"I originally had nine tails. He said there were too many, so he'd take just one."

Purity, who claimed to have originally been a nine-tailed fox, had one tail torn off by Atelius and became an eight-tailed fox, with the aftereffects continuing until the day she was sealed.

"What? You guys were also victims of that dragon bastard? I had my beak shattered and was groaning in pain for quite a while."

Finally, Vigor, who was classified as one of the four exceptionally strong evil gods during the time when the holy beasts were called evil gods. Even Vigor had been severely injured by Atelius.

Though this one apparently recovered quickly due to his strong divine nature.

'What the hell.'

My head was spinning from the outcries and condemnations coming from all directions.

So far, I've confirmed no less than four victims. Humility, Diligence, Purity, and Vigor. Among the eleven holy beasts, as many as four had a history of fierce battles with Atelius. Truly an astonishing past.

Moreover, while the holy beasts had fought Atelius only once in their divine lives, Atelius had fought with no less than four divine beings. And in that situation, he also had quarrels with the spirit kings, so calling him a fighter seems insufficient.

"Ha, that damn lizard. If he were still alive, I'd peck his eyes out with my beak."

As I was contemplating the achievements behind the name "Malevolent Dragon," Vigor flapped his wings and burst out in anger.

"If he were still alive?"

I had to ask about this strange statement. It sounded as if he believed Atelius was dead.

"I don't know how the master knows about the Malevolent Dragon, but that guy has been out of contact since before we were sealed. He probably died from making enemies everywhere, that crazy bastard who went around picking fights."

Humility continued, flapping his wings and chirping alongside my question.

That reminded me of what Atelius had said. That before he started a family, his excessive vigor had caused many conflicts.

'Did he become docile after getting married?'

That must have been the turning point. The Malevolent Dragon met a wife who embraced even his troublesome personality, became a new dragon, and began to enjoy peace rather than conflict. From the perspective of the holy beasts who had been one-sidedly beaten, it would make sense to think he had suddenly died.

"Like Vigor said, if he were still alive, I would peck his eyes out."
"I would have taken his tail. Saying one doesn't matter because he has nine tails? Then he should throw away one of his eyes since he has two."
"I... don't want to see him again... It takes a long time to recover a shell..."

But watching the holy beasts discuss various things, assuming Atelius had 'naturally' died, a small idea came to mind.

Though it may be a bad relationship, they are beings who know Atelius. They don't see him as someone to respect or as a friend, but rather as someone they can speak freely about, both good and bad.

Then couldn't their existence bring new vitality to Atelius? Of course, they talk about pecking out his eyes if he were alive, but with their current abilities, they're only at a level to compete with rabbits, not Atelius.

"Hey."
"What is it, master?"
"Let's go out together."
"Huh?"

The four holy beasts chattering in front of me. Plus the seven holy beasts scattered around the mansion that I gathered.

If I gift Atelius with eleven connections, it might extend his lifespan a little.

An awkward silence hung in the cave.


"Hmm."

Eventually, Atelius broke the silence first, gently lowering his head.

"I thought this peculiarly familiar energy felt familiar. So it was you lot."

A statement suggesting he remembered the holy beasts' evil god days. Hearing this, Vigor, who had been blankly staring at Atelius, opened his beak while trembling.

"Y-you, you lizard...! How dare you still be alive after breaking my beak...!"
"That's rich coming from someone whose beak was broken yet is still alive."
"You bastard!"

Vigor's body began to shake even more at Atelius's calm retort.

But it remained just trembling. After all, Vigor, now the size of an ordinary eagle, couldn't face Atelius who was a dragon. Unlike the past when only his beak was broken, he might now become a mere meal.

"Including you, there are eleven. Exactly four worries and seven sins."

Knowing that Vigor, now just an ordinary eagle, posed no threat to him, Atelius scanned the holy beasts who had come to the cave with Vigor.

Meanwhile, Humility, who had threatened to peck out Atelius's eyes like Vigor, quietly bowed his head and stared at the ground. A posture truly befitting the name Humility.

"That chick is..."
"Peep?"

When Atelius mentioned Humility, he chirped and tilted his head.

How shameful. Even if he had become pathetically weak compared to his evil god days, pretending to be a chick was too much.

"Kya-kyang! Kyak! Kya-kyang!"

But Humility's shamelessness seemed to set a good example for the others, as Purity made fox sounds and Diligence retreated into his shell.

Seriously, don't ever tell anyone you were former evil gods. That's the last honor you have left.

"...It seems many things happened while I was staying in my cave."

Atelius deliberately changed the subject at this pathetic sight.

He seemed to already know everything, but by not mentioning it out loud, a world where no one was hurt was completed—

"Don't you have any pride! I can accept that we lost our divine status due to the flow of time, but being beaten by a dragon when we were gods is shameful!"

Vigor, with eyes rolled back, launched an area-of-effect provocation at Humility, Purity, and Diligence.

It's a somewhat strange sight. Usually when something involving an evil god's pride or face is at stake, Longevity would make a fuss while Vigor would just watch, but this time Longevity was watching while Vigor was making a fuss.

'Is it because he has no connection?'

Longevity was lying on the ground, yawning indifferently.

If Longevity also had a past of being beaten by Atelius, he would have been the most passionate in venting his grievances, but fortunately, Longevity had no damage or resentment. That's why he didn't even move no matter how much Vigor ranted.

...

'Wait a minute.'

I felt something odd while watching Vigor raging.

When I was checking these guys' sealing sites with the Eternal Blue Sky, I had worried about how to deal with the former evil gods who suddenly broke out of their seals.

- Since they're gods, we can't physically eliminate them...

And at that time, the Eternal Blue Sky said it was impossible to physically eliminate gods.

Yet here these gods are, confessing their past of being beaten by Atelius and groaning in pain. They clearly suffered physical damage.

It's confusing. The Eternal Blue Sky may have shown some regrettable aspects, but he's still essentially a primordial god. Such a being wouldn't be confused about the characteristics of gods, would he?


"Excuse me, Elder."
"What is it?"

Atelius, who had been blankly staring at the holy beasts, turned his gaze at my call.

"I heard gods can't be physically eliminated, so how did you manage to inflict damage on them?"
"Ah, that."

At my direct question, Atelius blinked as if thinking about something, then continued nonchalantly.

"When I struck them while wrapped in all sorts of enhancement magic, it seemed to work. Though I couldn't eliminate them."
"Master! That damn lizard is exactly like that! He's the type who would have eliminated us if he could!"

Now Vigor was raging as if about to foam at the mouth.

It's a surprising and amazing answer. If physical force doesn't work, he kept hitting until it did. No wonder those who were beaten by Atelius were grinding their teeth so desperately.

"Plague. I've been quietly listening since it's an old story, but this is strange. You're making it sound like I attacked you without any reason."

Meanwhile, Atelius, who had been quietly lying down, raised his body.

"Your very existence was harmful to this continent and its life forms. When you flew in the sky, the land below was infected with disease, and when you set foot on the ground, even ants would die. Is it an evil act to drive away such a mass of contagion?"
"It didn't cause you any harm!"
"It was a fatal disaster for the life forms under my protection."

Listening to the conversation between Vigor and Atelius, I could understand Atelius's position.

A bird that causes problems whether it flies or not is near me? Then I would also put aside what I was doing and go chase it away. I might even have killed it if extermination was possible.

"Pride stimulated human emotions and caused division, and his followers started all sorts of fights claiming they were the best. That commotion spread to my territory, so it was natural for me to step in."
"Peep peep!"
"...Pride doesn't seem to be here though."

Atelius quietly turned his head at Humility's persistent chick cosplay.

"I remember Lust also caused a commotion by breaking down human morality. She boasted about enchanting living beings with her tail, so I took one."

At those words, Purity curled her one remaining tail into a circle and tucked it under her belly. As if determined to protect this one at all costs.

"Sloth..."

Atelius, who was about to speak about Diligence, suddenly closed his mouth.

"...Why was it? I can't remember."
"Damn lizard..."

Diligence's gloomy voice filled me with solemnity. Diligence might have truly been victimized without reason, or gotten caught up in something so trivial that Atelius couldn't even remember.

"Anyway, none of you were innocent either. How can evil gods play the victim?"
"Even considering that, you were excessively ferocious! Other dragons observed the proliferation of gods as human affairs, but why were you the only one making a fuss!"
"True. That was indeed my fault. Unless ordered by Lord, dragons should refrain from excessive intervention in the human world."

Having said that, Atelius extended his hand toward Vigor.

"So shall we call it a draw?"
"What?"

Vigor, who had been trembling at the claws several times larger than his body, tilted his head at Atelius's words.

"I also owe a debt to the child you call master. We'll meet often from now on, and it would be tiresome to quarrel every time. It's all in the past anyway."

At this sudden request for reconciliation, Vigor looked at me with a disgruntled expression.

'Take it.'

At that look, I mouthed the words, and Vigor grabbed Atelius's claw with his drooping wing.

It's a heartwarming sight that leaves me satisfied.

After the dramatic reconciliation between Atelius and the Holy Beasts, both good and ambiguous news broke in succession.

First, the good news was that Friedrich had finally started crawling. Friedrich, who had been constantly poking Alina whenever she was nearby, had now escaped his cramped bed and made the entire mansion his stage.

And as if he had been bothering Alina merely out of boredom, Friedrich, now able to move around the mansion on his own, was spotted in various places throughout the estate. It was so extreme that a butler who saw Friedrich in the kitchen would find him in front of the storage room just 30 minutes later.

"F-di! You can't go alone!"
"Woo?"

Even the Crown Princess was surprised by his tremendous speed and tried to stop Friedrich's dash. Whenever she tried to play with him, he would already be far away.

"Young Master! It's dangerous to go alone!"
"Play with us!"

Of course, the Crown Princess is just a small child herself, so it's difficult to catch Friedrich when he's determined to move. Fortunately, our mansion has Titi and the Holy Beasts. They can easily supervise one crawling child.

Following this good news came the ambiguous news—

"Maza! Play together! Today we're going to see uncle together, so stay close!"

The triplets and Friedrich would now be joining the Crown Princess and Pedi on their visits to Atelius's cave.

It was actually inevitable. The triplets had grown enough to walk on two feet and form sentences by combining short words. Children that smart couldn't possibly miss the fact that the Crown Princess and Pedi disappeared every three days, and recently even the Holy Beasts were absent.

"Daddy! Us too! Us too!"
"Take us too! Play together!"
"Play~"

As a result, the triplets ran to me and insisted on being taken to this unknown place.

What could I do when my daughters wanted it so desperately? Since Atelius isn't a dangerous being and his cave is relatively clean, I decided to take them. And since Friedrich had also escaped his bed, we decided to bring him along too.

So a total of six children would be rushing into Atelius's cave.

'I'm sorry...'

I mentally expressed my regret and apology to Atelius.

While I'm bringing them because my daughters want it and because my youngest son can now move around, from Atelius's perspective, the number of children—already overwhelming with just two—has suddenly tripled. I couldn't blame him if he ran away at the sight of them.

Still, this could also be an opportunity for Atelius to ignite his will to live. I believe that by forming bonds with six human children rather than just a few rabbits, Atelius's heart will grow even warmer.

That's what I decided to think.

"What were you thinking, bringing a child who can't even walk yet?"

Atelius scolded me with a heated voice rather than a heated heart.

"No matter how well I've maintained it, a cave is still a cave. The floor is hard, and there are occasional protruding rocks. I'm worried about the walking children falling, and you bring a crawling child? How painful would it be for his palms and knees?"
"I'm sorry..."

I couldn't even argue back because his reasoning was flawlessly logical.

He's right. No matter how well-kept, a cave is still a cave. It's not smooth marble like the mansion corridors, nor does it have soft mats laid over it—it's natural stone floor. A fragile child crawling on such a surface could easily get seriously hurt.

I could avoid injury by constantly holding Friedrich, but if that was the plan, I shouldn't have brought him at all. Bringing a child overflowing with curiosity about the world to a dragon's habitat only to keep him in my arms? That would be torture in its own way.

"Uncle... you're scaring him?"
"Uncle, don't be angry..."

However, Atelius's criticism didn't last long. The Crown Princess and Pedi, who were clinging tightly to my legs, came to my defense.

"Daddy, Daddy..."
"Don't scold Daddy..."

"Uuung..."

Moreover, the triplets, who were seeing Atelius for the first time today, were hiding behind my legs and whimpering.

I could see Atelius becoming flustered. He had suddenly become a public enemy pressuring their father in front of his children.

"I'm not angry. It's just that this uncle has a large body, so his voice is big too."
"Re-ally?"
"Yes. Of course."

With those words, Atelius extended his finger and swirled it through the air, causing all six children to float gently upward.

"Wow! So high! We're flying!"
"Waaah!"

The children, who had initially shrunk back at the unexpected flight, began to laugh again.

It's fortunate that our children are remarkably fearless. If they had become more frightened upon floating, there would have been no solution.

"...Be careful in the future."
"Yes. I'll keep that in mind."

After seeing the children start to laugh, Atelius let out a small sigh, gave me a brief warning, and concluded the conversation.

It's embarrassing but also pleasing. If he's concerned about the well-being of Friedrich whom he's meeting for the first time, it means Atelius's heart is sufficiently warm. I'm just glad that my efforts seem to be working.

"By the way, those children. Except for the Emperor's descendant, are they all your children?"
"Ah, yes. That's right."
"Not only are they many, but they're also unusual. I never expected an elf to be among human offspring."

Atelius, who had straightened his body to scold me, lay back down on the floor and muttered in wonder.

"And the aura of the Elemental King is remarkably strong in them."
"The children with elven blood received blessings from the four Elemental Kings."
"I see. That explains that aura."

Atelius nodded in understanding at my words.

"And that explains why that child has so many elementals attached to her."

He chuckled as he observed the elementals clinging to Catleya.

Honestly, I haven't gotten used to that sight either. Intellectually, I recognize it as a symbol of Catleya's exceptional talent and feel proud, but truthfully, a tiny child being followed by dozens or hundreds of fireflies isn't exactly normal. If even I as her father feel this way, how must Atelius feel seeing it for the first time?

"I never imagined I'd see elementals again. When those Apels bastards burned the World Tree, I thought I'd never see them again."
"The World Tree's revival is a recent event. It was only possible due to an extraordinary convergence of heavenly fortune."
"If heavenly fortune converged, then it must be destiny."

After saying that, Atelius turned his gaze to me.

"It's truly remarkable. Born as a mere human, yet called master by those who were evil gods, and reawakening the Elemental Kings who had been silent for hundreds of years. There probably hasn't been a human like you before, nor will there be one in the future."
"You flatter me."
"If this is flattery, what would other humans be?"

After offering these embarrassing compliments, Atelius tapped the ground with his claw, then continued in a somewhat quieter voice.

"Since you revived the World Tree and awakened the Elemental Kings, and your children received their blessings, you must be on friendly terms with the Elemental Kings. So I'd like to make a request of you."
"Yes, please tell me."
"...Please tell them that I'm sorry for breaking a branch of the World Tree when I was young and foolish."

My body froze at those words.

Did he just say he broke what?


"Don't look at me like that. I said it was when I was young and foolish."
"No, it's just..."

I couldn't properly open my mouth. The World Tree is sacred to elves and cherished by elementals and fairies. And he broke a branch of that World Tree?

'He's insane.'

My mind went blank. There were reasons why Atelius had beaten up the evil gods. While it's practically certain that Diligence was beaten without reason, the other three were beaten for valid reasons.

But if he fought with the Elemental Kings because he broke a branch of the World Tree, then that fight was definitely Atelius's fault. From the Elemental Kings' perspective, they were suddenly victimized.

"I'll convey your message when I meet them."
"Thank you."

However, Atelius was making a sincere effort to normalize relations, and I couldn't ignore his resolve, so I nodded.

'He really is the Malevolent Dragon.'

Of course, I repeated his nickname in my mind.

I don't know who first gave him that nickname, but they must have had a talent for naming.

It's best to pay debts before interest accumulates, and it's better to take the first hit.

So as soon as I returned to the mansion, I went to meet the Elemental Kings. I was worried about their lingering feelings toward Atelius, but surely they wouldn't take out their anger on me, whom they call their benefactor.

- Atelius?

The Fire Elemental King, who had welcomed my sudden visit, tilted his head at the name Atelius.

"The black dragon known as the Malevolent Dragon..."
- Ah, the Malevolent Dragon. Now I understand.

He immediately recognized him when I used his nickname instead of his real name.

How bitter. How much havoc must he have wreaked for his villainous nickname to be more famous than his actual name?

- So that fellow is apologizing first. The World Tree burned a long time ago, so much time has passed. His personality must have softened considerably.
"Are you... okay with this? Even though he apologized, he broke a branch of the World Tree."

I was more surprised by the Fire Elemental King's unexpectedly calm reaction.

We're talking about the World Tree. People get furious when someone destroys a carefully cultivated bonsai, but he broke a branch of the World Tree. From the perspective of elementals who can only come to this continent because of the World Tree, he's a traitor deserving ten thousand people's wrath.

- Benefactor, you say that because you don't know his personality. Among ourselves, we used to say he must have been missing either a father or mother. That's how difficult he was. For someone that stubborn to apologize voluntarily...

However, the Fire Elemental King didn't seem to mind. His reaction was simply, "It's a miracle that bastard apologized."

I couldn't understand but tried hard to comprehend. Is it like an online troll and forum wrecker apologizing first without even being sued?

- Besides, the World Tree whose branch he broke has already burned down. There are lunatics who burned the entire World Tree, so what's one branch?
'Ah.'

With those words, I completely understood. Thanks to seeing the basement below the floor, Atelius's misdeed had been reduced to a minor offense.

Impressive, Apels. It's you bastards again.

- Well, the others probably don't think much differently than I do. If anything, we're glad there's someone left who remembers the World Tree of the past.

Thankfully, due to Apels' great contribution, the dragon and the Elemental Kings can reconcile.

...Is that really fortunate?

Today, I headed to the Audit Ministry after receiving a loving send-off from my adorable wife Christina and my cute little son Julian.

In truth, getting a send-off doesn't energize me—quite the opposite, it drains my motivation. It's not that I dislike my wife and son's encouragement, but it makes me yearn to stay home with my family in our mansion. We have a family-run trading company anyway, so couldn't I just retire?

'If that were possible, I wouldn't be living like this.'

I sighed heavily as I opened the door to the Deputy Head's office in the Intelligence Department.

So here I am, going to this damn job again today. My work hours, which are incomparably more tiring and annoying than when I was a Section Chief of the 2nd Section, have begun.

"Welcome, Deputy Head."
"Yeah, I'm here."

As I entered, the Intelligence Department staff working in the office stood up to greet me.

At least these guys make this job bearable. Back when the Audit Ministry was still the Audit Department, the Deputy Head also placed several staff members in his office to assist with work. Thanks to what I observed and overheard back then, I've been able to function as the Deputy Head of Intelligence until now.

"Nothing unusual happened?"

I asked out of courtesy while taking my seat. These guys only arrived 20 or 30 minutes before me, so the chances of anything happening in that short time were slim.

"Nothing except the first-half performance reports submitted by each section."
"Ah. Is it that time already?"

I let out a short sigh as the staff member handed me a stack of documents.

Come to think of it, it's already early June. The time has come to review the work performed by each section of the Intelligence Department since January and acknowledge their achievements.

'What a hassle.'

It's been about a year and a half since the Audit Ministry was officially established. During that time, I've compiled semi-annual performance reports twice, and both times I felt utterly annoyed and bored.

I didn't notice this when I was a Section Chief, but now that I'm Deputy Head, it's maddening. Section Chiefs who are on the ground can easily grasp what achievements their staff have made and what tasks they've performed. But as Deputy Head, I don't have that insight.

Section Chiefs can assess not only their staff's achievements but also their level of focus and passion. As Deputy Head, I can't.

As a result, I get a headache every time I have to determine rewards and punishments or select people for promotion or commendation. There's always a gap between the achievements reported on paper and what's actually felt on the ground.

'I'll have to make the rounds again.'

Another sigh escaped me.

The current Intelligence Department includes not only the former 1st and 2nd Sections of the Audit Department but also a significant number of personnel from the Intelligence Department of the Special Affairs Ministry. So if I rely solely on my past memories or just follow the reports, there will definitely be complaints.

If I do the former, people will say the Deputy Head favors former Audit Department staff because he came from there himself. If I do the latter, they'll say I'm too harsh on my former Audit Department colleagues.

'Damned if I do, damned if I don't.'

Anger suddenly wells up inside me. Honestly, even if I compile the achievements of each section, I ultimately have to submit them to the Head of the Intelligence Department. That means I'm not the final decision-maker.

If someone doesn't get promoted, it's the Head's decision. If the rewards seem inadequate, it's because of the Head. As Deputy Head, I have neither responsibility nor authority.

But the people below me don't understand that. What a bunch of fools.

'Back in the Audit Department days, the Deputy Head was the decision-maker.'

Of course, that was because the Head delegated authority to the Deputy Head.

"...Hmm?"

As I was reminiscing about the past while reading reports, something unusual caught my eye.

The 1st Section, whose Section Chief is currently on honeymoon and maternity leave, is reportedly showing overwhelming performance compared to all other sections in the Intelligence Department.

'How did they manage that?'

This is surprising. No matter how capable the subordinates are, there's bound to be friction when the leader is absent. Moreover, the 1st Section Chief wasn't just any leader—despite her eccentric behavior, she was an indispensable pillar of the 1st Section.

In other words, the 1st Section has been without its capable leader for half a year. Yet somehow, this section isn't just keeping up with the others but surpassing them?

'There must be an incredible second-in-command.'

I found this situation both strange and familiar, so I accepted it. I experienced something similar for three years.

The Deputy Head who led the Audit Department while the Head was assigned to the Academy. When a capable second-in-command with substantial authority fills the void left by the leader, such bizarre situations can unfold.

The 1st Section must be in a similar situation to the former Audit Department, and...


'As expected.'

Indeed, the achievements of the 1st Section's Chief Team Leader were particularly impressive.

This person is the mini-Deputy Head of the 1st Section. A strong woman who has steadfastly led the 1st Section in the absence of its Section Chief.

"Angelica Winen."

At my muttering, a nearby staff member hastily looked up.

"D-Deputy Head, has Chief Team Leader Angelica caused another incident?"
"Huh?"

I tilted my head at those words.

Incident? Far from causing incidents, she's dragging the 1st Section forward by its collar. If this counts as an incident, it's a positive one at least...

'Wait a minute.'

Thinking about it, the tone sounds ominous. "Another"? It sounds like this Chief Team Leader Angelica Winen has already caused several incidents that I'm unaware of.

"...I haven't heard many reports about Chief Team Leader Angelica. What kind of person is she?"

At my question, the staff member's eyes trembled violently.

Like someone thinking of words too terrible to speak aloud.

"W-well..."
"She's a talent worthy of succeeding the 1st Section Chief."

Another staff member spoke up, answering for the hesitant one.

"When the current Head of Enforcement was the 3rd Section Chief of the Audit Department, he said it was like seeing a miniature version of the 1st Section Chief."
"Ah."

After hearing this helpful explanation, information from the recesses of my memory surfaced.

Indeed, such a person existed. When the Head, suffering from the 1st Section Chief's eccentricities, told her to find a subordinate just like herself, he received the disheartening counterattack that she already had such a subordinate.

That person was this Angelica Winen. A talent capable of succeeding the 1st Section Chief. Not a mini-Deputy Head but a mini-1st Section Chief—a monster.

'Impressive.'

Cold sweat ran down my back without me realizing it.

So while the original monster is on leave, the smaller monster is making her mark. By the time the original monster returns, the smaller one might have devoured the 1st Section.

'...Devoured?'

Suddenly, a good idea came to mind.

After compiling the performance reports, I quickly rushed to the Intelligence Department Head's office.

"What brings you here?"

As I entered, the perpetually exhausted Head of the Intelligence Department greeted me as usual.

"Here are the first-half performance reports for this year."
"Is it that time already? Time flies cruelly fast."

The Head, pressing his temples at my words, received the reports with a bitter expression.

Soon, after checking the content on the first page of the report, the Head's brow furrowed sharply.

"Deputy Head."
"Yes, Head."
"There's a strange name among the promotion candidates."
"It's correctly written."

The Head silently looked at me, then checked the report again.

"Intelligence Department 1st Section Chief Team Leader, Angelica Winen, to be promoted to 1st Section Chief. Is this really your recommendation?"
"Yes."

At my firm answer, the Head's brow furrowed even more.


I understand. The current 1st Section Chief position is absent but not vacant. The position's owner is merely on leave and will return when the time comes.

But if we put someone else in that position, it becomes awkward for everyone when the 1st Section Chief's leave ends—for the returning person, for the person who took the position, and for the person who made the personnel decision.

"Did you perhaps discuss this with the Minister without my knowledge?"
"Of course not. With you as the Head, how could I discuss Intelligence Department matters with the Minister?"

His furrowed brow relaxed slightly. At least I hadn't ignored the chain of command.

"Then it's even harder to understand. You know whose wife the 1st Section Chief is, don't you?"

But only slightly.

Of course, the Head's confusion is entirely reasonable. It's bad enough to push out an ordinary person, but to push out the wife of the department's highest authority, the Minister? The entire department would obviously be turned upside down.

Fortunately, however, our Minister is far from ordinary.

"I haven't confirmed it yet, but I believe the Minister will be satisfied with this personnel decision."
"Explain it in a way I can understand. If you can't convince me, I'll have you compile these reports again."

I flinched momentarily at the Head's threat but gathered my thoughts and continued.

"I once had a private conversation with the Minister where he expressed regret that among the former Audit Department executives, only the 1st Section Chief hadn't been promoted. He was even considering transferring her to another department."
"And?"
"The Minister probably wants to move the 1st Section Chief elsewhere but can't do so for fear of straining their marital relationship. So why don't we reward a capable talent with a promotion while relieving the 1st Section Chief of her position?"

It's truly a perfect plan. We're getting our hands dirty on behalf of a husband who can't bring himself to transfer his wife elsewhere. What could be more loyal and perfect than that?

Honestly, having the 1st Section Chief as my subordinate would probably drastically shorten my lifespan. The Chief Team Leader, the next in line for 1st Section Chief, is also a mini-1st Section Chief, but at least she and I have never been equals. Any incidents she causes would be at a level I could control with my authority.

Most decisively, how can it make sense for the boss's wife to be a subordinate? She'd obviously tease or slack off all the time.

'I'll get rid of her while I can.'

Honeymoon leave? Maternity leave? Parental leave?

None of that matters. If she's left her position, we'll erase her completely. Push her away so she never appears before my eyes again.

The 1st Section Chief would probably be happy about it too. We're turning a wealthy but time-poor bureaucrat into a wealthy and time-rich unemployed person. If it were me, I'd be bowing in gratitude.

The Head of the Intelligence Department dismissed me, telling me to stop talking nonsense.

In the end, I had to reorganize the compiled reports from scratch.

'Why...!'

The plan should have been perfect!

***

I received a direct call from the Head of the Intelligence Department, not from the Minister's secretary.

It's an unexpected contact. The Head of the Intelligence Department is an experienced and capable person who rarely has reason to contact me while I'm on leave.

- The Deputy Head of Intelligence suggested promoting the 1st Section's Chief Team Leader to 1st Section Chief.

But with the Head's words, I understood the reason for the call.

My wife almost became unemployed without my knowledge.

...

'Why is he suddenly doing something nice for others?'

An uncontrollable envy welled up. I wish someone would push me out of my position too.

'A promotion, huh.'

At the same time, I stroked my chin, pondering the Deputy Head's suggestion.

If it's a subordinate's suggestion rather than my directive, it might not be bad to let Eri go for a while.

While the Emperor ultimately decides on a civil servant's retirement, with my authority, I could at least put her in an unassigned status...

'What should I do?'

This is quite a dilemma.

# After hearing the Intelligence Director's report, I had been contemplating Eri's situation dozens, even hundreds of times in my head.

Truthfully, it bothered me that Eri alone remained in her current position while other executives from the Audit Department had been promoted together. She might say things like "promotions just mean more work" or "just laugh at those who got promoted"—but not being promoted when everyone else is could make anyone feel incompetent and dejected.

What's worse, the Deputy Intelligence Director who was promoted to become Eri's superior used to be her equal. Of course, the Section 5 Chief who became Deputy Enforcement Director now serves under the Section 3 Chief who became Enforcement Director, but at least the Section 5 Chief got promoted. Eri, however, has to serve her former colleague as her superior without even getting a promotion herself.

'She won't even be able to be treated properly as a subordinate.'

Moreover, Eri is my wife. What superior would feel comfortable giving orders to the Minister's wife? The Intelligence Director and Deputy Director are probably relieved that Eri is on leave.

This isn't good for Eri, the Intelligence Department, or the Audit Ministry. Eri is caught in an awkward position where she can't move forward or backward, the Intelligence Department can't effectively control one of its sections, and the Audit Ministry has to deal with the Intelligence Department's dysfunction. All this despite there being no issues with Eri's capabilities.

Yet there's no suitable position to promote her to. I considered giving her the title of Senior Section Chief, but anyone would see that as just wordplay created for Eri's benefit.

'Perhaps having no position would be better.'

That's why I've been increasingly leaning toward changing her from Section 1 Chief.

It would be better to remove Eri from her position and put her on indefinite standby. At the very least, isolating Eri from the Intelligence Department would be easier for everyone involved.

With luck, I could use her prolonged unassigned status and Eri's special circumstances as justification to request her complete retirement from the Emperor. While my own retirement would be difficult, Eri's might be possible.

'Because of the Empress.'

The mysterious friendship between the Empress and Eri in my heart. Using that friendship, Eri could gain her freedom. If the beloved Empress whispers about Eri's retirement in the Emperor's ear, the Emperor would have no choice but to nod in agreement.

It's truly a perfect plan. If I bow my head to the Empress and the Victorious Duke and ask for a favor, everyone could have a happy ending.

"I don't want to."

That's what she had thought.

"You don't...?"
"Nope. I want to stay in the Audit Ministry."

When I suggested stepping down from the Section 1 Chief position and aiming for retirement, her response was confident and firm.

It's a bit perplexing. While Eri was never one to find her work bothersome or do it halfheartedly, wouldn't it be nice to retire and live comfortably at the mansion? With the justification of focusing on childcare for our children, no one would criticize her.

"You're certainly young to retire, but wouldn't it be better to retire for Hayang's sake?"

Suppressing my bewilderment, I continued trying to persuade her. Suggesting that for our Hayang's sake, one of us should retire.

Mar, Trixie, Lise, and Rin can stay at the mansion 24 hours a day to take care of the child. But only our Hayang has a mother who goes to work? While the other siblings receive their birth mothers' love, Hayang alone is neglected. Just imagining it is a heartbreaking disaster.

Of course, I could take care of her instead of Eri, but the Emperor won't let me retire, will he? If he would just let me retire, I'm confident I could carry Hayang around all day.

"Then what about you? You're a Director, so it's hard for you to retire, right?"
"A Director can be away from the office for a long time as long as the Deputy Director is competent."
"That's true."

Eri nodded in agreement with my words.

If you give clear authority to a capable Deputy Director, there's no problem even if the Director is absent for years. This is the precedent I established during my assignment to the Academy.

And the current Special Deputy Director was known as a talented individual even during his time at the Special Affairs Ministry, and being a magician, he's exceptionally intelligent. Even if he can't completely fill Pine's combat ability, his administrative skills are actually superior.

"But it's different when a Section Chief is away for a long time. Even if there's a Senior Team Leader, they're not officially second-in-command, and there are hierarchy issues among the team leaders."
"Hmmmm..."
"If you're attached to the basement, think about Hayang. Do you want to see Hayang avoiding you saying 'Mom smells weird-'?"
"Ah, that would be..."

When I mentioned the future if Eri remained as Section 1 Chief, her expression twisted slightly.

Right. No matter how unique and unusual Eri's hobbies are, she's married now. Moreover, she'll officially become a mother in a few months. So continuing her single-life hobbies would be unreasonable.


"Can I think about it a little more?"
"It's not urgent, so take your time."

I smiled slightly at Eri's retreating stance.

It's not something that needs to be decided right away anyway. Just having Eri consider retirement is a satisfactory achievement.

***

The night I received retirement advice from the Minister.

- Retirement?
"Yes. He suggested I step down from my position first, and then retire in about 1-2 years."

I told Senior Aria about what happened today and asked for her advice.

"What do you think I should do?"

Senior Aria has no experience as an official. She's not exactly the most suitable person to ask for advice on retirement issues.

But she had a child before me, and she had shouldered enormous responsibilities even before giving birth. She was someone who stood at the crossroads of choosing between her child and her existing duties before I did.

So I contacted Senior Aria. To ask how she felt when our honorary niece, the Crown Princess, was born. To ask what choice she made between the Crown Princess and her duties, and whether she regrets that choice.

- It seems fine to me.

And her answer came quickly.

- There are plenty of people who can work even without you.

Her quick response left a deep wound in my heart.

That's too harsh. I'm an elite who manages an entire section!

- There are many people in the world who could be Section 1 Chief instead of you, but Hayang has only one birth mother in the world—you.
'Ah.'

My resentment subsided at her following words.

- I'd like to take care of Charlotte myself too. I'm grateful that the Minister adores Charlotte and that Charlotte follows her godfather well—but honestly, I should have been the one in that role as her mother.

There was undeniable bitterness and regret in her expression and voice as she said that.

I can understand. Even though I'm still carrying Hayang, I already find her lovable and want to see her soon. Even when I see the Crown Princess, who isn't related to me by blood, I find her so adorable and want to take care of her.

Then what about Senior? Her child, whom she carried for 10 months, came into the world. That child has grown enough to walk and talk on her own, but she can't play with her directly. How painful must that be?

- But I'm not just Charlotte's mother; I'm also the Empress. The one and only Empress couldn't just dote on my own child. All the subjects of this empire are like my children too.
"Then am I your child too?"
- Will it hurt less if I hit you?

I made a joke to lighten the serious mood, but it didn't work at all.

That's too harsh. It was my way of being cute as a junior.

- Anyway, I chose to live as the Empress rather than as Charlotte's mother, but I don't regret that choice. The empire has already experienced a bad Empress once, so it would be troublesome if it encountered another strange Empress. For the sake of Charlotte, who will become Emperor in the future, that shouldn't happen.
"That's true."

I understood. If someone like the previous Empress appeared again, the Imperial Family and the empire would have staggered.

- Of course, I'm very sad about it. I try to make time to play with her as much as possible, but that's probably not enough for Charlotte.

Eventually, Senior smiled gently and spoke in a soft voice.

- So you should choose Hayang. Even if I couldn't, you can.
"Yes..."


I kept nodding as it was better advice than I expected.

Being Intelligence Department's Section 1 Chief isn't something only I can do, nor is it something only I should do. But being Hayang's mother—there's only one person in the world who can do that: me.

"Thank you, Senior."
- If you understand, just give birth to a healthy Hayang. Charlotte is going crazy saying she wants to see her aunt's baby.
"Hehe. I'll come visit the Empress's Palace with her as soon as she's born!"
- No. That won't be necessary.

My lips pouted at Senior's firm rejection.

- ...Oh right, Eri.
"Yes?"
- Would you consider working as a lady-in-waiting when Hayang grows up a bit?
"Huh?"

I blinked at those words.

Lady-in-waiting? Me?

"Where? The Empress's Palace?"
- No. The Crown Princess's Palace.

This time I tilted my head.

It's a strange proposal. Senior was the one who kept me and the Crown Princess as far apart as possible, saying the Crown Princess should only see beautiful things as she grows up. Yet now that same Senior is proposing a lady-in-waiting position at the Crown Princess's Palace?

"...Why?"

I finally couldn't hold back my question. Why would someone who kept the Crown Princess and me separated suddenly do this?

- By the time Hayang grows up, Charlotte will be past the age where she's influenced by her surroundings.
"Is that so?"
- Besides, Charlotte meets you every time she visits the mansion. It's meaningless for me to try to prevent it.

I nodded as it made sense. If Senior wanted to prevent meetings between me and the Crown Princess, she would have to control the Crown Princess's visits to the mansion altogether.

- Regrettably, Charlotte follows you like an aunt... so I thought it might be better to make you her lady-in-waiting.
"I knew children have good eyes!"

Senior's eyes narrowed sharply at that.

How petty, getting into battle stance just because I made a little joke.

***

Eri's decision came faster than expected.

"I'll retire!"

She decided to retire in less than 24 hours.

"Good. You've made the right decision. Hayang will be happier squirming in her mother's arms."
"Yes! Even when she can crawl, I'll carry her around!"
"Don't do that."

Why would you do that to a child who can move around perfectly fine?

"Oh, and I received an offer from Her Majesty the Empress to be a lady-in-waiting!"
"...What?"
"She said I could try being a lady-in-waiting at the Crown Princess's Palace when Hayang grows up!"

For a moment, my mind went blank.

I feel like the future of the empire is in danger.

I reported Erich's gradual retirement news to the Deputy Head of Intelligence.

Since I, as the highest decision-maker in the Audit Ministry, had already heard about Erich's retirement decision, there wasn't really a need to report it, but organizationally speaking, Erich's direct superiors are the Deputy Head and Department Head of Intelligence. It looks better when reports move up the chain of command properly rather than having me, the Minister, handle it directly.

Besides, the Deputy Head of Intelligence was the first to suggest replacing the Section Chief of the 1st Section. Since it was his idea, he should take responsibility for handling it.

"No, I've already re-compiled the performance report."

The Deputy Head of Intelligence responded coldly to my message. He seemed annoyed that I was bringing this up after he had already completed a new report.

"Then when Erich returns, you two can work together amicably."
"I still have the original report. I can resubmit it within an hour."

Of course, when presented with the choice between "having the Minister's wife as a subordinate vs. throwing away the time spent on the new report," he mercilessly chose the latter.

"That's good. Submit it as is."

I felt momentarily upset at how he was treating someone's wife like the plague, but I understood. If I had the wife of the Finance Minister or the Empress among my subordinates, I would have been dizzy with anxiety too.

"...Is it okay to submit a report that was already rejected once? I feel like I should at least make some minor edits to show effort."
"It's fine. I'll talk to the Department Head of Intelligence."

I gently shook my head in response to the Deputy Head's concern.

The reason the Department Head rejected the original report was because I was holding my ground. So if I step forward and say it's okay, the Department Head has no particular reason to refuse. After all, having your superior's wife as a subordinate is a burden not just for the Deputy Head but for the Department Head as well.

However, as the Deputy Head pointed out, accepting a once-rejected report might damage the Department Head's pride, but the fact that it's the same report is only known to the Department Head and Deputy Head who exchange the reports.

'I'll just need to smooth things over.'

And if I apologize to the Department Head of Intelligence, it will be perfect.

The Department Head isn't the type to get upset over something like this, but still, there's always a possibility. If a superior apologizes and asks for understanding first, even if the Department Head's feelings were hurt, things will likely blow over smoothly. Having spent many years as a civil servant, he's someone who strictly adheres to the hierarchy.

"Yes, well... I'll do that then."

The Deputy Head of Intelligence nodded without much objection, seemingly having figured out his superior's personality after working with him for some time.

While the Department Head isn't particularly warm, he's not the troublesome or tiresome type either. Rather, he's someone who will overlook minor disturbances in the process as long as the results are good. In a way, he's quite compatible with the Deputy Head of Intelligence, who is free-spirited yet consistently delivers results.

"Ah. Who's the nominee for the Section Chief position?"

I was about to end the call when I belatedly opened my mouth. Come to think of it, this is the first Section Chief replacement since the establishment of the Audit Ministry, so I should know who it is.

"Angelica Winen. She's the current Senior Team Leader of the 1st Section in the Intelligence Department, and she's a talented individual who has achieved numerous results since the days of the Audit Department."
"Angelica Winen, huh."

It's not a name that particularly stands out in my memory. When I was the Head of the Audit Department, I didn't micromanage down to the team leaders.

Still, if she's a talented individual who has contributed since the early days, she should be fine as a Section Chief. Being a Senior Team Leader is also the typical route to promotion to Section Chief.

"She's very similar to the current Section Chief of the 1st Section. You can think of her as a mini-1st Section Chief."

However, I flinched at the Deputy Head's subsequent words.

"May you meet a subordinate just like yourself."
"I already have such a kid."
"The continent must be nearing its end."

I recalled what the Section Chief of the 3rd Section had said a few years ago while scolding Erich. It was just a passing conversation, but it was so impressive that I still remember it.

It was a frightening and terrible statement suggesting that there exists a subordinate exactly like Erich. Everyone present at that time probably remembers those words.

"...How similar are they?"
"It would be faster to ask how different they are."

I couldn't help but laugh wryly at his response.

I never expected that the unique individual that is Erich would have a successor.


I told Erich about the nominee for the new Section Chief of the 1st Section.

"Oh, she's going to be the new Section Chief? Then she's definitely qualified!"

Her response was full of confidence.

"She probably spent the most time in the basement after me within the 1st Section. Her abilities are just below mine."
"Is that so..."
"Come to think of it, there's really no one else who could become Section Chief besides her. The Deputy Head made a good choice."

I quietly sipped my tea as Erich giggled.

A mini-successor acknowledged by the original. Is the 1st Section cursed or something?

'Well, it's a structure that's bound to be cursed.'

The 1st Section works in the basement amidst all sorts of screams and bloodshed. In fact, if any department were to be cursed, it would be this one, a hundred times over.

Still, if there's any consolation, it's that due to the nature of their work, the 1st Section often has members who desert midway, but it's fortunate that the new Section Chief seems capable of firmly leading the section like Erich. If she's a successor acknowledged by Erich, the 1st Section won't falter or creak.

Yes, it's a fortunate thing. It is fortunate, but...

'How can there be Section Chiefs like Erich one after another?'

At this point, it's beyond bitterness and bewilderment—it's awe-inspiring. Characters that are hard to encounter even once in a lifetime appearing consecutively, not just one but two.

Typically, a department's character is heavily influenced by its leader, and if an Erich-type leader takes power for two consecutive terms, the character of the 1st Section will inevitably diverge from normalcy at light speed. The already abnormal department will break through its limits.

'The 1st Section is legendary...'

It will become legendary in many ways.

"By the way, can I invite her to our mansion?"
"Huh?"

I blinked blankly at Erich's words.

Invite? Who? Mini-Erich?

Invite Mini-Erich to the mansion where the original Erich is?

'Don't they say you die if you meet your doppelgänger?'

No, was it that you die if you meet three of them? I'm a bit fuzzy on the superstitions from the world before my possession.

"It's just that a subordinate I've been fond of is becoming a Section Chief, and since I'm on leave, I can't congratulate her in person. So I thought we could at least have tea together at the mansion."

But the reason was more sensible than I expected, so I accepted it.

If the 1st Section Chief position had been vacant, it would be different, but in a situation where Erich is occupying the position and a new Section Chief is being appointed, it's right to have an inauguration ceremony. Applauding the successor who is being promoted, and applauding the predecessor who is stepping down—isn't this the basics of social life?

I've never experienced an inauguration ceremony myself since my promotion was a bit unusual, but just because I didn't have one doesn't mean others shouldn't.

'Though it would be difficult to hold it at the government building.'

Of course, Erich's pregnancy makes it problematic to hold the inauguration ceremony at the government building. While going out isn't completely impossible, participating in an event that could take a considerable amount of time would be burdensome.

So having a simplified celebration at the mansion isn't a bad idea. If she has a personality similar to Erich's, she probably isn't the type to care about formalities anyway.

"Well, I'd like to see the face of the new Section Chief. Go ahead."
"Yes!"

With my permission, Erich confidently nodded and took out her communication device from her bosom.

"Angelica! It's me!"
"Huh? Section Chief?"

Then she proceeded to extend an invitation at an unparalleled speed.

The speed was so fast that I couldn't help but smile wryly. The promotion of the Senior Team Leader to Section Chief is still a matter that hasn't received official approval yet.


'Well, whatever.'

As long as the person involved keeps it to herself, there's no harm in telling her in advance.

Angelica Winen, the current Senior Team Leader of the 1st Section of the Intelligence Department and the future Section Chief of the 1st Section.

"Hello! I'm Angelica Winen, Senior Team Leader of the 1st Section!"
"Nice to meet you. I'm Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, Minister of the Audit Ministry."

Angelica, who had snow-white hair like Erich, bowed at a 90-degree angle as soon as she saw me.

It looked normal, but I wasn't fooled. Erich, the Deputy Head of Intelligence, and the Department Head of Execution all seemed normal when I first met them too.

"It's a sudden invitation, but thank you for accepting. Right now, you're not here as a Senior Team Leader at the Minister's mansion, but as a noble visiting the home of a close sister. Think of it that way."
"Yes! It's an honor!"

Watching Angelica bow even more deeply at my words, I felt that she was definitely not a madwoman who doesn't recognize hierarchy.

In fact, if she had been a madwoman who doesn't recognize hierarchy, Erich would have gotten rid of her long ago rather than cherishing her. But if she has at least a minimum level of common sense, it would ease the minds of the Department Head and Deputy Head of Intelligence. At least it means she does what she's told well.

...But this was also the case during the era of the three problematic Section Chiefs of the 3rd Section. They didn't cause me heartburn because they didn't listen.

'Well, whatever.'

After a brief contemplation, I shook off my worries and anxieties. A mere Section Chief can't influence the entire Audit Ministry no matter how much they act up. In the end, it's the Deputy Head of Intelligence—or at most, the Department Head—who will suffer.

In other words, even if Angelica engages in eccentric behavior, I won't have to suffer. The Deputy Head of Intelligence will be the one rolling around in trouble.

'Let's see you suffer a bit because of a subordinate like yourself.'

With a satisfied heart, I looked at Angelica who had just raised her waist. Unlike Erich, she had blue eyes, but they were the same color as the Deputy Head of Intelligence's, which strangely appealed to me.

It felt like a determination to return the Deputy Head of Intelligence's karma right back at him.

***

I looked around with a pounding heart. The corridor with soft mats, the clearly unusual decorations hanging on the walls, the sleek and elegant ceiling. There was so much joy in examining each and every detail.

Of course, I would have accepted even if the invitation had been to a rural abandoned building rather than this mansion. I missed the Section Chief, whom I hadn't seen for a long time due to her leave, and exciting news had come from her mouth.

"I'm going to retire!"
"What? Why?"
"Who needs a reason to retire! I'm doing it because I want to!"

The retirement of the Section Chief who had excellently led the 1st Section.

"Ah, you'll be my successor! We'll have a small inauguration ceremony, so come to the Minister's mansion!"

And the news that I would fill that vacancy.

Upon hearing that news, I couldn't sit still. Me, the Section Chief of the 1st Section. Me, the head of the 1st Section, and me, the ruler of the basement.

'I can go to the basement whenever I want!'

A smile crept onto my face without me realizing it.

The key to the basement that only the Section Chief can possess. The basement that is strictly managed even now while the Section Chief is on leave, requiring detailed entry logs for access.

When I become the Section Chief, I can skip such complicated procedures.

Because I'm the Section Chief! Because I'm the one responsible for the basement!

"Yay!"

Since there was no one nearby, I let out a cheer.

Today is Angelica Winen's best day ever!

After receiving the approved performance report from the Intelligence Department Head, reports from the Executive Department and Special Assignments Department also came in. The Minister's secretary would handle them properly, but since I was involved in these reports and personnel changes, I skimmed through the contents.

Naturally, there weren't any dramatic personnel changes for a department that had only been operating for a year and a half. The only notable change was that the Intelligence Department Section Chief position changed from Erie to Angelica Winen.

If there was anything else worth noting—

'Now Pine is on vacation too.'

Pine, whose marriage to me was imminent, had applied for extended leave. Between honeymoon leave, the upcoming maternity leave, and future childcare leave, it would likely continue for several years.

Fortunately, the Deputy Head of Special Assignments is capable enough to fill Pine's absence, and the Special Assignments Department Section 1, formerly of the Charcoal Division, will work hard to prevent the disaster of Pine returning early. Now all that's left is to hold the wedding with everyone's blessings, and Pine will become part of our household.

'Sirdi Barony, huh.'

With that thought, I examined the document in my hand again.

Sirdi Barony. A title and domain bestowed by the Emperor to Pine, who had been promoted to Department Head. Pine, who had been nothing more than a war orphan, had proven her exceptional abilities and tremendous achievements to the Imperial Family, and in just a few years, had accomplished the remarkable feat of receiving an inherited title and domain. She'll likely remain an idol for commoners for decades to come.

Of course, I had previously granted a viscount title and the position of steward to the Chief Administrator of Wiridia, but the current steward did have at least some noble blood, however thin. Moreover, unlike Pine, he had served the country for decades, not just a few years.

Decisively, a title received from the Emperor carries a different weight than one received from a mere count.

'My wife is impressive.'

That's why a warm feeling of pride welled up from deep within my chest.

Our Pine is such a remarkable person. Unlike me, who was born as the heir to an Imperial Count family, she earned her noble title through her own strength and effort. How proud I am of this.

That's why I decided that Sirdi Barony would be the venue for my wedding with Pine, my final marriage. It's both evidence of Pine's life journey and the place she will govern from now on.

'As a frontier barony, it needs to be revitalized like this.'

Additionally, Sirdi Barony is located in the northern frontier of the Imperial territory, excluding the North. Since it's only the size of a typical barony, it's not exactly what one would call good land.

That's precisely why my final wedding should be held in Sirdi Barony. The last opportunity to form deep connections with me, the last chance for the VIPs who will attend as my guests to make connections, will be held in Sirdi Barony.

This will temporarily bring massive wealth, manpower, and influential figures to Sirdi Barony, which can serve as a catalyst for steady growth. This is one of the countless wedding gifts I'm giving to Pine.

"If necessary, it can be incorporated into Wiridia County."

I chuckled to myself.

It doesn't matter if the domain fails to develop. I can make Sirdi Barony part of Wiridia County and invest my own resources. I have more than enough wealth to develop a single barony.

"Your Excellency?"
"It's nothing. Just talking to myself."

The Minister's secretary, who had been working beside me, raised his head at my muttering.

I felt sorry for disturbing someone who was already busy.

Although we haven't held the wedding yet, Pine has already moved into our mansion to live with us.

After all, she'll become my wife in a few days and move into the mansion anyway. Moving in a little early isn't a problem.

"Pine! I've been waiting sooo long for this!"

Upon hearing the news of Pine joining the household, Erie appeared at the main entrance, despite her swollen belly, to welcome her friend whose marriage was finally approaching.

"Sister! Welcome!"
"Now you'll be living with us, right, Sister?!"

Of course, Yuris and Sophia, who had lived like family with Pine for years, along with other household staff, rushed to welcome her. Judging by the enthusiasm alone, it was more fervent than when welcoming any other wife.

This is actually natural. From the staff's perspective, all wives are individuals they must serve respectfully, but Pine is the only one with whom they have personal connections. The other wives are well aware of this and don't feel jealous. No one would be displeased about family taking care of family.

"Sister? From now on, you should call her Madam."

The staff burst into laughter at the steward's half-serious joke.


"M-Madam is a bit..."
"You are indeed Madam. You'll be called Madam for the rest of your life."

I put my arm around Pine's waist as her face turned red and she shook her head.

"So you should get used to it early, right?"
"Y-Yes..."

Pine nodded stiffly at my persuasion.

But she seemed pleased with being called Madam, as she wore a faint smile.

'She's grown so much.'

Seeing that, I felt my eyes grow hot.

Pine, who once trembled at my slightest gesture or word, gradually developed and reached this point. She still retains her shyness but has become someone honest with her feelings.

It was worth it when I went all the way to Yudhur County for a date while Pine was on a dungeon subjugation mission in the North. From now on, Yudhur County will be the sacred place of romance in my heart.

"Minister, are you crying?"
"Yes. I'm so happy I could cry."

Hearing that, Erie stared at my face for a moment, then whispered in Pine's ear.

"The Minister should cry a lot now so he'll cry less down there during the honeym—"
"Hey, you!"

I was startled by her voice, which was too loud to be a whisper.

Such jokes are still too early and harsh for Pine. She's only just gotten used to innocent romance, and spicy jokes that far exceed that could easily overwhelm Pine's mental state.

"Pine needs to know these things!"

But despite my scolding, Erie remained unapologetic.

If not for little Hayangi, I would have pulled her lips hundreds of times. If I accidentally hurt her mouth, she couldn't eat, and if Erie couldn't eat, Hayangi would starve too.

And very fortunately, Pine didn't seem to understand Erie's interrupted statement.

If she had understood, she wouldn't be blinking with such an innocent expression.

***

I took leave with the send-off of people who were like family.

I arrived at the master's mansion, welcomed by people who were like family.

My heart was racing. Even before my vacation, I occasionally visited the master's mansion to spend time, but those were brief visits. I would barely show my face after work and disappear before going to work.

But not anymore. Now I can stay in this mansion all day like everyone else. I can spend time here every day.

'I'm also a member of this place.'

A smile formed on my face without me realizing it. I can stay with people who are like family. I can mingle with people who acknowledge me as the master's sixth wife. I can live as the master's wife.

I'm happy. So happy that it's sad to express my feelings with just that word.

'Countess of Teilgleichen.'

When I thought of the name that only five people in this world could be called, my heart raced even more. A name I would acquire in just a few days. The name I would become the sixth to bear.

Audit Department Section 4 Chief, Special Affairs Ministry Charcoal Division Head, Audit Ministry Special Assignments Department Head—these were all glorious titles in service to the master, but none as glorious as Countess of Teilgleichen. To me, it's more noble than even the title of Empress.

"Madam, what are you thinking about?"

I flinched at the playful voice beside me.

"...Call me sister for now."
"But you'll be Madam in a few days. We should get used to it early to avoid mistakes!"


Yuris giggled and poked my side in response.

"Congratulations, Madam! Sister has finally become Madam!"
"C-Congratulations!"

Even the shy Sophia smiled as she held my hand.

My heart warmed at the congratulations from these girls who were like younger sisters. A different kind of happiness from what I feel before the master filled my body.

"Thank you."

So I patted Yuris and Sophia's heads. Even if I become the master's wife, being their older sister won't change.

"But Madam."
"Yes, what is it?"

While patting my younger sisters' heads, Yuris shifted her gaze behind me.

"If you're moving that one to the stable, we could do it for you."

At Yuris's words, Sophia and I turned our heads.

- Snort?

Then the white horse that had been quietly following us tilted its head.

The one I met in Yudhur County.

"It's fine. I want to take a walk with you all and show this one around the mansion."
- Neigh~

As if understanding my words, the white horse made a pleased sound and licked my cheek.

Yes, I want to move this one myself. Just as I'm happy to come to this mansion, this one must be happy to come here too. Its mate is also in the master's mansion.

"Hehe, I'm happy to be with Madam too!"

Following the white horse's show of affection, Yuris also threw herself into my arms.

"M-Me too!"

Even Sophia, who had been hesitant.

This made my smile deepen. Today is a joyous day for me, for these children, and for the white horse.

It's a happy day for everyone in this mansion.

While crawling through the corridor with Friedrich, I straightened my back for a moment and saw Kkamang-i and the white horse through the window.

'They get along well.'

Happy to be reunited after a long time, the two horses were nuzzling each other's faces as they strolled through the garden.

It's a heartwarming sight. Following the master, even the horses are happy in this mansion. What an auspicious sign.

"Oo-ah?"
"Does our Friedrich want to see too? That's Kkamang-i and Hayang-i."

It's a name I just made up, but from today, that one is Hayang-i. If the husband is Kkamang-i, it's an inevitable fate to accept.

"Ooh!"

Anyway, I picked up Friedrich, who showed interest, and approached the window. What's important now isn't those horses' names but Friedrich's curiosity.

"Oo! Ooh!"

And Friedrich, seemingly captivated by the massive horses, blinked his eyes and waved his arms.

As expected of my son, he seems to recognize fine horses.

Congratulations are awkward when someone marries six times, especially when the weddings are only six months apart. At least these aren't divorces and remarriages but simply multiple marriages, which is why they receive congratulations and applause.

Still, this isn't just my sixth wedding—it's my final one. Thanks to this monumental "final" title, some people offered sincere congratulations.

"Congratulations. You've finally reached the end."

My brother Erich was the prime example.

Having witnessed his brother's weddings over three years, Erich had been waiting only for this day. Once his brother's weddings were complete, he could finally proceed with his own.

Of course, there's no law requiring an older brother to marry before his younger brother can. While tradition dictates that the family heir marries first, I was already married to Mar. Even if such a law existed, Erich had no reason to postpone his wedding.

Nevertheless, after careful consideration, Erich delayed his own marriage—to ensure that none of my six wives would be someone "who married after her sister-in-law."

"Thanks for waiting."

I patted Erich's shoulder in gratitude as he offered his congratulations.

The order of marriages might seem trivial, but unfortunately, in aristocratic society, seemingly insignificant matters often return as massive boulders. To prevent such problems, it's better to eliminate even minor sources of conflict.

Who among my and Erich's wives was first to join the Kracius Family? Better to avoid such debates—they only exhaust everyone involved.

"Your first wedding is next March, right?"
"Yeah. Both my sister and I are too busy to start in January, so March seemed reasonable."

I nodded at Erich's matter-of-fact response.

I could hold my wedding in January thanks to my exceptional secretary and the Emperor's approval of my ultra-long vacation. But January is typically busy with various matters. It would be awkward for Erich and Zenobia, the two junior-most members of the Imperial Assembly, to request vacation from January.

So the first wedding in March, and naturally, the second wedding around September would be appropriate.

'Not bad.'

Though a compromise with reality, these aren't bad times. A wedding amid falling cherry blossoms and another with ripening autumn leaves would be beautiful.

"I felt bad for blocking my younger brother's path, but now you can live comfortably."
"You didn't seem particularly sorry."

Is it just my imagination? The sentence ended with "sorry," but I could almost hear the unspoken follow-up: "If you were really sorry, you wouldn't have dumped the deputy position on your brother."

I did feel somewhat guilty about that, but I couldn't help it. I couldn't stop Father from retiring, and I couldn't entrust the deputy position to little Fedi or Teresa. Only Erich could fulfill my rights and duties.

Still, being a deputy member of the Imperial Assembly commands respect. If you can't avoid it, you might as well enjoy it.

"Woo!"
"Teresa?"
"What? Are you done playing already?"

While conversing with Erich, I heard Teresa's babbling behind me.

Teresa was born around the same time as Friedrich. Like Friedrich, she had learned to crawl and was now exploring my mansion with her cousins and the animals. From Teresa's perspective, my mansion was a new playground.

I had left Teresa to play freely, but I didn't expect her to return to us so soon.

"Te-re-sa! Let's go!"
"Go-mo! Go, mo!"

Soon, the voices of the Crown Princess and Fedi could be heard from a distance.

'Aunt.'

I couldn't help but smile. A small child just learning to crawl is someone's aunt.

It's not impossible to have an aunt younger than her niece, but it's still fascinating to witness. Toddling Fedi calls crawling Teresa "aunt," and Teresa will someday call Fedi her "niece."

'I look forward to it.'


I picked up Teresa, who had crawled to me.

I wonder what relationship Fedi and Teresa will develop. Will Fedi feel embarrassed to be called "niece" by someone younger? Or will Teresa dislike being called "aunt" by someone older? Or perhaps they'll unexpectedly enjoy it and use the terms playfully?

I don't know yet. It will take at least ten years to find the answer.

'I can wait that long.'

Perhaps ten years will pass in the blink of an eye.

Watching these lovely children grow up will make time flow faster than ever. They say time passes more quickly when experiencing joy and happiness.

If anything, I'm sad that the children might grow up too quickly. One-year-olds, two-year-olds, three-year-olds—each age has its unique charm. I fear the years will pass before I can fully enjoy each stage's appeal.

But what can I do? I can't keep children young forever just for my satisfaction. I don't have that ability anyway.

"Ah! Fa-ther!"
"Da-ddy!"
- Woof!

Shortly after, the Crown Princess, Fedi, and Titi entered the room and rushed toward me.

"Teresa! Come down! The chick is with Teresa!"
"What?"

I tilted my head at the Crown Princess's words. By "chick," did she mean Humility?

'Humility is with Teresa?'

Looking down at Teresa in my arms, she blinked her bright, round eyes.

Strange. This tiny child doesn't seem like she would carry a chick—

"Ma-master..."

Something yellow popped out from around her neck.

"Ah."

It was Humility. I hadn't noticed it because it was covered by clothing.

"He-help me... Your sister saw me and snatched me up...!"

I couldn't help but sigh seeing Humility trembling with its tiny wings fluttering. Not long ago, it was pretending to be a soul-infused chick in front of Atelius, and now it had become a living necklace in a child's arms. The former evil god's honor and dignity were hitting rock bottom.

Actually, I think its honor and dignity were gone from the moment I brought it from the sealing paper.

"Teresa. That little one looks uncomfortable. Would you let it out?"
"Woo?"

I asked Teresa to release Humility. If Teresa were to lie face-down on the floor, with Humility trapped between her and the ground, it would be troublesome for both.

Of course, Humility, being a holy creature of sorts, wouldn't turn from yellow to red just from being squashed by a child, but it would certainly wail pitifully.

"Woo..."

At my request, Teresa tilted her head and then grabbed Humility with her tiny hand.

"Fi-finally...! Huh...?"
"Huh?"

Teresa's hand holding Humility moved toward her mouth.

"Te-Teresa! No!"
"I-I don't taste good! I'm small, so there's not much meat either!"

"Woo!"
"Erich! Come help stop her!"
"Why do you need two people to stop one baby..."

After a small commotion, we managed to free Humility.

For days afterward, Humility wailed, refusing to eat or drink.

The wedding preparations were completed smoothly.

Having prepared for five weddings—six if you count the one in the non-human protection zone—I've reached a level where I could handle wedding preparations with my eyes closed.

Thanks to this, after completing all preparations, I was able to visit Sirdi Barony in advance to inspect the venue.

'It's a modest place.'

The Sirdi Barony I leisurely explored was quiet and modest, unlike other domains I'd seen.

Until just a few years ago, it was a domain close to the northern border, and its size is merely that of a barony. Location-wise, it's less favorable than Lizé's hometown of Atini Barony, and size-wise, it's smaller than Viridia County. Even with the Kracius family's funds poured into it, it couldn't shake its modest, cozy impression.

Naturally, I have no complaints. Unless it were ruins devastated by natural disasters or war, a small, quiet frontier domain has its own charm.

Besides, there's joy in developing a small, modest domain. The current Sirdi Barony is practically a blank canvas I can paint as I wish.

"I'm worried if it's appropriate to hold the Minister's final wedding... in such a place."

Pine, riding beside me, muttered in a somewhat dejected voice.

"Of course it's fine. I didn't choose Sirdi as our wedding venue because it's bustling, but because it's Pine's first domain. The size doesn't matter at all."

I smiled, stroking Pine's head.

"Wouldn't it be more wonderful if this small domain develops because of our wedding?"
"Is that... so?"
"Of course. It would be perfect to boast to our children: 'This was originally a quiet rural village, but your father and mother worked hard to develop it.'"

I'm even thinking of developing it to the point where it might be called Sirdi County instead of Sirdi Barony. It won't be easy, but it's possible.

"If it's a domain I build with you, Minister, it will be as precious to me as my hometown."

Pine's previously gloomy expression brightened at my reassurance.

Indeed, a bride-to-be should smile brightly to look beautiful. A new bride should think only of the joy awaiting in a few days, not worry unnecessarily—that's not good for either of us.

"Baron! Minister!"

Just as I was smiling with satisfaction and about to move elsewhere, a man called our names desperately, running toward us with several soldiers.

'...Who is that?'

For a moment I was confused, but soon I recalled the man's identity.

The local administrator who had managed Sirdi since it was an imperial direct territory. After Sirdi became a barony, he handled domain affairs on behalf of Pine, the Special Task Department Head. A useful talent.

'I like him.'

He probably rushed over in alarm seeing us wandering without escorts, but I was pleased that even in his haste, he addressed Pine, the domain's owner, first.

That's right. No matter that I'm Pine's husband and superior, the lord's dignity must be preserved first.

'He'll be useful for a long time.'

Soon we'll need to gather vassals to form Sirdi Barony, and this administrator would make a good addition.

A position like head butler or head chamberlain would be sufficient.

At last, the wedding day arrived.

It's the day of my final wedding ceremony, marking the end of a three-year relay of weddings. This certainly deserves congratulations and applause.

"Congratulations. You've finally reached the point where you can't count your wedding rings on one hand."

I couldn't help but chuckle at the Minister's remark as he visited early in the morning to tease me.

It's teasing, but not wrong. After exchanging rings with Penelia, I'll be wearing six rings. Fortunately, they're small enough to fit on one hand, but going from five to six means I'll need to count them using both hands.

However, unlike my past self, I now feel proud. These are rings symbolizing my bonds with six people. Isn't having more of these rings something to be happy about?

Besides, down south in that duchy, there's someone who needs three hands to count their rings.

"The heavier my hands, the heavier my love for my wives. I consider it a good thing."
"You always have a way with words."

The Minister laughed at my response.

"How heavy must your love be that you even show it off to your children?"

I flinched at those words.

Having many wives can be taken as a compliment, but having my children as wedding guests is something I still haven't gotten used to. Even today, at my final wedding.

Honestly, who could get used to that? Though it's legal polygamy rather than infidelity, getting married to someone else in front of your children is somewhat...

'But I can't just leave them at the mansion either.'

If the children were still at the age where they spend their days in bed, I could temporarily leave them with the servants.

But now many of our children can walk or crawl by themselves. Too many to exclude from a family celebration. If I left them behind, wouldn't they feel hurt about being left out?

"...What experience could be more fascinating for children than witnessing their father and mother's wedding firsthand?"
"Though it's an experience they could do without."

The Minister burst into laughter, then began looking around. As if he'd teased me enough and now had no more interest in me.

"God-father!"

And soon after, the voice of the person the Minister had been eagerly searching for was heard.

The Minister's expression immediately softened as his godson, whom he treated like his own son or grandson, came looking for him first.

"Fedi! Today your father will be busy, so stay with your godfa... ther...?"

However, the Minister flinched when he turned his head toward the voice.

It's amusing to see a muscular middle-aged man startled by a child, but completely understandable.

"Bear! Go to godfather!"
"Yes, sir!"

Who wouldn't be surprised to see a precious little godson approaching while riding on a bear?

"...Are those creatures attending the wedding too?"
"The kids cry when they're not around."

I replied bitterly to the Minister's incredulous question.

The spirit beasts have become part of our children's daily lives. It's impossible to take the children without them.

"Even druids wouldn't have handled bears from childhood."

I nodded unconsciously at the Minister's muttering.

Indeed, a child with a beast is a combination rarely seen outside of founding myths. Even druids, friends of animals and nature, probably didn't make friends with bears when they were just learning to toddle.

Of course, that's assuming druids still exist on this continent.

"But why is the bear carrying Fedi? Weren't there horses or deer too?"
"Their hooves make too much noise on the floor."

The Minister nodded with a disgruntled expression at this surprisingly practical reason—the noise of hooves striking the marble floor.


***

I sat in the bride's waiting room, fidgeting endlessly with my fingers.

Everything feels unfamiliar. The careful makeup, the flowing dress, sitting demurely and passing time in a daze—it's all foreign to me.

My life had little to do with makeup, even less with dresses, and I rarely spent time sitting idly. I always moved busily in comfortable clothing. Since receiving my new life from my master, I've moved solely for his sake.

But... while this situation feels unfamiliar, I don't dislike it.

"You look beautiful, madam!"
"Yes! You're absolutely stunning!"

Yuris and Sophia beside me, their eyes sparkling.

"It's a cliché, but you're dazzling. No wonder the master fell for you."

The butler using formal speech, saying we're practically an official couple on our wedding day.

"Indeed! You're perfectly suited to be the lady of the Kracius Family!"
"After the wedding, don't even think about going near the Special Affairs Department for years!"

The mansion's servants and former Charcoal Division members gathered behind the butler, bursting into laughter.

Because I have family who treat me like the main character and don't hold back their heartwarming compliments. Because I have family who share in the greatest happiness of my life.

"Thank you all."

So I spoke now as a family member, not as the future lady or the Special Affairs Department Head.

Thank you for celebrating with me. Thank you for loving me.

"If you're grateful, repay us with a healthy ba—"
"Yu-Yuris!"

Though Yuris made the outburst, it was Sophia who became flustered.

Normally I would have scolded her for saying such things, but I let it slide. Today is a joyous day, a day for smiling.

And as Yuris said... if there's nothing wrong with my body, then like the other wives... I too, right after marriage, could have a...

"Department Head, your face is turning red."

At the Section Chief's comment, I hurriedly cleared my throat to compose myself.

In about an hour, I'll be standing before the guests with my master. As the one completing my master's final wedding, I cannot show a disheveled appearance.

For my master's final wedding. For a wedding that will draw applause from everyone.

"Penelia! I'm here too!"

Just as I was trying to calm my mind, Erich's voice came from the entrance of the waiting room.

"S-Sister! We agreed to leave Penelia alone right now!"
"This is her time with family. We shouldn't interfere."
"But we're family now too!"

Hearing the voices of the other wives made me smile.

Since it's come to this, having everyone together doesn't seem so bad.

For, my, my, ma-master's, final wedd-ding... for a wedding, that, everyone, will cele-brate...

...

'Calm down.'

Let me calm my heart. Compose myself... settle my nerves...

"Penelia, are you alright?"
"I-I'm fine."

I stammered in response to my master's whisper.

How embarrassing. I had promised myself in the bride's waiting room that I would complete the wedding perfectly. My master's first wedding was magnificent, and the four weddings that followed were each unique and beautiful. If I could just finish this last one well, it would be perfect.


Since the beginning was as grand as a dragon's head, the end should be as dignified as a dragon's tail. That's how it should be.

'That's how it should be...'

But standing before the officiant with my master, my carefully composed heart began to waver. I trembled under the gaze of the guests.

How strange. Nothing made me tremble except my master's whispers and caresses. Yet at this time, at this most important time...!

"Penelia."
"Y-Yes."

Just as self-loathing began to rise, my master's gentle voice sounded in my ear.

"Are you tired of this? Everyone in the world already knows we're a couple, so I wonder if we really need this ceremony. If anything, we haven't been able to live as a proper couple because we've been held back by these weddings."

I blinked blankly at his words.

I know from experience that my master takes weddings seriously. So why is he saying this?

"I think it's because I've had so many weddings. Receiving congratulations once or twice is fine, but six times feels excessive."
"I-Is that so?"

Though my master was still whispering softly, those small whispers felt like they were piercing my heart.

This is supposed to be my master's final wedding, to be concluded grandly and beautifully. But that finale is already tiresome to my master—

"So I'm thinking of this not as my wedding, but as Penelia's first and last wedding. That way, I'm in the position of congratulating my beloved wife."
"...What?"

I couldn't help but question my master's words.

Not his wedding? The person who prepared this wedding is my master. The guests gathered here came to see my master. I can stand here only because my master accepted my confession.

Yet he says it's not his wedding? That he's not receiving congratulations but giving them?

"Congratulations, Penelia. Thank you for sharing your one and only wedding with me."

But somehow...

"And thank you for letting me stand beside the main character."

When I heard that this was my wedding, not my master's final one, my heart became peaceful.

Calmness replaced anxiety, and excitement replaced nervousness.

"I'm also happy to be with you, master."

So I could smile genuinely. I could look at my master with a sincere smile, not a forced one.

Because this is a place my master prepared to celebrate me. Because this is where I receive congratulations and applause.

Because this is a once-in-a-lifetime celebration for me.

***

There was a brief incident where Penelia trembled with anxiety, but fortunately, she was able to shake it off and smile.

It's a heartwarming sight. This marriage will completely remove the shackles in Penelia's heart.

'They had to come off.'

Since our date in Yudhur County, Penelia's worldview had been shifting from "master-centered" to "us-centered." In this situation, if she accepted our official marriage ceremony as her own celebration—Penelia would no longer be looking up at me, but standing shoulder to shoulder with me.

'It's been a long journey.'

Truly long. The process of transforming Penelia from someone who worshipped me to an equal wife... how many years this journey has taken...

'Now I can enjoy it comfortably.'

I smiled as I watched the bouquet, which had passed through the hands of five wives, now held in Penelia's hands.

Now I just need to spend ten days or two weeks of intimate time with Penelia.

Summer is known for its early sunrise compared to other seasons. Thanks to that, sunlight leaked through the curtains earlier than usual.

However, moderate sunlight is nature's gift that helps with a pleasant awakening. When warm sunlight tickles your cheeks, your eyes open without you even realizing it.

'I didn't sleep much.'

After doing some light stretching by rotating my arms, I got out of bed and approached the window.

The sunlight coming through the gap in the curtains wasn't enough to cover the entire room. I should open the curtains first and greet the day.

"Mmm..."

As I drew the curtains, warm and bright sunlight flooded the room, and Penelia, who was still in bed, mumbled softly.

If I didn't get much sleep, the same goes for Penelia. The fortunate thing is that among all my wives, Penelia possesses the healthiest and strongest physique. A little less sleep won't affect her at all.

It would be a different story if it continued for two weeks straight rather than just a day or two.

"Are you awake?"
"Mi-Minister—!"

Penelia, who had been blinking her eyes, hurriedly sat up when she saw that I was already up, but—

"What did you say?"
"...darling..."

At my brief correction, she lowered her head and murmured shyly.

I'm satisfied. Finally, I've succeeded in hearing a normal and gentle term of endearment instead of being called "Minister."

'It was a difficult journey.'

I couldn't help feeling emotional, with my eyes warming and a tightness in my nose. While I had succeeded in changing Penelia's worldview from me-centered to us-centered after our wedding, the issue of her stiff and impersonal way of addressing me remained unchanged.

I had managed to get her to adjust from the catastrophic "Master" title used in Yudhur County to "Minister," but honestly, that wasn't nearly enough.

"Penelia. Everything else is fine, but don't you think we should change the 'Minister' title? We're married now."
"I-I'm sorry. I just couldn't help it..."

Of course, being called "Minister" isn't embarrassing when others hear it. Even Erich, who's probably still sleeping in, still calls me "Minister."

Besides, Penelia had already adjusted from the alarming "Master" to "Minister" at my request. Forcing a second adjustment when she had just gotten used to saying "Minister" seemed too harsh.

So I gave her the opportunity to make the change voluntarily, without pressure or burden.

"Well, I guess it can't be helped. Let's work on it until Penelia gets used to a different form of address."
"Yes... I'll try."
"Good. About ten days of effort between just the two of us should do it."
"...What?"

With those words, we spent passionate and intimate time together.

Until the word "Minister" disappeared from Penelia's mind. Until sweet and warm terms of endearment came naturally from her lips.

"Minister. Perhaps we should... rest a bit..."
"A-Are you sure? I understand..."

At first, Penelia was quite relaxed. Being the wife with the best physical stamina, she could keep up with my pace, and while she might have been shy and embarrassed, she didn't seem overwhelmed.

That lasted for about three days. Unfortunately, from the fourth day onward, she couldn't hold out.

"Mi-Minister...! Please, enough...!"
"I don't know who this 'Minister' is."

My stamina turned out to be better than Penelia's.

If I had been weaker than Penelia, she would have been fine, but it's only natural that problems arise when the weaker party has to match the stronger one's pace for three days straight.

No, she actually held out well for three days. That white-haired one didn't even last three days before surrendering.

"Mi-Ministerrr... If we continue... like this... even Minister will..."

"I'm fine."
"B-But what if... because of me... you get hurt..."
"The Minister doesn't know about such things."

Faced with such blatant responses, Penelia didn't know what to do and darted her eyes around.

Whenever Penelia suggested taking a break, I would say strange things like "I don't know who this Minister is" or "The Minister doesn't know about such things." Even if Penelia had lost her wits on the way here, she would understand my intentions.

My warm intention that she should use a normal term of address instead of "Minister."

'It was a cowardly act, I admit.'

I'd be lying if I said I wasn't embarrassed. After saying we should work together until she got used to a different form of address, I put her in a situation where something terrible would happen if she didn't make an immediate effort. Objectively speaking, it was an ugly action.

But what could I do? Being called "Minister" by my wife was worse than being ugly and cowardly. Even though Erich also calls me "Minister," her use of the title is more playful than sincere.

"Ah, what if I call you Department Head...!"
"That's no different from Minister."
"How about Count...?"
"I don't like it."
"Family Head...!"
"......"

Despite my prepared ugliness, Penelia's journey was long and arduous. I seriously considered postponing the title adjustment issue.

"D-darling..."

Still, after all the hardship came happiness, so I could smile. After ten days, I was finally able to get her to use the normal term of endearment "darling."

"Thank you, Penelia. This is how it should be between husband and wife."
"Th-Then..."
"From now on, I'll make an effort as your darling, not as a Minister."

Celebrating this joyous occasion by spending about five more days with Penelia wasn't really that important.

"Ugh..."
"Are you okay?"

As I was smiling contentedly, Penelia put her feet on the floor and let out a weak groan.

"I'm fine. My body is just a bit surprised..."

I slightly marveled at Penelia's faint smile.

Her robustness is truly amazing. Excluding Mar, who inherited the Iron-Blooded Duke's bloodline, and Trixie, who uses magic as a cheat key, Penelia shows the best recovery and endurance.

"Then today—"
"S-Since it's already morning, would you like to have breakfast first?"

I chuckled at her desperate attempt to change the subject.

I don't intend to drag this out for more than two weeks anyway.

***

The backyard of the Imperial Assembly Hall. It's a place with few visitors—almost none—but it's meticulously maintained as part of the Imperial Assembly Hall, which is responsible for the Empire's legislation.

Thanks to this, the backyard is no less impressive than those of decent castles or mansions, and it's a place I visit to get some fresh air when my mind is cluttered, like now.

It's regrettable that I've been coming here almost daily since becoming the Speaker of the Imperial Assembly.

'No one's here today.'

I looked around the empty backyard and sat on a bench.

While other members showed no interest in the backyard, the two youngest members occasionally appeared here. Perhaps because they're still young, they move around quite actively.

But today, even those two were nowhere to be seen. I finally had some time to myself.

'The youngest...'


That's fortunate. The reason my mind is cluttered is because of those two youngest members. It would have been bitter if I had met them in the backyard I came to in order to organize my thoughts.

'What should I do about this?'

After leaning back on the bench almost to the point of lying down, I tilted my head back to look at the sky.

Although those two are the source of my concerns, they haven't made any mistakes or errors. Rather, they're working hard as the youngest members, trying to handle as many tasks as possible in advance for their honeymoon leave, which they plan to apply for early next year.

Yes, to apply for leave simultaneously early next year. That's precisely the problem.

'It's troublesome if both of them are absent at the same time.'

The Imperial Assembly members consist solely of Imperial Counts. And there are only thirty Imperial Counts in this vast empire.

It's truly an honor. The pride of sharing the fate with the Imperial Family, being the Emperor's arms and legs, and the final shield—these are the pride of us Imperial Counts. The prestige of being just thirty members makes even Marquises unable to treat us carelessly.

But occasionally, this elite small number, this number with a 300-year tradition, becomes a hindrance.

'If two members are missing, that's essentially 10%.'

Just like now.

The Imperial Counts—that is, the Imperial Assembly members—are so few that even one absence is critical. So what if two request leave? In absolute numbers, it's just two, but relatively speaking, it's close to 10%.

Yet I can't prevent their absence. They're requesting leave for marriage, and it's impossible to approve one and reject the other. Besides, apart from moral issues, we, as the Empire's legislative body, cannot ignore the law.

'Damn it.'

I sighed, roughly rubbing my dry face.

If there's any consolation, Count Horpelt and Baron Hardiner are concerned about their absence. So without us having to bring it up first, they're handling their tasks in advance. That's both grateful and fortunate.

But that's just a temporary measure. Even if we're lucky enough to get through this situation, what will we do if something similar happens again?

We don't need to look far. Count Horpelt has maternity and childcare leave scheduled, and Baron Hardiner will hold another wedding ceremony at the end of next year.

'It never ends.'

As long as there are only thirty members, we'll always worry about member vacancies and rack our brains. No matter how hard the members try, there's no way to solve this inherent problem.

'We can't increase the number of Imperial Counts either.'

For a moment, I considered suggesting to His Majesty the Emperor to expand the Imperial Counts, but I quickly discarded the idea.

It's absurd. We Imperial Counts have a 300-year history. We've assisted His Majesty through glory and crisis, even when imperial authority was precarious. Now, we can't think of sharing that position with others, nor can we.

'If a new Imperial Count were to emerge after 300 years, would they really be accepted?'

A fixed stone doesn't welcome a rolling stone. This is common sense.

'...If it's members...'

Just then, watching a hawk flying in the sky, my thoughts shifted in a different direction.

Increasing the number of Imperial Counts is impossible. Not only is it unrealistic, but even I, who would have to suggest it, don't like the approach.

Instead, what if we increase the number of assembly members? What if we broaden the qualification for members, which has been exclusive to Imperial Counts, and increase the number of Imperial Assembly members? So that the absence of two members doesn't result in a 10% vacancy like now.

Of course, this also goes against the 300-year tradition. We would have to share the authority and power of the members with others.

'We'll have to endure that much.'

Still, it's better to increase the number of members than to be anxious every time a member takes leave. In fact, there have been comments from long ago that the legislative branch is too small compared to the executive and judicial branches.

"Alright."

After contemplation, I stood up.

Let's discuss this with the other members first. Expanding the member quota is not something even I, as the Speaker, can suggest carelessly.

Erich came to visit just before dinner.

I wondered why he was at our house, but I was happy to welcome him since he came to greet his brother and sisters-in-law right after work instead of going to his own home. With his own wedding just a few months away, I figured he might want some marriage advice.

"Brother. Are you free tomorrow by any chance?"
"Tomorrow?"
"Well... I think you need to come to the parliament tomorrow."

But as soon as I heard his reason for visiting, my hand twitched.

So much for being touched. This black-haired beast is offering his brother a giant middle finger.

"Look, I don't want to call on you if I can avoid it. If we set a precedent of dragging someone on vacation to parliament, it'll be a hassle for me too."

However, seeing Erich frantically waving his hands—perhaps having read the unusual emotion on my face—I calmed myself down.

He's right about that. If I, as his older brother, set a precedent of attending parliament during vacation, it would cause trouble for Erich too. No matter how bizarrely perceptive Erich is, he wouldn't miss such an obvious consequence.

"What's going on that requires this? It's rare to call the Imperial Count in person when there's a perfectly capable proxy standing in."

So I moved with Erich to the dining room while continuing our conversation.

The Imperial Parliament doesn't typically contact the Imperial Count behind a proxy if that proxy is fulfilling their role properly. It's both a courtesy to the Imperial Count who chose that representative and a sign of respect toward the proxy who helps lead the parliament.

Yet the parliament is breaking that tradition to summon me during my vacation? If it's for a trivial reason, I'll be performing Sky Slash from the parliament building's roof, but it can't possibly be something minor. Breaking tradition and custom in a legislative body requires tremendous resolve.

"Well..."

At my question, Erich stopped walking and quickly looked around. As if even loyal servants shouldn't hear this conversation.

"The Speaker has proposed expanding the number of parliament members."
"What?"

And with those words, I understood Erich's reaction.

"They discussed it with just the members present—no stenographers, secretaries, or guards. Thirty people whispering in the small conference room was maddening."

Just mentioning an expansion of parliament membership is enough to throw the Empire's political world into turmoil.

"The current Speaker is Count Cador, right?"
"Yes. For now, at least."

As Erich answered, I quickly processed this information.

In my memory, the Speaker isn't a radical figure. If anything, he's closer to the conservative faction that values maintaining the status quo and protecting tradition.

Yet such a person is dropping this bombshell about expanding parliament membership? Breaking a 300-year tradition since the Empire's founding?

'Is it the Emperor?'

It would make more sense if the Speaker were acting on the Emperor's orders. While Imperial Count Cador is conservative, the Parliament Speaker must act strictly according to the Emperor's will. The Speaker's personal inclinations and values are meaningless before an imperial command.

'No, that's not it.'

Yet paradoxically, the most likely hypothesis—imperial intervention—is also the least likely.

The Emperor never mentioned anything about the Imperial Parliament or member expansion during our meetings. One might think it's consideration not to discuss work matters with someone on vacation, but the Emperor isn't that thoughtful. If this were the Emperor's will, he would have already mentioned it to me.

So this proposal is entirely the Speaker's idea.

"...A proposal to increase Imperial Counts came from an Imperial Count's mouth?"


I muttered to myself, unable to comprehend. For 300 years, the 30 Imperial Counts have been united, and now they want to increase—

"Oh, it's not about increasing Imperial Counts. Just about broadening the qualifications for parliament members."

At those words, my gaze shifted toward Erich's solar plexus.

This damn brother. He should have said that first.

'If it's just increasing parliament members...'

Despite my irritation, I understood. While expanding parliament membership isn't a trivial matter, it's more acceptable than increasing Imperial Counts. There have long been opinions that 30 members is too few for the legislative body of the Imperial Parliament.

The executive branch that parliament is supposed to check can easily reach 30 people with just a team or two. Expand that to department, division, and ministry levels, and the numbers grow exponentially.

'Are they increasing members to preserve parliament itself?'

I finally realized why the conservative Speaker had taken such a bold step as proposing membership expansion.

The tradition-valuing Speaker is trying to preserve not the small tradition of "Imperial Parliament membership numbers" but the grand tradition of "the Imperial Parliament's very existence." If the 30-member suicide squad continues as is, parliament itself might collapse, so he's sacrificing the lesser tradition.

"Anyway, since we're talking about letting people other than Imperial Counts into a parliament that has only had Imperial Counts, they said it would be better if you came as the actual Imperial Count rather than me as your proxy."

I nodded grimly at Erich's words.

He's right. No matter how much they respect and consider proxies, a proxy is still just a proxy. If Erich as proxy nods in agreement, but I as the Imperial Count vehemently oppose it, the parliament members would only get headaches.

"When do I need to be there?"
"Just come in the morning. Since they're calling someone on vacation, they said they'd adjust to your schedule."

That's at least some good news amid the misfortune.

Of course, not receiving an invitation at all would be best, but I can't ignore an agenda that affects the Imperial Counts' positions just because I'm on vacation.

I think this is my first time coming to the Imperial Parliament as a stakeholder rather than a simple visitor.

"Welcome, Count Teilgleichen. I apologize for summoning you while you should be enjoying your honeymoon."
"Please don't say that. This is for the stability of parliament and the prosperity of the Empire. As an Imperial Count, I must fulfill my duty."

I gently bowed my head to the Speaker who had come out to the main entrance to greet me.

It would be a lie to say I wasn't displeased by this unexpected summons, but knowing the Speaker's feelings and the gravity of the situation, I dutifully made my way to work. It would be too shameless to respond with "I'm on vacation" to a matter that could shake the Empire's political landscape and its history for centuries to come.

"Your patriotism is truly admirable, Count. It's almost regrettable that you're a minister."
"Whether parliament or executive branch, aren't they both pillars supporting the Empire?"

I answered quickly and firmly to the Speaker's comment. What he just said implies that if I weren't in a high executive position, I would have worked diligently as the junior member of parliament.

The mere thought is horrifying. It's already dreadful with only the Emperor above me, but to work with dozens of seniors above me? I'd rather die.

"Haha, that's right. No matter where we work, it's ultimately for the Empire."

The Speaker also let out a small laugh at my response. He probably wasn't being serious anyway.

"My goodness. I've kept our esteemed guest standing too long."

After chatting about various recent matters, the Speaker stroked his beard as if embarrassed, then personally opened the parliament's main door for me.

A parliament tour service with the Speaker himself greeting and guiding... truly a precious service.

***

Twenty-nine current Imperial Counts who are members. One member proxy. One current Imperial Count who sent a proxy.


A total of thirty-one people gathered in the small conference room to begin discussions.

"The fact that we've endured until now is already a miracle. Thirty, just thirty. We've survived 300 years with a number that's not the minimum of thirty but the maximum."
"Even in the executive branch, there are numerous teams with thirty people each. Large courts in the judicial branch easily surpass parliament's size."
"The Imperial Parliament checks the executive branch and safeguards imperial commands. It's unfortunate that one of the pillars supporting the Empire is so precarious."

The members' reactions were generally positive. While yesterday's discussion had already leaned toward expanding membership, sustaining the Imperial Parliament with just thirty people was harsh on the members themselves.

However, carelessly proposing membership expansion would be seen as breaking a 300-year tradition and sharing the rights and authority of fellow members with others. As a result, no one dared to speak up and only watched cautiously—

"If the Speaker says so..."
"Well, we have no choice. This is the first time the Speaker has proposed such a thing, so we should consider it positively."
"That's right. If we members don't support the Speaker, who will trust and follow him?"

When I voluntarily took the lead, others quickly joined in with cheers.

It made me smile bitterly as everything unfolded exactly as expected. The way they kept repeating "Speaker" at the end of every sentence to reduce their own responsibility was quite something...

'I would have done the same, though.'

Of course, when someone steps up to shoulder a difficult agenda, it's only natural to climb on top. I would have been surprised if the members had shown reluctant reactions.

Anyway, the expansion of parliament membership itself gained the members' sympathy.

"So, what are your thoughts on the qualifications for membership? Increasing Imperial Counts isn't worth discussing, and limiting it to certain titles would give us too many candidates."
"Dukes and Marquises combined are fewer than Imperial Counts, but we can't burden such busy people with the additional responsibility of being parliament members."

The discussion about new member selection criteria continued endlessly.

This is the biggest problem. Simply giving membership to certain titles creates too many issues.

Dukes and Marquises with their small numbers? It's dangerous to give parliamentary authority to those who already possess tremendous power. What about Counts, Viscounts, and Barons as candidates? There are too many of them, increasing the possibility of conflict.

From the beginning, parliament membership should be a shield and limb that stays with His Majesty the Emperor forever. No matter how loyal a noble is, we can't carelessly grant membership without the level of pride and sense of duty that Imperial Counts possess.

'This is giving me a headache.'

I sighed quietly as I looked around the noisy small conference room. Yesterday's discussion had ended inconclusively too.

'You are our only hope, Count Teilgleichen.'

That's why I glanced at Count Teilgleichen, who was maintaining silence.

I don't expect Count Teilgleichen to present a plausible opinion or debate with other members. Demanding that from someone dragged here during vacation would be unconscionable.

However, Count Teilgleichen's mere presence is helpful. Having directly seen and heard the discussions here, he's likely to subtly mention this situation to His Majesty the Emperor. After all, Count Teilgleichen is undoubtedly the Emperor's most trusted confidant.

'Then we might receive an imperial command.'

The members are prepared to give up some of their rights to increase membership. Upon hearing this news, His Majesty might appreciate the members' patriotism and loyalty and personally intervene in this matter.

Please, please let that happen. Otherwise, this discussion won't end even after weeks...

That night, after the intense debate.

[The Speaker is to come to the Sun Palace after lunch tomorrow.]

The august command of His Majesty the Emperor was issued.

I believed in you, Count Teilgleichen...!

I headed straight to the imperial palace as soon as the discussion ended. No, rather than saying it ended, it would be more accurate to say the decision was postponed. After all, the council members couldn't establish new criteria for selecting representatives.

'I don't want to go.'

Thanks to this, I moved forward with a miserable feeling. In this situation, I had no choice but to meet the Emperor.

Of course, the Emperor is like a bottomless well who pulls out unexpected tasks whenever he sees me. If I visit empty-handed, I might end up returning with both hands full—a complete disaster.

However, this discussion is an indefinite marathon that will never end without the Emperor's decision. The longer I delay meeting him, the more work days I'll have to endure. It's better to face the Emperor prepared for additional work than to postpone the inevitable.

"Hmm, increasing the number of council members."

The Emperor, who had been puzzled by my visit, let out an exclamation as soon as he heard the reason.

"To willingly give up their rights to others for the sake of the imperial family and the empire. The loyalty of the Imperial Counts is truly admirable."

No matter how much the Imperial Council members were suffering from excessive workloads, being one of the 30 members of the empire's legislative body carried immense authority. The Imperial Council members—the Imperial Counts—possessed tremendous rights, powers, and honors proportionate to their workload.

Yet the Imperial Counts chose to give these up. They chose the stability of the imperial system over reigning as one of the thirty. As Emperor, he couldn't help but be pleased.

"Your Imperial Ancestor also considered increasing the number of council members during his reign, knowing the hardships they faced. However, the council position is both an honor and a source of pride for the Imperial Counts. His Majesty could not ignore the loyalty shown for 300 years, so he did not touch the honor of the Imperial Counts."
"We are always grateful for the imperial family's grace and generosity."
"That's why I'm all the more pleased. The Imperial Counts have recognized the imperial family's concerns and are voluntarily trying to increase the number of council members. I will gladly support the will of the Imperial Counts."

After saying this, the Emperor tapped his desk with his finger.

"...But it's somewhat unexpected that a minister, not the council chairman, is telling me this."
"The chairman and council members are discussing the qualifications for membership to ease Your Majesty's concerns. They probably won't report to Your Majesty until all discussions are complete."

The Emperor nodded at my words. To put it simply, it was like saying the report was still being prepared.

"How far has it progressed?"
"They are discussing all possibilities with utmost sincerity."
"So they haven't even started."

Despite my attempt to dress it up, the Emperor ruthlessly unwrapped the packaging.

Damn him. It's true we haven't properly started yet, but isn't he being too cold? More than thirty people are trying their best to reach a consensus.

"But I can understand. Determining new qualifications for council members is difficult."

Still, the Emperor seemed to have a speck of understanding, acknowledging the council members' difficult situation.

Suddenly increasing the number of seats that had been fixed at thirty for 300 years, and selecting criteria that would minimize controversy—it would be stranger if this process went smoothly.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"You are also an Imperial Count who constitutes the honorable Imperial Council. As a stakeholder, share your opinion."

I looked at the Emperor glumly at those words. I've been using my younger sibling as a council proxy, so how could I possibly have an opinion? Honestly, I barely know how the council operates.

"I humbly apologize, but my insufficient wisdom makes me fear disturbing Your Majesty's peace of mind."

At my direct statement that I had nothing particular to say, the Emperor chuckled.

"Speak freely. Given our relationship, my composure will remain steadfast regardless of what you say."

For a moment, curses rose to the tip of my tongue, but I held back. It's precisely because of our relationship that I can't speak freely, you bastard.

However, regardless of my irritation, when the Emperor speaks like that, I need to say something. If I ignore the Emperor's invitation two or three times, who knows what kind of trouble will come my way.

Selecting new council members who aren't Imperial Counts. Criteria that would minimize controversy...

'Is there such a thing?'

It's a difficult problem. As dozens of experienced nobles put their heads together without results, this issue isn't something to be taken lightly.

If I had to choose essential conditions: overflowing loyalty to the Emperor, no ulterior motives when becoming a council member, minimal existing power so they wouldn't become a threat after taking office, and individuals unlikely to face opposition from other nobles.

I can't help but laugh. Where on earth would we find such people...


...

'Ah.'

Come to think of it, they exist. Not among titled nobles, but if we look elsewhere, there are quite a few.

"Your Majesty."
"Speak."
"What about appointing loyal local governors and city mayors who are responsible for imperial direct territories as council members?"
"Oh."

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction at my suggestion.

"That's an interesting idea."

Judging by his reaction, this bastard seems to have been thinking about incorporating local governors and mayors into the council for some time. He just kept it on hold due to concerns about backlash from the Imperial Counts.

'Damn it.'

It's utterly depressing that this guy and I think alike.

Following the Emperor's order to discuss details tomorrow, I visited the imperial palace again at noon the next day.

"Count Teilgleichen?"
"Ah, Chairman, you're here too."

As I entered the Emperor's office located in the Sun Palace, the chairman who had arrived earlier greeted me.

I didn't expect the chairman to be summoned so quickly. Does he plan to handle everything today?

'The situation must be urgent.'

I looked at the chairman with a hint of sympathy.

The Emperor, who has many other duties, summoned the chairman in just one day? This indicates how serious the council's staff shortage is. It means the council issue must be resolved first, even if other matters are temporarily put aside.

"The minister is here too. Please sit."

After the chairman and I exchanged brief greetings, the Emperor, seated at the head, gestured.

"Chairman. I heard that the council made a significant decision without my knowledge. It must have been a difficult decision—truly remarkable."

Then he turned his gaze to the chairman sitting on the left, with a notably warm and gentle voice.

"You flatter me. Rather, we should have made this decision sooner for the sake of the empire and the council. I am sorry for burdening Your Majesty due to our stubbornness and inadequacy."
"How can following a 300-year tradition be called stubbornness, and how can loyal subjects who sustained the council with thirty members be called incompetent?"
"I am deeply honored."

Satisfied with the chairman's response, the Emperor nodded and continued with a smile.

"Yesterday, the minister came to see me. Though he's also an Imperial Count, he seemed concerned about not being able to help the council, and explained the council members' sincere intentions in detail."

The chairman looked at me with eyes full of trust and gratitude, as if thanking me for conveying their hardships to the Emperor.

"He also mentioned a remarkable solution to resolve the council members' concerns."
"What?"
"Your Majesty?"

Both the chairman and I were surprised by the Emperor's words.

The chairman was surprised that I had gone beyond being a messenger to help solve the problem, while I was surprised that the Emperor had thrown me under the bus.

I'm confused. Even though the idea of incorporating local governors and mayors came from my mouth, honestly, you thought of it first. Isn't it unconscionable to put me forward like this?

'Damn him...'

My teeth clenched, but I barely managed to hold back. The Emperor probably wants to make it appear as if "some Imperial Counts voluntarily suggested it" rather than "the imperial family directly expanded council membership qualifications." In building justification, who proposed an idea first is extremely important, even for the same agenda.

"Appointing imperial local governors and mayors, not titled nobles, as council members. Isn't that a groundbreaking idea?"
"Y-Yes, Your Majesty. It's a solution that we, who have been confined to the council, would never have thought of in our lifetime."


The Emperor looked even more satisfied as the chairman quickly bowed his head.

"However, I don't intend to make all local governors and mayors council members. Even less do I intend to place them in the same chamber as the Imperial Counts who have shown 300 years of loyalty."

With those words, the Emperor rose from his seat, approached his desk, and picked up two documents.

"Read this."

Then he handed one to each of us.

[Plan for Imperial Council Member Expansion and Bicameralization.]
'What is this?'

I involuntarily swallowed at the ominous title of the document. While the Imperial Counts sympathize with expanding membership, what does this bicameralization mean?

[One hundred new Imperial Council members will be selected from among local governors managing imperial direct territories and mayors of cities under direct imperial control. This selection process will be handled by the Ministry of the Imperial Household, with final approval from the Emperor.]
[The existing Imperial Council, consisting of 30 Imperial Counts, will be called the "House of Nobles," while the 100 new members will constitute the "House of Commons." The head of the House of Nobles will be called the "Prime Minister," and the head of the House of Commons will be called the "Tribune."]
[The House of Nobles and the House of Commons are organizations under the Imperial Council, and the Imperial Council Chairman will concurrently serve as the Prime Minister of the House of Nobles.]

However, as I read the contents of the document, rather than clearing up my confusion, I became increasingly dizzy.

He didn't just increase the number of council members—he created an entirely new council.

***

Yesterday, I carried out duties in the Diremein region by order of His Imperial Majesty.

Today, I patrolled Diremein by order of His Imperial Majesty.

Tomorrow, I plan to inspect Diremein's stockpiled supplies by order of His Imperial Majesty.

I lived day by day, spending each day like any other. As a local governor receiving imperial grace, I worked for the peace of Diremein and the happiness of its people.

It's a joyful and rewarding job. Certainly, it's an honor to serve as His Imperial Majesty's local governor.

'It's not like the old days...'

But at some point, the fire that once burned hot in my heart gradually subsided. I could no longer rekindle the passion of the past.

Nevertheless, I persevered, clinging to my aging body. If I retired, I would have no more income. Unlike titled nobles with domains, all I had was my salary as a local governor and a small farm.

For my children and grandchildren to live without want, I needed to work harder. For our family, who aren't nobles, to survive, I needed to earn while I could.

I carried my heart, reduced to ashes, thinking this way.

[Allen Müster, Governor of Diremein, is hereby appointed as a member of the House of Commons under the Imperial Council.]

That was until the Ministry of the Imperial Household suddenly sent His Imperial Majesty's order.

'...House of Commons?'

As soon as I saw that order, my mind froze—disloyal as it may seem.

What is the House of Commons? Despite priding myself on my knowledge of imperial history and organizational structure, this was a name I'd never heard before.

'Imperial Council member?'

And what does it mean to be under the Imperial Council? Does that make me a member of the Imperial Council?

'Me?'

Though I have a family name... me, who can hardly be called a noble?

Me, who has nothing to pass down to my children except the empty title of Müster and a little property?

"Hah..."

Before I knew it, laughter escaped me.

I discarded the ashes in my heart and took out a new one.

# The Imperial Council Expands

The Emperor willingly accepted the proposal from Imperial Counts filled with loyalty and devotion, sending shockwaves through the Empire's political sphere.

Three hundred years. For three hundred years since the founding of the Empire, the fixed number of council members had never changed. The Imperial Council, which had only ever admitted Imperial Counts, suddenly added 100 new members, increasing from just 30 members to 130. That's a more than 300% increase.

However, to preserve the honor and authority of the Imperial Counts who had reigned for three centuries, the Imperial Council was split in two: the Noble Chamber consisting of existing members, and the Commons Chamber made up of 100 new members.

"The Commons Chamber will perform the existing functions of the Imperial Council. Having 100 people do what 30 used to do should make things more efficient."
"The members of the Noble Chamber will forever hold Your Majesty's merciful decision in their hearts."

Though the praise offered to the Emperor was ceremonial, it did contain a degree of sincerity.

When Erich Kracius heard this news, his increasingly haggard complexion brightened dramatically, and he was even seen enjoying dates in the Capital with a beaming smile. If the person most affected reacted this positively, this measure must truly be effective.

Of course, if the Commons Chamber monopolized the roles and duties of the existing council, the Noble Chamber would likely become a mere figurehead, but...

"And I plan to give the Noble Chamber the right to reject bills proposed by the Commons Chamber, the right to direct oversight and supervision of the executive branch, and the right to put brakes on and demand adjustments to the Commons Chamber's actions. Even if they're all council members, how could titled nobles be inferior to mere provincial governors or mayors?"

The Emperor, concerned about this very issue, provided the Noble Chamber with various swords and shields.

Even if the Commons Chamber creates laws, they can be immediately discarded if they don't please the Noble Chamber. Without the Noble Chamber's direction, the Commons Chamber cannot even interfere with the executive branch. Even when acting on the Noble Chamber's orders, they must immediately stop if the Noble Chamber changes its mind.

In summary, the Commons Chamber became the hunting dog and the Noble Chamber its master. The Noble Chamber could delegate all tedious tasks to the Commons Chamber while simply observing and controlling as needed.

"In return, the members of the Noble Chamber should set an example for the Commons Chamber."
"Truly wise words, Your Majesty."

Moreover, the Commons Chamber would "share" the role of the Imperial Council, not strip away all the existing duties of the Noble Chamber. The Noble Chamber still retained its rights and duties to legislate and check the executive branch.

Though it wasn't my business, I envied them. They gained legal subordinates, and those subordinates were three times their size?

'Even bowing toward the Imperial Palace every day wouldn't be enough to show gratitude.'

The workload of 30 members would now be shared among 130, and they could easily prevent any reckless actions from the 100 inexperienced members. Thanks to this tremendous consideration, the burden on existing members was drastically reduced.

"By the way, Minister."

Just as I was thinking I could feel less guilty about dumping work on Erich, the Emperor casually spoke up.

"There's been quite a bit of talk about this council expansion."
"It was a great and wise decision for the Empire's benefit, Your Majesty. Who would dare oppose your judgment?"

I sat up straight and asked with genuine seriousness.

While this decision was directly ordered by the Emperor, it was also a proposal submitted to him after consolidating the opinions of all Imperial Counts.

And of course, my name was among those Imperial Counts.

'How dare they.'

Anger surged within me. It was already frustrating enough to alternate between the council and the palace during my vacation, but now people who had done nothing but watch were expressing dissatisfaction? And about a proposal that proudly bore my name?

This was a declaration of war against the millions of fathers in the Empire and a challenge to the Minister of Audit. These were lawless individuals denying the collective will of the honorable Imperial Council.

'Even I can't openly oppose the Emperor's directives.'

The seed of anger in my heart grew increasingly massive.

Even I would try to find compromise rather than opposition when an imperial order came down. I couldn't even think of resisting. Why else would I have carried out the Leon Kingdom expedition in that strange compromise format of commuting back and forth?

For this reason, I wanted to see the faces of these unknown protagonists of "quite a bit of talk." If I saw their faces, I'd just give them one good sky-slicing punch.

"Ah, it's not exactly opposition. Just bewilderment at changing traditions, or questions about the title 'Noble Chamber.'"

My anger subsided somewhat at those words. Fortunately, it wasn't outright opposition but rather the inevitable growing pains that come with sudden change.

"They couldn't understand why a gathering of Imperial Counts, who make up only a tiny fraction of imperial nobility, would be called the Noble Chamber? They questioned how these few could represent all nobles."

Moreover, the reason for their doubts seemed plausible.

That's true. It's a bit odd to call them representatives of the nobility when they're not composed of members from all ranks, but only Imperial Counts—


"It's called the Noble Chamber in name only, but in the end, it's just a gathering of the Emperor's direct vassals."
"Please don't worry, Your Majesty. It's merely the small complaints of those envious of the Imperial Counts who enjoy Your Majesty's favor."

I quickly bowed my head at the Emperor's voice, which carried a subtle note of displeasure.

As the Emperor said, the Noble Chamber is ultimately the Imperial Council. It's both a reward for the Imperial Counts who shared the Imperial Family's fate even when imperial authority was at its lowest, and a shield group protecting the Emperor. Just because the name changed doesn't mean its character changed as well.

However, some nobles were bewitched by the name "Noble Chamber" and forgot this fact. They coveted the privileges the Emperor granted to the Imperial Counts, the final shield protecting the Emperor.

'Damn it.'

That was dangerous. I almost said something like "I can see their point" in front of the Emperor, who might have perceived it as a threat to imperial authority.

'Was my vacation too long?'

Self-reproach washed over me. Even minimal thought would have led me to deduce that the Emperor would be displeased. Yet I failed to recognize something so obvious.

This goes beyond mere carelessness. My instincts have dulled too much over these two and a half years.

Of course, I have no intention of cutting my vacation short to return to work. I'm not crazy.

"Small complaints..."

The Emperor fell into contemplation, stroking his chin at my words.

"The Minister is right. Nobles are loyal to the Imperial Family and the Empire, striving to receive my attention. It's only natural they would envy the favor shown to the Imperial Counts."
"Your Majesty's compassion and tolerance are truly as vast as the ocean."
"Still, I have no intention of increasing the Noble Chamber's membership. Such a day may come eventually, but not now."

After saying this, the Emperor closed his eyes briefly, then slightly raised the corners of his mouth.

I felt uneasy. What thought made him smile like that?

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Please come to the Ministry of Audit today and tomorrow. You can take naps or play chess there, it doesn't matter. If you spare just these two days, I won't have to call on you for this matter again."

I frowned at this sudden request to come to work.

You bastard. No matter how close I came to making a mistake, requesting me to come to work crosses the line. Especially since I didn't actually make a mistake, but merely almost did.

"It may be awkward to call this compensation, but considering the time you've recently spent visiting the council and the palace... I will generously spend about ten days playing with the Crown Princess."
"...Two days is all that's needed?"
"Of course."

I instinctively nodded at the rather tempting offer dangling before me.

It's not that I dislike the Crown Princess, but I just got married to Penelia. This is still a time when I should be enjoying newlywed bliss, and if the Crown Princess visits during this period, I can't help but divide my attention away from Penelia.

I had already been making the historic excuse of a "summer cold" for the past fortnight, leaving the Crown Princess in the care of my wives and servants. I had been wondering what excuse to make next, but if the Emperor takes responsibility for entertaining her...

'Not bad.'

Trading two days for ten days is a profitable deal.

***

Recently, high society had been abuzz with talk of the Noble Chamber and Commons Chamber.

Understandably so. Who could have imagined the council membership would increase? Who could have guessed that beyond increasing members, the council would be split in two?

Events no one predicted erupted without warning. They happened so quickly that no noble—perhaps even the Imperial Counts themselves—could prepare.

"To think that those who aren't even titled nobles would set foot in the honorable council. Though our wise Emperor surely had his reasons, isn't this excessive generosity?"
"They're barely nobles, let alone titled ones. Most of the newly selected councilors are mere knights, and those from noble families are far from the line of succession."
"Would anyone close to having a title become a provincial governor or mayor in the first place?"

At any rate, thanks to this news that shook the political world, whenever two or more nobles gathered, they busied themselves discussing the new council and its new members.

Watching this scene, I quietly sipped my wine. When faced with intense differences of opinion or matters likely to raise voices, it's more comfortable to simply observe in silence. At least by keeping quiet, one avoids potential losses.


And by all accounts, this matter definitely calls for silence. What difference would it make to debate about already selected councilors or the divided council? It's not as if His Majesty would abandon his intentions upon hearing our grumbling.

'Whether the council expands or not...'

Decisively, the council expansion is a happening with little connection to me. From the beginning, the Imperial Council was a group composed of His Majesty's loyal servants, a place where ordinary nobles couldn't dare find a foothold.

Now provincial governors and mayors from imperial direct territories are entering? To be frank, it's like taking privileges previously shared among brothers and extending them to cousins or second cousins. There's no room for outsiders like us to intervene.

Most nobles probably understand this, but they've all gone mad with faint hope. They're thinking: if those barely-nobles can be councilors, maybe—since it's called the Noble Chamber, maybe—they've developed such thoughts.

"A hundred people who can barely be called nobles have set foot in the council. Shouldn't the Noble Chamber match that number to maintain its dignity?"
"Quite right. Just as officials of various ranks gathered in the Commons Chamber, the Noble Chamber should also include nobles of diverse titles."

Just like now.

I understand their desire for council positions, but it's unseemly. Why act this way when they know it won't happen—

"So this is where everyone was."

'Hmm?'

Count Bergel appeared with hurried footsteps.

"Oh, Count Bergel."
"Welcome. We were just wondering when you would arrive."

The other nobles warmly welcomed the Count, a frequent companion and business partner.

However, the Count's expression was pale. This was unusual for someone with a subtle penchant for showing off who typically enjoyed the nobles' warm reception.

"Count? What's wrong?"
"Perhaps the Count is also troubled by recent events..."
"Shh!"

Count Bergel, jumping up as if having a seizure, quickly surveyed the surroundings before whispering in a very small voice.

"According to my relative at the Ministry of Audit, the Minister of Audit headed to his office yesterday."
"What?"
"Wasn't the Minister on vacation?"

At this unexpected information, everyone tilted their heads in confusion and leaned toward Count Bergel. If the Minister, clearly on his honeymoon leave, suddenly came to work, there must be a significant reason.

"And he didn't just come to work. He summoned the executive department heads and strictly controlled the situation so no one could hear their conversation."

The atmosphere turned chilly at those words.

A vacationing minister coming to work, summoning department heads from the former Audit Department, implementing strict information control.

This was familiar. A very familiar pattern.

"...Isn't this what we saw before the audit of House Aesilon?"
"...Yes, back then the Minister also suddenly summoned the executives... and planned the operation in complete secrecy..."

The noble who had barely opened his mouth closed it again without finishing his sentence.

The Minister of Audit taking action while nobles were expressing doubts, complaints, and regrets about His Majesty's decision.

In the face of this blatant and clear warning, no madman would continue to speak.

***

Finding it boring to spend time alone in the minister's office, I called the Executive Department Head and Deputy Head. I told them to come share a drink if they had nothing better to do.

Fortunately, they must have been free as they came without hesitation.

'It brings back memories.'

Perhaps because familiar faces gathered, including the ministerial secretary, it reminded me of the old Audit Department days.

Though I can't say I particularly miss those times.

I followed the Emperor's request and went to work at the Audit Ministry for two days during my vacation.

The Emperor said I could take naps or play chess since it was work during my vacation, but how could I just play around at the workplace? Especially when all my subordinates were busy working.

So after having a quick drink with me, the minister's secretary, the enforcement department head, the deputy enforcement head—and finally the deputy intelligence head who somehow joined us naturally—we quietly focused on our work. Though my "work" mostly consisted of stamping documents compiled by the minister's secretary.

After spending two days as a stamping machine, I returned to the mansion to find...

"You're back."
"Father-in-law?"

To my surprise, my first father-in-law was waiting for me.

I was startled by this unexpected visit from such an esteemed guest. Everyone in the Empire knew that the first father-in-law adored his youngest daughter Mar and his grandson Fedi, but he had been restraining himself from visiting his married daughter's home too frequently, considering it improper. He had simply been waiting eagerly for Mar to visit him.

Yet here he was, making a surprise visit without any prior notice. The Duke himself had come without even asking his son-in-law on vacation to be present.

"I apologize for greeting you so late. If you had let me know you were coming, I would have hurried back sooner. I'm sorry to have kept you waiting..."

I hastily spoke up after staring blankly at my father-in-law.

Because of my unexpected work attendance, I had made the Duke travel a long way and wait for me. Who in this Empire, besides the Emperor himself, would make a Duke wait?

"It's fine. There were plenty of people to welcome me even without you."

Fortunately, my father-in-law answered calmly while stroking Fedi's head, who was nestled in his arms.

"When my daughter and grandson welcome me, it hardly matters if a son-in-law is missing."
"Without that son-in-law, there wouldn't be a grandson..."

In response to my pitiful protest, my father-in-law merely snorted.

It was a bit hurtful, but that's alright. I know that his gruff expression is his own way of showing affection.

"Fedi. Go play with your mother now. This grandfather needs to talk with your father."
"Can't I stay with you?"

My father-in-law put Fedi down with an expression completely different from how he treated me, and smiled even more deeply at Fedi's bright, curious eyes.

"You'll get bored. Go play with your mother and siblings. I'll come to you soon, so wait for me."
"Okay!"

Persuaded by his grandfather, Fedi nodded and toddled away down the corridor.

To yield so quickly to his grandfather's words—our Fedi truly is a good child.

"He grows more robust by the day. Soon he'll reach my waist."

Hearing my father-in-law's pleased murmur, I couldn't help but look him up and down.

'Soon...?'

I agree that Fedi is growing rapidly, but it would take quite some time for him to reach the waist of my father-in-law, who stands at 2 meters tall. It would take at least a year or two, wouldn't it?

However, I refrained from mentioning this and potentially upsetting him.

"Let's go to the reception room. We shouldn't keep Fedi waiting too long."
"Ah, yes."

After watching Fedi's retreating figure for quite some time, my father-in-law led the way to the reception room.

Come to think of it, he could have just waited in the reception room or Mar's room. Why was he lingering in the corridor?


'Was he playing with Fedi?'

A grandfather holding his grandson and taking a stroll around the mansion—truly a heartwarming and intimate scene, except for the fact that this grandfather is a Duke.

If our mansion staff hadn't already grown accustomed to Trixie, they would have all fainted in tears.

As soon as we sat down, my father-in-law got straight to the point.

"I heard that the number of council members has increased due to a petition from the Imperial Counts."
"I am deeply moved by His Majesty's mercy in listening to the pleas of such humble and simple individuals."

I nodded in agreement with my father-in-law's statement. When the Emperor announced the expansion of the council and the establishment of the Commoners' Council, there was fervent discussion about how this measure was in response to the Imperial Counts' request. Even my father-in-law, enjoying his retirement in his duchy, couldn't have missed this news.

In fact, he might have heard the news even before the nobles who were buzzing about it in social circles.

"It was a tradition that lasted for 300 years through sixteen emperors. Even with the council members' petition, it wasn't something that could be easily accepted. His Majesty truly made a momentous decision."

After saying this, my father-in-law crossed his arms and looked me in the eye.

"But will you be alright?"
"What... do you mean?"
"Even though you have a proxy, you are an Imperial Count. You might be criticized for standing in the same position as those who haven't even earned titles."
"Aren't position and status separate matters? If having the same position meant having the same status, then all ministers would be orphans."

Hearing my complete lack of concern, my father-in-law chuckled.

After all, there's already a legendary figure in the administration who rose from being an orphan to becoming a minister. If anyone wanted to criticize local officials or mayors becoming council members, they'd have to start by ousting the Minister of Relief first.

"Besides, isn't promotion based on ability the pride of Kfelopen?"
"That's right. The worthy receiving recognition and rising to higher positions is the beautiful will left by Emperor Eimanka. The establishment of the Commoners' Council is the realization of that will."

My father-in-law nodded with satisfaction at my additional comment.

In truth, both the Kracius family and the Valenti ducal family were of commoner origin. During the founding of the Empire by Emperor Eimanka, they earned their titles through meritorious service—they could be called overnight success stories.

Now, after 300 years of tradition, no one refers to them as overnight successes anymore, but at the time, the founders of Kracius and Valenti came from even humbler origins than today's local officials and mayors. To find the Commoners' Council distasteful would be like spitting in their ancestors' faces.

"Maintain this mindset. Regardless of what others say, it is the command of His Imperial Majesty and a stepping stone for the Empire's prosperity."
"I will keep that in mind."

It was a warm encouragement and advice, but I felt somewhat perplexed. Did the Duke personally come all this way just to tell me this...?

"Also, don't forget that you are not merely an Imperial Count, but the Minister of the Audit Ministry."
'Ah.'

With those words, I understood. That was his real purpose.

He was warning me to be wary of nobles who were more interested in the Noble Council than opposing the Commoners' Council.

"Of course. I have never forgotten that for a moment."

I nodded without hesitation, having already heard the same from the Emperor.

There's no way I could forget this unsightly position that was branded on me on my path to retirement.

***

Looking at my youngest son-in-law's eyes, it seems I didn't need to come all the way to the Capital.

'I worried too much about family.'

Upon reflection, my concern was excessive. This is the man who became the head of the Audit Department at just nineteen, serving as the hands and feet of His Majesty, who was then the Crown Prince. He mercilessly crushed the remnants of the Second Prince's faction. He even destroyed and recreated the Aesilon family, which had been a cancer in the Empire.


Only recently has he stepped back from the front lines due to his Academy assignment, marriage, and so on—but he withdrew from the front lines due to other circumstances, not because his work abilities deteriorated.

He even went north to fight a war during his Academy assignment period. He might be full of venom, but he's certainly not gentle or mild.

'I've only seen his softer side lately.'

The corners of my mouth turned up unconsciously. From the moment he became my youngest son-in-law, he became part of our family. Perhaps that's why I stopped seeing the capabilities that made me mark him as a potential son-in-law and instead focused on his personal tendencies and character—weak to his wife, crawling around with his child, showing a simple and honest side.

"You're going to see my youngest brother-in-law? Won't you just be getting in his way when he's perfectly capable on his own?"

Suddenly, I recalled what my son had said before I came to the Capital.

My son had a more objective view of my youngest son-in-law than I did, who had marked him as a husband for Mar. I must be getting old.

"Yesterday, my youngest brother-in-law went to work at the Audit Ministry, and as soon as that rumor spread, the nobles quieted down. Father, you're the only one who sees my youngest brother-in-law as a young noble."

I feel like my son's nagging is echoing in my ears again.

I should have just listened to him and stayed at the castle.

'Since I'm here, I should at least see Mar before leaving.'

Even though I've already had a long conversation with my youngest son-in-law before he returned from work, father-daughter conversations are always better when there are more of them.

I'll give Mar the handkerchief my wife made and give Fedi a piggyback ride.

***

Three days later, all 100 members of the Commoners' Council were selected and announced.

At the same time, the Emperor officially declared the launch of both the Noble Council and the Commoners' Council. Until the building for the Commoners' Council was completed, both councils would use the existing Imperial Council building.

As a result, the Noble Council became like a subcontractor coexisting with the main office, a family of two under one roof.

"The council building was already spacious enough for thirty people. Honestly, there's no need to build a separate building for the Commoners' Council. Just using different floors for different purposes would be sufficient."

Erich, the person directly involved, seemed indifferent about it.

Well, the Imperial Council building was indeed quite large. As one of the pillars supporting the Empire alongside the administrative, judicial, and military branches, it was excessively large for just thirty people.

Of course, that thirty doesn't include support staff. Including support staff, the number would easily exceed several hundred, but even accounting for that, the council building has ample space.

"By the way, brother. Is something going on with you lately?"
"Huh?"

I frowned slightly at this sudden question.

There was something a few days ago, but not anymore. I no longer need to go to work, and the Crown Princess won't be visiting the mansion for a while. By now, the Emperor should be busy entertaining her.

"Well, it's just... lately, nobles who barely exchanged greetings with me before have been coming to my office or contacting me. They've been asking about you a lot."
"Ah, that?"

I chuckled at his words. It seems the nobles are approaching Erich to gauge my mood.

"Just tell them my expression is stiffer than usual. That should be enough."
"Should I say you occasionally raise your voice too?"
"That's going too far."

I laughed again at Erich's suggestion, which showed his growing political acumen.

The council expansion was enough to shake the Empire's political landscape, but fortunately, it seems things will quiet down soon.

Three days had passed since the official launch of the House of Nobles and the House of Commons was announced.

In other words, it had been six days since the Emperor started playing with the Crown Princess.

"Minister. Do you perhaps have some time?"

And on the sixth day at lunch, the Emperor contacted me with a haggard look.

I flinched at that pitiful and strange sight. It felt like watching a drunk person sending a "you awake?" text to their ex while caught up in early morning emotions.

"Thanks to Your Majesty's mercy and grace, I am enjoying harmonious time with my family."

However, regardless of how pitiful he looked, my answer was firm.

When the Emperor asks if I have time, it's highly likely he wants to put me to work. Given the circumstances, he must have failed to control the Crown Princess and now needs me to step in.

So I mentioned the Emperor's mercy and grace to politely decline. I was implying that my time off was his idea first—he suggested playing with the Crown Princess himself. Even an Emperor shouldn't take back what he's given.

"That's... fortunate indeed..."

The Emperor knew this too, so he just nodded glumly without further comment.

'Who told you to call for ten days anyway?'

Truthfully, getting ten days of freedom in exchange for working two days could be considered an unfair trade. Even five days of freedom would have been a satisfactory deal.

But that's irrelevant. The Emperor proposed the deal first, and I accepted it. Even if it's burdensome for the Emperor, I have no obligation to terminate the deal early.

Besides, the Emperor is successfully keeping his word. He deserves admiration for the feat of entertaining the Crown Princess in the palace where entertainment is scarce. If I were to show mercy to the Emperor in this situation, it would be insulting him when he's performing his fatherly role admirably.

'Hang in there.'

I sent sincere encouragement and support to the Emperor in my heart.

Breaking my prediction that he would barely last three days, he had endured for six days, so he could surely overcome the remaining four days. The Emperor would definitely make it through.

"Daddy Miwister!"

While I was thinking this, a very familiar voice came through the communication crystal.

"Daddy! Daddy!"

Soon, a young face popped out next to the Emperor's face in the crystal.

It was the Crown Princess.

"Daddy! Miss you! Why won't you play with me!?"
"Y-Your Highness?"

Tears began to well up in the Crown Princess's eyes when she saw my face.

I felt dizzy from this unexpected tear attack. Not playing with her? Anyone who heard that might mistake me for a neglectful parent—such terrible words spoken so casually.

"Your Highness. I apologize, but due to a small matter, I am not prepared to receive you. In just a few days, I will be able to be with Your Highness again—"
"No! Want Daddy! Mommy! Betty! Brother! Doggy! Friends! Miss them!"

I tried to soothe the Crown Princess, but it naturally didn't work. Once a child starts crying, it's very difficult to calm them down.

Besides, there are quite a few people at our mansion that the Crown Princess wants to see. Though the last two she mentioned aren't people but animals.

"Sadly, this godfather cannot play with you, but you have His Majesty, don't you?"
"Daddy is too busy to play much!"
"Kugh..."

The Emperor took a bitter breath at the Crown Princess's firm declaration.

I understand. No matter how much he wants to play with her as a father, the Emperor is still the Emperor. His imperial duties don't just disappear, so it's physically impossible for him to play with the Crown Princess as much as she does at our mansion.

This is awkward. I could ignore the Emperor's subtle request, but how do I console the Crown Princess's tears and sorrow?

"Did I... do something bad? Is that why I can't see Daddy Miwister?"

But my deliberation didn't last long. The Crown Princess dropped a mind-numbing bomb.

"N-No, Your Highness! You have always been a good child!"
"That's right! Our Crown Princess isn't bad at all!"

Both the Emperor and I blurted out in shock.

She thinks she can't come because she did something bad? How heartbreaking. This is absolutely not something a little child should be saying.

"Actually, your godfather was planning to secretly visit our Crown Princess! He wanted to surprise you, so he kept it a secret, but now it's been revealed!"
"What?"


Meanwhile, the Emperor naturally threw me under the carriage.

What is he talking about? I wasn't planning to visit anywhere.

"R-Really...?"
"I've been found out. I was even preparing chocolate that Your Highness likes."

However, seeing the faint hope in those teary eyes, I couldn't bring myself to say, "Stop talking nonsense, Emperor."

Damn him. How dare he take the Crown Princess hostage so shamelessly.

"Then, can I see my brothers and the animals too?"
"Of course. I'll bring everyone."
"Yay!"

The Crown Princess, who had finally regained her smile, flapped her arms in joy.

"Crown Princess. Your godfather will be here soon, so get ready. You need to wash your hands and change your clothes, okay?"
"Yes! I'll get ready!"

With those words, the Crown Princess's face disappeared from the crystal, and the sound of her running footsteps could be heard.

And naturally, only silence lingered where the Crown Princess had been.

"...Minister."
"...Yes, Your Majesty."
"I have been playing with the Crown Princess, but I didn't know the Minister's affection for the Crown Princess was so great that you would come to the palace."

I silently stared at the Emperor's face in response to his shameless excuse.

He meant that he was still playing with the Crown Princess, so he hadn't lied.

'Damn him.'

His excuse was too pitiful for an Emperor, but I didn't bother to refute it.

If I argued back carelessly, the Emperor and Crown Princess might show up at the mansion together, saying, "All that matters is that someone plays with her, right?" After all, the Emperor's promise only specified that he would play with her, not where he would do so.

'Damn bastard...'

It was an infuriating play on words, but I kept silent.

This too is just the appearance of a father who cannot win against his child.

Eventually, from the day after the Emperor sold me out, the Crown Princess's visits to the mansion resumed.

Well, honestly, even I thought ten days was too long. I should be satisfied with having enjoyed five days of peace.

"Daddy's house! So soft and nice!"

And after a very long time, the Crown Princess who came to visit the mansion lay down on the mat-covered corridor and giggled.

Even though I felt conflicted about the early termination of our deal, seeing the Crown Princess smile made me feel better. When my goddaughter loves her godfather this much, how could I remain sullen?

"Your Highness. If you keep lying there, it will get dir—"
"What about this?"

Before I could finish speaking, the Crown Princess's body floated up into the air.

About 15cm high.

"You've risen higher than before. Congratulations."

I couldn't help but applaud this remarkable achievement of rising 5cm higher. The Crown Princess must have been practicing flying diligently out of sight for her flight altitude to increase.

No, whether her flight altitude increases or not, it's always amazing to see. Where else could you see a child flying through the air, even if it's only measured in centimeters?

"I'm going to fly to Betty like this!"

Encouraged by my applause, the Crown Princess flew down the corridor before I could stop her.

I hope the passing servants don't get startled by the flying Crown Princess.

***

These days, I joke with every acquaintance I meet.

I say that if Wiridia were still under direct imperial control, wouldn't I have become a member of the Imperial Parliament now that parliamentarians have been selected from among provincial governors and mayors?

Each time, I just laugh. It's questionable whether someone like me, a chief provincial governor from the frontier, would catch His Majesty's eye, and even if I had become a parliamentarian, I don't think I would have lived as prosperously and happily as I do now.

'The parliamentary position cannot be inherited.'

But the viscounty I received can be inherited. There's even a domain included with the viscounty.


Of course, being chosen by His Majesty to become a member of parliament is an incomparable honor. The difference between a viscount in a mere county and a member of the Imperial Parliament is bound to be extreme.

But what does that matter? I, who was planning to end decades of service as a provincial governor, who had only prepared a mansion for retirement and some living expenses as a reward for a lifetime of work, who had a surname but was embarrassingly far from nobility, became a titled noble. And not just a non-hereditary title, but a hereditary one.

And I met a master who completely trusted me despite meeting me for the first time and gave me the position of steward. I found a connection more valuable than honor.

'If I had become a new parliamentarian, I would be just one of a hundred, but as Viscount Kisele who has the Count's trust, I am the only one.'

That's why whenever I hear talk about parliamentarians, I think to myself:

I am the one and only Viscount Kisele of the Count, the steward managing Wiridia County. I am the one entrusted with important duties by the Count's excessive trust.

"Is this the newly born one?"
"Yes. It was born two days ago."

I am the one who always does his best to repay that trust.

Even now. The plan to create superior breeds by mating wild horses that naturally flowed into Wiridia with existing horses. Although it's not a plan that will be realized in just one or two years, I never proceeded carelessly for even a moment. I connected the healthiest mares with the wild horses, and when a mare became pregnant, I created the best pregnancy environment.

Thanks to that, the number of foals born between wild horses and existing horses is gradually increasing. Though the numbers are still small, they will explode someday.

"I can already see its potential."

I looked at the foal with a pleased expression while stroking my beard.

It's a foal born just two days ago. Nevertheless, its eyes are bright, and its coat is sleek, making it look extraordinary at first glance. When it puts on more weight, it will be a foal that gallops vigorously across the plains.

"You're always working hard, Amelia."
"Thank you. It's all thanks to your guidance, Steward."

Amelia bowed politely at my encouragement.

She's indeed a well-mannered child. Since Amelia is the field practitioner of this breeding work, the birth of healthy foals is due to her ability. Nevertheless, she gives credit to me, even if it's just a formality.

'The Count should take note of her.'

A fresh graduate who came to Wiridia with the Count's letter of recommendation right after graduating from the Academy.

At first, I was worried about entrusting this important task to such a novice, but now I feel foolish for having worried.

"I'll look around by myself now, so you can go back. Olivia will be waiting for you."
"But how can I leave you behind, Steward..."
"Ahem."
"...Thank you for your consideration, Steward."

Amelia, who bowed down to her waist this time, quickly withdrew. Her steps naturally quickened at the mention of her sister waiting.

'Such rare family affection.'

It's heartwarming every time I see it. Perhaps because she lost her parents at a young age and has essentially lived as the head of the family, she shows exceptional care for her sister.

Moreover, both sisters are diligent and capable. With more experience, they will be sufficient to become pillars of Wiridia.

'Only when they grow up well can I retire with peace of mind.'

I felt both satisfaction and bitterness simultaneously.

Considering the grace of the Count who gave me excessive trust, a lifetime of dedication would not be enough. But the lifespan given by heaven is not something I can control. Having already spent decades as a provincial governor, sadly, the years I can spend as a steward are not very long.

So I hope those children, those new officials, grow up admirably.

'...Hm?'

While I was lost in my thoughts, the communication crystal in my pocket emitted light.

"This is Viscount Kisele—"
"It's me."
"M-My lord!"

It was a call from the Count.

"I apologize for the sudden call. Am I contacting you at a busy time?"
"Not at all. No matter what business you have, nothing is more important than your command, my lord."
"Thank you for saying so."

The Count, who let out a small laugh, gently stroked his chin and then continued calmly.

"I plan to visit Wiridia after a long time. I wanted to contact you in advance before coming."

My mind started racing at those words.

I should return to the castle immediately and prepare for a banquet.

Rin's body had fully recovered several months after giving birth to Alina. She was now fit enough for vigorous exercise.

That's why when Blackie arrived at the mansion, Rin finally attempted to ride him, something she had been looking forward to.

"This one has way too much energy, don't you think?"

She concluded that riding him casually around the Capital or its vicinity would be impossible.

The main streets of the Capital are vast. They're wide enough for several carriages to run side by side, so nobody minds a lady riding a single horse at a leisurely pace. As long as you don't invade the sidewalks or crash into innocent pedestrians in the shopping districts.

However, as Rin reported after her test ride, Blackie had excessive energy. Despite the wide streets, he was far too dangerous to ride within the city.

"Should we go to Viridia then? Among my domains, that's the only place suitable for horseback riding."
"Shall we?"

After brief deliberation, they suddenly decided to visit Viridia. It seemed a bit peculiar to travel from the Capital to the northern domain just for horseback riding, but there was nothing wrong with a lord visiting their domain.

In fact, I had neglected the domain for a long time, claiming to trust the steward. While I had no intention of interfering now, it would be good to check how things were being managed.

"Ah, let's take Whitey too."
"Whitey as well?"
"They're both from the North. Since we have to go all the way to Viridia to ride them anyway, it would be better to let them roam free there rather than keeping them in stables."

Rin, who had been stroking Blackie's mane, nodded in agreement.

It wouldn't be right to confine horses that once galloped freely across the plains to stables. Better to let them run freely in Viridia, and whenever Rin or other family members wanted to ride, they could visit Viridia.

"But Whitey is pregnant. Will she be alright?"
"That's exactly why she needs more space. Stress isn't good for prenatal care."
"Prenatal care..."

The corners of Rin's mouth curled up slightly.

The mention of prenatal care for animals seemed to touch her sensitivity.

Before heading to Viridia with Rin, I contacted the steward in advance. If a normally quiet lord visits without warning, people might misunderstand it as an attempt to catch subordinates off guard.

Especially given my position as Minister of Audit, I needed to be extra cautious. If I didn't want to lose a hardworking steward to a heart attack, prior notice was essential.

"Welcome, Your Excellency! My Lady!"

After giving notice, we arrived at Viridia where the steward and workers greeted us in front of the castle.

'This looks good.'

I smiled contentedly at the sight of the young workers standing behind the steward.

Many of those dedicated to Viridia were young. This meant there were many passionate talents, and as time passed, there would be more experienced personnel filling the offices rather than worrying about retirement.

Moreover, I recognized several familiar faces among the young workers. Some of the talents I had recruited from the Academy were now working for Viridia.

'They seem to be doing well.'

I couldn't stop smiling at their eyes, which reflected both fatigue and passion.

Those individuals had received recommendation letters from me and were incredibly loyal. They were talents I had kept an eye on during my three years at the Academy. Though they might fumble due to lack of experience now, they would eventually make me proud.

"Thank you for such a warm welcome despite our sudden visit."

I patted the steward's shoulder and handed him a pouch.


"These heroes have dedicated their precious time to welcome us, sacrificing their service to Viridia and its people. How could I, as their lord, let this pass? Don't mind us—go enjoy a meal with your families."
"Your Excellency, as officials of Viridia, welcoming you is our most important duty and honor—"
"Consider it a reward for passing my surprise inspection. Hard workers deserve proper compensation."

The steward bowed deeply and accepted the pouch with both hands.

"Thank you for your generosity, Your Excellency. I will personally ensure this is perfectly distributed."
"Good. I trust you'll handle it well."

With those words, I moved past the steward to greet each worker individually.

It's rare for a lord to converse with frontline officials rather than just vassals, but this was our first gathering. At the very least, those officials should clearly recognize whom they work for.

"I am Ernst Dole, the Senior Attendant!"

Among them, the first worker to greet me used an unusual title.

"Senior Attendant?"

It was a title I'd never heard before. Attendants are divided by position rather than rank, and there's supposed to be a Head Attendant who oversees all attendants.

Of course, there might be a second-in-command after the Head Attendant based on ability, age, experience, or connections, but it's unusual to officially recognize this position with the ambiguous title of "Senior Attendant."

"Yes! I have the honor of overseeing all of Viridia's attendants in place of the vacant Head Attendant position—"
"From today, you'll serve as Head Attendant."

I promoted the Senior Attendant, who was answering my question with great enthusiasm, to Head Attendant.

So that's why they created such a strange position as Senior Attendant. With the Head Attendant position—which should be appointed by the lord—vacant, they had temporarily created a top position.

'Come to think of it, I haven't filled all the positions yet.'

How embarrassing. I had put out the urgent fire by appointing a steward, but with everything else happening afterward, I hadn't filled the other positions.

No, to be precise, the steward handled everything so well that I momentarily forgot I needed to manage Viridia. As a result, not only was the Head Attendant position vacant, but all other positions were left unfilled as well.

'If things had gone poorly, I would have noticed the problem.'

Everything ran smoothly, allowing me to neglect this abnormal structure. It's both surprising and embarrassing.

...Ah.

"Head Attendant."
"Yes...? Ah, yes!"

When I called the Head Attendant, who was half-dazed from the sudden promotion, he quickly gathered his wits and responded.

"As Head Attendant, you'll need to manage the children of noble families. But if the Head Attendant is merely a minor noble, you won't command respect."
"Not at all, Your Excellency! You've given me a position far beyond my worth—who would dare question the dignity you've bestowed upon me!"

I couldn't help but smile at his textbook-perfect response.

Even high-ranking administrative officials appointed by the Emperor face subtle disrespect from their subordinates if they're of low birth. That's why those who rise to certain ranks are automatically granted the title of knight or higher.

"Steward."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"Are all the titles still vacant?"
"Of course. All titles belonging to Viridia County can only be appointed by Your Excellency."

With his confident answer, I quickly thought it through.


So the titles I can grant are the same as I remember...

"Ernst Dole. Along with the position of Head Attendant, I bestow upon you the title of Baron of Eiden. Continue to dedicate yourself to Viridia."

I casually granted him a random barony. After all, all baronies within Viridia are more or less the same.

***

I feel as if someone has struck me hard on the head.

Even though His Excellency patted my shoulder and personally shook my hand, I can't seem to regain my senses.

"It's been a while for both of you. Have you been well?"
"Yes! Thanks to Your Excellency's grace—"
"Yes! We've been doing well!"
"I'm glad to hear that."

My wandering mind only returned when His Excellency finished encouraging Miss Amelia and Miss Olivia.

Come to think of it, those two had met His Excellency during their Academy days. They even received recommendation letters personally written by him.

They're talented, passionate, and have caught His Excellency's eye. So I thought if anyone among us would receive honor after the steward, it would be one of them.

'Me, a titled noble?'

I never imagined I would be the second to receive such honor. I, who had no connection to His Excellency, suddenly becoming a baron and Head Attendant.

It's unbelievable. Though I held the title of Senior Attendant, it was merely temporary. I was destined to return to being an ordinary attendant once His Excellency appointed someone else as Head Attendant.

That's the nature of the Head Attendant position. Unlike servants and maids who are commoners, attendants are nobles. Typically, the Head Attendant of a particular family comes from a family closely connected to them or from a loyal vassal family.

However, I—and all the attendants and ladies-in-waiting of Viridia—had no connection to His Excellency or the Kracius Family. We simply responded quickly when Viridia County was recruiting people. There were no negotiations or strategic arrangements between families in the process.

'I thought becoming an attendant to the Minister of Audit was already... the greatest fortune of my life...'

Even that was an enormous stroke of luck. I, from an ordinary noble family with no claim to succession, became an attendant to one of the Empire's most powerful figures.

Although I couldn't serve His Excellency directly, I thought his child would eventually inherit the title of Count of Viridia. I believed I would become that person's attendant. With that future connection, I thought my family and I could live comfortably.

"Ernst Dole. Along with the position of Head Attendant, I bestow upon you the title of Baron of Eiden. Continue to dedicate yourself to Viridia."

That was true until I became Ernst Dole of Eiden, Baron.

'How can I ever repay this grace...'

I bit my lip to suppress the overwhelming emotions while enjoying the envious and jealous glances from other officials.

I've received a once-in-a-lifetime fortune. A grace I couldn't repay even if I dedicated my entire life.

"Oh, so you were in charge of the breeding program."
"I am honored to be so!"
"How do you find those horses? They're from the North."
"Th-they're excellent! Even better than the wild horses in Viridia...!"

Looking at His Excellency conversing with Miss Amelia, I made a vow.

Though I started as someone from an ordinary family with no connection to the Kracius Family, I would become a shield protecting the Kracius Family.

I would protect the future second Count of Viridia with my life.

After enjoying the banquet prepared by the butler, I moved to the pasture with Lin.

"Wow..."

Lin's eyes sparkled as she stepped onto the vast grassland.

The horizon that couldn't be seen in the Capital, the cool breeze enveloping her entire body, and various horses and sheep running freely—it was truly an ideal prairie scene.

Of course, it couldn't compare to the North, but there probably wasn't a pasture within the Imperial mainland that could match Wiridia. The fact that it was once a frontier of the Empire meant that development had been slow, and when development is slow, the prairie would naturally remain preserved.

"You can ride without worry here, right?"

I asked while contentedly wrapping my arm around Lin's waist.

This was a place where any fine horse could run to its heart's content. Even Blackie and Whitey seemed excited, as if they wanted to dash beyond the horizon.

"Yes! If a horse can't be handled even here, it would be better to release it into the wild! Some animals shouldn't be touched by human hands in the first place!"

Lin nodded with unusual excitement, as if she were in harmony with Blackie and Whitey.

As expected of an athlete with horseback riding as a hobby. She seemed thrilled to have the best riding environment available.

"Shall we ride together?"

I smiled at Lin, mounted Blackie first, and extended my hand to her.

Initially, I had planned for Lin to ride Blackie and for me to ride Whitey, but then I realized it would be too much to ride pregnant Whitey. Let's allow Whitey to run freely.

"When else would I learn to ride a horse?"
"Alright. I'll teach you properly!"

Lin smiled brightly and took my hand.

A horseback riding class from the Academy's number one rider—a privilege only I could enjoy in this continent.

"Heeheeheehing!"
"Prrrr!"

However, perhaps because I was riding an exceptional horse from the first lesson, the class didn't feel difficult. It was like taking driving lessons in a car with perfect autonomous driving.

But that was fine. An autonomous fine horse is actually better. Honestly, having come all the way from the Capital to Wiridia, a horseback riding date would be more enjoyable than a horseback riding class.

"Oppa."
"Yes?"
"When Alina is old enough to walk... shall we ride together, the three of us?"
"How can you say that now? I'm already looking forward to it."
"Hehe, I'm sorry."

Fortunately, Lin seemed to be enjoying this date too, leaning against my chest with a deep smile.

"But by the time Alina can walk, won't Whitey's foal be big enough to carry a child?"
"Ah, that's true."
"It would be nice to see Alina riding a foal."
"If you say that now, I'll start looking forward to it."

I burst into laughter as Lin threw my own words back at me.

It was a date worth coming to Wiridia for.

Going to Wiridia had been an impulsive decision, but thanks to it, I was reminded that high-ranking positions within Wiridia County were vacant. If I hadn't come this time, the head butler would have remained the head servant forever.


However, I didn't fill all the vacant positions on the spot that day. If the butler and the head servant could hold things together, the territory could survive with several vacancies. Even a baronetcy, though the lowest rank among titled nobility, couldn't be given to just anyone. It should be given to someone more capable and desperate to maximize effectiveness.

So Wiridia's high positions still consisted of only the butler and the head servant. I'll observe leisurely and give the remaining positions to those who work well.

'I wonder how things are going with Leon?'

Eventually, my thoughts turned to the territories I had farmed in the Kingdom of Leon.

Teilgleichen County has been well-managed by the Kracius family and their vassal families for 300 years, so it runs smoothly without my intervention. All the high positions in the territory are filled without any vacancies.

Then the only places I need to pay attention to are the territories located in the Kingdom of Leon—areas that are officially Leon's territory but have essentially become Imperial territory.

'There doesn't seem to be any news, so things must be going well.'

I organized my thoughts while fiddling with the communication orb. Just as Wiridia has been running without disturbance, the Leon Kingdom direction is likely running smoothly as well.

Moreover, unlike Wiridia, I had carefully placed labor in the territories near the Kingdom of Leon. No matter how much the Kingdom of Leon has fallen to the level of a puppet state, it still borders other countries. It would be troublesome if I neglected it like Wiridia and it returned to the Kingdom of Leon.

Additionally, I had instructed Alfonso, who became my territory's butler after defecting to the Empire, to contact me immediately if anything happened. If I haven't received any contact from him, it's right to assume there are no problems.

Yes, rationally thinking, that's certainly the case, but—

'He might be holding back on smaller issues.'

Alfonso had defected on a large scale with his family, friends, and subordinates following my proposal. By placing Alfonso's family as minor lords or workers in the territories near Leon, they were able to successfully settle in the Empire.

As a result, Alfonso feels greatly indebted to me and has adopted the mindset that he shouldn't bother me. Although I told him to contact me if anything happened, he might be gritting his teeth and handling things on his own.

Of course, this could be excessive worry. Things might truly be flowing smoothly without any issues.

'There's a high chance he's keeping quiet.'

But I know well how people with loyalty and a sense of debt behave. In the past, Pine was exactly like a higher version of Alfonso.

'...Let's go.'

So I decided to tour the territories near Leon.

Since I've already visited Wiridia, it's right to check on other territories, and if Alfonso is indeed handling incidents without my knowledge as I suspect, it's right to lend a hand.

Small issues can grow into massive problems if mishandled. If things flow that way, Alfonso might perform a tearful grand bow out of remorse. He might even attempt to take his own life to make amends.

Neither scenario would be welcome.

***

It's been over a year since Alfonso Cardena, the brigade commander of the Kingdom of Quoronos, became Viscount Alfonso Cardena of Barieluna of the Kfelopen Empire.

Although it's a bizarre situation where his nationality is Imperial but the territory he governs is Leon's territory—everyone knows that this territory is effectively Imperial land. After all, the great lord is His Excellency the Minister, a power player in the Empire, and the territory borders the Imperial border. Although there hasn't been an official annexation declaration yet, no one mistakes this place for Leon's territory.

'It's finally over.'

Thanks to this, the nationality adjustment work for the people within the territory has finally been completed.

These people have lived their entire lives as subjects of the Kingdom of Leon. Who would willingly comply when suddenly told, "You are now an Imperial citizen"?

'Many did.'

Very many. So many that it was practically equivalent to adjusting the nationality of the entire population within the territory.

In fact, it's only natural. The Kingdom of Leon has been on a downward trajectory since its defeat 30 years ago. And even before the defeat, the lives of its subjects weren't exactly peaceful.


In the past, the Kingdom of Leon was famous as a military power. To maintain such a powerful military, subjects naturally had to sacrifice their bodies and wealth without reservation. Whether the Kingdom of Leon was strong or not, the lives of its subjects were not peaceful, and after the defeat, it was even more chaotic.

In such a situation, an opportunity to legally become an Imperial citizen? That is truly an opportunity granted by Enen. If anyone were to refuse, it would be a situation where even someone who had killed your parents would try to dissuade you at least once.

'Rather, the struggle was filtering out those trying to illegally immigrate.'

An opportunity to become an Imperial citizen just by proving one's status as a subject. As a result, a considerable amount of administrative power was consumed defending against refugees flocking from various parts of the Kingdom of Leon.

I would have liked to accept all the refugees, but excessively absorbing Leon's population should be avoided. After all, Leon needs to remain as a puppet state and a zone of interest so that the Empire and Armein don't clash.

...

'Regardless of nationality, I have deep ties with Leon.'

A chuckle escaped me involuntarily.

Even when I was a nobleman of Quoronos, I had various bad connections with the Kingdom of Leon, and even after becoming an Imperial nobleman, I'm still handling tasks related to Leon. It's such a persistent connection that I wonder if one of my ancestors was from Leon.

Of course, if there were a Leon person among my ancestors, they would be cursing me out. Saying what an unfilial descendant I am.

"...I should get some rest."

After pushing away useless thoughts to a corner of my mind, I yawned slightly and muttered.

I had been staying up nights in front of documents for the past few days. When there seemed to be no end in sight, I would leave work sharply, but when the end seemed within reach, I would prepare for an all-nighter to handle the tasks. I could endure staying up nights when the shackles that had bound me for a year were about to be released.

So now, after finishing the long task, I could finally rest, but—

'What's this?'

The communication orb that had been rolling on the floor began to emit light.

And it was a clear blue color.

'...Blue?'

My stiffening brain began to rotate rapidly.

There's only one person I've designated with the blue color. I haven't even designated my parents' contacts with that color.

Before my thoughts could finish, my body moved first. I rose from my seat at a speed that surprised even myself and picked up the communication orb.

"This is Viscount Barieluna, Your Excellency!"
"Ah, it's been a while. Have you been well?"

I answered with all my strength to the face of His Excellency the Minister visible through the communication orb.

"Thanks to Your Excellency's grace, each day feels like walking on clouds!"
"I'm glad to hear you say that. I was worried I might have overworked someone who had just become an Imperial citizen and might have a complicated mind."
"Not at all, Your Excellency! Rather, I'm happy to be able to repay even a little of the grace you've bestowed upon me!"

At my words, His Excellency briefly chuckled, then casually uttered a powerful statement.

"Then let's have a drink together after a long time. I'll be there soon, so wait."
"...Pardon?"

There was no response.

His Excellency ended the communication with those words.

I've acquired quite a few domains in the Leon Kingdom.

There are domains secured to elevate the Naiad Barony to a county, domains established to ensure Erich can live comfortably, and domains set aside for wives and children. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that a significant number of domains along the border between the Empire and Leon are mine.

Among these various domains, Sericle County stands out as the central one. Its location is perfectly situated in the middle, and its development level ranks among the top one or two of all my acquired domains, making it an ideal base.

And Alfonso is both the head steward of Sericle County and its only viscount. He essentially serves as my proxy overseeing all my domains in the Leon Kingdom.

"It's been a while, Viscount. Have you been well?"

That's why if I want to check whether the domains in Leon are functioning properly, I need to meet with Alfonso first. Bypassing the person in charge to inspect the site directly would be tiresome for everyone involved.

"Thanks to Your Excellency's grace, I've been living days I couldn't have dreamed of in the past!"

I couldn't help but smile at Alfonso's booming response. Wiridia and Sericle are separated by a border, quite far apart, yet strangely, I heard the same answer in both regions.

"That's good to hear. I was worried you might struggle to adapt to life in a foreign land, but it seems the viscount title suits you well."

"Y-you flatter me! How could I have become a titled noble without Your Excellency's grace? I'm merely trying to repay your kindness in some small way!"

I felt pleased watching Alfonso pledge his loyalty with such earnest words.

Indeed, my decision to have Alfonso emigrate was the right one. It's reassuring to have such a loyal talent managing the domain.

"Good. Just keep doing what you've been doing. That will be enough to repay the favor."

"I'll keep that in mind!"

After patting Alfonso's shoulder as he bowed deeply, I sat in the main seat of the office and looked around.

Alfonso is essentially my fully authorized representative. Thanks to this, even the Imperial and Armein armies stationed in the Leon Kingdom are cooperative with Alfonso. Though his title is viscount, he can wield influence comparable to that of a marquis or duke.

'It's modest.'

Nevertheless, Alfonso's office was simple and rugged. It was spacious, as it needed to accommodate an enormous amount of work and various visitors, but that was it. There was no trace of splendor or luxury.

"It's a humble place to receive Your Excellency... I regretfully inform you that this is the most—"

"Ah, it's fine. An ornate office only strains the eyes. I actually like this ruggedness."

I waved my hand at Alfonso, who was fidgeting nervously.

In truth, I wouldn't have minded if Alfonso had indulged in luxury. When people gain power, they want to enjoy it, and when they advance in life, they want to spend money. Besides, Alfonso had suffered under incompetent superiors in the Quoronos Kingdom before obtaining his title, so it wouldn't be strange if he went overboard due to his past grievances.

After all, the Empire is a place that turns a blind eye to minor corruption as long as one's abilities are good. If he's managing multiple domains on my behalf, a little luxury is nothing.

'Still, all things being equal, a competent and honest person is preferable.'

But it's human nature to want better goods for the same price. If two people are equally competent, it's natural to favor the honest one.

Of course, if honesty devolves into miserliness, that would be problematic in its own way.

'I wouldn't want him to misunderstand that we don't pay him properly because he's an emigrant.'

I found myself smiling unconsciously.

Fortunately, Alfonso was living like a nobleman. If he had been living at a commoner's level out of consideration for me, I would have been receiving undeserved criticism without knowing why—accusations that the cruel Minister of Audit looks down on nobles, even if they're emigrants.

"Viscount. While your office doesn't need to be luxurious, your mansion should be magnificent. When a viscount lives lavishly, others will strive to live like him."

"Truly wise words, Your Excellency."

Alfonso bowed again at my suggestion.


I had a feeling I'd soon receive reports about major expansions to Alfonso's mansion.

"And Viscount, please take a seat. How long do you plan to stand?"

At my command that wasn't really a command, Alfonso sheepishly sat down.

The report on the domain would likely be lengthy, and it would be cruel to make Alfonso stand throughout.

Although I had gifted a county to my third father-in-law and a marquisate to Erich, Alfonso was still effectively managing them.

After all, these weren't nearby domains but territories beyond the border. Initially, my father-in-law and Erich tried to send trustworthy representatives, but it consumed too much time and effort, so they decided to let Alfonso manage everything. He simply sent the income from the domains to my father-in-law and Erich regularly.

What does it matter who the representative is as long as the money comes in properly? Even a slave would be fine as long as they keep the wallet full.

"This is my personal opinion, but I think it would be good for your father-in-law and brother to visit their domains soon."

In this situation, Alfonso, the person in charge, urged the two great lords to visit. This was enough to disturb my peace of mind.

"Has something happened?"

"No, nothing like that. But from the perspective of the domain residents, not only has the owner of the domain changed, but also its nationality. Yet they've never seen the domain's owner. They're anxious, wondering if their lord considers them insignificant or might hand the domain back to Leon."

I nodded, finding his words reasonable.

I also remotely manage my domains, but I personally inspected the domains I acquired when I was dispatched to the Leon Kingdom. At least my domain residents have clearly seen who their new owner is. They have no reason to be anxious.

"Fortunately, since they know the lords are close to Your Excellency, the residents' unrest isn't significant. So showing their faces while the anxiety is still minimal could prevent problems from arising later."

Alfonso, who initially expressed his opinion subtly with phrases like "I agree," gradually began to assert with more confidence.

"...Of course, this is just my personal opinion, so I'd like Your Excellency to make the final judgment."

But he quickly tempered his statement and took a step back.

"Let's do that. Your judgment on the ground is likely more accurate than mine from afar."

I nodded calmly at his behavior.

If Alfonso, who is careful around me, strongly advocates for something, it means there's a real need. It would be pointless to come all this way for a briefing if I were to ignore the person in charge's suggestion.

Moreover, it's common sense and natural for domain residents to see their lord. Our triplets will also need to go to Servet Duchy when they grow a little older...

...

"Your Excellency?"

"Sorry. I was just thinking about something else."

I almost burst into tears at the thought of those small, adorable children leaving their father's arms.

Although it's only for a certain period each year, honestly, I didn't want to allow even that. I barely permitted it for the children's future and for Servet Duchy.

"...The sooner the better, right?"

"Ah, yes. Of course."

Suppressing my gloomy mood, I took out my communication orb. While it would be unreasonable for a son-in-law to summon his father-in-law, there was one person I could call immediately.

He should have plenty of free time now that the Commoners' Chamber has been established, so I'll tell him to come right away.

- Brother?

As if he had nothing to do, Erich's face appeared as soon as I activated the communication orb.


"You're not busy, right?"

- ...I think I might have something coming up soon...

"Good intuition. Come here, you've got work to do."

I caught Erich as he was awkwardly trying to avoid it.

Cheeky brat. How dare a younger brother try to avoid his older brother's call.

***

After his one-sided announcement, my brother quickly ended the call.

'What is this.'

I stared bitterly at the communication orb before sighing.

I wanted to ignore it, but since he said he'd personally send a teleportation mage to the parliament building, it was a summons I couldn't possibly ignore. If I refused, my brother might come to get me himself.

'What could it be?'

So I reluctantly got up, but my mind quickly sifted through recent memories.

If he's sending a teleportation mage, it means my brother is outside the capital. But if he's not in the capital but somewhere in the provinces... is there a place where I should be working? Of course, Imperial Parliament members occasionally tour the provinces, but that's not something my brother would call me for. That would be directed by the parliament.

'...Let's just go and see.'

Unable to figure it out no matter how much I thought about it, I trudged to the main gate, and—

"Where is this place?"

"This is your domain, Your Excellency the Marquis."

When I teleported with the mage who had been waiting at the main gate, my brother greeted me with a smile that seemed almost mocking.

I see. So this is my domain.

That burden I was unilaterally saddled with.

"Why that expression? It's a marquisate that others would love to have but can't."

"Then can't we give it to those others?"

"I'll consider it after you reach an agreement with your future children."

I shuddered at the villainous act of taking my future children hostage.

"Think about it carefully. If you give up the domain now, a child who could have become a marquis will become a baron instead. Because their father gave up the marquisate—"

"Alright, let's just get to work. I came out on official business, so I need to get back quickly."

I hastily spoke up as his threats became more specific.

I don't want to burden my child with heavy responsibilities. But as my brother said, I don't know how my future child will feel. Despite it being a foreign title, receiving a baronage instead of a marquisate they could have had? That child might resent me forever.

"Just ride a horse around your domain once. Wave your hand a bit, hug some of the residents."

"...Is that all?"

"I'm not so unconscionable as to expect much from you."

Though it was good news, I felt slightly offended.

"Though she's also the youngest, perhaps because she's been working as a representative, she's starting to develop the face of a politician.

"Long live the Kfelopen Empire! Long live His Excellency Marquis Melrsina!"
"May Enen's blessing be upon the new Marquis!"
"His Excellency saw me! He will guide me to heaven!"

Mounted on a magnificent white horse, Erich waved his hand and welcomed the people's cheers with a gentle smile, as if his complaints to me had been lies.

A young marquis receiving fervent support and welcome from his people under the blue sky. And since the marquis's appearance had inherited the Kracius bloodline strongly, making him quite handsome, he truly embodied the ideal image of a lord. There will probably be several painters who will create and distribute paintings of this scene.

"My Lord!"

As Erich advanced majestically, a little girl carrying a flower necklace ran toward him.

Of course, this was a pre-planned performance. Even a small, innocent commoner child welcomes the new lord. What could be a more pleasing performance than this?

Naturally, if one thought rationally, it would be absurd for a commoner to interrupt the procession of a new lord, especially a high-ranking noble like a marquis. However, when Erich placed the flower necklace around his neck and lifted the child onto his horse, the people's rationality completely disappeared.

A lord who, far from scolding, responds with benevolence to a commoner's impertinent behavior. It must seem like a dream to the people who had suffered under the rule of the Leon Kingdom.

"As this inexperienced lord has received the most excellent and precious gift, how could I simply let it pass! For three years, the tax rate of Melrsina Marquessate will be reduced to one-third of the current rate!"

When actual good governance is added on top, they can't help but be even more enthusiastic. A tax reduction is truly admirable.

"Waaaaaah!"
"Long live Marquis! Long live our benevolent lord!"
"Your Excellency! Please lead us forever!"

Thanks to this, unlike the previous cheers that had been induced by planted instigators, this time genuine enthusiasm erupted.

"What do you think?"
"Please be quiet, it's embarrassing."

Seeing the people's reaction, I casually opened my mouth, and Erich whispered with a still-smiling face, just loud enough for me to hear as I rode beside him.

I was pleased to see that he too seemed to be following the path of a politician. To others, it would look like brothers having an affectionate conversation.

'He seems to have adapted well.'

I inwardly sighed with relief. It's been about a year and a half since Erich graduated from the Academy. It's also been a year and a half since he went from being an Academy student to an Imperial representative.

If Erich had struggled to adapt to the assembly and complained constantly, I would have worried about having to rescue uncles and cousins with whom we barely interact, but fortunately, that doesn't seem necessary.

'I'll leave it to him for a long time.'

At minimum, until Fedi graduates from the Academy.

Perhaps even until Fedi officially becomes the Count of Teilgleichen.

"Long live Marquis Melrsina! Long live Count Teilgleichen!"
"Long live Kracius! Long live the Kfelopen Empire!"
"Hey, they called your name before mine."
"I get it, please..."

Erich's face gradually reddened at the cheers he'd never heard before.

He must feel embarrassed and awkward now. It's natural for a young man just over twenty, the youngest in the assembly, to be flustered when receiving cheers from so many people.

But once he gets used to it, there's no more thrilling experience, and no heavier burden to feel. When you realize that so many people looking only at you react to every word and gesture, you can never act lightly.

And when time passes and he reaches that level, Erich will no longer be my brother Erich, but a marquis in name and reality.

'Hang in there.'

I smiled as I watched Erich awkwardly fiddle with his flower necklace.

Work hard and reach the level I want you to. The better you do, the easier things become for me.


"Long live His Excellency Erich Kracius of Melrsina!"

Well, seeing how well he's adapted to his duties as a representative, he'll probably manage just fine.

After completing the equestrian parade, Erich returned to the marquis's castle and greeted the staff in charge of domain affairs.

I couldn't help but smile at this positive behavior. He had initially insisted on returning immediately after the parade, but now he voluntarily remained at the castle to familiarize himself with the faces and names of the staff. Even a single parade had somewhat changed Erich's heart.

"So all positions like head steward or head chamberlain are vacant?"
"Yes. However, deputies for each position have been granted equivalent authority, so there's no disruption to domain management."

Erich stroked his chin at the words of the chief steward, who was acting as the deputy head steward.

It is a bit peculiar. A lord who is a deputy representative and a chief steward who is a deputy head steward. Where did all these deputies come from?

"For your reference, the head steward of a marquessate is usually a count."

When I kindly offered this advice, Erich's body flinched.

The fact that the head steward is a count means that Erich, as lord, can bestow a count title on someone. For Erich, whose identity as a baron is still stronger than that of a marquis, this is a mind-boggling situation.

But it can't be helped. Dukes and marquises can have even counts, who are classified as high nobles, as their subordinates. So to truly feel the authority and dignity of a marquis, one must be assisted by a count.

"Of course, there's no need to decide hastily. You're appointing close aides who will serve you and your descendants for generations, so take your time to make a careful decision."
"I heard that you decided on the spot—"
"And don't forget that besides count titles, there are also many baron titles in the marquessate."

I cut off Erich's attempt to attack me with facts.

***

I returned to the Imperial Assembly.

I had certainly left the assembly feeling annoyed, but when I returned, my head was heavy with various thoughts.

'A domain.'

The Melrsina Marquessate I visited due to my brother's unilateral summons. I was aware that it was my property, but having received it unexpectedly, I had neither attachment nor interest in the place.

No, it would be stranger to have an attachment to a domain I had never visited. Honestly, if my brother hadn't been regularly sending money as taxes, I might have forgotten its existence.

'My domain.'

And the domain I set foot in for the first time instantly shook my heart.

"Long live Marquis! Long live our benevolent lord!"
"Your Excellency! Please lead us forever!"

More precisely, it was the cheers of the people that captured my heart.

It was an emotion I had never felt before. I do have a domain called Hardiner Barony, but it belongs to the Teilgleichen County. To the people and officials there, I was already "young master" of the Kracius family. I was a familiar and intimate presence from before.

But what about Melrsina Marquessate? Far from having any connection with me, it was a region with a different nationality. Yet the people there called me their lord, their marquis. Even though I, the new lord, had forgotten about the domain.

"I'm not saying you need to focus on domain affairs. I leave my domains to the head steward too, so it would be crazy to criticize you for the same."
"Still, know that it's your domain and show some interest. Your vassals will feel more at ease knowing their lord is ready to step in if needed."
"Present but as if absent. Ready to act at any time but quietly. That's enough."

I recalled my brother's advice as he patted my shoulder before I left Melrsina Marquessate.

Perhaps because it came from someone who neglects his domains more than anyone else, it was quite convincing.

'Show some interest... present but as if absent...'

I unconsciously fingered the flower necklace I was still wearing.

It was all an act. It was merely a performance with a child we had recruited beforehand, dressed somewhat shabbily.


But why? Even knowing it was an act, this flower necklace felt special to me. It felt like the hope of the people directed at me.

"Erich. Are you in there?"

As I was absentmindedly fiddling with the flower necklace, I heard my sister's voice along with a soft knock.

"Oh, I just got back."
"Then I'm coming in."

Only after watching the door slide open did I belatedly realize.

Come to think of it, I left without telling my sister because of the sudden summons. Since I was going to my domain anyway, should I have taken my sister and Sera with me?

'She'll soon be a marchioness.'

A laugh escaped me. Until just now, I hadn't even recognized that I was a marquis, yet here I was thinking about a marchioness.

"Hmm? What's with the flowers?"

Anyway, as soon as my sister entered, she questioned the flower necklace around my neck.

It certainly does attract attention. Strangely, I didn't feel like taking it off, so I kept wearing it.

"I just visited my domain. I received it there."
"Hardiner?"
"No. Melrsina."

I burst out laughing again at my sister's wide-eyed expression. To be surprised that a lord visited his domain. I wonder how much she thought I had neglected Melrsina.

I should reflect on this and make sure it doesn't happen again.

***

- JO-KAAAAA! HOW'VE YA BEEN!?

The Wise Duke's booming voice came through in a surprise call. Feeling like my ears might go deaf, I gently moved the communication device away.

"Yes. I've been well."

Until you called.

- Heheh, that's gooood~ But Jo-ka, ya got time soon!?
"...I was about to become very busy..."
- Wow! Jo-ka, yer so smart! I was just thinkin' of callin' ya!

At those words, I closed my eyes dejectedly.

Karma really does exist. This conversation is similar to when I summoned Erich.

- Recently I found somethin' reeeeeally amazin'! Come see it, Jo-ka! It's really amazin'!

It was like saying "We have a golden calf at our house, want to come see?" I felt like crying.

If he found something amazing, he should just be amazed by himself, why drag me—

- This looks like an artifact from the Trika Empire era!
"What?"

My mind snapped to attention at his next words.

'Trika Empire?'

Even if artifacts from the Apels era were discovered, the continent would be turned upside down, but an artifact from the Trika era, which predates that?

'Insane.'

Something more incredible than I thought has been discovered.


Trica Empire. The second empire to rule the continent in history.

However, compared to the thousand-year empire of Muno founded by an orphaned mercenary through sheer military might, Apels Empire which is typically the culprit when something strange appears in continental historical research, and the current Kfelopen Empire, it was a relatively obscure and ill-fated empire.

Of course, even with its faint presence, an empire is still an empire. It was the most powerful nation of its era and, like Muno, lasted a thousand years. Its national power and legacy can hardly be called insignificant.

'Its academic and institutional achievements were historically unparalleled.'

Most systems, academic disciplines, theories, and technologies commonly used in the present age were established during the Trica era. Even the ubiquitous five-rank system was popularized during the Trica Empire—that's how influential it was. The Trica Empire even adopted books as their symbol, such was their dedication to intellect.

Although there is the unfortunate history that Apels' explosive technological growth and brilliant civilization blossomed based on this intellect, it speaks to how solid the foundation of knowledge built by Trica truly was.

'A relic from the Trica Empire era...'

That's why the Wise Duke's words couldn't be taken lightly. If this news spread, even those farming at the imperial palace would throw down their plows and rush to the scene.

A relic created with Trica's intellect and technology. Given it was from an era when countless gods proliferated, there's a high probability it contains considerable divine power.

"Whaaaat do you thiiiink? Aren't you interesteeeed!?"

As my mind raced, the Wise Duke continued with a grinning face.

Frustratingly, the Wise Duke is right. Even discoveries from the Apels era shake the continent. And if the Wise Duke personally contacted me—if she's saying it's incredibly fascinating—it's surely not just some pottery or weapon dug up from the ground.

This is at minimum a matter for the Minister of Culture. Perhaps the Emperor himself might conduct a field inspection, and scholars from across the continent might beg just for a glimpse.

'Even a small stake would be profitable.'

Perhaps getting a small piece of the relic the Wise Duke discovered could be more beneficial than the domain I farmed in the Leon Kingdom.

It's a dilemma. My heart wants to rest at home regardless of any relic, but if the Wise Duke personally reached out, I could secure a significant share in an extraordinary artifact. The guaranteed profit is too substantial to pass up just because it's troublesome.

Should I sacrifice my children's inheritance for my vacation? My rest is only possible because of my children. Without them, I wouldn't even have this break.

"When do I need to be there?"

After intense deliberation, my reason ultimately chose my children's future over my peace.

This is right. Years later, when my children grow up and their eyes sparkle at the sight of the relic discovered by the Wise Duke, I wouldn't be able to raise my head from guilt. I could have claimed a stake in something my children admire, but I gave it up for my own comfort.

"By tomorrow at the laaatest? The sooner the betterrr!"
"Understood."
"Greaat! And one more thing!"

The grinning Wise Duke raised her index finger and continued with a somewhat serious face.

"Bring our Lili~ and all your kiiids! Lili misses them!"
"Just Lili?"
"Me tooooo!"

I nodded with a wry smile at her honest confession.

While the Wise Duke might be an embarrassing relative to show our children, it's good for them to meet their great-uncle and the Young Marchioness frequently. There's nothing wrong with being close to relatives.

Since I was bringing all the children anyway, I decided to bring my wives and the sacred beasts too.

"Wow! Everyone's coming!"

Fortunately, the Wise Duke wasn't flustered by the doubled number of guests—she was even more delighted.

After all, she's the kind of person who cherishes even me, her husband's nephew, simply because I'm family. If that nephew's wives, children, and pets all come rushing in, she'd be happy that her family has grown.

"Faaamily all together~! So! Very! Happy!"

Just like now.

"Come! Welcome huuugs!"

With a giggling laugh, the Wise Duke, her face flushed red, greeted my wives with hugs.

"Th-thank you for your hospitality."

"Hehehe, no need for thanks between faaamily!"

And Mar, who was embraced first due to her fate as the first wife, gave an awkward smile.

She was clearly disoriented, rolling her eyes around helplessly, probably overwhelmed by the alcohol scent emanating from the Wise Duke.

"Next is our! Second! Lovely daughter-in-law! Magic-Ending Duke!"

I instinctively turned my head away from the scene that followed.

The Wise Duke approaching Trixie with a goofy smile, and Trixie opening her arms with a complicated expression. I couldn't bear to watch this sober.

I'm sorry. I'm sorry that your husband is generationally junior to the Wise Duke.

"Master."
"What?"

While I was deliberately avoiding the cruel reality, Humility, who had been prowling around my feet, spoke up.

"I'm grateful that you're not blood-related to that human."

I closed my eyes solemnly at those words. He was saying it was fortunate that I wasn't a crazy drunk like the Wise Duke.

Even former evil gods could see that the Wise Duke's state wasn't normal.

"And I think it's a blessing for the continent that that human is a mutant."
"You think so too?"

I instinctively responded to his follow-up comment.

Yes, Humility is right. Fortunately, the Wise Duke is just an extraordinary mutant who emerged from the Salon Ducal Family, not representative of the entire family. Even now, the Young Marchioness is introducing herself to Fedi and her other siblings.

"Although we're relatives, I'm the heir to the Salon Ducal Family! So when you call me, you should say Young Marchioness sister!"
"Sister?"
"No, you need to add Young Marchioness before it!"
"Sister! Sister!"
"Young Marchioness sister!"
"Sister~"
"You, you girls should say 'unni' not 'nuna'!"

The Young Marchioness, who had been shrugging her shoulders confidently, was now frantically teaching her siblings. It was like seeing the brilliant future of the Salon Ducal Family, bringing tears to my eyes.

From now on, I should call her not Liliana Salon but Bright Bright Bright Bright Salon.

"Kal."
"Great-Uncle?"

Just as I was about to be blinded by the Bright Bright Bright Bright Young Marchioness, my great-uncle, who had been standing beside the Wise Duke, quietly approached.

"I'm sorry for calling you suddenly during your vacation. It must have been tiring to come alone, and you brought everyone because of your great-aunt's request, right?"
"It's fine. When else would all the relatives gather in one place if not at times like this?"

I shook my head at my great-uncle, who smiled apologetically.

The Wise Duke only asked for the children. Bringing everyone else was my decision, so there was no need for my great-uncle to feel sorry.

"Thank you for saying that."

Seemingly relieved by my answer, my great-uncle patted my shoulder and lowered his gaze.

"Thank you too, for coming all this way with your small bodies."
"Uh, well, whatever. We just go where the master goes."

Humility nodded reluctantly at my great-uncle's thanks. It wasn't just my imagination that his small nod conveyed the question, "Why did this person marry that person?"

'Don't try to understand it with logic.'

It's a mystery that even I, a relative, haven't solved yet.

I was dragged to the office with my hand firmly grasped by the Wise Duke.

It was a one-sided abduction, but I just went with it. She's the type who doesn't hesitate to act impulsively anywhere, anytime.


"Goood good! Thank you for coming all the way here! It's better to have more family!"

And surprisingly, all of the Wise Duke's actions stem from goodwill, not malice. I can't dislike someone who loves me as a relative.

It's still regrettable after all these years. If only this person weren't a drunk, they would have been really great.

"I'm also glad that my children can meet good relatives."
"Hehe, a good relative~ how embarrassing!"

For a moment, the words "You're not a good relative, so don't worry" rose to the tip of my tongue.

"By the way, Great-Aunt. About that Trica Empire relic..."
"Right! I should talk about that first!"

At my words, the Wise Duke nodded repeatedly and rummaged through the documents on her desk.

Looking at it now, there was a terrifyingly tall stack of documents. How does she manage such a workload while being drunk 24 hours a day?

"Here it is!"

Moreover, her ability to immediately find the desired document from that mountain of paperwork is remarkable.

"Here! You should read this!"
"Ah, yes."

With a pounding heart, I received the document the Wise Duke handed me.

This is the relic that made me bring my family all the way to the western edge of the empire. Given that the Wise Duke personally mentioned it, it certainly won't be something trivial.

Now, beyond my children's future, my human curiosity has also grown considerably. What kind of object could it—

[An island appeared 130km northwest of Hallan Port in waters where no island had been seen before.]

...?

[It is suggested that the island may not have been discovered until now because its location is quite far from land and significantly off major shipping routes.]

?

[However, after analyzing maps from the mid-Trica period, it was confirmed that there was no island at that location.]

???

[Additionally, five days after the island's discovery, it was further confirmed that the island had moved approximately 5km eastward from its original position.]

'What is this.'

The increasingly confusing content made me blink several times.

So an island appeared in the sea where there was nothing before, and that island even moves? Did I read that correctly?

"Keep reading! There's more interesting content ahead!"
'There's something more interesting than this?'

I felt goosebumps at the Wise Duke's words. Something more interesting than an island that suddenly appears in the sea and moves? My limited imagination couldn't even begin to guess.

So I started reading the content that followed with trembling eyes. Honestly, I'm afraid to read it, but I'm curious.

[After landing on the island and exploring it, it was confirmed that the substance that appeared to be soil was actually all moss.]
[Attempts were made for a more detailed investigation by digging through the moss, but when something beneath the moss was disturbed, the island began to violently shake.]
[Exploration team temporarily withdrew. Successfully collected moss and 'something' were handed over to the research team.]
[Research results determined that the material collected by the exploration team was identical to whale skin.]
[Re-examination of the island from below the water surface confirmed it was not an island but a giant whale.]

I let out a small laugh at the result that far exceeded my imagination.

'A whale...'

So the relic wasn't an object but a living creature.

Wait, is this even a relic in the first place?


A massive whale suddenly appeared in the empty sea. Not just large, but so extraordinarily enormous it could be mistaken for an island.

It was certainly fascinating and surprising. Even seeing a normal whale swimming while on a boat would catch anyone's attention, so naturally, a whale the size of an island floating around would draw interest from anyone.

Yes, I acknowledge that. But—

"Is the whale an artifact?"

Despite my fascination, I couldn't suppress this fundamental question.

Calling a living creature an artifact seems very strange. When giant squids wash up on beaches, people say an unknown life form has appeared, not that it's an artifact from Atlantis.

Nevertheless, the Wise Duke was certain it was an artifact, even specifically mentioning it was from the Trika Empire era. Despite being drunk, the Wise Duke isn't someone who would lie about something like this.

"Flip it over! There's more research!"
"Ah."

I see. This report was double-sided.

"Double-sided report..."

A chill ran down my spine despite being just a reader.

Reports are written on both sides only when there's such urgency that there's no time to find more paper, or when the situation is so critical that not a single page can be missed. Writing reports double-sided for any other reason is just asking to be slapped. Especially a report going to a duke.

Taking a deep breath, I checked the back of the report:

[Samples of normal whale skin were compared with the so-called "Island Whale" skin. Confirmed the Island Whale's skin has properties both similar to and different from normal whale skin.]
[The Island Whale's skin contains large amounts of mana and holy power, with properties that absorb these energies more effectively than other materials.]
[The patterns on the Island Whale's skin are unnaturally regular, showing identical patterns at regular intervals.]
[After the Island Whale's second landing, moss-covered buildings were discovered near the center of the Island Whale. Architecture style and writing from the Trika period were identified in these buildings.]

Reading the densely written content, I immediately understood.

This was definitely an artifact. This "Island Whale" wasn't a naturally occurring creature but an artificially created life form.

"...How did they make it?"

My surprise had turned to awe.

Creating life forms is an achievement that even the Apels Empire, with its technology reaching singularity, couldn't accomplish. Even Apels, which created amphibious fleets, aerial fleets, and crazy things like Gundams, couldn't create a single ant or dragonfly. That belongs to the realm of gods, not humans.

Yet Trika had accomplished it. Trika, whose technology was certainly not superior to Apels, had done it.

"Well? Isn't it amazing!?"
"Yes. I never expected something like this would be discovered."

I nodded in agreement to the Wise Duke's gleeful remarks.

It's amazing that a whale the size of an island exists, astonishing that it's a human invention, and unbelievable that Trika was responsible. I experienced three cultural shocks just from reading a single report.

However, experiencing cultural shock and resolving questions are separate issues.

"But how did something like this come to be forgotten?"

If humans created a life form, and not just a small insect or livestock but a whale the size of an island, it couldn't possibly disappear from records. Even if Apels had attempted to erase all records, it would definitely remain in unofficial histories.

Yet there were no stories about the Island Whale in either official history or unofficial accounts, despite being an invention that would mark a milestone in human history.

"And where has it been until now that it's only being discovered now?"

For such an enormous creature to be forgotten from history, it must have been hidden somewhere no one could see it. Concealing something of that size without anyone noticing.

It's incomprehensible. It would make more sense if Enen had created a new life form out of boredom.

"I don't know either!"

The answer that came back was cheerful but empty.

"It's still under investigation! We just know it's an artifact~ and I contacted my nephew about it!"
"I see."

I had no choice but to nod in understanding.


Indeed. If they had completely identified the nature of this massive artifact, rumors would have spread far and wide. The fact that only the Wise Duke and I know about it suggests it was discovered very recently.

"Oh! And about that whale, it was sleeping the whole time?"
"Pardon?"
"It seems like it was sleeping deep-deep down at the bottom of the sea, but its body rose up while it was sleeping!"

This made my head even more confused. I couldn't tell whether a whale the size of an island sleeping was a blessing or a disaster.

At least it wouldn't be swimming around causing tsunamis, but on the other hand, we wouldn't know when it might wake up and cause havoc.

No, perhaps while the whale sleeps, it could drift to land and crush a port or ships.

[Additionally, five days after the island's discovery, it was confirmed that the island had moved approximately 5km eastward from its original position.]

Unfortunately, it was already confirmed that this Island Whale moves even while sleeping. This possibility cannot be ignored.

"Aunt."
"Yes! Speak, nephew!"
"I think I need to check it out personally."
"Of course!"

The Wise Duke nodded as if she had been waiting for this.

It feels like I've brought trouble upon myself, but this is what I prepared for when I came to the Wise Duke's domain. If I didn't want to move around, I shouldn't have come in the first place.

Besides, this is a chance to see an artificial life form created by humans. How could I pass that up?

"...Is it really a life form?"

But as soon as I decided on the field inspection, a small doubt crept in.

It has the appearance and skin of a whale, but is it really a living being? Could it just be a robot covered with artificial skin?

"That would still be impressive."

A robot the size of an island that can remain submerged in the sea without issues. Even that would qualify as a historic artifact.

Either way, there's nothing to lose by checking it out personally. If it's an artificial life form, it would revolutionize biology and religion; if it's a robot, mechanical engineering would advance dramatically.

I moved to where the Island Whale was located, accompanied by the Wise Duke and a small number of personnel.

It was disappointing that we traveled by ship rather than teleport, but teleportation is magic that calculates the coordinates of a specific location. If the Island Whale had drifted elsewhere, using teleport would just result in all of us diving into the sea.

Still, thanks to the magicians controlling the wind, the ship moved quite fast.

"Is that it?"
"Wow! This is my first time seeing it in person too!"

Fast enough to arrive quickly despite being about 100km away.

I couldn't help but exclaim at its size and appearance, which could indeed be mistaken for an island. Who would think that was a whale? Of course, anyone would think it's an island.

"Fortunately, its position hasn't changed much since the previous exploration. The deviation is just due to ocean currents, so the Island Whale is likely still in a sleep state."
"Is it because it's so big? It sleeps sooooo much!"
"That possibility can't be ruled out. To maintain such a massive body would require extreme energy consumption, so it might have drastically reduced its active time."

A magician next to the Wise Duke answered seriously.

It's a peculiar scene. Judging by appearances alone, it looks like a drunk person rambling, but she's actually making helpful observations about identifying the creature.

"Captain."

Meanwhile, one of the magicians who had been observing the Island Whale approached.

"What is it?"
"The Island Whale's height has increased compared to before."
"What?"

At those words, the magician called captain hurriedly extended his hand while muttering something.

"...It's true. It's higher than when we checked last time."

He confirmed the Island Whale's change.

This is concerning. The creature that was presumably buried at the bottom of the sea has gradually risen to the surface, and it's still slowly ascending. What happens if every part except its belly emerges above the water? Would the Island Whale wake up then?


"There's still a large portion submerged."

I'm not sure if this is fortunate, but the current situation of the Island Whale resembles an iceberg. Only a tiny portion visible above the surface.

...

"And even that tiny portion is the size of an island."

I grew more anxious. At this rate, a small domain might appear on the sea.

"Now! Let's land! We can't see much from far away!"
"Approach the Island Whale! We're landing!"
"Prepare for landing! Knights will land first to escort His Excellency the Wise Duke and His Excellency the Count of Teilgleichen!"

At the mention of an escort, I unconsciously turned my gaze toward the knights.

I can't remember the last time I received someone's protection.

The surface—or rather, the back—of the Island Whale wasn't particularly special. If you thought of this place as an island rather than a whale, it was just a moss-covered space with a few dilapidated buildings.

Besides, all the information that could be obtained from this back had already been collected by the exploration team. They had already taken skin samples and identified the building style. This exploration had little significance beyond allowing the Wise Duke and me to see the Island Whale in person.

"Hmm? There's a hole here too?"
"That's presumed to be the Island Whale's blowhole."
"Wow! What would happen if we went in through here!?"
"Excuse me...?"

While listening to the conversation between the Wise Duke and the magician captain, I looked around.

Various characters were written on the walls of the buildings, but I couldn't read them because they were in the Trika Empire's script. Of course, since the second exploration team had made rubbings, they were probably busy interpreting them by now.

"Hmm?"

As I continued looking around, I discovered a picture in the corner of a wall.

A triangle with a bird spreading its wings at the top vertex, a quadrupedal animal resembling a cow at the bottom right vertex, and a whale at the bottom left vertex. And a book positioned in the center of the triangle.

What is this? Since it's an artifact from the Trika Empire period, that book was probably drawn as a symbol of Trika, and the whale is likely this Island Whale based on the circumstances.

"A bird and a cow?"

What are those? Don't tell me there are more creatures like this Island Whale?

"Neph-eeew! Let's go back when we're done here!"
"Ah, yes."

After staring at the picture for a while, I turned around at the Wise Duke's call.

The exploration team would have certainly made rubbings of this picture too. There's not much point in me looking at it longer—

- Uuuuuuuuuuuuu...!

?

- UuuuuUUUUUUUUU──!!!

The sudden howl froze everyone in the exploration team.

No, this can't be...

"Gather in one place! We're too far to board the ship!"

The Wise Duke, instantly sobering up, gave quick instructions.

"Captain! Deploy defensive magic!"
"Yes, Your Excellency!"

And simultaneously with the Wise Duke's order, a massive amount of water erupted from the hole presumed to be the blowhole.

With enough force to destroy nearby buildings.

"Damn it."

I thought it would wake up eventually, but did it have to cause trouble right when we landed?

The water that explosively erupted from the fountain rose high enough to touch the sky, then eventually fell as rain upon the island whale.

It was a tremendous water column. If we had been hit without defensive magic, we would have collectively fallen into the sea, and if we had been even slightly closer to land, it would have attracted all sorts of unwanted attention. It's fortunate this creature drifts in the open sea.

"Part of our magic has been broken through."
"To generate this much physical force just by expelling water. The power coming from its size is considerable."

The magicians, suddenly caught in the rain, discussed the water technique demonstrated by the island whale with serious expressions.

Although the water technique originated in a place with abundant water, its essence was still water. Yet despite the elite magician unit guarding the Duke casting defensive magic in unison, mere water had penetrated part of their magic. This was certainly not a normal situation.

"Nephew?"

The Wise Duke's voice, completely sober without a trace of intoxication, was proof of this.

"I'm sorry to ask this of you, nephew, but I think I'll need to borrow your strength."
"My strength... you say?"
"Yes. I can't guarantee what might happen next."

With those words, the Wise Duke glanced at a knight standing nearby, who then handed me the sword he had been wearing at his waist.

The way he respectfully offered it with both hands made me feel like a celebrity receiving a tribute from a fan.

"An unprecedented life form has awakened. We're currently on top of that life form. I'd feel more at ease if the Empire's finest sword would lend its power, wouldn't you?"

However, there was no time to indulge in sentiment. As the Wise Duke said, the situation was serious enough to require me to wield a sword.

This creature had made fools of the magicians with the simple act of spewing water. Frankly speaking, if this thing decided to dive underwater or head toward land at full speed, it would be a disaster of unprecedented scale.

"If the situation becomes critical, we should consider killing this island whale. No matter how important artifacts are, they're not more important than the people—"
- After listening to this nonsense, I've heard enough.
"What...?"

A deep, thick voice—somewhat distorted—interrupted the Wise Duke's words.

At this unfamiliar voice that echoed from all directions rather than from a specific location, the knights immediately drew their swords, and the magicians who had been in discussion surrounded the Wise Duke. In an instant, a protective formation centered on the Wise Duke was established.

'Is it the island whale?'

I quickly processed the situation from within the protective formation.

There are no other life forms on the island whale besides us. Considering the roar we heard earlier, this voice must belong to the island whale.

While it's surprising that a whale can speak human language, it was artificially created in the first place. The fact that it can now speak human language doesn't change much at this point.

- Not only do you disturb my sleep, but you dare speak of killing me?

Sensing the anger in the voice, I slightly drew the sword I had received from the knight.

To be honest, it has a point. From the island whale's perspective, it woke up to find tiny creatures running amok on its back. Then to hear these small beings talking about whether to kill it or not—that would be beyond absurd and infuriating.

Perhaps it wasn't that we found the whale sleeping, but rather that we were the ones who woke it up. After all, we did take samples of its skin during our exploration.

"I apologize. I thought you were a beast without intelligence. Had I known you were such a rational and gentlemanly being, I would never have said such things."

Just as I was preparing for the whale to spout water again or thrash about, the Wise Duke offered a respectful apology.

"Uncle?"
"Shh."

I was momentarily surprised by the Duke's apology, but I closed my mouth again at his gesture.

Right, the leader of this expedition is the Wise Duke. Moreover, given that it's the Wise Duke's judgment, it's best to follow his lead for now.

- Hmm...

Indeed, the anger in the whale's voice dissipated at the Wise Duke's apology.

- Be more careful in the future. I am not some mere beast, but one of the three pillars protecting Roigas and the king of the sea—Leviathan.
"Of course. We'll certainly be careful."

To the point of voluntarily revealing its identity without being asked.

'One of the three pillars, it says.'

That statement reminded me of the picture I had seen earlier.


A triangle with a book drawn in the center, and at each vertex were a bird, an ox, and a whale. As I suspected, that whale was this island whale, and there were two more beings similar to this island whale.

Moreover, this island whale called itself a pillar protecting Roigas.

'That's the Trika Imperial Family.'

The imperial family that ruled before the Livnoman Imperial Family of the Kfelopen Empire and the Valenti Imperial Family of the Apels Empire. The family that led the Trika Empire but lost the Mandate of Heaven to Apels.

It's certain. This is either an artifact created by the Trika Empire or at least something with tremendous connections to it. Even if Leviathan were to deny it now, I wouldn't believe it.

"But you say you're a pillar protecting Roigas?"

The Wise Duke seemed to share my thoughts as he sought confirmation of Leviathan's statement.

- That is correct. I am the king of the sea, born to protect the imperial waters, the shield favored by Roigas. It would not be an exaggeration to call me a pillar protecting the imperial family.

A resounding answer filled with pride came back.

- However, I, Leviathan, was ordered by the august imperial family to sleep temporarily beneath the sea...
'Temporarily?'

I almost blurted out, "You call sleeping for over a thousand years 'temporary'?" but held back.

Having just calmed down an angry being, interrupting its reminiscence would be like asking for another fight.

- It was a sad command, but a pillar of Roigas cannot disobey Roigas's orders. With the promise that I would open my eyes again when the time came, I have been sleeping until now.
"Then is our visit the 'time' the Roigas imperial family spoke of?"

I carefully opened my mouth at Leviathan's words. If used well, this could raise its favorability or emphasize a very faint connection.

- Your words are correct. When you first spoke of killing me, I was angry, but you apologized as soon as you recognized my dignity. This is proof that you are not intruders but the 'time' the imperial family spoke of.

Leviathan continued with a faint laugh.

- You are the ones who have awakened me again, a fateful connection, and benefactors who will guide me to the imperial family. Go! Announce my glorious revival to the imperial family first! Then you shall receive great rewards from the Emperor!
'Ah.'

A solemn feeling suddenly weighed on my shoulders. Not just me, but the Wise Duke, the other knights, and the magicians must feel the same.

Leviathan had been asleep for at least over a thousand years. That's calculating on the assumption that it fell asleep during the late Trika period; if it had fallen asleep during the early period, it would be over two thousand years.

And now we have to tell this whale, who is looking for its master across two thousand years, "Your master is dead."

'What should we do?'

I instinctively looked at the Wise Duke, but he too was visibly troubled, rolling his eyes back and forth in contemplation.

I understand. Judging by its speech, it has considerable loyalty to the Roigas imperial family. It fell asleep on the imperial family's orders, and as soon as it woke up, it sought the imperial family. If we explain the downfall and absence of the imperial family to such a loyal servant, it might go berserk.

- Why do you not go?

When we maintained our silence, Leviathan asked with a puzzled tone.

"Well, you see..."
- Ah, I understand. You think the august imperial family won't meet with you if you just go? A truly valid concern.

It was an awkward statement to refute, so I couldn't properly open my mouth.

It's true we can't meet the imperial family. They're all dead, either in heaven or reincarnated.

- Take a piece of my skin. There could be no more certain proof than that.

The voice was full of certainty and expectation, so I looked at the Wise Duke again.

"Um, Leviathan?"

The Wise Duke, receiving my gaze and those of the knights and magicians, reluctantly opened his mouth.

"Do you know how long you've been asleep?"
- I'm not quite sure. I just woke up. But I think it might be about 200 years.

I almost let out a sigh at this remarkable calculation that underestimated by a factor of ten.

"It's been 2,000 years."
- ...What?
"The Trika Empire, like the Muno Empire, lasted for a thousand years before falling."
- ......


Leviathan was silent for a while.

For now, we temporarily returned to the Duke's residence.

- Go back... I want to be alone now...

When the owner of the land tells you to leave immediately, how can you resist? We had to retreat before it started unleashing water techniques from the fountain again.

The fortunate thing was that Leviathan felt more sadness than anger at the fall of Trika. It seemed to be able to accept Trika's downfall thanks to the fact that it had slept for 2,000 years and that Trika had lasted for a thousand years.

"This is a headache..."

Anyway, after receiving Leviathan's depressed request for us to leave, the Wise Duke returned to his office and pondered while consuming alcohol.

"It's so big... I thought it was just an animal... but it's full of intelligence..."
"Indeed."
"This makes it difficult to research as an artifact!"

I kept nodding in response to the Wise Duke's complaints.

He's right. If Leviathan were simply a large whale, research would be possible, but it has intelligence and emotions capable of fluent conversation with humans. It's impossible to treat such a being as an artifact for research.

If we really want to conduct research, we would need Leviathan's cooperation, but what could we say to a loyal servant crying over the loss of its country? We might get hit with a hydro pump and told to get lost immediately.

"About what Leviathan said."

Scratching my head with complicated feelings, I brought up a different topic.

"It definitely said it was one of three pillars, right?"
"Yes! It did!"

The cheerful answer only made my thoughts more complicated.

If there are three pillars, the other two must be of similar caliber to Leviathan, which is terrifying to think about—where might they be sleeping?

Moreover, what if those two are also overflowing with loyalty to the Roigas imperial family? What if, unlike Leviathan, they refuse to accept the empire's downfall and go on a rampage? Judging by their appearance, one flies through the sky and the other runs on land.

"Let's wait a few days for now! When it calms down, we should try to talk to it again!"
"Yes, that seems best."

Since this was the best option available, I nodded again.

Right. We have to wait. At the very least, its mind needs to settle enough for conversation before we can obtain additional information.

"Then! In the meantime, let's play with our cu~te babies—"
- Knock knock.
"Huh?"

Just before the Wise Duke's attack was about to begin, someone knocked on the office door.

Whoever you are, thank you. You saved our children.

"Your Excellency. The interpretation of the rubbings is complete."
"Really? Already? Come in!"
'Oh.'

And the purpose of the visit was positive news, which made me even more pleased.

The content of the interpretation was less significant than expected.

It was filled with descriptions of how Leviathan was created out of concern for the people suffering from pirates and sea monsters, praise for the Roigas imperial family who achieved this feat, and expectations for the successfully born Leviathan.

This is actually to be expected. From our perspective, we would have preferred if the method of creating Leviathan had been written down, but writing such things carelessly on a whale's back would be a security breach.

'...Huh?'

As I was reading through the interpretation for quite some time, I noticed one peculiar sentence.

[...The Osiden family contributed greatly to the creation of Leviathan, and His Imperial Majesty the Emperor granted the head of the Osiden family the right to make requests of Leviathan and the right to board it.]

'What is this?'

Why is the Osiden family mentioned here?

That's the Golden Duke's family.

"War is an extension of politics." This is a maxim left by Duke Dillenbach, the first chairman of the Ten-Member Committee who assisted the Emperor of Apels and led the empire.

There are two hypotheses regarding the true meaning of this maxim. One suggests it was a warning against military leaders acting without central authority's permission. The other claims it was meant to advocate for the explosive expansion policy during the early founding of Apels.

Though this maxim had been debated for quite some time, today's academic circles consider the former more plausible. Considering the rebellion of military leaders who held power during the late Trika Empire and Duke Dillenbach's thoroughly bureaucratic tendencies, it could only be the former interpretation.

Yes, Duke Dillenbach's statement carries the former meaning. It warns regional powers against starting wars recklessly, but...

'Right now, I'd prefer to think of it as the latter.'

Lately, my desire for war has been growing vigorously.

But I must endure. I am a pillar supporting the empire and the duke responsible for the imperial economy. If I were to start a war due to personal desires, it would shake not only the empire but the entire continent.

Moreover, during His Majesty's reign, the empire disciplined the Eastern Kingdoms and subsequently conquered the North. The empire's dignity has been firmly established across the continent, achieving a golden age. I cannot disturb this beautiful prosperity with my own hands.

"Your Grace! The Kingdom of Jereno has adjusted their tariffs again!"

There must be no more wars.

"The Kingdom of Jereno is excessively complicating the entry procedures for Voyaare vessels."

The long-term circulation structure gained through peace is more beneficial than the momentary gains of war.

"The Kingdom of Jereno has sent word that they need to renegotiate the entry qualifications for imperial merchant groups!"

I cannot destroy decades or centuries of grand plans because of a moment's anger...

"Y-Your Grace! The Jereno Kingdom's fleet has entered Route 3! They claim it's for subjugation purposes because sea monsters were recently spotted—"
"Those insolent fools who don't know their place."

I ended up biting down hard on the cigar in my mouth. The freshly lit cigar split in half and fell onto the desk, causing all the retainers in the office to fall silent at once.

I know it's meaningless. Cursing Jereno here won't reach those bastards. It only puts pressure on my loyal retainers.

But I simply couldn't hold back. My teeth chattered with rage at the endless audacity of this small country that kept pushing boundaries because of their position.

'If not for the Pope's request, they would have been crushed.'

During the period when the Iron-Blooded Duke was subduing the Eastern Kingdoms, the Kingdom of Jereno nearly faced the empire's severe judgment.

The Kingdom of Jereno is connected to the empire by land and was competing for maritime trade rights. It would have been stranger if they hadn't faced judgment, and at that time, the Voyaare Duchy's fleet was ready to set sail at any moment.

However, the Papal States existed within Jereno's territory. Due to the Pope's mediation out of concern for the Papal States being caught in the conflict, and the reluctance of the religious order that received enormous annual donations from Jereno, the subjugation was canceled. The judgment was concluded merely with the signing of a "Merciful Treaty."

Since that day, Jereno completely bowed to the empire. They sent envoys before anyone else whenever the empire had celebrations and offered vast resources at regular intervals. From the perspective of His Majesty the Emperor and the central government, they were essentially a loyal vassal state.

'But locally, there are no worse bastards.'

I spat out the remaining half of the cigar and sighed.

In exchange for completely prostrating themselves to the imperial center, Jereno gained a degree of autonomy and self-defense rights. They received a promise that the imperial center would not intervene in the historically competitive relationship between Voyaare and Jereno.

This was a mockery suggesting that even a wealthy maritime kingdom could be controlled at the level of a mere imperial duchy, but these damned Jereno people somehow found loopholes in the treaty with the empire and caused trouble.

'Should I crush them once?'

The thought that crosses my mind dozens of times a day surged again. Should I just send out a fleet and fire some shells at them?

Of course, it remained just a thought. These vicious bastards have never officially violated the empire's merciful treaty. His Majesty the Emperor also has no particular grievance against the Kingdom of Jereno. In such a situation, if I move first, I'll only receive concern and criticism from the central government.

Moreover, if war breaks out, we won't be able to use Jereno's ports in the meantime. A territory with such an excellent position as a transit port would be sealed off.

"We should have at least secured a concession when making the treaty with those bastards."
"Who could have known that those who survived thanks to the Pope's mediation would act like this?"

While the other retainers maintained their silence, only my son spoke up to respond to my words.

He's right. They were criminals with their necks on the chopping block, moments away from execution. When you spare such criminals and confiscate only part of their property, that should be enough—few people would think to seize their homes too.

"I wish we could discover some uninhabited island south of Jereno."
"If that happens, I'll gladly offer a tithe to Enen every week."


My son chuckled at my grumbling.

At that laughter, the other retainers also began to smile slightly. I too would positively consider a fifty percent tithe every month if that were to happen, so it's a natural reaction—

'Hmm?'

The communication crystal I had placed on the desk began to emit light.

Who could it be? It's rare for someone to contact me, a duke, directly.

"This is the Duke of Voyaare."
- Ah! Golden Duke! It's me!

Although I couldn't ignore the incoming call, I frowned as soon as I saw who it was.

"The Wise Duke?"

This is surprising. The Wise Duke rarely leaves his territory and contacts others even less frequently. For such a person to contact me first?

'Did a meteorite fall or something?'

For a moment, I even had such a thought. Is he going to offer to sell me a meteorite that fell in the Chenes Duchy if I need it?

- Heheh! Sorry for the sudden call! Were you surprised!?
"Well. You must have had a good reason to call."
- That's right! I called because I have something to ask you!

The Wise Duke, continuously laughing, took a swig of whiskey straight from the bottle.

I couldn't help but smile wryly at the sight. I have no intention of criticizing his drinking, but I wish he would refrain when conversing with others.

- Hic-shhh~ Have you heard of Leviathan!?
"Hmm?"

I tilted my head at his subsequent statement.

"...No. That's a name I'm hearing for the first time."

Even I, ruling as a duke, was hearing this name for the first time.

It was somewhat curious. As the heir of the Osiden family with 2,000 years of history, as one of the empire's five dukes, as a husband who shares his tastes with twelve wives and has acquired all sorts of information—how could there be a name I've never heard? Even I, who has memorized verses from the Dawn Order's scriptures?

- Really? Great! Come to Chenes! There's something interesting here!
"Wise Duke. Suddenly calling me so one-sidedly—"
- The Minister of Audit and the Magic-Ending Duke are here too!
"I won't have enough time to prepare gifts. I'll get there as quickly as possible."

Upon hearing that the Minister of Audit and the Magic-Ending Duke were also there, I rose from my seat.

It seems something more important than Jereno has happened in the Chenes Duchy.

***

The inscription found on Leviathan's back contained the word "Osiden family."

And with it came the extraordinary content stating that they had been granted the right to make requests of Leviathan and the right to board it, as they had made great contributions to Leviathan's creation.

'The whole world is Osiden.'

I let out a wry smile as I read the translation again.

The Osiden family is the oldest existing family on the continent. They became nobility during the Trika era, ruled as a marquisate during the Apels era, and defected to Kfelopen during its founding, bringing their entire sphere of influence with them. That's why the Voyaare Duchy is uniquely large among the five duchies.

So it's not strange for Osiden to appear in Trika Empire records, but who would have expected to find it here as well?

"I felt awkward coming empty-handed, so I brought a few bottles of wine. They're specially aged, so they should taste good."
"Wow! Welcome!"
"I'd prefer if your welcome greeting was directed at the person rather than the alcohol."

And I didn't expect the Golden Duke to rush over immediately after hearing from the Wise Duke.


"It's good to see you too, Minister. First time since the wedding?"
"Yes, Your Grace. Have you been well?"
"Living as usual. There are some annoying matters, but nothing that warrants the Minister's concern."

After saying that, the Golden Duke quickly looked around.

"I heard the Magic-Ending Duke is here as well."
"Trixie is playing with the children. She hasn't heard that Your Grace has arrived—"
"Then let me finish my business first before paying my respects. It would be a shame to disturb her quality time with family."

His extremely courteous attitude made me feel strange. It's clearly the same person being addressed, yet some call her Trixie, others call her the second nephew's wife, and some use honorifics...

'What a complicated family tree.'

So this is the problem that arises when someone reigns at the top for too long.

"Wise Duke?"
"Hmm?"

The Wise Duke, who had just put some Voyaare wine to his lips, tilted his head at the Golden Duke's call.

"I'd like to see that Leviathan first."
"Great! Let's go right away!"
"Pardon?"

I was taken aback by the Wise Duke's booming exclamation.

Go where? To Leviathan? Didn't we just get sent away moments ago?

"Aunt. Leviathan isn't in the mood to see other people right—"
"The Golden Duke is practically a Trika treasure! Leviathan will be happy to see the Golden Duke!"
"No, that—"
"Let's gooo!"

My protests were completely ignored.

I'm worried we might end up witnessing Leviathan's hydro pump firsthand.

This time we moved by teleport rather than ship, confident that Leviathan would still be in the same place.

- Why have you returned...

Indeed, Leviathan hadn't moved from the coordinates designated by the mage. It merely expressed reluctance at our visit in a listless voice.

'Its voice has changed.'

I noticed that Leviathan's voice, which had previously sounded like distorted machinery, now sounded normal.

What's this? Was its voice hoarse earlier because it had just woken up?

- Will you not even give time for one who has lost their homeland to grieve...?

Anyway, Leviathan, which had been writhing as if an earthquake had struck, stopped speaking.

- ...Could it be.

Eventually, it continued in a voice tinged with faint hope,

- You! Human with white hair! What is your name!

It precisely singled out the Golden Duke, the only one among us with white hair.

"I am Lafros Osiden of Voyaare."
- Osiden!

I felt Leviathan's mood rapidly soar from its previous state of being practically buried in the ground.

- I remember! The loyal families who served Roigas! Those who made great contributions to creating the three pillars, including myself!

At Leviathan's words, the Golden Duke's gaze turned to me and the Wise Duke.

It was a look that seemed to demand an explanation of what was happening.

# An Astonishing Order of Operations

First drag someone along, then explain why you brought them. What a remarkable sequence. If anyone else did this, it would be an outrageous act deserving a slap across the face, but when the Wise Duke does it, everyone accepts it as if it's perfectly normal.

After all, the Wise Duke shouldn't be understood through ordinary values and common sense. Changing the order of operations is hardly an issue for him.

Indeed, the Golden Duke, who had made the mysterious journey from Voyaare Duchy to Teilgleichen County and then to Leviathan, had remained stubbornly silent.

"Hooh."

Rather than showing anger about the delayed explanation, he displayed delight at Leviathan's existence.

As expected of someone thoroughly devoted to his interests. Learning the reason belatedly did the Golden Duke no harm, but having the legendary artifact Leviathan show goodwill toward the Osiden family was clearly beneficial. The Golden Duke focused on the latter.

"Indeed. My ancestor truly accomplished something magnificent."
- Your words are true, descendant of Osiden! Your ancestor was a great servant who helped the Roigas Imperial Family lead Trika to prosperity!

Leviathan's booming voice was filled with unmistakable joy and goodwill.

- I thought that after sleeping for 2,000 years, I would no longer see any trace of Trika. But those who awakened me have brought a descendant of Osiden, so this must surely be the "time" the Roigas Imperial Family spoke of!

With those words, Leviathan's body trembled.

It was like an earthquake, but strangely, neither the ground split nor did buildings collapse—perhaps the safest earthquake in the world.

- Though the Imperial Family I should serve with loyalty no longer exists, the friend I must honor through our pact remains! I, Leviathan, according to the promise made 2,000 years ago, shall become a friend to your Osiden family!
"Heyyy, I found you firsht..."
- Of course, this meeting was only possible because you found and awakened me. From today, I shall consider you all my friends as well!
"Wooow! Thanksh!"

In response to the Wise Duke's grumbling, Leviathan generously granted both the Wise Duke and me free access to itself.

Though this decision seemed too impulsive, I could understand it considering Leviathan's situation—finding a glimmer of light to fill the void of losing its homeland. From Leviathan's perspective, this must feel like finding light in the abyss.

"Well, this is unexpected. I'm quite taken aback."

The Golden Duke, who had suddenly become Leviathan's friend, let out a hollow laugh as he put a cigar in his mouth.

Yet his eyes remained deeply serious, as if calculating Leviathan's usefulness and applications.

"Leviathan, you said?"
- Yes, my friend. I am Leviathan, ruler of the seas.
"I heard you fell asleep by order of the Roigas Imperial Family. Could you explain why?"

After the Golden Duke's direct question, Leviathan remained silent for a moment.

- ...Indeed. It seems records about us have been completely erased from the world if even the descendants of Osiden don't know.

Eventually, instead of the joy from earlier, deep bitterness and sorrow resonated in its voice.

- Very well. If we have been erased from the world, then we must write our names in it once again. I will explain everything.
"I appreciate your kindness, friend."

After the Golden Duke's response—having instantly befriended a whale he'd just met—Leviathan began its explanation.

- We grew much larger than the Roigas Imperial Family had anticipated.
"Hmm?"
"Huuuh?"
- Originally, we were supposed to be about 20% of our current size. However, the scholars and engineers of Trika who created us were too competent, and we grew far beyond their expectations.

I couldn't speak in response to these words tinged with subtle pride.

To put it bluntly—

'It's like they thought they were getting a small dog but ended up with a large one, so they abandoned it.'

Leviathan would be furious to hear such a comparison, but as a third party, I couldn't shake that impression.


Of course, Leviathan wasn't abandoned but put to sleep, so it's not exactly abandonment. But whether asleep or abandoned, being put away because they couldn't handle it amounts to the same thing. Trika's conscience only extended as far as not killing it.

"So, my friend. Will you continue to grow larger than you are now?"

The Golden Duke had downgraded his form of address from "friend" to a more formal term, but Leviathan didn't seem to notice as it continued.

- No, that won't happen. We were put to sleep to pass through our growth period without any nutrition. After 2,000 years of fasting—not just a few hundred years—we won't grow any larger.
"That's a relief. I would have been a bit frightened if my friend grew even larger here."

The address returned to "friend" again.

...

'Nutrition?'
"Hey! Leviathan! What do you eat to survive?!"

Just as I noticed something odd about Leviathan's words, the Wise Duke spoke up.

A valid question. Come to think of it, Leviathan is a living being and needs to eat. But with that size, how much would it need to consume?

If it eats specific fish, those species would be wiped out. If it eats plankton like other whales, the whales in this sea might face mass starvation.

- We consume natural mana, or holy power. We can eat ordinary food too, but it's not very efficient.
"Ma-na?"
- Yes. Didn't you notice your magic was more easily penetrated than usual? That's because I've been absorbing the mana in this area.

Hearing this, I recalled how the defensive magic had been shattered by Leviathan's water attack.

I had thought it strange that the ducal guard mages' magic was penetrated by mere water. So it was because the magic itself was weakened.

- Do you have any more questions?
"I have none. If I had to say something, I wonder if my dear friend would be comfortable staying in the waters off Voyaare."
- You need not worry about that. I was the ruler of all seas, and I visited the waters before the Osiden family several times before I slept. It was a warm and pleasant place.

Nodding at that answer, the Golden Duke looked at the Wise Duke. His gaze suggested that if there were anything more to ask, now was the time.

"If there's nothing else, let's go! It's cold with the sea breeze!"

However, in response to the Golden Duke's look, the Wise Duke suggested they leave.

In truth, there's much more to ask. Who exactly are the "we" Leviathan mentioned? Where are they? If they exist, what are their dispositions? And finally, how were Leviathan and the other two entities created? Just thinking about it, there are too many questions to count on one hand.

But asking now would be unwise. Leviathan has intelligence and emotions, and it showed autonomy by befriending descendants of another family after the imperial family's downfall. Interrogating such a being might only create resentment.

It's better to gradually open Leviathan's heart based on the goodwill gained today. Eventually, we'll get the information we want.

'There are plenty of others who can answer anyway.'

Besides, I'm surrounded by immortals who remember the Trika Empire era. If necessary, I could ask gods, spirit kings, or dragons instead of Leviathan.

- This is a joyous day, meeting a precious new connection and a friend from the past. I shall specially guide you to land.
"Ooooh! Thanksh!"
"Riding the ruler of the seas across the ocean. What a delightful experience."

Meanwhile, both dukes accepted Leviathan's offer without hesitation.

Both the Golden Duke, who had become Leviathan's friend, and the Wise Duke, who had gained free access, would want Leviathan's existence to become widely known. If people learned that such an incredible being had a friendly relationship with the two dukes, their standing would dramatically improve.

- Then hold on tight.

The previously calm body of Leviathan suddenly began to move vigorously, and its fins, which had been submerged, rose above the water's surface.

Strange. Why expose the fins when swimming? Can it move this massive body with just the power of its tail...?

"No way."

My mouth fell open at the sight that followed.


"Wow, woooooow! We're flyiiiiing!"

I couldn't regain my senses even hearing the Wise Duke's cheers beside me.

Leviathan was flying. Not cutting through the sea with its fins, but swimming through the sky.

"Amazing! Whales can fly too?!"
- Humans live on land but sometimes swim, don't they? It's similar for me.

I couldn't help but laugh at Leviathan's matter-of-fact response.

Wait, is it right to equate swimming with flying through the sky? Besides, shouldn't the ruler of the seas be traveling through the sea, not the sky?

'If whales fly, what do birds become?'

Suddenly, I recalled the image I'd seen on Leviathan's back.

It was definitely a picture with a bird, an ox, and a whale. The whale had invaded the sky, which should be the bird's domain. The bird must feel quite upset.

"A flying whale, a flying island..."

Amidst this confusion, the Golden Duke stroked his chin and muttered something.

It's even more frightening when the person who should be most delighted remains the calmest.

***

We set sail for the southern sea by order of His Majesty the King.

Our objective was to eliminate the sea monsters threatening the citizens of Zereno and disrupting shipping lanes. For this noble cause, we gladly dispatched the fleet to patrol the seas.

Although some merchant vessels were detained in the process, this was an unavoidable decision for the safety of the shipping routes. To criticize this is merely the mindset of commoners blinded by immediate profit.

Thinking this while carefully surveying the route,

"Lieutenant."
"Yes... Admiral."
"Is there perhaps something wrong with this admiral's eyes?"
"I'm seeing the same thing as you, Admiral."

A sight unfolded that made us doubt our eyes.

A giant whale. A whale dozens, hundreds of times larger than those that normally roam the seas was flying in from the northwest.

And it had flags of the Kfelopen Empire and the Osiden Duchy planted all over its back.

'What is this?'

It was confusing. At the same time, I didn't know which aspect of this bizarre scene to take issue with.

The appearance of a whale almost the size of an island? A whale flying through the sky? The unauthorized appearance of imperial flags in Zereno Kingdom's territorial waters?

This is maddening. What should I consider the problem, and how should I protest?

"...Lieutenant!"

But my deliberation was brief. As an admiral of Zereno, I cannot overlook anything imperial entering Zereno's territorial waters.

"Yes, Admiral!"
"Formally protest to the Osiden Duchy! Even if it's a whale, it bears the flags of the Empire and the Duchy! There is no whale among the vessels our country has permitted to enter our waters!"
"I'll relay that immediately!"

And several hours later, the response from the Osiden Duchy was short and concise:

[The Osiden Duchy's friend is traveling through the sky, which is neither Zereno's territory nor territorial waters, but open to all on the continent. We judge there is no need to seek Zereno Kingdom's understanding.]

What an absolutely infuriating response.


Leviathan was not an island whale but a flying whale—this shocking truth turned the peaceful day in Chenes County upside down.

Well, when a gigantic whale comes flying from the sea, it would be stranger if people remained calm. It must have felt like watching a meteor falling from the sky.

Fortunately, the Wise Duke was riding on the Leviathan, which transformed it from "an unidentified monstrous creature" to "a monstrous creature the lord picked up somewhere." At least people realized it wasn't something that would harm them.

"It looks even more impressive near land. You could build an entire city on its back."

The Golden Duke looked satisfied as he watched the Leviathan, which had gracefully flown in and anchored in the waters before the harbor.

As the Golden Duke said, when we were in the open sea, I only had a vague sense of its size, but comparing it to the land now, I could truly appreciate its enormity. At this scale, it was practically a moving city-state.

"More importantly, how should I repay such an extraordinary gift? Is there anything you desire?"

The Golden Duke turned his gaze to me and the Wise Duke, shrugging his shoulders as if perplexed.

I understand. The Golden Duke, who is sensitive about giving and receiving, had acquired a massive flying whale with multiple uses. Although Leviathan becoming friends with the Golden Duke was arranged by the Osiden family, it was thanks to the Wise Duke and me that they met. He must be wondering what would be an appropriate compensation.

"Dun worry~ We're friends! Just do whatever feels right!"
"My goodness. You make the most difficult things sound so easy."

At the Wise Duke's words, the Golden Duke chuckled softly and pulled something from his breast pocket.

It was a blank paper stamped with the Golden Duke's seal.

"No matter how I think about it, that friend's value is immeasurable. I'll give you anything within my power, so whenever you need something, just write it down and give it to me."
"Wow! Really? I can write anything?"
"Anything, as long as you don't ask for my duchy. I'll tell my son about this too, so don't worry even if I die."
"Hooray!"

It was essentially a blank check guaranteed by the Osiden family for generations to come. Since this was the greatest sincerity the Golden Duke could show, the Wise Duke didn't hesitate to put the blank paper in his pocket.

Of course, I, standing beside the Wise Duke, also received a blank check, and...

"Excuse me, Your Excellency?"
"What is it, Minister?"
"I think you've given me too much."

My hand trembled when I realized it wasn't just one check but a bundle.

Wait, this is an all-purpose wish ticket that can request anything from the Golden Duke, and he's giving me not just one but a bundle? Isn't this excessive?

"I just said it, didn't I? That friend's value is immeasurable. Ending such a transaction with just one exchange would be nothing short of robbery."

But the Golden Duke merely patted my shoulder and burst into laughter.

"However—"
"Don't worry, Minister. With that friend alone, I can gain far greater benefits than you imagine. So don't make me feel awkward and accept it comfortably."

Since it was a firm declaration that further refusal would not be accepted, I nodded with a bewildered feeling. Excessive refusal can make the other person uncomfortable.

"Then I'll head back with that friend. I'll never forget the gift I received today, Wise Duke."
"Yeah! Take care! I'll enjoy the wine well!"

The Golden Duke smiled at the sight of the Wise Duke expressing gratitude for the Voyaare wine rather than the blank checks.

A few days later, I heard that Leviathan, who had moved to Voyaare Duchy with the Golden Duke, had entered the territorial waters of the Jereno Kingdom.

To be precise, it was floating in the sky above their territorial waters.

'So that's it.'

As soon as I heard the news, I understood the "enormous benefit" the Golden Duke had mentioned.


A living, unsinkable aircraft carrier. A strategic weapon that floats in the sky, not on land or sea. An entity that could counter any protest from Jereno with "Does the sky belong to you?" The Golden Duke had acquired a means to unilaterally dominate a country.

Moreover, if he anchored Leviathan in international waters just outside Jereno Kingdom's territorial waters? By outfitting Leviathan's body as a transit port, maritime trade would be possible without going through Jereno.

'That's incredible.'

No wonder he handed out bundles of blank checks without hesitation. Having secured maritime supremacy, nothing would seem too expensive to give.

"So that's what happened while we were resting."

Trixie, who heard this dynamic information, couldn't hide her amazement as she stroked the triplets who were chewing on their own hair.

While the Wise Duke and I were meeting Leviathan, and while the Golden Duke was returning to Voyaare with Leviathan—our families were spending peaceful time at Chenes Castle. Even the Golden Duke, who had said he would greet Trixie before leaving, was so distracted by Leviathan that it truly was an undisturbed vacation for everyone.

As a result, despite the commotion in Chenes County, Trixie only learned about this news belatedly.

"You should have told me. If it's a creature that grows by consuming mana, I could have researched it."

So it was somewhat regrettable, as Trixie said. I had forgotten that the continent's greatest archmage was right nearby.

"When I saw a flying whale with my own eyes, I couldn't think of anything else..."

I just made what even I thought was a flimsy excuse to rationalize my behavior.

But honestly, who would maintain their sanity when seeing a giant flying whale? I pride myself on having kept enough of my wits to not go to Voyaare Duchy with the Golden Duke.

"Seeing something so amazing all by yourself. What a selfish father. Isn't that right?"
"Yeah! Daddy! Selfish!"
"Selfish! Selfish!"
"Selfish~"
"I'm sorry..."

Of course, despite my excuses, I was just "a crazy father who forgot his family because he was distracted by a whale."

I'm the guilty one. I'm at fault.

"But what's a whale?"

However, at Maria's following question, both Trixie and I couldn't help but smile gently.

That's right. Maria lives inland, so she wouldn't know what a whale is.

"It's an enormously large animal. One that only lives in the sea."
"What's the sea?"

Ah, I need to start explaining from there.

***

I've now developed the mental fortitude to remain unfazed by any report that comes in.

The sky splitting open, divine blessings descending, councils being convened, the World Tree reviving, evil god seals breaking—I've experienced consecutive events that might happen once in a hundred years, if not a thousand.

'So a whale flew.'

Perhaps that's why I felt little excitement upon hearing that an artificially created whale made by the Trika Empire had been discovered. That this whale had connections with the Osiden ducal family and became friends with the Golden Duke. That it flew through the sky with a size approaching that of an island.

In life, whales might fly sometimes. Aren't the sky and sea both blue anyway? An emperor must consider all possibilities, or the entire empire will become rigid.

'Flying over Jereno Kingdom's airspace for several hours.'

And I could understand why that whale entered—no, flew over the airspace above Jereno Kingdom's territorial waters. Everyone on the continent knows about the terrible relationship between Voyaare and Jereno.

The competition between Voyaare Duchy and Jereno Kingdom has deep historical roots. Although Jereno Kingdom itself has shown obedience to the Empire since a treaty signed about 30 years ago, perhaps due to its nature as a maritime kingdom, it constantly clashes with Voyaare Duchy, another maritime domain.


However, the Empire cannot intervene because Jereno Kingdom's actions are strictly within the treaty's boundaries. Their behavior is irritating but doesn't violate the treaty, and they act as loyal friends of the Empire, making it difficult to issue warnings. Only Voyaare Duchy suffers at Jereno's hands.

'So that's how he resolved it.'

I had entrusted the Jereno problem to the Golden Duke, but I never expected him to bring in a legendary flying whale to subdue Jereno Kingdom. Just a few hours ago, desperate screams from Jereno Kingdom reached us through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

They pleaded that they would accept unilateral treaty modifications from the Empire if only their position as a transit port could be preserved. Their desperate appeal was so heartfelt that it couldn't be ignored.

So I conveyed the news of Jereno Kingdom's surrender to the Golden Duke, and received his reply that he would soon attend the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to help with treaty modifications. Truly a beautiful conclusion.

Yes, it's beautiful. Everything is beautiful, except...

"He's involved in absolutely everything."

The Minister of Audit was involved in this process too.

A man who should be quietly enjoying his vacation at his mansion. A man who should be breathing without catching my attention is putting his name on all kinds of reports.

Of course, it's not strange that the Minister got involved since the Wise Duke, his relative, was the first to discover the flying whale, Leviathan. Moreover, it was the Golden Duke, not the Minister, who brought Leviathan to his domain. At least in this matter, the Minister was more of an observer than a participant.

'Still, it's vexing.'

But from deep within my heart, a strange resentment welled up. If he's going to cause incidents and accidents wherever he goes, wouldn't it be better for everyone if he just stayed in his mansion? Why is he so desperate to wander outside?

My head insists the Minister is innocent, but my heart, having suffered various damages, keeps cursing him without rest. It's truly bizarre.

'Calm down.'

To calm my burning insides, I pulled out the vodka I had secretly hidden in my desk drawer. Moderate drinking helps with work.

'...It's water.'

And as I carefully took a sip, I tasted plain water instead of the intense flavor of vodka.

It seems the Empress replaced it with water.

"Damn it."

This is all because of the Minister.

***

I went to see Atelius to find out about the three pillars Leviathan mentioned.

Atelius is a being who has lived for so long that he has experience dealing with evil gods. He might know about Leviathan and the three pillars.

"Leviathan?"
"Yes. A whale artificially created by the Trika Empire."
"Hmm, Trika and Leviathan..."

At my question, Atelius tapped the ground with his fingernails, lost in thought.

"I'm not sure. I haven't been to the sea much."

And a somewhat disappointing answer came back.

Well, even if he was alive during the Trika era, it's meaningless if he never heard the information itself—

"But I have seen a cow called Behemoth. Is it similar?"
'Oh.'

In an instant, I learned about one of the three pillars.

Indeed, when you want to know about the past, getting help from an elder is best.

After consulting with Atellius, I received the answer that while he didn't know about Leviathan, he had seen Behemoth before.

This was the most ideal response. After all, Leviathan had already been discovered and had moved its territory to the southern seas of the Empire as a friend of the Golden Duke. Information about an unknown creature is more valuable than details about one we've already secured.

"When I last saw it, it was a cow larger than most buildings. No, perhaps it was more the size of a hill?"
"What a fascinating beast."
"What was even more impressive than its size were its feet. They were as faint as clouds, so even though it walked on four legs, not a single vibration could be felt. Rather than walking, you could say it was floating."

I couldn't help but marvel at his words.

Leviathan chose sparsely populated seas to swim in, or could fly through the sky if necessary, thus causing no harm to its surroundings. If it thrashed about violently, it might cause tsunamis, but that would only happen if Leviathan deliberately caused trouble.

Behemoth, on the other hand, was a land-dwelling creature. With its enormous bulk, simply taking a step would make the ground tremble and create tremendous noise. It would be like a walking earthquake.

But it doesn't step on the ground—it floats like a cloud? People might be overwhelmed by Behemoth's size, but at least they wouldn't suffer any damage.

'That's amazing.'

It's awe-inspiring. Creating a whale the size of an island or a cow the size of a mountain was already astonishing, but a floating cow too? From what I've heard, it probably only hovers a few centimeters like the Crown Princess, but that's impressive enough.

"Do you happen to remember what the temperament of this cow, Behemoth, was like?"
"I never spoke with it directly so I don't know in detail, but it seemed like a very docile creature. It didn't move except to look after cows and sheep in the pasture. That pasture was also under the direct control of the Trika Empire's imperial family."

I nodded at this continued good news.

Unlike Leviathan, I was worried it might be violent and cause trouble, but if it was a creature that quietly guarded pastures, there was nothing to worry about.

'Cows are gentle after all.'

Ordinary cows are also gentle and timid animals despite their size. Even as a created life form, it seems to have maintained the essential nature of a cow.

"Come to think of it, that creature that was once visible from the sky disappeared at some point. If you hadn't asked, I would have forgotten about it forever."

After saying this, Atellius tapped the ground with his fingernail and continued in a low voice.

"The last place I saw Behemoth was near the Capital."
"Thank you for your advice."

He was telling me to start searching there for traces of Behemoth. It was an incredibly kind suggestion, so I bowed my head respectfully.

'The Capital, huh.'

He obviously wasn't referring to the current Capital. The Capital Ausen and its surroundings have been thoroughly developed for hundreds of years since the founding of the Empire. If something like Behemoth had been sleeping there, it would have been discovered long ago.

So he must be referring to the Trika Empire's capital, which at that time was...

'Croita.'

Croita. A small city located in the southwestern part of the Empire.

It once flourished as the center of the Trika Empire, but after the founding of the Apels Empire, it fell from power and became just another city—a place of misfortune.

However, I remember it was once the center of a thousand-year empire, and even after the founding of Apels, it still functioned as a city, so its historical value was considerable. It even generated decent revenue from tourism alone.

'What if it's sleeping there?'

The thought sent a chill down my spine. Croita is essentially an entire city of historical sites, where they say you have to write a new historical thesis every time you dig up the ground.

What if Behemoth was sleeping there, disguised as a mountain, and I woke it up and made it move? What if the buildings constructed on top of the mountain started moving too?

'Should I just ignore it?'

For a moment, I even considered that thought. Maybe it would be better for everyone if we just let Behemoth continue sleeping.


Of course, that remained just a thought. Although we caused a commotion on Leviathan's back and even peeled off a bit of its skin, considering Leviathan's size, it's absurd to think it would wake up from just that small shock. It's more accurate to say it was time for it to wake up, and we simply provided the stimulus.

If that's the case, Behemoth will also open its eyes on its own eventually. It would be better for the Empire to wake Behemoth first rather than witnessing a mountain suddenly moving.

"When I find it, I'll come back to greet you again."
"Don't bring that creature with you. It's so large that those little ones would be startled if it came near."

At his words, I looked at the rabbits sleeping near Atellius.

Indeed, if a cow the size of a mountain approached, these cave rabbits would be terrified. I had no intention of bringing it anyway, but I'll be even more careful now.

Conducting a large-scale search operation near a city isn't something I can do on my own authority. If it were my domain, it wouldn't matter, but outside my domain, it's not under my jurisdiction.

Moreover, Croita is a city under the direct control of the imperial family. If I rummage around without permission and Behemoth wakes up causing chaos, it would be troublesome for both me and the Emperor. I would likely be forced into meetings with the Ministers of Justice and Corrections.

"...What are you looking for?"
"Behemoth—a life form created by the Trika Empire, like the recently discovered Leviathan."

So I went to the Emperor to report directly.

I told him that a giant cow was likely sleeping near Croita, and the Empire should secure it before it wakes up on its own.

"Minister. I'm asking out of curiosity."

After listening to me and remaining silent for a moment, the Emperor rubbed his brow and spoke again.

"Do you perhaps misunderstand the meaning of the word 'vacation'?"

His voice sounded genuinely questioning, which momentarily upset me.

How could I not know? I'm more sensitive about vacations than anyone. I feel like crying at my own behavior, seeking out work on my own.

'If I leave it alone, I'll only tire myself out.'

But what can I do? Only the Wise Duke, the Golden Duke, and I heard about the Three Pillars from Leviathan. Among them, excluding the two dukes who are busy managing their domains, only I remain, so inevitably I must step forward to find the remaining pillars.

If I move too leisurely and Behemoth wakes up, or if the still-unnamed bird wakes up causing a commotion, I'll be the first one summoned by the Emperor. Even if I'm not accused with "Those things woke up because of you!" I'll still be asked for explanations like "Do you know what that is?"

'If I'm going to be summoned anyway, it's easier to handle it in advance.'

It's a simple calculation. If I had to choose between 'being summoned after trouble occurs to explain the situation' versus 'receiving imperial support and directing manpower with a finger,' I'd obviously choose the latter.

The best option would be not to face such choices at all, but that would only be possible if I retired completely.

"...Even during vacation, shouldn't one gladly dedicate oneself to the safety of the Empire and the peace of its subjects?"
"Hmm."

So I forced a smile as I spoke, and the Emperor stroked his chin as if to say "I suppose so."

Damn him. If I say I'm like that, he should just believe it instead of evaluating me. If I find Behemoth, I'll make it charge toward Ausen—

"Well, I understand. As you say, it would be troublesome if what we thought was a mountain suddenly started moving. I'll provide one squad from the Imperial Knights and some from the Mage Corps to support you. Apply to the Ministry of Finance for the budget."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

The support was more generous than I expected, so I abandoned my plan to march on Ausen.

***

I am Behemoth. Along with Jiz who roams the skies and Leviathan who rules the seas, I am the pillar that protects the land. I am a masterpiece of the Trika Empire's technology and a shield serving the Roigas imperial family.

Of course, when I was born, the Trika Empire was stronger than any other nation, and the benevolent rule of Roigas was beautiful enough to overturn the entire continent. Thanks to that, no one dared challenge Roigas's majesty—so there was little need for me to step forward to protect the land.

Therefore, I quietly remained in the imperial territory, keeping my place. I looked after the livestock that belonged to the imperial family, and sometimes lent a hand when there was construction work that required strength.


It wasn't a glamorous life. Jiz had the sky all to himself where no one could approach, and Leviathan treated the vast and deep sea as his front yard. In contrast, I had to live quietly on land where countless humans and animals lived.

- "Aren't you bored? If it were me, I couldn't stand it."
- "Behemoth, why don't you come to the sea? You might not be able to go as deep as I can, but at least you'd be freer than on land."

Perhaps because of this, Jiz and Leviathan were always worried about me whenever we met.

But I was fine. Moving around was troublesome, and taking care of the livestock that followed me was enjoyable.

"When I look east from the imperial palace, you're the first thing I see. Whenever I see you, I couldn't feel more reassured."

And the Emperor, who was essentially my master, wanted me to be on land. He wanted me to be close to the imperial palace, close to the Capital.

That was enough for me. If my master wished it, I would gladly comply. That was my joy and fulfillment.

"It seems I must put you all to sleep for a while."

Unfortunately, that joy didn't last long.

He said we had grown too large, which was becoming a problem. If left as we were, we would grow beyond what the Empire could handle, so we needed to sleep for a while.

I didn't want to. I didn't want to sleep. If I slept, I wouldn't be able to feel the warm breeze, smell the fragrant flowers, touch the soft grass, see the livestock that followed me, or hear the greetings from humans. I would be separated from the Emperor, my master.

However, I disliked the idea of causing harm to the Empire even more. We who were born to protect the Empire and the imperial family couldn't become threats to the Empire.

"When the time comes, you will open your eyes again. Someday, you will once again roam these skies, this continent, and these seas."

So I believed those words and closed my eyes. Waiting for the day I would open them again, waiting for the day I would see Jiz and Leviathan again.

- Is it time?

And today, my eyes naturally opened.

Honestly, I don't know how long I've been asleep. From my perspective, it felt like I had just closed my eyes and then opened them again.

'Let's get up first.'

So I rose, overcoming the weight pressing down on my body.

Once I get up, I'll be able to tell how long I've been asleep.

***

As the earth split with a thunderous roar, and a giant cow began to stir from within the cracked ground, I couldn't help but laugh.

Of course. So that's where it was. No wonder I couldn't find it no matter how hard I looked.

'It wasn't on the ground but buried in a hole.'

I naturally assumed it would be on the surface like a mountain, but it was buried underground, sleeping.

Damn it. No wonder I couldn't find it. Who would have imagined a giant cow would be underground?

"S-Sir! What in the world is that...!"
"That's Behemoth. Fortunately, there are no people nearby."

I gently patted the shoulder of the imperial knight who was shocked at the sight of the giant cow emerging from underground.

"Let's go. It's an intelligent creature, so communication should be possible."

I felt the knight flinch at my words, but I didn't scold him.

I was also surprised when Leviathan first moved.

Behimoth appeared to be an extremely docile creature, just as Atelius had assessed. In fact, when Behimoth rose up, crushing the ground beneath it, it merely blinked its eyes and looked down at us despite the approach of armed knights and mages.

Or perhaps it was confidence that humans, tiny as dust motes, posed no threat no matter how many gathered.

Either way, it was a positive situation. If Behimoth had gone berserk when we approached to talk, we would have immediately entered a boss raid. Fortunately, no meaningless conflict occurred.

'It really does look like a cow.'

Meanwhile, Behimoth's appearance was more modest than I'd expected.

I thought it would look somewhat unusual, being a pillar of the Roigas Imperial Family and the culmination of the Trika Empire's technology. But with dirt covering its body, it looked like a cow that had rolled around in a barn. It's exactly what you'd get if you took a neighborhood cow and enlarged it hundreds or thousands of times.

Of course, Leviathan wasn't much different from an ordinary whale except for its enormous size, but buildings had been constructed on Leviathan's back. I had slightly hoped to see trees or something similar growing on Behimoth's back.

"Who are you?"

While I was alone with my expectations and disappointments, Behimoth lowered its massive head toward us and spoke.

"This is the direct territory of the Roigas Imperial Family and where I sleep. If you have no business with me, you should leave before you receive a scolding from His Majesty for approaching carelessly."

Then it issued a polite request for us to leave. It showed no wariness toward strangers, but rather consideration, telling us to quietly withdraw before facing the Emperor's punishment.

Though brief, the exchange was enough to understand Behimoth's personality. Unlike Leviathan who was full of pride, Behimoth was clearly gentle and quiet.

"I came after hearing about you from Leviathan."
"Hmm?"

When I spoke directly, Behimoth's eyes widened further.

"Is Leviathan already awake?"
"Yes. It has moved its territory to the southern sea now."
"...I see. Though your face is unfamiliar, perhaps the handlers changed while I was asleep."

I felt solemn as Behimoth nodded in understanding. It wasn't just that the handlers had changed—the entire empire had.

Still, I couldn't bring myself to tell this cow wagging its tail, "Your master is gone." Rather than revealing the cruel truth, comforting Behimoth's mental state after just waking up took priority.

"What about Jiz? Have you seen Jiz as well?"

I shook my head at Behimoth's question. Though I'd never heard the name before, contextually it must be the bird's name.

"I haven't confirmed yet."
"Jiz has a free-spirited personality. Perhaps it woke before us and is already flying through the skies. Draw the Roigas Imperial Family's crest on a wide plain and wait. That's the signal to summon Jiz."

I received both chilling possibilities and useful advice simultaneously.

I had merely assumed Leviathan was the first to awaken since we discovered it first, but perhaps Jiz had awakened earlier. I couldn't rule out the possibility that it had already opened its eyes somewhere unknown and was enjoying flight.

Still, if there was a summoning signal as Behimoth mentioned, there was no need for great concern. If Jiz didn't know the Trika Empire had fallen, it would come to the signal; even if it knew, it would be curious about who was using a Trika-era signal.

"But this is strange."

Just as I was trying to imagine plains large enough for a giant bird to land, Behimoth tilted its head.

"I certainly fell asleep near the Capital, yet why is it so desolate here?"


With a question no excuse could salvage.

I heard an imperial knight behind me swallow hard. According to our original plan, we were supposed to soothe Behimoth's feelings through normal conversation before carefully revealing the truth. Even the most docile beast's reaction is unpredictable when it learns it has lost its master.

But Behimoth skipped all that and asked directly about the Capital. This automatically forced us to talk about the Trika Empire.

"Perhaps there was a capital relocation? No, there's no city more suitable for governing the empire than Croita..."
"Well..."
"Please tell me quickly. I must go pay my respects to the Emperor. I need to tend to the livestock, the imperial property, and protect the empire from a place where the imperial palace is visible."

Looking at Behimoth, I let out a small sigh.

It took more courage than expected to say something like, "Your empire was burned down by Apels."

Behimoth went back into the hole it had emerged from.

It seemed deeply shocked by the fact that the Trika Empire had fallen while it slept, and that so much time had passed that even the nation that destroyed Trika had disappeared.

"I am... the king of the land... the thickest shield protecting the empire and imperial family from external threats... Are you saying I was sleeping while the empire fell..."

The voice occasionally heard from the hole was enough to make anyone who heard it feel sorry.

But what could we do? We couldn't resurrect an empire that had fallen over a thousand years ago. The best we could do was comfort it by saying that the current empire had destroyed the enemy that had annihilated Trika.

"Bury me again..."
"No, you've just awakened, what are you saying?"
"I no longer have a reason to live... I will die and go apologize to the Emperor..."

We focused all our efforts on consoling Behimoth, who was trying to close its eyes again right after opening them.

Even mentioning the Osiden family didn't work with this one. It just kept shedding tears and desperately searching for the Emperor. Such loyalty.

"So we covered Behimoth's body with soil and are controlling access in cooperation with local officials. Fortunately, it's somewhat distant from Croita, so it shouldn't impact Croita's tourism industry."
"I see."

Hearing my report, the Emperor nodded with a bitter smile.

"A loyal beast indeed. It was put to sleep by the empire's will, so there's no need for it to feel guilty."

The Emperor was right. If Behimoth had been wandering around somewhere strange when the empire fell, it would have no excuse, but it was the empire that put Behimoth to sleep. Moreover, they didn't wake it even until the moment of destruction.

This wasn't Behimoth's fault. Objectively speaking, the Trika Empire brought it upon themselves.

"So recruiting it like Leviathan was impossible?"
"Yes. Even when I mentioned the Osiden family, it showed little interest. Unlike Leviathan, perhaps they weren't involved in Behimoth's creation..."
"That's possible. Wasn't Behimoth a guardian protecting the Capital and the imperial family? It would be troublesome if other noble families could interfere with such a beast."

I had to agree with his additional comment that he would have made it strictly imperial property if he were in their position.

That makes sense. A village dog that roams the entire neighborhood like its own home can accept affection from all villagers, but it's problematic if a guard dog protecting your house accepts strangers. Those strangers might be welcomed by the dog while breaking into your house.

"Leave it be for now. Grief subsides with time. It's right to give it time to collect itself."
"I will do so."
"And release some cows or sheep nearby. Since its role was to tend livestock, having something to do nearby might help it recover from depression faster."

"Ah, yes."

I stored this unexpected approach in my mind.

Though not property of the Roigas Imperial Family, livestock is still livestock. Having small animals wandering around might help restore its motivation.

"...Fortunately, those two accepted Trika's downfall, but I wonder about the third one."

I silently agreed with the Emperor's murmur.

Leviathan of the sea and Behimoth of the land were at least in places humans could approach, and their personalities were dignified or gentle.

But Jiz was of the sky. It roamed a space humans had yet to conquer, with what Behimoth certified as a "free-spirited personality." Unlike the previous two, it was likely to be a difficult conversation partner. In the worst case, it might challenge Kfelopen, refusing to acknowledge any empire other than Trika.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"If this bird Jiz is also the size of a mountain, I suppose the North is the only place it could land?"
"That's correct. Most of the former Trika Empire's territory has been developed, leaving no suitable space."

The Emperor sighed softly at my confirmation.

It was a sigh mixing relief at having a landing place and irritation at having to accommodate a giant bird in imperial territory.

The North has an abundance of land. Especially the imperial direct territories in the northern part of the North were virtually empty, so we could simply draw the Roigas crest there and wait.

Of course, we didn't know if a creature created during the Trika Empire era would operate outside Trika's territory. We didn't even know if Jiz was awake or still sleeping.

Still, it was just drawing a crest on empty land. Thinking it would be no loss even if we failed, I traveled there—

"Kuuuurrrk..."
'What the...'

I could see a giant eagle sprawled out on the grassland.

"Kuuuurrrrk..."

And it was snoring loudly.

What is this thing? Is it still sleeping? No, it's sleeping in too public a place. If something like this had been sleeping for 2,000 years, the nomads would surely have noticed.

That means it recently woke up, flew around the sky, landed here, and is enjoying a nap...

'How can it still be sleepy after sleeping for 2,000 years?'

Remarkable. Compared to the other two who immediately searched for the imperial family upon waking, this behavior was even more striking.

"Krkk, kurk... Kheuuup..."

While I was blankly staring at Jiz, it suddenly flapped its wings and rose up from its thunderous snoring.

Then it looked left once, right once, and met my gaze.

"What are you staring at? Never seen a bird before?"

A difficult one has been discovered.

I was startled into silence by Jiz's enthusiastic greeting.

'Smaller than I expected.'

I quickly sized up Jiz's body, making mental calculations.

Unlike Leviathan, who was the size of an island, or Behemoth, who rivaled mountains, Jiz was relatively small. From what I could see, about the size of a battleship.

'A bird the size of a battleship...'

Even that is an enormous size. A battleship is the Imperial Navy's newest state-of-the-art vessel, treated as a decisive weapon of war. How could a bird flying through the sky be the size of a battleship? It's only because the two creatures I saw earlier were monsters beyond imagination that Jiz seems underwhelming by comparison.

Besides, considering that the sky is a realm humans haven't conquered, there's no need for Jiz to be as large as Leviathan or Behemoth. If you can conduct one-sided reconnaissance or bombing from the sky, you'd be grateful even if you were the size of a rowboat rather than a battleship.

"Are you Jiz?"

I tried to confirm its identity just to be sure. If, by chance, this bird was something like Jiz Junior, and the real Jiz was somewhere else, that would be troublesome.

- What? Am I Jiz?

At my question, Jiz frowned and flapped its wings.

- How dare a green youngster speak so casually to a lady? Do you think I don't know you're from 2,000 years after I was born? You should be addressing me respectfully as Lady Jiz—being so rude when you should be even more polite.

The battleship's anger was truly fierce. Unlike any chick or eagle at my estate, each flap of its wings created a gust that felt like a windstorm.

Thanks to that windstorm, I was able to organize my thoughts.

'This one isn't going to engage in conversation willingly.'

From the way it speaks, it doesn't seem hostile toward the Kfelopen Empire, aggressive, or dismissive of humans. It's just excessively free-spirited and arrogant.

In that case, there's no choice. If I can't start with dialogue, I'll have to take some physical measures.

- Have you heard of the Trika Empire? Do you know the Roigas Imperial Family? This big sister was born in that era and has lived until now—
"If we exclude your sleeping time, there's probably not much difference between us."

When I spoke the truth, Jiz's wings, which had been moving vigorously, flinched.

- ...How dare you talk back to the ruler of the skies!

Then, switching to an intimidating tone, it rose into the air.

A bird that already looked like a battleship when still, now spreading its wings wide and hovering in the sky. Honestly, it would be a lie to say I wasn't impressed. Moreover, its feathers were black, giving off an even more overwhelming and heavy presence. If it had just kept its mouth shut, it might have truly appeared as the ruler of the skies.

If only it had kept its mouth shut.

- Trika has fallen, but the sky remains lofty! Roigas has disappeared, but I am eternal!

As I stared blankly upward, Jiz boasted in a haughty voice. As if thinking I was crushed by its majesty.

Meanwhile, I began calculating the distance to Jiz and its size. If I miscalculated, I might end up putting this eagle, awakened after 2,000 years, back to sleep.

'I just need to strike above its head.'

After finishing my calculations, I drew the sword at my waist.

- What? You want to try something?!

As I raised my sword, Jiz's eyes grew fiercer.

- Fine! To a human who dares not fear the sky! I shall show the majesty of the heavens... wait...?

But before long, Jiz's voice grew quieter.

Come to think of it, Leviathan, Behemoth, and Jiz were said to feed on natural mana or holy power. If there was a sudden movement of mana around them, they would likely notice immediately.

- ...Human? What are you doing—

Before Jiz could finish speaking, I swung my sword.


■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■──!!!
- Eeeeeek!

A deafening sound of the world being torn apart was accompanied by a strange scream.

Jiz, who had directly witnessed the sky splitting open right above its head, was momentarily speechless.

It must be feeling complicated. As the ruler of the skies, it probably considers the entire sky its home and domain. How could it remain calm when that precious space was shattered by a mere human?

Thanks to this, Jiz, who had been staring intently at the split sky, quietly landed on the ground and,

- Hehe... Did you enjoy my little performance...

With a servile laugh, it prostrated itself flat on the ground.

It was a lightning-fast establishment of hierarchy that took less than five minutes from meeting to surrender.

"Seeing your performance made me appreciate you even more."
- Oh my, calling me 'big sister'? Please, just call me Jiz comfortably.

I couldn't help but smile as Jiz shook its head vigorously. As expected, with a little physical persuasion, a smooth dialogue channel was established.

If only it had been like this from the start. Then I wouldn't have needed to waste energy unnecessarily, and Jiz could have conversed in a more comfortable atmosphere.

"Alright, Jiz. When did you wake up?"
- About half a month ago? My eyes suddenly opened, and I've been exploring various parts of the continent before coming to this spacious place. Other areas were full of buildings.

That's a quicker awakening than I expected. Could it be that because it's smaller than Leviathan and Behemoth, it woke up faster?

"If it was half a month ago, you must know everything you need to know."
- Well, yes... I know that Trika fell and Roigas disappeared. From the sky, I could see that Roigas's emblems had been replaced by unfamiliar ones everywhere.

The unexpectedly indifferent response raised questions in my mind.

Leviathan was devastated by the news of Trika's fall, and Behemoth felt guilty and retreated into a pit. In contrast, Jiz seemed not just fine but almost disinterested.

It's strange. While it's natural for different creatures to have different personalities, if they were created for the same purpose, shouldn't their loyalty be similar?

"Are you okay? After all, the nation and imperial family you served are gone."
- If they had fallen while I was awake, I might have been sad, but I woke up and they were already gone, so I feel... kind of dazed? Honestly, it's not like I did anything wrong.
"That's true."

I nodded unconsciously because it was a valid point. I wish Behemoth had even 10% of this mindset.

- Besides, if everyone had to share the fate of a fallen nation, wouldn't nobles and commoners have to die every time?

Again, this was logically correct, so I nodded once more.

The Osiden family, established during the Trika Empire era, has survived through the fall of Trika and Apels until today. The people living on this continent continue to live as continental residents regardless of whether a new empire is established or not. It would be cruel to expect these three pillars to be buried alongside the Trika Empire.

- Moreover, before I fell asleep, I properly repaid them for creating and feeding me, so now I should live freely! The sky is so vast!

After saying that, Jiz giggled and flapped its wings.

That's fortunate. It's fortunate that it has a simple yet clean personality. If a creature that flies through the sky were to cause trouble by saying things like "No empire other than Trika should exist!" it would have been a disaster.

"...Jiz."
- Yes?
"You said you were looking for a spacious place and came here?"
- That's right?

Now that I've assessed Jiz's aggression and personality, I brought up the main point.

"This is my land. If you want to stay here, you need to protect my family, not Roigas."

Actually, the place where Jiz is staying is under direct imperial control. Strictly speaking, it's not my land but the Emperor's.

But even if it's under imperial control, the North is still the North. Since it's an area I have to manage, calling it my land isn't entirely wrong. If someone has a problem with that, they can appoint another noble as the leader of the Northern faction.


- Ah.

At my words, Jiz's pupils began to dart left and right.

Until just a moment ago, it was talking about freedom, so being tied to another family again wouldn't be pleasant, but ignoring me would mean risking another sky-splitting incident.

"Don't worry. It's just a nominal affiliation; I don't intend to make you do anything. If you fly across borders, other countries will make a fuss, but if your affiliation is clear, there will be less commotion."
- Oh, is that so? Well, in that case.

With this specific explanation, Jiz readily accepted.

Now I, too, can deliver one-sided beatings to other countries like the Golden Duke. If Jiz, with Imperial nationality, crosses into another country, I can consistently argue, "It's neither territory nor territorial waters, but the sky, so what's the problem?"

And if that Jiz is nominally affiliated with the Kracius family, what I can gain from the Emperor and what concessions I can receive will increase dramatically.

'Good.'

I couldn't help but smile at the satisfactory outcome.

From now on, if the Emperor orders a show of force, you can go instead of me.

- Oh, by the way, I was wondering something.
"Hmm?"
- Where are Leviathan and Behemoth?

I was even more pleased to see it bringing up what I was about to mention.

Yes, what does it matter if the child is a bit simple and free-spirited? It's still a good kid.

***

The tears won't stop. The sorrow won't leave my heart.

To think that Trika has fallen. That Roigas has crumbled. That I can no longer serve the Emperor. How lamentable and despairing.

It's all my fault. The so-called ruler of the land failed to prevent the imperial palace from falling. I failed to fulfill the mission I was born with.

- Moooo-
- It's dangerous that way. Turn back.
- Baaaa~
- Are you hungry? Wait a little longer.

After feeding the cows and sheep wandering around, I buried my face in the pit again.

What's the point of taking care of a few livestock now? What right do I have to live when I failed to protect the most important mission—

- Uh, mooooo!
- Baaaa!
- What's happening!

I quickly raised my head at the sudden cries echoing from all directions.

Who dares threaten the little ones under my protection! Do they intend to take even these small children from me, who failed to protect the imperial family!

- Oh, what? You're more normal than I thought?

As I rose from my place and looked around, a familiar voice came from above.

- I heard you were wallowing in self-pity, so I came to see.

A massive eagle with proud black feathers slowly descending.

- ...Jiz?
- Long time no see. I heard you were the last to wake up?

Tears flowed at the appearance of an old friend who shared the same mission and lived in the same era.

- Hey, are you crying?

Meanwhile, Jiz was busy laughing.

I found the three giant beasts and took the Emperor's daughter to see them.

While explaining to the Emperor how I successfully found and captured Jizz, a report came in from the local official managing Kroita and the surrounding areas.

"Behemoth has emerged from the pit. He stated that only three beings, including himself, still remember Trika, and he intends to honor Trika's memory until the end of his days."

"Oh."

I silently marveled at the Emperor's words as he reviewed the local official's report.

I wasn't sure what Jizz had said to Behemoth, but somehow he had succeeded in restoring the will to live in the giant beast who had been lying in a pit, shedding tears.

Of course, regaining his will wouldn't bring dramatic changes. Despite his gentle nature, Behemoth had only tended to livestock even when the Trika Empire was at its height. There were no external threats then because Trika's authority was too formidable.

And now, the Kfelopen Empire's national power and prestige far exceed those of Trika. Behemoth's role is simply limited to playing with livestock each day.

"He remains a loyal subject of a fallen nation rather than a martyr."

"We should be satisfied that he's pledged to fulfill his duties as a guest of the Empire for the rest of his days. Just think of him as another dragon or non-human entity."

The Emperor, showing signs of satisfaction, brought his teacup to his lips.

Although Behemoth hadn't completely become a subject of Kfelopen and the Livnoman family, he wasn't calling for Trika's restoration or Kfelopen's overthrow either. He acknowledged Kfelopen's rule and would live quietly. This was a reasonable compromise for both Behemoth and the Empire.

Besides, as the Emperor said, the Empire already had many beings with ambiguous positions. Dragons living alone in caves and non-humans who never left their protected areas. The Empire excelled at coexisting with beings who, while not subjects, could be considered friends.

"Well, now that this is settled, I'm thinking of gradually lifting access restrictions. We can't allow just anyone to approach, but there's no better tourist attraction than a giant cow appearing near the former capital of the Trika Empire. If we spread the word, money will pour in from across the continent."

I nodded as the Emperor chuckled.

Kroita was already an important historical city that attracted many scholars and tourists. Now imagine a massive cow wandering near those ruins? And not just any cow, but an artificial life form created during the Trika Empire era?

This was an incredible tourist attraction that combined both interest and storytelling. Anyone with even a slight interest in history would consider it rude not to visit.

"But won't Behemoth mind? He might find it annoying to receive so much attention right after waking up."

"Don't worry about that. Wasn't he a palace guard during the Trika era? He was a symbol of imperial prestige, so he should be accustomed to attention."

His argument was convincing, so I accepted it.

Indeed, having a massive cow standing right next to the imperial palace would intimidate any enemies of the empire. At the same time, it would enhance the prestige of the imperial family who commanded such a beast. I would have displayed it publicly too.

...

"I wonder how a creature that proudly stood beside the imperial palace ended up being erased from records."

The Emperor fell silent at my question.

Leviathan had become the Golden Duke's friend and a multi-purpose unsinkable aircraft carrier. Jizz had become an aerial battleship belonging to the Kracius family. Behemoth had essentially become a dependent of the Livnoman imperial family. These forgotten ancient creatures had all found their place within the Empire—a positive outcome.

However, regardless of the outcome, the process remained mysterious. How did Trika create artificial life forms? Why didn't they awaken the three beasts even as they faced destruction? How did such enormous creatures disappear from historical records? None of these questions had been answered.

"We'll figure out these mysteries in due time. For now, let's just be glad they've become friends of the Empire."

"Truly a wise judgment, Your Majesty."

My response was conventional but correct.

Indeed, there's no rush. If the three had been hostile to the Empire or fled to another country, that would have been disastrous. But since they're peacefully within the Empire's embrace, we can gradually piece together their history.

As the Emperor suggested, let's take our time. When Leviathan, Behemoth, and Jizz become more comfortable with the Empire, we can learn more detailed information.


"By the way, Minister."

"Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."

"It's good that the bird Jizz persuaded Behemoth, but I hear there was a conflict when Jizz tried to eat the livestock Behemoth was caring for. Fortunately, Jizz left without escalating it into a serious dispute."

"...It was probably just a prank to cheer up his friend who had lost his will to live."

"Hmm, I suppose so?"

The Emperor nodded, seemingly convinced by my words.

In truth, I was lying. Based on Jizz's personality that I'd witnessed, he probably really was hungry and tried to eat the livestock before giving up and leaving.

"After 2,000 years, the first thing he does to his friend is raid..."

It's remarkable. Viewed positively, it was a masterstroke that awakened both Behemoth's survival instinct and work ethic simultaneously, but Jizz certainly didn't attempt the raid with that intention.

What a vicious bird. How could he think of eating the pets of a friend who had lost his will to live? Behemoth, who had been stuck in a pit before meeting Jizz, only emerged to care for his livestock.

"He can survive on mana alone anyway."

I'll have to scold him when I return to the North.

Tell him that Behemoth isn't raising food for him, but pets.

No, tell him not to casually eat what belongs to others.

News about the three giant beasts spread quickly across the continent.

Leviathan was floating leisurely above Zereno before settling in the waters off Voyaare. Behemoth was tending to hundreds of cows and sheep near Kroita. Jizz had traversed the continent to meet both of them.

Their existence was too conspicuous to control information, even with the Empire's full resources. As a result, the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Education were overwhelmed with requests from foreign delegations and continental scholars for joint research.

And if the entire continent was in turmoil, it meant the imperial palace was too.

"Uncle! It's not fair!"

This meant that news of the Big Three had reached the Imperial Princess's ears as well.

"I wanna see the whale and cow and bird too!"

I smiled wryly at the Imperial Princess who was lying on the floor, flailing about.

The naturally curious Imperial Princess had grown up with many opportunities to interact with animals. There were animals raised by the imperial household in the palace, and Titi and the sacred beasts at our mansion. As a result, her interest and affection for animals far exceeded that of other children.

And now this animal-loving princess had missed seeing not just ordinary animals, but enormous ones. Creatures whose size surpassed even Atelius. The princess's frustration must have been immense.

"I've never seen a whale before!"

Moreover, Leviathan was a whale among the three.

The princess had often seen cows raised by the imperial household and eagles at our mansion, but she had never seen a whale. Naturally, since she had never been to the sea or even left the Capital.

"Your Highness, do you already know what a whale is?"

I began lavishing praise to console the princess who was struggling so pitifully.

Our Maria didn't know what a whale was, or even what the sea was. That's normal for children raised inland.


But the princess seemed to know what a whale was. By highlighting this point, I hoped to lift her spirits and ease her frustration.

"Yes! I know! I heard it's a huuuuuge fish!"

Seeing my look of admiration, the princess subtly rose from the floor.

"It's blue! And it spouts water from its back! Anyway, it's a super big fish!"

"That's amazing. Your Highness is truly brilliant."

Technically, it wasn't a fish but a mammal, but I lacked the knowledge and eloquence to explain the difference between fish and mammals to a child.

Let's just call it a fish from today. If the future Emperor calls it a fish, then it's a fish.

"So I was excited! But unfairly, only uncle got to see them!"

"Ah."

The princess's resentment erupted again.

I made a mistake. I was so focused on praising her that we never moved past the topic of whales.

"...Your Highness, what if..."

Seeing the princess preparing to lie back down on the floor, I knelt down to meet her eye level.

If I couldn't change the subject, I had no choice but to join her cause.

"Would you like to go see the big animals with me?"

The princess, who had been preparing for another floor tantrum, froze.

"Really?"

"Of course. How could I possibly lie to you?"

"The whale and cow and bird, all of them?"

"Absolutely. Would you like to ride the bird there?"

"Yes!"

I smiled back at the princess who nodded cheerfully.

The Emperor would probably be horrified if he knew. Both putting the princess on a beast to fly through the sky and taking her beyond the Capital to the North, Kroita, and Voyaare Duchy are things the Emperor would never approve of.

But what can you do if you don't approve? The princess is already fascinated by the giant beasts.

Would you assert your imperial authority to stop her? Are you prepared to face her resentment and hatred?

"That's not going to happen."

When a child's interest and curiosity fixate on something, parents can never stop it. All the Emperor can do is take comfort in the fact that I'll be accompanying the princess and pray.

Besides, it's beneficial for the Livnoman family if the princess becomes acquainted with the three giant beasts. While the current Emperor has formed a relationship of mutual interest with them, the future Emperor—the princess—will interact with them based on friendship formed since childhood.

"I need to bring our children anyway."

Most importantly, Fedi and our other children want to see the giant beasts too.

Since I'm already planning a beast tour with our children, it's more convenient to include the princess and go all together.

# The Crown Princess's plans to board Jiz and visit Leviathan and Behemoth were conveyed to the Imperial Palace through the head lady-in-waiting who accompanied her.

An astonishing plan—not only taking the Crown Princess outside the Capital but lifting her hundreds, perhaps thousands of meters into the sky. Upon hearing this news, the Emperor called so urgently that the communication crystal nearly burned up.

"...Must you go?"
"If she doesn't, Your Highness will resent Your Majesty."

Despite his heated communication, the Emperor's resolve had cooled.

The Emperor knew it too. That the Crown Princess's curiosity was beyond his ability to contain. Forcibly stopping her journey would only result in terrible phrases like "I hate you, Daddy!" or "I'm not talking to you anymore!"

Perhaps that's why, despite his haggard appearance, the Emperor's eyes were strangely moist.

"Your Majesty, please don't worry. Although I am not related to Her Highness by blood, I cherish her as if she were my own child. How could a father be negligent about his child's safety?"

Seeing his state, I felt a small pang of sympathy and offered words of comfort.

If it were me, I'd be dizzy with worry at the thought of Fedi floating hundreds of meters in the air somewhere beyond my reach, without my knowledge. I'd consider stopping her even if it meant earning her hatred.

"Not only will Her Highness be accompanied, but my children will join as well. Additionally, the Magic-Ending Duke will be boarding for the children's safety, so please set aside your concerns."

Thus, I did my best to alleviate the Emperor's worries.

I wouldn't treat the Crown Princess as someone else's child. I'm even bringing my own children, so there are no safety concerns. If he's still anxious, I'll bring along not only the continent's greatest swordsman but also its greatest magician. I played every card I could.

"I don't distrust the Minister. If I cannot trust you, whom can I trust?"
"I am deeply honored."

After continued persuasion and comfort, the Emperor's expression brightened somewhat.

"However, as I understand it, Jiz's back is very wide, and the children's liveliness is beyond what even the strongest warrior can handle alone. As before, I will provide one squad from the Imperial Knight Order and mages from the Magic Corps. Work with them."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I nodded calmly at his offer to provide personnel to prevent the children's impulsive actions.

More hands make things easier for me. Honestly, having two adults cover seven children is practically torture.

When we moved to where we first met Jiz, we found him lying on the ground, scratching his belly.

This is the epitome of laziness. He reminds me of a certain sky deity I know—if that deity were to take physical form, would they look like this?

"Wow! Woooow!"
"It's so big!"
"Hmm?"

Jiz, who had been scratching his belly, slowly turned his head at the sudden cheers.

"Oh, what? When did you arrive?"
"Just now."

After spotting me, Jiz looked at Trixie once, then at the children, then at the knights and mages behind me, before continuing with a sullen voice.

"...You're not here to subjugate me now, are you?"

I chuckled at his excessive worry.

Subjugation? What fool would destroy a massive airship with his own hands when it's obedient and practically maintenance-free?

"If that was my intention, I would have ambushed you before you noticed."
"That's true."

Perhaps recalling the Sky Slash, Jiz shuddered briefly before nodding in understanding.

I appreciate how quick he is to understand. He may be simple, but he's not stupid.

"But if not subjugation, then what—"
"Me! I want to ride! I want to ride on your back!"
"Ah."


At the Crown Princess's exclamation, pride filled Jiz's voice.

"So you came to ride me after all! Even those born of the purple lineage of Roigas wanted to ride me and soar through the skies! Though that was only possible for the Emperor or his direct descendants!"

I almost laughed at the mention of being a traditional mount.

I was worried he might refuse out of wounded pride at carrying little children despite owing us a favor, but fortunately, there was no need for a second Sky Slash.

"Although these children may not be offspring of the purple lineage! As one who owes you a debt, I specially! Allow them on my back—"
"The one with purple eyes is Crown Princess Her Highness."
"I shall serve her with my utmost dedication!"

Jiz quickly prostrated himself on the ground, adjusted his wings, and formed them into a staircase to make it easier for people to climb up.

Excellent judgment. I'm increasingly satisfied.

"What a cheerful child. It seems even two thousand years couldn't tarnish his innocence."

I smiled at Trixie's polite way of saying "he seems immature." She even whispered it softly so Jiz wouldn't be hurt. Truly a heart-warming gesture.

"Looking at when he was born, he'd be an ancient ancestor, but perhaps because he slept so long, he is rather innocent."

I also answered quietly, not wanting to waste her consideration.

Simply judging by birth date, he's a 2,000-year-old monster, but he spent most of that time asleep. I doubt he was awake for even 20 years, let alone 200.

"Still, it's fortunate he's so cheerful. He's better with children than someone strict and serious would be."
"Hehe, that's true."

Trixie chuckled and gazed fondly at Jiz and the children.

Children climbing onto Jiz's back in the arms of knights. Jiz remaining perfectly still so as not to startle them. Mages discussing their scholarly curiosity about Jiz. It was a remarkably peaceful scene considering we had a flying biological battleship right in front of us.

'This force could instantly burn down any decent domain.'

Even excluding the cheat-key level Jiz, one squad of the Imperial Knight Order plus part of the Imperial Magic Corps could easily demolish a domain or two. It's both fascinating and amusing that such military power has gathered simply for the Crown Princess and children's journey, and that they're now holding children in their arms.

Of course, neither Trixie nor I should be commenting on this.

"Let's go up too. The kids are waiting."
"Yes, let's."

After confirming all the children had boarded, we climbed up Jiz's wing onto his back.

I'd been calling him a battleship, but once on his back, it really felt like being on a ship.

***

Living peacefully day by day with the World Tree as my home—there is no happier or more fulfilling existence.

It's too good. Sometimes Constantina nags me to go to the North, but if I let it in one ear and out the other, she gives up and leaves.

Of course, I will go to the North eventually. It's my home, where my faith once declined and then flourished again. It's where a sky deity should rightfully dwell.

'But not now.'

But that time is not now. Considering my contribution to the World Tree's revival, I can stay here for a while, can't I? Going to the North is such a bother.

Besides, before Constantina's revival, being pestered by fairies was tiring, but now that they've found their mother, they bother their aunt less. Thanks to that, taking care of the fairies moderately is fun. Conversing with the elemental kings is nice too.

...And honestly, I don't want to go to the North because there's no one to talk to there. No matter how used to being alone I am, there's a difference between voluntary and involuntary solitude. Being alone because I want to be and being alone because there's no one around are completely different issues.

'I need to hold out as long as possible.'

So today too, I made a resolution. To live as a parasite on the World Tree for as long as possible.

To occasionally play with the fairies, to chat about old times with the elemental kings... wait...?

'Hmm?'


Suddenly, I felt something unsettling from the northeast direction.

It's quite far. But despite the distance, it's a massive disturbance that I can clearly feel.

Simultaneously familiar yet strange, too familiar to be completely new—truly an indescribably peculiar energy.

'This sensation isn't entirely new?'

It's complicated. I don't know where this energy came from or why it's stirring my memories. Did I perhaps lose some sacred artifact long ago?

But if there were such a thing, I would have known earlier. There are no sacred artifacts I'm unaware of.

'...Honorary Priest?'

As the disturbance from the northeast gradually drew closer, I could also sense the Honorary Priest's energy within it.

What? Why are you there? What are you doing behind my back?

'Just when I wasn't paying attention!'

Indignation rose from deep within me. Even though my faith is in the process of revival, an Honorary Priest is still an Honorary Priest. Someone who bears my stigmata and possesses my sacred objects!

For such a person to be with a third energy that's neither Enen nor Constantina is unacceptable! I must stop this in the name of the sky's honor!

"Honorary Priest."

Of course, shouting abruptly might hurt the Honorary Priest's feelings. I addressed him in the gentlest, warmest voice possible.

It's absolutely not because the Honorary Priest has traces of Enen and Constantina on him that I'm being careful. I'm naturally a considerate deity.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"

Indeed, the Honorary Priest responded calmly to my consideration.

Conversation should be based on consideration and respect. I'm a more suitable deity for the Honorary Priest than those who call themselves saviors or benefactors without consent. I'm certain of it.

"Well, I'm doing fine. How about you?"
"I'm the same as usual. Except I'm busy playing with the children."

I inwardly sighed with relief at his voice, free of suspicion.

It's not a voice hiding something from me. The Honorary Priest's presence with that strange energy is simply coincidental, not an action to deliberately exclude me.

"Ah, something unusual did happen."

He speaks before I even ask, which confirms it.

"Were you around during the Trika Empire era?"
"Of course. I was even there during the founding of the Muno Empire."
"Then have you heard the names Leviathan, Behemoth, and Jiz?"

My eyes widened at those words.

"They're beings created during the Trika Empire era, and they've recently awakened. I'm currently riding on the back of the bird called Jiz."
"Oh..."

My mind went blank for a moment. Not because I didn't know the three beings the Honorary Priest mentioned.

On the contrary, I know them well. I know Jiz better than anyone, which is why I'm confused.

"Jiz, you say?"
"Yes. Do you know him?"
"He's my younger brother..."
"...Pardon?"

Jiz was once a deity.

A younger brother who used to follow me, calling me his big sister.


As I was riding Jizz to Croita where Behemoth was located, the Eternal Blue Sky, who had revealed its presence after a long time, said something incredibly bizarre.

"She's my sister..."

The claim that Jizz was her sister. The statement that the Eternal Blue Sky, goddess of the heavens, and Jizz, the self-proclaimed emperor of the sky, were sisters. It was information so difficult to accept with ordinary human values and common sense that it made my head spin.

Of course, I was the one who asked the Eternal Blue Sky about Leviathan, Behemoth, and Jizz. If I hadn't asked first, it would have been information I didn't need to hear.

But I did ask. I asked first, and learned a truth I could have gone without knowing.

'...Her sister, you say?'

I continued my conversation with the Eternal Blue Sky in my mind while watching children playing under the protection of Trixie, the Imperial Knights, and Imperial Mages.

Fortunately, there were many people besides me on Jizz who could look after the children. It should be fine if I got distracted for a moment.

- Ah, yes.

And the Eternal Blue Sky confirmed my question.

How unfortunate. If she had said it was just a joke, I was prepared to laugh with all my might like an assistant manager listening to his boss's joke.

- Well, she was a sky goddess like me.
'What?'

I was surprised again by her next words.

It was already shocking that Jizz was her sister, but she was also a goddess? And specifically a sky goddess, overlapping with the Eternal Blue Sky's domain?

'Is that possible? Don't you already exist as the sky goddess?'
- Gods are ultimately beings formed by belief. If people worship the sky in a different way, a different sky god emerges. That was Jizz.

It was a complex explanation, but I tried hard to understand. What's important now isn't that there were multiple sky gods, but Jizz's true identity.

Besides, considering that in my pre-possession world, Greek sky gods and Norse sky gods existed separately, it doesn't seem impossible.

- When domains overlap, gods sometimes fight to the death, but Jizz and I got along quite well. Jizz was such a gentle and bright child that she saw me not as a competitor but as family.

At those words, I unconsciously glanced toward Jizz's head.

Indeed. This cheerfulness must have been her innate nature since her days as a goddess.

- Well... We lived like family and had many experiences together...

After saying that, the Eternal Blue Sky suddenly fell silent.

I wasn't sure if this silence was due to her reminiscing about memories with her divine sister, or because she was contemplating how to explain things to me.

- It would be too long to tell everything, so I'll just tell you what you might be curious about.

Since the Eternal Blue Sky's voice when breaking the silence was somewhat subdued compared to before, I should probably assume it was the former.

- I told you before that gods cannot be physically eliminated, right? That they can only be destroyed after losing their faith and divine status.
'Yes, you did.'

I remember. Back when the Sacred Beasts had just escaped from their seals, the Eternal Blue Sky said that, which made me worry about how to deal with them.

Too divine to dispose of, yet too impractical to seal again.

'Good thing I took them in.'

Looking back, taking in the Sacred Beasts was a stroke of genius. Without them, I can't imagine how difficult childcare would have been.

- When gods lose their divine status, they can no longer reign as gods, but that doesn't mean they completely disappear. They continue to exist in the world as something that was once divine.

Anyway, while thinking about the Sacred Beasts probably lounging around in the mansion, I could grasp the general situation from the Eternal Blue Sky's words.

Actually, having heard this much, it wasn't hard to understand. Loss of divine status, beings that were once gods, something that was once divine.


'So Jizz is something that lost its divine status.'
- That's right. Through various incidents, the faith that worshipped Jizz collapsed, and the sky goddess Jizz was reduced to just Jizz.

Her voice was full of bitterness, which made me feel a bit sorry. If I hadn't asked unnecessary questions, she wouldn't have had to describe her sister's downfall with her own words.

- Still, she was such a bright child that she didn't seem too dejected. She said something about being tired of living as a goddess anyway, and that she would take this opportunity to explore the world freely. I couldn't bring myself to stop her, so I just let her go.

Eventually, a small sigh echoed in my mind.

- If I had known that would be our last conversation, I would have stopped her completely.
'Last?'
- Yes. She went south and was eliminated by humans. The Jizz that exists now isn't the Jizz I knew. She's closer to something else created from Jizz's fragments.

I was momentarily speechless at this sudden tragedy.

Not only did her divine sister lose her divine status, but she was also killed by humans and then modified. What a horrific story.

'I see.'

At the same time, I began to understand how Trika could create artificial life forms.

They didn't create something from nothing. Considering what the Eternal Blue Sky called Jizz's fragments, it seems that when you capture "something that was once divine," you obtain spoils that cannot normally be acquired.

Based on the circumstances, they probably created artificial life forms using those spoils. Using Trika's technology to create bodies, and placing the spoils like souls into those bodies.

- We feed on natural mana, or divine power. We eat ordinary food too, but it's not very efficient.

And Leviathan's words lent strength to this hypothesis.

Yes, mana is one thing, but it was strange that divine power was also food. Now that I think of them as former gods, the question is finally answered.

'So, Leviathan and Behemoth too...'
- As I recall, they were the god of the sea and the god of livestock, respectively? I think so.

Hearing the specific word "livestock" made it even more convincing. Seeing how Behemoth cares for livestock with affection, she must have been the god of livestock.

'Insane.'

My head throbbed because of this.

Artificial life forms that can only be created by killing something that was once divine? That's a method only possible during times when religions were rampant.

The children who safely landed in Croita sparkled their eyes at the sight of Behemoth.

I don't know what happened in such a short time, but Behemoth, whose entire body was covered not with fur but with grass, trees, and flowers, was like a moving mountain to the children. Honestly, it's fascinating even to me, let alone the children.

"There are lots of cows and sheep too!"

Moreover, there were quite a number of cows and sheep on Behemoth's body. At this point, it seems more like a farm than a mountain.

- Little guests have arrived. It's nice to meet you.

Despite the sudden visit, Behemoth welcomed the children with a gentle voice.

Given her gentle and quiet personality, it was a natural response, but knowing that Behemoth was once a divine being made me see her a bit differently.

Such a gentle and kind goddess eventually lost her faith and fell to mortality, and was then eliminated by the humans she once embraced with compassion, only to be reborn as an artificial life form. It's not exactly a pleasant situation.

'Do they have no memories?'

I pondered while looking at Behemoth and Jizz, who was lying down resting on the ground.

For now, these creatures don't seem to have memories of their time as gods. If they did, they wouldn't wholeheartedly follow Trika, who eliminated and resurrected them, nor would they accept being treated like beasts.

So it's both fortunate and sad. It's fortunate that they live quietly without memories of their divine days,

- I'd like to talk to Jizz again, but she's not the Jizz I knew. If she's a Jizz without memories of the time we spent together, it would just be me pretending to know her... so I'm just going to bury it in my heart.

And it's sad to think that the Eternal Blue Sky has lost her sister forever.


'Do they really have no memories?'

But it is questionable. These giant beasts inherited their original names and personalities. The possibility that they also inherited their memories cannot be ignored.

Of course, Trika might have intentionally omitted their memories when creating them—

'That's unlikely.'

It's not a very convincing hypothesis. Tampering with human memories is still an unknown territory even now when magic and technology are extremely advanced. Even Trixie, the continent's greatest archmage, avoids the field, saying that tampering with memories is something one should never dare to do.

Accomplishing such advanced technology with 2,000-year-old methods? If Trika had created artificial life forms solely with their technology, it might be possible, but knowing it's connected to gods makes me skeptical.

'Or is it a seal?'

This is also a method that involves tampering with memories, so it's not an easy approach, but if it's sealing rather than erasing memories, it might somehow be possible. After all, forgetting is something that every living being naturally experiences.

Moreover, if it's not about sealing specific memories but blocking all memories before death, it would be even easier.

'It's complicated.'

After considering various hypotheses, I let out a small sigh.

There's no point in me pondering alone. Only the Trika Empire, which created these creatures, would know the truth.

***

After talking with the Honorary Priest, I blankly stared at the sky.

I ended up mentioning my sister again, whom I had kept only in my heart for a long time, whom I had tried not to recall. My precious sister who left my side 2,000 years ago was stirring in my mind again.

'She really loved flying.'

Jizz, who had a strong attachment to the sky, befitting a sky goddess. Jizz, who would often fly through the sky, overlooking the world.

'I miss her...'

I miss her. There were many gods I looked after like siblings, but she was especially dear to me, perhaps because she was a sky goddess like me. She would call me sister and follow me around.

And that sister lost her faith, fell from grace, and was suddenly killed by humans.

'Why you.'

It was a bitter thing. It's not uncommon for beings who have lost their divine status to be eliminated, but it's not a frequent occurrence either. Yet my sister, Jizz, experienced that catastrophe.

Why, why did it have to be you? Was it my fault for not stopping you when you went south? Was it my fault for not making you my divine beast when you stepped down from your position as a goddess, out of consideration for your pride?

I don't know. It's already been over 2,000 years.

- Why are you like that? You look down.
- Ah.

While I was blankly staring at the sky, Constantina returned.

- Just, well, thinking about old times.
- Even "old times" for you must be ancient history.
- It's not that long ago. It's when I was with Jizz.
- Ah.

At my words, Constantina seemed to understand and moved on. Even Constantina knows that I held Jizz dear—

- Come to think of it, Jizz, Behemoth, and Leviathan have awakened again. It was nice to talk to them again after so long.

?

- Talk...?
- Yes. Behemoth and I had slightly overlapping domains. I even greeted Behemoth a few days ago.
- ...She remembers you?
- Of course. Even though she died and came back to life, Behemoth is still Behemoth.

At those words, my mind went completely blank.

A Behemoth whose body had transformed completely into a mountain, with plants and trees growing instead of fur.

Children, enchanted by this extraordinary playground—part beast, part mountain—were busy climbing and playing on Behemoth's back. Despite being turned into a living playground, Behemoth showed no anger, watching over the children with a gentle expression.

"Be careful. There's a slope here, and it would be dangerous if you fell."
"Okay! I'll be careful!"
"Good. You're a good child."

After saying this, Behemoth flattened himself as much as possible, adjusting his body to prevent the children from falling, or at least to minimize their pain if they did.

Seeing this behavior, it seemed clear that he had no memories of his time as a god, or at least no memory of being killed by humans. If those memories remained, he couldn't possibly be this gentle and innocent.

Of course, he might have enjoyed playing with children even when he was a god. Those memories could have continued, explaining why he still welcomed children now. But if he remembered being killed and resurrected by human hands, he could never show such loyalty to Trika or maintain such an innocent personality.

'Unless it's possible to selectively erase memories, it's impossible.'

Either he has all his memories from his time as a god, including being killed, or he has none at all. It must be one or the other. Judging from Behemoth's behavior, the latter seems more likely.

'Asking directly would be best.'

Rather than speculating about various possibilities on my own, it would be better to ask the individuals directly. If I asked Behemoth and Jiz, "Do you have any memories from before you were born?" I'd get an immediate answer.

But what if that question triggered memories they had forgotten until now? What if they had forgotten being killed, but my question brought those memories back, igniting their anger toward humans?

That would be reckless. Better to keep my mouth shut than risk such danger.

"It's so soft! It doesn't hurt even if you fall!"
"Hey now. Didn't I tell you to be careful not to fall?"
"But it doesn't hurt!"

Behemoth chuckled helplessly at the Crown Princess's words.

Indeed, Behemoth's body was covered with grass and flowers, with skin underneath and flesh below that. Falling here would be much softer and more cushioned than falling on normal ground.

"It doesn't hurt! It doesn't hurt!"

Seeing this, Maria also lay flat on Behemoth's body, wiggling her arms and legs while giggling.

"Moooo?"
"Mmm?"
"Mooooo~"
"Mmm!"

Beside them, Alina, held in the arms of an imperial knight, was communicating with a cow on Behemoth's back.

It was a heartwarming scene. Thanks to Behemoth's presence, seven children were laughing with joy.

"The children have found good friends. It feels like a blessing from Enen."

Even Trixie was watching Behemoth and the children with a pleased expression. Truly, everyone was happy.

"Yeah, I guess so."

I alone couldn't smile sincerely. I couldn't shake the bitter feeling that Behemoth wasn't a blessing from Enen, but rather a pitiful fragment of a former god.

It's maddening. Intellectually, I know there's no point in worrying about this alone, that it's best to pretend I know nothing—but the victim of this tragedy is right in front of me. Even if reason commands one thing, my heart won't follow.

'If only this had been Apels' work, I'd feel more at ease.'

It's a crazy thought, but it's true. If Apels had killed a divine being and forcibly resurrected it, I wouldn't feel this conflicted.

Apels was full of madmen who didn't discriminate by race, gender, nationality, or age. It wouldn't be strange if there were three more victims.

But why Trika? Since Trika was ruined by Apels anyway, could I blame Apels for this too? That might make me feel better.

'Get a grip.'


I sighed quietly, trying to pull back my reason as it drifted toward the abyss.

After a few days, these feelings would fade. Until then, I just needed to endure—

"What's wrong? You look a bit tired."

Jiz, who had been scratching his belly nearby, suddenly stuck his head close to mine.

An amazing situation where a raptor's eyes filled my entire field of vision. I almost swung my fist instinctively, but I recognized Jiz just in time and managed to calm myself.

Seeing this up close, the intimidation factor is incredible. It would be chaos if such a creature made a rapid descent from the sky.

"Nothing. I'm just happy seeing the kids playing well."
"That doesn't look like a happy face. You seem gloomy for someone who's with family."

I stared directly into Jiz's eyes at those words.

Perhaps because the word "family" came from the mouth of a sibling separated from their sister, an indescribable emotion crept up inside me.

"Maybe it's because this is my first time flying. The fancy ride is making me queasy."
"What?!"

Jiz reacted strongly to my half-joking excuse.

"Do you know how perfectly and elegantly I fly! My sister always said I was an idiot who only knew how to fly!"

I chuckled at Jiz's natural way of saying things that weren't exactly compliments. Being called an idiot who only knows how to fly isn't really a good thing...

Wait...?

"Sister?"
"Oh, I guess I haven't told you? I had a sister I was close with before I was born in this body!"

My mind went blank from this excessive information.

Sister, before being born in this body, sister, before being born in this body.

"You have memories from before you were born?"
"Yes! This is just a body swap. I remember everything from before the Roigas Imperial Family created us!"

It was a cheerful answer, but my mind went even blanker.

Wait, if they have all their memories, that means they also remember being killed by humans. How could Leviathan and Behemoth show such loyalty?

'Were they really killed by humans?'

I finally reached a fundamental question. I had assumed they "died at human hands" because the Eternal Blue Sky said so, but was that premise wrong from the start? Perhaps it wasn't Trika who killed them, but some other force?

I'm confused. I thought I had resolved one question, but now even more questions have emerged.

I wanted to head straight to the Elven residential district where the Eternal Blue Sky was, but the Crown Princess and children hadn't seen the whale yet. If I turned Jiz around now, the children's resentment and tears would be directed at me.

So for now, we continued as planned toward the waters off Voyaare where Leviathan was.

'Are you there?'

After all, the Eternal Blue Sky and I can communicate even when far apart.

It doesn't matter if Jiz moves toward the waters off Voyaare. During the journey, while the children play with Leviathan, I can inform the Eternal Blue Sky that Jiz's memories are intact. That should help restore the Eternal Blue Sky's spirits, and after our business is done, we can fly to the Elven residential district.

"I-I'm here! I was just about to ask you something too!"

However, as soon as I called out, the Eternal Blue Sky showed a more intense reaction than usual.

"How is Jiz? How is Jiz?!"


It was as if she already knew that Jiz had memories.

This was unexpected, so I quickly tried to make sense of it. Even I, who was with Jiz, had just learned this information. How did the Eternal Blue Sky, embedded in the World Tree, know about it?

'Her memories are intact. She remembers her sister.'
"It's true then...!"

However, resolving my doubts was less important than comforting the Eternal Blue Sky. When I told her that Jiz's memories were intact, I heard a tearful voice.

'But how did you know? I just found out myself.'
"Constantina told me. She said she talked with Behemoth a few days ago..."

That made sense. She learned this information because she was embedded in the World Tree.

Indeed, there could be some overlap between Constantina, the god of vegetation, and Behemoth, the god of livestock. They might have been acquainted since their time as gods, so it's quite possible that Constantina welcomed Behemoth's resurrection.

Of course, it's sad that while Constantina and Behemoth, who were strangers, knew each other well, the two sisters kept their distance—but the Eternal Blue Sky feared approaching precisely because they weren't strangers. If she had approached only to find that her sister had lost her memories, it would have been devastating.

"Thank goodness, Jiz, you remember me..."

Fortunately, her sister's memories were intact. The past years had been wasted, but they could spend the coming years together as sisters.

'We'll soon arrive where Leviathan is. When returning to the mansion, teleportation will be sufficient, so there's no problem if Jiz leaves.'
"Then..."
'I'll send Jiz to you. I'll inform your grandmother in advance, so the elves won't be surprised.'
"Thank you..."

I heard what sounded like a slight sob, but I pretended not to notice.

Reuniting with family you thought you'd never see again—it's a joy I can't even begin to imagine.

***

My heart was pounding. Not since my apostles, priests, divine objects, and temples were destroyed had my heart raced like this.

Just a little longer, and Jiz would arrive. Seeing the elves around me vacating the area, it seemed the Honorary Priest had conveyed the message to the Elven Elder.

"I can't believe you and Jiz have been strangers all this time. If I had known, I would have said something sooner."

I shook my head vigorously at Constantina's words.

This wasn't anyone else's fault. It was my fault for not having the courage and hiding like a coward.

"No. Thanks to you, I learned that Jiz is okay. Thank you."
"Your benefactor would have told you even without me, but if you want to think of it that way, I'm grateful."

After those words, silence fell for a moment. I wasn't in a state of mind to converse with anyone right now.

"...Ah."
"She's coming."

Finally, from the southeast, I felt a once-unfamiliar but now most familiar presence rapidly approaching.

"Siiiiisteeeeeeer!"

It was Jiz.

"Sister! Why are you in a place like this? Do you know how long I've been looking for you?"

This voice, it was definitely Jiz.

"When did you change from the god of the sky to the god of trees?"

It was indeed my sister, my Jiz, whom I knew.

The multi-purpose aerial whale Leviathan didn't perform any flights in front of the children.

"Even people get tired from swimming too much. The same applies to me. Guiding this body through the air is no simple task."

I accepted this convincing excuse for not flying. After all, it had recently put on a spectacular show of force in the Kingdom of Jereno.

Besides, the children were interested in seeing a giant whale, not necessarily a flying one.

'If the first whale they ever see is a flying one, it might give them strange ideas.'

The children barely knew anything about whales beyond their name. At most, they understood whales as giant fish living in the sea. Suddenly seeing such a massive creature soaring through the sky? That would be giving these children, who should be building proper knowledge, some rather peculiar information.

So what could Leviathan do when it couldn't fly or dive underwater because it had to entertain the children?

"Daddy! Look! Rain coming down!"
"Daddy! Rain! Raaain!"

It could put on a spectacular fountain show powerful enough to demolish even the elite mages guarding the Wise Duke.

Watching from a distance rather than being on top of Leviathan made it quite a spectacle. The island-sized whale shot massive columns of water upward, which then scattered like rain, showering down on the sea and land. With a bit of exaggeration, it felt like watching a waterfall flowing in reverse.

"Kal."

While watching the children entranced by Leviathan's fountain show, Trixie, who had been fiddling with her communication device, approached me discreetly.

"Jizz has arrived, she says."
"She's fast when flying alone. Earlier she must have been adjusting her speed to carry us."

I was impressed by the news of her earlier-than-expected arrival. She called herself the Emperor of the Sky, and indeed, her speed through the air was nearly supersonic.

"Was anyone startled?"
"She said there was no commotion thanks to the advance notice."
"That's a relief."

A battleship-sized bird circling above the World Tree—quite a dynamic situation. From the elves' perspective, who had experienced the World Tree burning in the past thanks to those bastards from the Apels Empire, it wouldn't be strange if they developed PTSD.

That's why I contacted my grandmother in advance. I told her a giant bird would be coming soon, but despite its size, it was gentle, so there was no need to worry too much.

"Though she's showing excessive interest in the World Tree, which is a bit concerning..."
"It's fine. Jizz's family is inside the World Tree, so she'll cherish it just like the elves do."
"She asked your grandmother if she could take the World Tree with her."

That left me speechless for a moment.

This crazy bird. If you want to take something, take your sister who's inside the World Tree, not someone else's entire home. That's clearly Constantina's property.

"Wow! It's coming out again!"
"Rain! Rain!"
"So refreshing~"

Meanwhile, the children's cheers erupted again.

I started to worry if it was okay for a whale to spout water that frequently. To expel that much water, it would need to store an equivalent amount, but it was expelling without time to replenish.

"Should we stop the kids first?"
"Let's do that."

Trixie nodded readily, apparently having similar thoughts.

It would be better to start the Leviathan tour now instead of continuing to watch the fountain show.

The unexpected happened suddenly.

"Can I have just one temple built for me?"
'Excuse me?'


It was a bizarrely confident request.

It was so confident that I quickly searched my memory. I was certain that temples for the Eternal Blue Sky were being built throughout the North. Was I mistaken? Had there been no temples in the North until now, which is why she stayed at the World Tree?

But as quickly as I searched my memory, I found the answer. That wasn't the case at all.

'Don't each major domain already have at least one temple?'

Yes, there's already at least one temple in each territory managed by the Northern lords. I've heard that in the Barandi Marquisate, which is practically the center of the North, there's an enormous temple and statue. There's no need to ask me specifically to build a temple.

"That's true, but if I want to live with Jizz, it's better to be somewhere without people."
'Ah.'

I understood her embarrassed murmur.

If the Eternal Blue Sky were living alone, the existing temples would be sufficient. Perhaps a temple built specifically for the Eternal Blue Sky would be more comfortable than the World Tree, which is distant from her faith.

However, the temples of the Eternal Blue Sky are located in the centers of each major domain to display their majesty. Even in the relatively underdeveloped North, the temples are in areas where Jizz's landing would inevitably cause disaster.

"Jizz says she found a plain that's good for her to stay. I'd like to live there with her... would that be okay?"
'It might not make for a particularly impressive temple in the middle of nowhere, but if that's acceptable, I'll have it built quickly.'

I nodded readily to her cautious question.

This wasn't for some trivial reason—it was about creating a home to live with a sister she thought was dead. Since I found Jizz and reunited them, providing this after-service seemed like the right thing to do for a good ending.

'It's in the northern part of the North anyway, so even nomads rarely approach the area. Please think of it as Jizz's nest and stay comfortably.'
"Thank you! Jizz says thank you too!"

I smiled at her cheerful voice. The place where the temple would be built is a wasteland among wastelands, so for now, the Eternal Blue Sky and Jizz can live there cozily together.

But a sky temple guarded by a giant eagle—if the faith of the Eternal Blue Sky remains strong, it will inevitably attract attention someday. It might become a place rivaling any major holy site.

'I should issue a development ban around the temple.'

While roads or post stations leading to the temple could be built, anything beyond that would be problematic due to Jizz's size.

So I'll strictly prohibit development within a certain distance of the temple. That way, their home will remain forever, even as time passes.

'Now she's returning to her original position.'

I felt somewhat complicated. A sky deity who is also the god of nomads and the legacy created by the god of vegetation had been staying in the territory of settled people. And now, upon seeing her sister, this deity is moving without hesitation.

The bond between the sisters must be quite strong. It would have been bitter if one of them had completely died.

***

Jizz, perched atop the World Tree, chattered incessantly.

"I searched the entire North but couldn't find my sister! I saw temples that seemed to serve her, but with no deity inside, I thought they were empty shell temples!"
"Weren't they a bit too large to be empty shells?"
"What does size matter! Losing faith happens in an instant!"

Coming from a deity who had actually lost faith, it was quite convincing.

"Besides, I was worried I'd have to live alone if my sister wasn't there~ Who would have thought that human I met there would be my sister's priest!"

I smiled as Jizz giggled.

Technically, I'm an honorary priest, but I won't bother correcting her. With her personality, she'd probably forget right away even if I told her.

"By the way, Jizz."
"Hmm? What?"
"Would you like to become my divine beast?"


After watching Jizz chattering for a while, I carefully brought up what I'd been wanting to ask.

Before I knew Jizz had her memories, when I thought she was dead, I regretted not making her my divine beast. I regretted not asking her at least once, even if she might refuse out of wounded pride.

But another opportunity has come. Jizz is alive, and her memories of me are intact. It's a perfect chance to address my past regret.

"Divine beast?"

Jizz tilted her head at my proposal.

Though she sees me as her sister, it probably isn't a welcome suggestion. No matter how much she lost her faith and fell, she was once a deity. It's not easy for such a being to place herself under another deity.

Still, I need to persuade her. We were lucky this time, but Jizz might get into trouble again wandering around strange places. Rather than risking that, becoming my divine beast and growing stronger and sturdier would be—

"Okay!"
"Huh?"
"I want to try being a divine beast! I've already been a deity, so I should experience being a divine beast too!"
"Um..."

My sister was more innocent than I thought. Perhaps she's become even more pure after not seeing her for 2,000 years.

"Yes, that's a good decision. As a divine beast, you won't be harmed by humans."

For now, I welcomed Jizz's decision, putting aside my complicated feelings.

Two thousand years ago, Jizz was harmed by humans, but if she becomes my divine beast imbued with my divine power, she can live forever as long as my faith remains strong. Even if she suffers physical damage and falls, she can rise again. We should have done this earlier, but it's better late than never to install this safety measure.

"Huh? Humans?"
"Yes. It would be troublesome if humans harmed you like they did 2,000 years ago."
"I've never been harmed?"

What?

"Even now, humans struggle to reach the sky, and it was worse 2,000 years ago. If I deliberately avoided them, who could touch me?"

WHAT?

"Then... your body being modified by Trika was...?"
"Oh, that? I asked for it! Roigas collected and revived Leviathan and Behemoth after they were killed by some cultists! After hearing about it, I thought I could live longer, so I joined in!"

"So I could live with my sister for a long, long time!" she added cheerfully, but I barely heard those words.

So only Leviathan and Behemoth were exterminated by humans. I see.

This rascal didn't die—she had her body modified of her own accord. I see...

***

Jizz returned to Voyaare with drooping wings, muttering dejectedly.

"My sister said she couldn't stand the sight of me and told me to leave..."
"What's that about?"

What could have happened in that short time? Just a while ago, she was talking about living with her sister and all.

Of course, I could ask the Eternal Blue Sky or Jizz directly, but I didn't want to.

'They'll make up soon anyway.'

Sisters fighting isn't particularly unusual.

That's what I decided to think.

# The Construction of the Eternal Blue Sky Temple

The construction of the Eternal Blue Sky Temple on Jiz's territory was proceeding smoothly.

It was somewhat difficult to transport materials and manpower to the empty plain, but if necessary, they could move things bit by bit using teleportation. And if even that proved difficult, they could always transport things on Jiz's back. She would surely cooperate that much for a home where her sister would live.

So they began construction of the Eternal Blue Sky Temple, secured an imperial development ban for the surrounding area, and were in the midst of consoling children who kept begging to see the giant beasts again—

"Minister. As the father and godfather of the Crown Princess, I would like to have a conversation with you. Could you come to the Imperial Palace for a moment?"

A summons from the Emperor arrived.

Normally, this would have prompted all manner of internal cursing, but this was a summons to meet not as Emperor and Minister, but as the father and godfather of the Crown Princess. For something like that, I naturally had to comply.

"Has something happened to Your Majesty?"

At the same time, I checked on the Crown Princess's situation, just in case.

Though the Crown Princess had played happily at my mansion just yesterday, children's bodies are incredibly fragile. They could get seriously injured or fall ill in just an hour, so I couldn't rule out the possibility that something might have happened to her.

"Nothing like that. If I had to say whether it's good news or bad news, it's closer to good news."
"That is truly fortunate."

After hearing the Emperor's confirmation, I let out a small sigh.

His statement that it was "closer to good news" was subjective, so I couldn't fully trust it, but he wouldn't be subjective about his daughter's health. The Crown Princess must be safe.

'What could it be?'

After relief came curiosity. If the Crown Princess was healthy, there shouldn't be any reason for the Emperor to call for me.

"Anyway, please come by lunchtime. The Empress will be there too, just so you know."
"Yes, I understand."

My curiosity grew even more at the mention that the Empress would also be present.

A meeting of the Crown Princess's father, mother, and godfather. It's almost frightening to imagine what business he might bring up.

I was deceived by the Emperor.

"Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius Family and Minister of the Audit Department, greets His Majesty the Emperor and His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus."

Damn you, Emperor. You didn't say the Emperor Emeritus would be here too.

Of course, you didn't say he wouldn't be here either, but when you mentioned the Empress would be present and said nothing about anyone else, I naturally assumed it would just be the Empress.

"You may rise. Minister, you are not here as a subject, but as the godfather of the Crown Princess."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

While inwardly resenting the Emperor, I carefully raised my body from the deep bow at the Emperor Emeritus's words.

Now the Crown Princess's father, mother, godfather, and grandfather were all gathered in one place. What an imposing lineup.

"I apologize, Minister. His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus arrived right after I contacted you, so I couldn't inform you in time."

Meanwhile, the Emperor expressed his regret with a faint smile.

Once again, curses rose to the tip of my tongue, but I held them back. The Emperor Emeritus was someone even the Emperor couldn't control in this empire. If the Emperor Emeritus wanted to come, not even the Emperor could stop him.

But if it was right after contacting me, couldn't you have at least sent me a message? You send them often enough normally.

"Not at all, Your Majesty. It is an honor to be able to see with my own eyes that His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus is in good health. Please withdraw your words."

Still, I couldn't very well criticize the Emperor in front of the Emperor Emeritus and the Empress. I bowed my head with the most gentle and clean expression I could manage.

"Indeed, the Minister's loyalty to the Imperial Family is always beautiful. Not only do you faithfully serve me and lovingly care for the Crown Princess, but you also worry about the Emperor Emeritus's well-being. Minister, you are truly a blessing to the Empire."

"You... flatter me."

How strange. Though it was clearly praise, it made my insides burn.

"Your Majesty. The Minister has rushed here at our request, shouldn't we proceed quickly with the matter at hand?"
"Ah, yes. I was momentarily distracted by the Minister's loyalty."

Thankfully, the Empress's timely intervention allowed me to calm my burning insides.

As expected, the Empress is the conscience of the Imperial Family. Without her, what a mess the Livnoman Imperial Family would be.

"Minister. What I'm about to say is directed at you as the Crown Princess's godfather and the father of six children."

And with a nod to the Empress's restraint, the Emperor continued with a serious face.

"Soon, there will be a great celebration in the Imperial Family."
"A celebration, you say?"

Blinking at the Emperor's words, my gaze turned to the Empress.

Come to think of it, the Empress's belly had grown so large it could rightfully be called full-term. She had become pregnant before I married Erich, so it wouldn't be strange if she gave birth at any time.

"Congratulations, Your Majesty. The legitimate line of Livnoman will once again grace the world—what a blessed and joyous occasion. It is an honor to be the first among all the nobles and subjects of the Empire to offer my congratulations."

So I bowed my head to the Emperor and offered my congratulations.

Privately, it means a family is gaining a new member, and publicly, it means the Imperial Family is prospering further. It's something to celebrate, not to be reluctant about.

"Yes, as you say, Minister, it is a joyous occasion. But I have a small concern, which is why I called for you."

As he immediately got to the point, I unconsciously swallowed.

A concern related to the birth of a new imperial family member. It certainly wouldn't be a small matter, and it's an issue the imperial household members would have already deliberated on.

Yet they called me because they couldn't reach a conclusion. If I said I wasn't worried about what concern would come from the Emperor's mouth, I'd be lying—

"If the second child is a boy... what scale of celebration banquet would be appropriate for his birth?"

...

'Ah.'

My head throbbed.

From the moment I heard the Emperor's words, a headache and a sigh came over me. Not because the Emperor was worrying about something trivial or saying something absurd.

Rather, it was such a serious and important issue that I wondered why I hadn't considered it until now.

'A daughter as the first child and a son as the second.'

Though it wasn't yet confirmed that the second child would be a boy, it would be too late to worry after the birth. We needed to reach a conclusion now, while there was still some time.

"So the child will be born soon, making them about three years younger than Her Highness the Crown Princess."
"That's right. Not born in quick succession, but not a large gap either."

The Emperor nodded gravely at my words.

Three years. An ambiguous difference. Too large to be considered the same age, but too small to establish a clear hierarchical order.

That's why it's troublesome. What if the second child is born male? What if the legitimate prince, not a bastard, is only three years younger than the Crown Princess?

'They'll just attract unnecessary attention.'

The nobles' attention would likely turn to the prince.

Of course, this doesn't raise a red flag for the Crown Princess's succession process. There are already precedents of three empresses ascending to the throne in imperial history, and if we expand the scope to include nobles, that number increases even more. Two of the five dukes are women, so no foolish noble would object to a woman's ascension.


However, just as there are precedents of firstborn females inheriting their predecessor's legacy, there are also precedents of secondborn males inheriting because the firstborn was female. Even if the nobles don't raise objections, they might wonder, 'Could the succession order change?'

'It absolutely won't change, though.'

The Emperor and Empress are not the type to exclude the Crown Princess from succession because she's female. She would only be removed from consideration if she grew up with a twisted personality or showed tremendous capability defects.

Moreover, wasn't the Crown Princess designated as Crown Princess immediately after birth? And that was right after conquering the North, when the Emperor's authority was at its peak. The Imperial Family wouldn't want to shake the succession order they had so firmly established.

So it seems like the celebration for the second child's birth should be more modest than when the Crown Princess was born, but—

"Since this is the first imperial child born after Your Majesty's ascension, we cannot treat it lightly."
"That's the problem."

Complicating matters, the soon-to-be-born second child is the first imperial family member to be born after the Emperor's ascension. In a way, this child also symbolizes the Emperor's ascension and prosperity.

How could we treat the birth of such a child carelessly? That would inevitably lead to gossip.

But if we make it too grand, the nobles will have meaningless doubts.

And if we make it too modest, the future prince might feel slighted...

"...It's difficult."
"Indeed it is."

I wonder if this is how the officials who engaged in the Yesong Debate felt.

Suddenly, I could understand the pain of my ancestors from before my regression.

***

I erased a number with my colored pencil.

Not much left now! Just a little more to erase and it's done!

"Your Highness. You seem to be in a good mood."
"Mmm! My little sibling will be born soon!"
"Has it already been that long?"

The head lady-in-waiting smiled, seeming as pleased as I was.

Of course she's happy too! I'm suuuuper happy!

"Hehe..."

So I held the sibling calendar with just a few numbers left.

The sibling calendar I made with Father! When all these numbers are erased, my sibling will be born!

"I want to see my sibling soon!"
"Since Your Highness is waiting so eagerly, I'm sure a healthy and wonderful sibling will be born."
"Right!?"

The head lady-in-waiting's words made me even happier.

Of course, Fedi, Maria, Cecilia, Cattleya, P-di, and Alina are my siblings too... but they don't live in the same house as me! Now I'll have that kind of sibling!

A sibling who plays with me every day! A sibling who sleeps with me! A sibling who gets hugged by Mom and Dad with me!

"Hehe..."

I want to see my sibling soon!

When they're born, I'll be suuuuper nice to them! I'll take them to Father, let them play with my siblings... everything!

Oh, I wonder if the puppies and animals will like my sibling too? They'll like them! I'm sure they will!

# I, the Emperor, the Empress, and the situation. The dilemma that four adults couldn't solve despite putting our heads together continued to torment me even at the mansion.

A birth celebration befitting the first imperial child born after the Emperor's ascension, while also demonstrating the Crown Princess's secure position in the line of succession. What scale would be appropriate to achieve both objectives?

In truth, the ideal scenario would be for the second child to be born a daughter as well. The first child is the Crown Princess, the second would be the Second Imperial Princess, and then the third would be the First Imperial Prince? Even then, no one would think the third child could surpass his two older sisters to become Crown Prince. Anyone who thought otherwise would have to bear a personal grudge against the Crown Princess.

'I can't leave everything to chance.'

However, whether the second child will be a boy or girl is a fifty-fifty probability, known only to Enen. Leaving the imperial succession and the empire's peace to chance would be too irresponsible.

So I must proceed with the assumption that a son will be born. Our future involves an Imperial Prince who is three years younger than the Crown Princess.

'When will that be?'

What's even more maddening is that I don't know exactly when the First Imperial Prince will be born.

The human body isn't a machine. It's not structured to deliver a baby exactly ten months after the date of conception. The child could be born earlier or later than expected.

In other words, we're holding a ticking time bomb with a deadline we don't know. It's insane.

'This is terrible.'

My head spun. When will this time bomb explode? If the bomb detonates before we can remove the detonator, things will be troublesome for a while. Can we handle it before then?

I don't know. Nothing can be guaranteed. All I can do right now is pray to every god I know that the second child will be the Second Imperial Princess.

"Minister?"
"Hm?"

While I was staring blankly at the garden outside the window, I heard Eri's voice and turned around.

There I saw Eri with her greatly swollen belly, and Pine, who was now visibly pregnant, walking side by side down the corridor. It seems they're enjoying corridor walks instead of garden strolls as the weather gradually turns colder.

"Why are you walking around instead of lying down? Hayang must be tired."
"Lying down all the time makes me even more tired. Hayang is so active, you know."

At those words, I looked at Eri's belly.

Certainly, a child with my and Eri's blood would be far from introverted. If the mother stays in bed all the time, the child is likely to throw a tantrum.

"You're not dragging Pine along because you're bored walking alone, are you?"

But I can't allow Pine to be sacrificed just to appease Hayang.

Actually, if Eri had been walking alone, I would have thought it was for Hayang's sake, but with Pine beside her, it seems like Eri is just bored and taking her along. Even the claim about Hayang being active might be an excuse.

"What do you take me for?! I wouldn't go so far as to torment a pregnant friend!?"

It sounded like she would have tormented her if she weren't pregnant.

"Besides, Pine offered to come along before I even asked!"

It sounded like she would have dragged her along if she were bored, pregnant or not.

Still, I deliberately ignored the reasonable suspicion creeping up. Pine did volunteer first, and pulling on Eri's lips would probably be bad for Hayang's prenatal education.

"Well, that's fine then, but Pine should also try to lie down as much as possible rather than moving around too much. Bukjjogi doesn't kick as much, so he'll probably prefer staying still."
"Yes. I'll keep that in mind."

Pine gently smiled and caressed her belly at my words.

Bukjjogi. The prenatal name for the child between Pine and me. A name given in commemoration of the northern part of the empire where Pine and I first met.

I wonder if it's too much to name a child Bukjjogi, but we've already filled our children's prenatal names with nature and colors. Adding one direction shouldn't be strange.

Anyway, that's what I decided to think.

"But Minister, what were you doing here alone? Is there something in the garden?"


Eri waddled over to my side and stuck her face out toward the window.

"There's nothing special though?"
"Just organizing my thoughts."

I patted Eri's head while inwardly sighing.

It's fortunate. It's good that Eri and Pine, who have often seen me wracking my brain over work issues, caught me. If servants or other wives had caught me staring blankly at the garden, they might have worried. I almost spread my personal concerns to those around me.

"Is it because of the second child?"

My hand, which had been patting Eri's head, stopped abruptly at her words.

"...How did you know?"
"Senior told me? That the second child will be born soon, but because of adult circumstances, she can't purely celebrate it, which breaks her heart."

A bitter smile escaped me without realizing it. As the Empress said, despite it being the moment a new life is born, we can't purely rejoice in that birth because of dirty adult circumstances and politics.

It's a self-loathing matter. What will the second child in the Empress's womb see first when they come into the world? Will it be the faces of parents filled with joy? Or will it be expressions of relief or sighs as they confirm the gender?

It should obviously be the former, but looking at the current situation, it might flow toward the latter. No human remembers the moment of their birth, but it's not a fitting first sight to show a child.

"The Empress must be having a hard time too."
"If she weren't pregnant, she would have been mixing alcohol with more alcohol."

At that unflinching comment, I looked back at the garden.

It's a strange thing. Despite being such a bitter statement, it actually cleared my complicated mind.

"Eri."
"Yes?"
"Whether it's the Second Imperial Princess or the First Imperial Prince, they'll be a friend born just a few weeks apart from Hayang, right?"
"I guess so? Since you and Senior got pregnant around the same time."

And thinking about Hayang, who will be born soon, and Bukjjogi, who will be born about half a year later, my resolve became even firmer.

To be precise, it might be more accurate to say that I finally looked at the answer I had been avoiding.

***

Shortly after the moon rose, the Minister came to visit.

It was an unexpected visit. It's rare for the Minister to visit twice in one day, and even rarer for him to visit after dark. It would be fair to say that this is the first time both cases have occurred simultaneously.

"Let's make the birth celebration for the soon-to-be-born child as grand as possible."

But before I could ask what was happening, the Minister jumbled my thoughts with a serious face and resolute words.

"This is the first imperial child born after Your Majesty's ascension, and it's a once-in-a-lifetime celebration for that person as well. Therefore, it is our duty to celebrate it to the best of our abilities."
"...Will it be alright? If it's a daughter, there won't be any issues, but if it's a son, unnecessary talk might arise."

I finally opened my mouth, which had been closed for quite some time, in response to the Minister's words.

It's joyful news. Having everyone celebrate my child's birth and commemorating it grandly is the happiest thing for a father.

However, as an emperor, it's not a decision I can easily make. It's also concerning as a father because siblings might view each other as targets to be eliminated and end up in opposition.

"I will take responsibility."

The Minister dismissed that concern with a single statement.

"I am the godfather of the Crown Princess. I am the Minister of the Audit Ministry, an honorable member of the House of Nobles, and the owner of countless domains. I am a commander who receives the loyalty of the northern nomads."

He reassured me by showcasing the swords he possessed.

"I pledge everything I have to support the Crown Princess. My family and the families connected to me will mobilize their power to support Her Highness's reign."
"Minister."
"So please do not worry, Your Majesty. If anyone dares to question the authority and dignity of the Crown Princess, they must first overcome me."


Perhaps he said what I had desperately wanted, what I had wanted to hear.

That everything would be fine, so there was no need to worry. That there was no need to do something shameful to the soon-to-be-born child because of political issues.

"Minister, do you know something?"

I patted the Minister's shoulder, raising my already upturned corners of my mouth even more.

"Having you as the Crown Princess's godfather is Livnoman's great fortune."
"I am honored by your words."

I burst into laughter as I looked down at the back of the Minister's head as he bowed.

The child could have been hurt because of adult circumstances. That obstacle was directly resolved by an adult. Even to the extent of pledging everything he had.

'As a father, the Minister is above me.'

The thought that could no longer be denied circled in my mouth. Indeed, a father of six children is different in many ways.

No, including the unborn children, he's a father of eight.

'And the first wedding was just two years ago.'

Two years. Even stretching it, he's seen six children in about three years. It's an astonishing feat no matter how many times I think about it.

By the time my conversation with the Minister ended, it was already just before the Crown Princess's bedtime.

It's a precarious time. At this rate, I might see the Crown Princess soundly asleep without giving her a goodnight kiss.

But I wasn't anxious. Perhaps because I had just heard the most reassuring words, my mind was surprisingly peaceful.

"Appa!"

And when I arrived at the Empress's palace, the Crown Princess, dressed in blue pajamas, welcomed me.

Holding the crumpled paper she calls her sibling calendar.

"Our Crown Princess. It seems you've been waiting for this father."

I smiled as I approached the Crown Princess, who also spread her arms wide.

What a precious child. Already positioning herself to hug this father.

"Yes! I! Have something to ask you!"
"Something to ask?"
"Yes!"

The Crown Princess, nodding continuously, began flapping her arms with sparkling eyes.

While thinking about her sibling who will be born soon.

"What's my sibling's name!?"

"Name, is it."

I felt both joy and self-loathing at that pure expression.

"I have a few in mind. Would you like to choose together?"
"Wow! Good!"

Perhaps if the Minister hadn't come, I would have only felt self-loathing.

"Mom too!"
"Yes. Of course."

Perhaps the Empress might have given birth to the second child in sorrow.

Thanks to the Minister, the imperial family could preserve both dignity and happiness.

No matter the gender of the second child, the birth of a new life deserves our sincere congratulations as adults. Thanks to this obvious and heartwarming conclusion, both the Emperor and I could enjoy peaceful days.

Looking back now, it seems ridiculous. To have worried so much about something that could be resolved so easily.

'What does it matter if the nobles are unsettled?'

We just need to support the Crown Princess firmly enough to suppress their unrest.

Yes, that's the answer. It was adults who immediately proclaimed the newborn princess as Crown Princess and placed the burden of being the next Emperor on a child. Therefore, it's the adults' responsibility to ensure the Crown Princess safely ascends to the throne.

Perhaps due to my experience of avoiding troublesome matters with all my might, I tried to avoid my responsibilities as an adult and godfather. Honestly, it's shameful even as a father of six children.

'I should be a father my children can be proud of.'

I smiled slightly watching the children playing with Titi and the spirits, sleeping with spirits clinging all over their bodies, and toddling down the hallway before plopping down.

A godfather who ignores his goddaughter's welfare could ignore his own children's happiness too. But a godfather who protects his goddaughter with all his might can also protect his own children with his life.

I've now become the latter kind of father. Someone who won't bring shame to either my goddaughter or my own children.

'It's going to get tiring after my vacation ends.'

Of course, this honor and pride didn't come free. While I can relax during my vacation, once I return to work, I'll have to take responsibility for my words.

As the Minister of the Audit Department, as the Imperial Count and a member of the House of Lords, as the owner of several domains and the leader of the Northern faction, I must thoroughly support the Emperor and assist the Crown Princess. To ensure nobles don't dare question the Crown Princess's succession. To prevent nobles from using the imperial children, who should grow up in harmony, as their tools.

And to prevent another succession dispute like the one that occurred in this empire just a few years ago.

'With the Crown Princess here, that shouldn't happen.'

Actually, that disaster happened because a first prince born of a concubine and a second prince born of the empress coexisted. As long as the Crown Princess, the legitimate firstborn daughter, stands firm, there won't be another succession dispute.

I'm just grateful the Crown Princess was born quickly.

"Godfather!"

While I was thinking this, the Crown Princess came flying through the hallway, hovering in the air.

"Look! I'm flying higher than usual!"
"Congratulations, Your Highness."

Looking closely, she was indeed flying higher than before.

Though it was only about 5cm higher.

Just before the Crown Princess was to return to the Imperial Palace, I received a message from the Emperor.

- Minister. I'm sorry, but could you look after the Crown Princess a bit longer? She might need to spend the night at your mansion today.

He said this with an urgent expression and voice.

Though it was a sudden request, I nodded calmly. For this daughter-loving father to ask for his daughter to stay overnight, and to speak so urgently, there could only be one reason.

"I'll explain it well to Her Highness. I'll pray for the health and well-being of the Empress and the soon-to-be-born Highness."

The Empress had gone into labor.

- Thank you, Minister.

The Emperor responded to my words with a bitter smile of gratitude.

The Empress's second childbirth. Though it should be easier than her first delivery, the atmosphere in the palace would still be heavy. Too heavy for the young Crown Princess to handle.

So the Crown Princess should stay at our mansion until the birth is complete. Even if she went to the palace, no one would be able to comfort her.

- I'll let you know as soon as the birth is safely completed. Please take care of her until then.
"Yes, Your Majesty. I look forward to the moment of meeting the second Highness."


With those words, the Emperor's face disappeared.

I don't think anything will go wrong. The Empress comes from the Nuren ducal family, known for their martial prowess, and she's a robust person who hasn't fallen ill even once. Since she already gave birth to the Crown Princess without any issues, this time should also end safely.

That's what I decided to believe. All I can do is wish for a positive outcome.

'...What should I do to keep her occupied until night?'

I began searching for a way to keep the Crown Princess's attention focused on the mansion rather than the palace.

If the labor has just started, the palace will be in turmoil for at least 2-3 hours. That means I need to keep the Crown Princess here until evening or even night, but what method could I use to keep her...

'Ah.'

There is one. Actually, there's something I can do precisely because it's nighttime.

'Spirit drone show.'

Spirits that sparkle brightly even during the day. Spirits that shine with a powerful presence like fireflies.

If I take Catleya to the garden, the spirits will follow, and the night sky will be covered with sparkling spirits.

Of course, the spirits that follow Catleya only obey her commands. So we won't be able to put on an effective drone show, but at least it should help us pass the time today.

'So keeping her at home does come in handy sometimes.'

I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief. Though the servants have complained about spirits appearing at all hours, they're now proving crucial at this critical moment.

Thank you, fireflies. From now on, I'll only curse you internally when I encounter you in the bathroom.

***

I paced the corridor, taking deep breaths several times.

Even though I've experienced this before, it doesn't get any easier. I don't know how the Minister endured this experience four times.

'Surely everything will be fine.'

After wandering for a while, I sat in a chair and sighed deeply.

Logically, I concluded that the Empress and child would be safe. If the Magic-Ending Duke who gave birth to triplets is healthy, the probability of something going wrong with our Empress who's only having one child is extremely low. The Empire's medical capabilities, magic, and holy power are by no means weak.

So if I wait patiently, I'll get the result I want. A loudly crying baby and a smiling Empress will welcome us.

Certainly, I know this logically, but...

'My heart just won't follow.'

But that's natural. Regrettably, when God created humans, He created both reason and emotion. If someone operated on reason alone, they wouldn't be human.

"Your Majesty. Please ease your mind."
"Emperor Emeritus?"

As I started shaking my leg out of anxiety, the Emperor Emeritus beside me spoke softly.

"You are protected by the Great God and blessed by Enen. Also, magicians, priests, and doctors full of loyalty are doing their best for the Empress. So what Your Majesty is worried about won't happen."

I barely managed to raise the corners of my mouth at the Emperor Emeritus's comfort.

It's obvious comfort. Ceremonial comfort anyone could offer. But when those words come from the Emperor Emeritus, they feel different from what others might say.

The fact that the Emperor Emeritus would offer such obvious words to comfort me. It's something unimaginable before my abdication.

"And unlike our direct lineage that was cut off by an unfortunate accident, our bloodline has continued without any anxiety or threat."
"That's true."

I burst into laughter at his subsequent words.


While the Livnoman direct line faced chaos due to various factors, our ancestors who branched off earlier as collateral lines have steadfastly continued. Though they may have had fewer children, there has never been a case where an expectant mother or child went wrong.

Remembering this gave me courage. The bloodline that seems to have received the care of the Great God and Enen flows through me to our second child.

"The Emperor Emeritus is right. This time too, our bloodline will safely—"
"Daddy! Grandpa!"

?

My mind froze for a moment. A voice that shouldn't be heard right now reached my ears.

"...Crown Princess?"

Sadly, it wasn't just me who heard wrong, as the Emperor Emeritus also turned his head with a slightly perplexed expression.

"I'm here!"

I nearly let out a sigh as I turned my head following the Emperor Emeritus. The Crown Princess running toward us with a bright face. The Crown Princess running with a transparent plastic bag in one hand.

Anyone could see it was the Crown Princess. Even if you closed one eye, or both eyes, it was definitely our Crown Princess.

And behind the Crown Princess, the Minister was walking with a guilty expression.

'What happened, Minister?'
'It turned out like this...'

Though I quickly questioned him with my eyes and mouth movements, the response was miserable.

It seems the Crown Princess's stubbornness was too much even for the Minister to handle.

"This! This! I brought it to show Mommy!"

Meanwhile, the Crown Princess, who had run up to me and the Emperor Emeritus, held up the plastic bag in her hand.

"Hmm?"

Only then could I see the strange creatures inside the bag.

There were four creatures that sparkled like fireflies, but they emitted different colors. It was truly a fascinating sight.

'Are these spirits?'

I finally realized what the fireflies were. Are these the spirits that follow the Minister's third daughter?

"These! They sparkle more at night! I didn't want to see them alone, so I brought them!"

I smiled at the Crown Princess who was giggling.

Though it was a short sentence, I could roughly understand the situation. The Minister had used spirits to capture the Crown Princess's attention, but when she saw the spirits at night, she concluded, 'Since they're good, we should see them together.' As a result, she ran all the way to the palace despite the Minister's attempts to stop her.

Putting spirits in a plastic bag seems a bit harsh, but it shows how sincere the Crown Princess was.

"They're beautiful children. Your mother will like them too."
"Right? If Mommy likes them, the baby will too!"

My confusion gradually subsided at the Crown Princess's words.

She's a child who came running even in the dark, thinking of her mother and sibling. Since she's already here, it's right to welcome her warmly rather than sending her back.

"Your Majesty!"

Moreover, not long after, the firmly closed door opened.

"It's a Prince! A Prince has been born!"

As if waiting for the Crown Princess to arrive, the second child was born.

My second child, our First Prince. The child we named Carolus along with the Crown Princess.

When the Imperial Princess went to the palace to show her firefly spirits to her mother, I felt the sky crashing down on me. I had failed to keep the promise I made to the Emperor as a father.

But perhaps with Constantina's blessing, the Empress's delivery ended shortly after the Imperial Princess arrived at the palace. Truly, this would have been impossible without divine intervention.

"Congratulations, Your Majesty! How joyous that the Imperial Family grows more prosperous with each passing day!"

That's why I quickly bowed my head upon hearing that the Emperor's second child—his first son—had been born.

Fortunately, the Imperial Princess hadn't sensed the heavy atmosphere in the palace, and the delivery had concluded without complications. By offering congratulations before anyone else, the Emperor's displeasure and embarrassment would quickly subside.

"Thank you, Minister."

Indeed, the Emperor, whose pupils had trembled violently at the Imperial Princess's appearance, patted my shoulder with the brightest expression.

"Thanks to you, Minister, the Imperial Princess was able to be present for her sibling's birth."

Of course, while the outcome was good, the process had been nerve-wracking—an undeniable fact. The Emperor expressed perfunctory regret, but that was the extent of it.

This was a joyous occasion with the successful delivery, and the Imperial Princess had been given a pleasant memory. His demeanor was full of the intention to let the matter pass. Truly fortunate.

"My sibling! Is he born?!"

While the Emperor and I concluded our implicit agreement, the Imperial Princess expressed her joy by waving the plastic bag in her hands.

I felt sorry for the spirits being violently shaken inside the bag. The Imperial Princess had received the blessing of the Wind Spirit King. Thanks to that, these spirits had shown interest in the blessed princess... but who could have known that interest would lead to such a disaster...

"Yes. Our Imperial Princess now has a sibling."
"Wow!"

As soon as those words ended, the Imperial Princess tried to dash into the room.

"Imperial Princess. The Empress and your sibling must be tired now. Let them rest a little before you go in."
"Awww?"

The situation failed to be contained.

I was somewhat surprised by the unexpectedly quick intervention. Even sturdy servants struggle to handle the Imperial Princess when she's determined to run, but the situation naturally lifted her up as she was about to sprint at full speed.

That was remarkable agility and strength for his age. Perhaps living like a farmer after retirement had raised his physical abilities to a farmer's level? He seems to be staying healthy in his later years.

"I can't go in now?"
"No, you cannot."
"Hmph..."

Though the Imperial Princess pouted at his firm stance, she didn't throw a tantrum. Just as she restrains herself before her grandfather despite acting up in front of her father.

It's peculiar. The Imperial Princess doesn't seem afraid of the situation, yet she doesn't throw a tantrum. Perhaps she instinctively understands that tantrums won't work?

'That's animal instinct.'

I silently marveled. Certainly, the situation is not someone who would yield easily, even to his granddaughter—

"Really, I can't?"
"Hmm..."

The corner of his eye twitched slightly.

Apparently, he was someone who would yield after all.

Somehow, I had the honor of being the first official to see the First Prince.

I wondered if seeing him before the Victorious Duke, his maternal grandfather, might be disrespectful, but turning back after coming all the way to the palace would be an even greater discourtesy. So I entered the room where the Empress and First Prince were, carrying the Imperial Princess in my arms.

"Mommy! I'm here!"


The Imperial Princess in my arms waved her hands vigorously upon seeing the Empress lying in bed.

Sadly, the spirits in the plastic bag had already fainted and weren't moving at all.

"Our Charlotte. Did you come to see your sibling?"
"To see my sibling! And to see Mommy too!"
"Hehe, I see."

Pleased that her daughter hadn't forgotten her mother, the Empress carefully raised her upper body with the help of her ladies-in-waiting.

Then she reached out to the midwife, seemingly asking for the prince to be placed in her arms.

"A magnificent prince, Your Majesty."
"Waah..."

With that gesture, the midwife smiled brightly and handed the baby to the Empress.

Despite having just been born, the prince was crying quietly rather than wailing loudly. I worried if something might be wrong with him, but the medical staff, mages, and priests seemed calm, suggesting there was nothing amiss.

Yes, each child has a different personality. If someone cries loudly, someone else must be quiet for balance.

"Look. This is our Charlotte's sibling."
"Wooow...!"

Seeing the prince in the Empress's arms, the Imperial Princess began squirming.

"Godfather! Put me down! I want to touch my sibling!"

At those words, I glanced at the Empress. Was it really okay to release the excited Imperial Princess to the Empress and prince who had just finished delivery?

"It's fine, Minister. Please put her down."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Since she said it was fine, I carefully placed her on the bed.

The Imperial Princess immediately crawled toward the prince. The plastic bag with fireflies had long been discarded.

'Poor things.'

I expressed mild regret for the spirits who had finally been liberated but weren't moving. Rest well when we return to the mansion.

"Carolus! My sibling!"
'Carolus?'

Meanwhile, an unfamiliar name came from the Imperial Princess's mouth. Judging by how she called him her sibling, had they already decided on the prince's name?

"That's his name. We decided to name him Carolus if a boy was born."

When I stared blankly at the prince, the Empress nodded as if confirming my thoughts.

Come to think of it, they had seriously considered whether the second child would be a prince or princess. It would be stranger if they had worried about the child's gender but hadn't thought about names.

"Prince Carolus. A name that suggests he will grow up brave and strong."
"Isn't it? The Imperial Princess chose the name herself."
"Her Highness did?"
"Yes! I picked it!"

The Imperial Princess, who had been poking Carolus's fingers, nodded repeatedly at my words.

Naturally, the Imperial Princess wouldn't have named him entirely on her own. The Emperor or Empress probably presented several candidates, and the Imperial Princess chose one of them.

But even if it was multiple choice, she still made the choice. The Imperial Princess, who had been eagerly awaiting her sibling, personally named her brother. That will remain an unforgettable good memory for her lifetime.


'Not bad.'

Having existing siblings name a newborn sibling. It certainly seems like a good event for children.

Alright. When Hayang and Bukjjogi are born, I'll let the children name them. I'll select some good candidates, and we'll use the name that receives the most votes.

I believe that will strengthen the bond between siblings.

News of First Prince Carolus Livnoman's birth spread instantly throughout the Empire.

[By the blessing of Enen and the grace of the Great Emperor, the noble prince has been born. All subjects who serve the Livnoman family should rejoice that the legitimate bloodline of Livnoman has come into this world.]

The Ministry of the Imperial Household sent mass messages like crazy, so it was impossible not to know.

"I'm glad he was born healthy. In my head, I kept telling myself nothing would go wrong, but my heart wouldn't listen to reason."
"I understand. That's a father's heart."

While reading the mass message from the Ministry of the Imperial Household that had arrived through the communication orb, I smiled gently and expressed agreement with the Victorious Duke's words.

Although I haven't experienced the birth of a child like the Victorious Duke has, wanting one's child to be safe is a common instinct of all fathers. Besides, while I haven't experienced a child's birth, I've gone through my wife's deliveries several times, so I can understand to some extent.

"Fortunately, my staff understood like you do, Kal. I couldn't focus on work until nightfall, and only after hearing that the prince had been born could I handle my duties. Thanks to that, my staff also went home late."
"They probably considered it an honor. Didn't they hear about the prince's birth before anyone else?"
"That's true. I suppose they could think of it that way."

The Victorious Duke laughed softly, took a sip of tea, and continued with an even deeper smile.

"Of course, you were the very first to know, Kal."
"Haha, I apologize. The Imperial Princess asked me to go to the palace with her..."
"That's why I'm more disappointed. If I had been escorting the Imperial Princess, I would have seen the prince first instead of you."

I just laughed at his joke, which contained a hint of sincerity.

It's undeniable that I saw the prince before the Victorious Duke, who is family. One might think it's not a big deal who saw him first, but it's natural to feel some disappointment and regret. If someone else had taken my place at my grandchild's birth, I too would be moved to tears.

"Well, you are the Imperial Princess's godfather, so you can be considered family. I can understand yielding the order to family."
"I'm grateful for your words."
"Don't take it as mere formality—the Emperor and Empress think the same way."

I nodded again, knowing this well.

Indeed, the Emperor and Empress have treated me like family since I became the Imperial Princess's godfather. In that context, when I suggested holding a grand banquet to celebrate the second child's birth, their inner closeness to me increased dramatically.

Regrettably, while I gained the title of family, the shackles of being a subject haven't disappeared, so they won't hesitate to put me to work when needed.

"Ah, by the way, my son will likely attend this banquet."
"You mean the young lord?"

I reflexively questioned the Victorious Duke's words, which seemed like an afterthought. The Victorious Duke's only son is Young Lord Evalt, who manages the Hablem Duchy.

And Young Lord Evalt is the heir to the Hablem Duchy, the Empress's older brother, and the Imperial Princess's maternal uncle—a truly significant figure. Simultaneously, he's a phantom-like existence rarely seen in the Capital as he manages the duchy and the northern noble faction in place of his father, the Victorious Duke.

And now this Young Lord Evalt is visiting the Capital. No matter how busy he is, he couldn't miss his niece's birth.

"When else would the family gather if not at times like these?"

Seeing the satisfaction on the Victorious Duke's face, it seemed he was also pleased about his son's visit to the capital.

Well, both the Victorious Duke and the young lord are in positions where it's difficult to leave their posts. They truly wouldn't see each other except on occasions like this.

'He's already being filial from birth.'

A prince who brings harmony to his maternal family immediately upon birth. Truly a filial child.

Carolus Livnoman. The first royal born after the current Emperor's ascension and the Emperor's first son.

During the reign of Eimanka XVII, he would be called the First Prince of the Imperial Family, and when Eimanka XVIII ascends the throne, he would receive a marquisate like Ainter and become the founder of a new branch family.

Since this noble child was born not only with imperial blood but also with the blood of the Nuren Duchy, one of the Empire's five ducal houses, his birth celebration was held magnificently. It was so splendid that one could hardly believe it was for a newborn child.

'Is this a preview of the New Year's ceremony?'

I smirked as I scanned the guests attending the banquet.

All five dukes were present, as well as all thirteen marquises. Even Ainter, who was in seclusion at the outskirts of the imperial palace and spent more time in Barandi Marquisate than in the Capital, was in attendance. It would be no exaggeration to say that virtually all of the Empire's high officials had gathered.

Honestly, even among the mid-level and lower-level officials, the attendance rate was close to perfect.

"So many people came to see Carolus!"

The Crown Princess, nestled in my arms as we surveyed the banquet hall together, proudly shrugged her shoulders.

She looks adorable. While everyone gathered here had come for the Prince as the Crown Princess said, she was the one feeling proud instead. If the Crown Princess had been about 10 years older, would she have been jealous of her brother receiving all this attention?

'I don't think so.'

No matter how many times I thought about it, I couldn't imagine the Crown Princess being jealous of her brother. That's how gentle and kind-hearted she is.

"Minister!"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Let's go over there! I want to thank everyone for coming to see Carolus!"

I couldn't help but burst into laughter at her words.

The age difference between the Crown Princess and the Prince is only 3 years. The Crown Princess is still just a little child herself, yet she wants to express gratitude for her brother. This goes beyond being admirable—it's astonishing and marvelous.

"Is that not okay...?"
"How could it not be? Of course it is."
"Yay!"

The Crown Princess, who had become dejected at my laughter, beamed with a smile again.

Let's head over to where the dukes are gathered. Conveniently, the Evalt young lord, who they say requires three generations of accumulated virtue to be seen in the Capital, is also there, so I can have her greet everyone at once.

The Crown Princess, having descended upon the five dukes, climbed down from my arms and looked up at the dukes with a dignified posture.

"Welcome! Thank you all for coming!"

In response to her energetic greeting, the Victorious Duke smiled back and gently knelt down. After all, for the Victorious Duke to meet the tiny Crown Princess at eye level, simply bending his waist wouldn't be enough.

"Thank you for your warm welcome, Your Highness. I am overwhelmed by such a gracious reception."
"No! Maternal grandfather came to see Carolus too! I should be the one thanking you!"
"Haha, is that so? I am honored."

After the Victorious Duke, who had been looking at the Crown Princess with affectionate eyes, stood up, a silver-haired man behind him knelt before the Crown Princess.

"It's been a while, Your Highness. Have you been well?"

With sunken eyes and a somewhat raspy voice, he looked as if he'd been dragged here from his sleep. But the Crown Princess was so delighted to see even this half-zombie that she kept nodding enthusiastically.

"Yes! Has maternal uncle been well too?"

No wonder the Crown Princess was happy to see him—that zombie was her family.

"I've been well, thanks to Your Highness's concern."

After saying that, her maternal uncle—the Evalt young lord—quickly glanced around before taking out a small box from inside his coat.


I bit my lip to suppress a smile, recognizing the familiar box. That size, that packaging style, that brand. It was very similar to the chocolate boxes I secretly bought for the Crown Princess.

"This is a small gift from your uncle. Please keep it a secret from the Empress and enjoy it privately."
"Wow! Uncle, you're the best! I'll enjoy it!"

The Evalt young lord slightly raised the corners of his mouth as the Crown Princess hugged the box to her chest, giggling.

While it was certainly a heartwarming scene between an uncle and his niece, it somehow looked like a dying corpse forcing itself to smile, which made it rather poignant. I wonder what he's going through in the Hablem Duchy.

"I'll share this with Carolus!"
"Your Highness. Prince Carolus cannot eat chocolate yet. And I just suggested keeping it a secret from the Empress..."
"Ah! Mother!"
"Your Highness...?"

The Crown Princess, who had been looking around, spotted the Empress approaching the dukes and ran toward her.

Needless to say, the Evalt young lord gazed forlornly at her retreating figure.

"If you say it's a gift for your niece, I'm sure the Empress will be lenient."
"I certainly hope so."

Seeing his pitiful expression, I offered some consolation, and the Evalt young lord nodded with a bitter smile.

"Ah, Minister. Since I came all the way to the Capital, I prepared a gift for you as well."

As if he had just remembered, the Evalt young lord rummaged through his coat again and pulled out a blue fountain pen.

I was somewhat touched. Even a zombie who could have come empty-handed brought a gift.

"Thanks to you, Her Highness, my father, and the Empress seem to be living peacefully. It's a modest token of my appreciation, but please accept it as a gesture of my gratitude."
"I'll use it until the day I retire."
"Oh dear. It's not quite that durable."

After making this heartbreaking joke, the Evalt young lord patted my shoulder and then hid behind the Victorious Duke to avoid the Empress's approaching gaze.

Like the Victorious Duke who thinks of me as a son, and the Empress who considers me family, the Evalt young lord also regards me as something of a younger brother. Though we're too busy to meet or even contact each other often, I can't help but feel grateful when he takes care of me like this on the rare occasions we do meet.

"Your Majesty. To see you on such a joyous day is like finding moonlight in darkness—truly moving."

So I drew the Empress's aggro that was heading toward the Evalt young lord.

I received a nice gift, so I should return the favor. Besides, it would be cruel to give someone who came all the way from the Hablem Duchy to the Capital a scolding from his younger sister as a gift.

"Hoho, what flattering words. Is it appropriate to say such things in front of your wife?"
"Your Majesty is the mother of all subjects. There is nothing wrong with a child praising his mother's beauty."

When she asked if it was okay to speak of moonlight in front of Trixie, I countered with the "mother of the nation" line, which deepened the Empress's smile.

Fortunately, it seems I successfully diverted her attention.

"But Minister, that fountain pen..."
"It's a gift from the Evalt young lord as a token of friendship. The young lord said his aesthetic sense is inferior to Your Majesty's, making it an inadequate gift, but what could be more precious than a gift filled with friendship?"

I felt an odd gaze boring into the back of my head. Probably the Evalt young lord's protest that he had never said such things.

But bear with it. This is all to escape the Empress's scolding.

"My brother has always been somewhat lacking in his ability to choose gifts. However, as the Minister said, his heart has always been warm."

The Empress, who had been subtly glaring at the Evalt young lord, nodded with a warmer gaze than before.

With this, the chocolate smuggling between the Evalt young lord and the Crown Princess became 'an act of goodwill.'


***

I smiled alone as I looked at the lavishly and magnificently decorated banquet hall.

Yes, this was the right choice. This was the correct path. It was right to prepare such a grand banquet for my child, for Carolus.

Come to think of it, the Crown Princess's authority and the imperial family's solid succession structure were not matters to be determined by a single banquet. It was because the Empress and His Majesty were so sensitive about legitimacy that we overreacted.

"I pledge everything I have to support the Crown Princess. My family and the families connected to me will use all our power to support Her Highness's reign."

What would have happened if the Minister hadn't said those words back then? Would I have made a decision that would have become a lifelong regret?

No matter how I look at it, I owe the Minister a great debt. I'd like to give him a few more domains if I could.

"Father!"
"Crown Princess?"

But giving new domains to the Minister, who already secured a large number of domains in the Leon Kingdom, would only cause a shortage of talent. While I was pondering what gift would be better than domains, the Crown Princess came trotting over.

"Me! I want to hold Carolus now!"

At those words, I gently stroked the Crown Princess's head.

Entrusting a newborn prince to the tiny Crown Princess is an anxious and dangerous thing. Under normal circumstances, it would never happen.

But this banquet is not only to celebrate the Prince's birth but also to show that the Crown Princess holds the Prince dear. There is no more effective performance than the young Crown Princess toddling around with her even younger brother in her arms.

And as a father, I also want to see the older sister enthusiastically celebrating her brother's birth.

"Alright. We need to prepare now."

With those words, the imperial magicians behind me rushed forward to cast all sorts of spells on the Crown Princess.

Magic to temporarily enhance strength and stamina. Magic to increase agility and balance. Magic to create a protective barrier so that even if she stumbles, neither the Crown Princess nor the Prince would touch the ground. Every possible precaution was taken, enough to ensure there would be no problem with the Crown Princess holding the Prince.

"Now, let's go show Carolus to the guests."
"Yes! I'd love to!"

The Crown Princess, nodding vigorously, approached the head lady-in-waiting who was holding the Prince and stretched out her arms.

It's truly a heartwarming sight.

***

The Prince slept soundly regardless of the crowd. The Crown Princess held him up as high as she could, showing him off. And the nobles all bowed their heads toward the newly born legitimate heir of the Livnoman family.

It was truly a magnificent scene. The Prince, lifted by the future Emperor, the Crown Princess, in front of the Emperor and Empress, with the Crown Prince and the Emperor's brother present. What a perfect situation to receive attention.

'I hope you grow up to be good too.'

I don't expect much from that child. I just hope that the Prince, born amidst everyone's blessings, becomes a blessing for the Livnoman family. I hope he grows up with kindness rather than wisdom or bravery.

One disaster like Dorgos is enough.

"Long live the Livnoman family! Long live Kfelopen!"
"Long live His Majesty the Emperor! Long live Her Highness the Crown Princess! Long live His Highness Prince Carolus!"

Soon, the nobles' cheers shook the banquet hall.

Fortunately, thanks to the magical precautions taken in advance, the Prince did not wake up and cry.


The frequency of the Crown Princess's visits to the mansion decreased dramatically after the birth of the Prince.

According to the Emperor, she refuses to leave the Prince's side. Since she can't bring a newborn baby all the way to the mansion, she's chosen to forgo outings and stay at the Imperial Palace instead.

It's truly a momentous decision. The mansion houses her younger siblings including Fedi, Titi and the twins, as well as the spirits who reside there. Unlike the palace, the entire corridor is covered with soft mattresses, making our mansion essentially a giant playground.

The Crown Princess has given up coming to this massive playground. All to see her little brother.

"I'm delighted as godfather to see the two Highnesses showing such a special bond already."
"I feel the same. The Crown Princess dotes on her brother so much. She hasn't forgotten holding the Prince during the banquet and now she's causing a fuss about wanting to hold him again."
"My goodness. That would be problematic."

As soon as I finished speaking, both the Emperor and I burst into laughter.

How strange. Have I ever felt this happy and comfortable while conversing with the Emperor? Talking about children rather than work feels so pleasant.

"By the way, can he fully open his eyes now?"
"He's not quite able to see things yet, but he opens his eyes well. He has beautiful purple eyes, befitting a child of the Livnoman family."
"The Crown Princess must be even more delighted."
"She's so happy it's becoming a problem. I'm worried she might wake the sleeping Prince just to see his eyes."

I chuckled at the Emperor's exaggeration. While the Crown Princess tends to do whatever she wants, she's not the type to make others cry to get her way.

Rather, if her forcibly awakened brother were to burst into tears, she wouldn't know what to do and might end up crying alongside him.

"Anyway, the Crown Princess is quiet now because she's preoccupied with the Prince, but as time passes, she'll start getting restless. She's not the type to stay quietly within the palace."
"I'll visit with the children soon."
"As expected of the Minister. Thank you."

When I gave the answer the Emperor wanted to hear, he nodded with satisfaction.

In truth, our children have been missing their big sister, the Crown Princess, due to her extended stay at the palace. I would have needed to visit even if the Emperor hadn't asked.

"Of course, there's no need to come right away. The Minister will soon welcome a new child, and you should stay at the mansion until your wife and child are stable."
"I appreciate your consideration, Your Majesty."

I bowed slightly in gratitude for his consideration of Eri's condition in her final month of pregnancy.

If I were to go to the palace with the children and Eri's labor began, I would need to return to the mansion urgently. I couldn't return with all the children who had just come to play, nor could I leave them with the Emperor and return alone. It would be better to stay at the mansion until Eri's delivery is complete.

"It's nothing. If the head of a household doesn't understand the weight of being a family man, who will?"

I briefly studied the Emperor's face at those words.

It doesn't seem like he's trying to create a debt or has any other ulterior motive. It appears to be a genuinely sincere expression and statement. If this is an act, then I'm destined to be manipulated by the Emperor for the rest of my life.

It's a strange feeling. The Emperor I've known until now isn't the type to show kindness without intention. However, since the Prince's birth, he's been displaying occasional warmth without expecting anything in return.

'Is it because of the banquet?'

Come to think of it, the Emperor's attitude toward me seems to have become more gentle after I declared my commitment to firmly protect the Crown Princess's succession.

Well, it would be more insane if he treated me poorly after I helped resolve his concerns about his child. The Emperor may lack conscience, but he's not stupid.

"Then I'll see you next time. Take care until then, Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I look forward to seeing you at the palace."

After looking at the communication orb that had lost its light, I slightly raised the corner of my mouth.

Although various factors are involved, the Emperor has become gentler since the Prince's birth. I should prepare generous gifts for the Prince's birthday from now on.

For a child who has preserved the peace of the Imperial Family and my mental health, I should show that much affection and effort.

***

With each passing day, my hands and feet trembled more.

I'm nervous. Have I ever trembled this much in my life? I wasn't this emotionally agitated even when I married the Minister.


Well, if I had to choose, I was more emotionally intense when I cried my eyes out in front of the Minister... but that was far from nervousness...

"Unnie?"
"Huh? What? Did you call me?"

I hurriedly looked up at Lise's voice.

"Your tea is getting cold."

At those words, I stared down at the teacup in my hand.

She's right. The tea was definitely steaming earlier, but now the steam has not only thinned but started to disappear.

"It's hard to drink when it's hot! I was deliberately letting it cool down!"

But if she noticed I was spacing out, Lise would worry. I pretended nothing was wrong and drank the lukewarm tea in one gulp.

'It tastes bad.'

And like all teas that lose their aroma as they cool, it didn't taste very good. If it's going to be like this, I might as well just drink water.

"Eri unnie."
"Yes?"
"With magic, it won't be that painful. Whitey will be born safely too."

I awkwardly smiled at Lise's comforting words and smile.

"Was it that obvious?"
"Very obvious."
"I see..."

Very... obvious... And I tried so hard to hide it...

Honestly, it's embarrassing. I'm the older sister who has lived longer than Lise, and I'm an experienced veteran with extensive bureaucratic experience. For such a veteran to fail at managing her expressions in front of her younger sister. The name of the former Section Chief of the 1st Section would weep.

"I had the same worries as you, so it was easy to spot."

As if she had also perceived my embarrassment, Lise chuckled and poured more tea into my cup.

"At least when it comes to giving birth, I'm your senior. It would be troublesome if the senior couldn't handle what the junior could."
"Having a senior younger than me feels a bit strange."
"Isn't our brother your senior too?"

She brought up something difficult to refute.

That's too much. Pregnant women are delicate beings sensitive to even small shocks. So treat me a little more preciously. Even if I say something wrong, just let it slide!

Whitey seems to agree with mom, as they've started kicking! How intensely must they be agreeing to kick so vigorously! This is all the heart of our Whitey thinking about mom!

The only problem is that it's so intense that mom's body hurts a little.

"It's natural to be nervous when giving birth for the first time. Actually, you might be nervous even on the second or third time. Doesn't our brother break out in cold sweat every time we give birth?"

As my expression subtly contorted, Lise gently stroked my belly. As if soothing Whitey.

"But that nervousness and pain are momentary. Once you get past that fleeting moment, incomparable happiness awaits."

Lise smiled again after saying that.

"When the child I gave birth to rolls over, babbles, crawls, walks. Unforgettable memories keep piling up. I get excited wondering how much my child will have grown when I wake up."

Eventually, she took my hand.

Lise's hand is surprisingly warm. Is it because she often touches the oven?

"You'll feel that happiness soon too, unnie. So don't worry."

But warmer than her hand was her kindness. Her voice naturally made the listener's heart feel cozy.

"Besides, the medical staff coming to the mansion have already handled us four times. They even have experience safely delivering triplets."

"That suddenly sounds very reassuring."

I couldn't help but smile when I heard the word "triplets."

Lise is right about this. Even triplets were safely born, and Trixie unnie is fine. If she knew how much I was worrying, Trixie unnie might laugh at me.

"Lise."
"Yes, unnie."
"There's something I like but haven't been able to eat lately. I'll make one for you as a gift!"
"What?"

Lise blinked her eyes at the unexpected statement.

But I really want to give it to her now. Usually, I have to resist the urge to drink it even when I'm just near it, but thanks to Lise, my mind is much more at ease!

"If you mix r-e-d wine and white wine! You get pink wine as pretty as Lise's hair!"
"...Mix them?"
"Yes! It's super delicious!"

This is my secret special drink that I gave to the Minister before! You can be happy about it!

Thanks to mom's peace of mind, Whitey seemed to be at ease too.

"Urrrrrgh!"

Not long after I promised to make Lise the special mixed wine, Whitey began struggling to come into the world.

Still, my Whitey... you stayed still while mom was working... thank you...

Although this was already a very thoughtful child considering mom, I was a tiny bit resentful.

"Why are you coming out this way...!"

Even with the help of magic, the pain was tremendous. Embarrassingly, I was almost angry at Whitey for trying to get into mom's arms.

"You put it in there, so of course it comes out there!"
"That may be true, but still...!"

In the midst of it all, one of the midwives countered my complaint with perfect logic.

Everyone's so mean! At times like this, I want some sympathy!

***

I sighed at the sound of Eri's screams coming from beyond the door.

This marks the fifth birth already. I should be used to it by now, but as always, anxiety and unease constricted my chest instead of familiarity.

It's maddening. If we can just get through this moment, a joy incomparable to any happiness will come, but this fleeting moment is so painful and resentful.

"This time will be fine too, right?"

Still, the experience of four births and six children hasn't been entirely in vain. Now, alongside the vague anxiety, positive thoughts are also beginning to emerge.

"Of course. When the child of the Blessed One is born, Enen must be watching over you."

At Mar's reassurance, the corners of my stiff mouth turned upward.

In this world where gods exist, receiving divine favor is no small advantage. As Mar says, if I am Enen's Blessed One and under Enen's watch, then Whitey, who inherits my blood, will also be born safely under Enen's protection.

"But Kal."
"Yes?"
"It's good to worry about your sister, but right now, I think you should worry more about the Marquis."
"Ah."

At those words, I hurriedly turned my head to see my fifth father-in-law with a pale complexion, his legs trembling.

Indeed, it would be better for me to comfort my father-in-law since I have the composure to do so.

Hayang was born just after midnight.

Considering when the labor pains started, it was actually an average delivery time, but Lin, who had given birth right before, had an amazingly smooth delivery. Having unconsciously used Lin and Alina as my reference points, I too became increasingly anxious while trying to comfort my father-in-law.

Still, the birth ultimately ended safely.

"In the future, there will probably be magic that can just pop the baby out, right...?"

Eri, lying in bed, was well enough to say strange things as usual.

"Waaaaaah!"

And Hayang, who had worried everyone, cried with a booming voice just like his mother.

It was a cry several times, even dozens of times louder than the recently born prince. But since that crying voice was essentially celebrating Hayang's birth and health, it sounded as sweet as an opera.

"He's a splendid son, sir."

The midwives carefully cleaned Hayang's body and handed him over with a smile.

A son, my son. My third son born after my firstborn Ferdinand and second son Friedrich. My seventh child carrying my blood.

"Now we have three sons and four daughters."

I carefully held Hayang and smiled gently. Thanks to Trixie's great efforts, we had been living as a daughter-rich family, but with Hayang's birth, the gender ratio had somewhat balanced out.

It's not that I dislike daughters, but Fedi and Friedrich would probably be more comfortable with more brothers. No matter how close siblings are, same-sex siblings and opposite-sex siblings inevitably treat each other differently.

"Our Hayang. You'll be able to be good friends with His Highness the Prince."

I gently poked the cheek of Hayang, who was still wailing loudly.

Hayang and the prince were born in the same year, just weeks apart, and his birth mother Eri and the Empress had been close senior and junior since their Academy days. Since they're even the same gender, there's a high chance they'll grow up as childhood friends.

...

'I must raise Hayang to be normal.'

I made an inner promise. We cannot raise our Hayang with a personality like Eri's. For the sake of Hayang's reputation and the prince's mental health, he must be raised as an ordinary, kind, and normal child.

At least Eri and the Empress had a senior-junior hierarchy. If they're even the same age, I can't imagine what might happen.

"Minister... I want to see Hayang too..."
"Ah, yes."

While I was strengthening my resolve alone, Eri's voice brought me back to reality.

I'll think about Hayang's upbringing methods step by step. Right now, I should comfort Eri who went through so much to give birth to Hayang, and celebrate this first meeting between mother and child.

"Hehee."

When Eri finally held Hayang in her arms, she raised the corners of her mouth in a grin despite her haggard appearance.

As if she was overjoyed at how cute Hayang was, as if she was happy to finally hold the child she had carried for ten months.

"We agreed to call our Hayang 'Ferents' if born a boy, right?"
"That's right."

I quickly nodded at Eri's words.

Ferents Kracius. The real name that would replace the birth name Hayang from now on.

Of course, we had planned a different name if a girl was born, but since Hayang is a boy, I'll keep that name buried in my heart for now. Anyway, I don't think Eri will stop after just having Hayang.

'Ferents, huh.'

Come to think of it, after Ferdinand and Friedrich, now Ferents—all my sons' names start with F. Though unintentional, my sons have inherited the will of F. Should the next son's name also start with F?

I couldn't help but laugh at the sudden feeling of using a generational naming pattern. Even my daughters all have L in the middle of their names, so I should try to match the pattern for future names.

"Sniff, hic..."
"Father-in-law?"


While thinking about this and looking at Eri and Hayang, I heard my father-in-law trying hard to hold back his tears.

No, he was already beyond holding back—tears were streaming down his face.

"My, my daughter... got married this year and now shows her father a grandson...!"

But his words made listeners feel solemn, so I couldn't bring myself to stop him.

I know well how my father-in-law's heart had been burning with worry until Eri and I became a couple. I know that even the Marquis of the Empire, who lacked nothing in the world, suffered over his daughter's marriage prospects.

Now my father-in-law's long-held resentment was finally resolved. Starting with our marriage earlier this year, he got to see his grandson before the year ended. From his perspective, it must feel like heaven on earth.

"Now if I could just see my great-grandchild, I'd have no regrets..."
"You seem to have quite a lot of regrets."

Eri grumbled quietly at my father-in-law's words.

But it was just a small mutter. Eri knows well that she was her father-in-law's sore spot, so she couldn't raise her voice carelessly.

"Son-in-law."
"Ah, yes, Father-in-law."
"Thank you, truly, thank you. I said I've been living without envy since those Aesilon bastards were crushed, but only now have all my worries truly disappeared."

My father-in-law took my hand and kept bowing his head with tears streaming down his face.

It's rude to think this, but somehow my father-in-law seems to be crying more than Ferents. Is today perhaps my father-in-law's rebirth day?

"When that child joined the Audit Department, I only hoped she would live healthily, but who would have thought things would turn out like this in just a few years? It's all thanks to you, son-in-law."
"You're too kind. It's all because you embraced Eri with love—"
"Don't say such things. If she were a child who could be shaped by my love, she wouldn't have set my insides on fire."

Unable to refute this, I closed my mouth again. By now, Eri was also busy pretending not to hear while caressing Ferents's cheeks and hands.

"Eri."
"Yes..."
"Let me hold our grandson too."

After hitting me and Eri with facts, my father-in-law held Ferents with an expression of having gained the whole world.

A newborn baby crying and a grandfather crying while looking at the child. It was truly a peculiar combination.

"Waaaah!"

However, Ferents, who had been moved from the midwife's arms to his father's arms to his mother's arms and now to his grandfather's arms, began to cry even more loudly.

Having just gotten used to someone's arms only to be moved to another person's—he seemed quite upset.

"Hoho, my grandson! So full of energy!"

Yet my father-in-law was pleased with Ferents's wailing.

The Emperor's congratulatory message arrived at noon that day.

- I heard both the mother and child are healthy.
"Yes, Your Majesty. Thanks to the protection of various gods and the Great God, we were able to safely complete the delivery."
- Various gods, you say.

The Emperor chuckled at those words.

Even I thought it sounded too pagan, but since the Dawn Order acknowledged the existence of other gods, I thought it might be acceptable. Besides, I am both Enen's blessed one and an honorary priest of the Eternal Blue Sky, as well as Constantina's benefactor. If Enen's blessing was present, then surely the other two were as well.

Honestly, the Eternal Blue Sky doesn't seem to have the power to bless anyone, but a god is a god nonetheless. I decided to include it anyway.

- Yes, the Minister would have had the blessing of various gods. I believe the child of your sixth wife will also be born safely.
"I am humbled by Your Majesty's kind words."
- By the way, the Crown Princess is also delighted that her aunt has given birth to a younger sibling.

This time, I couldn't help but laugh.

The Crown Princess, already happy about having a new sibling of her own, now heard news of another new sibling. If happiness could be measured, wouldn't the Crown Princess's happiness be approaching infinity?

"If it's her aunt's child, would that make it Her Highness's cousin?"
- What a strange thing to say. If it's her godfather's child, they're practically siblings already.


I see. The Crown Princess was already the eldest of a large family.

- Anyway, congratulations again. The Empress wants to visit your mansion personally to congratulate you, but we can't tire out a mother who just gave birth. I will pacify her, so please tell the mother to rest comfortably.
"Thank you for your consideration, Your Majesty."

I bowed my head in gratitude at the Emperor's words.

Honestly, considering Eri's personality, she would probably lie comfortably whether the Empress visited or not, but the servants busy taking care of Eri and Ferents would be exhausted—

- Though it feels awkward to call this a substitute...

Suddenly, an ominous topic emerged.

- Now that the birth is over, could you come to the Imperial Palace for a moment?
"Pardon?"
- Of course, I'm not asking you to bring the mother and the newborn. Coming with your eldest son would be enough.

The Emperor, who hastily added these words, stroked his chin for a moment and then sighed softly.

- As I mentioned before, I'd like to tell you to come with the children when your youngest enters a stable period, but... the Crown Princess misses Fedi terribly.
"Fedi, you say?"
- Yes. The Crown Princess only has one blood sibling, the Prince, but her first younger sibling was Fedi. As such, she seems to have considerable affection for Fedi.

Since it was unexpected, I could understand. Indeed, among my children, the Crown Princess was particularly close to Fedi.

'Well, well.'

I couldn't help but smile wryly at the cute pretext.

She can't leave her blood sibling's side but wants to see her first younger sibling; if she goes to see her first younger sibling, she has to leave her blood sibling's side. It's almost pitiful to imagine how restless and conflicted the Crown Princess must be.

"If that's the case, I should go anytime. However, the twins will need to stay behind to play with the other children."
- That's fine. For now, just having Fedi come is enough.

The Emperor nodded with a sigh of relief at my answer.

It seems the Emperor had been having a hard time too while I was anxiously staying by Eri's side.

***

I ate one of my saved chocolates while watching Carolus sleeping soundly.

I want to play with Carolus, but Mommy and the head maid said Carolus needs to sleep! So I shouldn't wake Carolus up!

'I'm bored.'

But it's a little boring watching Carolus sleep alone. I want to play excitedly with my sibling like at Godfather's house, but I can't play because my sibling is sleeping.

But I don't want to go to Godfather's house either. Carolus might wake up while I'm gone.

"Wake up soon..."

So I kept asking Carolus. Wake up soon and play with me.

"Your Highness."
"Hmm?"

I looked at the head maid when she spoke.

"Your godfather and young master Ferdinand have arrived."
"Huh?"

Godfather and Fedi?

"Really?"
"Yes. They're outside right now."

I quickly ran to the door and opened it.

Godfather! Fedi! If I can play with them, I won't be bored!

The Crown Princess was guarding her brother's side in the Imperial Palace.

Considering the Crown Princess's usual liveliness, the palace would have been turned upside down long ago if not for her remarkable affection for her younger brother. After all, the Crown Princess was someone who could endure hunger but absolutely could not tolerate boredom.

Of course, children the Crown Princess's age typically prefer playing over eating, but she was particularly extreme. It seems she strongly inherited the warrior blood flowing through the Nuren ducal family. Ironically, the Victorious Duke, Lord Evalt, and the Empress are all quite composed individuals.

"Godfather! Pedi!"

That's why the Crown Princess personally opened the door as soon as she heard we had arrived. How delighted she must be to have found a way to play while remaining by the Prince's side.

Her reaction was both adorable and somewhat pitiful. How bored must she have been to welcome us so enthusiastically? Even opening the door herself despite the head lady-in-waiting being present.

"Ah! Titi came too!"
- Woof!

After quickly opening the door, the Crown Princess stroked Titi's head, who was carrying Pedi.

It would be difficult for the holy beasts to play with the children, but we could certainly bring Titi along. Besides, Titi was already treated as "Pedi's exclusive mount" among our children.

"Sis-ter! Long time!"

While the Crown Princess was enthusiastically petting Titi, Pedi hopped down from Titi's back and greeted her cheerfully.

"Yeah! Long time, Pedi!"

I couldn't help but smile at this lively sibling reunion.

If I had known she would be this happy, I should have brought Pedi much sooner.

Though Pedi and Titi had been brought in, the Crown Princess didn't leave the room.

Still, being in a room with playmates was completely different from being alone. Just running around the room together seemed to bring them joy, as the Crown Princess's face was beaming with happiness.

- Whine...

Meanwhile, Titi, who had come all the way to the Imperial Palace, lay dejectedly by the door, unable to join the children's play.

Unfortunately, when Titi plays vigorously, dog hair inevitably flies everywhere. Dog hair could be dangerous for the newborn Prince. Though we brought Titi for the Crown Princess's sake, we had to be careful for the Prince's health.

"We'll go for a walk together when we get back."
- Woof!

Titi's tail began to wag at my consolation.

I'm glad he understands. It must be difficult for a retriever to lie down alone while children are playing, but I'm grateful that he prioritizes his master's orders over his own desires.

"Godfather."
"Ah, Head Lady-in-waiting."

As I was patting the head of my loyal dog, the head lady-in-waiting, who had been silent until now, approached.

"Since you're here, would you like to see the Prince? He's still sleeping, but I believe His Highness would sleep more peacefully with you by his side."
"That would be an honor. Of course I should."

I smiled slightly at the lady-in-waiting's suggestion and approached the bed.

Though she gave the subtle pretext of helping the Prince sleep peacefully, what she really meant was to make sure the running children didn't crash into the bed. I'm more than happy to help with such a request.

Besides, if the Prince wakes up because of the noise the children are making, I'll need to soothe him immediately. Fortunately, my title as father of seven children isn't just for show—I can quickly calm one crying child.

'Sleep well.'

As I moved beside the bed, I could see the Prince sleeping with his eyes tightly closed.

Come to think of it, this is the first time I've seen him up close since the celebration of his birth. It seems like he's grown some hair like down in the meantime.

'He's blonde.'

The faint golden down. Unlike the Crown Princess who resembles the Empress with her silver hair, he seems to take after the Emperor.

I hope the resemblance stops at the hair. Please don't inherit his personality.


'May you grow up kind and healthy.'

Imperial family members who won't succeed to the throne don't necessarily need to be brave or wise. It's best to have a good nature, maintain a friendly relationship with the Emperor, and actively use good health to prosper the family.

In life, a beloved brother to the Emperor; in death, the founder of a cadet branch. What could be more desirable for an imperial family member? Considering how few members the Livnoman imperial family has, this is absolutely necessary.

"Godfather!"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Isn't Carolus cute!?"

In the midst of rolling around on the floor with Pedi, the Crown Princess suddenly turned her gaze toward me and launched into praising her brother.

I couldn't help but laugh. No wonder she kept glancing at me while playing. She was waiting for me to approach her brother.

"Of course. As expected of Your Highness's brother, he's cute and splendid."
"Right!?"

When I gave the answer the Crown Princess wanted, her smile grew even brighter.

I hope that affection for her brother continues into adulthood. Having a trustworthy imperial brother is nothing short of a blessing for an emperor.

Of course, the Prince must also trust and follow his sister, the Crown Princess, for this to work, but I believe he'll grow up to be a normal child under the Empress's education. The current Empress is a person whom it would be disrespectful to compare with the previous one.

"Father. I want to see Carolus too."
"Yeah! Pedi, look! He's super cute!"

Pedi's interest also turned to the Prince following the Crown Princess's praise.

Yes, it wouldn't be bad for Pedi to be friendly with the Prince. After all, it would be strange if the future head of the Imperial Count family and a member of the imperial family didn't get along.

"He's sleeping, so we can't touch him, okay?"
"Yeah!"

As I carefully lifted Pedi to show him the Prince lying in bed, Pedi nodded repeatedly while looking at the Prince.

Seeing his eyes sparkle, it seems the firstborn blood flowing through Pedi's body is crying out. It appears the Prince has already been imprinted in Pedi's mind as his brother.

'Now he has two younger brothers.'

The Prince in the Imperial Palace and Ferents at the mansion.

Suddenly, Pedi gained two brothers in the span of a month.

The day after playing with the Crown Princess, the communication orb began to emit a brilliant light.

Starting with the Minister of Finance, followed by the ministerial secretary, the enforcement department head, and the deputy enforcement head. All the civil servants who had known Eri since her Audit Department days sent messages.

- I heard Section Chief 1 became a mother?
"That's right."

And the last in the relay was the Deputy Intelligence Chief, who was the primary contributor to removing Eri from her position as Section Chief 1.

It's funny that he still calls her Section Chief 1 after driving her out, but I suppose it shows how out of his mind he is.

- Section Chief 1 as a mother... who could have imagined such a day would come.

Indeed, the Deputy Intelligence Chief was laughing like a deranged person.

- These days, I read the scriptures whenever I have time. I'm wondering if there's any passage about the end of the world.
"This bastard."

I instinctively flared up at his subsequent words.

Why would someone else's wife having a child be considered a sign of the apocalypse? This is Eri-phobia.

- Well, honestly, didn't everyone have similar thoughts until a few years ago?

However, despite my violently fluctuating emotions, my reason remained ice-cold.

Frustratingly, he's right. Even I couldn't imagine this future until I saw Eri crying her eyes out on the streets of the Capital.

- Still, congratulations. They say people don't change, but sometimes they do after experiencing a significant catalyst. For Section Chief 1, that catalyst was marriage.


The Deputy Intelligence Chief, who had been delivering suffocating jabs, belatedly offered what seemed like warm congratulations.

I was a bit annoyed but decided to let it go. Even if the process was strange, the result was congratulatory, so it would be awkward to get angry.

Besides, the Deputy Intelligence Chief had been closely connected to Eri since her Audit Department days. Sections 1 and 2 were departments in charge of information, so he likely witnessed Eri's eccentricities up close in ways I hadn't.

- So when would be a good time to visit and offer congratulations? As workplace colleagues, we should at least see her face and congratulate her.
"Come in about two weeks. It's difficult for you to make time right away too."
- That's true.

The Deputy Chief nodded calmly at my suggestion.

It's nearly impossible for a deputy head of a department to make time immediately. If he's going to come late anyway, it's more convenient for both of us to give him ample time.

"If you're coming, don't come separately but all together. We can have dinner together."
- It's a bit awkward to dine with a superior.
"Then dine one-on-one with Eri."
- I'll visit in two weeks.

With those words, the communication was unilaterally cut off.

Insolent bastard. How dare a mere deputy chief hang up before a minister.

'You'll be sitting across from the Minister.'

The Minister is also planning to visit the mansion as Eri's superior and Pedi's godfather. Since it's come to this, I'll ask him to come at the same time as the Deputy Chief, and then seat them facing each other. He won't know whether the food is going into his mouth or his nose.

'That's good.'

Just imagining it makes me feel pleased. Although the Deputy Chief now belongs to the Ministry of Inspection rather than Finance, the Minister is like an uncle who treats the Deputy Chief's wife as his own daughter. It's an even more intimidating position than when he was his superior.

***

I kept smiling as I held Ferents in my arms.

It's warm. It feels as cozy as basking in the summer sun. And it's amazing to think that this child was inside my body until just a few days ago, and that the child who came out is this big.

No, there's no need for such comparisons—I'm simply overjoyed. Just looking at him makes me smile, and holding him makes me feel like I have the whole world.

- Are you happy?
"Extremely!"

I immediately nodded at Senior Aria's words.

I'm extremely happy. It's happiness that could rival my marriage to the Minister as my top 1 or 2 happiest moments.

- Raise him well. He'll be a friend to our Carolus. Since they're the same age, they'll be classmates when they enter the Academy.

Senior snorted softly and looked at Ferents in my arms with a gentle gaze.

That's unfair. She could spare at least half of that gentleness for this junior.

"You should raise yours better than me! At the Academy, you were—"
- What?
"...you had better grades than me~ Carolus should take after you~"

I succumbed to her piercing gaze.

It's unfair. While my Academy days weren't exactly normal either, honestly, Senior was even more extraordinary. It's too unfair that I can't speak this truth because I'm yielding to power.

'Our Ferents must never yield to power.'

So I made an inner promise. I won't let my son follow in his mother's footsteps.

He should live a life of leadership, not submission to others.

'Just wait and see.'

I'm going to raise our Ferents wonderfully and surprise Senior and Carolus.

# 1

As December arrived, I found myself having experienced two major events in succession: the arrival of the First Prince and the birth of Ferenc.

December—the month that wraps up the year. The month when a new year approaches. The month when soft white snow falls gently, as if comforting humans who have worked hard all year.

"My hands have been shaking lately. Every time I sign something, the ink smudges."
"Oh dear."

It was also the month when Erich's mental state violently fluctuated as his wedding approached.

"There are still 50 days left, and you're already like this? What are you going to do later?"

I raised the corner of my mouth watching Erich. So that's why he suddenly wanted to meet at the domain—he wanted to vent.

Fortunately, Erich and Zenobia's wedding was scheduled for mid-January. Considering it would be Zenobia's first and last wedding as Countess Horpelt, the venue was decided to be Horpelt County.

Thanks to this, Erich's eyes grew more turbulent as time passed. Once the wedding date, venue, scale, and guest list were all finalized, his feelings were bound to be different from when he was vaguely thinking, "I'm getting married."

"How did you endure this six times, brother?"

I closed my mouth at Erich's words.

Is this bastard trying to take a shot at me? No, attacking me now about the number of my weddings is meaningless, isn't it? For a family man who's already completed all his weddings and has children, having many marriages is actually praiseworthy.

"...I lived like a married couple even before the wedding. I was nervous, but not enough to be this anxious."

After briefly looking into Erich's eyes, I answered casually.

Seeing his still-trembling pupils, it seemed he had no intention of mocking me. His mind was just so overwhelmed that he was saying whatever came to mind.

"Aren't you practically married too? I heard the three of you live in the same mansion."

I patted Erich's continuously vibrating shoulder.

Just as I had been in a common-law relationship before my wedding, Erich was living in a similar arrangement with his fiancées. They were cohabiting in the Kracius family mansion in the Capital—if that's not a common-law marriage, what is?

"Even so, it's my first wedding. How can you be so calm? You must have been nervous for your first one too."

At those words, I briefly recalled my memories.

My first wedding. The ceremony with Mar at the cathedral...

"I was quite distracted when a blessing suddenly descended upon us."
"Ah."

Erich nodded in understanding at my nonchalant answer.

The nervousness of my first wedding? Unfortunately, I don't remember such a thing. It's been almost three years, but also, during the wedding, Enen's blessing descended upon us, causing a commotion with a cardinal's visit, beatification of the couple, and even a reservation for posthumous canonization. It was too eventful to remember what emotions I felt during the wedding.

Of course, I still remember feeling happy, but that's probably not the answer Erich wants.

"Just take it easy. What's the point of being nervous alone? Are you going to start acting now?"

In the end, I ended up hitting him with blunt facts rather than gentle comfort.

I didn't want to be like this, but I really had nothing else to say. There's no way to help someone who's nervous. It's not like I can take his place at the wedding.

"Our youngest is cheering for you too. You need to show her how cool you are, big brother."
"Uung?"

Of course, ending the conversation like this would be unfair to Erich. I lifted Teresa, who was in my arms chewing on my clothes.

"Teresa, let's tell your second brother to cheer up~"
"Chee-up~"

At my request, Teresa flapped her arms and cheered for Erich.


Honestly, Teresa probably wasn't really cheering to encourage him. She was just repeating what I said.

Still, it's enough that the word "cheer up" came out successfully. There's nothing better than encouragement from an adorable youngest sibling.

"Even if I mess up the wedding, Teresa won't remember it anyway."
'This bastard.'

Despite his little sister's encouragement, this ungrateful second brother remained indifferent.

No wonder Teresa wakes up even from sleep just hearing your voice. You should humbly accept when you face Teresa's adolescent rebellion.

"Bro-ther."
"Hm?"

While I was imagining Teresa grabbing Erich by the collar and shaking him, Teresa tugged firmly at my sleeve and pointed at Erich with her other hand.

"You want to go to your second brother?"
"Uung."

I carefully set Teresa down on the floor as she nodded.

Teresa can now walk on her own, but she's been incredibly active since the days when she couldn't move her body. It's not the first time she's fallen after trying to run without controlling her impulses.

But if I keep holding her, she gets angry about not being put down. So when Teresa wants it, I have to set her down while anxiously watching to make sure she doesn't fall.

"Bwother-"

Whether she knew I was watching with anxious eyes or not, Teresa toddled over to Erich after touching the floor.

"Stupid."

Then she smacked Erich's shin.

"Kheup."

I hurriedly suppressed the laughter that was about to burst out.

This was unexpected. Who would have imagined that a sister more than twenty years younger would scold Erich?

Moreover, the word "stupid" came out with quite clear pronunciation. As if it were Teresa's genuine thought all along.

'Was she already in her rebellious phase?'

I had thought that someday Erich would face Teresa's adolescence. Perhaps Teresa's rebellious phase had already arrived.

And it was exclusively for Erich.

"Stupid..."

Erich's face went blank at being scolded by his much younger sister.

I'm satisfied that his intense nervousness seems to have been covered by an even stronger shock. Indeed, only family can comfort family.

***

I returned to the Capital only after finishing dinner.

Actually, I wanted to be alone in my room from the moment Teresa called Erich stupid, but since I was already at the domain, I had to have a meal with the family. There aren't many opportunities to meet my parents who stay at the domain otherwise.

So I returned to the mansion, clutching my aching heart, and

- It's been a while, Brother.

A message arrived from Tanian.

It was an unexpected contact, but I didn't think much of it. Since leaving the Empire for a pilgrimage to holy sites in other countries, Tanian had been contacting me about once a month without any particular reason.

It seemed he was reaching out to me whenever he got bored while traveling around the continent. As the next Saint, he probably wouldn't get tired of the pilgrimage, but anyone would be exhausted after wandering the continent for almost a year.


"It's only been a month, hardly 'a while.'"
- In that month, who knows what a person might experience? I'm relieved to see you've been well.
"Have you been well?"
- I'm always doing well thanks to the Lord's protection.

I nodded silently as Tanian let out a small laugh.

Indeed. Few people in this continent are as safe and well-off as Tanian. He's called the Son of Enen and receives treatment comparable to the Pope at Dawn Order parishes spread throughout the continent. It would be stranger if such a person experienced discomfort.

More precisely, even if he were uncomfortable, he couldn't show it. If Tanian so much as cleared his throat, the local parish would be in an uproar.

"You said you were in the Kingdom of Bazen a month ago, right?"

I opened my mouth casually while watching Tanian laugh.

When I contacted Tanian a month ago, he said he was in the Kingdom of Bazen. Bazen is a country located at the eastern edge of the continent, north of the Yuven United Kingdom.

By now, he would likely have finished his pilgrimage in Bazen and entered Yuven. Since the Yuven United Kingdom was the last country on his pilgrimage schedule, his return to the Papal States wasn't far off.

- Yes. A few days ago, I finished my pilgrimage in Bazen and entered the Yuven United Kingdom. It was nice to see Brother Laterre after so long.

Tanian answered with a smile still on his face.

I'm a bit envious. Thanks to traveling around the continent, he's seen me, Ainter, Lyutis, and now Laterre. He's met all our Academy friends by himself.

- He hasn't changed much, but his chess skills have improved remarkably in the meantime. It seems he's been spending each day with revenge against Brother Lyutis in mind.
"Even so, he'll never get to face him again."
- In his heart, he's already played thousands of matches.

I couldn't help but laugh at those pitiful words.

No matter how many days or years Laterre practices, he'll never get his revenge match, and even if he did get the chance, there's no guarantee he'd win. While Laterre improves, Lyutis won't be standing still.

- Though it might be embarrassing to say this is a substitute, I played chess against Brother Lyutis on his behalf while keeping in contact with him.
"...What?"
- When I showed the chessboard instead of my face through the communication orb, remote instructions worked reasonably well. Brother Laterre was pleased.

I remained silent, sensing that the word "pleased" probably contained quite a lot of events.

From the circumstances, it seems Tanian won by following Lyutis's instructions, but I wonder how Laterre felt losing not even in face-to-face chess but in remote chess. It's frightening to imagine.

- By the way, did you know?

Know what? That you delivered a confirmation kill to Laterre's pride?

I almost said that but managed to hold back. Tanian probably attempted the remote chess match with pure goodwill—

- Brother Laterre will be getting married soon as well.
"Huh?"

For a moment, I doubted my ears. Laterre is going to do what?

- Haha, you seem very surprised. I was a bit taken aback when I first heard it too.

Tanian laughed again at my reaction.

- But hearing happy news from a friend I haven't seen in a long time—what could be more joyful than that?

I felt like I was going to burst as Tanian nodded in satisfaction all by himself.

No, don't stop in the middle of speaking—finish what you were saying! Why did the marriage topic suddenly come up?

'What on earth happened after graduation?'

Lyutis was already causing a commotion during our Academy days and continued to do so after returning home, but why is Laterre...

"It's been almost two years since I graduated from the Imperial Academy and returned to the Yuven United Kingdom. During those two years, I've been living quietly, barely making my presence known.

The reason I studied abroad at the Empire rather than spending my school days in Yuven was for my brother's secure succession, wasn't it? During those three years at the Imperial Academy instead of my homeland, my position and presence became quite faint, but in exchange, I gained connections with the Imperial royal family, the prince of Armein, the next Holy One, and the continent's greatest swordsman.

I became a peculiar figure whose domestic connections were decimated but whose international connections were overwhelming. If someone like me showed active movements, I might appear to be a prince challenging the throne with foreign powers backing me.

That would be troublesome. If I received such gazes and suspicions, my three years at the Empire would turn to waste.

'Though they weren't meaningless years.'

I fiddled with the queen piece in my hand and slightly raised the corner of my mouth.

When I first decided to enroll, the Imperial Academy was like a place of exile where I confined myself. I had neither the will to achieve something at the Imperial Academy nor the ambition to show Yuven's dignity in the Empire.

But who would have known? That in the very year I decided to enroll, the Imperial prince, a foreign prince, and the next Holy One would all enroll together. That I would belong to the same club as those guys and spend three years as close friends.

'It was fun though.'

Honestly, they were such peculiar individuals that I wondered how such people could gather in one place, but at the same time, I was also one of 'those people.' It was enjoyable to gather with similar comrades.

Enough to consider the Imperial Academy not as a place of exile but as a social venue.

"Your Highness?"
"Ah, sorry. I was just thinking about something else."

I came to my senses at Rachel's voice from across the table, after continuously fiddling with the queen piece.

I made a mistake. How rude to think of other things during chess, which requires full concentration. This is no different from the rudeness of that vicious Lyutis.

"Are you alright? If you're still uncomfortable, we could rest today..."
"I'm fine. No need to worry."

I firmly shook my head and put down the queen piece in response to Rachel's words.

I appreciate her concern, but I'm really fine. It's true that the shock of being remotely defeated by Lyutis a few days ago was significant, but right now I'm just reminiscing about my academy days.

"I'm just excited to see a dear friend."
"Ah."

When I spoke honestly, Rachel seemed to understand and let out a small exclamation.

"I see. I too would feel emotional if I saw a friend I thought I'd never see again."

Then she moved her bishop and nodded.

Unlike me, Rachel entered the Imperial Academy a year later. Therefore, she spent her third year without me, and I heard she had a peaceful academy life without having to serve a prince up close.

A peaceful school life and genuine friendships. Having returned home after graduation, leaving those beautiful memories behind, Rachel should be able to fully understand my feelings.

"Since you studied abroad anyway, why not have chosen the path of an assistant teacher? I heard your friend took that path."
"How could I stay alone in the Empire when Your Highness returned to our homeland?"

Rachel answered as if it wasn't even worth considering when I casually brought it up.

I felt both grateful and sorry. Because of me, she spent her school days in the Empire rather than Yuven, and because of me, she chose to return home instead of staying with the friends she made in the Empire. My share in Rachel's life is too large.

"I should strive to ensure you don't regret that choice."

At those words, Rachel's gaze, which had been looking down at the chessboard, turned to me, and she smiled faintly.


"From the moment I became Your Highness's friend until now, I've never regretted it once."
"From now on, we'll be in a relationship other than friends, so that's why I say this."

Only then did Rachel's eyes widen—

"It seems Your Highness is trying to be romantic in your own way, but your voice is so cold that it's really..."

I couldn't help but chuckle at the natural criticism that came flying.

Although it was daring to contradict a royal's words, I wasn't displeased. Rather, thinking it was Rachel's own shy expression, I found it endearing.

Besides, neither I nor Rachel had imagined our relationship would develop like this. So I can fully understand her showing some resistance.

'Marriage, huh.'

This time, I grabbed a knight and stroked my chin.

Shortly after I graduated from the academy and returned home, when I turned twenty, the pressure from His Majesty the King intensified. The pressure that since I was already an adult and had graduated from the academy, shouldn't I find a partner?

His Majesty the King already felt regretful that I went to the Empire for my brother's succession. Having sacrificed as royalty, allowing me to find a good partner and create a harmonious family as a person—that must be His Majesty's goal and commitment.

It was a grateful consideration but also a burden. I particularly had no thoughts of marriage, and a prince's marriage inevitably attracts attention. I thought I would need to keep a low profile for at least a few years to completely escape the nobles' sight.

'I endured for a year like that.'

I still want to be alone. The fatigue from my time in the Empire hasn't fully dissipated. I don't want to meet anyone until I completely shed my Imperial life and get reacquainted with Yuven. Using all sorts of justifications, I delayed and delayed and delayed marriage.

Then Rachel returned. My childhood friend and playmate. Rachel, my only friend of the same nationality.

Rachel, from an ordinary family whom no one would be wary of even if she married a prince.

"Rachel."
"Your Highness. It's so delightful to see you again after a year—"
"How do you think of me?"
"Pardon?"

Looking back now, it was such a direct question that would make one bolt upright even while sleeping, but seeing Rachel return, I couldn't hold back that question.

No matter how I think about it, if I were to have a partner, it could only be Rachel. She's been with me since childhood, understands that I live as if dead for my brother's sake, and her family's influence isn't enough to threaten my brother's position as crown prince. It was truly like a heaven-sent condition.

Of course, I didn't choose Rachel solely based on conditions. If I were to strictly consider only conditions, there would be families that are safer, daughters who are more obedient.

"I think of you as my only companion. Even if I live for decades more, I cannot imagine moving forward with anyone but you."

Nevertheless, I chose Rachel. After pondering alone for a year, after imagining my future, I came to a conclusion.

Even if I were to live and die alone, I cannot imagine standing side by side with anyone other than Rachel. Although there was a time when I was captivated by Luise, except for that fleeting moment, Rachel has always been by my side.

"If you have similar thoughts, please spend your life with me."

With such conviction, I overcame my embarrassment and made my first and last confession to Rachel.

"Your Highness. I haven't even unpacked yet, did you freeze your heart while training your ice magic?"

Unfortunately, due to the hasty confession, a cold response came back, but the result was good anyway. Even His Majesty the King was pleased that I, who had endured for a year, found a partner on my own.

"It seems you are my Serra."
- "Then I might soon become Rachel Ostia."

Suddenly, I remembered a conversation I had with Rachel during my academy days, when we saw Erich paired with Serra and Count Horpelt.


Although I avoided romance for the stability of the royal family, I thought my perception and intelligence were decent. I wasn't incapable of romance; I just chose not to engage in it. At least within the Confectionery Club, I prided myself on being above average.

But Erich had found two partners. Seeing that, I felt self-deprecating, and Rachel comforted me, leading to a conversation that still makes me blush when I think about it.

"Rachel."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Indeed, you are my Serra."

At those words, Rachel also burst into a small laugh.

Fortunately, it seemed I wasn't the only one who remembered that conversation.

"Your Highness."
"Yes?"
"If I weren't dying as an Ostia, I would have lived as a Sorta my whole life."

This time, I burst into laughter.

She's saying that if she hadn't married me, she would have lived as a single person.

The Papal States' pilgrimage group is scheduled to visit sacred sites and churches located in the Yuven United Kingdom starting tomorrow.

This means that after today, I won't be able to meet Tanian until the pilgrimage group leaves the country. Perhaps that's why Tanian visited my room with wine.

"Is it okay for you to be away when you must be busy with pilgrimage preparations?"
"It's busy, so I should disappear. The preparations are not done by me but by others, and how burdensome would it be if I just sat there watching them?"

I nodded as it made sense.

It's a terrible thing to have the next Holy One watching them from the side or helping to move luggage. It's beneficial for both parties if he stays away.

"And it would be a shame not to share a drink when an old friend has good news."

Saying so, Tanian held the bottle and muttered a small prayer.

Is he blessing the wine?

'I'm drinking something too precious.'

I couldn't help but smile. Wine blessed by the next Holy One. Isn't that something even His Majesty the King wouldn't easily drink?

"Congratulations. With Brother Ainter and Brother Erich's weddings just around the corner, and now Brother Laterre planning to start a family, what joyous news this is."
"What about Lyutis?"
"There are signs, but... it seems it will take some time."

Satisfied with the answer, the corners of my mouth turned up. As expected of that guy.

'I won.'

A sense of victory surged from deep within my chest. Although I didn't intend to compete over marriage timing, I experienced human happiness before that guy.

No, perhaps this isn't a victory against Lyutis but against the entire club. Unlike Ainter and Erich, whose engagements were formed through political arrangements or the other party's confession—I found my partner with my own hands.

It wasn't due to pressure from His Majesty the King to decide on a fiancée, nor did Rachel confess first. It was achieved through my will and actions alone.

'Indeed, the intellect that changes the world belongs to the mage.'

Superior to those who wield swords and cause trouble.

Erich's value had surpassed that of a mere nobleman or proxy representative. Though unintentional, during his three years at the Academy, he had built connections that transcended national boundaries.

And those connections were still being maintained? This meant Erich was an incredible information broker operating on a continental scale.

"Laterre is also getting married soon, you know?"
"...What?"

Indeed, Erich casually revealed information that even the Imperial social circles and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs didn't know.

Laterre getting married? What was that about? Given that he said "soon," it meant the wedding would take place next year at the latest.

'So suddenly?'

I was perplexed. Laterre was one of only two princes of the Yuven United Kingdom. Though not the crown prince, he was by no means someone to be taken lightly.

Therefore, if Laterre was planning to marry, there should have been a grand selection of fiancées, lavish announcements, and preparations for a magnificent wedding ceremony. Yet neither the Empire nor other continental nations had detected any unusual developments from the Yuven United Kingdom.

That left three possibilities: either Erich was mistaken, Yuven was deliberately concealing it, or they simply planned to hold a small-scale wedding.

"I find it hard to believe myself, but I heard it from Tanian recently."

However, Erich's additional testimony eliminated the first possibility.

Regardless of Tanian's behavior at the Academy, there was no more reliable statement than that of the future Saint. Moreover, since the Papal States' pilgrimage group had also entered Yuven, they must have heard the marriage news directly from Laterre.

'So they're not deliberately concealing it.'

I soon erased the second possibility from my mind. If Laterre's wedding was being kept strictly confidential, even Tanian wouldn't know about it, and there would be no reason to maintain such secrecy in the first place. The cost of keeping it secret would probably exceed the wedding expenses.

This meant Laterre wanted a small-scale wedding...

"Who's the bride?"
"A noblewoman named Rachel, one year younger than Laterre. You've probably seen her at the Academy a few times too."
"Ah, Rachel."

With his mention of seeing her at the Academy, I could quickly recall who she was.

Rachel Sorta. A noblewoman from the Yuven United Kingdom and Laterre's childhood friend who was one year younger. She wasn't particularly outstanding in personal ability nor did her family hold exceptional prestige, but she was a loyal friend who had flown to a foreign country to support Laterre.

I see. So she's Laterre's marriage partner.

"It doesn't seem to be a political marriage."

Thanks to this information, I could immediately grasp the situation. If those two were getting married, it was more likely based on their own will rather than political calculation.

Of course, arranged marriages among nobles are sophisticated operations prepared from childhood. They place a boy and girl together, build intimacy over a long period, and naturally lead to a smooth marriage and family life. Laterre and Rachel might have been childhood friends created through such arrangements.

However, objectively speaking, the Sorta family wasn't prestigious enough for a political marriage with the royal family. They probably just spent time together, developed feelings, and those feelings led to marriage. That's why they were proceeding with the wedding suddenly and on a small scale.

"Well, I heard Laterre proposed first, so it's probably not political."

I nodded at Erich's words. Indeed, it wasn't a political marriage but a voluntary one.

"So that makes three people getting married next year?"

I couldn't help but smile. Those guys who had shown catastrophic social awareness during our Academy days were now all grooms-to-be.

Erich, on the other side of the communication crystal, was planning to marry twice next year—once in the first half and once in the second half. Ainter was also planning to marry sometime next year. Who would have thought Laterre would be added to this list?

"I know, right? I wonder if you've been suppressing everyone else's marriages all this time."
"What the hell?"

The curse slipped out before I could think. I couldn't tolerate such words coming from Erich of all people.

I admit I did suppress Ainter's wedding. In reality, Ainter and Shati's wedding had been somewhat adjusted to avoid overlapping with my wedding relay, and their wedding date could only be confirmed after mine was over.


But Erich was different. This bastard wouldn't have even gotten engaged, let alone married, if it weren't for me. No, he wouldn't have even had a proper romantic relationship. How much did I push Sera and Zenovia toward him for his love life?

"Without me, you would have married later than Teresa."
"No, even so, that's..."

Erich, who was about to object, quietly closed his mouth. It seemed the last bit of conscience remaining in his heart was working fiercely.

Yes, that's how a person should be. If things had gone slightly wrong, this real estate mogul with a marquisate in a foreign country might have remained single until his forties or fifties.

"Laterre is better than you, being royalty and all. He's getting married on his own without anyone's help."
"That's true..."

Seeing Erich nod with a somewhat deflated look made me feel at peace.

Establishing discipline and maintaining hierarchy with a younger brother is both a duty and destiny of an older brother—

"Though it's true that both your wives confessed to you first, so maybe royalty is indeed better than nobility."
"What."

An unexpected direct hit to the solar plexus left me breathless.

That's right. Come to think of it, I was also a case where the other party made the first move while I just stood still.

"......"
"......"

Fatal blows exchanged between us. Thanks to this, an awkward silence hung between Erich and me.

"Do you have anything in mind for a congratulatory gift?"
"How about fur? Northern fur is better quality than other furs."
"That's good. It would make a nice display piece too."

We naturally moved on to another topic as if nothing had happened.

Nothing happened between us. That's what we decided to think.

I immediately relayed the high-quality information Erich had brought to the Emperor.

Since Laterre had told Tanian about it, he probably didn't mind if rumors spread. Royalty isn't simple enough to not understand the impact of their words.

Sadly, in the '77 season, they were not just simple but catastrophically so, but now it's the '81 season, not '77. Four years is enough time for even an F-rank to become an A-rank.

"Marriage?"

At the news of a foreign prince's marriage, the Emperor's brow furrowed slightly.

The Yuven United Kingdom is not some minor peripheral nation. It's the continent's third strongest power after the Empire and Armein, and if it transformed from a united system to a unified one, it could rise even further. The Empire couldn't simply ignore such a joyous occasion for such a kingdom.

Moreover, this wasn't about a collateral royal or someone far removed from the line of succession, but the second prince. The Empire would need to send congratulations with sincerity to match the occasion.

"You've managed to come across such information."
"The future Saint happened to enter Yuven. My brother occasionally communicates with the future Saint, and the timing coincidentally matched."
"It seems your brother should be sent to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs rather than the parliament."

I couldn't help but nod at the Emperor's words.

Erich may not have diplomatic skills, but he has diplomatic connections that more than make up for it. Frankly speaking, if Erich just said to Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian, "One of our envoys will be coming, please take care of them," the Imperial diplomats' activities would become much smoother.

Thinking about it this way, he really is a specialized diplomatic talent. If I had just one more adult sibling, I would have placed Erich in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

"Hmm."

While I was feeling regretful about wasting Erich's talent, the Emperor stroked his chin as if contemplating something.

"Come to think of it, it's a shame to limit the representatives' abilities to just the parliament."
"Pardon?"


Then an ominous topic emerged.

"It would be good to give representatives not only the authority to check the executive branch but also the authority to cooperate on tasks or serve as advisors. The representatives' knowledge and experience could help the executive branch, and conversely, by directly observing the executive branch's field operations, they could bring flexibility to legislation. Don't you think?"
"Your Majesty, the Imperial Parliament has recently undergone drastic changes, and additional changes would bring great confusion. I understand your intentions, but I suggest postponing this for now..."
"You're right. The Minister's words are correct."

Fortunately, the Emperor's terrible ambition was stopped early.

Cooperation and advisory roles? The effort of establishing the Commoners' Chamber would have gone straight to the trash bin in an instant.

"Let's discuss the organization of committees later."

This madman. He's already named it?

'Committees...'

I couldn't help but imagine Erich becoming a member of the Diplomatic Committee and wailing in despair.

The image was so vivid that it seemed like an inevitable future I couldn't prevent.

"By the way, he's likely to get married sometime next year?"
"Ah, yes. I'm not sure about the exact season, but it's definitely next year."
"That's a pity. Baron Hardiner would be perfect for the congratulatory delegation, but he'll be on leave next year."

A chill ran down my spine at those words. If the timing had been slightly different, Erich would have had to travel all the way to Yuven on the opposite side of the continent.

This would have been a disaster of a different magnitude than when I was deployed to Leon during my leave. At least Leon shares a border with us, but to go from the Empire to Yuven, how many countries would one have to cross?

"Such a shame..."

I quietly lowered my eyes as the Emperor clicked his tongue softly.

I was afraid that if our eyes met, he might utter the absurd suggestion that I try to persuade Erich.

***

After moving the communication crystal from which the Minister's face had disappeared to the corner of the desk, I sighed softly and racked my brain.

'No matter how I think about it, there's no better candidate than Baron Hardiner.'

The younger brother of the Minister, an Imperial heavyweight. A member of the Kracius family that has served the Imperial family for 300 years. A proxy for the Noble Chamber. And a nobleman who formed friendships with foreign royalty and the future Saint at the Academy.

It's as if Enen and the Great God were demanding that Baron Hardiner be sent. How could one ignore such an obvious choice standing right before them?

But I couldn't force it. I already had a precedent of sending the Minister to Leon while he was enjoying his honeymoon, and if I sent his brother to Yuven, the Minister might flip out.

'Should I send Ainter?'

Eventually, the second candidate, Ainter, came to mind. Unlike Baron Hardiner who plans to marry right after the new year, Ainter won't have his wedding until summer. If Prince Laterre of the Yuven United Kingdom holds his wedding in the first half of the year, I could send Ainter as part of the congratulatory delegation.

However, Ainter is already busy traveling between the Capital and the North, so sending him to Yuven would be...

'It's complicated.'

It's truly a great card, a perfect personnel choice, but both options are sealed off. A truly regrettable situation.

'...I'll have to make a deal.'

If necessary, I'll propose a deal to Baron Hardiner.

I'll extend his honeymoon period and have the Imperial family fully cover his honeymoon expenses—how about setting Yuven as his honeymoon destination? How about going to Yuven in a personal capacity rather than as part of a delegation?

It doesn't seem likely to work, but I'll bring it up. If he refuses, I lose nothing; if he accepts, I gain.

It seems like next year will be filled with only good things.

Otherwise, there's no way I'd be facing such a disaster now, with the year coming to an end.

"Long live His Majesty the Emperor! A member of the Kracius Family, proxy member of the House of Nobles, Erich Kracius of Hardiner, presents himself before His Majesty the Emperor!"

I bowed deeply, almost prostrating myself on the floor while offering praise to the Emperor.

Honestly, my mind is still blank. While I was working as usual in the parliament, a sudden message arrived from the Ministry of the Imperial Household. And not from some ordinary official, but from the Imperial Household Department Head, practically the second-in-command of the ministry.

The notification stated that His Majesty was looking for me and I should enter the palace as quickly as possible. At first, it was such a shocking message that I thought it might be a tasteless joke. Or rather, I should say I was hoping it was a joke.

But unfortunately, it was real. His Majesty was looking for me, and as soon as I received the message, I rushed like a madman to the Sun Palace.

"Welcome, Baron Hardiner. I believe this is the first time we're seeing each other up close."

At last, I heard His Majesty's voice from above me.

Indeed, unless it was passing by from a distance, this is the first time I've seen His Majesty this close. Naturally, a one-on-one private audience is even more unprecedented.

"Please stand up. I know well that the members of parliament dedicate themselves to the Empire and the assembly, and it doesn't sit well with me to see a member prostrated like this."
"I-I am deeply honored, Your Majesty."

I hurriedly stood up at his gentle command.

"Heh."

Upon seeing my face, His Majesty let out a small laugh.

"Your Majesty...?"

I instinctively shrank back at that laugh.

I was already anxious enough about this unexpected summons, and now His Majesty laughed as soon as he saw me. I couldn't help but feel nervous, wondering if I had made some mistake.

"I was just thinking how brothers really are brothers. You certainly resemble the Minister quite a bit."

I inwardly sighed with relief. Thankfully, it was for a different reason, not because of a mistake.

"My brother and I seem to have inherited our father's features strongly."
"Hmm, now that you mention it, I can see a lot of the former Count Teilgleichen in you as well."

His Majesty nodded slightly, then sat down on the main seat and extended his hand, offering me a seat.

I sat down while trying to calm my wildly beating heart. As a proxy member of parliament and a titled noble, I've seen His Majesty's face several times. However, that was merely because His Majesty and I happened to be in the same place, not because His Majesty had business with me.

That's why my palms were getting damp with sweat. What could be the reason for this summons? What reason could there be for me to receive His Majesty's attention?

'Is it because of the domain near Leon?'

Eventually, I thought of the most plausible possibility.

The Melrsina Marquisate that my brother entrusted to me is a domain worthy of its title, boasting a considerable size, and is a strategic point located in the western part of the Leon Kingdom. It's an area that must be controlled to maintain influence over the Leon Kingdom and keep the border peaceful.

Is that why he's looking for me, as the Marquis of Melrsina? To give advice on how to govern the Melrsina Marquisate?

'Or is it because of Laterre?'

The next possibility was Laterre's marriage. Since I told my brother about Laterre's marriage, that news must have reached His Majesty's ears as well. He might be looking for me to hear a more detailed explanation.

After coming up with these reasons, I felt more at ease. There's a world of difference between having a conversation without knowing anything and having one with some knowledge.

"Baron."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I await your command."
"The Kracius Family has been a family of loyal servants dedicated to the Imperial Family and the Empire for 300 years. The Kracius were the sword and shield of the Livnoman, as well as their eyes and ears."
"I am truly honored by your words, Your Majesty."

As I bowed my head toward His Majesty again, something came to rest on my shoulder.


"There's no need for modesty. You, of course, as well as your father and the Minister, have dedicated yourselves to the Empire. No, you and the Minister are still in the midst of that dedication."

It was His Majesty's hand.

My body stiffened as a result. The Emperor, such a distant existence, patting the shoulder of a mere baron while praising him? It's an incredible event that no one could imagine.

"The world may only praise and focus on the Minister, but I believe that the Baron is also an excellent member of the Kracius family. Haven't you perfectly fulfilled your role as a member of parliament since graduating from the Academy?"
"Y-you flatter me. It was all thanks to the advice and guidance of senior members..."
"Being able to fully accept advice and guidance is also a skill."

I bowed my head even lower at those words.

Gradually, beyond honor, I began to feel an inexplicable fear. As a noble of the Empire, receiving praise from His Majesty should certainly be a joyous occasion, but why do I feel reluctant? Shouldn't this be considered a lifetime honor?

"Moreover, I heard that during your Academy days, you boasted excellent relationships with your peers. Even the Imperial Brother, Marquis Idrafen, considers you a good friend."

As compliment after compliment piled up, I found myself unconsciously rolling my eyes.

Even though I could only see the floor since I was bowing my head, I couldn't suppress this anxiety without frantically searching for something.

"Ah. And you were also acquainted with Prince Laterre of the Yuven United Kingdom?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. That is correct."
"Then you must also know about Prince Laterre's marriage. You must be even more pleased, as it's your friend's wedding."
'Ah.'

For a moment, it felt like my heart dropped.

So this, this was the purpose. This is why he called for me.

He didn't call me because of the Melrsina Marquisate, but because of Laterre's marriage. And it seems he's about to order something beyond just requesting a detailed explanation.

"Baron. I would like to make a proposal."

By now, my hands and feet had begun to tremble.

"Would you consider attending your friend's wedding to grace the occasion?"
"T-that is..."
"Of course, this is merely a proposal. The Yuven United Kingdom isn't even a neighboring country, but one on the opposite side of the continent. Even with the power of teleportation, it's not a country one can visit with a light heart."

At his voice, which seemed to understand everything, a small hope raised its head.

"So if the Baron accepts my proposal, the Imperial Family is willing to support your journey."

I bowed my head again.

A proposal... a proposal... Is this really a proposal? The Emperor personally said, "The Imperial Family will support you, would you like to go?" and I should refuse? Then wouldn't he follow up with, "Ah, a loyal servant who doesn't want to accept Imperial funds. Then you should go at your own expense"?

"Of course, it's fine if you refuse. By the time Prince Laterre gets married, the Baron will be enjoying his honeymoon. It's right for the newlyweds to decide their travel destination."

It was clearly a gentle consideration, but it didn't feel gentle at all.

It's difficult to coldly refuse when such a high-ranking person shows such consideration.

***

I gave a bitter smile as I watched Baron Hardiner retreat pitifully.

I made a mistake. I had simply proposed it as something he could accept if he wanted, or not if he didn't, but that was too naive a thought.

'I treated him like the Minister just because he's the Minister's brother.'

If it had been the Minister, he would have shaken his head as soon as he heard my proposal. Knowing that I was making a pure proposal, not an order, and knowing there would be no repercussions if he refused, he would have ignored it. The Minister has enough discernment and courage for that.

But Baron Hardiner is different. The Baron hasn't been working as an official since he was 17 like the Minister, nor has he experienced various ranks and incidents. Naturally, he has barely had any experience conversing with me.

Could such a baron have taken my proposal as a pure proposal? It's obvious he would have taken it as an order disguised as a proposal.

'I'm sorry about this.'


I never make such mistakes with other subjects.

But because the Baron is the Minister's blood relative, and because he has a strangely similar appearance to the Minister, I unconsciously treated him like the Minister. It's a disaster for which I have no excuse.

'Should I call him back now?'

I considered it briefly but shook my head and dismissed the thought.

I feel sorry for being harsh to a subject who should be enjoying his honeymoon, but honestly, if the Baron goes to Yuven, nothing could be more convenient. Although the process was strange, I did get the Baron's answer to go to Yuven.

If my conscience hurts just once, just once, I can be diplomatically comfortable. I can properly congratulate another country's royal family member on their wedding.

'I should provide generous support.'

Of course, since I've given an order disguised as a proposal to a subject who will be on his honeymoon, I should provide compensation that far exceeds that burden.

First, the travel expenses that the Imperial Family will support should be tens of times the original plan. The sweet time of a honeymoon cannot be bought with money, but there's no clearer compensation than money.

And Baron Hardiner is going to Yuven in his personal capacity. It's not a subject receiving an official duty and working for the friendship between the two countries, but an individual enjoying a trip and willingly sparing time for the friendship between the two countries.

Using that as justification, if I give him a small piece of Imperial direct territory—

'Would he like a domain?'

A question suddenly occurred to me. He would probably accept money without burden since more is better, but would he be reluctant about a domain because management is troublesome? The Minister had such a tendency?

...No. It's rude to compare him with the Minister. Didn't this disaster just happen because I treated the Baron like the Minister? Logically, a noble wouldn't refuse a domain. Just because the Minister is unusual doesn't mean his brother has to be unusual too.

Alright. I'll give him a domain the size of a barony. Additionally, I'll give him an honorary advisor position in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to increase his salary.

'That should save face reasonably well.'

Money and domain, honor and position. This might not be perfect, but it should be enough to appease the Baron.

***

Erich contacted me.

- I'm going to Yuven.
"...What?"
- I said I'm going to Yuven.

After saying that, Erich put a wine bottle to his mouth and drank roughly.

It was a scene where I should have scolded him for daring to drink while talking with his brother, but there was such deep sadness in Erich's expression and voice that I couldn't bring myself to speak.

"No, how did that happen?"

All I could do was ask for an explanation with pity.

- Well—

And as soon as I heard the explanation, my pity grew even more.

That bastard Emperor. It seems he made a proposal in a "let's see if I can poke at a persimmon I can't eat" manner, but unfortunately, the persimmon he poked was the rookie Erich, who was terrified and panicked.

'How could he treat Erich like me.'

I couldn't help but hold my forehead.

Even for me, refusing the Emperor's proposal is only possible when backed by justification and circumstances. Because the Emperor has a history of selling me out to Leon, I have the legal right to curse him out and stand firm if he tells me to cut open my stomach.

But to expect such a high-level act from Erich? Is he ignoring the experience I've built up by giving up on attending the Academy?

'You should compare what's comparable.'

I can only feel sorry for Erich, who was overestimated because of the crime of being my brother.

The end of the year passed quietly.

Of course, from a certain baron's perspective, it must have been a sorrowful year-end that felt like taking a direct hit from a nuclear bomb, but honestly speaking, it's not something I need to worry about. While I feel sorry for my brother's suffering, it's not my fault. If he wants to complain, he should take it up with the Emperor.

Besides, there's not enough justification to stop Erich's dispatch to Yuven—or rather, his nominal "trip" to Yuven. On the surface, it's not the Emperor's order but Erich's "voluntary" honeymoon, and there's no better picture than Erich attending Laterre's wedding as his Academy friend.

Moreover, while the Emperor may lack conscience, he still possesses a minimum level of humanity. He'll recognize that he's done something terrible to a subordinate who's about to enter married life, so he'll provide compensation accordingly.

'Not accepting and not going would be best.'

Yes, in truth, not accepting and not going would be ideal. Compensation or whatever—who wants to work during their honeymoon? Only someone who works and then gets married would want that.

But as we go through life, sometimes we get crushed under unreasonable power. Erich just experienced it a bit early, at a rather unfortunate timing. I believe that overcoming this pain will help Erich evolve into a stronger member of society.

Come to think of it, the first unreasonable power I encountered was the previous head of the Audit Department. I still grind my teeth thinking about how that bastard screwed me over.

'It would be better to suffer under the Emperor.'

I silently offered Erich some small encouragement and comfort. No matter how difficult and miserable it gets, dealing with the Emperor would be better.

I never thought I'd end up defending the Emperor, but compared to the Second Prince or the previous Audit Department head, the Emperor is an angel. A genuine angel who descended from heaven dancing.

'...It's not like he's leaving right away anyway.'

Eventually, I recalled the dates of Erich's wedding and Laterre's estimated wedding date.

Erich will marry Zenobia in January and immediately begin his honeymoon. Meanwhile, Laterre's wedding hasn't been officially announced yet, so it probably won't happen until the second quarter at the earliest. That means Erich can rest comfortably in the Empire for at least three months.

What's this? I sympathized for nothing.

"Titi."
- Woof?
"Let's go for a walk."
- Woof woof!

Thanks to this, I adjusted my mental priorities. I lowered my worry and sympathy for Erich and raised my walk with Titi above it.

Our brave Titi who works hard playing with our children. Nothing is more important than Titi's happy walk. When Titi is healthy and strong, my burden is lighter too.

And shortly after starting our walk, as if by some joke, record-breaking snowfall began.

"Titi... can't we just go back?"

Snow accumulated so quickly that taking even one step was difficult. Snow that didn't melt when it touched my head and shoulders but instead piled up in towers.

It was an incredible amount of snowfall. With my level of cultivation, I wasn't cold enough to shiver, but the physically accumulating snow made movement itself uncomfortable.

- Woof! Woof woof!

However, Titi, who had come out for a walk with his master, seemed to view this snow as just another toy, proudly pushing through it and demanding we continue our walk.

"Alright. Let's go all the way."

In the end, unable to break Titi's stubbornness, I trudged around the Capital.

If Titi wants it, I have to oblige. After all, Titi's share in our family is substantial.

"Sir, the Minister is here!"
"Thank you for your hard work in this terrible weather. Thanks to you, the citizens of the Capital can move around comfortably."
"Not at all! We should have cleared the snow faster before Your Excellency arrived! I apologize for the delay!"

As we awkwardly trudged forward, we encountered soldiers from the Capital Guard who were performing snow removal operations to secure the passage.

Fortunately, since we came from opposite directions, the path ahead would be easier to navigate.

- Woof woof!
"This fellow is thanking you too."
"Y-yes, it's an honor..."


Titi also barked gratefully toward the man who appeared to be the squad leader of the guards.

What a well-mannered dog, whoever's it might be.

The heavy snowfall continued until the New Year's greeting ceremony.

Still, thanks to the Capital Guard, the 1st Imperial Guard Corps, and the Magic Tower shedding tears while removing snow, the nobles' passage wasn't blocked. After all, it would be disastrous if the New Year's greeting ceremony was disrupted because of mere snow.

Of course, no matter how much snow they cleared, they couldn't control the snow falling from the sky. Weather manipulation magic can only be used by extremely few magicians, and only in dire emergencies, so nobles who walked from their carriages to the banquet hall had to enter looking like snowmen.

"It's coming down incredibly hard. I can't remember the last time it snowed like this."

I chuckled as the Minister approached, roughly shaking off snow. With his large build, I thought a yeti was walking toward me.

"Perhaps the heavens are celebrating the Imperial Family's joyous occasions. Recently, a prince was born, and in a few months, Marquis Idrafen will hold his wedding."
"Isn't this kind of celebration a bit excessive?"
"That's true."

I nodded since he wasn't wrong. Dumping massive amounts of white garbage is too harsh to be called a celebration.

Of course, the soldiers must be suffering more than we are.

"Hmm."
"What is it, sir?"

After shaking off the last of the snow, the Minister suddenly stroked his chin and stared at my face.

"Something feels strange. For the past three years, whenever the new year came, your wedding followed, but that won't happen anymore."

I remained silent for a moment. I couldn't tell if it was genuine amazement or if he was teasing me.

"Though you'll still have your pocket emptied for your brother's wedding gift."

Thanks to that comment, I was certain. He wasn't amazed—he was teasing me.

"How could a few coins of wedding money matter when your son-like subordinate's brother is getting married?"
"If I had a son like you, I would have removed him from the family registry long ago."

His unhesitating, resolute voice made me momentarily upset.

If I had a biological father like the Minister, I would have run away from home long ago, but hearing him talk about disowning me made me feel like I'd lost. While I might commit filial impiety first, being abused is unacceptable.

"Ah."

While I was feeling defeated alone, the Minister, looking toward the entrance, let out a small exclamation.

"The Golden Duke has arrived."
"Already?"

At the Minister's words, I turned my head to see the Golden Duke entering with his faction members.

Even the Duke couldn't defeat the forces of nature, as he looked like a snowman, but his expression was nothing short of warm and gentle.

"...Has something happened recently? I've seen His Grace smile a few times, but this is the first time I've seen such a warm expression."

Having never seen this expression before, I couldn't help but wonder.

The Golden Duke is human with emotions, so smiling is natural. But due to his title as Duke and his capitalist personality, his smile often feels like that of a villain. Combined with his cigar, he could easily be mistaken for a mafia godfather.

Yet this Golden Duke entered with a face full of benevolence. Perhaps he discovered a mithril mine while digging?

"Well, thanks to that whale called Leviathan, Voyaare merchant ships have been freely traversing Zereno lately. Since His Grace viewed Zereno as a thorn in his side, he can't help but be pleased."
"Ah."

I understood immediately. The Leviathan effect was still ongoing.

Indeed, it's too magnificent a being to last only a few months and then end. The military demonstration in another country's airspace was also an impressive performance.

"Speaking of which, aren't you raising a similar beast? Jiz, was it?"

"She's doing well in the North. She's quite free-spirited, so I just leave her be unless there's something necessary."
"I heard she was recently spotted near Leon."
"Well, isn't Leon an extension of Imperial territory? I told her to be careful not to cross the river, so it should be fine."

The Leon Kingdom is divided by a river flowing through the central region, with the Empire managing the south and Armein managing the north. If she's just wandering in the south, not the north, then it's no problem—

"I'm saying she crossed it."
"Ah."

I couldn't help but touch my forehead.

There was just one thing she shouldn't do, and she did exactly that.

'Could she have missed the river...?'

Since she flies at such high speeds, did she pass over the river without noticing it?

Please let that be the case. Nominally, I'm your master, so if you crossed the river without permission, I'll have to explain.

The New Year's greeting ceremony proceeded without incident.

The Emperor mentioned again the birth of the prince that had occurred at the end of last year and also offered well-wishes for the nobles' safety and well-being. The ceremony followed the ritual procedures exactly as expected.

In a way, these well-wishes could seem boring, but it's actually a welcome thing. It means the Empire is peaceful without any disturbances.

'He's popular.'

And after the Emperor finished his well-wishes and withdrew, the nobles' attention turned to certain aristocrats.

Erich, who would marry after me. Baron Hardiner, the proxy member of the House of Lords. And Marquis Melrsina, who holds a marquisate in the Leon Kingdom.

'Hang in there.'

I offered my condolences as I watched Erich being instantly swept away by the crowd.

Unfortunately, the nobles' interest is a natural phenomenon that even the Emperor cannot stop. If there's any fault, it lies with Erich for having so many titles that attract the nobles' attention.

I decided to temporarily forget that I gave him two of those three titles.

"Is it okay to leave him like that?"

As I was peacefully watching Erich's ordeal, I slightly turned my head at the voice from beside me.

I saw Margareta looking at Erich with a worried expression.

"I'm concerned that the young master might get tired from being hounded by the nobles."
"It's fine. If he's going to be bitten anyway, it's better to get it over with now. If he tries to avoid this place, they'll just come after him individually."
"That's true, but..."

Despite my words, Margareta continued to look at Erich with complicated eyes.

Margareta truly has an abundance of consideration for others. Even if such an inadequate fellow gets hounded for days, it wouldn't harm Margareta at all.

"Besides, Erich spent two years in the parliament. He might get tired, but he's not someone who can't handle it."

So I embraced Margareta's waist and kissed her forehead.

My wife, who cares for my inadequate brother as if he were her own. How grateful and happy this makes me.

"So don't worry too much. He can take care of himself."

At my assurance, Margareta finally nodded.

If I had known Erich would flee to my vicinity shortly after, I would never have made such an assurance.

'Useless guy...'

Still, I'll let it slide since there was even a marquis among the nobles surrounding him.

I immediately headed north to Jiz's nest as soon as the New Year's ceremony ended.

Fortunately, according to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Armein didn't make an issue of Jiz's border crossing, but these things tend to accumulate silently. If enough small incidents pile up, the newly friendly relations between our countries could easily sour again.

"Huh? River?"

Jiz, who had been napping beside the rising pillars of the temple, tilted her head at my words and continued with an indignant tone.

"I didn't cross that river! The Empire and the North are much larger anyway, so why would I bother sightseeing in a smaller country by crossing a river?"

Her genuinely innocent response caught me off guard.

Jiz's border crossing was a fact confirmed by two ministers. They wouldn't joke with me about something like this, so Jiz must have crossed the river.

But looking at her now, I almost wondered if both ministers had been mistaken. Her reaction seemed too genuine to be an act. Besides, the Jiz I know doesn't have the intelligence or awareness to deceive me.

"Could it be..."

Eventually, a suspicion formed, and I pulled out the map I had in my pocket.

"Where exactly did you go? Point to it precisely."

I spread the map before Jiz and pointed to Leon Kingdom's territory.

I had originally brought the map to clearly show her the river's location and prevent future incidents, but if my suspicion was correct, I'd need to use it differently.

"Here."
"Ah."

I couldn't help but sigh when I saw the area Jiz pointed to with her wing.

Indeed, Jiz hadn't crossed a river. She had flown north, coming dangerously close to the border, then sharply turned west and leisurely returned to the Empire.

"That's not the river I meant."
"Huh? It wasn't this one?"

The river Jiz hadn't crossed wasn't the one I was talking about, but a completely different one.

Not the Jibroya River that marks the boundary between the Empire and Armein, but another river much further north.

"What the..."

I couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity of the situation.

Still, I could understand. From the sky, one river probably looks much like another. Signs and markers are placed for humans traveling on land, not for those viewing from above.

Even migratory birds don't know which rivers or mountains they're crossing. If I think of Jiz as a migratory bird, it's not that strange.

The problem is that this particular "migratory bird" is the size of a battleship.

"...Did I make a big mistake?"

When I just laughed without saying anything, Jiz lowered her body and fidgeted nervously.

She did make a mistake, but it's not something worth scolding her harshly over. We can officially express regret to Armein and promise to prevent recurrence, and that should be enough to move past this.

"Let's study geography together for a while."
"Okay..."

Instead, I think I need to instill some basic geographical knowledge in Jiz's head.

Since she always returns to her nest even when flying far away, she shouldn't make mistakes if properly taught. At least, that's what I want to believe.

"But isn't it strange that a bird needs to be mindful of national borders while flying? Since I clearly belong to the Empire, I should be able to fly freely. You once said having a clear affiliation reduces problems when crossing borders."
"It's because of your clear affiliation that you weren't shot down and made it back. Do you want to fight with humans?"

Jiz's wings drooped at my firm response.

But I'm not wrong. The concept of airspace doesn't even exist on this continent yet. This is just a case of a bird raised by an Imperial noble playing in another kingdom's sky. Aside from the bird's enormous size, it's not a major issue.

"We should establish a treaty soon."


Territories and waters with owners can be traversed with permission from the respective countries. Then surely the ownerless sky should only require basic acknowledgment from the countries below.

Honestly, they couldn't do much even without our acknowledgment, but the Empire shouldn't cultivate an image of being an international bully. So we should at least pretend to be considerate.

And what better show of force than a bird that normally flies with permission suddenly appearing in another country's airspace without warning? Let's consider this laying groundwork for future impact.

"Good."

After Erich's wedding, I'll casually ask the Minister of Foreign Affairs to establish a treaty.

I'll offer to lend Jiz whenever the Foreign Ministry wants to intimidate a country. They'll gladly agree.

It's been a while since I attended a wedding as a guest rather than the main character. The last time was probably the Intelligence Deputy Director's wedding?

"This is my first time attending a family wedding."

And counting both my pre-possession life and post-possession life, this is my first time attending a family member's wedding. Perhaps that's why I feel a lump in my throat.

No, maybe I'm moved because it's specifically Erich's wedding. The fact that someone so hopelessly oblivious actually managed to get married is nothing short of miraculous. If my past self from a few years ago heard this, he would have wept with joy. All the struggles during our Academy days finally bore fruit.

"I never thought you'd be the first among our club members to get married."
"Why say that on such a happy day..."
"I'm saying it because it's a happy day. If the situation were frustrating, I'd skip the talking and go straight for your collar."

Erich gave an awkward smile at my half-joking, half-sincere encouragement.

But it really is surprising. I thought the first married club member would be royalty, directly hit by political marriage arrangements. Who would have guessed that Erich, a mere nobleman, would race straight to marriage?

Of course, having childhood friends like Zenobia and Sera gave him an advantage, but conversely, this crazy guy barely managed first place despite having such an advantageous position.

"Remarkable bastard."

Don't introduce yourself as Kracius anywhere—just say you're Baron Hardiner. You're the shame and weakest link of our Kracius family.

"Anyway, congratulations. Most guests will only see your back, so don't be nervous. Just listen for the applause and get through it."
"That's easier said than done."

I couldn't help but smile seeing Erich still stiff with tension.

It was three years ago, so I'm not entirely sure, but I must have been just as nervous before my wedding with Mar. Though thanks to Enen's blessing, all that nervousness went out the window.

"Should I give him a courage spell?"

What's done is done for me, but Erich is right before his wedding. It would be better to give him advice so he can enjoy a wedding filled with laughter rather than tension.

So after stroking my chin briefly, I leaned toward Erich's ear.

"Most of the guests are here to establish connections with you and me. They'd praise you even if you suddenly did a handstand, so don't worry about it."
"Ah."

Erich's expression changed to one of enlightenment at my whisper.

His tension visibly melted away as he realized they were guests of Baron Hardiner, not just Erich's guests. Seems he's truly become a nobleman after all.

***

Following my brother who arrived first at the wedding venue, various guests streamed in one after another.

People from other Imperial Count families, fellow Noble Council members, Commons Council members I occasionally see around the parliament building, administrative officials I rarely meet.

And nobles whose faces and names I can barely recall even with effort.

"Most of the guests are here to establish connections with you and me. They'd praise you even if you suddenly did a handstand, so don't worry about it."

My brother was right. Except for family members and close colleagues, most guests came to extend their social networks, not to celebrate the wedding. That's why they came all the way to the wedding venue despite our lukewarm relationship.

Thanks to that realization, I felt more at ease. Perhaps due to my two years as a council member, my heart isn't weak enough to get nervous over simple social activities.

"Son-in-law. I'm here."
"Ah, Father-in-law."


While exchanging greetings with guests with a calm mind and gentle expression, the man I used to call Uncle Georg but now must address as Father-in-law approached.

"Our son-in-law. You were already handsome, but all dressed up you look even better. This is exactly what someone taking our daughter should be like."

My father-in-law burst into hearty laughter and roughly slapped my back.

Honestly, it hurt. My father-in-law is an experienced warrior who has served in combat as an enemy. No matter how much I've been training, I can't remain unaffected by his attack.

"You don't know how long I've waited for this day. Our daughter showed interest in you, but both you and your brother-in-law were so indifferent. I felt like I was burning up inside every day."
"I'm... deeply sorry."
"No, no. Whatever the process, the result is good. Besides, your brother-in-law didn't intervene because he wanted you to realize your feelings on your own, which in retrospect was the right choice."

My father-in-law nodded with satisfaction and embraced me.

"It probably won't happen, but if anyone looks down on you for being a baron, let me know. I'll crush them before your brother gets involved."
"Ah, yes... thank you."

Then he left after giving me that spine-chilling encouragement.

I heard my brother was somewhat disliked by his first father-in-law, so I'm fortunate to have avoided that experience.

Whether it was because I had composed myself, or thanks to my father-in-law's colorful encouragement, I was able to maintain a smile throughout the wedding ceremony.

I could even see that my sister beside me was trembling more than I was. Did I focus too much on calming myself and neglect to comfort her?

"Sister."
"Oh, yes?"
"From now on, I'll call you Bia, so let me call you sister plenty right now."

As I took her hand, the slight trembling abruptly stopped.

Suppressing nervousness with another emotion—it seems to have worked successfully.

"Now we're becoming equal partners, not sister and brother. It seems a bit unfair if only you call me by my name."
"...You could have done that earlier too."

I smiled sheepishly at her playful complaint.

Actually, this isn't the first time I've called her Bia. I briefly called her that before, but the habit of calling her sister stuck until now.

But that would be problematic after marriage. It would feel like I'm drawing a line because she's older than me.

"I'll make up for lost time, so please bear with me."
"Alright. I'll specially trust you on this."

We both smiled at each other.

It wasn't an exceptionally memorable wedding, but it was warm and heartwarming.

—Or so I thought.

"What is that?"

Until a giant eagle appeared in the sky above the wedding venue, showering flower petals.

"Brother, you..."

I closed my eyes in resignation, knowing exactly who was responsible.

***

I felt delighted watching the shower of flower petals in the middle of winter.

Erich stared blankly at the sky before quietly closing his eyes. He must be moved by his brother's surprise.

"I should do this for Sera too."

I made a mental note while watching the continuous shower of petals. It wouldn't be right to provide a surprise for one but not the other. I must definitely deploy Jiz for Sera's wedding too.

A summer shower of flower petals would be quite beautiful as well.

Thanks to Jiz's outstanding performance, Erich and Zenobia's wedding became a ceremony that would remain in everyone's memories.

I've also had moments where I grabbed the back of my neck due to Enen's sudden intrusion, but in the end, what remains are memories, aren't they? Erich might resent my surprise now, but someday he'll appreciate his brother's thoughtfulness.

I also wanted to show a spectacular performance to the wedding guests. Even though nobles are social creatures and weddings are just extensions of social gatherings—it's still a bit uncomfortable to see people focusing too much on socializing at someone else's wedding. This is my brother's first marriage, after all.

'This way, they'll be talking about nothing but the wedding for a while.'

A wedding blessed by an eagle the size of a battleship soaring through the sky. It might be less impactful than a divine blessing, but it's certainly not an ordinary sight.

No, perhaps it's even more impressive than a glowing cross and divine blessing. If you search through continental history, you can find people who received divine blessings, but Erich must be the first to have his wedding celebrated by an eagle the size of a battleship. I'm certain of it.

"I never expected you to cause such a commotion at your brother's wedding."

However, unable to understand my profound intentions, the Minister beside me muttered in disbelief.

"A commotion? I gave him a celebration that not just anyone could provide."

I have nothing to be ashamed of. Right before the wedding, I told Erich, "The guests won't care what you do," to ease his tension, but as time passes, he might feel bitter about his wedding being used as a social venue. It's human nature for feelings to change once urgent matters are over.

That's why I deployed Jiz just before the wedding ended, at a timing when it wouldn't matter if Erich became nervous again. This way, in Erich's memory, today's wedding won't be remembered as a social gathering but as a ceremony enthusiastically celebrated by family.

It was truly a perfect plan. Where else could you find such a considerate brother like me?

"...Don't tell me you'll do this again next time?"
"They're both my sisters-in-law, so it would be impolite to discriminate. I'll do the same in summer."
"They might actually prefer the discrimination."

Ignoring the Minister's nonsensical remarks, I watched Erich and Zenobia as they walked amid the applause of the guests.

Erich, who had been dumbfounded until just a moment ago, was now wearing a natural smile. I'm proud that he's grown into such an excellent nobleman.

'He seems to like it.'

Meanwhile, Zenobia, arm-in-arm with Erich, was catching flower petals with her hands, wearing a bright smile.

I'm glad that my sister-in-law seems pleased with my performance, unlike my brother who has lost his sense of appreciation.

'If it had been by the coast, I would have called all three.'

It's a bit regrettable. If the wedding had been held by the coast, I would have tripled the celebration with Leviathan in the sea, Behemoth on land, and Jiz in the sky. Sadly, I had no way to summon Leviathan, so I only called Jiz.

Of course, Leviathan does have flying abilities, but keeping a whale the size of an island hovering in the air throughout the wedding wouldn't be appropriate. If it blocked the sun in the middle of winter, the people would freeze to death.

"Kal."
"Ah, Mother."

As I alternated between watching the newly wedded couple and Jiz continuing to shower flower petals, Mother approached with Teresa in her arms.

"You prepared something incredible. You should have told me in advance."

Though her words could have sounded like scolding, Mother's face was full of smiles. It seems her joy at seeing her second son's wedding decorated so splendidly outweighed her surprise at the sudden appearance of a battleship-sized eagle.

"I'm sorry. But this wedding isn't just Erich's celebration—it's a joyous occasion for our family too, so I wanted to surprise both of you as well."
"Hoho, is that so? As expected, only the family head thinks about the family."
"Family head!"

Teresa also exclaimed energetically at Mother's words.

Come to think of it, it's surprising that the usually energetic Teresa is staying calmly in Mother's arms. Does Teresa also understand that her brother's wedding is an important event?

"Minister, thank you for gracing us with your presence. I know the Imperial Ministry of Finance must be incredibly busy, so as the mother of Kal and Erich, I cannot thank you enough for attending every time."

Mother then turned to the Minister, bowing her head respectfully in gratitude.

The Minister has been a regular attendee from my wedding with Mar until now. If weddings had loyalty cards, he would have earned enough points to be excused from giving a wedding gift at least once. Mother must be very grateful to him for that.

"Not at all, Madam. I am Fedi's godfather, after all. Since I have ties to the Kracius family, it's only natural for me to attend family celebrations."

The Minister hastily waved his hands and shook his head at Mother's greeting.

It's a normal response, but it feels unfamiliar. If only he would show me even a tenth of the courtesy he shows our mother.

"By the way, where is your husband? I greeted him before the wedding, but I'd like to see him again before I leave."

"Ah, Billy is..."

As I turned my head following Mother's gaze, I saw Father being cornered by the former Count Horpelt, gulping down wine.

They've been close friends since childhood. Now that they're not only friends but also in-laws, their closeness must be even greater. It seemed Father would be tormented by his in-law for several days.

"Oh, Walter! Come join us!"
"No, I should be going now—"
"Don't be like that!"

Even another friend, the former Count Bardon, was caught as he was passing by.

I have a feeling we'll soon see the three middle-aged men fishing together by the lake.

"Brother, brother."
"Hmm?"

While watching the predictable hot friendship of the three middle-aged men, Teresa in Mother's arms reached out toward me.

"That bird. Wanna ride."
'Oh no.'

I couldn't help but smile wryly at her clear and articulate request.

I was wondering why Teresa was being so well-behaved—she was so focused on Jiz that she forgot about running around.

"Want to ride with your brother later?"
"Yeah!"

When I held Teresa's hand and asked, she nodded brightly.

Thanks to Jiz's presence, my younger brother had a wedding that would go down in history, and my little sister was about to fly through the sky.

Erich and Zenobia had been in honeymoon mode since the day before the wedding.

I understand. Since it's uncertain when Laterre will get married, they probably want to spend as much time as possible on vacation within the Empire. They likely followed their intricately planned schedule as soon as the wedding ended.

Moreover, if by some extremely low probability, Lyutis also gets married this year or next? Based on the circumstances, Erich would likely be dispatched to Armein during his honeymoon. If he's already been to Yuven, there's no reason he couldn't go to Armein. The Emperor would also be tempted by the Erich card right in front of him.

'Having many friends is problematic too.'

As someone who barely has any friends, it's a hardship I find difficult to understand.

"I'll make sure to deliver it quickly to the Minister. It's a treaty that's essential for the future, so the Minister will gladly accept it."
"Good. I'm counting on you."

And it's also difficult to understand as a voluntary slave who visits the administration even during his honeymoon.

It's a strange feeling. While my brother enjoys his honeymoon, his older brother visits the Special Affairs Ministry. They say there's no brother like an older brother, but I never expected to prove it this way.

'Just dropped it off and finished.'

Still, since my business concluded faster than expected, I left the Special Affairs Ministry building with a light step.

According to my original plan, I intended to ask the Minister directly, but apparently, he's busy dealing with delegations from various countries coming to celebrate the new year. It would be unconscionable to pester such a busy person about signing a treaty for Jiz.

'Fortunately, there was someone available.'

I let out a small sigh, thinking of the department head who accepted my treaty proposal.

If even that department head hadn't been there, it would have been a wasted trip. From now on, I should at least call ahead before visiting other government buildings.

'...Should I stop by and say hello on my way back?'

As I was returning to the mansion, a different thought suddenly occurred to me.

I have plenty of time left, and it's the new year, plus there was the big event of my brother's wedding... maybe I should drop by and at least greet those guys.

'Alright.'

After a moment's consideration, I changed direction. It's not like I'm going there to whine; I'm going to share good news. My brother is also their brother from their perspective, so they should be happy to hear about a family member's wedding.

Of course, I should bring some wine too, since some of them might tell me to get lost if I show up empty-handed.


My cheek feels itchy.

"Kal."

I felt the sensation of someone firmly pressing their finger against my cheek, and the gentle touch of someone stroking my hair.

"Kaaaaal?"

I also felt the pleasantly warm sunlight. It's a warmth that's hard to feel in winter, and I wanted to sleep more like this—

"What's this? Are you ignoring your senior now that you're her boss?"

My eyes instinctively opened at the sudden pain I felt on my back.

"Ah, he's awake."

Then the woman who seemed to have struck my back giggled and kissed my forehead.

"Did you sleep well, my department head? I understand you're tired, but isn't it too much service for your wife to wake you up even at work?"

Unlike the woman's relaxed, peaceful, soft, and humorous voice, I remained silent.

No, it would be more accurate to say that I had much to say but couldn't open my mouth.

'What is this...'

The woman before my eyes, the woman who casually kissed the forehead of a married man like me, the woman who claimed to be my wife.

A woman with flowing black hair reaching down to her waist, with ruby-like sparkling eyes that were captivating.

"...Hecate?"

I finally managed to open my mouth and speak the woman's name.

The person I first loved, and who first loved me.

Someone I loved more than anyone, but whom I could no longer see, let alone hear her voice.

"Yes, yes. It's your Hecate."

At my words, Hecate smiled brightly and gently pinched my nose.

"Since I woke you up personally, go wash your face. The others will be here soon."

...

'It's a dream.'

I quickly concluded in this incomprehensible situation.

After making an impromptu visit, I returned to the mansion, played with the children as usual, and went to sleep. I clearly remember up to that point. I'm definitely asleep.

'And now of all times...'

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. When I desperately wanted to see her, when I wished she would appear even in my dreams, she never did, but now suddenly...

I began fidgeting with my fingers. In the North, there was a shaman who played tricks on Imperial soldiers when they fainted or fell asleep. Thanks to that, I know how to escape from situations like this.

First, recognize that it's a dream, and then perform an action that would cause extreme pain in normal circumstances to escape from the dream. For example, breaking a finger.

Yes, that's why I was fidgeting with my fingers. Just a small movement here and I could escape from this dream.

I could escape... but...

"Kal?"

Seeing Hecate tilting her head in confusion, I quietly put my hand down.

"It's nothing."

And I smiled.

If it's a dream like this, wouldn't it be okay to dream it just a little longer, just for a moment...?

I stared blankly at the mirror.

The sensation of touching Hecate and washing my face with cold water still felt vivid.

Because of this, even though I knew this was all a dream, I briefly wondered if it might actually be reality.

"You look young."

But as soon as I looked in the mirror, the pointless delusions that had been stirring were instantly suppressed.

The reflection in the mirror showed a somewhat youthful appearance. Unlike my legitimate mid-twenties age of 26, the face reflected in the mirror looked several years younger.

Just like when I had first become the head of the Audit Department.

"Sleep well, our department head? I understand you're tired, but isn't it too much service for your wife to wake you up at work?"
"Since your sister personally woke you up, at least wash your face and come back. The others will be arriving soon."

Eventually, I recalled what Hecate had said.

It seems this dream is another future I had dreamed of. A world where Hecate and those guys didn't die and continued on. A future where those guys and I became executives of the Audit Department and lived side by side.

It was truly a future I could only dream of, which made me chuckle. I've been living alone for 7 years, and it's been 3 years since I officially became a married man, so why am I having this dream only now? No matter how much I think about it, I can't understand.

'Did I receive a blessing for taking care of my brother?'

I let out a wry smile at this possibility that seemed absurd even to me.

Because I helped make Erich's wedding grand by even deploying Jiz, because an older brother took care of his younger brother with good intentions—a blessing bestowed by Enen. This is a delusion and nonsense that anyone would dismiss as bullshit. If they were going to bestow blessings for something like that, they would have done so long ago.

"...Just a little, I'll go in just a little while."

Eventually, I muttered quietly while looking at myself reflected in the mirror.

I don't know who I'm speaking to. Whether I'm talking to myself sleeping in reality, to my family waiting for me in reality, to the dream version of myself whose body I've taken over, or to Hecate and the guys waiting for me.

I really don't know. No, honestly, I don't want to know either. If I think about it too much, I feel like I'll be chased out of this dream-like dream.

"I'll stay... just for a little while."

After hearing their voices for the first time in 7 years, after exchanging greetings for the first time in 7 years, I'll return on my own.

I hope this capricious blessing will accept me until then.

When I opened the door to the department head's office that I could no longer see in reality, Hecate welcomed me as she set a teacup on the desk.

"You're here? Would you like coffee or tea?"

Then she smiled brightly and lifted the teapot.

I almost cried. It was an ordinary conversation with nothing special about it, but how I had longed for this ordinariness. How much had I wandered after losing this ordinariness?

But I couldn't cry. If I showed tears in this blessing, the dream Hecate would be sad.

"Coffee."
"Wrong, the correct answer is tea!"

With those words, the tears that were about to well up disappeared. So she wasn't asking which one I wanted to drink, but testing me with a quiz about my identity?

"When you're dressed all in black, at least have something bright red to drink. Why does such a young person have such poor aesthetic sense?"
"I wear black because I'm in the Audit Department."

I made a small protest toward Hecate, who was shaking her head as if disappointed.

The Audit Department's uniform is black from the start, so unless you retire or transfer, you can't escape this world of black. Moreover, my black hair and black eyes are genes inherited from my father. It's too harsh to blame this on my aesthetic sense.

"That's why you should put more effort into the colors you can choose, don't you think?"

After saying that, Hecate put the teapot down on the desk and puffed out her chest proudly.

"Look at your sister. The bright red stands out even more against the black, making me more noticeable."
"Your eyes have been red since birth, so what effort..."
"Wrong again."

Hecate wiggled her index finger from side to side, then tapped her lips, and then smiled broadly.

"My lips are the red color that our brother reeeally loves."

"What are you—"

I felt my breath catch at this unexpected attack.

Lips that I love? Saying it like that makes me feel like some notorious pervert.

"Aren't you going to smile?"

But under her subtle pressure, I instinctively smiled.

The truth is, I am a pervert. I was a pervert even before the possession.

"Hey."

While I was surprised at my own instincts that hadn't changed in 7 years, a familiar voice came from the window.

"Did I come too early? Should I come back later?"

A young man with purple hair long enough to touch his shoulders and a somewhat dazed impression.

An eccentric who climbs up walls and opens windows instead of using the perfectly good door.

'Valter.'

I couldn't help but smile. You're a strange one in both reality and dreams.

"Valter! I told you to use the door when coming to the department head's office! What if the department head and deputy head were having an important conversation!"
"They seem more likely to be doing important actions rather than having conversations... Anyway, I got it."

At Hecate's words, Valter jumped back down to the ground.

He already climbed all the way to the window, so why not just come in? He's a guy who makes me wonder whether he's actually obedient or not.

"Sigh..."

Watching that scene, Hecate put her hand to her forehead and let out a small sigh.

It was a more intense reaction than I expected. Valter has done eccentric things more than once or twice, so is there really a need to sigh like that? Shouldn't Hecate have gotten used to it during the 2 years she spent in the North?

"I wonder when that kid will ever grow up."
"That's Valter's charm. He plays in unusual ways, but he's never gotten hurt."
"I'm worried he's going to get hurt soon."

Hecate gently furrowed her brow, closed the window that Valter had opened, and sighed again.

"He's been going crazy lately saying he's going to walk in the sky."
"Huh?"
"Why are you pretending not to know? Wasn't it Kal who encouraged him, saying walking in the air is better than walking on water?"

At those words, I quickly searched through my memories.

'...It's true.'

And not long after, I was able to pull out the memory stored in a corner of my mind.

Hecate is right. When Valter was practicing walking on water in the North, I did tease him that it would be better to walk in the air instead. The problem was that he took it seriously.

Of course, the Valter I knew eventually left this world without being able to walk in the air—

"If he hadn't made any progress, he would have given up, but unfortunately he can float for about two steps..."
'Wow.'

The dream Valter was finally walking the path of the Wright brothers.

Amazing, Valter. You're probably the first Imperial citizen to challenge the sky as a swordsman, not even a magician.

Starting with Valter who had gone down to the ground and come back up, familiar faces gathered in the department head's office one after another.

"Only three of you have gathered so far? Everyone's gotten lazy since the war ended."

Idrid with his distinctive brown hair that was roughly grown and roughly cut.

One of only two ranged dealers among us, and a prophet who had gritted his teeth saying he would escape from the Audit Department when the war ended.

'It's a shame it was a dream that couldn't be fulfilled.'


It's amusing that neither Idrid himself nor I, who inherited his will, have left the Audit Department yet.

"As long as we arrive at the appointed time, it's fine. Don't worry too much since we're not late."

And following behind Idrid came Oliver, a large man with gray hair.

Though clearly a priest, he had more experience punching opponents than most—a twisted priest. A miraculous priest who neutralizes the enemy's power before healing allies.

Additionally, as the oldest among us, he has a loving personality that embraces his younger siblings as the eldest brother, but...

"The ones who haven't come are Gerard and Drake. They'll definitely be late."
"Hmmmm..."

Even Oliver seems unable to show unconditional love to the hopeless duo who haven't arrived yet.

'Gerard and Drake.'

I couldn't help but laugh.

Gerard the heavy drinker and Drake who loved alcohol were a duo that often stuck together even in the North. Gerard in particular once tried to dilute and drink disinfectant alcohol, claiming alcohol is alcohol, and as a result, he was temporarily blinded. There's no one crazier than that madman.

That's not to say Drake was normal. He just caused fewer accidents because despite loving alcohol, he had a low tolerance, but he was just as prone to eccentric behavior.

What was it he said? That if he held a sword in each hand, he could cut enemies twice as much, so it would be beneficial? It was an insane idea, but what's more surprising is that he actually became a master of dual-wielding.

"See? Even the department head is laughing like he's lost his mind."
"I'm still sane."

I hurriedly composed my expression at Idrid's words.

Lost his mind? Who are you trying to turn into a patient in an instant?

"You should say 'department head sir,' not just 'department head.' Even among ourselves, we should maintain proper honorifics."

Meanwhile, Hecate pointed out to Idrid with a firm face.

"Department head sir is also laughing like he's lost his mind."
"Good."

And she nodded with satisfaction at Idrid's correction.

Wait, he just added "sir" to "department head." How is this a proper honorific?

"Anyway, those guys will probably show up drunk, so should we just proceed with the meeting without them?"
"If we do it without them... they'll be annoying later asking what we talked about."

In any case, Valter tilted his head and argued against Idrid's words, which assumed the two would definitely be late.

"Then the department head sir should explain it to them."
"This bastard?"

The words "let's dump the work on the department head" were so blatant that I cursed involuntarily.

It's sad that this guy is considered the most normal among us. A tyrannical guy who doesn't hesitate to sacrifice the minority for the comfort of the majority.

"The role of the department head sir is to embrace the lower executives—"
"We're here! We're not late yet, right?!"
"I thought if we fell asleep while drinking, we wouldn't be able to get up, so we just kept drinking until morning!"

Before Idrid could finish speaking, the department head's office door opened noisily, and in came the red-haired madman and the black-haired madman.

The smell of alcohol noticeable from afar, red faces, holding a bottle in one hand while having an arm around each other's shoulders in a classic troublemaker pose.

Perfect. Truly the picture-perfect image of drunks.

"Haha."

I laughed again at the sight.

Just, just automatically burst out laughing.

"You crazy bastards."

Some things never change, whether alive or dead.

I don't know how I ever hung out with guys like these in the North.

The rowdy duo's noisy entrance completed our gathering.

Based on where everyone sat, I could deduce their positions.

'I'm the department head.'

Whether in reality or dreams, I remained the department head. Even in this dream, the Minister and I had apparently ousted the former Audit Department Head, and the Minister had received a historic two-level promotion. Truly unfortunate.

'Hecate is the deputy head.'

Hecate, who had greeted me first, was the Audit Department Deputy Head.

A most appropriate appointment. Among these six, only Hecate could properly support me. If anyone else were deputy head, that would create its own problems.

'Drake is Section 1 Chief, Walter is Section 2 Chief.'

These appointments were somewhat unexpected. Sections 1 and 2 handle intelligence within the Audit Department, but Drake and Walter aren't exactly information-oriented personalities.

But none of us are particularly close to intelligence work. They probably just filled vacant positions, so I shouldn't worry too much.

'Oliver is Section 3 Chief.'

I almost laughed. Oliver, like the Section 3 Chief—now Enforcement Department Head—in my original world, is quite large. It's somewhat amusing to think he got Section 3 because of that similarity.

'Gerard is Section 4 Chief...'

This appointment, along with Hecate as deputy head, makes perfect sense.

Gerard possesses the second greatest combat ability after me, and like me, he can use Sky Slash. It's only natural that he leads Section 4, the most powerful division in the Audit Department.

'Idrid automatically becomes Section 5 Chief.'

Finally, Idrid, our ranged damage dealer with a bow, leads Section 5, which handles assassinations.

Another sensible appointment. Except for Drake and Walter, who got stuck with intelligence roles due to lack of alternatives, everyone seems perfectly placed.

'Not bad.'

No, beyond "not bad"—it's excellent.

The ideal I once dreamed of alone has been perfectly realized. Perhaps this is exactly how we would have looked if we'd succeeded seven years ago.

This must be because it's my dream. What I wanted has come true, if only in a dream.

"How much did you drink? I could get drunk just from the smell."

Meanwhile, Idrid, sitting close to Gerard, wrinkled her nose.

The smell of alcohol reaches even me from a distance, so it must be overwhelming for Idrid sitting right next to him. She's probably fighting the urge to throw Gerard out the window.

"Not that much. Three bottles between two people is moderate, isn't it?"
"That's all you drank?"
"Heh, actually, it was three bottles per hour."

Idrid exhaled roughly at those words.

These guys said they drank until morning because they were afraid they wouldn't wake up if they slept. That means they drank 1.5 bottles per hour from night until morning. An astonishingly high alcohol tolerance.

"This is exactly why I wanted to transfer elsewhere."

Her sincere lament made me chuckle.

I sympathize. The longer you stay in the Audit Department, the stronger your desire to escape elsewhere.

"Enough chatting, let's start the meeting. At this rate, we'll end up having lunch together."

Amid the conversation that showed no signs of ending, Hecate lightly tapped the desk.

When section chiefs cause trouble, controlling and coordinating them is the deputy head's role. In that sense, Hecate is an excellent deputy head.

"Department Head."
"Hmm."


As Hecate turned toward me, the others' gazes gradually followed.

...

"Why are we meeting again?"
"Puhah!"

Gerard burst into laughter at my awkward question.

Don't laugh, you bastard. I just entered this dream. How am I supposed to know why this meeting was called?

"The department is running smoothly indeed~"

However, I couldn't raise my head against Idrid's criticism rather than Gerard's.

I could ignore mockery from someone more messed up than me, but I couldn't dismiss criticism from a relatively normal person.

"Why are you being like that to our Department Head! He's not even twenty yet, he can make mistakes!"

What hurt even more was Hecate's passionate defense of me.

With words that were impossible to distinguish between defense and subtle mockery.

'...So why are we meeting?'

Just tell me that first. We need to finish the meeting before moving on to other matters.

The meeting topic was the purge of the remaining Second Prince faction.

It felt strange hearing about this work after so long. When I first became Audit Department Head, I spent my time beating down the Second Prince faction. Now I'm tasked with work that had only remained in my memories.

"We've dealt with all the Second Prince faction members within the Audit Department and the opposition who resented our becoming executives. Now that internal matters are settled, we should focus externally."

I nodded at Idrid's additional comment.

Internal cleaning was another task I had devoted myself to alongside purging the Second Prince faction. In this dream, the internal cleaning seems to have finished faster.

'Is it because there was no need to select executives?'

Unlike reality, in this dream, the Six Swords and I directly became Audit Department executives. There was no need to select individuals unconnected to the former Audit Department Head who would actively follow my orders.

Moreover, unlike the real executives who operated under my authority, the Six Swords are heroes who captured the Khagan and are war veterans. They could have acted proactively without my support. The internal cleaning must have been easier and more comfortable.

"Since the First Prince was named Crown Prince, the Second Prince faction has essentially collapsed. They supported that troublesome Second Prince only because they believed he would become the next Emperor. Who would support the Second Prince after he lost the succession competition?"

Idrid stood up slightly and handed me a document.

"But there are lunatics everywhere. Many deserve punishment for supporting the Second Prince faction even if they try to escape now, but those two are still crazy enough to sustain the Second Prince."

I quickly scanned the document.

'Of course.'

I immediately understood upon identifying the two men.

Marquis Galen Aesilon of Hauzentz, head of the Aesilon family, and Count Heinrich Jenner of Saien, the former Audit Department Head.

The twin pillars and prominent figures of the Second Prince faction. The strongest swords and limbs wielded by the Second Prince.

'These ones have no choice but to continue supporting the Second Prince.'

They've come too far to withdraw like other nobles. Their survival chances are better if they continue supporting the Second Prince and maintaining what little remains of his faction.

Of course, in reality, the Second Prince faction disappeared from the Empire without a trace. I dealt with the former Audit Department Head, Count Saien, right after the war, and eliminated Marquis Hauzentz, the Aesilon family head, after some time.

Wasn't there a saying that the sudden collapse of a marquis family would be problematic, even if they were traitors who gnawed at the Empire alongside the Second Prince? Thanks to that, the Aesilon Marquisate maintained its status for a year while other Second Prince faction members were being eliminated.

"How did our Aesilon, once the most prestigious in the Capital, end up like this!"

However, it was merely a deferment to determine the appropriate timing for punishment, not complete forgiveness. Wasn't the Aesilon Marquisate the main reason the Second Prince could act so outrageously?


The Aesilon family heir, drunk and forgetful, had uttered such nonsense. That the Aesilon Marquisate had once been the most prestigious in the Capital. That they, once the Capital's finest, now had to hide in a provincial marquisate.

A mere marquis family dared to claim they were the Capital's finest, knowing full well the Imperial Family resided there.

'Thanks to that, we could cleanly remove them.'

Even now, I'm grateful to that heir. Because of his words, we could link them to treason and send them away.

"Department Head?"
"Ah, I'm looking."

Lost in thought, I raised my head at Idrid's words.

"What do you want to do? Should we deal with the small fry first, or eliminate the big fish?"

As Idrid continued, the others silently looked at me. As if they would respect my judgment as department head.

It's not an easy question. If we target the big fish first, the small fry might scatter in all directions. If we target the small fry first, we give the big fish too much time to defend themselves. I had many such concerns in the past.

But now there's no need for such worries.

"Let's target the big fish first. The small fry are just small fry even if they run."

Because past experience tells me targeting the big fish first is more effective.

"But let's not move immediately. Let's start acting in about a week."

Because I don't want to waste this time with you all—chasing vermin.

Both the Aesilon family head and the former Audit Department Head have long been cold corpses in reality. There's no need to frantically hunt them down in this dream too.

I just want to spend peaceful time with you all. I want to enjoy this brief miracle that could end at any moment.

"A week... that works. We'll need about that much time for preparations anyway."

Fortunately, Idrid seemed to accept my words and nodded.

"So the meeting's over? I need to go settle my stomach."
"Ah, I'll go with you."
"Where do you think you're going, you lunatics? It's working hours."

Just as I was about to give the dismissal order, Gerard and Drake stood up first, causing another commotion.

Oliver smiled bitterly at the scene, while Walter stared blankly into space. This seems to be a common occurrence in this dream.

"By the way, Department Head."
"Yes?"

While watching the three idiots argue, I turned my head at Hecate's voice.

"The Minister asked you to report after the meeting."
"...In person?"
"Of course in person. He's right nearby."

I awkwardly raised the corners of my mouth as Hecate giggled.

Having to report to the same Minister at my level of experience. How lamentable.

My somewhat unpleasant and disgruntled feelings disappeared like melting snow as soon as I saw the Minister.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"No, it's just... you seem to have aged a lot since I last saw you."
"This little..."

It's definitely seven years ago. The Minister before me is from seven years ago.

But why does he look even older than the Minister in reality? Is he dying from excessive work after just becoming Finance Minister?

'Unfortunately...'

Still, it's fortunate that he'll regain his youth as time passes.


Looking at the Minister, who appears seven times older than in reality despite being from seven years ago. The sight was so pitiful that I was conflicted about whether I should help him with his work.

Of course, the conflict remained just that—a conflict. The duties of the Audit Department Head and the Finance Minister don't overlap. If I meddled and offered help, I'd only be adding to the Minister's workload.

Besides, in reality, the Minister survived this difficult period and became a veteran minister with seven years of experience. He'll manage fine on his own.

"Who do you think is making me suffer like this? And all you have to say when you come is that I look old?"

Contrary to my belief, the Minister frowned and shifted blame to his subordinate.

"What did I do? The Audit Department has been so busy with internal reorganization lately that we haven't had time to do anything else."

I raised a legitimate objection to his statement, which I couldn't possibly let slide.

At this point in time, the Audit Department couldn't perform external activities because we were busy cleaning house of internal opposition, and we hadn't caused any incidents that would disturb the Minister's mental state. If anything, the Minister should be somewhat more comfortable thanks to us.

"You should have been more moderate with your purges! Even staff who would have just pushed papers until retirement are gone, and all their work is flowing back up to me!"
"Ah."

I understood after hearing the Minister's shouting.

Indeed, during this period, we had conducted such a spectacular purge that it shattered departmental traditions. As a result, administrative staff decreased dramatically not just in the Audit Department but in the Finance Ministry as well. In reality, the Minister had been clutching the back of his neck in pain for a while because of this issue.

"...But your control over the department has increased, right?"
"You call that—!"

The Minister was about to shout again but seemed to lose energy, hanging his head and sighing deeply.

To see that Minister deflated and groaning—truly a rare and precious sight.

"So, why are you here?"
"I came to report the meeting results."

When I explained my reason for visiting, he raised his head again. It was as if his depleted energy had somewhat recovered.

No, it went beyond recovery—his haggard complexion was now filled with intense vigor. It's a natural reaction since eliminating the remaining Second Prince faction would interest the Minister as well.

"We've decided to target Marquis Hausents and Count Saien first, putting the small fry on hold."
"Going for the heads first? Can you handle it?"

Despite his words, the Minister's lips were already curled up to his ears.

That gentleman must have been tired of the Second Prince and his two right-hand men's tyranny. Probably not just the Minister, but other nobles and officials would show the same reaction.

"Big shots or whatever, they're just fools whose strings have been cut. Their resistance might be fierce, but in the end, they'll be the ones to fall."
"That's true."
"However, we'll begin operations in one week."
"One week. Not bad."

The Minister's expression brightened more and more as he heard my report.

"Good. Once Marquis Hausents and Count Saien fall, the Second Prince is finished too. I'll speak to His Highness the Crown Prince, so proceed as planned."
"Yes, sir."

I bowed deeply at the Minister's words.

Fortunately, at this time, I had just become the Crown Prince's confidant, so I hadn't yet reached the position where I could report directly to the Crown Prince in private audiences. Thanks to that, I avoided seeing the Emperor's face even in my dream.

"Ah, let me know immediately if the plan changes."
"Don't worry. It's not like I'm new to Audit Department work."
"Such bravado from someone who just became department head."

I smiled back at the Minister who chuckled.

Unlike someone who just became Minister, I'm a veteran inspector with seven years of experience (including three years of honeymoon leave). At least in this dream, no one is more dedicated to taking down nobles than I am.

Not that I'm really going to take them down. One week or whatever, I'll just relax and escape back to reality.

The work hours passed peacefully and quietly.

Whether it's because the major event of hunting big shots was postponed for a week, or because the deity who gifted me this miraculous dream prevented me from suffering with work even in my dreams—either way, I had plenty of time on my hands.

'It's already time to leave work.'

And having plenty of time means I can leave work on the dot without any problems.


Sadly, the other section chiefs seem busy preparing for the big shot hunt, but that's the fate of middle management. If they're envious, they should have become department heads or deputy heads like me or Hecate.

"Another day safely completed~"

Hecate, who had been working beside me, also seemed to be planning to leave on time, putting down her quill pen and stretching as soon as she checked the clock.

Come to think of it, deputy heads usually have their own offices, so why is Hecate in the department head's office?

'Not that I mind.'

Of course, sharing a room with Hecate isn't something I dislike—quite the opposite. Thanks to that, I didn't mention the deputy head's office at all during work hours and spent time with Hecate as naturally as possible.

If I were to say something like "Shouldn't you be in the deputy head's office?" Hecate might feel hurt. Sending away a lover I've met after seven years would be cruel.

"Kal."
"What? You said we should maintain formalities even between us."
"That only applies during work hours. We're off work now."

I couldn't help but laugh at Hecate's giggling face.

She's right. During work hours, I might be "Department Head," but after work, I'm just Kal. Besides, Hecate called me Kal when waking me up, then switched to "Department Head" after I got up. It's a chillingly clear separation of work and personal life.

"Anyway, it's time to go home. The kids are waiting."
"Kids?"

I flinched at those words.

Kids? Who are the kids? Could she be referring to the other section chiefs?

No, there was too much affection in her voice for that. Besides, those guys who can't even leave work on time couldn't possibly be waiting for us.

'Are they my and Hecate's children?'

My heart began to race wildly. Could it be that in this dream, I've already gone that far with Hecate? Far enough to have children at this time?

Moreover, she used the plural form. She didn't say a child is waiting, but children are waiting.

'Could they be twins?'

Impressive, dream me. Judging by the fact that the former Audit Department Head, Count Saien, is still alive, it seems not much time has passed since the end of the war. If so, then since the war period, we've been doing that sort of...

"Why are you standing there blankly? Get up quickly!"

Hecate grabbed my hand.

No, I'm not mentally prepared yet...!

"C-can we go a little later?"
"No~ way. You know the kids have been waiting just for today. We've been so busy with internal cleaning that we've hardly seen them, but today we're leaving work on time to gather as a family after a long while!"

My eyes began to tremble at her firm refusal.

Gathering as a family? This is increasingly supporting the hypothesis that they're our children.

"You know they're already having a hard time because of the status difference, right? We need to spend time together often to get closer quickly."
'Huh?'

However, I felt something off about her subsequent words.

They're having a hard time because I'm a noble. It sounds as if the children waiting for us aren't nobles.

'Ah.'

And then I realized the identity of the "kids" Hecate mentioned.

Not nobles, children Hecate has affection for, who find me difficult but whom I need to take care of. Children who can rightfully be called family to me and Hecate.

'They're orphanage children.'

Children we wanted to protect but couldn't. Children who became family to Hecate, who was an orphan herself.

"...Alright. I'll go willingly, so let go of me first."

I managed to calm my racing heart.

Children I've never seen in person but wanted to see. Children I promised to take responsibility for and care for if I became Hecate's husband.


I can now see in person the children for whom my boasts ended up empty.

"I don't want to."
"Huh?"
"Now that I've caught you, I'm going to hold on until we get home."

Seeing Hecate stick out her tongue playfully, my heart started racing again.

Needless to say, it was a different kind of excitement than before.

The house where Hecate and I were staying wasn't my personal mansion from reality, but the Kracius family estate.

Though I suddenly lost my base, I quickly understood why. My personal mansion was a gift from the Crown Prince after I destroyed the Aesilon Marquisate, taking their mansion. It makes sense that it would still belong to Aesilon at this point.

While I'm a bit disappointed to lose a familiar place, it's fine. The Kracius family estate is nothing to scoff at either.

"Kids! Big sister is home!"
"It's big sister!"
"Sisteeeeer~"

Hecate, who entered the mansion majestically, received an enthusiastic welcome from the children.

"My little cuties. Nothing happened while big sister was away, right?"
"Sister! Hans stole my snack!"
"Julia made fun of me first, saying I wet myself!"
"That's not the kind of answer I was looking for..."

Seeing Hecate smiling broadly despite her bewilderment made a corner of my heart ache.

So Hecate left because I couldn't protect that peaceful and joyful daily life. That bastard, the former Audit Department Head, ruined that daily life.

'Should I take care of that bastard before going back?'

I don't want to waste this reunion after seven years. I don't want to add any impurities to a heart full of happiness and longing.

But seeing that scene rekindled my hatred and anger toward the former Audit Department Head. Enough to want to kill him even knowing this is a dream.

'One punch would be enough to finish him.'

If necessary, I could secretly infiltrate his mansion, plant one fist in his solar plexus, and escape. I have that much ability.

"Brother-in-law, brother-in-law."
"Hmm?"
"Helloooo..."

Feeling someone tugging at my pants, I looked down to see a girl who seemed to be about 10 years old bowing her head.

"Hello there. Did you do well while we were gone?"
"Yes, yes. I'm doing well thanks to you, brother-in-law."

When I smiled and matched her eye level, the child kept nodding.

How adorable. From what Hecate said, and seeing how she can't properly make eye contact with me, she still seems intimidated by me, but she knows how to approach and greet me first.

"You're a good child."

So I took out a small gift I had bought on the way home.

"Here, this is a gift from brother-in-law. I bought plenty, so share with everyone."

The child's eyes widened.

A gift I bought despite Hecate's scolding. A gift that earned me a lecture about how it would be troublesome to give such things when the kids need to eat proper meals.

"Just don't eat too much. Dessert is just dessert, after all."

Chocolate—beloved by the Imperial Princess and children in reality.

Fortunately, it existed in the dream too, so I bought a large quantity. There's no better gift for children than sweet desserts.

"Th-thank you!"

Indeed, the child's expression brightened at my surprise gift.

If my sister-in-law is happy, this brother-in-law is happy too.

In reality, the Chinese character for "section" in "section chief" and the character for "over" in "overwork" are the same.

A section chief is a senior-level personnel with many subordinates, but with a department head as an absolute authority above them who makes them work desperately. Overwork inevitably follows anyone shouldering the position of section chief. There couldn't be a clearer or more definite connection.

Thanks to this, the five section chiefs excluding me and Hecate had long since made the Audit Department office their mansion. Things were so bad that I wondered if the deity who created this dream couldn't make mansions for those guys, so they just stuffed them in the Audit Department, unable to go home.

It's unfortunate but unavoidable. I can't exactly say, "Since we'll wake up from this dream before a week passes, you don't need to work." If I said something like that, I'd certainly be dragged to a mental hospital.

"Hey, Red."

And on the day when the third sun rose in my dream, I made my way to the 4th Section office where Gerard resided.

"Welcome, Blackie."

However, despite being visited by the department head personally, Gerard showed disrespectful behavior, merely waving his hand.

This is utterly outrageous. Though both department heads and section chiefs are executives, there's an overwhelming gap between them. Department heads are treated as core national talents, but section chiefs only matter within their department or ministry.

"A section chief nobody acting crazy. Want me to discipline you?"
"Please make it probation or imprisonment. I just want to go home."

I became solemn for a moment at Gerard's heartfelt request. I could fully understand his feelings.

"Red. Stop talking nonsense and drink this."
"Huh?"

So instead of disciplining him, I tossed him a gift I'd bought on my way to work.

"...Ohhh!?"

Gerard, who had received the gift indifferently, let out a beastly cry when he saw what it was.

It's an unseemly reaction, but I understand. The gift I brought matched Gerard's taste perfectly.

"This is Voyaare wine!"

Voyaare wine, considered tier 1, SSS-grade wine not just in the Empire but across the continent. The wine Gerard had been singing about wanting to drink after the war ended.

It was wine personally bought by the department head for a pitiful section chief nobody who couldn't go home.

"Wow, where did you get something this precious!"

I couldn't help but smile at Gerard's grinning face.

As Gerard said, Voyaare wine is not only expensive but also limited in quantity. It's something you can't get even if you have money, unless luck is on your side.

Yet that Voyaare wine was being sold at a street shop. It made me wonder if this dream was just going completely wild.

"Does it matter where I got it? It's going into your stomach anyway."
"Heh, that's true."

Gerard burst into laughter and pulled out a wine opener from inside his jacket.

The action was so natural that I didn't feel any dissonance at first. The Wise Duke also carried an opener around... are openers like essential items for drunks?

"You're going to drink it now?"
"Of course. What, should I hold back when Voyaare wine is in my hands? You're worse than a nomad."

I couldn't help but chuckle as he seemed genuinely offended.

"I brought some snacks too, so eat them together. If you collapse drinking on an empty stomach, the others will have to handle your work too."
"Geez, you didn't have to."

Gerard's expression softened rapidly when I took out a small cheese box.

What a simple guy. As long as he has alcohol and snacks, he could live well anywhere in the world.

"But why are you suddenly giving me alcohol? They say when someone does something they don't usually do, it means they're about to die."
"Well, you know, I should do at least this much for someone who can't go home."
"Damn. This was my last supper."

I couldn't stop smiling as I watched Gerard alternating between sips of wine and bites of cheese, even while grumbling.

Wait, what did he just say? That when people do things they don't usually do, it means they're about to die?

'That's nonsense.'


You died even though you were living normally. The same goes for the others.

It's just nonsense made up by people who want the deaths of acquaintances to seem somewhat special.

'If I had done something unusual, I might have recognized it as a flag and prevented it.'

A heartless guy who died at light speed without even time to prevent flags.

Well, considering the opponent was the Khagan, it couldn't be helped.

"Do you have another bottle by any chance?"
"I was going to buy more, but they were gone, just like your conscience."

At my firm answer, Gerard quietly drank his wine.

If a commoner gets to drink a whole bottle of Voyaare wine, that's already luxurious. Why be greedy for more?

I went around visiting each section's office like I was conquering them one by one, starting with the 4th Section.

But I was a bit disappointed that no section chief showed as intense a reaction as Gerard.

"Are the preparations going well?"
"They were until you came, Department Head."

Idrid, who was cursing me with his eyes for coming when he was already dying of busyness.

"...What are you doing?"
"The more busy you are, the more carefully you should proceed, and the harder things get, the more firmly you should hold your mind. I can't stop praying to the Lord because of some small tasks."

Oliver, who was conducting group prayers with the members of the 3rd Section.

"What, is the department head here to dump work on us this time?"

Drake, who had taken on work from each section because he had nothing to do at the moment.

"Where's your section chief?"
"He, he went out briefly to practice flying through the air in preparation for surprise infiltrations!"

And Valter, whose work priorities were severely distorted.

It was somewhat disappointing. I expected their behavior to change after being promoted from team leader of the 4th Section to section chief of the Audit Department, but sadly, their actions hadn't changed much.

They did in the Empire what they used to do in the North, and showed the same habits as section chiefs that they had as team leaders. Even Gerard, who displays various drunken behaviors every time he drinks, seems more diverse.

"A section chief should show the dignity of a section chief. How can you still be bound by the limitations of being a team leader?"
"Department Head is talking nonsense again. Stop the nonsense and drink your tea."
"Okay."

When I expressed my deep disappointment to Hecate, her response was nothing but cold.

Right, how could the perspectives of me, who rose to minister, and these youngsters who are merely deputy heads and section chiefs, be the same? Just as a sparrow cannot understand the will of a phoenix, a subordinate cannot fathom the mind of a lofty superior.

"So, is everyone's preparation going well?"
"More or less? I think we can proceed as planned."

When I nodded calmly, Hecate let out a small sigh.

"That's a relief. It's our first time working on a high noble. I was worried about what to do if everyone made mistakes or stumbled because it's their first time."
"Even if they're high nobles, they're not reliable. High nobles need authority and power to back them up, but right now they're just nobles with high titles, closer to senior aristocrats."

I was about to drink my tea with those words, but I felt Hecate staring at me, so I had to raise my head again.

"What?"
"Nothing. I'm just thinking how our department head has become such a confident and cool person~"

Chuckling, Hecate sat on my lap and started poking my cheeks.

"You were definitely a cute younger brother and the youngest, but now you've become reliable like an older brother, and while you're a rookie who just became department head, you seem like an experienced boss... this big sister is so happy."

My cheeks grew hot at the flood of praise.

Actually, it's not new to feel embarrassed at this point. It's been 7 years since I became the Audit Department Head. During those 7 years, I constantly heard praise for rising to a high position at a young age or achieving outstanding accomplishments.

But hearing these familiar, not particularly new words from Hecate made me feel both embarrassed and proud. Perhaps because it felt like being acknowledged by Hecate, it sounded sweeter than any other praise.


'I'm finally hearing what I never heard in reality.'

In reality, we were both just team leaders. It would have been awkward to feel reliability between team leaders of the same rank, so I never heard such praise.

Of course, the word "chief" was attached to my title, but there wasn't a clear hierarchical relationship between a chief team leader and a regular team leader, so it didn't mean much.

"At this rate, won't you grow well even without us?"
"What are you saying? I always grew well on my own."

When I put my arm around Hecate's waist as she kept poking my cheeks, her smile deepened.

"I guess so. It seemed that way. You worked hard and did well on your own without us."

However, I kept quiet because the emotion in her smile was different from before.

"...It's already night."

After keeping silent for a while, I looked at the window and saw the soft moonlight coming in instead of the brilliant sunlight.

It's strange. It was clearly bright daylight until just a moment ago, but when did it become night?

'What a nasty personality.'

I let out a hollow laugh, cursing some unknown deity. If time had been flowing normally since I first entered this dream, and then suddenly accelerated, what comes next is obvious.

"If we have to part, I wanted to do it in the daylight."
"That won't do. If it's bright, I might have regrets. Parting at night makes it feel like we spent a whole day together, doesn't it?"

I could only nod silently at words I couldn't refute.

Indeed, if we parted in the morning, I would have begged you to stay until noon, and if we parted at noon, I would have begged you to stay until evening. Even though I promised myself I would only enjoy this briefly.

"Honey."
"Yes, honey."
"Since when did you know?"

Though my words lacked context, Hecate stroked my head as if she understood everything.

"From the beginning."

I see. From the beginning.

From the moment I opened my eyes in this dream, from the moment she woke me up, Hecate knew everything.

That this was just a dream. That our meeting like this was a miracle. That everyone except me was dead.

"It's a bit disconcerting. If it started as a dream, it should end as a dream. What kind of development is this suddenly?"

I complained with a forced smile.

"Making things unnecessarily complicated for people."

And I was somewhat sincere.

If this was a meeting that came through a dream, the ending should have been dreamlike too. It would have been enough to part cleanly when I wanted.

If I had to say goodbye to a Hecate who knew everything, we should have talked in this state from the beginning. Then I could have had deeper conversations with Hecate and those guys.

No, that's not right. I don't even know if this situation is a dream or a miracle. I can't tell if it's just a jumbled manifestation of my desires or truly a miracle involving gods and souls. I can't tell if this is official history or unofficial history.

"...Really, making things complicated."

Before I knew it, my body was moving on its own. Before I knew it, I was holding Hecate tightly.

"When I asked you to come like that, when I begged you to appear at least in my dreams, you didn't come... Now that I'm starting to feel better, now that I've let it go, you show up. Isn't that too unfair?"
"I'm sorry."

Hecate embraced me in response to my small resentment.

"But... we thought it would be harder if we came to you. We thought you might try to follow us."

It was hard to deny, so I just laughed without answering.

I kept laughing for a long time.

I had my final conversation with Hecate.

Perhaps a miracle like this could happen again. Perhaps we could talk through pure dreams rather than miracles like this. Perhaps some unforeseen third option might appear.

But I don't want to give up on this final moment for such slim chances. I don't want to bet this moment on such uncertain gambles.

So this is the last time. The final moment when Hecate and I can smile and talk together in this life.

"Aren't the others coming?"
"They gave their time to me. They said children are enough to disturb a couple's time, and they're not children."
"Aren't there a few who act worse than children?"
"Including you?"

I couldn't help but raise the corners of my mouth sheepishly. From Hecate's perspective, I'm just a kid too.

"And they said they've already said everything they wanted to say while alive. They did everything they wanted to do together. They said anything more would just create lingering attachments, so they just asked me to send their regards."
"What about you?"

I cautiously spoke while looking at Hecate's broad smile.

If those guys really did say and do everything they wanted during their lifetime, then it must be true. They're not considerate enough to say things they don't mean just to be thoughtful toward me and Hecate.

But if they're trying to leave coolly to avoid creating attachments, what about Hecate who's staying with me until the end? Isn't that cruel to her, even if it's good for me?

"I died without doing everything I wanted to do. I'd rather not leave right now."
"...I see."

It wasn't exactly a comforting answer, but I forced a smile anyway.

She died without doing everything she wanted to do. As her widowed husband, it's heartbreaking to hear, but it's somewhat consoling that I can help fulfill those lingering desires.

"Kal."
"Yes?"
"You've really risen in the world these past few years, haven't you? I can't even call you the Imperial Count's heir anymore, can I?"
"Of course. I'm monopolizing what should have been shared among seven people."

As soon as I finished speaking, Hecate lightly flicked my nose.

"You shouldn't say it like that. It's not monopolizing—you're carrying burdens that we should have shared."
"Isn't that the same thing?"

This time she flicked my nose again without even answering.

This is surprisingly painful. Even though Hecate is a mage and shouldn't be able to hurt me.

"Take pride in it. It's not that you advanced alone because we weren't there, but that you were able to advance that far despite our absence."

Her face still wore a smile, but there was an unmistakable firmness in it.

I couldn't possibly disagree, so I nodded silently. If that's what she says, it would be rude to argue further.

"And you've got that family you wanted so badly."
"Yeah. I never expected to have so many."

I couldn't help but laugh at her words.

Six wives and seven children. What an enormous family. And if I include the one in the North's womb, it's not seven but eight.

"Is that all? There must be more?"
"Huh?"

I tilted my head at her suggestion to think more.

What? Do I have family members besides my wives and children?

'Ah.'

I should include Teresa too. More broadly, my sister-in-law Zenobia and sister-in-law (true) Sera are family too, and if I'm being greedy, my goddaughter the Crown Princess would also be family—

"Your parents-in-law and brother-in-law. They're family now, right?"

...Ah.

"Yes. That's right."
"Well done. How nice it would have been if you'd done that earlier."

Embarrassment washed over me as Hecate gently stroked my head.

Even Hecate, who left seven years ago, remembers the awkwardness between me and my family. It's embarrassing enough that I can hardly lift my head.

As Hecate said, how nice it would have been if I had opened my heart earlier, if I had considered my father and mother as parents earlier, if I had treated Erich as a brother. Though we now live as a normally harmonious family, it would be a lie to say I have no regrets.

"Anyway, I'm glad that my husband has risen in the world, created a big family, and seems to be respected by people... but there's just one thing that bothers me?"


Regardless, Hecate steadily continued speaking.

Though I was still embarrassed, I listened quietly. I need to hear everything Hecate wants to tell me.

"My dear husband. You don't have any friends, do you?"
"What."

I certainly didn't expect this.

Who would have imagined a wife would stab her husband in the solar plexus like this?

"You have a big family, you're trusted by your superiors, you lead your subordinates well, you get along with your colleagues... that's all great, but it seems like you don't have any friends."

Hecate's eyes had changed to half affection, half pity.

"You keeping all those pets. That's because you're lonely without friends."
"N-no...!"

I instinctively opened my mouth to object, but soon closed it again.

There's a lot I want to say. The pets weren't adopted by me but given to me, and I'm not keeping them because I'm lonely but as playmates for the children, and they're more like the children's friends than my pets. I could argue all that.

But no matter what excuse I make, I can't refute the question "So do you have friends?" The fact is, I am a loner without friends.

"Nobles are supposed to be solitary and lonely..."
"Your brother-in-law married his friend, though?"
"...It's hard to make friends at this point."
"Nonsense. There's a good person right beside you."

Her words were so strangely confident that I couldn't help but tilt my head.

There's a good person right beside me? Considering my age and position, it's impossible for me to make friends. It would be faster to make 100 more subordinates.

"There's His Majesty."
"That's horrifying."

I had to object seriously, even if it was Hecate saying it.

Me, friends with the Emperor? I could understand being enemies, but "friend" is such a cute and soft word that doesn't fit at all. I'd rather be friends with Jiz than with that bastard.

"You'll remember what I said as time passes. You'll think, 'Ah~ My wife really did have an eye for people~'"

She was so confident that I couldn't strongly deny it.

We continued to talk about various things after that.

Make sure to eat properly no matter how busy you are. Sleep well because sleeping too little is bad for your health. Be careful because you never know what might happen when you get old even if you're healthy now. I'm sure you know, but only associate with good people, and so on.

Small and warm, humble but gentle conversations went back and forth. Like a mother giving advice to a child who's just started living alone.

'This is strange.'

It's really strange. I thought if I met Hecate again, I would pour out all kinds of stories, all kinds of heavy conversations, but now that I have the chance, we're just having these kinds of talks.

I thought I would throw a tantrum saying we should never part again. I thought I would cry about how hard it's been alone.

Of course, I did complain about how difficult it was, but only briefly at the beginning.

"Ah, it's already like this."

After giving loving advice for quite some time, Hecate looked at the window and smiled bitterly.

What is it? The night looks the same to me as before. Does it look different to Hecate?

"Then! Lastly, really lastly, I'll say just one more thing before I go!"
"Yes, mom."

I wanted to tell her she could stay longer, but I barely held back. Hecate probably doesn't want to leave because she dislikes me.

"I'm sorry."
"...Huh?"
"I'm sorry for leaving you alone, for cowardly going ahead first."

With those words, Hecate embraced me.

"Even though I said we'd be happy together, that we'd be together forever, even though five of us left... even though I said we would remember them, I'm sorry for making you remember alone."
"Hecate."
"I'm sorry for leaving you with only wounds... for running away..."

My shoulder became damp. The hands embracing me began to tremble.

"And thank you."


But the trembling was brief. Hecate released the embrace, placed her hands on my shoulders, and looked at me with the brightest smile.

"For not forgetting me. Thank you for continuing to love me."

Though her eyes were filled with tears, those tears made her smile even brighter.

I must be a pervert. I'm finding my wife beautiful even when she's crying.

"So, though it's cowardly... finally... may I ask for one thing?"
"Anything."

As I wiped away Hecate's tears while speaking, her smile became brighter than the sun.

She's definitely prettiest when she's just smiling, not crying.

"Think of me as your seventh."
"...Seventh?"
"Yes. Seventh."

I blinked blankly at this unexpected request.

Seventh. It was somewhat out of context, but I could understand it perfectly. There's only one thing I have up to six of.

"I know I don't deserve it after running away cowardly... but even if it's at the very end, I want to be with you..."
"No take-backs?"
"U-um?"

This time, I embraced Hecate.

I was happy. Because it meant Hecate still loved me. Because it meant she still wanted to be my wife.

Even though she left my side first, it meant she didn't leave because she disliked me.

"It's just a wedding between the two of us, but the gods are watching. You're not lying in front of the gods, are you?"

Hecate silently embraced me back.

That was enough.

My eyes opened.

I woke from the dream and returned to reality.

"Kal, are you awake?"
"Mar?"

And as I opened my eyes, Mar, who was combing her hair, welcomed me.

That's right. I was sleeping in the same room with Mar today, wasn't I? Maybe because I spent days in the dream, I was momentarily confused.

"Did you have a good dream? You were smiling the whole time while sleeping."
"I was?"
"Yes. So much that I felt bad about waking you."

I slightly touched the corners of my mouth as Mar chuckled.

She's right. Even now, the corners of my mouth are turned up.

"Good dream... yes. So good I didn't want to wake up."
"That happens sometimes. Sometimes you have such an amazing dream that you wish you could continue it."

Though Mar was being sympathetic, I couldn't bring myself to nod.

If I were to continue this dream, it would mean it wasn't Hecate and those guys visiting me, but just a manifestation of my desires.

In that case, it might be better never to dream it again. That way, I can think of the dream not as a dream, but as a new reality.

"Still, reality is better than the dream, so I woke up."
"Hehe, thank you. I almost lost you to a dream?"

I just smiled at her words.

- I dreamed that all of you were alive. I thought I was going crazy having seven troublemakers around.

I kept smiling until the Minister contacted me early in the morning with a haggard look.

'They've been busy.'

Visiting me, visiting the Minister.

As expected of Count Livnoman, impressive.

I should have noticed it when heavy snow fell during the New Year's ceremony.

That this winter wasn't an ordinary winter, but a genuine winter with concentrated, intense cold.

'It's cold.'

When I wake up in the morning and place my bare feet on the floor—that moment of rising chill gives me a rough idea of the day's weather.

And if even my body can feel that momentary cold, it's no ordinary chill. The estate guards outside are probably clearing snow with tears in their eyes. No, their tears might be frozen solid, preventing them from even closing their eyes.

'At least it got cold after the wedding.'

If it had been this cold during Erich's wedding, it would have been quite the ordeal. Erich and Zenobia, who had to dress relatively lightly, might have suffered from colds.

- Whiiine...
"Titi. If you're cold, come up on the bed."
- Woof!

While I was thinking this and drawing back the curtains, Titi, who had been sleeping in the corner, whimpered.

Even fluffy Titi is shivering from the cold. Just how cold must it be outside—

"Oh."

I couldn't help but exclaim at the sight outside the window.

The Capital had transformed from a city of splendor to a city of pure white. And not just any white—a pristine white unmarked by any trace.

'They're going to have a tough time.'

I briefly appreciated nature's beauty, but soon began to feel sorry for the guards who would have to clear away all that white mess.

I should send some comfort food to the guards soon. At least good food might make their hardship a little less miserable.

"Titi."
- Woof?
"Want to go for a walk today too?"

When I jokingly asked Titi, who had already climbed onto the bed, she silently burrowed under the blanket.

Thanks to that, I learned that Titi has high cold resistance, not that she can't feel the cold at all.

'Thank goodness...'

I'm genuinely relieved. If Titi had reached the level of not feeling cold at all, she would have gone out for a walk even in this weather.

Just imagining it makes my hands and feet tremble—what a terrible disaster that would be.

The cold that silenced even Titi also hit the children directly.

However, contrary to my worries, the children had plenty of means to ward off the cold.

"It's warm!"
"Warm! So warm!"
"Fluffy~"

Like the triplets, who were clinging tightly to Abundance the sheep and giggling.

Certainly, sheep's wool is overwhelmingly warmer compared to other animals. No wonder sheep's wool is used for clothing.

"My daughters. Did you sleep well?"
"Ah! Daddy!"
"Yeah! Slept well!"
"Did Daddy sleep well too?"

The triplets happily responded to their father's greeting, but the cold was fiercer than their love for their father, as they showed no intention of leaving Abundance's body.

I felt a little hurt, but I could understand. Honestly, if I could snuggle into sheep's wool, I wouldn't leave either.

'Sleep well.'

Meanwhile, Abundance was in deep sleep, curled up in a ball. I wonder if it's because he's naturally sleepy, or if he's exhausted from dealing with the children.

"Daddy. Should I wake him up?"

When I stared blankly at Abundance, Maria poked his nose repeatedly.

"It's okay. Let him keep sleeping."

He's already doing great work as the children's living heater. There's no need to wake him up and make him tired.

Besides, his fur really does look fluffy. If it weren't for the children, I might have clung to him myself.


"Huh?"

Just as I was about to check on the other children after confirming the triplets were playing well, I noticed something strange.

"Cattleya?"
"Hmm?"
"Where did the spirits go?"

The spirits that never leave Cattleya's side. Those spirits had vanished.

To be precise, the red fire spirits among the four elemental spirits had disappeared.

"Mommy took them!"
"Mommy did?"
"Yeah!"

That was an unexpected answer. While spirits, as elven friends, generally follow Trixie's control to some extent, they wouldn't normally leave Cattleya's side, who has tremendous spirit affinity.

Of course, if she forcibly collected the spirits, they would have no choice but to leave, but Trixie would have no reason to do that. What use would collecting fireflies serve?

"With the other mommies! And big brother Fedi! She said she'd give them to the little siblings!"
"Ah."

With those words, I understood.

No wonder only the fire spirits had disappeared. Because it's cold, they were being distributed as living heaters.

'From fireflies to living heaters...'

I can't tell whether the spirits' position is narrowing or expanding day by day.

They seem to be expanding their role by being used for multiple purposes, but is it really okay to use spirits like heaters? The Spirit Kings would have every right to be angry.

Still, it was the spirits' choice to leave the World Tree and come to our estate. I believe they'll understand this level of cooperation.

"Ugh... so heavy..."
"Ah."

As I was stroking the triplets one last time, Abundance, crushed under the children, groaned and opened his eyes.

You have it tough too. Hang in there for the rest of this winter.

The interior of the mansion was surprisingly cozy and warm. Perhaps it was because dozens or hundreds of fire spirits that had been hovering around Cattleya were now spread throughout the mansion.

"Wow! It's warm!"

And the Crown Princess, who had come to visit the mansion after crossing the thick snow barrier, opened her eyes wide with delight as soon as she entered.

Thanks to Trixie's quick response, we were able to prevent the Crown Princess from running around in a cold mansion. That's fortunate.

"Uncle! Why is Uncle's house so warm? It's amazing!"
"It's thanks to the spirits who used their power because they knew Your Highness was coming."
"The sparkly ones?"
"Yes, Your Highness."

At that, the Crown Princess's eyes began to shine like the spirits.

"Then if I take the sparkly ones with me, will our house be warm too!? So Carolus can be warm too!"

I couldn't help but smile at those words.

She's targeting the spirits because she wants her young little brother to stay warm. What a kind-hearted big sister.

"I'm sorry, Your Highness, but those children need to stay in our mansion to maintain their power."
"Aww..."

In truth, they could probably serve as heaters in the Imperial Palace too, but I made up an excuse since the spirits probably wouldn't go to the palace.

The spirits have made Cattleya their base. Taking them outside the mansion would face considerable resistance, and we'd have to forcibly capture them and put them in plastic bags like before to make it possible. I feel too sorry for the spirits to do that twice.

"Your Highness, the Imperial Palace will soon be warm thanks to the efforts of the mages, so don't worry."
"Really?"
"Of course. It's where Your Highness and your family live, isn't it? The mages will work hard, just like our fireflies."

Only then did the Crown Princess's expression brighten again.

I felt a bit sorry for treating the Imperial mages like fireflies, but if the reward is the Crown Princess's smile, the mages would be happy too.

"Oh right! Uncle!"
"Yes, Your Highness. Please speak."
"This! Daddy gave it to me!"


With those words, the Crown Princess pulled out a small box from inside her clothes.

Red wrapping paper with a black ribbon. And a white bear drawn in the upper right corner.

...

?

'What is this?'

A familiar color scheme with a familiar animal logo. Red and black, with a white bear. This looks like...

'No way.'

Despite my racing heart, my mind is screaming that it's not what I think. It can't be what you're thinking. You tried so hard to find it but never could, it shouts.

In this world where there's carbonated water but not "that black thing." Where you can poorly recreate soda by adding sugar to carbonated water, but "that black thing" remains elusive.

Yes, it can't be. There's no way it would suddenly appear in this world.

"It's chocolate from far away!"
"I see..."

But it's strange. Even though I knew it wasn't what I thought, hearing the Crown Princess's confirmation made my heart ache for some reason.

Damn it. Why make such misleading packaging? I can understand the colors, but why add a white bear?

"But what do you mean by 'far away'? Where did it come from?"

So I looked more carefully at the box the Crown Princess had taken out.

I know all the famous chocolate brands in the Empire from feeding them to the Crown Princess and the children. Lately, I've even been checking neighboring countries like Armein and Zereno. Yet even I have never seen this packaging style and brand before.

"Umm..."

At my question, the Crown Princess pursed her lips in thought, then said,

"Lu...sen...? Nusen? It came from a place like that!"

She named a country much farther than I expected.

The Kingdom of Lusen. A small nation located at the northeastern edge of the continent, a land of extreme cold and perpetual snow.

Its location is remote, its territory small, its population sparse, and its national power low, so it's not a country that exerts much presence on the continent. However, it has some recognition among Imperial nobles because it makes vodka that the Emperor loves so much.

'...I hope it's not chocolate with alcohol in it?'

I suddenly felt anxious. Of all things, it's an item from Lusen, and of all people, the Emperor gave it. It wouldn't be strange if it were chocolate containing vodka.

***

I organized my thoughts while drinking the vodka that the Lusen Kingdom delegation had offered.

'Delicious.'

No, not that thought. Another thought.

I hastily shook my head at the thought that came to mind as soon as I put the vodka in my mouth. Now is the time to focus on something other than vodka.

'...They really do make it well.'

But the Kingdom of Lusen is already famous for vodka. And this vodka was made thoroughly for me, for the Emperor. Its taste can't help but be special.

They even brought chocolate for the Crown Princess. At first, I worried it might be chocolate containing alcohol, but Lusen is a country that must endure tremendous cold with limited resources. Surprisingly, along with vodka, they've also developed a chocolate culture that can provide energy. I just didn't know because I only drank their vodka.

Anyway, the Kingdom of Lusen sent a delegation to the Empire to celebrate the new year, and they pledged their unwavering respect and reverence for the Empire while offering their specialties. It's truly a satisfactory attitude.

If it had stopped there, my head wouldn't be this complicated, but,

'An alliance, huh.'

The Kingdom of Lusen, as well as the Kingdom of Stiniye and the Kingdom of Nosgor, which share borders with Lusen—collectively known as the Three Winter Kingdoms—their delegations uttered unexpected words.

They asked for permission to form an alliance, a request I couldn't have imagined.

'Three countries in alliance...'

Even though they're on the periphery, far from the Empire, it's a troublesome petition for three countries to unite as one.

I'm still pondering how to handle this matter.

# The Winter Three Kingdoms

The Winter Three Kingdoms. A term encompassing the Kingdom of Lusen, the Kingdom of Stiniye, and the Kingdom of Nosgor.

As the word "winter" suggests, these are kingdoms of pure white and bitter cold, with most of their territories and the majority of the year spent in winter.

While the Armein Kingdom, the continent's second most powerful nation, exists to the west of the Winter Three Kingdoms, all three are equally pitiful minor countries with rock-bottom national power, as if Armein had sucked them dry.

That's what the Winter Three Kingdoms are. Peripheral nations with little presence due to their location, rare international activity due to their weak national power, and territories so worthless that they don't even attract foreign invasion.

"A union, Your Majesty?"
"That's right."

Yet these Winter Three Kingdoms now say they want to form a union.

The unexpected statement momentarily froze my thoughts. I had only escorted the Crown Princess to the Imperial Palace out of concern for her safe return in this weather, but had I known I would hear such words the moment we entered, I would have let her stay overnight at my residence instead.

That's how serious the concept of a "union" is—not something to be mentioned lightly. Not simply establishing friendly relations like "let's get along well," nor even forming an alliance, but a union?

'Only Yuven has adopted a union system.'

The Yuven United Kingdom, the continent's third-ranked nation and a magic powerhouse. One might think that if such a country uses it, a union must be an advanced system, but there's always a reason why others don't adopt it.

The union system has more disadvantages than advantages, and it's perfect for collapse as nations get buried under the disadvantages before they can leverage any benefits. Honestly, if Yuven could use a single kingdom system instead of a union, they would have done so long ago. They're just barely hanging on with the union because they have no other choice.

Even then, Yuven United Kingdom maintains its union because it has a definitive central nation holding things together, but the Winter Three Kingdoms...

"Aren't the Winter Three Kingdoms two weak nations and one extremely weak one?"

There's no nation strong enough to serve as the union's solid center. If anything, there's a definitive weak link.

"'Extremely weak'? That might hurt Lusen's feelings if they heard it, so don't say such things elsewhere."
"I never specifically mentioned Lusen—"
"But as the Minister said, the Winter Three Kingdoms lack a nation capable of binding a union together. Stiniye and Nosgor have similar national power, and Lusen... well, that goes without saying."

I briefly opened my mouth before nodding in agreement. At least the Emperor and I were on the same page.

"That's why this is so perplexing. It's already strange that nations that have always acted independently want to form a union, but for the parties who know their own national power best to be calling for union? What benefit could they possibly see in this?"
"At least they sought the Empire's permission first, right? It would have been more troublesome if they had formed the union first and then sent an envoy."
"Well, I see a determination to get permission no matter what."

That's not wrong either.

When a kingdom seeks the Empire's permission through official diplomatic channels, it means the matter is already a national policy. If they were willing to abandon the idea upon the Empire's opposition, they wouldn't have brought it up in the first place.

"Was there any mention of what form of union they plan to create?"
"They're planning something looser than Yuven. Unlike Yuven, which presents a single monarch externally, the Winter Three Kingdoms Union would have all three kings appearing simultaneously."

This is even more confusing. They're going through the trouble of forming a union but with three heads? Is there even a need for a union then?

"How complicated."
"Indeed it is."

The Emperor took a sip of the vodka he had set down on the table.

"Well, for now, I plan to hold off until the Ministry of Foreign Affairs gathers more detailed information. Trying to set up the board with insufficient cards would only complicate matters."
"A truly wise decision."

I nodded at the Emperor's words.

This isn't a matter that requires an immediate decision anyway. Diplomacy between nations inherently requires substantial discussion and compromise. The Winter Three Kingdoms themselves are probably prepared for prolonged negotiations with the Empire.

"By the way, Your Majesty."
"Speak."
"If the Winter Three Kingdoms form a union... couldn't we make them an ally that would draw Armein's attention?"

"Not at all."

I was somewhat surprised by his resolute answer, given without a moment's consideration.

"The Winter Three Kingdoms could certainly become loyal friends of the Empire, but regrettably, they lack the capacity to attract Armein's interest."

Though better than nothing, I suppose.

The Emperor shrugged after saying this and downed the remaining vodka in one gulp.

'Their territories must be even more worthless than I imagined.'

For the Emperor, who must consider all possibilities, to make such a definitive statement—just how miserable must the national power of the Winter Three Kingdoms be?

It's enough to make my heart ache for them.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs secured information faster than expected. Who would have thought they'd submit a report before I could return to my residence?

"My, that was quick."

It seemed unexpected to the Emperor as well, as he chuckled while examining the stack of documents brought by the attendants.

It's a bit sad. Just as I was about to leave, the documents arrived. Now it would be awkward to say, "Then I'll be on my way," and escape.

"...Ah, I see."

The Emperor's reaction even piqued my personal curiosity.

If I hadn't known about the Winter Three Kingdoms forming a union from the beginning, I could have lived in blissful ignorance. Unfortunately, I've already heard about it. If I go home in this state, I'll inevitably wake up in the middle of the night wondering, "So why the hell are they trying to form a union?"

A dreadful prospect. Curiosity truly is humanity's greatest enemy.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Read this as well. The reason is more pitiful than expected."

My curiosity intensified even further.

***

While watching the Minister quickly review the documents, I opened a new bottle of vodka.

I had wondered why the Ministry of Foreign Affairs submitted a report with unusual speed, but it turns out they didn't gather the information themselves—the Winter Three Kingdoms had reported their circumstances directly to the Empire.

And the report—or rather, petition—submitted by the Winter Three Kingdoms through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was heartbreaking to read.

'We'll die if we remain separate, so we must unite to survive.'

Barren territories. Limited resources. Borders so fixed that further external expansion is impossible. Seas that frequently freeze, hampering foreign trade.

The combination of all these factors has brought the Winter Three Kingdoms to the limit of preserving their national existence. They've managed to endure until now and might continue to do so for a while longer, but if this situation persists, their collapse is inevitable.

That's why the Winter Three Kingdoms chose union. Not to increase their influence or to join forces and move south to warmer regions. Simply because they can only see a path to survival by uniting—throwing away borders, tariffs, and everything else. Because huddling together in the bitter cold is better than freezing to death alone.

'I thought people could live even in the harshest conditions.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly. Despite talk of lands of perpetual snow, I thought nations existed there because humans are adaptable creatures. But they weren't adapting to the extreme cold—they were dying in it.

I felt sorry for the Winter Three Kingdoms. Especially for Lusen, the most destitute among them—I even felt grateful. Despite their dire situation, they still managed to produce this vodka.

"The situation is grave."

Having finished reading the documents, the Minister muttered in a somewhat bitter voice.

"Will forming a union really help them survive?"


And then he mentioned the truth I had been trying to ignore.

That beggars uniting just makes three beggars. That combining debts only triples the debt. The Minister voiced this cruel truth.

"But it would be difficult to refuse them. This is literally a decision that stakes their national fate—if the Empire shows reluctance, their resentment will be directed at us."
"That's true, but..."

If they're doomed either way, wouldn't it be better for the Winter Three Kingdoms to at least make a final struggle before perishing?

So the Empire has no choice but to accept. If this union had some nefarious purpose, we might refuse or demand something in return for approval, but for a union purely for survival, we should be urging them to proceed immediately.

'If the Winter Three Kingdoms truly collapse, that would create its own problems.'

In fact, the northeastern region of the continent has historically been chaotic. Barren territories, harsh climate, limited resources, and fierce barbarian tribes. As a result, nations bordering the northeastern continent have suffered from barbarian invasions and plunder.

This turmoil subsided thanks to the emergence of the Winter Three Kingdoms as rational, civilized diplomatic entities. If the Winter Three Kingdoms collapse, the northeastern continent and surrounding regions would revert to an era of barbarism. The resulting continental chaos would be most unwelcome.

'...How can we save them?'

But necessity and possibility are separate issues. The existence of the Winter Three Kingdoms is essential for continental peace, but their inherent limitations overshadow even this necessity.

If only the Winter Three Kingdoms were neighboring countries, we could breathe life into them through large-scale trade. If they could import resources to sustain themselves, national preservation would be possible.

"It's unfortunate. If trade were easier, their continued existence would be possible."

Truly regrettable—

"Ah."

I raised my head slightly at the Minister's exclamation, which suggested he had realized something.

What is it? The situation seems hopeless to me—has he thought of a solution I've missed?

***

As soon as I heard the word "trade," I instinctively thought of a certain creature.

'Jizz.'

A flying creature with tremendous speed, battleship-sized proportions, and correspondingly immense strength.

As evident from its habitat in the northern regions of the North, this eagle has decent cold resistance.

'Couldn't we send it to the Winter Three Kingdoms?'

We could load supplies desperately needed by the Winter Three Kingdoms onto its back, or fill boxes for Jizz to carry in its talons. With each round trip, Jizz could deliver supplies equivalent to several battleships.

Of course, the volume would be less than regular maritime trade. Still, it would be enough to provide life-sustaining resources to dying nations.

'We should save the customer before asking for payment.'

The Empire's mercy bestowed upon nations on the brink of collapse. If Jizz's emergency aid proves successful, the Winter Three Kingdoms will become eternally loyal to the Empire.

Though they say there are no permanent allies or enemies in international relations, betraying someone who saved your country goes beyond issues of trust. How can you conduct diplomacy with a nation that doesn't even maintain basic decency? Even merchants who love money do business with people, not beasts.

So I casually mentioned the idea of using Jizz to the Emperor.

"Hmm."

His response was quite positive.

"Indeed. If we can legally send Jizz to the Winter Three Kingdoms, the Empire's sphere of activity would extend to Armein's rear and northern Yuven as well."

His reaction added even more than I had considered, but I didn't mind.

# My Proud Homeland

My proud homeland. The pure white country that I love. The peaceful foundation that our ancestors have sought to protect for generations.

This is the Kingdom of Lusen, ruled by me, Yuri VII. Though people of the continent call it a harsh and cold land of extreme winter, no matter how severe the environment, it is where our history and culture reside. It is the region where our bodies and souls live.

That's why even if it was somewhat poor, somewhat cold, somewhat difficult, I loved this kingdom. Like the eternal snow of Lusen, I loved my country and my subjects unchangingly. Because that is my mission as one born a king.

And because it is courtesy toward the ancestors who passed this country down to their descendants despite the bitter cold.

"Your Majesty."
"Minister? You must be quite busy, what brings you here?"

While I was pledging to safely pass this beautiful country down to my descendants, the Foreign Minister requested an audience.

These days, the busiest person in the Kingdom of Lusen is not me but the Foreign Minister. Isn't he in the midst of busy discussions with the foreign ministries of the Kingdom of Stiniye and the Kingdom of Nosgor for the creation of an alliance, and also pleading with the Empire for the establishment of this alliance? I always feel sorry for burdening my subject with excessive work due to my own incompetence as king.

"Are you having oatmeal for your meal again today?"

Yet this loyal subject, far from resenting this incompetent king, is instead concerned about my health.

He's such a foolish person. If he were greedy, I would at least be on guard.

"In these difficult times for everyone, how could I in good conscience enjoy a lavish meal? Rather, even this oatmeal is too extravagant a feast for me."
"Please do not speak that way. Your Majesty is everything to Lusen, our pillar. Only when Your Majesty is strong can Lusen remain firm."
"Haha, it seems the pillar is not me but the Foreign Minister."
"Your Majesty."

I waved my hand at the Foreign Minister who was about to pour out more admonishments. Such conversations inevitably lead to endless humble remarks from the king and loyal counsel from the minister.

"As the minister says, to be strong, I must eat in peace. So instead of complicated talk, shall we handle your business first?"
"...Yes, Your Majesty."

At my words, the Foreign Minister finally bowed his head.

"The Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs has submitted our petition to the Emperor."

And he delivered a positive report.

"That's faster than I expected. I thought it would take several weeks to reach the Emperor."
"It seems the Emperor also showed deep interest in the alliance. I heard he ordered the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to report even the smallest details."
"That's fortunate."

I let out a small sigh of relief. Whether the Emperor is positive or negative about the three-country alliance, showing interest makes it easier to continue negotiations.

The most difficult conversation partner in the world is not someone filled with negative thoughts, but someone who has no interest in the matter at hand.

"And this is from an official with whom I have a small acquaintance."

I leaned my upper body toward the Foreign Minister at his next words.

No matter how much Lusen is evaluated as a minor country among minor countries on the continent, as an independent nation, the authority of the Foreign "Minister" is respected. If an official has a friendship with such a minister, they must be at least a department head in the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Information unofficially provided by a department-level official would be of great help in forming this alliance. Such as reactions within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, movements of other departments in the Empire, or the Emperor's level of response—

"The Emperor and the Minister of the Audit Department had a meeting regarding the alliance issue."
"...The Emperor and the Minister of the Audit Department?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. He is not one to spread false rumors, so it is certain."

I unconsciously swallowed at the Foreign Minister's affirmation.

A meeting between the Empire's leader and its power player. Doesn't this mean the Emperor takes this matter more seriously than anything else?

'Indeed, moving toward an alliance was the right answer.'

This is truly miraculous. The Emperor has such great interest in this matter that he's discussing it with a power player. If he were simply going to reject it, he wouldn't take this much action.


Then the Emperor will surely sympathize with the suffering and poor conditions of Lusen and the other two countries. He will recognize that the kingdoms showing loyalty to the Empire, the sentinels guarding the chaotic northeastern continent, are facing a crisis of national collapse.

If things flow that way, the Emperor can only give a positive answer. The Emperor must know that if we collapse, the continent will become troublesome.

'God is protecting Lusen.'

I unconsciously thanked God. It was thanks to God that we could come up with this new path called an alliance.

Recently, the next Saint of the Papal States began a pilgrimage to visit the holy sites of the continent. The first destination of that pilgrimage was the Kingdom of Lusen, and after that, he visited the other two winter countries before heading straight to the Empire.

This proved that even the Dawn Order sees our three winter countries as one cultural sphere. Following that incident, the sense of shared identity among our three winter countries rapidly increased, and we also realized that each of our situations was equally dire. We realized that if this situation continues, we would all collapse together amicably.

So we chose the path of alliance. If even the Dawn Order sees us as one, then we will truly become one. If we're going to perish separately anyway, we might as well make one last struggle. As king, I will use every method for my subjects.

'Truly protected by God...'

Honestly, it was also a path chosen with somewhat of a desperate mindset. As I said, it was like a last struggle because there was no other way, because no path was visible, it was a card thrown with a "whatever happens, happens" attitude.

But that card is stirring up the game. How touching—

- Kieeeeeeeeeeeeeee──!!

A sound like the sky being torn apart rang out.

"Y-Your Majesty!"

Soon, the captain of the royal guard who was outside hurriedly opened the door and entered.

"A bird, a giant bird has appeared above the palace!"

Along with words that were impossible to comprehend.

***

Use Jiz to supply large-scale goods to the three winter countries, and make them loyal countries that cannot survive without the Empire. At the same time, make the three winter countries a base for Jiz, expanding the Empire's range of activities to the rear of Armein and northern Yuven.

If it happens as planned, there couldn't be a better scenario. A perfect ending where everyone is happy with just Jiz having to work hard.

The question was whether Jiz would take on the role of a continent-wide delivery worker, that was the key.

'The three winter countries aren't exactly next door.'

The distance between the Empire and the three winter countries is literally from one end of the continent to the other. Moreover, unlike Yuven which is decent for human habitation, they are lands of eternal snow that are unparalleled in their harshness.

Isn't it too cruel to ask Jiz to make frequent expeditions to such places, not just once? It wouldn't be strange if she turned back due to the cold on the way.

- The three winter countries?

So I attempted sincere persuasion and requests to Jiz rather than just giving orders,

- Where is that?
"Here."
- Oh? So I can go there to play?
"Uh... I guess?"
- I want to do it! I'll do it!

An intense reaction came as soon as she saw the map.

"Are you sure? It's not just going once, you'll have to go periodically, and you won't be going empty-handed."

I was more surprised by how readily she accepted.

Is she thinking of going to the three winter countries as just an occasional overseas trip? It's not an overseas trip but more like an overseas labor dispatch!

- It's fine! How heavy could it be!

"Going frequently..."
- Frequently is even better! I can legally go play far away!

Looking at Jiz giggling, I felt like a fool for worrying until just now.

'A fool who only knows how to fly...'

The words that Eternal Blue Sky said when Jiz was a god.

As expected of her sister, she knows her sibling better than anyone. There's no better way to describe Jiz than as a fool who only knows how to fly.

- Right? Like a bird, I just love flying.
'...Were you listening?'
- I was just talking with Jiz until now. She was whining about being bored because she's already seen all of the Empire.

I nodded glumly at Eternal Blue Sky's words.

I'm glad things are working out well, but it feels a bit strange. A delivery worker who goes all the way to the Arctic just because she wants to see the world.

- I love it! I'll use this opportunity to make the majesty of the sky known on the other side of the continent too!

No, perhaps it's not just for travel but for some religious reason?

Of course, even if religious reasons are included, it doesn't make Jiz's eccentricity normal.

- The majesty of the sky god Eternal Blue Sky and her divine beast! Jiz's majesty!
- She'll probably just embarrass us instead...

Jiz flapping her wings in joy and Eternal Blue Sky muttering alone.

The temperature difference between the sisters was so extreme that I almost burst into laughter.

After getting the consent of the party involved, everything else proceeded smoothly.

These are goods being delivered as a sample to the three winter countries with relatively small populations. There's no need for many varieties or quantities, so a sufficient sample amount was organized with just supplies from near the Capital.

So Jiz quickly headed toward the Kingdom of Lusen across the northern sea of the continent,

"The king of the Kingdom of Lusen personally contacted the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He expressed gratitude on behalf of Lusen's subjects for the Empire's tolerance and mercy."
"That was fast."

Yes, it's incredibly fast. Both Jiz's delivery speed and the Lusen king's expression of gratitude are faster than imagined.

"But Your Majesty, is there a reason you sent supplies to Lusen first among the three countries?"

At my question, the Emperor was silent for a moment.

It doesn't really matter whether the delivery goes to Lusen first, Stiniye first, or Nosgor first. It would have been fine to just tell Jiz to go wherever she wanted first.

But the Emperor specifically pointed to Lusen. Perhaps it's a return for the vodka received so far?

"Lusen seemed like it would collapse first."
"Ah."

Such a short and intense answer made me solemn.

"Well, now that the danger of collapse is gone, that's fortunate. Soon supplies will arrive in Stiniye and Nosgor too, so I'm thinking of telling the three countries to end with border opening and tariff abolition rather than an alliance."
"Certainly that would be enough. The survival is possible just by allowing goods flowing into the three countries to move freely within—"
"Of course, the Empire will also be included in that treaty."
"...Truly a wise decision."

I flinched for a moment but nodded as calmly as possible.

After saving their countries, they should show goodwill by opening their borders and tariffs to the Empire. Of course.

# The Descent of the Great Eagle

In the land of eternal snow, where bitter cold rages, a great eagle descended. The blessing carried by this eagle became a ray of light and hope for the starving and weakened subjects.

—The journey of Jiz, which seemed worthy of becoming a biblical verse, concluded with fervent cheers and gratitude from the three northern kingdoms.

"I was so warmly welcomed! They even gave me lots of gifts!?"

And the gratitude of the three kingdoms appeared genuine. The already impoverished nations did not send their savior Jiz away empty-handed.

Vodka and chocolate, specialties of the Lusen Kingdom, black pearls primarily harvested from the waters off Nosgor, and even the fur of white ermines that only inhabit Stiniye. The three kingdoms loaded Jiz's back with as much sincerity as they could possibly show.

"Why did they send live ones instead of just the fur?"
"Peeeeep..."
"Piiing..."

Amid all this, two white ermines were sent alive rather than as pelts.

It was somewhat confusing. If they had sent all of them alive, one might think the Empire was meant to raise them, but with other ermine pelts already processed, only these two were sent living.

What could it mean? Perhaps these creatures' family members were among the pelts? Had they stowed away on Jiz's back to seek revenge against the filthy humans?

"Oh, those are special ermines."
"Special?"
"What was it again? Born on a sacred day in a sacred place? Their birthplace normally receives snow year-round, but on the day they were born, the sky was clear, so they're considered symbols of hope."

That was a decent enough story to accept.

Certainly, Stiniye, while not as cold as Lusen, was still a frigid country with abundant snowfall. A pair of white ermines born on a clear day in such a country? It wouldn't be strange for them to be treated as spiritual creatures and cherished.

But I couldn't understand why they would send such spiritual creatures to the Empire. From their perspective, they must feel betrayed after living comfortably until now.

"Do you want to raise them?"
"Huh? They're scared of me."
"They do seem to be."

As soon as Jiz landed, the two white ermines scurried behind my body in a panic. If these two were left in Jiz's care, they would either die from stress or attempt a desperate escape with tears in their eyes.

'They'll have to be sent to the Imperial Palace anyway.'

I took the trembling pair of ermines into my arms.

These ermines were like tribute sent from the Stiniye Kingdom to the Empire. If that was the case, they should rightfully go to the Emperor's hands, not Jiz's or mine.

There's even a zoo operated by the Emperor in a corner of the palace. I worried whether creatures accustomed to cold places could survive in the warm capital, but magicians would surely solve such problems.

'The Crown Princess will love them.'

I couldn't help but smile at the thought of the Crown Princess delighting in her new animal friends.

These creatures would probably prefer living as pets of the Empire's future Emperor rather than as spiritual creatures in a frigid country.

The Emperor, upon receiving the gifts from the three winter kingdoms, spoke with a face full of sorrow and compassion.

"The furs from Stiniye and the black pearls from Nosgor are of exceptional quality. They could rightfully be considered a nation's primary exports."
"That shows their sincere respect and gratitude toward Your Majesty."
"In other words, they were starving despite possessing such valuable goods."

His statement was so solemn that I unconsciously bowed my head.

He was right. Furs and pearls are typically classified as luxury goods, items that necessarily generate demand from wealthy buyers. If one could sell high-quality luxury goods in large quantities, the national treasury would inevitably be filled.

Yet Stiniye and Nosgor were desperately poor. With seas that frequently froze, maritime trade was difficult, and with heavy snowfall, land routes were equally challenging.

'Moreover, they didn't even share borders with many countries.'

Even if they managed to reach other countries by land routes through sheer determination, there was still a problem. From the perspective of those countries, knowing there were no other buyers, they could purchase even the finest goods at severely reduced prices.


'How terrible.'

Having goods that could provide a comfortable living if sold properly, yet being unable to sell them properly. Such adverse conditions were enough to bring a country to the brink of collapse.

Or perhaps these were countries that should have collapsed long ago but managed to survive on furs and black pearls. Truly a pitiful situation.

"Lusen's situation is even more serious. For those of us living in warm places, vodka and chocolate are mere luxuries, but for those surviving in the extreme cold like Lusen, they are survival necessities."
"We should increase the supplies sent to Lusen."
"Indeed. The Empire is now Lusen's only hope."

At the mention of "only hope," I looked at the pair of white ermines wandering around the Emperor's feet.

Stiniye considered these two creatures symbols of hope. But offering their symbol of hope to the Empire meant they were now placing all their hope in the Empire rather than in mere animals, essentially pledging their worship.

It was an expression of profound sadness. The desperation and desolation of one nation placing all its hope in another. An emotion I could never understand, even if I died and came back to life.

"Ah, in five days, foreign ministers from the three winter kingdoms will visit the Empire. At that time, we will establish treaties for market opening and tariff elimination between the Empire and the winter kingdoms. Send Jiz back in a week."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I will inform Jiz."

As I bowed my head, I felt the Emperor's gaze on the back of my head.

"...Your Majesty?"
"Minister. There is something I am curious about."
"Please speak."

After briefly stroking his chin, the Emperor carefully continued.

"Would it be... too much to send Leviathan as well?"
"Besides the speed issue, it would cause chaos in many ways."
"That's unfortunate. Leviathan's transport capacity would be overwhelming."

As the Emperor clicked his tongue softly, I imagined Leviathan's size.

The mere thought was dizzying. Setting aside the fact that Leviathan couldn't fly at light speed like Jiz and would require long travel times, whether traveling by sea or air, a creature the size of an island would be problematic. Every country along the route would go crazy and seek out the Empire's Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Of course, any commotion caused by Leviathan wouldn't directly concern me, but unnecessary continental disturbances could roll into unpredictable incidents. It's always best to avoid commotion from the start.

"Well, if supplies become too abundant, gratitude might diminish. Using Jiz is more useful after all."

Perhaps the Emperor wasn't seriously considering deploying Leviathan, as he quickly abandoned the idea.

***

Seeing the supplies piled in the royal garden brought tears to my eyes.

No, perhaps they had already fallen, melting the cold snow as they flowed down.

"Oh God."

I knelt before the abundant supplies and gave thanks to God.

To our Lord Enen, who guided us to a new path.

"I am Jiz, the divine beast who follows the Eternal Blue Sky! The Emperor of the Skies! I'll be coming often from now on, so please treat me well!"

And to the divine beast and its master, the sky, who bestowed miracles and blessings upon us.

The Eternal Blue Sky, was it? One of the two gods officially recognized by the Dawn Order. I have limited information as it has little connection to our Lusen Kingdom, but I recall it was primarily worshipped by the northern nomads.

Yet thanks to that sky, our breath continues. The Empire's mercy reached us through the divine beast of the sky.

Then we must revere and fear the sky. Just as we thank Enen, just as we thank the Empire—we must also consider the sky our benefactor.

'Since the Dawn Order has recognized it, there should be no problem in us worshipping it.'

If the god called the Eternal Blue Sky were a heretic hated by the Dawn Order like the Twilight Order once was, we could never worship it. For us who already struggle to survive, earning the hatred of the Order would be inviting our own death.


But the Eternal Blue Sky is not the Twilight Order. Like Constantina, the god of the elves, it is a different religion but respected by the Dawn Order. Therefore, offering our faith should not be problematic.

'...Building a temple would be difficult though.'

Unfortunately, the current finances of the Lusen Kingdom cannot support a new temple.

It might be possible to build something small and modest, but this would be the first temple for a god who has greatly helped us. Rather than building something small and insignificant, it would be better not to build at all. When finances allow... that would be the right time to build properly.

'Should we at least make a statue for now?'

Still, having no evidence of faith would be disrespectful in its own way.

When the black divine beast visits next time, I should ask about the god. What kind of god is the Eternal Blue Sky, what form does it take? No matter how poor we are, we can still create one magnificent statue.

"Foreign Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."

When I called the Foreign Minister who stood behind me, he answered with a trembling voice.

I understand. I too feel like bursting into tears if I let my guard down even slightly.

"I've never been happier that the Emperor enjoys vodka."

This is sincere. Unlike Stiniye's ermine fur or Nosgor's black pearls, our Lusen vodka and chocolate are merely ordinary preferences. Nice to have but dispensable, and not particularly luxurious enough to be considered luxury items.

Yet such items have caught the Emperor's interest. We can satisfy the Emperor sufficiently with our vodka, into which we've poured our souls. How fortunate this is.

"I wish I could give a national treasure as a gift..."
"Such precious items do not exist in Lusen, Your Majesty."
"A sad fact indeed."

More precisely, we have no national treasures suitable as gifts to other countries.

Treasures embedded with royal history that cannot be transferred, symbolic relics stained with Lusen's desperate tears. It would be awkward to give such things as gifts of gratitude to the Empire.

Therefore, we must show even more thorough and certain loyalty. We must become faithful servants of the Empire.

"Foreign Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"When my children grow up... I should send at least one to the Imperial Academy."

At those words, the Foreign Minister silently bowed his head.

I didn't particularly expect an answer, so it doesn't matter.

A few days after the Foreign Minister visited the Empire and concluded the treaty.

"Hello! I'm back!"
"Welcome, Jiz. It's good to see you again."

The divine beast of the Eternal Blue Sky visited again.

"Jiz. There is something I am curious about."
"Yes? What is it?"
"I would like to know about the god you serve. We are ignorant of nomadic beliefs—"
"You're curious about the Eternal Blue Sky!?"

Jiz's eyes sparkled.

"If you're that curious, I can't help it! To understand the Eternal Blue Sky, I need to start explaining from the primordial era when the sky first opened its eyes—!"

His beak began moving relentlessly.

I knew he had an energetic personality, but I didn't realize he was this talkative.

When Jizz transports food, materials, clothing, and manufactured goods to the Winter Three Nations, they load Jizz's back with vodka, chocolate, white marten fur, and black pearls in return.

Trade conducted through 100% pure barter without using currency. Somehow, it gives me a strange feeling, as if we've returned to ancient times. Should we start calling it the Kfelopen Tribe instead of the Kfelopen Empire?

"Vodka and chocolate are currently trending among the nobility."
"Pardon?"

And the ripple effects of this national-level barter system have shaken the imperial social circles.

It must be true since the Minister himself said it. He's the head of the Ministry of Finance who can track the movement of goods within the empire, and as the head of a county family, he also has connections in social circles.

"It's already well-known that His Majesty enjoys vodka. But thanks to the recent treaty, vodka has been imported in large quantities. With sufficient supply, the nobles have started following His Majesty's example."
"What about chocolate?"
"The Crown Princess likes it, so they're feeding it to their children too. No special reason."

I nodded glumly at such a trivial reason.

The social circles are truly incomprehensible. Sometimes they're so dark and deep with intrigue that you wonder if they're gatherings of actual humans, but then they show trends at the level of 5-year-old children. I wonder which is the true face of high society.

"Well, it's good news for the Ministry of Finance. We couldn't dispose of or neglect goods sent by foreign countries as proof of loyalty, but now the demand exceeds supply."

The Minister shrugged, took out a Lusen chocolate from his pocket, and handed one to Fedi who was nestled in his arms.

"But I still have enough to give to our Fedi as a gift, so it's fine."
"Wow! Thank you!"
"Good. Go share it with your siblings."
"Yes!"

Fedi slipped out of the Minister's arms and ran toward the door.

The Minister watched the scene with a warm smile, but when he turned his attention back to me, his expression had returned to its indifferent state.

"Can't you look at me with a smile too?"
"Are you really in a position to say that?"

I closed my mouth at the Minister's retort.

That's true. I'm not in a position to comment on whether the Minister smiles or not.

'I could genuinely smile if I saw him inside a prison cell.'

Then a question suddenly occurred to me. He should be accumulating disciplinary actions by now, so why hasn't there been any news of his confinement or even a reprimand?

'Is it because the Audit Department became independent?'

Come to think of it, most of the Minister's disciplinary reasons were "failure to properly manage subordinates." Just as I received disciplinary actions because section chiefs caused problems, the Minister lived as a recipient of numerous disciplinary actions due to the Audit Department's mishaps.

But now the Audit Department has become the independent Ministry of Audit. The Minister should no longer have to face disciplinary actions.

'That's disappointing.'

I'm genuinely disappointed. It was my one wish to see the Minister in prison just once more.

"Ah, I just remembered I came here because I had something to ask you."

While I was feeling bitter about my unfulfilled wish, the Minister let out a quiet exclamation.

His words surprised me. I naturally assumed he came to play with Fedi. I had no idea he had other business.

"Do you remember Gerhardt?"
"Of course I remember him. How could I forget someone I've known for three years?"

I immediately nodded at the Minister's question.

Gerhardt, the history teacher at the Academy. I've known him since my first year of assignment at the Academy and shared knowledge about the North with him until the moment I graduated.


He's someone who could provide great help in researching Northern history and culture, and since we built a relationship over three years, we parted on good terms with me offering conveniences. I told him I would inform the Northern lords in advance if he wanted to conduct field research, and to contact me anytime if he needed my help.

In fact, since graduation, he's only contacted me for my wedding and when I had a child.

"It seems he needs your help but is hesitant to reach out."

His following words made me feel sorry.

Gerhardt had contacted me for Erich's wedding too, congratulating our family's joyous occasion. That was a recent contact, so he probably needed my help then too but couldn't bring himself to ask.

'I guess speaking comfortably was too much to expect.'

It's understandable, really. During Academy days, we saw each other often, and since I wore the label of Academy Inspector, the psychological distance was relatively narrow.

But now there's no point of contact between Gerhardt and me. From Gerhardt's perspective, contacting a current Minister and Imperial Count must be a huge psychological burden.

I wonder how Gerhardt's troubles reached the Minister's ears, but then again, the Minister's niece was a graduate student under Gerhardt. Gerhardt's sighs must have reached Christina, and Christina told the Minister.

"I should contact him first soon."
"No. Don't contact him directly. Go through several intermediaries. If he receives your contact directly, he'll be terrified and tremble."

Since that wasn't wrong, I accepted it.

Gerhardt is so cautious that he can't even bring up his business first. If I suddenly contact such a person and say something like "Do you need anything?", it wouldn't be surprising if Gerhardt suffered cardiac arrest.

'He was so brave during Academy days.'

I miss the Gerhardt who would barge into the club room and bow his head without hesitation.

Back then, we were academic comrades without pretense. Physical distance has made our relationship awkward.

As an Imperial Honorary Teacher, I find it deplorable.

Following the Minister's advice, I contacted Gerhardt through several intermediaries. Since the contact went through the Deputy Head of Intelligence and Christina, Gerhardt's burden would have been relatively reduced.

- He says he happens to have business in the Capital. Since you're going to talk anyway, how about meeting in person instead of just contacting?

I pondered the Intelligence Deputy Head's suggestion for a moment.

I prefer face-to-face conversations over communication orbs, and it would be nice to see an old acquaintance after a long time—but I'm not sure if Gerhardt would accept that.

"Would that be okay?"
- Why not? Judging by how he contacts you for every celebration, direct conversation seems possible. He might even be hesitating because he considers asking through a communication orb to be impolite.

Since this was also a valid point, I nodded.

More precisely, I was glad that the Intelligence Deputy Head reinforced my inclination toward a face-to-face meeting. If I summoned Gerhardt on my own, it would be an abuse of power, but with the Deputy Head's advice, it becomes an ordinary suggestion.

- By the way, Gerhardt certainly has a unique personality. Usually, those researching non-mainstream fields try to secure patrons, but he hesitates despite having the biggest patron right beside him.
"He's pure because he's focused only on his field. It's people like him who advance scholarship."
- No, how much could someone who hasn't even attended school know about scholarship...

I couldn't help but sneer at the Deputy Head's words. I'm not an uneducated adult but an Honorary Teacher recognized by the Empire.

How could a mere youngster understand the profound meaning of an Honorary Teacher?

***

A summons from someone who should now be addressed as His Excellency the Minister of Audit or His Excellency the Count of Teilgleichen, no longer the Confectionery Club advisor or Inspector.

At first, I hesitated because it was a summons from such a lofty person, but refusing a summons would be impolite. Besides, the Minister I knew from the Academy was a person who treated even a mere teacher like me with respect and warmth.

I trust my experience. The Minister I observed for three years at the Academy is neither someone who would act oppressively toward me nor someone who would summon me only to scold me.

'I should think of this as an opportunity to pay my respects in person.'


I've sent congratulatory messages whenever good things happened to His Excellency, but regrettably, I haven't been able to congratulate him in person.

Each time, I happened to be in the North, and the Minister was already surrounded by high-ranking nobles and officials. I thought it would be improper for a mere teacher to insert himself among them.

But now I have the opportunity to meet in person. Perhaps it's the mercy of the Eternal Blue Sky, who values scholars researching the North.

'...I'll just pay my respects.'

And I reminded myself several times inwardly. It's good to see His Excellency, but I should only exchange greetings and talk about recent events. I shouldn't mention any requests.

Of course, if it's the Minister, he would gladly grant my request. But as someone who has received his consideration and grace, I cannot bring myself to make such a request.

As a teacher, scholar, and human being, I cannot be disrespectful to a benefactor who has greatly contributed to the advancement of scholarship. I'd rather struggle a bit more myself.

I feel like my head is turning completely white.

"The North is still an alien region for imperial citizens. Although it has come within the empire's boundaries, it remains an unknown region where there's more we don't know than what we do know."

The Minister said he would speak formally as in the past, since this meeting was an invitation as a past acquaintance, not as a noble.

Hearing formal speech from His Excellency was dizzying, but what followed was even more so.

"That's why I pledged to provide all conveniences, believing in Mr. Gerhardt's passion and ability. If a capable scholar like Mr. Gerhardt researches the North and can share those results with the citizens, the North will become a familiar region rather than an unknown one."
"You're too kind."
"However, I feel a bit embarrassed that I haven't been able to help with Mr. Gerhardt's endeavors."

I almost squeezed my eyes shut at those words.

Though wrapped in the word "embarrassed," the content was explicit and direct. It was pressure to speak up since he knew I had concerns, and a subtle expression of disappointment, as if asking whether I didn't trust him enough to speak.

This is troublesome. I had planned to just have a normal conversation and then part ways, but when His Excellency brings up the matter so directly, there's no way to avoid it.

'He wasn't one to beat around the bush at the Academy either.'

I was foolish. I momentarily forgot His Excellency's tendencies because I hadn't seen him for several years.

'I guess there's no choice...'

After much deliberation, I decided to speak up.

"Actually, Your Excellency, I've recently encountered a problem that's difficult to solve on my own."
"Then I should help you. It's between us, Mr. Gerhardt."

I couldn't help but bow my head at His Excellency's kindness, shown with a faint smile.

"I was researching the life of the usurper and his remains... but the tribes remaining in the North now are those that distanced themselves from the usurper, making research difficult."

Because I was about to drive a nail into the heart of such a considerate person.

***

Seeing Gerhardt bow his head deeply, I immediately understood.

No wonder he was watching me cautiously. His research subject was the Khagan.

'As he researched the North more, he must have learned about my past too.'

That I had close friends, and those friends died in battle against the Khagan.

So he couldn't bring himself to ask me questions about the Khagan.

'It's fine though.'

I couldn't help but smile slightly. I don't have particularly good memories of the Khagan, but it's not traumatic enough for me to lash out at a scholar doing research.

I should help as much as I can for the sake of scholarship.

# Gaar Udesre Batar.

The hero who first unified the northern steppes, and the one and only Khagan in the history of the nomads.

Frankly, from the Empire's perspective, he was a Great Bastard they had the misfortune of facing as an enemy, but from an objective viewpoint, there had never been such a hero. Wasn't he the madman who nearly defeated the Empire through his individual might? He even managed to unite the nomadic tribes that had lived scattered for thousands of years.

That's why the Empire called Batar not the Khagan—the emperor of the nomads—but the "Heaven-Defying Rebel," meaning traitor. This was a measure to diminish Batar's dignity and authority, but at the same time, it acknowledged his might as "power capable of overturning heaven itself."

'Even now, I don't know how I managed to kill him.'

I'm serious. Even if my current self were to go back to the past, I'm not confident I could kill the Khagan again. Perhaps I'd die with each regression?

That's how miraculous it was to kill the Khagan—a result of miracle upon miracle upon miracle. Though it's sad and unfortunate that those people died—it was the best possible outcome for the world.

Yet it's strange. He was the enemy who killed my dear friends and threatened the Empire, but I'm the only one who witnessed and remembers that monster's final moments. I'm the person who knows the most about the Khagan in this entire continent.

"This is the weapon the Heaven-Defying Rebel used."

Moreover, the Khagan's relics had been sleeping in our family storehouse.

Anyone would think I was the Khagan's successor. It feels odd, especially since I'm also the leader of the Northern faction.

"Ah, no... why is this in Your Excellency's mansion..."

A bizarre situation where an unimaginable object appeared in an unimaginable place. Thanks to this, Gerhardt, who had been watching me cautiously, gaped as he examined the Khagan's relic.

A heavy, massive greatsword and scythe. When the Khagan wielded the greatsword, even the mightiest knights were crushed, and when he swung the scythe, soldiers fell like harvest-time grain. No wonder the Khagan's codename was "the Reaper" before he earned the title of Heaven-Defying Rebel.

"His Majesty the Emperor bestowed all the spoils of war from the Great Punitive War to Your Excellency the Victorious Duke, and Your Excellency bestowed the villain's weapons to me, who survived fighting the Heaven-Defying Rebel."

"I-I see."





After explaining the acquisition route to the confused Gerhardt, he quickly nodded in understanding.

"I'll lend these to you, Mr. Gerhardt."
"What?!"

However, at my casual addition, he began shaking his head vigorously.

"No, Your Excellency! These items are too valuable for someone like me!"
"Nothing is too valuable for a scholar. It's just a loan for research purposes, so what's the problem?"

With those words, I lifted the greatsword and scythe.

This heavy sensation. I can't say I missed it.

"The Heaven-Defying Rebel was the leader of the nomads and the greatest warrior of the steppes. To understand a warrior's life, one must also know his weapons."
"That's true, but..."
"So please accept them. The more you research the Heaven-Defying Rebel, the more the imperial heroes who fought against him will remain in everyone's memory."

At this, Gerhardt's expression turned serious.

What I just said was a request to accept them for the sake of my comrades. The more the strength and dignity of the Heaven-Defying Rebel is revealed, the more the reputation of those who defeated that monster will rise.

"I will certainly repay Your Excellency's kindness."
"I know your abilities well, Mr. Gerhardt. I look forward to it."

With a smile, I handed the Khagan's weapons to Gerhardt—

"Gaaack!"

"Ah."

Unfortunately, the Khagan's weapons were too heavy for a mere scholar to handle.

Both of Gerhardt's shoulders dislocated.

The reason was simple. When something heavy suddenly dropped into both hands, how could a frail scholar's body withstand it?

It was an unexpected disaster, but fortunately, we have Trixie, the continent's greatest archmage, in our home. Shoulder dislocations are easy to treat...

"I apologize, Mr. Gerhardt. My thoughtlessness caused this mistake."

I bowed my head to Gerhardt, whose shoulders had been safely treated.

I was stupid. Despite feeling the heavy sensation as soon as I picked up the weapons, I thoughtlessly handed them to a civilian. If they felt heavy to me, how would they feel to a civilian?

"It's fine, Your Excellency. Rather, I'm glad to have experienced even a fraction of the Heaven-Defying Rebel's might!"

Thankfully, this genuine scholar burst into laughter despite suffering an undeserved mishap.

If it were someone else laughing, I'd think it was forced, but coming from Gerhardt, it seems sincere.

"This might be presumptuous to offer as compensation."

After watching Gerhardt, I carefully opened my mouth.

"Your shoulders must still be in shock, so how about staying at the mansion tonight? We can also talk more about the Heaven-Defying Rebel."
"It would be an honor, but..."

At my suggestion, Gerhardt's eyes moved busily.

Not only the loan of research subject's relics, but also a one-on-one conversation with someone who knows more about the research subject than anyone else. Unless Gerhardt feels sorry toward me, he must be burning with research enthusiasm and a sense of mission right now. It's too attractive an offer to refuse.

But he also knows I'm still on honeymoon and parental leave, so it's awkward to accept readily. After all, he'd be an outsider entering a family's sanctuary.

"That's a good idea. A dislocation is an injury that's easy to fix, but it's also prone to recurrence. It's better to monitor it for a day just in case."

Trixie gave a gentle push to Gerhardt, who was struggling between reason and desire.

"Then I'll impose on you for just one day, despite the rudeness."
"Haha, I was the one who suggested it, so there's nothing rude about it. Let's chat about various things like we used to at the Academy."
"It's an honor, Your Excellency."

I instinctively almost patted Gerhardt's shoulder but held back.

I couldn't shatter a friend's shoulder twice.

I don't remember the last time I talked to someone about the Khagan.

"The Gaar tribe had intense struggles between clans for tribal leadership. The Heaven-Defying Rebel quickly took control of the Gaar tribe and elevated it to become the northern steppes' most powerful tribe."
"That's surprising. I thought it had been a powerful tribe from the beginning, since it unified the North."
"It would have been better if that were the case. The Sorden Margraves throughout history would either suppress or appease powerful tribes in the North early on. If the Gaar tribe had stood out earlier, the emergence of the Heaven-Defying Rebel might have been prevented."
"Indeed. The growth was so rapid that the Empire missed the timing to intervene."

It was more like a "In the beginning, there was the Khagan..." level of TMI dump, but Gerhardt was listening attentively with an expression that suggested he was enjoying it.

When the listener's reaction is excellent, the speaker also enjoys it. At this rate, I feel like I could explain the events of the Great Punitive War on a daily basis.

"By the way, how much do you know about the Eight Stallions? To understand the Heaven-Defying Rebel, knowledge about the Eight Stallions is also important."
"Embarrassingly, I only know their names and affiliated tribes. Thanks to Your Excellency's consideration, I was able to survey the North, but records about the Heaven-Defying Rebel and the Eight Stallions were strangely scarce."

"Of course, records are rare in the North to begin with."

As Gerhardt said this with an awkward smile, I slightly lowered my gaze.


In fact, I was the one who censored information about the Khagan and the Eight Stallions. Back then, I used every means to prevent the nomads from idolizing the Khagan and the Eight Stallions and regrouping. Even the Temple of the Eternal Blue Sky was set on fire during that period.

Come to think of it, Christina wasn't normal either, writing papers about Aridu Kezha and Udesre Jairug in the midst of all that.

'They were the same person, though.'

I'm sorry. If I had burned less information, you wouldn't have mistaken them for different people.

***

His Excellency's explanations were brief but each one was substantial.

"Chaujid Solrgo Ure was the deputy commander of the Heaven-Defying Rebel's camp and a battle-hardened veteran. For battles that the Heaven-Defying Rebel absolutely needed to win, that guy would appear leading the army. Several legion commanders died facing him."

Information about Chaujid Solrgo Ure's position, whom I only knew as a master archer.

"Jalair Mog Karial and Mog Timuen were siblings. The older sister, Karial, was one of the most renowned shamans in the North, while the younger brother, Timuen, was a warrior."
"Siblings side by side as part of the Eight Stallions. It makes one curious about their parents."
"Actually, at first I thought they were sisters."
"Pardon?"

The unnecessarily detailed information that Mog Timuen had delicate features.

"Ordo Kuman Ilai was the North's greatest shaman, dancer, and priest. With abilities to manipulate shadows and nightmares, they were difficult to subjugate."
"Shadows... you mean?"
"Things like blades rising from the shadow at your feet, or binding shadows to prevent movement... that sort of thing. It was absolute chaos."

Even information that Northern shamanism was more diverse and unique than continental magic.

Each piece was fascinating. At some point, I realized I was only hearing about the Eight Stallions rather than the Heaven-Defying Rebel, but as His Excellency said, to know the leader, one must also know his limbs—

- It's the first time I've seen a settled person so interested in the North. Live long enough and you see all sorts of sights.

?

Suddenly, I heard an unfamiliar voice.

'What was that?'

I'm confused. There's only me and His Excellency in this reception room. Where is this voice coming from?

- Huh? You can hear my voice?

The unfamiliar voice echoed again.

It felt like it was coming from inside my head rather than my ears.

"Mr. Gerhardt?"
"Ah, y-yes?"
"What's wrong? Your expression has darkened a bit."

I couldn't bring myself to speak at His Excellency's question. How worried would he be if I told him that not only had my shoulders dislocated, but now strange voices were echoing in my head?

However, while I hesitated, His Excellency's face also began to harden.

"...Mr. Gerhardt. Do you happen to hear a young woman's voice in your head?"
"Yes... yes, that's right."

At those words, His Excellency briefly pinched the bridge of his nose, then looked at the Heaven-Defying Rebel's weapons beside me.

"Is it because of those?"

Then he muttered something difficult to understand.

The Khagan was not only the first leader to unify the Great Plains and the North's greatest warrior, but religiously, he was also the "High" Priest of the Eternal Blue Sky faith. In the Dawn Order's terms, he was essentially equivalent to a pope.

Weapons used by someone who was both head of state, the strongest warrior, and a religious leader could never be ordinary by common sense. Indeed, the Khagan's greatsword and great scythe were sacred artifacts of the Eternal Blue Sky. They were legendary items imbued with divine energy and favor.

'They became ordinary weapons when the faith collapsed.'

However, the Khagan and the northern forces were defeated in war and fell from power. In that process, the Eternal Blue Sky faith collapsed with them, and divine energy no longer dwelled in the sacred artifacts. If anything, my sword that struck down the Khagan was closer to being a sacred artifact, which says a lot.

The greatsword and great scythe, having lost their holy power, were reduced from sacred artifacts to relics of merely academic value—

"But it seems the sacred artifacts have been revived as the faith recovers?"

The gradual recovery of the Eternal Blue Sky faith since the council has become a variable.

If the artifacts lost their sacred value when the faith collapsed, then it means they could regain their value through the revival of faith.

'...It seems the faith has recovered significantly.'
"Of course! My temples have been rebuilt all over the North, and thanks to Jiz, my name has spread to the other side of the continent! Reviving one sacred artifact is easy!"

The Eternal Blue Sky responded to my words with a voice full of pride.

Fair enough. It was already leeching faith from the World Tree, and if belief directed toward it had also increased, the impact would naturally be significant. Enough for Gerhardt, who had touched the sacred artifact, to hear the voice of the Eternal Blue Sky.

'But can someone hear a god's voice just by touching a sacred artifact? And this person is even a settled person who follows the Dawn Order.'

I pressed the issue, finding it difficult to accept so easily.

I acknowledge that sacred artifacts are precious items, but if everyone could hear a god's voice just by touching one briefly, the world would be full of saints. Could Gerhardt possibly have an ancestor who was a priest of the Eternal Blue Sky?

"I find it strange too..."

The Eternal Blue Sky paused, struggled for quite some time, then continued.

"He's quite interested in the North for a settled person. Honestly, he seems more passionate than the nomads alive today."
'That's true.'
"He probably learned about me while researching the North, and that acted like faith."

It wasn't a particularly convincing hypothesis, but I forced myself to accept it. In truth, once someone hears a god's voice, the reason doesn't matter much, and there weren't any other hypotheses anyway.

I just found it somewhat pitiful that a settled researcher's faith seemed stronger than that of many native nomads. With time, this bizarre faith would eventually find its proper place.

"Mr. Gerhardt."
"Ah, yes."

I looked at Gerhardt after roughly concluding our discussion.

Seeing his stiff expression made me feel sorry. Suddenly hearing an unfamiliar voice in his head while his conversation partner fell silent—from Gerhardt's perspective, he might be worried that something serious had happened.

So I should explain quickly that what he just experienced wasn't something serious at all, but rather an unparalleled opportunity for a northern researcher.

"What I'm about to tell you must not be shared with anyone."
"Yes. I will absolutely keep it confidential."

Gerhardt nodded with a serious face at my request for secrecy.

"The voice you just heard was that of the Eternal Blue Sky."
"What?"
"You see, the Khagan's weapons are sacred artifacts of the Eternal Blue Sky faith. By touching them, it seems a small connection has formed between you and the Eternal Blue Sky."

"...What?"

He opened his mouth with a blank expression.

I understand. I felt the same way when I first saw the Eternal Blue Sky.

The next morning, Gerhardt left the mansion carrying the Khagan's weapons, which had been enchanted with a lightening spell.

Though his expression had been complicated until last night, his face was nothing but bright as he departed with our send-off. It seems he had various conversations with the Eternal Blue Sky during the night.

'If used properly, it's the best advisor one could have.'

I'm something of a northern expert myself. But my expertise is strictly limited to the Great Punitive War. I might as well be completely ignorant about nomadic history and culture before that war.

But having a god who has watched over the nomads from the beginning of time helping with northern research? Gerhardt will become a walking Akashic Record for northern matters and the industry's most knowledgeable expert. An unprecedented and formidable expert.

'He might even convert at this rate.'

Though Gerhardt has lived as a follower of the Dawn Order, he isn't particularly devout. He's just living as he was born, as a follower of the Dawn Order.

With such an ordinary level of faith, if a god appeared who provided crucial help with his research, it wouldn't be strange for him to change religions. From a scholar's perspective, a god is someone who provides endless material for papers. If a real god helps with writing papers and research, conversion is only natural.

'They could be mutually beneficial.'

And the more active Gerhardt's research becomes, the more beneficial it is for the Eternal Blue Sky. As people learn about the once-glorious Eternal Blue Sky faith, as the unfamiliar North becomes familiar, wouldn't more people convert to the Eternal Blue Sky faith?

Moreover, the Three Winter Countries are already accumulating faith in the Eternal Blue Sky. There's no rule saying what happens in foreign countries on the opposite side of the continent can't happen in the Empire.

'A god that was parasitizing someone else's tree.'

I suddenly feel like crying. To think that such a pitiful and sorrowful god would see days like this.

Reuniting with a sibling thought dead, having a faith once treated as heretical now officially recognized, seeing that faith revived across the continent...

'Hang in there.'

Honestly, given how firmly established the Dawn Order is, returning to its heyday might be impossible, but it could secure a position as a respectable regional traditional culture.

***

The sky looked especially blue and high today. Probably because I had received the blessing of none other than the god of the sky.

"What should I tell you about first? The ancestors of the nomads? The first tribe of the North? The faiths that flourished in the North? Just ask!"

My lips twitched involuntarily at this blessing that made my heart race just hearing about it.

A blessing, truly a blessing. To hear about the history of nomads from a god who watched their birth and development. What greater blessing could there be?

Minister Kal was indeed my benefactor. Without him, I wouldn't have accumulated knowledge about the North during my three years at the Academy, received conveniences for northern field trips, secured the Khagan's weapons, or heard the voice of a god like this. My life had been dramatically changed by a single person.

'If it's not too presumptuous, could I learn about the Khagan's bloodline? To subdue an entire tribe in an instant, he must have had quite the lineage, but nothing is known about the Khagan's ancestors, so I've been curious!'

While feeling grateful to the Minister, I asked something I'd been wondering about for a long time.

There's a perception that only nobles care about bloodlines, but in fact, nomads place tremendous importance on lineage. Since nomads operate in family, clan, and tribal units, they are naturally sensitive to blood ties.

Therefore, the Khagan's bloodline must have been extraordinary. No matter how strong his military might, if his bloodline hadn't supported it, the Gaar tribe and the North wouldn't have followed the Khagan.


"Sure! I can tell you all about that!"

The Eternal Blue Sky gladly accepted my request—

"First, let's go to the North! I'll show you everything, starting from the area where the founder of the Udesre clan was active!"
"Pardon?"

I was taken aback by the unexpectedly detailed response.

No, you could just tell me verbally... I'd be satisfied with knowing just five generations up...

'Starting from... the founder?'
"Yes! With these things, you have to examine them thoroughly from the very top! Sometimes lineages suddenly branch off at certain points!"

Since that wasn't wrong, I nodded with a bewildered feeling.

Marriages between clans or tribes, property divided equally among children, new tribes formed by the combination of different tribes—nomads are organic entities that repeatedly combine and separate.

"We'll need to travel to many places, so I should ask Jiz for a ride!"
"Jiz?"

I quickly racked my brain at the Eternal Blue Sky's words.

Who was Jiz? It was definitely a name I'd heard somewhere before.

***

I heard that Gerhardt traveled to Barandiga Marquisate via the teleport magic circle located in the Capital. This information came directly from Marquis Barandiga, so it's certain.

He's certainly a diligent man. I didn't expect him to head straight to the North right after we parted.

'I suppose that shows how high his expectations are.'

I felt somewhat pleased. My help had ignited a scholar's heart. I truly deserve the title of Honorary Imperial Teacher.

—Or so I thought.

"I'm traveling with Jiz right now! For field research, flying is better than teleporting!"

Until I learned that Gerhardt had climbed onto Jiz's back.

I was momentarily speechless. Who would have thought he'd just put Gerhardt on Jiz? Although Jiz loves flying, she's not the type to carry just anyone.

Of course, she probably carried him willingly at the request of her older sister, the Eternal Blue Sky, but I'm more worried about Gerhardt than Jiz.

'It must be overwhelming for a first-timer.'

Riding an eagle and flying at high speed through the distant sky—it's an experience that ordinary people's courage can hardly withstand.

Could he have fainted with his eyes open on Jiz's back? Could his face be paralyzed from the fierce wind at that altitude? Could he have developed a fear of heights from this sudden flight? All sorts of worries chased each other, but I couldn't bring myself to stop it.

The Eternal Blue Sky seemed to have gone mad as well.

'...I suppose he'll get used to it if he keeps riding.'

And as the Eternal Blue Sky said, observing from the sky would be more beneficial for Gerhardt than teleporting intermittently.

So, for his own sake, I hope he becomes accustomed to the sky.

Gerhardt and Jiz's great adventure shook the North.

"I didn't even know our tribe's history that he brought back, and each time it was so surprising. I only learned during this time that my 7th generation ancestor was a son-in-law who married into another family."

"You managed to find information about your 7th generation ancestor quite skillfully."

"It's because he was from the Udesre clan. I was told they discovered this while checking the genealogy of the Reverse Heaven."

"Oh..."

Baron Barandiga couldn't help but express admiration at the Marquis's words.

I see. So the Khagan and Marquis Barandiga were distant relatives who branched off from the same clan. That's truly something I never knew...

'Thankfully they're only distant relatives.'

I sighed in relief internally. If we traced back several hundred or thousand years, we might find a common ancestor between the Khagan and Marquis Barandiga, but the Marquis believed his ancestors were native Barandiga tribespeople. At this point, they might as well be considered unrelated.

No. Even if we assume that the 7th generation ancestor who married into another family had children who became ancestors to both Marquis Barandiga and the Khagan, seven generations is more than enough time to become strangers.

"Thanks to that scholar, quite a few tribes have rewritten their genealogies. Since previously unknown blood relations have been identified, there have even been cases of tribes that were once estranged reconciling because of this."

"That's truly wonderful news. There's no greater blessing than citizens of the same Empire being able to smile together."

"Haha, perhaps that's why the atmosphere in the North has improved lately. Riding the divine beast of the Eternal Blue Sky and bringing peace to the North—if that scholar were a nomad, he would be called a saint!"

I forced an awkward smile as I watched Marquis Barandiga burst into laughter.

The fact that Gerhardt can hear the voice of the Eternal Blue Sky is something only I know. Even the nomads don't know that Gerhardt is favored by the Eternal Blue Sky.

And Gerhardt and I intend to keep that fact secret forever. He's already receiving plenty of goodwill and attention from the nomads, but what if it became known that he communicates with a god? It wouldn't be surprising if Gerhardt were honored as an honorary nomad or honorary high priest.

...

'Wait a minute.'

Something seems off. The nomads don't know that Gerhardt communicates with the Eternal Blue Sky. Yet they accept and acknowledge the history Gerhardt has brought? Without any doubt or resistance?

'Is that even possible?'

I'm confused. Even with perfect evidence, history always leaves room for controversy. Yet Gerhardt was shaking up the North without leaving any room for dispute. And he was doing it with his skills alone, without invoking divine authority.

Of course, discovering history that even the people involved had forgotten was thanks to the help of the Eternal Blue Sky, but securing the evidence and proof to support it was Gerhardt's ability. He might have even supplemented insufficient evidence with his eloquence.

'A scholar sent by the gods...'

Whether the god in question is the Sun God or the Sky God is debatable, but it's certainly a divinely granted ability.

It seems like the greatest treasure I found at the Academy was Gerhardt.

Gerhardt's position grew stronger with each passing day.

Even after graduating from the Academy, Gerhardt had been traveling around the North with my support. With the protection of the Northern Faction leader, the nobles of the North respected and treated Gerhardt well.

In such a situation, with Gerhardt consistently producing visible results, what would the public opinion in the North be like? Some nobles were addressing Gerhardt as "Teacher Gerhardt" and treating him with great respect.

To be fair, if someone revealed ancestors I didn't even know about, I'd probably treat them the same way. The nomads value bloodlines that much.

'If even the nomads forgot, it must have been memories lost due to overlapping calamities.'

Although nomads don't tend to leave many records, they meticulously record their ancestors, genealogies, and tribes connected by blood.

If ancestors disappeared from the nomads' memories, it was likely because records were burned in war, the person in charge of the records died, or the direct line worshipping that ancestor was wiped out—all terribly tragic reasons.

As Gerhardt was becoming the North's top idol,

"Hey..."
'Yes. What is it?'

"I have good news and bad news. Which do you want to hear first?"
'...'

A chill ran down my spine at the sudden words of the Eternal Blue Sky.

'...Let's hear the good news first, please.'

I tried to calm myself as much as possible and asked for the good news first.

Usually in these situations, it's better to take the bad news first, but I had the feeling I might faint if I did. I needed to recover my mental state a little by hearing the good news first.

"Gerhardt's popularity has improved even more! The great lords said they would even grant him a title!"
'And the bad news?'
"Well, this really wasn't intentional, it was truly, reeeally a mistake..."
'What's the bad news?'
"Someone found out he can talk to me..."

I closed my eyes tightly at those words.

The truth that was supposed to be kept secret forever had been revealed in less than a month. Not after 10 years, not after 1 year, but in just a month.

"It was really a mistake! We tried to keep it strictly confidential! It was discovered in a way neither I nor Gerhardt could have predicted!"

When I remained silent, the Eternal Blue Sky began to make excuses—no, they were actually making excuses.

Fine, let's hear how it happened. If they tried so hard to keep it secret, why was it discovered?

"Jiz had dropped Gerhardt off and was resting alone, but maybe he was bored, so he started chatting with a nearby nomad? That's when he... mentioned that Gerhardt and I could communicate..."

I closed my eyes again at the continued explanation.

The bird-brain had finally caused trouble.

***

At the northernmost edge of the Northern region.

A place where a temple to the Eternal Blue Sky was under construction, and where Jiz had made his nest.

"Eeek! Gaaack! Hueeee!"

Despite this being essentially Jiz's home territory, he was flapping his wings and letting out miserable screams.

"Why. Did. You. Tell. Anyone. About. That."
"I-I didn't know! I didn't know it was supposed to be a secret! If I had known, I wouldn't have done it!"

Jiz cowered and screamed each time His Excellency swung his sword.

It was a strange sight. His Excellency wasn't swinging with full force, nor was he aiming at Jiz's body. He was merely waving it lightly in the air as if shooing away insects, yet Jiz was panicking and trembling all over.

What's going on? Does he have some trauma related to swords? No, that can't be it—he showed no reaction to the swords carried by the nomads.

"Sigh..."

After waving his sword around, His Excellency rubbed his face with his hand and turned his gaze to me.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Gerhardt. We intended to keep it secret forever, but I never expected it to be discovered so soon."
"N-no, it's not your fault, Your Excellency. And Jiz probably didn't do it intentionally either. Although I haven't spent much time with Jiz... I know he's not the type to do such things on purpose."
"Gerhardt...!"

At my words, His Excellency sighed, and Jiz whimpered and hid behind my back.

Of course, I chose to ignore the fact that Jiz's body was hundreds of times larger than mine.

"Still, the revelation that you can communicate with a god isn't something we can just overlook. It's too late to cover it up by saying Jiz misspoke—it would mean the divine beast carelessly spoke the god's name, and with all the results Gerhardt has shown so far, no one would believe otherwise."
"That's... true..."
"Hiing..."


These were words I couldn't deny. If someone else had said it, it might have been different, but coming from the divine beast himself, the credibility was sky-high. There was no way to pass it off as a joke.

Yet it's also awkward to treat this situation lightly. The nomad who learned I could communicate with the Eternal Blue Sky treated me with the same reverence as they would a prophet or saint. If other nomads react similarly, I would no longer travel the North as a scholar but as an object of worship.

That's problematic. A scholar's duty is to be at the forefront, advancing for the sake of truth in the most dangerous places. Someone who receives worship from the safest place is not a scholar.

"If we say that the god bestowed his blessing because he was pleased that a settled person was working for the history and culture of the North, that would provide some justification, but..."

His Excellency stroked his chin with a serious expression and then muttered softly before saying,

"...Mr. Gerhardt."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Please speak."
"About Marquis Barandiga's genealogy. Let's make some adjustments."
"Pardon?"
"As it happens, Marquis Barandiga's daughter and Marquis Idrafen are scheduled to marry this year. Let's give as much authority as possible to the Barandiga tribe's bloodline and extensively promote the union of the North's most prestigious family with the imperial family."

"That's the minimum we need to do to somewhat diminish this shock."

His Excellency's eyes were deadly serious as he spoke.

'Manipulating genealogies...'

I couldn't help but swallow. Manipulating genealogies is an insult to a family's blood and conceals history. As a scholar, it's not something I can readily agree to.

"I'm not suggesting we create people who never existed."

Noticing my concern, His Excellency continued with a gentler expression.

"Let's evaluate the ancestors' achievements as positively as possible and portray coincidental events as the results of careful calculation. Isn't it inevitable in history to interpret specific events differently?"

Hearing those words made me feel much more at ease.

He's right. Creating non-existent figures would be fabrication, but having various interpretations of specific individuals is historical discourse. It's certainly not an insult to history.

"...As it happens, there is one suitable figure."

With that in mind, I responded to His Excellency's request with sincerity.

Among Marquis Barandiga's ancestors, there was someone who was an early member of the Eternal Blue Sky faith and a prominent figure in the ancient North. With just a slightly more positive interpretation, it would be easy to make him a hero of the North.

***

A settled person was on the verge of becoming a saint in the nomadic faith.

It's a basic political principle to cover religious events with secular ones. That's why I asked Gerhardt to revise Marquis Barandiga's genealogy, and I immediately requested the Emperor to move up Ainter's wedding.

"So suddenly?"

And the Emperor showed a somewhat lukewarm response.

I understand. Even though all preparations are complete, moving up an imperial celebration is troublesome. As Emperor, he has no reason to go through the hassle of adjusting the wedding date.

"Right now, a scholar who hears the voice of the Eternal Blue Sky has appeared, and the North is in turmoil."

However, if there's a reason worth the trouble, the story changes.

"I just heard about that."
"What if the Eternal Blue Sky speaks to Marquis Barandiga and his daughter before the shock subsides?"

At those words, the Emperor's indifferent expression gradually became more animated.

"Currently, the North's foremost scholar is reviewing Marquis Barandiga's genealogy. It's about adding authority to their bloodline and dignity to the Marquis and his daughter."
"So when that authority and dignity reach their peak, and all eyes in the North are on the Barandiga family, the imperial family embraces them?"
"Exactly."

If a marriage is going to happen anyway, why not strike when the other party's value is at its highest?

The Emperor seemed tempted and began to seriously consider it.

# Hastening the Imperial Celebration is Troublesome

However, politicians are willing to move if there's a benefit worth the trouble.

"The Minister is right. While we should avoid letting Marquis Barandiga's authority grow too high, the story changes if the Imperial Family can embrace that authority."

The Emperor, the pinnacle of politicians, finally nodded at my persuasion.

The wedding preparations for Ainter and Shati were already complete. The ceremony could be held anytime, but it was temporarily on hold because of my six consecutive weddings. Plus, there was Erich and Zenobia's wedding earlier this year.

Therefore, with the Emperor's decision and the consent of the parties involved, the wedding date could easily be moved up.

"One or two weeks from now should be fine."
"Pardon?"

I didn't expect it to be moved up so drastically.

The original wedding date was scheduled for summer at the earliest. A ceremony that was still months away suddenly moved up to just one or two weeks from now.

"Is that alright? Even though preparations are complete, it seems too sudden..."

It's not my place to say this after being the one who suggested moving up the wedding, but this adjustment is excessive. It's a disaster that would justify Ainter and Shati cursing me behind my back.

"It's fine. They both wanted to hold the wedding sooner. They'll be happy rather than reluctant."

But the Emperor waved his hand with a calm expression.

That's a relief. If the parties involved want a quick wedding, it's fine to move it up. Unless it's a forced marriage, it's natural to feel excited as the wedding date approaches.

'They do get along well.'

And it was somewhat surprising. Though their relationship began as a political arrangement, Ainter and Shati had somehow become true lovers.

Honestly, I didn't expect them to get along so well. With their vast difference in status, different backgrounds, and different ethnicities, I thought there would be considerable conflict. Even though Marquis Barandiga desperately wanted this marriage for Shati, it was still a political arrangement that should have had its rough edges.

Ainter's ability to make this work is truly remarkable. He showed terrible romantic skills in the pastry club, but it seems he was saving all his abilities for his future self.

'Impressive...'

As expected of Ainter, the survival specialist. He knows when to stay silent and when to awaken his romantic abilities.

If that ability passes to his children, a splendid branch family will emerge to support the Livnoman direct line.

"By the way, Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."
"Since you proposed this, you should tell Ainter yourself. He was planning to go to Marquis Barandiga's domain in a few days anyway, so wouldn't it be nice for him to hear the good news before he goes?"
"You want me to tell him... personally?"
"Yes. You and Ainter aren't strangers, and he'll be grateful if you tell him you expedited the wedding."

Since it was an awkward request to refuse, I nodded with a bewildered feeling.

Isn't that right? Since I planted the seed, it makes sense that I should harvest it.

"Ah, take the Crown Princess with you on your way. She just mentioned wanting to play with her uncle."
"Yes, understood."

The Empress's Palace, where the Crown Princess stays, is on the way to Ainter's palace, so I can pick her up on the way.

The palace where Ainter resides is located in a somewhat remote area within the Imperial Palace.

When he was young, the Empress and Marquis Aesilon focused all their attention on the Second Prince, so Ainter received little care. After the Second Prince's downfall, he lived quietly to avoid the blade of the current Emperor, whose eyes had been turned inside out. He could have been purged with one wrong move, so Ainter gritted his teeth and remained in the periphery.

Of course, while the location was remote, the size and facilities of the palace were more than adequate for a direct imperial descendant. He simply lived quietly in a corner away from others' eyes.

"Uncle! Hello!"
"Welcome, my niece."

Ainter, who had been living in this corner of corners, has now moved to the center of the Imperial Family, even playing with the future Emperor.

It's truly a heartwarming sight, also evidence that the Livnoman Imperial Family, once overflowing with blood and tears, has normalized. If not for the Second Prince and Marquis Aesilon, it would have been like this from the beginning.

'As always, all the atrocities were because of those bastards.'


Just as Apels exists in continental history, the Second Prince exists in imperial history. How terrible it would have been if that bastard had become Emperor, or even just tasted being Crown Prince. The mere thought makes my hands and feet tremble.

"Oh. Our niece seems to have grown since I last saw her."
"Right! I've been eating well and growing strong!"
"Hmm. So you've grown sideways rather than upwards?"
"Eeeeng!"

The Crown Princess whined, flailing her arms at Ainter's teasing.

"Uncle is mean! Mommy said you shouldn't joke about a lady's weight!"

Both Ainter and I burst into laughter at her clear and articulate complaint.

That's true. Even for a young lady, joking about a lady's weight is impolite.

"Godfather! Scold uncle!"

The Crown Princess, who had been trembling with indignation, ran to me and clung to me, expressing her intense displeasure with Ainter.

"If he hurt Your Highness's feelings, then of course. How should I punish him?"
"A knock on the head!"
"That's a bit..."

At the Crown Princess's words, I instinctively looked back and forth between my fist and Ainter's forehead.

My knuckle hitting that forehead? It might turn Ainter into just "Inter."

"Haha, I apologize, niece. I'll apologize like this, so could you forgive me just this once?"

Ainter seemed to have similar thoughts as he flinched, then quickly smiled to soothe and placate the Crown Princess.

"I don't know! I hate uncle!"
"Actually, this uncle prepared candy for you..."
"Since you apologized, I'll forgive you!"
"As expected, my niece has a generous heart. Looking closely, you have indeed grown taller."

Seeing the Crown Princess puffing up with pride and Ainter clapping, I couldn't help but laugh again.

Who would have imagined such a scene just a few years ago? The Emperor's child and Ainter playing and teasing each other. It must be an unforeseen miracle.

"By the way, why has my godfather come? While I'm happy to see a welcome face, it must be no ordinary matter for you to visit me during your vacation."

Ainter, now patting the Crown Princess who had moved into his arms, turned his gaze to me.

Indeed, this is only the second time I've visited Ainter's palace. The first was right after the Second Prince's downfall, so it wasn't for a particularly good reason.

"I have something to tell you."
"Oh? To me?"

Ainter, his eyes widening at my words, looked at the Crown Princess in his arms.

"It's something Her Highness can hear as well."
"Ah, in that case."

Ainter nodded and smiled again.

If he had set the Crown Princess aside, it would have meant the matter was important and serious, but if it's something a little one can hear, he judged it wasn't a big deal. The tension that had been gradually welling up would have disappeared instantly.

"Your Excellency's wedding with Marquis Barandiga's daughter will be moved up."
"Pardon?"

However, Ainter's newly recovered smile crumbled again.

"Well, something came up that requires moving it forward. It will be moved up by one to two weeks."
"Oh. I see."

Though surprised by the sudden schedule adjustment, he seemed pleased with the earlier wedding itself, nodding with a satisfied expression.

"Moving it up by one or two weeks. It's fortunate we can hold it when it's a bit less hot."
'Ah.'


Realizing Ainter had misunderstood, I rolled my eyes slightly.

I didn't mean moving it up by one or two weeks, but moving it to one or two weeks from now.

"The lady will be happy to hear this news too. She tries not to show it, but it's obvious she's waiting for the wedding."
"Excuse me, Your Excellency?"
"Yes. Please speak."
"I meant the wedding will be in one or two weeks."
"...Pardon?"

Ainter's expression went blank.

"Huh? Uncle is getting married?"

Even the Crown Princess in his arms widened her eyes in surprise.

If even the young Crown Princess finds it hard to understand, the Emperor has really done something extraordinary.

'He's definitely not in his right mind.'

What kind of madman moves a wedding that was months away to just one or two weeks from now?

***

It feels like a storm has passed.

"Your Excellency's wedding with Marquis Barandiga's daughter will be moved up."
"Well, something came up that requires moving it forward. It will be moved up by one to two weeks."
"I meant the wedding will be in one or two weeks."

The storm was still raging in my head.

One or two weeks from now? Suddenly getting married in one or two weeks? What on earth is happening?

'It's not that I dislike it...'

If I had to choose between liking and disliking it, I'd lean toward the former. Lady Shati and I have already acknowledged each other as lovers and believe without doubt that we have a relationship equivalent to a married couple. We just haven't officially held the wedding ceremony, but we're essentially husband and wife.

So if the wedding ceremony that will make us an official couple is moved up, I should be happy... but there are limits to how much it should be moved.

- Marquis?
"Good afternoon, Shati. Have you had lunch?"
- Ah, I was just about to.

So I decided to contact Lady Shati.

To check if she could accept this sudden schedule adjustment. If Lady Shati expressed reluctance, I would try to persuade His Majesty.

- I wish I could have lunch with you, Marquis. It's disappointing to be apart.
"Please be patient a little longer. In a few days, we'll be together all day."

I smiled at her complaint, then spoke with a serious face.

"By the way, my lady. I have something important to tell you."
- Yes. Please go ahead.
"About our wedding—"

At the mention of the wedding, the lady's face also turned serious.

- Is... is it being postponed?
"No. That's not it."

Her expression quickly relaxed.

Her adorable reaction almost made me laugh again. I wonder what expression she'll make when she learns that far from being postponed, the wedding has been moved up to the immediate future.

"It seems God found it regrettable that we're living apart."

She'll probably be surprised yet happy, just like me.

I sincerely hope so.

Shortly after leaving Ainter's palace, a message arrived from Marquis Valenti. It seems my words to Ainter had reached the Marquis through Shati.

"I heard that the Count requested His Majesty to move up the wedding date. Shati is overjoyed because of this, and I'm not sure how I could ever repay such kindness..."

I initially thought this, but from the Marquis Valenti's words, it seemed he had heard it directly from the Emperor, not from Ainter.

Well, that makes sense. Ainter was my club member for three years, so I naturally passed on the message to him. But Marquis Valenti is going to be the father-in-law of an imperial family member. The Emperor should show him the courtesy of informing him personally.

Honestly, Ainter and Shati are getting married thanks to the imperial selection. Still, it wouldn't be proper to treat the head of a soon-to-be related family carelessly. Unnecessarily hurting someone's feelings isn't what social grace is about.

"There's no need to speak of kindness. I merely suggested that a couple who are practically married already shouldn't have to live apart. It was entirely His Majesty's decision to accept my request, so the kindness is his, not mine."

So I responded with a smile.

Redirecting Gerhardt's aggro to Marquis Valenti. Having the imperial family embrace the authority of Marquis Valenti, whose influence is about to rise.

Though the schedule adjustment has more strategic reasons than pure intentions, it would be inappropriate to tell a father who's happy about his daughter's wedding, "This is for political reasons, so no need to be grateful." In such cases, a white lie benefits everyone.

Actually, calling it a white lie isn't quite right. I genuinely feel sad about Ainter and Shati living separately. I myself spent three years marrying six wives. I completely understand the stress Ainter and Shati must feel being more than lovers but less than spouses.

'I'm just withholding information that doesn't need to be said.'

So I didn't lie—I just chose my words carefully. Thinking of it this way makes me feel better.

"Of course I expressed my gratitude to His Majesty. And without your request, Count, His Majesty wouldn't have made such a decision."

The Marquis bowed his head in thanks.

Seeing this made my comfortable feelings a bit complicated. While Marquis Valenti holds a higher title than me, considering our positions in the empire and faction rankings, I stand above him. Neither of us can deny this fact.

However, regardless of my rank, Marquis Valenti is still a marquis. We had agreed that even if he spoke respectfully to me, he would avoid bowing his head or waist, but...

'When it involves his daughter, he bows immediately.'

His daughter's marriage was powerful enough to easily crush that agreement.

'Will I be like that someday?'

I briefly imagined the future.

My lovely daughters—Maria, Cecilia, Catlea, and Alina—getting married... If they were truly happy about their marriages, how would I react?

'I would definitely bow.'

The imagination was brief. It took only a moment to reach a conclusion.

I would have acted just like Marquis Valenti. Titles, agreements—none of that would matter. I would bow my head sincerely in gratitude. A father's heart comes before a nobleman's pride.

Besides, unlike me, Marquis Valenti has only one child, Shati. His joy must be even more intense than what I would feel.

"If I had known the Marquis would be this happy, I would have made the request much earlier."

"That would have been problematic. If the wedding had been any earlier, it would have overlapped with Baron Hardinerre's wedding."

"Oh, that's true."

With those words, the Marquis and I burst into laughter simultaneously.

When I thought of it as a conversation between fathers rather than nobles, laughter came naturally. The Marquis probably felt the same way.

"Then I'll see you again at the wedding. I'll come with both hands full of gifts, so you might want to clear out some storage space in advance."

"Haha, just hearing that makes my heart race. I look forward to it."

Looking at the communication crystal that had lost its light, I chuckled.

Marquis Valenti is a VVIP guest who has faithfully attended all six of my weddings and Erich's wedding. Considering the gifts I've received over the years, I could easily fill an entire storage room for him.

And Shati, the bride, is the future Marquis Valenti. For smooth management of the North, I shouldn't be stingy with this. People always remember who was generous and who wasn't at important life events.

...

'What should I give them?'


Come to think of it, I boldly joked about filling a storage room, but what would make a good gift?

The groom is the Emperor's brother, and the bride is the future Marquis. While Marquis Valenti is a new noble with limited political standing, he's one of the empire's thirteen marquises and is accumulating wealth. Simply giving a large sum of money as a wedding gift wouldn't be appropriate.

In such cases, northern horses or furs are typical gifts, but Marquis Valenti is a northern magnate. That would be like giving tangerines to someone from Jeju Island.

'I'd know what to give if I'd received gifts myself.'

I've only attended two weddings: the Intelligence Deputy Head's and Erich's.

Neither is a good example to follow. Both weren't weddings I needed to rack my brain to celebrate.

After much deliberation, I decided to seek someone else's wisdom.

"A wedding gift?"

"Yeah. Do you have anything in mind?"

Erich, Ainter's friend and peer.

I don't particularly trust Erich's intelligence or sense, but I decided to seek his advice since he's Ainter's friend. If he's human, he must have prepared a proper gift for his friend's wedding.

"Well, what would be good to give?"

This beast.

His confident response made my hand twitch. If I had been less careful, I might have delivered a neck slice right there.

"Ainter and I agreed to congratulate each other in a normal way. If we exchange extravagant gifts between ourselves, it would make the others from outside the empire feel bad."

But with his next words, I recategorized him from "beast" to "human."

Erich wasn't a beast who took his friend's wedding lightly. Rather, because they were friends, they could agree to "keep things moderate."

"So, what did you receive?"

"An iron mine."

What?

"Well, I think I'll give him some rights to resources in Melrsina Marquisate. If I give him a mine too, it would seem unimaginative."

WHAT?

'What the hell?'

For a moment, my mind froze. Receiving an iron mine as a gift? Giving away rights to a marquisate? These are words the Erich I know would never utter.

Is this the same Erich who had a fit when he received a marquis's seal? The same Erich who was the youngest member of the Imperial Council?

It's a strange phenomenon. Erich, who hated having heavy burdens placed on him, is casually talking about transactions that only high nobles would make—

'Ah.'

Looking at the somewhat bitter gleam in Erich's eyes, I understood.

It wasn't that Erich's character or values had changed. As the one who married first, he had been hit with an iron mine as a gift from Ainter, so now he was forced to retaliate with something comparable. Nothing else could explain that look in his eyes.

"...I thought you said you'd congratulate him normally."

"I guess that was normal from an imperial family member's perspective."

His response confirmed my suspicion.

Erich was merely a victim who had been played by Ainter.

"If you don't have anything else, just gather a bunch of local specialties. Honestly, an imperial family member and a marquis's daughter won't lack for money. They'd probably appreciate something that's hard to come by normally, or something meaningful."

"You're right."

"If that's not enough, you could also gather specialties from your wives' territories."


"That's a good idea."

I calmly agreed with his sensible suggestion.

If I gather specialties from Teilgleichen County, Wiridia County, and the territories near Leon, it would make a meaningful gift.

If I include Ulken Duchy, Servet Duchy, Flanvel County, Atini Barony, Iones Marquisate, and Sirdi Barony, I might actually fulfill my ambition of filling an entire storage room.

"But, brother."

"Yes, what is it?"

"Ainter's wedding is still months away. Do we need to prepare so early?"

I stared blankly at Erich.

This guy. He didn't know the wedding date had been moved up.

"It's in two weeks at most."

"...What?"

"We decided to move up the wedding. It was decided today, so it makes sense you wouldn't know."

Erich's expression stiffened.

"I haven't decided which rights to give him yet..."

It seems he'll be busy for the next few days.

A newlywed himself. Truly unfortunate.

Ainter's wedding, which was expected to be in one to two weeks, was set for the maximum of two weeks later.

It seems this was a final consideration for the nobles who needed to select wedding gifts and attend as guests.

"It's quieter than I expected."

Despite the sudden schedule adjustment, the social world was calmer than anticipated.

It wasn't completely quiet, but there wasn't as much uproar as expected. I thought dozens or hundreds of nobles would be screaming as they rushed to find gifts.

"For a marriage between an imperial family member and a marquis's house, one must prepare a gift that matches their status. Since ordinary market items wouldn't be appropriate, many people typically place custom orders well in advance."

"I see..."

I immediately understood Mar's kind explanation.

So that's it. Everyone else had already prepared their gifts, and only Erich and I were preparing at the last minute.

'Are we hopeless brothers?'

I almost cried without realizing it. Brothers don't need to be similar in this way too.

"More importantly, Marquis Idrafen will finally start a family. There have been many concerns about the small number of imperial family members, but now we can breathe a sigh of relief."

"Indeed. With the birth of the prince last year, this is truly a double blessing."

Although the imperial family had been stabilized by the appearance of Situation, the "iron man," they still had weaknesses: weak legitimacy and extremely few members. The former was resolved with the birth of the crown princess, but the latter remained the imperial family's Achilles' heel as only time could solve it.

Now finally, the Emperor's only brother is marrying a healthy marquis's daughter. Many nobles must be relieved that the imperial family can prosper again.

"That's why Father decided to take out the sword from our family's treasury."

"He's preparing something extraordinary..."

"It's such a joyous occasion, after all."

I nodded as Mar chuckled.

One of the treasures kept by the ducal family will be revealed to the world. And what makes this possible is an imperial family member's wedding.

At the risk of stating the obvious, nobles are social creatures who live and breathe through social connections.

Of course, if one plans to live peacefully and quietly in the provinces, there's no need to show one's face in social circles. However, if you're a noble of certain standing, you become the center of social circles whether you want to or not. The relationship between nobility and social life is inseparable.

That's why when a high-ranking noble has a celebratory or mournful event, the entire Imperial social circle collectively buzzes with excitement. Social activities revolve around these events, and how much one participates determines the level of intimacy with that noble and their family.

'If it's an Imperial family event, it's even more intense.'

And Ainter's wedding is the first royal wedding since the current Emperor and Empress married. Not some distant fifth or sixth cousin with tenuous blood ties, but the Emperor's only brother's wedding. It's no wonder the nobles are beside themselves.

Frankly speaking, even if the wedding had been held when Ainter's position was precarious, they would have conducted a fairly grand ceremony for the sake of Imperial dignity. But today's Ainter is not just a royal in name with a tenuous position. He is a legitimate member of the Imperial family who deserves respect from all nobles.

As a result, Barandi Marquisate, where Ainter's wedding is scheduled to take place, has become a gathering place for numerous high-ranking nobles. Though it's the finest domain in the North, it's merely a periphery in the Empire as a whole, yet it has become the center of Imperial social circles.

"So many people have come to bless Lady Shati's wedding. Congratulations, Your Excellency."

The Marquis of Barandi stood alone, greeting guests gathering at his domain. When I approached and offered my hand, the Marquis grasped it with a face brighter than the sun.

"I'm only embarrassed that my inadequate daughter is receiving such excessive blessings."
"Haha, excessive? I cannot agree that your daughter is inadequate, and how could the word 'excessive' ever apply to wedding congratulations?"

At my words, the Marquis's expression brightened even more.

It's blinding. Today I should call him the Marquis of Light-Light-Light-Light instead of Barandi.

"By the way, I sent the wedding gift in advance as it would be awkward to present it on the day. Did it arrive properly?"
"Of course. That gift truly deserves to be called excessive, and I don't know how to properly express my gratitude to you, Count."
"I'm glad you liked it."

I secretly breathed a sigh of relief at the Marquis's words.

Surprisingly, Erich's wisdom helped me. Following Erich's advice, I sent specialties not only from Teilgleichen County but also from my wives' domains as gifts, and the Marquis was satisfied. The quality and quantity were extraordinary, with specialties from seven different domains.

'I would have liked to send the Khagan's weapons too.'

I refrained because that would have complicated matters for the Marquis of Barandi.

While it could be viewed positively as a hero's weapon, most Imperial citizens would see it as "belongings of a traitor who threatened the Empire." It's already been revealed that the Marquis's ancestors were from the Udesre clan; if he received the Khagan's weapons, he might be labeled a second traitor to the throne. That wouldn't be a gift but a massive insult.

Decisively, it felt uncomfortable to give weapons that had actually been used to cut people as wedding gifts. It seemed like cursing the couple's future.

"Ah, Your Excellency."
"Yes, Count. Please speak."

I whispered quietly into the ear of the Marquis, who opened his mouth with a calm face.

"The eel from Atini Barony is a dish that even His Excellency the Golden Duke enjoys."
"Oh..."

The Marquis of Barandi's eyes shone intensely at my kind advice.

The Marquis, who has only one child, Shati, now has eel that even the Golden Duke enjoys? He must be envisioning toddling grandchildren before his eyes.

"I sincerely thank you for your gracious gift, Count."
"Think nothing of it. It's all for the Empire."

If Ainter has healthy children, the stability of the Imperial family strengthens, and if Shati has many children carrying on her bloodline, the prestige of the Marquis's house rises.

The Imperial family is stable and the Marquis's house is happy—the best possible outcome. There's nothing more beneficial for the Empire than this. And no loyal subject more concerned for the Empire than myself.

'Have at least three.'


Since my mother gave birth to three siblings, Shati should be able to manage that much with effort. Three is also appropriate for domestic harmony.

One is precarious, two lacks balance, and four or more is excessive for one person to bear.

Ainter's wedding was held at the Temple of the Eternal Blue Sky.

I wondered if it was appropriate to hold a royal wedding at the stronghold of nomadic faith, but considering the bride's bloodline and standing, it wasn't impossible. Besides, showcasing the Imperial family's respect for nomadic faith and culture would increase their control over the North.

'It's not like they're incompatible heretics anyway.'

Both the Constantina faith and the Eternal Blue Sky faith are heterodoxies recognized by the Dawn Order. If a faith receives respect rather than oppression from the Order, even the Empire, which has established friendly relations with the Dawn Order, can utilize it effectively. The Dawn Order wouldn't express regret over the Imperial family's pro-heterodox stance.

If such a thing happened, it would only mean the leadership of the Dawn Order had collectively developed dementia. Fortunately, the Dawn Order is an organization with intelligence befitting its size.

"The bride was a daughter who worried her father for more than ten years. She declared she wouldn't marry unless the man was perfect, unless he was a man she acknowledged, unless he possessed both literary and martial skills along with kindness. Because of this, this father thought he would spend his life with his daughter and that the Marquis title would pass to a collateral line."

Meanwhile, the Marquis of Barandi, serving as the officiant as a priest of the Eternal Blue Sky faith, shook Shati's mental state by revealing TMI.

Since his words were filled with a father's sincerity and sorrow, chuckling sounds could be heard throughout the temple. A childish daughter wanting the perfect groom—some nobles must have experienced this already.

'She seems angry.'

Anyway, Shati's hands began to tremble at the Marquis's officiating. It was subtle enough that one wouldn't notice without looking closely, but she was definitely trembling.

I understand. How humiliating it must be to have your embarrassing past revealed in front of the Imperial family and all sorts of high-ranking officials. If she weren't a warrior of the plains but an ordinary lady, she might have burst into tears from shame.

Still, she made the wedding atmosphere enjoyable at the cost of her dark history, so I hope she won't clench her fist while staring at the Marquis's solar plexus. I want to see the Marquis for a long time yet.

"But by the grace of the gods, surprisingly, the groom of my daughter's dreams existed in this Empire. A truly perfect man came to walk the same path as my daughter."

The Marquis of Barandi spoke with a faint smile mixing paternal joy and sadness, rather than the bright smile he showed while greeting guests.

"As an Imperial Marquis, as a priest of the faith, and as a father of a daughter, I am honored to bless the marriage of these two lovers."

At those words, Shati's fist slowly unclenched.

Even I, sitting in the guest seats, was moved by the Marquis's expression. Shati's feelings, seeing this up close, must be beyond words.

'It seems a shame to end it like this.'

Perhaps that's why a small, very tiny regret raised its head in my heart.

Actually, since it was a royal wedding and also the wedding of the North's only Marquis family, I had planned to give them a splendid celebration. I had seriously considered mobilizing Jiz, like at Erich's wedding.

"Minister. Just in case, let me tell you this: at Ainter's wedding, just stay in your seat. Don't do anything."

But the Emperor preemptively blocked that possibility. He said not to make more noise when the Imperial celebration was already attracting attention.

When the Emperor directly forbids something, what can I do? A mere subject must obediently comply.

'What a shame...'

Thinking of Jiz, who must be scratching his belly in his nest right now, I can't help feeling regretful.

There would be no better image than the divine beast of the Eternal Blue Sky blessing the priest's daughter.

***

Ainter kissed Shati, receiving the blessing of the Marquis of Barandi—who had transformed from a prospective father-in-law to an official one—and the applause of all guests present.

A marriage after years of engagement. A marriage that may have started as a political arrangement but now involves two people who have opened their hearts to each other.


It would be a lie to say I'm not happy. I have diligently fulfilled my first duty as a royal, and as the human Ainter, this is the first family I've gained.

'I've never had anyone I could call family until now.'

My father, His Majesty the Former Emperor, was not one to show affection to family. My half-brother, His Majesty the Emperor, showed tremendous mercy just by letting me live.

My mother, who became Empress Dowager in name only, never showed interest in me. My full brother, the Second Prince... isn't worth mentioning. In such circumstances, I now have my own family, someone on my side. Even if the marriage started as a duty, my heart can't help but race.

Especially if that duty has transformed into love and affection over time.

"Shati."

Having officially become husband and wife, I dropped the title "Lady." There's nothing more disrespectful than calling one's wife "Lady."

"Let's spend our lives together from now on."
"Yes. Until death do us part."

Shati's smile deepened at my words.

My expression probably matches Shati's. I'm certain it does.

"By the way, Your Excellency—"
"You should call me Ainter now."
"Ah, Ainter. Have you prepared what I mentioned before?"

After briefly blushing at my firm correction, Shati quickly composed herself and continued.

"No."

I answered Shati confidently, telling her I hadn't yet prepared what she had mentioned.

"What?"

Perhaps my answer was too confident, as Shati's eyes widened.

"I thought of a better method, so I postponed it briefly."

I quickly spoke before Shati's bewilderment could turn into disappointment.

This was a request Shati had shown interest in even before getting married. I had naturally planned to prepare it, but I put it on hold after thinking of a way to make Shati even happier.

"Since the highest authority is in the same place, I didn't think I needed to hurry and find it myself."
"Ah."

A corner of my heart warmed at the sight of Shati exclaiming in understanding.

I believed Shati would understand my postponement.

***

Ainter and Shati, who had been whispering about something, approached me.

"Could you split this ring for us?"

He handed me a ring, asking me to make it into two half-rings.

"...Of course I must."

With mixed feelings, I split the ring Ainter handed me.

The seed I had planted had bloomed into an enormous flower.

There were ten little rings.

I split and kept numbers one through six, Erich has seven and eight, and the Deputy Head of Intelligence has nine.

And the final tenth little ring went to Ainter and Shati. What a beautiful ending.

'Wasn't this trend supposed to be a one-time thing?'

I gave a bitter smile as I watched Ainter and Shati wearing the horizontally split ring.

Fine, I'll be generous and say I understand why the rings became trendy. Honestly, even I think the storytelling of "two becoming one through a ring" has a touching sentiment that stirs the heart. It was an idea I squeezed out of my limited intelligence to comfort the depressed Marl, so this outcome is natural.

That Count Flanvel, the fourth father-in-law, and the Golden Duke snatched up the idea? I can understand that too. Even if it's just a seasonal trend, it's a legitimate business investment if it can shake up the Empire's social scene.

But how many years is this trend going to last? Fashion trends in clothing or jewelry are considered long-lived if they last just one year.

'I've poisoned the Empire...'

It's lamentable. An excuse I made to avoid an immediate crisis, a small seed I carelessly planted has grown into a towering tree engulfing the Empire. At this rate, it might continue for decades—perhaps until the Empire's downfall.

The Kfelopen Empire's unique cultural symbol: a ring split in half. I feel like I've committed a sin against future generations.

"Thank you. As expected, when you split it yourself, Godfather, it's cleaner and more beautiful."
"Thank you so much, Count. I'll cherish it forever."

Seeing the newlyweds' genuine happiness, I couldn't bring myself to say something rude like "This is a crazy trend! Get rid of it right now!" This trend has long since left my hands anyway.

"I'm glad you like it. I pray that, like this ring, you two will live as one forever."

I blessed the newlyweds' future with the most natural smile I could muster.

For the prosperity of the Livnoman Imperial Family. For the strength of the Gurt Marquisate. For the stability of the Empire.

For the happiness of the two people at the center of this marriage.

After the ceremony, Ainter and Shati shook hands with each guest, exchanging well-wishes and thanks. The true social networking among nobles essentially begins now.

"We'll spend some time here and then leave."
"Yes. No one will come this far."

While the nobles flocked around the newlyweds, the Emperor and I slipped away to a prayer room in the corner of the temple.

Today's protagonist is Ainter, not the Emperor. The Emperor had already demonstrated his presence by sitting in the guest section throughout the wedding, so there won't be rumors of discord between the brothers. Lingering any longer would only steal attention from the nobles.

"...I feel like I've finally put down a burden."

Once we entered the prayer room, the Emperor let out a small sigh and plopped down on one of the church's typical prayer benches.

This is a bit awkward. While this is the perfect place to avoid prying eyes, it's a prayer room with only long horizontal benches. Should I just sit on the bench behind him?

"Minister. Just sit beside me. There's only the two of us, why sit separately?"
"How could I be so disrespectful as to sit alongside Your Majesty?"
"Enough, just sit. If my authority can be undermined by mere seating arrangements, then it's already as good as collapsed."

After a moment's hesitation, I quietly sat down beside him. After hearing such words, persisting would be more insulting to the Emperor's authority.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I have committed many sins against Ainter."
"What a coincidence. So have I."

The Emperor chuckled at my calm response.


Though I spoke as if joking, it wasn't a joke. After becoming Crown Prince, the Emperor was extremely wary of Ainter, who was the Second Prince's full-blooded brother and carried the bloodline of the Aesilon Marquisate. That's why he sent me, who was purging the Second Prince's faction at the time, to Ainter, and I gave an explicit warning to the then 15-year-old Ainter.

It's shameful. Considering the harsh political and social climate at the time, the warning was unavoidable, but both the Emperor and I were excessively cautious. Ainter had remained silent even during the Second Prince's tyrannical period and was a neutral force who didn't even receive attention from the Aesilon Marquisate.

We threatened a minor who was young, powerless, and had never caused any problems, with death. After hearing that warning, Ainter lowered his head even more and became a ghost prince who existed within the palace yet didn't exist. It's truly regrettable.

"Yes, neither I nor the Minister should have done that. We needed to prevent Ainter from becoming a new focal point, but we should have found a gentler method."

The Emperor muttered bitterly as he gazed at the mural of the Eternal Blue Sky painted on the prayer room wall.

"Actually, the reason I had the wedding held at the Temple of the Eternal Blue Sky was partly about influence in the North, but also because I was ashamed to hold it before Enen."
"Ashamed? How could Your Majesty have anything to be ashamed of before God?"
"Enen must have witnessed the ugly struggles of the Livnomans, and knows the heart of a brother who tried to kill his sibling. That's why I thought I might feel a little more at ease sitting before the Eternal Blue Sky."

It's difficult to understand, but I didn't try to force myself to understand.

This is an emotion that only the Emperor can feel. If one hasn't been in the Emperor's position, if one hasn't lived the Emperor's life, one shouldn't dare to comment.

"So, do you feel somewhat at ease now?"
"Fortunately, a little."

With those words, the Emperor let out a small laugh.

Though he said "a little," he probably feels like he's shed all his worries. Didn't he just say he felt like he'd put down a burden?

He treated Ainter, a prince in name only, as a true member of the imperial family, gave him the Idrafen Marquisate along with some of the imperial family's assets, and allowed frequent contact with the Crown Princess who would become the next Emperor. The Emperor, who had been gradually relieving his guilt in his own way, was finally able to put down his last burden with this marriage.

Now Ainter has the Gurt Marquisate as his backing. He has a family to support him. He has a new foundation in the North.

"If I had been a good brother from the start, none of this would have happened."
"The environment God granted Your Majesty made that impossible. It's not Your Majesty's fault, so please don't worry."

The Emperor, son of the Empress Consort, and Ainter, son of the Empress. Sadly, it was nearly impossible for them to be close brothers.

If their mothers had been reversed, it might have been different, but if the Emperor's mother had been the Empress, that would have created its own problems.

'The legitimate eldest son tainted by Aesilon's influence.'

It's terrifying just to think about. Being the legitimate eldest son, there would be no grounds to oppose his appointment as Crown Prince.

"Minister."
"Yes, speak."
"Can the Livnomans... shine brilliantly now?"

A strange question. The Livnomans are the pinnacle of the Empire and the continent's only imperial family. They have shone for 300 years and continue to do so.

"Yes, of course."

But I didn't voice that doubt.

The brilliance the Emperor speaks of isn't simply about power and honor.

"They will become a family more brilliant and warm than any other."
"That's joyful just to hear."

The Emperor smiled at that.

He smiled brightly at the God of the Sky.

"Though I needn't say it as you'll do well anyway, please continue to work hard for the Livnomans, Godfather. Our daughter is very fond of you."


The Emperor put his arm around my shoulders and burst into laughter.

For a moment, I almost shouted "Where are you touching?" but held back. What he just said wasn't spoken as the Emperor of the Empire, but as the head of a family.

"I will strive as long as my life permits."

Instead, I put my arm around the Emperor's body, returning the gesture.

Well, fuck it. You spoke first as a family head, not as Emperor. Can't a godfather put his arm around his goddaughter's father?

"Heh. I'll look forward to it."

The Emperor, knowing he had provided the justification first, just laughed it off.

At this point, it was too late to quibble about physical contact being disrespectful or disloyal—we had walked too long a path together.

***

Ainter and Baroness Valenti completed all their scheduled events with a final greeting to the Empress Dowager.

"A couple can only be called a couple when they trust and rely on each other. So don't try to bear your burdens alone, and don't ignore your partner's hardships."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I will keep that in mind."

Ainter and the Baroness bowed their heads in response to the Empress Dowager's advice.

It feels more complex coming from the Empress Dowager herself. For someone who bore her burdens alone her entire life to say such things. It seems like she doesn't want her children to repeat her regrets.

'Don't ignore your partner's hardships...'

And it also seems like she regrets not showing a proper reaction until the very end when my mother, who was tormented by the Empress and the Aesilon family, passed away.

It was bitter. That even she has regrets. That my mother was virtually her only regret.

"Your Majesty."

Just as I was thinking about visiting my mother's grave soon, the Empress Dowager looked at me.

"While Your Majesty was away, there was a small commotion in the Ministry of the Imperial Household."
"In the Ministry of the Imperial Household?"

I couldn't help but ask, surprised by this unexpected news.

The Ministry was already busy due to the joyous occasion of a royal wedding, so what additional commotion could there be?

"This old woman has heard that a gift has arrived from Armein Kingdom."
'Ah.'

I understood immediately. It must be a gift from Prince Lyutis, Ainter's friend.

I was somewhat surprised by how quickly the gift arrived. The wedding was moved up from its original date, and Prince Lyutis is staying beyond the border. Despite these unfavorable conditions, he managed to send a gift on the wedding day.

'You have a good friend.'

You may not have had family fortune, but you had plenty of friend fortune.

"I'll have the gift sent to the Valenti Barony."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Thank you for your consideration."

Watching Ainter bow respectfully, I organized my thoughts.

If a gift has arrived from Armein, gifts from Yuven and the Papal States will likely follow soon. Rather than sending them separately, I'll send them all together when they've all arrived.

Thanks to the wedding, the Emperor's worries have disappeared and the Livnoman Imperial Family has become even stronger. If asked to name the biggest beneficiary of the wedding, one would first point to the Livnomans.

And following them, the next beneficiaries were naturally the Gurut Marquisate led by Marquis Varandiga. He was already the only marquis in the North and the sole priest of the Eternal Blue Sky faith, but now he had become related to the Imperial Family by marriage as well.

Especially, the media campaign that spread throughout the North and the entire Empire days before the wedding further elevated Marquis Varandiga's authority.

"The founder of the Gurut clan was one of the first priests who led the Eternal Blue Sky faith and established its basic doctrines. It's only natural that the bloodline of Marquis Varandiga, who inherited that lineage, has held the priesthood for generations."

Gerhardt had desperately traveled throughout the North while the nobles were checking their wedding gifts.

Working so hard that it would move anyone's heart, Gerhardt succeeded in elevating Marquis Varandiga's distant ancestor to a "religious giant." To compare it to my previous world, it would be like claiming to be a descendant of Apostle Peter or Apostle John—who could ignore such tremendous authority?

Thus, Marquis Varandiga became "the in-law of the situation and guardian of the faith" in just a few days.

"The bloodline favored by the sun and the bloodline serving the sky have become one; may the entire continent rejoice and bless this union."

The day after the wedding, during the thanksgiving service, the voice of the Eternal Blue Sky reached Marquis Varandiga.

Actually, this display was slightly different from what was planned. Originally, we intended to establish Marquis Varandiga as someone who could communicate with the deity before the wedding, but concerns arose that this might reduce attention toward the wedding. If Marquis Varandiga's authority suddenly increased right before the wedding, it would diminish the presence of the bride and groom.

So we adjusted the timing to right after the wedding. The wedding proceeded in all its splendor, the newlyweds received all the attention, and we waited for the moment when the priest Marquis Varandiga's smile would reach his ears.

"Indeed, Marquis Varandiga is the only true priest serving the sky! After the collapse of faith following the fall of the usurper, the faith has been revived under Marquis Varandiga, and the religion once despised as heresy has now been officially recognized!"

"The usurper who claimed to be the high priest actually caused the faith to collapse! Marquis Varandiga, and the Gurut Marquisate that carries his blood, are the true guardians of the faith!"

This was the result. The northern nomads were ecstatic about the Eternal Blue Sky blessing the priest, and about the marquis who heard the voice of the deity. A new flame had ignited before the heat of the wedding had even cooled.

'The effect is certainly clear.'
- Right? I am a deity after all. When a deity speaks to a priest, everyone loves it.

I could sense the smugness just from the voice, but I decided to let it pass since the Eternal Blue Sky had played such a significant role this time.

No matter how much Marquis Varandiga's bloodline is glorified, no matter how connected he becomes to the Imperial Family, such prestige tends to fade with time. But a current priest who can communicate with a deity in real-time? This is a shock that won't fade until the moment Marquis Varandiga dies.

- Ah, the attention Gerhardt was receiving has shifted to Varandiga. He's still respected as a scholar, but no one treats him like a prophet anymore, so don't worry!
'That's fortunate.'

It truly is fortunate. It's one thing for a pure-blooded settled person to show interest in the nomadic faith, but it would be quite problematic if they were treated as a saint or prophet of that faith.

One misstep and there could be opposition claiming, "How can a settled person be a prophet!" That could split the barely reviving Eternal Blue Sky faith in two and kill it. The breakaway faction could put forward a new priest.

'That cannot happen.'

Yes, that must be avoided at all costs. If the split faction couldn't accept a settled person as priest, they would be ultra-conservative, and would inevitably emphasize nomadic traditions and identity. That would reduce the Empire's influence over the North.

If the Eternal Blue Sky faith were hostile to the Empire, I would have engineered such a split to clean house, but the long-established priest Marquis Varandiga is a member of my faction. Why would I do such a thing?

'Please speak to him occasionally in the future. Too frequently would diminish your majesty... perhaps once or twice a year?'
- Don't worry! I've reigned as a deity for so long, I can manage that much!

Such a confident statement deserved a calm nod.

Well. A deity who has lived hundreds or thousands of times longer than my lifetime should know what they're doing.

'Hmm...'
- Hm? What's wrong?
'I was just thinking it would have been perfect if we could provide a divine artifact. If only it wasn't the one the Khagan used, it would have been really good.'

Of all things, the only object that could be called a divine artifact was something that had slaughtered Imperial troops. Could there be anything more regrettable—


- Then shall I make a new one?
'Pardon?'

I reflexively questioned the Eternal Blue Sky's words.

What... did you just say? Make what?

- A divine artifact is just an object imbued with divine power, something connected to a deity. If I make something suitable and give it to him, that becomes a divine artifact.

I wanted to object but couldn't. Honestly, it wasn't wrong.

Even an ordinary rice bowl becomes a relic after hundreds of years, and items cherished by the founding head of a family become heirlooms that later generations must treasure. Things that might seem insignificant to their owners can become treasures when others assign meaning to them.

'...Can you really make one?'
- Of course! Now that faith has been restored, creating one divine artifact is nothing!

The answer was so confident that I simply accepted it.

***

About five days had passed since the wedding.

And during those five days, several events had shaken the North.

'My father-in-law must be quite busy.'

I took a sip of mare's milk wine with a slight smile.

After the wedding, my father-in-law began receiving the adoration and attention of the northern nomads as he heard the voice of the Eternal Blue Sky. Then, beyond just hearing the voice, he received a divine artifact bestowed by the deity. What a joyous and amazing event.

Of course, it was somewhat unexpected that the divine artifact of the nomadic faith turned out to be a balance scale, but—

- As a guardian of the faith, may you walk a fair path that does not tilt to either side.

It was quite a plausible reason, so everyone welcomed the new divine artifact.

A scale bestowed by the deity, wishing for the priest's fair and just conduct. Even I, a settled person, felt my heart race, so how much more would the nomads feel? My father-in-law, who suddenly became the caretaker of a divine artifact, was secretly quite pleased.

"Ainter. I've organized all the gifts sent by the ducal families."
"Thank you for your hard work, Shati."

I put down my mare's milk wine on the desk as Shati's words interrupted my thoughts of my father-in-law's smiling face.

I would have liked to organize the gifts together with her, but Shati insisted that such tasks were the duty of the lady of the house. She even forced me to stay seated when I tried to follow her to the storehouse.

A bit disappointing, but what could I do? When the lady of the house and future marchioness asserts her rights and duties, I can only comply.

"Here you go."

I quickly read through the list Shati handed me.

Gifts from the five ducal families who attended and graced the wedding. Each gift was recorded in detail.

'They all sent incredible things.'

I couldn't help but smile as I looked at the list.

The Iron-Blooded Duke sent weapons and armor made by the legendary master craftsman of the Valenti Ducal Family. The Victorious Duke sent platinum crafts resembling the silver hair of the Hablem Ducal Family. The Magic-Ending Duke sent magical tools created by the previous Duke Servet, known as the Exploration Duke. The Golden Duke sent what was puzzlingly a national treasure of the Jereno Kingdom.


And finally, the Wise Duke...

'Alcohol.'

He sent alcohol. And not just any alcohol, but a variety of rare spirits produced from all over the continent. Many of them were produced long ago and were quite rare.

It was a gift that differed from those of the other dukes, but it was truly befitting the Wise Duke. And considering how much the Wise Duke values his alcohol, one can only imagine the magnitude of his decision to send it. I haven't experienced anything more touching recently.

"It seems we won't be short on alcohol for the foreseeable future."

Shati also chuckled at my joke.

No, it wasn't entirely a joke, but somewhat sincere. Neither Shati nor I are particularly fond of drinking. With just a glass or two occasionally, we could make this supply last for decades.

"By the way, I also organized the gifts from the Three Kingdoms. Would you like to see them?"
"Ah."

I couldn't help but sigh at those words.

The Three Kingdoms Shati referred to were Armein, Yuven, and the Papal States. Places where my friends, whom I can no longer see regularly since graduating from the Academy, reside. The homelands of friends who remembered my wedding across national borders and sent gifts.

I'm truly grateful. Despite several years having passed since graduation, despite the wedding being suddenly moved up, they sent gifts so quickly. It would be strange not to feel thankful.

Yes, I'm really grateful. But...

"It must have been difficult to manage those gifts. Thank you for your hard work."
"Not at all. It's all goodwill toward us, so I had to put in the effort."

Shati didn't deny that it was hard work. Seeing her like that, I couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

The gifts sent by my three friends were that magnificent and extraordinary. I wonder if I'll ever receive such gifts again in my lifetime.

'How did they all send such things without even coordinating?'

I gently rubbed the back of my neck as I recalled the gifts and handwritten letters from my friends.

[I couldn't celebrate your wedding in an ordinary way! Since you have plenty of money, I sent something money can't buy!]

The "Spear of Hestain" sent by Lyutis was the weapon used by the great knight Hestain, who slew a giant monster that ruled the mountains near the capital when Armein was just founded. Considering that Hestain is treated as a founding hero in Armein, it truly is something money cannot buy.

[No region is as suitable for animals to thrive as the North. I hope this gift contributes even a little to the prosperity and diversity of the North.]

The animals sent by Laterre had strange features like long noses or long necks. When the Crown Princess happened to see these animals, she begged to have them for herself.

If we succeed in breeding these animals, they will diversify the North's specialties as Laterre suggested. It's a bit perplexing but still appreciated.

[I heard you held your wedding under the blessing of the sky, so I shall offer you the grace of the sun.]

Finally, Tanian sent... a wooden fragment stained with the blood of the first Pope who was martyred at the hands of heretics.

Fortunately, this relic-level item is not unique. The blood of the first Pope stained many objects besides this wooden fragment.

Still, who would have expected the future saint to send a holy relic just like that?

'To think Erich's gift was the most normal.'

To think that the rights to a county's business interests would be the most modest and normal gift in this situation.

The Pastry Club truly gathered extraordinary individuals.

# Erich's New Year wedding. The winter dance of the three nations on the brink of collapse. The Gerhardt incident that nearly saw the first settled priest emerge. The marriage of royalty and a marquis's daughter. The bestowal of the eternal blue sky's divine object.

Though many events occurred one after another as soon as the new year began, the hectic days were finally starting to calm down.

'It's quiet.'

The days were gradually getting longer, and rain was beginning to replace snow when I woke up.

The Capital was now slowly transitioning from winter to spring. It feels like I've been running around frantically for several months, but it's amazing that February is only now coming to an end.

Looking on the bright side, perhaps all the issues meant to explode in the first half of the year have already burst in January and February. While I don't expect this year to be peaceful in good conscience, I believe at least the first half will be quiet. If Enen has any conscience at all, it must be so.

"Woof!"

As I lay on the bed absentmindedly staring out the window, Titi placed his front paws on the bed and barked.

"Want to go for a walk?"

It seemed like a signal to go play together, so I slowly got up.

Honestly, going outside is a hassle, but Titi's walks can't be postponed. If our Titi wants some fresh air, I should gladly go out.

"Woof woof!"

When I got up, Titi scurried to the corner of the room, grabbed his leash in his mouth, and returned.

Our Titi is so impressive. Now he even brings the necessary items for walks by himself. At this rate, he might start bringing snacks and toys for our walks too.

'...Why has he been going out so frequently lately?'

While putting the leash around Titi's neck, I suddenly felt something odd.

Titi has always been quite active. As a puppy, he would toddle around the mansion, and after growing bigger, he roamed the mansion's garden and backyard. Sometimes he would even join the ladies and servants on walks around the Capital when they went out. That's how active Titi is.

But at some point, Titi became unsatisfied with just playing in the garden and backyard. Every morning, he would rush to my room and beg to go for a walk.

'Is the mansion no longer fun for him?'

I stroked Titi's head as he panted cheerfully.

Well, no matter how spacious the mansion is, it's still just a building. After roaming the mansion for years, it's natural that he'd get bored. It's not strange that Titi craves walks.

Besides, larger animals need more activity. It's almost a miracle that Titi has been satisfied with just the garden until now, given his full-grown size. It would be more accurate to say he's been holding back out of consideration for me, his owner.

"Let's go now."
"Woof!"

I couldn't help but smile at Titi wagging his tail like a windmill.

When I was forced to adopt Titi from the Former Emperor, I felt bewildered, but looking back now, he was the greatest treasure the Former Emperor bestowed upon me. Without Titi, the mansion would be lonelier, and taking care of the children would have been more difficult.

Our Titi. Please stay with us for a long, long time.

Perhaps because I've walked around the Capital with Titi so often, the Capital Guard soldiers we encounter during our walks have reached the point where they greet Titi warmly.

"Greetings, Your Excellency."
"Working hard from the morning, I see."
"Protecting the Capital is our mission, so we must work hard even at dawn. Ah, good morning to you too, Titi."
"Woof!"

The guard captain paid his respects to me and waved at Titi.

Fortunately, Titi seems to remember the scent of people he's met before, so he wagged his tail happily at the guard captain's greeting.

"He seems to have a fuller coat than when I last saw him."
"I'm not sure if he's gained weight or just grown more fur."

The guard captain let out a small laugh at my words.


Titi's presence has transformed me from the cold and ruthless Minister of Audit into a quiet and gentle dog lover. Thanks to this, I've been able to build an image that allows for casual jokes with ordinary guard soldiers.

Anyway, my main counterparts are nobles and high-ranking officials, not frontline guards. There's no particular disadvantage in building a friendly image with the guards.

"Your Excellency, my mother recently sent me some fruit from my hometown. If it's alright with you, may I present it as a gift?"
"I would appreciate it if you sent it."

Thanks to my friendly image, I can even receive gifts like this, which is nothing but beneficial.

Produce grown and harvested directly by farmers in the countryside. Honestly, if we're just talking about quality, the fruit carefully selected and distributed by large merchant groups would be superior, but items shipped directly from the countryside have their own unique taste. There's a subtle difference that's hard to express in words.

"It's safe for Titi to eat as well, so please don't worry."
"Oh my, Titi will steal it all then."
"Whine...?"

Titi whimpered at suddenly being labeled a thief dog. The guard captain's smile deepened at the sight.

After that, I encountered three more guards. Since every guard I meet offers gifts, I should send a generous donation to the Guard soon.

"Woof!"
"Ready to go home now?"
"Woof woof!"

After wandering around the Capital for about two hours, I turned back toward the mansion at Titi's urging.

Yes, we've been out for two hours since morning, so Titi must be satisfied. When we get back, I'll wash up quickly, have an early lunch, and maybe take a light nap—

"Kal?"
"Mother?"

On my way to the mansion, I ran into my mother. More precisely, my mother carrying Teresa in her arms, walking with the nanny.

"What a coincidence meeting you here. Were you out for a walk?"
"Ah, yes. Titi seemed bored, so..."

I was a bit surprised but understood when I saw the direction my mother had come from.

Seeing that she came from the direction of the teleport magic circle, she must have been on her way from the magic circle to the mansion. Good timing that we met.

"Why didn't you come with a magician? It's still cold outside, why are you walking?"
"Teresa enjoys walking around. Since we don't come to the Capital often, I should let her sightsee at times like this."
"Yes! I like this!"

I couldn't help but smile at Teresa nodding her head assertively.

That makes sense. Our Teresa has the personality to prefer walking around and sightseeing in the Capital rather than boringly appearing at the mansion with a teleport.

"But Teresa, if you enjoy sightseeing, shouldn't you walk by yourself?"
"Huh?"

At my words, Teresa rolled her eyes around and then snuggled deeper into mother's arms.

"I don't like cold..."

If she gets down to walk, she'll have to leave the warmth of mother's embrace. Even the active Teresa doesn't like that idea.

It's a bit troublesome. Although Teresa is still young, if mother continues carrying her, it might become tiring. As the eldest son, I can't just stand by.

"Then would you like to ride on Titi's back?"
"Titi?"

Teresa's eyes sparkled at that.

A yellow, large, and fluffy dog. From Teresa's perspective, isn't that more tempting than any fine horse? It's a truth already proven by Fedi and our other children.

"I want to! I want to!"
"Okay. But if you ride on Titi's back, you have to stay still, alright?"

Even a small child could hurt Titi if they move around too much.


"I got it! I'll stay still!"

Fortunately, Teresa was already enchanted by Titi's back and showed no regret about my small restriction.

As expected of Titi, the children's idol. The effect is definitely reliable.

***

Titi walked with light steps, seemingly accustomed to carrying children. Teresa sat on top of Titi, enjoying herself. Kal supported her back to prevent her from falling.

It was a scene that naturally brought a smile. An older brother taking great care of his young sister, and a pet carrying a small child. It was like a scene from a warm fairy tale.

Such fairy tale-like moments were everyday occurrences for our children. As a mother, I couldn't be happier.

"Maybe I should raise a dog too?"

Even Laura, who had little interest in animals, developed a desire for pets after seeing Titi.

In fact, I've been feeling the same urge whenever I see Titi. Every time I visit Kal, my daughters-in-law, and grandchildren, Titi always comes out to the gate to welcome me. He even plays enthusiastically with the grandchildren. After watching Titi for several years, it would be stranger not to develop an interest in pets.

"They say growing up with pets is good for a child's emotional development. That's what an acquaintance at the Ministry of Education told me, so it can't be wrong."

Billy, who also seemed to like Titi, had been subtly making such comments recently.

Because of this, I've been considering raising a large dog—but thinking about Titi's bloodline makes me hesitate.

'A child raised by the Former Emperor.'

Titi was an animal the Former Emperor had personally raised from a puppy after abdicating to the current Emperor.

The Former Emperor bestowed Titi to Kal, and true to being raised by the Former Emperor, Titi grew up to be an intelligent and kind dog.

So considering Titi as average would be a serious error. Titi is overwhelmingly superior among dogs. If we expect all dogs to be like Titi, various problems could arise.

'If only we could have Titi's puppies.'

I sighed inwardly. Though they wouldn't be as good as the original Titi, if we diligently trained children with Titi's blood, they would grow into excellent dogs.

Since Titi is male... if Titi works hard, puppies could come quickly.

'...Let's wait a few more years.'

When the time comes, Titi will find a mate and have children. Titi is a living being, so he won't live alone forever.

Let's be patient until then. If we're going to have an animal that lives with us for over ten years, one that will share affection with us, it's better if it's Titi's offspring.

Even after arriving at the mansion, Teresa refused to get off Titi's back.

"I want to ride more!"
"Woof!"
"Titi likes me too!"

Teresa clung to Titi's neck, refusing to budge. Despite Teresa's sudden behavior, Titi maintained a bright expression.

He must be tired after the walk and now carrying a child, but he showed no signs of it, which made me feel sorry for him.

'It really has to be Titi's offspring.'

At the same time, my determination to endure for a few more years became even stronger.

Teresa has already grown accustomed to Titi. We must raise a dog descended from Titi's bloodline to satisfy Teresa.

"Woof?"

When I stared at him intently, Titi tilted his head as if asking what was wrong.

He's even quick-witted. He's truly perfect.

Teresa showed no intention of getting off Titi's back. Perhaps it would be more accurate to view them not as "Teresa riding on Titi's back" but as a single entity: "Titi and Teresa."

Still, she seemed to remember not to move too actively while on Titi's back. Teresa only turned her head from side to side without making any vigorous movements. With such a calm rider on her back, Titi's steps were lighter too. This was truly fortunate.

"Brother! Bwother!"
"Yes?"
"Me! Go faster!"

I couldn't help but smile at Teresa looking up at me with sparkling eyes.

Teresa has always loved speed, even when she couldn't crawl. Thanks to her, my father, the family knights, and I have spent countless hours crawling on our backs through the castle corridors. By now, we've become the empire's foremost experts in sleeping-position crawling—skilled enough to move smoothly even over rocky, pit-filled terrain.

"Titi. Shall we run a little?"
- Woof!

That's why I accepted Teresa's request. If I told a speed-loving Teresa to "just be satisfied with this," she would definitely throw a tantrum.

There's a chance Teresa might lose her balance and fall if Titi runs, but that's why I'm here beside them. Besides, I've laid mattresses on the floor, so even if Teresa falls, she'll just giggle and get back up.

"Faster! Faster!"

Teresa burst into bright laughter as Titi dashed forward.

Seeing my sister genuinely happy fills me with contentment. A feeling wells up from deep within my heart—something I could never experience with someone like Erich.

'A little sister is essential, after all.'

Having just two brothers is dull and boring. A family can only truly be called complete when there are three siblings, including an adorable little sister.

Teresa is the blessing of our Kracius family.

"Huh?"

As we were excitedly running through the corridor, Teresa suddenly tilted her head.

"Titi! Ti-ti! Stop!"
- Mung?

She patted Titi's neck, requesting her to stop.

"Brother! There! Something strange!"
"Something strange?"

When I looked where Teresa was pointing, I saw a mattress against the wall bulging up oddly.

As if something was underneath it.

'Ah.'

This was a rather familiar sight, so I casually approached the wall.

This position, this height, this pattern. There's only one possibility.

"What are you doing here?"
"I was searching for freedom..."

When I pulled back the bulging mattress, there was Jangsaeng.

Jangsaeng, who had been lying limp, greeted me with a bitter voice.

'He's hiding again.'

Jangsaeng is someone frequently sought after not only by our household's children but also by the Crown Princess. With his small and cute appearance that children go crazy for, it's fair to say he's tormented for about 16 hours a day. If children could stay awake all night, it would be 24 hours.

Perhaps that's why I felt sympathy seeing Jangsaeng's moist eyes. I was about to quietly cover him with the mattress again—

"Wow! Jangsaeng!"
"Ah."
"Damn it."

Unfortunately, just before Jangsaeng could sink back into darkness, Titi and Teresa spotted him.

"Jangsaeng play with me too!"

After saying that, Teresa looked at me.

"Master. Haven't I been addressing you properly as 'Master' lately, following orders well, and playing nicely with the children? I was just taking a short break. I was planning to go to the triplets after resting a bit more."

Meanwhile, Jangsaeng pleaded with desperate eyes.


I know. I understand perfectly. If we were to rank who plays with the children most in our household after Titi, Jangsaeng would undoubtedly be an overwhelming second place. His dedication and sacrifice are not to be taken lightly.

"Jangsaeng."

I gently stroked Jangsaeng's body while slowly covering him with the mattress.

Hope gradually began to shine in Jangsaeng's eyes.

"I'm sorry."
"What?"

But before the mattress could completely cover him, I quickly pulled Jangsaeng out.

Sorry. I wasn't covering you to hide you—I was going to pull you out and then cover the mattress.

"We need to handle him gently, right?"
"Yes!"

Jangsaeng, who had been trembling and glaring at me, weakly surrendered to Teresa's embrace.

I'm sorry. But when my sister, who's come all the way to visit her brother's home, wants to play with you, how could I refuse such an earnest request?

Besides, you're used to playing with children anyway. So please make a little more effort. I'll let you rest after Teresa leaves.

'Probably.'

With seven children in our house, I can't be certain.

While Teresa was having a rambunctious mansion adventure with Titi and Jangsaeng, Mother was enjoying tea time with the ladies.

"Mommy!"
"Teresa, is that you?"

The peaceful tea time between mother-in-law and daughters-in-law became lively with Teresa's sudden entrance.

My sister is precious beyond words, but even I have to admit her whims are spectacular. She clearly enjoyed racing through the mansion just moments ago... who could have guessed she would suddenly want to see Mother and redirect Titi's steps?

Fortunately, Teresa's whims tend to stay within the realm of possibility. She wanted to see Mother now because Mother was in the mansion; if Mother had been elsewhere, she wouldn't have insisted.

...Right? This brother believes in our Teresa.

"Hello Teresa! Did you have fun?"
"Yes! With brother and Titi and Jangsaeng! We played lots!"

Teresa jumped off Titi's back and flapped her arms toward Luise.

She looked like she wanted to boast about her exciting adventure. Not only Luise, who had greeted her first, but all the other ladies smiled at her behavior.

"That sounds fun. But you must be hungry after playing so much. Would you like some cookies?"
"Yes please!"

Luise, who had been watching Teresa's antics with a fond expression, handed her cookies from the table.

"Here, say ah~"
"Ah~"

She went beyond just handing them over—she even fed Teresa directly.

It's a heartwarming scene that almost brings tears to my eyes. From the ladies' perspective, Teresa is much younger and could be uncomfortable, yet they're treating her like their own daughter or niece.

"Teresa. You should thank your sister."
"Thank you!"

Mother seemed pleased with the friendship between her daughter-in-law and daughter, as she stroked Teresa's head with a gentle voice.

It strikes me anew that my family fortune is second to none in the continent. How many people are blessed with such a harmonious family from the beginning, or can create one themselves?

The only problem is my catastrophic luck with superiors and subordinates.

"Oh, Jangsaeng is here too?"
"That's how it turned out."

At Luise's words, Jangsaeng, still in Teresa's arms, muttered grumpily.

Normally, I would have lightly scolded him and then sent him to the triplets, but I had just sold out Jangsaeng to Teresa when he was begging for a short rest. This level of sulking is understandable.

"The children were looking for you—"
"AAAAARGH!"

Before Luise could finish, Jangsaeng struggled desperately.


"Jangsaeng! Stay still!"
"Please! Please leave me alone!"

But no matter how desperately he struggled, he couldn't escape Teresa's embrace.

What if Jangsaeng uses too much force and Teresa gets hurt? Then even I couldn't guarantee Jangsaeng's future. Jangsaeng knows this too, which is why he's not struggling with his full strength.

"I'm a living being who feels fatigue too! A living being!"

That's an odd statement coming from someone once called Death.

***

Despite the small commotion, the tea party with the daughters-in-law continued.

There were some changes—Teresa settled in my arms, and Kal joined the tea party—but since this was a family conversation rather than a social gathering, these were welcome additions.

"By the way, Kal?"
"Yes, Mother."
"About the birth tree at the castle. What do you think about transplanting it to this mansion soon?"
"The birth tree?"

At my words, Kal frowned briefly before letting out a belated exclamation.

"That's right. I keep forgetting about moving it."

Kal's birth tree. A tree that Wilhelm personally planted when Kal was born, with a promise to transplant it as a commemoration when Kal married and established his independence.

Of course, Kal was born as the eldest son who would inherit the title of Count Teilgleichen, so he could have lived in Teilgleichen County forever. But no one can predict how life will unfold—just like now, with Count Kal residing in the Capital.

"I actually thought about sending it to the bride's home, but... we can't exactly divide a healthy tree into six parts."

When the words "bride's home" came up, Trixie's ears perked up.

Come to think of it, among the daughters-in-law, Trixie was the first to hear about Kal's birth tree. Ever since then, she's been praising it as a truly beautiful tree whenever she sees it.

Trixie probably wanted to move Kal's birth tree to Servet Duchy, but that's impossible. As precious as Trixie is as a daughter-in-law, the other children are equally important.

"Then what about Erich's birth tree? Will you move his to the Capital too?"
"Let's move Erich's after he completes his marriage with Sera. Moving it now would seem like we're only celebrating his marriage to Bia."
"That makes sense. I understand."

I smiled gently as Kal nodded.

It's regrettable to part with a birth tree that has been nearby for over 20 years. But when I think of it as blessing my beloved son's new life and new family, I can smile willingly.

In fact, I should have sent it earlier but kept postponing due to sentimentality. I'm glad it's finally being sent now.

"I'll move it as soon as spring comes."
"That's good. Even from the tree's perspective, moving house in warm weather would be better."

A spring move is more pleasant than a winter relocation, after all.

It was nearly evening when we finally left Kal's mansion.

A mother-in-law staying too long only inconveniences her daughters-in-law, and if I don't return now, Wilhelm will have to eat dinner alone. I can't let him spend the end of the day by himself.

"I want to stay longer! I want to play more!"

There was a small commotion when Teresa insisted on staying at her brother's mansion longer, but she gave up her stubbornness when promised another visit in a few days.

This was unusually compliant for Teresa, and I was inwardly sighing with relief when—

"Titi?"
- Mung!

Titi, who had been seeing us off at the front gate, slightly shifted her position and plopped down next to me.

"T-Titi?"

Kal also seemed perplexed by this situation as he called out to Titi, but she just panted and stared up at me.

"What's wrong? Do you want to play with Teresa more?"

I stroked Titi's head, but she continued panting and staring at me.

Why is she suddenly acting like this...?

Titi, who sat down next to Mother, was as steadfast and dignified as Cerberus guarding the gates of hell.

Our Titi might be cuter, gentler, and smarter than that three-headed spotted beast, but when it came to her determination not to move, she was no different from Cerberus.

"Titi. Mother needs to go home now, so come here."

Having a large dog stuck right beside you makes walking difficult. Since Mother needed to leave now, I tried to coax Titi to come to me, but...

"Titi?"

Titi, who usually responded even when called from afar, pretended not to hear me.

More precisely, no matter what I said, she just stared up at Mother's face.

'What's going on?'

This was strange. While Titi was fond of people, she typically didn't block those who were arriving or cling to those who were leaving. She might enthusiastically welcome guests to our mansion, but she'd never been clingy with departing visitors.

Besides, this wasn't Mother's first visit to our mansion. She'd always let Mother leave without issue before, so why today?

'Is it because of Teresa?'

I unconsciously glanced at Teresa in Mother's arms.

Mother and the nanny visited my mansion frequently, so there was no reason for Titi to suddenly react this way. Of course, Teresa often came with Mother too, but like most young children, she was growing rapidly day by day. From Titi's perspective, could she be interested in Teresa who changed every time she saw her?

'Did she enjoy playing today?'

I recalled Titi racing through the mansion with Teresa on her back.

Titi had been satisfying her recently increased need for activity with walks. For such a Titi, Teresa with her beagle-like energy levels must have provided a strong stimulus to Titi's otherwise peaceful daily routine.

"Mother. Just a moment."

To test my hypothesis, I took Teresa from Mother's arms.

If Titi was showing interest in Teresa, she would approach me now. First, I'd separate Mother and Titi, then think about how to console Titi—

'That wasn't it.'

My hypothesis was wrong. Whether Teresa came into my arms or not, Titi still guarded Mother's side.

What's going on? Did Titi perhaps get treats from Mother without my knowledge? But she gets treats regularly anyway.

"What's wrong? Do you want to come with us?"
- Woof!

When Mother, who was stroking Titi's head, smiled awkwardly, Titi barked loudly.

As if asking to be taken along.

"Um, Kal?"
"Yes?"

While we were at an impasse due to Titi's unexpected behavior, Marga cautiously spoke up.

"Actually... Titi has seemed tired lately."
"Titi has?"
"Yes."

I blinked blankly at this unexpected statement.

Titi always begged to go for walks with me every morning. And once we went out, we'd have to walk around for at least two hours before heading back to the mansion, and even after returning, she would wander around the garden or backyard.

How could such a Titi be tired? Wasn't her stamina actually increasing?

"So I wasn't the only one who noticed."

Pinea, who had come to the gate despite being near full-term pregnancy, nodded at Marga's words.

"Lately, Titi hasn't been her usual self. She seemed to be watching her surroundings cautiously whenever she roamed the mansion, and the speed at which she wagged her tail had somewhat decreased."

Such a specific observation made it more convincing.

One person's opinion might be a misperception, but statements from two or more people must be seriously considered. At this point, I had to pay attention to the theory of Titi's accumulated fatigue.

'Wait a minute.'

Just as I was about to worry if Titi might be sick, I suddenly felt something was off.

"Has anyone... seen Titi playing with the children lately?"
"Ah."
"That's right. She's only been playing with them occasionally these days."

The ladies' reactions to my question were similar.

I see. Now I understand why Titi is clinging to Mother and refusing to let go.


"You've been tired all this time."
- Whiiine...

Titi, who hadn't shown any reaction until now, finally drooped her ears with sorrowful eyes.

Her response was so pitiful that I almost burst into tears. Titi's begging for walks and wandering in the garden after returning wasn't because of increased energy.

It was to avoid our children. If she went for walks from early morning, she wouldn't have to see the children, and if she wandered around the garden, she would minimize encounters with the children who mainly played inside the mansion.

"It's true... the children loved Titi the most."

And that's why she suffered the most.

At Lin's words, neither I, the ladies, Mother, the nanny, nor the guards at the gate could say anything.

- Whiiine...

Only Titi's pitiful whimpering echoed mournfully.

I'm sorry. Our Titi is also a living being with physical limits. And I, as her owner, had forgotten that.

"I too am a living being that feels fatigue! A living being!"

Even that former evil god had cried out like that. So it's only natural that Titi, who plays with the children longer and more frequently than Jangsaeng, would reach her limit.

"Mother?"
"Yes, what is it?"
"Could you... take care of Titi for a few weeks?"

As soon as I finished speaking, Titi looked at Mother with desperate eyes.

Although Teresa's energy was as vigorous as any child's, Titi had made a firm decision that she'd rather deal with just Teresa than handle seven children.

And so began Titi's first vacation in her dog life.

***

My wife, who had gone to the Capital with Teresa and the head maid, returned.

Since she'd already made the trip, she could have stayed longer and enjoyed herself, but she came back before dinner out of consideration for me, which made me both grateful and apologetic.

That's why I wanted to go to the main gate to welcome her, but—

- Woof!
"...Titi?"

There was an additional member in the party returning from the Capital who hadn't been there when they left.

And it was the pet that Kal had received directly from His Majesty the Emperor.

Titi, proudly walking with Teresa on her back.

"Why are you here?"

I was momentarily taken aback. Though she's not an unfamiliar face since she greets me enthusiastically whenever I visit Kal's mansion, meeting her here, away from where she should be, was an unfamiliar situation.

"My lady."
"I'm sorry. I should have told you beforehand, but it happened so suddenly."

Looking at my wife for an explanation, she gave an awkward smile.

"This child has also been working hard for our grandchildren. She seemed to want a break, so I agreed to take care of her for a while."
"She wanted a break, you say."
- Woof woof!

Titi barked as if agreeing with my wife's words.

It's hard to understand that a dog would run away for rest, but there are seven grandchildren at Kal's mansion. With the soon-to-be-born child from the North, there will be eight.

Thanks to Teresa, I've learned how difficult it is to take care of a child. And Titi had been playing with seven of them, so how exhausted must she have been? It's not strange that she would escape like this.

"Rest well while you're here."

A gift from His Majesty the Emperor, Kal's pet, and a friend to our grandchildren.

This is enough to consider her not just a simple guest but a member of our family. So while she's in this castle, I hope she rests well.

...Though with Teresa around, it might be difficult to just rest, but one child is better than seven.

"Now that Teresa is home too, come down."
"Okay!"

At my words, Teresa climbed down from Titi's back.

Judging by the smile on her face, she seems happy that Titi has come to the castle. After all, Teresa, who had no friends her age, has finally found a companion.

I should probably get a pet. Unless we have another child for Teresa, she should at least have a pet to play with.


As soon as dinner was over, Teresa and Titi roamed the castle until nightfall.

Young children are always amazing to watch. She must have been running around since morning, yet she doesn't seem tired at all. Even most knights would find it difficult to display such stamina.

The fortunate thing is that Teresa now has a friend who can match her overflowing energy. Normally, my wife, the head maid, or other maids would look after Teresa, but now Titi is handling it all by herself.

'We definitely need a pet.'

If necessary, we might consider getting two or three. If we can't provide human friends, we should at least provide animal companions.

So after the exhausted Teresa fell asleep, I wanted to enjoy some wine with my wife, but...

"Oh dear."

The corkscrew that I usually kept next to the wine rack was nowhere to be seen.

More precisely, there was no functional corkscrew.

'It broke and I was going to replace it.'

A few days ago, the corkscrew broke while opening a bottle. I had intended to get a new one right away, but that day Georg called me to go fishing. Time passed, and I forgot to replace the corkscrew.

"I'm sorry, my dear. Please wait a moment."
"It's fine. Take your time."

After apologizing to my wife, I opened the door. I could have sent a servant for this, but it would be ridiculous to just sit there holding a broken corkscrew.

- Woof?
"Hmm?"

As soon as I opened the door, I made eye contact with Titi who was passing by.

"You're still awake."

This admirable creature had played diligently with our precious youngest. I stroked Titi's head gratefully, and she wagged her tail while panting.

It's hard to believe that such a gentle creature would run away from Kal's care. It's sad to think how much pressure she must have felt.

- Woof?

As Titi was panting, her gaze shifted to the corkscrew in my hand.

- Woof woof!

Then she quickly ran off somewhere.

Being in a new place, she probably wants to explore here and there. If left alone, she'll play by herself and sleep somewhere suitable, so I shouldn't worry.

...Or so I thought.

- Wooof!
"Oh my."

Until I encountered Titi again, returning with a corkscrew in her mouth.

Could she have known that I needed a new corkscrew and went to find one? Without any instructions from me, and in a castle where she doesn't yet know where things are?

"Impressive."

I wonder what kind of dog gave birth to such an intelligent creature.

***

Titi's first vacation met with fierce resistance.

Because of our children who suddenly lost a friend? No. Our good children were just disappointed that Titi had gone away for a while, but they didn't throw tantrums demanding her return.

"She went... to rest?"

The center of resistance wasn't the children but Jangsaeng.

As soon as Jangsaeng learned of Titi's absence, he looked up at me with a devastated expression.

"Why... why...! Why does only she get to rest! I'm tired too!"

I was at a loss for words seeing Jangsaeng wailing as if he was about to foam at the mouth.

That's true. Besides, with Titi gone, you'll have to fill her void too.

"...The deputy commander can't leave when the commander is absent."
"What nonsense is that!"

At my words, Jangsaeng wailed even more violently.

I'm sorry. But I don't want you and Titi to disappear at the same time. I simply can't handle such a future.

Still, when Titi returns, I'll consider giving you a break too, so please bear with it a little longer.

# Titi's First Vacation in Her Dog Life

After years of playing with the children, Titi finally got her first vacation.

Considering the years-long timeframe, a few weeks might seem like just a moment, but that brief moment was enough for Titi to recover both mentally and physically.

"Did you have a good time?"
"Woof!"

Her expression seemed somehow brighter, her fur more lustrous, and her tail wagging at light speed.

I'm glad she seems to have enjoyed herself these past few weeks, but if I'd known she would be this happy, I would have let her rest sooner. I've only been saying that Titi is a precious family member, but I think I've been indifferent to her actual condition.

"I'll send you there often from now on."

At those words, Titi licked my face enthusiastically.

I couldn't help but smile at this skinship full of affection and gratitude. If I had left Titi in that growling state, she might have bitten someone soon. Both Titi and I were saved because my mother happened to visit.

'Now I'll have to send her regularly, even if she says she doesn't want to go.'

After gently pushing away Titi, who seemed determined to wash my face with her saliva, I stroked her head.

The truth is, even if Titi wants to stay at the mansion from now on, even if she has no intention of going back to Teilgleichen County, I'll have to send her.

"What a wise child. Seeing Titi, I understand why people keep dogs. As expected of a pet raised by Emperor Sangwon, she's different in a special way."

That's what my father said through the communication orb the day before Titi returned to our home.

Coming from my father, who's typically blunt with his expressions, this means he's very interested in Titi. It's a natural result even if he only witnessed 10% of Titi's wisdom.

Anyway, this is the first time my father has asked something of me, so as the eldest son, I have no choice but to meet his expectations. Besides, it's not like I'm giving her away completely—just dispatching her occasionally is enough.

"You're our Kracius family's lucky charm."
"Woof?"

At my words, Titi tilted her head while still wagging her tail.

Our lucky charm Titi. I hope you live a long, healthy life for 10, 20 years and more. And while we're at it, I hope you find a good mate and have lots of cute puppies—

"Titi is back?!"
"Ah."

A desperate wail echoed from down the hallway.

"Then it's my turn now, right?!"

It was Jangsaeng, who had to handle seven children and the Crown Princess during the weeks without Titi.

"Please! Tell me that's true! Tell me it's my turn now!"

Jangsaeng's fur was standing on end, making him look small, modest, and miserable—who knows what he had been through just moments ago.

The sight of the small dog running from the end of the hallway was truly tearful. Anyone watching would think it was a small dog escaping from abuse in a desperate attempt.

Well, from Jangsaeng's perspective, it might not be much different from abuse.

"...Titi. Say thank you to Jangsaeng."
"Woof!"

At my not-quite-request, Titi barked cheerfully.

It seems Titi is also grateful to Jangsaeng for excellently filling her absence.

The return of the mansion's most popular star excited her fans.

"Titi!"
"Titi's back!"

Led by our eldest son Pedi and eldest daughter Maria, the children came running in a group.

Naturally, the destination of this small parade was Titi.

"I missed you! Why are you back now?"
"Titi~ So fluffy~"
"Woof woof!"

Titi was swarmed by all the children except for Ferenc, who couldn't even crawl yet.

However, perhaps because she had regained her composure during her few weeks of vacation, Titi maintained a bright expression despite having six children hanging off her.

Thanks to that, a deep sense of guilt rose within me. I failed to notice the change in such a gentle and generous Titi until she ran away. I'm sorry as her owner.


"Titi! Let's play in the garden!"
"No! Let's take a nap with Titi in the room! Titi is warm!"
"Umm... Can we play ball here...?"

Within 10 minutes of returning to the mansion, Titi received three quests.

I'm really sorry... It's just that this owner has been blessed with too many children...

"Kids."
"Hmm?"
"Daddy? Play with us too!"
"I'll play with you, but just like Titi went on a trip, Jangsaeng is going on a trip too. Shall we go say goodbye and wish him a good time?"

At those words, the children blinked and looked at each other.

"Okay! I'll say goodbye!"
"Me too! Me too!"

Then they all raised their hands, saying they wanted to say goodbye.

I was worried they might show a strong reaction like "How dare our toy go on a trip!" but fortunately, our children have compassionate personalities.

Or maybe they have enough emotional room because they have many animal friends besides Jangsaeng? It seems they can accept temporary separation as long as it's not a permanent goodbye.

"Then let's go. You won't be able to play with Jangsaeng for a while, so pet him a lot before he leaves."
"Yes! I'll pet him a lot!"
"I'll touch Jangsaeng's tail! It's shorter than Titi's, so cute!"
"Me too! Me too, tail!"

I quietly shifted my gaze at the children's conversation.

It was a bit scary, like customers discussing which parts to grill.

"Jangsaeng! Have a good time!"
"You have to come back soon! You can't be later than Titi!"
"Bring presents!"
"Aaaaargh!"

Afterward, Jangsaeng suffered from the children's intense petting, but he didn't resist, probably because he knew he could rest once he endured this moment. He just reflexively screamed.

And so Jangsaeng's first vacation began.

"Master. Is it our turn after Jangsaeng?"
"Depends on how you behave."

And after Titi and then Jangsaeng left for vacation, the other sacred beasts began to stir as well. They argued that while one leaving might be special treatment, if two leave, it becomes a right that everyone should enjoy.

If things continue this way, I have no choice. To appease the sacred beasts, I'll have to send another suitable one after Jangsaeng returns.

'What kind of owner exists like this in the world?'

An excellent owner who even provides vacations for pets.

It was my mistake not to notice Titi's change, but this warm consideration is a vast generosity that no one else could show.

***

This refreshing air. Cool breeze. Vast land.

It's the best. It's like the sense of liberation I felt when I first came out of the sealing paper. I feel like I've thrown off the shackles that bound me and found freedom.

"Welcome. It's your turn this time."
"Yes. That's how it turned out."

That's why I gladly nodded at the greeting from the master's birth mother.

It's somewhat regrettable that it's conditional freedom rather than complete freedom. I have to stay within the castle even though it's larger than the mansion, and there's the annoyance of having to play with the master's youngest sibling.

But what does that matter? Even a three-year-old child knows it's better to deal with one than seven. Didn't Titi's complexion brighten after resting here?

"When I played with the master's children, they couldn't come to their senses. The master's sibling won't be any different, so don't worry."

Actually, I was the one who couldn't come to my senses, but I didn't bother mentioning that.

"Hoho, that's right. You're reliable."

After saying that, the master's birth mother held me in her arms and began walking down the corridor.

It's a good start. When I was at the mansion, I stuck to corners for fear of my position being discovered. I tried to hide by lowering my already small body as much as possible.

'This is how it should be.'

Yes, this is right. I was once a being who reigned with divine status, feared by the entire continent and all living beings. I'm not asking for such treatment now that I've lost my divine status—but I deserve treatment befitting my past glory.


Moving like this, being carried rather than walking on my own feet. Looking down from a high vantage point. This is where I belong.

'I want to stay here forever...'

I closed my eyes without realizing it.

There are many others besides me at the master's mansion anyway, so wouldn't it be fine if one like me was gone?

"Jangsaeng! Have a good time!"
"You have to come back soon! You can't be later than Titi!"
"Bring presents!"

But I shuddered as I recalled what the master's children said before I left the mansion.

If I try to stay here, the master will come to get me himself. He'll never give me another vacation and will imprison me in the mansion forever.

That would be troublesome. It's stupid to kick away guaranteed happiness because of greed.

"What's wrong?"
"Nothing. It's nothing."

So for now, I'll enjoy this luck and freedom, properly play with the master's sibling, and then return obediently. If I'm lucky, the master's birth mother might request the master to send me here again.

'...To think that I, who was Death itself, have fallen so low.'

I almost cried for a moment. How did I end up in this situation?

It's all because of that damned sun and sky.

Staying at this castle was definitely more comfortable than staying at the mansion.

"Wow, it really speaks human language?"
"It's so tiny. So cute."
"The tail is adorable too. Is it naturally a short-tailed breed?"

Since it was my first visit, I received curious glances and touches, but it wasn't at the level of the children's grabbing and pulling, so I could tolerate it sufficiently.

Moreover, the humans who showed interest in me were mainly the maids within the castle. Being humans with their own duties, they just touched me a few times before moving on. It was completely different from the mansion where once caught, my fur would be pulled and my whole body kneaded.

'This is paradise.'

Even knowing I shouldn't be greedy, I can't help it. I want to live in this paradise forever.

"Jangsaeng!"
"Hmm?"

While thinking such thoughts, I heard a familiar voice from behind.

"Oh. It's you."

It was the master's youngest sibling.

If this were the mansion, I would have run away as soon as I heard footsteps. But the current me doesn't run away. I am Death, the god who was the final destination of all life. Would someone like me run away from just one person!

Come on! I'll play with you with all my might!

***

I received a message from my mother. I heard that Teresa likes Jangsaeng.

However, the extent to which she likes him was somewhat excessive.

"She carries him around all day. Since Titi is bigger than Teresa, she can't carry her, but Jangsaeng is just the right size to be held."
"Oh my."

Teresa carries Jangsaeng like a doll when walking around the castle, when eating meals, when having snacks, when running around the garden, and even when sleeping in bed.

Because of the sin of being smaller than Titi, Jangsaeng has become Teresa's 24-hour close-contact pet.

'...Is this really a vacation?'

Even though I'm the one who sent him, I'm starting to seriously worry.

Being held 24 hours a day... can that be called a vacation?

'I'm sure it is.'

Of course, my worry was brief.

If it were really hard, he would have cried out wanting to return to the mansion. He must have judged that suffering under just one Teresa is still better than the alternative.

That's what I decided to believe.

Winter had passed, and it was now unmistakably spring.

Flowers were beginning to raise their heads one by one, and the days were filled with winds that caressed the body with warmth rather than cold. A daily life had arrived where warm sunlight, not a cold floor, greeted me when I woke up.

The children seemed pleased with the milder weather, rolling around in the garden's flower beds rather than staying inside the mansion. I worried they might get grass poisoning or be bitten by insects, but I trusted in Trixie's magic and the gardeners' thorough management to keep them safe.

"How was it?"

As I watched the children, Titi, and the spirit beasts frolicking in the garden with delighted squeals, I casually spoke to Jangsaeng beside me.

"It was bearable."

Jangsaeng answered my question matter-of-factly.

It didn't seem like mere politeness. Jangsaeng wasn't the type with a sensitive personality who would stand on ceremony, and his complexion had returned to the brightness it had shown a few weeks ago, like Titi's.

I suppose dealing with one person was easier than dealing with seven. Even with 24-hour close contact, if you only have to entertain one person, you don't need to worry about anything else. Plus, he could slip away once Teresa fell asleep.

"If you're tired, just say so. Next time I won't send—"
"Don't be ridiculous. Do you know how much the master's youngest sister adores me? If I don't go, you'll face her resentment."

Perhaps afraid his vacation might disappear, Jangsaeng quickly continued.

His desperate and pitiful appearance made me gently stroke him. If I joked about this twice more, Jangsaeng might drop dead on the spot.

"If it was fine, I'll keep sending you, so don't worry. There are many who need to go, so it'll be a while before your next turn comes around."

At those words, Jangsaeng hung his head dejectedly.

Titi and eleven spirit beasts. Even if each only enjoyed a two-week vacation, that's 24 weeks. Almost half a year would pass before completing one rotation.

...

'Actually, that seems pretty good?'

Come to think of it, a two-week vacation every half year is beyond good—it's excellent. Using a year as the standard, that's at least four weeks of vacation, far surpassing what most civil servants get.

'What kind of master am I?'

I felt oddly proud. A master who cares so much about pet welfare. At this rate, I could rightfully be called the father of all pets.

Moreover, since the spirit beasts can talk, I can immediately provide whatever food they want and heal them right away if they get hurt or sick. It's the perfect environment for raising pets.

"Jangsaeng."
"What is it?"
"You must find living like this more comfortable than being a god."

Jangsaeng bit my index and middle fingers.

It didn't hurt, but after that day, Jangsaeng's gaze became strangely vicious. If Jangsaeng couldn't speak, he probably would have barked fiercely every time he saw me.

I'm sorry. Even I thought that was going a bit too far.

Just as the warm spring breeze had come to us, the Northern One in Penelia's womb was also preparing to join us.

Her belly was now so swollen that birth could begin at any time. The due date was around this time, if calculated generously. Penelia was finding movement increasingly difficult.

All these signs pointed to the Northern One's birth. The day was approaching when all the wives could enjoy tea time while holding their own children.

'Penelia was the only one without a child, so she must have felt awkward.'

Considering when we married, she couldn't have had a child any sooner, but as a wife, Penelia couldn't have been happy being the only one without a child. No matter how much reason understands, the heart can't help but feel sad.


That's why I always felt sorry for Penelia, wondering if I should have scheduled our wedding earlier—but now I can finally ease some of that guilt.

"Will the Northern One be born a boy or a girl?"
"If they take after us, they'll grow up beautiful and healthy either way."

Penelia's words made me burst into laughter.

Yes, Penelia was right. Whether a son or daughter, if they inherited my blood, they would be stronger than anyone. If they took after Penelia, they would grow up to be beautiful and cute.

Fortunately, my Penelia has strong genes to pass on to our child. It's the first gift parents can give to their children.

"But it's a bit unfortunate. Pedi will graduate from the Academy before seeing the Northern One enroll."

As I spoke, I stroked Penelia's belly.

Pedi was born in Holy Calendar 1379, and this year is 1382. If the Northern One is born now, they'll be three years apart from Pedi, meaning the Northern One won't even set foot in the Academy before Pedi graduates from his third year.

Of course, below Pedi are the triplets, Friedrich, Alina, and Ferenz. More siblings are planned to come after the Northern One as well. So the Northern One won't be lonely at the Academy, but it's a shame that Marr's first child and Penelia's first child won't see each other during their school days. First children should at least get to know each other.

'...I can't ask Pedi to repeat a year either.'

I quickly dismissed this terrible thought that no decent person would entertain.

An uneducated father followed by a son who repeated a year—just imagining it makes my heart shrink.

"It's alright. Three years at the Academy is just a moment compared to the time our children will spend together. I don't think Pedi and the Northern One will become awkward because of a mere three years."

Contrary to my concerns, Penelia smiled gently.

Because she trusted Pedi, the eldest son of the Kracius Family. Because she trusted her soon-to-be-born first child.

"You're right about that."

Since it was truly sound reasoning, I smiled too.

Our children may be young and babies now, but with time, they'll grow into mature adults. Shamefully, I was worrying about future adults as if they would remain babies.

Still, I have six wives beside me to keep me in check. If I go overboard or come up with strange parenting methods, my wives will stop me.

'So just come out healthy.'

We've prepared everything for you.

Unexpectedly, the Minister called.

- Call me when Penelia goes into labor.
"Excuse me?"

With those unexpected words.

When Penelia goes into labor... why call the Minister? Is the Minister perhaps a distant relative of Penelia's from the same ancestry? Or did Penelia become the Minister's adopted daughter without my knowledge?

I'm confused. If he wanted to be notified right after the Northern One is born, that would be natural, but during labor?

"...Why?"
- Penelia has no parents to stand by her side. The Magic-Ending Duke also lost his parents, but at least he had retainers who had been with him for decades. Penelia just received her title, so she doesn't even have that.
"Ah."

When I couldn't hold back my question, a very convincing reason came back.

When Marr, Trixie, Lise, Lynn, and Eri gave birth, their relatives came to stand by them. They had family members or retainers who would comfort them after the birth, saying they had worked hard, and who would shed tears of emotion seeing the newborn baby.


But as the Minister said, Penelia has no one. Her family passed away, she hasn't yet built strong bonds with her retainers, and the former Charcoal Division is too busy with work to spare time.

Of course, the mansion's servants are like family to Penelia, but they also celebrated the births of the other wives' children. It's somewhat ambiguous to consider them as Penelia's own people.

'The Minister was fond of Penelia too.'

Fortunately, when Penelia was the head of the Audit Department's 4th Section, the Minister cherished and paid attention to the 4th Section just as I had. Thanks to that, the Minister remains a good person in Penelia's eyes. She would be genuinely happy if he congratulated her on her first childbirth.

"I'll call you right away, so please don't be late."
- If it weren't for me, you wouldn't have called until the very end.

I could only laugh awkwardly at the Minister's pointed remark. If the Minister hadn't brought it up first, I wouldn't have been able to comfort the emptiness Penelia might have felt.

'Is this what experience brings?'

It's surprising in a new way. Usually, he's just an oddly aged gentleman, but at times like this, he's clearly a senior.

I'm glad the Minister's age, over fifty, isn't wasted.

***

Lately, I haven't held anything with my own hands.

"My lady! If you need anything, we'll bring it for you!"

Yuris, who runs with sparkling eyes whenever something seems needed.

"My lady, here you are."

Sophia, who quickly brings tea even if I just glance at the teapot.

To be honest, it's a bit burdensome. It's awkward having children who are like younger siblings call me "my lady," but I understand it's for the order of the family and mansion. The children have only changed how they address me, but they still like and follow me like an older sister.

However, I just can't get used to having my every movement thoroughly blocked. It's as if they see me as a sand castle that would collapse with the slightest movement, or a bubble that would burst at the gentlest touch.

"Thank you."

But I couldn't coldly tell these children, whose faces were full of satisfaction, to go away because I didn't need help. I know this is their way of showing affection, not just for me but for the Northern One in my womb.

"...Both of you, sit down. It's lonely drinking alone, so let's drink together."

So I invited Yuris and Sophia to take a seat.

Anyway, until I give birth to the Northern One, these children have decided not to attend to mansion duties and to exclusively assist me. Having this small tea time won't cause any problems.

"Then I'll bring some cookies! Sophia, stay with the lady!"
"This time, I'll—"

Before Sophia could finish saying she would go, Yuris quickly burst through the door.

Her energetic appearance made me smile—perhaps Yuris secretly wanted this tea time too.

"Sophia."
"Ah, yes."
"Sit down first. You're not planning to stand until Yuris returns, are you?"

Only then did Sophia awkwardly take a seat. Her cuteness naturally warmed my heart, and I found myself stroking her head.

These children will make good aunts for our Northern One.

People say humans are creatures of adaptation.

Once something happens, it can happen twice, and what happens twice can happen three times. And I'm a veteran who has experienced the same thing five times. I've been accumulating valuable experience—a whole five times.

Perhaps that's why I could face the sixth childbirth with composure. In over three years, I had experienced five births and seen seven children. By the sixth birth, shouldn't I have become accustomed to it?

There are probably few husbands in the Empire more experienced than me. If we narrow the range to my peers, it's safe to say there's no husband better than me. It's impossible for someone as perfect as me to tremble—

"Unless you're planning to break the floor, stop shaking. It's distracting."
'Ah.'

At the Minister's words, I quietly grabbed my leg that had been vibrating frantically.

Actually, that's nonsense. Even if it were my sixtieth birth rather than my sixth, I couldn't suppress this tension. I'll probably bow my head like a sinner at every birth of my wife and anxiously pray for a safe delivery for the rest of my life. I don't have the ability to see the future, but I know that much.

"It's not like you've experienced anything bad, and there's nothing wrong with the medical staff, so why are you making such a fuss?"
"I can't help but worry..."
"Go look in a mirror. Who's worrying about whom?"

I was about to protest at the Minister's words but gave up. I saw the Minister's crossed arms trembling slightly.

This is probably the Minister's own way of comforting me. Speaking so roughly makes me feel a bit upset, which helps calm my anxiety somewhat. It's both amusing and apologetic that he's trying to take care of others when he himself is tense.

"...When I first saw Penelia, I never thought it would come to this. You really can't predict a person's future."

Breaking the awkward silence, the Minister spoke again.

"When you were gathering people from everywhere to rebuild the 4th Section, I thought you'd finally gone mad and chosen the path of a slave trader. It was beyond my comprehension to raise a commoner to become part of the 4th Section."
"You speak as if you ever understood."

As if he didn't always call me crazy.

"True, your mind was always difficult to understand. I still wonder how someone like you came from the previous Count and his wife."

The Minister clicked his tongue briefly and looked at the firmly closed door.

The place where Pine and North were. The room where a new life was being born.

"Well, I also couldn't understand how those randomly gathered people revived the 4th Section."
"It was all thanks to Pine."
"You know it well. Honestly, you didn't do much."

I chuckled at the Minister's words.

Indeed, all I did was gather orphans who had lost their homes in the war, or the bereaved families of the fallen 4th Section members. The spectacular revival of the 4th Section, which had been on the verge of dissolution, and its evolution from the Charcoal Division to the 1st Section of the Special Affairs Department, was all thanks to Pine as a leader.

Because Pine firmly held the center and led the 4th Section. Because she demonstrated strength worthy of a section head.

"A commoner orphan from the war revives a failing section, receives a title, and becomes the wife of an Imperial Count... Sounds like a romance novel, doesn't it?"
"Then am I the male protagonist of the novel?"
"Protagonist?"

The Minister's eyes quickly scanned me up and down.

"No matter how I look at you, you seem more like a mastermind or villain."
"That's rich coming from the final boss."

As soon as those words ended, the Minister and I simultaneously let out a chuckle.

We are people with somewhat objective perspectives. We know that while we're not ugly, we're far from having warm and gentle impressions.

I look villainous because of my dark circles that refuse to disappear, and the Minister because of his rugged muscles and size.

"You're the villain who kidnapped the princess and married her, so treat your princess well for the rest of your life."
"I'll keep that in mind."

Although the conversation ended somewhat strangely, my anxious heart had already begun to calm down.

As always, he has a peculiar way of comforting others.

"Jangseng! Give more strength to Pine's mommy!"
"Pine's mommy! Hang in there!"


While I was unconsciously touching the corners of my mouth that had risen, I noticed the children, who were being cared for by the servants, lifting Jangseng high.

"I'm just named Jangseng..."

Seeing Jangseng helplessly flying through the air, I felt both solemnity and gratitude.

Once called Death but now called Jangseng (Long Life). Somehow, having "Jangseng" guard the delivery room gives the feeling that both mother and child will be healthy. Thanks to this, Jangseng was captured by the children and dragged to the front of the delivery room.

By the way, it's fascinating. Young children understanding the concept of Jangseng. Whoever's children they are, they're quite smart.

"Hmm."
"What is it?"
"That fellow, hasn't he been staying here for over a year?"
"Yes?"
"Then why is he still that size?"

Since it was such a valid point, I turned my gaze back to Jangseng.

'That's right?'

The perception that 'Jangseng = small' has been deeply ingrained in my mind, but in reality, Jangseng still being small isn't normal. For a puppy that isn't yet an adult, a year is more than enough time for tremendous growth. Even Titi grew from a tiny rice cake to a majestic adult dog in just 1-2 years.

Of course, Jangseng isn't an ordinary animal but a sacred beast, yet even Humility, who was a chick, has grown larger than before. In this situation, only Jangseng maintains the same size as before.

'...Is it because his energy is being drained?'

It's a somewhat sad conjecture, but the most plausible one. As the one who suffers the most from the children's torment, Jangseng might not have enough strength left for growth.

If that's the case, I'm sorry. You'll have to live small for the rest of your life.

Or maybe he'll grow after our children get a bit bigger. Surely they won't still be biting and sucking on Jangseng when they're adults?

"Jangseng! Jangseng!"
"Jangseng, fighting!"
"Arggghhhh...! Please come out safely...!"

After watching Jangseng wailing desperately, I quietly turned my head.

May the blessing of the sacred beast reach Pine and North.

***

Concerned conversations of family and servants outside the door. The sight of medical staff moving busily right beside me.

Everyone is working hard for me and North. They're doing their best to ensure nothing goes wrong with either of us. It's truly grateful and touching, but—

'Why... don't I feel anything?'

My body was embarrassingly calm.

It doesn't mean North is holding on inside my womb. The birth is clearly progressing, I can feel North trying to come out, but my body was perfectly fine.

It would be a lie to say I don't feel pain, but it's not enough to scream or cry. Just at the level of thinking, oh, it hurts?

'Wasn't it supposed to be the most excruciating pain of one's life?'

Wondering if my memory was wrong, I quickly recalled.

But the result was the same. Except for one person who had an amazingly easy delivery, all experienced mothers had described the pain of childbirth in detail.

They said it was difficult even knowing that enduring now would bring the greatest treasure. That they wanted to cut open their belly and take the baby out directly. That if their husband had been beside them, they would have pulled his hair.

'Am I blessed too?'

With that thought, I glanced down at my belly.

It seems our North is planning to come out quietly, thinking of his mother. I think I'll have an easy delivery like Rin.

'Thank you.'

So I expressed gratitude to North, whom I hadn't even seen yet.


A thoughtful child who shows filial piety to his mother even while being born. You're so kind, just like your father's blood.

"Madam, are you uncomfortable anywhere?"

Just as I was about to close my eyes slightly, I nodded silently at the voice beside me. It seems they're worried something might be wrong because I'm not showing much reaction.

'Should I scream for courtesy's sake?'

But if I can't properly control the volume of my screams, it might cause more worry.

Childbirth is truly difficult.

The pain, though not intense, was steadily accumulating and becoming burdensome.

If this situation continued, I felt I might also experience what they call the pain of childbirth, but—

"Waaaaaah!"
"It's a beautiful daughter!"
"You've done well, Madam!"

Just before reaching my limit, North was born. A beautiful and cute daughter, as if determined not to trouble her mother, came out at just the right timing.

"Your Excellency! A lovely daughter—"
"Pine! North!"

As soon as the midwife who assisted my delivery opened the door, my husband rushed into the room.

A smile naturally formed at the sight. It meant he had been as worried about me and North as himself. It meant he had waited without leaving the corridor even for a moment.

"Wow! Jangseng gave strength!"
"Jangseng is the best! Jangseng is amazing!"
"I keep telling you, I'm just named Jangseng... never mind."

Seeing the children noisily entering behind him made me even more pleased.

These children also waited for North. They waited for their sibling to be born.

"Children. Jangseng must be tired too, so let him go now."
"Okay!"
"Thank you, Jangseng!"

I'm not sure what strength Jangseng gave, but he finally touched the floor while receiving intense praise and pats from the children.

This is the joyous time when our North was born. Jangseng is also family living under the same roof as us, and I don't want to see family members looking tired. Because today is a day of celebration.

"Pine. Are you hurting anywhere? Can you not move your body, or is your sense of touch a bit dull...?"
"I'm fine. There's no problem at all."

I smiled deeply at my husband who was approaching with North in his arms.

My husband and my first child, who make me happy just by looking at them, are approaching side by side. Could there be two more perfect sights in the world?

"Ah, you haven't held North yet, have you?"

While I was taking in the sight I would never forget for the rest of my life, my husband carefully handed over North whom he had been holding.

"She's a beautiful daughter. Now we should call her Merry, not North."

The child, now to be called Merry, was placed in my arms.

"Waaaaaah!"

It's strange. A child crying loud enough to bring down the room, with a wrinkled body. Objectively speaking, she's far from being pretty.

But why? This small, red child looked prettier than any flower to me.

'Merry...'

Our lovely Merry. My precious first child.

Your maternal grandfather and grandmother can't hold you, but this mother will cherish you enough for their share too.

# Mary. My eighth child and fifth daughter.

She's the first child of Pine, who until now was the only wife without children, and the heir to the Yus Barony, as Pine is a titled noble.

Mary, Mary Yus. Our adorable youngest, three years younger than our eldest son Pedi. A wonderful daughter who was born smoothly, perhaps worried her mother might suffer.

"For now, our Mary will be the youngest."

As if it were a lie that she had cried so loudly earlier, Mary was now sleeping peacefully. I smiled as I gently touched her tiny hand.

Our children were born in six-month cycles, just like my marriage cycle. Starting with Pedi who was born at the end of '79, the triplets, Friedrich, Alina, and Ferenc were born at six-month intervals. Mary completed that six-month relay.

Frankly speaking, even if another wife were to become pregnant now in April, the child wouldn't be born until next year. So there won't be any more children born this year, and for about a year, Mary will monopolize all the cuteness as our household's youngest.

"Your big brothers and sisters love their siblings, so they'll all adore you."

I don't think sleeping Mary can hear my words. In fact, even if she were awake, she wouldn't understand her father's words.

But it doesn't matter. I want to say something to our Mary who has healthily arrived by my side. Even if it's one-sided. Even if I'm bothering a sleeping child by poking her.

"Daddy. We wanna see too."
"Keeping her to yourself is unfair. Unfair."
"Mary~ I wanna see too~"

Hearing the whining from below, I lowered my head slightly to see all the children who could move on their own gathered at my feet.

Indeed, the bed where Mary lies is somewhat high, and we just installed railings to prevent her from falling while sleeping. It must be difficult for the children to see Mary with their height.

"I'll show you, but no touching, okay?"
"Okay. Won't touch."
"Promise?"
"Promise!"

Pedi came forward as the children's representative and linked his pinky with mine.

Good. Our Pedi and the children are good kids who keep their promises well. They won't suddenly act impulsively, enchanted by Mary's cuteness, so I can show her with peace of mind.

"Alright. Everyone sit down first."

No sooner had I finished speaking than the children plopped down on the floor.

"Here's your little sister. Isn't she cute?"
"She's cute! So tiny!"
"She's all wrinkly! Amazing!"

As I carefully picked up the sleeping Mary and sat down on the floor, the children's eyes sparkled as they could finally see her.

Their reactions made me smile. I could already feel the love of her big brothers and sisters toward Mary.

"Darling."
"Yes?"

Just as I was watching this heartwarming sibling reunion, Pine, who was lying in bed, spoke up.

"Instead of staying on the floor, why don't you all come up on the bed..."
"No. You need rest right after giving birth. It's best if you're alone as much as possible."

I shook my head at Pine who was patting the bed.

It's true that Pine's bed is large. There's plenty of room for the children to sit or climb on.

But Pine just gave birth and is weakened. Her immunity must be lower than usual, so contact with others should be minimized.

"Yes! Pine mommy's bed is mommy's!"
"We like it here! The bed is for mommy!"

Our children seemed to have similar thoughts as they giggled at Pine and insisted on staying on the floor.

Of course, the children probably genuinely prefer the floor. Sometimes when I pass through the hallway, I often see children doing freestyle swimming on the corridor.

Still, since Pine seemed touched by the children's words, I decided to keep quiet about their preferences. There's no need to ruin the good atmosphere.

"Mmm..."
"Children, shh."

When Mary stirred slightly, the children quickly closed their mouths.


I pretended not to notice Pine covering her mouth with both hands.

After placing Mary back on the bed, I left the delivery room with the children.

Actually, except for the staff attending to Pine, everyone else had left long ago, but the children and I were lingering, enchanted by Mary.

"Finally coming out?"
"Unfortunately, yes."

I nodded with regret at the Minister's greeting as soon as we exited the delivery room.

I wanted to stay longer, but Pine seemed tired, and the Minister was waiting outside as a guest, so I reluctantly stepped out. I would have preferred to come out with Pine and Mary.

"Well, congratulations on becoming rich with daughters. A twenty-six-year-old with already five daughters."
"Are you envious?"
"More amazed than envious. Even the Golden Duke wouldn't have had eight children at your age."

The Minister chuckled and stroked Pedi's head as he walked alongside me.

"Pedi. Your father must have so much energy that he's made lots of siblings for our Pedi."
"Yes! I'm happy about that!"
"But since our Pedi is the eldest, you need to take good care of your siblings. You know that, right?"
"I know!"

The Minister's smile deepened at the bright and confident answer.

"Pedi loves his siblings so much. Your concern is unnecessary."
"Yes, it seems so."

After stroking Pedi's head for quite some time, the Minister patted each of the children once, then straightened his bent knees.

"Well, I'll be going now."
"Leaving already? Since you're here, at least stay for a meal."
"Can't you see it's dark outside? And unlike you, I have to go to work tomorrow."

That comment made me feel solemn.

Having to go to work? Is there such a sad creature in this world? How can a person do something called "going to work"?

And waking up early to arrive on time? It's a disaster just to imagine.

"I'll send a gift separately, whether you accept it or not."
"Please leave the gift selection to your wife. Honestly, your taste isn't very reliable..."
"You little— Just accept what I give you."

The Minister, who instinctively was about to say "bastard," quickly changed his words after noticing the children's eyes.

The power of children that makes even the fierce and difficult Minister restrain himself. It's truly remarkable.

***

A report came in that the Minister's eighth child was born safely.

It's still hard for me to understand how the Minister, who is younger than me, has eight children, but whenever I think about it, I remind myself that he has six wives and endure.

Of course, I try not to think about how he ended up with six wives. I still don't know the reason.

"The Prince has a new sibling too."
"He'll probably have many more in the future."

The Prince was sleeping peacefully in the Empress's arms. As I touched the Prince's cheek and spoke, the Empress chuckled and predicted the future.

I burst into laughter because it was a highly probable future. Considering the strong affection between the Minister and his wives, they definitely won't stop here. Eight children is only from the Minister's perspective; except for the Magic-Ending Duke, each wife has only given birth to one child so far.

Just looking at myself, I have two children, and the Minister himself is one of three siblings. By simple calculation, five to ten more children will be born in the future.

'The Crown Princess will be delighted.'

The Crown Princess already gets along with the Minister's children like siblings, and now she'll have more children to treat as siblings year after year. I can already picture the Crown Princess smiling brightly.

...

'This is troublesome.'

I suddenly felt anxious. The Crown Princess clearly distinguishes between her palace siblings and mansion siblings, but what if she gets inspired by the increasing number of mansion siblings? What if she begs for more palace siblings?

I love the Empress and want our family to grow, so I can work hard to make siblings. But if the comparison is with the Minister, the situation becomes a bit serious.


No matter how hard I try, I can't keep up with the Minister's pace. While one new life is born in the palace, six can be born in the Minister's mansion.

'Is he even human?'

It's amazing. I wonder if this is how His Majesty felt when he saw the Golden Duke in his youth.

"Your Majesty."
"Speak, Empress."
"When Carolus is old enough to walk... do you think he'll want a sibling like Charlotte does?"

I felt cold sweat at those words.

About a year from now. In a year, I'll have to start a race I cannot win. I'll have to fight a battle with no chance of victory against the Minister.

"Perhaps he will. If one has an older sister, it's natural to want a younger sibling too."

However, I didn't avoid the Empress's subtle suggestion.

For a man, there are times when one must fight even knowing defeat is certain.

For me, that "time" is one year in the future.

"I'm glad Your Majesty thinks the same as I do. If we make an effort today, Carolus might see a sibling by the time he starts walking."

...Huh?

"Empress? What do you mean by making an effort today?"
"A sibling doesn't appear overnight, does it? We need to prepare in advance for both Charlotte and Carolus to be happy."

Since it was a reasonable point, I just rolled my eyes around.

I hadn't thought of that. To have a sibling ready in a year, we need to start preparing now. It wasn't a future one year away, but a future right in front of us.

'This is all because of the Minister.'

I unconsciously closed my eyes.

The Empress would have wanted more children even without the Minister's influence, but the mention of a sibling now is clearly because of him. The Empress started this race because the Minister had a child at this time.

It's just easier to think that way.

***

A week after Mary was born, the Crown Princess came to visit the mansion.

"Uncle! Show me the baby!"
"Of course I must show you. But she's sleeping now, so you mustn't make loud noises, okay?"
"Okay!"

And as soon as she arrived at the mansion, she looked for Mary.

The Crown Princess couldn't visit for a while after the birth, for the sake of Pine and Mary who might be weak. Given that, it's not strange that she immediately looked for the newly born Mary, full of interest.

"Oh right, Uncle! I think my little brother will have a little brother too!"
"A little brother for your little brother?"
"Yes!"

For a moment, I wondered what she meant. Contextually, "little brother" must refer to Mary, but Mary will have a younger sibling?

'Ah.'

But it didn't take long to understand what she meant.

The Crown Princess considers all our children and the Prince as her siblings. Even if a child isn't mine, if the Emperor has another child, she would consider that child Mary's sibling too.

'They're preparing for a third child.'

This means the Emperor and Empress are aiming for another child after the First Prince.

Impressive, our Emperor. Even while busy with work, he's making efforts for the prosperity of the imperial family. I thought I was the dominant husband and father among our peers, but it seems the Emperor is no less impressive as a husband.

'Good luck.'

The Livnoman imperial family is small in number, so the more children, the better.

Aim for about five children and work hard.

Ferenc, who couldn't even crawl yet and had to lie alone while his older siblings roamed the mansion, found a precious companion who could spend the day lying beside him.

Our youngest, Meri. Having just been born, Meri naturally couldn't crawl either, so she was placed next to Ferenc in bed. This way, neither Ferenc nor Meri would be as bored.

'Looking at them like this, they do resemble each other.'

Ferenc with white hair like Eri, and Meri with gray hair starting to grow like Pine.

Though they have different mothers, Ferenc and Meri share the same father. With half their blood being the same and their hair colors strangely similar, it's clear they're siblings.

"Aww!"

While I was smiling contentedly at the siblings lying side by side, Ferenc, who had been sleeping soundly, suddenly opened his eyes.

"Did our Ferenc wake up?"
"Awuu!"

When I gently extended my finger toward the energetically awakened Ferenc, he smiled brightly and grabbed it.

Our Ferenc. So full of energy even though he's still a baby. When he grows up, he'll be running around the mansion with his older siblings.

"Awu?"

After pulling on my finger for quite some time while giggling, Ferenc turned his head to the side and tilted it curiously at the sight of his sister, whom he was seeing for the first time.

"First time seeing her? She's your sister that you'll need to look after."
"Wuu?"

At my words, Ferenc still babbled questioningly.

It's a natural reaction. How would this small child understand the concept of having a sister? He would need to at least be able to speak briefly and walk around to grasp the concept of a sibling.

But the connection of fate made by heaven, the bond of blood, seems quite remarkable.

"Awu!"

After blinking at Meri, Ferenc smiled brightly again and began waving his hands toward her.

Ferenc doesn't know that Meri is his sister or that she's family. To him, she's just a child who suddenly appeared next to him when he woke up.

Nevertheless, he showed interest and affection toward Meri. As if his instinct guided him, even if his mind didn't know.

"Since your mothers are friends, you two should get along too, right?"

I gently stroked Ferenc as I made this request.

Just as Eri and Pine are friends, I hope Ferenc and Meri grow up to be close siblings. With only a one-year age difference, I hope they get along harmoniously without fighting.

"Wu!"

And Ferenc smiled brightly as if he understood my words.

This father is so happy to have such kind and smart children.

"Mmmmm..."
"Oops."

I had forgotten that Meri was sleeping because I was too focused on Ferenc.

I made a mistake. Talking this long in front of a sleeping baby. If Meri were even slightly sensitive, she would obviously be disturbed.

"Wu-"
"...Did you sleep well?"

When Meri finally opened her eyes, I awkwardly greeted her, and she blinked a few times before closing her eyes again.

What a relief... Our Meri seems to be a child with more patience than I expected.

'Still, I should be more careful from now on.'

I may have been lucky this time, but next time she might respond with tears.


My wives and I had made a promise even before Mar's wedding.

Until all wives except Trixie had at least one child each, no one would try for a second child even if they had their first.

The reason was simple yet important. How lonely and painful would it be if some had two or three children while others had none? Though I wouldn't love anyone more or less based on whether they had children, from a wife's perspective, it would be distressing if only she didn't have the fruit of our love.

Moreover, this world is medieval—or rather, a slightly more advanced super-medieval era. It's a time when continuing the family line is considered very important, so my perspective on pregnancy might differ somewhat from my wives'.

'I never expected Trixie to have triplets in one go.'

The reason Trixie was excluded from the gentlemen's agreement was due to species differences. Honestly, at the time of the agreement, I, Trixie, the other wives, and even the retainers of the Catovan duchy all anticipated Trixie's infertility. That's how high the barrier between species is.

But even Trixie ended up having triplets, and all my wives came to have children. The gentlemen's agreement that had continued for about four years was properly concluded.

"Um."

And after the end of the gentlemen's agreement, a small trial came to me.

"Yes, Kal. What is it?"
"The diet seems similar these days, or is it just my imagination?"

Despite my reasonable question, Mar just smiled. Without any response, she began serving food onto my plate.

Oysters, eel, salmon, asparagus, kale, and so on. Foods whose meaning was obvious to anyone.

'Just the smell makes me dizzy.'

I unconsciously closed my eyes.

For days. For several days, this diet continued. And not just served abundantly at dinner, but all three meals featured this kind of menu.

I already pride myself on having stamina that doesn't fall behind others... but eating like this at every meal makes me startle every morning when I wake up. I'm also worried about potential problems from overconsumption.

"Could we eat something lighter today?"

After staring blankly at the food, I finally gathered the courage to speak.

Please. No matter how delicious a dish is, eating the same thing continuously becomes burdensome. Moreover, foods like eel or salmon aren't exactly light. They're quite oily for frequent consumption.

"Lighter? I made oatmeal with oats just in case, how about that?"
"I'll just eat this..."

I quietly picked up my fork at the sight of Mar smiling continuously.

From my shallow knowledge, oats are similar to eel in their effects. Though the taste differs, the benefits are similar.

'Our Meri... seems like she'll only be the youngest for a year...'

I raised the corners of my mouth bitterly as I put an oyster in my mouth.

It seems that next year, the mansion will be filled with the cries of children.

***

Seeing Kal eating diligently, I couldn't help but smile.

The chef of our mansion is a talented individual whose skills are highly praised by guests. How excellent must the dishes be that are made with the best ingredients and the chef's full effort? It might be unavoidable to get tired of eating the same thing every day, but it's impossible not to eat because it doesn't taste good.

I even helped the chef in the kitchen. Though my help was limited to flipping the oysters to prevent them from burning, my touch was still there.

"A meal infused with the madam's affection! His Excellency will surely be moved!"

As the chef had confidently laughed, Kal was silently moving his hands.

Though he showed slight reluctance at first, he's now eating with a satisfied expression.

'This should be enough, right?'

Looking at Kal, I unconsciously swallowed.

I remembered the advice my third sister had given me, the advice she had urged me to try.


"The Magic-Ending Duke went to the Papal States during his honeymoon, right? In a way, it's like going on a honeymoon to a foreign country, so why don't you ask to go too? Knowing my brother-in-law's personality, he'll probably apologize for not taking you sooner."
"Sh-should I?"
"Of course. But don't forget to say you want to go just the two of you. He might naturally choose to go as a couple if he's perceptive, but just in case."

The promise made among the family had been successfully fulfilled, and it was now a situation where dreaming of a second child was permissible.

Upon hearing this news, my third sister told me to travel to a foreign country with Kal. To a foreign country free from anyone's interference or meddling. To a place that wouldn't be outshined in terms of justification since Trixie had already gone.

And in a place where only the two of us would be... to aim for a second child.

'...It should be enough.'

So for the past few days, I've been feeding Kal plenty of good food.

For the second child. For our journey and happiness together. To prevent Kal's stamina from dropping during the trip.

"Um, Kal?"
"Yes?"

After taking a deep breath internally, I casually spoke to Kal as his meal was coming to an end.

Don't be shy. Don't hesitate. Kal and I are husband and wife. I'm Kal's first wife. I have every right to make such a request. As my third sister said, Kal would probably apologize for not taking me sooner.

"Now that Meri has been born safely... and Pine has recovered healthily..."

Now I just need to say, 'Would you like to go on a trip with me?' Just that one sentence.

But my mouth won't open. I just need to say one word, just close my eyes and ask...

"Right. I had something to say too."
"Ah, yes, yes! Please go ahead!"

I nodded hastily at Kal's words.

This is embarrassing. It's not like we've only been dating for three months; we've been married for three years. Yet here I am, unable to say what I want because I'm shy.

'Here I am...'

I could feel my cheeks getting hotter from the uncontrollable embarrassment.

But what can I do? My heart always races and flutters in front of Kal.

"If Mar is okay with it, would you like to go on a trip to Jereno with me?"
"What?"
"We rarely have had the chance to go on a cozy trip, just the two of us. I thought it might be nice to take a short vacation now—that's what I was thinking."

I nodded blankly as Kal made the very suggestion I had wanted to make.

Is this what they mean when they say couples can understand each other without words?

***

Seeing Mar grinning broadly made me feel proud.

'Thank you, sister-in-law.'

At the same time, I sent my thanks to my third sister-in-law who would be in Ulken Duchy.

Last night, she suddenly contacted me through the communication orb. I was surprised by the unexpected call, but even more surprised when she abruptly suggested that I take Mar on a trip.

"Actually, I told Mar to try and persuade you. But you know Mar's personality. She hesitates out of shyness at crucial moments."
"That's... true."
"So, as a favor to our poor Mar, why don't you bring up the trip first? If we leave it to Mar, I think we'll only hear about the trip next month."

However, my third sister-in-law's contact was excellent advice filled with family wisdom. Indeed, wasn't Mar hesitating and unable to speak just now?

'We should have gone earlier.'

Seeing Mar delighted at my suggestion made her look both cute and made me feel sorry. How much must she have wanted to go on a trip to be so childishly happy?

This disaster happened because I was thoughtless. I should properly reflect on this.

# Three Years After Marriage

Three years after marrying Mar, we finally set off on our honeymoon.

Saying it like that makes me feel like a garbage husband who neglected his family, but the sad fact remains that it took three years to go on this trip. I suppose that's my karma.

Anyway, despite the sudden decision, my other wives didn't complain since I had previously taken a non-vacation trip with Trixie to the Papal States. Besides, I promised to travel with my other wives too, so there was no reason for them to object.

"We should have gone much earlier. I'm sorry for suggesting it only now."
"It's fine. Who you go with matters more than when you go."

Mar shook her head with a bright smile in response to my apology.

I'm grateful she said that. If Mar had mentioned in social circles that "my husband only suggested a honeymoon three years after our marriage," I would have gone down in imperial history as an eternal piece of trash. I might have even faced a spicy punch from my first father-in-law.

At least now I could lighten that heavy karma, if only a little. I should be careful not to let this happen again.

"But Kal, while I'm happy to go anywhere as long as I'm with you, why did you choose Jereno?"
"Ah, that?"

I unconsciously scratched the back of my neck at Mar's question.

Truthfully, there's no grand reason. Jereno is relatively close, and as a maritime nation specializing in transit trade, it's filled with tourist attractions and resources. Plus, thanks to the Leviathan's great work, it's a country that bowed its head to the Empire. As a result, entry and activities for imperial citizens have become very convenient, making it sufficient as a honeymoon destination.

A maritime tourist destination where we can receive excellent treatment—what could be more attractive? It's a place where you can experience both exotic charm and the comfort of your home country.

"The Golden Duke recently purchased a nice resort in Jereno. Compared to his wealth, a resort is merely a speck of dust, but if he's bragging about it so much, I'm a bit curious. I thought it would be good to check it out on this occasion."

However, I couldn't say "those bastards are pushovers so we can do whatever we want" in front of Mar's sparkling eyes. Having "those guys are suckers" as the reason for our honeymoon would be too much.

So I sold out the Golden Duke. It's true that earlier this year, the Golden Duke bragged about buying a nice resort.

'Honestly, I am curious.'

If the Golden Duke is happy enough to call it a good resort, how magnificent and splendid must it be? It's probably among the top resorts not just in Jereno but across the entire continent.

"If the Golden Duke cherishes it that much, it must be an amazing place."

Mar seemed to share my thoughts as she expressed her excitement with exclamations.

Good. In that case, let's book the best room at the resort.

Even if the best rooms are sold out, it doesn't matter. If necessary, I can use the blank check I received from the Golden Duke when I discovered the Leviathan.

The preparations for the Jereno trip proceeded smoothly.

Since it was just the two of us, we didn't need to prepare a lot of luggage, and the Golden Duke's resort had just finished remodeling, so the best room was still available.

Of course, normally resorts visited by nobles would be fully booked even during remodeling, but—

"I avoid offering all rooms for reservation. That way, I can provide good rooms for precious guests like you when they arrive."

The Golden Duke had set aside several rooms exclusively for VVIPs.

Most resorts and hotels weren't 100% reservation-based but kept a few rooms in reserve. This was a truth I learned for the first time, being far removed from resort management. If not for this trip, I might never have known until my death.


"Since it's a honeymoon with your wife, you'll need to enjoy it splendidly. If the Minister wishes, I can also provide a service to transport you to the resort on the Leviathan?"
"I'm grateful for the offer, but the Leviathan is the Empire's greatest card for maritime supremacy. I don't want to take away its time for personal matters."
"That's a shame. But if that's the Minister's wish, I'll respect it."

Meanwhile, there was an offer to provide luxurious transportation service from the Empire to Jereno, but I declined because it seemed too extravagant.

Jereno is already trembling from the Leviathan incident. Arriving there riding the Leviathan? That wouldn't be a couple's honeymoon but the entrance of an imperial governor dispatched to Jereno. I don't have the confidence to handle such a future.

"Um, Kal?"
"Yes?"

While I was imagining the terrible future of becoming Jereno's governor rather than the Minister of Audit, Mar tapped my shoulder.

'Oh.'

And as soon as I turned around, I couldn't help but exclaim in admiration.

"H-how is it? I thought of it after a long time and brought it out."

Mar blushed as if embarrassed but didn't avoid my eyes.

In her hands was a red swimsuit. It was the same swimsuit she had worn in Voyaare Duchy when she was a student at the Imperial Academy.

Seeing it now made me feel both nostalgic and warm. It was an item filled with memories from when Mar and I hadn't even exchanged rings, when both of us were awkward with love.

"You still have it?"
"Of course. It's what I wore when I first went to the sea with Kal. How could I throw away something so precious?"

Mar chuckled and held the swimsuit in front of her body, as if asking me to imagine her wearing it.

"How is it? Would it still suit me now?"

Looking back and forth between Mar and the swimsuit, I couldn't help but smile.

Would it still suit her? There couldn't be a question with a more obvious answer.

"We'll have to check that directly."

I lifted Mar like a princess and smiled as brightly as possible.

"Shall we go to the room?"

At my direct question—no, demand—Mar's face turned even redder. So red that she couldn't answer my request.

Of course, it didn't matter if she didn't answer. I was planning to go to the room even if she had refused.

***

The Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent a unilateral notification.

[The Minister of Audit from our country, Count Teilgleichen, will be entering Jereno with his Countess. As this is for the couple's travel rather than official business, please refrain from contact.]

It was a brief notification, but by no means trivial.


The Minister of Audit is one of the 30 Imperial Counts who serve as the limbs of the Livnoman Imperial Family, and practically the second most powerful figure in the Empire today. Of course, there are dozens of individuals with higher titles than the Minister, but a Minister's authority and prestige don't come from titles.

The deep trust of the current Emperor and the title of godfather to the next Emperor. The authority to audit all nobles and officials of the Empire and influence that encompasses the North. The Minister of Audit reigns with all these combined. Even a Duke cannot treat the Minister of Audit carelessly.

'What is this all of a sudden?'

As a result, the Foreign Ministry was thrown into chaos upon receiving the notification. Even I, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, had to postpone going home and rack my brains.

The one fortunate aspect was that it wasn't an official visit. If the Empire's second-in-command were to officially visit Jereno, we would need to prepare a protocol befitting his status. That's not something that can be prepared in a short time.

However, ironically, the fact that it's not an official visit also acts as a disadvantage. We can't know the true intentions of the Minister and the Empire, and even if the Minister's movements seem questionable, we can't assign people to follow him. Externally, the Minister is entering the country privately.

"It was just a few months ago that the Golden Duke pressured our country with the Leviathan. And now the Minister of Audit is entering? Could this be a coincidence?"
"They're clearly increasing the pressure on our country. It's obvious they're aiming for more than just treaty revisions."

Because of this, half of the Foreign Ministry was wary of the Minister's visit.

"I wonder. Does the Empire need to pressure our country further at this point?"
"Even when we were competing with the Golden Duke, the Emperor remained silent. Would such an Emperor take additional measures against a country that has already declared surrender? That possibility is low."
"Besides, if they wanted to pressure us, they should target our weakness, the sea. Having the Minister of Audit step forward is an excessive strategy."

The other half believed it was a coincidence, though it sent chills down their spines.

Both are plausible opinions. Our country has thoroughly prostrated itself to the Empire due to the Leviathan incident. It's entirely possible that they would use this momentum to pressure us further.

However, the Empire's hypothetical enemy has always been Armein. Even though relations between the Empire and Armein have improved, Armein is the only country with the national power to threaten the Empire. With such an Armein bordering them, it seems unlikely they would waste administrative power on our country.

From the beginning, since we agreed to the treaty revision, the Empire has essentially put a leash on our neck. There's no need to add an additional leash when we have no choice but to pledge loyalty to the Empire.

'Is it really a coincidence?'

The fiercely competing opinions gradually tilted toward coincidence.

Or perhaps we're hoping it's a coincidence. If the Empire is truly serious, we cannot resist.

"...The visit of the Minister and his wife will be considered a private trip."

In the end, after much deliberation, I reached a fundamental conclusion.

As the Empire notified, the Minister and his wife are visiting for travel. It's for purely private reasons.

"However, it's true that a distinguished guest is visiting our country, so we must pay special attention to security. I will request cooperation from the Minister of Internal Affairs and the Minister of Defense."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

Since it was a standard result, even the officials who had been fiercely debating bowed their heads obediently.

Seeing this made me feel bitter. Those who had been so fierce suddenly became quiet. Weren't they waiting for me to take responsibility and give orders?

Of course, I can understand. What official in this world would want to take responsibility for a major agenda themselves? Besides, the position of Minister exists to take responsibility, so it's right for me to bear the burden.

'I pray that nothing happens.'

That's why I prayed inwardly.

That the Minister and his wife truly came for travel. That the trip would end safely without any incidents.

# The Exciting Honeymoon (3 Years After Marriage)

A honeymoon isn't just about sightseeing at tourist destinations.

Packing together, discussing attractions and food at the destination, planning how to spend your time—these small yet heartwarming preparations are part of the journey. After all, travel begins the moment you decide to go, with that flutter of excitement. To exclude that excitement would be lacking in refinement.

As part of this, we decided to travel from the Empire to Zereno by ship rather than teleportation. Even the travel time to our destination is part of the journey—time we can spend together should be thoroughly enjoyed.

"Kal, that fountain..."
"It's Leviathan."

Just before crossing from Imperial waters into Zereno's territory, a massive fountain of water erupted from beneath the surface.

It seemed Leviathan was seeing us off, wishing us a good trip. Since we declined riding on its back, it was showing off its presence this way. I'm not sure if this is its natural personality or if it's become strange after spending time with the Golden Duke.

'Well, it doesn't matter.'

I smiled as Leviathan raised its fin above the water's surface. The fin waving gently from side to side seemed to be another farewell gesture.

A performance by a whale the size of an island, moving its massive body—with such a magnificent send-off, who cares whether its personality is innate or acquired? What matters is Leviathan's warm heart and sincerity.

"What kind of gift would a whale like?"
"The Golden Duke will provide everything it needs... wouldn't a simple thank you be enough?"
"I suppose so?"

After nodding at Mar's words, I waved toward Leviathan.

I don't know if Leviathan can see this small gesture. Still, after witnessing such a spectacular performance, it's only proper to respond in some way. Like an audience applauding and cheering after an excellent show.

'I'll be back soon.'

Come to think of it, choosing Zereno as our destination was all thanks to Leviathan. Because Leviathan opened its eyes again and put pressure on Zereno, we could comfortably decide on traveling there.

Thank you, Leviathan. During our trip, I'll bow three times a day in your direction. And twice a day toward Trika's capital.

Since it's a failed state, bowing twice should be enough.

Narbesia. The representative port city in southwestern Zereno.

Located on a peninsula jutting out toward the Empire, it's one of Zereno's premier trading ports, taking advantage of its geographical proximity to the Empire.

I heard that before Leviathan's appearance, this city with its gangster-like position fiercely competed with the Golden Duke, but that's now a thing of the past. Thanks to Leviathan's outstanding activities, it has fallen to a city that "used to" compete.

However, the prosperity and dignity Narbesia had built up over time remained intact. What Narbesia lost was the right to challenge for maritime supremacy, but its position as a trading port remained. Narbesia is still the core of Zereno's internal shipping and the center of trade with the Empire.

"Wow..."

That's why Mar let out a small exclamation when she set foot in Narbesia.

"It's beautiful. The city seems to blend splendor and coziness."

Though difficult to understand, there couldn't be a more accurate description. Narbesia was a city that simultaneously possessed the prosperity of a trading port and the relaxed atmosphere of a tourist destination.

It's strange. Usually, economic development diminishes a relaxed and peaceful atmosphere, but Narbesia maintained an exquisite coexistence and balance. In this world, catching two rabbits at once is the most difficult thing.

'We can stay quietly here.'

But if Narbesia has caught two rabbits, we can enjoy both types of meat. It's enough to enjoy the abundant resources of a prosperous area and the relaxed atmosphere of a tourist destination before returning home.

'And no other nobles in sight.'


Moreover, it seems the Ministry of Foreign Affairs properly communicated with Zereno, as there was no crowd of people rushing to welcome Mar and me. If Zereno had sent people, it might have been somewhat annoying, so that's fortunate.

Of course, having a major figure from another country on your soil is bound to make you nervous. Even if that person is just breathing, it makes your heart clench. I felt those emotions intensely just a few years ago. My heart still trembles thinking about those three guys who came to the Academy from another country.

But because I understand those feelings well, because I know the emotions Zereno's nobles and officials will feel, I'm confident I can be careful. Mar and I will truly just enjoy sightseeing and quietly return home.

'There's no one as harmless as me.'

It's embarrassing to say out loud, so I'm just thinking it to myself, but for the power I possess, I'm a very harmless person.

Honestly, I've never initiated an attack on anyone. The previous Audit Department Head, the previous head of the Aesilon family, the Second Prince—they all picked fights with me first. I only counterattacked for survival.

So I believe there won't be any disturbances in Zereno either. Unless the Zereno folks are crazy, they won't attack me first.

"Well then, my dear. Shall we go now?"

After saying a short prayer inwardly, I extended my hand to Mar, who was looking around the streets of Narbesia.

A tone and words different from usual. Anyone could hear they were full of playfulness, but Mar didn't grimace and naturally took my hand.

"Sure. I'm looking forward to your escort, darling."
"Pfft..."
"D-don't laugh!"

I ended up laughing at Mar's "darling" attack.

Sorry. I didn't expect you to suddenly say "darling."

***

The first city the Minister and his wife visited was Narbesia.

It was exactly as expected. If you travel by ship from the Empire, Narbesia is the first city you reach. Moreover, Narbesia isn't just an ordinary fishing village but a port city renowned throughout the continent, making it perfect for the ministerial couple's vacation.

"Is the security perfect?"
"Yes, Your Excellency. We've eliminated even the slightest risk factors. Although this has somewhat reduced Narbesia's vitality, it will actually help the couple have a more intimate vacation."
"That's fine. Right now, perfect security is more important than momentary vitality."
"I'll keep that in mind."

My secretary bowed at my words and quickly withdrew.

This matter involves a major figure from another country entering our nation. Since it's related to foreign affairs, our Foreign Ministry is working in cooperation with the Interior Ministry and the Military Ministry. As a result, my secretary is running around non-stop, suffering for being the Foreign Minister's secretary.

I'm sorry. But once the ministerial couple returns home, I'll give you a generous vacation, so hang in there.

'...If security is solid, there's not much to worry about.'

I sighed softly as I stared in the direction where the secretary had disappeared.

The Empire's Ministry of Foreign Affairs repeatedly emphasized that the Minister's visit was for personal reasons, not official business. Various circumstances also indicate that the Minister entered the country for travel.

If so, our country has no reason to be anxious. Many tourists visit Zereno every year, and the ministerial couple is just among them. If we can maintain flawless security, we can send them home satisfied.

'It could even be turned into an opportunity.'

And if, if the Minister or his wife develops a positive impression of Zereno? If the Minister, who will clearly outlive the Golden Duke who is wary and reluctant about our country, if the Empire's second-in-command evaluates Zereno favorably?

Future diplomacy with the Empire will become much smoother. This tremendous crisis could be turned into the finest hospitality. And that too, with minimal expenditure from our national budget.

"Oh Enenisi."


Before I knew it, I was calling upon the deity.

Oh Enenisi. If this matter goes well, I will give not a tenth but a thirteenth of my income for a month. I will believe in and follow the Lord's mercy and generosity more faithfully. So please—

"Y-Your Excellency!"
"...What is it?"

I felt an instinctive uneasiness seeing my secretary return so noisily.

Why? Why did the secretary come back? And with such an urgent expression?

Please tell me it's nothing. Or at least tell me the ministerial couple has urgently returned home.

"The First Princess has headed to Narbesia!"

But my secretary betrayed my hopes.

"What?"
"I-It seems that upon hearing the news that the Continent's Greatest Sword, the Minister of Audit, was coming... she rushed there—"

My mind went completely blank. I felt all my senses go numb.

I couldn't see the secretary in front of me, couldn't hear their words. I couldn't even tell if I was sitting, standing, or collapsed on the floor.

"Why! Why was it discovered! We should have been more careful in front of Her Highness the First Princess!"

But I finally regained my senses and cried out.

Her Highness the First Princess is an exceptionally active person among the noble royal family. She also has considerable passion for swordsmanship, enough to choose the path of a knight. She even participated in the royal navy's pirate subjugation.

It's only natural that Her Highness the First Princess would show interest in the Continent's Greatest Sword. Natural, but...

[The Audit Minister of our country, Count Teilgleichen, will enter Zereno with his Countess. As it is for the couple's travel, not official business, contact should be avoided.]
[As it is for the couple's travel, not official business, contact should be avoided.]
[If you make private contact, I'll kill you like Leon.]

'No.'

The notification sent by the Empire's Ministry of Foreign Affairs began to interpret itself.

This can't happen. This must not happen. If the Princess makes contact with the ministerial couple, there could be no greater disaster.

"How much does Her Highness know?!"
"She only knows that the Minister has entered the country!"

That's somewhat hopeful news. She rushed off without knowing that the Empire and the Minister are reluctant to have contact with our country. If we explain the situation to Her Highness, she might understand and return. Although Her Highness has a somewhat unusual personality, her love for the kingdom and its people is sincere.

Yes, she will surely return. She's a person with such patriotism that she volunteered for pirate subjugation herself.

[I'll hide that I'm a princess and make contact with the Greatest Sword, so don't worry!]

And once again, my hope was betrayed.

The message I sent to Her Highness's communication device with desperate sincerity was rejected with just one sentence.

'Oh Enenisi...'

I'll give not a thirteenth but a seventeenth of my income.

Please bless Zereno's future...!

I also dressed as lightly as possible since both Mahr and I were traveling. I threw aside my usual dark uniform and wore ordinary noble attire.

Truthfully, it would be more comfortable to discard even formal attire when traveling, but not displaying one's noble identity in a foreign country could lead to unnecessary trouble. Merchants who try to take advantage of commoners versus merchants who try to take advantage of nobles. Pickpockets targeting commoners versus pickpockets targeting nobles. It's obvious which group faces more threats.

So it's better to advertise "I'm a noble" despite some inconvenience. Besides, noble attire these days is made quite light and cool. Fortunately, there's no need to travel while sweating.

"Kal."

As we wandered around Narbesia, we reached a massive rose garden.

"How about it? Want to try finding where I am?"

Mahr lowered herself in front of the roses with a broad smile.

I couldn't help but smile at the sight. Mahr's red hair was no less magnificent than the fully bloomed roses. No, rather, Mahr was more splendid and beautiful than any rose.

But to think she would make such a joke before I could even compliment her. The usual Mahr would have been too shy to say something like this without hesitation.

'Travel really does suit her.'

Even Mahr was caught up in the atmosphere enough to speak so boldly. It was definitely the right decision to come on this honeymoon, even if it was delayed.

"You're right here."

I gently touched Mahr's cheek in front of the roses, and she raised her eyebrows as if slightly disappointed.

"You could at least pretend to look for me. It's embarrassing when you find me right away."
"Isn't it strange not to find a flower that speaks?"

At those words, Mahr's face turned as red as a rose.

A satisfying reaction. If I had said something like this in my previous world before possession, I would have been considered old-fashioned, but this world is somewhere between medieval and early modern times. Even words with an old-fashioned flavor would be considered sophisticated by this era's standards.

Thanks to that, even someone like me with little dating experience could satisfy six wives. I went from being forever single before possession to becoming a Casanova after.

"Besides, I'd know you right away even without you speaking because you're the most beautiful. The roses must be feeling embarrassed."

I embraced Mahr's waist as she remained frozen with her knees bent.

It's troublesome if she gets embarrassed by such a small display of affection when we have so much time left. I'm going to whisper words of love every time we visit another tourist spot, every time we eat, every time we lie in bed—it's problematic if she freezes up already.

"Since you're a rose, I should carry you, right?"

But something strange happened. While it would be reasonable to give Mahr time to calm down if she was stunned, seeing her blushing face made me want to tease her more.

So I carried Mahr like a princess. Like gently holding a delicate bouquet. Like carrying a precious treasure.

"K-Kal?"
"Let's stay like this until we reach the exit. We're in a rose garden, so I should be carrying a rose."

Honestly, even though I'm saying these words myself, I'm embarrassed too. In my previous world, even people with decent social skills would be too embarrassed to say such things.

But I endured it. Because Mahr's reaction was even more intense than my embarrassment. Because she trembled at my words but secretly enjoyed them.

If my wife enjoys it, I can endure a little shame. That's a husband's duty.

***

After confirming that the Continent's Greatest Sword and his wife were walking toward the exit, I took out a notebook from my pocket.

The Continent's Greatest Sword... not only strong in combat but also affectionate with his wife... a romantic man...

A man who says he found her right away because the flower was speaking...

'Note complete!'


After recording this unexpected information, I put the notebook back in my pocket.

It was truly surprising. A warrior called the Continent's Greatest Sword before even reaching thirty. I thought he would be a man obsessed only with swords, or someone with extremely limited emotional expression.

"He's a devoted husband."

I can't help but feel pleased. To learn that the person I admire is perfect not only with the sword but also at home.

My idol, my path, my goal has no flaws? I was prepared to overlook even critical flaws, but with such a positive result, I can't help but smile.

"Hehee, hehehehe..."

Just like now.

"Your Highness. Please maintain your dignity."
"Ahem, hmm!"

I quickly composed my expression at Beryl's words, who had accompanied me from the palace to Narbesia.

Even though I'm traveling incognito, I'm still a princess of a nation. A princess should refrain from grinning openly in public places.

"Was I that strange?"
"You looked like a pervert."

I quietly turned my head at this unexpectedly harsh criticism.

Beryl is my childhood friend and lady-in-waiting, but I never expected her to call me a pervert to my face.

"If you came all this way wanting to talk to the Continent's Greatest Sword, why are you just spying from a distance? Normal people call that being a perverted stalker."

Now I'm both a pervert and a stalker.

It was extremely disrespectful language, but I couldn't bring myself to get angry. Even I thought my behavior was quite unseemly and strange.

But still, but still...

"What can I do? I'm too shy!"

My idol is right there in front of me! Not a recording device but a living, breathing idol! How could I casually approach and speak to him!

And it's not even the solemn appearance I've seen in recordings, but his private moments laughing with his wife! How could I ruin such a precious scene with my own hands!

"If you're going to be shy, why did you come all this way?"
"I didn't know it would be like this before coming!"

Would I have come if I had known? Back then, I was blinded by the news that the Continent's Greatest Sword had arrived! My mind was filled only with the determination to go to Narbesia—how could I have thought of anything else!

Crucially, I couldn't approach because of what the Foreign Minister had said. He mentioned that the Continent's Greatest Sword was avoiding contact with our country!

'I can't disturb the couple's time because of my selfish desires...'

Besides, I came here thinking I could hide my identity as a princess, but if I hide my princess status, I don't know what pretext I could use to approach the Continent's Greatest Sword.

Pretend to be a noble who isn't royalty? It would be problematic to misuse the name of an existing noble family, and if I'm caught making up a non-existent family, things would become awkward.

Then pretend to be a commoner? Even to my eyes, Beryl and I look nothing like commoners. Why would a commoner approach the Continent's Greatest Sword, who is a noble?

In the end, escaping from the palace quickly was good, but this was the only way to observe the Continent's Greatest Sword from a distance. This was the best I could do.

"Beryl."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"If I ask him to show me how he cuts the sky, that wouldn't work, right?"
"His Majesty the King's heart would be cut along with it."

I pouted at Beryl's irrefutable advice.


My idol is within arm's reach. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

"I should have enrolled in the Imperial Academy."

It's a famous story that the princes of Armein and Yuven, and the next saint of the Dawn Order, enrolled in the Imperial Academy. I'm the same age as them, so I should have enrolled in the Imperial Academy too. Then I could have spent my school days watching the Continent's Greatest Sword.

It's regrettable. So regrettable. If I could go back in time, I would have gone to the Empire without looking back.

"Then, Your Highness. Let's go back now—"
"I don't want to? I'm going to stay longer."

Beryl's brow furrowed, but this time I wouldn't yield.

It's unreasonable to approach the Continent's Greatest Sword. Even ordinary soldiers dislike having their rest disturbed, and this is a noble traveling with his wife to a foreign country. If I disturb their trip, I'll earn the hatred of the idol I respect.

But watching from a distance should be fine. As long as I don't interfere with the Greatest Sword's journey.

***

After the rose garden, we visited several other tourist attractions. Being in a foreign country for the first time, even the smallest things were fascinating. Overseas travel has its own unique charm.

Thanks to that, Mahr's face was filled with smiles despite our journey lasting only a few hours. While I was happy that Mahr was happy...

'How long are they planning to follow us?'

A small variable had been trailing us for some time.

At first, I thought they were passersby or tourists whose routes happened to overlap with ours. After all, we weren't choosing remote places but visiting famous tourist spots. It's not strange for paths to cross in this massive port city.

However, if this has continued for several hours, then it is strange.

'Fortunately, Mahr doesn't seem to have noticed.'

I sensed two presences from behind. One had the aura of a fairly trained knight, while the other had the aura of an ordinary civilian.

Since they were making an effort to conceal their presence, Mahr, who hasn't been professionally trained in martial arts, hadn't noticed them yet. Thanks to that, our journey was still proceeding intimately. I was the only one who sensed something unusual.

'What should I do about this?'

I quickly thought it through. Having these not-quite-pursuers sticking to us was annoying, but they hadn't tried to forcibly speak to us or make contact. I only noticed them because my level of mastery is higher than theirs.

In this situation, if I say, "Who are you to follow us?" it would only lead to mutual embarrassment. If I leave them be, we can continue this journey, but if I reveal that I'm aware of the pursuers, it could escalate into a national incident.

Probably all sorts of people from Jereno would come rushing over, bowing their heads and promising this would never happen again, and our intimate journey with Mahr would be completely ruined.

'...Let's pretend not to notice.'

So I decided to just let it go.

Schrödinger's cat and the crown prince in a storage room are neither alive nor dead until observed. In other words, until I speak to those trackers, there will be neither an international incident nor any disruption to my journey.

Besides, I didn't sense any hostility from the trackers. If I had to describe it—

'Like children looking at Titi or Jangsaeng.'

Eyes that seem delighted just by looking, the gaze of a fan looking at their idol. Such trackers are unlikely to harm Mahr and me.

...

'What exactly is going on?'

No, thinking about it that way makes it even stranger. There are people in Jereno, not the Empire, who look at me with such enthusiasm?

I almost turned around without thinking but restrained myself.

If I show any sign of noticing them here, things will get troublesome.

# The Honeymoon Resort

The resort where we would stay during our honeymoon was magnificent and splendid, befitting a place the Golden Duke had boasted about.

It offered a panoramic view of Narbessia, with the busy harbor full of ships coming and going, and the vast ocean beyond. Being the tallest building in Narbessia, everything in the city was visible from here.

Fortunately, this resort was located on the outskirts rather than in the center of the city. If I had been looking down at the city from the center, I might have felt like Governor Zereno. Actually, I already feel halfway like a governor.

'I'm glad we came here normally.'

It's still chilling to think about. If we had arrived in Narbessia riding the Leviathan instead of a regular ship, how would that look like a couple on their honeymoon? More like conquerors coming to occupy the city.

Honestly, the Golden Duke probably suggested the Leviathan ride half out of consideration for me and half out of desire to pressure Zereno again. Using the Leviathan, a strategic weapon by its very existence, just to transport two people? Even though the Golden Duke is known for taking good care of people, moving the Leviathan out of pure goodwill would be an excessively wasteful decision.

"Kal. I'm done bathing."

While I was standing by the window gazing at the sea, Margareta, who had gone into the bathroom first, came out wearing a robe.

"We could have bathed together."
"That wouldn't work. The night is long, and we can't waste our energy in the bathroom, can we?"

When I expressed my playful disappointment, Margareta smiled brightly and returned a subtle joke.

No, perhaps it wasn't a joke but 100% sincere. Considering the food we'd been eating at the mansion for days, it couldn't be a joke.

"Well, wouldn't it have been better to expend a little energy in the bathroom?"

So I gently embraced Margareta and whispered in her ear that her choice wasn't a particularly good one.

Right after Margareta and I got married, we shared long and passionate love. Thanks to that, we were blessed with our precious treasure Pedi, and based on that experience, I was able to gain precious treasures from other wives as well. All honeymoon babies, miraculously.

Since then, we hadn't shared the same kind of love but rather ordinary and gentle love. It seems Margareta had planned based on that standard, forgetting our experience from three years ago.

'Then I'll have to remind her.'

The reason I've been restraining myself until now was because there was no need to overdo it. Since we weren't planning on having a second child, exerting myself would only be excessive force.

But not anymore. The gentlemen's agreement made out of consideration for my wives was terminated with Meri's birth.

"For our second child's prenatal name, Nar would be nice."

Nar, the first syllable of Narbessia. It also sounds similar to Mar, so it's perfect for a prenatal name.

"...What?"

In response to my polite declaration of war, Margareta blinked blankly and then spoke in a somewhat dumbfounded voice.

Unfortunately, it seems the memories from three years ago are only now starting to be recovered.

"Since Pedi takes after her father a lot, it would be nice if Nar was born as a daughter resembling her mother, right?"
"K-Kal? The sun hasn't even set yet!"
"Does that matter?"

I embraced Margareta more tightly as she belatedly tried to retreat. My hands had already begun untying the belt of her robe.

Whether it's before or after dinner, night or dawn doesn't matter.

I'm planning to go until morning anyway.

***

Narbessia is a city belonging to the Irabica County.

Although it's not the central city where Count Irabica resides, it enjoys prosperity as the county's premier city due to its outstanding location, ranked among the best in the kingdom. Count Irabica kept Narbessia as his direct territory rather than granting it to a vassal.

And the Delo Resort, which had been like a symbol of Narbessia, had its ownership transferred to the Golden Duke a few months ago due to the Leviathan incident that shook the entire kingdom.

'If Count Irabica still owned it, I could have entered.'

Because of this, even though I knew the continent's greatest sword was inside, I couldn't enter the resort.

The Delo Resort had been called the kingdom's finest resort even before the ownership transfer. Now that it had been renovated under the Golden Duke's ownership, it was naturally overbooked. For someone like me who came incognito, there was no way to approach it.


'If only it hadn't been taken away...'

It's regrettable. It's unfortunate. Even if I entered the resort, I could only watch from afar, but still, being in the same building as the continent's greatest sword might have allowed me to receive some of its energy. It would have been somewhat comforting.

Desire stirred frequently, but I deliberately suppressed it. As a royal, demanding a room at a resort without a reservation would be undignified. Even if I were willing to sacrifice dignity, the Princess of Zereno couldn't cause a disturbance at an Imperial Duke's resort.

So I waited. Until the continent's greatest sword left the resort again. Until morning came and they resumed their journey.

"Beryl."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Why aren't they coming out?"
"I don't know either."

But my patience and waiting were betrayed. The continent's greatest sword and his wife hadn't left the resort even after two days.

At first, I thought they were resting from the fatigue of traveling from the Empire to our country. Taking a day to rest at the resort isn't a bad idea.

But staying at the resort for two days? Even if they planned a long honeymoon, they're just staying in the resort instead of sightseeing?

"P-perhaps something happened?"

Anxiety surged. Though the probability is low, what if the continent's greatest sword is sick from not adapting to Zereno's food and water? They say people who've only lived in their homeland often struggle with water when they go abroad.

Or maybe it's not the continent's greatest sword but his wife who's sick. While the continent's greatest sword is robust, his wife is an ordinary noblewoman.

No, as the daughter of the Iron-Blooded Duke, she's not exactly ordinary, is she?

'If they're sick, that's not good...'

Anyway, whether it's the continent's greatest sword or his wife who's sick, it's not a good situation.

Not being able to talk to the continent's greatest sword? It's sad enough to bring tears to my eyes, but I can understand. However, I cannot accept that my idol, who came all the way to Zereno, would suffer and then leave. I'd like them to create only good memories while they're here—

"Your Highness. They're coming out."

At Beryl's words, I hurriedly looked toward the resort entrance.

It's true. Finally, the continent's greatest sword has left the resort. It's curious that he came out alone without his wife, but at least I could confirm he was fine.

'Then is his wife sick?'

What should I do? Should I secretly deliver some medicine to the resort?

No, that's not a good idea. What kind of medicine would I give without knowing what's wrong? Besides, the continent's greatest sword isn't someone who couldn't obtain medicine on his own.

Then should I go to church and pray? But the continent's greatest sword is a living blessed one. Wouldn't his prayers be more effective than mine?

'I'm useless.'

I suddenly felt self-loathing. My idol is struggling, and I can't do anything. It seems like I have nothing except my identity as a princess.

'...Huh?'

Just as I was considering returning to the palace, an unexpected variable emerged.

The continent's greatest sword was coming toward our café. Not just passing by, but clearly approaching in a straight line.

"B-Beryl. What should we do!?"
"Stay still. It would be more suspicious if we fled now. Just pretend to be customers at the café."

When I whispered urgently, Beryl gave a perfect answer.

She's right. The continent's greatest sword doesn't know who we are. In such a situation, hurriedly leaving would be suspicious—

"Can we talk for a moment?"
"Eek."

The continent's greatest sword spoke to me.

What should I do now?

***


Margareta collapsed more quickly than she did three years ago.

It's actually an expected result. Margareta had committed the mistake of nurturing her enemy with her own hands for days. The food I consumed at the mansion was lavish enough to make even a groaning invalid walk on two feet.

As a result, I decided to stay at the resort until Margareta regained her stability, and—

'What's this?'

While looking at the city view, I noticed something strange.

A café in front of the resort. A duo of blonde and silver-haired women sitting blankly on the café terrace. They looked about the same age as Erich.

Of course, seeing young women at a tourist spot isn't strange, but these two being here is definitely odd.

'They're still here?'

The two presences that had been following Margareta and me. At first, I only realized someone was following us, but having checked their faces occasionally while enjoying our tour, I can be certain. This duo are the stalkers who had been tailing Margareta and me.

'Why?'

I'm confused. I left them alone since they didn't show any hostility, but they're waiting indefinitely in front of the resort? What are they after?

No, it's not completely incomprehensible. If a major figure from another country is in your nation, it's natural to be concerned, and assigning people to prepare for any possible incidents is within an acceptable range.

But shouldn't people assigned for such purposes be more discreet...?

"Can we talk for a moment?"

So I went down to the café while Margareta was sleeping. I was going to let it slide, but this bizarre stalking was too curious to ignore.

What kind of stalker does their job like this? If someone like this existed in the Audit Ministry, I would have crushed them myself.

"Ah, um, well, that..."

As I approached first, the blonde woman stammered and rolled her eyes around.

"Well, you see..."
"Yes?"

When I urged the hesitating blonde woman, she squeezed her eyes shut and then suddenly bowed deeply.

"I-it's an honor to meet you! To be able to see someone who has reached beyond the pinnacle of swordsmanship so close! I'm Alice Newdoar! This is the honor of my life!"

And with a loud voice at that.

'Newdoar?'

Simultaneously, my mind began racing.

Isn't Newdoar the royal family of Zereno? And Alice is also the name of Zereno's First Princess.

...

'Damn it.'

I shouldn't have come down. I should have ignored them until the end, as I had decided to pretend not to know.

"A-actually, when I heard that the continent's greatest sword had come to Narbessia, I wanted to see the person who had reached the end of swordsmanship in person! I'm sorry if I disturbed you!"

Meanwhile, Alice, who was still bowing, cried out in a desperate voice. Like a believer making a confession.

"If you wanted to see me so badly, why didn't you at least speak to me, instead of just watching from afar?"
"I-interrupting a couple's time... would be too regrettable..."

I couldn't help but smile at her unexpectedly sensible answer.

She had rushed from the palace to Narbessia upon hearing of my arrival, followed me all day, and guarded the café during the two days I was holed up in the resort. Yet such a person restrained herself, saying she couldn't disturb a couple's time. I'm not sure whether to consider this normal or eccentric.

'What an unusual person.'

Surprisingly, I didn't feel particularly angry or displeased.

Perhaps I've already adapted to that spicy prince living in Armein, but this level seems mild in comparison.

I groaned as I got up. Only after dedicating two full days to rest was I finally able to regain my strength.

How embarrassing and shameful. I came on this trip alone with Kal, and considering he's a minister, this was probably a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity... Yet I wasted two precious days of that golden chance.

'You fool.'

But I couldn't blame anyone. I couldn't even complain to Kal who had pushed me to this state.

I brought this on myself. I was the one who abundantly fertilized the already strong Kal.

'Why on earth did I do that?'

My cheeks suddenly felt hot. Getting Pedi as a treasure right after marriage was entirely thanks to Kal. I forgot those intense memories from three years ago and ended up feeding him foods that I shouldn't have.

I suppose my memory faded because Kal has been so gentle with me for the past three years. Otherwise, I wouldn't have made such a mistake.

Still, thanks to my arrogant blunder, I was able to gain a definite treasure.

"Nar."

I murmured the name Kal had given to our second child while stroking my belly.

Of course, I hadn't received any diagnosis confirming a second child yet. How could I know when it's only been two days since we made love? At this point, only God would know about Nar's existence.

But why? Perhaps because I had already carried Pedi once, I had this intuition that Nar would also nestle in my womb.

'Is this what they call a mother's instinct?'

Even though I'm a novice mother, a mother is still a mother. The experience of carrying a child once is an immortal achievement that never disappears.

That's why my lips curled up without me realizing. The faint pain I had been feeling disappeared, and an uncontrollable happiness washed over me.

"Since Pedi takes after his father a lot, it would be nice if Nar is born as a daughter who takes after her mother, right?"

I couldn't help but chuckle as I recalled what Kal had said.

A daughter who resembles me. A daughter born with red hair like mine, or perhaps with green eyes. Just imagining it makes me happy.

Father would be pleased if such a daughter were born. He already adores Pedi who inherited more of Kal's blood than mine, so how happy would he be if a granddaughter who inherited my features was born?

'Though I'd be happy with a son too.'

Of course, this mother would be happy even if our Nar turns out to be a son instead of a daughter. I don't mind if the child doesn't resemble me and takes completely after the father.

So, our Nar, please be born with the spring next year. That alone would make me happy. Your maternal grandfather and grandmother, and your paternal grandparents would surely feel the same.

*Knock knock*

"Mar. Are you up?"
"Ah, yes! I'm up!"

While I was stroking my belly for quite some time, I heard Kal's voice along with a knock. He had stepped out briefly.

"Um... We have some unexpected guests. Is it okay if they come in with me?"
"Guests?"

I blinked blankly at his words.

Guests for Kal in Jereno, not in the Empire? And during a private vacation rather than an official visit?

"Yes, that's fine. Please come in."

Though the situation was difficult to understand, I gave my answer.

If Kal brought them to our room, there must be a good reason. Kal isn't someone who acts without reason, nor would he take our vacation lightly.

If it were a trivial matter or an unpleasant guest, Kal would have turned them away. If they passed Kal's standards, it would be right to welcome them with a smile—

"Sorry. We happened to meet these guests unexpectedly."
"E-Excuse me..."

"Excuse me."

My mind froze as soon as I saw the guests entering with Kal.

A blonde woman and a silver-haired woman who appeared to be around my age. The blonde woman had a lively impression but was fidgeting, while the silver-haired woman bowed politely.

'The guests are... women?'

An indescribable anxiety washed over me. During our somewhat delayed honeymoon, two women were intruding on a couple's honeymoon? And women around my age at that?

What is this? What's going on here? I know Kal isn't that kind of person, but I can't trust other women even if I trust Kal. Anyone would be attracted to a man as charming as Kal.

Thanks to that tremendous charm, Kal has six wives including me. As soon as I became Kal's lover, new lovers appeared one after another.

"Mar? Are you okay?"
"Ah, y-yes. I'm fine."

When I couldn't say anything and just stared at the three of them, Kal asked with concern.

The truth is, I'm not okay. I wanted to rush at those two and demand what they were doing intruding on our trip, asking if they were aiming to be the seventh and eighth wives.

But I held back. I am the mistress of the Kracius family and a member of the Valenti ducal family. I cannot behave in such an undignified manner while carrying the names of both families. I don't want to show such a violent side to Kal.

Moreover, thinking of Nar in my womb, I couldn't raise my voice. Our Nar would be startled if exposed to loud voices right after entering mother's womb.

"Oh, I should introduce them. This is Her Highness Princess Alice, the First Princess of Jereno, and beside her is Miss Beryl Rosen, Princess Alice's lady-in-waiting."

?

"What?"

What?

Only quiet silence and exchanged glances filled the room.

Still, the anger and anxiety that had been burning fiercely until just now subsided instantly. I only felt bewilderment and awkwardness at the sudden visit of a princess.

'Princess Alice.'

At the same time, I quickly racked my brain to recall information about Princess Alice.

The Kingdom of Jereno is a country adjacent to the Empire and one of the wealthiest nations on the continent. As the First Princess of such a kingdom, I have a fair amount of information about Princess Alice.

With two older brothers, she's far from the throne, but she uses that distance to live freely. She admires swords and chose the path of a knight, a warrior who voluntarily joined the pirate subjugation.

'Ah.'

The answer came immediately. The answer to this strange situation was in the information.

'It's admiration.'

A warrior who chose the path of knighthood despite being a princess. Such a person would naturally be interested in strong warriors, and it's only natural to show intense admiration for Kal, who is called the continent's greatest swordsman.

Looking closely, Princess Alice's glances at Kal showed admiration rather than love. And the lady-in-waiting named Beryl showed no particular thoughts at all. I felt embarrassed for not noticing this sooner.

'I'm sure of it.'

How many people have I seen showing romantic feelings toward Kal? How could I not distinguish that?

Before I promised to marry Kal, I faced a crisis when powerful competitors and numerous rivals rushed in. Thanks to that, I honed my discernment to distinguish between enemies and allies. That discernment is telling me that Princess Alice is harmless.

"I've heard that Your Highness walks the path of knighthood for the kingdom and its people. To meet such a person during our travels, Enen must be blessing us."

So I opened my mouth with a smile.

If someone is harmless, there's no need to be wary. Rather, it's an opportunity to build good connections with a foreign princess.

"Th-Thank you..."
"Please lower your speech, Your Highness. My heart is uneasy when the Princess speaks so formally to me."
"N-No! I've committed a breach of etiquette by visiting suddenly, how could I be so brazen as to speak informally!"


A sense of propriety that acknowledges her visit is improper. I'm satisfied that she's different from some royals I know.

"What breach of etiquette? We came to a foreign country not only to see new scenery but also to encounter new connections. I'm delighted to meet Your Highness like this."

At my words, Princess Alice's eyes sparkled as if moved.

She's a pure person. Perhaps she's showing an innocent side because the person she admires is right in front of her, or because she's conversing with the wife of the person she admires.

Of course, either way is fine. The fact that Princess Alice is friendly toward us remains unchanged.

"Kal."
"Yes?"
"I didn't know Kal was this famous outside the Empire. Princess Alice is highly respected in Jereno, yet she came all the way here to see you."
"I was grateful enough to invite her to our room, but I'm embarrassed that I have nothing to offer."

Though Kal let out an awkward laugh, we quickly exchanged conversation through our eyes. We can certainly have silent conversations between us.

"So, Kal. Since Her Highness is a warrior, how about making a small gift?"
"What?"

Princess Alice tilted her head at the word "gift."

It's not an expensive or grand gift, but if she ardently admires Kal, she'll surely like it.

***

Her Highness the Princess has returned from Narbessia.

'Thank goodness.'

I let out a sigh of relief upon hearing the news. If Her Highness had rushed to Narbessia, it would have been right to send additional personnel for the Princess's safety and the Minister's peace of mind, but sending people unnecessarily could provoke the Minister. As a result, I could neither act nor refrain, and could only pray.

Fortunately, those prayers must have reached Enen, as Her Highness returned on her own. She came back willingly even though the Minister and his wife were still traveling.

"Foreign Minister! Look at this! The continent's greatest swordsman personally! Signed! This sword for me!"
'Ah.'

However, when I went to find Her Highness to say, "Please be more careful in the future," I despaired at the sight of the sword she was waving around.

She did return on her own, but not willingly. Her Highness had returned after making contact with the Minister and having her identity revealed.

[To Jereno's greatest heroine, Alice Newdoir, wishing brilliant glory and beautiful chivalry on your path. Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen.]

'Oh no...'

I closed my eyes tightly at the black letters deeply engraved on the blade.

[If you make private contact, I'll kill you like Leon.]

I recalled the Imperial Foreign Ministry's notice, though I can no longer remember the original wording.

'I should... take a vacation?'

No, I definitely will. Considering the storm that's about to hit, I need to catch my breath with a vacation.

Otherwise, I'll die from overwork.

"He said he wanted to show me how to cut the sky too, but he apologized saying he couldn't use it recklessly in a foreign country! Isn't he so considerate!?"

At the Princess's cheerful voice, I nearly collapsed.

If the sky over Narbessia had been split, His Majesty the King would have fainted on his throne.

'Should I... retire?'

The resignation letter I had been carrying in my pocket every day since the Minister's entry into the country screamed.

While I would feel sorry for whoever succeeds me, honestly, my mental health takes priority over a successor I don't even know yet.

An unexpected impromptu fan meeting with a foreign fan took place, and my autographed sword... saying it like that makes it sound like some legendary blade. Anyway, Alice, who received the sword with my signature, quickly returned to the royal palace.

"Thank you so much! I'll treasure this as a national treasure for life! Have a wonderful time!"
"Thank you for graciously overlooking my rudeness. I will never forget the kindness of Your Excellency, the Count of Teilgleichen."

Alice withdrew with a face full of smiles, while Beryl nodded respectfully beside her.

Just from that scene, I could roughly guess Beryl's workload, but Alice was among the milder royals on the continent. If Beryl knew that, he might be able to go through his days with a lighter heart.

"She was quite energetic, wasn't she?"
"Yeah. Being royalty who chose the path of knighthood, she was incredibly lively."

I nodded with a slight smile at Mar's words.

Come to think of it, Lyutis is also a royal oddball who chose the path of knighthood. Since Lyutis and Alice are the same age, I could think of her as a female version of Lyutis—

'No, that's not right.'

I hastily shook off that terrible thought. Thinking that way would be a great disrespect to Alice.

If it had been Lyutis, he would have asked, "Since I'm here, how about a quick sparring match!" regardless of whether I was on my honeymoon or not. At least Alice had the common sense not to interfere with my vacation.

'I'm sorry.'

I apologized to Alice in my heart. It was wrong to compare her to Lyutis when there was no one else to compare her to. It was a regrettable mistake that I only gave her an autograph on her sword and sent her away.

So if Alice ever gets married, I should send her a gift. She's not a complete stranger, and we even had a one-on-one fan meeting. I should provide at least that level of service.

"Now that our guest has left, shall we continue enjoying ourselves?"

After making a promise to myself that I would sign her armor instead of a sword next time, I extended one hand to Mar.

"Sure, Nar Daddy."

That made me laugh spontaneously.

It seems Mar already has our second child in her mind.

The sightseeing after the fan meeting was incredibly peaceful.

Unlike with Alice and Beryl, there was no feeling of someone following us, and no one was sent from Jereno claiming we had committed some offense. It was literally time for just the two of us.

'I guess the warning was effective.'

The notification I had sent to Jereno through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. I had earnestly requested that since this was a private visit, they shouldn't bother us, and fortunately, Jereno was a docile country that obediently followed the Empire's words.

Of course, there was the unexpected situation with Alice, but let's consider that an exception. There was no real harm done, and I have no intention of dwelling on something that ended with smiles all around.

'Royalty are beings that even the administration cannot control.'

From the beginning, not even high nobles or ministers can stop the eccentricities of royalty. Who would understand that sorrow better than me? People who share the same pain should understand and be considerate of each other.

By now, the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Jereno, along with several other ministers, must be in tears and fainting. They might be fingering resignation letters in their pockets or attempting an emergency escape through vacation. I would have done the same.

That's why I didn't express regret to Alice, nor did I say to Jereno's administration, "Can't you properly manage your princess?"

'They're already dying inside, and if I push them, they might actually die.'

Besides, directly expressing complaints would be undignified. Jereno will grovel before me even if I just breathe quietly, so why bother?

Rather, by maintaining silence, they'll be grateful for my mercy and serve me even more devotedly. If I ever need to contact Jereno again for business reasons, they'll have no choice but to cooperate actively. Otherwise, I'll bring up today's incident.

"Kal. Do you want to try this?"
"Oh, they sell these too?"

Most importantly, what matters now is not taming Jereno but having an intimate date with Mar.

Being a port city, there was an abundance of seafood. And being a wealthy city, there were various dishes with all kinds of spices and diverse ingredients. Thanks to that, Mar brought a deep-fried whole squid that was being sold on the street.


I didn't expect them to sell food fried in oil so casually on the street. Food that consumes large amounts of oil isn't something commoners can easily access.

'No wonder the resort was taken from here.'

It was not surprising, but I could understand why the Golden Duke had taken the resort from Narbesia. With a city this wealthy, it's natural for noble tourists to flock here, and even the local commoners of Narbesia would boast decent spending power.

"How is it? Does it suit your taste?"
"It's delicious, perhaps because Mar's touch is on it."

Although it wasn't something she made herself but merely brought, her touch was still on it in a way.

"Hehe, really?"

At my high praise, Mar smiled softly and then tore off one of the legs.

"Then if I feed you directly, would it taste even bet— No, don't eat my fingers too!"
"Mmph. It's jush sho delishush."
"Ah, I understand, but please take my finger out of your mouth first..."

As I mumbled with her finger in my mouth, Mar's face instantly turned red.

It was a childish prank, but her reaction was satisfying. As expected, Mar's charm lies in the gap between confidently launching an attack and immediately being counterattacked. That shyness born from the gap is too cute and lovable.

Honestly, even I think it's a perverted preference, but who cares? We're already a married couple who've seen everything. This level of teasing is just playful affection.

"It tastes better because Mar brought it."
"I didn't bring it; you snatched it from me."

As I pulled my mouth away with a grin, Mar looked at me with a somewhat pouty face.

It seemed she was disappointed that the opportunity for a sweet feeding moment between spouses had disappeared.

"Mar."

For her sake, I tore off one leg and held the end in my mouth.

"...Kal?"

Then I extended the other end of the leg toward Mar.

I never thought I'd be doing this with a squid leg instead of a stick snack, but this is more heartwarming and intimate than just feeding her. I believe Mar will definitely like it too.

"K-Kal. No matter what, doing this on the street is a bit..."

In reality, Mar expressed reluctance verbally, but her eyes never left the squid leg I was holding in my mouth.

'Nice.'

Seeing that, the corners of my mouth curled up slightly. Perhaps because it's our honeymoon, even these innocent emotions seemed to have returned to newlywed days.

Of course, being in our third year of marriage is still plenty enough to be called newlyweds.

What the Golden Duke obtained wasn't just the resort.

"This is the beach that His Excellency ordered to be opened only for you two. No one will approach until you leave, so please enjoy your time."

Incredibly, it was a beach owned by the resort. Among them, the most secluded and beautiful beach was provided to us in a VVIP-exclusive manner.

I didn't know that beaches could be affiliated with resorts. Even if he's the Golden Duke, it would be unreasonable to take territory rather than just a building from another country, which means the beach belonged to the resort from the beginning...

'The original owner wasn't normal either.'

What kind of person would create such a resort? And what karma did they accumulate in their previous life to have such a resort taken away?

I silently expressed a small condolence to the faceless original owner. Still, giving up one resort is better than having the entire city or domain collapse, isn't it?

"A beach just for the two of us. This is a luxury I couldn't even enjoy during school trips."
"That's true. We usually went to the sea together with everyone; it was rare to go with just two people."


The only person I've ever been to the sea alone with is Rin. Although it wasn't intentional, having a beach date with just the two of us became Rin's unofficial achievement.

Ironically, Rin herself flinches whenever the word "beach" comes up.

"When we return home, should we get a beach like this too? The North is a bit cold, so maybe somewhere in Duke Chenes's domain?"
"Not Voyaare?"
"That's too expensive. Since Chenes is a relative, wouldn't he give us a discount?"
"Hehe, he might sell it for alcohol instead of money."

I burst into laughter at Mar's words.

That's true. The Wise Duke would probably value alcohol of equal worth more than money.

"...Kal."
"Yes?"
"I'm really fortunate that you're my husband."

At this sudden confession, I silently looked at Mar's face.

Normally, I would have said, "I'm glad Mar is my wife too," but judging from Mar's mood, it seemed better to stay quiet for now.

"When I first got rejected by you and entered the Academy... although I tried to become an official like you, honestly, I was bored. Learning things at the Academy, meeting people—none of it was particularly enjoyable."

Saying that, Mar smiled broadly and took my hand.

"If I didn't have you as a goal, or if you hadn't come to the Academy as an inspector, how would my life have changed?"
"...Mar would have excellently—"
"I think I would have become a boring and rigid person, even by my own standards. I might have imposed cold standards on myself and others, earning everyone's hatred."

Mar placed her index finger on my lips, as if asking me to listen to her more.

"I would have wandered without finding a goal, yet criticized others' words and actions during my school life. And if Lise had created a pastry club, I might have become angry, saying, 'How dare a baroness's daughter associate with those beneath her noble bloodline?'"

I remained silent, unable to deny this possibility.

Even when I was at the Academy, Mar had criticized Lise's club activities. Of course, it was merely a pretext to contact me, but in a parallel world without me, would it have ended as just a pretext? Wouldn't she have genuinely criticized and pressured Lise?

Mar values dignity and manners that much. If such a Mar had awakened as a rigid and cold city woman, her criticism would certainly not have been light.

"If that had happened... my relationship with Lise wouldn't be as good as it is now."

Again, I couldn't deny it. Lise had burst into tears even at Mar's gentle criticism. With a sincere punch, she might have gone beyond tears to fainting.

"So it's all thanks to you, Kal. I can be this happy because you appeared in my life, because you came to the Academy, because you accepted my heart."
"I'm honored to hear that. But I think Mar would have lived well even without me."
"Materially, perhaps, but my heart wouldn't have fluttered like it does now."

Before I knew it, Mar's face was getting closer and closer.

"I love you, Kal. You probably already know, but I wanted to say it once more."

A shy yet confident, small yet grand confession of love.

"I love you too. More than anyone else in this world."
"But it's a tie for first place, right?"
"That can't be helped."

Mar chuckled and kissed my lips, then slowly backed away.

"Kal."
"Yes?"
"Do you want to see my swimsuit?"
"Very much."

We both burst into laughter at my immediate response that bypassed my brain.

It wasn't a bad final itinerary for our honeymoon.

The honeymoon that finally happened after three years came to a heartwarming conclusion.

Although there was a small disturbance during the honeymoon, it was literally just a minor incident that happened during travel in a foreign country. With time, it would become the kind of memory where one could say, "That happened too," and laugh it off. I'm even grateful to Alice for giving us such a memory.

So I returned to the Empire with a satisfied heart, and—

"Mary, Daddy needs to use the bathroom."
"Waaaaaah..."
"Daddy will try his best to hold it."

I received my karmic retribution for leaving my newborn youngest child to go on a honeymoon.

As soon as I returned, Phine came running to me with a pale face. In her arms was Mary, crying loudly, and when Mary, who was already wailing powerfully, saw me, she burst into even louder tears.

"M-Mary missed her daddy so much..."
"Give her to me..."

The moment I heard that she was crying because she missed her father, an indescribable guilt washed over me. While I was having fun, our Mary was looking for her daddy.

The only fortunate thing was that Mary hadn't been looking for her father from the beginning. If Mary had been sobbing throughout the entire honeymoon period, I would have bitten my tongue off by now.

'Is she startled because the familiar voice wasn't nearby?'

I patted Mary, who was clinging tightly to me, and gave a bitter smile.

A newborn baby can't focus their eyes to see things. Thanks to that, Mary only knew her father's voice but hadn't seen his face.

Then finally her eyes began to focus, and while she could immediately recognize her mother who always took care of her—her father, whose voice she hadn't heard for a while, was nowhere to be seen? This was a disaster worthy of tears. I hadn't considered that point.

"We'll have to be more careful from now on. I thought it would be fine since she was just born, but who knew Mary would remember Kal's voice."

Mar, who was beside me, muttered with a somewhat dejected expression.

Mar's guilt must be significant too. In a way, she took the father away from the youngest child who should be receiving all the affection in the mansion. Even if the reason was the honeymoon they couldn't enjoy three years ago, knowing Mar's personality, she's likely to blame herself for doing something wrong to Mary.

That won't do. It was me who suggested the honeymoon to Mar, and it was me who decided the date and place. I'm the one who wronged Mary, and I'm also the one who wronged Mar.

"It's because Daddy is still inexperienced and made a mistake. I hope Mary will forgive me."

So I smiled faintly and took responsibility for the situation.

Mar had just returned from an intimate trip. I don't want her to feel bitterness and guilt when she should be enjoying the afterglow. Just as Mary is my precious child, Mar is my precious wife.

"It's common for a child to cry because they miss their parents. It just happened that when Mary cried, her father was far away by coincidence. So you don't need to take it too much to heart."

Fortunately, Phine also offered some small comfort to Mar.

It's truly a heartwarming scene. Isn't that small comfort proof that the wives get along well?

"Still..."
"More than that, this is my first time taking care of a child, so I'm quite inexperienced. If it's alright, could I get help from Mar? After all, Mar has the most experience as a mother among us."

A proposal to make up for any guilt by helping her. At that suggestion, Mar blinked a few times, then finally managed to smile.

"Of course. Your child is like our child too."
"Thank you, Mar."

Strange. It's clearly a beautiful scene, but my vision is becoming blurry.

For a moment, I thought my eyes were dazzled by the light emanating from the two wives, but judging by the peculiar dampness around my eyes, that didn't seem to be the case.

'Are these tears of the heart?'


Tears of the heart that can only be shed from joy, not sadness. Such an undeserved gift for me that I unconsciously wiped my eyes—

"Hiiing..."
"Okay, I'll keep holding you."

As soon as I removed one hand, Mary's eyes began to well up.

I wasn't trying to put her down, just wanted to wipe my eyes for a moment... I was planning to wipe them quickly and hold her again...

'This is my karma.'

But I couldn't dare feel any complaints. Mary's attachment to her father's hands is because of me.

If I hadn't left Mary to go on a long journey, she wouldn't have burst into tears or become attached to my hands. I should remember this and strive to become a better father.

***

The Minister and the Countess returned to the Capital.

One might wonder if there was really a need to spend their honeymoon in a foreign country, but the Minister had already visited the Papal States with the Magic-Ending Duke. If even one of his wives enjoyed traveling abroad, it would be proper to enjoy it with the other wives as well.

'Now four more to go?'

I couldn't help but laugh. Once with the Valenti family's noble daughter this time, and once with the Magic-Ending Duke last time, so four out of six remain. I'm already excited about which countries he'll visit with those four.

Of course, considering the Minister's personality, it wouldn't be strange if he went to the same place with all of them, but isn't the Minister someone who shows unexpected consideration in surprising ways? We can't ignore the possibility that he might go to different countries with each wife, saying he can't create memories with his wives half-heartedly.

'Looks like I'll end up establishing discipline unexpectedly.'

I laughed again as I recalled what the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had notified the Jereno Foreign Ministry.

The notification warned that the Minister's visit was strictly private, so they should absolutely not make any unofficial contact. In a way, it was the Empire's consideration for the peaceful trip of the Minister and the Countess, but from another perspective, it created a structure of "a kingdom administration that submits to a single word from the Empire."

And now that structure will be established four more times? With countries stable enough for the Minister to choose as honeymoon destinations?

'Good.'

I'm satisfied. If the Empire were to pick fights with foreign ministries without reason, it would be an atrocity following in Apels' footsteps, but issuing warnings on the occasion of a key figure's visit is a reasonable justification.

Honestly, it's a justification that requires some stretching, but what does it matter? That level of stretching can be covered by national power.

'Should I recommend the next travel destination?'

I indulged in a pleasant fantasy for a moment. Sending the Minister to a country that needs some discipline would automatically establish a hierarchy between the Empire and that country. What a joyous thing.

So where would be good to send him? Armein or Yuven are large, so trying to discipline them might result in backlash, and the Three Winter Countries are already faithful friends of the Empire.

Leon? The southern part of Leon is already an extension of Imperial territory. Quoronos? Since the previous Leon incident, Quoronos has also been prostrating itself before the Empire and Armein.

'Ryuten or Valcross would be appropriate.'

After excluding various countries, representative nations were selected.

The militaristic Ryuten Kingdom located in the south of the Three Winter Countries. The cultural powerhouse Valcross Kingdom located in the northeast of the Jereno Kingdom. These two are just right, and it would be better to think about the remaining two slowly.

...

'Even if I recommend, he'll probably ignore it.'

I quickly abandoned my pleasant fantasy.

While the Minister tends to follow work-related orders even with tears of blood, he's so unrestrained with private requests or advice that he would ignore even the Emperor's words. No matter how much I recommend honeymoon locations, he might just retort, "Then you go."


So I should be satisfied with having enjoyed a brief pleasant fantasy. Let's just say I used this opportunity to organize the countries where the Empire needs to establish discipline.

That's what I thought, very briefly.

"Jereno announced a new national treasure?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Until I heard the report from the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

"And that national treasure is the Audit Minister's sword?"
"To be precise, it's a sword with the Audit Minister's signature and inscription."

For a moment, I felt dizzy.

It's not a sword the Minister used, nor one he owned, but simply a sword with his signature. The fact that it became one of the Jereno Kingdom's national treasures—what kind of situation is this?

'Why would they take a foreign noble's signature...'

It's absurd, but I tried hard to understand.

First, the Minister is a blessed one. Not a blessed one who was beatified after death, but a living blessed one who received divine blessing during his wedding. Moreover, it's confirmed that he will be canonized as a saint after his death.

Additionally, the Minister is a warrior called the best not just in the Empire but across the continent, surpassing the Empire's First Sword. As someone who carries both religious authority and the respect of warriors, from Jereno's perspective, he might be seen not simply as a foreign noble but as a continental great figure.

Of course, that conclusion only comes if you try your hardest to understand. Thinking normally, it's impossible to comprehend.

'Seriously.'

I sighed while holding my forehead.

In fact, it's not just Jereno but the Minister who is more bizarre. What on earth did he do in Jereno for a sword with his signature to end up in the hands of the Jereno royal family? Did he forget to bring money and compensated with his signature? Take this instead of money?

No, that's impossible. What noble in this world would use such a thing instead of money?

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Did the Jereno Kingdom make any separate contact with the Minister?"
"The Jereno administration maintained silence for the journey of the Audit Minister and the Countess. The only administrative action taken was to maintain security at the travel destination before the Minister entered the country."

This information is even more incomprehensible. The Jereno administration didn't make contact first, so how on earth did the Minister's sword...?

'The administration?'

Something seems off. Does this mean that some entity other than the administration made contact?

"Check on the Jereno nobility as well. It seems there might be someone operating outside the administration's control."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I will report as soon as I confirm."

With those words, the Minister of Foreign Affairs withdrew.

Judging by his rather quick steps, it seems the Foreign Minister also considered the possibility of local nobles running wild.

The next evening, the Minister of Foreign Affairs returned with two pieces of news.

"The person who contacted the Audit Minister was Princess Alice Newdoir, the first princess of Jereno."
"So not part of the administration."
"Also, a few hours ago, there was a request from the Armein Kingdom. They asked if they could also have a sword with the Audit Minister's signature..."
"This is maddening."

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly at the dizzying news.

It truly is maddening.

# Emperor's Summons

The Emperor's summons arrived, no longer surprising to me.

Had I received this call while relaxing comfortably, I would have cursed endlessly, but this time I headed straight to the Imperial Palace without complaint since I could immediately guess the reason.

'I've been found out.'

It seems the Emperor has learned about my contact with Princess Alice.

The Empire's eyes and ears are spread throughout the continent. Though the intelligence network was shaken during the Khagan's rampage and the imperial succession disputes, after years of restoration and the launch of the Intelligence Department, the Empire's continental intelligence network has been reasonably rebuilt. Enough to quickly gather information from neighboring Jereno.

Besides, neither the princess nor I met in secret. Rather, if the Emperor hadn't known about this, I would have questioned the Intelligence Department's competence.

'Would he believe me if I said she approached me first because she's my fan?'

So I walked with a somewhat light heart but complicated thoughts. Even I realize how strange it sounds to say, "The princess is my fan and stalked me, haha," as my reason for contacting a foreign princess.

But what can I do? That's the truth. A noble can't lie before the Emperor.

"The Kingdom of Jereno has designated a sword with the Minister's signature as a national treasure."
"What?"

That's what I thought until a few minutes ago.

"And Armein has also requested a sword with the Minister's signature."
"...What?"

Until the Emperor's words left me dumbfounded.

'What's going on?'

I'm confused. By common sense, I can't understand how a sword with my signature could become another country's national treasure, or why another nation would covet it. Logically, the Emperor must be making a bad joke, but—

'This bastard is serious.'

Judging by his expression, mixing a dry laugh with mockery, this is no joke.

Unfortunately, it's real. The Emperor isn't making a tasteless, senseless joke—he's simply stating facts.

"But why would they make it a national treasure..."
"Isn't the Minister the continent's greatest swordsman who can even cut the sky? And being the Dawn Order's blessed one as well, it's more than qualified to be a national treasure."

I couldn't deny his words.

The Emperor is right. Honestly, if you search through continental history, you'll find quite a few warriors stronger than me, but I'm the only one who knows how to cut the sky. More precisely, with the Khagan—the originator of sky-cutting—and all who learned its lesser version having died in the North, I'm the only known sky-cutting practitioner on the continent.

In such circumstances, with religious authority as a blessed one in life and a saint after death added on top, receiving special treatment from foreign countries is natural. I just never expected that treatment would extend to national treasure designation.

'And what about Armein?'

Moreover, Armein is making the insane request to have another country's national treasure for themselves. Even though signing something is easy, it's still another country's national treasure. What kind of request is that?

No, obviously they're not asking to take the sword from Jereno, but to make a new one. Still, creating something identical to another country's national treasure feels wrong.

'...Lyutis, I bet.'

Instinctively, the red-haired third prince came to mind.

He's the only one who would make such an insane request.

***

Several months have passed since I married Via.

Though it's been only a few months, I've enjoyed countless moments of happiness: taking leave to rest at the mansion, spending peaceful days with my lovely wife, laughing and playing with my future wife who will marry in a few months, and feeling excited about my child who will be born around winter.


This is why people get married, I thought. Though Via and I were practically married already, as soon as we became an official couple, all kinds of happiness came flooding in. I'm glad to be able to experience this happiness, even if it's only now.

So apart from occasionally welcoming my parents and in-laws, I spent each day peacefully, and then—

"Didn't you say you were in contact with Lyutis?"

An unexpected visitor suddenly appeared.

"Lyutis?"

I blinked blankly at my brother's surprise visit and direct question.

My brother had drastically reduced contact with me, saying only fellow newlyweds could understand the joy of being newlyweds, and at most would contact me through communication orbs if he really needed something. I never expected him to visit like this after keeping such distance.

"Well... I am."

Still, if my brother, who just returned from his honeymoon, came to visit in person, there must be a good reason. Instead of asking what was going on, I simply nodded.

And he's asking about Lyutis, no less. Something unimaginably serious must have happened.

"Try contacting him. I need to check something."
"...Me?"
"Should I do it instead?"

At those words, I thought for a moment and then shook my head bitterly.

While Lyutis and I are friends, my brother and Lyutis became a foreign nobleman and a foreign prince after graduation. Of course, they could forcibly mention their "school days connection," but people wouldn't simply view my brother and Lyutis's relationship as just that of a club advisor and student.

If word got out that my brother contacted Lyutis, the social circles of both countries would gossip, the continent would be in an uproar, the aftermath would reach the Imperial Council, and it would affect me as Lyutis's friend. Just imagining it is horrifying.

"So, what do you want to confirm?"
"How involved he is in this national treasure incident."
"National treasure?"

My brow furrowed at the unexpected term.

What connection does Lyutis have with national treasures? Did he break or give away an Armein national treasure? Come to think of it, I did hear he sent an unusual gift at Ainter's wedding.

"Ah, you haven't heard yet."

But as soon as I heard my brother's explanation, I couldn't help but laugh.

What are the odds of my brother meeting a foreign princess during his honeymoon in a foreign country? What are the odds of that princess being my brother's follower? What are the odds of a sword he gave as a gift becoming a national treasure of Jereno? And what are the odds of Armein getting involved on top of all that?

'It's Lyutis.'

And I instinctively realized. Armein's involvement in this situation must be Lyutis's doing.

If not for Lyutis, this bizarre situation couldn't be explained.

- National treasure? Was there such a thing?
"Huh?"
- I've been busy training lately. I don't know much about kingdom affairs.

Both my brother and I were left speechless by Lyutis's response.

We naturally assumed Lyutis was behind this. Only Lyutis could possess the audacity and shamelessness to demand that another country give them something that had been designated as a national treasure. No, no one but Lyutis should have such qualities. If others had them too, it would mean there are multiple Lyutis-like people on this continent.

'Multiple Lyutis.'

My head spun just from briefly imagining it.

One Lyutis... Two Lyutis... Three Lyutis... One disaster... Two disasters... Three disasters...

'Terrifying.'


And what's even more terrifying is that there's another mastermind behind the national treasure incident. It's been revealed that there might not be three Lyutis, but at least two.

- Ah, come to think of it.

While my hand holding the communication orb trembled, Lyutis opened his mouth as if remembering something.

I felt a glimmer of hope. Yes, just say you were actually behind it but forgot for a moment. Or say you once casually mentioned, "I'd like to have such a sword too."

If he said that even now, we could laugh it off. Lyutis causing trouble is everyday life, but multiple Lyutis is simply unbearable.

- I did hear there was a Sword Tomb council recently, centered around my uncle.
"What's that—"
"Did you say Sword Tomb?"

My brother, who had been outside the orb's view, suddenly interjected.

- Oh? The brothers are together! It's been a while!
"Yes, Your Highness. It's been a while."
- Haha! It feels strange to receive such formality from my former instructor! Please speak comfortably!

At that, my brother's lips twitched momentarily.

Seeing that, I quietly slipped out of the orb's view. My brother's expression was concerning enough that it seemed best to just quietly observe.

"If good news comes to Your Highness, then I will congratulate you as a club advisor to his student."
- Then I have no choice. I look forward to that day.
"But Your Highness, you just mentioned a Sword Tomb council..."
- That's right. I heard my uncle convened a Sword Tomb council, but I don't know the details! Are you curious?
"No, it's fine."

Though he was forcing a smile, my brother's fist had already begun to tremble.

I didn't see anything. Actually, I've been going blind since yesterday.

***

After exchanging pleasantries with Lyutis and ending the communication, I collapsed into a chair.

I had enlisted Erich to avoid direct conversation. I had intended to just observe from the side to prevent rumors about contact between an Imperial Minister and an Armein prince.

But that resolve crumbled instantly. All because of one phrase: Sword Tomb council.

'Damn it.'

Sword Tomb council. Literally, a council held at the tomb of swords.

Deep within the Armein royal palace, there's an open space where the swords of the first Armein king and founding contributors, as well as swords used by successive Armein kings and famous generals, are embedded. That place is commonly known as the Sword Tomb—practically the pride and symbol of Armein, the kingdom of knights.

And meetings held there are attended by Armein's Grand Marshal, high-ranking military commanders, key knight order executives, and retired military elders. The Sword Tomb council is when Armein's military power temporarily concentrates in one place.

'So that's why.'

Judging by the circumstances, it seems the national treasure matter was discussed at the Sword Tomb council. Looking at when the incident occurred, there's no other explanation.

'What should I do?'

My head throbbed. In Armein, the status of the Sword Tomb council is comparable to a conclave or council. Even the Armein king cannot reject a Sword Tomb council decision, though he may postpone it, and even the most powerful nobles would immediately fall from power if they went against a council result.

And they held such a meeting... just for a sword? The result of Armein's version of a council was to request a sword from the Empire?

'Are they insane?'

It's no wonder a madman like Lyutis came from Armein. He emerged because the environment was conducive to producing such people.

Of course, Lyutis is probably exceptional even within Armein, but the madness of Armein warriors seems to be on an incomparable level compared to other countries. That place is a nation with a high average from birth...

As soon as I learned that Armein's request wasn't just the misconduct of a single prince but the result of a Sword Council meeting, I went to the storage room in the mansion.

'This should do.'

I searched through the swords I had stored away and found one that was reasonably elegant and reasonably sturdy.

If this had been Lyutis's impulsive action, we could have hoped for the Armein king to mediate. But if it's the result of a Sword Council meeting, even the Armein king couldn't stop it. Armein reveres the Sword Council above all else. The results of a Sword Council meeting are essentially Armein's highest priority national policy.

So for the sake of friendly relations between the Empire and Armein, and for the mental health of the Emperor and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, it's best to just give them what they want. Refusing would only lead to endless pestering.

'These lunatics.'

I sighed while examining the quality of the sword.

They're insane. Completely insane. For high-ranking military officials and elders of Armein to all gather just for a single sword? How does that make any sense?

Of course, if I tried hard to understand, they might have concluded: "If a country that survives on trade has such treasures, shouldn't we, who call ourselves the Kingdom of Knights, have one too for the sake of our dignity?" After all, Armein proudly calls itself the Kingdom of Knights. Such a nation might covet the sword of a warrior who cut the sky.

Still, making an official diplomatic request for it is difficult to comprehend. I thought Villar represented the Armein average and Lyutis was the outlier, but it seems the Armein average is closer to Lyutis than Villar...

'What a dreadful country.'

Suddenly, patriotism welled up inside me. Though I internally curse the Empire as a black country, the Empire is still among the upper tier of nations on the continent. No doubt about it.

'...Is it really okay to just give this away?'

As I was about to leave the storage room with the sword, a small sense of unease crept in.

For the sake of friendly relations, giving them what they want would be easier. But creating a precedent of yielding whenever Armein throws a tantrum seems problematic, doesn't it? If Armein continues to abuse the Sword Council meetings, and other countries are inspired by this, the Empire could become a giant ATM. Like "Hit here for money" treatment.

That won't do. No matter how easy something is to make, giving it away easily is diplomatically unwise.

'But refusing isn't great either.'

I pondered for a moment, stroking my chin.

Giving it away readily would make the Empire look like a pushover, which should be avoided. Outright refusing the gift would trigger Armein's rampage, which should also be avoided. So in a situation where we must give Armein a gift, we need to make it seem like the Empire is being generous...

"When Your Highness has good news, I will congratulate you as a club advisor to a student."

'Ah.'

I recalled what I had said to Lyutis earlier out of courtesy.

There was a decent justification.

This time, I approached the Emperor first.

"A Sword Council meeting was held?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. According to Prince Lyutis, it's not a lie."

At my confirmation, the Emperor let out a wry laugh and held his forehead.

Yes, this is a normal person's reaction. Erich just blinked, not knowing what a Sword Council meeting was, but those who understand its weight, like the Emperor and myself, can't help but lose their minds.

"The most recent Sword Council meeting was 25 years ago."
"Yes. That's what I remember as well."
"The topic discussed at that Sword Council meeting was a major reorganization of positions within the Armein central army."
"That's correct, Your Majesty."

As the Emperor said, the Sword Council meeting 25 years ago decided on a major military purge.

The reason was thanks to my first father-in-law's spicy punch about 30 years ago. Armein, having tasted that spiciness, felt doubts about their system and carried out a major purge to eliminate radicals within the military and strengthen the central army. Count Nerkaf, the current Grand Marshal of Armein, rose to become the undisputed number one in the Armein military after successfully completing the purge.


And now, 25 years later, the Sword Council has come to this. I wonder if the Armein king is also chuckling right now?

Perhaps the king is just as obsessed and eagerly waiting for the sword, but I hope that's not the case.

"If it's a Sword Council meeting, we'll have to give it to them."

After his wry laugh, the Emperor muttered as if annoyed.

It seems he's having the same concerns I had in the storage room. We have to give it, but giving it readily would be troublesome, and not giving it would offend Armein.

"Your Majesty, if we're going to give a gift anyway, why not time it with a celebration?"
"Celebration?"

At my words, the Emperor, who had been slouching in his chair, adjusted his posture.

"Yes. Since my connection with Prince Lyutis is not insignificant, if Prince Lyutis were to get married, it would be good to send a gift to commemorate it. Then it would be my personal gift, not a gift from the Empire."
"A gift personally sent by the Minister."

The Emperor's expression brightened somewhat, as if the idea appealed to him.

If it's sent in my name, there's the justification of congratulating an acquaintance's celebration, and it's not the Empire officially responding to Armein's demands. By taking this indirect approach, we can avoid the Empire becoming an ATM.

Besides, the sword that the Kingdom of Zereno has was also a gift from me, not from the Empire. It would be strange if one was given by the Empire and the other by me.

"But when do you expect him to get married?"
"That's for Armein to decide. If they want it quickly, they'll proceed quickly; if they're patient, they'll take their time."

The Emperor chuckled. It was a statement about passing the burden of choice from the Empire to Armein.

"It sounds good, but it's difficult to say officially. Have Baron Hadinerre convey it."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I will do so."

It would indeed be awkward to officially say, "We'll send a gift when your prince gets married." It's better to convey it unofficially through Erich.

'Well done, my brother.'

I couldn't help but smile. A brother who can directly contact royalty and be diplomatically useful—what could be more excellent?

He attends the Imperial Assembly in my place and handles diplomatic activities that would be awkward to do officially. Giving Erich the title of Marquis of the Kingdom of Leon was indeed the right choice. Such a versatile and capable nobleman deserves at least a marquisate.

"By the way, Minister?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"When sending a gift to Armein, make sure it's a different type from what we gave to Zereno. If they're the same, Zereno might feel slighted."
"I will keep that in mind."

I nodded readily, as it made sense. Even within the category of swords, there are dozens or hundreds of types. If we're giving a gift, it's better to give something new.

I gave Princess Alice an ordinary one-handed sword, so I should throw a greatsword to Lyutis.

***

Erich said something unusual.

- Your brother says he'll send you a sword as a gift when you get married.
"That's delightful news just to hear! He's giving a national treasure-level item as a gift!"

A sword bearing the signature of the continent's greatest swordsman as a gift. As a warrior, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't thrilled.

Moreover, it means giving the sword that our country had been aiming for, even holding a Sword Council meeting, without any cost. Although there's a small condition of marriage attached, it's merely a formality to provide a reason for celebration. It's essentially a condition that can be disregarded.

So I conveyed this joyous news to His Majesty my father and my uncle, and...


"I shouldn't have said anything."

Since then, subtle pressure began to mount.

"You're already twenty-two, aren't you? Two of your school friends have already married, shouldn't you be heading that way too?"

His Majesty my father, whose demands for marriage have intensified more than before.

"Your Highness. While enjoying freedom alone is important, building a family is also one of a man's joys. There are things you can see and feel only as the head of a household."

My uncle, who had previously said that marriage should be left to the individual's choice, has completely changed his stance.

"I will respect Your Highness's choice."

Even Lord Villar, who spoke with a haggard complexion, seemingly exhausted from recent work.

Recalling what had happened over the past few days, I couldn't help but smile bitterly. Thanks to the enormous hostage taken in my marriage, everyone now wants me to get married.

'I can't withstand this.'

No matter that I'm a prince, I can't withstand this all-directional pressure. Even His Majesty my father can't go against the results of a Sword Council meeting, so how could I, the third prince, have the ability to resist?

But marriage isn't something you can do just because you want to. You need to meet someone compatible, prepare a suitable wedding venue, and coordinate a time convenient for guests. Even if I started preparing now, it probably wouldn't be possible until next year.

Of course, if I mentioned next year in the current situation, I'd probably be imprisoned in the palace dungeon.

'...If I were to get married...'

Scratching the back of my neck, I looked at Lady Perosa in the corner of the training ground.

If I had to choose the woman I'm closest to and most compatible with, it would be Lady Perosa. She's the first person I've shown such great interest in since Luise.

'Hmm.'

A woman with a personality subtly similar to mine, similar tastes, and a similar passion for swords.

The daughter of Lord Villar, who rose to become the deputy commander of the Royal Knights, and a member of the prestigious martial family, the Ganelly family.

'There's no one quite like Lady Perosa.'

Suddenly, I recalled what Lord Villar had said. Did he say he would respect my choice?

'Lord Villar must have been under pressure too.'

Come to think of it, since graduating from the Academy, I've often been around Lady Perosa under the pretext of sparring. Everyone must know that I have an affinity for Lady Perosa.

Because of this, Lady Perosa's father, Lord Villar, must have been under all sorts of pressure. To quickly persuade me to lead to marriage, to give a little push since it seems like we'll get married anyway.

'I'm sorry, my lord.'

Though it wasn't intentional, I've done something terrible to you.

***

News came that Lyutis would likely marry next summer.

The engagement is planned for a few weeks from now, and they asked if we could send the sword then, since we're going to send it anyway.

'What is this.'

Creating marriage news out of nowhere just for a sword. It's truly remarkable.

"I ended up with a strange nickname because of the small ball that Armein shot up.

"Welcome, Minister of Matchmaking."

I closed my eyes dejectedly at the Emperor's words as he drank his vodka.

A miraculous situation where a prince's wedding date was set because of a single sword. And I, the protagonist and starting point of this situation, was given the bizarre title of "Minister of Matchmaking." First Minister of Audit, now Minister of Matchmaking—has anyone in imperial history ever held two ministerial positions?

'Damn it.'

It's lamentable. It's hard enough that the title of minister already looks so worthless.

"How could someone as inadequate as myself have arranged a royal marriage? The Robens royal family must have already had a celebration planned."
"If that's what the Minister wants to believe, then so be it."

I refuted with a feeling of spitting blood, but the Emperor just chuckled. As if to say no matter how much I deny it, the truth won't change.

Damn bastard. Isn't there something like Minister of Treason instead of Minister of Matchmaking? I just want to plant one fist in his solar plexus.

"Come to think of it, you were also the one who matched Ainter with the Marquis's daughter. I doubt even the Goddess of Love who supposedly existed on the continent in the past could have made her presence felt more than you, Minister."
"You... flatter me."

I sat down slowly, feeling dizzy from this provocative remark.

Frustratingly, I couldn't think of any rebuttal. It was true that I was the one who first connected Ainter and Shati. I had suddenly become a crazy matchmaker who was involved in the marriages of not only my country's royalty but also foreign royalty.

"Here, take this. It's been chilled, so it should be drinkable."
"I'll drink it with gratitude."

As I accepted the bottle of vodka the Emperor handed me, I organized my thoughts.

Lyutis's wedding is scheduled for next summer. Erich and Ainter got married this year, and Laterre is also planning to get married within the year, and Tanian... let's skip him for now. I don't know what that guy is up to since he only recently returned to the country after completing his pilgrimage.

Anyway, the five idiotic brothers who turned my stomach as founding members of the pastry club have started finding their partners one by one. If I told this amazing fact to myself from the '77 season, what would my reaction be?

'I'd probably curse and tell myself to stop talking nonsense.'

That's how surprisingly terrible the club members were a few years ago. To think that those members would grow up to become heads of their own households. This torture is incomparably joyful...

It would have been nice to feel this joy earlier, but even I think that's asking too much. Let's just be grateful that past acquaintances have become decent human beings.

"By the way, Your Majesty."
"What is it, Minister?"
"I heard you promised the Empress that you would only drink one bottle of vodka every five days, but didn't you drink yesterday as well?"

The Emperor's hand froze at my words.

"...How do you know that?"
"One of my wives is a close friend of Her Majesty the Empress."

Faced with this undeniably reliable source of information, the Emperor sighed. Judging by his reaction, Eri wasn't joking—it was true.

'You should have drunk in moderation.'

I clicked my tongue inwardly as I opened the vodka cap.

A few days ago, when Eri went to the Empress's palace with Ferents, she was able to hear various imperial stories, including the incident of the Empress imposing drinking restrictions. How much must he have drunk regularly for the Empress to issue such restrictions?

Of course, among my blood relatives, there are alcoholics who could drink several bottles of vodka a day. So I didn't care much whether the Emperor drank vodka or not and had forgotten about it, but seeing the Emperor gulping down vodka suddenly reminded me.

"Although Your Majesty possesses a robust physique, frequent consumption of strong liquor may cause fatigue. I believe the Empress was concerned about that."

Though I phrased it diplomatically, it was essentially a threat: "If you ignore the Empress's words and drink yourself to death, can you handle the consequences?"

In truth, the possibility of the Emperor dropping dead no matter how much he drinks is extremely low. Just as the Wise Duke can immediately expel alcohol from his body, imperial magicians can, with effort, somehow remove the alcohol accumulated in the Emperor's body. There's no concern about the Emperor's liver hardening due to vodka.

But a body that requires constant magical management and a naturally healthy body are worlds apart. As the Empress, it's only natural for her to be concerned about the Emperor.


"Also, for the sake of the third royal child who will be born next year—"
"I understand, I understand. The Minister speaks exactly like the Empress."

Only after I mentioned the third child in the Empress's womb did the Emperor put aside the vodka.

Indeed, mentioning a wife and child is the most effective approach for a head of household. The Emperor even gave up his only hobby, vodka.

"Who would have thought that even the Minister of Audit would become an eye watching over me? Having the Minister as an enemy is terribly unfortunate."
"An enemy? Please call it loyal advice rather than surveillance, Your Majesty."
"Advice that would break my heart if I heard it twice."

With those words, the Emperor smiled bitterly, got up from his seat, and began rummaging through his desk drawer.

"Well, I can't help it. I'll have to make do with this today."

Then he pulled out a bottle of champagne.

It was strange to see him replace alcohol with more alcohol, but what the Empress had restricted to once every five days was vodka. Champagne was outside the restrictions.

It might seem like a loophole, but that's how contracts work.

After leaving the Sun Palace, instead of returning directly to my mansion, I visited the Empress's palace.

"His Majesty is showing restraint?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. Although he showed signs of struggling with his desires, he immediately gave them up when I mentioned the third royal child."

I immediately reported to the Empress what had happened today.

The heartwarming story of how the Emperor had taken a few sips of vodka ignoring the restrictions, but gave up when I mentioned the child in her womb.

"Vodka is the only drink His Majesty truly enjoys. If he's willing to give it up, it seems His Majesty has firmly made up his mind."

The Empress opened her mouth with satisfaction at my report.

The Emperor's disregard for the restrictions is an undeniable negative factor. It wasn't even a complete ban, just a limit of one bottle every five days, and he couldn't even follow that. The Empress would be justified in being angry.

But an alcoholic who couldn't even wait five days gave up immediately at the mention of his child? This is a clear positive factor. It's a performance that can turn even the negative into a positive—creating the impression that "this alcohol addict made a big decision for the sake of his child."

"It seems His Majesty has become an excellent head of household who prioritizes his children over personal desires."

So at this moment, I mind-controlled myself into thinking I was a eunuch. I poured all sorts of sweet words to the Empress, dignity be damned.

Initially, I had planned to report to the Empress, "The Emperor secretly drank a lot of vodka!" However, sowing discord between the Emperor and Empress is not a subject's duty. As an imperial subject and Imperial Count protecting the Livnoman Imperial Family, it is proper to help foster love between the Emperor and Empress.

"In my personal opinion, the prosperity of Livnoman will lead to His Majesty's robust health."
"My goodness."

The Empress covered her mouth with her hand in surprise at my words.

But the corners of her eyes curved gently. As if she immediately understood what I meant.

'Let's see how you handle this relay.'

The Emperor is staying away from vodka because the third child is in the Empress's womb. Then, as the fourth and fifth children come along, the period of abstinence will be extended.

"I doubt even the Goddess of Love who supposedly existed on the continent in the past could have made her presence felt more than you, Minister."

The Emperor's words came to mind, and the corners of my mouth lifted involuntarily.

This is the mischief displayed by the God of Love... no, by someone with an even stronger presence than the God of Love. Since you attacked first, I trust you won't hold a grudge.

That's what happens when you run your mouth recklessly. You're asking for trouble.

***

I know it's arrogant to think this way, but it felt like all of Armein was revolving around me.


No, it wasn't just a feeling—it was actually happening. For the past few weeks, the center of our country wasn't His Majesty the King, but me. Not the Crown Prince, but a mere third prince, Lyutis Robens.

'What a world.'

I couldn't help but laugh at this phenomenon that could never occur under normal circumstances.

A mere prince becoming the center of the kingdom? A mere third prince's marriage receiving attention from all royalty, nobility, and knights?

"This is causing a lot of trouble for Lady Perosa too, because of me. I'm sorry, my lady."

I apologized to Lady Perosa with an awkward smile.

If I alone were at the center, I could laugh it off, but even Lady Perosa, a mere noblewoman and knight, was receiving excessive attention. It's certainly not a pleasant situation.

"It-It's fine, Your Highness. As a knight, it's natural to receive everyone's expectations."

However, Lady Perosa showed dignity even in this adversity. Or more accurately, she showed effort to maintain dignity.

"My lady."
"Yes, Your Highness. Please speak."

Seeing Lady Perosa like this, I slightly opened my mouth,

"Perosa."
"Yes, y-yes?"

I dropped the formal title.

In my life so far, I've only built close relationships with two women. With one of them, Luise, I became friends transcending borders and status, so I could become such friends with Perosa too.

However, with Perosa, I formed a relationship deeper and thicker than friendship. A relationship closer, more intimate, and more familiar than friendship.

To the point where Perosa immediately came to mind when the word marriage approached.

"It was a sudden decision, but I promise there will be nothing to regret."

So I made a slightly late pledge to Perosa.

Our beginning was pressured and scrutinized. I don't intend to deny that.

But just because the beginning is unusual doesn't mean the process and ending have to be unusual too. That's what I pledged. Because that's the minimum courtesy and duty toward Perosa, who will become my companion.

"I-I too!"

At my pledge, Perosa also stammered.

"I will also strive to become someone who won't bring shame to Your Highness!"
"That's a strange thing to say. You're already someone who brings no shame, so how much more effort do you need to make?"

Perosa's mouth closed again.

It seems it will take quite some time for Perosa to get used to such conversations.

A greatsword arrived in the name of the torture teacher.

[Wearing the sword for propriety, drawing it for righteousness, and wielding it to engrave loyalty. Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen.]

And not just with ordinary well-wishes, but with a serious inscription.

'Well, well.'

The torture teacher sent an incredible gift beyond my expectations.

The affection built over three years is truly formidable.

# A Great Sword to Celebrate Lyutis and Perosa's Engagement

I thought about simply writing a conventional blessing like "Stay healthy and happy," but I'd already given that kind of signature to Alice. If I was going to give a gift, it should be something unique that would satisfy the recipient and maximize their gratitude. Nothing is more pathetic and sad than giving a gift only to have it criticized afterward.

So I wrote a somewhat impressive-sounding phrase. Something about propriety, righteousness, and loyalty. To be honest, I didn't write it with complete sincerity—it was more like "take this and leave me alone."

And well, propriety, righteousness, and loyalty are necessary qualities for humans. I also included my hope that Lyutis would become a better person after receiving my gift.

"About that sword the Minister sent. They immediately designated it as a national treasure and placed it in their sword shrine."
"What?"

It seems my message had a better effect than I expected.

"They highly praised how you precisely captured the values a knight should pursue in such a brief message. Even the King of Armein personally expressed his gratitude, so the other nobles must have had similar reactions."

My mind went blank at this unexpected outcome.

The swiftness with which they received it and designated it as a national treasure. The boldness to place a foreign noble's sword among their national heroes' weapons. This wasn't the kind of initiative you'd expect from the continent's second-largest nation.

'What's going on?'

I'm confused. I wrote that message without much thought, and it actually worked?

I felt somewhat resentful that my casually composed message received such high praise. After all, the names I poured my soul into creating were consistently criticized.

Luise's first nickname, "Lu," was met with "Is it Lu because she cooks?" And Beatitudo, which almost became Titi's name, was completely ignored even by my wives. That's how terrible my naming skills are.

'Why do I win when it doesn't matter?'

It's infuriating to win a battle I carelessly threw away, rather than winning when it actually matters.

"Even I thought your message was enough to touch the hearts of knights. As expected from the continent's greatest swordsman—you truly understand the hearts of fellow warriors."
"Your words honor me greatly."
"When you get the chance, please share some inspiring words with the Empire's knights. If you only give such phrases to other countries, our knights might feel neglected."

I bowed my head silently at the Emperor's finishing blow.

I doubt I'll be this lucky next time.

'Why this, of all things?'

It's still frustrating when I think about it. The fact that I get good results only when I don't try hard. Am I some kind of monk or sage in training?

If this is enlightenment, then so be it, but I'm not particularly happy about it.

"Hmm."
"...What is it, Your Majesty?"
"You've always had decent eloquence even before you started school, but it seems to have improved since becoming an honorary teacher. Is this the dignity that comes with the title?"

I trembled with anger under the table at the Emperor's words.

If this bastard were a noble of equal rank to me, I would have beaten him dozens of times a day.

I visited Atelius after a long time.

Recently, the Imperial Princess had been focusing her attention on her younger brother, the newborn Prince, and coincidentally, Atelius had entered a sleep state saying he needed some rest, so I hadn't seen him for several months.

If either of these circumstances had been different, the Imperial Princess would have thrown a tantrum about wanting to see "Dragon Uncle," and Atelius would have been lonely in his empty cave. Fortunately, the timing worked out perfectly.

"Uncle! Long time! You good?!"
"Yes. You seem to be doing well too."

And so, from the Imperial Princess's perspective, it was a reunion after a long time—while from Atelius's perspective, he had just woken up.

Playing with an energetic child right after waking up would be harsh for most, but Atelius is among the highest tier of dragons. He's capable enough to handle a child's energy level.

"You came alone today?"

"Daddy is playing with my brother at home!"
"Is that so?"
"Yes!"

At the cheerful response, Atelius's lips curled up slightly, and he extended his hand toward the Imperial Princess.

"Climb on. Since you came after so long, I'll give you a longer ride."
"Wow!"

At Atelius's invitation, the Imperial Princess scampered over and climbed onto his hand.

Usually, my children would be on his hand too, making it crowded. Not that Atelius's hand is small enough to be cramped with a few children on it, but now she had the space all to herself. That joy must be indescribable.

"So wide! I love it!"
"But isn't it lonely by yourself? Next time, bring your siblings."
"Yes! I'll bring Carolus too!"
"Carolus?"

Atelius tilted his head curiously at the Imperial Princess's words.

Come to think of it, Atelius doesn't know about the Prince's birth yet. He fell asleep before hearing the news, and he's been playing with the Imperial Princess since waking up, so it's natural.

"Kal. Has a new descendant of the Great Emperor been born?"
"Yes, Elder. A prince was born right after you fell asleep."
"That's wonderful news. I regret not being able to congratulate him personally."

I couldn't help but smile.

Atelius, who once dreamed of eternal sleep, is now rejoicing at the birth of a new life. Anyone can see he's abandoned his attachment to eternal rest and is enjoying life.

Pairing Atelius with children was indeed a good choice. If he grew attached to wild rabbits, how much more would he care for children?

"I can't let such good news pass without acknowledgment."

With those words, Atelius plucked a scale from himself with his empty hand.

"Make clothes for the Prince with this."
"Ah, yes. Thank you."

An amazing sight—casually giving away dragon scales that every nation on the continent would covet, as if it were a baby outfit gift.

But the amount of scales and claws I've received from Atelius so far is not small. I've become so accustomed to it that I barely react when he plucks a scale on the spot to give away.

'I shouldn't get used to this...'

Nothing is more dangerous than accepting the abnormal as normal. From now on, I should refuse at least three times when Atelius offers a gift.

"Is this a present for Carolus? Thank you, Uncle!"

Atelius's smile grew wider at the Imperial Princess's innocent thanks.

This is bad. If I refuse three times, he looks ready to insist four times.

***

After the two visitors left, silence once again filled the cave.

In that silence, I turned my gaze to the nearby rabbits, and they perked up their ears and looked back at me.

Considering my size, they should be frightened, but these creatures don't avoid my gaze. They're so endearing that I want to pat their heads, but I refrain because I might accidentally kill such small beings with a single touch.

'Should I transform into human form?'

The thought crossed my mind briefly, but I quickly dismissed it.

Staying in human form is difficult. Wings and tail disappearing, field of vision narrowing, size drastically reducing—the entire body becomes completely distorted. It's not something I want to use unless absolutely necessary, nor something I want to maintain for long.


Thinking about it, the previous Lord was truly remarkable. How did he maintain human form for so long?

'The power of love?'

The previous Lord's companion was the Great Emperor. The previous Lord chose human form to communicate with the Great Emperor.

Indeed, I too would endure discomfort for someone I love. For beings like us who live eternally, love is an important emotion.

'...Though I probably couldn't use it now even if asked.'

In fact, I've forgotten how to transform into a human after not using it for so long. I could probably recall it if I tried, but I don't feel like making that effort.

Besides, the benefits of being large outweigh the problems. The small children who visit the cave love my enormous body. When I lift them high on my hand, they become overjoyed.

That's enough for me. If there are people who appreciate me as I am, it's right to maintain that form—

"Hmm?"

Sensing something off, I turned my head toward the southeast.

It was just for a moment, an extremely brief moment. It was so brief that I might not have noticed it if I had been occupied with something else.

But during that moment, I felt an unpleasant and sticky energy. It was a distinct energy that couldn't possibly be a mistake.

'This energy feels strangely familiar.'

How strange. If I had experienced such an energy even once, I couldn't possibly forget it. Yet I can't immediately recall it—am I getting old?

Still, I tried to remember. Southeast, unpleasantness, ugliness, stickiness... If I combined all these clues, something should come to mind.

'Southeast...'

I focused particularly on the direction. The place where I felt the energy was somewhere between the Empire and the Papal States...

'Ah.'

Adding the Papal States as a clue, I immediately remembered.

This alien and unpleasant energy. Something you could never forget once experienced, but something I had erased from my memory because I thought I would never feel it again.

'The Death King.'

A being that shook the continent about 800 years ago.

A bizarre monster who led beings that died but couldn't die, who refused death, and attacked the living.

One who accumulated evil deeds reaching to the heavens before being defeated and destroyed by a subjugation force led by the Saint of that era.

'I'm certain.'

It's definitely his energy. The southeast is also where he fell, so it must be the Death King.

...

'Why?'

A fundamental question arose. I don't know the details of the Death King's subjugation, but I heard the Saint of that era thoroughly crushed and annihilated him. How could such a being awaken again after 800 years?

It's truly bizarre. Various gods have been resurrected, and now even the Death King is reviving? The continent has been incredibly tumultuous lately.

'Should I tell him?'

I looked in the direction where Kal had disappeared, then shook my head.

There's no need to tell him. Dragons have decided not to interfere in continental affairs, in human affairs. Even if the Death King rises again, it's something humans must resolve. For dragons to directly intervene would break the promise between the previous Lord and the Great Emperor.

Besides, the Death King was already defeated once. I don't think he can defeat humans now.

# My head hurts.

I could acutely feel how difficult it is to support a person's weight with just one head, and how grateful one should be for standing on two feet.

"Tanian."
"Y-yes... Master."

I barely managed to open my mouth at the sound of my Master's voice right in front of me.

As the Chief Cardinal and Head of the Secretariat Ministry, my Master cannot waste even a single minute. Thanks to this, even sharing a meal with him is no easy feat, yet he personally made time to visit me.

"Why did you do it?"
"I'm sorry."

To reprimand my impulsive action. To scold me for my deep karmic debt.

"I cannot understand."

With a small sigh, my Master placed another water bottle on my back.

'That makes three.'

I clenched my teeth and tensed my entire body.

With only my head and feet touching the ground, and my hands tied behind my back making it difficult to maintain balance, a glass bottle was placed on me. If I wobble even slightly, the bottle my Master placed would shatter.

I must endure. If I drop it, an even worse punishment will greet me.

"When you were young, you certainly caused me plenty of grief, but I thought it was merely a child's tantrums. Moreover, as time passed, you grew into a disciple anyone would be proud of, so I thought I had raised at least one good disciple."
"Y-you flatter me, Master."
"Indeed. Seeing the mess you've made, it's quite the overstatement. Why couldn't you have caused trouble when you were younger? Then I would have educated you properly from the start."

I couldn't respond to my Master's words.

Even I thought that the trouble I caused this time deserved whatever scolding I received. It's almost miraculous that I'm only receiving such a minor punishment.

"Did everything seem trivial because you're the next Saint? Did you think that once you become an official Saint and receive treatment equal to the Pope, you could do whatever you wanted?"
"N-no, not at all!"
"Then that's fortunate. If your heart had been filled with arrogance, I would have recommended your excommunication to His Holiness."

His words were hard and cold, but I dared not resent my Master.

Such sharp criticism meant he was that disappointed in me. He was upset because he had expectations for me, and he still has expectations for me.

Truly, if my Master wanted to cast me aside, he wouldn't be doing this. He would have had a formal conversation with me not as master and disciple, but as the Head of the Secretariat Ministry and the next Saint, and immediately advocated for my excommunication to His Holiness.

"The Lord did not forbid love among the clergy."

When I remained silent, my Master continued in a somewhat softer voice.

"He permitted them to form families if they maintained their faith and did not forget their duties. Not a few Popes and Saints throughout history had families."

After saying this, my Master let out what must have been his umpteenth sigh.

"So if you had told us you had feelings for someone. If you had decided to marry, everyone would have celebrated..."
'Oh no.'

His briefly softened voice began to turn passionate again.

This is bad. Soon a thunderous voice will erupt that I'll need to cover my ears for, but if I lower my hands now, I might end up in a duel with my Master.

"The next Saint! Premarital pregnancy! And with a Cardinal, no less!"

For a moment, I felt as if blood was flowing from my ears.

Master. You've certainly aged since I was young, but you're still quite vigorous.

"You fool! What? You went on a pilgrimage to lessen the Pope's burden!? To divide the attention focused on the council results by traveling the continent!? The attention on the council was already diverted thanks to the Head of the Audit Ministry! The blessed one of the Order handled the oldest concerns and sins, quickly drawing attention! If that was the case, you should have just quietly returned after sightseeing the holy sites, not causing such a scandal in between!"
"I'm sorry..."

I repeatedly apologized while enduring my vigorous Master's great anger with my whole body.


My hearing will probably be quite poor for a while.

The resounding reprimand finally concluded after about two hours.

"Get up."
"Yes."

And after two hours of greeting the floor with my head, I could finally find freedom.

It was a time when I could feel the fragility of my head and the preciousness of bipedal walking. I should be careful not to let this happen again.

"...What's done cannot be undone. His Holiness also said that apart from the premarital pregnancy, it's purely a cause for celebration, so as your master, I'll stop scolding you here."
"I'm sorry for disappointing you."
"At least you know that."

I lowered my head slightly at the sight of my Master clicking his tongue.

Still, it's fortunate. Thanks to his storm of anger just now, his heart seems to have calmed down.

"So, when are you planning to get married?"
"Pardon?"
"What do you mean, 'pardon'? Did you think the union between the next Saint and a Cardinal would pass quietly? As I said before, the problem is that you moved too quickly, not that you shared love."

I felt touched by those words.

Indeed, no one thinks of me like my Master does. He became a new father to me after I lost my birth parents to heretics.

"If it's alright, perhaps around the middle of next year—"
"I've already set the date for the end of this year, so keep that in mind."
"Yes."

The only problem is that he's a somewhat autocratic and eccentric father.

'The end of this year.'

A smile formed on my face without me realizing it. If the wedding is held at the end of the year, there couldn't be a happier way to end the year.

Moreover, this year there were the weddings of Brother Erich and Brother Ainter, and Brother Laterre's wedding is also scheduled to take place this year. Of course, Brother Lyutis's wedding is next year, but the engagement was this year, so if I stretch it, I could say it's this year.

Additionally, the last member, Sister Sera, is also scheduled to marry in the summer. What a joyous occasion this is.

'Do people who fall in love with the same person also get married around the same time?'

It's truly a strange and subtle coincidence.

"Then I'll be going now. Keep the water bottles."
"Ah, yes."

While I was lost in idle thoughts, my Master prepared to leave, and I quickly gathered my wits.

A two-hour gap is critical for my Master, who boasts a workload second only to His Holiness. Since he wasted precious time because of this unworthy disciple, I should at least see him off properly.

Or so I thought.

"Hmm."
"Hm?"

Until suddenly both my and my Master's communication devices vibrated simultaneously.

At this unexpected signal, my Master's brow furrowed slightly. If only his device had rung, I would have thought it was an urgent contact from the Secretariat Ministry, but if the contact came to me, the next Saint as well, it must be a message sent to all high-ranking officials in the Order.

I'm uneasy. There are no particularly important schedules in the Order or the Papal States at this time. There shouldn't be any news that needs to be communicated to all high-ranking officials like this.

Therefore, with an unsettled feeling, I checked the communication device,

[Death energy detected from the northwest direction of the Papal States. The Faith Doctrine Ministry and the Order Records Ministry presume it to be the energy of the Death King who was subjugated 800 years ago.]

And I froze.

'The Death King?'


The Death King. A calamity of the continent that was subjugated about 800 years ago.

He was such a powerful being that a Saint of the Order personally stepped forward to subjugate him, and after the Death King's subjugation, the Saints of the Order did not intervene in human wars. Because unless there was a crisis on the level of the Death King, there was no need for a Saint to step forward.

And now the energy of such a being has been detected again. In this era, 800 years later?

'It can't be... a mistake.'

Unfortunately, there's no possibility of a mistake. This is the testimony of the Faith Doctrine Ministry, the successor to the Inquisition, and the Order Records Ministry, which records all the history of the Order. They must have already thoroughly investigated the data, and they sent this message because they were certain.

"Tanian."
"Yes, Master."
"...We may need to ring the bell again."

I nodded silently at my Master's words.

***

I doubted my ears for a moment.

"Your Majesty. I apologize, but I just came from hearing my youngest child's crying, so my ears are not yet in good condition."

Therefore, I asked the Emperor to repeat himself.

More precisely, I asked him to tell me that what I heard was wrong.

"Is that so? For once, I wish my ears weren't working well either."

But the Emperor betrayed my expectations.

"News has come from the Papal States that the Death King has awakened again. Whether it's the Death King who fell 800 years ago or a new one, I don't know."

My mind stopped thinking at the Emperor's words.

The Death King? The Death King suddenly in this era? That's a name you'd have to look at the earlier pages of a history book to find. Not even from the Kfelopen period, but from the early or middle Apels period, that monster emerged.

'What the hell.'

I was so dumbfounded that I couldn't even laugh.

Actually, if we're talking about strange things, the gods (or what used to be gods) from the Trika Empire period awakening again is more surprising than the Death King who was active during the Apels Empire period. The Death King was only 800 years ago, but those beings existed 2,000 years ago.

But at least those beings fell asleep and woke up again. They didn't die and resurrect.

'I heard the continent was in chaos.'

Cold sweat ran down my spine.

The Death King was a monster that even the Dawn Order, the mainstream religion of the continent, mobilized all its forces to subjugate. The Saint led the charge and beat the Death King, and they used large-scale purification holy magic on the Death King's stronghold to eradicate any trace. To prevent the Death King from resurrecting again. To prevent such a calamity from occurring again.

To that extent, the Death King left deep scars on the entire continent, including the Dawn Order. The rapid spread of cremation, the traditional funeral method of the Dawn Order, throughout the entire continent was also because of the Death King. Because that bastard raised every corpse there was.

...Wait a minute.

"Um, Your Majesty."
"Speak."
"From what I know, the place where the Death King fell was in the old Apels region, but where was the Death King's energy detected again?"

At that question, the Emperor silently looked into my eyes, and eventually let out a deep sigh.

"The southeastern part of the Empire."
"Fuck."

It was an instinctive curse, and I hurriedly covered my mouth with my hand.

The Emperor seemed surprised as he looked at me, but he wasn't particularly angry.

"The Minister has expressed my feelings for me."

He just let it pass with a hollow laugh.

First, we decided to strictly control the news of the Four Kings' resurrection.

What good would come from publicly announcing that a great evil who ruled the continent hundreds of years ago had suddenly returned? Such news would only cause panic among the people.

Of course, merely controlling information would be like throwing the citizens near the Four Kings as sacrifices. So while we didn't release the information, we ordered several legions to maintain alert status under the pretext of training. This way, as soon as the Four Kings stirred, we could at least manage minimal defense and evacuation operations.

"As you commanded, we've ordered some legions of the Southern Front Army to maintain alert status. If the Eastern Front Army were to move, neighboring countries would immediately react. If we want to handle this quietly, we must contain the Four Kings with the Southern Front Army."

"The Papal States have determined that the Four Kings' power is still weak. The evil energy felt in the southeastern part of the Empire is certainly that of the Four Kings, but even the Battle Priests with their impressive holy power can barely sense it when fully concentrating."

Besides the Emperor and myself, the Emperor's office also included the Victorious Duke, commander of the Imperial Army, and Cardinal Lisiuko, the highest-ranking priest of the Dawn Order in the Empire.

This gathering of only essential personnel for strict information control showed how seriously both the Empire and the Papal States were taking this matter.

'But why me?'

I lowered my gaze bitterly as I watched the three engaged in serious discussion.

The Emperor's presence was natural. Nothing happens in this Empire without the Emperor's permission.

The Victorious Duke's attendance was also expected. Except for certain forces like the 1st Imperial Guard Legion or the Imperial Knights, moving the Imperial Army requires going through the Victorious Duke.

Cardinal Lisiuko? As the highest-ranking priest in the Empire and someone with direct access to information from the Papal States, handling this situation without Cardinal Lisiuko would be unthinkable.

'But why me?'

But me? Why am I here when I'm officially on vacation and my job is auditing? Is it something like "The Four Kings are on Imperial land, so go audit them"?

I wanted to escape immediately, but the atmosphere was too serious to do so. It takes considerable courage to say "I'll be going now" in a meeting with an Imperial Duke and a Cardinal.

"If they're weak, then there's no better opportunity. If the Papal States have set a date for the expedition, the Empire will match it. When is it?"

"It's under discussion."

"Discussion?"

The Emperor's brow furrowed slightly at the Cardinal's response.

It was somewhat unexpected. The Papal States know the Four Kings' malevolence better than the Empire. After all, it was the Papal States, not Kfelopen, that fought against the Four Kings 800 years ago.

So it was difficult to understand why they were still discussing when they should be moving quickly to eliminate this great evil at its weakest. Especially since this information had been relayed to the Imperial Cardinal from the Papal States homeland, it wouldn't be a discussion that would end quickly.

"Yes, Your Majesty. The Papal States are considering the Five Tolls."

'Ah.'

With those words, I understood.

The Papal States were discussing because they highly valued the Four Kings' malevolence. To thoroughly defeat the reappeared Four Kings, they were mobilizing all their forces.

'With the Five Tolls, it can't be helped.'

In Enestiye, the heart of the Dawn Order, stands the St. Togra Cathedral, and at its highest point hangs an enormous bell. A massive bell made by melting down the small bell used by the first Pope and adding materials blessed by the cardinals.

And ringing this bell five times constitutes the Five Tolls.

"The Five Tolls would place a great burden on His Holiness the Pope. Will that be acceptable?"


"Isn't it for the safety of the continent, Your Majesty? His Holiness has prepared himself for all consequences."

Even the Emperor, who had momentarily frowned at the mention of the Five Tolls, showed surprise. That's how significant it is when the Papal States ring the bell.

'It's essentially a declaration of total war, so it can't be taken lightly.'

During the past Religious Wars, the Dawn Order, after defeating numerous heretical faiths, chose the path of mercy and peace rather than continued struggle. Having restored order through force, they decided to embrace governance through morality.

Therefore, the leadership of the Dawn Order at that time made five promises before the bell of St. Togra Cathedral:

"Thou shalt not deem the actions of others as inherently wrong."
"Thou shalt not unconditionally refute the words of others."
"Thou shalt consider if there might be reason for the evil deeds of others."
"Thou shalt show mercy and tolerance toward the wrongdoings of others."
"Thou shalt not carelessly display the blood of others before the sun."

These promises, named "Mellinos' Oath" after the saint of that era who made crucial contributions to winning the Religious Wars.

Thanks to Mellinos' Oath, the once militant Dawn Order gained a reputation for becoming peaceful and gentle. Of course, they showed no mercy to heretics who provoked them first, but they generally became a mild group that bestowed mercy and tolerance.

However, an oath made by humans, not by divine command, can be withdrawn by humans. Ringing the bell of St. Togra Cathedral was essentially a declaration of withdrawing that oath.

Ring the bell once to despise the actions of others.
Ring it twice to scorn the words of others.
Ring it three times to rage against the evil deeds of others.
Ring it four times to show no mercy for the wrongdoings of others.
Ring it five times to tear the bastard limb from limb and offer their blood and corpse before the sun.

It is a declaration of total war, pledging all the Order's resources until the death of an enemy they've designated as one that must be eliminated. That is the Five Tolls.

'A council followed by the Five Tolls.'

It's natural for the Emperor to worry about the Pope. When such major events occur consecutively during one Pope's reign, voices of fatigue will inevitably arise within the Order.

This would severely limit the Pope's future actions, or the Pope might even step down. Neither outcome is particularly positive.

"The discussion is merely to coordinate the timing of the bell ringing and the declaration. The decision to ring the bell itself is as good as confirmed."

"Is that so."

"Yes, Your Majesty. And as soon as the bell rings, Holy Knight Orders and Priest Orders across the continent will move in unison to eliminate the Four Kings."

At those words, the expressions of the Emperor and the Victorious Duke grew complicated.

While it was positive news that the Papal States were serious, it wasn't particularly welcome to have frenzied Holy Knights and Priests crossing the border en masse.

But what could be done? Interfering with the Order's total war would be like announcing, "Please beat me too." Besides, if the Papal States didn't intervene in eliminating the Four Kings, the Empire would have to do it alone.

"We are always grateful for the dedication and sacrifice of the Papal States. May Enen's blessing be with His Holiness's decision."

Perhaps for this reason, the Emperor quickly composed himself and offered ceremonial words of encouragement.

Four days later, the bell of St. Togra Cathedral rang five times.

The first time the bell had rung for military reasons since the Four Kings Subjugation War 800 years ago, and for political reasons since the excommunication of the entire Apels leadership 300 years ago.

"The Lord desires it! We shall offer the blood of evil before the Lord!"
"The peace achieved by our great ancestors! We must protect it!"

"Behead the evil one and scatter their limbs across the continent! There is no place where the sun does not shine on this continent, and none who can withstand the flames of the sun!"

Thanks to the bell that rang for the first time in hundreds of years, Dawn Order members across the continent awakened as blood-crazed fanatics.

I could see it immediately because there were quite a few Holy Knights and Battle Priests in the Capital. The sight of normally quiet people who even did volunteer work turning into maniacs overnight was beyond strange—it was marvelous. How could the world change so much just because a bell rang?

"Minister. There's a story that will make you laugh when you hear it. Would you like to hear it?"

"I'm all ears, Your Majesty."

"I have not yet been on the throne for even five years."

"......"

"Yet during my reign, I've experienced all sorts of troubles."

"......"

I couldn't bring myself to speak in response to such heartfelt lamentation.

"Minister."

"Yes... Your Majesty."

"Will there ever be another Emperor in Imperial history who suffers from all manner of chaos like me?"

"Since Your Majesty is resolving all manner of adversities and trials, future emperors who succeed your will shall enjoy a golden age of peace."

It was a fairly good way to frame it, but I couldn't deny that the Emperor was suffering like a dog.

No matter how much someone else's pain might seem lighter than my own, even I can see that having such events pile up on an Emperor who hasn't even reached five years on the throne is a brutal situation.

Hang in there, you poor bastard. They say iron becomes stronger when hammered. You too will become a strong Emperor after overcoming these trials—

"Ah. By the way, the Papal States asked if your participation would be possible. They said nothing would be more reassuring than having the Blessed One and the continent's greatest swordsman step forward."

'You son of a bitch.'

My lips twitched for a moment, but I managed to hold back.

It's an understandable inquiry. From the Papal States' perspective, they want to mobilize everything to erase the nightmare of the past, and the Emperor is merely relaying their request to me.

Besides, the Four Kings have awakened on Imperial territory. If the Papal States' subjugation force falls, the Empire will ultimately suffer.

"How could I withdraw from a holy war for the Empire and the continent? I will prove that even the Four Kings are nothing but vermin before the name of the Empire."

"Thank you, Minister. Thanks to you, I feel I can endure any adversity that comes my way."

I could only manage a bitter smile at the Emperor's words that weren't quite words of comfort.

Honestly, joining a military campaign during vacation is terrible, but if the subjugation of the Four Kings fails, my family could fall within their range of activity. We need to beat them with full force while they're at their weakest to avoid such a catastrophe.

'Damn bastard.'

When I meet this so-called Four Kings, I'll turn them into a corpse.

If I ask the Papal States' subjugation force for maximum buffs and deliver a Heaven Slash with those buffs, I should be able to destroy even the Four Kings.

# The Extraordinary News of a Vacationing Husband Joining the Four Kings Subjugation Force

The extraordinary news that a family man on vacation would be joining the Four Kings Subjugation Force.

It's news that no decent human being with even fragments of conscience remaining could proudly announce, but military service isn't something that can be kept secret. After all, being scolded for telling the truth and being resented for hiding it are completely different matters.

"The Four Kings... subjugation?"
"Yes..."

However, while it's better than being caught hiding it, telling the truth isn't the easy path either.

"W-why... is Kal..."

Mar, speaking with a trembling voice, abruptly closed her mouth.

Mar must understand intellectually. If the great evil known as the Four Kings has awakened again, all available forces must be mobilized to eliminate it. As a living blessed one and the continent's greatest swordsman, I cannot be absent from the Four Kings subjugation campaign.

And considering how the Four Kings once turned the continent upside down, they need to be dealt with early—for the children's sake too.

"...The Emperor and the Order already know that Kal will be participating, right?"

I nodded silently at those words.

The Order requested it first, and I accepted in front of the Emperor. Regrettably, my participation is confirmed. To the point where it's impossible to back out now.

"Then my insistence would be tarnishing Kal's honor and mocking His Majesty. It would also be endangering the continent because of my selfishness."

Her voice was so full of bitterness and sadness that I nearly burst into tears. That Four Kings bastard might not have done anything else, but he definitely killed our family's peace and happiness.

"It's not because of Kal's personal desires or the Empire's national interests. It's for the continent—the Order has rung the five bells... it's right to act now... I can't hold Kal back."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't say that. What wrong has Kal done?"

Seeing Mar with tears welling up in her eyes, I quietly embraced her.

Soon my chest began to feel damp. Only when my body shielded Mar's face could she release her emotions.

It was just like Mar to not even make a sniffling sound even in this situation.

"Kal. If you're going, then I—"
"No."

I immediately shook my head at Trixie's words.

Just because I'm joining the military doesn't mean Trixie should join too. Just as my wives worry about me, I as a husband want to protect my wives from danger.

"We don't know when or what the Four Kings might do. We need forces to protect the Capital in case of emergency."

However, it's not convincing for someone heading to the Four Kings' stronghold to say "it's dangerous, so no." That's why I rejected Trixie's accompaniment with strategic reasons rather than personal feelings.

Besides, Trixie needing to stay for the Capital's defense isn't just an excuse I made up—it's been the Empire's metropolitan defense strategy for decades. Even when the Khagan was causing all sorts of trouble from the North, Trixie never left the Capital. The Four Kings would be no exception.

"So please trust me and wait. Despite appearances, I am the continent's greatest swordsman—would I lose to a loser who died once 800 years ago? I heard the Dawn Order is sending their finest knights and priests in large numbers."
"I don't think you'll lose, but..."

Trixie looked at me with a complicated expression.

She's worried about letting me go alone, but forcing her way along would endanger the Capital's defense. As I just said, if the Four Kings exploit the weakened Capital defense, it would be catastrophic.

I question whether the newly revived Four Kings would have such outflanking capabilities, but frankly, who would have imagined someone dead for 800 years would reappear? It's right to move assuming all worst-case scenarios now.

"Make sure you receive enhancement magic before you go."
"Of course I will."

I smiled slightly at Trixie's declaration of surrender.

With this, I had the consent of Mar, my first wife, and Trixie, the eldest. The other wives would understand my military service following this public opinion.

It feels awkward to have waged a public opinion campaign against my wives, but being outnumbered 1 to 6, it was a necessary strategy. Dealing with six of them one by one would be too burdensome.


"Will you be able to... return safely?"
"Of course. It's my turn to travel with Luise next—I'd be upset if I got even slightly injured."

In reality, not just Luise but all my other wives wished for my safety and victory rather than preventing my military service. Instead of clinging to something they couldn't stop and parting in tears, they chose to wish for my well-being and part with smiles.

I'm always grateful for my wives who are so kind and wise—more than I deserve.

"Master."
"Hmm?"

As I was heading to the mansion's storage room to select a sword to slice up the Four Kings, I encountered Jangsaeng waddling through the corridor.

"Is something wrong? The atmosphere feels strange."

He looked up at me and opened his mouth slightly.

My lips curled up involuntarily. Usually he was a sullen creature dissatisfied with everything, but after returning from vacation in Teilgleichen County, he had become quite gentle. Indeed, whether human or animal, being tired makes one's personality nasty. Look how docile he's become after getting some rest.

"A strange guy has appeared, and I need to go subjugate him."
"A strange guy?"
"There's someone called the Four Kings. He appeared after you were sealed, so you wouldn't know."

At those words, Jangsaeng's expression rapidly contorted.

It was an expression reminiscent of the days when everything displeased him. What happens to my internal praise about how gentle you've become?

"There's someone who dares to call himself death?"
"Ah."

But I understood immediately upon recognizing Jangsaeng's point of anger.

This guy. Now called Jangsaeng, but once he was Death itself. I'd forgotten because I was so used to calling him Jangsaeng.

"No matter how silent I've been, to think there's someone who calls himself death in my absence! What an outrageous and foolish fellow!"

Jangsaeng was throwing a fit, but naturally, he wasn't threatening. A creature the size of a small Yorkshire terrier throwing a tantrum just looks cute.

Seeing this, I understood why our children were crazy about Jangsaeng. Even his desperate pleas to be released must have looked adorable, right?

"Then do you want to come along?"

At those words, Jangsaeng's trembling body froze.

"...I am now Jangsaeng, not Death. There's no need for me to meet the new era's death."

It was a rather shameful way of backing out, but I decided to understand.

Asking a former evil god who lost his divinity to fight the continent's great evil would be too much.

The Dawn Order's knight division and priest division gathered in Kadenburg Marquisate in the southeastern Empire.

They were forces scattered across the continent, but they gathered at an insane speed using teleportation magic one after another. This must be what the Crusaders looked like with Jerusalem in sight.

"Quite a force. They could destroy a small country in one go."

The Marquis of Kadenburg, the domain's owner, looked at the Order's forces with a bitter expression.

It's an understandable reaction. Waking up to find a massive radioactive lump called the Four Kings appearing in your domain would be maddening enough, but now forces capable of destroying a country have gathered. No matter that they're forces to subjugate the Four Kings, it's bound to make a lord uncomfortable.

"The scale is considerable since they've gathered from across the continent, but they seem to maintain strict discipline as followers of God's teachings."

So I tried to comfort the Marquis of Kadenburg. It's true that their scale and destructive power are no joke, but being part of the Order, they wouldn't cause trouble within his domain.

"Indeed, that's true. The Minister is right."

Fortunately, the Marquis's expression brightened somewhat at my consolation.

Of course, only slightly. His expression would truly brighten only after the Four Kings subjugation ended and the Order's forces returned to their places.

"Marquis. Minister."


As the Marquis and I were observing the subjugation force, a strangely familiar voice came from behind.

"Ah, it's been a while."

As soon as I confirmed the face of the approaching figure, I quickly extended my hand for a handshake.

A member of the Holy Knight Division stationed in the Ausen Archdiocese, and once the commander of the Empire's 1st Guard Corps.

His life took a turn toward becoming a holy knight due to the Twilight Order's cardinal assassination incident, but he succeeded in avenging his rank insignia by capturing the Twilight Order's leader.

"Commander?"

Looking closely, the former corps commander's epaulettes were more splendid than before. Was he promoted in recognition of capturing the cult leader?

"Yes, it's been a while."

Anyway, the Holy Knight Division Commander who shook my hand soon bowed to the Marquis.

"Thanks to Your Excellency's cooperation, all members of the Four Kings Subjugation Force have safely gathered in Kadenburg. I express my gratitude on behalf of His Holiness the Pope."
"How could I withhold cooperation in eliminating the continent's trouble? It is an honor for this Marquis to participate in the Order's noble cause. Please feel free to ask if you need anything."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Thank you for your consideration."

As if it were a lie that he had been looking at the subjugation force with a distant gaze until just now, the Marquis treated the Holy Knight Division Commander with a gentle and mild expression. Until the moment the commander bowed again and withdrew.

I was a bit impressed. One must be able to perform facial acting as naturally as breathing to reign as a marquis. Indeed, worthy of the nobility's practical pinnacle.

"...Minister."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"I cannot express how reassuring it is to have an Imperial citizen like you here."

The Marquis, watching the Holy Knight Division Commander's back, spoke again with a distant voice.

For a moment, I almost said, "That commander was also a person who served as an Imperial corps commander," but I held back. For the Marquis, the Holy Knight Division Commander's past nationality would be meaningless.

"I will do my best to subjugate the Four Kings as quickly as possible."
"That's delightful to hear. But please don't overexert yourself. Many would grieve if the Minister were injured here."

I nodded awkwardly at the Marquis's words.

I didn't expect to receive the Marquis's concern in addition to my wives'.

At the gathering of the subjugation force's leadership, I encountered another familiar face.

"It's been a while, brother."

Even Tanian had joined the subjugation force.

Well, it would be wasteful not to utilize the future saint, one of the Order's greatest forces. If total war has been declared, it's right to mobilize the best forces.

"Yes, it's been a while. Have you been well?"
"Fortunately, I've been able to spend peaceful days under the Lord's grace."

Until the Four Kings appeared, that is.

Tanian's eyes, which added that unspoken thought, were calmer than usual.

It seems I'll see that crazy holy magic I witnessed during the Twilight Order subjugation again.

"By the way, brother."
"Yes?"
"I'm embarrassed to suddenly mention this... but I'm planning to hold my wedding at the end of the year."

What?

"As soon as the Four Kings subjugation is over, I'll prepare for the wedding—"

Before I knew it, I had covered Tanian's mouth with my hand.

How dare this bastard raise a death flag.

I carefully removed my hand from Tanian's mouth.

It was clearly a flag that anyone would recognize, so I instinctively stopped him, but I had just put my hands on the body of the next Saint in front of people from the Papal States. Even though I'm a major military asset of the Empire and have built a relationship with Tanian at the Academy, it could still be considered disrespectful.

"It would be unfortunate to mention joyous matters in a place where evil lurks. May I hear about it after we vanquish the villain?"
"Haha, brother, your words are correct. I was about to make a mistake in my haste."

However, with a reasonable excuse and forgiveness from the person involved, it was a discourtesy that could easily be overlooked.

In fact, this world has its own superstitions, and some people seemed secretly relieved by my impulsive action. I had blocked his words when they couldn't bring themselves to silence the next Saint.

"Though you two have been apart for several years, it seems you still cherish your past friendship. Truly a beautiful sight."

As the awkward moment passed, Cardinal Radivick, the Grand Commander of the punitive force and Knight Commander of the Order of St. Togra, approached with a laugh.

"The three years I spent with Brother Tanian were unforgettable moments in my life. If Brother permits, it would remain a lifelong friendship."

I responded to Cardinal Radivick with a faint smile.

Cardinal Radivick is the Supreme Commander of the punitive force assembled by the Dawn Order's declaration of total war. Normally, he commands the military forces protecting St. Togra Cathedral, which is essentially the headquarters of the Dawn Order. He could be called the strongest warrior among the Order's fighters—the Sword of the Sun who rose to the position of Cardinal through martial prowess alone.

Given his position, I must treat him as my superior for this Death King subjugation mission. Honestly, the Order—specifically Cardinal Radivick as Commander—probably has more information about the Death King than I do. It would be disastrous to cause confusion in the chain of command with a pointless battle of egos.

"Oh? Is that so? Then your friendship shall be eternal."
"Friendship? Brother, you were my mentor. How could our relationship be called friendship? It is merely my one-sided respect."

Tanian responded to the Cardinal with a smile.

Though his words sounded pleasant, I inwardly gave a bitter smile. This guy who claims to respect me—is that how he acted at the Academy?

"I'm honored, Brother."

But the relationship between mentor and student ended long ago. I maintained my smile as I acknowledged Tanian's words.

If he weren't the next Saint, I would have scolded him regularly like I do with Erich.

The strategy meeting began, centered around Cardinal Radivick as Commander and myself as the nominal Deputy Commander.

"Unfortunately, records of the Death King subjugation from 800 years ago are not abundant. The Order suffered considerable damage from the Death King's rampage and devoted significant resources to the subjugation and subsequent recovery efforts."

First, Cardinal Radivick acknowledged the lack of information,

"However, essential information was preserved in the Order's library."

Yet he clarified that they knew how to deal with the Death King.

"First, the Death King merely commands a vicious and massive army, but his personal combat ability is not exceptional. According to the records of Saint Berlo, who directly confronted the Death King, he was merely at the level of a Royal Knight Commander."

I wonder if "merely" is the right word to describe a Royal Knight Commander, but the Death King was a monster who shook the entire continent. If such a monster's power was not historically significant but merely at the level of representing a single nation, then he is indeed weaker than expected.

...

'How does he know that?'

Thinking about it, something seems odd. How could a Saint gauge the specific level of a Royal Knight Commander? Did this Saint Berlo perhaps cross swords with Royal Knight Commanders from various countries?

For a moment, I wondered if eccentricity was a tradition among Saints, but I suppressed the thought. What matters now isn't the eccentricity of a Saint from 800 years ago.

"The problem is the Death King's recovery ability. Befitting a monster that defies death and mocks natural order, the Death King continued moving even after being beheaded and having his chest pierced. Moreover, attacks not imbued with holy power couldn't even harm him."
"Hmm."
"What a vile creature. Moving even after losing his head and heart."

Sighs spread among the leadership at Cardinal Radivick's words.

Indeed, it's a terrifying ability worthy of the title "King of Death." Royal Knight Commander level combat ability isn't objectively weak, but essentially only holy knights or priests can damage him. I understand why the continental nations panicked when the Death King first emerged.

'Moving even after being beheaded and having his chest pierced.'

Moreover, even if you manage to damage him with holy power, that doesn't mean he dies. It merely wounds him.


Of course, since he was defeated once 800 years ago, we should be able to beat him into a state where he can no longer recover, but that process won't be easy.

"Therefore, all forces participating in the Death King subjugation consist of holy knights and battle priests of a certain level or higher."

I found myself nodding at this reasonable statement.

If an enemy can only be damaged by holy power, even the strongest knight becomes no different from an ordinary soldier. Knights could participate if priests enchant their weapons with holy attributes, but it might be more beneficial to use that power to strike the Death King directly.

"The exception is the Deputy Commander, Count Teilgleichen. Two battle priest units will cast enhancement holy magic on the Count, allowing him to damage the Death King."
"I appreciate the Order's consideration."

However, an exception can be made for an enchanted warrior who can outperform average holy knights and priests. It would be impressive to see a holy-attribute Sky Slash embedded in the Death King.

'It's been a while since I've had maximum enhancement.'

This will be my first full enhancement since my soul-to-soul battle with Dorgon four years ago. I've already received enhancement magic from Trixie, and I even asked the Eternal Blue Sky and Constantina for power, just in case it might help.

With this, I'll have the power of the continent's strongest magician and three gods. If I can't defeat the Death King with all this, then he's simply undefeatable.

Of course, I've also secured insurance for contingencies, so the subjugation is unlikely to fail.

- Kieeeeeeeeeeee─!!

Just then, a cry echoed outside the tent.

"What is this...?"
"It's reinforcement I called. It will be useful in case of emergency."

Jizz, who has become the divine beast of the Eternal Blue Sky, has joined the punitive force.

Death King, you bastard. I was considering calling Leviathan and Behemoth too, but I held back.

You'll see them at the second line of defense if you break through this punitive force.

At the southern outskirts of Kadenburg Marquisate lies a grassland. Fortunately, the Death King had settled in an isolated area rather than near a city.

Upon arriving at the grassland that had become the Death King's domain, I witnessed a strangely familiar sight.

'A dungeon.'

It's difficult to notice at a glance, but looking carefully, one can see the space is subtly distorted.

It's a dungeon. The Death King possessed enough magical energy to create a dungeon by his very existence.

'And this is supposedly when he's at his weakest.'

I clicked my tongue inwardly. Cardinal Lisiuko clearly said the Death King was at his weakest, yet he can still create a dungeon in this state? Just how powerful was he at his peak?

"According to records, the Death King's stronghold is like a maze. Unlike typical dungeons that resemble their surrounding environment, the dungeon created by the Death King is practically a different space altogether, so be cautious."
"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

I nodded at Cardinal Radivick's words.

Ordinary dungeons don't deviate much from the environment where they form. A dungeon formed in a forest has a forest interior, and one formed in a snowy mountain has a snowy mountain interior.

But a dungeon that isn't constrained by its surrounding environment and unfolds into a maze upon entry? That's not just spatial distortion; it's spatial creation.

'His ability is certainly impressive.'

If we understood the principles, it could lead to revolutionary developments in the magical field. It's almost a shame such ability is being used for destruction.

"Once again, evil that once knelt before justice has raised its filthy head!"

While I was contemplating this, looking at the dungeon entrance, the Cardinal turned around and shouted to the punitive force.

"I won't make a long speech! He's merely a loser who was defeated by our great predecessors 800 years ago, a brat who couldn't accept defeat and has risen again! Anyone afraid of such vermin should leave now! If you leave now, you won't be charged with desertion!"

Though rough and crude for a Cardinal's speech, it was an appropriate tone for a situation on the brink of battle.

"Death to the villain! Peace to the continent!"

"We offer the enemy's blood and corpses before the great Lord!"
"Death to the Death King! Eternal death from which he shall never rise again!"

Indeed, the punitive force, hearing the Cardinal's declaration, became even more frenzied, raising their swords and holy books.

'Why the holy books though?'

I felt peculiar. Are they planning to beat the undead with books? Well, if facing corpses, blunt weapons might be better than blades...

"Good! Your spirit and courage! Your devotion and faith will forever remain in the Order's history! Our sun, that sky, these plants will remember!"

Anyway, having raised the morale—or rather, the frenzy—of the punitive force, the Cardinal drew the sword at his waist.

"Therefore, warriors participating in this holy war! Do not stop until you confirm his death! The Lord desires it!"
"The Lord desires it!"

With those words, the punitive force entered the dungeon with great dignity.

"What is this?"

I muttered in a daze immediately upon entering the dungeon.

Strange. Cardinal Radivick and Tanian were definitely beside me, with numerous punitive force members behind them. Yet after entering the dungeon, all those people had disappeared, and I stood alone.

What's going on? Did I somehow fail to enter the dungeon properly? Is the vengeful spirit of Woong, who died in a dungeon five years ago, rejecting me?

No, that's not it. I'm definitely inside the dungeon.

'A rose garden.'

If not, there's no way the grassland, which was full of green grass, would be filled with roses. I don't know why the Death King's dungeon is like this, but it's definitely the dungeon interior.

'I expected something like a demon king's castle when they said the Death King's maze.'

I continued walking with a disgruntled feeling. Being alone in the middle of enemy territory is troublesome, but nothing changes by just standing still. I need to explore and check the surroundings—

"My goodness."

I immediately drew my sword at the sudden voice.

"A guest has already come this far. This is the first time, how surprising."

In the direction of the voice, I saw many roses, and in the middle of those roses, a woman kneeling and folding paper.

Sky-blue hair flowing down to her waist, contrasting with red eyes. White skin and a seemingly delicate frame.

"Welcome, sir from the outside. Is the outside still beautiful?"

She was a woman who seemed too out of place in the Death King's dungeon.

"...Who are you?"
"Ah, I forgot to introduce myself. I apologize. I'm getting old, so I make such mistakes."

The woman, smiling broadly, gently rose from her seat, then gracefully lifted the hem of her skirt and bowed.

Just like a noble lady addressing another noble.

"I am Lisianne. A humble servant who was once a Cardinal of the Dawn Order."

The woman—Lisianne—continued speaking with a smile as she straightened up.

"You would be familiar with the name 'Death King,' sir."

At those words, I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.

Those bastards at the Dawn Order. There was a reason their information about the Death King was lacking.

'Of course they couldn't record it.'

How could they record that one of their own Cardinals was the Death King who overturned the continent?

I couldn't help but laugh awkwardly at Lisianne's shocking self-introduction. It was hard to dismiss her claims as nonsense when she was the lone woman I'd found in the Death King's dungeon. Even if my heart couldn't accept it, my mind was screaming that Lisianne's words were true.

'Is everything with "death" in its name this bizarre?'

The Death King had been practically a calamity upon the continent. The Death King who defied natural order and created a world of the dead. The Death King who dealt a devastating blow to the Dawn Order after they had been on a winning streak following their victory in the religious war.

Because of such a heinous reputation, I had vaguely assumed the Death King would be some divine entity or monster. Who would have guessed they were originally an ordinary human—and a cardinal of the Dawn Order, no less? Honestly, even the Pope of the Dawn Order probably didn't know.

Even Jangseong, once called Death, is now just a tiny Yorkshire terrier. What exactly is a being of death anyway?

'Shouldn't a Death King be a necromancer made of skeletons or something?'

I unconsciously furrowed my brow as I looked Lisianne over.

Sky-blue hair and ruby-red eyes that sparkled like jewels—features that didn't match the image of death at all. She had a completely normal appearance, with a gentle impression that anyone would describe as beautiful.

Maybe under those clothes, she has bones instead of skin? That would at least somewhat match my mental image of the Death King.

"Oh my. It would be impolite to keep a guest who's come after hundreds of years standing."

When I remained silent, Lisianne lightly clapped her hands. A white tea table and chairs appeared between us.

'This is insane.'

Cold sweat ran down my back at this miraculous sight. Creating something from nothing was a feat no magician or priest could accomplish.

Of course, this was the Death King's stronghold where spatial laws were distorted. In a space she had modified herself, creating a table and a few chairs would be nothing.

'How far can she manipulate this place?'

But what if it wasn't just creating a few objects, but raising tens, hundreds of thousands, or millions of troops at once? What if she suddenly dropped massive boulders from thin air in rapid succession?

The mere thought made me sigh. How on earth did Berlo defeat such a being?

"Please, have a seat first? The guests who came with you will take days to reach this place."
"Days?"
"I'm quite good at creating mazes. In the old days, I used to play maze games with orphanage children."

Lisianne chuckled and sat down first, then summoned tea and snacks.

'I'll go along with this for now.'

After brief consideration, I took a seat as well.

Rushing into battle in a space that moved according to Lisianne's will would be foolish. Since Lisianne didn't seem hostile toward me, my priority was to assess my opponent through conversation.

But what should I say? I never imagined having a normal conversation with the Death King, so I couldn't think of an appropriate topic.

"Sir, do you have a preferred tea?"
"Anything is fine."

At my response, Lisianne's eyes curved even more.

"Hehe, this is rather exciting. Being spoken to so casually by someone hundreds of years younger than me makes me feel young again."

Her bizarre reaction further confirmed she was indeed the Death King. Instead of taking offense at my informal speech, she seemed genuinely pleased. Her body might be intact, but her mind was clearly gone.

I suppose that's how a cardinal transformed into the Death King—her brain snapped.

"Just between us, I prefer older men. Though everyone's dead now, so there's no one older than me anymore."
"I... see."

I nodded awkwardly, unsure how to respond to such an odd joke.

"Still, I only started being called the Death King when I was 25. If we're just counting physical age, anyone over 26 might be my senior?"

Though it seemed like idle chatter, it made my thoughts race even more.

She had introduced herself as a cardinal of the Dawn Order, meaning she had risen to that position before becoming the Death King. But she started down the path of the Death King at 25? That means she became a cardinal at 25 at the latest.

'What an insane prodigy.'


A prodigy who became a cardinal in her mid-twenties, or perhaps even younger. How did such a talent end up becoming an enemy of the Order?

"You look like you have many questions."

Lisianne continued with a smile, apparently noticing my confusion.

"It must be difficult to understand—how someone who rose to cardinal at such a young age chose this path, or why a monster defeated hundreds of years ago has revived."
"Are you going to explain if I'm curious?"
"Hmm~"

Lisianne tapped her finger on the table as if contemplating.

"Alright. You arriving so quickly must be fate. There's nothing to hide, so I'll tell you."

She finally nodded and stared directly into my eyes.

"About how clear the hypocrisy and limitations of the Order are."

This seemed like the beginning of something ominous.

The Dawn Order teaches that the Lord watches over believers everywhere, at all times.

Before Enen became the one true god, he was the god of the sun. The sacred and burning sun that hangs high in the sky, illuminating everything.

That's why Enen has a strong image as both a warm god who embraces everything and a burning punisher who monitors and punishes human sins.

"Even a child who has joined the Dawn Order knows this teaching. It's a simple instruction to live virtuously enough not to be ashamed before God, and not to commit sins."

I know that well. Isn't that the teaching of good and evil that most religions have?

If you live virtuously, Enen will be pleased and take you to heaven or let you be born into a good family. If you commit evil deeds, you'll burn in the fires of hell. There's no teaching more intuitive and clear than that.

"But isn't it strange? Would the one true god who watches over this world, who embraces all living beings like children, really punish evildoers?"
"What?"

I couldn't help but question her statement.

What is she talking about? Of course evildoers should be punished. Even countries punish citizens who commit crimes—why would a god be any different?

"When children throw tantrums or make mistakes, parents discipline them. No parent truly hates or beats their child. To parents, children aren't beings to be abandoned, but to be embraced and guided."
"Well, I think it's strange to view murder or robbery as just a child's misbehavior."
"That's from a human perspective. But if God has incomparably greater dignity, wisdom, and power than humans, why is His mercy at the same level as humans? Isn't it stranger that God's capacity for forgiveness is only at a human level?"

Would there be any reason to serve and revere a being no different from humans?

Lisianne shrugged lightly after saying this.

"Well, I can somewhat understand this much. If God embraced everyone with vast mercy, human society would fall into chaos. Why live virtuously if God forgives everything no matter how recklessly you live?"
"If you understand that—"
"Then what about heretics?"

The word "heretic" instinctively made me think of the Twilight Order.

Those heretics whom the Dawn Order had hunted down and utterly destroyed.

"Should someone fall into hellfire just for believing in a different god? If someone naturally believed in another god because their parents were heretics, or if the mainstream religion in their birthplace was heretical... is it a sin just because of where they were born?"

I couldn't think of a proper rebuttal to Lisianne's words.

I'm not particularly interested in faith, and I'm someone who triple-majored in religion. How could I answer "Is heresy a sin?" with a yes?

"Those who were virtuous but fell into hellfire because they were heretics. Those who loved their families and friends but fell into hellfire for worshipping different gods. When I asked if such people truly deserved to suffer, the Pope said that seeking the answer to that question was our path."
"Isn't that correct?"
"Then what about the pitiful souls burning until we find the answer?"

By now, Lisianne's eyes no longer held serenity but a subtle madness.

"The other cardinals showed no concern for the souls in hellfire. They said that choosing heresy was a great sin that needed purification by fire, no matter how virtuous one was, and that paying for wrong choices would lead to reincarnation as proper believers. To them, heresy itself was a sin."

She now stood up and looked down at me.


Damn it. I should have changed the subject as soon as the fallen cardinal brought up religion. I just wanted to gather some information, and now look at this mess.

"So I found another path. I was disgusted at the thought of serving a god who claims to embrace everything yet throws his children into hellfire, a god who turns away from people just because they worshipped different gods."

Lisianne approached me step by step, then looked up at the sky with outstretched arms.

"And finally, I found my way. Not a god who abandons humans despite being supposedly omnipotent enough to make all humans virtuous from the beginning or make them children of the Dawn Order instead of heretics... Not a god who merely observes during life and then discriminates after death...! But a truly fair and equitable god!"

As Lisianne's voice grew louder, my hand moved toward my waist. It seemed I would need to draw my sword again—

"The very being that even Enen struggled against! Death!"

...

What?

"What?"
"Hehe. You may not know this, but during the religious war, there were powerful gods that threatened even Enen. Among them, the highest and greatest being was Death."
"No, that..."

I know. I probably know more about that being than you do.

"Death is a concept fair to all beings. Ridie La Glendiet, the personification of the concept of death, is truly a being that can embrace all living things."

Ridie... what?

'It had a separate name?'

Not just Death?

"I learned of their traces and came to serve them. Although the great one was sealed by the hypocritical Enen and I couldn't even hear their voice, I walked the path of death believing that someday I would meet them."

As Lisianne's speech continued, cold sweat ran down my back for a different reason than before.

"So through the power of the one who rules death... I called back to the continent those pitiful souls suffering in hellfire. Although their decayed bodies might have been uncomfortable to move in, it was better than having their souls burn endlessly, right?"
'Is it?'

My mind was slowly starting to be swayed by Lisianne's argument.

She has a point. The body is temporary, but the soul is eternal. If a soul is going to burn forever, it might be better to escape temporarily in a decaying body.

And burning souls simply for being heretics is too cruel. A true god should embrace everyone, whether heretic or evildoer. Just like death, which is fair to everyone—

'This lunatic.'

I quickly snapped one of my fingers.

"Tsk."

At the same time, Lisianne clicked her tongue in disappointment.

"You're quite perceptive. Or should I say, your mental fortitude is strong?"
"Was that mind control?"
"Mind control? Please don't use such ominous terms—call it guiding souls in the right direction, won't you?"

That sounded even more ominous, but Lisianne extended one hand toward me.

"Well, never mind. If words don't work, then actions will—huh?"

Lisianne suddenly stopped her hand and blinked blankly.

"Um, excuse me..."

Then she spoke with a dramatically more cautious attitude.

"Are you... perhaps someone who serves Death closely?"
"......"

I couldn't bring myself to respond to that question.

As I approached Lisianne, her attitude changed dramatically when she realized our connection through Jangsaeng.

She knelt respectfully, placing both hands neatly on her thighs. It was the posture of a subordinate greeting a superior, almost making me sigh involuntarily.

"Such intense death energy. You must be his apostle."

No, I'm not.

"I thought you came with Enen's minions to eliminate me, but you actually came to free me from this place!"

I said no.

"But this is strange. I sense not only death energy but also Enen's energy, and more than ten other energies as well."

I bit my lip tightly as I watched Lisianne tilt her head in confusion.

'Ten.'

I'm clearly aware that I possess three divine energies: Enen, the Eternal Blue Sky, and Constantina.

But more than ten, not just three? Considering Lisianne sensed Jangsaeng's energy, the owners of those energies are obvious.

'Worry and Sin.'

The eleven sacred beasts that have completely settled as our household pets. However, during the religious wars, they were known as malevolent gods ruling under the ominous names of Worry and Sin.

It seems their energies have somehow attached themselves to me.

'They're supposed to have lost their divinity.'

This is strange. The Eternal Blue Sky clearly stated that the malevolent gods' divinity had completely disappeared and they could no longer accumulate divine power. In fact, those creatures have long since fallen to become ordinary beings, serving as playmates and toys for our children.

Did the Eternal Blue Sky make a mistake as usual? No, that can't be right—the Dawn Order priests showed no particular reaction. If they had sensed malevolent energy from me, the Four Kings Subjugation Force would have transformed into a Kal Subjugation Force.

So is it because Lisianne is a priest of death who discovered traces of Jangsaeng?

'That must be it.'

Energy that the Dawn Order doesn't recognize but the Four Kings do. No matter how I think about it, it's possible because Lisianne is closely connected to death.

That's somewhat fortunate. If I can control Lisianne's mouth properly, insane statements like "The Audit Minister is an apostle of death!" won't spread.

'Let's deal with this.'

And the most certain way to silence someone is to eliminate them completely. If I return Lisianne to ashes and dust, the hideous title of "death's apostle" will disappear too.

I originally joined this campaign during my vacation to eliminate the Four Kings. It's surprising that the Four Kings looks ordinary and was formerly a cardinal of the Dawn Order, but that's no reason to postpone elimination.

As I steeled my resolve and raised my sword, Lisianne blinked and looked at me.

"Apostle?"
"Who's an apostle?"

I'm a blessed one of the Dawn Order. You damned heretic.

I had taken the Four Kings too lightly.

The stories about surviving decapitation and chest impalement were actually understated records passed down through history.

"You truly are an apostle who serves death closely! I've never seen a warrior as strong as you, even in the past! Even Berlo was only formidable in holy power and sacred techniques—his actual combat ability wouldn't match half of yours!"

Lisianne chattered excitedly, eyes sparkling, despite having only a head remaining.

'Damn it.'

I grabbed the back of my neck at the grotesque sight.

I truly tried every possible method to eliminate Lisianne. Beheading was just the beginning—I stabbed through the chest dozens of times, severed the limbs, and tore the entire body to shreds. Yet Lisianne recovered as if nothing had happened.

Thinking the head might be the source of regeneration, I smashed it too, but the fragments slithered together and reformed. Even reducing it to powder yielded the same result.

So I unleashed a Sky Slash. I squeezed out everything I had, as if facing the Khagan, Tala, or Dorgon...

'Why won't it die?'

Even after taking a direct hit from my Sky Slash, Lisianne remained intact.

More precisely, Lisianne spectacularly turned to powder, scattered, then began reforming.


"How exactly did you lose?"

I finally voiced the question that had been building with each failed attack.

How did the saint Berlo manage to deal with Lisianne? Even if a saint receives Enen's favor, could they demonstrate enough destructive power to counteract this insane regeneration? Is the presence or absence of holy power that crucial to subjugating the Four Kings?

"Oh, that?"

Lisianne, already regenerated up to the chest area, slightly furrowed her brow.

"Honestly, I was confident I wouldn't lose, but I also wasn't confident I could defeat Berlo. Given that, I thought it better to give up regeneration and die, hoping for a future opportunity."
"Hoping for a future opportunity?"
"Just as I chose this path seeking death's remnants, I thought someday a junior would follow in my footsteps. Then they would resurrect me, and together we'd open a new world. The Order, which already struggled with just me, would have to face two priests of death."

After saying this, Lisianne looked up at me with a bright smile.

"I never imagined that instead of a junior, the apostle himself would come, but that's even better."
'Damn it.'

I closed my eyes at the horrifying truth that exceeded my imagination. The Four Kings hadn't been defeated by the Order. The saint hadn't achieved victory over the Four Kings either.

It was merely a victory by forfeit due to Lisianne's voluntary surrender.

'How do I kill this thing?'

The Four Kings, whom even the saint called the Son of Enen couldn't kill. It doesn't seem likely I can kill the Four Kings now.

Moreover, the current Lisianne mistakenly thinks I'm Jangsaeng's apostle. It seems Lisianne has no intention of voluntarily meeting the same end as 800 years ago, preferring instead to stick with me.

'Wait a minute.'

Come to think of it, Lisianne chose death hoping a junior would resurrect her, but how did she revive without any junior?

'Could it be...'

A sinister possibility occurred to me as I stared blankly at Lisianne.

When Jangsaeng, who had been sealed, emerged into the world, he was barely maintaining his divinity as death. Could it be that the death energy that spread through the world at that time stimulated the dead Lisianne? Is the reason for this delayed resurrection that the energy was extremely faint?

It's a hypothesis I desperately hope isn't true, but simultaneously the most likely one. If Lisianne came into contact not with some mere junior but with death itself, it wouldn't be strange for her to resurrect.

'Jangsaeng, you bastard.'

I thought of Jangsaeng, probably being subjected to laundry duty by the triplets back at the mansion.

You damn fool. This happened because you didn't properly manage your energy.

"Excuse me, Apostle."
"I'm not an apostle."
"Then, Senior?"

My head throbbed momentarily. Who would have imagined being called "senior" by someone from 800 years ago? I've experienced many unimaginable things since entering this damned dungeon.

"Now that the ability verification seems complete, can I serve death too?"
"What?"
"As you just saw, there's no servant more useful than me. Death would be pleased, so wouldn't everyone be happy if I went to death?"

At those words, I turned her head into a pulp again.

Where does she get off saying such insane things?

***

An anomaly occurred as soon as we entered the Four Kings' dungeon. The Count of Teilgleichen who had been beside me disappeared.

With a key imperial figure and core combat strength of the subjugation force missing, both Tanian and I quickly mobilized the force. We granted rest to the corpses blocking our path and forcibly broke through all terrain hindering our march.

Fortunately, given the Count's combat prowess, the chances of something going wrong were low, but this was the Four Kings' stronghold that had reappeared after 800 years. We couldn't predict what might happen if we remained separated for too long.

So we searched for the Count at maximum speed, and...

"You've arrived?"
"Your Excellency?"

We found the Count holding a half-shattered head with a haggard complexion.

"It's the Four Kings. Having just resurrected and created such a large dungeon, I was able to subjugate her alone."

I hurriedly examined the head the Count was holding.


A woman—or person?—with light blue hair and red eyes. The damage was too severe to be certain of the gender, but surprisingly, it had the appearance of an ordinary human.

The Four Kings looked like this? I expected the King of Death to look like an amalgamation of corpses or a being made of bones.

'Impressive.'

I couldn't help but let out an admiring sigh.

The Count had no reason to lie, and there was no way a civilian would be in the Four Kings' stronghold. So it must be true that the Count had subjugated the Four Kings alone. As a fellow warrior, I would be lying if I said I didn't feel respect.

But as a cardinal of the Order and commander-in-chief of the subjugation force, I failed to protect the deputy commander, leaving him to fight alone. While we dealt with mere underlings in large numbers, the Count handled the Four Kings by himself.

'How shameful.'

I bowed my head, unable to face the Count. The Order, which had rung the bell five times, had relied on an outsider like the Count. We had passed our duty onto a secular noble.

My title as the Knight Commander of St. Togra and the praise as the Sword of the Sun felt too undeserved at this moment. For someone as incompetent as me—

"Thanks to the subjugation force, I was able to focus on defeating the Four Kings."
"Pardon?"

I raised my head again at the Count's words.

"As Your Eminence said, the Four Kings was more challenging for her army than her personal strength. But look at this place. There's only the Four Kings, isn't there?"
"That's... indeed strange."
"The Four Kings' army was busy stopping the subjugation force, leaving no troops to protect her. Thanks to that, I was able to fight the Four Kings one-on-one."

The Count then bowed to me.

"It would have been impossible without the Order's dedication and justice. Thank you, Your Eminence."
"...You honor me with your words, Your Excellency."

I bowed in return to the Count's consideration.

Thanks to the Count, the subjugation force and the Order were able to save face.

***

While the subjugation force investigated the space where the Four Kings had been, I quietly moved to an empty corner.

"Come out."
"Yes."

The miniature Lisianne who had been hiding in my chest poked her head out.

'Is this the right decision?'

I sighed at the sight of Lisianne, who had transformed from the Four Kings into a thumb-sized princess.

A being that neither I nor the entire subjugation force could kill even with a combined attack. A being who whines about wanting to see death. A vicious being who might do anything if she snaps.

Because of this, I made this painful choice. If I continued to refuse, Lisianne might take the entire subjugation force hostage, and since she was resurrected because of Jangsaeng, perhaps Jangsaeng could kill her.

Of course, I don't have high expectations since Jangsaeng has lost his divinity, but I need to place hope wherever there's even a sliver of possibility.

'If she deliberately hides, no one would find her.'

I looked at Lisianne bitterly and rubbed my face.

Lisianne had created a corpse identical to herself and smuggled out her real body, perfectly concealing her unique energy. Even Tanian and the cardinal who were near me didn't notice.

'This is the best option.'

Yes, this is the best option. Refusing Lisianne's request might lead her to take the subjugation force hostage, or if she deliberately evades the force, a massive calamity would roam the continent.

So this method is indeed the best, definitely the best, but...

"Apostle. You look young, but if you keep frowning like that, you'll get wrinkles."
"Be quiet."

I stuffed Lisianne back into my chest at her provocative non-provocation.

'Should I seek out Atelius if necessary?'

A long-lived dragon might know how to deal with an undead that cannot die.

I really hope so.

The dungeon created by the Demon King had nothing special about it.

It was strange to say there was nothing special about a massive, maze-like dungeon that felt disconnected from its surroundings—but aside from those two aspects, it didn't feel like the headquarters of great evil.

No matter how thoroughly I examined the dungeon, nothing existed except the corpses we had already eliminated. There wasn't even any legacy left by the Demon King or traces of dark magic. It just felt like a garrison where the Demon King and his forces had been stationed. That was the extent of it.

'Perhaps this is for the best.'

Since there were no anomalies or traces, the Order wouldn't need to take any measures. The Demon King had been eliminated and his forces annihilated, so the holy war had been successfully concluded.

That's why I took out my communication orb as soon as we exited the dungeon. The orb didn't work properly inside the dungeon, so I couldn't report our victory. Our brothers and sisters of the Order must be anxiously waiting for news.

'His Holiness will be pleased.'

His Holiness had been distressed when the bell tolled five times for the first time in centuries. But thanks to Count Teilgleichen's brilliant performance, we eliminated the Demon King without significant casualties, which would surely please His Holiness.

Of course. The Count is not only an Imperial noble but also a blessed one of the Order.

"Your Eminence."
"Count?"

Just as I was about to activate the communication orb with these thoughts, Count Teilgleichen approached.

"Are you about to report now?"
"Yes. I temporarily withheld the report in case remnants of the Demon King existed in the dungeon, but now that I've confirmed there are no issues, I should report our victory to His Holiness."
"I see."

The Count nodded slightly, quickly glanced around, and continued in a lowered voice.

"I apologize, but could you delay the report briefly? I have something urgent to discuss."
"You have something to tell me, Count?"
"It's a matter that needs to be discussed among the three of us, including Brother Tanian."

At his words, I put the communication orb back.

Delaying His Holiness's joy was painful, but this was a request from the Count who had vanquished the Demon King. I could certainly accommodate a brief delay.

Besides, this would be a meeting between myself as the expedition commander, the Count as deputy commander, and Brother Tanian, the future Saint. It couldn't be a trivial matter.

'Perhaps a message from the Emperor?'

That seemed highly likely. If the Count, the Emperor's closest confidant, requested a private conversation, it must involve the Emperor's will.

Or so I thought for about ten minutes.

"This is the real Demon King."

Until the Count took something out when only the three of us—myself, the Count, and Brother Tanian—were present.

"Pardon?"
"Pardon?"

The Count's shocking statement that the small doll he pulled from his breast was the real Demon King.

At this declaration, both Brother Tanian and I stared blankly, alternating between the doll in the Count's hand and the Count's face.

'Is this a joke?'

Wondering if this might be the Count's idea of humor, I looked at Brother Tanian's face. If the Count had such a strange sense of humor, Brother Tanian, who had spent three years with him, would know.

'Apparently not.'

Unfortunately, Brother Tanian's expression was filled with bewilderment. My expression was probably no different.

"Count, this doll—"
"How unpleasant. A puppet of Enen dares to call me a doll—"

Before I could finish speaking, the doll opened its mouth. And before the doll could finish speaking, the Count crushed its body.

I closed my mouth again as I watched the doll's head fall to the floor.

Did the doll just speak?

"Hey. Even I'm a bit surprised when you do this suddenly."

Even more shocking was that the doll's head, now separated from its body, continued to speak normally. What's more, the crushed neck below was gradually regenerating.

"...As you can see, this is the situation."

At the Count's bitter voice, I instinctively stomped on the head of the doll—no, the Demon King.

Tragically, the smashed head recovered shortly afterward.

The Demon King subjugation had failed. Moreover, the Count, who had declared the Demon King vanquished, had been concealing the Demon King, if only briefly.


As a result, our three-way meeting turned into an unofficial inquiry directed at the Count.

"Count. The Order tolled the bell five times, pledging to eliminate the Demon King. Interfering with this would be an act against the Order's cause, but you are a blessed one who has received Enen's blessing. I believe you must have a compelling reason."

This was pressure to explain the situation in a way that would satisfy me, the expedition commander, and Brother Tanian, the future Saint. In response to this overt pressure, the Count nodded and removed the sword from his waist, placing it on the ground.

This disarmament somewhat eased my wariness. At least the Count wasn't intending to oppose the Order.

"What I'm about to tell you may come as a great shock to both of you. But I cannot convince you without explaining everything, so I'll tell you everything, even if it's presumptuous."

I nodded at the Count's cooperative attitude. No matter how shocking, could it be more shocking than concealing the Demon King?

"The Demon King's name is Risianne. She was once a Cardinal of the Dawn Order and chose a deity other than Enen."

However, despite my mental preparation, I collapsed to the ground upon hearing the Count's words.

The Order's authority and honor had nearly plummeted without my knowledge.

***

Tanian and the Cardinal wore expressions that could only be described as soul-drained.

A natural reaction. I had told them everything—not just the Demon King's identity, but also that the Demon King's death had been a voluntary rage-quit.

"If we had forced the subjugation in the Demon King's dungeon, it would have led to the annihilation of our forces."

At this calm confirmation, the Cardinal squeezed his eyes shut.

Risianne was a monster who could create something from nothing with a single clap. While this feat was likely possible because we were inside a dungeon of her creation, we had nearly conducted our battle there.

Fighting a monster who couldn't be killed even by a Saint, who recovered even after taking my Heaven Slash, in its own lair? That would be suicide. Rather, allowing Risianne to meet Death as she wished was the approach that would maximize our forces' survival chances.

"I apologize for saying we had vanquished the Demon King. But it would have been awkward to say the Demon King had hidden elsewhere or escaped in front of the holy knights and priests."
"If that happened... the subjugation force would have scoured the continent looking for the Demon King. Even though the Demon King was actually with you, Brother."
"Yes, that's correct."

I nodded at Tanian's words.

An enemy impossible to subjugate. The disadvantage of having to fight the Demon King in what was essentially her home turf. Yet claiming the Demon King was elsewhere would mean sending the subjugation force on an endless pilgrimage across the continent.

So after much deliberation, I created a fake Demon King (or so I thought) and declared the subjugation complete. I knew this approach had many flaws and could become terribly complicated, but it was better than launching a raid against the Demon King right there.

"And if the Demon King had revealed her identity during battle, it would have caused even greater confusion."

This time Tanian nodded.

Fighting an immortal enemy would be maddening enough, but if that enemy also launched a mental attack saying, "Actually, I used to be a Cardinal of your Order, lol"? That would be utter chaos.

"But Brother, I understand your intentions, but what do you plan to do now? Isn't it dangerous for you to carry around a Demon King who cannot be killed?"
"Ha. This person will guide me to Death. Would I dare harm someone like that? Do I look like Enen's hypocrites who kill first and ask questions later when it comes to heresy?"

In response to Tanian's question, Risianne, who had been on the floor, spoke proudly.

"...Death, you say."

At the mention of Death, Tanian's gaze returned to me.

I closed my eyes solemnly, confirming that his assumption was correct, and Tanian let out a hollow laugh. Tanian also knew what kind of state the evil god called Death was in.

"Since the Demon King became like this after receiving Death's energy, only Death could kill the Demon King."
"How curious that our only hope is Death."
"Isn't it a bit much to talk about dying right in front of the person concerned?"

Neither Tanian, the Cardinal, nor I responded to Risianne's words.

What trouble this accursed Demon King and Jangsaeng have caused.

After ordering the subjugation force to stand by temporarily, Tanian, the Cardinal, and I flew north on a jizz.

No, we headed to the frozen lands even further north than the North, as a precaution. If Risianne went berserk here, there would be no human casualties.

"They say Enen imprisoned the oldest worries and sins in the frozen lands. I suppose this must be that frozen land."

Meanwhile, Risianne grinned and looked around.

'Is this right?'

Watching this scene, I sighed for what felt like the hundredth time, overwhelmed by unceasing self-reproach.

One should never negotiate with terrorists. Yet I ended up negotiating because this terrorist happened to be an immortal madman.

The one fortunate thing was that Risianne regarded me as Death's apostle. Thanks to this, she quietly obeyed me as if I were her superior, though this obedience was maintained only because she believed I would arrange a meeting with Jangsaeng. I couldn't guarantee what would happen if I persistently refused the meeting or after she met Jangsaeng.


'...I hope Jangsaeng doesn't awaken as Death.'

The worst-case scenario would be Jangsaeng reverting to his evil god state, but Jangsaeng doesn't even have a vessel to contain divinity anymore. Rather than Jangsaeng awakening, it would be more likely for Risianne to grow stronger.

So I nervously fingered my sword hilt, and—

"I greet you, Your Excellency."

A magician from my family appeared using teleport in response to my contact.

"I never thought I'd come back to this accursed place."

With Jangsaeng, who had been resting at the mansion.

"...Hmm?"
"Oh?"

And like a lie, Jangsaeng and Risianne showed interest in each other.

Without any introduction. As if they instinctively recognized the energy the other possessed.

"You, that energy?"
"Oh, oh? Oh my?"

Jangsaeng, his eyes gleaming strangely, broke free from the magician's hold. Meanwhile, Risianne began trembling, showing signs of confusion.

"Is that... Death...? No, it can't be... Surely Death was an abyssal monster that covered the sky and overturned the earth... But this energy is certainly..."
"That is indeed Death."

I quietly spoke as Risianne seemed to be denying reality.

"Ah..."

At that, Risianne's body, which had been in a state of ultrasonic vibration, suddenly stopped.

"L-Lord Death!"

Then, with a wailing cry, Risianne ran toward Jangsaeng, prostrated before him, and burst into loud sobs.

"How, how could this happen! Despite enduring imprisonment, how could you, who bestowed fair death upon all living beings, who were the final destination of all life, end up like this!"
"......"

Jangsaeng, who had suddenly become "like this," was too perplexed to speak.

"Seeing Lord Death endure such hardship, I, as your follower, cannot stand idly by!"

With those words, Risianne placed both hands on her chest and extracted a black sphere.

'That's it.'

Though it was a bizarre sight to see a black sphere emerge from her body, I instinctively knew.

That was the energy of Death that Risianne possessed. The source that had turned Risianne into a crazed monster, an unkillable being.

"Lord Death! Yours back to you! From your servant to the great master!"
"Oh..."

At Risianne's cry, Jangsaeng's mouth turned toward the black sphere.

For a brief moment, I saw it. A faint glimmer of greed that flashed across Jangsaeng's eyes.

***

Compared to me, this small human... no, is it even human? Anyway, as soon as I realized this small being possessed a fragment of mine, my heart began to race.

Although it was a feeble energy, not even comparable to a fingernail of my prime, it was still energy that could be quite useful depending on how it was used. While returning to godhood was impossible since the vessel for divinity had disappeared, with that energy, I could do much more than I could now.

"Lord Death! Yours back to you! From your servant to the great master!"

So when this admirable being offered my fragment, I was ready to eagerly consume it.

Until I met my master's eyes.

'Which do you think would be faster—you digesting that, or me drawing my sword?'

Until I read the clear warning in my master's eyes.

'Damn it.'

In the end, I walked dejectedly toward my master with the fragment in my mouth.

If I ate this, my master would split my stomach open.

Fortunately, I wouldn't have to say an unexpected farewell to Jangsaeng.

"Here it is, master..."
"Thank you."

Jangsaeng understood my silent warning and obediently returned the black sphere. I stroked his head with satisfaction and nodded.

'I've avoided having to eliminate Jangsaeng.'

The black sphere that Lisianne had extracted from her body. Anyone could see it was the source of Lisianne's power and once part of Jangsaeng, who was formerly known as Death. If Jangsaeng had coveted this sphere, I would have had to tearfully dispose of him.

Although Jangsaeng was the undisputed second favorite among our children, that only applied when he was harmless. If he consumed this sphere and returned to his days as Death, there would be no reason to keep him. After all, I only kept these evil gods as holy beasts because I judged them to be safe, having lost their divine status or been sealed.

Of course, since Jangsaeng had lost his divine status, the possibility of him returning to his evil god days after absorbing the sphere was infinitesimally close to zero. At most, Jangsaeng might grow larger, gain physical strength, or improve his recovery abilities.

'Still, better safe than sorry.'

Safety is achieved only when all precautions are taken. Allowing everything just because he lacks divine status could lead to unpredictable variables, so it's right to prevent Jangsaeng from absorbing unnecessary power.

This resolve strengthened after feeling Lisianne's malevolence. If Lisianne awakened as such a monster with just a fragment of Jangsaeng, how much more monstrous would the original Jangsaeng be?

So I quietly stroked Jangsaeng as he gazed at the black sphere with moist eyes. Thanks to Jangsaeng abandoning his greed, everyone could be happy.

"W-why?"

Except for one person.

"Death! That power is meant for you! How could you surrender it to this apostle?"
"Apostle?"

At Lisianne's outcry, Jangsaeng glanced at my face, then chuckled and muttered.

"I can't even hold a single priest, let alone an apostle."
"I-I know that. It must be because of that wicked Enen that Death has fallen into such a miserable and pathetic state!"

Jangsaeng's eyes trembled at these cruelly direct words.

'Miserable and pathetic...'

I unconsciously looked at Jangsaeng with sympathetic eyes. No matter how small Jangsaeng had become, weren't words like "miserable" and "pathetic" too harsh?

Even I, his master, had never said such things to Jangsaeng. Yet ironically, the priest who followed Death spoke the harshest words.

"That's why I offered you the power I possessed! So you could recover even a little strength, so you could reclaim the glory of Death once more!"
"Enough. What's the point of clinging to past glory? I've lost everything, and Enen has won. That's all there is to it."

In response to Jangsaeng's indifferent reaction, Lisianne stood dumbfounded, tears streaming down her face.

I was somewhat surprised too. When first released from his seal, Jangsaeng had ranted about challenging the world again, not forgiving Enen, and being Death who reigned above all life. That overflowing ego and anger had lasted quite a while, and he had been the most troublesome among the holy beasts.

Yet now Jangsaeng acknowledged his downfall and Enen's dominance. Whether it was because he lost motivation after returning the power fragment he'd just obtained, or because he was offended by Lisianne calling him "miserable and pathetic," I couldn't tell. Perhaps playing with the children had drained his malice.

But what did it matter either way? The point was that Jangsaeng was becoming docile.

"Did you hear that?"

Thanks to this, I could smile for the first time since meeting Lisianne.

"The god you believe in no longer exists."
"Ah, ah..."
"I appreciate the power. Now those terrible recovery abilities and corpses covering the earth are just old stories."
"Nooooooo!"


At my finishing blow, Lisianne began wailing, pounding the ground.

"No, nooooo! Death couldn't have given up! As long as this world exists! As long as life exists! Death is an eternal existence and truth that will never disappear!"
"You're more obsessive than I thought."
"Only Death, only Death can care for all souls! The one who bestows fair mercy on all souls, who doesn't throw them into hellfire for being heretics! The truly just and fair one!"

Lisianne was now lying on the floor, flailing her arms and legs. It felt strange, like watching a five-year-old throwing a tantrum. Especially since Lisianne was now only about the size of a finger.

"Your Eminence."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

After watching that scene, I addressed the Cardinal. Since anything said to Lisianne now would be useless, we should proceed with our business.

"The Death King has extracted her source. Now even that strange recovery ability that mocked the gods should be gone."

The Cardinal's gaze turned to Lisianne.

"Since the Death King was also the former Cardinal of the Order, would you like the Order to finish this? It would be disrespectful to the Order if I, who briefly concealed the Death King, were to handle it."
"I appreciate your consideration."

At my suggestion, the Cardinal gave a slight bow and approached Lisianne, who was still crying.

It seemed anticlimactic for the end of a being who had shaken the Order and the continent 800 years ago, and nearly plunged the continent into crisis again.

A second meeting was held.

"She won't die."
"Indeed she won't."

The reason for the meeting was Lisianne, who still refused to die.

'This is maddening.'

Despite having her waist cut by the Cardinal, turning her into Lisi/anne, and her chest being crushed, Lisianne was still sobbing.

Faced with this sight, I, Tanian, and the Cardinal could only sigh.

"At least her recovery ability is gone. She doesn't die, but she doesn't heal either."
"As for her death energy... I'm not sure. Given that she perfectly concealed it from us before, it's hard to be certain, but I haven't sensed any death energy since that sphere was extracted."

I nodded silently at the testimony of the two religious figures.

Lisianne's abilities had indeed decreased significantly. The recovery ability that could restore her even when her body was scattered like dust no longer worked, and the death energy that was her signature could no longer be felt. In all likelihood, her abilities to create dungeons and raise corpses had also disappeared.

All that remained was immortality, befitting her former title as Death King.

'The most troublesome ability remains.'

I sighed again. Of all abilities, why did immortality have to remain? With immortality, we can't even kill her.

Actually, it's hard to be certain that her other abilities are gone. There's a significant chance Lisianne is deceiving us. She might suddenly create a dungeon while we're off guard, saying, "Fooled you, Enen's dogs!"

"Of course she doesn't die. Her body was already dead to begin with."
"Huh?"
"What?"

Jangsaeng, nestled in my arms, spoke matter-of-factly.

"From the moment she embraced Death, that being became something other than life. It's not the body holding the soul, but the soul residing in the body. So what use is it to tear the body apart? To the soul, the body is merely clothing."

The problem is that it's clothing that can't be removed.

With Jangsaeng's additional comment, the atmosphere grew even more serious. In summary, unless we strike at the soul, or unless Lisianne willingly abandons her soul, nothing will change.


"But she, she regurgitated Death."
"That being's very species has changed. It's too late for her to return to being human just by spitting out a fragment now. Can you turn refined steel back into iron ore?"

'So she's basically like a banshee.'

As I listened to the conversation between Tanian and Jangsaeng, I turned my gaze back to Lisianne.

A being that discards its body and wanders as a soul. That means she's not something that can be beaten with physical force, but rather like a banshee that can unilaterally torment others.

"Is there no holy method to exorcise souls?"
"There are blessings to pray for a soul's peace, but..."

I roughly rubbed my dry face at the disappointing answer.

Lisianne wasn't perfectly immortal. She was conditionally immortal—needing her soul killed rather than her body to be completely annihilated. No wonder Lisianne hadn't died when we'd only inflicted physical damage.

But how do you kill a soul? Even the Order seemed unfamiliar with this field. Should we sprinkle salt or something?

"Perhaps sealing with holy methods would be the safest approach?"
"It would be troublesome if the soul escapes when we stimulate the body with holy methods. The best case would be sealing the soul along with the body, but there's no precedent, so I can't be certain."
"Then what about physically burying her in the ground or throwing her into the sea—"
"What if she digs herself out or swims back to shore on her own?"

Even the next Holy One and the Cardinal, the leadership of the Order, couldn't provide a satisfactory answer.

This is why first-time situations are so troublesome. We can't make decisions because we don't know what side effects might occur if we try to handle it simply.

"Jangsaeng."
"This is my first time with such a case too. If all my followers had been like this, I would have won instead of the Dawn Order."

I had nothing to say to that truth.

Indeed. How many people have absorbed a fragment of a god itself, rather than simply borrowing a god's power? And not just any god, but a fragment of the vicious evil god of Death.

'...I guess that's the only way.'

At this point, only the last resort remains.

***

Kal, who usually came with the children, unexpectedly arrived alone.

Sensing he had business that would be inappropriate for the children to hear, I casually rose to my feet.

"What brings you here? You look somewhat troubled."
"Elder. I've come, at the risk of being rude, to ask you something important."
"Asking questions at this point hardly counts as rudeness. Speak freely."

At my words, Kal let out a small sigh and carefully began.

"Do you happen to know how to kill a soul?"
"...Hmm?"

I narrowed my eyes as I looked down at Kal, surprised by his unexpected question.

"A soul?"
"Yes. Recently, a being called the Death King has been resurrected, and to completely eliminate this being, the soul—"
"I understand. You need not say more."

I comprehended when he mentioned the Death King.

I see. They've already subdued the Death King and figured out that much. Indeed, there was no need for me to intervene.

What methods exist to kill a soul? Unfortunately, mere mortals cannot answer this question.

Knights who specialize in physical damage aren't worth discussing, and even wizards, symbols of wisdom, lack knowledge regarding the mind and soul. Even priests who serve gods know how to bless souls but not how to kill them. It is the fate of mortals that while they can tear a physical body into thousands of pieces, they can do nothing when presented with a soul.

However, there exists an immortal on this continent. An immortal with abundant combat experience who once sought eternal rest.

"Not all dragons are knowledgeable about souls, but ancient beings like myself possess some knowledge. After all, abandoning an immortal body to choose eternal rest is impossible without understanding the soul."

Indeed, Atelius calmly answered my question, displaying his years of wisdom.

As expected of Atelius. I believed he would know the answer.

"To get straight to the point, even dragons cannot completely annihilate another's soul."
"What?"

My faith wavered momentarily.

"I've heard that you've lived longer than most dragons. Even you don't have a method?"
"Living long doesn't necessarily make one capable. I can handle my own soul, but destroying another's soul is a feat that even the previous Lord couldn't accomplish."

It was somewhat disappointing but also understandable. If dragons could kill souls rather than just bodies, would they have suffered the humiliation of being hunted by Apels? The Apels dragon-slaying units could come in hundreds, thousands, or tens of thousands, but dragons could simply kill their souls.

"However, there is a way to control the Demon King."
"Oh."

My wavering faith was restored by his next words.

Of course. Atelius is a being that even Apels, who beat up evil gods and hunted dragons in their prime, wouldn't dare touch. It's impossible for someone like Atelius not to know how to deal with a Demon King.

"First, we need the Demon King's body and soul."
"Here they are."

As soon as Atelius finished speaking, I turned the sack in my hand upside down.

The remains of Lisianne fell to the floor with a thud.

"Sob, hnnng..."
"Hmm."

Atelius let out a small sigh at the sight of Lisianne, who was still sniffling despite her shattered body. It was a wonder where all those tears were coming from.

"It's quite bizarre seeing it in person. A being that doesn't die even with its body in pieces."
"The Demon King told me that for them, the body is merely like clothing."
"A truly apt description. Just as torn or burning clothes don't harm one's life."

After saying this, Atelius lightly waved his right hand and murmured:

"Obey."

His voice was subtly different from usual.

I felt a chill run down my spine. Even I, who am not proficient in magic and not the target of the command, instinctively sensed that those brief words were extraordinary. A dragon who had lived for thousands of years was indeed different.

"Hnnng...?"

Soon, Lisianne's body, which had been scattered like powder on the floor, gathered back together, and her sky-blue hair gradually turned black.

"It's done."
"Already?"
"Yes. I've connected the Demon King's soul to mine. As long as I live, the Demon King will never cause trouble again."

I couldn't respond immediately because he was saying something incredible so nonchalantly.

Is soul connection something that can be handled so easily and quickly? It seems he's proficient in everything related to souls except for destroying them.

"Since she's connected to me, she'll be freed if I die, but that's not something you need to worry about."

I couldn't help but smile at his declaration that he would never die—or at least wouldn't die anytime soon.

To think that this dragon was once a solitary old dragon who had considered taking his own life. I feel immensely satisfied whenever I realize that my persuasion saved a life.

"If I were to die, I would pass her on to another dragon before departing."
"Please don't say such things. Who on this continent would harm you, elder?"
"It's just a figure of speech."

Atelius chuckled and flicked his right hand again.


"Huh? What?"
"What's this?"

Lisianne, whose body had been restored, flew into my arms.

Of course, she was still only the size of a finger, so it didn't hurt, but I didn't understand why he was giving her to me.

"I've taken measures to prevent her from causing trouble, so take her back."
"...Me?"
"Should I manage her instead? Those creatures would be frightened if something unfamiliar suddenly lived with them."

I looked at the cave rabbits huddled together with their ears perked up.

Honestly, aren't they bigger than the current Lisianne? If anything, Lisianne should be worried about being attacked by the rabbits.

"And though it's unlikely, if her hair starts returning to its original color, come find me. It means the connection is weakening, and I'll strengthen it again."
"Ah, yes. I'll keep that in mind."

I instinctively nodded at his offer of indefinite free maintenance.

"That's good."

I breathed a sigh of relief internally. I had actually wanted to leave Lisianne entirely in Atelius's care, but at least he had subjugated her soul, reducing the chance of her causing trouble. Her threat level had plummeted from a monstrous being to that of a sacred beast.

Moreover, her sky-blue hair had turned black. Since the fake corpse Lisianne had created had sky-blue hair, no one would associate this tiny being with the Demon King. The unfortunate possibility of rumors like "The Minister of Audit has the Demon King's true form!" had been eliminated.

"I've done what I could."

I put Lisianne, who was awkwardly touching her newly blackened hair, back into the sack.

"Um, if you're going to put me somewhere, could it be inside your clothes rather than this sack—"

She seemed to be trying to say something, but I tied the opening of the sack, and I couldn't hear her anymore.

Being small must mean having a small voice too.

Despite various complications, the Demon King subjugation was officially concluded.

Although there wasn't the grand spectacle of a battle with blood and tears, or a confrontation between faith and evil that we had imagined—we were still able to handle the Demon King without significant casualties. From a continental perspective, there couldn't be a more joyous occasion.

The only issues were my concern about how to handle Lisianne, and the mental suffering of Tanian and the Cardinal who had learned the truth about the Demon King.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I ordered you to assist in subjugating the Demon King, not to capture her alive."
"I deeply apologize..."

And consequently, the Emperor's mental state was precarious after receiving the truth report. The Pope probably feels the same way by now.

"Now you've even brought back the Demon King."

The Emperor, sighing continuously, began to gulp down vodka roughly.

It was already his second bottle, but I couldn't bring myself to stop him. How could I when I was the cause of his rapid alcohol consumption?

"So, who else knows about this?"
"Besides Your Majesty and Elder Atelius, only the Cardinal, the next Saint, and His Holiness the Pope would know."
"At least it's kept to a minimum."

The Emperor put down the bottle irritably and silently stared at the ceiling with his head tilted back.

"Minister."
"Yes, speak, Your Majesty."
"Before you arrived, I received a report from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The entire continent is rejoicing over the Demon King's subjugation and praising the Order for its victory once again."

I quietly bowed my head at his words.

"The bells of St. Togra Cathedral rang five times again. They say that after dealing with great evil, we must once again embrace hearts of mercy and tolerance."

I bowed my head even deeper.

"I wonder how His Holiness, who rang those five bells, must feel. I am so curious."
"I have no words to offer..."

After my sincere apology, an awkward silence filled the office. I didn't have the decency to speak first, and the Emperor was probably too distressed to talk.


"...But you had no choice, Minister. How could anyone deal with a being that wouldn't die no matter how many times it was killed?"
"Your, Your Majesty."

I raised my head again at the soft voice that eventually reached me.

The Emperor was right. It's not like I had a meteor hit my head; I didn't capture the Demon King because I wanted to. I chose the lesser evil because I couldn't find a better solution no matter how hard I looked. And I managed to elevate that lesser evil to something closer to a good option.

I did everything I could. I tried my best as both the Deputy Commander of the subjugation force and as a noble of the Empire.

"Is it safe?"
"Elder Atelius assured me it is."
"Then we can trust that."

After saying this, the Emperor looked at the sack on the table—specifically, the sack containing Lisianne.

"Eleven evil gods and now the Demon King. Come to think of it, there's no dungeon more dangerous than the Minister's mansion."

I remained silent, unable to refute.

Even I think our mansion is becoming strange.

***

The Demon King has been subjugated.

The great evil that threatened the continent and the Order 800 years ago, the monster that nearly overturned the continent after reviving, has fallen at the hands of the subjugation force.

And Kal, the continent's greatest swordsman, also joined the subjugation force for the sake of the continent.

"Count Teilgleichen defeated the Demon King in single combat!"

He even defeated the Demon King alone.

"Truly the second coming of Saint Berlo! The living Blessed One is indeed different!"
"Could a swordsman who can cut even the heavens fail to cut down a mere monster? It's the expected outcome!"

Thanks to this, the citizens of the Capital were busy talking about Kal after hearing the victory announcement from the Order.

It's amazing. I knew Kal was strong and believed he wouldn't get hurt, but I never expected him to defeat the Demon King single-handedly.

Of course, as a wife, it pains me that my husband engaged in single combat with the Demon King. A wife's heart wishes for her husband to stay safely among soldiers rather than recklessly becoming a hero.

But what's done is done. Rather than questioning why he did it, it's right to congratulate him on his safe return from war.

Yes, that's certainly true, but...

"Kal. Could you tell me one more time?"
"This, this was the Demon King."
"Say it again, please."
"Demon King..."
"Again."
"I'm sorry, Mar."

Kal, who had been saying strange things, prostrated himself before me and apologized.

This is strange. Why is Kal apologizing? Why is he making such an unfunny joke?

"Of course I tried to kill her. But no matter what I did, she wouldn't die, so the most I could do was place a restriction on her soul."

Why is he making excuses to me while holding a small doll?

"Hey. Say something too."
"Me? You want me to speak?"

Why does that doll speak like a person?

Just like the beasts in our house that were once evil gods and became sacred beasts.

"Kal."
"Y-yes?"
"As the lady of the house, I'm disappointed in the head of the family."

Even I thought it was a strange sentence, but it came out instinctively.

There was no better way to express my feelings.

It was definitely getting warmer.

The gentle breeze carried both warmth and coolness, while colorful flowers bloomed proudly, showing off their presence. Even the fish in the lake had visibly doubled in number. Perhaps the nice weather had encouraged them to breed enthusiastically.

Anyway, the lake was so full that it could be described as half water, half fish. Thanks to this, I could catch a prize fish with every cast of my fishing rod.

"Fish grilled over a fire would make a nice dinner."
"Will we be able to return to the mansion by dinner time?"

As I muttered to myself while looking at the pile of fish, Lisianne, who was hanging from my fishing rod, jabbed me in the solar plexus. She was implying that I looked like I'd be sleeping outdoors tonight, so what dinner was I talking about?

Her words were so cruel and direct that I quietly cast my fishing rod back into the lake.

"W-wait—!"

And with that, the wicked Lisianne who had spoken such mean words disappeared beneath the surface of the lake.

'Indeed, bait is half the battle in fishing.'

I nodded as I watched bubbles rising to the surface.

The bait I attached to my fishing rod wasn't an ordinary worm or maggot, but Lisianne herself. Since her physical body was merely decorative, dunking her in water wouldn't cause any harm.

I told her I wouldn't pull her up until she caught a fish, and sure enough, she started grabbing excellent fish with her hands and signaling me. What a joyful and convenient way to fish.

'You should at least earn your keep.'

Yes, she should show at least this much value. After all, who got me kicked out in the first place?

'What should I do now?'

Thinking back to what happened two hours ago, I couldn't help but sigh.

Mar, who had dark-evolved from the lady of House Kracius to a battalion commander. The commander's fierce and intense anger made even me tremble with fear. That's why I fled all the way to this lake.

Of course, I can't blame anyone since I'm the one who caused Mar's dark evolution, but I didn't bring Lisianne along because I wanted to. This was the best solution I could come up with after racking my brain.

'When the soul connection weakens, immediate action must be taken.'

Atelius said that when Lisianne's hair starts turning back to sky blue, it means the soul connection is weakening. If that's the case, it's better to keep her by my side where I can immediately check on her, rather than stashing her away somewhere strange. Who knows what might happen if I put her far away and respond too late.

'I wish I could have sealed her in the Papal States.'

I sighed softly while massaging the back of my neck.

If I sealed Lisianne, the soul connection might weaken while she's sealed, or information about the Death King still being alive might leak during the sealing process. Inevitably, sealing something or guarding a seal requires the involvement of multiple people.

So what can I do? I, who already manage eleven evil gods, have no choice but to handle the Death King too.

'I should have said something beforehand.'

The problem is that I took on this responsibility without discussing it first.

Telling Mar "Actually, she's the Death King" was the truth? It's better than getting caught in a lie, but honesty doesn't always serve as a get-out-of-jail-free card. I was so fixated on not hiding things that I forgot the proper procedure of discussion.

It's embarrassing. I may be the highest boss at the Audit Department, but at home, I'm just an ordinary husband. Why am I acting like a civil servant inside my own house?

'No matter how careful I try to be, I keep doing this.'

I sighed again, for what felt like the hundredth time. Perhaps it's because I've been a civil servant since I was 17, and bad habits have taken root in my body and mind.

"Kal?"

While I was lost in self-reproach, a voice from behind made me jump.

"Father?"

Father had come to the lake too.

My eyes trembled involuntarily at this unexpected visit. I had been relieved thinking Father and his friends wouldn't be coming, but here he was, catching me by surprise.

"Were you kicked out?"

I nodded glumly at Father's question.

I want to die. Of all people, Father had to see me in this pathetic state.

"Um, what about you, Father?"

But if Father came to this lake alone, it must mean something happened to him too.


I felt a little more at ease. At least I wouldn't have to be embarrassed alone—

"I just came out for some fresh air. Teresa is busy riding a bear, so it seemed fine to leave for a while."

Unlike his pathetic son, he had genuinely come to enjoy fishing. My self-loathing returned.

'You idiot.'

No, beyond self-loathing, I felt self-hatred.

If Father had been kicked out, the normal reaction would be concern. But I felt relief first instead of worry. What an unfilial son I am.

"I'm glad Patience has won Teresa's heart."

After maintaining silence for a while, I finally spoke softly.

Patience is enjoying his vacation in Teilgleichen County. Fortunately, it seems his fluffy fur and soft paw pads have earned Teresa's love.

Yes, a bear would be good for Teresa to ride. It might even be more comfortable than hoofed animals.

"Anyway, Kal. How did you end up at the lake—"
"The weather's so nice today that I caught a lot of fish. Would you like to take some, Father?"
"...Sure. I'll take just one."

Father went along with my desperate attempt to change the subject.

I'm sorry for being such a disappointing son, Father.

"I caught one! Please pull me up quickly!"
"Ah."

Meanwhile, Lisianne, who had been underwater, poked her head out and signaled enthusiastically.

"You've picked up another strange thing, I see."
"Yes, well. That's how it turned out."
"Since it speaks, that small thing seems to be alive, so raise it with responsibility."
"I'll keep that in mind."

A finger-sized human holding a fish by its gills—truly a bizarre sight, but Father didn't ask what it was.

I'm grateful for Father's consideration.

Around the time the blue sky turned red, Mar's order to return came down.

I had been prepared to sleep outdoors, but she allowed me to come back the same day. Mar's mercy is truly higher than the heavens and deeper than the sea—it brings tears to my eyes.

"Kal."
"Yes..."
"You understand what you did wrong, right?"
"I'm sorry. From now on, I won't bring home strange things without permission."

Mar nodded gently at my immediate apology and reflection.

"Good. I was going to send you back out if you had only apologized, but since you made a promise too, I'll let it slide this time."

Such merciful words made me cry inside. She's too good a wife for this inadequate husband and son.

"Honestly, I'd like to tell you to throw that thing away too."

Mar glanced at Lisianne, sighed deeply, then embraced me with a faint smile.

"If you brought it, you must have had a good reason. I said I'd let it slide this time, so I won't tell you to get rid of it."
"Are you sure? If you want me to remove it, I can try to find another solution."
"It's fine. We already have eleven evil gods, what difference does one Death King make?"

My conscience felt like it was being put through a shredder, and I couldn't bring myself to speak.

"Besides, apart from us, only four people on the continent know about this, right? It's troublesome when more people learn about these things."
"With Elder Atelius, it's actually five..."
"That's fine. He's a dragon, after all."

I accepted her point since it made sense. People might leak information to others, but a dragon living alone in a cave won't share secrets with anyone. He's essentially the safest vault for secrets.

...

Wait a minute.

'There's one more.'


Come to think of it, there was one more being who knew the Death King was alive.

'Jizz.'

I had been thinking of Jizz only as a mount and completely forgot. I took out Lisianne in front of Jizz, and we even encountered Jangsaeng.

'What should I do?'

Cold sweat ran down my back without me realizing it.

Atelius is the most serious and tight-lipped secret vault in the world, but Jizz is an automatic door that's lighter than anyone and talks too much.

Of course, if Jizz had even a little sense, she would keep quiet about it. But unfortunately, Jizz's sense is...

'I'm doomed.'

As soon as I realized how screwed I was, I desperately searched for the eternal blue sky in my mind.

If you can hear my voice, please answer...!

***

Jizz, who had gone out briefly at the request of the Honorary Priest, returned after quite some time. She probably wandered around here and there before coming back.

- Sister, Sister.
'What?'
- I saw something interesting?
'Wow. I'm really envious.'
- Don't answer so half-heartedly! I really saw something unusual!

I sighed as Jizz flapped her wings, looking hurt.

Jizz's standard for what's interesting is very low. She finds a four-leaf clover interesting, or seeing a whale while flying over the sea, or a tree with beautiful autumn colors, or lightning striking a tree. Given that, she probably saw something trivial this time too.

- There was a human carrying a fragment of Death!
'...Huh?'

But as if the sky was about to be overturned, something truly interesting came out of Jizz's mouth.

- What was it called again? The Death King? Even the Honorary Priest couldn't kill it, and it turns out it was a human with a fragment left by Death!
'The Honorary Priest couldn't kill it?'
- Yes! I was so surprised! He was talking urgently with those Enen folks!
'The Death King, huh.'

That name sounds familiar. I feel like I've heard it before.

- But now the Honorary Priest has that fragment too, so. Does this mean the Honorary Priest will become immortal now?

My mind, which had been trying to recall the term "Death King," came to an abrupt halt.

'...The Honorary Priest?'
- Yes! I saw him put it in his pocket!

At those words, I couldn't help but smile.

It's a fragment of an evil god that once caused all sorts of chaos across the continent. A fragment of Death that even Enen couldn't handle and had to settle for sealing. I don't know how big it is, but if it can make a human immortal, it's certainly not a trivial amount.

And the Honorary Priest has it?

- Hello, can you hear me!?

And the Honorary Priest is calling out to me right after I heard Jizz's words?

This is a windfall. The luck that Jizz and the Honorary Priest have brought me!

'Yes! I can hear you!'

So I immediately responded to the Honorary Priest.

I've absorbed the divine attributes of evil gods, including Death. If I can consume Death's fragment, my divinity will increase even more!

- Is Jizz with you!?
'Yes, she's here!'
- Good! Please relay what I'm about to say directly to Jizz!
'Sure. But I also have a favor to—'
- I'll give you everything, just relay the message first!

Hooray!

Fortunately, I was able to intervene before Jiz's mouth started moving in earnest. It was as if the heavens were helping me.

"Please tell Jiz to absolutely, absolutely not mention what happened this time!"
"Alright! She does tend to have a loose tongue, but she usually listens when I earnestly ask her."

Though she's a lighthearted and immature younger sister, she's a good kid who listens well to her older sister.

"In exchange, you said you got a Death Fragment this time, right? Give me that."
"Should I deliver it to Jiz?"
"Yes."
"I'll go right away."

She was saying she'd take the Immortal's fragment that I'd been having trouble dealing with, in exchange for keeping her sister in check.

I let out a sigh of relief as two concerns were resolved at once. Honestly, I'd been wondering how to dispose of this unpleasant sphere, so if a friendly deity offered to handle it, that was fine by me. It would have weighed on my conscience to beg the Papal States for help just for this one thing.

So I used teleport to move to Jiz's nest.

"Huh? You're already here—"
"Did you listen to what your sister said?"
"Huh? Oh, yes."
"If this news spreads across the continent, I'll die, and your wings will turn into four. Watch yourself."

Jiz tilted her head at my words momentarily, but soon looked at her wings and nodded hurriedly.

Saying her wings would turn into four meant I would tear them horizontally.

"Don't worry! When I was a deity, I was called Jiz the Trustworthy!"
"Right. Let's do well."

No matter how I think about it, "trustworthy" and "Jiz" don't seem like words that can coexist. Besides, if she was called Jiz the Trustworthy when she was a deity, that means she isn't now.

Still, with such an explicit warning and her sister Eternal Blue Sky keeping her in check, she should restrain herself. Though Jiz might lack awareness, she's not completely devoid of common sense.

"Um, but..."
"What is it?"

Sudden anxiety surged as Jiz trailed off.

Why is the word "but" coming out? What on earth is she trying to tell me?

"I really, really can keep quiet about this from now on..."
"I'm sure. I believe you'll keep your mouth shut."
"But I already told some others— Ah, no! Don't draw your sword first!"

I barely managed to hold onto my consciousness that had momentarily faded at Jiz's urgent voice.

That was dangerous. I almost instinctively slashed the sky just now.

"Who?"

I finally opened my mouth while calming my right hand where the Black Flame Dragon was howling.

Who did you tell in such a short time? Who did you chatter to with that loose beak?

"L-Leviathan and Behemoth."
"Just those two?"
"Yes! Just those two!"

I let out a small sigh at what was fortunate amid misfortune.

Those two should be fine. Leviathan, who floats around the sea, and Behemoth, who peacefully tends to livestock in the former capital of the Trika Empire. Neither particularly enjoys conversing with people, nor are they the type with loose lips. There's a high probability they'd just respond "I see" to whatever information Jiz eagerly shared.

Still, I should ask them to keep it confidential just in case. I'd be too disappointed in myself if something happened because I let my guard down.

"Are you sure it's just those two? Tell me the truth now and we can fix this. If you wait, there'll be no solution, so tell me everything."
"It's true! How many people do you think would even talk to me in the first place!"

I found myself nodding unconsciously because it wasn't wrong.

An eagle the size of a battleship soaring through the sky. How many beings could have a peaceful conversation with such an entity? Jiz, who had awakened after sleeping for 2,000 years, didn't have anyone she could call a friend except Leviathan and Behemoth.

Come to think of it, that might be why Jiz talks so much in front of me. With so few conversation partners, she pours out all kinds of words to the few she has.

*Sigh*

I felt guilty for no reason. I scolded a lonely soul with no friends too harshly.


"I guess. When the Emperor of the Sky speaks, everyone else is probably too busy trembling."

Though it felt awkward to call it compensation, I offered some comfort to Jiz who must have felt hurt and wronged. The reason Jiz has no one to talk to isn't simply because she has no friends, but because she's the great Emperor of the Sky, so people are cautious around her.

"Heheh. That's true."

Jiz, who had been flapping her wings at my words, began to shrug what I assumed were her shoulders.

It's fortunate that she has such a pure and bright personality.

I was betrayed by Behemoth, whom I trusted.

"I'm sorry. I happened to have a conversation with Constantina and mentioned the Death King."
"What."

Behemoth had already told his acquaintance Constantina about the Death King.

"The Spirit Kings know too. Since they're friends who can't leave the World Tree, they want to hear even trivial matters about the continent."
"......"

Constantina had told the Spirit Kings.

"I heard the Death King is alive."

And the Spirit Kings had blabbed to my grandmother.

And if my grandmother had received the news, then what came next?

"Kal."
"Yes..."
"Let's have a little chat."

It was Trixie and the other wives.

The information that had miraculously been limited to just Mar had suddenly spread to all the wives.

*Who should I blame for this?*

I feel like crying. Is it Jiz's fault for gossiping before I could tell her to keep quiet, or is it my fault for not controlling her sooner?

My head screams the latter, but my heart absolutely refuses to accept it—a deadly dilemma. It's such a difficult and sorrowful matter.

***

Recently, my brother has been frequently spotted at the lake.

I haven't seen it myself, but noble council members who went out for fresh air often saw my brother fishing. Whether they went in the morning, at noon, or in the evening, he was always there, making them wonder if he lived there.

*That's quite an exaggeration.*

I couldn't help but chuckle. My brother has a perfectly fine mansion, six wives, and eight children. What could possibly make him want to stay at a lake?

Moreover, my brother isn't particularly fond of fishing. While warriors are often perceived as active, the brother I know prefers staying indoors to going outside. He's the type who would choose to play with his children at home rather than go fishing.

...

*Let's stop thinking about it.*

I almost deduced why my brother was staying at the lake, but I refrained for the sake of his honor. In this world, there are truths that should be known and truths that should remain unknown.

And what's important to me isn't my brother's temporary dwelling.

"Are you okay? Should I bring you more water?"
"I-I'm fine. I'll feel better if I just sit a bit longer."
"I think you should lie down..."

Sera, trembling because of the imminent wedding. Bia, earnestly comforting her.

Prioritizing these two over my brother, who might have done something wrong, is more important. Thinking about the woman who will soon be my wife, the woman carrying my child, comes first.

"Sera. Can you give me your hand for a moment?"
"Ah, yes."

When I approached the trembling Sera and extended my hand, she gave me her hand, which was even paler than usual.

It's pitiful. Sera, who already has a weak constitution and tends to stagger at the slightest shock, is being consumed by tension as the life-changing experience of marriage approaches. With her frail physique, she can't help but suffer from just the tension.


Of course, it's just nervousness, not dislike, but I'm worried she might collapse during the wedding.

"Your hands are very cold. Even though it's warm today."

So I massaged Sera's hands, trying to help her relax.

When the entire body is tense, you need to soothe it with warm hands and gentle words. You need to gradually relax it starting from the extremities.

"The wedding. Should we keep it simple, just between us?"
"N-No! Let's do it as planned!"

It was just a suggestion, but Sera vehemently shook her head in refusal.

That's natural. No matter how nervous she is, she wouldn't want to simplify the union of two noble families, the formal ceremony of becoming a couple with the person she loves.

Nevertheless, I made this mischievous suggestion just in case. If, if Sera's burden and tension reached its peak, simplifying the wedding could be an option. After all, the wedding is for the couple, and it would be problematic if the bride is struggling.

"If you change your mind—"
"That won't happen."
"Alright. I won't ask again."

I slightly raised the corners of my mouth at Sera's firm answer.

"Sera."
"Yes?"
"Jiz said she's coming again this time. She's prepared all the flowers to scatter at the wedding."

At those words, Sera's eyes widened, and she smiled broadly, expressing her joy. Unlike me, who sighed at Jiz's flashy appearance, Bia and Sera welcomed Jiz's presence.

The performance was so excessive that even Sera was taken aback at first. But a giant eagle appearing to bless the wedding and scattering colorful flower petals from the sky? One could hardly imagine a more splendid performance. It was enough to captivate Sera's heart when she attended as a guest at a wedding.

Thanks to that, Jiz is scheduled to deploy again this time. In fact, even if Sera had been reluctant, my brother would have insisted, saying, "Discrimination between weddings is unacceptable!"

*That damned discrimination.*

It makes my teeth grind to think of the incidents caused by that cursed discrimination, but I should try to understand. My brother is someone who once considered marrying six women simultaneously, so he's quite unhinged. A normal younger brother should understand his crazy older brother.

"Your Excellency."
"Hmm?"

While I was contemplating whether my brother was good, bad, or just strange, the mansion's butler approached.

"What is it?"
"The head of the family has arrived."
"...My brother?"
"Yes, Your Excellency."

I flinched momentarily at the news of my brother's visit.

Just after I treated him as crazy, he comes to the mansion. Can my brother read the minds of distant people too?

"Let him in."

However, I couldn't turn away my brother who had come all this way, so I readily granted permission for his visit.

*How desperate must he be.*

Moreover, if my brother, who had been living at the lake, came to my mansion, it meant his homeless—no, fishing lifestyle had reached its limit.

No matter how eccentric and strange he is, he's my only brother. If he asks for a place to rest for a while, I can certainly accommodate him.

"Thank you for receiving me..."
"Thank you..."
*What is this now?*

I couldn't help but laugh when I saw my brother holding what looked like a talking doll.

When did someone who participated in the Death King subjugation campaign pick up something like that? Did he pick up the Death King or something?

*That can't be.*

I smiled bitterly at the absurd thought.

No matter how crazy my brother is, he's not that insane.

# Kal Kracius

It's been 10 years since I've lived with the name Kal Kracius. In all those 10 years, I can say with certainty that I've never eaten as many awkward meals as I have lately.

"Brother-in-law, is there anything you find uncomfortable?"
"I'm fine. Couldn't be more comfortable."
"That's good. But please let me know if you need anything."
"Sure..."

Zenobia, currently Erich's only wife and my only sister-in-law, treats me with such care despite being pregnant.

"The chef is delighted that you brought back so many fish. He says they're all plump and healthy!"
"I only caught the good ones."
"I'll make sure to serve dishes worthy of such fine ingredients!"
"Thank you..."

And there's Sera, who still calls me "oppa" since they're not officially married yet, attending to my every need alongside Zenobia.

This is embarrassing. Zenobia is a newlywed, and Sera's wedding is just around the corner. I should be making myself scarce so they can enjoy their happy, peaceful time.

Yet here I am, this "brother-in-law" character, camping out at my brother's mansion for days, just scratching my belly. I deserve to be cursed behind my back, and even if I got slapped in the face, I'd have no right to complain.

'I want to die.'

Have I ever felt such shame in my life? Even if Zenobia and Sera say it's fine, I can't forgive myself.

But what's even more pathetic is that I have nowhere else to go. I can hardly walk into the Imperial Palace and say, "If it's not too much trouble, could I borrow a palace?" The Emperor would gladly provide one, but then I wouldn't be able to decide when to leave.

"What trouble you put me through."
"You're the one who brought me here, Master."

Looking at Lisianne, whom I'd carelessly stuck in a vase for lack of a better place, she retorted with an indifferent expression.

She's right, but I felt an instinctive surge of anger. If Lisianne weren't immortal, would I be carrying her around? I would have disposed of her properly and burned the body.

Who could have known she would pick up and eat the fragment left by Jangsaeng, or that the fragment's effect would be so powerful?

"Who are you calling Master?"

Anyway, suppressing my anger and bitterness, I barely managed to speak.

No matter how I thought about it, I couldn't refute her "You're the one carrying me around, not the other way around" argument. So I could only nitpick her meaningless title.

"You're the one closest to Death, aren't you? Once a Master, always a Master."
"Haven't you seen me acting like his owner?"
"T-that! Death values you highly for unsealing the Master! He's treating you generously because of your great contribution!"
"If you say so."
"Eeeeek...!"

Seeing Lisianne trembling with a flushed face made me feel better. Surprisingly, insulting Jangsaeng works effectively as Lisianne's trigger button.

It must be quite a shock for her that the Death she worshipped has fallen to become Jangsaeng, and that I, whom she thought was a disciple, turned out to be the master. Any normal believer would have lost faith in Death on the spot.

But Lisianne is a lunatic who chose the path of the Four Kings while being a cardinal of the Dawn Order. She's a fanatic waiting for her junior who might appear at any time, choosing to fall into indefinite silence. Neither Jangsaeng's modest appearance nor his pitiful behavior could shatter Lisianne's faith.

'What terrifying faith.'

It's a bit creepy. What if that monstrous faith had been combined with Death in his prime, not Jangsaeng? Or if Jangsaeng hadn't lost his divine status and fallen?

It would be the most horrifying combination in the world. An evil god whom even Enen couldn't completely annihilate, and an army of corpses worshipping that evil god. Talk about a demon king.

"Brother."
"Huh?"


Just as I was feeling relieved that Jangsaeng and Lisianne had revived at different times, Erich's voice came from behind, making me turn around.

"Sorry, but I think you need to leave now."

My body froze at his polite yet direct expulsion order.

So this day has finally come. Erich might have put up with me for a day or two out of brotherly love, but stretching it to three or four days was clearly too much.

"I've been here a while, haven't I?"
"No, well, I'd be fine with you staying longer..."

I was touched by Erich scratching the back of his head.

A brother trying to let me down gently, worried I might get hurt. What beautiful brotherly love. I felt sorry for thinking he was an insensitive blockhead all this time—

"My wives found out you're here. They said to stop keeping you and send you away."
"Ah."

I couldn't help but sigh at his words.

"But your wives must have known all along. They probably wanted you to let me rest for a few days out of concern, and now they're saying it's time for me to go."

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at Erich's unusually normal attempt at comfort.

His brotherly love aside, being a soon-to-be newlywed seems to have dramatically improved his eloquence and compassion.

"Well, I guess that could be it. Thanks for letting me stay."
"Don't mention it. This is the Kracius family mansion after all. You're the head of the family, so technically it's yours anyway."

After saying that, Erich briefly looked at Lisianne before quickly averting his gaze.

He's curious about Lisianne's identity but shows restraint by not asking. He must instinctively know that he wouldn't get a good answer even if he asked.

"See you at the wedding then."
"Let me know if you'll still be at the lake by then. I'll tell everyone you're away on business."
"Thanks."

I chuckled at his subtle consideration and began wandering around the Capital again.

"Have you reflected enough?"
"From now on, I'll consult with you before bringing anything home..."
"Good. That's sufficient."

Fortunately, I was able to return to the mansion before sunset.

The small ball Jiz launched flew high into the air before falling back down.

***

There was an incident where my brother camped out at the mansion right before the wedding, but his unexpected visit actually helped ease Sera's tension. How could she be nervous about the wedding when her future brother-in-law was right there in front of her?

Of course, under normal circumstances, a brother-in-law might be more stressful than a wedding. A wedding ends as a momentary event, but a brother-in-law is family you'll see for life.

But Sera and my brother have known each other for a long time. She didn't need to be nervous around someone who wasn't a stranger. Though unintentional, I survived thanks to my brother.

'Comforting his future sister-in-law at the cost of being kicked out.'

I couldn't help but laugh. Thanks to my brother being kicked out—no, camping by the lake... no, wandering around the Capital, Sera was able to laugh. I'm grateful to my brother for sacrificing himself for his younger brother and sister-in-law.

Still, I don't want to become a head of household like him. What on earth did he do to be unable to enter his own home for days? Honestly, his wives would probably just say "Here we go again" even if he showed up with a seventh wife.

'Did he lose an arm during the Four Kings Subjugation War?'

If it's something that would make his wives react sensitively, it must be related to his and his children's well-being. Since he just returned from the subjugation war, it wouldn't be strange if he were injured.


If he was kicked out because of an injury, it's truly unfortunate. How sad must he have felt, having joined the military during his vacation? And then to get injured on top of that, incurring both the anger and worry of his wives—it goes beyond sad to downright pitiful.

'...I won't have to worry about getting kicked out.'

I'm fortunate not to be the continent's greatest swordsman like my brother. People really should be just moderately competent.

"Baron Hardiner."
"Ah, Marquis Idrafen."

While I was resolving to live as someone moderately competent and moderately incompetent, Ainter approached with his wife.

Since other guests were nearby, we couldn't speak casually as usual, but using formal speech wasn't a problem. The bond we formed at the Academy wouldn't disappear just because we spoke formally.

"Congratulations on your marriage. It seems like just yesterday we were anxiously watching when you would marry Lady Sera, and finally, the club members' wishes have come true."
"It's embarrassing when you mention what happened years ago."
"Hehe, that was my intention. Was it too obvious?"

Both Ainter and I burst into laughter at his joke.

It's embarrassing, but Ainter's words, though joking, aren't wrong. When Sera and I were in the Confectionery Club, my brother and the other members were so frustrated watching us. As if they were any better when it came to romance.

"By the way, after your and Lady Sera's wedding... the Kracius family's celebrations will pause for a while, won't they?"
"Yes. Neither I nor the head of the family have any intention of forming new relationships. Nothing will happen until Teresa comes of age."

I nodded calmly at Ainter's words.

Even if Teresa were to marry right after graduating from the Academy, it would still be 18 years from now. After four years of non-stop weddings, having an 18-year break might feel a bit empty and disappointing.

"Hmm? Isn't the young master older than Lady Teresa?"

Since that was correct, I nodded again. Fedi is one year older than Teresa, so if they were to marry at the same age, Fedi's wedding would naturally come first.

That is, if they marry at the same age.

"Since he strongly inherited the head's blood, I don't think his path to marriage will be smooth..."
"Haha! That's true!"

Ainter laughed so loudly at my words that he drew the attention of other guests.

Even the Marchioness, who had been silent beside Ainter, was visibly trying to suppress her laughter.

'I pray he inherited less of my brother's traits.'

Looking at Ainter and the Marchioness, I prayed inwardly.

Please let our first nephew take after his first mother more than my brother. Even if he resembles my brother, may he not inherit his complicated love life.

My brother and I are enough for the Kracius family to be the rising stars of the marriage world.

"We're here."
"We're hewe!"
'Ah.'

No sooner had I finished my prayer than my brother appeared, walking leisurely with Fedi in his arms.

And seeing the father and son approaching side by side, I realized my prayer was completely meaningless.

'Were they made from the same mold?'

I vaguely thought they looked alike since they're father and son, but now I see they're not just similar—they're practically identical.

It would be more of a miracle if Fedi didn't inherit my brother's complicated love life.

The Kracius brothers' final wedding ceremony began.

A wedding where both the groom and bride are 22 years old. It's slightly late for a noble marriage, but considering my age when I first got married, Erich and Sera are relatively early.

Moreover, neither the couple nor those involved feel any regret about the slight delay. They're simply happy about the marriage itself.

'The outcome is too good to feel disappointed about being a little late.'

I looked at our parents and Sera's parents sitting in the front row of the guest seats.

With this marriage, the Kracius Family has successfully married off both the eldest and second son. Except for the late-born youngest daughter Teresa, all the children have formed their own families, and those families are the result of love marriages rather than political arrangements. From our parents' perspective, they can't help but be happy.

Sera's parents, Baron Jaigel and his wife, need no explanation. Their only child and heir Sera, who objectively wasn't the most desirable marriage prospect due to her frail body, finally succeeded in getting married. And not to some strange family as if being sold off, but to someone Sera had cherished since childhood.

Perhaps because of this, Baron Jaigel's shoulders periodically shook as he tried to hold back tears, while his wife continuously wiped her eyes with a handkerchief.

'They must have suffered greatly.'

I couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

Two children had been born between Baron Jaigel and his wife. The first passed away in childhood, and the second, Sera, had lived in a frail state. It's a situation very similar to how Luise lost her older sister and was herself frail.

Perhaps that's why those tears felt more poignant, more fortunate to me. I could understand the baron and his wife's feelings to some extent.

"Dad."

As I watched the wedding, Fedi, who was sitting in my lap, called out to me in a quiet voice.

"What is it?"

I couldn't help but smile at his voice, just loud enough for only those at our round table to hear.

Our precious, smart Fedi. He even knows to whisper quietly so as not to disturb his uncle's wedding. Such thoughtfulness is hard to expect from a young child.

"How many times will Uncle get married?"
"What."

Despite his quiet voice, the question was far from considerate.

Asking about the next wedding during a wedding ceremony. No, more than that, asking someone how many times they'll marry when it's their final wedding.

"Hup."
"Ahem. Ahem."

At this astonishing question, Luise and Rin, who were sitting at the same table, desperately tried to hold back their laughter.

"...This is your uncle's last wedding. He won't have any more."
"Huh? But this is Uncle's second wedding. Why only twice?"

Fedi's eyes sparkled with genuine curiosity.

I couldn't bring myself to tell such a Fedi, "Normally, people only have one wedding." That would make Fedi the child of abnormal parents.

"Did Dad take Uncle's weddings instead?"
"Pfft... Huff..."

By now, Eri had also started to snicker.

"Did Dad take some because he's the older brother?"

Looking closely, I could see that Mar, Trixie, and even Fine were biting their lips and desperately staring straight ahead.

Thankfully the guest seats were divided into several round tables; if they had been arranged in a single row like church pews, a disaster would have nearly occurred.

'What should I do about this...'

Of course, only the disaster was averted. My heart was mercilessly torn apart by Fedi's innocent attack.

This is why they say parents are mirrors for their children. I've inadvertently instilled strange common sense in Fedi.


"Our Fedi. Is it fun playing with Titi, Jangsaeng, and Gyeomson?"
"Yes."
"It's nice to play with many at once, but you don't always do that."
"Yes. The younger ones need to play too."
"Marriage is like that too. It's nice to have many because it's good, but if one person has too many, others can't have any. That's why the number differs from person to person."
"Is that so?"

No. Not at all.

There's no one who has many marriages because they enjoy the act itself, nor does anyone have fewer marriages so others can have more. The only accurate part of what I just said is that the number differs from person to person.

"Yes. That's how it is."

But Fedi is still young. I need to explain at his level, so I can't sincerely say something like "marriage is an art in social circles where love and political strategy blend appropriately." I need to mention things familiar to Fedi, things easy for him to accept, to instill the idea that "anyway, the number differs for each person."

It's a somewhat strange analogy, but sufficient for now. I need to cover the question "Why did Dad have more marriages than Uncle?" with the thought "It's normal for the number to differ!" More detailed knowledge can be taught when Fedi grows older.

"Then I'll marry just once."
"Huh?"
"If it's good, my younger siblings should do it! One is enough for me!"

I blinked blankly at those words before letting out a chuckle.

I've seen people declare themselves single a few times, but this is the first time I've seen someone declare they'll marry only once for the sake of their siblings.

"Alright. If Fedi wants to marry just once, then just once it is."

I patted Fedi's head, supporting his decision.

A father with one wife, me with six wives, followed by Fedi with one wife.

'Will my grandson return to six wives?'

I became a bit scared at this remarkable alternating pattern across generations.

No, including Hecate, I have seven wives, so my grandson might have seven too.

Thanks to Fedi, there was a small commotion, but Erich and Sera's wedding concluded smoothly.

In just four years, the Kracius family has held eight weddings. With this tremendous experience, the Kracius County has proudly become the second-best wedding expert family among the noble houses in the Empire.

Naturally, first place belongs to Duke Osiden, the Golden Duke. No matter what we do, we can't beat them.

"Congratulations on your marriage."

Anyway, amidst the trinity symbolizing a successful wedding—a kiss pledging eternal love, enthusiastic applause from guests, and flower petals showering from above—I approached Erich to offer my congratulations.

"Congratulations to Sera too. No, I should call you sister-in-law now."
"Thank you, brother-in-law."

Seeing Sera's beaming smile, I felt like I might cry.

How hard I worked to bring Erich and Sera together. "If you can't eat this, you're not human," "If there's no progress after this, you don't have a human head," "If this doesn't work, you're an animal." How many times did I repeat such phrases to myself?

Finally, those tearful efforts bore fruit. Erich, who once shared a goodbye kiss with Yuchi, has now shared a wedding kiss with Sera.

"Are you crying, brother?"
"Be quiet."

It was my last bit of reason that kept me from adding "you bastard—" at the end. I couldn't bring myself to punch the new groom in the solar plexus in front of his new bride.

"Rest well for a while. Judging by the lack of news, Laterre's wedding won't be until late autumn at the earliest."

I whispered quietly into Erich's ear.

When Laterre holds his wedding, Erich plans to go to Yuven in a personal capacity and congratulate him, leveraging their relationship as Academy friends. Going on an overseas trip during the honeymoon is a terrible thing, but fortunately, there are a few months of leeway.

"What if I can't be there when our first child is born?"

Despite the few months of leeway, Erich muttered as if troubled.


That's certainly a problem. Like me and our father, Erich is a healthy warrior, so Zenobia has quietly and safely conceived a child. If Laterre's wedding falls in late autumn or winter, she might give birth while Erich is in Yuven.

Yet it's also difficult to travel abroad with a heavily pregnant wife.

"If necessary, return by teleport."

So I calmly told Erich the solution.

"Huh? Is that allowed?"
"You're going in a personal capacity, not on an official diplomatic mission. Who would complain if you return because of a family matter?"
"But still, His Majesty..."
"It's not a mission that stakes the nation's fate, so His Majesty will understand."

And if he doesn't understand, I can go to the Sun Palace and raise a bit of hell.

If it were just Erich suffering, I might be content to watch from the sidelines, but this involves my sister-in-law Zenobia and my first niece or nephew, which changes things. How sad would it be if the head of the family is absent when the first child is born?

The Emperor wants to send Erich to further oil the relationship between the Empire and Yuven, not because it's an absolute necessity.

'Even if he considers it a necessity, it doesn't matter.'

If the relationship with Yuven is more important than the Minister of Audit's tantrum, let him choose Yuven.

"...Hey, brother. Then—"
"Don't even dream about it without a valid reason."
"Damn."

I firmly stopped Erich who was trying to take advantage.

Even I have to obey the Emperor's orders like a dog without a valid reason, how dare Erich try to wriggle out?

'Not a chance.'

If it weren't for the timing of the birth, I'd block you even if the Emperor tried to pull you out.

"Well, I'll be going now. Have a good time."

Still, I retreated slightly, as continuing to talk about work would dampen the new groom's mood.

Besides, Erich's father-in-law and mother-in-law, Baron Jaigel and his wife, were approaching from the opposite side. I shouldn't interfere with his intimate time with his in-laws.

'He's a beloved son-in-law.'

Baron Jaigel repeatedly bowing while holding Erich's hand. His wife embracing Sera and patting her back.

The scene was so heartwarming that I decided to hold back our father and mother who were approaching Erich's direction.

Even when the relationship between in-laws is good, sometimes the bride's family needs their own time.

***

"The fish are biting well now that the weather has warmed up. Should we set a date to take a boat out?"
"A boat? Is that really necessary?"
"Just a small rowboat would be fine, wouldn't it? Fishing while smelling the grass and soil is nice, but occasionally enjoying it on the water might be good too."
"Hmm. I suppose."

I turned my head away from Billy and Kal, who were chatting about fishing.

Laura and Baron Jaigel still shedding tears. Erich at a loss and Sera smiling shyly.

'Is it okay to be this happy?'

My lips curled up involuntarily. Right beside me, father and son share the same hobby, and in front, I can see my second son receiving abundant love from his in-laws.

I'm happy. Just a few years ago, I couldn't even dream of such a scene.

'Now if only Teresa grows up healthy.'

Our precious youngest, Teresa. Please grow up strong and become the happiness of your mother and father.

Erich and Sera's wedding ended successfully, but the aftermath of the wedding wasn't over yet.

To be precise, the aftermath hadn't ended only in our mansion.

"Yuris sister."
"Yes, young master! Do you need something?"
"Sister, how many times will you get married?"

At Pedi's question, Yuris opened her eyes wide, and soon began to giggle.

It was a natural reaction. A toddler talking about marriage to her? Anyone would laugh in this situation.

"I wonder. How many times should I get married?"
"I have siblings so I'll only marry once! You can marry lots of times!"

At those words, Yuris's smile deepened.

Pedi had realized through Erich's wedding that people marry different numbers of times. Since this fact seemed fascinating and wondrous from Pedi's perspective, he had been asking the mansion staff about their marriage count since the wedding. Just like he was doing with Yuris now.

Of course, the staff showed signs of bewilderment at these sudden marriage surveys, but isn't it admirable when a young child takes interest in something and investigates it personally? The staff must have felt the same way as this father, as they answered kindly.

"Just once, young master."
"Whyyy? Daddy said marriage is good!"
"Since you'll only marry once, I should only marry once too!"
"Wow! Thank you!"

Pedi flapped his arms at the gardener's words, while the staff looked on with warm smiles.

Though it happened a few days ago, I could still vividly picture the scene when I closed my eyes. Our Pedi, already earning sky-high support from the staff. At this rate, this daddy might become a lame duck in his twenties.

"Maria, how many times will you get married?"

Pedi's investigation even extended to his siblings, but...

"What's marriage?"

What would children younger than Pedi know about marriage? All his siblings, including Maria, could only tilt their heads in confusion at Pedi's question.

"Many is good!"
"Then I'll do many!"
"I'll only do it once!"
"Then I'll only do it once too!"

"Pfft."

I couldn't help but laugh as I recalled the conversation between Pedi and Maria.

How adorable they were, talking about marrying once or many times when they didn't even understand the meaning of marriage. It made me briefly consider finding them fiancées in advance.

For about two seconds, that is. I have no intention of selling off our children for political gain.

'There's no need for arranged marriages when we lack nothing.'

It might be an arrogant and immature thought as the head of a family, but I have no intention of forcing arranged marriages on our children. Only love marriages are the future of the Kracius family.

To begin with, if I were to seriously pursue arranged marriages, the imperial social circle would be turned upside down several times. The Emperor, who's already overwhelmed with the Osiden Duke's marriage, might be horrified.

"Daddy!"

While I was thinking about this and watching Pedi and Yuris, Pedi finally noticed me and came running over.

"Our Pedi. Charlotte sister is here, shouldn't you go see her?"
"Sister came?"
"Yes. She came to play with you and your siblings."
"Wow!"

At my words, Pedi let out an adorable cheer and then heartlessly passed by me toward the main entrance.

I'm glad he gets along well with the Crown Princess, but it's also a bit disappointing. No matter how much you like your friend and sister, couldn't you go with your daddy?

"Were you surprised by Pedi's mischievous question?"

Anyway, after watching Pedi's retreating figure in the distance, I casually spoke to Yuris.

From Yuris's perspective, she was just passing by to do her usual work when she was forced into an interview with the young master. No matter how adorable the staff finds our children, being cute and being troublesome are separate issues.

"Hehe, not at all. I was actually looking forward to when he would ask me!"
"That's good then."

But seeing Yuris's bright response made me smile.


Pedi had been firing questions left and right these past few days. Since many staff members had already received marriage questions, it seemed the remaining few were now waiting for their turn. Just like Yuris.

"Hmm."
"What is it?"
"I was thinking that you and Sophia are also at the age to get married. Do you have someone in mind?"
"It's fine! Sophia and I are married to this mansion!"

Her answer was so confident that I was momentarily speechless. Not marrying and working, but marrying the mansion? I'm the owner of this mansion, who gave permission for this?

"Did Sophia agree to this?"
"Sophia and I may be two people, but our hearts are one! She'll think the same even without me telling her!"

I quietly patted Yuris's head at her unilateral claim without consent.

A matchmaker who marries her best friend to real estate. There probably hasn't been a matchmaker like Yuris before, and there won't be one in the future.

"Tell me if you find a lover. You're not strangers to me, I'll support you."
"Hehe..."

I meant that if she brought a lover, I would take responsibility for the wedding, provide a place for them to live independently, and support their livelihood afterward, but Yuris just tried to laugh it off. It seems she has no intention of dating, let alone getting married.

Whether it's because she hasn't met someone she likes, or because she wants to repay the kindness I've shown her all her life, I don't know.

"Yuris."
"Yes?"
"If you want, you can still work at the mansion after getting married."

At that, Yuris's eyes grew round. So it was the latter reason she was postponing marriage—

"I just haven't met a man because I've been busy working."
"Huh?"
"Other staff members are married and still working here. I naturally thought I would work here too... was I the only one who thought that?"

I hurriedly shook my head at Yuris's words, which she muttered as if shocked.

My intention to have Yuris and Sophia live independently would only happen if they wanted it; I never planned to force them out. I just vaguely thought that since they had worked as maids from a young age, they might want to live comfortably after marriage.

"I'll work until the young master becomes the family head! I'll even see the young master's young master!"
"I'd be grateful for that."

However, Yuris, who had nearly been unexpectedly dismissed, made an intense loyalty pledge while trembling all over.

I can only apologize for saying something that could be misunderstood.

***

The Crown Princess, who had gone to the Minister's mansion to play today as well, returned with a face full of smiles.

"Looks like you had fun."
"Yes! It was fun!"

I lifted up the Crown Princess, who answered with sparkling eyes. Since I have a lot of work and can't play with the Crown Princess for long, it's good to engage in even small games whenever I have time.

"Then shall we play with daddy this time?"
"Yes!"

Seeing the Crown Princess giggling, I couldn't help but smile too.

Our Crown Princess, who becomes happy just from being held. A wonderful daughter who gets along well with the Minister's children and cherishes her younger brother, the Prince.

The Crown Princess is my treasure that helps me endure this endless work. One of the three treasures I must protect.

"Oh right, daddy!"
"Yes?"
"How many times should I get married?"

At those words, my smiling face froze.

Marriage? Who? The Crown Princess? Our beloved Charlotte?

"Why suddenly..."
"Pedi asked how many times I'll get married! Pedi said he'll only do it once!"

I opened and closed my mouth at the Crown Princess's following words, then closed it again.

I'm confused. What happened that made the Minister's eldest son talk about marriage? He's only 4 years old, just a year older than the Crown Princess!

'Is it because of Baron Hardiner?'


I quickly organized my thoughts. Recently, Baron Hardiner—the Minister's younger brother from the eldest son's perspective—got married. So he might have developed a vague interest in the concept of marriage.

But why did he add that he would only do it once? And why did he ask the Crown Princess?

'Is it because of the Minister?'

My mind is complicated. If another child had said such things, I would have just laughed it off, but it makes me anxious when it comes from the Minister's heir—a child who looks exactly like the Minister.

Of course, the child is innocent. Even to me, he's a bright and pure child, so kind that comparing him to the Minister would be disrespectful.

'The problem is his mess of a father.'

However, no matter how kind a child is, they cannot defy the bloodline they've inherited.

The Minister, who has shown off his glamorous romances and marriages. If that child has strongly inherited the Minister's blood, his future is also uncertain.

"If Pedi does it once, I'll do it once too!"
"Is, that so?"
"Yes! Or I could marry Pedi too!"

At those words, my hands began to tremble.

Memories from the past flashed through my mind in an instant. The Minister's wives who were captivated by him, the news of the Minister's romances that turned the social world upside down.

'No way.'

I unconsciously gritted my teeth. The Minister's glamorous romances were enjoyable to watch, but there would be no greater disaster than if I became involved.

Moreover, what if, what if the Crown Princess falls for Pedi first? What if the Crown Princess suffers because of the young ladies who flock around Pedi?

'Absolutely not.'

I have no intention of stopping them if their hearts connect and they become lovers. Although it might be a bit awkward to become in-laws with the Minister, I don't want to interfere with the Crown Princess's love because of my feelings. Strategically speaking, there would be nothing more reassuring than having the Minister become the Crown Princess's in-law.

However, that should happen only if Pedi falls for the Crown Princess, not the other way around. The Crown Princess shouldn't be trailing after Pedi.

'What should I do?'

But no one can control the human heart. Not even me, the Emperor, not even me, the Crown Princess's father.

Should I prevent her from meeting Pedi? The Crown Princess would obviously cry her eyes out. I might even earn her hatred and not be able to hold her anymore.

It's a terrible moment of choice. If I choose the present, the Crown Princess's future is at risk; if I choose the future, the Crown Princess's present becomes sorrowful.

'...I have no choice but to divert her attention.'

After desperate contemplation, I came up with a temporary solution.

If I can't prevent the Crown Princess from going to the Minister's mansion, I should at least divert her attention away from Pedi.

I need to reduce her interest and affection toward Pedi, even if just a little.

***

I blinked blankly at the Crown Princess's visit.

More precisely, my mind went blank because of the entourage that came with the Crown Princess.

"Ah?"

A baby with impressive golden hair resembling the Emperor and purple eyes.

Prince Carolus. The Empire's only Prince had come with the Crown Princess.

"Your Highness. What brings both of you here today..."
"Daddy said to play with Carolus!"
"I see."

At the mention of the Emperor's instructions, I looked at the Prince again.

"Ah!"

The Prince smiled brightly as if noticing my gaze.

He's cute, but why send a child who seems like he's just learning to crawl?

'What is he thinking?'

The Emperor isn't the type to send out the Prince without a reason.

After the Crown Princess who was a regular visitor, now even the Prince had come as a guest.

Even though our mansion was turning into a daycare center, wasn't it too much to send a Prince who had just started crawling? What if something happened to this young, innocent Prince in our mansion?

'He's not the type to just send his child out carelessly.'

I organized my thoughts while holding the still brightly smiling Prince in my arms.

The Emperor overflows with affection for his children and doesn't bother hiding it. Before the Prince was born, he would sigh with concern about the Crown Princess's position and the future of his soon-to-be-born second child.

Yet that same Emperor had sent the Prince outside the Imperial Palace. Honestly, I knew the Prince would visit our mansion someday, but I thought it would be after he started walking at the earliest.

"His Imperial Majesty said that the godfather's boundless love would embrace Prince Carolus excellently as well."
"Is that so? I am truly honored."

When I silently held the Prince, the head lady-in-waiting bowed respectfully and explained the situation.

Since I was already the Crown Princess's godfather, this was a request to look after the Prince as well. It wasn't a strange request, nor one I could refuse—but what puzzled me most was "why at this time."

But what could I do? I couldn't send back the Prince who had finally ventured outside the palace, nor could I disappoint the Crown Princess whose eyes sparkled with excitement at the prospect of playing with her little brother.

'His personality is the opposite of his father's.'

While the Prince's head resembled the Emperor's exactly, seeing his bright smile made me think his personality wasn't like the Emperor's at all. I couldn't coldly push away such a child.

"Your Highness. Today, I shall be your chamberlain."
"Waa!"

The Prince smiled again with an angelic, pure face at my words.

To think that someone like the Emperor could have both the Crown Princess and now this child. It seems the Empress's genes must have worked hard.

"Godfather! Now put Carolus down!"
"Your Highness. Since Prince Carolus is visiting this mansion for the first time, I would like to personally guide him."
"No! Carolus likes crawling!"

I turned my gaze back to the Prince, surprised by his unexpected words.

Children who enjoy crawling are usually active. In our Kracius family, there's a child with tremendous energy, and thanks to that child, Teilgleichen County has been turned upside down dozens, hundreds of times.

But this quiet and pure child has a personality similar to Teresa?

'He seems so well-behaved?'

The Prince wasn't struggling at all, just looking up with sparkling eyes while being held in my arms.

Strange. If it were Teresa in her prime, she would have burst into tears at least five times by now. No matter how I looked at it, the Prince seemed the opposite of Teresa.

"Put me down! Put me down!"
"Ah, yes, Your Highness."

But this was the testimony of the Crown Princess who lived with the Prince in the palace. Her opinion would be more accurate than mine, who only saw the Prince occasionally.

"Awoo!"

When I put the Prince down in the mansion corridor, he began crawling at an incredible speed, as if his quiet behavior in my arms had been a lie.

His speed was remarkable, like a recruit in individual combat training. I couldn't say anything as I watched the Prince's back disappear in the distance.

"Ah! Carolus! Let's go together!"

The Crown Princess followed after the Prince, disappearing beyond the corridor.

"His Highness enjoys himself wherever he is."
"Wherever he is... you say?"
"Yes. When laid in bed, he takes peaceful naps; when held in arms, he quietly enjoys the scenery. And when his feet touch the floor, as now, he crawls faster than anyone."
"I... see."

A position that changes skillfully depending on the situation. A poker face that shows no complaints regardless of circumstances, only smiling brightly.

'He really is the Emperor's son.'

I acknowledge it. Though young and innocent, the Prince is indeed the Emperor's legitimate son.


That peculiar art of dealing with situations is an art that can only be demonstrated by someone with the Emperor's bloodline. Adults without the Emperor's blood cannot replicate it, while babies with the Emperor's blood instinctively perform it.

'...Let's think positively.'

My mind became complicated for a moment, but I soon calmed myself.

Yes, let's think positively. The Prince isn't skilled at handling situations because he inherited the Emperor's blood, but because he's a pure child who can smile brightly in any situation. A child who enjoys being held by adults and playing with his sister.

"Awoo!"
"Aaaaargh! What is this creature now?!"
"M-My Death! Are you alri—KYAAAAH!"

Not long after, terrible screams came from the direction the Prince and Crown Princess had run.

It seemed that Jangsaeng and Lisianne, who happened to be passing by, had been caught by the Livnoman duo.

Jangsaeng has always boasted a small build and cute appearance.

I don't know what he looked like when he was called Death, but everyone knows that the visible present takes precedence over the invisible past.

In other words, from the perspective of the Prince visiting our mansion for the first time, he couldn't help but be thrilled by the small and cute Jangsaeng.

"Awoo, woowoo!"

The Prince hugged Jangsaeng and smiled brightly.

"Grrrr..."

Jangsaeng, unable to struggle, was captured by the Prince.

"My Death... this too is a trial that comes to a servant who serves you..."

And Lisianne, who was next to Jangsaeng, as a bonus.

It was such a beautiful scene that I quietly turned my gaze away. A small child, a small dog, and a small person (who used to be). Where else could you see such a sight?

'Well done, our Jangsaeng.'

And since the Prince had just started crawling, he was smaller and weaker compared to other children. If Jangsaeng had struggled determinedly, he could have escaped from the Prince's arms, but he didn't. If Jangsaeng, with his small claws, had thrashed about, the Prince might have been hurt.

It was an incredibly admirable sight. Enduring his own pain to prevent a child from getting hurt? Now Jangsaeng could truly be called the perfect playmate for children.

No, he was already perfect with his knockout appearance, but now he was even more perfect.

"Carolus! This is Jangsaeng!"
"A-woo?"
"This is Lisianne!"
"Woowoo?"
"That's right! Carolus is so smart!"
'What's going on?'

Meanwhile, the Crown Princess, who was sticking close to the Prince, stroked his head while giggling.

What conversation just took place? All I heard was "awoo awoo."

'Do siblings share thoughts...?'

Amazing, Livnoman. Sharing colors because they're of the same blood. Erich, Teresa, and I can't do that.

"Kal."
"Ah, Mar."
"Jangsaeng is playing with them again, I see?"

At those words, I glanced at Jangsaeng.

I could see Jangsaeng now having his ears thoroughly licked.

"I'm not sure if that can be called 'playing'."
"The children enjoy it. Besides, Jangsaeng only pretends to dislike it; he secretly lurks in corridors where children frequently pass."

If he really hated it, he would hide and not come out.


Margareta, chuckling, handed me the plate she was holding.

"Here are cookies Lise made. The Prince probably can't eat them yet, but she baked mostly chocolate cookies thinking of the Crown Princess."
"Chocolate? She might get scolded a bit if the Empress finds out."
"Hehe, it should be fine if she brushes her teeth thoroughly before returning to the palace, right?"

Since that wasn't wrong, I laughed too.

That's right. If the Crown Princess brushes her teeth thoroughly before going home, the chances of being caught are low.

"But it's a bit surprising."
"What is? That the Crown Princess likes cookies? Lise had strange cooking methods during our Academy days, but her skills were originally good."
"Ah, no. Not that."

Margareta pointed slightly at the Prince and Jangsaeng and continued in a lower voice.

"Children might be afraid of animals, but neither the Crown Princess nor the Prince shows any sign of that."
"Isn't that the same for our children too?"
"Our children have been playing with Titi and the sacred beasts since birth. It's hard to compare under the same conditions."

For a moment, I thought of Situation's animal farm but quickly dismissed it. The animal farm in a corner of the Imperial Palace and the animal farm spread out in the same mansion are different.

"Perhaps the blood of the Imperial Family contains mercy that can embrace even mere beasts."

Thus, I resolved Margareta's question with a sudden praise of the Imperial Family. If a question has no conclusion no matter how much you think about it, it's best to conclude with "anyway, it's because the Imperial Family is great."

"That could be it."

Margareta nodded with a faint smile, seeming to understand my intention.

A neutral answer to change the subject. However, surprisingly, this answer might be the most plausible hypothesis. Situation, the ancestor of the Livnoman family, is currently playing an animal farm in real-time, and Situation's grandchildren, the Crown Princess and Prince, are busy with animals. It wouldn't be strange if the Livnoman blood contained an instinct for animal affection.

The Emperor, caught in between, is ambiguous since he hasn't shown particular affection for animals.

'He couldn't help it, having suffered from something worse than beasts.'

Unfortunately, the Emperor has experienced suffering from someone crazier than beasts. From someone named Dorgos, or the Second Prince...

So what can he do? It wouldn't be strange if trauma from being tormented by a subhuman, less-than-beast existence instilled not just a lack of animal affection but an aversion instinct in the Emperor.

Of course, it was the Second Prince who slapped him, but it's impossible for another monster like that to exist in this continent. He can only avoid beasts, which are roughly the most similar to the Second Prince. Like how a heart startled by a pot lid also flutters at the sight of a turtle.

"Godfather! Godfather!"

While I was expressing regret about the Emperor's formative years, the Crown Princess, who had been playing with the Prince, Jangsaeng, and Lisianne, came running over.

"Yes, Your Highness. Is there something you need?"
"Where's Fedi? I want to show Carolus to Fedi!"

My heart warmed at her words about introducing her brother to Fedi.

Even with her real brother right beside her, she hadn't forgotten Fedi, her brother in heart. If the Crown Princess becomes Emperor, she will be an excellent ruler.

***

The head lady-in-waiting who had accompanied the Crown Princess and Prince to the Minister's mansion submitted a somewhat regrettable report.

[Her Highness the Crown Princess actively facilitated the meeting between Ferdinand and His Highness the Prince, after which the three of them roamed the godfather's mansion together. Ferdinand showed great interest and goodwill toward His Highness the Prince, and His Highness did not leave Ferdinand's side.]

A report stating that while the Prince was placed beside the Crown Princess to reduce her interest in Fedi, instead, the Prince also showed interest in Fedi.

It's unfortunate. It would be welcome if the three played well together, but right now, suppressing an uncertain future takes priority. The Prince should be Fedi's rival, not his collaborator.

'...What am I doing?'

Suddenly, I felt self-loathing. The eldest, the Crown Princess, is only 5 years old, yet already I'm worrying about her romance, talking about checking, interest, rivals, collaborators... what kind of delusion is this?

The saddest part is that I know my actions are ugly, yet I can't stop.

'A second Minister incident must not happen.'

Fedi's blood is too frightening to just let things be.

# All Things Are Difficult at First, Then They Get Easier

It might seem a bit silly to make such a fuss about a child coming to visit, but in any case, the Crown Prince's visit to the minister's mansion didn't end as a one-time event.

"Uncle! We're here!"
"Ah!"
"Welcome, Your Highness the Crown Princess. I'm glad to see the Crown Prince is also in good health."
"Woo!"

For every three visits from the Crown Princess, the Crown Prince would accompany her about once. Today again, the Crown Prince, calmly nestled in the arms of the head lady-in-waiting, flashed a bright smile and waved his arms at my greeting.

I can't help but smile whenever I see him. Until now, the only blonde-haired, purple-eyed people I've known were the Emperor, the Second Prince, and Ainter. Each made a strong impression in their own way, but now the Crown Prince has been added to my mental list of "blonde hair, purple eyes." Such an adorable and innocent prince.

Thanks to him, the unpleasant feelings I had whenever I thought of the Emperor have somewhat diminished. I'm soothing my Emperor-irritated heart by looking at the Crown Prince.

"Your Highness. I've prepared a child who will be your attendant today."
"Woo—"

At my words, the Crown Prince tilted his head curiously.

How strange. The Crown Prince, not even a full year old, seems to understand my words. Is the Crown Prince a genius, or did he just happen to tilt his head by coincidence?

'Are all children like this?'

Come to think of it, both the Crown Princess and my own children seemed to understand words to some extent from an early age.

Of course, when spoken to in long sentences, they would just blink blankly or show no interest, but when addressed briefly, they would respond in their own way. They would giggle at words that should make them happy, and tilt their heads at words that might provoke curiosity.

Or perhaps they're not understanding the content of the words, but rather guessing from facial expressions or voice tone.

'Well, it doesn't matter.'

Suppressing the momentary question that had arisen, I brought forward the hand I had been hiding behind my back. Whether or not the Crown Prince understood my words, he would surely be delighted by what came next.

"This is Piyaki, who will be Your Highness's attendant for today."
"I am Humility, master. How much further will my name fall..."

Piya— no, Humility, who was sitting on my hand, muttered in a bitter voice.

"Woowoo!"

But that bitterness didn't reach the Crown Prince.

Longevity, who is small even among the sacred beasts. And Humility, who is overwhelmingly smaller than Longevity. At the appearance of this small and precious animal, the Crown Prince's eyes sparkled, and his arms, which had been moving slowly, began to flail more vigorously in the air.

"I'm glad you like it."

My smile deepened at his enthusiastic response.

This was exactly the reaction I had expected. I knew the Crown Prince would be delighted if I offered Humility as a sacrifice.

"Your Highness. Would you like to touch him directly?"
"Woo! Woo!"

When I slightly extended Humility forward, the Crown Prince also reached out both hands toward Humility. As if demanding to have him quickly.

"You must touch him carefully."
"Master. How about we reconsider that child's elaborate hand movements? If those hands grab me, my body will— AAAAARGH!"

Before Humility could finish speaking, he was grabbed by the Crown Prince's hands.

Perhaps because he was still a young child and lacked control over his strength, Humility let out a terrible scream, but based on past experience, that scream was partly exaggeration and partly performance to entertain the children.

'Even if they've lost their divine status, they were once gods.'

It's true that the sacred beasts have fallen from immortal beings to mortal ones, from majestic gods to cute animal forms. But as evident from the fact that these animals can speak human language, they are far from ordinary animals.

One of those distant characteristics is their sturdy physique. If they weren't sturdy, probably three or four of the sacred beasts would have gone to Enen's side by now. That's how much the sacred beasts have suffered over the past few years.

'Hang in there.'

So I silently cheered for Humility, who was groaning.

You can endure it, Humility. You're the pride of our mansion.

"Uncle, Uncle!"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"I need an attendant too! Attendant!"
"Very well. Who would you like to play with today?"
"Purity!"

I nodded willingly at the Crown Princess's words.

Purity. Once called Lust, but now a hikikomori unemployed who invests about half of the day in sleep. Along with Diligence, the most relaxed and lazy of the sacred beasts in our house.

However, perhaps because of his small fox form, he's a pitiful sacred beast utilized as a living fox fur scarf for children.

"Actually, Purity was waiting for Your Highness and fell asleep."
"Really!?"

That's obviously a lie. Purity doesn't have the relaxed and active personality to wait for someone to play with.


"Of course. He was anxiously waiting for Your Highness to arrive, so if you hug Purity while he's sleeping, he'll be delighted."
"Wow!"

But what can I do? For the sake of the Crown Princess's small joy, I must sell out Purity, who was chosen by the Crown Princess.

The Crown Princess won't play only with Purity, but if she has made Purity her daily attendant, he will be the main object of her attention. That gives the other sacred beasts some breathing room, which should reduce their complaints.

"Purity! I'm here!"

The Crown Princess ran off into the corridor, not even knowing where Purity was.

Watching her with a pleased expression alongside the head lady-in-waiting, I received the Crown Prince from her arms.

"Thank you for your help again today, Godfather."
"There's no need to thank me. It's what I should do as a godfather."

The Crown Prince, who naturally settled into my arms, blinked his eyes, and

"Ah!"

Waved one hand toward the head lady-in-waiting as if saying he'd be back after playing for a while.

Needless to say, Humility was caught in his other hand.

***

It's fun coming to Uncle's house!

It was always nice, but it's even better coming with Carolus!

"Don't you think so too, Purity!?"
"...Yeah. Well. I guess so."

Purity, who was sleeping cozily as Uncle said. Purity, who was startled and welcomed me when I arrived.

Purity also agreed with me. I'm sure everyone loves Carolus!

"Sister."
- Woof!
"Buddy! Titty!"
"Where's Carolus?"

Buddy's words made me happy. Buddy likes Carolus too.

"Carolus is with Piyaki!"
"Piyaki?"
"Humility! But today he's Piyaki!"

Since Uncle called him Piyaki. So today he's Piyaki!

"Then let's go to Piyaki too."
"Yeah!"
- Woof!

I agreed with Buddy's suggestion. I want to have fun playing with Buddy and Carolus together.

So we ate lunch and played, had cookies and chocolate, then played again,

"Woo woo..."
"Carolus?"

Now we have to go home, but Carolus was acting strange.

"It seems His Highness has taken a liking to Piyaki."
"To Piyaki?"

At Uncle's words, I looked at Piyaki in Carolus's hands.

Piyaki is cute. I like Piyaki too because he's small and adorable. But I also like Titty and Longevity and the others!

"Carolus! We have to go home now!"
"Woo woo woo..."

At my words, Carolus shook his head and lay down on the floor.

"My, it seems he wants to play more."
"Carolus! No! We have to go home!"
"Woo!"

Seeing Carolus being difficult made me a little angry too.

I also want to stay longer at Uncle's house. I want to play more with Buddy and his siblings and the animals.

But Dad and Mom said to come home by evening. They said we should be together in the evening...

"Carolus! Get up!"
"Woo woo woo!"
"Hmph! If you keep doing that, I'll throw away Piyaki!"
"Wait, why am I being dragged into this when I was just sitting quietly..."


I tried to lift Carolus, but he was heavy.

Carolus is amazing! He was light before but now he's heavy! He's growing fast!

'Ah, no.'

I giggled but I shouldn't laugh. Mom said when I need to be angry, I should be angry.

Buuuut... Carolus growing up... is that a good thing...?

"I suppose there's no choice."
"Huh?"

At Uncle's words, I looked at him.

"It would be too much to give Piyaki to His Highness, but I have something else to give instead."
"Instead?"
"Yes. Of course, there's something for Your Highness too."

Uncle, who disappeared saying he would bring gifts, returned with two small dolls.

"These are Longevity and Piyaki dolls. Do you like them?"
"Yes! They're cute so I like them!"
"What does His Highness think?"
"Woo..."

Carolus also looked at the dolls Uncle was holding and let go of Piyaki.

That's my Carolus! So good!

***

A somewhat unexpected report came in.

"The Crown Prince threw a tantrum at the minister's mansion."
"It wasn't exactly a tantrum, Your Majesty. He showed great interest in the animals the minister keeps—"
"No need to mince words. It's natural for a young child to throw tantrums."

At this, Lord Roman, who was delivering the report, silently bowed his head. It must be uncomfortable to say that the Crown Prince threw a tantrum in front of me, the Emperor.

But regardless of Lord Roman's feelings, my thought that it was unexpected remained unchanged. The Crown Prince, who smiles happily no matter what he does and enjoys being held by anyone, showed stubbornness to the point of throwing a tantrum. It's certainly not an ordinary occurrence.

At the same time, I was pleased. Doesn't it mean that the Crown Prince has found something he likes enough to throw a tantrum over? I had been a bit worried that the little one only smiled.

"Lord Roman."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Do you know why the Crown Prince showed such attachment to the minister's mansion?"
"Well, it seems to be because of the creatures the minister keeps."
"I see."

I nodded, finding this understandable. The creatures the minister keeps can speak human language and possess intelligence no different from humans. They're fascinating even to adults, let alone children.

"He showed particular interest in a chick."
"A chick?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Unconsciously, my gaze turned toward the courtyard.

Nugget, Pride, and Oven have been breeding diligently for the past few years, and a considerable number of eggs have grown from chicks to chickens. Those grown chickens have also reached the level of laying eggs, so dozens of chicks were huddled together in the courtyard.

"There are many chicks here too."
"But only the minister has chicks that can talk."

Since that wasn't wrong, I nodded again.

After Lord Roman withdrew, I reached out to one of the chicks roaming the courtyard.

- Peep!

Even though it's a mere creature, it seemed to recognize its master who feeds and shelters it. The chick hopped onto my hand and began to chirp.

A talking chick. A talking chick...

"Kfelopen."
- Peep?
"Livnoman."
- Peep peep!

Hmm.

'This isn't going to work after all.'

With a glimmer of hope, I taught the chick a few words, but it still only made peeping sounds.

That's disappointing. It would have been nice if there were many chicks that the Crown Prince likes in the imperial palace too.

'Nothing to be done.'

After stroking the chick on my hand a few times, I put it back down in the courtyard.

It's regrettable that I can't give a gift to the Crown Prince, but it's foolish to obsess over something that can't be done.

I stared blankly out the window.

The sky was blue, without a single cloud, and the sunlight was warm.

'What should I do?'

The scenery was breathtaking, but my body felt unbearably stuffy. As midsummer approached, the daylight hours grew longer, but I had nothing worthwhile to do while the sun was up.

It was too hot and bothersome to wander outside, fishing with father at the lake would only last a day or two, Erich was nowhere to be seen—probably off playing with his brothers-in-law—and the Emperor unusually hadn't summoned me.

Being able to rest without a schedule is a joyous thing. It's definitely joyous, but as these quiet days continued, my body started to ache.

'I can't even travel.'

I lay in bed, absently scratching my stomach.

Actually, according to my original plan, I was going to travel before or right after Erich's wedding. Since I'd already traveled with Mar, it would be Luise's turn next.

But considering what happened while I was away in the Jereno Kingdom, I couldn't travel with peace of mind.

'At least Meri needs to be old enough to crawl.'

Meri, who cried endlessly for her father while I was gone. I'd unintentionally caused deep hurt to our youngest, and I couldn't leave for another trip with just a "Sorry, Daddy's busy" attitude. If I did something like that, I'd deserve whatever punishment Meri might inflict on me when she's older.

So the next trip would be autumn at the earliest, or winter at the latest. Meri was born in spring, so she should be crawling by winter. This is reliable big data acquired from raising seven children.

'Should I just take the kids with us?'

The thought crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it.

This trip isn't a family vacation but a belated honeymoon. My wife and I obviously love our children, but shouldn't a honeymoon be enjoyed by just the two of us?

Besides, the children's energy—which barely can be managed with Titi, the older children, and the servants—would be impossible for just the two of us to handle...

'Wow.'

My hands trembled involuntarily. Even being the greatest swordsman on the continent is no match against unlimited energy. Just imagining it makes me dizzy.

So there's no choice. Until autumn or winter, I'll have to hibernate in the mansion.

"Woof!"
"Are you bored too?"
"Woof woof!"

I stroked Titi's head as he sat panting beside the bed.

"Hmmmm..."

While petting Titi's head, I turned my gaze back to the window.

Titi, who once struggled under the children's torment, had regained his original vigor after taking an emergency vacation to Teilgleichen County. While his master was holed up in the mansion avoiding the heat, Titi clearly wanted to go outside to play.

Golden Retrievers are certainly a gentle breed. But large dogs need activity appropriate to their size to avoid depression. I should provide Titi with adequate exercise and entertainment, but...

'It's such a bother.'

I shouldn't think this way, but it's bothersome. My body felt stiff from having nothing to do, but when I thought about going out, it felt like too much effort.

Fortunately, I'm somewhat resistant to heat and cold, but still, wandering around the Capital in midsummer is a bit... The sunlight hitting directly on my face and the heat rising from the ground are irritating regardless of my resistance.

But if I coldly ignore Titi, he'll feel hurt. Our family owes Titi so much comfort—how could I not take him for a walk?

...

'Do I just need to let him out?'

I looked at the fountain pen on the bedside table.

I don't want to go out. My wife and the servants are also avoiding the heat as much as possible. Meanwhile, Titi can play perfectly fine by himself.

Yes, Titi should be fine on his own.

"Titi."
"Woof?"
"Could you bring me a cloth?"
"Woof!"

At my request, Titi quickly ran out of the room and soon returned with a white cloth in his mouth.

Good. The color, material, and size are perfect.

"Stay still for a moment."

Titi held perfectly still, even keeping his mouth tightly shut.

I didn't mean he had to keep his mouth shut too, but whatever.

"Done."


Anyway, I wrapped the cloth Titi brought around his body like clothing and scribbled some writing with my fountain pen.

[This dog is under the protection of the Count of Teilgleichen, who is the Minister of the Imperial Administrative Audit Department, a member of the House of Lords in the Imperial Parliament, and a Knight of the Lisizariune Order. If this dog is found outside the Capital, please escort him to either the Count of Teilgleichen's mansion in the Capital or to the Count's castle in Teilgleichen County. Those who show goodwill to this dog shall receive the Count's favor, while those who show malice shall face punishment.]

It's a rather long message, but it clearly states that Titi has an owner, and that owner could make life quite difficult for anyone who crosses him.

'Just to be safe...'

I stamped both my count's seal and ministerial seal at the end of the message.

Perfect. Now even if Titi wanders around the Capital alone, no one except a suicidal madman would dare harm him.

...

"Titi, could you call Trixie for me?"
"Woof!"

Though it was my second request, Titi ran out the door without complaint.

I should also cast protection and tracking spells on Titi, just in case. There's an extremely small chance a suicidal madman might appear.

***

Master has allowed me to go for a walk!

It's disappointing that I can't go with Master, but that's okay! I can play well by myself!

"Come back before sunset. If you get hungry or thirsty on the way, go into any shop and ask. Your identity is clear and I've attached a money pouch, so they won't chase you away."
"Woof!"

Besides, Master has made many preparations so I can play well by myself! Even if Master's body isn't with me, his heart is! Isn't that like walking with Master?

I'm sure it is! Master is kind and good, so he's always with me in spirit!

"Hmm."

Master, who had been petting my head a lot, crouched down and lightly tapped my nose.

But it didn't hurt at all! That's amazing, isn't Master very strong?

"The effect is definitely working."
"Woof woof!"

I smiled back at Master, who seemed pleased.

When Master is happy, I'm happy too!

"...Should I write a bit more?"
"Woof?"

After saying that, Master held my body and started writing something on the cloth wrapped around me.

It tickled, but I endured it. This is also a gift Master is giving me!

"I should add the Wiridia title, the Leon title, the Grand Duchess title too... what else was there?"

It seems to be getting a bit long, but that's fine too! Anything from Master is good!

I went outside with a send-off from the people guarding Master's house!

I really do love being outside! Playing with the little masters inside is nice too, but outside is bigger than inside!

I'm so excited. Master said to come back before sunset, right? That means I can play as much as I want while the sun is up!

"Woof!"

So I ran energetically into the streets. It's a bit hot, but the weather is nice! Perfect weather for running and playing!

"Hm? Whose dog is that?"
"No, who would let a dog without a leash... huh?"
"That message...?"

I encountered other people while running, but they all moved aside!

Such kind people! When I walk with Master, other people also make way for me and Master! Everyone here seems to have a good heart!

"That message just now, it was definitely from the Count of Teilgleichen—"
"It looks exactly like the dog the Count raises. Of course, it could be a similar-looking dog, but what dog would be wandering around with the Count's seal?"
"I think there was writing too. Did you see it?"
"It passed by so quickly I couldn't see."

I could hear the people who made way for me talking about me and Master!

I'm so happy! The gift Master gave me! Everyone is recognizing it!

'Master is the best!'


I was happy before, but now I'm even happier! Now I'm not just wandering around to play, but to show everyone Master's gift! That way, everyone will know how much Master cherishes and loves me!

"Huh? Titi?"
"It really is. Why are you alone?"

As I roamed around, I saw familiar faces.

People Master praises when we meet them during walks! The people who protect this street!

"Woof woof!"

I'm so happy to see you! So happy!

"You didn't run away, did you?"
"Grrrr...!"

But I didn't like what was just said.

Master's house has Master, the Mistresses, and the little masters! There are lots of people who find me cute and my friends too! Why would I run away! I'm going to stay there forever!

"Titi got angry. What are you going to do?"
"Hehe, sorry. I was just surprised to see you alone."
"Woof!"

Since they apologized right away, I'll forgive them! I'm not angry anymore!

"Ah."

One of the people petting my head was surprised to see Master's gift.

Impressive, right? Jealous, right?! It's a gift Master gave me directly! Everyone who sees it is surprised and can't take their eyes off it! They must be jealous!

"As expected, Titi has a higher status than us."
"What do you mean... oh."

Another person saw Master's gift and smiled.

"That's right. Well, His Excellency does cherish Titi."
"Honestly, if I had a dog like Titi, I'd treasure him too."
"You too? Me too."

The phrase "treasure him" made me feel good! The little masters love me and my friends so much that they chew or lick our fur! These people must like me that much too!

"Oh, we should give Titi a snack."
"Me too."

I wagged my body enthusiastically at the people offering snacks.

Master said if I get hungry or thirsty, I should go to any shop with the money pouch! That means I should pay for food, right?

"Hm? There's something on Titi's neck?"
"Is it heavy and you want it quickly? Hehe, alright."
"Woof woof!"

That's not it, that's not it!

"You must be very hungry. It's the first time I've seen you begging like this?"

No! Don't just look at the pouch, look inside!

"Here! Beef jerky! Specially made for dogs to eat!"
"Whiiine..."

In the end, I failed to follow Master's instructions and just accepted the snack...

After meeting those kind people who gave me snacks, I met many other people. Small people like the little masters touched me, but big people made way for me to pass easily.

I guess they're being considerate because both they and I are big? Thank you so much!

'This is my first time here.'

After wandering for a while, I reached an area I'd never been to before.

A place with many houses gathered, smaller than Master's house! Clean and quiet streets!

It's my first time here, but I like it! I can see things I've never seen before... or...?

"Woof?"

While looking around, I saw something amazing.

An entrance blocked by hard bars like Master's house. A friend about my size lying in front of that entrance.

That friend saw me too and stared at my eyes, but quickly turned away. It might seem cold, but right now I felt something other than hurt.

'What an incredibly beautiful dog...!'

My heart is pounding! A different kind of excitement than when Master praises me or when I play with the little masters!

Hmm.

Hmmmm.

'This is strange.'

I stroked my chin while looking at the map with lines drawn all over it using my fountain pen. No matter how I looked at it or thought about it, something was strange.

'Why is the route like this?'

Titi craving a walk, me reluctant to go out. In this contradiction, I let Titi go outside so both of us could be happy. Of course, I took every precaution to prevent Titi from getting into trouble, including a tracking spell to monitor Titi's location.

Thanks to that, I could perfectly track where Titi had been roaming and how long Titi stayed in each place—

'Titi stayed in one place for hours.'

Even within the Capital, there was a place where Titi lingered unusually long. Not just 10 or 20 minutes, but 2 or 3 hours.

It's bizarre. If it had been tens of minutes, I would have thought Titi was just taking a short rest. Given the weather, even a furry creature like Titi would get tired. But it doesn't seem likely that Titi, who was so eager to play outside, would take breaks lasting several hours.

'Is it where mid-level officials or key personnel reside?'

Moreover, the area where Titi was rooted is one of the residential zones in the Capital where mid-level administrative officials, knights, and wizards primarily live. The backbone of the Capital—people who haven't reached nobility but possess too much to be considered commoners.

And Titi has no significant connection to these backbone figures. If Titi had stayed in the noble residential area instead, I might have thought one of my acquaintances was playing with Titi.

'Was Titi kidnapped?'

I even had such thoughts. That some madman might have kidnapped Titi while wandering around.

But Titi's movement pattern was too peaceful to suggest kidnapping. Titi returned on his own before sunset, and his expression when he came back was nothing but bright. It's unreasonable to call it kidnapping.

'...It's probably nothing.'

After staring at the map for a long time, I gently folded it. Though the route is strange, it doesn't seem problematic.

After all, if there's no harm to Titi, there's no need to intervene, and since this is Titi's first solo walk, it's right to let him do as he pleases. It would be ridiculous for an owner who was too lazy to go out and stayed indoors to interrogate his dog who went for a walk alone with "Why did you go there?"

Yes, let's just leave it be. Titi also has the right to walk freely.

But it was hard to ignore when Titi's strange behavior continued for a week.

'What on earth is going on?'

I'm confused. Clearly, on the first day of the walk, Titi explored different areas before heading to the backbone residents' area, but from the second day onward, Titi went straight to that area as soon as the walk began.

And then Titi stayed in the same spot within that large residential area. In front of the same mansion for the entire week.

'Almost 10 hours...'

I unconsciously furrowed my brow. Perhaps because it's midsummer, the Capital's sun rises early and sets late. Since Titi starts his walk almost as soon as the sun rises, he spends nearly 10 hours in front of this unidentified house, to exaggerate a bit.

It's truly bizarre. Our lovely Titi staying at someone else's house for 10 hours? Even though Titi returns before sunset, it's too strange to ignore. What kind of wicked method is being used to bewitch our Titi?

So I quietly withdrew my decision to leave Titi to his autonomy.

"It's a magic that blocks scent. Since Titi has a good sense of smell, he would quickly detect us no matter how well we hide if we don't block our scent."
"Good. Then we won't be discovered."

With Trixie's help, I decided to follow Titi.

Honestly, it's embarrassing. After choosing the bizarre method of automatic walks because I was too lazy to go out, now I'm using magic to track Titi. If Titi saw his owner like this, he might despise me.

Still, my concern outweighed my embarrassment. The worry that our Titi might be involved in something strange without my knowledge, that the owner of that unidentified mansion might be bewitching Titi.

'It's an owner's duty to protect their pet.'

I resolved as I watched Titi pass through the main gate.

For Titi's well-being, my small feelings don't matter. And if someone is playing tricks on my pet, it's also a challenge to my authority. I need to address this at least once.

That's what I decided to think. I need such justification to feel less embarrassed.

***

I went for a walk again today!

But what's important now isn't enjoying the walk! There's something 10 times! 100 times more important than walking!

- Woof!


As soon as I left Master's house, I ran hard! The faster I go, the more I can see that friend!

A friend with glossy fur and beautiful black eyes! Even though they don't pay much attention to me, my heart still pounds just looking at them!

- Woof woof!

My friend Jenny! I came to see Jenny again today!

"You came again?"
"Seems like you really like Jenny. Our Jenny is quite popular."

When I arrived at Jenny's house, the people guarding the house welcomed me!

These people must work hard like the ones who guard our Master's house, right? They're kind people who protect this house and Jenny too!

Nice to see you! Thank you! Let's see each other often!

- Woof woof! Woof!
"Haha. Your tail might fall off at this rate."
"If only Jenny were half as friendly as you. Jenny is too aloof and doesn't respond even when we greet her."

That's a strange thing to say! Jenny's aloofness and indifference are charming! I love everything about Jenny! She doesn't need to be like me!

Of course, if Jenny welcomed me, I'd be as happy as when Master hugs me or praises me! But I don't want to force her! Jenny is wonderful just being Jenny!

So it's okay if Jenny lies down, glances at me, and then closes her eyes again! I don't mind being ignored! I'm happy just seeing Jenny!

"Ah, Tile is here!"
"Young miss?"
"Good morning, young miss."
"Yes! Good morning!"

While I was playing with the people guarding Jenny's house and watching Jenny lying down, a small person the size of a little master came out of Jenny's house.

She was similar to the biggest of the little masters! Maybe even slightly bigger than the biggest little master! She was about the size of the small person who often visits Master's house!

"Tile! Hello!"
- Woof! Woof!

Hello! Hello!

"Did Jenny sleep well too?"
- Woof.

When the small person came out, Jenny who had been lying down got up! She even approached the small person and licked her cheek!

As expected, Jenny is pretty and charming! Even though she's indifferent, she's kind to the small person!

"Hehe, that tickles~"

Then Jenny licked the small person even faster!

That's right! Small people like that! Our little masters do too!

"Right. Tile, come inside too!"

At the small person's words, the people guarding the house opened the door for me.

Though smaller than Master's house, there was a garden behind the door where I could run and play! Jenny lives here, so I like this garden too!

Oh, of course Master's house and Master's garden are the best!

"Would Tile like a snack too?"
"Um, young miss."
"Yes?"
"The name Tile is a bit... perhaps calling him Doggy would be..."
"Doggy is boring! Look, it says Tile right here on him!"

At the small person's words, the house guard stroked my head.

"Young miss. This isn't Tile but Teilgleichen... no, never mind. Let's just call him Tile."

And he touched the gift Master gave me!

The house guards must be envious of this! It's natural since everyone who sees it is surprised!

"If the master knew, he would be shocked."
"Who knew that his inability to come home these days would be so helpful."


The house guards whispered quietly, but I didn't mind! They must have important things only they should know!

"Here! Jenny and Tile! Have some snacks!"
- Woof woof!
- Woof.

Anyway, I took the snack the small person offered in my mouth!

I don't plan to eat it! When Jenny finishes hers, I'll give her mine! I already eat plenty of delicious food at Master's house!

***

I watched Titi from a reasonable distance.

Today too, Titi arrived at the mansion he always visits. Since this was already the 8th day of visits, the mansion's guards responded familiarly, and a small child who appeared to be a member of the household even invited Titi into the garden.

It could be because Titi is not a wild dog but one with a clear identity, but normally one would be reluctant to let a dog into the garden precisely because its identity is clear. If something were to happen to Titi in someone's mansion, even by accident, the mansion's owner would inevitably be held responsible.

Nevertheless, that small child invited Titi inside. Perhaps because she's still a child, she might not know the name Teilgleichen Count—

'But the guards would certainly know?'

Come to think of it, while the child might not know, grown adults couldn't possibly be unaware of the name Teilgleichen Count.

'Is she very stubborn?'

I looked at the small child giggling. If that child is extremely stubborn, the guards might have reluctantly allowed Titi in, unable to stop their young miss.

And if the young miss's stubbornness overcame the guards, it likely means the mansion's owner is currently absent.

'Whose house is this?'

I shifted my gaze from the small child and Titi to the entire mansion.

Though modest compared to noble mansions, it would be disrespectful to compare it with commoners' houses.

Not a single-story mansion, it had a small annex and a decent garden, boasting a moderate size and splendor. A mansion of this caliber would typically house a section chief-level official in the administration.

'A section chief, huh.'

It's good that I've identified a specific rank, but unfortunately, there are many section chief-level officials in the administration. To put it bluntly, there are nearly a hundred department heads, so how many section chiefs must there be?

Should I go directly to the mansion to check? No, that would be troublesome. If I went to a mansion without its owner, I'd only startle the guards. It would be too much to expect that small child to deal with me.

Then should I just go back? I don't know why Titi is fixated on this mansion, but it doesn't seem like he's involved in anything bad.

"Well, Minister?"

While I was deeply contemplating, a strangely familiar voice came from behind.

'Hmm?'

When I turned my head, I saw a face as strangely familiar as the voice.

What is this? I feel like I've seen this person before, but who exactly?

"To think I'd see the Minister here! It's an honor to meet you again, Your Excellency!"
"Ah. Yes, good to see you."

However, since the other person seemed so delighted, I nodded for now.

Come on, my brain. Judging by his reaction, our relationship isn't just a passing acquaintance. He must be someone whose name I should know.

"Thanks to Your Excellency's consideration and benevolence, I, Luciano, have been able to rise to an undeserved position and enjoy undeserved happiness! I'm overjoyed to finally meet Your Excellency in person!"
'Ah.'

Hearing the name, I remembered.

My consideration and benevolence. Undeserved position. Luciano.

'The jailer.'

During my time as an Academy Inspector, when I was detained in prison for various reasons, the jailer who took care of me. His name was definitely Luciano. I've encountered an unexpected person in an unexpected place.

"But Your Excellency, what brings you to my mansion...?"
'So it's your house.'

I almost laughed at Luciano's words.

I never expected our connection to continue in this way.

About 5 years ago, the Red Wave, a republican terrorist organization, attempted to attack the Academy. Fortunately, their suspicious movements were detected early, and an internal spy was identified, allowing for a successful suppression with minimal damage—but a small issue arose during the process.

No, actually, the problem didn't occur during the suppression. It's difficult to call it "suppression" when the battle was over and prisoners had been taken. More accurately, it was an issue that arose during the post-battle cleanup.

A minor issue of executing the captured leader of the Red Wave. Honestly, killing or capturing all the Red Wave's leadership didn't cause major problems, but executing a prisoner—not during combat—without authorization was a matter too serious to overlook. If word spread that "the Empire executes prisoners without trial," no one would ever voluntarily surrender to the Empire.

As a result, the Emperor disciplined me with a written reprimand, and as those reprimands piled up like Chinese restaurant coupons...

'It was a terrible experience.'

Though the official punishment was submitting a written explanation, it turned into detention—a tearful incident. It was only five days, but it's a memory I'll never forget until I die.

And during those five days, Luciano became like family and friend to me. A guard who provided every convenience to make my prison life comfortable. A guard whose mental state was ground down in real-time by all the visitors who came to see me during those five days.

Feeling both apologetic and grateful, I gave him a letter of recommendation before leaving.

'I never imagined he'd become a section chief.'

It's surprising. I met Luciano 5 years ago, and in just 5 years, he rose from a mere guard to section chief.

Of course, my promotion speed was faster than Luciano's. But unlike Luciano who was a commoner, I had the bloodline of the Imperial Count's heir. Moreover, due to exceptional circumstances like war and succession disputes, many people above me were removed. Comparing myself with Luciano would be insane.

So excluding cases like mine, Luciano's promotion speed is extraordinary. To make a comparison, it's like a platoon leader becoming a regimental or brigade commander in 5 years. Being more generous, it could even be compared to becoming a division commander. A remarkable promotion indeed.

"Is that mansion yours?"
"Yes, Your Excellency! Thanks to your grace, I was able to purchase this mansion after rising to become the 2nd Section Chief of the Corrections Department! Without your grace, I would never have enjoyed such glory!"

When I pointed at the mansion where Titi had entered, Luciano bowed respectfully and answered.

His words made me smile. While I did contribute to Luciano's success, his rise to section chief was purely due to his own ability and effort. The Imperial administration isn't such a lightweight organization that one could rise to section chief with just a letter of recommendation.

"A recommendation is merely a recommendation. It was your ability that seized the opportunity, so be proud of that."
"I'll keep that in mind, Your Excellency!"

I gently patted Luciano's shoulder as he bowed even deeper.

I've reconnected with someone who was gradually fading from my memory, bridging a gap of 5 years. And it wasn't because either of us sought the other out, but because of Titi enjoying his autonomous walk. When a connection forms twice, it's closer to fate than coincidence.

"Luciano."
"Yes, Your Excellency! Please speak!"
"That dog that went into your mansion. Do you see it?"

At my words, Luciano hurriedly raised his head to look at the mansion.

"...Yes. It's a dog I've never seen before."

Luciano nodded and looked at Titi with a subtle expression.

A child, presumably his daughter, was playing with an unfamiliar dog, while the guards who should be protecting the mansion and its owners were just watching. From the perspective of a father and mansion owner, it must be quite perplexing.

"That's my pet. He likes to walk around, so I let him wander freely, but he's been staying at this mansion for several days now."
"Pardon?"
"It seems Titi has taken a liking to your mansion. It appears our connection is deeper than expected."
"I-It's an honor."

I couldn't help but laugh again at Luciano's expression, which contained both joy and bewilderment.

While it's delightful to reunite with a benefactor, that reunion was facilitated by a dog. If I were in Luciano's position, I'd feel both joy and bewilderment too. I can understand completely.

Since things had come to this, I entered the mansion at Luciano's formal invitation.

"Woof! Woof woof!"

When Titi's eyes met mine, he dropped the snack he was holding in his mouth and rushed to me, wagging his tail enthusiastically.

His intense reaction made me proud. Indeed, Titi loves his master the most. This mansion is just like a playground he visits during walks; his affection and loyalty to me remain unchanged.

"Were you having fun?"
"Woof!"

When I stroked his head with affection, Titi barked with an even brighter voice.

Yes, I'm glad you're enjoying yourself.

"Daddy!"


While I was interacting with Titi, the little child who had been playing with him ran to Luciano.

"Daddy! Why are you home so late!"
"I'm sorry. Daddy had a lot of work, so I just got off now..."
'I see.'

Luciano's words made me feel solemn. Today marks the 8th day since Titi started visiting this mansion, yet Luciano was unaware of Titi's existence. That means he hadn't been able to return home for at least 8 days.

'Is the Corrections Department that demanding?'

Luciano's position is 2nd Section Chief of the Corrections Department under the Ministry of Justice. If someone says they're joining the Corrections Department, I should try to dissuade them at least once.

"Were you very lonely by yourself?"
"It's okay! The uncles and aunties and big brothers and big sisters played with me!"
"That's good."
"And it was fun because Jenny and Tile were here too!"

My hand stroking Titi flinched at the word "Tile."

"...Tile?"

Luciano's voice also began to tremble slightly.

"Yeah! Tile! That's the name of the doggy with that big brother!"

The corners of my mouth involuntarily turned up at her next words. So I still look young enough to be called "big brother" rather than "uncle."

"I'm this dog's owner. Thank you for playing with him while I was away."
"No problem! I liked it too!"
"...Huh?"
"Pardon?"

While the child, presumably his daughter, giggled at my thanks, the nearby guards trembled as if something was wrong.

"Um, if you're the owner, perhaps..."
"This is Count Teilgleichen, Your Excellency."

When one of the guards finally spoke, Luciano answered in a slightly subdued voice.

"C-Count Teilgleichen! We are honored by your presence!"
"We are honored by your presence!"
"That's enough. I'm here as a guest, so please stand."

I waved my hand dismissively at the guards who were bowing at nearly 90-degree angles.

I understand why the guards are panicking. Not only has a count suddenly visited, but that little child called our Titi "Tile." She attached part of my title to a dog, so they probably think I'll express anger.

'That could happen.'

But I have no intention of getting angry. Children do these things. Besides, it's my fault for not marking Titi's name.

"What's our little lady's name?"
"Helen!"
"Yes, Helen. This dog's name isn't Tile, it's Titi. Can you call him Titi from now on?"
"Yeah! I'll call him Titi from now on!"

I did need to correct Titi's name. It would be problematic if Titi started thinking his name was Tile because she kept calling him that.

***

I'm happy! So, so happy!

Being in the same garden as Jenny, playing with small people like my little masters—it made me happy! But then my master, who should be at home, appeared! I'm so happy and delighted!

The person I love most in the world is my master! And Jenny is the friend who makes my heart pound just by looking at her!

"By the way, Luciano. Since you've become a section chief, you must have received a knighthood from His Majesty. What's your family name?"
"Niden, Your Excellency."
"Luciano Niden. That's a good name."

Plus, the person who seems to be Jenny's owner knows my master!

'This is destiny!'

Is this what people in master's house call destiny? Jenny's owner knows my master! That means Jenny and I can become even closer, right?!


I'm sure of it! If our masters know each other, Jenny and I aren't strangers anymore!

"Woof!"

So I called out to Jenny with joy! Let's get along well from now on.

"......"

But Jenny just looked at me silently, then lay down beside the small person.

That's okay! Even that side of Jenny is charming!

"I see you're raising a dog like mine."

Master started looking at Jenny too!

Jenny must look pretty and charming to master too, right? Just like he cherishes and adores me and my friends, master will like Jenny too!

"Yes. My wife is from the countryside, and this dog was sent by my father-in-law. It's perfect as a friend for Helen."
"She seems a bit too reserved to be a child's friend?"
"This dog has a peculiarity—she's affectionate when it's just our family, but quiet when others are around. At most, she'll lick faces or hover nearby."

Master's hand reached toward Jenny, but Jenny quietly turned her head away, avoiding master's hand!

That's too bad! It feels so good when master pets you! Jenny would surely like it too!

"She's full of loyalty. You received a good dog."
"Thank you, Your Excellency."
"I wonder how charming she must be for our Titi to be so smitten."
"Woof?"

I looked up at master's face when I heard his words.

"It seems our Titi has fallen for your... Jenny, is it?"
"Woof?"

Fallen for? Fallen for? I've fallen for Jenny?

What does "fallen for" mean? I don't understand! It's not a phrase my master or mistresses or little masters use!

"Haha, you mean for our Jenny?"
"Titi is a virile male after all. Perhaps soon he'll become Jenny's husband and they'll have puppies."

But I understood immediately from what followed!

Marriage! That's what master often does! He said it's what people who love each other do!

I see! "Fallen for" means being in love! So, do I love Jenny?

'Marriage... puppies...'

I imagined marrying Jenny. I imagined having puppies with Jenny!

It's wonderful! Just thinking about it makes my heart pound even more!

"Hmm. Should I call you my dog in-law now?"

Master seems to like the idea of me marrying Jenny too!

Thank you, master!

***

At my words, Titi's tail began to spin even more vigorously.

It seems spring has come for our Titi as well.

'So this was the connection.'

I looked at Luciano, who wore a faint smile as if finding the term "dog in-law" novel yet amusing.

I never imagined that someone I met 5 years ago would become our Titi's father-in-law.

...I'm not sure if "father-in-law" is the right term, but anyway, that's how it is.

Luciano Niden. A man who rose from a mere prison guard to the Section Chief of the 2nd Section in the Corrections Department under the Ministry of Justice, earning a knighthood. In some ways, a civil servant who could be considered the Ministry of Justice's version of Pine—or more specifically, a downgraded version of Pine.

But such trivial personal details no longer matter. What's important isn't Luciano's rank, but his family relationship.

A man who could potentially become our Titi's father-in-law. A man who might become my in-law through our dogs.

"Luciano Niden is well-known within the administration. A guard who rose to section chief in just four years—quite remarkable."
"Four years?"
"Yes. He was promoted to section chief during last year's regular promotion period."

I felt oddly proud at the Deputy Head of Intelligence's words. Our potential in-law had been promoted in four years, not five. He was more capable than I thought.

"But wasn't it Your Excellency who gave him the letter of recommendation? There were widespread rumors about him being part of Count Teilgleichen's faction. Why don't you know about this?"
"There were such rumors?"
"He's already being mentioned as a candidate for the next Head of the Corrections Department. Of course, it's just talk for now—it would take another five years before he's seriously considered—but it's not normal for a commoner-born official to be mentioned as a department head candidate."
"That's true."

I nodded calmly at his accurate assessment.

The Empire allows social mobility based on ability, but the barriers of social status aren't easily overcome with ordinary skills. For a commoner to receive a knighthood, let alone a fifth-rank title, means they're a specialist in their field.

So even with my recommendation, for him to rise to section chief and receive a knighthood? That would have been impossible without Luciano's own abilities.

"Well, if he's not part of Your Excellency's faction, he'll reach deputy head at best. Actually, for a commoner to rise to section chief is already impressive—"
"But he is part of my faction."
"Pardon?"

I awkwardly scratched the back of my neck as the Deputy Head of Intelligence stared at me as if I were talking nonsense.

I understand. Until yesterday, I didn't even know what Luciano was doing, what his rank was, or whether he had received a knighthood. Claiming someone like that as part of my faction seems unconscionable.

However, while Luciano had little connection to me until yesterday, today is different.

"He's our Titi's father-in-law."
"What non—"

I saw him mouth "nonsense," but decided to let it slide.

"Titi has fallen for his dog. We'll be meeting frequently from now on, so we'll become closer than most faction members."
"Well, I suppose that's true, but..."

Still, the Deputy Head of Intelligence makes his living on information, so his perception and intelligence are quite good. He quickly grasped that the seemingly trivial and strange phrase "in-law through dogs" carried tremendous weight.

Even when nobles form the same faction, if they're in different domains, they rarely see each other and at most exchange occasional greetings. But Luciano, like me, resides in the Capital, and with Titi as our connection, we'll inevitably meet frequently. Honestly, I'll probably see him more often than my Northern faction members.

So it's not an exaggeration to call Luciano part of my faction, and depending on his political ambitions, he could even become a core member.

If he's our Titi's father-in-law, he deserves that status. Seeing that he rose to section chief, he clearly has the ability—perfect.

"So, objectively speaking, what's he like?"

But since he'll become someone closely connected to me, I need more detailed information. Section chiefs are common throughout the Imperial administration, so I need to understand Luciano's unique abilities.

"If you're asking about his abilities, even excluding his connection to Your Excellency's faction, he was bound to shine someday. His administrative skills are decent, but given the Corrections Department's nature, they deal with all sorts of people."
"That's right."
"And if they're unlucky, they clash with high-ranking nobles too. Most Corrections Department officials struggle when dealing with such nobles, but..."

The Deputy Head paused, tilted his head, then carefully continued.

"Luciano was strangely calm even in front of high-ranking nobles. Because of that, rumors spread questioning whether he was actually a noble's illegitimate child rather than a commoner. Does that give you an idea?"
"Ah."

I couldn't help but smile upon hearing that.

The reason Luciano remained calm in front of high-ranking nobles? I'm probably the only person in the administration who knows why.

"Would ordinary nobles even register in his eyes?"

During his time as a guard, Luciano met all sorts of nobles—the Minister of Finance, the Magic-Ending Duke, the Iron-Blooded Duke's daughter, the Second Son of the Imperial Count, and more. He even delivered a letter sent by the Victorious Duke.

After experiencing such intensity and breathing the rarefied air of the highest circles, would the nobles who squabble with the Corrections Department even register in his eyes? Even high-ranking nobles would be fortunate to be marquises in his view.

"He built up immunity."

During those five days I was imprisoned, I met Titi's future father-in-law, and he learned an essential quality needed in the Corrections Department.

It's such a touching and beautiful thing...

The news that Titi had fallen in love turned the mansion upside down.

"I thought so. Lately, he's been rushing out as soon as the sun rises—there was a reason for that."


Mar stroked Titi's head, chuckling.

"Should we start calling Titi 'Titi Kracius' now? After the Minister's wedding and the Master's wedding, now Titi is getting married. At this point, Titi is practically a Kracius!"

Eri suddenly made Titi a member of the Kracius family.

"Titi, mawwy?!"

Pedi, who had been toddling nearby, came running when he heard the word "marriage."

Though their reactions differed, the emotion behind them was the same. The wives, children, and servants all sincerely congratulated Titi on his springtime romance.

After all, from the moment Titi was adopted from Sang-hyun, he had reigned as our mansion's mascot. Moreover, being intelligent and perceptive, he had been a great help to the mansion, and as the leader of our pets, he was the number one contributor to entertaining the children.

"It's time for Titi to be happy too."

Titi, whose very existence brought us happiness. After years of devotion to us, it's only right that Titi finds happiness now.

"Woof!"

Amid the enthusiastic attention and support from everyone in the mansion, Titi wagged his tail vigorously and barked cheerfully.

Is it my imagination? Somehow his eyes seem even more sparkling than usual. I guess even dogs become prettier when they fall in love.

"If the puppies inherit Titi's blood, they'll be smart and cute, right? I'm already excited."
"Since they'll be puppies born with another family's dog, we can't take all of them, but even if we get half..."

Liz and Lin, who had brought brushes to groom Titi's fur, began discussing the future.

Certainly, puppies with Titi's bloodline would be treasures everyone would covet. Even my parents would probably ask for at least one.

"How many puppies do dogs usually have at once?"

I stroked my chin as I watched Titi, who seemed to know he was being prettied up, quietly wagging his tail.

Different animals have different numbers of offspring at once. Among them, dogs have a particularly wide range between minimum and maximum. Sometimes they have only one or two puppies, and other times they can have more than ten.

I hope Jenny has as many as her health allows. It would be delightful to see little rice cakes wriggling around.

"My Lady! I've brought the ribbon you asked for!"

As I was imagining Titi, Jenny, and their puppies walking side by side, Yuris came running from down the hallway.

She was holding an enormous red ribbon.

"Ah."

I looked back at Titi with an involuntary sigh at the sight of such a splendid ribbon.

That ribbon... is going to be attached to Titi...? He's going to meet Jenny wearing that ribbon?

"...Do you like it?"

I felt conflicted as an owner, but Titi was still staring at the ribbon with sparkling eyes.

It seems Titi's aesthetic standards are quite flexible.

***

I feel great today! The ladies made me look pretty!

"Our Titi looks beautiful. Ready for marriage right away."
"Woof!"

The red lady is right! I'm prettier now than ever before! It's all thanks to the ladies! Thank you!

"At this rate, our Titi might end up marrying someone other than Jenny. He'll charm all sorts of dogs while passing through the Capital."
"Whine..."

But that comment made me sad. I like Jenny so, so much, and the idea of marrying someone other than Jenny is impossible!

"Hehe, I'm sorry. Of course Titi should marry Jenny."
"Woof! Woof!"

I immediately licked the red lady's face at those words.

The ladies are so kind! They're cheering for me too!

"Then have a good time. Have fun with Jenny, okay?"


I wagged my tail enthusiastically at the red lady's words.

I'll definitely have fun! I'll make sure Jenny sees as much of me as possible! That's why the ladies worked so hard to dress me up!

The ribbon they put on my head! The bell they attached to my tail! The shoes they put on my feet!

They're so pretty! Jenny will surely be amazed!

"Isn't it a bit too flashy...?"

Even the Master said I look flashy! Then Jenny will think so too!

***

After completing a 10-day night shift, I received a 3-day vacation. Thanks to that, I could play with Helen to my heart's content while my wife was temporarily visiting her hometown, but—

"Woof!"
"You're here."

During those 3 days, I had to receive an unexpected guest.

The benefactor of my life, the person who made me who I am today, someone like a second father to me—the Minister of the Audit Ministry, His Excellency. His beloved pet dog has been visiting my mansion.

More precisely, coming to meet Jenny who lives in the mansion.

"Master?"
"Open the gate."
"Yes!"

At my instruction, the guards hurriedly opened the door.

Titi entered, nodding his head as if in gratitude, trotting in with small steps. He seems to possess an intelligence similar to humans, which involuntarily made me smile.

Our Jenny is quite smart for a dog too. But even Jenny seems like an ordinary dog compared to Titi.

"Jenny. Come here."
"Woof."

When I called Jenny, who was in a corner of the garden, she trudged over as if she had no choice.

It's unfortunate. If she would show even half—no, even a quarter—of the affection she shows our family to Titi, how nice that would be.

"I hope they get along."

His Excellency showed satisfaction as soon as he learned that Titi liked Jenny. Conversely, if Jenny continues to reject Titi until the end, he would be greatly disappointed.

I absolutely don't want to see His Excellency disappointed. Besides, Jenny will need to find a mate someday, and I'd prefer her to be with a male who adores her.

"Jenny."
"Woof?"
"I won't force you to date him, but please try to see that child in a better light. He's the first friend you've made since coming to the Capital."

At my words, Jenny quietly looked into my eyes.

It was a bit embarrassing. There's no way Jenny would understand what I'm saying.

"...Do as you wish."

In the end, I stroked Jenny's head and chuckled.

If they keep meeting, eventually Jenny will open her heart.

About two hours after Titi arrived, His Excellency came.

"I thought it might be good to give Helen a human friend too. This time I've come with our children."
"It's an honor, Your Excellency!"

And with children of His Excellency's own blood.

"What should I do about this?"

While I'm honored that His Excellency seems to show great interest and trust in me, this honor feels too excessive.

"Should I move soon...?"

No, that's not it. That's the kind of ugly and cowardly escape that only the me from five years ago would consider.

Remember, Luciano. You must no longer run away. No matter what happens, hold your head high.

I tore up my cowardice along with my resignation letter five years ago.

Our children were capable of self-sufficient play activities.

With eight siblings making a lively ruckus without needing to leave the mansion, plus the Crown Princess and Prince joining as playmates from outside, and even Titi and the eleven holy beasts and various spirits standing by as playmates—there was hardly any reason to go outside the mansion.

However, this perfect self-sufficient lifestyle had the minor drawback of always seeing the same faces.

"Hello, big sister!"
"Yes! Hello!"

That drawback was overcome through meeting Helen.

In a way, Helen is practically our children's first friend. The Crown Princess is my goddaughter so there's a sibling-like relationship there, and the Prince is the goddaughter's brother, so they're like siblings anyway. This is the first time they've had a third-party friend with no connection to us.

"Helen is five years old, correct?"
"Yes, Your Excellency. She's a precious child who came to us when we received your grace."

Luciano's words brought an involuntary smile to my face. Indeed, a child who is five years old this year would have come to Luciano's side when I gave him the letter of recommendation, and been born the following year. Truly a remarkable coincidence.

"Our Fedi is four, so Helen is the older sister."
"Y-Your Excellency, I'm honored—"
"What's there to be honored about between children? As a father, I just want our children to be good friends with Helen."

I gently patted Luciano's back as he tried to bow.

There may be hierarchy between parents, but there shouldn't be any between young children. Even if hierarchy develops someday, it should be after they become adults and enter society. And even then, it should be based on rank rather than bloodline.

So right now, Helen is our children's friend and older sister. Even after becoming adults, they will remain precious childhood friends who have shared tears and laughter for over ten years.

"Over there are Maria, Cecilia, and Catleia who are three years old, and Friedrich next to them is also three."
"Among them, Lady Maria is the future Duchess of Servet, correct?"
"That's right. Maria is the eldest among the children who inherited Catovan blood."

I felt somewhat bitter at the mention of the future Duchess of Servet. That small, innocent child will someday bear the burden of being a duchess. And like Trixie, for at least several decades or over a hundred years.

"...Alina and Ferenc are two years old. Meri, who's still at the mansion because she can't crawl yet, is one year old. When Meri becomes mobile, we'll bring her along too."

I pushed away the bitterness and continued my explanation energetically.

This is a joyous occasion where young children are becoming friends. It wouldn't be right to be gloomy due to adult concerns.

"I've brought the children myself since I'm on vacation, but when my vacation ends, the servants will come with the children. I hope you'll treat them like your own nieces and nephews."
"Of course, Your Excellency. If they're Helen's friends, aren't they precious to me as well? Even if I'm away, my wife and servants will take special care of them."
"Good. I'm counting on you."

With those words, I watched the children exchanging greetings with Helen.

They were all clinging to Helen, curious about meeting a peer for the first time. Fortunately, Helen also welcomed the seven younger siblings with giggles, delighted by the appearance of human friends.

It's a heartwarming sight. I hope this meeting leads to our children making plenty of friends.

'This father had no friends.'

Needless to say in my previous life, but even in this world, I don't have anyone I could call a friend. The few friends I made have already gone to secure a place in heaven ahead of me.

You shouldn't live like your father... You can survive without friends, but it seems better to have them...

Woof woof!

Amidst all this, I heard a familiar bark and turned my head slightly to see Titi circling around Jenny with sparkling eyes.

Woof.

And Jenny gave Titi a short bark in response, looking at him indifferently.

It's a cold response compared to Titi's enthusiasm, but Titi was still overjoyed by that brief bark. Yesterday, Jenny wouldn't even properly look at Titi.

Yes, hang in there, our Titi. Yesterday you couldn't even get her attention, but today you exchanged barks. This means you might develop an even closer relationship tomorrow.

"Ah! That must be Jenny!"
"Yes! That's Jenny!"
"Can I touch her?"
"Yes!"


Soon, the children's attention turned to Titi's love interest, the new animal friend Jenny.

Suddenly surrounded by eight children, Jenny seemed hesitant at first, but it seems the gentleness of Golden Retrievers is something even the aloof Jenny possesses. Before long, she humbly accepted the children's intense handling and attention.

"Jenny seems quite gentle too. I wish she would show that side to Titi as well."
"This is Jenny's first time interacting with another dog, so I'm sure she'll show a brighter side once she gets used to it."

Though there was no particular evidence, I nodded at Luciano's words since he was Jenny's owner.

Getting brighter after becoming familiar... If that's the case, Titi's passionate visits will someday bear fruit.

'Hang in there.'

For now, I'll leave playing with the children to the holy beasts. Playing with children can be done without Titi, but if we miss this chance with Jenny, who knows when spring will come for Titi.

***

The sweet three-day vacation came to an end.

Though it was regrettable, I had no lingering attachments. I had finished all urgent work by working overnight for ten days, so for the time being, I could look forward to days of arriving and leaving work on time. That's enough to be content with.

Moreover, unlike in the past when I went to work out of a sense of duty, these days I go to work with joy and responsibility. After all, through my efforts, I was able to overcome the barriers of social status.

'Having gone from commoner to knight, there's no law saying I can't go from knight to baron.'

Of course, it's already miraculous that I, a mere commoner, became a knight. But I'm still young, aren't I? If I work hard for 10, 20, or more years, I might eventually become a department head, and as a department head, I could attain the fifth rank nobility.

In other words, my actions determine Helen's social status. No father would be complacent when his child's future is at stake.

However, today that excitement and passion almost wavered momentarily.

"Section Chief, welcome!"
"Welcome, Section Chief!"
"Ah, um. Yes."

As soon as I opened the office door, the team leaders greeted me with booming voices. Usually, they would greet me with voices exhausted from work, but it seemed they had gained tremendous energy while I was away.

I was perplexed. Why are they suddenly acting like this?

"Is the Section Chief 2 here?"
"Section Chief 1?"

While I was wondering if they had caused some major incident during my absence, I heard Section Chief 1's voice from behind me.

"Section 2 is full of energy. Well, when the section chief is diligent and capable, the subordinates are naturally influenced."
"You flatter me."
"Not at all. I'm just stating the obvious."

Section Chief 1 patted my shoulder with an exaggerated smile and then disappeared down the corridor.

I was even more confused. Section Chief 1 has been one of the main figures who has viewed me unfavorably since I became section chief. He couldn't hide his discomfort that I received a recommendation letter from the Minister and rose to section chief at a young age and in a short period.

Moreover, since I, still young, began to be mentioned as one of the candidates for department head, it was inevitable that Section Chief 1, the oldest among section chiefs and a strong candidate for the next department head, would feel not just uncomfortable but displeased. If it weren't for the Minister giving me the recommendation letter, I would have faced not just emotional expressions but actual obstruction.

...

'Ah.'

Recalling the Minister's grace, I could understand the situation.

While I was resting at the mansion, the Minister personally visited my estate. Beyond just granting me a recommendation letter, he showed direct interaction with me.

That honor continued for three whole days. Not a one-time meeting in a remote place, but meeting at the mansion for three days? And with the Minister's children? It would be more unconscionable to hope that rumors wouldn't spread.

'A declaration of surrender... I see.'

I rubbed my chin while looking in the direction where Section Chief 1 had disappeared. It seems the word has spread that my relationship with the Minister is not just at the level of exchanging recommendation letters.

That's why the team leaders' energy has intensified, and Section Chief 1, who disliked me, has shifted to a friendly attitude. If the Minister is behind me, Section Chief 1 could never win against me no matter how capable he is.

'I shouldn't smile.'

I barely suppressed the corners of my mouth that were trying to rise involuntarily.


Honestly, it's quite satisfying. Seeing someone who used to pick fights and sneer at me now tucking his tail between his legs. It would be stranger to feel nothing at such a sight.

Still, it would be problematic if this situation continued. Setting aside my personal relationship with Section Chief 1, his experience, ability, and connections stand out even within the Correctional Department. It's best to avoid unnecessarily crushing the pride of such a person.

'Let him be the next department head.'

Since Section Chief 1 is much older than me, I can aim to be the department head after him.

So I'll accept Section Chief 1's declaration of surrender, and I'll also show a friendly response. By subtly supporting Section Chief 1's promotion to department head, I can turn an executive who disliked me into one who likes me.

'Long live the Minister.'

I began my habitual internal worship toward the Minister.

Thanks to the Minister, I got promoted, and my bureaucratic life became easier... How grateful—

'Hmm?'

Suddenly, the communication device in my pocket vibrated, and I checked its contents.

[Luncheon meeting between the Minister and section chiefs scheduled for three days later. All section chiefs are to prioritize attendance unless engaged in first-class business.]

And as soon as I saw the instructions sent by the Minister's secretary, I couldn't help but smile.

Seeing such instructions come down right after the news of my connection with the Minister of Audit spread, it's obvious who they're targeting. They're using the pretext of a section chief meeting because it would be awkward to single me out.

'The Minister of Penal Affairs was ranked 10th in the administrative hierarchy, wasn't he?'

The Minister of Audit was 7th.

Of course, the Minister's true authority doesn't come from his position as minister, but even one of his many authorities surpasses the head of our Penal Affairs Ministry. It's only natural that our boss moves quickly.

'Baron Helen.'

In the end, the corners of my mouth that I had been trying to suppress curled up to my ears.

Now it's just a matter of timing; my becoming a department head is certain.

'Long live the Minister.'

I am now the Minister's loyal servant, even if my head were to be cut off.

***

I heard a report that the Minister had recruited an official from the Penal Affairs Ministry.

'A section chief?'

And not a minister or department head, but a mere section chief-level official.

It's a strange matter. It's surprising that the Minister, who has little interest in expanding his influence, personally recruited someone, and that official is just a section chief.

"...Hah."

I wondered if he was doing something strange because he had excess energy during his vacation, but when I looked at the personal information of the Section Chief 2 who was recruited, I couldn't help but laugh.

This official. He was the guard when the Minister was detained.

"Hahaha!"

It was such a bizarre and novel connection that I kept laughing.

To embrace an official who directly witnessed his humiliating state, and not just anyone else. The Minister is truly unpredictable.

Of course, I was the one who ordered that humiliating situation, but who told him to pile up so many written explanations?

'I should prepare a domain in advance.'

Anyway, a section chief who receives the Minister's support and attention can certainly rise to department head. The next position might be difficult due to age and experience, but after that, it's entirely possible.

I should think in advance about which domain to separate as a barony.

"My father injured his back while hiking in the mountains.

When I heard the news, I was shocked. All of my siblings have moved out, leaving only my elderly parents in our hometown, and the neighbors are also quite old. It's difficult to ask for anyone's help in this situation.

That's why I quickly prepared to go to my hometown. If I left the nursing to my mother, we'd have two patients instead of one, and if the neighbors stepped in, the entire village would turn into a hospital.

"Honey, take this."
"What's this money for?"
"Your father-in-law is elderly, so with ordinary treatment, he'll be bedridden for a long time. He'll recover faster if you ask a priest for treatment."

Before I left for my hometown, my husband pressed a large sum of money into my hand.

I was deeply moved by the amount—enough to pay for a priest's treatment and still have plenty left over. The remaining money was his quiet consideration for me to use for my parents and hometown.

"You don't need to give me this much..."
"It's fine. My salary increased after my promotion to section chief. Besides, now that we've bought a mansion, there's nowhere else to spend money, so use it freely when needed."

I couldn't help but smile at my husband's confidence. My husband, who was once an ordinary guard, quickly became an office worker, then team leader, and now section chief. Then he received a knighthood, leaving behind his commoner status.

I've always been proud and grateful for my husband, but seeing this caring side of him made me love him even more.

"Don't stay too long, though. The Correctional Department is preparing something big, so I might have to work overnight."
"Helen will be lonely by herself. I'll come back as quickly as I can."

I nodded firmly at his request.

If I'm away and he's tied up at the Correctional Department, our Helen would be alone in the mansion. Although we hired quite a few servants when we bought the mansion, a child needs one parent more than ten servants.

So as soon as I arrived in my hometown, I quickly hired a priest, confirmed my father's recovery, renovated my parents' house, and donated the remaining money for the development of my hometown. All of this took just under 20 days.

"I knew I was blessed with a good son-in-law, but I didn't realize it would be to this extent."

My father, who witnessed everything firsthand, nodded with a satisfied smile. He said that in my absence, my son-in-law had become an important person, and from now on, he should be addressed with greater respect.

In truth, there are others who are truly high-ranking, but I didn't bother to correct him. It was rare to see my father, who always maintained a stern appearance, burst into laughter.

Besides, saying he became important wasn't wrong. While there are many people above my husband, there are far more below him. A knighthood may be lower than a fifth-rank title, but it's clearly above a commoner.

"Father, my husband, Helen, and I have our own estate now."
"Ha ha ha! He really is important!"

When I casually mentioned our estate, my father became even more delighted.

I felt both embarrassed and sorry. If I had known he would be this happy, I would have mentioned that my husband had received an estate when I told him about the promotion. I had omitted it, thinking it wasn't particularly important information.

"You should go now."
"What?"
"You're no longer just my daughter—you're the lady of the Niden family! You should care more about your family than your aging father, right?"

But looking back, I'm glad I omitted it. If he had known since last year, he might have opposed my visit, saying, "You need to look after your family, not come to your hometown!"

So, with my father's semi-forced send-off and various gifts from my mother, I returned to the capital, and...

'Oh my.'

I witnessed an unexpected scene.

"Jenny! Titi! Hand!"
- Woof.
- Woof!
"Other hand!"
- Woof.
- Woof woof!
"Good job!"

In the garden was Helen playing with Jenny and a dog I'd never seen before.

"Sister! Titi can do other things too!"
"Other things?"
"Titi! Handstand!"
- Woof!
"Wooow!"
'Wow...'

A child I'd never seen before giving commands I'd never heard to a dog I'd never met.


I almost applauded without thinking. It was amazing to see a large dog like Jenny doing a handstand. Standing on just the hind legs would be impressive enough, but standing on just the front paws!

"When did you teach him that..."
"I didn't teach him! Titi learned it by himself!"
"I see..."

Looking more carefully, I noticed that near Helen, Jenny, the unfamiliar child, and the unfamiliar dog, there was also an unfamiliar guest.

A man with striking black hair and black eyes. Judging by his appearance, he seemed to be around my husband's age or slightly younger.

'Who could that be?'

Belatedly realizing there was a stranger next to our Helen, I wasn't worried. Guards were protecting the main gate, and Jenny, who adores Helen, was calm. This meant the person wasn't a threat to our family.

'Perhaps a newly hired servant?'

That thought crossed my mind momentarily, but it seemed unlikely.

We had already hired enough servants, and even if we were to hire more, my husband wouldn't make such a decision without consulting me. As the lady of the house, he had entrusted me with managing the servants.

Moreover, a servant wouldn't explain the unfamiliar child and dog. Surely we hadn't hired a child and a dog as well.

'Must be a guest, then.'

After brief consideration, I concluded that, as my first impression suggested, this person was a guest. That would explain why the guards had allowed him into the garden.

"My lady!"
"Welcome back, my lady!"
"Yes, thanks to everyone's concern, I've returned safely."

As I stopped watching and approached the main gate, the guards greeted me with booming voices.

"Mommy!"

Eventually, Helen, who had been watching the unfamiliar dog's handstand, came running toward me.

"My dear Helen. Did you behave well? I'm sorry I was late."
"It's okay! I made lots of friends, so it was fine!"
"Friends, is it."

I smiled gently at those words. So this person was indeed a guest, as I thought.

"Thank you for looking after Helen while I was away. My husband is still at work and won't be back for a while—"
"Um, my lady. Just a moment."

As I was about to greet the guest, a guard quickly approached and whispered in my ear.

"That person is Count Teilgleichen."
"...What?"

My mind froze in an instant.

Someone completely unexpected was at our mansion in an unexpected form.

***

After meeting Titi's father-in-law, I successfully met his mother-in-law as well.

I was wondering when she would return after rushing to her hometown, but we finally met. Indeed, patience is the answer in life.

"I've heard so much about you from my husband. Without the grace you bestowed, neither my husband, myself, nor Helen would be here today. I've always wanted to express my gratitude but didn't have the courage to meet you, so I'm fortunate to see you like this."

And Titi's mother-in-law—no, I should still call her Luciano's wife—immediately showered me with thanks upon learning my identity.

"Sir Luciano would have reached that position someday even without anyone's help. I merely hastened that time somewhat, so there's nothing to be grateful for."
"Please don't say that. Actually, before meeting you, my husband was carrying around a resignation letter."
"What."

I flinched at his wife's words.

'He was... carrying what?'

A resignation letter...?


'That was close.'

I almost swallowed involuntarily. When I met Luciano, he was being harassed by all sorts of visitors. If I hadn't given him a letter of recommendation as a gesture of gratitude and apology, Luciano might have actually resigned.

It sends chills down my spine. He's a talented individual who became section chief in just four years with my help. I almost lost such a talented person.

"So I thank you again, Count. It's thanks to you that my husband can go to work with a smile."
"...Yes. That's wonderful to hear."

Her mention of him smiling while going to work evoked complex emotions that were difficult to express.

So there are people in this world who can go to work with a smile. What an extraordinary thing.

After meeting Luciano's wife, I refrained from visiting Luciano's mansion.

I had met everyone I needed to meet for Titi's spring romance, and word had spread sufficiently about my close relationship with Luciano. Visiting more might burden Luciano unnecessarily.

In fact, I think I've already burdened him enough, but I should restrain myself now to prevent Luciano's stress-induced sudden death. How could anyone relax when returning home to find their superior waiting at their mansion?

Of course, Titi still visits the mansion daily, like attending a daily event. Titi's visits don't stress anyone.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I've heard that your children have made new friends recently."
"Yes, that is correct."

Additionally, our children—though not daily—occasionally embarked on grand journeys to play with Helen. That news eventually reached the Emperor's ears.

"The Crown Princess is feeling left out. She went to play with Fedi, but how disappointed she must have been when Fedi wasn't there."
"But the other children are playing happily with Her Highness..."
"That may be true, but isn't Fedi the Crown Princess's first sibling? Even if she loves all her siblings, she can't help but have a special affection for him."

I couldn't help but smile at the Emperor's solemn nod.

He's not wrong. Even I, who try to love all my children equally, pay subtly more attention to Fedi, my firstborn. How much more difficult must it be for the Crown Princess, who isn't skilled at controlling her emotions? She must be unable to contain her affection and concern for Fedi.

"I'll make sure Fedi goes out on days when Her Highness isn't visiting."
"No, that won't be necessary. The Crown Princess can go along with Fedi."
"...Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question his incomprehensible statement.

Has this guy finally lost his mind? Knowing that Fedi visits the mansion of a mere knight's family, he suggests the Crown Princess should go too?

'How dare he try to kill our dog's in-laws.'

At least I have the title of "benefactor connected through a letter of recommendation," but if royalty suddenly connects with Luciano, he'll be transformed into a corpse. I can't lose our dog's in-laws like this.

"Your Majesty, I humbly report that Fedi's friend is the daughter of a mere knight. While the gap between nobility and knighthood may not be wide, the gap between royalty and knighthood is immeasurable."
"He'll become nobility anyway, so what does it matter?"
"Pardon?"
"He's young, capable, and close to you, so his promotion to head of the Correctional Department is a foregone conclusion. If he works hard, he could even become a minister in his later years. Then Sir Luciano will join the ranks of nobility, so meeting in advance is no issue."

I couldn't speak against such an absurd justification.

Since it's inevitable, meeting in advance doesn't matter? Since both you and I will eventually be cremated and reduced to ashes when we die, should we speak informally now?

"So, Minister, let me ask you one thing."
"...Speak, Your Majesty."
"Despite the connection you and Sir Luciano formed in prison, your current favor seems excessive. Was there some other incident between you two that I don't know about?"

I took a moment to organize my thoughts in response to his rather direct question.

Should I tell this guy, "He's our dog's in-law"? Would I be giving new ammunition to someone who's desperate to mock me?

But if I try to hide the truth, he'll actively collect information himself. The Emperor's eyes and ears would unnecessarily turn toward Luciano and his family.

"Titi has fallen for Sir Luciano's dog."
"What?"
"He leaves as soon as morning comes and returns just before sunset. Thanks to that, I, as his owner, have also become close to Sir Luciano."

The Emperor was silent for a moment after hearing my words, then burst into laughter.

His hearty laughter made me feel quite displeased.

After the Emperor's hearty laugh, several things happened.

Actually, nothing really happened. I hadn't left the mansion since that day, and Titi's romance project was progressing smoothly without any issues. There was no need for me to step in.

"It's going well, right?"
- Woof!

Today, Titi returned from meeting Jenny, adorned with all sorts of ribbons and bells. When I gently stroked Titi's head, he barked cheerfully with bright, sparkling eyes.

Yes, it must be going well. If Jenny had strongly rejected Titi, he would have shown signs of depression, but Titi has only been getting more cheerful with each passing day.

Moreover, the children who accompanied Titi to Luciano's mansion consistently testified that "Titi and Jenny played a lot together!" This is how their relationship progresses—from acquaintances to something more, and from that to lovers. A desirable pattern.

"I heard Jenny hasn't met other dogs before. Since our Titi is Jenny's first dog friend, their relationship will develop nicely if they keep playing together."
- Woof woof!

Titi wagged his tail vigorously at my encouragement and advice.

Just as Titi is Jenny's first dog friend, and just as Helen is our children's first outside friend—Jenny also has Titi as her first dog friend. This goes beyond mere coincidence; it's reaching the level of destiny.

So I believe that even though Jenny might be shy and somewhat indifferent to Titi now, someday they'll become a loving couple.

'Please.'

For my sake too, this really needs to happen. The news of Titi's springtime romance has spread to both our family and my in-laws. People who were already coveting Titi's intelligence have started eyeing his potential offspring.

Requests are already flying in from everywhere, asking for just one puppy when they're born. My parents in Teilgleichen, my father-in-law and mother-in-law who see Titi whenever they visit our mansion. Even Erich, who's on his honeymoon.

Of course, if many puppies are born, it's good to distribute them to people who can raise them well. It's better for everyone to spread them out rather than struggling to raise multiple large dogs.

However, based on the requests I've received so far, Jenny would need to give birth to more than 10 puppies.

'She might even need to have over 20.'

This estimate of 10+ puppies only accounts for the requests I've received. Considering that Luciano might also want to distribute some or raise them himself, we could easily exceed 20 puppies in this chaotic situation.

Twenty puppies... and not from multiple females, but from just one...

'Is that even possible?'

Even though dogs can give birth to multiple puppies at once, is such an extraordinary number as 20 possible?

Try as I might to think positively, I couldn't reach a positive conclusion. Unless Titi gets married multiple times like me, it would be difficult.

- Mung?

Looking at Titi with complicated feelings, he tilted his head and barked briefly.

I'm not sure whether to call it unfortunate or fortunate, but Titi doesn't seem likely to practice polygamy like me.

Our Titi. Judging by his recent behavior, he's showing unwavering loyalty to one love.

"Hang in there."
- Woof!

So I just offered some perfunctory encouragement.

Stay strong, Titi. Stay strong, Jenny.

***

While dining with the Minister of Home Affairs, an unexpectedly serious topic emerged.

"By the way, have you heard about that matter?"
"Which matter are you referring to?"

When one minister asks another "Have you heard about that?" it's essentially saying "You absolutely need to know this." I stopped moving my fork and looked at the Minister of Home Affairs.


"I hear the Minister of Audit is contacting newly rising officials to form his own faction."
"The Minister of Audit?"

My brow furrowed involuntarily at the news that, of all people, that guy was forming a faction.

The minister with audit authority is forming a faction? By contacting newly rising officials rather than established nobles or bureaucrats? And despite undertaking such a massive endeavor as creating a faction, he gave me no indication?

'That doesn't sound like him.'

None of these made sense. I was simply confused by hearing something incomprehensible.

I've known that guy for years. He's the type to flee from factions he belongs to, not create new ones himself.

When His Majesty had just been appointed Crown Prince, that guy's inclusion in the Crown Prince's faction wasn't voluntary. He borrowed the Crown Prince's authority while eliminating the previous Audit Department Head, and somehow ended up being called the Crown Prince's trusted aide.

His current position as the leader of the Northern faction is no different. He didn't become the faction leader out of ambition, but because of His Majesty's implicit pressure. The subtle pressure to lead the Northern faction.

'Faction my ass.'

So my furrowed brow relaxed, and I couldn't help but snort.

The probability of that guy voluntarily creating a faction? Even at its highest, it's lower than the probability of him giving up his position. That's how absurd this rumor is.

"Heh, I see the Minister of Finance doesn't believe it either."
"Would any minister believe such a thing? How long have we known that fellow?"
"True enough. I mentioned it because it's an amusing rumor, not because I expected you to believe it."
"It certainly was amusing."

I nodded toward the Minister of Home Affairs who burst into laughter, and after laughing for quite a while, he leaned his upper body slightly forward.

"But the Minister of Justice seemed to believe it."
"The Minister of Justice?"

My brow furrowed again at this difficult-to-understand statement.

The Minister of Justice isn't a newcomer who just took office, nor is he ignorant about Kal. Rather, due to the nature of the Audit Department/Ministry's authority, he's bound to be frequently entangled with Kal. After all, those caught in audits go through the Ministry of Justice before being sent to the Ministry of Punishment.

Yet this Minister of Justice believes the strange rumor that Kal is forming a faction? He's not that naive.

"I also initially thought the Minister of Justice had lost his mind, but this is somewhat complicated."
"Complicated how?"
"The Minister of Audit is maintaining a close relationship with a section chief from the Ministry of Punishment."
"Oh dear."

I sighed as soon as I heard this.

If an official from my department, especially not a department head but a section chief, was in contact with Kal, I'd be concerned too. If it were at least a department head, one might think it's for business purposes, but a section chief has no such connection. So it's natural for the Minister of Punishment to be disturbed by talk of forming a new faction.

'Is there really something going on?'

I felt uneasy. While the probability of that guy forming a faction is extremely low, the probability of him voluntarily building connections is equally low. He's not the type to be friendly enough to others to be described as having a "close relationship," unless it's just casual acquaintanceship.

Yet that low probability has materialized. This definitely isn't something to overlook.

"Minister of Home Affairs."
"Yes, what is it?"
"Could I know who this section chief is?"

I think I need to look into this matter.

"Let me know what you find out. I'm a bit scared to investigate the Minister of Audit."
"I'm also reluctant about auditing."
"Hehe, the Minister of Audit isn't afraid of the Minister of Finance."

I couldn't help but smile.


If that's what being afraid means, then that's a problem in itself. How reckless would he be if he weren't afraid?

The more I looked into it, the more confused I became.

The official connected to Kal is Luciano Niden, Section Chief of the Correctional Department's 2nd Section. A young commoner official who just turned 30, and who was an ordinary prison guard until just 5 years ago.

And calculating his time as a guard, he was a guard when Kal and I were imprisoned.

'What a strange connection.'

A prisoner-guard relationship from 5 years ago has now become a faction leader-faction member relationship. Where else in the world would such a thing happen?

Though not yet an official faction, they maintain a close enough relationship to arouse suspicion. That guy visited the section chief's mansion during his vacation and even brought his children for a second visit. This is definitely not an ordinary relationship.

'What on earth is going on?'

That this official named Luciano Niden received Kal's recommendation letter and was repeatedly promoted? That's understandable. Wasn't that guy gathering graduates from the Academy too? It's not strange that he would pick up people from prison as well.

But maintaining a close relationship beyond mere recommendation is incomprehensible no matter how many times I think about it. What happened in prison, what happened over these 5 years that they maintain such a relationship? Perhaps the guard helped him get out a few times while he was in prison?

'...I need to check directly.'

After stroking my chin for a moment, I picked up the communication device.

If I can't understand it, I should ask the person involved. Since the rumor has spread this far, it means that guy probably has no intention of hiding it, so he'll answer straightforwardly if asked.

***

- Puhahahahaha!

I looked glumly at the minister's face as he burst into laughter.

Damn this man. Even I think it's not an ordinary reason, but is it really that funny?

- A connection formed thanks to Titi! The Minister of Punishment would grab the back of his neck if he knew!
"Please say it was a connection formed when we were both going through difficult times."

I was in prison, and Luciano was contemplating quitting his job when we met. We met when we were both suffering and comforted each other's pain.

So saying it's a connection formed by Titi seems somewhat exaggerated. We were already connected through recommendation letters—through prison—before Titi got involved.

- But did you ever meet even once after you were released?
"...No, I didn't."
- Then it is a connection formed thanks to Titi.

Unable to refute this, I quietly bit my lip.

It's frustrating. To be logically defeated by that muscle monster of all people is too frustrating...!

- Anyway, I understand now. You weren't trying to form a faction but meeting to find a mate for your pet dog.
"Why would I create something like a faction? I haven't been shot in the head."
- Put yourself in the Minister of Punishment's position. A guy who usually keeps to himself suddenly contacts a rising official—if the word 'faction' doesn't come to mind, that would be stranger.

Again, I couldn't refute. If I were in his shoes, I'd also be concerned if a minister from another department was privately contacting a section chief from the Audit Ministry.

- Now that it's come to this, how about actually forming a faction?
"What nonsense are you talking about?"

I suddenly felt genuinely upset. Why would I create such a thing?

- If you lead the newly rising officials, couldn't you replace the existing officials?
"And then?"
- Then someone would take your position too?

That thought immediately put me at ease.

Just imagining it makes me happy.

I left work in a good mood for the first time in a while.

"Did something good happen?"

My happiness must have been written all over my face for the housemaid who greeted me to ask such a question.

Hearing her words, I gently touched the corner of my mouth. Indeed, my lips were curled up in a smile obvious to anyone.

"This is rather embarrassing. It means I've been wearing this face all the way home."
"What's wrong with that? They say smiling brings good fortune. If something good happened, you should smile."

I chuckled at her words of encouragement.

She's right. When else would I walk around smiling if not now? If it weren't for that fellow, I would have spent today suffering through tedious work and returned home exhausted.

'Thank you.'

I thought of Kal, who must be floundering in false hope by now. If only you sacrifice yourself, countless people can be happy.

Me, watching your struggles; the emerging officials you're trying to recruit into your faction; the administrative department whose work efficiency has improved thanks to those officials' awakening; His Majesty the Emperor who is pleased with that administrative department. Everyone.

How admirable. If one person's sacrifice can bring happiness to many, then naturally the one should be sacrificed. The sacrifice of the few for the many—this is the truth I've learned as Minister of Finance—

"Kuhuh."

I couldn't hold back my laughter and kept snickering.

To think he wasn't contacting officials to build a faction, but for Titi's romance! Who could have predicted that the Minister of Audit would take action during his vacation for such a reason?

No one would have. Even I, who heard it directly from him, couldn't believe it at first.

'How should I explain this?'

I thought of the Minister of Justice who was closely monitoring Kal's movements, and the Minister of Home Affairs who had asked me to tell him if I discovered anything.

Since I've learned the truth, I should tell them both. I could casually tell the Minister of Justice that he no longer needs to worry, and explain to the Minister of Home Affairs what happened.

But how do I explain this? How do I possibly tell them that the Capital was in an uproar because of one dog?

"Kuhik, kuk..."
"Darling?"

As I continued to laugh, my wife approached with concern.

This is troublesome. I need to stop now, but once the laughter has erupted, it refuses to subside. Having not laughed for so long, all the accumulated laughter burst out at once.

Besides, Titi's romance isn't the only reason I'm laughing.

"If you lead these emerging officials, couldn't you replace the existing officials?"
- And?
"Then someone might take your position too?"
- ...Is that so?

Is that so? What nonsense. Of course not.

'What madman would covet your position?'

Even if His Majesty the Emperor offered your position to an emerging official, that official would recoil in horror and shake their head.

Saying it's too prestigious for them. That they wouldn't dare dream of such a position. They would probably think it was a test of their loyalty and refuse desperately.

It's common sense. Kal is still only in his twenties, and he's one of the Emperor's closest confidants and the godfather of the Crown Princess. Who would push him aside and take the position of Minister of Audit? Honestly, even I would find such a catastrophe difficult to handle.

Only he failed to notice this obvious fact. Or perhaps his mind understood, but his heart refused to accept it.

'Is hope truly this frightening?'

Though somewhat eccentric, he's not lacking in intelligence, and he has enough basic competence to rise to the position of minister of a department.

Yet such a man was blinded by the hope of "retirement" and harbored absurd expectations. It's pitiful yet amusing, astonishing yet delightful.

'Good luck.'

But I didn't bother to dissuade him. Firstly, because I wanted to enjoy watching Kal's meaningless struggles.

'I might actually be able to retire.'

Secondly, if Kal nurtures these emerging officials, one of them might eventually aim for my position.


I'm already approaching 60. Being a nobleman with no significant ties to the imperial family, I'm just one among many ordinary nobles. From the perspective of those below me, I'm "an old man who could be pushed out with enough effort."

If emerging officials rise rapidly, and section chiefs and department heads stimulated by their ascent also aim for higher positions? Then there's a possibility I might retire within 10 years. It would be unconscionable for a minister in their twenties or thirties to retire, but for a minister in their sixties, it's only natural.

"Dear."
"Yes. What is it?"
"How about leisurely traveling in about 10 years? From the northern end to the southern end, from the eastern end to the western end—all of it."

My wife's eyes widened briefly before she gave a gentle smile.

"The greater the expectation, the greater the disappointment."
"...That's true."

I felt a bit embarrassed at her gentle but firm words.

In truth, the probability of me still being a minister in 10 years is higher than the probability of retirement. Talking about retirement and travel 10 years from now is almost delusional.

Still, having even a small probability is better than having none at all. That's an undeniable truth.

"By the way, dear. Do you remember that dog at his mansion?"
"You mean Titi? Of course I remember. In over half a century of life, I've never seen a dog as intelligent as Titi."
"I hear she might have puppies."
"My goodness."

Changing the subject to dispel my embarrassment, my wife let out a small exclamation of surprise.

"I hope she has many. It would be nice to raise animals in our retirement."
"I'll ask for one, so look forward to it."

Surely he wouldn't refuse to give me a puppy after I gave him hope of retiring from the position of Minister of Audit.

Of course, the problem is that I only gave him hope, but since he's the one who accepted it, it's not my fault.

***

The Minister's words kept me awake. Morning came without me getting a wink of sleep.

But it couldn't be helped. The idea that if I lead these new civil servants, they would grow rapidly and eventually aim for my position. How could I sleep peacefully after hearing such words?

My heart was pounding and my hands and feet were trembling. Just imagining it makes me too happy.

'There's... a possibility!'

Moreover, it's not even an impossible future. Just look at Luciano, who has rapidly risen to section chief and is now being mentioned as one of the candidates for department head. Such an achievement was possible just from receiving my letter of recommendation.

But what if I sincerely nurture talented individuals? What if I don't stop at recommendation letters but subtly push them forward?

'Department heads and deputy heads would emerge in no time.'

And as the number of department heads and deputy heads increases, so does the number of minister candidates. And as minister candidates increase, it becomes burdensome for the same person to continue occupying the minister's position.

Minister—a position with only one seat per department. How terrible and sinful for one person to monopolize such a glorious and coveted position. If minister candidates multiply, it would be right to step down from the minister's position for the greater good and public interest.

That's definitely how it will be. Anyway, that's how it will be. If I say so, then that's how it is.

'A senior who steps down for his juniors.'

Even I think it's a perfect justification that brings tears to my eyes.

I'm not suppressing capable and passionate juniors or subordinates, but helping them advance. Where else could you find such a kind-hearted senior?

'Good.'

With a satisfied heart, I picked up the communication device on the bedside table.

- This is Deiras Croten, secretary to the Minister of Audit.
"Ah, it's me."

I immediately contacted my secretary.

"I called because I have a favor to ask. Do you have time?"
- Of course, Your Excellency. Please speak freely.

I saw the secretary slightly pushing aside some documents, but I pretended not to notice.

I'm sorry. I'm sorry for being a minister who dumps work on you instead of helping.

But with the possibility of retirement looming before me, I can't see anything else...


"I've been on vacation since the Audit Ministry was established. The experienced officials are fine, but the new officials probably don't even know my face."

So let's hold a meeting between the minister and the new officials.

That way, I can identify who I should support.

***

I blinked blankly as I looked around.

The grand conference room in the Audit Ministry building. New officials sitting in formal posture, gathered rather densely—though that's an exaggeration—but still quite closely.

And me, sitting awkwardly in this stiff atmosphere.

'Why am I...'

Blinking in bewilderment, my eyes met with Siri, who was rolling her eyes around, perhaps feeling similar to me.

'You too?'
'Me too.'

After a quick exchange of glances, I turned my gaze forward. In a place already full of newcomers, if experienced officials like us engage in silent communication, it might unnecessarily burden the newcomers.

The burden of wondering if these damned seniors are silently evaluating us.

'We're not really at the level to be here.'

I almost let out a bitter smile. Thanks to His Excellency's grace, I entered the Audit Department right after graduating from the Academy, making me a civil servant of 5 years now. I can't claim to be skilled or experienced, but I've certainly moved beyond the level of a complete novice.

Yet here I am, sitting alongside rookie officials. What is this all about? Though it's nice to be able to legally take a break from work.

"Everyone seems to be here."

Just as I was about to examine the patterns on the ceiling, a senior from the Minister's secretariat entered.

"His Excellency the Minister will be arriving soon. Despite being on vacation, His Excellency has personally made time for you who support the Audit Ministry from the very bottom. Greet His Excellency with gratitude, and absolutely refrain from any disrespectful behavior."

The newcomers hastily nodded at the senior's advice.

In truth, even without the senior's words, anyone who would disrespect His Excellency wouldn't have been admitted to the Audit Ministry in the first place.

"Demian."
"Ah, yes."
"You're the most senior among them. His Excellency personally designated you, so make sure you live up to His Excellency's trust."
"...Pardon?"
"That's all."

After leaving this shocking declaration, the senior turned and disappeared.

His Excellency... designated me? Even though I haven't seen His Excellency's face or heard his voice for a long time?

'His Excellency's expectations.'

I straightened my posture, which had become somewhat relaxed, and composed myself.

I don't know why His Excellency designated me. But if His Excellency needs me, I must accomplish it even if it means burning my body and soul.

That is the attitude one should rightfully show as a recipient of His Excellency's grace.

'You too?'
'Me too.'

Once again, I met Siri's eyes and nodded resolutely.

Siri is also a recipient of His Excellency's grace. Like me, her heart must burn with devotion to His Excellency, so Siri and I must join forces to perfectly welcome His Excellency.

***

Opening the door to the grand conference room, I saw the newcomers sitting at attention.

'Very good.'

Such a satisfactory first impression made me nod involuntarily.

I wonder how many of them will eventually aim for my position. I'm not asking for many, just about three would be nice.

'Three minister candidates.'

The corners of my mouth began to twitch wildly.

The Minister is up to his antics again.

A man who stayed in his mansion during vacation as if he'd never work, who came to the Solar Palace with all sorts of grimaces when I called—this man has voluntarily engaged in public activities.

It's difficult to understand. Even if his contact with the Correctional Department's section chief was because of his dog as he claimed, why is he holding a meeting with new officials from the Audit Ministry? What kind of meeting is this when he barely meets with the department heads directly under him?

For a moment, I wondered if the Minister's dog—Titi—had captured the hearts of all female dogs like its owner. I suspected the meeting was happening because all those female dogs belonged to the Audit Ministry officials' pets.

'That can't be.'

However, no matter how unpredictably things unfold in this world, there are limits.

The probability of all new Audit Ministry officials owning dogs. And the probability of those dogs falling for Titi. How astronomically low would the chances be of these two scenarios overlapping? It's a delusion not worth discussing.

That's why I'm confused. This time, there isn't even the pretext of arranging contact for his pet's romance. The Minister, who prefers staying in his mansion, has no reason to lift his heavy body.

'Hmm?'

While twirling my fountain pen and interpreting the Minister's eccentric behavior, the communication device on my desk briefly vibrated.

'Well.'

And checking the device, I could see content that drew an involuntary sigh.

[Audit Ministry Minister meeting with lower-ranking commanders and knights in the military. Includes Imperial Academy graduates who previously received recommendation letters from the Audit Ministry Minister.]

A report that the Minister's activities weren't limited to the Audit Ministry.

This unexpected report intensified my confusion. Meeting with new Audit Ministry officials could be considered the activity of a department head, but contacting the military?

Come to think of it, right after the Great Punitive War, the Minister wanted to go to the military rather than stay in the Audit Department. Could he still be harboring those lingering attachments? Is he meeting with lower-ranking commanders and knights to start from the bottom of the military?

No, that can't be. The Minister has come too far to transfer departments now. To begin with, neither I nor my father-in-law, the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Army, would accept such a crazy act as the Minister transferring to the military.

'It would only provide amusement and nothing more.'

I sighed without realizing it. I was pleased when I learned why the Minister had contacted the Correctional Department's section chief. If his antics had stopped there, everyone would have been happy, but why take two steps further?

It's truly regrettable. We could have concluded the story with everyone happy, but the Minister kicked that opportunity away.

How lamentable. With things as they are, I have no choice but to keep an eye on the Minister's actions.

- Long live Emperor. Kal Kracius, head of the Kracius Family—
"Minister. If you have nothing to do, come to the Solar Palace."
- ...Yes, Your Majesty.

More precisely, I have no choice but to summon the Minister directly and ask what he's been up to lately.

Looking carefully at his behavior, he seems to have a few screws loose, but surprisingly, he answers honestly when asked. Unless he's preparing for treason, he'll properly resolve my doubts.

"I wanted to encourage the new officials and be a fence that allows them to fully demonstrate their abilities."
"What?"
"Isn't it true that water stagnates when still, and moss grows on stones that don't roll? If people rise from below, the officials above will also be stimulated. Then the entire administration can become healthier."

But even after hearing his explanation, my doubts weren't resolved.

The Minister's words aren't wrong. While it's important to utilize capable talent for a long time, it's also important to appropriately use the promotion card. Giving hope to officials below that they can move up, giving officials above a sense of crisis that they could be caught by those below, and placing shackles on even higher officials that they cannot escape—these are the basics of personnel management.

Organizations need appropriate changes. If the same appearance persists for too long, side effects occur, and it transforms into a stagnant group without novelty.

'But why you?'

However, no matter how positively I think about it, this isn't something the Minister would consider. Could it be that the Minister was actually the Minister of Personnel Affairs, not the Audit Ministry?

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"It's truly a beautiful and noble intention, but it doesn't seem like something a Minister on vacation should personally handle."

At that, the Minister briefly closed his mouth.

As expected, he had other intentions. It's obvious that the Minister isn't the type to comfort new officials while talking about a healthy administration. How dare you try to hide your true intentions.

"...Actually, it's also for my benefit."

"For the Minister's benefit?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. If capable subordinates excel, wouldn't the person at the very top—myself—also be stimulated? I met with new officials to ensure that I, who attained an undeserved position at a young age, don't fall into arrogance or the delusion that the Minister's position will always be mine."

For a moment, the words "That position is indeed eternally yours" rose to the tip of my tongue.

Still, I held back. Because I realized with what sentiment the Minister was acting eccentrically.

'You're dreaming of a future that will never come.'

The futile hope that officials below will rise up and someday take his position. To be honest, it's not hope but lingering attachment.

The Minister was blinded by that attachment. He bet his present on a possibility that's too slim to even call remote. It's truly regrettable.

'Keep your mouth shut.'

I quietly smoothed my lips, which had begun to twitch without my realizing.

Yes, for the Minister's sake, I'll just bury my thoughts in my heart. People need dreams to live, and isn't the Minister's dream a lifelong one that he'll never achieve? A beautiful dream that will make the Minister run for his entire life.

"Ahem."
"Your Majesty?"
"No, it's nothing."

I couldn't hold back my laughter, but I quickly composed myself.

Isn't the Minister younger than me? As an older brother, I can't crush my younger brother's dream.

'...Does he still believe that statement about considering retirement after gathering 100 people?'

Such a thought crossed my mind, and I desperately bit my lip.

I don't understand why, at 26 years old, his intelligence regresses to that of a 6-year-old whenever retirement is mentioned.

***

I withdrew from the Solar Palace with the Emperor's encouragement.

That encouragement made my hope grow even more. If I diligently sow seeds for the future, but the Emperor says, "Stop your antics and just be a lifelong Minister," it would inevitably collapse. But the Emperor gave pure encouragement without any such sarcasm.

This means the Emperor understands and supports my heart. It's an expression that if new talent emerges, he would gladly make them Minister instead of me, whom he's tired of seeing all the time. It's certain.

'Thank you...'

I slightly bowed my head toward the Solar Palace.

Indeed, the Emperor might be a son of a bitch, but he's our son of a bitch, not yours. He's a son of a bitch who occasionally shows usefulness.

'Where should I go next?'

After finishing that brief bow, I pondered my next destination with an excited heart.

So far, I've visited the Audit Ministry, my base, and the military, my spiritual home. Both places welcomed me enthusiastically, and I was able to discover some promising newbies.

'The Ministry of Finance would be good?'

Riding this positive momentum, I decided on the Ministry of Finance as my third destination.

The Audit Ministry was originally a department under the Ministry of Finance. I still have connections within the Ministry of Finance, so if I ask to see some fresh newbies, they'll gladly oblige.

Next, let's go to the Special Affairs Ministry. Many former Special Affairs Ministry members are in the Intelligence Department and Special Task Department under the Audit Ministry. If I ask through them, it will somehow work out.

'It's time for a reshuffle in the administration too.'

In truth, if I only wanted my own escape, I'd just need to take care of the Audit Ministry. There's no benefit to me in looking after new civil servants from other departments.

However, by sowing seeds here and there, the miracle of ministerial replacement will bloom, and when ministers in other departments are replaced, I'll have a justification to step down too. Although there's no immediate benefit, it's a long-term plan that will eventually shine.

No. Instead of calling it a hundred-year plan, let's call it a ten-year plan to avoid anxiety.

- Purr.
"Are you out for a walk?"
- Purr.


While walking through the Imperial Palace with a lighter heart, I made eye contact with the black horse that the Emperor raises.

A black horse that isn't confined to the stable prepared by the Emperor, but has come out to the wider world of the Imperial Palace. It felt gratifying, like seeing future talents who will escape my embrace and reach the pinnacle of the Audit Ministry.

'The Audit Ministry uniform is also black.'

The black horse in front of me is also black.

This must be Enen, the eternal blue sky, and Constantina blessing my future.

***

Strangely, people fear the cold but not the heat.

They fear fire, which can overcome cold, but not water, which can overcome heat.

In fact, cold can be overcome by wrapping oneself as much as possible. Thanks to this, the number of people dying from cold can be reduced.

However, heat cannot be alleviated no matter how much one undresses. Therefore, deaths from heat cannot be prevented.

'Water can be more fatal than fire if consumed incorrectly.'

Also, people avoid fire because of the immediate pain of heat. On the other hand, they drink water even if it's dirty, and only realize the pain when it causes problems inside the body.

That's why, as the leader of the Relief Ministry and as someone who once received care from the Relief Ministry, summer is scarier than winter. I'm afraid of the people who will die if I neglect my work. Because of that fear, I began preparations to safely pass the summer from spring.

Fortunately, it was effective, but as a result, a considerable amount of paperwork piled up.

'Nothing comes for free.'

I clicked my tongue softly and skimmed through the documents.

Work was so backed up that I couldn't even have meetings with the new officials who joined the Relief Ministry in the second half of the year. Of course, a minister doesn't usually converse with low-ranking officials, but even department heads and section chiefs are so immersed in work that they haven't conducted meetings yet.

It's a troublesome situation. But I can't entrust such tasks to team leaders either...

...

'There happens to be someone with free time.'

I casually took out the communication device from my pocket.

There's exactly one person. Someone with the authority and ability to comfort officials, and who has no particular duties, so they would gladly accept my request.

'The Audit Ministry Minister.'

A person who is clearly on vacation but is poking around here and there. A person who said he wants to go around departments and see the faces of newcomers.

The Audit Ministry Minister who has visited the Audit Ministry, the military, the Ministry of Finance, the Special Affairs Ministry, the Ministry of Education, and the Ministry of Justice. Adding the Relief Ministry shouldn't be a problem.

'Good.'

I've decided. Let's entrust the newcomer meetings to the Audit Ministry Minister.

It's strange to entrust my department's meetings to another department's minister, but he's a minister who voluntarily does strange things. It's just a matter of whether I ask first or he asks first.

"Secretary."
- Yes, Your Excellency. Please speak.
"I plan to entrust the meetings with new officials to the Audit Ministry Minister, so prepare accordingly."
- ...To the Audit Ministry Minister, you say?
"Yes. Is there a problem?"
- Well, if you entrust meetings to another department's minister... Your control over the officials—
"There's no need to worry about that."

I firmly shook my head at the secretary's words.

Losing control because I yielded just one meeting? Anyone who thinks that doesn't deserve to be in the Minister's position. If they've been acting as a Minister with such pathetic ability and authority, they should bite their tongue and die.

'Thanks to him, I've been saved.'

Anyway, I inwardly sighed with relief. Thanks to the Audit Ministry Minister's eccentric behavior, I could breathe easier.

I don't know why he's acting this way, but he'll surely be blessed. Because good deeds are always rewarded.

Today, the unresponsive fishing rod felt particularly unkind.

It's a strange thing. Clearly at the same spot with similar weather, sometimes fish bite non-stop, while other times there's nothing to show for an entire day. The world of fishing is truly mysterious.

"Come to think of it, Wilhelm. Have you heard?"
"Heard what?"

I answered Georg's question while keeping my eyes fixed on my fishing rod.

Originally, Walter was supposed to join us, making it three, but he couldn't come due to some personal matter. As a result, I ended up at the lake with just Georg, who is not only my friend but also related to me through marriage.

To be honest, I'm sick of seeing his face. At this point, I probably see him more than anyone except my wife and children.

No, since my children except Teresa have all moved out, this fellow might be the face I see most after my wife.

"Your eldest son. I hear he's been poking around various places in the Capital lately?"
"Kal?"

His next words made me turn to look at Georg's tiresome face.

"There are widespread rumors that he's been meeting with new officials in both the administrative and military branches. We might not know much since we only come out occasionally to fish, but apparently everyone among the Capital's officials knows about it."
"Why so suddenly?"
"How would I know what even his father doesn't?"

I felt somewhat displeased seeing Georg shrug his shoulders.

To provoke curiosity and then back away—isn't that just malicious?

"Anyway, I don't know the reason, but when the Minister of Audit, who's supposed to be on leave, goes around meeting new recruits, it can't stay quiet. Some say His Majesty has mobilized the Minister to discipline the administrative branch, while others say the ministers of each department are using the fear of audit to control enthusiastic newcomers."
"Both sound unconvincing."
"Well, situations without clear reasons are always filled with baseless speculation."

I nodded calmly since he wasn't wrong.

His Majesty mobilizing Kal to discipline the administrative branch? If His Majesty wanted to control the administrative branch, there would be no need to recall a minister on leave. The Imperial Assembly's duties already include monitoring and checking the administrative branch.

And the idea that department ministers would use Kal to intimidate newcomers? That makes even less sense. Needing someone else's ability rather than your own to tame newcomers? Such a person wouldn't have risen to the position of minister in the first place.

So as Georg said, this unexplained situation has attracted all sorts of speculation. If it's reached the ears of retired folks like us, it must have been going on for quite some time, yet the cause remains unknown.

"So I was thinking—"
"If you're curious, ask him yourself."
"How cold of you."

I glanced at Georg as he clicked his tongue, then turned my attention back to my fishing rod.

Georg's intention is obvious. He wants to say that my son is doing something suspicious, so I as his father should find out the truth. For retired has-beens like us, even such trivial news can be entertaining.

But I have no intention of doing so. I've entrusted everything to Kal and stepped back. Kal is a noble and family head who can progress admirably without my interference. He's an outstanding official who stands as a pillar of the Empire.

Therefore, I shouldn't question Kal's actions. Even if his behavior seems strange to others, if Kal is doing it, there must be a good reason. I trust my son—a pillar of the Empire.

'One cannot block a stream that flows on its own.'

A noble stream can advance on its own without anyone's help. It can flow and flow until it reaches the sea it yearns for.

But if you block a noble, swiftly flowing stream with stones, wouldn't the water that would have flowed to the sea by itself scatter in all directions? That's exactly what would happen if I were to contact Kal. As a father, I would only be hindering rather than helping my child.

"Come on, I'm not just anybody to the Kracius family! As your son-in-law's brother, don't I have the right to know if he's doing something unusual?"
"If you have the right, then ask him directly. You're not just anybody, so what's stopping you?"
"You never let me finish."

Ignoring Georg's grumbling, I gazed at the lake.

Just as throwing a small stone into that calm lake would disturb the surface, a peaceful daily life can be shaken by small variables. Right now, that small variable would be Kal's external activities.

I hope Kal's movements are steady without violently shaking up our daily life. He must have his reasons, but it's not particularly pleasing to see a son on leave working hard by poking around here and there.

"...Are you really not going to help? I feel like I won't be able to sleep out of curiosity."
"I have no intention of doing so. Ask your son-in-law if you must."
"The way you pass responsibility shows you haven't fully shed your parliamentarian habits."

I responded with silence since his statement was obvious.


Given how many years I spent as an Imperial Assembly member, how could those habits have disappeared already?

***

Kal has started going out.

At first, I was glad. It's painful and I apologize for this comparison about my beloved Kal, but he had been as firmly rooted in the mansion as mold growing in a corner, claiming it was too hot outside. I was seriously worried he might become one with his bed.

But then Kal decided to go out on his own initiative. Not to take Titi out for a spring day, not to take our children to Helen—purely for his own reasons.

"I'll probably be going out regularly for a while. But don't worry, I'll still have meals at the mansion."
"Don't force yourself to come back for lunch, you can eat outside. But you need to be back by dinner, okay?"
"Of course. I don't want to be out past dinner either."

Until then, I was truly happy. While appropriate rest is important for people, it's also said that having nothing to do can gradually damage someone. I didn't want to see my beloved Kal deteriorate.

However, it seems my wish and desire reached Enen too strongly.

"Mar, I'm heading out again today."
"Yes. Take care."

Kal, who had been consistently going out, did so three days ago as well.

"I think I'll be back after lunch this time."
"Alright, I'll let the kitchen know."

Two days ago too.

"I'll have a quick breakfast. I need to leave early."
"Oh, okay."

And yesterday he left the mansion again. It was as if he was determined to make up for all the time he had spent in the mansion by being outside.

By this point, I was feeling a bit confused and perplexed. What could possibly require going out so frequently? Not just once every few days, but every single day for over a week...?

'Has something happened?'

My perplexity soon turned into anxiety.

Until now, I hadn't asked Kal why he was going out. Just as Kal acknowledged me as the lady of the Kracius family and entrusted me with family affairs and mansion management, I respected him as the family head and didn't pry into his activities in detail.

But as things progressed this way, no matter how much I emphasized respect, I couldn't help but be curious.

'I should ask.'

Yes, I need to find out what's going on. While respecting the family head is important, it's natural as a wife to be curious about her husband's affairs.

In fact, if I showed no interest at all, Kal might feel hurt. Even Nardo in my womb might wonder why his mother is so cold.

"Um, Kal?"
"Yes?"
"Has something been going on lately?"

So I asked directly as soon as Kal returned.

What exactly was making him go out so much? If there was something troubling him, we could worry about it together and shoulder the burden together.

"There is something."

My heart sank at Kal's answer.

I had suspected something was up, but at the same time, I had hoped Kal would deny it and say it was nothing. But Kal admitted there was something.

What could it be? What kind of matter would require a minister on leave to be out and about for days on end?

"Is it... something important?"
"It is important. It concerns my retirement."

?

"What?"


The mention of retirement made me question involuntarily.

Having spent several years with Kal, I know well that he dislikes working. Despite his dislike, he performs diligently when work arises, but it's true that he has little attachment to his position as minister.

Still, Kal is only twenty-six years old. Far from discussing retirement, there are people his age who are just becoming officials.

"Ah, I don't mean retiring right away. Even I have some conscience."
'Conscience?'

I flinched for a moment. Honestly, considering Kal's status and position, his solid trust relationship with His Majesty the Emperor, and his connections with other nobles, even thinking about retirement shows a lack of conscience. Even the thought of retiring someday borders on disloyalty.

But I didn't voice that thought. I didn't want to disappoint Kal, who was smiling brightly—

"You know I've been meeting with new officials from various departments lately?"

My hands trembled involuntarily as he seemed intent on continuing this conversation.

"They're newcomers now, but someday they'll become experienced officials, mid-level executives, and high-ranking officials. Everyone starts as a newcomer."
"Y-yes, you started as a team member too."
"Right. And just as I rose from team member to minister, there might be someone among the newcomers I'm meeting who has the qualities of a minister."

I nodded reluctantly at his words.

I suppose there might be. Though they probably won't show the same miraculous promotion speed as Kal.

"And if I support these newcomers who already have potential and enthusiasm, they'll be promoted faster. That will accelerate the promotion speed throughout the administrative branch."
'No way.'

I felt uneasy at Kal's explanation.

Rapid promotion. Accelerating promotion speed across the administrative branch. These are concerning terms even to me, who is not an official, and something immediately came to mind.

"As more people rise up quickly, eventually the time will come for me to step down."
'Ah.'

I closed my eyes tightly.

Unfortunately, my prediction was correct.

***

This is strange. Mar's reaction was not what I expected.

I thought Mar would be happy to hear about my grand ten-year plan. I thought she would be pleased at the possibility of me stepping down from my ministerial position and devoting myself to family.

"Kal. I will always support and love you."
"Um, yes."
"You might find it difficult sometimes. There may be times when you want to put everything down. But please don't forget that your wives and children are always by your side."
"Of course I won't forget..."

Mar hugged me warmly and patted my back. Her voice had a strange moisture to it.

Why? Why is she sympathizing with me? My plan was clearly a stroke of genius that everyone should admire.

"Kal."
"Yes."
"I'm not an official, so I can't presume to advise you, but I can say this much."

Mar pulled me closer and spoke in a low voice.

"A talent like yours has never existed before and will never exist again."

I quietly closed my eyes at those words.

It's strange. It's just an ordinary compliment, Mar's loving praise, but my chest burned hot. My head cooled, and my body stiffened.

'Damn it.'

It feels like a veil has been lifted from my eyes.

Thanks to Mar's single sentence, the truth I had been deliberately ignoring became clear.

Thanks to Mar's gentle and warm advice, I was able to face the truth.

But my outings didn't stop. The day after hearing Mar's advice, and the day after that, and the day after that, I still left the mansion.

I had already made appointments to meet with newcomers from each department. I had already visited quite a number of departments. After setting up these appointments myself and having visited several departments already, would I unilaterally cancel? What kind of abuse would I have to endure from the ministers and staff who would be suddenly stood up?

Of course, if taking that abuse, losing reputation, and eventually retiring was an option worth considering—the Emperor would probably say, "Pay for your karma by working hard." I could see it coming.

'That bastard.'

Thinking of the Emperor, uncontrollable anger surged within me.

That bastard knew I was losing my mind, but instead of helping me fix it, he just applauded. He wasn't my dog, he was your dog.

When one of your closest confidants has mental issues, couldn't you offer some comfort, extend their vacation even if just empty words, and mention the possibility of retirement when the time comes? I'm not asking to retire immediately—is it such a problem to have just one hope of retiring in the future?

'Well, it is a problem.'

As my head cooled down, I gained an objective perspective.

In truth, dreaming of retirement at 26 isn't normal. In a way, it's like telling the Emperor, "I'm preparing for retirement, so you, who are older than me, should prepare to abdicate too."

Still, once my anger had risen, it refused to subside. The Emperor being a bastard remained unchanged.

'In your next life, I hope you get a boss just like yourself.'

And with my kind of luck to boot. That would make for quite an interesting life.

Today I was scheduled to meet the Magic Ministry newcomers.

"Welcome, Minister. It's the first time seeing you since Baron Hardiner's wedding. Have you been well?"

As I approached the Magic Ministry building, the Minister of Magic himself was waiting at the main entrance.

I flinched momentarily at this unexpectedly grand reception. Though the Magic Ministry ranks below the Audit Ministry, he's still a minister and has been a bureaucrat longer than I have. There was no need for such excessive courtesy.

"Of course. I've been resting comfortably, enjoying my honeymoon. How could I not be well? Rather, I should be asking after your well-being, Minister, as you've been busy working for the development of the Empire and the magical community."
"Haha, I'm truly embarrassed by such generous words."

I smiled awkwardly as even the word "generous" slipped out.

'Trixie's halo shines brilliantly...'

The reason for the Magic Minister's attitude, which went beyond respect to the point of subservience, was simple. It was because I was Trixie's husband—a simple but clear reason.

Trixie was the pinnacle and elder of the continental magical community. Although the Magic Ministry was an administrative department, most of its personnel practiced magic due to its nature. The Minister of Magic was no exception.

As a result, the Minister of Magic treated me not as a fellow minister but as family of the most respected figure in the field. It was both gratifying and embarrassing, burdensome yet pleasing.

'Will our children feel this way too?'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. In about 10 or 20 years, when our children enter society, if I'm still active in my position, won't they benefit from my influence?

Going everywhere and receiving special treatment because of their father, feeling proud of that fact—that kind of life.

'That's nice.'

Though it was a brief fantasy, I felt oddly pleased. Nothing is more rewarding than knowing the path I've walked helps my children.

"Well then, please come inside. All officials, including myself, have been waiting for your visit with excited hearts."
"I'm grateful for the attention you're giving to someone who made such a sudden, unreasonable request."
"Unreasonable? We should be the ones thanking you. The newcomers to the Magic Ministry tend to have strong identities as magicians, and if you personally offer encouragement and advice, they'll all consider it an honor."


His words were so sincere that I lowered my eyes slightly.

My conscience stung. The Minister of Magic welcomed my visit so warmly, yet I had insisted on holding this meeting to plan my retirement. I couldn't bring myself to look up.

"Although Trixie belongs to the Magic Tower, she has a special interest in the Magic Ministry. Isn't the Magic Ministry, along with the Magic Tower, one of the two pillars supporting the Empire's magical community? That's why Trixie also asked me to say some encouraging words to the future of the Magic Ministry."

So I forced out some pleasant words for the sake of my conscience.

Fortunately, it wasn't a complete lie. It was true that Trixie showed interest in the Magic Ministry among administrative departments. Whether that interest was professional or personal was unclear.

"R-really?"

But what did it matter? As long as the listener was pleased, that was enough.

"To think that the Magic-Ending Duke herself takes an interest. As a junior following the path she walked, it's truly an honor."

Indeed, the Minister of Magic seemed moved by my attention and consideration—which I had attributed to Trixie—as his voice became noticeably emotional before falling silent. As if he wanted to quietly savor the current moment of emotion.

I arrived at the main conference room, guided by the Minister of Magic.

"Um, Minister?"
"Yes. Please speak."
"Why are you also... taking a seat?"
"Embarrassingly, I'm just an old man who doesn't properly understand the hearts of today's young people. Since you're personally comforting the newcomers, shouldn't I also listen closely to your valuable teachings?"

The newcomers' meeting suddenly transformed into one presided over by two ministers.

Though he spoke of teachings and such, it seemed my white lie about Trixie asking me to say encouraging words had stimulated the Magic Minister. He apparently wanted to hear those encouraging words too.

'What should I do now?'

What's more, the newcomers were already seated in the conference room, but footsteps could be heard approaching from the corridor.

'It's not just the Minister joining in?'

It seemed department heads and section chiefs might also participate.

When I return to the mansion, I should ask Trixie to send some words of encouragement to the Minister of Magic.

***

It was truly amusing that the Audit Minister, who didn't even attend his own department, was visiting all administrative departments. No wonder rumors spread among officials that he was conducting audits under my orders.

However, the Minister's amusing eccentricity was his voluntary choice, not my command. That made it even more entertaining. A subordinate who provides amusement without my intervention.

'I didn't expect him to go this far.'

When reports came in that the Minister visiting the Magic Ministry had also held meetings with senior officials including the Magic Minister, department heads, and section chiefs, I began to seriously wonder about the Minister's limits.

At this rate, might he end up lecturing all the ministers? A suitable topic might be "How to Artistically Lose One's Mind" or perhaps "How to Live with Futile Hope."

...

'Of all places, the Magic Ministry?'

After a brief sneer, I gently rubbed my brow.

The Minister's influence over magicians had already increased after marrying the Magic-Ending Duke. In such a situation, meeting with the Magic Ministry leadership could lead to faction formation, even if unintended by the Minister.

Even just having such a meeting could unofficially create a faction. When the Magic-Ending Duke's husband meets with Magic Ministry leadership, anyone would see it as a meeting held with the Duke's approval. Now the Minister could potentially exert tremendous influence over the Magic Ministry as well.

"Minister. You've been quite busy lately."


So I contacted the Minister through the communication orb. He was too busy to call to the Sun Palace, which made me feel somewhat apologetic.

- Yes, Your Majesty. Seeing the energetic newcomers has rekindled my waning enthusiasm, so I've been going around somewhat excessively.

That made me chuckle. What subordinate would boldly tell the Emperor that their enthusiasm had waned?

"Since when did the Minister of Magic become a newcomer without my knowledge?"
- Ah.

As I stated my business with a smile, the Minister let out a quiet sigh.

"Does the Minister of Magic perhaps keep dogs? Or cats?"
- ...I've heard he keeps several snakes.
"Oh dear. That won't make a good match for Titi."

The Minister's eyebrows began to tremble visibly through the communication orb.

- Your Majesty.
"Speak."
- I understand Your Majesty's concerns. Therefore, I have no intention of forming a faction, and after visiting the Ministry of Culture and the Maritime Ministry, I plan to stay at the mansion.
"Oh?"

I was momentarily surprised by the Minister's declaration. To speak so directly and announce the end of his external activities—

'He's returned to normal.'

The Minister who had lost his mind had finally regained his senses. Looking at him now, his eyes held sharpness instead of madness.

It was disappointing. Watching a mad minister running around had been entertaining. But today would be the last of that enjoyment.

"It's reassuring to hear you say that, Minister. Yes, you've worked hard personally comforting officials. Complete your remaining schedule safely, and get plenty of rest."
- Yes, Your Majesty.

I ended the communication as the Minister bowed his head.

'He really has been through a lot.'

The Minister had chosen the Culture Ministry and Maritime Ministry as his final visits. There was no special reason; they were simply the only departments left.

Even I, the Emperor, don't visit all departments in such a short period, yet this man on vacation was running around like this.

'I should never go mad like that.'

It seems that mental health takes priority over physical health.

***

I quietly tucked the darkened communication orb into my pocket.

Damn that bastard. As soon as he realized I was sane, he stopped teasing me. So he really did deliberately ignore my condition while knowing I was losing my mind.

"Bastard."
- Woof?

On my way home after finishing the meeting, Titi, who happened to be heading home at the same time, tilted his head curiously.

"I'm talking about someone else, not you."

I smiled bitterly while patting Titi's head.

Come to think of it, both Titi and that bastard have yellow fur... why is that guy so different from our Titi?

It's truly a strange thing.


After concluding the orientation meeting with the Ministry of Culture and Ministry of Maritime Affairs, I suspended all external activities.

In my heart, I wanted to quit midway, but I couldn't become a person of broken character who unilaterally breaks promises I made first, so I endured and persevered.

Coincidentally, both the Ministry of Culture and Maritime Affairs rank low in the administrative hierarchy. If I appeared to take appointments with such departments lightly, what kind of stories would circulate?

'They'd say the Minister of Audit looks down on both culture and the sea.'

Just imagining it is horrifying. While the Ministry of Culture may not directly impact national interests, it's filled with so-called 'real' scholars who deal with history and traditional culture. Nothing is more frightening than the anger and resentment of these authentic scholars.

The Ministry of Maritime Affairs, due to its sea-related work, is staffed with people closely connected to the Golden Duke. The current Maritime Minister is one of the Golden Duke's in-laws, and there's even a department head who is his son-in-law. Regardless of departmental ranking, it's troublesome to make enemies there.

'Now I'll just stay in the mansion.'

With that, I savored the relief of having dodged two bombs and became one with my bed.

Supporting talented newcomers? The top gets stimulated when people rise from below? Not wrong thinking, but there was no need for me to step forward.

The ministers and department heads of each ministry also want young, capable talent. Without my intervention, department heads would have promoted promising newcomers, and ministers would have supported them.

'Wasted time...'

I almost shed tears. Why did I endure the heat and inconvenience to wander around outside the mansion? Thinking rationally, it was meaningless.

Still, if newcomers from each department received support from leadership and rose to become ministers, it would fulfill the grand plan that "if one department experiences change, the entire administration is affected." But...

'As if that would happen.'

Honestly, no matter how talented newcomers are, they'd struggle to even reach department head positions, let alone become ministers.

After all, the people nurturing these newcomers are the ministers and department heads themselves. If you devour those who raised you and take their positions, you'll never be spoken of well. You'd be treated like an ungrateful black-haired beast.

"Aren't there any black-haired people in the Audit Ministry?"

I unconsciously muttered my true thoughts. If only there was one crazy person who would betray their benefactor without hesitation...?

'...Huh?'

After dreaming this futile dream, I gently touched my hair.

A newcomer who doesn't recognize the favor of being nurtured and takes their benefactor's position. A fiercely crazy black-haired beast.

'That's me.'

Surprisingly, I was that crazy person. As soon as I started my civil service career, my direct superior died and I took the team leader position. Then my new direct superior, the Section Chief of the 4th Section, had to hand over the department head position to me as soon as he became the Audit Department Head.

Of course, I didn't intend for this to happen, but to others, I might appear as a monster driven by ambition.

'Damn.'

To think that I myself was a black-haired beast... How sad...

At the same time, I envied a certain minister in the Ministry of Finance. He had the black-haired subordinate I desperately wanted.

Let's overlook the fact that this subordinate broke away from the Ministry of Finance.

***

People feel greater distress when something disappears after having it, rather than never having it at all.


It's natural. If something was never there, you don't know its value. Living without it is familiar and ordinary.

But what happens when you learn the value of "something" and become so accustomed to it that you struggle without it? Can anyone endure when it disappears?

'No.'

Unfortunately, no one can. What's more unfortunate is that I deeply feel the emotions of someone who cannot endure.

'To not start my day with news about the Minister.'

It's bitter. Though the Imperial Sun Palace, where all the empire's information converges, allows no rest, lately I could smile each morning upon hearing news of the Minister heading to the administration building.

How could I not smile? A minister on vacation, a minister who hates working, was voluntarily performing duties while harboring an impossible dream. How cruel would it be not to laugh at such reports?

And not hearing such reports anymore is terrible.

'Who will make me laugh now?'

Of course, the Empress, Crown Princess, and Prince make me laugh too, but the laughter from family and the laughter from the Minister are different in nature. They can never be the same.

With a small sigh, I picked up a document. At times like this, I regret the Minister being on vacation, but if he returned to work, he'd likely cause all sorts of incidents. Truly perplexing.

"Hmm?"

As I read the document I'd just picked up, my head tilted involuntarily.

A document submitted jointly by the Ministry of Land and Ministry of Culture regarding Croita, the former capital of the Trika Empire. Documents about Croita, where all sorts of artifacts emerge whenever the ground is dug, frequently come up. Especially since the appearance of Behemoth.

This one was also related to Behemoth, but with somewhat—no, very unusual content.

[The area extending several kilometers around Behemoth has become covered with vegetation. Places that were originally pastures have become more lush, and grass has begun to grow even on ordinary sand.]
[Wild beasts from dozens of kilometers away have gathered around Behemoth. Strangely, even carnivores don't target cattle or sheep but graze on grass instead.]
[Animals that have eaten grass formed around Behemoth show aversion to grass from other pastures. They will eat it if there's no alternative, but appear to have developed preferences.]

'Well.'

For a moment I wondered if I'd misread, so I read the document again.

I don't know which part to criticize first. Should I be surprised that the terrain suddenly changed around Behemoth, or that carnivores chose vegetarianism with livestock right in front of them?

Or should I be surprised that livestock, which normally eat whatever they're given, are now being picky about their food?

'What is going on with Trika.'

Once again, I marveled at Trika's capabilities. Who would have thought that a nation from nearly 2,000 years ago could create such an extraordinary being?

Yet they failed to properly utilize it and perished anyway.

[The pastures continue to expand even now. While it's encouraging that the area around Croita is regaining its historical appearance of vast plains, it's impossible to predict how far the vegetation will spread.]

After reading the final sentence of the document, I quietly set it down.

It's pleasing that tourists visiting Croita have increased thanks to Behemoth, and that the Imperial livestock are growing healthy. The expansion of pastures is also quite positive.

However, it would be problematic if the pastures encroached on development areas or roads. Everything should be in moderation.

'I need to tell it to stop now.'

Based on past experience, Behemoth is gentle and reasonable. Moreover, as it was a pillar supporting the Roigas Imperial Family, it should understand that unchecked expansion of pastures would be problematic.

So I'll thank it for expanding the pastures but politely request no further expansion. Behemoth is a guest of the Livnomans, not a subject.


That evening, another joint report from the Ministry of Land and Ministry of Culture arrived.

[When we expressed gratitude for the expansion of pastures and the thriving of livestock, Behemoth showed delight at the mention of thriving livestock. However, it showed an indifferent reaction regarding the pasture expansion.]
[Upon verification, it was determined that Behemoth was not involved in the pasture expansion. Behemoth testified that it was the influence of Constantina, the goddess of vegetation.]

Once again, I doubted what I was reading.

I had barely come to terms with Behemoth expanding the pastures, but now it turns out it wasn't Behemoth but a deity who intervened. And not just any deity, but Constantina, who could be considered more of an elven deity than a human one.

Of course, the distance between Croita and the Chenes Duchy, where the elven residential district is located, isn't that far. At most, only one or two major domains stand between them. It's certainly closer than the distance to the Capital.

Still, Constantina, who had been quiet since the revival of the World Tree, suddenly made an impressive move. And specifically near Behemoth.

'What on earth is happening?'

Could it be a display to make demands of the Imperial Family?

No, if Constantina or the elves truly wanted something, they wouldn't need to resort to such methods. Non-humans, including elves, are friends of the Emperor, and the Magic-Ending Duke, a pillar of the Empire, is the granddaughter of an elven elder. They could request things from the Imperial Family without divine intervention.

Yet a deity who had maintained silence took direct action. Through the conspicuous method of expanding pastures.

'Goddess of vegetation, goddess of elves...'

As I crossed my arms and organized my thoughts, I glanced at the communication device.

'Since you've already suffered, suffer just one more day.'

Mentally apologizing to the Minister, I picked up the communication device.

Honestly, matters related to deities can't be entrusted to just anyone.

***

This bastard really doesn't help my life.

I cursed the Emperor inwardly as I leaned against the mansion's main gate.

It was only two days ago that I completed my tour of the administration building. It was just yesterday that I vowed to become one with my bed. Yet that vow crumbled in less than a day.

- Minister. I heard you're considered a benefactor to Constantina for helping revive the World Tree?
"That's too generous, but yes."
- Recently, Constantina has intervened on the continent. Though she didn't directly command humans or non-humans, she covered the area near Croita with vegetation.
"...Why are you telling me this?"
- You know why I'm asking.

A sudden contact this morning. Because Constantina showed unusual behavior, I, who am friendly with deities, should go investigate personally.

Tears welled up involuntarily. Does this bastard hate seeing me rest?

- Conveniently, the World Tree, Constantina's dwelling, is in the elven residential district. I've prepared a small gift for the elves, so take it with you while you're going. It's an opportunity for a granddaughter's husband to make a good impression on his wife's grandmother.
"I'm already in good standing with her."
- Then strive to make an even better impression.

But then came the miraculous justification: "Your wife's grandmother is alive and well, but do you visit her regularly?" If I argued against this, I'd instantly become trash.

'It was about time to go anyway.'

What's even more maddening is that I was actually planning to visit Grandmother soon. And with our triplets, no less.

This Emperor bastard. Has he installed CCTV in our house? It's truly terrifying.

After the revival of the World Tree, Grandmother's residence transformed from her private space into a communal area for everyone.

Spirits unable to leave the World Tree's vicinity, fairies whose numbers had multiplied several times since the World Tree became their home, and elves who made pilgrimages to pray at their revived racial symbol—how could it remain a private space when every living being in the elven residential district converged there?

Thus, Grandmother's already lively residence—or more precisely, the area near the World Tree—became even more bustling.

"Wow! Wow!"
"Sparkly things! So many!"
"So many~"
"Lots of pretty ones too!"
"Yeah! Lots!"
"Amaziiing."

The triplets who arrived with Trixie and me at the elven residential district immediately sparkled their eyes upon seeing the World Tree playground, scurrying here and dashing there, busy playing.

Strange. It's not like this is their first visit, so why do they react like it's their first time every time we come? This makes me look like an unfilial son who rarely allows my children to meet their great-grandmother.

'Perhaps I should bring them more often...'

- Since Constantina's dwelling, the World Tree, is in the elven residential district, take this along while you're going. I've prepared a small gift for the elves. It's an opportunity for a grandson-in-law to make a good impression on his wife's grandmother.
"I already make a good impression, Your Majesty."
- Then strive to make an even better one.

I suddenly recalled the Emperor's words. I had been working to be the best grandson-in-law for Grandmother with her tragic past, and I was displeased that the Emperor of all people would talk about making a good impression.

But the Emperor was right. I needed to strive to make an even better impression.

'Even a broken clock is right twice a day.'

Who would have thought he'd be right at a time like this? Just like a broken clock, he's quite unpredictable.

"My goodness. Where did you find such a precious item?"
"His Majesty prepared this gift for the elves, the Empire's friends. It's both our sentiment and the Empire's sincerity, so please accept it."
"Of course I'll accept it. It's a precious gift from a friend."

Meanwhile, Grandmother received the Emperor's gift with a pleased expression, looking back and forth between Trixie and the gift.

At first, I thought he might have prepared some medicinal tonic, but the item sent by the Emperor through the imperial attendant was a bracelet made of leaves. It was a verdant and delicate bracelet that made me wonder if the Crown Princess had made it.

"I never imagined traces of the old World Tree would remain in the Empire."

Who would have thought it was a bracelet made from the leaves of the World Tree? And not just any leaves, but remnants of what we now call the First World Tree, burned by Apels and no longer visible.

The imperial family hadn't been hiding it all along; apparently, an archaeology club at the Academy recently discovered it while digging. Since the Academy is located where the capital of the Apels Empire once stood, it's not particularly strange.

What's surprising is that a mere club found something that hadn't been discovered in the 300 years since Kfelopen's founding. I don't know who belongs to that club, but as soon as they graduate, the Ministry of Culture will surely snatch them up.

"Kal."
"Yes, Grandmother."

Grandmother, who had been caressing the bracelet with an expression mixing joy and nostalgia, turned her head toward me.

"When I look at you, I think you're an apostle sent by Constantina for the elves. Since your appearance, I've met my granddaughter, recovered our lost mother and symbol, and been able to meet friends."

Her voice was so warm that it made me bow my head slightly in humility.

Though not incorrect, it was too embarrassing to simply say, "Yes, I am quite remarkable." None of what Grandmother mentioned was intentional on my part; they were merely coincidences piled upon coincidences.

"And I've gained this treasure, as well as those treasures."


At the mention of "those treasures," Grandmother, Trixie, and I all looked in the same direction.

"Hello, Fire Mister! Have you been well?"
- Hmm. I think I've been better since you arrived.
"Is Earth Lady sleeping today too?"
- She was busy playing with the fairies yesterday. Please understand.
"Earth Lady~ Always sleeping~"

The triplets had already approached the Fire Spirit King and were chattering away.

This time, instead of embarrassment, I felt pride welling up. Those children weren't the result of coincidence but works of art that Trixie and I had earnestly desired and created.

"They're treasures that will become more beautiful with each passing day."
"Yes. Indeed they will."

At my words, Grandmother's gaze toward the children softened even more.

Our triplets, just three years old. Though they're quarter-elves, considering the elven blood flowing through them, they'll live for about 200 years. From Grandmother's perspective, she can watch these treasures grow during that time.

That would be the greatest gift and happiness we could offer Grandmother. After losing her daughter about 100 years ago and missing the chance to see her granddaughter grow up, this is everything we can give her.

"So, what brings you here?"
"Pardon?"
"If the gift was prepared by the Empire rather than by you, then you must be here on imperial business."

A strong fact hit me in the solar plexus, making me roll my eyes aimlessly.

Grandmother was right, but I couldn't bring myself to confirm it. If I did, I'd seem like an unfilial child who only visits Grandmother when there's business.

No, even "unfilial" is insufficient—I'd be utterly unfilial. I had planned to visit soon even without the Emperor's orders, but that's just an excuse.

"Speak freely. Though you could have come alone, you didn't, so even if you came on imperial business, you came for me."

However, Grandmother comforted me as I tried to read the situation.

I almost teared up. To think someone so compassionate was turned into a human-hater. Those Apels bastards...

"Well, actually, I wanted to ask Constantina something. So I've taken the liberty of visiting."
"Something to ask."

At my words, Grandmother began to laugh lightly.

"You're probably the only one who can so casually say you want to converse with a god."

Again, it was difficult to deny, so I just smiled awkwardly.

That's certainly true. What human in this world can talk to a god whenever they want and consider it an ordinary, everyday occurrence? Even the Pope of the Dawn Order probably hasn't heard Enen's voice more than a few times.

'I'm fortunate to have been born a noble.'

It's already like this as a noble; if I had been born into a priestly family and walked the path of a priest, what kind of fate would I have faced?

Just imagining it makes my hands and feet tremble.

I approached the World Tree and offered a prayer.

During the prayer, there was a small incident where fairies clung to my clothes, but they soon let go when the Spirit Kings drew their attention.

But why? In the past, I would have been annoyed by small children clinging to me everywhere, but these days I feel oddly disappointed when the fairies detach themselves.


'Is it because I'm a father now?'

The fairies, with their small bodies and childlike personalities, are innocent regardless of age. When they distance themselves from me, I feel like I've become the kind of man children fear and dislike.

It's truly strange. Becoming a father really does change half of one's life and values.

- It's been a while, benefactor.

As I was thinking this, I heard Constantina's voice.

'Yes, it's been a while. Have you been well?'
- Of course. How could I be uncomfortable with lovely children and friends by my side?
'That's good to—'
- And I'm even happier now that the acquaintance who was staying at my dwelling has found their own place.

Her voice contained a peculiar sense of relief, which made me pause.

The Eternal Blue Sky, who had been living off the World Tree, had moved their base to the North. From Constantina's perspective, it must feel like an unauthorized tenant had finally moved out.

- More importantly, what brings my benefactor to me? Is something the matter?
'Yes. If you don't mind, I have something to ask.'
- I think I know. Behemoth must have told you everything.

Constantina, speaking as if she knew everything, chuckled.

- Behemoth was a friend with whom I had a small connection during his time as a god. I was pleased to see my friend awaken again and gave him a small gift, but true to his straightforward nature, he refused it.
'By refused, you mean...?'
- Actually, I told him to say that the transformation of his dwelling place into grassland was his ability, not mine. That way, the Empire would value Behemoth more.

And if there's ever a need to expand the grassland, I can secretly use my power.

With Constantina's additional explanation, I could grasp the situation. Constantina had tried to give Behemoth public credit, but Behemoth had confessed the truth.

Both his appearance and actions are so pure—he truly embodies an ox. A certain eagle somewhere should learn from him.

'So since Behemoth refused your gift, does that mean the grassland won't expand anymore?'
- Ah, about that.

At my question, Constantina continued with an awkward tone.

- Actually, I didn't create the grassland to give Behemoth a gift; rather, I thought to give him the gift since I had already created the grassland.

Since the cause and effect were reversed, I shuddered slightly.

- After the World Tree's revival and Enen's children acknowledging my existence, the faith directed toward me has increased rapidly.
'That's truly wonderful news.'
- However, too much faith is flowing in too quickly, and my vessel can barely handle it. So I urgently spent some power covering the land with vegetation.

As soon as I heard this, I could guess what would follow.

Like faith that had been accumulating for hundreds of years suddenly pouring in at once, Constantina had deliberately expended faith to maintain balance and harmony after receiving such massive amounts. But if it were just a one-time expenditure, Constantina wouldn't have shown such reluctance.

- Benefactor.
'Yes, please speak.'
- If I were to create another World Tree, do you think the Emperor of the Empire would accept it?
'Pardon?'

Constantina's astonishing proposal made me question involuntarily.

A World Tree... could it be created so easily?

An awkward silence lingered after the unexpected proposal.

In truth, the idea that there should only be one World Tree might be narrow-minded. The difficulty of creating a World Tree could be mere speculation. Strictly speaking, Constantina never actually said there should only be one World Tree, nor did she claim creating one was difficult.

No, creating a World Tree certainly wouldn't be easy. The current situation is exceptional due to the sudden increase in faith, making it possible to create a World Tree now. This is by no means a normal circumstance.

"Isn't the World Tree extremely important to elves? Is it really acceptable to create more?"

I barely managed to suppress my confusion as I asked. The World Tree is essentially the elves' treasure and source of pride—even if it's possible to create more, should we?

"You're right, my benefactor. The World Tree is like a cradle that embraces the elves. It's a dwelling place for my friends the spirits and my children the fairies. If another World Tree were to appear, it would inevitably cause confusion."
"Then—"
"That's why I said something like a World Tree. I don't intend to create an exact replica."
"Ah."

I finally came to my senses at Constantina's words.

That makes sense. Constantina definitely said "something like" a World Tree, not an actual World Tree.

How embarrassing. A person who rose to the position of minister failing to recognize such a simple expression. Perhaps I momentarily lost my mind at the possibility of a second World Tree being born.

"Since we already have the World Tree, this time I'm thinking of creating flowers. A vast field of hundreds or thousands of blooming flowers intertwined together."
"That sounds wonderful just hearing about it. A flower field created by the Goddess of Flora would surely become the most beautiful place on the continent."

I expressed my genuine appreciation, feeling more at ease than before.

Right, if it's not a World Tree, why should I care what she creates? It's actually beneficial to have another beautiful tourist attraction.

Even in Luise's hometown of Flanvel County, there's a famous tourist spot called Tulip Hill. If Constantina creates her own flower field, it would become a continental-scale attraction.

"While I can't speak with certainty about His Majesty's wishes, I believe the Emperor would gladly accept something like a flower field. It would be perfect to place it within the Non-Human Protection Zone."

Creating a new tourist attraction within the already famous Non-Human Protection Zone. It might seem like favoritism toward a specific region, but it's a non-human deity using her power within the Non-Human Protection Zone. What could be wrong with that?

Besides, with the Wise Duke's abilities, he could easily manage this divine creation. Despite his drinking habits, his administrative skills are unmatched in the Empire.

"Creating it within the Non-Human Protection Zone would be impossible."
"Pardon?"

However, Constantina rejected what seemed like the most appropriate location.

"The World Tree is where faith in me gathers, and it's essentially a symbol of my divinity."
"Ah, yes. I'm aware of that."
"If I were to create another mass of divinity next to the World Tree, they might clash with each other. My power could potentially go out of control."

That would be problematic. Constantina is already deliberately consuming excess faith due to overflow, so if her power were to go out of control, all that effort would be wasted.

Crucially, if the power of Constantina, the Goddess of Flora, were to go out of control, I get the feeling the entire Non-Human Protection Zone might become overgrown with vegetation. With bad luck, parts of Chenes Duchy might even be encroached upon.

"So, I'm embarrassed to ask, but I have a favor to request of my benefactor."
"Please speak freely."
"Would you discuss with the Emperor and find a suitable location? It should be somewhere distant from the Non-Human Protection Zone, where faith in me is weak."

I nodded, feeling somewhat dazed.

Suddenly, I'm tasked with determining the location for what will become a continental tourist attraction or perhaps a new sacred site for elves.

"Should I just send it to the North?"

The thought crossed my mind briefly, but I quickly dismissed it.

True, the North is far from the Non-Human Protection Zone and faith in Constantina is weak there. However, I dread the consequences of Constantina's presence appearing in the North, the stronghold of the Eternal Blue Sky.


I'd probably have to listen to a certain deity's complaints for about 20 hours a day, 360 days a year. Just imagining it makes my head spin.

I moved to a quiet place and took out my communication orb. Since Constantina's faith continues to accumulate even at this moment, it's more efficient to discuss via communication orb rather than going all the way to the Solar Palace.

Of course, I could quickly reach the Solar Palace using teleportation, but after bringing the triplets to meet their maternal grandmother, saying "I'm busy, so I'll go ahead" seems inappropriate. It might unnecessarily burden my grandmother-in-law.

"Create a new World Tree?"
"To be precise, something similar to a World Tree. She said she would create flowers this time, not a tree."

In exchange, the Emperor seems to have gained an enormous burden on his mind, but honestly, that's not my concern. If anything, it's rather enjoyable.

Anyway, the Emperor's expression became complicated at my report. He must be calculating whether this is beneficial or detrimental, how it might elevate the Empire's and Imperial Family's authority, and how much material gain might fill his coffers.

I leisurely observed the Emperor in this state. My role ended with conveying Constantina's wishes.

Discussing with the Emperor to determine the flower field's location? I can do that gladly. How difficult could it be to decide on a location?

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."
"Did she say the Non-Human Protection Zone is unsuitable?"
"Yes. She was clear about that."

I could see the Emperor sighing through the communication orb.

Seeing that made the corners of my mouth twitch uncontrollably. After sending someone who was resting at home straight to the Non-Human Protection Zone, he's now receiving his karmic retribution.

"The Non-Human Protection Zone would be the most suitable place, but excluding that makes it difficult to think of an appropriate location."
"What about the Imperial Palace? Since it's a flower field rather than a tree, wouldn't it be acceptable to provide a corner of the palace grounds?"
"Are you serious?"
"If not, then it can't be helped."

His response clearly meant "don't talk nonsense," so I quickly backed down. I took a shot, but as expected, received a negative reaction.

The Livnoman Imperial Family must maintain friendly relations with both the Dawn Order and the Eternal Blue Sky faith. Having traces of only one specific deity in the Imperial Palace would be problematic.

"Rather, I think the residence of the Minister, who is Constantina's benefactor, would be suitable."
"I have no talent for growing flowers, Your Majesty."

I briefly recalled the potted plant Luise gave me during my time as the Confectionery Club advisor, but deliberately pushed the memory away.

That was just one plant, while this would be hundreds or thousands of flowers. There's no comparison.

"What about where Behemoth is?"
"If a flower field is added to an area already covered in vegetation, the roads might be encroached upon. Rather, what about the capital of the Muno Empire? It's just ruins with no people, so some flowers wouldn't hurt."
"That's true, but isn't the Muno Empire's capital close to Chenes Duchy?"
"Indeed. That could be problematic."

In an instant, various regions were proposed and rejected.

This is troublesome. I thought we'd quickly find a suitable place given the Empire's vast territory, but surprisingly, no good location comes to mind.

Yet we can't just place a divinely created flower field anywhere. If we're receiving such a gift, we should use it to its fullest potential.

"Ah."
"Your Majesty?"

After pondering for quite some time, the Emperor let out a soft exclamation.

"...No, it's nothing. That place doesn't seem right."
"Ah, yes."

He gently shook his head, discarding the idea before even voicing it.


That's disappointing. I was hoping a good location had come to mind—

"No, wait. Perhaps that place would be suitable after all?"
"What is this guy doing?"

I momentarily felt irritated at his vacillation.

He's not playing games with me, so what's this behavior? Are we dating or something?

"Your Majesty, please share your wisdom with your humble servant."

I said, phrasing "stop messing around and tell me what's in your head" in the most polite way possible.

Whether it's suitable or not isn't something to decide alone. We need to hear the location first before agreeing or disagreeing with the Emperor's opinion.

"Minister, what do you think about the Academy?"
"Pardon?"

I couldn't believe my ears at this unexpected suggestion.

Place Constantina's divinity in the stronghold of those lunatics who burned the World Tree?

"Is he insane?"

I knew he wasn't entirely right in the head, but this level of madness at his age is concerning.

***

My eventful life at the Academy is finally drawing to a close.

Seeing the once-blurry end approaching fills me with joy yet emptiness, hollowness yet satisfaction. After all, this old man's ambition has finally come to fruition.

"Who would have thought that a path taken on a whim would turn out so beautiful?"

After graduating from the Academy, I immediately joined the military and lived as a battle mage. I didn't hesitate to bloody my hands for the current Empire.

But after walking that path, only emptiness remained. I don't regret my choice, but I questioned whether I should end my life this way.

So I chose a new path. Instead of remaining a military elder, I chose education as my second career. I wanted to nurture young sprouts for the future Empire rather than the present.

It wasn't an easy path. An old man who had rolled through battlefields choosing a new direction—I couldn't even guarantee I'd stand at a podium before dying.

"But I made it in the end."

I achieved that uncertain future and rose to the honorable position of Academy Principal. Having succeeded as a mage, a soldier, and an educator, how could I have any regrets in my life?

There was the tremendous incident of a foreign royal and a future saint enrolling, but even that passed safely. Now I can smile and say, "That's how it was back then."

And thanks to that experience, I developed a mind that remains unshaken by most incidents. Wasn't I calm even when the Archaeology Club recently discovered ancient artifacts?

This strong mentality built through years of experience is the greatest treasure I've gained from the Academy—I who will retire from the principal position in just a few years at most.

—Or so I thought.

[A massive flower field will form near the Academy. It's Constantina's trace, so remain calm.]

Until the Ministry of Education sent this strange notification.

"What is this?"

Until flowers of all colors covered the plains beyond the walls.

An incredibly bizarre incident occurred with just a few months left until my retirement.

# High Officials Visit the Academy

"Beautiful."

The Emperor had decided to create Constantina's flower garden at the Academy.

"Yes. Truly a magnificent sight."

The Minister of Education, nominally the highest authority at the Academy.

"Even on the same plain, the difference between having flowers and not is this dramatic."

The Minister of Land, who must verify any anomalies occurring on imperial territory.

'It's impressive.'

And lastly, me, who tagged along out of curiosity.

Honestly, I could have excused myself saying, "I'm on vacation, so I'll rest at home," but how could I pass up watching a deity create a flower garden in real time?

Especially since Constantina is supposedly similar to a World Tree, this flower garden could become a religious symbol and sacred site over time. It's definitely worth sacrificing a bit of my vacation to witness.

"My goodness."

Meanwhile, the Principal, who suddenly found a vast flower garden next to his workplace and had to attend to the Emperor and three ministers, let out a dazed exclamation.

His amazement mixed admiration for the supernatural phenomenon and beautiful scenery with a hint of bitterness from a late-career civil servant nearing retirement. He's probably lamenting his fate of suffering various ordeals until the very end.

Still, compared to the three years of chaos caused by foreign royalty and a future saint, this is relatively mild. A flower garden appearing near the Academy hardly qualifies as a disaster.

"Hmm?"

While looking sympathetically at the Principal, whose expression was gradually becoming one of resignation, I tilted my head at an anomaly visible from the flower garden.

"Your Majesty."
"What is it, Minister?"
"I see small lights near the flowers."
"Lights?"

At my words, the Emperor squinted, trying to see as far as possible, but—

"I cannot see them."

Unfortunately, the Emperor's ordinary human eyesight couldn't detect them.

If the Emperor couldn't see them, neither could the Ministers of Education and Land. They're pure administrative officials rather than trained warriors.

"I see. There are indeed unusual lights."

The Principal, however, being a magician who once roamed battlefields, spotted the lights as soon as I mentioned them.

Although he hadn't noticed until I pointed them out, the Principal's mind was already troubled. I can understand completely.

"Red, blue, green, and yellow. Four colors."
"Yes. The colors of fire, water, wind, and earth."

As I nodded and answered the Principal's observation, the Emperor's gaze turned to me again.

"Elementals?"

He asked about the identity of the lights. Were elementals appearing in the flower garden?

"Yes, Your Majesty. That is correct."
"Hooh."

When I answered without hesitation, the Emperor stroked his chin and raised the corners of his mouth.

Elementals are beings that can only operate around World Trees. Unless one has elemental affinity at the level of our Catleya, who's like a walking mini World Tree blessed by the Elemental Kings—that rule is absolute and unchangeable.

Yet that truth has been broken. Elementals have appeared somewhere that isn't a World Tree.

"Well, that flower garden is imbued with Constantina's power, like a World Tree. It's certainly sufficient for elementals to appear."

"This is truly a joyous occasion. Constantina and the elementals, who suffered from Apels' atrocities in the past, can now freely express their will in the capital of Apels."

At this, the Emperor, the two ministers, and the Principal all smiled.

The situation is both ironic and amusing. The Apels Empire, which burned the World Tree, has fallen, and the Constantina faith that Apels trampled is now blooming like flowers in Apels' former capital. I wonder how the Apels emperors in the afterlife would feel about this.

'At first it seemed like a crazy idea.'

I also chuckled as I looked at the Emperor. When he first suggested creating a flower garden at the Academy, I thought it was nonsense, but upon reflection, it was quite a good idea. There's no better place to declare the complete revival of the Constantina faith.

In fact, without the Academy, there wouldn't have been a suitable candidate location. Servet Duchy, Trixie's domain, was also considered, but having Constantina's grace bestowed on a territory ruled by a half-elf? The Constantina faith could rise insanely. It would create a situation where trying to use faith would result in receiving even more.

And choosing a location outside the country would be wasteful. No matter how difficult it is to decide on a location, giving up this precious opportunity to another country is a bit much.

'When you put your mind to it, you find answers.'

I nodded with satisfaction as I watched the colorful flowers and the elementals wandering above them.

It wasn't an easy location to decide on, but by putting our heads together, we found a suitable place. The power of collective intelligence is truly great—

- Keu, it's been hundreds of years since I've seen a different place!
'Ah.'

The space above the flower garden rippled, and the Fire Elemental King appeared.

If an Elemental King appears, this flower garden must truly have effects similar to a World Tree. At this rate, fairies might be born in the garden too.

'That's good.'

An academy where elementals and fairies live. It's the perfect educational institution for our Catleya to attend.

"Hmm."
"Your Majesty, is something troubling you?"
"Not exactly, but about those flowers."
"Yes. Please continue."
"What would happen if I took a few?"

At the Emperor's words, the Minister of Land quietly closed his mouth.

Taking a few flowers from a garden of thousands might seem insignificant, but this particular garden was created by a deity. Damaging such a garden could be interpreted as blasphemy.

Of course, Constantina is a deity who has experienced the spicy taste of blasphemy through the burning of the World Tree. She might laugh off a few flowers, but still, it feels wrong.

- You may take them.

The one who answered the Emperor's question was the Fire Elemental King, who had flown to us.

- That flower garden is not a single entity like a World Tree, but a collective of thousands of flowers. Besides, since Constantina has allowed her blessing to fall upon the Empire, it's only natural to give a gift to the owner of this land.
"...Hmm."
- You may speak comfortably. I am a guest in this world, not your subject, but you are also not a steward who must serve me.
"Is that so? I appreciate your consideration."

The Emperor, who had been wondering whether to use formal or informal speech, nodded readily at the Fire Elemental King's words.

- So, what would you like to take? Since it's a gift for the Emperor, I'll pick them myself.
"Lilies would be sufficient. Is that acceptable?"
- Lilies, you say. Wait a moment.

With those words, the Fire Elemental King turned and flew away, returning shortly with ten lilies.

The sight of a bird made entirely of fire carrying flowers was quite impressive.

***

A strange and sacred event occurred.

A strange event where a huge flower garden appeared near the Academy. But it was a sacred event because this garden wasn't made by human hands, but was the work of Constantina, the deity of vegetation and mother of elves.

And as soon as I heard the news, I instinctively began calculating the benefits for the imperial family and the empire.

'Habits are frightening things.'


I calmed my mind while scattering feed for the chickens.

I am no longer an emperor but merely a retired old man. It is not I but my son, my successor, who leads the imperial family and the empire. My concern with state affairs would undermine the Emperor's authority.

Therefore, I didn't care whether the Constantina faith bloomed in the former capital of the Apels Empire, or whether Constantina's work was similar to a World Tree.

More precisely, I tried not to care.

"I come to see Your Former Majesty."
"Welcome, Your Majesty."

At least until Gilbert came to see me first.

"I'm glad to see you're well. The livestock... seems to have increased since a few days ago."
"Some chicks hatched recently. A foal was born yesterday as well."
"I see. That's wonderful news."

Gilbert awkwardly nodded and remained silent for a moment.

"A deity's blessing has fallen upon the Academy."

Then he carefully continued.

"So I've heard. The Constantina faith, trampled by Apels, has bloomed again under the Kfelopen era. What joyous news this is."
"Yes. As Your Former Majesty says, it is joyous news, but being a garden bestowed by a deity, it was both beautiful and wondrous."

With those words, Gilbert handed me the box he was holding.

A long, narrow box that looked like it might contain a fountain pen or a sword.

"It seemed too precious to enjoy alone, so I brought this. I hope it will be a good gift for both of you."

At the mention of "both of you," I quietly opened the box.

Inside, ten lilies greeted me, still fresh despite being separated from the earth.

"Lilies, I see."
"Yes. Lilies."

With those final words, both Gilbert and I silently gazed at the lilies.

Yes, something like this would indeed make a wonderful gift.

***

After viewing the flowers at the Academy, I headed not to my residence in the Capital but to Teilgleichen County.

"Kal? What's this?"
"A gift for Mother. I chose the prettiest ones I could find. Do you like them?"

When I handed a bouquet of daisies to my mother, who was playing with Teresa, she blinked a few times and then smiled broadly.

"They're the prettiest I've ever seen."

She set Teresa, who had been in her arms, down for a moment to hold the bouquet, so it seemed my mother's words were sincere.

I felt embarrassed. She was so happy with just a bouquet of flowers, yet I hadn't given her one earlier. And I prepared this gift not of my own volition, but under the Emperor's influence.

'I'm like a broken clock.'

But what could I do? If I hadn't prepared a bouquet after hearing what the Emperor said at the flower garden, I would have been the worst unfilial son. No wonder even the Minister of Education, the Minister of Land, and the Principal hurriedly gathered flowers from the garden.

"Your Majesty, why lilies...?"
"My mother loved lilies. Both before and after becoming Empress."

Flowers prepared by the Emperor himself for his mother who had returned to heaven. As soon as he heard this, the Fire Elemental King turned back to the flower garden and returned with lilies so exquisite that even an amateur like me couldn't help but admire them.

'Flowers created by divine grace.'

And flowers carefully selected by an Elemental King.

Such flowers would surely please the late Empress in heaven.

# The Flower Field Near the Academy

The flower field that appeared near the Academy quickly became a famous attraction, drawing not only Academy students and faculty but even nobles who personally visited.

Of course, the Academy wasn't open to outsiders except during events like the Club Fair, but the flower field was located outside the city, not within Academy grounds. No matter how vast the Academy was, having an enormous flower field within its premises would be problematic.

Still, judging by the distance, it was undeniably an extension of the Academy. The colorful flowers covering the field and the spirits wandering above them quickly became symbols of the Academy.

"Kal. Could you come to the castle for a moment?"
"That's fine, but is something wrong?"
"Well, spirits have started appearing in the castle."
"...What?"

As if paying the price for taking part of that symbol, something strange was happening at Teilgleichen Castle.

The insane development that spirits were starting to appear in the castle.

'What the hell.'

I was so shocked by the news that I lost my words.

I could understand spirits appearing in the flower field created by Constantina. The newly formed flower field was a place imbued with Constantina's power, much like the World Tree, so it wasn't strange for it to serve a similar role.

But could part of that flower field—at most 20 flowers—also serve as a home for spirits? Was that even possible?

'I'm not the only one who took flowers.'

My heart sank for a moment. I wasn't the only one who took flowers—the Emperor, the Minister of Education, the Minister of Land, and the Principal did too. What if spirits started appearing at their homes or at their mothers' graves? What if spirits began wandering throughout the Empire?

'Would that be a problem?'

Thinking about it, there didn't seem to be any real issues. Spirits are immortal beings, so humans can't harm them, and even if the flowers were burned, the spirits could simply escape to the World Tree.

Rather, I'm more concerned about the people who'll suddenly have to coexist with spirits. Lower spirits have a characteristic of glowing like fireflies, so at night, mansions would sparkle with light. It's not blindingly bright, but it's certainly annoying when trying to sleep.

Plus, it's a bit awkward when you occasionally run into them in the bathroom. That's how everyone at our mansion has been living.

"I'll be right there."

I nodded as I watched a lower spirit passing by me.

First, I needed to determine how many spirits had appeared at the castle and what level they were.

If hundreds of lower spirits had appeared, my parents and the servants might not be able to sleep for a while.

As soon as I arrived at the castle, I saw Teresa running around energetically.

"Sparkly! Come here!"
"Sl-slow down! You'll fall!"

More precisely, I saw Teresa chasing after spirits, with Peace closely following behind her.

Our Peace. Though he's a magnificent blue tiger, sadly his size is only that of a cub. Because of this, he struggles to keep up when Teresa decides to run at full speed. He'll be more comfortable once he grows bigger.

"Huh? Brother?"
"Master?"
"Yes, I'm here."

Teresa, who had been running excitedly, spotted me and ran toward me with a bright smile.

"Brother! Hug me!"

Teresa abandoned playing with the spirits and chose her brother's embrace instead.

She was so precious and cute that I gladly hugged her.

"Peace too! Hug him too!"

She showed her thoughtfulness by not forgetting Peace, who had been playing with her.

Peace actually tried to sneak away as soon as Teresa nestled in my arms, but what could I do? If our Teresa wanted it, I had to hold Peace too.

"Master, I prefer walking on my own feet. Can't I stay on the ground?"
"No!"
"She says no."
"How sad..."

Peace, looking dejected, surrendered to his fate and settled into my arms.

Once Peace was beside her, Teresa began to knead him with all her might. She was practically making dough out of Peace.


"Isn't it nice to be hugged together?"
"Yes. It's nice..."
"Hehe, I like it too!"

At Teresa's words, Peace drooped his ears and tail.

Still, seeing him walking on all fours earlier, he seems less tired than when he's at the mansion. At the mansion, he spent more time sprawled on the floor when playing with our children.

It was definitely the right decision to give the sacred beasts regular vacations. Always be grateful for this master's benevolence.

"Also, brother! Let's follow the sparkly ones!"
"Those?"
"Yeah!"

I smiled slightly as I looked at Teresa pointing at the spirits.

"I need to meet Mother first."
"Aww..."
"After I meet Mother, shall we play together, all three of us?"
"Wow! I'd love that!"

My smile grew wider seeing Teresa's quick transition from disappointment to joy.

Teresa is the same age as our children, but she has a different kind of cuteness. I can't explain it precisely in words.

'Is it because she's my sister that we're closer?'

The relationship between siblings is naturally lighter and closer than that between parent and child.

"Teresa."
"Yes?"
"How do you feel about these sparkly things appearing? Are you okay with it?"
"Yeah!"

Teresa nodded vigorously at my question.

Well, from Teresa's perspective, she's probably happy to have new playmates and friends. I asked the wrong person.

"There are sooooo many sparkly ones! They keep increasing!"
"...Increasing?"

I flinched momentarily at her concerning words.

For a child, anything over ten might seem like a lot, but her saying "they keep increasing" didn't sound trivial.

"It's true. About an hour ago, there were just over twenty, but now there must be more than fifty in the mansion."
"Oh my."

Even Peace, who was having his ears constantly rubbed, added credibility to Teresa's statement.

They had more than doubled in just an hour. At this rate, it's impossible to predict how many there will be by the end of the day. They could easily exceed a hundred.

'Is this place going to end up like our mansion?'

When I closed my eyes, I couldn't help but recall living with spirits.

Spirits blinding servants trying to sleep. Spirits appearing like will-o'-wisps in the hallway at night. Spirits already occupying the bathroom when you urgently need to use it.

Thinking that my parents, Teresa, and the servants would experience these bizarre encounters made me feel strange.

***

I gazed at the daisy Kal had given me as a gift.

The first flower gift I'd ever received from Kal. A flower gift I'd rarely received even from Billy.

'Could there be a flower more beautiful than this in the world?'

It takes considerable sincerity and courage for stoic men who struggle with expressing emotions to prepare flowers as gifts. As a daughter of a father, a wife of a husband, and a mother of two sons, I understand this well. A regular gift and a flower gift are very different things.

Yet Kal gave me these beautiful flowers. Not ordinary flowers, but sacred flowers said to have been created by a god.

'What treasure could be more precious than this?'

I smiled without realizing it. I carefully caressed the daisy that I had meticulously placed in a vase.

This flower is more precious than any treasure. The noble's seal symbolizing splendid authority, brilliantly shining jewels, accessories filled with a craftsman's passion—none compare to this flower. That's how beautiful the gift Kal gave me was.

"I'm glad you like it."

"Ah, yes."

However, I didn't expect this gift would also attract unexpected guests.

A yellow snake flying through the air. A snake that somehow gives a warm feeling when nearby.

It was the Earth Spirit King I had seen when I visited the Elf residential district in the past.

"Since Constantina made this flower with care, it would probably survive even if thrown into a desert, but still, take good care of it. Thanks to that flower, I can come to places other than the World Tree."

The Earth Spirit King, who moved through the air as if swimming, descended near the vase and coiled up, looking at me.

"The World Tree is nice, but I see it too often and it gets boring. Exploring different places like this gives me a sense of freedom. Don't you agree?"
"You're right. No matter how comfortable a place is, one cannot stay there forever."
"Hmm. As expected of the person who gave birth to my benefactor, you understand well."

The Earth Spirit King flicked his tail contentedly at my response.

'What is happening?'

While maintaining a smile on my face, my mind was racing.

This morning, the daisy emitted light, and small spirits began to appear around it one by one. As if they were coming through the daisy from somewhere else.

The spirits continued to increase until they numbered in the dozens, and just now, even the Earth Spirit King appeared. Not only could small spirits travel through this daisy, but even kings could.

'It's probably not just Earth who can come.'

There are four Spirit Kings in total. The Fire, Water, and Wind Spirit Kings remain.

Perhaps all four Spirit Kings could cross over. There's no reason they shouldn't come, but is it normal for Spirit Kings, who are friends of a god, to gather at a mere noble's castle?

*Knock knock*

"Mother. I'm here."

In the midst of such thoughts, I heard Kal's voice along with a knock.

"Ah, come in."
"Oh, the benefactor is here too."

As I answered, the Earth Spirit King, who had been yawning, slowly rose and flew toward the door.

"Benefactor! It's nice to see you heeeeeere—!"
"Wow! A snake! Just like Zellerang!"

The Earth Spirit King was caught by Teresa, who was in Kal's arms as he opened the door.

Our Teresa. Your hands have gotten even faster in just a few days.

***

The Earth Spirit King screamed in Teresa's grasp.

I sighed at the fact that not just lower spirits but even a Spirit King had appeared.

'Does this make any sense?'

It's absurd. I can understand the Fire Spirit King appearing in the flower field, but can a mere handful of flowers summon a Spirit King? I was willing to overlook the lower spirits, but a king is crossing the line.

'What on earth is happening?'

I organized my thoughts while looking at the vase next to my mother.

I'm not certain, but this anomaly seems to be happening only at our castle. If Spirit Kings had also emerged from the flowers taken by the Emperor, the two ministers, and the Principal, there's no way things would have remained quiet until now. The Emperor would have summoned me already.

If my guess is correct, it's both fortunate and complicated. It's fortunate that spirits aren't appearing everywhere, but...

'I need to figure out why only that flower is responding.'

It's an incredibly complex matter to determine why, among all the flowers that left the flower field, only this one has become a gateway for spirits.

"Ugh, benefactor! Please get me out...!"
"Ah, yes."

At the Earth Spirit King's desperate plea, I patted Teresa's hand.

At the World Tree, he was harassed by fairies, and now at our castle, he's being harassed by Teresa.

The sky-soaring Earth Spirit King collapsed limply onto the ground.

It's a bit mean to think this, but as the Spirit King of "Earth," perhaps he's simply returned to where he naturally belongs. Though I'd never say that aloud—it's obvious he'd be furious.

"I came here to escape the fairies... but this place isn't much different..."

Peace looked at the Earth Spirit King with a bitter expression as he muttered these words.

Why are you feeling such kinship with that comment? You shouldn't carelessly empathize with others' complaints.

"Isn't entertaining one person better than entertaining many?"
"Well, that's true..."

Both the Earth Spirit King and Peace nodded at my words.

What a strange sight. Peace, who once ruled under the terrible name of War, and the Earth Spirit King, a friend of Constantina—two beings with absolutely nothing in common—have somehow found common ground in our castle.

I suppose evil gods and spirit kings are equals when it comes to childcare. Indeed, the world is changed and led by children.

"But something seems odd. I was caught by an ordinary human, and the shock was greater than I expected."

The Earth Spirit King floated up into the air, wriggling as he maintained a safe distance while looking at Teresa.

Now that he mentions it, it is strange. The Earth Spirit King often gets caught by fairies and screams, but regardless of his pitiful appearance, he is still a Spirit King—one of the noble beings called friends of the gods.

For such an Earth Spirit King to be caught by Teresa, an ordinary human, and scream? The reaction was too real and quick to be just an act to entertain a child. If that was acting, the Earth Spirit King deserves applause.

"She seems to have more aptitude than the Crown Princess."
"The Crown Princess, you say?"

I tilted my head at this unexpected comment. What does being grabbed by Teresa have to do with aptitude, and why bring up the Crown Princess now?

"When the triplets came for a blessing before, didn't the Crown Princess come too?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Back then, the Crown Princess also grabbed my tail and swung me around. Humans can influence spirits differently depending on how close they are to nature. But when this child grabbed me, it hurt more than when the Crown Princess did."

At those words, I glanced down at Teresa.

It's curious that spirit aptitude is measured by how much physical damage one can inflict on spirits, but if the Spirit King acknowledges it, it must be true. This means Teresa has the aptitude to be a spirit mage.

"It seems to be her mother's influence."
"Pardon?"

This time it was her mother's turn to be surprised.

As far as I know, aptitude for spirit magic—affinity with nature and spirits—is overwhelmingly stronger in elves than humans. That's why human spirit mages are even rarer among the already rare spirit mages.

But her mother had the aptitude for spirit magic, and that aptitude was passed down to Teresa? This is certainly not something to take lightly.

"By any chance, do you have ancestors named Sinen, Leonardo, Oren, or Vini?"
"Ah, yes. There was someone called Sinen Aras."
"Oh, so you're Sinen's descendant. Now that I hear it, you do look similar."

The Earth Spirit King floated over to her mother and settled on her shoulder after hearing her answer.

"Sinen was exceptionally talented, even among the few human spirit mages. Though not quite at the level to contract with us, before the World Tree burned, she was someone we could converse with. If only Sinen's lifespan had been a little longer."
"I... I see."
"And it seems Sinen's blood has flowed down through generations and manifested in you and that child. I'm certain of it."

After saying this, the Earth Spirit King floated up again and flew toward the daisy.

"This flower was brought by my benefactor, and it's being raised by Sinen's descendant, so it seems connected to the spirit realm. It's not a coincidence but the result of overlapping connections."
"Excuse me."

After quietly listening to the Earth Spirit King, I carefully spoke up.

"Does that mean spirits won't appear around other flowers?"
"Right. Even if other people take flowers, this won't happen. They aren't benefactors, and those who raise them aren't Sinen's descendants."


His confident answer made me breathe an inward sigh of relief.

I had guessed that since the Emperor hadn't said anything, the issue was limited to our castle. But a king's confirmation is certainly more reliable than vague speculation.

'Thank goodness.'

We've prevented spirits from spreading throughout the Empire. And I've avoided being grabbed by the collar by the Emperor demanding explanations.

"Hmmmm."

Meanwhile, the Earth Spirit King, who had been humming thoughtfully, cautiously approached Teresa.

"Alright! Such connections are rare, so I'll give this child a blessiiiiiing!"
"Gotcha! You stay with me too!"
"S-stop! At least be gentle!"

The Earth Spirit King, who approached with good intentions, fell victim to Teresa's innocence.

I'm sorry. But being pulled apart by fairies is your daily routine anyway. Please be generous about this much.

"B-blessing! I'll give you a blessing! It's a king's blessing you can't get anywhere else!"

As his screams became increasingly desperate and pitiful, I quietly patted Teresa's hand.

Let go of this poor snake now. Poor snake.

"There's Peace. Let's play with Peace."
"Master?"

Peace looked at me with trembling eyes, but I deliberately ignored him.

Honestly, you came on vacation with the condition of playing with Teresa. If a strange creature is suffering, you should sacrifice yourself instead.

***

Corvus had visited the National Cemetery. He was holding a pure white lily in his hand.

He was a child who only visited on set days, saying his wife would be uncomfortable if he came too often, so I was a bit surprised to see him on an unscheduled day.

"What brings you here?"
"I've come to see the former Lord."

Corvus bowed his head respectfully at my call. After giving him a suitable response and asking again about his business, he embarrassedly held up the lily.

"I found a gift for my wife and wanted to deliver it personally."
"I see."

I couldn't help but smile at the reason, which was more trivial and warm than expected. Prioritizing his duties as a ruler while showing unexpected human aspects at times—just like him.

For us dragons, 300 years is but a fleeting moment, but for humans, 300 years is a long time. Unlike him, the first Emperor, Corvus is the sixteenth Emperor.

Yet how amazing and wondrous that I can see a bit of him in Corvus.

"It's a gift with divine presence. I'm sure your feelings will reach your wife in heaven."
"I'm grateful for your kind words."

Corvus bowed his head again, then went to his wife's tombstone. Only after cleaning it for quite some time did he place the lily on the ground.

The flower had an unusual energy and would have been fine if left alone, but Corvus was a child who dedicated his life to this empire. This was a gift he prepared for his wife who departed before him. As the caretaker of the National Cemetery, I couldn't neglect it.

So I carefully tended to the flower Corvus had left behind, and...

"Hmm?"
"Hmm?"

A blue turtle suddenly appeared next to the flower.


"Spirit King?"
"Dragon?"

Eventually, both the turtle and I realized who the other was.

That turtle is a spirit. And not just any spirit, but the Water Spirit King, the pinnacle of water-controlling spirits.

'Why here?'

Having encountered an unexpected being in an unexpected place, I remained silent for a moment.

Spirits completely disappeared from the continent after the World Tree burned. I had heard they reappeared recently after the World Tree's revival, but I never expected to meet one here.

"Are you perhaps the Lord?"
"I was the Lord. I've passed it on to my child now."
"Much has happened since the World Tree burned."

At my answer, the Water Spirit King turned his head this way and that, as if trying to figure out where he was.

"A grave?"
"This is the Empire's National Cemetery. This particular area is where members of the imperial family are buried."
"No, why is a dragon at a national cemetery...?"
"If a Spirit King can appear, why not a dragon?"

Having nothing to say to that, the Water Spirit King quietly nodded.

More importantly, what's really going on here? As far as I know, spirits, including Spirit Kings, can only stay near the World Tree. The only exception is when they form a contract with a spirit mage.

But Spirit Kings aren't beings just anyone can contract with, and there's no one around here who could be called a spirit mage. The Water Spirit King literally just popped up out of nowhere.

"So, how did you come here?"
"Well, I'm not sure about that myself."
"What?"

My brow furrowed involuntarily at such an irresponsible statement.

This isn't a matter to be dismissed with "I don't know." The entire National Cemetery is a nest I manage, a space of my own where no variables are permitted. A variable like a spirit has intervened in this precious space.

Right now, it's just a harmless spirit appearing before me, but what if a malicious being appears suddenly? What if it appears at his tombstone while I'm far away?

Absolutely unacceptable. If such a thing happens, I will find the cause even if it means returning to the world again. And I will severely punish all involved.

"Don't look at me like that. I have some idea. Even though I'm an immortal being, I still fear the Lord."

After saying this, the Water Spirit King looked at the lily placed in front of the tombstone.

"As you probably already know, that flower is imbued with Constantina's power. It seems the flower has become a passage connecting the spirit realm and this world."
"Just a few flowers?"
"Not 'just.' It has a god's power and has been touched by the Dragon Lord's hand."

I clicked my tongue softly at the implication that I was involved.

Still, if the problem arose because of my touch, such variables won't occur additionally. That's fortunate news amid the misfortune.

"If you're uncomfortable, we can prevent spirits from crossing over here. We have more places to go now anyway, so there won't be much resistance if one place is blocked."
"It's fine. I'm well aware that spirits live confined lives."

I gently shook my head at the Water Spirit King's words.

A variable that can be controlled is no longer a variable, and if there are no additional anomalies, there's no need to worry further.

Rather, spirits wandering the National Cemetery, comforting the rest of the deceased—isn't that enhancing the prestige of the imperial family and the empire? He would be pleased too.

"I appreciate your merciful treatment. If you were still the fierce dragon of your youth, the flower would have been snapped before we could even have this conversation."

I couldn't help but chuckle at that.

Indeed, Atelius in his prime was more than just fiery.

The Earth Spirit King's assurance crumbled after just three days.

"The spirits have started appearing at the National Cemetery."
"What?"

And in a rather unfortunate way—the National Cemetery, where the deceased should rest in peace, had become a playground for spirits.

I was bewildered. I had believed the Earth Spirit King's assurance because it came from none other than the Spirit King himself, and the reasoning behind it had been quite convincing. Who could have predicted that this trust would collapse in such a manner?

Moreover, the lily that the Emperor had taken was a gift for his late Empress. It would be at her gravestone by now, which meant Her Majesty's grave had suddenly become a hot spot for spirits.

'This can't be happening.'

Cold sweat ran down my back without me realizing it. Taking the lily was the Emperor's choice, and the spirits appearing was their own will. I had no involvement in the process.

However, even an Emperor might find it difficult to make rational judgments when it concerns his deceased mother. If he comes to believe that spirits are disturbing his mother's rest, he might issue an anger-filled order like, "You take responsibility and fix this." After all, I am Constantina, someone who can communicate with the Spirit Kings.

'This wasn't supposed to happen with other flowers.'

I found myself biting my lip unconsciously.

I feel resentful. I resent the Earth Spirit King who reassured me. If I had known this would happen, I should have delayed stopping Theresa when she was squeezing information out of him.

"I've also heard that spirits have appeared at Count Teilgleichen's castle."
"Yes, that is correct."
"So that makes the World Tree, the Academy's flower garden, the Minister's residence, Count Teilgleichen's castle, and now the National Cemetery. There are five places in this Empire where spirits reside."

The Emperor spoke calmly while stroking his chin, but my heart was far from calm. He might suddenly say, "Now reduce it to two places," after speaking so peacefully.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty?"
"If this spreads any further, spirits might leak into strange places. I'm sure you've handled this well without me having to say anything, but make sure there won't be a sixth location."
"...Of course, Your Majesty. Please do not worry."

I responded a beat late because the order was more ordinary than I had expected.

Like the Emperor said, I don't want new spirit playgrounds to appear either. While spirits wouldn't be inconvenienced if they spread throughout the Empire and continent, humans who encounter these beings might develop strange ideas. Sadly, when humans discover something new, they tend to look for ways to exploit it.

And often in rather unpleasant ways. That would be more troublesome than having awkward encounters with spirits in the bathroom.

'It's better to control contact from the beginning.'

And to be honest, no matter how coincidental it was, I revived the World Tree. Spirits should be strictly controlled by the Imperial Family and the Kracius Family. I have no intention of letting this precious resource leak elsewhere.

"Um, Your Majesty?"
"Speak."
"The Earth Spirit King assured me that no further incidents would occur after my castle, yet this sudden development is quite perplexing. Might Your Majesty know why spirits have appeared at the National Cemetery?"

That's why I asked the Emperor if he knew the reason spirits had emerged at the National Cemetery.

One must know the cause to prevent recurrence. I need to understand what happened at the National Cemetery, what variable triggered the spirits' appearance. Only then can I definitely prevent a sixth location.

"Well..."

The Emperor slightly furrowed his brow at my question.

"It's something difficult to explain to the Minister, but it could only have happened at the National Cemetery. I can assure you of that."

He evaded answering and glossed over it.

This is unusual. That man has twisted his words before, but he's never withheld essential information related to work. He knows that keeping secrets only makes things more troublesome for himself.

Yet he's keeping quiet, which means one of two things: either revealing it would damage the Emperor's or Imperial Family's authority, or it's a confidential matter that cannot be disclosed to anyone.

'I should drop it.'

Either way, it would be problematic to press further. Some truths are better left unknown.

"If I may offer some advice, just don't let the flowers spread elsewhere. That will keep your mind at ease."
"I will keep that in mind, Your Majesty."

I nodded quickly at his sincere advice.

Indeed. If the flowers don't spread to other places, this wouldn't happen in the first place.

***

The sparkly things I saw at Godfather's house. The many more sparkly things I saw at the huge tree.

Those sparkly things have appeared somewhere else too.

"Mommy! Mommy!"
"What is it?"
"What's a National Cemetery?"

The sparkly things appeared at the National Cemetery too. That's what the maids were saying.

Godfather said we could only see the sparkly things at his house and the big tree, but Godfather was wrong. The sparkly things are in other places too!

"Our Charlotte, do you want to go to the National Cemetery?"
"Yes! They say there are sparkly things there! I wanna see them!"
"I see."

Mommy hugged me and stroked my head.

Mommy's hands are so warm! Daddy's and Godfather's hands are nice too, but Mommy's hands are the best!


"This is difficult. I wonder if it's okay for her to visit a cemetery already..."

Mommy said something, but I couldn't hear it well.

"Charlotte."
"Yes!"
"Do you really want to go?"
"I wanna go! I want to see the sparkly things, and I'm curious about the National Cemetery!"
"Then would you like to go with Grandfather?"
"Grandfather?"

I blinked at Mommy's words.

Grandfather. The grandfather who lives a bit far from us. The grandfather who raises lots of animal friends.

The grandfather who secretly gives me chocolate when Mommy isn't looking.

"Yes!"
"Then let's go when Grandfather visits the cemetery. Mommy will come too, okay?"
"Yay! I like that!"

Me and Mommy and Grandfather! It's nice when we all go together!

"What about Daddy?!"
"Daddy is busy, so it will be difficult."
"Aww..."

That's too bad. It would be nice if we could all go together...

I went to the National Cemetery with Mommy and Grandfather.

It was an amazing place! There were lots of stones I'd never seen before, and lots of sparkly things too! Not just the small ones I saw at Godfather's house, but bigger ones too!

It was like the big tree! Maybe there's a big tree here too!

"Princess, don't run. You might fall and hurt yourself."
"Okay!"

I walked with Mommy as Grandfather said.

Grandfather is right—I might get hurt if I fall! This place isn't soft like Godfather's house, and there are lots of stones! I don't like getting hurt!

"Emperor Emeritus."

As we were walking with Mommy, a person I'd never seen before appeared.

A lady with the same hair color as Daddy. A pretty lady like Mommy and my aunts.

"Have you come to see the late Empress?"
"Yes. This time I've brought my daughter-in-law and granddaughter, so the Empress will be pleased."
"I see."

The golden-haired lady who was talking with Grandfather bowed to Mommy and me.

"I am honored to meet Your Majesty the Empress and Her Highness the Crown Princess. I am Rine, the caretaker of the National Cemetery."
"Raise your head. The deceased who dedicated themselves to the Empire can rest in peace thanks to you, so we should be the ones expressing gratitude."
"Your words honor me greatly."
"Now, Crown Princess, say hello. This is a person we should thank."
"Hmm?"

I looked at the golden-haired lady because Mommy told me to greet her.

Hmm, hmmmm?

"Big sister!"
"Big sister? You may simply call me Rine, Your Highness."
"Do you know Uncle Attel?"
"...Pardon?"

Even though this is the first time I've seen this golden-haired lady, she reminds me of Uncle Attel. That's strange! They don't look alike at all, but I'm thinking of Uncle! Maybe this lady and Uncle are family?

"I'm not... sure. Who might that be?"
"He's super tall! Super cool! And super dark-skinned!"
"I don't know him. If he's as impressive as Your Highness describes, I probably haven't had the chance to meet him."
"Indeed. The Crown Princess must be mistaken."
"Really?"

Since the lady and Grandfather said so, I guess that's right!

"Let me guide you to where the late Empress rests. There are quite a few spirits, but they're restraining themselves near the gravestones out of respect for the deceased."
"That's a relief. I was concerned that spirits might not share the same sensibilities as humans."

Grandfather and the golden-haired lady went ahead first. Mommy and I followed Grandfather to where the Empress person was.

"Mommy. Mommy."
"What is it?"
"Who's the Empress?"

I know about the Emperor and Empress, but this is the first time I've heard about this Empress!

"She's your grandmother, Charlotte."
"Grand-mother?"
"Yes. Your grandmother."

I felt happy thinking about going to see Grandmother! Daddy has Mommy, but I was wondering why Grandfather was alone!

Grandmother was a strange stone.


"Now, Charlotte. Say hello to Grandmother."
"How?"

How do I greet a stone? I don't know...

"Grandmother is above this stone. She's watching our Charlotte from heaven."
"Heaven? Really?"
"Yes. This stone marks the spot where Grandmother ascended to heaven. That way, our Charlotte can come to a place where Grandmother can see you easily."

I looked up at the sky after hearing Mommy's words.

"Hello, Grandmother!"

And I waved my hand toward the sky.

Grandmother! Hello! Can you see me?!

"Hehe, that's right. Well done."
"Yes! I'm good at greetings!"

Since Mommy said I did well, Grandmother must have seen my greeting!

"So these are all spirits."
"Yes, Emperor Emeritus. The red ones are fire spirits, the blue ones are water spirits, the green ones are wind spirits, and the yellow ones are earth spirits."
"They seem to be guarding the Empress."
"The spirits must recognize a noble soul. She deserves respect both in life and death."

Then Grandfather touched the stone as if he wanted to greet Grandmother too.

That's strange. Mommy said Grandmother is in heaven, right? She said this stone is just a marker that Grandmother left behind.

'Is Grandfather going to heaven too?'

That's not fair! I want to go too, but only Grandfather gets to go!

'Hmm?'

I tried to touch the stone like Grandfather, but I noticed a flower in front of it.

'It's so white!'

It's so pretty!

"Mommy! That flower! Can I have it?"

Then Mommy stroked my head.

"That's a flower that Grandmother is growing. We shouldn't take what belongs to Grandmother, right?"
"Aww..."

If it's Grandmother's, then I can't have it. Daddy and Mommy and Godfather told me not to take other people's things.

"Is it really Grandmother's?"
"Yes, it is. So no matter how much you like it, you can't have it. Understand?"
"Okay..."

This time Mommy hugged me.

Since Mommy hugged me, I'm not sad anymore! And if it belongs to Grandmother, that's even better!

"Mommy."
"What is it?"
"Grandmother. She was a very pretty person, right?"

Grandfather looked at me when I said that.

If Grandfather is looking at me, then what I said must be right! Grandmother must have been a pretty person!

"Godfather said so! He said if the owner is pretty, their things are pretty too! He said if someone keeps pretty things, it means they're pretty!"
"...Did your godfather say that?"
"Yes!"
"Your godfather said something nice. He's right. The Empress was a beautiful person."

Grandfather smiled!

***

I woke up to find a gift had arrived from the Imperial Palace.

To be precise, a gift had arrived in the name of Emperor Emeritus, who is currently staying on the outskirts of the Imperial Palace.

'What is this?'

The peculiar gift was... rabbits.

Am I supposed to raise them...? Surely he didn't send them as food.

'I suppose I could let them loose in the garden.'

I couldn't help but smile as the rabbits looked up at me, twitching their ears.

It's strange enough that the gift is rabbits, but it's even more unusual that the Emperor Emeritus suddenly sent a gift.

'Did he have a good dream or something?'

Perhaps he dreamed of me rolling around like a dog? That might have pleased him enough to send a gift.

# Rabbits Become Family

Two rabbits have become part of our family.

And seeing that there are two of them, it seems the situation was considerate enough to send one male and one female.

'What should I do?'

I pondered while exchanging awkward glances with the rabbits. What should I do with these little ones?

It goes without saying that rabbits have tremendous reproductive capabilities. Even people with limited knowledge about animals know that rabbits are symbols of fertility.

But their impressive reproductive power isn't just at the level of "they have a lot of babies." If you leave a few pairs of rabbits alone for 2-3 years, you'll witness the miracle of the entire area becoming overrun with rabbits.

'In extreme cases, they could cover an entire continent.'

I even know of a case where the viciousness of rabbits was demonstrated in reality. In the past, someone released rabbits on a continent where there were none, and those rabbits reproduced again and again until they numbered in the hundreds of millions. This happened despite people regularly hunting them for sport.

That's why I couldn't help but look at the rabbits sent by the Emperor with serious eyes. One wrong move and this entire mansion could be filled with rabbits.

'I can't even turn them into meat.'

First of all, I obviously can't eat the two that the Emperor sent, and the treatment of the offspring they'll have is also ambiguous. If the Emperor's gifts reproduce, should their offspring also be considered gifts from the Emperor?

It's complicated. Is it possible to neuter rabbits too? I'd like to remove their nuts if I could.

"Kyuung..."
"Kyuing..."

As if sensing my anguish, both rabbits looked up at me with slightly moist eyes.

No. Looking at me like that won't work. Your reproductive power is too much for me to handle—

"Kyuuung."
"Kyuing."

The rabbits started rubbing their faces against my legs.

I'm confused. Is this the rabbits' way of fighting to preserve their dignity? Wait, did rabbits ever make sounds like "kyuung" or "kyuing" when they cry?

'This is driving me crazy.'

Seeing the rabbits being cute to save their lives made my heart soften.

Eventually, I also thought of the rabbits in Atellius's cave, which made the conflict even greater. By now, those cave rabbits have become familiar with my face and even seem somewhat happy when I visit.

Although they're different rabbits, I've built a connection with rabbits as a species. In such a situation, it's difficult to ignore this cuteness and mercilessly remove their nuts.

"Let's start with introductions first."

With a small sigh, I picked up the rabbits at my feet.

Since they've become part of our family, I shouldn't decide alone but discuss it with other family members and servants. If we put our heads together, we might come up with a better solution.

"There's magic that prevents livestock from breeding, would you like to try that?"

I didn't expect such a good solution to come up so quickly.

"There's such magic?"
"It's a spell not many people know about since livestock breeding is profitable, but it's survived for cases like this. When there are too many animals, it becomes difficult for the caretaker to manage them."
"I see..."

I couldn't help but give a bitter smile at Trixie's kind explanation.

'Idiot.'

Thinking about it, it was obvious. The Emperor himself keeps rabbits and has gifted a pair to me. If the rabbits the Emperor raises reproduced like crazy, the Imperial Palace would have become a rabbit paradise by now, but the palace remains quiet. This means there must be a way to prevent breeding.

Moreover, the number of rabbits in Atellius's cave remained consistent whenever I visited. Unless Atellius regularly eats the rabbits, their numbers should have definitely increased.

"Then there's no need to remove anything, right?"
"I find that thought even more frightening. Wanting to physically remove something when it can be prevented with magic."


I quietly averted my gaze from Trixie's subtle look.

But in the world before my possession, removal was the common practice. There was no magic there.

"Come here, both of you. Our children have been showing interest in rabbits, so you've come at just the right time."
"Kyuuung!"
"Kyiiing!"

The two rabbits, having successfully preserved their dignity, rushed to Trixie's call.

It seems these two will follow Trixie as their lifelong benefactor and master. If someone had preserved my dignity like that, I would have devoted my life to them too.

"By the way, Kal?"
"Yes?"
"What are these little ones' names?"

Her question reminded me of the letter the Emperor had sent with the rabbits.

A letter saying that if it's the Count of Teilgleichen, if it's his godfather, he would raise No. 7 and No. 8 well.

"They don't have names yet. I think we should name them."

Unable to say those names, I told a white lie.

Honestly, No. 7 and No. 8 just won't do. How can you name pets No. 7 and No. 8? Even military dogs would bite you immediately if you gave them such names.

"Then let's name the male Mane and the female Mine."
"I don't mind, but what do those names mean?"
"What meaning do pet names need? You just choose ones that sound good."

Her matter-of-fact response, as if wondering why I would ask such a thing, made me quietly close my mouth.

Then what does that make me, who wanted to name Titi "Beatitudo"? That meant "happiness" in Latin.

'So that's why it was rejected.'

Come to think of it, the name Beatitudo was unanimously ignored by the wives. Should I be grateful that at least the "ti" from Beatitudo was salvaged?

'Mane and Mine are fine.'

Suppressing my bitter feelings, I accepted the new names for our new family members.

Our Mane and Mine. Please become new friends for our children.

There are seniors who came before you, but they're a bit pitiful, so please treat them with some respect. Honestly, your actual rank is probably higher since you're gifts from the Emperor.

Mane and Mine, backed by the Emperor, adapted to the mansion at a rapid pace.

"Kyuung!"
"W-what? This is the first time I've seen this one."

Mane burrowed into Abundance's fur while he was sleeping.

"Put me down! Put me down right now!"
"Kuing?"

Mine started parading around the mansion with Humility's wing in her mouth.

Sadly, far from respecting their seniors, they seemed to treat them like toys. From their perspective, they might be trying to make friends, but to human eyes, it looks like the rampage of thugs wrapped in imperial authority.

"Master! Save me! Please stop these creatures!"

Humility, who happened to meet my eyes, wailed desperately.

"Mine. Stop bothering him and put him down."
"Kuiing!"
"She's refusing?"
"No, don't just try once, try multiple— ARGH! Don't lick me!"

Fearing she might give him a saliva bath, I reached out my hand toward Mine.


Mine then reluctantly placed Humility on my hand. Like how she seemed to understand the talk about neutering earlier, and how she pledged loyalty to Trixie. These creatures seem to understand human language reasonably well. Or they're just very perceptive. The Emperor must have trained them well.

"Master, I think I'm going to start hating rabbits from today."
"They probably just want to play with you, so don't hate them too much."

I offered some comfort to Humility's desperate muttering.

Considering the durability of sacred beasts, nothing too bad will happen, but if left in too much distress, they might get upset. When they need help, we should help them, and when they need comfort, we should comfort them to keep the sacred beasts mentally healthy.

"As if dealing with the spirits wasn't tiring enough, now this."
'Hmm?'

I tilted my head at his next words.

Tired because of spirits? Spirits have been inhabiting our mansion for quite some time, and Humility hadn't shown much interest in them. There's no reason for Humility to suddenly complain about being tired.

"What are the spirits doing to make you tired? Did they disturb your sleep?"
"Ah. Master doesn't know yet."

In response to my question, Humility fluttered his wings to shake off Mine's saliva, then sat down with a thud and said:

"Recently, intermediate spirits have started appearing in the mansion. Unlike the lower spirits, they can communicate simply and have begun to take the form of living creatures."
"What."

I was surprised as this was the first I'd heard of it.

The mansion's spirit population upgrading from lower spirits to intermediate spirits? The spirits in the mansion gather around Cattleya, so how could I, who takes care of Cattleya every day, not know about this?

"Intermediate spirits are curious but also very cautious. Since this is their first time here, they roam around the mansion, but they avoid humans. That's probably why you haven't seen them."
"They avoid humans?"
"From a spirit's perspective, they're more used to seeing elves than humans. They might be familiar with your wife or daughters who have elven blood, but they're still afraid of pure-blooded humans."

But animals seem to be fair game.

Humility added, shuddering as if his teeth were chattering.

'Poor thing.'

I looked at Humility with pity, understanding the situation. Humility, being a tiny chick, must have seemed harmless even to the cautious intermediate spirits. So they must have clung to Humility while avoiding human eyes.

Even the lower spirits, which are just fireflies that can't speak, can be annoying at times, so how much worse must it be with intermediate spirits that can communicate? It must be similar to being attacked by fairies.

"But won't they get used to humans and show themselves eventually?"
"Well... since Master is also a benefactor to the spirits, they'll probably get used to you quickly, but spirits' sense of time is different from humans, so it's hard to tell how long it will take. If we're unlucky, they might remain quiet until Master dies."
"Oh dear."

My pity grew as I thought about Humility suffering for about 500 years. At that rate, it might be faster for Humility to escape this mansion.

"Anyway, that's how it is. Since this mansion belongs to Master, you should know that there are guests hiding here. Don't be surprised if an unfamiliar spirit suddenly appears."
"I need to know what they look like so I won't be too surprised."
"As I said earlier, they take the form of living creatures. Usually, they look like dogs or cats. They're smaller than a fist, though."

At Humility's words, I slightly turned my head to look beyond the corridor.

"...Like that?"

At my flat reaction, Humility flinched and then turned to look where I was looking.

"Get off me! Get off me!"
"Kyuing!"

In the direction of our gaze was a small green dog struggling under Mine's body.

It was a dog smaller than a fist, just as Humility had described.

"Master."
"Yes, go ahead."
"Where on earth did you pick up such thugs?"

I didn't pick them up; they were given to me.

I had no idea they would be crazy thugs who could even subdue spirits.

The green dog lying on Mine finally let out a whimpering cry, and only then did Humility and I rush over to her.

"Mine! Get down! You can't just sit on others like that!"
"Get away quickly! You need to escape before it gets bitten!"

I was a bit surprised by Humility's shout. Honestly, Humility is even smaller than the green dog—no, the intermediate spirit. He was apparently harassed by intermediate spirits outside my field of vision, so I could have pretended not to notice.

But perhaps because Humility shared the experience of being tormented by Mine, he showed mercy to the intermediate spirit. It was too compassionate a heart for someone who was once an evil god.

As his master, I'm happy but also feel sorry. It's a bit sad that they're bonding over this kind of shared trauma.

- Human! Human! Help me!
'What now.'

The intermediate spirit that finally escaped from Mine flew toward me, perched on my shoulder, and trembled.

That's strange. I clearly heard that intermediate spirits are wary and avoid humans right now.

"Its fear of that bully outweighs its wariness of humans. Besides, you're a benefactor to spirits. It believes you'll help if asked."
"Oh dear."

I sighed involuntarily at this unfortunate reason. It didn't open its heart because it got used to me, but because it needed to survive.

- I trust human! Human smells like World Tree! Smells like Constantina! Smells like elf too!
"I'd prefer if you said 'fragrance' rather than 'smell.'"

After three consecutive mentions of smell, I discreetly sniffed my sleeve.

Thankfully, there was no foul odor.

"...But you can fly through the air, so how did you end up getting caught by her?"
- Rabbit! Jumped into sky! I was just passing by and got caught!
'Wow.'

I couldn't help but be amazed by Mine's incredible jumping ability.

This mansion once belonged to the greatest marquis family, so the ceiling is quite high. A wary spirit would have flown almost touching the ceiling, but to catch it with a jump...

'How on earth was she raised?'

My reverence for the situation grew rapidly. How meticulously must she have been raised, how well fed and cared for, to create such an extraordinary being?

Suddenly, I wondered if the Livnoman direct line had continued unbroken, would an agricultural minister worthy of being recorded in imperial history have emerged?

'Which would have been more beneficial?'

The direct line collapsing and the emergence of the brilliant collateral branch that is Situation, or the direct line remaining intact and Situation becoming the minister of agriculture.

Which future would have been better for the Empire and the continent? Rationally speaking, obviously the former, but considering that max-level rabbit and Titi, the latter couldn't be dismissed either.

- Kyuing.

Mine tilted her head upon receiving my gaze, then disappeared beyond the corridor as if nothing had happened.

If we leave her alone, I feel like there will be new victims. Should I catch her...?

Fortunately, the journey of the max-level rabbits was stopped not long after.

"Rabbits! So cute!"
"They look just like the ones at my uncle's house!"
"No! These are super white!"

In our mansion, there are emperors who can control Titi bestowed by Situation, sacred beasts that were once evil gods, and Lisianne who was once called the Four Kings, all with just a finger.

- Kyu, kyuuuung.
- Kyuiing...!

The children excited by the appearance of new playmates. Mane and Mine being thoroughly handled like laundry, surrounded by children.

The two who had fearlessly roamed the mansion since protecting Peanut couldn't resist at all, as if they knew our children were the strongest in this mansion.

An excellent choice. If they had resisted our children, there would have been many adults expressing regret.

"Daddy, Daddy."
"What is it?"
"What are their names?"


At Maria's question, the other children's gazes turned to me as well.

"Names! Names!"
"The white ones' names! I'm curious!"
"Whitey? Is it Whitey?"

The children chattered away but never let go of Mane and Mine.

But is it my imagination? Somehow Mane and Mine's eyes seem more moist than before. As if they were afraid of this situation, or as if they had realized the feelings of the sacred beasts and spirits that had suffered at their hands.

"The big one is Mane, and the small one is Mine."
"Ma-ne, Mi-ne?"
"Mane! Mine!"
"Our friends! Like them!"

The children's touches became even more intense.

The more intense they became, the more pitiful the two rabbits' eyes looked, but this is a necessary initiation ritual for staying in our mansion. Those who cannot bring joy to our children have no right to live here.

'Hmm?'

While watching this intimate time between the children and rabbits, I felt something odd.

"Catleia?"
"Mmm~?"

Among the children, only Catleia wasn't touching the rabbits. She just sat on the floor, blinking her eyes blankly.

"What's wrong? Are you scared perhaps?"

I carefully picked up Catleia and comforted her.

All the other children like them, but she's the only one not touching them. I can't help but worry that Catleia might be afraid of the new friends.

"The spirits~ say they're scary~"

But her answer was unexpected.

"The spirits?"
"Mmm."

Then the intermediate spirits hiding in Catleia's clothes and hair peeked out.

This is perplexing. Even though Catleia is like a walking mini World Tree, hiding with a child not even five years old seems strange. Is there even enough space to hide?

"But we'll be living together in this house, so how about touching them once? The spirits won't be scared once they get used to them."
"Really?"
"Of course. It's just because it's their first time."

At my words, Catleia perked up her ears and patted the intermediate spirits clinging to her body.

"Daddy says so~"
- No. They. Scary.
- But black human. Our benefactor. Doesn't lie.
- Really okay? Not scary?
"Mmm..."

Blinking at the spirits' words, Catleia looked at me again.

"If they bully you, I'll scold them."

Since she seemed to want me to persuade the spirits, I offered minimal insurance. It's difficult to guarantee nothing will happen, but I can at least promise retribution.

- I'll trust you. I'll trust you.
- We live in the same place. If not scary, we should become friends.

Persuaded by me, the spirits seemed to gather their courage and detached themselves from Catleia's body one by one.

But something seems strange. Didn't Humility say intermediate spirits are beings capable of simple communication? This isn't simple—it's fluent.

'Is it thanks to Catleia?'

Catleia, who is like a World Tree but not a World Tree, like a contractor but not a contractor. Neither one nor the other, but in positive terms, possessing all attributes.

Perhaps because they've been living beside such a Catleia, these spirits seem superior to others of their rank.

'Or maybe not.'


I'm not a spirit expert, so how could I know for sure? I'm just guessing.

***

I smiled gently as I watched Catleia playing with Mane and Mine along with the children—playing while surrounded by spirits.

A small elf child with spirits and animals. It's a beautiful scene straight out of a fairy tale. They say such scenes were common before the World Tree burned.

But since only our triplets are newly born elf children after the World Tree's revival, this beautiful scene is a privilege only we can witness. How joyous is that?

- Beatrix, Beatrix.
"What is it?"

While I was gazing at this precious scene, a water spirit in the form of a cat approached me.

- The others. Asked me to send regards. They might come here soon.
"The others?"
- Yes. Bigger than us. They say in about 1-2 years.

This unexpected statement made me pause to organize my thoughts.

Catleia has tremendous spirit affinity compared to pure-blooded elves or any elf in history. She received the blessing of the Four Kings, becoming a small World Tree and a passage for spirits to come and go.

This passage becomes stronger as Catleia grows and as the Constantina faith expands. What was initially a passage only lower spirits could traverse has now become sturdy enough for intermediate spirits.

But to hear that bigger ones will come in just 1-2 years? If they're bigger than intermediate spirits, they must be high spirits?

'High spirits, huh.'

From what I remember, spirit masters' ranks are determined by the grade of spirits they contract with.

Spirit masters who contract with lower spirits are strongly perceived as beginners who have just learned spirit arts. It's a stage of getting familiar with spirits and learning what it means to handle natural attributes.

Spirit masters who contract with intermediate spirits are genuine spirit masters in name and reality. The common perception of spirit masters was established by those at this level. They boast the largest numbers and can exert quite diverse powers.

'High spirits are beyond that.'

And spirit masters who contract with high spirits have their names recorded in elven history. I heard that if non-elven races reached this level, they were considered honorary elves.

That's how significant high spirits are. Just forming a contract is enough to be recorded in history, and they can easily surpass ordinary magicians in firepower. Except for the four Spirit Kings and the extremely rare supreme spirits, they are essentially at the pinnacle of spirits.

'The mansion is becoming more and more of a fortress.'

I almost couldn't help but smile.

This mansion already houses Kal, called the continent's finest sword; me, a tower master; children called sacred beasts; and a being who was once one of the Four Kings. What would happen if high spirits were added?

We would probably have stronger defenses than the imperial palace. I can be certain of that much.

"Please tell them we'll wait with joyful hearts."
- Yes. I will.

When I gently stroked the water spirit, it purred like a cat.

- But Beatrix.
"Yes?"
- Black human. Strange. He's our benefactor but doesn't have much good energy.

At those words, I unconsciously looked at Kal.

- Doesn't seem human. He's human, but his energy is different from the human energy we know.

Unable to understand these words, I couldn't give a proper answer.

I can understand Kal not having spirit affinity. Since everyone has different talents, it's easier to think he has talent with swords instead of spirit affinity, just as I have talent for magic.

But hearing the water spirit's words, it is strange. As a benefactor of the World Tree, Constantina, and spirits, spirits should like him...? Except for the kings, it seems no spirits have been affectionate toward Kal...?

- But black human. The more we see him, the more we like him. He's kind.
"Kal is indeed kind."

The small sprout of doubt withered quickly at the spirit's words.

If even spirits can fall for Kal's charm, there's probably no need to worry much. Perhaps Kal has not just plant and sun energy but also sky energy, making him feel different from ordinary humans.


The number of spirit playgrounds within the Empire increased, and after gaining new family members in Mane and Minera, time passed smoothly without any notable incidents.

If there was anything unusual, it was that Schrödinger's Erich, who had been appearing and disappearing in the Capital whenever I tried to observe him, had finally returned to the Capital permanently.

"Wooo..."
"Yes! Our Mary is doing great!"
"Wooooo!"

And our youngest, Mary, had finally learned to crawl.

It's truly moving. While all the other siblings could walk or crawl, only our fresh-faced youngest, Mary, had to live lying in bed.

Fortunately, Mary takes after her mother Pine and is a child who stays quiet even when confined to bed. But isn't it sad to be lying alone while her siblings move around freely? She might even feel left out.

"Mary! Amazing! So cool!"
"Mary! Come this way!"

However, far from excluding their youngest sibling, our children love her dearly. When Mary would just lie in bed blinking her eyes, they would scurry over to her bed, and sometimes even deposit the spirits they were playing with onto Mary's bed.

Even now, as Mary crawls, the children rejoice as if it were their own achievement. Well, I suppose it is their achievement since Mary can now play with them?

"Miss! Keep going! You can make it!"
"Just a little more! Just a little more!"

Even the spirits—especially the deer Charity and the foal Kindness—were making a fuss over Mary's miraculous movement, showering her with all kinds of encouragement.

Those two are the ones who carry our children on their backs through the corridors or race around with cloths tied to their tails. Perhaps that's why they're more excited about Mary's evolution. After all, they can only give her rides once she can hold herself up properly.

'Is playing with the children their joy in life?'

I chuckled watching Charity and Kindness wagging their tails at light speed. While all the spirits have adapted to mansion life, few have adapted as quickly and perfectly as those two.

Not only have they completely forgotten their time as evil spirits, they seem to have forgotten they're even called spirits, living instead as the children's personal vehicles. They glare jealously at other animals when the children ride them, then become happy again when the children approach—such loyal personal vehicles.

I couldn't help but laugh. Where else could you find pets who genuinely cheer at the joy of being able to carry a child?

"Mary."
"Woo-?"
"Come to Mommy."
"Woo!"

But despite the passionate cries and courtship of the two pet vehicles, Mary crawled straight toward her mother, Pine.

It's actually an expected outcome. For a child, mother is naturally more important than anyone else in the world. Even I, as her father, can't compete with Pine.

"Sigh, I suppose giving Miss a ride will have to wait..."
"When Madam is involved, there's nothing we can do."

Even these former divine beings couldn't deny this obvious truth, as Charity and Kindness muttered dejectedly.

Hold your heads high, personal vehicles. There's no shame in losing to a birth mother.

"Me! I want a ride!"
"Me too!"
"Excellent! Hop on!"
"Where shall we gallop to today?"

And it seems I wasn't the only one who felt sorry for the vehicles, as Friedrich and Alina's ride requests set the two spirits' tails spinning wildly again.

They seem to have overcome their sadness almost too quickly, but what does it matter? If they're happy, that's enough.


Now that Mary has started crawling, it's time to resume our honeymoon.

It's been about half a year since I went to the Kingdom of Jereno with Mar. Now I have the opportunity to go abroad with Lise.

'I hope Mary won't miss her father like last time.'

When a child can move on their own, everywhere within their physical limits becomes their playground. Daddy not being visible for a few days? Such trivial matters won't even cross her mind as she'll be busy exploring the mansion.

It's somewhat sad to have become an unimportant presence to Mary, but it's better than having her cry her eyes out missing her daddy. This father is content as long as our youngest is happy...

"I was thinking of going to the Kingdom of Valcross. What do you think?"

Anyway, with my only concern resolved, I discussed honeymoon destinations with Lise.

The Kingdom of Valcross. A country located in the northeastern part of the Kingdom of Jereno, considered one of the continent's leading cultural powers. It's where maritime and continental cultures intersect, heavily influenced by the Empire, the Papal States, and Yuven, while also brilliantly nurturing its own unique culture.

Moreover, artists born in Valcross have gained fame throughout continental history, and novels, poems, and plays from Valcross often led continental trends. It's certainly worthy of being called a cultural powerhouse.

"I'm happy to go anywhere as long as I'm with you, brother."

I smiled back at Lise's grinning face.

Setting aside how her form of address settled on "brother" after going back and forth between "brother" and "honey," it was so like Lise not to be greedy about this honeymoon opportunity that came after two years. Her typical selflessness made me smile.

"'Anywhere' won't do. This trip is for you, so we should go where you want."

But Lise being Lise is one thing, and what's not acceptable is not acceptable. I have no intention of casually dismissing a trip meant solely for Lise with the light excuse of "whatever brother wants."

Honestly, after this period passes, I can't guarantee when we'll be able to enjoy overseas travel again. Perhaps both Lise and I will only be able to take a twilight journey after reaching our 70s or 80s.

"Is, is that so?"

At my firm boundary-setting, Lise furrowed her brow as if deep in thought.

"...Still, I think Valcross would be nice."

Though it wasn't a particularly long deliberation.

"Actually, when I was young, I often read books in my room. Many of them were novels written in Valcross, so I've always wanted to visit if I had the chance."
"Let's go right away."

I immediately nodded at this perfect justification that I couldn't possibly refute.

Lise wasn't in good health when she was young. If Valcross culture filled Lise's childhood, then we absolutely must visit Valcross to experience its authentic flavor. Even if Valcross had closed its borders, we would have to force our way through.

***

I received a call from my son-in-law.

Though he regularly kept in touch, he was the kind of son-in-law who contacted me at set intervals, worried he might bother me. His last contact was two days ago, so the next one shouldn't have been due for another five days?

"I apologize for contacting you so suddenly."
"No need to apologize. I'm only happy to see my son-in-law's face."

After all, my son-in-law is like a son to me. If such a son-in-law suddenly contacts me, it's more like a pleasant surprise.

"Actually, I have something to ask you, father-in-law."
"Me?"

I blinked blankly at the unexpected reason for his call.

Although my son-in-law had become a high-ranking nobleman by acquiring territory in the Kingdom of Leon, I am still just a baron within the Empire. Living peacefully in the Artini Barony, I don't possess any high-level information that my son-in-law wouldn't know.


If anything, I should be the one asking him questions. After all, he's an Imperial Count and a Minister.

"Well, Lise mentioned there was a novel she often read when she was young..."
"Ah."

I understood as he continued. That's information my son-in-law couldn't possibly know.

"That's right. There was a book Lise never put down. It was called 'The Tale of Sir Pellon,' a novel about a female knight's heroic deeds."
"The Tale of Sir Pellon?"
"Yes. It was about practicing chivalry to restore a fallen family. I remember it being decent content even from an adult's perspective."

My son-in-law gave a bitter smile at my words.

"A story about a female knight, huh."

Though it was a brief murmur, I understood his feelings and couldn't help but give a bitter smile myself.

Lise in her childhood, unable to move freely due to illness. Lise, who felt guilty believing her sister had died because of her. For such a Lise, a female knight wielding a sword for her family would inevitably be an attractive protagonist.

Fortunately, Lise has now regained her health, allowing those memories to remain in the past. How heartbreaking it would have been if Lise's body had remained unwell until now.

"Are there any other novels?"
"There's a romance novel called 'Wind and Flower,' but I'm not sure if Lise, who has found such an excellent husband, would even remember the romance novels she read as a child."
"You flatter me."

My son-in-law awkwardly laughed at the unexpected compliment.

The atmosphere, which had become somewhat subdued, softened again.

***

The Minister of Audit, who had requested a meeting with new officials, came with another unusual request.

"You want to contact a writer from Valcross?"
"Yes, Minister. I apologize for making such a personal request, but you're the only person I could ask for this favor, so I'm taking the liberty of asking despite the impropriety."

I toyed with my teacup for a moment at the Audit Minister's words.

Indeed, as the Audit Minister said, contacting a foreign writer is something only I can do among the 17 ministers. If it were simply about "foreign" contact, it would be the Foreign Ministry's job, but if the target is a foreign "writer," then the Ministry of Culture should step in.

'It's not a difficult task.'

The Ministry of Culture's main work is historical research, but it also oversees various literature and arts. As an official who worked more in the literary field than the historical one, I have various connections with foreign literary figures and artists. My network in the cultural powerhouse Kingdom of Valcross is particularly extensive.

Therefore, the Minister's request isn't particularly difficult. The authors of "The Tale of Sir Pellon" and "Wind and Flower" are still active.

"What impropriety? The writers you're looking for happen to be my friends. It's an opportunity to introduce good people to my friends, so I should be the one thanking you."

After brief consideration, I gladly accepted the Minister's request.

If I can put the Minister in my debt for something this simple, I'm more than willing to oblige. Even in the northern research project I'm conducting with the Ministry of Education, I could accomplish much more with the Minister's cooperation.

"Thank you, Minister. I won't forget this favor."
"Haha, think nothing of it. I hope you have a good time with my friends."

I smiled at the Minister who bowed slightly.

From what the Minister says, it seems he plans to enter the Kingdom of Valcross soon, but honestly, that's not my concern. If anyone has to deal with the hassle, it's the Foreign Ministry.

I'm content just putting the Minister in my debt.

# Works that beautifully decorated Luise's sickly childhood. Authors who made Luise smile, if only briefly, when she had to say goodbye to her family.

Even if the Kingdom of Valcross wasn't a cultural powerhouse but rather a cultural wasteland, having those two things there would be enough to make it our honeymoon destination. It's the country that created precious memories for my beloved wife—when else would we visit if not now?

But going without any preparation wouldn't capture the special nature of a honeymoon. To surprise Luise, I rushed to the Minister of Culture with an extremely personal request,

[Received confirmation from the parties involved. Both authors said they would be honored to meet us, so there shouldn't be any problem whenever we visit.]

I got the answer I wanted.

'Good.'

I put the communication orb in my pocket and breathed a sigh of relief.

If they were Imperial figures or nobles from another country, I wouldn't have worried this much. Though it's embarrassing to say out loud, honestly, there are many nobles who would crawl on all fours if I asked to meet them.

However, things are a bit different with commoners from other countries. They're neither Imperial citizens nor nobles, so they have very little reason to be associated with me. Therefore, they don't need to accommodate me by watching my mood.

'Connections really are the best.'

Thankfully, thanks to my outstanding connection with the Minister of Culture, meetings with foreign authors were arranged. Rather than relying on my reputation, which might not work on foreign commoners, it was right to leverage the Cultural Minister who has considerable influence on the literary and artistic circles of the continent.

I felt newly proud of my past self who had grudgingly conducted the orientation meeting for new Cultural Ministry employees. If I had canceled that meeting back then, I definitely couldn't have made this request.

'Allen and Rodesa.'

Anyway, putting my satisfaction aside, I organized information about the two authors I would meet in Valcross.

Allen, the author of "The Story of Lord Fellon." Rodesa, the author of "Wind and Flower." Allen was already considered a veteran writer when Luise was young, so he's now an old man in his 60s, though still actively writing. In contrast, Rodesa debuted with "Wind and Flower" and is still under forty, a rising star in the literary world.

Actually, considering the published works, this rising star is a monster who doesn't fall behind elderly writers in either quantity or quality.

'Going empty-handed wouldn't be polite.'

Even with the Cultural Minister's reputation backing us, these people are taking time for our couple. Going without any gifts wouldn't be right.

But what gift would be good for authors? A fountain pen might be appropriate? No, they probably already have many pens.

'Perhaps something that can be converted to cash if needed?'

While gifts that the recipient can use are good, gifts that can become their wallet in emergencies aren't bad either.

Something useful yet convertible to cash, something that shows sincerity yet is precious...

"Hmm? Minister?"
"Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius Family and Minister of the Audit Department, requests an audience with the Golden Duke."

After careful consideration, I took out the communication orb again.

The best gift for cash conversion. Among the items I know, nothing beats Voyaare wine.

"I didn't expect the Minister to contact me first. What's the matter?"
"I have an urgent request for Your Excellency."
"Oh? If that's the case, speak freely. I should certainly grant the Minister's request."

Fortunately, the Golden Duke's response wasn't bad, so I should be able to get two bottles without much trouble.

Thank you, Leviathan. Thanks to you, I can make such requests to the Golden Duke without hesitation. After finding a flying unsinkable aircraft carrier, what's the big deal about two bottles of wine?


This time too, we decided to travel by sea rather than teleport.

"We've arrived. I hope you have a pleasant journey."
"Yes. Thank you."

However, unlike our previous trip to Jereno, we borrowed Leviathan's power rather than traveling solely by ship.

Unlike Jereno, Valcross is quite far. No matter how large a ship is, fatigue builds up over long journeys. We chose to travel to the international waters near Valcross using Leviathan, then enter Valcross's territorial waters by ship.

Though somewhat complicated and cumbersome, it's fine. Even this process is part of the journey.

"Would it be too much to travel all the way to territorial waters with Leviathan?"

After placing the ship that had been on Leviathan's back into the sea, Luise spoke while watching Leviathan slowly move away.

"We could ask for permission in advance, but getting that permission would take even longer."
"That's a shame. Riding a whale across the sea was fun."

I couldn't help but smile as Luise chuckled.

Though we haven't even set foot in Valcross yet, Luise is already happy. There couldn't be a better start to our journey.

"Once we arrive in Valcross, shall we unpack and then see a play?"
"Right away? Won't you be tire—"

Luise, who was instinctively about to worry about my stamina, blinked blankly, then eventually smiled sheepishly.

"I think I froze for a moment because I'm too excited. Of course you wouldn't get tired."

I felt pleased at Luise's deep trust.

Luise is right. Unless I'm burning my soul playing with our children, I'm confident I'll never get tired.

"So, is starting with a play okay?"
"Yes!"

Hearing her cheerful answer, I put my arm around Luise's waist and looked at the horizon.

It will take some time to reach the port, so let's enjoy nature. Once we land, we'll be too busy visiting various tourist spots to have this opportunity.

***

The entire Foreign Ministry went into battle mode.

Except for minimal rest staff and those handling existing duties, everyone was crammed into the Great Empire Response Department to respond immediately if anything happened. Even I, the Foreign Minister, was no exception.

It's no exaggeration to say that our kingdom's fate depends on every move the Foreign Ministry makes these days. If there's even a slight miscommunication with the Empire, it will cause enormous damage.

"Your Excellency. A ship has entered our territorial waters."
"And the Leviathan?"
"It's moving away toward the Empire."

I breathed a sigh of relief at the news that the whale, which was concerning by its very existence, was strictly staying in international waters. It's a positive start.

If Leviathan had approached our territorial waters even slightly—no, even if it had just breathed at the boundary between territorial and international waters, it would have been a burden for our country. All our navy would have had a fit.

But Leviathan obediently returned to the Empire. As if its only purpose had been transportation.


'...Such a monstrous being came solely for transportation.'

I couldn't help but laugh. A monster that couldn't be defeated even if an entire country's navy were mobilized moved just to transport two people. Is this even reasonable?

Still, considering who traveled on Leviathan, it's not incomprehensible. Although not one of the Empire's five dukes or even a marquis, the person who came is someone no one considers a mere count.

'The Minister of the Audit Department.'

The Imperial Audit Minister and his wife. Travelers who have just entered our territorial waters.

Currently on a long vacation, yet still exerting presence despite being on leave—a strange second-in-command.

'How many borders has this supposedly vacationing person crossed?'

From what I know, he's attended the Council of Dukes in the Papal States, seized Leon with Armein, and recently honeymooned in the Kingdom of Jereno. Even active diplomatic officials don't move this busily.

Yet the Audit Minister has done it. Under the pretext of being on vacation, claiming to be an individual rather than a public figure, he freely crosses borders.

'What a nasty method.'

If he were entering for official business, our country could deal with it, but since he emphasizes this is a private visit, we can't even approach him. If we interfere with the ministerial couple's "journey," it might become a pretext for the Empire's anger.

As a result, the Foreign Ministry is desperately waiting for contact from the Empire, holding its breath while coordinating with the Interior Ministry to watch the Minister's movements from afar. We must communicate with the Empire without a second's delay if anything happens.

Fortunately, the Audit Minister has never acted tyrannically in other countries. When he went to Jereno, he simply enjoyed his trip, and even gave the Princess of Jereno a gift worthy of being a national treasure.

'If we just stay still, nothing will happen.'

I calmed my tension by reassuring myself several times.

Yes, as long as we don't make the first move, our country is safe. The Minister won't pick a fight while traveling with his wife. Surely he wouldn't use a trip with his wife as a pretext for conflict.

...

'Would he?'

Suddenly, anxiety surged. Unfortunately, there are quite a few nobles who treat even their families as tools or means.

No, that can't be. Have faith. If he had such a destructive personality and only looked for gain, two ducal families of the Empire wouldn't have become his in-laws.

Besides, the Minister has even made appointments to meet our country's authors. To meet the authors of novels his wife read when she was young. Such a person wouldn't ruin a trip with his wife.

Conversely, this means that if our country interferes with the Minister's journey, a tremendous disaster will occur. But we have no intention of interfering anyway.

"Department Head."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

After taking a small deep breath, I called the Head of the Great Empire Response Department.

"Warn all nobles of our country again. Nobles in areas where the Minister is active can't help it, but nobles in other areas should absolutely not approach the Minister until he returns home."
"Yes. I'll convey that immediately."
"Not convey—warn them."
"...Yes, I will warn them clearly."

Sometimes when messages are delivered softly, lunatics who don't understand the seriousness of the situation emerge. We need to warn them in a strong tone so they know it's dangerous.

These people are no better than beasts.

Saleria, a port city and cultural hub located in the southwestern part of the Balkross Kingdom. While the political center of Balkross is the capital Minden, Saleria is so prosperous that people say the kingdom's economy and culture revolve around it.

It was the perfect travel destination, being the first place you reach when traveling by ship from the Empire, and symbolizing Balkross's status as a cultural powerhouse. If we're going to enjoy ourselves, it makes more sense to experience the economic and cultural center rather than the stiff, boring political hub.

'Seems like I'm always wandering around ports.'

Come to think of it, when I visited Mar and Zereno, I also enjoyed myself in port cities.

Is this a side effect of normally living inland in the Capital? I feel like I've unconsciously become an "ocean man" craving the sea and harbors. At this rate, I might retire to Voyaare or Chenes someday.

Though the problem is that I don't know when I'll retire.

"It looks even bigger up close."
"I know. I wonder how they built something like that."

Anyway, as we approached Saleria's dock to moor, Luise and I admired the Saleria Bronze Statue, one of the city's landmarks.

The Saleria Bronze Statue. A bronze statue standing 50 meters tall, built to honor Saleria, who was both a duke of the Balkross Kingdom and a great writer. As the person who transformed Saleria from a small fishing village into one of the kingdom's representative cities—and the origin of the city's name—no building in Saleria stands taller than this statue. Even churches dedicated to God are lower than the bronze statue.

Moreover, as if welcoming travelers arriving by sea, the statue stands proudly at the harbor entrance. It's the first landmark that foreigners like us inevitably see.

"...But was it really necessary to make it like that?"
"I know..."

If there's one minor issue, it's that the statue's legs are spread quite wide apart.

Two pillars at the harbor entrance. The bronze statue stands majestically with one foot on each pillar. As a result, ships entering Saleria pass beneath the statue's crotch. It's not exactly offensive, but it does feel strange.

Still, what can you do? It's a landmark that's the pride of not just Saleria but the entire Balkross Kingdom—you can't demand its removal just because the crotch makes you uncomfortable. If it bothers you that much, you could always enter through a different harbor.

'Should we build something like that in the Empire?'

Looking at the bronze statue, the thought suddenly occurred to me.

What if we erected a bronze statue of the Emperor at the entrance to the Capital? I wonder what expression the Emperor would make seeing "another Emperor" standing 50 meters tall.

I couldn't help but laugh imagining the Emperor trembling with embarrassment. Adding color would make it perfect. A brilliant gold visible from miles away.

Of course, this is just a thought that should never be acted upon. If I pulled such a stunt, the Emperor might resort to mutual assured destruction and erect a statue of me at the entrance to Teilgleichen County.

"Brother?"
"Seeing the bronze statue makes it feel real that we're on vacation. Let's have fun before heading back."

Luise tilted her head at my sudden laughter. Since I couldn't exactly say, "Sorry, I just laughed thinking about the Emperor going berserk," I offered a plausible explanation instead.

It wasn't a lie, so my conscience was clear. While traveling by ship already gave me vacation vibes, seeing the landmark truly made it feel like a proper trip.

As planned, we went to see a play right after unpacking.

It was a story about lovers who overcome hardships caused by class differences to eventually become husband and wife. A predictable theme, but one that works reliably. Love stories hit the mark as long as they stick to the basics.

And Balkross Kingdom is a cultural powerhouse that leads in the arts. A play produced in such a country would surely get the basics right. Surely a play premiering in a cultural powerhouse, in a cultural city, couldn't fail at the fundamentals.

—Or so I thought.

'Oh...'

Until the commoner female protagonist started a full-blown revolution to overcome the class barrier.

'Are they insane?'

The genre suddenly shifted from a tender, sweet love story to an exciting "our revolution." The burning flames of passionate love transformed into the burning flames of revolution.

I'm confused. Is the writer some kind of reactionary? Staging a revolution to overcome class barriers is too proletarian. I should have caught on when the female lead picked up a sickle.


'How did this pass censorship?'

What's even more confusing is that this madness passed the Saleria administration's censorship. Balkross, being a cultural powerhouse, understands the power of culture and therefore reviews all works before they're released to the public.

Sometimes works slip through censorship by hiding their ideologies indirectly, but this play is problematic by anyone's standards. They didn't even try to hide the deranged ideology.

"Um, Brother."

As I was debating whether to get up and leave or stay until the end, Luise whispered in a very small voice.

"Is this normal in Balkross?"

I instinctively wanted to argue against it, but I couldn't open my mouth. Looking at this mess, I couldn't confidently say it wasn't.

Could it be that, without the Empire's knowledge, public discontent in Balkross has reached its peak, or their class system has been greatly shaken? If not, I can't understand this situation at all.

'Just who wrote this?'

Sighing inwardly, I opened the pamphlet we received at the theater entrance.

I had ignored it earlier, wanting to enjoy the play without any background knowledge, but now I wish I'd checked it sooner. If I'd known the genre was revolutionary, I would have chosen a different play...

[Playwright: Rodesa.]

'What?'

My hand froze at the unexpected name that hit me out of nowhere.

Why is this name appearing here?

***

After opening the pamphlet, my brother silently continued watching the play.

I was curious about what was written in it, but his expression looked so bitter that I couldn't bring myself to ask. I couldn't trouble my already troubled brother further.

'Why is it so entertaining?'

Besides, if I spoke to him, we might have to leave in the middle of the play, so I remained silent.

This play—though I was taken aback by the sudden change in tone, I didn't want to leave my seat. In fact, it had a more thrilling quality than when it was dealing with the love story.

I don't know why. Despite the bewildering developments and content, I couldn't take my eyes off it.

'Is it because of her unwavering resolve?'

Of course, the female protagonist has too much resolve to the point of being problematic, but there was something appealing about her boldly moving forward for the sake of love.

I wasn't that bold. Before realizing my feelings for my brother, I deliberately avoided love, and even after recognizing my feelings, I couldn't confess for a long time. Without the push from Sister Mar and my teacher, I might still be hesitating.

That's why I was drawn to the female protagonist's journey and the relentless pursuit of love. It was more interesting than an ordinary love story.

Of course, I'm not saying I would start a revolution. I'm happy living as an Imperial noble.

"What I lose is red blood! What I gain is everything!"
"Wow."
"Wow..."

My brother and I exclaimed simultaneously at the female protagonist's line. Though my brother's exclamation probably had a different meaning, we both expressed admiration at the same time.

By now, thoughts like "Should they be showing this kind of play to the public?" had long disappeared. They must have approved it for a reason. As foreigners, we don't need to worry excessively about Balkross Kingdom's affairs.

"Luise."
"Yes?"
"Would you like to meet the playwright of this play?"


I nodded immediately at my brother's words.

Honestly, I was curious about what kind of person wrote such a script.

Fortunately, the playwright was at the theater, so we could meet them right after the play ended.

"To be visited by such distinguished guests. I'm honored."

Noticing our noble attire, the playwright welcomed us with a respectful yet confident expression.

A woman with red hair flowing down to her waist. A woman with sparkling golden eyes and a face full of smiles.

She had such a vibrant impression that I immediately understood. Of course someone like her would create such an extraordinary play.

"The play just opened today. I didn't expect such distinguished guests to take interest so soon."
"We didn't expect the playwright of the first play we saw in Balkross to be you either."
"Oh, do you know me?"
"Of course I do. I came to meet you on the recommendation of the Minister of Culture."

At my brother's words, the playwright's eyes widened, and she immediately bowed again.

"It's an honor to meet you, Count Teilgleichen!"
"Raise your head. We're guests here, so it's inappropriate for the host to act this way."

The woman seemed to know my brother's identity despite him not introducing himself, and my brother mentioned receiving a recommendation from the Minister of Culture.

The situation was as unexpected as the play's sudden shift in tone, and I could only blink in confusion. A playwright my brother wanted to meet through the Minister of Culture? Who could she be?

"Luise. This is Rodesa. You know who she is, right?"
"Rodesa?"
"Yes. The author of 'Wind and Flower.'"

As soon as my brother finished speaking, I grabbed the playwright—Ms. Rodesa's—hand.

"It's so nice to meet you! I'm Luise Naiad!"

No wonder the play appealed to me despite being strange! It was Ms. Rodesa's work!

***

Luise was excited to meet her childhood hero. Rodesa smiled in return, happy to meet a fan who grew up reading her debut work.

I quietly stepped back and remained silent during this impromptu fan meeting. An outsider has no place in a meeting between an author and her fan.

"This was my first time experiencing such a play, but there was something strangely moving about it. It's because it was your work, Ms. Rodesa!"
"Since it was produced differently from my previous works, I thought it might be difficult to recognize my style. I'm glad there are people in the Empire who love my work."
"Well, it was certainly very different. To the point where I wondered if such a production was even allowed."

Rodesa burst into laughter at Luise's cautious words.

"Hehe, it must have seemed that way to nobles like yourselves? But please understand. This play is based on actual historical events from this region!"
"What."

My vow of silence broke at Rodesa's words. That insane "our revolution" was based on a true story?

'That's a lie.'

I can't believe it. A love story achieved by a woman with red blood stabbing blue-blooded nobles with bamboo spears? I've never heard of such history.

"To be precise, it's from the history of a kingdom that existed before Balkross."

Her follow-up explanation finally calmed my confusion.

If it's from a previous kingdom's history, then it's plausible.


The atmosphere quickly lightened when I learned that the play we just watched wasn't some Rodesian proletariat ideological manifesto, but rather a dramatization of an actual founding legend.

More precisely, my personal tension subsided. Until now, I'd felt like a filthy bourgeois facing off against the proletariat, but now that I understood my misunderstanding, I naturally relaxed.

'A little bloodshed during nation-founding isn't exactly rare.'

During times of national transition, nobles tend to die more than commoners, so Rodesia's play wasn't pushing any particular ideology. The privileged class of the existing state and society must naturally disappear for a new world to emerge. The only difference here was that commoners, not nobles, were the ones who established the new nation.

Besides, there are quite a few precedents of commoners leading revolutions to establish new countries. The Apels Empire itself was a case where commoners founded a kingdom and immediately claimed the Mandate of Heaven. It clearly started as a good nation, so why did it end up in such a state?

"You seemed quite startled by the play. I suppose it was rather radical content for nobles to watch?"
"If it were pure fiction, I might still be on edge, but if it's based on actual history, there's nothing to be surprised about. It was a beautiful moment of a nation's birth."
"You really are broad-minded! I was actually prepared to receive some criticism! The administration approved its public showing, but the review period took twice as long as usual!"

I couldn't help but give a bitter smile at this obvious statement. They couldn't censor it because it was based on a moving true story, but the content—commoners slaughtering nobles—remained unchanged.

Not just any commoner, but a national founding ancestor's story? Unfortunately, people tend to see only what they want to see. Depending on the viewer, this could easily be interpreted not as a "founding legend" but as "commoners' chaotic red revolution."

In fact, the Salerian administration showed remarkable courage. Even I, as a third party, barely accepted it—how much must the Salerian administration have agonized before approving it?

"People focus on the greatness of founding ancestors, but not on their beginnings! How a commoner who had been living in conformity with the world suddenly raised a flag, what made a simple country girl pick up a sword instead of a sickle!"

I found myself nodding unconsciously as Rodesia's eyes began to shine.

She's right. Whatever the founding ancestor's true intentions, once they succeed in establishing a new country, all that remains is "the great decision to save the suffering people." Since they need to establish legitimacy for their rule, the reasons for all founding ancestors' uprisings inevitably become entangled with the welfare of the people.

Was the reason for the uprising to fulfill a love? From today, that love is love for the people. That's what the meritorious subjects and descendants have decided.

"That's why I wrote this play. For the journey of Wilhelmina I that people didn't know about! For her passionate and heartbreaking love!"
"Heartbreaking?"

Luise tilted her head at those words. After all, the play we watched, while somewhat flashy in its process, ultimately had a happy ending.

"Actually, Wilhelmina I's lover died of illness shortly after the founding. Unable to forget her lover, Wilhelmina I remained unmarried, and the throne passed to her nephew."
"I... I see."
"History ended tragically, but that doesn't mean the play has to! Creating a new story is a writer's privilege."

Rodesia spoke proudly with her chest out, while Luise clapped with eyes full of admiration.

I had thought it was simply a radical and unique play, but it turned out to be a work filled with the author's pride. Indeed, one shouldn't judge hastily but should experience things firsthand before making judgments.

"I heard 'Wind and Flower' was also based on a true story. Thanks to you, Rodesia, many lovers have fulfilled their love through your works, if not in reality. You're amazing!"
"My goodness. You even knew 'Wind and Flower' was based on a true story? That's extremely rare knowledge."
"I've been an avid reader since childhood. I just happened to learn about it."

Rodesia's gaze toward the chuckling Luise grew even warmer.

I understand. As a writer, it must be especially meaningful to meet not just any fan, but one who has loved your work since your debut.

"Um. This might be sudden, but if you don't mind—"

Perhaps because of this, Rodesia, who had been chatting excitedly, carefully opened her mouth for the first time,

"May I invite you both to my mansion this evening? You've come all the way from another country to Balkross, and immediately watched my play—this must be fate sent by Enen. I'd like to host you, however modestly."

She directly invited Luise and me, mere guests, to her mansion.

We were already planning to meet at her mansion thanks to the Minister of Culture's introduction. However, this invitation came from Rodesia herself, and it was for a meal, not just a casual meeting. We had been elevated from "acquaintances meeting through someone's recommendation" to "precious guests invited by her own will."

'Is this the power of fan enthusiasm?'

I glanced at Luise with newfound appreciation.

It seems Luise and Rodesia were destined to meet even if I hadn't asked the Minister of Culture.

"If a great author extends an invitation, we must gladly accept."
"Great author? I'm not quite at that level yet."


It sounded as if she meant she would become a great author with time, which made me smile.

Well, she's already treated as a monster bestseller, so with time, she probably will rise to the ranks of great authors.

***

Today is a day worthy of writing in my diary with refreshing blue ink.

It's the day I first publicly present a work that the administration had been dragging its feet on reviewing, and two precious guests from the Empire have visited.

And not just guests with noble bloodlines, but beautiful and pure guests who truly love my work.

'I didn't expect such enthusiasm.'

I smiled at the typical noble lady who seemed to have stepped out of a novel, with spring-like beautiful pink hair and sky-blue sparkling eyes.

Luise Naiad, was it? The wife of Teilgleichen Count, a power player in the Empire, and herself a noble among nobles who will inherit a title. Despite her formidable reputation, she's a young lady who has preserved her purity.

An unexpected guest, and a welcome one. When the request came from my senior mentor in the Empire, I had planned to socialize moderately out of respect for them. Just exchange greetings, share some pleasantries, perhaps sign one of my books as a gift.

But this young lady isn't someone to treat so casually. I can't treat someone who genuinely cares for and loves me, who loves my works as if they were entire worlds, with mere formality. If the other person is sincere, I must respond with sincerity.

"Welcome. It's an honor to receive such distinguished guests in my humble home."

I welcomed the young lady and Teilgleichen Count with open arms. Given their status, I wondered if I should have greeted them at a fancy restaurant, but inviting them to my mansion seemed the most sincere expression of goodwill. Anyone can go to a restaurant, but my mansion is unique.

"The honor is ours, to be invited to the home of an author we've been eager to meet. This is a token of our appreciation; please accept it without feeling burdened."
"You didn't have to bring anything. Thank you, I'll accept it gratefully."

I bowed my head as I received the box the Count handed me.

From its shape, it seems to be wine. I've recently developed a hobby of collecting wine, so this is perfect—

"In case you don't like alcohol, feel free to sell it. It's Voyaare wine, so you'll get a good price."
"...Pardon?"

I stared blankly at the box after hearing the Count's words.

Voyaare wine. The pinnacle of wines produced in the Empire. A rare treasure that's difficult to obtain even with money if you lack connections...

'Precious guests indeed.'

I unconsciously hugged the box tightly.

Today I should write my diary with ink even brighter and more refreshing than blue.

"I'm glad you like it."
"I feel guilty that I'd need to sell this mansion to properly repay you..."
"I'll just accept your sentiment. It's a gift I brought because I was invited; no repayment is necessary."

I silently rolled my eyes as the Count chuckled.

What should I do? I expected an extraordinary gift given the guests' status, but Voyaare wine?

'This is troublesome.'

Actually, I had something to ask the young lady and the Count... but how can I make a request after receiving something like this...?

'Should I just go for it?'

Still, it's a request I can't give up as a writer. The moment I saw the young lady's spring-like pure heart, my desire surged uncontrollably.

Yes, let's just try. If it doesn't work, so be it.

Fortunately, dinner passed without incident. I prepared it as lavishly as possible, but it would inevitably fall short compared to high nobles' meals, yet there were no complaints.

I've heard some nobles can be sensitive about food, but these two guests don't seem to be that type.


"Count. My lady."
"Yes, please go ahead!"

As we finished dinner and were drinking tea, I carefully opened my mouth, and the young lady responded.

"What I'm about to say is merely a suggestion, so please listen with an open mind. Feel free to refuse if you're not comfortable with it."
"What? Oh, yes."

The young lady, who blinked momentarily, nodded willingly.

She's a young lady whose every action exudes warmth and innocence. I wonder where such a lady came from.

"May I write a novel based on your romance?"
"...What?"
"Hmm?"

That makes me even more curious. How passionate must this lady have been at her most intense?

How did a woman who seems like the personification of spring fall for a man as sharp as a blade?

***

Luise fidgeted awkwardly at Rodesia's proposal.

An author who had written numerous works based on true stories, whom she had respected and admired since childhood, wanted to write about her story. How joyful this must be for a fan.

However, the problem was that this story wasn't just Luise's personal story, but our story.

'A romance story would be about all seven of us.'

Moreover, it's not just about the two of us, but involves all seven—it's a complex and delicate matter. If one discusses my romance with Luise, one inevitably has to mention the other wives as well.

"An interesting proposal."

So I spoke up on behalf of Luise, who had fallen into a stunned state.

"But it's not something we can decide right away. May we think about it during our stay in Saleria?"
"O-Of course! If you think about it and decide against it, you can refuse!"
"I see. I'll keep that in mind."

I'll give an answer after careful consideration.

I need time to discuss this with the wives at the mansion.

'A romance story, huh.'

I took a sip from my teacup while watching Rodesia nod repeatedly.

A romance story about Luise and me. Since she can't start directly with our romance, the prologue would likely be when we first met at the Academy.

...

'Wait a minute.'

If the Academy days are included, wouldn't she have to write about the club members too?

'Oh no.'

For a moment, I felt my blood run cold.

To accept Rodesia's proposal, I would need to get the club members' consent, and after getting their consent, the legendary events of the '77 season would have to be included in the novel.

'Should I just refuse?'

But Luise seems to be secretly looking forward to it.

This is a disaster. To have that nightmare immortalized in a novel. What a terrifying future.

The story of turning my romance with Luise into a novel. Back then, both of us lacked the awareness and courage, resulting in many embarrassing missteps, but since we ultimately succeeded in getting married, there's nothing particularly worth hiding.

Including not just our story but also the stories of other wives in the novel. While this would make the content quite complex, looking at it positively, it diversifies the characters. With proper refinement, it could actually be better.

But including the Confectionery Club members in the novel too?

"No way."

No matter how positively or optimistically I think about it, it's impossible. Setting aside the fact that they're imperial royalty from our country, foreign royalty, and the next saint of the Dawn Order, it's impossible for me both mentally and morally.

Honestly, those lunatics would probably respond with something like, "We'd be delighted to have our school days preserved in a novel." Getting permission for copyright or portrait rights wouldn't be difficult.

The loss of authority when these noble people's blunders are revealed to the public? If they cared about authority, they wouldn't have come to the Imperial Academy in the first place. Those guys are beyond anti-authority; they're anarchists.

But there's one issue. Just one critical obstacle that exists.

"They're all married now too."

Erich and Ainter are newlyweds, and Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian are engaged to be married. Exposing the first loves of guys who have already found their partners to the entire continent would be too cruel. For the sake of Luise, who was the object of their first love, it shouldn't be done.

As it is, even Zenobia and Sera don't know that Erich's first love was Luise. If that fact were to be revealed, I fear an awkward atmosphere would develop among the Kracius family daughters-in-law, so I'm desperately keeping it secret. I'm not sure about the other guys, but their situations are probably similar.

Actually, whether they're similar or not, what matters is that Erich is hiding his first love.

"If I reveal it carelessly, I'll get stabbed in my sleep."

I probably wouldn't die from it, but there would be an awkward relationship with Erich for a while. That would be troublesome.

And my wife Luise, who gained attention as the Magic-Ending Duke's disciple, would be labeled as "the woman who bewitched noble bloodlines." That's even more horrifying than me getting attacked in my sleep.

"I said I'd think about it while in Saleria."

So I carefully opened my mouth.

"Thinking about it, our story involves many people. Getting everyone's consent would be problematic, and openly revealing private lives could also be an issue."

Regrettably, I think I'll have to decline that proposal—

"Oh, if that's your concern, it's fine. It's only based on your story, not written exactly as it happened."
"What?"
"Writing it exactly would make it a diary, not a novel, right? Even the play we saw today was only inspired by Wilhelmina I's tragic love. It's quite different from actual history."

That made me reconsider. Indeed, the play we watched today seemed heavily modified, from character names to place names and even the sequence of events.

If our story is simply used as a motif like that play, the situation changes. If the characters' names and appearances are different, and the temporal and spatial settings are different, how would anyone know if the motif was about royalty or nobility?

"Even if you two met as adults, I could make you childhood friends. Or conversely, I could make you lovers whose passion ignited only in middle age!"
"Oh."

It's not a bad idea, so I started leaning toward accepting.

An author Luise admires will write a novel based on our story. Luise seems to be secretly looking forward to it, and there's no need to reveal private matters that should remain confidential.

"Should we do it?"

After all, it's Rodesa who'll be writing, not us. She'll handle the adaptation well.

"She's skilled enough to make such content pass inspection."

While there's the pretext of being based on history, Rodesa is an artist whose skill lies in pushing boundaries, enough to premiere a play that cuts off blue-blooded heads. She'll surely know how to handle content that would be troublesome if made public.

I believe in her—the author Luise loves, the monster reviewer of Balkross.


That night, I successfully got consent from the wives at the mansion. They readily agreed when I explained it would only be used as a motif.

Of course, I didn't contact the club members. Just reaching out to them would be like confessing, "The idiots in this novel are you guys, haha." For the sake of everyone's honor and mental health, it's best to pretend not to know.

After all, Rodesa's novel won't be about events at the Academy. It's just a new love in a new time and place.

It might be like hiding behind my hands, but that's how it is. Anyone who objects will be considered challenging the authority of the Imperial royalty, Armein and Yuven royalty, and the next saint.

"Brother."
"Yes?"
"Thank you."

After getting permission and putting down the communication orb, Luise hugged me with a bright smile.

"Meeting Rodesa was already delightful, but I never expected such a gift. What could be more honorable than having an author I admire write my story?"
"What are you saying? It's not our story but the author's creation."
"Right. That's true."

At my correction, Luise stepped back with a giggle.

"Then I should be happy about witnessing Rodesa's declaration to write a new work, right?"
"That's fine."

This time, I laughed. Perhaps because she's maturing, Luise has developed a somewhat sly side unlike her Academy days.

While I loved the 100% pure Luise, this Luise is charming too. No matter what kind of Luise she is, she's still Luise.

"But it's funny to ask now—will you be okay? It seems like we'll just be telling Rodesa our story until we return home."
"It's fine. I'm traveling to experience something different, and there's nothing more different than this."
"That's true."

I nodded at her logically perfect statement.

As Luise said, this is an experience we'll never have again. It's a memory unique to Luise and me that Mardo, Trixie, Rin, Eri, and Pine will never experience.

"And we won't be talking about romance all day. We can play in the morning and visit Rodesa's mansion in the afternoon. That should work."

I flinched slightly at those words.

Sorry. I naturally assumed we'd be with Rodesa 24 hours a day. It's the habit of a civil servant who sticks with a task until it's resolved...

"Right, I need to meet Allen too."

Moreover, with the help of the Minister of Culture, I've arranged meetings with not one but two authors. While I coincidentally met Rodesa on the first day, I can't expect such luck twice, so I'll need to visit Allen directly.

"...I hope Allen is normal?"

A momentary anxiety swept through my chest.

Romance novelist Rodesa showed us our revolution, but what about Allen, who writes adventure and chivalric novels? If Rodesa represents domestic revolution, would Allen write plays about revolutionary wars with other countries?

Of course, thinking rationally, that's unlikely. While Rodesa has the excuse of being based on history, there are no crazy events like revolutionary wars in continental history. Unless Allen is a true republican, an honorary Red Wave member, he couldn't write such plays.

Nevertheless, my anxiety surges, which probably indicates how impressive Rodesa's play was.

I'll likely never forget it until the day I die...

***

I feel retirement approaching.

I no longer have the physical strength to write for three days without sleep like in my youth, nor the will to sit in one place continuously, nor the creativity to quickly craft stories. Even being generous, in about three years, I won't be able to call myself a writer anymore.


Still, I have no regrets. I've done enough over the decades and written everything I wanted to write. Having achieved everything, it wouldn't be bad to withdraw with applause.

That's what I thought until a few years ago.

"The continent's greatest swordsman, huh."

Until the Imperial warrior was called the continent's greatest swordsman.

Among continental mages, there exists an overwhelming pinnacle. Even the Yuven United Kingdom, known as a magical powerhouse, acknowledges the majesty of the Magic-Ending Duke, establishing a strict hierarchy in the continental magical world.

The world of swordsmen was different. The Empire, the continent's strongest nation, and Armein Kingdom, the kingdom of knights. Due to the fierce pride battle between the two countries, a clear pinnacle of swordsmanship never emerged. Honestly, from a third-party perspective, the Empire's swordsmen seemed stronger, but it wasn't an overwhelming advantage.

In this situation, the Empire's Count Teilgleichen became the universally acknowledged pinnacle. The pinnacle of knights, the pinnacle of swordsmanship emerged during my lifetime.

"And at a young age, he even has military experience."

How could I, as a writer, resist this? What could be more beautiful to me, who often writes about swordsmen?

My fading enthusiasm reignited. I wanted to turn the life of the greatest swordsman into a novel. I wanted to record the wars of the pinnacle.

"Count Teilgleichen is planning to visit the Kingdom of Balkross soon, and he's interested in you."
"In me?"
"More precisely, in you and Miss Rodesa."

So when my friend, who serves as a minister in the Empire, contacted me, I felt the value of connections for the first time.

When he was unexpectedly promoted to minister, I teased him about whether he could adapt to such an important role. Now I see he's adapted more splendidly than anyone.

Thank you, my friend. Even if you get kicked out of your ministerial position, I'll support you.

"Though as a nobleman, he probably doesn't need my help."

Anyway, I'm excited. The thought of seeing the greatest swordsman in a few days makes it hard to sleep.

When the greatest swordsman arrives, I'll beg him even if I have to prostrate myself. Please let me turn your life into a novel. Please become the protagonist of my final work.

Since he's interested enough to come meet me—he might consider it out of pity.

***

Fortunately, I avoided the revolutionary war.

"If Your Excellency would permit it! I would like to write about Your Excellency's glorious life!"

However, I received a troublesome request in a different sense than a revolutionary war.

"What is this?"

Rodesa wants Luise's innocent love story. Allen wants the story of me wielding a sword.

Both have clear genres they want, truly befitting experienced authors.

"This is driving me crazy."

I sighed inwardly. Having already accepted Rodesa's request, rejecting Allen's would seem like favoritism toward one of them.

Moreover, Luise's eyes are sparkling. She seems moved that a respected author wants to write her beloved husband's life story.

"Truly a cultural powerhouse."

A miraculous country where guests are treated to novels.

The name "cultural powerhouse" wasn't given for nothing.


Several decades of professional dedication as a writer. Pride in a homeland that has reigned as a cultural powerhouse for centuries.

Perhaps it was the combination of these two factors that led to a proposal beyond what an ordinary person could imagine.

'A biography.'

I calmed my initially agitated mind and organized my thoughts.

Rodesa, a romance novelist, wanted to write a new work using my love story with Luise as a motif. Meanwhile, Allen, an adventure and chivalric novelist, wanted to turn my "life story" into a novel.

From the nuance, this wasn't simply using me as inspiration. He seemed to want to write a novel about my experiences, like a historical novel.

If I had to compare it to something, it would be like Romance of the Three Kingdoms. With some modifications, but essentially a novel based on history.

"It's a generous offer, but I'm only twenty-six years old. How much could one write about someone who hasn't lived a particularly long life? Even as a short story, it might not fill half a volume."

I politely expressed my reluctance to Allen's proposal.

In truth, from the moment I accepted Rodesa's request, from the moment Luise's eyes began to sparkle, accepting Allen's proposal was practically a foregone conclusion. Unlike my Academy days which involved the married life of important people, there's nothing particularly confidential about my life. My life is already being recorded in history books in real-time anyway.

And if my story—or more precisely, the story of those Six Swords—spreads widely in any form, that would actually be welcome. A great writer's novel might be more effective than a boring, rigid textbook.

"A person's life isn't valued by time. No one can deny that Your Excellency is young, but has your journey thus far been smooth and peaceful?"

Allen's rebuttal wasn't wrong, so I couldn't refuse more strongly.

There are ordinary people who live to 80 or 90 but lead such peaceful lives that they leave no mark in records. Conversely, there are great figures who die in their teens or twenties but remain in history because they lived stormy lives.

Embarrassingly, I'm closer to the latter. I've served in two wars, and as a result, I've become a key figure in the Empire at this age. I'm just rolling around like a dog because I met the wrong superior, but my actual power is quite high. Though I desperately need freedom rather than power.

"In human history, nomads and settled people have never become one. No swordsman has ever cut the sky with a single sword. No ruler has ever become a living blessed one favored by the gods."

'Why so many examples?'

Meanwhile, Allen's persuasion grew even longer.

Even as the person in question, I have to admit there are many reasons to write this. War hero, the continent's greatest swordsman, a living blessed one. Any one of these could easily make a full-length novel.

"In truth, this old man has admired armed warriors and thus created chivalry with his pen. But before I die, the continent's greatest swordsman with numerous achievements has appeared—truly, isn't this God's guidance? I want to burn the last flame of my life for Your Excellency."

"Well now."

Now that he even mentioned his limited remaining lifespan, my heart softened.

A writer my wife respects, a writer seemingly on the verge of retirement, wants to create his final work about me. How could I remain cold-hearted after hearing such words?

"It's not a particularly interesting life, but I'm looking forward to seeing how this uninteresting life becomes a masterpiece through the hands of a great writer."

So I nodded to Allen. Let's give it a try.

"However, to write about my story, you can't leave out the wars, and that's not something that can be explained in a day or two. Besides, I have other schedules and can't spend an entire day on this."

Instead, I clearly mentioned that there would be some difficulties in conveying my life story.

With the need to enjoy my honeymoon to the fullest, and with collaboration with Rodesa already planned, adding collaboration with Allen? Inevitably, I would have limited time to devote to Allen.

"Since I'm the one asking Your Excellency, I should naturally accommodate your schedule. Please come whenever it's convenient for you."


Of course, Allen wasn't an unreasonable person, so he understood.

If someone asks for a favor first and then gets angry when you can't make time, what kind of person would that be? Something close to a beast.

"...Oh, I felt awkward meeting you empty-handed, so I prepared a gift. I hope it suits your taste."

"Thank you, Your Excellency! I'll drink it with joy on the day I complete your biography!"

I handed Allen the Voyaare wine that had momentarily slipped from my memory.

I almost brought it as a gift only to take it back.

While it was about turning my life into a novel, I needed external cooperation for a smoother process.

"A biography of the Minister?"
"Yes, well. Somehow it turned out that way."

More specifically, I needed the cooperation of the Emperor, who holds all the Empire's information in one hand.

The Great Punitive War where the Khagan's head was taken, the Northern Campaign that made the North imperial territory. In both wars, I wasn't part of the command like a commander or officer, but more like a joker deployed for battle. So unless I specifically accessed information, it was difficult to grasp the overall flow of the war.

The Emperor, on the other hand, inevitably knows not only the war situation but also the situation in the homeland, the rear. If the Emperor doesn't know the information, who would?

"It's a glorious moment when nomads who have opposed settled people for thousands of years bow to the Empire. It's an opportunity to announce this glory to the entire continent in the form of a novel, so wouldn't it be better to announce it more accurately?"

"Hmm."

At my suggestion, the Emperor fell into deep thought, stroking his chin.

The Empire has already included the two wars in the educational curriculum to demonstrate the combination of settled people and nomads, to show off the Empire's great victory, and to announce the legitimacy of the Empire's rule over the North. Even during my time as an Academy inspector, wasn't the story of the Six Swords in the history textbooks?

Moreover, unlike the Northern Campaign that ended in the Empire's perfect victory, the Great Punitive War, where we were terribly harassed by the Khagan, was a war with a bitter aftertaste. Because of that war, other countries looked at the Empire with the attitude of "The Empire struggled against mere nomads?" for a while.

In such a situation, a third party like Valcross, not the Empire itself, describes the Great Punitive War? And not in a boring textbook but in a novel by a great writer?

"Not bad."

It's an opportunity to inform the entire continent about the monstrous aspects of the Khagan. At the same time, it's also an opportunity to announce the majesty of the Empire that won against such a monster.

And not because the Empire requested it first, but because a representative writer from a cultural powerhouse volunteered. This reduces suspicions about neutrality and objectivity, and the quality of the work can only improve.

"I understand the Minister's intention well. So, what do you want from me?"

"I need records about the Great Punitive War and the Northern Campaign that the Ministry of War and the Imperial Army are keeping. Of course, even excluding confidential information that would be inconvenient to disclose, more detailed information would make the writing activity smoother."

Information I don't know, information fading from my memory. Such information should also be provided to Allen to make his writing easier.

And having documents means I can talk less. It's absolutely necessary for my own comfort.

"It's not impossible, but."

However, unlike earlier when he showed a positive response, this time the Emperor showed a somewhat lukewarm reaction.

"We can't carelessly pass military information to a foreign civilian. Even if it's intended to be recorded as a novel, raw information and processed content are different."

"Then...?"

"Have Allen sign a confidentiality agreement."


I nodded calmly at the obvious statement. Logically, the Emperor's request is reasonable.

"And about the profits from publishing the novel. Make sure to clearly demand shares for both the Minister and the Empire. We're providing information about the Minister's life and the Empire, so we should receive compensation."

I flinched momentarily at the thriftiness of demanding material compensation as well.

I was simply focused on spreading their names, the Empire's honor, widely. I hadn't thought of commercial gain.

'Money is a major issue.'

It's embarrassing. If books are sold, profits will inevitably be generated. Blinded by honor, I almost missed out on obvious gains.

"If those two conditions are met, we'll proceed with providing information."

"Thank you for your generous decision, Your Majesty."

"It's nothing. When a foreign writer voluntarily wants to elevate the Empire's dignity, shouldn't we provide this much consideration?"

***

The next day, Count Teilgleichen visited again.

I thought he would come in about three days since he said he had other schedules, but he came right away. I was glad that the Count seemed interested in this writing project.

"Before we start in earnest, there's something we need to agree on. How will the profits be distributed when the novel is published?"

"Profits... you say?"

However, I was a bit disappointed that it was about profits, not information transfer.

Still, profit distribution is an important agenda. If anything, the belief that the Minister would be more proactive if profits were involved—

"His Majesty said that if appropriate profits are ceded to the Empire, he would provide information from the Ministry of War and the Imperial Army for smoother writing activities. Of course, on the condition that it's prohibited to leak to others."

"I'll dedicate all of it to Your Excellency and the Empire."

"...Pardon?"

Seeing the Count blink in confusion, I spoke more firmly.

"All sales profits. I'll dedicate them 50-50 to Your Excellency and the Empire. I'm satisfied with just writing Your Excellency's biography."

Originally, I was thinking of taking 30% and giving the rest to the Minister.

But what? Beyond simply hearing from the person involved, I'll also receive information officially organized by the Empire?

'I should be paying them.'

I can give up such profits anytime. Rather, I should dedicate part of the wealth I've accumulated so far.

'This is amazing.'

My already pounding heart beat even more violently.

The last flame of my writing career. I was convinced that this flame would burn so hot that it would remain in the continent's history for a long time.

Originally, historical novels or biographies are half successful if the historical research is thorough. Now I'll be able to maintain perfect historical accuracy, the most important aspect.

# Visitors from the Empire

"I am here to see Count Teilgleichen. I am Friedrich Delmion from the 3rd Section of the War Ministry's Staff Department."

A visitor with the same name as our second son.

"Friedrich."
"Yes, Count. I am honored to share a name with your son."

When I unconsciously murmured the visitor's name, he bowed his head in response, apparently aware that he shared a name with our second son.

I tried not to show it, but I couldn't hide my delight. Even if their age and appearance are completely different, don't you find yourself drawn to someone with the same name? Especially when it's the same as my son's.

"That's a wonderful name. I think I'll never forget it."
"It's an honor, my lady."

Luise seemed to share my sentiment as she greeted him with a bright smile.

Yes, it's a good name. Friedrich is an excellent name that our entire family, including Luise and myself, carefully chose together. The fact that someone else already bears this name only proves how good it is. After all, there's usually a reason why some names aren't commonly used.

"Please, have a seat. You must be tired from your long journey."
"Thank you, Count."

I offered a seat to our guest—the Friedrich prototype.

Even with teleportation magic, he traveled all the way from the Empire to Valcross. Moreover, he wouldn't have come if not for my request, so as the cause of his journey, I should treat him with special hospitality.

"You arrived faster than I expected. I thought it would take longer since you're a government official crossing borders."
"Fortunately, Valcross was very cooperative. Being a cultural powerhouse, they seem quite generous when it comes to matters related to writing."
"Indeed. They certainly live up to their reputation."

I nodded at Friedrich's words.

I had wondered how a current official could arrive so quickly, unlike me who's on vacation. It seems Valcross's borders become more lenient when cultural matters are involved.

"Besides, I crossed the border alone rather than with a group, so there was little cause for concern. At times like this, I'm quite proud of being able to use magic."

After saying this, Friedrich gave a small laugh and handed over a rather large bag.

"These are the materials you requested regarding the Great Punitive War and the Northern Campaign. Although confidential information has been excluded, it still contains quite a substantial amount of data, including not only the frontline situation but also rear supply status and central meeting proceedings."
"I can see that. I'm actually relieved it fits in just one bag."
"The capacity is larger than it appears, thanks to magical enhancement."
"Oh my."

With magic involved, the actual capacity must be four or five times what it appears. I'm afraid Alden's last flame might be extinguished just from reading all these materials.

"Also, His Grace the Victorious Duke said to contact him anytime if you have questions about anything not covered in the materials. He mentioned this is his first experience with something like this and finds it interesting."
"If he were to write his autobiography, he could build a castle with it. I wonder why he would be interested in the life story of a much younger colleague."
"Well, he would have to write an autobiography himself, wouldn't he? He's probably too busy with his duties to find the time."
"That's true."

I couldn't help but laugh at his convincingly logical response.

He's right. Unless you're my first father-in-law who's essentially retired and unemployed, writing an autobiography would require the Victorious Duke, who serves as the Imperial Army's Deputy Commander, to have two bodies.

"I should ask him to include a lot about you in my story as well."
"The Victorious Duke would be pleased by the Count's consideration."

For a moment, I wondered if I should share the profits with the Victorious Duke, but quickly dismissed the idea. A duke wouldn't be interested in earnings from a child's life story.


He probably just wants his name mentioned since it's about the life of his honorary son. Like enthusiastic fans who would appear for free when their favorite novel is being made into a movie.

"Then I'll take my leave now."
"What? Already?"
"What could be more inconsiderate than interrupting a honeymoon? Having delivered everything I needed to, I'll wish you both a pleasant journey."

As he tried to stand up, I rose before him and pressed down on his shoulder.

"You came all this way at my request, so I can't just let you go. I know you must have many duties back home, so I won't keep you long, but at least join us for a meal."
"No, Count. How could I impose on your time—"
"We would feel uncomfortable sending away someone who came here for our sake."

With Luise's supporting fire, Friedrich's eyes darted back and forth.

I understand his feelings. With work waiting for him back home, enjoying a foreign business trip would be difficult, and even if forced to stay in Valcross, dealing with a minister and his wife would be burdensome. So completing his task quickly and returning would be mentally easier.

But as Luise said, sending away someone who came for us without even offering a meal would be heartless. It would make me feel like an inconsiderate civilian who used a civil servant for personal matters.

And although it might be uncomfortable now, the experience of dining with me will become a valuable asset for the Friedrich prototype. I'm willing to give this much of a gift to someone who shares a name with my second son.

"...I appreciate your consideration. If it's not an imposition, I'll gratefully accept your invitation."
"Good decision."

I nodded with satisfaction as Friedrich bowed his head after a brief silence.

Friedrich Delmion from the War Ministry's Staff Department. Just as I was pleased to see his name, I hope good things come to him because of this meal with me.

***

Indeed, the love between a spring-like young lady and a knife-sharp nobleman was fascinating and heart-pounding.

"Actually, when I was young, my older sister passed away from an illness. Because I monopolized the love that should have gone to my sister, she didn't receive treatment in time."
"Oh my. That must have been heartbreaking at such a young age."
"I think that's why I became afraid of love afterward. Rather than loving someone in particular, I felt I needed to treat everyone equally."

While giving the young lady a sympathetic look, my hand instinctively wrote down her words.

A warm and gentle young lady who seemed to have stepped out of a novel. Behind her past lay a tragic story that could also have come from a novel.

As a person, I felt sorry for her, but as a writer, I almost couldn't help but admire it. A young lady who feared and avoided love. And the young, handsome nobleman who opened her heart.

"My brother... also lost someone precious, just like me."

Even that nobleman carried similar pain to the young lady's.

My hand, which had been moving quickly, began to tremble. I've never seen such perfect material before.

"I can't presume to understand both your pain, but I'm glad you were able to find someone to love."

Of course, despite my excitement, I continuously offered words of comfort.

A writer's interest should never overtake human decency. No matter how perfect the material, if it's someone's tragedy, one shouldn't rejoice. To remain human while being a writer, I must never forget this.

"I never expected to have this kind of relationship with my brother. It would take a miracle for us to be at the Academy together, wouldn't it?"
"Indeed. With a four-year age difference, even if the Count had chosen the Academy instead of becoming an official, you shouldn't have met."

This actually surprises me too. If the Count had chosen the Academy, he would have graduated before the young lady enrolled, but by choosing the path of an official, he was able to see her. The choice that seemed unlikely to connect him with the young lady actually became the catalyst for their meeting.

This can only be called destiny. People destined to meet will meet regardless of the choices they make.


"By the way, where is the Count? Although I think I'll be overwhelmed just recording your story for now, the Count doesn't seem like someone who would leave his wife behind."

After writing non-stop, I finally noticed something odd and spoke up.

"Oh. My brother went to see Alden. Alden also wanted to write a novel about our story, like you, Ms. Rodesa."
"That old man? Wasn't he grumbling about retiring because his mind was getting stiff?"
"He said he wanted to burn his last flame on the subject of the continent's greatest swordsman."
"Ah."

I nodded immediately, understanding completely.

That old man would definitely have become a knight if he'd been born in Armein. No, even here in Valcross, he would have chosen the path of knighthood if his body had been a bit stronger.

For someone like that, it's only natural that his eyes would light up at the sight of the continent's greatest swordsman. He probably would have squeezed out the last of his life force to leave behind a final work, even if he was physically impaired.

"Hehe, the Count must be very busy. Telling me about romance and the old man about martial arts—he must be exhausted."
"It's fine. My brother actually enjoys it. He says our children might read our story someday."
"Well, when you put it that way, I have no choice but to write even more diligently."

Both the young lady and I burst into laughter at that.

The story I write becomes the eternal memory of a couple, passed down to their children. As a writer, it's both joyful and honorable.

***

When Count Teilgleichen arrived with all those materials, I felt like I was flying.

Although he said confidential information was excluded, honestly, as a commoner, I could never access even the general materials no matter how hard I tried. So how could I not be delighted to obtain such documents?

"Since there are many materials from the Great Punitive War onward, I'll start by briefly telling you about the time before the war. Is that alright?"
"Of course! Please speak as you find comfortable!"

Moreover, he was willing to share stories from his childhood that no one except family would know.

At times like this, I resented my aging body. One wrong move and I might have died from excessive cardiac activity.

"The Kracius Family had a tradition of raising children strictly. My grandfather raised my father that way, so even though my father was full of affection for his children, it was a tradition he found difficult to go against."

I hastily grabbed my pen as the Count began speaking calmly.

"If you ask whether my childhood was happy, I would find it difficult to say yes, even as a white lie."

My hand trembled as he spoke of the hero's hardships.

"Even as a nobleman, I was still human. For a child craving parental love to only swing a sword—it would be stranger if I were happy."

However, contrary to my excitement, a bitter smile hung on the Count's lips as he let out a small laugh.

I should probably moderate the content for the sake of the Count and the Kracius Family.

'A father full of affection for his children.'

Though the past may have been sad, he seems to have overcome those wounds now.

I cannot reopen the wounds of a family that has overcome its sorrows and risen again just for my satisfaction. Besides, the real story begins with the war rather than his childhood—

"Then I had a fall from a horse. I really thought I was going to die then."
'Ah.'

Something too significant to skip just came up.

# The Great Punitive War

Before the Great Punitive War, there wasn't much worth telling, so I skimmed through those parts.

While memories of my childhood exist, I couldn't convey them vividly since I hadn't experienced them directly. Besides, this body's childhood didn't contain any particularly interesting events.

At most, I could only mention that the Kracius Family once had strict and stern family traditions, that the original owner of this body loved his parents despite those circumstances, that he quietly worked hard to gain his beloved parents' attention, and that he eventually fell off a horse. That's about all there is to tell.

'Is that enough?'

Come to think of it, it seems more than sufficient for childhood episodes. It's suitable material for a protagonist's tragedy.

The problem is that the real tragedy hasn't even begun yet.

"It was when I was 16, I believe? I did lose consciousness briefly from falling off a horse, but thanks to Enen's blessing, I was able to open my eyes safely. After that, I trained while being careful with my body."

"I-I see."

To be precise, I trained half-heartedly with a "noble life is sweet" mindset, but that was only half-hearted compared to my childhood. Objectively speaking, I trained quite diligently.

Probably. I can't be certain since my only points of comparison are myself and Erich.

"I spent my time ordinarily like that until I became an adult at 17. While it was customary for Imperial nobles to enter the Academy at that age, I chose a different path."

Unfortunately, the fact that I'm an uneducated adult is widely known throughout the continent. Even if I don't say it myself, Allen probably knows well what path I chose.

My past choice of civil service rather than Academy enrollment, under the pretext of loyalty to the Imperial Family and the Empire. When others were sitting at Academy desks scribbling with pens, I had to go north and swing a sword.

The thought of how miserably I failed because of that choice makes my teeth clench, but there were relationships I formed because I chose the civil servant route. Thinking about that, I would have made the same choice even if I could go back.

I would have hesitated quite a bit, but the result would have been the same. Anyway, that's how it is.

"Hmm. As expected, there's not much to tell about pre-war stories. I feel embarrassed for telling such insubstantial tales."

"Not at all, Your Excellency. It was a deeply moving story."

"Was it? I'm glad to hear that."

I smiled slightly at Allen's words and shuffled through the pile of documents Friedrich had brought.

"Now, to properly understand the Great Punitive War, it's best to start with this."

I found the list of Audit Department members who went north during the Great Punitive War and handed it to Allen.

A list containing the names of the Minister and the 4th Section. A list of seven team leaders and their members, including myself.

"There were six Count Livnomans, I see."

A list where those guys' names were written at the very front, having received the highest honorary medal of Count Livnoman.

"They were remarkable fellows. They were team leaders of the 4th Section who fought alongside me until the end."

Count Livnoman is considered superior to all other counts, so those guys became my superiors. They started as commoners but ended up as nobles looking down on counts.

"And here. Hecate Larid of Count Livnoman was my first love."

"...Pardon?"

I could feel Allen's agitation at my sudden declaration.

It's a natural reaction. If someone who's already married to six women mentions a first love, especially identifying a former commoner who received the Livnoman title as that first love, confusion would be the typical response.

Still, if my life were to be written as a novel, Hecate couldn't be omitted. If I've decided to reveal everything to the world, I should reveal it all.

That is my courtesy and duty toward Hecate.

"My family knows about this, so don't worry. There's no need to hide it."

My family knows that I held Hecate in my heart.

Rather, isn't it more impressive to tell the story of a man who closed his heart after losing his first love, then formed new connections? It emphasizes the greatness of my wives.

'Wouldn't Allen like that kind of story?'

Well, Rodesa would probably enjoy love-related stories more than Allen.

***


The Count, who had made such a shocking declaration so casually, continued speaking calmly.

"—I started as a mere team member, but suddenly the team leader and other executives died. Thanks to that, a clueless guy like me became team leader and was unexpectedly sent to the North."

"You had a tumultuous beginning."

As if what he had just said was nothing special.

He was so nonchalant that I wondered if I had misheard. But the Count's eyes and voice conveyed an undeniable truth. Above all, they contained intense emotion.

I definitely didn't mishear. The Count truly had a first love. Although the other person was a commoner, he loved them sincerely, and they couldn't be together because death separated them.

'I'm listening to a story knowing it has a tragic ending.'

It was bitter. The world might think of the Count's life as the brilliant journey of noble blood, but looking more closely, it wasn't so brilliant after all.

He lost a friend and a lover who transcended social status on the battlefield. How could the power and honor gained in exchange be considered compensation? No one who knows the Count's circumstances could say such a thing.

"It's embarrassing to say this about what is now Imperial territory, but the North was a terrible place. The terror of tens of thousands of cavalry charging at once was indescribable."

"Anyone would be afraid witnessing such a sight."

"Thank you for saying so."

The Count chuckled softly and pulled something else from the pile of documents.

"Actually, these were more problematic than the cavalry. I wondered where such monsters came from."

At those words, I quickly read through the documents the Count handed me.

"The Eight Stallions. Honestly, each one was a capable individual who could have claimed to be a Khagan. In a way, the nomadic forces at that time could be seen as a collection of various kingdoms."

It was such an attractive subject that I unconsciously swallowed.

As a person, I sympathize with the Count and the Imperial people who fought against such monsters—but as a writer, I'm delighted by eight villains, each with intense characteristics.

Moreover, even these Eight Stallions were merely subordinates to someone.

"The Heavenly Usurper could truly be called a Khagan who reigned above the khans."

The subordinate of the calamity named the Heavenly Usurper.

"Y-Your Excellency. How can you say 'Khagan'...?"

"What does it matter? In the end, he was a loser who knelt before the Empire's majesty."

"That's true, but..."

I nodded, feeling bewildered by his statement that showed the composure of a victor.

An Imperial noble, who shouldn't acknowledge another empire or emperor, called the Heavenly Usurper a Khagan. This too was something he could say because the Empire had defeated that Khagan and occupied the North.

"Ah, in the novel, call him the Heavenly Usurper. Many people would react sensitively if the word 'Khagan' appears."

"Of course. Don't worry."

"Reassuring. I'll trust you."

The Count nodded with satisfaction at my answer.

"Speaking of the Eight Stallions, shall I explain about these fellows? This guy named Talara was exceptionally crazy among the eight—"

As I watched the Count continue speaking without hesitation, an indescribable emotion welled up inside me.

I couldn't tell whether this was sympathy for someone who had achieved victory through tragedy, or admiration for a young man who had persevered despite his youth.

But whatever emotion I felt didn't matter. After all, there was only one thing I could do.

'Create the best work.'

For the Count who decided to reveal his tragedy. For the Count who shared his pain, I would pour my soul into completing my final work.

That was my only consideration, and the best consideration.

...


'First love.'

Even as I recorded the Count's words, I pondered seriously.

To write the Count's biography, I couldn't omit this first love story, but sadly, I'm not skilled at expressing love. Especially tender and tragic love.

Ms. Rodesa would be more proficient with such themes. Perhaps I should collaborate with her?

'Not a bad idea.'

If I'm covering the Count's life, I'll inevitably need to write about the post-war story as well. The Count reigned as the continent's greatest swordsman not during the war but after it.

And after the war, the Count who lost his first love gained six wives. My mission is to cover the great hero's wounds, overcoming, and glory in their entirety.

'Collaboration would be best.'

As it happens, Ms. Rodesa is writing about the love stories between the Count and his wives, so I'll leave the romance parts to her.

She might complain about being busy with her own work, but how many times have I helped her? If we're covering similar content, she'll probably just complain a few times before agreeing.

"I heard that Talara joined the Khagan because he was defeated in a one-on-one battle with him. They say he charged in because he couldn't take orders from someone weaker than himself, which sounds just like him."

Meanwhile, the Count's story was becoming increasingly interesting.

A villain obsessed with fighting. Few villains are more appealing than that.

***

They say people become friends quickly when they badmouth the same person together. As we criticized Talara's madness and outrageous behavior, I felt closer to Allen.

Of course, I'm not grateful to you, Mr. Talara. Considering how much trouble you caused me, it would still be a loss even if I became close with the King of Valcross instead of Allen.

"You're back?"

"Sorry. Am I late?"

"Not at all. I just got here myself."

Returning to the resort with that subtle sense of relief, I was greeted by Luise, who seemed to have just changed her clothes.

"Talking about old stories made time fly. We almost ended up chatting until dawn."

"Hehe. Actually, me too. Ms. Rodesa responded so well that I enjoyed it even more."

"They say husband and wife are one in heart if not in body. It's really true."

I smiled at the realization that we were in the same situation.

But what can we do? Neither Luise nor I have ordinary pasts, and we rarely get legal opportunities to share them like this. When else could we tell our stories?

"Still, now that I've handed over the materials to Allen, I won't need to stay this long from tomorrow. Should I go see Rodesa with my extra time?"

"Um... Brother."

Luise carefully tugged at my sleeve.

"I have some time left too, and you have free time as well, right?"

"Yes. I've said almost everything I needed to."

"Then how about we make a maple instead of a cherry blossom?"

"Huh?"

At her sudden suggestion, I looked at Luise, whose face now resembled a maple leaf.

"M-Mar sister brought Nar during the trip! I don't want to go back empty-handed either!"

When I stared at her, Luise let out a shriek.

Wait, I didn't say I didn't want to.

'To think Luise would bring this up first.'

I feel embarrassed rather than perplexed. As her elder and husband, I should have fulfilled her wishes first.

I was so focused on storytelling that I forgot my natural duty.

The guilt and self-loathing I felt toward Luise, who had spoken first, jolted my body and mind into a state of alertness.

As a husband on our honeymoon, I had failed to do what I should have. Unable to bear it any longer, my wife was the first to mention the rights and duties of a married couple.

How nervous and embarrassed she must have been during that process. This was a catastrophe I couldn't excuse even if I had ten mouths. If Luise weren't so generous by nature, it wouldn't have been strange if she had punched me in the chest ten thousand times.

'Like a dull-witted slave.'

The dull-witted slave who used to follow the Emperor's every command had now devolved into a dull-witted husband. How dreadful.

That's why I held Luise in my arms with a heavy heart. To show my remorse, I whispered words of affection two or three times more than usual.

Of course, twice infinity is still infinity, and three times infinity is also infinity, but my heart transcended infinity. Mere mathematics cannot constrain human potential.

However, as always, my sincerity seems a bit too much for my wife's delicate body to handle.

"...Are you okay?"

I gently stroked Luise's head, but there was no response. It seems she had fainted.

'I overdid it.'

I smiled bitterly as I felt the sunlight coming through the curtains. Normally when I put my heart into it like this, it would take a few days, but this honeymoon didn't allow for that. We had two authors eagerly waiting for our visit.

Having extra time didn't mean we could be no-shows for two or three days. If we stayed holed up in the resort, Rodesa and Allen would be burning with impatience.

So I compressed several days' worth of love into one night, and...

'I shouldn't have done that.'

I didn't know.

Or perhaps I did know, but my burning passion overwhelmed my cool reasoning. How could I back down when Luise was the one who suggested it first—that kind of passionate thinking consumed everything.

As a result, only Luise suffered. Not only did I embarrass her, but I also caused her physical distress.

'It's fortunate that Luise is a magician.'

I sighed in relief without realizing it. I'm so grateful that Luise is a magician, and not just any magician, but Trixie's disciple.

If her body hadn't been enhanced by magic, what might have happened? It's frightening just to imagine.

"Let's rest well today. Allen and Rodesa will understand if we take one day off."

After whispering gently to the still unconscious Luise, I picked up the communication device from the bedside table.

I'm sorry, but I'll have to tell them we can't come today due to circumstances. In this situation, forcing ourselves to go would only exhaust Luise.

I can't allow Luise to suffer just for our enjoyment.

***

The Count sent word that he wouldn't be able to visit today.

I'm grateful for such consideration. A couple on their honeymoon is giving precious time to strangers they've just met and sharing secret stories that can't be heard elsewhere. Honestly, Ms. Rodesa and I are already more than satisfied with what we've heard so far, so we couldn't complain even if they returned home today. Despite this, the Count informed us of his schedule for our convenience.

Moreover, unlike Ms. Rodesa, I received materials compiled by the Empire. While the aftermath stories might be too much, I have enough information to write brilliantly about the Count's military service days.

"What? So not only is the Countess unable to come, but Count Kracius can't come either?"
"A married couple is one, as they say. If the Countess can't come, naturally the Count can't either."

I nodded calmly at Ms. Rodesa's words, who had received the message before me.

When a couple on their honeymoon suddenly stops their external activities, the reason is obvious. It's something everyone knows but can't speak of freely.

"Well, since the two of them are taking a rest, we can spend today by ourselves."
"Indeed. We had plenty to talk about anyway, so this works out well."

With those words, Ms. Rodesa brought out a notebook filled with her terrible handwriting.

"Every time I see it, your handwriting amazes me."

"I have to write quickly, so it can't be helped. If anything, it's strange that you maintain your handwriting while writing so fast, old man."
"In my day, everyone—"
"Look. This is the part where the Countess and Count first met."

I sighed as Ms. Rodesa naturally cut off my words.

To think that respect and consideration for elders has fallen so low. What will become of the brilliant and beautiful Balkross literary world?

'To think this person is the next great writer.'

The future of Balkross literature. Is this really okay?

"Oh, by the way, I heard something curious from the Countess."
"What is it?"
"She mentioned that the Count had a first love. Having a first love isn't strange, right? Even nobles are human and can fall in love."
"Y-yes, that's right."

I answered reluctantly, knowing who she was referring to.

"But the Countess said the Count lost someone precious. I suppose that would be this first love she mentioned?"

I pondered for a moment. The Count had directly told me about the death of his first love, but it seems the Countess had only alluded to it indirectly.

The reason is easy to guess. The Count's first love is not something easily discussed, even by his wife. Someone's first love is something only that person can speak about.

'It should be fine to tell her.'

However, the Count had already informed me about his first love's death. He didn't specifically ask me to keep it secret, so I assume it's acceptable to include in the novel. If it's content for the novel, it will eventually become public knowledge.

In that case, sharing information for more thorough and perfect writing should be permissible. It should be fine to confirm Ms. Rodesa's speculation.

"That's right. His Excellency lost his first love during the Great Punitive War."
"How sad. The Countess lost her sister to illness, and the Count lost his first love to war... They're both people who found each other after experiencing wounds."
"Indeed. Wounds that can never be erased."

Hearing Ms. Rodesa's voice full of sympathy, I casually handed her the paper I had been keeping.

"Speaking of which, could you help me with the story of His Excellency's first love? With my abilities, I can't capture this poignancy properly."
"No, that's a bit... I already have so much to write."
"Consider it this old man's last request and think about it positively. I intend to make His Excellency's biography my final work. Even if it's not my field, I don't want to write even the smallest part inadequately."

After saying that, I looked directly into Ms. Rodesa's eyes.

"Haven't I made many efforts for you? When your manuscript burned in that fire, and you were crying because the competition deadline was approaching, I—"
"W-why are you bringing up something from so long ago!"
"Shall we talk about something more recent then? When you wanted to hold an exhibition at Saleria Hall, and those old fogies were foaming at the mouth in opposition. The one who persuaded them one by one—"

Before I could finish, Ms. Rodesa snatched the paper.

I thought she wouldn't forget the favors I'd done. She's not the type to take the sweet and spit out the bitter.

"...Just this once."
"I don't plan to pick up my pen again after this anyway. If anything, you'll be the one asking me for favors."
"You always have to have the last word."

I couldn't help but smile seeing Ms. Rodesa grumbling.

She may express dissatisfaction now, but it's obvious she'll become like me as she ages. The longer you stay in this field, the only things that improve are your tongue and hand movements.

"Huh?"

Ms. Rodesa's eyes widened as she read the paper while muttering.

"What? The Imperial Count's first love was a commoner? Is this true?"
"Mind your words. He is now Count Livnoman."
"But at that time, he was a commoner, wasn't he!"

Ms. Rodesa's eyes began to sparkle.

Love that transcends social status. She seems captivated by the tragic ending.


***

After taking a day of rest for Luise's health, we visited Allen and Rodesa's mansion every day.

It could have been tedious, but since I told different stories each day, far from being bored, I found new enjoyment every time. Was I always someone who enjoyed talking?

Or perhaps it was the passionate and intense reactions of the two writers that excited me. They were not only good writers but also good listeners.

"We plan to return home in two days. I've enjoyed our many conversations during this time."
"How regrettable. I knew this day would come, but now that I must part with Your Excellency, I feel like crying."
"Well now. I'm glad to have formed such a special relationship with a great writer."

I slightly raised the corner of my mouth at Allen's sincere expression of regret.

In truth, I'm regretful too. I had a basic fondness for him from our first meeting because he was Luise's favorite author, and afterward, he showed passion for turning my story into a novel. He listened attentively to whatever I said, which only increased my fondness.

If I could, I'd like to take him back to the Empire. I gave up on the idea because he takes such pride in being from Balkross.

"Tomorrow, Luise and I will probably enjoy our last bit of sightseeing. So consider today our last meeting, and let me give you a small gift."
"A gift? I've already received so much from Your Excellency."
"Then think of it as advice for your writing. That's not entirely incorrect."

After saying that, I stood up. It was a gift inappropriate to present indoors.

"Shall we step outside for a moment?"
"Ah, yes."

As Allen obediently followed me out, I handled the sword I had purchased yesterday.

It's the finest quality sword available for immediate purchase, so I believe it will serve its purpose well.

When discussing the Great Punitive War and the Northern Expedition, there's an element that absolutely cannot be omitted.

The nomads galloping across the steppes? The imperial army bravely fighting back? The monsters on both sides killing each other?

All three are important, but there's something even more intense.

"T-t-this is..."
"This is Myeolse. Also called Heaven Slash."

That's right, Myeolse, or Heaven Slash.

The Khagan's trademark and the symbol of the Great Punitive War.

"The Rebel Emperor frequently used this Myeolse to break the imperial army's morale. However, people emerged on the imperial side, including myself, who could crudely imitate this technique."
"Y-you mean several people could do this?"
"They're all dead now except for me."

After casually shrugging my shoulders, I sheathed the sword I was holding.

"I mentioned before, didn't I? During the Great Punitive War, we fought with Tala and Myeolse, and during the Northern Expedition, I faced off against Dorgon."
"Y-yes... you certainly did."
"You should at least know what kind of technique Myeolse is to describe it better. So I put in some effort as both a gift and advice."

Of course, it wasn't me but the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Using a technique that's difficult to use freely even within the Empire in a foreign country—how much trouble did the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs go through for this performance?

They probably persuaded Balkross with all sorts of sweet talk: it's not a show of force but for literary development; I'll teach it just once; please understand that I'll only demonstrate it once.

"How is it? Seeing it in person feels quite different, doesn't it?"
"It's beyond words..."
"I'm glad you're satisfied."

With those words, I handed the sword to Allen.

"Here, this is also a gift. If your memory becomes hazy, looking at this sword might help refresh your recollection."

At my joke, Allen's eyes trembled roughly.

I thought it was a clever joke, but was it not funny?

After leaving a guestbook entry in the Saleria sky two days ago, I finished preparations to return home as scheduled.

During those two days, Luise also gave a gift to Rodesa. Fortunately, it wasn't something like her teacher Trixie dropping a meteor from the sky, but rather a modest gift of homemade cookies and cake. Apparently, sweets help when you have a job that involves being cooped up thinking all day.

Rodesa seemed genuinely happy receiving the gift, not just being polite. "Where else would I get to taste desserts made by a noblewoman herself! I wish I could cast a preservation spell to keep them forever, but I can't do that to something meant to be eaten!"

Her reason for joy might be a bit different, but she was happy nonetheless. I'm glad she liked the gift.

'It went well until the end.'

So I met with the two authors Luise admired, received their promise that our story would be turned into a novel, provided all sorts of information for their writing, and gave them gifts before saying goodbye. I had filled our schedule so thoroughly that I could return to the Empire without any regrets.

Honestly, it was more of a writing trip than a honeymoon, but neither Luise nor I had any complaints. This too was a precious memory that only the two of us could experience.

"If we have a second child, I'm thinking of calling it Ria while in the womb."

And it was a monumental day when a new child might have been conceived between Luise and me.

Of course, we can't know yet whether Luise is carrying life. But based on our pattern so far, I'm confident Luise will have our second child. Perhaps it's because we've received the blessing of three gods, but when I put in effort, the gods generously gift us with life.

"Didn't you say you'd call it Danpung?"
"Danpung is nice too... but this is the city where our memories are, right? I'd like to remember those memories through the baby's prenatal name."

Luise giggled, grabbed my sleeve, and whispered very softly:

"So let's use Danpung for our third child."

She whispered something quite provocative.

I couldn't help but laugh. Dreaming of a third child when the second wasn't even certain yet. Should I consider this excessive greed or overflowing maternal love?

"I'll have to work hard to prepare the inheritance for Ria and Danpung."

When I whispered back into Luise's ear, her face bloomed like a cherry blossom.

'Three children.'

At the same time, I imagined the future of the Great Kracius family.

While Luise has three children, the other wives certainly won't sit idle. If six wives have three children each, that's a total of 18 children. We could establish FC Kracius with 11 starting players and 7 substitutes. If Erich puts in a little effort, we could even have our own 11:11 matches.

It's a future that gives me chills just imagining it. A family with over twenty children between two brothers. An incredible achievement that no one could surpass except for the overwhelming number one, the Golden Duke.

'...What happens when they have grandchildren?'

In the midst of this, I started worrying about a future beyond FC Kracius. Could there be a disaster where I mix up my grandchildren's names? That would be quite troublesome.

Can't be helped. I should decide my grandchildren's names in advance. If I prepare about 50 names, I can successfully face the future decades from now.

A grandfather who doesn't falter when swarms of little grandchildren come running. A grandfather who skillfully calls identical brothers and sisters by their correct names.

'Perfect.'

Even I think I'd be the most impressive grandfather in the Empire. Add a bit of pocket money, and the grandchildren would be ecstatic.

"Brother? What's wrong?"

When I started grinning to myself, Luise tilted her head curiously.

"I was just imagining Ria walking."
"What? She's not even born yet."

I smiled awkwardly as Luise chuckled.

I didn't have the courage to say, "I was imagining giving pocket money to my grandchildren."


Shortly after arriving at the Capital, a summons from the Emperor arrived. I had a good idea why, so I obediently headed to the Sun Palace.

"Has the Minister arrived?"
"Oh, Minister of Audit. You returned today."

Not only the Emperor but also the Minister of Foreign Affairs welcomed me.

'The Foreign Minister is here too?'

I flinched involuntarily. While I could be confident before the Emperor, I couldn't be so before the Foreign Minister.

Honestly, if my life story becomes a novel, it could promote "the awesome heyday of the North and the Empire that defeated such a North." This benefits the Emperor too, so the Emperor and I are temporary allies in this matter.

The Foreign Minister, on the other hand, has no stake in this. He has no reason to feel proud about the Empire's prestige being elevated like the Emperor does, nor does he share my interest in preserving my story in a book.

Nevertheless, the Foreign Minister suffered because of this matter. He had to use all his strength to persuade the Valcross diplomatic department to allow the use of Sky Slash in a foreign country.

"Thanks to Your Majesty and the Minister's concern, I was able to return safely."

So I bowed respectfully to both the Emperor and the Foreign Minister.

To the Emperor with ceremonial sincerity. To the Minister with genuine apology.

"Oh my, thanks to our concern? What embarrassing words. Who in this continent would worry about harming the Minister? Actually, I was secretly hoping you might bring back some travel souvenirs."

Seeing the Foreign Minister laugh heartily made me feel even more guilty.

On the surface it was an ordinary joke, but the underlying sentiment was far from peaceful. Roughly, "I helped you enter the country for your honeymoon, and you repay me by slashing the sky?" was his lament.

I'm sorry. I'm really sorry... I didn't know I'd end up cutting the sky in a foreign country...

"Do we need a reason to exchange gifts between us, Minister? If I have something to give you, I should give it anytime."

As I forced a smile in response, the sadness in the Foreign Minister's eyes eased somewhat.

It was a promise to lend a hand whenever needed as an apology for this incident. It would be worth at least as much as the Foreign Minister's troubles.

"Well now. How should I react when two ministers openly collude in front of me?"
"I beg your pardon, Your Majesty. I shall take responsibility and withdraw—"
"Sit down before I make you the permanent chairman of the parliament."
"Yes."

I quietly sat down at the Emperor's stern warning.

What a shame. It was a perfect opportunity to retire legally.

"Pfft, Minister. What's wrong with being the Imperial Parliament Chairman? It's an honorable position other nobles can only dream of."
"It's so honorable that I dare not even think of aspiring to it."

At those words, the Foreign Minister's smile deepened.

That's a relief. His sorrowful feelings seem to have subsided considerably.

"By the way, Minister. Thanks to the Foreign Ministry's efforts, you slashed the sky in Valcross, but did you achieve results worth the effort?"

At the Emperor's following words, the Foreign Minister also quietly looked at my face. As if hoping there were decent results for all the hardship he and his subordinates endured.

"Yes, Your Majesty. Allen was moved to tears and promised me his finest work, so it couldn't be better."
"Is that so? That's fortunate then."
"I also gave the sword that cut the sky to Allen. Even if his oath to me becomes hazy, seeing that sword will remind him again, so it's an oath that will stay with Allen forever."

The Emperor flinched briefly, then eventually let out a chuckle.

"Valcross will soon announce a new national treasure. What did you write on that sword?"

"I wrote that a sword kills one person with a single swing, but a pen can topple nations with a single stroke."
"You wrote something incredible again this time."

Even I thought it was a message with significant impact, so I just laughed awkwardly.

Still, it's a sword for a great writer from a cultural powerhouse. I should write something related to writing for it to be a proper gift.

***

The incident came without any warning.

Just an hour ago, it had been a day no different from usual. I had lunch as usual, drank tea as usual, checked on Bia's condition as usual, and took a walk in the garden with Sera as usual.

It was a day with nothing special, no different from yesterday. It certainly was.

"Hnnngh—!"
"B-Bia!"
"Sister!"

But that ordinary life shattered in an instant.

From the moment Bia clutched her stomach and groaned. From the moment she frowned while breaking into a cold sweat.

It felt like my mind went completely blank. The information coming through my eyes and ears didn't reach my brain.

What should I do? What should I do? It seems like the baby is coming, our firstborn is coming, what should I do?

"Count!"
"Bring His Lordship! Call everyone on standby too!"

But before I could open my mouth, the maids attending to Bia started shouting loud enough to bring down the mansion.

'Ah.'

I remembered. Those maids were sent by my brother right after I married Sera. They were experts skilled in caring for pregnant women, so they would handle the delivery smoothly too. Even if I just stood there sucking my thumb, they would take care of everything.

At the time, I thought my brother was worrying unnecessarily. But it wasn't unnecessary worry—it was a professional's experience.

"Baron!"
"Huh, what?"
"We'll escort Countess Horpelt to the delivery room immediately! We've been preparing for the birth for weeks, so the medical team will arrive shortly!"

I nodded dazedly at the maid's vigor.

"And if it's alright with you, we should contact your family—"
"I-I'll do that."
"Yes, my lord!"

As soon as she heard my answer, the maid ran down the corridor.

My head is still foggy. It feels like a storm has passed.

No, that's not right. The storm hasn't passed—it's just beginning.

'Contact family...'

With trembling hands, I tried to take out the communication orb from my pocket but dropped it.

The orb fell to the floor and rolled away tauntingly. Fortunately, it didn't crack, but it rolled far away.

'This is driving me crazy.'

I sighed as I looked at my trembling hands.

How did my brother endure this six times?

After finishing the honeymoon with Luise, peaceful days continued. If I had to find an event within that tranquility, perhaps it would be that Titi and Jenny's relationship was gradually growing closer?

Jenny used to remain aloof whenever Titi came around, but at some point, she began wagging her tail ever so slightly when seeing Titi. She even started getting up from her spot to approach Titi.

It was clear that Jenny now considered Titi a welcome guest rather than an outsider—or rather, an outside dog. If this relationship developed further, they might progress from close friends to loving partners, and ultimately to lifelong companions.

"Just a little more effort and we'll get there."
"Woof!"

When I patted Titi's head, she responded with a clear bark and bright eyes as always.

Yes, Titi must be pleased with this gradual progress too. She can't help but be happy when her beloved Jenny welcomes her.

'I might see puppies next year or the year after.'

The thought brought an involuntary smile to my face. By then, our Titi would be married to a proper bride and have plenty of adorable children. It's delightful just imagining it.

But how should we celebrate Titi and Jenny's marriage? A human-style wedding ceremony would be too much, but Titi is practically family, and I can't let such a beautiful day pass without celebration when she finds her companion.

Actually, how should we even determine the wedding date for dogs? People can set their own wedding dates, but for animals that can't speak...

'Should we consider their first mating day as their wedding day?'

That thought crossed my mind. If Titi and Jenny share their love, that day would truly mark them becoming a couple. Shouldn't we celebrate their union then?

The more I think about it, that day makes the most sense. Rather than getting ahead of myself, it's better to celebrate Titi and Jenny's marriage on a definite day.

"Kal!"
"Hmm?"

While I was imagining Titi and Jenny's grand wedding road, Mar came running to the garden from the mansion.

"What? Did something happen?"

Her urgent call made me stand up from my crouching position. Even Titi started whimpering, sensing something unusual in Mar's demeanor.

"I just got a call from your brother! Your sister-in-law has gone into labor!"
"What?"
"Woof?"

The information Mar delivered was indeed serious.

I knew the due date was approaching, but this was somewhat earlier than expected. I thought we'd hear the news in a few weeks at the earliest.

'Children really are unpredictable.'

Come to think of it, children can arrive at any time without it being strange. It was arrogant of adults to think we could perfectly calculate the delivery date.

Even with my six experiences of childbirth, not once did any of my children arrive on the expected date. They always came either a bit earlier or later.

"If it just started, we should go right away—"
"I'll go first. He's probably already confused enough, and having everyone rush in at once would only make him more flustered."

Mar looked ready to dash to the Kracius family mansion as soon as I gave permission, so I tried to calm her down.

It's natural for family to gather when a family member is giving birth. However, right now, the groom Erich must be in a state of panic. In such a situation, having many people rush in would only shake Erich's mental state further.

I know from experience. Right now, it's better for a few people to visit and comfort him rather than having the entire family show up.

"But still..."
"I'm not saying don't come at all. After a few hours, Erich will calm down, and I'll contact you then."

At that, Mar, whose eyes had been darting around anxiously, slowly nodded.

'Childbirth, huh.'

I organized my thoughts while lightly embracing Mar.

Unless Sera was having an extreme premature birth, this must be Zenobia's delivery. The moment when the child who will inherit the bloodlines of both the Kracius and Hidden families, the future Count of Horpelt, is being born.


And the moment when my nephew—not my child, not my sibling, not my goddaughter—is being born. The moment my first nephew arrives in this world.

'My nephew.'

I found myself getting nervous too. I should be calm, but I'm not. Erich should be the only one trembling, not me. Strangely, as soon as I recognized this was my nephew, I started feeling tense.

This is troublesome. If I get nervous too, it will be difficult to comfort Erich.

"Kal. It will be fine. Just like it always has been."

As I started trembling, Mar, who was in my arms, patted my back.

It's embarrassing to suddenly receive comfort like this.

I rushed to the Kracius family mansion where Erich was staying.

Given the situation, I didn't encounter any servants except the guards at the main gate. Despite being the Imperial Count family's mansion in the capital, I ran to the delivery room without meeting anyone in that vast residence.

"Erich."
"Brother?"

As I headed toward where I sensed people, I found Erich pacing anxiously in the corridor, Sera beside him, and servants surrounding the couple.

"We greet Count!"
"We greet the head of the family!"
"Enough. I'm here for my sister-in-law's well-being and my soon-to-be-born nephew, so don't mind me and focus on the situation."

After waving off the servants who were bowing their heads one after another, I approached Erich and patted his shoulder.

"Congratulations. You're about to become a father."

At those words, Erich's eyes trembled violently.

He must be bewildered and flustered. I can fully understand, as I've experienced it six times and still couldn't get used to it. What husband could remain calm when his wife is giving birth to his child?

But for Erich's sake, I need to maintain my composure as much as possible. Rather than making a fuss saying everything will be fine and telling him to stay calm, it's important to speak as if this is a 'natural occurrence.'

As if the child will naturally be born with time. As if he'll naturally become a father soon.

"I have eight children, but not a single nephew. I was a bit disappointed about that, but now I can finally fulfill that wish."
"You have eight children already, yet you're still so greedy."

Erich's expression softened a bit at my joke.

"This kind of greed is allowed. When I think about our... first nephew toddling around looking for his uncle, I can't help but be greedy."

I was about to mention the baby's prenatal name but couldn't remember it at that moment, so I quickly covered by saying "first nephew."

It seems I'm just as nervous as Erich. I can't believe I forgot something as simple as the prenatal name.

'Would it be awkward to ask?'

Honestly, Erich is probably in such a state that he can barely remember his own name, let alone the prenatal name. Asking unnecessary questions would only trouble him more.

"By the way, who have you contacted?"
"Besides you, just our parents and my parents-in-law."

I nodded as it was exactly what I expected. There wasn't really anyone else to call anyway.

"Since you're the only one staying in the capital, you arrived first. It's reassuring to have someone here."

Erich continued with a bitter smile, his eyes still trembling.

I can fully understand how he feels. In truth, people waiting outside the delivery room can't provide any help to the woman in labor, but they can comfort each other. While I can't help Zenobia, I can provide comfort to Erich.

"Then, since I came first, I should give you a gift."
"Huh?"


Leaving Erich tilting his head in confusion, I approached the delivery room door and placed my hand on it.

"I pray to our great Lord, Enen, who embraces all things with the brilliantly shining sun. As your blessed one humbly requests, please grant victory to the woman fighting for new life within."

I prayed loudly enough for everyone present to hear.

If I don't use the title of "blessed one" at times like this, when would I? I've prayed dozens, hundreds of times in my heart whenever my wives went into labor.

"I beseech the sky that reigns nobly, and the vegetation that beautifully overturns the earth. Please allow this new life to grow under your protection."

Then I offered prayers to the eternal blue sky and Constantina as well.

I don't know how effective prayers to the gods are. But in a world where gods exist, where divine power exists, if one has a connection with the gods, praying for well-being is a good approach.

The Sun's Blessed One, Honorary Priest of the Sky, and Benefactor of Vegetation. Normally, I would chuckle at these elaborate titles, but I'm willing to use them all for the sake of our nephew.

"Do you feel a bit more at ease now?"
"Very much."

After finishing my brief prayer and turning my head, Erich bowed to me with a slight smile.

"Thank you. With the blessing of the three gods, even a frail child would be born strong."
"Thank you, brother-in-law."

Sera, who had been flustered, also bowed her head following Erich's expression of gratitude.

I'm pleased. If a short prayer can provide comfort to two people, there's nothing more beneficial.

"If you're grateful, that's enough. Just don't forget the offering when my nephew is born healthy."

With those words, I slapped Erich on the back, and he collapsed to the floor.

What a dramatic kid. Although Erich is weaker than me, he's still a top-tier warrior who would find few equals among his peers.

"Um, brother-in-law?"
"Yes?"
"I think Erich... has fainted?"

At Sera's words, I slowly lowered my gaze to the floor.

Unfortunately, Erich was sprawled out on the floor without any movement.

'What is this.'

I was too dumbfounded to speak. Was he so tense that even such a light touch made him faint?

***

When I opened my eyes after briefly closing them, my parents and in-laws had arrived. Even my sisters-in-law and nephews were there.

'What's going on?'

I was puzzled to see guests who weren't there before. I clearly remember thanking my brother, but after a dull impact, I have no memory.

But what does it matter? When you're nervous, you might lose a moment of memory.

"Waaaaaah!"

And with that loud cry coming from beyond the door, what does my memory matter?

"Baron! It's a splendid son!"

Finally, the delivery room door opened, and the long-awaited news arrived.

Strange. This is clearly the news I've been waiting for, but why can't I open my mouth?

"It's okay to cry. It's not strange to cry now."

With my brother's comforting pat, my vision became blurry.

# Waiting for the birth of someone close is a familiar experience.

I've already been through the births of six wives and even experienced my mother's late-born child. Although my mother finished her delivery without our knowledge, the birth of a new life isn't a particularly special or rare event for me. If asked whether it's a joyous event, I would agree without hesitation.

However, even for someone like me, experiencing the birth of a nephew is a first. The birth of someone who isn't my child, sibling, cousin, or goddaughter. Not just an acquaintance, but my brother's child.

'A nephew.'

I watched Erich's back while repeating this beautiful yet unfamiliar word to myself.

Erich was practically crawling on all fours as he entered the delivery room. I must have looked like that every time my children were born.

That single-minded focus on the delivery room, forgetting all noble dignity. The feeling that even if misfortune befalls me, it's fine as long as my wife and child are safe. The joy of gaining something more precious than anything else in this world.

Understanding Erich's feelings, I remained silent. I couldn't help but understand—I've experienced the emotion Erich is feeling for the first time six times already.

"Sera. You go in too."
"Is... is it really okay for me to go in?"
"Of course. You're the closest family after Erich."

I gently pushed Sera's back toward the delivery room as she hesitated.

I pushed very gently, very slightly, since Sera wasn't alone either. If I touched her with the same force I used to pat Erich, our second nephew might be harmed.

'I'll just wait a bit.'

After confirming that Erich and Sera had entered, I chose to remain in the hallway rather than follow them in.

Even if I went in now, Erich would only focus on Zenovia and the baby. Rather than crowding the delivery room in such a situation, it's better to watch until he calms down.

Fortunately, thanks to their past experiences, my father and mother only flinched slightly while desperately maintaining their positions—

"Bia! My daughter! Our grandson!"

Unfortunately, one adult who was seeing their first grandchild couldn't maintain their composure.

I understand. Even my parents, who have already seen eight grandchildren, flinched, so it would be stranger if someone seeing their first grandchild could remain patient. That would mean they didn't care whether their grandchild was born or not.

'So that's the future Count Horpelt.'

Come to think of it, as Zenovia's first child, that baby is the future head of the Hidden family and the future Count Horpelt. A bloodline destined for the honor of becoming a member of the Imperial Assembly's House of Lords in a few decades.

Perhaps he'll become a central figure leading the Imperial Assembly alongside Pedi. I hope the cousins get along well.

"It seems the uncle's prayers were answered."
"Indeed. Thankfully, the Blessed One's face was saved."


I couldn't help but smile at Mar's whisper as she slipped beside me.

She's right. While babies generally cry loudly, Robert demonstrated a particularly resonant cry. The newborn baby displayed enough dignity to dominate the mansion.

Coincidentally, both his paternal Kracius family and maternal Hidden family are renowned martial houses. Moreover, both his grandfather and maternal grandfather are hardcore warriors with experience in two wars.

'It would be stranger if he didn't have martial talent.'

At this point, it's as if fate has destined him to become a knight. If Robert chooses a path other than that of a warrior? That would mean he has a new talent that far surpasses the talent bestowed by his bloodline, something that should be supported for the national interest.

Of course, I'd help my nephew with whatever he wants to do, even without talent. Besides, neither Erich nor Zenovia seem particularly insistent on raising their child as a warrior.

"Done crying?"
"I feel like there's more, but it's not coming out..."

Anyway, while looking down at my nephew, I patted Erich's back beside me.

Erich had cried so much that dehydration was a genuine concern. Though I also got emotional each time my children were born, honestly, I don't think I cried as much as Erich.

...Did I? It would be quite embarrassing if I cried that much too. I should exercise more restraint in the future.

"By the way, prepare yourself in about five days."
"Prepare?"

Erich, wiping his eyes with a handkerchief, tilted his head as if asking what I meant.

"Around that time, your aunt-in-law will hear the news and rush over."
"Ah."

His body stiffened at the mention of "aunt-in-law."

The Wise Duke who makes even us adults squirm. Thanks to her, we really went crazy when Teresa was born, and when our children were born. It won't be any different with Robert.

No, it might even be a more intense reaction since he's Erich's first child. The first is always special.

"Even if I offer to visit her instead, she'll come first, right?"
"Just accept it—if you try to stop her, she might come with her knight order in tow."

Erich nodded glumly at my kind advice.

If the Wise Duke were someone who could be dissuaded, she wouldn't be the Wise Duke. Nothing can stop that runaway train.

The only possibility of stopping her would be to mobilize our uncle, but even he would likely come along slyly after hearing that Erich had a child. With the young marquis's hand in his.

'It's the destiny that the Kracius family must bear.'


I felt a bit gloomy, but what can we do? As long as we have a blood relationship with the Wise Duke, it's a fate we must endure until the end of the world.

And thinking positively, our children and nephews are receiving the love of a duke. From the children's perspective, the more reliable adults supporting them, the better. Bluntly speaking, while the Kracius and Hidden families could fall, the Salon Duchy will remain a duchy until the empire's demise.

"By the way, will Robert have blue eyes or red eyes?"
"...Good question. He fell asleep after crying, so I haven't seen yet either."

As I subtly changed the subject, Erich, who had been wearing a complicated expression, also cracked a smile. It's not proper to discuss the Wise Duke's impending raid for too long on such a joyous day.

Besides, the color of Robert's eyes is an important matter. While his hair takes after the Kracius family's black, which family will his eyes resemble?

Will his eyes also be Kracius black? Or the blue color Erich inherited from his mother? Or perhaps Zenovia's red?

Either way, it should complement his black hair well, so I'm looking forward to it.

***

The Capital! I need to go to the Capital right now!

"I want to go! Right now! Would my nephew wait for his aunt?!"
"Be patient for now. She just gave birth, we need to give her time to recover."
"No! Other family members! They've all seen them already! Even just me alone would be fine!"

Despite my husband's restraint, I strongly insisted on going to the Capital.

I used to listen to my husband's words, but thinking about it, all the other family members have already seen the mother and baby! Why should I be the only one to see them later?

"Lily wants to see them too!"
"I, I..."
"You want to see them, don't you?!"
"...Yes."

Ha! Even Lily is on my side!

My husband isn't taking my side! How mean!

"Oh dear."

But my husband is smiling despite the commotion! I love him for being so cool!

"He's not just our nephew's son but also the Hidden family's first grandson. Go, but don't cause too much of a disturbance. Understood?"
"Don't worry! Trust me!"

My husband is the best for giving permission!


The labor that began with a late lunch finally concluded just after dinner. With the beautiful result of Robert's healthy birth.

Though I shouldn't say this to Zenobia who suffered terribly during that time, objectively speaking, it was a fairly smooth and quick delivery. People who see their babies after just 2 or 3 hours of labor are the unusual ones. Zenobia was definitely in the upper ranks among the average.

So since the family was already gathered, we decided to have a late dinner at the mansion. While Erich and I live in the Capital and can meet anytime, that's not the case with our parents and the Hidden family members.

As a result, the kitchen, which would have to serve numerous nobles, was thrown into a late emergency, and—

"NEEEEPHEEEEEWWW!"
"Ah."
"Ah."

Erich and I were thrown into an emergency as well.

'This can't be happening.'

The unexpected intrusion momentarily froze my brain.

This can't be, this shouldn't be possible. Based on past experience, the Wise Duke should only show up after about 5 days. When my children were born, and when Teresa was born, there was roughly that much grace period.

But now she appeared not after 5 days, but on the very same day. Considering her status as a duchess and the distance between the Capital and Chenes Duchy, she must have set out almost immediately after hearing the news.

'How did she find out?'

I found myself staring at the Wise Duke with trembling eyes.

While we never intended to permanently hide Robert's birth since the Wise Duke is related to us by blood, it should have been impossible for her to find out this quickly. Did she plant CCTVs or spies in this mansion?

"I came because I heard my grand-nephew was born!"

Regardless of my confusion, the Wise Duke waved both hands with a bright expression.

...Well, what does it matter whether it's CCTVs or spies? She's simply someone who arrived earlier than expected, a grateful guest who came to congratulate the birth of a distant family member, her grand-nephew. There's no reason to be reluctant about such a visit.

Although our mental well-being might be at risk, we should still welcome family congratulations warmly.

"Hey. Why aren't you greeting your aunt?"
"Huh?"
"You're the master of this mansion. The master should respond first."

Of course, I meant Erich, not myself. No matter how many people senior to Erich are present, the one who should attend to guests is the master of the mansion.

Besides, isn't this a guest who came for the master's celebration? Naturally, the master should welcome them with twice the joy.

"No, well, you're the master of the mansion, brother."
"Are you moving your things out tomorrow?"

At those words, Erich quietly began to move.

While this mansion technically belongs to the Kracius family, making me the nominal master as the head of the family, the actual master is undoubtedly Erich, the resident. If he wants to argue, he can find another mansion and move out.

"Aunt. Thank you for coming—"
"My nepheeew! Congratulations on becoming a daddyyy!"

Before Erich could finish his greeting, the Wise Duke pulled him into an embrace.

Then came the Wise Duke's sincere cheek-sucking. Even watching from behind, I could see his cheeks being vigorously sucked, drawing an involuntary sigh from me.

'He's already twenty-two...'

It's truly lamentable. Erich is now a grown man with two wives, one child, and a position as a member of the Imperial Council's House of Nobles. Though in my eyes he's still the pathetic and pitiful younger brother from Academy days, he's not such a little kid that he deserves this humiliation.

But what can we do? When your opponent is both your aunt and a duchess, even at twenty-two you must act like a little kid.

"Hmmmm?"

Then the Wise Duke's gaze turned to Teresa, who was in our mother's arms.

"Oh my! What a cutie! My youngest niece is here too!"
"Eeh?"

As if she hadn't just been sucking and biting moments ago, the Wise Duke tossed Erich aside and rushed toward our mother.


I was impressed by her action that showed not a hint of hesitation. Even when I throw Titi's fur in the trash, I hesitate more than that.

"My lady! Can I hold our niece?!"
'No.'

I nearly screamed at the Wise Duke's words.

No, Mother, please. Handing Teresa over to the Wise Duke in this situation would be disastrous. She'll be sucked worse than Erich was.

"Of course. Here, Teresa. Go to your aunt."
"Mmm!"

But my desperate wish didn't reach Mother. Teresa, seemingly unaware of the impending disaster, nodded obediently.

"Cute little one! Let's kiss with auntie!"
"Waaaaaah!"

And the price was devastating. The Wise Duke, like a greedy and wicked demon, devoured Teresa's plump, snow-white cheeks.

Poor Teresa, caught by the demon, couldn't escape no matter how much she struggled. If even Erich and I couldn't endure it, how could young and innocent Teresa overcome it? Even the lively and dignified Teresa is just a pitiful baby before the Wise Duke.

"Mwah mwah mwah!"
"Hueeeeng! It tickles!"

And this powerless brother could do nothing despite his precious sister's wailing.

I'm sorry for being an inadequate brother. But that's the fate of the Kracius family, so it's better to get used to it quickly.

The Wise Duke, who had arrived like a storm and consecutively defeated Erich and Teresa, went to the peacefully sleeping Robert and covered her mouth.

"How... so cuuute..."

I breathed a sigh of relief at what seemed to be her last bit of reason for the sleeping child.

I was worried she might insist on holding Robert regardless of whether he was sleeping, but she seemed to consider that he was a newborn and the grandchild of another Imperial Count family.

It was fortunate but a little sad. Couldn't she have used even 1% of that reason with us siblings?

"Good girl, good. Pat pat."
"Sniff..."

If she had, the still-underage young duke wouldn't have had to comfort Teresa.

The young duke is 14 years old this year, right? When I saw him in Chenes Duchy, he was 10, so he should be about that age now. Still young enough to be called a little kid without any exaggeration.

For such a child to be cleaning up after his mother's misdeeds—it's both admirable and pitiful.

"Hehe."

Meanwhile, he stroked Teresa's head with a grinning smile, but compared to a certain drunkard, he was behaving quite properly, so I let it slide.

"I apologize. Originally I planned to come after about a week, but your aunt was so insistent..."

As I was alternately looking at the Wise Duke and the young duke, my uncle, who had been greeting the Hidden family members, approached.

"It's fine. A family visit is always welcome."
"Thank you for saying so. Still, I'll try my best to restrain her next time."
"Haha, there's no need to strain yourself."

At those words, my uncle also let out a small laugh.

Yes, as I expected, my uncle had planned to move according to my expectations. It was the Wise Duke who shattered those expectations. As always, the Wise Duke was the problem.

"By the way, how did Aunt know about the child born today..."
"Ah."

At my uncle's short exclamation, I turned my gaze back to him from the Wise Duke.

"Actually, Nia contacted me. And I carelessly mentioned it to your aunt..."
"I see."

He was saying my uncle was the cause, but I didn't resent him.

I couldn't resent him for something so trivial, especially considering his enormous role as the anti-Wise Duke ultimate weapon.


"I'll be more careful with the second child."

But this time, I didn't reply that there was no need to strain himself.

If not for my uncle's small mistake, today's disaster wouldn't have happened.

***

The son of Baron Hardiner and Count Horpelt was born.

The birth of the future Count Horpelt, inheriting the blood of two Imperial Count families. A child symbolizing the bond between the Kracius and Hidden families.

'I should send a gift soon.'

As Emperor, I must certainly respond to celebrations of Imperial Count families. Especially when it's a celebration for not one but two families, and a celebration for a minister's family.

'Is this the minister's first nephew?'

The thought of the word "nephew" made me smile involuntarily.

I wonder if one nephew would matter much to a minister who already has eight children, but they say children and nephews have different charms. Since the Empress said so, it must be true.

'I saw my child first, though.'

Suddenly I felt indignant. Between the minister and me, I saw my child first, but the minister was the first to see a nephew. I could have had 2 wins against the minister, but now it's 1 win and 1 loss.

Still, I'll be seeing my own nephew in a few months, so while it's regrettable, it's not unbearable.

My nephew, Ainter's first child, the future future Marquis of Barandi.

'I'm looking forward to it.'

Yes, for that child's sake too, I should send a splendid gift to the minister's nephew born this time. Given the minister's personality, he'll return the favor in kind.

'Should I grant him land equivalent to a knight's fief?'

I had that urge momentarily but quickly dismissed it. If I bestow land, the minister might have a fit with foam at his mouth.

Rather, it would be better to ensure quality and quantity, but keep the type conventional with jewels or silk. Otherwise, I might face the remarkable situation of being cursed after giving a gift.

"Ah."

While thinking that a sculpture made from birthstone would also be nice, I recalled a memory I had tucked away in a corner of my mind.

[Prince Laterre Ostia, the second prince of the Yuven United Kingdom, is scheduled to marry on the last day of November.]

Information that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had secretly submitted just before the end of summer.

A wedding ceremony that was to be held small and quiet at the request of the bride and groom. However, since a royal wedding cannot proceed without any guests, the Empire naturally decided to send at least a minimal delegation.

I had wanted to send a large delegation for this occasion, but what can I do when the parties involved want a small wedding? A wedding should respect the wishes of its protagonists.

And if it's Prince Laterre's wedding, Baron Hardiner must also attend.

'I should prepare more generously.'

Congratulations on the birth of his first child. Plus consolation for having to travel to a foreign country during his honeymoon.

Of course, I don't intend to merely soothe the baron's hardship with consolation. This is merely an advance payment of compensation.

However, there's a small, small problem—

[Tanian Enes, the next saint of the Dawn Order, is scheduled to marry in mid-December.]

The fact that Baron Hardiner will have to travel abroad again less than a month after returning from the Yuven United Kingdom.

It's truly regrettable, but what can I do? It's a fact that Baron Hardiner has deep friendships with Prince Laterre and Tanian.

'A mere baron's network spans the continent.'

A laugh escaped me.

What baron in this world could be friends with imperial royalty, foreign royalty, and a future saint? The baron, like his brother, is an extraordinarily remarkable individual.

The Crown Princess's curiosity button was pressed.

"Cousin?"
"Yeah! It's my cousin brother!"

The Crown Princess visited the mansion as usual today. Having recently stayed at the imperial palace, Mane and Mine were perking up their ears beside the Crown Princess.

While petting the two rabbits, the Crown Princess tilted her head at Fedi's words.

"Cousins are siblings too?"
"Yeah!"
"What's different from regular siblings?"

At that question, Fedi also began to ponder deeply.

It was such an amusing sight that rather than answering for him, I waited for Fedi to finish thinking. I've explained the difference between siblings and cousins several times, but it seems difficult for young Fedi to distinguish between them.

'If they're younger, they're all just siblings to him.'

Honestly, what do children care about first cousins or second cousins? Anyone younger is just a younger sibling to them.

"Ah! If they don't live in the same house, they're cousins!"
"Then are you and I cousins too?"
"Maybe?"
"Cousins are the children of your uncle, not your father. For Your Highness, the children of Marquis Idrafen would be your cousins."

I gently corrected him before he could suddenly transform from Ferdinand Kracius to Ferdinand Livnoman.

While it's important to let children think for themselves, intervention is necessary when they can't find the answer despite their efforts. I can't allow incorrect knowledge to be instilled in children.

"Uncle's children?"

And at my correction, the Crown Princess's eyes began to sparkle.

"Right! Uncle said he's going to show me a younger sibling too!"
"Congratulations, Your Highness. You will soon meet your cousin."
"Wow! I'm happy!"

The Crown Princess started giggling at the words "cousin sibling."

Yes, I hope she cherishes and cares for the cousin who will be born in a few months like a sibling. The Livnoman bloodline is practically an endangered species these days, so Ainter's child is destined to become a pillar of the new branch family. For the sake of the imperial family and the empire, they must maintain an amicable relationship with the Crown Princess.

Of course, considering the Crown Princess's nature, I believe they will get along well. As long as the cousin doesn't betray the Crown Princess first, she won't forsake her cousin.

'It would have been nice if all three sons had turned out well.'

In contrast to the brightly smiling Crown Princess, I couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

The Emperor's sons were the Emperor himself, Ainter, and the deceased Dorgos—three in total. Even if all three had diligently produced offspring, it wouldn't have been enough, and now Dorgos is dead. For the prosperity of the Livnoman family, the Emperor and Ainter must work hard. If the imperial direct line is cut off, the country would be in quite a state.

The fortunate thing is that the Empress is pregnant with her third child, and Shati's delivery will take place in a few months. At least the imperial family won't face any issues for the next two or three generations.

"Uncle!"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Then I want to go see Fedi's cousin!"
"Pardon?"
"If Fedi's sibling! My sibling! I want to see too!"

A request that would either move Erich to tears or terrify him if he heard it. It was such a pure and innocent request that I couldn't coldly refuse.

"Your Highness. Unfortunately, Fedi's cousin has just been born and is sound asleep. It's not yet time for them to receive Your Highness."

However, while I couldn't coldly refuse, it wasn't something I could readily accept either. Introducing an outsider to a new mother and baby who have just gone through childbirth is problematic. Even if it's the Crown Princess's request, some things simply cannot be done.

"Hng... really can't?"
"Please understand with the heart of an older sister, Your Highness. Fedi's cousin will want to see their big sister when they're awake."

When I subtly praised her as an older sister, the Crown Princess's previously gloomy expression brightened rapidly.

"I like that! I'm the big sister!"

Then she shrugged her shoulders, as if the word "sister" had stimulated her pride.

It feels like watching a faction leader who commands numerous faction members with confidence. The cute difference is that instead of faction members, she has younger siblings, and instead of being a faction leader, she's the eldest sister.

"Indeed, Your Highness is a reliable older sister. Even Mane and Mine seem to admire Your Highness for that."
"Eh? Really?"
- Kyuuung!
- Kyuing!

At that, Mane and Mine rubbed their faces against the Crown Princess's body, showing their affection.

Satisfactory. As expected of creatures sent by the Emperor, they're as perceptive as humans. They're worthy successors to Titi's animal farm.


'Is comparing them to humans a bit of an exaggeration?'

Considering how they bullied the intermediate spirits, it's a bit ambiguous to say they're 100% at human level. Still, they're definitely at the upper tier among ordinary beasts.

'Come to think of it, I don't see the spirits.'

To be precise, I don't see the intermediate spirits that have started taking animal forms, rather than the lower spirits that resemble pseudo-fireflies.

The Crown Princess is a relatively unfamiliar outsider. It seems the spirits don't have the courage to approach her, especially with Mane and Mine—who once bullied them—by her side.

'Since the Crown Princess has received the blessing of the Spirit King, they'll probably approach her soon.'

Fortunately, the Crown Princess is a human blessed by the Wind Spirit King. From the spirits' perspective, they must be familiar with her, so they'll adapt more quickly compared to other humans.

Moreover, Mane and Mine only caused a commotion on their first day in the mansion; since then, they've been adapting quietly. Let's consider it still in the adaptation phase.

"Oh right, Uncle."
"Yes, Your Highness. Please speak."
"I saw something amazing in the garden earlier!"

As the Crown Princess said this, she lifted the cape draped over her shoulders, revealing a green dog, a green snake, and a green sparrow hiding underneath.

"These! They follow me! Amazing!"
'Ah.'

Seeing their color, I realized they were wind spirits and couldn't help but smile.

Some spirits have already completed their adaptation phase, it seems.

***

Today I had fun playing at Uncle's house again and then went back home.

Our house is bigger than Uncle's house, but there are more toys and things to see at Uncle's! At our house, there's Daddy and Mommy and Grandpa and Carolus and animals! But at Uncle's house, there are sparkly things and Titi and talking animals and talking dolls too! And lots of siblings! Recently, rabbits came too!

So I like Uncle's house better for playing! I wish our house and Uncle's house could be combined!

'I should tell Daddy!'

When I get home, I'll tell Daddy! Daddy is the Emperor, so he said he can do lots of things!

If Uncle lives with us, and aunties and siblings live together, and Titi and talking animals stay together, it would be nice! Oh! Dolls and sparkly things too...?

"Hmm?"
"Your Highness?"

While going home with the head lady-in-waiting, I saw something interesting.

"Lady, Lady."
"Yes, what is it?"
"What's that?"

When I pointed at the interesting thing, the head lady-in-waiting smiled slightly.

"It's a circus. Sometimes they perform spontaneously on the streets, and it seems they're about to start a performance."
"Cir-cus?"
"Yes, Your Highness."

It's my first time hearing about it. It must be something interesting!

"Your Highness. Shall I have the carriage stop for a moment?"
"Hmm... no! First I have to go home! Mommy is waiting!"
"Yes, understood."

It's interesting, but Mommy is more important! If we stop, Mommy will worry!

When I arrived home, Mommy hugged me.

I'm glad I came straight home! Mommy's embrace is warm and nice!

"Did you have fun today too?"
"Yeah! I played with Fedi and siblings, and with animals too! Oh, and green sparkly things played with me too!"
"Is that so? That must have been fun."
"Next time, he said he'll let me meet Fedi's cousin!"
"Hehe, that sounds fun too."

Mommy smiled prettily and hugged me more warmly.

Mommy's embrace... nice... no matter how interesting the circus is, it's probably not as good as Mommy...

'Oh right.'

Circus. I was going to ask Mommy about it, but I almost forgot!


"Mommy, Mommy."
"What is it, my daughter?"
"What's a circus?"
"Hmm?"
"I saw it on the way with the lady! It was interesting, but I came straight home to see Mommy!"

At my words, Mommy's eyes widened a bit.

Mommy is pretty! Her eyes are already big, but they're even bigger now, so she's even prettier!

"You came straight home because you were thinking of Mommy?"
"Yeah! I promised to come back to Mommy quickly! Promises with Mommy are the most important!"
"To think a 5-year-old would be so considerate of her mother. How admirable."

This time, Mommy stroked my head.

"Alright. You're curious about the circus? Well, it's—"

***

It was late at night when the Emperor sent an urgent message.

I couldn't answer immediately because I was bathing while the communication orb was in my room, but during that time, he had called five times. Thanks to that, I almost had to take another shower due to cold sweat right after finishing my bath.

- Minister!

When I answered the sixth call, I saw the Emperor's face, his eyes half-rolled back.

Damn, what's going on? If the Emperor is this panicked, some disaster must have occurred.

- The, the Crown Princess! The Crown Princess is insisting on touring the Capital!
"Pardon?"

With those words, my anxious heart immediately calmed down. This bastard called in the middle of the night for something like this?

"Why is that—"
- While the Crown Princess is more intelligent and kind-hearted than others her age, she's still only five years old! For such a child to tour the Capital! What if she has an accident while wandering around?
"The Imperial Guard Corps and the Capital Security Force would be saddened to hear that, Your Majesty."

They're working so hard to ensure the Capital's safety.

However, even as I scolded the Emperor, I could understand his feelings in a corner of my heart. A young child wanting to make the entire city her playground, beyond just her home and acquaintances' homes? As a father, he can't help but worry.

"But Your Majesty, how did Her Highness suddenly become interested in the Capital? It's embarrassing to say with my own mouth, but haven't I been providing perfect entertainment for Her Highness until now?"
- Well...

At my question, the Emperor flinched for a moment, then continued with a slightly embarrassed tone.

- The Crown Princess spotted a circus while returning to the palace.

"A circus?"

It was such an ordinary word that I couldn't help but tilt my head.

It's just a common form of entertainment. Why would that...

- Since the Crown Princess has never seen a circus before, she asked the Empress what it was. The problem is that the Empress seems to have explained not only about the circus but also about civilian culture in detail.

With those words, I understood.

The already curious Crown Princess had been fueled with knowledge about civilian culture, so it was natural for her to become interested in the Capital.

"Well then, there's no choice. We'll have to give Her Highness a tour of the Capital."

That's why I spoke calmly.

When the Crown Princess becomes fixated on something, it's impossible to dissuade her without a valid reason. And the Crown Princess's Capital tour isn't something that can be prevented with excuses like "you're too young, it's dangerous."

So what can we do? We'll have to conduct the Crown Princess's Capital pilgrimage with thorough security.

- Minister.
"Yes, Your Majesty."
- If we attach escorts who are mindful of the Crown Princess's safety, will she be able to enjoy civilian culture?
"Ah."
- Would the Crown Princess be satisfied with such a half-baked Capital tour where she can't fully experience civilian culture?

However, faced with the Emperor's consecutive counterarguments, I couldn't bring myself to speak.

That's true. If we attach escorts, everyone will be cautious around the Crown Princess, and as a result, she won't be able to fully enjoy the Capital's culture and entertainment.

'What should we do about this?'

But we can't abandon the escorts either.

# The Imperial Princess's Capital Tour

The Imperial Princess's tour of the Capital is not a decision to be made lightly.

To the Emperor, the Imperial Princess is both his precious successor—first in line to the imperial throne—and his beloved daughter whom he cherishes beyond measure. Leaving such a daughter exposed to danger is simply unthinkable.

But assembling an escort befitting the Imperial Princess's authority? The entire Capital would bow before her procession, and she wouldn't get a glimpse of the civilian culture she desires. If things went that way, the Imperial Princess would undoubtedly become upset.

Naturally, reducing her escort isn't even worth discussing. If the Princess were to be injured due to negligent security, there could be no greater catastrophe.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"What if we clear all routes the Imperial Princess will travel, then have imperial servants and knights pretend to be civilians?"
"Forgive me, but you would go down in history as the greatest tyrant since Eimanka XIV."

What's even more unfortunate is that the Emperor's mental state is already beyond salvageable.

What? Clear the routes where the Imperial Princess will travel? Have servants and knights pretend to be civilians? Even the most tyrannical rulers would shake their heads at such a scheme in the Capital. What ruler would deliberately overturn public sentiment in their capital? The two pillars supporting any regime are the capital and the central army.

"I... suppose that won't work."

Thankfully, it seemed the Emperor had momentarily lost his composure due to concern for his daughter, but quickly regained his senses at my rebuke—

"We should build a city on the plains near the Capital. If we teleport there, the Imperial Princess will think it's the Capital."

No, he's actually gone even more insane.

The deranged idea of building a planned city just for the Imperial Princess's outing. I couldn't help but snicker, with curses rising to the tip of my tongue.

'Would cursing now be justified?'

I seriously contemplated whether to voice these curses or swallow them.

Honestly, even the Supreme Judges would nod in agreement if they heard this reasoning. They would consider it not disrespect or disloyalty toward the Emperor, but rather loyal counsel guiding him back to the right path.

"Your Majesty. As a father myself, I understand your feelings, but I believe your concern may be excessive."

After careful consideration, I chose the latter option. The judges' acquittal would be merely a possibility, while the charge of insolence for cursing would be certain.

Besides, appeasing the Emperor takes priority over provoking him right now.

'...Couldn't we use magic?'

Come to think of it, we have magic as our universal key. We could cast a spell on the Imperial Princess to change her appearance, apply tracking and protective spells as precautions, and have knights and mages discreetly follow her—there would be no issue with security.

I momentarily forgot this obvious solution due to the Emperor's overwhelming intensity. That man and his excessive dramatics.

"Trust Your Majesty's brave and capable soldiers and loyal subjects. The Imperial Princess will return to the palace without incident, wearing a bright smile."

The Emperor fell silent at my words.

Fortunately, my sincere advice seemed to have reached his heart. Yes, if you continue making a fuss after hearing this, are you even human?

"Minister."

Indeed, when the Emperor spoke again, his voice was gentle.

"Do you think this is just my problem?"
"...Pardon?"
"If the Imperial Princess goes sightseeing in the Capital, do you think she'll go alone? Can you guarantee she won't boast to your children and invite them along?"

I felt my blood run cold.

The Emperor was right. If the Imperial Princess embarked on a Capital adventure, it wouldn't end with just her adventure. Why had I forgotten something so obvious?

"I will go to the Sun Palace at dawn tomorrow. Perhaps we should summon the 1st Imperial Guard Commander and the Capital Security Chief for discussion?"
"The Minister speaks wisely. Let us do so."


With those words, the communication ended.

'I should bring Trixie along.'

This matter concerns the safety of the Imperial Princess and our children. Combining minds with Trixie, the pinnacle of magical expertise, will yield better results.

***

The Emperor summoned me early in the morning.

Not the Central Front Army Commander, not the Army Chief or Chief of Staff, not the Minister of War or the Victorious Duke—but Emperor himself summoned me. Despite being the 1st Imperial Guard Commander, I'm still just a corps commander, yet I received His Majesty's call.

Even thinking optimistically, a summons from the Emperor meant this was no ordinary matter. I took several deep breaths to compose myself.

'This is an opportunity.'

Yes, this is an opportunity. If His Majesty personally sought me out, the matter must be important, and successfully resolving it would earn the Emperor's trust.

Just as successfully suppressing the Twilight Order in the past provided the foundation for my promotion to 1st Imperial Guard Commander. This matter could similarly establish the groundwork for my advancement to Front Army Commander or a key position in the Ministry of War.

"Francis Neville, 1st Imperial Guard Commander, reporting as summoned by His Majesty."

After composing myself as best I could, I stated my business to the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Knights guarding His Majesty's office.

"Enter. The Magic-Ending Duke, the Minister of Audit, and the Capital Security Chief are already present."
'What.'

I realized this was a matter far beyond my expectations.

My carefully composed mind began racing again. If only the Capital Security Chief were present, I would have assumed this concerned Capital security. After all, the purpose of both the Imperial Guard and the Capital Security Force is to defend the Capital and ensure citizens' safety.

But not just the Security Chief, but also the Minister of Audit? And even the Magic-Ending Duke, who rarely visits the Magic Tower since marrying the Minister?

'What on earth...'

The Minister of Audit is the continent's premier swordsman and head of the Audit Ministry that oversees everything domestic. The Magic-Ending Duke is a core defensive force for the Capital region.

That such figures were summoned by the Emperor suggests a major threat approaching the Empire, the Capital.

Perhaps something on the scale of the Twilight Order suppression five years ago. Or even greater.

'Trust is not the issue here.'

This wasn't about earning the Emperor's trust, but about the Empire's security. About preserving peace for the Capital and its citizens.

If so, I should set aside my ambitions. Now is the time to act not as Commander Francis Neville, but as a soldier of the Empire.

—Or so I had resolved at one point.

"Most Capital citizens don't know Her Highness's face. If we just conceal her purple eyes—the imperial symbol—they won't recognize her."
"That makes sense."
"For escorts, one or two adults playing the role of guardians would be appropriate."
"That's all?"
"The rest should be hidden along Her Highness's route. We should organize them with people skilled in stealth and pursuit."

Until the Emperor and Minister began discussing this bizarre topic.

Until they were seriously conversing, just the two of them.

"I will strengthen the Magic Tower's barrier spells. While the escorts handle internal Capital security, the Magic Tower will guard against external threats."

No, make that three, including the Magic-Ending Duke.

Unable to interject, I remained silent.

Then my eyes met those of the Capital Security Chief sitting across from me.


'Drink this evening?'
'Let's do that.'

Though no words were spoken aloud, this exchange definitely passed between us. Being in the same situation, we could communicate with just our eyes.

"Imperial Guard Commander, Security Chief."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Command us, Your Majesty."
"Your roles are crucial. You must strengthen security without creating tension in the Capital."

How confusing. Strengthening security inevitably creates a tense atmosphere. It's like asking for hot ice cream.

"I will keep that in mind."

Having heard the conversation between His Majesty, the Minister, and the Magic-Ending Duke, I couldn't express my reservations.

The Imperial Princess and the Minister's children will be touring the Capital. I must exceed my self-imposed limitations. Break free from fixed notions of impossibility and reach a higher plane.

If His Majesty desires hot ice cream, I must retrieve ice from a volcano's lava. That is a soldier's duty, a noble's obligation.

***

The Imperial Princess's Capital adventure plan took shape through the collective intelligence of all involved parties.

First, to allow the Imperial Princess to experience the Capital as it truly is, the 1st Imperial Guard and Capital Security Force will maintain normalcy while strengthening security. What a demand—both elaborate yet simple, elegant yet avant-garde—but I trust the Guard Commander and Security Chief will manage.

'They surely didn't secure their positions through poker games.'

We'll also cast spells on the Imperial Princess and our children to make them appear as ordinary citizens' children. This measure alone will eliminate over 90% of unwanted attention.

Crucially, I will be the sole guardian and close escort for the children. Trixie will monitor the entire Capital from the Magic Tower's peak. The Deputy Enforcement Chief will command the other escorts maintaining distance. Having handled assassinations since his Audit Department days, he's skilled in covert operations.

'Anyone who breaks through this security to attempt terrorism would be comparable to a Khagan.'

If such a person emerged, we'd need to mount a national defense operation. Just imagining it is terrifying.

"Daddy! Daddy!"
"Yes, Your Highness. Please speak."
"I'm going to see the Capital!"

Of course, the heart-stopping terror subsided thanks to the Imperial Princess's bright voice.

"Congratulations, Your Highness. The Capital has many sights to see, activities to enjoy, and foods to taste. It will be a delightful tour."
"Right!?"

The Imperial Princess, giggling at my words, looked around before looking back up at me.

"Daddy! Where's Fedi?"
"He's playing with Titi in the garden. He'll come soon now that Your Highness is here."
"Fedi will be happy if I ask him to see the Capital together, right?"

Just as the Emperor and I predicted, the Imperial Princess wants company, not solitude. Had I heard this without preparation, I would have been alarmed, but having made all arrangements, I find it heartwarming.

Wanting to share even a simple sightseeing trip with her brother—how admirable.

"Just Fedi?"
"No! All my siblings!"

Such an admirable sentiment indeed.

But "all" is problematic. The Imperial Princess alone requires vigilance, and adding eight children under five years old? Even I couldn't handle that alone.

'At most, the triplets and Friedrich.'

Honestly, just taking Fedi would be easiest...

After careful consideration, we decided that only the Crown Princess and Fedi would go sightseeing in the Capital.

No matter how I thought about it, including the triplets would draw too much attention. Magic could perfectly conceal the elven ears, but the triplets were three sisters who moved as one body. Three-year-old girls moving in perfect unison would inevitably become superstars in the Capital.

If we couldn't bring the triplets, there was no question about the younger children. How could the little ones go where their older sisters couldn't? Let's just think of this tour as a trial version and gradually add more people when the situation improves. That's the best path for everyone.

"Wooooow!"

After casting the magic on the Crown Princess and Fedi who were about to depart for sightseeing, the Crown Princess kept exclaiming in wonder as she looked in the mirror.

"Your Highness. Are you pleased?"
"Yes! I wike it!"
"Fufu, I'm glad to hear that."

Trixie smiled gently at the sight of the Crown Princess's sparkling eyes.

"How about you, Fedi?"
"I wike it too!"

Trixie's smile deepened at their consecutive declarations of approval.

'Magic really is impressive.'

Even I couldn't help but admire the Crown Princess and Fedi. Trixie's disguise magic was perfect—even I, who knew their original appearances, couldn't sense any incongruity.

First, the Crown Princess's violet eyes, symbol of the Imperial Family, were changed to black. This was due to her strong desire to have the same color eyes as Fedi.

Meanwhile, Fedi's hair was changed to silver. This was also due to his strong desire to have the same color hair as his sister.

'Anyone would see them as siblings.'

Somehow, they ended up with matching hair and eye colors. Thanks to that, they naturally looked like little siblings.

I'm satisfied. The imperial symbol was covered in black, and the Kracius black hair was covered in silver. They each covered themselves with the other's characteristics.

"Now. It's your turn, Kal."
"I'd like the same treatment, please."
"Don't worry. I'll make you look like their father."

I found myself nodding at Trixie's confident words.

To be honest, who would worry about magic personally cast by the pinnacle of magical ability?

"Wow! Daddy wooks wike us too!"
"Yes! Daddy's hair is white too!"

Seeing the enthusiastic reactions from the Crown Princess and Fedi, it seems the disguise magic worked perfectly on me as well.

By the way, please call it silver hair rather than white hair. Calling it white makes me flinch unnecessarily.

"Yuris and Sophia have already prepared clothes for you. Just wear whatever you like."
"That's a relief. I was just wondering what to wear."

How fortunate. They prepared what we needed without even being asked. I should buy them some small gifts during our tour.

Since Yuris and Sophia are proper adults, dresses and accessories would be good, right? Something they could sell for cash if necessary.

"Daddy! Let's go! Hurry!"

While I was thinking about this and changing clothes, the Crown Princess, who had already changed into ordinary clothes, was jumping up and down.

"Your Highness. Let me remind you once more before we go. While we're outside, you must call me 'daddy' instead of 'godfather.' Remember?"
"Yes!"
"And I'll treat Your Highness like my daughter."
"Yes, yes!"
"Good. Then let's go."

Emperor, are you watching? Today, the Crown Princess is not your daughter but mine.

I'll feed her lots of delicious food so she can't have dinner with you, and I'll play with her until she falls asleep as soon as she returns to the palace.

So you won't even be able to give her a goodnight kiss.

'Since I'm providing close protection, you should at least accept that much.'

Of course, it's natural for me to provide protection for my goddaughter and son, but it would be unfair if the Emperor didn't pay any price.

If I suffer physically, you should suffer mentally. That's the balance of the Empire.

Come to think of it, this would be my first time leisurely exploring the Capital too.


Since the Capital was both my workplace and residence, I had inevitably examined various parts of it, but back then I was openly displaying "I am Kal Kracius." Thanks to always wearing my uniform, everyone knew I was a nobleman and an audit official.

Therefore, this tour is practically my first as well. My first tour where I can enjoy myself comfortably without worrying about others' gazes or feelings.

"Daddy! Over there! Circus!"

And for this historic first tour, the first monumental item on our itinerary was watching a circus.

In a way, it was thanks to this circus that the Crown Princess had been clamoring to see the Capital. The small ball launched by the circus had soared quite high.

"Wanna see! Wanna see!"
"If you want to see it, we should go. Let's watch this first and then see other things."
"Yay!"

As soon as I finished speaking, the Crown Princess ran toward the temporary tent set up for the performance, but she paused right in front of the entrance.

"Daddy. What's this?"

She pointed at bags displayed next to the entrance.

More precisely, bags filled with popcorn.

'Popcorn in a medieval setting.'

I wonder if this is appropriate, but what does it matter? It's not surprising that this world is a melting pot of various cultures.

And popcorn is essential for watching performances. Such a melting pot is actually good.

'I should let them try all kinds of food.'

Crucially, these are foods the Crown Princess probably hasn't eaten before. One of the goals of this tour is to let her try as many new foods as possible. What kind of sightseeing would it be if she only ate familiar foods?

"That's also a snack. It might be a bit saltier than the snacks you usually eat."
"I want to try it!"
"Me too!"

I nodded with satisfaction at the eagerness of the Crown Princess and Fedi, who looked like baby birds opening their mouths toward their mother.

I'm relieved. I was worried our children might have refined tastes and refuse to eat common street food.

"How much is this?"

I gladly asked a person standing near the display. Judging by the clown makeup, this person must be the clerk.

"Pardon? Oh, yes! You're asking about the price?"

The clown, who briefly rolled his eyes at my question, smiled broadly and waved his hand.

"Seeing such pretty children has put me in a good mood! I'll give you three bags for free!"
"Excuse me?"
"Oh, and you'll need something to drink too, right? Three drinks on the house as well!"

With those words, the clown thrust the popcorn and drinks into my arms before I could refuse.

I was somewhat impressed by his speed, which was considerable for an ordinary person. Is there something different about circus performers?

"No, I really should pay..."
"Oh, it's fine! If you feel uncomfortable, just applaud inside! The audience's applause gives our performers great strength!"

It was such a sincere request that I couldn't insist further.

Instead, since it would be awkward to accept kindness and leave without a word, I'll discreetly leave a tip when the performance ends.

***

The man sighed as soon as the family of three with silver hair and black eyes entered.

The performance was about to start and he was about to close the entrance when such customers arrived unexpectedly.

'All three have blue blood.'

My instinct screamed. The experience I'd accumulated traveling around the Empire told me.

Those three definitely have blue blood. Though they wore clothes like ordinary citizens, they exuded an elegance that couldn't be concealed by clothing.

No, from the beginning, only their appearance was ordinary—the fabric wasn't common at all. What commoner would make and wear everyday clothes from such fabric? They would wear better clothes in more important places.

'If I act like I recognize them, I'll be crushed immediately.'

However, I didn't bow my head to the blue-blooded visitors without discretion. Judging by their disguises, they probably wanted to enjoy themselves leisurely, and in such a situation, what would happen if a mere clown like me acted familiar?


But treating them the same as other customers would also be problematic. The minds of nobles are truly sensitive and peculiar. Even though they've hidden their noble identity, they secretly become displeased if treated like commoners. If that's the case, why hide it in the first place?

So I hurriedly gave them free popcorn and drinks. Whether simple snacks are free or not means nothing to nobles, but since I complimented their beautiful children, perhaps they were somewhat satisfied...? I'd like to believe—?

'Huh?'

Suddenly, a man with white hair and orange eyes was standing in front of me.

What? There was definitely no one here until just now.

'Black uniform?'

As soon as I saw the man's attire, I felt my blood run cold.

That eerily black uniform. The emblem embroidered on the sleeve was definitely—

"Excessive curiosity often brings unnecessary crises."

The man who said this flicked a silver coin toward me.

"And appropriate behavior often brings unexpected fortune."
"I-I'll remember..."

As I reflexively tried to respond, the man placed his index finger on his lips.

It clearly meant to shut up and stay quiet, so I silently bowed my waist.

"Hah."

When I finally raised my waist slightly, the man who had appeared like the wind had vanished without a trace. I couldn't help but laugh wryly, feeling as if I'd seen a ghost.

No, comparing him to a ghost might be disrespectful since he's someone even more formidable than a ghost.

'Why would someone from the Audit Department be here?'

Moreover, judging by the emblem, he seemed to be an executive-level official rather than an ordinary bureaucrat.

"Excessive curiosity often brings unnecessary crises."

But remembering the man's words, I shook my head.

I know nothing. I saw nothing here.

...

'Oh, there's a silver coin lying here.'

What incredible luck. It seems Enen has bestowed good fortune upon me for my hard work.

Since I found it on the street, this silver coin is mine.

***

The circus presented exactly the performance structure I had expected.

However, while it was predictable for me who came from the 21st century, in this world where entertainment was relatively scarce, it was a diverse and fascinating performance. Moreover, they delivered the expected content with extreme quality.

"Daddy! Look at that!"

The Crown Princess's eyes sparkled as she watched a fox easily jumping through rings of fire.

I couldn't help but smile at the sight. It's amusing that she finds such simple things amazing when we have talking beasts aplenty in our mansion.

"That! Jeonggyeol could do that too, right?!"
'Ah.'

So that's why she likes it.

"Jeonggyeol! Just like that! He could do it!"
"Y-yes. With practice, it should be possible."

I'm sorry, Jeonggyeol. It seems you and I will need to practice jumping for a while.

Fortunately, the subsequent plate spinning, juggling, escape magic, and other acts eagerly captured the Crown Princess's attention. With luck, we might avoid Jeonggyeol's tearful fire show.

'Hang in there.'

I silently cheered for the circus performers.

For Jeonggyeol's peace and well-being. Please show us 120% of your performance.

The Crown Princess and Pedi grinned widely like pirates who had discovered One Piece.

"That was fun! The circus was the best!"
"Yeah! It was fun!"

The two little ones, who had been wide-eyed throughout the performance, continued their enthusiastic praise during the curtain call for the director and performers.

Perhaps because the children were so excited, other audience members nearby applauded even more vigorously. I was grateful for what seemed like their consideration in preserving the children's innocence.

"Well then, shall we give some applause to the nice men and ladies who put on such a wonderful show?"
"No!"
"Uh...?"

I flinched at the Crown Princess's firm response.

What's this? Was she saying that although it was enjoyable, it wasn't worthy of applause from noble royalty? I didn't know a five-year-old could be so strict.

"When you see something good! You should give a proper reward! Clapping isn't enough!"

Her follow-up statement was even more surprising. A thorough give-and-take philosophy? That's definitely not something that should come from a five-year-old's mouth.

Who was it? Who taught the pure, young Crown Princess about how the world works? It's knowledge she would have to learn eventually, but not something she needed to know so soon.

"Um, who told you that?"
"Mommy!"

I nodded, feeling bewildered by the Empress's overwhelming presence.

Well, let's think positively. The Empress didn't teach her incorrect knowledge, just a truth she would eventually learn, albeit a bit early. As the Empress of a nation and a duke's daughter, as well as the mother of two children, she was simply more passionate about educating her children.

Let's just think of it that way. If it had been the Emperor, it would be eccentric, but if it was the Empress's action, there must have been a good reason.

"Then let's both give a reward and applaud."
"Yeah!"

Only then did the Crown Princess clap her hands rapidly.

I had originally planned to leave a tip secretly, but with the Crown Princess acting this way, I should give an official gift.

Just then, a clown who had been selling popcorn came into view.

"Excuse me. Would it be possible to meet the director?"
"Who— Oh, it's our guest!"

The clown who turned around at my words immediately put on a smile and welcomed us.

I was somewhat touched. To this clown, we were just one group among many guests. Yet he recognized us immediately. What impressive professional dedication.

"It's possible! Actually, the director just sets the overall framework, so he doesn't have much to do during the performance season!"
"Is that so? That's fortunate."

His ready acceptance made me smile involuntarily. Right now, I'm not the nobleman Kal Kracius, but Hans, a commoner out with children. Or James would work too.

Either way, from the circus director's perspective, I'm not someone who deserves special treatment. So I was worried about being turned away at the entrance, but the troupe members are surprisingly customer-friendly.

"Um... but why do you want to meet the director? Was there something uncomfortable during the performance?"
"Oh, not at all. My children were very impressed by the performance. I wanted to thank the director for putting on such an excellent show."
"Haha! That's quite an honor!"

The clown's smile stretched from ear to ear at my sincere compliment.

He has such professional dedication that he recognizes each guest individually. Naturally, he would be delighted to hear praise for his circus troupe as if he himself were being acknowledged.

'A circus that performs in the Capital should be at least this good.'

I'm satisfied. It seems the Crown Princess and Pedi enjoyed their first circus experience at a proper venue.

It's a parent's desire to make children's first experiences perfect and splendid. In that sense, this circus troupe far exceeded expectations.

"Mister!"

Just as I was about to increase the reward for the director, the Crown Princess addressed the clown.

"The snacks you gave earlier! They were yummy! Thank you!"
"I'm thankful too! The juice was good!"

The clown's eyes widened at the Crown Princess and Pedi's expressions of gratitude, and he let out a small laugh.

I should probably increase the reward not just by one level, but by three.


"Actually, it wasn't just the children who enjoyed it. I had a great time too. This will be a day I'll remember until I die."
"I feel the same way."

Now it was my turn to laugh at the clown's response. Once a good impression is made, everything they say seems positive.

'I should give them a letter of recommendation.'

With things going this well, my commoner cosplay is becoming difficult. I should at least reveal that I'm a nobleman to give the reward I want to.

Of course, I don't intend to reveal that I'm the Count of Teilgleichen. The Audit Ministry has several titles for undercover work, so I could introduce myself as some baron associated with the Count of Teilgleichen.

After all, a minister can use one of these cover titles as they please. When else would I use it if not now?

"We are deeply grateful for Your Excellency's kindness! We will repay you with an even more excellent and perfect performance in the future! We will achieve it even if we have to grind our souls!"
"I look forward to it. Though don't go as far as grinding your souls. The Empire's culture will develop further if you live long. I believe the Count of Teilgleichen would think the same."
"It's an honor!"
"Hmm, I like your spirit. We'll see each other again if the opportunity arises."

I left the tent while receiving 90-degree bows from the director and troupe members.

I entered as a commoner but left as a nobleman. It seems that no matter how hard one tries to hide the blue blood they were born with, it cannot be concealed, which is lamentable.

"Daddy! Where are we going now?!"
"Home."
"Hueeeh...?"
"I'm joking. We still have a lot to see."

And it's a blessing that even someone with imperial purple blood higher than blue blood, a child is still pure and adorable. I hope the Crown Princess takes after the Empress rather than the Emperor.

"Daddy's mean! You scared me!"
"I'm sorry. I'll take you somewhere nice to make up for it."
"Nice-place?"
"How about the zoo?"

At that, the Crown Princess's eyes, which had been sharp like an angry Maltese, quickly softened.

Of course I knew the Crown Princess would like it. According to the Emperor, she shows deep interest in the Bremen Town Musicians that the Chancellor raises. She also loves Titi, the sacred beasts, Mane, and Mine at our mansion, so I thought she would welcome the zoo as well.

"Daddy."
"Yes? What is it?"
"What's at the zoo?"

I smiled slightly at Pedi's question.

The zoo located in the Capital is massive and splendid, funded by the Imperial Family. There's a saying that if an animal exists on the continent, it can be found at the Capital's zoo, and if it's not at the Capital's zoo, it doesn't exist on the continent.

It's said that certain endangered species have larger populations in the Capital's zoo than in their natural habitats. Not because they were indiscriminately captured, but purely through breeding programs.

"Have you heard of giraffes?"
"Gi-raffes?"
"They have long necks and are colorful."
"Are they like deer and foals?"

Pedi thought of deer and foals when I mentioned long necks.

That made me laugh. While those animals do have longer necks compared to other beasts, they can't compare to giraffes.

"Their necks are much longer. You have a giraffe among your dolls, don't you?"

At my words, Pedi blinked a few times, then smiled broadly.

"Yes! I do! It looks really strange!"
"That's right. That's exactly what they look—"
"Let's go quickly!"

Before I could finish, Pedi dashed off at lightning speed.

"Ah! Wait for me!"

The Crown Princess followed, as if unwilling to be outdone.

Running off without even knowing where the zoo is. That shows how excited they are. Thinking about the children who will clap at the zoo after the circus, I can't stop smiling.

Of course, catching the children who are running away from their father comes first. No matter how many guards are hidden around, it's dangerous to be separated from this daddy.

"Oof!"

Just like now.

"Oh dear. I was lost in thought and didn't see what was below. Are you alright?"


Pedi, who had been running like Titi going to see Jenny, collided with the legs of a passerby, and the passerby who suddenly became a traffic accident victim soothed Pedi with a gentle smile.

To be precise, it was a passing Executive Department agent. When the protection target tried to make a sudden move, he naturally restrained them with his body.

Having worked under the Executive Deputy Head in the Audit Department since his days in Section 5, his actions were smooth and natural. Natural, but—

'Is he a machine?'

Unfortunately, unlike his natural actions, his words were stiff and mechanical. Is it because they don't talk much normally?

It's fortunate that Pedi is so young. If he were a bit older, he might have noticed the awkwardness.

"I'm okay! I'm sorry I didn't see you, mister!"
"My, what a polite child. I wonder who the father is."
'What's that supposed to mean?'

What's with that comment made right in front of the father?

Is he trying to flatter me? No, it's too obvious for flattery. Besides, someone from Section 5, who generally resembles the taciturn Executive Deputy Head, wouldn't say such things.

"Is your father nearby?"
"Yes! Over there!"

The agent followed Pedi's pointing finger and slightly nodded toward me.

I nodded back, but my feelings were complicated. Why bother looking for me when he could have just left?

'Is something wrong?'

I'm uneasy. Everyone participating in this escort operation is a seasoned veteran. They're not the type to do meaningless things so casually.

'Hmm?'

While thinking this, I noticed the desperate emotion in the agent's eyes.

...Hmm.

"My child has been rude. I apologize."
"Not at all. It's actually refreshing to see such a bright and polite child these days."

As I approached the agent and offered a handshake, he eagerly reciprocated.

Then I felt a small piece of paper in my hand.

'Damn it.'

I almost sighed out loud. For information to be delivered this way, it must be urgent.

'Ah.'

With mixed feelings, I naturally looked at the paper while withdrawing from the handshake, and sure enough, it contained troubling information.

[Marquis Lavirzhe's second daughter, her husband, and children are heading to the Capital Zoo. Not a deliberate approach after noticing Crown Princess's incognito visit.]

Marquis Lavirzhe. One of the Empire's marquises and a powerful figure in the west.

During the northern conquest, he served as a marshal commanding the western regional army, and proudly became a key figure in the victory, further elevating the status of the western political and social circles.

A descendant of such a nobleman is heading to the same place as us. Normally, I would just think "so be it," but while disguised as a commoner, this is no trivial matter.

'If I'm unlucky, I'll have to bow to the second daughter.'

I, an Imperial Count, would have to bow to a mere second daughter, not even the Marquis himself.

Well, I could endure that for the sake of this secret tour, but I can't force the Crown Princess to do the same.

'The Crown Princess bowing to a noble?'

The mere thought is horrifying. The Marquis's second daughter would probably faint if she knew the commoner bowing to her was the Crown Princess.

'Should we go somewhere else?'

But the Crown Princess and Pedi are so excited?

'Then should I stop the second daughter?'

On what grounds would I stop a Marquis's descendant, not even a lower noble? If I reveal the Crown Princess's incognito tour now, the second daughter and her family would be flustered. Then other nobles would notice too.

This is maddening. Of all the possible overlapping routes, why like this?


"The arrival of the Marquis Lavirge's second daughter and her children."

If the Marquis himself had come, I could have at least conversed with him. Even if his heir had come, I could have managed some decent conversation. But unfortunately, it was the second daughter who arrived.

From what I remember, the Marquis Lavirge's second daughter is an ordinary noblewoman who shows no interest in politics. I hear she only socializes with a few noblewomen she's close to in high society, making her unsuitable as a conversation or business partner. It wouldn't be right to taint someone who lives in the light with politics.

'One of us has to leave.'

In truth, it would be best if one of us left, but both the second daughter and I are here at the zoo with our children. I can't ignore the children's excitement and anticipation by turning back.

So in the end, we both have to enter the zoo...

'Should I try to avoid them as much as possible?'

That's a decent plan. Except for the uncontrollable little ones in our group.

Even if I try to avoid the second daughter's family, if the Crown Princess says, "I wanna go there," there's nothing I can do. Even if the Marquis's mother were there instead of his second daughter, I'd have to go.

The arrogance that parents should never harbor is the confidence that they can completely control their child. Parents cannot control their children; they are beings who must beg their children to please listen to them.

'What should I do?'

This is giving me a headache. I can't postpone the zoo visit, tell the truth to the second daughter, or avoid running into her. If I had known this would happen, I would have brought up the zoo idea later.

'...Ah.'

Suddenly, Fedi's fake silver hair caught my eye.

The real issue isn't meeting the second daughter's family itself. It's that the Crown Princess would have to bow her head to the Marquis's bloodline.

So what if we just don't bow our heads?

"Kids? Should we rest a bit before going to the zoo? Maybe have some drinks at that café over there."
"No way! I wanna go now!"
"We don't need to rest! Let's go right away!"
"Actually, Daddy's a little tired."
"Then just a tiny bit!"

Fortunately, the Crown Princess and Fedi granted this tired daddy permission to rest.

It's truly a merciful decision, but children's mercy doesn't last long. At most, 10 or 20 minutes would be the limit.

But that's enough. I don't even need 20 minutes—just securing about 2 minutes would be enough to overcome this ordeal.

"Father-in-law."

I quickly entered a nearby café, let the children choose what they wanted to eat, and then discreetly stepped back.

"Son-in-law? Wait, why is your hair like that?"

To meet the hero who would solve my predicament.

"Are you matching colors with our Eri?"

To seek help from my fifth father-in-law, whose influence is no less formidable than that of Marquis Lavirge.

Fight marquis with marquis. Honestly, I could ask a duke for help, but mobilizing a duke's family just to block a marquis's second daughter would be too harsh.

"I've been running around with the children."
"My, my son-in-law, you must be having a hard time."

My father-in-law seemed to grasp the situation from my words, chuckling and nodding.

"Yes. Since you have silver hair now, my endorsement might work."

He then brought up exactly what I was about to ask for.

I knew it. As expected, the intuition of one of the top two marquises in the Empire is truly different.

"Son-in-law. For today, you'll be a branch member of our family. I'll send the details through the communication orb, so check it."
"Thank you, Father-in-law."
"No need to thank me for something like this. I'm always grateful to you, son-in-law."

I smiled slightly at my father-in-law's sincere words. Thanks to Eri, I remain my father-in-law's eternal benefactor.

'Perfect.'

Anyway, as I expected, my father-in-law provided great help in solving my predicament.

If the other party is from a marquis family, I can claim to be from a marquis family too. I'm a bit concerned about being a branch member rather than direct lineage, but bluffing about being direct lineage could be quickly exposed.


Well, even as a branch member, it's enough to prevent the Crown Princess from having to bow to the second daughter, so it doesn't matter. Why would people from the same marquis family bow to each other?

"Oh."

I couldn't help but exclaim when I saw the message my father-in-law sent.

[For today, you can go by Alan Viruna of Baron Salin.]

He didn't just give me a branch family name but also gifted me with a noble title.

Baron Salin. It seems to be one of the many titles my father-in-law holds.

I could enjoy the zoo tour with a light heart.

Right now, I'm not the commoner Hans or James, but the legitimate titled noble Baron Salin. Unless Marquis Lavirge himself appears, there's no need for me, the Crown Princess, or Fedi to bow our heads.

'The probability of meeting them is low anyway.'

The Imperial Zoo is vast, with numerous animals. Before receiving the disguise title, I had to assume the worst-case scenario and felt anxious, but now that the problem is solved, my reason has returned.

What are the chances of meeting the second daughter's family in such a large zoo? Exaggerating a bit, it's like throwing a needle onto a beach, then throwing a ball of thread and expecting it to go through the needle's eye.

"Wow! So big!"
"Amazing! It's taller than Jason!"

So I showed the giraffe to the Crown Princess and Fedi without worry.

The giraffe, apparently hungry, was stretching its already long neck even more upright to pluck leaves. As the massive animal, nearly 5 meters tall, leisurely munched on grass, the two children's eyes sparkled.

"Giraffe! Over here!"

Fedi waved her arms vigorously, but the cruel giraffe focused on its meal rather than the unfamiliar child.

A natural but disappointing result. If it had looked this way even once, it would have been a good memory for the children.

"Hehe, it must be very hungry."
"Yeah! Eat a lot!"

But fortunately—or should I say fortunately?—despite the giraffe's steadfast eating, the Crown Princess and Fedi showed no signs of disappointment. Instead, they just watched the giraffe's mealtime with fascination.

"Daddy, Daddy."
"What is it?"
"How does a giraffe cry?"

That question momentarily froze my brain.

Right. How does a giraffe cry? Being an animal, it must make sounds, but I've never heard it.

'Does it neigh like a horse?'

Could giraffes be the type that neigh? No, I've never heard that giraffes cry like that.

Then "giraffeee"? No, that's impossible. A giraffe isn't a Pokémon that cries its own name.

"Well..."
"Ah! It's looking here!"

Just as I cautiously opened my mouth, the giraffe turned its gaze toward us. At the same time, Fedi's attention shifted from me to the giraffe.

Thank you. You saved me.

***

I watched Minister Hans, Fedi, and Her Highness the Crown Princess from a distance.

In truth, from the moment His Excellency is present, no escort is necessary, but sometimes guarding requires multiple ordinary individuals rather than one powerful person. Thanks to that, I, the Deputy Director of Enforcement, was directly controlling the security personnel on site.

'It's been a while since I've been on such a tension-free mission.'

However, I can't deny that its effectiveness is questionable, regardless of its necessity.

His Excellency's combat prowess and paternal love. With these two combined, how could any problems arise? The only incident was stopping a sharp-eyed jester who tried to approach His Excellency's identity. Nothing else happened.

The only variable was that Marquis Lavirge's second daughter was coming to the zoo, but His Excellency spoke with Marquis Iones through the communication orb. He probably handled the Marquis Lavirge issue as well.

'Looks like I'm just going to end up watching animals.'

Thanks to following His Excellency without any disturbances, I too got to see all sorts of animals.

Giraffes with their impressive long necks, elephants with their distinctive trunks and tusks, endangered tigers, polar bears that live only in cold regions, snakes with bodies large enough to swallow humans... I think I've seen more animals today than in my entire life.


'Rana would like this too.'

And perhaps because there are so many families visiting, I couldn't help but think of Rana back at the mansion.

As it happens, after this escort mission ends, I'll have two days of vacation. It's rare for a couple to enjoy leisure time together except at times like this. So visiting the zoo with Rana during my vacation would be nice.

I've already figured out the most efficient routes through the zoo, suitable rest spots, and the souvenirs and food they sell. Since I'm conducting this field survey, I can offer Rana a perfect tour.

'Hmm?'

While imagining Rana's childlike joy, I noticed a young girl running toward His Excellency's direction.

She wasn't running toward His Excellency specifically. His Excellency just happened to be in the direction she was blindly running.

'Is that the Marquis's granddaughter?'

Looking more closely at the girl, her obviously luxurious clothing and snow-white skin stood out.

It seems the Marquis's second daughter took her eyes off her for a moment, and the child started acting independently.

'It would be dangerous to leave her be.'

However, seeing the teary-eyed girl—the Marquis Lavirge's granddaughter—it didn't seem like intentional independent action.

If we leave the granddaughter alone, she'll encounter His Excellency, and the second daughter must be worried about her missing child right now. We should handle this appropriately and send her back to the second daughter.

That's clearly what we should have done, but...

"Little one. Why are you crying?"
'Ah.'

Before we could step in, His Excellency rushed over first.

Even as he spoke to the Marquis's granddaughter, his expression showed he realized his mistake—his body had moved before his mind.

'Paternal love, perhaps.'

His Excellency is the father of several children. So it seems he can't ignore a crying child, even if it's someone else's.

***

My body moved before I could think when I saw the little girl crying alone.

The Audit Department agents approaching from a distance awkwardly met my eyes, then quietly turned around and moved away again.

No, no. Just come back...

"Li-little... no...!"
"Hmm?"

I looked down at the girl's voice.

"My grandpa is a vewy high person... *sniff*, a high person... I'm not a little one, I'm my grandpa's granddaughter!"

Even if she's a granddaughter of someone important, she's still little, but since she insists, I'll go along with it.

"Yeah? My grandpa is suuuuper high too!"
"Shh."

I stopped the Crown Princess who was trying to brag about her grandfather.

Bringing up your grandfather is cheating. There's no one higher than your grandfather in the Empire.

"No! My grandpa is higher!"
"No! My grandpa is higher!"
'Ah.'

I rubbed my forehead as I watched the Crown Princess and the girl suddenly engaged in a grandfather battle.

Judging by her talk about her grandfather, this child seems to be Marquis Lavirge's granddaughter. The Emperor's granddaughter and the Marquis's granddaughter are having a "Ghost Grand-father" showdown.

No, both grandfathers are alive, so they're not ghosts?

"Daddy. Is our grandpa high too?"

I quietly stroked Fedi's hair at her question.

Unfortunately, since her retired grandfather would be awkward to include in this competition, let's just think about her maternal grandfather. Fedi's maternal grandfather is a duke, so he's also an important person.

Though he would be considered lower in front of the Emperor.

The battle between the two girls over their grandfathers was fierce. Both children had immense pride in their grandfathers—or more precisely, their paternal and maternal grandfathers—so neither showed any sign of backing down.

Honestly, if Marquis Lavirze knew he was being pitted in this competition, he would be horrified. Fortunately or unfortunately, Marquis Lavirze remained unaware of this disaster. The Crown Princess didn't know about the girl's maternal grandfather, and the girl didn't know about the Crown Princess's grandfather. How thankful this was.

"My gwandpa is weally gweat! Weally tall! And has lots of animals!"
"Ugh...!"
'What's this?'

And the fierce battle between the two girls was tilting toward the Crown Princess's victory.

But it wasn't because her identity was revealed that she was advancing toward victory; rather, it was because the Crown Princess's animal farm was revealed, causing the Marquis Lavirze's granddaughter to lose her fighting spirit. Judging by how she bit her lip in frustration, the effect was certainly real.

Actually, when I think about it, isn't this natural? For a descendant of Marquis Lavirze from the western Empire to come all the way to the Capital Zoo means they must love animals. So when someone says, "My grandfather has lots of animals!" they can't help but be shaken.

'Children will be children.'

Whether she was the Marquis's granddaughter or not, she was ultimately just an ordinary little kid, which made me chuckle. I had wondered if she might be an arrogant villain-type noble girl relying on her bloodline, but she was just a child the same age as the Crown Princess.

"M-m-my gwandpa is..."

Anyway, the granddaughter, cornered and on the verge of checkmate, desperately racked her brain.

"Sweetie!"
"Mommy?"

And she narrowly escaped defeat by abandoning the game altogether.

I see. If you can't turn the tide within the game, you can just quit the game itself. Though she's a child, I learned something from her.

"Mommyyy!"

The granddaughter, seemingly aware that fleeing was her only escape from defeat, naturally ran toward the voice calling her.

It should be a beautiful scene of a mother and daughter reuniting. Yet why does it look like a last-minute game abandonment to my cynical adult eyes? I shouldn't view the world with such tainted perspective.

"Henrietta! Didn't Mommy tell you to stay close by?"
"B-but the white bear... was so amazing..."

At the sight of the sniffling granddaughter—Henrietta—the woman presumed to be the Marquis's second daughter let out a small sigh.

"If you want to go somewhere, tell Mommy first. Understand?"
"Yes... I'm sowwy..."

Then she embraced Henrietta and kept patting her back.

Seeing the color return to her previously pale face, it seemed the tension of having lost her daughter was quickly dissipating.

"Henrietta! Darling!"
"Waaah!"

Soon after, people who appeared to be the second daughter's husband and other children arrived in succession.

That's a relief. I thought it might take some time to find her lost parents, but they would have reunited even without my intervention.

"Thank you. Thanks to you, we were able to find our daughter."
"Not at all. We just happened to be going the same way and chatted briefly."

As I was naturally about to step back, the second daughter's husband, having assessed the situation, bowed first.

This was quite unexpected. Though I had received a disguised identity from my father-in-law, my attire was still the same as when I was watching the circus. Just by appearances, one couldn't tell if I was a commoner or a noble, yet he bowed first.

And not just any noble, but a son-in-law of a Marquis.

'Would I have done the same?'

Briefly putting myself in his position, I quickly reached a conclusion.

What does it matter if the other person is a commoner? If someone found my child, I would bow even if they were a slave. I'd be willing to grant them commoner status on the spot and give them enough gold for three generations to live on.

"Isn't even that coincidence a fate bestowed by Enen? Ah, I am Albert Digo."
'So he's a son-in-law who took his wife's name.'

Digo was certainly the surname of Marquis Lavirze. Seeing that the wife didn't take her husband's surname but the opposite, it seems this gentleman had entered the family as a son-in-law who took his wife's name.

In some ways, that's even more intimidating. It means he doesn't live separately from the Marquis but together. Naturally, children who live closer receive more attention, and those who receive more attention gain favor and power. As the Marquis's son-in-law who took the family name, he must be more powerful than an ordinary provincial noble.

"I am Alan Biruna of Sallin."
"Oh my, you're a titled noble. I've been quite rude."
"There's no need to call it rudeness. Thanks to being descended from Marquis Iones, I've undeservedly received a title beyond my station."

When I naturally explained my background, Albert's eyes gleamed sharply.

In fact, my father-in-law's domain, the Iones Marquisate, is located in the western Empire. Since the Lavirze Marquisate is also in the west, the two houses have a relationship of both competition and cooperation. The two Marquisates share a neighborly relationship filled with all sorts of pleasant and unpleasant feelings.


"I never expected to meet a western neighbor here in the Capital."

So Albert seems to be instinctively cautious, but,

"Haha, neither did I. And I certainly didn't expect to see such a pretty child."

At my blatant compliment, Albert's lips quickly curled up to his ears.

It was exactly the reaction I expected, which was satisfying. That's how any father with a five-year-old daughter should respond.

"Darling."
"Ah, my wife. This is Baron Sallin. He has connections with Marquis Iones."
"I see. A western neighbor helped find our daughter; truly, this is Enen's guidance."

Having successfully calmed Henrietta, the second daughter also gently bowed to express her gratitude.

"Mar-quis? So her gwandpa is a Marquis too?"

And Henrietta, who was clinging tightly to her mother's back, tilted her head curiously.

"No, dear. Grandfather is not a Marquis but someone else."
"What! Then my gwandpa is higher wanked!"
"No! My gwandpa is higher!"

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the second outbreak of the grandfather war.

***

Since finding Henrietta created a bond between us, I decided to move together with the Sallin Baron's family.

"...But do you weally have cows at your gwandpa's house?"
"We have ducks and chickens too! So many!"
"Wooow..."

Moreover, Henrietta seemed to like the Baron Sallin's daughter. Though they argued at first, they seemed to have grown fond of each other through their quarreling.

This is good news. Apart from her cousins, Henrietta hadn't met children her age, so she didn't have anyone she could call a friend. Since Baron Sallin is also from a branch of the Masalo Marquisate, wouldn't he stay in the west? Henrietta could meet him often.

That is, if Baron Sallin is really Baron Sallin.

'Sallin was definitely a title held by Marquis Iones.'

When I married my wife and became a member of the Digo Marquisate, I thoroughly researched the Masalo Marquisate, which was the Digo Marquisate's rival.

If my memory serves me correctly, Sallin was one of the many titles belonging to Marquis Iones. It was an ordinary title that no one would remember, acquired during the time of the Masalo family head four generations ago. Moreover, the Sallin Barony didn't even have any territory attached to it.

Yet suddenly, a Baron Sallin appeared claiming connections with Marquis Iones. If someone had newly received the title, rumors would certainly have spread.

'It's not an impersonation.'

What madman would impersonate a title belonging to Marquis Iones, who ranks among the top one or two Marquises in the Empire? The claim of having connections with Marquis Iones must be true.

Then who could it be? Who would falsely present a title owned by the Marquis, and whom does the Marquis trust enough to allow this?

"Darling."
"Ah, my wife."

While organizing my thoughts as I watched Henrietta and Baron Sallin's daughter scurrying along, my wife approached and whispered.

"Why so serious suddenly? Your expression is grave."
"Thinking about Henrietta's disappearance still makes my heart pound. I can't easily calm down."
"Oh, you. I was startled too, but since we found her safely, relax."

My wife gently smiled and took my hand. I smiled back at her.

'I can't relax.'

Despite my wife's comfort, I couldn't put my mind at ease.

The Masalo Marquisate, rival to the Digo Marquisate. Marquis Iones, at the apex of the Masalo Marquisate. I had missed a key figure connected to such a Marquis. Despite the name Baron Sallin being openly used, I don't know the reason.

It's shameful. This is a failure to meet my father-in-law's expectations and trust.

'And I'm supposed to be an intelligence officer.'

Even if my father-in-law doesn't know, I should have. Aren't I in charge of internal and external information for the Digo Marquisate? Wasn't my presumptuous romance with my wife approved because of that recognized ability?

'I'll have to give up sleep for a while.'

Looking at the back of Baron Sallin's head, I steeled my resolve.

I need to identify every cousin, distant relative, and neighbor to clear this confusion.


"We have lots of animals at our house too!"
"Weally?"
"Yes. They're all so cute."

By now, Baron Sallin's son had also started conversing with Henrietta.

I sincerely hope Henrietta can meet these friends again. I don't want to see Henrietta hurt because of adult circumstances.

After returning to the Lavirze Marquisate, it wasn't long before I received a summons from my father-in-law.

"Did you happen to meet someone called Baron Sallin in the Capital?"

And when the name Baron Sallin came from my father-in-law's lips, I felt my blood run cold.

Having just returned, I still knew nothing. If my father-in-law was asking about Baron Sallin, I couldn't provide any answer.

"I apologize, Your Excellency! Due to my insufficient abilities, I failed to identify the hidden card of the Masalo Marquisate!"

So I prostrated myself on the floor and apologized not as the Marquis's son-in-law but as the intelligence officer of the Digo Marquisate. This was clearly my mistake and lack of ability.

"Don't do that, get up. It's natural not to know about this."
"Pardon?"
"Read this first."

My father-in-law approached and personally handed me a letter. As I carefully rose to receive the document, my father-in-law let out a small sigh.

I'm anxious. What could the contents be?

'What is this?'

As soon as I turned my attention to the document, my body froze.

[I commend Albert Digo, son-in-law of the Marquis, for keeping silent about the Crown Princess's incognito journey.]

A letter from His Majesty the Emperor himself. With the strange content that I had kept silent about Her Highness the Crown Princess's incognito journey.

[Since the Crown Princess seems to have built a friendship with your granddaughter, I hope they continue to be good friends in the future.]

The unbelievable content that our Henrietta had become friends with Her Highness the Crown Princess.

[Know that the Minister of the Audit Department has also expressed gratitude to the Marquis's son-in-law.]

Finally, a sentence that could help identify Baron Sallin's true identity.

'Indeed...'

The Minister of the Audit Department does have... connections with the Masalo family...

"Son-in-law."
"Yes, Father-in-law."
"You've worked hard. Rest well for a while."
"...Thank you, Father-in-law."

My heart was pounding wildly.

I had nearly committed the insane act of digging into information about the Minister of the Audit Department.

***

Only after parting did I learn that Albert was the intelligence officer of the Digo Marquisate.

No wonder his gaze seemed strangely familiar. It was a familiar look because he was someone who worked in the same field.

'I never expected to meet an intelligence officer on a family trip to the zoo.'

Anyway, as the Digo Marquisate's intelligence officer, he might have questioned the appearance of Baron Sallin. However, Albert expressed no doubts and quietly finished touring the zoo.

For the sake of our children's enjoyable sightseeing. For the sake of the children's laughter.

'I should repay his consideration.'

So for the sake of the Crown Princess, Fedi, and Henrietta, who had become somewhat close, I casually mentioned the zoo incident to the Emperor. I suggested that the Crown Princess seemed to have made a friend through her own abilities.

That's enough. The Emperor would probably shed tears of emotion and send a letter to Marquis Lavirze. A letter proposing to make the Marquis's granddaughter a playmate for the Crown Princess.

'It was a fulfilling tour.'

We saw the circus, visited the zoo, stopped by good restaurants, toured the park, and made friends.

The Crown Princess will surely be happy about today's sightseeing.


No matter what city you visit, it's impossible to feel its charm in just one day. If that's true for ordinary cities, how much more so for the Capital, the heart of the Empire? The Crown Princess's passionate day trip only managed to cover a small portion of the Capital.

Nevertheless, the Crown Princess seemed satisfied with the single day's journey, smiling brightly. After all, she had seen all sorts of places she'd never visited before—circus, zoo, park, and more.

"Henrietta!"
"Charlotte!"

And she had made a friend who wasn't her sibling.

As soon as the Emperor heard that the Crown Princess had made a female friend, he contacted Marquis Lavirzé, just as I'd predicted. The Emperor made efforts to protect the Crown Princess's small, precious friendship, and Marquis Lavirzé gladly complied with the Emperor's wishes.

In truth, there was no need to speak of compliance. Having one's blood relative become the playmate of the future Emperor? This would be considered an honor that even a marquis would gladly welcome. The current Emperor, the future Emperor, and with luck, perhaps even the Emperor after that—all would likely view his family favorably.

Provided, of course, that the Digo Marquis family doesn't try anything foolish. Though a man who has risen to the rank of marquis wouldn't be tactless enough to do something so stupid.

"I'm happy to see you again!"
"Yes! I'm happy to see Charlotte too!"

Anyway, Henrietta—who seemed unaware of what the title "Crown Princess's playmate" meant—simply smiled brightly, happy to be playing with a friend.

Actually, she probably doesn't even know what a Crown Princess is. The adults call her Crown Princess, so she just accepts it.

"Is this Fedi's house?"

As if to prove this point, the Crown Princess and Henrietta met at our mansion rather than the Imperial Palace.

This unexpected venue provision wasn't difficult to understand. Henrietta had made friends not only with the Crown Princess but also with Fedi, and objectively speaking, the Imperial Palace lacks things to play with. Even the Crown Princess herself prefers our home to the palace.

Thanks to this, Henrietta also came to our mansion instead of the Imperial Palace. Someday Henrietta will enter the palace, but not just yet.

"Yes. This is our house."
"Then there are lots of animals here, right?"
"Yes! Lots!"

At Fedi's unhesitating answer, Henrietta's eyes sparkled brightly.

It's a curious thing. Occasionally there are children who fear animals, but somehow all the children I've met love them. Not just our children, but the Crown Princess, Teresa, Helen, and now Henrietta.

At this point, it seems like destiny. Perhaps because the Empire's number zero is running an animal farm, children born in this era are influenced by the situation and become animal lovers? Something like a wide-area buff.

"Miss. You should also greet the Count who invited us."
"Ah!"

As the three children were chattering away, the lady-in-waiting who had accompanied Henrietta spoke up.

"Thank you, Count!"
"No need for thanks. As a friend of Fedi and Her Highness, you're welcome anytime. Have fun while you're here."
"Yes!"

Her bright response naturally brought a smile to my face.

Could this really be the same child who had that battle with grandfather? Children truly are mysterious beings who embody multiple facets, not just one. The brave warrior from before has now become a pure little lady.

"Henrietta! Now that you've said hello, let's go! I'll show you lots of animals!"
"Yes!"

But before I could fully appreciate that heartwarming moment, the Crown Princess grabbed Henrietta and Fedi and disappeared into the distance.

I wept inwardly at this unkindness. I wanted to spend more time with our children's friend too.

"Your Excellency. Thank you for welcoming my young lady."

While I was considering whether to follow them discreetly, the lady-in-waiting who had come with Henrietta bowed deeply.

"As I just said, there's no need for thanks. Isn't Henrietta a friend of our child and Her Highness? As a parent, welcoming my child's friend is only natural."
"I'm grateful that you consider her a friend. Apart from her cousins, my lady hasn't had the opportunity to meet peers her age, so she hasn't made friends until now."
"Is that so?"

I gave a bitter smile, as her words were similar to concerns I once had.

I understand that feeling well. No matter how many siblings or cousins one has, blood relations and friends are different. If I hadn't discovered Helen, a peer friend, thanks to Titi, I would have had the same worries as this lady-in-waiting.

"The first step is always the hardest. Now that she's made two friends, she'll make many more in the future."

At this, the lady-in-waiting bowed even deeper.


'Is she the nanny?'

I stroked my chin as I observed her. Her affection and concern for Henrietta seemed too profound for an ordinary lady-in-waiting.

It's not something that can be described merely as loyalty or diligence. Based on my years of experience as a father, this lady-in-waiting's emotion is clearly at the level of maternal love.

'If she's the nanny, that makes sense.'

Our Kracius family's nanny also cherished and loved me and Erich like her own children—

"Wooooow!"
"My lady?!"

At the loud voice coming from the mansion, the nanny (presumably) who had been bowing straightened up in alarm.

"No need to worry. It seems she's seen our pets."
"Pardon...?"
"You'll understand if you see for yourself."

I walked alongside the nanny, whose eyes were darting about anxiously.

Eleven talking animals had appeared before Henrietta, who loves animals. It would be stranger if she didn't cheer.

'She'll probably come to play every day for a while.'

Since I said she could come anytime, she really will come anytime. Henrietta doesn't seem like the type to hesitate over what adults say. And Marquis Lavirzé wouldn't stop his granddaughter from visiting the Crown Princess.

Perhaps when Henrietta's younger sister is old enough to walk, the sisters might come together. Just thinking about it fills me with anticipation.

'How many children will there be in the mansion?'

Our children, the Emperor's children, Teresa, my nieces and nephews, the Henrietta sisters, and Helen. If all these children gathered at once, how many people would be running around the mansion?

The number would far exceed that of a decent daycare center. I should probably report to the Ministry of Relief or the Ministry of Education about running a daycare soon.

***

"Wow, wooooow!"

I felt proud seeing Henrietta amazed at Jeansengi.

I knew she'd be surprised! All the animals at Fedi's house are amazing!

"Who's this one?"
"Henrietta! My friend!"
"I see. Have fun."

I grabbed Jeansengi as he was trying to leave.

"Jeansengi should play with us too!"
"Damn. I knew this would happen."
"D-Death awaits!"

When I grabbed Jeansengi, Luciano who was nearby also approached me.

"This doll talks too! Amazing!"
"Right! Isn't it great?"
"Yes!"

I grabbed Jeansengi and Luciano and gave them to Henrietta.

Looking is nice but touching is better!

"Hey, Fedi."
"Yes?"
"Where's Titi?"

Come to think of it, I don't see Titi. The talking animals are amazing and cute, but Titi is the smartest and best! Even though she can't talk!

"She went to meet Jenny."
"Je-nny?"
"Helen's puppy."

I blinked at Fedi's words.

Jenny. Helen. Puppy. Sister. Titi.


I like it!

"Let's go too!"
"Huh?"
"Hmm?"
"Let's go see Titi and Jenny and Helen!"

I heard about a puppy named Jenny a long time ago! Daddy said it's a puppy that Titi likes!

And the kid who raises Jenny is Helen! I remember everything!

'She's Fedi's sister!'

If she's Fedi's sister, she's my friend!

"But Henrietta, you just came to our house for the first time."
"Ah."

Right. That's true.

"Then let's go next time!"

There's so much to see here too! It would be better to go to Helen's house next time!

***

As I approached the children, I overheard a concerning conversation.

"Let's go see Titi and Jenny and Helen too!"
"Then let's go next time!"

An incredible conversation about the Crown Princess planning to visit Helen's—Luciano's—house.

Thankfully, thanks to Fedi's wise handling, an immediate visit was avoided. Our mansion has various attractions like the sacred beasts, Mane, Mine, and spirits, so the Crown Princess's "next time" will likely be quite far in the future.

However, this merely buys us time. Once the Crown Princess has made up her mind, it will eventually happen.

'I can't even use status as a reason to stop her.'

It would be pointless to say that it's inappropriate for the Crown Princess to visit a mere knight's residence, or that going to see Helen is unreasonable. Fedi would counter with "what about me?" And the Emperor already considers Helen, who is acquainted with our children, as "the Crown Princess's friend (for real)."

"Excuse me, Your Excellency. This child Helen..."
"She's the child of an official with whom I have connections. She's friends with our children, so she could likely form a good relationship with Henrietta as well."

At this, the nanny's expression brightened. She seemed pleased that Henrietta could make a new friend after the Crown Princess and Fedi.

'There's no way out.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly inside. For Fedi, visiting Helen's house is natural; the Crown Princess has made up her mind to go; and for Henrietta, it's an opportunity to make a friend. Far from having reasons to stop the three children, I only have reasons to send them.

In truth, I don't particularly mind sending the three children to Luciano's residence.

"It seems Her Highness the Crown Princess will be visiting soon."
- ...Pardon?

The problem is that this will be a very regrettable matter for Luciano, the owner of the residence.

- Y-Your Excellency. Her Highness the Crown Princess... did you say?
"That's right."

Immediately after Henrietta left, I contacted Luciano to explain the situation—that the Crown Princess would soon be descending upon his residence.

His reaction was exactly as I had anticipated. At this sudden shocking announcement, Luciano's eyes trembled uncontrollably.

"There's no need to worry. Her Highness is pure, kind, and intelligent. She would never harm you, your wife, or Helen."

Despite my reassurance, Luciano's eyes continued to tremble.

I understand. When the future Emperor is visiting the residence of a mere knight, if someone remained calm, that person would be the strange one.

"I will personally escort Her Highness, so there won't be any commotion."

However, regardless of my understanding, even I cannot stop the Crown Princess's footsteps.

All Luciano can do is welcome the Crown Princess with a smile and pray that Helen becomes good friends with her.

The news that the Marquis of Lavirge's granddaughter had become friends with the Crown Princess quickly swept through high society. According to rumors, the Marquis of Lavirge's shoulders had risen even higher than before.

It was probably true rather than just a rumor. The marquis title was effectively the highest rank attainable for imperial nobles, and now the Marquis of Lavirge, who had nowhere higher to climb, had been blessed with "a connection to the Crown Princess." From his perspective, his pride must be touching the sky, his shoulders rising like mountains.

Personally, I couldn't care less whether the Marquis of Lavirge's shoulders were puffed up or not. I had no grudge against him, so why would I be concerned about his success?

But there was one thing that bothered me.

'The Masalo Marquis family and the Digo Marquis family are rivals.'

As fate would have it, both families had domains in the west, and they had been marquis families for similar periods, making them destined rivals.

In truth, the general assessment in high society was that the Digo family was somewhat inferior to the Masalo family—but a few years ago, the Digo family had successfully produced a general during the northern campaign. Thanks to that, while perhaps not in the entire empire, within the western region at least, Masalo and Digo were on competitive footing.

In this situation, someone from the Digo Marquis family had become the Crown Princess's childhood friend. From the Masalo family's perspective, this must be rather unpleasant.

'It doesn't really matter, does it?' I had thought.

'What does it matter if Maramento's granddaughter is friends with Her Highness? You're my son-in-law.'

At least until I saw my father-in-law's calm face.

"I-is that so?"

"Of course. Besides, even if my grandchild isn't the Crown Princess's friend, he's like a younger brother to her. I'm quite satisfied with that."

Since his statement was filled with sincerity rather than empty words, I nodded with a bewildered feeling.

'Rivals?'

It felt strange. Judging by my father-in-law's reaction, he didn't seem to consider the Marquis of Lavirge and the Digo family as rivals. In his mind, the Masalo Marquis family had already achieved a crushing victory.

And the reason for this victory was my existence. I wasn't sure whether to be grateful for this trust or to feel burdened by it.

"Maramento must feel like he's been given a new lease on life. As time passed, he was being pushed to become the Masalo family's second-in-command rather than a competitor, but now he's managed to solidify his position as a rival by gaining a connection to the Crown Princess."

'So they are rivals after all.'

However, his subsequent remarks revealed my father-in-law's true feelings.

Father-in-law... outwardly he treats the Digo family as beneath him, but inwardly he's more concerned about them than anyone else...

'If he truly considered them beneath him, he wouldn't be so well-informed.'

The way he consistently referred to the Marquis of Lavirge by his given name. How accurately he understood the Marquis's feelings. How he subtly didn't deny their rivalry.

It was clear. My father-in-law was sincere about the Marquis of Lavirge.

"By the way, son-in-law."

"Yes, Father-in-law."

"I heard that the Crown Princess will be visiting the knight's mansion soon. Is that true?"

I couldn't help but flinch at those words.

What? How does my father-in-law know about this? So far, only our children, Henrietta's nanny, the Emperor, and Luciano should know about this.

"Maramento was boasting about it. He said his granddaughter would be accompanying the Crown Princess to see the knight's daughter. I could hardly believe it."

'Ah.'

Learning that the source of the information was the Marquis of Lavirge, I couldn't help but smile wryly.

At this point, aren't they friends rather than rivals?

"It's true. That knight has connections with me as well, and the knight's daughter is friends with our children."

"Ah, I understand now that you explain it."

After I answered honestly, my father-in-law chuckled.

The visit of the Minister of Audit, who was on vacation, to an ordinary knight's mansion was quite a famous incident. My father-in-law might not know about Luciano, but he would certainly know about my connection with a certain knight.

"That's quite an excessive network for an ordinary knight to handle."

"If he can endure it, he might become something beyond an ordinary knight."

"Haha, I suppose that's true?"


With those final words, we exchanged some casual conversation about recent events, and then the communication crystal lost its light.

'Good luck.'

And I silently cheered for Luciano.

Both the Marquis of Lavirge and my father-in-law had learned about the Crown Princess's upcoming movements. If it were a movement that needed to be kept secret, both marquises would remain silent, but unfortunately, Luciano had previously gained attention through his connection with me.

In that case, rumors that "the Crown Princess is visiting the mansion of a knight connected to the Minister of Audit" would spread quickly. Honestly, from a third-party perspective, it's an incredibly interesting event.

'Good luck...'

Thinking about Luciano, who would soon become the superstar of the Ministry of Justice, brought tears to my eyes.

***

For several days now, I've been carrying a vacation request form in my pocket.

Every time I went to work, handled business, or left the office, I received all kinds of stares. If gazes had physical force, my body would be full of holes by now.

'I thought I was used to the attention.'

I unconsciously fingered the vacation request form in my pocket. After His Excellency the Minister of Audit visited my mansion, I thought I had received all the attention I would get in a lifetime, but unfortunately, that was my misconception. My lifetime turned out to be longer than I thought.

Because of this, I started carrying the vacation request form like a sacred relic. So I could submit it and escape immediately if necessary.

'It must stop at a vacation.'

Still, feeling wronged and resentful, I absolutely refuse to carry a resignation letter. Thanks to a stroke of luck that would be difficult to obtain even if I were reborn three times, thanks to a fortune that will never come again, I was able to meet His Excellency the Minister. Thanks to His Excellency's grace, I rose to the position of section chief.

So I cannot throw away this fortune with my own hands. Even if I give up on rising any higher, I can never let go of my current glory.

For my family's sake. To leave a more beautiful legacy for Helen.

"Section Chief 2."

"Ah, Department Head."

As I was steeling my resolve, I heard the Department Head's voice from behind me.

"Good timing. I was about to have a meal with Section Chief 1. If you have time, would you like to join us?"

"Well, that..."

At my direct superior's suggestion, I instinctively glanced at Section Chief 1.

For Section Chief 1, who was aiming for the position of next Corrections Department Head, a one-on-one meal with the Department Head would be an extremely important occasion. I didn't want to damage my newly formed friendship with Section Chief 1 over something trivial.

"Yes, it would be good if Section Chief 2 joined us. When else would we get together like this?"

However, Section Chief 1 suggested my participation with a willing expression.

I couldn't help but smile bitterly, understanding why he was acting this way. Precisely because he was aiming to be the next Department Head, he wanted me to join them.

'A senior trying to benefit from his junior.'

Moreover, a superior trying to use his subordinate's connections.

But apart from the bitterness, I could understand completely. I probably would have done the same if I were in the Department Head's or Section Chief 1's position. Even if I had no ambition for promotion, I would have clung to such connections for a peaceful bureaucratic life.

Not only was His Excellency the Minister of Audit behind me, but soon the Crown Princess herself would be visiting my mansion. Because my Helen had become friends with His Excellency's children. Because His Excellency's children were like siblings with the Crown Princess.

The Crown Princess's visit, arranged through this one-degree-of-separation connection. Upon learning this fact, the Department Head and Section Chief 1 looked at me with the eyes of predators.

'Fortunately, they're not predators trying to kill me.'

I inwardly sighed with relief. How fortunate that those gazes weren't from predators wanting to kill, but from predators begging for food.

'Think positively.'

The vacation request form in my pocket felt increasingly heavy, but I forced a smile while trying to ignore it.

Yes, this is an opportunity. Receiving excessive attention from the general public might be poisonous, but receiving favor from my superiors and seniors is beneficial—

'Hmm?'

The communication crystal that had been dormant alongside the vacation request form began to emit light.


"Don't mind us, go ahead and answer. It might be something important."

"Thank you for your consideration, Department Head."

At the Department Head's words, I hurriedly took out the communication crystal.

As he said, it could be important. Just as His Excellency the Minister personally contacted me recently, this could be from His Excellency again.

"This is Luciano Niden, Section Chief 2 of the Corrections Department, Ministry of Justice."

"This is Count Teilgleichen."

Indeed, the person contacting me was His Excellency the Minister.

As His Excellency's voice resonated, the Department Head and Section Chief 1 maintained silence as if they had stopped breathing. Yet they were slowly backing away, instinctively avoiding His Excellency as bureaucrats.

"I apologize for contacting you suddenly. It should be office hours, but I have something urgent to discuss."

"It's fine, Your Excellency. Please speak freely."

"The Crown Princess will soon be visiting your mansion."

My body stiffened at His Excellency's words.

If I had known such words would come, I wouldn't have asked him to speak freely.

"Of course, as I mentioned before, I will accompany her, so there's no need to worry too much."

"Ah, yes. Thank you..."

It was a statement that naturally caused worry, but I just nodded.

"I'll contact you again when we arrive."

I stared blankly at the communication crystal as it lost its light.

The Crown Princess will be visiting my mansion while I'm away. Her Highness will be descending upon a situation where only my wife and Helen are present.

"Section Chief 2!"

"Yes, yes?"

"I'll take care of your early leave paperwork, so hurry to your mansion! Even with His Excellency the Minister present, it wouldn't be right for the owner to be absent when Her Highness arrives!"

At the Department Head's exclamation, my blanched mind gradually regained its color.

That's right. This is no time to be standing around. If only my wife and Helen are there, it's proper for me, the owner, to rush back.

"Thank you! I'll go right away!"

After bowing to the Department Head and Section Chief 1, I quickly rushed to my mansion.

I need to arrive before His Excellency and Her Highness. Even if that's impossible, I need to move as quickly as possible.

***

I'm feeling good today!

Master and Young Master! Young Master and the small person he's friends with are coming to see Jenny!

Oh! And besides the small person I always see, a new small person has appeared too!

"Is this Ttitti?"

"Yes! Isn't she cute?"

"Super cute!"

This small person is petting me too!

Person who pets me! Good person!

"Jenny must be cute too, right?"

Person who compliments Jenny! Good person!

I'm so happy! I'm so happy! Let's get along well from now on!

Led by Titi, I, Pedi, the Crown Princess, Henrietta, and Henrietta's nanny headed toward Luciano's mansion.

'Could she be any happier?'

I couldn't help but smile watching Titi walking proudly at the front of our group.

Titi usually walks alongside people. Close enough for adults to pet her anytime, ready to respond if children fall. It's an adorable and admirable habit.

Yet today, Titi chose to walk ahead rather than beside us. She wanted to see Jenny as quickly as possible.

'If it's for love, I can't complain.'

As her owner, I might feel slightly neglected, but it's for love, not something else. And it's Titi's first love after caring for our children for years. I'll support her, not hinder her in any way.

Even while trotting ahead with her wagging tail, Titi kept turning back to check on us. Her thoughts were equally divided between Jenny and us.

"Titi."
- Woof?
"Go on ahead. We'll follow slowly."
- Whiiine...

At my words, Titi whimpered anxiously, looking hesitant.

I couldn't help but laugh. I was giving her permission to see Jenny, but she couldn't bear to leave her master and young master behind.

"Go on. The mansion staff needs time to prepare for our arrival."
- Woof!

After my continued encouragement, Titi gave a grateful bark and dashed toward Luciano's mansion.

Yes, Titi going ahead will make things easier for Luciano's wife and the mansion staff. I'd notified Luciano, so the staff would know about the Crown Princess's visit, but they wouldn't know the exact timing and would be panicking. Titi arriving as an advance party would give them time to prepare properly for the Crown Princess.

That's what I told myself. I was willing to use any excuse if it meant Titi could see Jenny sooner.

"What an intelligent animal. The young lady loves animals so I've seen many dogs, but never one as clever as that one."

Henrietta's nanny, who had been watching everything, spoke with admiration in her voice.

Her words filled me with pride. I already knew Titi was smart, but having others acknowledge it was something else entirely.

"Wow! Our Titi is so smart!"
"Yes! Titi is the best!"

Pedi and the Crown Princess seemed to share my feelings, nodding vigorously at the nanny's words.

But why does the Crown Princess refer to Titi as "our Titi"? It's too late to question it now, but anyone listening would think the Crown Princess was part of our household.

Actually, considering how often she visits and dines with us, perhaps she is family?

"I wish I had someone like Titi..."
"If you like Titi, come play often! Titi will like that too!"
"Really?"

At the Crown Princess's words, Henrietta looked at me with sparkling, hopeful eyes.

"Of course. Titi loves making friends, so she'll be happy when you visit."
"Wow! Thank you!"

Seeing Henrietta's bright smile brought me peace.

When I worked in administration, everyone I met seemed to have lost their minds, but now that I'm staying at the mansion, I get to meet these adorable children. What a blessing.

This is exactly why I desperately wanted a vacation. Not just for physical rest, but for mental well-being.

When we arrived at the mansion, we were greeted by an unexpected figure.

"M-Minister, Your... Excellency... it's an honor!"
"Luciano?"

Luciano, who should have been at the Ministry of Justice, was standing at the front gate.

"Why are you here? Are you on vacation?"
"No! sir! When Your Excellency is bringing... the Crown Princess... how could I! possibly! be absent! I requested early leave and rushed here!"
"Oh dear. I've caused you trouble."

His answer made me grimace. No wonder he was out of breath—he had run all the way from the Ministry of Justice building.

I felt genuinely sorry for putting Luciano through this. Not only did I force him into a sudden sprint, but for civil servants, vacation days and early leaves are precious cards to be used after careful consideration. Luciano had wasted one of those cards needlessly.

"By the way, Your Excellency. Where is... the Crown Princess?"
"Perhaps you should catch your breath first? Do you intend to greet Her Highness in this state?"
"My apologies!"

As I patted his shoulder, Luciano desperately tried to regulate his breathing.

I'm sorry. I didn't want to cause this disaster either, but I couldn't stop the Crown Princess's decision. Despite being her godfather, I'm still just a subject.

"Her Highness is over there."

After comforting Luciano for quite some time, I pointed behind me, and his head turned quickly.

"Wow! Is this Jenny?!"
"Yes. Titi's friend. Isn't she cute too?"

"Super cute! The best!"
"Pedi, that's not fair! You've been seeing Jenny all by yourself!"
"But now you're seeing her too, so it's okay, right?"
"Oh. I guess so?"

Toward Titi and Jenny spending time together outside the front gate rather than in the garden.
Toward the children surrounding Titi and Jenny.

'Jenny has definitely developed feelings for Titi too.'

The scene brought a warm smile to my face.

At first, Jenny would just lie on her stomach in the garden, indifferent to whether Titi came or not. Gradually, she began responding to Titi's visits, and today she even came out to the front gate to greet her.

Looking at Titi's bright eyes and Jenny's wagging tail, it was clear. Titi's love was no longer one-sided but becoming mutual.

"By the way, my lord. Where is Helen?"

However, my warm feelings were briefly interrupted by the question of Helen's absence. Helen usually accompanied Jenny everywhere.

Just as our children adore Titi, Helen shares a special friendship with Jenny. If Jenny and Titi were together, Helen would normally be right there with them.

"Ah, about that."

At my question, Luciano turned his head toward the mansion.

"For the great honor of welcoming Her Highness, my wife is putting in considerable effort."
"I see."

I nodded calmly, understanding what he meant.

Upon hearing about the Crown Princess's visit, Luciano, the master of the house, had taken early leave and rushed here. If someone who was outside reacted this way, imagine how those inside the mansion must feel.

If the husband protects the family name, the wife manages the household. She's probably frantically inspecting the mansion while simultaneously giving Helen a 120% makeover.

'I'm sorry.'

Another apology, I've lost count how many today. But this time, it was directed at Helen, not Luciano.

Helen is a busy five-year-old girl who loves running around. Rather than pretty, sparkly clothes or jewelry, wouldn't she prefer comfortable clothes for playing, or unique outfits that she personally likes? Formal dresses suitable for social gatherings must be torturous for her.

Still, I couldn't in good conscience say, "Wear whatever you like." While wearing comfortable clothes in front of the Crown Princess might be good news for Helen, it would be heart-pounding for her parents.

"Your Highness."
"Hmm?"

Hoping that Helen might wear something at least somewhat comfortable, I called to the Crown Princess who was petting Jenny.

"This is Lord Luciano, Jenny's owner and Helen's father."
"Oh!"

At my introduction, the Crown Princess scurried over.

"Mr. Luciano! Hello!"
"I-I am Luciano Niden! It is an honor to meet you, Your Highness!"

In response to the Crown Princess's innocent greeting, Luciano hastily bowed his head.

A knight being called "mister" by the Crown Princess. Watching from the side, it was quite the comedy.

Though in reality, it was a tragedy that could bring tears to one's eyes.

***

So tired... So bored... Wanna play...

"This won't do either. Bring another dress."
"Yes, madam."
"Ugh..."

I don't wanna wear clothes anymore...

But Mommy is trying so hard, I can't say I don't like it... How can I say no when she likes it so much?

"...This one will do."
"Hmm?"

Mommy smiled for the first time.

"Helen, what do you think? Do you like this dress?"
"Yes! I like it! Pretty!"

I immediately said it was pretty when Mommy asked.

Actually, all the dresses Mommy showed me were pretty! This one is nice, that one is nice too! All of them are nice!

"I'm glad you like it."

Mommy smiled even more brightly!

So we're done now, right? Can I go out and play now?

"Oh, Helen? Pedi and Titi are outside."

"Really?!"

I was so happy to hear that from Mommy! I was bored trying on clothes, but with Pedi and Titi, it'll be fun!

"I'll go right—"
"Wait a moment."

Mommy stopped me.

"Not just Pedi, the Crown Princess is here too."
"Crown Princess... who?"

Who's that? I don't know.

"She's the same age as you, but she's an important person, so you need to use honorifics."
"Honorifics?"
"It's not difficult. Just add 'yo' at the end. 'Hello-yo,' 'thank you-yo,' 'sorry-yo.' Understand?"
"Yes! I understand!"

That's easy! I'm good at adding 'yo'!

So don't worry! I'll play with this Crown Princess person too!

***

While watching the children, Titi, and Jenny playing in the garden, the mansion door suddenly burst open and a familiar little girl came running out.

Helen, with brown hair and wearing a light green dress. Her face was flushed red as if ready to release all the frustration from being held captive by her mother.

"I have arrived!"

Then she hugged Jenny tightly with that strange declaration.

'Where did she learn that phrase?'

I couldn't help but chuckle at the unexpected statement.

"I have arrived"? That's a phrase too formal even for a 15-year-old, let alone a 5-year-old. Has Helen been reading novels recently?

"Pedi! Titi! Hello!"
"Hello, Helen."
- Woof!

Pedi and Titi greeted her warmly at the familiar face's appearance.

"Are you Helen?"

The Crown Princess's eyes sparkled at the sight of a new peer.

"Yes! I'm Helen!"

After nodding proudly, Helen hesitated for a moment, then looked back and forth between the Crown Princess and Henrietta.

"But who is Crown Princess-yo?"
'Oh dear.'

She seemed to be trying to use honorifics, but the sentence was clearly informal to anyone listening. And this is exactly what would come out when a child not yet fluent in language is told, "Honorifics means adding 'yo' at the end."

It seems Helen received emergency etiquette lessons while getting dressed, but unfortunately, the effect was mediocre. It's difficult for a five-year-old to understand honorifics.

"It's me! I'm the Crown Princess!"
"I'm Henrietta!"
"Crown Princess! Henrietta! Please take good care of me-yo!"

Ah, this time she succeeded with proper honorifics.

"I'm Helen! Pedi's big sister-yo!"

But she failed again shortly after.

'How cute.'

I patted Luciano's trembling shoulders as I watched the three girls' conversation.

Even those clumsy attempts at honorifics have their charm. Our children don't even know what honorifics are, so they don't add that "yo" at all.

"If Pedi is my big sister, then you're my friend!"
"Wow! Helen is our friend too!"
"Really? Crown Princess and Henrietta are my friends-yo?"

Luciano's shoulders shook more violently.

It's unfortunate. If Luciano weren't a knight but just belonged to the fifth rank, he could have enjoyed this conversation happily.

'He'll need to be promoted to department head before Helen becomes an adult.'

The Crown Princess, Henrietta, and Helen are the same age. It's obvious they'll become friends and attend the Imperial Academy together, but if Luciano is still trembling with nervousness then, their friendship might be jeopardized.

'...Ten years should be enough time.'

In ten years, while becoming the next Audit Department Head might be difficult, becoming the one after that should be possible.


For young children, social status is not a particularly important factor.

Of course, once children grow a bit older, they fully grasp the hierarchy of status, but fortunately, the children gathered here are three 5-year-olds and one 4-year-old. They're at an age where they make friends first and learn about status later.

"Our Jeni is smart too, and Titi is sooo amazing."
"Yeah. Our Titi can even do handstands."
*Woof!*

Thanks to this, I could witness the heartwarming sight of the Imperial Princess, a marquis's granddaughter, the Imperial Count's heir, and a knight's heir sitting together in a circle, chatting amicably.

To be honest, this isn't an ordinary scene. Looking at the backgrounds of these children, it's essentially the equivalent of an Emperor, a Marquis, an Imperial Count, and a Knight sitting side by side. The first three might somehow make sense together, but the presence of the knight's child is completely out of place.

But to children, such things hold no meaning. Here, both the future Emperor and a mere knight's daughter are simply friends.

"But Helen, why do you add 'Your Highness' at the end?"
"Mommy said I have to add it for the Imperial Princess! Yes!"
"You don't have to! Beatrix and Henrietta don't do that!"
"Really?"
"Yeah!"
"Then I won't do it!"

Among friends, there may be differences in personality and temperament, but there's no distinction between high and low status.

"Helen has made a good friend. Congratulations."

I patted Luciano's shoulder again with a smile. Judging by his half-dazed expression, it seemed like no words would reach his ears without physical contact.

"F-friends? That's too generous and honorable—"
"His Majesty is aware that the Imperial Princess has visited your estate. He also knows you have a child of the Princess's age."

I shook my head at Luciano, who belatedly came to his senses and was horrified.

The Imperial Princess making friends with a knight's family is neither my arbitrary decision nor the Princess's stubbornness. It's something approved by the Emperor, who dotes endlessly on his daughter.

What matters to the Emperor is that the Imperial Princess makes friends. He wants her to befriend people regardless of status, have diverse experiences, and enjoy every day.

'He probably harbors regrets because he couldn't do the same.'

Back when the Emperor was merely the First Prince, not even the Crown Prince. As an illegitimate son, the First Prince suffered all kinds of persecution and humiliation from the Second Prince's faction, leading to an unpleasant childhood. There were no friends in the First Prince's life, not even servants he could trust.

That's why he wants his precious daughter to walk a different path. He supports her in making friends with anyone, regardless of status, as long as they have good character.

No wonder the Emperor was moved when he heard about the Imperial Princess's encounter with Henrietta at the Capital Zoo. He probably would have been just as pleased even if she were a commoner's granddaughter rather than a marquis's.

"Her Highness will one day become Emperor and oversee everything in the Empire. Do you think such a person would look down on a knight's family?"
"N-no, that's not it."
"And in the eyes of the noble Imperial family, marquises, imperial counts, and knights are all just loyal subjects. Do you think His Majesty and Her Highness would rank and treat their loyal subjects differently?"
"That's... not it either..."

Luciano shook his head dazedly at my successive questions.

For a moment, I caught a glimpse of "Aren't there ranks?" in his expression, but Luciano isn't tactless enough to voice such thoughts in the current situation.

"That's right. All imperial subjects are equal before His Majesty and Her Highness. Even if you're a knight, as long as your loyalty to the Imperial family is steadfast, there's no problem at all."

And small doubts can be suppressed with authority.

"Besides, what does it matter if you're a knight? Just as you rose from commoner to knight in a few years, you might become a noble in a few more years. Is it strange for the Imperial Princess to play with an heir to a noble house?"

In truth, it is strange. While Luciano receiving a title is practically a foregone conclusion, that's the future, not the present.

But what does such a minor time difference matter? What's important is giving Luciano legitimacy.

"So don't be afraid. Just be happy that your daughter has made a new friend, and that a bright and kind friend will like Helen."
"I'll keep that in mind."
"Good."

I nodded back at Luciano as he nodded.

Friendship isn't made solely of children's laughter. It also requires parental understanding and support. In that sense, if Luciano is crushed by the Imperial Princess's dignity, the Princess and Helen cannot become true friends.

If a father trembles every time the Imperial Princess visits, or if his face turns pale whenever Helen goes to see the Princess, how could Helen play comfortably with the Imperial Princess?

"Titi! Handstand!"

*Woof!*
"Wooow!"
"C-can you walk like that too?"
"Titi! Forward!"
*Woof woof!*
"Wooooow!"

Luciano's active cooperation is necessary to continue witnessing such heartwarming scenes. Luciano must also consider the friendship between these children as natural.

...

'She walks well.'

I couldn't help but admire Titi's amazing trick.

I mean, what kind of dog does a handstand while moving forward? Anyone watching would think Titi came from a circus.

"Jeni! Jeni do a handstand too!"
*W-woof?*

Jeni's constantly wagging tail suddenly stopped.

Seeing her hind legs trembling, it seemed like she was considering whether to attempt it, even if it might be impossible.

'What a loyal dog.'

Both admirable and pitiful. To consider her small master's unreasonable request before deciding. Are retrievers truly heaven-sent breeds?

*Woof woof!*
"Wow! Titi is sooo fast!"
"Amazing, Titi!"

Even more surprising was that Titi, seeing Jeni's difficulty, began moving at almost a running pace.

Our Titi. Perhaps taking after her owner, she has incredible physical abilities.

"By the way, Sir?"
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"I haven't yet greeted your wife. Since this is a sudden visit, should we wait longer?"

The lady of the Niden household, suddenly having to receive the Imperial Princess. She must be inspecting the estate and servants from head to toe by now, so I couldn't bring myself to enter the mansion.

If one couldn't prevent the Imperial Princess's visit, the least one could do is give time to prepare—that's basic courtesy. Though I told Luciano to be at ease, it's a separate matter for the lady of the house to properly welcome guests.

At our estate too, whenever my parents, in-laws, or occasionally ministers visited, Marga would passionately check the estate. Understanding the lady's hardship, I couldn't interfere with someone else's preparations.

"I'm grateful for Your Excellency's consideration."
"It's nothing. Just what's expected of a guest."

Afterward, we spent quite some time watching the four children and two dogs running around.

Seeing the children enjoying themselves just by running around, I couldn't help but smile.

"To see the young miss running around so happily... Back at the domain, she had no playmates and only played with dolls..."

Even Henrietta's nanny, who had been silent until now, was wiping her eyes, overcome with emotion.

It seems adults are always made to laugh and cry by children.

After that day, the three girls began sticking together like Cerberus.

Naturally, the leader among the three became the Imperial Princess. It wasn't because of her superior status, but simply because she was the most active and had the loudest voice among them. Enough to skillfully lead the two children her age.

"As she acts as an older sister to our children, I expected it, but indeed, Her Highness has the qualities of a leader."
"Don't make such a fuss. There's no leadership in playing with siblings or friends."

Though the Emperor gently shook his head, I saw it. The corners of his mouth twitching wildly.

"Our Imperial Princess is merely wise and kind. She's not yet at the level to be called a leader."
"I see. I'll keep that in mind."

Eventually, he naturally gilded his daughter's face.

Besides, the qualities of a leader are being wise and kind, aren't they? Why bother correcting it?


"By the way, Minister. There's something I'm curious about."
"Please speak."
"Was Sir Luciano alright? The child is innocent and can accept the Imperial Princess as she is, but not Sir Luciano, I presume."

At those words, I stared directly at the Emperor.

"You're only worried about that now?"
"Ahem."

At my spontaneous remark, the Emperor cleared his throat as if embarrassed.

Thankfully. It was truly an instinctive comment that surprised even me, but the Emperor had at least a speck of conscience.

'Is this level of wording acceptable?'

What's even more encouraging is that I've gotten a sense of how to speak when I want to criticize the Emperor.

If the fault lies with the Emperor, it's acceptable to criticize him openly. Especially if it's a personal matter rather than an official one.

'Good.'

Let's gradually increase the level from now on. So that someday, I can confidently object even in official matters.

"Fortunately, Sir Luciano is delighted with the friendship between Her Highness and his daughter. At first, he was honored by Her Highness's visit, but after witnessing Her Highness's purity and benevolence, how could he hesitate? He no longer fears Her Highness's visits."
"Hmm, that's only natural. Once one knows the Imperial Princess's character, one can't help but feel that way."

As the Emperor nodded with a satisfied expression, I felt a surge of anxiety.

I had a feeling that second and third Lucianos would appear one after another. Poor victims that a mere subject like me couldn't protect.

***

The Imperial Princess brought interesting news.

"Titi and Jeni! Very close!"
"Jeni? Who is that?"
"Helen's friend! Born together with Titi!"

The Imperial Princess explained about the animal called Jeni, flapping her arms.

I see. It seems to be the same breed as Titi, whom the Minister raises.

"Daddy says! Titi likes Jeni! They can even get married!"
"Married."
"Yeah! Married!"

This is truly interesting news. Among the puppies I received from the former Lord, the previous generation's elder, the only one that went with the Minister was Titi. That Titi has grown well under the Minister's care, and now it seems she's reached the age for mating.

'I'm glad she's being well taken care of.'

Giving that puppy to the Minister was a somewhat spontaneous decision. How fortunate that the decision hasn't turned into regret.

'Jeni.'

Soon, my relief turned to curiosity. What kind of dog is this Jeni that Titi shows interest in?

And what kind of person is her owner, Helen, Sir Luciano?

'I'll find out when the time comes.'

Of course, my curiosity remained just that. If I were to show interest in Sir Luciano to resolve this curiosity, a mere knight would have to bear the weight of the situation's attention.

That wouldn't be right. It would place too heavy a burden on a subject working for the Empire.

'A talent who received knighthood despite being born a commoner.'

I cannot break such talent with my own hands.

"Imperial Princess."
"Yes?"
"It's good to meet friends, but there's no need to converse frequently with Sir Luciano."
"Yeah! Daddy said the same thing!"

Those words brought me a small sense of relief. The godfather, who is the Imperial Princess's guardian, maintains common sense.

Recently, I've been spending more time alone than with the children.

Perhaps it's because they've made two friends, Henrietta and Helen, which has somewhat reduced their interest in me compared to before. Henrietta's nanny even comes along when she visits. There's constantly an adult looking after the children without me needing to step in.

'The good times are passing.'

It was a bit bitter, but also fulfilling.

Parents only need to look after their children 24 hours a day, 365 days a year when they're very young. Of course, I don't intend to neglect them as they grow older, but a 3-year-old and a 13-year-old must be treated differently.

That point is approaching very gradually, very slowly. It's just the time when children prefer playing with friends rather than being under their father's protection.

So this is a joyous thing that proves my children are growing. That's certainly how it should be.

'I want to be with them...'

Joy and sadness intertwined in a complex way.

My children still need their father. They need their father to stay close and play with them attentively. After all, even Fedi, the oldest of our children, is only 4 years old. It's not strange for him to still be in his parents' embrace.

But confining a child who is interacting with friends to their parent's arms isn't right. It's not the right thing to do for the child's future either.

...

"Titi."
- Woof.
"Do you think it's okay to go through life without friends?"

At my uncharacteristic words, Titi quietly approached and gently licked my face.

This warm licking hurt more than a fierce howl. To Titi, it meant that her owner seemed to be hurting somewhere.

'The more friends, the better.'

I sighed softly and stroked Titi's head.

Yes, I shouldn't think unnecessary thoughts. If I truly love my children, I should avoid being overprotective and welcome them playing with friends. No matter how lonely and sad I feel, I shouldn't deny my children's changes.

Even if that change comes at age 4.

Even if they're still toddling around.

"Titi. Want to go fishing with me?"
- Woof?
"You just need to watch. It's lonely to go alone."
- Woof woof!

Despite the sudden request, Titi wagged her tail vigorously and barked cheerfully. Probably meaning yes.

Come to think of it, while Titi and I had walked around various places in the Capital, we'd never gone to the lake together. The Capital is so vast that there was no need to go outside.

'Aren't retrievers supposed to like water?'

Though not the sea, the fishing lake is quite large. Big enough to serve as a new playground for Titi.

While I fish, I'll let Titi play in the water. Then it will be a happy time for everyone.

I knew she would like it, but I didn't know she would like it this much.

"Titi! Don't go too far!"
- Woof!

Titi barked briefly and swam through the lake with fish-like movements.

Her speed exceeded my imagination and was quite startling. This lake is large enough to be used as a secret base for Imperial Council members, but Titi, who jumped in without hesitation, had already made her way to the middle of the lake. Even real fish probably aren't that fast.

She was so quick that I wondered if we were at a bathtub or pool rather than a lake. Our Titi wasn't just good at handstands but also at swimming.

'And I've kept such a dog on land until now.'

I should reflect on this. Despite knowing retrievers love water, I only brought her to the lake now. What a negligent owner I've been regarding pet welfare.

Even the sacred beasts had visited this lake before. Although they came here while wandering after being chased away by their wives, still, even the sacred beasts had been to a place Titi hadn't. How shameful and regrettable.

'We should come often from now on.'


At least once a week. That would make Titi happy.

"Brother."
"You're here?"

While watching Titi floating around like the Loch Ness monster, I heard Erich's voice from behind.

"What? Is that Titi?"
"What do you mean 'that'? That's our precious Titi."

Erich naturally sat down beside me and uttered this outrageous statement. When I kindly pointed out his terrible words, Erich smiled and nodded.

"That thing swimming over there is Titi?"
"Yeah. Isn't she fast?"
"I didn't know Titi was so good with water."

After saying that, Erich took out a fishing rod from his bag and grabbed the bait in front of me.

"Use your own, man. Do you know how much this bait costs?"
"You called me urgently, so I only brought my rod."

Unable to refute his perfect logic, I clicked my tongue softly. I did call him rather urgently.

"So, why did you call me?"
"Just because."
"What?"

At my nonchalant answer, Erich's brow furrowed sharply.

Why is he getting angry? He probably wasn't that busy anyway since he's on vacation. He came running as soon as I called.

"I'm kidding. I have something to tell you."

Of course, I didn't call him without reason. I'm not close enough with this guy to go fishing together for no particular reason.

"You're going to Yuven soon, right?"
"...Well, yes."

Erich's furrowed brow smoothed out, and his face filled with worry instead of anger.

Information that both Erich and I had only recently learned: the hot news that Laterre's wedding would take place on the last day of November.

Moreover, Tanian's wedding is in mid-December. They probably didn't plan it together, but somehow the dates ended up like that.

"At least it's good that it avoids when Bia's condition will be heavier. Sera's belly isn't that big yet either."
"That's true."

I readily agreed with Erich's mental victory. If the person concerned can find some small comfort, that's a good thing.

And it's not entirely wrong. If you have to go on an overseas business trip anyway, isn't it better to avoid the late stages of pregnancy? Both Zenobia and Sera can enjoy the trip better when their bodies are lighter.

"I'm going to Yuven too."
"Huh?"

Decisively, I'm in no position to tease Erich.

"I said I'm going to Yuven too."

It's not just Erich who's going to Yuven on the opposite side of the continent, but me as well.

"Wait, why are you going, brother?"

Looking at Erich, who asked with genuine puzzlement, I turned my gaze back to Titi, who was still swimming across the lake.

Yeah. I didn't expect to be going to Yuven either. At most, I thought I'd be traveling around the central continent.

"Lin said she wants to go to Yuven for our honeymoon."

Of course, it's just unexpected, not that I dislike it.

It's a country my wife wants to visit. It's a place we're going for our honeymoon, not for any other reason. Shouldn't I go even if it were on the opposite side of the planet, let alone the continent?

"Ah, Fourth Sister-in-law."
"How dare you call her just 'Sister-in-law'? Don't you need to add 'Lady'?"

"Cut me some slack. It's hard enough calling a friend 'Sister-in-law'."

Once again unable to refute, I quietly closed my mouth.

Sometimes this guy delivers critical hits that make me wonder if he's doing it on purpose. Seeing this, he's not lacking in intelligence or perception.

'With that ability to stab your brother in the solar plexus, you should focus on your own love life.'

It's not something I'd think about someone who's already married with children, but it comes to mind every time I see him. The monster that was Erich in the '77 season is something I'll never forget until I die.

"But why Yuven all of a sudden? Is Fourth Sister-in-law interested in magic?"
"We're not going because of magic. Since Yuven is on the opposite side of the continent, it has many unique things. She said she's been interested for a while."

It's not an interest in Yuven as a magic powerhouse, but in the resources and goods found in a country on the opposite side of the continent. Simply put, her merchant genes are activating.

I didn't think much of it since I'm not particularly interested in foreign countries, but certainly, a merchant sensitive to trends and culture would find Yuven appealing. Finding just one good item in Yuven could be marketed as having "exotic charm flown in from the opposite side of the continent."

"Anyway, we decided to go around mid-November. If we go later, it'll be chaotic because of the wedding, and if we go earlier, we'll return without seeing Laterre's face."
"True. If you're going anyway, you should at least see his face."

That comment made me laugh for no reason.

I thought we'd never see each other again after graduating from the Academy. Who would have known we'd meet again in less than five years?

Still, it's fortunate that we're meeting for a good occasion rather than a bad one—

"Hey, brother."
"What?"
"If you're going to Yuven, there's no need for me to—"

Before Erich could finish, I threw him into the lake.

How dare he try to dump his responsibilities on his brother. Does he want to die?

"Thank you, Titi..."
- Woof!

And so Erich, who ended up taking a dip in early autumn, was rescued by Titi who happened to be swimming nearby.

I tried not to think this as a brother, but looking at it objectively, Titi seems much more intelligent and helpful than Erich.

***

Kal's next travel destination was decided to be the Yuven United Kingdom.

After visiting the Papal States, the Kingdom of Zereno, and the Kingdom of Valcross, he vaguely thought the next destination would also be in the southern continent, but Lin unexpectedly chose the Yuven United Kingdom.

"Yuven's environment is very different from the Empire. Animals that can only be seen in zoos in the Empire roam freely there, and there are many unique items. I've always wanted to visit at least once."

But considering that Lin has Yorun County blood flowing in her veins, and that Yorun is a core force in the Golden Duke faction, it's not incomprehensible.

Moreover, Prince Laterre's wedding is scheduled soon. Lin also has considerable friendship with Prince Laterre, so it could be a visit that includes congratulations.

'I can't send family empty-handed.'

The Yuven United Kingdom, a magic powerhouse. Prince Laterre, who had talent and passion for magic befitting Yuven's reputation.

There is an appropriate gift for such a prince. Since it's a gift for a magician, it would be better for me to prepare it rather than Kal and Lin.

'Found it.'

Thanks to this, I headed to the Duke's castle in Servet Duchy after a long time, and was able to find a gift that I had tucked away deep in a drawer.

The papers I wrote during my time at the Imperial Academy. Research records from when I first became affiliated with the Magic Tower.

'It's an old item, but it should have value.'

No, it might be even more valuable because it's old material that can't be found anywhere else. Recent papers can be found by anyone, but material from 100 years ago is only in my possession.

'...Copying will take some time.'

But now that I've found it, there's more of it than I remembered.

It will probably take about an hour to copy everything.

Trixie handed me an unexpected item.

No. Can I really just call this a "thing"? Shouldn't I use a more noble and mystical word than that?

"Um, Trixie?"
"Yes, dear?"
"What is this?"

Of course, identifying what this actually is takes priority over deciding what word to use for it.

Adding a bit of exaggeration, it's an enormous stack of papers almost a hand-span thick. Even without exaggeration, it's hefty enough to think, "This could kill someone if used as a weapon."

Moreover, the papers were densely covered in writing. Not neatly printed characters, but flowing cursive handwriting.

"These are the papers, theses, and research materials I wrote during my Academy days and when I first joined the Magic Tower. Besides the originals in the Duke's mansion, this is the only copy."
"Huh?"

Her unexpected answer left me dumbfounded.

"The Yuven United Kingdom is known as a magical powerhouse, with great enthusiasm for magic. Their average mage level is certainly not inferior to the Empire's. Since Prince Laterre is royalty from such a nation, he would be delighted to receive this as a gift."

He'd probably accept it with a bow rather than just being delighted.

For a moment, those words circled in my mouth before disappearing. Even though only Trixie and I were present, and Laterre was someone I had a somewhat personal connection with—speaking about royalty in such casual terms felt too presumptuous.

"And."

I raised my head again after staring blankly at the stack of papers.

"I've also included copies of some papers my father never published during his lifetime."
"No, why would you give away something so precious?"

My foggy mind instantly cleared.

Even as a gift, this seems excessive. Though it's a copy, it contains the passion and years of my second father-in-law's life. How could she give that away as a mere gift?

"Actually, this decision is more for my father and me than a pure congratulatory gift."

Understanding my concerns, Trixie smiled gently as she continued.

"I've completely refined them, incorporating theories that have changed over time and newly discovered proofs. I plan to publish them soon under my father's name, not mine."

As she spoke, Trixie carefully stroked the stack of papers in my hands, as if handling a genuine heirloom rather than a copy.

"It will probably be around the time you give the gift to Prince Laterre, Kal."
"Ah."

With that, I understood Trixie's intention.

A paper my second father-in-law never published. A paper meticulously completed by Trixie, the pinnacle of magic. Such a paper published under the name of my second father-in-law who passed away 100 years ago, and given as a gift to a prince from Yuven, a magical powerhouse? It would inevitably draw the attention of every mage on the continent.

Moreover, the members of Yuven's Magic Council would be desperate for my father-in-law's paper. From the western edge of the continent with the Magic Tower to the eastern edge with the Magic Council, my second father-in-law's name would be elevated.

"I'll definitely deliver it. If he says it's too precious to accept, I'll stuff it in his mouth if necessary."
"Hehe, there's no need to go that far. Just leaving it at the Magic Council would be sufficient."

Trixie chuckled softly, then closed her eyes and gently embraced me.

"My son-in-law will deliver the dream my father couldn't fulfill. I'm sure he would be pleased."
"It's an honor. I've been feeling awkward, like a thief who stole his daughter, but now I have something to show for myself to my second father-in-law."

At my half-joking comment, Trixie's body trembled slightly.

I decided to believe she was laughing at her husband's poor attempt at humor.

'Trixie and father-in-law's paper.'

Even as I embraced Trixie, I didn't let go of the memento of Trixie and her father. Though somewhat thick to hold in one hand, I refused to put it down.

I realized this stack of papers—comparable in scientific terms to the works of Einstein and von Neumann—also contained the beauty of my wife's family.


'This seems too precious a gift for Laterre.'

For a brief moment, that thought crossed my mind. If it were something I had made, I would have given it without hesitation, but is it right to give something this valuable to Laterre? To that guy who repeatedly messed with my mental state during Season 77?

'I suppose I have to give it to him.'

Still, it's necessary to elevate my father-in-law's name. Regardless of Laterre's karma, his status as a prince of Yuven can't be ignored.

Besides, this is a copy, not the original. The true memento remains in Trixie's hands, so I'll consider this a small sacrifice for the greater good.

We entered the Yuven United Kingdom via teleport rather than by sea.

While I generally consider the journey part of the travel experience, Yuven is simply too far. It's not just around the corner but on the opposite side of the continent. If we traveled purely by ship, we'd lose half our honeymoon just in transit.

Of course, we could move quickly using Jiz's light-speed flight or Leviathan's aerial maneuvers, but at that point it would become a show of force rather than travel. There's no need to turn our wedding into a bloody affair.

"It's a bit of a shame. This would have been a chance to see what the eastern sea looks like."

Still, I felt uneasy about taking away Lin's opportunity for the sake of convenience. Should we have traveled by ship to Valcross first, then teleported from there?

"It's okay. Yuven is vast, so reducing travel time means we can see more."
"Is that so?"

Contrary to my concerns, Lin showed no lingering attachment to the sea.

That's a relief. If Lin had expressed regret, I would have been prepared to sail through the winter sea on our return journey.

'It's fortunate she's not fond of the sea.'

It's quite rude to think this way, but Lin wasn't particularly friendly with the sea...

"Honey? What's wrong?"

As if sensing my inappropriate thoughts, Lin tilted her head questioningly, making me flinch.

You idiot. What are you thinking about in front of your wife?

"Ah, I was just wondering where to go first."
"Shall we start from the west? I heard most animals unique to Yuven are usually found in the western region!"
"Sure."

Despite my flimsy excuse, Lin graciously let it slide. She even showed consideration by deciding our first destination herself.

To think I casually recalled the dark history of such a kind wife. I should reflect on myself.

"The west is famous for decorative items made from elephant tusks and buffalo horns. They also make bows from buffalo horns."
"They certainly make good use of them."

I silently paid my respects to the buffalo that seemed to be utilized in multiple ways in this world too. I never expected them to have their horns harvested across different worlds.

Still, since they're used as weapon materials, Yuven must be carefully managing the population, so they won't face extinction due to indiscriminate capture. Perhaps it's beneficial—they sacrifice their horns but enjoy the prosperity of their species.

Let's just think of it that way. Otherwise, I'd feel too sorry for the buffalo.

'Buffalo, huh.'

Even as I walked alongside Lin, my mind became filled with thoughts about buffalo.

Before Lin mentioned them, I had forgotten, but now I recall hearing that the Imperial Army also makes bows from buffalo horns.

However, since buffalo only inhabit Yuven, the Empire must rely entirely on imports for buffalo horns. As a result, the Imperial Foreign Affairs and Industry Ministries are busy grappling with Yuven every year.

'I'd prefer self-sufficiency rather than imports if possible.'

But there's a reason certain animals inhabit only specific regions. Just as throwing a polar bear into Australia would earn you a "Are you crazy, human?" and placing a giraffe in Antarctica would lead to its death. While keeping a few in zoos might be possible, mass breeding would be impossible...

...

'Actually, it might work.'


Suddenly, I thought of Behemoth resting leisurely in Kroita.

Behemoth was once the god of livestock. Even now, animals under Behemoth's care are healthier than others, suggesting some of his divine powers from his godhood days still remain.

What if we gave buffalo to Behemoth too? What if we overcame environmental challenges with divine power?

'This could work.'

No matter how sensitive buffalo are to their environment, would they resist divine power?

This will definitely succeed. The Empire could breed buffalo too.

"Lin."
"Yes?"
"Would it be possible to purchase a few buffalo?"

Lin's eyes widened at my sudden declaration about importing buffalo.

"...Ah."

Judging by her exclamation shortly after, Lin must have also thought of Behemoth.

Seeing her reaction, I felt relieved. The idea of breeding buffalo through Behemoth wasn't just a non-expert's presumption but seemed plausible even to Lin with her merchant blood.

"The import procedures for living creatures are more complicated than for industrial products, food, or luxury items. Especially for strategic resources like buffalo—"

With a bright smile, Lin confidently continued.

"If we ask royalty, a few should be quite possible. Maybe even more!"
"Connections really are the best."

Hearing that we could ask Laterre for help made me nod in satisfaction.

Actually, it wouldn't matter if Laterre and Yuven refused. If they have any conscience, they'd offer hundreds for free after seeing Trixie's gift. The works of the Magic-Ending Duke and the Exploration-Famed Duke are far more precious than some buffalo.

"While we're in the west, shall we look at our potential merchandise too?"
"Yes! We should get sturdy ones!"

Lin's already sparkling eyes shone even brighter.

Importing and localizing strategic resources only available in Yuven—an event sufficient to raise Lin's interest to its peak.

It feels a bit like we've come on our honeymoon to act as industrial spies, but if it makes my wife happy, that's all that matters.

***

The minister who entered the Yuven United Kingdom submitted a report through a communication orb.

[I believe buffalo breeding through Behemoth is possible. I will request buffalo exports when meeting Prince Laterre, so please have Your Majesty determine an appropriate number.]

Naturally, reading the report made me chuckle.

'What kind of person is he?'

Why is he working on tasks nobody assigned him even during his honeymoon?

Yet when I actually assign him work, his expression curses me in every possible way.

'Should I keep him on permanent vacation?'

For a moment, I considered it. As Audit Minister, he must remain within the country, but in a personal capacity, he could roam the entire continent as he is now.

But that remained just a thought. It's absurd for a department minister to be continuously absent.

'Buffalo breeding, huh.'

I'll discuss this in more detail with my father-in-law. If we can raise buffalo in the Empire too, it would be a blessing for the Imperial Army.

In western Yuven, there exists a savanna-like grassland region. Unlike the steppes spread across the North, this is a kingdom of animals where unique and diverse beasts gather.

If most of a country's territory were savanna, people would immediately declare the nation doomed. Fortunately, this savanna region is merely a "manageable peculiarity" when considering the Yuven United Kingdom as a whole. Moreover, thanks to Yuven's resources, they've been able to turn the savanna's distinctiveness into an advantage.

Like this water buffalo, for example.

"Wow, it's surprisingly docile?"
"I know. It looks like it could impale several people with those horns."

The water buffalo blinked its eyes despite Lin and me standing nearby. When I cautiously reached out to pet it, the buffalo gently swished its tail.

Despite having horns that grew as menacingly as a demon rising from hell, its behavior was no different from an ordinary cow. If you just cut off those horns, it would be indistinguishable from any black cow in a village barn.

However, I'm told this gentle water buffalo was once a ferocious beast before the founding of the Yuven United Kingdom. True to my impression, many people had gained new orifices beyond their usual facial features after being gored by buffalo horns.

After the Yuven United Kingdom's tearful efforts, these buffalo were domesticated. The buffalo that once destroyed people with their horns now offered those horns to humans to make bows—

'In the end, they're still used for killing people.'

The buffalo's horns seem destined for taking lives.

"What do you think? Compared to ordinary cattle, they have a different charm, don't they?"

As we continued examining the buffalo, the caretaker of the buffalo pen approached us.

"It's difficult to express in words, but they certainly have a unique appeal."
"They don't just have charm—they're also very helpful to humans. They're used in farming, and despite their gentleness, they're strong enough to drive away predators. Sometimes people even race them. These animals contribute to human meals, safety, and entertainment all at once."

The caretaker continued his explanation with increasingly excited tones in response to my interest.

He seems overly excited, but that indicates both pride in his work and considerable affection for the buffalo. From my perspective as a potential importer, this is actually welcome. Buffalo cared for by such a dedicated caretaker must be healthy.

"Moooo."
"Plus, they recognize people well, as you can see!"
"So it seems."

Indeed, the buffalo that had been tolerating our touches approached the caretaker and mooed. Anyone could see it was recognizing and welcoming its master.

Seeing this only strengthened my desire to import buffalo. Their horns can be made into bows, they can be used for farming like regular cattle, their horns serve as weapons against predators, and they can even be raced like horses when you're bored. Combined with this loyalty, they're truly perfect beasts.

I don't yet know how they taste, but at this point, it wouldn't matter if their meat quality was poor. Expecting delicious meat on top of everything else would be unconscionable.

"By the way, caretaker."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Please speak."
"That one over there is unusually large?"
"Ah."

I pointed to a massive buffalo chewing grass alone in an enclosure too large and lacking a roof to be called a pen. The caretaker let out a soft sigh.

"That one is technically a buffalo, but it's a different species from these animals."
"A different species?"
"Yes. It would be more accurate to call it a wild buffalo. They're violent creatures that have resisted domestication for hundreds of years."

The caretaker sighed as if his teeth were chattering, which reminded me of the world before my possession.

In that world too, there were water buffalo and wild buffalo. Water buffalo were successfully domesticated, but wild buffalo were so temperamental that all attempts ultimately failed.

'No wonder the enclosure is so large.'

I had thought the fence was unnecessarily long, but it was actually a desperate plea: "Please don't cross this line." It must be even larger than the wild buffalo's natural range.

"May I see it up close?"
"Well, it's so violent that when people approach, it goes absolutely berserk..."

The caretaker's voice trailed off as he quickly looked me over, then:

"But for Your Excellency, it should be fine!"

Having convinced himself, he guided us to the wild buffalo.


The title of "Continent's Greatest Sword" is surprisingly convenient. At least people don't doubt my combat abilities, so they rarely try to dissuade me from potentially dangerous situations. After all, what situation could be dangerous for the Continent's Greatest Sword? At worst, it's when I'm having a marital dispute with Trixie.

Or perhaps when I make a huge mistake with Mar and she goes back to her family. Then her father would return to his prime-time form.

"Snort!"
'What the—'

As we approached the wild buffalo, it noticed me and immediately went into an aggressive stance, its eyes visibly rolling back.

Does this beast have mad cow disease? Going into combat mode just from seeing a person is too intense.

"This one acts exactly like it looks."

Lin's comment made me laugh involuntarily.

She's right. While the water buffalo was surprisingly gentle, this wild buffalo was fierce just as its appearance suggested. With horns larger and more magnificent than the water buffalo's, its temperament seemed proportionally worse.

"Snort, snort."
'Hmm?'

As I was considering whether a flick to the forehead might quiet it down, the wild buffalo's aggressive display gradually diminished.

Then it quietly knelt down and sat on the grassland. Even its eyes, which had been rolled back showing the whites, calmed down.

"Mooooo."
"...It seems to be submitting to Your Excellency."

At the caretaker's bewildered voice, I gently stroked the wild buffalo's head.

Specifically, the spot where I had been planning to flick it.

"Uh, mooooo."
'Survival instinct?'

Seeing the trembling buffalo, I couldn't help but be impressed. Animal instinct is more accurate than I thought.

Or perhaps the scent of Behemoth was on me. After all, I was the first to discover Behemoth when it woke from its 2,000-year sleep, and I occasionally bring children to play with it. It wouldn't be strange if Behemoth's scent had rubbed off on me without my knowledge.

'Good.'

Actually, the reason doesn't matter. If a beast with even more magnificent horns than the water buffalo—which even Yuven couldn't domesticate despite their success with regular water buffalo—submits to me, there's nothing better.

I'll take this one back to the Empire too. We can make regular bows from the water buffalo horns and limited-edition, larger, sturdier bows from this one's horns.

'Got myself a specialty product.'

In a few decades, special Imperial composite bows will spread throughout the continent.

While importing already-domesticated water buffalo is somewhat ambiguous, this one is clearly my achievement, so I should claim royalties.

After this unexpected harvest, I happily toured the savanna region.

"Let's go left."
"Mooooo."

And I did so while riding the newly loyal wild buffalo.

Perhaps because I was riding a wild buffalo rather than an ordinary horse, I really felt like I was enjoying tourism. Is this how it feels to roam Africa on an elephant?

The beast's terrible temperament seemed to be a well-known fact in the ecosystem. Even passing animals would change their course when they spotted the wild buffalo.

'As expected, big means bully.'

Impressive size, impressive horns, and a matching temperament. Despite having "buffalo" in its name, it's perfectly suited to be treated as a predator.

"Oppa."
"Yes?"
"Wouldn't it be nice if we could raise this one in Wiridia or the North? What do you think?"


I nodded unconsciously at Lin's words.

Certainly, if I could raise such a creature in my domain, under my influence, there would be no greater fortune. Right now, Wiridia is busy with breeding projects to create high-quality horses.

"It would be nice if possible. The problem is that it's impossible."

Unfortunately, whether water buffalo or wild buffalo, raising them in my domain is unrealistic.

"True. That would be difficult, wouldn't it?"

Even Lin, who had brought it up, murmured regretfully.

My importing these buffalo that only exist in Yuven is only possible under the premise of borrowing Behemoth's power. If I tried to raise them somewhere other than Behemoth's territory, the imported animals would likely die suddenly en masse.

And I can't move Behemoth to Wiridia or the North. Behemoth has such strong attachment to Kroita that if I asked it to relocate, it would refuse without even considering it.

"Hey. Then, oppa."

Lin, who was sitting in front of me, turned around and whispered carefully after checking our surroundings.

"Kroita and its surroundings are under direct imperial control, right? What about renting or buying a small piece of land near Behemoth?"
"What?"

The shocking suggestion made me grip the wild buffalo's horns too tightly.

"Uh, mooooo!"
"Ah, sorry."

Fortunately, I let go before breaking them, but the mental shock remained.

Renting or buying imperial territory. There was a reason she looked around even though we were alone. Having such a conversation carelessly might be a bit dangerous...

'Is it dangerous?'

Thinking about it, it doesn't seem particularly dangerous.

It's not like I'm trying to get land for free; I'm offering fair compensation to use some land temporarily. The only difference is whether it's temporary or permanent.

Besides, the land where Behemoth stays isn't particularly important. The Emperor would have no reason to refuse if I requested it as compensation for bringing in water buffalo and wild buffalo.

"Would a size sufficient for five or six ranches be enough?"
"Any smaller and the animals would be cramped, any larger would be a waste of space."

Her answer was decisive without hesitation, increasing its credibility.

As a husband, I should trust my wife's words anyway, but when the daughter of Count Yorun speaks with such conviction, it's all the more persuasive.

Strike while the iron is hot. Fittingly for a mission to import cattle, I immediately sent a message to the Emperor.

I told him I planned to bring in not just water buffalo but wild buffalo as well, and asked if he would sell me part of the imperial territory if I domesticated them.

The response was devastating.

[I hereby bestow the title of Baron of Isillonan upon Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen. This is a hereditary title that can be passed down to children, and the Barony of Isillonan is located near Kroita.]

'This crazy son of—'

I hastily suppressed the curse that instinctively tried to escape.

You bastard. I only asked for enough land for a few ranches, not an entire domain!

'I don't need this kind of shackle.'

Getting an entire domain instead of just a portion of land doesn't make economic sense. This means I'll have to obey several more imperial orders.

'Damn him.'

This bastard definitely did this on purpose.

A small commotion had arisen. A crazy commotion where a small request to buy a small piece of land resulted in a small title being bestowed.

It was so absurd that I could only laugh bitterly rather than feel angry. What on earth was the Emperor's brain made of? What kind of thought process would lead someone to respond to a simple request to buy land with a title and domain?

I couldn't understand it. More precisely, he was a terrible existence that shouldn't be understood.

'This bastard would have made a great sniper.'

No, actually I knew exactly what was happening. Seeing that I rarely made requests, he probably seized the opportunity to pile on a huge debt.

So that someday when he needs to ask me for a favor or give me an order, he can thunder, "Don't you remember the Isilronan barony you received?" What an absolutely vicious man.

"Lin."
"Yes?"
"Let's not just buy cattle. Let's buy lots of other animals too."

I sighed and tucked the communication crystal into my pocket. Since things had come to this, I would turn the entire barony into an animal kingdom. It wouldn't be bad to be known as Safari Barony rather than Isilronan Barony.

That bastard Emperor probably gave me the domain because that's what he wanted. Since the estate was located near the historic city of Croita, I could link Isilronan and Croita to create a special tourism zone.

Then when the Emperor tries to use Isilronan to make me do something, I can counter with, "I boosted your tourism revenue, you bastard." That should help offset this enormous debt.

'Do I really have to worry about this during my honeymoon?'

I gave a bitter smile as I watched Lin tilt her head in confusion.

I should be enjoying a leisurely trip with my wife. Instead, my mind was engaged in a mental brawl with the Emperor. How lamentable.

Of course, I was the one who brought up business first, but responding with a title was crossing the line. It's like I jabbed with a 10 and he countered with a 100.

So this disaster is the Emperor's fault. I'm completely innocent.

***

Other people think of my brother as a cold and stern person.

The Imperial Count who protects the Imperial Family. The Emperor's Sword who inspects the imperial officials and nobles. A young man of real power standing at the center of authority. With such intimidating titles attached to him, people find it difficult to approach him.

Moreover, my brother prefers to wear black clothing. With his typically rigid expression, he can't help but be a symbol of fear to many.

'I was like that too.'

Embarrassingly, when I first met my brother, I was afraid of him for various reasons. I tried my best to avoid him and was even scared to make eye contact.

If I had to make an excuse, I did have reasons to fear him back then. I had actually suffered because of him.

But despite having a similar—or even more intense—first impression as others, spending time with him up close made me realize how wrong that initial impression was.

"Kurook kurook!"
"Oh, this bird..."
"It's called an ostrich. Despite being a bird, it can't fly, but it has swift legs instead. It's faster than most four-legged beasts."
"Looking at its small size, it seems like it was just born, so it probably can't run fast yet, right?"
"That's right. But in just a year, it will grow to about the height of a horse."
"Kurururook!"
"Oh."

Just like now.

'If you only saw him like this, he'd seem like an ordinary nobleman.'

My brother smiling while stroking the peculiar bird that reached up to his knees. Seeing him like this makes me feel closeness rather than fear.

My brother treats both people and animals with kindness. Though he seems rigid, his expressions are surprisingly varied, offering gentle smiles even to mere animals. How could anyone fear or avoid such a person?

'It was the same when he looked at the communication crystal earlier.'

I recalled how my brother's expression changed moment by moment as he looked at the communication crystal before seeing this ostrich.

The Emperor probably gave him a more generous answer than he expected, which surprised him. After all, His Majesty's trust in my brother is immense.

"Let's not just buy cattle. Let's buy lots of other animals too."

For my brother to suddenly decide on such a large purchase, the Emperor must have sold him land not just for a few ranches but something on the scale of a knight's fief. That's highly probable.


'As if you should be surprised by something like that.'

I couldn't help but chuckle.

For someone of my brother's stature to be shaken by such a thing. I think the person who underestimates my brother the most is himself. And then it's us, who know that he actually has quite dramatic emotional changes and transparent feelings.

That's why I couldn't stop smiling when I looked at him.

"Lin. Should we raise this one too? When it becomes an adult, the children could ride it for fun."

My brother, who consistently reminded himself that he was on a honeymoon with me, frequently engaged me in conversation.

"But I wonder if it's a bit ambiguous for commercial use..."

My brother, who remembered my interest in specialty products and joined me in considering them.

"Just being an animal from the opposite side of the continent gives it value."
"True. That's a good point."

My brother, who smiled brightly when I showed a positive reaction.

It's a smile I see all the time, but it makes me happy every time. When I'm with my brother, my heart naturally warms, and an indescribable happiness wells up inside me.

That's why I deliberately brought up the topic of specialty products and business with him. The more conversation topics, the better, right? Because I can talk with my brother continuously like this.

'I was genuinely interested too.'

If it's something I have to deal with anyway, it's better to handle it while sharing affection with my brother.

"Kurook, kurururook!"
"By the way, can this creature be used like cavalry?"
"That would be impossible. They allow human hands to touch them, but they dislike carrying someone on their back."
"That's a shame."

My brother's bright expression darkened slightly.

But the caretaker standing right next to him didn't notice. That subtle change is a change that only family can perceive, a small privilege.

'It's nice to travel just the two of us.'

The satisfaction of being the only one in this place who knows my brother's true self. The pride in being the only one who can understand his inner thoughts.

It's a feeling I can't experience at the mansion. There are too many people there who know my brother well.

"You'll understand too if you spend time with my brother."
"Mmmoooooo."

After watching my brother examine the ostrich from various angles, I patted the bison standing next to me.

Right now, it's a creature that has sensed my brother's power and submitted to him. But as it receives his attentive care, it will come to realize that my brother isn't just a scary person, but a good one.

Like Titi and the tigers at our mansion. Like Mane and Mine.

We returned to the resort before sunset.

There's more to see in Yuven than just animals, and importing creatures isn't a decision that can be made in a day. The matter of animal imports would be concluded around the time my brother and I return home.

"Yuven really is far from the Empire, isn't it? I can't imagine how such animals survive in the wild."
"I know. In the Empire, it would be impossible without the power of magic."

I nodded reflexively at my brother's words.

Animals that can barely be seen in the Capital's zoo in the Empire roam freely in the wild here. It must be possible because the environments of the Empire and Yuven are different.

And when environments differ, cultures differ too, and when cultures differ, the items commonly used also differ.

'Indeed, no barrier is higher than distance.'

Just bringing Yuven's items to the Empire immediately turns them into exotic souvenirs. If they also have good performance, it's only a matter of time before they become exotic luxury goods.

Although investigating specialty products was a pretext I brought up to have more conversations, it was also sincere for our family. Because I want to leave as much as possible for our family, for our children.


So on our way back to the resort, we stopped by the market to briefly check the atmosphere, but...

'My biggest expectation was shattered.'

Magic, which is practically the symbol of the Yuven United Kingdom.

The specialty products made based on that magic don't seem likely to attract much interest in the Empire.

'Sister Trixie is too strong.'

Because of just one person. Because Sister Trixie exists in the Empire.

What does it matter if Yuven is a magic powerhouse? The Empire stands above magic powerhouses with an overwhelming apex who is an imperial citizen. Yuven made something based on magic? That already exists in the Empire, made by Sister Trixie and the Magic Tower. There's no need to sell it to the Empire.

Thanks to that, the biggest harvest from today's exploration was the beasts of the western plains. The magic items I had expected met an unexpected obstacle, and while looking at the beasts I hadn't expected much from, I discovered an unexpected path.

"Brother."
"Yes?"
"Honestly, the name 'magic powerhouse'... I don't think we should use it while Sister Trixie is alive."
"Pfft, that's true."

My brother burst into laughter at my words.

It seems he had been thinking the same thing but just hadn't said it.

"But what should we do now? If the magical items we expected are like this, it will be hard to find other specialty products."
"Well... since it's a large country, we'll probably find something else if we keep looking, but I don't think we'll find as diverse a range as we hoped."
"That's disappointing."

I smiled awkwardly at my brother's words. If I had known it would be like this, should we have chosen a closer country instead of Yuven? I feel like I've just made my brother tired for nothing.

"Then shall we just stay at the resort for a few days?"
"What?"
"If searching won't yield the results we expect, it might be good to take it easy. After all, we came here to enjoy ourselves."

After saying that, my brother sat down next to me and naturally wrapped his arm around my waist.

...Ah.

Aaaah!

'It's happening!'

My face started to heat up.

A few days of time, my brother's active expression of affection.

This is definitely that. What Sister Mar and Lize talked about.

'A, a second child...!'

The precious treasure that Sister Mar and Lize brought back from their honeymoons.

The promise that no longer needs to be kept now that we've all had one child each.

"Since we have to stay in Yuven until our wedding ceremony anyway, we have plenty of time. What do you think?"

Now I can give our Alina a sibling too.

"S-sounds good. Like you said, we have plenty of time..."

My brother's smile deepened at my response.

I probably have a similar expression on my face.

***

It's nice to discuss business with Lin, but between husband and wife, affectionate conversation is best.

Let's not look at the communication crystal for a few days. Even if the Emperor sends a message, I'll ignore it.

If he's upset, he can send a diplomat to Yuven. No one can stop a newlywed husband on his honeymoon.


Lin is a well-rounded talent with both martial and scholarly abilities, plus the refinement of a noble lady.

As a member of the Yorun family, she possesses above-average natural talent, and during her Academy days, she joined the flower arrangement club to develop her artistic sense and dexterity. She even demonstrated exceptional equestrian skills, dominating representatives from all years and classes to take first place during the Inter-class Competition.

What's particularly noteworthy is her Academy-best equestrian ability. In this era, riding skill isn't simply like driving ability—it requires communion with the horse and physical strength to endure the vibrations. The weak have no right to mount a horse.

That's why Lin ranks among the stronger ones among my six wives in terms of physical fitness. Though she can't match a certain master-disciple pair who enhance themselves with magic, she's definitely superior compared to ordinary people.

"Are you okay?"
"I... I can't move my body..."

Of course, being superior to ordinary people isn't enough to defeat me.

This outcome was inevitable. Marr with the Iron-Blooded Duke's bloodline, Trixie and Lise who enhance themselves with magic, Phine who's considered one of the strongest in the Empire, and Eri who possesses knight-level combat ability—they all lost when facing me. Lin is no different.

Still, ending with paralysis rather than unconsciousness is something. That alone demonstrates Lin's praiseworthy mental fortitude.

"I'm sorry. Was I too rough? I should have been gentler."
"I don't want that."

When I expressed my small consolation and regret, Lin's voice became resolute.

"I want to give our Alina a sibling too. It feels unfair that only Sister Marr and Lise have them, and I'm left out."

Her determination was so firm that I couldn't help but smile.

Well, she has a point. Trixie already has triplets, and Marr and Lise, who went on honeymoons with me, are both expecting their second children. In such a situation, how disappointed and regretful would Lin feel if she returned empty-handed?

No, disappointment and regret would be the least of our concerns. Unfortunately, there are nasty people in this world who love spreading rumors, and if only Lin returned without a child, they might spout nonsense like "The Minister of Audit seems to be neglecting his fourth wife." That's unacceptable.

"Our Alina would be thrilled to have a direct younger sibling."
"What's with that? Saying 'direct' makes it sound like the military."

Lin chuckled, but even that small laughter seemed to send shocks through her body, making her flinch and groan.

I'm sorry. I always promise to restrain myself, yet it always ends like this. Love seems impossible to control with reason.

But I could smile seeing the faint happiness on Lin's groaning face. It meant the joy of expecting a second child outweighed her physical pain.

'Will it happen?'

I suddenly worried about what if she doesn't conceive after all this, but I believe in my strength and the gods' blessing.

Whenever I set my mind to it, treasures have always come. Even Trixie, despite the thick barrier of racial differences, bore triplets.

So I have no doubt this time will be successful too. That my eleventh child will arrive.

'The eleventh.'

Eventually, the enormous number made the corners of my mouth twitch uncontrollably.

The establishment of FC Kracius is finally within reach. An achievement accomplished in less than five years since my first marriage.

We could even have our own family soccer matches.

I seem to have planned the schedule somewhat poorly.

Since we needed to stay in Yuven for an extended period, I spent intimate time with Lin, but while we were secluded at the resort, Yuven became bustling with activity.

'I miscalculated.'

I looked down at the crowds in the street through the window. I made a basic mistake since this was my first time experiencing a foreign royal wedding.

A royal wedding—and one involving one of only two princes. No matter how small and quiet the bride and groom wanted their ceremony to be, it still needed to maintain a minimum scale and dignity. Therefore, the size of congratulatory delegations from various countries couldn't be ignored.

Moreover, not only were there envoys from across the continent, but Yuven's own nobles and citizens were also cheering and celebrating Laterre's wedding.

"It might be difficult to move around, huh?"
"Indeed."

The situation had become awkward for comfortable sightseeing.


The noisy atmosphere and crowded streets. Enjoying a honeymoon for just the two of us in such circumstances would be challenging.

'And this is considered small.'

What if Laterre had pursued a wedding befitting a prince of a powerful nation? More envoys would have flocked here, and the royal family would have distributed significantly more wealth to the public.

Then it wouldn't just be difficult to move around—even staying at this resort would have been impossible. It would have been fully booked before we arrived.

"Good thing I reserved your room in advance."

I turned my head slightly to look at Erich, who was taking off his coat.

Erich also entered Yuven to coincide with the arrival of delegations from various countries. If he had entered later, he would have been jostled by the crowds and attracted attention from all sorts of nobles, making his excuse of "I'm here in a personal capacity" unlikely to be believed. When you attract so much attention, what difference does it make whether you're official or personal?

"I was worried I might have to sleep on the streets. Fortunately, that won't be necessary."

At my words, Erich let out a small sigh.

If it were just Erich, sleeping outdoors might be a viable option, but unfortunately, Erich didn't enter the country alone but as part of a group. Zenovia, who had become a mother, and Sara, who was pregnant.

"Woo-woo-"

And our nephew who can't even crawl yet—a party of four.

"Why didn't you leave Robert with Mother or at our mansion? It's not ideal for such a young child to stay in a foreign land."
"I initially planned to do that. But it doesn't feel right for both parents to leave their child behind for a business trip."

Erich caressed Robert's cheeks with an affectionate expression.

He has a point. When I left newly-born Mary to go to the Kingdom of Zereno, even though her birth mother Phine remained at the mansion, Mary still cried, saying she missed her father.

But what if not just one parent stays behind, but both leave their child? The loneliness and fear the child would feel is unimaginable.

"Why did Laterre have to get married now? If he'd done it next year, I could have looked after our nephew."
"Rather than letting you play with Robert alone, I'd prefer to bring him along."

Erich's sincere words made me feel hurt. How sad to ignore the sincerity of this childcare expert uncle.

"Oh, right. Brother."
"What?"
"I heard you received a title?"

I involuntarily flinched.

"Where did you hear that?"
"From your wives. A baronial seal arrived at the mansion a few days ago, with an inheritable title that comes with territory. The domain is near Kroita."

I let out a deep sigh at those words.

That bastard Emperor. He must have sent the seal directly to my wives instead of me, fearing I might try to avoid it. While the Emperor's title might act as shackles for me, for my wives, it's a gift and reward from the Emperor.

I had no intention of avoiding it in the first place, but it's still vexing. He played his cards knowing that once my wives recognized the title and territory, I wouldn't be able to refuse.

"Oh, darling. A title? And with territory too?"
"...Yes. That's what happened."
"When did—ah."

Lin, who had been with me for the past few days, quickly grasped the situation.

When we discussed domesticating bison and tried to purchase imperial direct territory near Behimos, she realized that some noble who tried to buy land received a title instead.

"I knew land was bestowed, but I thought it would be at the level of a knight's fief..."
"His Majesty's grace was greater than I expected."

I'd like to call it dumping rather than grace, but I can't express my constant hatred toward the Emperor in front of my family.

Damn him. As soon as I return to the Empire, I'll start developing the barony. I'll make people think of animals rather than history when they hear the name Kroita.

"That's good news, isn't it? You've gained another title to pass down to your children. I'm rather envious—"
"I still have many Leon titles in reserve."
"Having many titles weighs heavily on one's shoulders."


When I subtly indicated my willingness to pass on the title bomb, Erich, who was about to provoke me, quickly backed down.

How dare a mere younger brother try to tease his older brother? It's 300 years too early.

"Well, our rooms are right next to each other, so come over if you need anything. If you have nothing to do until the wedding day, go to the western plains. Not many people, but plenty to see."
"Western plains?"
"Robert might enjoy it if he takes after our children."

Children who, surprisingly, weren't afraid of animals but rather loved them. Children who looked at Atelius, a dragon, with sparkling eyes.

If Robert has that peculiar instinct, he'll enjoy the safari. There are giraffes, elephants, buffaloes, ostriches, and all sorts of animals.

"My sisters-in-law must be tired from traveling so far. Relax and enjoy yourselves, just be back right before the wedding."
"Yes, brother-in-law. Thank you for your consideration."

Zenovia bowed her head while holding Robert in her arms.

"Thank—"
"Ah, stay still. It might be hard on the baby."
"Oh, yes."

Sara, whose belly was quite swollen, would take a considerable amount of time to bow.

Seeing this, traveling together as a family seems nice. I don't know when it will be, but maybe we should take a family trip when all our children are over 10 years old?

'I wonder when that will be.'

I wonder how many years apart Pedi and our family's youngest will be. How many years will it take for the youngest to reach 10 years old?

Just imagining it makes me smile.

***

As the wedding approached, the royal palace became bustling.

Delegations from countries across the continent. Monarchs of the United Kingdom. Nobles who traveled to the capital from all over the country. It would be stranger if there wasn't a commotion.

'It's fortunate it's only this much.'

I sighed inwardly, recalling my brother's wedding.

I would have preferred an even smaller and quieter wedding, but that's impossible for someone bearing the name of royalty. I should be grateful that it's clearly smaller in scale compared to my brother the Crown Prince's wedding.

"If it were any smaller, there would be gossip. This level is just right for both me and Your Highness."

Rachel, who will become my wife in a few days, said so too.

"Your Highness."
"What is it?"

Just as I was about to head to the royal palace's rear garden, a royal attendant approached and bowed.

"The Imperial Minister of Audit, Count of Teilgleichen, requests an audience with Your Highness."
"The Minister of Audit?"
"Yes, Your Highness."

I raised the corner of my mouth slightly at this unexpected yet welcome visitor.

It seems he's requesting an audience to greet me before other guests arrive.

'I am a bit busy, but...'

Honestly, with the wedding right around the corner, I don't have much free time, but it's an Academy acquaintance requesting a meeting. And someone who must have worked hard managing us.

Then it's proper to meet him despite being busy. No matter how busy one is, one should observe propriety.

"This is a gift from my second wife to Your Highness."

I stared blankly at the stack of papers in my hand.

I'm glad I observed propriety.

Trixie's gift was delivered earlier than the wedding day.

At first, she had planned to give it on the day itself, but isn't a wedding the happiest yet most hectic moment for the bride and groom? Giving a gift then would hardly catch their proper attention. They'd only realize its true value after the wedding excitement had died down.

When the key figures of the Yuven United Kingdom had returned to their domains or offices, when delegations from various countries had gone home—that's when my gift would finally catch Laterre's eye, missing the perfect timing to showcase my second father-in-law's achievements.

Of course, being from Yuven, renowned as a magic powerhouse, they could appreciate Trixie's gift even amid the chaos. But that presents its own problem.

'At least the wedding should have the couple as the main characters.'

Even if it's Trixie's gift, it shouldn't steal attention from the protagonists. Even if the married couple, being hardcore magicians, would be delighted with the gift, I wouldn't feel comfortable delivering it then.

That's why I gave it in advance. This way, Trixie's gift wouldn't become just one among many, wouldn't be overlooked by the busy newlyweds, wouldn't become the superstar of the wedding instead of the couple, and wouldn't receive attention after everything was over.

"This is..."
"These are materials touched by my second wife and father-in-law. She said Your Highness would understand their value, so I could confidently present them as a gift."

Besides, what's wrong with giving it early? If a gift's value is absolute, the timing of giving is merely a trivial matter.

Laterre, whose eyes and hands were already trembling, proved this point.

"I hope this gift brings joy to Your Highness and the Princess Consort."

At my words, Laterre's frantically vibrating hands suddenly stopped.

"This gift is far too generous."

Then, with a more solemn expression than before, he spoke.

His voice contained a slight tremor, but that just showed how shocked he was. I could understand completely.

'He's using honorifics.'

More than that, I felt complex emotions about receiving such formal speech from Laterre. Now that we've graduated and become unrelated, he could speak casually to me as just another nobleman.

Is this because of our Academy days, or is it respect toward the husband of the Magic-Ending Duke? It could be both, but I'm curious.

"I would be grateful enough for the thesis written by the Magic-Ending Duke, but receiving the legacy of the late Exploration Duke as well is beyond what a junior deserves."

Of course, right now breaking through Laterre's refusal takes priority over my trivial curiosity.

"Please don't worry. These are copies, and my wife keeps the originals. Your Highness need not decline."
"Being copies doesn't diminish their value. I might consider the thesis as something I could see in advance, but research materials and school assignments are different matters."

Having said that, Laterre carefully pushed the stack of papers toward me.

"I'm deeply moved by your generosity, great senior. I'll just accept your kind intention—"
"If Your Highness declines, I will formally present them at the wedding."

Laterre's eyes began to tremble again, but for a different reason.

"Publicly to Your Highness and the Princess Consort. I will present the works of the Magic-Ending Duke and the Exploration Duke in front of all the guests."

His trembling intensified.

In truth, this was just a bluff. I wanted to give the gift early to avoid drawing the guests' attention, so threatening to create a spectacle was counterproductive.

But Laterre doesn't know my thoughts. He'll think I might actually present the gift publicly at the wedding, showing off this tremendous treasure to everyone.

'He'd want to avoid that.'

Laterre already wanted a quiet wedding. But if an authority from the Empire publicly presents works from the Magic-Ending Duke and Exploration Duke? He can say goodbye to the word "quiet." From that moment, he'd become the protagonist not just of the wedding but of all Yuven.

So I pressured Laterre. Choose between removing the burden for peace of mind, or sacrificing peace to continue declining.


"...On behalf of all magicians in Yuven, I express my gratitude to the great seniors."
"My wife will surely be pleased. I will certainly convey Your Highness's sentiments."
"Please extend my thanks to the Minister as well."
"No need for such formality."

When I pushed the stack of papers on the desk back toward Laterre, he let out a small laugh and shook his head.

"How strange."
"What is?"
"You're clearly using honorifics, Minister, yet somehow you seem to treat me more comfortably than during our Academy days."

This unexpected comment made me reflect for a moment.

During Academy days, I spoke casually to princes, royalty, and the future saint because of my position as club advisor. It wouldn't have been right in the Academy culture for a teacher to use honorifics with students.

But back then as an advisor, I wasn't in my right mind—anxious about incidents occurring in Imperial territory, resentful of foreigners who had crept into the Empire, and haunted by intense memories from the '77 season. Even while building relationships with club members, I couldn't shake the feeling they were like time bombs. As a result, I was far from treating them comfortably.

'Is it because we have no relationship now?'

With graduation, our advisor-member relationship disappeared, and as members returned to their countries, the time bombs were removed. I no longer needed to worry about incidents in the Empire or monitor the members' impulsive actions.

I see. Now that I'm no longer responsible for them, I can treat them more casually. If they cause trouble in their homelands, it has nothing to do with me. Even if bombs explode belatedly, they'll explode in their countries, not mine, so I feel more at ease.

"Perhaps it's because my wife is the Magic-Ending Duke, giving me more courage."
"Is that so?"

Laterre chuckled at my joke. I smiled back at him.

How nice it would have been if we could have gotten along this comfortably during our Academy days. It would have had a tremendous impact on my mental health.

***

A moderately cool breeze wrapped around my body. Thanks to the breeze's soothing touch, my body, heated with tension, calmed down.

It's truly peculiar. A wedding is merely a ceremonial procedure. Rachel and I have already been living as a couple, so the wedding won't bring any dramatic changes. After the wedding, we plan to continue living just as before.

Nevertheless, my heart was pounding. My head kept saying this was just a show for others, but my heart, unlike my head, was racing wildly with joy.

'How strange.'

Rachel and I have been together since childhood. She followed me to the Academy, so we spent our school days together too.

My longtime friend. Excluding Academy connections, my only female friend. Besides my family, the only person in Yuven with whom I can open my heart.

I thought my relationship with Rachel was already solid. I didn't think my feelings for Rachel could grow any stronger.

But I was wrong. As our relationship changed from friends to an engaged couple, as the wedding day drew closer, as the day finally arrived, my feelings for Rachel intensified.

'Do you feel the same way?'

Looking at Rachel beside me, I saw her slightly flushed face as she lowered her head.

Rachel has always been rational as a magician. She only started showing such expressions after our relationship progressed beyond friendship.

I found myself smiling. When childhood friendship evolves into love, it becomes this soft and warm.

'Then what about that guy?'

I glanced at Erich sitting among the guests.

He had two childhood friends. Moreover, those friends showed tremendous affection that even third parties could recognize.

Yet Erich never noticed their affection. He never felt these soft and warm emotions.


'Did he perhaps injure his head as a child?'

If that's why he became emotionally dull, I could understand a little.

'And yet he got married before me.'

Erich, catching my eye, waved lightly. I smiled slightly at him and turned my head forward again.

For some reason, seeing Erich calmed even the slight tension that remained.

'I can be a good husband too.'

Actually, I do know the reason. Erich, who married first, became an excellent husband and a decent father, which reassures me.

If even that emotionally dense person could become devoted to his family after marriage, if even he could safely have a child, why couldn't I do better than Erich?

Anyway, he's a friend who comforts me in many ways. The best friend I made at the Academy.

"Rachel."
"Yes, Your High—"
"I think I'd be quite hurt if you accidentally called me 'Your Highness' from now on."

As I preemptively spoke, Rachel nodded slightly.

Yes. Now Rachel and I are officially, not just practically, a married couple. Royalty from other countries might be strict about titles even between spouses, but I don't want that.

From now on, the word that should come from Rachel's lips is not "Your Highness" but "Laterre." That's all.

Thanks to the cool late autumn breeze and Erich's presence, I was able to complete the wedding safely.

"Congratulations on your marriage. You're right in the middle."

Erich approached quietly and offered his congratulations with a smile.

The middle, huh. Come to think of it, did I get married faster than Lyutis and Tanian?

'That's a relief.'

If I had married later than Lyutis, I would have felt quite inadequate.

"Thanks to you, I could have a peaceful wedding."
"Hmm? Thanks to me?"

After thanking Erich for his congratulations, he tilted his head in confusion.

Well, that's just how he is. Just accept it as it is. No need to think deeply about it.

"Woo- woo-"
"How admirable that he didn't even cry."

After exchanging brief greetings with Erich's two wives beside him, I looked at the baby in Erich's arms.

His name was Robert Hiden, wasn't it? The future Count Horpelt, born between Erich and Countess Horpelt.

"He takes after his mother, so he's serious and smart."
"He's not even a year old yet, how can you say that?"
"Because he's serious and smart."
"...Well, I suppose he does seem that way."

I nodded reluctantly at Erich's firm assertion.

Well, if the father says so, it must be true.

Laterre's wedding was successfully held amidst everyone's blessings.

I ended up shedding a few tears. I know that guy's '77 season well, and that once-terrible fellow has now found his match and gotten married. Though slightly late for royalty, he can still claim to have married within a reasonable age.

It's truly moving. After Erich and Ainter, now even Laterre is married. What's more, Tanian's wedding is scheduled for next month, and Lyutis's wedding is planned for next year.

'Is this how parents feel when their children get married?'

Of course, I don't want children like them. My real children, unlike those hideous and grotesque creatures, are pure and kind.

Still, these beings I once had connections with, whom I worried about and took care of for three years, have now formed families. If my own children were to get married, I'd be hundreds or thousands of times happier.

'Live well.'

Erich, once the most incompetent club member, already has a child. That guy who used to be terribly awkward before marriage has become a decent person afterward.

So, Laterre, I hope you too live as a proper person. May you live peacefully and happily as a member of Yuven royalty. There's nothing more bitter than seeing an acquaintance living unhappily.

"Lin. Let's head back."
"Huh? Already?"
"It's proper etiquette to slip away when the main character is busy."

After watching Laterre shaking hands with the guests, I turned to leave with Lin.

I had already given Trixie's prepared gift a few days ago and exchanged greetings right before the wedding. Besides, Erich, an Academy friend, is here, so it's fine for Lin and me to return to the resort.

But returning home immediately is impossible. I haven't yet concluded the matter of importing water buffalo and bison from Yuven.

'I should meet him in about three days, right?'

Let him enjoy his honeymoon bliss for about three days, then approach Laterre and casually inquire about importing the animals. Having received gifts from Trixie and my second father-in-law, he won't refuse.

Of course, Yuven will question the sudden import of these animals. That question will reach Behimos, who is stationed in the Empire, and they'll realize that the Empire has created an environment suitable for raising water buffalo. They'll also conclude that their monopoly on strategic resources is crumbling.

But what does that matter? I've given wedding gifts from the Magic-Ending Duke and the Exploration Duke to a direct royal of Yuven, a magical powerhouse. And I came personally as the godfather of the Empire's de facto ruler and future Emperor.

No matter how cold international relations may be, ignoring such generosity would be detrimental to Yuven. If the perception that "those bastards take without giving back" spreads across the continent, who would want to deal with Yuven?

"Oh, Count Teilgleichen."
'Hmm?'

Just as I was naturally leaving the venue, a strangely familiar voice called out.

"Ah, Duke Kilanas."

When I turned toward the voice, I saw a definitely familiar face.

An elderly man with whitening blue hair and a beard grown to his collarbone. An elder with significant influence in Yuven's political and magical circles, and the political partner of the Yuven king.

Duke Kilanas, Chairman of the Yuven United Kingdom's Magic Council. I was seeing him again after our brief acquaintance during the Club Fair.

"I didn't expect to see a familiar face in Yuven. Have you been well?"
"With the gods' blessing, I've been able to spend peaceful days."
"That's good news."

Duke Kilanas smiled at my response, exchanged formal greetings with Lin, then approached me and spoke quietly.

"Actually, I wanted to express gratitude for the Count's gift. His Majesty the King originally planned to speak with you personally, but His Highness Laterre dissuaded him. He said it wouldn't be right to bother a couple on their belated honeymoon."
"...Only newlyweds understand the feelings of other newlyweds, I suppose."
"Haha, it seems so. His Majesty was quite embarrassed because of it."

I broke into a cold sweat watching Duke Kilanas laugh heartily. If things had gone differently, I might have ended up meeting the Yuven King.


Thank you, Laterre. Finding your match has indeed made you a better person.

"So, though I'm embarrassed to act in His Majesty's stead, this old man has come to the Count. I hope it's not presumptuous."
"Not at all. Rather, I'm delighted to meet an old acquaintance in a foreign land."

I mean this sincerely. I don't have any bad memories with Duke Kilanas, and it's natural to feel pleased seeing someone after several years.

Moreover, Duke Kilanas showed cross-border respect and reverence toward Trixie. As Trixie's husband, I should also respect the Duke's title and age.

"An old acquaintance. I didn't expect you to value our brief meeting so specially."
"Isn't it that brief encounters, when connected, become something longer?"

Duke Kilanas silently looked into my eyes and then nodded lightly.

"Brief encounters becoming something longer. That's right. I came to thank the Count, but ended up receiving another gift."
"Pardon?"

What's he suddenly talking about? Calling my casual remark a gift.

However, ignoring my reaction, Duke Kilanas handed me a small token.

"Take it, Count. A small gift from an old man to a fresh young couple."
"This is...?"
"It certifies your right to enter the Magic Council. You can simply think of it as an entrance ticket to a tourist attraction."

He said it so casually that I almost nodded without thinking.

No, what kind of crazy statement is that? The Magic Council isn't easily opened even to Yuven nobles, so how can such a place be described as a tourist attraction?

'A top-secret facility.'

The Magic Council is Yuven's magic tower, known as a magical powerhouse, and the heart of this unique federated state. Everyone knows that all discussions taking place there set the course for Yuven.

There's even a saying that Yuven has not five kings but six—the kings of each country forming the federation, plus the Chairman of the Magic Council.

"This gift is too generous. Please take it back."
"Don't say that. The gift you gave to His Highness Laterre isn't just his personal blessing, but a blessing for our entire Yuven magical community. We cannot allow the messenger of such joy to leave without proper hospitality."

His sincere voice made me a bit uncomfortable. It's unfair to invoke the collective will of the magical community—it makes it impossible to refuse.

Firmly rejecting this would mean rejecting the goodwill of Yuven's magicians, and by extension, suggesting that the Magic-Ending Duke's husband is distancing himself from Yuven. Though an exaggerated interpretation, rumors often spread differently from the truth.

"And since water buffalo are strategic resources, you'll need the Magic Council's consent for export anyway, so it would be more convenient to consult with us from the beginning."
'Ah.'

Duke Kilanas's persuasion was too powerful.

Visiting a newlywed acquaintance after three days to discuss business versus talking directly with the authorities to reach a conclusion—obviously, the latter is the better choice.

Questions like "How did they know I was aiming to import water buffalo?" are meaningless. It would be stranger if they didn't know, considering I was openly touring the western plains of Yuven looking at cattle.

'No choice then.'

After brief consideration, I put the token in my pocket.

Yes, what could be a more definite memory than visiting the Magic Council while in Yuven? If Duke Kilanas has any conscience, he'll show me things that would amaze even ordinary people.

"Thank you for your kindness. I'll visit as soon as tomorrow."
"My, I must prepare to welcome our distinguished guest starting today."

Seeing the Duke nod with satisfaction made me feel a bit annoyed.


The Magic Council wasn't a structure that looked down from great heights, but one that encompassed everything with its vastness.

Unlike magic towers that soared to the sky, this building was only five stories tall. Though five stories isn't low, it's relatively modest for a national symbol.

"It's incredibly wide..."
"Indeed..."

However, the width it chose instead of height was enormous. As if to compensate for the low number of floors with breadth. As if all that mattered was having many rooms.

In a way, this is more intimidating. It's consuming an enormous amount of land in a national capital for a single building. Even a high-ranking noble's mansion of this size would face concentrated criticism from other nobles and rebuke from the king.

Yet the Magic Council achieved this. As the center of magic and symbol of the system, it occupied an area second only to the royal palace.

'It would make a good tourist attraction.'

That thought suddenly occurred to me. Except for being a top-secret national facility, it would indeed make a nice tourist spot.

If only it weren't a top-secret facility.

'Is this right?'

I felt a belated sense of discomfort. Duke Kilanas did mention the magical community when making his request, and this visit is necessary for importing large animals. Still, the more I think about it, the more I can't shake the feeling that something is wrong with this visit.

But what can I do? We've already come this far. To overturn this situation, I'd need to make a petty excuse like "Sorry, Trixie called me."

"Since we're already here, let's properly look around before leaving. It's a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity after all."
"Ah, yes."

Lin, who had been blankly staring at the Magic Council, hastily nodded at my words.

Come to think of it, my honeymoons have been quite peculiar. During my trip with Mar, a princess from Jereno visited; during my trip with Trixie, I attended a public council; during my trip with Liese, I collaborated with two authors. Unique events happen wherever I go, and it's no different with Lin.

Now I'm even looking forward to my remaining two trips. I wonder what will happen then.

[May the five stars become one and lead the entire continent to truth.]
"Oh."

I let out a small exclamation seeing the inscription on the main gate of the Magic Council.

So that's what the founding leaders of the Yuven United Kingdom wrote in blood.

***

"His Lordship and his wife! Approaching the main gate!"

The grand assembly hall fell silent at the shout of the magician serving as council security.

"Chairman."
"Mm."

I nodded calmly at the vice-chairman's call beside me.

"Everyone stand. Prepare to welcome our distinguished guests."

Then I led the assembled council members toward the main gate.

I avoided greeting them outside the main gate, thinking it might burden Count Teilgleichen. However, it wouldn't be proper for hosts to remain seated in the assembly hall. At least within the council, everyone should stand to welcome them.

Count Teilgleichen is the son-in-law of the Exploration Duke and husband of the Magic-Ending Duke, and the father of the Catovan ducal princesses who will lead the continent's magical world in the future.


The sight before me made my body freeze for a moment.

"Welcome, Count and Countess. I and the honorable members of the Magic Council sincerely welcome our distinguished guests."

Over 100 people, including Duke Killanas, were there to greet us.

I reflexively put on a mechanical smile. Since it seemed the entire Magic Council had turned out, I needed to express appropriate gratitude for this exceptional reception to maintain smooth relations with Yuven. Even magic users who follow Trixie might feel slighted if I took such a grand welcome for granted.

"Thank you for your hospitality, Chairman. And thank you to all council members for taking your valuable time."

I gave a slight bow once to Duke Killanas, who referred to himself as Chairman rather than Duke, and once to the council members. After expressing my gratitude, the atmosphere in the hall quickly became warm and friendly.

The council members were pleased to host the Magic-Ending Duke's husband, and I was pleased to receive hospitality from the nation's core leadership. It was a beautiful meeting beneficial to both sides.

I decided to think of it that way. In truth, returning to the Empire without such a meeting would have been preferable, but there's no use dwelling on what can't be changed.

"Chairman, if I may ask, who are these people beside you?"

After exchanging positive initial greetings, I turned my attention to the five figures standing beside, not behind, the Duke.

They were clearly not ordinary council members, as they dared to stand alongside the Chairman. Given this was a formal reception, the positioning of people wouldn't have been taken lightly.

"Ah, as an Imperial citizen, you might not know. These are the Vice Chairmen of the Magic Council."
"Pardon?"

As expected, the five were not simple council members, but I hadn't anticipated they would be Vice Chairmen.

'Why are there five Vice Chairmen?'

Normally, there would be at most two Vice Chairmen, right? Some countries don't have any at all.

"As you know, our Yuven is a united country formed by the consensus of five nations. We fairly select one Vice Chairman from each country. For your information, I, as Chairman, am stateless during my term."
"Ah, yes..."

I could only nod at his explanation.

With a quota system by country, it's unavoidable. If one country produces a Vice Chairman while another doesn't, it would lead to conflict.

But becoming stateless during the Chairman's term is quite novel. What's with this obsession with balance that strips a perfectly good Duke of his nationality?

'Is this the burden of a federation?'

It's both frightening and pitiful. Yuven had to endure such bizarre phenomena as the price for choosing a federal system rather than a unified state.

Perhaps that's why Duke Killanas advocates for unification alongside the Yuven King. It was a struggle to reclaim his lost nationality.

'May you remain stateless forever.'

Though I feel sorry for the Duke, it's advantageous for the Empire. This bizarre federal system already makes them the third-ranked power on the continent. If they truly evolved into a unified state, wouldn't the continent be thrown into chaos? Though they wouldn't surpass the Empire, they would fiercely compete with Armein for second place.

That would be troublesome. At least Armein is right next door and easy to keep in check, but Yuven is on the opposite side of the continent, making it difficult to monitor.


"It's truly a beautiful tradition. It shows your commitment to exclude no one who makes up the nation and to listen to all voices. Even as an outsider, I find it admirable."

So I offered appropriate praise mixed with subtle caution. On the surface it sounds like a compliment, but upon reflection, it's a somewhat ambiguous statement.

"Ho ho, that's pleasing to hear. Our ancestors would be delighted as well."

Of course, someone of Duke Killanas's experience would immediately grasp my intention—a cautionary note suggesting "you're at your best when following tradition."

It's regrettable to express caution as an invited guest, but unfortunately, my allegiance remains with the Empire. If I were to make statements that seemed to support Yuven's unification at the Magic Council, it would certainly reach the Emperor's ears through some channel. The result would be an unpleasant one-on-one meeting I'd rather not imagine.

Fortunately, Duke Killanas seemed to understand my position and moved on with a smile. Besides, as the Duke said, the federal system was decided voluntarily by Yuven's ancestors, not imposed by others. Denying that would be difficult even for Duke Killanas, the leader of the unification faction.

"Well, keeping guests standing is embarrassing for a host. If the Count doesn't mind, may this old man guide you and your wife?"
"Of course, Chairman. It would be an honor."

After exchanging sincere welcomes and thanks, along with ritualistic caution and evasion, the slightly awkward atmosphere was elevated once again.

Despite the small commotion, Lin and I were family of Trixie and distinguished guests of the Magic Council.

Even when visiting museums or art galleries, having a curator makes a significant difference.

And we had not just a simple curator or guide, but the elder and leader of the Magic Council personally attending to us. This is like having an author directly explain their work, or resurrecting a historical figure to hear about historical events.

"This Magic Council building was constructed over the birthplace and grave of Master Ernest. It's to remember the hero who mediated between five nations that fought with blood and tears, and proposed the new system of federation."
"Birthplace and grave... you say?"
"Don't misunderstand. We obtained consent from Master Ernest when he was alive, and from his family afterward."

Duke Killanas smiled slightly and opened a magnificent, enormous door.

"Master Ernest's grave lies beneath this grand conference hall. It symbolizes that we should strive solely for Yuven's national interests and the peace of its people under his watchful eye."

The significance was heart-stirring even to me, an Imperial citizen rather than a Yuven native.

It's heart-stirring only because this is another country's council. If Emperor Eimanka's tomb were beneath the Imperial Council's grand conference hall? If they had to conduct daily business under the Emperor's watchful eye?

Many council members throughout history would likely have gone mad from the pressure. What a crazy thing to do.

"And three days from now, after the wedding excitement subsides, all Magic Council members will gather in this grand conference hall. They will discuss and debate the papers from the Magic-Ending Duke and the Exploration Duke, so everyone will gather with joyful hearts."
"Pardon?"

While I was paying my respects to the Magic Council members who must have suffered terribly for hundreds of years, Duke Killanas dropped an unsettling statement.

Of course, it's natural for council members to analyze and study papers. It would be stranger if the magic-obsessed Magic Council members hadn't touched the papers and materials I delivered.

But deliberately mentioning this over Ernest's grave, in front of me who was merely a messenger, is not something to overlook.

'Why tell me this?'

I'm uneasy. What's the ulterior motive in telling me their schedule?

"If Count Teilgleichen could join us, it would be the most honorable and brilliant forum for discussion."
'Ah.'


My question was short-lived. Duke Killanas was being painfully direct.

Examining papers bestowed by the Magic-Ending Duke, the pinnacle of magic. Having the Magic-Ending Duke's husband present at the gathering. This would elevate the prestige of Yuven's magical community and increase the influence of Duke Killanas, the current head of the magical world.

Receiving knowledge from a respected senior, hosting a member of that senior's family, and expanding one's influence by leveraging tremendous authority—no true noble would forgo such benefits.

"Although I have a brilliant archmage as my wife, I lack any aptitude for magic. I fear my presence might only tarnish the Magic Council's honor..."
"Please don't worry about that. No magician would dare deny the Count's authority."

I could only smile at the Duke's confident voice.

Suddenly, I was about to witness an unlimited debate among industry veterans. And as someone who hadn't even earned an academic qualification.

Though I haven't actively tried to learn magic, it's not that I have no interest in it.

A technology that didn't exist in my pre-possession world. A technology that defies physical laws and enables teleportation, an unprecedented form of movement. It would be a lie to say I'm not interested as a human being.

But interest and talent are separate matters. I, who was strictly humanities-focused before possession and lived as a warrior afterward, lacked the wisdom to learn magic. Even with Trixie as my wife.

'No matter how good the teacher, there's no answer if the student is dull-witted.'

Just as sprinkling water on a dead tree is meaningless.

More precisely, I set my own limitations as dull-wittedness. Having reached the pinnacle of the continent with the sword, I didn't feel a pressing need for magic. Why bother racking my brains to learn magic?

Ironically, this resolve had become even firmer in recent days.

[A study and possibility of expressing celestial angels through magic by implementing the three primary colors, if the world is classified by these colors.]
[The process of recovering temporarily lost atmospheric moisture when using water attribute magic consecutively, and the time required to use water attribute magic of equal power.]
[The impact on continents and oceans of displaced crust when dividing the earth with earth attribute magic, and the possibility of recovery.]
'Oh god, what the hell.'

More specifically, I completely abandoned any lingering attachment to magic after receiving my second father-in-law's papers.

Just reading the titles made my head spin. Even considering that my second father-in-law is a renowned figure in the magical world, if discussing such topics is the role of a magician, I'd rather remain a swordsman for life.

I had firmly resolved this, but...

"While the world may indeed be worth classifying by the three primary colors, can we definitively assert that the celestial realm is a world like our continent?"
"More definitive research is needed regarding water attribute magic. We must first determine whether water attribute magic draws moisture from the atmosphere, or uses moisture from the caster or surrounding humans."
"Displaced crust from earth attribute magic? How significant could the impact of a single spell be on this vast continent?"

I don't understand why I have to sit here listening to such debates.

Please release me. If others ask, I'll say I listened to the Magic Council's beautiful discussions. Please.

"Hmm. What does the Consort think about this?"

So please stop staring at me and stop addressing me.

I'm a swordsman, not a magician, you lunatics.

I felt the burning pain of muscles many times before, but this was the first time I experienced the sensation of my frontal lobe being seared.

I'm a pure humanities student who never even looked at science courses out of fear of math and science. I've lived my life as a literature devotee, dedicating myself to Korean language and history. I'm just a pitiful being who would need to travel to ancient Greece or Rome rather than a 21st century nation to have any hope of employment.

And you're asking someone like me about what? Primary colors, atmospheric moisture, displaced tectonic plates—just hearing these terrifying problems makes me shudder. How can you call yourselves human?

'I'm the Magic-Ending Duke's husband, not the Magic-Ending Duke.'

If they had seated Luise here instead, she might have given somewhat decent answers. Luise is Trixie's one and only disciple. Aside from our triplets, she's practically the sole successor to magic.

Meanwhile, I may be the only husband, but I have no particular knowledge of magic. I'm merely a parasite gratefully using the teleportation of magicians.

"The heavens should be considered separate from the continent. As far as I know, even the spirit realm shows different laws from this continent, so I imagine the heavens would be similar. It seems rather difficult to manifest beings from another world using continental magic."

"The earth is vast. And the sea is vaster than the earth. When the sea envelops the world, could mere human magic possibly affect the infinite ocean? Moisture from the sea rises to become rain, and that rain remains in the atmosphere. No matter how much magic one casts, the moisture in the air wouldn't even be disturbed."

"The splitting of the earth is, for humans, like getting a scratch on the skin. Would a human body split apart just because of a scratch?"

However, it would be problematic to remain silent when asked a question. I squeezed my brain as much as possible and spoke based on feelings rather than solid evidence, saying things like "I think it might be this way." I performed the role of a thorough civilian spectator rather than pretending to be a half-baked expert.

The council members probably weren't expecting serious or groundbreaking answers anyway. They were likely just asking out of courtesy because it would be awkward to have an honored guest sitting there while they talked among themselves—asking questions to the Magic-Ending Duke's husband just to elicit a "Indeed, that's right!" reaction.

But even that courtesy was enough to tear my mental state to shreds.

"Indeed. From the perspective of a non-magician, one might think that way. It was an answer only possible from someone unbound by prejudice."

"You flatter me."

I just responded with a smile to the vice-chairman's compliment.

I wanted to argue whether it was right to place a non-magician in a magicians' discussion forum, but I held back. From these hardcore magicians' perspective, having a non-magician seated in their discussion forum might already be the highest form of respect.

'Ah.'

With a bitter feeling, I slightly turned my head and saw Lin beside me, smiling while looking at dust floating in the air.

I'm envious. I wish I could escape for a moment by letting my mind wander too.

***

The council members' first round of discussion ended. Not the entire discussion—just the first round.

After the first round ended, my brother and I took a short break in a room that Duke Killanas personally guided us to.

"No wonder it's called the Magic Council."

My brother collapsed onto the sofa as soon as the door closed. His expression was similar to when he sits alone in a corner after playing with our children for eight straight hours.

Still, I could understand his feelings and just smiled awkwardly. As if to prove that the word "magic" wasn't attached to the council for nothing, the council members' magical discussions were too passionate. It could have been called an academy rather than a council.

No, even an academy wouldn't be like this. An academy is where young students go to learn, but this Magic Council is where experienced magicians who graduated from academies decades ago gather.

"It's a bit tiring, but it's probably the council members' way of showing goodwill. These proud magicians have seated us—non-magicians—at the same table, right? They're even asking for our opinions."

"That's true..."

The reason we silently maintain our seats despite this bizarre discussion is because we know it's the magicians' way of showing goodwill.

Magicians build their own worlds and have strong pride and unique personalities. Although I haven't met many magicians, I can tell from the anecdotes Trixie tells me. As the Tower Master, she meets all kinds of magicians. Even if only 10% of those stories are true... magicians are not ordinary people...

In that sense, it's fortunate that Luise and Trixie are normal. Truly.

"By the way, brother."


"Yes?"

"I saw some materials that one of the council members was reading, and it seems the second round of discussion will be about the power of sound vibrations and light refraction caused by gravity."

"Ah."

"Do you think you can answer if they ask?"

At those words, my brother silently turned his head to look out the window.

"It's only five floors up—should I just jump? I could say an urgent matter came up and I need to leave."

His words suggested he was mentally cornered.

It's unfortunate. My brother chose the path of a bureaucrat instead of entering the academy, so he didn't even follow the general education curriculum. How cruel to present such specialized and complex discussion topics to someone like him.

Moreover, these topics were all covered by Trixie and her father. How could my brother handle topics chosen by the masters of magic? These are topics that would be difficult to discuss even if my brother were a magician instead of a prosecutor.

'This won't do.'

Watching my brother's body gradually tilting, I took out the communication device from my pocket.

"Brother. It would be better to stay until the end, right?"

"That's right. It would be inappropriate for invited guests to leave in the middle."

"Then just maintain your presence."

As soon as I heard my brother's answer, I activated the communication device.

Simply maintaining our presence isn't difficult. The real problem is when questions requiring expert knowledge are directed at us non-experts.

If that's the case, we just need to block those questions. Then we can maintain our seats as long as needed.

The Magic Council members are treating us with such hospitality partly because my brother is an influential figure in the Empire, but the bigger reason is that we're Trixie's family.

Then we should leverage our position as Trixie's family. We can overcome this crisis with the strongest card we hold.

- Can everyone hear me clearly?

"Yes, Your Excellency! We can hear you perfectly, even in the corners!"

- You can answer more quietly.

"Yes, Your Excellency."

Deploying Trixie to the council members' discussion venue—this is the best and strongest card that only we, as family, can use.

'It worked.'

The sight of over a hundred people looking at the small communication device was impressive. Even though they couldn't see her entire body through the device, everyone adjusted their posture to sit more respectfully.

This was indeed the right approach. Asking Trixie for help is beneficial for everyone.

- I heard you're enthusiastically discussing the thesis I sent. My late father would be pleased as well.

"How could you say such things? He bestowed mercy upon his inadequate juniors and showed us the way forward, so it is we who should be pleased and grateful."

- Hehe, that's nice to hear.

The council members' eyes sparkled as if it was an honor to see her smile.


Seeing this made me feel somewhat complicated. During the first round of discussion, they engaged in indiscriminate and merciless debates with each other, but the presence of just one person suppressed that madness. This is the power that comes with the name "Magic-Ending."

'I should have done this earlier.'

With such an easy solution available, I felt sorry for my brother who had shouldered the burden.

At the same time, I was grateful. The reason my brother didn't use the method I thought of was out of consideration for me. He probably thought it would be impolite to contact another wife during our honeymoon.

That must be the reason. My brother shows dullness in unexpected places and consideration where you least expect it.

"Lin."

"Yes, brother."

"Thank you. You saved me."

Seeing that smile filled with embarrassment, I became even more certain.

He must feel grateful and sorry that I implemented the solution he had been contemplating.

"No need to thank me. I just whined to my sister because I couldn't bear it with a clear mind either."

So instead of boasting about my contribution, I emphasized our shared struggle.

I know my brother's personality well. If he's truly grateful, he'll treat me better without having to say anything. If I make a big deal out of it, his sense of burden and duty will increase, and the result will be something I never expected.

- By the way. If you have any questions besides the thesis I sent, feel free to ask now. How often do we get the chance for such a leisurely discussion?

Meanwhile, my sister's extraordinary generosity elicited enthusiastic cheers from the council members.

***

The Magic Council members were as devout as believers attending a mass conducted by the Pope himself. At the same time, they were as passionate as fans attending an idol concert.

One might wonder if devotion and passion can be used together, but Trixie made it possible. After all, Trixie is both the Pope and superstar of the magical world.

'I should have done this earlier.'

Unlike during the first round of discussion, the council members weren't even looking at me now, which made me feel both relieved and somewhat bitter. If we had done this earlier, I wouldn't have had to suffer before.

But what can I do? Contacting another wife during a honeymoon with Lin would be too much, and it would also be unfair to burden Trixie with my problems. A husband passing his overseas troubles to his wife back home? That would be too petty and pathetic.

But in exchange for choosing to appear pathetic, I gained peace of body and mind. It was right to leave professional matters to professionals.

"Thanks to the Count, I'm experiencing indescribable joy one after another."

As I was making a mental note to immediately tell Trixie whenever magic-related issues arise in the future, Duke Killanas approached me.

"Thank you, Count. As a magician, I've experienced an honor I'll never forget in my lifetime."

"Not at all. It is I who was able to create unforgettable memories thanks to the hospitality of the chairman and council members."

Duke Killanas smiled gently at my words and handed me a document.

"This is our small gift. Take as many beasts as you want. The Magic Council will take care of all transportation procedures and costs."

"As many as I want?"

"That's right. Actually, I was going to give this to you when you returned home, but how could I keep quiet after receiving such a gift?"

I couldn't help but smile at the unexpectedly generous gift.

A blank check from others is always beautiful.

Traveling to the opposite side of the continent during one's honeymoon is a melancholy affair, but this visit is for an Academy friend's wedding, not other business. With friends of different nationalities, face-to-face meetings are difficult without occasions like weddings.

Because of this, I packed my bags with a bitter heart, but after arriving in Yuven, I put on the brightest face possible. Showing reluctance at a friend's wedding in their homeland would be not just a diplomatic issue but a matter of friendship.

And since Laterre insisted I stay and enjoy myself after the wedding, I remained in Yuven.

"Have you been well?"
"Couldn't be better."

Five days after the wedding, I met with Laterre.

Having presumably enjoyed his newlywed bliss, Laterre invited Bia, Sera, and me to his new marital home rather than the royal palace. Perhaps the honeymoon excitement had settled enough for him to remember his friends.

Of course, as a fellow newlywed, I completely understand. Inviting acquaintances on the wedding day or even two or three days after? Only a sociopath with no emotional response to marriage would do such a thing. Only someone without human feelings could commit such an atrocity.

In truth, even the five days Laterre took is rather modest. It's only possible because both the groom and bride are mages with cool personalities.

"As I said at the wedding, thank you for coming all the way to Yuven. I couldn't attend your wedding, after all."
"It's fine. My wedding was already chaotic enough because of my brother. Adding royalty would have made it even more of a spectacle. Ainter was enough as a friend guest."
"I appreciate you saying that."

When I shook my head, Laterre chuckled.

I meant it sincerely, not as empty consolation. With a powerful imperial figure in my family and imperial royalty among the guests, I couldn't have handled having foreign royalty attend too.

"Come to think of it, Tanian's wedding is in a few weeks, right? You'll be heading to the Papal States soon."
"What? Why are you deciding my schedule for me?"
"Hmm? Did you think you wouldn't go? I thought your political acumen would have improved after spending more time as an Imperial Assembly proxy than as an Academy student, but apparently not."

I gave a bitter smile at Laterre's smiling face delivering such blunt words.

Yes, he's right. The moment I attended Ainter's wedding and then Laterre's, my attendance at Tanian's wedding was confirmed. It would be strange to attend some weddings but not others when they're only a month apart.

Moreover, since I traveled to the Yuven United Kingdom for Laterre's wedding, I can't use the excuse that foreign travel is difficult. Yuven is significantly farther than the Papal States.

'Next year, I'll be going to Armein.'

After attending Ainter, Laterre, and Tanian's weddings, only Lyutis remains. Since it's impossible to miss just one person's wedding, I'll automatically have to show my face at Lyutis's wedding next year.

It's maddening. When we graduated from the Academy, I thought we'd only communicate through communication orbs. Who would have imagined we'd be having face-to-face conversations instead?

"Well, let's talk about your busy schedule another time."

I felt a surge of irritation at Laterre's words. You bring it up out of nowhere and then just drop it? What kind of manners are these?

"...May I touch him for a moment?"

But my annoyance immediately subsided when he showed interest in Robert, who was sleeping in Bia's arms.

It seems even he can't resist Robert's cuteness. His trembling hands suggest he's eager to touch him.

"His cheeks look so soft and cute, don't they?"
"He's very cute, not taking after you at all."

I almost flared up again but held back. If he doesn't take after me, he must take after Bia. It's better for him to grow up resembling Bia more than me anyway.

At any rate, when I nodded slightly at Laterre's request, he rose from his seat across from me and approached Bia.

Then he extended his finger, using the knuckle rather than the fingertip to avoid scratching with his nail.

'Oh.'

I couldn't help but be impressed by his unexpected manners.

A newborn's skin is very sensitive, so one must be careful even with fingernails. I was ready to scold him if he had carelessly reached out with his nails, but he acted appropriately.


"Should I call this child my nephew?"
"If nephew feels comfortable, then call him nephew."

Laterre's smile widened, apparently pleased with my answer.

"Uh-?"

Eventually, as if responding to the unfamiliar touch, Robert's eyes slowly opened from his deep sleep.

"Oh, did I wake him?"
"No. If he wakes from such a light touch, he's already slept enough."

When I reassured the flustered Laterre, his trembling hands finally calmed.

It's a strange sight. That cold and stoic person showing such emotion. The only time I've seen Laterre's emotions run high was when playing chess with Lyutis.

"Uh- uh-"

And it seems Robert finds it strange too. Of course he'd be curious to wake up and find some unfamiliar person touching him.

"Ah- uh-"
"...What is he saying?"
"He's asking his uncle for pocket money."
"I see."

Though I meant it as a joke, Laterre pulled out a gold coin from his pocket as if entranced.

The unhesitating motion was rather surprising. This guy is going to be completely wrapped around his child's finger, whether son or daughter.

"Oh right. I was wondering something."

I quickly changed the subject, fearing I might become someone who extorts money from friends using my child.

"Your brother is still in Yuven. Do you know what he's up to?"
"Hmm? Wouldn't it be more certain to ask him directly?"
"I did ask, and he said he's preparing to create a new world. He didn't sound right in the head, so I just hung up."

The glimpse of madness visible even through the communication orb. Talking with him longer would only exhaust me.

My brother has always spent more time being crazy than sane, but who would have imagined he'd be causing trouble even on the opposite side of the continent?

"A new world, huh. That's accurate in a way. If he succeeds in breeding imported beasts, it will open a new world in the Empire's ecosystem."
"Ah, so that's what it was."

My mind immediately calmed upon hearing Laterre's explanation.

His bizarre words had me thinking he was up to something strange again, but he was just continuing his usual work. I'd heard about his plans to import animals as soon as I arrived in Yuven.

I just didn't know he was still preparing it. How many animals is he planning to import? Is he trying to fill the entire North with Yuven beasts?

"If I recall correctly, the Minister is at the Mage Council. Would you like to go there too?"
"Mage Council?"

Amid all this, an unexpected location and proposal came from Laterre's lips.

Why is my brother at the Mage Council? He's married to the Magic-Ending Duke, but he has no connection to magic himself.

...Hmm.

"I'll pass. Someone who works in an assembly doesn't want to see another country's assembly."
"Hmm. That makes sense."
"Besides, our Robert—as quiet and good as he is—would prefer home to a foreign place."

When I mentioned Robert, Laterre quickly nodded.

'I'd have to be crazy to go there.'


I quietly sipped my tea while looking at Laterre.

The name "Mage Council" sounds ominous enough, but if my brother is there, chances are high that something has happened at the Mage Council. He must be stuck there because of some incident.

There's no point in going into such chaos only to get caught up in it myself. I'll leave the Mage Council to my brother and quickly return home.

'He'll come back on his own.'

Since we entered the country separately, we can leave separately too. We're not the type to insist on traveling together anyway.

Besides, I've done everything I needed to—seeing interesting things with family and meeting friends after several years. Unlike my brother, I have no lingering attachment to Yuven.

'Let's go home tomorrow.'

I should also prepare for entry into the Papal States...

***

Trixie's surprise lecture didn't end in a single day.

The passion of over 100 mages combined with Trixie's enjoyment of teaching after so long turned the Mage Council into a bustling hub for several days.

I was grateful just to escape those mages' discussions, and since Trixie seemed happy, I didn't try to stop her. Besides, if the Mage Council members develop reverence and respect for Trixie, along with goodwill toward Lin and me for arranging this lecture, that's beneficial.

Even on the opposite side of the continent, this is the third most powerful nation. Building positive relationships with the influential figures leading such a powerful country is nothing to shy away from.

Yes, it's definitely not a bad thing, but...

"Where are you?"
- Home.

While I was stuck at the Mage Council, Erich escaped.

I was indignant. Even though we entered the country separately, didn't I show consideration by reserving accommodations in advance? We both live in the Capital, yet he abandoned his brother and left alone?

- Robert looked tired. So I just left.

But when he mentioned my nephew, I couldn't bring myself to scold him. If Robert was tired, it couldn't be helped.

- Oh, I heard you're at the Mage Council?
"How did you know?"
- Laterre told me. You should at least say goodbye before returning home. He was grateful you came from so far away.
"Yes, I should say farewell."

After that, we chatted about various things before ending the call. If the conversation had continued, my desire to return home would have exploded.

"Your Majesty."
- Minister? What's the matter so suddenly?

And I redirected my growing desire to return home toward affection for my brother.

"I wanted to contact you in advance as I'll be returning home soon. As Your Majesty commanded, we'll be importing 300 water buffaloes and 300 bison, along with 20 each of various other beasts as a trial."
- Behimos will be very busy. I understand.
"Also, my brother has just returned to the Capital. He seems to have strengthened friendly relations with Prince Laterre until the very end, so if Your Majesty would personally encourage him, he would consider it a lifelong honor."
- Oh? Is that so?

The Emperor smiled gently at my suggestion disguised as a request.

- I understand. Since Baron Hardiner has devoted himself to the Empire even during his honeymoon, he deserves an appropriate reward.

I couldn't help but smile at the Emperor's words.

My dear brother. Thanks to returning home before me, you'll receive your reward sooner.

No need to thank me. It's all a reward for your hard work.

Trixie's surprise lecture concluded with thunderous applause from the audience. The crowd had doubled since the beginning of her lecture, making for quite an impressive ovation.

'There are so many people.'

I scanned the main conference hall and couldn't help but smile.

This place had originally been spacious enough even with all council members seated. Yet day by day, the conference hall seemed to grow smaller, eventually becoming completely packed with even standing attendees appearing.

As the lectures continued, more visitors came after hearing about them. Not just former council members but also various influential figures from Yuven had flocked to hear the lectures.

'Should I have turned some away?'

Of course, the thought of controlling entry remained just that—a thought. Besides having no reason to turn people away, there were elderly men with snow-white beards kneeling with moist eyes to listen to the lecture. How could I tell such enthusiastic seniors to leave?

So I just stood there blankly watching the growing audience. The Magic Council building wasn't mine anyway—it was managed by the Yuven United Kingdom. There was nothing strange about Yuven citizens entering their own building.

Besides, Trixie's vast and profound knowledge wouldn't diminish just because a few more people were listening. Whether 100 or 1,000 people heard Trixie's lecture, she wouldn't suffer any loss. If anything, it only increased the number of people who would feel indebted to Trixie, Lin, and me.

"I'm almost embarrassed to receive so many gifts in succession. I'm not sure how to repay this kindness."

The proof was Laterre Ostia, whom we visited one last time before returning home.

Despite being a newlywed, Laterre agreed to meet us and bowed his head with a faint smile—to express gratitude for the surprise lecture.

"Your Highness, how could you bow your head to a mere nobleman? Besides, it was my wife's decision to bestow this favor upon the Magic Council. I made no contribution whatsoever."

I offered appropriate humility in response.

I knew how passionate Yuven people were about magic and how fervently they followed Trixie. So rather than showing reluctance, it was right to attribute all credit to Trixie.

Besides, even if I asked him to raise his head, he probably wouldn't listen. Though my stay in Yuven was brief, that short period was enough to learn Yuven's characteristics.

"If not for the Minister, the Magic-Ending Duke would never have bestowed such favor. I'm not so obtuse as to not understand that much."

Laterre finally raised his head with an even deeper smile than before.

That's good enough. To be honest, my words were just a formality too.

"The animals selected by the Minister are being transported via teleport by Yuven magicians. We've already received entry permits from the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock, so the Minister can return home at ease."

"I'm receiving consideration until the very end. Thank you, Your Highness."

"Not at all. His Majesty even expressed regret at not being able to give more."

I laughed awkwardly at those words.

The conveniences provided by the Magic Council and Laterre were already more than enough. If the King got involved too, things would get too elaborate.

"...But after today, I can't guarantee when we'll meet again."

"Indeed. If not for Your Highness's wedding, this meeting wouldn't have happened either."

"It's regrettable. But considering we might never have even greeted each other if not for the Academy, it would be greedy to feel more disappointment."

After saying this, Laterre briefly rose from his seat and pulled out a stack of thin books from the bookshelf behind him.

"This is my farewell gift. Please give them to the children."

"Your Highness, what are these?"

"Yuven fairy tales. The children are still young, so I thought these would be better than sharp or hard objects."

I couldn't help but smile at the unexpected gift.

Fairy tales. What a warm and gentle gift perfectly suited for children. Even I, who was busy playing with the children, hadn't thought of giving them fairy tales.

"I've already given the same to Erich. So please don't feel burdened."

"Thank you, Your Highness. I'll make sure to tell the children these come with your regards."


"Just hearing that makes my heart flutter."

Laterre smiled again. Whether because he was a newlywed or simply happy to meet an old acquaintance—he smiled more frequently than during our Academy days.

Showing a demeanor incomparably gentler than a few years ago, Laterre escorted us to the main gate. With words hoping we would meet again someday if the heavenly wine permitted.

With that farewell, we completed our preparations to return home. We had packed what needed packing, given what needed giving, and exchanged greetings with Laterre. There was no reason to stay in Yuven any longer, so we could return home with light hearts.

"In the end, the only things we're importing from Yuven are animals."

However, we were returning with somewhat different results than what I had initially expected when entering Yuven.

Originally, I had planned to find various trade goods based on the culture from the opposite side of the continent, a different culture. But somehow, I ended up purchasing animals rather than unique trade goods.

"What does it matter? If we raise them well, the horns of the water buffalo will be distributed by the Imperial Family and our family. It's definitely not a loss."

But it's not a disappointing result. These animals are more valuable than most ordinary trade goods.

It's easier to breed animals that didn't exist in the Empire before and sell their byproducts than to open trade routes with countries on the opposite side of the continent.

"That's true. Shall we go straight to Behimos then?"

"No."

I firmly shook my head at Lin's suggestion.

Since they said the animals were being sent via teleport, they would have arrived in the Empire before us. They would already be grazing peacefully around Behimos, starting their peaceful Imperial life.

Therefore, what's important now isn't the safely arrived animals. There's something I need to check first.

"Let's go to the Capital first. There's someone I need to see."

My brother, who should be shedding tears of emotion after receiving this surprise gift.

I think I'll only feel better after seeing that guy wailing.

I couldn't help but smile with satisfaction.

"Congratulations. You've gained another title to pass down to your children."

Erich greeted me while slumped over. When I returned to him the exact words I had heard, his dull eyes blazed with heat.

"But just a barony? Even for an inherited title, it's a bit disappointing. Should I ask His Majesty to elevate it further?"

His spirits sank again.

He must be anxious. While questioning whether a title elevation could be done so easily, he's also afraid that I might actually be capable of it. Those emotions were clearly visible in Erich's eyes.

'Who told you to run away?'

Even if my niece was the excuse, it doesn't change the fact that he fled, leaving his brother behind. The ones I dote on are my young nieces, not my grown-up younger brother.

Besides, seeing how the Emperor immediately granted a title when I asked, it seems the Emperor had already been planning to bestow a title on Erich. It was a future he couldn't have avoided even if I hadn't spoken up. That future was just brought forward a little.

"So, where is your domain attached to?"

"Near Kroita too..."

"Oh."

That works out well. If it's near Kroita, it's perfect for joining my grand ambition. With some effort, Erich's domain could also develop into a history-tourism specialized district.

"You won't have time to manage your domain anyway, right? I'm planning to integrate it with mine for management. Is that okay?"

"You can take it entirely if you want."

"I don't want to be the uncle who takes away his nephew's title."


When I mentioned his future nephew, Erich closed his eyes dejectedly.

If he were unmarried, the title and domain would be nothing but a burden, but from the moment he got married, they all became legacies to be passed down to his children. They're not things to be carelessly discarded because they're troublesome.

"I don't know which nephew it will be, but I'll make sure our nephew can live off tourism revenue alone."

"Just hearing that makes me happy..."

Erich was so delighted at my pledge that he looked ready to shed tears of gratitude.

Could there be two brothers like me in this world? He should be even happier and more moved.

***

New children kept arriving without pause.

- You look quite unique.
- Moo, mooooo...
- Don't be afraid. I will take care of you like my own children.

Children who resembled cows but boasted large horns.

- Mooooooo!
- Hmm?

Children with even larger horns trying to run wild here and there.

I see. Those children are still unfamiliar with human hands. If they were accustomed to humans, they wouldn't be running wild like that just because of a change in environment.

- Calm down.

With a sympathetic heart, I approached the children with large horns.

Though they number in the hundreds, it doesn't matter. All beasts are my children. I can easily care for thousands, not just hundreds, and I should rightfully do so.

- This is the land I manage, a land that will embrace you. There is nothing here to threaten you, so there is no need to fear.
- Mooooo...
- Mooooo...

At my comforting words, the large-horned children who had been terrified and confused began to calm down one by one.

They are truly gentle children. They probably tried to protect themselves with ferocity only because they had to survive in the harsh wilderness, wary even of humans.

- Hmm.

By the way, I wonder how these children came to be here. I'm happy to care for new children, of course.

- Cluck, cluck-cluck!

Especially since these are unique children not seen in this empire.

"Lord Behimos."
- Yes. What is it?

While looking down at the diverse and unique children, I turned my head at the familiar voice.

The local administrator who manages this region. A human who diligently manages Kroita, a place filled with precious memories, so I'm always grateful to this human.

"These are animals sent by His Majesty the Emperor and Count Teilgleichen. Since these animals would normally find it difficult to survive in the Empire, they wish to borrow your power."
- I see.

And with the administrator's words, I understood the situation.

- Do not worry. Any child that falls under my gaze will live the best life possible.

At the same time, I understood my role.

There's no need to think too deeply—I just need to care for these children so they can grow up smiling. That's what I've been doing for 2,000 years.

The safari I had seen in western Yuven was being recreated near Kroita.

Herds of hundreds of buffalo and bison roaming together. Ostriches running here and there as if patrolling their new playground. The hulking bullies—giraffes and elephants—strolling leisurely regardless of what others were doing. It truly deserved to be called an animal kingdom.

No, since we've just broken ground, let's call it an animal county instead. Kingdom is too much of an exaggeration.

"Behemoth."
- Ah, is that you?

As I approached the hero who created this county and spoke to him, Behemoth, who had been keeping his head bowed almost to the ground, slowly turned his head.

- I'm taking good care of the children you and the Emperor sent. They're very gentle and healthy creatures. They'll multiply greatly in just a few years.

He immediately started talking about the animals upon seeing me. It seems he quite liked my gift.

'That's a relief.'

I was worried he might be annoyed at the sudden responsibility, but as expected, someone with experience caring for the Roigas Imperial Family's livestock is different. He embraces any beast with a willing heart.

Come to think of it, even after learning about the fall of the Trika Empire, Behemoth faithfully cared for the livestock. Even when he was crying in a pit, he would come back out when it was time to feed the animals.

As expected of a being who was once the god of animal husbandry. Entrusting these beasts to Behemoth was an excellent choice.

"Look forward to it. These animals will live not only around Kroita but in the surrounding domains as well."
- Is that so? Good news indeed. Since they'll be living in unfamiliar environments, they should have plenty of space.

Behemoth nodded with satisfaction at my words.

Now that I've told him there's sufficient land, Behemoth will breed the animals to his heart's content. The more they multiply, the more buffalo horns the Empire can harvest.

Just imagining it makes me happy. Buffalo horns harvested directly from the Empire, not imported from Yuven. Self-sufficiency in military supplies is no longer just a dream.

"By the way, what were you doing? Is there something unusual about the ground?"

My contentment at giving the Victorious Duke a good gift was short-lived. I stopped Behemoth as he was about to bury his head in the ground again.

Normally, Behemoth would quietly lie on his belly watching the animals, or patrol around here and there. I had never seen him bow his head and search for things like he was doing earlier.

Behemoth, with his mountain-sized body, bowing his head to examine the ground? Even animals that instinctively like Behemoth would be startled. I'd be startled too if a talking building looked at me.

- It's nothing special. Since there are new children, I was making a lake.
"What?"

His answer was quite bizarre.

"A lake?"
- Don't those children need water to drink and bathe in? Besides, some of the children you sent live in water.

That reminded me of animals like crocodiles and hippos. We really scraped together everything visible to create a tourist attraction.

But I hadn't expected Behemoth to create a lake on his own. Could it be that water supply is considered part of animal husbandry under Behemoth's authority? Is everything related to animal rearing within his capabilities?

'What impressive powers.'

If Behemoth had been discovered in a country other than the Empire, the continental power rankings might have been shaken. If he had appeared in the Three Winter Countries, those representative weak nations might have risen to become medium-sized powers.

Leviathan and Jiz are also cheat-level beings with overflowing utility, but Behemoth could transform a nation's entire industry just by existing. They could secure enormous amounts of meat, leather, and other animal products.

"...If you need anything, just let me know. Since we sent these animals for our convenience, we should take proper responsibility."
- I will do so. However, you have already fulfilled your responsibility by sending these children to me. There is no better treatment than being under my protection.


I couldn't help but smile at Behemoth's voice full of pride.

He's not wrong. What greater responsibility could there be than sending them to the best parent and caretaker?

- By the way, didn't the little children come with you?
"I came alone this time. Are you disappointed?"
- The little children truly loved the animals I care for. As someone who looks after these animals, how could I not find that endearing and lovable?

After saying this, Behemoth looked around briefly, then let out a short cow-like sound.

- Moooooo!

From far away, a small calf came running, like a child rushing to its parent's call.

- I'll entrust this child to you for a while. Show it to your little children and tell them if they want to see such cute animals, they should come in a month.
"A month? That long?"
- That much time is needed for the newly arrived animals to adapt perfectly, and for this place to transform into a proper home for them.

I simply nodded at the expert's words.

I need to travel abroad again soon for Tanian's wedding anyway. In a month, I'll have returned from the Papal States and completed the New Year's greeting ceremony, so I can leisurely visit Behemoth then.

'The Papal States, huh.'

I sighed inwardly. My fate seemed pitiful, having to go abroad again so soon after returning home.

But ever since I attended Laterre's wedding, my entry into the Papal States became an inevitable future. If I had declined all foreign department members' weddings, it wouldn't matter, but once I attended one of the three, I had to attend the other two. That's how to avoid suffocating controversies about favoritism or special treatment.

'You can play with your new friend while daddy is away.'

I stroked the head of the calf that had approached me and gave a bitter smile.

If this daddy has to travel abroad consecutively, I won't be able to play with our children. Still, with this new calf friend temporarily staying with us, I believe my absence will be somewhat filled.

- Moooooo.
'It is cute.'

And while an adult cow would be difficult to keep at home, a calf might be fine.

Honestly, if cows were just smaller, they'd be perfect pets.

***

The year is coming to an end. The day for a new sun to rise is approaching.

This means we've entered December, the last month of the year. Soon, we'll be in mid-December.

'The wedding is just around the corner.'

It also means my wedding with Sister Alexandriana is fast approaching.

As a result, the Papal States, which values modesty as a virtue, is becoming increasingly boisterous. Everyone is celebrating the union of the future Saint and Cardinal as if it were their own affair, rejoicing in this rare happy occasion for the Order.

Although there was the awkward matter of conceiving a new life before marriage, as time passed, they comforted us with words like, "How eager must the child be to see its parents to have come so early?"

It's truly something to be grateful for. They chose to embrace our transgression rather than reproach it.

- You're really going to go down in history.


Even my dear friend chose to laugh rather than criticize my immaturity.

- I never imagined the future Saint would break premarital chastity. And with a Cardinal as the partner, who could have guessed?

Brother Erich on the other end of the communication crystal kept laughing.

Just a few minutes ago, he had frozen stiff at my shocking confession. The fact that he's laughing now shows that Brother Erich is no ordinary person.

Perhaps his experiences have made Brother Erich stronger.

- That said, the people of the Papal States are certainly loyal. No one outside knows that she got pregnant months ago.

That comment brought a smile to my face.

"Indeed. They are truly more than I deserve."

Brother Erich is right. It's been over half a year since Sister Alexandriana conceived a new life. Despite this considerable time, no one outside the Papal States knows about her premarital pregnancy.

They only know that she's on leave. Not even the eyes and ears of the secular nations spread throughout the continent have reached her. This is only possible because all the brothers and sisters of the Papal States have united in keeping silent.

If they hadn't, Brother Erich would have learned of her pregnancy quickly. After all, Brother Erich is the brother of the Imperial Audit Ministry Minister and a member of the Imperial Parliament. He has every right to access such information faster than anyone.

- Have you told the others?
"Not yet. Since you're planning to come to the Papal States in person, I thought I should tell you first."
- Ah.

Brother Erich's expression darkened a bit.

"Haha. I knew you were a warm-hearted person, but I never expected you to cross borders for friends from another country. That's a virtue I should learn from."
- It's not a virtue at all.

I burst into laughter seeing Brother Erich's expression, clearly holding back what he really wanted to say.

I understand why Brother Erich looks so glum. It must not feel right to be traveling between countries despite being newly married and having just welcomed a child.

But what can he do? The Empire won't leave our friend Brother Erich alone.

"You said you went to Yuven with your child, right?"
- Yes, I did.
"Bring them this time too. Your child is like my niece or nephew, isn't that right? I'll give them my blessing."

His gloomy expression brightened dramatically at those words.

Even a novice father is still a father. He focuses more on his child's happiness than his own fatigue.

'I'll be like that too.'

My child who will appear in a few months. My only family who shares my blood.

Just imagining it made my heart race. Other people's children are cute, but how much more lovable will my own child be?

I fear I might focus more on my duties as a father than as a Saint. I'm still young enough that "future" is attached before "Saint," and I'm already facing a serious trial before becoming an official Saint.

Still, if it's such an adorable trial, I welcome it. I believe the Lord in Heaven wouldn't give us trials that are impossible, even if they are difficult.

"Then I'll see you at the wedding. Please praise this uncle to your child in advance."
- I'll tell them your heart is as white as your hair.
"Haha, that sounds good."

How wonderful it would be if my niece or nephew could understand those words.

The calf entrusted by Behemoth quickly became the center of the children's enthusiastic attention and affection.

It wasn't particularly surprising. After all, it's tradition in our mansion that the first animal to move in receives abundant love from the children. Mane and Mine also went through quite an initiation ceremony when they first arrived, enduring all sorts of handling. From a distance, it looked like they were being wrung out like laundry.

However, even a baby calf is still quite large. It wasn't small enough for the children to treat like laundry, so it just received plenty of affectionate touches.

"Moooo~"

They say cows are wise and perceptive animals. As if knowing that these small human children found it adorable, the calf welcomed their touches with clear, bright moos.

Watching this, I let out a sigh of relief. If it had been frightened by the unfamiliar environment and strange hands, it might have run wild. It would have been a headache if the calf had gone berserk in the mansion, so how fortunate that it was gentle and well-behaved.

Of course, considering Behemoth's nature, he probably took this into account when entrusting us with the calf. Among the three giant beasts, Behemoth is the most gentle and intellectual.

"It looks just like the one my grandpa raises! But this one is smaller!"

I couldn't help but laugh when I heard the Crown Princess's words.

What doesn't the Emperor have in his animal farm? Chickens, cows, horses, dogs—he has everything. I heard that two white martens offered by the former Kingdom of Stiniye are also being cared for by the staff. At this rate, it seems like the animal farm might evolve into a full-fledged zoo.

"Uncle!"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"This little one! What's its name?"

I looked at the calf as it blinked its eyes at the question.

That's right. What should we call it for now? Since Behemoth didn't permanently give it to us but temporarily entrusted it to our care, I hadn't really thought about a name.

'Maybe I'll just call it Minimos.'

Both Behemoth and this calf look like cows anyway. So calling it Minimos, meaning "mini Behemoth," doesn't seem like a bad idea.

But if I really called it Minimos, I could clearly foresee my reputation taking a hit. My wife, children, and servants would all concentrate their fire on me, questioning my naming skills. It's a future I can imagine without having to experience it.

"Would Your Highness like to name it?"
"Huh? Me?"

When I made this counter-proposal to the Crown Princess, she blinked in surprise.

"This child was temporarily entrusted to us by Behemoth. It will return to Behemoth in about a month, but until then, it will be Your Highness's friend. How about giving your friend the gift of a name?"
"Wow!"

A golden opportunity to give a name as a gift. Delighted by this unexpected fortune, the Crown Princess's eyes sparkled as she enthusiastically stroked the calf's body.

"I, I can name it? Really?"
"Of course. Your siblings will like it too."
"Yes. Let big sister name it. You're the oldest after all."

When Pedi nodded at just the right moment, the Crown Princess was even more pleased.

"That's right. This is big sister's job!"
"Name! Big sister will name it!"
"Make it~ pretty~"

Even the triplets started supporting Pedi.

Well done, my beautiful children. This father is so happy to have such good kids.

"Then since Behemoth sent it! Behemoth Junior!"

What?

"Behemoth... Junior?"
"Yes! This one and Behemoth look similar! So, Junior!"

Her innocent answer left me speechless.

At the same time, a subtle sense of relief washed over me from deep within.

'I wasn't wrong.'

My idea of Mini Behemoth and the Crown Princess's Behemoth Junior—they both have the same meaning and similar names. The Mini Behemoth I initially wanted to name it wasn't such a bizarre name after all.

"That's a good name."


So I smiled with genuine sincerity. The Crown Princess gave the calf the gift of a name, and she gave me the gift of relief.

From now on, if anyone criticizes my naming skills, I won't feel intimidated and will stand proud. I'll tell them that even Her Highness the Crown Princess thinks like me.

I'll say that the future ruler of this empire stands with me—

"It seems long. Can we use something else?"
"Huh? Is that so?"
'Ah.'

I didn't expect Pedi to point that out.

"Then let's call it Juni!"
"Good!"

Thankfully, it wasn't a lengthy criticism.

As mid-December approached, the mansion grew more lively.

The children were busy having snowball fights in the garden, rolling snowballs to make small, modest snowmen, and begging to build an igloo—I'm not sure where they heard about that.

And amidst all this commotion, I alone was lost in thought.

'What should I give as a gift?'

The marriage of Tanian, the next Saint of the Dawn Order, and Alexandria, the Cardinal of the Poetic Star Department.

Even attending a commoner's wedding empty-handed would earn you criticism, let alone the wedding of these two prominent figures. Beyond just saving face, I need to prepare a gift that will impress the recipients. The Empire and the Papal States have maintained friendly relations since Emperor Eimanka's time. For the legitimacy of the Empire's rule, we must thoroughly cooperate with the Dawn Order.

No, even setting aside the official elements, Tanian is a benefactor who blessed our children. Ignoring the wedding of my children's benefactor? What kind of person would that make me?

'Thanks to that, I'm going all the way to the Papal States on my own two feet.'

I smiled bitterly as I watched the children, who, tired from their snowball fight, were now resting with their bodies buried in Prosperity's fluffy fur.

Leaving those children behind to go abroad isn't something I'm fond of. There wasn't even any subtle request or pressure from the Emperor to leave the country. It's just that considering the friendly relations between the Empire and the Papal States, the precedent of attending Laterre's wedding, and the grace our children received, I must go.

That is the way of humanity. The duty of being human, heavier and more fearsome than the Emperor's orders.

'If only I were going by order, I could at least rebel.'

I'm genuinely disappointed. Orders can be ignored or circumvented. Besides, voluntarily engaging in diplomatic activities without orders feels like a losing proposition.

'Damn that roadside bastard.'

I can't even imagine how pleased he'll be seeing Erich and me crossing borders. He'll probably be delighted that the brothers are side by side as premium slaves.

...

'What should I give?'

After finishing my habitual criticism of the Emperor, I went back to thinking about the gift.

It's a headache. I already gave Lyutis a signed sword, and I gave Laterre Trixie and his second father-in-law's thesis. I gave eye-popping gifts to those guys who symbolize swords and magic.

So it would be right to give Tanian a gift that symbolizes religion, but...

'There's no way I have something like that.'

Unfortunately, I don't have such sacred items.

Honestly, I am a living Blessed One, but even that title wasn't earned through my abilities—it was bestowed by the Dawn Order. Without the Dawn Order's beatification, I would just be an ordinary person with no significant connection to religion.

Honorary Priest of the Gods and Benefactor. Again, the title is grand, but there's no substance. Of course, I've gained various things thanks to my connections with the gods, but I can't exactly give Tanian a Jiz or a spirit as a gift.

- So that's why you called me?
'Yes.'

After much deliberation, I finally spoke to the Eternal Blue Sky.

I told him I wanted to give a wedding gift to Enen's son and asked if he had any good ideas.

- For a gift to humans, wouldn't material goods be appropriate?

'That would be the case for ordinary humans, but they happen to be the next Saint and a Cardinal. I should give a gift with religious significance.'
- How complicated. They should just accept whatever they're given.

Despite his grumbling, the Eternal Blue Sky began to ponder deeply, even letting out a sigh.

Hearing that sigh made my heart race. Although the Eternal Blue Sky often shows regrettable aspects, he is still a primordial god born before Enen. If such a god sincerely contemplates, wouldn't a good result emerge?

- I don't know. Nothing particularly comes to mind.

But my excitement quickly ended.

How lamentable. Did I have such high expectations? Is it so wrong to ask a god about a gift with strong religious connotations?

- Ah.
'What is it? Do you have something?'
- Ah, no. This might be a bit much for a wedding gift...
'Anything is fine. Gifts are meant to be wrapped anyway.'

The hope that was desperately fading rekindled.

I'll be the judge of whether it's suitable as a gift or not. Even if I don't have the ability to prepare a good gift, I have the ability to wrap it beautifully.

- I told you I took care of Enen and Constantina when they were just born, right? When they were still unskilled at handling their powers, I had them practice descending to the continent?
'Descending?'
- Very occasionally, a god might descend to the continent with a physical form. Well, that's not the important part.

After briefly closing his mouth, the Eternal Blue Sky continued with a voice tinged with amusement.

- Since they were unskilled at the time, Enen's footprint remained deeply imprinted where he first stepped. Perhaps because it was filled with the power of the sun, it didn't fade away. It should still be in the North.
'Wow.'

I couldn't help but exclaim in admiration. The first footprint left by a god on the continent. That's a gift worth treasuring as a family heirloom, even for a non-religious person.

'Thank you. Thanks to you, I can prepare a wonderful gift.'
- Well, that's good, but... can you really give a footprint as a gift...?
'I'll just dig up the entire piece of land. A piece small enough to hold with both hands should be sufficient.'

In the world I used to live in, there were dinosaur footprint fossils. What's impossible about a god's footprint fossil?

As the Eternal Blue Sky said, I headed north.

To a remote area in the North where few people visit. It's far from where Jiz made her nest, so people have no reason to go there.

"Wow."

There, I could see a footprint emanating an unmistakably divine aura.

'It's... burning.'
- Yeah. Is it still like that?

Incidentally, there was a small flame burning around the footprint.

- Since Enen is the Sun God, the fire he created lasted a long time. But I didn't expect it to still be burning.
'...'
- Would that be okay? Should we think of another gift?
'No. This is more than enough.'

An eternally burning flame of the sun. This is even better.

- Oh, before you take it, offer a prayer of apology to Enen.
'What? A prayer?'
- That's a trace from when he was unskilled, so Enen is a bit embarrassed about it. He's been hiding it using divine power, but you found it right away because you're with me.

I flinched momentarily at the mention of a god's embarrassing past, but quickly composed myself.

If he truly considered it embarrassing, he would have prevented me from coming here.

'I'll make good use of it.'

Still, following the Eternal Blue Sky's advice, I offered a prayer to Enen.

I'll somehow package it not as an embarrassing past but as a great first step.

I must admit, it seems Enen has rejected my prayer.

"It won't budge."

I had hoped to preserve the ground where Enen's footprint was imprinted like a precious dinosaur fossil, but despite my best efforts, I couldn't even get my hands on it, let alone preserve it.

Trying to dig with my hands or cut the ground with my sword had no effect. Even when I unleashed a sky-cutting technique aimed beside the footprint, nothing moved.

It was as if Enen was blocking it with all his might. As if begging me not to take this footprint.

"...Is Enen blocking this?"
- Yes. If even your power can't overcome it, then a god is blocking it. Must have been quite an embarrassing past.

The Eternal Blue Sky chuckled amusedly, but I couldn't laugh, having suddenly lost the greatest gift right before my eyes.

It's devastating. There's a diamond right in front of me. The greatest jewel within arm's reach. Must I leave this beautiful treasure behind?

"What should I do?"

It's a serious dilemma. If Enen himself is blocking it, then neither my power nor the Eternal Blue Sky's can break through.

Even if we could break through, what comes after would be problematic. Instead of physically driving me away for seeing his embarrassing past, he only responded with desperate defense. From Enen's perspective, he showed maximum mercy when he could have rightfully brought divine punishment.

In such a situation, ignoring his mercy and taking the footprint anyway? I might taste the hellfire wrath of Enen from the religious war era.

"It's too precious to give up."

But this is a god's trace. Evidence of a god's first step in this world. In terms of the old world, it's comparable to preserving the stable where Jesus was born.

If I were to casually mention this to the Dawn Order, they would repay me with countless treasures and privileges... As Tanian's acquaintance, it would be quite a gift to show off...

"I have no choice."

Finally, I sighed and sheathed my sword.

- Giving up? Well, if Enen is determined, there's nothing we can—
"I will build a temple on this spot!"
- Huh?

Looking up at the sky, I shouted aloud, causing the Eternal Blue Sky to respond with a somewhat dumbfounded voice.

"This is where you first set foot on this continent, where you resolved to embrace all life! Your servants will revere your history and follow it with deep emotion!"

Regardless of his reaction, I shouted even more powerfully.

If Enen had been determined, I couldn't have even reached this footprint, even with the Eternal Blue Sky. However, while Enen prevented me from taking the footprint, he didn't stop me from approaching it.

Then there's room for compromise in another direction. Not taking the footprint, but making this place a holy site.

"Your servants will see this footprint and follow and believe in your existence even more! One step of a god is the lifetime of servants, and the lifetime of servants will change the continent!"
- Wow.

As I blurted out whatever came to mind, the Eternal Blue Sky, who had been momentarily silent, let out a quiet exclamation.

Perhaps he was surprised that someone blinded by the gift was suddenly talking about the continent. Honestly, even I find my sudden change of stance rather shameful.

Still, if I can endure the shame and gain a holy site, I'm willing to bear it. Shame is momentary, but glory is eternal.

"Therefore, I will build your temple over this footprint and let your servants offer prayers! Not for all living beings under your warm light, but for the servants who wish to walk your path!"

A proposal to make it accessible only to clergy, not to the general public. A suggestion that could at least somewhat preserve Enen's dignity.

Indeed, Enen seemed intrigued by this proposal, as the fiercely burning flames seemed to calm down somewhat.


- This is actually working...?

It has to work. The priests follow Enen like a parent, emperor, teacher, and master.

While a sight too embarrassing to show ordinary believers might be acceptable for priests—that thought must cross his mind. He knows the priests will devotedly follow him no matter what he does.

Honestly, even ordinary believers would be ecstatic to see Enen's footprint. Only Enen himself, the Eternal Blue Sky, and I know it's an embarrassing past. To anyone else, it would only appear as the trace of a great god.

But what can I do? The owner of the footprint is overwhelmed with shyness. As someone asking to borrow something, I must be considerate.

"The first footprint of the sun! Grant this glory to your servants!"

With those final words, I completely lowered my head.

The flames, noticeably smaller than when I first saw them.

"Good."

When I gently pressed with my sword, the ground no longer repelled it but yielded easily.

I could suddenly cut out just the footprint from here, but that might incur Enen's genuine anger. I don't want to become "the human who backstabbed a god and was punished" like in myths.

While I declared I would build a temple, spending my own money on it seems a bit wasteful.

The North is imperial territory, and it's the Empire that has established friendly relations with the Dawn Order. If I build Enen's temple over the footprint, wouldn't it ultimately benefit the Empire? The leaders and priests of the Dawn Order would rush over in droves, shedding tears of emotion.

"Minister. What did you just say?"
"When Enen first descended to this continent, the trace of his first step was in the North. How about building a temple in the Empire's name over it?"

So I reported to the Emperor. If we use this well—no, just announcing it would designate an incredibly holy site, so let's build a temple on it.

"The wedding of the next Saint and Cardinal is just around the corner. If we say we're giving this temple as a gift to the Dawn Order, the Order would be delighted."

I suggested giving it to the Dawn Order as a gift while we're at it.

"A temple as a gift?"

At my proposal, the Emperor's brow furrowed slightly. Even amid the shock of discovering Enen's historic footprint, he instinctively reacted to the prospect of giving away part of imperial territory.

What remarkable instinct. Most people would be unable to think clearly when faced with Enen's fossilized footprint. Indeed, the Emperor is not an ordinary person.

"Of course, I'm not suggesting transferring ownership of the temple and territory to the Dawn Order. The secular realm belongs entirely to the Emperor. How could even the Order take what belongs to the Emperor?"

But now, calming the Emperor whose alarm button was about to be pressed takes priority over admiration.

The priests managing the temple are appointed by the Dawn Order, and the wealth generated from the temple and surrounding territory goes into the coffers of that diocese. However, ownership of the temple and territory remains with the respective country.

So suggesting giving the temple as a gift might sound like transferring ownership, but there are plenty of ways to take credit while keeping ownership.

"Naming the temple after the next Saint. This should be gift enough, wouldn't you say?"
"Hooh."

Specifically, naming the new temple "St. Tanian Cathedral."

Typically, the name of a temple is decided by the country establishing it. Although there's a restriction that it must be named after a saint, blessed person, or Dawn Order clergy who achieved outstanding feats, the Order doesn't interfere as long as that restriction is followed.

But for the Empire to name a temple after the next Saint? Without the Order even requesting it, and on a holy site discovered solely by the Empire's efforts, naming it after the next Saint?

"They'll definitely be moved."

Even the strict, solemn old Cardinals would shed tears of emotion. I can be 100% certain of that.


"Indeed. That's right. There's no law saying we must name it after someone deceased."

Fortunately, the Emperor seemed pleased with my proposal, as his furrowed brow relaxed.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Go to where Enen's footprint is located with Cardinal Lisiuko. Rather than a unilateral claim by the Empire, the Order would be more likely to believe if a Cardinal of the Order also testifies."
"Truly wise words."

Cardinal Lisiuko, the highest-ranking priest within the Empire. As a Cardinal appointed directly by the Pope and the Archbishop of Ausen, if Cardinal Lisiuko gives the same testimony as the Empire, the Order will believe it.

Even if they don't, it doesn't matter. We can just have them see it directly via teleportation.

"And Minister."
"I await your command."
"In the future, if you're going to make such reports, please give some indication beforehand. If you suddenly tell me a god's footprint has been discovered, my heart can't take it."
"I am deeply honored by your concern."

Since it was a complaint filled with sincerity, I bowed my head calmly.

I understand. When the Eternal Blue Sky told me about Enen's footprint, how shocked was I? If I hadn't had all sorts of experiences related to gods before, I might have fainted while standing.

"Hmmmm."
"What is it, Your Majesty?"
"About the temple's name. Though not a saint yet, he is a Saint-designate, so we could call it St. Tanian Cathedral, couldn't we?"

At those words, my brow also furrowed slightly.

That's right. Though not canonized as a saint, he is a Saint-designate. If he's a Saint-designate, treating him as a saint shouldn't be a problem.

Or is it? I'm not well-versed in church doctrine, so I can't be certain.

***

An unbelievable report came up from the Ausen Archdiocese.

[The Lord's footprint discovered in the Empire's northern territory. Given the divine power imbued in the footprint and the unquenchable flame, it is certainly the Lord's trace.]

A report that the Lord's trace was found in the North, which until a few years ago was the domain of nomads.

[According to the testimony of the divine being known as the Eternal Blue Sky, it is the footprint left when the Lord first descended to the continent.]

Not just an ordinary trace, but a report of the Lord's first step.

[The Empire plans to build the Lord's house over the Lord's trace and name it St. Tanian Cathedral. They emphasize it is a gift for Brother Tanian, who will soon marry, and for the Dawn Order.]

At the last sentence, I couldn't help but close my eyes.

"My Lord."

This is a shock and joy too overwhelming for this old body to bear.

Though I've led the council and rung the five bells, the discovery of the Lord's trace is a joy I simply cannot suppress.

"St. Tanian Cathedral."

Especially if that trace is received as a wedding gift.

"How can I ever repay this grace?"

I murmured, looking in the direction of the Capital.

I don't know how to repay such a grand gift.


As opposed to my time in the Yuven United Kingdom, I decided to enter the Papal States alone.

When I asked Erich if he wanted to come along, he shook his head vigorously. It seems there's some kind of gentlemen's agreement among wives: "Don't visit the same travel destinations others have been to." A heartwarming consideration to leave someone's memories as their own.

In truth, I also prefer entering the Papal States alone. If this were a honeymoon trip, I'd need to stay in the Papal States for a few weeks, but I'm a living blessed one and the person who gave them a major gift. If I stay too long, I might be subjected to endless cheers and handshakes.

So the best plan is to enter alone, have a reasonable conversation with Tanian, and return quickly once my business is done.

"You're going alone, brother?"
"Yeah. That's how it turned out."

Though it means I'm going without my wife as a solo traveler, I'm not literally going by myself.

This time, I decided to enter simultaneously with Erich. When we went to Yuven, I entered early for travel purposes, but there's no need for that this time.

"Your sisters-in-law have it rough, marrying the wrong guy. This one has friends even beyond our borders."
"It's fine. I'm actually proud of it."
"That's right. When else would I get to cross borders?"

When I greeted Zenobia and Sera who were standing next to Erich, they both returned my greeting with bright smiles.

I felt grateful yet sorry. If Erich's connections weren't spread across the entire continent, those two wouldn't need to cross borders. They could have peacefully rested in the Capital, occasionally sightseeing famous places within the Empire when they wanted fresh air.

But what can you do? The men they fell for boast continental connections. Besides, if some celebrate as families while others celebrate individually, those being celebrated might feel left out.

"Our nephew is going to be busy traveling abroad as soon as he's born. Still, he should attend the Academy in the Empire, right?"
"Woo-woo—"

Anyway, when I reached out my finger to Robert, who was nestled in Zenobia's arms, he grabbed it while babbling.

My heart was instantly soothed. Though his hands are smaller than anyone's, they're warmer and more comforting than anyone's. Newborn babies have a magical power that's difficult to express in words.

'This is why being a father is worth it.'

Right now I'm not a father but a great-uncle, but who cares? Two out of three characters match, so that's a majority. That's good enough.

"But brother."
"Hmm?"
"How could you prepare such a gift? You're making me feel awkward."

It was a reasonable complaint that I couldn't refute.

When brothers stand side by side, their gifts will naturally be compared. And here the older brother offers holy grounds and temples as gifts? Whatever Erich prepared would inevitably pale in comparison. Even if neither Erich nor I thought much of it, and even if Tanian was grateful to both of us, others would still whisper.

"There's nothing to feel awkward about. Just think of it as me giving the gift on behalf of my little brother."

So I tried to comfort Erich appropriately.

"You would have complained about me freeloading if I really thought that way."

Another irrefutable statement followed, making me quietly avert my gaze. I couldn't maintain my dignity before Robert's bright, innocent eyes.

"...What did you prepare?"

Finally, unable to resist my nephew's wide-eyed gaze, I cautiously opened my mouth. If Erich's gift was modest, I was thinking of adding something else.

"A silver mine. The Dawn Order uses silver frequently. If I give it as a gift, they'll use it wherever needed."
"Oh."

However, the answer was a gift far beyond my expectations.

If my gift was the embodiment of honor, Erich's gift was the embodiment of practicality. As Erich said, silver has various religious uses. From the Order's perspective, the more silver the better, so they'll be happy to mine it.

Fortunately, I don't need to add anything more. While I used a cheat like Enen's footprints, Erich's silver mine is not just appropriate but excellent as a gift.

'I'm sorry.'


I silently apologized to Erich. I too was caught up in the desire to find a good gift.

Still, even I couldn't have predicted something like Enen's footprints would appear. Who would look for gifts expecting such things?

If you want to complain, complain to Enen who was unskilled at controlling his power during his newbie days.

As soon as I entered the Papal States, I received VVIP treatment.

"Welcome, Brother. On behalf of the Papal States, I welcome your visit."

A middle-aged priest greeted me warmly as I landed on the teleportation magic circle.

Judging by the cross around his neck and his red vestments, he's not an ordinary priest but a cardinal. And recalling the list of key figures in the Papal States that I briefly reviewed before entering—

"Thank you for your hospitality, Your Eminence. I appreciate you personally welcoming me despite your busy schedule with diplomatic affairs."

Cardinal Willem, the head of the Papal States' Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The person in charge of diplomacy and protocol came in person.

"Please don't say such things. What could be more important than welcoming you, Brother?"

When I immediately recognized him, Cardinal Willem bowed with an even deeper smile.

The treatment was so respectful that I felt a bit embarrassed. Even Cardinal Lisiuko, the Archbishop of Ausen, is higher than me in protocol rank, so what about this gentleman who is one of only thirteen ministers in the Order? At least an Imperial Duke would be needed to be considered equal to the ministers.

"His Holiness also instructed us to take special care of you, Brother. Our Order has received great grace thanks to you."

But I'm not an ordinary Imperial noble—I'm a blessed one who discovered holy grounds. If I showed reluctance, the Order would be at a loss.

So what can I do? For everyone's happiness, I have to accept this treatment as natural.

"I'm truly grateful for your words. However, since I didn't visit alone..."

As I trailed off and looked behind me, Cardinal Willem nodded with laughter.

"Haha, don't worry. Of course, we will treat the family members who came with you just as we treat you. We have that much flexibility."
"I know well that the Order members are flexible and merciful, thanks to Brother Tanian."
"Oh my, if you're using him as a standard, that's problematic. Brother Tanian is exceptionally unique even among us."

At those words, both Erich and I behind him reflexively laughed.

That's right. If Tanian were the average and standard for all priests, it would be quite troublesome. The Order would go beyond being innovative and progressive to become some twisted entity from the underworld.

***

I ended up having a private audience with His Holiness.

Unlike usual, even my mentor who normally stands beside His Holiness temporarily withdrew, leaving only His Holiness and me in the office.

"In just a few days, you'll have a real family, not just a family of faith. Congratulations."
"How could I distinguish between families? Both all the brothers and sisters including Your Holiness, and Sister Alexandria who will become my wife, are precious family to me."
"That's a welcome sentiment, but please don't say such things elsewhere. Your new bride would be quite disappointed."
"Ah, certainly. I'll keep that in mind."

His Holiness smiled gently at my response.

His smile was so warm that I couldn't help but smile back. His Holiness is a priest worthy of respect, and quite modest compared to his position as Pope. He's also someone who approached me like a grandfather after I lost my family, so I responded without even realizing it.

Thinking about it carefully, it's a blessed relationship. My mentor who cared for me like a father and His Holiness who is like a grandfather. Without these two, I wouldn't be who I am today.

"Brother."
"Yes, Your Holiness."
"This old man dares to think of you as a grandson. It's truly an arrogant feeling to harbor toward the Son of God, a holy one."
"Your Holiness. How can you say such things? If I am the Son of the Lord, aren't you the Lord's representative and the successor of the chief disciple?"

I hastily shook my head at the implication that my relationship with His Holiness was one-sided.


"Ho ho, I didn't say it for confession. It's just that I've lived to see the marriage of you, who is like my grandson, and in a few months, I'll have a great-grandchild. I feel I've enjoyed many blessings thanks to the Lord's protection."

Saying this, His Holiness carefully took my hand.

"To the point where I feel it's alright to step down now."
"Pardon?"

My body froze at the shocking declaration that followed.

Step down? What does that mean? Who is stepping down?

"Y-Your Holiness. How can you joke like that?"

It seems His Holiness is making a small joke for me, who is about to get married. He must have made an effort for this young man who is like his grandson.

If that joke was meant to relieve my tension, it succeeded. The tension that had been subtly gripping my chest disappeared instantly.

The problem is that it was relieved by external shock rather than my own effort.

"Brother. This old man has risen to an undeserved position and been able to do many things. Keeping this position any longer would be greedy."

However, contrary to my wishes, His Holiness continued with his distressing words.

"I've held a council, witnessed the revival of the World Tree, and vanquished the resurrected Four Kings. The Emperor of the Empire, who was younger than me, has already retired due to his age."
"T-that is..."
"My era should not be prolonged any further. If I continue to hold this position, people will look at Balthasar who occupies the papal seat, not the Pope who is the Lord's servant."

At the same time, I clearly understood His Holiness's feelings.

His Holiness wishes to avoid receiving excessive attention, reverence, and adoration. He was prepared to face the hatred of believers through the council, but thanks to the Lord's protection, the council led by His Holiness received the blessing of all people. As a result, His Holiness's authority and reputation soared tremendously.

Therefore, everyone would believe and follow His Holiness's words. At His Holiness's gesture, all believers would move forward.

Just as we serve the Lord.

'A situation where the servant is regarded as the master.'

Having lived his entire life for the Lord, His Holiness would want to avoid such a future.

"At the very least, I want to show my child that their great-grandfather is the Pope."
"I will certainly remain in this position until then."

Instead of dissuading His Holiness, I supported his intention, and His Holiness smiled again gratefully.

'...Wait a minute.'

Could it be.

"Um, Your Holiness? Who else knows about your stepping down?"

His Holiness's smile deepened.

'Oh no.'

There's no one. No one else knows yet besides me.

'It's going to be a noisy fight for a while.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly. I've suddenly found myself having to fight against fellow brothers and sisters who will try to dissuade His Holiness from abdicating during his lifetime.

I'll have to support His Holiness's will while facing attacks from all the cardinals including my mentor, and ignoring the desperate cries of all priests and believers.

The future is dizzying just to imagine.

"Your Holiness. Brother Kal and his family have arrived."

Thankfully, with a small knock and Brother Willem's voice from beyond the door, the dizzying future disappeared from my mind.

The Pope's instruction to treat me with special care seemed genuine, as I was greeted respectfully upon entering his office.

Fortunately, Tanian, the groom-to-be, was also in the office. I had planned to greet the Pope first and then find Tanian, but now I wouldn't need to wander around.

"Welcome, brother. You must be tired from your long journey."
"What fatigue? The Empire and the Papal States are the closest and most intimate neighbors. I came by teleport, so it was quite easy."
"That's fortunate to hear."

I bowed slightly to the Pope who had greeted me first.

The Pope is a figure who, along with the Emperor, could be called a ruler of this continent. No matter how much VIP treatment I receive from the Order, it would be inappropriate to show myself as his equal. Depending on interpretation, the miraculous equation of Pope = Count of Teilgleichen = Emperor could be established.

Besides, the Pope is an elder who is older than me. And not someone who has magically absorbed their age backward, but a proper elder. Being treated as his equal feels wrong.

"Hmm. The person behind you must be Brother Erich. Indeed, he resembles you greatly, Brother Kal."
"Is that so? I see his face so often that I hadn't noticed."
"Sometimes being too close prevents us from seeing clearly. It seems this holds true even for blood brothers."

The Pope smiled slightly and then turned his gaze to Tanian, as if saying I no longer needed to entertain him and should speak with the groom instead.

"It's been a while, brother. I'm delighted to see you again on such a joyous occasion."

After nodding slightly in gratitude for his consideration, I offered my congratulations to Tanian.

According to Erich, Tanian had achieved the remarkable feat of premarital pregnancy. As a result, the wedding preparations were somewhat rushed and sudden.

But what's the problem with that? In a world where contraceptive magic and holy spells exist, it's a bit ironic that the future Saint failed at contraception, but at least it wasn't unwanted love. The process and result were merely reversed.

That's why I could congratulate him with a sincere heart. Honestly, if not for the premarital pregnancy, my own marriage process wasn't exactly smooth and uneventful either.

"I too am moved to meet a cherished acquaintance on such a happy occasion. I thought it was the Lord's mercy that brought me to the Empire for a pilgrimage, but I never expected we would reunite so soon."
"It must all be the Lord's guidance."
"Your words are correct, brother. All of this is the Lord's arrangement."

Is it just my imagination? Somehow it felt like he was defending himself: "We're meeting again because I failed at contraception, and my contraceptive failure is the Lord's arrangement."

Of course, it must be my imagination. While Tanian is quite unique and progressive for a priest, his faith is unquestionably genuine. Someone like him wouldn't blame his mistakes on God.

"Brother Erich, Sister Zenovia, and Sister Sera, thank you for your precious visit. I've been sad that while I have many who are like family, I have few I can call friends. Now my wedding will be graced by friends."
"How could I ignore a nearby friend when I've seen ones from far away?"

At Erich's formal speech, Tanian's eyes widened briefly, then he burst into laughter as if understanding the situation.

"Brother, you may speak comfortably. His Holiness is well aware of our friendship."

He meant Erich could speak informally despite being in front of the Pope. At this direct statement, Erich laughed awkwardly.

I understand. No matter how much the person says it's fine, speaking informally to the future Saint in front of the Pope is burdensome. Even with "future" attached, a Saint is a Saint. Saints are sacred beings whom even the Pope treats as equals—

"Then shall I?"
"Of course."

And Erich actually does it, which doesn't seem normal either.

It's lamentable. How did my only younger brother grow up to be such a monster? It's true that Erich felt less parental love growing up, but he still received devoted care from his nanny.


"By the way, is this child my nephew?"

Fortunately, neither Tanian nor the Pope showed any particular reaction to Erich's informal speech. They simply showed interest in Robert, who was blinking his eyes while being held by Zenovia.

That's a relief. There would be no greater disgrace than Erich being excommunicated for insulting a Saint.

"That's right. Our son Robert. Isn't he cute?"
"He's like a baby angel descended from heaven. It's a cliché expression, but I can't think of any other words that fit."

Tanian was indeed looking at Robert with a somewhat dazed expression.

People rarely dislike newborn babies, unless they're at the notoriously difficult age of five. Moreover, Tanian will become a groom in a few days and a father in a few months. Robert must look especially precious to him.

"...Brother, may I touch him for a moment?"
"Touch him carefully. Our baby is generally well-behaved, but he's a bit shy with strangers."
"Don't worry. The Lord will soothe him more warmly than anyone."
"Huh?"

With a smile, Tanian very carefully placed his hand on Robert's head.

"To the Lord in heaven, your servant asks: Please look upon this fragile and pure life, and illuminate this child's future. May trials become opportunities for this child to grow stronger, and may darkness never dare approach."

'Oh.'

And then he bestowed the future Saint's heartfelt blessing.

"Woo-ah!"

As if Robert knew that an amazing gift had come to him, he smiled brightly at Tanian.

Well done, my nephew. You should at least offer that much service to someone who blessed you.

"Brother. If it's alright with you, could you spare some time for this old man?"
"Ah, of course."

Seeing Erich with his smile reaching his ears and Zenovia repeatedly expressing gratitude, I nodded at the Pope's call.

Erich and Tanian would lose track of time thanks to Robert, so there shouldn't be any problem if I step away for a while.

'He must have a lot to say.'

Besides, the Pope probably has many things to tell me. He stepped back earlier for Tanian's sake, but now Tanian's attention is fixed on Robert. If not now, there might not be another chance for conversation.

I moved to a small conference room right next to the Pope's office at his request for a private audience.

"As you know, brother, the higher one's position, the more meetings one must attend. That's why I had to create this unsightly room right next to my office."
"Unsightly? How could there be an unsightly place in this sacred area?"
"If you heard the history of this room, you would think the same as me. The countless fistfights and innumerable shouting matches that have occurred here—how could it not be called unsightly?"
"My goodness."

A sigh escaped me involuntarily.

A conference room located right next to the Pope's office must have very high entry qualifications. The basic requirement would be cardinals with official positions, at minimum cardinals without portfolios.


Yet these figures apparently engaged in wrestling during meetings. It's enough to make anyone sigh.

"Of course, those disputes were expressions of reverence and faith toward the Lord, and they never created lasting resentment between past popes and cardinals. What happens in this room stays in this room—that was the rule and the final line."
"Quite an impressive... tradition."
"Though it seems we'll soon be writing new history on top of that tradition."

Seeing the Pope burst into laughter made me instinctively uneasy.

After explaining the bizarre tradition of this room, he mentions history. Surely the Pope isn't suggesting we engage in a fistfight here.

"Brother, you have received the Lord's blessing and performed many miracles. Therefore, it has been determined that you will be a Blessed in life and canonized as a Saint after death."
"I am honored."
"I'm truly embarrassed to say this, but we must cancel the posthumous canonization."

This unexpected statement left me momentarily speechless.

I'm already enjoying the status of Blessed while alive, and posthumous canonization doesn't hold much significance. So even if it's canceled, there's no major issue. I'm just perplexed about why it's being canceled when I haven't done anything to offend the Order.

"How is the Demon King doing?"
'Ah.'

I flinched at his next words.

Come to think of it, the Pope also knows that Lisianne is alive and wasn't eliminated. While only a select few on this continent know this fact, the fact that I have the Order's dark history—the Demon King—by my side might upset the Pope—

"Ah, please don't misunderstand. I believe the Demon King being by your side is the Lord's will. It is the Lord guiding you, and the proof is the holy site you discovered recently."

The Pope said this while looking into my eyes with a gentle smile.

Goodwill and gratitude. Without any negative emotions, only those two feelings were visible in the Pope's eyes.

"Therefore, I wish to cancel your posthumous canonization and proceed with canonization during your lifetime."
"...Pardon?"
"In truth, there was a revelation from the Lord: 'The hero blessed by the sun, sky, and vegetation shines more brilliantly than anyone, and it is fitting that he bears the heaviest glory that humans can enjoy.'"
"A revelation from the Lord, you say?"
"Yes. It was truly glorious. I never expected that this humble servant would hear the Lord's voice again."

The Pope's eyes became dreamy, as if recalling the moment he received Enen's revelation.

"Thanks to this, this old man has become a controversial Pope. Convening a council during my term, ringing the bell five times, and now pursuing the radical act of canonizing someone during their lifetime. It's enough reason to step down from the papal office."

I couldn't help but close my eyes tightly at those words. The Pope's retirement during his lifetime? Don't casually drop such bombshell announcements.

Why is he telling me this in the first place? Seeing that the Emperor didn't say anything to me before I left for the Papal States, even the Empire's intelligence network doesn't know about the Pope's decision to retire.

"Brother."
"Yes... please speak."
"According to the Lord's revelation, I would like this old man's final act to be placing 'Saint' before your name. Would you grant me permission?"
"If I were to refuse..."
"My knees are lighter than you might think, brother."

He's saying that if I refuse, he would kneel and ask again.

Such a cruel and merciless threat that I felt like crying.

Today, the sun seems particularly bright.

No, beyond bright—it feels scorching. Despite being the dead of winter, the sunlight beats down so intensely that it feels like it's burning me.

Is this divine wrath? Is this the gaze of the victor who once reigned as the Sun God during the religious wars and crushed countless competitors?

'We reached an amicable agreement through prayer, didn't we?'

Looking directly at the sun would be too much, so I lowered my head toward where the sun was.

I felt bitter and resentful. Out of consideration for Enen's pride and dignity, we left the footprint fossils in the North. Instead of carving out the footprints and sending them to the Papal States, we built a shrine over them so only priests could see them.

Our agreement was supposed to end there. While Enen might have been reluctant to make them public to everyone, they had accepted showing them to the priests.

'Such dirty betrayal.'

Yet behind our backs, they were sending terrifying revelations to the Pope. Insane revelations demanding that I, already a living blessed one, be canonized while still alive. Horrifying revelations commanding that I be called a saint while living, not after death.

This two-faced strategy is truly artistic. Pretending to agree to my face while mercilessly stabbing me in the back. Is this how one wins those hellish religious wars?

"Brother, you are more than qualified. While your miracles and achievements are impressive, it is because the Lord desires it. This old man will use his last flame to ensure your canonization."

Recalling the Pope's words, I let out a small sigh. The Pope, who had decided to abdicate while still alive, had designated my canonization as his final task.

The miracle Pope who had reigned at the apex of the Order and the Papal States for many years and successfully led the council. A Pope whose contributions virtually guaranteed posthumous canonization was now determined to use his last political power and passion to make me a saint.

No one can stop this. Even the current Emperor would be insufficient to halt the course of that political monster. Only if the situation hiding in the corner of the imperial palace playing Dudeukri Online returned to the stage would it be possible.

'Life...'

With trembling hands, I took out the communication device from my pocket.

The Pope's decision to abdicate while alive and the news of my canonization while living—how should I report this madness? What expression will the Emperor make when he hears this report?

At least I know he'll laugh at the latter. He'll laugh quite heartily.

***

Strange. Despite it being winter, I felt warmth instead of cold. Instead of knife-like bitter winds, air as warm as a parent's embrace surrounded me.

Of course, the weather hasn't defied natural order. Today is still winter, still a cold day. The wind, following its natural course, still carries coldness.

Nevertheless, I will remember today as warmer and cozier than any other day. Because a joy capable of overcoming even the winter wind has come to me.

"How do I look?"
"Beautiful."

Sister Alexandriana, wearing not the red priestly robes symbolizing a cardinal, but a pure white dress.

Alexandriana, who tries to speak as softly and comfortably as possible, knowing that after marriage we'll be husband and wife rather than brother and sister.

My wife, who smiles more shyly than ever and touches her belly with embarrassment.

'My family.'

With such a precious and lovable person before me, how could I succumb to the cold? How could I shiver in surrender to mere coldness?

I am, gloriously and undeservedly, called a saint, a son of God. I am a son of the sun that watches over us. So I cannot let something as trivial as cold make me miss what's precious.

"Red had its vibrant charm, but white has a pure and clean appeal."

After looking at Sister's dress, I chose sincere admiration over elaborate compliments.


I'm not skilled at praising others or expressing affection anyway. Rather than making someone uncomfortable with my awkwardness, it's best to simply be sincere. Moving with sincerity is what I do best, and taking responsibility for my sincerity is what I find most comfortable.

"Our treasure will think so too."
"D-do you think so?"
"Of course."

At my confident answer, Sister smiled the most beautiful smile.

Our child who came to Sister and me like a treasure. Our precious child who, like a treasure, cannot be possessed by just anyone. Our child whom we named "treasure" for that reason.

Surely our treasure will also compliment their mother on her beauty. They will rejoice that our mother is the most beautiful in the world.

"If you two aren't planning to hold the wedding ceremony by yourselves, you should head out soon."

Just as I was about to reach out toward our treasure, Brother Aldino, the head of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, spoke up.

It was a bit embarrassing. We had only meant to check our appearance briefly in the waiting room, but we got completely distracted. So much so that Brother, who had been quietly watching, had to urge us along.

"I'm sorry—"
"This is our day, couldn't you be a little more patient?"

However, Sister's protest came faster than my apology.

"I was patient until now. If it were any other day, I would have pushed you out immediately."

Sadly, her protest was instantly countered.

"I have much to say, but I'll refrain today. Now go out there and pledge your eternal love before the Lord and your guests."
"Thank you for your valuable advice, Brother."
"I'm just grateful that Brother Tanian at least listens to what I say."

Brother Aldino glanced at Sister with a small sigh, causing her shoulders to momentarily shrink.

In truth, when our premarital pregnancy was discovered, just as I received advice from my mentor, Sister received lengthy advice and scolding from Brother Aldino. Perhaps that's why Sister has recently been startled by Brother's gaze.

But what can we do? Our premarital pregnancy was indeed rushing things, and Brother's advice was truly justified. It's something we must simply accept.

"Treasure, you'll have a hard time with your immature mother. Please grow up brightly by relying on your uncles and aunts."
"Sometimes life moves a little faster..."
"Saying such things is what makes you immature."

Although Sister chose active rebuttal over quiet acceptance, this too must be a form of affection between Sister and Brother.

I hope it's affection. Otherwise, it would be rather troublesome.

Thankfully, His Holiness himself presided over our wedding ceremony.

Initially, my mentor, who is also the Cardinal Secretary of State, was supposed to preside, but thanks to His Holiness's insistence that my mentor should sit in my family section, this honorable situation unfolded.

"Happiness is sometimes achieved through one's own efforts, but sometimes it approaches without one's awareness. The meeting of the bride and groom standing here is happiness achieved through their own efforts."

"And the third protagonist is happiness that approached without the bride and groom's knowledge."

When His Holiness added that, laughter erupted from the guest section.

It's a joyous occasion. Even the guests who were initially shocked at Sister's belly have now accepted and congratulated our treasure's existence. They may joke about why we were in such a hurry, but they don't express anger about how a priest could do such a thing.

It's truly fortunate. We were able to proceed with our wedding ceremony amid blessings rather than raised voices.

"Brother Tanian and Sister Alexandriana are pillars of the Order and the Papal States. Although they are younger than most, they possess qualities second to none, and I have no doubt that the future of the Order will be led by these two together."

And then I received such high praise that my face grew hot.


I knew His Holiness held me in high regard, but I didn't expect him to publicly declare me a future pillar like this. This must be His Holiness's expression of affection and evidence of trust.

He trusted me so much that he even informed me of momentous matters like his abdication while still alive. Though he could have kept that to himself.

"And I also believe that the new future born between these two futures will, with the blessing of our great Lord, proceed along a brilliant path."

A blessing for our treasure who hasn't even been born yet. With that excessive blessing, His Holiness smiled brightly.

He smiled not as the officiant who should lead the wedding ceremony, but as my grandfather and our treasure's great-grandfather.

***

If people have destinies, I wonder how many people's destinies are intertwined in a minister's fate.

How can this be the destiny that one person must bear? It must surely be the combination of at least ten people's destinies. Otherwise, there's no way he would be at the center of all sorts of commotion every time he crosses a border.

"Perfect."

But what's important now isn't that the minister is at the center of commotion.

What's important is that the minister at the center is returning with a face like he's bitten into a bug.

"Perfect."

Thanks to this, I muttered alone in the empty office. That's how much my heart was stirring more than ever.

The Sun Palace, the center of the imperial palace. The office, the most important place within the Sun Palace. Because it's where the Emperor handles all business, the Emperor's office has a portrait of Emperor Eimanka hanging. A noble intention that one should not be careless even with trivial matters in a place watched over by the Emperor.

And opposite that portrait, I hung a portrait of the minister.

Not just any portrait, but a portrait of the minister depicted as a saint.

"Khu—"

I hurriedly bit my lip to suppress the laughter that spontaneously erupted.

If I suddenly burst into laughter alone, Sir Hendrik outside the door would become suspicious. Now I must grit my teeth and endure. I must endure while waiting for the minister who will see this portrait.

Until we can admire this portrait received from the Papal States together.

'To think they would pull this out so soon.'

At the same time, a sense of wonder surged within me. Who would have thought I would get to use a portrait that I thought would only see the light of day after my death? Probably not even the Papal States who gave me this portrait.

'Canonization while alive and retirement.'

Eventually, my twitching corners of the mouth slowly came down. I can't stop laughing at the thought of "Saint" being attached to the minister's name, but the Pope's consideration of abdication while still alive is no light matter either.

Still, the current Pope is a straightforward and driven individual. If such a person has decided on abdication while still alive, it's practically a done deal. What remains is who will be selected as the next Pope.

'A progressive cardinal will likely be chosen without much fuss.'

The Order has achieved significant changes through the council. In such a situation, a conservative cardinal becoming Pope would be like regressing to the past. A progressive cardinal will most likely ascend as the new Pope.

So let's first recheck the list of progressive cardinals. We should try to ensure that someone friendly to the Empire becomes Pope.

'...Is it okay if the living saint is an imperial and the Pope is awkward with him?'

Such a thought crossed my mind momentarily.

A living saint who is an imperial noble and a minister. It's too reassuring.

Tanian's wedding concluded, leaving a deep impression on the guests.

Though he was only called "successor" because he hadn't yet reached the legal age, Tanian was already treated as a saint. His marriage to Cardinal Alexandriana, the head of the Prophecy Ministry, was a union that captured the attention of the entire continent. What made it even more remarkable was that the Pope himself officiated the ceremony. He even bestowed a blessing upon the child in the Cardinal's arms.

This clearly signified the Pope's active support for Tanian and Cardinal Alexandriana, essentially declaring them the future of the Order. It was a demonstration that the Order had a wide and strong pool of talent ready for a generational shift at any moment.

Of course, everyone already knew that the successor saint and the thirty-something Cardinal represented the Order's future. Even in politics, where tomorrow's events remain an unfathomable abyss, those two would only fall from grace if the entire Order collapsed.

'Still, there's a difference between knowing something unofficially and having it publicly acknowledged.'

The difference between unofficial and official may be just a matter of wording, but the resulting status is worlds apart. Moreover, with year-end and new year events approaching, Tanian would be able to stand at the center of social circles before the impact of this wedding faded.

This could only mean that the Pope was determined to actively groom Tanian, who already wielded considerable influence.

And the reason must be that during the major event of papal succession, he wanted the Order to remain steadfast without wavering.

'So this level of groundwork is necessary for abdication.'

It was disheartening. When I thought about it, Emperor Sanghwang had also meticulously prepared for his abdication, minimizing any discord through the tremendous achievement of the Northern Campaign.

Even Sanghwang, a political monster far beyond my league, didn't take abdication lightly. The Pope, who stands as Sanghwang's equal, is putting in this much effort for his own abdication.

'Retirement itself requires skill.'

I should reflect on this. When even those at the pinnacle of the continent put such effort into abdication and retirement, I merely talked about quitting without showing effort worthy of freedom.

A perfect successor, perfect justification, patience spanning years or even decades—all these must be diligently prepared. It's not something that happens just because I want it to.

'It hasn't even been ten years yet.'

The problem is that I've had an intensely concentrated civil service experience in a short time. I haven't even worked as a civil servant for ten years. Why did I, not yet thirty and with less than a decade of service, seek freedom? What was the rush?

Thanks to the Pope, Tanian, and Cardinal Alexandriana, I've learned the art of patience. I recalled the ancient wisdom: "When in a hurry, take the long way around."

From now on, I'll remember today's lesson and proceed calmly.

As soon as I returned home, I remembered why I had been in such a hurry.

"Brother Saint Kal, you've arrived? Please, have a seat."

It was because of this bastard that I dreamed of escape and freedom. I simply couldn't stand being under him for even a moment.

"Y-Your Majesty. Saint Kal? How could you say something so presumptuous?"

"Presumptuous? How many people are more qualified to be a saint than you, Brother? Among the recent miraculous events, which one didn't involve you?"

Seeing the Emperor make the sign of the cross, my fist involuntarily twitched.

That damned man. His expression was solemn, but the corners of his eyes had been trembling all along. As if he was desperately trying not to laugh.

"Though I am Emperor, I remain a mortal who reveres the Lord and receives His protection. How joyful it is to have a saint who enjoys divine favor and performs miracles by my side."

"Those are truly flattering words, but I have not been canonized."

I barely managed a rational rebuttal while suppressing the curses rising to my throat.

Yes, I'm not a saint but a blessed one. I've only been promised canonization during my lifetime by the Pope, not actually become a saint. Canonization isn't something that happens instantly.

Besides, we've just witnessed a major event—the marriage of the successor saint and a cardinal. Proceeding with lifetime canonization now would immediately dampen the atmosphere the Pope has created. Attention would shift from the wedding to the canonization.

Therefore, lifetime canonization would likely not be discussed for at least several months—but despite my logical objection, the Emperor continued his teabagging.

"Brother, would you mind looking behind you?"

"Behind me? Why suddenly..."


Following the Emperor's instruction, I turned around and froze.

A portrait. Unmistakably a portrait of me hanging on the wall.

And not just any portrait, but one with a radiant light source painted behind it.

A portrait with the sublime light permitted only for saints.

"It seems the Order already considers you a saint."

"No, that, that's..."

"Since the result is the same whether after death or during life, you might as well accept it... Pfft-hahaha!"

Hearing a sound like my chest being torn to shreds, I turned back toward the Emperor, who was now bent over at the waist, laughing.

That damned bastard. Instead of comforting a minister who just returned from abroad, he's laughing at me.

"I'm sorry, Minister. I tried my best to hold it in, but I just couldn't."

The Emperor, now dropping all formalities, laughed even more intensely.

"Seeing the Minister before me overlap with the Minister in the portrait, how could I possibly contain myself!"

As the Emperor's laughter grew louder, I could only weep inside.

Somehow, I felt like the me in the portrait was crying too, but that was probably just my imagination.

"Well, anyway, congratulations. Your wedding gift to the couple will be the Grand Cathedral of Saint Tanian, built by Saint Kal."

Just hearing it made my heart shrink with dread. I closed my eyes tightly.

I seriously question whether such an ominous thing can be given as a gift.

My shredded heart was able to recover thanks to the comforting words of my wives.

Of course, they too were delighted by the honor of their husband becoming a saint while still alive, but they also showed concern, saying it would be more of a burden than anything else.

I nearly cried at their kindness in offering both congratulations and concern simultaneously. I'm grateful they focused on the burden I would have to bear rather than on their husband's honor.

'That bastard doesn't even have this basic level of consideration.'

Eventually, my gratitude turned to resentment. If that Emperor bastard had shown even a hint of concern about my lifetime canonization, I wouldn't have been so hurt.

When the common sense that canonization occurs after death collapsed, when I became a saint rather than a blessed one while still alive—if he had pondered with me what repercussions might occur, I wouldn't have been so angry.

'Doesn't he have anything?'

So while watching the children playing happily in the garden, I racked my brain.

In this world, a minister's achievements are the Emperor's achievements. If I've performed all sorts of miracles, the effects inevitably extend to the Emperor as well. If I've accomplished feats worthy of becoming a saint while alive, the Emperor also has a stake in those miracles.

Let me think carefully. Among the miracles I've performed, which events could the Emperor claim a share in? What logic would I need to employ for the Order to send him a portrait too?

'The revival of the World Tree would be the safe bet.'

The World Tree, burned by Apels, was revived during the current Emperor's reign. One could argue this miracle occurred because the current Emperor's virtue reached the divine.

However, even with the most generous interpretation, this would only merit posthumous beatification. It's nowhere near the level required for sainthood, and even blessed status can only be attained after death. The impact of the World Tree's revival was mostly absorbed by me, so it's too weak to use again.

Then what about the northern nomads, who had long opposed the settled people, submitting to the Emperor? No, highlighting this would bring Emperor Sanghwang into the spotlight rather than the current Emperor.

Or perhaps the ancient beasts from 2,000 years ago opening their eyes again?


'This could work.'

Leviathan, Behemoth, and Ziz are creatures that absolutely cannot be created with today's continental magic and technology. If packaged well, this could yield good results.

Good. The great Emperor who awakens beasts dormant for 2,000 years. The great Emperor to whom beings that defy common sense bow. If we spin public opinion this way, somehow—

'What's this?'

As my mind was being consumed by ambition, the communication device in my pocket emitted light, making me flinch.

For a moment, I thought the Emperor had discovered my ambition. Indeed, when plotting conspiracies, one becomes sensitive to even trivial matters. One becomes suspicious of things that make no logical sense.

"Your Excellency. This is the Minister's secretary."

"Oh, what's the matter?"

Trying to compose myself as I answered the call, I saw the face of my typically stoic ministerial secretary.

This exceptional talent who manages the Audit Ministry in place of this incompetent minister. A pillar who would have become the next Minister of Audit if he were younger than me. Unlike someone living in the Sun Palace, his is a face I'm always pleased to see.

"I have an urgent matter to discuss with Your Excellency, so I've taken the liberty of contacting you despite the impropriety."

"For me?"

However, despite his satisfying appearance, the reason for his contact wasn't particularly welcome.

He's a secretary with essentially deputy ministerial authority. Unless something absolutely requires the Minister's approval, he handles matters independently, and even for things needing my approval, he doesn't usually contact me first. I typically just do batch approvals once a quarter or half-year.

Yet the secretary contacted me first? This is definitely not an ordinary matter.

"Go ahead. If it's something I need to handle, I should do it."

"Well..."

After hesitating briefly, the secretary carefully continued.

"There's been a small disturbance in the Narzen family, and it seems we need to conduct an audit."

"And?"

"Pardon?"

"Hmm?"

A somewhat awkward silence lingered. The secretary and I just stared at each other without speaking, neither of us opening our mouths first.

I was waiting for what would come after the Narzen family audit.

"Um, Your Excellency. It's the Narzen County."

While the secretary's eyes suggested no further explanation should be necessary.

What's going on? If the secretary is reacting like this, there must be a reason making the audit difficult to proceed. But does a mere county have the means to avoid an audit?

'...Narzen?'

But why? The name Narzen feels strangely familiar.

"I believe one of Your Excellency's aunts is the daughter-in-law of the Narzen family head."

"Ah."

Only after the secretary's additional explanation did I remember.

One of my aunts did marry into the Narzen family.

# Reinhardt Kracius of Teilgleichen. The former head of the Kracius Family and my grandfather.

However, he passed away around the time Erich was born, making him an unknown figure even in my original memories.

'His abilities were among the best of all family heads in our history.'

Of course, while I had no memories of my grandfather as his grandson, I could thoroughly examine the records about the former family head as the current one. In fact, even if I had wanted to ignore the records about my grandfather, they existed throughout the Empire and the family, making them impossible to avoid.

During my grandfather's time as family head, imperial authority had declined due to the emperors' spectacular trolling, and the imperial counts, whose fate was tied to the emperor, were also in a difficult position. In such circumstances, my grandfather was a loyal subject who worked to strengthen imperial authority and a capable servant who actively supported the situation. Records of him couldn't help but exist.

In any case, my grandfather was extremely active as an imperial count supporting the situation, as a shield protecting the wavering imperial authority, and as a sword suppressing insubordinate elements under the emperor's orders. He was a dignified nobleman and capable lord, a powerful warrior and loyal subject.

Unfortunately, he wasn't particularly good as the head of a family.

'Unlike Father, he wasn't just awkward with expression.'

According to the Kracius Family records and testimonies from family retainers and servants who remember my grandfather's time, he was a genuine cold-blooded man. Not someone who was just gruff on the outside with a soft interior, but someone equally cold inside and out.

As a result, the Kracius Family during my grandfather's time was reportedly rigid and frigid. Because the family head viewed everyone, including himself, as tools. Because the family head saw his wives as symbols of political alliances and his children as future political tools.

And naturally, my grandfather, who actively pursued political marriages, had several wives and a total of seven children, including my father.

Besides my father, the eldest and first son, there were three more sons and three daughters. My uncles and aunts.

...

'I've already surpassed my grandfather's lifetime achievements.'

It's a somewhat strange feeling. Even my grandfather, who viewed everything as tools, had seven children in his lifetime, yet I already have eight children and six wives. I've become a true monster, surpassing even that calculating political beast.

"Just get everything ready. Move when I give the signal."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

However, what's important now isn't that I've surpassed my grandfather, but that I'm about to make contact with one of my aunts for a rather unpleasant reason.

While I'm not particularly close with my uncles and aunts, our relationship isn't bad either. Even if we don't know each other personally, our blood ties are definite.

And those are blood ties through my father, not through me. Blood ties that make me consider my father's feelings regardless of what decision I make.

'What should I do about this?'

I sighed quietly while looking at the communication crystal that had lost its light.

If the minister's secretary is preparing for an audit, it means this isn't a matter that can be easily overlooked. If it were something where flexibility could be applied, the secretary would have already resolved it at his level. In many cases, just giving a verbal warning or keeping it as leverage would be sufficient rather than conducting an actual audit.

But the secretary reported directly to me. He judged that the Narzen County needed to be audited directly, not just given a verbal warning or ignored. He made this judgment knowing that my aunt was in that family.

It must have been a difficult report for the secretary as well. So if I trust my secretary and have given him full authority—and I intend to continue doing so—I should accept this judgment as well.

'Blood ties or order?'

This is maddening. Either choice has a compelling justification.

'Following principles is best, but...'

Generally, audits should proceed according to principles, and it's appropriate to act according to benefits. The former establishes clear standards, while the latter sets standards that are natural for a nobleman.

On the other hand, if one acts according to blood ties or personal feelings, those firm standards collapse. If standards don't apply to everyone, they're not standards but atrocities. The authority of the audit, which should command respect, fear, fairness, and trust, would be damaged.

So it's an awkward situation where I can neither proceed with the audit nor dismiss it at my level.


"Kal?"
"I'm sorry for contacting you suddenly. Do you have time?"

After much deliberation, I contacted my father.

Regardless of what I choose, consultation with my father is essential. Even if I end up receiving my father's resentment, I should at least have a conversation with him.

That way, my father can also face my aunt with dignity.

I chose the Lake of Reassurance and Trust as our meeting place, rather than Teilgleichen County. Going to the count's castle would mean too many eyes and ears.

And fortunately, perhaps because of the cold weather, there was no one at the lake besides my father and me.

"Don't go too far, just play nearby."
"Woof!"

However, I brought Titi along since we needed to have a serious and important conversation. To serve as a watchdog who would bark fiercely if any outsiders approached.

With this, only my father, Titi, and I existed at the vast lake. The conversation we would have here would absolutely not leak outside. That's at least fortunate in this unfortunate situation.

"I suspected as much from the moment you suddenly asked to meet."

While watching Titi scurrying away at my request, my father spoke first.

"It seems like quite an important conversation will take place."

And with words that were difficult to respond to and made me feel apologetic.

Even though I was the one who asked to see my father first, even though I was the one who chose this location, I couldn't bring myself to speak. Knowing how deeply my father cares about family, how could I say something like "I'm planning to audit Aunt's family"?

"Um, Father."

Of course, it's not polite, even between family members, to call someone and not state your business.

Besides, this matter becomes more uncomfortable and awkward for everyone the longer I delay. Telling him as soon as possible is the best course of action for my father, my aunt, and the Audit Ministry.

"About the Narzen County."

My father's shoulders flinched at my words.

This only increased my guilt. I, as a nephew, had momentarily forgotten about the Narzen County, but my father immediately reacted, knowing it was the family where his younger sister resided.

"A small disturbance has occurred there, and it seems we'll have to proceed with an audit."
"Is that so."
"Yes. That's how it's turned out."

After that, both my father and I said nothing, just staring at the lake.

What could we say? Everyone knows the ominous significance of an audit in this empire. Needless to say for me as the minister, but my father also briefly served in the Audit Department.

"Your youngest aunt's name is Elin Kracius. Though now she should be called Elin Narzen."
"I heard she's the wife of the heir. That she's set to become the next lady of the Narzen family..."
"That's right. The same goes for your other uncles and aunts. Your grandfather didn't use his children carelessly."

I just nodded at his voice, which carried a hint of bitterness.

Political marriages are supposed to be between equals. Thanks to that—if one can call it thanks—the uncles and aunts who formed political marriages with various families were able to secure decent positions in decent families. Wasting valuable political cards on insignificant families would be just that—a waste.

However, from the word "carelessly" that my father just used, I could imagine the pain my father and his siblings experienced. Just how mechanically were these political marriages arranged?

"It's a past I'm ashamed to tell you about, but we feared and disliked our father. As a result, after I inherited the family, your uncles, aunts, and grandmothers left Kracius."

"If you inherited it, Father, couldn't they have stayed in the family?"
"There were no good memories to stay for. They judged it better to rely on the families they were politically tied to, to such an extent."

I couldn't help but sigh at these sad words. To choose families connected by politics rather than love—just how hellish must Kracius have been?

"In fact, we had no contact afterward. I only knew that they were alive and receiving excellent treatment in their respective families."
"That's at least fortunate."
"But that treatment didn't come about for no reason."

With those words, my father looked at me with an expression filled with regret, bitterness, and guilt.

"They joined hands with Kracius for gain. They treat your uncles and aunts well because they are evidence of their connection to Kracius. But if my siblings, who carry wounds, turn their backs on Kracius, and even I, the eldest, ignore my siblings, what would happen?"
"They would... be neglected."

It's a future that can be immediately predicted. Political marriages between families are ultimately for gain, to benefit from the other family. But what if the connection between the other family and the political marriage partner is severed? It's obvious what kind of treatment someone who offers neither love nor benefit would receive.

"Yes. That's why I acted not as the eldest but as the head of Kracius. Even if I didn't contact my siblings, as the family head, I helped the families connected through political marriages."
"Is everything alright now?"

I couldn't help feeling anxious. At present, the commander of Kracius is not my father but me. Yet I had forgotten that the Narzen County was my aunt's family. Not to mention the other families.

"Fortunately, your very existence seems to be a strength to those families."

I sighed in relief at this truly fortunate news.

"But now it's time for you to make a choice."

And I fell silent again.

"Kal."
"Yes, Father."
"Don't worry about this father of yours, and do as you wish."
"Pardon?"

I was taken aback by his unexpectedly resolute advice.

My father held affection and guilt toward his brothers and sisters. Even if his siblings didn't contact their eldest brother, he was the first to offer help.

As if it were natural. As if it were the karma of one who bears the name Kracius.

"I have no right to ask you for anything. Whether I ask for a strict audit or a merciful judgment, you would bear all the karma. The fear that you ruthlessly cut off even blood ties. The mockery that you shield because of blood ties."
"It's alright. The Audit position is meant to receive criticism, isn't it?"
"Those resentments and hatreds should be received solely based on your choice. They're too heavy to bear as the price for heeding the words of a retired father."

Then my father patted my shoulder.

"So do as you wish. Don't worry about this father, and walk the path you believe is right. I have fulfilled my duty toward my siblings over the past years, so shouldn't I now fulfill my duty as a father?"

With a very faint and fragile smile.

"...I will handle it fairly so that no one is wronged."

My father simply nodded at my answer.

Because he knew this was my best. Because he knew this was the path I had chosen.

'I hope it's just a false accusation or misunderstanding.'

Though it's not a good example, I hope Narzen is being falsely accused like Yorun was.

A major event occurred before the year ended—I had to report to the Audit Ministry headquarters.

I was planning to go to the office soon anyway. While I was running around, documents requiring the Minister's approval might have piled up. It would be most convenient to process them all at once before the new year.

But no matter how positively I tried to think about it, I couldn't deny that this visit was to investigate my aunt's family. No matter how convenient batch approvals might be, how could that be better than pointing a knife at my own blood? After all, audit approval documents would be mixed in with those batch approvals.

"I'm here to see the Minister."
"We greet the Minister!"

Sighing quietly, I headed straight to where the secretary was, and the secretary and office staff all stood up and bowed.

They were always respectful, but now they appeared even more rigid and intense. As if trying to avoid any behavior that might displease me.

"Everyone, sit down. I know your boss might seem unfamiliar after so long, but don't be too tense."

Though the situation warranted tension, I said this out of courtesy.

The secretarial staff are elites who run the Audit Ministry's affairs under the secretary's command. This means they're aware of all information the Audit Ministry has gathered, including the fact that the Narzen family is in turmoil.

It's a bizarre situation where the Minister's own blood relative faces audit risk. A heart-pounding situation where the highest superior has temporarily suspended this audit. No wonder they're watching nervously, afraid I might explode in anger.

"Secretary."
"Yes, Minister."
"Bring me all information related to Narzen."

That's why I chose to assess the situation rather than speak further. In this atmosphere, anything I say would be meaningless. The entire secretarial office would remain tense until a definitive decision was made.

And didn't I tell Father I would handle this fairly and ensure no one was wrongfully accused? So I must examine this matter personally.

From beginning to end. From the most trivial details to the decisive evidence. From Narzen family members to their retainers and servants—everyone who had contact with them.

"And call the Enforcement Department Head."
"Just the Department Head, sir?"
"Yes. It seems excessive to involve the Deputy Head too."

Those who only know the Audit Ministry's public image might fear the Enforcement Department Head, but those with some inside information would be more terrified by the Deputy Head's appearance.

The Deputy Head mainly handles assassinations, and the Audit Ministry resorting to assassination means there's no room for negotiation.

Count Narzen. A noble family classified as high nobility for holding the title of Count, but an administrative noble family without domain lands. A family that owns some properties and buildings in their name, but no legitimately granted domain.

In this world where domain equals power, nobles without domains inevitably fall short compared to those with domains. The ability to freely manage resources and manpower from one's domain—this tremendous authority constitutes a noble's true power.

However, the Narzen family, despite being administrative nobles without domains, formed a political marriage with my grandfather. Even considering the difference in status between current Imperial Counts and those of my grandfather's era, objectively speaking, the Kracius family is a prime family with domains in the capital region. There was no need to send a daughter to the Narzen family.

But Grandfather sent my youngest aunt to the Narzens. In Grandfather's view, the Narzen family, despite lacking domains, had advantages that outweighed this disadvantage.

'They were quite a prestigious family.'

And Grandfather's judgment wasn't wrong.

The information about the Narzen family that the secretary handed me had the reason why Grandfather chose them right at the top.

[Count Jean Narzen of Milkien, head of the Narzen family. Likely to be promoted to Chief Justice.]
[Previous family head, Heinz Narzen of Milkien, served as Legal Department Head at the Ministry of Justice. Was discussed as a candidate for Imperial Chief Justice.]
[Branch family head Walter Narzen currently serves as Section Chief of Legal Department 2.]

The Narzens were a renowned family that anyone in the judicial field would know. An extraordinary family whose members had consistently worked as judicial civil servants since the founding patriarch.

Unfortunately, since I had no connection to the judicial field, I was unaware of the Narzens' reputation. My knowledge extends only to the administrative branch, or at best, the military. Beyond that, I don't know much.


"Secretary."
"Yes, Minister."
"This. It's not incorrectly recorded, is it?"
"The Intelligence Department has confirmed it multiple times."

Looking at the next section, I sighed once, then again after hearing the secretary's confirmation.

"They've been quite busy helping themselves."

The Narzen family's financial status was alarmingly suspicious.

Even considering they were a judicial elite family, these figures were impossible for a family without domains or assets. Unless perhaps they had saved every penny of their salary from the Imperial Family since the founding patriarch.

But that's impossible. The Narzen family, befitting their title as counts and their reputation as a judicial elite family—worthy of my mechanical grandfather's choice—displayed the consumption patterns of proper nobles. Far from saving their salaries, they'd be fortunate not to squander them.

'They must have had plenty of opportunities to receive money.'

When you think about it, few positions make it easier to accept bribes than those in the judiciary. A little something before a trial, substantial fees for legal consultation. If one deliberately accumulated such payments, they could amass mountains of gold.

Moreover, their main clients weren't commoners or middle-class citizens, but nobles. And if someone needs judicial assistance, they're likely in a desperate situation, meaning their wallets would open wide in proportion to their desperation.

'...This seems rather ordinary?'

In the midst of this, I felt slightly more at ease. The Narzen family hadn't excessively slandered specific families, oppressed the people, committed fraud, or dared to dream of treason.

They simply took a lot of bribes. They took so many bribes that it worried even casual observers, reaching a level that caught the eyes and ears of the Audit Ministry.

'These crazy bastards.'

In a way, this is even more remarkable. They were likely on the receiving end of bribes rather than initiating corruption, yet they managed to display this level of corruption from such a limited position. Using their good brains for such nonsense.

"Are there no other charges?"
"No. That's all."

Saying "that's all" makes it sound trivial. In reality, it's a case that makes one marvel at how corrupt people can be.

'Ah.'

A good idea came to mind.

***

The Minister came looking for me with a pile of documents.

This unexpected situation left me somewhat perplexed. Perhaps these documents needed the Emperor's approval? Had the Minister returned from vacation and resumed duties at the Audit Ministry without my knowledge?

I'm confused. The Minister coming alone would be understandable, but bringing documents—what could this be about?

"Your Majesty. I've taken the liberty of seeking an audience with you on an urgent matter."

And with such a worryingly serious expression.

"What formality could there be between us? Speak freely."
"I am deeply honored."

For now, I suppressed my anxiety and unease as I offered him a seat.

I couldn't respond coldly to the Minister after teasing him so much as the Imperial Poet. For the time being, I should treat him with moderate kindness to prevent him from becoming upset.

"So, what brings you here?"
"I believe we will soon need to take action against the Ministry of Justice and the courts."


I nearly sighed at those words.

I had suspected this wasn't an ordinary matter when the Minister arrived with documents, but I didn't expect him to announce an audit of the judicial branch so abruptly.

"Let me see."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

So I requested the documents the Minister was holding, and was greeted by a direct and grandiose first line:

[Proposal for audit to address corruption centered around the Narzen family and other judicial elite families, and to rebuild trust in the judicial system.]

Speaking of the Narzen family. If I recall correctly, the Narzen family was an administrative family dating back to the early days of the Empire. They were so capable that His Majesty tolerated their taking of bribes, and since they had substantial connections with the Kracius family, we left them alone.

However, I didn't realize they would help themselves to this extent during that period of tolerance. Nor did I expect the Minister to personally expose this ugly corruption.

"You've made a difficult decision."
"What could be more important than the honor of the esteemed Imperial Family and national interest? It is simply my duty."

I smiled slightly as the Minister bowed his head.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Rewrite this."

As I returned the documents, the Minister raised his head with a seemingly bewildered expression.

"Put a different family name in the title instead of the Narzen family. I'm not saying to exclude them from the audit, but they can be demoted from lead to supporting role."
"Your Majesty. With all due respect, how can personal feelings stand before the greater good—"
"It's obvious to anyone that you're dragging in the entire judicial system to distribute punishment that Narzen alone should bear. At this point, such arguments lack credibility."

The Minister quietly lowered his eyes.

Even at a glance, the Narzen family's corruption was substantial. No matter how prestigious, it wasn't the kind of wealth a family without domains could accumulate, nor could they bear the consequences alone, regardless of their status.

This means the Narzen family is just one of the main culprits, implying there's a faction intricately entangled throughout the judicial system. A faction that had been rotting away very quietly and very disgustingly.

'It wouldn't be bad to cut it out now.'

If the national benefit from an official's ability outweighs the damage from their corruption, one can turn a blind eye to minor corruption. The Empire isn't a nation that would collapse from the corruption and misconduct of individual officials.

However, if they aren't satisfied with generous and merciful tolerance and go further, if corruption exceeding national benefit becomes apparent, it can no longer be overlooked. For the sake of the Imperial Family and the Empire, punishment is necessary.

Conveniently, the Minister has put forward his own blood relative's family as a sacrificial lamb. If even a family with the Audit Minister's blood relative faces punishment, what family would dare to resist?

"Also, it's unacceptable to let other criminals escape just to catch Narzen."
"...I will keep that in mind, Your Majesty."

If Narzen deserves five lashes, find five families involved in corruption and give each one lash—that's what I meant. The Minister understood my words and bowed his head again.

'I should show this much consideration.'

The Minister chose principle over blood and drew his sword. Then I too should appreciate his resolve and show some consideration.

While I can't erase Narzen's crimes, there's no need for Narzen alone to bleed. There's no need for the entire Empire to curse only Narzen. After all, pain diminishes when shared.

'The end of the year will be spectacular.'

And the beginning of the year will see major personnel changes.

The Audit Ministry was a monstrous department that wielded absolute power even when it was just a bureau. It didn't gradually gain its formidable authority over time—it was born a monster from the beginning.

'It was never meant to be just a bureau in the first place.'

The history of the Audit Department's establishment is rather complicated. The Emperor who pushed for its creation wanted to forge his own sword openly, but due to opposition from the nobles of that era, he had to disguise it as a division under the Ministry of Finance.

Yet even disguised, an audit department remains an audit department. It was actively established by the Emperor of that time, and subsequent Emperors known as "shadow rulers" also wielded the Audit Department like a dancing blade in their hands. As a result, it was hardly a secret that the Audit Department was a "Ministry" in all but name.

'Perhaps it was even more monstrous than a ministry.'

The Audit Department had the authority to overturn any noble or department based on mere suspicion. This insane authority made the Audit Department the terror of the Empire and was enough to turn it into a department stained with blood and tears.

Of course, if they acted on suspicion and it turned out to be a false move, the head of the Audit Department would have to forfeit their life. But ordinary civil servants find it difficult to act even with concrete evidence. Considering that, it truly had extraordinary authority.

And today, the Audit Department has evolved from a mere bureau into a ministry. The founding chairman and first Minister of the Audit Ministry is the Empire's power holder, who has legally secured evidence to crush the judicial system.

Moreover, audits now require the Emperor's face-to-face approval rather than just verbal consent. With official approval records, the Emperor cannot evade responsibility by pretending ignorance.

"I'm ashamed to meet the Minister for such a matter."

As a result, the Minister of Justice bowed his head with a pale complexion.

The Empire's power holder, who had been enjoying a vacation, suddenly came to the government office and announced a large-scale audit of his jurisdiction. Even targeting the family that included his own blood relatives.

From the Justice Minister's perspective, this was a bolt from the blue. He was going about his business as usual at year's end when this major event erupted.

"I should have handled this internally before the Audit Ministry stepped in. I failed to monitor the corruption in the Ministry of Justice and the courts."

"Please don't say that. If corruption occurred, the guilt lies more with those who committed it. How could the one who failed to prevent it bear greater guilt?"

I gently shook my head as I watched the Justice Minister bow so deeply that his forehead nearly touched the desk.

In the administrative hierarchy, the Ministry of Justice ranks above the Audit Ministry. Therefore, the Justice Minister outranks me as the Audit Minister, but the variable of an audit has reversed our positions.

However, rather than shouting aggressively at the Justice Minister's submissive attitude, I soothed him gently. I told him that the Justice Minister would not be implicated in this audit.

"Leave the Justice Minister alone. He's too valuable a talent to dismiss over something like this."

Because that's what the Emperor wants.

Just cut out those connected to corruption, and hope everything else remains intact.

'No minister could survive if we dismissed them for things like this.'

In truth, the corruption uncovered in the judicial system is the kind of ordinary misconduct that happens secretly elsewhere too. It's just that these ordinary corruption charges have piled up and up until they crossed a threshold. It's a negative example of "many drops make an ocean."

So we exclude the Minister. Losing a Minister who still has many productive years ahead over such trifles would be a waste of talent.

'Though it's problematic to conduct an audit over such trifles.'

I sighed inwardly. Just as the Justice Minister is perplexed, I too find this absurd and almost laughable.

"What I'd like to ask of you, Minister, is to comfort the Ministry of Justice and the courts, which will be shaken by this audit. If you firmly hold the center, innocent people will have no reason to worry."

"I will certainly do so. However, I am truly embarrassed and sorry that my inadequacy has disturbed His Majesty and the Minister. Is there anything else I can do to help?"

I shook my head again at the Minister who was declaring unconditional surrender and cooperation.

"Please just protect the innocent. That will be enough."

At my repeated emphasis, a flash of determination crossed the Justice Minister's eyes.

"The innocent. Yes, I will keep that in mind."

"I'm counting on you. I suppose this matter should be concluded before the New Year's ceremony, shouldn't it? It would be troublesome to have an unsavory disturbance while welcoming the new year. Both you and I will need to work hard to resolve and settle this matter quickly."


This means the audit will be conducted at lightning speed. It means anyone even slightly connected will be decisively removed.

I didn't even bother to speak indirectly, so the Minister will surely be busy preparing a list of promotion candidates. When those who don't know where to draw the line disappear, it's an opportunity to fill those positions with talented individuals who know how to behave appropriately and follow orders. No incompetent person who would miss such an opportunity could become a Minister.

'A blessing in disguise, perhaps.'

It's an opportunity for the Justice Minister's faction to receive major promotions as those from the so-called judicial noble families who have been living in luxury are expelled from their current positions. In some ways, it's the ultimate blessing in disguise.

However, if corruption scandals still erupt after this purge, then it will undeniably be the Justice Minister's responsibility. If he can't even manage his own faction, let alone centuries-old noble families, then he no longer deserves to be Minister.

If he were that incompetent, the Emperor wouldn't retain him anyway. There won't be a single disturbance from the Ministry of Justice for the next decade.

***

It's been a while since I directly commanded an operation in the field.

One of the few advantages of being a department head is rarely having to work in the field, but this time even I had to step in.

One reason is that I'd be anxious entrusting this to someone else, but mainly because His Excellency the Minister personally ordered it.

"You handle the Narzen County family. Someone with your experience won't be watching my reactions and will follow protocol."

"Why do you say such hurtful things? How much do I really watch Your Excellency's reactions?"

"If that's how much you're watching, you'd be better off plucking out your eyes."

Because His Excellency entrusted this to me out of trust.

The Narzen County family. A family that includes His Excellency's blood relative. Not his sibling, but his aunt's family.

Still, I should consider this fortunate, as there likely won't be bloodshed with the Narzen family. Each charge is too minor to warrant bloodshed. Using an axe for this would be like beheading a petty thief or someone who dined and dashed.

Instead, the problem is that they're lunatics who have been pickpocketing and dining-and-dashing for decades, even centuries.

"How is this even considered a bureaucratic noble family?"

As we moved to an area in the Capital densely populated with high noble residences, the splendid mansion of the Narzen County family came into view.

No matter how they're a count's family that has held high positions for generations, they're still just a family without a domain. Yet they maintain such a mansion in the Capital. How much have they been skimming?

"We'll proceed immediately."

I nodded at the Section Chief of the 1st Section who was about to begin the operation—

"Ah, wait. Check this before going in."

I hurriedly pulled out several portraits from inside my coat.

"These are His Excellency's aunt and her children. They are His Excellency's blood relatives and unrelated to this audit, so treat them with respect."

"Are they truly uninvolved?"

"The aunt is a daughter-in-law, not the count's wife, so she couldn't actively participate in household affairs, and her children aren't yet in positions to handle money."

"Well, that makes sense."

Seeming convinced, the Section Chief quickly scanned the portraits and resumed walking.

I followed behind him leisurely into the mansion. We deliberately approached making a commotion, as if to be seen and heard. Anyone with minimal sense would come out alone to greet us.

"W-what is the meaning of this! This is the residence of Count Milkian, an Imperial Judge!"

"The Narzen County family has produced department heads in the Ministry of Justice and Imperial Chief Justices for generations! We have never had to face a visit from the Audit Ministry—"


"If you feel wronged, appeal according to the law. We are simply following the orders of His Excellency the Audit Minister."

"What?"

Upon entering the mansion, we were indeed greeted enthusiastically by the Narzen people.

Of course, their reputation as a judicial noble family might as well have been won in poker, as they offered no resistance beyond verbal protests. Sometimes there are fools who desperately use servants or private soldiers as shields. Compared to those cases, the Narzens are handling this well.

"Y-Your Excellency must have misunderstood something. Please allow us to meet—"

"There is no misunderstanding. Are you suggesting there's an error in the Minister's judgment?"

When the Narzen heir opened his mouth, the Section Chief cut him off firmly.

Having competent subordinates really makes things easier. With that kind of shutdown, they can't beg anymore. If they speak again after hearing that, it would be insulting His Excellency by suggesting he made a mistake.

"We are currently conducting audits on 14 families, including the Narzens. The head of your family is a judge, and you are a section chief in the Legal Affairs Department. You know well that prolonging this won't do you any good."

"T-that is..."

"Let me warn you, don't dare mention your connection to His Excellency. His Excellency has already considered that and made this decision for the greater good. We are treating you as nobles out of consideration for that connection."

A threat that if they don't cooperate willingly, we'll treat them as criminals caught in the act, using all manner of harsh language and force. Thanks to this, the Narzen family had to choose whether to walk on their own feet or crawl on all fours.

"...I will comply."

"Thank you for your wise decision."

As the heir extended his hand obediently and the family head sighed in resignation, I noticed a noblewoman keeping silent in the corner.

'That must be her.'

Black hair and black eyes like His Excellency. An atmosphere strangely similar to the previous head of the Kracius family whom I'd seen at His Excellency's weddings. Young children huddled around the noblewoman.

It's certain. That is His Excellency's aunt.

...

'Now what do I do?'

Finding myself before this precious person, I'm at a complete loss. What should I say to someone watching her father-in-law, husband, and others being taken away right before her eyes? What if she refuses to leave, or becomes angry, saying how dare we lay hands on Kracius blood?

His Excellency told me to follow protocol, but who could truly do that? As long as His Excellency and his aunt aren't completely estranged, they're still blood relatives.

"Excuse me, madam. Are you Lady Ellin Narzen?"

I couldn't leave His Excellency's blood relative in such a turbulent place. Feeling the gaze of enforcement officers who were clearly hoping I would step in, I approached the aunt.

"Yes. I am Ellin Narzen."

As I approached, she hid her children behind her and calmly opened her mouth.

"I will escort you and your children, madam."

"Is this by order from above?"

"Ah, yes."

At that, the aunt gently closed her eyes and then walked past me toward the Section Chief.

"M-madam?"

"He's someone I've never even seen since birth. It would be shameless to accept help now when I can't even call him my nephew. Treat me as a member of the Narzen family and process me accordingly."

Her words were so resolute that I broke into a cold sweat.

The enforcement officers who went to discipline—no, to escort—the judicial noble families bound by close friendship and money began to submit their reports one by one.

Fortunately, these nobles were intelligent enough to be moved by the enforcement officers' surprise visit rather than declining our sincerity and goodwill. They knew that refusing would escalate what could end with a few slaps on the wrist into flogging or even beheading. People who worked in the judicial field couldn't possibly be ignorant of such basics.

Still, knowing something and acting on it are separate matters. Despite knowing resistance was meaningless, troublemakers occasionally appeared. By comparison, the relatively quiet judicial noble families truly deserved their prestigious status.

Though it irks me that they used their fine minds and perceptiveness to form a corruption cartel. What a waste of talent.

"Your Excellency."
"Oh. You're finished too?"

The final reporter was the Head of Enforcement who had personally gone to Count Narzen's estate.

With this, we've secured all the suspects. Now we just need to conduct appropriate interrogations and determine suitable punishments. Though that's the most difficult part, we have substantial evidence, so if we move quickly, we can finish before the New Year's ceremony.

"Well, about that..."

But the Head of Enforcement's unusual demeanor made me furrow my brow.

Hesitating and stammering despite being the one who contacted me first—this was unlike his usual self. While he occasionally acted before thinking, his actions had never lagged behind his thoughts.

"What? Did someone escape?"

The most likely issue would be a failure to secure a suspect, but honestly, that possibility was low.

I didn't appoint him as Head of Enforcement for nothing. Though he occasionally caused major incidents like the Yorun affair, he was generally competent and handled matters cleanly, which is why I promoted him. Even during our Audit Department days, his Section 3 primarily handled enforcement.

"No. We secured everyone, but..."
"But what?"
"Your aunt insists on being treated as a member of the Narzen County family, not as a Kracius. She strongly demands to go with her family."

My hand holding the communication device trembled briefly at the Head's words.

Of course, it was only momentary.

"So what? I told you to follow proper procedures. You should have done that before my aunt even mentioned it."

I decided to handle this case with absolute fairness. I even got the Emperor's permission to distribute Narzen's karmic debt among other families. There's no need to be greedy for my aunt's safety.

If Narzen becomes one of more than ten criminal families, the punishment will likely end with family members being dismissed from their positions and forced abdication of the family head position. Particularly my youngest aunt, as the family head's daughter-in-law, would likely be released quickly after a formal interrogation. What more consideration is needed in such a situation?

"Come to think of it, isn't this failure to follow orders? Don't you know what principles are? Since when do we give special treatment based on who we're dealing with?"
"Well, if we're talking about principles, since when have you emphasized them, sir! You normally don't care whether we conduct enforcement or not, but this time you specifically emphasized following principles. Anyone can see you're concerned about your aunt!"

I was momentarily speechless, unable to logically refute his statement.

The Head of Enforcement was right. During my Audit Department days, I simply gave targets like setting an automatic hunt. I never emphasized following principles or suggested leniency. I left everything to the judgment of those in the field.

Yet now, when blood relatives were involved, I mentioned principles for the first time. On the surface, it looked like a superior managing subordinates for fairness, but...

'In reality, I was a superior who was shaken.'

This was my mistake. I should have sent the Head without saying anything, maintaining a calm demeanor. Better yet, I shouldn't have summoned him separately at all.

Then he wouldn't have been watching for my reaction in the field. He would have acted appropriately, assuming the Minister wanted this handled like any other case.

"Handle the Narzen County family members according to the severity of their crimes, but no special consideration beyond that. Anyone bearing the Narzen name must be investigated without exception."
"Then shall we transfer them all to the Intelligence Department?"

I nodded at his question about truly following principles.

That was my intention from the beginning. My small hesitation, which even I hadn't noticed, confused the Head of Enforcement, so I needed to adjust things to follow their natural course.

"Just don't send them to Section 1. They're not uncooperative enough to deserve Section 1's thorough treatment."

"Don't worry about that. Even if you ordered it, I would have objected."

However, I prohibited sending them to Section 1 of the Intelligence Department. This applied not just to my aunt and cousins, but to all fourteen families.

Sending them to Section 1 would go beyond fair treatment—it would be drowning them. The interrogation results would come quickly and easily, but the price would be a bloody New Year's ceremony. That would be problematic.

'Treat her as a member of Narzen...'

After giving instructions to the Head of Enforcement, I sighed softly and sank into my chair.

My feelings are complicated. The uneasiness of having to arrest even my blood relatives, the relief of setting a precedent by arresting even family members, gratitude that my aunt didn't cause trouble by invoking her connection to me, and the bitterness that she considered herself a Narzen rather than mentioning the Kracius name even once as I had expected.

It's too complex to express in words. It's a result that's difficult to be happy about, sad about, or indifferent to.

'She does take after Father.'

Amid all this, I couldn't help but smile. Even with the Audit Ministry's enforcement division at her doorstep, my youngest aunt remained dignified. Despite having a safe way out, she chose the proper path rather than taking shortcuts.

Indeed, she has the same blood as Father. Yet it's strange that someone so steadfast fled from Kracius with such resentment. What on earth did Grandfather do during his lifetime?

It's something I don't want to know. At the same time, it's something I should ignore for the honor of Father, my uncles, and aunts.

"I acted as the head of Kracius, not as the eldest. Though I didn't contact my siblings personally, as family head I helped the families connected through strategic marriages."

Suddenly, I recalled what Father had said at the lake. Though he didn't have personal contact with his siblings, he helped those families to maintain the positions of my uncles and aunts.

'I suppose that's my role now.'

Father is no longer the commander of Kracius. I must inherit the affairs of Kracius that Father once directed. To protect my uncles and aunts, I must be attentive.

Fortunately, until now, my name alone has been helpful to them, but today's events have set a precedent that "even the Audit Minister doesn't show favoritism to his aunt's family." Silence is no longer helpful.

'I should help her as much as possible when she becomes the lady of the house.'

After this incident, at minimum, the Narzen family head and his heir will be dismissed from all official positions. The head position will forcibly pass to the heir, and my aunt will be promoted from daughter-in-law to wife of the family head.

In a way, my aunt is the only one who benefits from this chaos. The problem is that she'll have to manage the Narzen family, which has taken a strong blow to the chest.

Once the Narzen family pays the appropriate price for their crimes, when the time comes to rebuild the staggering family, I'll help as a nephew.

Continuing to treat someone who has paid for their crimes as a criminal would be reverse discrimination.

***

I sat quietly with my eyes closed, ears covered, and mouth shut.

I will see nothing, hear nothing, and say nothing. I will simply be here as one of the criminals.

"My dear, please don't be like this. Listen to me. This is no time to be stubborn."

Even if it's my husband pleading with me.

"I've committed crimes, so I have nothing to say if I face consequences. But you and the children are innocent, aren't you? So please ask to be released from here. If you ask, at least you and the children can be interrogated in a different space—"
"If my children and I are innocent, we have nothing to fear."

I spoke up because I couldn't stand by and watch my husband lose more of his dignity.

Not just us, but nobles from several families and officials from the Audit Ministry are gathered here. Every small word and minor action in this place will follow my husband like a tag.

"If we are guilty, even the Imperial Palace would feel like hell, and if we are innocent, even an underground prison would be merely a passing space."
"Even so..."
"Have you committed crimes so severe that His Majesty must punish your family by association? Have you insulted the Imperial Family and the Empire, or oppressed the people?"
"How could I! Though I am a criminal, I dare not commit such serious crimes!"
"Then that settles it."


With those words, I closed my mouth again.

Having said this, my husband won't speak further. He won't make the mistake of requesting improper favors to overcome a small obstacle, or losing something big to protect something small.

'A noble rises again if they maintain their pride and honor even when staggering.'

This is the only truth I learned from my father during my time as a Kracius. The truth that His Majesty Eimanka XVI, who stepped down due to circumstances, proved with his lifetime.

Even if we face the Emperor's reproach and disappointment, even if we become estranged from other nobles and officials. If we maintain our inner flame, we can rise again.

"Ellin Narzen. Please come to Room 12."

At the official's words, I stood up and walked away.

Leaving behind my sighing husband and anxious children.

"My, what an honored guest we have."

Upon entering Room 12, I encountered an unexpected scene.

Though he called me an honored guest, a blonde official was drinking alcohol with his feet up on the desk, looking indifferent.

Even a lord wouldn't treat his vassals this way. What kind of character does this official have?

"I'm Lafayette Baron, Deputy Head of Intelligence. With so many people being brought in, even I, who was just signing documents, got dragged into this."

Eventually, the Deputy Head lowered his feet and invited me to sit across from him.

Deputy Head of Intelligence. Surely one of the Minister's close aides since his days as Head of the Audit Department—

"Oh, don't misunderstand. I didn't come because it's you, Ellin. I just walked into any room, and it happened to be yours. What a remarkable coincidence."
"I see."
"Well. Whether you believe me is your choice."

The Deputy Head scratched his head briefly and put the bottle down on the desk.

"I suppose it's undeniably suspicious. I'm not going to interrogate you, Ellin. I'll just serve you refreshments for about two hours."
"What?"
"Even if you left now, you'd just feel complicated. Think of it as taking a short rest here, just for two hours."

My brow furrowed at his brazen statement of preferential treatment.

***

Seeing my aunt's fierce gaze, I instinctively lowered my eyes.

That look. It's definitely similar to a certain Minister living in the Capital. When she drops her dignity, her ferocity shows.

But I have no choice. It's not like I'm enjoying this either.

'There's nothing to investigate anyway.'

By all indications, she wasn't involved in the corruption, and we have no physical evidence. What's the point of interrogating someone like her?

But if I send her away quickly, I'll get yelled at from above. They'll say I was told to follow principles but what am I doing? Am I showing favoritism because she's his aunt?

'There's nothing to investigate, I tell you.'

If we truly followed principles, she shouldn't even have been brought here.

Damn it. Why do I have to go through this trouble?


The personnel brought in from the fourteen families cooperated with the interrogations without much fuss. They seemed to understand that once captured, cooperation was their best option.

I've thought this many times, but with their intelligence and perceptiveness, how much better would it have been if they had just kept things moderate? The Empire tends to turn a blind eye to bureaucratic corruption to some extent, but their greed for money crossed the line set by the Emperor, causing this disaster.

Anyway, what's done is done, and cooperation is cooperation. The information pouring out from the fourteen families wasn't particularly special. It was mostly just cross-verification with information the Audit Department had already secured.

And the cross-verification concluded that there were no innocent families among them. The charges matched 99% with what the Audit Department had established.

'That's somewhat fortunate.'

I let out a small sigh while reviewing the report submitted by the Intelligence Department.

Since we've already drawn our sword, a result like "It seems we may have misunderstood" would put my neck on the line. On the other hand, if more damning information than what we already have comes pouring out, that would mean guaranteed overtime work.

The best outcome is when the information matches exactly what we know, and we can impose the punishments we've already decided on.

'The New Year's ceremony is bound to be chaotic.'

Fortunately, we won't need to face a bloody end of year and new year. This corruption in the judicial system was simply about greed for money, not a challenge to the Empire's system or the Imperial Family's authority.

So it's not at a level where someone's head needs to roll as a sacrificial lamb. The current family heads will all step down from their positions, and the junior heads will have to take over and stabilize their faltering families. That's better than death.

Additionally, they'll have to contribute a significant portion of their assets to the Imperial Family, proportional to what they've been taking, and they'll be dismissed from all public positions that formed the basis of their corruption. They won't be barred from taking official positions in the future, but it will be difficult for them to receive money in high positions as before.

'What other measures should be taken?'

I pondered while stroking my chin. Replacement of family heads, dismissal from public positions, payment of fines. What other suitable punishments could there be?

Should I confiscate their real estate including their mansions? No, if we take too much, the backlash might drive them mad. Besides, the mansions themselves are the foundation and everything to these families, bestowed by some emperor in the past.

Let's just give them a penalty for public service entry for the next ten years. If they want to become civil servants through recommendation letters, we'll only accept those from nobles of marquis rank or higher. If they want to enter through examinations, we'll give them a basic penalty of 3 points.

'Perfect.'

Except for avoiding physical harm, I've imposed every punishment possible. If they cross the line again after receiving such punishments, that would be quite remarkable in its own way.

If such a situation arises, then we can honor their pride and tenacity as noble families by wiping them out completely. It wouldn't be right to keep someone alive if they're so determined to die.

"Secretary."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"Start sending people to the Ministry of Justice. All those who have been captured can be cut loose, so tell them to submit dismissal requests to His Majesty."
"Understood."

The secretary briefly bowed his head and passed a stack of documents to Demian, who happened to be standing nearby.

Seeing this made me feel pleased and proud. Despite receiving my letter of recommendation, he's still a fresh graduate who left the Academy just a few years ago. Yet he's already at a level where he can act on the orders of a minister's secretary. He must truly be capable and passionate.

'Keep growing like this.'

The more talented people like you there are, the easier my job becomes.

I don't even dare hope for early retirement anymore; I just wish I had more subordinates I could rely on...

"Oh, it's me."
- Your Excellency. Please save me.

Subordinates who handle things efficiently on their own rather than bothering the minister.


'What's this now?'

After Demian left, I inwardly sighed at the contact that came in as if it had been waiting.

It wasn't just four families but fourteen families from which interrogation subjects had been brought in all at once. I knew that due to lack of manpower, even the Deputy Head of Intelligence had been urgently deployed to the interrogation room, but I didn't expect him to send an SOS request to me.

"What is it? Did the 1st Section barge in?"

Since the Head of Intelligence oversees the entire Intelligence Department, the Deputy Head is the highest authority at the interrogation site. If the Deputy Head is sending a desperate SOS, it means a serious problem has occurred.

And the only situation that would prompt the Deputy Head to send a desperate rescue request would be if the 1st Section, having heard about the large-scale interrogation, decided to join in to "help." It would take something of that magnitude to put the Deputy Head in crisis.

- If that were the case, I'd be asking you to kill me, not save me.
"That's true."

I couldn't argue with such logical reasoning.

- Well, I have one piece of good news and one piece of bad news. Which would you like to hear first?

I stared intently at the Deputy Head's eyes visible through the communication device.

This bastard, how dare he torture me with hope? Usually in such cases, the bad news completely overshadows the good news.

"Tell me both at once."
- Your aunt is innocent and doesn't need to be interrogated, but she's expressing anger that not interrogating her is trampling on noble honor.
"What?"

What is he talking about now?

"Speak so I can understand. What does that mean?"
- It means exactly what I said. No matter how many times we check, your aunt and her children are innocent in this matter. They're far from the family's real power and don't hold public office, so how could they be involved? They were only brought in because they're Narzen.
"...Even so, if she wants to be treated as a Narzen, we should at least conduct a formal interrogation—"
- No! There's really nothing at all! Even formalities require some basis, and we can't bring in ordinary townspeople to question them about noble corruption! That's the level we're talking about!

This time I was speechless not from confusion but from bewilderment.

I had guessed that my aunt and cousins were innocent. They wouldn't be deeply involved in the family's finances or the Narzen's backdoor dealings, so I thought there wouldn't be any issues if we investigated them. In fact, that's why I handed my aunt and cousins over to the Intelligence Department according to protocol. They wouldn't be punished even if investigated.

But really, really nothing at all? Not even enough to keep them in the interrogation room for a while, to at least put on a show of "We're interrogating these people"?

'How is that possible?'

I can't believe it. Honestly, even I, as the head of the Audit Department, would have some dust come out if thoroughly investigated. As long as one lives as a noble, some residue sticks to one's hands, and dust clings even from simply walking down a street. It's an unavoidable fate unless one stays out of social circles or lives quietly tucked away in some provincial corner.

Yet my aunt became the daughter-in-law of a judicial noble family chosen by my grandfather. Even if she's far from real power, it would be normal for some minor dust to appear if one looked hard enough. Auditing is a job that finds and magnifies such minor things.

- There's nothing to question to keep her detained, but if we release her right away, she'll be suspected of having skipped interrogation! Even you, Your Excellency, pressured me to do something!

I finally let out the sigh I'd been holding in at the Deputy Head's cry of injustice.

I had hoped this would end easily. But things got complicated because my aunt was unexpectedly clean.

***

The Deputy Head of Intelligence, who had rushed out earlier, remained silent for a long time after coming back in.

Then he clicked his tongue while looking at the communication device in his hand and sighed as he looked at me.


"Madam, let's not do this. We have neither reason nor resources to interrogate you."
"Nothing stands above principle. I believe your superior also said not to show favoritism."
"You know better than we do that you have no connection to this matter. We want to skip the interrogation, but precisely because you're related to our superior, we can't just let you go even though you're truly innocent. We need to at least put on this show."

The Deputy Head's face and voice now reflected desperation rather than annoyance or laziness.

"I didn't want to say this to a civilian, but for the sake of our dignity, please stay here quietly. If you don't care what happens to us, then think of the Minister. He's directing this operation even though he's supposed to be on vacation."

My hands trembled involuntarily at those words.

If that person—whom I hesitate to even call my nephew—would be troubled, then I cannot insist on my stubbornness. I've been avoiding taking advantage of his position even when I could see a way out, but if that choice actually causes him trouble, there could be no greater inconsideration.

"I understand your concerns, Madam. You worry that if you're released, people will say it's because you're the Minister's aunt, and if you're treated well, they'll say you received special treatment because you're the Minister's aunt. Nobles are loose-lipped and speak carelessly, after all."

When I made no response, the Deputy Head even bowed his head.

"His Excellency is grateful for your consideration. And he's not someone who would even sneer at whatever nobles might gossip about. So for the sake of such a nephew, won't you please cooperate?"

A sigh escaped me without my realizing it.

For the honor and pride of the Narzen, for the sake of the person I feel unworthy to call my nephew, I stood up proudly. But if that becomes a burden instead...

"...Will two hours be enough?"
"Of course! And when you leave here, I promise we'll treat you just like everyone else!"

Seeing the Deputy Head's excessive joy made me sigh again.

Now that I've abandoned my stubborn insistence on never giving up my pride, I can see how childishly I've been acting.

I was deceived.

It was only a few hours ago that he promised to treat me the same as everyone else, yet that promise was broken in an instant.

"—Those whose names I've just called may return to your families. There will be no additional interrogation, so please return with peace of mind."

More precisely, he twisted the promise to keep it. He somehow sorted out people who could be released and put me among those "others."

'I trusted too easily.'

It's frustrating. No wonder he looked slick and smooth-talking. He had the face of someone who had made many women cry with his lack of integrity. To trust such a person—I must have been quite desperate.

Still, since I've received an official release, I can't insist any further. Given the situation, I should comfort the children who must have been shocked by this incident. They'll need to rebuild the Narzen family, which will be unstable for a while.

With that determination, I returned to the mansion, and...

"So you've come."
"Elder brother...?"
"It's been a long time since I heard that."

Someone who shouldn't be there was waiting in the mansion that should have been empty.

"I came carefully to avoid being seen by others. The thought of going back already feels daunting, so would you be willing to talk without sending me away?"

My elder brother. The former head of the Kracius family. The former Count of Teilgleichen.

Someone I hadn't seen for a long time was waiting for me.

I was not a good father. I was a poor father who couldn't give proper love during the important years when my children were growing up.

I wasn't a good husband either. I was a terrible husband who ignored my wife's demands to show affection to our children and stubbornly adhered to the Kracius family principles. Even though I myself suffered because of those principles.

Nor was I a good son, or even a good brother. I don't know what Wilhelm, Count of Teilgleichen, was like, but Wilhelm of the Kracius family couldn't be called a good person.

'If only I had been more capable.'

If I had been capable, if I had been capable enough to meet my father's expectations, everyone would have been happy.

If I had been capable, my father would have been pleased to have created an excellent successor. Because he was a father who found me displeasing and unreliable until the day he closed his eyes.

If I had received all of my father's expectations, his attention wouldn't have gone to my siblings. It was because I, the eldest son, was a mess that he even considered making my siblings his heirs.

However, unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, among our seven siblings, I was the one who received father's choice. After testing various things with my siblings, father eventually focused on me.

'If it was going to end up like that anyway, I should have shouldered the burden from the beginning.'

My siblings endured suffering they shouldn't have had to because of my inadequacies. It was a situation where I couldn't hold my head up as the eldest.

So when I inherited the Kracius name, I couldn't stop my siblings from leaving the Kracius family. I couldn't tell them that the family would change now, that they could live comfortably as members of the Imperial Count's family from now on.

Because despite knowing this, my siblings chose a path other than Kracius. Because the terrible pain they had accumulated while living would be more intense than the pleasant memories they could build in Kracius.

So after I became the head of the Kracius family, I couldn't meet my siblings. I was only satisfied hearing news that they were doing well in their spouses' families and that they had even had children.

"About the Narzen County... There's been a small disturbance there, and it seems we'll need to conduct an audit."

And Kal, who succeeded me as the head of the Kracius family. Kal, who simultaneously carries the heavy responsibility of being the Minister of the Audit Department.

From such a Kal, I heard that my youngest sister's family would be caught up in an audit. If Kal, who was on vacation, mentioned it personally, it certainly wouldn't be a small audit.

I had mixed feelings. In my heart, I wanted to ask Kal if he could look the other way just this once. If it were Kal, he probably would have pretended to give in to this incompetent father's request.

But I couldn't do that. I tried in my own way to repay the debt I owed my siblings. On the other hand, the debt I owe Kal is one I could never repay even if I lived a hundred years.

'So I couldn't stop it.'

I couldn't make my son uncomfortable just to ease a father's heart. I couldn't tarnish my son's high honor with sneers of "an audit that goes easy on blood relations."

So I left everything to Kal. I told him not to worry about his father. To go the path he believed was right.

"I will handle it fairly and justly so that no one is wronged."

Hoping that Elin would be an innocent person even within a fair judgment, I left everything to Kal's judgment.

- I've released your youngest aunt and my cousins. Even after the Intelligence Department verified multiple times, there wasn't even a minor charge. It seems that only those who held public office within Narzen were involved in this matter.

Fortunately, that trust and hope were rewarded.

I'm ashamed to admit it, but my hands trembled as soon as I received Kal's message. I was afraid that something might happen to Elin, that we father and son might cross an irreversible river.

How could I not be happy when that concern disappeared in an instant? How could I not be proud that my sister and nieces and nephews were clean?

- So, I was wondering. Would you like to visit the Narzen mansion for a while?
"Me, you say?"
- All the retainers and servants in the mansion were taken away, so no one is there. Only your youngest aunt and cousins will be there, so if you want to meet them secretly, now is your chance.

But the joy was brief, and I felt my head turning blank at Kal's suggestion.

Should I go see Elin? Is it okay for me to go see a child I haven't seen for almost 20 years? And during a time when her family is in turmoil?

I hesitated. The feeling that I should comfort them during a family crisis coexisted with the feeling of what face I could show to Elin.

- From what I heard from the Intelligence Department, my aunt was very concerned about tarnishing my honor and that of the Kracius family. In a way, this could be seen as her drawing a line between us, but conversely, it means she has enough affection and concern to think about our honor.
"......"
- Take this opportunity. If you miss this chance, there won't be a second one.

Still, I found myself increasingly swayed by Kal's persuasion. The feelings I had suppressed for about 20 years began to stir.

I truly felt that if I missed this opportunity, I wouldn't be able to meet her again until someone died.

So I went. Setting aside my pride for a moment, throwing away my embarrassment, I headed to the Narzen family mansion.

"Big b-brother...?"
"It's been a long time since I heard that."

And after a very long time, I was able to face Elin.


I got to talk with my family. With my sister. With my nieces and nephews standing behind her.

"I came carefully so as not to be discovered by others. Just thinking about going back already makes me feel distant, so could you not chase me away and talk with me?"

At my cautious request, Elin looked at me silently.

"...Since there are no servants, I'll have to brew the tea myself."
"That's even better. I wonder how long it's been since I drank tea brewed by you."

With those words, I looked at the nieces and nephews behind Elin, and they flinched and quietly bowed their heads.

They appeared somewhat younger than our children. I remember that those children are actually younger than our children. To think that such children had to experience being dragged to the Audit Department. I felt somewhat resentful toward the Narzen County.

"This is the first time I'm seeing you in person. I'm Wilhelm. To you, I'm your great-uncle."
"I-I've heard your name before. They say you're a great general who made significant achievements in two wars..."

The child who appeared to be the eldest among them spoke haltingly.

How admirable. Seeing how he manages to greet me even in this situation shows he has a strong will.

"I'll send the children to their rooms."
"Do that. They must be very shocked, so they should rest."

I nodded at Elin's words. I actually wanted to talk with my nieces and nephews too, but I shouldn't be too greedy. For now, I should be satisfied with just facing Elin.

***

In the quiet reception room, my big brother and I sat facing each other.

"Is the tea to your liking?"
"It's good. It tastes like what I drank when I was young."

At those words, I quietly fiddled with my teacup. The only hobby I had in the Kracius family was collecting tea leaves and brewing tea. It was about brewing tea for my family and having them evaluate the taste.

"You've been through a lot."

While I was wondering what to say to a family member I hadn't seen in a long time, my big brother spoke first.

"It was a price I had to pay. How could I call something so natural a hardship?"
"I heard you were innocent. You didn't benefit from being a Kracius; rather, you suffered because you were a Kracius. If you had no connection to Kal, you wouldn't have been detained for show."

I remained silent as it was similar to what the Deputy Head of Intelligence had told me.

In truth, I was a little, just a little pleased by those words. It meant that I had done something for the current head of the Kracius family. I wasn't the useless, incompetent being my father used to call me, but someone who had become a sacrificial lamb for the Kracius family.

"Your nephew said he was sorry. He also thanked you for preserving the honor of the Kracius family and the face of the Audit Department."
"I am Narzen, not Kracius. I have no connection to that person, so how could I expect different treatment from others? I simply followed the natural order."
"You're still as stubborn as ever."

I was surprised to see my big brother smiling.

My big brother never showed a smiling face in the past. He always suppressed his emotions according to father's demands. Instead of smiling, he would swing his sword a little more or read one more book.

"Are you surprised?"
"Even if it had been any of our other brothers or sisters, they would have been very surprised."
"That's a sad thing to say. That a family member's smile is surprising."

After saying that, my big brother took another sip of tea.

Still with a smile on his face. With a warm gaze that was hard to see before.

"I was as stubborn as you. The blood of Kracius ran truly thick."

A gentle voice, as if soothing a young sibling.

It's unfamiliar. I know that my big brother tried to protect us from father. I know that even after we left Kracius, he worked to secure our positions.

But he was far from being this affectionate. Even if his heart wasn't like father's, outwardly he was more like father than anyone else.

"That stubbornness only broke when I was about to lose something precious. It barely broke when my child was in danger of dying."

I think I know who he's talking about. Probably the Minister of the Audit Department. He also served in the military twice, like my big brother.

"But the stubbornness I thought I had broken then was still firm. I had broken my strange stubbornness toward my children, but my stubbornness toward my siblings remained."

My big brother's hand suddenly wrapped around mine.

This too is surprising. My big brother who didn't even smile wouldn't have held hands. If our other brothers and sisters saw this scene, they would be shocked.


"Until now, I've lived in silence for your sake. Since you all hated Kracius, I hoped you would be happy in your new homes."
"I am well aware of your consideration, big brother."
"Thank you. But that wasn't right. As your brother, I should have embraced you all. I shouldn't have abandoned you; I should have comforted you."
"There's no need—"
"When Kal, my son, talked about auditing the Narzen family, I worried if I might lose you, if something might happen to you. I was afraid I might not even hear news about you anymore."

I couldn't flatly say it was excessive worry.

Although I am clear in my conscience, an audit is not something that goes smoothly just because one is confident. I could have been wronged for reasons unknown to me.

"Elin. Just as I almost lost my son, I almost lost my sister too. I regretted so much not facing you for 20 years."

My big brother's hand holding mine tightened.

"I don't want to feel that regret again. I don't want to just watch from afar like I did for the past 20 years."
"Big brother."
"Yes. I am your brother. We are family who can never be separated."

My big brother, who closed his eyes briefly and then opened them, smiled even more deeply.

"Of course, I'm not saying we should live like a normal family right away. I just want to exchange letters, contact each other through communication orbs, see each other when possible, have meals together. I want to get closer to you little by little."

The other five too.

After adding that, my big brother withdrew both hands and awkwardly cleared his throat.

"For 20 years, I failed in my duty as the eldest and neglected you all. So I will wait for you not for 20 years, but for 40 years if necessary. Until the day you can meet me with a smile."
"In 40 years... you might not be around, big brother."
"That's why I hope you'll open your heart a little earlier. If that day comes, I'll visit you with lots of cheesecake, which you used to like."

At those words, I couldn't help but laugh.

"Brother."
"Speak."
"It was our second sister who liked cheesecake."
"What?"
"I liked cheese cookies."

Seeing my big brother's eyes trembling from side to side, I kept chuckling.

Should I be upset that he got the cake wrong? Or should I be impressed that he at least got the cheese part right?

"...Do you still like cognac, big brother?"
"That's the second brother. I often drank whiskey."
"Ah."

I guess I'm no different.

***

Although we were auditing 14 families simultaneously, thanks to the Emperor's approval and the active support of the Minister of Justice, the audit quickly entered its final stages.

"The wealth unjustly accumulated by the 14 families has been returned to the national treasury, and they have been dismissed from all public positions."
"You finished faster than expected. You've worked hard."
"I am honored by your praise."

I bowed calmly at the Emperor's commendation. This audit proceeded smoothly thanks to the Emperor's consideration.

"Those dismissed this time should be barred from entering official positions for five years. However, this doesn't apply to other family members who weren't dismissed, so don't deliberately block them."
"Truly a wise decision, Your Majesty."
"Then you may go. I'll see you again at the New Year's greeting ceremony."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I quickly withdrew at the Emperor's dismissal. I felt that if I lingered, the Emperor might give me another quest, and...

"Father. It's me."

I was curious about how my father was doing at the Narzen mansion.

- Kal? I'm sorry. I'm a bit busy now, I'll contact you later.
"Pardon?"
- I'm out with your youngest aunt right now. We need to hurry because we're stopping by a café and then going to a bar.
"Pardon?"

I couldn't say anything until my father ended the call first.

'What's going on?'

What on earth happened while I was reporting to the Emperor?


The audit of 14 families, including the Narzen County, was conducted. The extensive audit across the Ministry of Justice and the courts triggered an unexpected personnel reshuffle.

'This is quite the New Year's gift.'

Normally, promotion lists and position transfers for the following year are announced between late November and early December. Those whose promotions are thwarted or who fail to secure key positions typically spend the end of the year drowning their sorrows in alcohol. But this year, the judicial circle was toasting not in bitterness but in celebration.

The families that had been cut down by this audit were prestigious noble houses. They had occupied numerous important positions, which were now suddenly vacant. And these weren't normal retirements—these positions needed to be filled urgently.

Word had it that the Minister of Justice's office and residence were lit up all night. The promotion opportunities and key position transfers that seemed lost were now in the hands of the Minister of Justice.

'I've never conducted an audit that received so little attention.'

I chuckled as I reviewed the final audit report.

When an audit rises, blood flows. Thanks to that, my every move is usually watched closely during an audit. People calculate how far the damage will spread and worry whether they might be caught in the crossfire.

But this audit was different from previous ones. Honestly, corruption in the judicial system is far removed from ordinary nobles. It requires expertise to handle money together. Rather than collaborating with them, ordinary nobles were more likely to be extorted by those judicial noble families.

Perhaps that's why the ordinary nobles just snickered and watched this large-scale judicial audit from the sidelines. They thought those scoundrels had it coming.

'Even those in the judicial circle were more blinded by greed than fear.'

The judicial system, which should have been in turmoil, was simply delighted by the unexpected promotion opportunities.

Honestly, it was a bit disheartening. I was sincere about this audit... I had drawn my sword prepared to harm my youngest aunt and cousins...

"No one would have noticed if I had excluded Narzen."

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. My muttering echoed through the office.

I resent those judicial officials who are slaves to their desires. I resent those ungrateful ones who don't appreciate my concerns.

Still, I'm glad the end of the year passed relatively quietly, and that my youngest aunt and cousins were released safely...

The New Year's ceremony proceeded in an atmosphere no different from previous years. For this peaceful atmosphere, the Minister of Justice, the Emperor, and I had conducted the audit at lightning speed.

"Sister! Sister!"
"Do you want to go over there?"
"Yes!"
"Okay!"

As if in reward, I could see the Crown Princess carrying the Prince in her arms, wandering around the New Year's ceremony venue.

I feel proud. If the audit were still ongoing, the atmosphere at the New Year's ceremony would have been somewhat heavy. Then the Crown Princess and the Prince wouldn't have been able to wander around so cheerfully. The efforts of adults protected the children's smiles.

"Uncle!"
"Uncle!"
"Your Highness. It's dangerous to run."

Eventually, the Crown Princess spotted me and came running over. I carefully lifted her up, and both the Crown Princess and the Prince burst into laughter.

Looking at them now, I can see that the Prince has grown a lot in a year. He still seems unable to walk properly, but he can crawl and speak simple words.

"Oh, you've grown a lot in just a few days."
"Really!?"
"Yes. You feel a bit heavier than before."

The weight was noticeably different from when I had held her before. Even considering that the Prince was in the Crown Princess's arms, it was still significant. Indeed, children at this age grow day by day.

"Then, Your Highness. Shall I put you down now?"
"No! Keep holding me! I want to show Carolus the high places!"
"As you wish."


I smiled slightly at the Crown Princess's small wish.

The ladies had dispersed to greet their own families or fellow nobles. Since I had nothing else to do alone, becoming a temporary guide for the Crown Princess and the Prince seemed fine.

Besides, when holding the Crown Princess and the Prince, other nobles wouldn't dare approach. While it's an honor for nobles to become acquainted with the imperial family, they must be cautious when that royal is a child. Bluntly put, if you annoy a child and earn their dislike, it could be troublesome.

"Your Highness. Your grandfather is over there."

After wandering around for a while, I spotted the back of the Victorious Duke. He seemed to be hiding in a corner, perhaps annoyed by the nobles flocking to him.

"Grandfather! Want to see!"
"Yes!"

Hearing the children's enthusiastic calls, the Victorious Duke, who had his back to us, turned around.

And as soon as he saw the Crown Princess and the Prince, he smiled with unparalleled warmth. A grandfather's love for his grandchildren was no different even for a duke.

'...Hmm?'

As I approached the Victorious Duke with light steps, I flinched. Hidden by a pillar, I hadn't noticed that my first father-in-law was also there—

"Ah, the Minister has arrived too."
'What's this.'

The Golden Duke, who had been hidden behind my first father-in-law, also came into view.

It was a miraculous situation with three of the five dukes gathered in a corner. The clearly unusual situation made my heart race.

'...Should I run?'

Should I put down the Crown Princess and flee now?

No, if I sacrifice the Crown Princess, I'll get five slaps instead of one for my impudence. Besides, escape is impossible once I've been spotted by the three of them.

"Since you're here, join us and listen."
"Ah, yes."

I nodded bitterly at my father-in-law's call.

***

The old era has passed, and a new era approaches.

It's a truth I've felt since handing over real power to my son, but I've been feeling it more acutely lately. The era of old men like me has long passed.

'Even His Majesty has stepped down.'

His Majesty, who led the Empire and commanded the continent for 30 years. Even His Majesty has abdicated the throne, so how can I deny that a new era has come? How can a symbol of the old era like me keep my position?

Shamefully, I've held the title of Duke longer than the Former Emperor, and I'm older than him too. In truth, if I were to step down, I should have done so long ago. I had only intended to keep my position until the succession dispute settled down, until our Marga got married, but it has continued until now.

To the point where I've become the officially oldest Duke.

'It's time for me to step down now.'

Beyond handing over real power, beyond practical retirement—complete retirement. Officially becoming unemployed by passing even my title to my child.

If anything, it's overdue. Still, I've shown my youngest grandchild that his grandfather is a duke, so it was worth holding on.

"I'm thinking of stepping down now."

So I casually mentioned my retirement decision during the New Year's ceremony. Of course, before formally requesting it from His Majesty, I first told the Victorious Duke, a fellow duke. It's proper for dukes to consult with each other about a duke's retirement.

There's no need to tell my son in advance. He's already performing the duke's duties in practice. Nothing will change much if I completely step down. At most, he'll have to attend gatherings of titled nobles, like the New Year's ceremony.


"You're thinking of retiring?"

After a moment of silence in response to my statement, the Victorious Duke calmly spoke.

"It's truly regrettable, but I doubt you'd listen if I tried to dissuade you."
"It's the result of careful consideration. It's right for me to step down now."
"Right, you say. I don't think it's a matter of right or wrong, but if that's your wish, I'll respect it."

Fortunately, the Victorious Duke didn't try to dissuade or criticize me but readily understood my intention.

I'm grateful for that. It would have been troublesome if a comrade had expressed reluctance. Ignoring that difficulty and forcing my will would not be embracing the new era but rather an old man's stubbornness.

As I was discussing retirement with the Victorious Duke, the passing Golden Duke joined us, and

"Since you're here, join us and listen."
"Ah, yes."

My youngest son-in-law, who had been looking after Her Highness the Crown Princess and His Highness the Prince, also arrived.

Though unintended, it's a good combination. Three dukes plus the son-in-law who is His Majesty's closest confidant. It's almost too distinguished a group to discuss an old duke's retirement.

After repeating what I had told the Victorious Duke and the Golden Duke, my son-in-law was shocked.

"F-Father-in-law. Retirement? Aren't you still in good health?"

Even in his surprise, he desperately lowered his voice, showing that his instinct to maintain confidentiality was strong even in shock.

I'm satisfied. A minister carrying out an audit under His Majesty's orders should prioritize reason over personal feelings. If this fellow had made a fuss, I would have spent my last days as a duke scolding my son-in-law.

"Good health? Do you say that knowing my age? With a bit of exaggeration, I'm nearly a hundred."
"That's too much of an exaggeration..."
"Do you think you could reach even fifty, let alone a hundred, with several times the exaggeration I used? Besides, even the Former Emperor has stepped down, so it's not right for me to still hold my position. A new era should be led by new people."

At those words, my son-in-law looked at the Victorious Duke and the Golden Duke.

This impudent fellow. Is he suggesting all dukes should step down?

"Minister. I have no intention of retiring yet, so don't look at me like that."
"The same goes for me, Kal."
"I-I apologize. It was unintentional."

My son-in-law hastily bowed his head at the two dukes' jokes.

Thanks to that, I unclenched my fist. Since he apologized quickly, let's overlook his recent rudeness.

"Anyway, my decision remains unchanged. Until now, I've held my position because there was much to watch over until the end, but the Empire is no longer in such a precarious situation that it needs the hand of one duke. Rather, if not now, there may never be another opportunity."

The succession dispute between the current Emperor and the deceased Second Prince. The disturbances of the northern nomads. The marriage of my late-born Marga. All the matters I wanted to see through as a duke have ended. If I desire more, I might not only hold the title of duke until death but dare to dream of immortality.

That's a terrible and ugly thing I don't even want to imagine. I don't want to end my life, which I've dedicated to the Valenti ducal family and the Empire, in such a manner. I want a beautiful conclusion to my journey.

"...I never thought I'd see a different Ulken Duke other than you, Father-in-law."
"Richard would be hurt to hear that. He's been my successor for decades. There's no one more prepared to be the next duke than him."

After giving a resolute answer, my son-in-law finally sighed and nodded. As if he wouldn't try to dissuade me anymore.

In truth, nothing would change even if he continued to dissuade me. I've decided to retire, and what can he do about it?

I will now live as Oliver, not as the Iron-Blooded Duke. I'll watch our adorable grandson Fedi's antics and listen to the babbling of Nar, who will be born soon.

'That's the privilege of an old man.'

Playing with young children and laughing together. There's no better right than this.

We decided that the first father-in-law's retirement would be kept strictly confidential.

He wouldn't want commotion starting in the new year, and if news of his retirement spread before it actually happened, all sorts of nobles would flock to confirm the truth. He decided to retire to gain freedom, and there's no need for him to endure such annoyances until the very end.

The only appropriate time for commotion regarding his retirement would be immediately after. A celebration for the retirement of a veteran who dedicated decades to the Empire, and for the birth of a new duke. Only then would the Empire wholeheartedly celebrate and applaud.

"Daddy."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"What's retirement?"
"Umm."

While my father-in-law, myself, the Victorious Duke, and the Golden Duke had pledged secrecy, there were two individuals present whose mouths no noble could possibly control.

No, to be precise, there was one.

'What should I do?'

I remained silent for a moment, facing the Crown Princess's bright, curious eyes.

My mouth wouldn't open easily. Though I was confident I could perfectly explain the dictionary definition of retirement, I hesitated, concerned my personal views would color the explanation too much.

I might end up describing retirement as the most beautiful and sacred act in this world. As a concept everyone should aspire to.

'No, that won't do.'

That would be problematic. The Crown Princess absorbs everything her parents and godfather say. Instilling the idea that "retirement = life's truth and ultimate destination" in her mind would be troublesome.

One misstep and I might raise the future Emperor as a ninja-in-training ready to flee. I could end up instilling a sense of freedom rather than responsibility in the Emperor who must shoulder everything in the Empire and the continent.

"Retirement is..."

I glanced at the three dukes. They were experienced nobles who had lived much longer than me, family heads who had seen not only their children but also their grandchildren. Surely they would know how to answer a child's innocent question.

But when our eyes met, the dukes all averted their gazes. As if telling me to answer on my own.

'Damn it.'

These heartless people. And you call yourselves Imperial Dukes?

Of course, being dukes is precisely why they could ignore the desperate gaze of the Audit Department Minister. What would a duke gain by walking into danger to help someone else?

"Your Highness. You know how to play tag, right?"
"Yes! I played with Pedi yesterday!"
"And you know how the person who's 'it' has to run around a lot, right?"
"Yes! I ran so much!"

She seemed upset at the memory of her grueling time as 'it,' her expression full of resentment and anger, which made me laugh.

Meanwhile, the Prince also made a slightly angry face, as if imitating his sister. It's good to see the siblings getting along so well.

"Retirement is like passing the role of 'it' to someone else. It would be tiring if one person had to be 'it' forever, wouldn't it?"

I gave a vague explanation, seeing how she had properly empathized with the tagger's suffering.

Retirement is when someone who has been 'it' for a long, long time gives up that role. It's the act of passing the position of 'it' to someone else and resting comfortably.

This way, I could explain the meaning roughly without instilling an unconditional longing or fantasy about retirement. Whether it's a dukedom or being 'it,' passing it to someone else is retirement.

"Is that what it is?"
"Yes, Your Highness. Pedi's grandfather here has been 'it' for a long time. Naturally, someone else should take over as 'it,' right?"
"That's right! It's tiring to do it alone for too long!"

Her unexpectedly passionate agreement made me smile wryly.

Oh, Pedi. You should have let the Crown Princess catch you occasionally. How seriously must you have avoided her for her to be this upset?

"Red grandpa! You worked so hard! You don't have to run anymore!"
"Pfft."


The Golden Duke laughed at the Crown Princess's dignified words of comfort.

In fact, I barely managed to hold back my own laughter. I had used tag as an example, but she truly believed my father-in-law had been running around as 'it.' A child's imagination is so pure.

'That build as 'it'.'

I suddenly imagined my father-in-law chasing people as 'it.'

A chase with a muscular warrior of 2 meters pursuing you. My father-in-law with an angry face after being 'it' for too long.

'Whew.'

The laughter I was about to let out subsided. That's terrifying even just to imagine.

"Thank you, Your Highness. I am truly honored that you personally acknowledge this old man's contributions."

Fortunately, my father-in-law smiled at the Crown Princess's words instead of showing embarrassment.

Indeed, his composure, honed through dealing with numerous children and grandchildren, remained firm even before the Crown Princess. He showed no agitation despite her surprise attack. If it were me, my facial muscles would have malfunctioned or I would have been speechless for quite some time.

'Experience truly cannot be ignored.'

My father-in-law has lived about three times my age. No matter how much I might pride myself on my parenting experience, before him I was merely a firefly under the full moon.

"By the way, Your Highness. You mustn't tell anyone what we just discussed."
"Huh? Why?"
"Because the red... grandfather's successor as 'it' needs to catch people by surprise. If they know the 'it' has changed, they can't be caught by surprise, so we need to keep it secret until the end."
"Yes! I understand! It's a secret!"

It was an explanation I could barely understand myself, but the Crown Princess nodded vigorously.

As long as she said she understood, that's fine. The Crown Princess might be a bit stubborn, but she's not a child who lies or breaks promises.

"Kal has become quite the skilled father. I'm almost jealous that my granddaughter seems to have been stolen."
"Indeed. I wonder who is truly the Crown Princess's family here."
"First you stole my daughter, and now you're taking my granddaughter too?"

At the Victorious Duke's words, my father-in-law and the Golden Duke chuckled.

I felt strange, suddenly being labeled a thief.

***

This year's New Year's ceremony ended without any particular commotion. Since there had been quite a disturbance at the end of last year, I thought the beginning of the new year would pass quietly.

I was certain it would.

"Retirement, you say?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. Shamefully, I am old and dull, and can no longer serve Your Majesty adequately."

On the last day of the New Year's ceremony, the Iron-Blooded Duke, who had requested a private audience, asked for permission to step down from his dukedom. Claiming he no longer had the vitality and intelligence to serve the Emperor.

It was sad and regrettable, but I couldn't stop him. Rather, the Iron-Blooded Duke had remained in his position longer than both I and the previous Emperor had hoped. He had stayed until an age when it wouldn't have been strange for him to have retired long ago.

Although he had already transferred many practical duties and authorities to his successor, the Iron-Blooded Duke was still the face of his family and a pillar of the Empire.

"If you are old and dull, how many young and intelligent nobles could there be in this Empire? Moreover, your mere existence makes the eastern nations fear the Empire and not dare to raise their heads."
"How could they fear me? I merely punished the immoral on behalf of the great Imperial Family and Empire. They fear not the sword, but Your Majesty who wields it."

I sighed softly at the Iron-Blooded Duke's respectful yet firm words.

Yes, if the Iron-Blooded Duke takes this stance, I cannot dissuade him. If I had wanted to prevent his retirement, I should have stopped him from passing his real power to his successor.

But the previous Emperor had accepted the Iron-Blooded Duke's retirement preparations. For the sake of the duke who had dedicated a long time to the Empire. And simultaneously to gradually remove a duke with such formidable authority.

"Today, people of the continent call the Audit Department Minister the continent's finest, but both I and the previous Emperor knew well that you in your youth were no less deserving of that title. Thank you for using that might for the Imperial Family and the Empire."
"I am honored that you value this humble man's small talent so highly."


I couldn't help but smile at his mention of "small talent."

If the Minister was the continent's finest swordsman, the Iron-Blooded Duke was the continent's finest warrior. A supreme warrior who could crush enemies regardless of weapon, even with bare hands. If that was a small talent, what would a great talent be? It's frightening just to imagine.

"The Empire will forever remember your name. Oliver Valenti, the eighteenth Duke of Ulken and member of the Risizariune Knights."
"It has been an honor to live as Oliver of Kfelopen."

The Iron-Blooded Duke knelt and bowed his head at my final words of appreciation.

Among the pillars that had supported the Empire for decades, the name "Iron-Blooded" would now disappear.

'His successor was Richard Valenti, wasn't it?'

By the grace of the Great God, Richard Valenti, who would become the next Duke of Ulken, is an excellent talent. Having led the Valenti family and Ulken Duchy without issue in place of the Iron-Blooded Duke over the years, there's no room for doubt.

Moreover, being the first and only son of the Iron-Blooded Duke, he has inherited a strong measure of his father's martial prowess. Of course, that's just relative to his siblings—he's not at the Iron-Blooded Duke's level.

'It would be stranger if warriors of the Iron-Blooded Duke's caliber appeared consecutively.'

Anyway, this is no longer an age of turmoil requiring military might, but an era of governance demanding administrative ability. Besides, isn't the continent's finest swordsman, much younger than Richard Valenti, already a noble of the Empire?

So let's welcome the nineteenth Duke of Ulken with a glad heart.

My head throbbed. Though it had been several hours since the Iron-Blooded Duke's departure, I still hadn't recovered from the impact of the dukedom's transfer.

'What title should I give him?'

The title for the newly ascending Duke of Ulken. Because once decided, it would be the second name the duke would carry for life.

There is no established custom or precedent for determining a duke's title. It's simply decided arbitrarily by the reigning Emperor, considering the new duke's disposition and abilities. It would have been easier if there were clear legal guidelines.

'Victorious, Iron-Blooded, Magic-Ending, Golden, Wise.'

First, I recalled the titles of the current Five Pillars,

'Struggle, Blood Sword, Snow Sword, Blue Sea, Justice.'

Then, I thought of the five first-class meritorious subjects who had assisted Emperor Eimanka.

This is the duke's second name. A name that must elevate his dignity, so it cannot be chosen carelessly.

And I should avoid duplicating previous names as much as possible. Having duplicate ducal names would seem thoughtless.

'Even the incompetent emperors named their dukes well.'

I racked my brain. Even the last direct-line emperors who drove the Empire to the brink of ruin had named their dukes without controversy. I couldn't be worse than those incompetents...

'Ah.'

I remembered that Ulken Duchy is in the eastern part of the Empire, and that Richard Valenti is the first person to ascend to a dukedom during my reign.

And wasn't Richard Valenti known for his gentle and cheerful disposition rather than being rigid? If so, the title that just came to mind would be perfect.

***

One week after the New Year's ceremony ended. The announcement from the Imperial Family shook the Empire.

[Richard Valenti has succeeded Oliver Valenti of Ulken, the eighteenth Duke of Ulken and head of the Valenti family, as the nineteenth Duke of Ulken and head of the Valenti family.]

The shocking news that a pillar supporting the Empire for decades had been replaced.

[In the name of Eimanka XVII, the title of "Dawn" is bestowed upon Richard Valenti of Ulken, the nineteenth Duke of Ulken.]

The interesting news that a new ducal title had appeared for the first time in a long while since the Wise Duke.

Thanks to this, the new year that seemed to be starting quietly was suddenly thrown into turmoil.

Among the five dukes, the most recently appointed is the Wise Duke. Whether in the past or present, the Wise Duke's reputation as a drunkard remains unchanged, but the Emperor at the time valued his abilities highly enough to bestow the title of "Wise" upon him.

There must have been considerable conflict when choosing that name. The question of whether it was appropriate to waste the title "Wise" on such a person. The lament of how such an individual could have emerged under the Pious Duke.

At the same time, I wonder if there wasn't some hope that he would show dignity befitting the name "Wise." In the end, until the Emperor stepped down, the Wise Duke remained the Wise Duke.

Anyway, if the Wise Duke was the last duke appointed during Emperor Sanghwang's reign, then the Dawn Duke became the first duke of the current Emperor's reign.

"Congratulations, Brother."

As soon as I heard the imperial announcement, I contacted my brother-in-law who had become the new Duke of Ulken. Fortunately, my call went through before others could reach him.

"Though it's somewhat sudden, you'll lead the Ulken Duchy splendidly. You've practically been the Duke already, haven't you?"

I poured out all manner of congratulatory words to my brother-in-law on the other end of the communication device.

Officially, he's the Empire's new duke, and privately, he's Mar's older brother. I'm more than willing to offer such congratulations and encouragement.

"Thank you, my youngest brother-in-law. I received congratulations from you before any other Valenti."

My brother-in-law—now the Dawn Duke—laughed softly while massaging the back of his neck. The weight of becoming a duke must feel heavy on his shoulders.

Though I feel sorry for him, this is the most appropriate reaction. A duke stands at the pinnacle of imperial nobility. If someone in such a position felt more joy than burden, they'd likely cause serious problems. A true noble thinks of duty before privilege.

"But as you said, it's so sudden that I'm bewildered. I wish I'd had time to prepare."
"Father-in-law was too harsh. He mentioned it at the New Year's ceremony, so it's barely been a week—"
"I only heard about it yesterday."

?

"Pardon?"

My mind froze momentarily at his words.

Heard yesterday? About what? Surely he doesn't mean he only learned about becoming a duke yesterday?

"Yesterday after dinner, he suddenly called me to his room and told me I would be duke starting tomorrow. I was completely dumbfounded."

My brother-in-law laughed again, but his expression was filled with bitterness. Now that I look at it, even that laugh seems incredibly awkward.

'That's insane.'

I was left speechless. I knew my father-in-law had demanded absolute secrecy about this matter, but I never imagined he would keep it from his own son, the future duke. This seems like an excessive level of secrecy.

'Going to bed normal and waking up as a duke.'

I recalled when I inherited the title of Count of Teilgleichen.

Even becoming one of the thirty imperial counts, not one of the five dukes, was burdensome. Despite receiving advance notice from my father, I was still perplexed. Even with ample preparation time, the actual inheritance felt overwhelming.

That's why I can't even begin to imagine my brother-in-law's burden and bewilderment. My emotions would need to be multiplied dozens or hundreds of times to understand his.

"Still, it's fortunate that this was something I've been preparing for. I always thought inheriting the duchy was just a matter of time."
"Is... that so?"
"Yes. Though I didn't expect to inherit it with just one day's notice."

My brother-in-law's tearful laughter continued unabated.

But as he said, it's fortunate this was something he'd been preparing for. My father-in-law had already transferred actual power to him, only appearing when the face of the duke was needed. My brother-in-law was already the de facto duke. That's probably why the sudden transfer of the title was less shocking.

...Is it really less shocking? It should be.


"I'm just a bit worried. Father ruled for decades under the name Iron-Blooded. I wonder if I can truly fill the void he leaves behind."

I fell silent again at my brother-in-law's words, tinged with a different kind of bitterness.

Replacing a towering figure who ruled for decades would be difficult for anyone. Empty words of comfort would only harm him further.

"Anyway, thank you for the congratulations, brother-in-law! I'll hold a celebration as soon as possible, so please come!"
"Of course. I'll prepare a gift worthy of you."
"Hehe, bringing Fedi would be gift enough."

Thankfully, my brother-in-law's anguish was brief.

No, it's not that his anguish was brief, but rather that he composed himself quickly. His becoming duke is a reality he must accept.

My father-in-law seems to have been determined to keep this secret.

"Oh, my brother has become a duke?"
"Yes. Now you should call him the Dawn Duke."

Even Mar, my father-in-law's beloved youngest child, knew nothing about the transfer of the duchy.

It's confusing. While transferring a duchy is important, is it something to hide even from family? Shouldn't family members be informed?

'He must have had his reasons.'

Though I felt conflicted, this was my father-in-law's decision, not someone else's. He must have had good reason for keeping it secret. As one of the older dukes, he likely had intentions beyond what a mere youngster like me could comprehend.

"Brother seemed quite shocked too. But he's capable and diligent, so he'll adapt quickly."

I patted the confused Mar and tried to say something positive.

The era of the Dawn Duke rather than the Iron-Blooded Duke. A new ducal era that will continue for decades. As someone welcoming this new era, it's proper to applaud with a smile rather than a confused face. While the duke himself may anguish and feel burdened, those around him should offer pure congratulations.

To be blunt, if he's already troubled and people around him start whispering, how frustrating would that be? It would feel like the whole world doubting his capabilities.

"Of course, filling Father's void won't be easy. Given Father's strong presence, people will have high expectations for Brother."
"I suppose so..."
"But the previous Ulken Duke, the Valiant Duke, was also a strong pillar. When the Valiant Duke passed away, many wondered if Father could fill that void."

The 17th Duke of Ulken, the Valiant Duke. True to his name, he possessed tremendous valor and was among the Empire's strongest warriors of his time.

The Iron-Blooded Duke successfully carried on the Valiant Duke's legacy. If Father-in-law could do it, there's no reason Brother can't.

"As a warrior, he doesn't even reach my ankles. But his administrative ability and people skills surpass mine. Isn't that enough? What's needed in peacetime is not a strong knight but a wise official."

Moreover, my father-in-law didn't retire simply because he wanted rest. He passed it on because he trusted my brother-in-law.

Though the process was somewhat rushed and bizarre, it was ultimately about trust.

"Ah, he asked that you bring Fedi to the celebration. He said that would count as a gift."
"It won't just be Fedi going, but Nar too, I think."

My lips curled up reflexively at those words.

That's right. Nar, our precious treasure from Jereno. Nar, who is already making his presence strongly felt, is expected to be born next month or the month after. I can show not only Fedi but also Nar as a gift to my brother-in-law.

They certainly won't prepare a ducal celebration overnight. When the heat of the New Year's ceremony cools and the warmth of spring approaches rather than winter's chill—that's when the celebration for the Dawn Duke will be held.

"Fedi takes after me a lot, so Nar will probably take after his mother?"
"Hehe, then Father and Brother will be delighted. Father might not let go of Nar once he holds him."

"That's actually scary because it seems so likely."

My father-in-law deeply loves Mar, his youngest and late-born child. If a grandchild who looks exactly like Mar is born, he might keep the baby in his arms and disappear.

That would be problematic. As a retired person, if he decides to hide somewhere remote, we'd be helpless.

'I'll just keep holding the baby myself.'

Our Nar. When we visit your maternal grandfather's house, stay in Daddy's arms the whole time.

***

The Duke of Ulken has changed. It's been a very long time since a ducal change, since the Chenes Duke changed from the Pious Duke to the Wise Duke.

'How many is this now?'

I suddenly found myself wondering how many dukes have come and gone during my time as the Magic-Ending Duke.

The Nuren Duchy, Valenti Duchy, Osiden Duchy, Salon Duchy. While the Catovan Duchy has steadfastly endured, the other four duchies have seen dukes disappear and rise repeatedly.

'The 19th Duke of Ulken, was it?'

The Servet Duke is still only the 11th. So many other dukes have changed while I've held my position.

It's bittersweet. Though the different lifespans of humans and elves make it inevitable, even the Iron-Blooded Duke has stepped down citing old age. Despite becoming duke after me, he's said to have ruled for a long time.

'Then what about me?'

How long are the 100 years I've spent as duke? How burdensome will it be for Maria to shoulder the presence I've built?

Kal said the new Duke of Ulken—the Dawn Duke—feels burdened. He feels responsible for filling his predecessor's void.

Our Maria will have to shoulder a burden many times greater. That child who will someday become the 12th Duke of Servet.

'I've been here too long.'

My hands began to tremble slightly. The greater the predecessor's presence, the greater the successor's burden. Even if I stepped down now, the burden my successor would bear would be considerable, and if I wait until Maria grows up, it will become even heavier.

This is troubling. What should I do about this? How can I reduce Maria's burden even a little?

'How nice it would be if there were someone to mediate in between.'

I sighed softly. Someone who could inherit my duchy, fill the void, and then pass it on when Maria comes of age. If such a person existed, this worry would disappear.

Unfortunately, there's no one to take on such a responsibility. Setting aside the rarity of someone capable enough to fill my void, the only members of the Catovan Duchy are myself and our three children.

No, wait. Should I consider my husband Kal a Catovan as well?

'What am I thinking?'

After sighing, I chuckled. How could I think of Kal in this situation?

Of course, Kal is capable enough to succeed me, would willingly shoulder the burden of being duke for the children's sake, and would gladly pass it on when Maria comes of age. He's the only person I could trust with the Catovan Duchy and Servet Duchy. He is a noble connected to the Catovan Duchy through marriage.

As it happens, there have been cases where a son-in-law rather than a daughter inherited a family and title, or where a husband received his wife's title...

'Huh?'

I flinched involuntarily.

Why... does this seem increasingly reasonable the more I think about it?

As I was playing with the triplets who were, as always, chewing and sucking on Jangsaeng, a disaster beyond my humble comprehension arrived.

"Trixie. What did you just say?"

I asked the harbinger of this disaster with a trembling voice.

Throughout this, maintaining a smiling face and speaking in a playful, low voice was the last of my rationality. I couldn't create a serious atmosphere in front of our children.

"Well..."

In response to my question, Trixie glanced around nervously, then slowly lowered her gaze.

"I asked if you would consider inheriting the Servet Duchy."

Despite her cautious eyes, Trixie's words were nothing short of cruel.

The words I desperately hoped I had misheard came out. The words I wished were a joke came out.

'Is this a dream?'

Thanks to this, I immediately began escaping reality.

Yes, this must be a dream, not reality. There was recently a major event where a duke was replaced, so my subconscious must be dreaming about dukes.

What a terrible dream. Experiencing the duke replacement event in reality was enough, so why must I experience it in dreams too? And such a bizarre dream where the Servet Duke changes from Trixie to me.

'I might understand if it were the Victorious Duke.'

The Victorious Duke announcing he's passing down his title to focus on his duties as Imperial Army Deputy Commander? That's a plausible event. The Victorious Duke's heir, Prince Evalt, is a prepared successor like his brother who just became a duke.

But not me. I'm not even an heir, let alone a prepared one. The only connection between me and the Catovan family is that our surnames both start with 'K'.

'What did I do wrong?'

Soon, reasonable doubt began to creep in. Did I unknowingly hurt Trixie's feelings, and now she's taking revenge?

Did I forget Trixie's birthday? No, Trixie's birthday is in February. Far from forgetting, I'm eagerly preparing a birthday party.

Am I being somewhat neglectful of the triplets, making her upset? No, that's not it either. The fact that I play diligently with our children is something I know, and my wives know too.

Then is it because I didn't contact Trixie's maternal grandmother? That's not it either. I greeted her grandmother as soon as the new year began.

'Nothing?'

I racked my brain but couldn't find anything I'd done wrong. My conduct is theoretically perfect. I've been an exemplary husband, father, and grandson-in-law without any flaws.

"...Why?"

So I asked directly. Why are you saying such terrible things? What crime have I committed to deserve such horrifying talk about inheriting a duchy?

Just imagining it gives me goosebumps, making it difficult to maintain composure. Even the title of Imperial Count is heavy, so how could I handle a duchy? It's an enormous burden I wouldn't dare dream of.

To begin with, no noble in this empire should dream of becoming a duke. For anyone outside the five ducal families to aspire to dukedom is treason against the empire.

"I don't want to pass this burden to someone else either. If I could, I'd carry it for a hundred or even a thousand years."

Saying this, Trixie sat down beside me and looked at Maria, who was fiddling with Jangsaeng.

A smile formed on Trixie's lips. As if just looking at her made her happy.

"But I can't, can I? Someday I'll have to give this burden to our Maria."
"Uung?"

Hearing her name, Maria turned her head toward us.

"Maria. Come to mommy."
"Ung!"

Maria got up quickly and toddled over to Trixie's arms.

Thanks to this, Jangsaeng regained freedom, but Cecilia, who was next to him, snatched him up and made him a doll again. Nothing unusual about that.

"Someday our Maria will become a duchess too."
"I suppose so. Parents passing things down to their children is unavoidable."


Seeing Trixie's bitter expression, my heart wasn't at ease either.

Someone might ask why anyone would dislike inheriting the position of duke, a position above all others. Why would anyone object?

But I know the true nature of these dukes. The empire's dukes aren't just rulers who reign and dominate, but leaders who guide and take responsibility. Even the Wise Duke, who seems to live life freely, carries an immeasurable burden on his shoulders.

The Victorious Duke managing an imperial army of a million. The Iron-Blooded Duke whose very existence was a deterrent to war. The Golden Duke whose brief rest would paralyze the imperial economy. The Wise Duke responsible for the empire's food security and management of other races. The Magic-Ending Duke responsible for capital defense and the imperial magic world. None of the five dukes are lightweight existences.

'It's too heavy a burden for a small child to bear.'

Maria, beaming brightly in Trixie's arms. Seeing her made me feel bitter.

Of course, by the time Maria becomes a duchess, she won't be a small child anymore. Since Trixie intends to pass down her title during her lifetime, Maria could become a duchess in decades rather than centuries.

'That's the problem.'

Decades. We must include not only the hundred years Trixie has already ruled but also the decades Maria needs to grow up. During a time when other families might change dukes several times, Trixie alone will reign.

And Maria must inherit the presence and achievements Trixie built alone. She must overcome the firm perception that 'the Servet Duke is the Magic-Ending Duke.'

'So that's why.'

Gradually, instead of fear, a complicated feeling began to fill my heart.

The reason Trixie made this ominous request about duchy succession. It was to reduce the burden Maria would bear, even a little. Because receiving the duchy through an intermediary step would be better than inheriting directly from Trixie.

The atmosphere of a family and domain is determined by who the head of the family and the lord is. When an experienced master persists for a long time, all vassals become accustomed to that master. Instead of strict rules, they follow the master's tendencies or customs, maintaining old practices established by the master even as time passes.

When such a dominant master steps down and a new master takes power—the traces of the previous master stand in the new master's way. In the name of tradition and convention. In the name of the predecessor's will. That name would grow thicker in proportion to the previous master's reign and achievements.

"The next duke will have a hard time."

Forcing a smile as I spoke, Trixie bowed her head as if ashamed.

"I'm sorry. For lasting too long..."
"What's there to be sorry about? Having elven blood flowing in you isn't wrong."

This isn't Trixie's fault. How could longevity due to racial differences be a sin?

'Someone needs to step up.'

I sighed inwardly. The more I considered the situation, the more it became clear that someone between Trixie and Maria needed to serve as a relief pitcher.

Otherwise, Maria would face an unprecedented difficulty in succession in continental history. No monarch or noble on the continent has ever reigned for over a hundred years.

And unfortunately, only I, as an equal husband, can adjust the traces Trixie has built without burden. Only I, as her father, can adjust things to make it easier for Maria to inherit.

"Trixie."
"Mmm... tell me."
"Look up. I told you, you've done nothing wrong."

With a slight chuckle, I tried to embrace Trixie.

"Daddy! It's tight!"
"Ah."

More accurately, I failed to embrace her. Maria, who was in Trixie's arms, was almost squeezed from both sides.

"Anyway, I understand how you feel. Since it concerns Maria's future, I would have thought the same if I were you."
"You understand?"
"I'm Maria's father too."

Gently smiling as I stroked Maria's head, she beamed again and came into my arms.

This innocent child being crushed under the weight of a duchy. It's a terrible disaster I don't even want to imagine. I'd rather suffer myself.

"But is it possible for me to inherit?"
"Uh, yes?"
"I'm not from the Catovan family. While there are precedents of sons-in-law inheriting titles or husbands receiving their wives' titles, haven't ducal families strictly maintained parent-child succession?"

To my valid question, Trixie silently nodded.

A duke is a noble above nobles, a permanent apex guaranteed by the imperial family. Even if there are conventions among nobles, whether they can be applied directly to ducal families is a separate issue. If the law of ducal succession becomes complicated, it would be troublesome for the imperial family too.


"Actually, I can't be certain either. That's why, if you're okay with it, I was planning to speak to His Majesty."

This was also a reasonable answer. It makes sense to gather opinions among those involved in transferring the title, then consult the emperor for final approval.

If she had consulted the emperor about title succession without consolidating opinions first, I would have cried. Because of the grief that Trixie was trying to assassinate me.

***

I looked at the vodka in my hand.

Then at the spectacle before my eyes. Back at the vodka. And again at the spectacle.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Are you drunk?"

I'm clearly the one who's been drinking, so why is he the one talking nonsense?

I was genuinely puzzled. Perhaps he got drunk from the vodka scent permeating the office? Was the minister that weak to alcohol?

"If you're drunk, don't cause a disturbance here—go to your mansion. If the minister swings his arm wrong while drunk, I could be in danger."

Even a brush with the minister's fist would send me to the afterlife before the Former Emperor. Either my daughter would become the youngest emperor after I become the shortest-reigning emperor, or the Former Emperor would have to retake the throne in a crazy turn of events.

"Forgive me, but I am perfectly sober."
"You're sober and still saying such things?"

That's surprising in its own way. Is the minister's sober mind no different from a drunk person's?

In a way, he resembles the Wise Duke. The Wise Duke who's always drunk from alcohol, and the minister who's drunk without drinking.

"Minister. It's good for a man to have ambition, but coveting a duchy is problematic. If you aim for a marquisate instead, you could achieve it within your lifetime."

But suppressing my surprise, I sincerely comforted the minister.

I don't understand why the minister, who originally had no desire for domains or titles, is saying this. If he had asked for a county, I would have thrown one at him and put him to work.

But a duke? How could someone who knows everything say such a thing?

"I'll bring a map of the imperial direct territories, so pick any county you like. Just don't talk about duchies—"
"Your Majesty. It's not uncommon for a husband to receive his wife's title."
"Hmph."

A sigh escaped me.

This man is serious. He's seriously asking if he can inherit the Servet Duchy.

"...Why?"

So I also asked sincerely. Why would someone who grits his teeth and avoids when I try to give him something now covet the position of duke?

"I want to lighten the burden my daughter will have to bear, even a little."
"Lighten the burden?"

My brow furrowed involuntarily at the minister's answer.

The minister has more than one daughter, but since we're discussing the Servet Duchy, he must be referring to his eldest daughter, Maria. In other words, the minister's desire for the duchy is a choice for Princess Maria, who will become a duchess in the future.

'Hmm.'

Putting the imperial family in the position of the Magic-Ending Duke and Princess Maria, I broke into a cold sweat.

What if, what if the Former Emperor had reigned for 100 years instead of about 30 years? If he stepped down after reigning as a great monarch for 100 years, and I became emperor, what would happen?

The nobles and subjects of the empire, indeed the entire continent's gaze would be upon me. My every minor action would be compared to the Former Emperor. When I tried to do something, they would bring up customs from the Former Emperor's era.

And not customs built over 10 or 20 years, but over a full 100 years. Customs that could rightfully be called a history in themselves.

'Damn.'

Even though it was just a hypothesis, curses rose to the tip of my tongue.

No human could bear such weight.

The Emperor is also a father of two children. Moreover, just like Maria who will inherit the Servet Duchy, he has a Crown Princess who will inherit the imperial throne.

That's why the Emperor understood what I meant. He realized with what feelings and determination I had declared I would become the Duke of Servet.

Perhaps because of this, the Emperor's expression softened somewhat. Fathers often share the same joys and sorrows, happiness and pain.

"Still, it cannot be done."
"Pardon?"

Despite his relaxed expression, his voice was unyielding. I thought we had reached an understanding, but was I mistaken?

"I fully understand the Minister's feelings. Do I not have a daughter to whom I must pass the throne, the heaviest burden in this continent? How could I not understand your sentiment?"
"Your Majesty, if that's the case—"
"That is precisely why I cannot permit it. Just as you worry about Princess Maria, I too cannot pass even a single element of uncertainty to the Crown Princess."

After saying this, the Emperor exhaled roughly, then gulped down the vodka he was holding.

"Since the founding, dukedoms have only been produced from five families. This honors the five meritorious subjects who helped establish the imperial mandate, following the will of Emperor Eimanka."

Having emptied the bottle in an instant, the Emperor continued in a more subdued voice.

"Of course, there are thirteen marquisates, but as you know, these are limited to hereditary marquisates. Non-hereditary marquisates have appeared quite frequently throughout imperial history."

I nodded reflexively at his words.

While only thirteen marquisates can be passed down to children, any number can be granted if they end with the recipient. Ainter himself received the Idrafen Marquisate, didn't he?

"But a dukedom is impossible even for that. A dukedom cannot be given as a non-hereditary title to imperial family members, nor to meritorious subjects who have achieved great deeds. This is the foundation of the empire that cannot be broken unless Emperor Eimanka himself is resurrected."
"Your Majesty. I have no ambition to become the sixth duke. I'm not coveting a dukedom as the head of the Kracius family. I merely wish to temporarily hold the dukedom as the husband of the Catovan family."
"That too cannot be allowed. The five ducal families have only passed their titles between parent and child. There has never been a case where a wife passed it to her husband, or a husband to his wife."

The Emperor rose from his seat, tore up a section of the floor beside his desk, and pulled out two bottles of vodka hidden there.

"What you're proposing has no precedent."

He handed one bottle to me.

"For the sake of the Crown Princess, I cannot create a precedent with my own hands that could cause discord in future generations."

With unwavering resolve in his eyes, he conveyed that he worried about his daughter just as much as I worried about mine.

Because of this, I couldn't speak. Just as I want to shoulder the dukedom for Maria's sake, the Emperor wants to prevent this strange precedent for the Crown Princess's sake. The possibility of a dukedom temporarily leaving the five ducal families must be blocked at the source.

The fact that I am the husband of the Catovan family is meaningless. Though unlikely, if I were to divorce Trixie, my connection to the Catovan family would disappear. It would be like an outsider carrying around a dukedom.

I cannot confidently say the Emperor's concerns are unfounded. While I have no intention of changing my mind, who knows what kind of person might appear in future generations. Nobles are creatures who engage in all sorts of schemes and machinations.

'Persuasion is hopeless.'

I sighed inwardly. Continuing to persuade him here would be like saying, "I don't care what happens to your daughter." It would mean throwing a massive variable into the reign of the Crown Princess, who is also my goddaughter.

Doing such a thing would be inhuman. The Emperor responded earnestly to my nonsense about dukedom succession because he knows I'm making this choice for Maria. He chose persuasion instead of crushing me with imperial authority out of consideration for me and my daughter.

"I apologize for causing Your Majesty concern."


I received the vodka with both hands and bowed.

I feel terribly sorry to Trixie, who raised this difficult matter, and to Maria, who will shoulder a considerable burden in the future. But this is impossible. Insisting further would be like pushing the Emperor to the limit—

"I would have felt better if you had just been stubborn."
"Your Majesty?"
"No, it's nothing."

The Emperor sighed and muttered, then approached his desk and grabbed the communication device.

"Minister of the Imperial Household. It is I."
- Long live the Emperor! Minister of the Imperial—
"This is urgent, so skip the greetings. Come to my office with the Minister of Justice."
- Yes, Your Majesty. I will come right away.

Despite the sudden summons, the Minister of the Imperial Household responded without showing any sign of confusion.

Rather, I was the one confused. Calling both the Minister of the Imperial Household and the Minister of Justice at this timing. This is clearly...

"Minister."
"...Yes, Your Majesty."
"Let's put our heads together as fathers with daughters. I hear the Ministers of the Imperial Household and Justice also have lovely daughters."

If he cannot create a strange precedent for the Crown Princess, he intends to search through the entire 300-year history of the empire and the records of the three previous empires.

I couldn't say anything in response to the Emperor's greatest concession and consideration.

The Ministers of the Imperial Household and Justice, who rushed to the office immediately, sighed at the Emperor's explanation.

"There is no way."
"As far as I know, it is impossible."

And they gave immediate answers as if there was nothing to discuss.

"The Servet Dukedom must belong only to the Catovan family. Even if the Minister of Audit is the husband of the Magic-Ending Duchess, he is still a Kracius. It's unthinkable."
"Of course, there have been cases where individuals from collateral lines with different surnames were adopted and inherited titles. But even those were formally parent-child successions. The Minister cannot become the adopted son of the Magic-Ending Duchess, can he?"

They declared it impossible for reasons similar to our concerns.

Indeed, people think alike. No, it's more accurate to say this is directly connected to the common sense of imperial citizens.

"I don't doubt the Minister's dedication and loyalty to the imperial family and the empire. However, if the Minister creates a precedent, future generations will look only at the precedent and not at the Minister's achievements and sincere heart. If the terrible situation occurs where the five families lose their dukedoms, how could we face the Emperor in the afterlife?"

The Minister of Justice prostrated himself on the floor as he exclaimed.

I understand. The Minister of Justice is responsible for ultimately managing the empire's laws, customs, etiquette, and all such matters. From his perspective, something that could damage the authority of dukes happening? During his tenure? He probably wants to bite his tongue and die.

"If Your Majesty wishes to reward the Minister's loyalty, bestow a marquisate. First grant a non-hereditary marquisate, and later elevate the Wiridian County to a marquisate."

He even proposed a deal to settle for a marquisate instead of a dukedom. How desperate must he be to say such things?

"Someone who is not a Catovan may act as a proxy for the Duke of Servet, but cannot become the Duke of Servet!"

Now the Minister of Justice's forehead touched the floor. He seems unwilling to yield even if it costs him his life...?


"Proxy?"
"Did you say proxy?"

The Emperor and I spoke simultaneously.

For a brief moment, I felt like I could see a path forward.

***

Calling the Minister of Justice was indeed the right decision.

"There is a precedent for exercising authority as a proxy rather than fully inheriting the title. When the existing title holder is deemed unable to function due to personal circumstances, a proxy can exercise the rights and duties of the title."
"How is a title holder's proxy different from a steward or a minor family head?"
"Similar but different. Stewards and minor family heads have proxy authority for their positions, but a proxy is a position in itself. When officially designated by the title holder, a proxy has command authority that supersedes stewards and minor family heads."

I sighed inwardly as I listened to the conversation between the Ministers of Audit and Justice.

Light began to appear in what seemed like a hopeless path, in a discussion I thought had no room for compromise. A result beneficial to both the Crown Princess and Princess Maria might be possible.

"Fortunately, or perhaps coincidentally, there was a similar case with the first Duke of Servet, the Snow Sword Duke. When his son was too young, he designated a proxy in his will. If I remember correctly, the proxy appointed by the Snow Sword Duke served for about seven years until the heir came of age."
"In a situation where the dukedom was vacant?"
"Yes. So it would be possible for the Minister of Audit to serve as a ducal proxy after the Magic-Ending Duchess steps down from the dukedom and before Princess Maria inherits it, but..."

The Minister of Justice sighed softly after saying this.

"Is there really a need to go that far?"
"Unfortunately, we need to diminish Trixie's presence. If Trixie steps back and I can come to the forefront, anything would be fine."

The Minister of Justice rubbed his forehead at the Minister of Audit's resolute answer.

Seeing this, I felt sorry. Summoning him suddenly to discuss such a complex issue. This must be quite an ordeal for the Minister of Justice.

"...A proxy can enjoy minimal authority over the title. If the Minister of Audit becomes a proxy, he will be treated as a duke, but will definitely rank below the five dukes."
"That's something I'm naturally prepared to accept."
"While acting as a proxy, you will temporarily have the title name as your middle name. Like Kal Servet Kracius of Teilgleichen."
"It's an honor for a mere noble to have a middle name, but if that is the custom, I will accept it."
"Hmm."

As if truly questioning whether this is correct, the Minister of Justice stared at the ceiling with a vacant expression.

Let's not disturb the Minister while he collects himself. If we're not careful, the talent managing the Ministry of Justice might collapse from mental shock.

"Now the Minister of Audit will have to be ranked according to imperial hierarchy rather than administrative hierarchy."

The Minister of the Imperial Household, who had been silent until now, opened his mouth with a hollow laugh.

That's true. The Minister of Audit ranks 7th within the administration. In the empire as a whole, he's pushed quite far back, but now that he'll become a ducal proxy, he'll officially be near the front of the imperial hierarchy.

Even ahead of the Minister of the Imperial Household, who is essentially the head of the administration.

'Is the implicit hierarchy becoming official?'

Many already considered the Minister the empire's second-in-command, but now it seems that will become reality.

# Emperor and Ministers Find a Solution

After the Emperor and three ministers put their heads together, they managed to find a workable solution to what had seemed an unsolvable problem.

They decided that Trixie would step down from the Serbet Duchy next year. This year had already seen the big event of my first father-in-law retiring and a new duke ascending. In such circumstances, if Trixie, who had reigned for over 100 years, were to step down in succession? The Empire would naturally become tumultuous in many ways, and my brother, who had just become the Wise Duke, would be instantly overshadowed.

No matter how bitter my brother might feel about the unexpected transfer of the duchy, it would be too cruel to deprive him of attention and interest. So the Catovan ducal family would keep the secret and remain silent for a year.

"The Magic-Ending Duke will maintain his position as Archmage. Finding a successor would be problematic, and mages across the continent would cause an uproar."
"Yes. I will convey this to Trixie."

Of course, what he would relinquish in a year's time would be limited to all titles including the Serbet Duchy. If he were to hand over the Archmage position to someone else as well, it was obvious the continent would erupt in flames.

"It would be best if only the key servants of the Catovan ducal family knew about this—the head butler or head chamberlain. Though I needn't say it, you should also keep this confidential."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"What happened here will remain here when we leave."

Both the Minister of the Imperial Household and the Minister of Justice nodded without hesitation at the Emperor's request for confidentiality.

Neither of them was the type to cause major incidents through loose lips. Moreover, having sworn before the Emperor, their sense of responsibility would only have increased. There was no need to worry about security issues.

"Minister. Who in the Kracius family knows about this matter?"
"Besides myself and Trixie, no one—"

I stopped mid-sentence after speaking confidently.

Come to think of it, Trixie and I weren't the only ones present when discussing the succession of the duchy.

"Minister?"

The Emperor urged anxiously when I fell silent.

As if asking why I suddenly stopped. Demanding to know how far the information had spread.

"Well, my three daughters were present, Your Majesty."

Maria, Cecilia, and Catlea. While watching the triplets playing with Jangsaeng, Trixie and I had discussed the duchy. Not from afar, but right beside them.

Moreover, one of the elves' characteristics is their keen hearing, and among our children, the triplets had particularly sharp ears. They responded quickly when called from a distance and could mysteriously catch even whispered words. Thanks to that, those who knew about the duchy succession in our mansion were myself, Trixie, the triplets, and if we count one more, Jangsaeng—six in total.

"Your daughters."

The Emperor let out a small sigh at my answer.

"They are still young children, Your Majesty. They wouldn't understand what a duke is or what it means to pass on such a title. Also, Trixie and I will take good care of them for the next year, so please do not worry."
"If the Minister says so. Very well."

The Emperor nodded when I assured him that we as parents would definitely look after them.

Honestly, it seemed less like he was 100% convinced and more like he wanted to believe everything would be fine, but at least he nodded. Verbal consent is still consent.

"Ha!"
"Your Majesty?"
"What is it, Your Majesty?"

Both ministers quickly spoke up at the Emperor's sudden laughter.

This was a meeting discussing the Five Pillars of the Empire—the duchies. The Emperor, who had been wearing a serious and solemn expression, suddenly laughed in such a setting. From the ministers' perspective, they might worry if the Emperor had lost his mind.

"It's been nearly five years since I ascended the throne. During those five years, all sorts of things have happened, and now even the name of Magic-Ending is stepping down. It seems the Great Emperor has high expectations for me. That must be why such surprising and strange events keep occurring one after another."

At those words, neither I, nor the Minister of the Imperial Household, nor the Minister of Justice could say anything.

'It's only been five years?'


About five years from the abdication to now. I quickly gave up trying to recall everything that had happened during that time. Sadly, there were too many spectacular events to enumerate.

"Why are you all like this? Laugh. It was meant as a joke, but if you become so solemn, I'll be embarrassed."
"Ha, haha. That's right. The Great Emperor surely favors Your Majesty and watches over you."
"The Minister of the Imperial Household is correct. Under the Great Emperor's protection, Your Majesty's achievements and dignity will be immortal."

Faced with the legendary "don't ruin the mood, just laugh," the ministers had no choice but to burst into laughter like assistant managers before their department head.

Cruel man. What sin did the ministers commit to deserve such a vicious act?

"Minister, you're not laughing?"
"Thinking about the achievements Your Majesty will continue to build is so moving that I was momentarily choked up..."

I reflexively spouted flattering words when singled out by the Emperor.

Isn't more than half of the glory in these mere five years of reign due to my contribution? In good conscience, I simply couldn't laugh.

A victorious husband could stand proudly before his wife.

"While succession of the title isn't possible, we can prevent Maria from inheriting the title immediately."

Even if it was half a victory, a victory is still a victory. Moreover, strategically speaking, we achieved our goal, so it's more like 80% rather than half.

"They said we could use a system of regency."
"Regency?"

Trixie, who had been playing with the triplets, tilted her head at my words.

"I heard that the Sword-Testing Duke also appointed a regent once? Until the heir who would become the second duke came of age, a regent performed the role of Serbet Duke for about seven years."
"Ah."

Trixie's eyes widened at the specific explanation.

"Regent, that's right. I had heard something like that happened. But I naturally thought it was temporary leadership by servants like the head butler, not specifically designating a regent."

Seeing Trixie mutter as if she'd never considered it, the competence of the Minister of Justice stood out anew. The Minister of Justice, who had no connection to the Catovan family, knew about a precedent that even Trixie, a descendant of the Sword-Testing Duke, didn't know precisely.

And that was a precedent from about 300 years ago. It's questionable how he even knew about it.

"Since my brother became the Ulken Duke this year, we'll let that pass, and proceed next year."
"Next year..."

When I mentioned the specific timing, Trixie gently closed her eyes.

"Thank you. And I'm sorry. Because of my stubbornness, you have to bear this burden..."

Then, taking my hand, she slightly bowed her head.

"Don't be sorry. I persuaded His Majesty because I also thought it was necessary."

I gently pressed my lips to her forehead.

Although Trixie first suggested it, I was the one who agreed, finding it reasonable. Blaming Trixie would be petty and ugly behavior.

"Besides, you're not becoming a real duke, just a regent. It's just diligently preparing a gift for our daughter for a short while—how could that be a burden?"

It's not until death, just until Maria comes of age.

Of course, I don't plan to hand it over as soon as she turns 17. Our Maria must attend the Academy.

But giving it to her right after graduation would be heartless. After finishing her school life, shouldn't she do what she wants? So I'm thinking of passing it to her when she's around 30.

...

'Is that really a short while?'


Twenty to thirty years might be a bit much to call "a short while."

***

Alone in the office, I sat staring blankly at the portrait of the Great Emperor.

"Your humble descendant has protected the foundation."

I muttered unconsciously while looking at the portrait.

The Hablem Duchy of the Nuren ducal family. The Ulken Duchy of the Valenti ducal family. The Voyaare Duchy of the Osiden ducal family. The Chenes Duchy of the Salon ducal family. The Serbet Duchy of the Catovan ducal family.

I prevented both the creation of new duchies and the seizure of duchies by families other than these five ducal families. I avoided becoming an unworthy descendant who couldn't hold his head up before the Great Emperor.

'A regent, huh.'

Though I had to dig up a precedent with few examples, it's not like I created a new precedent. If the duchy was in danger, it was right to employ an old precedent.

'If he had acted out of greed, I would have had his head.'

Eventually, I got up from my seat with a slight smile.

If the Minister had been blinded by greed and coveted the duchy, I would have trapped and struck him down by any means necessary. What the Imperial Family and the Empire need are loyal subjects, not traitors.

'If he had been stubborn, I might have felt resentful.'

If he had continued to demand the duchy after I firmly refused, I would have taken a strong stance. Though the Minister made the decision for his daughter, if that decision shook the foundation of the Empire, I couldn't stand by as Emperor.

But the Minister neither acted greedily nor stubbornly. He voluntarily took on the burden he had been avoiding for his daughter, and when I tried to protect the foundation for the Crown Princess, he understood and bowed his head.

So what could I do? For the Minister who stepped back first, I had to find a way for both of us to win. In fact, if Princess Maria, the future Serbet Duchess, faced problems being overshadowed by the Magic-Ending Duke, it would become a headache for the current Emperor as well.

'This might actually be for the best.'

I picked up the remaining vodka I had been drinking and put it back through the opening in the floor.

Yes, in a way, this is a good thing. The Magic-Ending Duke has reigned as duke for over 100 years. As a result, he stood not just at the forefront of the dukes but practically above them. He was positioned somewhere between the Emperor and the dukes.

And now this Magic-Ending Duke says he will step down voluntarily. Though he will maintain his position as Archmage, he will at least descend from his position as a duke above dukes and live as a respected elder.

'Officially recognizing the second-in-command while bringing down the existing second-in-command.'

It's a strange situation. The Magic-Ending Duke, who is second in title, steps down, and the Minister, who is the actual second-in-command, ascends to the position of duke, albeit as a regent.

Still, having one second-in-command is better than having two. That's how I'll think of it.

"A regent can enjoy minimal authority over that title."

Suddenly, I recalled what the Minister of Justice had said.

Minimal authority. Even if minimal, it means being treated as a duke.

'I'll have to think of a good name over the next year.'

It's a natural right and duty for a duke to be given a name. If the Minister can enjoy even minimal ducal authority, shouldn't he be given a name?

However, since he's a regent and not an official duke, I won't officially bestow a name. I'll just casually drop the Minister's ducal name in private settings. First with family, then with my father-in-law, then with ministers and council members. Gradually, bit by bit.

'I can't stop others from using it.'

Even without an official proclamation from the Emperor, if everyone regards him as such, that becomes the truth.

I wonder what expression the Minister will make a year from now when he becomes Kal Serbet Kracius of Teilgleichen. I truly look forward to it.

In celebration of the year-end, a large-scale judicial audit erupted, and the new year was announced with the replacement of Duke Ulken. And only eight people on this continent know about Trixie's planned retirement from her ducal position.

Big events kept happening one after another, like snow falling from the sky. It almost seemed like Enen in the heavens was throwing events for humans.

'This year was going to be tumultuous anyway.'

I took a sip of tea while looking at the snow-covered garden through the window.

Even without Enen preparing events, this year had its own human-made events lined up. Wasn't the Pope's retirement during his lifetime and my canonization while still alive being secretly prepared? I hadn't heard the exact timing from the Pope, but it didn't seem like it would go beyond this year.

'Canonization while still alive, huh.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly. Until recently, I'd been too busy to think about it, but at this rate, I might become both a saint and a duke's proxy around the same time. It would be a crazy disaster of shouldering both ecclesiastical and secular authority simultaneously.

Just thinking about it makes me chuckle involuntarily. Imperial Audit Minister, Servet Duke's proxy, and a living saint. Somehow, burdens too heavy for a single individual keep coming without rest.

No, it's not just a feeling—it's a fact. At this point, the gods might be experimenting on me, saying, "You're still standing after all this? You're tough." It's truly a pitiful situation.

"Daddy!"
"Appa!"
"Hmm?"

As I was sipping my tea with that bitter feeling, I turned my head upon hearing the voices of the Crown Princess and Pedi.

The two children riding on Charity and Kindness. Behind them, following with a bright expression, was Titi and—

"Moooo~"

—Behimos Junior, whom we had temporarily borrowed from Behimos.

Wait, was it Behimos Junior or just Juni that we decided to call it?

"Daddy! When are we going to see Behimos?!"
'Ah.'

I inwardly sighed at the Crown Princess's direct question.

"I'll entrust this child to you for a while. Show it to your little ones, and tell them to come in a month if they want to see such cute children."

When I temporarily received Juni from Behimos, I clearly heard that a suitable visiting time would be a month later.

However, between Tanian's wedding, the judicial audit, Duke Ulken's replacement, and discussions about the Servet Duke's proxy, February had already arrived. It had been two months, not just one.

'He must be disappointed.'

Though not one to express it actively, Behimos secretly enjoys when children visit. He must be feeling let down that the children haven't come for two months.

'Fortunately, the snow has stopped.'

Glancing at the window, I noticed that the snow that had been falling heavily just an hour ago was no longer visible. Only traces of fallen snow covered the ground.

"Shall we go right away?"
"Really?!"
"Of course. It would have been a bit difficult if it were still snowing, but the snow has stopped just for Your Highness. Isn't it a heavenly sign that you should play with Behimos?"
"That's right! I'm going to play with Behimos!"

Seeing the Crown Princess's sparkling eyes, my guilt grew even more.

Not only did I unintentionally stand up Behimos, but I also felt like I had neglected the children for an extended period due to adult matters. I'm actually grateful they waited this long.

"Pedi. Shall we all go together with your siblings?"
"Yeah! I'll call them!"

As soon as Pedi answered, Kindness, who was carrying him, quickly turned around.

"Young master! I'll go to the three young ladies first!"
"Okay!"

Soon, they disappeared beyond the corridor with loud hoof sounds.

It was heartwarming to see what was clearly an excellent mount dedicated to Pedi. I don't even need to teach Pedi horseback riding; he'll become a rider who will forever remain in imperial history. What rider in this world would ride a talking horse?

"I'll bring the others!"
"Let's go, miss."

This time, Charity disappeared with the Crown Princess on her back.


Pedi riding a horse and the Crown Princess riding a deer. It's not new, but it's a strange sight that would startle others. Perhaps beyond strangeness, it might even inspire awe.

'No wonder they always come to our house.'

The Crown Princess who visits with perfect attendance. Henrietta who visits whenever she remembers. And Helen who seems likely to visit soon.

There was a reason why children abandoned their own homes and were fixated on ours. This was also not a new observation, but seeing Kindness and Charity gracefully disappear made it feel even more poignant.

"There was definitely just one of you at first."
"Woof?"

After the two children and their mounts left, I stroked the head of Titi, who sat down beside me, panting.

Of course, this mansion wasn't an animal kingdom from the beginning. Initially, it was a place where only humans lived, but starting with Titi, whom I received from Sang, more and more beasts gradually increased... and now it's like this...

'How many are there exactly?'

If we include spirits, it's immeasurable, that much I know.

"Moooo."
"Do you want to be petted too?"
"Mooooo!"

Juni, who had been standing blankly alone, approached me and mooed clearly.

Come to think of it, I've done wrong by this one too. It was supposed to stay for only a month, but it's been here for two months. It's like being dispatched to another unit and having your return date indefinitely postponed. Thinking about it this way makes it seem terrible.

"You've had a hard time. Let's go meet your owner now."

Juni silently licked my hand in response.

And I learned that cow saliva is quite sticky right after I picked up Meri, who had crawled over.

"Ewww..."

Unfamiliar with the sticky, wet feeling, I closed my eyes dejectedly as Meri whimpered.

I'm sorry that Daddy just hugged you.

I headed to Behimos, leading nine children.

"You've come at last. I've been waiting."
"I'm sorry. I've been busy and only managed to come now."
"No need to apologize. I understand well enough that you're busy."

Behimos gently shook his head at my apology.

Of course, what was gentle for Behimos looked like a boulder rocking back and forth to human eyes.

"Rather, thanks to the sufficient time that passed, I was able to complete preparations for the little ones."
"Preparations, you say."

Turning my head slightly, I could clearly see the preparations Behimos mentioned.

The lake that Behimos was creating when we last visited. The terrain around that lake had changed dramatically.

The front of the lake was like an ordinary pasture where cows or sheep might graze. Behind the lake, it resembled the plains I had seen in western Yuven.

'Is this even possible?'

It's marvelous. I expected that with Behimos here, the creatures that lived in Yuven would manage fine in the Empire, but I didn't expect the terrain itself to be transformed.

What's even more surprising is that this miracle was achieved by an artificial life form, not a god. If it can do this much in its current state, after having died once and been recreated, how many miracles must it have achieved when it was a god? It wasn't worshipped as a deity for nothing.

I suddenly wondered what kind of miracles the sky god in the north could show, but quickly dismissed the thought. Let's not provoke a god who's behaving well.

"Wow! Animals we saw at the zoo! There are so many!"
"They're all big! Huge!"

The children's eyes widened at the amazing harmony between the eastern and western parts of the continent.

These are children who were happy just seeing a few animals in enclosures. But now they were directly observing numerous animals in vast plains, not enclosures. And not just ordinary animals like cows or sheep, but giraffes, elephants, crocodiles, hippos, ostriches, water buffaloes, and bison.

Honestly, even adults would be amazed by this sight. If I had come alone, I would have climbed onto a bison's back and enjoyed a safari tour.

"I didn't expect you to set up such a proper place. Thank you."
"Isn't it my job to take care of children? I merely did what I had to do."


After saying that, Behimos looked at Juni, who was sticking close behind me.

"Hooh."

Then, letting out a small exclamation, he nodded.

"It seems you've taken good care of that child. I can see the trust it has for you in its eyes."
"Trust?"

I glanced at Juni, surprised by the unexpected comment.

It's embarrassing to admit, but I didn't particularly treat this one well or take special care of it. I just regarded it as one of the many animals staying at our house. I thought it would return after a month anyway, and even when I wasn't around, my family and servants would take care of it.

'Does it instinctively recognize its master?'

If it trusts me despite that, it means Juni has identified the master of the mansion. It made the wise judgment that 'The master told them to take care of me, so they're treating me well.'

However, if there's a truth that Juni hasn't grasped, it's that while I may be the legal owner of the mansion, my rank within the household is infinitely low. It should have aligned itself with our children or my wives instead.

'I'm sorry.'

The line you've grabbed is just an ordinary rope painted gold. It's not a rotten rope, but it's not a good one either.

"Moooo~"

Whether it understood my thoughts or not, Juni mooed cheerfully as I stroked its head.

"It seems to like you. Would you like to take it and raise it?"
"Maybe I should..."

It would be unconscionable to abandon someone who grabbed the wrong line.

Since it's come to this, let's make it a permanent member of the mansion.

***

I played a lot with Daddy, my siblings, and Behimos before coming back.

I wanted to play more, but Daddy said we had to return before it got dark.

'I hate winter!'

In summer, we played longer! In winter, it gets dark early! We can't play for long!

Plus, the sun rises late! Winter is really annoying!

'The long-nosed one was interesting...'

Good. Let's go to Behimos tomorrow and play with that interesting animal with the really long nose.

Nose... nose... elephant? Daddy said that was its name. It has a long nose, so elephant!

"Your Highness!"
"Hmm?"

As I returned home with the lady-in-waiting, the head steward came running.

"His, His Imperial Majesty and Her Imperial Majesty are waiting for Your Highness!"
"Eh? Daddy and Mommy?"
"Yes, Your Highness! That's right!"

Why? When I play with Daddy, neither Daddy nor Mommy usually wait for me.

"Your Highness, please don't be too surprised. Her Imperial Majesty has given birth to your second sibling!"
"......"
"...Your Highness. I told you not to be too surprised..."
"Wowwww!"

Sibling! Sibling!

A sibling after Carolus! My sibling!

"Really?!"
"Yes! Your Highness's sibling who has just entered the world!"

Wowwww!

As soon as I returned to the mansion, I was greeted with joyous news.

"Your senior had her third niece?" Eri asked.

It was somewhat bewildering news.

"What?"

I responded blankly to Eri's words as we met at the main gate.

I knew the Empress was pregnant with her third child. I also knew it was about time for the baby to be born, that the Emperor was excited about the upcoming birth, and that the Empress was taking advantage of her restricted movement to indulge in vodka.

But I never expected to hear about the Empress giving birth after returning from an outing. If I'd known, I would have visited Behemoth tomorrow instead of today. I inadvertently made the Crown Princess into a sister who was out gallivanting while her younger sibling was being born.

Wait, not sister but older sister?

"Is it a prince or princess?"
"It's the Second Princess."

Ah, older sister is correct. I've turned her into an older sister who was away during the important moment of her sibling's birth.

"How embarrassing. The Crown Princess will probably be upset with me for a while."
"What does it matter? Instead of anxiously waiting, she got to have fun, and when she returns, a cute little sister has been born. Wouldn't she be happier that way?"

I couldn't help but smile at Eri's cheerful grin.

Looking at it positively, that's true. Besides, honestly speaking, the Crown Princess being present for the Second Princess's birth wouldn't have been particularly helpful. Rather, the palace servants would have had a hard time consoling the Crown Princess as she worried about the Empress and her sister.

'They took her away well.'

Taking the Crown Princess to Behemoth was an excellent choice. The Emperor must have wanted the Crown Princess to be elsewhere too, which is why he didn't contact me.

"Still, it's already their third child. I'm glad the Imperial Family is flourishing."
"I heard your senior wants up to five children."
"My goodness."

I smiled again, thinking of a certain blond in the palace.

Hang in there, blondie. You've had three out of five, so you're more than halfway there. With effort, you'll be able to have two more healthy and cute children.

And with such a good relationship, you only had the Crown Princess after several quiet years. Think of this as paying all at once for that period of silence. If you had worked hard right after marriage, you might have had seven children by now, not just five.

"You don't know the name yet, right?"
"No. Well, they'll decide quickly. I think they had dozens of candidates prepared."

With that many options, choosing one will be a task in itself. They'll probably have the name by tomorrow morning.

The next day at lunch, I leisurely prepared to go out after finishing my meal. Since there was no sign of the Crown Princess rushing over at daybreak, she must be preoccupied with her newborn sister.

As the Crown Princess's godfather, it's my duty to personally congratulate her on the new addition. A goddaughter's joy is her godfather's joy, and her sorrow is his sorrow. I should be there to applaud enthusiastically as the Crown Princess delights in her new sister.

"Papa, where are you going?"
"To the palace. I'm going to see Crown Princess sister."
"Can I come too?"

I hesitated at Pedi's question before shaking my head.

Though Pedi has seen newborn babies more than most, those were siblings born in the same mansion or cousins of the same bloodline. Except for such unavoidable cases, it's best to minimize a newborn's contact with people.

So today I'll go alone. I won't mention the new sister to the Crown Princess yet, and after seeing the condition of the Empress and Princess, I'll decide when to bring the children—

"I want to see new sister too."
"Huh?"

I flinched at Pedi's words.

What's this? From "new sister," she's not talking about the Prince, but how does she know about the Princess's birth?

"Eri mommy told me! Sister got sister!"
"Ah."

I immediately understood. Eri must have been spreading the news.

Of course, while Eri is free-spirited, she's thoughtful enough not to leak information outside the mansion, but there are plenty of eyes and ears within the estate.

"Papa! Going to see sister? We want to go too!"
"Us too! Us too!"
"Want to see sister!"

Just like our children who came rushing after Pedi.


'What should I do?'

I could only manage an awkward smile at the eight children with their sparkling eyes.

The Empress must be in a weakened state after giving birth, and the Second Princess is at her most vulnerable. To exaggerate slightly, even breathing needs to be done carefully.

Taking eight children to such a place? Even with the special relationship between the imperial children and ours, that's a bit...

'I need to be firm when something isn't allowed.'

I took a deep breath internally and composed my expression.

I love our children more than anyone, but because I truly love them, I don't intend to spoil them. For their emotional well-being, I'll be a father who firmly says no when necessary.

The delicate balance between gentleness and strictness—that's true parenting.

***

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I appreciate you coming to congratulate us, but I didn't expect so many visitors."

The Minister quietly averted his gaze at my words. He seemed embarrassed as well.

'Well, well.'

The Minister's children gathered closely at his feet, their eyes shining brightly.

I couldn't help but smile. Considering the Minister's weakness for children, I expected some small guests, but I didn't think all of them would come.

"Your Majesty. Hello."
"Hello!"
"Hi~"

When Pedi bowed to me, the other children hurriedly followed suit.

"Welcome, all of you. You must have had a hard time coming here in this cold weather."

Fortunately, they all seem to take after their mother rather than their father—cute and well-mannered. What a blessing for the Empire and the Imperial Family.

'What does it matter if they all came?'

Perhaps that's why my initial surprise quickly subsided.

It's natural for children to follow their father. These children came with their father to see our Princess. They consider the Crown Princess's family as their own. It's not just friendship but a family-like bond that made them move their short legs diligently to visit.

Then as the father of the Crown Princess, Prince, and Princess, I should gladly welcome these family-like children. Like their uncle.

"Our Caroline will be delighted. Such wonderful big brothers and sisters have come to see her."
"Caroline?"
"Caroline! Sister's name is Caroline?"
"That's right. Your sister's name is Caroline."

The Minister's children erupted in enthusiastic cheers at my words.

Our Princess might complain about lack of personal time, but she certainly won't grow up lonely. Not with eight such passionate family members and friends.

"So the Princess's name is Caroline."
"Yes. It's one of the names my father-in-law recommended. Don't you think it's nice?"
"Caroline Livnoman. Truly a beautiful name."

I nodded with satisfaction at the Minister's response.

A name given by my father-in-law, of all people. Of course it would be beautiful.

"Anyway, since you've braved the cold to come here, the star of the show should welcome her guests. Please come in."
"Is... is that all right? The Empress and Princess must be very tired..."
"You knew that and still came?"

The Minister's gaze shifted away again.

"I'm joking. The Empress has the sturdy blood of House Nuren, and the Princess is receiving the utmost care, so a brief visit shouldn't be a problem."

I chuckled softly and patted the Minister's back.

I understand without him saying it. The Minister must have worried about the health of the Empress and Princess and intended to come alone or bring just a few children, but he couldn't resist their earnest wishes.

I can fully understand. As a father myself, how could I not? The Minister had to persuade and console eight children—it's only natural he would yield.

'One is challenging enough, let alone eight.'


The Crown Princess who actively cares for the Prince who can't yet walk or speak properly. It's hard enough to console just the Crown Princess, so I can't imagine what it's like with eight.

'Frightening.'

I involuntarily shuddered at the thought of having eight Crown Princesses in the future.

Lovely, incredibly lovely, but I'm not sure I could handle it.

Caroline was sleeping soundly in her cradle.

Beside her, the Crown Princess watched her sister while being held by the head lady-in-waiting. The Prince was also in the Crown Princess's arms, looking at his sister.

'How nice.'

The heartwarming scene made my nose tingle with emotion.

I was one of three brothers, but we never grew up with such affection and cuteness. How fortunate these children can enjoy the happiness I never had.

"Ung? Godfather?"
"Godfather?"

The children who had been intently watching the youngest turned their heads at the sound of the Minister's footsteps.

I felt slightly disappointed. Both their father and godfather came, yet they called for their godfather first. Shouldn't they call for their father first at times like this?

Of course, I had been in this room until just a few minutes ago before going to greet the Minister, so from the children's perspective, the Minister might be more welcome than me.

"Crown Princess, Prince, I sincerely congratulate you on your beautiful new sister—"
"Shhh."
"Shhh~"

The Crown Princess and Prince firmly cut off the Minister's congratulatory words.

"Godfather. Mommy and Caroline are sleeping."
"Ah, my apologies."

I couldn't help but smile as the Minister slightly bowed his head.

Our precious eldest daughter. How admirably assertive she is.

***

I ended up practicing silence unexpectedly. Considering how the Crown Princess usually jumps with joy whenever a sibling is born, this was an unexpected situation.

"I, shouldn't be too surprised. Should be properly surprised."
"Pardon?"

She even said something difficult to understand. What does it mean to be "properly surprised"?

Still, thanks to the Crown Princess maintaining discipline, our children automatically remained silent too. They just gazed at the Second Princess with bright eyes before we left without incident.

The dignity of someone who can single-handedly control children that even adults find difficult to manage. Perhaps the future Emperor is indeed different.

"Master!"

As I was thinking this while opening the mansion door, Yuris came running as if she had been waiting.

"What's wrong? Did something happen?"

Her urgent expression automatically heightened my tension.

Yuris is always laughing and cheerful. For her to be this flustered, it must be serious.

"The, the First Madam! She just started having contractions! I was about to contact you, but then I saw you returning through the window...!"

?

"Contractions?"
"Yes!"

I heard about a child being born and visited the palace with our children.

After returning from the palace, now a child is being born in our house.

'What is this?'

Well, certainly the Empress and Mar's pregnancies were fairly close in timing. I expected new lives to arrive in succession with only a few weeks' difference.

But births just one day apart? That seems a bit much.

Having a child is the greatest gift for all living beings. This applies not only to humans, who are considered the lords of all creation, but also to ordinary animals.

And there's simply no comparison between knowing this intellectually and actually experiencing it. I knew children were the greatest gift even before marriage, but when Fedi was first cradled in Mar's arms, I felt an indescribable happiness. When she left those arms and came to be with us, I nearly cried.

No, not nearly—did I actually cry? It's all a blur since I was so overwhelmed. Plus, after experiencing childbirth six times, the details get hazy.

Anyway, the birth of a child is a joyful event that never becomes routine or tiresome, no matter how many times you experience it.

'What is this timing?'

It seems Nar wanted to surprise her father quite a bit. I never expected her to arrive the very day after the princess was born. Perhaps Nar's final act of consideration was not being born on the same day?

Yes, let's think positively. If Nar had really set her mind to it, she would have been born yesterday rather than today, and during my outing rather than after I returned home. If that had happened, I would have had to rush home with eight children in tow. The thought alone makes me dizzy.

"You're not even trembling anymore."
"Ah, Father-in-law."

While I was blankly staring at the delivery room door, I heard my father-in-law's voice along with familiar footsteps from down the corridor.

Indeed, right now I felt more bewilderment than nervousness. The anxiety and impatience that never subsided despite multiple experiences had disappeared thanks to Nar. What a filial child she is.

"I have faith that Mar and our child will certainly be healthy. Being anxious would mean not trusting my family."

Apart from my small moment of emotion, I gave my father-in-law the most textbook and excellent answer. From his perspective, this is the moment his youngest grandchild is being born, and if his youngest son-in-law's mind were elsewhere, how disappointed would he be?

So I'd better not mention I was thinking about the princess. Instead, I'll stick with the answer that I trust Mar and Nar. That's better for everyone.

'He arrived quickly—must be because he's retired.'

Seeing my father-in-law rushing here faster than anyone else gave me a strange feeling. I knew he cared deeply for Mar, but I didn't expect him to arrive within five minutes of being contacted. Was he secretly preparing a five-minute standby team for Nar's birth?

"You're right. Trembling is enough for the first time. After that, you just need to trust your family and wait."

While I was marveling at the extraordinary sight of a former duke's five-minute standby team, my father-in-law nodded, seemingly satisfied with my answer.

That's a relief. For an improvised answer, it yielded good results.

"Grandfather!"
"Oh my, our Fedi is here too!"

At Fedi's greeting beside me, my father-in-law's strict, solemn, and serious expression instantly melted away.

Is it just my imagination? He seems to have softened even more since relinquishing his title as duke. If not for his characteristic large build, he would look just like an ordinary grandfather.

"Fedi, you'll soon have a new sibling. Congratulations."
"Yes! I'm happy to have another sibling! I just saw a baby and now our family has a new baby too!"
"You saw a baby?"

At Fedi's words, my father-in-law slightly furrowed his brow, then turned his gaze to me. As if asking what this meant.

"Her Highness the Princess was born yesterday. Since Her Majesty the Empress is still recovering, the official announcement will be made tomorrow or the day after."
"Hmm."

My father-in-law let out an exclamation at my answer.

"You already know something that hasn't been officially announced yet."
"Well, I do have many occasions to visit the palace."

When I answered with an awkward smile, my father-in-law clicked his tongue softly.

In truth, if it weren't for Erich, I wouldn't have known until now. I found out immediately because the Empress's honorary sister was at the mansion.

"Well, never mind. So, Her Highness the Princess. With just a day's difference from our Nar, they should become good friends."

"Indeed."

I turned my gaze back to the firmly closed delivery room door.

The Crown Princess and the Prince already get along with our children like siblings. Naturally, the princess born yesterday will also be a friend and sibling to our children, and now there's a child born just a day apart? I suspect they'll be inseparable, like soulmates.

'Will they be friends of the opposite sex, or the same sex?'

Either would be fine, but I'd prefer a same-sex friend. Since we have a son who resembles me, it's time for a daughter who resembles Mar.

Of course, a son who resembles Mar would be fine too. Whether son or daughter, they're both my children all the same.

The friend of the Second Princess Caroline was decided to be a same-sex friend.

"Waaaaaah!"

A baby girl crying loud enough to shake the delivery room, worthy of inheriting both Kracius and Valenti blood.

With very thin and short hair, more like down, this child was also born with the Kracius black hair.

'Does Mar match well with my genes?'

While other children tend to inherit their mother's hair, strangely, Mar's children have their father's black hair. That's quite fascinating.

"You did well, Mar. This time it's a beautiful daughter."
"Hehe... I thought I'd be happy whether it was a son or daughter as long as they were healthy, but I'm truly delighted to have a daughter too. Human desire really is endless."

Mar laughed softly and carefully raised her upper body.

Unlike when she gave birth to Fedi, she received magic to reduce pain, and this being her second childbirth, it was easier than before. Thanks to that, she could sit up rather than lie down.

"Father, thank you for coming personally despite your busy schedule."
"What would I be busy with? Your brother and his new wife are handling all the banquet preparations."

I couldn't help but smile at my father-in-law's confident answer.

Currently, the Valenti ducal family is preparing a banquet to celebrate my brother-in-law's ascension as duke. While this is something the Valenti family should be fully committed to, my father-in-law is the former head of the family, free from all shackles and constraints. He's a free man who doesn't need to involve himself in troublesome family affairs.

That's probably why my father-in-law came alone without my mother-in-law. She's likely helping out because she misses my brother-in-law, but my father-in-law doesn't need to—

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"I was thinking that since the Iron-Blooded Duke kept watch, our Nar might grow up to be as strong as you, Father-in-law."

My father-in-law's lips curled upward at my reflexive flattery.

Having lived as his son-in-law for four years now, I've reached a level where I can unconsciously pour out words sweet to his ears.

"Hueeeeng..."
"Oh, she's quieting down quickly."

Meanwhile, Nar's loud crying gradually subsided.

What a thoughtful child. She seems intent on quickly passing through the unavoidable crying stage and entering the peaceful sleeping phase so everyone can be at ease. Indeed, our Nar is a filial daughter.

***

Is this a dream?

"Minister. What did you just say?"
"This humble servant also welcomed a small, precious youngest child yesterday. A beautiful daughter, just like Her Highness the Princess."

I blinked blankly at the minister's words, then rubbed my chin.


Yesterday would be the day the minister brought his children to the palace. Unless I've been asleep for three or four days without realizing it, that must be correct.

And to think that the minister, after seeing the princess and returning home, would welcome his own child on the same day. What a remarkable coincidence.

"What an exquisite coincidence. Who would have thought that the youngest of both the Imperial Family and the Kracius Family would change with just a day's difference?"
"Isn't it a joyful late New Year's gift? A precious gift that couldn't be bought even by selling a title."
"Ha! That's true."

I burst out laughing at the minister's subtle hint. Normally, such words wouldn't come naturally unless one was already thinking about selling their title.

"So, what is your youngest's name?"
"I named her Julia."
"I see."

Julia. Julia Kracius.

'She'll make a good friend.'

A child born the same age as the princess, as if on cue, when all the other children from the Imperial Family and the Kracius Family are the princess's older brothers or sisters. I don't know how many more of the minister's children will be born this year, but for now, she's the princess's only peer.

No. Considering their birthdays are just a day apart, even if other peers appear, the relationship between the princess and Julia could be special. They're even the same gender.

"When Julia is old enough to go out, bring her to the palace. She should at least meet the princess."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I will do so."

While looking at the minister bowing his head, I suddenly thought of the Crown Princess who would be beside the princess.

How would the Crown Princess, who is preoccupied with the princess, react when she hears about Julia's birth? How surprised would she be to hear about another new sibling after already rejoicing over one?

And after being thoroughly surprised, she would probably be at a loss, torn between staying at the palace or going to the minister's mansion.

'I should keep this secret for a few days.'

It would be cruel to present such a heavy and burdensome choice to the young Crown Princess. For the sake of her smooth decision-making, I'll keep it hidden for a few days. Until the Crown Princess has sufficiently bonded with the princess and can fully accept a new sibling.

'Come to think of it, Ainter will also have a child this year.'

It's definitely this year, but I'm hazy on the exact due date. Since Barandi has been quietly enjoying her honeymoon in the marquisate, I only learned about the pregnancy several weeks later. Because of that, calculating the due date was a bit challenging, I remember.

Ironically, I can't remember the important due date. Human memory is truly something.

'Anyway, as long as it's this year, that's what matters.'

The princess, Julia, and Ainter's child to be born this year.

I can vaguely see a future where the three of them play energetically at the Academy.

...

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"How many of your wives are currently pregnant?"
"Two, Your Majesty."

The princess, Julia, Ainter's child. Plus two more of the minister's children yet to be born.

I can vaguely see a future where these five play energetically at the Academy.

No, that's not right. Considering that the Magic-Ending Duke gave birth to triplets, we can't ignore the possibility of multiple births at once.

'I wonder who will be the principal then.'

Whoever it is, I'll need to provide them with various compensations beyond their regular salary.

# My ninth child and sixth daughter, Julia.

Julia, the second child born between Mar and me.

'How many years of marriage is it now?'

Even counting from when I married Mar, we're only in our fifth year of marriage. Yet in five years, we have nine children, with two more in their mother's womb. Those two are also expected to be born this year, meaning I've achieved the remarkable feat of securing the minimum members of FC Kracius in just five years of marriage.

Thinking about it this way, I feel proud and amazed at myself. Looking at each wife individually, the numbers seem normal, but when combined, the figures go wild.

'The Golden Duke, though...'

I became genuinely curious. How many children were born in a single year when the Golden Duke was newly married? How busy were the retainers and servants of the Osiden Duchy preparing gifts and caring for the children?

By simple calculation, it's twice my number. Six children in a year means a child born every two months on average. At that rate, even naming them would be a task.

"Fedi. It's time to go to your room and sleep."

After silently paying my respects to the footsteps of my great senior, I tried to comfort Fedi, who wouldn't leave the cradle where Julia was lying.

"I want to watch a little more."

And Fedi, unusually stubborn, refused my words.

Fedi plays energetically from morning to evening. He expends his energy while the sun is up, so when night falls, he quickly falls asleep to recharge. Yet this Fedi was refusing sleep and wouldn't leave Julia's side.

'Is it because they're full siblings?'

Fedi already had seven younger siblings. Including the princess, that makes eight. Julia is merely Fedi's ninth sibling.

Despite this, seeing him show such interest and affection, it seems there must be an instinctive attraction toward a full sibling rather than a half-sibling. Though all siblings are precious, there's something about being drawn to a sibling from the same womb.

'Is this good?'

It's ambiguous. Fedi is our children's firstborn and the commander who will lead the Kracius family—and beyond that, his siblings' families—after me. It's somewhat problematic for him to favor and adore specific siblings.

But even parents tend to pay more attention to certain children when they have many. If even parents do this, demanding fair affection from young Fedi would be cruel. Honestly, I too tend to look after Fedi, my firstborn, a bit more.

'It'll be fine.'

I smiled faintly as I watched Fedi staring intently at Julia.

Yes, it'll be fine. Fedi likes his full sibling more, but he doesn't dislike his half-siblings. In the end, Fedi loves all his siblings, and as time passes, he'll act as fairly as possible as the eldest for all his siblings.

"Fedi."
"Hmm?"
"Isn't it nice having so many siblings?"

However, feeling uneasy about letting it go as is, I subtly asked about Fedi's affection, trying to expand it from just Julia to all his siblings.

To make him feel that his current emotions aren't just for Julia because she's his full sibling, but because she's his sibling. To instill in Fedi the recognition that he likes Julia not because she's his full sibling, but because she's his sibling.

"Yes!"

To my small wish, Fedi smiled more brightly than ever.

"Right. Our Fedi will be a good big brother."
"I'll be a good little brother too!"

His words seemed to be with the Crown Princess in mind, making me smile again.

Fedi is already a good son and nephew, a good grandson and maternal grandson, and a good big brother. How busy will he be if he adds being a good little brother to that?

If I'm a nobleman busy with public affairs, Fedi seems destined to be a nobleman busy with personal affairs. Unlike me, he has many intertwined relationships. Many people to share his growth period with.

"Waaah..."
"Oh my."

While stroking Fedi's head with a warm heart, our conversation must have disturbed Julia, as she woke up.

However, the moment right after waking is the best time to fall back asleep. Just as I hurriedly reached out to soothe Julia,

"Hush, hush."
'Huh?'

Fedi stood on his tiptoes and patted Julia's hand.

"Our little sister, hush, hush."

As if returning exactly what he had experienced. As if passing down the comforting pats he received from his mothers to his sister.

"Uuuu..."

Whether her brother's patting was effective or not, Julia, who had been frowning, returned to her angelic face.


Then she firmly held Fedi's hand with her tiny one. As if she didn't want to lose the warm touch that was comforting her.

'Is this heaven?'

I stared blankly at the scene, as if enchanted.

Julia, who wouldn't let go of Fedi's hand even after falling back asleep. Fedi, who offered his hand without complaint to such a Julia.

This dad is so moved he might cry.

Those who step into heaven don't leave of their own accord. If they leave on their own, then it wasn't heaven but a pseudo-heaven, merely a semblance of heaven.

"...Kal?"
"Ah, Mar. Are you awake?"

Thanks to this, Julia wouldn't let go of Fedi's hand. I watched over Fedi, who ended up lying in the same bed as Julia, all night.

In case Fedi might accidentally crush Julia in his sleep. In case Julia might feel uncomfortable sleeping with someone else.

"I-I'm sorry. Did you not sleep because of me?"

But what was heaven for me wasn't for Mar. How startling must it be to wake up and see your husband standing, looking down at the children?

From Mar's perspective, she might be worried that Julia cried a lot while she was sleeping, and that I gave up sleep to comfort her.

"Kal, even now, you should get in bed—"
"Shh."

I signaled quietly to Mar, who was hurriedly walking over, then silently pointed at the children with my finger.

"Oh my."

And Mar's expression quickly softened as she followed my finger.

"I didn't even realize I stayed up all night watching this."
"I see. I think I would have kept watching too."

Mar chuckled and carefully reached out to caress Fedi and Julia's cheeks.

One son and one daughter. Both precious children that Mar carried for ten months and gave birth to.

"I've often seen Fedi playing and sleeping with his siblings, but seeing this scene gives me a new feeling. It's... a feeling that's hard to express in words."

I hugged Mar's waist, feeling like I understood.

Mar and the other wives all treat the children of other wives as their own. As a husband and head of the family, it's a grateful and joyous thing.

But here are not children she treats like her own, but her actual two children lying side by side. In our mansion, no one except Trixie, the mother of triplets, could watch such happiness. Now Mar is the second to enjoy that happiness.

"But you're not satisfied with just two, right? Since two black-haired children have been born, now a red-haired child resembling Valenti should be born."

When I jokingly suggested this, Mar's smile deepened.

"What if the third also has black hair?"
"Then I'll be three times happier."

What does hair color matter when they're our children? All that matters is that they're born healthy.

But after Fedi with black hair and black eyes, Julia with black hair and green eyes was born. Pattern-wise, the next should be red hair and green eyes. If a child who looks exactly like Mar is born, my father-in-law will be absolutely thrilled.

"DADDYYYYY!"

Just as I was about to imagine what it would be like if a red-haired, green-eyed daughter—a mini-Mar—was born, a familiar, powerful cry was heard from beyond.

"Hehe, she seems more energetic than usual. She must have heard that Julia was born."
"Indeed. Looks like we need to be a bit more careful today."

As the sound of running feet grew closer, the smiles on Mar's and my faces deepened.

Still, since the Emperor is also a father and husband, he sent the Crown Princess after giving Mar time to compose herself. The man has at least a faint trace of conscience.

'She's not waking up even after hearing that.'

And Julia didn't wake up despite the Crown Princess's loud cry and charging sound. Considering she reacted to Fedi's and my conversation yesterday, it's surprising.

Perhaps it's because her brother is holding her hand, sleeping with her, making her feel secure.

"Fedi. Your sister is here."
"Sis... ter?"
"Yes, your sister."

However, Fedi needs to get up soon. If the Crown Princess sees Fedi lying with Julia, she might sparkle her eyes wanting to lie down with them too.

***


I must have been super duper good!

Mommy said so! If I'm good, I get presents! So I must have been super duper super good!

'Two siblings!'

And both my sibling and Fedi's sibling! Two like this!

"Daddy!"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Can I touch?"
"You must touch carefully. If she wakes up while sleeping, your sister might not like it, right?"
"Yes! I know! Don't worry!"

Daddy is silly! I have so many siblings, how could I not know that! I just played with Caroline earlier!

"Oh right, Daddy! What's her name?"
"Julia."
"Yuria?"
"Not Yu but Jul. Ju-li-a."
"Ju-li-a!"

Good! Julia! My sister Julia! I remembered!

"Julia. Hello."

I spoke quietly to sleeping Julia. Julia is sleeping, so I shouldn't wake her up. I have to speak quietly when someone's sleeping.

"Uh- uh?"
"Eh?"

But she woke up!

That's strange! I spoke quietly and didn't even touch her roughly!?

"Oh my. Your Highness, you should have been careful."
"Did she wake up because of me...?"

I didn't do it on purpose... I was careful not to wake her up...

"Actually, it was about time for her to wake up. Julia fell asleep early yesterday."
"What! Daddy, you're mean!"

Daddy is bad! You scared me!

"Julia. Sleep early, wake early. Take a nap at lunch too."
"Really?"

I looked at Julia again after Fedi's words.

If she sleeps at lunch, we can play a lot! I'm going to touch Julia's cheeks and hands all I want!

"Then Julia! Let's play with your big sister!"
"No."
"Huh?"

Fedi said no.

"Julia is still small, so you can't touch her too much! We have to protect her!"
"R-really, we can't?"
"Not even you, sister!"

Hmph...

***

The Crown Princess and Fedi stood side by side, looking at Julia lying in the cradle.

Julia, who was just blinking her eyes blankly as her focus wasn't yet clear. Fedi quietly watching over such a Julia. And the Crown Princess fidgeting beside him.

"J-just once..."
"No."

I could barely hold back my laughter seeing the resolute Fedi and the sulking Crown Princess.

When our children went to meet the princess, the Crown Princess had our children wrapped around her finger, but here, Fedi was controlling the Crown Princess. Even among children, they respect each other's domains.

'An implicit boundary?'

The palace is the Crown Princess's home, and the princess is the Crown Princess's sister, so they follow the Crown Princess's words.

Conversely, this is Fedi's home, and Julia is Fedi's sister, so they follow Fedi's words.

It's a perfect and clean rule for young children to establish. Is this a rule that was instinctively formed because they play together so much?

Since Yulia was born, I've been witnessing some rare sights.

Perhaps inheriting the martial talents of both Kracius and Valenti bloodlines, Fedi, who usually loved wandering around, now spent hours guarding Yulia's cradle.

Then there were the stuffed animals I had gifted to Fedi years ago, now carefully arranged in every corner of Yulia's cradle.

"Why are you here?"
"Young Master ordered me to..."

And even Kindness, Fedi's personal mount and loyal steed, sitting beside Yulia's cradle standing guard.

I couldn't help but chuckle at these surprising and adorable scenes created by a child who had just turned five. I could overlook everything else, but I never expected him to even post Kindness as a guard.

'Has he already learned the art of employing subordinates?'

In this case, it's not employing humans but a beast, yet isn't the essence of leadership identifying absolutely loyal subordinates and assigning them tasks? That's the beginning and end of the art of employing subordinates.

Among the sacred beasts, Kindness is exceptionally loyal to Fedi. This is the same beast that threw a tantrum when Fedi was in danger of having to ride another horse. So for Fedi, Kindness is a trusted subordinate, and Kindness willingly follows Fedi's orders.

I just never expected him to use that loyalty for guarding his baby sister. Kindness probably didn't expect it either.

"Demoted, are you?"

I sat down next to Kindness, who was lying flat on his belly, and joked.

Kindness has been Fedi's loyal steed since before Fedi could walk. Now that his position has suddenly changed, I wondered if he might feel resentful despite following Fedi's orders.

If so, I was willing to console him a bit. He's not particularly disobedient or ill-tempered. He's so loyal to Fedi that it seems like he's already completely devoted to him, so I should show some consideration.

"Demotion? How could you say that! I'm protecting what's most precious to Young Master! How is this a demotion?"

However, when I offered my joking consolation, Kindness responded not with gloom but with a voice full of pride.

"Young Master's sister! His flesh and blood! Entrusting her to me means he trusts me more than anyone! This isn't a demotion—it's a promotion!"
"Well, I suppose that's true."

I nodded, unable to deny his words.

The beast is right. When a person in power entrusts their precious family or treasures to someone, it means that person is a favored subordinate. Everyone in the mansion, human or animal, knows how dearly Fedi cherishes Yulia. How could they not when he shows it so openly?

This creature understood that obvious truth. I had worried he might be sad about not being able to carry Fedi anymore, but perhaps because he was once an evil god, he seems to have enough intelligence to understand the situation.

...

'How strange that he was once an evil god.'

Though these creatures have lived as sacred beasts for years now, I still can't suppress the peculiar feeling when I recall their past. Who would have thought that a being once known as the evil god of jealousy would now follow a five-year-old's orders to protect a one-year-old?

"When the young miss is old enough to crawl, I'll carry both the young master and young miss at the same time!"
"Yes, that would be nice."

Regardless of my mixed feelings, Kindness suddenly stood up and declared boldly.

Such an ambitious statement—carrying both siblings simultaneously. Truly a greedy ambition worthy of a former evil god. I couldn't help but smile.

'Is this what happens when divinity is lost?'

Divinity is a god's identity and source. Having had that divinity torn away by the Eternal Blue Sky, it's not strange that his past as an evil god is being rapidly washed away. With both "evil" and "god" stripped away, it would be more surprising if he remained the same.


And in that situation, he received a name from the next holy one. It's only natural that his identity shifted from evil god to sacred beast.

'That makes sense.'

Though it was a spontaneous thought, it seems quite convincing.

A name is both the signboard and root that symbolizes an existence, so names have power. Even the most vicious demons flinch when their true names are called.

"Oo-ah!"

Yulia made a short babble as if agreeing with my thoughts.

"I apologize, young miss! I'll be quiet!"

Kindness, however, seemed to interpret Yulia's babbling as displeasure and quickly lay flat on the ground, entering a state of silence.

He already seems to view Yulia not just as someone to protect but as a second master deserving loyalty. His skill at currying favor is truly artistic.

'What will he do when they both grow up?'

When both Fedi and Yulia grow up to the point where they absolutely cannot ride the same horse together. When that time comes, what choice will Kindness make?

Will he remain loyal to Fedi, his primary master? Or will he shift his loyalty to his second master whom Fedi cherishes? Or will he run away, declaring he'd rather die than choose?

Just imagining it makes my heart race. He might wail about why he can't use the body-splitting technique.

'Good luck.'

Though it's more than ten years away, he should start worrying about it now.

Yulia's birth brought happiness beyond words, but it came with one inconvenient point.

Namely, that we had to temporarily suspend our honeymoon because we now had a newborn. I couldn't be a terrible father who leaves behind a child who can't even focus her eyes properly to go abroad.

When Meri was born, I thoughtlessly went to Jereno and ended up making Meri cry a lot. Once might be a mistake, but twice would be incompetence—the incompetence of a father making his child cry.

'What would Fedi think if Yulia cried looking for her father?'

Moreover, Fedi is currently completely smitten with Yulia. If Yulia were to wail loudly (reason: missing daddy) during this period, Fedi's anger, resentment, and sadness would be directed at me. The miraculous cost-effectiveness of earning the resentment of both with just one trip.

"So we'll have to go on the trip another time."

That's why I asked Eri for understanding. Our honeymoon would have to be postponed for a few months. If we went now, our domestic peace would be endangered in many ways.

"As long as we don't travel to another country, wouldn't it be fine? The problem is staying abroad for weeks, but if we just use teleportation for domestic travel, couldn't we go right away?"
"Huh?"

However, Eri countered with unexpected logic.

Instead of spending days and nights beyond the border, she suggested a travel style where we use the mansion as a base and visit places as we please. She was proposing a work-style honeymoon where we "commute" in the morning and return in the evening.

"Would that be okay? Everyone else made memories in foreign countries, but staying only within the country seems a bit..."
"When everyone aims for outside the borders, I'll aim for inside! Choosing a path no one takes is the shortcut to success!"
"Come on, why are you measuring success and failure with this?"

A couple's intimate trip is successful either way.

But Eri's words were quite persuasive. A domestic trip while others travel abroad would certainly stand out. Besides, apart from the Academy field trip, I hadn't really traveled domestically for leisure.


Of course, I had been to various places, but not for fun—it was for work. From the southern seas to the northern plains, all were business visits.

'Would it be okay?'

So I began to seriously consider Eri's proposal.

A trip where we teleport in the morning and return by teleport in the evening. If that's the case, being away from Yulia for a short time shouldn't be a big problem. If, during that day trip, Yulia desperately looks for her father, I can respond quickly. If we were abroad, the procedures for crossing borders would make immediate teleportation difficult, but domestically, I could use it hundreds or thousands of times.

"Are you really okay with this?"
"Yes! But in exchange, let's do it for several weeks like the others! Don't just play together for one day and end it!"
"That goes without saying."

I nodded immediately at something so obviously reasonable.

Eri had compromised by choosing domestic over foreign travel, so drastically reducing the number of travel days would be unfair to her. The smell of blood had been gradually fading from Eri, but she might revert to the Eri of the basement.

"Then shall we start a week from now? I'll think about where to go—"
"Let's spread out a map and decide spontaneously each day!"
"...How about throwing darts to decide?"
"Wow! That sounds fun! Let's do that!"

I smiled as I watched Eri giggling with delight.

Though it's a somewhat unique process, it's also part of the journey. If Eri enjoys it, I'm more than willing to go along with it.

***

As soon as I got confirmation, I returned to my room.

"Yahoo!"

I threw myself on the bed and cheered.

It worked! I was worried the Minister might politely refuse out of guilt, but fortunately, things went exactly as I wanted!

'I'm going to travel all over the place!'

I grinned as I stared at the ceiling. I prefer relaxing domestically rather than playing in foreign countries. All the continent's goods eventually gather in the Empire anyway, and I'm a marchioness. Rather than going through the trouble of traveling to another country, it's much better to just lift a finger here in the Empire!

Crucially, it's better to showcase my presence domestically for the sake of the nobles' perception and my reputation. I need to be seen not as Erzsebet, the section chief of the Audit Department, but as Erzsebet, the wife of the Count of Teilgleichen.

That's what this domestic trip is for. I'll carefully select only the territories of major nobles, important imperial direct territories, and tourist attractions where crowds gather! To let everyone know that the Minister and I are a couple, that I am a noble lady.

And for my lovely treasure, my greatest treasure, Ferenc!

"Mom."
"My son! Did you come because you missed mommy!?"

I hurriedly got up at the sound of Ferenc's voice from outside the door.

I'll give only the best to our Ferenc! A reputation as the capable lady-in-waiting of the Crown Princess's Palace would be better for Ferenc than my reputation from the audit days!

So during this trip, let's completely erase my audit reputation! If I travel diligently, I can definitely do it!

'I'll be the only wife who traveled domestically with him.'

Coincidentally, no other wife has traveled domestically alone with the Minister. They all went beyond the borders to create precious memories, but no wife has shown off to the nobles domestically.

This opportunity! I'll use it well!

It may seem redundant to say, but the Empire is the foremost nation on the continent. It's not merely one among many great powers standing at the front—it's a superpower that reigns above all other powerful nations. The Empire is an entity that can look down upon others from above, beyond merely competing fiercely with the second-ranked nation.

Without such status, one cannot dare use the name "Empire." An empire that should encompass the continent and lead all its subjects, yet cannot even perfectly subjugate a single nation? That would be nothing more than a hegemon's kingdom, not an Emperor's empire.

And surprisingly, even before the current Emperor's ascension—during the fantastical era of the Shadow Rulers—the Kfelopen Empire somehow maintained its imperial status. Even when other kingdoms gave looks that said, "That guy isn't what he used to be," they never denied that Kfelopen was an Empire.

The reason was simple. Despite the Shadow Rulers running rampant, the Empire's weight class was insane. The western continent, developed by humanity over the longest period—the Empire was the pig that monopolized all those prime territories.

'It's strange to call my homeland a pig.'

But what else could I do? It's hard to find a more accurate description.

Throughout continental history, Muno, Trika, and Apels Empire—all empires that reigned supreme—were located in the western continent. This happened because new empires beheaded existing ones and proclaimed themselves empires.

The fact that the first empire arose in the western continent means that region was the most developed at the time. Subsequent empires also based themselves in the west, naturally making the western continent humanity's center and the most prosperous region.

'With overwhelming strength, they could endure even when their leadership went mad.'

At least until the emergence of the current Emperor, that exceptional ruler of restoration.

Of course, there were times when it seemed truly doomed due to external and internal calamities like the Khagan and the Second Prince, but somehow the Empire overcame those challenges and reclaimed its glory. The Empire became the undisputed leader encompassing and guiding the continent.

In other words, the Empire is the center where everything on the continent converges, a nation lacking nothing, which means—

"There are too many options?"
"I know. I didn't expect this many."

—it's also a country with too many places to visit for a domestic honeymoon.

Unique regional cultures created by vast territories. Diverse attractions formed through long history. Lavish luxury culture built by countless nobles. A massive economy supported by a population in the hundreds of millions. The Empire's domestic market was truly magnificent and majestic.

To the point where traveling to another country might actually be the more frugal option.

'Well, a single duchy is equivalent to a decent-sized kingdom anyway.'

The Voyaare Duchy engaging in trade disputes with the Zereno Kingdom. My first father-in-law beating up eastern kingdoms. These things were possible because, despite being part of the Empire, a duchy's weight class was equivalent to a nation.

That's why I couldn't help but sigh as soon as we opened the domestic map. Where should we go to make it a worthwhile trip? This isn't something that can be solved by throwing a dart.

'A couple of throws won't give us an answer.'

First, we need to decide which direction to go—north, south, east, or west of the Empire. Then which major domain within that region, then which minor domain within that, and then where specifically within that domain... It's absolute chaos. Is this the destiny that a great nation must bear?

"I guess there's no choice."
"Huh?"

While I was contemplating whether to ask the Minister of Land for good tourist spots, Erich stood up with a serious expression.

Then she spread the map that had been on the desk onto the floor.

"Minister, please wait a moment!"
"Oh, okay."

I nodded glumly as Erich disappeared in an instant.

I felt uneasy. Based on past experience, whenever Erich made a decision, it was never an ordinary one. Something unimaginably extraordinary by normal standards would emerge.

"I'm back!"
"What the—"

I briefly considered stopping her, but soon Erich returned carrying Ferents in her arms.

I grew even more anxious. Why did she suddenly bring Ferents?

"Here, Ferents! Poke anywhere with this!"
"Poke?"

"Yes! Stab it with this!"

Erich placed a small toy sword in Ferents' hand and gently set him down on the floor. Suddenly, Ferents was standing in front of the map holding a toy sword.

"You're not seriously..."
"If we can't decide, let Ferents decide for us! A honeymoon chosen by our child! Isn't that wonderful?"

Her confident statement left me momentarily speechless.

'Is it?'

At the same time, I found myself agreeing with her logic.

It doesn't seem wrong. Rather than throwing darts two, three, or four times to decide, wouldn't it be more meaningful to have our adorable Ferents decide for us? Both methods are random, but the latter feels like a gift from Ferents to us.

"Ferents. Poke anywhere like your mother said."

I crouched down in front of Ferents, who was just blinking his eyes, and spoke gently.

A honeymoon for parents chosen by their son. It's a bizarre sentence, but it will certainly make for a meaningful trip. For an idea that came from Erich's mind, it's surprisingly normal and heartwarming.

"Mmm..."

With both mom and dad making the request, Ferents began to toddle around.

"Here!"

Eventually, after walking proudly across the map, Ferents stabbed a domain with his toy sword.

"Ah."
"Oh? Isn't that...?"

Both Erich and I were slightly taken aback when we saw the region Ferents had chosen.

The place where Ferents' blade touched was an Imperial direct territory in the southern Empire. More specifically, a land that had belonged to a prestigious family until a few years ago, when due to various incidents, it became directly controlled by the Imperial family.

To be even more precise, it was once part of a marquisate but was stripped away after earning great enmity from the Imperial family.

'It's Hausents.'

Territory confiscated when the Aesilon Marquisate was demoted to a county. Land transferred from the Hausents Marquisate to Imperial direct control.

That was the first domestic honeymoon destination our Ferents had chosen for us.

"Um... is this okay?"
"If it had been a bit further down, it would have been problematic, but since it's direct Imperial territory, it should be fine."

Since this direct territory was forcibly transferred from what was once Aesilon land, it naturally borders the current Aesilon County's domain. If Ferents' sword had tilted just a bit lower, we would have ended up traveling to Aesilon County's territory.

No matter how confident I am, visiting the domain of a family whose head I smashed would be awkward. If we went there and happened to meet people from Aesilon or servants working there, it would be uncomfortable.

Besides, if I went to Aesilon, others might think I went there to gloat. They might see me as a crazy minister who, after demoting a marquisate to a county, returns years later to inspect them again.

'That's a relief.'

I stroked Ferents' head while inwardly sighing with relief.

Thank you, my son. You've preserved your father's reputation.

The Hausents region, now demoted to a county and divided into north and south.

However, when the Aesilon family was still called a marquisate, Hausents was one of the most prosperous regions in the Empire. As the Emperor's in-laws and the top-ranked marquisate, it inevitably developed.

Therefore, the northern Hausents region that the Imperial family took away is quite wealthy and still boasts decent income. This means there will be plenty to see when we visit. Except for being former Aesilon territory, it's an appropriate travel destination.

'I never thought I'd go back there.'


I smiled wryly as I watched Ferents giggling, apparently pleased with the toy sword.

I have no intention of forcibly changing the destination Ferents chose for us. After all, Aesilon paid for their crimes; they didn't suffer unjustly. While I might feel awkward, there's no reason to deliberately avoid it.

However, since it was once Aesilon territory, there is someone whose understanding I need to seek.

"Minister? What's the matter?"
"I have an urgent matter to discuss."

The owner of the Imperial direct territory and someone who harbors deeper resentment toward Aesilon than I do.

Someone who, despite stopping the sword dance after eliminating the previous Aesilon head and heir, still likely holds memories of Aesilon.

"Don't use the word 'urgent.' It makes me anxious."
"I apologize."
"Well, it must be important for you to contact me directly. Speak."
"My wife and I wish to travel to experience the Empire's greatness and beauty firsthand, but it seems we will be visiting the northern Hausents region."
"What."

None other than the Emperor. The Emperor whose life was in grave danger from the Aesilon family backing the Second Prince. No matter how I think about it, I need to explain the situation to him before going.

What if I went without saying anything and the Emperor found out later? It wouldn't matter that it's currently Imperial direct territory. He would likely experience PTSD and lose his mind. He'd revert to the madman he was when he first became Crown Prince.

That would be problematic. I can't allow blood to flow again in the Imperial family and Empire that have finally found peace.

"Why... there of all places..."

Indeed, the Emperor visibly reacted to my report.

I unconsciously swallowed. If this is his reaction to a voluntary report, what would have happened if he had discovered our trip without warning? It's horrifying just to imagine.

"I had my son Ferents choose our travel destination, and he stabbed the northern Hausents region with a toy sword—"
"Stabbed with a sword?"
"No, I mean, Erich gave him a stick instead—"
"Is your wife traveling with you Erzsebet? A section chief-level personnel visiting Hausents?"

I was wrong. This guy's eyes are already half-crazed.

In the Emperor's mind, this isn't a honeymoon but "the Audit Minister and former Section Chief 1 visiting the Hausents region."

'This is driving me crazy.'

Should I choose a different location even now...?

***

The Minister is visiting the Hausents region with a section chief-level personnel? And with the former chief of Section 1 who handled interrogations?

Why? For what purpose?

'Is there something I don't know about?'

Could there be movements of rebellion in the northern Hausents region? Are there traitors who can't forget Aesilon and are stirring?

Dare they, dare they have traitors remaining who follow those who insulted the Imperial family and the Empire? In an Imperial direct territory of all places?

'This cannot be tolerated.'

Traitors cannot be forgiven and should not exist. Northern Hausents must be land solely for the Imperial family.

"Your Majesty. My intention to visit Hausents is merely coincidental—"

The Minister said something through the communication device, but I couldn't hear it.

What matters now isn't the Minister but Hausents.

# A Place Chosen by Ferenc

The travel destination personally chosen by Ferenc. Parents going on their honeymoon to a place selected by their child.

Since it was such a rare experience that others might wish for but couldn't have, I planned to seek the Emperor's permission to visit Northern Hauzentz. So that someday when Ferenc grows up, I could tell him, "You chose the honeymoon spot for your dad and mom."

But I should probably give up on that idea. Even through the communication crystal, I could clearly see the Emperor gradually losing his mind. His eyes were filled with the same venom as when he was first appointed Crown Prince, and the corners of his mouth twitched uncontrollably.

I remember it well. Whenever the Emperor showed such passionate reactions, he would wield the Audit Department like a sword.

'I should back down.'

I'm sorry, Ferenc. Though it was a precious place chosen by my son, this father couldn't protect that preciousness.

It seems a storm of blades might sweep through the Empire. Not just Northern Hauzentz, which has been peacefully existing as an Imperial direct territory, but even Aesilon, which had been lying low, looks like it might suddenly be dragged out by the collar.

'That can't happen.'

If this were Aesilon from the days of the Second Prince, I would have beaten them myself before the Emperor could even issue an order. The Aesilon family deserved to die, and I would have beaten them while wondering how much would be enough for the Emperor to say, "That's enough."

However, the current Aesilon is practically a separate entity from the Aesilon of that time. Though they inherited the noble title, territory, and wealth—and thus the karma—the current head of the Aesilon family is distantly related to the previous head by blood.

The current head who suddenly inherited the title after the previous head and young master were dealt with. Though an Aesilon, this person was far removed from the atrocities committed by the family.

'How hard did I search to install him?'

For a moment, I felt my blood run cold. How difficult it had been to find a sane person among those wretched Aesilon people. The current head of the Aesilon family is that rare noble who is perceptive, quick-witted, and conscientious.

And now the Emperor, in his madness, wants to beat Aesilon again? The current head might be swept away in the process? I dread to think who would become the next head. If I remember correctly, the current head's child isn't even 10 years old yet. If the position becomes vacant at this time, the remnants of Aesilon will undoubtedly compete for the headship.

"Your Majesty. I have misspoken. Hauzentz is but a speck of dust compared to the vast Empire. How could I trouble you to set foot in such an insignificant place?"

I hastily changed my words to prevent a terrible disaster. I wouldn't even glance at Northern Hauzentz.

"...Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Go. Northern Hauzentz is the most recently incorporated direct territory after the North. And it wasn't newly conquered land, but a territory that was originally a noble's domain before becoming a direct territory."

I involuntarily swallowed at the Emperor's cold voice.

"Of course, the direct territory is managed by loyal local officials. I don't think Aesilon, who received appropriate punishment, would dare harbor rebellious thoughts."
"In that case—"
"However."

Eyes with less venom than before.

Instead, those eyes, now filled with intense killing intent and coldness, stared at me.

"While I don't doubt everything, at least Aesilon's loyalty shouldn't be completely trusted."

Along with the instruction to investigate Aesilon and Hauzentz if there was even the slightest possibility.

It was such an explicit order that I inwardly sighed. He doesn't doubt everything, but he can't trust Aesilon. In other words, "I can trust you to investigate Aesilon." Since both the Emperor's trigger and trust were activated simultaneously, I couldn't ignore it.

"How tragic and lamentable it would be if there were those in the Empire who disturb Your Majesty's peace of mind. As your servant, I shall certainly look for any rebellious thoughts."
"Good. As the Minister, you should be able to find even the most hidden rebellious thoughts. I trust you."

With those words, the Emperor's face disappeared. I had sought permission for a honeymoon but ended up receiving an official order.

'He's completely lost it.'

I clicked my tongue, looking at the communication crystal that had lost its light. When an Emperor who's gone mad like that gives an order, a subject can't refuse.

If I refuse, the Emperor's rampage will intensify, and if I'm unlucky, his suspicion might extend to me. It's best to avoid even the slightest possibility of trouble.


"Her Majesty the Empress."
"Oh my, Minister?"

Of course, as a subject, I can't refuse, but that doesn't mean I'll comply obediently.

"Forgive my rudeness for greeting you through the communication crystal instead of in person. I have an urgent matter to discuss, so I've taken the liberty of contacting you despite the impropriety."

If I can't stop it with my own power, I can seek help from someone who is equal to or above the Emperor. I just need to play the only card that can subdue the Emperor's rampage.

'How dare you assign work to someone going on their honeymoon.'

I can accept finding work by chance while on a trip. It's a truly sad coincidence, but a coincidence nonetheless. I'd accept it as my fate.

But receiving an official order before even going on the trip is a different matter. I'm going on a trip, not going to work.

"Speak freely. Minister, you're like family to the Imperial household. How could there be any impropriety?"

I slightly bowed my head at the Empress's gentle response.

Emperor, you bastard. You were fine giving orders unilaterally. Let's see how you like being pressured by someone above you.

About three hours later, the Emperor contacted me.

"I was somewhat excited and gave an inappropriate order. I apologize. Forget what I said earlier."
"I am deeply honored."
"Go to Hauzentz when it's convenient, or don't go at all. It's the Minister's honeymoon, how could I interfere? I'll leave it entirely to the Minister's decision."

The Emperor, who had been forcibly calmed down, continued in a voice more gentle and soft than ever.

As expected of the Empress. Definitely effective.

***

There seems to have been a small commotion, but anyway, the honeymoon destination for me and the Minister has been decided as Northern Hauzentz.

The precious travel spot chosen by our Ferenc! I'll never forget it until I die! Thank you for giving Mom such a precious memory!

"I'll bring you back a present!"
"Uung!"

So before going on the trip with the Minister, I promised while kissing Ferenc's cheeks all over.

I must, must buy a gift that Ferenc will like. Whether it's a toy, a doll, or anything, something a child would like!

'There must be at least one thing!'

Northern Hauzentz was the territory of a family that boasted the greatest prestige among marquis families before becoming a direct territory. Such a region must have plenty of gifts for children! It would be stranger if there weren't any!

If there aren't any, should I buy a building or a farm? Though a territory might be too much, a small piece of land should be possible.

'But a toy would be best, right?'

I kissed Ferenc again as he still held his toy sword.

Our Ferenc, already showing interest in weapons just like his dad! This mom is so happy!

Mom will buy you all kinds of toys! Toy swords! Spears! Bows! Axes! Haaaalbeeeerds!

"Stop bothering Ferenc and let him go. He must be feeling suffocated."
"Suffocated? Our Ferenc loves his mom so much! Right?"
"Uung. Love."
"See!"

When I proudly protested to the Minister, he smiled and knelt in front of Ferenc.


"Our Ferenc. Do you like Dad too?"

Then he spread his arms wide. As if telling Ferenc to come and hug him.

"Ung!"
"Ah."

Eventually, Ferenc, who had been in my arms, got down to the floor and ran to the Minister.

How frustrating...! I must have held him too long and he got tired of mom! If I had held him a little less, he would have chosen mom over dad!

"When Ferenc grows up big and strong, let's go on a trip together with Dad and Mom. Okay?"
"Like!"
"Yes. Dad likes that too."

But seeing the Minister and Ferenc together is so cute, so it's fine! I'll let it slide just this once!

***

Northern Hauzentz is a strategic point that receives the Imperial family's attention.

To the north, it borders the Tiraf Kingdom, to the east, it adjoins a marquis territory connecting two kingdoms, and to the south lies the Aesilon family, which is like the Emperor's sore spot. It's a region that cannot be ignored politically, economically, and geographically.

'Excluding the kingdoms, it's one of the top five direct territories.'

Being appointed as the chief local official of such a strategic point is truly a joyous thing. It means my abilities and loyalty have been recognized.

However, apart from the joy, the pressure is unavoidable. This Northern Hauzentz itself was once the land of those who deserved to be called traitors, and to the south, those traitors still hold out. How could one live at ease?

'Even a small disturbance immediately draws attention.'

Matters that would pass normally in other regions attract the Emperor's attention here. What might end with a light warning elsewhere could result in a heavy punishment.

That is Northern Hauzentz. A place that comes with enormous rights and honor, and proportionally heavy duties and burdens.

Of course, as the chief local official, I could do my job adequately to end my bureaucratic career. As long as I don't cause a major incident, I can retire appropriately and enjoy my retirement life adequately.

But if I dream of a higher position, I must sacrifice my body and soul. For example, if I aim for the Commoner Council, the Commoner Council, or the Commoner Council. In this case, I must manage this strategic point perfectly and receive praise from His Majesty.

'I've held on so far.'

Thanks to Enen and the Great Emperor's protection, fortunately, I've managed well so far. In fact, the taxes sent from Northern Hauzentz to the Imperial family have shown a significant increase.

So I thought if I could hold on for a few more years, I could enter the Commoner Council and have a life as a council member that I never dared to dream of—

"...Who did you say is coming?"
"Count Teilgleichen and the Fifth Lady are coming!"

Something more terrible than a volcanic eruption or an earthquake in Northern Hauzentz has happened.

Count Teilgleichen, the Minister of the Audit Ministry. The Fifth Lady, who was the section chief of the 1st Section when the Audit Ministry was a department. Those two are descending upon Northern Hauzentz.

'Why?'

My hands started trembling uncontrollably. Why, why is the head of the Audit Ministry coming here?

Could there be something lurking in Northern Hauzentz that I'm unaware of? Has the Audit Ministry identified something that the chief local official doesn't know?

And is the Minister, who's on vacation, coming personally to handle it?

'Ah.'

For a moment, everything went white before my eyes.

I wish someone would hit me hard on the head. So I could wake up after being unconscious for about two months.

Before heading to Northern Hauzentz, I received permission from the Emperor, who is the master of the Imperial direct territory. Although it wasn't my ability but someone else's intervention that secured this permission, getting approval was all that mattered. Even if the process was a bit unusual, as long as the result was good, that's what counted.

However, I didn't immediately depart after receiving the Emperor's permission. While the Emperor is technically the owner on paper, he neither lives in Northern Hauzentz nor even visits it. There's a separate person (or representative) who actually manages Northern Hauzentz.

The provincial officials who manage direct territories. And among those officials, the chief provincial official responsible for a region. I also sent notification about our honeymoon to the chief provincial official of Northern Hauzentz.

Unfortunately, the chief provincial official must have been busy with other matters, so his assistant received the communication instead.

'It shouldn't matter.'

It was just a notification anyway, so what difference did it make whether the person himself or his assistant received it? The assistant would have reported it to the chief provincial official.

So after embracing Ferentz and saying goodbye to my other wives and children, and after confirming the attractions of Northern Hauzentz one last time, I teleported to Northern Hauzentz.

"It is truly an honor to meet Your Excellency the Count and your wife!"

As soon as we emerged from the teleportation magic circle, someone who appeared to be the chief provincial official greeted us.

"Are you the chief provincial official?"
"Yes, Your Excellency! I am Winston Mullen, undeservingly the chief provincial official managing Northern Hauzentz!"

I patted the shoulder of Winston, who was bowing at a 90-degree angle, and helped him straighten up.

I had mentioned we would come today but hadn't specified an exact time. The fact that he welcomed us suggests he had been waiting patiently since early morning.

"Be at ease. You are the one entrusted by His Majesty the Emperor to manage this region. The Count and his wife have come for personal reasons, not official business. We are merely guests. How could a host bow to his guests?"
"Y-Your Excellency! How could you say such things! While it's true that I have received immense grace from His Majesty that I cannot repay even in death, how could I act as the owner in the sacred territory of the Imperial family!"

Winston's shoulders trembled at my pat.

I fully understand Winston's feelings. A provincial official, even with the prefix "chief," is merely a representative. He's just a replaceable part that could be switched out tomorrow at the Emperor's whim.

Nevertheless, the reason I said this was simple: to emphasize again that we came for purely personal reasons, just to enjoy ourselves. To make it absolutely clear that we came as guests, not as inspectors.

'Though it probably won't be very effective.'

I couldn't help but smile wryly seeing Winston still in a state of vibration.

I clearly told his assistant that this was a visit for our honeymoon. Judging by Winston coming out to greet us, the message must have been properly reported.

But Winston didn't take comfort in the word "honeymoon" and instead trembled in fear at the visit of Eri and me. Truly a pity.

"I've heard that this region is developing day by day thanks to the management of excellent provincial officials. His Majesty the Emperor is also pleased with your struggles and dedication."

So I comforted Winston with an impromptu compliment. At the very least, saying something like "your superior thinks well of you" should help ease his tension.

Fortunately, it wasn't a completely baseless statement. This region is the Emperor's sore spot and trigger button. The fact that someone was entrusted with such a place means the Emperor trusts that person, and managing it for several years without incident means they've lived up to the Emperor's trust.

A chief provincial official who excellently manages the Emperor's sore spot—this is something the Emperor would likely be satisfied with, even if he doesn't say it out loud.

"I am honored by your words!"

Indeed, my instant compliment somewhat eased Winston's agitation.

I'm sorry. When I return home, I'll praise you a lot to the Emperor. I'll say you seem diligent, respectful, and capable. If I say that, perhaps entering the civil service isn't just a dream.

"Well, I should get going now. You must be busy with work, and it would be a waste to spend time in a place like this."


After firmly engraving the name Winston Mullen in my mind, I patted his shoulder again.

We've exchanged proper greetings, and I've managed to ease his tension somewhat. Now we can part ways to attend to our respective business.

"Your Excellency. Since you have taken your precious time to come all the way to Northern Hauzentz, I sincerely hope your trip will be memorable! If it pleases Your Excellency, I would like to tell you about some renowned places within Northern Hauzentz. Would you permit me?"

However, Winston seemed a bit uneasy about letting things end here, and carefully offered to share tourist information.

"I appreciate the thought. I've done some research myself, and part of the fun of traveling is experiencing things as they come—"
"That's fine! We've been here before!"

Both Winston and I flinched at those words.

"M-My lady, when you say you've been here before...?"
"Previously with Aesil—"
"On second thought, it would be good to get recommendations from a local. If you'll share, I'll take them into consideration."

I hurriedly covered Eri's mouth and smiled, and Winston quickly nodded.

Even in this confusion, I'm proud of my rationality for merely covering her mouth rather than grabbing her lips. I couldn't possibly grab my wife's lips in front of others.

'How could you say such a thing here?'

But inwardly, I sighed several times.

Bringing up Aesilon in front of Winston, who was already trembling with fear, is practically a threat. It's highly likely to be interpreted as, "I came here when we wiped out the Aesilon family, and now I'm back again. I wonder why?"

...

'Well, I do know this area from back then.'

In fact, I'm probably more familiar with this region than Eri. The purge of Aesilon ranks alongside the execution of the former head of the Audit Department and the elimination of the Second Prince as one of the Audit Department's major operations.

Thanks to that, I thoroughly investigated what's in the Hauzentz region, what's famous, where the roads lead. If Aesilon tried to escape, we would have had to pursue and eliminate him. With a bit of exaggeration, I even knew how many households there were in Hauzentz and how many dogs and cows.

Still, for the sake of Winston's mental health, I was going to pretend not to know, but since things have come to this, let's just walk around confidently. Now that someone who has lived in the area for several years is offering information, combining my memories with Winston's information should create an excellent tourist map.

Knowledge acquired to kill Aesilon transforming into a tourist map—the world works in mysterious ways.

The tourist information provided by Winston was mostly similar to my knowledge. The only differences were attractions and foods that had become popular in the last few years.

That's actually good. If something unexpected popped up, I'd have to revise my carefully laid plans, but now I can just proceed as scheduled.

"It feels different and nice coming back after so long! Maybe because we're here for fun instead of work?"
"Please keep such things to yourself."

I muttered bitterly at Eri's cheerful words.

It's fine when it's just the two of us, but I wish she would speak quietly when we're outside. Constantly making references to our time in the Audit Department creates an uncomfortable atmosphere. At this rate, Winston might die standing up.

Of course, Winston had returned to his office for work, but who knows how many of Winston's eyes and ears might be throughout Hauzentz. It's better to refrain from saying things that would make us all uncomfortable.

"What's the big deal? I didn't say anything wrong. Besides, if the provincial official has nothing to hide, he shouldn't care what I say!"
'Wouldn't care, you say?'

I desperately suppressed my twitching hand.

Eri is no longer a subordinate who makes me sigh, but my wife and Ferentz's mother. For the sake of Eri's honor and authority, I should refrain from actions like grabbing her lips.


But I'm afraid. I'm terrified of how much I can endure. I hope Eri stays within the bounds of my rationality.

"Ah, there it is!"

Fortunately, or perhaps not, my troubled contemplation soon came to an end. After walking for a while, we arrived at our first tourist destination.

'Hauzentz Circle.'

The busiest commercial district in not only Northern Hauzentz but also Southern Hauzentz, which was ruled by the Aesilon family. A space boasting a massive commercial zone with all kinds of shops, where it's said that any item not found here must be outside the capital or beyond the national border.

In terms of my previous world, it was nothing short of a massive shopping mall. What's unique is that its scale ranks among the top three in the Empire, which is insane.

"This place seems bigger than before, doesn't it?"
"It may be a trace of Aesilon, but it would be a shame to get rid of it. Since it's become Imperial property anyway, we should expand it further."

The reason such an insane commercial zone was established in what was only a marquisate, not even a duchy, is simple.

It's because the former head of Aesilon, during his time, engaged in considerable rampages and atrocities. He actively utilized his position as the Emperor's in-law, contacted domestic and foreign merchant groups, and created a dense logistics network. Naturally, he made his own territory the center of that logistics.

He probably never expected that territory would be torn away and made a direct Imperial territory. How very satisfying.

"Seeing things like this really makes me think that character and ability are separate things."
"I feel the same way."

I nodded reflexively at Eri's words. The founder of this circle, the former head of Aesilon, Marquis Galen Aesilon of Hauzentz. If someone asked, "Is that bastard a dog?" no one would deny it, but if asked whether he was incompetent, one could hardly nod.

Honestly, his ability alone was outstanding. Despite being a legitimate son, he put forward the Second Prince with his terrible personality and rallied factions around him. He was a big shot who led faction members in place of the Second Prince, who was disqualified as a leader. It's no wonder the Crown Prince couldn't crush Aesilon for a while even after being appointed.

The reason was that destroying a marquisate in one go could make the Empire falter, but that also meant that Aesilon's traces were deep and dense.

"How did our Aesilon, which boasted the greatest prestige in the capital, end up like this!"

Aesilon, who was engaged in a suffocating game of chicken with the Imperial family, collapsed thanks to the drunken slip of the tongue by the then-junior head of Aesilon.

Even now, I'm so grateful to that idiot. How much must he have looked down on the Imperial family to dare disrespect it and claim to be the greatest in the capital?

'You will go down in history.'

Not in a good way, but you'll be remembered nonetheless.

As soon as we set foot in the Hauzentz Mall—no, the Hauzentz Circle—it felt like entering a different world. The atmosphere changed dramatically just past the main entrance.

'Oh.'

Once the logistics center of the continent and the Empire, and now an Imperial direct territory receiving the Emperor's deep interest. Thanks to those tremendous titles, the Hauzentz Circle had essentially transformed into a world of its own.

"As expected of sword-wielders! Even their heads have hardened like iron!"
"What did you say? Does getting hit hurt less that way? Your arms and legs are as thin as sticks, looking like they'd break if tapped!"

To the extent that one could directly observe the national sentiments of third countries that have little contact with the Empire.

'Is this the continent?'

Who would have thought we'd see people from your countries fighting in the Empire? Indeed, the Empire is called an empire because it embraces everything, and everything exists because it is an empire.

An empire that encompasses not just material things but emotions as well. My chest swells with pride at the majesty of this great Empire.

# The Empire is a nation that reigns over the continent. As a result, everything on the continent flows toward the Empire, so it's no wonder that the Hausentz Circle, once the center of Imperial logistics, displays the grandeur of a small continent.

However, when people think of "everything," they usually imagine goods. A small continent where goods with distinctive characteristics from all over the continent gather, goods boasting different cultures. When one thinks of a logistics center, such things come to mind, and that's indeed what happens in reality.

But if everything ended with predictable results, it would be boring. The Hausentz Circle wasn't just a mundane place where goods gathered.

"Those Bazen bastards are all talk!"
"Like you muscle-heads who act before thinking are any better!"

Besides tangible material goods, intangible emotions are also elements that make up the continent. The fierce opposition and conflicts between nations have become tourist attractions at the Hausentz Circle.

'All sorts of things gather here.'

I couldn't help but marvel at the magnificence of the Hausentz Circle, which had collected national sentiments along with everything else.

From their conversation, it seems those two are from the Lyuten Kingdom and Bazen Kingdom. They're not countries close to the Empire like Armein, but nations that exist almost on the opposite side of the continent like Yuven, yet they've come all the way to the Empire to argue.

It's truly remarkable. If they want to fight, why not do it nearby? Why come all the way to the opposite side of the continent? Are they getting paid by the Imperial Family to fight?

'And it's Lyuten and Bazen at that.'

The Knight Kingdom of Armein and the Magic Powerhouse of Yuven. Those two boast the second and third strongest national powers on the continent, and since they worship swords and magic respectively, the rivalry between the two countries is beyond familiar.

But a conflict between Lyuten and Bazen instead of Armein and Yuven? While those two countries also specialize in swords and magic, they're widely perceived as second-tier compared to Armein and Yuven. In other words, what's happening before my eyes is equivalent to minor league players showing off in the Empire instead of major leaguers.

Perhaps that's why it was even more fascinating. An argument between minor leaguers, not major leaguers. It's hard to see this unless you go directly to Lyuten or Bazen.

"Minister, Minister."
"Hmm?"
"They say sword users have brains as hard as iron. What do you think?"

I couldn't help but smile at Eri's words as she poked my side.

I heard that statement too. How could I not when the person presumed to be from Bazen was shouting with his eyes rolled back? It was impossible to ignore such words filled with hostility and sincerity.

"Mages can say things like that."

But I wasn't particularly angry or displeased. Mages and swordsmen hurling insults at each other is practically like exchanging greetings. That's common sense.

Rather, a mage praising a knight? That's more likely to be a mage's build-up for a big attack. It's more comfortable when they just curse each other to their faces.

'Hmm.'

More importantly, as soon as we entered the Circle, we were greeted by an argument between people from third countries. Since it's a rare sight at a tourist spot, I quickly assessed the atmosphere, but other people didn't seem to care whether those two were fighting or not.

I see. Here, this isn't a special event but an everyday occurrence.

"Let's just go."
"Really? We won't see something like this anywhere else."

When I put my arm around her shoulder and spoke, Eri asked with round eyes.

Are we really going to ignore this bizarre and interesting fight? Are we going to pass by a sight that we could never see in the Capital?


"We'll probably see something similar again anyway. If they're fighting at the entrance, imagine what it's like deeper inside."
"Ah."

Eri seemed to understand my persuasion and nodded.

"Land dogs who don't even know what the sea is!"
"You're an inland country too, you idiots!"
"We have our faithful friend Potos! How dare you put us on the same level as yourselves!?"

Indeed, after walking a bit further, we saw new people arguing about a new topic.

Faithful friend Potos and inland land dogs. From what I could gather, this time it seems to be a dispute between the Boryen Kingdom and the Gibrot Kingdom. It's natural for countries sharing borders to have bad relations, so Boryen and Gibrot are like sworn enemies.

In such a situation, the two countries have similar levels of national power, and they happen to have similar-level duchies under them. If one side were clearly stronger, such disputes wouldn't exist. It's quite coincidental.

"But don't they both fall behind Queronos and Jereno?"
"Hey now."

You shouldn't say such things easily. Fact-bombing can be stronger than any other form of violence.

And these are people with enough patriotic pride to display it in foreign countries. It would be troublesome if their aggro shifted toward us, so I tried to control Eri's mouth as much as possible while we continued walking.

As I expected, I confirmed that disputes between people from third countries were occurring everywhere. Now we should just enjoy shopping mall sightseeing normally.

Unfortunately, Eri's freedom of speech was revoked for a while.

After walking a bit, other people were fighting, and when we headed elsewhere, more people were fighting. Every few steps, we encountered madmen who insisted on displaying their national pride in someone else's country, so Eri's mouth had to remain under control.

'Are there only bastards gathered in Hausentz?'

Feeling like we'd witness new fights if we continued walking around, we took refuge in a nearby café, and I sighed inwardly.

At least it's fortunate that they're only killing each other with their tongues, not engaging in physical confrontations. It probably means there's no one crazy enough to cause bloodshed in the Empire—especially in territory directly under Imperial control.

However, it was hard to take comfort in that when disputes were easily witnessed throughout the Hausentz Circle. This scene is probably exactly what they mean by a battlefield where asuras gather to fight.

"Do only crazy people live in Hausentz?"

Meanwhile, Eri, who was sucking up strawberry juice, calmly uttered this insult.

In a way, it's a regional slur, but I couldn't deny it. I was thinking something similar.

'Was it a colosseum, not a circle?'

I think I must have confused the name. Maybe it wasn't Hausentz Circle but Hausentz Colosseum. If merchants in the shopping mall focus on fighting instead of business, colosseum seems more appropriate.

"You seem to be first-time visitors here."

While I was quietly drinking coffee amidst indescribable complexity, the owner, who brought pastries himself, subtly spoke up.

"I've visited Hausentz a few years ago, but this is my first time at the Hausentz Circle. It's quite... lively."

I couldn't bring myself to ask "What is this insane Sodom and Gomorrah?" to someone who does business here. If Eri and I, as first-time visitors, are confused, how complicated must the feelings of the business owner be?


"Haha, there's no need to put it nicely. We know better than anyone that this place is bizarrely twisted, unlike its external reputation."

My consideration was instantly trashed.

"The Hausentz Circle was created decades ago, but it wasn't built on empty plains. Thanks to its proximity to the Tiraf Royal Territory, this place was famous even before as a gathering spot for all sorts of merchants. The former head of the Aesilon family further solidified that reputation."
"I've heard that."
"But, you know, the former head of the Aesilon family wasn't just an ordinary nasty person. They say children take after their parents, and this Hausentz Circle was created to be as nasty as the former head of the Aesilon family."

This was something I hadn't heard before, so I became naturally interested.

And no matter how much the former head of the Aesilon family fell from grace, treated almost as a traitor, nobility is still nobility. For the owner, who appears to be a commoner, to speak like this means the reputation of the former head of the Aesilon family within the Hausentz Circle is terrible. It means even commoners viewed the noble not as "my lord" but as a mad dog.

"That person was barely human."

So when I accepted the owner's cautious criticism of Aesilon, his face brightened.

"But what do you mean by nasty? What could have happened for you to say that? After all, this is where you make your living."
"Well, about that."

As if just imagining it made him dizzy, the owner briefly rubbed the back of his neck and continued with a sigh.

"The disputes between foreign merchants are the work intended by the former family head. To prevent collusion among foreigners and to induce excessive competition by stimulating national pride, all sorts of machinations were carried out. It was so blatant that even a commoner like me knows about it."
"Excessive competition, you say."
"Yes. Since they were doing business in the name of their countries, they sold things a bit cheaper and a bit better than their competitors. Honestly, it's good for buyers, but... when it continues for decades..."

I clicked my tongue as I roughly understood. If such crazy cutthroat competition continued for decades, even family would become enemies.

Moreover, those squabbling in this Hausentz Circle aren't family but merchants of different nationalities. It's rather surprising that there hasn't been any bloodshed until now—

"This month alone, six people have already had their noses broken."
"What?"

What are you talking about?

"Oh, don't misunderstand! They don't fight on the streets! If you go straight west from here, there's a small building where they fight legally! They even get treatment afterward!"

I closed my eyes dejectedly at those words.

That damn former head of Aesilon. After creating hell on the continent, he escaped to hell himself.

'In Imperial history, when something ominous appeared, it was because of the Second Prince.'

Now I should treat the former head of Aesilon as one of the Empire's representative bastards too.

I'm sorry. I was too focused on the Second Prince and underestimated you too much, you damned bastard.

"Wow, they made it in such an interesting way? You can really see the determination to just extract money!"

In this crazy hell of incentives, Eri's eyes sparkled with pure admiration.

Don't be happy about it. There's a mini-continental powder keg right here in the Empire.

No matter how much the Empire is the center of the continent, there's no need to embrace such things.

The hell created by the previous head of the Aesilon family. A system that provokes national sentiment of all things, inducing endless bleeding competition. Even a mad colosseum that allows legal fistfights so that anger and hatred aren't directed at oneself.

'I knew he was crazy.'

But I didn't know he was this insane. Could some of the Second Prince's achievements actually be the work of the previous head of Aesilon? Could people have mistaken what that bastard led as the Second Prince's work?

'This is a rat race.'

I downed my coffee in one gulp to soothe my burning insides.

This familiar yet hideous system. No matter how I look at it, it's a rat race. The only difference from a typical rat race is that it's a jar anyone can enter and exit, and that endless fights occur as new competitors constantly appear.

How shameful. To think that I, the Minister of Audit, didn't know there was a hell in the Imperial direct territory.

At the same time, I'm afraid. If I had discovered this hell later, how much more mature would this hell have become?

"It's remarkable how this chaos has been maintained. How has it continued for decades?"
"Though the competition is fierce, winning brings proportional benefits. It means making the Empire's massive market your customer, and occasionally noble families or large merchant groups place bulk orders."
"I see."

I nodded with mixed feelings about this terrible story.

I already dislike the foreign bastard next to me, and if I crush him, money comes in too? For merchants obsessed with money, there couldn't be anything more attractive.

The thought of losing has probably long vanished from their minds. Those who fear failure wouldn't live as merchants, nor would they cross borders to come to the Empire.

"Besides, this is calm compared to the old days. It's fortunate that it became His Majesty the Emperor's direct territory. If someone like the previous head were still ruling... whew."

The manager shuddered as if the mere thought made his skin crawl.

I don't even have the energy to be surprised anymore. So this large-scale rat race is supposedly the calmer state. What on earth was it like during the Aesilon era?

'So he was indeed a capable local administrator.'

Still, there was one consolation. If things have calmed down since Northern Hauzentz became an Imperial direct territory, then Winston, the current chief local administrator, must be a capable talent.

In truth, if he were truly capable, he would have eliminated this hell altogether. But this was a hell deliberately created by someone who was once overwhelmingly the number one among marquises. And it has continued for decades. It would be stranger if it could be eliminated with just the capacity and authority of a chief local administrator.

"Thanks for the good information. Well, I'll have to be careful when walking around."
"It's odd to say this after such disturbing talk, but they are kind to customers and tourists. What merchant in this world would pick a fight with a customer?"
"True. That's right."

My face, which had been gradually hardening, softened for the first time at his valid point.

That's true. Merchants fighting each other is competition, but fighting with customers would make one completely insane.

"It's good that they're kind to customers. I'll give you a small gift for being a kind host, so please accept it."

With those words, I flicked him a silver coin, and the manager's waist bent at a perfect right angle.

"Thank you, customer!"

Seeing him accept it without any hesitation, he seems like a manager accustomed to noble customers.

Nobles are the type who get angry if you refuse a tip. They consider it a gesture of goodwill with money that's mere pocket change to them, and when that goodwill is rejected, they go berserk thinking they've been disrespected by a commoner.

Of course, I'm not someone with such thick noble blood. How could I adopt a noble mindset when my memories of living as an ordinary citizen are longer than those of living as a noble?

"Ah, give me another cup of coffee. I drank it too quickly."
"Yes! I'll bring it right away!"

The additional coffee I ordered was about 30% more than the first one.

This is why I like tipping. It preserves my dignity, the manager's wallet, and my stomach.

"Excuse me, Minister."

After the manager set down the second coffee and withdrew, Eri quietly spoke up.

"When we finish eating, let's go there."

Though she used a pronoun rather than a specific noun, I instinctively understood where she meant.

The mini-colosseum where merchants legally shed blood. She must be referring to that place. Eri's instinct, which loved basements, is crying out for the colosseum.

"Do we really have to go? There are many other places to see. Wouldn't it be better to go somewhere nicer?"


So I desperately tried to persuade her. Eri has been gradually learning gentleness since giving birth to Ferentz. She's still somewhat immature and lively, but she's definitely distanced herself from cruelty.

In such a situation, going to the colosseum would reawaken Eri's instincts that had been suppressed. An instinct that has fallen asleep and awakened once is difficult to suppress a second time. It would be possible with maternal love, but it would take considerable time.

"Travel is about seeing what you want to see! Where else could we see something like this?"
"That's true."

But logically, Eri is right. Travel is about eating what you want to eat, seeing what you want to see, and doing what you want to do. If there's something you can only enjoy at a travel destination, it's right to enjoy it.

If it were anything but a colosseum, I would have led the way. How can a local attraction be a colosseum, and one that's currently in use at that? Even in my previous world, people visit the Colosseum just to see the building, not to watch lions fighting gladiators.

"Do you really have to go?"
"Yep."
"You're not interested in anything else?"
"Not yet!"

I picked up a snack with a bitter smile at Eri's energetic response.

"Then we'll go."

The snack I put in my mouth with my declaration of surrender tasted bitter.

It should have been sweet, but it tasted bitter.

The colosseum was located in the west, just as the manager had said.

'He said it was a small building.'

However, contrary to his description of a small building, we were greeted by an imposing structure that was magnificent even compared to other buildings in the area.

Manager, did you deceive me? Should I have given you a gold coin instead of a silver one as a tip?

"Today's match features Albrecht from the Kingdom of Lyuten against Kazimierz from the Kingdom of Bazen! It will start in 30 minutes, so please show your interest!"
"The betting odds are surprisingly 1 to 1! Not manipulated, not rounded, but exactly 1 to 1! No one knows who will win!"
'This is driving me crazy.'

As soon as we entered the building, I heard shouts that made my head spin.

Shouts that treated merchants' fistfights like ordinary events. The delicacy of encouraging betting, as if just watching wouldn't be entertaining enough.

Previous head of Aesilon, you damned bastard, what kind of chaos did you create for this to be considered the calmer state?

'Should I force it to close?'

The thought crossed my mind momentarily, but I quickly dismissed it.

I'd like to get rid of this ominous building. But eliminating where the darkness of the Hauzentz Circle gathers would only cause darkness to emerge elsewhere. And then, they might not gather openly like this but secretly.

No, more than that, it's because of this crazy colosseum that merchants don't fight on the streets and don't direct their anger toward the Empire. If this disappears, the possibility that the Hauzentz Circle and the entire Northern Hauzentz region would turn into hell cannot be ignored.

"Minister, I want to bet—"
"Don't."

I firmly grabbed Eri's shoulder as she was about to dash off.

"Why not! With odds at 1 to 1, it's a chance to test my judgment!"
"You don't need that kind of thing, so don't do it."

You don't need judgment to figure out who will win...

Meanwhile, I feel like crying at the sight of Eri pouting in disappointment. The dead former head of Aesilon is making Kal sad. What a relentlessly vicious bastard.

...

'Betting?'

But something seems off. Betting means gambling where money changes hands. In the Empire, gambling establishments above a certain size must obtain permission from the administration and undergo periodic inspections.

But I've never heard of a gambling establishment in the Northern Hauzentz region. Neither during my time as the head of the Audit Department nor after becoming the Minister of Audit.

'Small-scale operations don't require reporting, but...'

I recalled the size of the building I had glimpsed before entering.

The height and width that stood out even compared to other buildings in the area. Judging by the building size alone, it has gloriously exceeded the limits set by the Empire. Moreover, given the enthusiasm of the participants, the scale of gambling is unlikely to be small.


"Eri."
"Yes?"
"Have you ever heard anything about a gambling establishment in Northern Hauzentz?"

I cautiously asked, just in case.

After all, Eri did serve as the Section Chief of the First Section of the Intelligence Department. She might know information that I'm not aware of.

"...Huh?"
'I guess not.'

Unfortunately, she didn't. It seems this gambling establishment wasn't in Eri's memory either.

"Wait, this looks like illegal gambling?"
"This is really driving me crazy."

Fist fights are bad enough, but illegal gambling? And multinational gambling at that, targeting both Imperial citizens and foreigners as customers, using foreigners' fistfights as the subject.

I might not force it to close, but I certainly cannot turn a blind eye to illegal gambling being conducted openly.

'Illegal means not paying taxes.'

Daring to make money in the Empire without paying taxes? Absolutely unforgivable.

***

There were many gambling establishments in the Hauzentz Circle. However, only our "3" gambling house has survived through decades.

It's a name simply numbered because it's illegal. But as it became the only gambling establishment in the Hauzentz Circle, the simple name "3" took on a noble meaning.

Our customers are surprised three times: once when they first step in, twice when they see the contestants fighting passionately, and three times when they succeed in betting and rake in money. It means you can experience joy three times in this building.

'Why bother with distribution costs? Production happens right where we sit.'

Even if we just maintain the building, those desperate to fight come running. If we just provide a place, fights that will bring in money unfold on their own.

It's too good. This is real business. This is true profit. No need to produce and distribute products; everything is locally sourced or donated. What could be more joyful?

Of course, I didn't get this tower of gold for free. I obtained it by diligently greasing the palms of nobles and officials in Hauzentz. When the Aesilon family was destroyed, my heart sank, but I managed to get by by actively explaining that this place had the lord's permission.

Naturally, that process required great sincerity, but that's fine. The greater my sincerity, the higher the stability of this golden tower.

Yes, my golden tower was certainly sturdier than anything else, but...

"Chief Local Administrator. It seems we need to thoroughly investigate the local administrators and secretaries. There were those who dared to blind the eyes of the Chief Local Administrator."
- I'm sorry, Your Excellency. It's... my oversight.

A black-haired young man clicking his tongue while looking at the communication device. My golden tower began to crumble when this young man appeared.

Occasionally, there have been such cases. A young official burning with a sense of justice, or a noble customer trying to extort something, questioning the legality of this place.

"Oh my, a little transgression is a good seasoning for enjoying pleasure! And when it's foreigners, not Imperial citizens, engaging in small disputes, how can we impose the solemn and heavy Imperial law? Those fellows don't deserve that!"

Each time, I could get by with a small show of sincerity.

"Are you insane?"

As soon as I showed my sincerity, the black-haired young man hardened his expression and demolished my office.

It's not a metaphor; he really demolished it. The walls, ceiling, floor, all with just one punch.

'The Minister of Audit.'

And only then did I realize. That this black-haired young man is the Minister of Audit.

I felt wronged. I had been aware of all the incidents to be careful about and people to avoid in order to maintain this golden tower. Of course, I remembered the appearance of the Minister of Audit.

But, but isn't the Minister on vacation? Isn't he leisurely enjoying his vacation in the Capital?

Who would logically think that a Minister on vacation would be working...! I thought it was someone who coincidentally looked similar...!

'What is this because of that crazy workaholic!'

The tower I built over decades! Because of that damned workaholic!

I am not a corrupt noble, but I'm not exactly a paragon of integrity and fairness either. How much "friendship money" did I receive as the head of the Audit Department? How much did I pocket on the side while handling official business? I never deliberately amassed wealth, but I certainly didn't turn down opportunities to increase my fortune.

My reasons were somewhat complex. Showing that I was willing to take a little something made other nobles see me as "someone they could talk to," and watching my wealth grow was oddly satisfying. The problem was that I never had time to spend the money, so it just kept accumulating.

Anyway, bribes aren't particularly disgusting to me, nor do they provoke fiery outrage.

'This is a first for me.'

But that only applies to bribes given as "friendship money" by nobles without crimes. I've never accepted money from someone who's been caught red-handed and is being arrested in real time.

How dare you wave money in front of law enforcement while being caught in the act? Taking such money would only dirty my feelings and conscience, and give the Emperor more reason to torment me.

Besides, those caught by the Audit Department will likely have their assets confiscated anyway. Why would I let a criminal off the hook for money that would end up in the Audit Department's warehouse or national treasury regardless? That makes no sense.

"Fortunately, this seems to be the only gambling den within the Hauzentz Circle."
"Even failing to properly monitor the only one is inexcusable. I have no words to justify wasting Your Excellency's precious time, even if I had ten mouths to speak with."

However, my unpleasant feelings gradually subsided thanks to Winston, who showed me his crown rather than his face.

The illegal gambling den's brazen operation was likely the work of lower local officials rather than the chief local administrator. When control of Northern Hauzentz transferred from the Aesilon Family to the Imperial Family, the gambling den seized the opportunity to indiscriminately grease the palms of local officials. After all, a local official's authority is sufficient to control a single gambling den.

Of course, nothing is certain. Whether the chief local administrator is truly innocent remains to be seen after a proper investigation. What we have now is merely a preliminary assessment.

"Minister! I found the ledger here!"
"Ah, good work."

The person conducting this preliminary assessment was Erida, the Section Chief of the 1st Section of the Intelligence Department. The scene was being handled by a veteran more skilled than me, an official more competent than most Audit Department employees, who personally identified the connection between the gambling den and local officials.

If that's the case, the preliminary findings will likely become the official findings. After all, anyone skilled enough to evade Eri's eyes wouldn't be wasting away in Hauzentz.

"Why..."
"Hmm?"

I turned my head at the unpleasant voice.

"Why, why is the Minister here in person! As far as I know, Your Excellency should be on vacation! You should be in the Capital! Why have you come all the way to a gambling den in the frontier to personally investigate a mere gambling den's transgression!"
'Is this person insane?'

I momentarily flared up at the voice full of indignation and resentment.

You fool. I came here because I'm on vacation—would I have come all this way if I were working? Besides, I didn't come to investigate the gambling den's transgressions. I just happened to notice them after arriving.

'Why is he acting wronged?'

I desperately suppressed my hand that was about to lash out. Among everyone here, I'm the one who should feel most wronged. Me, who came here to enjoy myself only to face this situation.

However, if I were to swing my fist in anger, I might kill a criminal who still has much to confess—just like when I was an Academy Inspector and sent the head of the Red Wave to his grave.

Making the same mistake twice, turning a head into a corpse in a moment of error, is not an option.

'Stay calm.'

I sighed inwardly and calmed myself.

Yes, this bastard probably feels wronged too. To have lived comfortably for decades, to have maintained an illegal gambling den under the guise of legitimacy, must have required considerable effort. He would have kept a low profile to avoid his hideout being discovered, and would have laid low when unavoidable disasters like me passed by.


But then an individual who was supposed to be in the Capital suddenly appeared in Hauzentz and overturned his hideout. From his perspective, it must feel like a bolt from the blue.

In truth, there would be nothing to feel wronged about if he hadn't broken the law in the first place, but if he were the type to think that way, would he have dared to insult the administration?

"Having enjoyed glory beyond your station, it's only fitting that you receive punishment beyond your expectations. All karma eventually returns."

So I calmly told the indignant illegal gambling operator.

If you had been caught by the Hauzentz local officials without resistance, you wouldn't have had to deal with me. The Audit Department Minister personally came to provide this service because you've evaded taxes for decades.

'Decades of unpaid taxes.'

I couldn't help but chuckle. The Empire curses and collects even a few months of unpaid taxes—how would the Ministry of Finance and Ministry of Justice react to decades of evasion?

Perhaps they might even admire such unprecedented evasion. When humans encounter something beyond their comprehension, they either tremble in fear or marvel in admiration.

And the heads of the Ministry of Finance and Ministry of Justice are not the type to tremble in fear. Rather, they'd probably be delighted that something interesting has happened during their otherwise boring ministerial duties.

"Ah, Chief Administrator."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

As I opened my mouth for final instructions, Winston, having heard the illegal gambling operator's outcry, responded in a voice more rigid than before.

"This gambling den—replace all the management but keep it running. Its role and tradition are too significant to eliminate."
"I will keep that in mind. I will strive to maintain a clean gambling den, not to disappoint the opportunity and consideration you've given me."

I almost laughed at those words. I understand Winston's determination, but can the words "gambling den" and "clean" really coexist?

"Good. I look forward to it."

However, my instructions to Winston about the gambling den are essentially a signal that he will be safe even if a purge related to the gambling den occurs. So from Winston's perspective, he must be burning with relief at having survived and determination not to get screwed over a second time.

It wouldn't be right to pour cold water on such a person.

***

The Minister and Erzsebet headed to Northern Hauzentz. Unlike their previous honeymoon, they were enjoying a day trip, leaving in the morning and returning to the Capital in the evening.

At first, I was shocked when I heard the Minister was going to Northern Hauzentz. How embarrassing and awkward! I know better than anyone that Northern Hauzentz is safe and quiet, yet I lost my composure when I heard the head of the Audit Department was going there.

How pathetic. The Emperor momentarily doubted the peace of the Imperial direct territory and the dedication of the local officials. He ignored years of loyalty because of fleeting emotions.

I should reflect on my foolishness for forgetting years of records and results because of past memories and momentary feelings.

—That was my resolution just a few hours ago.

"...An illegal gambling den existed within the Hauzentz Circle, and the Minister detected and arrested its operators. Have I understood correctly?"
"That is correct, Your Majesty."

I silently turned my head at the report from the Minister of the Imperial Household.

The wall where the Minister's adult portrait once hung, which I had removed for fear that keeping it up too long might cause the Minister to go berserk. Now it was just a clean, empty wall.

'Should I hang it up again?'

I seriously considered whether I should rehang the portrait I had just removed.


The Minister clearly went to Northern Hauzentz with a light heart. He went just to enjoy himself, planning to stay only from morning until evening, not for days.

But what happened? In that brief span from morning to evening, the Minister detected and inspected an illegal gambling den that had been hidden for decades. He conducted official business in just a few hours.

'He's not the patron saint of bureaucrats, is he?'

The thought crossed my mind. Perhaps the Minister is the patron saint of bureaucrats, a living saint who works even during vacation. Nothing else could explain this eccentricity.

I'm now accustomed to the Minister working during his vacation. It's not the first time he's gotten involved in unusual incidents during his honeymoon.

But detecting and normalizing an illegal gambling den in a few hours—one that even I, the Emperor, didn't know about—is by no means ordinary. At this rate, he really might be a patron saint blessed by Enen to protect bureaucrats.

'Oh my.'

As I concluded that the Minister was indeed the patron saint of bureaucrats, the corners of my mouth began to twitch uncontrollably.

"Punish those who have insulted the administration according to the law, and thoroughly recover the unpaid taxes. Only by clearing away past filth can the tradition of the newly rising Hauzentz Circle stand firm."
"Yes, Your Majesty. It shall be done."

So I hastily issued an order to follow protocol. If an illegal gambling den is discovered, recover the profits accumulated during its illegal operation, punish the criminals, and make it legal—that's all.

A straightforward order with nothing to object to. The Minister of the Imperial Household quickly bowed and withdrew.

"Pfft..."

And as soon as I confirmed the Minister of the Imperial Household had left, I laughed.

All questions were answered. I realized why the Minister loves work despite crying for vacation, why he works even during his honeymoon.

Yes, if he's a patron saint, it can't be helped. If it's a destiny bestowed by God, one cannot escape unless one commits apostasy.

'And this is just the first day.'

It suddenly occurred to me that today was the first day of the Minister's honeymoon. Northern Hauzentz is just one of many destinations the Minister will visit.

I wonder what will happen at the other places. My heart raced—

'Ah.'

A good idea came to mind.

***

The Emperor sent a message.

[The Minister rose valiantly as an Imperial minister in a place where merchants of various nationalities gathered and conflicted. This is like the spirit of the Empire that reigns over the continent and embraces all nations—how can one not admire it?]
[The Empire encompasses everything, thus it is a continent. The Empire itself is a small continent, thus it is an Empire. The Minister has successfully embraced and nurtured a small continent, which is a blessing beyond the Empire to the entire continent.]
[Commending the Minister who, even during vacation, does not lose his duty and honor as a pillar of the Empire and continent, I hereby bestow upon the Minister this small business establishment that he has normalized.]

As soon as I saw that message, I instinctively closed my eyes.

'Damn him.'

I hate him even more than the illegal gambling operator.


I acquired a gambling house with history and tradition while visiting Northern Hauzentz. Though it looks more like a colosseum than a gambling house, it's technically classified as the latter.

Nobles owning gambling establishments isn't particularly strange. The Golden Duke himself owns one of the largest casinos not just in the Empire but across the continent. Regardless of the complex perceptions around gambling, the Empire neither denies nor abhors the existence of gambling houses.

However, the gambling house bestowed by the Emperor is far from the conventional establishments with card games, roulette, or games of wit. It's a battle royale gambling house where fists fly, voices raise, and blood and tears flow.

'I don't need this kind of thing.'

Honestly, I don't want to own such a gambling house. Having something like that would probably give me nightmares.

Of course, only the ownership was transferred to me; the actual management will be handled rigorously by Northern Hauzentz. As long as I don't interfere with the gambling house's operations, it will run itself, and profits will steadily flow into my wallet.

Still, I can't help feeling strange about it. Sitting around collecting money stained with merchants' blood and tears makes me feel like some villainous noble. More specifically, like the shadowy mastermind of a lawless city in a fantasy novel.

"Isn't it better to just keep it? It's going to be converted to a legal establishment now, so there's no need to decline! If anything, refusing a legal gambling house might start rumors that the Minister of Audit is unconditionally cracking down on gambling!"
"That's true."

I ended up nodding at Erich's persuasion that wasn't really persuasion.

He's not wrong. If I were an ordinary noble without any official position, I could freely avoid gambling houses. But as it happens, I'm the head of the Ministry of Audit. If the highest audit official shows reluctance or displeasure toward legal gambling, there's a high possibility that legal gambling houses throughout the Empire would falter.

Then the profits of legal gambling houses would decrease, and with decreased profits comes decreased taxes, and with decreased taxes comes a decreased national treasury, and the Finance Minister's complaints would increase, and the Emperor's disappointment would grow.

'Wow.'

I couldn't help but exclaim. The magnificent snowball effect that would occur if I refused the gambling house. Even briefly imagining it makes the annoyance of refusing greater than the discomfort of accepting.

"What kind of situation is this, working during my vacation?"
"At least you're a minister. I'm not even a section chief. I'm on vacation with no position, yet I'm still working."

I lowered my gaze slightly at her irrefutable statement.

I can't remember the last time I was logically outmaneuvered by Erich.

Surprisingly, the raid on Hauzentz Circle's illegal gambling house was an event that occurred on the first day of our honeymoon.

An event that started as soon as our honeymoon began. An event that occurred at our first travel destination. Considering we still have several weeks left of our honeymoon, it's terrifyingly concerning.

'What will happen at the next location?'

I bit my innocent lip while looking down at the Empire's map.

Since this honeymoon extensively utilizes teleportation, we planned to visit various places throughout the Empire rather than staying in one location. As such, Northern Hauzentz was just a day trip destination, and we have more than 10 travel destinations ahead of us.

But what if, what if incidents occur at every place we visit? What if, like in Northern Hauzentz, we discover incidents unknown even to the local senior provincial officials or lords?

'Should I just ignore them when I see them?'

No, that won't do. If the Minister of Audit, of all people, discovers incidents and ignores them or pretends not to see them, the authority of the Ministry of Audit would plummet. No one would fear the Ministry of Audit, and everyone would look down on its actions.

Then should I notify the senior provincial officials and lords of the region and go on my way? Not a bad method, but if the incident arose from collusion with the senior provincial officials or lords, it would be like leaving fish with a cat. How much would they secretly laugh at me?

Then the most reasonable approach would be to immediately summon audit personnel from the Capital. I would discover the issues, but leave the handling to my subordinates...


...

'Why am I having these concerns?'

I suddenly reached a fundamental question.

It's a belated question, but aren't I officially on vacation? It's not the first time I've handled work while on vacation, but that was when faced with unavoidable situations. I've never worried about work before encountering such situations.

'Is this right?'

Eventually, my doubt turned into anger. What civil servant in this world works during their vacation? And not just once or twice, but multiple times.

It's all because of this label as the Minister of Audit. Because of this cursed title, I feel obligated, chained by the shackle around my neck, developing a slave mentality that drives me to voluntarily work. Frankly speaking, if I were an ordinary Imperial Count instead of the Minister of Audit, would this have happened? Even if I discovered any problems, I would have passed them by saying, 'It's not my jurisdiction.'

So there's only one way to solve this lamentable problem.

"You want to step down from your ministerial position?"
"Not completely stepping down, but I think it would be good to temporarily suspend my position until I return to duty."

Setting aside the title of Minister of Audit, if only for a moment.

It's a title I'll pick up again when my vacation ends, but it's important to set it down even briefly. Only then can I escape this crazy situation.

"Though I am enjoying peaceful days with my family thanks to Your Majesty's grace, the name bestowed upon me through Your Majesty's excessive trust is itself dignity and authority. With an authority before which all nobles must bow their heads wandering the Empire, I worry that Your Majesty's loyal and capable subjects might fear and feel uncomfortable in advance."
"Isn't that what auditing is about?"
"In normal times, I would gladly accept such fear. However, I am currently on vacation. This means that an official who was active with Your Majesty's authority has temporarily returned that authority. An official without Your Majesty's authority is merely an ordinary person, yet nobles bow their heads in fear of the name 'Minister of Audit'."

Even I thought it was a perfect justification and felt proud. Where else could one find a smoother justification that better preserves the Emperor's dignity?

It's not that I simply don't want to do it. It's a political justification that an official without the Emperor's authority shouldn't lord over nobles. I even promised to return after some time. How perfect and clean is that?

"Hmm."

In reality, the Emperor pondered my proposal, stroking his chin. He must find it a difficult justification to refute.

'Accept it.'

So accept it. If you have any conscience, accept it.

How many achievements have I brought to you even during my vacation? I deserve to spend the rest of my vacation comfortably and quietly. I have that right.

***

I quietly stroked my chin, contemplating the Minister's words.

'What should I eat for dinner tonight?'

About my dinner, not the Minister's treatment. Because dinner is more important than what the Minister is currently arguing.

That's how much the Minister's words don't need to be taken seriously. What? Temporarily step down from the ministerial position? Nobles feel uneasy when a Minister on vacation wanders the Empire?

'But that's a good thing.'


The Minister of Audit, who should be on vacation, randomly wandering the Empire. Moving as an individual rather than an official, making it difficult to track his location. The pretext for visits being travel, not surprise audits, so no one can protest. Why would I give up this exquisite situation?

These days, I'm seriously considering whether it's better for the Minister to be on vacation than to be active. While an official is bound by the shackles of the Empire, an individual on vacation can do anything.

Just how many times has the Minister crossed borders while enjoying his vacation? If the Minister hadn't been on vacation, if he had been a normal Minister, could he have crossed borders so frequently?

'Of course not.'

In fact, since his days as the Audit Department Head, I've valued the Minister's combat ability over his administrative skills, which is why he sits in that position. His reputation, based on that combat ability and achievements, is the Minister's greatest weapon. Even now, isn't the Ministry of Audit being excellently led by the Minister's secretary, whom he has trusted since his days as Department Head?

Therefore, there's no need to tie the Minister to the Ministry of Audit building; it's right to let him wander around alone. Then the entire Empire, and further, the entire continent, comes within the Minister's range. The whole continent will fear the Minister's gaze.

'An official who shines more while on vacation.'

How strange and unique an official this is. Not just in the Empire's 300-year history, but even if another 300 years pass, such an official will not emerge again.

'Hmmmm.'

However, it's a bit troublesome to simply ignore the Minister's request.

'He's gone mad.'

That intense gaze. The boldness to mention suspending his ministerial position before me. It seems this illegal gambling house incident has shaken the Minister's reason.

I understand. He was enjoying his honeymoon, and when he came to his senses, he was dealing with an illegal gambling house. From the Minister's perspective, it must have been maddening. There must also be anxiety about when such incidents might occur again.

'I understand the feeling, but...'

I looked at the Minister's eyes burning with a strange desire. He seemed ready to collapse on the office floor if refused, but I couldn't easily nod in agreement.

If his ministerial position is suspended, it's obvious he'll live as a private citizen. Return as Minister when the vacation ends? What a lie that is, with no sincerity behind it.

'Once he steps down from the ministerial position, he'll refuse to return with all sorts of justifications.'

It's obvious that even after the vacation ends, he'll refuse the ministerial position and thoroughly avoid returning. The Minister would certainly do that.

Of course, if strongly urged, he would eventually return, but it's troublesome if a precedent is set that one can temporarily step down from the ministerial position. The Minister would bring up that precedent at every opportunity.

If that happens, the future battle between the Minister and me won't be between a Minister wanting to retire and me trying to dissuade him, but between a Minister who has already retired and me trying to reinstate him. No matter how many times I think about it, it's to my disadvantage. It's a battle where I'm already half-defeated from the start.

"This isn't a matter to decide right away. Let's discuss it again after the Minister completes his honeymoon with his wife."

So I declared a postponement for now.

To allow the deranged Minister to cool his head a bit. To buy time to logically refute the Minister's crazy proposal point by point.

Or it might not be bad to deliver a strong blow to the Minister's solar plexus. If I show that suspending the ministerial position isn't only beneficial to the Minister, he might withdraw this crazy proposal.

'A shock enough to make the Minister retreat.'

I wonder what I should prepare to make the Minister weep with joy.

This is quite exciting.

My cry, filled with my heart's sincerity, seemed to resonate deeply with the Emperor.

Normally, if I even hinted at the letter 'R' in "retirement," he'd tell me to shut up with my nonsense. But didn't he just grant me a reprieve, telling me to finish my honeymoon first?

This worked. Even the Emperor must have felt pity for my situation, his heart softening toward me.

'So you're still human after all.'

I feel tears of emotion welling up. This guy who constantly oscillates between beast and human occasionally shows glimpses of humanity. And that occasional moment happens to be now. What perfect timing.

And what if—just what if—things work out and I succeed in temporarily stepping down from my ministerial position? What if I become Kal the civilian instead of Kal the Minister of Audit?

'I just need to hold out for one year.'

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart.

Next year, Trixie will step down from the Servet Duchy, and I'll become the Acting Duke. If I can just endure for one year, I'll have a business card that reads "Acting Duke."

Once I secure that title, victory is mine. If an Acting Duke returns to a ministerial position, questions of fairness will arise, and you can't put an Acting Duke in the Imperial Assembly either. Using the title of Acting Duke that I'll have to bear anyway as justification, I can shed all my other titles.

I know it's a cowardly approach. In fact, until a few hours ago, I hadn't entertained such petty thoughts at all.

'Someone like me deserves to be petty.'

But thinking about it carefully, I've been running around serving the Imperial Family, the Empire, and the continent even during my honeymoon. Despite having no obligation to work, I've shown insane dedication. Isn't it time I was completely liberated from that dedication?

So it's one year. If I can step down from the Minister of Audit position for just one year, everything will work out perfectly. After that, it won't be my struggle to leave the ministerial position, but the Emperor's struggle to reinstate me. A perfect reversal of offense and defense.

'You'll suffer, you bastard.'

Just imagining it makes me excited. How much will the Emperor's insides burn when I refuse reinstatement with all sorts of justifications? He'll feel exactly the same pain I felt while yearning for retirement.

Of course, temporarily resigning from the ministerial position is the prerequisite for this reversal, but given the Emperor's reprieve statement, the possibility seems high. Plus, I have the merit of exposing an illegal gambling den in Northern Hauzentz, the Emperor's sore spot, so he must feel some psychological burden. How grateful and sorry must he feel when a subordinate on honeymoon cleans up his sore spot for him?

It must be so. I'll trust that faint, fragile, weak humanity of his.

Fortunately, all the honeymoon destinations we visited after Northern Hauzentz were peaceful and quiet.

This is to be expected. Imperial territories are managed by local officials receiving imperial stipends, while domains are managed by lords who have overseen those regions for generations. If problems arise in their areas, they would handle them before they catch my eye, as issues would signal danger to their wallets or well-being.

The illegal gambling den discovered in the Hauzentz Circle can be understood as remnants of Aesilon. Any bizarre or implausible situation becomes somewhat convincing when the word "Aesilon" is attached to it.

"Minister! What do you think of this?!"

While leisurely enjoying new travel destinations and tourist spots with a relaxed mind, Eri brought over some bizarre object from somewhere.

"That's not a real sword, right?"
"It's a toy!"

A toy sword so realistic and massive that it could be mistaken for a real one at first glance.

No, how is that a toy by any standard? If you casually tossed it where knights train, even they would be fooled. I couldn't tell if it was genuine or a toy until I held it myself.

'Is this a toy for adults?'

That thing doesn't seem to be a toy meant for children. It's an item for certain adults who still maintain their childlike wonder.

Perhaps it's for aspiring knights who gave up their path due to talent or environmental issues but still admire swords. Either way, it's definitely not exclusively for children.

"Go get a refund."

"Why?! I promised to buy Ferentz a cool gift! What could be cooler than this?!"

But Eri, already captivated by that adult toy, protested vehemently while hugging the sword.

I understand that. Since Ferentz helped us decide our honeymoon locations, as parents traveling without their child, we should bring back a nice gift. This goes beyond parental love—it's an obligation.

But that's not it. Exaggerating slightly, the sword is bigger than Ferentz himself. If we give him that as a gift, how well would he be able to play with it?

"Do you want to see Ferentz crushed under a sword? Go get a refund."
"K-kids grow up fast! Fedi was so tiny but grew up strong! In just a year, he'll be able to play with it well!"
"Then we should buy it then. Why buy something he can't use now—"
"This is a limited edition! We can't buy it after today!"

Her words drew an involuntary sigh from me.

Being enticed by "limited edition" is the same in both my previous world and this one. Even if the buyer has marquis bloodline.

"Oh, I got this as a bonus! They said they're giving it specially to someone with good taste!"

Saying that, Eri pulled out a small dagger from her pocket. Naturally, the dagger was also a toy of considerable quality.

...

'Bonus?'

But something feels off. Are tourist merchants the type to give bonuses? If anything, they'd inflate prices, not give things away for free.

'Maybe.'

While absently looking at the toy sword Eri was holding, I quietly shifted my gaze.

I think I understand. The tourist environment, a mother's desire to give something good to her beloved son, and marquis bloodline for whom money is just a number. These three factors combined must have sent the price of that toy skyrocketing.

Since she happily purchased such an expensive and heavy item, they threw in the dagger as a "bonus." After all, the original cost of both the sword and dagger probably doesn't even reach half of what Eri paid.

"Store the sword away until Ferentz grows up. For now, just let him play with the dagger."
"Okay!"

I couldn't dissuade the cheerful Eri any further.

Well, how can I stop a mother from buying a gift for her child? Besides, Ferentz has Kracius blood. He might take great interest in toy swords. He actually showed affection for the toys Eri briefly gave him when asking him to choose our honeymoon destination.

It's just that with Ferentz's current size, it would be difficult to handle, so let's just store it away until he grows up.

"Should we buy a spear too?"
"Shouldn't we give him time to develop attachment to his toys? If we give him too many at once, he might get bored quickly."
"You're right! Then let's just take this today!"

Seeing Eri giggle, I suddenly had the intuition that Ferentz might grow up to be a weapon master rather than a swordsman. A warrior proficient in all weapons like his first grandfather-in-law.

Actually, I handle various weapons besides swords too, but my main weapon is still the sword, and the rest are at a basic level. In contrast, my father-in-law handles everything from fists to swords, spears, bows, axes, and more, all with the same proficiency I have with a sword.

'Should I send him to Ulken when he grows up?'

If Ferentz dreams of becoming a weapon master due to this peculiar early education, let's consider sending him to study in Ulken. The continent's best weapon master, beyond the Empire, is in Ulken.

It feels apologetic to bother someone who has even retired from their duchy, but since he's the son of his son-in-law, he might at least provide the basics. Something like training a successor.

Time passed quickly.


Ferentz was delighted to receive the toy dagger, Yulia reached the stage where she could stare intently at her father, and enough time had passed that our domestic honeymoon was nearing its end.

I heard that while we were traveling around, the gambling den in the Hauzentz Circle reopened. From next month, gambling revenue will also flow into my wallet.

'I should save this and give it to Ferentz when he grows up.'

In a way, it was Ferentz who chose Northern Hauzentz, leading to the discovery of the corruption, which in turn led to this income. Then it's right that it should go to Ferentz, who was the catalyst.

Thinking about it that way makes me proud. A child who's barely three years old has generated revenue with his own abilities. He's beyond being called a prodigy.

Perhaps our Ferentz could become both a warrior interested in all kinds of weapons and an intellectual who hunts down corruption in the Empire. That's what you'd call being accomplished in both literary and martial arts.

'Hmm?'

While preparing for our final trip and imagining Ferentz's brilliant future, my communication crystal vibrated briefly.

[Come to the Imperial Palace the day after your trip ends. We'll continue our previous conversation then.]
'Oh.'

I was moved as soon as I saw the Emperor's message.

Not a firm rejection but a deferral. Not subtly avoiding it but boldly reaching out to me first.

Hope grows stronger. As expected, the Emperor must have felt sorry for my situation.

'I'll work hard as Acting Duke.'

So I made a promise to myself. I'll work so hard that no one will notice the duchy is vacant.

Ah, I should also actively consider returning to the Minister of Audit position depending on the situation, keep all possibilities open, and consider whether to do it or not through constructive discussion. Since the Emperor has taken a step back, I should also consider taking a step back.

'This is the Empire.'

The Emperor and his subjects creating the best compromise together.

This beautiful process must be the most imperial-like scene of all.

***

Unfortunately, while the Minister was on his honeymoon, I couldn't find a logic that would cleanly demolish his argument.

More precisely, I couldn't find logic that would demolish his argument while soothing his precarious mental state. If I forcibly refuted his argument in such a situation, the Minister might swing his fist.

That would be problematic. Being hit by the Minister's fist isn't a matter of disloyalty or anything like that—it's a matter of life and death for me. Of course, I could recover as long as it's not instant death, but I don't think I could withstand the Minister's strength even once.

'Then I need to make the Minister step down voluntarily.'

So that the Minister can humbly accept the title of Minister of Audit. Rather, to make him happy as the Minister of Audit.

[Discussion on establishing the Minister of General Affairs.]

To choose a less hot hell rather than a hotter one.

"Minister of General Affairs."

I read the title written on the document aloud for no reason.

A minister who oversees general affairs. What a beautiful resonance this has. The Minister will surely be moved to tears.

The domestic honeymoon concluded successfully, aside from the commotion on the first day.

Of course, I noticed that local officials and lords seemed extremely tense at every destination we visited—perhaps because the Minister of Audit and former Section 1 Chief raided an illegal gambling den on the first day of their trip. But looking at it differently, this meant any incidents worthy of Eri's and my attention were being handled at the level of senior local officials and lords.

Thanks to that, we leisurely toured attractions, sampled famous foods, and gathered plenty of gifts for Ferentz and other family members.

In a way, this was the most peaceful honeymoon I'd ever experienced. Unlike my other trips that involved disturbances over several days, this one only had chaos on the first day.

"I'll head to the Imperial Palace for a bit."

The day after finishing the honeymoon with Eri, I prepared to visit the Imperial Palace at the Emperor's request.

"Oh, I'll come too!"
"Huh? You too?"
"Yes! I've prepared gifts for my senior!"

I immediately understood when she mentioned visiting the Empress.

It makes sense. Eri and the Empress are close senior-junior friends, so exchanging gifts isn't strange. Besides, since the Empress rarely leaves the palace due to her position as the nation's mother, she can hear all sorts of stories through the relatively free Eri.

"And! We! Prepared gifts for our cute nieces and nephews too!"

I couldn't help but smile as Eri proudly pulled out her pouch.

While Eri certainly has an energetic and unpredictable personality, she's genuinely kind and attentive to those she considers family. She even prepared gifts for her close senior and her senior's children.

"This is for Charlotte! This for Carolus! And this for Caroline!"
"They're all dolls?"
"For things like this, you have to prepare the same items! If you give different things, they'll fight over them!"

I nodded reflexively at her flawless logic.

The Crown Princess, Prince, and Princess all live in the same house as siblings. If they receive different gifts, one gift might seem bigger than the others, causing envy. Then the harmonious siblings would transform into fierce warriors fighting over presents.

Besides, the Princess is a small, delicate child born just this year. She could easily have her gift taken away without being able to resist. That would be unfortunate.

'Dolls are indeed the safest choice.'

At least dolls can be placed like pillows next to the Princess who still lies in her cradle.

It's curious that while she gave our son toys that guide him toward becoming a weapon master, she prepared something proper and sensible for her nieces and nephew. I'm not sure whether to find this fortunate or strange.

'As long as Ferentz likes it, it doesn't matter.'

Thinking of Ferentz smiling while holding his toy dagger, I suppose it doesn't matter either way.

Whether dolls or daggers—what's the meaning? As long as the recipient is happy, that's what counts.

Unlike Eri who went straight to the Empress's Palace, I headed to the Sun Palace but couldn't meet the Emperor.

"His Majesty is in a meeting with other ministers. If you wait in his office, he'll be there soon."
"I see."

It was rare for the Emperor, who usually stays in his office, to be elsewhere.

'Of all times.'

I inwardly clicked my tongue at the Imperial Knight's words. Usually I see him even when I don't want to, but he disappears when we need to discuss important matters. How vexing.

But since the Emperor was absent for official business rather than personal reasons, I couldn't complain. Besides, complaining would just mean yelling at the stoic knight guarding the door, and how uncomfortable would that make him if a minister started pressuring him directly?

"Then I'll wait inside. Good work."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

After patting the knight's shoulder as he bowed, I entered the empty office and took a seat.

Come to think of it, this is my first time entering the empty office. Until now, the Emperor always welcomed me here. The problem was that meeting the Emperor usually meant bad news rather than good.

"Huh?"

As I looked around the somewhat curious office, I noticed a document that had fallen in front of the desk.

What a careless bastard. The Emperor dropping a report that came to him on the floor. If it requires the Emperor's approval, it can't be a trivial document, but...?

'What the hell.'

My body froze as soon as I picked up the document.


[Discussion on Establishing the Minister of General State Affairs.]

From the start, an ominous sentence was written there.

'General... State Affairs?'

What is this? What are these terrifying characters? Can such grotesque and bizarre characters exist in this continent?

I don't understand. I can't comprehend these insane words about overseeing state affairs, nor the fact that there's a ministerial position responsible for such duties, nor the plan to newly establish such a position.

'How is this even a minister position?'

No, if someone oversees state affairs, that's a Prime Minister. How dare they try to downgrade it by attaching the word "minister"?

And why, why are they contemplating this just when I'm trying to step down from my position as Minister of Audit? Anyone can see this new position is being discussed with me in mind.

'This crazy bastard.'

My hands holding the document began trembling.

This lunatic is trying to throw me an even greater position instead of letting me step down from Minister of Audit. He's trying to create a position that surpasses existing ministerial roles, befitting my title as Acting Duke.

An Acting Duke is equivalent to a Duke. In imperial protocol, it ranks even higher than the Minister of the Imperial Household. So he's trying to create a position higher than the Minister of the Imperial Household to block any talk about the authority of an Acting Duke—

'No.'

I barely suppressed my wildly fluctuating blood pressure and thought rationally.

'It's a bluff.'

This is a bluff. If the Emperor were in his right mind, he wouldn't resort to such an insane measure.

Even the Minister of the Imperial Household, who ranks first in the administration, is merely first among ministers, not above them. Even the Minister of the Imperial Household, who assists the Emperor most closely, can't be called the clear second-in-command of the Empire.

That's how much the Empire guards against the emergence of a second-in-command. A specific individual can accumulate achievements and receive the Emperor's favor to act as second-in-command, but there would never be an official "second-in-command" position. If there were, it would exist until the Empire's demise.

'But if it's created as a position below the Minister of the Imperial Household, the title of General State Affairs becomes meaningless.'

How can someone who oversees state affairs be below a mere minister? Such a position would be ridiculed from the start rather than establishing authority. It would waste administrative power without gaining any substance.

So rationally and sensibly thinking, establishing a Minister of General State Affairs is a kind of threat. The document was probably deliberately dropped for me to notice.

'This is maddening.'

My head started throbbing. Should I keep quiet and remain as Minister of Audit, or should I shoulder this unprecedented title of General State Affairs? It's a threat telling me to choose whatever is comfortable for me.

Of course, threats unlikely to be carried out can simply be ignored. I could pretend not to know and step down from my position as Minister of Audit.

But what if this threat is actually implemented? Can I be certain the Emperor will only make rational decisions? Should I bet my fate on that madman's rationality?

'No.'

I can't do that. I can't entrust my fate to that bastard of all people.

What on earth... should I do...

***

After hearing reports from the ministers, I leisurely returned to my office.

"His Imperial Majesty the Emperor."
"Hmm, good work. Has anyone come to see me while I was away?"
"The Minister of Audit is waiting inside."

As soon as I arrived at the office, I received exactly the answer I wanted, and the corners of my mouth turned up involuntarily.

I expected the Minister to arrive first since his retirement was at stake. And given his personality, he would surely notice the document on the floor, so he must have seen the agenda about the Minister of General State Affairs.

By now, the Minister must have decided how to respond to my final proposal. Now I can enter with a pleasant mood.

"Minister. Have you been waiting long?"

When I opened the door grandly, I saw the Minister slumped in his chair.

'Oh my.'


His appearance made me feel solemn and pained. It seems the psychological shock was significant.

"I... greet... His Imperial Majesty."
"Stay seated. Why bother standing up?"

I quickly sat in the main seat to comfort the Minister who must be experiencing great psychological shock. Leaving the Minister in this state for too long might cause his eyes to roll back. That would be troublesome.

"Did you see it?"
"I'm sorry, but I don't know what you're referring to."
"Let's not beat around the bush. Did you see it or not?"

When I pointed at the document with my finger, the Minister silently nodded.

Knowing what I'm talking about but asking again. How annoying.

"Minister of General State Affairs. In an empire with only five Dukes, it's a position one can hardly imagine. How could a mere individual reign as the Empire's second-in-command, overseeing all nobles and officials?"
"Your words are most wise, Your Majesty."
"But considering the Minister's contributions, abilities, and loyalty, it's not impossible. Creating the Minister of General State Affairs as a temporary position specifically for you, and abolishing it afterward, wouldn't be bad."

At those words, the Minister's shoulders trembled.

"Of course, I don't want to create a second-in-command position, even temporarily. I was merely considering a position befitting your authority, since you'll become an Acting Duke next year."
"Your Majesty. If I may humbly state, even the Victorious Duke is nominally a deputy commander under the Minister of War. Yet who in this empire would question the Victorious Duke's authority?"
'Oh ho.'

I couldn't help but admire him inwardly. This fellow has prepared his own rebuttal in the meantime.

"The Minister is right. That's why I considered bestowing an existing position on you rather than the unprecedented title of Minister of General State Affairs."
"Pardon?"
"Look at the back."

Only then did the Minister hastily check the back of the document.

His desperate appearance made me laugh. How shocked must he have been by the term "Minister of General State Affairs" that he didn't even think to check the back?

"Chairman of the Imperial Assembly?"
"More precisely, lifetime Chairman. The Chairman who stands above the Imperial Hundred members. As an Acting Duke, you should at least have that much. A Duke can't stand on equal footing with the Imperial Hundred, can he?"

The Minister's eyes began to move violently.

Taking on the newly created position of Minister of General State Affairs, or shouldering the tremendous burden of lifetime Chairman of the Imperial Assembly. What would the Minister choose?

"Minister."
"...Command me."
"You dislike both, don't you?"

Of course, I have no intention of passing either to the Minister.

"Your Majesty, how could I refuse a position bestowed by you?"

I admired the Minister's patience as he somehow managed to speak respectfully despite everything.

At the same time, I sensed that pushing any further would lead to disaster. It's time to reveal my true purpose.

"Let's write a contract. A contract stating that if I order you to return to your position as Minister of Audit, you will do so without complaint."
"Y-Your Majesty?"
"If you just write that, I'll release you from your ministerial duties today. What do you think?"

This was my true purpose all along. Dangling two completely unacceptable disasters before the Minister, then forcing him to accept a bearable trial afterward.

'I should concede this much.'

Initially, I planned to act as if releasing him from his position as Minister of Audit was never an option, but I feared the consequences of giving the Minister excessive psychological shock and then just moving on.

If I've teased him excessively, I should provide appropriate compensation. That way, the Minister will continue to devote himself to the Empire for a long time.

'With his personality, he'll work even as a civilian anyway.'

Decisively, someone like the Minister would find all sorts of work to do even without the title of Minister of Audit. He just doesn't realize it, but his diligence comes from his innate nature, not his position.

If so, all the better. Now even if the Minister does strange work in strange places, he can't blame me. I clearly made the great concession of releasing him from his ministerial duties, yet the Minister voluntarily chose to work.

"Your Majesty's grace! I shall never forget it!"
"It's nothing to be so grateful about."

I'm the one who should be more grateful.

The Emperor's promise to immediately relieve me of my ministerial position was no lie.

"Here, read it carefully. It's a short contract with no room for tricks, but it's still best to review it thoroughly."

After quickly drafting the contract while seated, the Emperor immediately handed me the document and a fountain pen. As if telling me to sign it right away if I liked what I saw.

[1. The position of Minister of Audit for Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen County shall be temporarily suspended during his honeymoon and parental leave. The end date of said honeymoon and parental leave shall be discussed at a later time.

2. Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen County must unconditionally return to his position at the Emperor's call, limited to one occurrence.

3. After this one return to duty, Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen County cannot resign from his ministerial position without the Emperor's consent.]

"Oh..."

And as the Emperor said, there was no sign of trickery in the contract.

Clear conditions for ministerial suspension, a promise to return to duty without complaint when called, and an agreement that after returning, neither party would need to worry about the matter further. Though the contract contained only three clauses, it included everything necessary.

I could sign this contract. I'd achieved my goal of stepping down from my ministerial position, and the mandatory return was limited to just once. The possibility of the Emperor pulling out this contract when I'm 70 or 80 years old after retirement and giving me an insane order like "You promised to return unconditionally, didn't you?" was eliminated.

"This is manageable."

The best outcome would be to stubbornly resist when ordered to return, but sadly, the Emperor had demonstrated he could literally cut me open. So I should stop being greedy and accept this.

Of course, I'm slightly concerned about discussing the end date of my honeymoon and parental leave later, but since the word "discuss" was used, the Emperor won't unilaterally decide. Interpreted positively, this means I can also control when I return to duty.

"I'll sign it."

After quickly signing and returning the contract, the Emperor calmly nodded and accepted it.

"For the time being, I should call you Imperial Count rather than Minister. Or perhaps Godfather would be better?"
"Then it would seem I am Your Majesty's godfather. That would be truly an honor beyond my station."
"Then I'll simply call you Teilgleichen."

Though Imperial Count or Count would be more comfortable than Teilgleichen, if His Exalted Majesty wishes to call me Teilgleichen, so be it.

What meaning could such titles have anyway? What matters is that I've escaped my ministerial position.

"And the Audit Ministry will operate under the authority of the ministerial secretary for a while, with any issues beyond the secretary's capacity being reported to me. How does that sound?"
"As Your Majesty wishes."
"This is quite amusing. The first Minister of Audit has been on leave since the ministry's founding, and now the position is completely vacant. Has there ever been such a case in history?"

I quietly bowed my head toward the Emperor, who chuckled.

I know my position is unique and strange. As the first Minister, I should be firmly holding my position and leading my subordinates more steadfastly than any other minister, yet I barely show my face once a quarter. And now this person is stepping down from his ministerial position entirely.

Although there's a condition to return after my leave ends, dismissal is still dismissal. I can't argue if the entire administration, including the Audit Ministry, is bewildered.

But I have no regrets. My happiness is more important than the bewilderment of countless others.

"Honestly, I worked hard during my leave too."

From my first marriage until now. The achievements I've made alone might exceed those of the entire administration. With this record, wouldn't I be innocent even if I permanently retired rather than taking temporary leave?

Unfortunately, permanent retirement became impossible the moment I signed that contract.

"By the way, Count. The Empress said thank you for the gift."

Despite saying he would call me Teilgleichen, the Emperor naturally used the title Count.

Right, two syllables are certainly more convenient than five. If it was going to end up like this anyway, why even mention Teilgleichen in the first place?

"It was a gift carefully selected by my wife, not me. I don't deserve your gratitude, so please withdraw your words."
"The Empress said it's a gift you would never have brought if you hadn't traveled with Erzsebet. As she is an old friend of Erzsebet, please understand her perspective, Count."

His words were strangely persuasive, and I found myself nodding unconsciously.

Without me, would Eri have engaged in such a leisurely activity as domestic travel? If she had been working rather than traveling, would she have gathered so many gifts for her nieces and nephews?

"Not likely."

The Empress is right about this. Eri bought the gifts, but I was equally responsible for creating the opportunity.


"And Count. Though I didn't include it in the contract, I won't officially announce your dismissal."
"Pardon?"
"First, unclench your fist. You're frightening when you do that."

I hastily relaxed my fist at his words.

What's wrong with me? The issue is sensitive, so I reflexively prepared to throw a punch.

"You're enjoying an exceptionally long leave compared to others due to your extraordinary fortune with your wife and children, but you're still on leave nonetheless. Consider the precedent if we dismiss an official who's on leave. Would officials feel comfortable getting married? How would they have children?"
"Ah."
"So officially, you must remain Minister. We can't set a precedent for other officials where they marry and return to find their position gone, or have a child and return to find themselves dismissed."
"I understand."

I nodded again at his perfectly sensible explanation.

I was somewhat impressed. While I'm overwhelmed just trying to remove the shackle around my neck, the Emperor must handle matters with a broader perspective. I hadn't considered that honeymoon and parental leave could be exploited.

At the same time, I felt a bit sorry. I had nearly punched the Emperor during one of his rare moments of rational thinking.

"Um, Your Majesty."
"Speak."
"If I'm officially still Minister, how can I ignore incidents when I see them?"

The Emperor smiled gently at my question.

"Officials on leave typically ignore whatever they see, Count. You just need to set down your mental burden."

I immediately understood.

I returned home with news of victory.

"You've been dismissed from your ministerial position?"
"Yes. I'm unemployed now."

And I shared this joyous news with my family. Though it's neither an official nor permanent dismissal, I've stepped down from my ministerial position nonetheless.

"Now I don't need to worry during my leave. An unemployed person with no title doesn't need to work, right? His Majesty understood my feelings and is letting me remain unemployed until my leave ends."
"So, there's no official announcement...?"
"If I were officially dismissed at this time, it would mean my position disappeared while I was on leave. We're keeping it quiet to prevent setting such a precedent."

Mar nodded slightly at my kind explanation.

The Emperor is taking care of an official suffering during his leave and preventing a precedent that could be exploited by future officials. What a perfect and clean measure. Mar must be surprised by the Emperor's rare wisdom and benevolence.

In fact, I'm the most surprised person. Though labeled "temporary," I've achieved my long-held dream of retirement.

"May my leave be eternal."

I know it's an unconscionable thought, but it's sincere. If my leave were eternal, my unemployment would be too.

"Daddy."
"Yes, Fedi. What is it?"
"What's dis-missal? Is it good?"

Faced with Fedi's innocent question, I found myself momentarily speechless. If I didn't hold back, I might blurt out "Of course it's good!" regardless of my better judgment.

That would be problematic. While dismissal is indeed good for me, I can't instill knowledge that contradicts common sense in young Fedi.

"When you get dismissed, you have more time. So Daddy can play with our Fedi more."

After brief consideration, I gave an appropriate answer.

I didn't directly answer whether it was good, just explained the result of dismissal. The happy answer that this daddy has more time and can spend more of it playing with Fedi.

For now, this answer is sufficient. What matters to Fedi isn't the specific definition, reason, or consequences of dismissal, but time with Daddy—

"Dismissal means more time to play with me?!"

Fedi's eyes began to sparkle.

"Jangseng! Where are you?!"


Then, mercilessly ignoring the daddy who now had more time, he went off to find Jangseng who was somewhere in the mansion.

"What's going on? I was just taking a nap..."
"Jangseng! Today is dismissal!"
"What?"

Fortunately, Jangseng was resting nearby, and Fedi's sudden declaration of termination rang out.

This is troublesome. It seems I explained the meaning of dismissal incorrectly to Fedi. I should have explained it properly even if it was a bit complicated.

"...You definitely said dismissal! I won't accept you taking back those words!"
"Ja-Jangseng! Where are you going?!"

Then from the direction of Fedi and Jangseng's voices, Jangseng came running at full speed.

I wonder how such speed comes from those short legs, but it's merely the sprint of a beast.

"Don't leave Fedi behind."
"Master! You heard it too! I received a dismissal notice! I'm free!"

When I caught the frantically running Jangseng, a bizarre cry burst forth.

What nonsense is this? Just because you look like a dog doesn't mean you should actually bark like one.

"Your employer is me, not Fedi."
"Kugh...!"

At my firm correction, Jangseng trembled with frustration.

What an unsightly display. Desperately trying to avoid playing with children, making excuses he knows are forced just to avoid inconvenience. It's too pitiful and sad for someone who was once an evil god and is currently a holy beast.

"Am I like this too?"

I suddenly felt anxious. The emotions I feel watching Jangseng and the emotions others feel watching me. What if they're similar? I do tend to lunge like a mad dog when dismissal is mentioned.

...

"Surely not."

My contemplation was brief. How could I, a bipedal human, be worse than a quadrupedal dog?

At least I'm not this bad.

***

I quietly chewed my lips as I watched Kal hand Jangseng over to Fedi.

I have much to say but must hold back. I can't make Kal sad when he's returned in such a good mood.

"Now I don't need to worry during my leave. An unemployed person with no title doesn't need to work, right? His Majesty understood my feelings and is letting me remain unemployed until my leave ends."

I can't destroy this fragile hope with my own hands, a hope that will vanish like foam after a short time.

"We'll be going to Armein soon too."

Kal attended Prince Laterre and future Saint Tanian's wedding. Then it's practically confirmed he'll attend Prince Lyutis's wedding as well.

But can Kal, who went to Armein and gifted Prince Lyutis a national treasure-level sword, stay in Armein without causing any commotion? Absolutely not.

Kal isn't busy because he's a minister. He's busy because he's Kal himself, having accumulated all sorts of achievements and connections. Even if he steps down from his ministerial position, he won't be able to live peacefully as he expects.

"I'll endure."

But I didn't voice this cruel truth.

If it's a truth he'll discover anyway, it's better for him to be happy for even a little while before then.

"Mar? What are you thinking about?"
"Ah, no. It's nothing. Just... I was thinking how thoughtful His Majesty is."

He must know that not much will change even if Kal steps down from his ministerial position. I'm grateful for his consideration in not revealing this truth to Kal.

I had a sweet dream. A dream sweeter and more beautiful than the days when I, as Death, once reigned over all life and shook the continent.

"Jangseng! You're fired today!"

A dream of dismissal. The hope of being freed from years of suffering.

Ironically, I who had trampled on everyone's hopes and delivered countless despairs, found myself clinging to hope. For a brief moment, I truly felt like I was welcoming freedom.

Of course, it was only momentary. The one who announced my dismissal was the master's most beloved eldest child, but my master is still my master, not that young one. Without the master declaring my dismissal, it means nothing.

Still, to be honest, I had expectations. I hoped the father might pretend to give in to his son's wishes.

'Was it just a spring day's dream?'

Like a dream that vanishes when you open your eyes. Like dew that disappears when the sun rises. Literally, it became a hope that didn't remain in my hands but faded away.

"Death, are you alright?"

As I lay face down on the floor, staring blankly into space, the one who had been my servant spoke with concern.

It was even more bitter. That he would serve me so faithfully—me, who could no longer be called Death, who had no power. That he would still remain loyal despite knowing there were countless superiors above me.

If there had been such faithful believers during the religious wars, how wonderful it would have been. Perhaps this continent would have been ruled by Death rather than the sun.

"No, I'm not."

Perhaps that's why my response came out more curt than intended. But it was also filled with sincerity. If my situation looked fine, that would be stranger—

"Then, Death, how about going outside for just a brief moment?"
"Hmm?"

What's this about?

At these unexpected words, I slightly raised my head to look at my servant—Lisianne, who was staring at me with determined eyes.

"Death has done his best to maintain this mansion. You've shown kindness to many beings and received proportionate gratitude in return."
"No, well."

I almost spoke at the mention of kindness and gratitude but barely held back.

I see. So my miserable life as a pet could be beautified like that.

"But Death is not the only one in this mansion. There are beings who once shook the continent, and those born in this era who receive affection. Enough that there would be no major issues even if Death were absent."

Several faces crossed my mind at those words.

Well, I think there are quite a few who would cause a commotion if I left.

'But maybe it's fine if it's just for a short while?'

When the master went on vacation to his hometown, even though the master's children were reluctant, they didn't stop him. It means they can manage well enough without me.

"So, Death. For just a brief, brief moment, leave this mansion. Instead of waiting for freedom to come down from above, claim your freedom yourself!"

My heart pounded at Lisianne's cry. My body, which had been lying helplessly on the floor, began to rise on its own.

Not freedom granted from above, but freedom I claim for myself. Not lying face down in despair, but standing on my own feet and moving toward hope.

Yes, that's right. Lisianne's words, my faithful servant's words, are correct.

'Just me alone.'

Nothing will go wrong if just I disappear for a moment.

And how much have I suffered for this mansion and the little ones? How much has my body been wrung out and my heart crumbled? Except for Titi, no one has been captured by the little ones more than I have.

Actually, lately I feel like I'm suffering more than Titi. Titi, that traitor, goes outside the mansion every day. Blinded by love for someone named Jenny or whatever.

"Lisianne."
"Yes, Death!"
"Do I have the right to choose my own path?"
"No one can stop Death's march!"
"If I leave this place, will there be no problems?"
"Death is originally a being that wanders the continent, not confined to one place!"


I couldn't help but smile at the satisfying answer.

That's right. Though it may be a thing of the past, I was once Death. Now Jangseng. I am not a being meant to be tied to one place. Whether Death or Jangseng, I should wander the continent and reign over all life.

I'm going! To claim my freedom with my own hands!

***

While playing with the children, I heard unexpected news.

"Jangseng ran away?"
"Yes..."

The news Yuris delivered while hanging her head in shame. It was truly unexpected news that left me momentarily speechless.

"Appa. What's running away?"

And the one who broke the silence was Friedrich in my arms.

Thank goodness. Our children don't know the word "running away" yet. If they had realized Jangseng had left home, how bitterly they would have cried. That's how intense and precious Jangseng's existence is to our children.

"Jangseng got bored staying at home all the time, so he went outside for a bit. He'll be back soon."
"Mmm..."

After explaining Jangseng's departure as casually as possible, Friedrich seemed to accept it and nodded.

"Then, Friedrich. Would you like to play with the other animal friends? We can't let them get bored and leave too."
"Yeah!"

When I gently put Friedrich down on the floor, he quickly disappeared down the corridor.

Friedrich's playmate will probably be Peace. I caught a glimpse of him sleeping nearby earlier. Since Peace is in tiger form, which boys go crazy for, he'll probably be tormented for hours.

It might seem like a sudden misfortune, but bear with it. It's a disaster caused by your friend Jangseng's escape. This kind of thing is joint responsibility.

"How did he get out? He couldn't have avoided the servants' eyes, could he?"

After confirming Friedrich was out of sight, I turned my attention back to Yuris.

It's hard to understand. This mansion is vast, with many servants. No matter how hard Jangseng tried, he couldn't have successfully escaped past the servants scattered throughout the mansion.

If Jangseng could teleport, that would be different, but he can't. If Jangseng could use magic, he would have escaped hundreds of times by now.

"Well, unlike usual, he walked out very confidently. They thought he had permission to leave."
"Huh?"
"Since Jangseng has been down lately, they thought you had given him permission to go out."

Again, I was left speechless.

'So it was a direct approach.'

This is awkward. The reason Jangseng was caught whenever he tried to hide or run away was because he was too cautious. He showed such obvious signs of trying to move secretly that he was discovered before he could properly hide or escape.

But this time, Jangseng chose to move confidently without being cautious. This naturally made the servants' surveillance more lax. It's tiring to monitor every movement of the sacred beasts.

'And the timing was impeccable.'

Crucially, as Yuris said, Jangseng had been showing symptoms of depression lately. After being told he was fired by Pedi, only to have it canceled, he must have felt like freedom disappeared right before his eyes.

So it's not strange that the servants pitied Jangseng and thought he had received a vacation. After all, I'm currently giving relay vacations to Titi and the sacred beasts. It's not unusual to think he received permission for a brief outing from the Capital.

"I-I'm sorry! We'll be more careful in the future—!"
"No, it's fine. Seeing how boldly he left, he seems to have lost it already. If you had stopped him, he might have gone berserk."

I patted Yuris's shoulder, who looked crestfallen, to comfort her.

Though the process was quite strange, the result is acceptable. The fact that Jangseng chose this direct approach as a last resort means he was already mentally cornered. If we had stopped such a Jangseng, he would have wailed, rolled on the ground, or refused to eat or drink.

So letting him out like this isn't bad either. There's a reason for the saying about carrots and sticks.

'I know where he is anyway.'

Besides, the tracking magic I placed on Titi for automatic walks. It's a surprisingly useful spell, so at this point, I've placed it on all animals, including Titi. Even though Jangseng escaped without permission, I could capture him within 5 minutes if I wanted to.


'How dare he run away.'

Still, being rationally okay with something and emotionally okay are different matters. The fact that he dared to run away from our home is extremely unpleasant.

How much did our children adore Jangseng? Sometimes it seemed like they liked him more than their father, and he received enough affection to compete well with Titi, the highest dignity in our mansion.

Jangseng also received the children's love—

"Aaaaargh! Please let me go!"

Love,

"Please, please let me rest! Even for a moment!"

Received,

"I just fell asleep. I don't ask for a day, just give me an hour."

And lived...

"I should have died in that pit instead..."

Hmm.

'If it's hard, he can go out for some fresh air.'

Recalling memories with Jangseng, tearful wails came to mind before good memories.

I knew he was suffering, but I didn't realize it was this bad. There's a difference between vaguely knowing something and concretely recognizing it.

'Have fun out there.'

I'm sorry for all this time. I'll overlook your one-day deviation, so take a proper rest and come back.

No wonder he was so happy when Pedi mentioned dismissal. He was desperate enough to hope even at a child's words.

'Should I send the others out soon too?'

Suddenly, my thoughts turned to the other sacred beasts besides Jangseng.

While Jangseng receives the most affection among the sacred beasts, the others aren't neglected. If Jangseng's fatigue is extreme, the others must be experiencing at least mild fatigue as well.

I've been maintaining the system of dispatching them one by one to Teilgleichen, but now I should also grant them permission to leave the Capital in turns.

'I'm sorry.'

I'm sorry the master was too indifferent.

***

Freedom was indeed something to be claimed by my own hands.

'To think I could leave so easily.'

I'm still dazed. Usually, even when I tried to hide a little, I was quickly discovered. When I tried to escape out of desperation, I was immediately caught.

That was certainly the case, but this time, even though I walked out boldly, no one stopped me. As if no one dared to block my steps.

'You were right.'

Looking at Lisianne walking beside me, I felt satisfied.

You deserve to call yourself my faithful subordinate. If I had divine status, I would have made you an official apostle.

"Lisianne."
"Yes, Death."
"I have nothing to give you, but in my heart, I will consider you an apostle."
"A-apostle...!"

Tears welled up in Lisianne's eyes.

If I had known you would be this happy, I would have called you an apostle long ago.

I enjoyed going out with my apostle.

I moved my steps to where I wanted to go, where my heart was drawn to, where my gaze fell. Not to avoid someone, not to hide myself, but by my own will.

How joyous this is. How fortunate to be able to wander freely without any worries or concerns.

'I never felt grateful when it was taken for granted.'

Back when I was called Death and reigned as the terror of all living beings. Back then, these free footsteps were something natural.

Who would dare stop me? Who would have the audacity to block Death's march? Therefore, freedom of movement was utterly natural to me, a common sense that would never crumble.

That common sense did crumble, and I was abandoned in a deep, dark pit and bitter cold for hundreds of years. Since escaping from prison, I've lived not as Death but under the name of Immortality. Even serving as a nanny, something I had never experienced in my long life.

Now I've grown accustomed to the nanny role and accepted it. I've acknowledged that I no longer possess divinity, that I can never again reign as Death.

'Still, what's difficult remains difficult.'

Of course, if one felt no fatigue despite accepting their circumstances, the concept of rebellion would not exist in this world.

So I escaped. If I must spend the rest of my life as a nanny to children, don't I absolutely need appropriate freedom and rest?

I'm not even trying to run away completely. I'm just taking a very brief absence, so it's not asking too much. I've indulged in a level of greed that my master would find acceptable.

"Death—"
"Don't call me Death right now."

While I was praising my self-restraint and patience, my apostle tried to speak, so I stopped her momentarily.

"We are enjoying freedom after a very long time. If our identities are revealed, this freedom will quickly end. When we're outside, call me Immortality, not Death."
"H-how could I dare to do such a thing?"
"This is for the sake of our great journey. Besides, no matter what you call me, the fact that you are my apostle remains unchanged."

At that, Lisianne's eyes grew even more moist.

"I will remember, Immortality!"
"Hmm."

I nodded with satisfaction toward my apostle who prostrated herself on the ground.

She truly is a pleasing devotee. While I was sealed by Enen and spending meaningless time, she found a fragment of my power and transcended humanity on her own. Her faith and loyalty are as exceptional as her abilities. What a fine devotee to behold.

If my downfall during the religious war was not meeting such a devotee, then meeting one now, albeit late, could be called a miracle.

"Apostle. Climb onto my back."

Perhaps that's why I specially permitted this admirable and loyal apostle to ride on my back.

"Pardon?"
"I said climb onto my back. Come up now."

As I lay down flat on my stomach, my apostle shook her head so vigorously I worried it might fall off.

"N-n-no! I absolutely cannot! How could I commit such blasphemy!"

Her mention of blasphemy made me feel both proud and bitter. My apostle knows well what I endure from those little ones while at the mansion.

Constantly being licked all over, constantly being squeezed, constantly being stretched in all directions. It was well beyond blasphemy—divine sacrilege would be the perfect description.

Despite witnessing those miserable scenes, she mentions blasphemy just for riding on my back. How loyal and devout she is.

"Ride. It's troublesome to match your walking pace, so it's better if we move together."
"I am so inadequate that I've shown disrespect to Immortality...!"
"Enough, just ride. This is the last time I'll say it."

Only then did my apostle hesitantly climb onto my back.

You should have done so from the start. Now I can finally roam around freely with peace of mind.

Unfortunately, the appearances of myself and my apostle are not threatening. I have a build more suited to being called a puppy rather than a dog, and my apostle, at a glance, was no more than a tiny doll.

Thus was born the combination of "a puppy wandering the streets with a doll on its back." A perfect combination to attract human attention.

"Oh my, look at this. Did you run away from home?"

"Looking at that fluffy fur, the owner must really cherish it. It probably ran away while the owner was distracted for a moment."

As soon as we stepped into a crowded street, hands reached out from all directions as if they had been waiting.

This situation is so familiar that I'm not particularly surprised. Being touched all over whenever I walk is practically my daily routine.

"What's that doll on top?"
"I'm not sure. It looks clean, so it must be a recently made doll. Does the owner have a young child?"
"Oh dear. So it ran away with a child's toy? The owner must be very worried."

Meanwhile, as my apostle maintained a rigid posture and silence, even the humans nearby thought of her as a doll.

It's a natural reaction. With their narrow thinking, humans cannot comprehend what the being on my back is. They can only reach the obvious and trivial conclusion that it's a doll.

"Where did you come from? If we know your home, we can send you back—"
"Teilgleichen."
"Huh?"
"I came from Count Teilgleichen's mansion."

When I opened my mouth toward the human who was patting my head, the humans nearby froze.

I answered because they asked, and this is their reaction. What utterly impertinent creatures.

"D-did it just talk? Did it just speak?"
"No, more importantly, it said Teilgleichen. Was it the Count's pet?"
"Come to think of it, the Count's pet... there's already one wandering around..."

Eventually, they began whispering among themselves, ignoring me and my apostle.

Even more impertinent. If they recognized my identity, they should promptly apologize. How dare they treat me, an indispensable being in the master's mansion, beloved by the master's children, like a mere beast?

"I haven't run away; I just went out for a while. I'll return on my own when the time comes, so don't block my way and step aside."

Still, this is my precious and rare free time. It's too valuable to waste expressing displeasure and anger.

"Ah, yes. Of course."
"Um, go ahead. Sorry for blocking your way."

At my firm declaration, the humans seemed to feel intimidated and stepped back to make way.

Though my body has shrunk and I've lost my divinity, I was once a deity. I can certainly scold ordinary humans. It seems my dignity hasn't completely disappeared.

"Be careful from now on."

Thanks to that, my feelings of indignation subsided a bit. If they recognize my dignity, I'm willing to mercifully forgive them.

"My goodness. I heard the Count has many unusual treasures, but I never imagined he would have a talking animal too."
"The Count's pet... right? Only His Majesty the Emperor and the Count would keep such a thing in the Capital."

As I passed the humans with light footsteps, I heard whispering voices behind me again.

Somehow it seems they were more intimidated by my master's dignity than mine, but I decided not to mind.

***

About an hour after receiving news of Immortality's escape.

- We've received information that Your Excellency's pet is wandering around the Capital.

A message arrived from the Capital's Guard Captain.

- However, since the claim that it's under Your Excellency's protection comes from the animal itself... I'm contacting you for confirmation.

The expression of the Guard Captain who made the contact was extremely complicated.

I understand. An animal's self-proclamation—what a bizarre expression. No wonder the Guard Captain's face was subtly distorted.

"That's correct. It's a remarkable creature that can speak and think deeply on its own. It seemed bored lately, so I let it out for a while. Has it caused any disturbance in the Capital?"
- How could that be possible? Perhaps because it has been handled by Your Excellency, it's a gentle and wise creature. Rather, the Capital's citizens are surprised to see it, and I'm concerned they might bother the innocent animal.

When I responded politely, the Guard Captain continued, waving his hand.

Gentle and wise, he says. That creature is certainly wise, but not gentle. Is it staying quiet to enjoy its freedom after so long?


- In that case, Your Excellency, I will instruct my men to pay special attention to ensure your pet returns safely.

Meanwhile, the Guard Captain mentioned a VIP protection operation for Immortality.

It's a kind gesture, but unnecessary. I've already placed a location tracking spell on Immortality, and for it to be in danger, something like a magical terrorist attack would have to occur in the middle of the Capital. Even then, with Immortality's abilities, it would likely slip away.

So requesting protection for Immortality would be a waste of the Guard's manpower in a strange place. That would be shameful for an imperial noble.

"It's fine. The Capital is always safe thanks to the Guard and the Imperial Guard Corps, so why would I ask for separate measures? I sent it out precisely because I trust in the Capital's safety."
- I truly appreciate your words, but even I find it an unusual creature, so I cannot guarantee how citizens will react.
"Is that so?"

I briefly stroked my chin at the Guard Captain's words.

When he insists to this extent, continuing to refuse isn't wise. If I keep refusing, the Guard Captain will spend the day feeling uncomfortable and anxious.

"In that case, please just confirm whether or not the creature leaves the Capital."

The Guard Captain nodded readily at my suggestion.

Determining whether Immortality is inside or outside the Capital. Using a simple method, they would only need to watch the city gates, but as the Guard Captain, he would likely assign two or three guards to Immortality under the pretext of tracking its whereabouts.

That's also a waste of manpower, but what can I do? That much is necessary to put the Guard Captain's mind at ease.

***

Disaster approached.

"Uweh? Jangsengi? Lisianne?"
"Ah."
"Ah."

A disaster encountered by chance while wandering here and there.

"Jangsengi! Lisianne! Did you come out because you knew I was coming!?"

A disaster I could never escape with my abilities.

"...Apostle! We separate for now!"
"Y-yes!?"
"One of us must enjoy this freedom and return! If we go in different directions, one can survive!"

That's why I made an immediate decision upon seeing the disaster.

Let's flee in different directions with my apostle now. One of us should succeed in escaping, enjoy this dreamlike freedom, and then return.

"Immortality! How could I flee and leave you behind!"
"It's not fleeing! It's a strategic retreat!"

I shouted at my hesitating apostle. I understand her loyalty, but right now, following my words is loyalty.

"Get down! And run! Hurry!"

The Imperial Princess will likely prioritize catching me over my apostle.

Then I'll sacrifice this body that can no longer be called divine to save my apostle. If you truly are my apostle, don't let this sacrifice be in vain!

"I-Immortality...! Please escape safely!"

Fortunately, my apostle seemed to understand my intentions and quickly got off my back and started running.

We were both caught before a minute had passed. Not because of the Imperial Princess, but because of another being.

"Lady-in-waiting! Thank you!"

Because of the lady-in-waiting who always accompanies the Imperial Princess.

I was foolish. A human who always attends to that energetic Imperial Princess... of course her physical abilities would be extraordinary...

'Damn it.'

Is my freedom ending here?

The Crown Princess came to the mansion. This wasn't particularly surprising as it was a common occurrence.

However, I couldn't help but sigh when I saw the beings cradled in her arms.

'Why are you two there?'

Jangsaeng drooping limply in the Crown Princess's arms and Lisianne with her head bowed and a gloomy expression. I never expected to reunite with those two so soon.

I had spoken with the Capital Security Captain about an hour after hearing that Jangsaeng had escaped. Only about 10 minutes had passed since then, so they hadn't even been gone for two hours.

But what was this? Why had these escapees, who had made such a desperate break for freedom, returned at lightning speed?

"Your Highness. Where did you find Jangsaeng and Lisianne?"

I suppressed my complicated feelings and tried to assess the situation first. What on earth were you two doing to get caught by the Crown Princess?

"Over there! I found them on my way to Uncle's house! They must have been waiting for me!"
"I... see."

I forced an awkward smile at her innocent response.

I see. They just had the bad luck of running into the Crown Princess on her way to the mansion.

'This is what happens when Enen dislikes you.'

I felt like crying. Perhaps because I was a (former) evil god who had such a bad relationship with Enen that I'd been sealed away, I was experiencing a catastrophic case of falling and breaking my nose.

Who would have thought they'd run into the Crown Princess in the vast expanse of the Capital? And she hadn't even been wandering around—they simply met her on her way to the mansion. At this point, it seemed the sun itself wanted Jangsaeng to return early.

'Nothing to be done about it.'

I looked at Jangsaeng with pitying eyes and made a decision.

"Your Highness. Jangsaeng and Lisianne went out to greet you because they cannot play with you today."
"Huh?"

My words surprised the Crown Princess, as well as Jangsaeng and Lisianne in her arms.

"Jangsaeng and Lisianne can't play with me?"
"Yes. They were planning to go for a walk outside today. But they were sad about not seeing Your Highness, so they wanted to at least say hello."

I gently reached out, and the Crown Princess carefully handed over Jangsaeng and Lisianne.

"Then can't I play outside too...?"

Seeing her disappointment, it was clear that Jangsaeng truly was a superstar among the children.

Titi, you might lose your first-place position. While you've been spending more time away for love, second place has been quickly catching up.

"How about playing together next time? Today, Jangsaeng will explore the Capital thoroughly and scout places where you can go together later. In the meantime, please play with the other children."
"Mmmmm... okay!"

Even though Jangsaeng might be threatening Titi's first place, he's still just one of many animals. After my gentle persuasion, the Crown Princess nodded willingly.

"Jangsaeng! You have to find lots of fun places!"
"O-of course. I'll find plenty of places where we can play next time!"
"Okay! Have fun!"
"Then, Your Highness. I'll see Jangsaeng and Lisianne off and return."
"Okay! Uncle have fun too!"

With the Crown Princess's energetic farewell behind us, I started walking.

I need to release them outside the mansion for them to successfully continue their Capital excursion. If I let them go inside the mansion, they're likely to be caught by our children.

"M-master."
"If you get caught again, I won't be able to help you."

I firmly told the stammering Jangsaeng.

I can help once, but not twice. The same excuse won't work with the Crown Princess a second time. If they get caught again, then it's simply their fate.

"So this time, play to your heart's content before coming back. Don't get caught like this again."

With those words, I set Jangsaeng and Lisianne down on the floor.


Go, this is the last of my mercy. If we meet again, I'll be the one hunting you down.

"...Thank you, master."
"I'll never forget this kindness!"

As if reading my mind, Jangsaeng and Lisianne, who had been staring up at me blankly, quickly turned and disappeared.

It's oddly touching to hear words of gratitude from none other than Jangsaeng.

'A favor that a former Death King won't forget.'

And if Lisianne won't forget this kindness, I'm both curious and scared about how she'll repay it. If I die, will my funeral be officiated by a former Death King?

'What an honor.'

It's like having the continent's greatest funeral director conduct your funeral.

After the escape incident, Jangsaeng's loyalty visibly increased.

He grumbled less than usual, was more cooperative than usual, and played with the children more than usual. If he used to work at a level of 10, now he was performing at 40 or 50.

Indeed, people don't forget kindness shown when they're desperate and hopeless. Although Jangsaeng isn't human, he has human-like intelligence, so it shouldn't be different.

"Master. It's almost time for Yulia to wake up, so I'll go to her now."
"Oh, right. Thanks for your hard work."
"Mm."

Seeing Jangsaeng voluntarily caring for our children, moving his short legs diligently, I couldn't help but smile.

Those with talent are inferior to those who work hard, and those who work hard are inferior to those who enjoy what they do. Now Jangsaeng has evolved from a superstar born with nanny talent to a superstar who enjoys being a nanny. Truly a blessing for the Kracius Family.

"Master."
"Hm?"
"What on earth happened to make that insufferable creature so docile?"

Apparently, I wasn't the only one amazed by this blessing. Humility, who happened to be lurking nearby, asked in a dubious voice.

"We built friendship and trust."
"What's that supposed to mean?"

When I told the truth, Humility clicked his tongue as if asking what nonsense I was talking about.

Unfortunately, it's true. Thanks to the escape incident, Jangsaeng and I shared a deep friendship and built trust in each other. We developed faith that the other would help in the worst situations.

"I shouldn't be the one saying this, but few creatures are as distant from friendship and trust as that one. He wouldn't even acknowledge anyone who wasn't one of the Four Evils, and only we Seven Deadly Sins could approach him. That's how violent and self-centered he was."
"If we start talking about the past, none of you were normal."
"Well, that's true..."

Nodding as if agreeing, Humility plopped down on the floor and then,

"Master."
"Yes, go ahead."
"I want to build friendship and trust with you too."

He stated his request in a resolute voice.

I couldn't help but chuckle. I thought it was strange that he'd been hovering around, but he wanted to say that.

"You want to go out too?"

Humility's head nodded vigorously.

"Me too! I want to go outside too! I'm not asking for much! Just a few hours like Jangsaeng! I'll come back on my own, I promise!"
"Alright, calm down."

You'll pass out at this rate.

Despite my concerned admonition, Humility's head and wing movements became even more frantic. It was worrying—he might lose either his head or wings at this rate.

So I felt sorry and sympathetic. How envious must he be of Jangsaeng and Lisianne's outing to act like this? Regular vacations to Teilgleichen weren't enough to satisfy him.

"Well, if it's just an outing that can be completed within a day, I can let you go soon."
"A day is nothing! A few hours is enough!"

"If you promise not to run away, I can send you right now."
"This is my home—where would I go? I'll be back before dinner!"

His increasingly desperate cries made me feel solemn.

I prided myself on caring for these creatures' welfare, but that was just the delusion of someone ruling as a master. From the perspective of those actually living under me, it was still not enough.

"But you know it's dangerous for you to go out alone because you're small, right? Even Jangsaeng, who's bigger than you, moved with Lisianne."
"Don't fixate on size! With this small body, I've survived the affection of the little masters!"

Strange. He said "affection," but my ears heard "ordeal."

"Fine, I'll assign either Charity or Kindness to accompany you. Riding on them will make it easier to move around."

However, I had no intention of withholding a well-deserved reward because of minor peculiarities.

Humility has worked hard too. Being the smallest among the sacred beasts and all the animals residing in our mansion, he's been one of the children's main playthings.

If I don't reward Humility, who would enjoy rewards? Even if these creatures are former evil gods, they're now pillars of our mansion. They deserve proper treatment.

"Thank you, master! Thank you so much!"

Anyway, Humility fluttered his wings in joy at my promise.

Who could think of these creatures as former evil gods or current sacred beasts? Certainly not me.

'If anything, Titi seems more like a sacred beast.'

No, should I call Titi a divine beast beyond sacred beasts?

***

Recently, a peculiar duty has been added to the security force.

"Sir. The Teilgleichen Count's... pets have left the mansion."

Specifically, checking which beasts would be roaming the Capital today.

"What kind of creatures are they today?"
"A deer and a snake, sir."

Another strange combination—I closed my eyes for a moment.

Yesterday it was a tiger and a turtle. The day before, a sheep and a fox. The day before that, a horse and a chick. Truly bizarre and unique combinations.

'Where did he collect such creatures?'

These are far from ordinary pets, and they can even speak human language. It's astonishing where he found such beasts.

But they belong to none other than the Teilgleichen Count, the Minister of Audit. It's not wise to harbor unnecessary curiosity.

"Also, the Count has sent someone again today."
"That is most appreciated."

Moreover, we receive considerable compensation for keeping an eye on the Count's pets, so it's right to remain silent for the security force's sake.

Of course, since it's sent daily, the compensation isn't extravagant. Just enough alcohol to wet the guards' lips, food to please their mouths, snacks they can enjoy while walking, and a little money for various uses.

Still, for the security force that constantly battles fatigue, these small but reliable gifts are more important than anything. The physical body is their greatest asset, and more money is always better.

"By the way, sir. Have you heard that rumor?"
"What rumor?"
"About the Count's pets, sir. There's a rumor spreading that they're actually the Count's eyes and ears, investigating corruption in the Capital."

I nodded calmly at my deputy's words. Of course I knew about that rumor.

'I spread it myself.'

I spread that rumor with the Count's permission.

The agents of the Audit Ministry's head are patrolling the Capital. When such a rumor spreads, criminals hiding somewhere in the Capital wouldn't dare to move.

If my deputy is reporting it to me, it seems the rumor has spread well throughout the Capital.

After the amusing escape show of the tortoise, a relay of outings by the sacred beasts continued.

And today is the day for the eagle and bear duo—Vitality and Patience—to go out.

"Just come back before dinner, and if you get tired along the way, you can return early."
"Before dinner! Got it!"
"I'll give you some money too, so use it if you get hungry or thirsty. It's sad to be tired during a walk."
"I'll use it well!"

Vitality flapped his wings while Patience kept nodding his head.

Though they were responding enthusiastically, I could read the intense longing in their eyes, which made me chuckle. That look says, "Stop nagging and let us go already."

Well, with freedom right in front of them, would they listen to anything I say? Besides, Vitality and Patience are the last of the eleven sacred beasts to go out. Though it's only a difference of a few days, how impatient they must have been during that time.

"Then have fun. Don't go outside the Capital."
"I'll keep that in mind!"
"Stay within the Capital! Return before dinner!"

At my declaration, Vitality and Patience sprinted away without looking back.

The determination to enjoy their freedom until dinner. The resolve to never forgive anyone who tries to stop them. I could feel those two emotions without filter.

'They run well.'

But more amusing was the eagle riding on the bear's back. Another unique and strange combination that made me smile.

Yesterday it was a snake coiled around a deer's antlers. The day before, a turtle on a tiger's head. Before that, a fox in a sheep's wool, and the day before that, a chick hanging from a horse's mane.

The first escapee, the tortoise, carried Lisianne on his back, and all the subsequent escapees have shown equally impressive appearances. Though unintended, it seems to have become a tradition.

"Kyuuung."
"Kyuiing."

As the two sacred beasts disappeared like the wind, Mane and Mine at my feet looked up at me with sparkling eyes.

I knew why they were acting like this, so I picked up the two rabbits. They probably want to go out too, seeing their seniors leave one after another.

"I'll let you go when the time comes."
"Kyuung! Kyuung!"
"Kyuiing!"

At my promise, Mane and Mine's ears began to twitch.

It felt like looking at triplets, which made me laugh. Indeed, anything with long ears is inherently cute.

'...I'm a bit worried about sending just these two out.'

But should I let these little ones go outside? They're neither Titi with suspiciously human-like intelligence nor sacred beasts that can speak like humans. I'm concerned that if I let them roam freely, they might end up as rabbit stew.

Maybe I should send these two along with Juni? No, though Juni is a cow, she's still just a calf and wouldn't be much help.

'A calf and two rabbits.'

I'm genuinely worried. What hardships might these small, speechless creatures face in the Capital? Would they get pushed around by people or suffer from being handled?

But if I don't let them go out, they'll be hurt emotionally. Discrimination hurts animals just as much as humans.

'I'll send them out with the servants.'

For example, when Yuris and Sophia go shopping. If I send Mane, Mine, and Juni with them, it would make for a decent walk. If I tell them to play for a few hours, Yuris and Sophia would be happy too.

Of course, from Mane, Mine, and Juni's perspective, having companions might be disappointing, but I can't let them go out without supervision—I'd be too anxious.

Though animals under my protection won't die or get hurt, they might get stressed from being petted constantly due to their cute appearance.

'I never thought I'd worry about such things.'

It's a bit of an odd feeling. A noble worrying about pet walks rather than estate or family management issues.

There's never been a noble like me in the Empire's history, and there probably never will be again.

***

The wind is sweet. So sweet it brings tears to my eyes.

"Since being released from the seal, have I ever been this happy?"
"Never. Perhaps only when we went to Teilgleichen."


Patience, who was walking with large strides, casually responded to my muttering.

'Hah.'

I almost burst out laughing.

I, once called the Plague. Patience, once called Rage. I was the one who spread disease to all nearby beings, and Patience was the one who destroyed everything with uncontrollable anger. To think that we would now share the same emotions on the same subject. Life is full of surprises—

"By the way, where are we going now?"

?

I was about to straighten my feathers at Patience's words but froze.

"...Didn't you have a destination in mind? I was just sitting still because you were walking."
"I was going where you were looking."

At Patience's words, both of us fell silent.

We had each believed the other had a destination in mind, silently supporting each other's movements. But that was a misunderstanding.

'What is this.'

A disaster born from trusting the other instead of oneself. Something that would never have happened in our past selves, which made me burst into laughter.

"Can't be helped. We'll have to decide where to go from now."
"Come to think of it, Vitality. Purity mentioned a place that sells fresh fruit. Shall we go there first?"
"Do they sell apples?"
"I'm sure they do. If not, we can eat something else."

I nodded at his truly reasonable words.

He's right. If what we want isn't available, we can just eat something else. We came out of the mansion to enjoy our freedom. To do everything according to our will.

And if there are no apples, choosing another fruit, buying the fruit we want to eat—all these actions can be done according to our will.

'This is the best.'

Now I feel like crying, not laughing.

Of course, these aren't tears of sadness but tears of joy. Tears that come from being so happy and joyful that I can't contain my emotions.

"Vitality. Are you crying?"
"You seem to be crying too."
"I'm not crying. I'm sending my pitiful past self into memories."

I wanted to say "what nonsense is that" but held back.

Though my head screamed it was nonsense, my heart instinctively understood what he meant.

If my heart understands, that's enough. Finding fault unnecessarily isn't beautiful.

Indeed, the store Purity recommended was as wonderful as that lazy fellow suggested.

"Apples. Do you have apples?"
"We have apples that are very sweet, and others that are more tart. Which would you like?"
"Both."

Satisfying. A store that offers various options of the same product to suit different tastes. How many stores could be this wonderful and diligent?

"Patience. Which one will you eat?"
"I'll have apples too."
"Give us 20 apples."
"No, um. Five is enough for me."
"Give us 25 apples."

I was planning to eat 20 myself. I've developed a taste for apples lately.

My shoulders rose involuntarily. At the mansion, they wouldn't let me eat 10 or 20 at once, saying I'd get a stomachache. As if I, a former evil god and current sacred beast, would get a stomachache from that... wait...

"Huh?"
"Why are you suddenly like this? Let's pay quickly and move to the next place—"
"I, I lost my pouch."
"What the hell?"

As if returning to his Rage days, Patience, who had been carrying me on his back, stood on two legs and grabbed my body with his hands.


"C-calm down! I definitely had it until just now! I must have dropped it recently, so we can find it quickly!"

I hurriedly spoke up, feeling his alarming grip strength.

No matter how sturdy I am, my opponent is also a former evil god. If Patience returns to his Rage days and gets serious, I might have to spend some time with broken wings.

"Hey, if you don't have money, you can just take them. I'll give them as a gift."

As Patience and I were agitated for different reasons, the store owner quietly handed over the apples.

Though it's a kind offer, we can't accept. Taking someone else's goods for free on our first outing? This news would surely reach the master's ears somehow, and then our second outing would be uncertain. The master would ban outings, saying we used his name for improper conduct.

Absolutely, absolutely not. I'd rather starve than be banned from going out.

"Wait. I'll be right back!"
"You can really just take them..."
"I'll come back!"
"O-okay."

After hearing the store owner's response, I struggled to break free from Patience's grip.

Anger from losing money can be resolved by finding the money. For the sake of our happy and free outing, I need to subdue Patience's anger.

So I need to find the money. The lost money. Otherwise, my wings will be spread on the ground rather than in the sky for a while.

'Ah.'

As if heaven and earth understood my desperation, I saw a human walking with a familiar pouch.

"P-Patience! There it is! That human found our lost pouch!"
"What?"

Patience turned his head at my shout.

Then, as if he too spotted the pouch, he started walking on four legs again instead of two.

"You there! Human! Stop for a moment!"

Taking advantage of that moment, I quickly flew toward the human.

I don't know who you are, but thank you for finding it...!

***

As I was watching the children play energetically as usual, the communication device in my pocket began to glow.

"Your Excellency. This is the Capital Guard Captain."

It was a call from the Capital Guard Captain, whom I've been seeing frequently these days.

"I have an urgent matter to discuss. I hope I'm not bothering you."
"No, it's fine. If the Guard Captain is contacting me, there must be a good reason."

I glanced at the children who were playing well on their own and slightly moved away.

The Guard Captain's expression was complex. Not exactly dark, but not bright either.

That means something complicated has happened. It's probably not a conversation to have in front of the children.

"What's the matter? You don't need to beat around the bush, feel free to speak plainly."
"Well, you see."

After hesitating for a moment, the Guard Captain let out a small sigh.

"Your pets have apprehended a pickpocket."
"...Pardon?"
"However, during the process, the culprit was rammed by the bear, so some of the culprit's bones are broken."

I blinked for a while, unable to comprehend.

Pickpocket, apprehension, bear charge, fracture. What does this all mean? Did I hear correctly?

"Why... did such a thing..."

After a long silence, I finally opened my mouth.

Why are the beasts I sent out to relax apprehending pickpockets?

I hurried my steps upon hearing the news that my pet had beaten someone up.

The guard captain said they caught a pickpocket, but how could I know whether they actually caught a pickpocket or turned an innocent person into one? They might have transformed a civilian into a pickpocket just to save my face.

That's why I needed to confirm this personally. I needed to see with my own eyes whether they truly caught a pickpocket, and just how "slightly" broken the bones were.

'What on earth is this.'

I kept sighing as I made my way to the guard headquarters.

Although the sacred beasts possessed animal bodies, their intelligence and perceptiveness were no different from humans, so I had been at ease. They could even communicate fluently with humans, so I thought there wouldn't be any problems.

But what is this disaster? How could that trust lead to such a catastrophe? Even if today's pair was a combination of a bird of prey and a predator, isn't beating someone up going too far?

'Please let it be a pickpocket.'

So I prayed desperately in my heart.

Please, please let the citizen that Vigor and Patience caught be a pickpocket, not an innocent civilian. Let it just be a small collision that happened while making an arrest with a bear's body.

'...It must be a pickpocket.'

While it's deplorable that they beat someone up, I don't think they would have beaten an innocent civilian.

This isn't some naive belief like "They would never beat someone up!" since they're former evil gods. Rather, it's the belief that they know causing trouble would only harm themselves. It's a belief based on self-interest, not morality. They're not stupid enough to throw away the freedom they've just gained with their own hands.

With such hope and expectation, I arrived at the guard headquarters.

"M-Master! You're already here! There was no need for you to come personally!"

Vigor greeted me with an anxious expression as he paced around the floor.

What a thoughtful creature. He was waiting at the main entrance after hearing that his master was coming personally. Like a child waiting for their father to return from work.

The problem is that this isn't returning from work but more like going to work.

"Where's Patience?"
"W-well, Patience is now..."

When I immediately asked about Patience's condition, Vigor rolled his eyes left and right. As if wondering whether he should tell me.

"He dug a hole in the ground and went inside."

Fortunately, he opened his beak quickly, but the answer was rather impressive.

"He dug a hole?"

I asked again because it was so difficult to understand.

What on earth is the connection between beating someone up and digging a hole in the ground? There needs to be at least some connection for me to comprehend.

"Well, Patience was a bit angry about losing the money, so he said he needed to be alone somewhere to calm down..."

I couldn't help but laugh at Vigor's explanation. He's not a hibernating bear, yet he went underground because he wanted to be alone.

'That's not bad.'

I felt relieved. It seems we've avoided the worst-case scenario.

Despite striking the pickpocket with a bear's overwhelming power, his anger wasn't satisfied. This means Patience's anger had reached its peak.

At the same time, even though he was angry enough to lose his mind, he only punished the pickpocket with some fractures. If an enraged bear had gone all out, he would have turned a human into human/jerky.

'He still has some reason left.'

If Patience still had enough reason to exercise judgment, then the probability that the pickpocket he struck was an innocent citizen is extremely low.

That's a relief. It may not be the best outcome, but we've definitely avoided the worst.

"Master. We were wronged. If that guy hadn't coveted our money, this tragedy wouldn't have happened. Besides, that money wasn't even ours but yours."

However, Vigor, perhaps mistaking my laughter as a sign of an impending explosion, rambled on about their innocence.

His plea was so desperate that I couldn't bring myself to interrupt. If I cut him off here, it seemed like Vigor might break into tears.

"And Patience was just recovering the money I lost! Patience is innocent! If anyone's guilty, it's the guy who coveted the money!"
'Oh.'


This time I was surprised in a different way than when I heard about the civilian assault.

To think these guys would defend each other. They're raising their voices for each other's well-being, not their own.

Of course, they're making excuses like "It's the fault of the bastard who touched the money!" rather than "It's my fault for losing the money!" but they're still justifying Patience's violence.

"Enough."

As I spoke with a calmer mind than before, Vigor's beak shut tight.

"You beat up a pickpocket, right?"
"Y-yes."
"The other person didn't die, did they?"
"His bones were broken, but otherwise he's fine! They said the bones would heal quickly with magic!"
"Then that's fine."

I gently patted Vigor's head as he flapped his wings in protest.

"Be careful from now on. You were lucky this time that it ended with just broken bones, but someone could die if they mess with you two."
"M-Master...!"
"And manage your money better."

With those final words, I held Vigor in my arms and started walking.

Since I'm already at headquarters, I should talk to the guard captain and see who this brave soul was who stole money from an eagle and a bear.

Vigor's claims and the guard captain's explanation weren't very different.

"At first, they thought the pickpocket had found the money they lost. So they ran to get it back, but the pickpocket fled, causing a small collision."
"Is it okay to call broken bones 'small'?"
"For someone who's not a knight to collide with a bear and end up with just fractures, I'd say that's quite fortunate."

Confirmation that Vigor and Patience didn't beat someone up without reason, but rather punished a pickpocket who struck first.

"So, why did he do it? Wouldn't it be easier to target ordinary citizens than talking eagles and bears?"
"He said the basics of pickpocketing is to target people excited about travel. Even though they're beasts, not humans, there are no exceptions... he said."

Information that the pickpocket who targeted Vigor and Patience was too unbiased, if anything.

I couldn't help but laugh at how unexpectedly crazy this guy was. Sure, from a pickpocket's perspective, it's easier to target travelers excited about their trip than locals, but they're not people—they're beasts. And not just any beasts, but a bird of prey and a predator.

'The future of the Empire looks bright...'

Even a mere criminal has such an unbiased, open mind. How open-minded must the other citizens and nobles be? It's enough to bring tears to my eyes.

"Master. Can we go out again now?"

And this complex and subtle emotion was quickly broken by Vigor's voice.

"I-if we need to go back, we will."

When I quietly looked at him, Vigor shrank back and continued.

It's a pitiful sight. They're proclaiming their innocence, and it's been proven true, yet they're still watching my reaction. How anxious they must have been inside.

"It's fine. It's not even evening yet, so continue enjoying yourselves."

So I placed Vigor, who was still in my arms, onto Patience's head.

They're creatures who watch my reactions and feel anxious to a pitiful degree. Unless they're struck first, like in this pickpocket incident, they won't cause trouble on their own.

So I should let them continue to play—what else can I do? It would be cruel to take away their freedom just because they were involved in an incident.

"You too, enjoy yourself."
"Th-thank you."

As I patted Patience's head as well, he bowed his head deeply.

Maybe it's because they've been playing with children for several years, but they seem to have lost much of their ferocity. I can't even think of them as former evil gods anymore.

Well, I prefer obedient and gentle pets to disobedient ones with behavioral problems.

I'm the one who might develop behavioral problems.

"Tea or vodka. Which do you prefer?"
"Tea... please."
"Good choice. Actually, the Empress confiscated my vodka. Even if I wanted to give you some, I couldn't."


I was summoned by the Emperor again.

It's maddening. Every time something happens, I immediately have to see the Emperor's face. It's both tiresome and dreadful.

Normally, I'd accept this as my fate, but I'm currently temporarily relieved of my ministerial duties. I shouldn't be in a position where I have to run like a dog at the Emperor's call—

"I heard the Count's pets caused a disturbance in the Capital."

Surprisingly, I was in a position where I had to run.

"Well, about that."
"Ah, of course, I've heard the details. They caught a pickpocket, right? I'm not blaming you for that."

The Emperor waved his hand as if telling me not to worry, but his gaze fixed on me caused all sorts of concerns to rise.

"However, regardless of whether it was self-defense, beasts with no authority assaulted a citizen. It's a matter that can't be overlooked."

Eventually, my concerns became reality.

A perfect reason that I couldn't refute. A justification that the Emperor naturally had to care about. How could I be confident after hearing such words?

'A noble's pets beat up a Capital citizen.'

If I strip away all the various elements and plainly list the facts, it can be summarized in that one sentence. A powerful minister's beasts harmed a citizen—a tyranny that should only appear in history books has been reenacted.

The fact that the Capital citizen was a pickpocket, and that the pickpocket first stole the pets' precious allowance, is not important. The key issue here is that Vigor and Patience, who have no authority to arrest or judge, administered private punishment.

"If the Count had subdued the pickpocket himself, there would have been no problem. The public still thinks you're a minister. Frankly, if someone pickpockets in front of the Minister of Audit, dying with their head cut off would be natural causes."
"How could pickpocketing warrant execution..."
"It's just a figure of speech, just a figure of speech."

The Emperor chuckled, picked up the teapot, and personally poured tea into the cup in front of me.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Among the many titles and positions you hold, there's also the position of a knight in the Risizariune Order. Do you remember?"
"How could I forget that? It's a position far too honorable and gracious for me."
"And knights are rightfully allowed to have squires."

I flinched at those words.

You bastard, surely not.

"Your pets. Just make them your squires. Then even if something like this happens again, there won't be any problem with the justification."
"Your Majesty, making animals squires of the glorious Risizariune Order, is that really appropriate..."
"The laws regarding the Risizariune Order are looser than you might think. There's no law that says animals can't be squires."

Of course there isn't. Who in their right mind would make beasts their squires?

The unfortunate thing is that my name is about to be recorded as the first such madman. Since the Emperor himself brought it up, it's closer to an order than a suggestion.

"Count. They need the title of squire so that when they cause trouble, it can be quickly resolved. Well, if you're going to personally resolve every incident, you don't have to do it."
"...I will conduct the squire appointment ceremony by tomorrow."
"Good thinking."

The Emperor nodded as if I had made a wise decision, though it wasn't really a choice.

I hate this. I hate the Emperor for making me a knight of beasts.

***

Looking at the Count drinking tea with a bitter expression, I felt sorry for him.

I even relieved him of his ministerial duties, but why can't he rest? Why is he at the center of incidents even as a private citizen?

'Someone might think I'm deliberately manipulating him.'

It wasn't my will that the Minister let his pets out in the Capital, nor that the pets caused trouble in the Capital.

It's just a matter of the Minister and his pets bringing it upon themselves.

'I suppose this is fate too.'

The Count, freed from the title of Minister, now utilizes his title as a knight of the Risizariune Order.

At this point, I'm curious to see how much more the Count will suffer.

Currently, there are five living members of the Lisizariune Knights: the Victorious Duke, the First Father-in-law, Trixie, the former Minister of the Imperial Household, and myself.

Honestly, it's an embarrassing lineup to mention anywhere. The Emperor's father-in-law and top meritorious retainer of the Northern Campaign, a war hero who subdued the eastern kingdoms 30 years ago, the pinnacle of magic whose very existence serves as a war deterrent, and a brilliant minister who rebuilt the empire through crises. Having my name among them feels awkward. Beyond achievements, the difference in experience and authority is extreme.

What's even more embarrassing is that none of the four who became Lisizariune Knights before me have produced any successors. Even the seniors don't have successors, yet the youngest one is about to create some.

Not just one or two, but eleven of them. And not even human ones, but beasts.

'Is it eleven or twelve?'

Come to think of it, shouldn't Lisianne also be made a successor? Lisianne can go for walks and talk like the sacred beasts. If the sacred beasts qualify as successors, Lisianne certainly deserves to be one too.

'It's like a Demon King's army.'

I couldn't help but laugh. A group composed of former evil gods and the former Four Kings. Even a real Demon King's army wouldn't boast such a formidable composition.

Wait, if that's the case, what does that make me, who's taking these beings as successors? Some kind of Great Demon God? Was I actually the final boss of this world all along, not the Khagan, Dorgos, or the Second Prince?

'How did it come to this?'

For a moment, I imagined myself as a Great Demon God, scattering evil gods and the Four Kings throughout the Capital to monitor citizens.

Horrifying. If an assassin were to plunge a holy sword into my heart, I should just accept it as inevitable.

"Damn pickpocket bastard."

In my troubled state, I couldn't help but curse out loud.

Because of that excessively unprejudiced bastard, that open-minded bastard who targets not just people but even beasts—this is how things turned out. If it weren't for him, I wouldn't have had to create successors like this.

I'd like to sentence that pickpocket to death, but treating a minor crime as a major one due to personal feelings would be cruel.

Instead, if I hear he's been caught pickpocketing again, I'll just cut off his wrist. That much should be acceptable.

"Titi."
- Woof?
"Could you call your friends for a moment? All the ones who can talk."
- Woof!

At my request, Titi, who had been chewing on a dog treat, scurried out the door.

Starting today, my name will once again go down in history. As the knight who appointed "beast successors"—unprecedented in the history of the Kfelopen Empire, perhaps unprecedented in any nation.

I still feel conflicted. Giving titles or positions to one's pets? This clearly looks like a twisted minister flaunting his power. Essentially saying, "I can give tremendous titles even to the dogs I raise."

'I'm afraid.'

I fear what comes after my death. How will this path I've chosen under the Emperor's pressure be evaluated after I'm gone? If I'm judged as "the Count of Teilgleichen was a minister obsessed with power," I'll wail even in the afterlife.

"Master. Did you call for us?"

While I was contemplating whether I should record all the conversations I had with the Emperor and the secret orders I received, Jangsaeng peeked his head through the door crack.

I didn't expect him to arrive so quickly after just being called. He's definitely become more diligent since that runaway incident.

"Yes, come in. I have something to tell you."
"Is it about walks?"
"It is related to walks, but don't worry, I'm not canceling them."

At my words, Jangsaeng entered the room with a calm expression.

The fact that his first concern was about walks shows how much this new walking policy has been like light and salt to the sacred beasts. I should have allowed it much earlier.

"Master. We're here too."
"Called... uh...?"
"What's the matter? You're not canceling our walks, are you?"

Soon, the other sacred beasts entered the room, chattering noisily.

I was satisfied with their quick assembly. The sooner they gathered, the sooner I could finish my business. Once I report to the Emperor that I've made these creatures my successors, this bizarre task will be over.


"Daddy. We came too."
"Us too, us too!"
"Let's play together!"
'Ah.'

However, it was unexpected that not just the sacred beasts and Lisianne, but also the children came rushing in.

'What should I do now?'

Come to think of it, if I call all the creatures who were playing with the children at once, of course the children would follow along. I should have anticipated this obvious outcome.

This is troublesome. I can't just send away the children who came running with the expectation of playing with their father, nor can I send the sacred beasts back.

What should I do? Should I perform the successor appointment ceremony in front of the children? But I don't want to gain a title like "One who appointed beasts as successors" in front of the children.

"Everyone go back. We have important matters to discuss with the master, and we'll come find you when we're done."
'Oh.'

However, as if noticing my concern, Jangsaeng boldly addressed the children.

I was touched. A pet that acts as a spokesperson out of consideration for its master. What a splendid creature.

"No! We'll stay together!"
"Jangsaeng is bad! You don't want to play with us!"
"Graaaah!"

Of course, being splendid and being helpful are two different matters. Jangsaeng stepping forward in front of the children only invited them to squeeze him more.

Still, I appreciate it. I'll remember your dedication and sacrifice.

***

Daddy called all the talking animals.

It seemed like Daddy wanted to play with the talking animals secretly, so we followed too. We also want to play with Daddy and the talking animals.

"Children. Daddy is going to do something important with the sacred beasts, so you need to be quiet and just watch, okay?"
"Yes! We'll be quiet!"
"Quiet! Quiet!"
"Quiet~"
"Good. That's fine then."

Daddy patted my head and my siblings' heads, and then he touched the talking animals.

"Just go along with what I say."
"Master. You should at least tell us what you're trying to do."
"It's complicated to explain. Just respond appropriately."

After touching Jangsaeng again, Daddy took the sword that was on the wall.

I know that! It's Daddy's, and it's super heavy and dangerous! That's why neither I, my siblings, nor my sister can touch it! Only Daddy can touch it!

"M-Master?"
"I, as a servant of His Imperial Majesty who rules all things in this world under the mercy of Enen and the protection of the Great Emperor, under the blessings of heaven and vegetation. A member of the honorable Imperial Council and the lord of Teilgleichen, Wiridia, and others. One who has been granted the glorious name of Lisizariune, and the master of Kracius."
"Wow..."

Daddy said something cool, so I spoke out.

Oh no. Daddy told us to be quiet. I should be quiet now!

"Among the countless honors granted to me, I shall, with utmost humility, use my right as a Lisizariune Knight. I, Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, hereby make you my loyal servant, my shield, and my sword."
'Wooow.'

This time I was amazed silently.

Daddy is so cool! He's always cool, but he's even cooler now!

'I!'

I don't really understand, but the way he says "I"! It sounds amazing!


Loyal servant? Shield? Sword? Those sound good too!

"As my sword, will you punish the enemies of the empire, and as my shield, will you protect the subjects from those who threaten them?"
"...I will."
"Good. From now on, you shall be Sir Jangsaeng."

Sir Jangsaeng! That sounds cool too!

***

After completing the successor appointment ceremony, I was overwhelmed by fatigue and self-loathing.

To think I would perform a successor appointment ceremony for beasts. At least Lisianne has a human form rather than being a beast, but being doll-sized made it even more pathetic.

'Damn this life.'

Moreover, a nobleman conducting an appointment ceremony with a sword for beasts and a doll. Unless I were 7 years old instead of 27, this is not something a sane person would do.

But what could I do? The children who had followed the sacred beasts were looking at me with eyes full of expectation. If I had simply said, "You're my successors from today, so good luck. Fighting!" and sent them away, the children would have been disappointed.

As evidence, Fedi's eyes sparkled particularly brightly during the successor appointment ceremony. While all the children were curious about this unfamiliar act, Fedi's gaze went beyond curiosity to something closer to admiration.

Perhaps that's why I made a mistake during the ceremony without realizing it. There was no need to attach the title "Sir" to a mere successor who isn't even a formal knight.

'Does it matter?'

In fact, if we were to follow protocol, appointing beasts as successors was already absurd from the start.

Well, let's just go with "Sir" then. People will focus on the fact that beasts are successors, not that the successors are called "Sir."

"Minister!"
"Yes?"

While absentmindedly handling the sword I had used during the ceremony, Eri burst through the door.

"Minister, do you have time?!"
"These days, time is the one thing I have in abundance."

Since she got straight to the point, I answered directly as well.

Although there was a small event because of that unprejudiced pickpocket, it's true that I have plenty of time. I'm not just on vacation but relieved of my ministerial duties.

"Then come with me to Iones!"
"Huh?"

The sudden request made me tilt my head.

Iones. Eri's hometown in the western part of the empire and the land ruled by the Fifth Father-in-law. After the fall of Aesilon, it's the territory of a family competing for first or second place among marquis houses, boasting considerable prosperity.

Of course, even without all those grand descriptors, the place has significant meaning simply as Eri's hometown. It's not strange that Eri would suddenly ask to go to Iones.

"Why now, when you didn't go during our trip?"

But the timing was somewhat peculiar. We had just enjoyed a domestic trip not long ago. I don't understand why she wants to go to her hometown now when she didn't go then.

"My grandmother is celebrating her 90th birthday in a few days! There's a birthday banquet!"
"Let's go right away."

For such a reason, I should make time even if I don't have any. Even knights or mages are considered long-lived if they reach 90, but Eri's grandmother is neither a knight nor a mage, just an ordinary noblewoman. If such a person has reached 90, I should definitely attend as her granddaughter's husband.

"Ah, she also asked if Ferents could come along."
"Of course he should come."

For such a joyous occasion for the Masalo Marquis family, who else but Ferents should attend? Although Ferents's surname is Kracius, half the blood flowing in his body is Masalo.

An external great-grandson not attending his external great-grandmother's 90th birthday? Unthinkable.

'If not now, who knows when we'll see her.'

It's a very irreverent thought, but if we miss this year, there's no guarantee when Ferents will be able to see his external great-grandmother again.

A birthday is a precious day whose significance never fades no matter how many times it comes around. The day a life enters the world, a day to celebrate the birth of life. How could anyone treat such a day with disregard?

Of course, no matter how precious a day is, experiencing it repeatedly makes its symbolism fade, if only slightly. Unlike children's birthdays which are celebrated enthusiastically, birthdays of older adults typically pass with just moderate applause and well-wishes.

But as they say, extremes meet. When adults who have celebrated dozens of birthdays reach a certain age, things change. The birthday of an elderly person should be celebrated even more than that of a young child.

'Congratulating... Victoria Masalo... on her... 90th... birthday...'

That's why I carefully inscribed the message on the ceremonial sword blade. An elder whose birthday should be celebrated more than a child's. And if that elder happens to be from your wife's family, you need to pour not just sincerity but your very soul into it.

Originally, human lifespan isn't something humans achieve but something granted by God. Typically, the lifespan God bestows is around 70 to 80 years. Even this assumes one has lived healthily, and in reality, ordinary people are considered to have lived well if they just surpass 70.

But 90 years? Not 70s or 80s, but 90? And the person in question isn't even a knight or a mage?

'Age itself becomes a status.'

Even if a commoner lived to 90, they would receive gifts from the Emperor and be invited to celebration banquets hosted by the local lord or governor.

In such circumstances, when the person reaching 90 isn't just any commoner but a Marquis's mother? It's fair to say this isn't just a family celebration but an imperial one. Every family directly or indirectly connected to the Masalo family will respond. And how many families would be connected to a Marquis's household?

"...Is this really okay?"

I clicked my tongue softly while looking at the ceremonial sword.

Erich said a sword would be fine, so I inscribed well-wishes on it, but is it really appropriate to give such a gift to someone who's reached 90? Wouldn't a softer gift like jewelry or clothing be more suitable than something as ominous as a sword?

It feels unsettling. Giving something sharp to an elder. It somehow feels like saying, "You've lived long enough, so it's okay if your life thread gets cut now, right?"

'Erich will handle it.'

After pondering for quite some time, I let out a deep sigh.

Yes, since Erich requested this gift, he'll take care of any problems that arise. Besides, Erich, who has a soft spot for family, wouldn't give a strange gift to his grandmother.

I don't understand it, I really don't. But a sword must be an appropriate gift for Erich's grandmother. I should trust Erich, the grandson of the Masalo family.

Only three of us—myself, Erich, and Ferentz—were going to the Iones Marquis's domain.

Since it was a celebration for one of my in-laws, all family members were originally planning to attend, but after the wives whispered among themselves, this was the result.

"We'd like to congratulate her in person too, but since it's the Masalo family's celebration, it's right that only Sister Erich gets the attention. If other wives are there too, won't the attention Sister Erich deserves be divided?"
"That's true."

Since the reason for not attending was consideration for Erich, it was awkward to insist further.

It's a banquet held in the Masalo family's domain for the Masalo family's elder. Naturally, families connected to the Masalo family will attend, and attention will focus on Masalo family members. In such a situation, if wives other than Erich attend, attention will be divided, as Mar said.

Of course, with six wives, dividing attention six ways is natural, but this event isn't hosted by the Kracius family or the Empire, but by the Masalo family. So it's right to focus attention on the Masalo family.

"I wouldn't mind going together."
"No. This is a chance for the Dowager to see her granddaughter and great-grandson. It would be awkward if we were there too."

In response to Erich's small complaint, Mar smiled gently and continued.

"The Dowager hasn't seen Ferentz yet, right? She unfortunately couldn't attend your wedding either. Think of this as making up for that and enjoy yourself. Just like your wedding where you were the main character, let this birthday banquet be one where you're the main character too."

At those words, Erich pouted her lips, then eventually nodded with a grin.


"Then I'll enjoy just one day! Since the banquet doesn't end after just one day, you'll come on the second day?"
"What?"
"A wedding is one day, so I should only enjoy the banquet for one day! Grandmother will be happy to have more guests!"

Mar's eyes turned to me then, as if asking how to respond.

"Sounds like a good idea to me."

Since Erich had made a rare sensible suggestion, I immediately supported her opinion.

This is a banquet celebrating a Marquis's mother's 90th birthday. It's not something that can be done in just one day; it will likely continue for at least five days. So it makes sense for Erich to receive guests' attention on the first day, and then for the wives to join afterward.

"Is, is that really okay?"
"Actually, it's standard for the entire family to participate in such events. If only Erich and Ferentz come, the Dowager might misunderstand."

She might misunderstand that her granddaughter and great-grandson are being ostracized within the Kracius family. It wouldn't be good for an elderly person to worry unnecessarily.

"Valenti will soon hold a banquet to celebrate the Duke's ascension, and it would be strange if Mar went alone then. That's why."
"Ah."

When I mentioned that it would be strange if she attended the Valenti Duke's banquet alone, Mar seemed to understand, letting out a small exclamation.

I couldn't help but smile at her reaction. It's admirable for the first wife to be considerate of other wives. But while being too mindful of others, she's neglecting herself. How ironic.

"Besides, I heard the Dowager was very worried about Erich. We should show her how well we get along so she won't worry anymore."

The sight of her granddaughter, whose marriage was once uncertain, now having a child and getting along well with other wives.

What better birthday gift could there be?

***

When my mother, who was neither a knight nor a mage, reached 70, I breathed a sigh of relief. Fortunately, Mother seemed healthy for an ordinary person.

When Mother reached 80, I prayed to Enen, expressing gratitude for granting Mother so much time.

After that, as Mother turned 81, 82, 83, I felt both joy and anxiety. Because I didn't know when Mother would return to heaven. Because I didn't know when she would leave us.

Even as I reassured myself that wouldn't happen, that Mother would surely live to 100, reason coldly declared that considering Mother's age, it wouldn't be strange if she closed her eyes tomorrow.

'Ten years have passed like that.'

After spending time in such anxiety, my mother, who was 80, has now reached 90.

By this point, anxiety has given way to vague expectation. At this rate, might Mother really reach 100? Perhaps she could even aim beyond that?

"I absolutely won't close my eyes until I see my great-grandson get married."

Or perhaps Mother has endured thanks to her greedy pledge.

In the past, when even Erich's marriage couldn't be guaranteed, Mother had been proclaiming not Erich's marriage but her great-grandson's. It was a pledge that we jokingly said meant "Mother intends to become immortal."

Thinking about it now, it's fortunate. If Mother had set Erich's marriage as her goal, it would have been dangerous. Those who lose their goals quickly lose their passion.

'Should I ask Ferentz to marry late?'

I couldn't help but laugh at such an unseemly thought for a grandfather.


That wouldn't do. It would be strange for a grandfather to block his grandson's future, and if Mother found out I made such a request, she would scold me severely.

So let's leave Ferentz's marriage to Ferentz. Who knows? By then, Mother's pledge might change to "I absolutely won't close my eyes until I see our Ferentz have a child."

"Your Excellency. Lady Erzsebet has arrived."
'Oh.'

The timing was so perfect that the corners of my mouth turned up involuntarily. Just as I was thinking about Ferentz, Erzsebet arrives.

"Butler. That child is now a proper noblewoman, so why do you call her 'Lady'? Say that the Countess of Teilgleichen has arrived."

However, I deliberately composed myself.

How can you still call her "Lady" when she's a married woman? Since she has the excellent title of Countess of Teilgleichen, I will call Erich "Countess" until the moment I die.

"I apologize, Your Excellency. I will be more careful in the future."

The butler seemed to understand my firm correction and bowed deeply in response.

"The Count of Teilgleichen, the Countess of Teilgleichen, and Young Master Ferentz have arrived."

The butler spoke as if noble guests from another family had arrived, not our family's daughter. I nodded to the butler and then turned my gaze to the window.

I could clearly see familiar figures at the main gate. That white hair and black hair are unforgettable.

"Did only the three of them come?"
"The others said they would visit on the second day of the banquet."
"I see."

The corners of my mouth twitched again at my son-in-law's consideration.

My son-in-law strives to treat his wives equally. Yet such a son-in-law brought only Erich to a gathering where other nobles would be present. This must be his consideration for the Masalo family.

Of course, it's only one day, not the entire banquet period, but even one day is significant. Even if it's just one day, our Erich can show off being alone with her husband.

No, not alone—there's Ferentz too, so the three of them. The image of cozy parents and child.

'...Hmm?'

Just as I was about to go downstairs to welcome my son-in-law, I saw a very familiar figure rushing toward the main gate.

'Mother?'

It's Mother.

Mother, who habitually complained that standing is difficult when you're old. That same Mother is sprinting full speed toward the main gate.

'What is this?'

For a moment, my mind went blank.

How can someone of her age move at such speed? She seems faster than I would be at full sprint!

'Is this the power of a great-grandson?'

Nothing else could explain this miracle.

The Masalo family is one of the most prestigious houses within the Empire. Excluding the immovable ranks of the Imperial Family and the Ducal Houses, they would easily place among the top three noble families.

Perhaps that's why members of the Masalo family possess impeccable dignity and intellect, along with abilities befitting their authority. Even though Aesilon had fallen, they quickly rose to become one of the top one or two Marquisates. That shows their true strength.

However, somewhat regrettably, Eri was born as a mutation within the Masalo family. While her abilities were sufficient to be called a member of the Masalo family, she was somewhat distant from dignity and intellect. That was Eri.

And today, I began to wonder if Eri wasn't a mutation but rather a case of atavism.

'She's quite spry...'

Anyone would think the same upon seeing an elderly person sprinting vigorously despite being 90 years old.

It was an unbelievable sight. Honestly, even at 50 or 60, people don't want to run. A desperate situation might make middle-aged people run, but otherwise, people generally don't run without good reason.

But here was an elderly person well past 60, a 90-year-old running like a healthy young adult. Despite being at an age where people would say it's impressive to walk without a cane, at an age where one misstep could result in broken bones.

'Am I dreaming?'

I briefly denied reality. I had been mentally exhausted lately from the appointment ceremony with the Holy Ones and Seeds. Perhaps I was seeing things.

Maybe the elderly person running toward us wasn't elderly at all, but someone else. The neatly rolled white hair might not be white from age, but naturally white like Eri's.

"Grandmother!"
'No, it's real.'

Of course, denial of reality always ends futilely. Thanks to Eri's confirmation, it was concluded that the elderly person running toward us was indeed her grandmother.

It was truly amazing. How could an ordinary person who was neither a warrior nor a magician be so spry? It's surprising enough to reach 90 years of age, but to not only be mobile but capable of running?

'Did she take some elixir?'

A rather plausible inference. Perhaps this world wasn't a romance fantasy but a martial arts world?

Come to think of it, there was someone who could cleave the sky. So maybe it is a martial arts world after all. Damn that Celestial Horse bastard.

"Grandmother! I'll come to you! Don't run, it's dangerous!"

Anyway, Eri smiled broadly and ran toward her grandmother.

I couldn't help but smile at the sight of a granddaughter who loved her grandmother. Certainly, while Eri might be more unique and energetic than others, she's weak when it comes to her family.

That's enough. What does it matter if she's cold to others? As long as she treats her family well.

"You rascal. If you had visited more often, your grandmother wouldn't have had to run. I'm in a daily battle with death, and what if I suddenly collapsed? Why are you only coming now?"
"Grandmother, stop that! I told you not to say such scary things!"

As I approached to greet her grandmother, I overheard their breathtaking conversation.

The elderly woman's scolding, using her own lifespan as leverage. That tremendous and destructive scolding was an attack that no one could block or avoid. Even I instinctively bowed my head.

"And why would I collapse! Grandmother, didn't I say I absolutely won't collapse until I see my great-grandchild get married?"
"You never forget what's convenient for you. I wonder who you take after."
"Obviously after you, Grandmother!"

Giggling, Eri linked arms with her grandmother. Her grandmother, seemingly pleased with Eri's affectionate behavior, smiled gently and slapped Eri's arm.

"Ouch!"
"It's supposed to hurt when I hit you."

I flinched at the crisp slapping sound.

Our grandmother is not only good at running but also strong. I'd believe it if someone said she was 45, not 90.

"Well, let's set aside the granddaughter who barely arrived before her grandmother's death."


After releasing Eri's arm, her grandmother turned her gaze to me and slightly bowed her head.

"Angel sent to earth by the Lord who took pity on this old woman. I finally see your face."
"M-Madam! Please raise your head! How could you, the Madam, bow your head to a mere grandson-in-law!"

I hastily shook my head at the unexpected performance. If Ferentz wasn't in my arms, I would have waved my hands too.

An angel sent to earth by God? Besides being quite an embarrassing title, it's definitely not something I should hear from my wife's grandmother. It sounds like addressing a superior!

"This old woman was in danger of living to 150, but the angel resolved that crisis. It's only proper for a person to express gratitude."

When her grandmother raised her head after saying that, a smile reminiscent of Eri's entered my view.

The tension eased, and I couldn't help but laugh. The gratitude that had made the listener uncomfortable was just a joke.

'It is atavism after all.'

Eri wasn't a mutation but took after her grandmother. She inherited her grandmother's values.

"Of course, even an angel must follow earthly laws once descended. I'll treat you as my granddaughter's husband until either of us dies."
"Thank you for your kind words..."

I reflexively bowed my head at her words, which nearly brought tears to my eyes.

Who knew being addressed as a grandson-in-law could be so moving? I was afraid I might become a crazy son-in-law who would be formally addressed by the grandmother throughout her birthday celebration.

"Daddy. Who-that?"

Meanwhile, Ferentz, who had been quietly nestled in my arms, tilted his head curiously.

It was a natural reaction. His mother was slapped by an unfamiliar elderly person, and his father even bowed his head. From Ferentz's perspective, this must be quite confusing.

"Ferentz, say hello. This is your great-great-grandmother."
"Gre... grea... gwanma?"

However, "great-great-grandmother" is too difficult for a young child to pronounce. As a result, Ferentz could only manage fragments of the word.

"You can just call me Great-Grandmother."
"Great-Gwanma!"
"That's right. Well done."

Of course, whether it's "great-great-grandmother" or "gre-grea-gwanma," it doesn't really matter. A great-great-grandmother seeing her great-great-grandson for the first time would smile at anything he says.

Indeed, her face toward Ferentz was as bright as the sun. She had been smiling while teasing Eri and me, but now her smile was incomparably brighter.

"Mother! Why are you outside? What if something happens!"
'Ah.'

Eventually, my father-in-law's desperate cry came from the direction her grandmother had run from.

Apparently, I wasn't the only one surprised by the 90-year-old's sprint.

Thanks to my father-in-law's tearful persuasion, her grandmother returned to the castle.

Just before entering, I heard her grumbling about whether it was a crime to get some fresh air while still alive, but I pretended not to hear. Eri, who went into the castle with her, would probably keep her company.

"I apologize, son-in-law. This was your first time meeting my mother, wasn't it? You must have been quite surprised from the first encounter."

My father-in-law, whose face had become haggard in just a few minutes, patted my shoulder with a bitter smile.

"It's fine. Rather, I'm grateful that she treated this unworthy grandson-in-law, who is only now greeting her, with such familiarity."

I gently shook my head at my father-in-law.


It would be a lie to say I wasn't surprised, but I was genuinely grateful for her grandmother's goodwill. If she didn't view me favorably, she wouldn't have scolded me using her lifespan as leverage or made jokes that endangered the listener's heart.

If I consider this as her own way of showing goodwill and affection, it's something I'm willing to accept gladly.

"Thank you for saying that. Actually, my mother thinks of you as a benefactor. If you had been uncomfortable around her, she would have been very sad."
"Me... a benefactor?"
"You accepted Eri's uniqueness as it is. Of course you'd be seen as a benefactor."

I couldn't help but smile at words I couldn't deny.

It's a well-known secret that Eri is the sore thumb of the Masalo family, of Marquis Iones who wants for nothing. And that sore thumb was no different for her grandmother.

No, perhaps it hurt even more because her granddaughter resembled her. It's cute when your own flesh and blood resembles you, but what if that very resemblance makes marriage difficult? There's nothing more heartbreaking.

'...How did her grandmother manage?'

I suddenly reached a fundamental question. The original Eri, her grandmother, had married properly and seen her children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. Was the previous Marquis Iones someone like me?

"In her youth, my mother was a typical noblewoman. It seems she let go of her burdens after I inherited the title of Marquis, becoming the unique person she is now."

My question must have been written all over my face, as my father-in-law provided a kind explanation.

How embarrassing. I inadvertently ended up asking, "How did your mother get married?"

'What a crazy son-in-law...'

I hated myself.

***

Ninetieth birthday or whatever, honestly, I wonder if there was really a need for a banquet.

It's a birthday I experience every year, a birthday I receive congratulations for every year. For the past few years, I've reached the point where I'm congratulated not yearly but daily for being alive.

So I said several times that we could skip this birthday banquet, or at least keep it simple. Of course, my children didn't even pretend to listen to their old mother.

'I didn't expect them to.'

I was displeased yet proud at the same time. It seems I raised my children properly after all. If I had raised them to be rascals, I would have died from stress before 70, let alone have a 90th birthday banquet.

'Quite a crowd has gathered.'

So with some satisfaction, I looked around the banquet hall and saw many more guests than last year.

These people really have nothing better to do. Lifting their heavy bottoms for someone who wouldn't be surprising if they died during the banquet. A simple congratulatory message via communication orb would have been sufficient.

"Grandmother, what are you thinking about?"
"Eri, do you think this banquet hall will be big enough if this grandmother lives to 100?"

When I countered with a question, Eri began to consider it seriously.

"...For a 100th birthday celebration, shouldn't we rent the Imperial Palace?"
"You rascal!"
"Eek!"

I struck the back of the disrespectful Eri who had said such an outrageous thing. How could one use the noble Imperial Palace to celebrate the birthday of a mere noble?

"My dear child. Take after your father, not your mother. How can someone your age still be so immature?"
"Uung."

I then gently patted our great-great-grandson who was in Eri's arms.

Your father is a sincere and diligent person, so please take after him. Don't take after me or Eri.

# Grandmother's 90th Birthday

Grandmother's 90th birthday was a joyous occasion for the Masalo Family, and the ladies had arranged for Erzsebet to receive attention from other nobles. Thanks to their consideration, only Erzsebet and I would attend the first day of the banquet.

Having Erzsebet serve as my sole partner would make her stand out more than if all six wives were present beside me as the Count of Teilgleichen. It's a self-evident truth that one-sixth is far less than one-whole.

Despite the ladies' thoughtfulness, Erzsebet didn't get the attention as my exclusive partner that they had hoped for.

"How did it end up like this?"

I gazed at Erzsebet in the distance, giggling with Grandmother and Ferenc.

Erzsebet and I had suddenly become a separated family. Despite being in the same banquet hall, we were pitifully divided.

This wasn't the original plan. As Grandmother's grandson-in-law and the son-in-law of the current head of the Masalo Family, I had intended to tour the banquet hall with Erzsebet. We were supposed to greet the nobles who attended the banquet, thanking them for coming to this wonderful occasion and assuring them we wouldn't forget their kindness in sparing their precious time.

But when Ferenc showed extreme interest in his great-grandmother whom he was meeting for the first time, this weak father's plans crumbled instantly.

"Me! Great-grandma! Together!"
"Our Ferenc is already showing his filial piety to his great-grandmother."

Ferenc nestled in Grandmother's arms with bright, sparkling eyes. Grandmother stroked him affectionately, looking at him with satisfaction.

What could I do? I had no choice but to leave Ferenc in Grandmother's care while I made my rounds greeting guests. Erzsebet, being the mother, couldn't leave Ferenc's side and so left mine.

"Son-in-law. Feeling left out?"

As I was gazing somewhat wistfully at the three generations—grandmother, granddaughter, and great-grandson—my father-in-law, who was also wandering around the banquet hall, asked teasingly.

"I'm a bit disappointed, but if we're talking about feeling left out, Erzsebet probably has it worse. After all, I spend so much time with the children at the mansion, don't I?"
"Yes, I suppose that's true."

While Erzsebet has only one biological child, Ferenc, I have nine biological children from Fedi to Julia. During the time I spend caring for those nine children, I might have unintentionally made my wives feel neglected.

That includes the always cheerful Erzsebet. She's human too—how could she not feel left out sometimes? She simply understood and accepted it because it involved the children. This time, the person who needed to understand had simply changed from Erzsebet to me.

"Still, spend time with your family in the evening. You won't have many chances to be alone with Erzsebet otherwise."
"With Ferenc around, it might be difficult for just the two of us. Could I leave him with you for a while, Father-in-law?"
"Haha, that's something I'd like to ask for myself. Feel free to leave him with me anytime."

My father-in-law's expression brightened rapidly at the mere thought of playing with his youngest grandson.

"Family is family indeed."

I suddenly felt deeply that Grandmother over there, my father-in-law before me, and even Erzsebet and Ferenc who had become separated from me—they all shared the Masalo blood as family.

I hadn't noticed it when seeing them separately, but now that they were all together, their smiling faces looked strangely similar. Is this the power of blood ties?

"...Hmm."
"Huh?"

My father-in-law's expression, which had been laughing like a friendly neighborhood uncle, rapidly hardened.

Like stepping in a muddy puddle while wearing new shoes. Like going to a convenience store with 1000 won only to discover the cup noodles cost 1050 won.

"It's been a while, Viscount Iones."
"Ah."

The mystery was quickly solved thanks to the voice coming from behind me.

A voice I'd heard during the northern campaign a few years ago and at every New Year's greeting ceremony. Though we rarely met and only exchanged occasional greetings, it was a voice I could never forget due to the speaker's status.

The head of the Digo Marquis family, rival to the Masalo family. Viscount Labirje, who wielded considerable influence in the western Empire.

"What do you mean 'it's been a while'? Didn't we speak through the communication orb just a few weeks ago?"


My father-in-law couldn't help but respond curtly to this person who had appeared.

"Communication orbs are convenient, but nothing beats meeting in person."
"You dare say such things with the Magic-Ending Duke's husband right here."

At those words, I turned around with a small smile. It would be extremely rude not to even greet the Viscount when I knew he was behind me.

"It's an honor to meet you, Viscount Labirje."
"It's been a while, Count Teilgleichen. First time since the New Year's greeting ceremony?"
"Yes. I rarely have the opportunity to see Your Excellency normally. Still, I'm delighted to occasionally see your granddaughter."

At the mention of Henrietta, Viscount Labirje's face brightened considerably.

From my father-in-law's perspective, Viscount Labirje might be a rival filled with love and hate, but to me, the Viscount is simply the grandfather of Fedi's friend. I can't treat him as dismissively as my father-in-law does.

"Tsk."

So I'd appreciate it if he could refrain from clicking his tongue in displeasure. Being caught between two viscounts is somewhat burdensome.

"Henrietta is noticeably happier every time she returns from playing at the Count's mansion. I was worried because she didn't have friends her age, but thanks to you, that burden has been lifted. I'm truly grateful."
"You're too kind."
"You too, don't ruin this warm atmosphere with that sour face. Is it appropriate to be so prickly about family matters?"

At Viscount Labirje's words, I turned my head slightly to see my father-in-law with a calm expression. It seems the magic word "family" had helped him suppress his unpleasant emotions.

Indeed, it's an awkward situation to be angry in. Showing hostility toward someone else's family at a banquet celebrating your own family member's birthday? That's something only someone with questionable character would do.

"Anyway, I sincerely congratulate the Grand Madam on her birthday. Today's Masalo family exists thanks to her excellent support, so my stomach will probably burn with envy for decades to come."

Moreover, Viscount Labirje wished for Grandmother's longevity and decades of additional life. In this situation, it's only proper to treat Viscount Labirje as a pure guest rather than a rival, at least for this occasion.

"What can I do? My father was blessed with a good wife. We must accept it as fate."

Of course, even while accepting him as a guest, it seems my father-in-law couldn't give up subtle provocations and checks.

"D-Duke!"
"It's an honor to meet you, Your Grace!"
"Huh?"

While the two viscounts were shaking hands and declaring a temporary truce, loud greetings began to echo from the entrance of the banquet hall.

"Duke?"

The unexpected word made me tilt my head involuntarily.

A duke? Could it be Trixie? No, the other wives were supposed to come tomorrow or the day after. Trixie isn't the type to break promises and act independently.

...

"No way."

I instinctively swallowed at the conclusion that suddenly came to mind.

It's not Trixie, my brother is busy preparing for his duke enthronement banquet, the Victorious Duke is out of the question, and the Golden Duke rarely leaves his domain except for significant matters.

Eliminating one by one from the five dukes, naturally only one remained. The one I least wanted it to be.

"Hehehe! Long time no see, everyone! How many months has it been!?"
"Ah."

I closed my eyes dejectedly thanks to that familiar and boisterous voice.

That alcohol-laden voice definitely belongs to the Wise Duke. Duke Chenesse, the Wise Duke, leader and administrator of the western Empire.

"I forgot something obvious."


The Masalo family is influential in the western Empire. As such, it's only natural for the Wise Duke, the leader of the western Empire, to make an appearance at a Masalo family celebration.

The western Empire is practically the Wise Duke's territory, and an elder who has lived to 90 years has appeared in his domain. Even the alcoholic, domain-bound recluse Wise Duke had no choice but to attend. This is a matter of ducal authority and leadership.

"Viscount Iones! Where are you!? I brought lots of presents!"
"Son-in-law. I have a favor to ask."
"Although your aunt is quite boisterous, she's not one to harm others. Please go without worry."

I quickly cut him off, guessing what favor he wanted to ask.

I'm sorry, but if one person can survive, then one should live. I'll direct the Wise Duke's attention toward my father-in-law, and meanwhile, I'll quietly slip away—

"Found you!"
"What the..."

Wait, what? She just entered the banquet hall. How did she run over here so quickly?

"Oh? The Count and Viscount Labirje are here too!?"

Her voice sounded cheerful, but to me it was like the voice of death.

The Wise Duke suddenly appearing from an unexpected direction. How many things could be more frightening and terrible than this?

"You should always attend banquets! There are so many good people here!"
"Your words are too generous, Your Grace."
"Come on! Don't say such things among family! We're family connected through the Viscount's nephew!"

I lowered my gaze slightly at the Wise Duke's words.

Even if I hadn't been here, the Wise Duke would have attended the banquet, but somehow it sounded like she came because of me.

With the Wise Duke's arrival, the atmosphere of the banquet changed 180 degrees. From warm and gentle to noisy and chaotic.

"Grand Madam! Congratulations on your birthday! May you stay healthy for 100 years! 110 years! Even 120 years!"
"My. Is 130 years too much to ask?"
"No! You know that's not what I meant!"

If there's anything to be thankful for, it's that the Wise Duke was merely loud without being particularly rude. Grandmother simply smiled at the Wise Duke's congratulations.

Indeed, someone who has lived half their life drunk, who has accumulated 90 years of experience, is different in a special way. Despite their seemingly incompatible personalities, the conversation flowed surprisingly well. The former can control her boundaries based on long experience with alcohol, while the latter has reached a state where she can smile at anyone.

"Hello hello, niece-in-law!"
"Hello, Aunt! Have you been well?"
"Hehe, I've been extremely well! What about you?"
"Me too! It's even better to see such a wonderful person at such a wonderful occasion!"
"Our niece-in-law speaks so beautifully!"

As for Erzsebet, well, she's just being her usual self, so let's move on.

"Now then~ this time, the cute and adorable Ferenc—!"
"Your Grace. This banquet is for this old woman, so I would appreciate if you didn't take away this old woman's joy."
"Huh?"

Just as the Wise Duke's hand was about to reach Ferenc like a hurricane of greetings, Grandmother, who was holding Ferenc, politely but firmly blocked her.

I was surprised. To think she would even block a duke's advance for Ferenc's sake.

"This old woman cannot guarantee how much longer she'll be able to hold this child. So would you please yield to me today?"

And she did it while raising a shield that was impossible to refute.

"Ugh, that's unfair!"

Even the Wise Duke had no answer in the face of mortality, and withdrew her hand while just pouting.

Impressive, Grandmother. The original Erzsebet is indeed different.

Except for my uncle and grandparents, there's no one who can stop the Wise Duke.

The walking storm that even the great revival monarch couldn't perfectly control. The miraculous figure who immediately dropped formalities with my wife Trixie, a living legend, calling her his niece-in-law. How could anyone possibly control such a person?

But today, I witnessed a miracle. I directly observed someone other than my uncle and grandparents successfully blocking the Wise Duke's offensive.

"Can't I just hold him once? I rarely get to see my parents too!"
"You'll have decades more to see them, won't you? I can't guarantee even tens of days, let alone decades."
"That's so mean!"

The Wise Duke fidgeted anxiously while Eri's grandmother calmly shook her head. It was truly an astonishing sight, and I could only stare wordlessly at the scene.

The power of experience is truly tremendous. After all, this is the grandmother who survived when the Emperor was flamboyantly dancing with swords, and even during the late Livnoman direct line's dark ruler period. As if proving that survivors are the strong ones, she didn't crumble even before the Duke.

Looking at it differently, this means you need to be at least a 90-year-old Marquis family elder to stop the Wise Duke, but such trivial matters aren't important right now. What matters is that a counterforce to the Wise Duke has emerged.

'There was a reason the Masalo family rivals the top houses of the marquisate.'

I bit my lip tightly, afraid I might tear up if I let my guard down.

The Masalo family being a western powerhouse second only to the Salon Duchy? Always maintaining superiority in competition with the Digo Marquisate? As Marquis Lavierge said, it's because Grandmother is here. Because there's a great hero who has supported the family since the time of the previous Marquis Iones.

"Nephew! Nephew, please persuade her! I want to hold Ferentz too!"
"This banquet's main character is the Grand Madam, isn't it? Though I may be Ferentz's father, you're also his great-grandmother. Let's give up for today."
"Hmph, nephew, you're so cruel! You've betrayed me!"

Betrayal? We were never on the same side to begin with.

The words rose to the tip of my tongue, but I barely held them back. If I had uttered them, I might have faced the Wise Duke's sincere drunken rambling.

"Then nephew! I'll visit your house after the banquet! Then I'll get to hold Ferentz and the other children plenty!"
"What?"

I flinched at this sudden disaster warning.

Wait, how did it end up like this? Any grievances that arose at the Masalo family should be resolved at the Masalo house, so why try to resolve them at the Kracius house?

"Ferentz agrees too!?"
"Mmm!"

But before I could refuse, Ferentz had already been won over.

Strangely and surprisingly, the Wise Duke is quite popular with our children. While adults see him as a legendary troublemaker, from children's perspective, he's a fun adult who plays well with them.

Though ironically, someone who is actually the Wise Duke's own child seems a bit embarrassed by him. What a truly unfortunate situation.

Thanks to the Wise Duke drawing all sorts of attention, Eri and I beside him also received notice.

Originally, I had planned to parade around the banquet hall with Eri in the evening to show off our presence, but we ended up flaunting our presence in an unexpected way.

'As long as the result is good.'

I tried to think positively and composed myself.

Yes, no matter which path we take, all that matters is reaching the destination. I successfully showed the nobles the image of Eri as my only partner and our family being intimate.

Although having the Wise Duke included in the family was unexpected, I successfully planted the perception that "the Count and Countess of Teilgleichen are still overflowing with affection." That's enough.

"Minister, Minister."
"Hmm?"
"I think we should rest in our room soon."

At those words, I glanced toward the terrace and saw that the once reddish sky had already turned pitch black.

"You're right. We should put him to bed now."

For adults, the night of a banquet is not a time to rest but a time to enjoy, but we have our small, precious Ferentz. It's difficult to hold him in our arms until late.


Of course, children boast infinite energy compared to adults, but that's limited to when the sun is up or when they're playing. With the sun down and no play, keeping Ferentz awake would only tire him. For Ferentz's health and energetic tomorrow, we should put him to bed soon.

"Grand Madam."

So I approached Grandmother, who was still holding Ferentz.

"It's getting a bit late—"
"Take him. It's time for the child to sleep."

She placed Ferentz in my arms before I could finish speaking.

I was slightly taken aback but soon understood. When it comes to childcare experience, Grandmother has more than I do. She would certainly understand the concerns I have.

"He's been nodding off for a while now. He'll sleep soundly when laid comfortably in bed."
"I'm sorry. I should have put him to bed earlier."
"No need to apologize. I rather enjoyed spending this intimate time with my great-grandson."

Grandmother smiled gently and carefully stroked Ferentz.

Despite being touched by his great-grandmother who had been with him for hours, Ferentz only blinked his eyes. He must be quite sleepy indeed. Normally, he would have smiled brightly and waved his arms.

"I've prepared the room farthest from the banquet hall, so you can go there. There's also a small room inside, perfect for taking care of the child."
"Thank you for your consideration."
"Thank your father-in-law. This old woman can barely remember what's in the castle. He prepared everything."

I chuckled at her absurd statement. Though Grandmother claimed her memory was hazy due to age, her memory is still sharper than most.

She immediately recognized the nobles who came to greet her and even offered kind words on topics related to their family relationships and recent situations. If someone with such abilities has poor memory, who could be considered to have good memory?

"Then I'll take my leave first."
"Yes, see you tomorrow."

With Grandmother's farewell, I slipped out of the banquet hall.

Fortunately, we had already greeted all the nobles, and with the crazy presence of the Wise Duke roaming the banquet hall, the three of us disappearing wouldn't even be noticed.

Thank you, Wise Duke. As befitting the master of alcohol, you're incredibly reliable during banquets. Though in ordinary times, you're not reliable but rather troublesome.

"Daddy, I'm sleepy."
"Yes, we're going to sleep now. Let's hold on a little longer so we can change clothes before sleeping, okay?"
"Mmm..."

I patted Ferentz's back at his not-quite-complaint.

Our Ferentz, let's be patient a little longer. If you fall asleep now, you'll have to lie in bed wearing your current clothes. Nothing is as uncomfortable as sleeping in outdoor clothes.

"He must be very tired. Has he ever yawned this much before?"
"He was surrounded by many unfamiliar adults, so he's bound to be tired. Plus, this isn't his usual place but somewhere he's visiting for the first time."
"True. He must have been more tense than usual in an unfamiliar environment."

Eri, who had been poking Ferentz's cheeks, nodded in understanding.

But poking his cheeks to keep our son from falling asleep? I wonder if this is appropriate behavior as a parent.

"Count, Countess."
"Hmm? Head maid?"

While I was pondering the legitimacy of cheek-poking alone, the head maid of the Masalo family approached.

"I will take care of the young master. Please rest comfortably."
"It's okay! He'll probably fall asleep soon, so we can handle it!"
"You never know when he might wake up again. And you two are also precious guests to us, so please leave him to us."

As the head maid bowed deeply, Eri began to ponder with a groan.

"...Then I'll leave him to you just for today!"
"Yes, my lady. I will do my best to ensure he sleeps comfortably."


Of course, as the head maid of the Masalo family, she is also a precious acquaintance who shared Eri's childhood. She's someone we can trust completely, so Eri nodded after a short while.

"Then, Your Excellency. To me."
"I leave him in your care. Ferentz doesn't have a shy personality, so there won't be any discomfort."
"If he takes after the Countess, that's certainly true."

A faint smile spread across the head maid's face. My words must have reminded her of Eri's childhood.

***

Taking advantage of the moment when the area around Mother became less crowded, I quietly approached.

"Mother. Everything went according to plan."

Mother, who was holding a glass of champagne, nodded with satisfaction.

It felt like seeing Mother in her younger days, which made me smile. Mother used to plot various schemes during her time as a Marchioness. While Father focused on external activities, Mother quietly managed internal affairs.

"Next year, we might see a new youngest great-grandchild."

However, I never expected those youthful schemes would one day be directed at my daughter and son-in-law.

"You're quite greedy. You just saw your youngest great-grandson today, and you already want another?"
"Precisely because I saw him today, I'm more eager. How wonderful would it be to have two such adorable children?"

Unable to deny her words, I awkwardly stroked my beard.

"Besides, even if we prepare now, it'll be next year. Next year, I might or might not be alive—"
"Please don't say such things on your birthday at least. It makes everyone's heart sink."
"You've been hearing this for ten years and still complain."

If she's been saying it for ten years, I think it's about time she stopped.

"Anyway, is our little one being well taken care of?"
"The head maid is personally in charge, so you can rest assured. Didn't our children also grow up under her care?"
"Then Eri and my grandson-in-law are alone."
"I've put many things in the room."

Mother's smile deepened.

"I'd like to lock the door from outside if I could..."
"Oh, that would be useless. If the continent's best swordsman decides to, he could split this castle in half."

Though I said it was useless, I'm actually disappointed too. If my son-in-law were a bit weaker, I would have locked it before Mother even mentioned it.

'It's a room they can't leave until they make a second child.'

Mother's ambition. My ambition. The Masalo family's ambition.

It's for Eri and my son-in-law to make an adorable second child while they're at the Masalo family castle. For that purpose, we temporarily entrusted our Ferentz to the head maid and thoroughly guided Eri and my son-in-law into a meticulously prepared room.

Inside, we've prepared food that helps with energy, scents and candles to set the mood, and even a bathtub for a quick wash. They'll surely be satisfied.

'Being the farthest from the banquet hall, there won't be any disturbances from others.'

So I hope they have a wonderful night.

And create the most beautiful gift for Mother's 90th birthday.

***

As soon as we entered the room the head maid had directed us to, I let out a chuckle.

"Ohhh..."

Eri seemed to share my sentiment, letting out a soft exclamation.

It seems we've entered a room where we might enter as two but leave as three.

The invisible hand of the Masalo family pressed down heavily upon us.

The room was the farthest from the banquet hall, at a distance where no intruders could reach. A small fortress equipped with food, clothing, simple luxuries, and even a bathtub—eliminating any reason for servants to enter. Even Ferenc, whom we should be looking after, was entrusted to the Masalo head maid. At this point, I needed to summon energy I didn't have despite my fatigue. With everything set up like this, it would be improper to overturn the arrangement.

'So this is how things are flowing.'

I rolled my eyes around before letting out an awkward chuckle.

My wives and I had developed an unofficial tradition. When we went on honeymoons, we would bring back not only memories but also new life. Though a few years late, it was something like a honeymoon baby.

However, with Eri, we hadn't taken long trips to foreign countries but instead made day trips from the mansion. Since we repeatedly went to destinations in the morning and returned in the evening, unlike with my other wives, I hadn't had enough time to spend intimate nights with Eri.

Now I was about to make up for that regret. In a place with just the two of us. In a sturdy fortress where no one would disturb us.

"It's certainly time we made a sibling for our Ferenc."

Eri, who had been looking around the room like me, nodded with satisfaction.

She was right. Mar had given birth to Julia, Trixie had triplets from the start, and both Lize and Lin were each carrying their second child. Following the pattern, it was Eri's turn now, and Phine's turn would be next.

I just never expected to fulfill this beautiful tradition at my in-laws' house. No matter how you look at it, doing such things at your in-laws' is a bit...

'...Is this okay?'

But I wasn't the one who went wild first in this quiet in-laws' house. The in-laws themselves had set everything up for their daughter and son-in-law. In that case, wouldn't it be right to consider this moment as our private space rather than my in-laws' house? Wouldn't it be more problematic to act overly proper?

Yes, that would definitely be more problematic. This must be the will of my father-in-law, the head of the Masalo family, and the will of my grandmother-in-law, the guest of honor at the banquet.

"Eri."
"Yes?"
"It's fine if we don't sleep for a day or so, right?"

Starting tomorrow or the day after, my other wives would be here too. Today is the only time given to us.

So I need to work hard to make this day feel like three. That way, I, Eri, Ferenc, my father-in-law, and my grandmother-in-law would all be pleased with the result.

"Of course! After spending years in the Audit Department, I can easily handle not just one day, but even ten days without sleep!"
"Ten days isn't necessary—"
"And I've been training hard all this time! I won't collapse like last time!"
"Oh."

I couldn't help but exclaim at Eri's confident response.

What is this subtle confidence without a trace of evidence? Even if the weakest trains, they'll only evolve from extremely weak to just weak, right?

"That's good to hear."

Of course, it was a shallow confidence that would be depleted in a few hours. A confidence that would burst like a bubble without any need for rebuttal.

So I just nodded along for now. Sometimes, kind silence is more important than a brutal reality check.

Morning came.

"Hey?"
"......"

I tapped Eri's shoulder, but there was no response. She seemed like a corpse.

"You said you trained. Did you only practice breathing exercises?"

Even after making a comment that would scratch her pride, there was still no response. She was completely knocked out.

It's a pity. Judging by her confidence, she probably did train somewhat, but it's hard to distinguish between 100m 1cm and 100m 2cm with the naked eye. That's just within the margin of error.

Unfortunately, Eri's training was exactly at that level. A difference so subtle it was hard to perceive and practically meaningless. A minor figure that could be considered non-existent without any issue.

'And I was holding back.'

Moreover, this place wasn't my mansion or a rented accommodation elsewhere—it was my in-laws' house. Even though they had set everything up, I felt awkward going all out and had slightly restrained myself. Despite that, Eri had been utterly defeated.

'Maybe I should tell her to learn magic.'


Trixie and Lize aren't warriors, but they put up excellent fights thanks to the power of magic. I should soon advise Eri to learn magic too.

Now that she's stepped down from her position as Section Chief of the 1st Section, she's practically unemployed, and the continent's greatest archmage lives under the same roof. If she sincerely wants to learn, few environments would be better than Eri's.

"Count, my lady. It's the head maid. Did you call?"

Just as I was thinking that Trixie would probably teach Eri wholeheartedly if she knew about her pitiful situation, there was a knock and the head maid's voice.

"My wife is still sleeping. I'm sorry you came all the way here in the morning for nothing."

I glanced at the still unconscious Eri and carefully replied. It took more courage than expected to tell someone who had looked after Eri since childhood, "Eri is knocked out. She won't wake up even if you try."

Fortunately, though Eri is extremely weak, her recovery is fairly decent. Even though she's out cold now, she'll open her eyes before lunch.

Probably. While she's the weakest, objectively speaking, her abilities are at a knight's level.

"I... see. Understood. If the lady calls as well, please use the communication device on the table."
"I will."

In response to my answer, the head maid replied with a slightly trembling voice, as if she had sensed what had happened during the night.

This is embarrassing. It's all because Eri is weak. If she had been awake like me, this wouldn't have happened.

"By the way, head maid. How is Ferenc?"
"As you said, he doesn't shy away from strangers, so we've been able to attend to the young master without any issues. Right now, another maid is beside the sleeping young master."
"I see."

I felt both relief and disappointment at hearing that he was sleeping soundly even without us nearby.

Of course, it's better than our Ferenc crying for his mom and dad, but if he's sleeping as if our absence doesn't matter, then...

'He must have been that tired.'

Of course, the disappointment quickly subsided. The current time was not early morning but rather late morning. If Ferenc, who's usually busy playing from early morning, is still in deep sleep, it means yesterday's banquet must have been exhausting for him.

"When Ferenc wakes up, please send him to this room. Thank you for looking after him during the night."
"It's no trouble at all. Being able to spend time with the adorable young master—how could I call that trouble?"

I nodded reflexively, deeply empathizing with her words. Even though the head maid was outside the door and couldn't see me.

"Next time I come, I'll bring another child as cute as Ferenc."

Perhaps because I felt a small sense of kinship, I slipped in a half-joking, half-serious comment to the head maid.

A child as cute as Ferenc. Not just my child, but a new child who would inherit the Masalo bloodline, like Ferenc.

"That is truly a gracious statement."

The head maid, understanding my joke, replied in a warmer voice than before.

Perhaps she'll rush to my father-in-law right away with news like "The Count says he's going to make a second child!"

***

As day broke, joyful news arrived one after another.

The first blessing was that my son-in-law's wives had come to the castle. Among them was the youngest sister of the new Duke of Ulken, the Dawn Duke, and the current Duke of Servet, the Magic-Ending Duke. These figures from two ducal families had personally come to celebrate my mother's birthday.

Beyond this symbolic reason, as Eri's father, I couldn't help but be delighted that Eri's family had willingly attended the Masalo family event. It was an opportunity to show my mother that Eri was getting along well with the other wives.

"It seems the Count and his wife had a pleasant time together."
"Very good."

The second blessing was the fresh news just brought by the head maid—that my son-in-law and Eri had moved according to our wishes.

In truth, this was more delightful than the first blessing. While there was no doubt that Eri got along well with her family—that was a constant—having a sibling for Ferenc wasn't an everyday occurrence. The existence of a child is something that requires effort from the couple to seize the opportunity.

I couldn't be happier to have contributed to the birth of my youngest grandchild. My mother would surely be pleased when she heard this news, considering it the best gift of all.

"Also, Count. The distinguished guests from Kracius wish to pay their respects to the Grand Lady."
"Ah, please guide them. Mother has been eager to meet Eri's family."
"Yes. Then right away—"

"I'll go myself. Head maid, please look after our grandson."
"...Understood."

The head maid hesitated briefly at my words but eventually bowed and agreed.

Honestly, if the Magic-Ending Duke was among the distinguished guests to be guided, even the head maid would feel burdened. At least I'm family to the Magic-Ending Duke through my son-in-law, and as a marquis, I can interact with him somewhat normally.

'Maramento must be quite bitter about this.'

As I walked toward where the distinguished guests were, I couldn't help but chuckle as I thought of Marquis Lavirje.

The Wise Duke's attendance at the banquet could be considered an "auspicious event for western noble families." If a similar event were held at the Digo Marquis family, the Wise Duke would have attended that too.

However, the attendance of the Dawn Duke's youngest sister and the Magic-Ending Duke was solely because it was a celebration for the Masalo family. These were distinguished guests who would absolutely never attend a similar event at the Digo Marquis family.

'This is the difference in blood ties, you second-in-command.'

A gap you can never bridge no matter how hard you try for ten or a hundred years.

You're destined to live as the second-in-command of the west—no, including the Wise Duke, the third-in-command—for the rest of your life.

I moved to my mother's room with the distinguished guests.

"Mother, it's me. There are people who wish to see you. May we come in?"

I knocked carefully, but there was no response.

"Perhaps she's sleeping? If so, we can pay our respects another time."

At the words of the Dawn Duke's youngest sister, the first wife, I gently shook my head.

Mother had definitely finished breakfast earlier. She's not one to go back to sleep after eating, so she must be awake.

"She might not have heard us. Due to her age, she sometimes misses sounds."

With those words, I knocked again, but there was still no response.

...

'Could it be.'

A chill ran down my spine as I opened the door without my mother's permission.

No, it couldn't be. Not on such a joyous day.

'Ah.'

However, as I entered, the first thing I saw was my mother, sitting in a chair with her eyes peacefully closed.

As if she had fallen into a peaceful sleep. As if she had fallen into an eternal sleep.

"Mother!"

I rushed to her in panic. I felt a burning sensation inside, thinking I had become an unworthy son who couldn't even be present at his mother's final moments.

"You're too loud, you fool."

?

"Why are you making such a commotion? Did you think your mother was dead?"
"No, I, well..."
"I was just taking a brief nap after experiencing a banquet after so long. Did you expect a 90-year-old woman to be perfectly fine after moving around all day?"

After saying that, my mother struck my back forcefully.

"M-Mother!"
"You insolent child. You disrespectful child. Sometimes I think you're the one who wants me dead the most."

My mother's hand, as if boasting that her eternal rest was still far away, stung quite intensely.

I don't know whether to laugh or cry.


The number of people attending the banquet was visibly increasing.

Even on the first day, a considerable number of guests had wandered through the banquet hall, but within just one day, twice as many people had appeared.

'The effect is certainly working.'

I looked at the three figures presumed to be the cause of this guest multiplication.

The Wise Duke, leader of the western Empire. Trixie, leader of the central Empire and Grand Magician. Mar, sister of the eastern Empire's leader and Valenti's treasure. Once news spread that these three had appeared at the banquet, the number of nobles joining midway increased exponentially.

This was expected. While the Wise Duke's attendance made sense for a celebration of an imperial western noble family, Trixie, who rarely makes public appearances, showed up at another family's banquet. Moreover, the newly elevated duke's sister appeared alongside her. From the nobles' perspective, this was a mouthwatering lineup.

'And the banquet's purpose is perfect.'

It's a banquet celebrating the Grand Madam's 90th birthday? An elder's longevity is something everyone can genuinely celebrate regardless of gender, age, residence, or rank. Thanks to this, nobles could attend the banquet naturally without any hesitation.

"The Grand Madam's wisdom and character are beautiful ideals that imperial nobles should emulate. When I was too young to fulfill even a single role, I learned the mindset of nobility by hearing of the Grand Madam's lofty name and achievements. I'm truly delighted that someone who is nothing less than my hero remains so robust."

And the nobles, with few exceptions being fundamentally sensible and courteous, didn't forget to offer fervent well-wishes to the grandmother, the banquet's protagonist.

Even if they came because of the Wise Duke, Trixie, and Mar, ignoring a 90-year-old elder would be uncultured behavior. Anyone committing such an atrocity would be immediately buried in social circles.

"Hero? Nonsense. I'm just an old woman pushed aside by young people, confined to my room. Still, it's nice to hear."

Grandmother exchanged greetings with each noble, asserting her presence. As if she were the protagonist of this banquet, despite three ducal families being involved.

Her vigor brings the phrase "old but strong" to mind, but I'm a bit worried. Dealing with the flood of guests would be exhausting even for young people, and Grandmother is quite elderly. I can't help but worry she might collapse from exhaustion.

"And she can't stop greeting people either."

I let out a sigh mixed with complaint.

If she suddenly stopped the ongoing greetings, people would be divided between those who exchanged greetings and those who didn't. Though everyone came to celebrate Grandmother's longevity, a subtle hierarchy would form. Nobles are sensitive about such trivial matters.

Moreover, showing a lack of stamina at a birthday banquet would be awkward. Logically, a 90-year-old would naturally have limited stamina, but stopping greetings might spark gossip like, "It seems the Grand Madam is quite frail." That would instantly trigger rumors about Grandmother's imminent passing.

"Kal."
"Hmm?"

While I was pondering with my hand on my chin, Trixie, who had approached me, tapped my shoulder.

"Since we can't turn people away, I was thinking of casting a small spell on the Grand Madam. Would that be alright?"
'Ah.'

Trixie's words made my eyes light up. It felt like finding light in a fog.

That's right. Magic can enhance stamina, and beside me stands the continent's greatest magician. Why was I worrying about Grandmother's stamina?

Of course, the Masalo family, being one of the Empire's top noble houses, must have countless magicians. They might have already applied various spells to Grandmother.

'But more magic is always better.'

However, wouldn't Trixie alone be more skilled than all of Masalo family's magicians combined? If Grandmother already has enhancement spells, we can simply cast more and stronger ones.

If her stamina is still lacking despite magic, perhaps there's not enough magic. That's the suspicion one should have.

"Please do. But since the Grand Madam might feel burdened, could you do it secretly?"
"Don't worry. That's simple."


Trixie nodded readily at my additional request.

Then she turned her gaze toward Grandmother, who was still greeting nobles, and lightly flicked her finger.

"It's done."
"Huh?"

I couldn't help but let out a dumbfounded voice.

It was an extremely subtle movement. So slight that only someone standing right beside her would notice, so minimal one might think it was just the wind.

Yet she claims that movement alone activated the spell. If anyone other than Trixie had said this, I would have scolded them for talking nonsense.

'Wow.'

Looking at Grandmother with amazement, I could see her complexion had indeed brightened. Her movements seemed lighter too.

Impressive. From activation to proof of effect in less than a second. Is this the majesty of a Grand Magician?

"She seems to have noticed."
"Indeed."

However, no matter how discreetly a spell is cast, the recipient can't help but notice. Although Trixie cast the enhancement spell without any visible sign, Grandmother, suddenly feeling better, looked at us.

Eventually, Grandmother slightly bowed her head, barely noticeable unless one looked closely. Though there's no physical evidence it was Trixie's magic, the circumstantial evidence is overwhelming. Expressing gratitude for the consideration from a duke and elder—

"The title of duke is inconvenient at times like this. The Grand Madam is someone who deserves respect, yet such a person bows to me. I wish she would treat me more casually, like a subordinate."

At those words, I involuntarily lowered my eyes. Even as Trixie's husband, I couldn't possibly agree with such a statement.

What noble in this world would think of a duke as a subordinate? Especially someone 30 years their senior.

'Well, she's not actually older.'

I hastily bit my lip at this irreverent thought.

Although Trixie is over 120 in elven years, in human years she's in her vibrant 20s. Saying someone about 60 years younger than Grandmother is 30 years older? What a disrespectful thought.

I should reflect. Trixie's age is 20% of elven age. This is a universal truth that Enen, Eternal Blue Sky, and Constantina would all acknowledge.

Before long, it was the last day of the banquet.

"I don't know what next year's birthday will be like, but I feel no birthday hereafter will be as joyful as this year's."

Taking advantage of a lull in the guests' greetings, Grandmother calmly spoke in a family gathering.

"That's too hasty a statement. We plan to prepare your 100th birthday even more grandly than this year."

Master-in-law smiled and replied to Grandmother's words.

A banquet for her 100th birthday. Indeed, if the 90th birthday celebration is this grand, how magnificent and splendid would the 100th be?

'Should we ask the Emperor to lend us the imperial palace?'

The imperial palace is a place with excess space unless there's an event like the New Year's ceremony. Moreover, for a marquis family elder's 100th birthday, shouldn't the Empire officially celebrate? In a way, she's a living witness to imperial history. A witness who has shared about 30% of the Empire's 300-year history.

"It's not simply about grandeur. This is the first time I've seen such reliable family members, so how could any joy surpass this year's?"


After saying this, Grandmother rose from her seat, took each lady's hand, and bowed her head.

"Thank you. For becoming good family to our Eri."
"Grand Madam. Please don't say that. It's not that we became good family to Eri, but that she approached us."
"How beautifully you speak."

When Mar shook her head and replied, Grandmother burst into a small laugh.

"But she's my granddaughter, so I know her better than you do. I can guarantee that without you all, Eri would still be my painful finger."
"Grandmother. You don't need to guarantee such things..."

Suddenly dissed, Eri pouted and grumbled.

Meanwhile, the fact that she doesn't deny it seems to be Eri's last conscience. Even she thinks she caused her family a lot of worry.

"I wondered if she would ever find a proper match before I died. If she could manage well alone after we passed away one by one. I worried several times a day."
"Grand Madam..."
"So I will never forget this day when you all fulfilled this old woman's wish, when my painful finger of a granddaughter brought her adorable great-grandson."

The atmosphere suddenly became solemn. It should normally be warm and touching, but the emotions Grandmother poured out were too heartfelt to feel merely moved.

If Eri had been a slightly less painful finger, it would have been touching. But she was too much of a painful finger.

"But having harbored this wish for over ten years, would it be alright for me to be more greedy?"
"Of course. Please speak freely."

I nodded readily toward Grandmother as she turned her gaze to me.

Grandmother is someone who deserves to be greedy. I'm prepared to fulfill whatever request she makes.

"Only God knows how many more years this old woman will live, but I'd like to see you all at least on my birthday every year."
"That won't do. We should visit on days other than your birthday too."
"My, the young ones are even greedier."

With those words, the solemn atmosphere began to revive.

It's fortunate we can end the banquet with laughter.

The Emperor, that bastard, ruined our chance to end with laughter.

"His Imperial Majesty sincerely congratulates Victoria Masalo, pillar of the Masalo family and elder of the Empire, on her 90th birthday, and declares this is not just a celebration for the Masalo family but a blessing for the Empire."

The Emperor's envoy, who arrived on the last day of the banquet, bowed respectfully and delivered the Emperor's congratulatory message to Grandmother.

"The Empire must pay due respect to a hero who has simultaneously experienced the Empire's light and darkness, glory and cries. This scepter is His Majesty's gift for Lady Victoria Masalo."

Then he presented the scepter he was holding with both hands.

A scepter that shone brilliantly with gold. Though it contrasted with Grandmother's white hair, it was beautiful and majestic because of that contrast.

'This madman...'

For a moment, I felt dizzy.

No matter how significant a 90th birthday of a national elder might be, who gives a scepter as a gift?

'Crazy Emperor...'

I can never quite understand this bastard's mental world.

# The 90th Birthday Celebration

The celebration banquet for Grandmother's 90th birthday concluded successfully.

The only minor issue was that it had been an overwhelming success—far exceeding the expectations of both my father-in-law who prepared it and Grandmother herself, who was the guest of honor.

The Wise Duke, Trixie, and Mar attending the banquet? That was somewhat unexpected, but manageable. The Masalo Marquisate had enough prestige to comfortably host three ducal families. They weren't the kind of family to crumble under the weight of illustrious guests.

It was on the final day of the banquet that the Emperor's surprise gift shook not just Masalo, but the entire western region of the Empire.

"The Grand Madam was both delighted and shocked. She said it was far too generous a gift for a mere noble to receive."

The scepter that the Emperor sent to Grandmother was commonly known as a royal scepter. As the name suggests, it was an extraordinary object symbolizing a monarch's authority and right to rule.

It was such a significant item that even an heir to the throne could be justifiably struck down for using it improperly. It was far too grand a gift for a subject, even if that subject was the mother of a marquis and an elder stateswoman of the Empire. That's what a scepter represented.

And this mad Emperor had sent that scepter to Grandmother as a gift. There would be an uproar if he gave even a toy scepter to the Crown Princess, yet he sent a genuine scepter to an ordinary noble.

'Has he truly gone mad?'

The Emperor silently sipped his tea despite my questioning disguised as a report. I'm genuinely beginning to wonder if he's actually lost his mind.

He's probably the only person in the Empire who remains calm about this. Needless to say, I was shocked, as were all the guests at the banquet when they saw the scepter in Grandmother's hands. Even Grandmother, whose mind had been tempered by 90 years of life, couldn't completely hide her bewilderment. She couldn't refuse it because it was the Emperor's gift.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"If she was greatly pleased, isn't that enough?"

The Emperor placed his teacup on the desk and spoke nonchalantly. My hands, which had been resting on my knees, automatically clenched into fists.

You madman. Don't just hear what you want to hear—listen to what comes after. The issue isn't that she was pleased, but that she was shocked!

"...A different gift would have sufficed to celebrate the Grand Madam's longevity. The scepter was excessive."

After exerting maximum self-control to unclench my fist back into an open palm, I spoke more directly. That gift you sent was clearly insane by any standard.

"A scepter is actually moderate. Initially, I was going to send a crown instead."

I was left speechless by the Emperor's outrageous statement as he tapped his head.

Surely he doesn't mean a coffin when he says "crown." The Emperor may be crazy, but he's not the type to make death jokes about someone else's family.

Besides, he helpfully pointed to his head. So the crown he's referring to must be a royal crown or imperial crown.

"It's a joke, don't look at me like that. I was trying to lighten the tense atmosphere, but it seems I've only made your fist clench tighter."

Reflexively looking down, I realized my hand had transformed back into a fist.

It happened so quickly I hadn't even noticed. That's how horrifying the Emperor's statement was.

"Fine, I admit it. The scepter was indeed an excessive gift."

When I maintained my silence, the Emperor continued with a sigh.

"But do you think I wanted to send a scepter to a noble? I was quite concerned that I might ruin an otherwise enjoyable banquet at the very end."
"Then why..."
"Let me be clear about this first. The scepter wasn't a gift I decided on arbitrarily. I had originally prepared a carriage, a statue, and a ceremonial sword as gifts for the Masalo family."


Those were also far from modest gifts, but after experiencing the spiciness of the scepter, they seemed reasonable by comparison.

A carriage, a statue, and a ceremonial sword. Perfect commemorative gifts, aren't they? Especially when bestowed by the Emperor.

"Damn it. Where should I even begin to explain this?"

The Emperor roughly ran his fingers through his hair and sighed again.

"They discovered a scepter from the Trika Empire in Armein."
"Pardon?"

His words caught me completely off guard.

"As a result, those Fifth Empire bastards are showing signs of going berserk again."

More troubling words followed in succession.

The Fifth Empire. It's a name I haven't heard in quite some time, and not one I'm particularly happy to hear.

The Fifth Empire is a radical militant group in the Armein Kingdom. They're a group of lunatics who insist that Armein should become the fifth empire, following Muno, Trika, Apels, and Kfelopen.

Of course, since this claim is realistically impossible, the Fifth Empire is treated as a group of madmen even within Armein. Now that the Empire and Armein have established a relatively friendly relationship, they've been reduced to a mere footnote—"such a group exists."

In this situation, suddenly a scepter from the Trika Empire was discovered in Armein. Although it belonged to the empire from two generations ago, an object symbolizing imperial authority had fallen into Armein's hands.

"Those empire-obsessed fanatics have seen an emperor's scepter—imagine how they're going wild with excitement. The King of Armein is quite troubled by this as well."
"But why did an item from Trika appear in Armein?"

The Emperor gave a bitter smile at my question.

"Count, do you know much about Trika's history?"
"I regret to say I don't know much, Your Majesty."
"Around the middle period of Trika, the Emperor and Crown Prince had an argument, and the Emperor ended up beating the Crown Prince with the scepter. The Crown Prince died from the incident, and the Emperor, belatedly coming to his senses, threw the scepter into a river. After that, the emperors of the Trika Empire never used a scepter again."
"Could it be that the scepter that was thrown away—"
"It must have flowed through the river to the northern sea and gotten caught in a net or something. Quite lucky, indeed."

The Emperor drained his lukewarm tea in one gulp and sighed again.

I couldn't help but feel solemn at the sight. Until just now, I thought this was just another crazy action by a crazy emperor, but it turns out he fell backward and broke his nose—that's how twisted this situation is. How could an item from two imperial generations ago suddenly appear now, and in Armein of all places?

...

"Your Majesty, this is truly unfortunate, but what does this have to do with bestowing a scepter upon the Grand Madam?"

I almost accepted the explanation before belatedly sensing something off.

I acknowledge that the Emperor has been unfairly dealt a bad hand. But what does that have to do with giving Grandmother a scepter?

"Ah, I almost skipped the most important explanation."

Fortunately, the Emperor wasn't trying to gloss over it, as he nodded and continued.

"I'm trying to eliminate the authority associated with scepters. Rather than having a headache over an object more than a thousand years old, it's better to treat scepters as if they're nothing special."
"Pardon?"

Strange. The explanation was detailed rather than sloppy, yet I found it difficult to understand.


Eliminate the authority of scepters? Treat a monarchical symbol as nothing? What does that even mean?

"A monarch's authority doesn't come from mere objects anyway. The object merely temporarily holds the monarch's authority. Throughout continental history, were monarchs weak because they lacked scepters? Even the Trika Empire continued for hundreds of years without a scepter before it fell."
"That's true, but..."
"So, partly to stop the Fifth Empire from causing trouble, and partly to prevent such incidents in the future, I hastily had a scepter made and sent to the Masalo family. The goal is to make scepters no longer the exclusive property of monarchs, but decorative items for prestigious nobles."

I found myself nodding without realizing it. At first, I thought it was nonsense, but the more I listened, the more plausible it sounded.

The Emperor is right. Objects exist for human convenience, not for humans to be controlled by objects. A monarch only needs a crown, a royal seal, and a throne to reign as a ruler. What's the big deal about a scepter?

"Besides, do you know how many scepters have gone missing as countless nations have risen and fallen? Every time one is discovered, lunatics start babbling about qualifications for rulership. Rather than dealing with such nonsense, I'd rather demote scepters to nobles' accessories."

I nodded again at his response, which suggested the mere thought was tiresome.

Is it like having dozens or hundreds of national seals from the Three Kingdoms period scattered across the continent? Indeed, if that were the case, it would be better for one's mental health to treat royal seals as neighborhood decorations rather than monarchical items.

"It's unfortunate for the King of Armein though. He discovered a relic of the Trika Emperor, only to have its value diminished. He must be feeling quite bitter about it."

I sent a small condolence to the King of Armein, who had become an innocent victim.

If not for the lunatic group called the Fifth Empire, if not for the fools who would talk about empire upon seeing the Trika Emperor's scepter, this scepter discovery would have been something to laugh about. The King of Armein would be happy to obtain a precious treasure, and the archaeological community would be delighted to discover a relic that Trika had put great effort into creating. What a joyous occasion it would have been.

However, to counter the Fifth Empire and countless other would-be emperors, the Emperor is deliberately trying to diminish the value of scepters. It suddenly went from being a treasure with authority to just a regular treasure.

"Don't worry. We've agreed that the Empire will collect the scepter discovered in Armein."

I couldn't help but worry at those words, my lips trembling slightly.

This cruel bastard. Not satisfied with devaluing someone else's treasure, he's going to outright confiscate it? How can you call yourself human?

"Don't misunderstand—this has already been discussed with Armein. Devaluing the scepter was also agreed upon, and if any Armein-related artifacts are found in imperial territory, they will be unconditionally handed over. The same applies in reverse."
"Ah, yes."

I understood with the Emperor's kind addition.

Of course. It would be problematic to handle such matters by imperial decree alone. This was possible because an agreement had already been reached with the King of Armein.

'Armein-related artifacts.'

But would Armein-related artifacts even be found in imperial territory? The territories of the Empire and Armein have never overlapped.

'...It's probably just a ceremonial clause.'

After brief consideration, I quickly concluded.

It's safe to assume that neither imperial artifacts in Armein nor Armein artifacts in the Empire will ever be found. The discovery of the Trika scepter is an anomaly, a bizarre situation.

So let's just ignore that clause. There's no need to memorize it.

It seems the world really is out to get the Emperor.

"Your Majesty, I apologize, but could you please repeat that once more?"
"The orb used by the third King of Armein has been discovered in Sorden County."
'For fuck's sake.'

Why on earth would that be found there?

The artifacts related to Armein discovered in Imperial territory are to be handed over to Armein, and artifacts related to the Empire discovered in Armein territory are to be handed over to Kfelopen. This is an unconditional bilateral exchange, and no additional compensation shall be requested during the handover process.

This was the treaty hastily established following the Scepter incident. On the surface, it appears both countries made a groundbreaking declaration for the archaeological community, but historically, the territories of the Empire and Armein—or its predecessor kingdoms—have never overlapped. The case of Emperor Trika's scepter flowing north along the river to the sea was an anomaly; this treaty was essentially meaningless.

However, this supposedly meaningless treaty, which should have ended with Emperor Trika's scepter, seems about to gain new significance.

"Did ancient people just throw everything into rivers? Why is everything being discovered in the sea?"

The Emperor's gulping down of still-hot tea instilled a solemn feeling in me. Apparently, soothing his mind took priority over his burning throat.

Of course, the current situation warranted such behavior. The orb of Armein's third king had appeared in Sorden, once a northern border county of the Empire. More precisely, the Armein orb was found in a river running through Sorden County.

It was the same river that flowed to the northern sea where Trika's scepter had been discovered. The orb must have been swept around by currents in waters near Armein before flowing back upriver. Or perhaps a fish carried it upstream.

'Of all the possibilities.'

It was frustrating. If these artifacts were destined to be found, couldn't the scepter have been discovered in Sorden and the orb in Armein? That would have spared us this headache. Why did each country have to find the other's treasures?

'Damn sea.'

I sighed softly and took a sip of tea.

The northern sea—officially called the "Deleus Sea"—but its name hardly matters now. The problem is that both the scepter and orb had been resting in those waters.

If an anomaly happens once, you can't guarantee it will happen again. But when it happens twice, the possibility of a third occurrence becomes very high. Besides the scepter and orb, other treasures might be salvaged.

'To think the consequences of controlling the North would manifest like this.'

Another sigh escaped me. Until a few years ago, the Deleus Sea was best described as a "chicken rib"—something hardly worth the effort. It was a treacherous sea where ships rarely sailed, let alone salvaged treasures.

Since the Deleus Sea spans the entire western region of Armein, had Armein actively utilized it, it could have been a strategic location of historic importance—enabling ocean trade to the north, landing in the Empire to the south, and pioneering the northern territories to the west.

However, the northern Deleus Sea was filled with floating ice, landing in the Empire was impossible due to the densely fortified narrow coastline, and the northern territories were inhabited by such fierce nomads that proper landing was impossible. Effectively, the Deleus Sea was a useless possession for Armein.

In this situation, the Empire took control of the North, and both countries established friendly relations. Now Armein could actively trade with the Empire through the Deleus Sea. Ships began pouring into the previously neglected waters.

'Damn it.'

My head throbbed. If this problem arose from continental peace, who could I possibly complain to?

"Your Majesty."
"Speak."
"Why was the orb of Armein—not even a former kingdom—lost in the first place? I'm ignorant of Armein's history and don't understand the circumstances."

The Emperor fell silent at my question.

But I was genuinely curious. If it were an orb from a kingdom that predated Armein, I could understand, but Armein remains the second most powerful nation on the continent. Why was such a powerful country's orb wandering outside its borders?

"...There was a civil war in Armein's early days. The third king's younger brother rebelled, and after losing the capital to a surprise attack, the king fled westward."

I flinched at this unexpectedly serious backstory.

A king who lost his capital and fled after being betrayed, and the orb he lost. I could roughly piece together the story.

"So rather than surrender the orb to the traitor, he threw it into the sea?"
"That seems to be the case. There were rumors that the third king discarded the orb, but the exact location was unknown. It must have been the sea or a river."


After saying this, the Emperor stroked his chin and fidgeted with his empty teacup.

"But the real problem came afterward. As luck would have it, the rebellious brother was assassinated shortly after the orb was discarded."
"...What?"
"With their leader dead, the rebel forces collapsed, and the royalist forces quickly recaptured the capital. In the end, the king only lost the orb."

I gaped at this mind-boggling turn of events.

Normally, when you lose your capital and throw the royal symbol into the sea, the ending is predetermined, isn't it? Death in battle or suicide leading to downfall. That's the typical ending, right?

'Wait a minute.'

I suddenly felt my blood run cold. If the third king who had been in crisis regained victory and returned to the capital, then...

"Your Majesty, is the current Armein royal family—"
"Direct descendants of the third king. They'll be ecstatic to have found their ancestor's lost orb."

I unconsciously touched my forehead.

If we hadn't made a treaty about unconditional transfers, there would have been all sorts of shouting between the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Armein's Department of Foreign Affairs.

"Count, I fear what will happen when this becomes known. I worry that people seeking instant fortune will flock to the northern sea, or that third countries not bound by the treaty might intervene."

I nodded reflexively at these chilling words.

What happens twice can happen three, four, or five times. What if such treasures fall into civilian hands or those of a third country? It's truly frightening.

"Then, Your Majesty, do you plan to diminish the value of the orb as you did with the scepter?"
"Well, the scepter belonged to a fallen empire and was coming into my possession, so that was acceptable. But this orb is a treasure of the current royal family. It would be difficult to arbitrarily devalue it."

I could only sigh, unable to refute his point.

That's true. The Armein king willingly handed over the scepter discovered in his country. To ask such a king, "We found the orb your ancestor discarded; is it okay if we make it worthless too?" would be picking a fight. If I were the Armein king, I'd be ready for a thousand-man battle.

"The best outcome would be for Armein to voluntarily devalue the orb, but while that's simple to say, it's unlikely to happen as we wish."

The Emperor, about to bring the teacup to his lips, belatedly realized it was empty and rose from his seat with a harsh click of his tongue.

"Would the Count like more as well?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."

As soon as I answered, the Emperor lifted the floor panel and pulled out two bottles of vodka.

You madman. You weren't talking about tea but vodka?

***

I'm sorry, Empress. I really tried to restrain myself, but today I don't think I can bear it without drinking.

'Damn life.'

After toasting with the Count, bottle to bottle, I downed the vodka in one go.

I wonder how such things happen. I can't understand why the world is so harsh only to me.


Is it because I have a wise, caring, and beautiful wife? Because I have three children I cherish more than anything? Because I improved my relationship with my once-awkward brother? Because I inherited a powerful empire thanks to having a great revitalizing monarch as my father?

In truth, God has given me much. Though none of it came easily, if one says that God gives trials in proportion to blessings, I could somewhat accept it.

'Let me breathe a little.'

But this is too much. Trials that make my mind go blank keep coming one after another in a short time.

Out of nowhere, Trika Empire's scepter was discovered, and we hastily concluded a treaty with Armein. Even from the Armein king's perspective, Trika's scepter was a troublesome item that would provoke hardliners in his country, yet it was a treaty where we unilaterally received Trika's artifact. In return, we secretly provided Armein with no small compensation.

We even sent a hastily crafted scepter as a gift to the Masalo family. Anticipating the Count's fierce objections, we allocated unplanned budget solely to devalue the scepter.

Like that, gritting my teeth, I eliminated variables that could shake my authority and challenge the Empire's mandate.

'And now an orb.'

At this point, it's unfair. I gave compensation to Armein because I thought the treaty would be meaningless, but now I've both given compensation and must hand over the orb.

Moreover, the orb Armein will receive is a treasure lost by the direct ancestor of the current king. Receiving the orb will only strengthen the king's authority, not weaken it.

'What should I do?'

I quickly racked my brain. How should I overcome this trial that seems deliberately sent by God? What wise strategy should I employ?

Honestly, I want to devalue the orb just like the scepter. I went through all sorts of trouble because of the scepter, and I can't accept the Armein king benefiting from the orb while doing nothing.

'I need to adjust the authority in this situation.'

Of course, besides personal desire, there are also official reasons.

The scepter was discovered, and now the orb. Next, a crown, seal, or throne might appear, and it would be troublesome to negotiate treaties each time.

Therefore, the value and authority must be adjusted. Absolutely.

'For now, I'll keep quiet.'

If we announce the discovery of the orb, we'll have to exchange it for the scepter. Then the orb will receive attention, and the scepter, whose value we've started to diminish, will only be reinforced as "a treasure equivalent to the orb."

Since Prince Lyutis's wedding is approaching, let's deliver the orb then. Presenting it to commemorate a royal celebration will please Armein.

And when the other party is in a good mood, negotiations become easier. It wouldn't be bad to use that momentum to discuss adjusting the orb's value.

'A wedding, huh.'

Come to think of it, the Count will also attend Prince Lyutis's wedding. Should I entrust the negotiations to him?

'No.'

Though it was an attractive thought, I quickly dismissed it. While the Count is capable, he's not particularly adept at international diplomacy.

Moreover, the Count has declared his intention to enjoy his vacation after stepping down from his ministerial position. If I mention anything about negotiations to him, his fist might fly.

'I'll have to entrust it to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.'

Let's trust the Foreign Affairs Minister, who is an expert in these matters. I'll include him in the delegation congratulating Prince Lyutis's wedding.

The Emperor had been inhaling his vodka of rage, but come to think of it, him drinking vodka isn't particularly special. In the past, he would at least pretend to abstain when the Empress cautioned him, but seeing how he's modified his office floor to retrieve vodka, it seems he's given up even pretending.

Anyway, the Emperor was having a headache over the Trican scepter discovered in Armein and the Armein orb found in Sorden.

'The weather is nice.'

Unlike the Emperor, I was enjoying peaceful days.

The Trican scepter? The Emperor and the King of Armein quickly signed a treaty, so it will be transferred to the Empire in a few days. The Armein orb? According to the Emperor, he plans to keep it confidential until Lyutis's wedding. Now that things have come to this, they'll hand over the orb to match Armein's celebration, and while Armein rejoices, they'll discuss the orb's value.

A scepter that comes in on its own, and an orb matter that the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs will negotiate diligently. Neither has anything to do with me. That's why I can be relaxed regardless of whether the Emperor drinks vodka or not.

If the Emperor had said something like, "You're planning to go to Armein anyway, right? Could you handle some negotiations while you're there?" I would have lost my mind. I can't express how fortunate it is that the first act of rebellion against Eimanka XVII hasn't occurred.

"Woo-woo-"

While leisurely drinking tea and enjoying the scenery outside the window, I heard innocent babbling at my feet.

"Our little Robert. You're getting around well now, aren't you?"
"Woo-!"

With a smile, I picked up the source of the babbling at my feet—my nephew Robert.

Just recently when I saw him, he was a baby in Erich's or Zenovia's arms, just sucking his fingers. Now Robert has become a strong child who can move around on his own.

It's an incredibly heartwarming sight for an uncle. Children naturally grow quickly, but seeing my nephew crawling around in the blink of an eye brings me indescribable joy.

"Want to crawl around with Uncle?"
"Woo-?"

Robert tilted his head at my words, as if he couldn't understand what Uncle was saying.

Erich, that bastard. Don't tell me he's been walking on two feet around his child who just started crawling? When his adorable child is impressively moving around the mansion, he's looking down at him standing on two feet?

'How arrogant.'

It's deplorable. This brother crawled around the mansion with his children. He doesn't seem to know how much joy and memories such a small effort gives to children.

"Come on, let's play with Uncle."
"Woo!"

Since things have come to this, I need to show our nephew a new world. If a novice father can't fulfill his role, then a skilled uncle should work hard.

So, with determination, I put Robert back down on the floor, and then I also got down on the floor, preparing for quadrupedal movement—

"Ah, Brother-in-law?"
'Ah.'

No sooner had I gotten down than Zenovia entered.

How embarrassing. I felt comfortable getting down on all fours because it was just Robert and me in the room, but she had to come in at this exact moment.

"Our nephew seemed quite bored, so..."

An awkward and ugly excuse reflexively came out. It's embarrassing enough for me, but how must Zenovia feel seeing her brother-in-law suddenly prostrate on the floor?

"Ah, yes. Thank you..."

Fortunately, Zenovia nodded along with my excuse and moved on.

She might genuinely be grateful, or she might just be trying to naturally gloss over her brother-in-law's embarrassing behavior. Either way, it's a response that helps overcome this awkward atmosphere. I'm grateful for Zenovia's consideration.

"Where are Erich and Sera?"

I changed the subject while returning to bipedal walking as naturally as possible.

Erich, who left his brother alone with his child after I visited the mansion. It's truly arrogant and irresponsible behavior, but given the circumstances, I was generously understanding.

Erich is busy taking care of my second nephew who was born recently. Sera, who wasn't particularly healthy to begin with, is focusing on recovery after childbirth, so Erich has no choice but to concentrate on the second nephew.


"We just put Eduard to sleep next to Sera. Erich will be here soon after checking that he doesn't wake up again."
"Is that so? That's good."
"Yes. He was crying so much that Erich and I had to work together to soothe him."

I chuckled at Zenovia's words.

My second nephew and Erich's second son, Eduard. His full name is Eduard Trimara, taking after Sera's family name. There were concerns that since his birth mother Sera was rather frail, the child might also be born weak—but he shattered those worries by being born robust and healthy.

'The Kracius blood is indeed strong.'

Though he came from Sera's womb, his health seems to take after Erich. When the medical staff declared him a healthy child, Sera and the wet nurse cried so much. Even Sera's father, Baron Zaigel, tried hard to hold back his tears.

However, he's so healthy—perhaps too healthy—that Erich is having quite a struggle. He cries frequently for no apparent reason, wails when he's hungry or needs to relieve himself, and sometimes cries without any obvious cause. It's quite a commotion. Almost at Teresa's peak level.

'If Sera recovers, it would be somewhat better.'

If both parents could participate in raising the child, they could manage even the healthiest child, but Sera is currently focused entirely on recovery. Unfortunately, Erich alone has to take care of a child who is similar to or slightly below Teresa at her peak.

That's why Zenovia, who should be taking care of Robert, was also urgently deployed to the Eduard front. It's no coincidence that Robert was alone with me.

"I'm back..."
"Oh, you're here?"

Just as Zenovia was about to pick up Robert, who was crawling toward her, Erich approached with an exhausted expression.

"Woo- Ah-!"
"Our Robert, did you have a good time with Uncle?"
"Woo-woo-!"
"Good. I'm glad you had a good time."

Meanwhile, he smiled as naturally as possible toward his son who was greeting him.

It's a pitiful yet admirable sight. You may be a novice, but you're still a father. Even though all your energy must have been drained dealing with Eduard, you're still managing to interact with Robert.

"Zenovia. Could you go out with Robert? I need to talk with Erich."
"Yes. Please call through the communication device if you need anything."

At my request, Zenovia hurriedly left the room. It seems she also noticed how precarious Erich's condition was.

"Sit down and rest a bit."
"I need to. I feel like I'm going to die."

Once the room became a child-free zone, Erich sat down with a deep sigh.

In truth, Zenovia must also be tired after soothing Eduard, but Robert has a much more gentle temperament compared to his younger brother. If she cares for him with the servants, she should be able to manage reasonably well.

"But it's the hustle and bustle that makes raising children worthwhile. If it's too quiet, that's a problem in itself."

I offered some teasing comfort to the groaning Erich.

The difficulty in caring for Eduard is evidence of how healthy he is. Isn't it better to have this noise than to have a small, delicate child who is quiet because they're weak or sick?

"That's true."

Indeed, the corners of Erich's mouth turned up painfully at my words.

Though Erich and Sera didn't express it verbally, they were quite worried about Eduard. They remained silent out of fear that speaking about health concerns might bring bad luck, even when others expressed worry.

After all that concern, a healthy and robust child was born—how happy must they be? This level of fatigue is surely bearable.

"By the way, brother."
"Yes, what is it?"
"Could I borrow some of your sacred beasts for a while?"

I looked at Erich with sympathy at those words.

"Is it that difficult?"
"I told you earlier. I feel like I'm going to die."


Since his answer was filled with sincerity, I nodded silently. Being able to endure something and finding it difficult are separate issues.

"Just one. Having just one would help me breathe a little."

It's already proven that sacred beasts have a tremendous effect on childcare. The children in our mansion, the Emperor's children including the Crown Princess, and Teresa in Teilgleichen all go crazy for sacred beasts. Robert and Eduard would be no different.

"Once I send them, I'll have to keep sending them. If they were never there to begin with, it might be different, but if they're there and then disappear, it'll be chaos."
"I'm only asking until Eduard starts crawling. After that, I'll bring our children to your mansion."

He's not waiting for a service to come to him; if necessary, he's determined to become the service himself.

When he puts it like that, I have no choice. They already go on dispatches to Teilgleichen and walks in the Capital, so adding Erich's mansion to their schedule is simple enough.

'They might even enjoy it.'

Besides, no matter how active Eduard is, it's just the energy of one person. From the sacred beasts' perspective, it might be better than our mansion.

"...I'll send them starting tomorrow, is that okay?"
"Thank you so much."

I quietly picked up my teacup while watching Erich smile broadly.

At first, I can start by sending the chicks. If I send something too big, it might startle the nephews.

Having received confirmation that relief pitchers would be deployed starting tomorrow, Erich collapsed like a corpse, his tension released.

"Ah, brother."

He revived again not long after.

"Did something happen in Armein?"
"What?"

My brow furrowed reflexively at the sudden question.

"I recently called Lyutis to check in, and he was smiling more than usual."
"It's probably because his wedding is approaching."
"If it were that kind of smile, I wouldn't mention it. It seemed like a smile hiding something, trying not to show that something had happened."

It was such a sharp deduction that I almost laughed.

The discovery of the Trican scepter in Armein is still known only to a select few. That select few would include Lyutis, the Prince of Armein, so it's natural for him to manage his expressions.

But Erich saw through that management. He detected the emotion that the prince was deliberately trying to conceal.

'He's really at an expert level now.'

It's remarkable. Is it because he bickers with members of the Imperial Parliament and maintains friendships with important figures across the continent? I can feel Erich's abilities rising vertically.

"If you don't know, then I don't know either. How would I know about the affairs of another country in the first place?"

However, regardless of how impressive it is, I can't reveal confidential information. Once the scepter comes into the Emperor's hands, they'll officially announce it anyway, so at that time, he'll naturally learn—

"Everyone on the continent knows you discuss everything with His Majesty. I thought you might know about Armein's affairs too."
'This bastard.'

Curses rose to the tip of my tongue. Is he really saying something like "You're basically the Emperor's AI bot anyway, haha" to his brother who's on vacation?

'How did he know?'

Sadly, Erich is right.

I'm an AI bot who gets called by the Emperor even while on vacation, learns about all sorts of matters, and even hears news that broke in Armein.

'Damn it.'

But to hear such words from my brother. How exactly has my image become so distorted?


Erich had stabbed his brother in the solar plexus, but a promise was a promise. Especially since this wasn't for Erich's personal greed but for his sisters-in-law and nephews, it couldn't be withdrawn.

"Here we are."

That's why the day after concluding the "Sacred Beast Dispatch Agreement" with Erich, I revisited his mansion with one sacred beast as promised.

With Humility, the smallest and most modest of the eleven sacred beasts.

"Is this where your master's brother stays?"
"That's right. But since the mansion is in our family name and I'm the owner, don't make a mess."
"With this size, how much of a mess could I make? Don't worry."

Humility, perched on my palm, nodded vigorously.

Had this fellow ever answered so confidently before? He seems absolutely delighted to be able to leave our mansion.

I feel somewhat conflicted. I regularly send them on dispatches to Teilgleichen County, even pair them up for walks around the Capital, yet they're this happy about going out? Anyone would think I've been mistreating these creatures.

"There's one child who's just started crawling, and another who's still in the cradle. It won't be comfortable staying here."

So I deliberately said something threatening to Humility.

Unlike Teilgleichen County where he only had to look after one child, here he would have to care for two.

"For the one in the cradle, just think of Teresa in her prime."

Especially the younger one, who is by no means easy to handle.

"Master. Don't say such nonsense."

Despite my warning, Humility didn't show fear but rather snorted.

"There can't be another child like Teresa. Such a child is born once every fifty years, if that. How could a second Teresa already be born?"
'This bastard.'

I was furious at him treating my little sister like a plague or disaster, but what angered me more was that I couldn't even deny it myself.

Why can't I speak up? Why can't I say that my little sister is a kind and gentle child, not someone to be treated like that?

"...Let's go make our greetings first. Since we'll be coming often, we should start with proper introductions."
"It's not like we're meeting for the first time, so why do we need to—Ah, I understand, Master! Don't squeeze! When Master applies pressure, even I get scared!"

I had unconsciously tightened my grip around Humility's body.

Cheeky fellow. When this master tries to change the subject, you should just go along with it, not cowardly stick to facts.

'Have I been too lenient?'

I think I've given these creatures excessive privileges. Moreover, our children who used to bite or roughly squeeze the sacred beasts have grown a bit older and now play with them rather gently compared to when they were very young.

Yes, their bodies have become comfortable, making their minds lazy. Truly a lamentable situation.

'They need some discipline this time.'

Eduard, who's been draining Erich's energy. I hope our second nephew will provide some strong tension to the sacred beasts' loosened discipline.

No, not "hope"—he definitely will. I believe in our nephew. I believe in the power of a nephew who can overwhelmingly push back against Erich, who carries a warrior's blood, and against Genovia, who was urgently deployed.

'They're scheduled to come one by one anyway.'

If multiple sacred beasts had come at once, they could have handled the two nephews together. Even if it was a bit difficult, it would have been a manageable level.

But coming one at a time means each must face both nephews alone. Even though the older brother Robert is relatively calm, considering Eduard who demonstrates the energy of more than three people, they'll inevitably be overwhelmed.

"Master. Why are you looking at me like that...?"
"Nothing. Just play well with my nephews."
"O-Of course. Your nephew is like your own child, and your child is like our family."


Perhaps sensing something ominous as a former evil god and current sacred beast, Humility suddenly poured out statements equivalent to an oath of loyalty.

It was a quick-witted response, but futile. The fate of Humility and the other sacred beasts lies not in my hands, but in Eduard's.

***

After giving birth to Eduard, my sleeping hours increased.

It reminded me of the time before entering the Academy, when I was so weak I could barely move, making my heart sink. I wondered if I had given up something else in exchange for obtaining the most lovable and precious treasure. Had my body, which had just returned to normal levels, gone back to its past state?

"It's true that you've weakened, but it's a temporary phenomenon caused by experiencing great pain. If you focus on recovery, you can regain your strength."

Fortunately, the medical staff who diagnosed Eduard as healthy also assured my recovery.

Then I can be at ease. These are competent people who perfectly diagnosed our Eduard. Not trusting them would mean not trusting Eduard's health, so I naturally have to believe them.

"Thank goodness, truly thank goodness. How fortunate that both you and the child are safe...!"

And it wasn't just me who felt this way—my mother shed tears upon hearing the diagnosis that Eduard and I were safe.

Even my mother-in-law who had worried about me since childhood. And the retainers and servants who came from the Trimara family.

At least my father didn't show tears, but that was the only thing he didn't show. That must have been the last pride he held as a nobleman.

"Thank you, Sera. You really went through a lot."

Of course, the most impressive was Erich's embrace. Though he couldn't hold me tightly due to my poor physical condition, it was a warmer and more intense embrace than ever before. I still can't forget that feeling.

"Waaaaaah..."
"Eduard is also thankful to mommy—"
"WAAAAAAAAAAH!"
"He's very thankful."

No, perhaps the most impressive was Eduard, who cried loud enough to shake the room? Truly, I don't know who he takes after, but his crying voice suggested he would become a strong knight when he grows up.

As everyone celebrated Eduard's birth and everyone was relieved that I had completed childbirth without major complications, days passed, and...

"How are you feeling? Are you alright?"
"I'm still a bit stiff, but much better. Thank you for your concern, brother-in-law."

My brother-in-law visited our mansion at Erich's request.

With me unable to move, Erich was taking care of Eduard alone. Thankfully, Eduard was so healthy that Erich couldn't handle him alone, and the situation became so urgent that even sister Genovia, who had to take care of Robert, had to step in.

Because of this, Erich requested reinforcements from my brother-in-law. He desperately asked to send those animals that had clearly demonstrated their abilities with his nephews to our mansion.

"Brother-in-law, is that child here because of Erich's request?"

I carefully asked, looking at the chick on my brother-in-law's hand.

Though small and modest in size, it was the child Erich desperately wanted. A child who would exert a presence stronger than anyone despite its small size.

"Yes. I have come."

I couldn't help but sigh at the sight of the chick answering instead of my brother-in-law.

Of course, it was a sigh of relief, not frustration. Relief surged that with this child here, Erich and sister Genovia would have some breathing room.

If I could move properly, they wouldn't have had to struggle. How fortunate that, although through external help, that gap could be filled.

"Today it's this one, but a different one will come every day. I'll send the smaller ones first, so don't worry."
"The smaller ones first?"
"Robert has just started crawling. It would be a bit much to bring bears or horses in front of such children."

I nodded as it made sense. It would certainly be problematic to suddenly show large animals to Robert and Eduard.

Of course, my nephews live in the same house with those large animals, but back then the sacred beasts were smaller. It's not right to compare then and now.

"Well, even the large ones are still small compared to adults. Once they get used to the small ones, they'll accept the larger ones without burden."

"I hope so. Every time I visit your mansion, I see how well those children play with my nephews. There's nothing more reassuring than having them take care of our children."

With those words, I stroked the chick on my brother-in-law's hand.

His name was Humility, wasn't it? A name perfect for playing with children from the start. It seems like he might teach children the virtue of humility.

"I'm counting on you from now on. Eduard is a bit active, but as a professional, you can play with him well, right?"
"Of course. A newborn baby can only be so active. Do you have any idea how many children I've played with?"

Humility held his head high and spread his wings wide. I couldn't help but chuckle at his appearance, which would have seemed extremely arrogant if he were human.

"If he doesn't seem to be doing his job properly, let me know right away. I'll replace him with someone else."
"Yes, I will."

I nodded willingly at my brother-in-law's request.

In truth, Robert and Eduard would love Humility even if he just sat there breathing. How could they not like a small chick waddling around?

"By the way, where's Erich?"
"He's with Eduard."
"I should have gone there first."

Embarrassment washed over me at my brother-in-law's voice tinged with bitterness.

I hope my body recovers quickly. Then I can take care of Eduard, and Erich can attend to my brother-in-law.

***

I headed to the Royal Father's office after receiving his summons.

"Welcome, Lyutis."
"I am honored to see you, Royal Father."

I bowed my head to the Royal Father who greeted me as soon as I entered his office.

No matter how busy, the Royal Father ensures that the royal family members gather for a meal at least once a day, and if he has something to say, he says it then. Nevertheless, if he called me during work hours, there must be a good reason.

"I called you because I have something important to discuss. I wonder if I'm bothering you unnecessarily when you're busy with wedding preparations."
"How could I be busy? It's all thanks to the hard work of the attendants and maids."
"That may be true."

The Royal Father, smiling slightly while stroking his beard, handed me a document.

"You already know about the scepter, as I've mentioned it before. Read this."

I quickly read the document at his words.

The scepter. The Trika Empire's scepter discovered in our Armein territory. Because of that item, how much trouble the Royal Father had—

'Hmm?'

I doubted my eyes as soon as I saw the document.

[Artifact Transfer Treaty between Armein and Kfelopen]

Setting aside the quite interesting title,

[In exchange for Armein agreeing to this treaty and transferring the Trika Empire's scepter to Kfelopen, the Count of Teilgleichen agrees to cleave the sky from the cat shrine at Armein's request.]
[Furthermore—]

'Well, well.'

It contained the quite attractive content that my tutor would cleave the sky from the cat shrine.

"Lyutis."
"Yes, Royal Father."
"This will happen on your wedding day. Consider it this father's gift."

I couldn't help but smile at such a grand gift.


Humility, who went on his first dispatch to Erich's habitat, came back having learned humility true to his name.

"This can't be happening. This can't be real. How can a newborn baby be so active...!"

Humility trembled violently, spewing fear and resentment. I'm not sure what happened, but it seems he got quite a taste of trouble.

I'm slightly curious. That confident fellow has been reduced to this state. Was he repeatedly pinned down by Robert, or perhaps bitten by Eduard?

No, that can't be right. Making a newborn baby bite a chick would be problematic. More likely, Robert did the biting while Eduard did the crushing.

'Looks like they had fun.'

A warm smile formed on my face without me realizing it.

Robert, now able to move on his own and full of curiosity; Eduard, who must be bored having to lie in his cradle all day. The brothers must be bored in different ways. And in that situation, a talking chick strutted around with its head held high. What a delightful toy.

Besides, sacred beasts including Humility are extremely sturdy. They can withstand being crushed by children and even survive being accidentally dropped from the third or fourth floor.

A toy that talks, doesn't break, reacts wonderfully, and is cute. Even I as an adult would go crazy for it, let alone children. Erich made an excellent judgment and request.

'The bigger ones should be fine too.'

And the fact that our nephews played vigorously with Humility means they don't have an aversion to animals. We'll send the small ones sequentially as planned, but once they're all sent, we'll introduce the larger ones too. No need to delay unnecessarily.

My heart races. I wonder how my nephews will react when they see the dependable bear, the fluffy sheep, and the majestic horse.

"Good work."

Perhaps because of the warmth spreading in my chest, I gently patted the still-trembling Humility.

I can't forget how he treated someone else's younger sister like a plague or disaster, but since he received justice from my nephews, I'll let it slide. There's no more perfect ending than family avenging family.

"But was it really that difficult? No matter how hard it was, it's just two kids."

While patting Humility, I casually voiced the question from deep in my mind.

Humility's discipline has been established, which is certainly a positive result. But no matter how much I think about it, I can't comprehend the process. These creatures consider playing with Teresa like a vacation compared to staying at our mansion, yet they're like this after dealing with just two kids? Was Eduard more extraordinary than I imagined?

"Master... Master doesn't know... No, I didn't know either, so how could Master know..."

In response to my question, Humility continued with an even more bitter voice than before.

"Robert was relatively fine. When he saw me, he tried to touch me all over and put me in his mouth, but that's something I experience regularly, so it was okay."

'Oh dear.'

I almost let out a sincere sigh but held back. If the party involved says it's fine, there's no need for sympathy.

"But Eduard, the younger one, was different. That one has potential similar to Teresa... It's like a once-in-50-years being has been born twice in succession!"

Humility's trembling intensified.

As if he didn't want to imagine any further. As if he couldn't accept his future.

"I can't accept this! This can't be happening! After how we managed to overcome Teresa! Just as she's growing up, a new Teresa appears!"

'Is he insane?'

I genuinely began to worry about Humility's mental state. Is he going to collapse with foam at his beak?

At the same time, I was deeply concerned about Erich's future. During Teresa's peak, she literally turned Teilgleichen County upside down. She was a child born with a beagle's energy, who channeled the stress of not being able to move on her own into crying. Thanks to that, her mother, nurse, and even the servants were on the verge of fainting.

To prevent that catastrophe, the knights of the Kracius family and I willingly sacrificed our backs. Even Father did. It took that much effort to overcome Teresa's peak period.

And now Humility, who has seen Teresa frequently—perhaps even more times than I have—sees "a second Teresa" in Eduard. I wonder if it's really that bad, but an expert is testifying to it.

'What should I do?'


Cold sweat ran down my spine. It took the mobilization of all vassals serving the Imperial Count to barely soothe Teresa. Does Erich have access to that level of manpower?

"Are you sure?"

"I'm certain! My experience, my judgment tells me so! That monster in the cradle has tremendous potential!"

"This is crazy."

I gripped Humility a bit more firmly for calling someone else's nephew a monster.

I was willing to overlook most comments since he seemed to have lost his mind, but calling him a monster crossed the line, you little bastard.

"Even if... you strangle... my neck... the truth... won't change...!"

A statement that might make anyone think he's a tortured independence activist or martyr. He seems thoroughly deranged, making me sigh involuntarily.

Besides, I'm gripping your body, not your neck. Don't make statements that others might misunderstand, you yellow thing.

I should turn you red instead.

According to the contract to send different sacred beasts every day, I dispatched various sacred beasts besides the deranged Humility.

"Master... does your... family... have some kind of... special blood...?"

"How can two such beings be born in the same era, in the same family?"

"I assure you, right now that child is just observing. In a few weeks, all hell will break loose."

And all the sacred beasts who returned from their dispatch unanimously gave the same testimony.

At this point, even I'm scared. If this is left unchecked, Erich might run away or suddenly die. If Eduard awakens, will I have to go back to crawling on my back again...?

Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, this confirms that Eduard takes after Erich, not Sera. The problem is that he seems to take after him about three times more intensely.

"Count. Why the expression?"

The Emperor sitting across from me tilted his head and asked, perhaps noticing my deep concern reflected on my face.

"It's nothing, Your Majesty. I was just pondering a personal matter."

"Is that so? I don't know what it is, but don't keep it to yourself. If you need my help, just say the word."

"I'm truly honored by your words."

I expressed gratitude out of courtesy, though this was a concern that wouldn't be helped by the Emperor or anyone else. He probably made the offer out of formality anyway.

"However, Count. It's awkward to bring this up while you're dealing with personal concerns, but may I discuss a matter of state for a moment?"

My hand holding the teacup trembled slightly at those words.

This bastard. So it wasn't just a formality. He said it to ease his guilty conscience. He wants to say he'll help me if I help him.

"Please speak, Your Majesty. Although I am on leave and can be of no assistance to Your Majesty, I can certainly share in Your Majesty's concerns."

I began evasive maneuvers while composing my emotions as much as possible.

I'm a nobleman on leave. An unemployed person who has stepped down from ministerial position. I can listen to the Emperor's concerns, but I have no intention of acting on them. I emphasized that point clearly.

"Hmm. It's reassuring just to have you listen. Actually, though I said it's a matter of state, it could just as well be considered your personal matter."

"Pardon?"

"Well, you see."

After briefly closing his mouth, the Emperor continued cautiously.

"Count. Do you plan to attend Prince Lyutis's wedding?"


"Shouldn't I? I've attended the weddings of all club members with whom I built relationships during my time as club advisor. If I were to miss only Prince Lyutis's wedding, it might make the rarely warm relations between our countries awkward."

"Indeed. Count, you truly are a loyal subject of the Empire. To think you consider the nation's affairs to this extent."

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction, leaned his upper body forward, and said something that made me doubt my ears.

"When you go to Armein, please cut the sky at the Sword Tomb."

"...Your Majesty. Are you perhaps planning to wage war against Armein?"

It's an incomprehensible statement. Asking someone to cut the sky in another country is strange enough, but to do it at the Sword Tomb? Surely he knows what the Sword Tomb means to Armein?

The Sword Tomb is Armein's pride, dignity, and symbol. The countless swords planted there symbolize Armein's history. With some exaggeration, it could be called Armein's parliament, national cemetery, and cathedral combined. That is the Sword Tomb.

"Am I mad? I am someone who wishes there would be no wars during my reign if possible."

Fortunately, the Emperor firmly shook his head at my question.

This makes it even more puzzling. If he doesn't want war, why such an act?

"Cutting the sky at the Sword Tomb was Armein's request."

"Pardon?"

"They want to show the might of the continent's greatest sword to the spirits of their great ancestors resting in the Sword Tomb. They wish to demonstrate the ultimate state a swordsman can reach, a state that past warriors couldn't even dream of—that was the request of the King of Armein."

I held my forehead at this kind explanation.

These sword-obsessed people. Are they really going to disturb their ancestors' rest because of their instinctual obsession with swords?

'Perhaps they'd actually like it?'

Thinking about it, they are the ancestors of those crazy people. Their obsession with swords was probably just as strong, if not stronger.

Maybe they'll be happy to see the sky being split from the afterlife. If the afterlife is in heaven, they'll be watching from even closer, perhaps even shedding tears of emotion.

"They requested it as a condition for concluding the relic inheritance treaty, so I couldn't refuse."

To think that cutting the sky is the price for essentially giving up the Scepter for free. How very Armein-like...

...

?

"Your Majesty. This is the first I'm hearing of this."

"I, I apologize. I would have preferred to avoid such a price, but Armein was quite adamant."

The Emperor apologized immediately, which was rare.

Yes, I understand. If the Scepter were in Armein's hands, there's no telling what might happen, so recovery was the priority.

"Haven't I met with Your Majesty several times since the Scepter was discovered?"

However, I wonder why he didn't tell me about the details of this treaty earlier. Why only now?

"Well, you see."

The Emperor awkwardly raised the corners of his mouth at my questioning.

"Actually, I was planning to tell you once the treaty was completely finalized, but the jewel was discovered that very day. Things were so hectic that I couldn't mention it."

I closed my eyes dejectedly at his simple explanation that he had forgotten.

Of all things to forget. How do you forget about cutting the sky in another country's sacred site?

# The Meeting with the Emperor

After my meeting with the Emperor ended, I returned to the mansion and stared blankly at the garden.

Slicing the sky at the Sword Shrine. It's such an outrageous proposal that no ordinary person would dare imagine, and my head is still spinning. Indeed, not just anyone can become the Emperor of the Empire or the king of the continent's second-ranked nation. How did they manage to agree on such an insane proposal?

'Is this really appropriate?'

I kept sipping my tea, trying to calm my wildly pounding heart. They say tea has a calming effect—I wonder how many times I would have died from heart attacks if tea didn't exist in my life.

Anyway, I sighed as I felt the warmth of the tea flowing down my esophagus. Thanks to the schemes of the Emperor and the King of Armein, I was about to become a madman who would go down in Armein's history. Perhaps even future nations that succeed Armein would remember me as a lunatic.

Slicing the sky at the Sword Shrine is equivalent to swinging a sword in St. Peter's Basilica, at the Black Stone of Mecca, at a national cemetery, or in a royal palace or parliament. It's an outrageous act that would warrant immediate arrest even if one merely placed their hand on a sword hilt, let alone slicing the sky.

"Don't worry too much. It wasn't my suggestion first—Armein requested it. If the parties involved want it, what's the problem?"

The Emperor, despite being embarrassed about forgetting this important matter, wagged his tongue enthusiastically, insisting there was nothing to worry about.

At that moment, I almost blurted out, "Then may I slice the sky in the Imperial Palace first?" If the Imperial Family had consisted of only the Emperor, I would have sliced without even asking. The Empress, Crown Princess, Prince, Princess, and Grand Prince too. I only held back because there were too many innocent victims residing in the Imperial Palace.

"Besides, as I mentioned before, from the Armein King's perspective, he essentially signed a treaty giving away Trika's scepter for free. As a gesture of goodwill for that treaty, we should grant this small request."

"If goodwill was given as compensation for signing the treaty, then it wasn't free, was it?"

"Let's move past such trivial matters, shall we? He's already feeling wronged because the jewel was discovered after the treaty was signed. If the jewel had been found earlier, we could have simply exchanged the scepter for the jewel in a straightforward manner."

The Emperor also seemed eager to avoid the big event of slicing the sky at the Sword Shrine if possible.

I decided to let it go for three reasons: this disaster wasn't the Emperor's doing—he was a victim; he made the decision as a monarch strictly for national interests; and, unusually for his character, he actually seemed apologetic. If any one of these three factors had been missing, I would have pushed back, but they formed a perfect trinity.

"Besides, Count, this isn't the first time you've sliced the sky in a foreign country."

"No, that was—"

"Was it in Valcross when you sliced the sky? The Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to hastily coordinate with the Valcross Foreign Ministry due to your sudden request. I also had a meaningful conversation with the King of Valcross at that time."

The truth is, I had no grounds to refuse.

As the Emperor said, this wouldn't be the first time I've sliced the sky in a foreign country. Didn't I slice the sky for Allen, one of Lise's favorite authors, who's probably still writing diligently even now?

That incident was even worse—it was for personal gain, not national interest. A vacationing imperial noble caused a disturbance in a foreign country, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to deal with unexpected trouble. The imperial foreign ministry had to coordinate with a foreign diplomatic office because of a noble's personal business.

'So I was the one who struck first.'

Realizing the truth left a bitter taste. At least regarding sky-slicing incidents, I was the one who struck first against the Emperor. He took the first hit from me and only counterattacked nearly a year later.

It's unfortunate that even his counterattack wasn't voluntary but forced upon him. Well, I suppose these bizarre things happen when you have a sword-obsessed neighbor.

'This time I'll just go along with it quietly.'

From the moment I voiced my objection to the Emperor, I was already far from "quiet," but still, I'll just swing my sword without complaint when I get to Armein.

Yes, this is a matter of state. Retrieving the scepter for the Empire and the Emperor's authority. It's essentially an extension of that duty. If I sliced the sky for my personal interests, I should certainly do it for national interests.

'Damn it.'

From now on, if I want to do something outside the imperial borders, I should review at least three times whether it's appropriate before doing it.

A civil servant on vacation is a traveler in a personal capacity, not a public official. Perhaps because of that invincible shield of responsibility avoidance, I committed an insane act without realizing it.

I must remember that no matter how personal the capacity, the karma ultimately falls on my shoulders. A civil servant's sword and a personal sword are ultimately the same sword.

...

'But still, damn it.'

I failed to calm myself down.

My anger toward the Emperor is now meaningless, so I can move past it. But Armein's outrageous behavior is something I simply cannot accept or understand.


A nation obsessed with swords wanting to see sky-slicing? That's understandable. In fact, it would have been stranger if they hadn't requested a sky-slicing demonstration during my visit to Armein. I would have even understood if they had asked me to perform it at Lyutis's wedding.

But requesting the specific location of the Sword Shrine is completely incomprehensible. A warrior from a once potentially hostile nation swinging a sword at what amounts to a national sacred site... I just can't understand it...

'The 5th Empire didn't emerge from nowhere.'

Now I understand how the 5th Empire came to be.

I wondered why such insanely aggressive hawks appeared, but it turns out the soil of Armein itself is hostile and full of lunatics. With soil like that, even if only one seed out of a hundred germinates abnormally, it would turn out that way.

'I'm fortunate to be from the Empire.'

If the Kracius family had been nobility of Armein rather than the Empire, one of two things would have happened:

Either I would have gone mad in a world of one-eyed people, or I would have been completely "Armeinized" and gone mad in a different way.

Either outcome would have been utterly horrifying.

'Ah.'

As I was looking glumly at the garden, I spotted a familiar sight and moved toward it.

The Crown Princess, Henrietta, and Helen—the three sisters who were properly fulfilling their roles as older sisters to our children—had arrived.

'Perfect timing.'

My troubled mind, burdened by adult matters, rapidly calmed down. Indeed, hearts wounded by adult affairs can be healed by children.

Of course, when these three sisters from vastly different social standings gather in one place, the resulting commotion exceeds even the description "chaotic," but that's something I can certainly endure.

***

Father summoned the royal family to the Sword Shrine.

Every year on Founding Day, the royal family gathers at the Sword Shrine to pray for the first king, the meritorious subjects, and the heroes who followed them. But it's not uncommon for the royal family to gather at the Sword Shrine even when it's not Founding Day.

This Sword Shrine is Armein's pride and the symbol of the Robens royal family. It's a place that every member of the royal family should love and be familiar with.

"Welcome, everyone. I apologize for suddenly calling you when you must be busy."

"It's fine. The Sword Shrine isn't far, and it's perfect for taking a short break."

My eldest brother responded to Father's words with a small smile.

Indeed. My eldest brother and second brother often come to the Sword Shrine for walks even without Father's summons. A sudden call from Father wouldn't inconvenience them.

"Your Majesty, why have you called us here? And at the Sword Shrine, no less?"

At my sister's question, Mother and my siblings turned their attention to Father.

Amidst that silence filled with attention, I alone smiled. I had already heard the circumstances from Father.

"I called you here to share good news—something that will go down in royal history."

"Oh, I'm honored to hear that."

"Good news when Lyutis's wedding is just around the corner. Blessings seem to be coming one after another."

In response to my eldest and second brothers' reactions, Father nodded lightly and then turned his gaze to me.

"It's related to Lyutis's wedding. As you know, Lyutis built connections with Count Teilgleichen at the Imperial Academy."

"Only with Count Teilgleichen? He built many connections everywhere. In my humble opinion, Lyutis should be sent to the Foreign Ministry."

"We'll discuss Lyutis's future another time. Anyway, because of that connection, Count Teilgleichen will also be coming to celebrate Lyutis's wedding."

At this, my family's attention shifted to me.


"It's a bit embarrassing when you look at me like that."

"Embarrassed? Your smile reaches your ears."

At my eldest brother's remark, I sheepishly touched the corners of my mouth.

"And when Count Teilgleichen enters Armein, he will slice the sky at the Sword Shrine."

Of course, Father recaptured everyone's attention, making my gesture meaningless.

"...What?"

"What?"

"F-Father, what did you just—"

"He will slice the sky here at this Sword Shrine."

Silence hung in the air following Father's declaration.

I understand. When I first heard this news from Father, I too was speechless for a while—too overjoyed to say anything.

"Your Majesty."

"Speak."

My eldest brother was the first to break the long silence.

"Are you saying that Count Teilgleichen... the continent's greatest swordsman will slice the sky at the Sword Shrine?"

"That's right."

"To celebrate Lyutis's wedding?"

"Not solely for celebration. As you know, we recently concluded a small treaty with the Empire. This is one of the things we gained in return."

"Ah."

At Father's explanation, my eldest brother nodded in understanding.

"This is truly a joyous occasion."

He smiled broadly, welcoming this celebration.

"To slice the sky here, where the spirits of our ancestors and heroes rest! What better respect could the descendants of Armein show their ancestors! Surely the souls resting here will rejoice at witnessing the pinnacle of swordsmanship!"

"My brother is right! Though it's regrettable that we descendants cannot slice it ourselves, inviting the continent's greatest swordsman allows us to hold our heads high before our ancestors!"

"I knew you would understand immediately."

The corners of my mouth turned up again in the warm atmosphere.

My eldest and second brothers are right. For a warrior of the knight kingdom of Armein, for a member of the Armein royal family, the highest respect that can be paid at the Sword Shrine is to show the souls the pinnacle of swordsmanship.

"No, don't say such absurd things."

My sister urgently spoke up, but Father, my eldest brother, and my second brother seemed not to hear her.

"I don't mind the sky-slicing! But not at the Sword Shrine! How can a foreign warrior make a show of force at a place that is like the heart of Armein— Would someone please listen when I'm speaking!"

Ignoring my sister's outcry, I gazed at one particularly clean sword among those in the Sword Shrine.

The greatsword my mentor sent me as a gift. A precious treasure containing the signature and teachings of the continent's greatest swordsman.

[I wear a sword because I know propriety, I draw it because I embrace righteousness, and I wield it to engrave loyalty. Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen.]

After reading the inscription on the greatsword, I gently closed my eyes.

I'm overjoyed at the thought of seeing my mentor in person after so long.

The holy spirits sent to Erich's habitat unanimously predicted a second Teresa, but since Eduard had different biological parents, I didn't worry too much. It was a trial Erich and Sera needed to overcome to truly become parents. Besides, I was sending holy spirits daily, so the worst-case scenario wouldn't happen.

'I shouldn't be worrying about others anyway.'

There was a more troubling issue than my nephew's liveliness. The miraculous situation of having to slice the sky at the Sword Temple during Lyutis's wedding.

Still, there was time until the wedding, so I tried to calm myself as much as possible. Though that time would pass in the blink of an eye, it was better than having to go on a business trip to Armein right away.

I tried to find peace in the midst of the storm. They say even in the fiercest typhoon, the eye remains calm. That's exactly my situation. Enjoying tranquility within a typhoon.

'One step outside and I'll be swept away by the storm.'

I sighed softly at the cruel truth that made me smile bitterly.

Eye of the typhoon or not, everything around me is being destroyed. Since I can't stay in one place forever and will eventually have to move, my future of being destroyed by the typhoon is foretold. A future I cannot escape no matter what.

It's frustrating. Eduard, who everyone worried might be born weak like Sera. Who could have known he would be born as a second Teresa?

And who could have imagined there would be a king who would first request a warrior from another country to slice the sky at a place considered both a national symbol and sacred ground?

'I thought Lyutis was the mutant.'

I'm genuinely concerned. Could it be that Lyutis is actually average within the Robens royal family? Not a mutant but simply a case of like father, like son?

No, that can't be. Considering how the Robens royal family has continued until now, that can't be the average. Lyutis must be an exceptional existence even within the Robens royal family. He absolutely must be.

But regardless of Lyutis being exceptional, it seems the members of the Robens royal family are generally strange in some way. Even excluding Lyutis, who is an overwhelming peak and mutation, their average level of eccentricity is higher than others.

'That makes sense.'

It's a highly plausible theory. The Robens royal family has unusual blood flowing through them, and because the current King of Armein isn't normal either, a giant tree like Lyutis grew. After all, good soil is needed for healthy crops to grow.

I'm not sure if describing Lyutis as "healthy" is appropriate, but anyway, that's how it is.

'It would be troubling if the average keeps rising.'

But what's scarier than a sudden mutation being born is if the average level of the royal family itself is high. It would be fortunate if that average decreases, but what if it increases? What if the eccentricity of the Robens family grows higher as time passes?

It's terrifying just to imagine. Someday, the king of the continent's second-strongest power and neighboring country could be Lyutis.

"Wow."

A sigh escaped my lips without me realizing.

Whoever becomes Emperor and ministers of the Empire during that time might die of high blood pressure.

A cause of death so shameful it would be unbearable to record in history.

***

I went to see Jenny today too!

The little masters and their friends, the little people, are at master's house! I want to play with the little masters and little people! But I have to go see Jenny! There are many friends who can play with the little masters, but Jenny only has me!

"Ah, Titi, you're here?"
- Woof!
"Jenny is resting in her usual spot. She's probably been eagerly waiting for you."
- Woof woof!

I barked gratefully toward the people who guard Jenny's house!

Thank you always! Thank you for protecting Jenny, Jenny's friend, and Jenny's master! Jenny is very thankful too!

Jenny, who has trouble moving now, can feel at ease! It's all because reliable people are guarding the house! Thank you so much!

- Woof!

After barking once more with gratitude, I ran to where Jenny was!


She was in her usual spot, just as the house guards said! Of course, even if Jenny were somewhere else, I could find her right away by following her scent! Jenny's scent is that impressive and good!

- Woof!
- Woof.

When I went to where Jenny was, she raised her head to welcome me, though she was lying down quietly.

She couldn't get up, but that's okay! I'm happy just that she raised her head! I know Jenny's body is heavy now!

"Oh my, Titi, you're here?"

And when Jenny welcomed me, the big person next to Jenny welcomed me too.

The little master's friend's little person! That little person's mother! One of the people living in this house! I know well. She's one of the people Jenny likes! And she likes Jenny too!

"It must be hard coming faithfully every day, but you came without fail today too. How admirable."

The big person patting my head. As expected of someone Jenny likes, she's kind! Thank you for patting me every time you see me!

"I would have been angry if you had impregnated our Jenny and then pretended not to know."
- Woof!

Even I, who likes people, got a little angry at those words.

I would never do that! How could I ignore Jenny and our puppies! I want to live happily with Jenny, whom I love like my master does, and our cute puppies!

"Hoho, that's right. Titi isn't that kind of child."
- Woof woof!

My mood improved again!

That's right! I wouldn't do that! If I ignored Jenny and our puppies, I would hate myself too! Master and the ladies! The little masters would hate me! I'm sure of it!

Besides, master said every time he sees me that he wishes there were many puppies that look like me! For Jenny and me! For master too, I really want to see the puppies!

- Whiiine...!
"Je-Jenny?"
- Whine?

Jenny's cry drew my and the big person's attention.

Something's wrong, something's wrong! She was fine just a moment ago! Jenny welcomed me! But now she seems to be in pain somewhere! She's pressing her head to the ground and whimpering!

Wh-what should I do? What's happening? Why is she suddenly like this?

'Ah.'

I remember something! This happened sometimes at master's house too! When the ladies' bellies were very big, they suddenly were in pain!

And every time that happened, little masters appeared! Little masters I had never seen before appeared!

Then this time it must be the same, right? Since Jenny is in pain like the ladies, next my puppies will appear like the little masters, right?

- W-woof! Woof woof!

That must be it! I'm sure that's what will happen! If Jenny is in this much pain, something equally good must happen!

"Ti-Titi! Stay here! I'll call someone and be right back!"
- Woof!

I barked sincerely at the big person's words.

Understood! I'll guard this place! I'll protect Jenny and the puppies!

No one can touch my family!

***


I hurriedly left my post watching the children play as usual.

The reason was simple yet important. I received a message from Luciano that Jenny had gone into labor.

- My wife has already contacted the veterinarians she knew in advance! Fortunately, they work nearby, so they'll arrive at my mansion soon!
"I'll come see for myself, so don't be agitated. A busy official can't pay attention to every little thing happening at home. It's a wife's job to take care of the household in place of her husband who is outside, so trust your wife."
- Yes, yes! Understood, Your Excellency!

Whether this is fortunate or not, childbirth is an extremely familiar event for me.

Of course, this is my first time with an animal birth rather than a human one, but knowing to have experts on standby and calling them as soon as something happens should be sufficient. It's fortunate that Luciano's wife's preparations paid off, as she had already called the veterinarians.

'Finally, this day has come.'

I carefully touched my twitching lips that were curling up uncontrollably.

Jenny's pregnancy was an enormous blessing for both our mansion and Luciano's. I was happy that my loyal and cute Titi had finally borne the fruit of love, and Luciano was pleased that Jenny, who was aloof to everyone except his family, had created a family of her own.

However, with various incidents piling up after Jenny's pregnancy, I had momentarily forgotten about it, so I didn't expect to hear news of the birth like this.

'How wonderful it would be if we only had joyous occasions like this.'

I feel like tears are clouding my vision. Eduard's healthy birth was also a happy event, but lately, that was the only good news. Meanwhile, one headache-inducing incident after another kept occurring.

In such a situation, Titi's puppies appearing in the world is truly moving.

...

'I wonder how many will be born.'

Eventually, my interest shifted from the joy of birth to the specific number of puppies.

There are quite a few people eyeing Titi's bloodline, and considering sending puppies to various places, I wonder how many need to be born? Even with multiple births, it seems like 7 or 8 puppies per litter would make things smoother.

'7 or 8 puppies at once.'

It's a daunting number, but since Jenny is a large dog, I think it might work out somehow.

Dogs usually have many puppies at once, and large dogs have even more, they say.

When I arrived at Luciano's mansion, everything was already over.

"Both Jenny and the puppies are all healthy."
"Ah, I see. That's a relief."

I nodded, feeling somewhat dazed at the lady's words.

As soon as Jenny went into labor, the lady contacted Luciano, who immediately relayed the news to me, and I rushed out as soon as I received the good news. This process couldn't have taken more than an hour at most.

Yet they say the birth is already over. Are dog births usually this fast? I'm not sure...

"...Ah, what about Titi?"

At my question, the lady chuckled and pointed behind her.

"Titi didn't leave Jenny's side while she was giving birth. Like his master, he seems to be a good husband and father."
"Resembling me, huh. I'm pleased but embarrassed to hear that."

With a slight smile, I walked in the direction the lady pointed, and,

"Oh..."

I could see countless little rice cakes wriggling in Jenny's embrace.

Is it just my imagination? Even at a glance, there seem to be more than ten.

# Jenny seemed exhausted after her labor. In her embrace were multiple injeolmi puppies, their eyes not yet open as they squirmed around.

'That's a lot.'

I stared blankly at the scene, surprised by the sheer number.

I knew dogs typically gave birth to multiple puppies at once. I also knew larger breeds tended to have more puppies than smaller ones. Of course I'd researched these basics—this was the momentous occasion of our Titi's puppies being born.

But this exceeded all expectations. I'd thought seven or eight puppies would be an excellent outcome, but...

'Fourteen puppies.'

Fourteen. Double the seven I'd secretly hoped for. Even for a large dog like Jenny, it was astonishing that so many came from one litter.

I felt dazed. It was a joyous occasion, definitely joyous, but something felt strange. Had I prayed too fervently for Jenny to be fertile? Given the number of deities I'm connected with, just one of them answering my prayer could have produced this result.

After all, I'm an adult (pending promotion), honorary priest, and benefactor. My prayers would naturally be more effective than those of ordinary believers.

"Woof!"
"Ah."

Titi's bark brought me back from my daze.

Right, there's no need to be bewildered. This is a cause for celebration, something to be purely happy about. Jenny is healthy, and fourteen puppies were safely born. Don't overthink it.

"Congratulations, Titi. You're a father now."

Titi sat beside Jenny like a guard captain. When I gently patted his head, he panted happily and wagged his tail.

He must be the happiest of all. He formed a special relationship with Jenny, his first love in his dog life, and now he has all these children.

Though I doubt he imagined having fourteen offspring overnight. This owner has seen fewer children in years than Titi has seen in a single day.

"Many people asked me to give them Titi's puppies when they were born. With so many, we can give them to everyone."

At my words, Titi's tail froze mid-wag, and he stared up at me with his black eyes.

Strange. Weren't those eyes bright and innocent just moments ago? Why do they suddenly look moist?

'Is it my imagination?'

Probably just my imagination. Or perhaps Titi's eyes were welling with tears of joy at becoming a father.

"Well then, Titi. Let me take a look at your children—"
"Woof!"

Just as I reached toward the puppies, Titi jumped between Jenny and me, barking loudly.

I flinched at the powerful sound. While it's natural for a large dog like Titi to have a loud bark, this one was distinctly different from his usual.

This wasn't his typical bright, gentle, soft bark. It sounded like he was protesting against me.

"Titi?"
"Woof! Woof woof!"

I was perplexed by this unprecedented situation. It had been years since I first met Titi at the Situation's residence. Throughout that time, Titi had been my faithful pet and family member. He had never barked at me, his owner, so fiercely.

...

'Could it be?'

With a suspicion in mind, I reached out my hand again.

"Grrrrrr...!"

His response escalated beyond barking to an even stronger defensive posture. It was as if he was warning me that even he, gentle as he is, might do something unpredictable if I came any closer.

"Whine... whiiine..."

Yet when I placed my hand on his head, his growl turned into a pitiful whimper.

He was on high alert but wouldn't actually bite me. Titi was still Titi no matter what, which almost made me laugh.

'That's not the point.'

But what matters now isn't Titi's gentleness but understanding the source of his wariness. After briefly petting his head, I slowly withdrew my hand, and Titi's expression became peaceful again as he resumed wagging his tail.


Yet he remained seated in front of Jenny—or more precisely, in front of the puppies—guarding against my approach.

"Woof!"

This wasn't the wary bark from earlier but his usual innocent one.

I instinctively understood what it meant. He was thanking me for withdrawing my hand and giving up on touching his puppies.

"Oh my."

An involuntary sigh mixed with a wry smile escaped me.

"You don't want to be separated from them."
"Woof!"

The reason Titi rebelled against me, his owner, for the first time.

It was simple yet clearer and weightier than anything else. He was simply exercising his paternal love to prevent losing his first children, to keep them from being sent elsewhere.

'What should I do?'

Seeing Titi sitting at attention in front of his puppies was quite troublesome.

In truth, I could sneak the puppies away if I really wanted to, but such an atrocity would deeply hurt Titi. He might bark at me in protest for weeks or months. Or he might even go on a hunger strike. Either future would be terrible.

"Your Excellency, how about letting Titi and Jenny stay with their puppies for a while?" suggested Luciano's wife, who had been watching this standoff between owner and pet. She carefully suggested we leave the puppies alone and let Titi and Jenny enjoy this happiness.

"You're right."

I nodded glumly, acknowledging the wisdom in her words.

These puppies were just born today. This means Titi and Jenny are seeing their children for the first time too, so it wouldn't be right for even the owner to interfere.

And obviously, seeing them today and parting tomorrow would be unthinkable. As the lady suggested, they should stay together as a family for a while, at least a few weeks.

I know this. I understand it well, but...

'I shouldn't have said that.'

It's frustrating. If only I hadn't mentioned giving away all the puppies in front of Titi.

No, I never intended to give them away immediately. What good would come from separating newborns who can't even open their eyes from their mother?

I just... wanted to touch the newly born puppies...

'Would he get angry if I tried to touch them again?'

I've already been designated as Titi's number one security threat. If I reach for the puppies in this situation, things might become awkward between us.

"I'm not trying to take them away, just touch them?" Such a flimsy defense wouldn't work with Titi. The clever dog would think that if he allowed me even a moment's opening, I'd immediately take his children away.

This is the unfortunate problem with Titi being too smart.

Titi already spent every day at Luciano's mansion, returning home in the evening, but for the time being, he would stay at the mansion entirely.

Jenny had just given birth, and fourteen puppies had just been born. It would be cruel to commute back and forth, leaving this precious family behind. If anything, Titi should be commuting to our house and returning to Luciano's mansion.

"Daddy! Where's Titi?!"

However, when Titi—the undisputed favorite of the children—didn't return in the evening, it was as shocking to the children as if the sky had fallen and the earth had split.

Of course, occasionally Titi would take vacations to Teilgleichen County, but in those cases, I would tell the children days in advance. I'd tell them Titi would be gone for a few days and ask them to say goodbye and wish him a good trip.

But this time, Titi disappeared without any warning? It wouldn't be strange if the children burst into tears.

"He went to rest for a bit. For a while, he'll be staying at Helen's house instead of ours."
"Huh? Sister Helen's house?"
"Yes, Helen's house."

Fortunately, the place where Titi was staying was very familiar to the children. It was within the Capital and somewhere they had visited many times.

Perhaps because of this, the children's agitation subsided instantly. If Titi were in an unknown or difficult-to-reach place, it would be different, but he was somewhere they could visit as soon as tomorrow.

"Why?"

However, Titi being in an accessible place and not being at home were separate issues. No matter how easy it was to visit, if a family member who "should" be at home was staying elsewhere, it would naturally raise questions.


"Jenny gave birth to puppies. Titi needs to take care of the puppies, so he has to stay there for a while."

At my words, the children's eyes widened.

Not just Fedi, who was representing the children in conversation with me, but also the children huddled behind Fedi, and even those who had been playing with the adults.

"Puppies? Titi's puppies?"
"Can we see the little Titis?"
"Little Titi! Little Titi!"
"If they're Titi's puppies... are they our siblings?"

I smiled wryly as the children came rushing toward me.

I wonder how these children will react when they see the fourteen injeolmi puppies.

***

I'm so happy! So, so happy!

Just watching is wonderful! Just seeing my puppies in Jenny's embrace makes me joyful!

They're so cute! How can such adorable creatures exist? This must be a gift because I've been getting along well with Master, the ladies, and the little masters! Master said that if you live well, someone called God gives you gifts, so that must be it! This is my gift!

So I watched over Jenny and the puppies all day! I don't need to sleep! It's fine not to sleep if it's to protect exhausted Jenny and the newborn puppies!

"Titi!"

I was guarding Jenny and the puppies until sunrise when I heard a welcome voice.

"Titi! We're here!"
"Woof!"

The little masters! The little masters came!

While it's good to protect Jenny and the puppies, I felt sorry for not being able to play with the little masters. But now the little masters have come! I'm so happy!

"Wow! Look! They're so tiny!"
"Are these really Titi's puppies?"
"Cute! So cute!"

And the little masters must have found our puppies cute too, as they approached the sleeping puppies.

"Titi! Can we touch them?"
"Woof!"

The little masters are fine! Master is very strong, so I can't stop him, but the little masters won't take the puppies away!

"Woof?"

Ah. Jenny who was sleeping has woken up.

What should I do? Did I bark too loudly? I'm sorry! Jenny should be resting well!

"Jenny! Hello!"
"Puppies! We came to see the puppies!"

At the little masters' words, Jenny looked at them briefly before starting to lick our puppies one by one.

She must be trying to make our puppies look prettier for the little masters! Cleaning them will make them look better to the little masters!

***

With a spell to hide my scent, I watched from a distance as the children played with the puppies, careful not to be detected by Titi and Jenny.

'They're having fun.'

Seeing the children's bright smiles made me feel proud.

Although this father is currently on Titi's watch list, I hope you children enjoy yourselves.

'When will I get to touch them?'

A hint of envy crept in. When will I be able to break through Titi's defenses?

It seems I'll have to wait until they open their eyes and grow enough to move around on their own.

# The Day the Puppies Were Born

On the first day Titi and Jenny's puppies were born, Titi temporarily relocated from our house to Luciano's mansion.

The next day, when the children first saw the little rice cake puppies, they were completely captivated and refused to leave Luciano's mansion.

Still, they only stayed like house spirits from morning until evening. When the sun was about to set, they obediently returned home. Fortunately, our children seem to have the understanding that "home = a place you must return to."

"Welcome back, Kal. You must be tired after being out all day."
"Tired? I didn't do anything but watch."

When I returned to the mansion with the children rushing in, I smiled awkwardly at Mar who greeted us warmly.

It wasn't just a polite remark—I really didn't do anything. If I got too close, Titi would switch to defense mode, and if Titi became tense, the children's rice cake puppy viewing would be forcibly terminated. That would lead to the terrible situation of facing resentment from both Titi and the children.

Thanks to that, I could only watch the children from a distance without getting close. I just stood there idly watching. Luciano's wife took care of all the children.

'Next time, I should bring more people.'

Being a guest who brought many children but only watched without taking care of them—even though it was my own doing, I recognize it was inconsiderate behavior. If my status weren't overwhelmingly higher than Luciano's, it wouldn't have been strange to receive a harsh scolding.

So next time, I'll bring Yuris and Sophia too. They're the servants closest to the children, and being the youngest among the servants, they have plenty of energy.

Besides, bringing maids would make Luciano's wife more comfortable. If I brought my own wives, it would only increase the number of masters Luciano's wife would need to attend to.

"Now, everyone wash your hands and let's go to the dining room. Are you all very hungry?"
"No! We ate lots of cookies so we're fine!"
"Is that so? But you can still eat dinner, right?"
"Yeah!"
"I can eat!"

Meanwhile, Mar led the children in a group toward the bathroom.

Washing hands immediately upon returning home. Having meals together as a family even after eating snacks outside. She was personally teaching the children habits that would be useful for them to learn.

I couldn't help but smile. While I pride myself on being a good father who plays well with the children, I honestly couldn't be certain that I was teaching them well. Even if I tried to teach them based on my own experiences, what did I really know? Before possession, I was an orphan, and after possession, I was only 16.

That's why I'm so fortunate to have Mar, who is both a duke's daughter and a late child. All the etiquette she learned in the duke's family and the love she received as a late child are now being passed on to our children through her.

"Kal, come too. You're not planning to skip while the children are washing up, are you?"
"That's right! Daddy has to wash too!"
"Daddy's hands! I'll wash them for you!"
"Let's do it together! Daddy has two hands!"

After Mar spoke, the children all chimed in, and I started walking toward them.

It seems my hands are about to be scrubbed by the children. Seeing their enthusiasm, I doubt this will end after just today.

'I guess I shouldn't wash my hands on my own for a while.'

More precisely, I shouldn't wash them voluntarily. If I wash them without letting the children help, I can clearly foresee the children being shocked.

Whenever my hands get even slightly dirty, I'll let the children take care of it. This is also a kind of play, after all. A game that teaches children about cleanliness.

"Mommy should join too!"
"Yeah! Mar mommy too!"
"Daddy and mommy both clean!"
"Hehe, alright. Let's all do it together."

Mar, who suddenly went from guide to playmate, seemed delighted by the situation and let out a small laugh.

And the result was as predictable as it was inevitable. The children, who now saw hand-washing as a game, ended up thoroughly soaking not only themselves but also my and Mar's clothes.

Yes, I knew this would happen. It would be stranger if children playing with water ended quietly.

"If I had known this would happen, maybe we should have just taken a shower instead of just washing hands?"
"I know. That might have been quicker to finish."

Mar smiled wryly as she dried each child's face and hair with a towel.

This is going to take quite some time if we need to change their clothes too. I wonder if the meal prepared in the kitchen will get cold at this rate.

The children who were about to go to Luciano's mansion ran into the Crown Princess who had just come to visit our mansion.

"Huh? Where is everyone going?"
'Ah.'

My heart sank for a moment. I was about to take the children to Luciano's mansion without much thought, but I almost missed the Crown Princess. She would have been left alone in the mansion without me, the children, or Titi.

In truth, even without us, the servants would still be there, so the Crown Princess could have entertained herself, but she might have been upset that we went somewhere fun without her. I could almost see her lying on the floor throwing a genuine tantrum.

"Your Highness, you've arrived at the perfect time. We were just waiting for you."
"Really? For me?"

I tried to continue the conversation as naturally as possible.


We were waiting for the Crown Princess from the beginning. We didn't forget about her; we were planning to go together.

"We're going to Helen's house. There's something really wonderful there."
"Something wonderful?"

At my words, the Crown Princess's eyes began to sparkle.

Fortunately, perhaps because she's still young, she didn't notice any inconsistency and accepted it. If the Crown Princess were a bit more mature, she would have realized the contradiction in my words.

That for someone they were supposedly waiting for, the mansion door was already open. That the children looked ready to dash out at any moment.

"It's something our children love. I'm sure Your Highness will like it too when you see it in person."
"I want to go! Let's go right now!"
"Yes, let's go right away."

But in the end, results are what matter in this world. No matter how flimsy the excuse, if the person involved doesn't notice, there's no problem.

I was waiting for the Crown Princess. That's my story and I'm sticking to it.

***

Wooooow...

Wooooooooooow!

"So cute!"

As soon as we got to Helen's house, I was surprised.

Something wonderful! Really wonderful! Daddy was right! This is super wonderful!

"Right? Cute, aren't they?"
"Yeah!"

I nodded immediately at Beatrix's words.

Tiny Titis! Titi is cute, but being small makes her even cuter! And there are 14 little ones! Even more more more cute!

"Daddy! That's not fair! Showing me this only now!"
"We only saw them for the first time yesterday too."
"Really?"

Then it's okay! If Beatrix only saw them yesterday, then it's okay that I'm seeing them now!

"Helen is so lucky..."
"Hehe, right! It's amazing!"

When I looked at Helen beside me, she was smiling widely too.

I'm jealous! So jealous! Having these at home would be so wonderful!

"And Titi lives at your house?"
"Huh? Really!?"
"Yeah. Titi sister lives at my house."

What's that! I'm so jealous!

Grandpa has lots of animals like Titi too, but still, I'm jealous! Other animals are cute too, but Titi has her own special cuteness!

"Daddy!"

I was about to ask him to send a Titi to our house too, but Daddy was nowhere to be seen.

"Beatrix, where's Daddy?"
"I don't know. I didn't see Daddy yesterday either."

I blinked at Beatrix's words.

That's strange. I came with Daddy, so why isn't he here?

*Woof!*
"Ah! Titi!"

I was trying to find Daddy, but Titi was coming, so I gave up.

"Titi! Where have you been! Did you eat something?"
*Woof woof!*

Titi's tail! It's wagging so fast! She must have eaten something delicious!

But Titi can eat lots of delicious things! There are 14 little Titis now! She has to protect them all!

***

I watched the children and the rice cake puppies playing happily again today.


'It's nice to see.'

Seeing everyone smiling made the corners of my mouth turn up involuntarily. Titi and Jenny seemed to know the children were well-behaved, as they showed no wariness even when the children touched their puppies.

It's a pity that I'm the only one not part of that group. And what's even more pitiful is that no one is looking for me. Not even my own children.

'So you prefer those rice cake puppies to your father...'

To be honest, it's hard to feel hurt because those puppies are genuinely adorable. Who could resist those small, wriggling little rice cakes?

*Count?*
"Ah, yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."

I hurriedly turned my gaze to the communication crystal at the Emperor's voice.

The Emperor had sent a message and we were in the middle of a conversation, but I had momentarily been distracted by the children. The charm of children is truly formidable.

*Oh my. Did I contact you at a busy time? If the conversation is inconvenient, I can contact you later.*
"Not at all. I just turned my eyes away briefly to check something, but I couldn't be less busy than I am now."

The problem is that I'm too free, but I didn't bother mentioning that.

I never imagined I'd be standing here alone, staring blankly with our children and Titi's puppies right in front of me.

*Is that so? That's fortunate.*

The Emperor nodded slightly, remained silent for a moment, then,

*I find myself making a somewhat perplexing request of you, Count. It's fortunate that you're not busy.*
'What.'

He dropped a bombshell statement.

My eye twitched involuntarily. To hear the words "perplexing" and "request" come simultaneously from that guy's mouth. What on earth is he trying to say?

*From what I understand, your pet dog, Titi, has had puppies. Is that correct?*
"Yes, that's right."

I answered somewhat bewilderedly to his following words.

What's going on? Titi's puppies were born two days ago, so how did that reach the Emperor's ears? The Crown Princess couldn't have told him since she only found out today.

'Is it because of the Ministry of Justice?'

Luciano works as a section chief at the Ministry of Justice. If Luciano talked about Jenny's delivery to colleagues or subordinates, that news could have spread until it reached the Minister of Justice's ears. If the Minister of Justice knew, it could have also reached the Minister of the Imperial Household.

And if the Ministry of the Imperial Household knows, it's natural for the Emperor to know as well. If that's the route, it's not strange that he found out within two days.

*Well, actually.*

But what's important now isn't the source of the information, but the Emperor's request. What on earth is he trying to say that made that guy admit it's a perplexing matter and use the word "request" instead of "order"?

*The Empress Dowager has also shown interest in the fact that Titi has had puppies. After all, she was the one who raised Titi before giving her to you.*
"Your Majesty, surely you don't mean—"
*Don't worry, the Empress Dowager won't be visiting in person. Do you think she's the type to move about so casually?*

I instinctively shook my head. She definitely wasn't.

*However, she does want to see them... so I was hoping you could contact the Empress Dowager's communication crystal and show her the puppies through it.*
"Pardon?"
*I told you, didn't I? It's a perplexing request. Of course, since the Empress Dowager didn't ask directly, you're free to refuse, but she seems to really want to see them.*

I stared blankly at the communication crystal after hearing those words.

An original owner who's interested because the pet they gave away has had puppies. An elderly person who wants to see them in person but restrains themselves due to their social position. A son's heart trying to somehow show the puppies to his elderly parent whom he feels sorry for.

It would be a touching and heartwarming matter. If the protagonists weren't the Empress Dowager and the Emperor, it would have been an ordinary everyday occurrence.

'...I can't show them.'

I barely suppressed the sigh that was about to escape.

To show Titi's puppies through the communication crystal, I would need to approach them. But I can't get near Titi, which is why I'm standing here like this.

'What should I do?'

If it were a 100% pure request from the Emperor, I would have said, "Stop talking nonsense and ask someone else." But it's specifically related to the Empress Dowager, so it's awkward to coldly ignore it.

I find the Empress Dowager difficult too... Besides, it feels wrong to refuse such a request from someone like the Empress Dowager who only worked hard all her life before retiring...

'Should I just barge in?'

I glanced at Titi, Jenny, and the rice cake puppies.

If I just rush in and show them through the communication crystal, would it somehow work out? Titi might forgive me if she sees her former owner through the crystal.

I had finally reconciled with Titi after the Emperor's call left me deeply troubled.

The one consolation was that the Emperor's request wasn't a direct order from the Former Emperor. If the Former Emperor had explicitly said, "I want to see Titi and her puppies," I would have had to comply with a heavy heart. But the Emperor's request was merely his guess about what the Former Emperor might want.

So there would be no problem if I declined. Even the Emperor acknowledged it was an unusual request, so he might be disappointed if I refused, but not truly upset.

However, the Former Emperor had served the Empire for nearly 30 years and was now enjoying a peaceful retirement. This elderly man was raising animals as a pastime, and one of his former pets had given birth. Though he didn't express it directly, he would naturally be curious.

'Morally speaking, I should show him.'

It would be unfair if his reward for 30 years of dedication was being treated like a forgotten elder who couldn't even see a dog as he wished. The current Emperor and the Imperial Count should show this small consideration. Such a gesture would surely please the Former Emperor.

The most straightforward solution would be for the Former Emperor to visit Luciano's mansion directly. Titi would welcome him, and he could not only see the puppies but touch them too.

But choosing that option would definitely kill Luciano. He'd probably die standing up.

'Somehow I need to solve this with the communication orb.'

I sighed while fidgeting with the orb.

After telling the Emperor I'd think about it, I spent several hours standing and observing Titi.

Titi wagged her tail happily at the children's touch. When they handled the Injeolmi puppies, she barked gently as if asking, "Aren't my babies cute?"

From a distance, it was a beautiful scene. A lovely sight made possible by Titi's firm belief that our children would never harm her puppies.

'The problem is that I can't join them.'

Unfortunately, when I approach, this comedy turns to tragedy. The cheerful Titi starts growling again, trying to hide and protect her puppies rather than proudly showing them off.

Of course, being intelligent and kind, Titi might forgive me if I apologized, but that's not something to ask while she's playing with the children. How awkward would it be for the children to see their father kneeling before Titi? It would only spoil their fun.

Besides, there's no guarantee she'd forgive me immediately. The grudge of nearly being separated from her newborn puppies—how could such resentment dissolve quickly?

'I have no choice.'

There was only one solution. Only one way to approach Titi smoothly and fulfill the Former Emperor's subtle wish.

'Use someone else.'

Someone who isn't me—someone who isn't marked as Titi's number one threat.

It felt like passing the buck, but what could I do? Better to delegate than not try at all.

A miraculous scene unfolded where a subordinate passed work back up to their superior.

"Grandpa! Look! This is Titi's baby!"

Despite being her godfather, I had passed my duty to the Crown Princess—the future Emperor. The Emperor would chuckle at this situation, but it was my best option. This was the only way to satisfy both the Former Emperor and Titi.

"It's sooo cute! Its eyes aren't even open yet! Godfather says they need to sleep for ten more nights before they open!"

And the Crown Princess willingly participated in her godfather's insubordinate buck-passing.

Fortunately, the relationship between the Crown Princess and the Former Emperor was fairly good. To the Crown Princess, the Former Emperor wasn't the Iron-Blooded Monarch but a quiet grandfather. From the Former Emperor's perspective, the Crown Princess was a treasure symbolizing the strength of the Livnoman and Kfelopen lines. Besides, the Former Emperor was no longer the master of the Empire and the Imperial Family, so he would view the Crown Princess as an ordinary granddaughter rather than the future heir.

Thanks to this, the Crown Princess continued her lively commentary. Like an affectionate granddaughter entertaining her grandfather.

"Huh? Where's Godfather, you ask? I don't know! I didn't see him yesterday either! He must be busy!"

'Ah.'

I couldn't help but sigh at the Crown Princess's innocent answer.


Due to the distance, I couldn't hear the Former Emperor's voice, but the Crown Princess's voice carried clearly, allowing me to grasp the conversation. Apparently, the Former Emperor was questioning the whereabouts of the godfather who had left the Crown Princess alone.

A reasonable question, but it left me feeling complicated. Now the Former Emperor would remember me as a godfather who abandoned his duties.

"But it's okay because I have Helen and Betty and lots of other friends! Godfather must be playing with his friends too... Huh? Godfather doesn't have friends...?"

'What.'

I flinched at the Crown Princess's words.

What was going on? What had the Former Emperor said to make her ask if I had no friends?

"Daddy and Grandpa don't have friends either...?"

By the time I heard that, my feet were already running toward the Crown Princess.

Titi noticed my intrusion and stood protectively in front of her puppies in alarm, but I had no time to consider her feelings.

"Your Highness!"

"Ah, Godfather!"

"Give it to me! I shall attend to His Former Majesty!"

"Okay! Here!"

I wasn't sure if "attend to" was the right expression for someone on the other end of a communication orb, but this was no time for such trivial concerns.

"Long live His Former Majesty! Head of the Kracius Family! Member of the Lisizariune Knights! Count of Teilgleichen and Wiridia, and granted management of numerous other domains—Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen greets His Former Majesty!"

- It's been a while, Count.

The Former Emperor responded calmly to my urgent greeting.

- The Crown Princess said you had left your post, but I see you were indeed watching over her. Thanks to you, I have no worries even though the Crown Princess is away from the Imperial Palace. I am always grateful to you, Count.

"I am truly honored by your words, Your Majesty."

- Also, thanks to your attentive care, that small dog has grown and even had puppies. I am satisfied that my trust in you was well-placed.

"Those words are too generous for me..."

I kept bowing as I responded to the Former Emperor's words. Inwardly, I felt somewhat relieved.

He didn't seem particularly concerned about the Crown Princess's "Grandpa has no friends?" comment. Indeed, neither the Former Emperor nor the Emperor would have anyone they could call a friend, but being hit with such facts by one's granddaughter wouldn't be a pleasant experience.

- Whine...

As I clutched the communication orb nervously, Titi, who had been on high alert, relaxed her posture and gently tugged at my pants.

It almost brought tears to my eyes, as if she were trying to encourage me.

'Thank you...'

Even worrying about her unworthy master who had tried to take away her children. Where could such a gentle and kind creature have been born?

Meeting Titi at the Former Emperor's residence was one of the few strokes of luck in my life. Second only to meeting my current family.

***

The conversation that began with the Crown Princess ended with the Count.


It was an unplanned conversation, but that didn't matter. As the Crown Princess's grandfather, I simply needed to express polite words of gratitude to the Count, her godfather. I was no longer the monarch who needed to manage the Count.

'Puppies.'

After placing the communication orb on the table, I gently stroked my beard.

When I started raising livestock in a corner of the Imperial Palace, the previous Lord sent me five puppies. One of them showed great interest in the Count, so I entrusted it to him. That one puppy grew up healthy, found a mate, and now had fourteen puppies.

My feelings are somewhat complex and subtle. It seems like just yesterday that I promised myself to learn about farming and livestock raising so that someday Selleden and I could live peacefully as a commoner couple.

Yet the puppies I started caring for as part of that promise have grown into strong adult dogs, and one has even had puppies. My solitary promise has already become a thing of several years past.

'I never thought I would live this long.'

I gazed at the yard where chickens pecked at feed, ducks waddled by, and martens took their walks.

In truth, my life should have ended long ago. During my 30 years as Emperor, I burned everything I had, forcibly holding onto a soul that should have disappeared long ago.

I endured simply because of my stubborn refusal to collapse. I persisted due to my determination not to see the newly revitalized Empire crumble again. Even as my body screamed in protest, I held on until the birth of the Crown Princess—no, the Imperial Grandchild—and until I could abdicate to the Crown Prince.

After that, all tension drained away. I thought I would bid Selleden a final farewell and go to greet her anew. Though the result turned out differently.

'Perhaps it was because the tension was released.'

It's possible that my screaming body gradually recovered after I put down all my burdens. My mind may have cleared because I no longer had anything to worry about.

This makes the position of Emperor seem like one that kills people, but the current Emperor and future Emperor will be fine. Those two won't need to advance while shedding tears of blood... no, while hiding even those bloody tears. They have a powerful Empire, loyal subjects, and the bowed heads of nations across the continent.

"Daddy and Grandpa don't have friends either...?"

Suddenly, the Crown Princess's words came to mind.

Friends, friends. Do I have anyone I could call a friend?

'Well, there is one.'

Strictly speaking, it wasn't friendship but a relationship between elder and younger brothers, though a small age difference wouldn't make it inappropriate to call us friends.

Yes, let's see my friend after so long. I heard he's been living leisurely since stepping down from his position as Minister of the Imperial Household. I'll invite him here for drinks.

And if I'm inviting Baron Antrach, I should also invite the Mayor of Ausen. Both were valuable loyal subjects who supported me from the moment I became Emperor.

'Should I thank the Count?'

Thanks to the Count taking good care of the dog I sent him—the one named Titi—she had puppies. Because of that, I had this conversation with the Crown Princess and recalled the word "friend" that had been fading in my mind.

As a result, I'll be having drinks with Baron Antrach and the Mayor of Ausen, so I should be grateful. Without this incident, I can't guarantee when I would have met them.

***

"Our Titi's puppies are cute, just like her."

- Woof!

"Looking closely, they resemble Jenny too."

- Woof woof!

Titi panted happily at my words. I stroked her while looking at the Injeolmi puppies.

I succeeded. I finally reconciled with Titi. Seeing her master repeatedly bowing to the Former Emperor must have stirred Titi's sympathy.

Thank you, Former Emperor. I'll bow toward the Imperial Palace three times a day for a while.

Despite the increasingly warm weather, our children chose to go outside rather than play inside the mansion.

The reason was simple. They needed to go outside the mansion to see the small, precious puppies. We couldn't summon Jenny, who had worked hard giving birth, to our unfamiliar mansion. It was only right that we should be the ones to make the effort to visit.

Actually, our children usually dislike both hot and cold weather, but the impressive sight of 14 puppies overcame even that aversion. It's strange considering that last summer they played energetically in our cool mansion. Truly peculiar.

"Papa! The little ones are moving!"
"Oh, you're right. They've grown a lot already."

Today, like usual, when we visited Luciano's mansion, some of the 14 puppies were taking their first wobbly steps.

Of course, they were merely taking trembling steps while making pitiful whimpering sounds. Their movements were so feeble they could only be described as toddling.

But whether pitiful or feeble, what does it matter? The important thing is that these little creatures are becoming independent beings. Beings that can play with our children.

'They're growing well.'

A satisfied smile formed on my face naturally. Those who couldn't even open their eyes started opening them one after another competitively last week. Since then, the puppies that had only squirmed in Jenny's embrace started yipping at the sight of the children.

And now those little ones are starting to walk? Soon they'll leave Jenny's embrace and rush toward the children. A beautiful scene will unfold with tiny puppies attacking small people.

Just imagining it made the corners of my mouth twitch violently. Unlike humans, animals grow quickly, so that day will come soon if we just wait a little. I think it'll probably take about two weeks at most.

"Your Excellency."
"Ah, Sir."

While I was alternating my gaze between the puppies taking careful steps and those still in Jenny's embrace, I turned my head at Luciano's voice.

"It is truly an honor that Your Excellency visits this humble knight's mansion daily. As the host, it would be proper for me to greet Your Excellency each time, but I regret that I cannot do so."
"Don't say such things. Who would understand an official's hardships better than another official? Rather, I feel sorry for disturbing your rest by visiting on your day off."

I meant this sincerely. It would be stranger if an official on duty greeted me every day. Besides, for Luciano, this holiday is precious time off after grueling weekdays. It's unfortunate that he still has to attend to his superior even on such days.

What's even more unfortunate is that my intentions aren't reflected in these visits at all. If my intentions were involved, I could stop this predicament with my own will, but what can I do when the children want to visit Luciano's mansion every day? A weak father can only surrender.

'I'm sorry.'

I looked at Luciano with a bitter feeling. Perhaps understanding my feelings as a fellow father, he responded with somewhat moist eyes.

The subtle empathy between fathers with young children. A lofty and noble empathy that minor differences in status cannot obstruct.

"...Still, when those little ones are old enough to be called puppies rather than newborns, the children probably won't want to visit every day."
"That would be truly regrettable. I've been happy to have Helen's friends visit daily."

Though he said this, Luciano's expression brightened slightly.

I understand. If Helen wants to meet friends, she can be sent to our mansion. Unlike Helen who can meet friends in other ways, when our children visit daily, Luciano has no choice but to accommodate them. There are no other options.

'Just bear with it a little longer.'

I glanced at Titi.

Titi was lying down quietly next to Jenny, contentedly watching her puppies. Currently, the puppies can't move properly so they're kept here, but in a few weeks, I plan to bring them back to our mansion.

If Titi is at our mansion, the children will have no reason to come to Luciano's mansion. The puppies, once mobile, can come to our house like Helen does.

'Just a little longer.'

A win-win situation where I no longer need to go out in the heat every day, and Luciano's mansion no longer needs to receive a superior daily.


I endure today for that day that will eventually come.

After returning to the mansion with the children, an unexpected visitor arrived.

A visitor I couldn't have imagined would suddenly come. Yet far from being perplexed, I was delighted to see them.

"It's been a while, Kal. Have you been well?"

The Victorious Duke himself had graced my mansion with his presence.

"Of course, Your Excellency. Though things get hectic occasionally, I'm enjoying my days thanks to my family."
"That's good to hear. Yes, when you're with family, even ordinary days become enjoyable."

As the Victorious Duke broke into a small laugh, I suddenly felt awkward.

The Victorious Duke has left his domain to serve as the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Army in the Capital. He had no choice but to be separated from his family, and even his daughter in the Capital is the Empress, so he can't meet her casually.

It's problematic that both the Empress and the Victorious Duke are busy, but if the maternal relatives have excessive contact with the Empress, the nobles would view it with suspicion. Even the Victorious Duke should be careful.

"Don't make such an expression. Now I feel sorry for bringing it up first."
"Ah, yes. I'll be mindful."
"My goodness. I came to congratulate you and ended up scolding you instead."

The Victorious Duke's words filled my head with confusion rather than embarrassment.

Congratulate me? Have I had anything worth congratulating recently? The closest thing might be Titi having puppies, but surely the Victorious Duke wouldn't come for something like that.

"I heard from His Majesty. You stepped down from your ministerial position? Although you'll return after your vacation, it's still worth celebrating that Kal, who has worked so hard, is temporarily ending his official duties."
'Ah.'

I understood. The Emperor said he would keep my temporary resignation private, but the Victorious Duke is the Emperor's father-in-law and confidant. Someone like the Victorious Duke would certainly know about this private resignation.

...

'But that was quite some time ago?'

However, this temporary resignation is rather a thing of the past. It's not something that happened years ago, but it seems somewhat awkward to receive congratulations for it now.

"Thank you, Your Excellency. Receiving congratulations from you makes me feel that my brief career as an official wasn't in vain."

Of course, I expressed gratitude first instead of questioning. After all, a duke personally came to offer congratulations. It's an honor, whether officially or privately.

"Don't say such things elsewhere. If Kal's career as an official was in vain, who could claim to have had a fulfilling career?"

The Victorious Duke smiled slightly, then after a moment of silence, quietly continued.

"Actually, I've been so busy that I only just heard about Kal's news. It's embarrassing to offer congratulations so late, but I thought it better than not offering them at all."
"Your thoughtfulness alone is enough to be grateful for, Your Excellency."

I bowed deeply, as the reason was regrettable.

He heard the news late because he was swamped with work. What could be more touching than that? With such a reason, I would understand even if he learned about my resignation around the time I returned to duty.

"No. You and I aren't strangers, how could I learn about such things so late? I've been neglecting those around me because of my workload."
"Your Excellency, you are the reliable Deputy Commander of the million-strong Imperial Army. Countless people look up to you, how can you say such things?"
"Reliable, you say? Perhaps 'tiresome' would be more appropriate now."

I closed my mouth at his answer, tinged with laughter.


Something isn't right. Something is different about the Victorious Duke today. I dare not guess, but it feels like the calm before a storm, right before something big happens.

"Kal."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Please speak."
"I'm considering stepping down like the Iron-Blooded Duke."
"What?"

I let out a loud exclamation and hurriedly covered my mouth.

Although the reception room contained only the Victorious Duke and myself, a servant passing by might have heard my voice. If stories like "Loud voices were heard while Count Teilgleichen was conversing with the Victorious Duke" spread throughout the mansion, family, or Capital, nothing could be more troublesome.

But beyond that, I had never even considered the Victorious Duke's retirement. While he might not be considered young, isn't he still perfectly capable of active service?

"Ah, don't worry, I'm not planning to step down from my dukedom. I'm only thinking of resigning from my position as Deputy Commander."
"Y-Your Excellency. That's still quite shocking."

The Victorious Duke has led the massive Imperial Army without issue in place of the Emperor as Commander-in-Chief, and achieved victory in two wars against the North. No one is more suited for that position than the Victorious Duke, and no one would want to be his successor.

Moreover, the Victorious Duke is the Emperor's father-in-law and the Crown Princess's maternal grandfather. He should be enjoying his power now, but...

'Power.'

I closed my eyes dejectedly as I began to understand the Victorious Duke's feelings.

Two war victories. The triumphant general who delivered the North to the Livnoman Imperial Family. One of the five dukes and the Emperor's father-in-law.

These tremendous titles are actually encouraging the Victorious Duke's retirement. Thinking back, when the current Emperor's father was Emperor, didn't he somewhat check his in-law, the Victorious Duke? The current Emperor shows no signs of checking the Victorious Duke, but that might make the Victorious Duke feel even more pressure.

Of course, I also have many titles like the Victorious Duke. Perhaps even more splendid ones.

'But I'm young.'

However, I'm younger than the Emperor. People see me as clearly subordinate to the Emperor.

In contrast, the Victorious Duke is not only older than the Emperor but also his father-in-law. He's more likely to be seen as above the Emperor rather than below him.

"Indeed, talking with Kal is comfortable. There's no need for lengthy explanations."
"You flatter me."

I smiled bitterly in response to the Victorious Duke's words.

A great general who dedicated his life to the Empire, who strove to turn unfavorable wars into victories. Such a loyal subject wants to use even his final act for the Empire. For the stability and order of the Emperor and Empire, he wants to step down from his glorious position.

Should I dissuade him as a friend, or support him? Should I stop the retirement of someone who was like a second father to me, or should I encourage the difficult decision he made?

'This is maddening.'

What's sad is that from the perspective of not Kal Kracius, the Victorious Duke's acquaintance, but Count Teilgleichen, Minister of the Imperial Audit Office, I should unconditionally support this.

Considering the Emperor's authority, the Victorious Duke's exit is a beautiful thing. Especially if it's the Victorious Duke's voluntary retirement rather than pressure from the Emperor.

"Anyway, after deciding to retire, I started seeing things I hadn't seen before. So I wanted to spend some quality time with Kal after a long while, which is why I came. Are you disappointed that it's not purely a congratulatory visit?"
"How could I be? Meeting with Your Excellency is always welcome."

At that, the Victorious Duke smiled again.

A smile that seemed both serene and bitter.

The nominal head of the Imperial Army is the Commander-in-Chief. However, since the Emperor automatically holds this position, the actual leader is the Deputy Commander, the Victorious Duke.

The Victorious Duke has held the position of Deputy Commander for quite some time. During the era when my first father-in-law was subjugating the eastern kingdoms, the Victorious Duke was just one of many commanders. But at some point, after becoming Deputy Commander, he reigned as the symbol of the military.

The Deputy Commander, whom even the Minister of War—the superior agency of the Imperial Army—dares not treat carelessly. The Deputy Commander, who receives the respect and awe of a million Imperial soldiers. The Deputy Commander who brought glory to the Imperial Family and the Empire by winning two Northern Wars.

The retirement of such a Deputy Commander is not a subject for a young man under thirty to discuss. The Victorious Duke has been active as a soldier since before I was born, and as Deputy Commander since before I became an official.

"Your Excellency's achievements will be remembered by all, and your will shall be cherished and carried on by your successor Deputy Commanders."

So I finally opened my mouth to offer ritual—yet sincere—words of encouragement.

Though it may sound cliché, the Victorious Duke has truly left behind tremendous achievements. I don't know who will become the next Deputy Commander, but the high-ranking commanders and staff of the Imperial Army deeply respect the Victorious Duke. So much so that they would treasure any will he leaves behind.

Therefore, even if the Victorious Duke becomes unemployed, he won't be forgotten. Though he can no longer reign as the head of the military, he will receive all manner of respect as an elder statesman.

"If it happens as Kal says, I couldn't ask for more. Human life is finite, but what greater joy is there than to remain forever in people's memories and records?"
"I'm planning to visit the Elven residential district soon. I'll enthusiastically promote Your Excellency's achievements there."
"Haha! Well now, if the elves know my name, it would surely last a thousand years!"

The Victorious Duke burst into laughter for quite some time, as my joke seemed to hit the mark.

"But this isn't the right atmosphere to say this. I'm not stepping down immediately."
"Pardon?"
"I'm a bit disappointed. Kal, were you secretly hoping for me to step down quickly?"
"Ah, no, that's not...!"
"I'm joking. I did speak as if I were retiring immediately, so it's natural for you to misunderstand."

I gave a wry smile as the Victorious Duke nodded with satisfaction.

Come to think of it, the Victorious Duke said he was considering retirement, not that he was submitting his resignation immediately. After all, the position of Deputy Commander isn't one that can be replaced in just a few days.

My first father-in-law passed on his title at lightning speed rather than his position, but that was possible because he had been preparing for retirement for years. A significant portion of his actual authority was already in my brother-in-law's hands.

'When you still hold real power, stepping down is quite an undertaking.'

In contrast, the Victorious Duke is an official who held real power until yesterday and even at this moment. Unless there's a legal or customary term limit for the Deputy Commander position, which there isn't, it's impossible for someone with real power to be replaced quickly.

"However, because I've resolved to retire, I intend to do things I couldn't do before. Spending time meeting wonderful connections like this, and creating the ideal place I've been dreaming of. What could be better?"
"Ideal place... you say?"
"Yes, an ideal place. Rather, it's something possible precisely because I'm an official in the twilight of my career, facing retirement."

As he said this, the Victorious Duke's expression brightened rapidly. His eyes began to sparkle so brightly that they momentarily made one forget his age.

Perhaps because of this, my curiosity was piqued. The ideal place dreamed of by a duke called "first below one, above all others." What could be this ideal that he couldn't attempt until now and only seeks to achieve at the point of retirement? What kind of vision makes the Victorious Duke rejoice like a child?

"If it's alright, may I hear about the ideal place Your Excellency dreams of?"

At this, the Victorious Duke's smile deepened.

"An academy for soldiers. That's my ideal."
"...An academy?"

A word that seemed out of place coming from the Victorious Duke emerged.

"A place where systematic education is provided for young people who dream of a military career. Not just learning broadly and shallowly at the Imperial Academy, but a place to learn narrowly and deeply about the military. That's the kind of place I want."


In summary, he wants to create a military academy rather than an ordinary comprehensive university. I nodded with a somewhat dazed feeling.

Certainly, having such an institution would be beneficial. Currently, Academy graduates with an interest in martial arts knock on the military's door, but honestly, it's not a very efficient system. The number of military hopefuls fluctuates wildly each year, and while they may be better than average graduates, they're still somewhat lacking to be immediately deployed as soldiers.

Of course, newcomers are always welcome, and the Imperial Army nurtures those who knock on its door with great care, with the compassionate mindset that nobody is perfect from the start.

In such a situation, establishing a specialized military academy? Where the number of graduates is consistent each year, and people who have acquired military knowledge for three years come flocking?

'That would be nice.'

If we're asking whether it contributes to national interest and military power enhancement, the answer is obviously yes. With some exaggeration, the talent pool could expand two or three times with the emergence of a military academy.

If it's successfully established, that is.

'Creating something from nothing isn't easy.'

If there were already an institution in the Empire functioning as a military academy, and he wanted to reform it extensively, I could support it with a smile. With the Victorious Duke's prestige and the Imperial Family's support, such reforms could be processed in no time.

But if he's creating a military academy on barren land, that's a different story. Creating a concept that hasn't existed before is difficult even with authority and consensus.

At least before my possession, I lived in a world where military academies were commonplace... though I never attended one or even went near one, so it doesn't mean much. I don't even know what the front gate of a military academy looks like.

"Indeed, it's a beautiful ideal just to imagine. You're leaving behind a great will for the Empire and the military until the very end—how could I not admire that?"

Still, I offered my support for the Victorious Duke's intention.

From the way he speaks, establishing a military academy seems to have been the Victorious Duke's long-cherished dream. How could I dismiss such a dream with words like "I don't think that will work"? Besides, the Victorious Duke must be aware of the problems I've thought of.

He must have confidence in creating a military academy, and even if something seems odd, he's moving forward to take the first step. He'll bear the hardship of creating something from nothing and leave the task of transforming it to his successors.

"Is there anything I can do to help Your Excellency?"
"Hmm?"

At my offer, the Victorious Duke's eyes widened in surprise, as if it was an unexpected suggestion.

"That's quite alright. Kal, you've even stepped down from your ministerial position. It wouldn't be right to assign work to someone who should be fully enjoying their vacation."

Then he shook his head with a small laugh.

That statement ignited a fighting spirit within me. Even if I'm busy, it's my duty to help with the Victorious Duke's affairs, and when someone says something like that, the desire to help becomes even more intense. As the Victorious Duke mentioned, I've stepped down from my ministerial position, so if I want to help, I can commit fully.

'Fully enjoying your vacation, he says.'

I almost shed tears of emotion at the Victorious Duke's words. While a certain yellow dog in the Imperial Palace made me work even during my vacation, the Victorious Duke refuses out of consideration for my rest.

Yes, this is what a person of character is like. This is what a sage is like. When someone treats you this way, it makes you want to step forward and help regardless of vacation. That bastard Emperor doesn't understand this.

"Please don't say that. Although I'm on vacation as an official, I remain a noble dedicated to serving the Empire. How could I turn away when an old comrade is dreaming of a grand vision? Wouldn't Your Excellency immediately lend a hand if I had a long-cherished dream?"
"When you put it that way, I can't argue."

I smiled back at the Victorious Duke, who let out a chuckle.

Though I'm taking on work during my vacation again, I don't particularly regret it. Considering the consideration I've received from the Victorious Duke, I can help this much without hesitation.

The Victorious Duke returned leisurely to the General Headquarters.

Unlike me, the Victorious Duke isn't on vacation and had barely made time to visit my mansion. We agreed to discuss the military academy again next time.


"Father-in-law is retiring?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. He seems to have already made up his mind."

The next day, I visited the Emperor to explain what had happened yesterday.

It feels somewhat like being a tattletale, but it can't be helped. The Imperial Army's Deputy Commander deciding to retire is something the Emperor absolutely needs to know.

Of course, the Victorious Duke would tell him when the time comes, but with these matters, it's better to know even a day earlier—

"This is troubling."
'Huh?'

The Emperor's reaction was unusual.

It wasn't simply regretting his father-in-law's retirement or lamenting the departure of a great general who had led the Imperial Army for a long time. It was the reaction of someone who had witnessed something that should never happen.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."
"Could you... perhaps dissuade him? I also plan to persuade my father-in-law as much as possible, but if I try to stop him, he might misunderstand it as a ritual procedure as a monarch."

My head tilted involuntarily at those words.

'Why?'

Why such an earnest demeanor? I'm also sad about the Victorious Duke's retirement, but isn't this the right thing for the stability of the Imperial Family and the Empire?

The Emperor's father-in-law who holds military power, also the maternal grandfather of the future Emperor. Even with the Victorious Duke's overflowing loyalty, there's a high possibility that other nobles might harbor unnecessary thoughts or misunderstandings.

"I'm also grateful for my father-in-law's intention. I understand well what feelings led him to such a decision."
"Then why..."
"Count. Do you know how the military operates?"
"I do not."

I firmly shook my head at the sudden question.

Although I have military experience, connections with the Victorious Duke, and once almost transferred to the military, so I know the Imperial Army's structure and key figures reasonably well, I'm not well-versed in internal affairs.

"Is that so? I'm a bit surprised. I thought the Count would be well-versed in military affairs."

The Emperor's response made me feel indignant.

You bastard. If you hadn't promoted me two levels to head of the Audit Department, I would have transferred to the military. I would have been the person most knowledgeable about military affairs.

"Well, it's natural for the Count, who belongs to the administrative branch, not to know."

The Emperor, belatedly realizing this point, cleared his throat awkwardly and changed the subject.

Damn bastard. It was a historic moment when my official career path changed, but to you, it was just a passing incident.

"The military has severe conflicts between commanders and staff."

However, I suppressed my rising anger at his next words.

"It's quite a historically deep conflict and a real headache."

Indeed, it was a very troublesome subject, as the Emperor said.


There are a total of 5 "Departments" under the Ministry of War. Some consider there to be 6 including the Imperial Army, but strictly speaking, there are 5 departments with "Department" in their name.

The Army Department responsible for land forces, the Navy Department handling naval forces, the Special Department managing specialized forces like knights and mages, and the Veterans Affairs Department handling compensation for the fallen, wounded, and veterans.

Finally, there's the Staff Department—the most recently established department within the Ministry of War and the symbol of the commander-staff conflict the Emperor mentioned.

'The conflict between commanders and staff officers.'

While I'm not particularly well-versed in military affairs, the Emperor's words immediately brought something to mind. What I don't know is the current situation in the military, not its history.

Traditionally, the Empire—and indeed all nations on the continent—tend to trust the judgment and abilities of field commanders. Central interference often ruins winnable battles, and no matter how divine a monarch might be, they can't surpass the military knowledge of a battle-hardened veteran.

That's why commanders were the pride and symbol of the military. They would take to the battlefield directly to lead soldiers, and if recognized for their abilities, they would become theater commanders overseeing entire fronts. With sufficient political acumen, they could become the head of the military. This was the standard career path for commanders in every nation.

However, in the Empire, this orthodox route began to falter about 100 years ago.

'The commanders' monopoly crumbled.'

The unquestioned symbols of the military—commanders. The golden path one must naturally follow to advance. This immutable common sense and truth began to shake when the Livnoman Imperial Family's fantastic shadow emperor line appeared.

The reason was both simple and absurd. The shadow emperors wanted to insert their own people into the military, so they created staff officer positions that didn't exist before and dramatically elevated the authority of existing staff positions that had previously been little more than servants to commanders.

The reason they fixated on staff positions rather than commander positions was also simple. The commander positions were already filled, so they couldn't insert their people there. And the shadow emperors lacked the resolve to drive out existing commanders and insert their own people.

'I suppose it was natural since it wasn't about controlling the military but rather a scheme for their acquaintances?'

If those shadow emperors had acted with some grand purpose, seeking to control the military for the sake of the imperial family and the empire, they would have mercilessly removed the existing commanders. They would have sent down their own people as new commanders and seized military power more firmly.

But the shadow emperors didn't do that. They had no grand purpose—they simply wanted to give impressive titles to their friends and subordinates. With such trivial motivations, they probably didn't want to fight with the military.

Thus, the Imperial military achieved a coexistence between the immovable rock of commanders and the rolling stone of staff officers.

'Surprisingly, it worked.'

Amazingly, the shadow emperors' blunder turned out to be a critical hit.

Unlike commanders who had to lead soldiers on the field and make appropriate judgments in the moment, staff officers compiled all information to make broader and deeper assessments. Being one step back actually allowed them to see things that couldn't be seen from the front.

It was a strange situation where the elevation of staff authority—resulting from shadow emperors' friendship games—led to qualitative improvements in the Imperial military. Because of this, even after clearing out the remnants of the shadow emperor line, the Staff Department remained untouched. The cause may have been strange, but the results were undeniable.

"From the beginning, they coexisted for unsavory reasons, and the role of staff officers became more prominent as time passed. With a conflict that has continued in such a manner, how could they possibly get along?"

The Emperor sighed softly and massaged the back of his neck, as if even talking about this was exhausting.

I understand. Even I, who failed to transfer to the military, was well aware of the conflict between commanders and staff officers. It's not simply a factional dispute within an organization—its history runs deep, and its cause is bizarre, so it's impossible not to know about it. As time passed, the conflict only grew deeper rather than fading away.

'There was a time when the conflict almost ended.'

In fact, when my first father-in-law achieved victory against the eastern kingdoms, he was the ideal commander incarnate. He crushed the enemies with his personal might and leadership—how inspiring that must have been for the commanders.


As a result, there was talk that commanders would once again reign supreme over staff officers. The logic was that even a hundred staff officers couldn't match one capable commander who could turn the tide of war—how dare desk-bound staff officers who only use their heads presume to sit at the same table as the esteemed commanders?

Just as the internal military conflict seemed about to end with the commanders' victory, the Victorious Duke, who had risen to Deputy Commander, subtly supported the staff officers. From his perspective, the utility of staff officers was clear, so he prevented them from returning to their role as servants to commanders.

If anyone else had done this, there would have been backlash, but what could they do?

'When the Duke says jump, you jump.'

Moreover, the Victorious Duke was a pure-blooded commander who had risen through the orthodox commander route. From the commanders' perspective, he was someone against whom they couldn't express dissatisfaction, even if they felt it.

How could they oppose the decision of the Victorious Duke, who was their senior and practically their idol? Especially as soldiers, for whom obedience to orders is a virtue.

Still, had that conflict continued uninterrupted, it might have eventually erupted, but—

"In the name of the eternal blue sky! Burn the souls of the steppe!"

With the Khagan's appearance, the conflict between commanders and staff officers was forcibly terminated. After all, conflicts like that are luxuries for times of peace, when one's life isn't in danger. When facing imminent death, who has the luxury to fight among allies?

This temporarily suspended the commander-staff conflict, and a sense of camaraderie formed from facing the monster known as the Khagan, somewhat healing their relationship. How bizarre that the Khagan, who threatened the Empire's mandate more than anyone, ended up strengthening the stability of the Imperial military.

Of course, this was only an improvement compared to the past. Even the Khagan couldn't completely eliminate a conflict that had persisted for 100 years.

"Currently, everyone acquiesces to your father-in-law's authority, so things remain quiet. The commanders respect their senior, your father-in-law, and the staff officers respect him for supporting them, so they remain silent."

I could guess what would follow without hearing it. Once the Victorious Duke—that restraining force—disappears, the Imperial military will once again plunge into exciting internal strife. From the Emperor's perspective, it's enough to make his teeth chatter.

Being optimistic, the Victorious Duke's successor might also earn the respect of both commanders and staff officers, appropriately embracing both factions... but I'm skeptical. Honestly, who besides the Victorious Duke could achieve such a feat?

The title of the Emperor's father-in-law, the rank of Duke, his military achievements—the Victorious Duke truly has everything. Who could possibly fill his void as a successor? Even Prince Evalt from Hablem Duchy couldn't do it.

"If only I had sent him to the military back then..."
"Pardon?"
"No, it's nothing. Just talking to myself."

When I asked about his concerning remark, the Emperor firmly shook his head.

For a moment, my heart sank. Of all places, in front of me, while discussing the Victorious Duke's retirement, he mentions sending someone to the military? Anyone would see this is about me. He's saying that if I had gone to the military instead of being promoted to Head of the Audit Department, I might have been considered as the Victorious Duke's successor.

'Is he insane?'

Even for a future that will never come, it's a horrifying statement. A minister in his twenties can at least say "there are higher ministers above me," but a deputy commander in his twenties? That crosses a line. As if other commanders and corps commanders would follow me.

"Anyway, Count."
"...Yes, Your Majesty. I await your command."
"It's clear that an academy for soldiers would be of great benefit to national interests. As Emperor, I cannot deny this."
"Your words are truly wise."
"However, I cannot allow this to become your father-in-law's final achievement."

I nodded reflexively at his sincere words.

For once, the Emperor and I were of one mind. Until just now, I had thought the Victorious Duke's retirement was a decision for the imperial family and the empire, but now I realized his continued service was the path that served national interests. If the Victorious Duke steps down, the military might explode.


So he needs to hold on for at least 5 more years, perhaps even 10. Only after that much time might we see a solution.

"By the way, Your Majesty."
"What is it?"
"Apart from persuading the Victorious Duke to stay, what are your thoughts on the academy for soldiers? Creating an educational institution from scratch won't be easy."

The Emperor smiled gently at my question.

"That's for the Ministers of Education and War to consider."

I understood immediately.

***

While playing with Teresa, I received a message from an unexpected person.

- I apologize for contacting you so suddenly. Am I interrupting something important?
"Not at all, Your Grace. As someone who dumps work on his child and spends his time idly, how could I possibly be busy?"

It was His Grace the Victorious Duke, whom I usually only exchange greetings with at Kal and Erich's wedding or the New Year's ceremony.

Given this unexpected situation, I left Teresa with my wife and quietly moved to another location. A sudden contact from the Duke likely meant no ordinary business.

- Spending time idly, you say. It seems retirement does indeed bring leisure.
"Even if I wanted to do something, I lack the authority. It would be more troublesome if I were busy."
- True enough.

His Grace nodded lightly, then stroked his chin thoughtfully before carefully continuing.

- If you have plenty of leisure time, would you be willing to lend some of it for the future of the Empire?
"Time, you say?"

What could he mean by this? Lending time for the future of the Empire?

- Yes. Without your outstanding abilities and character, I would have no one to ask.

Though the praise was embarrassing, His Grace's expression remained serious.

This was both interesting and strange. What kind of matter would require the Duke to need my help? Anything I could do should be manageable by the Duke's retainers—

- I plan to establish a specialized academy to train soldiers. Having you as an instructor would be the best possible outcome.
'Ah.'

Indeed. This is the kind of matter that would be difficult for retainers to handle.

- Of course, we haven't even broken ground yet, let alone established the academy, but shouldn't we secure the teaching staff first? I'm also thinking of proposing this to the former Count Horpelt.

I smiled inwardly at His Grace's words.

I had a feeling that familiar faces would soon gather in one place.

For the Victorious Duke, his final project (or so he thinks) after a long lifetime of dedication to the Imperial Family, the Empire, and the military.

The ambitious vision of creating a new educational institution—not just any comprehensive educational institution, but one specifically for military purposes.

Honestly, if anyone other than the Victorious Duke had dreamed this up, I would have tried to dissuade them. But with the Victorious Duke passionately pushing it forward, there's a reasonable chance of success. With his authority, achievements, and the Emperor's active support, even in the worst case, something like an "Imperial Academy Military Department" would likely emerge.

While that would be a disappointing outcome compared to opening a military academy, I think it would still be a satisfactory achievement from the Victorious Duke's perspective. It would be nice to succeed completely on the first attempt, but even the Victorious Duke knows that requires exceptional luck.

So I was thinking of reasons to persuade the Victorious Duke not to retire, while letting him and the Ministers of Education and War handle the creation of the military academy—

"The Victorious Duke asked if you would consider becoming a teacher."
"Pardon?"

I had visited the lake because Father said he wanted to see my face. While sitting side by side fishing, this unexpected statement emerged.

"A teacher?"
"Yes. Since he's planning to create an academy to train soldiers, he said he'd like me to take on a teaching position."

I fell silent for a moment. I knew the Victorious Duke was serious about the military academy, but I hadn't expected him to be assembling teaching staff before even securing a construction site.

'He's really committed to this.'

It's clear now. If the military academy project gets seriously derailed, a small educational institution will be established in Hablem Duchy. Even if it can't officially be called an academy or military school, the Empire's first and only military educational institution will make a splendid debut. As a private rather than national institution, no less.

Of course, it's a serious problem for any nobleman, even a duke, to operate an educational institution, especially one related to military affairs. The Victorious Duke knows this, which is why he'll likely disguise it as "an enthusiastic and loyal gathering of young people discussing military science."

While this might work fine during the reigns of the Victorious Duke, the current Emperor, Crown Prince Evalt, and the Crown Princess, the problem comes afterward. Even family becomes strangers after generations pass. A duke with no blood relation controlling a military educational institution? That would be maddening from the Imperial Family's perspective.

That's why it's difficult to understand. The Victorious Duke surely recognizes the concerns I have, and he's not someone who would sacrifice the future for his own desires.

"It seems His Grace is seeking support and promotion among future soldiers."

Father resolved my perplexing question.

"It's embarrassing to say about myself, but this father of yours had established a certain position in the military. It seems he's contacting other retirees as well, so veterans who've had significant influence on the military will become teachers."
"His Grace is preparing a great gift for the future."
"That's right. For the future, he's gathering elders who are rarely seen in one place, and for education no less."

The gathering of military veterans. Education from distinguished generals who gained diverse experience in the military, participated in wars, and earned merits.

Now I could understand the Victorious Duke's seemingly eccentric behavior. As Father said, this was both promotion and an appeal for support.

"Children with military aspirations must choose one of two paths. Either ask their parents to somehow arrange lessons from military connections, or put their heads together with like-minded peers at the Academy. Neither option is easy."
"In such a situation, if they could receive daily instruction from veterans who would otherwise be nearly impossible to meet, and from multiple such figures..."
"They would support and welcome His Grace's vision more than anyone. If it includes not just the Victorious Duke's wish but also widespread support from the nobility, things will inevitably proceed more smoothly."

I found myself nodding at this clear explanation.


To receive knowledge over three to four years from individuals who normally require extensive connections and resources just to meet once, let alone receive one or two lessons—how many people would decline such a mouth-watering opportunity?

It would be like seeing Handel, Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven at a music university, or von Neumann and Einstein at an engineering college. Anyone with even the slightest military ambition would obviously rush like dogs to knock on the military academy's door.

"My goodness. You retired just a few years ago, and now you might become the principal?"
"Principal? That position is far too prestigious for me. I'm already embarrassed to be offered a teaching position."

I couldn't help but laugh. Just moments ago, he had said, "This father of yours had established a certain position in the military."

Moreover, Father wasn't just embellishing or exaggerating his standing—he truly had considerable presence in the military. As head of the prestigious martial Kracius family, it would be stranger if he had less presence, but even accounting for that, his influence was substantial.

Starting with the advantage of being from the direct line of the Kracius family, he was well-regarded by colleagues and subordinates during his military service and distinguished himself in two Northern Wars. Additionally, those who could be called Father's superiors were comrades of my grandfather, so he was well-evaluated by his superiors too.

A complete package with everything. If Father hadn't left the military to serve as an Imperial Assembly member, he would likely be a regional army commander or a core staff member at headquarters by now. The fact that circumstances appointed Father as a marshal shows that even the situation recognized him as a distinguished general.

'He might even have been a candidate for Deputy Commander.'

Thinking about this makes my heart swell with pride. Father as Deputy Commander, eldest son as Minister, second son as Imperial Assembly member. Even for our family, this would be quite the entrenched power.

I couldn't be more grateful that the Kracius family is an Imperial Count family and that Father is the head.

"Anyway, I never expected to become an official again in the form of a teaching position, but His Grace is working for the future. I can't just play around on my estate while someone older than me is doing that."
"You've already fulfilled your dedication and duty, Father. His Grace would understand if you declined."
"If someone else had asked, I would have refused. But this is a request from His Grace, who has dedicated half his life to the military."

He couldn't refuse the Victorious Duke's request. Such a simple and clear reason that I immediately understood.

Just as I would have tried to dissuade anyone else who talked about opening a military academy, Father couldn't bring himself to refuse the Victorious Duke's encouragement. Whether due to the gap between a Duke and an Imperial Count, respect and awe for the Victorious Duke as a warrior, or consideration for my relationship with the Victorious Duke—either way, this wouldn't have happened if not for the Victorious Duke.

"...And Teresa asked why Daddy is always at home when her brothers are out."
"Ah."

I couldn't help but sigh at the bitterness in Father's voice.

Of course, Teresa probably meant she was happy to see her father every day unlike her brothers whom she rarely sees, but from Father's perspective, it felt like being called unemployed by his daughter.

So it's natural for Father to consider re-employment. No father would sit still after hearing "Daddy, are you unemployed?" from his precious late-born only daughter.

'That could be my future.'

My heart sank for a moment. What if I soon hear something like "Why is Daddy always at home?" from my own children?

If such a disaster happens, what should I do...?

I don't know. It's such a terrifying future that I can't even think how to deal with it.


The Victorious Duke's heart-fluttering military academy project became a hot issue throughout the Empire.

Meanwhile, any mention that this was the Victorious Duke's self-proclaimed last dance was conspicuously absent. Partly because the Victorious Duke didn't broadcast his retirement plans everywhere, but also likely because the Emperor was controlling the narrative through gritted teeth. It would become troublesome if the Victorious Duke's retirement as Deputy Commander became public discourse.

'It's obvious they'll fight again as soon as retirement news breaks.'

The conflict between commanders and staff members remains dormant thanks to the Victorious Duke's restraining influence. If the Victorious Duke enters a lame duck period, the dormant conflict will naturally resurface. That would be detrimental to both the Empire and the Imperial Army.

So even when additional news about the military academy reached my ears, or when other nobles occasionally contacted me through communication orbs, I just nodded as if I knew nothing. If I extended those conversations and accidentally mentioned "The Victorious Duke is considering retirement," the Empire would go up in flames.

However, this state of detached indifference was briefly shaken.

"Florence is aiming for a teaching position."

The Minister of Finance visited our mansion during lunch break after a long time.

After warmly greeting my children with a pat each, the Minister sat down heavily in the reception room and immediately got to the point.

'Florence?'

I briefly pondered the Minister's words. Florence, who was Florence again?

'Ah.'

But my confusion was short-lived. The fact that he used a name rather than a title meant this was someone both the Minister and I knew. In fact, Florence was not just someone in my memory, but someone I had spent about two years with.

Central Army Commander Florence Rotid of Helron. One of the heroes who wounded the Khagan during the Great Punitive War and was promoted to Regional Army Commander in recognition of that achievement. A participant in the war who rose from an ordinary count family distant from succession rights to an inherited barony (with territory attached).

And now this person is apparently aiming for a teaching position. Since he surely isn't talking about the Imperial Academy, he must mean the military academy.

"Wait, they haven't even determined the construction site, let alone opened the school, so what does that mean? I could understand if he had retired, but a current commander?"
"Well, as Central Army Commander, he's risen as far as he can, so he says he wants to step down now. Teach the next generation at a leisurely pace."
"Leisurely?"

Wasn't he someone far removed from the concept of "leisurely"?

"Word is that quite a few are eyeing teaching positions. Mostly those with no ambition for promotion who are tired of military life... but those are usually the most dangerous ones."

I immediately nodded at the Minister's words. Such people are typically stagnant, festering waters.

"Anyway, your special relationship with the Victorious Duke is well-known in the military, so you'll start getting contacts soon. Just giving you a heads-up."

I gave a bitter smile at the Minister's sincere warning.

The communication orb is going to be on fire for a while.

The military officials seeking positions as instructors at the military academy were sending requests. I had expected the communication crystal to be burning hot with these requests for a while, and I was half right and half wrong.

The communication crystal did indeed emit a continuous light like a light bulb. It shone so brightly that I worried its illumination function might get damaged. This meant that quite a few stagnant waters in the military, or even retired rotten waters, were serious about the military academy. Looking at it positively, it meant the military was favorable toward the Victorious Duke's ambitions.

However, it wasn't "just" the communication crystal that was burning.

"Hehe, it's been a while."

A true man who came directly to my mansion when others would simply make contact. The Commander of the Central Army who boldly made his way here, saying that if he was going to make a request, it was only proper to meet face-to-face.

Baron Helron, Florence Rotid of Helron, had visited my mansion.

"Please speak comfortably. I may have become a minister, but we never agreed to change how we speak to each other."

I handed a teacup to Baron Helron—the Commander of the Central Army—as I spoke.

Between an administrative minister and an imperial army commander, the minister ranks slightly higher in protocol. Nominally, since the imperial army falls under the Minister of War, a mere commander from the imperial army cannot outrank an administrative minister.

However, that's only relevant in official settings where protocol must be strictly followed. In private settings like this, the relationship can be quite flexible.

After all, the Central Army Commander had established his position in the military long before I became a civil servant. He's even a friend and former comrade of the Minister of Finance. Being formal with someone like that just because I got promoted would be terrible behavior.

"Well, I'm in the position of asking a favor, so of course I should speak respectfully."
"Wouldn't it be more effective to make your request as Florence to Kal rather than as Commander to Minister?"
"Is that so? Then I have no choice."

I chuckled at the commander's sudden change in attitude. He probably wasn't being genuinely respectful earlier but just joking around. For a commander of an army division, he was unusually lighthearted.

Of course, this kind of person is easier to deal with than someone strict and serious. Besides, we had built up a decent relationship during the two years of the Great Punitive War.

"Oh, I felt awkward coming empty-handed, so I brought a gift. They're dolls for the children to play with. Is that okay?"

The commander handed me the large sack that had piqued my curiosity since earlier.

Peeking into the sack, I was greeted by an enormous number of dolls. Exaggerating a bit, there were enough to completely cover the floor of an entire room.

"My goodness, why did you bring so many? It must have been quite a burden in this heat."
"With many children, you need many dolls. Besides, now that I have two arms instead of one, carrying this much is easy!"

The commander raised both arms as if showing them off and cackled.

It was a slightly spicy joke, but at least it wasn't something like "I'm lighter with just one arm!" It's the kind of joke someone who recovered from a disability can make—something both the speaker and listener can laugh about.

'I'm glad he recovered.'

It truly is fortunate. In this world where magic and holy arts are advanced, having an injury become a permanent disability is beyond unfortunate—it's devastating. That's why the commander's life with one arm saddened many people.

However, in the past, the commander used to make crazy jokes using his permanent disability as material. Now that his disability has been recently cured and the one-armed jokes have disappeared, it's a blessing not just for the Imperial Army but for the entire Empire.

It's ironic that this blessing came thanks to the Eternal Blue Sky, but still.

'In a way, the injury was caused by the Eternal Blue Sky.'

Just as I had received an unrecoverable wound on my upper body after being stabbed by the Khagan, several other war veterans, including the commander, had suffered unrecoverable injuries. What could we do when that damned Khagan attacked not with ordinary strikes but with divine power? Because of that, more than a few people had to retire from service.


However, things changed when I borrowed power from the fairies to remove the divine power, creating a connection with the Eternal Blue Sky.

More precisely, the situation changed as the power of the Eternal Blue Sky gradually recovered.

'Since we could remove the power clinging to the wounds, the wounds themselves could heal.'

Healing with divine power an injury caused by a god—it seems like giving medicine after causing the disease, but it was the most effective solution.

"You say it can be healed? Forget it! After living a few years without an arm, I've gotten used to it! It's also a medal showing I took a hit from that damn usurper, so I'll live like this!"

However, when I first suggested recovery to the commander, he refused for an unexpected reason.

"Is that offer to heal still valid?"
"Ah, yes. Of course."

But after a few days, his words changed. It seemed that while he had adapted to living with his disability when recovery was impossible, once treatment became an option, his resolve and acceptance crumbled.

It was a slightly awkward situation, but I didn't blame him. Thanks to that resolve and acceptance, the commander had endured until now, but if he could be free of his injury, that resolve and acceptance would become meaningless.

"But I got promoted to commander out of sympathy for having one arm, and now—poof!—my arm is back, so shouldn't I step down?"
'What the hell.'

I felt my breath catch at this sudden statement.

I was in the middle of reminiscing about the heartwarming recovery process, and then he says something like that. It makes it seem like I used some trick to drive the commander out.

Besides, is it okay to summarize the process of going from being disabled with one limb to becoming normal again as "poof, my arm is back"? I'm not in his position, so I don't know.

"...Your Excellency's abilities and contributions are recognized by everyone. You weren't promoted because you lost an arm; you were promoted because you dedicated yourself to the point of losing an arm. Now that you have your arm back, wouldn't they want to use you in an even more important position?"
"More important? I'm already the Commander of the Central Army. How much more important can it get?"
"Well, perhaps Vice Commander—"
"That's why I'm trying to escape the military, you fool."

The commander firmly shook his head as if telling me not to say such terrible things and let out a small sigh.

"Damn. I didn't expect even an outsider like you to mention the Vice Commander position. It seems I'm a candidate in others' eyes too."

I couldn't bring myself to speak in the face of his complicated and bitter voice.

That gesture, that expression, that voice—it's the appearance of someone who intensely dislikes promotion. I recognize it well because it's a very familiar sight.

"Do you dislike the Vice Commander position?"

I carefully broke the silence. It might just be my assumption, so I needed to clarify.

"It's not that. I joined the military, so of course I have the ambition to reach Vice Commander. Isn't promotion a basic desire for officials?"

I closed my mouth again at those words.

Actually, he's right. It's just me and a few people around me who are strange—promotion is indeed everyone's desire.

"But I don't want to be right after the Victorious Duke. No matter how positively I think about it, being next to him feels like a very hot inferno."
"Ah."

I immediately understood his following words.


This is also correct. The Vice Commander position itself is not a light responsibility, but my immediate predecessor is the Victorious Duke? How terrifying is that?

"...I'll try to speak with the Victorious Duke. With your standing and reputation, you could even aim for the Principal position."
"Honestly, I don't care if it's Principal or security guard. Just put my name somewhere."

I nodded silently at his sincere words.

It seems I have one more reason to dissuade the Victorious Duke from retiring.

***

Indeed, multiple heads are better than one for achieving good results.

"The site for the Military Academy... no, the Officer Academy will be near the Imperial Academy. Do you agree with this?"
"Yes, I agree. There's no better location for an educational institution."

The Minister of Education nodded at the Minister of War's words. Seeing this scene made me feel pleased.

"However, I'm concerned about the discomfort Imperial Academy students might feel and the sense of deprivation Officer Academy students might experience if the two schools are close to each other. Education to become a soldier will inevitably involve strong control, and they might yearn for freedom after seeing the Imperial Academy."
"Hmm."

The Minister of War pondered, stroking his chin at the Minister of Education's words.

I had briefly worried about that too. The Imperial Academy students might adjust to having new neighbors, but the Officer Academy students would have to watch peers their age enjoying free school life right next door. It would be stranger if they weren't affected.

However, if we can't prevent them from being affected, we should make that influence part of their education.

"The path of a soldier is never easy. If someone is swayed by such trivial matters and wants to leave, it's better for them to be filtered out during their academy years. That's the better path for both the Empire and the student."
"Indeed, that's true."
"Your Excellency's insight is truly admirable."

The Ministers of Education and War bowed slightly at my words.

"Then, Your Excellency, what would be best for the admission requirements for the Officer Academy?"
"Admission requirements?"
"First, I'm thinking of not discriminating based on social status, just like the Imperial Academy. Even commoners with patriotic hearts toward the Imperial Family and Empire, along with strong bodies, are fully qualified to be soldiers."

After starting with this obvious statement, the Minister of Education hesitated for a moment before carefully continuing.

"While it would be an open educational institution for imperial citizens, wouldn't it be better to set more detailed conditions for foreigners?"
"Of course, we must block foreigners from entering! The Officer Academy is the future of the Imperial Army and will be the crystallization of the know-how accumulated by the Imperial Army! How could foreigners set foot in such a place!"
"I understand that well. But since the Imperial Academy is open to all continentals, I was wondering if the Officer Academy might follow the same path."

The Minister of Education hastily waved his hands at the Minister of War's fervent opposition.

"However, in my personal opinion, if foreigners graduate from the Empire's Officer Academy... wouldn't that create pro-Empire factions in foreign militaries? They would live in the Empire for years, learn imperial values, and have imperial classmates. While it might not show immediate effects, we might see some benefits after 10 or 20 years post-graduation?"
"That's—"
"That's not a matter to decide right now. Let's discuss it next time."

The two ministers bowed their heads again at my mediation.

It seems that with more heads, there will be more to discuss.

# The Imperial Military Academy Becomes the Talk of Society

"Whenever two or more former soldiers gather, they inevitably discuss the military academy," I remarked. "The establishment of the academy has become the greatest topic of interest in imperial social circles."

"I'm considering taking up teaching myself."
"Pardon?"

Even my first father-in-law, who had become completely unemployed this year, showed deep interest. The former duke, who until last year was officially the oldest serving duke, was actually considering teaching.

Though he was probably just joking, I couldn't help but shudder. A military academy planned by the Victorious Duke and led on-site by the Iron-Blooded Duke? What kind of monsters would they produce? Would a generation of golden monsters emerge to overturn the continent?

"Well, it might seem ridiculous for an old man like me to start a second career."
"What does age have to do with pursuing what you want? With passion and determination, anyone can start a second or third career."

I instinctively offered words of comfort in response to my father-in-law's bitter muttering.

When elderly people blame their age, it makes young listeners uncomfortable. What decent person would tell an old man complaining about his age, "Well, it's hard to have dreams at your age"?

That's why my hands trembled under the desk. What if my words encouraged my father-in-law to actually pursue a teaching position at the military academy?

"Watch what you say. What if I actually take up a teaching position because of your encouragement?"

Fortunately, my father-in-law merely chuckled at my consolation without taking it seriously.

"...Was it that obvious?"
"I've lived three times longer than you. If I couldn't read the thoughts of a youngster not even thirty, I should bite my tongue and die."

Since he wasn't wrong, I could only laugh awkwardly. No matter how many years I'd spent in high positions I never deserved, my father-in-law had reigned as a duke for decades. He could probably read the thoughts of a green youth like me at a glance.

"But it is somewhat regrettable. If the military academy had been established about 30 years ago, I would have gone there right after the war with the eastern nations ended."
"Thirty years ago was practically your prime, wasn't it? How could you have given up your successful career to become a mere teacher..."
"That was when my knowledge and experience were at their peak. Wouldn't that have been the best time to teach? Instead of just one person stepping back from the field, countless futures could have been born."

I nodded immediately, finding his reasoning convincing.

Indeed, when there's sufficient manpower, it's common practice to move people with tremendous achievements away from the front lines to teach the next generation. Like how ace pilots are sent to the rear to train new pilots after achieving ace status.

But when manpower is scarce, aces must continue to serve in place of the next generation. Unfortunately, 30 years ago, there was neither a military academy nor enough talent to replace my father-in-law.

To be precise, there were people, but no guarantee they would obediently follow the Emperor's orders. Moreover, if there were loyal talents, they had to fight internal adversities rather than external enemies. That's how things were back then.

"What a shame, what a shame. How wonderful it would have been if I'd been born 30 years later."

I quietly sipped my tea as my father-in-law kept stroking his chin and lamenting.

I worried he might declare "teaching runs in my blood." Judging by his words, he seemed to have strong lingering attachments. Now that he'd retired, perhaps he was setting aside reason to pursue pleasure?

Considering his decades of dedication, no one could object if he pursued pleasure in his later years. Who would dare stop someone who had spent his entire life working hard from finally doing what he wanted?

Moreover, this pursuit of pleasure was for the national interest—training the next generation as a teacher. It was perfect even in principle.

'Is it going to be my father-in-law instead of the Commander of the Central Army becoming the principal?'


The first principal of the Imperial Military Academy, 18th Duke of Ulken, Oliver Valenti of Ulken.

Just imagining it made my heart pound and my hands tremble. If the first principal was a duke, who would the subsequent principals have to be? Would this create a precedent where only current or former dukes could become principals?

It was truly frightening. The military academy would likely fall under the Ministry of War, meaning the Minister of War would have a duke as his nominal subordinate.

'He already does, so it doesn't matter.'

Come to think of it, the Imperial Army, which falls under the Ministry of War, is already led by the Victorious Duke. Adding another duke wouldn't make much difference. Getting shot once or twice makes little difference.

It occurred to me that there's no job as extreme as the Minister of War. The Ministry of Finance and the Audit Ministry were relatively heavenly in comparison.

"Hmm."
"What is it?"
"Would you consider becoming a teacher when you retire? You already have an honorary teaching degree. You could remove the 'honorary' title and become a real teacher."

It was quite a tempting suggestion, but I immediately shook my head.

If I were to retire, considerable time would have passed, and after struggling desperately for so long, I wouldn't want to work again. I don't want a second career.

Besides, I've never formally studied military science or had experience commanding large troops and maintaining battle lines. My level is just that of a martial artist who excels in special operations. What could someone like me teach? How to slice the sky?

'That would make me a clown, not a teacher.'

A clown who periodically performs sky-slicing tricks in front of students. A premium clown who elicits joy and cheers from students.

I can't turn my honorary teaching degree into a clown college teaching position. Honor is most beautiful when it remains honor.

'If I step up unnecessarily, I'll just expose my shallow knowledge.'

Crucially, if I tried to teach someone with my thin knowledge base, I'd quickly become a laughingstock.

I absolutely cannot allow that. I cannot turn my pride and self-respect into garbage.

***

The establishment of the military academy became the collective will of military personnel, not just the Victorious Duke's personal dream. Even if His Excellency wanted to stop now, the military would push forward.

So while playing with Teresa, I studied books in my spare time, organizing my experiences to prepare for teaching. Acquiring knowledge and experience is one thing; teaching what you've acquired is another.

Since His Excellency is preparing the military academy for the future, I must fulfill my duty as one of its first faculty members.

'A teacher.'

I put down my quill pen on the desk and chuckled.

I never imagined the word "teacher" would enter my life. I briefly served in the Audit Department, then worked in the military, and later spent time in parliament. For someone who never even attended the Academy, "teacher" was a distant word.

Yet here I am, becoming a teacher. Even my self from last year wouldn't believe it.

'Hmm?'

As I was about to pick up my quill pen again, accepting the imminent reality, the communication orb on my desk began to glow.


"This is Wilhelm Kracius."
- Big brother. It's me.
"Elin?"

Seeing her welcome face, I picked up the communication orb instead of my quill.

Since the opening date of the military academy hadn't been decided yet, my conversation with Elin was more important than my studies. What could be more important for a big brother than receiving a call from his youngest sister?

- I'm sorry for contacting you suddenly. Am I interrupting your time?
"A person without title or position has nothing but time. No need to worry."
- I thought you might be busy with the military academy issue these days.

I smiled slightly at her words. It was pleasing that she kept up with her big brother's news and worried about me.

"Even considering that, I have plenty of time. It's not something that needs to be rushed."
- Is that so? I'm glad.

Elin smiled faintly and lowered her gaze for a moment, as if organizing her thoughts.

"Speak freely. Why be cautious among family? If you have something to say, just say it."
- ...Yes, big brother. Thank you.

Elin nodded at my words and spoke again.

- Big brother, do you remember where our second brother is staying?
"Of course I remember. He's at the Deast County."

I nodded immediately, as it was a question that required no deliberation.

Elin's second brother, our family's second son, August Kracius. Currently, he's a son-in-law who married into the Deast County located in the eastern part of the Empire, now known as August Deast.

Among our siblings, he suffered the most after me, so I worried about him and felt sorry for him, but fortunately, he was living reasonably well with his wife in the Deast family.

- In society, the Deast County is also called a prestigious martial family. In fact, when the Iron-Blooded Duke was subjugating the eastern kingdoms, the head of the Deast family at that time served under His Excellency.
"That's right. That's why Father sent August to the Deast family."
- I hear that our second brother has also received an offer to teach at the military academy.
"What?"

My hand holding the communication orb trembled slightly at this unexpected information.

- As you said, the Deast family is a prestigious martial family chosen by our father. Our second brother has honed his military knowledge as the husband of the current Deast family head. Thanks to that, the Victorious Duke highly values our second brother's knowledge.

I couldn't speak for a while as her explanation continued softly.

I was just beginning to get close with Elin, so I wasn't well-informed about our other siblings' situations. I only knew that they were living peacefully without family discord and that my nieces and nephews were healthy.

I never expected Elin to bring news about August.

'August as a teacher too...'

I certainly didn't expect to hear that I might see August at the military academy.


This time too, I rushed to the lake after receiving my father's summons.

"Ah, brother, you're here?"
"What? You're here too?"

The difference from usual was that Erich was here as well. The three Kracius men had gathered in one place.

I was a bit taken aback by this unexpected combination. It's not strange for family to gather, but since Eduard's birth, Erich's outings had decreased dramatically. No matter how much help the holy priests provided, Eduard's energetic nature didn't allow for Erich's absence.

Moreover, with Sera confined to bed, for her husband Erich to come fishing at the lake? This would be infuriating even for someone as gentle, kind, and compassionate as Sera. That's why Erich himself had been refraining from going out, and neither Father nor I had called him outside. If anything, we would have visited the mansion instead.

'What could this be about?'

Father was already seated, gazing at his fishing rod. However, the way he seemed to be staring into empty space rather than at the rod naturally raised questions.

If he summoned us all to one place, and to a location without other eyes and ears, it couldn't be an ordinary matter. But what special or urgent business could Father have now that he's retired and essentially unemployed? Honestly, I doubt there would be any.

'If anything, it would happen to me.'

The duties of the Kracius family head and Count of Teilgleichen that Father used to shoulder had been transferred to me. If there were matters worth calling the family together, they would happen to me, not Father.

"...I'm sorry for calling you so suddenly. I have something important to tell you both."
"It's fine. What's there to apologize for when family sees each other at times like this?"

Despite Father's complicated expression, saying something like "Is this about something trivial?" would require being an exceptionally devoted son. I simply shook my head calmly as I sat down on the portable chair set up to Father's right.

"I'm fine too. The holy priests brother sent take such good care of the children that I can come out for a short breath of fresh air."
"That's good."

When Erich, who would be the busiest among us three, also shook his head, Father's expression finally softened somewhat.

"Good. Since you've taken time out of your busy schedules, I won't drag this out. I'll get straight to the point."

With that introduction, Father fiddled with his fishing rod, and then:

"How would you feel about seeing your uncles, aunts, and cousins?"
"Pardon?"

Erich tilted his head at these words, as if asking what Father meant.

If I hadn't investigated the Narzen County, if I hadn't known that Father had been gradually getting closer to his youngest sister, I would have had the same reaction. I could remain calm because I had anticipated this day would come eventually, from the moment Father and his youngest sister reunited.

In fact, this was happening at an incredibly faster pace than expected, but in such matters, the sooner the better—

"I happened to meet your uncle at the military academy."
'Ah.'

This was an unexpected turn that surprised even me.

I had heard that the Victorious Duke was carefully selecting suitable people as teachers, but I never expected one of my uncles would be among them. Who could have predicted this?

'Which one could it be?'

Despite my bewilderment, I quickly recalled information about my three uncles.


Fortunately, I had updated my information about my uncles and aunts after the judicial audit. It would be embarrassing if I knew nothing and then received a report from the minister's secretary saying, "Once again, we've had to investigate Your Excellency's blood relatives." It's better to detect signs early to avoid awkward situations.

Besides, as the head of the Kracius family, I needed to look after those who carried the Kracius bloodline. I was belatedly shouldering a responsibility I should have taken up long ago.

'Is it the first uncle?'

And it seems my efforts weren't in vain, as a likely candidate quickly came to mind.

My first uncle, August Deast. He married into the Deast County located in the eastern part of the empire and is the husband of the current head of the Deast family. Although it was a thoroughly political marriage, fortunately, their relationship as a couple is reasonably good, and they have many children.

However, since he diligently serves as the consort of the family head, he hardly has any external activities. For such a person to be a teacher at the military academy? And one of the first faculty members who will determine the future of the academy?

'Among my uncles, he's the most likely candidate.'

It's difficult to understand because my second and third uncles belong to scholarly families rather than martial ones. They even changed their surname from Kracius, so naturally, they would have cultivated scholarly rather than martial qualities.

So it must automatically be my first uncle. Only the first uncle, who carries both the blood of Kracius and the duties of Deast.

"It seems my first uncle devoted himself to scholarship while at Deast. If Father gained recognition through seasoned experience, he must have earned it through outstanding knowledge."
"You're right. That August, it seems he worked hard not to shame himself as the consort of the family head."

While Father smiled faintly, Erich still wore a blank expression.

I think I understand. That guy probably just learned for the first time that the first uncle's name is August and that he currently resides at Deast County.

"I wouldn't have known either if your youngest aunt hadn't told me. I would have found out only after the military academy was established."
"The youngest aunt... told you?"

This was unexpected information from an unexpected source. I had heard that the Kracius siblings were scattered due to their grandfather's vigorous activities, and after Father became the family head, they didn't even contact each other.

Yet the youngest aunt tracked information about the first uncle and conveyed it to Father? Was it actually only Father who wasn't in contact? Or was the youngest aunt the only one who maintained communication with her siblings?

'Both are sad.'

If it's the former, it's unfortunate because Father was ostracized; if it's the latter, it's sad that only one out of seven siblings had good initiative.

"Don't misunderstand. It seems the youngest also started meeting other siblings after meeting me."
"Ah, yes."
"Anyway, hearing about your uncle from the youngest made me feel that the shadow covering us is fading. No, perhaps the shadow had already disappeared long ago, but we couldn't notice because we hadn't opened our eyes."

Father's face showed both bitterness and relief. Meanwhile, Erich still wore a blank expression.

It's lamentable that a nephew seems to know nothing about his uncles and aunts, but sadly, until recently, that was normal for the Kracius family. If it weren't for the audit issue, I wouldn't have been much different from Erich.

I should give Erich an intensive tutorial when we return to the mansion... It seems we'll be seeing not only uncles and aunts but also cousins frequently from now on.

"So I want to take this opportunity to have a meeting with my siblings again. And when I meet my siblings, you can't be uninvolved. I was asking if you might feel uncomfortable."

Having said that, Father looked at Erich and me with anxious eyes. As if worried we might say, "It's a bit awkward to meet them now."

The tension was so thick that even Erich straightened his posture.

***

I felt the once rigid and cold Kracius family gradually changing.


Perhaps today would mark a complete transformation of the family. The relationships between parents and children, in-laws and daughters-in-law, grandparents and grandchildren were good, and now the relationship between the elderly former family head and his siblings was about to be restored.

We who had lived as strangers for about 20 years, who perhaps even before that could hardly be called normal siblings, were finally about to become one.

"Just as it's natural for me to see Erich and Teresa, it's natural for Father to see his brothers and sisters. What could be uncomfortable about that?"
"As for cousins, we already have Liliana, so more wouldn't matter. If anything, it would be nice to have more people to dote on our children."

I smiled as I recalled what Kal and Erich had said at the lake.

One might be flustered at suddenly meeting blood relatives, yet my children answered as if it were nothing, considering their father.

It's truly something to be grateful for. These children are too good for this unworthy father.

"Billy?"
"Ah, I apologize. I was momentarily lost in thought."

I hastily composed my expression at my wife's voice.

How embarrassing. As a nobleman, to have my mind wander while someone is speaking to me. I thought I had disciplined my mind firmly as I aged, but I still have a long way to go.

"It's alright. It's natural for your mind to wander when seeing family after so long."

Despite my shortcomings, my wife still smiled at me.

"I'm also nervous about seeing your brothers and sister after so long."
"I'm sorry. Because of my stubbornness, you too—"
"This isn't the time for apologies. It's strange that we haven't seen them until now; isn't it natural for family to meet?"

At my wife's firm yet gentle words, I couldn't raise my head even more.

Since I became the family head, my siblings scattered, so my wife hasn't seen her in-laws for 20 years. Not to mention the nieces and nephews.

In such a situation, I practically announced that we would be seeing my siblings without any prior indication. As I am the eldest among the siblings, my wife, as the eldest's wife, would inevitably be busy as well.

'She's too good for me.'

Following children who are too good for me, a wife who is too good for me. In good conscience, I can't say I've been blessed with good parents, but my blessings in terms of wife and children are unparalleled.

It's ironic that I almost threw away this blessing with my own hands.

"By the way, Billy. Where are you thinking of hosting the invitation?"
"Here, of course, wouldn't you say? I'm the eldest inviting them; it would be strange to suggest meeting elsewhere."
"I'm glad I asked."

My wife sighed at my answer.

"Your brothers and sister don't have good memories of Teilgleichen. And you want to have a reunion after decades here? We'll have to do it someday, but it's not the place to use from the beginning."

I immediately agreed with her words. My thinking had indeed been shortsighted.

"Then, my dear, where do you think would be good?"
"Either the Kracius mansion in the Capital or Kal's private residence."

I sighed as both locations had clear advantages and disadvantages.

After my father's call, my mother's visit followed.

"Grandma!"
"Grandmaaaaa~"
"Have you all been well? Here, I bought some chocolates for you to share."
"Wow! Grandma's the best!"

The children rushed toward their grandmother as she appeared. Mother greeted each of them with a warm embrace.

Thanks to this, the mansion's main entrance instantly became a meeting plaza, and amid the chaos, Mother distributed chocolates one by one from her pocket.

Didn't she just tell them to share? If she was going to distribute them herself, there was no need to tell them to share.

"Children. Let's not bother Grandma and go play in the room."
"Aww... Can't Grandma play with us?"
"Grandma will join you later, so go play first."
"Okay!"

Anyway, the bustling meeting plaza quieted down thanks to Mar's intervention. As the children followed Mar like little ducklings, only Mother, myself, and Titi—who had just returned from Luciano's mansion—remained at the entrance.

"You're always so energetic. Truly Kracius children."
"The Kracius blood runs strong in them. Even Eduard is so healthy that he reminds me of Teresa—truly a blessed bloodline."
"Hoho, yes. A truly blessed bloodline indeed."

Mother chuckled softly, then rummaged through her belongings and handed me a pouch different from the one that had contained the chocolates.

"Mother, what's this...?"
"Tea leaves, dear. I brought something for my grandchildren, so I should bring something for my son and daughters-in-law too. Laura recommended it, so it should be good."
"If Nanny recommended it, it must be trustworthy. I'll enjoy it with gratitude."

I had been thinking about trying a new tea lately, and here she came with new tea leaves—someone who didn't need to bring anything at all. This must be what they call small joys in everyday life.

"I'm glad. Actually, I came because I have a favor to ask, so I really hoped you'd like it."
"Oh my, was this a bribe? It's troublesome to approach an audit official like this."
"You can refuse if you want. It's fine if I don't expect anything in return, isn't it?"
"Then there's no problem."

It was a joke with a strangely fiery undertone, but Mother and I could laugh at such jokes.

It's not new, but our family has grown much closer. Just a few years ago, we could barely manage ordinary conversations, let alone jokes like this.

'Now that parents and children have grown closer, it's time for siblings to do the same.'

And I think I know Mother's purpose for visiting and the favor she wants to ask.

Father brings up Uncle and Aunt, and then Mother visits right after? This shows strong determination from the matriarch of the Kracius family to look after former Kracius members, the siblings of the previous head. It's a powerful expression of will that Mother herself, not Mar, the current lady of the Kracius family, would take charge.

Then it's right to follow Mother's wishes. This matter should be seen not as Kracius family business, but as the personal affairs of Wilhelm and Yusenia. Even as the head of the Kracius family, in this matter, I'm simply the son of Wilhelm and Yusenia.

'I should grant everything Mother wants.'

The household staff and resources are mainly managed by the lady of the house, especially the first wife, Mar. Mother can freely use a small budget, but for a gathering of seven siblings after nearly 20 years, a small budget wouldn't be enough.

A few years ago, when Father was still the head, Mar served Mother and learned the duties of the lady of the house. If I ask her to return to that arrangement temporarily, Mar wouldn't refuse—

"Kal. Could I possibly borrow this mansion?"
"Pardon?"

This was an unexpected request that made me reflexively question it.

I thought at most she'd ask to open the storage, but borrowing the mansion?

"Woof?"

Even Titi seemed surprised by Mother's request, tilting her head and barking softly.


Our Titi can claim a significant stake in this mansion. As such, there needs to be a valid reason that even Titi can accept.

"Um, let's go to the room first. This seems like it might be a long conversation to have while standing."
"Ah, yes. Let's do that."

For that, it would be better to sit comfortably in a room and talk while enjoying refreshments rather than standing around blankly.

'Borrowing the mansion.'

Even as I walked with Mother, my mind was racing.

Father and Mother already have the Teilgleichen County castle, which is a good place. Why would they want to borrow this place? Wouldn't the castle be more comfortable for them than a mansion with their son, daughters-in-law, and grandchildren?

The conversation I thought would be lengthy ended as soon as it began.

"Teilgleichen County is a place full of nightmares for your uncles and aunts. Although it's where they were born and raised, there aren't many good memories there. After your grandfather passed away, they wouldn't even look at Teilgleichen."
"Ah."

My grandfather—excellent as a nobleman, lord, and servant, but sadly not as a family man. Due to his intense activities, my uncles and aunts had an unpleasant childhood. I've heard this directly from Father before, so it's not new information.

But I hadn't considered that the trauma was severe enough to make gathering at Teilgleichen itself uncomfortable. Still, I thought that since the current lord of Teilgleichen is their nephew, meeting there would be fine.

"Then there's no choice. It's a reunion after decades, so they should meet with smiles, and if the location isn't good, it defeats the purpose."
"Thank you for understanding."

Mother smiled with relief at my response.

If Teilgleichen County castle isn't possible, going to the Kracius mansion in the Capital would be an option, but Erich currently resides there. Moreover, there's Sera, who's still recovering, and Eduard, who's preparing for his awakening as the second Teresa. It's not quite suitable for inviting guests.

That's why my mansion is the most reasonable choice. Being in the Capital makes it easy for the seven siblings to gather, and as a former marquis mansion, it's more than adequate for preparing a banquet. Although there are several children, there are enough servants and staff to manage them.

'...Though Trixie is a concern.'

If there's a variable, it would be the presence of Trixie, the current duchess.

However, since Trixie is one of my wives, my uncles and aunts need to get accustomed to her. They should see her not just as a duchess but as one of their nephew's wives.

That's the fate of the Kracius family. Once the seven siblings start meeting as Kracius again, Trixie will become their junior.

'It's better to see them at their highest.'

I'm not sure if this is fortunate, but next year Trixie will step down from her position as duchess. From my uncles' and aunts' perspective, their nephew's wife will change from a duchess to a commoner. After preparing themselves to treat a duchess as their nephew's wife, it might be easier for them to adjust to treating a commoner instead.

After tasting extreme spiciness, lesser spicy foods don't register. After tasting extreme sweetness, even chocolate milk tastes like plain water.

This might not be the right analogy for this situation, but anyway, that's how it is.

"And, well, I need to prepare here, so..."
"You can stay here for a while. My wives will be pleased too."

I responded calmly to Mother, who was cautiously gauging my reaction.

It's natural for the person in charge of a banquet to stay at the venue. My wives won't be uncomfortable with Mother, so staying together during the banquet shouldn't be a problem.

"But the children might pester you to play with them. Would that be alright?"
"That would be a joy, actually. Don't worry."

Seeing Mother's bright smile, I quietly lowered my gaze.

Two or three days would be fine for Mother. What grandmother wouldn't enjoy having her cute grandchildren clinging to her, calling "Grandma, Grandma"?

But once it extends beyond three days to five, a week, or ten days, Mother's thoughts will inevitably change. Taking care of nine grandchildren in the same place is no ordinary task.

'She's already taking care of Teresa, so it should be fine.'

If there's any consolation, Mother is a veteran who directly cares for Teresa. Although there are many grandchildren here, there are also servants, and each child's energy level is less than Teresa's.


So it will definitely be fine. Definitely.

"Woof!"
"Hoho, are you welcoming me? Thank you."

Meanwhile, Titi enthusiastically welcomed Mother's temporary stay by placing her front paws on Mother's lap.

Is it just my imagination? Somehow, that welcome seems half out of affection for Mother and half out of joy that there's another person to play with the children.

***

August—the name I received at birth. My name that will remain unchanged until I die, and even after death.

However, unlike my name, my surname was changeable. It changed at a young age, far from death.

From Kracius to Deast. From the Kracius County family, an imperial count family, to the Deast County family, a renowned martial family in the eastern empire.

'Now I've been called Deast for longer.'

Since I've lived as a Deast after marriage, I've easily surpassed the time I spent as a Kracius. If someone were to ask about my identity, in the past I might have reluctantly said Deast, but now I can sincerely say I am a Deast.

Moreover, my wife is the head of this Deast family. Even if I had affection for Kracius, it would be right to live as the husband and member of Deast.

So I've lived as August Deast. Since I wasn't born into a good family, I wanted my wife and children to have a good home. Although our relationship began as a political arrangement, I treated my wife with sincerity.

Thanks to that, I was living a fairly satisfactory and peaceful life.

'Invitation.'

The familiar phrase stamped on the letter. The title "Invitation" written on the letter.

My hands trembled. My mind went blank, and my breathing became rapid.

In truth, I had somewhat anticipated this. Our nightmare of a father died, and my older brother passed his title to his son. The current Kracius family is far from the Kracius we knew.

So when Elin suddenly contacted me, when I informed Elin about the military academy teaching offer... I had guessed this moment would come.

'Huh...'

But despite my preparation, seeing the Kracius emblem triggered an instinctive fear.

It's strange. Now, now the nightmare that bound me is gone. This is a warm invitation for those who endured the nightmare together to gather.

Why, why am I still like this?

"Darling."
'Ah.'

My wife's hand gently enveloped mine.

Only then did I come back to my senses. The trembling stopped, and my breathing returned to normal.

"...I'm sorry. I showed you an embarrassing side of me."

In response to my apology, my wife silently patted my hand.

That pat felt more comforting than any words could be.

'I should go.'

I should go without trembling like this.

Rather than being trapped in shadows all my life, I should go meet my siblings and nephews.

If I had to pick one person who doesn't need to be in this mansion, after much thought, the conclusion would be me, the owner of the mansion.

I don't particularly help maintain the estate, assist with cleaning or cooking, or even keep track of the supplies stored here. I'm just an ordinary, unremarkable head of household freeloading in this mansion. That's my position here.

How fragile and lowly must my standing be that I get kicked out by my wives whenever I cause trouble? Though to be fair, I'd deserve to be kicked out regardless of my standing, but anyway, my presence ranks below even the children and Titi. More specifically, I'm at a level where I could put up a decent fight against the servants—just about that much.

"Should we remove all the mats? With such distinguished guests coming, welcoming them like this seems a bit..."
"No, leave them as they are. It shows that we're adapting the mansion to the children's happiness. It's evidence that the current Kracius family is different from the past."
"Ah, I suppose that makes sense."

And that thought grew stronger as I watched the conversation between my mother and Mar.

The reunion banquet for the seven Kracius siblings is being organized under my mother's direction. So it's not strange that Mother is discussing things with Mar, the current lady of the Kracius household.

Mar is currently supporting Mother not as the lady of the house but as a daughter-in-law. She's fully cooperating with Mother for the banquet preparations, which is a pleasing sight for me as a son.

But those mats spread throughout the mansion... they're my masterpiece that I planned and executed... a work of art that turned the mansion into a playground for the children...

'They could have asked me too.'

I felt a little disappointed. Shouldn't they ask me, the head of the family and owner of the mansion, who's standing right beside them?

Of course, I'd gladly follow whatever Mother and Mar agree upon, whether it's removing the mats or keeping them. Removing them would just require a bit of physical work. Keeping them, as Mother said, would be evidence that the current Kracius family is peaceful and gentle.

I just wish they'd pay some attention to this son who wants to show off his thin presence in the mansion. I'm also ready to welcome my uncles and aunts enthusiastically—

"What does Kal think? He's the one who laid these mats himself."
"I think we should keep them. It might look unusual to first-time visitors, but as Mother said, the entire mansion has adapted for the children, right?"

My slight disappointment quickly subsided at Mar's question.

'You impatient fool.'

I chided myself internally. Mother and Mar hadn't bypassed me at all. They simply hadn't asked me yet.

Yet here I was feeling disappointed and whatnot. What a pathetic and inadequate mindset. No wonder I'm the weakest nobody in the mansion.

"Besides, when unfamiliar guests arrive, the children will be excited and might run around. It would be troublesome if they fell. Better to keep the mats."

Out of embarrassment, I blurted out an improvised justification.

But even if improvised, it wasn't entirely wrong. Don't the children run all over the mansion on a daily basis? And now their great-uncles and great-aunts, whom they've never seen before, will appear? It's obvious they'll cling to them with sparkling eyes.

And when numerous children suddenly rush at you, even adults get flustered. Especially if those children are grandnieces and grandnephews they've never met before—it would be quite an overwhelming initiation. If the uncles and aunts flinch and try to dodge, they might fall right over.

'That won't do.'

Just imagining it makes me anxious. Falling on bare floor without mats could hurt the children, and it would put my uncles and aunts in an uncomfortable position.

"Right, we need to think about the children."

While I was alone imagining this terrible future, Mar clapped her hands lightly and asked:

"Mother, will your children or grandchildren be coming too?"
'Ah.'


She mentioned guests I hadn't thought of.

That's right. They're all married, so they must have children who would be my cousins, and if those cousins married at the right time, they would have children too. With a family reunion after nearly 20 years, there's a possibility that cousins and second cousins might come.

"No, this time it will just be couples. We can't expect too much from the beginning."
"I see..."
"Of course, someday all the children and grandchildren will gather together. That day will surely come."

Both Mar and I smiled gently at Mother's voice filled with certainty.

Yes, someday that day will come. Even the gathering of the seven siblings, which was unimaginable until last year, has happened after 20 years. Fortunately, my uncles and aunts have long lives ahead of them, and my cousins and their children even longer. We have plenty of time, so eventually all the Kracius family members will be able to gather.

'...How many people would that be?'

For a moment, I felt dizzy. Just Erich and I together have 11 children in the grandchild generation. That's 11 grandchildren under just one of the seven siblings—my father.

Then how many would there be if we combined all the children and grandchildren of the seven siblings? I think it would be at least 50.

'It would be quite a sight if great-grandchildren were born too.'

No wonder nobles value blood relations. When you deliberately expand your bloodline, you harness the power of such an enormous group.

Ironically, our family lived as individuals rather than a group, thanks to our grandfather.

***

When I first inherited the title of Count Teilgleichen. When I first entered the Imperial Assembly as an Imperial Count. When I first met His Majesty the Emperor as a titled noble. When I went to war as the shield and sword of the Empire.

I've been nervous many times throughout my nearly fifty years, but since relinquishing my title, I've never been this anxious. The closest comparison might be when Teresa was born, but even then, thanks to my wife's easy delivery, I didn't have time to be nervous.

'Tomorrow already.'

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my pounding heart.

Tomorrow, it's tomorrow. Tomorrow my siblings will gather at Kal's mansion. I'll reunite with my siblings whom I haven't seen for almost 20 years, only hearing that they were doing well.

"Eldest Brother."
"Ah, Elin."

I looked up upon hearing Elin's voice while taking deep breaths.

My youngest sister, who thankfully came to Teilgleichen County Castle instead of Kal's mansion. Though the banquet is tomorrow, she came a day early, concerned I might mess things up if I prepared alone.

"I was right to come. Even though Big Sister is preparing the banquet, only you, Eldest Brother, know our siblings' preferences. How can you be like this when we need you?"
"I'm sorry. I've been trying my best to calm down, but it's not easy."

Hearing my honest confession, Elin sighed softly and took a seat.

"...Didn't your husband come with you?"
"He said he'd go straight to the mansion tomorrow. He didn't have the nerve to come to Teilgleichen County."

I nodded calmly, understanding his feelings.

Walter Narzen of Milkian, Elin's husband. Until recently, he was the heir of the Narzen County, but due to a recent judicial audit, he became the head of the family.

Unfortunately, his father, the previous head, was implicated in corruption, and my brother-in-law wasn't entirely innocent either. That's why he couldn't bring himself to come to Teilgleichen County.


In truth, the place he really doesn't want to go is Kal's mansion, but he can't refuse when his wife is going to see her siblings after 20 years. It's truly unfortunate.

"What a fool. That's what happens when you get greedy."

Elin seemed to share my sentiments as she sat down with a sigh.

"Please accept these. I prepared them myself."

She handed me six neatly wrapped boxes.

"What are these?"
"Gifts for our brothers and sisters. I prepared things they used to enjoy eating when we lived in Teilgleichen."

It was a perfectly appropriate gift. Gifts exchanged among nobles are typically grand and flashy, but we are an awkward family meeting after a long time. It's better to start small and grow closer gradually than to begin with extravagance.

"But why six..."

I hastily closed my mouth after unconsciously blurting out those words.

Of course there would be six. Excluding Elin, there are six of us including myself, so she prepared accordingly. I spoke without even realizing such an obvious fact.

'I'm really not in my right mind.'

I felt the blood drain from my face. If I had prepared for tomorrow in this state, if I had prepared to welcome my siblings alone without Elin, I can't even imagine what disaster might have occurred.

"I'm a bit worried, though."

Fortunately, Elin pretended not to hear my slip.

I'm grateful for that. If Elin had pointed out my condition or expressed concern, I wouldn't have been able to face her.

"Worried? About what?"

So I naturally responded to Elin's words. Since she overlooked my mistake, it's only right that I actively coordinate with her.

"I prepared gifts based on my memories, but they're such old memories that I'm not sure how accurate they are. Both you and I have had parts of our memories distorted, haven't we?"
"Hmm..."

But my attempt at courtesy faltered before a concern I couldn't deny.

Elin is right. Both of us have hazy memories of the past. I mistakenly thought Elin liked the cheesecake that our second sister enjoyed, and Elin thought I liked the cognac that August preferred.

"Elin."
"Yes, Eldest Brother."
"Since someone did like these things, rather than giving individual gifts, what if we spread them out on the table?"

If there's anything fortunate, it's that our confusion was about 'who' liked what, not 'what' they liked. Although we mixed up the people, we correctly remembered foods that some of our siblings enjoyed.

In that case, instead of distributing one to each person, wouldn't it be better to spread all six—no, seven including Elin's—foods on the table? Then everyone could eat what they like.

'Oh dear.'

But seeing Elin's reaction as she held her forehead, it seems this wasn't a good idea at all.

I'm sorry. What a thing for your eldest brother to suggest.

Finally, this day has come.

After almost 20 years, the day when my siblings and I gather in one place—the day when I, who had abandoned the Kracius name, must once again act as a Kracius.

"At least we're not meeting in Teilgleichen, so that's fortunate."

I let out a small sigh of relief before breaking into a bitter smile.

Teilgleichen is my hometown where I was born and raised. It's now a land where my father no longer exists, and the current lord of Teilgleichen is not my brother but my nephew. I no longer need to fear going to Teilgleichen.

Yet the human heart is truly peculiar. While my mind shouts that everything is fine, my heart still trembles with fear. Despite having unpleasant memories, I'm afraid of my hometown, a land now ruled by my nephew rather than my father.

"How shameful."

To judge myself more harshly, it's beyond shameful—it's pathetic. The time I've spent with my wife and children now exceeds the time I was crushed under my father's shadow. Why am I still like this?

I've tried to be a husband my wife wouldn't be ashamed of. Although our marriage wasn't born of love, there was nothing between us, which allowed us to fill it with love instead.

And I've tried to be a father my children could be proud of. Knowing exactly what not to do made becoming a good father surprisingly easy.

Yet despite all that, I failed to be a reliable brother. I told my children that family should get along well, but I couldn't practice what I preached.

"I need to change now."

Sadly, I still haven't overcome my fears. Even though I know I shouldn't be this way, I couldn't conquer it as I headed toward my nephew's mansion where my siblings were gathering.

Nevertheless, I will move forward. I may be afraid, but I won't give up. If only for my wife who comforted my trembling hands when I received the invitation.

"Darling, are you feeling better now?"
"Yes. Being with you makes me feel much better."

If only for my wife who is still gently holding my hand.

"Have a good time. Father, you were only awkward with grandfather, not estranged from your uncles and aunts. Once you meet them, you might get along easily!"
"Make sure to become close with them. I have a cousin who's the Minister of Audit, but I haven't been able to brag about it anywhere."
"Ha, a cousin who's the Minister of Audit. You could succeed just by breathing."

If only for my children who each encouraged me in their own way to ease their father's tension.

Two of the three probably mixed in some self-interest, but I can understand that much. Being young and full of vigor, it's natural to want to boast about having a high-ranking relative and perhaps benefit from the connection for their own success. It's a thought anyone would have.

Besides, as long as it remains just a thought, there's no problem at all. Our children never went around boasting that their cousin is the Minister of Audit or that they have a war hero as a relative. They never showed any unsightly behavior trying to benefit from family connections. It was just a joke they made to help their father.

"Darling."
"Yes, dear."
"...If our nephew retains the name Deastra strongly, would that help our children?"

My wife smiled gently at my words.

"Don't let it remain too strongly. I don't want our children to become people who can't do anything without backing."
"I feel the same way. Positions gained by relying on others eventually crumble."

And my nephew, the Minister of Audit, isn't the type to unconditionally embrace family. Considering that Ellin's in-laws, the Narzen County, were caught up in a large-scale audit, he's someone who treats even family fairly.

That makes him more trustworthy. If he were someone who favored family simply because they're related, one would consciously or unconsciously come to serve him like a superior. Since he would give everything if you pleased him, the relationship would no longer be a horizontal family tie but would degrade into a vertical lord-subject relationship.


On the other hand, if he treats family fairly too, we can simply meet as uncle and nephew without complicated thoughts. If I just do my best, my nephew will accept me as I am. He won't expect anything from me or be disappointed in me.

With these thoughts, I headed to my nephew's mansion for the gathering, and...

"Daddy! Faster! Faster!"
"Yeah! Faster!"
"Kids... if I go any faster, you might fall..."

I came face to face with my nephew pulling a cart in the mansion garden.

"What is this?"

I couldn't react to this unexpected sight.

No, what's going on here? Is he playing with children in a cart? And not just one or two, but more than five children?

Is this really a normal situation? Even for a knight with good physical strength, carrying so many children isn't easy. Putting children with endless greed for fun and boundless energy in a cart is practically asking for death.

"...Is he a servant, not my nephew?"

Eventually, I came up with a plausible hypothesis. That young man isn't my nephew but coincidentally a servant with black hair and eyes.

Logically, a great lord who is an Imperial Count, a minister of administration, and a member of the Risizariune Knights wouldn't be personally pulling a cart around the garden. No matter how much he cherishes his children, it's unthinkable considering noble etiquette—

"Ah, are you Uncle August?"

My hypothesis instantly collapsed.

The words of the young man who had just spotted me and my wife at the main gate. The fact that he called me uncle, not a guest, confirmed his identity.

"So he is my nephew."

In a daze, I glanced at my wife beside me, and she was blinking her eyes blankly, as if she couldn't believe this sight either.

"A nobleman pulling a cart for children."

How did our nephew inherit the blood of Kracius, what kind of blood did he inherit alone to become such a father?

"Hmm? Uncle?"
"Uncle? Daddy's uncle?"
"But what's an uncle?"
"It means daddy's family. He's family to our Friedrich too."
"Wow!"

It's truly astonishing.

***

The first meeting with my second uncle and aunt was terrible.

Well, perhaps not terrible, but certainly not a normal first meeting.

"I apologize for showing you such an embarrassing sight. The servants were moving luggage with the cart when suddenly the children wanted to ride it. As you both know, once children fixate on something, it's impossible to dissuade them."


I made an excuse that wasn't really an excuse, trying to appear as casual as possible while suppressing a smile.

Pulling the cart in the mansion garden was definitely not intentional. It wasn't because I wanted to do it, but because the children wanted it. Surely they understand that children of that age cannot be stopped when they're being stubborn.

Honestly, it was a pathetic and desperate excuse, but it was true. I'm not crazy enough to pull such an eccentric stunt on the day of a sibling reunion after 20 years. Moreover, it's personally my first time meeting my uncles, aunts, and their spouses. If I were to act strangely on such a day, there would have to be a reason.

"This is a disaster."

Despite my desperate explanation, I think in my uncle and aunt's minds, I've already become the crazy-cart-man. No matter what I say, their bewildered expressions don't change.

...To be fair, I would have reacted the same way. It's a historic day when siblings who've lived apart like separated families finally reunite and emerge from the shadow of their deceased father. And on such a day, the first thing they see is their nephew carrying his children in a cart. It's legendary in many ways.

"Indeed, young children are different from one hour to the next. An adult cannot control a child's whims, so I completely understand."

Perhaps feeling sympathy for my desperate excuse, my second uncle finally expressed agreement with my words.

It pained me that he was speaking formally to his nephew. I'm not sure if it's because of trauma related to the Kracius family or because of the crazy-cart-man incident.

"...This is an unusual mansion. Not just part of the rooms, but the entire corridor is covered with mats."
"Ah, yes. By God's grace, we have so many children. Since it's difficult to look after each one individually, I created an environment where they won't get hurt."
"An environment where they won't get hurt. Indeed, Count, you love children very much."

I almost shed tears of emotion at my aunt's admiring words.

Yes, this was the original plan. Uncles and aunts surprised by the mats covering the entire mansion. When I explain why I chose mats over the mansion's aesthetics, adults admiring how the family revolves entirely around the children.

At the same time, they would feel that today's Kracius family is distinctly different from the past, and afterward, they would enjoy the banquet my mother had carefully prepared. They would receive my father's sincere hospitality during that banquet. This was the original plan.

But because of that cart...

"By the way, nephew. This is our first time meeting you, yet you recognized me immediately."
"I heard about my uncles and aunts from my father. Among them, he said Uncle August is robust like my father, but also possesses wisdom that my father lacks. He said that at first glance, Uncle August looks like someone who has read quite a few books in the library."
"Pfft."

When I spoke the 100% pure truth without any exaggeration or distortion, my aunt, who had been looking around the corridor, burst into a small laugh.

"Oh. My brother said that?"
"Yes. He said that if you had been born into a family other than Kracius, you would have made a name for yourself in administration or law."
"Is that so."

My uncle's expression changed subtly.

"So that's what my brother thought. Whenever I secretly picked up books instead of wooden swords, father would pressure my brother even more than he scolded me. He would say that because the eldest son was a mess, those below him were a mess too."
"Wait, what?"

I felt suffocated by this downward chain of scolding directed at children. Even if he saw his children as tools, isn't that going too far?

"So I thought my brother would also dislike me reading books. But to say I possess wisdom that he lacks..."
"Father wasn't one to lie."
"Yes, I know that well. After all, we lived together for nearly 20 years."

With those words, my uncle continued walking with a brighter expression than before.

It was a dynamic first meeting, but fortunately, it seems to have ended on a somewhat positive note.

I wandered around the banquet hall waiting for my siblings, checking decorations with my wife and confirming there were enough refreshments with Ellin.

In truth, looking around now wouldn't reveal anything we'd missed or needed to improve. How perfectly my wife and daughters-in-law had prepared this banquet. How meticulously Ellin and I had wracked our memories to cater to my siblings' preferences.

I just needed to keep moving to calm my nerves. I wanted to face my siblings with at least some semblance of composure.

"Father."

After wandering for quite some time, I heard Kal's voice from the entrance.

"Uncle August and Aunt Christine have arrived."

News that one of my long-awaited siblings had arrived. News that August, the reason for this gathering, had come.

I took a small breath and turned toward the direction of Kal's voice. Toward where August and my sister-in-law would be.

'Ah.'

I nearly let out a sigh the moment August came into view.

August, my brother directly below me. The second of our seven siblings, who suffered under our father whenever I showed incompetence.

If I, the eldest, failed to meet father's expectations, August as the second son would be considered the next heir, so he suffered whenever his older brother failed to fulfill his role.

Though I owe apologies to all my siblings, if I had to choose the one who suffered most, it would be August. He endured pain he wouldn't have had to if I'd been a better older brother.

"It's been—"
"Then I'll take my leave now."

Just as I was about to speak, Kal, who had brought August and my sister-in-law, quickly withdrew.

For a brief moment, I resented Kal. I had finally mustered the courage to greet them first, only to be thwarted by my own son.

But my resentment quickly subsided. I knew why Kal was in such a hurry. He was dealing with a trial that even someone like him couldn't avoid, a trial no father could escape. As Kal's father, I needed to understand.

"It's been a long time. Have you been well?"

If a greeting was interrupted, I simply needed to start again. Fortunately, finding courage a second time proved surprisingly easy.

"...Yes, brother. I've been getting by without any troubles."
"I see. Ah, I'm glad to see you're in good health too, sister-in-law."

I shifted my attention from August to my sister-in-law beside him.

This banquet wasn't just for my siblings; their spouses were invited too. My sister-in-law was also my guest, someone who had soothed my brother's wounds. She deserved respect and warmth.

"Please speak comfortably, brother-in-law. I feel awkward receiving such formality from you."

It was rather awkward when the person who deserved respect requested informality.

Of course, it's customary for me to speak informally to her since I'm older and her husband's brother. But hasn't she given August more emotional comfort than I, his inadequate brother, ever could? Isn't one sister-in-law like her more beneficial to August than a hundred of me?

How could I speak informally to such a person? Though I couldn't bring myself to speak formally to my siblings as the eldest, I should at least be respectful to their spouses.

"I'll try to speak comfortably until the end of the banquet."

Still, I couldn't reject her request to her face. I gave an ambiguous response to gloss over it. This should satisfy her.

"Until the end of the banquet. I'll look forward to it."

As expected, my sister-in-law had no intention of arguing over this topic and simply nodded in agreement.

"Ellin. Where's your husband? Why are you alone?"

"He just left the mansion, so he should be here soon."

Meanwhile, August greeted my wife and then turned to Ellin with a puzzled expression.

Despite all of us being here together—me and my wife, August and his wife—Ellin was alone in the banquet hall. It must have seemed strange to August who had just arrived.

"Why didn't you come together from the start?"
"I came yesterday. My husband felt awkward coming early, so he said he'd arrive before anyone else today. I didn't expect the second brother to arrive first though."
"I see."

August, who had been wearing a complex expression, eventually nodded in understanding.

My youngest sister's husband is part of our family, but unfortunately, he's under investigation by that same family. Though he inherited the title of count, it wasn't for positive reasons. That's why, despite being legitimately invited, he feels uncomfortable.

Even the bravest person would feel uneasy around someone who once held their life and their family's fate in their hands. Until his startled heart calms down, he'd prefer to see that person as little as possible.

"I think that's unnecessary worry. From what I've seen of our nephew, he doesn't seem like someone who would hold past matters against others."

With those words, everyone in the banquet hall turned their attention to August.

"You've only just met our nephew today, yet you've already figured him out?"

My sister-in-law smiled and lightly tapped August's shoulder.

This was probably the question on all our minds. August was meeting Kal for the first time, and Kal's public reputation was somewhat fierce—an inevitable fate for the Minister of the Audit Department and a war hero.

Yet August was discussing Kal's character less than an hour after meeting him, and with a gentler assessment than public perception.

"There's not much to figure out. He's a father who pulls carts for his children by hand. Even the most insensitive person could tell he has a gentle nature. Even if he were cold-hearted, it means he's at least warm toward his own family."

After saying this, August turned his gaze back to me.

"Brother."
"Yes?"
"You've been a good father, it seems."

It was a brief statement, but it sounded more beautiful than any other words could.

Because I understood the sentiment behind August's words.

The mansion of the Aesilon family, once called the Empire's premier marquisate, which had dared to insult His Majesty the Emperor and the Imperial Family.

Though the original owners of this mansion deserved to be cursed, their influence had been truly powerful. As a mansion built by the Aesilons in the Capital, it was magnificent and splendid even compared to our Kracius family mansion.

As a result, the banquet hall was superior to those of most high nobles. Perhaps only the banquet halls of the Imperial Palace or ducal castles could confidently surpass this place.

In such a splendid venue, only 14 people were gathered. Just 14 people—me, my siblings, and their partners.

'Perhaps I should have invited them in from the beginning.'

With only us present, apart from the servants maintaining the banquet, the place felt too empty and quiet, making me regret my decision.

If I had known, I would have asked Kal and my daughters-in-law to fill the space. I should have stopped the daughters-in-law who withdrew, saying they wanted to give us siblings time to talk first and would introduce themselves once we became comfortable.

But it was too late for regrets now. Besides, I understood why my daughters-in-law had made that decision.

'This is a problem we must overcome ourselves.'

If we call others because of awkwardness, we'll forever need others' help. Family members who should be closest to each other would only feel comfortable with third-party mediation.

That would be terrible. Of course, considering our past when we didn't even see each other's faces, even this is tremendous progress. But I didn't arrange this gathering to settle for just that.

So, just as I had greeted August, I was about to muster courage as the eldest once again when—


"Eldest brother."
"Y-yes, what is it?"

I stammered at the call from Josephina, our eldest sister among the siblings.

The courage I had just gathered instantly crumbled, and feelings of embarrassment and awkwardness began to gnaw at my heart.

As the eldest, I should present a dependable image. Yet before you all, I'm always an inadequate and lacking eldest brother. When father was alive, and even now, 20 years after we parted.

"This gift. Did you prepare it, eldest brother?"
"Ellin and I prepared it. We thought a woman would know best what gifts to give to another woman."

Thankfully, I still had enough presence of mind to instinctively answer Josephina's question.

The box Josephina had been holding throughout the banquet. In truth, it would be more accurate to say Ellin alone prepared these gifts, not Ellin and I.

"When you were looking elsewhere earlier, I secretly checked the contents. I thought it felt light, and it turned out to be egg tarts."
"Because egg tarts were a snack you often ate when you were young. If I'm mistaken..."
"No, you're right. Egg tarts during tea time were practically the joy of my day."

I inwardly sighed with relief at Josephina's words, which carried a faint smile.

Indeed, putting our heads together had yielded the right result. Both Ellin and I had worried about our memories being distorted, but our collective wisdom had prevented the worst-case scenario.

"Actually, it's not exactly a pleasant memory. I did love egg tarts, but looking at them makes me feel like I've gone back to that time. That's why I've rarely eaten egg tarts since I married and left home."
'Ah.'

My mind went blank.

She's right. Of course she is. These are siblings who wouldn't even visit Teilgleichen County because of trauma. With such severe shock, naturally even their childhood favorites would be affected.

You fool. How could you not think of something so obvious? Making such a mistake because you were so focused on preparing gifts.

"But it's strange. It's clearly the same egg tart as back then, an egg tart that hasn't changed at all... yet it feels different now."

Josephina, who had opened the box, took out an egg tart and took a bite.

"Nothing has changed, and yet... The past never changes, but this is truly strange."
"Josephina."
"Shall we all open our boxes? I don't think you intended to make me look like a child opening gifts in front of the host?"
"Ah, yes. We should open them."
"I was just wondering what was inside."

At Josephina's words, the other siblings began opening their boxes.

Revealing cognac, salami, gin, cheesecake, cheese cookies.

And finally, the whiskey my wife quietly handed over.

"Looking at all this, there doesn't seem to be much consistency."
"Come to think of it, I didn't realize back then, but we all have strong personalities. When father was alive, we were just under constant control."

I stared blankly at the gifts as my siblings spoke.

"Elder brother. Since we have snacks, why don't we share them all together? They're gifts, so we can use them however we want, right?"
"W-well..."
"Let's call in the nephews and nieces-in-law who are outside too."
"Let's do that. I was quite surprised when I first saw our nephew in the garden. I was too overwhelmed then to react properly, but I'm feeling better now and would like to talk with him."

I looked at my siblings who were showing courage for their inadequate eldest brother.

I can definitely see that you're good at physical activities.

"Inertia drift!"
"Woaaah!"
"Daddy! So cool! I love it!"

Though it's clearly my first time pulling a cart with people in it, I've somehow reached the point where I can not only maintain a safe speed but even perform these kinds of stunts.

I honestly question whether doing drifts is appropriate, but children go wild for more intense play activities. As my doubts grew, so did the children's laughter.

"Kal. Even with magic, please be careful. The children are riding and it's getting too intense."

Of course, I didn't just recklessly throw in a drift without any precautions. The greatest magician of the estate, the Capital, the Empire, and even the continent is right beside me. The children's safety was secured first and foremost, faster than anyone else could manage.

The problem is that despite knowing it's safe rationally, it still looks concerning. If I feel this way while pulling the cart, how must Trixie feel watching? She's probably regretting casting the protective magic in the first place.

"No! I like this! It's cool!"
"Yeah! I wanna keep riding like this!"
"Thanks, Mommy! Your magic is cool!"

Just as I was about to apologize, the children in the cart began defending me one after another.

I appreciate it, but it's troublesome. Trixie, with her long clean hair, pointed ears unlike ordinary people, and various magical abilities, is adored by the children. If they're protesting against her, it means they really enjoyed this cart ride. This won't be a one-time thing—they'll want to continue doing it from now on.

Truly lamentable. I'd rather just carry Teresa on my back than become a father who pulls a cart every single day.

'Help me out here.'

I unconsciously gave Trixie a desperate look.

If I say no, the children will wail or sulk. But if Trixie, whom the children love and who outranks me, stops this...!

"Daddy must be tired too, so we need to take breaks now and then. Understand?"
"Yeah! I'll eat snacks with Daddy too!"
"Hehe, that's good enough then."
'Ah.'

My faint but only hope was instantly extinguished.

Trixie, like me, didn't want to face the children's resentment. Although Trixie receives plenty of love from the children, relationships can sour quickly if you disappoint someone after treating them well ninety-nine times. This is especially true with young children.

Still, I had some hope. Since Trixie is irreplaceable to the children, I genuinely thought there might be a chance—

"Trixie Mommy! Mommy ride too!"
"Huh?"
"Uh, what?"

Peddy, sitting at the very back of the cart, spoke up energetically.

Both Trixie and I could only respond with dumbfounded voices at this unexpected suggestion.

'As expected of the eldest son.'

My initial shock soon turned to amazement. Our eldest son truly lives up to his title, making remarkable moves that exceed not only his siblings' but even his parents' expectations.

What child would suggest that their mother join them in the cart they're riding? Especially when it's not even their birth mother but their second mother.

"Let's play together!"
"Mommy too! Mommy too!"
"Trixie Mommy! Together!"
"Um, well..."

Trixie's ears began to quiver as she looked at me with desperate eyes, just as I had done moments ago.

"Get in. How far do you want to go?"

But the answer I could give was the same as before. I couldn't give Trixie the response she wanted.

I'm not being petty and getting revenge for earlier. Nor am I doing this because I want to see Trixie climbing into the cart with drooping ears. I'm not even doing it to see the children grabbing at Trixie's hair in delight.


It's simply because parents should fulfill their children's wishes. Though Trixie is precious, when multiple children want something, it's right for one wife to make the sacrifice.

'I'm sorry.'

I apologized to Trixie in my heart, though it wouldn't reach her. Most likely, Trixie had just apologized to me in the same way earlier, so we're even now.

"Master! Second Madam!"

Just as I was tensing my thighs to perform another inertia drift, Yuris came running from the main building.

"Yuris? What's wrong?"

I tilted my head at her urgent approach.

Aren't most of the servants assigned to the banquet hall right now? Though the number of attendees is small, they're all adults who outrank me. From the servants' perspective, they need to serve them with their utmost effort.

"Well, that..."

After catching her breath for a moment, Yuris flinched upon seeing Trixie in the cart, then continued as if nothing was unusual:

"His Lordship is looking for you and the madams!"

I couldn't help but admire her professionalism. Even I, as her husband, would have been flustered seeing Trixie in the cart. Little Yuris has truly become an excellent servant. This master is pleased.

"Father is?"
"Yes! Sophia went to inform the other madams!"

Regardless of my admiration, the news Yuris brought was quite unexpected.

The seven Kracius siblings have gathered for the first time in about 20 years. And that's counting from when my grandfather passed away. Considering how they scattered after marriages, it might have been even longer.

That's why my wives and I deliberately withdrew to give the siblings their own time. But the banquet has barely started, and already they're looking for us? What happened to the siblings' private time?

'What should I do?'

Morally speaking, I should probably decline, but Father would surely understand my hesitation. In fact, he might have been waiting for this moment even more than I was.

Even if Father had withdrawn, Mother beside him would have stopped him. So it's more appropriate to accept this summons than to refuse it.

"Did they say anything about the children?"

But I need to be clear about this. All the estate's servants are occupied with the banquet, and the children are in the middle of playing with me. Am I supposed to just rush to the banquet hall and leave the children behind? There aren't even proper servants available to look after them.

Of course, there are servants who take care of the infants who can barely crawl or can't crawl at all. And there are the holy beasts, the children's eternal playmates.

Still, I'm worried about the consequences if I just leave after getting them all excited. How much will the children pester me the next time we play?

"Well, there was no mention of the young masters and misses, but the people with His Lordship said they wanted to greet the family."

After saying this, Yuris struggled for a moment before adding:

"Since the young masters and misses are family to them too, wouldn't it be fine to bring them along!?"
"I suppose you're right."

I nodded automatically at her perfect conclusion.

That makes sense. Those people at the banquet encountered me pulling the cart in the garden, so they must know I'm with the children.

And they all have experience raising children. They surely understand that children of our kids' age follow their parents wherever they go. So calling for me and my wives automatically means they want to see their grandnieces and grandnephews too.

Alright, let's go. The entire Kracius family is mobilizing.

***

Someone once said that family means eating the same food at the same place at the same time every day.

When I was young, I thought it was just a conventional saying. Or perhaps I thought that family wasn't particularly pleasant or peaceful. After all, we—my family—always ate together, but the atmosphere was far from warm and harmonious. If this was what family meant, then family wasn't anything special.

But after marrying my wife and becoming August Deast, and having children, my perspective changed. Eating together truly does make a family. It was just that our Kracius family was unusual.


And now, decades later, the Kracius family finally feels like a true family.

"I take back what I said earlier about strong personalities. Why are there only three types of alcohol?"
"By that logic, there are only three types of snacks too. Just think of it as one snack for one drink."

This small assortment of refreshments felt more like a proper meal than all the numerous dishes and gourmet delicacies we had at Teilgleichen County. It felt almost like the first meal we'd ever had together.

"My Lord. Count Teilgleichen and the Second Lady have arrived."

Just as I was about to taste the whiskey my older brother had poured for me, a servant standing near the entrance approached him.

Our nephew. He must have been surprised by our sudden call, but I'm grateful he came so quickly. And the fact that he came with his second wife means they were probably together—wait...

'Hold on.'

Who was my nephew's second wife again?

I'm certain his first wife was the youngest daughter—no, now the youngest sister—of Duke Ulken, Lady Margareta. And his second wife was...

'The Magic-Ending Duke.'

My hand holding the glass began to tremble.

When I vaguely thought of my nephew and his "wives," I didn't think much of it, but now that specifically the second wife was coming, I suddenly came to my senses.

The aristocrat among aristocrats. Someone who could put everyone beneath their feet except for His Majesty the Emperor. A noble being whom even the imperial family, except for the heir apparent, would respect.

Moreover, among the five dukes, one who has reigned for nearly a century—practically the pinnacle of this entire continent—the great magician.

'Am I supposed to treat them as my nephew's wife?'

This is problematic. No, "problematic" doesn't even begin to describe it. How could I do such a thing as an imperial noble?

I've heard rumors that the Wise Duke treats the Magic-Ending Duke as a nephew's wife, but that's only possible because the Wise Duke is also a duke. Besides, the Wise Duke is known to be quite... unique.

So ordinary nobles like us cannot possibly treat the Magic-Ending Duke casually. Treating them as a subordinate would be insane.

'Did no one notice this?'

Quickly scanning my siblings, I saw all five of them looking toward the entrance with expressions of bewilderment.

It seems we're all quite nervous. It's surprising that we only just realized something that should have been obvious with a moment's thought.

For a moment, I considered asking them to turn back, but the door opened, and my nephew and nephew's wife... entered.

"Kal of the Kracius family greets my uncles, aunts, and their spouses."
"The daughter-in-law of the Kracius family greets the elders of Kracius."

I closed my eyes tightly at their humble greetings.

"I should have greeted you much earlier, but due to my dullness and sluggishness, I'm only doing so now. Please forgive my mistake."
'Ah...'

But my nephew's wife delivered an apology so profound that it seemed like she believed if eyes are closed, ears should be destroyed—an apology that made me fear what rumors might spread in social circles.

No, this is wrong. We should be the ones apologizing to her. We should have immediately prostrated ourselves and apologized.

"Hello!"
'Huh...?'

I opened my eyes again at the cheerful voice that resonated through the quiet banquet hall.

Tiny children were gathered behind my nephew's legs.

"Great-grandpa! Great-grandma!"
"Hello!"

Children with bright, sparkling eyes were looking at us.

Children are adorable. Every time I see their small, harmless, innocent eyes, I can't help but smile.

Of course, there are people who dislike children. Simply because they prefer to keep their distance from others, or they dislike children's boundless energy—roughly for reasons like that. But people who have had children of their own tend to be gentle and mild toward children, perhaps because they see their own children in them.

And the people gathered here—my father's siblings and their partners—have gone beyond having children to having grandchildren. Now their grand-nephews and grand-nieces have appeared before them.

And these are the grandchildren of their eldest brother, whom they haven't seen for about 20 years.

"Indeed. Anyone can see this child has Kracius blood."

Uncle August was the first to break the momentary silence.

"That deep black hair and black eyes. Even if I had seen him by chance on the street, I would have recognized him as a Kracius child."

Uncle August smiled at Fedi, who stood at the front of the children. Indeed, perhaps because Fedi was destined to become the next head of the Kracius family, he had the most vivid and intense black hair and eyes among them.

Even Fedi's full sister Julia had black hair. I had seriously wondered if the Kracius genes matched well with the Mar genes. Among them, Fedi was the perfect Kracius with black eyes as well.

"Nephew. What is that child's name?"
"Ferdinand Kracius. My first child."
"Oh, so he's the future master of the Kracius family."

After saying that, Uncle August put down the glass he was holding on the table and filled a plate with egg tarts.

"Here. A reward for your nice greeting. Each of you take one."

Then he carefully approached the children and handed each of them an egg tart.

The thoughtfulness of kneeling to match the children's eye level. Even from that small gesture, I could tell Uncle August's character.

"Wow! Thank you!"
"I'll eat it well!"

And when this new great-uncle offered them delicious snacks, the children bowed their heads excitedly as they received the treats.

To our children, "family" means grateful people who treat them well. Of course, there's hardly anyone who doesn't treat our children well, but family members treat them with love, unlike third parties.

So from the children's perspective, this was an exciting situation with the appearance of new family members they had never seen before, and these family members immediately offered them snacks. It was only natural that the children's favorability rating would skyrocket.

"That's my gift, but second brother is taking the credit."
"I'm sorry. But I couldn't give the children cognac, could I?"

Uncle August chuckled softly and apologized at Aunt Josephina's muttering.

'Oh.'

I almost exclaimed in admiration at the peaceful and ordinary scene.

It hasn't even been a few hours since all seven siblings gathered. Honestly, I had worried whether they would exchange even 100 words throughout the day, but the power of blood ties was indeed strong. Look how much their relationship had progressed in such a short time.

"It must have been with my aunt-in-law's tacit approval that my uncle-in-law could give gifts without hesitation. Thank you both."
"Uh, um. You're too kind."
"It's our grand-nephew who's eating it, not someone else, so yes... of course he can have it."

However, regardless of how well the siblings were getting along, it seemed difficult to quickly become friendly with their nephew's wife.

When Trixie subtly spoke up, Uncle August stammered, and Aunt Josephina naturally lowered her eyes. It would be unconscionable to expect them to become friends quickly after seeing that reaction.

After all, even our parents took considerable time to accept Trixie as their daughter-in-law. The same goes for other parents-in-law.

'It's not like Trixie flaunts her authority.'

Seeing Trixie's ears droop ever so slightly, I couldn't help but feel sorry for her.

Trixie had become a noble being whom even the Emperor couldn't treat carelessly, with her title as a duchess, her experience ruling for over 100 years, and her status as an archmage. That's why even powerful nobles, even other dukes, were respectful in Trixie's presence.


However, Trixie had never wielded her power recklessly or put excessive pressure on other nobles. She was just a researcher focused on magical development as a tower master, or more bluntly, a shut-in. Trixie the half-elf, not Beatrix the Duchess of Servet, was a harmless and kind being.

Nevertheless, the adults feared Trixie and bowed their heads. Because right now, they could only see her as a duchess, not as their nephew's wife.

'Time will solve this problem.'

I put my arm around Trixie's waist, who was probably feeling dejected inside.

Someday, my uncles and aunts would accept Trixie as their nephew's wife. Just as I had accepted Trixie as my wife, when I had once seen her only as the Magic-Ending Duke.

"My, my."
"Goodness, goodness..."
"Our nephew is quite the man."

Meanwhile, when I showed affection toward Trixie, the other adults, except my parents, couldn't help but whisper in admiration and shock.

It was somewhat intentional. A display that our relationship was pure love without any political calculations, and that we treated each other as a man and a woman, not as a duke and an imperial count. To demonstrate this, I became a passionate man showing affection in front of the elders.

This way, they would adapt more quickly. For things like this, showing once is more effective than explaining a hundred times verbally.

"I'm sorry, were we a bit late?"

With the arrival of the other wives, the somewhat stirred atmosphere quickly settled down.

Now that they had to deal with other nephews' wives besides Trixie, the burden of facing a duchess would be reduced. Instead, the skinship between Trixie and me would remain in their minds.

'That's enough.'

That's sufficient for today. It would be unconscionable to expect to be fully satisfied from the first bite.

I can't be sure what the atmosphere in the banquet hall was like before we arrived, but I'm certain it was markedly different from the current mood.

"Cecilia, was it? Would you like to try this cake too?"
"Mommy said not to eat too many snacks before meals!"
"My, how clever you are. But at gatherings like this, it's okay to eat a lot. This is like eating instead of a meal."
"R-really?"
"Yes, really."

The uncles and aunts, with the hearts of grandparents, stroked, hugged, praised, and fed the children. The venue had suddenly transformed from a sibling reunion into a place to play with children, so naturally, the atmosphere was different.

It was embarrassing. I had brought the children here to ease the awkwardness with their overwhelming liveliness if the banquet atmosphere became uncomfortable. I hadn't intended to completely change the dynamic when my father and his siblings were already making progress in their relationship.

'Was it a mistake to bring them?'

I slightly regretted it. Fortunately, they all had grandchildren of their own, so they seemed to be enjoying themselves, but still, this occasion was meant for the dramatic reunion of siblings.

"Thank you."
"Pardon?"

Contrary to my guilt, my father spoke with a smile.

Wait, when did he come to my side? Wasn't he with the youngest aunt just a moment ago?

"We've lived apart for over 20 years, and even before that, we couldn't communicate properly. So we didn't have common interests. I couldn't dare hope for conversations where we could empathize and laugh together."

I nodded silently at my father's words as he gently patted my shoulder, regardless of my surprise.

My father was right. Conversation requires topics that can be shared. However, these unfortunate siblings had been separated for 20 years, so they lacked suitable conversation topics. They could talk about the past since they were meeting after a long time, but that past was darkened by my grandfather.

"Thanks to the gifts, we were able to break the ice. Still, we couldn't talk about the same topic throughout the entire banquet."

That's also true. Even the most eloquent person couldn't talk about one topic for hours. Moreover, my father isn't particularly eloquent, and his siblings seem similar.

"But look. Although we siblings have nothing in common except the Kracius bloodline, if there's one thing we share, it's that we've all built families. That's why seeing our grand-nephews and grand-nieces has united us like this."
"Yes, indeed."


I looked around the banquet hall with my father.

The three uncles, three aunts, and again the three aunts-in-law and uncles-in-law all had smiles on their faces. Not the mechanical smiles that nobles put on for social etiquette, but bright smiles that came from the heart.

Even the youngest uncle-in-law—Count Milkian—who had been constantly watching me since I entered the banquet hall.

'Adults united by their grand-nephews and grand-nieces.'

It was like retired elderly people with nothing to do gathering at a senior center or gateball court to boast about their grandchildren.

The difference is that they're playing with someone else's grandchildren rather than bragging about their own, but it's still communication to build friendship.

"So thank you. We may have started it, but you and the children kept it going."
"Without the start, there would have been nothing to continue. Even if I helped, it was the children's achievement. I don't deserve the credit."

My father smiled even more deeply at my words.

It was the brightest and lightest smile I had seen in recent times.

***

Twenty years of absence and twenty years of history before that.

Though we had spent a total of forty years as a family that didn't feel like one, it took less than four hours to dissolve that awkwardness.

'Something so simple.'

I chuckled as I drank the cognac my brother had given me.

Of course, the awkwardness had disappeared, but we hadn't become a desperately affectionate family. Still, considering how we were just four hours ago, this was tremendous progress.

"Since eldest brother hosted this banquet, shall we have second brother host the next one?"

Everyone even agreed to make this gathering not a one-time event but a regular meeting. The order was simple, and at the same time, sibling-like—by age.

'They'll all be pleased.'

The children who had encouraged and supported me before I left, urging me to become friends with my siblings. When I tell them this news, they'll be as happy as if it were their own achievement. They might even be happier than me, saying they can proudly claim to be cousins of the Minister of Audit.

Yes, someday let's make it possible for the cousins to meet too. And further, even second cousins. It's not possible right away, but someday.

"Master."
'Hm?'

Just as I was about to take another sip from my glass while thinking about this, an unfamiliar voice came from the entrance.

"I'm hungry. Why isn't anyone feeding me during mealtime?"

That's strange. I clearly hear a voice, but why can't I see anything...?

"Chick?"

At my wife's words, I lowered my gaze.

A small chick was whining to my nephew.

"What? How did you know to come here?"
"I smelled something delicious from here."

And not with chirping sounds, but in human language.

'Well, well.'

This banquet. Truly a peculiar banquet.

The miraculous reunion of the seven Kracius siblings concluded rather successfully.

For a gathering decided upon after 20 years, the fact that not a single one of the seven siblings was absent was truly remarkable. After all, isn't it human nature that relationships become harder to maintain with age and distance? It would have been understandable if one, two, or even more than half had been unable to attend.

However, all seven attended with their partners. Looking back objectively after the banquet, everything had gone well from the start.

In that situation, the gifts prepared by my father and youngest aunt turned the Kracius siblings into a true family, and when our children joined in, the adults' atmosphere quickly melted away.

"A talking chick. I'd heard that my nephew's estate had unusual creatures, but seeing it in person makes 'unusual' seem like an understatement."
"How adorable! The little one is quite cute. Do you like cake too?"
"Isn't it dangerous for an animal to eat sweet or salty things?"
"I'll eat anything as long as someone gives it to me."

Humble, who appeared at the banquet, also strongly captured the adults' attention.

For us who have lived in the same house for years, talking animals are commonplace, but not for others. Especially not for adults who have lived for decades.

Children have a hazier concept that "animals = beings that absolutely cannot speak." Adults, on the other hand, consider animals' inability to speak as natural. How could they remain calm when that certainty is shattered?

"Humble! Here's our great-grandpa and grandaunt!"
"I see. I wondered where everyone was, but you were busy with these distinguished guests."
"Humble, say hello!"
"You don't need to hold me in your hands just to make me greet them..."

Moreover, when Humble arrived, the children handled him as usual, putting him in their mouths and sucking on him. The adults' smiles deepened at the coexistence of small children and small animals.

With these various elements, the banquet concluded warmly, and the seven siblings dispersed with Uncle August promising to host a second banquet soon. Like Dragon Balls that would someday gather again.

"Godpa! Yesterday Godpa's uncles and aunts came!"
"Yes, Your Highness. It was truly a gathering after a long time. It was my first time meeting some of them."
"That's mean!"
"Pardon?"

However, a little lady who hadn't seen the Dragon Balls gather for the first time protested vehemently to me.

"I wanted to see Godpa's uncles and aunts too! It's mean that only Godpa got to see them!"

I couldn't speak, caught off guard by this unexpected complaint. I never thought she would be upset for such a reason.

'Isn't she angry because she wasn't allowed to come?'

During the banquet, I had earnestly requested the Emperor and Empress to keep the Crown Princess away—any other day would be fine, but please, just not during the banquet. Since they roughly knew about the Kracius family's tragic history and understood what might happen if the Crown Princess interrupted the banquet, they agreed to my request.

So I thought the Crown Princess was upset simply because she couldn't visit the estate. But she's upset because she couldn't meet my family?

'What is this?'

Though perplexed, I couldn't help but smile.

Perhaps the Crown Princess's protest stems from her perception that "godfather's family = my family." It means she truly considers me as real family, which makes me happy.

'Still, attending the banquet is out of the question.'

But happiness is happiness, and what's not allowed is not allowed.

Using a child's liveliness to melt adults' awkwardness? There are limits to that. If the child running around the banquet hall is one who should be properly revered, one who will become the future ruler of the Empire, that's a different story.


Even Duke Trixie made people nervous and cautious. In such a situation, the appearance of the Crown Princess, who outranks the Duke, would be too much of a shock therapy. At that point, it wouldn't be surprising if one of my uncles or aunts collapsed from a heart attack.

"Your Highness, that was unavoidable for your sake."
"Eh? For me?"
"No, not because of you, but for you."

I picked up the Crown Princess, who was tilting her head in confusion, and gently patted her back.

"My uncles and aunts gathered to discuss important matters. So regrettably, even if Your Highness had come, they wouldn't have been able to play with you."
"Really?"

No, we didn't discuss anything particularly important. But it's true that they wouldn't have been able to play with the Crown Princess.

What noble in this world could play with the Crown Princess? Especially meeting her for the first time.

"Of course. But wouldn't it be too sad if they couldn't play with Your Highness on the historic occasion of meeting you for the first time? And Your Highness would also be disappointed not being able to play with my family members whom you're meeting for the first time."
"Hmm... that's true..."
"So please don't be upset, Your Highness. When the time comes that we can play to our heart's content, I will be the first to attend to Your Highness."
"Hmmmm..."

At my words, the Crown Princess's eyes rolled around, and then,

"Okay! I'll trust Godpa!"
"I'm honored."

She fell for the excuse I had wrung from my brain.

I was relieved. I had worried that if the Crown Princess continued to protest, I might have to rush to Count Deast's territory, but fortunately, I avoided becoming the crazy nephew who shows up at his uncle's house carrying the Crown Princess.

'Somehow it feels like I'm making more and more excuses as days go by.'

A small sense of self-reproach grew. I thought raising children would increase paternal love, communication with children, broad tolerance and compassion, and the physical strength to play with them.

Of these, it seems only paternal love is increasing, along with my skill at making excuses to appease children. I seriously question if this is the right way to raise children.

At the same time, I worry that with a father like this, the children might learn to lie—I hope such a disaster doesn't happen.

It's now definitely summer.

Lize and Rin's bellies growing day by day. The children increasingly reluctant to go outside. Titi heading out with firm resolve whenever she visits Jenny and her babies. All these symbolize the ferocity of summer.

And this summer, there's one big event that cannot be avoided.

"To think such a day would come in my lifetime."
"Tell me about it."

At Erich's mansion, which I visited to play with Robert and Eduard, Erich spoke quietly during a brief rest, and I responded absently.

Yes, truly, such a day has come in our lifetime. Until a few years ago, it seemed like a day that wouldn't arrive until the continent was destroyed.

"Two weeks left now?"
"In two weeks, Lyutis will be a married man too."

As soon as Erich finished speaking, both of us let out small laughs.

I don't know why. It just made us laugh. Even though we knew Lyutis was getting married this summer, even though we had already sent engagement gifts and prepared, the combination of "Lyutis" and "marriage" keeps making us laugh.


Honestly, all the Pastry Club members were equally dense. I worried whether any of them could even date, let alone marry. Erich, of course, and Ainter, Laterre, and Tanian were all like that.

But Lyutis was the crown jewel. Not because he was particularly oblivious, but because of his overwhelming eccentricity. His unusually casual and fiery personality also played a part.

'Was he even more oblivious?'

It's hazy. At the time, I was too busy being pushed around by the club members, and now it's been several years, so I don't remember the details.

More precisely, I don't want to revive memories that are fading away. These are memories that can disappear without issue.

"Ah, are you going with your youngest wife, as you mentioned?"
"Yes. As it happens, Penelia is interested in Armein."

I nodded calmly at Erich's words. Just as I combined my honeymoon with Rin during Laterre's wedding, I plan to combine my honeymoon with Penelia during Lyutis's wedding.

It's not an intentionally overlapping schedule. Surprisingly, Penelia wanted to go to Armein. Being from the northern part of the Empire, she had heard various things about Armein, and as a warrior, she was interested in the place known as the Kingdom of Knights.

I can't express how happy I was when Penelia mentioned Armein. Not because I could handle my necessary trip to Armein Kingdom and our honeymoon simultaneously, but because Penelia, of all people, was the first to express what she wanted. That fact made me happy and touched.

'I thought she would naturally suggest going where I wanted to go.'

Then I would say, "Since all the wives chose the honeymoon destinations, Penelia should choose this time too," and Penelia would decline, and I would insist, and she would insist back. I expected such a tedious back-and-forth to repeat endlessly.

But Penelia mentioned a specific place first. Indeed, getting married and having children has positively changed her personality. This husband is so touched he could almost cry.

'...She really chose it because she wanted to go, right?'

I'm slightly anxious. My wives all know that I need to go to Armein. What if Penelia considered that and pretended to want to go to Armein, accommodating me? What if she said it not because she wanted to go, but for my sake?

Sadly, it's possible. Considering Penelia's perceptiveness, intelligence, and thoughtfulness, she's certainly capable of such acting.

'But I can't interrogate her about it.'

I can't dismiss the possibility that Penelia truly wanted to go to Armein. In such a situation, demanding "Tell me your true feelings!" would make me a crazy husband.

"What about you? Will you be able to come along?"
"With two weeks to spare, I think so. Sera can now move around normally. Let's consider it a recovery celebration trip."

Trying to change the subject with mixed feelings, Erich nodded with a calm expression.

"Sera was also in the Pastry Club. She said she'd like to attend a fellow club member's wedding if possible."
"It's fortunate the timing worked out well. If it had been in spring, she couldn't have gone."
"I'm not sure if it wouldn't have been better if she couldn't go."

I chuckled at his words, half-joking and half-serious.

I'm not sure if he's concerned about Sera's public activities or if it's a husband's desire not to show something unsightly to his wife who just gave birth.

"Then we'll go ahead first this time. You can come at your leisure."
"Ah, yes. We'll arrive about three days before the wedding."
"Alright."

With those words, I headed back to Eduard's room.

By now, Zenobia, who would be taking care of Robert and Eduard alone, must have reached her limit. It's right to lend a hand.

The relationship between the Kfelopen Empire and the Armein Kingdom was not particularly good.

It's rare for countries sharing borders to get along well, and when those countries boast the continent's first and second strongest national powers side by side, their relationship can only be more hostile. The Empire needs to suppress the second-place neighbor to reign as the continent's superpower, while Armein's pride is too wounded to bow to the Empire—which is only natural.

'Talking about pride makes it sound a bit petty.'

However, from a national governance perspective, pride is a critical matter. Objectively and subjectively speaking, Armein is a nation worthy of boasting, honored with the prestigious nickname "Kingdom of Knights" for its powerful knight forces. This means Armein citizens sustain the royal family and nation through patriotic pride.

In other words, if Armein shows an unsightly appearance and that pride crumbles, both the Robens royal family and the nation itself would be endangered. Therefore, Armein had to oppose the Empire to preserve its national identity.

Moreover, a country of Armein's caliber could act like a bully anywhere else on the continent, but they happened to be right next to the Empire and couldn't do that. How unfair and frustrating that must be. So they absolutely refused to bow down.

'The past emperors weren't exactly conciliatory toward Armein either.'

Since the borders of the Empire and Armein met, the Empire's emperors consistently maintained a hardline stance in diplomacy with Armein.

The person in first place can get along well with those in third, fourth, or even last place. But they can never shake hands with a smiling face with the second-place challenger who threatens their position. Because that challenger would take their place at the slightest misstep.

Likewise, a second-place power like Armein cannot smile at the first. If the throne were far away, they might give up, but when it's tantalizingly close, human nature makes you want to overthrow the leader. So the Empire and Armein had essentially been hostile nations, but...

'Now times have changed.'

Unlike the past, the current era is one where the Empire and Armein have resolved their hostility and chosen coexistence. Considering that Armein had tried to join in when the eastern kingdoms targeted the Empire, this is nothing short of remarkable.

And what's even more surprising is that one of the key figures of this new era is Lyutis.

'Lyutis, a key figure of the era.'

Even I found this expression strange and couldn't help but laugh, but regardless of my amusement, that expression isn't wrong.

First, my father-in-law played a crucial role in the war against the eastern kingdoms, elevating the Empire's status. Meanwhile, the current Armein king pursued internal stability rather than confrontation with the Empire, and Armein began to tire of aggressive diplomacy due to the rise of the domestic ultra-hawks, the 5th Empire. In this situation, when Lyutis, an Armein prince, enrolled in the Imperial Academy, the atmosphere shifted in a peculiar direction.

'A ball kicked without thought went straight into the goal.'

No matter how I think about it, Lyutis himself enrolled without much thought. This was a harsh truth I couldn't deny even when interpreting Lyutis in the most positive light.

However, Lyutis's study abroad experience gave Armein the perception that "perhaps we too can coexist peacefully with the Empire." Honestly, would Armein want to continue opposing another country for centuries? Especially when the Empire, which had seemed to be faltering, stabilized again after the emergency succession.

Of course, if the Empire had lost to the Khagan, the story would have been different, but one way or another, the Empire won. They even completely swallowed the North afterward. It wouldn't have been strange if Armein's mainstream opinion shifted toward "we've done enough, let's rest now"—a declaration of giving up the power game. Lyutis essentially poured oil on the smoldering embers of peace.

So I thought various nobles would likely approach me and Pine when we entered Armein. Because I'm an acquaintance of Lyutis, a key figure of the new era. If they create a positive impression on me, it might be favorably conveyed to Lyutis.

"Welcome, Count! The Kingdom of Armein sincerely welcomes you and your wife!"

But I hadn't expected this.


"It is an unparalleled honor to meet the continent's greatest swordsman in person!"
"His Majesty the King also congratulates you on your visit and wishes you a pleasant journey in Armein! He also expresses regret that he couldn't personally welcome you due to the royal family being busy with preparations for Lyutis's wedding—"

I never expected such an intense welcoming crowd to appear.

'What is this?'

I'm perplexed. We could have traveled comfortably via teleportation, but since Armein is connected to the Empire by land, we took a carriage to Armein. Since we were traveling by road and crossing the border, I had informed the Armein Ministry of Foreign Affairs about which route we would use and approximately when we would enter which city.

Yet as soon as we entered the city, we encountered a splendid crowd. And it was a crowd from the Armein Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

'They welcome us this grandly from the border city?'

I feel cold sweat forming. As a representative power figure of the Empire and the one called the continent's greatest swordsman, I didn't think there would be no welcome. Given my personal connection to Lyutis, an Armein prince, it's natural for Armein officials to greet me enthusiastically. It would be stranger if they didn't.

However, I thought they would welcome us only when we reached the capital of Armein, not shower us with such greetings as soon as we entered the country.

'Aren't they busy?'

That thought even crossed my mind. In our Ministry of Foreign Affairs, people are so swamped with work they can barely leave the building, but the foreign ministry here has the leisure to leave the capital?

Perhaps Lyutis's status in Armein is higher than I expected? Especially from the foreign ministry's perspective, thanks to Lyutis, the power game with the Empire has ended, so it would be understandable if the foreign ministry adored him with tears in their eyes.

"Truly, truly an honor...! To meet Your Excellency before my retirement!"
"Thank you, Your Excellency! Thank you for coming here!"
"Hero of the Foreign Ministry! Our hero!"
'What the hell is this?'

No, no. This isn't about Lyutis's high status. No matter how much I try to deny it, this isn't respect for Lyutis or consideration for his acquaintance.

'It's for me.'

Their respect and cheers are directed entirely at me. They're not just treating me as an honored guest but genuinely revering me.

"Your Excellency, let's have some tea first. Unfortunately, this is just a provincial city on the outskirts of Armein, so grand hospitality is impossible, but it should be enough to relieve the fatigue of your long carriage journey!"
"That's right! You'll need to check the condition of your carriage anyway, so how about resting in the meantime?"
"Ah, um. Thank you for your hospitality."
"Hospitality? Your words are too generous!"

At my thanks, the officials from the foreign ministry vigorously shook their heads and hands.

Their sincerely honored response made me feel complicated.

The tea time concluded quickly. As those foreign ministry people said, we only spent enough time to check the carriage and stretch our stiff bodies. They said we shouldn't keep the footsteps of precious people for too long.


It was a kind consideration, but also frightening. Now they're even directly using words like "precious people." And these are foreign ministry officials whose every word and action is practically a calculated performance.

'The greatest swordsman... is that it?'

Eventually, I thought of a likely cause for this bizarre situation. The fact that I'm called the continent's greatest swordsman. That seems to be the most plausible reason.

Of course, it's not simply because "he's the continent's greatest warrior, so we must respect and revere him!" That might be the reason for warriors' actions, but not for bureaucrats.

Nevertheless, the reason the foreign ministry treats me like a deity descended to earth is because I'm the continent's greatest swordsman, the pinnacle of warriors that even Armein must acknowledge.

The emergence of the continent's greatest swordsman in the Empire is evidence that the Empire has gained a clear advantage over Armein. It's a symbol that even the people of Armein, proud of being the Kingdom of Knights, must submit to the Empire. My existence, along with Lyutis's study abroad, probably influenced Armein's decision to give up the power game.

'That's why they're acting like this.'

I sighed without realizing it. From the Armein foreign ministry's perspective, I'm a savior who prevented their country from pursuing aggressive diplomacy against the continent's strongest nation and helped establish peaceful relations. Thinking about it that way, I can fully understand this situation.

'So I was also a key figure of the new era.'

This is crazy. I thought it was a laughable title attached to Lyutis, but it turns out it's attached to me too. And in some ways, it's an even more distinct and grand title.

"Sigh..."
"What's wrong?"

As I sighed again, Pine, sitting across from me, tilted her head.

Only then did I come back to my senses. This journey is more of a honeymoon with Pine than attending Lyutis's wedding. What's important to me now is spending intimate time with Pine, not guessing the inner thoughts of the Armein foreign ministry.

"I'm sorry. I'm just a bit flustered receiving treatment I never imagined. You know there's no favor without a price among nobles."

So I offered an appropriate excuse.

The foreign ministry's enthusiastic welcome isn't a favor without a price, but I'm not in a position to give a price—I've already given it. And what an enormous price it was: liberating the foreign ministry from work and bringing peace. So I don't need to sigh at this welcome. Since I have nothing more to give, simply enjoying it is one approach.

But to tell the truth, I would have to say, "The foreign ministry is revering me because I brought peace to Armein. That's a bit burdensome." Unless someone is exceptionally self-centered, it's difficult to dare say—

"This is the treatment you rightfully deserve."
"Huh?"
"As the continent's greatest swordsman, former advisor to a prince, and the Empire's second-in-command, this much is necessary. If they truly are members of the Kingdom of Knights, they should bow their heads for the fact that you're the continent's greatest swordsman, if nothing else."

Seeing Pine speak with a voice full of pride, I quietly nodded.

I had momentarily forgotten. That Pine is my follower number one. She's equal to or greater than the foreign ministry in her devotion, never less.

# The hospitality that began at the border continued uninterrupted until we reached Radus, the capital of Armein Kingdom.

In every city we visited, crowds welcomed us whenever we stepped out of the carriage for meals. More specifically, they were emancipated slaves dispatched from the Armein diplomatic corps.

Though their complexions were somewhat dark, their eyes sparkled and their smiles were genuine, making me chuckle involuntarily. I doubt I'd receive such a warm welcome even from Imperial Ministry of Home Affairs officials.

'Though there weren't any knights.'

Only after passing through Radus's city gates did I notice something odd. The diplomatic staff had been so overwhelming in their hospitality that I hadn't realized it earlier, but thinking about it now, there hadn't been any knights among those who greeted me.

This was surprising. Of course, there were guards, but knights and soldiers are different. The knights of Armein are sword enthusiasts who live and breathe swordsmanship. Yet these enthusiasts showed no reaction to the visit of the continent's greatest swordsman? Honestly, it's unexpected. Given my reputation, knights should be welcoming me while diplomats remain quiet. Why was it the opposite?

'Are they shy?'

For a moment, I wondered if they were too embarrassed to see me.

They certainly weren't avoiding me out of pride. The country had already conceded in the power game at a national level and acknowledged my supremacy in swordsmanship. Acting petty now would only damage their own dignity.

Then perhaps—though it's a terrible thought I hate to consider—maybe the Armein knights were actually being shy. Like fans unable to speak when face-to-face with their idol.

'A knight fan club.'

The mere thought made my head spin. I imagined burly men fidgeting shyly. What kind of hell was this?

'There must be another reason.'

I quickly shook my head to dismiss this horrifying possibility.

Logically, they couldn't be rejecting me. Since knights are the heart and foundation of Armein, if they disliked me, the diplomatic corps wouldn't have welcomed me so warmly.

And considering Armein's straightforward and aggressive nature, shyness doesn't make sense either. It's more plausible that they all rushed out to welcome me and caused a traffic accident. There might be dozens of overturned carriages somewhere I don't know about.

Yes, there must be some other reason I'm unaware of. That's why they weren't visible. I'll eventually see them during my stay in Armein anyway, so there's no need to worry too much.

"Sword salute to the continent's greatest swordsman!"

I didn't expect to see them this quickly.

And I certainly didn't expect to see over a hundred of them at once.

'What is this?'

I was dumbfounded by the sight of knights performing a sword salute at the palace entrance.

I was here to congratulate Lyutis on his marriage and to split the sky at the sword shrine. Before the newlyweds could enjoy their honeymoon, I was to visit the palace and greet the King of Armein. While meeting a foreign monarch rather than my own Emperor wasn't particularly appealing, I couldn't refuse a royal request.

I had planned to finish my business quickly and leave. But an enormous surprise awaited me in an unavoidable space. No wonder they weren't visible earlier—they were preparing this.

"Your juniors who pursue the sword pay respects to the continent's greatest swordsman!"
"We pay respects to the greatest swordsman!"

I was speechless at their bizarre greeting.

'Juniors...?'

This was truly strange. I had only intended to see the king and leave, but suddenly I'd become a senior to the Armein knights. Many of them were clearly older than me, yet I'd instantly become their senior.

These crazy people. I don't know any juniors like you. I'm an uneducated adult with neither seniors nor juniors. Claiming to be my juniors means you should also abandon your diplomas—can you handle that weight?

"As expected."

Amidst this confusion, Finne beside me nodded with satisfaction, as if this were only natural.

"I was wondering why only diplomatic officials came to welcome us, but they were preparing this. This is the proper treatment befitting the continent's greatest."


'Ah.'

I nearly slapped my forehead at Finne's words.

My precious wife and follower number one, Finne. In a way, she was the pioneer who realized the knight fan club that had only existed in my imagination. With her overflowing love and respect, she felt pride rather than discomfort at this spectacle.

She believed her husband deserved such treatment—to receive respectful sword salutes from knights in the heart of the knight kingdom.

Meanwhile, her husband was internally combusting.

"Welcome, Greatest Swordsman! It's been so long since I've greeted you!"

Soon after, a voice that made my insides burn even hotter reached my ears.

Turning my head, I saw the familiar red hair and red eyes. The flames burning inside me must be just as red.

"Your Highness Lyutis, it's an honor."

Suppressing my bitterness, I bowed to the culprit who had brought me all the way to Armein. Lyutis approached with large strides, letting out a hearty laugh.

"I also greet your wife! Though I regrettably couldn't congratulate you personally at your wedding, I'm glad to convey my congratulations like this! And to receive your blessings before my own wedding! It's as if guided by the divine!"

He then bowed respectfully to Finne, showing unusual courtesy for royalty.

Even though it was just a bow, for a royal—especially a direct descendant of the king—to bow to a foreign noble was extraordinary treatment that momentarily surprised even me as Finne's husband.

'Why are you all so calm?'

Yet the Armein people, who should have been more surprised than me, remained completely unfazed.

What's going on? Do they think this is the treatment my wife naturally deserves? If so, I'm both grateful and terrified. Their madness and unity are frightening.

"Thank you for your warm welcome, Your Highness. I should also congratulate you on your joyous occasion, but as it seems a bit early, I'll properly greet you again at your wedding."

"Haha, that sounds wonderful! Then I'll see you again then!"

After laughing at Finne's words, Lyutis turned his gaze to me.

"Now, shall we go in together? His Majesty is waiting."

"I never expected Your Highness to personally escort us."

"This much is necessary between us. Besides, I wanted to witness the arrival of the greatest swordsman myself! I would have liked to join them in the sword salute!"

I closed my eyes dejectedly at his terrifying statement delivered so casually.

Thankfully, it ended with words and didn't translate into action.

I had always wondered where Lyutis's personality came from.

Was he a sudden mutation, or was it a natural trait like beans growing where beans were planted? Or perhaps he was born as a red bean but somehow transformed into a soybean—a disaster. I had been curious for years.

And today, my years-long question was answered.

"Welcome, Count Teilgleichen. You must be tired from your long journey, and I worry that such an intense welcome upon arrival might have exhausted you."

'Ah.'

A middle-aged man with a gentle smile greeted me. Like Lyutis, he had striking red hair and eyes, but his face held both strength and gentleness befitting a monarch.

He even expressed regret to me, as if saying, "Was the ceremony outside a bit excessive? I apologize."

'Lyutis is the mutation.'


I realized it immediately. The current King of Armein is perfectly normal, but Lyutis somehow inherited his genes abnormally.

I was moved. To be honest, when the Armein King requested the sky-splitting at the sword shrine, I seriously worried that Armein and the Robens royal family had gone mad. While Lyutis might be exceptionally peculiar, I thought the soil itself must be bizarre for such a tree to grow.

But I was wrong. At least the Armein King appeared completely normal and peaceful. It doesn't matter if this is an act hiding his true nature. At least Lyutis doesn't even pretend.

"Tired? What greater honor could there be than receiving such a welcome from knights in the heart of the knight kingdom? I am deeply grateful for Your Majesty's grace in granting such a great honor to a foreign subject."

"Thank you for understanding. The passion and admiration for swordsmanship is our nation's symbol and identity. Even the royal family—no, especially the royal family—couldn't stop it."

I nodded instinctively at his convincing explanation. A nation's symbol, identity, and driving force are things that even a king cannot carelessly interfere with.

Yes, this is how it should be explained. Rather than simply engaging in eccentric behavior, explaining why such behavior was inevitable makes it no longer eccentric but part of policy. As a civil servant myself, I can certainly understand another country's policy implementation.

"By the way, Count. Is your wife the Special Affairs Department Head of the Audit Department?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. That is correct."

I didn't ask how he knew. A department-level official of the Empire would naturally be a person of interest in foreign countries.

Moreover, Finne had been fiercely active as the head of the Charcoal Division during her Special Affairs Ministry days, and had become famous in social circles as one of my wives. If the King didn't know about Finne, I would have questioned his competence.

"Indeed. Your wife is also an excellent warrior."

After quickly examining Finne, the King seemed to grasp her martial prowess and let out a small exclamation of admiration.

As expected, the King of the knight kingdom is different. He can assess a warrior's level just by looking.

"Perhaps I should change my plans."

'...Plans?'

The King's muttering sparked anxiety within me.

My instincts were whispering. Those plans he just mentioned are definitely not ordinary, quiet plans. They must be plans connected to Finne and me, plans that can only proceed noisily.

"Count."

"Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."

"Our knights consider it an honor just to see the Count, who is called the continent's greatest swordsman, but some knights wish to cross swords with you directly."

"Pardon?"

"They don't draw their swords to defeat you. For a warrior, exchanging blows with a master is itself a rare opportunity."

My anxiety grew increasingly clear.

"Count, could you possibly provide some guidance to our knights? Or your wife could step in if you prefer."

"Guidance, Your Majesty?"

"Yes. Of course, this isn't a demand, and appropriate compensation will be provided."

I nearly let out a sigh at those words.

I thought he was normal, but he truly is Lyutis's father after all.

'And why Finne?'

More importantly, why include Finne? Is this some kind of "to challenge the greatest swordsman, you must first defeat his gatekeeper" situation?

Knights are a breed who live and die by the sword. Even in times of peace, they frequently cross blades with one another.

Whether sparring to improve their skills, dueling because they despise their opponent, or performing elaborate demonstrations to enhance the atmosphere of events—these are just the examples that come to mind immediately. If I were to think more deeply, countless other reasons would surely emerge.

However, these exchanges only work when the knights are of similar skill levels. If the gap between them is too great, sparring won't help improve technique, duels will end too quickly, and demonstrations will conclude before they can build any atmosphere, creating awkwardness instead.

There is only one exception: when a master teaches a novice. In such cases, a large skill gap is not only acceptable but necessary—it would be strange otherwise.

'Teaching, huh.'

That's why my head started throbbing at the Armein King's proposal.

If the Emperor had simply said, "Go teach those knights something," I might have complained about the odd request, but it wouldn't have been troublesome.

Do I lack systematic teaching methods? In the world of knights, that's a trivial concern. Of course, having a structured approach would be better, but physical professions are learned more through practice than theory. I reached my current level through hard training, so Imperial knights would naturally improve by training alongside me.

But when dealing with Armein knights rather than Imperial knights, such rough and intense methods wouldn't be appropriate.

'I can't exactly run someone else's resources into the ground like dogs.'

Knights and mages are valuable assets respected everywhere. Even commoners who rise to become knights or mages through talent and effoooort receive treatment comparable to minor nobility.

So to push foreign knights who are passionate enough to seek instruction, and prestigious enough to request training from the continent's greatest swordsman, to their limits? If something were to go wrong, it could be misinterpreted as Imperial sabotage. At that point, the fact that Armein requested the training first wouldn't matter.

"While I'm deeply honored by this proposal, I understand Armein's knights to be valiant, spirited, and loyal. I worry that the modest advice of a mere warrior might taint their path."

So I declined with the most plausible excuse I could muster. It was an honor, but my teaching might negatively influence them.

In essence, I was politely saying, "Even though I'm the continent's greatest swordsman, I'm still a foreigner—is it really appropriate to entrust your country's talents to me?" After all, even with a native instructor, students can suffer under poor teaching; how much worse might it be with a foreign amateur instructor?

"While I appreciate your consideration for our knights, that is not for you to worry about, Count."

Despite my refusal, the Armein King merely smiled.

"As King of Armein and head of the Robens royal family, I assure you that our knights will accept guidance without being swayed, for they are steadfast. One who cannot establish a firm pillar in their heart is no knight, and one who is not a knight dares not look to the heavens. One must be qualified to gaze upward, wouldn't you agree?"

"Your knights would be moved by Your Majesty's trust."

I could only offer an awkward smile at the King's words, which elevated both his knights and my standing.

His confidence that his knights would grow properly even if I taught them strangely, combined with his praise elevating me as the "heavens" of swordsmanship—it only increased my burden.

"Besides, what the knights desire isn't your theory but practical experience. What could be more certain and beautiful than crossing swords directly with the Count?"

'That practical experience is precisely the problem.'

I barely swallowed the words that had risen to my throat. I could hardly tell the King of a knight kingdom, "I'm afraid of making your knights groan in pain if I train them."

No matter how much they acknowledged the Empire's superiority, such words would wound their pride. Despite their respect and consideration for the continent's greatest swordsman, I could quickly become an object of hatred rather than admiration. And relations between the Empire and Armein would revert to their former state.

It would be a diplomatic disaster too terrible to imagine. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs would be justified in wanting me dead.

"What do you say, Count? Won't you bestow a small lesson for the sake of your juniors?"

The word "juniors" made me feel choked. I don't know these so-called juniors, yet he's determined to make it official.

'What should I do?'

I inwardly sighed as the persuasion continued despite my polite refusal.


Well, if it's practical training rather than theoretical instruction, it wouldn't be complicated. I could simply swing my sword and parry theirs. It's just odd that what started as a honeymoon to celebrate marriage has turned into a teaching position, but it's not particularly difficult.

But is this really appropriate? For an Imperial citizen to spar with knights of the knight kingdom while they think, "Ah, so this is the power of the continent's greatest sword"? Doesn't this feel like teabagging?

And the subjects themselves are volunteering for this teabagging. What kind of country is Armein, anyway...

"If Your Majesty would permit."

While I was contemplating what decision to make, Pine spoke up.

"May I first cross swords with Armein's knights?"

"Oh?"

"Pine?"

Both the Armein King and I were somewhat surprised by Pine's proposal.

The King had previously suggested that Pine could step in, but it was likely just a ceremonial remark to ease my burden. Using Pine for a task I found bothersome wasn't something I'd considered, and the King had probably forgotten his words as soon as he'd spoken them.

But Pine had seized upon those ceremonial words. Since the King had technically proposed it first, it wasn't disrespectful.

"Though I'm embarrassed to say it myself, I am the Count of Teilgleichen's wife and a disciple who has received intensive training from the continent's greatest swordsman. Sparring with me might also provide a valuable experience for the knights."

"A disciple, you say."

Interest swirled in the King's eyes at Pine's addition.

"Count, is this true?"

"Ah, yes. I personally guided her on the path of martial arts and provided various assistance. She could be called my first disciple."

I answered confidently since it wasn't untrue.

After the spectacular failure of the Audit Department's 4th Section, how hard did I work to revive it? Among them, Pine was the talent I focused on most, and she repaid my attention with ability. While the other Charcoal Division members were exceptional, Pine was overwhelming.

"I see."

The Armein King stroked his chin with satisfaction at my answer.

Glancing at Pine, I saw firm resolve on her face. As if she believed one must go through her first to reach me.

***

I had once lost everything to the Great Punitive War. My family, my neighbors, my friends, my homeland. Everything except my body had disappeared.

At the same time, I gained everything. God took everything from me and gave me everything anew. Something that was like my soul, like my life itself.

'Master.'

I recalled the one who was my soul and my life.

Of course, "Master" is a title I no longer use aloud. But when I first decided to truly follow my beloved husband, I called him Master, not darling. When others called Master "Department Head," I alone called him Master in my heart.

And I received his teachings since the time he was the Audit Department Head. I received devoted instruction from someone whom even the knights of Armein, called the knight kingdom, yearn for—someone they beg for even the smallest guidance.

This is my pride. The pride of myself and the former 4th Section of the Audit Department, the former Charcoal Division, and the current 1st Section of the Special Task Force. Among them, I can proudly claim to be the first disciple, the best disciple.


'I cannot carelessly share this glory.'

So I became greedy. This glory should be ours. It's a precious honor that only our Special Task Force's 1st Section should cherish.

That's why I stepped forward. How presumptuous and ignorant to seek teachings from Master—no, from my darling. What boundless greed.

"Next."

I took a small, deep breath and spoke as calmly as possible. Without even glancing at the knight collapsed on the ground, I called for the next one.

You are all manageable at my level. My teachings are sufficient; you don't need my darling's instruction.

'Am I doing this right?'

Still, I looked at my darling with some concern. I believed this was the right thing to do when I stepped forward with my sword, but what if he was uncomfortable with it?

'Ah.'

Seeing him smiling and giving me a thumbs-up, my heart rapidly eased.

My worries were unfounded. My judgment was correct. My darling also didn't want to directly cross swords with these knights. How could the continent's greatest swordsman mix blades with novices who weren't even Armein's best?

'I should go a little easier.'

I felt my burning head gradually cooling down.

My darling is viewing this favorably, so knocking down opponents too harshly could lead to diplomatic disputes. That would turn his smile into one tinged with dismay. I don't want that.

I am the wife of the Count of Teilgleichen and the first disciple of the continent's greatest swordsman. I must demonstrate dignity and ability worthy of that reputation. I absolutely cannot disappoint the person who is my life.

'...Why... are there more of them?'

But something seems strange. Wasn't there just under twenty people waiting for sparring earlier? The number seems to have nearly doubled since then.

***

I could only applaud Pine's relentless winning streak.

I can roughly guess why she's doing this. Although it's less intense than when she used to call me "Master," Pine still thinks of everything with me at the center. Seeing me troubled by the Armein King's request, she took on the bothersome task herself.

In a way, it could be seen as Pine going overboard, but it was Pine who had been quiet until now who stepped forward first. Moreover, she's fighting the Armein knights as "martial artist" Pine, not as "my wife" Pine. With each victory, Pine's reputation will grow.

'Well done, our Pine.'

At this rate, she might as well go on a dojo-breaking spree with the Armein capital as her backdrop.

"Hmm, the Special Task Force Director is truly different! I'm itching to pick up a sword myself!"

I'll keep this crazy prince in check in the meantime.

'It's fortunate the wedding is just around the corner.'

I inwardly let out a small sigh.

This bastard Lyutis. If he weren't a groom about to be married, he would have already faced off against Pine. He's holding back only because he can't afford to get injured at this time.

If it weren't for the wedding, we wouldn't have come here in the first place, but anyway, thank goodness for the wedding.

# When the husband was restraining a certain mad prince with all his might, the wife was smashing the pride of the Knight Kingdom one after another.

No, saying "smashing" makes it sound like we're having a negative impact on Imperial-Armein relations. Rather than smashing, let's say she stimulated their competitive spirit and made Armein's future even more brilliant. That seems like a more appropriate expression.

'Well done, my Phine.'

I applauded Phine's brilliant performance without reservation. As I thought earlier, I still couldn't suppress my excitement and satisfaction.

Before dueling with the Continent's Greatest Sword, the King of Armein proclaimed that one should first duel with the disciple of the Continent's Greatest Sword. The knights with their bright, eager eyes seemed to find the king's proclamation reasonable, accepting the duel with enthusiastic cheers. I suppose they too thought it better to challenge the Four Heavenly Kings first rather than going straight to the final boss.

And the result was Phine's consecutive victories. She achieved 17 consecutive wins that will go down in Imperial-Armein diplomatic history.

"Well, this is something."

In other words, this meant 17 consecutive losses for Armein. Perhaps that's why Lyutis scratched the back of his head with a bitter smile.

He must have mixed feelings. It can't be pleasant to see his country's knights lose one after another to a single person, but he can't express anger or disappointment when I, Phine's husband, am right beside him. From Lyutis's perspective, he must be worried that if he says something wrong, I might respond with "Is there something wrong with my wife winning?"

Thinking about it that way, it's somewhat touching. Lyutis, known for his disastrously poor social awareness, is actually considering my feelings.

'You've grown.'

What could be more gratifying than seeing the growth of your most troublesome student? As his former club advisor, it's truly moving...

"I'm grateful that time is finite. If we continued the duels, it wouldn't be just 17 wins but many more."
"I'm well aware of the valor of Armein's knights. However, unlike Phine who gives her all since she doesn't need to hold back, the knights cannot use their full strength out of consideration for foreign dignitaries. It's an unfair result, so please don't take it too much to heart."

So I offered some consolation in response to Lyutis's words.

In truth, as Lyutis said, if time were infinite and the duels could continue endlessly, Phine's winning streak would only steadily grow. Unlike Armein, which has had no external conflicts for about 30 years, the Empire has experienced various conflicts, and Phine is a specialist who has been through the thick of them. The difference in practical experience is significant.

But for the sake of my grown student, I can certainly offer some words of comfort mixed with encouragement. Anyway, Phine did win, but it wasn't a proper match. Let's just leave it at that.

"Haha, truly grateful words!"

Fortunately, Lyutis's expression softened somewhat at my words.

"But a match is a match. Making excuses about disadvantages here and there is not the way of a knight! A true knight, a true strong one, wins under any conditions! We don't quibble over conditions even during war!"
"That's true, but..."
"Although 17 consecutive defeats are painful, this pain is growing pains for a better tomorrow! I thank the Continent's Greatest Sword and his wife for the excellent lesson!"

I smiled awkwardly as Lyutis gave a light bow.

He has strong pride in his swordsmanship but is unexpectedly open and cheerful in unexpected ways. He even seems to have matured a bit with his wedding approaching, showing a more normal side of Lyutis rather than the hopeless one I used to know.

I can't help but think how nice it would have been if he had been like this at the Academy, but I should be grateful that he's become a prince worthy of the title, even if it's late.

"Enough! Since our esteemed guest has given us sufficient time, we shall end the duels!"

Eventually, Lyutis walked toward the dueling ground and declared the end of the duels in a resounding voice.

"The person who has given you time is the Special Department Head of the Imperial Audit Ministry and the disciple of the Continent's Greatest Sword! She was raised under a master superior to you and has experienced much more! So rejoice in the opportunity to improve rather than feeling bitter about defeat!"
"We will keep that in mind!"
"We will train harder and devote ourselves to the royal family and the kingdom!"

The knights who had been groaning on the ground and those who had been standing watching the duels all responded in unison to Lyutis's shout.


"Finally, to the disciple of the Continent's Greatest Sword! Sword salute!"
'Ah.'

And then he made them perform a sword salute to Phine, which was completely unnecessary.

These cruel people. Even Phine, who flinched when receiving a sword salute with me, would find it harsh to receive one alone. She's surprisingly uncomfortable with the attention of others.

'...It doesn't matter.'

But my worry disappeared in an instant.

Phine receiving the sword salute looked as majestic as a triumphant general. It seemed fine because the knights performing the salute weren't simply strangers, but people she had defeated or could defeat with her strength.

Indeed, the saying that people become closer through fighting isn't just empty words. Without this duel, Phine would still be uncomfortable and wary around those knights.

The royal family provided us with accommodations during our stay in Armein.

It was too much hospitality, but refusing the favor of such high-ranking people would be impolite. Besides, since we were guests attending the wedding to add prestige, it was logical that the royal family should host us, and I couldn't possibly object.

'To add prestige.'

I sighed inwardly, mulling over the king's words. Since when did sky-cutting at the Sword Temple become an act of adding prestige to a wedding? If anything, it could cause a catastrophe that would overturn the wedding.

Honestly, I still don't understand it even after coming to Armein. Why would they request something like sky-cutting? And at the sacred Sword Temple, during such a monumental occasion as a wedding.

There must be a reason beyond the comprehension of an ordinary person like me. It's probably a reason I'll never understand, and I don't want to understand it either. Understanding such things would be troublesome.

"Darling?"
'Ah.'

The sigh I meant to keep inside escaped my lips.

"Is something troubling you? Perhaps there was a problem with the duel earlier..."

Phine, who had been slightly triumphant after the duel, shrank rapidly at my sigh.

I couldn't help but smile at her pitiful yet adorable appearance. She had achieved the remarkable record of 17 consecutive wins in the heart of the Knight Kingdom. If anything, it was something to be proud of, not problematic.

Of course, since the duel was held in the capital of another country and arranged by the king, it might have been more graceful to show some restraint. But for those sword-obsessed people, showing restraint would be disrespectful. A match fought with full strength, a beautiful defeat—that would be the satisfying result for those sword enthusiasts.

"I feel like I made Phine do all the work alone. I'm sorry that your husband just watched."

So I embraced Phine and spoke gently.

I simply couldn't say something like, "I have no idea what those crazy Armein people were thinking when they requested sky-cutting at the Sword Temple." Saying such things would only transfer my worries to Phine.

"No, no! I did it because I wanted to! To face the Continent's Greatest Sword, one must naturally defeat his disciple first, so it was something I had to do!"

I kept patting Phine's back as she shook her head vigorously.

I know. I understand Phine's feelings completely. She picked up the sword for my sake and fought the knights one after another for me. I would be less than human if I didn't appreciate that.

If there's just one thing I regret, though,

'She's stiff.'


Perhaps because she wielded a sword after so long, her manner of speaking has become rigid.

Through various events like our marriage and Merry's birth, Phine's stiff and solemn military discipline had been gradually fading. Sometimes she would use formal speech with me, or speak in a detached manner, but with a subtle softness. The 17 consecutive duels have brought back Phine's lost military discipline.

I understand it's unavoidable, but it's regrettable. Still, it should return to normal with time, so I just have to wait.

...Wait, if we're talking about returning to normal by Phine's standards, does that mean back to the days full of military discipline?

'No way.'

I swallowed unconsciously.

I can't let my wife, who has finally softened up, revert to her military days. I've worked so hard to somewhat reduce Phine's extraordinary loyalty.

"Phine."
"Yes, yes!"
"If you're up for it, shall we go out right away? Since we're in Armein, we should see the sights."

So I suggested going out to Phine. To quickly erase the heat and memory of the duel. To give Phine soft memories again.

***

His Highness Prince Lyutis has come to visit.

The prince has been visiting almost daily since his marriage to Perosa was decided. It's truly an honorable yet awkward visit, but as a loyal subject, I cannot possibly block His Highness's footsteps.

So whenever His Highness visits, I set aside my duties as the deputy commander of the Royal Knights and receive him solely as His Highness's prospective father-in-law. That's what His Highness wants.

"The advisor has come with his wife!"
'Ah.'

This time, however, he came with somewhat welcome yet unique news.

There is only one person in this continent whom Prince Lyutis calls "advisor." The former Academy inspector and advisor to the Confectionery Club. Currently the Minister of the Imperial Audit Ministry and the Continent's Greatest Sword.

Perhaps because we spent three years together at the Academy, even someone like me with a limited social circle can call him a "friend beyond borders."

'Kal Kracius.'

It's a name I haven't heard in a very long time, and I couldn't help but smile at the thought of meeting someone I haven't seen in even longer.

"Haha! It seems Earl Villar is also pleased about the advisor's visit!"
"Yes, Your Highness. Perhaps because we worked together for three years, we've developed a friendship that transcends nationality."
"I understand. I too have made several friends beyond our borders!"

Prince Lyutis burst into laughter, fiddled with his teacup, and then continued with a smirk.

"But I suggest you avoid visiting them today. Since the advisor's wife has just completed 17 consecutive duels, they might find it difficult to receive guests today!"
"...Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question His Highness's words.

Seventeen consecutive duels? What on earth happened to the Minister as soon as he arrived in Armein?

Although it's not my concern, I feel apologetic about the trouble my friend from afar has encountered.

# Long Time No See, Villar

After Fiene's overwhelming 17 consecutive victories, there had been no contact from Armein.

Whether this was consideration to let us enjoy a peaceful and intimate honeymoon until Lyutis's wedding, or because they were analyzing the causes of their defeat among themselves, I wasn't sure. Either way, as long as the outcome was good, it didn't matter.

Anyway, thanks to no one bothering us, we could enjoy sightseeing at a leisurely pace. Although the atmosphere was bustling everywhere with the prince's wedding just around the corner, tourist attractions relatively far from the capital had fewer people.

For example, places like where the founding ancestor of Armein first raised an army, or where Armein's great knight vanquished a monster, or the plains where 500 Armein central army soldiers repelled 40,000 rebel troops.

'Something feels off about these categories.'

As we toured the attractions, I felt a strong sense of dissonance. Even though Armein is known as the kingdom of knights, not every aspect of the nation's systems and culture revolves around swords. Even in a country full of sword enthusiasts, there should be normal tourist attractions or places where culture has flourished.

But what's going on here? Every tourist site we visit reeks of military heritage. I was trying to help Fiene relax, but this might end up reinforcing her military mindset instead.

"Um, Fiene. Are you sure you're okay with only seeing places like this?"
"It's fine. Armein's symbols are, regardless of what anyone says, militarism and chivalry, and the military traditions based on those two. These are things you can only see in Armein, so we should appreciate them while we can."

Since Fiene was genuinely enjoying the tour, I couldn't bring myself to suggest different attractions.

A honeymoon is an event for husband and wife to enjoy together. During such a joyful and happy event, I couldn't ignore my wife's wishes for the bizarre reason that I needed to diminish her military spirit. Especially since Fiene rarely shows her own desires.

Right, why should the nature of tourist attractions matter so much? What matters isn't what you see, but who you see it with. When a loving couple enjoys traveling together, even a sewer can become an antique and rustic historical site.

Of course, I have no intention of actually visiting a sewer.

"Then shall we go to Molren Plains next? It seems famous too."
"Yes, that sounds good."

Seeing Fiene's eyes sparkle at my suggestion made me smile involuntarily.

Molren Plains. The place where rebels during the reign of Armein's third king were surrounded by loyalist forces gathered from all regions, and where the rebels, making their final desperate charge, were utterly destroyed. If the death of the king's brother, the rebel leader, was the fatal blow that removed the rebels' cause, the Battle of Molren was the confirmation shot that physically shattered the rebels' strength.

However, because the rebels fought so fiercely despite having lost their cause, morale, and being surrounded, Molren Plains ironically became a famous site in Armein. In a way, the rebels achieved immortality through death. At one point, there was even a joke that "Armein's armies are stronger when rebelling than when defending the country."

'Rebellion.'

Eventually, my gentle smile toward Fiene turned bitter.

Rebellion. That damned rebellion. The one that once drove Armein's third king into crisis, and might have succeeded if things had gone differently.

Because of that incident, Armein's third king deliberately lost the royal jewel. That lost jewel traveled across hundreds of years to end up in the Empire's hands. The Emperor and I had such headaches after suddenly acquiring the symbol of the Armein royal family. Even now, thinking about it makes me doubt I can enjoy viewing Molren Plains with a smile.

'Was it supposed to be brought along with the wedding congratulatory delegation?'

Even at this point, the Armein king doesn't know that the Empire has secured Armein's royal jewel. We've been maintaining strict confidentiality to present it as a wedding gift to Lyutis.


Receiving an ancestral relic that was lost generations ago as a gift at your child's wedding would be pleasing both as a father and as a monarch, allowing the Empire to secure a relatively advantageous negotiating position. If we're going to give something away anyway, it's diplomatic basics to extract maximum benefit from it.

However, if the jewel had been discovered a little earlier... if it had become a negotiating card for the Empire sooner, I wouldn't have had to cut the sky at the Sword Temple—I couldn't shake that thought.

They say timing is everything in life. There's not a single wrong word in what our ancestors said.

After several quiet days, we received contact from Armein. They asked if we could meet someone they would send, if we had time.

Honestly, I initially wanted to refuse. If they had business, they should have taken care of it on the first day of our visit, or asked after the wedding was over. It's annoying to deal with work while we're trying to enjoy ourselves.

But as soon as I heard the name of the person Armein was sending, I immediately agreed.

"It's been a long time, Lord Villar. I'm truly delighted to see you again."

Villar Ganelly, Deputy Commander of the Armein Royal Knights. If someone were to ask me about domestic friends, I would have to point to graves, but if asked about international friends, he's someone I can proudly name as a precious connection.

If it's meeting Villar, I can make time anytime. We're comrades who went through the hell called the Academy together for three years. In fact, if Villar hadn't reached out first, I might have gone to find him myself.

"Thank you for your warm welcome, Count."

Villar responded to my greeting with a faint smile.

Just as I feel friendship toward Villar, it's clear that Villar feels the same toward me. Otherwise, why would this rigid, solemn, and serious knight smile?

"Would you prefer to be called the Continent's Greatest Sword rather than Count?"

He even makes jokes like that. This is definitely a mutual friendship.

I'm relieved. I was worried that after several years since graduation, having risen to the position of Deputy Commander of the Royal Knights, he might have forgotten our Academy days. I feared he might have erased our shared terrible memories in exchange for his promotion.

But that wasn't the case. Despite his position as Deputy Commander, Villar hasn't forgotten those memories.

"Haha, call me whatever you like. I'm a knight too, so you can call me Sir Kal if you wish."
"I'll just stick with Count."

I nodded readily at Villar's words as he chuckled.

Yes, Count is the most appropriate title. Since I call him Lord Villar, he could call me Sir Kal, but from Villar's perspective, that probably wouldn't feel right.

"Ah, I should greet your wife as well. I am Villar Ganelly, Deputy Commander of the Armein Royal Knights."
"He's also soon to be Prince Lyutis's father-in-law."

At my additional comment, Fiene bowed respectfully.

Although Villar is currently just a regular nobleman, he's the Deputy Commander of the Royal Knights and will soon be the prince's father-in-law. With his status, ability, and position all well-balanced, he'll likely receive a promotion in rank soon. Therefore, even Fiene, as a countess and titled noble, should show him respect.

"I am Penelia Yus of Sirdi, Special Department Head of the Imperial Audit Ministry. I've heard much about how you worked alongside my husband for three years, Deputy Commander."
"Working alongside is too generous. The Count simply helped someone as inadequate as myself."

"He said you would have been more than capable of becoming a central figure in the Imperial Knights had you been in the Empire. If someone like you is inadequate, who could be considered competent?"

At Fiene's words, Villar and I awkwardly made eye contact.

Even with friendship forged in hell, knights tend to be stingy with compliments and get embarrassed by them. Both I, who was caught giving praise, and Villar, who received it, couldn't help but feel strange. Not a negative strangeness, but a positive, embarrassed kind.

"Had the Count been in Armein, I would have been serving under him as my superior."
"You flatter me."

The awkwardness intensified.

"By the way, Lord Villar. While I'm delighted to see you after so long, unlike me who's on vacation, aren't you busy with your duties? With a royal wedding just around the corner, you must have even more work than usual. Is it really alright for you to spare your valuable time for me?"

I deliberately changed the subject. I couldn't just keep appearing embarrassed in front of a friend I was meeting after a long time.

And the fact that Villar, the Deputy Commander of the Royal Knights, came in person is by no means ordinary. Usually, the Commander and Deputy Commander never leave the royal palace. Even in the Empire, the Commander of the Imperial Knights oversees security for the entire imperial palace, while the Deputy Commander personally guards the Emperor.

Additionally, Villar is about to level up to become the prince's father-in-law and the king's in-law. Both the Royal Knights and the Armein military would want to keep Villar safely tucked away in the palace.

"Please don't say that. Thanks to His Majesty's excessive and humbling trust, I've risen to the honorable position of Deputy Commander, but I am still a knight dedicated to the royal family, the people, and the country, and a man who values friendship. How could I consider time spent meeting you as wasted?"

'Ah.'

I straightened my relaxed posture at his suddenly lengthy response.

I sighed inwardly. On the surface, it sounded like the words of a friend who made the precious effort to visit for the sake of friendship, but looking a little deeper, the true meaning was quite unwelcome.

'He's saying orders came down that were significant enough to mobilize even the Deputy Commander.'

It's true that the Royal Knights are bound to the royal palace, but they must leave if ordered by the royal family. And they sent Villar, who has connections with me? That means they need to ask me for something. And it's coming from someone in the royal family.

'Damn it.'

I had let my guard down. I was so happy to see Villar after a long time that I failed to anticipate this obvious situation.

Unlike me, who's moving around in a personal capacity, Villar is strictly an official. With the wedding approaching, he needs to be even more careful about his conduct than usual. If someone in his position is coming to see me first, it obviously means he has business, not just greetings.

"I truly appreciate those words. I would be delighted if I could make Lord Villar's time as valuable as gold."

For now, I responded with a gentle smile.

Although it seems like an unwelcome matter, considering my friendship with Villar and the effort he made to come here, I can at least listen to what he has to say. If it's a problem I can handle, I'm willing to resolve it.

'Who sent him, anyway?'

More importantly, who would send the future father-in-law of the prince as an errand boy? Could it be the king himself?

"Someone who can use the Vice Captain of the Royal Knights and future father-in-law of the prince as a messenger."

No matter how I think about it, this person must be at least a direct royal family member. While a regular Royal Knight might be different, the titles of Vice Captain and future father-in-law of the prince are certainly not insignificant. Even cadet branch royalty wouldn't dare treat someone of that position carelessly.

'It must be either the King or Lyutis.'

And if we're talking about royalty who would send someone to me, it could only be the King of Armein or Lyutis. Such contact requires either official business or prior acquaintance. At this point, the only one with official business would be the King, and the only one I'm acquainted with is Lyutis. Honestly, neither option is particularly welcome.

I already let my wife spar with him, and I promised to perform a sky-cutting demonstration after the wedding. I've done everything I could, so why make contact again?

Asking anything more of me would be unconscionable. Besides, we came here in a private capacity. Even if it's the King's request, I'm not obligated to actively consider or accept it unless it's official.

"Her Highness Princess Salia wishes to see you, Count. She mentioned that her brother likely committed several improprieties at the Imperial Academy, and as his sister, she wishes to express both gratitude and apology."
"Huh?"

However, after some conversation, the name that came from Villar's mouth was neither the King nor Lyutis.

Salia Robens. The first princess of the Armein Kingdom and Lyutis's only sister. Though her presence is somewhat overshadowed by the Crown Prince and Second Prince, she's known as a talented individual who assists the Queen of Armein and handles affairs of the Robens royal family.

While the princes divide the kingdom's duties, Princess Salia occupies the position of the eldest sister who takes care of the royal family. Though far from the line of succession, she's certainly not someone to be ignored from a royal perspective. Perhaps to her brothers, Princess Salia standing before them might be more intimidating than the rarely-seen Crown Prince.

'What could this be about?'

This made me even more curious. While Princess Salia occasionally helps with kingdom affairs, her main domain is internal royal matters. Why would such a person attempt to contact me? And bringing up Lyutis's school life from years ago?

It clearly seems like an unusual matter, but I can't even begin to guess what it might be. It's difficult to read Villar's expression since he maintains such a strong poker face, but it seemed like even Villar didn't know Princess Salia's intentions. That's the look of a messenger simply running an errand, not a representative who knows their superior's intentions. If nothing else, I can tell that much.

'I can't really refuse.'

After brief consideration, I decided to accept Princess Salia's invitation.

A purpose I couldn't possibly guess. Beyond curiosity, I wondered how urgent and important this matter must be for her to request such a sudden and unexpected meeting. If I consider it as placing a debt on a foreign royal, a face-to-face meeting seems reasonable enough.

"Thanks to His Highness Lyutis's magnanimity, I too have seen a new path. How could I accept gratitude for that? Rather, I should be the one thanking His Highness and the royal family."

For now, I expressed appropriate humility in response to Villar's words. It would be somewhat inappropriate to readily accept when the First Princess herself wants to express gratitude.

However, while I declined the gratitude, I didn't refuse the apology. Thinking back on Lyutis's school life, I do feel entitled to an apology. That would be true even if it came from the King himself.

"Still, since Her Highness has bestowed such vast and deep mercy, it would be right for me to meet her. Please tell her that I am ready to respond to her call anytime."
"About that."

At my answer, Villar hesitated for a moment, then said,

"If Your Excellency could suggest a convenient time, Her Highness will come in person."
"Pardon?"

This was another unexpected statement that surprised me.

Because of the Crown Princess who frequently visits our home, I sometimes forget, but for royalty to personally visit a subject is an honor beyond words—an enormous gesture of consideration, respect, and commendation. Even if the nationalities differ, the significance doesn't diminish.

No, it's actually more meaningful when visiting a foreign noble. Especially when that foreign country is the Empire, Armein's longtime rival and potential enemy.

"This is truly an honor. I worry that I might waste Her Highness's time."

I felt an urge to cancel the meeting even now, but I suppressed it.


If I canceled and something happened later, I'd be the only one to suffer.

The meeting took place surprisingly quickly—even I was shocked. While I had said out of courtesy, "I'm just a vacationing commoner, so anytime is fine," I didn't expect her to arrive less than two hours after Villar left.

"Allow me to formally introduce myself, Count Teilgleichen. I am Salia Robens, First Princess of the Armein Kingdom."

Princess Salia greeted me while gently lifting the hem of her skirt. She had the typical appearance of a lady, but her bright red hair strongly proclaimed that she too was of Lyutis's bloodline.

It's somewhat frightening. The only red-haired people I've seen in Armein were Lyutis and the King of Armein. Unfortunately, both were far from normal.

'Could you also be...?'

I know it's extremely disrespectful, but Princess Salia was already a person of caution in my mind. Judging many based on one person is foolish, but it would be equally foolish not to be cautious after experiencing it twice. The probability of Princess Salia being abnormal is slightly higher than her being normal.

Of course, I don't consider Princess Salia to be a madman on Lyutis's level. If two people like Lyutis appeared in the same bloodline and generation, that would truly be a cursed lineage.

However, the King of Armein also subtly exhibited traits befitting Lyutis's father. This suggests that the Robens royal family's origins are somewhat unique, and as a Robens, Salia cannot escape that fate.

"Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, Count Teilgleichen. It is an honor to meet Your Highness."
"To say it's an honor to meet a mere princess? I'm the one honored to meet the continent's greatest swordsman."

Princess Salia smiled slightly and turned her gaze to Pene, who also bowed politely and spoke.

"I am Penelia Yus of Sirdi, Countess of Teilgleichen."
"I've heard about you, Countess. You achieved 17 consecutive victories against our knights? As a princess of Armein, it's difficult to smile about that, but as an individual from Armein, I'm impressed."

Princess Salia smiled more deeply and took both of Pene's hands.

It was a clear demonstration that she had no regrets about the sparring results and rather respected and revered Pene as an outstanding warrior. It was also a strong indication that she wanted to have a good conversation with me in a positive atmosphere, so I silently watched the scene.

'What on earth does she want to say?'

I felt increasingly anxious. It was already unsettling that a princess with Robens blood had visited a foreign noble, and now she was showing such a friendly attitude. The thought that all this might be building up to a bombshell made me dizzy.

"Your Highness, please have a seat first. When I heard Your Highness would grace us with your presence, I prepared some modest refreshments."
"You show such hospitality for my sudden visit. I appreciate the Count's consideration."

My lips began to dry at her direct expression of gratitude.

***

Meeting with the Count of Teilgleichen was a significant gamble for me as well.

Unless it was my royal father, my eldest brother the Crown Prince, or Lyutis who had connections with the Count, I had no reason or prior acquaintance to meet the Count. Unnecessarily making contact with the Count could spark insane rumors about a cross-border romantic rendezvous or something similar.

Nevertheless, I sought out the Count. It was more important to meet and talk with him than to remain silent out of fear of rumors that hadn't yet emerged.

'They've all gone mad.'

Even while engaging in formal conversation with the Count, I was internally cursing the absent culprits.

They've all gone mad. They must have lost their minds somewhere. Neither my royal father nor my eldest brother is in their right mind.

'Cutting the sky at the Sword Shrine.'

Just imagining it gives me a headache. How could anyone come up with such an insane idea?


Well, honestly, I'm also uncomfortable with an Imperial warrior cutting the sky of Armein. But the act of cutting the sky itself could inspire Armein's knights and give them motivation to strive harder.

The realm of cutting the sky with a human body—seeing a warrior who has reached such a level would make people recognize that the "minimum" level humans can reach is cutting the sky. Perhaps someone in our Armein could even reach a level beyond the sky.

But not at the Sword Shrine. Within the vast Armein Kingdom, within the splendid Radus... why specifically the Sword Shrine?

'What would our ancestors think?'

The great founding King who established Armein and the founding contributors. The successive kings and the renowned generals who made their mark on Armein's history. The Sword Shrine is where the cherished swords of such figures rest. It's the sacred place where the collective will of our Armein converges.

To have an Imperial warrior cut the sky at such a shrine? Depending on interpretation, this could be seen as "the Empire completely subjugating Armein."

"Our great ancestors would surely be pleased. Wouldn't it be showing those who lived their entire lives for the sword a realm they never witnessed in life?"
"That's right. Perhaps they might even appear in our dreams to greatly commend us."

Suddenly, the words of my royal father and eldest brother came to mind.

They might appear in dreams alright—not to commend, but to grab us by the collar or slap our faces.

'Or am I wrong?'

I'm starting to lose confidence in myself.

Could our ancestors actually be pleased to see the sky being cut? Am I the only one ruining the mood?

'No.'

But the doubt was brief. Just because everyone is running toward a cliff doesn't make it the right path, does it? I'm right. I'm definitely right.

That's why I need to somehow persuade the Count of Teilgleichen. Since convincing my royal father is hopeless, I need to make the Count say, "Due to unavoidable circumstances, I won't be able to perform the sky-cutting," or "Let's do it at a different location."

'Will I be able to persuade him?'

But every sword-wielding man I've seen in my life has been somewhat strange. And isn't he the pinnacle among them, the continent's greatest swordsman? What if he displays eccentricities beyond imagination?

I became anxious. If I fail to persuade the Count of Teilgleichen, I might have to flee to a villa immediately after the wedding.

That way, at least I won't have to witness the sky being split at the Sword Shrine.

***

After chatting for about 20 minutes, Princess Salia brought up her main point.

And as soon as I heard it, I almost shed tears of emotion without realizing it.

'Here is the conscience of our times.'

Though she elaborated at length and wrapped it beautifully, to summarize, Princess Salia was asking me to "please avoid cutting the sky at the Sword Shrine."

I was moved by the fact that there was actually a normal person in the Robens royal family.

'Why did it have to be her?'

It's only regrettable that this normal person is the First Princess.

How much better it would have been if she were the Crown Princess instead of the First Princess.

# A Cyclops in a Land of One-Eyed People

A two-eyed person in a country overflowing with one-eyed people. And not just any two-eyed person, but a powerful one with considerable influence over the Robens royal family.

Unlike Villar, a pitiful two-eyed person who had to close one eye to avoid being crushed by his superiors, here appeared someone who could proudly keep both eyes open. How moving this was.

'Indeed, the world doesn't just let itself collapse.'

They say a nation on the brink of destruction will always produce a great general to save it, and even a fallen nation has three loyal subjects. This isn't just ceremonial talk but truth proven by history. The former is like the naval commander of a certain sea, and the latter like the three heroes of a certain central dynasty.

Of course, with the world being vast and history long, there must be many countries without great generals or three loyal subjects, but Armein is a powerful nation second only to the Empire. With its impressive pool of talent, there must be loyal and capable officials who lament the madness of their country.

It's even better if that person is the king's direct offspring. A daughter's advice would be more effective than a minister's harsh words.

'This is how things should be.'

I quickly cast aside the anxiety I had secretly harbored and the rudeness of considering Princess Salia as dangerous as the Armein King or Lyutis.

How could I have equated someone so sensible, righteous, and full of initiative with those crazy redheads? From now on, Princess Salia's red hair is as beautiful as that of my first father-in-law from Marna. That's just how it is.

'I was really at a loss before.'

I sighed in relief for what must have been the umpteenth time.

Someone reading my thoughts might say, "Since both the Emperor and the Armein King have already approved, couldn't you just go and slice the sky and come back?" Looking at it purely from a formal standpoint, that's not wrong.

But human hearts don't operate solely on formality. While I acknowledge the importance of formality, sometimes there are emotions and histories between countries that even formality can't completely suppress.

To acknowledge the superiority of a country that was practically an enemy until recently, and to have a warrior from that country perform a show of force at your sacred site? To make an extreme comparison, it's like when Joseon, which mentally comforted itself with the idea of being a "Little China," had Yeonseong-gong (nationality: Qing Dynasty) visit and offer teachings. And not just at some ordinary Confucian academy, but at the royal ancestral shrine. Even worse, at the invitation of their own king.

'In a normal country, something like that would cause at least a coup.'

It's fortunate that most warriors in Armein, including their king, admire and revere the strong. If that extreme martial worship had been even slightly weaker, there would certainly have been an uproar. Perhaps even civil war, with strong questions and opposition raised against the king.

If that happened, I'd be dragged into the mess too. Well, honestly, I might be fine for now, but I'm afraid of what the future might hold.

'If we become competitors again, I'll get beaten up whenever they feel like it.'

Right now, relations between our countries are good, so I'm treated as a state guest. But if time passes and the relationship between the Empire and Armein reverts to what it was in the past, I'll become Armein's number one enemy. The traitor who dared to trample on Armein's pride at their sacred site.

Then, whenever Armein confronts the Empire, they'll invoke my name to heighten their hostility. They'll use internal slogans like "Down with Kal Kracius" to strengthen their unity.

Conversely, the Empire will use facts like "Didn't someone split the sky at the Sword Tomb?" to mock and suppress Armein. Either way, I, who just wanted to breathe quietly in my mansion, will have my name called during every conflict between the two countries, and that karma will likely extend to my children.

"I too am well aware of the status and sanctity of the Sword Tomb. While it's truly an honor to visit the Sword Tomb as a foreigner, as a warrior, I feel uncomfortable about wielding a sword there, which seems presumptuous."

That's why I actively responded to Princess Salia.

The reason I had been quiet until now was because nothing would change even if I struggled alone. When there's already been an agreement between the Emperor and the King, what difference would the opinion of one Imperial Count make? They'd probably just charge me with insolence and tell me to cut the sky twice.

So I was trying to convince myself that peace between the two countries would remain strong, or even if relations soured, it wouldn't matter to me since I'm with the Audit Ministry, not Foreign Affairs. I was praying that if my children entered public service, they would only work domestically.


"If cutting the sky would be of any small help to Armein's knights, I'm willing to do it. However, no matter how important the knights' advancement is, it surely isn't more important than the peace of the ancestors."
"The Count is right."

Princess Salia's eyes sparkled at my strong agreement. She must have been worried about what would happen if I was indifferent, or if I was full of thoughts about showing off my martial prowess at the Sword Tomb.

It's lamentable how villainous and reckless she must have thought I was, but then again, I had also considered Princess Salia to be a disaster similar to a certain red-haired father and son. Let's call it even.

"As an Armein citizen who reveres martial arts, I too want to see the martial feat of cutting the sky with a sword. But everything has its appropriate place, doesn't it? Just as a sovereign's coronation isn't held in a slum, the celebration of the continent's finest sword should rightfully take place somewhere more vibrant and splendid."

In summary, she's saying let's not cause a scene in a graveyard-like place, but do it somewhere more normal. I nodded continuously, finding her words extremely relatable.

"In fact, I've questioned the location several times to my father, the King. Whether the Sword Tomb is truly appropriate."

What followed wasn't a detailed explanation, but a sigh that seemed to contain all the world's worries.

That was enough. That sigh was more eloquent and detailed than any words could be.

"...Still, if the Count has doubts about the location, I can persuade my father more strongly. It's not about refusing to do it, but simply that the person who will cut the sky would be more comfortable elsewhere. Knights' victories and defeats are determined not only by ability or effort but also by their physical condition on the day. Cutting the sky especially requires maintaining the best physical and mental state."

While sky-cutting can be done anywhere, anytime, I just nodded. Why refuse when the princess is creating excuses for me?

"However, even if I persuade my father, the Emperor..."
"His Majesty the Emperor accepted the request of the Armein King for the sake of friendship between our countries. The location isn't a major factor for His Majesty, so if His Majesty the King makes a decision, the Emperor will likely agree."
"That's fortunate."

Princess Salia, letting out a small sigh, drank the remaining tea in her cup in one go.

Though it had cooled, there was quite a lot left. A remarkably bold gesture for a princess.

"Thank you again for responding to my sudden request. I'll work to bring positive news when we next meet, so may the living blessed one please pray for our future."
"...Ah, yes. Of course. I'll do my best."

I nodded dazedly at Princess Salia's sudden statement.

The living blessed one. It's a title the Emperor often uses when teasing me, but the princess surely didn't mean it maliciously. She must be in such a desperate situation that she sincerely wants the blessed one's prayers.

Alright. I'll pray morning, noon, and night for the time being.

***

When Salia requested a meeting, I gladly agreed. Since she's a child who handles royal affairs with her mother, it's hard to see her face unless I deliberately make time. Excluding family meal times, it's difficult to see her even once every two weeks, let alone weekly.

And now this child came to me first. As a father, I'm delighted, and as a monarch, I find it curious.

"Teilgleichen Count also feels uncomfortable about wielding his sword at the Sword Tomb."
'Hmm.'

And as soon as she saw me, Salia brought up exactly the topic I expected—though with somewhat surprising content.

'She must have met with the Count in the meantime.'

I'm well aware that Salia is reluctant about cutting the sky at the Sword Tomb. Since I informed the children of this fact, she's been the only one trying to change my mind.


However, I didn't expect her to go as far as meeting with the Count. Even if she did meet him, I thought it would take some time, but she's truly a sharp child, just like her father.

"He's someone who came all the way to Armein for Lyutis's wedding and will demonstrate the tremendous feat of cutting the sky. As the host who invited him, isn't it proper to comfort our guest's heart? He was uncomfortable with wielding a sword at the Sword Tomb, seeing it as disturbing the peace of the deceased."

Watching Salia speak calmly and formally like a secretary, I couldn't help but smile.

"Quick action and a decent justification. I'll give you 70 points."
"...Pardon?"
"Wait a moment."

Leaving Salia staring at me blankly, I rummaged through my drawer.

"Here, read this part."

I handed her an old book bearing the traces of time, kindly opening it to the section she should read.

Salia received the book with a disgruntled expression and quietly began reading the part I had indicated.

"F-Father?"

She looked back at me with an urgent expression.

"Have you finished reading?"
"T-This, this is..."
"As you can see, these are the final instructions left by our first king. He said that while humans are weak compared to the beasts living in nature, they are beautiful beings because they continuously evolve."

Salia's hands trembled, still looking perplexed. I gently patted her shoulder.

"That's why he wanted to witness the hundreds, thousands of years of history that humans would build. To see that sight even after death, he had all the Armein kings and the great knights who supported Armein buried near his beloved sword. That is the origin of the Sword Tomb."

By now, even Salia's pupils were trembling. It was as if she realized that her strong justification about the peace of the deceased had been instantly refuted.

"So, Salia. Those at the Sword Tomb will be delighted to see the sky being cut. If we were to cut the sky elsewhere, they would be angry, asking why we're keeping such a good spectacle from them."
"...Father."
"Speak."
"Why... did you hide this?"

Her formal tone softened. At the same time, a faint heat entered her voice.

"Well, if I had revealed it earlier, you would have come with arguments to refute this. This father knows well how clever our daughter is."
"Father!"

Salia shouted at my honest answer.

It might sound like I'm teasing, but I'm sincere. If I gave our daughter enough time, I firmly believe she would bring logic and justification to counter the first king's final instructions.

And Salia doesn't have enough time.

'Perfect.'

Ancestors, this descendant is working hard for you.

Two days after meeting Princess Salia, the King of Armein reached out to me.

My heart started racing as soon as I heard the king was looking for me. If he had called for me three days ago, I would have been worried about why he wanted to see me, but after Princess Salia's visit?

'You did it.'

It seems Princess Salia succeeded in persuading the king. The princess must have managed to move the Sky Cutting demonstration away from the Sword Tomb, and the king was contacting me to ask for understanding regarding the sudden change of venue.

That must be it. Princess Salia's intelligence, my support as the one performing the Sky Cutting, the justification of not disturbing the dead's rest, and the Emperor's indifference—there were plenty of factors to convince the King of Armein.

'It's done now.'

I shed tears of relief and gratitude inside.

If it's not at the Sword Tomb, the damage that would come back to me would be minimal even if relations between the two countries became strained in the future. I couldn't say there would be no guilt at all, but if it wasn't at the Sword Tomb, I could push through with "Your king asked for it, what could I do?" If you're upset, complain to your king.

That's what I thought for about 30 minutes.

"I realized I've never shown the Count the Sword Tomb. How embarrassing—not showing the venue to the person who's supposed to cut the sky there. How terribly awkward."

That is, until I was kidnapped by the king and taken to the Sword Tomb.

It was a bewildering situation. I had visited the palace with light steps, but he snatched me away mercilessly as if he'd been waiting for me to let my guard down.

The problem was that the Sword Tomb was deep inside the palace, making escape impossible. If I ran away now, I'd become an outsider wandering unauthorized through the palace. I'd be a spy freely roaming the heart of the kingdom.

'Was this his plan all along?'

I was furious. Considering Princess Salia's proactive nature, she must have already suggested changing the venue to the king. That means the king must have heard that "the Count is reluctant to cut the sky at the Sword Tomb."

In that situation, knowing I would likely avoid it if he mentioned the Sword Tomb, he deliberately omitted any mention of it and simply summoned me to the palace. So I would lower my guard expecting a venue change. So he could drag me straight to the Sword Tomb once I arrived at the palace.

'Cruel man.'

Of course, this is just my personal interpretation. I can't be certain that the king really engaged in such petty games to kidnap me and force the Sky Cutting at the Sword Tomb.

But what does it matter? I'm the one affected, and that's how I see it. I have every right to hate the culprit who made my hopes vanish before my eyes.

'Why did it fail?'

Eventually, my frustration and sadness turned into questions.

Honestly, the justification that Princess Salia and I had prepared deserved at least 90 points out of 100, if not a perfect score. It should have been enough to persuade the King of Armein if he were even slightly reasonable.

The Emperor, who needed to be consulted, didn't care where the sky was cut; I, the performer, was uncomfortable disturbing the rest of the dead at the Sword Tomb; and his own daughter, the princess, consistently opposed it and suggested finding a better location. With all this, there was no reason to refuse.

Yet the king maintained his original position. He insisted on the Sky Cutting at the Sword Tomb, disregarding the dead's rest and his daughter's opposition. It was an outcome that defied common sense.

'What kind of person was the previous king?'

I began to wonder what the previous King of Armein was thinking when he named the current king as crown prince. What grand vision did he have to choose such a person as the next king?

Perhaps he perfectly pretended to be normal during his time as crown prince? Or was the previous king also insane and therefore liked the current king?

I hope it's not the latter. If it is, then the entire Robens royal family is a line of lunatics. Not just this generation being unusual, but all bloodlines spanning hundreds of years.

"What do you think, Count? This is the Sword Tomb, the heart and sacred ground of our Armein!"

'So you do know that.'

I nearly sighed at the king's voice full of pride.

So he does know the Sword Tomb is the heart and sacred ground. I thought in his mind, the Sword Tomb was just some vacant lot or back alley. That's why he was being so reckless.

"Since Jabel I, the first king, founded Armein on this land, heroes who left their mark on Armein's history have buried their will here. Although their actual graves are elsewhere, this place where their beloved swords are kept is no different from a second grave."


"Your Majesty speaks truly. For a warrior, a sword is like half of their life. The place where that half rests can certainly be called a grave."

While appropriately responding to the king's words, my gaze shifted behind him.

A second grave? Let's say that's true. After all, it's called a Sword "Tomb" and was built for a purpose similar to a grave. I have no intention of criticizing another country's culture or historical sites ignorantly.

But because the Sword Tomb is a second grave and Armein's sacred ground, there's one thing I can't understand.

'Why is that here?'

A greatsword with writing engraved on its blade. Compared to the other swords scattered throughout the Sword Tomb, it showed no traces of time, indicating it had only recently been placed in the Sword Tomb.

And strangely, a sword that wasn't unfamiliar to me was proudly placed in the Sword Tomb.

'That's the sword I sent.'

I felt incredibly awkward seeing a familiar object in an unfamiliar place.

What are you doing here? You shouldn't be here. Both I, who gave the gift, and Lyutis, who received it, are still alive and well. Why are you casually placed among relics?

'Is this a death threat?'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. Could this be a declaration of assassination, suggesting either Lyutis or I would be killed? Was Lyutis's wedding not just a wedding but a bloody wedding?

"Haha! The Count has noticed!"

Meanwhile, the king, who had been explaining the history and significance of the Sword Tomb, followed my gaze, turned his head, and burst into laughter while tapping the sword I had sent.

"It's a gift from the continent's greatest swordsman, with precious words engraved that every warrior should cherish in their heart. That's why it's specially kept in this Sword Tomb."

"Your Majesty, I'm truly honored, but I'm an Imperial citizen and still alive—"

"Don't worry. Compared to the endless path of martial arts, such matters are trivial."

No, you lunatic. How is it trivial to place a living person's possession among relics?

'...Is it really trivial?'

Now I'm starting to get confused too. Perhaps from staying too long in this one-eyed country, my own values are becoming one-eyed as well.

Anyway, after that, I spent about two hours touring the Sword Tomb guided by the King of Armein, and...

"Finea."

"Yes, what is it?"

"This is wrong, but I think I'm starting to like the Emperor."

"...Pardon?"

As soon as I returned to my quarters, I fell into Finea's arms and sighed.

The wording sounds strange, but I'm sincere. After dealing with the King of Armein, I'm beginning to think the Emperor might be an angel in comparison.

He may be a bastard, but he's a bastard within a predictable range. The King of Armein, however, was impossible to predict—what he would say in the next second or what he would do in the next minute. He's absolutely vicious.

'This isn't right.'

It's frustrating. The Emperor should forever remain the worst boss in my heart. I shouldn't let him be upgraded even slightly.

If I have someone to compare him to, whenever I need to express legitimate anger, I'll end up with mental gymnastics like "Well, at least he's better than the King of Armein"...

'Damn it.'


Why are the monarchs of both the continent's first and second-ranked countries so abnormal?

Could it be that relations between the two countries normalized because both rulers are insane? It's a plausible hypothesis, which makes it even more maddening. There's truth to the saying that birds of a feather flock together.

After the king's tour of the Sword Tomb, I gave up. I should stop harboring futile hopes and humbly accept my fate.

I'll forget about the dead's rest and just perform the Sky Cutting, then say my goodbyes and return home immediately. I'll call a teleportation mage in advance and escape by magic as soon as the job is done. Who could stop me?

Once I perform the Sky Cutting, Armein would have no reason to stop me anyway. Everyone would be too busy cheering at the sight of the split sky.

'The people in the afterlife might enjoy it too.'

Feeling a headache coming on, I quietly held my forehead.

"The first king, Jabel I, considered human advancement to be beautiful art. Therefore, if he were to see a warrior splitting the sky with just a sword, he would be greatly pleased."

Those were the words the King of Armein casually mentioned during the Sword Tomb tour. Words that instantly demolished the justification Princess Salia and I had put forward.

If the first king, whose spirit rests in the Sword Tomb, would like it, there was no way to object anymore. If that's what the deceased wants, what can I do? Instead of the dead's rest, I should strive for the dead's joy.

"...I had no idea Jabel I was such an open-minded person."

"So you've heard about it too."

Princess Salia, sitting across from me, spoke glumly in response to my words.

As soon as she heard I had visited the Sword Tomb, Princess Salia came to see me again with a gloomy expression, her head bowed. She had tried her best but ultimately failed to persuade him.

What followed was a pitiful tea time between two defeated individuals. Sighing complaints like now and having conversations full of despair.

"I never imagined the great king would leave such a will. Nor did I expect Father to hide it."

Is it my imagination, or did I just hear Princess Salia grinding her teeth?

To be fair, it wouldn't be strange to grind one's teeth a hundred or thousand times in this situation. He deliberately hid it because revealing it early would have defeated our argument. Why show such political maneuvering against his own daughter? I thought the Robens royal family was close-knit.

"By the way, Your Highness, I saw a rather familiar sword in the Sword Tomb."

Feeling that the princess might damage her teeth at a young age if left alone, I deliberately changed the subject.

It was also something I was curious about. Why was the sword I gifted in the Sword Tomb?

"A familiar sword?"

Princess Salia tilted her head at my words, but shortly after, she let out a brief exclamation.

"So you saw it. Well, it's placed in such a visible spot that it would be stranger if you hadn't noticed it."

"I was truly honored yet perplexed. The Sword Tomb is clearly a place to honor the spirits of great warriors, yet I felt like I was intruding, being perfectly alive."

"Ah, that."

At my inquiry disguised as humility, Princess Salia gave an awkward smile.

"Father's sword is there too."

"...Pardon?"

"He said something about placing it there in advance since it would end up in the Sword Tomb after his death anyway? I imagine the sword you sent was placed there for similar reasons."

I quietly picked up my teacup at the princess's explanation.

This bizarre and outrageous country. I can no longer understand it.

After letting go of everything, my mind felt surprisingly at peace.

It's only natural. If you're carrying desires, of course your mind will be uncomfortable. If I were carrying a heavy sack of rice or a bag of cement on my back right now, wouldn't my body scream in protest? The mind works on similar principles.

I finally realized this simple truth—my mind was screaming because I had been harboring excessive ambitions and desires.

'Was wanting to perform Sky Slash somewhere other than the Sword Tomb really such a great ambition?'

The thought crossed my mind momentarily, but I quickly dismissed it.

Let's not think about this anymore. Trying to forcibly change what's already been decided will only exhaust me. My role is simply to demonstrate the heights humanity has reached in front of the first King of Armein, his comrades, and their descendants. I don't need to consider international relations or future distortions.

"Shall we go over there next?"

Perhaps because I'd emptied my mind, the honeymoon with Penelia became even more enjoyable. It was already good, but now it became incomparably better.

Until now, even while spending intimate time together as a couple, there was always a worry lurking in a corner of my mind. Now that worry has disappeared. Though the process was a bit strange, I suppose the end result is what matters.

That's what I decided to think. As the wise ancestors said, if you can't avoid it, enjoy it.

"That castle was built by Jabel III for his queen. Even though he lost the capital to rebellion, it was his reward for her unwavering loyalty."

I pointed to a small but magnificent castle built on a hill.

A modest castle commissioned by Jabel III, registered under the queen's personal name rather than the royal family's. For hundreds of years, it was owned by a cadet branch starting from the queen's eldest daughter, but during the previous king's reign, it somehow returned to the royal family's possession.

Today, it's a popular tourist destination for couples, symbolizing the strong love and trust between Jabel III and his wife. The perfect place for Penelia and me to visit.

'Jabel III...'

It feels strange to think that the Jabel III who built this castle was the same person who faced rebellion from his brother and ended up throwing away his royal jewel.

No matter how hard I try not to think about it, I can't help myself. How does he manage to assert his presence everywhere just when I'm about to forget? Honestly, he was an ordinary man who nearly lost his throne to his brother. Someone who almost became a deposed ruler is now romanticized as "but at least he loved his wife."

"Darling?"
"Do you think if I built a castle like that, our names would go down in history?"

When I remained silent, Penelia spoke up with curiosity. I gave her a suitable excuse, as I could hardly admit I was criticizing a foreign king who'd been dead for hundreds of years.

"We could buy the place where we first met and build a castle there. If it's simply meant to be a vacation home, it doesn't need to be accessible by road or have local specialties. Since it's our retreat, having fewer people around would actually be better."

For an impromptu excuse, it wasn't bad. If even a commoner who nearly lost his throne could build a castle, why couldn't I?

Besides, while the word "castle" carries impact, it's not uncommon for nobles to build them. I can't say it's common in good conscience, but if you look around, there are quite a few nobles who build castles.

Of course, budget constraints and the Emperor's scrutiny prevent building massive castles. But even a modest size can showcase aesthetic sensibilities.

"A-a castle, you say?"

Penelia's eyes widened dramatically at my suggestion.

Having risen from commoner to knight to titled nobility, Penelia is now undoubtedly an imperial noble with territory and wealth. Yet she hasn't completely shed her commoner values. That's why the word "castle" causes such a reaction, even though she already has one in her name.

'Actually, I'm nervous too.'

As they say, couples grow alike. Not just Penelia, but my heart also started racing at the mention of building a castle. Those who've spent money know how to spend it well, but I'm someone who's only accumulated wealth without spending much.

And now suddenly what? Building a castle? Not just a mansion, but a castle?

'Strange as it feels, I need to handle this myself.'

However unfamiliar, embarrassing, or heart-pounding it might be, I need to handle this within my own means, within our family's means. If this conversation leaks outside, some meddler will say, "So our Count wanted a castle! Why didn't you say so earlier!" and throw a castle at me.


I can't suffer such a catastrophe twice. I'd feel depressed every time I visit Behemoth with the children. The presence of that territory that suddenly appeared in my pocket is too brilliant.

Still, that land was prepared for raising beasts. Even if it makes me melancholy every time I see it, it's not a major problem. But obtaining a castle for my wives in the same manner would be troublesome. What's the point of having a couple's retreat if I can't stand to look at it?

"We'll build a castle as our vacation home, pass it down to our children when they grow up, and maybe even live there ourselves. Retiring to a quiet place wouldn't be so bad, right?"
"Retiring... in a quiet place..."

As I continued my persuasion, Penelia seemed intrigued and began repeating my words.

A busy couple retiring to live in the countryside. Some people prefer cities, but the place where I want to build the castle is where Penelia and I first met. It's both her first and second hometown—perfect for spending retirement.

"I... I can't."
"Huh?"
"I, I can't be the only one to enjoy such luxury. While I'm happy, monopolizing happiness seems cowardly..."

After much deliberation, Penelia declined hesitantly, for quite an adorable reason.

"Don't worry. I'm obviously going to build six of them."
"...What?"
"We have different memories with each other, so it would be insincere to lump them all together. I'll build one in each location and gift one to each of you. Jabel III had one wife, but I have six."

Penelia gaped at my words, as if she couldn't imagine the crazy idea of simultaneously building six castles.

I never thought I'd have such an idea either. But this isn't some necklace or bracelet—I've decided to give castles as gifts. Giving one to some wives and not others would be grounds for divorce.

So this is the right approach, even if it's a bit excessive. If money becomes an issue, I can always ask the Golden Duke.

'I have plenty of blank checks.'

The blank checks I received as payment for introducing Leviathan to the Golden Duke. The ultimate key to legally plunder the Osiden ducal family's fortune.

That precious item is still safely stored in my bedroom drawer.

Penelia momentarily lost her composure at my simultaneous castle construction statement, but being the resilient person she is, she quickly recovered.

However, it seemed a bit difficult to continue sightseeing, so we returned to our lodgings. Once the mind is disturbed, it tends to waver repeatedly. There's no point in forcing Penelia to continue touring after she's already received a mental shock.

"Are you feeling better now?"
"Ah, yes, I'm fine now."

When I tapped Penelia's shoulder as she sat on the bed, she hastily nodded.

I couldn't help but smile. I was already feeling at ease after letting go of my attachment to the Sword Tomb, and seeing Penelia like this made me even happier.

"Even if we call it a castle, it's nothing grand. It's ultimately just a house for people to live in, just a bit larger than other houses."
"A bit... seems like an understatement."

'Oh.'

Seeing Penelia cautiously object to my words gave me a novel feeling. I never expected to see Penelia contradict me.

This must be the power of time and marriage. Or perhaps the power of becoming a mother.

'A mother.'

I glanced out the window. Summer days are long, making it difficult to gauge the time, but it was roughly early evening.

Which means if we eat dinner now, we'll be staying in our lodgings until tomorrow. Unless we have unexpected visitors, it will be just Penelia and me.

"Penelia."

And both Penelia and I are trained warriors. Skipping one meal won't cause any problems.


"Do you think Meri would prefer a little brother or a little sister?"
"I think a little brother who takes after you would be—"
"Great, a little brother it is. I'll do my best."

Though a child's gender isn't determined by effort, I laid Penelia down on the bed with the courtesy of saying I'd try.

Actually, perhaps my efforts could influence the child's gender. As a living blessed one and saint(true) of Enen, if I pray earnestly, couldn't he at least determine the gender of a child?

"D-darling?"

Or maybe not. What's important right now isn't the gender of our future child we'll see in at least ten months, but Penelia right in front of me.

"We received good energy from a good place. We should put it to good use."

I caressed Penelia's cheek with a small smile.

The love between a king who faced the crisis of dethronement and a queen who didn't leave him. Having visited a castle that could be called evidence of that love, surely we've been imbued with the energy of Jabel III and his wife.

Of course, our love surpasses that of Jabel III. Still, if love has no limits, adding 30 to 100 can't be bad.

"Our Meri must be upset that mom and dad went on a trip without her. Let's bring back a nice gift."

I didn't wait for an answer.

More precisely, I didn't need one.

***

Finally, the day of Prince Lyutis's wedding arrived.

'At last.'

I unconsciously wiped my eyes.

Among the current princes and princesses, His Highness Lyutis is exceptionally cheerful and unique. Though he's the eldest among the unmarried royals, he spent three years at the Imperial Academy without even getting engaged, let alone married.

Honestly, as a noble of Armein and humbly as someone called a brother by His Majesty the King, I worried about His Highness Lyutis a lot. He's certainly handsome, excellent in swordsmanship, and knowledgeable. His character, apart from his impulsiveness, has no rough edges.

Though his impulsiveness is somewhat strong, every human has minor flaws. That's why I thought His Highness could find a partner whenever he set his mind to it.

'He just never set his mind to it.'

Regrettably, His Highness had no involvement with women even after graduating from the academy. He spent his days only holding a sword.

While admirable as a knight of Armein, it was a concerning sight for a royal. How would other nobles think if a direct royal didn't marry?

But that worry ends today. Finally, His Highness Lyutis is getting married.

'To see this in my lifetime.'

I wiped my eyes again. If the tears I wiped earlier were those of the Grand Marshal of Armein, these are the tears of Count Nercaph, who is like an uncle to His Highness.

'Ah.'

As I was calming myself, I spotted a familiar face in the distance.

"Lord Villar."
"I greet Your Excellency the Grand Marshal."

Lord Villar, soon to be His Highness Lyutis's father-in-law.

The hero who raised such an excellent daughter appeared before me.

Hmm.

Hmmmmmm.

'This feels strange.'

I kept adjusting my clothes and cleared my throat unnecessarily. Even though these clothes are on my body, they feel like someone else's. It's like being tied up with rope.

There's a good reason for that. I typically wear comfortable clothes for any activity. Even my formal attire for official occasions is custom-made for maximum mobility. The most uncomfortable clothing I've ever worn was probably my Academy uniform, and even that was suitable for simple sparring and training.

But this outfit is different. I would have preferred something comfortable to move in this time as well, but since beauty had to be the top priority for this outfit, I had to endure the discomfort.

'I can't prioritize comfort at a wedding.'

Though I dislike complicated and rigid things, I'm not the type to ruin a wedding by being selfish. A wedding is one of life's most important events—perhaps not just once in a lifetime, but certainly among the most significant. It's a sacred ceremony where different families form bonds and different people create a household together.

Even though Perosa and I are knights, we can't have a plain wedding. Perhaps as knights, we should make it even more splendid than others would.

'If it weren't for the wedding, I'd always wear armor.'

There won't be many days when Perosa lives as a beautiful, radiant lady rather than a proud and strong knight. She herself wishes to live as Armein's proud knight. And I support her dream.

Still, Perosa is a woman before she is a knight. For a bride, the wedding is one of the rare occasions to stand as the protagonist in a magnificent setting. Wanting to look beautiful then isn't greed—it's instinct. It's what any person would naturally want and deserve.

Besides, neither Perosa nor I come from lacking families. If we were to have a plain wedding despite our status, people might call it modest to our faces, but they would criticize us behind our backs. Nobles are the type who love to pick at flaws, even in royalty.

That can't happen. I can't bring such humiliation to my lifelong companion at the ceremony that officially unites us. If such a disaster were to occur, I couldn't proudly call myself a knight of Armein.

'...Still, I can't deny how uncomfortable this is.'

I frowned ever so slightly. I'm worried the clothes might tear if I'm not careful.

Master mentor, I have newfound respect for you. I'm struggling with just one wedding, but how did you manage six? Did you simply get used to it after having so many weddings?

'Should I have multiple weddings too?'

The thought crossed my mind momentarily, but I shook my head to dismiss it.

Having multiple weddings just to get used to them? What kind of madman would think that? Anyone who would put this into practice must have the brain of a lunatic and the heart of a beast.

Not that the mentor is a beast-like being. If you find partners you're compatible enough with to marry, you might have multiple weddings.

But for me, Perosa is the only such person. It's enough to pour everything into this first and last wedding, making it perfect.

"New groom. Are the preparations going well?"
"Ah, Second Brother."

As I was steeling my resolve for a successful wedding, my second older brother entered the waiting room.

"Hehe, well. I never imagined you'd actually get married."

He plopped down on the sofa beside me and chuckled.

I've been hearing this about once a week since my wedding was confirmed. Of course, everyone wraps it in different packaging to make it sound nice, but the underlying message is always "So even you're getting married," as everyone knows.

But as family and fellow royalty, my brother didn't need to sugarcoat it. That's why he spoke so directly.

"If I remained unmarried, I'd be criticized behind my back. And my younger siblings can't marry until I step aside, can they?"
"Criticism? If you had stayed single any longer, Father would have skipped over you and proceeded with marriage arrangements for the others."

I couldn't argue with that truth. His Majesty isn't the type to let his younger children remain unmarried because of one incompetent son. If I had delayed excessively, he likely would have bypassed me completely.


The happiness of many takes precedence over one child's face. Besides, if His Majesty were willing to sacrifice my dignity, it would only be after exercising considerable patience.

"Anyway, as I've said several times before, congratulations again. Our eldest brother couldn't come personally because he's greeting guests, but he asked me to convey his congratulations."
"Hmm."
"What? Why are you looking at me like that?"
"I was just wondering how you managed to come when everyone is so busy."

In response to my reasonable question, my brother quietly began to strangle me.

As always, his arms are thick and solid. It's a shame he's using those arms to choke his brother rather than wield a sword.

'I've definitely grown too.'

It's strange. Unlike childhood, where even a year or two made an enormous difference, I'm now a proud man and knight of Armein. Honestly, I'm confident I could defeat my brother in a duel.

Yet somehow, when we clash physically like this, I can't resist. Does this mean my body is still lacking compared to his?

"After I came all this way, you pick a fight? Do you want to be dragged around the wedding venue?"
"N-no, I don't."
"Well, it's true I came because I had time."

For a brief moment, I felt indignant. I hadn't said anything wrong, so why...

"If the second prince lingers around the crown prince, nobles give strange looks. So while other family members can appear before the nobles, I stick by your side. This is the fate of being second-born."
"Did you ever wish to be born first?"
"Are you crazy? How could anyone want to be crown prince?"

Our eldest brother would have been outraged by this statement, but I nodded unconsciously.

It's not like our eldest brother is here anyway.

After my second brother left, I felt more at ease.

I thought my discomfort was due to the unfamiliar clothes, but apparently my mind was also uneasy from tension. That tension was relieved thanks to the conversation with my second brother.

'Thank you, Brother.'

My neck still aches a bit, but I can endure this much. Better a slightly sore neck than ruining the wedding due to nervousness.

"Your Highness, your neck looks a bit red. Did something happen?"

Perosa, who was arm in arm with me, asked, and I awkwardly rubbed my neck.

I see. Some marks must have remained. My brother must have been secretly excited about his brother's wedding too.

"Even I get nervous at my own wedding. I managed to keep my face from turning red, but my neck doesn't seem to listen to me."

I couldn't exactly say, "I made a joke to my second brother and suffered his revenge," so I gave a somewhat humorous response instead.

"But 'Your Highness' sounds too formal to hear on our wedding day."
"After this moment passes, it will be difficult to address you this way. I want to think of it as a final memory."
"A memory."

Memory. Certainly, memories are important. It was such a plausible reason that I immediately understood.

But I will call her Perosa. If Perosa calls me "Your Highness," it might seem like she's still uncomfortable with her husband, but if I call Perosa "Lady," it might look like a loveless political marriage. The outcome changes depending on who's speaking.

"Perosa."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Enrolling in the Academy was probably the best decision of my life."

I mean it sincerely. Thanks to enrolling in the Imperial Academy, I built friendships that transcended borders, had experiences impossible in Armein, and formed connections with someone called the continent's greatest sword.


And finally, I'm marrying someone I met because of the Academy. It's fair to say that my second life began when I entered the Academy.

"Do you think we should send our child to the Imperial Academy too?"
"Ah, we haven't even finished the wedding yet, and you're already talking about children..."
"Isn't it good to prepare early?"

I laughed at the sight of Perosa blushing.

Of course, I couldn't ruin the wedding, so it was very quiet—just loud enough for Perosa and me to hear.

"But it might be better to discuss this after the wedding. We have plenty of time."

Yes, we'll have plenty of time. Both Perosa and I are knights focused on training, not officials who need to concentrate on administrative duties.

And now we have the shield of being newlyweds. We could stay at the mansion for weeks or months without any problem.

'It wouldn't be bad to stay at the mansion until the autumn leaves turn.'

Or perhaps until the first snow falls.

Despite my momentary nervousness, the wedding ended smoothly. Perhaps because Perosa and I were engaged in various conversations, the wedding felt like passing greetings.

It's somewhat troubling. I wanted to give Perosa unforgettable memories, but it passed so colorlessly. My pride as a prince won't allow this.

"I'm fine. Just standing beside Your Highness was joyful enough—what more could I ask for?"

Perosa smiled with a satisfied expression.

This makes it even more difficult. If the person involved says it's fine, I can't force a second wedding. Besides, she seemed genuinely satisfied, not just saying it out of courtesy.

'In that case, I have no choice but to cut the sky.'

So I firmly held Perosa's hand and headed to the Sword Shrine.

A place only some wedding guests can access. A splendid celebration that marks the end of the wedding and announces a new beginning.

Perosa is also a warrior, so she'll be delighted to see the sky-cutting ceremony at the Sword Shrine. I'll instantly transform this somewhat disappointing wedding into a truly unique one.

"...Welcome. It is an honor to meet such distinguished guests."

With that determination, I arrived at the Sword Shrine with Perosa, my family, in-laws, and some guests, where His Majesty and the mentor, who had secretly slipped away toward the end of the wedding, welcomed us.

"As a foreigner, I also consider it an honor to be here. Through this occasion, I would like to express my gratitude once again to His Majesty the King of Armein for arranging this glorious event."

While His Majesty held the sword that had been placed in the Sword Shrine.

***

I feel conflicted. I had accepted that cutting the sky at the Sword Shrine was an unavoidable fate, but...

'What is this now?'

I never expected the King would ask me to cut the sky with his own sword.

It's even more devastating that this is what we got after persuading him not to use the founding King's sword.

'Damn it.'

This crazy country. I just need to cut the sky quickly and get out of here.

My heart was pounding. Since realizing my royal duties, since being appointed Crown Prince, since becoming King of Armein—had my heart ever pounded like this?

It felt like I had returned to my innocent childhood. Back to when I would delight in tales of brave knights in storybooks and the stories of great generals sung by minstrels. Back to when I couldn't distinguish ideals from reality, believing they existed somewhere in the world.

'Was I once capable of such excitement?'

My heart raced wildly, and I couldn't control the corners of my mouth from rising.

Though I feel quite sorry toward Lyutis, honestly, this was more thrilling than his wedding. If I were to make an excuse, having already witnessed the marriages of two sons and one daughter, the fourth child's wedding might naturally feel less exciting.

But this is different. This sight is something even I, as king, am witnessing for the first time.

'Sky Splitting.'

Sky Splitting witnessed in person, not stored as an artifact. The marvelous sight of the blue, high heavens being split by human power.

Anyone unmoved by such a sight must be heartless. Even those who don't walk the path of martial arts would admire it, and even magicians who secretly look down on swordsmen would bow their heads to such an achievement.

I was able to witness such a feat from the closest position. How could I not be delighted?

'I'll receive quite some envy when I die.'

Especially since it was done with my beloved sword.

"Heh."

Unable to contain myself, laughter escaped my lips.

Fortunately—or perhaps unfortunately—all eyes were fixed on the sky, so no one paid attention to me. Their hearts must be racing just like mine.

'Please forgive this descendant for bringing such an honored guest.'

I offered a small apology to my ancestors who must be intensely jealous.

Surely our ancestors would protest: why did you use your sword to split the sky? Shouldn't you have used your own sword? Of course, whose "own" sword would be subject to hundreds of conflicting opinions.

But what does it matter? I am the current King of Armein. The Sky Splitting was done at my request, by an honored guest connected to my son. Honestly, with such strong claims, it's perfectly reasonable to be greedy.

'Congratulations on your promotion, my treasure.'

I smiled contentedly at my beloved sword in the Count of Teilgleichen's hands.

The sword of a martial artist who was destined to become—and did become—the King of Armein, a kingdom known for its knights. Such a sword would already be exceptional. Perhaps one would have to search through history to find a superior sword in all of Armein.

And now, my beloved sword has gained the legend of "the sword that split the sky." To use titles as a metaphor, it's as if something that was a duke has now risen to at least grand duke, or even king. Truly a splendid promotion.

"Excuse me, Your Majesty."
"Hmm, speak freely. What is it?"

While I was pondering whether souls become naked after death or if they can bring along their clothes and swords, the Count of Teilgleichen approached and carefully spoke.

I greeted him with the brightest smile I could muster. He had rekindled my long-extinguished childlike wonder. He had shown me the marvelous realm that a swordsman could reach. He deserves to be called a hero, so whatever he might say, I would gladly—

"I'm terribly sorry to inform you, but the sword Your Majesty entrusted to me has developed a crack."
"What?"

I hurriedly examined my beloved sword.

'It's true.'


Though very slight, there was indeed a crack, as the Count had said.

"It seems I was nervous performing Sky Splitting after so long, especially demonstrating it before such distinguished guests. Having damaged Your Majesty's possession, I have no words to express my regret. A hundred apologies would not suffice."

As I quietly observed the crack, the Count bowed his head.

This is unacceptable. For our hero of Armein, the pinnacle of swordsmanship, to bow his head over such a matter.

'This is actually wonderful.'

A sword damaged while splitting the sky. It reminds me of a war hero wounded from countless battlefields, stirring my heart.

My beloved sword becoming the king of all weapons and a war hero? I can't resist this. I could face King Jabel I the Great after death with my head held high.

'What should I do about this?'

It's a blessing for the supposed victim—though I'm embarrassed to call myself that—but the gift-giver considers himself the wrongdoer.

With a bit of acting, I could extract various concessions from the Count. More Sky Splitting demonstrations, another signed sword like before, or perhaps a direct duel with the continent's greatest swordsman. There's much I could demand.

But that would be petty and cowardly. The Count has awakened the childlike wonder of a man of Armein and a martial artist in me, so I should act not as a monarch but as a man.

"Raise your head, Count. Thanks to you, this sword has become one of a kind on the continent. It was just sitting in the sword tomb with no use anyway!"

So I patted the Count's shoulder and laughed.

This happened at my request. If anyone bears responsibility, it's primarily me.

Both the process and the result were good. Even if only one had been good, there would be room for leniency, but with both being excellent, what is there to complain about?

Finally, I gained an unexpected and wonderful byproduct. My beloved sword will be remembered until the fall of Armein.

'That's all that matters.'

This joy cannot be suppressed by a mere crack in a sword.

The wedding was perfect from beginning to end. The Sky Splitting, a kind of after-party, was also successfully completed, so it must have been a joyous wedding for Lyutis as well.

So he'll understand his father indulging in a small desire. As a martial artist myself, I wanted the sky split with my sword rather than my son's. After all, Lyutis already received a sword signed by the Count as a gift.

Thus, having completed the wedding with satisfaction as a monarch, a martial artist, and a father...

"On behalf of His Imperial Majesty, I sincerely congratulate the Robens royal family on this joyous occasion, Your Majesty."
"Thank you. I am grateful for His Majesty's congratulations."

I had a private audience with the Minister of Foreign Affairs who came as the head of the imperial congratulatory delegation.

For a minister to personally attend the wedding of a mere prince, not even the Crown Prince—this shows a level of friendly relations that would have been unimaginable in the past, making me smile. This beautiful and peaceful friendship will surely become one of my achievements.

At the same time, I was curious about why the Minister of Foreign Affairs requested a private audience. If the minister's visit was to demonstrate the friendship between our countries, he had already fulfilled that duty. All the nobles of Armein would proclaim the minister's visit without him needing to meet me privately.

Yet he requested this audience. It must not be a trivial matter.

"This year has been truly auspicious for both our countries. We've recovered lost treasures and witnessed the prosperity of our families."
"Ah, I've heard the news. The Emperor's brother has had a child, hasn't he? That would be His Majesty's first nephew. Belated congratulations."
"Haha! Marquis Idrafen would be greatly pleased to hear Your Majesty's congratulations!"

We exchanged ceremonial pleasantries and thanks, but both the minister and I knew that wasn't the real purpose.


The prosperity of both families. For our Robens royal family, it's Lyutis's marriage, and for the Livnoman imperial family, it's the birth of a collateral imperial family member. These are clear and undisputed matters, not fitting reasons for a private audience between a king and a minister.

Then the minister's purpose automatically becomes one thing:

'The treasure.'

The scepter of Emperor Trika that we in Armein accidentally discovered. That's why the minister personally came and requested a private audience.

However, something is strange. The matter of the scepter was settled long ago. Armein handed over the scepter to the Empire in exchange for various rights and the opportunity to witness the Sky Splitting by the continent's greatest swordsman. Is there anything more to discuss now?

"His Imperial Majesty is pleased to be able to present a truly precious gift to Your Majesty, who congratulated him on his nephew's birth."
'Ah.'

Surprisingly, there was.

The orb that the Minister of Foreign Affairs took out from the bag he had kept close throughout the wedding.

It seems that just as we discovered an ancient scepter, the Empire has found an orb closely connected to Armein...?

'Could it be?'

There was one item that immediately came to mind at the words "Armein" and "orb."

Could it possibly be that orb? The one that Jabel III threw away, entrusting it to God rather than letting it fall into the hands of traitors?

It's unbelievable. Why would an item that the Robens royal family has been searching for with all its might for hundreds of years be in the Empire's hands? But then again, we did find Trika's scepter, so it's not entirely impossible.

"The treaty between our countries remains valid."
'Hmm.'

My racing thoughts came to an abrupt halt at the minister's words.

Yes, what's important now isn't the plausibility. What matters is that Jabel III's orb has come before me through the Empire's hands.

'The treaty remains valid.'

The treaty stating that if treasures related to the other country are found in either country's territory, they must be unconditionally handed over to the other country. It was essentially established to legally transfer the scepter to the Empire, and we received various rights in exchange for signing it.

But now, this treaty that was expected to be a one-time deal is shining again. If I accept the orb here, it would mean that the Empire handed over the orb without conditions according to the treaty, while Armein received compensation for transferring the scepter.

That would be problematic. Even though neither I nor the Emperor anticipated this situation when signing the treaty, if Armein receives one-sided goodwill from the Empire, it will be a lingering hindrance.

'This time, we must give something in return.'

Just as the Empire offered various compensations to receive the scepter, we too must offer something in return. The unconditional transfer of artifacts comes after that.

'It doesn't matter.'

Of course, I'm willing to pay any price. What does compensation matter when a long-cherished wish of the royal family is about to be fulfilled?

"It is a leader's duty to perpetuate valid treaties, isn't it?"
"Your Majesty's words are indeed correct."

Having indirectly declared my active cooperation, the Minister of Foreign Affairs gently bowed his head.

Recovering an ancestral treasure following a prince's wedding and the Sky Splitting in the sword tomb—truly, today is a day when God smiles upon our Robens royal family.


I returned home after finishing my trip to Armein Kingdom.

Right before returning, a catastrophe occurred where I damaged the King of Armein's sword—a weapon as precious as half his life that was kept in its scabbard. Fortunately, the king didn't question me about it or express any disappointment. Instead, he brushed it off saying that just as scars are medals for warriors, cracks in a sword are medals too.

Honestly, that's sophistry. If even a small crack forms on a blade, the entire edge could shatter from minor impacts. While scars may indeed be medals for warriors, cracks in a blade are like terminal illnesses that could prove fatal at any moment.

Still, if the victim says it's fine, what can I do? I can only bow my head in gratitude for the king's mercy and consideration.

'Magic should fix it, right?'

Besides, this world has magic that can be used for various purposes. Even a cracked sword can be preserved for a long time with magic. If it's just kept in its scabbard, it shouldn't break.

That must be the case. It absolutely has to be.

"I almost ended up doing hard labor in a foreign country."
- Woof?

Titi, who was stretching, tilted his head at my muttering.

"It's nothing. Don't worry about it and have a good day."
- Woof!

When I smiled and waved my hand, Titi wagged his tail and scurried out the door. Off to see Jenny and the puppies again today.

All the puppies have opened their eyes now and are running around Luciano's mansion. Truthfully, Titi doesn't need to "go to work" every day like this anymore.

But family isn't something you meet because you have to—you meet them because you want to see them. I couldn't bring myself to tell Titi with his sparkling morning eyes, "Jenny can take good care of the puppies now, so you don't need to go anymore." If I said something like that, even the gentle Titi might want to bite his owner.

'Will he really bite me when we give the puppies away?'

A sudden thought crossed my mind, causing anxiety to surge. If Titi bit me, I think my heart would hurt more than my body.

Of course, I plan to find homes for the puppies after at least half a year. Taking puppies away from their mother too quickly is problematic, but raising more than ten retrievers to adulthood is also quite challenging. The mansion might collapse during what's commonly called the "terrible two years."

'Half a year should be enough time... right?'

I can only hope that Titi's paternal instincts will have calmed down by then.

Actually, the concept of adoption isn't unusual—most people in this world live that way. Not everyone consults the parent dogs before finding new homes for puppies.

Considering that, I'm probably in the top 0.01% of owners for being so considerate of Titi's feelings. At least that's what I'd like to believe.

"Huh? Titi?"
- Woof woof!
'What?'

Just as I was about to get up with these thoughts in mind, I heard a familiar voice through the open doorway.

"Are you going to see your puppies again today? So diligent from the morning. If all husbands in this world were half as devoted as you, the Imperial Court would be much more peaceful."
- Bark!
"How happy one must be raising puppies that take after you—"
- Grrrr...!
"I apologize. It was just a joke, don't look at me like that."

I chuckled at the voice of the Minister of Finance who had provoked Titi's paternal instincts first thing in the morning.

The Minister has such an overwhelming physique that he could be mistaken for the head of the Ministry of War. Even fierce dogs would tuck their tails and whimper before him, yet Titi immediately went into defense mode when the Minister seemed to show interest in his puppies.

I'm not sure whether to be impressed by Titi's courage or by the Minister's ability to instantly anger Titi.

"Stop bothering him when he's going to see his family and come in here."

I poked my head out the door and beckoned to the Minister.


I wonder why he came to the mansion so early in the morning, and why he came to my room instead of the reception hall. Still, I can't turn away someone who's made the effort to visit, so I should at least offer some hospitality.

...But really, how did he get past the servants to come here? The servants know about my relationship with the Minister, so they would have tried their best to entertain him in the reception hall.

'Did he force his way through?'

For a moment, I imagined the Minister barging past desperate servants with his shoulders.

Surprisingly, the image formed quickly and without any sense of incongruity, as if I had actually witnessed such a scene before.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"No, it's... nothing."

There was no way I could tell the Minister, "I was imagining you shoulder-checking my servants." If I said that, I'd be the one getting shoulder-checked and dislocated.

While I was brewing tea with the leaves in my bedroom, the butler brought in some light snacks.

Seeing his extremely haggard expression, my buried fantasy resurfaced. Did he really force his way through the servants?

"How was Armein?"

Meanwhile, the Minister spoke calmly with his arms crossed, regardless of whether the butler was bringing snacks or not.

It was a brazen attitude, but I was actually relieved by it. While the Minister's personality is quite impressive, he's not the type to beat innocent civilians and act normal afterward.

"Well, fortunately it was ordinary. People's lives are pretty much the same everywhere."
"Ordinary, you say?"
"More than I expected. I thought people there would challenge you to a duel just for making eye contact."

Only then did the Minister chuckle and take one of the snacks the butler had set down.

"Baron Hardiner is still in Armein. It must be a better place than expected."
"He's there because he can't leave even if he wanted to. Prince Lyutis is keeping him there."

Erich also came to Armein to congratulate Lyutis on his marriage, though he arrived later than Penelia and me. But Lyutis isn't the type to let a friend he hasn't seen in a long time leave so easily. Thanks to that, Erich, his sisters-in-law, and his nephews are staying in Armein indefinitely.

Still, they'll return home eventually. Lyutis is a newlywed, so he won't be able to keep his friend for too long.

"By the way, what brings you here so early in the morning? Is it urgent business?"

After exchanging brief updates, I got straight to the point.

He probably prefers this style of conversation too. He's not the type to beat around the bush, and there's no need for formality or etiquette between us. It's easier to handle business first than to worry about noble dignity and such.

"If it was urgent, you could have contacted me through the communication orb. Did you lose yours?"
"What do you mean lose it? If I had lost that, I would have gone to the Magic Tower first, not here."

The Minister responded indifferently and glanced toward the door, as if checking whether anyone was nearby.

"I took leave this morning."
"...Pardon?"
"I've accumulated enough unused leave to take a few days off immediately. Fortunately, I've already handled all urgent matters."

The Minister sighed deeply and gulped down his tea roughly.

You crazy person. That's not iced tea, it's freshly brewed hot tea. It's not cold water.

"Did something happen? You've always hated taking leave spontaneously."

I asked cautiously, as this was clearly not normal behavior or a normal situation.

Like most civil servants, the Minister treasures his vacation days. He's the type of person who makes meticulous plans to ensure not even a single day of leave is wasted.

For such a person to suddenly take leave at dawn? And instead of traveling or resting at his own home, he came to my house?


'What on earth is going on?'

I'm worried. What could have happened to make the Minister act like this?

"Something big happened. Something enormous."
'Damn it.'

I instinctively bit my lip at the Minister's answer. When this man uses the word "enormous," it's never an exaggeration.

What is it? What could have happened? Since the Minister escaped in the form of taking leave, the entire administration probably isn't in a state of work overload...

"There's someone with crazed eyes wandering around the administration right now."

As I was quietly thinking, the Minister gave me a hint.

But even with the hint, my thoughts became more complicated. The only people the head of the Ministry of Finance—second in the administrative hierarchy—would need to be wary of are the Emperor or the Minister of the Imperial Household. But the Emperor has been working normally these days, just drinking vodka, and the Minister of the Imperial Household has less seniority than the Minister of Finance. Even though the Imperial Household outranks the Ministry of Finance in the hierarchy, the Finance Minister doesn't need to be excessively cautious.

Could it be that the Situation is angry? If that's the case, I'm willing to flee not just the administration but outside the Capital entirely.

"Who is it?"

Of course, accurate information comes before fleeing. I stopped my speculation and asked the Minister directly.

"The Minister of Foreign Affairs."
"Ah."

The answer was quite devastating.

"......"
"......"
"Since you're here, why don't you stay for lunch and we can eat together?"
"Sure. I'll take you up on that."

After a brief silence, the Minister and I reached a sort of agreement.

Let's just stay quiet until the Foreign Affairs Minister's anger subsides. Let's not wander around and get caught up in that fury.

'Natural disasters should be avoided.'

Standing up to a typhoon isn't brave—it's stupid.

The highest-ranking department in the Imperial administration is the Ministry of the Imperial Household. Since it deals with matters related to the Emperor and the Imperial Family, it would be problematic if it weren't ranked first. It's essentially a permanently reserved position.

Following that, the second-highest is the Ministry of Finance. All operations in this world require money to proceed. Therefore, the Ministry of Finance, which controls the Empire's budget, automatically has to be second. If those who handle money were of lower rank, they would be pushed around from all sides.

Then which department ranks third? The Ministry of Home Affairs, which manages the Empire's domestic affairs? The Ministry of War, responsible for the million-strong Imperial Army? The Special Affairs Ministry, filled with the Emperor's trusted agents? The Ministry of Justice, symbol of law?

None of these. Excluding the Emperor's authority and money, the department that is essentially first—the one deemed "most important" among Imperial administrative departments—is a different one.

'The Ministry of Foreign Affairs.'

That's right, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It's the pillar bearing the Empire's foreign relations and the department with the most sub-departments among all Imperial administrative bodies. It's effectively the true number one among Imperial administrative departments.

And the Minister of Foreign Affairs stands at the apex of this ministry. Moreover, he's been a Foreign Affairs bureaucrat since before the Situation ascended to the throne, when the Empire's foreign relations went, to put it crudely, "completely to hell" due to the line of dark rulers that makes one sigh just thinking about them. He's a veteran among veterans.

And now they say this person's eyes have rolled back in rage. This man of generous build who usually laughs off most troubles is now furiously angry.

"Was an Imperial envoy beaten and sent back?"
"We were mediating between countries on the brink of war, but war broke out anyway."
"Oh dear."

I couldn't help but sigh at the Minister's words.

I don't know which countries they are, but to smear mud on the Foreign Affairs Minister's face like that? This won't end well.

A minister who was dining at our house managed to escape by quickly taking leave, but unfortunately, most officials who received the news late let out screams of anguish.

Even I, secluded in the mansion, could hear those desperate cries. Anyone with even the slightest connection to the administration would recognize the profound lament of "Ah, there's chaos over there."

"The entire Ministry of Foreign Affairs has entered a state of emergency. Even departments near the Foreign Ministry building are holding their breath."
"Officials at team leader level and above have returned to work even if they were on leave. Word is that the shouting from the Minister's office hasn't stopped."
"He's truly lost his mind. Even His Majesty the Emperor has delayed face-to-face reports."

Moreover, reports from the Minister's secretary, the Intelligence Department Head, and Deputy Intelligence Head all emphasized the red alert throughout the administration.

The three most trustworthy figures in intelligence all gave similar testimonies. It would be accurate to say the Foreign Ministry was already ground zero of a nuclear explosion, with nearby departments dying from radioactive fallout.

'Even the Emperor is being cautious.'

I couldn't help but chuckle as I recalled the Deputy Intelligence Head's report.

The revered Emperor being wary of a mere minister. With imperial authority firmly established thanks to the current situation, this should be impossible. Ministers should be the ones watching the Emperor's mood, not the other way around.

Yet the Foreign Minister had achieved it. Once the Minister entered a state of rage, even the Emperor held his breath, waiting for the storm to pass—

'You shouldn't be like this.'

Thinking about it, this is insane. The Foreign Minister's only clear superior is the Emperor, and if that sole superior remains silent, what then? This isn't something the Minister of the Imperial Household can resolve.

'Though I understand.'

Jangsengi, who was being mauled by children again today, sighed softly while watching the Finance Minister strolling through the garden with Pedi on his shoulders.

While I can't understand it intellectually, I can empathize. The Foreign Minister has been a Foreign Ministry official since the early days of the current reign. Perhaps the Minister has consumed more coffee in the Foreign Ministry building than the Emperor has eaten bread in his lifetime.

A veteran with tremendous experience, excellent abilities, numerous achievements, and a gentle personality? There couldn't be a more reliable servant for the Emperor.

But now this trustworthy and gentle person has suddenly gone berserk? The Emperor has probably mentally destroyed dozens of countries that ignored the Empire's mediation and started wars.

'In truth, it would be difficult to calm him down even if the Emperor intervened directly.'

Diplomacy is an art directly connected to a nation's authority and interests. The diplomacy of the continent's only empire must encompass the entire continent in a sophisticated operation.

Thus, the Foreign Minister, who has been responsible for imperial diplomacy for a long period, is "irreplaceable talent." In a way, the Emperor inherited the Foreign Minister discovered by the situation for free, making it awkward to criticize him.

'Hmmmm.'

I pondered while handling my cooling teacup.

To be honest, I'm also afraid of the Foreign Minister's anger. He's older than me, has more experience as an official, holds a higher ceremonial rank, and rarely gets angry—yet now he's on the verge of swinging a sword like a madman. Even for me, it's a bit much to stick my head into that.

However, letting this pass is even more frightening. Even rational people can do unpredictable things when blinded by anger. Especially someone who rarely gets angry. Especially especially someone responsible for the Empire's diplomacy.

'If he darkly evolves into a hardline hawk, we're doomed.'

The mere thought sends chills down my spine. Imagine the Foreign Minister becoming a hardline hawk calling for war. I can already hear the tension across the continent skyrocketing. The continent's only empire following the path of imperialism.


Crucially, the Minister's secretary included this in his report:

"The Head of the Armein Department said it was fortunate the war broke out later rather than sooner. If it had happened any earlier, they wouldn't have been able to properly handle Your Excellency's visit to Armein."
"That's... right. It is somewhat fortunate."

The Head of the Armein Department, responsible for diplomacy with Armein. The reason he specifically spoke with the Minister's secretary, specifically mentioned the timing of the war, and specifically mentioned my visit to Armein is obvious.

It was a desperate SOS asking for help, given how much the Foreign Ministry has suffered during each of my honeymoons. Foreign Ministry officials, who are particularly skilled at indirect communication, were being this direct.

'I do owe them quite a bit...'

Just thinking about incidents like slicing the sky in another country comes to mind. I know the Foreign Ministry worked hard to smooth things over.

So morally, I can't ignore the SOS from the Armein Department Head. Though the civil service may be ruthless when it comes to benefits, if one doesn't maintain basic trust, one doesn't deserve to live. It's not just failing as an official, but as a human being.

...

'Should I just qualify as a beast instead?'

I shouldn't think this way, but the desire to qualify as a beast is creeping up.

Damn it. Why did they have to go to war while ignoring the Empire's mediation? No matter who wins, both victor and loser will face the Empire's economic sanctions or diplomatic pressure.

'War is only for madmen.'

Though I shouldn't say that, having participated in several wars myself.

I headed to the Foreign Ministry building right after lunch. Better to take the inevitable beating quickly.

And this beating is Schrödinger's beating—impossible to predict how it will evolve the longer it's delayed. Unless I want to gamble with my mental health, handling it quickly is the right choice.

"Someone fled to another's house to avoid the typhoon, yet the homeowner walks straight into it. This is why you shouldn't accumulate debts everywhere."
"I'm already troubled, so please be quiet."

Meanwhile, the Minister, far from sympathizing with his former subordinate walking into danger, was busy mocking me.

"Pedi, you shouldn't live like your father. Taking on debt feels comfortable, but when it's time to repay, you suffer like that."
"Deeebt?"
"Yes, debt. It might be hard to understand now, but someday you will."

He was even giving strange early education to our innocent Pedi. I can't tell if he's Pedi's godfather or Satan.

Anyway, with the Minister and Pedi's strange send-off, I arrived at the Foreign Ministry building—specifically, the Armein Department Head's office.

"Welcome, Your Excellency! Thank you sincerely for coming here!"

The Armein Department Head, with a haggard complexion, greeted me almost running on all fours.

His intensity made me flinch. I had contacted him before visiting, so he should have had time to compose himself, yet he looked like this.


'Is he doing this deliberately?'

Is this appearance truly a symbol of excessive work, or an act to evoke sympathy?

Unfortunately, the possibility of both is so high that I looked at the Armein Department Head with pitying eyes. How unfair to suffer so much because of an incident in another country.

"The Foreign Ministry's hardship is not someone else's problem. How could I ignore such a beautiful department that silently upholds the Empire's dignity? I'm only glad to repay some of the consideration I've received from the Foreign Ministry."
"Thank you for your kind words! Please, have a seat. Would you prefer coffee or tea?"
"Coffee, please."

I'd already had plenty of tea at the mansion.

Besides, seeing the Armein Department Head's condition, our conversation would likely be quite long. In that case, cold coffee would be better than cold tea...

"By the way, Department Head, the building seems quite quiet. Where are the other officials?"
"All officials at section chief level and above have been summoned to the Minister's office. The Armein Department was able to avoid the summons only because we had one matter to handle."

I closed my eyes solemnly at this terrible statement. Summoning not just department heads or deputy heads, but section chiefs and above? This is like a division commander calling not just brigade commanders but all battalion commanders for a dressing down.

"What exactly happened?"

So I asked with genuine concern. What process led to the war, and why did the Empire get involved in mediation in the first place, causing the Foreign Minister such anger?

"Well, about that."

The Armein Department Head's complexion darkened further at my question.

Surprisingly, a person's complexion could get even darker from there.

"First, how much do you already know?"
"I know that Ryuten and Vazen have clashed."

Two nations walking the path of sword and magic, like Armein and Yuven. When I went touring Northern Hauzentz with Eri, I saw Ryuten and Vazen people fighting fiercely in the Hauzentz Circle.

So when I heard war had broken out between Ryuten and Vazen, I thought, "It was bound to happen." Unlike Armein and Yuven which are far apart, Ryuten and Vazen are adjacent.

And Ryuten-Vazen wars are practically a continental tradition. They don't fight frequently, but not rarely either. The common assessment was that "they go to war whenever people start to forget about them."

"On the surface, that's correct. Simply put, it's Ryuten and Vazen's affair, something that happens regularly."
'Regularly...'

Still, I didn't expect to hear "those two going to war is everyday life" from a Foreign Ministry department head.

"However, this war involves six countries."
"What?"
"Specifically, Ryuten, Vazen, Quoronos, and the three Winter countries. It essentially involves the entire northeastern continent, and even the central region."

I unconsciously glanced at the window.

Should I pretend I didn't hear and jump out the window now?

I barely managed to suppress the violent urge to escape that was surging within me.

In truth, I couldn't completely suppress it, but I gave up when I saw the Head of Greater Armein Department sitting in my potential escape route through the window. In my current state of mind, any escape attempt would involve running him over. I couldn't gift a hit-and-run to someone already suffering from work stress.

'How did things get so twisted to cause such a disaster?'

While I preserved the Head of Greater Armein Department's physical health, my mental health deteriorated rapidly.

War between Lyuten and Bazen? Not common, but not rare either. It's a somewhat troublesome event, but not something that would shake the Empire.

However, when the Lyuten-Bazen war expanded beyond those two countries to involve six nations, that's a different story. Cases where three or more countries get entangled in a single war are extremely rare. The war between the Empire and the Eastern Kingdoms was the most recent example. Even that wouldn't have happened without the Empire's remarkable shadow army line.

In other words, this situation is a miraculous crisis that might happen once in a century. And it just happened to erupt in our time. The Minister of Foreign Affairs has every right to be furious.

'The lineup of participants is quite impressive.'

What's worse, the countries involved are Quoronos and the Winter Trio.

Quoronos, who got a taste of their own medicine after trying to meddle in the special military operation in Leon, and the Winter Trio, those pitiful welfare-dependent countries surviving on the Empire's mercy. When such nations cause headaches for the Empire, anger naturally rises. When an inherently troublesome entity acts up, you might shrug it off, but when a supposedly subdued one starts thrashing about...

'...Why did they get involved?'

No matter how much I think about it, I can't understand. Why did Quoronos and the Winter Trio intervene? Was it voluntary? If not, what could have forced them?

"Department Head."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"First, bring me coffee. We'll discuss the details while I drink."

Coffee has a calming effect on the mind. Whether it's an actual effect or placebo, I don't know, but at least if we talk while drinking coffee, I can maintain my rationality even when hearing shocking news.

I absolutely need to.

Without coffee, I would have died instantly. If I had heard this unprepared, blood would have gushed from every facial orifice.

'Is this a dream?'

I absentmindedly fiddled with my coffee cup while staring at the Head of Greater Armein Department's face.

Since he surprised me so thoroughly, it was quite a successful joke. If he were to say now, "Actually, this was a surprise from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for the Minister on vacation," I'd laugh it off. I'd even pay admission for such a meticulous performance.

But the Head of Greater Armein Department's expression remained serious. If that was acting, he should join a theater troupe immediately.

"Things have gotten quite complicated."
"Yes. Because of this, the Greater Northern Department and Greater Eastern Department are in chaos too. An unexpected spark threatens to set the northeastern continent ablaze."


After collecting myself, I spoke, and received a troubled response.

An unexpected spark threatening to set the northeast ablaze. That's accurate. Even I, hardly an expert in diplomacy, couldn't help but think, "How could things possibly turn out this way?" The Foreign Ministry officials must be beside themselves with frustration.

And excluding Lyuten and Bazen, who conduct war as if it's tradition, how unfair must it be for the other four countries to be dragged into this absurd conflict?

'It's hard to even pinpoint whose fault this is.'

I rubbed my forehead and sighed. The more I tried to organize my thoughts, the more my head throbbed.

First, the Winter Trio. The continent's representative weaklings and bottom-feeders. Nations that formed an alliance not to become stronger, but simply to survive—welfare-dependent countries. Without the Empire's help, they might have perished within a few generations—three utterly hopeless entities.

I was very surprised to hear those countries were involved in the war. I wondered if Jiz had worked wonders and made the Winter Trio prosperous. If they had jumped into war using supplies from the Empire, I was ready to punch them.

But I was mistaken. The Winter Trio weren't madmen who joined the war because they had full bellies; they were victims who got caught up in it before they knew what was happening.

'Victims whose lives are at stake, which makes it even more tragic.'

Originally, the Winter Trio had completely opened their borders to each other to facilitate the exchange of what little resources they had. The Empire participated in this touching decision, and both parties agreed to maintain progressive and open exchanges compared to other nations.

However, the Empire and the Winter Trio are at opposite ends of the continent. Material exchange through Jiz is limited despite Jiz's efforts, and due to Jiz's characteristic of flying at light speed at high altitudes, certain materials cannot even be considered for transport.

Of course, from the Empire's perspective, that's sufficient. Even when bestowing supplies to the Winter Trio, excessive provision might make them forget the Empire's grace and become arrogant. Sending just enough for them to scrape by is good for the Empire, and the Winter Trio remain grateful.

Still, seeing these simple nations saying "We're full thanks to our master's grace" even with such meager provisions would evoke sympathy in even the coldest hearts. In fact, the Emperor himself developed compassion for the Winter Trio and sought new methods of exchange, claiming it didn't look good for the Empire's faithful friends to be so impoverished.

'That's where the road connection came in.'

Expanding aerial exchange is impossible unless Jiz can use shadow clone techniques. Maritime exchange is out of the question due to the Winter Trio's chronic eastern port issues. Therefore, land routes are the only answer for large-scale exchange between the Empire and the Winter Trio.

Considering the distance between the Empire and the Winter Trio, even land exchange is inefficient, but what can you do? Sometimes in life, you have to push forward despite inefficiency.

So, despite the expense, they planned to build roads connecting the Empire and the Winter Trio, negotiating with countries in between about tariffs and trade locations to give the Winter Trio some breathing room.

During this process, the continent's tradition—the Lyuten-Bazen war—broke out. The road connection that the Winter Trio had been eagerly anticipating was indefinitely postponed, and these welfare-dependent countries, who had nervously entered the restaurant with their child food assistance cards, had their table overturned by neighborhood thugs' fight.

"We're trying to appease the Winter Trio, but it's most devastating when hope appears and then vanishes, isn't it? Those once-docile Foreign Ministries of the Winter Trio are all up in arms. They're saying they'll kill the traitors who dared interfere with the Empire's national policy."
"I wonder if they might die first."

Up to this point, things were manageable. The Winter Trio are clearly the Empire's loyal subjects and friends. If we soothe them gently and slip some food into their pockets, they'll grumble for a while but then turn back into docile penguins. We could mediate the Lyuten-Bazen war, telling them to fight another time, or at least warn them that we'd kill them if they caused trouble near the roads.

But then Quoronos, whom no one had anticipated, got involved.

"As you know, a few years ago, there was a coup in Quoronos led by the Minister of Internal Affairs. Afterward, the king at that time abdicated, and the third prince, not the crown prince, ascended to the throne."


The internal coup in Quoronos that occurred after the special military operation in Leon. Facing the real-time national collapse due to pressure from the Empire and Armein, the Minister of Internal Affairs of Quoronos made a decision to save the country, and when the situation somewhat stabilized, drove out the king and crown prince. I knew that much.

"However, the new king's wife is a princess of Bazen. Suddenly, the King of Quoronos became the son-in-law of the King of Bazen."
"Damn it."

This I learned for the first time. I didn't know it wasn't just a marriage between royal families, but that a king had become another king's son-in-law.

In this situation, even Quoronos, who had been keeping their head down watching the Empire's mood, had no choice but to get involved. In fact, the current king, who ascended to the throne due to the coup led by the Minister of Internal Affairs, had even more reason to intervene.

Even if diplomacy between nations revolves strictly around benefits, when the kings of two countries have a father-in-law and son-in-law relationship, it becomes awkward to consider only benefits. This is a matter of basic faith and duty before profit. No one would form relationships with a country that doesn't even maintain basics.

As a result, Quoronos intervened in the Lyuten-Bazen war under the pretext of helping the father-in-law.

"It's as if a massive alliance has formed behind Lyuten. Bazen will have neither the intention nor justification to retreat."
"If they miss this opportunity, there will be internal unrest."
"Yes. And although Lyuten knows they're surrounded on two fronts, they can't back down either. If they show weakness here, they'll have to acknowledge Bazen's superiority for life."

National interests, pride, justification, and more. Various factors intertwined, involving six countries, with none able to withdraw first—a bizarre situation.

It's maddening. If these factors had erupted one by one, containment might have been possible, but they exploded in succession, creating a complex predicament. A monstrous war entangling six countries was born.

Yet the Empire cannot withdraw. If war broke out while trying to mediate, the Empire must see it through to the end for the sake of its dignity. If we abandon our dignity and retreat, not only would our authority suffer, but our faithful friends, the Winter Trio, might feel betrayed.

'Damn them...'

I feel the Foreign Minister's anger infecting me too.

I settled in a corner of the corridor and picked up the communication device.

- Huh? Why the sudden call?

I called the Finance Minister at his mansion.

"Nothing special. Just letting you know to come to work normally starting tomorrow."
- Oh? Has it quieted down already?

I smirked at the Minister's hopeful expression.

"You'll be summoned tomorrow regardless of vacation or whatever, so rather than being a Minister dragged out during vacation, be a Minister who came voluntarily. At least save your dignity."
- Oh, damn it.

The Minister sighed at my kind explanation.

This is the maximum goodwill and consideration I can show the Minister.

The next day, the Minister of Finance did not visit my estate. It seems he chose to go to work on his own rather than be forcibly summoned, as I had advised.

That was the wise choice. If you can't avoid the outcome of going to work, isn't it better to at least make the process look good? Between "Minister who took vacation to avoid the storm but failed" versus "Minister who had urgent personal matters requiring vacation but immediately returned to work for the national interest," anyone would choose the latter.

"Count?"
"I am here to see His Majesty the Emperor."

Yes, anyone would have no choice but to choose the latter.

Unfortunately, I too am among those in the latter category.

'This matter will definitely involve me as well.'

As I bowed my head to the Emperor, I closed my eyes in dejection.

While the Audit Department handles domestic affairs, I am also used for foreign matters thanks to my overwhelming performance with Sky Slash. After all, deploying me is the most effective and simplest way to demonstrate the Empire's military might to other countries.

In such circumstances, a war involving six countries has broken out, and the Empire needs to intervene to end it? The probability of me being summoned is only slightly lower than the probability of the sun rising in the east.

Of course, my temporary resignation from the position of Audit Minister means nothing. The Emperor's subjects are all nobles and commoners of the Empire, not just government officials. Even as an unemployed noble, if the Emperor says jump, you jump.

"Hmph. I didn't expect the Count to come first."

Anyway, the Emperor let out a dry laugh when I voluntarily came to him.

"Despite being temporarily disconnected from public office, you are currently a private citizen with no official ties. For a private citizen to voluntarily seek out the Emperor for the sake of the Empire—your loyalty is truly beautiful and noble."
"Your words honor me greatly, Your Majesty."
"I also thank you for your noble decision. Had you not come, I would not have dared to summon you."
'Stop bullshitting.'

I barely swallowed the curse that rose to my throat.

This bastard. He's just saying things he doesn't mean because I'm already a fish in his net. If I truly hadn't come, he would have issued a summons immediately.

"As it happens, I was planning to hold a ministerial meeting at lunch today. You should join me, Count. The other ministers don't know you've stepped down from your position, so it won't be an issue."
"I am grateful for Your Majesty's consideration."

I'm so grateful I'd like to deliver a punch right to his philtrum.

The solar plexus isn't enough anymore. Please, just one punch to the philtrum.

"By the way, Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Command me."
"Have you met with the Minister of Foreign Affairs recently?"
"I communicated with him via communication orb before visiting Armein, but since returning, I've had no contact beyond exchanging greetings."

Meaning I haven't seen him since the six-country war situation. The Emperor nodded calmly, as if this was exactly the answer he expected.

"I need you to appease the Minister. If you actively cooperate, the Foreign Minister's anger might subside somewhat."

I couldn't easily respond to those words.

Even the Emperor is being cautious, the Minister of the Imperial Household is trembling, and the Finance Minister has fled. Would I be any different? I worry that if I say the wrong thing, I'll be torn to shreds by the typhoon.

"...I'll try my best."


Still, I can't deny that I owe a debt to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and its Minister. And to repay that debt, I need to try to talk to him.

If that's the case, I must appease the Foreign Minister even if it means risking being torn apart. If someone who has shown me consideration is now acting irrationally, it's my duty as a debtor to guide them back to the right path.

I had no idea he would be this far gone.

"They dared to ignore the Empire's mediation and plunge into war! How dare they disregard the authority of the one and only Empire and reject our benevolent mediation proposal! The inner thoughts of Lyuten and Bazen, who turned away from the path to peace and chose conflict, are surely hideous and wicked!"

The Minister of Foreign Affairs was passionately speaking in front of all the administrative ministers and even the Emperor.

"As the great nation that safeguards the order of the continent, the Empire must not stand idly by! We must firmly demonstrate the Empire's lofty dignity!"

Somehow, the more passionately he spoke, the more whites of his eyes became visible.

"The time for moderate measures has passed. They have tested the Empire's patience to its limits, so now we must show them the Empire's strength!"

At the expression "strength," murmurs flowed among the ministers. Everyone knows—even my cat Titi knows—that this means military intervention by the Empire.

Moreover, for such statements to continuously pour from the mouth of a diplomat is nothing short of madness. This is the Minister of Foreign Affairs who has worked as a diplomat for decades, to whom diplomatic rhetoric is more familiar than everyday language. He's someone who thoroughly used ambiguous language, knowing his position and duty clearly.

Yet he used somewhat direct phrases like "we must show strength"? This means he's choosing to punish Lyuten and Bazen as the final flame of his ministerial term.

Of course, whether it's the final flame or not depends on the Emperor's decision.

"I fully understand the Foreign Minister's feelings. The Empire's loyal friends are shedding tears due to the tyranny of neighboring countries, and Quoronos, which once harbored wicked greed, is once again displaying ambition beyond its station. How lamentable this is."

While everyone maintained an awkward silence, the Minister of War carefully spoke up against the Foreign Minister's passionate speech.

"Lyuten and Bazen are also incredibly disrespectful. How dare they ignore the Empire's benevolent mediation and pursue their own desires? As the Foreign Minister said, this situation calls for considering a final recommendation."

The War Minister, speaking as if supporting war, cleared his throat briefly and continued,

"However, the Empire is the parent of all nations on the continent. Even unworthy children must be embraced, and when they cause trouble, gentle admonishment should be employed before harsh punishment. If children are about to stray in an irreversible direction, we may have to reluctantly take up the rod, but Lyuten and Bazen have not yet crossed that river."

He tried to appease the Foreign Minister by saying that the situation could still be resolved diplomatically and peacefully.

It's a somewhat peculiar scene. The Foreign Minister calls for war, while the War Minister advocates for diplomatic resolution. The roles seem reversed.

"Admonishment, fine. But they have already inflicted deep wounds on the Empire's authority. If we show mercy now, they will mistake it for begging born of desperation rather than mercy born of generosity! This will be a disaster that will remain in the Empire's history forever!"

However, seeing that the Foreign Minister's anger, though intense, is focused on diplomacy, it seems each is faithful to their role.

I want to believe that. I'd rather think that the Foreign Minister still retains a shred of reason even in his anger.

"As it happens, Leon has become an extension of the Empire following the previous special military operation. We can enter Quoronos through Leon, so military intervention is certainly a card we can play."

I flinched at this sudden declaration of war against Quoronos.

It's true that Leon has become a playground for the Empire and Armein since the royal family change. In the south, which is under Armein's influence, they can do whatever they want without any problems.

Still, using nominally foreign Leon as a passage to strike another foreign country is a separate issue. The Imperial Army's presence in Leon is for "maintaining peace and security," but for that same army to use Leon as a corridor to wage war? This would cause other countries to panic and desperately knock on the doors of the Imperial Foreign Ministry.

"That is absolutely impossible!"

That's why the War Minister's voice also rose.


If the Imperial Army were to invade another country through Leon, the War Ministry would join the Foreign Ministry in receiving curses from other nations. The War Minister would be called all sorts of names.

"Foreign Minister! It hasn't even been 10 years since the Empire concluded the Northern Punitive War, which was a national effort! Although the damage was minimal thanks to His Majesty's wise decisions and the valiant efforts of our soldiers, hundreds of thousands of troops were tied up in the North! Even now, a significant number of soldiers remain in the North to maintain security!"

What had been the Foreign Minister's one-man show had transformed into a freestyle battle between the two ministers.

'This is maddening.'

My heart grew tight at the extraordinary sight of ministers raising their voices and arguing in front of the Emperor.

However, I could understand both the Foreign Minister's position and the War Minister's position, so it was difficult to blame either side. The Foreign Minister's argument that we should take a hard line since we've already been humiliated, and the War Minister's argument that starting a new war following the Great Punitive War and Northern Punitive War would be excessive—both had merit.

As I was inwardly sighing, I accidentally made eye contact with the Emperor,

'Why aren't you appeasing him?'
'How am I supposed to appease that? Are you crazy?'

We had a silent conversation with some liberal interpretation.

I hate this. I hate this whole situation. I hate Lyuten and Bazen for starting the war, and I hate Quoronos where the 3rd prince, who was far from the throne but provoked the Empire, has now ascended to the throne.

Of course, I have no resentment toward the three northern countries. You guys just go home before you starve to death.

***

The ministerial meeting was temporarily suspended. Since continuing the debate with heated heads would not lead to an appropriate conclusion, it was a truly timely recess.

I am truly sorry and guilty before His Majesty. No matter how necessary, raising voices in the sacred imperial presence...

"It's hot."

I muttered quietly as I plopped down on the sofa in the lounge.

Having grown older and gained weight, my body tends to heat up even with minimal movement. In such a situation, after having an impassioned debate with the War Minister, my body naturally became hot.

It's tiring. At this age and position, barking like a mad dog isn't particularly welcome.

But what can I do? For the grand plan of the Foreign Ministry, the Minister needs to become a mad dog.

'This will ensure a hefty budget allocation.'

Others think I've lost my mind, but in fact, I feel nothing.

No, actually, I was angry at first, but I'm fine now.

...No, to be precise, my head is still hot, but I can barely control it. And holding onto this precarious reason, I continued my madman act alone.

'If not now, I cannot secure unconditional support.'

A dream impossible to achieve with the Foreign Ministry's existing budget and personnel. Something absolutely necessary for the Empire's overwhelming hegemony, yet requiring enormous expenditure that cannot possibly be attempted.

'Pan-Continental Treaty Organization.'

A treaty and permanent organization encompassing all nations of the continent. A method to mandatorily mediate continental disputes and legally specify the Empire's superiority.

This is the perfect opportunity to realize this dream.

The ministerial meeting concluded with the remarkable record of three recesses and three reconvenes.

"The administration shall prioritize cooperation with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Ministry of Finance shall allocate emergency funds. I will permit all countermeasures regarding this situation except military intervention."
"We shall obey Your Majesty's will."
"We shall obey Your Majesty's will!"

When the specifically addressed Minister of Finance bowed his head in response, the other ministers simultaneously stood up and bowed toward the Emperor.

After various discussions throughout the meeting, the Emperor reached the conclusion: "We'll provide everything, just avoid war." While the Foreign Minister's point that aggressive measures might be necessary if moderate approaches failed had merit, the War Minister's cry of "Deploying our military forces is unreasonable!" seemed to have resonated with the Emperor.

Truthfully, I also leaned toward the War Minister's position. We wrestled with the nomad forces led by the Khagan for two full years a decade ago, and five years ago, we fought the Second War against Dorgos. Although the Second War was shorter compared to the Great Punitive War, mobilizing hundreds of thousands of troops alone places a burden on national power.

Moreover, the Empire annexed an enormous territory following the Second War, the Northern Campaign. Maintaining troops across this vast territory is no small matter, so going beyond special military operations in cooperation with Armein to launch a full-scale invasion would be...

'A country that wages war every five years.'

If a full invasion were implemented, the Empire would go down in history as a nation of crazed warmongers waging major wars every five years. And I, deployed to the front lines for my ability to cut the sky, would be remembered as "the vanguard of Kfelopen Empire's imperialist rampage."

I hate it. I don't even want to imagine that. Being the vanguard of expansionism and imperialism? That's too ugly. Perhaps centuries later, my descendants would have to go around with bowed heads, muttering about the great forgetting.

"Minister of Foreign Affairs, follow me."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

After hearing the ministers' responses, the Emperor rose from his seat and pointed to the Foreign Minister.

The MVP and madman of this ministerial meeting was undoubtedly the Foreign Minister. From the Emperor's perspective, no matter how much he understood and respected the Foreign Minister's feelings, he couldn't help but be displeased, so perhaps in his office he would give him a one-on-one—

"Minister of Audit, come along as well."
"...Yes, Your Majesty."

That damned man.

A three-way meeting took place in the Emperor's office in the Sun Palace.

The Emperor, master of the Empire; the Foreign Minister, chief diplomat of the Empire; and me, nothing more than an unemployed nobody. No matter how I look at it, this isn't my place to be, but the atmosphere made it impossible to flee, so I maintained my silence.

"Minister of Foreign Affairs. Now that only we are listening, speak frankly. What do you want?"

The Emperor addressed the Foreign Minister, subtly pressuring him to answer honestly in this setting.

'What's he talking about?'

My brow furrowed involuntarily at the Emperor's words.

The Foreign Minister had already engaged in freestyle verbal battles with the War Minister four times. How much more honest could he get? Should he have slapped the War Minister's cheek?

"At first, I too was briefly deceived. This was indeed a matter for the Minister to express anger about, and if things went wrong, it would be recorded as a diplomatic disaster. Even I had to search continental history, not just imperial history, to find a war involving six countries."
"As I grow older, I've become dull and rash, so shamefully, I raised my voice and made an unsightly scene before Your Majesty. It was merely the disgraceful behavior of an inadequate man—how could I have had any other intention?"


The Foreign Minister bowed his head in apology to the Emperor's questioning.

'Is there really something more?'

On the surface, he appeared to be a minister belatedly acknowledging and ashamed of his misconduct, but that very behavior made suspicion begin to sprout.

He's too calm. For someone who had just raised his voice and flushed red, who had called for definite and certain military intervention, he's incredibly composed.

Did he calm his emotions in the meantime? That's impossible. If his emotions could be pacified so easily and quickly, he wouldn't have erupted during the ministerial meeting. Moreover, a diplomat's rhetoric and a politician's speech differ from ordinary people's, and the Foreign Minister is both a diplomat and a politician. How monstrous must he be?

The probability that such a monster genuinely exploded in anger versus the probability that he used even his anger as a card... thinking about it now, the latter seems higher.

"Oh my. It seems the Minister of Audit has caught on as well."

When I looked at him with a complicated expression, the Foreign Minister chuckled softly and shook his head.

"I truly must be getting old. I expected I couldn't escape Your Majesty's discerning eyes, but to think even the Minister of Audit would catch on."
"Pardon?"

His words could be interpreted as strangely regretful, prompting my involuntary question.

What does that mean? That I'm a clueless youngster?

'Well, that's not wrong.'

Regrettably, when facing the Foreign Minister, I am indeed a clueless youngster.

He's been working in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs since before I was born and has overcome the chaotic diplomatic landscape created by Livnoman's fantastic shadow government line. To be considered "perceptive" by someone like him, one would need to live at least 40 or 50 years.

Or become a monster like the Foreign Minister himself, who has survived all manner of chaos. That's something I'd rather decline.

"Don't say such things. The Minister of Audit must observe all officials, so he likely sensed something off about the Foreign Minister's behavior. I still consider the Foreign Minister a young and robust talent."
"I am deeply honored by your words."
"So tell me now. You are a minister whom the Emperor employs with moderation, and whom I trust. You're not someone who would raise your voice merely because you couldn't suppress your emotions—I know this, and the Emperor knows this as well."

The Foreign Minister bowed his head again.

"Rather than being moved by the excessive trust and grace bestowed upon me by the Imperial Family, I fell into arrogance and, shamefully, momentarily disrespected Your Majesty. How apologetic and humbled I am by this sin. Though belatedly, I wish to report everything to Your Majesty, so I humbly request your permission."
"I will gladly listen, so speak freely."
"I wish to establish a treaty encompassing the continent and create a permanent institution where the Empire officially stands above all nations."
"Oh?"

The Emperor's eyes widened at the Foreign Minister's surprising confession.

I, who had been listening quietly, felt the same. I knew it must be no ordinary matter for the Foreign Minister to pretend to be a madman, but I didn't expect such a grand vision.

"The Empire is a noble and powerful nation that upholds heaven's mandate. It is a beautiful country chosen by God, with great ancestors. However, it is lamentable that the nations of the continent follow the Empire only because of its apparent national power. If the Empire remains silent even slightly, they disrespect it."

His voice was more solemn and gentle than during the ministerial meeting. Yet, hearing the voice seemingly filled with the Foreign Minister's sincerity, the Emperor quietly closed his eyes.


When the Empire remains silent, others disrespect it. Sadly, this isn't the Foreign Minister's conjecture but actual history. During the era of shadow rulers in the past, when the Empire faltered, how chaotic did the continental nations become? Relations with Armein were the coldest since the Empire's founding, war broke out with the eastern kingdoms, and other countries were negligent even in sending envoys to imperial celebrations.

The Empire's authority stands on solid ground today because it has recovered its national power. Diplomacy normalized because other countries cannot dare to challenge the Empire.

"Under the wise rule of the brilliant former Emperor, and under the majesty of Your Majesty who succeeded him—the Empire's national power can truly be called the greatest since the Great Emperor. With this overwhelming national power, reorganizing the continental order is entirely possible!"

The Foreign Minister, his face now flushed, spoke not with a diplomat's circumlocution but as a nobleman who had painfully experienced the Empire's dark period.

I think I can understand the Foreign Minister's feelings somewhat. He remembers when the Empire was unworthy of its name, when it was disrespected by other nations. He wouldn't want to return to those times and would want to resolve the humiliations suffered at the hands of continental powers, however belatedly.

And now is his opportunity to resolve that grudge. Since Lyuten and Bazen first smeared the Empire's face, the Foreign Minister, who had been working strictly for national interests, has a legitimate opportunity to vent his anger.

"Reorganizing the continental order, you say."

The Emperor, who had closed his eyes, opened them again.

"The continent already bows its head under the majesty of the Empire, which upholds heaven's mandate. The great Empire and the nations that bow to it—this has been the continent's firm order for over 3,000 years since the Muno Empire."

With eyes gleaming fiercely, unlike the haggard look he showed during the ministerial meeting:

"Minister. Are you saying you wish to reorganize this deeply rooted order?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Not an order that would collapse as soon as the Empire falters, seeking a new empire, but an order where the Empire reigns as the Empire forever?"
"I dare not promise eternity to Your Majesty. However, I guarantee that the new order will be the best means for the Empire to legitimately rule the continent."
"I see."

Silence followed. The Emperor and the Foreign Minister merely gazed into each other's eyes without saying a word.

"Minister of Foreign Affairs."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Command me."
"The Great Emperor entrusted the military to the first Duke of Hablem and internal affairs to the first Duke of Chenes. It was through complete trust in these excellent talents that he created today's Empire."

Soon, laughter echoed. The Emperor's laughter, full of delight, filled the office.

"Speak of your ideal. Until I understand it completely."

A declaration that the old system, maintained for over 3,000 years, would collapse, and a new system solely for Kfelopen would be created.

At this declaration, even the Emperor's eyes lit up.

As the Foreign Minister's explanation continued, I couldn't help but feel the urge to speak.

'This is the UN.'

No matter how I listen to it, it's the UN. Whether thinking positively or negatively, it's the UN.

It seems the United Nations is about to be born in a medieval fantasy continent.

The Minister of Foreign Affairs continued his explanation, making listeners feel mentally dazed. Judging by how he spoke without the slightest hesitation, this must have been a long-cherished wish he'd harbored in his heart for at least several years, perhaps even decades.

I understand. The Foreign Minister spent his youth during the era when the Empire's national power was at its lowest. It was a time when the Empire's foreign relations were severely strained, and the nations of the continent looked down on the Empire rather than respecting it.

So naturally, he wants to thoroughly control those nations and elevate the Empire's dignity. As a person and as a fellow civil servant, I can completely understand.

Yes, I can understand, but...

'He's brought something that shouldn't exist in this era.'

I never imagined his means would be a pan-continental treaty organization. I couldn't have imagined he'd pull out something like a pseudo-UN in a medieval fantasy world.

Of course, this era only has a medieval facade; in reality, it's a terrible hybrid spanning ancient, medieval, and early modern periods. Aside from the existence of class systems and feudal structures, I even question whether it can be called "medieval" fantasy at all.

Still, this goes too far. Even in the world I used to live in, organizations encompassing the entire world only emerged in the 20th century. Only in an era with developed transportation and communication could such a thing possibly...

'...Wait, isn't this world also developed?'

Come to think of it, transportation and communication in this world are quite advanced.

Communication crystals that allow face-to-face conversations, and if calls aren't possible, you can send messages anytime, anywhere. Teleportation that allows free movement as long as a mage's power holds out.

While not universally accessible, these are certainly sufficient for interstate exchanges. In some ways, it's even better than the 20th century of my previous world.

"Every nation must maintain its proper position and exercise rights and duties appropriate to that position. Attempting to exceed one's position disrupts continental peace, and all nations must firmly punish such actions."

While I was lost in my thoughts, the Foreign Minister's explanation had reached its climax.

"If every element on the continent faithfully fulfills its role, how could conflict arise? A household is harmonious when the head is steadfast and family members trust him. A city prospers when the mayor is wise and citizens support him. The same applies to nations and the continent."

After saying this, the Foreign Minister asked the Emperor's permission, then began scribbling something on a blank sheet of paper from the Emperor's desk.

[Pan-Continental Treaty Organization. Hereafter, the Organization seeks the membership of all continental nations. While it will not militarily suppress non-member states, member states shall not establish any diplomatic relations with non-members.

Kfelopen Empire holds the status of "Suzerain State" within the Organization. As the Organization's chair nation, the Suzerain mediates disputes between member states and dedicates itself to continental peace.

The Papal States holds "Observer State" status. The Observer is exempt from obligations imposed on member states by the Organization and has the right to observe discussions between member states. It may also intervene in discussions at the request of member states.

Excluding the Empire and the Papal States, three nations hold "Great Power" status. As vice-chairs of the Organization, Great Powers primarily oversee their respective regions of the continent.

Other nations hold equal status and voice as regular member states.

The Suzerain may exercise veto power over decisions made between Organization member states—

If the three Great Powers unanimously agree, the veto power becomes ineffective—

Voting rights of the Suzerain, Great Powers, and regular states—]

'Ah.'

I quietly closed my eyes while watching the blank paper being rapidly filled.

Even at a glance, the content is alarming. Whether the terms "Suzerain" and "Great Power" will actually be used remains uncertain, but in the Foreign Minister's mind, the Empire is already the Suzerain. He will certainly establish the Empire's authority to be as powerful as the name suggests.

At the same time, I sensed the Foreign Minister's deep malice in selecting three countries as Great Powers.


'If it's two, it would obviously be Armein and Yuven.'

They're clearly the second and third powers on the continent. But who's fourth? Which country could be considered a Great Power comparable to Armein and Yuven?

If the Papal States took a Great Power position, everyone would more or less accept it, but they've been removed as an Observer State. This means the "regular states" will fiercely compete for the remaining Great Power position.

Simultaneously, this organization is being created under the Empire's leadership and the Foreign Minister's design. It would be trivial to ensure the Empire's intentions heavily influence the Great Power selection criteria.

'Founding nation, chair nation, and Great Power designator...'

Such insane titles make my heart swell. If this comes to fruition, the Empire would truly become the pinnacle of the continent and its unchangeable number one. As long as the Empire doesn't choose its own death, the era of Kfelopen would continue forever.

If it comes to fruition, that is.

"Minister."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"This is truly an interesting and beautiful story. If this organization encompasses the continent, the Empire would advance by inertia simply by existing, rather than suppressing other nations with its power."

The Emperor, who had been looking down at the paper (which was once blank) now densely filled with writing, eventually turned his gaze to the Foreign Minister.

"Would it be possible?"

And uttered just one question.

Could he create this organization where the Empire manipulates the continent and holds it in the palm of its hand, where all countries must tremble and obey the Empire's words? After all, such an organization can only exert power when it has many member states—could he induce other countries to join?

A truly valid concern. Despite claims about continental peace and a new order, it's essentially a tool for Imperial hegemony. What benefit would other countries gain by joining such an organization? At best, it risks becoming a laughable organization with only the Empire, the three winter countries, and perhaps the Kingdom of Zereno.

"Your Majesty. While everyone admires and envies the person at the top, there are also those who are satisfied being second and wish to maintain that position."

The Emperor remained silent at the Foreign Minister's answer, as if telling him to continue.

"Today, the Empire's authority reaches the heavens. Even Armein has acknowledged the Empire's superiority and bowed its head—what about other countries? In truth, even without this organization, the Empire's hegemony would continue for at least a hundred years."

I inwardly gasped at those words.

The overwhelmingly wide gap between first and second place. The second-place competitor who has given up. Someone who doesn't aim for first place but focuses on maintaining second place.

Listing these keywords, I began to understand the picture the Foreign Minister was painting.

'Regional hegemony.'

The Empire has established hegemony across the continent. This is at a level that even Armein, the continent's second power, cannot challenge—a throne that will last at least a hundred years, as the Foreign Minister said.

Then what about below that? What about regions far from the Empire that are cumbersome for the Empire to manage individually? If we divide not by the massive unit of the continent but by multiple regional units, who holds hegemony there?

'That belongs to the Great Powers.'

Armein in the northern continent. Yuven in the eastern continent. In those regions at least, these two countries are the Empire and Emperor. The nearby Great Powers will exert more influence than the distant Empire.

The organization guarantees that authority. If the second and third powers don't aim higher, the first power willingly guarantees them positions below the throne.

Charitably speaking, it's mutual benefit; bluntly speaking—


'Pulling up the ladder.'

An organization where countries that already hold much reject change. That's roughly how I'd summarize it.

"Hmm."

The Emperor, having apparently reached the same conclusion, stroked his chin with a more relaxed expression.

If it were merely a tool for Imperial hegemony, other countries would have no reason to join. But if it's an alliance among the haves, pulling up the ladder against latecomers, that's a different story.

From a Great Power's perspective, giving up the first-place position they couldn't challenge anyway secures their current position. Even for small nations, it's not disadvantageous since they won't have to deal with crazy neighbors screaming "I'll become the continent's strongest country!" After all, when continental power rankings fluctuate, it usually means some small nation somewhere is getting crushed.

The problem lies with the ambiguous middle powers that are neither Great Powers nor small nations, but they're numerically few, so it doesn't matter. If they're upset, they can try to defeat the Empire, Great Powers, and small nations.

'Besides, with one Great Power position reserved, those with any sense will bow their heads.'

The choice is essentially: fight and defeat the entire continent to seize hegemony, or bow to the Empire and secure one Great Power position.

What path will the middle powers choose? Which road will Ryuten and Bazen, who are probably still bashing each other's heads even now, take?

"Well then, Minister. How do you plan to mediate the war?"

The Emperor, now wearing a bright smile, addressed the Foreign Minister.

"That is not for me to worry about. If we simply leak the idea of establishing the organization, they will beg for mediation."

The Foreign Minister answered with an even brighter smile.

This was clearly the same person who had been furious and raging during the ministerial meeting. Realizing that intense display was thoroughly calculated made my skin crawl.

'I should be careful not to act rashly in the future.'

I've never provoked the Foreign Minister before, but I should be even more cautious going forward.

I'd rather slap the Finance Minister's cheek than clash with the Foreign Minister.

What happened afterward was under the Foreign Affairs Ministry's jurisdiction, so I don't know exactly how things unfolded. Only the Foreign Minister and the Emperor know what logic and incentives were used to win over the continental powers.

Still, it was easy to tell that things went well.

- The war stopped. It's still just a ceasefire, but they say it will officially end soon, so it's basically the same thing.

The Finance Minister, currently inhabiting the administration building, delivered the welcome news.

- But they're saying the peace treaty will be signed in Ausen, so we're urgently allocating budget. We were already dying trying to put together the budget for Foreign Affairs. This is maddening.
"Oh my."

That news also spontaneously brought a smile—no, a sigh—to my face.

'A peace treaty signed in Ausen.'

The Empire's authority, damaged by the failed mediation, is about to skyrocket again. To outsiders, it would seem like we dragged disobedient countries to the Capital after beating them into submission.

Well, we did beat them, just not with military force, so it's not completely wrong.


The Ministry of Foreign Affairs leaked information about the Pan-Continental Treaty Organization, and Ryuten and Bazen immediately went quiet as ghosts.

Though they might not match the level of Armein and Yuven, those two countries can still raise their voices on the continent. They're regional powers that follow the superpower Empire and the great powers of Armein-Yuven.

Fortunately, the leadership of Ryuten and Bazen possessed intelligence and awareness befitting their status as regional powers. After all, their decision to wage war despite the Empire's mediation was the result of careful calculation.

One might wonder how risking the Empire's wrath could be considered calculated, but honestly, the fear of being labeled as "surrendering in a chicken game with an archenemy" or "abandoning a golden opportunity to crush an opponent" was more terrifying than the distant anger of the Empire. The Empire's wrath would make the present difficult, but such labels would mortgage their future.

So the Minister of Foreign Affairs made not only their present but also their future miserable. He made it clear that if they didn't bow their heads to the Empire immediately, the survival of their royal families and kingdoms couldn't be guaranteed.

"They'll all arrive tomorrow, correct? I didn't expect it to be this quick."
"Now that they've stopped the war, they're finally mindful of the Empire's reaction. Whatever their reasons, they've already splashed dirty water in the Empire's face."

I nodded at the Finance Minister's words.

The Winter Three Countries merely protested vehemently against Ryuten and Bazen without actually mobilizing troops, so they could be overlooked. But Ryuten and Bazen had already fought numerous battles. Quoronos had even marched four legions to the border.

That's why the three countries that moved their troops had no choice but to watch the Empire's reaction. If they appeared too leisurely and accumulated more disfavor, how much more difficult would things become?

Moreover, diplomats from each country maintained personal relationships. The Empire's diplomats would have conveyed the Foreign Minister's fervent anger to the diplomats of the three countries, making the situation even more terrifying.

"Anyway, preparations were completed just in time. We almost had to make the ceasefire declaration in the middle of an empty plain."
"Wouldn't that be fine? There's no need to treat troublemakers with courtesy."
"There's a clear difference between deliberate disrespect and neglect due to budget constraints. If it becomes known that it's a budget issue, I'll be the one criticized as Finance Minister. Why should I take abuse from people I don't even know?"

The minister snorted, crossed his arms, and leaned back in his chair.

"Damn fools. Starting unnecessary wars. Thanks to them, we've spent money we didn't need to spend."
"Well, if spending a bit of money helps discipline the nations, it's worth it. Let's look at the bright side."

The minister silently stared at my face after hearing my words.

"How much do you know?"
"Excuse me?"

Then he blurted out something unexpected.

"This guy. You were summoned with the Foreign Minister last time, so you must have heard something there."

The minister's eyes began to gleam ominously.

The Foreign Minister and I were summoned by the Emperor immediately after the ministerial meeting. It was obvious that secretive conversations had taken place between such a combination, but since it was the Emperor's summons, no one dared ask me about what happened that day. Prying into matters the Emperor wanted to keep secret meant you had no attachment to your own neck.

However, the Finance Minister seemed to have noticed something from my overly calm demeanor and my careful avoidance of mentioning the Foreign Minister.

"What is the Foreign Ministry aiming for? It doesn't seem like they're just trying to establish the Empire's authority."

That the Foreign Minister's anger wasn't simply because the Empire's authority had been damaged.

"Now that I think about it, it was definitely strange. A person who strictly separates public and private matters, no matter how angry, would he really lash out at his subordinate officials like that?"

That the Foreign Minister's anger itself was merely an act.

"How would someone from the Audit Ministry know about Foreign Ministry affairs? It's not like an audit has been conducted on the Foreign Ministry."

However, I feigned ignorance to the Finance Minister who was approaching the truth.


It's not wrong. The former Audit Minister and current unemployed Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen knows the inside story, but other people in the Audit Ministry still don't know anything. Only the Emperor, the Foreign Minister himself, and I know about the Foreign Minister's grand ambition.

In fact, since the full-scale discussion of the Pan-Continental Treaty Organization will begin right after this ceasefire declaration, it would be fine to give the Finance Minister a heads-up. It's just a day's difference, and he's the one who will be pouring all sorts of budget into the Foreign Ministry anyway.

The reason I'm keeping my mouth shut is simple.

'Because it's fun.'

What expression will the Finance Minister make when the Foreign Ministry suddenly starts absorbing money under the pretext of the Pan-Continental Treaty Organization, and the Emperor orders top priority support?

Even if I told him now, he would make quite an interesting expression, but if I wait just a day or two more, he'll show an even more intense reaction. I couldn't give up that entertainment.

Of course, prioritizing personal feelings over national affairs is insane. It's a misdeed that deserves the Emperor's slave brand.

'He didn't tell me to speak.'

But the Emperor didn't specifically order me to keep quiet about this matter, nor did he tell me to inform others in advance. If it's acceptable to speak about it, then it's also acceptable to keep it hidden.

If either option is fine, I'll choose my own enjoyment.

The next day. The representatives who would sign the ceasefire pledge gathered at the Imperial Palace.

The first to arrive were Count Roiteren, Foreign Minister of the Lusen Kingdom; Count Neseliden, Foreign Minister of the Stiniye Kingdom; and Viscount Sverker, Foreign Minister of the Nosgor Kingdom. The three came together representing the Winter Three Countries.

These three are basically tourists who came because the Empire told them to. The Winter Three Countries are closer to victims caught up in this war, and they genuinely tried to follow the Empire's mediation. It was Ryuten and Bazen who went ahead and started the war, turning everything upside down.

So these three were invited essentially as a service, with the message: "Come watch those who caused you trouble get what they deserve." They don't actually have any important role to play.

'Those three are the real deal.'

While those three visited with peace of mind, there were three others who entered the Imperial Palace with heavy hearts.

Count Heldrungen, Foreign Minister of the Ryuten Kingdom; Duke Silesia, Foreign Minister of the Bazen Kingdom.

And finally, Marquis Landatia, who was simultaneously the Foreign Minister, Interior Minister, War Minister, Justice Minister, Capital Guard Commander, and Chief Justice of the Quoronos Kingdom.

'What on earth is he?'

I almost sighed out loud upon seeing Marquis Landatia with all those titles hanging from his name.

What is this? He holds six positions that others might barely reach after devoting their entire lives. And they're all essential positions controlling diplomacy, internal affairs, military, judiciary, the capital, and trials.

Since Interior Minister is among his concurrent positions, he must be the one who made the nation-saving decision. He's the last conscience who normalized Quoronos, which was heading straight for national ruin, and bowed to the Empire and Armein.

'There was no one else to fill those roles.'

After recalling Marquis Landatia's record, I could approach the truth.

This wasn't due to a lust for power. Because he purged the leadership that had gone mad while making the nation-saving decision, he couldn't find talented people to fill those vacancies, so he took on those positions himself.

With that realization, Marquis Landatia's complexion looked even darker. It was already dark, but now it felt like looking into an abyss.

"Everyone has gathered. I truly appreciate your precious visit."

Anyway, with the six guests assembled, the Foreign Minister, who was essentially the protagonist of this meeting, made his appearance.

"Since you've all come from afar, how about enjoying a banquet first? We cannot have stiff and uncomfortable conversations at a gathering for peace. Let's tilt our glasses with smiles, and then start our discussions pleasantly."


It was obvious that the banquet would be uncomfortable and awkward, but no one expressed reluctance at the Foreign Minister's proposal.

The Winter Three Countries were faithful friends of the Empire, and the other countries were at risk of having their heads cracked by the Empire. No matter how complex and delicate the art of diplomatic compromise might be, at this moment they had to do as the Empire said. If they didn't like it, they would be left out of the new order that was about to be established.

More than that, was it my imagination? Somehow the Foreign Minister's tone seemed more high-handed than usual.

'The formal speech itself isn't a problem.'

Just as Imperial nobles receive one level higher protocol than kingdom nobles, the Empire's ministers are also treated as superior to kingdom ministers.

But even taking that into account, there was a powerful sense of intimidation in the Foreign Minister's voice. If even a non-expert like me could feel it, how much more would those diplomats feel it?

"I am grateful for the Minister's consideration. That such attention is paid to a humble servant from a small frontier country is truly the grace of His Majesty the Emperor and the Empire."

Starting with Marquis Landatia's response, everyone bowed to the Minister and expressed their agreement.

It was a good start, and I found myself nodding. I couldn't understand why the Foreign Minister wanted to hold a banquet before the meeting, but it was proceeding as he wished, so what did it matter?

"Excuse me, Your Excellency. Is the person beside you perhaps the Audit Minister?"

Just as we were about to move to the banquet hall, Viscount Sverker from the Nosgor Kingdom spoke up.

"Indeed. When such distinguished guests visit, it is only proper to ensure perfect security. That is why I have specially invited the continent's finest swordsman."

At those words, the representatives' curious gazes turned toward me.

Don't look at me like that. I don't know why I'm here either.

I came because the Foreign Minister asked me to. Normally, I wouldn't have shown my face at all.

***

The banquet held before the meeting was essentially the real meeting.

It was preparation to demonstrate that the meeting ended instantly and that the participating countries' opinions peacefully aligned. It was underground work to coordinate everything during the banquet time and only announce the results during the actual meeting.

Naturally, the other countries' foreign ministers also knew about this coordination work, so while enjoying the banquet, they took turns talking with me.

As a result, a draft of the ceasefire pledge was completed before the meeting even began.

'Good.'

I'm satisfied. The countries that started the war are already watching the Empire's reaction, and the Empire's three faithful friends are watching with fire in their eyes. In such a situation, being stubborn isn't brave—it's stupid.

Moreover, he even asked the Audit Minister to grace the occasion. With the continent's finest swordsman right before their eyes, the pressure could only increase.

'Very good.'

I smiled as I looked at the draft signed by the foreign ministers of the six countries.

This draft will become the real pledge, and that pledge will open the curtain to a new era. I—we will make it so.

[Imperial Foreign Minister, Clemens Lothar of Metternich, Marquis.]

With that in mind, I too signed with pleasure.

For a new era.

The war that entangled six nations ended just before it could set the continent ablaze.

As someone who had once served in the military, I couldn't help but breathe a sigh of relief. The war between Lyuten and Bazen was a historic disaster that had smeared mud on the Empire's reputation. If things had gone even slightly wrong, it could have escalated into a world war with every major power on the continent joining in.

Thankfully, the Minister of Foreign Affairs prioritized reason over anger, and the Empire's damaged authority was restored thanks to the peace treaty. Otherwise, I might have been traveling across the continent performing "sky-cutting" techniques. It's not like I'm some tactical nuclear weapon.

And right after demonstrating the Empire's authority and diplomatic capabilities to the entire continent, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs immediately proposed establishing a pan-continental treaty organization. For the peace of the continent, for the harmony of all nations, they claimed we must truly become one. Their proposal was for all countries to sit at one table and lead the continent through dialogue.

"Hey, you bastard! You knew about this all along! And you kept quiet about it until the end?!"

There was some unrest even among the Empire's nobility when the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs declared this new order, but it was merely growing pains on the path to a new world.

Just growing pains, indeed. It's a sacrifice that must be made for the Empire and the continent to become more advanced. Of course.

'I probably won't need to eat for the next three days.'

Recalling the Minister of Finance's passionate anger and lamentations, I couldn't help but smile.

I'm satisfied. While the Minister of Foreign Affairs' new world has only just released its preview video, I've already witnessed the best possible outcome.

The Empire's firm hegemony? Kicking away the ladder alongside the great powers? Who cares about that? As long as the Minister of Finance suffers, that's enough for me. I don't belong to the Ministry of Finance anyway.

'How can anyone work at the Ministry of Finance?'

It's truly pitiful. Money is the justification and power that moves this world, the crystallization of greed and conflict. How terrible to place such a heavy responsibility on mere human shoulders. If it were me, I'd bite my tongue and die.

Of course, I left the Ministry of Finance for the Audit Department before having to bite my tongue. I'm moved to tears by Emperor Sanghwang's grace.

"Appa, Daddy."
"Our Pedi, are you all ready?"
"Yes! I brought Jangsaeng too!"

While I was mentally worshiping Emperor Sanghwang, who's probably farming somewhere on the outskirts of the imperial palace, Pedi came running with Jangsaeng in her arms.

How strange. I only told her to bring toys or dolls to play with since we were going out, but I never expected her to bring Jangsaeng.

'She's not even rebelling anymore.'

Even Jangsaeng seemed resigned to the situation, calmly nestled in Pedi's arms with a detached expression.

Why are you treating me like a supply item? Where are you planning to take me? He wasn't even protesting.

'Did he already complain?'

Perhaps he had already expressed his grievances throughout the entire capture process. But maybe he gave up because his complaints fell on deaf ears.

Thinking about it that way, Jangsaeng's eyes looked particularly moist.

"Pedi. There will be many animal friends where we're going. So maybe we could leave Jangsaeng behind?"

At my words, Jangsaeng's drooping ears perked up, but then—

"Do they talk too?"
"Well, no..."
"Then I want to bring Jangsaeng!"

His ears drooped again.

I'm sorry. I accidentally gave you false hope. Giving hope and then disappointment is the cruelest thing to do.

"Well, there are big animals like cows, horses, and sheep there. Wouldn't Jangsaeng be scared—"
"Stop it, master. How much more pathetic are you trying to make me?"
"I'm sorry."

Jangsaeng, who nearly became "a former evil god afraid of ordinary livestock," broke his silence to protest.

Right, even I thought that was a bit of a stretch. Besides, no matter what excuse I came up with, it would be impossible to change Pedi's mind.

In the end, Jangsaeng just ended up getting hurt for nothing.

I visited the North with Pedi, specifically Barandi Marquisate.


We came to congratulate the birth of the Emperor's nephew and Ainter's first child. To see the future Marquis of Barandi and the current Marquis of Barandi's only grandchild.

'I should have come earlier, actually.'

It's a joyous occasion when a noble member of the imperial bloodline is born, even if from a collateral line. And not just any collateral line—this child is the current Emperor's nephew and the future Emperor's cousin. That's hardly an ordinary collateral relation.

Moreover, this child will inherit a marquisate of the Empire, so it wouldn't be strange for them to receive enthusiastic cheers and congratulations from the nobility. The Barandi Marquisate should be overflowing with guests.

Nevertheless, the Barandi Marquisate was quiet. None of the Empire's nobles had seen the noble child who would become a marquis. Not even the great lords of the North, nor me, the head of the Northern faction.

The reason was simple. It was the tradition of the Northern nomads.

'Can't argue with tradition.'

When nomads have a child, they strictly prohibit contact with outsiders until the child's first partner and riding horse is determined.

For nomads, horses are their most precious property and companions, almost like soul-bonded friends. During the process of finding one's soul mate, adults and outsiders who are tainted by the world should not interfere.

Thanks to this tradition, although Ainter's child was born some time ago, only now could we see the baby. I heard the child is already preparing to crawl.

"Me! I want to see my sibling but they won't let me! Everyone's so mean!"

Enough time had passed that the newborn child was about to start crawling. This meant the Crown Princess's suffering and patience had been long and arduous.

And by extension, it had been a long time for me too, having to listen to the Crown Princess's complaints. If not for the ethnic tradition, I would have arranged a secret meeting, but it would be madness for a conquering nation to ignore the traditions of its subjugated people. How would we handle the backlash if the North, which is in the process of assimilation, rebelled?

'Is the Crown Princess coming today too?'

I vaguely recall hearing that the Emperor absolutely couldn't leave his duties, so the Empress would come with the Crown Princess. Something like that.

But I can't remember if that was supposed to be today or tomorrow. It must be one of the two.

'Well, it doesn't really matter.'

Actually, it doesn't matter when they arrive. I'm not the host welcoming the guests—that's the Marquis of Barandi. If anyone should be worried, it's the marquis who will be receiving consecutive guests.

"Daddy! There are lots of animals over there!"
"Yes, there are so many."

Meanwhile, Pedi in my arms pointed at the herds of cows and sheep roaming the plains.

Having grown up seeing Behimos and livestock, this probably isn't particularly fascinating to Pedi, but the Northern plains have a different charm from Behimos's territory. More majestic, more vast, more natural. It's only natural since this is a plain created by nature itself, not an environment created by Behimos.

'There really are a lot.'

And while there might be fewer varieties than what Behimos raises, the numbers seem greater.

Indeed. Is this the prestige of the North's only marquis? Their livestock industry seems to have developed tremendously.

"Hmm?"

While admiring the grandeur of the Barandi ranch with Pedi, Jangsaeng tilted his head.

"There's a person among them. A shepherd perhaps?"
"A person?"

At Jangsaeng's words, I focused more intently on the herd of livestock.

A person, he says. No matter how I look, I only see cows and sheep. There are horses in the corner and quite a few dogs too, but...?

'Ah.'

I found him too. The shepherd Jangsaeng mentioned.

A young man with brilliantly shining blonde hair and snow-white skin. A young man with impressive purple eyes.

'That's Ainter.'

Why is he over there like that? Did he change his occupation to shepherd while I wasn't looking?

'What is it with the Livnomans?'


I couldn't help but chuckle. The former Emperor is raising livestock and farming in the imperial palace, and the Emperor's brother, far from political strife, is herding sheep on the Northern plains.

What exactly flows in the blood of the Livnomans—no, in Emperor Sanghwang's blood? He clearly should have lived as a civil servant in the Ministry of Agriculture. The Livnoman direct line twisted that fate.

"It seems he's spotted us too."
"Looks like it."

Eventually, Ainter, who had turned his head toward us, raised one arm and waved it vigorously, then mounted a nearby cow and began approaching us.

It's a sight that's hard to reconcile with him being the Emperor's brother and the Marquis's son-in-law.

'What exactly happened?'

You were a typical young noble until your wedding.

Why do you look like someone who's been living off the grid for 20 years?

***

This is troublesome. My cheeks hurt, but I can't stop smiling.

"Aww."
"Yes, our Kran. What is it?"
"Mau."
"You want to see the horses?"
"Mmm!"

This child makes me happy with just her short babbling, keeping the smile on my face.

I'm happy. For the past few months, I've felt like I've reached heaven while still alive. The sky has bestowed upon me the ultimate happiness.

How can she be so cute? How can she be so lovable?

'It feels like when Shati was just born.'

No, perhaps I'm even happier now. When Shati was born, I had zero knowledge about childcare and was constantly anxious about whether she might fall ill.

But now it's different. Thanks to my experience raising Shati safely and the Empire's excellent medical technology, I can watch Kran without any worries.

'Our adorable granddaughter.'

Kran Gurt. Someday to be called Kran Gurt of Barandi, our granddaughter.

"Father. Are you playing with Kran again?"

Just as I was about to go outside because our Kran wanted to see the horses, Shati opened the door and came in.

"Well! Since my daughter hasn't fully recovered from childbirth, of course her father must take care of the baby instead!"
"Not recovered? I can even ride horses now."

That's not important information, so I let it go in one ear and out the other. Regardless of Shati's current condition, in my heart, Shati is still in a state where she finds it difficult to care for Kran.

"Well, since you seem to have nothing to do, please go straight to the main gate. The Count has arrived."
"Hmm? Already?"

I was planning to escape the room with Kran in my arms, but I immediately abandoned that plan at Shati's words.

"I just ran into Ainter, and he's dealing with it for now, but the host should still greet them."
"I think your husband would do a better job than me."
"Go now."

Under Shati's pressure, I carefully placed Kran on the bed.

Our granddaughter. Let's part for a moment. I'll be back soon, so don't cry.

"My daughter. Shall we stay with mommy while grandfather works?"
"Aww!"
'Hmm.'

That's strange. Why do I feel like crying?

Is it because I'm hurt that Kran isn't giving this grandfather any attention...?

The noble with blonde hair rode forward majestically on a yellow ox.

He moved confidently from the vast pastures of the Barandi Marquessate to the marquis's castle. Completely at ease, without any hesitation.

'What is this guy doing?'

I looked at Ainter, who was moving alongside me—his viewpoint slightly higher since he was riding an ox.

Ainter is a member of the Imperial Family. When his brother was Emperor, he was one of the direct legitimate heirs, and even after the current Emperor took the throne, he still held the tremendous authority of being the Emperor's only brother.

Thanks to this, even when the Emperor was still Crown Prince and suffering from paranoia, Ainter still received treatment befitting his imperial status. Honestly, he had no real power and the protocol was rather precarious, but at least anyone passing by could tell he was of imperial blood.

'But why now?'

I can't understand it. The current Emperor has not only recovered from his paranoia but also feels considerable guilt toward Ainter. The Empress is also friendly toward him, and the Crown Princess is quite fond of her only uncle.

Moreover, Ainter himself holds the title of Marquis, albeit a courtesy title. His authority has increased dramatically compared to when he received minimal protocol in the past, so why has his ceremonial treatment regressed? Even a deposed monarch wouldn't be made to ride an ox.

"Moooooooo—"

Perhaps sensing my gaze, the yellow ox Ainter was riding let out a long moo.

What should I do? Since our eyes met, should I wave? Or should I treat this ox as something precious, like the CEO's Rolls-Royce, since it's carrying a member of the Imperial Family?

I don't know. An imperial family member riding an ox? It's such a bizarre concept my brain can't process it.

"You seem quite surprised."

My mind, which had been racing furiously for a brief moment, stopped at the sound of Ainter's voice.

"Well, it's certainly a unique sight. Of course, the august authority of the Imperial Family comes from their noble bloodline, not their mode of transportation, but I wonder if a mere ox can bear Your Excellency's dignity."

Honestly, I wanted to say, "Looking like that, you seem more like an idle man than an imperial or a marquis," but I couldn't muster the courage and deflected instead.

A person's authority comes from their status, ability, character, and achievements. A slave doesn't become an emperor by riding the world's finest horse, nor does an imperial become a neighborhood bum by riding an ox.

But even considering that, there are limits. Authority is like sunlight—some things reflect it better than others. Riding an ox is definitely not something that reflects authority well. Even I know that much, despite not caring much about authority or protocol.

"Haha! Perhaps not elsewhere, but here in the North, it's more than sufficient!"

Despite my desperate packaging and subtle concerns, Ainter burst into laughter and patted the ox's neck.

Is it my imagination? He seems to have become more jovial since before the wedding. About 0.05 Lyutis more, roughly speaking.

"Oxen are among the most reliable and precious creatures to the northern nomads. People commonly think nomads love horses the most, which isn't wrong, but oxen are not far behind."
"That's... surprising. That they have a similar status to horses."

Sheep that produce nearly infinite amounts of wool, dogs that watch over all livestock and are man's best friend—I could understand if these two were treated equally to horses, but I never expected oxen to hold that position. It's not like nomads plow fields like settled people.

"I found it strange at first too, but if you live in the North, you should embrace northern values. Besides, riding an ox is surprisingly comfortable and pleasant."
"I see."

I nodded in agreement, as his words made perfect sense. Whenever we visited Behimos's territory, the children would climb onto all sorts of livestock, and I would join them for their safety. I've ridden oxen a few times in the process.

It was indeed comfortable. The animal was so docile and moved so gently that I could lie on its back without falling off.

"Ah, there's my father-in-law coming out."

Following Ainter's words, I shifted my gaze forward and saw Marquis Barandi standing at the main gate of the castle.


"Then I'll head back to the pasture. Someone needs to look after the animals."
"Ah, yes. Please do. Thank you for guiding us."
"Not at all. I should be thanking you for coming all the way to Barandi."

Ainter smiled slightly and reached out to pat Pedi's head.

"Pedi, have a good time. There's a little sibling inside the castle you should greet."
"Yeah!"
"Pedi. Formal speech."
"Yes, sir!"

As Pedi corrected his speech at my prompting, Ainter's smile deepened.

"I hope Kran will someday speak as fluently as Pedi. I wish that day would come as soon as possible."
"It will come soon. Children grow up differently with each passing day."

Parenting is truly strange. Each day feels like a forced march as you're busy taking care of children, but when you look back, weeks, months, and years have flown by. It's quite peculiar.

So Ainter's modest wish will soon come true.

'Kran, huh.'

So that's the child's name. I've only heard the baby referred to as nephew, sibling, that child, or the precious one of the marquis's family. Now I finally learn the name of a child who was born several months ago.

'He's completely assimilated.'

Before I knew it, I found myself smiling.

Valuing oxen highly and riding them like cars, tending to livestock like a village shepherd—up to this point, one could say he's adapted well to northern life.

But naming his first child in the northern style rather than the Imperial mainland style? This means Ainter has chosen his identity as a northerner over his identity as an imperial. It means he not only respects northern culture and traditions but has completely embraced them.

'That's good.'

As an imperial noble, civil servant, and veteran who has been through two campaigns in the North, this is truly gratifying.

The Emperor's only brother has married into a powerful northern noble family. And he hasn't stopped there—he's embraced the northern color without filtering. How fervent will the support of the northern nomads be toward the Imperial Family and the Empire?

In truth, there are few people as eager for civilization as nobles of nomadic origin, but they would still be proud if the Empire respects their history. Adopting another's civilization out of necessity and having one's own civilization respected are separate matters.

Marquis Barandi, whom I was meeting in person after a long time, wore an expression as if he carried all the happiness in the world.

Although I had occasionally seen his face through communication orbs, it seems the emotionless orbs couldn't perfectly capture the joy of a grandfather who had gained a grandchild.

"It's not much, but here's a gift. I should have congratulated you earlier, so I've brought it with interest."
"Interest? It was my personal circumstances that prevented you from coming sooner. How can you say such things? I would have welcomed you gladly even if you came empty-handed."
"How could I come empty-handed when meeting the future marquis for the first time? I don't want to make a bad impression on the future Marquis."

At that, the Marquis's lips, which were already curled up almost to his ears, rose even higher.

The phrase "future marquis" contained everything. The one who would inherit everything from Marquis Barandi, the precious grandchild born to a daughter who was thought to live alone forever, a totem symbolizing the connection between the Gurt marquis family and the Imperial Family. It was loaded with all sorts of positive titles, making it sound sweeter than any other word.

That's why I decided to pretend not to notice when the Marquis began to smile almost embarrassingly.

In fact, I smile like that too when it comes to matters involving our children. I have no right to call others embarrassing.

"Uncle."
"Hmm? What is it, young master?"


As Pedi addressed the Marquis who had been grinning for quite some time, the Marquis matched Pedi's eye level with a gentle face.

"Gift for me too."

Pedi handed a small doll to the Marquis. A tiny doll, small even compared to the young Pedi.

"Huh?"
"Oh my."

While the Marquis blinked in confusion at the unexpected gift, I was surprised for a different reason as soon as I saw the doll.

That's one of the animal doll collection I gave to Pedi when he was just born. In a way, it was one of the items that signaled Pedi's love for animals.

Seeing it come from Pedi's arms, he must have been holding it preciously all the way here. I hadn't noticed because Jangsaeng was covering Pedi's chest.

'No wonder it took longer than expected for someone who went to catch Jangsaeng.'

No children are as skilled at catching fleeing animals and finding hidden ones as our children. I was wondering why Pedi was taking a bit longer. I never imagined he was selecting a gift from the dolls in his room.

"It's a doll Pedi played with when he was very young. I personally chose it for him. It's something he treasures dearly, but it seems he brought one to see his younger sibling."
"No, such a precious thing."

I nodded unconsciously at the Marquis's words tinged with emotion.

This is an unexpected event for me too. Although the Crown Princess and other children occasionally play with that doll, the ownership firmly belongs to Pedi, who manages it with fierce attention. He notices if the placement of the dolls changes even slightly. He firmly refuses even when the Crown Princess asks to borrow just one.

To give away something he cherishes so much as a gift is surprising. Even though it's just one of many animal dolls in his collection, it's still amazing.

'Is it because he hasn't seen the baby for a long time?'

Pedi knew about Kran's birth thanks to the Crown Princess's fervent complaints. That's why he immediately agreed when I suggested we go see the new sibling.

But perhaps because he hadn't seen this sibling for several months, a sense of affection seems to have grown in Pedi's heart.

"Thank you, young master. Kran will be delighted with his big brother's gift."
"If my sibling likes it, I like it too!"

At those words, both adults burst into laughter.

Fortunately, it seems the Kracius family and the Gurt family will maintain their special relationship in the future.

***

Sibling! My sibling!

Not the sibling staying at our house! Not the sibling staying at godfather's house, but another sibling!

"Hehe, are you that happy?"
"Yeah!"

I nodded immediately at mother's words.

Super happy! Seeing siblings is the best thing in the world! And I haven't seen the new sibling for a very long time!

"I hear Godfather and Pedi are there too. My daughter will have plenty of playmates."
"Wow!"

I like the new sibling but I also like Godfather and Pedi!

In the North, there exists a unique tradition where a newborn child cannot have contact with outsiders until they choose their first partner and mount.

I don't know how this tradition began, but since it doesn't involve child abuse, I simply accepted it. Perhaps in ancient times, when infant mortality rates were high, this tradition was created to prevent contact with germs carried by outsiders.

Though they wouldn't have understood the concept of germs back then, we can't ignore the possibility that they reached the conclusion: "Babies seem to die frequently when they have contact with outsiders right after birth." Ancient people may have lacked knowledge, but they weren't without wisdom.

Anyway, because of this tradition, no one had seen the noble child who was the Emperor's niece and the Crown Princess's cousin. But today, after a long silence, Pedi and I finally met Kran. This meant Kran's partner had been determined.

"The term 'choosing' makes it sound grand, but it's simply selecting the sturdiest foal born around the same time as the child. As a formality, three candidates are chosen, and the first foal the child pets becomes their mount."

Duke Barandiga, who added that his current mount was the offspring of his first mount, laughed while holding Kran.

I see. I wondered if choosing a partner involved some religious procedure or unique superstition, but it was a surprisingly ordinary process. At this rate, a mount could be selected less than a week after birth.

"Ah-oo!"
- Purrrr!
"What do you think? Though adults select the candidates, the child makes the final choice, creating a special bond. In fact, nomads tend to love and cherish their first horse more than any prized steed."

"I imagine so. One can acquire a fine horse whenever the opportunity arises, but your first horse comes only once in a lifetime."

"Haha, the Count speaks truly."

Kran, cradled in Duke Barandiga's arms, flailed his little arms while the foal wagged its tail at him.

Seeing this scene reminded me of the horses that died whenever I went to the front lines. The horses I rode collapsed before we could even form a bond. The Khagan's subordinates targeted my horses to dismount me since I was difficult to deal with directly.

While my horses fell like expendable items, the nomads built their bond with horses in this way. It feels both unfair and enviable.

'A bond.'

As I glanced at Kran, I noticed a small doll tucked under his arm.

One from our Pedi's animal collection. Coincidentally, a horse doll—the partner of nomads.

'What a coincidence.'

Pedi doesn't yet understand the connection between nomads and horses. Actually, he doesn't even grasp the concept of nomads. But for a gift chosen by such a Pedi, it was remarkably appropriate, making me smile involuntarily.

Having received a horse doll right after choosing his first horse, Kran's bond with horses might reach unparalleled levels. When Kran enters the Imperial Academy, he might become a champion rider like Rin.

"Your Excellency!"

While we were watching Kran's tiny hand pet the foal's head, a soldier guarding the stable rushed over.

"What is it? I said to handle matters yourself unless urgent, as we have distinguished guests."

"The head butler just contacted us—Her Majesty the Empress and Her Highness the Crown Princess have arrived!"

Unlike the Duke's displeased reaction, this was indeed urgent. Urgent enough to make the Duke move at almost a run.

"Pedi, let's go too. Your sister is here."
"Mm!"

We followed the rapidly disappearing Duke. With the Empress and Crown Princess here, we couldn't just stay put.

Meanwhile, the foal, separated from its owner, whinnied sadly before quieting down thanks to a carrot Pedi placed in its mouth.

'Where did you find that?'

I'm increasingly amazed by Pedi's resourcefulness. While this father wasn't looking, he not only prepared a doll but also found a carrot in a stable we were visiting for the first time.

This father is a bit scared that our son is becoming optimized for audit work. I'd prefer our son to live as a wealthy person of leisure.


Preferably a well-educated person of leisure.

Ainter, who had been becoming one with the livestock, also hurriedly returned upon the Empress and Crown Princess's visit.

"I greet Your Majesty the Empress."
"It's been a while, Duke Idrafen. I was worried about you living in the North away from the Imperial Palace, but you seem to be doing well."

Ainter wore a straw hat and held a long wooden staff. Looking every bit the excellent shepherd, the Empress opened her eyes wide before chuckling as she received his greeting.

"Wow! Uncle! You look like Grandpa!"

The Crown Princess's eyes sparkled with delight at Ainter's appearance.

'Grandfather, huh.'

However, her reason for liking it was somewhat peculiar. She liked it because it resembled the Emperor's situation of being absorbed in farming and livestock breeding in a corner of the Imperial Palace.

The Emperor's secret hobby was suddenly revealed. Though those who should know already did, most nobles didn't—

'Ah.'

I couldn't help but admire the Duke's expression—seemingly looking at the Empress and Crown Princess yet subtly staring into space, as if half-disconnected from reality.

As soon as the not-so-secret information about the Emperor emerged, he blocked his own sight and hearing. Despite becoming related to the Emperor by marriage, he dared not approach the Emperor's private hobbies.

An admirable attitude. Though one might get proud after becoming the Emperor's in-law and the Imperial Brother's father-in-law, he displayed perfect political acumen. Such a contrast to that certain family that was demoted from a ducal house to a county.

"Grandpa should wear that hat often! I want one too!"

However, even the Duke's perfect and desperate political maneuvering couldn't withstand the innocent Crown Princess's onslaught.

Unless one physically covers their eyes and ears, they'll eventually hear what's being said. As the Crown Princess continued speaking, the Duke couldn't use the excuse of "I was thinking of something else and didn't hear."

Truly unfortunate. Is this how the Duke's ambition to live peacefully and quietly comes to an end?

"Your Grace."
"...Yes, Count."

So I approached the Duke and quietly spoke.

"His Majesty the Emperor has been raising various animals since his abdication. It's practically His Majesty's only hobby, so if you, as his in-law, send excellent livestock, he would be greatly pleased."

If you can't avoid a wave, ride it. If you can't ignore the Emperor's hobby, evolve into a supply route that contributes to it.

In fact, animals available in the North are likely more numerous than those in the Imperial mainland. They're probably sturdier too. So if Duke Barandiga, the only duke in the North, carefully selects animals, he might prepare tribute that would satisfy the Emperor.

"The Count is right. I should prepare something soon."

The Duke seemed to understand my consideration and advice, nodding his head dejectedly.

I'm glad he gave up quickly. I was worried he might stubbornly pretend not to have heard.

"Uncle! Baby brother! Where's my baby brother?!"

As soon as our agreement concluded, the Crown Princess energetically looked for Kran.

"He's right here, Your Highness. This child is your cousin, Kran."

The Duke, holding Kran, carefully approached the Crown Princess and knelt down, allowing her to easily see and touch Kran.

"Wowww!"

Thanks to this consideration, a bright smile bloomed on the Crown Princess's face.


She hadn't seen her brother for several months. Moreover, this wasn't a brother from the Imperial Palace or our home, but one born in the new location of the North. How fascinating and special this brother must be from the Crown Princess's perspective.

"Uu?"

Of course, for Kran too, the Crown Princess was a cousin he was meeting for the first time. A child might cry if a stranger stares at them uncomfortably, but—

"Bwah!"

Surprisingly, Kran smiled brightly and reached out to the Crown Princess. He seemed to instinctively recognize someone who adored him.

'That's nice to see.'

The heartwarming scene made me smile involuntarily. The first meeting between the future Emperor and the future Duke is beyond words in its beauty.

And since this first meeting went well, if this relationship continues, the Gurt ducal family will remain a loyal supporter and shield for the Imperial Family. This is a welcome development for me as the Crown Princess's godfather and an Imperial noble.

"Ung?"

However, an unexpected twist occurred that no one anticipated.

"Godfather, godfather."
"Yes, Your Highness. Please speak."
"Isn't that Pedi's doll that Kran is holding?"

My shoulders twitched at those words.

I had momentarily forgotten because I was so touched by Pedi's generosity in giving away his doll, and because Kran looked so cute holding the doll preciously.

'The Crown Princess had her eye on it too.'

Pedi's animal doll collection was a supreme treasure coveted not only by our children but also by the Crown Princess.

'What should I do now?'

I felt my eyelids trembling.

The Crown Princess suddenly saw that a treasure she coveted was in someone else's hands, and that her first brother, Pedi, had committed something like betrayal. This is a disaster that could reasonably fill the Crown Princess with anger, resentment, and humiliation.

"Mm! I gave it as a present!"
'Oh no.'

I was about to make some excuse to buy time, but sadly, Pedi's mouth was faster.

Our kind and lovely Pedi. Indeed, he's a pure child who can't tell lies. Daddy loves that about you so much.

But if you can't lie, there's also the option of remaining silent... I didn't want to teach you this in such a place, but remember it well for the future...

"Pe-Pedi's doll."

At Pedi's confirmation, the Crown Princess's small body began to tremble.

"I... I said I wanted it too... but he didn't give one to me..."

Tears were already welling up in her eyes.

This seems to have gone completely wrong. My instinct tells me that the Crown Princess, once upset like this, will not be easily consoled.

"Uu?"

Only Kran, who didn't understand what was happening, tilted his head and watched his cousin's strange behavior.

Still holding the doll tightly in his arms.

When someone experiences an unbearable shock, how do they react?

Usually, they burst into tears, express intense anger, or lie on the floor doing freestyle swimming. It's about expressing sorrow with their entire body when they can't suppress their emotions with reason.

However, the Crown Princess's reaction was none of these.

"I wanted... that doll..."

With tears welling in her eyes, the Crown Princess looked back and forth between Kran, the doll, and Fedi. Then she lowered her head deeply, ran to the Empress, and hugged her legs.

She buried her face in the Empress's skirt, as if she didn't want to see or say anything right now.

"Oh my."

Even the Empress couldn't hide her bewilderment at the Crown Princess's unprecedented reaction. How shocked she must have been for the Empress's usually smiling face to waver, even if just for a moment.

I was equally perplexed. The Crown Princess had occasionally thrown tantrums or shown disappointment, but I'd never seen her completely deflated like this. And I'm practically family, having known the Crown Princess since birth.

'I wish she'd gotten angry instead.'

I inadvertently swallowed.

Of course, if she had gotten angry, it would have been at a level incomparable to previous outbursts. It wouldn't have been easy to soothe or calm her. Perhaps she might have remained upset with her godfather and Fedi until Barandiga left the Marquisate.

But there's a difference between showing intense anger and displaying behavior we've never seen before. The former at least offers hope that with effort, it can be overcome. The latter—how are we supposed to handle that?

"Your, Your Majesty."

In this awkward and difficult silence, Marquis Barandiga was burning with anxiety.

Given the circumstances, that doll was precious to his granddaughter. And now the future Emperor was deeply hurt because of it. The Marquis had deliberately blocked his sight and hearing when the topic of hobbies came up to maintain perfect decorum, but now he was about to incur the future Emperor's displeasure.

He must feel like the sky is falling. Yet it's awkward to blame anyone since it's an issue between children, and the doll is also his granddaughter's first gift from an outsider. A terrible dilemma where he can neither do one thing nor the other.

"Princess. This uncle will prepare many beautiful and pretty dolls for you. I'll provide enough to fill Your Highness's room, so please cheer up."
'Ah.'

Ainter opened his mouth to ease the atmosphere, sensing his father-in-law's dilemma—but I inwardly sighed at his unfortunate statement.

The Crown Princess wasn't shocked simply because of the doll. It was because an item she couldn't have despite her pleading, something that was like a treasure to her first sibling, was in the hands of a cousin she was meeting for the first time. That's what shocked her. The doll is merely a medium symbolizing the Crown Princess's sadness, not the real reason.

Unfortunately, Ainter overlooked this point. Despite his gentle nature and affection for the Crown Princess, he's just a novice who recently became a father. So he became fixated on the keyword "doll" and missed the real issue. Truly unfortunate.

"Don't need it."

The Crown Princess firmly shook her head at Ainter's words that failed to grasp the essence. Of course, with her face still buried in the Empress's skirt.

I suppose we should be grateful she responded at all. If she had ignored even her uncle's words, it would have meant the situation was incredibly serious.

"Sister."

While the adults were pondering how to resolve this situation, Fedi, who could be considered the origin of this crisis, spoke up.

For a moment, I seriously considered covering Fedi's mouth. If Fedi provoked the Crown Princess even slightly in this situation, her adolescence might arrive ten years early.

At the same time, a very faint hope emerged. A child's heart is understood by another child, and emotions that adults can't fulfill can be filled by peers. Perhaps Fedi could successfully comfort the Crown Princess?

So I deliberately calmed my twitching hand and looked back and forth between Fedi and the Crown Princess.

'You can do it, my son...!'

This father always believes in his son! Our Fedi is an excellent son who has never disappointed his father!

"Don't you want a doll too, sister?"

For the first time, I felt betrayed by Fedi.

"If you really want one, I can give you one."
"Ah."

I let out an audible sigh at this additional blow.

This is a catastrophe beyond description. Fedi just detonated a claymore on the Crown Princess's mental state.


"Don't need it!"

The Crown Princess, who had been trembling like a phone on vibrate mode at Fedi's cruel remarks, finally reached the end of her patience. She pulled out her carefully hidden face and shouted loudly.

Needless to say, tears of frustration had already covered her face.

"Fedi stupid! Bad! Stupid brother!"

After shouting that, the Crown Princess disappeared down the corridor, abandoning even the Empress.

It was such a lightning-fast sprint that no one could catch her, and we just stared blankly at her retreating figure.

'She doesn't even know the way.'

Soon, concern for the Crown Princess arose.

This is neither the Imperial Palace nor my mansion, but a third location. For the Crown Princess, it's an unknown place, so no matter how fast she runs, she'll soon get lost. If she gets lost in the Marquis's castle, it will be difficult for her to return here.

Of course, there are countless servants in the Marquis's castle, so a lost Crown Princess would be found quickly, but even temporarily making her a lost child is a bit...

"Your—"
"I'll go, so please stay here, Godfather. If you go now, she'll run away even more."

I nodded at the Empress's intervention, rolling my eyes back and forth.

With the Crown Princess so deeply hurt, approaching with half-hearted determination would lead to disaster. Right now, it's best to leave it to her mother, the Empress, while the other adults maintain silence.

"I deeply apologize for causing such trouble for Your Majesty the Empress."
"Trouble? It's natural for children to quarrel as they grow up. Especially if they're like siblings."

The Empress smiled at my apology and turned her gaze to Marquis Barandiga.

"Marquis. Please don't take this incident to heart. Children quarreling is heartbreaking, but it's one of those things that naturally happens."
"But, Your Majesty, the Crown Princess is not an ordinary child but the future ruler of the Empire. No matter how unintentional it was, how can I not be responsible when Her Highness is upset due to my carelessness?"
"No."

The Empress firmly shook her head at the Marquis's words, who seemed to have aged five years in that moment.

"Charlotte and I came to see family. So this is not a dispute between the Crown Princess and a subject, but a small quarrel between family members."
"Your Majesty..."
"Marquis, please comfort Kran. I will take care of Charlotte."

With those words, the Empress moved away with her ladies-in-waiting.

But is it just my imagination? Their response to the Crown Princess's impulsive behavior seems quite natural. The ladies-in-waiting maintained certain intervals between each other to quickly capture the Crown Princess if she tried to run back, and their stride was stable enough to block any possibility of the Crown Princess breaking through their encirclement.

They seem oddly familiar with this situation. Perhaps tag games between the Crown Princess and the ladies-in-waiting are a daily occurrence at the Imperial Palace?

"Dad, Dad."
"Yes?"
"Did I do something wrong?"

I smiled slightly at Fedi's cautious question.

True, Fedi was the trigger. But if you ask if it was wrong, absolutely not. How could a gift prepared with a child's good intentions be wrong?

"No. The princess is just a little upset, but you didn't do anything wrong, Fedi."
"But... sister... seems angry because of the doll..."
"Actually, the princess was also preparing a doll as a gift for Kran. She's upset because you gave one first."
"Really?"

Dad doesn't know either. But let's go with that from today.

"Yes. So, Fedi, when the princess returns, would you like to prepare a different gift instead of a doll?"
"Gift?"
"Since she got upset because of a gift, we should make her feel better with a gift. But since the princess already has dolls, wouldn't it be better to prepare something else?"

Even I don't understand what kind of logic this is. It's such bizarre reasoning that even Titi would shake her head if she heard it passing by.

But the validity of the logic doesn't matter. What's important now is for Fedi to apologize to the Crown Princess. If the Empress succeeds in somewhat soothing the Crown Princess's feelings, the Crown Princess will completely forgive Fedi with his new gift.

It will definitely happen. It absolutely must.


"Woo..."

While I was comforting Fedi and desperately hoping for a happy ending, Kran, who had witnessed all this commotion, began to whimper.

Kran had smiled brightly when she noticed the Crown Princess adoring her. But then the Crown Princess who had been adoring her suddenly became agitated and ran away crying. Even a newborn child would sense that something was wrong.

"Our Kran. Big sister just had something to do and left. She'll be back soon, so don't cry."

Ainter quickly comforted Kran at the sight.

Fortunately, her father's embrace was stable and warm, and Kran soon quieted down.

"Excuse me, Your Excellency."
"Yes, Count?"
"By the way, where is Lady Shati?"

Now that the storm has passed, I realized I had forgotten—Shati wasn't present when we greeted the Empress and Crown Princess.

"She's preparing a banquet to welcome our distinguished guests. Count Kaitana apparently found better ingredients than what we had prepared, so she rushed off. In a way, it's fortunate."

I nodded unconsciously at the Marquis's words.

Even Marquis Barandiga, who was a relative to the situation, and Ainter, the Emperor's brother, were taken aback by the Crown Princess's tears. If Shati had been here, how panicked would she have been? It was fortunate that she was absent.

"Your Excellency. As Her Majesty the Empress has already said, please don't take this incident too much to heart. The Crown Princess will soon forgive and adore Kran again."
"I'm sure she will. I've heard that Her Highness is remarkably kind for her age."

The Marquis smiled faintly at my consolation.

Yet his gaze subtly shifted toward Kran, as if he was calming himself by looking at his granddaughter.

***

It wasn't long before we caught our Charlotte.

No matter how fast Charlotte is, this isn't the Imperial Palace, and the chasers were robust ladies-in-waiting. When the ladies-in-waiting are determined, she was bound to be caught quickly.

"Our Charlotte. You should stop crying now, okay?"
"Uung..."

As I wiped Charlotte's face with a handkerchief after she was finally in my arms, Charlotte resisted by shaking her head lightly.

"Are you going to show an ugly face in front of your siblings?"

But when I mentioned her siblings—Fedi and Kran—she stopped resisting.

That's a relief. She doesn't hate her siblings yet. It was just a big explosion of hurt feelings.

"Charlotte. Fedi gave Kran a doll because Kran can't go to Fedi's house. Our Charlotte can go to Fedi's house anytime and see the dolls, right?"
"Don't know..."
"Besides, Kran is a sibling you're meeting for the first time. It's natural to give a gift when you're happy to meet someone, isn't it?"

Charlotte nodded slightly at my words.

"...I guess..."

Then she opened her mouth in a very small voice.

"I don't like it..."
"You don't like it?"
"It's strange... when Fedi gave a gift to Kran... I felt really sad..."

Pouting her lips, she tapped her small chest.

"When Fedi gave something to another sibling that he didn't give to me... it hurts here..."
"Oh my."

I was surprised by her unexpected words.

Oh dear. It's troublesome if she's already feeling such emotions.

# The Great Escape of the Crown Princess

Despite the somewhat awkward atmosphere caused by the Crown Princess's great escape, fortunately, things livened up again before long.

"Welcome, Count. My greeting is late, but welcome to the Valenti house."

It was because Shati, who had briefly gone out, had returned.

If only those who had witnessed the Crown Princess's tears and resentment had remained, the atmosphere would have still been gloomy. But Shati had been absent and knew nothing of the situation. With the influx of this blissfully ignorant fresh water, it was only natural for the mood to lighten.

"Waa-woo!"

Even Kran, who had been whimpering over her cousin's strange symptoms, smiled brightly at her mother's appearance.

There's no other way to express it except to say it's truly fortunate. If Kran, who must have been greatly shocked, has calmed down, the adults can breathe a sigh of relief too.

"But where are Her Majesty the Empress and Her Highness the Crown Princess? I heard they came to the castle, so I rushed back."

Shati, holding Kran in her arms, smiled brightly like her daughter, then turned to Ainter and the Marquis of Valenti with a tilted head.

It would certainly be puzzling. She hurried back after hearing that no less than the Empress and Crown Princess had arrived, yet the protagonists of the news were nowhere to be seen. She might be wondering if she had misunderstood.

"My niece is visiting this castle for the first time. Perhaps because everything is so novel to her, she's exploring various parts of the castle."

Ainter quickly spoke up in response to Shati's question.

It's not entirely untrue. As Ainter said, the Crown Princess is indeed roaming throughout the marquis's castle. The only problem is that her wandering is due to anger-fueled flight rather than interest-driven exploration.

"Is that so? Still, since Her Majesty and Her Highness have honored us with their presence, it's not proper for no one to attend to them. I should go to them now—"
"No, no. It's fine. The mother and daughter said they wanted to look around leisurely, so they dismissed everyone except the ladies-in-waiting."
"I-I see."

At this desperate dissuasion, Shati's expression changed subtly. Though she couldn't know what had happened in her absence, her face showed certainty that something unusual had indeed occurred.

It's a natural reaction. If someone exudes such obvious dissonance, how could anyone with sense not notice? Besides, Shati is the heir to the marquis title, and before becoming an imperial citizen, she was the next tribal chief. She might be sensitive to others' emotions, but she's definitely not obtuse.

"...Pedi, welcome too. Have you already greeted our Kran?"

And being sensitive to others' emotions means having good intuition. Seemingly concluding that further probing would only make things awkward for everyone, she quickly changed the subject and smiled at Pedi.

"Since Pedi has many younger siblings, I hope you'll treat Kran like a little sister too."
"Yes! Kran is my little sister too!"

Shati's smile deepened at Pedi's energetic response.

"The doll Kran is holding was also a gift from Pedi."
"My goodness."

Shati let out a small laugh at Ainter's comment.

If she knew what kind of incident that doll had caused, she definitely wouldn't be laughing, but they say ignorance is bliss, don't they?

It might not be so bad for those who don't know to remain in the dark.

The Crown Princess's chaotic great escape was successfully contained by the Empress.

However, it seemed the Crown Princess's heart hadn't completely settled, as she shut herself in her room with no intention of coming out.

'This is serious.'

I smiled bitterly, looking at the firmly closed door. That fun-loving Crown Princess, that sister-loving Crown Princess, was spending time alone in her room.

And this wasn't just any sibling. This was a sibling she had finally met after months of patience, and a blood relative at that. If it were the usual Crown Princess, she would normally be running through the marquis's castle corridors by now with Kran in her arms. And Pedi should be right behind her.

"Godfather."
"Ah, Your Majesty."


I was fiddling with a hastily prepared chocolate box when I heard the Empress's voice and quickly hid it.

This wasn't just a few chocolates but an entire box. If I gave such a large quantity to the Crown Princess, her teeth wouldn't survive. If the Empress saw it, she might think I was an evil godfather trying to terrorize her daughter's teeth.

"Hehe, you don't need to hide it. It was so big I could see it from far away."
"I-I apologize."

I see. So it was that big. The Crown Princess's anger seemed substantial, so I prepared a large gift, but it seems it was too large...

"Thank you for preparing such a nice gift, but please let me hold onto it for now. If we give it to the Crown Princess now, she might eat it all in a fit of anger."
"Ah, yes. Here it is."

Since that would be terrible, I immediately handed the chocolate box to the Empress.

These are chocolates flown in from the Kingdom of Lusen on a jizz. Since they're good enough for a jizz to bring them, both the taste and quantity are guaranteed, so eating them without self-control would lead to terrible results in many ways. Either the Crown Princess's belly would grow, or her teeth would be severely damaged.

Or possibly both. Actually, the probability of both is quite high.

"Um, Your Majesty."
"Yes?"
"Is Her Highness... alright?"

At those words, the Empress smiled as if troubled.

"Even I have never seen Charlotte so upset before. She's much better than earlier, but it would be an exaggeration to say she's fine."
"I have no words to offer."

The statement "Even I have never seen her so upset before" coming from her own mother's lips. I can't help but sigh, wondering how to appease the Crown Princess's heart.

First, the Crown Princess needs to at least come out of her room so Pedi can give her the gift, and only after receiving the gift will the Crown Princess fully recover. But we can't just shove Pedi into her room without warning.

"By the way, Godfather. I have something important to discuss. Could you spare some time?"
"Of course, Your Majesty."

While I was contemplating whether to urgently deploy Titi and the holy water users from the mansion, the Empress requested a private audience, and I nodded.

If there's something important to discuss at this timing, it's highly likely about the Crown Princess and Pedi. If that's the case, I'm willing to make time even if I don't have any.

'Anyway, there's no point in standing in front of her door.'

Despite the Crown Princess surely having heard my voice and the Empress's, she remained silent.

For now, it seems best to let the Crown Princess have some time alone, then come back around evening.

It seems visiting the Crown Princess in the evening will be impossible.

Because by evening, I'll be lying in bed, groaning.

"Y-Your Majesty. I apologize, but my ears have gone deaf with worry for Her Highness the Crown Princess, and I couldn't fully hear what you said."

Still, with a faint hope, I managed to speak.

Yes, I must have misheard. My hearing must have gone bad because I was distracted with worry for the Crown Princess. That must be it.

"Charlotte seems to be jealous of Kran."
'Ah.'

But the answer that came back was resolute.

"Not simply jealousy over not having a doll, but jealousy that Pedi gave attention to someone other than herself. That's what it was."

And she even added a comment that completely blocked any possibility of mental victory.

Indeed, this is befitting of the Victorious Duke's daughter. To block the opponent's escape route so perfectly. Impressive.


"Your Majesty. When you say jealousy...?"

Anyway, my fingers started trembling at this unexpected bombshell.

It's a disastrous situation, but there's still hope. Jealousy isn't necessarily an emotion exclusive to romantic relationships. It can bloom between family members or friends too. I can't be certain it's the emotion I'm worried about.

"Godfather."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I wouldn't mind if you became my in-law."

At those words, I felt as if everything before my eyes turned white.

My world momentarily stopped.

***

After my words, the Godfather remained silent for quite some time.

I was worried he might have fainted with his eyes open. That's how shocking my words must have been to him.

'After all, he could potentially have the Crown Princess as a daughter-in-law.'

Of course, discussing marriage at this point is premature, to say the least. Our children are still little ones not even 10 years old. Even though noble marriages tend to happen earlier than commoner marriages, getting married before the age of 10 is unheard of.

Instead, engagements at this age are perfectly acceptable. No, beyond acceptable, they're encouraged.

'It's better to know from a young age for a smoother future.'

Noble marriages are typically alliances between families, strategic arrangements based on necessity rather than love.

However, if a couple united in such a way splits due to discord, the marriage becomes worse than not having one at all. That's why it's common to pair children as "friends" from a young age. It's essentially the beginning of a friendship that's practically an engagement.

Most nobles naturally progress toward marriage while building intimacy this way. From the children's perspective, if they have to marry anyway, it's better to marry someone they're close to.

'That's exactly the situation here.'

Though unintended, Charlotte and Pedi's situation has become similar to an engagement relationship premised on marriage. From the Godfather's perspective, their marriage might seem like a realistic possibility.

'This has become troublesome.'

I smiled bitterly, looking at the Godfather who was still silent.

In truth, I'm willing to support whoever Charlotte wants. I'm not in a position to oppose anyone's marriage. Did I marry with everyone's support and blessing?

Moreover, if the partner is Pedi, I'd welcome it even more. The union of the Imperial Family and the Kracius Family would strengthen the relationship between Charlotte and the Godfather. How could that not be welcome? Pedi's character itself is also excellent.

However, unlike my position, the Godfather can't help but be perplexed. He's suddenly faced with the prospect of becoming the father-in-law to the future Emperor.

'It's a dangerous situation for the Godfather.'

The Godfather already bears numerous honors and powers. Considering his character, he wouldn't wield them recklessly, but because of that very character, he's likely to feel burdened by the weight on his shoulders.

And now, in addition to being the godfather of the future Emperor, he could be the father-in-law? How would other nobles view the Godfather, and how burdened would he feel?

"Godfather. Of course, it could just be a fleeting emotion that a young child harbors. It's a feeling that will only become certain after at least another 10 years, so please don't worry too much."
"...Pardon? Ah, yes. Your Majesty's words are correct."

At my consolation, the Godfather, who had been staring blankly into space, hastily nodded.

I was wrong. It seems the wedding of Charlotte and Pedi is already taking place in his mind.

"Um, Your Majesty."
"Yes?"
"W-would it be possible to keep this matter a secret from His Majesty the Emperor?"

It seems that after the wedding, His Majesty's fierce scolding has also crossed his mind.

# What is Marriage?

Marriage is a magnificent union where two people who have lived separate lives come together to live as one. It's a mysterious and unique act where two become one, and one becomes two.

This is no different for the aristocracy, often called blue bloods. No, rather because they are nobles, they consider marriage more significant than commoners do, viewing it as a strategic move. While commoners operate as family units rather than by lineage, nobles operate as broader family units beyond immediate family.

*Marriage means more than just the birth of a new household.*

For nobles, marriage signifies a close alliance between two families. It can be described as a bond thicker and stronger than any friendly relationship.

Therefore, when marriage occurs, nobles from both families establish new relationships. No matter how high the other's rank or authority, things change once the singularity of marriage is reached.

Take the Wise Duke as an example, who immediately treated Trix comfortably as his nephew's wife when she became my wife. Honestly, this is more the Wise Duke's characteristic than a feature of marriage, but even the Wise Duke couldn't have treated Trix so comfortably without the singularity of marriage.

That's how significant the act of marriage is. There's a reason why marriage is considered one of humanity's major ceremonies.

*Fedi and the Crown Princess getting married.*

Perhaps that's why. When the possibility that our Fedi and the Crown Princess might marry was mentioned, my head started spinning with complicated thoughts.

What if the feelings the Crown Princess has for Fedi are romantic? What if those feelings continue into adulthood, and Fedi becomes the Crown Princess's consort?

Would that mean the Kracius family and the Livnoman Imperial family would be connected? Would I become more than the Crown Princess's godfather and become her father-in-law? I'd gain an enormous stake in the Empire as the—no, not father-in-law of the nation, but some other title, but anyway, I might gain tremendous influence within the Empire.

*That can't happen.*

Cold sweat broke out involuntarily. I absolutely cannot accept such a future.

I already hold too many titles that would be troublesome to have even one of: youngest minister, continent's greatest swordsman, living blessed one and saint (genuine), one of the Imperial Counts, Risizariune Knight, godfather to the Crown Princess, and so on. In such circumstances, if I also became the father-in-law of the future Emperor, public opinion might seriously turn to "Shouldn't we check this person's power?"

Of course, if the nobles moved to check my power, that would be fine with me. If their checks caused me to step down from public office and retire as a respected elder with only honorary titles, I would actually welcome it.

*That won't happen.*

Unfortunately, however, the probability of me stepping down from public office even if I became the Crown Princess's father-in-law is infinitesimally close to zero. The Victorious Duke, who is the Emperor's father-in-law, is proving this in real time.

The Duke, who is also the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Army and the Emperor's father-in-law, is still holding public office just fine. A dangerous precedent has already been set that "there can be no retirement even if you become the Emperor's elder," so I dare not hope to break the Victorious Duke's precedent and seek retirement.

Decisively, regardless of retirement, if I became the Crown Princess's father-in-law...

*I would become in-laws with the Emperor.*

I shuddered at the thought.

Me, becoming in-laws with that guy? A relationship where we smile and talk to each other, shake hands and exchange pleasantries, shed tears together at our children's wedding.

"In-law. Please take good care of my inadequate daughter."
"Thanks to you raising your son so well, I can send the Crown Princess off with peace of mind. If he had been even slightly untrustworthy, I would have had the Special Affairs Ministry investigate him thoroughly."
"I hope our son-in-law doesn't take after his father and have multiple wives? Though polygamy isn't illegal, for the future Emperor's consort to have multiple wives would be tantamount to treason."
"My dear in-law...! I said I wanted my son-in-law to have many children, not many wives!"
"This means a duel, you black-haired beast! Let's fight properly with our titles at stake!"

*Ah.*

I inadvertently glimpsed a future scene.

The Emperor trembling with rage behind a smiling face. The Emperor throwing daggers with his gentle speech. The Emperor ready to awaken as a tyrant if things go even slightly wrong.

It's truly strange. I've never seen any of these scenes before, yet they appear in my mind as if I've actually witnessed them.

"Godfather. Are you alright?"

As I was sweating coldly by myself, the Empress's concerned question helped me regain my senses somewhat.

"As I just said, it could be just a childish, fleeting emotion. There's no need to worry so much."

In fact, the Empress's words are quite reasonable and appropriate. How serious could the feelings of children not yet 10 years old be?

At that age, children easily say things like "I want to marry daddy!" and their objects of affection change constantly. Even if by chance her current feelings for Fedi are romantic, no one can guarantee how long those feelings will last.

"Ah, as you requested, I'll keep this secret from His Majesty. While His Majesty is truly wise and merciful, he becomes somewhat... peculiar when it comes to matters involving his child."
"I am deeply grateful for Your Majesty's consideration."


I bowed deeply at the Empress's promise.

That's enough for now. The Crown Princess's feelings aren't something adults can control, but at least we can prevent them from reaching the Emperor's ears through adult intervention.

And if the Emperor remains calm, I can preserve 90% of my mental stability. In good conscience I can't say 100%, but I can endure as long as the Emperor's power doesn't flow toward personal revenge.

*Damn it.*

I unconsciously bit my lip.

That cursed Emperor. His authority is unnecessarily large, making things troublesome for others. If he had been just a village headman, I wouldn't have these worries.

And I would be perfectly content as a village steward. The problem is that neither I nor the Emperor are village-level—we're Empire-level headman and steward.

The firmly closed door to the Crown Princess's room opened before evening.

"I'm hungry..."

At the Crown Princess's words as she peeked hesitantly through the door crack, the servants of the Marquis's mansion bustled into action.

The Crown Princess, who had been greatly upset and staged the first sit-in protest of her life. The fact that she voluntarily ended her protest was a joyous occasion, and simultaneously, the fact that she was hungry enough to end her protest was alarming. The emptiness of the esteemed Crown Princess's stomach was practically a disaster for the Empire.

"Charlotte."
"Mmm...?"

Just after the Marquis's mansion went into emergency mode, the Empress handed a chocolate to the Crown Princess who had ended her protest and come out.

"It will take some time to prepare. Have one of these in the meantime."

Despite it being a chocolate gift, the Crown Princess just stared blankly at the chocolate.

My heart sank. Was the Crown Princess refusing chocolate of all things? Not some other dessert, but chocolate?

"Your godfather prepared this for our Charlotte. Won't you eat it, if only for your godfather's sake?"
"Godfather?"

At the Empress's mention of me, the Crown Princess, who had been alternately looking at the chocolate and the Empress, carefully put the chocolate in her mouth.

I was touched. Her heart has softened enough to consider this godfather's sincerity.

"Are you feeling better now?"
"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question the Empress's words.

Better from what? So the Crown Princess who had been protesting was in pain?

"Your Majesty! Is there something wrong with Her Highness—"
"Shh."

I reflexively closed my mouth.

"It's not what you're worried about, Godfather. It's just our Charlotte's small growing pains, nothing to worry about."
"I... see."

Small growing pains. Though it was a simple expression, I nodded readily because I had a rough idea of what it meant.

Our precious Crown Princess. I hope you successfully overcome those growing pains. I would prefer if our relationship forever remained that of godfather and goddaughter, or subject and sovereign. Any other relationship would be somewhat... uncomfortable.

***

The chocolate Mommy gave me. It was extra yummy because I was hungry.

I wanted to eat one more but I held back. Mommy said I shouldn't eat too much before meals.

And if I eat lots of chocolate, it looks like I'm not mad at Fedi anymore. I'm still mad! Stupid Fedi! Stupid little brother! Really stupid!

*I won't talk to him for a while!*

Forever might be too much... but I won't talk for a bit! I won't even look at stupid Fedi until we go home!


Oh, but should I look at Kran...? Kran isn't bad... I just don't like that Fedi is stupid...

"Sister."
"Huh?"

Suddenly I heard Fedi's voice.

Fedi came out from behind Godfather's legs.

"Don't go back in. It's time to eat."
"Hmph!"

I tried to go back to my room because I didn't want to see Fedi, but Mommy blocked me so I couldn't.

I hate Fedi! I don't want to see Fedi! Stupid Fedi, go play with Kran all you want!

"I'm sorry, Sister."

But my eyes widened when I saw the flower Fedi was giving me.

"I thought since you come to our house often, dolls aren't that important. Daddy said to give important things as gifts."
"Important things...?"
"Yeah. He said you give important things to important people."

That's strange. I was really mad at Fedi, well, a little mad, but now I don't feel mad anymore.

"I'll give you a doll when we get home. But now I don't have a doll, and you said you have dolls, so I'll give you something else!"
*I have dolls?*

I tilted my head at Fedi's words.

I don't have dolls? Is he talking about dolls at our house? Well, I do have lots of dolls at home!

"Isn't the flower pretty?"
"Y-yeah..."
"I picked them all myself! Auntie Shati said these flowers only grow here!"

I looked at the flower again after Fedi spoke.

Flowers that only grow here. Flowers that Fedi picked for me.

*Hehe...*

That's better than a doll.

Kran might have dolls that are all over Fedi's house, but this flower is only mine! Only I have it!

"I-I'll accept it! Even though you're stupid Fedi! I'm accepting it because I'm your big sister!"
"Thank you!"

Hehe!

***

Whoever's son he is, he's certainly kind and smart. I was wondering what he was doing fidgeting in the garden with Shati, but to think he was preparing a gift for the Crown Princess.

*Flowers, huh.*

...

*Flowers... huh.*

While it was a heartwarming scene of two children making up after a small quarrel, the fact that it was a boy giving flowers to a girl filled me with complicated emotions.

Somehow I get the feeling that those flowers will someday transform into necklaces, rings, and various other things.

*Surely not.*

Please. It's not that I dislike Charlotte, but I don't have the confidence to take the Emperor's heir, the Crown Princess, as a daughter-in-law.

The Emperor probably feels the same way, so please.

The small ball that Fedi shot up disappeared beyond the sky where no one could reach.

Fortunately, the Imperial Princess's mood improved with Fedi's apology and gift. She began to adore Kran again, and Kran giggled with joy at her cousin's sincere petting.

What could have become a rift between the future Emperor and the future Marquis had miraculously returned to the path of harmony.

'Still no news.'

Three days had passed since Valenti returned from his county, and there had still been no particular contact from the Emperor.

Well, not exactly. There had been contact—a teasing complaint about how I had seen his niece before he did.

'It must be thanks to the Empress.'

I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief.

Since nothing is truly over until it's over, I had been anxious, but three days of silence meant it was certain. The Empress had kept her promise and hadn't told the Emperor about the Imperial Princess's feelings. The fact that the Imperial Princess harbored somewhat precocious feelings for Fedi remained a secret known only to me and the Empress.

Including the Imperial Princess herself, that made three of us, though honestly, the Imperial Princess probably didn't fully understand her own feelings, so it was really just the two of us who knew.

Anyway, I'm truly relieved. I was worried the Emperor might summon me while grabbing the back of his neck in shock.

'At least the worst has been avoided.'

The shocking news that his precious, lovable, and adorable eldest daughter had fallen in love—and with his godfather's son, no less. That would be enough to make the Emperor's eyes spin 540 degrees.

It's embarrassing to say this about myself, but neither Erich nor I had particularly clean romantic histories. We only got married after considerably complicating our wives' hearts. If Fedi takes after us brothers, there's a high chance he'll make the Imperial Princess cry.

And if even I'm thinking this way, how much worse must it be for the Emperor? He'd probably wail about why it had to be that black-haired beast's son, why they couldn't just remain friends.

'I understand...'

There's such a thing as putting yourself in someone else's shoes, and I can fully understand.

If I heard that our eldest daughter Maria had already fallen in love, I'd grab the back of my neck and collapse too. If the father of her love interest was a suspicious fellow, I'd be ready to grab a spear and pay him a visit.

Thanks to this, my fear and dread toward the Emperor have grown exponentially over these three days—no, even now. Have I ever been at such a moral disadvantage against that guy? Not in my memory, at least.

...

'We can't hide it forever.'

My sigh of relief had already transformed into a sigh full of lamentation.

Thanks to the trustworthy Empress, I could extend my life for now, but there are no eternal secrets in this world. I know this better than anyone after working in the Audit Department and Ministry.

No matter how careful the Empress and I are, information will leak eventually. The Emperor didn't get his Crown Prince position or Emperor position through poker; he's more perceptive and intelligent than others. He's likely to notice on his own that his daughter has fallen in love.

I just need to find a way to survive during the time it takes for him to discover it on his own, process the information, and accept reality. Before I end up in a duel with the titled Emperor. Absolutely.

"Kal. I'm coming in."
"Ah, yes."

While I was shamefully more concerned about my own safety than Fedi and the Imperial Princess's future, Marg quietly opened the door and entered.

Upon seeing me, she let out a small laugh.

"That uniform again? Even though you have so many other clothes."

I smiled sheepishly at Marg's gentle criticism.

The first outfit I reach for whenever I need to go out—the Audit Department Director uniform that now feels like an extension of my skin.


Actually, since becoming the Minister of the Audit Ministry, I've received a ministerial uniform, so this one could be relegated to memories, but just when it's about to fade into memory, I forcibly bring it back out. Perhaps because it's no longer associated with work attire, I reach for it even more readily.

"This is just more comfortable, you know. Besides, other people say I look better in this than in fancy clothes."
"Who says that?"
"Father did, and the Minister of Finance, and Marquis Valenti—"
"None of those three are particularly well-dressed."

I flinched at Marg's matter-of-fact attack.

That's true. Father wears whatever Mother gives him, the Finance Minister isn't much different, and Marquis Valenti is in a transitional phase from nomadic to imperial attire. Regardless of their abilities, none of them are qualified to give fashion advice.

"Since we still have time before departure, let me pick something else for you to wear."
"Can't I just go like this...?"
"You can if you want to be the center of attention at the banquet. Though other guests might flinch when they see you."

At those words, I quietly removed my coat.

When a troublemaker carries a troublemaker's knife, it makes people cower. Sadly, for me, this uniform is equivalent to such a knife.

Come to think of it, since becoming Minister of the Audit Ministry, the only audit I've conducted was the judicial audit. All the audits where I beat up nobles were done while wearing this uniform, so it's natural for nobles to develop PTSD when they see it.

'I'm sorry...'

I put the neatly arranged uniform back in the closet.

For most events, I would have worn it regardless of whether others were intimidated, but the banquet I'm attending this time is quite important, so it can't be helped. I can't drive the gathered guests into PTSD.

'Only a madman would cause trouble at his in-laws' celebration.'

Earlier this year, my brother became the new Duke of Ulken following our father-in-law's complete retirement. The Valenti Duchy and the Empire are celebrating the birth of the 19th Duke of Ulken, the Dawn Duke, succeeding the 18th Duke of Ulken, the Iron-Blooded Duke.

The banquet that had been in preparation to commemorate this celebration is finally being held. My in-laws have been preparing this banquet for my brother for months; wearing the wrong outfit and ruining the atmosphere would be an inexcusable act that would leave me speechless even if my father-in-law broke my spine.

"By the way, Kal. Could you hold Julia during the banquet? I think I'll need to move around quite a bit this time."
"Of course. Leave it to me."

I immediately nodded at Marg's words.

No matter that her surname has changed to Kracius, Marg is still my brother's sister. That means she'll inevitably receive attention from the guests, so I, as her father, should take precious care of Julia, who can't even crawl yet.

I wonder if it's right to bring a baby who can't even crawl all the way to Ulken, but what can I do when my brother and sisters-in-law insist on seeing Julia?

'Go and turn Valenti upside down.'

I thought of Julia, who would be sound asleep in bed by now.

Our Julia, whose hair is black, inheriting the Kracius bloodline, but whose eyes are green like Marg's. Our Julia, whose cheeks are plump and snow-white, making her so lovable.

She'll captivate the members of Valenti with that loveliness. To the point where my brother and sisters-in-law will offer her allowance money as if enchanted.

Upon arriving at the Ulken ducal residence, my brother personally welcomed us.

"Marg! Brother-in-law! Welcome!"

Seeing him laugh heartily with his arms spread wide, it seems he has completely shaken off the mixed feelings and burden he felt when he first inherited the title of Duke.

Or perhaps he hasn't shaken them off but has learned to hide them.

"Fedi, welcome too. You must be tired from the long journey."

He then gently patted Fedi's head, who was sticking close to my leg.

Unlike the lively welcome he gave Marg and me, he showed Fedi a gentle and warm smile. Like a grandfather happy to see his grandson.


Considering the age difference between my brother and Marg, Fedi is indeed of grandchild age. A nephew like the grandson of a late-born sister who is like a daughter. How cute and adorable he must look.

"I wasn't tired because I came to see Uncle!"
"Hmm?"

Taken aback by Fedi's surprise attack, my brother blinked and then said,

"Brother-in-law. You're taking very good care of your nephew."
"You flatter me."

With a smile stretching from ear to ear, I rummaged through my pocket.

Well done, our Fedi. You acted excellently as this father taught you. When someone hears unexpected words from an unexpected child, they can't help but smile.

"Fedi. This uncle only has gold coins right now—"
"What are you giving to a child? Put it back."

My brother, who had grabbed a handful of gold coins, withdrew his hand at Marg's intervention.

It was a bit disappointing. It was an opportunity to give Fedi the title of "Duke's Wallet Thief."

"And we brought Julia because she wanted to see her brother too. Are you only going to look at Fedi?"
"Julia!"

Still, seeing my brother's eyes burn passionately at the mention of Julia, it seems another opportunity to empty his wallet will come soon.

"Hmm, except for the black hair, she looks exactly like Marg. The Valenti bloodline is indeed strong."
"Woo-oo?"
"Our Julia. I'm your uncle."
"Bwah!"

Seeing him make baby noises despite bearing the title of Duke, it's certain.

Brother, if we had left Julia behind, you might have truly been angry...

"By the way, brother-in-law. At this rate, it seems your third child might be born with red hair and green eyes like Marg. What do you think?"
"I see we think alike, brother."
"That's a more satisfying answer than any gift."

I saw Marg's hand twitch, but fortunately, since she was holding Julia, her palm didn't strike my brother's back.

Julia protected both the Duke's happiness and dignity.

***

Seeing Fedi and Julia, I couldn't stop smiling.

To parents, children are precious and adorable beings. However, since parents must properly raise their children with care, it's difficult to adore them with a completely carefree heart. They must shoulder responsibilities proportional to their happiness.

Nieces and nephews are different. They can be adored like one's own children, but since I'm not raising them, I bear no responsibility. The way to enjoy pleasure without responsibility infinitely is to meet with nieces and nephews.

'How can they be so adorable?'

Compared to my own children who have already lost their cuteness and other nieces and nephews, how are these children? Truly charming and adorable, aren't they?

'Marg is Valenti's treasure.'

I unconsciously glanced at Marg. Born as the late-born youngest of our siblings, she has given all sorts of happiness, and now she's showing her brother these beautiful nieces and nephews. If this isn't a treasure, what is?

Although Marg's surname is now Kracius, not Valenti, she is still Valenti's treasure.

If anyone dares to refute this, I will not forgive them in the name of the Duke.

My happiness, my treasure was stolen from me.

"You seem to have grown a lot since I last saw you. Let me see how much our grandson has grown, shall I hold you?"
"Yes!"

While being escorted to the banquet hall by none other than the Duke, my first father-in-law approached leisurely and snatched Fedi away without hesitation the moment he saw him.

It happened so suddenly that both my brother-in-law and I could only stammer and watch helplessly. I knew my father-in-law was surprisingly strong for his age, but I never expected him to surpass even my reaction speed.

"My goodness. You've certainly grown a lot. Just a little more time and you'll be a splendid knight."
"Knight! Does that mean I'm a lord too?"
"Our Fedi, you already know about titles like 'lord'? How wonderful."

What's more, Fedi, nestled in my father-in-law's arms, beamed with delight and flapped his little arms.

Children typically love high places and big things. And my father-in-law's enormous frame is both tall and large. Perhaps that's why Fedi is quite fond of both his godfather, the Minister of Finance, and his maternal grandfather, my first father-in-law.

So I had to helplessly watch as Fedi left my side. My father-in-law's physique is in a realm of talent I dare not reach.

'If only I were 30cm taller...!'

Twenty centimeters would probably be insufficient, but if I were a generous 30cm taller, I could have put up a decent fight against my father-in-law.

How frustrating. I'm almost tempted to steal 30cm from Erich's height.

"Hmm, has Julia grown a bit too?"
'Ah.'

I shuddered at the sight of my father-in-law eyeing Julia after already holding Fedi.

He's already holding Fedi, yet he wants to hold Julia too. Such fearsome and enormous greed befitting a former Duke. Is this the kind of ambition one needs to reign as a Duke for decades?

"I'll hold Julia. What if you drop them both while trying to hold two at once?"

However, his predatory hand was blocked by maternal love.

I was moved. Even a Duke's greedy ambition cannot penetrate a mother's heart.

"Would this father make such a mistake? Don't worry."
"I might have believed last year's father, but this year's father is elderly enough to retire."

His shoulders flinched at those words.

A harsh observation that he retired and stepped down because he's not as robust as before. Since it wasn't logically incorrect, my father-in-law couldn't respond. To deny it would mean admitting he was "still vigorous but retired to dump responsibilities on his son."

"...Then just let me touch her a little."
"Yes. That's fine."

My slightly deflated father-in-law carefully stroked Julia's cheek, and—

"Awuu-!"

Fortunately, Julia also loved tall and big things, just like Fedi.

It wouldn't have been strange if she had whimpered when approached by my father-in-law with his rugged build, but like Fedi, she smiled brightly and welcomed his touch. She's truly an angel.

"Your eyes are as beautiful as jewels. And those chubby cheeks—I wonder who you take after, you're so pretty."

Thanks to this, my father-in-law's subtly gloomy expression brightened rapidly.

But is it just my imagination? Somehow his emotional expressions seem more varied than when he was Duke. In the past, I would have had to look carefully to notice when he was dejected or cheerful.


Originally, the only emotions I could immediately identify on my father-in-law's face were anger, embarrassment, and mockery. Anything else required some effort.

"He's lightened up a lot, hasn't he?"

As if noticing my curiosity, my brother-in-law whispered quietly in my ear.

"He was already semi-retired, but he still carried the name of Duke. So he had no choice but to appear somewhat intimidating and rigid to others."

I immediately understood my brother-in-law's explanation. With no need to maintain appearances or regulate his emotions, only an ordinary doting grandfather remained.

Come to think of it, my father also became more peaceful after passing the Imperial Count position to me, and even that machine-like demeanor transformed to that of a village elder. The difference in people lies in whether they have burdens to bear or not—

"Brother-in-law? Why are you looking at me like that?"
"I'm just in awe of you, brother-in-law, for shouldering such a great burden."

For a moment, I almost blurted out, "You've taken on the burden of being a Duke, yet nothing has changed about you," but I held back. I know how perplexed my brother-in-law was when he suddenly inherited the dukedom. His current composure is the result of months of emotional adjustment.

Actually, people who are usually lighthearted but draw their swords when it matters are more frightening. In a way, the title "Dawn" suits him well.

Though he shows only a faint trace of ducal dignity, he ultimately has the potential to shine more brilliantly than anything else.

"Hehe, admirable indeed. It's almost embarrassing to hear that from someone who lives with a Duke."

I nearly gave a bitter smile at those words. My brother-in-law probably just meant Trixie, but Trixie is planning to step down from the dukedom next year, so I couldn't smile as I listened.

Especially considering that I would be filling the vacant Servet dukedom.

And in the rare form of Duke Regent, no less.

'Damn it.'

I was in no position to talk about burdens to my brother-in-law.

Our family was the last to arrive among those with Valenti blood.

My brother-in-law is the master who resides in Ulken 24 hours a day, and my sisters-in-law either live in Ulken or nearby, so it's only natural. If anything, it might have been a bit awkward if we had arrived before the other sisters-in-law.

"My goodness. She's starting to look more like Mar?"
"I know. Look at those bright eyes. Mar was like that when she was little too."
"But doesn't she seem a bit sharper than Mar? Is it because she takes after our youngest brother-in-law?"

At the fourth sister-in-law's words, all the sisters-in-law turned their gaze toward me.

I flinched momentarily. Having ladies who resembled Mar staring at me simultaneously gave me the feeling of falling into the future or a parallel world.

"I guess the youngest brother-in-law's bloodline is strong. Our Valenti bloodline isn't usually overshadowed either."
"It can't be helped. Father is now a protagonist of the passing old era. The protagonist of the new era is our youngest brother-in-law."
'What's that supposed to mean?'

I felt my breath catch at the eldest sister-in-law's words.

To suddenly treat my father-in-law as obsolete. How could she say such things?

"You rascal. Are you treating your father as obsolete at this family gathering?"
"It was you who said nobles without titles or positions are obsolete, Father. What did you tell each son-in-law when we got married? Something about not letting them retire relying on their father-in-law's backing?"

Unfortunately, it seems my father-in-law's standing within the family has fallen drastically over the past few months. He couldn't regain his composure after the eldest sister-in-law's fierce attack.

More importantly, father-in-law. So you said such things to the other sons-in-law. You never even mentioned the 'r' of retirement to me.


'Does that mean I'm someone who couldn't retire even if you didn't say anything?'

I wept inwardly at this miserable truth.

'Hmm?'

While my father-in-law, having lost his authority, held Fedi with a bitter expression, and the sisters-in-law fussed over Mar and Julia, I felt someone staring at me.

'Ah.'

As I turned my head toward the gaze, I saw a mini version of my father-in-law.

No, since he's my brother-in-law's son, it would be more accurate to call him a mini version of my brother-in-law.

"Come to think of it, I haven't properly greeted the Young Duke. Have you been well?"

Since our eyes had met, I bowed my head slightly and greeted him.

In truth, I had even fewer occasions to meet the Young Duke than my brother-in-law or sisters-in-law. Though we're similar in age, there's a significant difference in titles, positions, and family rank. Besides, even though the Young Duke is from the direct line of the ducal family, until last year he was merely the Duke's eldest grandson. It's awkward to compare him with me, a current Imperial Count and Minister.

But from this year, he's no longer just the Duke's eldest grandson but a genuine Young Duke. Now I must respect him and treat him not as my wife's nephew but as a key figure of the ducal family.

"Of course. I've been quite busy this year, but since I was fulfilling duties that needed to be done, I couldn't say it was difficult."

But why? Despite my showing a respectful attitude first, the Young Duke bowed his head in return somewhat awkwardly.

It's not just awkwardness. He's not trying to avoid me or keep his distance. If I had to choose a similar emotion—

'Admiration.'

The look I received countless times in the Kingdom of Armein. The emotion I encountered every time I walked down the street.

That's definitely admiration. It's certainly admiration for my grand title as the Continent's First Sword.

'The Young Duke is also a warrior, wasn't he?'

The Valenti ducal family has valued martial prowess since its founder earned the dukedom through military achievements. My father-in-law also played an active role in the war against the eastern kingdoms, making my brother-in-law, who is more of a socialite and administrator than a warrior, the unusual one.

However, the Young Duke, Edward Valenti, has considerable passion and talent for martial arts, true to the Valenti name. If he weren't the Young Duke, he would likely be a member of the Imperial Knights by now.

"Haha! Edward seems nervous seeing the Continent's First Sword! You used to admire your father, but has your object of admiration changed?"
'Please don't.'

I was horrified by my brother-in-law's words. How could he say such things in front of my father-in-law, who was already bitter after being called obsolete by his eldest daughter? It's an outrageous statement that drives home the "Iron-Blooded Duke is obsolete" theory.

"That's not it."

But before either my father-in-law or I could react, the Young Duke spoke first.

"As a warrior, I do admire the Continent's First Sword, but it's also admiration for someone who succeeded my grandfather to become the Empire's finest warrior. Following in his footsteps is how I'll someday become the Empire's finest like my grandfather."
'Oh.'

While praising me, he also expressed reverence for my father-in-law by saying, "I admire him because he succeeded my grandfather." He quickly and perfectly defused the bomb my brother-in-law had dropped.

"Hmm."

My father-in-law seemed satisfied with his grandson's high praise. He snorted softly and stroked Fedi's head.

Since arriving at Ulken Duchy, this was the first time I witnessed my father-in-law's authority being properly established.

# The Changing of the Guard

This is the first time one of the Five Dukes has been replaced since the Wise Duke. It's also the first time since the current Emperor's ascension to the throne. In a way, it's a monumental event commemorating the current Emperor's reign with even a duke newly ascending.

That's why my brother's celebration banquet for his ascension to dukedom was attended by an enormous crowd and received with enthusiastic support. Traditionally, the eastern nobles who are practically under the Ulken Duke's command, as well as high-ranking officials from all over the Empire, willingly dragged their heavy backsides to attend.

In truth, not showing your face at such a banquet is practically a declaration of isolating yourself from social circles. How dare anyone pass up a duke's celebration? They're the highest-ranking people in the Empire except for the Emperor.

"Congratulations, Dawn Duke. I'm delighted to see a new face among us now."
"Congrats! I was wondering when the Iron-Blooded Duke would step down! I didn't know it would be this year!"

As proof, two of the Empire's most notorious hermits graced the occasion with their presence.

The Golden Duke and the Wise Duke. Two heavyweights so busy working like house spirits in their domains that they're rarely seen. People you'd hardly ever encounter except at major events like the New Year's ceremony.

The fact that even such people attended the banquet side by side means they genuinely welcome the new duke and are lending their support to the rookie. It's like a warning that if anyone dares to look down on the new duke, they, as fellow dukes, would crush them.

"I never expected to suddenly become a duke. The responsibility weighs heavily, but it's something I must overcome."
"You don't need to be so formal with us. Perhaps when you were a marquis, but aren't you now a duke standing shoulder to shoulder with us?"
"Exactly! Dukes don't use formal speech with each other! We respect each other!"

The Wise Duke's exclamation immediately made me think of Trixie.

Among all the dukes, the Wise Duke practices what he preaches better than anyone. He speaks casually even to Trixie, who is by far the most senior among the dukes.

...

'Doesn't he speak down to her?'

Come to think of it, Trixie gets spoken down to because of her "crime" of being the Wise Duke's niece-in-law. Does he treat Trixie only as a niece-in-law and not as a duke?

'That seems likely.'

I couldn't help but smile at something that would have been unimaginable just a few years ago.

These days, it seems like the Wise Duke is the most senior among the dukes, not Trixie. Considering he's the most unpredictable person, that's not entirely wrong.

"Please bear with me during the banquet. I've been speaking formally for decades, so it's difficult to change immediately."
"Well, that makes sense. When I first became a duke, many things felt unfamiliar too."
"Hehe, actually, me too."

While the three dukes were chatting amicably, the Victorious Duke was conversing with my first father-in-law in a corner of the banquet hall.

He was captured right after greeting my brother. I'm curious about what conversation is happening between the former duke and the current duke, but...

'I shouldn't worry about it.'

All my experience and instinct are screaming that inserting myself into such a situation would only create trouble for myself.

For the sake of my mental health and peaceful daily life, I should let their conversation remain just that—their conversation.

'They're probably just exchanging pleasantries as fellow warriors.'

I turned my head away, trying to convince myself of that conclusion.

The Victorious Duke and my father-in-law actually get along quite well among the five dukes. They both share the bond of being warriors who've fought on the frontlines. So when one announces retirement and becomes unemployed, it's not strange for the other to offer words of encouragement, congratulations, and comfort.

I ignored the fact that it was my father-in-law who kidnapped the Victorious Duke. I deliberately erased from my mind that it was clearly my father-in-law who had business with him.

Because that's beneficial for me.


***

Though I attended the banquet with a light heart, I found myself facing quite an unexpected situation.

"Victorious Duke. Are you serious?"

As soon as I exchanged greetings with the new duke, the Iron-Blooded Duke caught me as if he'd been waiting. Then, with his massive frame, he subtly shielded me, blocking anyone from approaching.

I could tell from this unusual behavior that his business was far from trivial, but I never expected it to be about this.

"Shouldn't I be calling you Oliver now, rather than Iron-Blooded Duke?"
"No, even though I've stepped down from the dukedom, that's—"
"I'm joking, don't be alarmed. Call me whatever you're comfortable with."

It was a rather harsh joke. Even though we were both dukes, calling the Iron-Blooded Duke, who is older than me, by his first name would be cruel.

"Anyway, what I just said is serious. I'm thinking of enrolling at the military academy. What do you think?"
"Hmm."

But what's important now isn't what to call him. It's that the Iron-Blooded Duke has shown direct interest in the military academy.

"Although I've handed over real power to my son and am a duke in name only, I still retired from public office just last year. Having dedicated my life to the Empire and now becoming a civilian, I feel like there's a hole in my chest."
"I understand. The entire continent will remember how much the Iron-Blooded Duke, as a pillar of the Empire, has dedicated himself."

I immediately nodded at the Iron-Blooded Duke's words.

The Iron-Blooded Duke is a loyal servant who has dedicated decades to the stability of the Empire. He is the Empire's shield who resolutely punished the eastern kingdoms when they dared to covet Imperial territory just after His Majesty's ascension.

He's a person who has lived his entire life dedicating himself to the Imperial family and the Empire. For such a person, retirement might feel not like freedom but like dismissal—a sad dismissal suggesting there's nothing more he can do for the Empire, that his usefulness has ended.

"So I want to try a new path. I've never taught before, but I could still offer small advice to the future leaders of the Imperial army."
"The Iron-Blooded Duke's teachings, mere small advice? Then who should give great advice? Does the Struggle Duke need to come back to life?"

In Imperial history, the only general I can confidently say is definitely superior to the Iron-Blooded Duke is the first Hablem Duke, the Struggle Duke. Only the Struggle Duke, who led the Kfelopen Kingdom's army and crushed Apels, can be confidently considered superior to the Iron-Blooded Duke.

That's how outstanding the Iron-Blooded Duke's abilities are. If his teachings are considered "small," wouldn't all other teachers become mere ordinary people?

"...If the Iron-Blooded Duke wishes, I'm willing to create a position even if one doesn't exist. Whether it's the principal's position or establishing a new position above that."

Therefore, I guaranteed the Iron-Blooded Duke a lofty position. With his abilities, experience, and status, giving him an ordinary teaching position would be awkward for both of us.

"But may I ask why you suddenly made this decision? If my memory serves me right, you said you planned to live quietly at the ducal palace after retirement. Of course, that was a few years ago, but the Iron-Blooded Duke I know keeps his word even from years ago. If you've changed your mind, there must be a good reason."
"Hmm."

The Iron-Blooded Duke sighed at my question.

There's definitely something. Given the Iron-Blooded Duke's character, he wouldn't go back on his word due to a simple whim.

"Only the Victorious Duke should know this."
"I'll take it to my grave, so don't worry."

At my immediate assurance, the Iron-Blooded Duke leaned slightly and whispered an unexpected reason in my ear:

"My daughters are treating me like a retired old man, and it's a bit hurtful."
"What."

I was caught off guard by this unexpected reason.

"I was prepared, but I didn't know it would be this merciless. Even if it's just as a guard at the military academy's main gate, I want to be an official serving the Empire."


I was at a loss for words at this truly complicated and sad reason.

So even the great Iron-Blooded Duke, after passing on his title, has become not a great general but just neighborhood grandpa Oliver.

'I must definitely give him the principal position.'

In truth, many people covet the military academy principal position. Even I was thinking of moving to the principal position after stepping down as deputy commander once the military academy was successfully established.

But if the Iron-Blooded Duke has such a heartfelt story, it's right that he should be the first principal.

It would be better symbolically as well.

"Though it's not confirmed yet, the military academy principal will receive treatment equivalent to a department head in the Ministry of War. Considering the case of the Imperial Academy, that level seems appropriate."
"That's exactly the right level."

Explaining the protocol level of the principal to the Iron-Blooded Duke is practically a promise to give him the position. Perhaps that's why the Iron-Blooded Duke's expression subtly brightened compared to earlier.

It's truly a pitiful sight.

***

The Dawn Duke. The first ducal title I bestowed since my ascension.

The nineteenth Ulken Duke, succeeding the Iron-Blooded Duke who was a solid shield protecting the eastern Empire, and becoming the new master of Ulken.

And unlike his father the Iron-Blooded Duke, he's more of an administrator than a warrior—a noble with a scholarly inclination.

'He's a talent suitable for the new era.'

The Dawn Duke's abilities have already been sufficiently proven. Since the Iron-Blooded Duke handed over real power, he has performed his duties without any issues, and the eastern nobles traditionally managed by the Ulken Dukes respect and thoroughly follow the Dawn Duke since his days as a marquis.

Moreover, he's not young but mature in age, so he's truly a prepared talent and a prepared duke. Thanks to this, he inherited the dukedom without major confusion despite the Iron-Blooded Duke's sudden retirement announcement.

It's truly a joyous thing. Such a perfect talent has appeared in this era. In today's peaceful eastern border, in today's era closer to stability than war, an administrative talent has ascended to dukedom.

'It's indeed a time when pens are needed more than swords.'

By now, policies regarding the southern part of the Leon Kingdom require administrative power more than military might. So I secretly expect that the Dawn Duke, who borders Leon, will enable more effective containment of Leon.

"Daddy!"
"Crown Princess?"

While I was smiling contentedly alone, the Crown Princess, beautifully dressed, came running.

"Daddy! How do I look!?"
"Ah, you look absolutely beautiful! Like an angel descended from heaven!"

When I spoke my honest thoughts, the Crown Princess beamed with joy.

The ascension of the Dawn Duke, a protagonist of the new era. A commemorative banquet to celebrate this. Naturally, as the Emperor, I should grace the occasion, so the Crown Princess also dressed beautifully to prepare for the banquet.

It's a proud moment. To show off such a lovely Crown Princess in front of all the nobles—

"Hehe, do you think Daddy will think I'm pretty too?"
'Hmm?'

That comment slightly furrowed my brow.

Something, something small felt off.

Margareta was busy playing the role of the superstar at the banquet, just as she had mentioned at the mansion.

The late Duke, the Iron-Blooded Duke, had called her "Valenti's treasure"—the youngest daughter born late in life. She was also the beloved little sister of the current Duke, the Wise Duke. Thanks to these brilliant titles, Margareta was someone that nobles connected to the Valenti Family could never ignore. After all, nothing is more formidable than the youngest child who, despite being low in the succession order, is showered with family love.

Moreover, Margareta had married me, becoming the wife of an imperial power and the lady of the Imperial Count's household. Although her authority within the Valenti family might be limited, her influence elsewhere was considerable, forcing even nobles unconnected to the Valenti family to show her respect.

'She looks busy.'

As a result, Margareta found herself standing alongside the Duke, Duchess, and Young Duke, greeting guests.

What a position—standing proudly among the ducal family. Though my wife had five sisters, she was the only one with the privilege of serving close to the Duke. The sight alone was enough to bring a satisfied smile to my face.

However, despite my pride, it was unfortunate to see Margareta focusing on socializing rather than enjoying the banquet. I wished I could toast with her and share some pastries.

"Fedi, let's eat heartily for Mommy's share too."
"Yeah!"

I handed a chocolate cookie to Fedi, who was clinging tightly to my side.

If I couldn't spend a pleasant time with Margareta, I could at least spend it with Fedi. Fortunately, our Fedi wasn't swept up in the crowd like her mother.

"Ah- oo-"

Meanwhile, Julia seemed to crave the cookie Fedi was eating, babbling and waving her arms.

"Our Julia, eating things like this would hurt your tummy. Let's be patient, okay?"
"Uuu..."

Naturally, Julia's greed was easily thwarted. She couldn't yet have hard, stimulating foods like cookies in her precious little mouth.

I too wished I could feed Julia all sorts of delicious things. Parents feel full just watching their children eat, and I was no exception.

But Julia was a delicate child who had just been weaned off breast milk. She couldn't even crawl by herself and had to be carried by adults. Feeding ordinary food to such a young child would be tantamount to abuse.

"Brother-in-law."
"Ah, Sister-in-law."

While I was consoling Julia with a heavy heart, I heard the voice of my fourth sister-in-law and turned my head.

"You look overwhelmed taking care of the children alone. Would you like some help?"
"Not at all. They're such well-behaved and good children that I can manage just fine by myself."
"Is that so? That's good to hear."

My fourth sister-in-law chuckled softly and picked up Fedi, who was munching on her cookie.

"Actually, I didn't come to ask permission. I rarely get to see my nieces and nephews, so when else would I get to dote on them if not now?"

I couldn't help but smile at her admission that she simply wanted to hold Fedi.

The children of a late-born sister. Compared to other nieces and nephews, they were overwhelmingly young. For a middle-aged noblewoman, there could be nothing more adorable and lovable. Moreover, the Valenti Family valued family bonds thanks to the principles established by my father-in-law.

"Our Fedi, are you happy to see your aunt?"

Despite my fourth sister-in-law's affectionate question, Fedi only blinked repeatedly.

"Oh, you're not happy to see me?"

Perhaps this was an unexpected reaction. My fourth sister-in-law seemed a bit taken aback.

"It's because you look so much like Margareta. She's confused because her mother is over there, but someone who looks just like her mother is holding her."

Of course, Fedi's reaction wasn't because she disliked her fourth aunt. She was simply staring intently out of curiosity at an aunt who looked exactly like her mother.

Thanks to the strong Valenti genes, my first sister-in-law had gone through the same experience. Naturally, the second and third sisters-in-law had as well.

'They experienced it three times but didn't share the information.'

Come to think of it, it's peculiar. After experiencing the same thing three times, wouldn't they have given the fourth sister-in-law a heads-up like, "Fedi will be surprised when she sees you"? Did they want their younger sister to experience the same shock they had?

If that's the case, the bond between the sisters is admirably strong. How could the thoughts of three people align without even speaking?

"Hoho, so that's what it was."

Now understanding the truth, my fourth sister-in-law's face showed a deep smile instead of bewilderment.

A child mistaking her mother's sister for her mother—how adorable. For someone already fond of Fedi, this must have been even more delightful.


'They do look very similar.'

Honestly, even as her husband, I feel like I'm looking at Big-Margareta and Small-Margareta when I see Margareta and her fourth sister. While the other sisters-in-law also resembled Margareta, the fourth sister-in-law's resemblance was beyond mere similarity.

Margareta seemed aware of this, often joking that if you wanted to see her future, just look at her fourth sister. But it was too plausible to remain just a joke, which made it all the more intriguing.

"Our Fedi, do I really look that much like your mother?"
"Yes!"
"Auntie loves you like her own son too!"

After saying this, my fourth sister-in-law quickly pulled out her purse as if possessed by something.

This would be the sixth allowance bestowed, following my father-in-law and brother-in-law. For the foreseeable future, we could order Fedi's snacks from the imperial pastry chef without any financial concerns.

'How much would this be in annual salary terms?'

I smiled wryly at the gold coins in my fourth sister-in-law's hand.

To think that Fedi's mere existence could become a black hole collecting gold coins. The power of being a niece or nephew is truly remarkable.

'I suppose I'll end up like that when Robert and Eduard grow up.'

My two nephews who should be crawling around next to Erich right now.

When those children grow old enough to speak, my wallet will likely become deplorably light. I don't have any prophetic abilities, but this future appears strangely vivid to me.

'Ah.'

As I was thinking this and turning my head, I met Margareta's eyes just as she finished greeting a guest.

Her gaze seemed to say that I should quickly refuse the money, as getting Fedi accustomed to gold coins would distort his sense of money.

Margareta, who had been busy exchanging greetings, returned to our side.

"How much did you receive?"

She asked with a peculiarly truncated sentence.

"Eighteen gold coins..."

But Margareta and I understand each other with just a glance. Even with a truncated sentence, I knew exactly what she was asking, and when I told her the truth, she let out a small sigh.

Although my fourth sister-in-law's gold coin allowance fell through, a whopping eighteen gold coins had still been deposited under the name of Fedi's allowance. Even considering Fedi's lineage from both the Imperial Count's family and the Duke's family, it was an excessive amount.

"Everyone was too generous. No matter how much they love their nephew, gold coins? What if this distorts Fedi's economic sense?"

As Margareta rubbed her forehead in concern, I deliberately swallowed the words, "Ten of those were from your father."

My father-in-law's authority had already declined due to retirement. If Margareta found out that he alone was responsible for ten out of the eighteen coins, I didn't even want to imagine how much she would scold me.

It's a son-in-law's duty to protect his father-in-law. So I'll keep the detailed breakdown to myself.

"Kal, give them to me. I'll exchange them for silver coins."
"Silver coins are okay...?"
"Considering Fedi's age, even silver coins are excessive, but given his status, it's a somewhat acceptable amount."

Unable to argue with that, I carefully handed the gold coins to Margareta.

"Mommy, Mommy."
"What is it?"
"I like the yellow ones."

Both Margareta and I flinched at Fedi's words.

Could it be? Had Fedi already developed a taste for gold coins? Had the economic concept collapse that Margareta feared already happened?

"The yellow ones. They look like Titi, so I like them. Titi is yellow like that too."
'Ah.'

But his next words brought relief.

Thank goodness. He wasn't coveting the gold coins for their value, but simply because they resembled Titi's fur color.

"Fedi, yellow things are nice, but the coins Mommy will bring back are pretty too. They're white and sparkly, like our Maria, Cecilia, and Cattleya, you know?"
"Really?"
"Yes. Oh, they look like Princess Sister too."


Fedi blinked for a moment, then nodded readily.

"Then I like them! Give me the other ones!"
'Good.'

I was proud of myself for quickly persuading Fedi.

He likes gold coins because they resemble Titi? Then I just needed to list people who resemble silver coins. Conveniently, the triplets just below Fedi and the Crown Princess who had played with him since birth had colors similar to silver coins.

"Now, say goodbye to Mommy."
"Mommy! Come back soon!"
"Waa-"
"Yes, I'll be right back."

Margareta smiled gently at the sibling bond between Fedi waving his arms and Julia imitating her brother, then walked toward my father-in-law.

And not long after, I could see my father-in-law with slumped shoulders, exchanging the gold coins for silver—

"His, His Imperial Majesty!"
"We greet His Imperial Majesty!"
'What?'

I quickly turned my head at the sudden commotion.

A hideous yellow head of hair like gold coins was sauntering toward us.

***

Ulken Castle looked like the Imperial Palace during the New Year's ceremony.

Of course, the New Year's ceremony was overwhelmingly larger in scale, but the high-ranking officials attending this banquet were no less impressive than those at the New Year's ceremony. It was only natural for a banquet celebrating the birth of a new Duke.

"Your Majesty, it is truly an honor and a humbling experience to have you personally visit our humble place on the frontier."

As soon as I showed my face, the Wise Duke hurriedly came forward and bowed his head.

"Humble? Isn't Ulken the shield protecting the eastern part of the Empire and a pillar supporting the Mandate of Heaven? It is also the excellent foundation that your ancestors cultivated for the Imperial Family and the Empire, so please don't speak that way."
"I will keep that in mind, Your Majesty."

I patted the Wise Duke's shoulder to stop him as he was about to bow to his waist.

This level of respect toward the Emperor was sufficient. This occasion was for the Wise Duke, so excessive bowing would not be appropriate.

"Ah, Fedi!"
'Hmm?'

Just as I was about to greet the Duchess next, the Crown Princess beside the Empress pointed somewhere and called out.

"Sister!"

It was Fedi.

This wasn't a strange sight. Fedi was the Wise Duke's nephew and the Iron-Blooded Duke's grandson. It would be more unusual if he weren't here.

So Fedi and the Crown Princess meeting was normal and natural, but...

'Why... do I feel uneasy?'

It's strange. How many times have they met and played together over the years? I had never felt this anxiety and uneasiness before, yet today...

"Sister! This for you!"
"Hmm?"
"This! It's sparkly and pretty like you!"
"P-pretty?"
'Hmm...'

Fedi ran over to the Crown Princess and showed her a silver coin. The Crown Princess giggled at his words.

This should be a heartwarming scene. This should be a satisfying sight.

'Why does it feel so off?'

This strange sense of dissonance had been gripping my heart since I left the Imperial Palace.

It's so frustrating I could go mad.

I'm fucked.

It's a conclusion I reached after just a few seconds of contemplation, but I'm certain. After pushing my brain to its limits and reviewing the situation multiple times, I can guarantee it.

Yep, I'm definitely fucked.

'What am I going to do?'

Cold sweat began to form before I noticed. My hands are trembling slightly too, though I only just realized it.

Pedi running over to the Crown Princess with a silver coin, and the Crown Princess smiling brightly at him. On the surface, it's nothing special. Everyone knows they're close friends, practically siblings. The two children laughing and chatting together happens several times a day.

So this scene itself isn't strange. Any uninvolved third party would either find it heartwarming or dismiss it as an everyday occurrence.

'That bastard's eyes look unhinged.'

But the Emperor, as a third party, has an unsettling gaze. The man who should be grinning at his daughter's smile is maintaining a serious expression and silence.

As if he's noticed something. As if he's discovered the secret shared only between the Empress and me.

'Why so soon?'

Of course, I had prepared myself for eventual discovery. No secret lasts forever, and with the Emperor as the other party, I expected him to find out on his own. After all, the Emperor has the Intelligence Department as his eyes and ears. Expecting to hide it forever would be unconscionable.

But not like this. I never imagined it would be discovered at lightning speed. I hadn't found a way to survive against an Emperor whose eyes have gone wild.

'I'm still in the safe zone.'

After trembling with fear, I took a deep breath internally. I deliberately calmed my frantically pounding heart.

Yes, I'm still safe. Well, I'm in considerable danger, but not the immediately fatal kind.

Logically, if he had completely grasped the situation, he wouldn't end with silence. He would have immediately retaliated against me or issued an explicit warning with a chilling expression and voice.

But there's no reaction. This means that while the Emperor feels uneasy about the situation, he isn't certain.

'That's good enough.'

The Emperor's intuition and intelligence far transcend those of ordinary people. Since his days as the First Prince rather than Crown Prince, he had engaged in fierce survival competition, eventually becoming Crown Prince after eliminating the Second Prince. Regardless of his personality, his abilities are so exceptional that comparing him to ordinary people would be disrespectful.

Being such a person, he may quickly notice changes in the Crown Princess, but without certainty, he won't act rashly. Guarding against his own impulsiveness is practically an imperial instinct.

So I need to stay calm. Getting agitated won't lead to good results. At times like this, I need to respond calmly, coolly, and rationally. Flailing about would only be tightening the noose around my own neck.

"Long live His Imperial Majesty! Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius Family, greets His Imperial Majesty!"
"Hmm?"

I delivered a booming greeting toward the Emperor who had been silently watching the Crown Princess.

It's a more exaggerated greeting than usual. This noisy greeting might actually deepen the Emperor's suspicions.

'A small sacrifice for the greater good.'

However, the Emperor is already suspicious. That damned bastard isn't one to easily dismiss suspicions once he has them, so whatever I do won't improve the situation.

In that case, I'll act flamboyantly to draw the Emperor's attention. If I avoid the Emperor as usual or treat him perfunctorily, it would only give him more time to contemplate alone. That would increase the chances of him becoming certain.

'That absolutely cannot happen.'

He must remain suspicious but unable to reach certainty. He must be prevented from thinking deeply about the Crown Princess's changes.

The Imperial Count's tearful attention-seeking show. I'll do anything to survive...!

Fortunately, my tearful clowning achieved some results.

The Emperor's brow furrowed slightly at my loud greeting that interrupted his thoughts, but my status as the Crown Princess's godfather and the Emperor's confidant meant he couldn't ignore my greeting without causing unnecessary rumors of discord. That wouldn't be pleasant for the Emperor.

Thanks to this, the Emperor's attention shifted from the Crown Princess to me, and for my survival, I kept talking to him without pause.

"What a joyous occasion it is for Your Majesty to grace us with your presence. The Dawn Duke is a pillar of the Empire, but privately, he is also my family. It is an immense honor that Your Majesty has joined us for this family celebration."
"Is that so."
"Of course. The occasion for the Dawn Duke has truly become a brilliant gathering thanks to Your Majesty. All this is the glory of the Livnoman family and the blessing of the Great Emperor."

As my speech lengthened, the Emperor's eyes gradually became clouded.

I understand. Even I don't know what I'm saying as I speak, so how confused must the Emperor be, suddenly caught in this?


But the Emperor's suffering is not my concern. I need to survive first.

'Let's keep this up.'

When I secretly glanced toward the Crown Princess, I saw the Empress discreetly leading the Crown Princess away to create distance.

As expected of the Empress. She's taking the best action without being told. If we can shake the Emperor's mind like this and remove the Crown Princess from his sight, we can endure for the duration of this banquet—

"By the way, Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."
"Was there anything unusual happening in the Valenti Marquisate?"

I was struck speechless by this direct question that instantly shattered the situation.

Yes, there was. There was an enormous incident.

"The Valenti Marquisate, Your Majesty? Why suddenly..."
"The Crown Princess has been behaving somewhat peculiarly since returning from the Valenti estate. As a father, I can't help but be concerned."

I felt cold sweat forming again after it had just dried.

This damned bastard. When I'm putting on such a performance to draw his attention, he should at least pretend to go along with it. Asking so directly is impolite.

'This bastard is serious.'

Looking at the Emperor's intensely burning gaze, I felt my lips go dry.

In a normal situation, the Emperor would have played along with my antics. With his confidant drawing such desperate attention, he would have been too distracted to think about anything else.

But for the Emperor, the Crown Princess is a being to be placed above all else. My tearful attention-seeking seems to be invisible to him. His appearance of listening to me was probably just "let's see how far this bastard will prattle on."

"Count."

Eventually, the Emperor opened his mouth again.

As if telling me to voluntarily spill the truth when he speaks.

"In the Valenti Marquisate, Pedi gave a doll as a gift to Lady Kran."

So I instinctively opened my mouth. What happened in the Valenti Marquisate is something Ainter or Marquis Valenti could easily reveal if asked. If I remain silent and try to hide even this, the consequences would be fearsome.

"A doll, you say."
"Yes. It was something the Crown Princess had been coveting as well. However, my son, who always sees Her Highness at the mansion, thought Her Highness didn't need a doll."
"If they always play in the same place, he might think that. After all, even if given as a gift, she would just bring it back to the mansion."

The Emperor, stroking his chin, nodded lightly and then placed his hand on my shoulder.

"But it's strange. If something she coveted went to someone else, the Crown Princess should have been upset."
"Ah, yes. But Pedi gave Her Highness a new gift, so fortunately, she forgave him."
"Is that so."

This time he closed his eyes.

I'm anxious. If he would just say something, I might feel a little more at ease. Isn't it said that the most fearsome weapon is the sword sleeping in its scabbard?

"That gift was apparently a flower."
"...Yes, that is correct."

Of course, it was my misconception. Not comforting at all.

"The Crown Princess, who was somewhat disappointed in Pedi, had her heart softened by receiving a flower gift."
'Oh shit.'

The Emperor's hand on my shoulder tightened. His language ability seemed somewhat impaired, as he began to speak in a rather impressive manner.

"Since receiving the flower, she wants to... look better to Pedi."
"Pardon?"

What is he talking about? What happened in the Imperial Palace for him to say such things?

However, my questions were quickly answered. More accurately, they disappeared because I had no leisure to harbor doubts.

"Kal."

The Emperor, now holding both my shoulders, was staring at me with an ominous gaze.


"How should I interpret this?"

He started calling me by my name instead of Minister or Count, and referring to himself as "I" instead of "the Emperor."

"I hope I'm wrong, but considerable circumstantial evidence tells me I'm right. What should I do about this?"
"I-I don't quite understand what Your Majesty is saying—"
"'Your Majesty'? How can someone who might become my in-law speak like that?"

Wow.

This seems beyond the expression "I'm fucked."

***

There's a saying to keep your heart hot but your head cold. It means that even with grand ideals, passion, and pride, your mind should look at reality and act rationally.

But both my heart and head began burning hot. Because of this insane situation with no physical evidence but overwhelming circumstantial evidence. Because the unsettling feeling that had been frantically stimulating my mind had revealed its true form.

'The Crown Princess has feelings for Pedi.'

I feel my eyes burning hot. Just thinking about the possibility makes me feel like my insides are turning over and I might vomit blood.

This cannot be. This cannot be. That the young and innocent Crown Princess, who should be smiling brightly in her father's arms, already harbors feelings for someone else.

No, no. Nothing is certain yet. I might be jumping to conclusions.

But is it really just jumping to conclusions?

Of course not. Gilbert, you bastard. You already know, don't you? Objectively speaking, your thoughts are correct, and the whole world would say so.

'She's still a child, so it might be a light emotion.'

But even if it's light, the fact remains that it's a feeling the Crown Princess harbors herself.

What starts lightly can become heavy, and feelings held in childhood can last until death.

Then the Crown Princess holding Pedi's hand, saying she likes Pedi, wanting to marry Pedi...

'No.'

Unacceptable. Our Crown Princess needs to live with her father forever.

'To seduce our innocent Crown Princess.'

Eventually, my anger turned toward the dark figure before me.

Pedi? What sin could that child, younger than the Crown Princess, have? Pedi is innocent. Pedi is just a good friend and younger brother who plays nicely with our Crown Princess.

But not this dark bastard. He once made the Capital, even the Empire, stir with his own love affairs. This is the sin of the bastard who passed on to his son the same remarkable and amazing charm that even bewitched the Magic-Ending Duke.

This damned bastard. The turmoil in the Empire should have ended with the father's generation, not passed down to the son. What kind of person are you?

"Take your title and fight fair—"
"Our niece is the best!"

Just as I was about to let go of the last restraint in my heart and attack the hideous dark bastard, the Dawn Duke's voice echoed through the banquet hall.

"Hmm."

Wondering what was happening, I turned my head to see Yulia crawling precariously.

Yulia, Pedi's full-blooded sister and the Dawn Duke's youngest niece. This child, who had been nestled in an adult's arms just minutes ago, had started moving on her own.

'Tsk.'

Today doesn't seem to be the day. I can't attack a father at his daughter's celebration.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I'll summon you to my office soon, so be prepared."

After making me angry by messing with my daughter, you save your life with your own daughter.

Consider yourself lucky, dark one.

The celebration banquet for the Dawn Duke's ascension lasted for a week.

Even my grandmother-in-law Erich's 90th birthday celebration didn't end in just one day. When a marquis family celebrated an occasion, it spanned several days, so how much more would a duke's celebration require? Especially when commemorating the birth of not just a member of the ducal family, but a new head of household and a new duke—it was only natural.

In truth, if the attendees hadn't been so distinguished, it wouldn't have been strange for the celebration to continue for an entire month. Rather, because most participants held high positions, the empire would become paralyzed if they were absent too long, so it ended after just one week.

"Congratulations on becoming the new duke. May you be a light that warmly embraces the empire and its people, befitting the name of Dawn."
"I'm humbled to receive such wonderful words from a senior who has already walked the path of a duke. I will carry your words in my heart until the day I die."

On the final day of the banquet, Beatrix, who came with other ladies, offered advice and well-wishes to my brother.

The ladies who yielded their partner positions to Mar at the Valenti family celebration. At the same time, ladies who waited not just one day but six days, fearing that if Beatrix strode through the banquet hall, she might overshadow my brother, the protagonist.

It was such beautiful and warm consideration that even though Beatrix appeared only on the last day, a smile never left my brother's face. She had appeared late out of consideration for her brother-in-law—what kind of morally bankrupt person would complain about her late arrival?

Of course, even a truly morally bankrupt person would become as gentle as a lamb before Beatrix.

"My advice is merely a temporary signpost for the new duke to use until he finds his own path. I would be grateful if you would consider this small signpost, but if you find your own path as the Dawn Duke, you may disregard it—there's no need to hold it too precious."
"Is that so? I will keep that in mind as well. A senior's valuable advice should be remembered for a lifetime."

Watching my brother burst into laughter while Beatrix smiled back at him gave me a strange feeling.

Beatrix holds the overwhelming number one position in seniority among the dukes. It's only natural that even my brother, a fellow duke, would treat her with respect. Yet, Beatrix is scheduled to step down from her ducal position next year. I wonder what expression my brother will wear when that day comes. How will it feel when someone who seemed like an overwhelming senior, who appeared destined to reign as a duke forever, suddenly steps down?

And if her successor as acting duke is his youngest brother-in-law?

"Heh."

A chuckle escaped me without realizing it.

This can't even be described as merely strange. This year, the head of the Valenti family became a duke, and next year, a Valenti son-in-law will become the acting duke. Anyone watching would think the Valenti family was a tremendous power that controlled two ducal positions.

"Ah."

While imagining how much the continent would stir when Beatrix's retirement was officially announced, my eyes met the Emperor's as he drank champagne in a corner of the banquet hall.

My entire body stiffened the moment our eyes met.

"Still fierce."

The Emperor's gaze, far from calming down during the week-long period, was burning even more fiercely—as if he was determined to capture and punish me as soon as this banquet ended.

Thanks to that, my reason quickly returned. You fool, what's the point of imagining problems that will happen next year? You can't even guarantee tomorrow in this situation.

I'm afraid. Will I, after the banquet ends—will I, tomorrow—still be alive and well? When tomorrow comes, will I still be alive as the Count of Teilgleichen enjoying his honeymoon and parental leave?

I can't guarantee it. He's someone who's always desperate to dump all kinds of work on me. Now that his eyes have rolled back in his head, not even God knows what kind of extraordinary task he'll bring. Perhaps the position of Minister of General Affairs, which the Emperor used as a bluff, might become reality.

"Should I... seek asylum?"

That thought crossed my mind, if you can believe it.

Should I temporarily seek asylum in another country until the Emperor calms down? I think he might calm down if I disappear for about a year or two.

"Kal."
"Huh? Yes?"
"What are you thinking about so deeply?"

When I gently turned my head away, unable to bear the Emperor's burning gaze, Mar, who had just approached my side, asked with concern.

And beside her was Fedi, clinging tightly to his mother's leg. I could see Julia, who had been crawling around as if trying to clean the entire banquet hall floor since she started crawling.

Thanks to them, warmth began to fill my heart instead of fear and complicated feelings.

"Our Julia gave my brother a big gift. I was just thinking what a wonderful niece she is."

I picked up Julia, whose green eyes were sparkling with wonder at being able to explore the world with her own strength.


Our wonderful Julia. I had been thinking she might start crawling soon, but I never expected her to suddenly start crawling at my brother's banquet. My brother even lost his composure and burst into cheers and applause.

Of course, my other sisters-in-law, and even my father-in-law, were too busy rejoicing at Julia's surprise performance. So much so that they took out the gold coins they had exchanged with Mar's silver coins.

"Hehe, I was surprised then too. Actually, if it weren't for Fedi, she would probably still be in my arms."
"True. That's right."

I couldn't help but smile at Mar's words.

Julia had been in my arms when Mar was dealing with nobles alongside my brother, and in Mar's arms after Mar had some free time. Since she had been comfortably nestled in her parents' arms, it was natural that she wouldn't crawl during the banquet period.

"Mom. Julia is acting strange. She seems uncomfortable."

Fedi's words, as he stared intently at Julia, changed everything.

Though it was an unexpected comment, Mar, thinking there might be something to it, placed Julia on the floor. And as soon as she touched the ground, Julia began crawling around as if she had been waiting for this moment. At the time, I was busy performing my best antics in front of the Emperor, so I couldn't witness it directly. Truly regrettable.

"How wonderful."

But regardless of my regret, I was proud and impressed with Julia.

First, because Julia could now explore the world with her own strength.

"Thanks to our daughter, Daddy survived."

Just before the Emperor could bite my neck, Julia drew the aggro in the banquet hall, extending my life.

Although it's a life that will end tomorrow, this daddy was happy for a week thanks to our Julia.

"Woo?"
"Our Julia. When we get home, shall we play with Titi?"
"Waa!"

Seeing Julia smile brightly, my heart became even more peaceful.

She's our Julia who had to watch her brothers and sisters play with Titi and the sacred beasts. Now she too can be with these wonderful and cute animal friends—how happy must she be?

Our Julia. Please live happily for Daddy's share too.

The impatient yellow dog issued a summons the day after the banquet ended.

No, should I say he has good patience? He spared me and didn't touch me during the banquet period. It's not that he summoned me after just one day, but that he let me live for a week.

But if he was going to exercise patience anyway, I wish he had exercised it a little more. Whether it's a week or a month, it's all the same—he could have at least given me time to prepare for asylum.

"Long live His Imperial Majesty! Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius family and knight of the Lisizariune Order, presents himself before His esteemed Imperial Majesty!"

Entering the office with the feeling of a beast being dragged to the slaughterhouse, I was greeted by the Emperor, who was turned away and looking out the window.

I'm even more afraid. If he at least showed his expression, I could prepare myself mentally, but not even showing his face is just...

"Knight of the Lisizariune Order."

After a brief silence, the Emperor, who had been showing only his back, turned around.

"That's right. The Count was a knight of the glorious Lisizariune Order. A loyal subject who received a name that even I, the Emperor, must respect."
"Y-Your words honor me greatly."

Count, not Kal. I, not you. Compared to the banquet, he seemed considerably calmer, and I inwardly sighed with relief.

"But if you wanted to show off being a knight, you should have brought your minions too. It would have been quite a sight."

Only compared to the banquet, that is.

"Sit down for now. This isn't a topic to discuss while standing."
"I am grateful for Your Majesty's mercy and consideration—"

"Don't speak at length. Just sit."
"Understood."

I quickly sat down at his firm voice.

I had hoped to calm his anger somewhat with small but continuous displays of loyalty, but if he's even rejecting those displays, there's no answer. I can only submit to the coming calamity.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I've thought a lot during the day after the banquet ended. About how I should react, how I should treat the Count."

My posture naturally became solemn at those words.

Is this how it feels to stand before the King of the Underworld or Anubis after death? It's definitely not a feeling I wanted to experience before turning thirty.

"There's nothing an adult can do about a child's emotions. It's not as if the Count manipulated the Imperial Princess's heart, so how could I blame that?"

However, I unconsciously swallowed at his unexpected statement.

He wasn't throwing down a gauntlet to challenge me to a duel, nor was he bringing a stack of documents for legal torture. He was treating this situation as an "inevitable matter of children's emotions."

"A wise ruler...!"

His words were so wise and reasonable. It's not like I forcibly arranged a match between Fedi and the Imperial Princess—this unbelievable situation happened without my knowledge. No matter how I think about it, my only crime is being presumptuous.

The problem is that the presumption is too great, but anyway, I am innocent.

"As Emperor Eimanka XVII, I don't see it as particularly problematic. It's an emotion too early for the young Imperial Princess to harbor, but if it's the Count and Fedi, I can trust you both."
"Your words truly honor me."

I bowed my head deeply at the sight of the Emperor, who was now even smiling.

These are merciful words. Suppressing personal feelings and prioritizing public reason—

"But Kal. As a human being named Gilbert, I simply cannot accept it."

Or...

"Tell me in your own words why I should forgive you."
"I'm sorry."
"Sorry? Didn't I just say there's nothing an adult can do about a child's emotions? Surely, Kal, you didn't seduce the Imperial Princess?"
"That's... not the case, but."

I could only sweat coldly at the Emperor's increasingly aggressive behavior.

I was foolish to have hoped even for a moment. Starting with nice words and then plunging into the abyss is the basics of political language.

"Public reason, my foot."

In the first place, what father in this world would maintain composure about his little daughter's first love?

"I'd like to interrogate you like this for a month if I could."

I bit my lip slightly at the Emperor's words.

That guy could really do it and more. If conditions allowed, he'd do it not just for a month but for half a year, a year.

"Unfortunately, it seems God is on your side."
"Pardon?"
"Yesterday, I received a message from the Papal States. They said they urgently need to discuss the canonization of the living, and asked me to come."

My eyes widened at those words.

"As expected of Enen's blessed one, it seems Enen is protecting you."

I could see a way to survive.

# Living Canonization

Living canonization. Literally, an extraordinary ceremony that canonizes a person as a saint while they are still alive.

Even the greatest priests who will be remembered in the history of the Dawn Order received their sainthood after death, which gives you an idea of how absurd this living canonization is. Even living beatification caused a stir across the continent. Living canonization or beatification only happened in the past when the Dawn Order's system was somewhat haphazard. Or when someone achieved undeniable miraculous feats.

That's why I felt nothing but bitterness when the Pope first mentioned my living canonization. Being confirmed for posthumous canonization was already burdensome, and the title of living blessed person was laughable enough—but a living saint? With a bit of exaggeration, it's an authority second only to the Pope and the Holy One.

Actually, that might not be an exaggeration. That's how heavy and frightening the title of living canonization was.

'Not anymore.'

But not anymore. This dull and blind lamb has finally opened his eyes before the warm sun. Through the mercy of the great sun, I found light in darkness.

Enen. My life, my light, my hope, my heart, my self.

The only legitimate Sun God of this era.

The true god even acknowledged mercifully by the twin gods of sky and vegetation.

'I will serve you forever from now on.'

I shed tears of repentance inside.

Enen is truly a great god. He revealed his presence and gave his blessing at my wedding with Mar, and from that blessing, the snowball started rolling toward my living canonization. The Heavenly Lord had planned it from the beginning. He knew about this humble servant's crisis and prepared a way to avoid it.

It's truly merciful and humbling. Yet this dull and blind fool only complained without recognizing the Lord's grace. I can hardly lift my head in shame.

"Are you that happy?"
"No, Your Majesty."

I was in the middle of offering prayers of gratitude to Enen when the Emperor's voice snapped me back to attention.

In truth, if he were really a merciful and great god, he wouldn't have put me in this crisis to begin with. At the very least, he could have appeared in my dreams to give me a hint, or descended like he did at the wedding.

Still, I miraculously found an excuse to escape just before the Emperor could bite my neck, so I suppose that's something.

...

'Then is it thanks to the Pope?'

Come to think of it, it's strange. It was the Pope who decided on my living canonization, and it was the Pope who asked me to come because there was something to discuss. Wouldn't it make more sense to serve the Pope rather than Enen who just stood by?

I almost worshipped the wrong idol. I should prepare a small gift for the great and merciful Pope.

"Anyway, have a good trip. It's already an honor for the Empire to have a saint, but even more so when that saint is a living nobleman. From now on, I should properly address you as Saint Kal."
"I am a subject of the Empire before being a saint of the Order. Nothing would please me more than to simply be called Count."
"The Order would be disappointed to hear that. If you've become a living saint, shouldn't you flaunt it?"

After saying that, the Emperor rose from his seat and patted my shoulder rather forcefully.

"When building a church dedicated to Enen, they usually name it after a saint."
"...Yes, that is correct, Your Majesty."
"I will make sure to build Saint Kal Cathedral during my lifetime. Of course, it will be built with imperial funds, so the Count need not worry."

Anyone would find those words concerning, but I wasn't in a position to object, so I quietly bowed my head.

Evil man. And he even drew the line by saying it would be built with imperial funds. If it's a building constructed solely by imperial power, I have no grounds to intervene. He's telling me to keep my mouth shut and just watch however he builds the cathedral.

'It's a building with my name on it.'

The despair of not being able to protest no matter what becomes of a building bearing my name. Thanks to him, I wept in my heart.


There's never a day my heart isn't dried up because of this vicious and cruel man.

The Emperor of the West tried to kill me, but the Pope of the East extended my life. Then, as a matter of human decency, I can't go empty-handed.

'I should prepare a gift for the child too.'

By now, Tanian's child should be actively wiggling around.

A couple who violated the celibacy rules despite being the future Holy One and a current Cardinal. Thanks to that, both the groom and bride, both core members of the Order, had to get married somewhat hastily. It would be awkward to hold a wedding ceremony with a visibly swollen belly.

However, thanks to—or perhaps because of—their violation, Tanian and Cardinal Alexandriana have already become father and mother, despite only officially becoming husband and wife recently. Regardless of my mixed feelings, it's right to congratulate them.

'A doll would be appropriate, right?'

And I'm a father of nine children. Choosing suitable gifts for children is a simple task.

For a child less than a year old, a doll is the most appropriate and safe choice. One that's very soft and has minimal fur. If it's even slightly hard or has angular features, the child could get hurt, and if it has too much fur, the child might eat it or inhale it.

'Are there cross-shaped dolls?'

The thought crossed my mind for a moment, but I quickly dismissed it.

This child already has a future Holy One as a father and a Cardinal as a mother. Moreover, the child was born in the Papal States, the center of the Dawn Order, and will grow up there. The adults and peers around will be deeply religious people.

Should I give such a child a religious gift too? Excessive early education and religious indoctrination might actually cause the child to become twisted. At least I should give a normal gift.

'A normal gift, huh.'

Just as I was about to settle on a simple doll as a gift for the child, my eyes fell on Titi, who was napping nearby.

Perhaps because the little rice cakes have grown enough to wander around here and there, Titi no longer comes to work early in the morning. It means there's no need to protect the puppies like a fortress anymore.

Yes, the time for them to cling tightly to their parents has passed. Although they're still undeniably small, it might be time to consider finding them new homes—

- Keeeng?
'Ah.'

Titi, who had been napping, slowly opened his eyes.

It's remarkable. He responds even while sleeping, just from my thoughts. So this is what happens when an animal's instinct combines with a father's heart.

'Am I destined to raise them all?'

At this rate, I might end up raising all 14 puppies that Jenny gave birth to.

It's not that I dislike it, but it's a bit of a mixed feeling knowing there are many people who would be disappointed.

...Ah.

"Titi, can you come here for a moment?"
- Woof?

Titi, who had just opened his eyes, trotted over at my call.

"Do you remember the white-haired person we saw before?"

I asked while gently stroking Titi's head.

When Tanian was traveling around the continent and visited the Empire, he gave blessings to our children as well as to Titi. Titi, who was already lively and clever, seems to have evolved to another level since that day.

Anyway, there's a slight connection between Tanian and Titi. Titi's existence is like a superstar to children.

'Then it would be good to go with Titi.'


Of course, I'm not planning to give Titi as a gift. I have absolutely no intention of giving our precious Titi to someone else, and if I did such a thing, our children would hate me forever.

Just visiting Tanian's child with a dog that received Tanian's blessing. I think it's a meaningful gesture. It would be more impressive than just giving a gift.

- Woof!
"You remember."

Fortunately, Titi seems to remember Tanian.

'That's our Titi.'

To never forget someone seen years ago. What an admirable child.

Though to be fair, Tanian's appearance and aura are unforgettable even if you've only seen him once.

I decided that only Titi and I would visit the Papal States. It wouldn't be appropriate to bring the family along since I'm visiting for somewhat official reasons, so it makes sense for me to go alone this time.

Of course, Titi is an exception since he's like holy water blessed by the future Holy One. If anything, the priests of the Papal States would probably welcome him with dog treats if they knew his identity. I'm sure they would.

"Dad, can I go too?"
"Fedi, you stay and play with your siblings."

However, there was a minor incident just before departure when Fedi attempted an innocent assassination.

The Crown Princess has feelings for Fedi. In such a situation, if Fedi were to leave the country? The possibility of the Crown Princess asking where Fedi is and insisting on going too is far too high.

If things flow that way, even the holy shield provided by the Pope would be in danger. I can't even imagine, nor do I want to, what measures the Emperor with his eyes completely rolled back might take.

"Instead, Dad will buy gifts for you and your siblings. Can you wait patiently?"
"For my sisters too!"

I chuckled at those words. When he says "sisters," he's not just referring to the Crown Princess but also to Henrietta and Helen—

'Is this something to laugh about?'

A chill ran down my spine.

What if, just what if, the Crown Princess develops jealousy toward Henrietta and Helen, whom she considers friends? Fedi is just following and caring for his sisters as usual, but what if she takes issue with that behavior?

At least Henrietta would be fine. Henrietta is from a marquis family, so childhood troubles wouldn't lead to serious consequences.

But Helen is a lady from a knight family that doesn't even belong to the five great families. A conflict between the Crown Princess and Helen would only result in Luciano turning into a sunfish.

"...Fedi."
"Hmm?"
"You must get along well with your sisters, okay?"
"I like my sisters! We get along!"
"But you know that the Crown Princess is your first sister, right? She's the friend who's played with you the longest."
"I know!"
"So, our Fedi. You should be nice to all your sisters, but you should be especially nice to the Crown Princess, okay?"
"Hmm..."

Fedi tilted his head at those words, as if wondering why he should treat his sisters differently.

Yes, our Fedi's thinking is correct. It's wrong to differentiate between sisters.

"Titi is also the first among animal friends, so he's cuter. It's like that."
"I got it!"

But because of a certain blonde, I think we need to make distinctions. If we don't, it will be troublesome in many ways.

So please forgive this incompetent father.

After Tanian's wedding, I was visiting the Papal States again after about a year.

I've heard that devout believers aim to visit the Papal States at least once in their lifetime, yet here I am, not particularly devout, visiting multiple times. I suppose this is the weight of being a living Blessed and a true Saint.

Still, thanks to this weight, I've managed to escape the Emperor's clutches, so how could I complain? I should bow three times a day toward the Pope for the foreseeable future.

"Welcome, brother. It's truly delightful to see you again."

As I landed on the teleportation magic circle while mentally thanking the Pope, a middle-aged priest I'd seen last year greeted me warmly.

He had a pure impression and gentle smile that anyone would find appealing. However, the cross around his neck and his red vestments proved that this innocent-looking man was by no means someone to be taken lightly.

Cardinal Willem, the head of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs responsible for the Papal States' diplomacy. Like last year, the Cardinal himself was extending his hospitality.

"I am equally honored to see Your Eminence again. After Brother Tanian's wedding, I wondered if we would ever meet again, but truly, this is the Lord's guidance."
"Indeed. If not for the Lord's guidance, we would never have met again."

When I attributed our meeting to Enen's grace, Cardinal Willem burst into laughter and made the sign of the cross.

'Hmm?'

Something seemed off. When I saw him last year, he already looked somewhat worn from his various duties, but this year he appeared even more haggard.

Of course, as the person in charge of the Papal States' diplomacy, he couldn't be idle. But even accounting for that, deep fatigue was etched into the Cardinal's complexion. Could there be something keeping the Papal States diplomatically busy recently...

'Ah, right.'

Belatedly, I realized the cause of the overwhelming fatigue weighing on Cardinal Willem.

The pan-continental treaty organization that the Minister of Foreign Affairs was passionately promoting. The diplomatic corps of the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs and various countries had already given it provisional names like the Ausen System, or the Metternich System after the Minister's title.

The Metternich System sounds somewhat concerning, but regardless, it's a massive project encompassing all nations on the continent. Naturally, Cardinal Willem must be working himself to the bone.

"I should be the one visiting Your Eminence, yet you've come personally despite your busy schedule, which makes me feel quite embarrassed."

At my small gesture of sympathy, a bitter tinge crept into Cardinal Willem's smile.

I'm sorry. It's not my fault, and it's for the greater cause of peace and shared prosperity across the continent—but for someone being ground down in real-time, lofty ideals probably don't matter much. I just hope he doesn't resent the Minister of Foreign Affairs for starting this whole affair.

"Please don't say such things. Welcoming an honored guest is both the right and duty of a servant. It would be unthinkable to receive a guest in the servant's quarters, wouldn't it?"

His response was full of goodwill, but he offered no objection to my mention of his busy schedule.

It seems he couldn't deny being busy.

"By the way."

As he continued with his melancholic smile, Cardinal Willem's gaze shifted slightly downward. Specifically, toward my legs.

"I see you have an unexpected companion. Or should I say, a canine companion?"
"Woof!"

Titi, who had been sitting quietly beside me, stood up.

This visit to the Papal States marked Titi's first overseas trip. At the same time, Cardinal Willem was the first foreigner Titi had met on this maiden voyage abroad. In a way, he could be considered a monumental figure in Titi's canine life.

Perhaps that's why Titi approached Cardinal Willem, wagging his tail vigorously.

"My, what an affectionate little one."


Though it was a sudden approach, priests are generally compassionate and gentle people. They're the kind who must calmly and softly soothe someone even when faced with harsh words.

Being a priest is such an extreme profession, but a dog approaching with goodwill rather than malice? They can pet it with a smile anytime. In fact, the dog might help restore a mental state battered by people and work.

"Hmm?"
"Woof?"

However, Cardinal Willem's hand, which was about to pat Titi's head, stopped abruptly, and Titi, waiting for the touch, tilted his head in confusion.

"How strange. Why does this little one possess holy power?"
"Ah, Brother Tanian blessed him when he visited the Empire."
"I see."

The halted hand resumed its movement.

"Come to think of it, Brother Tanian did visit your mansion. It seems this one received a blessing then."
"Yes. In a way, he showed this little one a new world, so I brought him along to show how much he's grown."
"Indeed! Your thoughtfulness is truly deeper than the sea!"

The Cardinal's complexion brightened, if only slightly.

After all, Titi is a giant rice cake blessed by the future Saint. Interpreting somewhat liberally, he could be considered a sacred animal bearing divine energy—perfect for dispelling a priest's fatigue and gloom.

Of course, Titi's presence doesn't provide practical help. He's not going to handle Cardinal Willem's work for him.

Still, even a slight recovery of his crumbling mental state could be sufficiently helpful, I believe.

Guided by Cardinal Willem, I moved to the Pope's office.

I would have preferred to meet Tanian first, with whom I already had some rapport, but it was the Pope who invited me to the Papal States. The Pope is also the highest authority here. As a guest, it's only proper to have an audience with the Pope first.

"It's been a while, brother. Have you been well?"
'Ah.'

I entered the office calmly but froze in place.

The current Pope is older than his circumstances might suggest, but thanks to holy power—akin to divine blessing—he possesses vitality that belies his age. This is a common phenomenon among priests, much like knights or mages.

However, the Pope's appearance before my eyes was far from expressions like "divine blessing" or "vitality defying age."

'Has he been living at double-speed?'

It was just last year. Though I last saw the Pope merely a year ago, he seemed to have aged about ten years since then.

Even aged by about ten years, he's still at the average level for his peers considering his age. Still, for someone who was so robust until last year to have aged like this—as a human being, I can't help but be concerned.

"Fortunately, thanks to Enen's care, I've been able to spend my time without incident."

After appropriately responding to the Pope's greeting, I quietly closed my mouth.

This is awkward. How should I phrase "I'm fine, but you look terrible"? How do I ask about the health of an elderly man who could return to Enen's side at any moment without it being strange?

I don't know. One wrong move and it could be considered blasphemy and elder abuse.

"That's good to hear. Nothing could make me happier than knowing you've been well, even on behalf of this old man."
'No.'

I hadn't expected self-deprecating humor from him either. This too is a difficult situation to handle.

"Hoho, there's no need to look at me that way. It's true that I've accumulated fatigue from recent work, but being a servant of the Lord, I recover quickly. I'm confident I'll be younger than anyone once I retire."

"I-is that so? Truly, the Lord watches over you."

I nodded reflexively at the Pope's words. If I could get past this awkward situation, I was ready to accept any explanation—

"Besides, perhaps because the Lord is also working to establish a living Saint, He has lent this old servant more strength than usual. Without the Lord's mercy, I would have died long ago."

The Pope's laughter made my heart sink.

Even as a joke, he shouldn't say such things. It sounds like he nearly died because of me.

"Ah, please sit down first. Keeping someone who has come from afar standing—what discourtesy this is."
"Discourtesy? Your Holiness has welcomed me so kindly that I didn't even think to sit."
"What gracious words. The Blessed One's kindness surpasses even this old man's."

I couldn't find an appropriate response to such embarrassing praise. Could anyone more compassionate than the Pope exist on this continent?

"No. Now it's not Blessed, but Saint, isn't it?"

However, I couldn't remain silent at his next words.

"Your Holiness, what do you mean by Saint? Am I not still a Blessed?"

The Pope had clearly said he had matters to discuss regarding my canonization during my lifetime. This meant the discussion about my canonization wasn't finished.

No matter how certain it is that I'll become a Saint while alive, if canonization hasn't occurred, it's proper to be called Blessed. Just as the Crown Prince is known to be the next Emperor, but remains merely the Crown Prince until coronation.

"That was true until last week."

Despite my logically perfect rebuttal, the Pope calmly continued.

"While canonization and beatification are the Pope's authority, canonization during one's lifetime was not a matter even the Pope could decide carelessly. Because of this, I spent months in conversation with various Cardinals and sought advice from theologians. And finally, your canonization has been confirmed."

To say that my canonization was confirmed before I even entered the country.

To say that my title evolved from Blessed to Saint from the day the Emperor's eyes rolled back in his head.

'That bastard dared to threaten a living Saint.'

Emperor, you arrogant fool. No matter how much your daughter was involved, trying to kill a living Saint? Truly irreverent and heretical behavior.

...

'Do I have to leave the country as a Saint?'

My denial of reality ended quickly. The reality before me was too heavy to ignore.

My becoming a Saint was a settled matter. There was no reason to be newly burdened by the canonization itself.

But I hadn't expected the canonization to be today, or tomorrow—anyway, right around the corner. I just came with a light heart because he said there was something to discuss.

"Then, Your Holiness. You mentioned having something to discuss with me—may I ask what matter you wish to address?"
"Of course. It's an issue where I absolutely need your opinion."

The Pope's expression had turned serious.

"For the canonization ceremony, would you prefer white vestments or red?"

Ah.

Ah...

# White or Red Attire?

It seems like a trivial and meaningless question, but what clothing one wears at formal occasions can influence the identity of specific groups or even the legitimacy of state power.

The very fact that one must choose specific attire implies the existence of strict rules, rituals, and customs. After all, legitimacy is formed through the intertwining of such elements.

'Both colors carry strong symbolic meaning.'

Anyway, the Pope presented white and red attire as options. Since these would be worn by a saint-to-be during their lifetime canonization, both garments carry their own significance and authority.

First, white attire symbolizes the Pope and the Holy Father. It represents selflessly serving Enen's will and dedicating oneself to the faithful, essentially promising to step down if the pure white garment becomes tainted. This tradition has continued since the first Pope of the Dawn Order, giving white attire tremendous authority.

In contrast, red attire symbolizes cardinals and martyrs who shed blood and died for the Order. Those who martyred themselves often made other contributions as well. Consequently, many martyrs have been canonized as saints.

'So saints were also symbolized by red clothing.'

The problem seems to have arisen because I'm receiving canonization during my lifetime rather than posthumously.

There's no official rule stating "saints must wear red." It's simply that many canonized individuals were martyrs, and honoring saints became connected with honoring martyrs, so red attire became commonly used.

But what about canonizing someone who's perfectly alive? Putting red clothes on a living saint? That's like a groom wearing a burial shroud at his wedding—a complete disaster.

Yet white attire is also problematic. Giving someone else the symbolic clothing of the Pope and Holy Father is troubling.

'Wow.'

I feel like my mind is turning completely blank. Is this how Confucian scholars felt during the Ritual Controversy?

There are reasons to choose either option, and reasons to avoid both. Choosing one side clearly means the other side will become an obstacle in the future.

So that's why the Pope called me. Even the Pope, who confirmed my canonization without my knowledge, apparently can't decide this matter arbitrarily.

'I certainly don't want to show up wearing a burial shroud.'

I frowned slightly as I organized my thoughts.

First, I'm mentally averse to red attire. While I'm not particularly sensitive to superstitions or jinxes, attending an event wearing what amounts to a burial shroud is insane. If I did something like that, Enen might misunderstand: "Ah! Our saint wants to be martyred!" I have no intention of ascending to heaven anytime soon.

But white attire is too burdensome. Of course, as a living saint, I would command authority second only to the Pope and Holy Father, but having that authority officially recognized is another matter entirely. If I receive the same ceremonial treatment as the Pope or Holy Father in front of the church leadership and countless priests, my future becomes difficult.

Perhaps if I miraculously manage to retire... the Order might kidnap me to walk the path of priesthood...

"I see you also find it difficult to decide, Brother."
"This matter concerns the Order's history, doesn't it? How could I, who lives but a moment, burden the eternal future of the Order?"

The Pope smiled gently at my words.

"It is indeed unprecedented in the Order's history. But doesn't the absence of precedent mean we can create one in our time?"

He made this bombshell statement with a smile.

I'm uneasy. When there's no precedent, the first to act does indeed set the precedent for future generations. But making such a statement at this timing is quite ominous and frightening.

"Whatever attire you choose, we will proceed accordingly. Even if you choose a third option, we will embrace it as a new precedent."
"Pardon?"
"There's no law saying what happens once cannot happen again. If lifetime canonization occurs in the future, it would be right to follow your decision as precedent."


My hands, resting on my knees, trembled uncontrollably.

Please don't. Don't pass such a burden to me. I don't want to go down in church history, let alone imperial history.

"Ah. Blue or green would be fine too."

This was like a confirmation shot, and I almost let out a bitter laugh.

Blue represents the eternal blue sky, and green represents Constantina.

*Woof!*

Perhaps sensing my complicated feelings, Titi, who had been quietly lying beside me, began gently licking my hand.

Thank you, Titi. I think I'm holding onto my sanity thanks to you.

"Or would you prefer yellow, like that child?"
"I'll consider it positively."

For a brief moment, I disliked the Pope.

I know he's an excellent person both as a human and as a priest, but I felt an uncontrollable resentment rising.

Fortunately, I didn't have to decide on the attire right there.

"It's not a decision to make hastily. Please take your time to think about it during your stay in the Papal States."

Of course, it's only a delay of a few days, but even those few days felt precious.

To be honest, I feel wronged. The Ritual Controversy was debated for years by prominent Confucian scholars, yet I have to decide alone in just a few days. How cruel is that?

'Or is it better because I'm alone?'

Actually, if multiple people had put their heads together, it might have been even more chaotic.

At least in this attire debate, the Pope has left it entirely to my discretion. If cardinals or theologians had gotten involved, the Order might have split in two.

"Brother."
"Ah, you called?"

As I sat silently fiddling with my teacup, Tanian, seated across from me, spoke up.

This is embarrassing. I went to see Tanian right after meeting with the Pope, but I still haven't escaped the aftermath of the attire debate. My body is here, but my mind still feels trapped in the office.

"I feel awkward for having passed such a burden onto you."

I could only smile awkwardly at his words.

As the next Holy Father, Tanian had apparently been involved in the discussion of my canonization. If so, he must also know about the attire debate and the pressure I received from the Pope.

"However, whatever choice you make, we will support your decision. It is you who has achieved the feats worthy of canonization during your lifetime, and it is you who will be canonized before everyone."
"I truly appreciate your words."
"So carry the burden, but don't be crushed by it. That's all this inadequate servant can offer you."

Tanian smiled gently and then lowered his gaze.


"Not very helpful for such a precious gift, is it?"

He looked at the elephant doll sitting alone on the desk—a gift I had prepared for Tanian's child.

"Not helpful? Thanks to you, Brother, I feel as if a burden has been lifted from my heart."
"I'm glad to hear that. I was just about to give our Pietro a new toy, and then you gave him such a cute gift. I would have been unable to face you if I couldn't repay you somehow."

His voice was full of satisfaction, and the corners of my mouth lifted slightly.

Indeed, I am a professional in the realm of fatherhood. I chose an appropriate gift that children would want and gave it at the right time. The title of father to nine children wasn't earned through poker.

"By the way, my wife will soon bring Pietro here. Would you like to give this gift to Pietro directly?"
"Would that be alright? He might be wary of an unfamiliar adult."
"Our child is truly angelic to those who show him goodwill. It makes me think the Lord has granted him the ability to discern people—that's how remarkable he is."

I chuckled at the early signs of his son-doting tendencies.

It's not a granted ability—he's simply a baby who isn't shy around strangers. As for recognizing well-intentioned people, honestly, what madman would mistreat the son of the future Holy Father and the head of the Canonization Department? Everyone he meets would be well-intentioned.

"Truly, Enen's protection is evident. The devotion of you and His Eminence the Cardinal reaches the heavens, so it seems Enen has taken a deep interest in your child as well."

Of course, only someone like Lyutis or Erich would speak their thoughts without a filter. It would be rude to throw cold water on an old acquaintance I haven't seen in a long time.

"Haha, I'm delighted to hear such words from a living saint!"
"No matter how noble a saint may be, how could they compare to the Holy Father?"

I responded reflexively to Tanian's words.

Even in a private setting, it's best to avoid statements that could be interpreted as "a saint is more noble than the Holy Father." If even the Holy Father is seen as someone who merely receives compliments in front of a living saint, there would be no greater disgrace.

If I were to match or surpass the Holy Father, the only one above would be the Pope. I might have to stand shoulder to shoulder with the being who rules the continent alongside the Emperor.

I don't want that. If such a future comes, I'm prepared to lay my body among the tombstones of the six Livnoman counts.

"How could we who follow God rank ourselves? It's merely a difference of who prays more frequently, who is more familiar with divine power."

Tanian quickly smoothed over his words, seeming to understand my resolve.

Thank you. How fortunate that you're not as bold and impetuous as Lyutis.

"Tanian, Brother."
"Ah, my wife."
"Your Eminence, Cardinal."

Not long after, Cardinal Alexandrina appeared, holding a small boy in her arms.

Needless to say, the atmosphere that had almost become awkward was revived.

"Wow!"
*Woof woof!*

I was almost disappointed when Pietro showed more interest in Titi than in the doll I had prepared, but since Titi is also my companion, this too is my gift.

Though I can't leave Titi behind like a doll. Play hard during the few days I'm in the Papal States.

Titi offered her back after a long time.

She was Titi, who commanded eleven sacred beasts as her juniors. Equivalent to a powerful figure in the military with more than ten subordinates, she had become less inclined to carry children on her back, though she still played with them enthusiastically.

Actually, as our children have grown bigger, riding Titi has become somewhat awkward. The smaller children have sacred beasts as an option, so they don't necessarily need to vie for Titi's back.

Though Titi had been moving around unburdened, Pietro before her was still a tiny child. Moreover, there were no sacred beasts present.

"There. This should prevent you from falling off."
- Woof!
"Ouch!"

Thanks to Tanian's holy magic, Titi and Pietro evolved into a single entity called "Titi and Pietro."

I don't understand the principle. What kind of holy magic allows one to ignore gravity and recoil? How great is holy power that it can turn a tiny child into a rider who will never fall off?

A mere mortal like me has no idea. Even Tanian, if asked to explain the principle, would probably just repeat that it's the Lord's blessing.

"If I had known he would be this happy, I should have brought a pet dog."

As Titi carried Pietro around the room, both Alexandria and the Cardinal chuckled at the sight.

"He's such a well-behaved child that he was happy with just dolls. But it seems he wasn't satisfied with dolls; rather, he had to make do with them because that's all he had."
"It wasn't making do. Children are clear in expressing what they like and dislike. If he hadn't liked the doll, instead of forcing himself to be content, he would have cried every day for something new."

I gently shook my head at Tanian's words.

While it's true that Pietro has tremendous interest and goodwill toward Titi, his affection for the doll was surely genuine too. Children are clear in showing their preferences since they can't speak.

If children who can't speak were also vague in showing their likes and dislikes, there would be no greater disaster. Parents would have no way of knowing while their children waste away.

"Is that so? When you say it, brother, it's quite convincing."
"You can believe me. Among people my age, no one has more childcare experience than I do."

I can say this with certainty. The only person who might compare to me would be the Golden Duke at my age.

Moreover, including the children waiting to be born in my wives' wombs, there are thirteen in total. It's an impressive lineup that could form FC Kracius with not just players but also a manager and a coach.

"Speaking of which, brother. I heard Titi had puppies?"
'Ah.'

I instinctively checked Titi's reaction to Tanian's words.

Sure enough, Titi's wagging tail stopped abruptly. Fortunately, since she was in the middle of a runway walk with Pietro on her back, she didn't immediately rush over.

"I'd love to adopt one, but holding Pietro in my arms has made me cautious. Animals love their offspring no differently than humans, so I can only imagine how Titi feels."
"Y-yes, that's true."
"So when the puppies grow up and are ready to find their own mates—send one to me then. Titi would be fine with that, wouldn't she?"

He's saying he'll wait until Titi's puppies mature and are ready for independence. It seemed like a reasonable compromise, so I carefully turned my gaze toward Titi.

"Yes. I think that would be fine."

Her tail, which had stopped, began to wag again.

Of course. Even humans let their children become independent when the time comes, so Titi probably didn't plan to keep them forever. And given the difference in lifespan between humans and dogs, they'd likely be independent in 3-4 years at most.

In 3-4 years, Pietro will be at a stage where he can walk around and talk properly. Perfect timing for having a pet dog.

"Haha, that's a relief. I fully understand Titi's paternal love, but it would be a shame to give up entirely. I tried to find a new option, and it seems this was the right answer."
'A new option.'

Though it was a casual remark, it resonated with me.


A third option of deferment rather than the binary choice of adoption or not. If both paths are difficult to choose, perhaps taking a path no one has seen before is an option.

'Not bad?'

The Pope didn't insist I choose only between white and red. He said he would support whatever choice I made, as I would set a precedent for future generations.

Of course, it would be problematic to choose an insane color like purple just because the Pope supports it. Purple is the color symbolizing the Emperor.

...

'Then shouldn't white be off-limits too?'

Come to think of it, it's strange. The Emperor is equal to the Pope, and if I should avoid the Emperor's symbol, logically I should avoid the Pope's symbol too. White was never really an option to begin with, so why did I agonize over something so obvious? Is it because the Pope made it sound like there were only two choices?

But choosing the remaining option, red, would be like attending a wedding in funeral clothes. No matter how positively I think about it, red attire is not appropriate.

'Then it's the third option.'

I don't know how often canonization will occur during someone's lifetime like mine, but the clothes I choose will be the attire for living saints and will set a precedent.

In that case, a color that is modest, appropriate, and reasonably meaningful would be best. If I choose something too flashy, future orders will be troubled, and conversely, if it's too drab, the authority of saints will be compromised.

'Ah.'

A good idea came to mind.

***

Since the Dawn Order's victory in the religious war, there has never been a Pope who has experienced as much as I have.

Forces worshiping false gods briefly threatened the Empire's mandate, two living Blessed Ones were born, and the World Tree that burned hundreds of years ago was revived. This provided grounds for convening a council, and even the five bells rang for the subjugation of the suddenly resurrected Four Kings.

It has been an astounding era. After all my hardships, perhaps the Pope who succeeds me will have peace—

'That's impossible.'

Sadly, the council has decided on a major reform of the Order. The next Pope, and likely the one after that, will probably be overwhelmed with excessive duties.

It's unfortunate, but what can be done? Devotion to the Lord and the faithful is both the right and duty of a priest. Anyone who becomes Pope, anyone worthy of being Pope, should rightfully sacrifice themselves for everyone.

'Then this will be my final sacrifice.'

With a gentle smile, I looked at the brother kneeling before me—the Blessed Kal Kracius.

In truth, it's hardly a sacrifice. Before this old, aged body returns to Enen's side, I get to see someone who has become a saint while still alive. I've contributed to this great achievement. The word "honor" is more fitting than "sacrifice."

However, since I plan to step down from the papacy after this canonization, it is a sacrifice in the broader sense. With the authority and power of the Pope, I could do much more, but I chose canonization over those things.

'My final trace.'

With that thought, I couldn't help but smile.

The more this saint before me accomplishes, the more my name will be mentioned. As the Pope who took the extreme measure of canonizing someone during their lifetime, as the Pope who broke precedent but found an excellent saint.

Come to think of it, wasn't the Emperor's last appointed minister also a Blessed One?

'We are aligned even in such matters.'

The first Emperor from a cadet branch and a Pope with weak support base. We became allies transcending borders, needing each other's support to survive, and maintained a long partnership.

And now, we are leaving the same person as our final trace, our final achievement. Truly, this must be the Lord's arrangement.

The last minister of Eimanka XVI and the saint of Balthasar XXXVII. These will be the honorable titles bestowed upon the Blessed One before me.


"Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen. Noble of the Empire, Blessed One of the Order, and servant of the Lord."

After a moment of reflection, I spoke solemnly.

Immediately, the faint whispers nearby subsided. Speaking during a living canonization ceremony would be considered disrespectful.

"Your faithfulness has reached the Lord in heaven, and your achievements have covered the continent. As the servant of the Lord's servants—I am overjoyed to see a believer like you during my lifetime."

After saying this, I knelt before the Blessed One and placed my hands on both his shoulders.

'Black attire.'

Perhaps because I was looking at him at eye level, the attire chosen by the Blessed One appeared more vivid to me.

Even for a living saint, the concept of sainthood is human-made. Therefore, he cannot receive the same protocol as the Pope or saints chosen by the Lord, so he said he would wear something other than white.

"When the soul departs from the body and heads toward the Lord in heaven, the merciful Lord will forgive all sins. A soul forgiven of sins will be whiter and more beautiful than anything else, so isn't it right for one who has not yet gone to the Lord's side to wear black?"
"Indeed. You mean to signify your remaining in the mortal world."
"Yes. And shamefully, among my achievements is the subjugation of the Four Kings. I have elevated the Lord's glory through force, so a heavy and solid color seems fitting."

More precisely, black attire that is neither white nor red.

'Though it is a stained garment for remaining in the mortal world, and a soil-covered garment for confronting the Lord's enemies while alive.'

With a justification appropriate to leave for future generations.

As expected of the Blessed One, a wise and thoughtful decision. Had it been the Blessed One's decision, I would have gladly dressed him in white.

No, I shouldn't call him the Blessed One anymore.

"As the humble representative who dares to uphold His will, I say this: You are worthy of bearing a sacred name. Will you accept this?"
"If it is the Lord's will."
"Very well. If that is the wish of the Lord's faithful servant, Saint Kal, then the Lord will also gladly bless Saint Kal's future."

The great saint, Saint Kal, as I should call him now.

***

The name Saint Kal came from the Pope's lips.

There's no turning back now. Until I die—no, even after death, I will be called Saint Kal.

'It's... fine.'

A bit bitter, but it's fine. Bearing the name of a saint in exchange for escaping a deranged Emperor? It's a decent trade.

Besides, if a subordinate holds the title of saint, even the Emperor cannot treat them carelessly. Surely he wouldn't want to go down in history as the Emperor who killed a saint.

"...With this, a new saint, Saint Kal, is born."

At the Pope's words, I heard the priests seated in the hall rise in unison.

They were probably going to celebrate the birth of a new saint with applause...

"And it is time for the old Pope, Balthasar XXXVII, to step down."

What...?

"Y-Your Holiness!"
"Your Holiness! What are you saying?!"

I closed my eyes dejectedly as shouts erupted instead of applause.

For a brief moment, I hated the Pope again.

I knew the Pope had decided to retire while still alive.

I still wonder why he told me, an outsider, about such a significant matter, but since I already knew, I had been mentally preparing myself.

Preparing to simply accept the news of the Pope being replaced with an "I see." Or preparing to support the Pope's retirement as a living Blessed or Saint.

'What on earth is this?'

But I never expected this situation.

I didn't think he would drop this bombshell right when all the priests' attention was focused on the tremendous event of canonization during his lifetime, just before they were about to burst into standing ovation.

"Your Holiness! Your Holiness has served the Lord's will more faithfully than anyone and devoted yourself to the faithful! You have been flawless as the Pope of the Order, so how could you say such things!"
"Are you perhaps exhausted? If so, it's because we Cardinals have failed to properly support Your Holiness! We would rather step down ourselves and select new Cardinals, but please don't speak those terrible words about retiring!"
"That's right, Your Holiness! If someone must step down, it should be us inadequate servants!"

Perhaps because my eyes were closed, the priests' cries seemed even clearer.

Naturally, all the priests unanimously voiced their opposition. Even if a tyrant were to stage an abdication show, propriety dictates that one should try to dissuade them. The current Pope is practically a virtuous and wise leader. From the priests' perspective, they must desperately try to stop him.

Moreover, it's impressive how they're simultaneously opposing the Pope's retirement while steering public opinion toward "the Cardinals will retire instead!" Who's orchestrating such an artistic manipulation of public opinion? Their approach is fundamentally different from ordinary people.

'This place is similar to the Empire.'

The Empire at the pinnacle of secular power and the Papal States at the pinnacle of religious authority. Perhaps because both are at the top, their administrations operate similarly. Both the Empire's ministers and the Papal States' Cardinals are constantly looking for legal ways to retire.

"I am grateful that you think so highly of this inadequate old man."

While I awkwardly remained kneeling amid the priests' passionate objections, the Pope who had dropped the bombshell slowly rose to his feet.

"But my dear brothers and sisters, this old man's last wish and desire is to remain as Pope. To be remembered only as the Pope, a servant who serves only the Lord, a servant of servants."
"Your Holiness, then all the more—!"
"I do not wish to become anything more than that."

A silence hung in the air following the Pope's gentle yet firm words.

If he wants to be remembered as Pope, he could simply remain in the papal office until death. With the current Pope's abilities and character, maintaining his position wouldn't be difficult.

After all, whether in secular or religious realms, 99% of leaders die while still in power. Even the terrible tyrants of the late direct Livnoman line managed to hold onto their positions admirably.

But the Pope said he doesn't want to become something greater than Pope. He's reluctant to be regarded as something beyond simply being remembered as Pope.

'It is a dangerous stage though.'

Even from my perspective as an outsider who isn't particularly devout, the current Pope is an excellent Pope.

In fact, "excellent" is an understatement. He's so remarkable that it wouldn't be strange if the Pope himself, rather than me, were being canonized during his lifetime.

'His posthumous canonization is certain.'

Just thinking of his major accomplishments, they're impressively numerous. During the current Pope's reign, the World Tree was revived, a council was convened, and a resurrected Demon King was swiftly vanquished—more than enough grounds for canonization.

In such circumstances, for the Pope to continue ruling? For a Pope who pushed through the tremendous and unprecedented event of canonization during someone's lifetime, a Pope passionate enough to push through a council, to continue ruling for at least several more years?

In that case, factions would inevitably emerge praising not the Pope of Enen, but Pope Balthasar XXXVII specifically. Perhaps such factions have already appeared.

"I wish to remain as Pope to you, my brothers and sisters, and to all the faithful who receive the Lord's grace."

Knowing this, the priests who had been raising their voices fell silent all at once.

The priests attending the canonization ceremony are those with firm faith and conviction. How could such people urge the Pope to walk the path of becoming a living idol?

"However, Your Holiness."

But if this world could be resolved through empathy alone, laws and customs wouldn't exist.

"The Order still needs Your Holiness."

While they understand the Pope's feelings, simply allowing him to retire is a separate matter.


A leader's retirement during their lifetime should only be a special circumstance, a rare and unlikely case, an event that occurs only when absolutely necessary. If leaders frequently retire during their lifetimes, the authority of leadership would decline, and power might shift to former leaders who have retreated behind the scenes rather than the official leaders.

Emperor and regent, former king and current king, former Pope and current Pope. A bizarre situation could arise where the actual power holder and the nominal leader rule separately.

"Of course, as priests ourselves, we fully understand Your Holiness's feelings. How could we not understand Your Holiness's desire to remain as a clergyman and Pope?"

Eventually, I heard footsteps approaching the Pope and me.

Someone had already taken the initiative. Despite the Pope's surprise retirement announcement and the chaotic situation, someone had stepped forward to voice opposition on behalf of the priests.

'Why does this sound familiar?'

But something feels strange. The voice of the person who stepped forward sounds familiar, like I've heard it somewhere before.

'Ah.'

Turning my head slightly, I could see the owner of that strangely familiar voice.

Cardinal Pedro Otbaya, the Cardinal of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and leader of the conservative faction within the Dawn Order, the Pope's political rival, had stepped forward.

'...Why?'

No, seriously, why you? Wouldn't the Pope's retirement be beneficial to his political rival, the Cardinal of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith?

'The Pope seems surprised too.'

The Pope, who always wore a warm smile, seemed not to have anticipated this situation either, as his eyes trembled slightly.

This is a headache. I had planned to return home after the canonization ceremony, but now I can't even leave the cathedral, let alone go home.

Plus, the atmosphere is awkward... I still haven't been able to stand up...

Fortunately, a freestyle rap battle didn't break out in the cathedral.

On this joyous day when a living saint was born, it would be disrespectful to argue in such a holy place. And since the Pope's retirement isn't something to be decided on the spot, they decided to take sufficient time for discussion.

From the Pope's perspective, he probably wanted to use the fervor of the canonization ceremony to semi-finalize his retirement. But the situation has been derailed by the Cardinal of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith's intervention.

"The situation has become somewhat complicated."

Anyway, after the back-and-forth between the Pope and the Cardinal of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, I ended up having an unofficial meeting with Tanian.

"I knew His Holiness had decided to retire, but I didn't expect him to push for it immediately after the canonization ceremony."

I almost sighed at those words.

If even Tanian, the next Saint, didn't know, then nobody knew. No wonder the Cardinal of the Secretariat looked stunned as he rushed to the Pope.

"And I certainly didn't expect Your Excellency to oppose it."

Though the subject was omitted, it was clear who he was referring to.

While all the priests were thrown into confusion by the Pope's surprise announcement and his heartfelt declaration that he "wanted to remain as Pope," the Cardinal of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith alone maintained his composure and quickly took the initiative. Even Tanian couldn't hide his bewilderment at the opposition from this most unexpected person.

"Perhaps His Holiness and the Cardinal of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith have reconciled?"

Even I find this suggestion absurd, but the situation is strange enough to prompt such questions.

Could it be that these two powerful figures, known as rivals, have dramatically reconciled? Is the Cardinal opposing because he doesn't want the newly reconciled leader to step down?

"That's not the case. From the beginning, the two have walked different paths due to differences in beliefs, not emotional divisions. Since they've never fought, there's nothing to reconcile."
"I suppose that's true."

I rubbed my forehead at this even more troublesome answer.

A conflict of beliefs rather than interests. So emotionally, they're not really fighting. In some ways, such relationships are more complicated. Interests can be adjusted somehow, but beliefs have no solution.

"My goodness. I'm sorry to have handed such a troublesome knot to the new Saint."


After a moment of silence, Tanian rose from his seat with a bitter smile and bowed deeply to me.

Beyond a simple nod, he bent at the waist. And at an undeniably perfect 90-degree angle.

"B-brother! How can a Saint bow to an ordinary believer! Though I have been undeservingly granted the name of Saint, aren't you the Saint chosen by the Lord!"
"I'm still only the next in line, not an official Saint. I'm neither a Saint, nor a Cardinal, nor a Bishop. I'm just an ordinary believer who should be respectful before a Saint."
'What nonsense.'

His logic was so absurd that I almost blurted out for him to stop talking nonsense.

What does being the next Saint have to do with anything? Everyone on the continent already treats you as a real Saint. Even the Pope considers you a Saint.

'Only bringing up the "next in line" label at times like this.'

How cowardly, Tanian Enes.

It seems he picked up some unsavory and eccentric habits from Lyutis during those three years at the Academy.

***

I silently drank tea at a gathering of conservative Cardinals.

"Your Excellency."

Unfortunately, my impatient compatriots seem unable to wait even for an old man's leisurely tea time.

"What exactly is going on? His Holiness stepping down?"
"Don't ask me. From what I could tell, even the Cardinal of the Secretariat seemed to be hearing this for the first time, so why would I know?"
"But Your Excellency opposed it most strongly. I thought perhaps you had discussed something with His Holiness—"
"Discussed what? When His Holiness announces his own retirement, it's only natural as a Cardinal to try to dissuade him. Has he violated doctrine or prioritized personal interests over public good? There was no problem at all."

The Cardinal who had spoken up as representative pressed his lips shut at my words.

'What on earth is happening?'

As silence fell again, I sipped my tea and organized my thoughts.

It's true that I haven't had any conversation with His Holiness. This retirement announcement was His Holiness's surprise move.

At the same time, while I tried to dissuade His Holiness partly because he's an excellent Pope,

'If His Holiness steps down now, the next Pope will come from the conservative faction.'

This is the biggest reason. If things go a certain way, the next Pope could be elected from our conservative camp.

Of course, since the council, the progressive faction has been overwhelming the conservative faction. The combined power of all progressive Cardinals easily surpasses the conservative faction.

But looking at individual progressive Cardinals, regrettably, none of them are my equal. If things get complicated, I might even be elected as the next Pope. That would be troublesome.

'The progressive side needs time to unite.'

Honestly, if His Holiness truly wants to retire, no one can stop him. It's true that His Holiness is elderly, and he has expended considerable political capital by advancing various major agendas during his term.

But it can't happen right now. If the next Pope, who should lead major reforms in the Order, is a conservative leader like me, the Order will run aground at its most crucial moment.

'Troubling people until the very end.'

I resented His Holiness. I'm tempted to direct conservative votes toward a decent progressive Cardinal, but a Pope elected that way would inevitably become a puppet of the conservative faction.

In that case, it would be better for me to become Pope. And if I'm to become Pope, it's right to wait for the progressive faction to unite.

'When you get old, you should just die.'

For the future of the Order, I must consider the opposing faction.

If His Holiness steps down, perhaps I should step down too.

The ceremony was over, but I couldn't return home.

It wasn't that the Papal States had asked me to stay. The atmosphere was just so complicated that there didn't seem to be an appropriate moment to say, "Well, I've had a lovely time, but I must be going."

I considered telling Tanian and making a run for it, but he was preoccupied himself. Attempting to leave under these circumstances would look like a shameful retreat to anyone watching.

'It is running away, though.'

It truly is running away. But shouldn't the Pope's retirement and the selection of a new Pope be the priests' business? Even though I'm now Saint Kal, I'm still an outsider who hasn't even received formal ordination, let alone studied the scriptures.

Of course, if I mentioned this, I'd immediately draw attention. The cardinals, busy whispering among themselves, or the ambitious ones already eyeing the next papal throne, would recognize the presence of a living saint and come running—all to add a saint's authority to their own opinions.

- When exactly are you planning to return?

About three days after the canonization ceremony, the Emperor contacted me first.

- If you're considering seeking asylum in the Papal States, let me know in advance. I'm quite willing to send the Special Affairs Ministry to actively assist with the Count's return.

I instinctively bowed my head at the Emperor's words, still carrying a father's anger.

Return home to face the Emperor's wrath, or stay and deal with the priests' approaches. What a tearfully miserable choice. I tried to avoid the Emperor's anger only to face a new disaster.

'Didn't someone say there's no paradise at the end of your escape...'

I don't know who said it, but that person must have been a victim of life who tasted all kinds of bitterness.

I'm certain of it. Someone who's only tasted sweetness in life could never leave such words behind.

- No, I should say Saint Kal now, not Count. That would be correct.

As I remained silent in my complicated feelings, the Emperor casually uttered that terrible word.

Saint Kal, not Minister or Count. To think the day would come when that word would legitimately come from the Emperor's mouth.

...

'Wait a minute.'

But I haven't told anyone about my canonization yet. Even the Papal States, thrown into confusion by the Pope's bombshell announcement, have postponed the official announcement.

Within the Papal States I'm already Saint Kal, but outside—

- The Empire shares friendships with more than a few cardinals.

'Ah.'

I immediately understood as the Emperor spoke calmly, seemingly having noticed my confusion.

Of course. The friendly relations between the Imperial Family and the Order have lasted hundreds of years, and the Empire provides the largest donations to the Papal States. It would be stranger if the Empire were completely in the dark about news from the Papal States.

And the fact that the Emperor knows about my canonization means—

- Your friends must have been preoccupied as well, as they only contacted me a day after your canonization.

—that he also heard about the Pope's retirement announcement and the opposition from the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.

- The Pope turned out to have quite a mischievous side. Who could have predicted he would announce his retirement immediately after the canonization ceremony?

"It was truly surprising. Even the Cardinal Secretary of State knew nothing until His Holiness made the announcement."

- Hmm, he kept it exceptionally secret.

After saying this, the Emperor stroked his chin and looked at me with a mysterious gaze.

It was a look that seemed to ask why the Pope had told me about his retirement when he had kept it secret even from the Cardinal Secretary of State.

'Don't look at me like that.'

It's an unfair accusation. I'm still wondering myself why the Pope mentioned his retirement in front of me. It would make more sense if he had told his close aide, the Cardinal Secretary of State, or Tanian, the next saint. Why me of all people?

'And yet he kept the timing of his retirement announcement secret.'

He didn't tell everything, nor did he hide everything. Truly a curious virtue of moderation.


I don't know what purpose this moderation serves, but moderation it is nonetheless.

- Count.
"Yes, Your Majesty."
- Do you have any immediate plans to return?

With his continued urging for my return, I just rolled my eyes around before slightly bowing my head.

"I apologize, but the atmosphere in the Papal States is unsettled, making it difficult for me to withdraw. Yet as someone who received such a courteous and grand welcome, I cannot leave without a word either."

- Then stay in the Papal States for the time being. You should remain there for at least two or three weeks.
"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question this unexpected order.

The Emperor is the one who wants my return more than anyone. When I made my emergency escape to answer the Papal States' call, didn't he strongly express his regret?

Of course, even the most disliked person becomes less aggravating when out of sight. The Emperor's anger might have cooled somewhat during my time in the Papal States.

But has it cooled enough for him to instruct me to stay? This is anger over the Crown Princess, after all. Would such anger from the Emperor, history's greatest doting father, dissipate so quickly?

- The entire Papal States is in such turmoil that quick information gathering is difficult. And as it happens, the Count, now a saint, is right there.

I understood again as I heard the Emperor's voice, still tinged with some displeasure.

The Emperor's grudge and anger toward me haven't completely subsided. However, with the urgent situation of the Pope's retirement and the selection of his successor looming, he's desperately suppressing his fatherly feelings.

'That's fortunate.'

Never have I been so grateful that he is the Emperor. If he weren't, he wouldn't have felt enough sense of duty to suppress his fatherly feelings—

'If he weren't Emperor, would I even need to care?'

The thought suddenly struck me. If he weren't Emperor, I wouldn't need to be so subservient.

- Since hearing from the Count about the Pope's decision to retire while still alive, I've been trying to identify potential candidates for the next Pope. But so far, there's no suitable contender. And then this chaos erupted.

This time, unable to read my thoughts, the Emperor continued with a serious expression.

- We need to approach potential papal candidates before other countries do. That will strengthen the eternal friendship between the Empire and the Papal States.
"I will do my utmost for the friendship between our nations."
- Hmm. It's reassuring to hear you say that. I'll trust you.

I inwardly smiled bitterly at this not-so-welcome trust.

As soon as I became a living saint, I'm getting involved in the selection of the next Pope. Won't this make me look like a vanguard for the Empire's attempt to control the church?

I'm becoming increasingly afraid of how I'll be recorded in history. It would be sad to be remembered as a great power-broker and libertine.

I became a special correspondent, staying on location and gathering unusual information as the Emperor requested.

The Intelligence Department or Espionage Department people would be better at this than me, but unfortunately, none of them are saints. This situation requires someone who can operate openly rather than someone secretive and skilled. Imagine getting caught placing a spy in the sacred process of selecting a new Pope? How awkward would that make relations between our countries?

"What am I supposed to do now?"

Having chosen smooth relations and solid justification between the two countries, I'm bound to struggle with skilled information gathering.

Honestly, besides Tanian, I don't have anyone I'd call a friend in the Papal States. You need at least some level of acquaintance to approach people, gather information, and subtly lobby.

I feel lost. I said I would do my utmost, but I might just end up doing my utmost until the matter concludes. If I return home without results, the Emperor will tear me apart.

- Whine...

Titi, seeming to sense my distress, whimpered and licked my hand.

Thank you, Titi. I feel somewhat reassured with you by my side. If I were alone in the Papal States, my mental state would have melted away daily.

'What should I really do?'

Unfortunately, though, Titi's presence doesn't help solve the situation.

She protects my mental state but can't fetch information. She stays by my side but can't put our heads together to think.


'Tanian is busy too, so it feels awkward to keep meeting him.'

Since the Pope's retirement announcement, priests attempting to approach Tanian, the next saint, have increased dramatically. The same goes for his wife, Alexandria, and the Cardinal.

In this situation, what approach should I take?

- Knock knock
'Huh?'

My bitter contemplation was interrupted by an unexpected knock.

"Who is it?"
"I am Karel Stendem, Deputy Prefect of the Diplomatic Congregation. I have something I wish to present to the Holy One, so I've taken the liberty of visiting."
'Holy One.'

I flinched at the marvelous title.

If I remember correctly, the Deputy Prefect of the Diplomatic Congregation is a cardinal like Prefect Willem. Yet from a cardinal's mouth comes the supreme honorific "Holy One" rather than "Brother." Is this the power of being a living saint?

"Please come in. I'm delighted to receive such an esteemed visitor."

Of course, I couldn't leave a cardinal who had personally visited waiting due to my bewilderment. After patting Titi's head as she continued licking my hand, I casually rose from my seat.

"I am honored to meet the Holy One. I am Karel Stendem, Deputy Prefect of the Diplomatic Congregation. I greet you again."

Cardinal Karel entered the room and bowed.

"And thank you for allowing my sudden visit. I should have sought the Holy One's understanding and arranged a time in advance, but I came in haste and couldn't do so."
"It's fine. But as you mentioned, this seems like a somewhat urgent visit. What brings you here?"
"Brother Willem feels regretful about not properly hosting the Holy One, so he has prepared a small gift for you."
"A gift?"

In response to my question, Cardinal Karel nodded and respectfully handed me a small box.

"These are tea leaves grown in the land where the first Pope was martyred, the land where the pagan who assassinated the first Pope repented and dedicated his name to the Lord. The Cardinal Secretaries of State throughout history have personally managed it, and when the cultivation is complete, the Pope bestows his blessing."
'What.'

My eyes trembled at something far more extraordinary than I had imagined.

The land where it's grown, the process, and the result are all incredibly magnificent. The tea leaves themselves are practically sacred relics.

"With the birth of a new saint, it is right to commemorate him with this offering. Brother Willem received His Holiness's permission to present this to the Holy One."
"I-I see. This is truly a grateful gift."
"Not at all. It is something the Holy One rightfully deserves."

After saying this, Cardinal Karel bowed again and backed out of the room.

"Then I shall take my leave. I apologize for troubling the Holy One."

He really just gave the gift and disappeared.

The Deputy Prefect of the Diplomatic Congregation, a cardinal, simply ran an errand and left.

'What is going on?'

The atmosphere in the Papal States is indeed quite, very chaotic.

When I opened the box Karel Cardinal had handed me, I found a small note along with the tea leaves.

[I will visit you tonight, Brother.]

A short and powerful note with just one sentence.

"Hmm, doing this at my age is quite burdensome."

And indeed, when night fell, the ceiling of my room shifted, and a familiar face crawled out.

'The Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith...'

No, what is this situation, really?

Why is someone of the rank of Prefect crawling around above the ceiling?

I watched in disbelief as the Minister of Religious Doctrine landed gracefully from the ceiling.

This room, prepared for distinguished guests of the Papal States, had a higher ceiling than ordinary rooms. Despite the ceiling being over 3 meters high, the Minister descended to the floor effortlessly.

If it had been Tanian doing this, I might have thought his Academy habits had resurfaced, but for an elderly gentleman to do this was just...

'Impressive holy power.'

I found myself genuinely amazed. Holy power apparently turns even an old man's knee joints into steel.

If the Emperor had learned holy power, he might still be sitting on the throne. Then the current Emperor would still be Crown Prince.

'What a shame.'

If that guy were still Crown Prince, I could have matched him with my titles of Minister, Imperial Count, Knight of the Lisizariune Order, and Saint. I missed my chance to compete with him.

"I am honored to meet Your Holiness. This is my first private audience with you. Truly an honor."
"...Ah, yes. I am equally delighted to meet Your Excellency."

I bowed my head in response to the Minister's calm greeting.

Yet I couldn't suppress my bewilderment even as I bowed. Shouldn't someone his age at least pretend to be tired after crawling across the ceiling? Seeing not even a speck of dust on his clothes, I wasn't sure if I was looking at a human or an immortal.

"By the way, I sent a letter through Brother Karel. Did you receive it?"
"Of course. I'm keeping it safe along with the fine tea leaves you included."
"I see. I was a bit worried it might have been lost, but I'm glad it wasn't."

Throughout this exchange, the Minister maintained a serene expression, even allowing himself a smile.

Yes, I should just think of him as an immortal. It's easier to think of a Cardinal with highly developed holy power as an immortal.

"I feel uncomfortable seeing Your Excellency come in such an inconvenient manner. I would have visited you first if you had asked."

Once I calmed my mind, my previously trembling lips moved more easily.

I wonder why he chose such a bizarre method when he could have simply made an appointment. If the Minister had asked to meet, I would have had no reason to refuse.

Meeting with the Minister would only be beneficial, not harmful, especially in this urgent situation with the Pope's replacement looming. The Minister was even the one who publicly opposed the Pope's retirement announcement. I should have been the one requesting a meeting. There was no need for the Minister to perform this infiltration stunt with his elderly body.

"I apologize. The matter I wish to discuss with Your Holiness is extremely sensitive, so officially, we must never have met."

I inwardly sighed at those words.

Sensitive matter. How sensitive could it be to warrant entering through the ceiling?

"Sending Brother Karel, with whom I have little connection, was also part of this plan. I had to persuade him a bit, but when I knelt before him, he granted this old man's request."
'What the...'

Such a terrible thought made me break into a cold sweat.

The Minister of Religious Doctrine is the leader of the conservative faction and the Pope's political rival. For such a person to kneel and make a request... Cardinal Karel must have been mortified.

"When Your Excellency speaks like that, my heart races."

"Haha, it seems I've burdened Your Holiness from the start."

Both the Minister and I shared a small laugh after he finished speaking.

Of course, we weren't laughing because it was funny. It was merely a ceremonial laugh to ease the tension before diving into serious topics. Or perhaps we were laughing in advance for the sake of our mental health, knowing we wouldn't have much to laugh about later.

Come to think of it, both interpretations mean the same thing. I've already half lost my mind.

The Minister sitting across from me maintained a consistently respectful attitude despite his overwhelming age and rank.

"No one can stop His Holiness's retirement."

However, his respectful manner didn't necessarily translate to gentle words.

"This old man opposed His Holiness's retirement, but it only bought a brief amount of time. However, that brief time was necessary for the future of the Order."
"If His Holiness's will is firm, as Your Excellency says, it's only a brief delay. What can be accomplished in such a short time?"
"We can select candidates for the next Pope. It's what our Order needs most urgently now, which is why I opposed His Holiness's decision."

The person who most strongly and quickly opposed the Pope's retirement was actually looking to the future more than anyone else. These were certainly not soft or gentle words.

'Could it be...'

After hearing the Minister's true intentions, suspicion arose in my mind.

Was he preparing for his own papal ascension or supporting a third party in anticipation of the Pope's death? But then the situation changed from death to retirement, so he's trying to buy time?

If so, I could understand the Minister's quick response and secretive actions. He could move quickly because he was already looking to the future, and preparing for a rival's death would damage a priest's reputation, so secretly—

"Ah. This old man has no intention of becoming Pope. My like-minded companions feel the same, so the next Pope should be someone who can admirably continue the current Pope's will."
"I see."

I immediately felt ashamed. How could I suspect someone so clean and selfless? I'm garbage.

"In truth, before the Council, I would have pursued the papacy. It's a natural human desire to want to reach the end of a path you've devoted your life to, isn't it? It's embarrassing that a priest like me hasn't completely mastered his desires."
"How is having desires embarrassing? Wanting to create a better world and make believers happy is also a desire. Wanting to achieve that through the Pope's power is something that would make the Lord in Heaven smile."
"My goodness. When Your Holiness speaks like that, the papal seat I've given up starts to look tempting again."

The Minister laughed briefly, then quickly composed himself and leaned his upper body toward me.

"But I will keep my desire to myself. If a symbol of conservatism like me sits in the papal seat that needs to implement major reforms, people will misunderstand that the great Council was nothing but empty talk. That would be a terrible sin for a priest."

Then, in an even quieter but clear voice, he continued.

"As I just mentioned, the next Pope must be someone who shares the current Pope's vision. However, if someone becomes Pope with the support of stubborn people like us, how could they be called His Holiness's successor?"
"So you're saying you'll wait until a candidate emerges who carries the progressive faction's consensus—is that right?"
"Exactly."

Looking at the Minister who spoke straightforwardly without deliberate omissions or distortions, I quickly organized my thoughts.

It's ironic that the leader of the conservative faction is working for a progressive Pope, but it's a decision made for the Order's common good beyond personal beliefs, which I can fully understand. As the Minister said, it would be quite strange for a conservative Pope to ascend during a time when major reforms are needed.

At the same time, the mention of "progressive consensus" resonated strongly with me.


- Currently, the progressive Cardinals are all outstanding individuals with both ability and popularity. It's difficult to choose just one because they're all equally excellent.
"It must be difficult for any of them to gain support since they're all so similar."
- I tried to put it nicely, but was that too direct?

When the Emperor ordered me to stay as a local correspondent, I said the same thing as the Minister when explaining the progressive faction's situation.

Of course, having many candidates is better than having none, but there's a limit. When there are easily more than 10 candidates, it only splits the votes. No wonder there are predictions that the Minister of Religious Doctrine has the highest chance of being elected if the conclave proceeds as is.

"So, I have a request for you, who are both holy and a noble of the Empire."
"Please speak. I will help as much as I can for the sake of the Order and the continent."
"The next Pope. Would you consider creating one with the Empire's power?"

I had a lot I wanted to say, but my mouth wouldn't open.

The Emperor, who received my urgent communication in the middle of the night, spent a while rubbing his brow, unable to look up.

- Count.
"Yes, Your Majesty."
- Did I hear that correctly?
"Which do you trust more, Your Majesty's ears or the Magic-Ending Duke's magic?"
- Damn. I heard correctly then.

A deep sigh came through the communication device.

I understand. I nearly lost my mind at the Minister's words too. Even I, who directly experienced the Minister's expressions, gestures, and intonations, was confused—how much more the Emperor who was hearing this secondhand?

- To establish the next Pope with the Empire's power...

And even more so if a high-ranking member of the Order is sanctioning imperial intervention.

"I'll be frank. In the current situation, even after weeks or months, no candidate will emerge who carries the progressive faction's consensus. The conclave will face numerous, perhaps dozens of rejections."
"Looking at the Order's history, there was a time when Cardinals were confined in the cathedral. When no Pope was elected for a year, the frustrated citizens of Enestiye locked up the Cardinals, telling them to hurry up and elect a Pope."
"We don't want to repeat that history. Nor do we want conservative influence to taint the progressive path forward."
"That's why we need the Empire. If the Empire subtly supports one candidate, that candidate will receive the most support among the candidates, even if not overwhelmingly so."
"Then we conservatives will pretend to negotiate with that candidate. As if we're dealing with the presumptive next Pope."

Recalling the Minister's words made my head throb again.

If the conservatives support a specific candidate from the beginning, he becomes the conservatives' Pope. But if the Empire subtly supports a specific candidate, and the conservatives quietly add their support, he can be packaged as a "reasonably" prominent talent from the progressive faction.

'...Let's think positively.'

Yes, let's look at this as optimistically as possible. In a way, this could be seen as a great Pope who has the support of both the Empire and the conservative faction from before his ascension—backed by a continental superpower and a major faction within the Order.

"Personally, I think Cardinal Lisiuco would be a suitable candidate, but what does Your Holiness think?"

And this great Pope happens to be the Archbishop of the Ausen Archdiocese, who would inevitably be friendly to the Empire? This is an unprecedented blessing for the Empire.

- The Papal States certainly operate in complicated ways.

The only irony is that this entire scheme was arranged by the leader of the conservative faction.

# About 10 Years Ago

It happened approximately 10 years ago.

At that time, the Empire had no clear successor, and the Aesilon Marquisate, the Emperor's maternal relatives, was causing havoc throughout the Empire with their tyranny. To make matters worse, beyond the borders, someone called the False Emperor had united the nomads in rebellion. The Empire faced chaos both internally and externally.

Amid this turmoil, a tragedy occurred when the Archbishop of the Ausen Archdiocese was assassinated by the Twilight Order. It was a catastrophe—a cardinal of the order assassinated by heretics, an assassination taking place in the heart of the Empire.

The entire continent was in an uproar, and naturally, the Empire was furious. Of course, our Dawn Order also couldn't help but lament.

"I'm concerned about who should be appointed as the next Archbishop. They'll have to start their duties without proper handover, and there will be considerable unrest among the priests and believers. I can't even imagine the burden they'll have to bear."

However, regardless of anger and lamentation, those who remained had to worry about cleaning up the aftermath.

The Ausen Archdiocese is the foremost diocese in the Empire. It effectively oversees the entire Empire, and its Archbishop reigns as the highest-ranking priest within the Empire. In the imperial protocol hierarchy, the Archbishop of Ausen ranks just below the Minister of the Imperial Household, the Speaker of the Imperial Parliament, and the Chief Justice of the Empire.

Such a massive and important diocese would be challenging to manage even with a proper handover procedure, but the predecessor had died suddenly by assassination. The new appointee would have to lead this enormous diocese without any handover and comfort the priests and believers who were in turmoil. If hell existed in this world, that place might be it.

"I will go."

But I walked into that worldly hell.

To stabilize the Ausen Archdiocese thrown into chaos by the predecessor's death. To comfort the brothers and sisters who might be engulfed in fear and despair.

And, I'm ashamed to admit, to escape from the Doctrine of Faith Ministry.

'If I had stayed in the Doctrine of Faith Ministry, I would have died before the heretics did.'

The Doctrine of Faith Ministry—formerly known as the Inquisition Ministry—is the sword and shield of the order, the guardian that preserves the order's purity.

For this reason, when heretics or heathens appeared, priests from the Doctrine of Faith Ministry would join the Holy Knight Order and the Priest Order in punitive operations. As a priest of the Doctrine of Faith Ministry, I also participated in several such operations.

I had no complaints about that. Although I never expected that we would be mobilized when there was a perfectly capable Holy Knight Order, I was still overjoyed to dedicate myself to the order.

At least for the first few years.

"Kill one heretic, and a hundred good believers will smile! Eradicate one heretical sect, and the order will have peace for ten years! So don't hesitate and fight! Rightfully eliminate the enemies of the order!"

When I was first assigned to the Doctrine of Faith Ministry, Cardinal Pedro Otbaya, the Deputy Director of the Doctrine of Faith Ministry.

He effectively led the Doctrine of Faith Ministry in place of the elderly Director and eliminated countless enemies of the order with truly passionate efforts. As a cardinal, he would crawl through sewers, jump from five-story heights, and even hide in heretics' toilets for four days—his dedication was so tremendous that I didn't even dare to try to emulate it.

It would be a lie to say I didn't respect His Eminence. At the same time, it would also be a lie to say I wasn't afraid.

'When the leader sets an example, the subordinates have to work even harder.'

That fear and terror grew even more after Cardinal Pedro was promoted to Director of the Doctrine of Faith Ministry. I seriously wondered if living like this would lead me to meet the Lord in heaven a bit earlier.

So I volunteered to become the Archbishop of Ausen. Whether I was in the Doctrine of Faith Ministry or the Ausen Archdiocese, dedicating myself to the Lord was the same. If that was the case, I should choose a path where I could live a little longer and dedicate myself for a longer time. At that time, I thought that was the right decision.

Fortunately, that judgment was correct. After heading to the Ausen Archdiocese with the comfort and encouragement of many brothers and sisters, and the encouragement of Cardinal Pedro, I was able to lead a truly satisfying life.

The Emperor of that time, who has now retired due to circumstances, knew that I had volunteered to be the Archbishop and treated me favorably. The order also actively supported me, believing that I had volunteered for a dangerous position.

'The first few years were difficult, but it was good afterward.'

Stabilizing a diocese in chaos was certainly a difficult task. However, thanks to active support and the dedication of the brothers and sisters, the chaos soon subsided, and I came to live peacefully as the head of the largest diocese in the Empire.


Moreover, a few years ago, didn't the Lord bestow His blessing during a wedding ceremony I was officiating? It was truly an honor as a priest.

So I resolved to continue living like this, to live peacefully as the head of the Ausen Archdiocese, but...

"How would you like to become the Pope of a new era?"
"Pardon?"

With the Emperor's sudden contact and bewildering statement, I felt my soul leaving my body.

The Pope of a new era? What does this mean?

While I was still in shock, I was escorted to the Papal States.

The word "escorted" might be disrespectful to the Holy Knight Order who came most courteously, but no matter how I thought about it, I couldn't find a more appropriate expression than "escorted."

"It's been a long time, Your Eminence Archbishop. Have you been well?"
"Of course. I'm truly glad to see that Your Eminence is also in good health."

And shortly after being escorted, I met the Director of the Doctrine of Faith Ministry before the Holy Father, the Pope.

Though we are now nominally equal as cardinals, it is the protocol of the order to treat the central Director higher than an Archbishop. Moreover, His Eminence the Director had become a cardinal much earlier than I had. How could I treat him casually?

"I greet Your Eminence Cardinal."

Especially if the Empire's second-in-command is beside His Eminence the Director.

This is confusing. Was there a friendship between His Eminence the Director and Count Teilgleichen? I never imagined seeing them alone together like this.

"It's good to see you, Your Excellency. I didn't expect to meet you in the Papal States."
"Your Eminence Archbishop. Count Teilgleichen has now been officially canonized as a saint."
'Ah.'

I quickly understood with those words.

Indeed. I had heard that the canonization of Count Teilgleichen during his lifetime was being discussed in the Papal States, but it seems the canonization proceeded while I briefly turned my attention away. If that's the case, it's natural for His Eminence the Director, a key figure in the order, to be with Teilgleichen—no, the Holy One.

As the leader of the conservative faction, he would want to establish a friendly relationship with a living saint. This would not only elevate the conservative faction, which is somewhat disadvantaged due to the progressive Holy Father, but also help produce the next Pope from the conservative faction...

...

"How would you like to become the Pope of a new era?"

Recalling the Emperor's words, cold sweat began to flow.

The first people I met after being escorted to the Papal States were His Eminence the Director, a strong candidate for the next Pope, and the Holy One, a living saint and the Empire's second-in-command. This is a situation where the future is obvious no matter how much I try to ignore it.

Could it be, could it really be that I'm becoming the Pope? Me, who has never experienced a central position?

Well, of course, the current Holy Father also built his career in the provinces rather than the center, but even so, this is a bit...

"You've already heard to some extent, haven't you?"

But regardless of my confusion, His Eminence mercilessly opened his mouth.

I had heard. It was content so unbelievable that I deliberately let it go in one ear and out the other.


"Well, that..."
"If you haven't heard, this old man will tell you directly."
"I have heard."
"Good."

I told the truth because a one-on-one meeting with His Eminence the Director was a harsh ordeal.

From the beginning, this wasn't something I could avoid by refusing. My heart absolutely cannot accept it, but my head has already resigned itself to the situation.

It's truly a sad affair.

***

One week. Just one week had passed. It had only been one week since the suggestion to make Cardinal Risiuco the next Pope was brought up.

Yet Cardinal Risiuco, who should have been scratching his head in the Capital, flew to the Papal States after just one week. And not of his own volition.

'Poor man.'

I naturally felt solemn and looked at Cardinal Risiuco with eyes full of sympathy.

One week is too short a time for a person's fate to be decided, but it's enough time to convey information. Enough time for the Emperor to contact Cardinal Risiuco and express his support.

However, judging by Cardinal Risiuco's expression, it seems he tried hard to deny reality despite the Emperor's contact, but as the situation unfolded this way, he finally seems to have accepted it.

"I am not prepared."

No, I was wrong. He still hasn't accepted it.

"I am lacking in many ways. Though I am generously serving as the Archbishop of the Ausen Archdiocese, that is the last place I should reach. I have never dared to dream of anything beyond that."
"Who in this world lives exactly as they expected? This old man also didn't expect to rise to the position of Director of the Doctrine of Faith Ministry."
"There are many others more capable than me."
"What the Pope needs is not capability but firmness."
"Then I am even less suitable. I possess neither firmness nor the courage to acquire it."
"Hmm, is that so?"

When the Director showed signs of contemplation, Cardinal Risiuco nodded with a suddenly brightened expression.

No, don't be happy. This is a trap. Anyone watching from the side would immediately notice, so why doesn't the person involved realize it?

"Of course! As I just said, I'm not yet prepared—"
"There is no one prepared in this world. There are only those who can bear the burden."
"Pardon?"
"And this old man has been watching Your Eminence since you were a priest in the Doctrine of Faith Ministry. I know that you are someone who can certainly bear it."
"Pardon?"

Having said that, the Director naturally led Cardinal Risiuco into the room.

"Your Eminence! This cannot be! Your Eminence!"

Of course, Cardinal Risiuco resisted fiercely, but he couldn't overcome the Director's physical strength.

'Anyone watching would think he's being deposed.'

That desperate expression and voice. Who would think he's a candidate for the next Pope?

No matter how you look at it, he seems like someone about to be expelled from his current position.

After Cardinal Lisiuco's (forced) meeting with the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, events progressed rapidly.

The current Pope's resolve to retire was firm, and the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, who had been the strongest opponent, had secured a suitable candidate for the next Pope. Moreover, Tanian, the next saint, supported the Pope's retirement.

When the de facto head of the Order, a figure powerful enough to be called the Pope's rival, and a symbolic figure all united in purpose, even those who genuinely wished to dissuade the Pope from retiring had no choice but to withdraw their objections.

"Regardless of His Holiness's character, many cardinals had grown weary of his approach. The previous Pope was quite radical, which is why they elected the elderly current Pope, but who could have known he would surpass his predecessor?"

From the cardinals' perspective, there were practical reasons to welcome the Pope's retirement beyond just principle.

The previous Pope was a progressive and reformer who would be remembered in the Order's history. As a result, the cardinals of that time, exhausted by the previous Pope's unconventional approach, shared the common opinion of "let's take it easy with this Pope," and elevated the current Pope, who was already quite elderly at the time.

But as Tanian said, who could have known? That the elderly cardinal, upon ascending to the papal throne, would display such energetic activity as if rejuvenated. Who could have guessed that the transitional Pope they elected for a respite would be an even greater reformer than his predecessor?

"I imagine the cardinals at the time must have felt betrayed, but what could they do? They couldn't very well remove the Pope they had installed with their own hands."
"And without legitimate grounds to remove him, they must have been even more frustrated."
"Exactly. Unless His Holiness had committed misdeeds or shown greed, what could they say against someone who just wanted to work harder for the reform and glory of the Order?"

Tanian burst into laughter, and I awkwardly smiled back.

Tanian was young and far from administrative duties, so he wouldn't understand the cardinals' feelings. The despair of suffering under a competent and diligent superior for decades, finally expecting a lazy boss, only to meet an even more diligent one. That's why he could laugh so easily.

Regardless of Tanian's carefree attitude or the cardinals' despair, the current Pope had shown energetic leadership. Just convening the Council alone was an enormous achievement. There's a reason why the Order considers convening a Council equivalent to a miracle.

And the Pope wasn't just a leader who "only" convened a Council, but one who "also" convened a Council. During his decades of papal reign, it's impossible to estimate how much political capital he spent and how many cardinals and priests he wore out.

'The Empire is similar.'

In the past, countless nobles and officials were sacrificed to rebuild the declining Empire. That trend somehow continues unchanged even today, when the Empire has returned to its normal course.

So I can fully understand the cardinals' feelings. How happy they must be, feeling like they've escaped from a work hell with no end in sight. Though they all verbally tried to dissuade the Pope from retiring, now that the outline of the next papal candidate has emerged, their lips must be twitching with joy.

'It's a world where everyone is happy.'

My awkward smile had transformed into a warm and natural one.

The current Pope will leave a deep footprint in the history of the Order and the continent, retiring with honor. The Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith has abandoned his own ambitions but found a suitable candidate to carry on the Order's cause. Other cardinals and priests have succeeded in escaping from two consecutive workaholic papal reigns. It's a beautiful ending where everyone can smile.

What about Cardinal Lisiuco, who will unexpectedly become the next Pope? The Pope is no longer treated as a human but as a symbol and authority. Regrettably, that's the reality.

"Oh, by the way, have you heard?"
"Heard what?"

While I was internally paying my respects to whoever would transform from Cardinal Lisiuco (human) to the Pope of the new era (totem), I tilted my head at Tanian's words.

With the papal transition imminent, all attention was focused there. I didn't think there would be any additional topic to capture Tanian's interest—

"I hear the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith also plans to step down once the new Pope is enthroned."
'Ah.'


There it was. A topic that would stir not just Tanian but the entire Order.

But while it's a significant topic, it's not unexpected. The Prefect is the Pope's rival and the leader of the conservative faction, isn't he? If such a figure remained firmly in place after the new Pope's enthronement, it would place considerable pressure on the new Pope's initiatives.

Moreover, Cardinal Lisiuco is expected to ascend with the support of the Empire and the conservative faction. While it's almost tradition for countries across the continent to push for cardinals friendly to them to become Pope, it's somewhat awkward for a progressive cardinal to receive conservative support.

That's why the Prefect is hastening his retirement. If he, as the head of the conservative faction, disappears, the conservatives will be in disarray for a while, during which time the new Pope can firmly establish his position. Fortunately, the current conservative faction lacks a clear second-in-command, with multiple third-tier figures vying for position, so there should be ample time to establish a foothold.

'If he can't establish his position during that time, it's his own fate.'

It's a bit regrettable to say this, but if one can't seize the golden opportunity when the head of the opposing faction voluntarily steps down, then serving as a figurehead Pope might be better for the Order. He would become the "do-nothing transitional Pope" that the cardinals so desperately wanted.

"For the two pillars of the Order to step down simultaneously is truly regrettable. It makes one feel the impermanence of time."

Of course, whether Cardinal Lisiuco becomes a transitional Pope or the third workaholic Pope has nothing to do with me. I just need to express mild regret at the consecutive retirements of the Pope and the Prefect.

"What is eternal under the sun? Still, both of them can retire honorably with the applause of their juniors, which surely must please the Lord in heaven."
"And both will spend their retirement years contentedly."
"Haha, I certainly hope so."

Tanian laughed again and slightly turned his head to the side.

I also turned my head and saw Titi and Pietro wandering around the room. Titi wagging his tail enthusiastically, Pietro blinking his eyes and babbling.

Hmm.

"When I return to my country, Pietro will surely miss me greatly."
"That's actually my concern. Whether Pietro, who has discovered a new joy, will be satisfied with just dolls."

I couldn't help but chuckle at Tanian's voice filled with worry.

'What should we do, really?'

Following Tanian, I too began to worry about Pietro's future.

If something was never there, one doesn't know what they're missing, but once something exists and then disappears, nothing can match that sense of loss. Could Pietro, who has already met a playmate in Titi, be satisfied with just dolls? Did I poison Tanian's parenting methods by bringing Titi?

A sense of responsibility and regret washed over me simultaneously. Pietro is beyond the border, so it would be difficult to see Titi often.

"I feel like I've burdened you unnecessarily, brother."
"Not at all. If we can just endure for a few years, a cute child resembling Titi will come into our arms, so it's hardly a burden."

I wanted to say that those few years would obviously be a difficult march, but I couldn't bring myself to say it. After all, the culprit in this matter is undeniably me, who brought Titi.

The retirement of Baltsack XXXVII, the 172nd Pope of the Dawn Order, was officially carried out.

Now Baltsack XXXVII was no longer the head of the Order but an elder who was once Pope, and he reclaimed the name he had before ascending to the papacy.

"The achievements His Holiness has left behind are truly sufficient to serve as a model for future generations. People around the world will forever remember Baltsack XXXVII as a diligent and benevolent Pope."
"Our great senior. May blessings be upon the future of our senior who was more diligent and benevolent than anyone!"


Of course, reclaiming something and being able to use it are separate matters.

He had already been called Baltsack XXXVII for decades, during which he accumulated numerous achievements. For such a person to reclaim his human name rather than his papal name is honestly difficult. Perhaps even Baltsack XXXVII himself has forgotten his former name.

'The situation is similar.'

Just as the Emperor enjoying Dudukri Online in a corner of the palace is remembered as Eimanka XVI, not by the name Corvus, as no one remembers him by that name.

But this is an exception because no one would dare casually use the Emperor's real name. If someone did remember the Emperor by his birth name, that would be more suspicious.

"The Order has received much from the holy one."

While I was raising the corners of my mouth alone, thinking about the common fate of the Pope and the Emperor, the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, who was also planning to retire, approached.

"If the holy one had not helped, the Order would still be in disarray. Thanks to the holy one and His Majesty the Emperor, we were able to quickly resolve the confusion. I will not forget this grace."
"You flatter me. That a suitable person exists is the grace of the Lord, and finding such a person is your merit. How could I attribute this to myself or His Majesty?"

I gently shook my head at the Prefect's words. Finding the next papal candidate was the Prefect's achievement, and the Empire had merely piggybacked on the situation. How could I boast, "We helped a bit," in such circumstances?

Although it bothers me that someone of the Prefect's stature would casually mention debt of gratitude,

'He speaks freely because he's about to retire.'

I should just think of it as him making empty promises since he's about to step down. Whether a private citizen remembers a debt or not makes little difference to the Order.

"Ah. The news of the holy one's canonization will be announced right before the conclave. It will happen within five days at the latest, so until then, enjoy your life as Kal, not Saint Kal."
"I will keep that in mind."

I nodded solemnly at the subtly resonant advice.

Life as Kal, not Saint Kal. It's certainly a statement that strongly makes me feel I've crossed a river from which I cannot return.

***

I smiled faintly as I watched the holy one nodding his head.

Now he will return to the Empire and live as a living saint. I can't even begin to imagine how much commotion this will cause in the Empire and the Ausen Archdiocese.

And I still can't believe that I too will be going to the Empire, which will be in turmoil for a while.

'Your Holiness. How could you do this to me?'

The last order secretly issued by His Holiness, who is now officially retired.

A personnel order appointing me, the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, as the Archbishop of the Ausen Archdiocese.

'Your Holiness...'

I wanted to retire like you, why...

Unlike the secular world where a successor naturally ascends when a ruler steps down, in the Order, when the papal seat becomes vacant, cardinals scattered across the continent gather to elect the next pope through voting. This is the procedure for establishing the ecclesiastical sovereign and the sacred ritual—the Conclave—where a figure who will lead the continent alongside the Imperial Emperor is elected.

In truth, since most cardinals were already in the Papal States for my canonization during my lifetime, it didn't take long for all cardinals to be summoned.

Besides, this world has that wonderful transportation method called teleportation. It would be stranger if it took a long time.

"May blessings accompany the Holy One and his sacred beast!"

And the fact that all cardinals gathered for the Conclave means that all cardinals also saw me off on my journey home.

Everyone from the heads of the Order's administrative departments to the archdiocese leaders overseeing various nations across the continent.

'What a spectacle.'

I couldn't help but chuckle at this incredible sight.

Baltsak XXXVII, who has officially returned to being an ordinary priest after stepping down from all positions. Cardinal Lisiuco, whom everyone—you, me, us—already recognizes as the next pope. The head of the Doctrine of Faith who will be the actual leader of this Conclave. And Tanian, who is essentially the highest authority in the Order while the papal seat remains vacant.

For other believers, seeing just one of them would be an honor of a lifetime, yet here I am, being seen off by all four simultaneously. It's so overwhelming I could cry.

- Woof!

Unlike her conflicted owner, Titi was delighted by the Order's send-off. Our Titi simply loves being around lots of people.

Moreover, while I was racking my brain over the next pope issue, Titi was roaming around receiving all sorts of affection. Thanks to that, she built quite a rapport with the cardinals. When word spread that Titi had received Tanian's blessing, she even began to be treated as a sacred beast.

'A sacred beast, huh.'

I stroked Titi's head as she panted happily.

The situation has granted her status, she received the blessing of the next saint, and she's a dog raised by a saint. A great leader commanding eleven former evil gods.

If we don't call Titi a sacred beast, who else would qualify? No, considering that former evil gods are classified as sacred beasts, calling her a divine beast wouldn't be an exaggeration.

'Saint Titi...'

Let's add "Saint" to our Titi's name too. I can't say it openly in public, but in my heart, I'll call her Saint Titi.

"Holy One."
"Ah, Your Excellency."

Just as I was about to step onto the teleportation magic circle with Titi, the head of the Doctrine of Faith strode over.

Surprisingly, during my stay in the Papal States, the person I met most frequently wasn't Tanian but the department head. Despite barely exchanging proper greetings before my arrival, we somehow managed to form a decent bond.

Indeed, working together on the same problem quickly builds camaraderie. That's how Villar and I became friends beyond national borders. If I had stayed in the Papal States for a few more months, I might have made a friend beyond age differences too.

"As I mentioned before, we will announce your ascension to sainthood just before the Conclave. By the time you arrive in the Capital and settle in, the entire continent will be venerating and praising a living saint."
"I appreciate your consideration. Fortunately, I've secured time to barricade myself in the mansion."
"While no one would dare lay siege to a mansion housing the continent's greatest swordsman and the Magic-Ending Duke, I'm glad it's of some help to you, Holy One."

The department head returned my joke with a small laugh.

Actually, it wasn't a 100% joke. At this point, only the Order, my family, and the Emperor know about my canonization. When the Order announces that the canonization has taken place, communication orbs will go crazy, and the mansion's front gate will face crowds rivaling a pilgrimage site.

Just imagining it is terrifying. I'll need to stay in the mansion for at least a month.

"I'm also fortunate that Your Excellency shows such concern for me. After all, the Pope has stepped down, and His Eminence Cardinal Lisiuco, who brilliantly led the Ausen Archdiocese for years, has disappeared. With two great pillars absent, much attention will focus on me—I don't know what I would have done without your consideration."

At my half-ceremonial, half-sincere words of gratitude, the department head's expression stiffened slightly.

It was just for a moment, but being right in front of him, I saw it clearly. His expression definitely hardened at the mention of the Ausen Archdiocese.


'Is it because of the successor issue?'

It was an odd reaction, but I quickly came up with a plausible hypothesis.

The vacant papal seat will be filled by the excellent candidate Cardinal Lisiuco, but consequently, the well-functioning Ausen Archdiocese suddenly lost its leader. And not just any leader—a competent one who quickly stabilized an archdiocese thrown into chaos by the assassination of the previous archbishop.

Though not as significant as the papal seat, the position of Ausen Archbishop is no trifling matter. The Ausen Archdiocese is the preeminent diocese within the Empire, so managing it is equivalent to overseeing all priests and believers in the Empire. Handling diplomacy and social relations with the continent's strongest nation comes as a bonus.

'He'll be struggling until the very end.'

I looked at the head of the Doctrine of Faith with a hint of sympathy.

Morally speaking, the department head should be responsible for filling the vacant Ausen Archbishop position. After all, he was the one who summoned Cardinal Lisiuco from his duties as archbishop. So it's only right that he should handle the replacement.

However, despite being lower in protocol than the central department heads, how many people must be eyeing this position, considered the best among provincial posts? Identifying a suitable successor with the right abilities and character among them is indescribably headache-inducing.

"Your Excellency. I pray that you beautifully adorn both the beginning and the conclusion."
"...Beautifully adorn the beginning and conclusion. Thank you for your heart-stirring advice."

With the department head's bitter smile, I stepped onto the teleportation magic circle.

'Huh.'

And just before flying to the Capital, I caught sight of Tanian making the sign of the cross and Pietro waving his hand while nestled in Cardinal Alexandrina's arms.

I had worried that Pietro might cry when Titi left, but being born among clergy, he was surprisingly docile. Thanks to that, I could return home without any commotion.

...

'Now what do I do?'

Eventually, a problem that had been temporarily pushed aside while I was preoccupied with the next pope issue resurfaced.

That bastard Emperor... is he still in a state of rage over the Imperial Princess? Though with time passed, he should have calmed down somewhat. When we spoke through the communication orb, he seemed to prioritize reason over emotion.

No, I shouldn't let my guard down. That bastard is perfectly capable of enduring just to screw me over at a critical moment. I might face an Emperor burning with emotion rather than reason as soon as I return.

'Maybe I should have held out until the Conclave ended.'

For a moment I had such thoughts, but the teleportation magic circle had already activated, so there was no turning back.

Besides, our children miss their father and Titi. Although we saw each other's faces through communication orbs while I was in the Papal States, seeing through an orb is different from seeing in person.

'In the end, it all comes back to the children.'

It's truly ironic. To see our children, I'm heading toward an Emperor who is furious because of his own child.

I wonder if this is the weight a father must bear.

I nearly fainted standing as soon as I set foot in the mansion.

Was it because I was happy to be home after so long? No, that's not it. If I were happy, I should be playing more enthusiastically with the children—there's no time to faint.

Or was it because crowds gathered earlier than the department head had assured? That's not it either. The front of the mansion was still practically deserted, giving me enough time to unpack as the department head had said.

The reason I almost lost my mind despite everything else being a perfect homecoming was intense and simple.

'This crazy bastard.'

The portrait hanging proudly in the center of the mansion.

A portrait with such a devout expression that I doubt I ever made such a face in my life, complete with a brilliant halo painted behind my head.


A portrait that anyone who isn't blind would immediately see upon entering the mansion.

'Why is this here?'

My saintly version portrait welcomed me before any family member could.

Isn't that definitely the one the Emperor briefly hung in his office? Why is a portrait that clearly belongs to the Emperor in our mansion? Why is that hideous thing in my home...

"Ah, you're back!"

As I stared blankly at the portrait, I heard familiar footsteps rushing down the stairs, followed by a familiar voice.

"Minister!"

Eri, one of my beloved family members.

"No, Saint!"

But when it comes to teabagging, this troublemaker shows exceptional skill regardless of whether you're family or stranger.

"Ugh, because you're a saint, I can't look at you directly! Too dazzling!"
"Stop it."
"Ah! Even your voice is holy! My ears feel like they're melting!"
"I said stop..."

I barely suppressed my violently twitching hands.

Should I pull those mischievous lips right now? No, hold back, my inner reason. Eri may be my wife, but she's also a mother. No matter how unseemly and childish she acts, I must help her maintain her dignity.

"Hey, Saint. Which group are you the patron saint of? Usually saints protect specific groups."

My mental fortitude, I beg you.

More than anything else, I want to protect my mental fortitude first.

"Perhaps you're the patron saint of bureaucrats? Or maybe pregnant wom—mmph!"
"I told you to stop."

In the end, I couldn't hold back and my hand shot out.

Honestly, even if I were the Pope rather than a saint, I couldn't have endured this.

***

In the middle of work. The communication orb I had placed on one side of the desk began to emit a brilliant light.

'He saw it.'

Since there could only be one expected contact at this time, I couldn't help but smile.

The Count who should want to avoid me has contacted me first. This must mean he was genuinely moved by the gift I sent.

The sovereign forgave his impertinent subject and even sent a gift. The subject, touched by this gift, is now sending such an eager message.

Truly, this is nothing if not a beautiful relationship between ruler and subject.

'If I ignore it, he'll come on his own.'

After watching the continuously flashing communication orb, I turned my attention back to the documents.

If he has something to say, he'll come to the office himself. I'll talk to him then.

I stared blankly out the window.

I could see crowds kneeling in prayer before the main gate, and security guards awkwardly joining in the prayers, swept up in the atmosphere.

'This is a familiar sight.'

The bizarre spectacle of people praying en masse in front of someone else's house. Surprisingly, this wasn't the first time I'd witnessed such a scene.

When Trixie gave birth to triplets, magicians gathered from across the continent created a similar spectacle. They came to celebrate the birth by Trixie, the continental magic world's giant, senior, and legend.

I thought I'd never see such a sight again unless Trixie gave birth to another set of siblings for the triplets, but who would have guessed it would be recreated because of me?

'This time it's priests instead of magicians.'

To be precise, it was devout believers including priests. A group inevitably larger than magicians had gathered in front of my gate.

"Heh."

I couldn't help but let out a dry laugh.

Since possessing a noble's body, I've been pampered by servants. After becoming the Audit Department Head, I received respect from various officials and nobles. Since conquering the North and receiving various titles, I've become a continental celebrity. I thought I'd become somewhat accustomed to receiving respect and reverence from others.

I was wrong. I'm still not used to it. Every time I look out the window, I feel like I'm losing my mind.

'What am I supposed to do with this?'

Eventually, I slumped into a chair and rubbed my face with dry hands.

The Dawn Order churches spread across the continent boast immediate and powerful communication and coordination thanks to communication orbs and teleportation. Thanks to this, the news of sainthood that the Papal States delivered to major dioceses in each country was relayed by those dioceses to their subordinate parishes, and those parishes informed their small churches and chapels, which then spread the word to their believers.

This entire process took less than half a day. By the time I called the Emperor to protest but was ignored, unpacked my luggage, and prepared to rush to the Imperial Palace, this scene had already unfolded.

'I never imagined it would happen this quickly.'

This is troublesome. I need to return that hideous portrait immediately, but it's awkward to leave with such a crowd gathered.

A saint carrying a portrait of himself emerging from a place where a saint resides? I dread to think what kind of fervent cheers I would receive. If the Emperor planned this situation, he truly is a vicious bastard—

'What's this?'

The communication orb glowed purple.

Purple. The color symbolizing the Imperial Family. If the communication orb emits such light, it must be a contact from the Ministry of the Imperial Household, which closely serves the Imperial Family, or from a member of the Imperial Family themselves.

"This is Count Teilgleichen."

Though I wanted to ignore the call since it was obvious who was calling based on the circumstances, I suppressed my anger and answered, fearing that ignoring it would cause more trouble.

- Saint Kal. Why haven't you come to greet this Emperor despite returning to the Empire?
'This bastard.'

Seeing the Emperor who irritates others by speaking formally, I felt an urge to throw the communication orb.

I carefully composed myself to answer the call, only to be greeted with such words. Shouldn't he first express regret about the portrait as basic human decency?

...

Ah.

'He's not human.'

Perhaps it's because he received the great title of saint. He has acquired a broader mind and wider perspective.


Thinking "how could a person do such a thing" is the problem. If I consider him not human, all his eccentricities make sense.

Well. It's a position that ultimately handles all imperial affairs. It's right to see him not as a person but as a machine or totem. I've been blind not to realize this obvious fact until now.

- You're not burning the portrait, are you? It's a gift from the Papal States, so it would be problematic if it were damaged, even by the subject of the portrait.
"Is it appropriate to send such things to your subject?"

While I took one step closer to the truth, the Emperor, who abandoned formal speech after just one sentence, first checked on the safety of the portrait.

If he was so worried, couldn't he have kept it himself? Why send it to someone else's mansion and cause unnecessary concern?

No, no. Let's not question it. That thing merely has a human form, so expecting common sense is problematic.

"The portrait is safe. I originally intended to bring it when visiting Your Majesty, but due to circumstances, I remain at my mansion."
- Circumstances?

Instead of answering, I approached the window and held up the communication orb so he could see the crowd at the gate, albeit hazily.

- What is that?

Seeing the surprise prayer meeting at the gate, the Emperor muttered in a somewhat dazed voice.

That's a relief. The Emperor neither intended nor encouraged this spectacle.

'He was still in the vicinity of humanity.'

The Emperor of the Empire was human, not a machine or totem.

Although he seems to deviate somewhat from the category of ordinary humans, it's still possible to claim he's human.

- Count.
"Yes, Your Majesty."
- For the time being, I will take care of the Imperial Princess, so be aware of that.
"I am deeply grateful for Your Majesty's consideration."

Anyway, even the Emperor seemed appalled by my mansion surrounded as if by crusaders, and declared he would keep the Imperial Princess in the Imperial Palace.

A wise decision. If the Imperial Princess were to come to our mansion, wouldn't she have to break through that grotesque crowd? Even if she used teleportation to arrive inside the mansion, the Imperial Princess would have to play while hearing the prayers of those crowds or seeing their devout postures.

That would be burdensome even for the cheerful and majestic Imperial Princess. I'm currently considering evacuating the children in our mansion to Teilgleichen County or Servet Duchy, so it's appropriate for the Imperial Princess to stay in the Imperial Palace for a while.

- This is troublesome. The Count must have many concerns too. As I understand, the third wife's due date is imminent, and I worry whether the Countess might be anxious.

I smiled bitterly at the Emperor's subsequent words.

That's my concern as well.

There was quite a long gap between the honeymoon with Mar and the honeymoon with Luise.

With Mar, I left the country without considering that newborn Merry would desperately seek her father, but from Luise onwards, I carefully planned the schedule to avoid repeating the same mistake. It was only after about half a year that I enjoyed the Balkross trip with Luise.

And after the Balkross trip, time passed, and now Luise is approaching the time to give birth to her second child.

"How about going to your in-laws?"

So I suggested to Luise, who was eating cookies with the children.

Let's go to Atini Barony, which is quiet, since the outside of the mansion is noisy. Let's go to a place that is more familiar and comfortable to Luise than any other place.

"They're just praying in front of the gate and leaving, but people are flocking from all over the continent, so it will be busy for a while. I think it would be better to stay at your parents' place until things calm down a bit."


Believers from the Capital, from the metropolitan area, from the Empire. Furthermore, believers from across the continent are converging on the mansion as if on a pilgrimage. It's so busy that you can hear the sound of believers moving.

Fortunately, they know they've come to someone else's house rather than a real holy site, so they just pray and leave, but sadly, although each individual's stay is short, many people are coming. The current situation of the mansion is like a busy restaurant with good turnover, constantly crowded without interruption.

Actually, I'd like to tell them to stop coming, but the birth of a living saint might be the last case with me. In such a situation, if I control people who just want to visit the gate briefly, it's likely to become troublesome in various ways.

Besides, to utilize the value of being called a saint, I need to show the image of a 'merciful and gentle saint' that people imagine.

"To Atini?"

At my suggestion, Luise's eyes widened, and she carefully put down the cookie she was holding.

"I'd like that, but..."

After rolling her eyes around for a moment, Luise looked at the children huddled together.

Then, deep contemplation and conflict began to appear on Luise's face. It seemed she was concerned about going to Atini alone while the children were leaving for Teilgleichen or Servet.

"Luise Mommy, are you going somewhere else without us?"
"Really? Are we separating?"

Even the children began to look at Luise with wide eyes.

"Hiiing... Luise Mommy... Can't you come with us...?"

Some children had already started to whimper, and Friedrich, Luise's biological son, scurried to Luise's side and gently grabbed the hem of her skirt.

I made a mistake. I should have spoken in a place without the children. How could I suggest going to Atini in this atmosphere?

"W-well then! Mommy will stay with our children!"

Indeed, Luise surrendered to the children's gazes—

"Let's all go to Mommy's house together!"

?

"Luise?"
"Let's eat snacks together at Mommy's house, go for walks, and swim in the river! There's a big river in Mommy's hometown! It'll be fun to play together!"
"Luise?"

I tried to gently dissuade the runaway Luise, but once Luise started running, no one could stop her.

This is bad. She seems to have blocked her ears due to guilt from the children's gazes and the mission to safely deliver her second child. No one can stop Luise in this state.

'What are you planning to do if you take everyone?'

While I'm happy about her love for all the children, if she takes all the children, the other wives will automatically have to join. Luise, being pregnant, cannot take care of nine children alone.

And me, Luise, all the wives and children going to Atini Barony? How shocked would my third father-in-law and mother-in-law be? How would Turban County, which includes Atini Barony, be turned upside down?

'I'm sorry.'

I inwardly conveyed my sincere apologies to Count Turban.

Our destination is Atini Barony, but Turban County, the superior region of Atini Barony, will inevitably be affected. Count Turban, nominally the lord of my third father-in-law, will have to rush barefoot to welcome us.

'I'm truly sorry...'

I'll make sure to bring plenty of gifts.

# The Great Migration

Due to Luise's outburst, the entire family's relocation to Ausen had been decided.

According to the original plan, only Luise and Friedrich would be sent to Ausen, while I would travel between the Capital, Ausen, Teilgleichen, and Servet via teleportation. Since the family was scattered like fragments of a soul crystal because of me, it seemed only fair that I, as the cause, should bear the inconvenience.

But if the entire family was going to Ausen, there would be no need to use teleportation like it was a daily meal. Instead of traveling back and forth, I could just live in Ausen and occasionally return to the mansion to wave at the believers in front of the gate. That much I could certainly do.

"We're going too?"
"Would you rather stay at the mansion by yourselves?"
"Well, no..."

And if all family members were moving, it was only right that the mansion's pets should move with them.

These were our children's precious playmates. Without them, the burden on the adults would increase exponentially.

'That's quite a large family.'

Come to think of it, looking at everyone together, it was an impressively grand lineup.

One husband, six wives, nine children, fifteen animals, one doll who was a former demon king, the spirits that would automatically follow Catleya, and the small number of servants who would attend to us. What kind of bizarre lineup was this?

I was beginning to feel increasingly guilty toward my father-in-law, mother-in-law, and Count Treuban. At least my in-laws might be less surprised since it was a family visit, but from Count Treuban's perspective, this was truly a bolt from the blue.

'What kind of gift should I give him?'

I finally let out the sigh I'd been holding back. Even with the great migration just around the corner, I still hadn't chosen an appropriate gift.

It was a headache. Count Treuban was a high-ranking nobleman and a great lord, so giving an inappropriate gift would be worse than giving nothing at all. Moreover, since this gift was meant as an acknowledgment of our family's mass migration, it could be considered a joint gift from the Kracius, Valenti, Catovan, Masalo families, and so on.

'I didn't want to resort to this method.'

Sighing again, I pulled out the communication orb from my pocket. To be precise, I had been reluctant to use official power for a personal gift, but now I had no other choice.

If I caused Count Treuban's domain to suffer like a dying sunfish because of my embarrassment, that would be the worst kind of trouble. Rather than agonizing over this and arriving empty-handed, it would be better to use my authority and greet him with a smile.

- This is the Minister's secretary.
"Ah, it's me. I have a favor to ask."
- Yes, please go ahead.

The Minister's secretary answered immediately as soon as I activated the communication orb.

I gave him a slightly, just slightly personal instruction.

"Find out everything about Count Treuban and his family. If you notice anything unusual, let me know right away."

A shameful order that I could give only because I was the Minister of the Audit Department.

'This should turn up something.'

If you don't know what to give someone, finding out what they want is one approach. If you learn more about the person, you can give a more perfect gift.

It might be an unusual method, but as long as I reach the destination, the path doesn't matter. Besides, Count Treuban won't even know that the Audit Department investigated him. If he never finds out, it's the perfect crime.

Ausen Barony. A small domain under Count Treuban's rule, located in a remarkable position that could be considered central, southern, or western Imperial territory depending on who you asked.

While Count Treuban's domain itself enjoyed prosperity as a transportation hub, until a few years ago, Ausen Barony under his rule was just an ordinary domain without any special characteristics. Of course, it would be stranger if a small domain, not even a large one, had special features. Even in Teilgleichen County, only Teilgleichen itself was famous, not the subordinate domains like Hardiner Barony or Zaigel Barony.

However, Ausen had broken that natural law to become a proud small domain. Was it because Ausen's specialty, eel, was a nutritious food enjoyed even by the Golden Duke? Unfortunately, that was only known to "those in the know." Although the Golden Duke's patronage brought substantial profits, it wasn't enough to make Ausen famous throughout the Empire.

The reason for Ausen's fame was simple. The lord of Ausen Barony was my father-in-law. One of the Imperial power holder's fathers-in-law was merely a baron, and consequently, Ausen's name rose in prominence.

"Somehow it seems more splendid than the last time I saw it."


Perhaps that was why. The center of Ausen, which I was observing while using disguise magic, had developed considerably compared to before.

When I married Luise, it was clearly a quiet and peaceful barony. Even when I occasionally visited my father-in-law and mother-in-law, there might have been a few new buildings, but no noticeable changes.

But what was this? What had happened during my brief absence from Ausen to cause such a transformation?

"It's thanks to you, brother."
"Thanks to me?"

Seemingly noticing my confusion, Luise, who was also in disguise, whispered softly.

"You gave our family a county, remember? Part of the county's income was directed toward Ausen's development, and thanks to you, it became easier to trade with other nobles, so this is the result."
'Ah.'

I immediately understood Luise's explanation.

I had saved my father-in-law's life and given him a county I had farmed from the Leon Kingdom for Friedrich, the future heir of the Naiad family. Although the Leon Kingdom might not be as powerful as the Empire, a county was still a county. The income from a fairly decent county would be enough to develop a barony.

Moreover, with my name behind my father-in-law, no insignificant flies would bother him during the development process. So this kind of scene was entirely possible.

"This son-in-law can walk with his head held high."

Eventually, the corners of my mouth began to twitch.

People might call me an Imperial power holder or whatever, but my in-laws' families, except for Fina who had become an orphan, were already strong and wealthy. My existence might give them more confidence, but it didn't bring about dramatic changes. At most, the Yorun County's influence within the Golden Duke's faction might have increased.

However, unlike my other in-laws who were from ducal, marquisate, or comital families, my third father-in-law was a baron. It seems he experienced the most dramatic benefits from having me as a son-in-law, which made me feel quite pleased.

Of course, I didn't express this sentiment directly. Depending on how it's interpreted, it could sound like the insane statement: "I like that Luise's family is weak."

"Anyway."

After touring the center for quite some time, I slowly lowered my gaze.

"Friedrich."
"Hmm?"
"Shall we go to your grandfather's house now? We can sightsee later—"
"No! I want to play more!"
"Alright then..."

I nodded glumly at Friedrich's resolute cry.

The reason why, despite being in Ausen, we were wandering around the center instead of visiting my father-in-law and mother-in-law. The reason why we were unexpectedly touring with disguise magic that was normally unnecessary.

There was no grand reason. The children, excited by the mention of Luise's hometown, had strongly insisted on sightseeing. Even Friedrich had only visited Ausen when he was very young, so this was his first time seeing the current Ausen.

'It's fortunate that we're split up.'

It couldn't be more fortunate that the entire family had come. If all the wives hadn't come to Ausen, Luise and I would have had to take all nine children around by ourselves.

Then, even with disguises, we would inevitably attract attention. Some sharp-eyed people would spread rumors like, "The lord's son-in-law is inspecting the domain in disguise!"

'The Minister of the Audit Department inspecting his father-in-law's domain with his children.'

I wonder if such a sentence should even exist in this world. How could such a hideous sentence come about?

The fact that I almost became the protagonist of that hideous sentence is truly chilling.

***

Luise had sent word that she was coming home after a long time.

I was worried about whether she should travel all the way to distant Ausen when her delivery was imminent, but at the same time, I was excited that our second grandchild would likely be born in the grandfather's house. My wife, our retainers, and servants felt the same way.


Although due to my son-in-law's various circumstances, all of his wives and children would be coming, it didn't matter. My son-in-law's family was Luise's family, and Luise's family was our family. We had been living that way for several years now. If family was visiting after a long time, shouldn't we be happy?

Yes, it should definitely be a happy occasion.

'Why... aren't they coming...?'

It's strange. They definitely said they would come today, right? They said they would eat breakfast before departing, so even being generous, they should have arrived before lunch. Surely they wouldn't be traveling by carriage instead of teleportation.

I wasn't worried that something might have happened on the way. With the continent's best swordsman and the pinnacle of magic, what was there to worry about? I was just puzzled why people who should have no issues were not arriving on time.

'I even prepared cookies for our children.'

And not just cookies. Cakes, chocolates, candies, caramels, and more. I had prepared plenty of desserts that children would like. Some were freshly made and needed to be eaten right away to be delicious.

- Poooooot.

Unable to bear the sorrow, I let out a small sigh, and the whistle I had been holding in my mouth made a strange sound and popped out.

This peculiar whistle was one of the preparations for the children. When you blow into it, it makes a sound similar to an elephant, an animal that lives in Yuven, and a small toy attached to the whistle pops out like a long trunk, hence the name.

As a nobleman, carrying such a thing in my mouth might be a bit embarrassing, but for the children, I would do anything.

The problem was that the children weren't coming.

- Pooooooot...
"Darling."
"Ah, my dear."

At my wife's call, I removed the whistle from my mouth.

"They'll come when it's time. Don't keep standing there, go rest in your room."
"What if the children arrive while I'm resting? This grandfather should be the first to welcome them. How disappointed would they be if they met the servants first?"
"They wouldn't be disappointed by such a thing, so please go inside. The servants are actually the ones who are uncomfortable."

Only then did I notice the scene around me.

With the lord standing blankly at the door, the servants were cleaning more enthusiastically than usual, even checking already clean places multiple times.

I felt sorry belatedly. I had been standing here thinking that our Luise, son-in-law, and children would arrive soon.

"I'm sorry. I'll go inside now—"

Just as I was about to surrender to my wife's legitimate criticism, the firmly closed door opened.

'Are they here!'

My gaze automatically turned from my wife.

I was glad I had persevered. Indeed, patience brings its own reward... right?

"Hmm, is this the place?"

What appeared as the door opened was not the eagerly awaited children.

It was the talking animals that my son-in-law kept at his mansion. Those creatures were standing majestically.

The pets had arrived before the people.

"Greetings. We've arrived before our master."
"...Yes. Welcome."

I nodded dazedly at the words of the small dog who was at the forefront of the animals.

Well, now that they're here, the children should be coming soon.

I arrived at the Artini Baronial Castle only after finishing an unplanned tour.

I must have wandered around for nearly four hours. Fortunately, I hadn't given my father-in-law a definite arrival time. I almost ended up demonstrating the infamous Kracius timing by showing up four hours late to meet him. I can only imagine how mentally unstable a son-in-law people would think I am.

'What the...'

But the sight that greeted me upon entering the baronial castle nearly drove me insane.

In the massive hall visible immediately upon entering the main building, the spirit beasts were huddled together, burying their faces in plates.

"Hmm? Is that the master?"

I was momentarily speechless at the sight—they looked like military dogs devouring their mess hall food—when the long-lived one noticed my presence and greeted me.

"You're here! We arrived first and were waiting for you!"
"The First Lady and Second Lady sent us away because we were too conspicuous! We didn't run away!"
"Master, Third Lady's cookies are delicious, but the cookies here might be even better."

Soon the other spirit beasts raised their heads and started speaking one after another.

It's a scene difficult to put into words. While it's normal for spirit beasts to eat, considering their intelligence is no different from humans, I usually try to provide proper dining arrangements. I set multiple side dishes as if they were human diners, even provide utensils like forks (though they're probably meaningless), and even do some plating.

Yet here at the baronial castle, they were eating in exactly the opposite manner. Regardless of their human-level intelligence or ability to speak, they were eating like pets.

'I suppose that's actually normal.'

It's true that pets should eat this way, but seeing our household's well-mannered beasts suddenly reduced to military dogs made me feel rather strange.

"That's right. I only learned baking from the chef. He makes things more delicious than I do."
"Ohhh."

Meanwhile, Luise smiled at Humility who had made that impertinent comment.

Well, it makes sense. If someone taught Luise, they must be more skilled than her. Although she only learned the basics before teaching herself, anyone who was the starting point of Luise's baking legend must be an incredible hidden master.

"Luise! Son-in-law! Friedrich!"

As the spirit beasts gathered around us while inhaling cookies, a booming voice called out from the stairway.

I gave a wry smile at the evident joy in his voice, even without seeing his expression. Knowing how anxiously my father-in-law must have waited for us in proportion to that joy made me uncomfortable.

'I should have contacted him earlier.'

I was so busy playing with Friedrich that I forgot this small courtesy. Even though our arrival time was uncertain, I should have at least said, "We're sightseeing with Friedrich in Artini."

If I had, my father-in-law and mother-in-law could have disguised themselves and joined us. A tour with grandparents and grandson—what a beautiful scene that would have been.

"I apologize for being late. I intended to arrive before lunch, but we had some other business to attend to."
"No need to apologize! The day is still bright, so you're not late at all!"

I slightly bowed my head to my father-in-law who had rushed over, and he quickly waved his hand while catching his breath.

Anyone could see he had waited long enough to warrant an apology, but I just nodded. It would be impolite to keep apologizing when he dismissed it so readily.

"By the way, Father-in-law, are we the first to arrive?"
"Among the people, yes."

I couldn't help but smile as my father-in-law nodded while picking up Friedrich.

We're the first among the people. It seems the other wives are also being dragged around sightseeing by their children.

'They'll come when it's time.'

We arrived at the baronial castle when it was time, so I trust the other wives and children will arrive in due course.

If they don't seem likely to arrive by dinner, we can go look for them then. Now that we're at the Third Grandfather's house, we should at least have dinner together.


Surprisingly, the Minister's secretary contacted me before our entire family could gather.

The Minister's secretary is certainly capable, but I didn't expect a report to come so quickly. Could they have already been investigating Count Treuban?

- There were no notable peculiarities. There were some minor flaws, but only at the level that great lords customarily engage in.
"Is that so?"

I felt relieved at the secretary's words. The information came quickly not because they were preparing to take him down, but because there was nothing special to find.

'At a customary level, huh.'

I nodded, satisfied with this information.

Of course, a clean person is better than a slightly corrupt one, but when someone reaches the level of count and great lord, some dirt tends to stick to their hands. Consider the information accessible to high nobles and the rights held by great lords. Even I can't claim to have lived completely spotlessly.

Moreover, what's "customary" might be corruption by modern standards, but it's practically everyday life by this era's standards. The expression "minor flaws" is just the Audit Ministry's way of speaking, as they're obligated to find fault with their targets.

- There is one small peculiarity, however. May I report it?
"Go ahead. If you've found information, I should hear it all."

I stroked my chin for a moment before nodding.

If the secretary calls it small, it must truly be minor and insignificant, but I might be able to prepare an appropriate gift based on this small detail.

- He is quite a devout believer. He visits the church in his domain three times a week, and after Your Excellency was canonized, he made a pilgrimage to Your Excellency's mansion.
'Ah.'

I closed my eyes solemnly at this small but powerful information.

For just a brief moment, the secretary's voice trembled. He clearly wavered at the word "pilgrimage."

- He visited secretly at night to avoid revealing his identity, so apart from some retainers and servants, few know about it.
"I see."

I barely managed to open my eyes at the secretary's subsequent words.

I understand now. Our Count Treuban is deeply devout. That's why as soon as a living saint appeared, he made a pilgrimage to his residence.

Wasn't my canonization announced just a few days ago? Considering that Treuban is a great lord, he essentially rushed over as soon as he heard the news.

'Very devout indeed.'

Still, I should consider this fortunate. Now that I know he's a devout believer, an appropriate gift comes to mind.

***

I put down my pen for a moment, massaging my stiff neck.

In exchange for just a few hours away from work, more than twice that amount of work had piled up. Perhaps it's true that focusing solely on work during work hours makes for an easier future.

'It couldn't be helped.'

But I have no regrets. Even for a discreet outing, when a great lord leaves his domain for the capital, preparations are inevitably necessary. If traveling at night, one must start preparing well before evening.

If this workload is the price, I'll gladly bear it. In my lifetime, a living saint has appeared—as a servant following the Lord's will, it is only right that I go to see His saint.

Of course, I didn't even see the saint's face, only his mansion before returning, but even that is something. If the birthplace of a saint can be a religious tourist site, then a mansion where a saint currently resides certainly qualifies as a holy place.

'I always knew he would become someone great.'

A smile involuntarily formed on my face at the sudden surge of pride.

Even before becoming a saint, he was renowned as the continent's finest swordsman, but I had always predicted he would become prominent in religious circles as well. Beyond being the Empire's power holder and strongest warrior, I firmly believed he would become an important figure in the religious order.

He became a blessed one while still alive? That's not even the main reason. I always believed that being a blessed one was merely a stage he would pass through.

Nevertheless, I guessed the Lord would use him greatly because I knew his life story. His life journey was only possible with the Lord's favor and protection.


'How else could he have lived such a life?'

He left brilliant marks both as a nobleman and as a warrior. As a human being, he stood at the center of various miracles, elevating his status.

I would like to offer a prayer of thanks to Enen for allowing me to be born in the same era as him and list his achievements, but work is piling up, so I'll refrain. I'll pray after finishing my work.

"Your Excellency!"
"What is it?"

Just as I was about to put my hands together for a brief prayer—for one should always express gratitude toward the Lord—the door to my office opened, and the head butler entered.

"C-Count Teilgleichen has sent someone!"

...

What?

"What?"

What does this mean?

"W-well. He says that since he's a neighbor to your father-in-law, he's practically your neighbor too, so he prepared a small gift."

I instinctively searched my memory at those words. Had I ever treated Baron Artini coldly or with disrespect?

'No.'

Fortunately, I hadn't. More accurately, I've been so busy worshiping the Lord that I haven't had any contact with the lords under me.

"And since Count Teilgleichen has heard much about Your Excellency's devotion, he wishes to establish a connection as a fellow servant of the Lord—"
"Bring him here immediately!"

I spoke before the head butler could finish.

This is touching. That the saint would acknowledge my insignificant faith is an honor unparalleled in my life.

"No, I'll go myself!"

So I hurried to meet the person sent by the saint.

Isn't it improper for the host to go to the guest rather than the guest coming to the host? Such trivial protocol means nothing. The saint's representative has personally come to meet an ordinary believer! How could I cling to such petty etiquette!

'This is the Lord's blessing.'

Even as I walked, I offered a prayer of thanks to the Lord.

Lord, thank you for allowing me to meet the representative of the saint!

***

I fidgeted with my communication orb, thinking that the gift I sent to Count Treuban should have arrived by now.

A gift for someone deeply devout was surprisingly easy to find.

- Huh? You want a holy relic or somethin' as a gift? Hey! Holy relics aren't just rocks you give and take!
"So you don't have any?"
- I didn't say that! My father has some collected for gifts!

The Pious Duke, father of the Wise Duke, is famous throughout the Empire for his deep faith and has apparently collected many holy relics for gifts.

I asked the Wise Duke for one of them and sent it to Count Treuban with my own prayer added.

'There's no better gift than a holy relic with a saint's blessing.'

Honestly, my blessing probably has no effect whatsoever, but at least I made the effort.


As the Imperial Ministry of Finance's Audit Department head returned from his mission to Count Teilgleichen, he reported something surprising: the Count had knelt before him when receiving the holy relic. This was shocking since nobles of equal rank never kneel to each other—only to the Emperor or his direct representatives.


The Count had apparently viewed the messenger not as Kal Kracius's representative but as a representative of Saint Kal himself. The holy relic in question was a fragment from a temple of the river god, taken as a trophy when the Dawn Order defeated rival religious factions during the religious wars.

While enjoying peaceful family time at his father-in-law's estate in Naiad Barony, Kal reflected on how this religious connection might be useful. He could potentially use Count Teilgleichen as a gatekeeper for his "Saint Kal faction," just as he had the civil servant faction through the Audit Department and the noble faction through the northern lords.


However, this peaceful interlude was suddenly interrupted when a servant announced that Luise had gone into labor. Despite having the best medical care and divine protection as a living saint, something appeared to be wrong with the newborn child's health, leaving Kal bewildered and distressed.

I couldn't possibly keep my mind focused. Despite trying to maintain my composure, my fingertips trembled uncontrollably.

How long has it been? How long since I've felt emotions like this? Is this the first time since those guys died? Aside from that day, is this the first time my insides have burned like this?

It's a feeling I never wanted to experience again. I never wanted to go through this kind of pain, this kind of misery again in my life.

"I apologize for saying this, but it appears there's an issue with the child's heart."

I watched the mage who kept bowing his head while explaining the situation to my father-in-law. Even while explaining to my father-in-law because I, the husband, had fallen silent, the mage kept glancing at me nervously.

I know. I know that this mage bears no guilt whatsoever, and that he deserves credit for quickly identifying our youngest child's illness. How could anyone be blamed for a condition a newborn child has?

But even though my mind proclaimed the mage's innocence, my heart burned fiercely. I desperately suppressed the urge to grab him by the collar.

To think I'd want to take out my frustration on an innocent person. There's nothing more pathetic than that.

"The... heart?"

My father-in-law's voice trembled at the mage's words.

"Are you certain it's the heart? Not somewhere else?"

His voice carried a sense of desperation that made me lift my head from where I'd been staring at the floor.

Strange. While it's natural to be upset about a granddaughter's health issues, my father-in-law's reaction contained more than just worry and sadness. He seemed terrified at the word "heart."

"Heart..."

Even my mother-in-law, who had been praying with trembling hands, murmured in a dazed voice.

"Yes. It's definitely the heart. I've checked multiple times, so I'm certain."

At the mage's confirmation, my mother-in-law collapsed to the floor.

The already heavy atmosphere grew even darker.

My youngest child, born as a beautiful princess, was ill. My in-laws were visibly shaken.

A day that should have been filled with joy and celebration had instantly transformed into a dark and desperate one.

"It's because of me. She's sick because of me."

Amidst this despair, Luise spoke with a trembling voice.

Truth be told, I had wanted to hide our youngest's illness from Luise. How could I deliver such news to a mother who had just given birth? The period right after childbirth is when a mother's body is at its weakest, and even minor shocks must be handled with care. Facing the most shocking news a mother could receive might put Luise at risk too.

But as soon as the child was born, the mages, priests, and doctors in the delivery room had bustled about examining our youngest. Outside the door, a mage representing the medical team had spent considerable time explaining the situation to our family. This wasn't something that could be hidden unless Luise had been unconscious.

"When I was young, I had heart problems..."

And so Luise had to say these words herself.

I barely managed to hold back a sigh that threatened to burst out. If I showed distress at this moment, there would be no one left to comfort Luise.

"She must be suffering more than anyone."

What must a mother feel when she says with her own mouth that her child's illness is because of her? How devastating must it be for a mother to see the pain she experienced as a child passed down through blood to her child?

I couldn't begin to imagine. So I said nothing and just patted Luise's hand. My own sorrow needed to be suppressed for Luise's sake right now.

"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry, brother..."

But despite my comfort, Luise seemed to have reached her mental limit, repeating apologies while tears streamed down her face.

"Sorry? You've done nothing wrong, Luise."

"But, but Friedrich is healthy, isn't he? He must have taken after you... that's why he's healthy. I, I didn't pass on my illness to him, so..."


"Luise."

I firmly cut off her words, deeming them not worth hearing.

This is an act of nature, not human error. It's closer to a calamity sent by heaven than something caused by human fault. If someone must be blamed, it should be the gods, not mere mortals.

"This isn't anyone's fault. Not yours, not mine, not the medical staff who helped our youngest be born."

I emphasized this while gripping Luise's hand firmly. At the same time, I repeated it to myself as if to provide self-comfort.

This isn't something to blame on anyone. Rather than gathering people to say "mea culpa, mea culpa," we should run to the temple and protest.

"Damn them."

I bit my lip slightly. You call yourselves honorary priests and benefactors normally, but you give my child this illness? Instead of blessing living saints, you cast calamity?

If you were going to give someone an illness, it should have been me. Why give it to that small child instead of me, who has the physical strength to endure serious illness? What sin could that child who fell asleep exhausted from crying possibly have committed?

Of course, this too is twisted anger and meaningless resentment. The gods of this world cannot be deeply involved in human affairs to the extent of causing people to be born with illnesses or strong constitutions. They're just entities who receive people's faith and play chess with the continent as their backdrop.

That's why I don't seek the eternal blue sky and just swallow my feelings. There's no point in protesting.

"Besides, Luise overcame her illness too. While being born healthy is ideal, if it's an illness that can be overcome, we can care for her diligently. Then she'll grow up to be healthy and vibrant like you."

I forced a smile and comforted Luise again.

Fortunately, these weren't baseless words. While falling ill is sad and unfortunate, it's somewhat acceptable if the illness can be overcome. Luise herself is living proof, having conquered her childhood illness.

Even if, for argument's sake, Luise did pass the illness to our youngest, if she truly inherited Luise's influence, she would have also inherited the strength to overcome the illness.

Yes, that must be it. If she only inherited the illness without the immunity, it would be like a curse. Unless the world hates our youngest, she wouldn't have received such a curse.

"...Son-in-law."

"Yes, Father-in-law."

My father-in-law cautiously spoke up in response to my words.

"Hilda had the same illness as Luise."

At those words, my heart sank.

"So that's why."

I understood why my father-in-law had been so shaken by the word "heart." Why my mother-in-law had collapsed to the floor in despair.

This meant our youngest's illness wasn't "an illness that can be overcome."

It was a terrible disease that allowed one to live but caused another to die.

Our youngest was temporarily isolated. So thoroughly that even Luise, her birth mother, couldn't see her.

Honestly, I couldn't help but question the necessity and efficiency of this isolation. Our youngest wasn't in a state of terrible immunity, and with magic, everything that touched her could be thoroughly purified.

But if it provided even the slightest help to our youngest's health, I would gladly accept isolation. Even if the effect wasn't significant, if the isolation itself had some efficacy, if it allowed the medical staff to focus on diagnosing and treating our youngest, I could endure it.

"Our little one. Are you causing all the worry you'll ever cause in your lifetime at once?"

Yet I, her father, could freely enter the room where our youngest was isolated.

Didn't they say that if a living adult prays sincerely for a child's health, the Lord of Heaven might help? At first, I almost blurted out, "If prayer could make her healthy, why not make her born healthy in the first place? Why give the disease and then the cure?" I only held back because those words came from the priest who would diligently care for our youngest.

Moreover, the power bestowed by the gods, the power of holy law, is powerful. For external injuries, as long as instant death is avoided, it can heal almost any wound. Haven't I myself been saved multiple times by the power of holy law?

So even if they couldn't make the child born healthy, with divine favor, perhaps recovery from illness would be possible—I began to hope.


"Let's not worry too much."

I steadied my heart many times as I watched our youngest sleeping peacefully.

A fifty-fifty chance illness where Luise lived but her sister died. Even that's just looking at the outcome; in reality, the tragedy occurred because her sister's illness was detected too late. In contrast, our youngest's illness was discovered immediately after birth, so the chance of things going wrong is lower.

So our youngest will be healthy. Soon the medical staff will conclude, "With consistent treatment and medication, she'll be fine." Let's save the joy of giving our youngest a pretty name for then.

"Don't... waver."

The corners of my mouth, which I had forcibly turned up, trembled.

As a husband, son-in-law, and father, I shouldn't show signs of distress. The head of the family panicking during a crisis throws the entire family into anxiety. It's already enough that I failed in my role by letting my father-in-law speak with the mage.

But... there's no one else here. Our cute and precious youngest is asleep, and the other medical staff have withdrawn temporarily, saying they couldn't interfere with an adult's prayer.

So just for now, wouldn't it be okay to be shaken?

There's no one here to say anything.

"Master."

I hurriedly wiped my eyes, which had been growing hot, and composed myself.

"What? Why are you here?"

I spoke gruffly to Jangsengi who had somehow managed to open the door and enter.

That guy. Despite being small for a holy beast, he somehow manages to open doors. I almost showed him an unsightly appearance.

"Wait, how did you get in? Didn't people in the hallway stop you?"

"Everyone was busy saying they needed to find herbs or call other mages and priests. Sneaking in was no challenge at all."

I gave a bitter smile. The stealth he developed dealing with our children—I never thought he'd use it in a place like this.

"Then sneak back out. There's nothing for you to do here."

Despite my dismissal, Jangsengi strode forward.

"Is that child the new little master?"

Then he looked up at our youngest sleeping in the cradle.

"Indeed. I can see the aura of death."

"You son of a—"

I bit my lip quickly to stop the instinctive curse.

It would be troublesome if the sleeping baby woke up, and Jangsengi had already leaped onto the cradle, so I couldn't touch him.

"Though I may have lost my past name, how dare a mere fragment that wanders without a master try to harm my family."

Moreover, Jangsengi's demeanor atop the cradle was different from usual.

"I am the beginning and the end, life and death. I am the catalyst and completion of all things in this world. Though I have lost my past, I am moving toward the future."

I stared blankly at Jangsengi as he uttered these abstract words.

"I released death but received life. I praise life but have not distanced myself from death. Little life, you do not yet know this truth."

Jangsengi's head gradually lowered toward our youngest.

"In my domain, there is no death without my permission. You shall live long."

As the priests, mages, and doctors who had gone back in to check on the youngest child after I left the room exclaimed in unison:

"It's a miracle! There was definitely something wrong with the heart, but now we can't find any trace of it! It's as clean as if it had been perfectly healthy from the beginning!"

They said it was a miracle that couldn't be explained by reason or logic.

That the Lord of Heaven had truly listened to a saint's prayer.

'It is divine mercy indeed.'

I smiled slightly as I thought of Jangsaeng, who had slipped out as secretly as he had slipped in, disappearing beyond the corridor.

Although he dwells on earth rather than in heaven, and lives as a servant rather than a lord, he was once a god. So it's not wrong to say that a god responded to my prayer.

"In my domain, there shall be no death without my permission. You shall live long."

Jangsaeng's words still echoed in my ears.

Jangsaeng had whispered as if bestowing a blessing on our youngest, licking the baby's cheek, and at the blessing of this being who was once a god but now a sacred beast, the baby's expression had quickly brightened.

Though soundly asleep, the strangely dark complexion—furrowed from the pain harbored in the heart—had melted away in an instant.

'He said he couldn't hold divine faith.'

When we retrieved the evil gods from their seals in the past. The Eternal Blue Sky stripped the evil gods of their divinity, making it impossible for them to ever regain divine faith.

No matter how much worship they receive, without the vessel of divinity, they cannot become gods. Even evil gods who once shook the continent and caused terror are merely beasts with speech and some strength if they lack divinity and divine faith.

But what is this? Jangsaeng became a sacred beast rather than an evil god after losing his vessel. While "sacred beast" sounds nice, he was ultimately just a holy animal. Yet this Jangsaeng demonstrated divine power by removing death that had taken root in a human.

'Should I... take measures?'

Distracted by Jangsaeng's unexpected behavior and the miraculous recovery of our youngest, I hadn't properly considered it, but a former evil god displaying power is by no means a trivial matter.

If Jangsaeng were to fully regain his power. If he were to reclaim the majesty of an evil god that once threatened Enen.

...

'Let it go.'

I glanced in the direction where Jangsaeng had disappeared and let out a small sigh.

Yes. Let's let this one go. Even though Jangsaeng showed a fragment of his evil god days, I won't question him or prepare countermeasures.

Until our youngest was cured, I didn't know Jangsaeng had such power. Probably no one else did either. In other words, if Jangsaeng had been determined to hide it, no one would have known about his power. If he had hidden it and hidden it, only to reveal it at a critical moment, we would have been severely blindsided.

Nevertheless, Jangsaeng boldly treated our youngest in front of me. He dealt with the death energy that had attached to the baby and bestowed the blessing of longevity, true to his name.

'How could I question him after that?'

If Jangsaeng acted with good intentions, I should respond with good intentions too. Even a former evil god, now merely a beast, prioritized saving a child—how could I, the child's father, repay that with distrust and vigilance? It wouldn't be right.

So I must let this go. Even if revealing his ability in front of me was part of some big picture to elicit this response.

Even if I end up being betrayed by Jangsaeng, I'll accept it with a smile.

After all, one betrayal is hardly a sin from someone who saved my child.

'Retaliation is a separate matter, though.'

However, while Jangsaeng's betrayal might not be a sin against me, it would be a great sin against the continent.

In that case, I'll take one hit, but afterward, I'll use every means to beat him down. Enen, the Eternal Blue Sky, and Constantina would probably come running with swords drawn.

I hope the future where Jangsaeng turns into death never comes.


The next morning. After examining our youngest until the very end, the medical team declared the baby fully recovered. Thanks to this, Luise, who had been forcibly separated from her newborn daughter, could be reunited with her.

Although Luise's body hadn't fully recovered from the aftermath of childbirth, she could now meet her separated daughter. Moreover, her daughter, who had suffered from the same illness as her, had miraculously overcome the disease. What mother could remain still?

"Hnngh, hnnnngh...!"

Luise rushed over so quickly I worried she might fall, and upon seeing the still-sleeping baby, she covered her mouth and her shoulders trembled.

She was afraid that if her crying sounds escaped, the baby might wake up. Or that if the baby woke up, that peaceful face might contort in pain.

"You were so worried? It's okay now. Everything turned out well."

I gently embraced Luise. I couldn't even begin to imagine how much pain she was feeling, both physically and emotionally.

"This... this isn't a dream, is it? She's really, really cured, right?"
"It's real. The priests, mages, and doctors all agree, so it's certain. Beatrix personally checked during the early morning too."

If I, as a living saint, had prayed for a miracle, Beatrix, as the pinnacle of magic, had put her heads together with the mages to find a treatment. Perhaps even without Jangsaeng, she might have been cured in a few years—that's how much I thought.

That's how much Beatrix had sincerely tried for our youngest. She gave her genuine effort in the short time to solve the baby's illness, and knowing that Luise would despair if the recovery announcement was hastily made and then retracted, she examined the baby down to the nano level.

"She's really cured. Thank goodness, really thank goodness..."

As a result. Beatrix had shed tears before the biological mother, Luise.

"This, this isn't right. Luise should cry before me."

She had fled to her room, saying that sharing joy with a cured daughter was the biological mother's role.

Anyway, all circumstances point to our youngest's recovery. There's no possibility of Luise being disappointed, and even less chance of anything going wrong with our youngest.

"Our baby... scaring Mommy... this has to be the last time, okay?"

Only then did Luise smile brightly. Tears still welled in her eyes, but her expression was brighter than ever.

"...Thank you, Brother."
"Hm?"
"I heard you kept praying. Since it was your prayer, I'm sure God listened."

I couldn't produce an appropriate response to those words. I did pray, but the god who answered wasn't Enen, but another god.

No, rather than answering, it was a god who came on his own.

No, at this point, he's not even a god. How is it possible that not a single statement in one sentence is correct?

"And I think Enen heard your prayer... and sent my sister."
"Your sister?"

I tilted my head at the unexpected words.

Sister? The only people Luise calls "sister" are Marr, Eri, and Pine.

"Well, actually, I saw Sister Hilda in my dream."

My hands holding Luise trembled at these even more unexpected words.

What should I do? How should I react to such words? Unfortunately, I know more than necessary about what happened between Luise and her sister. The original story knowledge that I almost uniquely possess is about Luise's trauma and her sister's death.

I know better than anyone what Luise's sister's last words were, and what shock Luise received because of those words. Although she's improved a lot since becoming my lover and getting married, what happened can't be undone.

"My sister was holding our baby. In the last appearance of my sister that I remember."
"R-really?"
"Yes. It was the sight of a child holding a child. It was so cute. If my sister had lived, gotten married, and had a child, she would have looked like that."


Luise murmured bitterly as she carefully stroked the baby's cheek.

The baby wrinkled her nose as if ticklish. At that sight, both Luise and I burst into laughter.

"She was holding her so carefully. Comforting the crying baby, singing lullabies, and walking around the room so she wouldn't get bored. My sister was smiling because she liked the baby too."
"Nieces and nephews are always adorable. I can play with Robert and Eduard all day too."
"That's true. But I thought my sister would... hate my children like she hated me."

Luise chuckled after saying that.

"But she took care of her diligently. After playing with her for a while, she kissed her forehead, put her in the cradle, and left. That's when I woke up. And then I heard the news that our baby had recovered."
'Ah.'

I couldn't help but exclaim at such an exquisite dream.

Indeed. Then it makes sense to think her sister had visited. Moreover, her sister had taken care of her child with devotion, and when she woke from the dream, she heard the news of her child's recovery. It's not strange to think her sister had healed her.

"I was a bad and terrible sister to her. But it seems she still thought of me as her sister."
"Just thought? She came down from the comfortable heaven because she loves you, to take care of her niece."
"Do you think so?"

Luise's smile deepened at my words.

In reality, it's likely just an ordinary dream. Since Jangsaeng healed the baby, Luise's dream could have been formed from the burden of seeing the illness that "she and her sister had" being passed down to her child.

If I really wanted to know the truth, I could ask Jangsaeng. Someone who could handle death energy would surely be able to see a soul. If her sister's soul had been nearby, Jangsaeng would know. If I asked him about it, he would give me an answer right away.

'But there's no need for that.'

However, I didn't do that. I didn't try to find out the truth.

Luise already believes her sister visited. From now on, I'll also think that my sister-in-law protected our baby and left.

Because that's the best path for everyone.

To celebrate our youngest's recovery, my father-in-law and mother-in-law prepared a heartfelt feast of tears and joy.

It's only natural. Their granddaughter was born with the same illness that had afflicted their two daughters, but she recovered cleanly not long after. It feels somewhat like giving both the disease and the cure, but isn't that a divine miracle?

Thanks to this, the children who had been subtly subdued despite the adults saying nothing regained their vitality. The atmosphere among the adults had been serious lately, but now it had returned to brightness.

"Nice weather, isn't it?"
"Y-yes. It is."

Amidst the commotion, I went to the lake, the hideout of the Imperial Hundred, with Jangsaeng.

There's no special reason. Just to give Jangsaeng a rest from being harassed by the children.

"Jangsaeng."
"What is it?"
"Thank you."

At my thanks, Jangsaeng snorted and lay down on his stomach.

"Unless it's about living a long life, I couldn't tolerate death without my permission before my eyes. It's nothing to be thanked for."
"I see."

I nodded at his blunt yet proud words.

After that, I didn't say anything more. I didn't ask when he had found his power, or if he perhaps longed for his past glory. I just sat blankly by the lakeside, fiddling with my fishing rod.

Jangsaeng seemed to enjoy the quiet and peaceful atmosphere too. He curled up quietly and fell asleep.

Yes. Sleep well. You fully deserve it.

# A Monumental Milestone

My tenth child and seventh daughter. A troublemaker who made the entire family's hearts drop the moment she was born.

Fortunately, the protagonist of what ended up being just a brief scare was named Florence.

'Florence Naiad.'

And since her mother Luise would soon become a titled noble, she took the surname Naiad rather than Kracius.

Anyway, our daughter successfully evolved from "our sickly youngest" to "healthy Florence." I named her after someone renowned as the epitome of nursing in my previous world, hoping that beyond maintaining her own health, she would someday comfort others too.

I gave her the name Florence as her father's first gift with that small hope in mind. How ironic that a child who needed a nurse's care now bears a nurse's name. Life works in mysterious ways.

'Is this also thanks to Jangsaeng?'

I looked at Jangsaeng, who was face-down on a plate, inhaling cookies.

Jangsaeng's treatment of Florence will remain a secret between just us two. This isn't a case of "I'll tell everyone once the joy of Florence's recovery settles down"—it's a lifelong secret between the two of us.

Of course, if I revealed that Florence's recovery was Jangsaeng's miracle, his standing in our family would skyrocket. He might even seriously challenge Titi's position. That's how monumental it is to have cured a newborn baby's illness.

But if this story leaked out, the consequences would be unimaginable. Those who know Jangsaeng is a former evil god would worry about his deification, the medical community would pester him endlessly, and our children would...

"Jangsaeng! Jangsaeng made the baby not sick!"
"Jangsaeng is the best! So wonderful!"
"We love our Jangsaeng! Baby loves Jangsaeng too!"
"Aaaaargh! I don't mind if you hate me, just please let go!"

'Hmm.'

I can clearly foresee a future where they'd smother Jangsaeng even more intensely than usual.

How strange. Even though I'm just imagining it, I can visualize and hear it as vividly as if I were actually witnessing it. Perhaps in some parallel universe, Jangsaeng is suffering all sorts of torment because I didn't keep quiet.

Thinking about it that way, I feel like I've repaid Jangsaeng's kindness, at least a little. I don't know about my parallel self, but at least in this world, I've kept my word.

"Jangsaeng! Over here!"
"Ah."
'Ah.'

But while I'm keeping Jangsaeng's miracle a secret, I'm not stopping the children from seeking him out on their own.

It would be strange if I suddenly started actively protecting Jangsaeng. I usually just watch when the children play with him. This is a kind silence for Jangsaeng's sake.

"Children, Jangsaeng is eating snacks right now. How about playing with him a little later?"
"It's okay! We can play while eating!"
"I see."

Even my token attempt at dissuasion was immediately shot down.

Our Friedrich. I wonder who he takes after, being so clever.

Well, if you play while eating, there's no need to wait until you're finished. Besides, Jangsaeng has a body that doesn't need hands or feet to eat. He could just carry food in his mouth while moving around without any problem.

"Friedrich."

Unfortunately for Friedrich, unlike his easily persuaded father, there was a mother who was quite strict about etiquette.

"When eating, you should sit still and focus only on eating. No matter how much you want to play, moving around while eating is not allowed. Understand?"

Margareta, who had approached with purposeful strides after hearing Friedrich's voice.

She crouched down to Friedrich's eye level and firmly restrained him with a resolute gaze and voice.


'As expected from our etiquette supervisor.'

I couldn't help but smile at the heartwarming scene.

Having spent her life as the late-born youngest daughter of a ducal family, where every action and word was strictly regulated, Margareta's experience is unparalleled in our family. She serves as the teacher of manners to all our children.

"Mmmmm..."

That's why even the bright-eyed Friedrich is at a loss when faced with Margareta's restraint.

Still, it's fortunate that he only shrinks back when being corrected, but otherwise follows her well, calling her "Mama Mar." If the children feared and avoided Margareta, I would have taken on the burden of instilling manners in them myself.

I couldn't guarantee the educational effectiveness, but if someone had to be disliked, it should be me.

"But it's okay to eat together with Jangsaeng. Sit beside him while eating, and play after you're both finished, alright?"
"Mmm!"

After watching Margareta's gentle smile and Friedrich's bright response, I turned my gaze elsewhere.

This banquet celebrates Florence's birth and recovery. Moreover, the attendees are limited to our family and members of the Naiad family. As a result, Luise stood proudly at the center of the banquet hall, holding Florence in her arms.

Naturally, at this moment, neither the continent's greatest swordsman, nor the Magic-Ending Duke, nor the treasure of the Valenti family held any power. No one was more important than Luise and Florence.

'It's good to see.'

Beyond mere contentment, I felt deeply moved.

Just a few days ago, this space was filled with gloom, uncertainty, despair, and self-blame. We even endured the pain of mother and daughter being forcibly separated for the daughter's health.

But look at them now. Both Luise, standing cheerfully among family members, vassals, and servants, and Florence, wiggling in Luise's arms, are far removed from any negative emotions. They look as vibrant and happy as our family usually is.

'Can I keep this secret... forever?'

I pondered while watching Jangsaeng, who had noticeably slowed his eating pace, apparently wanting to delay playing with Friedrich as long as possible.

For a moment, I felt an urge to lift Jangsaeng up and announce, "This one is the hero who cured our youngest!" It was a very slight urge that I quickly suppressed, but if such urges occur regularly, I might eventually succumb to them.

This is truly troublesome. I don't want to repay the merit of healing Florence with enmity.

"Daddy?"
"Master."

I absentmindedly patted both Jangsaeng and Friedrich.

"Shall I join you two in playing after you finish eating?"
"Yeah! I'd love that!"
"I shall do so."

They both nodded happily at my suggestion.

Friedrich was happy because he could play with his father too. Jangsaeng was relieved because he wouldn't have to handle Friedrich plus other children alone.

'I'll try my best.'

I made an internal promise as I watched Jangsaeng rapidly wagging his short tail.

I'll keep this secret as best I can. I can't guarantee how long I'll manage, but I must try...

***

The Count has fled to Artini Barony with his family.

Despite the gates being closed, numerous people are gathered in front of the mansion, offering prayers. If I were the Count, I'd want to slip away for a while too. I have no intention of mocking this as a cowardly or shameful escape.


Besides, his refuge is one of his in-laws' homes. It's also the hometown of his third wife who is due to give birth, so there's ample justification for the visit.

[Birth of Teilgleichen Count's 7th daughter. Diagnosed with heart problems, but miraculously recovered. Medical staff unanimously declare it a divine miracle.]

'Well now.'

While handling affairs and waiting for the Count to return when the time comes, I received news that simultaneously made my heart sink and sigh with relief.

A newborn child with heart problems—how terrible and heartbreaking. If I were the Count, I would have felt as if the sky were falling.

And then, not long after, the child's suffering disappeared. Words like divine blessing and miracle would naturally come to mind.

'That's fortunate.'

I sighed as I set down the report from the Ministry of the Imperial Household.

It's truly fortunate. As a father of three children myself, I don't wish despair upon another father. As the Count's lord, I don't want anything causing him distress.

Moreover, the Imperial Princess, Prince, and increasingly the Imperial Princess too, regard the Count's children as their siblings. If they heard that the newborn youngest was ill, wouldn't they burst into tears? The thought makes my blood run cold.

'All's well that ends well.'

Of course, with the Count's youngest, Florence, having recovered, a certain future will now never come to pass.

'...a divine miracle, they say.'

As the tension eased, I couldn't help but smile.

The Count must truly be a saint after all. Though the child was born with an illness because she was conceived before his canonization, the fact that the illness disappeared immediately after birth proves divine protection.

I wonder if it wouldn't have been better if she had been born healthy from the start, but God must have His reasons. Even if the process was a bit complicated, the outcome is good, so let's not worry too much about it.

'The miracle of Saint Kal.'

In any case, I should focus on the "saint's daughter who overcame illness instantly."

Following the unprecedented case of someone being canonized while still alive, now we have proof that the saint is indeed receiving God's protection.

'To think he would provide such justification.'

I'm quite satisfied. I was already planning to hold a grand mass in the name of the Ausen Archdiocese to celebrate the Count's elevation to sainthood.

Naturally, it would be a mass generously supported by imperial funds, and the Acting Archbishop of the Ausen Archdiocese is enthusiastic about conducting a perfect service. What priest wouldn't be eager to hold a mass for a living saint in their own archdiocese?

And now, rumors spread that the Count's daughter overcame illness through a divine miracle? The fervor for the mass will intensify, Saint Kal's reputation will soar even higher, and the authority of the Empire and Imperial Family, who produced and supported a saint, will rise accordingly.

As for me, well, I become the Emperor who even handles saints.

'It does feel a bit like I'm exploiting an innocent child.'

The only thing that bothers me is that the issue involved the Count's daughter rather than the Count himself, but this can't be helped.

The priests, mages, and doctors who assisted the Countess in childbirth are already frantically spreading the word everywhere. It's not surprising that those who witnessed a divine miracle would have loose tongues.

If you can't stop the wave, the proper course is to ride it. I believe the Count will understand this too. This is a rumor that even the Emperor's power couldn't suppress.

'I heard a new Archbishop is coming around the time of the mass?'

Come to think of it, a day or two before Saint Kal's mass, the Papal States are sending a new Archbishop for Ausen.

There's a sense of urgency due to the sudden absence of an Archbishop, and I'm both curious and concerned about who might come. Cardinal Lisiuco was so easy to work with.

When Florence was going to Artini Barony, she was in Luise's arms, but when returning to the mansion, she was carried back in someone else's embrace.

Despite spending several weeks at Artini Barony, the pilgrimage in front of the mansion showed no signs of quieting down. It seems there are even more people than when I ran away.

'Should I have held out longer?'

For a moment I had that thought, but I gently shook my head to dismiss such an unpleasant idea.

For the peace of our family, staying at Artini Barony would be the right choice. However, considering my father-in-law, mother-in-law, and the servants of Naiad Barony, I should avoid excessive long-term stays. News had begun to spread that our family was staying at Artini Barony due to Florence's birth.

Of course, the pilgrims gathered because of the "Saint's Mansion," and since I teleported to the mansion at the same time every day to wave at them, they didn't rush to Artini Barony. Unfortunately, the nobles showed a different pattern from the pilgrims.

'Nobles have the right to visit as guests.'

While ordinary believers and priests who have no connection to me wouldn't dare try to meet a living saint, the nobles of the Empire have at least the minimum qualification to request an appointment with me, asking "When might I have the honor of meeting you?" In fact, letters had been arriving at Artini Barony for the past few days.

Fortunately, since nobles are people with decency, reason, and tact, they sent letters assuming I would return to the mansion first. However, if my stay at Artini Barony were prolonged, they might show up there unannounced. That would be troublesome.

So I returned to the mansion still bustling with pilgrims, believing that Luise would be fine with this level of commotion since she had already given birth.

"Um, would it be possible to hold a small worship service at Teilgleichen?"
"What?"

I never expected to be greeted with such a surprising request as soon as I returned to the mansion.

"A worship service?"

I asked my mother again, wondering if I had misheard.

My mother, who had rushed to the mansion upon hearing the news of her new granddaughter's birth and smiled brightly at Florence.

'I must be mentally exhausted.'

It seems the aftermath of the emotional distress from Florence's illness has finally caught up with me. If I can't properly hear what my mother is saying right in front of me, I must be quite worn out.

Mother, I must have misheard, right? Just minutes ago, we were enjoying the heartwarming sight of three generations together. A grandmother delighting in her granddaughter, and a son smiling at the scene. It was a perfect picture without any flaws.

But to throw worship into that warm atmosphere? What's going on?

"Well..."

My mother seemed to read my complicated feelings and hesitated, rolling her eyes from side to side.

A thoughtful gesture, considering her son's feelings. However, that action clearly confirmed that what I heard was not wrong.

"Recently, I've been receiving letters from the ladies of the Imperial Count families. They say they never imagined they would witness the miraculous achievement of canonization during their lifetime, and even more surprisingly, that the subject would be an Imperial Count."
"I never imagined I would become a saint either."

At my sincere words, my mother shrank back even more.

It's already extraordinary that her son was beatified, but now the miracle of him becoming a saint has occurred. As a mother, she must be proud and amazed.

However, if her son suffers because of this proud and amazing canonization during his lifetime, that's a different story.

"Y-yes. It's a blessing that even you didn't expect, so how much more surprising and proud must it be for others? That's why letters have been coming in, wondering how noble and sacred a worship service attended by a saint would be..."


As she spoke longer, my mother's voice grew progressively quieter.

It's a pitiful sight. A mother being cautious around her son. How unfilial and lamentable a scene this is.

Unfortunately, my mother's behavior was entirely reasonable. Even suggesting "Let's go to church together" to family can feel awkward, but this goes beyond just attending together—she's asking me to become the church's idol. It's bound to be complicated for my mother to bring this up.

'She must have been through a lot.'

I could imagine what process she went through to bring this up, so I didn't resent her.

Apart from authority and power, Imperial Counts tend to be somewhat detached from the imperial noble society, so the thirty Imperial Count families often build camaraderie among themselves. My father himself has many Imperial Count friends from childhood.

The same applies to the ladies who manage the households of Imperial Count families. Although Marr is the current mistress of the Kracius family, the connections my mother built over a long time remain strong. It seems that's why she's been flooded with communications from the Imperial Count ladies.

'This is troublesome.'

I unconsciously stroked my chin, deep in thought.

Imperial Counts are direct vassals of the Emperor, serving as the final shield protecting the Imperial Family and a powerful sword to defeat enemies. This means that whenever the Empire faces troubles, Imperial Counts lead the military campaigns. In fact, during the last two Northern Wars and the Eastern War about 30 years ago, the participation rate of Imperial Counts was substantial.

And when husbands, fathers, or sons go to war, the women left behind enter prayer mode. Please let our family return safely. May God protect our family.

And now a saint has emerged from one of the Imperial Count families? And not some cranky old man with multiple military experiences, but a young man with a mother in her 40s?

'I would have asked too.'

Looking at it from a completely third-person perspective, I could understand the ladies' request. I would have subtly asked for the same thing.

"Although I have undeservedly received the title of saint, I cannot claim that my faith is superior to others. Naturally, I don't know the worship procedures either. But if that's acceptable, I can at least pray together."

After brief consideration, I conditionally accepted my mother's request.

I won't live forever as a power player in the Empire, and someday Fedi will have to replace me as Imperial Count. Whether we like it or not, the Kracius family needs to pay attention to our relationships with other Imperial Count families.

Ignoring and dismissing Imperial Count families right after being canonized would be a diplomatic disaster. Such an outrage wouldn't be acceptable even if the Kracius family were the Imperial Family rather than an Imperial Count family.

'What kind of resentment would I bring upon my descendants?'

I am a saint, but a "living" saint. Not someone who only receives veneration after death, but one whose every word and action is scrutinized. I need to be more careful about my behavior than before canonization.

That's why I accepted this somewhat bewildering request. If this acceptance improves our relations with Imperial Count families, it's a worthwhile investment.

"Are you sure? I shouldn't be saying this, but you don't need to push yourself. I can explain it well to the other ladies."
"It's fine. I can't avoid meeting nobles for the rest of my life anyway. If that's the case, wouldn't it be better to meet my fellow Imperial Counts first?"

Unless I plan to seclude myself in some mountain valley or spend my life in a remote church, I'll eventually have to respond to countless handshake requests from nobles.

If that's the case, it's easier to recruit Imperial Counts as shields, just as I designated Count Treuban as my gatekeeper. Let them try to approach me after getting through Count Treuban and the Imperial Counts first.

"Thank you. It must have been an unreasonable request, but thanks to you, this mother can save face."

Only then did my mother smile faintly and let out a small sigh.

Caught between the requests of Imperial Count families and her guilt toward her son, she must have been quite conflicted.

"Now that we've finished the important talk."


Looking at my mother, I picked up Florence from her cradle.

"Let's play with Florence again. Our youngest will enjoy being in her grandmother's arms."

I handed Florence to my mother.

The somewhat gloomy atmosphere can be dispelled with overwhelming cuteness. Let's blow away mother's worries with Florence.

"Ah- oo-"

When Florence was held in her grandmother's arms, she just squirmed slightly without showing any aversion or whining.

Indeed, children know how to recognize harmless and kind people. In grandmother's arms, she's as docile as can be.

***

While fishing, Georg, who was sitting next to me, spoke up.

"Say, are you thinking of accepting donations?"
"What?"

His strange question prompted an immediate response.

Donations? What does he mean by that? Has this unemployed fellow lost his mind?

"I hear that your son, Saint Kal, will soon hold a worship service with the Imperial Count ladies. The saint is dedicating himself for the camaraderie of Imperial Count families and for peace of mind, isn't he? As a former Imperial Count, I should at least make a donation for the saint."

I fiddled with my fishing rod as I watched Georg snickering.

'A worship service.'

This is the first I'm hearing of it. My wife went to the Capital today to see our newly born granddaughter, but did she bring up the worship service then?

What incredible momentum. My wife went to the Capital just two hours ago, yet in that time, she managed to arrange this unofficial gathering of Imperial Count families. It's an extraordinary feat, even if it's just a meeting of the wives rather than the Imperial Counts themselves.

'How does this fellow know about it?'

What's even more surprising is that Georg already knows about something that even I, Kal's father and my wife's husband, am unaware of.

"Hehe, I've been retired longer than you. I have eyes and ears everywhere."

As if reading the question in my eyes, Georg shrugged and continued.

"You're quite good at dressing up the fact that you've just been wandering around aimlessly during your retirement."
"Isn't that the mark of nobility?"

Since he was right, I just nodded silently. It is indeed a noble's duty to make even the most insignificant sentence look presentable.

"Anyway, if you're not planning to accept donations, let me join the worship service too. I have nothing to do these days, and attending a saint's service might get me into heaven when I die."
"Are you treating my son as a key to heaven?"
"Oh my! Saint Kal is everyone's saint before he is your son!"

For a moment, I seriously considered pushing this fellow into the lake.

A sudden impromptu worship service for Saint Kal was decided.

Of course, even though it's called a worship service, there's no intention to make it elaborate. Just gathering to pray, singing some hymns, reading scripture - that's what makes a service, isn't it? For a small gathering of acquaintances without experts, that should be enough.

After all, the ladies of the Imperial Count families probably want to see a living saint, not attend a proper service. They can always go to churches within their domains for grand and solemn services. What matters is whether the saint attends.

'I feel like a totem.'

With mixed feelings, I fiddled with my cross-shaped necklace.

At the Audit Ministry, I was something like a totem as a minister who didn't come to work, but now I've become a real religious totem as a living saint. A totem that would attract believers like a black hole just by standing near a church.

Somehow my fate seems destined to be a totem for life. Seeing myself like this before even turning thirty makes it certain.

'Can totems retire?'

A cold sweat ran down my spine.

My retirement difficulty was already sky-high. In this situation, having irreplaceable totem-like qualities on top of that makes the very word "retirement" seem erased from the dictionary.

If things continue this way, even when I'm old and creaky, I might be ordered to "just maintain your position since your mere existence is helpful." My retirement application could be rejected with the reasoning that it's not difficult to just exist.

It was such a plausible future that my hand holding the cross trembled. I wonder if what happened to me wasn't canonization but branding.

'If I burn down the church, would my sainthood be canceled?'

A momentarily deranged thought flashed through my mind, but I quickly dismissed it.

Becoming a living Apels because being a living saint is burdensome would be insane. I don't want to suffer the five bells like the late-period Apels and the Four Kings.

...

'The Four Kings.'

As soon as I recalled the term "Four Kings," my head turned sideways.

Florence sleeping soundly in her cradle, and Lisianne kneeling reverently beside her. It looked like a servant ready to rush to her master's call at any moment.

"She sleeps for hours once she's asleep, so take a rest. Don't just wait beside her."
"No! She might need something even while sleeping! I must wait beside her!"

The scene was so devoted that even when I gently suggested a break, Lisianne's attitude remained firm.

She's been like this since her time in Artini Barony. More precisely, since Jangsaeng cured Florence's illness. As if she regarded Florence as a saint blessed by Jangsaeng.

'But you're an apostle.'

However, if my ears weren't mistaken, Jangsaeng called Lisianne an apostle. Lisianne also shrugged, saying she was Jangsaeng's apostle. Of course, from our children's perspective, apostle or whatever, she was just a cute doll.

Anyway, does an apostle who's practically Jangsaeng's personal secretary need to serve a saint with such devotion? She might feel close to her, but there's no need to treat her like a master, right?

In the Dawn Order, apostles rank above popes, saints, and holy men. By Dawn Order interpretation, Lisianne would outrank Florence.

'Was Jangsaeng's order structured differently from the Dawn Order?'

If so, I can somewhat understand. Certainly, not all orders follow the same hierarchy.

"Uuu..."
"Ah."
"See! You never know when she might wake up!"

Just then, Florence stirred and opened her eyes.

Watching Lisianne hurriedly climb onto the cradle to soothe Florence, I couldn't bring myself to say, "She wouldn't have woken up if you hadn't made a loud noise."

She's caring for Florence with genuine goodwill and sincerity. I can't harshly criticize a mistake made out of enthusiasm.

"Our little miss, shall we go back to sleep?"
"Uu..."


Besides, Florence seemed to feel a subtle affinity with Lisianne, as she responded better to Lisianne's soothing than others'.

It must be because of Jangsaeng's energy. Though still young, she seems to sense what energy saved her and where that energy resides.

'You're a totem too.'

I felt a sense of kinship watching Lisianne, smaller than Florence, patting the blanket diligently.

You've become our youngest's totem. A totem whose mere presence brings comfort.

Still, it wasn't a one-sided relationship where only Florence benefited; Lisianne also enjoyed it, which made it heartwarming to watch.

'Oh.'

Not long after, Florence's eyes closed again.

Impressive, Lisianne. From now on, you're our Florence's mini nanny.

Three days after the Saint Kal worship service was decided, the specific date and location were set.

Even though it was requested first, the progress was faster than expected. Nobles can't just gather spontaneously unless they're unemployed; they need to coordinate various schedules to meet. At this rate, they must have been preparing to gather even before I agreed.

But since we've decided to proceed with the service, it's better if it can be handled quickly. Dragging it out would only be troublesome.

"Oppa!"
"Our Teresa, have you been well?"
"Yep!"

While Teilgleichen County was busy preparing to welcome the ladies of the Imperial Count families, I made my way to the count's mansion in advance.

I'm not just the children's father but also a precious little sister's brother. It's only natural as a brother to play with my sister whenever I have free time.

"Hello to Punyo too!"
"Yes. Hello."

Teresa, who greeted me happily, also waved both arms at Abundance beside me.

Then she clung to Abundance's fluffy body.

"Hehe, Punyo is so soft, I love it!"

I couldn't help but smile seeing Teresa buried in the wool. Abundance's fur is indeed very soft.

So soft I want to shear it and make clothes. The fur would grow back over time anyway.

"M-Master? Why are you looking at me like that..."
"Nothing. Just thinking you're playing well with Teresa."

I patted Abundance's head as it trembled anxiously, seemingly reading the desire in my eyes.

But it's not like I'm going to cut off its tail or hooves - wouldn't shearing the fur be fine? It's not like it has alopecia or is particularly sensitive about its fur.

However, forcing something the subject dislikes would earn deep resentment. Let's think of it like a middle-aged man who meticulously grows his beard. Then it's not "fur that will grow back anyway" but "cherished fur."

- Ah, benefactor human! It's the benefactor human!
- Benefactor human! Benefactor human!
'Ah.'

As Teresa climbed onto Abundance, spirits of various colors began to gather from beyond the corridor.

Somehow, their numbers, types, and sizes seem to increase every time I see them. They can play around the World Tree and come to other places freely, so they're quite uninhibited.

Come to think of it, the academy vicinity and national cemetery have also become playgrounds for spirits. Fortunately, spirits are considered auspicious beings rather than harmful creatures or pests, so everyone welcomes them.

- Benefactor human, welcome!
- Nice to see you! Come often!
"Couldn't you come to our house instead?"
- Benefactor human's house! Very popular! We go in order!

- That's right! Our turn! Far away!
"I see."

This was news to me, and I couldn't help but smile. I thought spirits just went wherever they wanted, but they actually have their own order and rules.

Well, if they really came over without restraint, both our mansion and Teilgleichen County would be in chaos. Some level of control is necessary for spirits and humans to coexist.

- But here is good too! Wide places! Places with many stones are good!
- Right! All good! The World Tree is nice but other places are nice too!

The chattering spirits had landed on my shoulders before I knew it.

And some perceptive ones landed on Teresa, preemptively preventing her jealousy.

'How wise.'

I couldn't help but admire them. They must be spirits who frequently visit our castle. They know exactly how to behave around Teresa.

"Your Excellency!"
"Ah, Head Butler."

However, the spirits' chatter was forcibly ended by the appearance of the head butler rushing over.

They must still be shy around adults, as the spirits naturally flew away when the head butler appeared.

"I should have greeted Your Excellency earlier, I apologize for only greeting you now!"
"You were busy working, don't worry about it."

I gently shook my head at the head butler who quickly bowed.

He's the head butler who handles the domain work I should be doing. If I were displeased that he was late because he was working, I'd be insane.

Honestly, if the head butler called me shameless, I'd have nothing to say, but I don't intend to be called insane.

***

Seeing His Excellency walking alongside young Miss Teresa, I couldn't bring myself to speak.

His Excellency is visiting his hometown after a long time, smiling at seeing his youngest sister. He must have been overjoyed recently at the birth of his monumental tenth child.

Is it right to report news that might disturb such happiness?

Of course, the report itself must be made. But isn't there a better time than now?

'There isn't.'

After turning it over in my mind repeatedly, the conclusion was singular.

This isn't a report where timing should be considered, but one that should be delivered as soon as possible. My reason screams so. My experience as the head butler of Teilgleichen County howls fiercely.

"Your Excellency."

So I gathered my courage and spoke.

"What? Has something happened?"

His Excellency, who had just handed chocolate to Miss Teresa, turned his gaze to me.

"About this worship service."

For a brief moment, I felt breathless, but I steadfastly continued,

"Since this is Your Excellency's first gathering with other nobles after becoming a saint, and it's an occasion where the ladies of the Imperial Count families are gathering—the rumors have spread rather quickly."
"That much I have to accept. Apart from my visit to Artini, it's my first social activity."
"Her Majesty the Empress has also sent word asking if she might attend the service."

His Excellency's steps came to an abrupt halt.

How strange. Clearly it's not my fault, yet I feel incredibly apologetic.

While it may seem redundant, the relationship between the Emperor and the Imperial Counts is indescribably close.

Since the founding of the Empire, the Imperial Counts have served as direct vassals and swords of the Emperor, acting as the final shield protecting the Imperial Family. This tradition began during the reign of Emperor Eimanka and was formalized during the reign of Eimanka II. It's more accurate to view them as a community bound by fate rather than a simple vassal relationship.

This die-together, live-together relationship emerged when "the Emperor, overwhelmed with controlling the rapidly expanding territory and proportionally increasing number of power players" aligned with "newly appointed or promoted nobles without backing." But that's not what's important.

'Even during the Dark Emperor era, the Imperial Counts protected the Imperial Family.'

This relationship remained unbroken even during the tumultuous reign of the direct Livnoman Dark Emperor line. Because of this tremendous proof of loyalty, even the most suspicious emperors showed leniency toward the Imperial Counts. Just as the Imperial Counts devoted themselves to the Imperial Family, the Imperial Family treated the Imperial Count families with mercy and kindness.

So it's not strange that the Imperial Family's mistress—the "master of the Imperial Counts"—would grace a gathering of Imperial Count wives. It demonstrates that the Imperial Family considers the Imperial Counts' affairs as their own, while also boosting the morale of the Imperial Count wives. A win-win situation, isn't it?

This coexistence continued even during the previous Emperor's reign. Even the Empress from the Aesilon family took special care of the Imperial Count wives.

Ironically, the Imperial Counts themselves didn't pay much attention to the Empress, pledging their loyalty only to the Emperor. Come to think of it, it seems the Emperor cherished the Imperial Counts more because of this clear loyalty.

'I had forgotten since it's been so long.'

Anyway, the reason I was momentarily surprised by the Empress's arrival, despite it being expected, was simple.

Since the current Emperor's appointment as Crown Prince, the previous Emperor's Empress hasn't made any public appearances. And since the current Emperor's ascension, the Imperial Counts haven't held any group gatherings, so there was no reason for the Empress to attend. It's been nearly 10 years since such an event, so it's natural to be startled.

In a way, this is the first official meeting between the current Empress and the Imperial Count wives. And I became the catalyst for this historic gathering.

'I really am a totem.'

My identity as a totem is becoming more pronounced. Perhaps I've reached the stage where I should consider myself a totem even if others deny it.

Well, with a name like Saint Kal, I must be a totem rather than a human. How could a person's name be Saint Kal?

"Her Majesty the Empress prefers sincere welcome over excessive ceremony. I'm not saying to neglect preparations, but if you follow the standard protocol, there's nothing to worry about."

After regaining my composure, I answered the head steward.

Though the inquiry was whether the Empress could attend the service, both the steward and I knew it was more of an announcement than a request. What noble in this world would say, "No, you cannot come," when the Empress wishes to grace them with her presence?

Therefore, I added that while we should prepare for the Empress's arrival, we shouldn't go overboard. Fortunately, the Empress has a modest personality for someone from a ducal family, and considering her position as Empress, she's even more generous.

"Would that be appropriate?"
"Yes. Her Majesty is coming as a devotee to spend intimate time with the wives of the Imperial Count families. Excessive reception would actually be troublesome."

My explanation implied that if she comes as a fellow devotee, we can treat her more comfortably, but if we receive her lavishly, we must treat her as a clear superior. The head steward nodded in understanding.

In truth, it wouldn't matter if he didn't understand. Currently in the Empire, apart from the Nuren ducal family—the Empress's family—and the Imperial Family itself, Erich and I are the closest to the Empress. There's no need for the head steward to express disagreement with an expert's opinion.

"Ah, and Your Excellency."

As I began to walk away, the head steward carefully continued.

"If she attends the service, the Crown Princess will accompany her."

My steps halted for a different reason this time.

***

The Count is holding a service at Teilgleichen County.

'A service, really?'

After observing the Count closely for several years, I've concluded he's not particularly devout. It's somewhat amusing that he's conducting a service.


Still, it's natural for a living saint to hold a service for a noble house with whom he maintains friendly relations. Despite the irony, I can understand it perfectly.

And now the Empress plans to attend the service conducted by the Count.

'It's time for the Empress to build rapport with the Imperial Count families.'

This too is entirely acceptable. No, beyond acceptable—it's something to actively encourage.

The Imperial Counts are the Emperor's loyal servants. While I, as Emperor, can secure their loyalty, the social sphere of their wives is different. The social circles and battlefields of noble ladies are spaces that even I, as Emperor, cannot easily control.

Yet we cannot neglect contact with these wives. There's a reason they're called the "mistress" of the house. Within the family, they hold a position and authority comparable to the master.

So while I'm pleased the Empress is stepping into a gathering of Imperial Count wives...

"Empress. What did you just say?"
"The Crown Princess plans to go as well. The Crown Princess will one day lead the Imperial Counts, and she should connect with the mistresses of their houses. It would be good for her to see them frequently from a young age."

My fingertips trembled at the Empress's words.

She's not wrong. If our Crown Princess succeeds me as Eimanka XVIII, she must command the Imperial Count families both as Emperor and as a woman. She must lead the Imperial Counts as the august Emperor and communicate with their wives as a woman. Even with a consort, only the Crown Princess, as a woman, can...

"Grrrr..."
"Your Majesty. You look terrible."

At the thought of a consort, hot emotion surged from deep within my chest.

I know. I know I look terrible.

But how can I help it when words like Crown Princess, Imperial Count families, Count, and consort combine to make my insides boil?

'I thought I had calmed down somewhat.'

While the Count was fleeing to the Papal States to receive sainthood, and while I was staying at my in-laws' to avoid the crowds gathered in front of the Count's mansion, I thought my anger had subsided. I believed I had overreacted out of fear that my young Crown Princess might leave my embrace.

I was wrong. My anger had been thoroughly rational. Whether rationality and anger can coexist in the same sentence is irrelevant.

Seeing my head heat up again at the thought of the Crown Princess contacting the Count, at the possibility of the Crown Princess meeting Pedi, confirms it.

"Your Majesty."
"Speak, Empress."
"It's been quite some time since the Crown Princess has seen her siblings. Until now, we could pacify her by saying the Count was traveling with his family, but we can no longer prevent it."

I sighed involuntarily at the Empress's words.

While my anger temporarily subsided during the Count's absence, it also meant the Crown Princess couldn't visit the Count's mansion.

Fortunately, being the kind and sweet Crown Princess she is, she accepted our consolations. She stayed quietly in the palace, playing with the princes and princesses, comforted by the promise that the Count would soon return and she could play with Pedi and her other siblings.

But as the Empress says, we've reached our limit. It's no longer possible to keep the Crown Princess confined to the palace.

"Your Majesty. Are you prepared to face the Crown Princess's resentment and hatred?"
"That's..."
"Even if you are prepared for that, what would you gain from it?"

I bowed my head, unable to counter such a pointed question.

I hate this situation. I hate having to send the Crown Princess into danger.

"...Empress. I should also attend the service—"

"Your Majesty."
"I apologize. I misspoke."

I gave up when I saw the Empress shaking her head firmly despite her smile.

'Great Emperor.'

I silently prayed to the Great Emperor.

Great Emperor. Great founder of the Empire. Because we're dealing with a saint of Enen, I beseech you.

Please protect your descendant. Please ensure our daughter, who will lead the Empire in the future, remains safe.

Please keep her safe in every sense.

***

The current mistresses or grand ladies of the Imperial Count families gathered one by one at Teilgleichen County.

"Welcome. Thank you for your precious visit."

As the current Count of Teilgleichen, I personally greeted the arriving guests.

Though I am a titled noble, today's guests are the wives or mothers of nobles of my rank. It would be too presumptuous to receive them while seated. Besides, I'm among the youngest of the Imperial Counts.

'Perhaps I should have called Erich.'

The thought briefly crossed my mind. Since Erich is the one building friendships with the Imperial Counts in the Imperial Assembly, should I have let him handle the reception while I just conducted the service? That seems like a good idea.

Alright. If something like this happens again, I'll call Erich first. It's only right that he should substitute for these duties as well when standing in for his brother.

"Precious visit? I'm the one coming to hear your valuable words."
"Haha, I should conduct the service more earnestly for your sake, my lady."

Meanwhile, Lady Morgoa responded to my welcome with a smile and a slight bow.

This is embarrassing. It might be different with nobles I have no connection with, but Imperial Count families tend to interact with each other. Even I, the social recluse and phantom Pokémon of the social scene, am acquainted with the key figures of the Imperial Count families.

People who until a few years ago received my bows now show me not just mutual respect but reverence. I doubt I'll ever get used to this situation, even after a lifetime.

'Ah.'

After showing Lady Morgoa inside, I stared blankly into space before closing my eyes dejectedly at the sight of a familiar figure.

Two women with brilliant silver hair—mother and daughter walking hand in hand, followed by a considerable number of ladies-in-waiting.

'They've arrived.'

Honestly, the guest I had hoped the Emperor would prevent has arrived.

'Incompetent fellow.'

I can understand the Empress coming. It's an event for the Imperial Count families, so who would object to the Empress's attendance?

But he could have prevented the Crown Princess from coming. As a father, he could have kept her occupied by playing with her diligently.

'Incompetent father.'

This father of ten siblings is disappointed in the father of three.

As the mother and daughter grew closer, my lips trembled slightly.

The Crown Princess was already 6 years old. I had watched her since the moment she was born, when her eyes couldn't even focus properly. I'd spent her entire 6-year life right beside her. I'd played with her countless times and welcomed her like this many times before. There's no reason to be nervous now.

Though I may be her godfather, a father is still a father. What father in this world would fear his daughter coming to visit?

'There he is.'

Surprisingly, that father is me. I couldn't be more terrified of the Crown Princess's visit.

Ever since I discovered the Crown Princess harbored unusual feelings for Fedi, I'd tried my best to keep them apart. At first it was somewhat intentional, but at some point, events like the Star Ceremony and the Artini expedition overlapped, causing their separation to last longer than I'd planned.

It was truly troublesome. While appropriate distance can cool emotions, excessive suppression often makes them burn hotter. There's a reason why you leave an air hole when cooking rice.

'If today had fallen through too...'

When that thought belatedly crossed my mind, I felt chills all over my body.

I had criticized the Emperor as an incompetent father, but his choice was inevitable. How could the Crown Princess stay at the palace while the Empress came to see me, "Fedi's father"? The Crown Princess would have burst into tears of anger and sorrow.

I'm sorry, Your Majesty. You were also caught in an impossible situation.

Still, you remain incompetent. If you were truly capable, you wouldn't have created a situation that could lead to such a crisis.

'I did well to call him.'

I breathed a sigh of relief thinking about Fedi, whom I had urgently summoned to Teilgleichen County.

As soon as I heard the Empress was coming with the Crown Princess, I quickly called Fedi and Titi to the castle. The Crown Princess would be coming with excitement at the thought of seeing Fedi, but if only her tall, not-so-cute godfather were waiting instead of the small, adorable Fedi—that would be utterly heartbreaking for her.

It feels somewhat like I'm using my son as a tool, but I have no choice. Making Fedi a bit uncomfortable is far better than facing the Crown Princess's wrath...

'Is this really the right thing to do?'

After the relief came a sense of complexity. Considering the Emperor's anger, I should keep Fedi and the Crown Princess apart, but separating them too much could lead to a sobbing Crown Princess who might overthrow even the Emperor. What a terrible dilemma.

"Godfather!"

As I was looking at the Crown Princess with mixed feelings, she cheerfully waved her hand, now right in front of me.

"Godfather! Long time no see! Were you bored while traveling?"
"What? Oh, yes, I was."
"That's so unfair! I couldn't even meet my siblings because you weren't there!"

Seeing the Crown Princess flapping her arms in anger, I was certain.

If I hadn't called Fedi, there definitely would have been trouble. She would have been dragging herself along the corridor floors of the county castle in despair.

"I apologize, Your Highness. I'll be careful not to let this happen again."
"Really?"
"Of course. Has this godfather ever lied to Your Highness?"

I might have lied a few times, but nothing comes to mind right now. That means I haven't given the Crown Princess any reason to feel betrayed.

Indeed, in the Crown Princess's memory, I seemed to be a symbol of trust, as she nodded repeatedly with a bright expression.

'Good.'

I raised the corners of my mouth in satisfaction. Now I can rest easy even if unexpected variables arise that require the Crown Princess to be separated from Fedi.

The Crown Princess's resentment will be directed not at the godfather who never lies, but at the Emperor who just stands by scratching his belly. This way, I've created an escape route for myself in advance.

And honestly, the Emperor is the real culprit. Children's emotions may be inevitable, but the reason I'm being so cautious and nervous is because of the Emperor's anger. If he had just laughed it off, I wouldn't have to struggle like this.


So if something happens, you should bear the consequences. That's the burden a biological father should carry.

"Hoho, even after a long time, the Crown Princess still follows her godfather well."
"Ah, Your Majesty."

I immediately bowed my head toward the Empress who had gently spoken.

"I was so moved by Her Highness's affection that I failed to greet Your Majesty. I sincerely apologize."
"It's fine. Isn't a child's joy more important than adult etiquette?"

The Empress smiled softly, gently stroking the Crown Princess's head, then said:

"Besides, today I came not as an Empress visiting nobles, but as a believer to hear the words of Saint Kal."

She threw that dagger with a gentle tone.

Visiting to hear a saint's sermon as a believer. It was an expected pretext, but hearing it directly from the Empress's mouth made it quite bitter.

"I am truly a blessed believer. Who else on this continent could hear the words of a saint? Even His Holiness the Pope wouldn't have such a luxury."
"I worry that someone as inadequate as myself might offend Your Majesty's ears."

Despite my concerns, the Empress merely smiled.

This made me feel even more pressured. I had planned to just read from the scripture casually, but should I put in more effort...?

"Godfather, Godfather!"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Is this your house too? Is Fedi here?!"

At the Crown Princess's direct question and sparkling eyes, I managed a smile.

"Fedi and Titi are waiting for Your Highness. Unfortunately, the other siblings are in the Capital, but you'll see them next time, right?"
"Yes! That's okay!"

For a moment, I wondered—would she have been this accepting if it were siblings other than Fedi?

Our Crown Princess. Perhaps because she's still young, she's so honest with her emotions. If she were a bit older, she would have at least pretended to be disappointed, saying something like "That's too bad, but it can't be helped."

'Is it fortunate that she's still young?'

Let's think positively. If the Crown Princess were more mature and skilled at controlling her emotions when she developed feelings for Fedi, it would have been harder for adults to handle. No one would have known about her feelings until we faced an unexpected confession attack.

Just thinking about it makes me shudder. Perhaps going through this chaos now is better for everyone.

"Ah, Your Highness."
"Yes?"
"Though the other siblings aren't here, Teresa is."
"Teresa too?"

The Crown Princess's eyes sparkled at my words.

That's a relief. I was worried she might be upset about having her time alone with Fedi interrupted, but fortunately, she doesn't seem to have such heavy emotions.

"It's been a while since you've seen Teresa, right?"
"Yes! It's been so long!"
"Then Teresa will be happy to see Your Highness too. I believe she'll play well with you as an older sister."
"Yes! I trust her!"

The Crown Princess nodded vigorously.

Siblings. The all-powerful word that rapidly ignites the Crown Princess's fighting spirit. Honestly, if we consider generational order, Teresa is in the same line as me and technically above the Crown Princess and Fedi, but what does generational order matter in the face of age?


Things like having an aunt younger than yourself mean nothing to children. They're all just playmates.

The four-person party consisting of Fedi, the Crown Princess, Teresa, and Titi.

One of them might be an animal, but Titi has human intelligence and sensitivity, so anyway, the four-person party roamed all over the county castle.

Fedi was happy to see his aunt and sister after a long time, the Crown Princess was delighted to reunite with Fedi, Teresa was even more excited to meet the Crown Princess after an even longer time than Fedi, and Titi was simply cheerful—they were all incredibly energetic.

"The first Pope returned to the Lord's side after being stabbed in the heart by a pagan. But before going to the Lord, he embraced the pagan who had stabbed his heart and said: 'What you have pierced is merely a shell I will eventually shed, and my soul remains unchanged. Your sin, too, is merely a shell you can one day cast off.'"

Of course, regardless of how energetic the children were, the adults were busy quietly attending the sermon.

"Everything we enjoy in the human world will eventually change and disappear; they are not eternal but exist only for a moment. The first Pope considered both his own death and the pagan's sin not as eternal marks but as temporary traces."

In that serene setting, I opened my mouth casually while looking at the scripture.

The first Pope's mercy is famous. He mentioned human mortality and the Lord's immortality, connecting them to mercy and tolerance toward sinners—this was like a ray of light during the hellish religious wars.

One can change if they set their mind to it. Even if life ends with death, a longer journey awaits afterward. This was the most beautiful message for those who had turned away from their conscience in the face of fear of death and social confusion.

In fact, the pagan who killed the first Pope was not executed according to the Pope's last wish, but instead repented, converted, and was martyred as an apostle and saint of the Dawn Order. It's truly a beautiful story.

'I couldn't do that myself.'

Being the founder of a religion, he was incredibly magnanimous. If someone stabbed my heart, I would have ordered them pursued to the ends of the continent for revenge.

"What can we learn from this story? Usually, people think of mercy, tolerance, forgiveness, and repentance."

But now I am a living saint. I must speak purely from a religious perspective, not from worldly personal judgment.

"Of course, that's not wrong. The beautiful end of the first Pope, and Saint Litan, who went from being a pagan assassin to a martyred apostle and saint—none of this would have been possible without mercy, tolerance, forgiveness, and repentance."

After clearing my throat, I looked at the Empress and the wives of the Imperial nobles sitting in reverent postures.

"But I think we should also pay attention to another point: that the Lord watches over the world but does not manipulate it. That's what I mean."

My words caused a very subtle stir.

A god who doesn't intervene in the world? While Enen doesn't actively show his presence, he does exert influence through the religious order that serves him. To say "he doesn't manipulate the world" despite that seems rather disingenuous.

Nevertheless, the reason I brought this up is simple.

"The Lord had the power to prevent the first Pope's death. At the same time, He could have guided Saint Litan to the path of true faith from the beginning. Yet the first Pope was martyred, and Saint Litan became Enen's servant through trials and tribulations. Doesn't this suggest that the Lord wants believers to forge their own paths? Rather than forcibly guiding them down predetermined paths, He wishes for humans to progress on their own."

After saying this, I made the sign of the cross. I'm not entirely sure what I'm saying myself, but I continued speaking as convincingly as possible.

"The Lord watches from heaven, but the way we reach Him is not predetermined. So remember that the Lord watches over us at all times and places, but also look within yourselves...?"

As I was speaking, I felt a subtle sense of discomfort behind me.

The Empress and the ladies who had been watching me also looked behind me with surprised eyes.

'What is it?'

With an uneasy feeling, I slowly turned around.

'Ah.'

The crucifix hanging on the wall was glowing.

This damn god. I may have said He watches us at all times and places, but that doesn't mean He needs to prove it like this.


After attending church service, having lunch together is a kind of unwritten rule. That rule applied in this world too.

To put it differently, it meant I couldn't escape even after experiencing the glowing cross incident. The central figure of the worship service and master of the count's mansion fleeing immediately after service? That's just asking to be badmouthed. They'd say, "Look at him, got successful young and now he's completely out of control."

But wouldn't someone who's a living saint and received divine response during worship be allowed to act however they want? Wouldn't it have actually reinforced a mystical image to the Empress and the ladies?

Unfortunately not. If I had just bolted right after the service without looking back, it might have passed naturally. But now it's too late.

'Life...'

I stared glumly at my steak while mechanically moving my knife.

I'm still dumbfounded. Who could have known I'd experience the glowing cross incident again, the same one that happened during my wedding with Mar? That decisive event that led to Mar and me being beatified as living blessed ones. Who could have imagined that miraculous wonder would happen again?

Certainly not me. Obviously not Mar either. In all likelihood, not even the Emperor or the Pope knew.

'Was this planned?'

I began to have reasonable suspicions as I looked at the neatly cut piece of steak.

It happened precisely during my first service. Precisely when I was talking about the scripture, not even during closing remarks. And precisely when the Empress and the wives of the Imperial Counts had their eyes fixed on me—that's when the cross was turned into a glowing cross. The timing was too perfect to be coincidental.

Why would this happen? Did Enen somehow like the words I was spouting? Or did Enen find a living saint so fascinating that he threw a surprise debut party?

'Is this an apology for Florence?'

For a moment, I even thought that. An apology for Florence being born sick, and for Jangsaeng, not Enen himself, stepping in to cure her.

From my perspective, it wasn't an apology but an enormous insult, but considering that Enen is a divine being who has lived through ages that even Jangsaeng wouldn't dare to contemplate, I could somewhat understand.

From Enen's perspective, he must have seen many people pursuing honor and faith throughout history. He must have accumulated his own big data on what gifts make humans happy. In fact, if any other priest had experienced this, they would have wept with joy, so the data isn't wrong.

The problem is that I don't match Enen's data.

"Saint Kal."

That small difference caused this disaster.

The disaster of the Empress addressing me not as Deputy, Count, or Minister, but as Saint Kal.

"...Yes, Your Imperial Majesty."

I respectfully bowed my head toward the Empress who sat at the head of the table. Even if the Empress was treating me as a saint rather than a subject, if I were to treat the Empress as just another believer, the imperial genealogy would become hopelessly tangled.

"What happened today is something I will never forget. Not just believing and following the Lord, but believers forging their own path. Looking to the heavenly Lord without depending on Him for everything. It was truly an important teaching."

The Empress smiled faintly and raised her glass of wine.

"And the Lord Himself responded to Saint Kal's teaching. We experienced the honor of hearing both the saint's teaching and the Lord's affirmation simultaneously. Has such a thing happened in the 300 years of imperial history, or even in the thousands or tens of thousands of years of continental history? Will it happen again in the tens of thousands of years to come? No. This is a glory experienced only by us."

The ladies raised their glasses in response to the Empress's words.

It's a cliché, but when people face intense shock, they often become speechless. The ladies who witnessed the glowing cross incident, rather than rushing toward me in excitement, maintained silence as if trying to understand the situation. A saint's service receiving the Lord's response was indeed an overwhelmingly intense stimulus.

That silence was broken by the Empress.

"To the new teaching the Lord has given through Saint Kal. To Saint Kal, who has become a conduit between the Lord and us, illuminating a new light."
"To the new teaching and Saint Kal!"

The Empress's lead and the ladies' response. I closed my eyes dejectedly at this solemn and majestic scene worthy of scripture.


Ladies who were at least my equals or higher, toasting to me. It's not a sight one can bear with a sober mind.

"To the new teaching and the Lord's mercy."

What makes it even more maddening is that I too must respond to that call.

My stomach burns. If you cut open my belly, instead of a shining cross, you'd find a heart burning hot.

The rumor—that Saint Kal was conducting a service in the presence of the Empress and the wives of the Imperial Count families when the heavenly Lord responded, filling the chapel with divine light—spread rapidly throughout the Empire. In the process, the cross that had shone with the brightness of a candle evolved into a sun-like radiance that could make even the blind see, but the important point was that Enen had intervened in the service. Surprisingly, the core content spread without any additions or distortions.

As if someone was systematically spreading it.

- Of course it was me. Who else in the Empire could orchestrate such a scheme?

And the culprit spoke proudly without any intention of hiding.

Saying he made good use of the miracle I experienced.

'Bastard.'

My teeth chattered with anger. Thanks to Enen's surprise attack, I was witnessing the miracle of the crowd in front of my mansion doubling in size. Moreover, nobles I was acquainted with were sending messages through communication orbs asking, "Could you possibly conduct a service in our domain?"

They're making such requests to me, who is still officially the Minister of Audit? This means my public image is gradually shifting from the cold Minister of Audit of the Capital to a warm and gentle saint.

Either that, or the blessing of a saint was so desirable that it overcame their instinctive fear of audits. And now with the Lord's grace added to it, it's perfect.

- Even if it wasn't me, the news would have spread quickly anyway. Don't look at it that way. With so many witnesses, if the ladies had told their families or servants, how quickly would it have spread? It's more beneficial for the Count if I control it rather than letting it spread at an unpredictable pace.

It was frustrating because he was right.

Although this incident was practically a disaster for me, objectively speaking, it wasn't something that needed to be kept secret.

In that case, the wives of each Imperial Count family would have gone around talking about the miracle that occurred during the service, and the speed and range of the rumor's spread would have varied. It is indeed advantageous to control the rumor rather than be hit by an uncontrollable one.

Still, understanding something rationally and accepting it emotionally are two different things. It's just so damn annoying.

- By the way, Count.
"Yes, Your Majesty."
- Your youngest overcame illness through divine grace, and now the Lord watches over your service. Truly, you are a being who receives divine love without any shortage.

After saying that, the Emperor chuckled briefly, then,

- I've recognized it since you fled to the Papal States.

He uttered words that made my shoulders tremble involuntarily.

When the Emperor was beside himself with rage over the Crown Princess, I was miraculously summoned by the Pope and was able to evacuate to the Papal States. I never thought this petty man would deliberately mention that incident.

- Count.
"I await your command."
- Do you know how happy the Crown Princess was when she returned from Teilgleichen? She had been depressed because she couldn't visit your mansion, but she smiled brightly as if her previous gloom had been a lie.
"That is... truly fortunate."
- Yes, it is fortunate. I was worried because I heard only Fedi was in Teilgleichen, or more precisely, only your youngest brother was there.

On the surface, he appeared to be a father sincerely relieved, but his true intentions were crystal clear.

The Crown Princess was happy to see Fedi again and happy to play with him. While she might have expressed slight regret at not seeing the other siblings, she didn't show any real disappointment.

This is essentially confirmation for the Emperor that the Crown Princess's feelings for Fedi are firm. It's enough to reignite the Emperor's anger that had just barely subsided.

- I'll send the Crown Princess to your mansion soon. She should play with your other siblings then.
"Pardon?"

- Hmm? Why that reaction? Were you planning to tell the Crown Princess to only play with Fedi, or were you thinking of sending your children to the Imperial Palace?
"Ah, no, not at all. I would be delighted if Your Highness were to visit."

I was surprised by this unexpected response.

Based on previous patterns, the next reaction should have been the Emperor's anger and pressure. Yet here was this relaxed and gentle response.

'Is this... divine blessing?'

Making the Emperor control his anger is more of a blessing than any glowing cross. It's the blessing I need most desperately.

'Thank you, Enen.'

I offered a sincere prayer to Enen in my heart.

Come to think of it, I became a living saint, elevating the Empire's honor, and before the heat could die down, I delivered a brilliant follow-up. The reputation and authority of the Empire, my homeland; the Imperial Family, whom I serve; and the Emperor, my lord, would inevitably rise along with it.

So the Emperor chose gentle patience instead of harsh anger. A father's feelings toward his daughter are heavier than anything, but the glory I brought is even greater and unprecedented.

'Enen truly is a mainstream god.'

What does it matter if he doesn't quite understand human hearts? It all worked out in the end.

While I'm disappointed that Florence was born sick, it was thanks to Enen not completely eliminating Jangsaeng during the death era but merely sealing him that led to Florence's complete recovery. This too must be part of Enen's plan.

Thinking this way, I feel my faith increasing slightly.

***

The Count truly is favored by the gods.

How is it that whenever I prepare to attack him, he comes with a shield that even I, the Emperor, wouldn't dare to breach? It's beyond ridiculous—it's laughable.

'I should leave it to heaven.'

I sighed inwardly. Attacking the Count is no longer something I should lead. I'll strike when heaven grants the appropriate time and justification.

That day will surely come. Considering how the Count always ends up at the center of all sorts of commotion, it's inevitable.

'I'll get you legally.'

When the fervor over the saint and blessing subsides. When a perfect justification for attack arrives.

I'll be patient only for that day. A father's revenge isn't insufficient even if it takes 10 or 20 years.

"...By the way, Count."
- Yes, Your Majesty.
- I hear the new Archbishop of Ausen will arrive in a few days. He's coming directly to the Imperial Palace upon entering the country, so come see him with me then.

In the past, there would have been no need to bring the Count along, but currently, the Count is a living saint. When a new Archbishop arrives, it's proper to exchange greetings.

Moreover, the service celebrating the Count's elevation to sainthood will be conducted by the new Archbishop. The main figures should at least become familiar with each other.

'Who exactly is coming?'

What's more puzzling is that the identity of the new Archbishop still hasn't been revealed.

There has never been such a delay in announcing a successor in imperial history. Is the Papal State also in chaos because of the conclave?

Well, the Papal State must have sent an appropriate person. Let's not worry too much about it.

The Crown Princess began visiting the mansion again.

Her visits had been suspended due to the crowds gathering at the front gate and the Emperor's anger, but after the Glowing Cross incident, all obstacles blocking the Crown Princess's steps disappeared.

Honestly, if we waited for the crowds to disperse, the Crown Princess wouldn't be able to visit until the end of the year at the earliest. If that happened, even the Crown Princess's patience would run out, so it was better for her to play at the mansion despite the commotion outside the gate.

And as my reputation rose, the Emperor also reaped various benefits, so even the Emperor in his agitated state permitted the Crown Princess to go out. Looking at it this way, Enen gave the Crown Princess a great gift.

'Children come before adults, I see.'

The thoughtfulness of prioritizing fresh, innocent children over worldly, tainted adults. I suppose you need that kind of consideration to run the continent's mainstream religion.

Besides, the Crown Princess isn't just an ordinary child but a child who is the future Emperor. Building goodwill early would help with faith too. For an immortal deity, it's quite a calculated judgment.

Of course, the Crown Princess doesn't know this is Enen's gift. And I have no particular intention of telling her.

"Uncle! I'm here!"
"Welcome, Your Highness. It's been a while since I've seen you at the mansion."
"Yes! So I! Brought lots of presents!"
"Presents?"
"Yes!"

No sooner had the Crown Princess finished her answer than the ladies-in-waiting attending her placed small boxes in the hall.

Though each box was small, they were elegantly wrapped, and there were too many for a single lady-in-waiting to handle. That's probably why the Crown Princess, who usually brought only the head lady-in-waiting or two or three attendants, was accompanied by more than ten ladies-in-waiting today.

"These! Are for Uncle, Aunties, siblings, and the servants!"
"Oh."

I couldn't help but exclaim when she mentioned she had brought gifts not only for our family but for the servants as well.

She's admirably thoughtful. Born with the most noble bloodline in the Empire, it wouldn't be strange if she viewed those beneath her as mere accessories or tools, but she properly recognizes the existence of servants.

I'll give you credit, mutt. Though you're an incompetent father who can't even control one daughter, you're at least doing a proper job with character education.

'Was it the Empress's doing?'

But soon my thoughts turned to the Empress instead of the mutt.

Honestly, it's more reasonable to think this is the Empress's work. The Emperor is hardly in a position to teach character education to anyone, and he's too busy with work to have the time.

"There's snacks to eat together, and cake, and chocolate, and candy... and also..."
"Accessories for the ladies, toys for the children, and clothing for the servants," the head lady-in-waiting added.
"I see."

I smiled slightly at the Crown Princess, who remembered the gifts purely from a child's perspective, and the head lady-in-waiting who made appropriate additions.

Accessories, toys, clothing. All appropriate and sensible gifts. I especially appreciate that clothing was given to the servants.

Even though I don't pay the servants poorly, they don't invest much in clothing. They argue that as long as their work clothes are durable, there's no need to invest in clothing.

Unfortunately, since I'm also indifferent to clothing, I couldn't insist further. I myself frequently wear my audit uniform, so what right do I have to say "dress properly"?

'If it's a gift from the Imperial Family, they have no choice but to accept it.'

But if it's a gift from the Crown Princess, the servants must wear it.

Keeping precious gifts safely stored away? That doesn't apply to clothing or accessories. It would be highly disrespectful to just keep received gifts in the closet.

"Thank you for your consideration, Your Highness. Everyone will be delighted."
"Hehe, right?"
"Of course. It's already a pleasure to see Your Highness after so long, but with such gifts, everyone will be touched."

The Crown Princess's face brightened at my words.

'Ah.'

Seeing that expression, a tiny bit of mischief welled up inside me.

"But Your Highness."
"Yes? What?"

"Is there no gift for this godfather of yours?"
"Eeh?"

At that, the Crown Princess's shoulders flinched.

The gifts mentioned by the head lady-in-waiting were for the ladies, children, and servants. Among them, there was no mention of a gift for me.

Also, others who didn't receive gifts were the pets and Lisianne. In other words, the Crown Princess had treated her godfather as equivalent to animals or dolls.

'She considers me a black-haired beast!'

Ah, Your Highness the Crown Princess considers this godfather a beast not worth keeping! Why should I continue living!

"Un-Uncle, that's..."

The Crown Princess's eyes moved busily at my heartfelt joke.

Her fidgeting appearance suggested she was struggling with what to say. This was probably the greatest challenge of the Crown Princess's six-year life. If she overcame this challenge, she would become stronger.

"Ah, I spoke unnecessarily."

However, as this was too high and cruel a hurdle for a six-year-old child to overcome, I stopped the joke here. I've seen enough of her cute appearance.

"Your Highness coming here is my gift. Having received such a precious gift, what need do I have for another?"

As I said this and lifted the Crown Princess into my arms, she blinked her eyes blankly.

"That's right! I'm the present!"

Soon, with sparkling eyes, she rushed through the opening I had provided.

How admirable. Though she hasn't yet developed the sense to overcome crises on her own, she has the perception to notice an obvious escape route. Considering she's only six years old, this is an exceptional talent.

With the future Emperor being so wise, the future of the Empire and the Imperial Family looks bright. This godfather is satisfied.

"Then since you're my gift, Your Highness should stay at my house, right?"

For a moment, deep contemplation flashed in the Crown Princess's eyes.

That look. She seemed to be genuinely considering whether to stay at the mansion as I suggested. If she stayed at the mansion, there would be all sorts of toys, animal friends, siblings, and Fedi.

"No, no! I have to go home too! Mom and Dad are waiting! Grandpa is there too!"
"Oh dear. Then it can't be helped. So you'll be my gift only while you're at our house?"
"Yes!"

After brief consideration, the Crown Princess chose the Imperial Palace.

That's a relief. If the Crown Princess had really chosen to stay at the mansion, that would have been troublesome in its own way.

The eldest sister who arrived with all sorts of desserts. Even if she had come empty-handed, she would have been welcome, but when she appeared with gifts, our children enthusiastically welcomed the Crown Princess.

The Crown Princess also showed affection to all the children without discrimination. I was worried she might show an attitude like "I only need Fedi, everyone else step aside!" But it seems her love for Fedi is great, but her feelings toward the other siblings are also genuine.

'There's no need to worry too much.'

The Emperor chose reason over anger, and I confirmed that the affection between the Crown Princess and the children remains unchanged. Now there's no need to be reluctant or afraid of the Crown Princess visiting.

Of course, the situation might change as the Crown Princess and Fedi grow older, but that's a future matter. It's not something to worry about right now.

"Um, Master..."

As I was watching the children with a warm heart, Sophia's voice reached me, and I turned my head.

"Ah, you've changed clothes?"

I nodded with satisfaction at the sight that greeted me when I turned my head.

Sophia was dressed like a noble lady rather than in her usual maid uniform. It seems she received a very appropriate outfit as a gift, which makes me quite satisfied.

'Is this the head lady-in-waiting's work?'


And the outfit suited her better than expected, which naturally made me think of the head lady-in-waiting.

The head lady-in-waiting often comes to our mansion with the Crown Princess, so she's quite familiar with the servants of the mansion. She would certainly know Sophia's appearance, build, and atmosphere.

Did she prepare appropriate clothes for each servant? If so, I should give a separate thank-you gift to the head lady-in-waiting. I should prepare something nice soon.

"Is... is it really okay for me to wear something like this...?"
"Of course it's okay since it's a gift meant to be worn. It would be more disrespectful to keep a gift from the Imperial Family only in your closet. It might seem like you don't like it and are neglecting it."
"That's not possible! I really like it! It's the best!"

I chuckled at the sight of Sophia shaking her head in alarm.

Even in her confusion, she's still firmly holding the plate of snacks. What excellent professional spirit.

"Sister Sophia!"
"Sister! Sister pretty!"

Soon, Maria and Cecilia, who had been playing with their gifted toys, turned their attention to Sophia.

Indeed, children's eyes are no different from adults'. Perhaps because Sophia, who always wore a maid uniform, appeared in a splendid dress, their reaction is quite enthusiastic.

"Go on, go play with them to celebrate your gift."
"M-m-me alone?"

Her trembling eyes were almost pitiful.

What a strange reaction. It's not her first time playing with the children, nor is it her first time meeting the Crown Princess. Why is she suddenly so nervous?

"Wh-what if the dress gets dirty? I'm wearing it because it's a gift from Her Highness the Crown Princess, but if it gets dirty in front of Her Highness..."
"Don't worry about that. If necessary, I'll ask Trixie to fix it."

I gently pushed Sophia's back toward the children. I could see Yuris running from the corridor, so Sophia wouldn't have to handle the children alone.

'Hmm.'

Seeing Yuris also changed into a dress like Sophia, the corners of my mouth lifted slightly.

What beautiful maids we have. With their looks, character, and age, they could marry right away without any issues, but sadly, neither of them has any intention of marrying. If they wanted, I could let them stay as servants in our mansion for life, or give them a generous retirement fund to become independent.

They say they can't find suitable partners, but I wonder if they're even looking.

'When the time comes, they'll figure it out?'

Actually, I married late for a nobleman, so I'm not in a position to comment on others' marriages. If I were to insist on the right age for marriage, it would be like spitting in my own face.

Somehow, I feel sorry that the maids seem to be marrying late because their master did.

***

I sighed inwardly as I moved. I left the teleportation magic circle and went outside the room.

"We greet Your Eminence!"
"We greet Your Eminence!"

As I went outside, priests bowed their heads and welcomed me.

More unfamiliar faces than familiar ones in the crowd. I truly felt that I had crossed the border.

"Please raise your heads. I'm already embarrassed that the brothers and sisters have gathered for one old man, and such an enthusiastic welcome makes me even more uncomfortable."
"We will correct ourselves!"

I gave a bitter smile at the priest who shouted as a representative.

To think that the priest who was serving as the acting archbishop... was from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith...

'Lord.'

Why such a trial for this old man who should be facing retirement.

The Holy Father has retired, so why must I...

# St. Paronas Cathedral

St. Paronas Cathedral. The largest and most prestigious cathedral in the Empire, and the center of the Ausen Archdiocese that encompasses the entire Empire. It's also the meaningful space where the previous Emperor abdicated, the current Emperor was enthroned, and Mar and I were married.

Therefore, it's not strange that a service is being held at St. Paronas Cathedral to commemorate my sainthood. For an Imperial celebration, especially for someone who was married at St. Paronas Cathedral, it's only fitting to hold a commemorative service there.

I had heard that a service celebrating my canonization would be held under the direction of the new Archbishop of Ausen, but—

"What?"

I couldn't help but question when I heard about the arrival of the new Archbishop.

"The Head of the Doctrine of Faith Ministry, you say?"
"That's right. I was quite surprised myself."

The identity of the new Archbishop that the Emperor revealed was so unexpected that I couldn't hold back my question.

Cardinal Pedro Ortvaya, Head of the Doctrine of Faith Ministry. In terms of authority, he's second only to the Pope, on par with a saint. By position alone, the Chief Cardinal would be second after the Pope—but everyone knows that Cardinal Pedro is the de facto second-in-command of the Order. It would be strange if the conservative faction leader and the Pope's political rival were third, fourth, or fifth in line.

So after the previous Pope's retirement, I expected Cardinal Pedro to follow the retirement process soon. Considering Cardinal Risiuco's position, who evolved into Balthasark the 38th, it made sense for Cardinal Pedro to step down.

Of course, I thought he would take responsibility for pulling away the head of the well-functioning Ausen Archdiocese, but I assumed that responsibility would only extend to the headache of selecting a successor Archbishop. I never imagined Cardinal Pedro would become the Archbishop himself.

'Does this even make sense?'

This is such an unusual situation that even the Emperor used the expression "quite surprised." There must be fierce debates within the Order about whether this appointment is appropriate.

After all, appointing the de facto second-in-command of the Order and head of the conservative faction as the Archbishop of Ausen is unthinkable. Honestly, even excluding Cardinal Pedro's overwhelming standing, it doesn't make sense for a Ministry Head to become an Archbishop.

'It's practically a demotion.'

No matter how much the Ausen Archdiocese encompasses the entire Empire, from the Papal States' perspective, it's still a provincial position. Even if it's considered the best among provincial positions because the Livnoman Imperial Family is friendly with the Dawn Order, it's still provincial.

Power naturally concentrates at the center. No matter how you dress it up with fancy words like "the foremost city in the provinces," "a transportation hub," or "a treasure trove of resources," there's a clear difference in status between a provincial power holder and a central authority figure. The same applies to the difference between the Archbishop of Ausen and the Ministry Heads of the Papal States.

Even Cardinal Risiuco, before being dragged to the conclave, had to somewhat defer to the Ministry Heads. By the protocol of the Papal States, Ministry Heads outrank Archbishops.

"Count. Did you receive any hint from the Papal States?"
"None at all. The Ministry Head... I mean, the Archbishop's expression was somewhat dark, but I naturally thought it was due to the aftermath of the conclave."
"I see. Well, if you had known, you would have told me earlier."

The Emperor rubbed his forehead and sighed at my answer.

He must be feeling complicated. If it were simply a matter of a prominent figure becoming the new Archbishop, he could dismiss it as "evidence that the Papal States value the Empire." Even if the new Archbishop had considerable political power, he could try to think positively that "he's a capable counterpart for good negotiations."

But this is different. In a situation where a progressive Pope has succeeded another progressive Pope, the famous rival of the previous Pope, Cardinal Pedro, receives what appears to be a demotion? Anyone can see this is factional conflict. From the Empire's perspective, we're being dragged into the Order's factional disputes out of nowhere.

"Please come to my office first. The Archbishop is expected to visit soon, and I'd feel a bit more at ease with you there."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I'll go right away."

Though it was the Emperor's unilateral notification, I nodded obediently.

If this truly is part of factional conflict, it's beneficial to address it early. As conflicts within the Order intensify, each faction will naturally try to extend their influence to me, a saint.


Rather than dealing with that hassle later, it's better to join the Emperor in early suppression.

The dream of early suppression was quickly frustrated.

"This old man has not come to the Empire for the reasons you two are concerned about."

I lowered my gaze awkwardly at Cardinal Pedro's words.

There was nothing to suppress in the first place, so what early suppression was I thinking about? We had been getting worked up, directing our fighting spirit toward an invisible enemy.

"Indeed, to others, this appointment may seem unusual. If this old man were not continuing as the Head of the Doctrine of Faith Ministry, there would only be three paths available."
"That's true."

I nodded reflexively at his following words.

For Cardinal Pedro, who had risen to become the Head of the Doctrine of Faith Ministry, only three paths remained: becoming Pope himself, becoming the Head of the Secretariat Ministry and Chief Cardinal who assists the Pope most closely, or retiring honorably. Just these three.

In fact, even the Secretariat route seems somewhat insufficient considering Cardinal Pedro's authority, but compared to the Archbishop of Ausen, it's overwhelmingly preferable. No one could have imagined this fourth path.

"Then, Cardinal Pedro. How did you come to this Empire? Of course, nothing would please us more than Cardinal Pedro dedicating himself to the faith of the Empire, but it's quite unexpected and perplexing."
"Well, about that."

Cardinal Pedro laughed awkwardly at the Emperor's direct question.

It's rare for high-ranking officials to exchange such direct speech. But didn't Cardinal Pedro first openly say, "This isn't about factional conflict as you think"? Since it's come to this, speaking comfortably until the end isn't a bad idea.

"First of all, my appointment as Archbishop was not the first appointment by the current Pope. It was the last appointment by the previous Pope."
"The previous Pope? No, he announced his retirement right after the canonization, yet he proceeded with appointments?"

The Emperor's voice was filled with deep perplexity and wonder.

'Is he even human?'

Naturally, if it's shocking to the Emperor, it's shocking to me too. A man who was already busy with a living canonization and a surprise retirement somehow managed to make appointments without anyone knowing. Is that even humanly possible?

Moreover, this wasn't just assigning some minor or honorary position. It was a powerful appointment that sent the Order's second-in-command to the provinces.

"I was surprised too. Actually, I was planning to retire once the current Pope settled in, but the previous Pope sent me here as if to scold me."

Bitterness swirled in Cardinal Pedro's eyes as he spoke.

"Pope Balthasark the 37th said that while it was time for him to step down for the sake of the Order's greater cause and proper faith, Pedro Ortvaya, a pillar of the Order, still had much work to do. He said that the existence of Balthasark the 37th could no longer benefit the Order, but Cardinal Pedro would be beneficial to all. Honestly, this old man still doesn't understand those words."

By now, a faint emptiness began to replace the bitterness in his eyes.

I understand. Anyone would be depressed if they were attacked like this right before retirement. Especially if the attacker said something like, "I'm retiring, but you can't."

'Wow.'

For a moment, I imagined the Emperor saying something like "Count, you must continue working" while abdicating to the Crown Princess.

If such a disaster happened, either I would die or I would kill the Emperor. Just imagining it makes my teeth chatter.

"But what can I do? The previous Pope trusted this dull old man and entrusted me with an important duty before leaving. I cannot run away just because it's burdensome. If one person's suffering can bring peace to many, it's something I should gladly endure."

"Your Eminence's intention is truly noble. The previous Pope sending someone like Your Eminence to the Empire is a blessing for the Empire. How could I, as an Imperial citizen, not admire that?"

I praised Cardinal Pedro as much as possible.

Cardinal Pedro's arrival is a celebration for the Empire, a blessing for the Empire, a joy for the Empire. Your visit is by no means in vain—

"Excellent."

The Emperor spoke slowly while clapping his hands.

"If one person's suffering can bring peace to many, it's something one can endure. Truly beautiful words. The Great Emperor who chose to fight against Apels for the greater cause, and Eimanka II who advanced while burning his soul, must have felt the same way. The Cardinal's words align with the banner of the Empire."
"You flatter me, Your Majesty. This old man is merely trying to imitate the beautiful precedents set by the great Livnoman emperors."
"Knowing and following are clearly different. Cardinal, you need to be more generous to yourself."

Strange. These are clearly compliments directed at the Cardinal, words meant for the Cardinal, yet my fingertips began to tremble.

"Count."
"...Yes, Your Majesty."
"What do you think? Isn't this a truly beautiful and noble path that all nobles and officials of the Empire should follow?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Hmm. I knew you would say that."

Now cold sweat began to run down my spine.

"One person's sacrifice for everyone's happiness. Even if that one person is an elderly person on the verge of retirement..."
'This bastard.'

You damn bastard. Why are you looking at me while saying those words?

Why are you looking at me instead of the Cardinal?

"Hehe. The future of the Empire is indeed bright."

Meanwhile, Cardinal Pedro laughed as if he understood everything.

There's not a single ally of mine in this office.

Cardinal Pedro's appointment as Archbishop shook not only the Empire but the entire continent, but fortunately, the commotion subsided quickly.

"My coming here is an extension of dealing with the unprecedented situation of a living canonization. With a living saint in the Ausen Archdiocese, shouldn't we establish clearer precedents for the convenience of future generations? It seems the previous Pope thought, perhaps too generously, that this old man was the right person for the job."

His statement that his arrival in the Empire was the decision of the previous Pope, not the current one, and that the reason was largely due to my influence as a living saint.

Surprisingly, this justification was quite reasonable, and the atmosphere that would stir whenever three Dawn Order believers gathered quickly calmed down.

'As expected of the second-in-command.'

Being the second-in-command of a massive religious order isn't something just anyone can do.

It's because of people like him that the previous Pope... used him until the very end...

'How sad.'

It's even sadder because it seems like my future too.

In the Empire, there are 10 archdioceses besides the Ausen Archdiocese.

These include the Servet, Ulken, Hablem, Chenes, and Voyaare Archdioceses established in each duchy, and the Tiraf, Groten, Latia, Prunian, and Galan Archdioceses established in each royal territory. Ten in total.

In truth, the Prunian and Galan Archdioceses would historically and geographically be more appropriately placed under other archdioceses, but the Dawn Order, which maintains friendly relations with the Empire, established them somewhat as a service gesture. After all, the number of archdioceses in a country serves as an indicator of its population, piety, and goodwill with the Order.

Thus, excluding the Ausen Archdiocese, there are 10 archdioceses within the Empire, and naturally, 10 archbishops.

"I am honored to meet Your Holiness."
"It's a pleasure, Your Excellency. It's an honor to see you here."

This also means that at least 10 cardinals will attend the "Celebration Mass for the Birth of a Living Saint" to be held at St. Paronas Cathedral.

Moreover, the current Archbishop of Ausen is Cardinal Pedro, who was effectively the second-in-command of the Order and has become the most senior figure following the previous Pope's retirement. Frankly speaking, the younger cardinals among the archbishops gathered from across the Empire wouldn't dare stand alongside Cardinal Pedro due to the vast difference in seniority.

When these younger archbishops were receiving their priestly ordination, Cardinal Pedro was already a cardinal. In military terms, it would be like someone who was already a general when you were commissioned as a lieutenant still serving as a general. Who would dare say, "Since we have the same position, we can be casual with each other?" to such a senior figure? Only a madman would.

"Although I am merely a servant who has cast aside worldly attachments to serve the Lord, I couldn't help but develop an attachment while staying in the Empire and living among its faithful. And now, to have a living saint emerge from this Empire. What a joyous occasion this is."
"Your Excellency's words humble me greatly."

I made the sign of the cross in response to the Archbishop of Prunian, who was doing the same.

The Archbishop of Prunian is one of those "cardinals with a vast seniority gap" I was just thinking about. Fortunately, he possesses normal values and character, which is why he rushed here as soon as he heard that his senior would be leading the mass.

Of course, this doesn't mean the other archbishops were leisurely in their arrival. The archbishops, who had been scattered throughout the Empire like Dragon Balls, had voluntarily gathered long ago.

"I am the one who is delighted to see all those dedicated to the Empire's faith gathered in one place. Especially since Cardinal Pedro will be conducting the mass as the Archbishop of Ausen—how many could bear a greater honor than I?"
"Haha, indeed. There has never been such an occasion before, nor will there be in the future."

In response to my words, the Archbishop of Prunian chuckled, then said:

"I would like to offer a prayer with the Holy One while I'm here, but I haven't yet greeted Cardinal Pedro. If it's not presumptuous, may I go pay my respects?"
"Of course. Please go ahead."

He tactfully withdrew.

I understand. There were quite a few people behind the Archbishop of Prunian staring with intense gazes. Officially, they are all equal as archbishops, but privately, they're seniors putting pressure on him to move aside quickly. What brave soul could withstand that?

Thinking about it makes me feel sorry for him. Due to the burden of being the youngest, he arrived before anyone else and must step aside before anyone else. What a pitiful life.

'Experience is king, after all.'

No matter how much promotions are based on ability, when only capable people gather, age and experience become the deciding factors. I became a minister in my twenties, but once I became one, I found myself surrounded by people older than me. Even the young Emperor is older than I am.

When I thought of the Archbishop of Prunian as myself if I had chosen the path of priesthood, a strange sense of kinship welled up. If I ever have business in Prunian, I should make sure to pay my respects.

The lineup that personally came to St. Paronas Cathedral to grace the occasion was splendid not only in ecclesiastical terms but also in secular ones.

Perhaps because archbishops from all over the Empire had come, the Empire couldn't be outdone, so dukes and marquises from across the country flocked here. Particularly from the North, all the great lords had come to the capital.

It was a lineup that made me chuckle, but I could understand it. When a high noble of the Empire becomes a living saint and receives the blessing of the church, how could other imperial nobles remain indifferent? That would be perfect fodder for rumors about discord between the Empire and Count Teilgleichen.

"Today, I should call you Saint Kal rather than Count."


However, while my head could understand the Emperor's presence, my heart could not.

You should have just sent a representative. Since the Pope didn't attend, it wouldn't have been strange if the Emperor hadn't either. The attendance of all the imperial dukes was already enough to establish legitimacy.

"I am humbled by your words, Your Majesty. Though my soul may be used by the Lord in heaven, my earthly body still serves Your Majesty. Please continue to call me Count."

For now, I suppressed my bitterness and spoke the ceremonial words.

It's true that I am Saint Kal, but the Emperor calling me Saint Kal in an official setting is a different matter.

Well, theoretically, even if he weren't the Emperor, calling me Saint Kal would be correct, but still, it's not a name the Emperor should use... Just call me Count...

"The soul is in heaven, but the body remains on earth. What beautiful words. I shall remember them."

The Emperor seemed to have no intention of arguing over titles, and nodded with a slight smile at my implicit request.

Damn him. He was just trying to tease me by poking at it once.

"Godfather! Hello!"
"Welcome, Your Highness. I am deeply moved that you have come all this way for your godfather."

My troubled feelings melted away thanks to the Crown Princess in the Empress's arms.

It's embarrassing to talk about distance within the same capital, but St. Paronas Cathedral is farther from our mansion. Anyway, it is far.

"No! It wasn't far at all! And I came because today is a special day for godfather!"
"Haha, now I'm even more touched."

The corners of my mouth rose uncontrollably. Unlike a certain mutt, our Crown Princess is as pure and white as silver hair—

"But godfather, what's Saint Kal?"
'Ah.'

She's so pure that she's been corrupted by the mutt beside her.

How lamentable. Why did heaven bestow the Crown Princess as the Emperor's child? Is it a plan to neutralize the Emperor's rock-bottom personality with the Crown Princess?

"Well, Your Highness. Saint Kal is..."

Anyway, cold sweat began to form due to the Crown Princess's surprise question.

How should I explain the concept of sainthood? How briefly and simply should I put it for a six-year-old to understand?

"Saint Kal is like being the Crown Princess."
"Eh? Me?"

While I was forced into silence and deep thought, the Emperor spoke first.

"Our Crown Princess, what's your name?"
"Charlotte!"
"That's right. You're Charlotte, but you're also the Crown Princess, right? Your godfather also has another name besides his own. That's Saint Kal."
"I see!"

The Crown Princess nodded brightly at the Emperor's words.


Thank goodness. The Emperor rarely but definitely fulfilled his role as a father. He handled the awkward question appropriately.

"So, our Crown Princess. From now on, you can call your godfather Saint Kal instead of godfather. Do you understand?"
'This bastard.'

But my gratitude was short-lived.

This bastard. Just when I thought he was acting like a father for once, it was just an extension of his role as Emperor.

***

Cardinal Pedro Ortvaya, now known as the Archbishop of Ausen rather than the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.

As a sovereign, seeing someone even harder to meet than the Pope conducting mass at St. Paronas Cathedral gave me complicated feelings that were difficult to express.

'The Order is changing too.'

Just as the Empire has changed with the abdication of Emperor Hwang, the Order is changing too. The great pillar who led the council and rang the bell five times has stepped down, and the second-in-command of the Order has left the center for the provinces.

'Should I be pleased about this, or wary?'

I organized my thoughts while listening to the Archbishop's sermon with one ear and letting it go out the other.

First, it's encouraging that Cardinal Lisiuco, the former Archbishop of Ausen, has become the new Pope, Balthasar XXXVIII. Cardinal Lisiuco is perfect in all areas—ability, character, flexibility, and closeness with the Empire.

Moreover, he's relatively young compared to other cardinals, so he can hold his position as a pro-Empire Pope for a long time. This can only benefit the Empire, not harm it.

'Cardinal Pedro is a bit overwhelming, though.'

However, where there is light, there is shadow. It's somewhat unfair to treat Cardinal Pedro as a shadow, but his appointment as Archbishop of Ausen is an event with considerable burden.

Emperor Hwang could have held his own in negotiations even against the former Pope. This means that without someone of Emperor Hwang's caliber, no one could get anything from the former Pope. That's why, while I was disappointed by the former Pope's retirement during his lifetime, I was secretly pleased.

'But Cardinal Pedro is on the same level as the former Pope.'

And if Cardinal Pedro is in Ausen, the person I'll have to negotiate with from the Papal States will be Cardinal Pedro.

It's truly a headache. At least, since Cardinal Pedro's position and seniority are overwhelming, if I can establish proper negotiations, I can gain a lot in various ways, but the difficulty of those negotiations will increase significantly. I might gain a lot, but I might lose a lot too.

It's really unfortunate. Honestly, I could handle Cardinal Lisiuco reasonably well at my level. Cardinal Lisiuco was also quite friendly toward the Empire, which makes it even more regrettable.

'But I can't communicate directly with the Pope either.'

Bypassing the Archbishop of Ausen to communicate with the Pope would be such a discourtesy that even if Cardinal Pedro, burning his last flame in old age, were to set the entire Empire on fire, we couldn't complain.

'I guess there's no choice.'

Sighing inwardly, I looked at the Count sitting near me.

Until I get used to Cardinal Pedro, I'll need a lot of help from the Count.

Or I should pray that Cardinal Pedro's retirement comes quickly.

# The Memorial Service

The memorial service seemed to have been prepared with great fanfare, but the service itself concluded without much commotion.

No matter if it was commemorating the birth of a living saint, even if the service was conducted by the head of the conservative faction within the order, even if each attendee was as splendid as at a New Year's reception—ultimately, a service is meant to be a solemn and quiet ceremony. If this had been a banquet hall, a certain duke would have caused quite a scene.

'Even the Wise Duke shows restraint in church.'

The Wise Duke, who is bold in many ways even in the Emperor's presence, is surprisingly subdued in church.

It's not particularly because the Wise Duke is devout. It's probably because his father, who has returned to Enen's side, was devout, and because the church was where the Wise Duke first met his maternal uncle. If there's any control mechanism for the Wise Duke, it would only be family.

"Congrats! No, Saint Kal! Congrats on becoming a saint!"

Of course, "somewhat" subdued doesn't mean completely subdued.

After the service ended and attendees gathered in small groups for conversation, the Wise Duke approached boisterously, far from quiet.

There was no need to feel conflicted. Isn't this normal behavior for the Wise Duke? It would have been more frightening if he had appeared quiet and solemn.

"Hehehe! If your father had seen this, he would've been sooooo happy! A saint emerging from our family! And a living one at that!"

Anyway, the Wise Duke, grinning broadly, pounded my shoulder vigorously.

Honestly, my relationship with the Pious Duke might be a bit distant to call family, but by this era's standards, we're quite close. Being the nephew of a son-in-law is close enough to receive pocket money during holidays.

Sadly, Enen loved the Pious Duke so much that he took him to heaven rather early. Had he lived, he would have been helpful both officially and personally—it's truly regrettable.

"Then I should go show him."

So I spoke with a hint of regret.

"Huh?"

"I'll visit the Pious Duke's grave in the next few days. If a living saint offers prayers, wouldn't they reach the Pious Duke in heaven?"

Or perhaps Enen, who heard instead, would relay it to the Pious Duke somewhere in heaven.

If he truly considers me a saint, I believe he would do that much. It's not like I'm asking for a miracle, just to pass on a simple greeting.

"Nephew..."

At my words, the Wise Duke blinked blankly, then,

"My nephew! Speaking so beautifully!"

He attempted a surprise hug.

I couldn't bring myself to push him away, as it would feel like assaulting a drunk person. Besides, if an intoxicated person falls the wrong way, they could die on the spot.

If the cause of an Imperial Duke's death were "fell while drunkenly pestering his nephew"... that would be quite... inappropriate.

"Nephew! Kiss your uncle!"

"No, wait—"

But when I received the Wise Duke's intense cheek kiss, I seriously wondered if I should have pushed him away.

That tremendous suction power and strong alcohol smell. As someone approaching thirty, this was a hardship I could hardly endure. I'm someone who receives respect elsewhere, so why must I suffer such humiliation from the Wise Duke?

'Where are you going, you bastard.'

My appearance must have been so pitiful that the Emperor, who had been approaching me, naturally turned away and retreated.

Don't go, you cowardly yellow dog. If you're the Emperor, drive away the Duke with firm imperial dignity and authority. Does it make sense for an Emperor to flee from a Duke?

'I suppose the situation was like that too.'

Even when that yellow dog wasn't Emperor, he seemed to keep some distance from the Wise Duke. He wasn't openly avoiding him, but only maintained necessary conversations and meetings.

...

'Was it always like that?'


Come to think of it, the situation minimized contact with all nobles. It doesn't seem like he specifically avoided the Wise Duke.

But isn't that more problematic? The situation kept distance from all nobles due to personal inclination, but that yellow bastard avoids the Wise Duke out of fear.

'The disgrace of the Livnoman family.'

The real disgraces are already in the afterlife, but he's still a disgrace.

Among the living Livnomans, he's the only one who could be called a disgrace.

"Sister. I understand you're happy to see your nephew, but Kal is a respectable head of household and an Imperial Count. Perhaps you could show a little restraint when there are many eyes watching?"

'Ah.'

As I was resenting the disgrace of the Livnoman family while sacrificing my cheek, my mother approached and gently reasoned with the Wise Duke.

"Awww... if the young lady says so, I have no choice..."

Fortunately, being weak to family, the Wise Duke nodded obediently and backed away.

What a relief. My maternal uncle happened to be in conversation with other nobles, so no one else could stop the Wise Duke. My dignity may have plummeted vertically into the abyss, but I was able to preserve the tiny speck that remained.

'I'm family too.'

After escaping the crisis, I felt indignant. I'm family to the Wise Duke just like my mother, so why doesn't he listen to me at all?

Perhaps he listens in order of closeness to my maternal uncle? Is that why he's weak to my grandfather, grandmother, and mother?

'That makes sense.'

How frustrating. If only my family relation had been a little closer, such humiliation...!

The day after the service, I went to the Audit Ministry for the first time in a while.

It wasn't because any work had come up. Since those busy with work couldn't show their faces, it made sense for the relatively free one to visit them.

No matter if I'm the miraculous minister who took leave even before the Audit Ministry was established, or a superior who temporarily stepped down from the ministerial position, a superior is still a superior in name. For such a superior not to share joyous occasions with subordinates could lead to misunderstandings.

For example, that the Audit Minister doesn't trust his subordinates, or that the subordinates have withdrawn their trust in the long-vacationing minister—roughly those kinds of misunderstandings.

'I don't want to go.'

However, regardless of necessity, going to the Audit Ministry is quite reluctant.

I have to go. To demonstrate that the Audit Minister and executives have a tight relationship, I definitely need to go.

But the problem is that it's painfully obvious what will happen, what disaster will unfold, if I set foot in the Audit Ministry for this demonstration.

'...It'll be fine, right?'

Still, I gathered my courage with a bit of hope.

If it were the Audit Department era, 100% some insane scene would greet me, but the current Audit Ministry is a mixture of personnel from the former Audit Department and the Special Affairs Ministry. Some executives were also from the Special Affairs Ministry, so the disaster I'm worried about shouldn't happen.

Or so I foolishly hoped for a moment.

"Beholding the noble and holy one. This humble servant of the Lord beholds the saint beloved by the Lord."

Until I saw the crowd welcoming me as I entered the minister's office.

Until I saw the Deputy Head of Intelligence prostrating at the front of the crowd.

'This son of a...'

It was a more horrifying sight than hanging placards and setting off fireworks, making me sigh involuntarily.

Yes, it was always that bastard Deputy Head of Intelligence who was the problem. During the Audit Department days, Eri, the Deputy Head of Intelligence, and the Head of Enforcement were the top three troublemakers, but if I had to pick a number one, it would be that bastard.

His destructive behavior made me wonder if he had spare lives I didn't know about. His unyielding mouth. His viciousness in actively using his tongue, appearance, and abundant hair to attack anyone without discrimination.

Half the atrocities in the Audit Department were his fault. I forgot that obvious fact just because I was on a brief vacation.

'Hah.'


I looked around the crowd with as much patience as I could muster.

The atmosphere was exactly half and half. Those who sincerely congratulated Saint Kal and worshipped him, and those who questioned whether this behavior was right. Split evenly.

There were also a few lunatics who didn't belong to either half, but I ignored them. If I looked at those lunatics now, I too would fall into madness.

'I trusted them.'

I swallowed another sigh that was about to escape.

I trusted them. I trusted the common sense and conscience of the personnel from the Special Affairs Ministry. I expected that even if the Audit Department guys tried to do something crazy, the Special Affairs Ministry personnel would act as a final conscience and maintain balance.

But I was wrong. It wasn't that I overestimated the Special Affairs Ministry personnel, but that I underestimated the madness of the Audit Department alumni led by the Deputy Head of Intelligence.

"What exactly is going on here?"

"A citizen of the Empire becoming a living saint is a joyous occasion for the Empire, and the Audit Minister becoming a saint is a joyous occasion for the Audit Ministry. Isn't it right that all executives and officials gather to celebrate?"

As soon as I opened my mouth, the Deputy Head of Intelligence activated his usual verbose mouth skills.

That disgrace of the Audit Ministry. I should have cut out his tongue long ago.

"Although not all officials are gathered, everyone of section chief rank and above is here! For our beloved Minister!"

At those words, I looked at the crowd again.

Only the Head of Enforcement, who was grinning, and the Deputy Head of Enforcement, who wore an expressionless face tinged with bitterness, were prostrating like the Deputy Head of Intelligence. Everyone else was standing.

Among them, the Head of Intelligence staring into empty space with a vacant expression was particularly impressive.

"Head of Intelligence."

"...Yes, Your Excellency."

"The Intelligence Department's sincerity for this unworthy minister is so touching that I could almost cry."

At my rebuke that wasn't quite a rebuke, the Head of Intelligence quietly bowed his waist, as if apologizing for not preventing this disaster as the direct superior of the Deputy Head of Intelligence.

It would be a lie to say I don't resent the Head of Intelligence, but I didn't rebuke him further.

Even when I was Head of the Audit Department, I couldn't perfectly control that bastard. It would be cruel to expect from the Head of Intelligence what I couldn't do myself.

***

Our beloved superior has become a saint.

And not just any saint—a living saint. In terms of authority alone, a sacred being to be placed right after the Pope and saints.

If even a neighborhood acquaintance becoming a saint deserves intense celebration, then when a superior becomes a saint, one should celebrate with the determination to burn their soul. That's human duty, isn't it?

Therefore, as soon as I heard that our beloved superior—Saint Kal—was coming to the Audit Ministry building, I persuaded the executives. That all executives should congratulate him with a devout heart. That since we were too busy with work to attend the service, we should at least hold an informal service among ourselves.

'Heh.'

Of course, it's just a pretext. What I truly want is to see the Minister's face, unable to get angry or laugh, just squirming.

Of course, he must be burning inside. Hatred for me might be blooming vigorously.

'So what are you going to do about it?'

What revenge can a vacationing superior take on me?

Additional work? I already have so much work piled up that I can't take any more. Disciplinary action? Penalties like pay cuts or written explanations have no impact. If it's suspension, I'd actually welcome the rest.

In other words, the current situation is one where I can unilaterally strike. Only a small-minded person would hesitate in this situation.

It's absolutely not because my son asked me, "Dad, why do you come home at night?"

It's not because the superior is on vacation while subordinates are working like dogs.

'I'm envious.'

Absolutely... not.

I woke up before dawn again today.

It's been years since I stepped down from the Emperor's throne. Yet the habit of minimizing sleep from those days refuses to fade. It's as if my body itself now rejects waking after sunrise.

The one fortunate change is that I go to bed earlier than I did as Emperor, so the overall rest time for this body has increased somewhat.

'They say the elderly naturally wake earlier, don't they?'

I gathered my thoughts while looking outside, where darkness still lingered but the first faint light of dawn was breaking.

The elderly neighbor who started acting like my older brother after we both abandoned our positions and titles once told me that the older you get, the earlier you wake up.

If that's true, then there's nothing unusual about me rising at this hour. Unlike in the past, I no longer wake with a pounding headache or shoulders that feel crushed by some invisible weight.

I'm not forcing myself to wake at this hour—I'm simply following the natural order. So my body has no reason to protest.

'It feels somewhat like a loss.'

With no more burdens to carry, I could sleep until midday without issue. No one in the Empire would dare question my sleeping habits.

Yet my own body refuses to sleep in. What an unexpected adversary.

'...If I were born a commoner, I wouldn't have the luxury of sleeping in anyway.'

But I can accept this as practice for my future reunion with Selleden. A common elderly person, not one who abdicated power, wouldn't have the luxury of sleeping late.

So I'll gladly start my day. I'll spend it greeting the rising sun.

"Cock-a-doodle-dooooo!"
'Hmm.'

The familiar crowing sound prompted me to move.

Perhaps because his owner starts the day early, that fellow begins his day somewhat earlier than other roosters. He's truly a wise creature for a chicken.

Had I known he was so wise, I would have given him a name other than Nugget. What a shame.

"Cock-a-doodle-doo!"
"Cock-a-doodle-doooo!"

Pride and Oven's crowing soon followed, echoing loudly.

It's about time for the other animals to wake up too.

I've grown quite accustomed to farming and tending to livestock now. The awkwardness and burden I felt when I first started are long gone.

Of course, my skills are still humble compared to experts who've spent decades in these trades, but I'd say I'm doing well for someone who started so late in life. After all, even before becoming Emperor, I was a nobleman with little connection to farming or animal husbandry.

So there's no need to rush. If my soul remembers these actions, it will be advantageous when I'm reborn. It might ease Selleden's burden, even if just a little.

"You're eating well."
"Mooooo."

I smiled slightly as I filled the feed trough, and Yellowy #3, who had buried his face in it, made a clear and peaceful sound when I patted his head.

I feel immensely proud watching this one grow. He was such a tiny calf when he first arrived, but he's grown robust under my care. He's practically a symbol of my improving livestock skills—how could I not be pleased?


"All of you eat well too."

Of course, many other creatures have grown under my care besides Yellowy #3. There's Blacky with Nugget perched on his head, and Whitey #1 and #2, who were playing in the yard but are now approaching after belatedly noticing the food.

"I greet Your Retired Majesty."
"You've come."

While watching the animals gathered for their meal, I nodded at Sir Roman's greeting as he arrived for work.

Just as these livestock have changed, Sir Roman has changed considerably too. Initially, as my head guard, he tried to stay by my side every day, but now he works every other day, entrusting some guarding duties to his subordinate knights.

This too is welcome. Sir Roman rose to the position of Imperial Knight Commander—a true talent. It would be a tremendous loss if such talent were to waste away guarding this old man. Even knights with superhuman strength should conserve their energy when possible.

"Will you feed them yourself again today? I could do it for you—"
"It would be meaningless to rely on others. If I were going to build this place only to have others manage it, why would I have created it at all?"
"Even farmers on the outskirts of villages rely on family and neighbors. Who would criticize a knight for serving Your Retired Majesty?"

Once again, Sir Roman bowed deeply.

This happens every day, so I simply patted his shoulder without giving a proper response. Since I began farming and raising livestock, Sir Roman has been saying this, just as regularly as he gives his daily greetings.

It's somewhat annoying and tiresome, but I don't scold him because I understand his feelings. What knight in this world would be happy to see their lord struggling? It would be stranger if he showed no reaction at all.

"Woof! Woof woof!"
"Bark bark!"

At Sir Roman's appearance, #1, #2, #4, and #5, who had been quietly eating, rushed toward him.

These creatures love people, so they react this way whenever someone arrives. When they rush at him, even the steadfast Sir Roman can no longer maintain his deep bow—what perfect timing and support!

The dogs are happy to play with people, Sir Roman is relieved to straighten his back, and I'm glad to be spared the sight of a loyal subject's strained posture. I dare say it's a situation where everyone wins.

"Ah, Your Retired Majesty. I have an urgent report for you."
"A report?"

Sir Roman, who had been overwhelmed by four large dogs for quite some time, finally managed to speak.

Recent reports from Sir Roman had been about the canonization of the Count of Teilgleichen, the change of Pope, and the commemorative mass held at St. Paronas Cathedral. Unless it was something of that magnitude, Sir Roman wouldn't report directly.

After all, minor matters are already reported one by one by that elderly neighbor who acts like my brother. Sir Roman only needs to report truly important matters.

"Speak."

I stopped scattering feed on the ground and turned my attention to Sir Roman.

If my memory serves me correctly, there had been no noteworthy events since the canonization commemoration. There had been no major incidents in the Empire as a whole or within the imperial family.

In such circumstances, for Sir Roman to bring a direct report—it would be a lie to say I wasn't curious, even as a retired old man—

"The Count of Teilgleichen visited the tomb of the Pious Duke and offered prayers."

...

"Since it was a prayer offered directly by a living saint for the deceased, there's been various talk in social circles. Of course, the general consensus is that it was a gesture of goodwill from the Count of Teilgleichen toward the Wise Duke."
"I see."

For a brief moment, my fingertips trembled.


I hadn't considered this. I had only thought about the benefits of having a living saint among the imperial nobility, forgetting that one blessed by God could offer prayers directly.

It should have been obvious with just a little thought. If ordinary believers can offer prayers, why couldn't a saint? Anyone would want to receive prayers from a living saint. Didn't the mistresses of the Imperial Count families and the Empress recently gather at the Count of Teilgleichen's castle to worship with him?

At that time, I had focused only on Enen's recurring miracle, not on the worship itself.

'A prayer for the deceased.'

I unconsciously closed my eyes.

A prayer for the peace of the deceased. A prayer offered directly to God by a living saint.

Can such a thing really be considered an ordinary prayer? Wouldn't a saint's prayer be equivalent to submitting a direct petition to God, rather than simply voicing a wish?

Just as a commoner's cry and a duke's suggestion reach the Emperor at different speeds.

'If he were to offer a prayer for Selleden.'

I felt desire rise within me. What if the saint, who holds the highest authority in the church aside from the Pope and the Holy One, prayed for Selleden's peace? What if Selleden were embraced by an authority that no cardinal, archbishop, or bishop could bestow?

At the same time, I felt self-loathing. Even after stepping down as Emperor Eimanka XVI, I had thought of the Empire's national interests before Selleden—how shameful.

"Your Retired Majesty?"
"Truly fascinating and touching. The Pious Duke's devotion is known throughout the Empire and the entire continent—his actions are befitting of a saint."

I gave an appropriate response to Sir Roman's voice.

Neither desire nor self-loathing are emotions I should indulge in. If prayers for Selleden are to be offered, they should be initiated by Gilbert.

It is absolutely not something for someone like me to interfere with.

***

Sir Roman's ability and loyalty are unquestionably solid. His Retired Majesty personally appointed him as Imperial Knight Commander, and after the abdication, he became the head of security—a true talent.

To doubt such talent would imply that over 90% of imperial officials are incompetent and disloyal. That's how effectively Sir Roman has served as His Retired Majesty's knight.

"Hmm."

Yet this same Sir Roman submitted a report to me.

It's very like Sir Roman to submit a written rather than verbal report, as he needs to guard His Retired Majesty, but what matters is the content, not the form.

[His Retired Majesty was visibly moved upon hearing news of Saint Kal Kracius, Count of Teilgleichen. He fell silent momentarily upon learning that the Count had visited the Pious Duke's tomb to offer prayers. In my humble opinion, His Retired Majesty may have been reminded of the deceased who dedicated themselves to the Empire.]

'The deceased, is it.'

The important thing was the content rather than the form.

'A deceased person who would move His Retired Majesty.'

I unconsciously closed my eyes and rubbed my brow.

There was exactly one person who came to mind.

At nineteen, I became the head of the Audit Department and have remained so for several years now. Perhaps because I've spent that time as a noble thug with audit authority at the center of power, I've received all sorts of "friendship fees" from various nobles.

It's not something I'd proudly announce in public, but it's not particularly shameful either. After all, it's commonplace for Imperial nobles and officials to receive friendship fees. Even the strict and cold-blooded Situation tolerated appropriate levels of corruption among officials. He only dealt with those who consumed excessively relative to their abilities.

Because of this, I would regularly receive friendship fees, but at some point, a certain type of item stopped being included.

It wasn't anything particularly special or rare. Just alcohol. Regardless of type, anything containing alcohol absolutely never came my way.

'I did make a point of not drinking much.'

These days I drink whatever is offered, but in the past, I kept my alcohol consumption to a minimum.

During the Great Punitive War and the purge of the Second Prince's faction, I didn't have time to get drunk. Afterward, I was busy with work, and then I had to deal with the drunken antics of the trio of hopeless section chiefs. I maintained a sober lifestyle with the conviction that if I got drunk too, the Audit Department would collapse.

So the nobles didn't send me alcohol, and while all sorts of fabrics, accessories, weapons, and books adorned my storage—

"Master, we'll need to prepare more display cases."
"Yes, I suppose we will."

The storage space that had unintentionally become an alcohol-free zone was now filled with liquor.

Thanks to none other than the Wise Duke. Thanks to the generous opening of the Wise Duke's cherished alcohol collection.

'How does someone have an entire building dedicated just to alcohol?'

It still amazes me. Every time I visited Chenes Duchy, I wondered about that small annex in a corner of the ducal mansion, but who would have guessed that an entire building was solely a liquor storehouse? Even territories whose main industry is brewing don't use castle annexes as alcohol warehouses.

At the same time, I thought, "Well, that's just like the Wise Duke." This is why a person's usual conduct matters.

"My dear! Take it! Your father would be thrilled! This one, and this one, and this one, and this... No! Just take everything!"
"Pardon?"
"I can always collect more alcohol, but a living saint like you won't come around again! Lily will fill any empty spaces I can't refill myself!"

I was incredibly surprised when the Wise Duke, displaying such extraordinary behavior, offered his alcohol to someone else, though I didn't show it. The attendants serving both me and the Wise Duke couldn't hide their shock either.

If it had been just a bottle or two, I might have understood, but he gave away all the alcohol from an entire floor of the building. How could such a thing happen?

"Thank you so much!"

Seeing the Wise Duke expressing his gratitude repeatedly, I simply couldn't refuse. Rejecting a sincere gift would be impolite, especially when his reason for thanking me was "for praying for his late father." Refusing would have been disrespectful to the Devout Duke.

Refusing would be an insult to both father and daughter, while accepting would overflow my storage. If forced to choose between the two, anyone would pick the latter. Anyone who isn't a morally bankrupt person like the Second Prince would do the same.

'This seems like enough to last three generations.'

However, as a consequence of choosing the proper human course of action... I felt uncomfortable watching the servants moving about for hours without rest. I should have accepted the sentiment but asked for a reduced quantity.

Or I could have told the Wise Duke, an expert, that I'd leave it in the building and just pay a reasonable rental fee. He would have readily agreed.

'Should I build a separate alcohol storehouse too?'

But no matter how much I regretted it, what's done was done. I couldn't return the alcohol, so I needed to find a proper way to store it—

'What now?'

The communication crystal in my pocket began to emit light.

The familiar purple light. A message from the Emperor.

'What does this bastard want now?'

I quickly racked my brain but couldn't think of any reason for him to contact me.

What could it be? I should at least have some idea to prepare, but nothing, not even the smallest thing, came to mind. Did he perhaps contact me by mistake, intending to reach someone else?

Of course, there could be a special reason I'm unaware of, but in such cases, my instinct often warns me. My mind might not know why I'm being summoned, but my instinct usually has some idea.

But this time, there wasn't even that warning. Unless this Emperor bastard was thinking something like, "Now that the memorial service is over, shall we have a serious discussion about the Crown Princess?"...


'No way.'

Anxiety surged. Could this incompetent bastard be launching a delayed attack?

"Long live Emperor! Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius Family, presents himself to His Imperial Majesty."

With a trembling heart, I moved to a corner and carefully answered the call.

If it truly was a delayed attack, I'd be appalled at such incompetence, but sadly, there would be no way to defend against it. How could I possibly block a father's anger that was willing to endure even such incompetence?

- Ah, Count.

However, hearing the Emperor's voice, a faint hope arose.

For someone blinded by anger, his voice was remarkably normal and gentle.

- Are you busy, by chance?
"By Your Majesty's grace, I am enjoying quality time with my family. How could I be busy?"
- I see. That's fortunate.

The Emperor nodded lightly at my words, then said:

- In that case, Count, I apologize, but could you come to my office for a moment? I have an urgent favor to ask of you.

His unusually cautious demeanor made me even more confused.

The words "sorry" and "favor." While he tends to overuse those two words with me, monarchs generally don't use terms like "sorry" or "favor" with their subjects. The Emperor's commands are inherently proper and rightful.

"I'll come right away."

So the Emperor's request made me even more anxious.

It clearly wasn't just a setup for a joke or some trivial directive.

'What on earth does he want to tell me?'

A pitiful subject trembles even at the Emperor's clearing of throat.

I flinched as soon as I entered the office.

"Has the Count arrived?"
"Welcome, godfather."

Not only was the Emperor present, but the Empress was also there.

I was perplexed. While it's common to see the Emperor and Empress together, it's extremely rare for the Empress to come to the office. Out of respect for the Emperor's official space, she rarely even shows her face there unless it's a matter of great importance.

Yes, unless it's a matter of great importance.

"I present myself to His Imperial Majesty and Her Imperial Majesty."

Though deeply troubled, I bowed first.

The only consolation was that the Empress, the Emperor's controller, was right beside him. The possibility of the Emperor suddenly going berserk and committing some outrageous act was significantly reduced.

"Count, please sit down first. How can we have a guest standing?"
"I am humbled."

Following the Emperor's invitation, I sat down, but even after I was seated, the Emperor remained silent, fidgeting with his teacup.

Usually, he would start talking as soon as I sat down. What kind of bombshell was he planning to drop?

"Your Majesty."
"Ah, yes."

The silence, brief but feeling like an eternity, was broken by the Empress.

"Count, I hear you recently visited Chenes Duchy?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. I went briefly to offer prayers for the Devout Duke. The Wise Duke is my aunt, so the Devout Duke is also family to me. Moreover, he was known as the most devout person in the Empire during his lifetime. It was only proper to pay my respects."

"Indeed. Your thoughtfulness is truly admirable."

The Emperor nodded calmly and then closed his mouth again.

"Well then, Saint Kal."

But this time, it was the Emperor himself who broke the silence, not the Empress.

"May I ask you for a favor?"
"Command me. As Your Majesty's subject, I will gladly follow any order."

I reflexively bowed my head at his use of "I" instead of "We."

"No, that's not necessary. I am not asking Teilgleichen Count as the Emperor of the Empire, but rather asking Saint Kal as one human being to another."
"Y-Your Majesty."
"My mother passed away when I was young. Unable to endure the harsh palace life, she went to a paradise free of pain."

Wait, that's...

If you suddenly say something like that, what am I supposed to do?

"The funeral for the Imperial Consort was conducted with only the minimum protocol. At that time, we still couldn't ignore the authority of the Empress and Aesilon."

The Emperor closed his eyes slightly as he spoke, but his hands on his knees trembled roughly.

As far as I know, the Imperial Consort died before reaching forty. The Emperor was only 10 years old at the time. Losing his mother at such a young age and not even being able to properly send her off—how much resentment must have built up?

Moreover, after the Imperial Consort's death, the Emperor lived a miserable life. Until he met the current Empress, he was wretchedly alone without a single ally.

"Saint Kal."
"Yes."
"It's too late, but I want to hold a ceremony for my mother now. One so splendid it will make people forget the shabby funeral of the past. Above all, a sacred ceremony."

If I didn't understand the Emperor's request after hearing this far, I would be no better than a beast. Making the Emperor state the request that would follow with his own mouth would make me an emotionless piece of trash.

"Your Majesty, if this humble servant could offer prayers for the late Imperial Consort, there would be no greater honor. Would you please grant this humble servant that honor?"

The Emperor fell silent again at my words.

This time, I waited with serenity instead of anxiety. The Empress didn't rush the Emperor either.

"...Thank you, Kal."

The silence wasn't long anyway.

The Emperor left the office, leaving me and the Empress behind.

He said he needed to speak with the Situation Emperor about matters concerning the Situation Consort, so he moved personally. Seeing him move on his own, leaving behind both his communication crystal and attendants, he must have been quite affected by this matter.

"Thank you, godfather."
"Not at all. It was something I should naturally do, and it wasn't difficult."

I was staring blankly at the door when I quickly bowed my head at the Empress's voice.

It wasn't particularly humble of me. It was just about offering prayers—I would have agreed even if he had just sent a text message through the communication crystal. There was no need to create such an atmosphere with talks of "favors" and such.

"Hehe, that may be so for you, godfather. But for His Majesty, it was difficult."
"You mean... the prayer?"

I'm confused. Is there perhaps some taboo in Imperial etiquette regarding prayers? Is there some strange clause stating that ceremonies for the deceased shouldn't be conducted for a certain number of years after the funeral?

"His Majesty had to part with my mother-in-law at a young age. Afterward, to survive, he had to strictly refrain from mentioning her. So he's not accustomed to talking about her to others or making requests concerning her."
"Ah."

A sigh escaped me.

After hearing such a story, how could I possibly remain silent?

The Emperor—no, I received a prayer request from Mr. Gilbert, a young man residing in Ausen.

A person who lost his mother at the age of 10 and had to overcome the crisis of death with no one to rely on. A person who gained everything by ascending to the throne but ended up losing what was most precious. Given such a person's request, I accepted it immediately without any calculation.

If the Emperor had asked for prayers for the Empress Dowager, a member of the imperial family, I might have pondered for a moment, just a brief moment. A living saint moving for the current imperial family? Anyone could imagine how that would look with just a little thought.

However, the Emperor didn't ask for prayers for the Empress Dowager, but for his mother. Of course, the superficial justification was stiff and formal, mentioning protocols unsuitable for an Empress, but anyone could sense that his true intention was his feelings for his mother.

'Then I should grant it.'

If the Emperor presents himself as young Gilbert, then I can respond as young Kal.

Public perception? Excessive closeness between the imperial family and a saint? That doesn't matter. I can't abandon proper human duty just to consider such things.

Besides, am I in a position to restrict my actions because of others' opinions? When else would I enjoy my power if not now? Living a life constantly pushed around by the Emperor, I need to boost my self-esteem whenever such events occur. Otherwise, my mental state won't hold up.

However, while I've decided to pray for the Empress Dowager, for Gilbert's mother Lady Celeden...

'What should I do?'

I'm actually concerned about how to proceed with the prayer.

If I simply offer a prayer in an ordinary way, the Emperor would be pleased. After all, a prayer from a living saint is more effective and wondrous than any formality. Kneeling before the Empress Dowager's tomb and offering a sincere prayer would make everyone happy.

Still, I wondered if that was the right way to end it.

'It wasn't just prayer with the Pious Duke either.'

When I prayed at the Pious Duke's tomb. In truth, I just went there and prayed. But the Pious Duke was recognized for his piety during his lifetime and received the name "Pious." Moreover, he was the father of the current Duke of Chenes, the Wise Duke.

This meant that the management of the Pious Duke's tomb was surprisingly perfect and sacred. It was so impressive that it could be mistaken for a blessed person's tomb, or one made just yesterday. In that situation, the Wise Duke personally prepared the procedures for prayer.

When I arrived at the tomb, all the high priests from across Chenes, including the Archbishop of Chenes, had gathered, with all sorts of holy relics and holy water mobilized—it was truly remarkable. Honestly, even if the Wise Duke had offered the prayer instead of me, Enen would have listened.

'It's a bit difficult to mention this to the Emperor.'

But this was the Wise Duke's voluntary preparation. I didn't say anything like, "Since a saint is praying, prepare a grand setting."

However, mentioning the Wise Duke's voluntary preparation to the Emperor would be no different from pressuring him with, "You should do this much for your mother too." The current Emperor would probably try to empty the imperial treasury and invite the Pope upon hearing such words.

So rather than relying on the Emperor's help, I should prepare the prayer solely through my own efforts. Just me, who is neither particularly devout nor knowledgeable about doctrine.

'I wish the cross would shine at a time like this instead.'

Suddenly, I felt resentful toward Enen. Wouldn't it be better for the cross to shine during a ceremony for the Empress Dowager rather than during an ordinary worship service? No matter how I think about it, that would be the better path for the greater good.

But expecting Enen's third cross illumination without any preparation would be insane. At least prepare some insurance before hoping for a miracle; charging in without insurance is the behavior of a madman.

'Should I ask the Eternal Blue Sky or Constantina?'

I briefly considered it but shook my head and dismissed the thought.

Although now, thanks to the council, both the Eternal Blue Sky and Constantina are recognized as deities worthy of worship, during the Empress Dowager's lifetime, both gods were merely considered pagan. Even Constantina, who received respect from the Dawn Order, was officially considered pagan.

The Empress Dowager only knew Enen during her lifetime, so if miracles from the Eternal Blue Sky and Constantina appeared during prayers for her, it would seem more like desecration than prayers for the deceased.

'This is giving me a headache.'

What would be the best approach? The Emperor would be satisfied even with a simple prayer, so there's no need to prepare for the worst, but still, if I'm going to pray, I'd like to make it somewhat grand.

Should I call the Archbishop of Ausen for a joint prayer? No. He's already full of resentment for failing to retire. It would be troublesome to make a personal request and become indebted to someone harboring such feelings.

Then should I mobilize Jangsaeng? That's not a good idea either. The fact that Jangsaeng has gained the power of longevity as his name suggests is known only to me. Besides, praying for the blessing of longevity for the deceased would be like teabagging.

- Human benefactor. Human benefactor.
'Hm?'


While I was pondering alone, a small yellow calf the size of a palm flew over.

It was a mid-level earth spirit that used Catleya as its world tree.

- Female human. Find human benefactor. Come to dining hall.
"Is it that time already?"

Since it was a summons to come eat, I got up from my seat.

- Now that I've told you. I'll go first.
"Alright, thank you."

I stared blankly at the earth spirit as it flew away.

Some spirits are still wary of humans, but some have become so accustomed to humans that they've started acting as messengers. From my perspective, I'm just glad there are more of them to play with the children.

...

'Spirits?'

Come to think of it, the Empress Dowager's tomb is in the National Cemetery. And the National Cemetery has become one of the playgrounds for spirits.

Spirits, Empress Dowager, prayer.

'Good.'

A decent idea came to mind.

***

My hands mechanically scattered feed, but my eyes stared into empty space.

Several days had passed since Gilbert's visit, but I still couldn't compose myself.

'Prayer.'

After hearing Lord Roman's report, I did wish for prayers for Celeden. For Celeden, who departed after a life of hardship, I couldn't hold a proper funeral, so I wanted to give her a farewell befitting her status—no, one more devout and grand than anyone else's.

But I don't deserve to do that. It's shameful for someone who wasn't a good husband to now act on Celeden's behalf. At the same time, asking one of the Empire's pillars for a favor after abdicating would cause confusion in the chain of command.

So I decided to remain silent and leave everything to Gilbert's decision, but,

"I asked Saint Kal for a prayer."
"A prayer... you say?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. He mentioned that he recently offered prayers for the Pious Duke. Since there's a precedent, there shouldn't be any problems."
"I... see."

Surprisingly, Gilbert came to see me not long after.

With the news that prayers for Celeden had been arranged. With the news that he had personally asked the saint.

'Indeed, you could become a better Emperor than me.'

An Emperor who asks a living subordinate for his dead mother. An Emperor who moves forward embracing everything, unlike me who abandoned everything to move forward.

An Emperor who pursues what is truly important rather than the authority and dignity of the Emperor. This must be the Emperor you aspire to be, Gilbert. An empire led by such an Emperor would be most beautiful.

- Cock-a-doodle!
'Ah.'

While moving my hand unconsciously, I accidentally threw a handful of feed at Pride, who was pecking at the feed.

As a result, Pride had to endure being hit with a handful of feed all over his body. Violence too much for a small chicken's body to handle.

- Cluck, cluck! Cock-a-doodle!

"I'm sorry."

At this sudden assault, Pride stopped eating and flapped his wings. As if protesting, "What on earth are you doing?"

Since this was clearly my mistake, I apologized immediately. Being assaulted with feed would cause not only pain but also humiliation. For a human, it would be like being hit with a steak or bread the size of your torso.

- Cluck-cluck.

Fortunately, Pride folded his wings at my apology and resumed pecking at the feed.

Watching him eat the feed that had fallen after hitting his body, I couldn't tell if he was being magnanimous or simply uncomplicated.

'A saint's prayer.'

Anyway, as soon as the small commotion ended, my thoughts drifted back to the prayer for Celeden.

Celeden. When you died, I was neither a proper husband nor a powerful Emperor, so I had to send you, the Empress of the Empire, off in loneliness. Although I followed the minimum protocol, it was literally just the minimum. How could the wife of a living Emperor, an Empress who didn't die committing any crime, receive only such a perfunctory level of protocol?

But unlike me, who was an incompetent and inadequate husband and Emperor, Gilbert is a capable and excellent son and Emperor. That's why he must have prepared such a gift for you.

'Thank you, Celeden.'

For giving me such an undeservedly wonderful son before you left.

"Thank you."

The words escaped my lips without my realizing it.

Thank you for growing up so admirably under this incompetent father. Gilbert.

***

I visited the National Cemetery for a preliminary survey before offering the prayer.

"This is the tomb of Her Majesty the Empress Dowager."

The Empress Dowager's tomb was located in a somewhat secluded area. If it weren't for the caretaker who appeared as soon as we entered the imperial section, it would have taken quite some time to find it.

Fortunately, I made the right decision to come for a preliminary survey. I could have ended up wandering in strange places.

"Hmm."

As soon as I saw the Empress Dowager's tomb, a sigh-like exclamation escaped me.

- Ah, human benefactor! Human benefactor!
- Human benefactor! Hello!
- Nice to see you! Nice to see you!

A considerable number of spirits were loitering around the Empress Dowager's tomb.

And not just low-level spirits that were merely the size of fireflies, but quite a few mid-level spirits capable of communication were visible as well.

'Was it this much?'

I had heard that the National Cemetery had become a playground for spirits, but... I didn't expect it to be to this extent...

- Human benefactor? What's wrong?

When I stared blankly at them, one spirit tilted its head.

"Could you go call your king for me? Anyone will do."

I carefully made the request to that spirit.

Go bring your parents. I have something to say.

The spirit I had asked for disappeared silently, and shortly after, returned with a blue turtle.

A familiar color and a familiar form. The Spirit King of Water.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"
"Yes. There have been various happenings, but I've been doing well."

I bowed respectfully to the Spirit King of Water as it raised its right front leg in greeting.

From the Spirit King's perspective, it had been suddenly summoned while resting comfortably at the World Tree. Even though I'm Constantina's benefactor and the one who brought spirits back to the world, ordering a king around could be considered offensive.

Still, judging by its cordial greeting, it doesn't seem particularly displeased.

"That's good to hear. By the way, I heard you recently became a saint?"
"Ah, yes. Somehow it turned out that way."

I answered casually, but I couldn't help shuddering for a moment.

What's this? While it's news that would have stirred the continent during the Seer's lifetime, even the Spirit King knows about it?

"That's not something you can just brush off as 'somehow.'"
"Pardon?"
"Raphaela explained it to me in great detail. Such cases were rare even during the Religious Wars. Impressive."

Learning how the Spirit King had heard the news made my heart warm.

It seems Trixie's grandmother was delighted by her granddaughter's son-in-law's achievement as if it were her own, and had proudly told the spirits who are typically unaware of worldly affairs. That's perfectly understandable.

No, beyond understanding, I'm overjoyed. That I, an inadequate grandson-in-law, have become a source of pride for her grandmother.

"Anyway."

The Spirit King of Water, who had somehow ended up carrying various spirits on its shell during our brief conversation, casually changed the subject and turned its gaze to the national cemetery caretaker standing quietly behind me.

"Ah, this is the caretaker of this national cemetery."

I quickly explained, sensing the Spirit King might misunderstand.

I wanted to clarify that this person wasn't someone I knew from before but had forgotten, nor someone who came with business, nor someone I brought to introduce—just a third-party outsider. Nothing to worry about.

"I see."

The Spirit King nodded calmly. Following this, the caretaker also bowed silently toward the Spirit King and stepped further back.

A considerate gesture, giving us privacy for important conversation. As expected of someone in charge of a national cemetery—excellent perception.

"Do you see him often?"
"Not really. Just occasionally when I visit the national cemetery."
"Hmm, well. It would be stranger if you saw a cemetery caretaker frequently."

The Spirit King nodded again and strode toward me.

Each time it moved, the spirits riding on its shell cheered at the vibration, giggling with delight. It feels like watching a moving fortress.

"So, why did you call for me? While I'm happy to see our benefactor after so long, if you sought me out here rather than at the World Tree, you must have a reason."
"Actually, I have an important favor to ask of the Spirit Kings."
"A favor, you say."

At my words, the Spirit King's eyes curved into crescents.

"Gladly. I should certainly grant the request of our benefactor. I've been embarrassed that I've only called you a benefactor in words without doing anything in return."
"What do you mean nothing? Didn't you bless the children?"
"That's different—we did that because we wanted to. Even I find it embarrassing to call it pure goodwill."

I breathed an inward sigh of relief at the unexpectedly favorable response.

While the Spirit Kings are indeed friendly toward me, I thought some persuasion and negotiation would be necessary for a personal request. Yet the Water Spirit King declared its willingness to accept my request before even hearing it.

How touching. This is how good deeds are rewarded.

"So don't hesitate to speak. If you need a branch from the World Tree, I could somehow negotiate with Constantina—"
"No, it's nothing like that, please don't worry."


I hastily stopped the overeager turtle.

Left unchecked, it seemed ready to put the innocent World Tree through hardship. I just want to borrow manpower—no, spirit power.

"The owner of this tombstone is the birth mother of the current Emperor. She passed away when the Emperor was young."
"Hmm? This tombstone? It seems too plain for the Emperor's mother."

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at those words. Even from the mouth of a spirit ignorant of human funeral customs came something like "Is this really the Emperor's mother's grave?"

"There were various circumstances. But those circumstances cannot soothe the sorrow and grief of those left behind."
"True words. No justification can suppress the pain of those who have lost family."
"So I wish to offer prayers now, as a saint, to soothe that sorrow and grief."
"Oh?"
"Together with the great Spirit Kings."
"Oh...?"

Caught off guard by my sudden request, the Water Spirit King blinked repeatedly.

It must be surprised. I understand. I was surprised too when I heard about the Empress Dowager from the Emperor.

But you would understand if you heard about Gilbert, who lost his mother at the age of 10.

I did.

***

A count's prayer for his mother. A saint's prayer for the deceased Empress Dowager.

Promoting this and gathering nobles could elevate the imperial family's authority. If a saint's blessing for the Empress Dowager happened before everyone, it would raise my authority as her son and strengthen my legitimacy, which had been questioned because I was born to an empress.

But that's not what happened. I've already committed a great sin by holding a modest funeral for my mother. I don't want to use this moment—trying to cover pain with happiness—for political purposes.

Because before my mother, I stand not as Emperor Eimanka XVII but as Gilbert. Because I don't want to show my mother the image of a cold emperor.

Although a long time has passed since my mother's departure, I still want to be her young son before her.

"Ah! Grandpa!"

As I was staring blankly at my mother's tombstone, the Crown Princess, who had been playing with the spirits, called out cheerfully.

"Your Majesty the Emperor Emeritus."
"Your Majesty. You arrived early."
"Yes. My work happened to finish quickly."

In truth, I had rushed here after interrupting my work, but I didn't mention that.

Even without me saying it, he knows the Emperor's duties and schedule thoroughly. He must have guessed whether I truly finished early or rushed here.

"Grandpa! I came from the palace too! To see Grandma!"
"Mm, how thoughtful of you."

The Emperor Emeritus stroked the Crown Princess's head with a faint smile.

Though he had been gradually softening since his abdication, he seemed even more gentle in front of my mother's grave.

For a brief moment, I wondered what it would have been like if he had shown such tenderness to my mother earlier—but I dismissed the thought. The Emperor Emeritus must have shown emotion to my mother in places I didn't see. Even if not, he must regret it more than anyone. It's not my place to interfere.

And since becoming Emperor, I've come to understand the feelings with which the Emperor Emeritus moved forward. What decisions he made for the empire, the imperial family, and the people.

"The Duke of Victory is here as well."
"Yes, Your Majesty. His Majesty the Emperor said it was a gathering for family, so I humbly accepted the invitation."

Soon, the Emperor Emeritus exchanged greetings with the Empress and my father-in-law.

My father-in-law is my mother's in-law by marriage. Though they never met in life, the same is true for the Empress. That's why I carefully invited my father-in-law as well.

I wanted to invite my brother Evalt from Hablem Duchy too. But I gave up, unable to call someone handling both duchy affairs and Nuren ducal family matters all the way to the capital.

"Uncle is here too!"

I turned my head at the Crown Princess's exclamation.


The Count is one of the main figures in this gathering. Without him, we couldn't even offer prayers for my mother, so in a way, he's the most important—

'What's this?'

I flinched upon seeing the Count.

The Count always wore black clothes. Even at the Seer Ceremony, I heard he wore black. Yet now he appeared in pure white attire.

Like a pure and noble priest.

'Hah.'

Seeing the Count's peculiar expression, seemingly uncomfortable in his unfamiliar clothes, I almost laughed.

At the same time, I felt grateful. The Count must have worn such clothes because he was sincere about this prayer. Despite wearing black even at his saint ceremony.

"Saint Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen pays respects to the esteemed Emperor, Empress, and Emperor Emeritus of the Empire."

Walking briskly toward us, the Count bowed his head.

Introducing himself as Saint Kal, not as head of House Kracius or Count of Teilgleichen.

When the Count stood before the tombstone, silence prevailed. Even the lively Crown Princess, reading the atmosphere, kept her mouth shut while her eyes sparkled.

The prayer that began in silence was nothing special. The Count recited the prayer in a solemn voice, mentioning my mother's lifetime achievements and character, telling Enen how virtuous and excellent this deceased person was.

It was a predictable procedure, but the person performing it was not. A living saint was directly informing Enen of my mother's goodness.

'Mother.'

I almost cried without realizing it. My mother, who couldn't receive a proper funeral because of the vile former House Aesilon, was finally receiving the treatment she deserved.

Though only family gathered for the farewell, it's fine. Though it's a prayer led by just one saint, it's fine.

This prayer is far more splendid than that funeral with minimal protocol because of a mere marquis family.

'Hmm?'

The space around the praying Count began to ripple.

Soon, four beasts emerged from thin air. A red hawk, a blue turtle, a green tiger, and a yellow snake.

'The Spirit Kings?'

Though surprised by these unexpected guests, the Count continued his prayer regardless.

"O Enen! Merciful and great Lord of Heaven! Your saint, the kings of this world, beseech you! Please embrace this pitiful soul before you! Take pity on your servant Celeden and embrace her!"
"The King of Blazing Fire beseeches Enen to warmly embrace this pitiful soul."
"The King of Flowing Water beseeches Enen to guide this lost soul to paradise."
"The King of Swirling Wind beseeches Enen to gently caress this frightened soul."
"The King of Embracing Earth beseeches Enen to firmly support this soul that has arrived in a new place."

More precisely, he continued praying together with the Spirit Kings.

A pitiful soul, a lost soul, a frightened soul, a soul that has arrived in a new place.

"Hng."

It's strange. Though these should just be ceremonial words, they struck me deeply. They came at me as if to tear my heart apart.

But I didn't dislike it. The pitiful soul will be warmly embraced, the lost soul will go to paradise, the frightened soul will be gently comforted, and the newly arrived soul will settle well in its new place.

Yes, surely it will be so.

"Kuh... hng..."

I covered my eyes for a moment.

How fortunate that this is a gathering of only family.

I quietly gazed at Celeden's tombstone.

I looked at the adult in white ceremonial robes. The hawk scattering flames. The turtle treading on vegetation. The tiger watching from the void. The snake embracing the tombstone.

It was truly such a marvelous sight that I couldn't say a word. Though created by just five beings, wasn't it more magnificent and grand than any funeral?

'Even the Imperial Family couldn't have imitated half of this funeral if they had prepared it.'

Even if I had been the me who conquered the North and invested the Crown Prince, rather than the me who had to bid farewell to Celeden, I couldn't have reached the level of the funeral unfolding now.

Of course, if we're simply talking about scale, I could have conducted a funeral larger than any other. The hymns and prayers echoing through the void could have been made louder than at any other ceremony.

But a funeral that's merely large is meaningless. If it's truly for Celeden's final moments, for the final memories with Celeden, what's contained within is more important than the size.

Just like now. Among all imperial funerals in history, this may be the smallest in scale, but it's the most splendid funeral.

'Spirit Kings.'

I slightly raised the corner of my mouth as I watched the four beasts circling near the tombstone.

From the moment Constantina planted the World Tree on this continent, spirits were regarded as mysterious and sacred beings. They were unknown entities that existed on the continent but couldn't be easily seen.

Moreover, when Apels burned the World Tree, the spirits disappeared without a trace. It goes without saying that spirits, already mysterious beings, became even more veiled. Unlike the past when you might see them if you were lucky, now they became beings you couldn't see even after death.

Perhaps that's why Celeden had been curious about spirits since childhood. Looking at spirits in fairy tales, she would exclaim that she wanted to become a spirit master.

"If there were fire spirits, we wouldn't have to struggle to light the fireplace. The servants would like it too!"
"Couldn't you do the same with magic?"
"Magicians should do more important things! Like creating reservoirs, hunting beasts, or preventing landslides!"

Though it's now a distant memory, I can still hear that conversation echoing in my ears when I close my eyes.

She said if she became a spirit master, she would share the servants' work, and deploy magicians for the domain residents. Looking back now, it was something only a pure child could say.

What's amazing is that she kept that purity and warmth until adulthood.

'Such spirits are praying for you.'

It's truly remarkable. Celeden only knew spirits from fairy tales. Apart from once dreaming of becoming a spirit master, she considered spirits as fantasy beings until the moment she left my side.

And now, for such a Celeden, the pinnacles of spirits are honoring her presence. The kings who control fire, water, wind, and earth are singing for you, Celeden.

'Though late, it's not just us who have fulfilled it...'

For a moment, I imagined you alive. I imagined the kings who appeared for you becoming your spirits.

Then that hawk would light the fireplace as you wanted. The turtle would provide clean, cool water to tired servants and domain residents.

The tiger would lift you into the air, just as the Crown Princess flies through the sky. The snake could prevent landslides or restore spilled soil to its original state.

It's delightful just to imagine. The Imperial Consort would become renowned not only for the Emperor's love but also for nature's love.

'Hmm?'

While thinking this and watching the prayer, something unusual happened.

Small pillars rose from four directions around Celeden's tombstone. Soon, a burning flower bloomed on the southern pillar, the northern pillar poured water like a waterfall, the eastern pillar was enveloped in visible wind, and the western pillar was covered with all kinds of flowers and grasses as if the pillar itself had become a small hill. The symbols of the four kings rose as if protecting Celeden's tombstone.


'Well.'

Though it's a strange phenomenon that can't be understood by common sense, spirits themselves are beings far from common sense. It would be ridiculous to be bound by common sense now.

So now is the time to be happy and grateful rather than surprised. Not only did a living saint pray for Celeden, but also asked the Spirit Kings for such actions—

"What is this? We didn't agree to this. It's troublesome to force something we didn't agree on during the funeral."
'I guess not.'

I smiled bitterly at the urgent voice. So it wasn't a requested action but a spontaneous one.

- W-we don't know why this appeared either. We didn't intend to create this!
- Our prayers naturally reacted with that tombstone. Though not at the level of the benefactor's daughter, the tombstone's owner seems to have considerable affinity.
- How fascinating. If we had emerged into the world a little earlier, perhaps we might have met as contractor and contracted spirits.
- Is that all you're thinking about? Water is one thing, but does the fire not need to be extinguished...?

But listening to the Spirit Kings' conversation, it was a pleasant spontaneous action.

I see. So Celeden had excellent affinity with spirits. It's a cruel talent for someone who lived in an era without spirits, but if I think that today came because of that talent, it's not so bad.

And the thought I had alone wasn't entirely baseless. I'm overjoyed that Celeden commanding Spirit Kings wasn't just a delusion.

'In the next life, perhaps I'll till the fields, and you'll sprinkle the water.'

It might seem ridiculous that a spirit's job is watering crops. But what in this world is more important than farming? Farming produces food, and with food, people can live.

"Fortunately, the fire doesn't seem to be spreading elsewhere."
"Ah, yes. Is that so?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. Also, the water seems to disappear automatically when it's a certain distance from the pillar, so you don't need to worry about the grave getting dirty."
"What a... fascinating thing."

Just then, Gilbert, who was nodding with a somewhat dazed voice, caught my eye.

I also saw the Empress covering her mouth in surprise, the Crown Princess restraining herself from running to the tombstone, and the Victorious Duke silently praying with both hands clasped toward Celeden.

It's a beautiful sight. Even more so because it's a sight I couldn't have dreamed of just a few years ago.

As soon as the prayer ended, I returned to the Imperial Palace first.

The praise and thanks for the prayer are Gilbert's role, not mine. While Celeden is my wife, she is also Gilbert's mother, and it's better for the current Emperor to step forward than for someone who has stepped back.

For me, staying as inconspicuous as possible is the best path for everyone. If I unnecessarily show my presence, the nobles' loyalty will only be divided.

Of course, it's regrettable to part with Celeden as soon as the funeral ends, but I can visit again tomorrow or the day after. Today is not the only day I have left.

Yes, thinking that, I fell asleep.

"Celeden?"

Celeden, who had been cruelly absent even from my dreams, appeared.

And in her brightest and most beautiful form, before she fell ill. In the form I solely loved and relied on.

'Thanks to the funeral.'

As soon as I realized this was a dream, that Celeden had appeared before me, I smiled slightly.


I didn't expect her to visit right on the day of the funeral. No, more precisely, it seems my guilt has only now disappeared. That's why I can see Celeden, whom I couldn't see all this time, even if only like this.

And if this is a dream, I can do anything. In a place where there are no eyes or ears of others, I can say anything.

"I'm sorry."

I approached Celeden, carefully took her hand, and bowed my head.

"Because I was incompetent and weak. Because I was cowardly and pathetic, I couldn't protect you. I couldn't even properly conclude your final moments."

I poured out the words I couldn't speak even in front of Celeden's grave right after abdicating to Gilbert.

People call me the hero who rebuilt the Empire. The great Emperor who revived Livnoman and Kfelopen in crisis.

But I gave up the most precious thing for that. I abandoned Corvus to protect Livnoman, and I turned my back on my wife and child. How can such a person be called a great Emperor? The expression "truly great" should be used for someone like the Great Emperor, who achieved great deeds while maintaining affection for his family.

"Even the funeral held again for you wasn't conducted with my abilities. Without Gilbert, without the timely appearance of the Empire's pillars, it wouldn't have been possible."

Or to the Count of Teilgleichen who became a living saint. Or if not him, then to Gilbert who bowed his head for his mother. The modifier "great" is not light enough to be attached to someone like me.

"Still... thank you for appearing before such an inadequate me. Seeing you again, even like this, I truly feel blessed by God."

As I slightly raised my head, Celeden was smiling.

Without saying a word, she looked at me with the warmest and most beautiful smile.

As if telling me to say everything I wanted to say. As if telling me to unburden my heart since it's just a dream anyway.

"Actually, I started farming to seek even a little forgiveness from you. I've also started raising livestock quite a bit. Though I'm not at the level of a professional, there probably hasn't been an Emperor like me among all the Emperors in history."

Encouraged by that smile, I continued speaking.

If we are reborn someday. If we meet as commoners, not as imperial or noble, then I will be a reliable husband and head of household. With that pledge, I learned farming and tried my hand at livestock. If the Capital had been on the coast, I would have gone out to sea on a boat.

"To the extent that if the Lord of Heaven grants us another life, I'm confident I can feed you well. As for the children... they'll manage on their own when they grow up."

At that, Celeden chuckled.

Thanks to that, I felt even more courageous. It feels like I could say anything right now.

"So, Celeden. Please wait a little longer. In five years, no, within three years, I'll hone my skills more and come to your side—"

Before I could finish, Celeden's expression twisted fiercely.

"...Celeden?"
"Stop talking nonsense and come slowly."
"What do you—"

Celeden's hand struck my cheek.

Opening my eyes at the sudden shock, I saw the familiar ceiling.

'What is this.'

I couldn't get up for a while, not expecting the dream to end like this.

I felt the shift from a preemptive friendly NPC to a non-preemptive friendly NPC.

It might seem contradictory for "preemptive" and "friendly" to coexist, but isn't our Emperor that miraculous being who manages such bizarre coexistence? A madman who was friendly toward me but always ready to throw the first punch.

But when a living saint offered prayers for his mother, when he invited the pinnacle spirits to join in prayer, he shifted from preemptive to non-preemptive tendencies.

I'm certain of this. I'd stake my resignation letter in my drawer on it. The Emperor's expression and gaze after finishing the prayer was the gentlest I've ever seen from him.

'This will last at least ten years.'

At least ten years of the Emperor's non-preemptive friendly attitude. And that ten-year estimate even includes the Crown Princess as a powerful joker card. As long as no big event erupts between the Crown Princess and Fedi, this warm atmosphere could continue beyond that—perhaps until one of us dies.

It's not really surprising. While the Emperor is indeed a bastard and a vicious black-boss, he's still somewhere in the vicinity of being human. He's not such a lunatic that he'd abuse someone who showed sincerity for his mother.

"The Imperial Family owes the Count a great debt. This deed will be engraved in my heart for life, so Count, do not forget the favor you've bestowed upon the Imperial Family. You will always have the right to stand proud before the Imperial Family."

And just before returning to the mansion, I recalled what the Emperor had said.

The change in how he addressed me—not as Saint Kal or Kal, but as Count. His statement that the Imperial Family would not forget this favor, and his addendum that I should stand proud before the Imperial Family.

This was no light remark. It went beyond simple praise to designate me as a benefactor of the Imperial Family and Emperor. If a mere subject becomes a benefactor of the Imperial Family...

If that happens...

'What changes?'

Honestly, I'm not sure myself. It was such an unexpected comment that my head is still spinning. What happens when the Imperial Family doesn't forget a favor?

Massive rewards? I've received those occasionally even without being designated a benefactor. The treasures piled high in my mansion's storeroom are proof of that.

Respect for my vacation? That's already been unofficially accomplished by my withdrawal from ministerial duties. Besides, respecting a vacationing official's time off is something you should do even for an enemy, let alone a benefactor.

If not that, then perhaps the right to wear weapons before the Emperor, or to walk proudly, or to ride a horse in his presence? Those aren't particularly attractive gifts.

'I suppose I'll find out when the time comes.'

After pondering alone, I shook my head lightly.

Right, this isn't something to worry about now. As time passes, I'll naturally learn about it whether I want to or not.

Besides, for this matter at least, I don't need to worry about what kind of trick the Emperor might pull. If that bastard has even a speck of human conscience, he can't present me with a trick under the guise of a reward.

If such a disaster were to occur, the Empress would block it before I could even protest. If I can't trust the Emperor, I should trust the Empress's character.

'That's reassuring.'

My mind quickly became at ease. Thinking of the Empress rather than the Emperor as my insurance makes me feel so much better.

"Daddy's home."
"Wow! Daddy!"
"Daddy's back!"

Of course, nothing is more pleasant and comforting than seeing my children after finishing work.

"Daddy! White! Cool!"
"Really?"
"Yeah! Black daddy good too! But white daddy also good!"

I smiled awkwardly at the words "black daddy" and "white daddy."

I understand what she means, but it still gives me an odd feeling. It's as if my body has been split in two.

- Benefactor human! Benefactor human!
- White benefactor human! We feel king's energy!
- Did you see the king? Did you come from seeing the king?

Soon, spirits scattered throughout the mansion began gathering one by one.

It seems the energy of the spirit kings became deeply infused during the prayers. That's why spirits I hadn't called were gathering like—


"Kids, it's getting stuffy. Could you move away a bit?"
- No! Want to stay a little longer!
- King's energy! Feels cozy!

In the blink of an eye, spirits clung to me tightly.

The skinship is so intense that it's hard to move. Even Christmas tree lights aren't wrapped this densely.

'My daughter. She experiences this every day.'

Without realizing it, my gaze went to Catleya, who was blinking and looking up at her father.

Catleya, already covered with spirits like me. Catleya, who's been like this every day since receiving the blessing of the spirit kings.

I'm sorry, my daughter. This foolish father only thought his daughter looked cute with spirits all over her. You've been enduring this discomfort all along.

"Catleya. Want to come to Daddy?"
"Mmm."

With a grateful yet apologetic heart, I spread my arms toward Catleya, and she scurried over into my embrace.

'It's suffocating...'

And naturally, with the fusion of two spirit hosts, the number of spirits surrounding the father and daughter grew abundantly.

It's reaching the point of wonder. Were there always this many of you? Somehow there seem to be more of you than the flowers planted in the garden and backyard.

And this number doesn't even include the spirits still shy around humans. It means there are at least twice as many spirits throughout our mansion. It's not spirits visiting a place where humans live, but humans living in a place where spirits dwell.

"Me too! I want a hug too!"
"Me too, I want to play with the sparkly ones!"

Still, I'm glad the children like the spirits. If they had been wary or afraid of these flying, sparkling creatures, it would have been quite a disaster.

- Small humans! Play with us!
- It's more fun playing together!

Plus, the spirits like the children too, so it seems like a happy ending for everyone.

...

'What happens when Catleya is away?'

Suddenly, anxiety welled up.

Our triplets are heirs born about 100 years after Trixie became a duke. Looking at the history of the Catovan family, they're new lives born after about 120 years.

That's why we decided the triplets would spend some time in Serbet when they turn five, which is just a few months away. The painful time when they must be separated from their father is approaching.

But apart from that sadness, what happens here when Catleya, our mini World Tree, is absent? Will all the mansion's spirits migrate en masse to Serbet?

'That would be problematic.'

Some would be fine, but not all. The spirits are now among our children's playmates.

If necessary, I might have to bring a few flowers from the flower bed near the Academy. If I ask Catleya to touch them a few times, those flowers will surely transform into portals for spirits.

Then even without Catleya, many spirits would still come to the mansion. That's what I believe.

While walking around the garden with the children and spirits, a tree caught my eye.

A tree standing alone among the harmonious grass, trees, and flowers in the garden. Its appearance wasn't particularly special compared to other trees, but the stone marker in front of it was quite impressive.

[Kal Kracius Birth Tree]

Kal Kracius Birth Tree. As the name suggests, a sapling my father and mother planted on the day of my birth. That sapling has grown vigorously over nearly 30 years to become a massive tree.

Well, honestly, it's embarrassing to call it massive, but it has certainly grown large. Considering its original size as a sapling, it's grown dozens or hundreds of times bigger.

'A small World Tree.'


Looking at the birth tree, I chuckled.

Perhaps because it commemorates my birth, Trixie jokingly nicknamed this tree "the small World Tree." It's an embarrassingly grandiose name for a mere birth tree.

But this birth tree, like the World Tree, has experienced its share of hardships. Though it hasn't burned and revived, there was some debate about where to place it.

Whether to keep it at Teilgleichen County Castle, place it in my wives' hometowns, or simply at my mansion—after all sorts of debates, it ended up here. That's quite an ordeal for a tree, isn't it?

'Birth tree, huh...'

I stared blankly at the birth tree, or more precisely, at the stone marker in front of it.

Kal Kracius Birth Tree. A tree planted to commemorate Kal's birth.

A tree commemorating the birth of this body, not this soul.

'Yet the person it celebrates is gone.'

Perhaps it's because I just returned from praying for the Empress Dowager. Strangely, looking at this familiar tree stirred up mixed emotions.

I no longer think of myself as an outsider. Though I came from elsewhere, I now firmly believe I'm a proper resident of this world. I have relationships and family that I've created here.

But that doesn't change the fact that this body once had a different owner. Even though my wives and children are relationships formed after my possession. Even though I've adapted to this world, that fact remains unchanged.

'The original owner must be watching too.'

Since I'm a possessor who entered someone else's body, I can't question the existence of souls.

And before, those guys visited my dreams as a group, and recently, Luise's older sister appeared too. Considering that, it means the original owner of this body must exist as a soul in heaven.

'He must be watching, so why is there no reaction?'

That question suddenly arose.

The Kracius family remembers you as someone who wouldn't fall to hell with an evil disposition. Rather, you were kind and diligent, sensitive and shy. Your end was so bitter that going to heaven after death would be the natural course.

Yet you never came to me. You might have come to protest against the stranger who took over your body.

'Was he so gentle that he wouldn't even protest?'

Unconsciously, I touched the stone marker. I touched the letters spelling "Kal Kracius."

Then I closed my eyes and offered a small prayer.

It's amusing that I'm praying to myself, but this "me" is not me.

At the same time, he's too close and important to be called a stranger. I prayed for the Pious Duke and the Empress Dowager, so it's only right that I pray for him too.

"Daddy?"
"Daddy, what are you doing?"
"Nothing, just wiping off some dust."

I smiled gently at the children who were tilting their heads curiously.

This strange prayer is something I must bear alone, without telling anyone.

Certainly, when a person does something unusual, they experience things they wouldn't otherwise have to.

'What's this now?'

As soon as I closed my eyes after lying in bed, a pure white space unfolded.

In the middle of that space, a being wrapped in a white robe was silently looking at me.

- Finally, I see you.

Though the face was hidden by the robe and the voice was utterly unfamiliar, I knew.

I had finally achieved a grand slam with the gods.

A figure in a white robe appeared suddenly. Though their face was covered and I couldn't see them clearly, and their voice was completely unfamiliar—I instinctively knew.

That this man was Enen. That this being was the god who reigned over the continent.

'Is it actually a man?'

In truth, besides knowing it was Enen, I couldn't be certain of anything.

The visible physique was so slender that I couldn't distinguish whether it was male or female. The voice, depending on how I heard it, seemed androgynous. I couldn't even guess whether they were elderly, young, or a child. Judging by their size, they probably weren't a child, though if I considered them a well-developed child, they might barely qualify.

A being that, despite clearly standing before me, revealed nothing about itself. A presence I could perceive but couldn't examine closely.

'Definitely the Sun God.'

I found myself accepting this without thinking.

This mysterious and bizarre phenomenon. I felt like a human who wanted to stare directly at the sun but whose eyes couldn't withstand it. Truly an intimidating presence befitting the name of Sun God.

"Have you seen enough?"
"Ah, I apologize for my rudeness. I never imagined I would have the honor of meeting the Lord of the Heavens in person."

I quickly bowed my head at Enen's soft voice.

I've had plenty of experience seeing gods' appearances or hearing their voices. Thanks to the Eternal Blue Sky and Constantina, I've definitely experienced it.

But the Eternal Blue Sky was a being that attached itself to my wounds at its own discretion, and Constantina treats me as her benefactor. Enen, on the other hand, has no need for me and isn't in a weakened state. This is truly a being that can be called a god, so I must show the utmost respect.

"The longing for the sun is like an instinct that all living beings naturally possess. How could gazing at the sun be disrespectful?"

Enen responded to my apology in a voice without inflection.

"But you, small life form. The sun is warm because it is distant, and if you try to approach it, you will be engulfed in flames. You should simply accept the warmth of the sun, not its fire."
"I'll keep that in mind."

I bowed my head even deeper at this advice not to be curious about unnecessary things.

Right. One shouldn't casually look upon a god's form. Even in the myths of the world I used to live in, there were many stories of humans who tried to see a god's form and ended up welded. If this is the Sun God, they would be even more formidable, not less.

"Sit down. It makes me uncomfortable to have my invited guest standing."
"Thank you, Lord of the Heavens."

At Enen's invitation, a chair rose up right beside me.

It was a surprisingly ordinary wooden chair. Considering Enen had reigned as the continent's sole deity until the Council, it wouldn't have been strange to create an entire temple in this dream space rather than just a chair.

Of course, if a temple had suddenly appeared, that would have been overwhelming in its own way. I gladly sat in the chair Enen had provided.

"It was the first time."
"Pardon?"

As soon as I sat down, Enen uttered these puzzling words.

The first time for what? How am I supposed to respond when someone suddenly says something like that?

"Several years have passed since you became my blessed one. It's been years since I attended your first wedding to celebrate your settlement."

Despite my confused silence, Enen continued, as if not expecting an answer from the beginning.

"For me, several years are but a moment, but for you, it must have been a long time. Yet despite carrying my name on your shoulders, you never prayed for yourself."
'Ah.'

At least they weren't planning to mutter at the wall alone, as they quickly explained in a way I could understand.

'Was that the case?'


I quickly thought about Enen's words.

I'm not particularly devout, so I didn't pray often either before or after becoming blessed. Though after being beatified, I did pray for the health of mothers and children.

...But isn't that also a prayer for myself? I prayed for the safe deliveries of my wives and the healthy births of my children so that I could be happy.

"Countless time has passed since I appeared in the world. During that time, innumerable children have served me and offered prayers."

As if reading my doubts, a faint hint of laughter entered Enen's voice.

"The first child to serve me, my very first child, prayed for themselves. They prayed for blessings on their future, for justice to be bestowed upon their actions."
"Is that so?"
"Of course, there's nothing wrong with that. Humans progress and develop because they care for themselves. A human without desire simply remains in one place."

Before I knew it, Enen had approached right in front of me.

It happened literally in the blink of an eye, which was extremely disconcerting. They had definitely been several meters away just a moment ago.

"But you were different. Your prayers should have been closer to me than any other, yet you never prayed for yourself. Your prayers were only for others."

I still found it difficult to understand. It seems to me that praying for my wife and children as a husband is still a prayer directed toward myself.

But if a god says otherwise, what can I do? If the one receiving the prayers classifies it as "not a prayer for oneself," then I should accept that.

"Thanks to that, I can finally see you now. Because you have at last offered a prayer for yourself. At last, I too could connect with your soul."
"I'm sorry to have kept you waiting, my Lord."
"Didn't I say? For me, several years are but a moment. Even if it had been decades rather than years, I would have gladly waited."

After saying this, Enen gently patted my shoulder before returning to their original position.

A shoulder touched by a god personally. In some ways, it's a more powerful contact than even a stigmata, but strangely, instead of expressing the honor I felt, different words came out of my mouth.

"But my Lord, I haven't prayed for myself this time either."

Clearly, this Enen fellow started speaking somewhat normally at first, but at some point began saying things that were difficult to understand.

Come to think of it, the Eternal Blue Sky also said about Enen, "someone who only says things only they understand." I didn't understand it then, but now I think I do. We're having a conversation, but I'm not getting anything out of it.

"No. You prayed for yourself. Even though the motivation was concern for others. Truly remarkable and admirable."

Regardless of my dissatisfaction, Enen's lips turned up slightly. Though their eyes and nose were hidden by the robe, their mouth protruded from the robe and was clearly visible.

This guy is smiling. Spouting words only they understand and smiling to themselves.

'What is it with these gods.'

It's lamentable. From the Sky God who moved in without permission, to the Plant God who tea-bagged the Sky God, and now the Sun God with rock-bottom communication skills. If even the gods closest to being victors are like this, I shudder to imagine what chaos unfolded during the religious wars.

It's frightening to imagine. At least I'm fortunate not to have been possessed during that era.

"Congratulations on your settlement. You are real, contrary to your worries."

My gradually declining faith momentarily froze at these words.

"Do you remember? What I said to you on the day of your first marriage."
"Yes, I remember."
"It was not a metaphor. Nor was it mere comfort. I called you here because I wanted to tell you this."
"My Lord, what do you—"
"If it happens once, it's coincidence, but if it happens twice, it's fate. Therefore, while your journey to another world may have been coincidence, your return was fate."

With those words, my eyes opened.

'Crazy sun god.'

Right up to the end, they just said whatever they wanted to say.


From what I remember, Enen and Constantina grew up under the care of the Eternal Blue Sky, but what kind of care did they receive to become such gods?

It's a troubling matter as Enen's saint.

Today, without the children or spirits accompanying me, I stood alone before the birth tree, gazing at the tombstone.

"If it happens once, it's coincidence, but if it happens twice, it's fate. Therefore, while your journey to another world may have been coincidence, your return was fate."

I recalled Enen's words from just before I woke from the dream, over and over.

In truth, right after coming to this world, I often wondered if there might be other possessed individuals. Since I was possessed, there was no guarantee that I was the only one. Assuming I was the only possessed person was an unfounded judgment.

However, even after nearly 10 years since being possessed, I haven't found anyone else who might be possessed. This means either there truly are no other possessed individuals, or any such person has perfectly assimilated into this world like I have.

'If they're keeping quiet, there's no need to find them.'

Originally, if a possessed person doesn't cause trouble by saying alarming things like "Abolish the class system! Introduce democracy!", I don't need to find them either. I wouldn't feel comfortable harming someone who was dragged here unexpectedly like me.

But what did Enen mean? Once is coincidence, twice is fate. Anyone would interpret this as saying soul transfer happened twice.

That would suggest there's another possessed person besides me, but...

'Returned, they said.'

Enen used the expression "returned" when speaking to me. They said I went to another world and then came back.

As if I alone had crossed between worlds twice. As if my soul had gone to the previous world and then returned to this one.

'Was I a recycled soul?'

The thought suddenly struck me. If Enen's words are true, how many lives have I lived? It seems I've lived the one life others get far too efficiently.

'Was I truly a soul that came and went?'

I carefully caressed the tombstone. I stroked the part inscribed with "Kal Kracius" several times.

Questions like how the original me who lived in this world somehow ended up in the previous world are meaningless. If I were to challenge that part, my coming from the previous world to this one doesn't make sense either.

'Were you really me?'

The real Kal who died at just 16 years old. Kal who died before reaching adulthood even by Imperial law.

If that person was me, and that soul flowed to the modern world I remember. If the soul that flowed to the modern world returned to this world like a salmon...

'What a mess.'

Honestly, I can't shake the feeling that this is a complete mess.

Isn't it too much to be sent to a different world—not just a different region or country—at 16? And after spending over 20 years at the destination, I finally returned? Who should I complain to about this brutal labor situation?

'So working like a dog was the fate engraved on my soul.'

I caressed the name of Kal Kracius-prototype, who had become my past life... no, my past-past life from my real self.

For some reason, I couldn't stop laughing.

Perhaps because there were so many reasons to laugh. I simply couldn't stop.

'A man who never prayed for himself was only mourning my death.'

How curious it must have seemed even to Enen.

Perhaps Enen's strangely intense interest and favor was like an owner's feeling toward an interesting pet.

It's been about three days since I realized that my true identity wasn't a possession case but someone returning from a long business trip.

During those three days, no dramatic changes or extraordinary events occurred. Since I'm the only one who heard this from Enen, what difference would it make anyway?

If anything has changed, it's that the guilt I carried for about 10 years has completely disappeared. I felt sorry thinking I had driven out the original owner and taken over his body, but who would have guessed we were actually the same entity all along?

'This is tag fraud.'

If my life were a novel or comic, it would be like deceiving readers with the wrong genre tag for 10 years of serialization. My entire life, which I thought was that of a possessor, has undergone a complete genre shift.

This stingy sun god. If you knew all along, why didn't you tell me sooner? I kept my distance from my family because I thought my existence was fake, and I even married my wives relatively late. How are you going to compensate for this wasted time?

'Maybe this was quick by divine standards.'

But to a god, even years are just moments. So perhaps being told after 10 years was actually considered fast from Enen's perspective.

Truly lamentable. The immortals of heaven don't understand the feelings of mortals. For gods and followers to truly become one, shouldn't they first see eye to eye?

'Better late than never, I suppose.'

Though it's disappointing that I didn't know the truth for 10 years after my possession—no, my return—I'm glad I know now. I learned the truth before turning thirty, before time dulled my sense of guilt.

If my guilt toward the person I thought was the original Kal had already become numb... If I felt nothing about occupying someone else's body, would I have felt relief or bitter amusement at Enen's words? No, definitely not. I would have simply thought, "I see," and moved on. I wouldn't have felt this sense of relief at all.

An ending where my guilt wasn't resolved by seeing the light, but simply rotted away on its own. This outcome is much better than that.

'Can I get a refund on my lifespan too?'

It's bizarre to think about the fates of the original Kal, my pre-return self, and my current self side by side.

The original died at 16, and my pre-return self died around 26. Combined, they create a miraculous life with an average lifespan of 21 years.

'How is the average lifespan 21 years?'

It's so absurd I'm speechless. Wasn't the original Kal from a high noble family, and wasn't my pre-return self from a 21st century developed country? How did we die at a rate rivaling that of impoverished nations? Was it perhaps the soul's desperate struggle to return to its original world?

Anyway, having quickly ended two lives, it seems my third life will receive the accumulated lifespans of both. If my lifespan is extended according to Trixie's grand plan, I'll live for 400 or 500 years.

In reality, even combining three people's lifespans wouldn't reach 400 or 500 years, but I'm getting them all anyway. If I count the interest too, that's not wrong.

'If there's a next life, please let me live and die normally.'

Honestly, after living three times, I'd like to enjoy the sweetness of heaven, but if I were to start a fourth life, I'd want to live ordinarily until 80. If that's too much to ask, I might grudgingly accept living until 90. But absolutely no more than that.

For a soul that went on a business trip to another world and returned after 26 years, a fourth life would surely be hell. I don't want to reach 100 years in such a life.

'Heaven, huh.'

Before I knew it, laughter escaped my lips.

In a world where gods exist, the afterlife must naturally exist too. I haven't asked Enen about it, but I'd be more disappointed if it didn't exist.

And I'm a living saint. If I casually asked Enen, he would likely be happy to let me into heaven. Unless I volunteer for reincarnation, my future will be a leisurely retirement in heaven rather than a fourth life.

'Heaven...'

If I were to go to heaven, who would be waiting for me? If my lifespan extends to hundreds of years, how many of my connections will go to heaven before me and wait?


It's impossible to guess. Even now, before turning thirty, I've made no small number of connections. Just my blood relatives alone could form a company or battalion.

Yet there's one thing I can be certain of. Among the people waiting for me, I know exactly who established themselves in heaven first.

'Might as well go brag a bit.'

I quietly got up and grabbed my coat.

In the past, I thought I was an immigrant from elsewhere and felt somewhat withdrawn, but I've realized I'm actually a native who's been aging longer than those guys. Superior in both status and bloodline.

Let's see—original 16 years, pre-return 26 years, current 10 years. Let them deal with the stubbornness of a 52-year-aged native.

In the fallen soldiers' section of the national cemetery. Specifically, the area for Audit Department members who died during the Great Punitive War.

The six tombstones lined up there displayed a much more splendid appearance compared to when they were first made.

"Having a lion emblem despite being commoners. You should know it's an honor."

The lion emblem engraved on their tombstones as soon as they were appointed as Count Livnoman. Since the lion is a noble emblem symbolizing the Empire and Imperial Family, it's essentially a medal that only department head-level officials or higher can wear within the administration.

Yet these team leaders of commoner origin are wearing that emblem. The Livnoman countship really does have its perks.

"I came empty-handed this time. I just have something to tell you."

After carefully caressing each meticulously engraved lion emblem, I sat down carefully in front of the tombstones.

More specifically, I sat in front of Hecate's tombstone. With my seventh wife right in front of me, why would I sit near those smelly men? Their odor might rub off on me if I'm not careful.

"Turns out I'm more legitimate than I thought."

Anyway, I leaned against the tombstone and opened my mouth.

I'd already confirmed that no one was nearby. Here, there's no worry about others overhearing whatever I say.

"Though I wandered elsewhere for a long time, leaving home for an outing isn't unusual. Even if I was outside for a long time, if this is my home, then I'm a native here too."

It's a statement difficult to understand even if heard.

Even these guys probably wouldn't have understood what I was saying if they were on earth rather than in heaven. After all, my being a possessor (or not) is a secret I've never told anyone. But if they're receiving Enen's consideration enough to appear in my dreams, they must know about my circumstances too.

Let's just think that way. If I consider too many variables, I won't be able to say what I want to say.

"All this time, I felt heartbroken thinking I failed to protect the natives as an immigrant. But if I had known this wasn't an immigrant's lack of ability, but a small accident between natives, I might have felt a little more at ease."

I couldn't help but laugh at my own nonsensical words.

Whether immigrant or native, the fact that I failed to protect you is an unchangeable past. It's a truth that can't be covered by any excuse or twist.

Still, there's a difference between 'someone who stole another's body to protect you and failed' and 'someone who simply failed.' Both are miserable, but the latter is better than the former.

"And I was also a bit worried. Where my soul would go when I die. Whether I'd go to your side, or fly somewhere else."

This was a concern I could never share with anyone while alive. I briefly worried that if I died, my soul might return to its original world.

But the world I was in before was the wrong world to begin with. When I die, far from going there, I'm in a position to enjoy a peaceful retirement in this world's heaven.


How joyful is this? How grateful am I that I can see you after death?

"Though I have three gods who would hold onto me when I die."

Of course, even if I had been an immigrant, my soul wouldn't have returned to the previous world.

Enen, the Eternal Blue Sky, Constantina. With no less than three gods, there's no way they would let my soul go. It would be a disgrace for a god to let their saint, honorary priest, or benefactor go to another world.

"By the way, now when they paint my portrait, will they add a halo behind me? Isn't that cool?"

Since the word "saint" came to mind, I also bragged about becoming a living saint.

Just as you received the lion emblem, I received a halo. Now even in family portraits, they can paint a halo behind my head.

'That's terrible.'

The moment I imagined a family portrait with a halo, I couldn't help but sigh.

A family portrait with a halo. It's obvious that even after hundreds or thousands of years, it will be featured in textbooks in religious and art circles. How horrifying.

"Since I'm a saint now, I'll say a prayer before I leave. This is more precious than Voyaare wine."

I hurriedly got up before more horrifying thoughts could occur to me.

While I came to reveal my identity that even I didn't know, this prayer is essentially the real purpose of my visit. After praying for the Pious Duke, Situation Bi, and myself who was thought to be dead, it's only right that I now pray for you who are truly dead.

"Secure a good spot and wait for me. I'll be coming a bit late, so take it easy."

Before praying, I made a slightly selfish request. I asked them to pick out good real estate in heaven.

Since I'll be coming in 400 or 500 years, by then they should be able to secure a good plot, right? With a saint praying for them, I believe that much should be possible.

If it's not possible, well, I can always bow my head to Enen and ask.

'Good luck.'

But please make it so I don't have to bow my head.

***

After the Kracius family child withdrew, I approached the tombstone he had been caressing.

Although I am the caretaker of the national cemetery, I have no right to interfere with mourning for the deceased. That's why I waited until the Kracius child finished his business.

I was curious about what would happen when a living saint prayed with all his heart. Although the Kracius child had prayed for Situation Bi, it wouldn't match a prayer directed at his own friends.

"Oho."

Fortunately, this small curiosity was met with a satisfying result.

The tombstones that the Kracius child had stroked emitted a soft light before gradually subsiding. The tombstones themselves had become sacred objects imbued with holy power.

'Indeed. So this is what happens.'

Even I, who was once a Dragon Lord, have never seen such a sight.

I'm satisfied. The number of tombstones that need to be carefully managed and observed has increased.


Our children have a new ride.

"Juni! Backward!"
- Moooooo.

Somehow, we received a calf from Behemoth. The little one named Juni, short for Behemoth Junior.

Originally, the calf was too small to carry the children, but it has grown quickly and is now just big enough to carry one person. Though still much smaller than an adult, it's sufficient for the children to ride.

'It walks well.'

Besides, cows have remarkable stability despite—no, because of—their slow pace. They walk so leisurely that riders rarely fall off.

This is extremely positive from a childcare perspective. A safe ride where children will never fall unless they dance on its back. What parent wouldn't appreciate such a blessing?

Charity and Kindness might feel hurt if they heard this, but who cares? As long as I don't tell anyone else, it's fine. How would they know what I'm thinking anyway?

"Papa!"

While I was contentedly watching Alina riding Juni toward the garden, she waved at me.

"Papa come too! See Mama!"
"Should I?"
"Yeah!"

I nodded gladly at Alina's cheerful request. I wondered why she was heading outside, but now I understand—she wanted to see her mother in the garden.

'Wasn't she inside just a moment ago?'

I smiled wryly at Lin's remarkable mobility.

Lin is now heavily pregnant, but instead of resting comfortably in her room, she's wandering around the garden. Unfortunately, Lin has an active personality—she was the Academy's best rider after all. Staying quietly in a room would actually stress her out.

Moreover, the garden is currently undergoing major autumn renovations. Since Lin is in charge of our mansion's gardens, she's leading the gardeners in overhauling the place despite being heavily pregnant.

'She could take it easy with this.'

Honestly, I wish she would leave the garden aesthetics to the gardeners and rest comfortably. Lin isn't fragile, but it would be troublesome if she fell while moving around.

However, Lin chose the gardening club during her Academy days, showing her considerable interest and affection for plants. Forbidding her from accessing the gardens? Her body might be safe, but her mind would suffer.

'But she's protected by magic, so it should be fine.'

The lingering worry and anxiety were quickly suppressed thanks to the continent's greatest magician.

Our mansion has the most reliable magician. Thanks to all the magic spells cast by that magician, our wives and children are incredibly safe.

Even the increasingly cold autumn wind and the hardening ground pose no threat before the great magician's spells. No wind can bring coldness, and even if someone falls, not a single scratch will appear on their skin.

Of course, falling on one's belly would be dangerous regardless of magic, so not moving at all would be best.

...

'Please end quickly.'

I prayed silently as I walked alongside Juni.

I can't bring myself to stop my wife's healthy hobby. Nor can I allow even a 0.01% risk to my wife's physical condition.

So I pray that the garden renovations end quickly. Or, if not that, may our eleventh child—the final piece of FC Kracius—be born soon.


Please.

***

After a long time, the faction members following His Excellency the Golden Duke gathered in one place.

Not the faction of Duke Voyaare, the ruler of the Empire's south, but the faction of His Excellency the Golden Duke, the pillar of the Imperial economy. A faction where any noble seeking gold, regardless of whether they're from the east, west, south, north, or central parts of the Empire, can join.

Due to this enormous size and vast range, it's very rare for faction members to meet in person unless it's for something significant.

Nevertheless, His Excellency the Golden Duke summoned the faction members.

"It seems we need to make a decision soon."

To end the discussions that had been dragging on for quite some time.

"The Leon Garrison Commander has asked for a definitive answer before the year ends. If he's sending letters to me personally, the matter must be quite urgent."
"We apologize, Your Excellency. Due to our inexperience—"
"No need to apologize. This is a discussion to transport better goods more quickly. It would be more shameful to rush and compromise quality."

His Excellency the Golden Duke shook his head at the words of Marquis Barca, who could be considered the faction's second-in-command.

An implicit warning that healthy discussions can take as long as needed, but if the results aren't good despite taking so long, be prepared. This is the Golden Duke's usual demeanor, so it feels comfortable.

"Well. How many candidates have we narrowed it down to?"
"Count Planvel and Count Greendan, Your Excellency."

As soon as Marquis Barca finished his answer, Count Greendan and I stood up and bowed our heads toward His Excellency the Golden Duke.

However, we didn't speak. Unless His Excellency the Golden Duke permits it, disputes between faction members should be mentioned through Marquis Barca's report, not by the parties involved.

"Count Planvel's territory is adjacent to Duke Ulken's domain. Taking advantage of this, military supplies or unprocessed resources produced in Ulken can be quickly transported to the southern Leon region. Not to mention daily necessities or luxury goods that gather in Duke Ulken's domain."
"I see."
"On the other hand, while Count Greendan's territory is distant from southern Leon, it can trade with the Kingdom of Zereno both by land and sea. If one is prepared for considerable transport distances, a wider variety of goods than what Planvel can mobilize can be supplied to southern Leon."

His Excellency the Golden Duke nodded calmly at Marquis Barca's explanation.

Watching His Excellency, I bit my lip slightly. Count Greendan probably felt the same.

After Imperial troops were stationed in southern Leon due to the Empire's special military operation, southern Leon became a new market for us. Though its area is pitifully small compared to the North, a region with considerable population and development level has opened up as a market exclusively for the Empire.

And I ended up competing with Count Greendan for preferential—or rather, practical monopoly rights to that market. Of course, it's not a permanent monopoly but a 5-year one, but the initial 5 years could determine the next 500 years.

"Each has clear advantages and disadvantages. No wonder the discussion has been prolonged."
"However, to give the Leon Garrison Commander a definitive answer, we now need a decision rather than discussion. Count Planvel and Count Greendan have agreed to follow Your Excellency's decision."
"That's burdensome. To entrust such a matter to my personal judgment."

His Excellency the Golden Duke smiled slightly and turned his gaze to Count Greendan and me. As if telling us to speak now if we had anything to say.

"Not at all, Your Excellency. Your wise judgment is needed more than our stagnant discussions. Whatever decision you make, we will follow with pleasure, so please share your esteemed opinion."
"I share the same thoughts as Count Planvel."
"I see."

Of course, our words to His Excellency were largely ceremonial.

The very creation of this meeting was for His Excellency the Golden Duke to make a decision. It would be stranger if the conclusion at a gathering of faction members was "work it out among yourselves before the year ends." That would somewhat undermine His Excellency's authority.

"If that is your wish, I have no choice."

Having gone through these ceremonial procedures, His Excellency the Golden Duke removed his faint smile.

Tension rose automatically. Depending on what decision His Excellency makes now, overwhelming profits would—


"Your Excellency. Excuse me."
"Hmm?"

The door to the conference room opened, and the head butler of Duke Voyaare's domain entered.

"Countess Planvel has sent an urgent message."
"The Countess?"

At the butler's words, both His Excellency and I frowned slightly.

Everyone who entered this conference room had submitted their communication devices. If an urgent message came during the meeting, the head butler would handle it instead. It's better to have messages go through someone else rather than answering them in front of the Duke.

That "someone else" being Duke Voyaare's head butler is His Excellency the Golden Duke's consideration, taking responsibility for anything that happens during the meeting, but messages rarely come during meetings. Everyone, including myself and other nobles, tends to handle urgent matters before attending.

"Well."

While I was wondering what could have happened for my wife to contact me, the head butler approached His Excellency the Golden Duke and whispered in his ear.

"Oh ho."

Following that, His Excellency's lips curved up noticeably.

"Count Planvel."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"Congratulations. You'll be seeing your grandchild today."

At those words, my mind went blank.

"Well now. It seems I must rule in favor of Count Planvel on this matter. On such a joyous day, I should give at least this much as a gift, shouldn't I?"
"Of course, Your Excellency. If I think of it as a gift for Count Planvel's grandchild, I don't feel disappointed at all."
"Hmm. That's very considerate of you. Count Greendan, I'll give you a separate gift soon."
"It's an honor!"

I heard the conversation between His Excellency and Count Greendan, but it didn't register in my memory.

Grandchild. My grandchild. The grandchild to be born today, for whom my wife sent an urgent message.

"Y-Your Excellency."
"Why are you still here? Get going quickly."
"Thank you!"

After expressing my gratitude to His Excellency, I quickly moved my feet.

Right now, monopolies and such don't matter. Our Lin and our grandchild are more important.

***

Shortly after my fourth mother-in-law arrived at the mansion, my fourth father-in-law also rushed in with a formidable aura.

According to my mother-in-law, he had gone to Duke Voyaare's domain because of the Golden Duke's summons, but I didn't expect him to arrive so quickly.

"S-son-in-law. How are our Lin and our little blessing?"
"Please catch your breath first. You're too excited."

I smiled wryly at my father-in-law, who looked like he was about to pass out.

I was surprised when I saw Lin starting labor in the garden, but my father-in-law seems even more shocked than I was, despite my having witnessed it firsthand.

Well, that's a father's heart. It's only natural.

# Chapter: The Birth of a Son

My father-in-law finally managed to calm down after catching his breath for quite some time.

Although he was a civilian who hadn't trained in martial arts, it still took him an unusually long time to recover. I wondered just how passionately he must have run here.

'This time, he's determined not to miss it.'

But from my father-in-law's perspective, he would have crawled on all fours if necessary. After all, his daughter was in the middle of giving birth to his grandchild.

Moreover, when Alina was born, both my father-in-law and mother-in-law had been unable to be present due to urgent business. Fortunately, no one—not even Lin herself—had expected the delivery to end in just three hours, so it ended up being just a minor mishap. But it must have remained a great regret in my father-in-law's heart.

That's why he seemed to have run here with gritted teeth. Come to think of it, ever since Lin became pregnant with her second child, he had meticulously managed his schedule for the entire year. As if to ensure there wouldn't be a second mistake.

Ironically, even that meticulous planning crumbled at the Golden Duke's summons. If he had missed the birth again, a count might have defected from the Golden Duke's faction.

"Master, Your Excellency. I've brought some tea."
"Ah, thank you."
"I'll enjoy it."

Perhaps feeling sorry for the desperate dash of a grandfather, father, and father-in-law all in one, the butler carefully offered tea.

It was truly the right gesture at the right time. This is why having a competent butler is so wonderful. Appropriate measures are taken without even having to ask.

"Phew..."

After drinking the tea the butler had brought, my father-in-law let out a deep sigh.

It wasn't a sigh of lament, but one filled with relief. The warm liquid seemed to have melted away his tension.

The scene was both fortunate and touching. To see a high-ranking noble with the title of count, who ruled over a large domain, so anxious and restless. It was another proof that titles and territories mean nothing in front of family.

"Son-in-law. Our grandchild is still in Lin's womb, correct?"
"Yes. It hasn't even been two hours since the contractions started, so there's nothing to worry about."
"I see. That's a relief."

Only then did a faint smile begin to spread across my father-in-law's face.

"I was worried I might be late again, like when Alina was born. Being an inadequate grandfather once is enough."
"Inadequate? Alina adores you so much."
"That's precisely why it hurts more. That she loves her grandfather so much even though he couldn't be there the moment she was born."

It seemed like excessive self-blame, but I simply nodded, knowing there must be feelings only a grandfather could understand that I, as just a father, couldn't comprehend.

One shouldn't judge matters one hasn't experienced firsthand. What seems excessive to me might be entirely different from my father-in-law's perspective.

'Wow.'

When I briefly tried to imagine my father-in-law's feelings, a terrible fear washed over me.

Not being there when your daughter is suffering, when your adorable grandchild is being born? If it were me, I would have died from despair. My father-in-law deserves respect for enduring such overwhelming despair.

"By the way, I heard you received a summons from the Golden Duke, so I thought you might be late, but you arrived sooner than expected."

Anyway, I quickly changed the subject, sensing that continuing this conversation would be painful for both of us.

At the same time, I was genuinely curious. If the Golden Duke had summoned his faction members, it couldn't have been a trivial matter. Had the discussion been nearly over when my father-in-law left?

"Ah, that? It ended quickly thanks to our little blessing."
"Thanks to our blessing... you say?"

Blessing. Contextually, this must refer to Lin Junior, who was currently trying to enter the world.

Lin Junior's prenatal name wasn't "blessing," but let's call him that from now on. It's just a temporary name that will only be used for a few hours anyway.

"Actually, this gathering was about priority rights to the southern Leon market. It's been under discussion since the Imperial Army began stationing in Leon, so it's been a rather lengthy matter."
"If such a matter was being discussed, you should have told me. I could have lent some support."
"We've already benefited greatly from your help with northern trade, son-in-law. How could I ask for more? Besides, this father-in-law of yours is capable enough to handle things without your help."

My father-in-law chuckled and turned his gaze toward the delivery room.

"But ironically, it was my yet-unseen grandchild who helped me, not my son-in-law. When the Golden Duke heard that our little blessing was about to be born, he immediately ruled in my favor."
'So that's why he's called a blessing.'

Now I understood the sudden prenatal nickname.

Although the Kingdom of Leon has terribly declined now, it was once the hegemon of the central continent and a powerful nation that even threatened Armein. Even though much of its territory has been torn away and what remains has been divided between the Empire and Armein, claiming one of those divided pieces is no small matter.

And my father-in-law succeeded in claiming a piece thanks to our little blessing. Our blessing has already done his filial duty before even being born.


"Congratulations, father-in-law. The glory of the Yorun County will rise even higher."

So I smiled and offered my congratulations. Even someone as economically ignorant as myself could guess how useful priority rights to a specific market could be.

The fact that it was priority rights to southern Leon was an especially positive outcome. Coincidentally, I had secured territory on the route from Planvel County to southern Leon, so I could provide convenience whenever my father-in-law's merchant group traveled. This could be considered a courtesy between fellow Imperial nobles rather than a son-in-law's assistance.

"Once you determine the route, I can—"
"Count!"

Before I could finish speaking, the delivery room door burst open loudly.

I flinched in surprise. It wasn't long ago that our Florence was born with an illness. In such a situation, when medical staff suddenly burst out of the delivery room? It's impossible not to worry that something might be wrong with our blessing too.

"What's wrong? Is there something you need?"
"Well, that is...!"

As I tried to maintain my composure and speak, the priest who had opened the door glanced back toward the delivery room.

"Waaaaaah!"

Shortly after, a loud crying sound spread through the room.

"Congratulations, Your Excellency! It's a healthy son!"

...

?

"What?"

My mind went blank at this unexpected report.

Well, of course it's much better that the child and mother are fine rather than something going wrong. It's such positive news that comparing it would be disrespectful.

But there are limits. How could Lin have already given birth when she'd only been in the delivery room for such a short time...

'Was it a cesarean section?'

That thought crossed my mind. Could it be that they performed a cesarean section?

No, even with that, completing the delivery in less than two hours doesn't make sense. This rivals or exceeds the record when my mother gave birth to Teresa. It's a miracle that shortened Lin's delivery time with Alina by more than an hour.

"What about Lin! Is the mother safe?!"

As I was left speechless by this astonishing news, my father-in-law quickly spoke up.

"Of course! The mother is very healthy too!"
"Oh!"

He clasped his hands and bowed his head at this perfect answer.

From contractions to delivery in under two hours. Both mother and child healthy. And this time, he didn't miss being present like with Alina.

To my father-in-law, this must feel like Enen's blessing.

'That was close again.'

But despite this joyous occasion, cold sweat began to form on my brow.

If my father-in-law had been just a little, just a tiny bit later, he would have missed our blessing's birth. He nearly became the historic grandfather who missed the birth of his grandchild twice.

If such a tragedy had occurred, how much would my father-in-law have wailed? How much would he have blamed himself, even if Lin said it was fine?

This time, I sincerely thank the gods. It must have been divine protection that allowed my father-in-law to arrive just in time.

Lin, sitting on the bed, looked completely serene.

Although she showed signs of fatigue from the two hours of labor, remarkably, she was sitting up rather than lying down. What an astonishing sight.

'Congratulations on breaking the record.'

Perhaps that's why I almost blurted out a bizarre joke.

Hold it, you madman. No matter how amazing this is, she just finished giving birth. Gratitude and encouragement should come before jokes or amazement.

"You worked hard. I hear we have a wonderful son this time. A very healthy son who takes after you and me."
"Yes, I heard too. Wasn't his crying voice quite extraordinary?"

Lin chuckled at my words.


"Alina is already quite active, but our new youngest might be even more so. I hope they won't fight when they grow up."
"We can just make them play outside until they're too tired to fight. You need energy to fight, you know."
"At times like this, you should say they'll get along well without fighting."

Lin's laughter grew louder.

The sight was both heartwarming and astonishing. How could this possibly be the appearance of a woman who had just given birth? At this rate, will she finish giving birth to our third child in just an hour...?

"By the way, honey."
"Yes?"
"Our child. Since it's a boy, we should use that name, right?"

At those words, I gently turned my head.

Our new youngest, cradled in my father-in-law's arms, being caressed by my mother-in-law, crying loudly. A son born between Lin and me.

"Yes. Let's name him Leon."

Leon Kracius. A name we had prepared in advance when Lin was pregnant with Alina, to be used if a son was born.

The name had been automatically put on hold when our daughter Alina was born, but coincidentally, now that we had a son, we brought the submerged name back to the surface.

'Our Leon.'

I looked at my fourth son with a smile.

The monumental 11th member of FC Kracius. A son born after a long time since Ferenc.

May you grow up healthy and happy.

***

I hear the Count has had his eleventh child.

Truly remarkable. Not even thirty years old yet, and already with eleven children. I've just had my third, and I'm a bit over thirty.

'What gift should I send?'

After expressing admiration for the Kracius family's amazing prosperity, I began to seriously consider.

The Count had just offered prayers for my mother. Since I received a great gift, I wanted to give a small token of appreciation in return.

In that sense, the birth of a child provides a perfect pretext, but...

'He might think I'm showing favoritism to a particular child.'

If I give an excessive gift only for the birth of this eleventh child, the Count might be somewhat displeased. Or he might feel guilty toward his other children.

Of course, I've given gifts to all his children from Fedi to Florence, but doesn't a father want to treat all his children equally? As a father of three children myself, I understand completely.

So I'll send the usual birth celebration gift, and...

'I can give something separately a few days later.'

I'll prepare a birth celebration gift separately, and another gift to slip to the Count separately.

The latter would be a gift without a pretext, but who cares? Gifts don't always have to be given only on special occasions.

'What... should I give?'

However, I'm struggling to think of a gift that would move the Count.

Something the Count doesn't have. Something that would make him happy to receive. What could it be?

'Hmmmm.'

After much deliberation, I picked up a blank sheet of paper from my desk.

And carefully wrote:

[Right to Refuse Orders]

Even after writing it, I wondered if this was really appropriate.

But what other gift would the Count appreciate? The only gift that could surpass this would be permanent retirement, and I don't want to give that.

'How nice it would be if he were the type to accept whatever he's given.'

He really is a fastidious fellow.

With the birth of Leon, the starting eleven of FC Kracius was complete.

Of course, considering substitute personnel, there's still a long way to go, but completing the starting lineup alone is an encouraging achievement. Looking at other noble families, having even five children is considered many, let alone eleven.

"Uncle! I came to see my little brother!"

And exactly ten days after Leon's birth, the Crown Princess arrived with a bright face.

The Crown Princess, who had been visiting almost daily, was silent for ten days? This was because the Emperor had kept her away, considering the immunity of newborn Leon and Lynn who had just given birth. For a whole ten days, no less.

'The prayer effect works quite well.'

Actually, this isn't the first time the Crown Princess has been sealed away whenever our children are born.

But the Emperor used to subtly take credit whenever he exerted his power. This time, he quietly comforted the Crown Princess without even the slightest hint of seeking credit. As if he didn't want to burden me at all.

It's touching. Even that Emperor is merciful to his birth mother's benefactor. Indeed, though the Emperor's personality might be a bit unfortunate, he certainly seems to belong somewhere in the vicinity of humanity.

"Welcome, Your Highness. I've been waiting for your visit as well."

So I smiled as I embraced the Crown Princess who came running. Both the Emperor who kept the Crown Princess away and the Crown Princess who followed the Emperor's words—they both made efforts for our family.

Besides, our children have recently started gathering around Leon. They're examining him by poking his cheeks and hands, so adding one Crown Princess won't be a problem. Rather, she came at just the right timing.

"Mother! Uncle! I brought a present too!"
"Oh? Is that so?"

I smiled more deeply as I looked at the Crown Princess flapping her arms while in my embrace.

I know. Since Fedi was born, the Emperor has been consistently sending birth celebration gifts. This time too, I confirmed the imperial attendants and carriage entering the garden on my way here.

But saying "I saw it earlier" without tact would make the Crown Princess dejected. I should pretend to be surprised and accept it—

"This! Daddy said to give it to Uncle!"
"Pardon?"

The Crown Princess reached into her pocket and held out a crumpled piece of paper.

What is this? Some kind of blank check? What kind of gift is given as paper?

"It's suuuuper good! He said only Uncle should see it!"
"Is that so? Thank you for bringing such a precious thing. Your Highness must have gone through a lot of trouble."
"Yes!"

I reflexively praised the Crown Princess, though I wasn't sure what it was.

Surely the Crown Princess wouldn't just pick up any paper and joke around. It must really be a gift the Emperor asked her to deliver, and there might have been some issues during the delivery.

Even that issue, from the Crown Princess's perspective, is just a small mishap that occurred while doing her best. She probably put it in her pocket, the safest place, because it was a good gift, but unfortunately, the pockets of clothes worn by a 6-year-old girl are very small.

'Is it something that doesn't matter if it gets wrinkled?'

But even a doting father like the Emperor would know the problem I recognized. Despite knowing it would get terribly wrinkled, he still entrusted it to the Crown Princess.

I became increasingly curious about the identity of this paper. It seems to be a gift that cannot be revealed to anyone except the Emperor, me, and the Crown Princess.

No, that's not right. If the Emperor had earnestly requested that she not look at it, the Crown Princess wouldn't have seen the contents either, so it's likely a secret between just me and the Emperor.

'A secret between just the two of us.'

The connotation is strange and a bit disgusting, but my curiosity grew even more.


For now, let me guide the Crown Princess to the room where Leon is, and then leisurely check what this item is.

From today on, I'm on the Emperor's side even if my head gets cracked open.

I will firmly deal with any challenge against the Emperor as a challenge against myself.

This soul and loyalty to Livnoman.

***

During work, the communication orb emitted a fierce light.

Since it's right after the Crown Princess headed to the Count's mansion, it must be a message from the Count. It seems he liked the gift I sent. I was going to send it separately but sent it together, and it was a good decision.

- Long live Emperor. Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius Family, greets Your Esteemed Imperial Majesty.
"It's unusual for you to contact me first. Did the Crown Princess arrive safely?"
- Yes, Your Majesty. I have also just confirmed the deep and warm mercy you have sent.

I couldn't help but smile at the praise that would make my face flush.

He seems to really like it. What the Count just said wasn't ceremonial praise but praise full of sincerity.

'Would he like it that much?'

Of course he would. Isn't the Count a unique nobleman who craves freedom more than any wealth or honor?

I delivered an incredible card called the "right of refusal" to such a Count. I could understand if he clutched the right of refusal and wept in a place where no one could see him.

However, I didn't grant the Count an unconditional and unlimited right of refusal. No matter how much I trust the Count's character, how could I, as Emperor, freely distribute a card that could cause discord for future generations?

'I did place some restrictions.'

First, the right of refusal accumulates at a rate of one every 10 years. Currently, the Count has one right of refusal, but after 10 years, he'll get another one, and after another 10 years, he'll get one more.

And while he can refuse imperial orders, he can't refuse all orders. For example, in the case of an event like the Khan's rampage a few years ago, where the entire imperial leadership needs to gather. In such cases, the summons takes precedence over the right of refusal.

This is a restriction for the sake of the empire and imperial authority, but it's also a consideration for the Count. If the entire empire is moving on something and only the Count is missing, that would be strange in its own way.

Of course, someone like the Count wouldn't exercise his right of refusal for such matters and would willingly participate, but still, in others' eyes, being able to exercise the right of refusal and not being able to are completely different matters. To prevent unnecessary gossip, it's right to place restrictions.

"Considering the Count's merits, it would be right to give a pile of gold coins reaching the sky and vast territories. However, since the Count has become an adult and is receiving public attention, I ended with an intangible reward rather than a conspicuous one."
- Truly a wise decision, Your Majesty.

I laughed again at the sight of the Count bowing deeply.

If I had given gold coins or territories, would I have received such a reaction? Absolutely not. Despite receiving a reward, he would have shown ceremonial gratitude and sincere refusal with an expression like he had bitten into a bug.

'In a way, it's like the behavior of a traitor.'

It's incredibly strange. A nobleman who already has a lot is so happy about having the right to refuse imperial orders? Anyone would think he's a traitor, a usurper of the throne.

But I have faith that the Count would exercise this right of refusal for trivial and insignificant reasons. It's clear that he will live not as a traitor but as a loyal subject, not as a usurper but as a guardian.

'How many such harmless subjects are there?'

Looking at history, one can often see talented subjects being purged due to the monarch's suspicion. There are even cases where they were purged despite offering blind loyalty.

Historical subjects knew this, so they desperately showcased their harmlessness. They pretended to be crazy to escape suspicion, or acted excessively greedy to drive their reputation to the bottom. That way, they wouldn't be seen as threats to the monarch.

However, the Count didn't pretend to be crazy or greedy, yet I instinctively feel that he is harmless. I feel that the Count would only help the imperial authority and could never harm it.

It's truly remarkable. It's as if he was born to be loyal until death.


"Anyway, I'm glad you liked the gift, but I must end this call as I have matters to attend to."
- I am sorry for taking up Your Majesty's precious time.
"What apology? If you're sorry, just take good care of the Crown Princess."

With those words, I pushed the communication orb into the corner.

"Hmm."

After confirming that the communication orb had completely lost its light, I laughed for what must have been the umpteenth time.

Right of refusal. It sounds good, but the Count won't be able to use that right of refusal comfortably.

If the right of refusal accumulates at a rate of one every 10 years, the Count will agonize every time he sees it. Should I refuse this order, or should I save it for the future? What if I use it now and a bigger order comes later? He'll worry about such things.

If such concerns consume his mind, he'll follow most imperial orders. He'll comfort himself by thinking he can endure this much and refuse when a more severe order comes.

'The Count's threshold is high.'

If things flow that way, it couldn't be better.

The Count has experienced all sorts of incidents, so his threshold for hardship is high. Even for things I consider enormous, he's likely to accept them, thinking, 'I can endure this much physically.'

'Anyway, I've given the right of refusal, so it doesn't matter.'

It's the result of a bit of thinking, but I don't feel guilty.

I've given him an authority that others couldn't dream of. Placing some restrictions, some psychological warfare on that authority is a proper measure as Emperor.

Besides, if the Count uses it within the restrictions, I have no intention of refusing. I sincerely granted the right of refusal.

I just slightly stimulated the Count's agony, that's all.

***

After watching the children and animals surrounding Leon, I contentedly stroked my chest.

My soul, my life, my pride, my belief inside here.

And the mercy bestowed upon me by the noble Livnoman and the master of Kfelopen.

'This is the best.'

I almost shed a tear without realizing it. Above all, a light piece of paper feels like the greatest mercy in this world.

I never expected to receive something like this. I never thought the Emperor would grant such an enormous authority in writing.

'...I probably can't use it for the reinstatement order.'

For a moment, I thought about using it when the Emperor orders me to return to the ministerial position, but frankly, if I use the right of refusal, it's obvious that he'll issue another reinstatement order in about three months. I won't be able to refuse then.

So I should save this right of refusal as much as possible and use it at a critical moment. Don't use it in strange places and regret it later.

'Our lovely youngest.'

After stroking my chest again, I looked at Leon lying in the cradle.

You gave a gift to your maternal grandfather when you were born, and now you're giving a gift to your father too. If our Leon hadn't been born, the Emperor wouldn't have given this gift to me.

Thank you, our youngest. This father is really grateful...

I went to pay my respects to the Elder in celebration of the birth of our newest family member.

"Oh? You've had another child already? That must make ten children now."
"Eleven, actually. When my tenth child was born, certain circumstances prevented me from informing you."
"Is that so? Impressive."

The only peculiarity was that this Elder wasn't just elderly in age, but also overwhelmingly massive in size.

"Though human lifespans aren't particularly long compared to long-lived species, I remember you being quite young among them. Yet you already have eleven children."

I smiled awkwardly at the Elder—Atelius—who was muttering in admiration.

I see. Even to Atelius, an elder among dragons, our family's prosperity is remarkable.

"But that is the characteristic and beauty of humans. Because your lives are short, you burn more passionately than anyone and leave your mark. How admirable."
"Your words are truly wise. Whether one's life is long or short, we all live in our own way."

I could nod in agreement because Atelius's admiration was 100% genuine, not subtle mockery. If the Emperor had said something similar, I would have desperately tried to figure out what ulterior motive lay behind such outrageous words.

Besides, Atelius, who once wanted to give up on life, has now become relaxed enough to observe and comment on others' lives. How wonderful.

"By the way, Kal. What has happened to you recently?"
"Pardon?"
"Your body clearly contains various coexisting energies. But one energy has become much stronger than before."
"Ah."

When he mentioned one energy becoming stronger, it seemed obvious he was referring to Enen's energy.

Come to think of it, I haven't told Atelius about becoming a living saint yet. The living sainthood, Florence's birth, the saint commemoration service, prayers for the Wise Duke and Empress Dowager, meeting with Enen—I've experienced so many major events in succession that I haven't had the chance to mention it.

"I was recently canonized as a saint. That has brought me closer to Enen, which is probably why the energy within me has grown stronger."
"Sainthood? Can one receive that while still alive?"

Atelius tilted his head briefly, but soon nodded in understanding.

Atelius is older than the history of the Dawn Order itself. Would such a being care about the customs or traditions of the Order? Whether someone becomes a saint during their lifetime or not is hardly worth dwelling on.

"Congratulations anyway. Having a friendly relationship with the Dawn Order must make life easier."
"It's become so friendly that it's almost burdensome."
"Did you expect to enjoy peace without any burden? Even wild bears endure bee stings to taste honey. You too must be able to endure this much."

His words, mixed with laughter, left me speechless.

I wanted to object, but his words rang strangely true, making it impossible to argue. Is this the wisdom of a dragon who has lived for thousands of years or more?

"Oh, right. You said two new children were born. Then I can't let you leave empty-handed."

As he spoke, Atelius's tail moved subtly, and he removed a scale from near his hindquarters and placed it before me.

Again. I've received another dragon scale. While others would be honored to receive even a fragment of a scale—something worthy of being designated a national treasure—I've received another whole one.

"Elder, I haven't even used up all the gifts I received when Julia was born."

Actually, I don't need to go back to Julia. I've been receiving scales or claws every time a child is born, so even the gift from Alina's birth is still in storage.

I did my best to process the gifts from Fedi, the triplets, and Friedrich... but the supply rate vastly exceeds my processing speed...

"You'll find a use for them eventually. Think of it as stockpiling for your children, or even your grandchildren."

For a moment, I almost blurted out, "Are you planning to shower them with gifts when my grandchildren are born too?" but I held back.

I shouldn't say something that might provoke Atelius when he hasn't even considered it. If I receive scales or claws when my grandchildren are born too, I could make a small dragon statue with them.


"By the way, how are the Emperor's descendants? I heard a princess was born."
"Recently, Her Majesty the Empress has become pregnant with their fourth child."
"That's wonderful news."

Yes, it truly is wonderful news. The Empress Dowager in heaven must be smiling with joy.

Based on the circumstances, it seems the conception happened around the time we offered prayers for the Empress Dowager.

So the Empress Dowager must certainly be pleased. How happy she must be as a grandmother with one more grandchild on the way.

"Next time, don't come alone. Bring your children and the Emperor's descendants too. It's been quite a while since I've seen them."
"Ah, yes. The children want to see you too, so I'll definitely bring them."
"Good. That's settled then."

Satisfied with my answer, the corners of Atelius's mouth turned upward.

"And hurry up and take the scale. Don't think about leaving it behind discreetly."
"...Yes."

At those words, I silently tucked the scale into my chest.

I thought I could naturally leave it behind, but he caught me. Is deceiving a dragon an achievement impossible for mere humans?

I'm filled with awe thinking about Eimanka the Great, who negotiated with these dragons and formed a connection with the previous Lord.

Upon returning to the mansion, I encountered Lin holding Leon. It seems she was about to go out to the garden when I returned.

"Going for a walk?"
"Yes. Leon seems to get bored when he's alone—he cries when the other children disappear."

Lin smiled gently as she softly caressed Leon's cheek.

That makes sense. Sometimes there are children who show tremendous energy from the moment they're born. Teresa in Teilgleichen and my nephew Eduard are prime examples.

Even when they were too young to move their bodies on their own, they possessed such energy and curiosity that they announced their grievances with cries like those of heroic warriors. It's still chilling just thinking about it.

"Ah- oo-"
"Hmm?"

As I reached out my hand, hoping Leon would grow up normally rather than joining the ranks of those heroic warriors, he began babbling in Lin's arms.

My goodness. Our Leon is already babbling? Just how much of a genius are you?

"Oo- oo-"
"...Why is he suddenly acting like this?"
"I'm not sure?"

However, the frequency and intensity of his babbling seemed quite unusual. It was an intense reaction, as if he was fixated on something.

What's going on? Did the prayer fail? Is Leon's activity level suddenly increasing as a side effect? That would be a bit sad.

"Ah, honey. Just a moment."

Unlike me, who was blankly staring at Leon, Lin seemed to have an idea and approached me more closely.

More precisely, she carefully reached out and took Atelius's scale from my chest.

"Ah-! Oo-!"
"So it was because of this."
"That's amazing..."

As the scale came closer to him, Leon's babbling grew more intense.


I see. Our Leon was responding because he recognized something precious.

"How strong is the Yorun blood in him?"

I couldn't help but smile.

Leon, who has no knowledge of dragons or scales, reacted immediately upon seeing it. This means he can distinguish between precious and ordinary things not through acquired knowledge but through innate intuition.

It's an astonishing and remarkable talent. Is Leon destined to follow the path of a merchant like his fourth grandfather-in-law?

"If that's the path he wants, I'll help him pursue it."

Fortunately, this world doesn't look down on commerce. The Golden Duke himself is the king of business—who would dare call commerce lowly?

If anyone does call it lowly, I'll drive their family to the brink of bankruptcy. Let's see if they still look down on commerce after that.

"A child already showing his career path."

Anyway, I couldn't be prouder of our Leon.

He was born healthy after just two hours of labor, making his mother happy, giving his maternal grandfather enormous benefits, and giving this father the gift of veto power. Although the Emperor gave me the veto power, he did so using Leon's birth as justification, so it's thanks to Leon anyway.

And now Leon is showing his innate talent? "Admirable" doesn't even begin to describe it.

"Should I establish a few merchant guilds in advance?"

Or perhaps set up a shop in the Capital.

No, if I'm going to establish something, why not an impressive comprehensive shopping center like a department store? It would take quite some time, but I could certainly build it before Leon reaches adulthood.

Various distribution networks immediately come to mind. First, I could mobilize the Northern faction to bring in goods from the North, and with my father-in-law's help, I could also import items from the eastern Empire and Leon. If I request cooperation from the Servet and Chenes Duchies—

"Honey?"

Lin's voice brought my wandering mind back to reality.

"Are you alright? Your eyes looked a bit glazed over..."
"I'm fine. I was just lost in thought for a moment."

How embarrassing. How deeply was I lost in my own imagination for Lin to comment that my eyes had glazed over?

"I need to control myself."

I gently stroked Leon's head as he continued to show interest in the scale.

Even if Leon truly has a talent for business, making a fuss about it now would be problematic. It would only put excessive pressure on him.

So I'll thoroughly suppress this joy. At least until the day Leon says, "I want to do business too."

"By the way, honey. Did you receive another one this time?"
"Hmm? Ah, yes. I received one for Florence too."
"Even a single fragment would turn the continental market upside down, yet now we have enough to fill an entire shelf."
"Indeed."

Unable to deny her words, I could only fiddle with the innocent scale.

Our mansion might have the second-largest collection of dragon scales on the continent after the Imperial Palace. Even ducal families, who stand above all but the Emperor, probably haven't stockpiled this many.

"Maybe I should actually make a statue."

The dragon who gives generously. To commemorate the merciful Atelius.

Recently, I've been feeling an acute need to expand or build new warehouses.

When someone has a celebration, sending gifts to congratulate them is a basic social courtesy. That's why since Fedi was born, I've been receiving all sorts of birth celebration gifts, but those were merely ceremonial gestures toward an influential figure of the Empire. My social circle isn't particularly wide, so I have few close acquaintances to whom I'd send heartfelt gifts. Thanks to that, my existing warehouses could more or less handle the gifts.

However, things changed when I became a living adult.

'I've gone beyond being an imperial power player to becoming a legend in religious circles.'

It feels embarrassing to praise myself, but that's the reality. I've become someone revered not only by imperial nobles but also by priests across the continent and devout believers.

In such circumstances, the birth celebration gifts for Florence, who was born right after my canonization, couldn't reach me because pilgrims blocked the way in front of the mansion. And those unreceived gifts didn't completely disappear but were aging somewhere in the Empire's logistics warehouses.

So now that the pilgrims' fervor has subsided and Leon has been born as well, gifts are flooding in at a volume far exceeding my expectations. The mansion staff have been reduced to SCVs endlessly moving minerals.

'I should give them a vacation soon.'

Although it's the staff's duty to be devoted to the mansion, even I find this insane wave of gifts lamentable.

It's also frightening. What will happen first—the staff collapsing from overwork or the gifts stopping? Looking at the current momentum, I think it's the former.

'Since they're birth celebration gifts, I can't give them away.'

I sighed softly while rubbing my forehead.

Ordinary treasures or assets can be distributed at the owner's discretion. Close friends, neighbors, fellow officials—you can just create an appropriate pretext and slip it into their pockets.

However, that's only possible with "ordinary" items. Randomly giving away gifts I received from others rather than assets I secured myself? That would be like smearing dung on the face of the gift-giver. If the truth came to light, it would inevitably create awkwardness between us.

To put it bluntly, no one would give away or sell on the market an official seal received from the Emperor. It's roughly like that.

'In the end, I'll have to build a new warehouse.'

Anyway, it's complicated. Both my mansion and the Teilgleichen County's warehouses are at capacity thanks to the gift wave that's continued for years. Even if we miraculously overcome this wave, the same situation will eventually repeat itself.

So for a fundamental solution, I need to burn the gifts—no, I need to construct warehouses on a large scale. Come to think of it, there's not enough space for expansion.

And unfortunately, a noble's warehouse isn't something that can be quickly built just by deciding "Let's make a new one!" and having it appear instantly.

'I need to consider location, access routes, and security.'

If the warehouse is too far from the residence, it becomes inconvenient to manage. But if there were suitable land near the residence for a warehouse, I wouldn't be in a situation needing to build a new one in the first place. It's truly a bizarre dilemma.

Also, since it's a building storing precious items received from others, I need to pay special attention to security. So no deranged thief would dare infiltrate it.

If, just if, the warehouse were robbed by thieves, there would be no greater humiliation. I'm certain a placard saying "Congratulations! Count of Teilgleichen Robbed by King of Thieves" would hang on the mansion gate for at least 10 years.

"Master."

While racking my brain for an appropriate warehouse site, I turned my head at the butler's voice.

"What is it? Has something happened?"

I felt sympathy yet anxiety at the somewhat haggard appearance of the butler.

For an SCV busily moving minerals to approach the commander—could he be coming to declare a strike?

"The Victorious Duke has arrived. He said he has an urgent matter to discuss with you, so I've shown him to the reception room."

'What.'

I flinched at these words, which were even more shocking than a strike.


The Victorious Duke's visit itself isn't strange. He's such a busy person, but on rare occasions when he has time, he comes to our mansion to play with the children. At some point, he seemed to be aiming for the title of great-grandfather.

But the mention of an urgent matter to discuss—that's what worried me most. It must be something important enough for the Duke, who oversees the imperial army, to personally visit.

"I'll go right away. Please prepare some refreshments. Make the tea slightly lukewarm."

"Yes, Master."

I moved my steps while inwardly sighing.

Despite my anxiety and fear, I can't refuse the Victorious Duke's visit. If he needs my help or cooperation, I should gladly lend a hand.

Still, I hope it's a less burdensome task.

Enen seems to have granted my wish.

"Kal, could you perhaps lend me some land?"

Surprisingly, the Duke's business wasn't burdensome or complicated.

It was just an unexpected request.

"Land... you say?"

I blinked blankly at the incomprehensible words.

If it had been another noble, I might understand, but I never expected to hear a request to borrow land from none other than a Duke. Aren't the five ducal families the biggest real estate owners in the Empire after the Imperial Family?

Yet the Victorious Duke, one of those dukes, wants land. It's similar to the owner of a massive gold mine coveting a child's small gold tooth.

"I apologize. It must be perplexing to receive such a request without explanation."

The Victorious Duke seemed to realize this was a bizarre situation and continued after clearing his throat.

"It's about the military academy site. There's talk of securing part of the Wiridia County."

"Pardon?"

What is he talking about now?

"Wasn't the military academy supposed to be built near the Academy? The last news I heard was certainly that."

"You're right. We even surveyed the land a few weeks ago. But you see."

This time, the Duke shook his head slightly with a bitter smile.

"The spirits acted as an unexpected obstacle."

"What do you mean..."

"It seems they became curious when strangers suddenly gathered, turning over the land with all sorts of equipment and trying to build something. Hundreds, thousands of spirits swarmed the area, making it chaotic. If we forced construction under these circumstances, something would surely go wrong."

My mind went blank at this unforeseen variable.

Certainly, Constantina's flower garden was created near the Academy, and that garden became a haven for spirits like the World Tree. Thanks to that, the flower garden was elevated to a major tourist attraction for Academy students, imperial nobles, and wealthy commoners.

But who would have thought this thriving tourist attraction would become such a hindrance? The spirits' curiosity was so great that they flew to the construction site.

'Aren't they usually shy around humans...?'


As far as I know, spirits are quite timid. This isn't just hearsay—I can confirm it from direct experience.

In fact, the spirits residing in our mansion have a history of fleeing from humans, and even after years, some still sneak around hiding.

'Perhaps it's the difference between wild spirits and tourist-spot spirits.'

Thinking about it that way, it becomes somewhat understandable. Deer in the mountains avoid people, but deer in deer parks not only don't avoid humans but run toward them for food—it's probably that kind of feeling.

"So we urgently looked for other candidate sites, and Wiridia emerged as a strong contender, which is why I've come to you."

"I see."

I nodded at the Duke's kind explanation.

The previously confirmed site collapsed due to the spirits' attack, and they urgently found a candidate site in an acquaintance's domain. It's perfectly understandable.

"For the path of our brave and peerless imperial army, how could I cling to a small piece of land and ruin the greater cause? I can certainly provide the land."

Yes, I can understand the outcome.

"But is Wiridia really suitable? Excluding the North, it's the northernmost region in the Empire, and relatively underdeveloped. Isn't it somewhat inadequate to house the future of the imperial army?"

But I can't understand the process. How on earth did Wiridia beat out so many other candidate sites?

As the owner of Wiridia, I shouldn't say this, but while Wiridia is advantageous for trade with the North, it's not among the Empire's top domains. There are numerous lands with better locations than Wiridia...

Ah.

'That's why they chose it.'

I was being stupid for a moment. Lands with good locations are already fully developed or extremely expensive. Securing enough space for a military academy in such domains would be difficult to resolve even with money.

In contrast, Wiridia has enough land to build three military academies. If that's not enough, we could convert some pasture land into construction sites.

"The vastness of Wiridia is certainly an appeal that other domains cannot offer. Moreover, the connection with the North makes it convenient for cavalry-related education."

The Duke's answer didn't deviate much from my prediction. It was just the vastness, with the additional factor of connection to the North.

"Ah, of course, I don't intend to borrow it for free, so don't worry. We plan to either pay a reasonable annual rent or purchase the site outright as imperial direct territory. This has been approved by His Majesty the Emperor, so you may choose as you wish."

'Oh.'

I'm satisfied with his clean offer to pay compensation.

If it's land I'm not using anyway, it's not bad to rent it out for income or sell it outright. Surely the Emperor and the Victorious Duke won't lowball the price.

"Your Grace, before deciding, would you like to go to Wiridia first to check if there's a suitable site?"

"Haha, I'd be delighted to check with the owner."

The Duke laughed at my suggestion.

An extraordinary sight—the Victorious Duke, who's usually confined to headquarters, gladly agreeing to an outing. This shows how sincere he is about building the military academy.

'Let's sell it cheap.'

Seeing his earnestness softened my heart.

If the Victorious Duke desires it so desperately, what's wrong with receiving a little less money? Money is fleeting, but relationships are eternal.


"All the domains I own are managed by the head stewards of each territory, as if they're set to auto-hunt. It's a peculiar situation where I reign but don't actually rule.

For example, I kept the current head steward of Teilgleichen County who had served since my father's time, appointed the senior provincial official as head steward of Wiridia County, and entrusted the domains in the Leon Kingdom area to Alfonso from Quoronos. They're all such capable talents that I can't express how convenient it is.

Among these, I visit Teilgleichen relatively often since it's close to the Capital and also my hometown, but I rarely have reason to go to Wiridia or the domains near Leon Kingdom. Honestly, if someone asked when I last visited, I couldn't answer right away.

That's how quiet and peaceful Wiridia had been, with my infrequent visits, until...

"We welcome the Count and the Victorious Duke!"

Two massive bombs were dropped on this peaceful Wiridia.

No, that's not right. Not two massive bombs, but rather one grenade and one nuclear bomb. I'm at least the lord of this domain and someone who visits occasionally. The Victorious Duke, on the other hand, is a lofty and noble duke.

'I'm sorry.'

I offered a silent apology as I watched Viscount Kisele—the head steward—bow deeply with trembling shoulders.

The head steward is Wiridia's second-in-command and its actual administrator, someone who had his own castle even before receiving his title. Though far from nobility, he was closer to aristocracy than a commoner. He wasn't someone who should be disrespected anywhere.

However, he had spent a long time as a provincial official in Wiridia, a remote region even within the Empire, and since becoming a viscount, he had devoted himself to Wiridia's development as if his life depended on it. Having lived almost like a territorial spirit bound to Wiridia, he had extremely few opportunities to meet important figures like a duke.

And now a duke suddenly appears before such a head steward? Honestly, considering the head steward's age, we should be grateful he didn't have a heart attack.

"I apologize for coming unannounced. There was something urgent I needed to check."
"Not at all, Your Grace! This Wiridia is land that Your Grace manages through the Empire's grace! Who would dare resent or consider Your Grace's visit inappropriate! Please come anytime!"
"Is that so? Thank you for saying that."

When I gently patted the head steward's shoulder, he responded with an even more resonant voice.

I nodded calmly, as this was exactly the reaction I expected. Nothing I say will reach the head steward in his current state. I was just being polite anyway.

"Well then. Do you have the maps?"
"Yes, Your Grace! These maps were updated just two weeks ago!"

The method for calming a confused civil servant faced with unexpected variables is simple: shift from personal conversation to official business.

It's actually easier for civil servants when the conversation is purely official. They can just recite the information they know and have prepared. The head steward would surely prefer moving to the main topic rather than me asking about various recent developments.

'Nothing special.'

With that thought, I examined the maps the head steward handed over, and there weren't many significant changes from the last maps I had seen.

At most, the pastures had expanded? There were also some new villages that hadn't existed before, and some villages had evolved into towns—but even that wasn't particularly impressive compared to the rate at which the pastures had expanded.

'Let's keep it this way.'

Satisfied with the results, the corners of my mouth turned up involuntarily.

From the beginning, I had intended to make Wiridia a trade hub connecting the Empire's mainland and the North, as well as a paradise for horses. Rather than a place that attracts all kinds of people like other well-known domains in the Empire, I aimed for a somewhat nature-friendly and peaceful domain.

Of course, if the development of a county is too low, that's a problem in itself. After all, population is power in this era, and population is the foundation of tax revenue. It would be troublesome if a large territory like a county had the development level of a rural village.

So this level is just right. The population is growing, but the expansion focuses more on pastures, trade routes, and markets. The head steward is on an excellent path.

"Your Grace, what do you think? There's still much land that hasn't even been utilized as pasture."
"Indeed. While other regions struggle to secure land, Wiridia doesn't have that concern."

Satisfied, I showed the map to the Victorious Duke, whose lips also curved into a smile.

Of course, the Duke's smile was for different reasons than mine. If I was satisfied with Wiridia's progress, the Duke was satisfied with the vast available land.


In fact, if I were in the Duke's position, I would feel the same. In other domains, one would first need to check for available land and somehow secure plots. In contrast, in Wiridia, one could throw a dart at the map and use several kilometers around where it landed without any issues. How delightful is that?

"Since there will be cavalry tactics training, we need somewhere close to the North, but also relatively close to a city for the students' daily lives..."
"How about this location? Or the area below it would also be suitable."
"Hmm, as expected of Lord Kal, your eye for these things is remarkable. It's the perfect place for a military academy."

For a moment, I almost blurted out, "Any place you choose would be similar." That's how incredibly numerous, vast, and expansive the empty lands within Wiridia were.

'Most of this is flat land.'

Moreover, the terrain consists of clean flatlands rather than rugged mountains, so construction difficulty would be quite manageable.

It would also be convenient for the future military academy students' movements. After all, if there are hills on campus, it only tires the students, doesn't it?

The Victorious Duke roamed around Wiridia like a cash-rich buyer inspecting an apartment with reconstruction potential, then left.

But there's a clear difference between rich buyers and the Victorious Duke. Rich buyers must leave the timing of reconstruction to fate, but the Victorious Duke can immediately initiate reconstruction on the apartment he chooses—an enormous difference. Frankly speaking, if the Duke wishes, they would have to develop not just reconstruction but even bare land.

So, shortly after the Victorious Duke selected the site, people were sent jointly from the Ministry of War, Ministry of Education, and Ministry of Land, but...

"Your Grace, I must deliver some truly regrettable news."

The head of the Construction Department from the Ministry of Land, who led the joint investigation team, contacted me cautiously.

And he even prefaced it by saying it was regrettable news.

"What's the matter? Has a dungeon appeared nearby?"

I became anxious at his demeanor. The Emperor had already given his support, the Victorious Duke was actively promoting it, and the domain's lord was cooperating willingly. Moreover, a department head from the Ministry of Land had personally come to the site. No ordinary problem could halt this massive undertaking.

"Well, you see..."

In response to my question, the Construction Department head let out a small sigh and...

"Ruins have been discovered at the site."

...uttered the worst possible scenario.

"...Ruins?"
"Yes, Your Grace. And ruins of considerable size. Though it's not certain, they are estimated to extend beyond the site selected by the Victorious Duke."

More explanations followed, but they didn't register. Instead of the Construction Department head's kind explanation, a single sentence filled my mind.

'We're fucked.'

Just that one sentence: we're fucked.

Following that, I could clearly foresee that if this news reached someone in the Capital, a crazed army of immortals would rush to Wiridia. An invincible army that no one could stop.

"Your Grace, what would you like to do?"
"About what?"
"Currently, only a few members of the investigation team know about this. We contacted you immediately after confirming the ruins, so we will handle it however you wish."

It was such an attractive proposition that I couldn't speak.

Should I ask them to pretend they didn't see anything? Should I suggest ignoring the ruins and just building the military academy as planned?

'No.'

Though such desires seriously surged within me, I quickly dismissed them.


Let's not do that. No matter how frightening it is to discover ruins in my domain, should someone who is an imperial noble and the godfather of the Crown Princess resort to such tricks? When I should be setting an example for others?

And there are no eternal secrets in this world. If I resort to trickery to escape the immediate crisis, it will return as greater karma in the future.

"...Handle it according to protocol."
"According to protocol, you say?"
"Yes. The Ministry of Culture... just tell them exactly what you found. The Ministry of Culture will handle the rest."
"Yes, Your Grace. I will do so."

I closed my eyes dejectedly as I watched the Construction Department head bow.

The Ministry of Culture. Those who descend like grim reapers when ruins or artifacts are discovered within the Empire. True madmen whom no power or blood relation can stop.

'So my domain also falls victim to these grim reapers...'

It had been nice not having to deal with them until now, but I never expected something like this to happen in Wiridia.

"Hahahahaha!"

The Emperor's laughter echoed through the communication crystal.

Damn him. Is the news of ruins being discovered in someone else's domain that amusing?

"Well, well. It's been a long time since I've heard news of large-scale ruins being discovered within the Empire. Since most of the territory has been developed, there hasn't been much news for decades."
"Indeed..."
"But northern domains like Wiridia have seen relatively slower development, so it's not strange that ruins were sleeping there. I hadn't thought of that."

His words were so accurate that I couldn't possibly refute them.

Ruins and artifacts can only be discovered once the ground is excavated. However, most of the Empire's territory has either already completed construction or faces obstacles to construction. Compared to those domains, Wiridia is close to a pristine, clean, undeveloped region.

'Of all places, why did it have to be at the site?'

Still, who could have known that among all the vast lands, ruins would be found at the site selected for construction?

Who could have known that instead of military academy construction, the Ministry of Culture's intensive excavation would take precedence?

'Damn it.'

I feel dejected. The Ministry of Culture is the department that encompasses the Empire's culture, history, traditions, and so on. Therefore, it's also the department that immediately intervenes when ruins or artifacts are discovered during construction.

But this "immediate" and "intervention" happens in such a splendid and terrifying manner. When the Ministry of Culture needs to intervene, ongoing construction must be halted unconditionally, and construction cannot resume until the Ministry of Culture declares, "We've seen everything there is to see."

Although the damage from construction suspension and delays is compensated from the national treasury, the mere fact that construction has stopped is an enormous loss in itself.

'Even a duke can't escape their clutches.'

Among the past Voyaare Dukes, there was one who enjoyed purchasing real estate, and surprisingly, whenever he dug on the land he bought, artifacts would pour out remarkably. Because of this, there was even a saying that when that duke bought land, property values in the surrounding area would plummet.

And when the Ministry of Culture's excavation team descended upon his construction sites, the duke would beg them to please leave. It's truly a legendary anecdote.

Of course, the Ministry of Culture's excavation team steadfastly continued their work despite the duke's angry pleas. A terrifying and wondrous thing indeed.

'At least there are multiple candidate sites, which is fortunate.'

I sighed inwardly as I rubbed my forehead.

Losing an entire site is regrettable, but Wiridia's land is vast. There are several more candidate sites, so we can simply survey another location.

Ruins were discovered at the second site as well.

I seriously began to wonder if pretending not to see and forcing construction ahead might be the better option.

Fortunately, no ruins or artifacts were found at the third site.

No, to be honest, it's not fortunate at all. From the moment two sites were already lost, there's no comfort in the word "fortunate."

'Does this even make sense?'

I could only laugh bitterly at the absurdity. Why did this happen to me?

Of course, I didn't suffer any actual damage from the discovery of ruins. It was unused land anyway, and since it was construction for a military academy, it was 100% funded by imperial assets. Frankly speaking, even if the construction falls through, it doesn't affect me at all.

But two ruins discovered among sites selected by the Victorious Duke? Simply calculated, Wiridia is like a ruins lottery with two wins out of three construction sites—boasting an incredible 66.6% hit rate.

Moreover, this 66.6% probability only exists because we haven't checked the fourth and fifth candidate sites. The hit rate could potentially soar to 75% or 80%.

'That would be troublesome.'

It's frightening just to imagine. Right now, we have plenty of land left, so we can simply say, "Let's just use different land." But in the future, such luxury won't be possible.

When there's no more spare land, or when we can't freely select sites, if ruins welcome us then, I might just want to bite my tongue. I can guarantee this concerns Wiridia's future and my descendants' mental health.

But what can I do about something that affects the future? These things have been hiding underground for hundreds or thousands of years—what solution could there be? If there had been a clear solution, would the Duke have been watching the construction site with tears of blood? He couldn't do anything because there was no solution.

'This is maddening.'

I sighed while fiddling with my communication device.

News spread quickly throughout the Empire about consecutive discoveries of ruins in a single domain—ruins massive enough to overturn sites large enough to build a military academy, and even larger ruins that could overturn those massive sites.

Recently, as the Emperor mentioned, the Empire has been suffering from a scarcity of ruins. In a situation where even small, modest ruins were hard to find, two massive ones were discovered—imagine how surprised the nobles were. As a result, nobles with connections to me were busy sending their regards.

And the Victorious Duke even apologized with a joke that he was sorry for choosing strange places. In truth, it's less shocking because the Victorious Duke discovered them early.

- The Department Head of Excavation and the Department Head of Restoration from the Ministry of Culture have visited. The Minister of Culture himself will be coming in a few days, but I'm too unworthy to handle such protocol...!

I pressed my forehead as I recalled the butler's desperate report.

As Wiridia suddenly received attention from the imperial social circles and the greedy gaze of the demons from the Ministry of Culture, the head butler shouldered a heavy burden. In fact, it would be correct to say the head butler is the biggest victim of this situation.

'Not the biggest, but the only victim?'

Upon reflection, "only" seems more appropriate than "biggest."

If the military academy construction had been indefinitely postponed, the Victorious Duke whose dream was frustrated would also be a victim, but the construction is proceeding smoothly at the third site. Even I, as the lord of Wiridia, suffer no damage except worries about the future.

Meanwhile, the head butler manages Wiridia on my behalf. When monsters from the Ministry of Culture roam around Wiridia, he must deal with the aftermath, and when high officials from the Ministry of Culture visit, he must rush out to entertain them. Truly unfortunate.

'I should stay in Wiridia for a while.'

After careful consideration, I decided to go to Wiridia.

This time, I need to stay for quite a while, not just make a brief visit. A one-time visit would only increase the head butler's workload. At the very least, I should handle the Ministry's activities and entertain high officials to prevent the head butler's sudden death.

'Damn it.'

A deep and intense sense of injustice washed over me. Even the Emperor couldn't force work on me right now, yet I'm going on a business trip because of the Ministry of Culture?

Of course, it's awkward to call it a business trip since Wiridia is my domain, but my main residence and range of activities are centered around the Capital. Looking strictly at my behavioral radius, visiting Wiridia is indeed a business trip.

I decided to think of it that way. Otherwise, there's no way to explain this injustice.

I headed to Wiridia after telling my family I was going on a short business trip.


My wives, who were worried about the mention of a business trip, made curious expressions when they learned the destination was Wiridia. As if to say, how is visiting your own domain a business trip?

It was a somewhat heartbreaking expression, but it's fine. It's utilitarian and principled to end with just my suffering rather than making my wives worry.

"I greet Your Excellency!"
"I didn't expect to see you again so soon. I wonder if I'm bothering the head butler."
"Not at all, Your Excellency! Your presence is like a great mountain to us—how could I ever think such a thing!"
"I see."

In reality, not only my wives but also the head butler welcomed me enthusiastically, so my visit was justified from both utilitarian and principled perspectives.

'He seems to have aged since I last saw him.'

Is it just my imagination? The head butler's face seemed to show deeper signs of age than when I last saw him.

While others spend 24 hours in a day, he seems to have spent 2,400 hours alone. How unfortunate.

"From now on, I'll personally handle any contact with the excavation team. So, head butler, actively cooperate with the excavation team's activities, but if complicated matters arise, send them to me."
"Is, is that really all right?"
"Even if I talk with the head butler, ultimately my approval is needed, isn't it? In that case, it's easier for me to handle it from the beginning. There's more to Wiridia's affairs than just excavation."

The head butler rapidly rejuvenated at my words.

Truly a heartwarming sight. A capable talent becomes younger in exchange for me taking on just one task. Where else could you find such cost-effective work?

"Since we're on the topic, I'm thinking of greeting the excavation team. Where are they?"
"The Excavation Department Head is at the first site, and the Restoration Department Head is at the second site."
"I should visit both."

Two sites mean two department heads. It might seem like excessive manpower, but considering these are large-scale ruins that have appeared after a long time, it might be appropriate staffing.

—or so I thought briefly.

'What is that?'

Until I saw the Excavation Department Head holding a shovel at the first site, now called Excavation Site No. 1.

Shouting loudly while directing workers and personally digging with a shovel—this is definitely not a high official cosplaying during a site inspection. He's actually directing the excavation site himself.

And doing so in short sleeves despite the cool weather, proudly displaying his dirt-covered face.

'He's the real deal.'

I don't mean the shoveling is real. I mean that excavation department head is the real deal.

No, what kind of department head does the shoveling himself? It's not strange for a high-ranking official to direct an important site, but directing and shoveling are very different things.

'Don't tell me the Restoration Department Head is doing the same?'

It's highly likely. If two department heads descended upon Wiridia and split between two sites, the Restoration Department Head is probably shoveling at Excavation Site No. 2.

I'm afraid. That drive and passion is frightening. The Ministry of Culture is already a den of madness filled with genuine experts, but department-level officials are truly different.

'Ah.'

My eyes met with the shoveling Excavation Department Head.

The sight of him running toward me as soon as our eyes met was truly remarkable. I imagine that's roughly how a rhinoceros looks when it spots prey.

Besides, couldn't he put down the shovel before coming over? It's a bit scary when an elderly man with a white beard runs while holding a shovel.

"I greet Minister Kracius!"

"Ah, yes. It's good to see you like this."

The Excavation Department Head, who had suddenly appeared before me, greeted me with a booming voice.

'He's big...'

This momentum, this size, this age, these muscles. It felt strangely familiar—similar to the Minister of Finance or my first father-in-law.

The difference is that he walked the path of a scholar rather than a warrior. That's truly an enormous difference.

"I should have visited you first! I'm deeply sorry for making Your Excellency come in person!"
"It couldn't be helped since I was in the Capital, not Wiridia. Besides, it makes more sense for the person with free time to visit the busy one."

I forced a smile while answering, despite his voice drilling directly into my eardrums.

People like him are generally strict about the chain of command. While they might be a bit tiring to superiors, they're extremely polite and respectful to subordinates. A slightly loud voice is no problem at all.

"So, how is it going? Is the excavation progressing well?"
"Yes! Since the terrain is flat, we've clearly identified the shape of the ruins buried below! It's simply a matter of removing the accumulated soil!"

I thought removing that soil would be the most difficult part, but if the expert says so, I'll take his word for it.

"More importantly, congratulations, Your Excellency! The great ruins that were sleeping in your domain have finally revealed themselves!"

I gave a bitter smile as the Excavation Department Head suddenly bowed his head.

Well, I'm not sure if this is something to be congratulated for. From the Ministry of Culture's perspective, the existence of ruins might feel like a blessing, but to me, it's an obstacle interfering with construction—

"Although it's not certain yet, we believe it to be an early human settlement on the continent! This is a major discovery that could completely rewrite the continent's history textbooks!"

Wait, what?

"What?"
"Excavation Site No. 2 is also a settlement from a similar period! Truly, the Lord of Heaven is smiling upon Your Excellency!"

I was momentarily speechless.

An early human settlement on the continent? Something that could completely rewrite the continent's history textbooks?

'What is that?'

Why is something so grandiose in my domain?

Why was it discovered while I'm the lord?

"No, actually. Since early humans likely worshipped the sky, it's probably not the Lord of Heaven but the Northern Sky that's smiling!"

His subsequent words immediately brought a certain entity to mind.

Wiridia, close to the North. Early humans who worshipped the sky. When these two keywords combine, only one thing comes to mind.

'The Eternal Blue Sky.'

Could these ruins be related to the Eternal Blue Sky?

I've been quiet lately, busy with Jiz, but is this a surprise gift for me?

'It's too big a gift.'

It's such an excessively surprising gift that my heart is in danger.

We don't need gifts like this between us...

# Shocking news: ruins discovered in Wiridia may be an early human settlement and a religious community that worshipped the sky. Because of this, I moved to Jiz's nest, located at the northernmost point within the Northern region.

Of course, I don't necessarily need to visit in person since we can communicate telepathically like the Eternal Blue Sky, but lately there's been a bit of delay in our conversations—probably because she's been busy playing with Jiz. Or maybe she's just been sleeping too deeply to respond.

Besides, if they worshipped the sky, there's a high probability that not only the Eternal Blue Sky but also Jiz from her divine days were involved. In that case, face-to-face conversation would be much better than telepathy.

"Huh? What brings you all the way here?"

As I headed toward Jiz's location, she greeted me warmly, having just returned from a flight.

Come to think of it, this is the season when she makes deliveries to the Three Winter Countries. I almost missed her and would have ended up waiting blankly. I came at just the right time.

"I have something to ask you. Do you have time?"
"Sure, whatever. I just finished my work and was about to rest. I can answer questions anytime."

Jiz didn't seem to mind my unexpected visit. She flapped her wings a few times before settling on the ground like a chicken.

I couldn't help but smile wryly. She's clearly an eagle the size of a battleship, but her personality makes her look like a chicken. Truly unfortunate.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"You seem to be working hard, traveling back and forth across the continent."
"What hard work! This distance is just a walk in the park for me! I could go again tomorrow!"

I simply nodded as Jiz proudly held her head high.

Well, whether she's an eagle or a chicken, what does it matter? As long as she's happy.

"Is the Eternal Blue Sky here?"
"Oh, do you need her too? Just a moment."

Since I didn't want to keep someone who had just returned from the Three Winter Countries for too long, I quickly got to the point. Jiz stood up and waddled toward the Eternal Blue Sky's temple.

"Sister. Your honorary priestess is here to see you. Wake up."

Then she gently tapped the temple roof.

I bit my lip to suppress a laugh at the sight. It looked like she was waking up an unemployed family member who had been sleeping lazily in a corner of the house.

"Mmm? Honorary priestess?"

Soon after, the voice of the Eternal Blue Sky echoed in my head.

So she wasn't just acting like she was waking someone—she actually was. A deity sleeping like an unemployed person.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"
"I've always been well since coming here... haaaaaawn..."

A loud yawn filled my head.

Hearing a deity yawn is probably something I'm the first to experience since the creation of the world. This isn't the kind of first I was hoping for.

"Uh, sorry. I just woke up and I'm a bit disoriented."
"It's fine. I'm the one who came without an appointment."

But I'm the one who came unannounced with questions. If the Eternal Blue Sky is displeased with my sudden visit, that's understandable, but I'm not in a position to complain about a yawn.

"Anyway, what brings you here? You could have just spoken to me telepathically. Is something urgent?"

Besides, being a deity, she shook off her drowsiness quickly. So what's one yawn between us?

"May I ask about the past of the Eternal Blue Sky faith?"
"Huh? My faith?"
"Yes. Specifically from when humans were just beginning to establish settlements—quite ancient times."

At my words, the Eternal Blue Sky was silent for a moment, then:


"...Hehehe... So even the honorary priestess has realized the charm of the lofty sky!"
"Pardon?"

Suddenly she started running her happiness circuit at high speed.

"That's right! Faith in the sky is the primordial faith, the oldest faith! No matter how prominent the sun or vegetation might be, they can't compare to the sky! The sky is supreme!"
"That's right! The sky is the noble and vast space that embraces all living beings anywhere, anytime! Unlike the sun that disappears at night or vegetation that dies during drought, the sky always exists majestically! Sky supreme!"
"Sky supreme!"

Even Jiz, who must have been listening to our conversation, naturally supported the Eternal Blue Sky and proclaimed the sky's greatness.

I feel like I'm losing my mind. A joint missionary effort by a current sky deity and a former sky deity. If an ordinary person were between them, they'd abandon their existing faith and worship the sky.

"I've discovered what seems to be the earliest community that worshipped the sky. Well, traces of a community. Do you know anything about it?"

Of course, I'm not an ordinary person but a sage. If my mental fortitude were weak enough to fall for this level of proselytizing, I would have become the High Priestess succeeding the Khagan long ago.

So I naturally changed the subject. A reasonable topic—asking if they remembered anything about traces of those who first worshipped such a magnificent sky.

"Huh? The earliest worshipping community?"

It seemed to be a genuinely interesting topic for the Eternal Blue Sky. Despite fervently proclaiming the sky's greatness just moments ago, she immediately showed interest.

"The earliest worshipping community, the earliest worshipping community..."
"Oh, I think I know. Are you talking about Refildoria Fuellen?"
"Oh, that place?"

And thanks to the collective intelligence of the current and former deities, an unfamiliar name emerged in less than five minutes.

"Right, I remember now. It was the village established by my first priest! How do you even remember that?"
"Well, you used to brag about it all the time. I even remember the population by era..."

At those words, my gaze automatically shifted to Jiz.

These two divine beings remember not just the name of the settlement but even its population? Though I'm not an expert in archaeology, I can easily imagine that the Ministry of Culture would go crazy for this information.

And if they remember the population, they likely know other information too. To discover an early human settlement and simultaneously secure information about it—truly a joyous occasion.

"What was it again? The first village was Refildoria Fuellen, and the priest's children became independent and established new villages too, right? I think there were five of them, if I remember correctly."
"Ah."

However, it's unfortunate that I also received an unwanted spoiler.

I see. So there were five. Besides this Refil-whatever village, five more were established around the same time.

"So I need to discover four more."

I unconsciously closed my eyes in dismay. Refil-whatever plus the five independent villages makes six in total. Of those, I've excavated ruins of two. That automatically leads to the conclusion that four more ruins are sleeping somewhere in Wiridia.

Thinking positively, they could exist outside Wiridia, but we're talking about early human traces. Even if they became independent, it's unlikely they moved beyond Wiridia. Considering the transportation of that era, it's certain.

"Early human ruins... six of them..."

I felt momentarily dizzy.

This is a fate humans cannot resist. Wiridia isn't meant to be an economically specialized trading domain but a culturally specialized ruin development domain.

From today, Wiridia is the starting point of humanity. If anyone disagrees, they can discover older ruins than those in Wiridia and refute it.

"Damn it."

My grand dream of a transit trade and livestock specialized domain...!

Though I really didn't want to say it—truly wanted to keep silent—I conveyed the information I heard from the Eternal Blue Sky and Jiz to the Excavation Department Head.

"Four more? Are you saying there are four more such ruins?!"

"It's just a possibility for now, nothing certain yet."
"Even the possibility is worth investigating! If your words are true, there's a high chance these independent villages exist within Wiridia!"

I nodded bitterly at the Excavation Department Head's exclamation.

I know that. That's why I didn't want to say it.

Just the discovery of two ruins brought two department-level officials from the Ministry of Culture running here. What would happen if four more were excavated? Would the entire Ministry of Culture headquarters move here?

"Terrible."

Wiridia, the cultural capital of the Empire. Just imagining it makes my chest feel tight. It's too heavy a burden for a mere noble to bear.

No, even Croita, which was the capital of the Trika Empire, receives considerable attention. If six ruins that far surpass Croita are concentrated here, then...

"This is no time to hesitate! I'll immediately inform the Minister to come to Wiridia!"
"What?"
"Originally, the visit was planned for three days from now, but the situation has changed, hasn't it? I'll tell them to come immediately with all section chief-level officials and above!"
"That doesn't seem necessary—"
"Your Excellency! This is the Excavation Department Head!"

Before I could dissuade him, the Excavation Department Head activated the communication device.

How bitter. Even the prestige of being an Imperial power and a living sage doesn't work on a scholar whose eyes have rolled back in excitement.

Still, it's heartening to know that the Empire has scholars who don't bow to power. The future of the Empire's cultural sphere seems bright.

Let's just think of it that way. How could I stop monsters that even a duke couldn't stop?

***

The Teleport Magic Circle Management Office urgently reported.

A concerning report that all officials of section chief rank and above from the Ministry of Culture were heading to Wiridia County.

"My goodness, such things happen in this world."

And seeing the reason why the Ministry of Culture's eyes were rolled back a second time, I couldn't help but laugh.

Two massive ruins have already been discovered. Rumors spread throughout the Capital that the Minister of Culture danced in front of his officials, and department-level officials raised their wine glasses.

And now twice as many ruins are expected to be discovered? Even as a non-expert, I find it astonishing—how much more so for the Ministry of Culture?

"Is this also a blessing from the gods?"

I seriously pondered for a moment, stroking my chin.

Wiridia is a domain that His Majesty granted just before the northern conquest. It was under Imperial control for a vastly longer period than it has been a count's domain.

Yet it remained quiet during its time as an Imperial territory, only to cause such a commotion after becoming a count's domain? Even considering that during its Imperial days it was burdened with nomadic raids and being a border region, this is difficult to understand.

"It must be a blessing."

So I understood it with my heart rather than my head.

This situation is not achieved by humans but ordained by the gods. Let's just think of it that way.

"I should visit the assembly soon."

I checked my schedule as the thought belatedly occurred to me.

Let's designate areas where ruins have been or will be discovered as culturally specialized districts, and provide appropriate funding and assistance for museum construction. The Count will be overjoyed.

While a transit trade or livestock specialized domain would be good, a domain with a cultural image wouldn't be bad either.

# The Ruins Became My Family

Unlike my parents in Teilgleichen, the ruins are physically closer to me. When six massive ruins are clustered together in one domain, they truly become family.

Perhaps that's why my already strong desire for the Capital grew even stronger. If I lived in Wiridia, I'd have to list "ruins" on Kal Kracius's family registry. Indeed, one should live in the capital, not the provinces.

"I will excavate them in perfect condition. I'll make Wiridia a holy site for continental archaeology."
"I appreciate your enthusiasm, but there's no need to overexert yourself. If the Minister collapses from exhaustion, it would shake a great pillar of the archaeological world."
"Haha, you worry too much. There are many stronger pillars than me on the continent."

While the domain's owner was plotting his escape, the Minister of Culture who rushed from the Capital was declaring his life-or-death commitment with fierce eyes.

It's frightening. Even someone normally gentle has transformed into a warrior at the mention of early human ruins.

This was the same kind minister who, just before my honeymoon with Luise to the Valcross Kingdom, had kindly connected her with authors she admired. He was so gentle he didn't even seek credit for his help.

'Should I consider this payback?'

I nodded with difficulty, suppressing my bitterness and fear.

Yes, I should think of it as returning what I've received. Since I've benefited from the Minister of Culture's help, it's now my turn to fulfill his passion. After all, he helped with my honeymoon. If someone is burning with academic fervor and excavation desire, I should actively cooperate. Besides, trying to stop him wouldn't work anyway.

"Moreover, thanks to the Minister of Audit, we have the best environment. In such conditions, I couldn't collapse even if I wanted to."
"Thanks to me?"
"Excavating when you know exactly where the ruins are sleeping—what could be easier? It's like waging war knowing the enemy's position and movement routes, or building a structure with unlimited money and manpower."

The Minister of Culture smiled broadly as he said this.

It was truly a wide smile that matched the expression "beaming." How could an adult tainted by worldly matters make such a pure expression?

"Of course, ruins can be damaged during excavation, but I haven't invited anyone unskilled enough to make such mistakes. So don't worry."
"Y-yes, I understand. Truly reassuring."

I don't think I could ever be like that. I couldn't become obsessed with something like the Minister of Culture, nor could I be happy enough to recapture lost childhood innocence.

"By the way, I told that fellow to cooperate actively with you, Minister. Feel free to use him if you need anything or have questions."

At my words, the Minister of Culture turned his head to the right.

Specifically, toward Jizz, who was nodding off in an open space some distance from the ruins.

'A docent who knows everything.'

I smiled fondly at Jizz, who was now even snoring. Though normally just an unfortunate big-eagle, for this excavation, Jizz is more reliable than anyone.

The name of the ruins that even the eternal blue sky barely remembered, their location, construction period, approximate population changes, lifestyle—Jizz had recited everything fluently. For the Ministry of Culture, he must be like an angel descended from heaven.

"How on earth do you remember all that?"
- When you hear it for hours every day, you memorize it naturally...

Indeed, Jizz is a victim who suffered information overload from the sky god, so that's not wrong. How much must he have endured to still remember things from hundreds or thousands of years ago?

"...Now I can die without regrets."
"Pardon?"


While I was looking at Jizz with sympathy, the Minister of Culture planted an ominous flag.

"This inadequate and humble person was able to reach this position thanks to the excessive grace of the Imperial Family. It was the greatest honor as a scholar, writer, and artist."

However, the Minister's eyes were so moist that I couldn't even ask what he meant.

"Nevertheless, if I dared to have a desire, it was to discover ruins or artifacts that could rewrite the history of this empire. It was essentially an impossible dream, more accurately described as a delusion."

He even began to stare at me with those moist eyes.

Sir, please don't look at me like that. It feels strange when someone older than me does that.

"What was rightly called a delusion, a wish that even the executives of the Ministry of Culture exchanged as bitter jokes, has finally come true. I've been able to enjoy such glory during my tenure as Minister."
"The Ministry of Culture's wishes must have reached heaven. That must be it."
"And it was you, Minister, who realized heaven's response on earth."

Before I could ask what on earth he meant, the Minister of Culture bowed deeply.

"I pledge on my career as an official: the continental archaeological world will regard Wiridia as a holy site, and all scholars will consider visiting Wiridia a lifetime wish."

While staring blankly at the bowing Minister, I looked behind him.

Perhaps sensing the commotion, other executives from the Ministry of Culture were also bowing to me. Even the excavation director from Site 1 was running over.

"How could I remain idle when you give me such a gift?"

Fearing rumors about "the Minister of Audit bullying the older Minister of Culture," I hurriedly took the Minister's hands.

The Minister of Audit should be an object of fear, but shouldn't be a professional jerk who bullies even those not subject to audit. Being scary and being dirty are different things.

"Coincidentally, the first ruins we discovered are the parent ruins of the other five. They are the origin and foundation of Wiridia. Once their excavation is complete, how about building a grand museum?"
"Truly a wise and beautiful decision—"
"And I plan to name the museum after you—the Palleris Museum. Rather than attaching my name just because I own the domain, it's proper to name it after the person who excavated the ruins with passion and affection."

At this, the Minister of Culture straightened up quickly.

I knew he would respond to that. Even I thought it was a good gift.

"No, wait. How about building museums in front of all the ruins and naming them after the department heads? That would leave one, which I'll name after myself. That makes exactly six."
"Minister, that's too great an honor for us who merely dig the earth!"
"Don't worry. I plan to name the special district encompassing all six ruins after His Majesty the Emperor."

Eimanka XVII Cultural District, or Gilbert Archaeological Zone. Just hearing it makes one's heart swell.

"Please accept it with ease. Since you've made a commitment to me, it's only right that I show this much sincerity."

At my firm declaration, the Minister of Culture's eyes shook violently.

Fortunately, it seems he has no intention of refusing.

The day after the Ministry of Culture's morale increased twelvefold, the Victorious Duke—who could be called the starting point of the ruins excavation—visited.

"I've come back because it seems Kal has been working hard lately. I hope I'm not disturbing you."
"With so many guests already, how could one more welcome guest be a problem? Rather, I'm delighted to see Your Excellency again."
"Haha, I'm glad you say so."


The Victorious Duke, smiling slightly, handed over a box he was holding in his left hand.

"Still, as the one who turned your domain upside down, I felt awkward coming empty-handed. So I brought the finest Voyaare wine. I stole it from the Golden Duke's secret stash, so you won't be disappointed."
"Oh my. I hope the Golden Duke won't come chasing after it."
"Just tell him you drank it with me. Surely he won't cut open your stomach to retrieve it."

I thought the Golden Duke might actually do that, but I just smiled. Since the Victorious Duke brought it as a carefully considered gift, I should guard it with my life.

"By the way, I glimpsed incredible excavation enthusiasm on my way to the castle. Did you say there were six massive ruins?"
"Yes. I still feel like I'm dreaming."
"Anyone would feel the same, not just you. Who would have thought that a search for a military academy site would lead to this?"

The Victorious Duke nodded lightly, fiddled with his teacup, then continued with a slight smile.

"At headquarters, there's even a joke that we're building a Ruins Defense Force headquarters instead of a military academy. I couldn't deny it."
"Ruins Defense Force. I don't know who came up with that, but it's quite mischievous."

However, as the Victorious Duke said, I couldn't deny it.

An educational institution crucial to the future of the Ministry of War and the Imperial Army being built in an area with six massive ruins clustered together? It's obvious that forces will be concentrated not just for academy security but for ruins security.

So it really is a Ruins Defense Force headquarters. They'll protect everything thoroughly—both the ruins and the museums.

"So, Kal."
"I'll donate part of the tourism revenue to the Imperial Army."

I answered first, guessing what he was about to say.

The military academy security forces would also handle the ruins district security, so he probably wanted a reasonable contribution to maintenance costs. I could accept that readily.

"Always grateful. Indeed, conversations with you end quickly, which I appreciate."
"Good conversations with good people tend to end well."

At this, the Victorious Duke's smile deepened—

'Ruins security?'

Suddenly, a good idea crossed my mind.

One museum per ruin means six museums. Moreover, since these are ruins massive enough to rewrite continental history textbooks, the museums guarding them must be correspondingly huge.

This means the museum storage facilities would also be of considerable capacity.

'A warehouse... I've got one...?'

And one that the Imperial Army would guard with burning vigilance.

If it gets robbed, it would be the Imperial Army's security failure, not mine.

'Life is full of unexpected turns.'

After events erupted in my domain, the troubles at my Capital residence disappeared.

Is this what they call the law of conservation of happiness or something?

I received a message from the Imperial Assembly.

To be precise, it was a direct communication from the Speaker, but whether it came from the Assembly or the Speaker himself, what difference did it make?

"I hesitate to bring this up during your honeymoon, but could either you or Count Horpelt come? It would be even better if you brought a letter of authorization."

Either way, they were calling someone who was on vacation.

'So this is how my brother felt.'

And as soon as I heard the Speaker's words, I understood my brother's feelings.

My brother, who would frequently go out and about despite being on vacation. I seriously wondered why he lived like that, but only after finding myself in a similar situation did I understand.

My brother didn't enjoy running around outside either. And he certainly wasn't being summoned because he lacked power.

'It feels unsettling from the moment you hear the request.'

From the very moment you recognize the request, you simply can't ignore it. I wondered what urgent matter required someone on vacation, and that ominous feeling compelled me to act.

If a complete stranger or someone I had a lukewarm relationship with made such a request, I would have firmly declined. In such relationships, they wouldn't make requests in the first place, but even if they did, I wouldn't feel obligated to accept. I'm on vacation, after all.

But when someone who knows I'm on vacation, who knows how much I've been looking forward to this break, contacts me? What kind of emergency could have happened? Moreover, I know better than anyone that this person wouldn't make such an impolite request without good reason.

'The Speaker isn't one to be unreasonable.'

I quickly scanned the Speaker's face through the communication crystal.

I wondered if perhaps he was taking out some personal troubles on me, but his expression was as calm as ever. If anything, he'd become noticeably happier since the Imperial Assembly had expanded.

"As an honorary member of the esteemed Imperial Assembly, albeit a proxy, I should gladly respond to the Speaker's call. May I ask what this is about?"
"Ah, about that..."

When I asked directly, the Speaker trailed off awkwardly.

"His Imperial Majesty has personally come to the Assembly regarding the bill to designate a cultural special zone within Wiridia County—"
"Do I need to bring Count Horpelt's authorization? I'll come right away."
"Thank you for accepting despite this unreasonable request. You can return as soon as the vote is over, so please bear with us just a little longer."

With those words, the communication crystal went dark.

A slight smile crept onto my face afterward.

'A cultural special zone designation, huh.'

I'm well aware of the recent commotion in Wiridia. No matter how remote a territory it might be, bordering the North, it's still my brother's domain. As his brother, I naturally take some interest in his territory.

Actually, anyone who isn't a complete hermit would be paying attention to Wiridia right now. Even if it weren't my brother's territory, it would be impossible to ignore.

'How can six ruins be discovered in a single territory?'

It's still hard to believe. I even wondered if the whole world was preparing a surprise party for me. Perhaps others are thinking the same thing.

Ruins. And not just small-scale ruins with a few houses or a blacksmith shop—these are large-scale ruins at the village level. What's more, six major ruins believed to be early human settlements on the continent have been discovered. This would be a historic event worthy of textbooks even if just one had been found anywhere in the Empire.

But how could six such major discoveries happen in the same place at the same time? If my brother weren't staying in Wiridia, I still wouldn't believe it.

'If it's enough to make my brother leave the capital, it must be real.'


Thinking about it this way feels a bit strange. That I can gauge the severity of a situation based on my brother's whereabouts. He's not some canary in a coal mine.

'Since it's a family matter, I should handle it properly.'

Anyway, if the Assembly summons concerns Wiridia, I should rightfully respond. A brother failing to attend his brother's affairs? That's unthinkable.

And by attending the Assembly, I can report to my brother exactly what discussions took place about Wiridia, what opinions the members held, and what decisions His Majesty made.

So this isn't about my personal enjoyment but a decision for the head of the Kracius Family. I'm temporarily sacrificing my vacation and going to work for the family head.

"What kind of brother would I be otherwise?"
"Woong?"

At my muttering, Robert, who had been crawling around, tilted his head curiously.

"Robert. Come to daddy."
"Waa!"

Seeing his adorable response, I opened my arms slightly, and Robert came to his daddy with a bright smile.

A good brother and a good father. My life is quite splendid indeed.

After receiving Bia's authorization letter, I headed to the Imperial Assembly.

I had miraculously become both the proxy for the Count of Teilgleichen and the proxy for Count Horpelt, but I didn't mind. The former was a title I would eventually relinquish, and the latter I would only use for a few hours.

...

'I will relinquish it, right?'

I suddenly felt anxious. Proxy for the Count of Teilgleichen... can I actually give this up?

Of course, I have no intention of giving it up soon, as Fedi is still very young. I can't ask a 5-year-old to attend the Assembly. As Fedi's uncle, I couldn't allow such an outrage. Nor do I want to experience my brother's sky-cutting wrath firsthand.

The real problem isn't young Fedi, but myself—growing increasingly accustomed to the title of Assembly member.

'And I'm not the only one getting used to it.'

What's even more terrifying is that my family, fellow members, and those around me are gradually forgetting that the word "proxy" is attached to my title.

I worry that I might remain a proxy member forever. Even when Fedi becomes the Count of Teilgleichen, they might say, "Uncle is so proficient in Assembly affairs, please continue as a member for the greater good."

'The Commons members don't even seem to know I'm a proxy.'

Moreover, the relatively new Commons members think I'm a regular member, not my brother's proxy. Truly terrifying.

"You're here already?"
"Ah, Speaker."

While lost in these thoughts, staring blankly at the Assembly building, the Speaker approached and greeted me.

"As I said earlier, thank you for coming so willingly despite this unreasonable request. It would be awkward to have vacancies among the Noble House members when His Majesty personally visits."
"Of course. What greater shame could there be than for us, His Majesty's shield, to fail in our duty?"
"The loyalty of the Kracius Family is truly admirable. Wilhelm did an excellent job raising his children."

The Speaker chuckled softly, patted my shoulder, and ushered me into the building.


"Come, let's go in and secure a good seat. There happens to be a prime spot slightly out of His Majesty's line of sight, where you can leave immediately after the vote. I've been using it since I first became a member."
"Are you sure you should be telling me about such a valuable spot?"
"I must show at least this much consideration to a colleague on vacation. Don't make this Speaker out to be so petty."

I laughed at his words.

A seat that allows for quick entry and exit, and makes one's presence less noticeable. Truly the best seat for an Assembly member.

When I eventually pass on my position to Fedi, I'll be sure to tell him about it.

Definitely.

***

First, I met with the Noble House members of the Imperial Assembly.

Wiridia, which was to be designated as a cultural special zone, was the territory of the Imperial Count of Teilgleichen. Therefore, it was appropriate to first discuss with fellow Imperial Counts in the Noble House, and then, once a framework was established, discuss with the Commons.

A basic structure needs to be in place before one can afford to discuss with 130 people. If 130 people were given the right to speak without any framework, it would be disastrous. The mere thought makes my head spin.

'Why are there 29 people?'

Something seems off. Weren't the Count's brother and Count Horpelt on vacation among the Noble House members? There should be 28 people, so why is there one extra?

'...Ah, I see.'

Quickly scanning the meeting room, I spotted Baron Hardiner, the Count's brother, sitting in a corner.

Indeed. One of them did attend. Considering age and experience, Count Horpelt should have come, but Baron Hardiner came as the head of the family.

I'm truly satisfied. As expected of the Count's brother, his loyalty as an Imperial noble and responsibility as a family head are considerable.

"Large-scale ruins have been discovered in Wiridia County."

However, staring too intently at a particular noble would indicate the Emperor's favor. I naturally shifted my gaze and spoke.

"The number is six. Six ruins, each at the level of a village or city, have been discovered. This is not just a celebration for Wiridia, but for the Empire and the continent."

The members responded with silence, as if anticipating what would follow.

"Therefore, We propose designating these six ruins collectively as the Wiridia Cultural Special Zone. To uncover and preserve the continent's proud history, development within the cultural special zone must be restricted, but the Imperial Family will bear all excavation and maintenance costs."
"Your Majesty's benevolence is as high as the heavens and deeper than the sea. The Count of Teilgleichen will surely follow Your Majesty's great decision with utmost loyalty."

The Speaker's ceremonial response was followed by the members' agreement.

This was all standard dialogue. Designating Wiridia as a cultural special zone was something anyone could anticipate. What mattered was what came next.

"However, no matter how noble the cause, having a significant amount of land designated as a cultural special zone is a critical matter. Especially since Wiridia is at a stage where development should be accelerated."
"Your Majesty, perhaps you could graciously grant the Count appropriate compensation beyond excavation and preservation costs? Or perhaps adjusting the distribution ratio of tourism revenue would be sufficient to alleviate the Count's disappointment."
"The Speaker's words are correct. However, We wish to add one more thing to the Speaker's suggestion."
"An addition... what might that be?"

Land issues should be resolved with land.

"As it happens, Wiridia County borders the Gallan Royal Domain. Therefore, We intend to grant the Count a portion of the territory within the Gallan Royal Domain."

If a significant portion of one's territory suddenly becomes a no-development zone, it's only right to provide land where development can proceed smoothly.

Automatic hunting is a double-edged sword with clear advantages and disadvantages.

The main advantage is, as the name suggests, its automatic nature. Even without my direct involvement or presence, the work proceeds on its own. Letting tedious tasks run automatically while enjoying free time—I'm certain this is what every human being on earth desires.

However, nothing in this world has only advantages. Automatic hunting, despite its overwhelming convenience, has an unavoidable major drawback.

'When you leave things to others, you can't control 100% of the outcome.'

The issue is that there's no guarantee the person acting on my behalf will move according to my wishes.

Everyone has different abilities and tendencies. Even when facing the same situation, how people perceive and respond to it will inevitably differ. This is a cruel fate that cannot be avoided, even between blood brothers.

And unfortunately, we Kracius brothers couldn't escape this fate either.

"His Majesty is granting you a portion of the territories in the Galan royal domain," Erich said.
"What?"
"He plans to select lands adjacent to Wiridia for easier management."
"What?"

My mind went blank at Erich's words.

The Emperor visiting the Imperial Assembly? That was entirely predictable. With six major ruins discovered in a single domain, he would naturally need to discuss cultural district designation with the representatives. I would have been more concerned if the Emperor hadn't visited, wondering, "What is that bastard plotting by staying quiet?"

Compensation for designating a cultural district? This too was within reasonable expectations. While cultural district designation benefits tourists and scholars, for landowners it's practically like having half your perfectly good land seized by the state. Providing compensation proportional to the damage is practically an imperial principle.

But I never expected the compensation would be land. I thought they would provide monetary compensation in a lump sum or allocate a generous portion of tourism revenue.

"Why did you just stand by and watch this happen?!"

My frozen mind finally accelerated as I shouted at Erich.

As the proxy representative for Count Teilgleichen in the Imperial Assembly, how could he stand by while his brother suffered? When I gave a mere baron the position of proxy representative, he should have done his utmost to repay that favor. He should have gritted his teeth and blocked any proposal disadvantageous to me.

Had I been at the assembly, I would have stopped it by any means necessary. At the very least, I would have desperately prevented the framework from being established that day and sought a compromise by visiting the Emperor's office.

But he ruined everything. Because of that fool, worse than a mobile game AI, everything fell apart. Who could have predicted that the drawbacks of automatic hunting would prove so fatal?

"Of course I just watched. Things were going well without my intervention," he replied.
"What kind of bull—"
"Thanks to you, I'm a marquis in the Leon Kingdom. I was worried about how to repay your kindness, so why would I block the Emperor granting you land?"

His words left me breathless.

This bastard. Could he still be harboring resentment over that incident? Was he holding a grudge over a brother's attempt to boost the morale of his baron sibling, an uncle's consideration for wanting to pass down high nobility titles to his nephews?

"And this is something only I know," Erich continued.

After quickly glancing around, he leaned toward the communication device.

"Officially, the territory being granted to you is baron-level."
"Of course. They can't give away an entire county when only part of it was affected."
"They were going to."
"...What?"
"The Emperor originally planned to grant you county-level territories. Three of them."

This time, it wasn't my mind but my vision that went white.

What nonsense is this? Only part of a county was affected, so how could the compensation be three counties? Is this some kind of real estate double event?

'Not even double...'

I was confused. How many times the value would this be? At least ten times, wouldn't it?


"But he didn't say this in front of the other representatives. After the nobles finished their first vote and were about to leave, the Emperor told me personally, so only I know."
"He told you directly?"
"Yes. He whispered it very kindly in my ear."

Erich, trying to make a quick escape after the vote, and the Emperor approaching him to whisper, "Your brother was going to receive three counties."

Just imagining it made me laugh involuntarily. I could guess why he would perform such a bizarre act.

'He's saying don't resist and accept it obediently.'

Erich claims only he knows because it was whispered, but the very fact that the Emperor whispered to a specific noble is problematic. The content of the whisper doesn't matter.

Granting land as compensation for cultural district designation is excessive. It would inevitably cause gossip among the nobles, but if they see the Emperor whispering with my brother Erich? They would think some kind of deal had been struck between the Emperor and Count Teilgleichen.

This would quickly quell any resistance from the nobles, especially fellow members of the Noble Assembly. After all, it would be troublesome for imperial counts to be at odds with each other.

'Damn it.'

I unconsciously rubbed my forehead.

Was this compensation merely mockery, or a response to my prayers for the situation?

If the former, it's infuriating; if the latter, it's troublesome. Refusing a reward is also a form of disrespect.

"When is the main vote?"
"Four days from now. He said I don't need to be there."
'Four days.'

Not abundant time, but not pressing either. That should be enough to understand the Emperor's intentions and reach a compromise.

'I'll have to make a quick trip.'

Finally, the sigh I'd been holding back escaped.

It was already painful enough staying in Wiridia because of the ruins. Now I had to return to the capital to understand the Emperor's intentions. Not going to my mansion after finishing work, but to the Emperor's office for business.

Truly lamentable. This is why one shouldn't associate with yellow-haired people.

When I entered his office, the Emperor greeted me with a smile.

Damn him. How can he smile after making me come all this way? He knows better than anyone that offering land as compensation would force me to come.

"Welcome, Count. I see you've heard about what happened at the assembly."
"My brother is an honorable member of the assembly, Your Majesty. Though I regret not fulfilling my duties as an imperial count, my eyes and ears are always directed toward the assembly."
"Is that so? The Count is truly a loyal subject."

After saying this, the Emperor moved from his desk to the seat of honor and gestured for me to sit.

"That's why it's regrettable. Treasures of humanity appeared in a loyal subject's territory, yet I cannot provide adequate compensation."

He broached the main topic as soon as I sat down.

Well said, you bastard. If you're going to talk about adequate compensation, you should settle it with money, not land. What kind of deranged emperor substitutes land for compensation for excavating ruins?

"Your Majesty, I heard you intend to grant a barony as compensation for the cultural district designation. That is already too generous, so how can you say such things?"
"Too generous? The ruins discovered this time are magnificent heritage that could rewrite human history. Finding six such treasures deserves not one barony but three counties, and even that would be insufficient."
"I merely happened to find what was buried in the ground."
"The imperial family failed to achieve even that coincidence."

I bit my lip slightly at his firm voice.


Though our exchange was brief, it was clear. This resolute and serious attitude—no matter how I looked at it, granting a barony was no joke but a sincere intention.

'This is maddening.'

It's troublesome. Considering the Emperor's personality and track record, there might be elements of mockery or jest mixed in, but the foundation is clearly compensation and reward.

Refusing compensation personally offered by the Emperor, a reward given to a benefactor of the imperial family? This would be a disaster directly linked to the Emperor's authority. It would make the Emperor and imperial family eternal debtors.

'I have no choice but to accept it.'

In Wiridia, I had made grand resolutions about compromise and understanding intentions before coming to the capital, but as soon as I arrived, I found myself yielding.

There are things in this world that cannot be achieved through effort. Sadly, this matter falls into the category of "impossible."

"By the way, Count. Since you're here, take a look at this."

Whether aware of my gloomy thoughts or not, the Emperor unrolled something on the desk.

It was a map. From its shape, an enlarged map of the Galan royal domain.

"I've been contemplating which territory to grant you. Naturally, it should be adjacent to Wiridia, and preferably a wealthy domain to please you."
"Your Majesty, I would be satisfied even with a backwater swamp as long as it carries Your Majesty's grace—"
"So I've selected suitable candidates, and you need only choose among them."

Ignoring my words, the Emperor flipped the map to show its reverse side.

'What is this?'

The reverse side, instead of being blank, had a large circle drawn on it.

More precisely, it was a circle with various lines and names written inside, resembling a roulette wheel.

"Your Majesty, surely this isn't..."
"This ruin discovery is your achievement, Count. But it would be quite coincidental to say there was no divine favor involved."

The Emperor smiled, patted my shoulder, and for some reason, pulled a dart pin from his pocket.

"So let's leave it to heaven once more. Let's see what territory heaven will grant you."

I stared blankly at the Emperor and the dart pin.

I see. This bastard wants to give me the title of "the noble who obtained his territory by dart."

'Damn bastard.'

So much for being resolute and serious. Why take this ridiculous direction after things were going so well?

'Should I pretend to miss and throw it at him?'

For a moment, such a desire surged within me. Should I pretend to aim at the roulette but let my hand slip and throw it at the Emperor?

Not a bad idea. It's just a dart pin, not a sword or spear, so getting hit would only sting a little. Surely he wouldn't brand me a traitor for hitting him with a dart pin.

"Oh, Count."

As I took the dart pin with such thoughts, the Emperor casually spoke.

"I plan to give you whatever the pin hits, so if you hit me, I would have no choice but to give you the throne and empire."

At those words, I quietly threw the pin at the roulette.

And thus, I became the one and only noble to obtain territory by dart.

I casually threw a dart pin and casually acquired a barony.

I feel utterly devastated. For a noble, acquiring territory is a momentous occasion that should be recorded in family history for generations, yet I resolved mine with a dart. This is too embarrassing to even document in our records.

While concealing history is a terrible misdeed, having my territory forever branded as the "Dart Barony" through generations of children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren would be even more terrible. I must avoid that for my descendants' sake. As their ancestor, I cannot burden future generations with such shame.

"Though it was I who selected the candidates, the final choice was heaven's will. To commemorate this, I wish to name this territory after the relic. What does the Count think?"
"Please proceed as Your Majesty wishes."
"Very well. Then I shall rename it Refilodoria Barony, after Refilodoria Fuellen, the first discovered relic and essentially the parent of all relics. Though the relic itself is in Wiridia, this territory was gained thanks to the relic, so the name is fitting."

And fortunately—if I can call it that—the Emperor personally renamed the territory, reinforcing the perception that "this territory is compensation for the cultural district designation."

This way, the territory might be called the Relic Barony, but never the Dart Barony. Even if the truth comes to light someday, the established perception won't change.

Yes, the Relic Barony (without actual relics) is much better than the Dart Barony. It makes the lord sound like an intelligent, dignified gentleman.

'I've avoided the worst.'

I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief. Receiving unwanted real estate is bitter, but considering it's the result of shaking the continent's historical and archaeological communities, it's within an acceptable range.

It's not a county, nor multiple baronies. Just one barony—let's consider it a mere scratch from a passing branch.

"Ah, Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."
"When the excavation is complete, show it to the Crown Princess. She's been wondering where her godfather is."

I was somewhat touched by those words. So our Crown Princess has been looking for her godfather.

Unfortunately, I'm currently staying in Wiridia dealing with Cultural Ministry officials, so even if the Crown Princess visits the mansion, she won't see me. Of course, the mansion has my wives, children, and various pets, so it's not a major issue. Honestly, she spends more time playing with the children and pets than with me anyway.

Nevertheless, the Crown Princess looked for her godfather. She noticed my absence and asked the Emperor where I was.

'She truly takes after her mother.'

I become more convinced as time passes. Unlike the barely-human Emperor, the Crown Princess undoubtedly inherited the merciful and gentle nature of the Empress.

If she took after the Emperor, she could never possess such innocence, purity, and kindness. She must certainly carry the bloodline of the Victorious Duke and the Empress.

"Of course, Your Majesty. Everything in this land belongs to the noble Livnoman. The relics that appeared in Wiridia are also Livnoman's. It is only right that I show this new history to Her Highness the Crown Princess."
"I am pleased that the Count cares for the Crown Princess as if she were his own daughter. However, relics and artifacts are completely unfamiliar to her. I hope you'll understand if she becomes fussy during the tour."

I nodded immediately at this very reasonable statement.

No matter how intelligent and good-natured the Crown Princess is, she's still only six years old. A six-year-old appreciating the value of relics and viewing them seriously? That would be strange in its own way.

Moreover, except for Croita, the former capital of the Trika Empire, the Crown Princess has never encountered anything related to relics. Even her visit to Croita wasn't to see the relic city itself, but to see the behemoths and animal friends living there.

'I need to create something that will capture the Crown Princess's interest.'

So I pondered seriously.

Objectively speaking, relics are fascinating only to adults interested in history or archaeology. What measures should I take to make such a space interesting to a child's eyes? How can I transform the Wiridia relic zone from merely a scholars' holy ground into a family vacation destination?

...

'Ah.'


A good idea came to mind.

***

The designation of a cultural specialization district within Wiridia County and the granting of Refilodoria Barony to the Count as compensation.

These two agenda items passed smoothly without significant objection. I was somewhat concerned because there were 100 commoner representatives, but it seems my worries were unfounded.

'It would be stranger if the discussion had been prolonged.'

Upon reflection, it's only natural. When the Emperor and Imperial Counts personally create the framework, few nobles would be brave enough to raise objections against it.

And my concern was about all 130 members speaking simultaneously and prolonging the discussion, not about the agenda itself failing. This agenda wouldn't collapse even with multiple variables intervening.

'Even foreigners would have approved this.'

Who could oppose this remarkable situation? It's legislation that focuses on newly discovered relics after a long time and comforts a lord who suddenly lost a significant portion of his territory. One might argue the compensation is somewhat excessive, but there's no reason to oppose the bill itself.

Moreover, the lord receiving compensation is a count. Calling for a reduction in compensation going into a count's pocket is essentially declaring you no longer wish to live in the Empire.

Therefore, I immediately informed the Count about the bill's passage.

'Hooh.'

A reply came as if he had been waiting.

It contained details about how he would manage the cultural specialization district as the lord of Wiridia, and what measures he would take for smoother excavation and increased tourism revenue.

[Creating a space to experience the lives of past residents of the relics. Building a small village near the relics that replicates the houses and roads of that era, utilizing it strictly as an experiential space.]
[Raising animals that were domesticated during that period, or those they attempted to domesticate, on the outskirts of the village. Creating a more realistic atmosphere of that era.]
[Placing assistants who act as natives of that era in the village. They will wear period-appropriate clothing.]

However, these were fairly good ideas to simply dismiss.

Rather than approaching it purely academically, he's also approaching it through experience and play. This would increase interest not only from scholars but also from the general public. The region, already drawing attention from the continental archaeological community, would soar even higher.

'Your intentions are transparent.'

I could also understand why the Count adopted such a unique approach.

When the excavation is complete and he tours the relics with the Crown Princess, it's the Count's strategy to make the experience enjoyable rather than tedious.

It's utterly delightful. Despite looking so gloomy when throwing the dart pin, he becomes so passionate when the Crown Princess is involved. Isn't he performing his role as godfather too diligently?

'...Hmm?'

As I was looking at the communication orb with pleasure, a strange sentence caught my eye.

[I will erect a symbolic monument for His Majesty the Emperor, the rightful ruler of this land and relics.]

'What is this?'

A sentence I simply couldn't ignore captured my attention.

Rightful ruler? A symbolic monument for the Emperor? What exactly is he trying to do with such words?

I'm uneasy. The Count would never honor me with pure intentions. And he hid this sentence in the middle of a long reply rather than at the beginning? This further indicates he has ulterior motives.


I take back my comment about his intentions being transparent. How dare he play such incomprehensible tricks on the Emperor. Should I have given him a county instead of a barony?

'Let me stop him first.'

But what's important now isn't my sense of betrayal toward the Count. It's preventing the Count's inscrutable misdeeds.

My instinct is also screaming. If I don't stop him now, I'll regret it for the rest of my life.

***

Due to the cultural specialization district designation, part of Wiridia became a development restriction zone. Adequate monetary compensation would have been sufficient, but the Emperor rewarded me with a barony.

This was an excessively generous reward beyond conventional measures. If I should have received 10, he gave me 20 or 30—a merciful act.

Then I must reciprocate to the Emperor for the excess. For a proper and healthy ruler-subject relationship, there should be a thorough exchange rather than one-sided benefit.

"This place will do."

So as soon as I arrived in Wiridia, I found an appropriate location.

The Primordial Village, where tourists or scholars visiting the cultural specialization district would first set foot. A transportation hub from which one can immediately reach any relic site.

"I will erect a statue of His Majesty here. Such a joyous event occurring during His Majesty's reign means his virtue has reached the heavens. Also, since he designated the relic sites as a cultural specialization district, it can rightfully be called a space created by His Majesty."
"Your Excellency's words are correct."

The head butler bowed and answered my words.

As expected, the head butler would understand my intentions. My decision was not wrong.

'I'll make it a landmark.'

Looking at the still-empty plain, I made a resolution. Let's build a magnificent and enormous statue here.

The Emperor's blonde hair will be decorated with gold, and his usual attire will be coated with platinum. For his skin, light-colored ivory would be appropriate.

And for his eyes...

'Atelius's scales.'

It doesn't matter that the scales are black. The color can be changed with dye.

For the height, I'll compromise at several dozen meters. I'd like to exceed 100 meters, but that would delay completion too much.

"Um, Your Excellency."
"What is it?"
"Wouldn't it be better to bring a spare communication orb now?"

At those words, I glanced down at the floor.

I saw the communication orb that I had accidentally, by chance, dropped and trampled on right after submitting my report to the Emperor.

"It's fine. How many people would look for someone on vacation?"

If there are any, they must be malicious and vicious people.

The communication tunnel that had been accidentally split in half was repaired exactly three hours later.

If it had been completely pulverized, repairs would have been difficult, but thanks to it being cleanly split in half, it was easily fixed. It was resolved by the magicians in Wiridia without even needing to ask Trixie for help.

When the communication device that had been silent for a while was reactivated, messages that had accumulated over three hours flooded in like a broken dam.

'If it had taken any longer, he would have come in person.'

I chuckled at the barrage of messages that embodied the Emperor's desperation.

As expected, three hours was just right. If I had repaired it sooner, I would have received the Emperor's fervent messages, and if later, the impatient Emperor would have come to grab me by the collar.

Indeed, the virtue of moderation is better than excess or deficiency. Moderation is truly a human virtue. Of course.

[You seem busy with matters concerning the Cultural Specialization District. The pillar of the Empire dedicating himself to the Empire brings me great joy. This is something that Lord, the elder of the Livnoman family, would nod approvingly at.]

After checking each message with a satisfied heart, I read the Emperor's final message.

'Hmph.'

The content was so ridiculous that I couldn't help but laugh.

A reprimand asking what I was doing to ignore the Emperor's messages. Simultaneously, a threat that he had the current Dragon Lord as powerful backing, so we shouldn't do anything we'd regret.

It sounds like he's saying if I use Atellius's scales, he'll use the current Dragon Lord's scales. Yes, that's probably exactly what he meant. So this is essentially a threat of mutual assured destruction.

'You?'

Unfortunately, threats are only intimidating when they're realistic. The possibility of the Emperor taking such action is virtually zero.

The current Dragon Lord is the child of Emperor Eimanka. Although the emperors after the Great Emperor are born of the Empress, and the Lord is born of the previous Lord—meaning the current Emperor isn't a descendant of the Lord—it doesn't change the fact that the Lord is the son of a distant ancestor. He's essentially the pillar and symbol of the Livnoman imperial family.

Would such a figure use his precious treasures to annoy me? The Emperor, who values propriety, would never do such a thing. Even if he lost his mind and tried, the situation and the Empress would stop him, and the Ministry of the Imperial Household and Ministry of Finance would protest. They would insist that such precious dragon scales shouldn't be used for such trivial matters.

Of course, I can use them however I want. Atellius may be someone I should respect, but it's debatable whether he's my superior. Besides, whenever he gives me scales, he says, "Use them however you wish."

'Making the Emperor's statue with dragon scales would make me a loyal subject.'

Decisively, my actions would only be fatal to the Emperor, while externally, they would be seen as the actions of the most loyal subject.

Making a statue for the Emperor using dragon scales, not just any treasure. If this isn't loyalty, what is? Should I bring a dragon's spine to make a sculpture to be considered loyal?

That's why this fight will end in my victory... wait...

'Hold on.'

After savoring the feeling of victory, I belatedly felt something was off.

'How does he know?'

Judging by the Emperor mentioning the current Dragon Lord, he must have figured out that I plan to use Atellius's scales. Otherwise, he wouldn't casually mention the elder of the Livnoman family.

But how does he know? I only told the Emperor about a symbolic structure. I didn't mention that I was planning to make a statue, let alone that Atellius's scales were among the materials.

Yet he knows. He's figured out my grand plan and my loyal heart.

'Did he learn mind-reading or something?'

I had that thought momentarily but quickly dismissed it. If he had read my mind through some technique, he wouldn't be threatening me via message but would have flown to Wiridia riding the Dragon Lord.


'It leaked from somewhere.'

Then the most likely and only possibility is that the Big-Gilbert Project has been leaked.

Actually, it's not impossible. Although Wiridia is now my domain, it was under direct imperial control just a few years ago. Moreover, many of the officials currently supporting Wiridia are former local administrators and aides from the imperial direct control era.

These former local administrators and aides might not have direct connections with the Emperor, but the probability of them having official and private connections with officials in the Capital is high.

'Was I too excited?'

Reaching this obvious conclusion, I couldn't help but smile bitterly.

I was careless. My domain, a one-sided attack that couldn't be countered, temporary communication blockage—conditions that would have secured victory against an ordinary noble made me too encouraged. I was so excited that I momentarily forgot the Emperor's information network and connections.

No matter how influential I am in the Empire, I can't match the Emperor's authority. In three hours, he could gather all information about Wiridia and more.

- Count?
"Long live Emperor! Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius Family, greets Your Imperial Majesty."

So after a brief deliberation, I contacted the Emperor first.

- Hmm. Have you finally found some time? I was worried something might have happened since you weren't responding to my messages.
"I apologize, Your Majesty. I was so preoccupied with selecting materials for a product that would elevate Your Majesty's dignity and glory that I neglected to check my communication device."
- That's truly unfortunate. I wonder how much contemplation it took to be out of touch for three hours. Well, did you achieve the results you wanted after all that consideration?
"Yes, Your Majesty. I selected only the largest and most brilliant scales bestowed by Elder Atellius."

I boldly stated it to his face.

No matter what you say, I'm going to use Atellius's scales. As they say, the yellow dog may bark, but the black dog will run.

'What are you going to do about it?'

I admit it. I did underestimate the Emperor's influence and information network. I failed to consider the imperial authority still established within Wiridia.

But so what? What changes if you know my plan?

'Nothing changes.'

Even if the Emperor knows, apart from begging me not to build such a thing or threatening that he'll have to use the Dragon Lord's scales if I do, there's nothing he can do.

The Emperor knows this too, which is why despite the three-hour communication blackout, he only sent tearful threats. He must have been burning up inside as soon as he learned about my Big-Gilbert plan.

- That's...

Indeed, the Emperor's eyes began to turbulently shake.

As if he was disturbed by my unyielding declaration.

'How do you like that?'

I was proud of myself for showing a boldness I couldn't normally display.

If I had shown such an attitude normally, I would have faced immediate retaliation. The Emperor would have accepted the Big-Gilbert statue without mentioning the Dragon Lord's scales and then launched an unexpected counterattack.

But the current Emperor can't do that. This statue isn't my first strike but rather the change from the "excessive" reward the Emperor gave me. This time, I have justification.

If the Emperor can't control his anger and retaliates against this change? Then it really would be mutual assured destruction. At the same time, it would be evidence that he's a weak coward who can't even properly receive his change.

- The Count's loyalty and sincerity are truly commendable. However, dragon scales are too precious to be used for such purposes. How about reconsidering?
"Your Majesty, this is to create an image of the most noble person on this continent. Shouldn't the materials used be the most precious as well?"

- Authority that needs to be established through mere materials is only at that level to begin with. I understand your feelings, Count, but I'd prefer you use them for something better.
"For me, there is nothing more important than elevating Your Majesty's glory. Please withdraw your words."

The Emperor, seemingly wanting to avoid such a desperate future, tried to persuade me to cancel the statue construction with earnest persuasion rather than imposing an imperial order.

He knows too. That in this situation, asserting imperial orders would only make him look foolish. Outwardly it's a loyal subject's dedication, inwardly it's a self-defeating move to block the settlement of change.

- ...I gave the Count something significant, and in return, the Count shows me great loyalty.

After a brief silence, the Emperor nodded bitterly.

It was essentially a declaration of surrender, accepting the statue construction. The first defeat where the yellow dog bowed to the black dog.

'Done.'

I feel like crying at this historic first victory. After enduring under a crazy boss for so long, such a day has finally come.

Damn yellow dog. It was nothing because I had the justification.

'Once you win once, the second time is easier.'

Just wait and see. From now on, there will be many days when the black dog bites the yellow dog.

***

I bitterly put the communication device into the desk drawer.

'I lost.'

It's a complete defeat with no room for excuses. I suffered a one-sided loss to the Count.

I thought a somewhat excessive reward would be fine since he discovered six artifacts that could rewrite the continent's history and offered prayers for his mother.

'To think he would package it as loyalty by connecting it with the artifacts.'

I couldn't help but laugh hollowly. The lord of the domain where the artifacts are located builds a statue to honor the Emperor, showing the Emperor's majesty to all tourists visiting the artifacts.

No matter how I think about it, it's just an excuse. There's no way the Count would build a statue with such pure and beautiful intentions. But if he maintains such a justification on the surface, there's no way to stop it.

If I were to stop it, the nobles would step forward to support the Count. The Emperor opposing a statue meant to honor himself? Anyone would see it as an act to test the nobles' loyalty.

'Should I build a statue of the Count next to it?'

For a brief moment, such a desire surged, but I gave it up.

The scale that had tilted when I "excessively" granted him a barony has now been balanced. With the statue on the opposite side of the barony to balance it, if I add a new weight, the Count will have to deploy another counterweight.

'I need to be careful from now on.'

So I resolved. From now on, I won't give the Count any justification.

Not just justification that makes it impossible for him to refuse what I bestow, but justification that makes it impossible for him to counterattack, to prevent such a disaster from happening again.

'Well, well.'

Eventually, I couldn't help but smile.

Perhaps it's because he's lived as an official for about 10 years. The once immature and rough young noble can now even defeat the Emperor.

Time is truly remarkable.

The Minister of Culture and the top officials of the Ministry of Culture have returned to the Capital. It was a faster return than I had expected.

Honestly, I thought the Ministry's leadership would stay in Wiridia throughout the excavation. Given how obsessed the Ministry of Culture is with excavations, I assumed they would become one with the ruins. That's why I had resigned myself to being stuck in Wiridia until the excavation was complete.

However, even when the location of ruins is known, excavation isn't a simple process. It requires careful work to protect the ruins and artifacts, which inevitably takes considerable time.

That's why the Ministry's leadership returned to the Capital, leaving behind the Excavation Department Head and Restoration Department Head who had served as the advance team. While overseeing the excavation site is important, handling affairs in the Capital is equally significant. It would be different if the Ministry of Culture were solely focused on excavations.

"The Restoration Department Head and I won't be leaving the excavation site. If there's any need to interact with Wiridia's officials, we'll send a section chief-level official, or the Ministry will send someone to Your Excellency. So please feel free to return to the Capital."

Thanks to the return of the Ministry's leadership, I no longer had any reason to stay in Wiridia. What a relief.

'I was dreading having to stay in Wiridia until next year.'

With an inward sigh of relief, I gazed at the distant excavation site. Finally, I could escape from the sound of digging and clouds of dust.

And my children, who had to live without their father due to his extended, indefinite business trip, could smile again. Of course, thanks to communication orbs and teleportation, we weren't completely separated, but meeting during a business trip and being together 24 hours a day are different things.

Now I can meet my children comfortably without any hassle. It's the moment when we transform from a goose father or weekend couple into a true family.

"Guard it well then. We're planning to build something important there."
- Yes! I'll consider this my nest for the time being, so don't worry!

With a satisfied feeling, I turned from the excavation site to look at Jizz.

Jizz normally lives quietly in the northernmost part of the North. I temporarily reassigned him to Wiridia. More specifically, to the location where the Big-Gilbert statue will be erected.

'We can't place the dignified image of the Emperor just anywhere.'

The ruins currently being excavated were the dwelling place of a community that worshipped the Eternal Blue Sky. Then couldn't Jizz, the younger sibling and divine beast of the Eternal Blue Sky, be said to have a stake in these ruins?

Also, a place where the divine beast of the god worshipped by the original inhabitants stayed throughout the excavation. If we erect the Emperor's statue there, wouldn't it be the most sacred and meaningful construction?

That's what I believe. It should be more meaningful to build on land with its own history rather than somewhere without any story. Just as the divine beast of the Eternal Blue Sky guarded the excavation site, we can claim that after the excavation, the Emperor watches over it.

'I fear my own brain.'

My lips began twitching uncontrollably. Since my historic victory over the Emperor, this twitching hasn't stopped.

Yes, I may have limited formal education, but I'm not lacking in wisdom. I'm a clever animal who navigates crises skillfully even without much learning.

No, that's not right. My final academic credential is Honorary Teacher, so my education is actually longer than most people's.

- But it gets boring just staying here. Can I fly around occasionally?
"Birds are meant to fly. Just make sure you return here."
- Then I'll go right away!

No sooner had I finished speaking than Jizz flew off westward.

I didn't expect him to leave Wiridia before me.

'Hmm.'

Watching Jizz disappear in the distance, I felt a bit guilty.

Jizz is already traveling back and forth across the continent carrying items. Even though he enjoys flying and willingly performs these duties, it's certainly not a light schedule.

And now I've asked him to wait indefinitely at a temporary nest rather than his original one. If Jizz didn't have such a gentle personality, or if I hadn't established discipline from our first meeting with my Sky Slash, there might have been resistance.


'Should I erect a statue of Jizz nearby too?'

Not a bad idea. We could place the Big-Gilbert statue near the entrance of the cultural district, and smaller statues of Jizz at each ruin entrance.

Let's put the Eternal Blue Sky statue inside the ruins. Since these were ruins where people worshipped the Eternal Blue Sky, that level of decoration would be appropriate.

'I should ask my brother to lend me some craftsmen.'

While the Ulken Duchy specializes in military supplies, it's also home to craftsmen skilled in various manufacturing. If I ask Duke Ulken, my brother, all sorts of experienced master craftsmen will come flocking.

I believe the Eternal Blue Sky and Jizz statues can be made quickly, though I'm not so sure about the Big-Gilbert statue.

***

The final flame of my writing career. The greatest work that will inevitably be mentioned whenever people speak of Allen, the writer of Valcross.

To create such a work, I've been living each day as if I were in my twenties. More precisely, I've been burning a brilliant flame combining the energy of my twenties, the experience of my thirties, and the sophistication of my forties.

'How excellently written, whoever wrote it.'

Perhaps that's why I've developed a feeling a writer should never have: self-praise, that terrible, poisonous sentiment.

The current work is at best 20% complete, or 30% if viewed very generously. Even that might drop to 10% if I were to refine it again.

That's how brilliant and magnificent the life of the Count, the continent's greatest swordsman, was. I initially planned to establish the framework before adding details, but I haven't even completed the framework yet.

'And yet it's already this good.'

Despite knowing this, I couldn't help but smile. Even though I know it's still far from complete, I can't help thinking, 'This is pretty good.'

At first, I wondered whether to make the Count's biography a single encyclopedic volume or split it into multiple volumes. And if multiple volumes, whether to publish them simultaneously or sequentially.

As I wrote, I realized it could never fit into a single volume, so I divided it into multiple volumes. Since this is the final flame of my life, I decided to publish them simultaneously—though I'm eager to share this novel with the world as soon as possible.

'Be patient.'

Of course, this is merely a passing desire.

If I'm pressured by readers' demands and urgings, I won't be able to write at a leisurely and meticulous pace. Perhaps readers' requests might even cause the content to deviate from my original plan.

That would be troublesome. I can't ruin my final flame like that.

'Besides, Miss Rodesa would make a fuss if I published without consulting her.'

Thinking of Miss Rodesa, who is burning her body and soul like me, I couldn't help but laugh.

Miss Rodesa has received valuable anecdotes from the Countess. While I'm turning the Count's life into a novel, Miss Rodesa is writing a novel inspired by the Countess's life.

She's even making appropriate modifications to characters and place names. She's so focused and eagerly anticipating a perfect publication—if I were to forcibly publish first and draw attention, I might witness her rebellion.

'But our readerships are different anyway.'

The readers who enjoy my novels and those who enjoy Miss Rodesa's novels are different, aren't they? Even if I draw attention first, when Miss Rodesa subsequently publishes her novel, she's likely to attract independent interest.

Actually, the Countess was unusual in liking both my and Miss Rodesa's novels. Usually, people prefer one or the other.

'It's thanks to her unusual taste that we're enjoying such luxury.'

But thanks to that uniqueness, I'm experiencing the greatest honor and joy as a writer, so what does it matter—


"Brother. Are you there?"
'Ah.'

I put my hand to my forehead at the calm yet massive voice coming from outside the window.

They're here again. Despite my pleading for them to stop coming, they stubbornly persist.

I know well that those who walk the path of clergy are steadfast and stubborn. If they weren't such people, how could they abandon secular life and devote themselves to the church?

But this is too much. There's no need to demonstrate such steadfastness and determination like this.

"I've come to share good words with you. Please open the door."
'Good words my foot.'

Despite my burning frustration, the priest's voice outside the window was incredibly calm and gentle.

It feels unfair somehow. The victim is suffering while the perpetrator remains composed. Is this right?

'Must I overcome such hardships to complete the biography of a hero?'

I couldn't help but sigh.

The priests of the Dawn Order. People I wouldn't see unless I went to church first, and even if we happened to meet in passing, we would just exchange greetings and move on.

Priests are generally gentle with ordinary people unless they openly deny God or distort and proclaim false doctrines, so I shouldn't have had any conflicts with them until my death.

But I began experiencing a strange conflict with them. Ever since the Count became a living saint.

"Why couldn't you have been canonized after this old man's death."

I muttered bitterly at this strange and unfortunate coincidence. While it's a joyous and monumental event that the protagonist of my novel is a living saint, I can't help thinking how much better it would have been if he had been canonized after my death.

Or at least after I finished publishing. Then the Order would have just been passive observers.

'I never expected censorship regarding a saint to be such an obstacle.'

Unfortunately, the canonization occurred while I was in the midst of writing my novel. This means I am "conducting literary activities about the Order's saint," so I cannot avoid the Order's approval and censorship. Even the most benevolent order is strict about this censorship due to issues of saintly honor and doctrinal interpretation.

Fortunately, I've been fending off the priests so far by arguing that I began my writing activities first, and the priests seem to accept my explanation. Even from the Order's perspective, I can sense their confusion due to the lack of norms regarding living saints. They've clearly come running because of what few regulations do exist.

But that should only happen once or twice. Why do they visit every week?

"Go away right—!"
"I've brought holy water for you, brother. Someone writing such a precious work must take care of their health."

Just as I was about to open the window and shout to drive them away, I flinched at the priest's words.

Holy water, he says. Holy water from the Dawn Order.

...

"...Come in."

After a very long time, I let the priests into my house.

Holy water is something that can instantly relieve accumulated fatigue.

The priests who had been unwelcome intruders transformed into guests bearing gifts. Thanks to that, the priests who had seemed unpleasant now felt somewhat welcome.

"It's an honor to meet the pride of Valcross. Though I am merely a servant following the light of the Lord, I've always enjoyed your works, brother."
"Hmm. Is that so? I'm honored."

When a welcome guest says pleasing words, one's heart naturally softens. The fatigue and displeasure that had built up instantly melted away.

This wasn't just because they brought five bottles of holy water when I thought they'd only bring one.

'Five bottles for five people, perhaps.'

One priest sitting across from me. Four priests standing behind the seated one. I understood on my own while looking at the five priests in total.

I see. One bottle of holy water per priest. Even though group visitors could have brought just one gift without it being strange. Indeed, priests may be somewhat bothersome, but they are good and polite people.

"Please wait a moment. I'll bring some tea."
"Ah, that's fine. We've brought something separately to give to you, brother."
"Hmm?"

As I looked at the priest with an awkward posture, one of the priests standing behind handed something over from inside his robe.

It was wine. A wine bottle boasting a transparent yet subtle white color emerged.

'How did he manage to keep that in his robe?'

To think he had such a fragile bottle inside his robe. Was it reinforced with holy magic or regular magic? If so, the bottle itself would be a valuable gift regardless of its contents.

"This is wine made in the Minden Archdiocese. The priests of Minden Archdiocese personally cultivated the grapes, and the Archbishop made it together with the faithful."
"You've prepared a truly meaningful gift."
"Haha, this is a meeting with the pride of Valcross and a pillar of Saleria. When else would I, a person from Minden, have the chance to meet you, brother? I prepared the best I could."
"So you came from Minden Archdiocese?"

I flinched momentarily at the priest's words.

I had naturally assumed they were priests from Saleria Archdiocese, but they were visitors from Minden Archdiocese, the capital. Even with teleportation magic circles, that's quite a distance.

I had been repeatedly turning away visitors who had come from far away. If they had told me from the beginning that they were from Minden Archdiocese, I would have at least offered them cold water before sending them away.

"Actually, our brethren from Saleria wished to meet you, but this immature one, not having completely shed his greed, insisted. I begged His Eminence the Cardinal to let me be the one to meet you, brother."
"I'm embarrassed. My face isn't handsome enough to warrant such effort to see."
"How could that be? If you had chosen the path of acting instead of being a writer, you would have made many women pine for you."
"Oh, please."

This is troublesome. It was an obvious compliment, but that made me like it even more.

After all, compliments should be direct enough to make the recipient embarrassed—that's when they're most enjoyable. If you have to mull it over several times to understand it, that's not a compliment but just a pleasantry.

"I have no intention of accepting any interference."

So I spoke directly as well.

That I would not tolerate any interference. That I would not allow anyone else's touch on my masterpiece, which would be my final work.

It might sound rude, but stating my position from the outset is actually the proper attitude toward the priests. Rather than keeping them in suspense, a firm attitude is more conducive to conversation.

"Is that so."

The priest nodded gently as if understanding my feelings.

"I too believe that for a beautiful work, the author must devote their love and sincerity completely. Even the holy scriptures containing the Lord's words were born because the prophets who heard divine revelations wrote without any external pressure. If there had been pressure from those in power during that process, would we have the scriptures we know today?"
"It would probably look quite different from the scriptures we know."
"Yes. That's why we respect authors. We understand all literature and art, and support creative freedom."


At those words, I stared directly at the priest's face.

I know how strict the Order's censorship is when it comes to matters related to saints. What a lie.

"Of course, just as we respect creation, shouldn't creators also respect faith? If one wants to create a work about a saint designated by the Order, they should follow the Order's rules."
"Well, that's true."

I couldn't refute the priest's subsequent explanation.

If you want to be respected, you must respect others. If you chose a saint as your subject to attract the attention of believers, you should bow your head to the Order that devoted its life to the saint—the Order that bestowed the honor of sainthood upon the saint.

If you didn't like censorship from the beginning, you could have simply chosen a subject other than a saint. Wanting to enjoy the sweetness of sainthood while rejecting the bitterness of the Order would be shameless.

But I am different from those shameless ones.

'I began writing before he became a saint.'

I started writing the Count's biography before the Order designated him as a saint. I didn't put my fork on a dead person's fame but received permission from a living person.

Then even the Order cannot dare to interfere with me. They cannot intervene in my beautiful masterpiece and the magnum opus I've staked my life on.

"But isn't the work you're writing quite a special case, brother?"
'Oh ho.'

Just as I was preparing to return the holy water if necessary. The priest subtly broached the subject first.

"Normally, works related to saints begin with the creator seeking permission from the Order and agreeing to the Order's censorship. However, you deviated from that convention from the start."

That was also quite direct and easy to understand.

I'm satisfied. It was the right choice to state my position as soon as I received the wine. If I hadn't, the priest would have beaten around the bush.

"It's truly a complicated matter. Since this is the first time experiencing a living canonization... even those above are struggling with how to handle this."

And so—the priest added, leaning his upper body toward me.

"Would you lend us a bit of your time?"
"My time?"
"Yes. Since there's no precedent and we're struggling, we might as well create a new one. If you, the creator directly involved, personally cry out against injustice, other brothers and sisters would hardly be able to insist on censorship."

To put it more bluntly, the priests also lack a clear justification to take a firm stance, so I should appeal to emotions to overcome this crisis.

'Well now.'

I like it. Appealing to others' emotions is a basic skill of the elderly.

Besides, requesting an exception from priests who are firm in their faith—when else would I experience this in life? Different experiences broaden one's perspective, and a broader perspective helps with writing.

This too is a step toward my final masterpiece. Thinking this way, I don't find the sudden request for companionship unpleasant.

"Very well. It's been a while since I set foot in Minden. I'll do my best to persuade them."
"Thank you. If you lend your strength, the worries of our brothers and sisters will also be eased."

The priest responded with a smile.

And it was only after taking the teleportation magic circle that I learned the priest was not from Minden Archdiocese, but from the Doctrinal Office of the Papal States.

'Damn it all.'

Come to think of it, he only told me he was a person from Minden. He never actually said he came from Minden.

I've been had. I thought I'd only need to persuade the Archbishop of Minden at most, but now I'm about to wail before the Pope and the Cardinals.


***

I thought there would be no more commotion until next year's New Year's greeting ceremony.

Autumn has passed and winter is approaching, and the attention of the imperial social circles has turned to Wiridia's cultural specialization district. It didn't seem likely that an event capable of overturning this fervent interest would occur in just a few months.

Of course, minor incidents can't be completely avoided, but that's fine. I've reached a state where I can half-accept small shocks as part of daily life. I can take minor disturbances as the calm before the storm.

- It's been a while, brother.

But I had forgotten that whenever I make assurances about something, the opposite inevitably happens.

'This isn't the calm before the storm... the storm has arrived...'

A direct communication from Tanian, no less.

Not through my friend Erich, nor through the priests of Ausen Archdiocese, but a direct contact to me.

No matter how positively I tried to spin it, this was no ordinary matter, and I couldn't help but smile bitterly. What kind of situation awaits me that would prompt the future saint to contact me?

"Yes, it's been a while. Have you been well, brother?"
- Haha, I'm enjoying happiness beyond what I deserve. You know that well, don't you?

Given the context, he must mean he's happy spending each day with his son Pietro. It's certainly an understandable statement, so my bitter smile transformed into a natural one.

- And I'm also glad to have this opportunity to converse with you, brother.

Of course, it didn't take long for it to revert to a bitter smile.

"I feel the same. But it is somewhat unexpected. I wonder what matter has prompted you to contact me personally."
- About that.

In response to my question, Tanian smiled slightly, and

- Brother Allen from the Kingdom of Valcross. Do you remember him?

An unexpected name came from Tanian's lips.

- A few days ago, Brother Allen came to the Papal States. It was because he had urgent matters to discuss regarding your biography.
"My... biography?"

I'm confused. What connection could my biography possibly have with the Order that would make Allen go to the Papal States?

No, more importantly, how did they know Allen was writing a biography? Allen said he was diligently writing while only revealing it to a minimal number of people.

'The Order's intelligence network is impressive.'

It's astonishing. Not long ago, I was caught by the Emperor's intelligence, and now by the Order's.

- Yes. Works about saints must be accompanied by the Order's censorship. However, didn't Brother Allen begin his writing before you were canonized?
'Ah.'

With Tanian's additional explanation, I understood why Allen went to the Papal States.

I see. Things got a bit complicated because of the living canonization.

- So after various discussions between us and Brother Allen, someone will be coming to see you soon.
"Pardon?"
- After all, nothing is more important than the words of the saint himself. They should arrive within three days.
"What...?"

No, you madmen. Don't just notify me of such things unilaterally.

I couldn't respond to your message. When I tried to translate the text, I encountered an error. Could you please try sending the text again, perhaps in smaller portions? I'm ready to translate it following all the guidelines you've provided.

It seems the Emperor was holding a grudge from his previous defeat.

"Heh. What an honor to see such a precious face."
"Oh, Minister of Audit. Please come in."

Upon entering the office, I saw not only the blonde Emperor but also two ministers who ranked second and third in the administrative hierarchy.

The Minister of Finance snickering mockingly and the Minister of Foreign Affairs welcoming me with a broad smile. These two.

'What's going on?'

The lineup was so suffocating that I couldn't say a word.

The Emperor being in his office? That's natural. As ordinary as a toilet in a bathroom.

The Minister of Foreign Affairs being present? Since the Papal States' Minister of Foreign Affairs had contacted the Empire, it made sense for the Empire's diplomatic head to be with the Emperor. If I had to make a comparison, he was like toilet paper next to the toilet.

But why that person? Why the Minister of Finance?

"Long live His Imperial Majesty. Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius Family, greets Your Imperial Majesty."

I forced my stiffened body to move again.

Right now, greeting takes precedence over assessing the situation. With the Emperor holding all the cards, if I make even the slightest misstep, I'll likely be thoroughly—

"Hmm. Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen? It should be Saint Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen."
'That damned man.'

My teeth clenched at the Finance Minister's surprise attack.

Sitting where he shouldn't be and picking a fight too. What a detestable personality.

"Haha, isn't he saying he wishes to stand before His Imperial Majesty as a mere noble rather than a saint? Truly a loyal subject of the Empire."

The Foreign Affairs Minister offered something like a defense, but strangely, even his support sounded somewhat ominous.

Why use terms like "mere noble" and "loyal subject" at this timing? Words that make me fear what's coming next. Most likely something like, "As a loyal servant of the Empire, take responsibility for hosting the high officials from the Papal States."

"Is there really a need to separate those two names? It's enough to think of him as an excellent saint loyal to the Empire."
"Indeed. Your Imperial Majesty's words are correct."
"And Count. Don't stand—please sit down."
"Ah, yes, Your Majesty."

Thanks to the Emperor's timely intervention, I was finally able to find a seat.

Honestly, it feels like they're seating me just to beat me up, but what does it matter? Better to be beaten by the Emperor alone than by all three.

"Now that you're seated, please sign this."
"Pardon?"
"While I'd be the first to purchase and reverently read the Count's biography when it comes out, no one knows when that will be. So I'd like to get the protagonist's signature in advance."

I didn't expect him to strike so quickly.

You madman, even if you've found the perfect opportunity to attack, at least catch your breath first. Hitting me as soon as I sit down is too much.

"Your Majesty, I merely provided a small inspiration to the author. Creating the novel is the author's role. How can you seek the signature of a mere inspiration rather than the author?"
"Anyone could write the Count's biography, not just the master of Valcross. But without the Count's permission, no one could write it. So it would be right to consider the Count as the true owner of the biography."

Both ministers nodded at the Emperor's words.

This is terrible. One man with power advantage and two gentlemen with overwhelming experience advantage. All three united to pressure the youngest.

Is this the current state of the Empire, such a miserable and petty abuse of power? The future of the Empire seems so bright it's blinding.

"...Do I sign here?"
"That's right. Oh, and please sign for the Minister of Finance and the Minister of Foreign Affairs too, not just me."

I silently signed as instructed.

I considered writing "May you live a long, healthy life until 120 and retire after death" as a blessing, but I refrained.

After completing the small surprise fan signing session (with the Emperor and ministers participating), the normal conversation finally began.


"The Papal States are also troubled by this matter, but they're not preparing any extreme responses. Even from the Order's perspective, it would be awkward to interfere with a work that began before the canonization."

First, the Papal States are confused by this unprecedented situation, not seriously considering censorship.

This being the most moderate and appropriate situation, I inwardly sighed with relief. If the Order takes a moderate approach, there shouldn't be any trouble.

"However, this is unprecedented in the Order's thousand-year history. And since it involves a saint's authority, while they may handle it gently, they won't take it lightly."

I nodded silently at this obvious statement.

Unless we're talking about a group's founding period, the Order is already over a thousand years old. Creating a new precedent in such an organization is never something to be taken lightly.

Especially when it concerns saints, who embody the Order's authority and the devotion of believers.

"Minister of Finance."
"I've urgently prepared a budget to welcome the distinguished guests."
"That's fortunate despite the tight schedule. Thank you for your hard work."

From the ensuing conversation, I immediately understood why the Finance Minister was in the office.

He wasn't just here for an autograph but because of budget issues. Naturally, if he's in the Emperor's office, it would be for work matters, but with the Finance Minister, it wouldn't be strange even if it were purely for trolling purposes.

"However, keep only enough budget for the dignitaries' entry and welcome banquet, and transfer the rest to the Count."
"To the Minister of Audit, you mean?"
"Since the dignitaries are coming to see the Count anyway, it's right that the Count uses it appropriately."

At that, the Finance Minister glanced at me with the corners of his mouth slightly raised.

That man. He's happy about dumping troublesome work on me. Not only is securing funds urgently difficult, but allocating where to use them is equally cumbersome.

"I will obey Your Majesty's command."

His voice noticeably brightened, confirming my suspicions.

Ugly old man. Does it feel good to dump work on a former subordinate who's much younger?

'It probably does feel good...'

In fact, few things are as thrilling and enjoyable as dumping work on others. In a way, I'm also dumping years' worth of work on my ministerial secretary.

I'm sorry and grateful, ministerial secretary. Thanks to you, I'm not dying from overwork.

"But Your Majesty, what conversation could the Minister of Audit possibly have that would bring five ministers from the Papal States?"
"Six including the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Minister of Finance. And the Deputy Minister from the Canonization Ministry is also expected to come."
"Even more impressive."

Meanwhile, the Finance Minister and Foreign Affairs Minister deliberately mentioned the specific personnel in front of me, delivering a finishing blow.

They didn't need to say it; I already know. I know that I have to welcome several ministers and one deputy minister.

"Anyway, I heard that the author writing the Minister of Audit's biography went to the Papal States. In fact, once the Minister of Audit permitted the biography, wouldn't the negotiation partner be the author rather than the minister? Censorship applies to works, not to the minister's life, doesn't it?"
'Oh.'

Surprisingly, the Finance Minister added a reasonable point.

Come to think of it, that's true. While I'm the protagonist, it's Allen who's writing. If there's anything to discuss regarding work censorship, it should be thoroughly discussed with Allen.

Yet if there's a need to discuss with me instead of Allen, it would only be to ask, "Due to the Order's circumstances, we need to censor your biography." But the Order is considering how to establish a precedent, not focusing on censorship.

"About that."

The Foreign Affairs Minister spoke up in response to the Finance Minister's valid and wise observation.

"The Papal States did discuss with the author first. According to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, all department ministers had a Q&A session with the author."
"Oh my."

A sigh escaped me involuntarily.

Having a Q&A with all ministers at the Order's headquarters? And alone without allies? If it were me, I'd have died of a heart attack or fainted after biting my tongue.

"Hmm. All ministers for just one author? Even heresy interrogations aren't that severe."

"Well, the Papal States seem to know that too, so they did it in the gentlest atmosphere possible. I heard the next Saint personally blessed him, and he even had tea time with His Holiness the Pope..."

The Foreign Affairs Minister trailed off with a bitter smile.

He tried to defend the Papal States as a diplomatic counterpart, but even he seemed to find it absurd.

"Anyway, after the Q&A with the author, they concluded that there's no need for censorship—but they want to hear the Minister of Audit's confirmation."

While the Order must protect the honor of deceased saints, living saints can make their own judgments.

Looking at the Foreign Affairs Minister who added that, I was certain.

'He sold me out.'

Allen sold me out. While suffering from the collective beating of the Papal States' ministers, under pressure from the next Saint, and facing the new Pope, he broke down.

I understand. He couldn't possibly endure. How could a mere author overcome the Papal States' sincere encirclement? That would be impossible even for a political monster.

So after pondering how to endure that difficult situation, he must have mentioned me. Since there's a living saint right beside him, why not get his permission? So stop harassing him needlessly.

'This is all because of the Order.'

I closed my eyes dejectedly.

Allen sold me out, but it was the Order that created the environment where he had to sell me out to survive.

***

I sat absentmindedly in a rocking chair, gazing at the scenery outside the window.

Eventually, I turned my attention to the appointment letter in my hand.

[We hereby appoint Allen, a citizen of the Valcross Kingdom and a great writer, as an honorary citizen of the Papal States and the city of Enestiye, and as a member of the St. Vilonia Knighthood.]

A certificate appointing me as a holy knight of the Order.

Evidence that I've suddenly become a dual citizen.

'What is this even.'

My head is still spinning. How did things end up like this?

I can't even properly remember what I went through. I think I just babbled whatever came to mind in front of the ministers.

"Thanks to your wisdom and advice, brother, the Order has found the path it should take."

And then they gave me this. Something heavier and more burdensome than any reward.

'Should I... return it?'

Of course, even if I tried to return it, they wouldn't accept it. Haven't I already applied for return five times, all rejected?

'Sir Allen of the Holy Knights, is it?'

A wry smile followed.

Count, I'm sorry. I sold you out and got this in return. I don't feel good about it, like an apostate who sold out God.

...

'A biography of a saint written by a holy knight.'

Changing my perspective a bit, it doesn't seem so bad.

Can I attach "written by a holy knight" to my final masterpiece? How can I resist that?

'I sold him out well.'

No, rather than saying I sold him out, this should be called expressing a legitimate opinion.

Thinking of it that way, my mind rapidly eased.

As Tanian had predicted, guests arrived before three days had passed.

The distinguished visitors from the Papal States arrived in the Capital via teleport, enjoyed the Emperor's hospitality and banquet, and then visited my mansion the next day. Honestly, they could have just enjoyed the banquet for about two weeks and gone home.

"What is this? Am I dreaming?"
"Master. You should have told me such guests were coming."
"I know... Then I could have escaped in advance... How cruel..."

However, as soon as the guests set foot in the mansion, they encountered an unexpected variable.

Current holy beasts, former evil gods. Beings who once had their souls stripped by Enen and were sealed for hundreds of years. Although they're now excellent pets in our house, these creatures who had experienced Enen's intense heat treatment cowered as soon as they saw the priests.

In truth, since they received new names from none other than Tanian, the future Saint, they don't need to cower before priests anymore. They're no longer evil gods threatening the continent. They're holy beasts blessed by the future Saint and raised by a living Saint.

But it seems the instinct deeply rooted in their hearts can't be helped. Moreover, the priests who appeared at the mansion aren't ordinary priests but high-ranking ones like the Cardinal and Vice Cardinal.

'They must feel like nuclear bombs have appeared before them.'

Cardinals are high-ranking priests, and among them, only the chosen few can become Cardinals. For former evil gods, it must be a shock similar to facing the future Saint.

Still, they're not running away crying like they did when they saw Tanian. This master is proud of your growth.

"I'm delighted to be greeted by such unique friends. This humble servant is experiencing something rare that I'll never experience again."

Anyway, as the holy beasts gathered around my feet and went into alert mode, a familiar face walked out from among the Cardinals.

Cardinal Aldino Voitaya of the Canonization Department. A person who had visited the Empire regarding my and Mar's beatification while we were alive, and the most familiar person among the guests here.

"It's an honor to see Your Eminence. I'm deeply moved that you've come all the way from the Papal States to the Capital."
"Please raise your head, Holy One. How could a Saint bow to a mere Cardinal?"

So I greeted him with warmth, and the Cardinal of the Canonization Department bowed back.

That title, "Holy One," still feels unfamiliar no matter how many times I hear it. But from the church's perspective, it's a title they can't compromise on, so I must endure it. Treating a living Saint like an ordinary believer would damage the church's authority and legitimacy.

And weren't there people who treated me like a Saint even when authority and legitimacy weren't at stake? After experiencing their provocations, sincere respect feels like a fairy.

"Also, we've troubled the Holy One with our sudden visit. It is we who should bow our heads."

As soon as those words ended, the guests behind the Cardinal of the Canonization Department all bowed their heads at once.

'Whew.'

I sighed inwardly at the marvelous sight.

No matter how much I try to understand, it's unavoidably burdensome. Even within the Empire, only the Emperor, or at most the Dukes, would receive such treatment.

I'm afraid. Afraid of the burden of being a Saint placed on my shoulders. Afraid of the halo that will shine brilliantly behind my head.

"Please don't say that. Although my small devotion and coincidence have been highly evaluated, giving me undeserved honor, aren't we all equal servants in the eyes of the Lord in Heaven? Besides, Your Eminence and everyone else have been devoted to the church since before I was canonized. You should be respected just as I am."

After shaking off the thoughts that had filled my head for a moment, I carefully took the Cardinal's hand.

This much humility and apology toward each other is enough. If it goes on any longer, it'll become as annoying as a drunk person with a card at the checkout counter.

"Now, let's go to the dining room. The mansion's chef has prepared with a devout heart for our welcome guests."
"That sounds exciting. Then I'll accept your hospitality."

Fortunately, the Cardinal also agreed to my appropriate intervention.

If we were meeting for the first time, we'd probably still be bowing to each other. I'm truly grateful that the Cardinal of the Canonization Department, with whom I'm somewhat acquainted, joined as a representative.

The best personnel choice would have been the Cardinal of the Canonization Department who became Tanian's wife, but it would be unconscionable to expect someone on maternity leave to come. I shouldn't wish on others what I wouldn't want myself.

***


Following behind the Holy One, I slightly raised the corners of my mouth.

Indeed, one cannot know what will happen even a step ahead in this world. No one except the Lord in Heaven can guess all the principles of this world.

Who would have known that the Holy One, who became Blessed a few years ago, would now become a Saint? Although considerable time has passed since the canonization ceremony, the shock of witnessing a living person being canonized has not yet subsided.

Of course, I had heard that there were living Saints when the church's system wasn't firmly established. But to think that such a thing would happen today when the church's order is solid—and during my lifetime.

'This too must be the grace of the Lord.'

Experiencing something that others cannot as a priest. It's truly something to be grateful to the Lord for. If I had been born a little earlier or later, how could I have witnessed this miracle?

"Jangsengi! Here you are!"
"I'll go on my own, so don't grab my tail... Arghhhh!"
"Gyeomso is here too! Everyone's here!"
"Ah."
"Children. We have guests. You should be quiet, okay?"

And how could I have seen such a marvelous and pure sight?

The beasts that were at the Holy One's feet are now caught by the children's hands. Seeing those beasts, my faith in the Lord became even more abundant.

'Anxiety and Sin.'

Looking at their small, insignificant appearance, trembling before children, it's impossible to imagine, but these beasts were once called Anxiety and Sin. They are the evil spirits mentioned at the end of the scripture.

These oldest anxieties and sins in the world, whose names aren't even properly preserved. The beings sealed by the Lord to warn against human corruption were released into the world, but it wasn't because of human corruption or the end of the world. It was simply because a master who could control Anxiety and Sin had appeared.

'I heard they even received names from Brother Tanian.'

Anxiety became Virtue, and Sin became Goodness. The evil spirits who found their rightful master were given new names and became new beings. They are truly worthy of being called holy beasts.

Evil spirits personally sealed by the Lord were reborn as holy beasts. And through a living Saint and the future Saint at that. If this isn't the Lord's arrangement, what is?

"Now. Everyone say you're sorry."
"We're sorry..."
"We're sorry..."
"Haha, it's fine. There's nothing more pleasant than seeing children playing happily. If our visit had stopped that, I would have been heartbroken."

I smiled at the Holy One urging the children to apologize and the children bowing their heads.

A child's laughter is not noise, and children's footsteps are leaps toward the future. Rather than being concerned, we should welcome their bright play.

There's also a child in the Papal States who receives the affection of all priests. Now, I even feel disappointed if there are no children nearby.

'Hmm.'

Suddenly, a good idea came to mind.

"Children. Would you like to see this grandfather's hand?"

After focusing the children's attention, I activated a simple holy spell.

Then, a bright white sphere gathered in my hand. It's a very basic holy spell, a common sight for priests, but...

"Wooooow!"
"White! It's sparkling! Like sparkles!"
"Yes! Sparkles!"

For children who don't know holy spells, it's a rare sight. Pietro was also quite happy when he first saw this.

After cheering up the somewhat sullen children, I pointed to the holy beasts nearby.

"Grandfather is fine, so play with these children—"

- Sun energy! Warm energy!
- Familiar energy! I feel it!
"Hmm?"

Suddenly, something came pouring out from all over the mansion.

"Oh my."

But seeing the Holy One smiling bitterly instead of being surprised, it doesn't seem to be a serious situation.

Throughout the meal, we fought a battle that wasn't really a battle with the spirits.

Small creatures made of red, blue, green, and yellow. From the circumstances, they are undoubtedly the spirits I've only heard about, but these spirits were showing excessive curiosity, drawn by the holy power.

If it were moderate curiosity, we would have gladly welcomed them. But rushing in as if they were about to fall into the soup bowl is a bit much.

"I apologize, Your Eminence. They're usually shy and unfamiliar with people. It seems they've taken a liking to you, drawn by the warm energy of the Lord."
"As a servant of the Lord, it's an honor. Doesn't it mean that this humble one is carrying the Lord's glory excessively?"

But if the commotion is due to holy power, I can laugh as much as I want. If the holy power I carry were insignificant and humble, the spirits wouldn't have shown interest.

"That's true. Indeed, Your Eminence's faithfulness is satisfying to the Lord, enough to captivate the spirits."

The Holy One smiled at my answer, then said,

"Recently, there have been more people who brilliantly prove their faithfulness, which is like a blessing for the continent."

He seemed to be hinting that we should move on to the main topic.

Brilliantly proving faithfulness. Simply put, it could refer to us who attracted the spirits or the Holy One who was canonized while alive, but what the Holy One is talking about now is none other than...

Allen, who became a member of the Holy Knight Order a few days ago. The wise one who is writing the Holy One's biography and has advised us on the appropriate path.

If he mentioned Allen in this situation, it means he wants to deal with the business that brought us to the Capital. Then we should cooperate with that intention.

"Holy One. There is something I would like to say."

This wasn't just my thought, as the Cardinal of the Church Records Department, who had been quietly drinking wine, opened his mouth.

"Yes. Please speak freely."
"Actually, we don't have much to discuss with the Holy One. If the Holy One wishes for the completion of the biography, we will follow accordingly, so we only need the Holy One's decision."

At those words, the Holy One blinked for a moment. As if wondering why so many people came just to hear one decision.

"It's the process of hearing the Saint's will and spreading it on earth. It wouldn't be right to send just one or two ordinary priests, so we came in person. Wouldn't it be good promotion to say that the biography was directly authorized by the Saint?"
"Haha, is that so? That sounds nice."

The Holy One nodded at the subsequent words of the Cardinal of the Church Records Department.

It's somewhat summarized, but not wrong. An unprecedented event has occurred, and we're establishing a new precedent. Then it's right to create the most splendid and magnificent precedent, elevating both the dignity of the living Saint and the authority of the church.

And,

"Also, this is our request."
"What is it?"
"We would like to suggest that the Holy One's biography be sold at churches—"
"...Pardon?"
"And through a lottery, issue invitations to the Papal States for buyers, and have them meet the Holy One directly at St. Togra Cathedral... That's the opinion that has been raised."
"Pardon?"

At our real business, the Holy One tilted his head blankly.

Since it's a natural reaction, I kept silent for now, waiting for the Holy One's answer.

I nervously fidgeted with the knife in my hand.

For a moment, the desire surged within me to pierce my eardrums with this knife. If I sacrificed my eardrums now, could I pretend I never heard what was just said?

No, that's not right. Since I've already heard it, should I target my brain instead of my eardrums? If I erase my memory and then immediately destroy my eardrums, it would be the perfect crime. And since information could still be passed through writing, I should sacrifice my eyes too for complete perfection.

It doesn't matter anyway since we have Trixie at home. She can heal trivial things like eardrums and eyes anytime.

'Church sales.'

After that brief moment of denial, I closed my eyes gently and mulled over the words of the Minister of Church Records.

If my biography were to be completed, rather than selling it through regular channels, it would be sold through the church. It was such an unexpected proposal that my mind was in chaos.

Who could have imagined this? Who would have guessed that they'd propose exclusive church sales for an ordinary biography? If the Order had exclusive sales of their scripture, I could understand thinking, "They want to control all publications related to the Order." But the Dawn Order merely produces their scripture while leaving sales to regular bookstores.

They say scripture should be easily accessible to everyone. If scripture were only available in churches, those who haven't yet encountered faith would never see it.

'So why me?'

With such compassionate and open publication practices, why sell my biography exclusively in churches? Why be so strict with me?

This is reverse discrimination against saints. There's a former Minister of Religious Doctrine in the Capital—I should ask if this practice aligns with doctrine.

'And what's with this lottery?'

Let's say I somehow accept the exclusive church sales. But I still can't comprehend this talk of lotteries and invitation tickets.

From the Order's perspective, isn't this basically a fan meeting? Like when you buy an idol's album and have a chance to win entry to a fan meeting or signing event.

It made my teeth chatter. To think that a business model that doesn't exist in this world would emerge from an Order that should be more devout and frugal than anyone. What is the world coming to?

"In truth, what we've proposed to Your Holiness was a topic of heated debate within the Order. Although the Order attempts to censor works related to saints, when creative works are born from a creator's hands, we thoroughly entrust their sale and distribution to the creator. It wouldn't be right for the Order to intervene in that process as well."

The Minister of Church Records carefully added when my silence grew long.

I became even more confused. This means there were voices of self-correction asking, "Is this right?" among the Papal States' leadership. Yet despite that, this insane proposal was approved and presented to me.

"I understand. I've heard it's a beautiful custom where the Order respects the creator's freedom, just as the creator respects the Order's authority."

For now, I offered a ceremonial acknowledgment instead of protest. This way, the Minister would naturally continue speaking.

"Nevertheless, we felt the need for the church to handle Your Holiness's biography. After all... isn't there a fundamental difference in weight between those who have gone to the Lord's embrace and those who remain on earth?"

Unfortunately, the words that followed weren't particularly relatable.

I acknowledge the difference in weight. An invisible saint from history versus a living, breathing saint before your eyes—I can't deny the latter makes a stronger impression. But I don't see how that relates to church sales.

Perhaps to maintain the authority of a living saint, to prevent the saint from becoming too familiar through biography sales? But if that's the case, shouldn't they prohibit publication altogether? Even if sales channels are limited to churches, once it reaches the public, the biography will spread throughout the continent anyway.

"Your Holiness's biography will serve as a model for all believers. Moreover, the writer who will compose this biography was recently appointed as a Holy Knight."

When I failed to provide a proper response in my confusion, the Minister of Church Records let out a very small sigh.

"A biography of a saint written by a Holy Knight. A book beyond dispute, written while listening directly to the life story from a living saint. Opinions have emerged that this qualifies as something approaching a holy relic."

"Ah."

With that, I immediately understood.

The reason why the Order insisted on exclusive sales despite abandoning censorship. Why they want to control primary distribution even though they can't prevent the eventual spread across the continent.

'Holy relics are unavoidable.'

If my biography is classified as a holy relic, the Order must handle its primary distribution. If my biography were treated as an exception, other holy relics might eventually be treated as exceptions too. Bluntly speaking, we can't have situations like "The boss has gone crazy! A cross stained with a saint's blood, today only for just 9 silver coins!"


Of course, such madness could still occur in secondary or tertiary distribution, but if the Order handles the primary distribution, they can screen out people who might commit such insanity. Even now, the Pious Duke and the Wise Duke only share their carefully collected holy relics with thoroughly vetted individuals.

...

'But why the lottery?'

However, I only understand the exclusive sales part. I simply cannot comprehend this terrible business model of fan meetings through random lottery.

And they're holding this fan meeting at St. Togra Cathedral, the heart of the Papal States and the Order's headquarters? It feels oddly like I've reached the pinnacle of idol status. When did my profession change from Imperial noble to continental idol...

"I understand the Order's intentions. If my story becomes a holy relic, that's certainly appropriate."

"Thank you for your understanding."

"However, meeting with those who read my biography is quite an unexpected proposal."

So I asked directly. Rather than waiting for the Minister to explain this question, it seemed right for me to press the issue myself.

This is a declaration that the Order will make money in a secular, unprecedented way. It's a crazy idea to suddenly turn a living saint into the continent's top idol. What Minister would willingly explain that process?

So I had to ask directly. Tell me in a way I can understand—

"...It was an unavoidable choice for the future of the Order."

"Pardon?"

A rather serious and grave statement emerged.

What's this? Why mention the future at this timing? Is this a strategy to pressure me? Is this pressure to cooperate as a saint because it's a critical matter for the Order's future?

'This isn't just talk.'

Glancing at the other priests' expressions, I noticed a faint worry etched in the corner of each face.

This isn't simple bluffing. There's genuinely some problem within the Order. A tremendous problem that requires turning a saint into an idol.

"The thing is..."

"Let me explain this. The Minister of Church Records needs to eat too, and he's been talking alone for too long."

"Ah, yes. Please do."

I nodded, feeling bewildered by the Minister of Religious Ceremonies' sudden intervention.

Though the abrupt substitution is a bit confusing, I'd appreciate anyone who could quell this confusion. What on earth is happening within the Order?

"The Council, the next saint's pilgrimage, the Four Kings' subjugation, the canonization ceremony, the Conclave."

?

"These are the events the Order has conducted in recent years. Events that would be overwhelming even if just one occurred have happened in succession."

I blinked blankly at the voice filled with bitterness.

'Ah.'

Finally, I could grasp the true meaning of those words.

Events that would be overwhelming even if just one occurred have happened in succession. And not over decades, but in just these few years.

Fortunately, all these events concluded well, and the Order's authority and honor soared vertically, but...

'They must be out of money.'


If they've handled all those events, their finances must inevitably be depleted. Even for an Order that collects donations from across the continent.

Thinking about it now, it's quite an impressive lineup. How could events from the Council to the Conclave happen within just a few years? Though I've been dragged through all sorts of incidents myself, seeing the Order makes me feel humble.

Moreover, these are just the major events mentioned. If we include minor events, it wouldn't be strange if the Order had gone bankrupt.

"Fortunately, the previous Pope and the Pope before him were frugal, so the Order's treasury was truly abundant. Without their dedication, the Order would have had to postpone even the Conclave."

"But now you've reached your limit."

"Shamefully, yes. That's correct. If even one more event of the magnitude I mentioned occurs within the next two years, the Order will go bankrupt."

A suffocating silence descended upon the dining room at these direct and miserable words.

It's fortunate that we sent the servants away earlier. Otherwise, we would have nearly exposed the Order's desperate financial state publicly.

"Therefore, though I can hardly face Your Holiness, the Ministry of Financial Planning aims to overcome this difficulty by promoting biography sales through lottery and increasing church visitation rates."

"I... see."

At the same time, I envy the servants. If I had left like them, I wouldn't have heard such things.

'How desperate...'

Perhaps that's why I couldn't bring myself to ask, "The biography isn't even completed yet, what if you go bankrupt before then?"

The Order will handle that kind of problem themselves. Perhaps by using a pre-order system to receive advance payments, or by having people come directly to the church for pre-orders to collect donations at the same time.

'I should help.'

I looked at the priests with eyes full of sympathy.

Honestly, there's no denying they're selling me out because of the Order's crisis. I can see their intention to extract whatever value they can from the unprecedented existence of a living saint.

Still, this is better than selling something like indulgences to make money. At least this way, everyone can be happy if I endure some inconvenience.

Let's just think of it that way. If the continent's mainstream religion goes bankrupt, the Empire will be troubled too.

***

My stomach hurts.

Perhaps it's because I laughed like a madman as soon as I heard the Count's report, but at some point, I felt an intense pain in my abdomen.

Could my abdominal muscles have torn? I certainly laughed that hard.

'A meeting with readers.'

Another laugh tried to escape but was blocked by the pain in my abdomen.

I couldn't have imagined it. I'm amazed by the Order's broad vision and values. How did they come up with such an innovative approach?

'Why didn't I think of this sooner?'

At the same time, I feel regretful. Actually, I could have utilized the Order's approach first. Before the Count was canonized, I could have declared, "Some swordsmen who purchase the Count's biography from Imperial bookstores will be invited to the Imperial Palace for a meeting and sparring session with the Count, the continent's greatest swordsman."

I could have gained tremendous benefits from that. Why didn't I think of it?

'I must reflect.'

Let me not forget today's humiliation. The humiliation of the Empire's Emperor failing to utilize a card right beside him, only to watch another country take it first.

From now on, I'll consider and mobilize all possibilities to prevent such occurrences.

After serious discussions with the distinguished guests from the Papal States, we created five points of agreement.

First. Allen's writing of my biography will be left entirely to Allen's autonomous will. The Order will not interfere in the writing process.

Second. The initial sales of the biography will be handled by the church. The profits will be reasonably divided among Allen as the author, myself as the subject, and the church as the distributor.

Third. Pre-sales will begin one month from now. The pre-sale profits will also be reasonably distributed in the same manner as the main sales.

Fourth. Separate from the main sales, a lottery will be conducted for those who purchase in advance, and this will not affect the number of lottery participants in the main sales.

And finally, the much-anticipated fifth point:

'Pre-sales will be conducted strictly in auction format.'

I couldn't help but shudder at the fifth item. I sincerely admired how an order with over a thousand years of history could pursue money so thoroughly when they set their minds to it.

It's frightening. While pre-sales might be necessary for quick cash, I never expected they would conduct a first lottery drawing specifically for those who purchased in advance. Moreover, the pre-sale quantities are strictly limited, and the winning ratio for pre-sale buyers is higher than for regular sales.

In other words, if you want to increase your chances of winning even slightly, you should aim for pre-sales rather than regular sales. You must enter the competitive auction and claim victory.

'Even those who don't win the lottery will receive a copy with my signature, wasn't it?'

The meticulous attention to detail in ensuring that people get something even if they don't win the lottery is both remarkable and perfect—it made me chuckle involuntarily.

At the same time, I was grateful to Enen. If Enen had been a greedy god, or if someone had conveyed the god's words a bit strangely, or if the order had been allowed to become corrupt, this brilliant mind would have manifested in a more sinister way.

Indulgences, indulgences, indulgences. Just imagining it makes my heart feel petty.

'Fortunately, it's a wholesome order.'

I truly mean that. In the world I briefly visited, it was practically common sense that religious orders with power would become corrupt. It was a truth proven by actual history.

How fortunate that this common sense and truth don't apply in this world. They're brilliantly radiant, truly worthy of the name "Sun."

"Then we shall take our leave now. Thank you for your hospitality despite our sudden visit."

While I was slightly adjusting my favorability toward the Order upward, the distinguished guests, having finished their meal and tea time, prepared to leave.

It's not polite for unexpected guests to stay too long, and since they've come all the way to the Capital, they apparently plan to meet with the Archbishop of Ausen. The Archbishop of Ausen was, until recently, the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. From these guests' perspective, it must feel like visiting a colleague on a long business trip.

"Not only I, but the Archbishop will also welcome friends who have come from afar."
"I certainly hope so. Considering his personality, there's a high possibility he'll scold us for coming when he's busy."

In response to my well-wishes, the Prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship chuckled and gently touched the cross hanging around his neck.

"But if the holy one's blessing is with us, I believe he will welcome us."

I smiled awkwardly at those words.

The blessing the Prefect mentioned refers to my signature engraved on the back of that cross.

Honestly, I'm quite uneasy about it. Is it really okay to engrave my signature on a religious symbol? It seems quite blasphemous.

'It should be fine.'

But this was requested by none other than a Cardinal who is also a Prefect. If there were any doctrinal issues, he wouldn't have made such a request.

Besides, it wasn't just the Prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship who acted independently—other Prefects and Vice-Prefects also received signatures. When one person does something unusual, it's an aberration, but when everyone does it, it becomes the norm.

Something feels off, but anyway, that's how it is. Let's just accept it as it is.

***

The people similar to the white person left.

I'm sad. I was happy to see them because they were the people I saw before when I went somewhere else with Master. I enjoyed playing with them then. I'm sad they're already leaving.

But it can't be helped. Those people must be busy too! I'm happy just to have seen them!

'I'll see them again, right?'

And I believe we'll meet again someday! Recently, I even saw the small person thanks to the thing Master carries around!


A person as small as the little Masters. The white person's child who once gave me warm energy. I thought I'd never see that small person again, but I did! So I'm sure I'll see those people again too!

- Whiiine...

But I don't know when that will be. Someday, but when exactly? And when will I see the small person who likes me again?

I'm a little sad. Not being able to see the small person who likes me again. Not being able to carry the small person who used to ride on me everywhere. That small person liked me too.

"Titi?"

As I was thinking about the small person who is the white person's child, Master patted my head!

"What's wrong? Is something bothering you?"
- Whiiine...

I drooped my tail at Master's words.

The place where the small person is is far away. Master won't stop me from going to where Jenny is, but he will stop me from going somewhere very far away.

Suddenly, I imagined the little Masters who like me not being able to meet me. The small person who likes me can't meet me either. What if the little Masters feel that sadness too?

No, that's sad. I feel so sorry for the small person. The small sadness suddenly grew much bigger!

- ...Woof!
"Titi?"

After thinking for a moment, I ran forward.

I can see other people, small people anytime. But the people leaving now and the small person I saw thanks to Master's thing aren't easy to see!

- Woof woof!
"Hmm?"

So I quickly ran forward and caught the people similar to the white person!

"What's suddenly the matter? Perhaps you have something to—"
- Woof!

I bit the hem of the person talking with Master.

Come with me! Come with me just for a moment!

***

Titi, who suddenly dashed out, caught the Papal States' distinguished guests who were about to leave through the mansion's main gate. It was a surprise for me, the guests, and even the guards at the gate.

With this sudden move that seized control of the atmosphere, Titi bit the hem of the Prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship's robe and pulled, as if asking him to follow.

'What's going on?'

I couldn't even think of stopping Titi.

If other sacred beasts had acted like this, I would have thought they'd gone mad from Enen's divine power. But Titi has no reason to go mad, and he's certainly not one to act this way without reason. He must have his own circumstances for behaving this way.

"Ho ho. It seems this child will guide us to a new place."

While I was contemplating whether to stop Titi or secretly help him, the Prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship smiled and began walking.

"Raised by a saint and blessed by the next saint—truly, calling him a divine beast is not an exaggeration. Then it is only right that we follow the divine beast's guidance."
"I'm sorry for unnecessarily delaying your busy schedule."
"Please don't say that. We've already handled our urgent business thanks to the holy one's active cooperation. We have nothing to do when we meet the Archbishop of Ausen, so it's right to respond to the call of a being that wants us."

With an even deeper smile, the Prefect stroked Titi's head, as if saying he would follow willingly even without his robe being held.

Titi seemed to sense this intention and carefully opened his mouth that had been holding the robe.

- Woof!

Then, with a loud bark, he trotted out through the main gate.

Seeing the situation, I realized I should go along too. Titi was trying to lead the guests somewhere, and as his owner, I couldn't just stand by.

It was good that I went along.


Thanks to Titi, while experiencing something similar to "the awkward situation of walking alongside a friend you've already said goodbye to because you're going in the same direction," I couldn't help but sigh when I saw our destination.

It was Luciano's mansion. A place that's practically Titi's second home, and the emotional homeland where Titi's family lives.

'Why here?'

I'm confused. Why did Titi suddenly guide the distinguished guests here?

"Y-Your Excellency? The people behind you are..."

And what sin did Luciano commit to have to welcome the Prefects and Vice-Prefects of the Papal States?

It's truly unfortunate. Seeing him at the mansion even though it's a weekday, he must have taken a rare day off, and ironically, this happens on his day off.

Not just me, but Luciano's work luck is also extraordinary. That must be why he rose from commoner origins to section chief and became a strong candidate for department head.

"These are distinguished guests from the Papal States."
"Pardon?"
"Titi guided them here, so we ended up coming like this."

At my words, Luciano blankly looked back and forth between the Prefects, Vice-Prefects, and Titi.

"Why...?"

Then he muttered with genuine confusion.

I know, right? I don't understand either. Why did Titi bring us here?

- Woof woof!

Amidst this extreme confusion, Titi scampered toward Jenny.

- Bark! Bark bark!
- Bark bark!
- Whiiine?
- Whimper!

Naturally, Titi's puppies, who had been wagging their short tails rapidly beside Jenny, rushed toward Titi all at once.

More than ten mini rice cakes running toward the big rice cake. It was a heartwarming sight that would naturally bring a smile—I would have laughed if Luciano wasn't wearing an expression like the world was ending.

- Woof!
- Woof woof.
'Hm?'

However, Titi's gaze was directed not at his children but at Jenny, and he began barking as if conversing with her.

- Woof woof! Woof!

Then he barked several times at his children who were clinging to him.

The more than ten rice cakes blinked their bean-sized eyes and tilted their heads, and then—

- Bark!

One of them popped out and ran toward the Prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship.

- Bark bark!

While wagging its already fast tail even more vigorously.

It was such a familiar sight that I couldn't help but smile. A few years ago, Titi looked exactly like that when he first saw me.

...

'Huh?'

Feeling a sense of dissonance, I turned my gaze to Titi.

Could it be, Titi? Have you finally made up your mind?

Have you prepared yourself for your children's independence...?

# The Fourteen Mini Rice Cakes

Fourteen mini rice cakes born between Titi and Jenny. Walking ultimate weapons combining the characteristic gentleness of Golden Retrievers with the liveliness of puppies.

Since they're Titi's puppies, they're special to me too, but there are 14 of them looking so similar that I've been mentally calling them Numbers 1 through 14. Now I understand why people name animals that way. I chose numerical names because I couldn't possibly memorize all their individual names.

What's worse, they were all born on the same day, so I can't even tell which one I called Number 1 yesterday. Titi seems to distinguish them through paternal love, but sadly, I'm not at that level yet.

Anyway, one of those 14 nearly identical mini rice cakes—the one I decided to call Number 7 today—scampered over to the Archbishop of the Ecclesiastical Affairs Ministry.

"Woof! Woof woof!"

Then it started wagging its tail vigorously in front of the Archbishop, barking. Like it was saying hello, nice to meet you.

Or perhaps like it was saying, please take care of me from now on.

'Finally.'

I almost shed tears of emotion at the sight. I was witnessing a historic moment.

Despite having 14 puppies born, and despite people everywhere wanting to adopt Titi's puppies, no adoptions had taken place due to Titi's fierce opposition. Even the gentle Titi would rage if someone took his puppies without permission.

That would be problematic. Earning Titi's hatred would be an event significant enough to shake my position within the Kracius Family. Frankly speaking, if Titi barked at me or nipped at me every day, our children might distance themselves from me too.

So I'd been waiting for the day when Titi would allow his children's independence. I never expected that day would be today.

'They have grown a bit.'

I smiled contentedly watching the priests carefully petting Number 7.

Actually, considering the growth rate of Golden Retrievers, those puppies are still surprisingly small. Normally, retrievers grow explosively from around 3 months, but these ones are still mini rice cake-sized even after 3 months.

I was worried they might be sick, so I had them thoroughly examined, but all 14 were healthy. They were simply growing slowly.

"Holy One, this puppy..."
"It seems to want to go with you all. Since Pietro liked Titi, it would be perfect as Pietro's friend."
"Oh my. That's wonderful news."

When I answered without hesitation to the Archbishop's comment after he'd been petting Number 7 for quite some time, the Archbishop let out a small exclamation.

The corners of his mouth turned up slightly, showing his satisfaction. Well, if the child is the son of the next Saint and the Archbishop of the Ecclesiastical Affairs Ministry, he's practically being raised by the entire Papal States. How happy would he be to receive a puppy as a gift?

"But I heard Titi doesn't want to be separated from his puppies. Looking at how small it still is, it seems like it should be growing under its parents' care. Is it alright to take it to the Papal States?"

However, as if Titi's paternal love had spread throughout the Papal States via Tanian, the Archbishop expressed slight concern rather than nodding readily.

That made me laugh. To think that Titi's paternal love was known even outside the Empire, not just in the Capital. It's truly remarkable.

"Titi, Jenny."
"Woof!"
"Woof."
"Is it okay if this one goes somewhere else?"

At my words, Titi and Jenny approached Number 7 and licked its face and body.

Then they stepped back and stared intently at the Archbishop and the other priests. As if asking them to take good care of their child.

"Thank you."

Touched by the heartwarming scene, I gently stroked Titi and Jenny's heads. How could it be easy to let go of a cherished puppy from their care?

Titi, who once guarded his puppies so fiercely he was wary of me, and Jenny, who wasn't quite as protective but still cherished the puppies. Both have parental hearts, so it couldn't have been an easy decision.

Nevertheless, they both supported Number 7's independence. Based on the circumstances, Titi's experience visiting the Papal States and the memory of receiving Tanian's blessing seem to have been decisive factors. In Titi's view, the Papal States and priests must represent "an environment that can take good care of puppies."

'If they're going to be independent anyway, it's better for them to go to a good place.'

Unfortunately, parents can't stay with their children forever. If puppies must eventually be sent somewhere, it's right to send them to a place that will love them, a place the puppy itself—Number 7—wants to go.


Titi and Jenny accepted this cruel yet bittersweet fate. In some ways, they seem like more mature parents than I am.

'I'm not ready yet.'

The triplets will turn five next year and will need to spend certain periods in Servet Duchy and the Elf Residential District.

I still feel like crying just thinking about it, so it's amazing how Titi and Jenny accept independence. Is it because their lifespans are shorter than humans, so they mature faster? That's sad in its own way.

"I'll definitely tell Brother Tanian. Pietro will surely be delighted."

While thinking this and stroking their heads more enthusiastically, the Archbishop nodded and picked up Number 7—

"Whine, whimper!"
"Woof woof! Woof!"
"Woof!"

Before he could lift it, Number 7's siblings rushed over.

To exchange final greetings before their sibling's independence and departure.

'...Which one is Number 7?'

Meanwhile, the 14 puppies got mixed up instantly. I started getting confused about which one was Number 7 who had volunteered to go to the Papal States. It seems like another puppy could slip in instead of Number 7 and we wouldn't even know.

'I'm not the only one.'

Glancing at the Archbishop's face, I felt at ease.

Judging by the slight confusion on his face, the Archbishop had also lost track of where Number 7 was buried among the others.

***

An unprecedented situation where about half of the Archbishops of the Papal States were absent simultaneously.

However, it was an unavoidable choice for efficient handling of matters, and indeed, thanks to the top officials of one department moving as a group, the conversation with Brother was quickly concluded.

In fact, considering Brother's character, he would have understood the Order's situation even if only one person had gone, but we needed to ask for Brother's understanding due to the Order's difficulties. It was only right to show the utmost sincerity with the best personnel.

It's not proper to treat someone casually just because they're close and intimate. Rather, because they're close and intimate, one should treat them more respectfully and warmly.

"This old man has brought a precious gift."

And Brother seemed to appreciate our sincerity, sending an unexpected gift.

"Woof!"

Brother Aldino, who came to see us as soon as we returned to the Papal States, and the small puppy in his arms.

Though I've never seen this puppy before, its appearance seems strangely familiar.

"Brother. Could this child be..."
"Yes. It's Titi's puppy."

I couldn't help but exclaim at those words.

When Brother visited the Papal States for the Sainthood Ceremony issue, he came with Titi and brought great joy to our Pietro. I wanted to make Titi's puppy Pietro's friend right away. But I gave up because Titi's paternal love was so deep and thick.

I'm also a father raising a child. If a father doesn't understand another father's feelings, who will? So all I could do was hope for sometime in the future.

'Such a blessing before a year has even passed.'

Looking at the small panting puppy, I'm moved to tears.

How much joy did Pietro have playing with Titi? How much did he laugh just seeing Titi through the communication orb?

Now I can give Pietro a friend who carries half of Titi's blood. Its small size makes it the perfect friend for Pietro.

"Here, Brother. Would you like to hold it?"
"Ah, yes."


I carefully held the small Titi that Brother Aldino handed over.

Warm and soft. Though small, it has a weight that seems to fill my chest completely.

"Woof woof!"

Fortunately, little Titi seemed to like me too, barking cheerfully.

"The Holy One said that Titi remembered your blessing and Pietro's purity, and allowed this meeting."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. And this child is the first to become independent."

I smiled at Brother Aldino's words.

This meeting is a miracle made possible because Titi still remembers my blessing and the moments playing with Pietro. And it's the very first such miracle.

I would be lying if I said I wasn't happy. It means Brother and Titi showed more consideration for our family far away than for the people of the Empire who are closer to them.

'Let's get along well.'

The small Titi still panting and wagging its tail.

I'm already looking forward to how happy Pietro will be when he sees this puppy.

'...Ah.'

Let me give this puppy my blessing first. After all, it's practically a member of our family now.

***

I've long known that many people have their eyes on the mini rice cakes.

First of all, my parents and Erich go without saying, and each in-law family is also watching for opportunities. Even former Audit Department executives have subtly expressed their intention to join the adoption competition, so practically everyone connected to me is on the adoption waiting list.

So I anticipated that Number 7's independence would cause a big ripple, but...

"I'm here to get a puppy."

I didn't expect it to happen this quickly.

"Excuse me, but you can't just barge in and say that."

I sighed at the imposing figure of the Minister of Finance.

Anyone watching would think he was here to pick up something he'd left behind. Why is he so confident?

"My wife has been desperately waiting for a puppy. Until now, we've been patient out of respect for Titi's paternal love, but if they've started becoming independent, that's a different story."

'Ugh.'

However, when the Minister of Finance mentioned his wife, I couldn't protest strongly.

I might refuse the Minister, but if his wife wants a mini rice cake, it's difficult to decline. The Minister knows this, which is why he's using his trump card from the start.

"We'll take very good care of it, so don't worry and hand one over. If you don't trust me, trust my wife."

At this continued use of his trump card, I closed my eyes dejectedly.

Indeed, thinking about his wife raising the puppy rather than the Minister himself, trust welled up from deep within my heart.

"Distributing the puppies is not my jurisdiction."
"Huh?"

Of course, my trust in his wife and puppy adoption are separate issues.

"If you want to take one, get permission from Titi, not me. I have no power here."

After all, even Number 7's independence wasn't my will but Titi's.

# Do you know the hierarchy in this mansion?

Children are first, wives are second, and Titi shines in third place. I'm definitely outside the rankings, and it's certain that I'm below Titi.

It's truly a remarkable hierarchy. I'm clearly the master of the mansion and head of the Kracius Family, yet how many beings outrank me?

'Not how many, but there's also one animal.'

As the head of the household, supporting my children and wives from below isn't particularly strange. However, Titi, who is neither my flesh and blood nor even human, is so exceptional compared to ordinary dogs that the astonishing situation has occurred where he outranks me.

It would be a lie to say I'm not conflicted. Being frequently pushed around by a human mutt makes me instinctively flinch at the fact that Titi, a Golden Retriever, holds a higher rank than me.

Still, I can't go against reality with just my power alone. Titi's rank is unshakable, and the paternal love of a higher-ranked being isn't something a lower-ranked nobody like me can interfere with.

"This time, sending one to the Papal States wasn't my decision but Titi and Jenny's. I didn't plan for this either."

The Minister of Finance looked down at me blankly.

"...In all my years, I've seen subordinates who've been dominated by their bosses, but this is the first time I've seen an owner dominated by his pet dog."

Then he uttered words filled with lamentation.

That's unfair. Honestly, treating Titi as an ordinary pet dog is too much. You might never see an owner outranked by a pet dog in your lifetime, but where else could you find a dog like Titi?

If Titi were the Minister's pet, I guarantee the Minister would have his rank reversed just like me.

"Don't forget that Titi used to belong to His Majesty the Emperor."

I reminded him again of Titi's extraordinary origins.

Titi isn't a dog I met at an ordinary pet shop. He's a dog that the Emperor himself raised, proudly occupying his own territory in a corner of the Imperial Palace. He's definitely more noble than most nobles in the Empire. Unless you're a titled noble, you should bow your head to Titi.

"True enough. Since his first owner was His Majesty the Emperor, it makes sense that he'd dominate his second owner."

The Minister nodded in agreement with my words, though I'm not particularly pleased with his reasoning.

He keeps saying I've been "eaten," which makes me feel like Titi has committed insubordination against me. Our Titi isn't such an evil, ambitious creature.

"So. There's no point in talking to you about this?"

"What good is getting the section chief's permission when the department head will reject it anyway?"

"You're bragging, you bastard."

The Minister chuckled at this cruel yet firm truth.

"Then take me to the department head. I took time out of my busy schedule to come get a puppy, so I need to get back quickly."

"Why not stay for a meal since you're already here?"

"At least wet your lips before saying that. Your expression clearly says 'get out right now.'"

At those words, I gently touched my face.

Indeed, the sensation under my fingertips indicated muscles of indifference rather than a smiling face. I could tell without looking in a mirror.

Surprisingly, the Minister of Finance falls into the category of "good person seen often" from Titi's perspective.

Despite the Minister's dynamic personality and threatening physique, he visits the mansion frequently as Pedi's godfather. Moreover, every time he visits, he plays enthusiastically with the children including Pedi and gives them gifts, so Titi has formed the impression that he's a good person.

"Woof! Woof woof!"

Perhaps that's why Titi, who had been somewhat dejected due to Number 7's independence, began wagging his tail at the Minister's appearance.

"It seems like it's been a while. Have you been well?"

"Woof!"

The Minister smiled at such a spirited welcome and stroked Titi's head.

Don't be fooled, Titi. He's a thief trying to steal your child. He's a villain trying to take another one after Number 7.

"It felt awkward to come empty-handed, so I brought a gift. Enjoy it."


Eventually, the Minister rummaged through a pouch from his pocket and handed something that looked like a dog treat to Titi.

That cruel human. Trying to entice Titi with food to steal his offspring. How very direct.

'Should I stop this now?'

I'm conflicted. From my position of knowing the Minister's sinister intentions, it seems right to stop him.

But Titi had been drooping due to separation from his child, despite it being his own decision. Now that Titi has regained his energy thanks to the new visitor and gift, would it be right to interfere?

It's a difficult question. Should I overlook this for the sake of his immediate recovery? Or should I block the Minister's second adoption attempt?

"By the way, Titi, I heard you sent one of your puppies elsewhere."

'Ah.'

Unfortunately, before my deliberation could end, the Minister made his move.

The choice is no longer mine. It has become a matter solely between the Minister and Titi.

"You must have had a hard time making such a difficult decision. Children eventually leave their parents' embrace, but whenever that happens, it's always painful."

"Whiiine..."

At the Minister's artificial consolation, Titi's tail, which had been wagging while holding the dog treat, drooped.

"Still, the Papal States is one of the safest places on this continent. The priests are incredibly kind, so your child will surely grow up healthy and happy."

Fortunately, his tail began to wag again at the continued consolation.

He's not wrong. The Papal States need not worry about any external invasions or internal troubles, and the priests residing there are recognized for their abilities and character. Decisively, the people who will directly care for Number 7 are the next Saint and the Director of the Holy Office. Titi probably knows this roughly, which is why he accepted Number 7's independence.

"So, Titi. There's another place that's just as safe as the Papal States. What do you think?"

"Woof?"

The problem is that this consolation isn't pure in intent but rather a build-up.

"The Capital is also a glorious and safe place, comparable to the Papal States. My mansion is in a particularly secure area within the Capital, so if you entrust me with one of your puppies—"

"Grrrrrr...!"

"He's telling you to stop talking nonsense."

"This isn't working. But Titi, listen."

Seeing Titi enter a defensive stance, the Minister hurriedly attempted to persuade him.

The corners of my mouth turned up at the sight. Once Titi goes on alert, it's practically over.

'That won't last long.'

When the mini rice cakes were just born, I too became a primary target of Titi's vigilance after one careless remark. How much trouble I went through to escape Titi's anger and vigilance then.

The Minister seems destined to walk the same path as me. Naturally, I don't feel particularly sorry for him.

"Here and my mansion are close. You can visit your child whenever you want."

"Grrrrrr...!"

"Pedi is also starting to show interest in my house. It's not strange for a godson to visit his godfather's house. And would Pedi go out alone without you?"

"Grrrr..."

"If you're not going to live with your child forever, you'll have to part someday. Then, sending them to a place that's close and easy to visit would be good for you too."

"Huh?"

But what's this? Surprisingly, Titi's defensive posture began to subside little by little.

What? Is that working? Can Titi's paternal love be calmed by mere words?


'Is it because it's right after the independence?'

It would have been impossible in the past, but now it's right after Number 7's independence. Having already experienced a child's independence, perhaps his defenses are weakened by the resolve he had when sending Number 7 away?

The confusion wasn't just mine but Titi's as well. After rolling his eyes around, Titi suddenly turned and walked to a corner.

Then he lay down quietly with his head against the wall. As if saying he wanted to be alone, so don't talk to him.

"I guess it was too much to persuade him in one go."

The Minister sighed softly at the sight of Titi, who had begun to stare at the wall, thinking alone.

"Next time, I should come with my wife."

Then he mentioned a cowardly cheat key.

If he brings his wife... I'll have no choice but to persuade Titi a little bit too...

'This is actually working.'

Apart from the Minister's lamentation, I was feeling amazement.

For Titi, who absolutely protects his offspring, to choose to think alone instead of barking—he must have undergone a mental change.

It seems like all 14 puppies will be adopted by this year or next.

***

A few days ago, there was an unprecedented event where the Directors from the Papal States visited during my vacation.

Fortunately, they left in less than an hour, so it ended as a small commotion, but my heart still aches when I think about it.

The Directors are equivalent to Dukes in the Empire. For such Directors to come rushing in—how terrifying.

'At least it's fortunate they didn't come for something important.'

I looked at the 14—no, now 13 puppies playing in the garden.

If the Directors from the Papal States had visited my mansion for an important reason, I would have collapsed from cardiac arrest before my heart could even ache. But fortunately, they came to receive Jenny's puppy.

Seeing Jenny a bit dejected makes me wonder if it's really fortunate, but considering the dignity of the Directors, it's fortunate anyway.

So I was watching the puppies play with a somewhat peaceful mind when...

"Hmm. They're all cute, resembling Titi."

"Indeed. And they're even more adorable because they're small."

An even more intense and tremendous guest than the Directors arrived.

"I present the Minister of Finance!"

The Minister of Finance, second in the administrative department hierarchy. An absolute being to whom even the Minister of Justice, my far superior, must bow his head when requesting a budget.

In some ways, he's more frightening than the Directors. Bluntly speaking, the Directors are clergy beyond the border, but the Minister of Finance is a big shot who can practically influence me and the Ministry of Justice. Between Directors whom I might never see alive again and an Imperial Minister who controls the budget in real-time? The latter is naturally more intimidating.

"Sorry for the sudden visit. As the Minister of Audit said, I wanted to see Titi's puppies in person."

"...Pardon?"

"What? Don't tell me that guy didn't say anything to you?"

As I tilted my head at His Excellency the Minister of Finance's words, shortly after, the communication device in my pocket vibrated briefly.

[The Minister of Finance and his wife will visit soon. Since he's such a busy person, they'll probably come around the day after tomorrow. Be prepared.]

Looking at the message that arrived on the communication device, I shed tears in my heart.

Just a little... couldn't you have sent this a little earlier?

And they came today, not the day after tomorrow...

The Minister of Finance's decisiveness was quicker than I expected.

Isn't that person clearly the head of the Ministry of Finance? Even though it's the season heading toward year-end past autumn, so there must be various matters to handle? Perhaps he considers adopting Mini Injeolmi puppies more important than Ministry of Finance work?

'Well, it is important.'

Honestly, that's the correct answer. Ministry of Finance work exists daily, monthly, and yearly, but Mini Injeolmi adoption is only possible during this season. If not now, when Titi has opened her heart and decided her children should become independent, who knows when the opportunity will come again.

The night the Finance Minister visited the mansion. How determined Titi was when she got up after staring at the wall alone. I still can't forget when Titi approached me, looking up at me with resolute eyes after endlessly staring at the wall.

Hoping for such a miracle twice would be unconscionable. So we must target this current Mini Injeolmi pickup period.

Of course, even considering that, I never expected a Minister and Count would visit a mere knight's mansion without warning.

"I'm here."
"Oh, you came?"

That's why as soon as I confirmed Luciano's message filled with despair and grief—"The Finance Minister and his wife have arrived"—I rushed to Luciano's mansion with Titi.

There I found the Finance Minister crouched down, handling the Mini Injeolmi puppies one by one.

'What is that.'

It's quite a bizarre sight. A muscular man boasting a height of about 2 meters selecting Mini Injeolmi puppies.

It's terribly rude to think this, but it looks like a dog catcher about to kidnap neighborhood mutts. I feel like I should immediately liberate the Mini Injeolmis from the evil minister's hands.

"Squeak, squeak!"
"Squeak! Squeeeeak!"
"Woof woof!"

Ironically, neither the puppy in the minister's hands nor those gathered below seem to dislike him—rather, they're enthusiastically welcoming him.

Strange. They say animals instinctively recognize good people. Why can't these children discern the minister's character? It's truly lamentable.

'Is it because of Titi?'

I seriously pondered this as I looked at Titi who had already seated herself beside Jenny.

Is it because Titi welcomes the minister whenever he comes, and her scent has rubbed off on him, causing the puppies to follow him too? That's a fairly plausible hypothesis.

"Good timing. Who do you think is the best one?"
"Since they're all Titi and Jenny's children, they're all good. You can choose any of them."

Meanwhile, the minister, seemingly suffering from choice paralysis, asked for my advice.

Asking me such things is meaningless. I can't even tell them apart. The puppy that was #1 yesterday becomes #8 today—that's the fate of these little ones.

"Besides, it's not me but Your Excellency and your wife who will be caring for the child. You two should be the ones to choose."
"Hmm. That's true."

After nodding at my logical response, the minister turned his gaze to his wife.

"Woof! Woof woof!"
"Squeak! Squeak!"

The Mini Injeolmis gathered in front of the minister rushed toward his wife as if by agreement.

"Oh my."

The wife smiled gently at the sudden yellow wave.

Well, they all seem to like the minister and his wife, so whoever they take should become a good family—

"Your Excellency. You've arrived?"
"Ah, Sir."

I quickly turned my head at Luciano's somewhat haggard voice.

"I should have informed you in advance that the Finance Minister was coming, but I didn't expect him to arrive so quickly. I apologize."
"No, it's fine. As a fellow official, it's rather an honor to meet the Finance Minister."

Luciano forced a smile in response to my apology.


It's both regretful and apologetic. He'll have to feel that "honor" about ten more times. Even if the minister takes one of those 13 puppies, there will still be 12 puppies left.

'I'm sorry.'

I couldn't bring myself to speak that cruel truth. Luciano has already suffered mental damage from the minister's sudden raid. Delivering a finishing blow to such a person would be inhumane.

And Luciano probably suspects this truth already. He's just deliberately ignoring it because he doesn't want to acknowledge it.

It's truly regrettable and pitiful.

"How about this one?"
"Woof!"

If there's any consolation, it seems the wife has chosen which puppy to take home, so the ministerial couple will leave now.

We can't stop future visitors, but the current ones are leaving. We can enjoy a brief stay in a guest-free, clean mansion. That's something of a blessing, I suppose.

With Tanian and the minister each adopting one puppy, 12 Mini Injeolmis remain.

Among these, my parents in Teilgleichen and Erich in the Capital are also eyeing Titi's puppies, so two more must be set aside. That leaves 10 puppies.

From here, let's say we send some to my first, third, fourth, and fifth fathers-in-law. That's four more gone, leaving 6 puppies.

Finally, considering former Audit Department executives like the minister's secretary, the Intelligence Deputy Head, the Enforcement Head, and the Enforcement Deputy Head, that's four more gone.

'Even at minimum, only 2 remain.'

Even with the most conservative calculation, only 2 out of 14 puppies remain—an astonishing situation. I vaguely knew many people were after Titi's puppies, but experiencing it like this is quite bewildering.

Moreover, this is the minimum, conservative calculation. If we consider Trixie's maternal grandmother who doesn't need pets because she already lives with spirits and fairies, Erich's two in-laws, and Luciano's acquaintances, we go beyond zero into negative numbers.

What should I do? I never expected 14 puppies to feel insufficient.

"Our Titi. Being so wonderful creates these problems too."

As I gently stroked Titi's head, her tail, which had been lying flat, began to wag slowly.

Though this is the second time experiencing a child's independence, no parent gets used to sending their offspring away. Even if you've prepared yourself, the emptiness in your heart is unavoidable.

'Should I adjust the pace a bit?'

I quietly pondered as I watched her.

Although this is the Mini Injeolmi pickup period, if we proceed with adoptions too rapidly, Titi and Jenny's sense of emptiness might be maximized. It would be better to adjust the pace while arranging adoptions, right?

Let's send some to my parents and Erich in the next week or the week after, then send the rest on a monthly basis. After all, if Titi hadn't made her sudden decision, we wouldn't have started adoptions for several years.

"...Titi."
"Woof?"
"Shall we go see your siblings after a long time?"

Titi jumped up at my suggestion.

Titi's siblings. None other than the four Golden Retrievers being raised by the Former Emperor.

In the past, the Crown Princess often came to play with those dogs, but as all sorts of animals and playthings increased in our mansion, her visits gradually became less frequent. Honestly, from their perspective, it's probably better to take comfortable naps under the Former Emperor's protection than to visit someone else's house.

So Titi's meeting with her siblings has become quite a thing of the past.

'A void created by family should be filled by family.'

To restore Titi's energy, we need to arrange a sibling reunion after a long time.

Even though it requires visiting the Former Emperor's residence. Even though I need to request a visit from the Former Emperor first.

'For Titi's... sake...'

My hands began to tremble.

I'm afraid. No matter that I'm the Crown Princess's godfather, meeting the Former Emperor is frightening. It's not that the Former Emperor has a tyrannical or difficult personality, but there's an atmosphere that makes him hard to approach.

Moreover, my reason for visiting is "I came to see the dogs Your Majesty raises." From the Former Emperor's perspective, this could be seen as an Imperial Count nobody disrespecting royalty just because he receives some favor.


And not just any royalty, but the previous emperor who revitalized the empire.

'Going alone would be disastrous.'

I can be certain. If I visit the Former Emperor alone, there's a considerable possibility that I'll enter as Kal and exit as a corpse.

In reality, the Former Emperor stays quiet because he's playing Two-Duck-Lee Online in a corner of the imperial palace, but if the Former Emperor clears his throat once, the entire empire's attention would focus on him. If he were determined, even the Emperor could fall from "Emperor (with actual power)" to "Emperor (had power but lost it)."

'I have no choice.'

I took out my communication device while looking at Titi, who was panting and blinking her eyes eagerly.

Thinking of Titi means I need to meet the Former Emperor, but I'm afraid to visit alone. Then it's right to deploy the ultimate weapon against the Former Emperor.

The only being in this world who doesn't fear the Former Emperor.

The only being to whom the Former Emperor can't help but be vulnerable.

***

I stopped making the cattle feed at the sudden visitor's arrival.

Cattle feed burns quickly if you take your eyes off it even for a moment, but fortunately I had just put the grass in the pot. I hadn't lit the fire yet, so postponing it briefly wasn't a problem.

"Grandpa!"

And even if I had lit the fire, it wouldn't matter. The Crown Princess is more important than cattle feed that can be made again.

"Welcome. Did you eat lunch?"
"Yes! I ate!"

I patted the Crown Princess as she hugged me.

She's grown slightly since I last held her. Indeed, she's growing vigorously day by day, as expected during the growth period. I'm simply glad she's growing up healthy.

"Ah! I came with Godfather and Titi!"
"Hmm?"

As I turned my head at the Crown Princess's words, her godfather bowed deeply in greeting.

"Long live the Former Emperor! Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius Family, greets the honorable Former Emperor!"
"Woof!"

And the child he was caring for wagged its tail in greeting.

That one has grown a lot since I last saw it. When it left my care, it was small enough to hold in one hand.

"Titi seemed to miss her family, so I brought her!"
"I see."

No sooner had the Crown Princess finished speaking than that child's siblings began running energetically toward us.

Indeed. Did they notice without being called because they smelled family? A dog's sense of smell is truly remarkable.

'Why have they come?'

After watching the five adult dogs rolling around together on the floor, I turned my gaze back to the godfather.

The Crown Princess speaks as if she brought her godfather and Titi, but in reality, it's more correct to say the godfather brought the Crown Princess.

But I can't guess the reason. Why would the godfather voluntarily come to see me? And bringing Titi too.

...

'I suppose it doesn't matter.'

After pondering briefly, I let go of the thought.

The godfather must have his reasons. And those reasons won't be harmful to the imperial family or the empire.

So for now, I'll focus on playing with the Crown Princess.

The Count headed to the Retired Emperor's quarters with the Crown Princess.

It was truly a peculiar combination. If the Crown Princess had gone alone to see the Retired Emperor, people would have thought it was just a granddaughter visiting her grandfather to play. If the Count had gone alone, they would have assumed some important matter had arisen.

Of course, bypassing the Emperor to visit the Retired Emperor wasn't normal, but at least a private meeting between the Count and the Retired Emperor would have seemed more sensible than this combination of the Count, Crown Princess, and Retired Emperor.

'Did the Retired Emperor summon them?'

That thought crossed my mind. Perhaps the Retired Emperor had directly summoned both the Count and Crown Princess?

However, when the Retired Emperor needs something, he doesn't act secretively. Out of respect for my authority as both Emperor and head of the Livnoman family, he conducts all his affairs in ways I can be aware of.

So for something to happen without my knowledge? It seems more like the Count's independent action rather than the Retired Emperor's decision.

'What could it be?'

That's why I'm confused. While the Count doesn't hesitate to speak his mind to me, he's not crazy enough to do the same with the Retired Emperor. Rather, if he needed to see the Retired Emperor, he'd normally come running to me begging for help.

Yet the Count decided to see the Retired Emperor. And with the Crown Princess in tow.

'I can't figure it out at all.'

So, I ordered the Count to come to my office as soon as his business was concluded.

"I... noticed Titi seemed depressed lately, so I went to show her siblings to her... I risked being impertinent by visiting the Retired Emperor."

I heard an answer beyond my imagination.

The man who grumbles when I summon him voluntarily went to see the Retired Emperor. And his reason was the astonishing explanation that it was for a pet dog.

The statement was so unexpected that I couldn't speak for a while. The Retired Emperor must have been equally unable to guess such a reason.

'Is the Count getting old?'

I finally regained my senses.

As people age, they tend to make somewhat unfunny jokes. Although the Count isn't even thirty, he has weathered storms comparable to those experienced by the elderly. Regardless of his physical age, his mental age must be considerable.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"There's only you and I here, so you can tell me the truth. Why did you visit the Retired Emperor?"

I gently coaxed him, but the Count quietly bowed his head.

No, surely not. Was that really the reason? He voluntarily visited the Retired Emperor because of a pet dog?

For such a reason, he approached someone whom even the former Minister of the Imperial Household or, at most, the Mayor of Ausen would be afraid to greet?

"Hah."

Laughter burst out reflexively.

"Hahahahaha!"

I knew the Count was quite different from ordinary nobles, but I never expected such eccentricity, which made me laugh.

What noble in this world would visit a former monarch who has stepped back from power for the sake of a pet dog? What noble would treat royalty so casually?

If I didn't know the Count's character, I would have considered him a treasonous demon disrespecting royalty. If the relationship between the Count and the Imperial Family were even slightly looser, I would have thought him an arrogant minister intoxicated by imperial favor.

If the Count hadn't shown dedication and achievements for the Imperial Family and the Empire, I would have simply thought him insane.

'Well, this is something.'

But the Count possesses character, a proper relationship with the Imperial Family, and dedication with achievements. It's an eccentric act difficult to understand, but I can accept it and laugh it off.

...To be honest, while it's hard to understand, I can still accept it. If I don't understand the Count, who will?

"Does the Retired Emperor know?"
"The Retired Emperor welcomed my sudden visit but said nothing."
"I see."


Fortunately, it seems I'm the only one who knows this truth.

The Retired Emperor probably said nothing out of respect and trust for the Count, believing he had his reasons as the Crown Princess's godfather.

In reality, those thoughts were for a pet dog rather than the Crown Princess.

'I suppose this too is loyalty in its own way.'

Looking at it positively, Titi—the Count's pet—was personally bestowed by the Retired Emperor. Making efforts for her means he especially values the Retired Emperor's gift.

Let's just think of it that way. It's the only way to make any sense of this absurd situation.

"Count. So where is Titi now?"
"She went to my mansion with the Crown Princess. The Empress's head lady-in-waiting is with them, so please don't worry."

That made me laugh again.

The Crown Princess loves the Count's pets, including Titi. So caring for Titi goes beyond respect for the Retired Emperor—it's also consideration for the Crown Princess.

Satisfying both the Retired Emperor, who dedicates himself to the Empire, and the Crown Princess, the future Emperor. The Count is truly the ultimate loyal subject.

"Then there's no need to rush back. Since you're here, have a drink with me."

Now if he satisfies me too, he'll be the remarkable loyal subject who has pleased three generations.

"Um, Your Majesty. You mentioned tea, but why are you pouring—"
"In the Kingdom of Rusen, this is tea. As Emperor standing above the continent, one must respect cultural differences. The Count should keep that in mind."
"Yes, Your Majesty..."

I handed the Count a bottle of eternal snow liquor I had been saving.

I had just finished urgent work and was catching my breath. There's plenty of time to drink a bottle each and chat.

"By the way, Count. How did Titi become depressed? Surely you didn't neglect her?"
"Recently, two of Titi's puppies became independent."
"Ah, because of that? Certainly a reason to be depressed."

I immediately understood such a reasonable explanation. I too would feel melancholy if our Carolus and Caroline were to leave the Imperial Palace.

'Puppies, huh.'

Come to think of it, Titi has already had puppies that are becoming independent, but I wonder when the dogs the Retired Emperor raises will breed. Is it because they're siblings and don't see each other as mates?

Well, fortunately, all four are still young, so they'll find mates when the time comes. If necessary, I could gift new dogs to the Retired Emperor.

"I'm planning to let at least ten more become independent. I'm worried Titi might bite me."

Meanwhile, the Count lamented seriously while handling the vodka bottle.

Even trying to understand, I can't help but smile at the scene. Does it make sense for a noble who holds real power in the Empire to fret over a single pet dog?

While I want to share this amusing scene with other nobles, I also want to hide it for the sake of imperial dignity.

I don't know how to resolve these complex feelings.

***

As time passed, our puppies began to leave us.

One went to that distant white person. One went to the big person who often visits master's house. And one each went to master's parents and master's sibling. Already four have left Jeni and me.

I'm sad. I thought they would be with Jeni and me forever! I thought we would live together forever, but they left, and I'm sad!

But I'm not terribly sad. They all went to good places. The white person, the big person, and master's family are all good people! I believe they'll do well there!

- Woof!

So I comforted Jeni, who was lying listlessly.

Don't worry, Jeni! They're all eating well, sleeping well, and playing well! Just like how I'm doing well at master's house even though I'm separated from my siblings!

- Whiiine...


Jeni's tail barely started wagging at my comfort.

My heart aches. She's pretending to be okay. She's trying to act like she's better because I comforted her!

What should I do? What would be best? Should I ask master to take us to visit the puppies? The one who went with the white person might be difficult, but the others are close by, so we could meet them.

But that's not good. If we visit every time, it will only make Jeni more miserable. If we go see them whenever our hearts ache, her heart will never heal.

"Titi! Is Jeni still crying?"
- Woof!

While I was wondering what to do, the small person who Jeni likes appeared. And with meat that Jeni loves!

Perfect timing! Thank you for coming! Eating something delicious will help lift Jeni's spirits!

"Jeni! Eat this! The chef said he prepared something tasty!"

Jeni also approached slightly at the small person's words and took the meat in her mouth.

Eat a lot, Jeni! You need to eat a lot to gain strength, and you need strength to feel better!

"Titi, you eat too! This is yours!"
- Woof!

At the small person's words, I took one bite of meat and pushed the rest toward Jeni.

Jeni should eat before me! But if I don't eat at all, Jeni will worry, so I should take at least one bite!

"Don't cry, Titi and Jeni. I'm sad too when little ones leave, but they're all doing well! Daddy said so!"
- Woof woof!
- Woof...

Both Jeni and I responded immediately to those words.

That's right! They'll all surely do well! Our master said so, so it must be true! The people who took them were all good people—

"And Titi and Jeni need to cheer up so more little ones can come! Daddy said if little ones leave, you can make more!"
- Woof?

This time I tilted my head.

Puppies, make more? Make new ones when they're gone?

I've never thought about that. We already have fourteen puppies, and I was happy just living with them, so I never considered it.

'Puppies!'

The small person's words! They sound good!

That's right! If puppies leave our side, we can have new puppies! Someday those children will leave us too, but we'll be satisfied as our puppies increase!

Master has had several small masters too! Jeni and I can have several litters as well!

- Woof!
- Woof woof!

Jeni wagged her tail faster too.

I think she feels the same way!

***

Titi's expression became curious after returning from Luciano's mansion.

A subtle expression that seemed both exhausted and overjoyed. I wondered what kind of expression that was.

"What happened?"

At my words, Titi just panted.

It was only days later that I realized this meant the couple had performed their marital duties.

# The Remarkable Decision

The remarkable decision of Titi and Jenny to comfort themselves over their child's independence by having new children.

I couldn't help but admire their open-mindedness, wanting even more after already having 14 offspring. Truth be told, both Luciano and I thought Titi and Jenny would stop at 14 pups. Honestly, giving birth to 14 at once should be enough for a lifetime.

'Did Jenny receive a blessing too?'

I found myself seriously pondering this question while watching Jenny chew raw meat.

Could Jenny have received Tanian's blessing like Titi did, and I just forgot because I was distracted? Without that explanation, I couldn't comprehend her amazing determination and stamina.

Or perhaps she was influenced when the Principal and Vice Principal visited Luciano's mansion? Certainly, the Principal and Vice Principal are like totems that naturally emit holy power. With such totems gathered in one place, it wouldn't be strange if Jenny, who was nearby, became imbued with holy power.

"Good dog."

When I absentmindedly patted Jenny's head, she stared at me intently with meat still in her mouth.

They say you shouldn't disturb even a dog while it's eating, but fortunately, I'm the owner of Titi, Jenny's companion. Patting her head is well within acceptable boundaries.

Besides, even though Jenny's personality is a bit aloof, she's fundamentally a Golden Retriever. Retrievers don't dislike people. It's just a difference in how intensely they express affection.

"You need to have a healthy delivery this time too."

Jenny's tail began to wag at my encouragement and support.

Of course, a dog's pregnancy lasts about two months. The "second generation juniors" will be born by the end of the year or early next year at the latest, so it might be a bit early for encouragement.

But what's wrong with early encouragement? I can always encourage her more when the delivery approaches. There's no limit to how many times you can offer support.

'Early next year, huh.'

Anyway, I removed my hand from her head to let her continue eating, and looked at the ten puppies playing with Titi.

For Titi and Jenny's mental health, I had planned to proceed with adoptions over weeks and months. I intended to continue the mini-injeolmi pickup period until next year, or even the year after at the longest.

But now additional puppies will be born by early next year? Even if only half of 14 are born, that's 7 puppies, instantly increasing the number to 17?

'I need to hurry.'

If I decided to delay adoptions for mental health reasons, now I need to expedite them for physical health.

Ten puppies waddling around plus 7 newly born ones (minimum estimate)? Even Titi and Jenny, as sturdy as they are, couldn't handle that. Titi might even flee to Teilgleichen County or the Imperial lakes.

'I should send them to the in-laws soon.'

Among those places, I'll send them to Ulken Duchy first. My father-in-law has been bored with nothing to do since stepping down from his ducal position.

Considering my father-in-law's size, the tiny mini-injeolmi might seem a bit unbalanced, but since I've already given one to the Minister of Finance, what does it matter?

...

'Will he be able to control his strength properly?'

For a brief moment, an ominous thought crossed my mind. The horrific image of my father-in-law failing to control his strength and turning the injeolmi into flattened rice cake.

'It'll be fine.'

I quickly shook my head to dispel the unpleasant thought.

My father-in-law is among the most experienced warriors in the Empire. He's handled all sorts of weapons and faced various enemies, and personally, he's held and doted on his grandchildren.

The possibility of such a father-in-law causing trouble because he can't handle a mere puppy properly is low. He's more skilled at controlling his strength than anyone.

The time has come when we feel the cold winter wind rather than autumn foliage.


Winter. The end of the year approaching. The final time before welcoming a new year.

In other words, the last grace period before adding another year to one's age.

'You're turning five now.'

I watched the triplets running around with a heavy heart.

The dreaded time has finally arrived. The time when our precious eldest, second, and third daughters, whom I cherish more than anything, must leave the mansion.

'Is this how Titi feels?'

Of course, Titi must have felt even more dejected than me. Unlike the mini-injeolmi who become permanently independent, our triplets will only be independent for a certain period each year.

And at a distance I can easily visit. If Titi could read my mind, she'd bite my leg for daring to compare my situation to hers.

"...Trixie."
"What is it?"
"Since they're quarter-elves, aren't our children not even two years old yet?"

Trixie, who was beside me, closed her mouth as if impressed by my perfect logic.

It's an amazing logic even by my own standards. For pure-blood elves, 10% of their elven age equals human age, and for half-elves, it's 20%. Just like Trixie, who's over 120 but in human terms is in her late twenties.

Then for our quarter-elf children, we can roughly calculate it as 40%. Even if they turn 5 next year, 40% of 5 is just 2 years old.

'Am I a genius?'

I felt proud and impressed with myself. This logic is irrefutable, perfect, and flawless.

"I'll contact Serbet right away—"
"Don't do that."
"Okay."

The only problem was that it was perfect for just about 30 seconds.

"Kal. I understand how you feel."

Trixie gently took my hand.

Then she whispered in a gentle and loving voice.

"But think about how long the Catovan vassals have been waiting for this moment."

Implying that she would be deeply displeased if I kept talking nonsense.

'That was embarrassing.'

I lowered my head in embarrassment and shame.

I know. Just as I want to keep the triplets by my side, the vassals of House Catovan want to bring the triplets to Serbet.

After all, they are Catovan bloodline members born after about 120 years. Little duchesses born more than 100 years after Trixie became the Duchess of Serbet. How could the vassals of House Catovan not be excited to serve a life that their parents, grandparents, great-grandparents—or even beyond—never saw?

"It's only a month at most. Can't you invest a month for our children's future? Someday Maria will become the next Duchess of Serbet, and Cecilia and Catleya will be pillars supporting the duchess. If such children haven't grown up in Serbet, it could be a source of anxiety for the vassals and the people."
"That's true..."

I nodded bitterly, acknowledging she was right again.

A Duchess of Serbet with no experience living in Serbet. What a terrible and grotesque title. No matter how rare a Catovan family member is, appearing once a century, it would be difficult to recognize someone who doesn't know Serbet as the Duchess of Serbet.

"Kal."

Seeing that I still couldn't hide my dejection, Trixie sighed softly,

'Ah.'


And opened her arms toward me. As if telling me to come into her embrace without saying a word.

I almost burst into tears. That small gesture seemed like an expression of complete understanding and acceptance of my feelings.

"Daddy! Mommy! Hug us too!"
"Us too! Us too!"
"Us too~"

As we shared this intimate and touching embrace as a couple, the triplets came running and hugged our legs.

"Put me down first, then hug!"

There was a minor commotion as the immortal turtle in Cecilia's arms got caught between me and Cecilia, but it was just a minor incident that we overlooked.

***

Since the autumn leaves began to fall one by one, the smile hasn't left my face.

Finally, finally that day is approaching. The year our little duchesses turn five. The time when the precious Catovan blood comes to Serbet.

"How are the rooms where the young duchesses will stay?"
"Perfect. We've been renovating them every quarter just in case, so there would be no problem even if they arrived today."

My smile grew even wider at the conversation between the head steward and the servant beside me.

Since Her Grace became pregnant, since she gave birth to three young duchesses, a sacred space was created in the Serbet ducal palace. The noble rooms where the young duchesses would stay.

Moreover, to prevent the three from quarreling over rooms, we made them with identical area and decorations. If we, these inadequate vassals, cannot satisfy all three, we should at least avoid complaints.

"What about Lady Claris?"
"She went to the Elven Residential District four days ago, so she will return in three days."

The head steward nodded at the servant's smooth report.

Lady Claris. A friend of the previous duchess and an elf whom His Grace instructed us to treat with utmost respect. A valuable person who will teach our young duchesses elven common sense. Undoubtedly the best among the governesses our vassals have passionately prepared.

'She is perfect.'

Although the young duchesses will stay in Serbet from age five, Lady Claris has been staying in our ducal palace even before that. After all, even teachers need to become familiar with the teaching environment for more effective education.

We have also poured all our support for Lady Claris, who has given us her precious time. We found whatever she needed, and offered food and entertainment she might not have experienced in the Elven Residential District.

"This is troublesome. At this rate, the children might not want to return even when they grow up."

Lady Claris even said such words. An elf expressing a desire to stay somewhere other than the Elven Residential District.

I felt proud and satisfied. Our sincerity must have been of some help to Lady Claris. Her satisfaction would lead to quality education for our young duchesses.

"Head Butler! Head Steward!"
'Hmm?'

While smiling for who knows how many times, a butler came running from across the hallway.

"Her Grace has arrived with His Grace!"
"What?"
"She said they came to inspect where the young duchesses will be staying...!"
"Let's go right away!"

And he delivered a sudden and moving report.

Her Grace and His Grace have come personally for inspection. This is a sign, more than anything else, that the young duchesses' visit is imminent.

As the head butler, I couldn't be happier.

As soon as I set foot in the Serbet Duchy, the vassals of House Catovan came rushing over.

The sight of vassals and servants appearing simultaneously from every corner of the ducal palace was truly spectacular. I wondered if this was how humans felt when chased by zombies. Or perhaps like a search party that entered a supermarket only to be surrounded by the undead. Either way, it wasn't particularly pleasant.

"We are honored to receive the Duke and his consort!"

The head butler—Count Sicilla—was the first to arrive, bowing so deeply his forehead nearly touched the floor.

The perfect right angle made me smile wryly. Though it's been several years since I formally married Trixie and became the consort of House Catovan, I still flinch at the sincere ceremonial displays of the Catovan vassals.

I thought I'd grown accustomed to it, thought it wouldn't affect me anymore, but my body still reacts automatically. It's probably because of the vassals' ages.

'They're older than my father.'

Count Sicilla alone is in his fifties, older than my father. His time as a titled nobleman far exceeds mine, so there's no comparison in terms of age and experience.

But what can I do? As the consort of House Catovan, I receive treatment similar to or slightly below that of Trixie, the Duchess. If I were to show excessive respect to the vassals, they would actually suffer.

Besides, I'm no ordinary consort. I'm the partner of the Duchess of Serbet who remained single for 120 years, and a hero who gave three princesses to House Catovan that had no blood heirs. Even if I were a commoner, I would have received the vassals' fervent support.

"Welcome, young princesses!"

While I was lost in thought, Count Sicilla's gaze shifted toward our legs.

More precisely, toward the triplets huddled around our legs.

"Hello, mister! Long time no see!"
"Yeah! Long time!"
"Mister, long time~"

Count Sicilla's expression melted rapidly at the triplets' cheerful responses.

To have such a reaction just from a simple conversation—I worry he might achieve enlightenment at this rate. I wonder how he'll manage living in the same space.

'Perhaps it's still too early to have them stay in Serbet?'

For a moment, greed surged within me, but I quickly suppressed it.

Calm down, you madman. I smile constantly when looking at our children too, but that's because I eat, play, and sleep with them without any issues. What I can do, the vassals can do as well.

"Since the promised time is approaching, we brought our children to see where they'll be staying. I'm sure everything would be perfect without our inspection, but the judgment of the children who will actually live here is important."

"The consort is absolutely right! The princesses' perspective is more important than ours!"

Count Sicilla nodded vigorously at my words.

And that burning look in his eyes—if the triplets were to say "I don't like this," he seemed ready to tear down the building immediately. He might even coordinate with the Magic Tower for lightning-fast destruction and reconstruction.

After all, this is where Trixie's children will stay. It's not just a major concern for the Serbet Duchy but for the Magic Tower as well. With some exaggeration, one could say the entire magical community of the continent is watching this matter.

"I'll guide you right away!"
"Yes, please do."

I nodded calmly toward Count Sicilla, who bowed again.

In truth, I've been checking the rooms where our triplets will stay whenever we visit the ducal palace. Yet each time, the rooms changed. Apparently, rooms that fall behind the latest trends or become outdated before the princesses even move in are meaningless.

Their enthusiasm bordered on madness to an astonishing degree. If the triplets weren't turning five next year, they would have surely renovated the rooms again next year. If I hadn't come today, they might have conducted an "end-of-year final remodeling."

'This needs to stop now.'

That's why I brought the triplets to ensure the completion of construction. If the triplets say "I like this room!" then perhaps the madness of remodeling will cease.

Only our triplets can stop this madness.

I was speechless when I saw the room Count Sicilla guided us to.

I had naturally expected the room to be grand and magnificent. It would be stranger if the room for direct descendants and future dukes of the ducal family were small and shabby.


Preparing three rooms? That was also expected. The triplets are now old enough to move around on their own, unlike when they were just squirming in cradles. It wouldn't be right to crowd them into one room.

But the room before my eyes wasn't just large and magnificent.

'What is this?'

A ceiling as black as the night sky. Wallpaper that sparkled like stars.

And animal figurines that moved on their own across the floor.

'Seriously, what is this?'

When Count Sicilla clapped lightly, the room that had been as dark as night transformed into broad daylight. The black ceiling changed to a blue sky, and the stars embedded in the wallpaper transformed into clouds.

Finally, the floor where animal figurines had been scurrying about changed into a meadow, making it feel like we were in a park rather than a room.

'Is this the true sincerity of the ducal house?'

I was too stunned to speak.

I've done my fair share of decorating our mansion for the children. I laid mattresses throughout the corridors to prevent injuries, rounded sharp corners, and replaced hard metal with alternatives wherever possible.

Yet even I couldn't create such an incredible room. So this is what happens when a ducal house that has reigned supreme for 300 years shows its true dedication, with active support from the Magic Tower.

'This wasn't like this when I saw it last time.'

What on earth happened during the brief time I was away? The rooms I've seen until now weren't like this.

Could it be that the rooms they've shown me so far were just a bluff? For a perfect surprise for the triplets?

"Wooooow!"
"The dolls are moving!"
"Clouds, so amazing~"

If that was the goal, it was a huge success. Even I, an adult, couldn't help but admire the room—how much more the children? The triplets' eyes sparkled as they rushed forward into what looked like a small captured piece of nature.

Breaking away from their parents' legs toward the vast room. As if they no longer had any interest in mom and dad.

'Children...'

I watched them with mixed feelings.

This is the room where our children will stay, at most for a month out of the year. It's fortunate that they like their room, but I hadn't hoped for such an intense reaction.

I had hoped they might feel a little unfamiliar, reluctant to leave their father's side, saying things like "This is nice, but our home is better." I wasn't asking for much. Just that much.

"Clouds! The clouds are moving!"
"Grass! It's fluffy! Amazing!"
"The moving dolls are amazing too."

I couldn't help but smile as I watched the children running around.

It's bittersweet and disappointing, but I'll let it go. The children's happiness comes before my regret.

Besides, if they weren't amazed by such a room, I'd be concerned about their lack of sensitivity. Honestly, even the Crown Princess would be blown away by this room.

'Should I make something like this too?'

The thought seriously crossed my mind. If I were to make something like this in our mansion—

'No, never mind.'

I gave up immediately. I might manage three rooms somehow, but I don't have confidence in providing one room per child.

Even I, who renovated the entire mansion, have never heard of such remodeling. If this is a pioneering work by Catovan's vassals, then such projects require accumulated expertise to reduce production costs. Ordering such rooms now would just mean paying a premium price for multiple rooms.

...

"Um, Trixie?"

"What is it?"

Trixie, who had been watching the triplets with a pleased expression, turned her head.

"How much would it cost to make something like this?"

My heart raced. How much manpower, resources, and time would it take to create such a room?

And if we were to make as many rooms as we have children, how many treasuries would we need to empty?

"Our mansion has animals that can't be seen anywhere else."

I closed my mouth at her indirect answer.

It meant that while it could be done, I should be satisfied with what we already have.

'So it's very expensive.'

Or is she giving up because we can't guarantee how many more children we'll have? Actually, that seems more convincing than the price issue.

"Mister! Can you make it dark again?"
"Haha, of course. It's easy if the princesses wish it."
"Woooow!"

Meanwhile, Count Sicilla clapped repeatedly, freely switching the room between day and night.

He looked like a great mage who controlled time.

***

The Count and the Magic-Ending Duke traveled to the Serbet Duchy with the princesses.

I could guess why they went. As the year comes to an end, it's time to prepare for the next year.

'Acting Duke.'

Next year, the Magic-Ending Duke will step down from his position. The Count will succeed him as the Acting Duke of Serbet.

If not for the Iron-Blooded Duke's retirement, this would have happened this year. It was postponed to next year only to prevent two dukes from being replaced within a single year.

'Kal Serbet Kracius of Teilgleichen.'

I couldn't help but laugh when I thought of the full name the Count would have next year.

To think that a mere nobleman would have a middle name. And to use Serbet as a middle name, no less. If someone had told me this last year, I would have cursed them for talking nonsense.

But it's reality. The Count will become the Acting Duke of Serbet and bear the name Serbet. Though he won't officially become a duke, he'll receive treatment comparable to one.

'I should decide for certain now.'

After laughing for quite some time, I pulled out a paper I had tucked deep in a drawer.

The Count's ascension to Acting Duke is just around the corner. I need to finalize the name I'll bestow upon him.

Having too much time makes different ideas keep popping up. Just when I think I've settled on a good title, another comes to mind, and when I try to finalize that one, yet another good one appears. Ideas just keep flowing endlessly.

'I should avoid anything too flashy.'

I seriously contemplated the candidates I had narrowed down over the past few months.

Since he won't be the official Duke of Serbet, I can't formally bestow a name either. I need to naturally circulate a name in social circles.

A name that nobles won't find objectionable. One that everyone will nod to in agreement.

"Kuh."

I quickly swallowed another laugh that threatened to escape.

No laughing—focus on the candidates. If the Count is preparing to become Acting Duke, I should approach this sincerely too.

The atmosphere in the Duchy's castle was elevated beyond measure.

Not only were the Duke and her consort present, but the three young princesses—the eternal idols of the Catovan vassals—had also descended upon Serbet. They even gave the highest praise upon seeing the room that had been prepared with considerable budget, time, and effort, exclaiming, "I love this!" For the vassals and servants, this was truly the glory of a lifetime and the honor of their families.

"We greet Your Grace the Duke and Your Grace the Consort!"
"We pay our respects to the young princesses!"

And while the triplets were delighting in a room they had never seen before, minor lords from all across the duchy came rushing in.

'They're quite popular.'

I watched with satisfaction as the triplets received countless greetings.

To the minor lords under Duke Serbet, the triplets' existence was like angels descended from heaven. Being a minor lord under a Duke versus being under a Count makes all the difference. These minor lords could clear their throats with importance throughout the Empire thanks to Trixie, but with her succession having been uncertain, they must have been quite anxious all this time.

Of course, the current minor lords and their children and grandchildren would die before Trixie—but still, thinking of their family's future, they must have desperately wished for an heir.

And now, proof that their desire had been fulfilled stood before their eyes. It wouldn't be strange if the minor lords knelt down in worship.

"Hello, uncles and aunties!"

Indeed, when Maria—the de facto little duchess among the triplets—greeted them, the minor lords nodded with expressions overcome with emotion.

At the same time, they pulled out wallets from their pockets or handed over boxes they had been holding to the triplets, apparently enchanted by the triplets' charm and offering tribute.

This is a desirable phenomenon. Gifts are the best way to impress children. Indeed.

"Even when I saw them from afar, I could tell the young princesses take after Your Grace the Duke!"
"Haha, looking closely, I can subtly see His Grace the Consort's eyes as well. It's a perfect blend of both your bloodlines."

Meanwhile, one of the minor lords spoke up on my behalf, saying what I had been too embarrassed to claim.

Honestly, it's true that the triplets strongly inherited Trixie's features—white hair, white eyes, and ears longer than humans. Anyone can tell they're mini-Trixies at a glance, but no one can see them as mini-Kals.

In such a disadvantageous environment, the only forced similarity found was in the eyes. Yet this minor lord had discovered and pointed out this tiny commonality.

'Thank you.'

Thanks to him, my heart rapidly warmed.

I'll definitely remember your name and face. And if you make a mistake, as long as it's a small one, I'll be as lenient as possible.

"That's right! We look like Mommy and Daddy!"
"Look like! Both of them!"
"That's right~"
'My goodness.'

I wept inwardly at the triplets' response. I had felt a little disappointed when they left my lap to explore the room, but now my daughters have moved me like this.

My daughters are truly the best. Though we may be temporarily separated for the greater good, we are definitely a family connected by blood and soul.

"Is that so? Indeed. If they take after both of you, I can't wait to see how the young princesses will grow up!"
"Perhaps they will become great mages, perfectly inheriting the title of Magic-Ending Duke."
"Why just mages? They could become great swordsmen too!"

At those words, a brief silence fell among the minor lords.

"...Swordsmen."

Though it lasted only a moment, the previously cheerful atmosphere had certainly dampened.

"Certainly, having inherited His Grace the Consort's blood, they may have talent with the sword, but they are still direct descendants of Catovan, aren't they? Starting with Duke Seolgeom, the successive Dukes of Serbet have chosen the path of magic. The young princesses should follow that path as well."
"My, what rigid words. While it is an honor for us vassals that the Catovan ducal family has produced great mages for generations, that was simply because they preferred magic. Is there a clause in Imperial law stating that the Duke of Serbet must be a mage?"

"There may not be a clause, but there is tradition. A tradition that has existed alongside Imperial history."

I quietly stepped back as the minor lords began a serious debate.

My instinct was telling me that joining that discussion would not end well. That my title as the Duke of Serbet's consort and the father of the princesses would, in this case, work against me.

'They're only four years old, and already discussing career paths.'

Isn't everyone being too hasty? The triplets are just little ones turning five next year. Career paths are something to consider leisurely, so why are they already quarreling about mages and warriors?

'Tradition, huh.'

And the 300-year tradition the minor lords mention. Regrettably, that tradition will be significantly shaken when I become the Acting Duke.

There will be debates about whether it's appropriate for a non-mage to hold the position that has been occupied by mages for generations, or whether it's acceptable because I'm just an "Acting" Duke. By the time those discussions finally end, Maria might be ready to become the official Duke.

'It was right for me to be the stepping stone.'

Though it was an unexpected argument, after witnessing this debate, I was convinced. My insertion between Trixie and Maria was the right choice.

These gentlemen are so serious about tradition that the previously harmonious minor lords instantly split into two factions to argue. It means they have considerable respect for the Duke of Serbet and reverence for the Catovan ducal family.

With vassals overflowing with such loyalty and pride, when Maria ascends as the new Duke, they will inevitably compare the two dukes, knowingly or unknowingly. No matter how loyally the vassals serve Maria, they will mention tradition and precedent.

But if I become the leader after Trixie, the story changes. A destructive leader whose very existence goes against tradition? Yet one who remains steadfast and unwavering no matter what is said? One who possesses all sorts of authority beyond just the title of Acting Duke of Serbet?

'A perfect counter.'

When someone who is neither of Catovan blood nor capable of magic acts as Duke, and then Maria becomes Duke, everyone will shed tears of joy.

They'll laugh off Maria's minor mistakes and accept her reforms. Won't she enjoy a peaceful and simple ducal life that others would envy?

With such thoughts, I gently took Trixie's hand.

Trixie, perhaps thinking the same as me, smiled as she took my hand in return.

"Can't I learn both magic and sword?"
"W-well..."

Yes, Maria will surely lead a peaceful and simple ducal life as Duke. Even now at four years old, she instantly quelled the vassals' argument.

"I like sparkly things~"
"Y-young princess, sparkly things?"

And not just by herself, but with her sisters' support.

'This father is pleased.'

The sight of sisters joining forces to stand above their vassals. It's heartwarming, like a preview of the future Catovan ducal family.

Keep showing me scenes like this 10, 20, 30 years from now.

The day after visiting the Serbet Duchy, we moved to the Elven residential district.

Besides the Serbet Duchy, the Elven district is another place where the five-year-old triplets will stay. No matter how much Clarisse, a pure-blooded elf, serves as the triplets' teacher, theory and practice are different. If they're going to develop proper elven habits and values, they should mingle with elves.

'Proper values are important...'

I still feel my blood run cold remembering past events. If I had known that touching an elf's ears had such... implications... I wouldn't have done it so openly in the Elven district...

I hope our children don't follow in their father and mother's footsteps. The shame we felt is enough.

"Great-grandmother!"

"Great-grandmother! We're here!"
"We're here~"

Anyway, after the Serbet ducal castle where they were thoroughly adored, the triplets ran with bright expressions toward their maternal great-grandmother in the Elven district.

They looked like white Sigorjab puppies running to their owner, making me smile involuntarily.

'Great-grandmother, huh.'

I wonder when our children will be able to say "maternal great-grandmother" properly.

It's actually a complicated word for children to pronounce. "Maternal" grandmother is difficult enough, and "great" grandmother is also challenging, but combining them into "maternal great-grandmother"? Perfect for children to trip over their tongues.

"Welcome. I've been waiting for you."

Moreover, the great-grandmother herself made no correction to the children's form of address. As if whether she was called great-grandmother or just grandmother didn't matter as long as she could see her adorable great-grandchildren.

"Aren't you hungry? It's almost lunchtime."
"Ah, they should be fine for now. They had cookies before coming—"
"You substituted cookies for a meal?"
"Pardon?"

I flinched at her shocked reaction.

No, that's not what I meant—they had cookies as a snack. They obviously ate a proper breakfast, and then had cookies afterward, so they shouldn't be hungry.

"Come inside. Grandmother has prepared plenty."
"Wooow!"

But my mother-in-law, her grandmother instincts already activated, ushered the triplets into the house.

Plenty, she says. I wonder how much she prepared to use such a modifier. It's almost frightening to imagine.

'I hope they don't just bulk up before returning.'

I also started worrying about the triplets' weight. We might witness the miracle of their weight gaining an extra digit.

- Has my benefactor arrived!
'Ah.'

While I was worrying whether I was doing something terrible to our triplets, a familiar voice came from behind me.

It was the Fire Spirit King. True to his winged nature, he was the first among the Spirit Kings to fly over.

"I greet the King of Fire."

At the Fire Spirit King's sudden appearance, Trixie gently bowed her head in respect. The Spirit Kings are friends of Constantina, whom the elves serve.

- Well, you must have had a hard journey here! What welcome guests!

Yet the Fire Spirit King greeted Trixie and me like friends.

- More importantly, I heard the children came too?

More accurately, he was greedily waiting for our triplets.

"Yes. They just went inside with their great-grandmother."

No sooner had those words left my mouth than the Fire Spirit King threw himself toward the great-grandmother's house.

A bird engulfed in flames throwing itself into a civilian home—a bizarre sight that naturally evoked images of arson.

The phoenix's high-speed maneuver was merely a prologue.

"Welcome. I last saw you during prayer time, so it's been several months."

A turtle crawled slowly toward us with fairies riding on its shell.

"Still, we meet again before the year ends. Thank you for coming."

A tiger approached gracefully, similarly covered with fairies from head to tail.

...

'Why is one missing?'

Strange. According to the pattern, a snake should appear next. Why did it end with just the turtle and tiger?

Just as I was looking for the absent earth element despite the appearance of fire, water, and wind, the Water Elemental King spoke first.

"Earth is at the World Tree. Playing with the fairies."

"I see."

I understood immediately. I knew all too well how much meaning, pain, and tears were contained in that word "playing."

At the same time, I sent my condolences to the Earth Elemental King, who was likely screaming at the World Tree. Fairies strangely love playing with the Earth Elemental King—in our mansion, it's a position similar to Jangsaeng's.

The Earth Elemental King, being squeezed dry in real-time by the ever-increasing number of fairies since the World Tree's revival. If elementals weren't immortal beings, they would surely have died from overwork.

'If there's a next life, may you be born as a different elemental.'

I don't know if elemental kings have next lives, but it would be cruel to pray for eternal suffering in an immortal existence.

Or would it? Is it crueler to pray for happiness in a future that will never come?

'I don't know...'

The only one in this world who could understand the Earth Elemental King's feelings would be Jangsaeng.

"Hmm?"

Anyway, after greeting me, the Water Elemental King handed a letter to Trixie, then tilted his head curiously.

"Trixie. Your elemental affinity has grown stronger since I last saw you. It wasn't this strong before."

"Indeed. Her compatibility has increased so much I could believe she's someone else."

Hearing the Water Elemental King's words, the Wind Elemental King also approached Trixie with admiration.

Then he brought his nose close to Trixie's body and sniffed. As if trying to sense her compatibility more closely.

"W-Wind King, sir."

"Ah, my apologies. To think that Raphaela's granddaughter would develop such elemental affinity. I was too excited and made a mistake."

When Trixie, who had unexpectedly received a nose inspection from an Elemental King, spoke in a bewildered voice, the Wind Elemental King smiled gently and stepped back.

"It seems Trixie has grown closer to elementals thanks to the children. Besides, she's raising the child with the greatest affinity in this continent up close, so it would be stranger if she weren't influenced."

"Or it could be thanks to the World Tree's revival. No matter how much natural affinity Trixie was born with, she grew up when the World Tree was absent. That would have diminished her innate affinity, but now the World Tree's energy has spread across the continent."

"Indeed. That could be the case."

After whispering among themselves, the Water and Wind Elemental Kings turned back to Trixie and,

"Would you consider walking the path of elementals rather than magic?"

"If you start now, we'll actively help you."

They naturally began their recruitment.

These Elemental Kings subtly—or rather, openly—encourage our triplets, especially Cattleya, to walk the path of an elementalist. And now they're trying to persuade even Trixie, known as the Magic-Ending Duke. What an astonishing sight.

'Suggesting a different path to the Magic-Ending Duke.'

This is only possible because elementals are beings from another world, not of this continent. Or perhaps they see Trixie not as an Imperial Duke but simply as a young elf.

"I already feel half like an elementalist since I live with elementals."

Trixie seemed to understand this as she answered with a gentle smile.


"But would it be alright to learn elemental arts only now? Isn't it too late...?"

"Too late! A youngster like you shouldn't say such things!"

"That's right. Elves don't typically learn both elemental arts and magic simultaneously because they worry about mediocre results in both, but hasn't Trixie already mastered magic at a young age? Then learning elemental arts as a cultural pursuit would be fine."

At those words, Trixie's ears began to flutter.

As her husband, I could tell. That was fluttering filled with joy. I haven't seen them move so vigorously in a long time.

'Why suddenly?'

Surprised by this sudden display, I quickly tried to figure out what in the conversation had made Trixie so happy. Was she excited as a magician and scholar about learning a new field?

No, that couldn't be it. If Trixie had decided to, she could have researched elemental arts anytime.

'Could it be.'

After dismissing scholarly curiosity as a possibility, I naturally recalled the Elemental Kings' comments.

The Water Elemental King calling Trixie a "youngster." The Wind Elemental King praising her for mastering magic at a "young age."

If not for intellectual curiosity, then that must be it. She's happy about being recognized as a young elf by the Elemental Kings.

'From the Elemental Kings' perspective, you'd probably need to be at least a dragon to be considered mature.'

That thought crossed my mind, but I deliberately kept quiet.

I'm not insensitive enough to interrupt my wife's joy.

"Then I'll start learning next year. The children will be staying in the elven residential district next year anyway, so please guide me then."

"Of course. You can look forward to it."

"I'll do my best to contract at least a high-ranking elemental."

And I'm not brave enough to interfere with the two Elemental Kings' aspirations.

"Ugh... I'm here..."

'Ah.'

Amidst this confusion, the Earth Elemental King arrived floating through the air, exuding an unfiltered haggard aura.

I thought she might have finally been released from being the fairies' plaything, but she still had fairies dangling all over her body.

"What were you talking about? My ears haven't been good lately, so I can't hear conversations from far away."

"Earth auntie, Earth auntie, your ears not good?"

"What do we do? What do we do?"

"It's because of you all..."

Truly a pitiful situation.

The time we spent talking with the Water, Wind, and Earth Elemental Kings was at most about 30 minutes. This means that the triplets had only been led into the house by their great-grandmother about 30 minutes ago.

But what could have happened in those 30 minutes? What disaster had unfolded while we were briefly chatting outside, in just those 30-odd minutes?

'Incredible.'

I unconsciously stared at the mountain of plates piled in one corner of the table.

It's definitely not an amount three small children could handle. Great-grandmother had prepared small plates considering the children would be eating, but even accounting for that, it was a substantial amount.

"G-Great-grandma... stop..."

"Too full... can't eat more..."

"Don't wanna eat..."

I turned toward the triplets, who were letting out what could only be described as screams of distress.

The children were slumped in their chairs with their stomachs bulging. If Marg had seen this, she would have pointed out, "Sitting like that during meals is against etiquette," but even Marg would have understood and overlooked their poor condition.

It was such a cruel and pitiful sight that I wept in my heart. Had I ever seen the triplets' ears drooping like that before?


'I'm sorry.'

My daughters. I'm sorry your father was outside. If I had been here as your shield, I could have prevented this catastrophe, at least a little.

"Are you back? Ah, I see the Kings have come too."

'Wow.'

Meanwhile, Great-grandmother emerged from the kitchen carrying new dishes.

What an extraordinary kitchen. She clearly lives alone, yet how does so much food keep pouring out?

"Um, Raphaela. These children seem full now."

"No, they just think they're full. When you actually give them food, they eat well, don't they?"

"That's because they feel bad about leaving food when their great-great-grandmother serves it."

Despite the Fire Elemental King's logical objection, Great-grandmother placed all sorts of dishes on the table.

They look quite delicious. They look good and smell good enough that even I want to eat them. The triplets probably enjoyed eating at first too.

But when you're full, even the most appetizing aroma can feel like torture. Unfortunately, the triplets had reached that stage.

"Ugh, uuuuuhhh..."

"Daddyyy... Mommy..."

"We're too fuuuull..."

Finally, they reached out to Trixie and me, pleading. As if begging us to pull them out of this reverse-hunger hell.

"Um, Great-grandmother. How about saving the rest for snacks or dinner? It's better for the children to eat lunch lightly so they can play comfortably."

What they'd already eaten was by no means a light amount, but I spoke up to try to persuade Great-grandmother.

If they eat any more, the first digit of the triplets' weight might change twice over. They might have to travel not on their own two feet but by charity or kindness for a while.

"Hmm. True, it's hard to play when your stomach is too full. It's better to keep it somewhat empty."

'So you do know.'

I feel devastated. If you know that, why this food torture—

"But this tastes best when eaten right away. Let's eat what I've made."

"Pardon?"

"Come on, both of you, sit down. I might need to make more if it's not enough."

My eyes trembled at Great-grandmother's words.

That's right. Come to think of it, Trixie and I aren't daughter and son-in-law, but granddaughter and grandson-in-law. We're the primary targets of grandmother's loving food torture.

What a fool I am. Despite constantly calling her Great-grandmother, I forgot that fact. What kind of brain do I have?

"Is Daddy going to eat?"

Just as I was about to figure out how to escape this crisis, I nodded glumly at Maria's expectant voice.

It's a father's duty to shoulder his daughter's crisis.

***

I smiled gently at the sight of Kal moving his fork with eyes that looked ready for battle.

Then I looked at the triplets leaning against the wall, gasping for breath.

'I'm glad we came.'

Before the year ends. It was good to travel around with the children.

Next year, when Kal becomes the acting Duke and the children stay in Servet or the elven residential district, it will be difficult for all of us to move together for a while.

A family trip to comfort ourselves before a very short separation. A trip where we could feel the love of our retainers and grandmother abundantly.

My heart naturally warms, and I can't stop smiling.


After visiting the Elf residential district, there was a minor issue with the triplets avoiding meals.

These kids normally ate enthusiastically regardless of whether it was breakfast, lunch, or dinner. It seems like a disaster caused by their maternal grandmother pouring several weeks' worth of food into them in a single day.

Still, they continued to eat simple snacks like cookies, chocolate, and candy just as they always had. Perhaps there weren't any snacks among the food bombs their grandmother had dropped on the triplets. That's somewhat fortunate.

'It would have been troublesome if they avoided snacks too.'

Honestly, snacks can't replace proper meals, but eating something versus nothing at all is completely different.

"Um, Master."
"Yes? What is it?"

While I was placing cookies on a plate with Luise for the triplets, Kindness cautiously approached and spoke.

"Has something happened to the little white ladies?"
"Huh?"

Then she blurted out something quite random.

Something had happened to them. They had to endure their grandmother's infinite and enormous love without any filter, so I couldn't honestly say nothing had happened.

But was it something noticeable enough for Kindness to pick up on? Not particularly. Even though Kindness is a fine horse who carries all sorts of children including Fedi, she doesn't shadow them closely enough to know they're avoiding meals.

"Well, it might just be my imagination, but..."

As Luise and I stared at her, Kindness tapped the floor with her hoof, then said:

"The young ladies seem a little, just a tiny bit, bigger than before."
'Ah.'

I couldn't help but chuckle at that.

Kindness wasn't referring to normal growth in the children. She was talking about how the children who had encountered their grandmother's love had grown robustly both vertically and horizontally.

That's putting it in the most favorable terms for me as their father. For a horse, she's being quite considerate.

'They have gotten a bit bigger.'

Eventually my chuckle turned into a bitter smile. Fortunately, they hadn't grown enough to change their dress size, but it's true that the triplets had gained some weight.

Of course, it's within the normal range for growing children. The problem is that they gained it in a matter of days rather than weeks or months.

'If even she's noticing...'

The fact that even Kindness, a sacred animal, was reacting with what amounted to "this is a bit heavy" suggests a rapid bulk-up. I wonder if the triplets' pursuit of snacks instead of meals was their instinct trying to reduce their body weight.

"At that age, children can grow dramatically in a single day, or sometimes not grow at all for a while. Don't be surprised and just play with them as usual."
"Of course! Even if the white young ladies become twice, no, three times their current size, I'll always carry them around!"

Meanwhile, Kindness nodded vigorously at Luise's implicit request.

Kindness is Fedi's loyal servant and loyal horse. That's why she's passionately devoted to Fedi's beloved younger siblings too. As she says, there's a high probability she would grit her teeth and carry the triplets even if they tripled in size.

'Perhaps I should erect a statue of loyal horse for her.'

I was just considering putting up a new sculpture in the mansion garden. It wouldn't be bad to erect a statue of Kindness, the loyal horse of the Kracius family.

No, if I only put up a statue of the loyal horse, Charity would feel left out, so I should also erect a statue of the loyal deer. A horse on the left and a deer on the right would look nice.

"Oh, since you're here, could you take this to the triplets?"
"Leave it to me!"
"Have one for yourself too."
"Thank you!"

While I was lost in such thoughts, Luise placed the plate on Kindness's head and put a cookie in her mouth.

A pet that safely and quickly transports items. I don't know who picked her up, but she's quite convenient.

'She runs well.'

I watched Kindness's retreating figure as she galloped away, her tail fluttering.

Despite having a plate full of cookies balanced on her head, not a single cookie, not even a crumb, fell to the floor.


"Ah, should we have sent milk along too?"
"Let's bring that ourselves. It's too cramped to add milk as well."

I shook my head lightly at Luise's words.

Kindness is still closer to a foal than a full-grown horse in size. While she's big enough for children to ride, she's not large enough to balance a plate and three cups on her head. If we forced it, poor Kindness would end up taking a milk bath.

"Hehe, that's true."

Luise seemed to have just been thinking out loud as she poured warm milk into cups.

"I'll carry those!"
"You will?"

And the milk cups were secured by Charity, who had sprung out from somewhere.

It seems she spotted Kindness transporting cookies and her competitive spirit ignited.

***

Lately, I've been seeing my wife smile more often than before.

"Little one, where are you? I can't find you, please come out now."
- Woof!
"Oh my. So that's where you were hiding."

My wife was searching for the youngest with a tone that anyone would recognize as pretend. And the youngest happily popped out from under her skirt.

I couldn't help but smile at the heartwarming scene that greeted me as soon as I returned home from work.

'I did well bringing him here.'

Running off as soon as I heard that Kal fellow had sent Titi's puppy to the Papal States was one of the best decisions I've made recently.

If I hadn't moved quickly, if I hadn't persuaded Titi, I wouldn't have seen my wife's smile like this. She would have spent her days as usual—chatting with ladies from other families, gazing at the garden or backyard, and checking on the children.

Such a daily routine has its own pleasures, but repeating the same routine for decades can become tedious. That little one has become a ray of light in that tedium.

'The youngest...'

One piece of evidence is the name of that little one. I'm not good at naming, so I left it to my wife, but who would have thought she would name him "the youngest."

It's proof that she considers him not just a simple pet but like family. A declaration that she will care for him with love like a late-born child in our old age. This demonstrates how precious and significant his existence is to my wife.

- Woof woof!

Of course, the youngest's presence is significant to me as well. Not only is he a good friend to my wife, but he also wags his tail and welcomes me when I return from work—how could I take him lightly?

"Oh, you're home?"
"Yes. Work piled up so I'm a bit late. Have you eaten?"
"I was playing with the youngest, so not yet. Would you like to eat together?"

I gladly nodded at my wife's suggestion. I had eaten a few pieces of bread before leaving work, but that barely filled 10% of my stomach—

"Your Excellency."

The butler hurriedly came down from the second floor.

"What is it? I just got home, so I was hoping it wouldn't be something troublesome."
"Well, the butler of the Minister of Foreign Affairs has sent a message. His Excellency would like to visit the mansion briefly if you're available. How should I respond?"
"The Minister of Foreign Affairs?"

I was a bit surprised by this unexpected contact.

As the Ministers of Finance and Foreign Affairs are the second and third highest positions in the administration, we often drank together, but ever since the Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced the establishment of a continental treaty organization, it became difficult to see the Minister.

He was buried in his office and rarely came out, and even when he did, he would immediately return to his mansion to get some sleep. I thought he would continue living like that for a while, so I didn't approach him.

'He wants to meet me first.'

The Minister of Foreign Affairs, buried in work, approached me first.

Me, the Minister of Finance.


'Hmm.'

My instinct is screaming. Actually, you don't even need instinct—just a bit of intelligence would make you sense something off.

This is definitely not an ordinary meeting. There's a high possibility that something quite troublesome and annoying will happen.

"Dear."
"I'll have them prepare for the Minister of Foreign Affairs too."
"Thank you."

I glanced at my wife, and she nodded willingly.

Meeting with the Minister of Foreign Affairs is an unsettling matter. However, refusing the Minister's request for a meeting due to personal anxiety and inconvenience would be problematic in its own way.

Rather than becoming personally tired, having a strained relationship with the Minister of Foreign Affairs due to my fault would be terrible.

"Tell the Minister I'd like to have dinner together."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

At my words, the butler quickly went back upstairs.

I was planning to throw a bone to the youngest and have a cozy dinner. But now, I might have to prepare for indigestion if I'm unlucky.

The Minister of Foreign Affairs arrived exactly one hour later.

"I apologize for the sudden visit, Minister of Finance."
"No need to apologize. I'm just glad to see you after so long."

I gave the most natural smile I could to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, who was laughing awkwardly.

True to his reputation as an official who has been rooted in the government building lately, his face was full of fatigue. Moreover, the reason for his fatigue is for the hegemony of the Empire and the peace of the continent. As fellow officials, we should comfort each other.

"Oh, is this the puppy?"

After exchanging greetings, the Minister of Foreign Affairs lowered his gaze and let out a small exclamation as he bent down.

- Woof!

Toward the youngest who was standing next to me, wagging his tail.

"What a cute fellow. If I hadn't been so busy lately, I would have gotten one from the Minister of Audit too. It's truly a shame."
"Don't worry. There are still plenty left. Besides, I heard she's pregnant again recently."
"Oh my. She already had 14 puppies and now more? I didn't know dogs could take after their owners like this."

Both the Minister of Foreign Affairs and I burst into laughter at that.

The youngest seemed to understand we were talking about his father's owner, as he wagged his tail even more vigorously.

"Ah. I've been keeping my esteemed guest standing. Let's have dinner first."
"Haha, thank you. I was planning to make do with oatmeal for dinner tonight, so this is a treat."

An indescribable feeling of pity washed over me. People often relieve stress through binge eating or gourmet food, but when stress exceeds a certain level, even appetite disappears. Sadly, the Minister of Foreign Affairs seems to have reached that stage.

At the same time, I was afraid. For what reason did the Minister of Foreign Affairs, who had lost even his appetite, want to see me? What budget was he trying to secure?

And that question didn't last long.

"I was thinking about redeveloping Danis."
"Excuse me?"

The Minister of Foreign Affairs brought up his business during the meal.

And what incredible business it was—wanting to develop Danis.

'Danis?'

Danis. The capital of the Muno Empire, the first empire in continental history. However, thousands of years after the fall of the Muno Empire, it has essentially become ruins.

Redevelop that place? A place that can't even function as a village, let alone a city, where no one lives?

'Why?'

Why there of all places?

A momentary silence descended.

Though she was the spouse of a minister, the lady herself was a civilian, so she didn't interject in the officials' conversation. The servants positioned around the dining room covered their eyes and ears, not daring to involve themselves in the conversation between the two ministers.

Therefore, only the Minister of Finance and I had the right to speak and listen in this place.

'Danis, Danis.'

However, since I, who should have responded to the Minister of Foreign Affairs' words, had fallen silent, the dining room naturally became a place of silence.

The Foreign Minister's statement was that significant. If it were about developing some underdeveloped area, that would be one thing, but this was Danis—a place that had fallen into ruins beyond mere underdevelopment. While it might have considerable historical value, Danis was not suitable for human habitation.

Moreover, even its historical value had been drained through thousands of years of research and excavation. To be frank, it had no value beyond being "the former capital of the Muno Empire."

Of course, being the thousand-year capital of the First Empire gives it substantial value. But within the vast empire, there are many more glorious and brilliant regions. There's no need to focus on a place like Danis.

"An interesting proposition."

So I offered a perfunctory response.

"Danis is the place that first proved the existence of the Mandate of Heaven in this world. That mandate traveled from Danis through Kroita and Pirnen to Ausen, so Danis will forever be remembered as the beautiful place where the Mandate of Heaven sprouted."

I acknowledged Danis's honor while implying it was merely past glory.

"But I'm concerned that carelessly disturbing Danis might disrupt its beauty."

Questioning whether there was any need to dig up a past glory that had already become an antique.

In truth, if it were Pirnen, the former capital of the Apels Empire, that would be different. But developing the capital of the Muno Empire, three empires ago, would serve no purpose—there are no forces left who long for Muno or wish to revive it. Any factions with deep memories or yearnings for Muno were crushed by the Trika Empire.

So while there's no reason not to develop Danis, there's also no reason to develop it. No matter how much I think about it, there isn't one.

'I'd rather develop the North instead.'

If development is the goal, investing manpower and resources in the North would be more beneficial. The northern nobles have bowed their heads in desire for the civilization of the steppes, so it would be appropriate for the central government to show some development efforts.

"I fully understand the Finance Minister's concerns. More than two thousand years have passed since the fall of the Muno Empire. During that time, Danis has become a place of memories for many continental people, so damaging those memories is not a decision to be taken lightly."

The Foreign Minister nodded as if agreeing with my words.

That made me even more uneasy. What was he planning to add with such a compliant attitude?

"However, if we could guide those memories in the right direction—if we could polish them to shine more brightly—wouldn't that be a worthwhile endeavor?"

"Well, that's true, but..."

My uneasiness grew. What kind of proposal would suggest that developing Danis, which is nothing more than ruins, would be valuable?

"The Ministry of Foreign Affairs wishes to establish the headquarters of the Pan-Continental Treaty Organization in Danis."

"Pardon?"

And my question was quickly answered.

Thanks to the Foreign Minister's intense and remarkable statement, all doubts instantly vanished.

"The Pan-Continental Treaty Organization is a great step toward a new order and peace. It will be a beautiful venue where all nations become true neighbors, and all neighbors unite their voices to sing of peace."

"Just imagining it makes my heart swell. It's truly an honor that such a great achievement is happening in our time."

"I feel the same way. To be able to create a new order with my own hands—it's an honor too great for a mere diplomat."

The Foreign Minister let out a small laugh before quickly composing his expression. Setting down the fork and knife he had been holding beside his plate, he continued with a serious face.

"However, we cannot treat a glory that encompasses the entire continent lightly. We cannot make the place where nations gather to sing of peace shabby. That is the desire of one who bears an excessive honor."

I was about to suggest simply establishing the headquarters in Ausen but held my tongue.


Ausen is already fully developed. It has reigned as the Capital for 300 years since the founding of the Kfelopen Empire, and before that, it was designated as the capital of the Kfelopen Kingdom for about 200 years.

Moreover, even before the kingdom's founding, Ausen was the home of the noble Livnoman family. When the Honnel royal family of the Palian Kingdom was discontinued, Great King Mikhail, who seized the throne and established the Kfelopen Kingdom, was the Count of Ausen.

To that extent, Ausen has achieved a long history and glorious development. There is no space to install a massive facility like the headquarters of a treaty organization, not just an ordinary government building.

'So we need to establish a symbol to lead the continent outside the Capital.'

...

'Hmm.'

I couldn't help but sigh. With the Capital eliminated as an absolute candidate, no suitable location came to mind.

The Imperial direct territories under His Majesty the Emperor? There are five royal territories within the direct territories. It's obvious they would all bother His Majesty wanting to host the treaty organization headquarters.

If the royal territories cause a commotion, the domains below them would be even worse. The former capital of the Apels Empire, which has some legitimacy, already houses the Imperial Academy, and the former capital of the Trika Empire has Behemoth's massive ranch.

'It has to be Danis.'

After just a brief consideration, I could understand the Foreign Minister's thinking.

It has to be Danis. Beyond Danis's symbolism, the other candidate sites are so hopeless that we need to redevelop a place that had been abandoned as ruins.

Rather than securing a large site in Ausen where land prices are already soaring, rather than suffering through hosting requests from the five royal territories, rather than building next to the Imperial Academy or Behemoth, Danis makes economic sense.

'The name "place where the Mandate of Heaven sprouted" is certainly attractive.'

Crucially, the name "capital of the First Empire" rather than just "former imperial capital" is incredibly powerful.

The treaty organization is a new order and a means to maintain hegemony, with the Empire presiding as the leading nation and chair. And the justification for the Empire to stand above other nations is the Mandate of Heaven philosophy first established by the Muno Empire.

And now the treaty organization headquarters will be established in the place where that philosophy was first formulated? No one can refute or protest this. Even countries that secretly harbor dissatisfaction with the Empire's position as the leading nation and chair cannot prevent the treaty organization headquarters from being established within imperial territory.

If they're upset, they can try to find a place closer to the Mandate of Heaven philosophy than Danis. Though that would be impossible since the capitals of both the Second and Third Empires are also within the Empire.

"For a new order to take root in the place where the Mandate of Heaven arose—truly, this must be the blessing of the heavenly gods and the Great Emperor."

In any case, I finished my calculations. I clearly understood both the reason why the Foreign Minister called for the development of Danis and its necessity.

The next step is simple. If the justification and practicality are certain, opening the wallet is easy.

"Minister of Foreign Affairs, who else have you discussed this with?"

"So far, only the Minister of Finance."

"I see."

But before opening the wallet, it's important to create a more perfect situation.

"How about writing a collective petition for the first time in a while?"

At my suggestion, the Foreign Minister blinked, then burst into laughter.

A petition bearing the names of all ministers. A strong recommendation to His Majesty the Emperor conveying the consensus of the administrative branch.

In the past, when His Majesty was still the First Prince, we requested his appointment as Crown Prince and the purge of the Second Prince faction through a collective petition. We're reviving this collective petition that hasn't been used since then.

"Well, I came here to ask the Minister of Finance to provide some funds, but I've received an even greater gift."

"Haha, don't be too pleased. I'm compensating with this because we don't have money."

"Oh, is that so?"

With those words, the atmosphere in the dining room brightened again.


Having completed official business, all that remained was to enjoy a private meal and conversation.

***

In the middle of the night, I received a message from the Minister of Finance.

- Let's work on something together.

Then, cutting straight to the point, he made an abrupt statement.

"...Work?"

Confused by this sudden proposal, I blinked blankly before finally opening my mouth.

Working together? The Minister of Finance and I had managed to coordinate reasonably well during the Great Punitive War, but since I became the Head of the Audit Department and he became the Minister of Finance, we hadn't particularly worked together.

Even less so after the Audit Department became the independent Ministry of Audit.

- It's nothing difficult. Just conduct a light audit.

"You have a remarkable talent for making difficult things sound easy."

I couldn't help but laugh at the absurd statement that followed.

This crazy person. He says such things because he doesn't know how difficult auditing is. Securing circumstantial evidence, digging up even the smallest pieces of information for physical evidence, pressuring the audit target to an appropriate degree, and securing what you want—this whole process is nothing short of an art, a highly sophisticated technique. How much effort does a ministerial secretary put into this art?

- It's truly simple, so don't worry. Just make them cough up some land.

"No, what kind of situation requires you to ask for such a thing? Let me hear about it first."

- We're planning to develop Danis.

At those words, I straightened up from leaning against the chair's backrest.

"Danis?"

- Yes. The headquarters of the Pan-Continental Treaty Organization and its affiliated facilities. Everything from residential to entertainment facilities for permanent staff and visitors.

Since this essentially meant creating an entire city, I quickly thought it through.

"Wouldn't the current area of Danis be insufficient? Unless we're planning to bulldoze all the ruins, we'll need substantial land. We'll have to incorporate nearby territories into Danis as well."

Before long, a clear conclusion emerged—it would be absolutely impossible with Danis's current area, which is little more than a ruin site.

- That's why I'm asking you to conduct an audit. If there's anything suspicious about those who own land near Danis, pressure them appropriately to give it up. Nothing more is needed.

At the same time, I understood why the Minister of Finance had requested an audit.

Since it would be troublesome to purchase land owned by nobles for development, he wanted to forcibly take it.

"How much could land in that area possibly cost? Let's just buy it with money."

- No money. These days, we're overwhelmed with costs for supporting the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, excavating Wiridia, and hosting the Cardinal Council from the Papal States.

I couldn't help but smile at these irrefutable reasons.

'Make them give it up on their own...'

I lightly stroked my chin as I considered.

Among the imperial nobility, there's hardly anyone who doesn't have some dirt. And if we ask them to give up some worthless land near ruins in exchange for not being investigated...

'This is simple.'

Indeed, it's not a complicated matter.

Due to an emergency quest from the Minister of Finance, I had to conduct an unscheduled audit.

It was truly an unexpected quest. If the Central Administration was leading the development, especially if the purpose was to establish headquarters for a treaty organization, simply saying "Give us the land" would have been sufficient. There was no need to go through the trouble of pressuring nobles to cough up their land.

'Are they that short on money these days?'

But if the Ministry of Finance truly lacked funds, as the Minister lamented, I could understand.

Donating land according to the Central Administration's request? On the surface, it might look like a transaction without compensation, but in reality, the Central Administration would be indebted to the nobles who made these "free" donations. The Central Administration would need to provide something in return for such donations. Otherwise, what noble would open their wallet whenever the Central Administration wanted?

However, if the Ministry of Finance was in such a catastrophic state that they couldn't even afford to provide compensation, then such troublesome methods became necessary. If you can't pay for a transaction, your credibility drops, but if there's no transaction at all, there's no credibility to lose.

'The timing was certainly bad.'

Thinking about it carefully, it made sense that they were short on money.

Massive budgets had flowed into the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for establishing the pan-continental treaty organization, an unprecedented concentration of ruins had been discovered in the Wiridia region, and there had even been an unprecedented visit from multiple cardinals. Just off the top of my head, there were three emergency budget allocations.

Moreover, it was now the end of the year when most departments had already used up their budgets. If this had happened at the beginning or middle of the year, there might have been some flexibility, but now they had reached a point where no amount of squeezing would produce any money. To secure funds now, they would have to touch fixed expenditures.

'Let's not go overboard.'

So after thinking briefly, I reached for the communication tube.

Under normal circumstances, there would be no need to pressure with audits; it would be a transaction in the form of donation and reward. The nobles with land near Danis were simply unlucky to catch the sparks.

So I should just tickle them slightly to make them cough up the land. The Minister of Finance also said to apply moderate pressure.

'Even he finds it embarrassing, I suppose.'

I couldn't help but smile.

The fact that he specifically added the word "moderate" suggests that even the Minister of Finance found it embarrassing to conduct audits for such matters. Because of the Ministry's circumstances, nobles who were just minding their own business and the Audit Department that was just doing its regular work had to be mobilized.

'...Hmm.'

Just before contacting the Minister's secretary, I stopped abruptly.

'Is this right?'

At the very last moment, my final shred of reason applied the brakes.

Using audits to make nobles give up their land? Applying just a bit of pressure to make them surrender on their own? To be honest, it's easier than flipping your palm. I just need to give instructions to the Minister's secretary, and within two hours, the ownership of the land documents would change.

However, audits need clear standards. There needs to be a standard where everyone can see and say, "They deserved that punishment." Only then will all nobles recognize and fear the authority of audits.

The intensity of the audit comes after that. First, the criteria for initiation must be clear for nobles to feel secure. If it's a sword that swings without standards, is it enforcement or just a madman's dance with a blade?

'Option to mobilize the Audit Department: discarded.'

If the nobles with land around Danis deserved to be audited, the Minister's secretary would have handled it without my intervention. The fact that these nobles still hold their land means they haven't crossed the line set by the Minister's secretary.

Then I can't force an audit either. If I'm on vacation and leaving everything to the Minister's secretary, it's right to respect the standards set by them.

'What other methods are there?'

It's a dilemma. If not an audit, then I need to secure the land through legitimate transactions.

Of course, I have no intention of using my own money instead of the Ministry of Finance's. Whether the treaty organization's headquarters is built or not doesn't matter to me. Why would I spend my money on someone else's business?

...


'Ah.'

A good idea came to mind.

There's a way to get land from nobles for free and even receive their gratitude.

I handed over the lands I had somehow secured to the Ministry of Finance.

"How did you get these? I didn't hear anything about the Audit Department moving?"

Even I found the speed of acquisition impressive. The Minister of Finance tapped the land documents, expressing his curiosity. What kind of trick had I pulled?

"Nothing special. I just contacted them one by one and asked for the land. I also promised to pray for them at the New Year's ceremony."
"What?"
"They all donated gladly. What could be better than starting the new year with a saint's prayer?"

At those words, the Minister's expression became peculiar. It was similar to a police officer looking at a con artist.

That's unfair. Isn't a saint's prayer the most certain reward? It's a spiritual reward more noble than any ambiguous material compensation.

'Says the person who was trying to get something for nothing.'

Besides, the Minister of Finance was trying to swallow the land without any compensation. If we had to choose a con artist between the Minister and me, wouldn't it be the Minister—

"Just for that?"
'I was wrong.'

It was a misunderstanding. His expression wasn't accusing me of getting something for nothing; it was questioning how I could get land for such a trivial offer.

"Trivial? It's a saint's prayer."
"If they were devout enough to give up land for a saint's prayer, they would have already donated to the church."

Since his logic was sound, I momentarily closed my mouth.

That's true. For nobles who only maintain faith as a form of culture, land would be more important than prayers. While a saint's prayer is glorious, nobles with land can already receive prayers from bishop-level priests. A bishop's prayer can adequately provide health or luck.

"...Actually, I did mention something else."
"What was it?"
"I told them the truth. That the Central Administration needed it for purchase."

At that, the Minister's finger, which had been tapping the land documents, stopped abruptly.

"If they have any sense, they'll look after their own interests. They probably won't blatantly buy land close to Danis, but they might try to get a piece of the action along the route from the Capital to Danis."
"Huh."

The Minister sighed and rubbed his forehead.

"So you sold information as compensation."
"Since they gave up their land for free, it's only right to give them that much information. When development happens, someone will benefit, and isn't it right to include the donors among those someones?"
"What kind of person are you?"

At my confident answer, the Minister of Finance let out a wry laugh.

"You crazy fool. The plan was to submit a collective petition as soon as the land was secured. The announcement for Danis's development was scheduled for around the New Year's ceremony at the latest. To benefit, they would need to stake their claim before the year ends, and is that even possible?"
"If they're desperate enough, they'll manage. That's not my concern."

The Minister's laughter deepened, but I felt no shame when looking up at the sky.

Short time? What's the issue with that? Other nobles won't even have that short time and will join the development fever too late. If done properly, this development, which will become one of the Emperor's signature achievements and a new order for the continent, will ignite the nobles' passions.

The nobles who donated land to us will have an opportunity before others. That alone is sufficient compensation. The advantage of information, the temporal advantage of being able to move before others, is something that can't be bought even with millions of gold coins.


'If they miss this, they might as well give up being nobles.'

I believe in the nobles of the Empire.

I believe in their greed to move faster than anyone else when profit is at stake.

***

The Minister of the Imperial Household brought a rather thick rolled scroll.

"What is that?"
"It's a collective petition from the ministers. It's our sincere loyalty to further elevate Your Majesty's dignity and strengthen the Empire's mandate, so please accept it."
"A collective petition?"

That's quite a nostalgic term. After the Great Punitive War, I was appointed Crown Prince thanks to that collective petition.

Of course, even without the collective petition, my appointment was practically confirmed from the moment I suppressed the usurper, but the justification of the ministers' support and request was more powerful than anything. Incidentally, I was able to exert strong influence over the administration with the justification of being "a Crown Prince recognized by the administration."

"Let me see."

So I gladly unfolded the scroll brought by the Minister of the Imperial Household.

[The mandate smiles upon the noble Livnoman. The new wind that will embrace the continent is a beautiful and gentle wind that only Your Majesty can caress. We, your humble servants, are merely grateful to be able to share in this historic moment.]
[However, the wind that will roam the continent and lead all people is too vast and grand. There is much lacking in this Capital, filled with petty and jealous servants, to accommodate such a grand wind.]
[Therefore, prostrating before Your Majesty, we beseech you to raise Danis anew and make it the place where the continental wind begins. Plant a new mandate in the place where the mandate first sprouted.]

There was quite an interesting content written.

'Danis, huh.'

I had many concerns too. If we establish a treaty organization, we naturally need to build headquarters. And how could we build a shabby building for the headquarters of a treaty organization that encompasses the continent?

However, it was too much to build a building befitting the status of the treaty organization in Ausen. So I was contemplating a suitable place, and to think the ministers would recommend Danis.

'Not bad.'

As the petition states, Danis is the place where the mandate first sprouted. The symbolism is excellent, and it can instill the perception that while the Empire reigns as the leading country and chair country, the headquarters is placed in a somewhat neutral location.

Although Danis belongs to the Empire's territory, it's more neutral than Ausen, having fallen to the status of a historic site. If anyone has complaints, they can create their own treaty organization. Though I wonder who would join.

"For ministers so full of loyalty to speak with one voice, I am truly a blessed Emperor."

I nodded with satisfaction and folded the scroll back.

"I wish to discuss this matter openly. In three days, summon the ministers."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

The Minister of the Imperial Household bowed at my command.

If the ministers have submitted a collective petition, I should respond with a ministerial summons. It's not something to drag out, so it's best to handle it quickly.

'Ministerial summons.'

Looking at the bowing Minister of the Imperial Household, I unconsciously raised the corner of my mouth.

Among the names of the ministers written on this collective petition was the Count's name.

'Well, well.'

I had no intention of using the Count, but since he put his name on the collective petition, I have no choice but to summon him. It's truly a regrettable matter.

Three days after submitting the collective petition bearing the ministers' signatures, the Emperor summoned all ministers.

I didn't want to go. The Danis development issue only involved the Ministry of Finance, Foreign Affairs, Home Affairs, Land, and Culture. At most, if we were being generous, perhaps the Ministry of Justice would be included to handle relevant laws. If we really stretched it, maybe the Ministry of Magic to assist with the Danis development? As Minister of Audit, I had no connection to this matter.

However, from the moment I added my name to the collective petition, I became entangled in this affair. Saying "I'm not a minister, so I'll skip this" would be tantamount to officially declaring the Minister of Audit position vacant.

That would set a bad precedent in the Empire of firing public officials while on vacation, remove a reliable backing and totem for the Audit Ministry, and from Erich's perspective, the Imperial Count himself would become unemployed, causing him to desperately try to remove his "acting" title.

'Rather than that, I might as well just add my name and be done with it.'

Between being annoyed once or being annoyed in multiple ways—I disliked both, but if forced to choose, the former made more sense.

So I reluctantly made my way to the grand conference room in the Ministry of the Imperial Household building, and...

"The Ministry of Culture opposes the opinion of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs."

An ominous atmosphere pervaded as soon as the meeting began.

Not a roundabout statement but a direct one. A miracle—the lowest-ranked administrative department confronting the third-highest, which followed right after the Ministry of the Imperial Household and the Ministry of Finance.

At this astonishing sight, even the Emperor's eyes trembled, and the other ministers' reactions were no different.

'Good heavens.'

Of course, I was included among those "other ministers." My hand, which had just grasped a teacup, froze in place.

Eventually, everyone's gaze naturally turned to the Minister of Foreign Affairs. The establishment of the Pan-Continental Treaty Organization was a massive project that the Foreign Affairs Minister had secured by raising his voice before the Emperor and other ministers. It could potentially become a brilliant achievement that would eternally inscribe the Foreign Affairs Minister's name across the continent.

And creating the organization's headquarters would be the first step toward that brilliant achievement, but he encountered opposition before even taking that first step properly.

It was terrifying. What if the Foreign Affairs Minister went crazy and started dancing with knives again?

'Apparently not.'

Fortunately, the Foreign Affairs Minister's face showed bewilderment rather than anger.

That's truly fortunate. At least we avoided the knife dance for now.

"Danis lost its function as a city long ago. The Trika Empire, the first to receive the Mandate of Heaven, thoroughly suppressed the previous Muno Empire, and Danis, which had been the capital for a thousand years, collapsed less than a hundred years after Muno's downfall. For about 2,000 years since then, Danis has existed as a historical site."

Actually, even if he had been angry, he would probably have been overwhelmed by the Culture Minister who was spewing words like a machine gun.

"This isn't about redeveloping an underdeveloped city. It's equivalent to building a new city on top of cultural heritage."

The Foreign Affairs Minister shrank back even more because the justification was perfect.

It's not wrong. If Danis were treated as an underdeveloped city, rebuilding would be natural, but Danis has gone beyond that level to become a historical site. Developing a slum benefits national interests, but building a city on historical ruins is madness.

That's why the Culture Minister immediately objected. Protecting historical sites is the Culture Ministry's duty, and ignoring this would be neglect of duty. Rather, the Culture Minister is faithfully doing the job he's paid for by the Emperor.

'What now?'

Attention turned back to the Foreign Affairs Minister.

To be honest, I had anticipated this situation. Considering the Culture Ministry's deep affection for history, it was natural that they would put on the brakes.

Still, I thought there would be room for compromise since this was for the new continental order. I expected somewhat indirect expressions of regret and discussions to find appropriate middle ground.

I didn't expect them to unleash their ultimate move right from the start. When you begin by firmly stating "We oppose this," it becomes awkward to compromise.


"...I fully understand the Culture Minister's concerns. Danis is a historical site with considerable value just by its existence. As an imperial noble myself, I regard Danis, where the Mandate of Heaven first arose, as beautiful and noble. How could I possibly want Danis to be damaged?"

In this extreme confusion, the Foreign Affairs Minister barely regained his composure.

Impressive. As expected, the pinnacle of imperial diplomacy is truly different. If it were me, I'd still be dazed after taking that opening ultimate attack.

"The reason the Foreign Ministry wants to establish the treaty organization's headquarters in Danis is because of Danis's symbolism. But if we damage that symbolism while building the headquarters, then there's no point in establishing it there."

"However, if we develop Danis, the existing historical site will inevitably be damaged. Either leave it untouched or overturn everything. There are only two choices."

"We will proceed with development in harmony with the historical ruins. The city area during the Muno era differs from today's city area. Of course, since it was the empire's capital, Danis's area is by no means small, but it's not overwhelmingly large either. We've already secured land near Danis, so while maintaining the ruins—"

I raised my teacup to my lips while listening to the two ministers' heated discussion. At first, I was surprised by the Culture Minister's opening ultimate move, but this matter doesn't require my intervention.

I just need to quietly keep my seat, add my hand to the majority side when a vote is needed, and scribble my name if there's something to sign. My role ends right there.

'You too?'
'Me too.'

As I quietly drank my tea, my eyes met the Emperor's, who sat at the head seat.

Strangely, even though we only made eye contact, it felt like we had a conversation. The Emperor also seemed unwilling to intervene in the confrontation between the two proud ministers.

'Understandable.'

Normally, I would have cursed him for slacking off despite being the Emperor, but I can fully understand the current situation. Both the Foreign Affairs Minister and the Culture Minister are engaged in this debate out of dedication to their respective roles. It's a bit overwhelming for the Emperor to intervene.

'I wonder how this will end.'

Having relaxed, I became curious about how the Danis development discussion would conclude.

No matter how unrelated this matter is to me, when you witness such an intense debate firsthand, you naturally wonder about its outcome. I wonder which of the two ministers will prevail.

Will the headquarters be built according to the Foreign Affairs Minister's wishes? Or will the historical site be protected as the Culture Minister demands?

'The Culture Minister might be willing to compromise on this.'

I glanced sideways at the Culture Minister's profile.

Recently, the Culture Ministry has been in a festive mood thanks to the large-scale ruins discovered in Wiridia. Normally, suggesting the development of Danis would elicit an immediate "Are you crazy?" response, but after experiencing such overwhelming joy, they might be more lenient.

It's unfortunate that this leniency manifested as an opening ultimate move, but anyway. Even if Danis gets slightly damaged, the Culture Minister might find it within an acceptable range as long as there's Wiridia.

—That was what I thought three hours ago.

"There are cases throughout the continent where cultural heritage and residential areas coexist harmoniously. Danis can certainly follow that path!"

"Those are cases where cultural heritage emerged in residential areas, and cities expanded additionally! It's completely different from building structures on historical ruins!"

The fierce debate between the two ministers hadn't subsided even after three hours.

Or is it just my imagination? Wasn't there a similar incident when Ryuten and Bazen clashed? The difference then was that it was the War Minister, not the Culture Minister, who mainly raised his voice.

'When will this end?'

Anyway, I was starting to get tired of sitting.

I had been trying my best to listen to that thunderous debate with one ear and let it go out the other, but even that becomes burdensome after three hours. Now my eardrums are starting to sting even when I try to ignore it.

What should I do? They don't seem interested in me anyway, so should I sneak out? No, the Emperor might overlook the ministers' absence, but not mine. If I flee, an arrest warrant would be issued within three minutes.


"Enough."

While I was seriously considering pretending to have received a revelation from Enen, the Emperor spoke.

"I am well aware of your dedication and loyalty. Both the Foreign Affairs Minister and the Culture Minister cannot yield due to their respective duties."

After saying this, the Emperor turned his head to look at the ministers.

More specifically, at the Foreign Affairs Minister and the Culture Minister, the protagonists of the debate.

"However, now is the time to exercise the virtue of compromise rather than a sense of mission. So we will take a 30-minute break to cool our heads and then resume the meeting."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"I will follow Your Majesty's command."

The endless heat finally subsided with the Emperor's declaration of a break.

Fortunately, they obediently followed the Emperor's orders. It seems they're not so excited that even the Emperor can't get through to them.

"You're working hard."

"Ah, Minister of Justice."

Just as I stood up to get some fresh air during this precious break, the nearby Minister of Justice spoke to me.

"The Minister of Audit is on vacation, yet you personally fill the seat. I wonder if this counts as overtime work."

"Haha, this is a precious occasion where the ministers gather to form a consensus. How could I be absent for personal reasons?"

In truth, I desperately wanted to be absent. I endured only because I knew more troublesome matters would arise if I did.

"Besides, I'm merely keeping my seat, so it's hardly work."

"Please don't say that. Aren't we all just keeping our seats except for those two?"

I gave a bitter smile as I couldn't deny it.

That's true. Except for those two ministers, even the Emperor is just a totem keeping his seat.

"It's truly a complicated matter. Both the Foreign Affairs Minister's position and the Culture Minister's position are extremely valid. It's difficult to compromise when there's no clear right or wrong."

"Indeed. We can't float the headquarters in the air like Apels Empire's airships."

I let out a small laugh, but silence followed.

What's going on? Even if it was a far-fetched statement, it was a joke. Besides, I didn't actually suggest floating it; I said we couldn't float it...

'What is it?'

Why is he looking behind me?

Why is he anxiously looking elsewhere instead of at me?

"...In the air."

The small question disappeared thanks to the faint madness heard from behind my head.

And a fear that made me afraid to turn my head began to surge.

A joke casually thrown out set the meeting room on fire.

"An aerial headquarters... wouldn't that be suitable?"

I squeezed my eyes shut at the voice of the Minister of Foreign Affairs, which contained a mixture of elation, madness, or perhaps enlightenment.

I couldn't bear to turn around. I didn't have the courage to see what expression the Minister of Foreign Affairs was wearing.

'If I look, it's over.'

And if I made eye contact with the Minister of Foreign Affairs, it was obvious I'd be bombarded with questions as the person who first suggested this insane idea. Right now, staying silent is the best answer.

"An aerial headquarters? Are you serious?"

If I just maintain my silence, the other ministers will step in for me anyway.

"If you were suggesting we float a warship in the air, I could somewhat understand. Since there's precedent from the Apels era when they created an aerial fleet, we Kfelopen could also build one ship for symbolic purposes. It would be impractical for actual combat, but we could manage a vessel that symbolizes the new order."

Indeed, the Minister of Finance stepped in to subdue the Minister of Foreign Affairs' madness, instead of the Minister of Culture who had been the debate opponent.

"But an aerial headquarters isn't a ship—it's a building. And you're not just talking about floating a single headquarters building, but creating an entire city with connected buildings. Even Apels never attempted to float an entire city in the air."

I nodded repeatedly in my mind at these perfectly reasonable words.

There's a saying that all wealth from the continent flows to Apels, and from Apels to the Capital—that's how overwhelming the wealth amassed by the Valenti Imperial Family is. The Valenti Imperial Family created insane inventions based on their uncontrollable wealth and technology that had reached a singularity.

Examples include the aerial warship now stuck in Chenesse as a tourist attraction, the amphibious warship that was completely destroyed and whose whereabouts are unknown, and the gundam whose construction method remains a mystery. Even the Valenti Imperial Family, who abandoned practicality to go all-in on romance and ostentation, never created something like a floating city.

"Even if we float just one building in the air rather than an entire city, there will be disputes over sunlight rights. People get annoyed when a tall building blocks their light, but a building floating in the air blocking the sun? I can't even estimate how wide an area would be affected."
"More importantly, what jurisdiction would an aerial building fall under? Should it belong to the domain directly beneath it? Or should the sky itself be treated as an independent territory? I suppose it would be proper to consider it under the direct control of the esteemed Imperial Family?"
"Let's not look too far ahead. Is floating a building even feasible in the first place?"
"Well, if we're simply talking about floating it, it is possible..."
"That's actually possible...?"

Other ministers began to speak up one after another. The Ministers of the Imperial Household, Home Affairs, Land, and Magic. Even as they rolled their eyes, ministers with even the slightest connection to aerial buildings firmly expressed their opinions.

At the same time, a faint heat permeated their voices. Despite being overwhelmed by the Foreign Affairs Minister's madness and shocked by the outrageous proposal of an aerial headquarters, they were all secretly excited.

What if—what if an aerial headquarters were actually built? That's what they were anticipating. That's why the ministers were discussing on the premise that an aerial headquarters would be built.

The Minister of Magic even offered tepid support, saying, "If we focus solely on flotation rather than combat capability like a warship, it would be possible."

'Should I escape?'

As I watched the gradually spreading madness, I glanced at the window.

If I jumped out and landed feet first, I'd only feel a slight sting. So rather than keeping my seat in this madness, a strategic retreat would be the right choice.

'The longer I stay, the more I'll get dragged in.'

The ministers were already half-crazed after the three-hour debate between the Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Culture. In such a state, it's only natural they'd lose their minds after hearing about aerial buildings and cities that stimulate human romance and dreams.

Budget issues? That's not something ministers need to worry about. Financial problems are burdens the Minister of Finance must bear alone.


'Let's bolt.'

So I quietly stood up and headed toward the window—

"Where do you think you're going?"
'Ah.'

I froze at the Minister of Finance's firm voice.

Since I became a minister, he had always addressed me formally except in private settings. The fact that he was speaking informally now meant he was gradually losing his sanity.

"If you made the proposal first, you should take responsibility and lead. How dare you try to sneak away?"

I felt my blood run cold under his ominous gaze.

No, it's too much to take a joke as a serious proposal. If anyone's at fault, it's the Minister of Foreign Affairs who took entertainment as documentary. Why are you being so strict with me?

'Did I expect this to happen?'

To be honest, I feel wronged. If I had known entertainment would turn into documentary, I would have kept my mouth shut.

So I'm a victim too. A victim caught up in the Minister of Foreign Affairs' madness. If I had known this future, I would never have done it.

"That's right. Since the Minister of Audit was the first to suggest this, it's appropriate for him to lead the discussion."

Meanwhile, the Minister of Foreign Affairs placed his hand on my shoulder and burst into laughter.

Take your hand off me right now, you evil creature. Right now you may be a marquis and the third-ranked minister above me, but next year I'll become the Acting Duke, a position above all others. A person ranked higher than both a marquis and a minister.

"Indeed. It's improper for us to discuss without involving the person who made the proposal first."
"Haha, I got carried away because I hadn't thought of floating a city in the air. How embarrassing."
"It seems that young blood is important in any group. It's thanks to the Minister of Audit that we can have such a lively discussion, isn't it?"

But now is not next year. At this moment, I'm merely the youngest minister, not the Acting Duke.

When a senior minister smiles and speaks, I must smile and answer; when they ask for something, I must nod and say yes as the youngest.

"But about the city. Is there really a need to permanently float it in the air? It seems sufficient to float it only when representatives from each country gather for meetings."
"If it's only temporary, wouldn't it be better to build it on the ground?"
"That's true, but building on the ground risks damaging the Danis ruins, so we have no choice. And building far away would diminish its symbolism, so perhaps floating it above Danis when needed would be appropriate."
"Hmm, rising to the sky when representatives of all nations gather. With proper framing, it could become a beautiful tale."

My fingertips trembled as the aerial headquarters plan became increasingly concrete. The eyes of the Minister of Finance, responsible for the budget, also flickered violently.

"Hmm? Why are you all standing?"

And not long after, the Emperor who had gone outside returned.

The precious break time was already over.

***


From the moment the Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Culture began their uncompromising debate, I anticipated today's meeting would be difficult.

So I quickly cooled my head for 30 minutes and returned.

"To discuss continental peace at the place where the Mandate first arose, at the closest point to the heavens! This in itself symbolizes the Empire's mandate and authority!"
"We can establish the principle that on days when representatives of all nations gather, they leave the secular world to discuss only the greater good before the Mandate. Nothing could be more symbolic."
"Honestly, floating an entire city is excessive and unnecessary. Floating just the headquarters is sufficient."
"Then let's build the city at a distance where Danis is visible but the ruins aren't damaged. If the headquarters moves to the airspace above Danis during the conference, it's fine if the city is a bit farther away."

What on earth is happening? What occurred during the 30 minutes I was gone to cause such ominous conversations?

What? Float the headquarters in the air? Discuss matters in the sky during the period when representatives of all nations gather?

'Who came up with such a crazy idea?'

I gently bit my lip and glared at the Count.

The Count had been silently staring at his desk since the meeting resumed. He must be the culprit. He's reacting that way because he feels guilty.

Madman. A thoroughly mad man. Does the sky seem manageable because he rides a jizz? I wonder what kind of mind it takes to come up with the idea of flying in the sky.

"Minister of Magic."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

After waving my hand lightly to stop the ministers' discussion, I turned to the Minister of Magic.

"The Apels Empire did create ships that flew in the sky in the past. However, due to enormous maintenance costs and terrible efficiency, only one of the aerial warships that formed the fleet remained, and even that crashed during the Mandate War."
"That was the fate of a petty man who obsessed over a treasure beyond his means."
"Then how does the minister view me?"
"You are God's representative who can rightfully embrace everything in this world, the supreme monarch on earth."

I nodded lightly at his words implying that creating and maintaining an aerial building, not an aerial warship, was possible.

'Why?'

Of course, I was burning up inside.

Why, why is this possible? Why is the insane act of floating a building in the sky possible? It should be technically impossible so I would have grounds to refuse.

'This means I can't refuse.'

The ministers were already discussing on the premise of an aerial building. The Minister of Finance rubbing his forehead but remaining silent. The Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Culture with smiles all over their faces. And the Count who created this situation but had no intention of resolving it. With things flowing this way, even as Emperor, I couldn't overturn the situation.

This meeting was created to hear the ministers' opinions. Therefore, rejecting their unanimous decision would be a burdensome action.

"...What form do you plan to give this aerial building?"
"We'll create a building similar to the Sun Palace and name it Gilbert's Glory—!"
"Enough."

I waved my hand again at the dizzying answer.

You might as well call it Livnoman's Glory. Gilbert's Glory is too cruel.

Unlike the first debate between the Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Culture who refused to yield an inch, the second debate after the break concluded in just an hour and a half, with enthusiastic support and active discussion from most ministers.

First: Rather than redeveloping Danis, a new city will be built near it. While maintaining enough distance to prevent damage to the Danis ruins (hereafter West Danis), West Danis must be visible from anywhere in the new city (hereafter East Danis).

Second: At the center of East Danis, a building based on the Sun Temple will be constructed with modifications for security purposes. This will be designated as the treaty organization's headquarters, and only this treaty organization headquarters may be elevated into the air.

Third: The treaty organization headquarters will be raised into the air only during summit meetings between member nations' representatives, and during such meetings, it will be positioned in the airspace above West Danis. Under no circumstances will the headquarters be elevated outside of these meetings.

Fourth: Both West Danis and East Danis will be designated as Imperial direct territories. Compensation to current owners will be paid from Imperial funds.

Fifth: The treaty organization headquarters will be named "Stephen's Glory" and treated as the Emperor's personal property rather than Imperial direct territory. Management of the treaty organization headquarters will be determined by the Emperor's decisions rather than existing laws.

Sixth: Laws applied at Stephen's Glory during summit meetings will be newly established through agreement among treaty organization member nations. This will be the first agenda after the official launch of the treaty organization.

There were several other minor clauses attached, but these six were the ones worth noting. We don't need to remember the rest. That's for the working-level staff to handle.

'So they're really going to build it.'

I looked bitterly at the draft completed in just an hour and a half.

Though called a draft, it was essentially the final version. Since it was created in the presence of the Emperor and all ministers, the framework wouldn't change, though there might be minor edits to wording or small corrections.

'Stephen's Glory, huh.'

While looking at the name of the treaty organization headquarters, I slightly raised my head.

And immediately lowered it again when I met the Emperor's gaze, which happened to be fixed on me.

His stare was piercing. If gazes had physical force, I might have had a hole drilled through my forehead. Even this glare was relatively mild compared to earlier—just tens of minutes ago, it had been much more ferocious, only softening after I gritted my teeth and opposed naming it "Gilbert's Glory."

"Since a new order will embrace the continent during Your Majesty's reign, it would indeed be fitting and beautiful to attach Your Majesty's name to the headquarters. However, Your Majesty, may this humble servant ask one question?"
"I permit it."
"Your Majesty has achieved hundreds of feats that a hundred insignificant men like myself could never accomplish. Yet Your Majesty has never allowed any building to be named after Corvus. How does Your Majesty feel about this?"
"The Count speaks truly. I am but a man who cannot reach even the feet of His Late Majesty, so how could I be so arrogant as to seek to glorify my name?"

So I felt somewhat wronged. Even I thought my opposition had been desperate and tearful, yet he still glared at me. What would it have taken to satisfy him?

Though I'd phrased it nicely, peeling back just a little revealed that I'd directly challenged him with: "The late Emperor didn't put his name on buildings, so why are you? Do you think you're better than him?" When I said this, the other ministers looked at me like I was insane.

If the Emperor hadn't accepted my desperate counsel, I would have been sent straight to the underground prison. I risked my life to flatter you, and this is how you repay me?

"Your Majesty. I do not dare oppose Your Majesty's decision, but would it be acceptable to name it Stephen's Glory rather than Livnoman's Glory?"

Since I was the starting point for this flying-building concept, I remained silent, but the Minister of the Imperial Household cautiously spoke up.

"It is truly beautiful to refrain from using Your Majesty's name out of respect and reverence for His Late Majesty. However, isn't Livnoman a name that can honor all from King Michael the Great who founded the Kingdom of Kfelopen, to Emperor Eimanka who established the divine mandate, to His Late Majesty who revitalized the Empire? To glorify the great divine mandate, wouldn't Livnoman's Glory be appropriate?"
"That's quite logical for something that's supposedly not opposition."
"Y-Your Majesty..."
"Haha, I jest. How could I not understand the minister's intentions?"

The Emperor, letting out a small laugh, tapped the draft with his index finger.

"Well, since it's just us here, I'll speak frankly. Talk of a new order or permanent peace aside, this is ultimately a means to further solidify the Empire's hegemony. Other nations will have noticed this, and if we name it Livnoman's Glory or Kfelopen's Glory, it would be too blatant. This would discourage nations that were considering joining."


At the Emperor's words, the ministers' gazes shifted to his index finger.

More precisely, to the words "Stephen's Glory" that his finger was pointing at.

"That's why I borrowed this person's name. Someone from the Kingdom of Kfelopen era, before the Empire was established. This way, other nations can more or less accept it and move on."

It was a reasonable argument, and I found myself nodding unconsciously.

Stephen. Full name: Stephen Michael Livnoman of Kfelopen. The tenth king of the Kingdom of Kfelopen, Michael X, and Emperor Eimanka's father.

Known as the Pious King for his devoutness and benevolence, he took a friendly stance toward other races, putting him at odds with the Apels Empire.

'Perfect as a symbol of peace.'

Michael X stood by his convictions, protesting against the Apels Empire's policy of exterminating other races at the time. He pursued moral governance, showing a friendly attitude toward the Dawn Order. A rule that embraced both humans and other races, built on sweat and tears rather than iron and blood. What name could be more fitting for nations across the continent to gather and discuss peace?

Of course, since Michael X was also a Livnoman and the father of Emperor Eimanka, other nations might still feel uncomfortable. Anyone could see this was just a softer expression of continental hegemony—how was it different from Livnoman's Glory?

But what can they do about it? Should we name a building constructed on our land with our money, a treaty organization created with our manpower and resources, after some foreign country?

Rather, the Empire has shown enough consideration, and they should appreciate it and join. Stephen's Glory is better than Eimanka's Glory, who destroyed Apels through military force.

"So we'll go with this name. If any nation objects even to the name Stephen, they would rebel no matter what name we choose."
"This foolish servant finally understands Your Majesty's lofty intentions."
"Good. Then let's adjourn now. Thank you all for staying despite your busy schedules."

With those words, the meeting ended—

"Ah, the Ministers of Finance and Audit, please stay behind."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"...Yes."

I was about to have a third meeting with the most intimidating people.

In the grand conference room, now with only the three of us remaining after the other ministers had withdrawn.

"What do you think, Minister of Finance? Would it be possible?"

The Emperor broke the suffocating silence first.

Though the question came out of nowhere, I could fully understand its intent. After concluding discussions about the flying-building and keeping the Finance Minister behind, the question was obvious.

"I humbly report that we won't be able to secure meaningful budget until the year after next."
"Is that so."

The Finance Minister gave a rather unfavorable answer. He was saying it would be difficult to secure the relevant budget not only for the nearly ending current year but also for the upcoming year.

It was an expected answer. If there had been room in the budget, I wouldn't have needed to scrape together land using prayer and information as bait. Isn't this disaster happening because our wallets have gotten thinner?

"If it were simply building a small city, we could somehow begin next year, but the problem is Stephen's Glory."
"Indeed. What's technically possible and what's financially possible are different matters."


The Emperor nodded lightly and turned his gaze toward me.

It felt like he was pressuring me to provide a solution since I was the one who caused this.

"Um, Your Majesty."
"Speak freely. I will listen to whatever you have to say."
"What about... accepting donations?"
"Donations?"

The Emperor's brow furrowed.

Speak freely, you bastard. With that kind of reaction, are you telling me to speak or not?

"While Stephen's Glory should rightfully belong to Your Majesty, it represents a great testament to the new order of the continent being created in this era. How many nobles would want to be part of this great journey?"

Nevertheless, I continued calmly. If I couldn't provide a suitable solution, I would face the intense gazes of the Emperor and the Finance Minister.

"In exchange for some wealth, they would gain eternal glory and honor. If the names of loyal nobles were inscribed at the entrance of Stephen's Glory, the entire continent would remember them."
"Hmm."

Fortunately, the Emperor's furrowed brow returned to normal at my suggestion.

Nobles value prestige as much as practical benefits. Contributing to the construction of humanity's first flying building and having their names known across the continent? There would be many nobles rushing to offer their wallets. Perhaps even nobles from beyond our borders might respond.

"Besides, the Empire has nobles who are more loyal and wealthy than anyone else."

At those words, the Emperor's eyes widened, and he let out a small laugh.

More loyal and "wealthy" nobles. Even the Crown Princess would know who this referred to, let alone the Emperor.

***

Thanks to the Wise Duke and the Minister of Audit, I gained an excellent friend in Leviathan. In return, I gave them plenty of tokens promising to grant any favor.

However, as neither the Wise Duke nor the Minister of Audit seemed to remember my goodwill, I had forgotten about it too, until—

[Your Excellency, I would like you to lend a hand in this great journey.]

The Minister of Audit requested my support.

And for a request that was quite interesting and mouth-watering.

'A building that flies through the air, huh.'

And this building symbolizes the new order of the continent.

Hmm, hmmm, hmmmmmm...

'I like it.'

I smell gold coins in a new direction I haven't explored before.

Human desires are structured vertically, not horizontally.

Once survival needs are met, people focus on food, clothing, and shelter. When those are satisfied, they desire more wealth. And once wealth is acquired, they crave honor. This is the vertical nature of desire.

There's something about self-actualization being the next stage after honor, but I don't remember it clearly and it's not important anyway. What matters is that after wealth comes the fulfillment of honor.

'Those with money naturally want their names widely known and to receive praise from others.'

Some people say, "I want to be rich but not famous," but anyone who is truly wealthy yet lives like a mouse must have superhuman patience. All wealthy people, whether their influence is broad or narrow, want their existence to be recognized.

In that sense, the Empire has a continental-class wealthy person who pursues honor more than anyone else.

None other than the Golden Duke, a figure from a family so great they rank as the undisputed number one among nobles, excluding the Imperial Family who are beyond any ranking.

So I sent a subtle donation proposal letter to the Golden Duke.

[If we create a room in Stephen's Glory honoring the loyalty and dedication of House Osiden, I will support not only Stephen's Glory but also the East Danis construction budget.]

The response was more enthusiastic than expected.

Beyond merely having his name on a donor list, he wanted a room named after his family. Though quite an extravagant request, the compensation of massive support makes it acceptable.

Regardless of era, patrons are always noble beings. Especially a patron who pours wealth generously into a building symbolizing the Imperial Family, the Empire's authority, and the new order. For such a patron, dedicating one room with the Osiden name?

'I could even name it after the Golden Duke himself rather than his family.'

Unless he asked to rename the entire building from "Stephen's Glory" to "Osiden's Glory," who would hesitate to receive the continent's wealthiest person's support in exchange for just one room?

"Oh? The Golden Duke said that?"

Indeed, the Emperor himself exclaimed upon hearing the Golden Duke's response.

"Yes, Your Majesty. The Golden Duke's loyalty is truly a standard that all nobles should follow, a beautiful devotion that will remain in continental history forever."
"The Count speaks true. Compared to the Golden Duke's loyalty, what I can offer is small and insignificant. And even the Duke's tiny request is merely a formality out of consideration for me."

When a noble makes a one-sided donation for such a national project, it somewhat damages the Emperor's dignity, so this implies the Duke is giving in exchange for something from the Emperor.

Honestly, I don't think the Golden Duke was being that considerate. From any perspective, he seems to be rushing in for his own honor and new business opportunities.

But let's just agree with the Emperor's interpretation. Such framing benefits the Emperor's dignity, the Golden Duke's honor, and sounds good to the people.

"That aside, he's offering to contribute not only to Stephen's Glory but also to East Danis construction. His loyalty is so profound it's moving."
"Isn't it because of such loyalty that previous Emperors have favored House Osiden?"
"That's correct."

The Emperor nodded lightly and tapped the desk with his index finger.

Then he stared at the Golden Duke's reply I had delivered, as if contemplating what reward to give.

Although the Golden Duke made the first "proposal the Emperor could accept without reciprocation," simply accepting it wouldn't be proper. When a subject voluntarily takes a subordinate position to receive something, adding extra compensation demonstrates the Emperor's dignity. An emperor must always be more generous, merciful, and wise than his subjects.

"Count."

"Yes, Your Majesty."
"A mere room is insufficient to honor the Golden Duke's loyalty. How about naming a hall after Osiden?"
"A hall... you say?"

I quickly processed this thought.

A hall—the vast space you first enter when opening the doors of a castle or mansion. It's where the building's majesty can be magnificently displayed, the place visitors encounter before anywhere else.

The Golden Duke would certainly be pleased to have such a place named after Osiden. Everyone visiting Stephen's Glory would see the Osiden name.

"Osiden's Light. With such a name, everyone will know what contributions the Golden Duke and Osiden have made. It's also an opportunity for me to widely announce that the Empire has such a loyal subject."
"Your Majesty speaks wisely. Anyone visiting Stephen's Glory will first be amazed by its grandeur, then amazed again by Osiden's loyalty."
"Your words reassure me, Count. The Golden Duke will be greatly pleased."

The Emperor smiled slightly and gazed at the Golden Duke's reply again.

What is it? Why does he keep looking at it? Isn't naming the only hall after Osiden enough?

"Since he offered to contribute to East Danis construction as well, it would be good to name one of East Danis's streets Lafros Street."

Regardless of my confusion, the Emperor, who had been contemplating alone, spoke calmly.

This time I was somewhat surprised. Having already arranged the massive reward of naming the hall after Osiden, now he's putting the Golden Duke's personal name on East Danis? That seems a bit much.

'Or is it?'

If we consider Stephen's Glory and East Danis separately, is it an appropriate reward? Treating them as individual projects, it does seem reasonable.

"Well now. It seems I must think bigger."

As I stared blankly at the Emperor, he turned his gaze toward me.

"Count. I need to borrow your strength for a moment."
"Command me, Your Majesty. I will do anything within my power."
"Leak this matter to the other Dukes. Tell them the Emperor has named a hall in a public building after House Osiden, and plans to name a street in the new city after the Golden Duke."

I almost laughed at the obvious intention behind this directive.

Telling other Dukes that the Golden Duke is making a move? Anyone can see this is meant to encourage donations from the other Dukes.

While there's only one hall, Stephen's Glory will have numerous rooms. For the sake of saving face, the other ducal families' names should be attached to the best rooms possible.

And if there's going to be a Lafros Street in East Danis, then shouldn't there also be Richter Street, Richard Street, Beatrix Street, and Arodel Street...

'Huh?'

I felt a moment of dissonance.

Next year, the Serbet Duke will be replaced. Will the Serbet Duke's donation be in Trixie's name or mine?

'Surely there won't be a Kal Street?'


The thought alone is dizzying. A street named after me next to streets named after Dukes? It feels like I'm a kept man riding on my wife's honor.

'This guy would definitely...'

Moreover, considering the Emperor's usual character, he'll likely put forward my name. While Beatrix Street will certainly be created due to Trixie's overwhelming reputation, he'll also create a Kal Street nearby.

I'm certain of it. There's no future where only one is created. A couple's pair of streets will definitely be made.

"Count? What are you thinking about?"
"Thinking about Stephen's Glory being built through the loyalty of the Dukes is so moving that I could hardly speak. Surely Michael X in heaven, and the Great Emperor, his son, would be satisfied."
"Haha. When a saint like you speaks thus, I feel quite pleased."
"I am honored."

A new question filled my head. If named after me, would it be Kal Street or Saint Kal Street?

Either way, it's a name that makes my heart swell.

I diligently explained about Stephen's Glory and East Danis to the Dukes.

Honestly, shouldn't the person receiving donations be doing this? But for the Emperor's dignity, he can't just say "Give me money." I understand this with a generous heart.

- Eeeeh? A floating building!?

While acting as an unexpected promoter and making contacts, the Wise Duke's eyes widened at the mention of a floating building.

- Like the one in Chenes? Are you really making something like that!?
"It's more than that. While the floating warship in Chenes is a remnant of the defeated, Stephen's Glory that the Empire will create will remain a symbol of peace and order forever."
- Wow! Stephen's Glory! That's a good name!

I momentarily shuddered. With that alcohol-laden pronunciation, I couldn't tell if she thought the name was good or not.

Of course, I believe it's the former. No matter how she's called the Wise Duke, she wouldn't throw ugly words at the Emperor's ancestor.

- I've always! Whenever I saw the floating warship in Chenes! Wanted to see something flying like that? I was a bit satisfied seeing Leviathan or Jiz flying recently, but seeing a building fly would be amazing!
"With your small assistance, we can achieve it quickly. The Golden Duke and the Victorious Duke have already promised their help, and the Dawn Duke has said he'll consider it positively."
- What about the Iron-Blooded Duke?
"He's in Serbet Duchy, so I haven't asked him yet. I plan to ask when he returns."
- Good! Take my money!

With two Dukes joining and one positively considering, the Wise Duke decided to donate without much deliberation.

Competition psychology works best. When other Dukes have put their names in, it would be awkward to be the only one left out.

- A street named after me in the Imperial direct territory! Arodel Street! I'll buy property as soon as it's named! I'll put up lots of my buildings!
"Aren't you declaring speculation too openly?"
- No! It's not speculation, it's investment!

I wanted to say they're the same thing, but I held back.

In truth, if Beatrix Street or Kal Street is created, I plan to buy everything too.

I've realized my true identity over the past few days.

I'm not the Count of Teilgleichen, nor the Minister of Audit, nor a knight of the Risizariune Order. Those were merely passing shells, empty names.

My true identity is 'Promotional Director for East Danis Development and Fundraising for the Glory of Stefan Construction.' No matter how I think about it, that's my real job. Otherwise, I can't make sense of this situation.

"Led by His Excellency the Golden Duke, His Excellency the Victorious Duke, His Excellency the Dawn Duke, and His Excellency the Wise Duke have all decided to donate. Only His Majesty the Emperor knows the exact amounts. I merely conveyed their intentions to His Majesty."

"Trixie plans to contribute to the construction of the Glory of Stefan alongside her donation. This will be the continent's first floating building, so naturally the continent's greatest magician should be involved, shouldn't she?"

"His Majesty the Emperor has bestowed his grace so that we may share in this glory that has never existed before and will never exist again. By donating a modest amount of wealth, one can gain eternal honor—what could be more joyous?"

"Ah, the name? Well, that's not within my jurisdiction, so I can't give you a definitive answer. However, even cities that reach the heavens in height or cover vast expanses of land have their limits. Nothing in this world is infinite—that's all I'll say on the matter."

"Instead, we're definitely planning to create a memorial and park listing the names of all donors. There might be more than that, but certainly not less."

Days spent responding kindly to endless incoming messages. How is this the behavior of someone with real power in the Empire? No matter how I look at it, I'm just a promotional director being ground down by a massive project that's just broken ground.

It's utterly depressing. Since delivering the donation news to the dukes, and after the ministers who attended the meeting spread the word everywhere, my communication crystal has been burning hot. Exaggerating slightly, it's been glowing for 20 out of 24 hours each day. I'm worried the illumination function might break down at this rate.

What's more, the people contacting me are all high-ranking nobles who can hold their heads high in the Empire, high-ranking officials who may have lower titles or none at all, and wealthy individuals whose financial talents significantly influence the imperial economy. These are definitely not petitioners I can take lightly.

'If they were lightweight petitioners, they wouldn't have contacted me in the first place.'

The fact that they're directly inquiring with me means they consider themselves "somewhat recognized within the Empire." And those who can claim such confidence before the Minister of Audit truly are "somewhat recognized" individuals.

'This is driving me crazy.'

Thanks to this, after finishing yet another call today—I've lost count of how many—I sighed and rubbed my face with dry hands.

If less recognized petitioners had contacted me, I would have delegated the responses to my butler. If necessary, I would have requested help from the head butler in Teilgleichen County. In a class-based society, it's acceptable to treat petitioners differently based on their status.

However, every single person calling is such a big shot that I can't pass the buck. If only this promotional work were official Audit Ministry business rather than my personal task, I could borrow the power of the ministerial secretary...

'This is all that mutt's fault.'

I cried inwardly. If that damned creature hadn't told me to promote to the dukes, this disaster wouldn't have happened.

'Should I have used my veto?'

The thought crossed my mind momentarily, but I immediately discarded it.

Using my precious veto power for something like this would be wasteful. Considering the Emperor's sincere punch, this level of commotion is merely an appetizer.

Besides, when I agreed to promote to the dukes, I didn't think things would escalate this much. I thought it would end after simply delivering the news to the four of them.

'Shouldn't donation inquiries go to the Minister of Finance?'

Or to the Minister of the Imperial Household who serves the Emperor closely, or the Minister of Land responsible for national development. Directing inquiries to me is fundamentally wrong on multiple levels.

"Master."
"Hmm?"

While fiddling with my communication crystal, feeling unjustly burdened, the door opened and Jangsaeng entered.

With a plate of cookies balanced on his head.

And a teacup perched on top of the cookies.

'What is that?'


I stared blankly at Jangsaeng, amazed by the extraordinary sight.

It's not uncommon for the spirit beasts to run errands within our mansion. Just recently, Charity and Kindness were carrying cookies, weren't they?

But at least those two are on the larger side, while Jangsaeng is one of the smallest among the spirit beasts. How is such a feat possible with that tiny frame?

"How did you get here?"

I'm genuinely curious. How did he make it here with a plate and teacup larger than his body balanced on his head? How did he avoid being caught by the children who usually grab and pet him?

"When I said it was for the master, even the young masters made way. If there are no interruptions, maintaining balance is a simple matter."
'My goodness.'

I was touched by those words.

Our adorable children. They absolutely won't touch anything being delivered to their father. That must mean they love and respect their father that much.

Yes, we've done well raising our children. Especially with Marga, who received all sorts of etiquette training as a court lady, serving as the children's etiquette teacher—how effective that must have been.

"Master. Being touched is fine, but would you take this down? I can't put it down by myself."
"Ah, right."

At Jangsaeng's words, I hurriedly took the plate.

"...Want to rest a while before you go?"

And I stopped Jangsaeng as he was about to head back to the corridor. Since he'd come all this way, I suggested he rest a bit instead of playing with the children.

This master is in a very good mood thanks to the children's love and filial piety. I can gladly permit one spirit beast to rest.

"Is that okay?"
"Just don't stay too long or it'll be noticeable."
"Don't worry! That's what I do best!"

His voice was so confident that I couldn't help but smile.

I wonder how desperately and frantically he must have hidden to make it his specialty. I've been looking out for him, knowingly or not, since he treated Florence.

'I can't change your fate.'

I smiled bitterly as Jangsaeng naturally crawled under the bed.

If you want to blame something, blame your appearance. Honestly, a small talking Yorkshire terrier is a cheat key.

The Minister of Finance's expression softened.

"Enough donations are coming in to begin construction as soon as the new year starts. His Majesty plans to announce the construction of the Glory of Stefan at the New Year's ceremony."
"That much already?"

I couldn't help but exclaim at such pleasant news.

East Danis could begin construction next year if kept modest in scale, but the Glory of Stefan was supposed to be barely attemptable the year after next.

Yet they're announcing the construction of the Glory of Stefan at the upcoming New Year's ceremony? How much donation money has flowed into the national treasury?

"Yes. Not only the dukes and marquises, but most high-ranking nobles are participating in the donations. At this point, if we still can't build it, we should reconsider its practicality altogether."
"That's true."

I nodded immediately at his very reasonable statement.

Essentially, the entire Empire is burning with donation fever. If we can't create something with all these collected funds, then as the minister said, it's something that shouldn't be built in the first place.


And fortunately, the Glory of Stefan falls into the category of things that are expensive but can and should be built. How fortunate is that?

"Well, by the end of the New Year's ceremony, we'll likely have covered not only the Glory of Stefan but also the East Danis construction budget with donations. We won't need to hastily reallocate next year's budget."
"Aren't you getting paid for nothing as Minister of Finance? I assume you were put in that position to handle such sudden events."
"That's rich coming from the most idle person in the Empire. What other minister has been on vacation from the department's founding until now?"

Technically it's beyond vacation—more like temporary resignation—but I didn't bother mentioning it. Saying that would only get me beaten down with even more overwhelming justification.

"But I handled all the donation solicitation, didn't I?"

Instead, I proudly highlighted an achievement I could confidently claim—

"You did that? It was Their Excellencies the Dukes who did it. If Their Excellencies hadn't taken the initiative, would other nobles have made donations?"

Unable to logically refute this, I kept my mouth shut.

Indeed, the current donation fever arose because the dukes took the lead. If I had continued promoting alone, the donations wouldn't have been zero, but there certainly wouldn't be this kind of frenzy.

Still, it's frustrating. The most cowardly thing in the world is being beaten with facts.

"Hmm?"

As I silently raised my teacup to my lips, a faint light leaked from the Finance Minister's inner pocket.

"You should answer that. It might be important."

I spoke calmly, recognizing the all-too-familiar light. That's the glow of a communication crystal.

"Excuse me for a moment, then."

At my suggestion, the minister took out his communication crystal.

- Minister of Finance. Could I have a word with you?
"Minister of Foreign Affairs?"

The face of the most concerning figure at present appeared.

"I don't mind. What's the matter?"
- It seems other countries have heard rumors about the Glory of Stefan, and they're expressing intentions to donate through their diplomatic departments.
"What?"

The Foreign Minister's words were indeed alarming.

I'm perplexed. Has the donation fever that's engulfed the Empire spread beyond our borders?

'Why?'

No, seriously, why? Imperial nobles are participating because it's an imperial building being constructed on imperial territory, but from other countries' perspectives, aren't they supporting the construction of another country's landmark?

- The Yuven United Kingdom's request was particularly insistent. Though it's not confirmed yet, there are rumors that the Magic Council has contacted the Magic Tower.

No sooner had he finished speaking than the communication crystal in my pocket also began to glow.

As it happens... Trixie has gone to work at the Magic Tower after a long time... She can access Magic Tower news before anyone else...

'I'm afraid.'

That's why I'm afraid to take out this crystal.

I'm afraid of the news the crystal wants to deliver.

# The Magic World of the Continent transcends borders with its remarkable communication. While literary, artistic, and academic circles maintain continental exchanges, they cannot compare to the extraordinary network of magicians.

The communication orb, which allows people to converse with others on the opposite side of the continent without leaving their seats, is a masterpiece that emerged from the magical world. Since the orb was created to facilitate magical achievement exchanges, magicians effectively turned the entire continent into a single-day living zone.

Moreover, today's magical world has Trixie as its undisputed pinnacle. If each country were busy claiming superiority over others, they would operate independently despite advanced transportation and communication. But when there's an undeniable center, people naturally unite around it.

So I expected the continental magical world to react when Trixie started working at the Magic Tower and the tower embarked on a major project. It would be stranger if there were no reaction.

'I didn't expect it to be this fast.'

But I hadn't anticipated such an immediate response.

Information about Stephen's Glory spreading quickly? That's not surprising. I never intended to control the information, and considering how the continent's magicians always focus on the Magic Tower, it's as natural as the rising and setting of the sun. The entire magical world probably learned about Stephen's Glory from the day the ministerial meeting ended.

What's truly surprising is that the Magic Council has taken action. Not individual magicians, but an actual governing and legislative body of a country—essentially equivalent to a Magic Tower—moved before anyone else.

'How on earth?'

It's both marvelous and terrifying. If the Magic Council chairperson had contacted us in a personal capacity, I would have dismissed it as "magicians being magicians." But it's different when the entire council moves rather than just the chairperson.

The Magic Council is a marketplace of magicians from the five kingdoms that make up the Yuven United Kingdom. It's a crazy group that appoints vice-chairpersons according to the number of constituent countries and makes the chairperson a temporary stateless person for strict balance. The council itself is this chaotic, and when you consider the United King and affiliated kings who try to intervene in the council, it's even more of a mess.

In other words, for the Magic Council to declare something, it must go through countless political agreements and checks. Even if they had started discussions right after the ministerial meeting ended, they should still be in the middle of debate.

'...It must be a rumor.'

So I deliberately calmed my racing thoughts.

Yes, the Minister of Foreign Affairs also said he "heard" that the Magic Council had contacted the Magic Tower. Nothing is certain yet. This communication I received could just be Trixie checking in.

With such thoughts, I carefully picked up the communication orb, and—

"Kal. Do you accept donations from foreign countries? The Magic Council wants to contribute to the construction of Stephen's Glory. It seems they want to send not just funds but also magicians."
"Why?"
"Uh, huh?"
"Why would people from other countries?"

I ended up taking my frustration out on innocent Trixie, becoming an unworthy husband.

I'm sorry, Trixie. I'm sorry for being such a worthless man as your husband.

But I simply cannot understand. It's incomprehensible that people from other countries would be interested in building the Empire's landmark, and that the equivalent of the United Kingdom's heart would unify their opinions in an instant to make contact...

'Is this a hidden camera prank?'

I even had such thoughts. Could the Emperor have recruited Trixie, the Finance Minister, and the Foreign Affairs Minister to tease me, the newly appointed Public Relations Director?


It's absurd, but still more convincing than the Magic Council moving at light speed. At least the Emperor has the ability to recruit a duke and two ministers. And if the reason for recruitment is to tease me, the justification is clear.

"Is that the Magic-Ending Duke?"
"What? Ah, yes."

While I was wondering if there might be observation cameras hidden in the ceiling, the Finance Minister spoke up.

Due to the shocking news, I momentarily forgot that the Finance Minister was right in front of me. When your mind is overwhelmed, your brain really does malfunction like this.

"This is perfect timing. The Foreign Affairs Minister said he had something urgent to tell Your Grace, so there's no need to contact him separately."

With those words, the Finance Minister rotated the communication orb 180 degrees, turning the Foreign Affairs Minister's face toward me.

"It's embarrassing to greet you this way. Have you been well, Minister of Inspection?"
"Of course. I'm glad to see that the Minister of Foreign Affairs seems to be doing well too."

Despite the unexpected eye contact, both the Foreign Affairs Minister and I exchanged greetings as naturally as possible. Showing any embarrassment would only make things more awkward.

As soon as we finished greeting each other, I rotated the communication orb I was holding 180 degrees, just like the Finance Minister had done. Since Trixie said she had something to say, we should at least see each other's faces.

"This is the first time we're talking like this. So, you had something to say?"
"Yes, Your Grace. I'm embarrassed and sorry to trouble Your Grace when you're so busy, but I'd like to make a request for the Empire's sake."
"Speak freely. You're more proficient in diplomacy than I am. If you think something is necessary, there must be a good reason."

Fortunately, Trixie also maintained a calm attitude rather than being flustered by the sudden eye contact.

That said, it's a strange feeling. Holding out our communication orbs to summon third parties who aren't physically present.

'Is this Pokémon?'

The Finance Minister summoned the Foreign Affairs Minister, and I summoned Trixie. From a broad perspective, this might be a kind of Pokémon battle.

'So that bastard was Team Rocket.'

And the mutt who manipulates all sorts of officials and nobles is like Team Rocket.

I thought his personality was too twisted for a human, but if his role was to be a villain from the start, it can't be helped.

The conversation between Trixie and the Foreign Affairs Minister concluded quickly.

I don't know if it was because they felt awkward about the conversation between two communication orbs despite pretending to be calm, or if they were both busy and only discussed what was necessary, but the conversation ended in less than 30 minutes.

"I hope Your Grace will consider the Magic Council's request positively. The involvement of various countries and organizations in the construction of Stephen's Glory will strengthen the justification for the treaty organization."
"Will that be alright? I'm willing to accept help from junior colleagues, but it might be problematic to have foreign hands touch a building that will become a symbol of the Empire."
"It's fine. Naturally, Stephen's Glory will belong to His Majesty the Emperor and be the pride of the Empire, but it should become a symbol beyond the Empire, for the entire continent."

Moreover, there were no particular obstacles in the conversation.


Trixie already viewed the earnest request from junior magicians positively, and the Foreign Affairs Minister, far from being wary of foreign intervention, was actively encouraging it. When both parties are in agreement, there's nothing to fight about or disagree on.

"Fortunately, we have sufficient budget for the construction of Stephen's Glory and East Danis. By around the new year, we should be able to proceed with donations alone without touching the national treasury. So if we accept donations from other countries and bestow appropriate rewards in return, we can achieve both honor and practical benefits."

The beautiful honor of countries uniting to build Stephen's Glory. At the same time, the practical benefit of not actually owing anything to those countries.

As soon as I heard those words, I could deeply feel how sincere the Foreign Affairs Minister was about the treaty organization. After the treaty organization is launched, if some member countries resist the Empire's new order, they can be pressured with the justification: "You helped build Stephen's Glory, and now you're saying something different?"

And even ordinary people would think, "Why is that guy saying something different after actively cooperating?" That's quite a checkmate.

"So, accepting support from other countries is beneficial?"
"That is the opinion of the Minister of Foreign Affairs."

When I relayed this information to the Emperor, he gently closed his eyes and rested his chin on his hand.

He didn't seem particularly displeased. The Emperor also sees Stephen's Glory as a symbol for the continent's new order. As long as no one suggests the crazy idea of making Stephen's Glory jointly owned by all countries, and as long as it's clear that it belongs to the Emperor and the Empire, there's no reason for the Emperor to refuse.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"The nations of the continent are rushing toward a single purpose. Has there ever been such an event in continental history?"
"Even I, in my dullness, dare to assert that such a miracle has never occurred since the continent was formed."

I shook my head without hesitation at the Emperor's words.

Not only in continental history but even if you searched through the history of other worlds, such a fairy tale-like event would not exist. If numerous countries joined forces, it was to crush a powerful enemy, and if they united without an enemy, there would always be a third force that didn't participate.

However, this construction of Stephen's Glory has literally united all countries. All nations have come together without a common enemy and without any defecting forces.

'It's unbelievable.'

I can be certain. This has never happened before and will never happen again.

If Stephen's Glory is eternally recorded in continental history, perhaps it won't be because it's the first airborne building, but because it's the only result of continental unity? Someone in the future might build another airborne building, but the continent becoming one will never happen again.

"Mikhail X embraced other races even when Apels was oppressing and trying to exterminate them. He believed that humans and other races could become one, and he chose a thorny path to uphold his belief."
"Thanks to his dedication and will, all successive Emperors have been able to call themselves friends of other races. It's truly beautiful and noble."
"The Count is right. But now the entire continent is uniting to build Stephen's Glory. This is truly Stephen's Glory."

The Emperor's gaze momentarily turned to empty space. Even the Emperor with his hopeless personality seems moved by this marvelous miracle.

"And as long as Stephen's Glory floats in the sky, the hegemony of Livnoman and Kfelopen will be eternal."
'Ah.'

However, the direction of his emotion was slightly different from what I had thought.

Indeed, this guy is definitely a villain.

With the Emperor's final approval, the donation fever spread beyond the Empire to the entire continent.

From the neighboring Armein Kingdom, the continent's second-greatest power, to the Magic Council (and Yuven United Kingdom) who declared their active cooperation with Trixie and the Magic Tower, followed by other nations eager to demonstrate their presence. Thanks to this, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is brilliantly burning with activity as the year-end approaches.

The support from mid-sized countries like Lyuton, Bazen, and Quoronos was particularly intense. The heads of each country already know that when the treaty organization launches, three major powers will be designated.

And while two of those three major powers are clearly Armein and Yuven, the position for the final major power remains vacant. They seem to be trying to appeal for that final position through greater donations and cooperation.

'Quoronos seems to be aiming for something other than the major power position.'

Honestly, Quoronos's actions are less about showcasing their presence for a major power position and more about desperately trying to clear their accumulated stack of offenses.

It's annoying that they're trying to settle the crime of daring to displease the Empire with money, but at the same time, it's satisfying that Quoronos's diplomacy has normalized after their nation-saving decision. If they still hadn't come to their senses, they would have half-heartedly joined this great journey.

"I wonder if this is how Apels felt in the past. They say the continent's wealth flowed to the Capital back then, and now I'm sitting here receiving donations from various nations, so isn't it similar?"

The Emperor, clearly pleased with this parade of donations, smiled as he poured vodka into his glass.

Pouring into a glass rather than drinking straight from the bottle? This means the Emperor is calm and happy. When he's burning inside, he's the type to chug it straight without the leisure of pouring.

"Apels forcibly exploited the continent, but Your Majesty has risen above all wealth through the voluntary cooperation of nations. How could one compare Apels to Your Majesty's reign?"

So I boosted the Emperor's mood with the most pleasing words possible.

The higher the Emperor's mood rises, the less likely I am to catch any stray sparks. Even if something unpleasant happens, his mood is already soaring to the heavens, so it will take time to fall to the ground. Just like having high maximum health means you won't be shaken by ordinary damage.

"Khuhu, that's right. As the Count says, I cannot be compared to the likes of Apels. Comparing this miracle to Apels would be disrespectful even to Michael X who resides in heaven."

The Emperor guzzled his vodka, cackling at my soul-filled flattery.

More than that, this combination of private audience, flattery, and drinking makes me feel like a sycophant sweet-talking a true tyrant. I fear how I'll be recorded in Imperial history.

"By the way, Count. While it's joyous that nations are uniting to advance toward peace, there is one thing that troubles me."
"Something that disturbs Your Majesty's mind? This is truly regrettable and lamentable. What might it be?"
"I'm concerned about how to respond to the Winter Three Nations."
"Ah."

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at those words.

For Stephen's Glory and East Danis, literally "all" countries are lending a hand. Whether their national power is strong or weak, their territory vast or small, all countries without exception.

This includes the Winter Three Nations who are struggling in the wild in the northeastern part of the continent. Despite their meager resources, they've expressed their intention to donate what little they can gather for a good cause.

How pitiful is this? Although we plan to provide appropriate compensation for foreign donations, for countries of the Winter Three Nations' caliber, the outflow of large sums alone is a critical hit. There's a high possibility of disaster occurring before compensation is received.

"I'd like to refuse and just accept their goodwill, but it would be awkward to refuse only the Winter Three Nations while accepting donations from other countries."
"And the Winter Three Nations might misunderstand the Empire's intentions."
"Yes, that's another issue."

Even if the Empire refuses out of pity, from the Winter Three Nations' perspective, they might panic thinking, "The Empire is trying to exclude us from the new order!"

That would be troublesome. We have no grievances against the Winter Three Nations. We just feel sorry for these loyal friends who groan even when left alone.

"So I was thinking. For the Winter Three Nations, we could accept donations in a form other than wealth."

"Something else?"

"Due to their harsh environment, the Winter Three Nations often have labor that cannot work and remains idle. Instead of money, they could send people to be deployed for construction."

I nodded silently at this remarkable idea of accepting foreign workers instead of money.

Actually, it's not a strange idea. Thanks to the surging donations, Stephen's Glory and East Danis will be built larger than originally planned, so it's natural that more manpower will be needed.

But going beyond expanding or reorganizing a city to creating an entirely new one? This is a major construction project requiring enormous manpower. Trying to handle it with just Imperial manpower could disrupt existing industries.

"However, since this is being requested based on the Empire's needs, we plan to support the costs for workers coming to the Empire, as well as their accommodation and living expenses. We should also provide appropriate wages."
"Your Majesty's compassion is truly as warm as the spring breeze, and the Winter Three Nations will be moved by your grace."

I reflexively uttered a second flattery following the Emperor's words.

But it's not empty talk. The Emperor's measure is a great help to the Winter Three Nations' economy, which would be critically hit by the outflow of large sums. Isn't it beneficial for their idle workforce to go abroad for free and earn Imperial money?

And judging by his mention of "appropriate support," it's obvious he'll add more than the standard wage. Unlike other countries that donate and receive compensation, the Winter Three Nations can't even make donations, so he'll try to appease them with wages.

'The Winter Emperor?'

An Emperor strangely compassionate and gentle to foreign countries. It feels like seeing some emperor from another world. How nice it would be if he used even 10% of that compassion on his own country's subjects.

But as a major power, soothing small countries with compassion and nurturing allied nations that control the rear of the second-ranked power is important. If I think of it as also being for national interest...

...

'Bastard.'

Despite trying to comfort myself, uncontrollable anger and sorrow welled up.

Damn bastard. Someone who gives handouts to foreign countries on the opposite side of the continent for national interest, but rolls around the subject right in front of him? Am I beneficial to be rolled around?

He's incredibly cruel. Was I born with a fate that would have been happier in a country other than the Empire?

"By the way, Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."
"The Papal States said they would establish an archdiocese in East Danis."
"Pardon?"

The news was enough to instantly calm my stirring anger.

"An archdiocese, you say?"

I couldn't help but ask again at this unexpected news.

An archdiocese is a massive administrative unit and core unit with only 11 in the entire Empire. Moreover, their locations are in the Capital, the five duchies, and the five royal territories, so their importance goes without saying.

But to establish such an archdiocese in a mere city? Even though the Tiraf Archdiocese stands right next to Danis?

"The Papal States must highly value the ideals of the treaty organization. To promise the establishment of an archdiocese in a city where ground hasn't even been broken yet. More beautiful than any donation promise—"
"They said they have no money, so they're asking us to accept the archdiocese instead."
"Ah."

My heart wept at those words.

Well, they're planning to pre-auction my biography because they have no money. Contributing to a large-scale construction project must be quite tough for them.


"Well, besides establishing an archdiocese, they said they would bless the construction site and assign priests for the workers, so what can I do? We're not short on money, so I told them to go ahead."

I quietly raised my glass to my lips at the Emperor's words, wondering how desperate the Papal States must have been to make such a proposal first.

The Papal Order's struggle to avoid bankruptcy is truly pitiful.

While donations and manpower for the construction of Stephen's Glory steadily accumulated, Trixie and other magicians were busy designing Stephen's Glory.

It will be the continent's first floating building and the headquarters of the treaty organization—a great symbol that will undergo some modifications but is nobly modeled after the Sun Palace. Since no mistakes can be tolerated in either process or result, it's natural for magicians to throw themselves into the work with burning eyes.

Of course, what drives the magicians is less the commitment to avoid mistakes and more the intellectual curiosity they might never experience twice in their lives.

"Maintaining constant flotation might be easier than repeatedly floating and landing as needed. Suddenly lifting a castle that was on the ground into the air, as well as landing it without any damage, is no light task."

Anyway, a design team for Stephen's Glory was established with Trixie at the helm, and due to unavoidable circumstances (reason: the triplets looking for their mother), the design team headquarters was relocated from the Magic Tower to our mansion.

As a result, the largest banquet hall in the mansion became crowded with magicians. Magicians from the Magic Council are expected to arrive soon, and I'm wondering if we'll need to temporarily tear down a wall then.

"Creating spires to maintain balance and installing magic circles underground would be good."
"Then the number of spires would be considerably more than in a typical building."
"We'll have to accept that. Aesthetics are important, but there's no greater shame than creating something unstable."

I absentmindedly eavesdropped on the conversation between Trixie and the magicians while thinking about this.

Actually, it's not really eavesdropping. I'm standing boldly at the entrance to the banquet hall, staring openly.

'Spires, huh.'

So they're planning to build numerous spires to maintain balance. If it's too cluttered, it might look unsightly, but if done properly, wouldn't it look like walls surrounding the headquarters?

The sight of walls floating in the air. Just imagining it makes my heart swell with grandeur.

"Thirteen to fourteen spires should be appropriate."
"Excuse me."

Perhaps that's why I committed the audacity of interrupting the meeting despite being a non-expert.

"If you need to build many spires anyway, wouldn't eighteen be better? It would make sense to say we built as many as there are countries on the continent."

But I simply couldn't suppress these words.

Although one of the eighteen countries is an observer state and another is practically a vassal state of the Empire and Armein, officially there are eighteen countries on the continent.

Building as many spires as there are member countries for the continental treaty organization headquarters. Isn't that romantic and good?

"Eighteen?"

Trixie stroked her chin at my words, then,

"Not bad. It's difficult to reduce, but easy to increase."

She gave a quite positive response.

My wife is truly the best.

Thanks to the prestige of being the Magic-Ending Duke's husband, or perhaps because it provided legitimate justification to build what might otherwise be considered ugly spires in large numbers—fortunately, not just Trixie but other magicians also responded positively to the 18 spires.

Honestly, from the moment Trixie showed a positive reaction to my suggestion, the support of other magicians was a foregone conclusion. Still, magicians are beings with their own pride. If Trixie were to point in a strange direction, they would question it rather than blindly follow.

In other words, the 18 spires proposal seemed reasonable even to magicians who had no connection to me. That's truly fortunate.

'Think of them as replacements for international flags.'

I raised the corners of my mouth in satisfaction as I watched the magicians continue their discussion.

When exhibitions are held, international flags flutter in the air, and in front of international organization headquarters, flags of various countries wave. This is beyond cliché—it's practically a universal truth.

However, this will be the first aerial building in continental history and a unique symbol of unity in human history. Wouldn't it be disappointing to symbolize the unity and peace of nations with mere flags?

Hence, the spires. Eighteen tall and massive spires symbolizing the eighteen nations that exist on the continent. Building all eighteen spires in one place symbolizes the beautiful unity of the continent. There could be no more intuitive and magnificent display.

'If there are changes among the eighteen nations, we'll have to demolish them.'

What if wars or internal conflicts cause changes among the eighteen nations? That cannot be tolerated in the name of love, justice, and peace. We must suppress forces trying to gain independence from existing countries and firmly punish evil nations attempting to destroy others.

If they don't like it, they can rebuild Stefan's Glory from scratch. If the number of spires needs adjustment, the culprit should take responsibility for the adjustment.

Of course, using only that nation's treasury. Naturally, without donations from other countries. I'd like to block donations from nobles too, but that would be excessive interference in internal affairs, so I'll refrain.

'Huh?'

While thinking about this, I felt a subtle gaze. When I turned my head, I saw the triplets peeking through the gap in the banquet hall door.

Three small, snow-white heads lined up vertically—a beautiful sight. It was like a scene from a cartoon, making me smile involuntarily.

'What should I do about this?'

I stroked my chin thoughtfully.

It seems they became curious because of all the unfamiliar guests who suddenly arrived. That's probably why they came all the way to the banquet hall, which is quite deep within the mansion. And they came just the three of them, without their siblings or animal friends.

Should I invite them in, appreciating their initiative in coming this far? Besides, they're not barging in but carefully observing from outside the door. How adorable.

'But it would be problematic if they interfere with state affairs.'

While I was torn between fatherly love and national interest, I noticed the magicians were engaged in a heated debate about the specific shapes of the spires and the appropriate spacing between them.

Alright. If they stay quiet, it should be fine if they come in briefly. With that level of intensity in the discussion, they probably wouldn't even hear the footsteps of three small children.

"Children. Come here."

I gestured to the triplets with the smallest voice possible. At the same time, I put my left index finger to my lips, signaling them to be quiet.

The triplets' faces lit up with bright smiles at this clear signal. Despite their excitement, they entered carefully, trying to honor their father's request.

How precious, my daughters. It's amazing that such considerate and kind children are only four years old. I'm certain my daughters won't even go through the typical rebellious phase. I'm confident of that.

'They'll never say things like "I hate you, Daddy."'

This father believes they would never utter such hideous and devastating words.

"Hmm? The young princesses?"
"Ah."

Just as I was about to embrace the triplets who had scurried over, one of the magicians who had been whispering turned around.

"I felt an energy similar to Your Excellency's and wondered what was happening. Indeed, the young princesses have arrived!"

The magician's words made me realize my mistake.

Magicians are sensitive to energy, and everyone has their own unique energy signature. So when three energies similar to Trixie's yet subtly different appeared? This almost certainly indicated the triplets' arrival. The magicians from the Magic Tower would definitely notice.


"Ah, Daddy. We came in quietly..."
"Were we loud? Should we be more quiet?"
"Being more quiet... is hard..."

Misunderstanding that they had been discovered because they entered noisily, the triplets drooped their ears and looked confused.

I found their reaction both amusing and embarrassing. Blinded by fatherly love, I had forgotten common sense.

"Girls, I told you to play elsewhere because your mother is working."
'Oh.'

Trixie, who had been among the magicians, strode toward the triplets.

"Um, Trixie? I invited them in when I saw them outside. The children did nothing wrong."

I instinctively defended the triplets.

It was my fault for inviting the children in when they were just quietly watching from outside. If the children get scolded by Trixie because of me, I might hear "I hate you, Daddy!" today, long before any teenage rebellion.

That cannot happen. Just imagining it makes my insides twist and my facial features bleed.

"But if they hadn't come near the banquet hall, you wouldn't have invited them in. I told the children to play elsewhere."
'That's true.'

I almost nodded in agreement but stopped myself. If I give up defending them now, I'll become the bad father.

What should I do? What should I say? How can I appease Trixie, who has transformed into a stern Magic Tower Master version of herself? She can be quite strict in situations like this.

"Your Excellency, since the young princesses are already here, how about we take a short break?"
"A break?"

It was the Vice Tower Master who ended my terrible dilemma, not me.

"Magicians from the Magic Council will arrive soon—friends coming from the other side of the continent to help us. Rather than unilaterally informing them of what we've decided, it would be better to discuss matters together."

The Vice Tower Master presented a quite plausible justification.

He's right. While it's appropriate for the Empire to take the lead since the building will be Imperial property on Imperial land, we shouldn't act as if we're simply ordering others around.

Of course, the magicians would be delighted even if Trixie commanded them with just a tilt of her chin, but things might become a bit awkward between the Empire and Yuven.

"Indeed. We should establish the broad framework, but it would be good to discuss the details together."

The Vice Tower Master's justification successfully calmed Trixie, who had been looking stern.

The children should be scolded for disobeying their mother and interrupting the meeting. However, if the meeting was going to take a break anyway, there's no need for scolding.

"My darlings. Come to Mommy."

Trixie's face softened to its usual gentleness as she spread her arms.

"Mommy, are you not angry?"
"No, I'm not. But from now on, you need to listen to Mommy and not come secretly like this, okay?"
"Yes!"
"Also, say you're sorry to the gentlemen and ladies here."
"Yeeees..."
"We're sowwy..."
"We're sorryyyyy..."

The magicians chuckled softly at how quickly the situation was resolved.

And let it be my secret alone that shortly afterward, the magicians performed all sorts of magical tricks to entertain the triplets.

On the day the Magic Council's magicians arrived in the Capital, I received a message from the Ausen Archdiocese.

They had an urgent matter to discuss with a noble and saint of the Empire, and requested that I visit at my convenience.


Though they said "at my convenience," I couldn't really go at a truly convenient time. Given the circumstances, this message was likely intended for Kal Kracius, the "Promotional Director for Stefan's Glory and East Danis Construction." Considering the Church had offered the tremendous card of establishing an archdiocese instead of money, I couldn't move leisurely out of respect for their sincerity.

"I greet the Holy One."

So I hurried to St. Paronas Cathedral, where the Ausen Archbishop welcomed me.

"I apologize for requesting this sudden meeting. I feel embarrassed for troubling the Holy One due to Church matters."
"Please don't say that. How could meeting a welcome neighbor who lives nearby be troublesome?"
"Your words bring me great joy."

The Archbishop smiled lightly, and after the priest who had placed refreshments on the table left, he immediately took a sip of tea and sighed.

'Why so anxious?'

I couldn't help but break into a cold sweat.

What could be the matter that would make the Archbishop behave this way? The Archbishop was practically the second-in-command during the previous Pope's era and is still treated as one of the most senior elders. For such a person to need tea to calm his nerves...

"Since I'm interrupting your valuable time, I'll get straight to the point."
"I'm listening."
"There's a problem with establishing the Danis Archdiocese."

It was unfortunate news, but I wasn't particularly surprised.

Setting up an archdiocese in a newly constructed city—it would be stranger if there weren't any problems. Would the Church have even considered establishing the Danis Archdiocese if not for the tragedy of being on the brink of bankruptcy?

"That's truly unfortunate. May I ask what the problem is?"

However, it would be impolite to appear too indifferent before the sighing Archbishop. So I asked out of courtesy what the issue was.

"We don't have any holy relics to bury beneath the Danis Archdiocese Cathedral."
'Ah.'

The answer was more serious and significant than I expected.

"As the Holy One knows, before building a cathedral, we bury relics of a saint connected to the region underneath. We pray that the workers complete the construction safely under the saint's protection. It's a tradition that began with the hope that the saint would protect the cathedral after its completion."
"Yes. As I understand, the saint connected to Danis is..."
"Sadly, there isn't one. Danis was a city of the Muno Empire, and our Church hadn't even been established during the Muno Empire's reign."

Even when Danis was declining into ruins, the Dawn Order didn't exist. So no matter how hard they looked, they couldn't find a saint connected to Danis.

'What can we do about this?'

This is troublesome. If the problem were a lack of money or people, time would solve it, but there's no answer for this kind of issue.

"So, I would like to make a humble request to the Holy One."
"To me?"

I tilted my head as the Archbishop looked at me with intense eyes.

Well. Would anything change if he made a request to me? I can't go back in time and make the Dawn Order appear 2,000 years earlier. Even a saint can't do such an imp... possible...?

'No way.'

My eyes trembled at the sudden thought.

"Since the Holy One is working hard for the construction of Stefan's Glory and East Danis, you could be considered a saint connected to Danis."
'Stop.'
"So I thought perhaps an item belonging to the Holy One would be sufficient to bury beneath the cathedral."
'Stop it.'

Despite my desperate inner cries, the Archbishop steadfastly continued.

"It's truly embarrassing to ask, but could we perhaps purchase an item that could reasonably be connected to you? Something associated with the Holy One."

The insane suggestion to create a "relic" from a living saint.

Holy Relic. As the name suggests, a sacred relic related to a saint.

Of course, just as prison food is still food, milk chocolate is still chocolate, and human garbage is still garbage, adding the modifier "holy" doesn't change the fundamental nature of a relic.

Therefore, a holy relic is simply an object used by the deceased during their lifetime, just with a bit of sacredness attached to it. That's the definition of a holy relic. No matter how you dress it up, you can't deny that it's an object of the dead.

'They want that from me?'

I'm confused. The Archbishop of Ausen simply said he wanted to purchase an item associated with me, but anyone could tell he intends to make it into a holy relic.

Just moments ago, he was lamenting that the Danis Grand Cathedral had no holy relics to bury, and suggested that burying an item of mine, a saint connected to Danis, would be appropriate. That means he intends to treat my possessions as holy relics.

'Is that even possible?'

My head started to heat up. Not from anger, but simply from confusion as my brain worked furiously.

If the Emperor had said this, I would have thought, 'Ah! This yellow-bellied bastard is telling me to die!' But since the Archbishop wouldn't say such a hideous thing, it's likely just a last resort for obtaining a holy relic.

The problem is that I can't understand this last resort at all. If they need a holy relic, the normal approach would be to search through a saint's paternal and maternal ancestors to find a saint connected to Danis. It makes no sense to request items from someone who's perfectly alive.

"Your Eminence, it would be my greatest honor to offer something of mine for the Order. But even if I were to donate a treasure unparalleled on the continent to the Order... wouldn't that just be a sacred object?"

So I asked with full confusion.

An item associated with me? I can provide that. A treasure with an impressive story attached? If one doesn't exist, I'm willing to work with the Order's scholars to create one.

But no matter what I donate, it would only be a sacred object. As long as I'm alive and well, it can never become a holy relic.

"The holy one speaks correctly. Items used by a holy person are certainly worthy of being sacred objects, but to be called holy relics, decades would need to pass."
'That's not right.'

The words "not decades but centuries" rose to the tip of my tongue, but I held back. That's not what's important right now.

"So, the Order has..."

The Archbishop, about to say something, closed his mouth.

As if wondering whether he should say such things. As if he himself questioned what he was about to say.

"Please excuse me for a moment."
"Ah, yes."

He then filled his empty teacup and drank it heartily, like Hans downing a beer after finishing his labor.

Since this wasn't behavior befitting an experienced priest and politician, I fiddled with my teacup as well. This is the Archbishop who just declared his intention to turn a sacred object into a holy relic in front of the person concerned. What could be so difficult for him to say that he hesitates?

Surely he doesn't plan to bury me under the cathedral? If I were buried alive, all items related to me would instantly evolve into holy relics. It's a radical approach no human should consider, but certainly the most effective one.

"Lord."
'Oh shit.'

Eventually, the Archbishop muttered bitterly and made the sign of the cross.

Should I flee now? Should I pretend this meeting never happened and escape to another country for about three months? If I go to Armein Kingdom or Yuven United Kingdom, I could at least get meals. They wouldn't turn away their former club advisor, would they?

"...What does the holy one think a holy relic is?"

Unfortunately, before I could put my thoughts into action, the Archbishop spoke.

This is bad. I may have missed my last chance to escape, practically handed to me by Enen.


"Isn't it a relic left by a saint? I've heard that even if a blessed person leaves behind relics, they're treated as merely precious artifacts unless that person ascends to sainthood."

Since I couldn't ignore the Archbishop who had finally spoken, I gave the most textbook answer I could.

In truth, I had nothing else to say. How else would one define a holy relic if not as a relic of a saint—

"Most people understand it that way, but strictly speaking, it's a bit different."
"Pardon?"

My common sense suddenly collapsed.

What does that mean? Holy relics aren't relics of saints? Then why are they called holy relics?

"To be precise, a specific ritual must be performed on a saint's possession for it to become a holy relic. Even if it belonged to a saint, without the ritual, it's merely an object worthy of respect, not officially a holy relic."
"I... see."
"Of course, since even trivial items belonging to saints are collected and ritually consecrated in groups, it's a rather meaningless distinction."

The Archbishop, letting out a small sigh, stared at my face intently before carefully continuing.

"Was there anything strange about what I just said?"

And that was an incredibly perplexing question.

'Something strange, huh.'

I desperately racked my brain at his words.

It was an extremely common-sense statement, short and without room for misinterpretation or distortion. But if the Archbishop said it like that, there must be a loophole.

...

...

Ah.

"Ah."
"Do you understand?"
"Your Eminence, about the expression 'a saint's possession'... the life or death status of that saint..."
"Is not specified. After all, the title of saint itself is given to the deceased. There's no clause stating that possessions of living saints cannot be designated as holy relics."

I couldn't help but laugh wryly.

It's clearly not something to laugh about, but I laughed anyway.

I just learned for the first time that "holy relic" is a name given only to artifacts officially certified by the Order.

And I also learned that if a specific ritual is performed on "a saint's possession," it becomes a holy relic. Whether that saint is alive or dead doesn't matter.

Because neither the Dawn Order's doctrine nor its canon law contains any relevant provisions.

'Who would write such a thing?'

During the chaos of the religious wars, records might not have been sufficient to make definitive statements, but at least since the Dawn Order gained religious hegemony, sainthood has been the highest honor reserved for the dead.

Thus, a saint's possession automatically became a relic left by a saint, and the ritual was an act of bestowing authority on the relic, hence the term "holy relic." Why would anyone add a clause like "Only possessions of deceased saints may be designated as holy relics" to this simple and clear procedure? When cremating someone, you don't include warnings like "Only the deceased may be placed in a coffin and burned."

"Since the holy one became a saint while alive, we are adjusting all contradictory or insufficient clauses. One of them is this holy relic clause. So, since things have come to this, there's been talk of designating the holy one's possessions as holy relics before the clause is amended."

If the priests of the past had known that the price of their oversight would be their descendants' rushed designation of holy relics, would they have created more detailed clauses?

"Is that allowed?"

"Well, what can we do? Since things have gotten complicated, we might as well make the most of it."

Judging by the current priest's reaction, they definitely would have created detailed clauses. Even the Archbishop, who's attempting to rush through a holy relic designation, couldn't hide his bitterness.

Moreover, if the Archbishop feels this way, how much more distressed must the head of the Canon Law Ministry and the new head of the Doctrine Ministry be? Perhaps the new Pope is soothing his bitter feelings with strong port wine, wondering why such things happen right after his inauguration.

'What should I give?'

After silently expressing my condolences to the Pope, I leaned back in my chair and fell into deep thought.

Since my possessions can be designated as holy relics, anything with a decent story attached would do. Frankly, if I had given the Archbishop the coat I was wearing and left, that coat would have become a holy relic.

But this will be the first and last holy relic (owner still alive) in the Order's history. Moreover, it's scheduled to be buried under the Danis Grand Cathedral, a symbol of continental unity and peace.

I can't just casually offer a coat for something like that. I should use something as plausible and meaningful as possible.

'A meaningful item.'

But the premise of a "meaningful item" is what's tripping me up.

To me, something meaningful means I'm currently using it regularly or it's too precious to give away. If such an item is buried under the cathedral, it means permanently giving it up, which is difficult to decide.

'The Khagan's weapons?'

The thought crossed my mind briefly, but I quickly dismissed it.

Those belong to the Khagan, not me. Besides, Gerhardt has borrowed the Khagan's weapons indefinitely for research purposes.

'Then my sword?'

Honestly, that's too precious. More decisively, burying a blood-soaked sword beneath a cathedral that symbolizes peace seems a bit...

This is difficult. Too difficult. The Order can't postpone amending the clause indefinitely, so I need to make a decision as quickly as possible.

"Among holy relics, there are modest items like a priest's appointment letter received by a saint during their lifetime or a wooden cross they made themselves. Though objectively of little value, they hold great meaning to the saint, so their subjective value is highly regarded."

After much contemplation, I recalled the Archbishop's advice. Since the message contained in the item is what matters, if I'm really struggling, even a toy sword from childhood would be acceptable.

The message is what's important. Even if the objective value is low, it's fine if the subjective value is high. Among historical holy relics, there are even priest appointment letters.

'Don't I have something like that?'

I don't have a priest appointment letter, but I do have something similar.

The problem is that it's stashed away somewhere in my house and difficult to find, but fortunately, if I ask the Emperor, he'll issue a new one. For the sake of the Danis Archdiocese, he wouldn't refuse such a small favor.

"Count. What did you just say?"
"I would like to receive a new copy of the appointment letter I received when I was first appointed as a member of the Audit Department. The imperial court keeps records of officials' appointment letters, doesn't it?"
"No. That's not what I asked."

The Emperor briefly held his forehead at my response.

"You want to use that appointment letter... as a holy relic to be buried under the Danis Cathedral?"
"Yes. The glorious and undeserved title of saint that I bear was only possible because I was a noble and official of the Empire. Therefore, my appointment letter as an official, which was essentially my first step, has the highest value—"
"I will give you a sword from the imperial repository, and you can sign it after cutting the sky with it, then hand it over to the Order. Keep the appointment letter in your heart."
"Your Majesty, wouldn't it be problematic to bury a blade in the Danis Archdiocese, which is to be a place of peace?"
"At least it's better than an appointment letter. And it's a warning that anyone who disrupts continental peace will be torn apart like the sky. When you think about it that way, it's a reasonably good justification."

His words were so resolute and plausible that I quietly closed my mouth.

When he speaks so decisively, no words could persuade him otherwise.

Due to the Emperor's firm and powerful recommendation, the sword was chosen as the holy relic (genuine) to be handed over to the Order.

It's somewhat peculiar to choose a weapon as a symbol of peace, but as the Emperor said, it can serve as a warning that "those who break peace will be torn apart like the sky." That seems reasonable.

After all, peace can only be maintained with the power to enforce it. Power without righteousness is tyranny, but righteousness without power is merely an empty delusion.

"Here, take this. It's one of the swords that the Artisan Duke offered to the Imperial Family. Since one of the Count's wives is a member of the Valenti family, you could say it has a connection to the Count."

Before leaving the Sun Palace, the Emperor, who had asked me to wait, personally brought a sword made by the Artisan Duke that had been stored in the palace vault.

The Artisan Duke. Among the previous dukes, excluding the founding dukes who made tremendous contributions to establishing the Empire, he was considered the finest. He was practically responsible for making the Ulken Duchy the center of military supplies industry today, and was himself known as a master craftsman.

In a way, an item belonging to someone who could be considered a distant ancestor of our Fedi and Julia has come into my hands.

"Is it really acceptable for me to receive something so precious?"
"It's a holy relic to be buried under the Grand Cathedral of the Archdiocese. Of course it should be precious."

Not for me to use, but simply to be buried in the ground.

Because of this, I felt like I was committing a great disrespect to my in-laws' ancestor. The Artisan Duke must have worked hard to create this sword for the Imperial Family, and now we're just burying it in the ground? Or would he be pleased that his creation has become a holy relic?

I'm not sure. No one can guess the feelings of the deceased.

"As the entire continent already knows, I plan to announce Stefan's Glory and the construction of East Danis during the New Year's greeting ceremony. Count, you should use Sky Slash in the skies above Danis immediately after the ceremony ends, then hand it over to the Order right away. Don't forget to sign it."
"I will keep that in mind."

In truth, even if the deceased would dislike it, the Emperor's attitude was so firm and uncompromising.

So what could I do? Between a long-deceased former duke and the living Emperor standing before me, if I had to consider one's feelings, it would naturally be the latter.

'I'm sorry.'

So I apologized inwardly while handling the Artisan Duke's sword.

I'm sorry, Your Grace. I don't want to do this either, but considering the greater cause, there's no choice.

Still, I'll cut the sky with reverence, and sign with my soul in an elegant manner. I'll also visit your grave soon to offer prayers personally.

So let's come to an amicable agreement through prayer between us. Despite appearances, I'm a saint, so receiving my prayers might allow you to hold your head high in heaven.

...

'He would be pleased.'

As soon as I realized I had something to offer the Artisan Duke, the guilt and uneasiness in my heart subsided.

Yes, it's a prayer from a saint, no less. And his work is transitioning from an imperial treasure to a saint's holy relic. He's becoming the creator of an extraordinary object that reaches the pinnacle of both secular and religious worlds.

Any nobleman who values honor would surely be pleased. Perhaps he's already watching from heaven, his heart pounding in anticipation of when the sky will be split.

'I'll cut it cleanly.'

I made a promise while glancing up at the sky.

I'll cut it so cleanly that all souls in heaven can see it. So please watch, ancestor of Mars.

"Where did you get that?"

That evening, after returning to the mansion with the Artisan Duke's sword, my first father-in-law, who was enjoying his peaceful retirement in Ulken Duchy, came rushing over.

The reason was simple. Since it was made by the Artisan Duke, the Ulken Duchy's emblem was proudly engraved on the sword's hilt, and Mars reported this to my father-in-law as soon as he saw it. If anyone suddenly saw their family treasure in the hands of their daughter's husband who had just visited the Emperor, they would react the same way.

"His Majesty the Emperor bestowed it to be used as a holy relic."
"What?"

My father-in-law's brow furrowed at my careful response.


I understand. Even I wondered what I was saying after I said it. If I, the person directly involved, felt that way, how much more confused must my father-in-law be?

"When construction begins in the Danis area, the Order plans to establish the Danis Archdiocese. However, they don't have a suitable holy relic to bury under the cathedral, so they decided to designate an item I possess as a holy relic. When the Emperor heard about this, he bestowed this sword."
"What on earth does that mean?"

Despite my attempt to explain as clearly as possible, my father-in-law's brow remained furrowed.

It took two additional explanations and the sudden appearance of Fedi and Julia to finally smooth out my father-in-law's furrowed brow.

'Damn it.'

I wept inwardly because of this. Even my father-in-law, a former duke, needed multiple explanations to understand the situation.

I acutely felt how absurd this rushed holy relic designation truly was.

With the end of the year approaching, there was a commotion as the entire continent was swept up in a donation frenzy, but fortunately, days passed without any other disturbances.

Generally, this time of year is busy with year-end wrap-ups and preparations for the new year. When there's barely enough time to organize the work done throughout the year, it's difficult to start new projects.

Rather, we were the unusual ones for discussing the construction of the treaty organization headquarters at the end of the year. Perhaps imperial officials lose their minds as they get promoted. Truly a sad thing.

'It's so white.'

Anyway, while enjoying the peaceful end of the year secluded in the mansion, I saw Ausen covered in white snow.

Following that, I also saw the Capital's security officers diligently removing snow. It was a strange scene where beauty and sadness coexisted. In a world where magic is advanced, you'd think there would be automatic snow removal magic.

'Is it cheaper to use soldiers than to draw magic circles?'

That thought briefly crossed my mind.

Usually, if technology exists but manpower is used instead, it's because manpower is cheaper. Civil servants are typically sensitive about money, which is unfortunate but unavoidable.

'Hang in there.'

After taking in the pitiful sight for a while, I drew the curtains.

I should send some snacks to the security headquarters later. It would be worse to go for a site inspection saying something thoughtless like "Everyone's working hard since morning." That would be more terrible from the security officers' perspective.

*Woof!*
"Titi?"

Just as I was about to consider what snacks would be good, Titi opened the door and came in.

Since Jenny's second pregnancy, Titi had been regularly going to Luciano's mansion, but perhaps today she didn't go because of the heavy snow?

Well, it's difficult to go out in this weather. Even though Titi's fur is fluffy, she's not 100% resistant to cold.

"Today, let's play—"
*Woof!*

Before I could finish speaking, Titi bit my clothes.

I flinched momentarily at the more intense skinship than usual. Our gentle and mild Titi wouldn't even bite people's clothes unless something significant happened. What could possibly make her bite her master's clothes so unhesitatingly?

"...Is something wrong?"

In response to my question, Titi just pulled on my clothes. As if telling me to follow her quickly.

Although I didn't understand the situation, I started walking. Our Titi isn't the type to do this without reason. If she's urgently pulling me, there must be a reason.

"Master!"
"Butler?"
"Madam! Erzsebet Madam has gone into labor!"


And my question was answered shortly.

'Already?'

My mind went blank for a moment.

Wait, Eri already? Isn't there still some time until the due date? I thought the baby wouldn't be born until next year at the earliest.

"We've already contacted the medical staff! And we've moved Madam to the delivery room!"
"Ah, um. Good job."

Still, our mansion is a collection of elites who have experienced nine births already. With nine precedents, we can respond carefully and promptly to any situation.

So it doesn't matter if the contractions come earlier than expected. Our mansion can handle any variable. I couldn't be prouder.

'If only I could become as skilled.'

I smiled bitterly as I looked at my hands that had automatically started trembling.

The staff moved according to the manual as soon as the situation arose, and Titi ran to my room to find me. The fact that they even called the medical team means the other wives are also busy moving.

Among them, only I went into a state of panic upon hearing the news. Only I, the head of the household and husband, became a useless person.

"...The children?"
"As soon as Madam entered the delivery room, the holy beasts started distracting them! The holy beasts will take care of the young masters and misses for a few hours."
"I see."

Even the holy beasts were more experienced than me.

Nine births experienced so far. And I alone have not grown at all during that time.

***

I tried to hold back as much as possible, but screams kept bursting out. It's surprising that this is the level of pain even with magic suppressing it.

"Lin! She gave birth in an instant and was sitting up perfectly fine afterward!"
"That's because she's unusual! Madam, you're normal!"
"R-really!?"
"Yes! So don't waste energy with useless talk!"

I felt a bit hurt by the cold rebuke.

How is this useless talk! Honestly, from the perspective of a woman in labor, there's no one more enviable than Lin! How can childbirth end in just about 2 hours?!

'I'm the one who needs this to end quickly!'

It's embarrassing, but comparing my stamina with Lin's, she's slightly, very slightly above me. My stamina declined a bit during my time in the Audit Department because I was sitting and working.

So I'm the one who needs the pain to end quickly, but why did Lin, who is more robust than me, finish faster? This is unfair!

"Arrrggghhhh!"

Perhaps because of the rising indignation, a strange scream burst out that sounded odd even to my own ears.

I'll definitely exercise starting next year! If I become stronger, maybe my childbirth will end quickly like Lin's! At least I should give birth to my third child with less pain!

"Madam! Just a little more effort!"
"Yes! We can see the end now! Not much longer!"
"Y-you said that earlier too..."
"It really is almost over now!"

I teared up a bit at their response, which indicated they weren't even listening to me.

I'm not someone who usually gets treated this way. But once you enter the delivery room, there's nothing you can do about it.

"Right after the screams from beyond the door subsided.

"It's over!"

The doctor, drenched in sweat despite the heavy winter snowfall, opened the firmly closed door.

"Both the madam and your daughter are healthy!"

This was the news I had been desperately waiting for hours.

'A daughter.'

A sigh of relief and a smile of joy came simultaneously.

After our son Ferenc, now we had a daughter. Neither I nor Eri had the ability to determine a child's gender, so it wasn't intentional, but we suddenly achieved the perfect balance of one son and one daughter.

"A granddaughter this time!"

My father-in-law was overjoyed at this exquisite and beautiful coincidence.

He had been enjoying a leisurely tea time at Iones Marquis's mansion when he heard about Eri's labor pains and rushed over. The year-end tranquility was broken by the sudden labor, but we received a year-end gift far more precious than any peace and quiet. How could we not be happy?

"However, sir."
"What is it?"

I had been watching my delighted father-in-law with contentment when the doctor's words snapped me to attention.

However? Why add such an unsettling word? Didn't he just say both mother and daughter were healthy?

"Since your daughter was born somewhat earlier than expected, she's a bit smaller than average baby girls. Fortunately, it's not severe enough to affect her health or daily life, but..."
"That's something we can accept. If she's healthy, what does it matter if she's a little small?"

Compared to my initial anxiety, this was quite reassuring news, so I nodded willingly.

Of course, it's unfortunate that our daughter is smaller than others. But considering she was born earlier than her due date, if it won't affect her health or daily life, it's something we can certainly handle.

"If there are no other issues, may I go in now?"
"Of course! Please, go right in!"

I hurried my steps at the doctor's words.

Eri's screams had been particularly loud, even through the walls and doors. Her screams were especially striking compared to Lin, who had given birth just before Eri. I was even conflicted about whether I should enter the delivery room.

So I should tell Eri she did well. Judging by her health, it seems her screams were just louder than usual, but she certainly went through a lot.

"Eri! Our granddaughter!"

And before I could take a step, my father-in-law rushed past me.

It felt like seeing Eri's grandmother whom I'd met at her birthday celebration. Even at ninety, she had shown incredible speed that defied belief.

'The power of genetics.'

If the grandmother's genes were passed down to my father-in-law, that extraordinary speed makes sense. If a ninety-year-old woman can run like that, what about her son, my father-in-law, who is merely middle-aged? He could probably not just run but do handstand sprints too.

Eri doesn't seem to have inherited her grandmother's robustness, but I suppose it doesn't matter. Honestly, it's her grandmother who's extraordinary, not that Eri is weak.

Probably.

Until yesterday, I had a total of 11 children with my blood. Fedi, the triplets, Friedrich, Alina, Ferenc, Mary, Julia, Florence, and Leon—11 in total.

Among them, except for Fedi and Julia who were born to Marga, all of them resembled their mothers more than me. Strangely, none were born with black hair; they all had their mother's hair color. I wasn't upset, but it was curious. My genes shouldn't be that weak.


But finally, that strange pattern was broken.

'It's black.'

Hair so fine that calling it down is almost embarrassing. Tiny strands of hair sticking to her head due to slight moisture.

This is definitely black hair. Among all our children, except for Fedi and Julia, she's the only one born with black hair.

'What a gift to this father.'

My nose tingled with emotion. I had always believed that what matters most is that a child is born healthy, not the color of their hair. I thought it was lovely when they resembled their mother's hair.

But seeing my genes finally assert themselves made me unexpectedly happy. I guess I really did like black hair.

'...Red eyes, perhaps?'

I stared intently at our daughter's face as she wailed loudly.

Since she hasn't opened her eyes yet, I can't tell what color they are. I'd like to check right away, but I'll save that pleasure for later. Besides, I can't force a newborn to open her eyes.

"Our granddaughter. How can she be so tiny and lovable? I'm afraid she might melt away if I touch her wrong."

Meanwhile, my father-in-law was pressed close to Eri's bedside, gazing at Eri and our daughter.

His expression had already melted considerably, but I didn't point it out. Even a daughter's birth is lovable, so how much more a granddaughter?

"Why so formal with 'granddaughter'? Call her by her name."

Eri pouted and grumbled at my father-in-law's intense display of affection.

"We need to decide on a name first. How can I call her by a name that doesn't exist yet?"
"Huh? Didn't the Minister tell you?"

At that, not just my father-in-law but the eyes of other family members turned to me.

"When we named Ferenc, we prepared a girl's name too. We said we'd use it if we had a daughter next time?"

Eri blinked, then covered her mouth with both hands and continued dramatically.

"No way! Our daughter's name! You didn't forget, did you?!"
"Of course not."

I know it's a joke, but don't say such things even in jest. I'm afraid our daughter might understand. Though that's unlikely, what if she develops the impression that 'my dad is someone who forgets my name!'

"It's Veronica. Veronica Kracius."

So I quickly informed my father-in-law of our daughter's name.

My 12th child and 8th daughter, Veronica. Despite the noisy year-end with talk of Stefan's glory, Don Danis, continental donations, and living saint's relics, she came like snow at the very end—our treasure. A little angel who arrived to help us end the year happily.

Perhaps that's why just saying her name made the corners of my mouth twitch wildly. Our daughter Veronica. Thank you for making this an unforgettable year-end.

"Veronica. A name that feels both gentle and strong. My son-in-law's naming skills have improved after naming so many children."
"You flatter me."

Moreover, our Veronica not only gave us the gift of her birth but also brought another gift. She made my naming skills, which had always been disregarded, recognized by my elder.

It's touching. How much scorn and dismissal I faced when I tried to name Titi "Beatitudo" or use "Lu" as Lize's nickname. How painful it was when even my wives pretended not to hear me.

'Not anymore.'


Those truly humiliating memories. It's time to say goodbye to that ugly, dark past. I'm now reborn as Kal Kracius, the namer.

"That's too much praise. I'm the one who came up with that name."
"What."

But Eri's following words made me flinch.

'Veronica was... Eri's idea?'

I'm confused. Veronica was a name we came up with when naming Ferenc, so it was already 2 or 3 years ago. Who remembers the exact process when they remember the result?

Especially when naming children, I usually pour out dozens of candidates and narrow them down one by one. Who would remember which name was whose idea among those candidates?

"Wasn't it my idea?"
"No, it wasn't, so come hold Veronica. I don't have much strength and I'm afraid I might drop her."

At Eri's not-quite-scolding, I hurried to take Veronica in my arms.

Perhaps because she moved from her mother's familiar embrace to her father's unfamiliar one, her crying, which had just calmed down, grew fierce again.

But even this crying is evidence that Veronica is healthy. Thinking of it that way, it sounds like the song of angels.

***

I received news that Eri had given birth to a daughter.

Having a daughter two years after a son. Eri is certainly working hard for the prosperity of the family.

'I didn't expect her to have two children.'

After giving birth to Ferenc, Eri had whined about being in pain for a while. So I thought she would just raise Ferenc with care, but she got pregnant this year and gave birth before the year ended.

Making all sorts of excuses while still getting what she wants. As unpredictable now as she was before.

'At this rate, she might have a third child next year.'

Eri's third child. The thought made me smile involuntarily.

Since our academy days, Eri was the kind of junior who made me wonder, "Will she ever get married?" Yet that junior found a younger husband and had a son and a daughter. A miraculous story that I wouldn't have believed just a few years ago.

'I should work hard too.'

I gently touched my belly and carefully sipped my tea.

Our fourth child. Unfortunately, they'll be a year younger than Eri's newly born daughter, but fortunately, a one-year age difference is close enough to be friends.

Actually, if they have imperial blood or ducal blood, they could be friends even with a five-year age gap.

'After 2-3 years, she could even serve as a lady-in-waiting.'

Anyway, I was glad that Eri, contrary to concerns, was living as an ordinary wife and mother. As she builds up her maternal love like this, she'll take good care of her children and become a fine member of society who can interact normally with others.

Then, generously speaking, in about three years. By then, let's make Eri a lady-in-waiting for the Crown Princess's palace. By that time, our Charlotte should move from the Empress's palace to her own, and having Eri by Charlotte's side would be reassuring.

'From Audit Department Section Chief to lady-in-waiting for the Crown Princess's palace.'

Even though it's my personnel decision, it's such an extreme change that I can't help but laugh. I wouldn't have made such a decision if not for my connection with Eri.

But it can't be helped. Surprisingly, there's no one who would make a better lady-in-waiting for Charlotte than Eri.

Only Eri would follow Charlotte like family and love Charlotte like family.

The Empress's Palace had sent various gifts.

There were practical and charming items like tea good for a woman who had just given birth, blankets suitable for a newborn, and warming tools that wouldn't irritate even a baby with sensitive skin. Perhaps because the Empress was herself a mother of three, her gifts overflowed with maternal affection.

"Senior, really. You should have just given money instead."

Embarrassed by the Empress's special attention and affection, Irina fidgeted with the gifts while grumbling.

She was clearly embarrassed, that's why she was acting that way. Surely no noble would prefer money over gifts from the Empress. Even I would find that difficult after experiencing a different world for about 20 years.

"Minister! Please brew some tea!"

After rummaging through the gifts for quite some time, Irina handed me a canister of tea leaves.

"I'll brew it right—"
"I want the Minister to do it!"

A maid who had been waiting in the room quickly approached, but Irina stubbornly pointed at me.

Thanks to this, the maid caught in the middle was put in an awkward position. If she stepped back, it would look like she was ignoring her mistress's order, but if she stayed put, it would seem like a servant was passing work to her master.

"Don't expect it to taste good."

Seeing this truly pitiful situation, I accepted the canister.

Naturally, the servants are overwhelmingly better at tea preparation than I am. I do occasionally brew tea myself, but only occasionally, not enough to improve my skills. I can barely bring out just enough flavor to make it drinkable.

Still, how could I refuse my wife's request? Especially when she had just recently given birth.

"Three spoonfuls of love! And lots of sincerity!"
"This isn't coffee."

I chuckled at Irina's words. She was making strange requests as if asking for sugar and creamer in coffee.

I wonder if she did this to her subordinates during her time at the Audit Department? If so, there might have been some saliva mixed into her coffee or tea.

'Probably not.'

Fortunately, or perhaps surprisingly, Irina tended to prepare her own food and drinks. She would even buy bread for snacks on her way to work.

"I'll be back. If you need anything, ask the servants."
"Okay! Oh, and bring Ferents with you when you return!"

I waved my hand casually at her increasingly specific requests.

It's about the time the children would be finishing their breakfast. After brewing the tea, the children would scatter from the dining room, and I could quietly pick up Ferents then.

'Let's secretly take just Ferents.'

I'd like to bring all of them, but if eleven children came rushing in, they might wake Veronika who was sleeping soundly. Forcing a newborn who needs sleep more than anyone to wake up because of noise? That would be quite troublesome.

So I'll bring the other children after Veronika wakes up. Probably after lunch would be fine.

"Um, boss. I'm pretty sure I only ordered Ferents?"
"Split orders are not allowed. If you order one, you have to handle the other ten too."

And whenever I make plans, nine times out of ten they go terribly wrong. This is a terrible jinx that has followed me like a brand since the moment I was born.

"Eri mommy! We came too!"
"Veronika! Our baby!"
"Came to see sister!"

Children rushing, crawling, or being carried in my arms toward Irina.

Faced with this cute yet powerful charge, Irina blinked blankly before breaking into a wide smile and spreading her arms.

"Veronika isn't with mommy! She's over there!"

However, her gesture wasn't to embrace the children but to redirect their charge elsewhere.

It might seem a bit cowardly, but I understand. Despite being from the Audit Department, Irina's physical abilities are strangely among the lowest of the wives, and she hasn't fully recovered from childbirth yet. In such a situation, taking a body slam from the children could make her faint.

"Children. It's good to play with Veronika, but when she's sleeping, we need to be quiet, okay?"

So I gently admonished the children who were rushing toward the cradle.


It's good to look at Veronika. It's good to adore the youngest as big brothers and sisters. But it's not okay to raise your voices or poke her enough to wake Veronika while she's sleeping.

"Mmm."
"Quiet, quiet."

Fortunately, at my request, the children pressed their lips together and tiptoed toward the cradle.

Looking at this, it seems the children have learned proper behavior after childbirth. Earlier they momentarily forgot in their excitement to see the baby, but they immediately complied when an adult reminded them.

'I was the only one who didn't grow up.'

That thought brought a bitter feeling.

When Irina went into labor, the wives and servants moved quickly, Titi ran to my room, and the priests distracted the children. But now I see that even the children are diligently following proper behavior after their mother gave birth.

Am I the only one who hasn't changed since Fedi was born? Am I worse than animals and children?

"By the way, Minister. I'm thirsty, where's the tea?"
'Ah.'

However, Irina's voice quickly dispelled my bitter feelings.

You too, huh. You haven't changed much either. I wasn't the only one standing still.

"I gave it to the butler since I was carrying Leon. He'll bring it soon."

A surprisingly gentle voice came out of my mouth, even to my own ears.

It was a great comfort to know there was someone like me. Being alone in solitude and being together with someone are completely different matters.

...

'I'm on the same level as her.'

For a moment I had the wicked thought, 'Wouldn't it be better to be alone than to be on the same level as her?' but I quickly dismissed it.

What are you thinking, you fool? Husband and wife are naturally equals. If I'm similar to Irina, that's not something to be ashamed of but something to be happy about.

Even though Irina is quite far from being an ordinary person, I'm the husband who loves and embraces such an Irina.

"Ah, daddy."
"Yes?"

As I was about to sit on the bed with these thoughts, Ferents spoke with a somewhat urgent voice.

"Veronika, woke up."
"Already?"

I was surprised by this earlier-than-expected awakening.

These children had kept their mouths shut at my request and tiptoed instead of rushing toward the cradle to minimize noise. This level of quietness could have put a crying child back to sleep, yet she woke up?

Wondering if she might be hungry or had soiled herself, I hurriedly moved toward her. Those are the only reasons a soundly sleeping baby would wake up.

'Or not?'

But Veronika, who had opened her tiny eyes, neither cried nor stared blankly at me and the children.

Actually, I'm not sure if she's really looking at us. She's still too young to focus her eyes, so I don't know where she's looking.

"Veronika?"

When I carefully called her name, her head moved slightly.

Of course, it's likely my imagination. How could a 2-3 day old baby recognize her father, respond to her name, and even turn her head? This father is seeing with the eyes of his heart.

But perhaps an adult's heart can see things others cannot? So let's just say she turned her head.

"Are you hungry? Or did you go potty?"

Veronika remained silent at my questions.

Strange. She doesn't seem uncomfortable.


"Daddy, daddy."
"Yes. What is it?"
"We. Want to see closer."

I pondered Ferents's request for a moment. Since Veronika was already awake, should I hold her in my arms?

Certainly, from the children's perspective, seeing Veronika in my arms would be easier than straining to see her in the cradle. If I sit on the floor for a moment, our eye levels would roughly match.

"Our Veronika. Let's move to daddy's arms for a bit."

After a brief deliberation, I took Veronika in my arms and carefully sat on the floor.

"Veronika's eyes, red like mine and mommy. Pretty."

And Ferents, making eye contact with Veronika, giggled and approached my knee.

Is it my imagination? Clearly Fedi is the leader among the children, but somehow Ferents's voice seems particularly strong right now. Usually, Fedi or the triplets would be making various demands.

'Is it because he's her full brother?'

Just as Fedi never yields to the Crown Princess on matters concerning Yulia, his full sister, is there some subtle rule among our children regarding full and half siblings?

Although Veronika is everyone's youngest, perhaps they're letting Ferents, her only full sibling, take the lead—something like that.

'Amazing.'

If that's really the case, it's a miracle that can't be described even as remarkable.

To think such a rule would emerge among children whose eldest is only 5 years old. It must be because their father is an honorary teacher that the children are growing up so wisely.

'Hmm?'

While contemplating whether I should hire a tutor for this genius, I felt something squirming in my arms.

It was Veronika. Suddenly finding herself making eye contact with her brothers and sisters, she was moving her tiny body around, trying to press her face against her father's chest as much as possible.

What's this? Could she be feeling shy?

'Irina's daughter?'

I unconsciously looked at Irina sitting on the bed.

A child with half of Irina's blood... feeling shy? Is this genetically possible?

'...The Crown Princess is also the Emperor's daughter.'

But my confusion quickly subsided.

The Crown Princess was born under the Emperor, so it's not strange for a shy daughter to be born under Irina.

Another gift arrived from the Empress's Palace. This time, instead of gifts for the mother and child, it was a calm outfit that looked like something for maids to wear.

Moreover, it was a maid's uniform with the golden lion emblem of Livnoman embroidered on the chest. This was an outfit that no maid, no matter how noble the family they served, could ever wear or obtain unless they served the Imperial Family.

'Why this?'

I was at a loss for words at this perplexing gift.

I'm grateful for the consecutive gifts, but why send this to Irina? I would completely understand if she sent an actual maid from the Empress's Palace for her close junior. But why just the clothes without the person?

'A letter.'

Fortunately, or perhaps I should say fortunately, there was something that might solve this mystery. There was a letter included with the maid's uniform. The details would probably be written there.

So I carefully checked the letter that came with the maid's uniform, and

[Contact via communication orb immediately after confirmation.]

A very short and intense message caught my eye.

This must be meant for Irina, right?

Surely the Empress isn't talking to me?

"After receiving the maid uniform and letter, Eri just blinked blankly. As if she couldn't understand why these things had ended up in her hands.

It was a natural reaction. I couldn't guess why the Empress's Palace had sent a maid uniform either. I also didn't understand why the Empress was demanding quick communication from Eri.

"Do it before sunset."

But sometimes in life, instead of trying to solve mysteries, you need to try to ignore them.

This is exactly that kind of situation. My head is still questioning, 'What on earth is going on here?' but my instincts are screaming that nothing good will come from getting involved in this matter.

In that case, following my instincts is the right choice. I can live with small mysteries for the rest of my life. Getting tangled up with the Empress, not just the Emperor, would be more than just troublesome.

'It's probably nothing serious.'

Besides, I trust the Empress.

She's Livnoman's last conscience and the Emperor's externally attached conscience circuit. Seeing how Eri respects her as a senior, she must be not only gentle but also a formidable woman with decisive drive.

Such a person wouldn't send a maid uniform for some bizarre reason. There must be a valid reason that I'm not aware of.

I'm sure that's the case. The Emperor might do pointless things without reason, but the Empress wouldn't.

"Um, Minister. Could you stay with me? I'm a bit scared to contact her alone."
"If you've done nothing wrong, there's nothing to fear. Would Her Majesty the Empress mistreat you without reason?"

I firmly shook my head at Eri's strange request.

The Emperor might be the type to create reasons to mistreat people, but not the Empress. So there's no need to hesitate making contact. There's no reason for Eri, who quietly gave birth to Veronica at home, to be mistreated by the Empress.

"She seems like she would."

Nevertheless, Eri grumbled as she picked up the communication device on the desk.

This is deplorable. To think she would slander and turn away from the Empress's character, of all people. Being the Empress's close junior and sister is a fortune that all nobles would envy, yet the person herself doesn't appreciate this blessing and commits such an atrocity.

"Then I'll leave. Call me if you need anything."

After apologizing to the Empress on Eri's behalf in my mind, I quickly left the room.

The upcoming conversation is a private one between Eri and the Empress. Even though I'm Eri's husband, it would be inappropriate to eavesdrop.

Even between spouses, privacy should be respected, especially when it involves the Empress.

Perhaps because my wife received a summons from the Empress, this time the husband received a summons from the Emperor.

- I heard the Empress sent a gift. Did it arrive safely?
"Yes, Your Majesty. My wife is currently checking the gift and sending her thanks to Her Majesty the Empress."

The difference is that unlike the Empress who asked Eri to contact her, the Emperor contacted me directly without giving me time to prepare mentally.

Though we reached the same result of communication, the process was clearly different. The Empress was considerate of her conversation partner, while the Emperor showed no consideration at all. He's really something else when it comes to personality. It's strange that they're not more alike as a couple.

- Is that so? I was worried she might be surprised by such an unexpected gift, but it seems that wasn't the case.

As the Emperor nodded lightly, the questions in my mind began to stir again.

These were questions I had deliberately ignored due to my instinct's fierce warnings. I thought it was something I didn't need to worry about. But seeing the Emperor's attitude, as if he already knew everything, my curiosity grew stronger than my instinct.

'I think it might be okay to know?'

The Emperor's expression wasn't that of a hunter stalking prey, nor of a sniper waiting to deliver a fatal blow to me.


It was just the expression of a head of household accepting the Empress's decision with a simple "I see." Just about that level.

"Your Majesty. While the grace bestowed by Her Majesty the Empress is truly moving for us, this humble servant has not fully grasped Her Majesty's intentions."

So I asked directly. What was the Empress's purpose in sending a maid uniform?

- That's understandable, don't blame yourself. Even I didn't understand the Empress's intentions at first.

The Emperor nodded again at my question, and then:

- The Empress intends to make Lady Erzsebet a maid in the Crown Princess's Palace. Formally in about three years.
"Pardon?"

He uttered something quite shocking and intense.

The Empress making Eri a maid in the Crown Princess's Palace. Honestly, it would have a severely negative impact on the Crown Princess's emotional development, but if you ask whether I'm surprised, not particularly.

Eri retiring from her position as Intelligence Department Section Chief and then from her civil service position at the Audit Ministry to be employed by the Empress as a maid—this is something we've discussed among ourselves for quite some time. There's no need to be surprised by something I already knew.

'Three years?'

However, we had never set such a specific timeline. And I never imagined it would be as soon as three years.

No, wait. Since it's the end of the year, saying three years actually means it's practically two years away. In just two years, Eri will become a close aide serving the future power.

And this close aide happens to be the Empress's close junior and the godfather's wife? Someone the Crown Princess already calls "auntie" in private?

'She'll be insanely influential.'

A true power player who will be promoted to head maid as soon as she gains enough experience. Guaranteed success awaits her once she takes that first step into genuine future power.

All of this will unfold for Eri in just two years. She will be known not as Lady Erzsebet of the Masalo Marquisate or Countess Erzsebet of Teilgleichen, but as "Erzsebet, maid of the Crown Princess's Palace."

...

'Is that really okay?'

I couldn't help but shudder.

The Crown Princess's favored maid, head maid of the Crown Princess's Palace, and if the Crown Princess eventually ascends to the throne as Emperor, an automatic level-up to head maid of the Imperial Palace.

Is this really an appropriate title to apply to Eri? Even though she's my wife, and I truly love her, but still...

'Calm down.'

I tried my best to maintain my composure and rationality.

It's not like I didn't anticipate this situation. Eri eventually becoming the Crown Princess's maid is something both our family and the Imperial Family have known about. There's no need to be shaken just because it's approaching sooner than expected.

Yes, that's certainly the rational way to think about it.

"Your Majesty."
- What is it?
"Isn't three years too soon? My wife is certainly wise and diligent, but I cannot guarantee she can perfectly perform the duties of a maid. Perhaps after more systematic training... maybe in six or seven years?"

I carefully objected, as my emotions simply couldn't accept this.

Emperor, you bastard. Think about it. You of all people, who used the Audit Department like a tool since you were Crown Prince, should know. Given how actively Eri served as Section Chief of the Audit Department's First Section, you want to place her in the Crown Princess's Palace in just three years, when she hasn't even fully retired from the Audit Ministry? Can you really handle that?

I'm not completely opposed to her becoming a maid. Eri has already raised Ferents wonderfully with love, so I'm not dismissing her potential.


But there's a difference between a mother caring for her own children and a servant caring for and educating the future Emperor.

- Three years should be sufficient. Lady Erzsebet has already given birth to and raised her own child, and has lovingly cared for many children who aren't her own. The Count should know this better than I do.
"That's true, but we cannot equate ordinary noble children with one who bears the purple crown. Even if my wife is an excellent wife and loving mother, serving as a maid is a separate matter."

Despite my passionate argument, the Emperor's expression remained unchanged.

Why? Wasn't my argument systematic and rational? Just as being a good mother at home doesn't guarantee being a good teacher at school, there's no guarantee Eri will excel as the Crown Princess's maid.

So I'm just asking to postpone the three-year timeline. Why...

- Count.
"Yes, Your Majesty."
- Is there anyone nearby?

His sudden question made my blood run cold.

There's no way anyone else would be present during my conversation with the Emperor. But the fact that he's specifically checking means that what follows must not leak to anyone.

It also means that if it does leak, I'll be held responsible for failing to manage my surroundings.

"...Yes, Your Majesty. Only I am present."
- Good. Then I'll speak frankly.

With those words, the Emperor's expression crumbled sadly. Like a dog whose treat had been taken away right before its eyes.

- I want to live too.
"Pardon?"
- The Empress seems to have been inspired by Lady Erzsebet's childbirth. She's already pregnant with our fourth child, but she's already planning beyond that.
"Pardon?"
- At this rate, we might go beyond five children. If Lady Erzsebet has a third or fourth child, the number might increase even more.

After saying this, the Emperor let out a small, bitter laugh.

- So partly to separate Lady Erzsebet from you... and partly to find someone to take care of our children... I want Lady Erzsebet to become a maid. Actually, three years is already a compromise.

It was such a strange and unexpected reason that I couldn't speak.

'What a pitiful man.'

I could only inwardly sympathize with this inadequate head of household.

***

I just blinked blankly at my senior's words.

"Senior, I'm still feeling a bit unwell, so could you repeat that?"
- Come to the Empress's Palace when Veronica starts crawling. I'll give you a crash course on what a maid does.

When Veronica starts crawling would be about half a year from now. A firm declaration to train me as a maid starting in half a year.

And instead of sending an instructor to our mansion, I have to go to the Empress's Palace to learn. I'll probably receive all sorts of training under my senior's watchful eye.

"Senior, I actually think the Audit Ministry suits me better. Being a maid is too much for me."
- Would you rather come on your own feet, or should I make you come on mine?
"But people get tired of doing the same thing. Thank you for giving me this new opportunity."

I suddenly feel like crying.

Veronika, a gift that came like snow before the year's end.

And simultaneously, before the year's end, a certain yellow dog residing in the Solar Palace who showed the face of a pathetic family man Gilbert rather than Emperor Eimanka XVII.

Though both are year-end events, they show extremely stark differences. Our Veronika is a treasure that naturally brings smiles. That yellow dog, on the other hand, showed such an ugly and pitiful appearance that sighs came naturally.

'I understand why he's living under her thumb.'

I sighed inwardly as I watched Eri, who seemed to have completely recovered from childbirth, putting on the maid uniform sent by the Empress.

Honestly, it's natural for the Emperor to be weak to the Empress. To put it bluntly, the Emperor, who nearly died at the hands of the Second Prince faction, rose rapidly as a powerful Crown Prince candidate thanks to his marriage to the current Empress. Through that event, the Emperor, who had been a bastard son, gained a strong support base, and those who had been concerned about legitimate succession for the sake of legitimacy turned their hearts to the Emperor.

The lack of legitimacy from a bastard son succeeding to the throne could be filled with the justification that "he is at least the eldest son" and the support of the Duke's family. So politically speaking, the Emperor has no choice but to be at the Empress's beck and call.

Moreover, the Empress and the Victorious Duke have never caused trouble despite their overwhelming political leverage. If they had intended to, they could have created chaos incomparable to Aesilon's atrocities, but the Empress and the Victorious Duke thoroughly stood by and behind the Emperor.

'That's what's most frightening.'

Someone who is politically indebted to you doesn't demand their share but serves with loyalty. Especially when that someone is your beloved wife and father-in-law. In this situation, the Emperor has no choice but to bow to the Empress politically, morally, and emotionally.

An Emperor who stubbornly defies a wife who saved his life, respects his authority, and faithfully fulfills only the role of Empress without interference? That's not just unqualified as an Emperor but as a human being.

So it's natural for the Emperor to live under her thumb for personal reasons, but...

'Isn't he a bit too whipped?'

I never expected him to be living so miserably, suffering consecutive defeats in nighttime battles. Moreover, I certainly didn't expect him to employ Eri as a mercenary to somehow avoid battle or minimize the aftermath of defeat.

Actually, until recently, I thought he wanted to entrust the Imperial Princess to Eri because she was the only one who congratulated the Emperor and Empress's marriage. I considered it the Emperor's way of repaying kindness.

The Emperor might have thought so at first, but not anymore. At this point, the Emperor is just an ordinary man reaching out his hand to survive.

'Pathetic fellow.'

In the end, I failed to fully understand the Emperor.

This yellow dog. To others you may be different, but to me, you're just an ordinary man. From now on, I'll call you Mr. Gil, resident of the Solar Palace, not Emperor.

"Minister!"

While I was contemplating whether to call him Mr. Gil, citizen of Ausen, I raised my gradually lowering head at Eri's call.

'Oh.'

Then I saw Eri neatly dressed in a maid uniform.

Neither the black uniform of the Audit Department nor the glamorous dress worn in social circles, but a neat maid uniform. Though quite contrasting with Eri's usual image, it actually suited her quite well once she put it on.

"How do I look?"
"It looks good."

I answered without hesitation because it truly did look good.

The maid uniform itself is certainly not something Eri has any connection with. That cannot be denied. However, the color combination of black and white, with golden lion emblems as accents, was a combination that suited Eri quite well.

'She really looks like a maid.'

Come to think of it, Eri is also a noble lady with the blood of a marquis family. If one were to look at her without knowing her unique worldview and Audit Department career, she does have an appearance that matches a graceful and courteous maid.

That is, if one didn't know her. Unfortunately, I know everything about Eri, so saying she "looks like" a maid is the best compliment I can give.


"Hehe, I'm glad since I'll be wearing this often from now on. I was worried it might not suit me!"

Eri seemed satisfied with just the compliment that it suited her, raising the corners of her mouth in a grin.

Wearing it often, huh. Indeed, a summons came from the Empress to receive maid training, right? Although there's a grace period until Veronika starts crawling, children learn to crawl in the blink of an eye. By next summer at the latest, Eri's training will begin.

'A former Audit Department section chief receiving maid training.'

It was such a laughable phrase that I couldn't help but smile.

It's fortunate that Eri and the Imperial Princess have a close aunt-niece relationship. If she hadn't been able to build a close relationship with the Imperial Princess, I would have firmly opposed it.

Of course, in such a situation, before I could oppose, the Emperor and Empress would have been the first to oppose Eri's career change to a maid—

"I have to go show the kids!"
"Huh?"

Suddenly, Eri rushed out of the room.

"Ah, Elise! Look at this! How is it?!"

Following that, as if she had met Elise in the corridor, her voice echoed, seemingly showing off her maid uniform.

It's like watching a child showing off new fancy clothes everywhere. Meanwhile, the actual child is sound asleep in the cradle.

'I wish our daughter would soon walk around in fancy clothes too.'

I gently caressed Veronika's steamed bun-like cheeks.

Since our Veronika can't walk around yet, her mother is doing it for her. To make her mother act her age, our Veronika needs to grow up healthy.

Once she grows up, she can wear clothes as black as her hair, or as red as her eyes, or even as white as her mother's hair. Whatever she wears, I'm sure it will suit her well.

"Uu-."
"Oops."

Perhaps I caressed too vigorously, as Veronika made a small complaint.

'Did she wake up?'

Looking carefully, fortunately, she didn't wake up. She was just complaining because someone disturbed her sleep.

'Daddy's sorry.'

Apologizing inwardly, I caressed her more slowly and gently than before.

I simply couldn't choose the option of removing my hand from these soft and squishy cheeks.

***

I briefly visited the Servet Duchy. This time, without Kal or the children, just me alone.

In a few days, this year will end and a new year will dawn. Once the New Year's greeting ceremony begins, there won't be leisure to discuss matters secretly with my vassals, so this is practically the last time to handle business.

"Everyone has gathered."

That's why I summoned the vassals staying at the ducal palace and those spread throughout the duchy.

For the great work that needs to be quickly carried out next year. For the decision that will stir the Empire and the continent.


But for the commotion that must be gone through when thinking of our children.

"Thank you all for gathering despite your busy schedules. It seemed like there would be no time unless it was now."
"Your Grace. How could you say such things? No matter what, nothing can stand above your call."
"That's right, Your Grace. Dedicating ourselves to you and the Catovan Ducal Family is our pride."

Seeing the vassals and feudal lords bowing their heads as if competing, a gentle smile formed on my face.

They are unchangingly loyal and reliable children. Their parents and grandparents were the same. I'm always grateful for their loyalty passed down through generations.

"Still, I can't keep you all here forever. Let's proceed as quickly as possible."
"Yes, Your Grace."

The children who had bowed their heads raised them again to look at me.

They also know why I issued the summons. Until recently, only the head butler and head chamberlain knew about it for confidentiality, but now it's a time when it can't be hidden for smooth progress. So a few weeks ago, I hinted it to all vassals and feudal lords.

"It's about concluding Your Grace's 100 years of dedication to the Empire, so we cannot dawdle."

Me stepping down from the ducal position, and Kal becoming the acting Duke of Servet.

After about 100 years, the head of Servet stepping down, and Kal filling the gap until our children grow up.

It's certainly shocking for the vassals and feudal lords, but it can't be hidden forever. How betrayed would these children feel if they only learned of my retirement right before the retirement ceremony?

So this is right. Giving them a few weeks to think and discuss. Even though I can't revoke my retirement now, it's proper to make the children understand and comfort them as much as possible.

"I still feel dazed. Your Grace stepping down from the Servet Ducal position. I expected you might step down during your lifetime since the young ladies were born, but I didn't know you would step down when they are just 5 years old."
"I thought I would serve Your Grace for my entire life and then die. To serve a new Your Grace while I'm still alive. Should I consider this an honor?"
"Hoho, even until last year, I had no intention of making such a decision. Seeing the Iron-Blooded Duke step down... I started thinking that perhaps I should also vacate my position for the sake of the next generation."

The start was good. Either because the children had comforted themselves over the past few weeks, or because they gave up persuasion, believing my intention was firm.

Still, on the surface, it's a warm conversation sharing sentiments with smiles. Much better than starting with raised voices.

"Your Grace."
"Speak."

After easing the atmosphere for a few minutes, the head butler, who has essentially led Servet as my proxy, opened his mouth.

"First of all, we have no intention of dissuading Your Grace from retirement. Of course, it would be greatly sad and regrettable if Your Grace steps down from the ducal position, but we, as well as our ancestors, remember Your Grace carrying the heavy burden for 100 years. How could we demand further sacrifice from Your Grace?"
"My, not even trying to dissuade me out of courtesy, I'm a bit disappointed."
"If Your Grace would reconsider upon hearing our dissuasion, I would prostrate myself right now."
"That would be troublesome."

I gently shook my head at the head butler's words mixed with jest. Regrettably, I have no intention of withdrawing my decision.

"Then we would like to hear just one confirmation from Your Grace."

At the head butler's following words, the eyes of the other children also changed.

As if they must receive this promise. As if saying that if you truly step down from the position of Duke, at least guarantee this as the former Duke.

"Is it certain that Lord Consort will only serve as acting Duke for 20 to 30 years, and the official ducal position will be passed to Lady Maria?"

The promise that the Servet Ducal position must be held by a blood relative of Catovan.

I could see their determination to prevent it with their lives if this couldn't be guaranteed.

Kal explained that he would not become the official Duke of Servet, but would serve as Acting Duke. He promised the vassals and retainers that in 20-30 years, when Maria matured, he would step down and support her as the rightful Duchess. He vowed that the legacy of the first Duke of Servet, the Sword Duke, would never be transferred to another family—only those of Catovan blood could become Duke of Servet.

"I can swear on my path as a mage and on the mana in my heart."
"Oh no, please don't say such things! It makes my heart drop just hearing it!"
"Indeed, Your Grace! Your word alone is more than sufficient—how could you speak of such serious oaths!"

His absolute guarantee, leaving no room for misinterpretation, quickly softened the once-determined looks in his vassals' and retainers' eyes.

They were children who always believed in and supported me. Children who silently followed me even though I spent overwhelmingly more time in the Capital than in my domain, even though I produced no heir for 100 years after becoming Duke. Such children would naturally accept and rejoice at my promise alone.

For that, I feel both grateful and sorry. To show support rather than resistance to this sudden decision of retirement and appointment of an Acting Duke—where could one find such loyal children?

"If you ever feel the Acting Duke is becoming greedy or incompetent, tell me anytime. I'll immediately discipline him and drive him out."

As a reward, I suppose, I gave the children reassurance with a small smile.

Advice that if the Acting Duke commits tyranny or makes repeated mistakes, they should rise up without hesitation despite him being my husband. Since I, the Duke, said this, these children now had their justification.

Of course, this was merely a gift for their loyalty. In reality, these children would never drive Kal away.

'There won't be any reason to oppose him anyway.'

Kal is already burdened by his current titles and positions. Such a Kal accepted the Acting Duke position solely for Maria, the future Duchess. Would he do anything to provoke resistance from the vassals and retainers? Absolutely not. As his wife and the soon-to-retire Duke, I can be certain of this.

Besides, even if Kal becomes Acting Duke, nothing will change. Like me, he'll stay in the Capital rather than the duchy, leaving governance to the vassals, listening to their opinions and only mediating. Perhaps these children will even beg Kal to come to the duchy?

'He'll have to stay for a few weeks, but that's unavoidable.'

When someone who has held the position for 100 years steps down and a new leader rises, it's a significant event. No matter how much you trust and delegate to your vassals, you need to stay in Servet for a few weeks—or months at most—to establish your presence.

So Kal will agree to and follow that level of residency. As the Acting Duke of Servet and the biological father of the future Duchess.

"That won't happen, so don't worry. He's the husband you chose, Your Grace, and the Acting Duke you trust. How could such a terrible thing occur?"

Eventually, as if understanding my apologetic feelings, the head butler spoke as their representative.

'That's right.'

As long as Kal maintains his position, such terrible things cannot happen.

Perhaps that's why my smile unconsciously deepened. Hearing those words from the children's mouths brought me peace.

"By the way, Your Grace. When do you plan to announce your retirement?"
"I'm thinking around February. I considered doing it right after the New Year's ceremony, but that's right after His Majesty announces the construction of Stefan's Glory. We can't overshadow that excitement with different news."
"That's true. It's a historic day when a new continental order is being created—announcing retirement then would only divide attention."

Everyone nodded at the mention of February.

Such matters should be handled as quickly as possible. However, it would be problematic if the change in Servet's leadership received little attention. Therefore, we need to minimize the risk of divided attention without delaying too much.

So, sometime between mid to late February would be just right.

'I'll be stepping down as winter concludes.'


After setting an approximate time, my heart felt somewhat empty.

Stepping down from the ducal position was something I decided early this year. It was a decision for the children, so I never regretted it or thought it was wrong.

But now that it's approaching, I feel a complex emotion that's difficult to express. Is it because I'm putting down a name I've held for 100 years?

Yes, that must be it. Even losing a fountain pen used for a few years feels regretful, so how much more for a title held for 100 years?

"The reign of His Grace, your husband, beginning with spring. How fitting."
"When His Grace comes in February, will the young ladies come too? They'll be 5 years old by then!"
"To finally serve the young ladies up close... I'm not one to cry easily, but tears are coming to my eyes."

Meanwhile, the children chatted among themselves, imagining the future ahead.

I felt a bit hurt that they were enjoying themselves while I was immersed in sentiment, but this was better than them opposing my decision.

***

Trixie returned from the Servet Duchy.

Along with the news that she had received declarations of support from the vassals and retainers.

'Now there's no turning back.'

I felt both relieved and bitter. I had no intention of canceling anyway, but now all of Catovan's vassals and Servet's minor lords know about my appointment as Acting Duke. Now, even for Trixie's authority, it cannot be revoked.

In other words, my future as Acting Duke of Servet—keeping the position until Maria grows up and gains experience—is confirmed. A powerful future that no one can change.

"Children. Come here."

To soothe my bitter feelings, I opened my arms to the triplets who were clinging to their mother's legs.

It's a tiring and cruel future, but with these children, I can endure it. So come into daddy's arms and comfort me.

"Yeah!"
"I want to hug daddy too!"
"Daddy~"

At my call, the triplets ran over and hugged me tightly.

This naturally brought a smile to my face. Having three adorable children makes everything three times more lovely. No, honestly, it's more than three times as lovely.

'This is healing.'

What else is healing? No need for hobbies or gourmet food—just this children-therapy makes my heart peaceful.

"Ah, so you're thinking of the retirement ceremony in February?"

After comforting the triplets for quite some time, I looked up at Trixie.

February is when the New Year's excitement will have somewhat subsided. It's an appropriate time to ignite a new event. Trixie must have considered this when deciding on February.

"Yes. We can't move it earlier, and there's no reason to delay it."
"That's true."


In fact, Trixie had chosen February for the same reasons I had.

"It feels strange to say, but you've been through a lot. You must have seen many unpleasant things during your time as Duke."
"Hehe, what hardship? It was my duty as a Catovan."

Trixie smiled gently at my consolation.

Though she said that, Trixie's hardships were far beyond what could be dismissed as mere duty. The weight of the ducal position was just the beginning; she carried the tremendous title of Magic-Ending Duke, and she directly witnessed the era of dark emperors when the Empire was on the path to ruin.

In that chaos, dukes who were her seniors, peers, and juniors passed away one by one. How heavy must Trixie's shoulders have been, left alone?

"And as time passed, the previous emperors stopped paying attention to me. They were probably afraid I might attempt to overthrow them, yet found it difficult to confront me directly."
"I suppose that was fortunate in a way."
"Hehe, indeed it was fortunate. Other dukes suffered trying to appease the previous emperors' rampages and stubbornness."

Her voice was strangely sincere, making me smile bitterly.

As a Duke, the continent's greatest archmage, and the Empire's most senior figure—this miraculous trinity meant that even the most reckless dark emperors couldn't carelessly provoke Trixie. Yet they found her too burdensome to remove, so they simply kept their distance.

'If just one proper emperor had appeared, the Empire's history would have changed.'

It's truly regrettable. Trixie ascended to the ducal position during Eimanka XII's reign, and not long after, the era of dark emperors began. From then until the current emperor's ascension, about 60 years passed.

Yet during those 60 years, there was no emperor worthy of the title. If there had been just one decent person—not a crazy superhuman like the current emperor, but someone humane—Trixie would have served that emperor wholeheartedly. But without that one person, the Empire nearly collapsed.

'I suppose it's fortunate that the current emperor appeared, even if late.'

From the deranged XII in his later years to XV, the last direct imperial descendant—after an astonishing streak of four consecutive disasters came the current emperor, XVI. Wouldn't Trixie have been pleased to finally see an emperor worthy of the title?

She must have been happy. Unlike the Victorious Duke, Wise Duke, and Golden Duke who were born during the late stages of the Empire's collapse, Trixie directly witnessed the entire process of a once-normal Empire falling apart. There's a big difference between "born into a collapsing nation" and "watched a healthy nation collapse during your lifetime." The pain that comes with seniority—

"Kal."
"Oh, yes?"

I quickly halted my mind's continued focus on seniority at Trixie's call.

"Shouldn't we tell the other children soon?"

I was relieved that she called for a reason other than my grotesque thoughts.

"We should. Now that the timing is set, there's nothing more to hide."

Telling the other children means discussing the Acting Duke position with the other wives besides Trixie.

It's only natural. Until now, we maintained strict confidentiality, but the nobles of the Servet Duchy already know about my appointment as Acting Duke. So why shouldn't our family know as well?

However, there's just one thing that concerns me,

'How will Erich react?'

Erich, who has completely recovered from childbirth and returned to 100% peak condition. How will 100% Erich react to the news of my appointment as Acting Duke?

At the very least, I know she'll tease me mercilessly.

About 10 years ago, roughly speaking. More precisely, it was when I took on the unexpected role of Academy Inspector. The section chiefs of the former Audit Department were delighted about the department head's business trip and Academy visit as if it were someone else's affair.

They definitely weren't happy as if it were their own situation. If they had truly empathized with the department head's pain and humiliation, they would have submitted resignation letters instead of rejoicing.

'That was a close call.'

Even now, when I close my eyes, the memories of that time surface automatically.

The day after receiving notification of my Academy assignment, I arrived at my office to find a truly impressive sight: applause and fluttering placards. It was a spectacular performance that completely shattered my mental state.

Seeing that, I was nearly moved to tears. I even expressed my gratitude and appreciation with my fists to the trio of section chiefs.

The reason these memories suddenly resurfaced was simple.

"Papa! Congratulations!"

One of the section chief trio from 10 years ago was Eri. The being with a natural talent for attacking my mental state now exists as my wife today.

And that wife, upon hearing the news of my appointment as Acting Duke, demonstrated her heaven-sent talent just like in the past.

"Thank you, my son."

I gave a bitter smile to Ferentz, who came running with a cake that must have been prepared in secret.

It was both lamentable and chilling. Eri's atrocity of tea-bagging her husband's tragedy was infuriating, but her calculated move of deploying Ferentz to the front line instead of leading the charge herself was nothing short of remarkable.

Our Ferentz, beaming as he handed over the congratulatory cake. How could I possibly rage and interrogate Eri in front of him?

[Congratulations! Our husband's rise to Acting Duke!]
[Oh! So envious! The majestic life of a Duke (Acting) standing above all!]

'This seems familiar.'

Amid all this, I felt a strange familiarity with the phrases written on and around the cake.

What is it? Though I'm seeing these sentences for the first time, why do they feel so familiar? Have I been mentally attacked with similar phrases before?

I'm not sure. When I suffer mental attacks, I tend to erase those traces and memories as quickly as possible.

"Papa."
"Yes, my son. Tell me."
"What's an Acting Duke?"

I fell silent before those innocent eyes staring at me.

Indeed. What exactly is an Acting Duke? Why does such an ugly and burdensome title exist in this world? What's even more unfortunate is that Trixie bore this ugly thing for 100 years, and in the future, Maria will carry it for decades or centuries.

"Ferentz, how do you feel when you're with Daddy?"

However, it's an adult's duty to answer a child's questions, no matter how perplexing they may be. Wracking my brain, I cautiously broached the subject.

"I love it!"
"Right? But an Acting Duke isn't just someone who makes himself happy, but someone who makes others happy too."

Though it makes my body and mind worse off.

I swallowed the words that rose to my throat and packaged it as positively as possible. Whether it's Acting Duke, or other high positions like the Five Dukes or high officials, if you obtain a prestigious title that allows you to strut around, you must make the majority happy.

High officials don't live for their own pleasure; they must make the majority happy. This is difficult for young Ferentz to understand, but if I plant this seed now, it will surely sprout wonderfully someday.

"Really?"

Fortunately, Ferentz's eyes widened at my words.

"Cool! Then I want to be an Acting Duke too!"
'Ah.'

He uttered words that made my heart sink just hearing them.


This won't do. No matter how young, he shouldn't say such things. Childhood dreams often remain brief, but they can become lifelong aspirations. This wasn't the kind of sprouting I wanted.

'What should I do?'

But I couldn't say "Our Ferentz shouldn't do such things" now. That would make me a vicious father who instantly crushes his son's first dream.

"There are many cool things besides being an Acting Duke, so let's think about it slowly. There are many things our Ferentz can become."
"Okay!"

Thanks to that, I had to salvage the situation with such obvious and ceremonial words.

If our child seems headed down a strange path, I should show him plenty of other paths. Paths where he can live as a leisurely nobleman with moderate wealth and honor, rather than the troublesome and difficult job of Acting Duke.

Being a Count with a decent domain and living comfortably is quite enough for a good life.

"...By the way, Ferentz."
"Yes?"
"Where's Mom?"
"With Peronica!"

Ferentz answered cheerfully to my question.

I see. So she attacks my mental state by using our son, while she herself spends quality time with our daughter.

"Then shall we share this cake with Mom?"
"Yay!"

I shifted my steps, holding the delighted Ferentz in my arms.

I didn't want to resort to lip-pulling punishment on the mother of my two children. But you crossed the line first, Erzsebet Kracius.

When a man harbors resentment, even snow melts in winter.

After informing the core nobles and family members of the Serbet Duchy about the Acting Duke matter, I finally reported to the Emperor.

The Emperor has known about Trixie's retirement and my rise to Acting Duke since early last year, but it's proper to inform him again once all preparations are complete.

"—Therefore, Trixie will step down from the position of Duke of Serbet around mid-February. I will become the Acting Duke simultaneously with her retirement, and the celebratory banquet will likely be held around March."
"I see."

Moreover, for matters related to a dukedom and ducal family, it's appropriate to report in person rather than through a communication channel. Because of this, I had to come all the way to the Sun Palace despite the cold winter.

"My, how time flies mercilessly fast. To think the day would come when a Count rises to Acting Duke."

Anyway, the Emperor shrugged and laughed at my report.

Damn him. Is this really something to be so happy about? A Duke who has reigned as a pillar of the Empire for about 100 years is stepping down, and a member of a non-ducal family is becoming the Acting Duke.

"By the way, when one becomes an Acting Duke, they take the title they're acting for as their middle name, right? From February, I should call you Kal Serbet Kracius of Teilgleichen."
"Since it's come to this, please add 'Saint' to the front as well."
"Oh? Do you really want that?"

A chill ran down my spine at those words. If I said yes here, something more than simply adding "Saint" to official documents or formal occasions would happen.

"...Though I might be called Saint Kal when I stand before the Lord someday, right now I stand before Your Majesty."
"If that's the Count's wish."

Surrendering to my intuition, I bowed my head, and the Emperor clicked his tongue as if disappointed.

100% certain. If I had pursued this without bowing, I would have regretted it immediately.

"Anyway, I'm still bewildered by this situation, but since it's come to this, don't leave any regrets and work hard. Whether a path of flowers or thorns unfolds before your daughter depends on your hands, Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I'll keep that in mind."
"Just in case, don't deliberately make continuous mistakes. It's frightening to be compared when your predecessor is too competent, but it's also a headache for the successor if they're incompetent."
"I'll keep that in mind as well."

Coming from none other than Livnoman, this advice hit particularly hard.


The Emperor succeeded the madly capable Situation, and Situation followed a series of Dark Emperors. Unlike Livnoman who went from one extreme to another, maintaining an appropriate balance between competence and incompetence is my top priority.

That's what will make Maria, the future Duke, comfortable. A Duke who won't be excessively compared to their predecessor, nor will they need to clean up disasters caused by their predecessor. What could be better?

"Oh, I have a gift I made around summer. Since the Count is here, it would be good to give it now."
"Pardon?"

Just as the conversation was about to conclude warmly, the Emperor suddenly rose from his seat and headed to his desk.

"Hmm, where did I put it?"

He rummaged through the drawers for quite some time.

"Here it is."

He pulled out a rolled-up scroll.

I'm uneasy. If that guy is giving me a gift, it's definitely not something normal. And a gift he's been keeping since summer? What kind of blow is he planning to deliver?

"Here, take it. I originally intended to give it when you became Acting Duke, but there's no need to wait until then."
"I am honored."

Still, I can't just reject something the Emperor personally hands over without even looking at it. Taking a deep breath internally, I accepted the scroll he offered.

Fortunately, it was small in size. At least the scroll isn't filled with outrageous content.

'A crest?'

Instead of text, there was just one crest drawn on the scroll.

A black wolf howling, with a sword and staff crossed in an X behind the wolf.

"Your Majesty, what might this be? I'm not well-versed in heraldry, so this is my first time seeing such a crest."

A crest is a symbol of a family or organization. Being proficient in heraldry means being proficient in forming relationships with other groups, so diplomats are more knowledgeable than audit officials like me.

Of course, since becoming the head of the Audit Department, I've familiarized myself with the crests of major and traditional families. The problem is that even I have never seen this crest before.

"It's natural you haven't seen it. As I just said, it's a gift I made in summer."

With a smirk, the Emperor pointed at the crest with his finger.

"The wolf represents the Count who's currently exerting authority in the North, and the sword signifies the authority of the continent's finest sword. The staff, well, you should know without me explaining."
'Oh damn.'

With that kind explanation, I immediately realized the crest's identity.

This was my crest. Not a family or organization's crest, but my personal crest.

"Even if you're just an Acting Duke, you're a nobleman exercising ducal authority. Except for the Imperial Family and other Dukes, no one can stand above the Count. Shouldn't you have a personal crest then?"

A personal crest that no one in the Empire except the Emperor and the Five Dukes can possess.

That insane authority and honor has come into my hands.

"Your Majesty! This is too great an honor for me. Please take it back!"
"Take it back? You seem to be misunderstanding something when I said it's a gift."

This time, the Emperor's hand rested on my shoulder.

"You have no choice in this matter, Count."

And words heavier than his hand weighed down on my shoulder.

Damn bastard...


"The scroll I didn't want to look at or touch ended up in Mar's hands.

"It's a wonderful emblem. The North, a sword, and magic. It captures all of Kal's characteristics perfectly."
"I have nothing to do with magic though."
"You're the Acting Duke of Serbet. So we need to include a staff too."

Mar chuckled at my small complaint while staring intently at the emblem.

Unlike me, who trembled at the excessive gift of a personal emblem, Mar was delighted that I had received one. She kept saying what an honor it was.

"His Majesty bestowing an emblem upon you is essentially declaring that even though you're an acting duke, you'll be treated no differently than a proper duke. He's also pressuring other nobles to respect you."
"Don't I get respect without this?"
"Hehe, of course you do. But that's respect for Kal as an adult, respect for Kal as the Minister of the Audit Department. Your authority as the Acting Duke of Serbet remains uncertain. Some might be confused by Trixie's absence and question this uncommon acting system. Though you could certainly overcome such doubts, wouldn't it be better to have a smooth transition?"

I nodded bitterly at her perfectly logical explanation.

She was right. The Emperor bestowing upon me a personal emblem that only dukes can possess? This means the Emperor himself acknowledges my authority. Despite being labeled as "acting," he's declaring to the Empire and the continent that I'm to be treated as a duke.

If anyone were to question whether 'a non-mage outsider should serve as Serbet's command tower,' they would immediately face the Emperor himself.

'I'm grateful, but...'

Honestly, if I consider whether receiving an emblem is beneficial or harmful to me, it's definitely beneficial. There's no time more chaotic than right after a predecessor retires and a successor takes over, and this helps me manage that chaos smoothly.

Moreover, although there's precedent of the first Duke of Serbet, the Magic-Ending Duke, appointing an acting duke, it's an extremely rare case. Therefore, the Emperor's bestowal of an emblem helps fill the inevitable lack of legitimacy.

The other factors are being the former duke's husband and the future duke's father. Without those two factors, who would dare become an acting duke?

"Then Kal, may I keep this scroll?"
"Ah, yes. That's fine. But why?"
"I want to embroider it."

I flinched at her shy smile and unexpected answer.

"Embroider?"
"It's your personal emblem. I think it would look nice embroidered on a handkerchief."

This time I felt my eyes twitching.

The rolled-up scroll already looks unsightly, and now she wants to embroider it on a handkerchief for me to carry around? So I'll have to look at that hideous emblem every time I need to wipe my hands?

"Fortunately, since Trixie is retiring in mid-February, I'll have time to make it carefully. If I hurry, I could finish by the end of January."

After saying this, Mar rolled up the scroll again and gave me a warm, radiant smile.

"I'll definitely finish it before your birthday. I was wondering what gift to give you next year, so this works out perfectly!"
"...Yes, I'm looking forward to it."

Her declaration was so innocent and full of affection that I couldn't refuse.

My birthday is at the end of January. She's determined to make an embroidered handkerchief by then to commemorate her husband receiving a personal emblem. As a husband, how could I possibly reject such an adorable ambition? Who could refuse such a gift?

Like the gift from the mutt at the Sun Palace, I have no choice in the matter with Mar's gift either.

"Ah. Don't show it to the servants for now, okay?"
"Of course. I'll make it secretly in my room, so don't worry."

If it were Eri, I'd be concerned, but this was Mar's promise. Surprisingly, I didn't feel even a speck of worry.


'Let's think positively.'

I carefully embraced Mar, who was still smiling, and steadied my heart.

Don't be shaken, don't be bitter. I've already received this personal emblem, and it will be with me for the 20 to 30 years I'll spend as the acting duke. So wouldn't it be better to get used to it and become familiar with it early?

If you can't avoid it, enjoy it. From today, this emblem is not just a picture, but part of my authority.

"K-Kal! The children are watching—"
"They left earlier. They're not the type to stay in one place for long."

The children who were near us had long since gone to another room. They're such active kids, busy playing a little in this room, a little in that room. They might even be wandering the hallway looking for another room by now.

"And what if they see? Children like it when their parents get along well."

When I hug my wives, the children quickly run over too, asking to be hugged as well.

Mar must know this, yet she's making excuses about the children. It's a bit cute but also vexing. How dare she try to escape my embrace using the children as an excuse?

'The children are never obstacles.'

Rather, they're beings that highlight a couple's love. Because we shared our love, such adorable children appeared in this world.

...

'Is it time to aim for a third child?'

Love between spouses, children. When these two keywords combined, suddenly a new keyword came to mind.

It's been several months since Julia was born. She can't walk yet, but she's grown enough to crawl around.

So... wouldn't it be okay to start preparing for a third child? Next year, only Pine's child will be born, but shouldn't there be a child of the same age? It would be lonely to have only older and younger siblings without someone the same age.

'I already feel bad for Fedi and Meri.'

Fedi, now 5, and Meri, now 2. The only two of our children who don't have siblings of the same age.

We already have two sore spots; we can't increase it to three. This tragedy must end with just two instances.

'The third child will probably be a beautiful redhead like Mar.'

I have no particular basis for this feeling, but it just came to me. Since Fedi with black hair and black eyes was born, followed by Julia with black hair and green eyes, the next should be a child with red hair and green eyes.

If my intuition is correct, my first father-in-law will go crazy. A tiny baby inheriting the Valenti family's signature red hair, and having emerald eyes like Mar? He already dotes excessively on Fedi who strongly takes after me, so he might faint standing up.

Especially if it's a girl, there's a risk he'll collapse from a heart attack. A daughter with red hair and green eyes would basically be a mini-Mar.

'Good.'

Let's aim for a third child. Unlike the mutt at the Sun Palace, I'm not an incompetent head of household.

And I can't resist a mini-Mar either.

The new year has dawned. The year that began with my first father-in-law's retirement and was filled with all sorts of incidents has finally come to an end.

'I pray that this year will be peaceful.'

Even I know it's a futile wish, but I still prayed silently as I made my way to the Imperial Palace.

Everyone has the freedom to pray. Even if the prayer is unrealistic.


"It's amazing every time I come here. We just passed through one door, but it feels like we've entered a different world."

While I was in the middle of offering prayers to Enen, the Eternal Blue Sky, and Constantina in a medley, I turned my head at the voice filled with admiration.

There was Lise, looking around the Imperial Palace with eyes full of curiosity.

"Is it amazing?"
"Yes! Snow removal can be seen anywhere, but inside the Imperial Palace, it's not just snow removal... how should I put it... it's as if winter has bypassed only this place!"

I smiled gently at Lise, who kept nodding her head.

She's not wrong. The Imperial Palace is the noble place where the Emperor and the imperial family reside. As such, it's thoroughly managed in various aspects—but at some point, preparations against elements like rain, snow, and wind became even more thorough.

Even winds strong enough to uproot trees become gentle breezes upon entering the palace grounds. Heavy rain falls just enough to moisten the earth properly. Snow melts quickly with just the press of a button. The warm air circulation is an added bonus.

A perfect environment created by installing magical formations everywhere. During the previous reign, they certainly didn't install this many magical formations, but the reason the palace transformed into a magical palace during the current Emperor's reign is simple.

"Father! Father!"
- Woof!
- Woof woof!
'Oh.'

Just then, the Crown Princess came running from afar, escorted by maids and giant rice cake dogs.

That Crown Princess running over there is the starting point of the magical palace. The Emperor's love for his Crown Princess led to the dramatic transformation of the Imperial Palace.

To be precise, it was due to a strange competitive spirit—since the play environment inside the palace could never beat our mansion no matter what, he decided to cherish the Crown Princess through external elements.

'What an incredible guy.'

He's truly remarkable. If he had just installed magical formations inside the buildings, I could understand, but he installed them throughout the entire palace grounds. I can't even begin to imagine how many resources, manpower, and time were invested.

Honestly, I wonder if the Minister of Finance is saying "We have no money" because of the palace renovation budget, but surprisingly, it was all done with imperial funds rather than the national treasury. That makes it hard to criticize. He decorated his own home with his own money.

"Father! Mothers! Welcome!"
"Yes, Your Highness. Have you been well?"
"Yeah! I've been good!"

The Crown Princess flapped her arms and giggled at my greeting.

I'm glad she seems to be doing very well. Recently the weather has turned cold, and right after Veronica was born, visits to the Crown Princess's mansion had stopped. I was worried she might be bored because of that.

'Is she now able to entertain herself to some extent?'

In the Imperial Palace, there's not only the Crown Princess but also the First Prince Carolus and the Second Princess Caroline. The Empress is also carrying the future Second Prince or Third Princess.

Now there are two younger siblings in the palace who can play enjoyably with the Crown Princess. Including the animal farm run by the Emperor, there are plenty of things to do.

'Not bad.'

After assessing the objective play environment of the palace, I felt relieved. Now the Crown Princess won't whine about being bored if she can't come to our house.

"Mother! Father! Daddy is calling for you!"
'Ah.'

However, my relieved mind became uncomfortable for a different reason.

That bastard is already bothering me as soon as I arrive at the palace.


As soon as the new year began, I received a summons from the Emperor.

Does this bastard think of me as some kind of rice cake soup that he can consume just because it's the new year? How can he cast a summoning spell right at the start of the year? At this rate, I must be the first person to face the Emperor this year, aside from the imperial family and palace servants.

"Ah, Count, you've arrived?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. I have come at your summons."
"And the Crown Princess?"
"My wives are with her, so please do not worry."

The Emperor nodded at my words and gestured toward a chair, as if to say I should sit down and talk.

"I feel bad for dumping the Crown Princess on your wives. I heard she's been complaining about not being able to visit your mansion lately. She'll probably cling to her godmothers now that she's finally seeing them again."
"What greater joy could there be than for Your Highness to like and follow my wives? Though it may sound presumptuous, my wives and I already think of Your Highness as our daughter."
"Presumptuous? If anything, I and the Empress are grateful."

After saying this, the Emperor pushed a teacup that had been placed on the desk toward me.

Steam was rising from what appeared to be freshly brewed tea. I hadn't seen any servants near the office, so when had they left this—

"Try it. I brewed it myself."
"Pardon?"

Suddenly it looked less like tea and more like hot water with tea leaves.

They're technically the same thing, but the latter sounds much less appetizing.

"The Empress advised me. She said that when my mind is troubled, instead of clearing it with alcohol, it's better to calm down through tea ceremony, even if it takes longer."
"Ah, yes."

With those words, I could understand the situation.

This bastard got caught. He got caught with vodka sleeping under the floor.

'A reprieve.'

Rather than directly pointing out the vodka storage, the Empress had blocked his drinking through the indirect pressure of practicing tea ceremony. Honestly, demanding complete abstinence from alcohol would be cruel for an Emperor buried in work.

Fortunately, the yellow-haired one is perceptive enough to recognize this as mercy. She won't confiscate the vodka or declare prohibition, but instead is showing mercy by asking him to significantly reduce his drinking.

Thanks to that, the Emperor is now practicing tea ceremony, something completely foreign to his nature. Instead of tearing up the floor to get vodka, he's going to the shelf to brew tea. Truly a gentle and beautiful fate.

"How is it?"
"It's so warm that it makes me forget it's winter, and it feels soothing."

I gave an appropriate reaction to the Emperor's question.

It's not a lie. The palace is so warm that I can't tell it's winter, and the hot water is indeed soothing.

The problem is that I can't smell the distinctive aroma of tea.

"Your Majesty, while it's an honor to receive tea personally brewed by you at the start of the new year, may I ask why you have summoned me?"
"Ah, right. I momentarily forgot I was supposed to speak quickly."

At my direct question, the Emperor gently pushed the teacup he had been holding to the corner of the desk. Apparently, he also found the taste lacking.

"Count. Could you bring the Master Craftsman Duke's sword that I bestowed upon you?"
"Pardon?"

But if it tastes bad, he should just be disappointed by himself. Why is he giving such a bizarre order?

Are you crazy? Who brings a sword into the palace during the New Year's ceremony? Unless you're part of the Imperial Knights, doing something like that would be buying a one-way ticket to being labeled a traitor. No matter if you're the Minister of Administration, a living saint, or the Empire's power holder, "armed intrusion into the palace" is something that can't be covered up.

"Of course, I don't mean for you to carry it yourself. Just bring it to the palace, and I'll keep it temporarily."

Seeing my expression contort, the Emperor quickly added.


Right, that's how it should be. Even if I bring the sword to the palace gates, the Emperor or his servants should be the ones to keep it.

"As you know, I plan to announce the construction of Stefan's Glory during my New Year's address. But after thinking about it, I believe it would be better to bestow the Master Craftsman Duke's sword in front of the nobles. Receiving the sword by the Emperor's command, and using that sword to cut the sky to demonstrate the determination of the treaty organization. How magnificent would that be?"
"Your Majesty's words are indeed correct."

Moreover, the reason for temporarily collecting the sword was quite plausible.

If we've already decided to put on a show, we should maximize the benefits with minimal effort. It's not like he's suddenly ordering me to cut the sky; he wants to draw attention before I do it.

'A sword bestowed during the New Year's ceremony.'

By the way, how much higher can the Master Craftsman Duke's sword rise in status?

It evolved from a famous sword made by a duke to a sword from the imperial treasury, and from a sword in the imperial treasury to a gift bestowed by the Emperor. The final evolution will probably be as a holy relic of a saint who cut the sky. This level of evolution is practically a metamorphosis.

'The Master Craftsman Duke would be pleased.'

Perhaps that's why the corners of my mouth turned up without me realizing it.

Although I haven't yet visited the Master Craftsman Duke's grave in person, I've at least reached an agreement with him through prayer. When I was praying, sunlight sparkled through the window, so I believe he consented.

In truth, even if he didn't consent, isn't the Master Craftsman Duke a servant of Livnoman? If the Emperor bestows the sword to me in front of all the nobles, then the Master Craftsman Duke would understand and support it.

"I'd like to announce your appointment as proxy duke at the same time, but..."
"This is a historic moment when a new symbol of the continent is being created. How could you wish to divide attention by mentioning such a small matter alongside it?"
"It's a joke, don't take it that way. The Magic-Ending Duke has already set his mind on February, and even I wouldn't force it."

Is it just my feeling? Somehow it sounds like he would have forced it if it were my wish rather than Trixie's.

Trixie has overwhelming seniority that surpasses even the situation, so she's scary, while I'm younger and less senior than him, so I'm easy to push around.

'An Emperor discriminating among his subjects.'

It's deplorable. How can he respect some subjects and disregard others?

Of course, I also find the situation scary and the current Emperor easy to deal with, but outwardly I followed any Emperor's orders equally. I didn't follow while discriminating.

"Your teacup is empty. Would you like more?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. I will gratefully drink it."

Meanwhile, the Emperor poured his failed creation into my cup.

It's not well-made tea, but if you think of it as just warm water, it's somewhat drinkable.

"Ah. I'll have an attendant bring the sword, so just write a letter to show your butler. Since you're already in the palace, it would be troublesome to leave and come back."
"I am honored by Your Majesty's consideration."

He's saying he'll eliminate the bothersome process himself.

For something said by the Emperor, it's a statement I like, and I found myself nodding involuntarily.

The New Year's ceremony opening address proceeded with purely ceremonial language. There was no need to inspire loyalty among the nobles, no reason to reprimand anyone, and nothing particularly worthy of praise.

Besides, all the nobles knew that the real content of this address was separate. Thanks to the donation fever that had swept across the continent, it was impossible not to know even if they tried not to.

...

'Fortunately, it wasn't a scam.'

I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief.

When receiving land donations near Danis, I had subtly leaked information about Danis's development to the landowners. I told them to secure land before rumors of development spread to profit from it. The land price was roughly settled with that.

However, thanks to the insane idea of an airborne building appearing, rumors of development spread too quickly. If things had gone differently, the nobles who had given up their land might not have been able to profit.


But somehow, they had used the information before rumors spread. All the nobles who had given up land had already secured new land.

'That was impressive.'

When their own interests were at stake, they moved with astonishing speed. Their decisiveness in not even questioning the information because the source was reliable.

I thought that blue bloods really are different. It was an art that I, having drunk water from another world for over 20 years, could not hope to emulate.

"—As a new sun rises to illuminate the continent in the new year. We who write history upon the continent will now write a new history."
'Ah.'

While I was wondering if our children would act like native blue bloods when they grew up, the real content that everyone had been waiting for came from the Emperor's mouth.

"The name of this new history is peace and unity. It will be a peace achieved not through force, but through the true unity of all nations on the continent. And I swear for the sake of the history that our generation writes for the first time. I will move forward for this new history so as not to be ashamed before the Mandate of Heaven."

The Emperor then moved his head, taking in each noble with his eyes.

The nobles looking up at him. The nobles who were silently paying homage.

"Therefore, I ask you all."

After gazing at the nobles for a long time, the Emperor opened his mouth again,

"Will you walk with me on the path I seek? Will you engrave your dedication alongside this journey for a new history?"

At that, all the nobles prostrated themselves.

Although the Emperor had only used abstract words like peace, unity, and history, everyone knew that this was a declaration of "Stefan's Glory and East Danis Construction Project. We're just waiting for you."

"I will join in this excessive honor!"
"Your Majesty's path is Heaven's path! As a subject who reveres the Mandate of Heaven, I shall rightfully follow!"
"For Livnoman! For Kfelopen! For the peace of the continent!"
"Long live the Emperor! Long, long, long live!"

That's why such passionate responses poured out.

The first floating building construction in human history. The first process where all countries on the continent peacefully join hands. Who wouldn't be happy to contribute to this great history and have their name engraved in it?

"Count Teilgleichen, come forward!"

But being summoned at this timing is not pleasant.

No, you crazy bastard. You said you would bestow the sword after announcing the construction, but not at this timing. If I go forward now, I'll receive too much attention.

"...Long live the Emperor. Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, head of the Kracius Family, has answered Your Majesty's call."

However, ignoring the Emperor's call is even more unthinkable. With a heavy heart, I ascended the platform, and an attendant who had been behind the Emperor approached with the sword.

"A new history has begun and a new sky has unfolded. The old sky can no longer embrace us. Count, cut down the old sky and proclaim the new sky."

After giving this rather grandiose order, the Emperor took the sword from the attendant and gave it to me, and...?

'What's this?'

For a moment, I doubted my eyes.

It was a very small inscription, so small that you wouldn't notice unless you looked carefully. It was barely the size of a pinky fingernail.

But despite its small size, an inscription of profound significance was engraved on the sword's hilt.

'That's my crest.'

My personal crest bestowed by the Emperor.

Somehow, that crest had been engraved on the Master Craftsman Duke's sword.

The Master Craftsman's sword was temporarily retrieved.

Even if it was a sword bestowed by the Emperor, carrying it around inside the imperial palace—especially during the New Year's ceremony attended by all titled nobles of the empire—would be problematic. Thanks to that, the attendant who had brought the sword promptly disappeared with it.

This was truly fortunate. Though the crest was small, anyone paying close attention could have noticed it. Walking among titled nobles with such a sword? Someone would certainly have asked, "What's that crest engraved on the hilt?"

If that had happened, there would have been an uproar from the beginning of the new year, without even making it to February. An unfamiliar crest on my bestowed item, when only the Emperor and Dukes can have personal crests? If a Duke's husband had a personal crest, all sorts of speculation would run wild. Among them would certainly be talk of succession to the dukedom.

'Such speculation would complicate matters.'

Our plan is to transfer the Serbet command position in the format of Duke (mother) - Deputy (father) - Next Duke (daughter). This has been decided since early last year, so it's a thoroughly prepared arrangement.

But if the nobles whisper and misunderstand that "the Serbet dukedom is being passed between spouses!" nothing could be more terrible. We intended from the beginning to pass it in deputy form, but it would appear as though we abandoned the succession due to noble opposition and public unrest.

Of course, actively explaining would somehow resolve the situation. Still, it's better to avoid unnecessary trouble. Even if it's just a deputy position, I can't allow the beginning of the Serbet command to be clouded by rumors.

'That was frightening.'

I sighed in relief internally while glaring at the Emperor on the platform.

That damned blondie. He must have immediately retrieved the sword knowing it would be troublesome if discovered, but wouldn't it have been better not to engrave a crest in the first place?

I can't understand him. He seems like a madman enjoying the thrill of seeing how far he can push me, how close to disaster he can get without causing a catastrophe. If the empire had a nuclear launch button, he'd be the type to repeatedly press and cancel it for fun.

Then he'd celebrate setting a new record after stopping just before launch. There's no one crazier than him.

"Congratulations."
"Ah, Father-in-law."

While I was watching the Emperor retreat from the platform, I immediately bowed my head at the voice of my first father-in-law.

"I received the masterpiece of Master Craftsman Duke through His Majesty's hands. What an honor this is."

I reflexively produced flattery that wasn't really flattery.

My father-in-law knows that the Master Craftsman's sword is destined to become my holy relic. For a while, he was speechless about the fact that an ancestral sword would become a holy relic—and for his still-living son-in-law at that.

Nevertheless, he reluctantly accepted the necessity of the holy relic designation thanks to the persuasion of his grandchildren. Now, in front of all titled nobles, his ancestor's work has evolved into a treasure that will open new heavens. From my father-in-law's perspective, this couldn't be more satisfying.

"That's why I congratulated you. It's auspicious to acquire such a masterpiece among masterpieces. You received it from His Majesty in front of everyone."
"It's truly an excessive honor."
"At the same time, that sword which will open new heavens will be remembered forever in the history of the continent beyond the empire. This is also a joy for me and Valenti."

Indeed, my father-in-law's expression was filled with gentleness and satisfaction.

After all, a sword that was going to become his son-in-law's holy relic and be buried in the ground has now been publicly bestowed, ensuring it will remain in everyone's memory forever.

'A direct ancestor's masterpiece remaining in history.'

Just hearing it makes me want to smile. What could be more joyful for a descendant?

And the "buried in the ground" part was just a figure of speech—it turns out it wouldn't actually be buried underground. In reality, it would be carefully preserved in the cathedral basement. If my father-in-law requested it from the Danis Archdiocese, he could see it anytime.

This is better than sleeping in the imperial treasure vault. From the sword's perspective, this is indeed evolution, a promotion.

"By the way."


My father-in-law, stroking his beard with a raised corner of his mouth, brought his face close to my ear.

"What was that crest on the sword hilt?"
'Ah.'

And then he directly whispered about the very thing I didn't want to mention.

That's right. Although my father-in-law is now an untitled noble who stepped down from his dukedom, as a former duke and the biological father of the current duchess, he was standing closest to the platform.

Moreover, my father-in-law's physical abilities are remarkable. An unfamiliar crest on his ancestor's sword in his son-in-law's hand? He probably saw it as clearly as if it were right in front of him.

"Well, about that..."

So I desperately racked my brain.

I couldn't deny what he had already seen. Moreover, if there was a crest on his ancestor's masterpiece that even descendants didn't recognize—in vulgar terms, a "modified" crest—it would be sufficient cause for my father-in-law's joy to turn into rage. If I remained silent or made a flimsy excuse, I'd be on the receiving end of his sword flip Z.

"Father-in-law. This is still confidential information known only to His Majesty, a few ministers, myself and my wives, and Serbet's vassals and feudatories."
"Quite a lot of people know it. Is that really confidential?"

My mouth was momentarily stopped by this highly logical point. Indeed, with the retirement ceremony approaching, perhaps too many people know for it to be called confidential.

'I can speak freely then.'

Thanks to this, I regained my peace of mind.

While it's not something to broadcast everywhere, there's no need to hide it completely, and someone of my father-in-law's standing certainly has the right to access information about changes in the dukedom. I don't need to dress this up—I can just speak honestly.

"Trixie will step down from the dukedom in February."

I felt my father-in-law's breathing stop momentarily. As if his brain activity had temporarily paused due to excessive information input.

"Of course, Maria is too young to become the next duchess, so I'll serve as the Duke's Deputy until Maria comes of age. The crest you saw is my personal crest."

There was no response.

My father-in-law stared at the ceiling for a while without saying anything.

The New Year's ceremony proceeded without major disturbances.

I was suddenly branded as "the hero who will cut down the old sky and open a new heaven" and surrounded by nobles, but being surrounded by nobles is something I experienced last year and the year before, so it's nothing new. I'll probably experience it next year too, so it's fine.

The only unusual aspect of the otherwise smooth New Year's ceremony was:

"Hooh. Duke's Deputy."
"Wow! Duke! Are we equals now!?"
"Equal might be a stretch. Just below would be more accurate, I think."

Since I had already revealed the confidential information to my father-in-law, I just went ahead and revealed it to all the other dukes as well.

In truth, it was awkward information to hide. A duke who had reigned for 100 years was stepping down voluntarily—at the very least, fellow dukes should know about it. If they were kept in the dark until after everything happened, they might feel insulted: "Others knew but I didn't?" Their pride could be wounded.

I, a current duke, didn't know information that former dukes and some ministers knew. What could be more humiliating? It would be a disgrace to the name of duke.

"My, what tremendous events have occurred one after another in a year. Last year the Iron-Blooded Duke stepped down, and now this."

Anyway, the Golden Duke chuckled at this tremendous information about ducal retirements two years in a row.


All the while, he kept fidgeting with his cigar, seemingly contemplating how to use this information to make a profit.

It warmed my heart to see the Golden Duke being his usual self. His routine behavior is steadfast and reliable.

"I'm worried that our youngest brother-in-law has taken on an unnecessary burden because of my father and me."
"Please don't say that. Trixie had already made up her mind. She was just looking for the right timing when, conveniently, Father-in-law paved the way first."
"Hmm. Hearing you say that puts my mind at ease."

Following that, my brother-in-law, who was escaping from being the youngest duke, patted my shoulder and burst into laughter.

Just one year after becoming a duke, an overwhelmingly younger "Deputy Duke" had appeared. From his perspective, having been subtly conscious of the other four dukes, this must feel like finding an oasis in the desert.

While a family's joy is my joy, the problem is that I've inherited my brother-in-law's burden. It's an utterly bitter situation.

"The Dawn Duke seems relieved, but I find it somewhat regrettable. If Kal becomes the Duke's Deputy, calling him 'young Kal' would be inappropriate. One cannot treat a Duke's Deputy casually."
"Not at all. Please continue to call me 'young Kal.' Although I may be a deputy, that title doesn't warrant the years and experience of Your Grace."

In the midst of this, when the Victorious Duke said something terrible, I hastily shook my head.

I'm just young Kal. I'm merely keeping the duke's seat warm as young Kal. If the Victorious Duke were to call me "Duke's Deputy" instead of "young Kal," I think my heart would ache greatly.

"Haha, if young Kal wishes it, then I must oblige. From February, I look forward to working with you as fellow dukes, young Kal."
"If you could also remove the word 'fellow'..."
"Nonsense. If we disrespect the deputy, who will honor the deputy's authority? Though you may be the youngest among us, we won't treat you as beneath us, so don't worry."

I bowed my head dejectedly at his firm words.

What a strangely kind yet cruel person...

***

The final day of this New Year's ceremony followed a different schedule than before.

An event attended by all nobles who participated in the New Year's ceremony and priests from the Ausen Archdiocese. Even His Former Majesty, who had strictly avoided external activities since his abdication, graced the occasion.

'An outdoor ceremony is a first.'

The final event taking place outdoors rather than in the imperial palace. Through the cooperation of the Magic Tower, a considerable number of people were transported to Danis for this final event.

To open new heavens and create a new order for the continent.

"Cut down the old sky! Proclaim the new heaven!"

A new history creating a new order. My heart began to race at the thought of being present at this moment, of leading it.

So I shouted. At this moment, I shouted not as a monarch of a nation or emperor of a continent, but as a witness to history.

"Cut down the old sky! Proclaim the new heaven!"

Soon, those gathered in Danis echoed my cry,

'Hmm.'

The sky split open. Today, existing common sense and order were severed from the future.

Now we will race forward, neither able nor willing to return to the past.

I've been regretting revealing my Sky Slash lately.

Why did I slash the sky at the Academy? Why did I publicly reveal something that no one knew about except the command staff who participated in the Great Punitive War—something that would have remained unknown if I had just kept quiet?

Of course, thanks to Dorgos's second uprising, I would have eventually used Sky Slash even if I had kept it hidden, but there's a difference between a finishing move used in war and a performance used in peacetime. The former could have been tightly sealed as a military secret.

But now my Sky Slash has become not my—no, the Empire's symbol. I increasingly feel like I'm degrading from Kal Kracius the human to Kal Kracius the Sky Slash totem.

'If I had known it would turn out like this, I should have slashed a mountain instead.'

The thought suddenly crossed my mind. If I had slashed a mountain rather than the sky, would I be suffering like this now?

The sky suffers no damage when slashed, and it heals itself over time. Despite the flashy effect, there's virtually no cleanup required.

On the other hand, slashing a mountain causes enormous damage, and considerable effort is needed to repair a mountain split in half. As flashy as the effect is, the cleanup must be equally spectacular, so it's not a technique to be used carelessly.

'I should have... slashed a mountain...'

Yes, I should have slashed a mountain. Then the Emperor wouldn't order me to slash the sky whenever he got bored.

"Holy One?"
"Ah, yes. I'm listening. Please continue."

While I was deeply regretting my past mistake, the voice of the Archbishop of Ausen across from me brought me back to my senses.

It's extremely rude to let your mind wander during a conversation, especially with a religious figure rather than a fellow civil servant. The fact that my mind drifted elsewhere shows how frayed my mental state has become.

In a way, it's understandable. Since the new year, I've been slashing the sky like a performing monkey in front of all titled nobles and priests of the Ausen Archdiocese.

What kind of Acting Duke Kal am I? More like Kal, the Empire's Greatest Jester. I could have made it big even if I'd been born a commoner rather than a noble.

"After I bestow the primary blessing on the sword that the Holy One has donated to our Archdiocese, it will be transferred to the Papal States where His Holiness the Pope will conduct the sacred relic designation ceremony. It will become a sacred relic by February at the latest, so there will be no issues with the Danis project."

Anyway, as I quickly regained my composure, the Archbishop continued naturally as if nothing had happened.

"I am deeply grateful for the Order's active cooperation."

I expressed my gratitude to the Archbishop in many ways—both for overlooking my mental absence and for the Order's active cooperation.

If the Order hadn't expedited the sacred relic designation process, the construction of the Danis Archdiocese Cathedral would have been delayed. And if a cathedral construction project goes awry, it's obvious that the entire East Danis construction would be flagged with a red light.

'The national project announced by the Emperor himself is faltering from the start.'

Just imagining it is terrifying. And this isn't just any project—it's the New Year's first project, symbolizing the new order of the continent. If it falters, everyone involved would be hanging by a thread.

...

'Would that be good?'

Everyone's necks on the line. He probably wouldn't literally cut off heads, so maybe it would be good?

No, no. Let's not have false hopes. That man would impose additional work as punishment rather than forced retirement.

"Grateful? The treaty organization that will be established in East Danis is not a foreign matter to the Order and the Papal States. By the Emperor's grace and consideration, the Papal States will join as an observer state, and even if they don't, it's for the peace of the continent, isn't it?"

Meanwhile, the Archbishop smiled slightly and continued, making the sign of the cross.

"Rather, we should be thanking the Holy One. You gave us such a precious sword when we merely whined about needing a sacred relic. We would have been satisfied with even a garment the Holy One had worn."

"This will be the first sacred relic designated since His Holiness the Pope's enthronement. It should be worthy of that honor and receive universal admiration. Shouldn't something precious be returned to the Lord?"

"Indeed. The Holy One's intentions are truly noble and beautiful."


The Archbishop's smile deepened at my words.

It's a masterpiece by Ulken, one of the Five Pillars of the Empire, a famous sword from the Imperial Treasury, and a blade imbued with the achievement of slashing the sky. How could he not be pleased that I handed over such a sword out of consideration for the Order's dignity?

And for free, no less.

'What would I do with payment anyway?'

The Order offered to properly purchase an item for sacred relic designation, but I know well that they're in a desperate situation on the verge of bankruptcy. It would be too cruel to take money from someone whose wallet is already thin.

So I just donated it for free. Even though the Archbishop insisted he couldn't accept it, I somehow managed to slip it to him.

'This is right.'

I'm not someone who lacks money anyway. If that's the case, rather than receiving additional money on top of what I've already accumulated, it's more beneficial to place the Order in my debt. The Order isn't the type to simply accept a saint's donation without reciprocating.

"I will make sure to convey the Holy One's devotion to His Holiness."
"The Lord in Heaven knows everything, so is there really a need? But if that is your wish, I won't stop you."
"Haha, I must remember to convey this without fail."

With those words, we exchanged some perfunctory conversation before I left the Archbishop's office.

It seems he will bestow the primary blessing as soon as I return to my mansion, so it's beneficial for both of us if I leave quickly. Unnecessarily occupying his time would only delay the continental project bit by bit.

Three days later. Along with the news that the Master Craftsman Duke's sword had been transferred to the Papal States, a wooden cross arrived.

[This cross was personally made by the previous Pope and blessed by the current Pope. I pray that this small cross brings happiness to the Holy One and his family.]

A cross containing the devotion of two living Popes.

'A cross made by the Pope himself.'

I'm satisfied. Although it's made of wood, it's more precious than any cross made of precious metals or jewels. What does the material matter when it's a cross made by the previous Pope who led the Council?

Perhaps even this wood was personally selected or blessed by the previous Pope. If so, its value would be even greater.

Moreover, they attached the word "small" to this cross. This means they're not considering the cross as full repayment for my donation, but intend to properly reciprocate in the future.

'Happiness to his family.'

Of course, the most satisfying part is that they prayed for my family's happiness.

That one phrase feels like the greatest gift, more than any gold or silver. Perhaps because they are the previous and current Popes, they truly understand people's hearts.

Will the yellowish one at the Sun Palace also come to understand human hearts as he ages? I sincerely hope so.

While the Master Craftsman Duke's sword was being transferred to the Papal States, the Empire quickly leveled the construction site for East Danis.

So that the cathedral could be built as soon as the sacred relic arrived. To build Stefan's Glory exactly symmetrical to the cathedral.

Even a building that floats in the air can't stay airborne 24 hours a day. Since it needs to be on the ground except during treaty organization meetings, a place for Stefan's Glory to rest must be prepared.

It sounds strange to talk about a "resting place" for a building, but that's how it is.

'Even if there's a delay, a day or two should be enough.'

I organized my thoughts while handling the cross sent from the Papal States.

Comparing the Empire's site leveling speed with the sacred relic designation ceremony process the Archbishop of Ausen told me about, it seems the sacred relic will arrive before the site work is completed, or at the latest, two days after the completion of construction.

Two days isn't bad. Before starting the main construction, those two days would pass quickly if they hold drinking parties or prayers to boost morale.


'Now I just need to focus on Servet.'

I've split the sky, handed over the sword to be designated as a sacred relic, and confirmed it will return at the appropriate time. So there's no need to pay further attention to Stefan's Glory and the East Danis construction. I'm not someone involved in construction or development anyway.

Now I just need to focus on Trixie's retirement and my ascension as Acting Duke. There are only a few weeks left until mid-February—

"Master."
"Yes?"

I turned at the sound of my butler's voice behind me.

"What is it? Has something happened?"
"We've received a message from Lord Luciano's mansion."

I tilted my head at this somewhat unexpected news.

If Luciano had something to say to me, he would have contacted me directly rather than through my butler. So if contact was made through the butler, it's likely from his wife rather than Luciano, but why would his wife suddenly contact me?

'The children aren't visiting there, are they?'

If our children were at Luciano's mansion, it would make sense, but only Titi has scurried off to Luciano's mansion. Despite the cold January weather, Jenny's belly has swollen considerably with her second pregnancy...?

'Could it be.'

Jenny with her swollen belly. Titi steadfastly staying by Jenny's side despite the cold weather. And finally, the wife contacting the butler.

"Butler. Perhaps."
"Yes. Jenny is giving birth to puppies, they say."
"Oh."

Oh.

***

I'm happy! So happy!

It's snowing today and cold, but strangely, I don't feel cold at all! My whole body feels warm!

It's strange, but I know why! Something incredibly joyful and happy has happened!

- Woof!

I licked Jenny's face while wagging my tail.

You did well, you did well Jenny! You've given birth to lots of beautiful and cute puppies again!

"You gave birth well and healthily this time too. You've worked hard, Jenny."

The person taking care of Jenny said so too! You really worked hard, Jenny!

- Whine...

Jenny responded to my comfort with a weary voice.

No need to push yourself! Just lie down now! We can share our joy later!

"Titi!"
- Woof!

Because my master has come to share joy with me right now!

I pride myself on having superior knowledge about dogs among the imperial nobility.

Titi became part of my family not because I voluntarily adopted her, but because I was (forcibly) given her by His Majesty. Therefore, if I were incompetent and Titi got even slightly injured or something went wrong, it would be disrespectful to His Majesty. So I really gritted my teeth and accumulated knowledge about dogs. Of course, the butler and other servants did the same.

After that, I made efforts on my own, enchanted by Titi's wisdom and cuteness. Even if she started as a gift from His Majesty, treating her forever as just a gift wouldn't be right. Titi is undoubtedly our family, and gathering knowledge for family isn't an obligation but common sense.

So I knew that dogs typically give birth to 5 to 8 puppies on average, with larger breeds capable of more, but...

'9 puppies.'

I never expected she would exceed 8 puppies twice in a row.

What's possible and what actually happens are clearly different matters. In theory, "a civil servant can resign by submitting a resignation letter to the Emperor and having it accepted" is a possibility, but such possibilities rarely occur in reality.

'Impressive.'

While petting Titi who was wagging her tail vigorously, I looked at Jenny and the 9 mini rice cakes.

Impressive, Jenny. Who would have thought you'd create 23 offspring with just two births? At this rate, FC Retriever has secured enough members for both starting lineup and substitutes to be considered a prestigious team.

Even though animals give birth faster, more frequently, and in larger numbers than humans, this is still remarkable. I wonder if the reproductive abilities of our pet rabbits Mane and Mine somehow transferred to Titi and Jenny.

"Well done."

When I spoke with admiration, Jenny stared straight into my eyes, then responded with silence while wagging her tail very slightly.

It was pitiful that she seemed too exhausted to bark. She wasn't originally one to bark often, but she would at least respond when spoken to.

'I need to watch my words this time.'

Anyway, I nodded once to Jenny and tried to keep my mouth shut while paying close attention.

During Jenny's first birth, I had said something inappropriate in front of Titi and was banned from approaching for a while. It was a historic disaster where Titi became wary of me and even growled for the first time.

One mistake is enough. If I make the same mistake again, I might be permanently separated from Titi. Even the merciful Titi would want to bite an owner who repeatedly eyes her puppies.

'Besides, there's no need to eye them anyway.'

Moreover, Titi is making her puppies independent by her own decision. Since some of the 14 from the first litter have already become independent, wouldn't the second litter naturally follow the same path over time?

"You'll have a tough time for a while. You already have several energetic puppies running around, and now nine more immobile ones have been added."

However, it was obvious that Luciano and his wife would have quite a struggle until that time of "natural" independence arrived.

Unless you're possessing the Second Prince and raising retrievers, retrievers generally grow up with gentle and cheerful temperaments.

Unfortunately, this gentle temperament doesn't come free. Only those who endure the so-called "hellish two years" or "terrible twos" can have a gentle retriever. Even our Titi used to pick up and eat random things from the garden when she was young. That's what the hellish two years do—they make even Titi cause trouble.

'Just how many are there now?'

That's why I couldn't help but offer words of comfort to Luciano's wife.

Even excluding the puppies that had been adopted out, there were still quite a number of mini rice cakes (who hadn't passed the hellish two years) holding their ground. Perhaps the Luciano couple would have even more chaotic days than when they were raising Helen.

"It's fine. Since Jenny became pregnant, I've been looking for temporary staff to hire. They're people specialized in pet care, so there won't be any problems."
"What?"

The answer that came back was quite unexpected.

Suddenly hiring multiple servants? For Luciano, who is still just a knight, it might be a bit of a stretch, but it's better than trying to handle the mini rice cake army with existing staff. Temporary employment for a certain period rather than formal hiring? Not common, but not rare either.


"There are such servants?"

But servants specialized in pet care? Why would such servants exist? Even in the 21st century, such personnel were rare—

"Yes. The Golden Duke established a guild a few years ago, and these servants belong to that guild. Around that time, keeping pets became more common among imperial nobles, so they recruited people regardless of whether they were nobles or commoners..."
'Ah.'

I immediately understood at the mention of the Golden Duke, that all-purpose word.

A few years ago would be when Titi's fame and the existence of the sacred beasts spread throughout the empire. It's also when the Emperor's Dudeukri Online might have spread among those with access to the imperial palace.

Targeting exactly that timing to establish a pet management company. Truly a monster of money. Indeed, the title "Golden" wasn't earned for nothing.

"I'll cover the costs, so hire generously. I was wondering how I could help, and now I see the answer."
"N-no! Our family budget is more than enough—"
"I'm not underestimating the Niden family. I'm deeply involved in this matter too, so I should take responsibility."

I shook my head at the wife who was frantically waving her hands.

It's not like Jenny got pregnant without any signs or on her own. It was all because our Titi was involved that she had puppies. So it's best if I pay the costs and the Luciano couple provides the space.

"...By the way, where is Helen? I thought she would have been the first to rush over when Jenny gave birth."

After finishing the post-birth arrangements, I felt something was off.

I understand Luciano is at work, but where is Helen? I thought she would be right beside Jenny, cheering her on when she gave birth.

"My parents wanted to see Helen, so I sent her to my parents' home for a while."
"I see."

I nodded immediately at the understandable answer. If the maternal grandparents want to see their granddaughter, what can you do?

'I'll have to bring up the imperial palace matter next time.'

Actually, I had planned to casually mention the Crown Princess's request while visiting Luciano's mansion—the incredible request to invite Helen to the imperial palace.

Now that the Crown Princess is 7 years old, she seems to have a strong desire to invite friends to her home to play together. I'm not sure what this has to do with age, but she wasn't like this last year, so it must be age-related. The 6-year-old Crown Princess and the 7-year-old Crown Princess are different people.

'It's not urgent anyway.'

Well, I can talk about it leisurely between late January and early February.

Before that, I'll need to soothe Luciano well so he doesn't die of a heart attack.

Jenny's second birth was big news that even caught the attention of those who had already received puppies.

"Nine puppies this time?"
"Yes. All born healthy."
"At this rate, Titi will have more children than you and I will see in our lifetime."

I fell silent for a moment at those words.

At this point, Erich is right. Even combining our 12 children and Erich's 2 children makes 14. We can't overcome the overwhelming wall of 23 puppies.

That's only at this point, though. Honestly, I think Erich will have more children, so we might overtake them in the future.

- Woof!

What broke this brief contemplation wasn't Erich but the cry of one rice cake.

A rice cake that proudly inherited Titi's bloodline and became part of Erich's family.


'It's grown a lot.'

I couldn't help but smile.

Wasn't this one a mini rice cake when it was adopted out? I wonder what happened for it to transform into a large rice cake rivaling Titi. It seems to have been well-fed and well-cared for.

"What did you feed it to make it grow so big?"
"I feel wronged. It was already at an age where it wouldn't be strange for it to grow anytime."

I quietly closed my mouth at his logically perfect statement.

That's true. Before sending them out for adoption, I was even worried, thinking, 'Why are they so small?'

"And there are benefits to it growing bigger. It plays well with Robert and Eduard even when they cling to it."
"Really?"

I glanced at the big rice cake upon hearing this positive news.

I expected it because it inherited Titi's blood, but to think it's already playing with children. It's an admirable creature.

"Brother. So about that."
"Yes, go ahead."
"Maybe, maybe when the newly born puppies grow a bit... do you plan to send any to foreign countries?"

My hand, which was about to grab a teacup, stopped abruptly at this quite radical question.

"That's not under my jurisdiction, so please inquire directly with the person in charge."

I eventually avoided the question with the most official voice and tone possible.

I understand why he asked this. Since he and Tanian received Titi's offspring, rumors must have spread to others. For example, to the swordsman in the north of the continent and the magician in the east.

No, we don't even need to go as far as the northern continent. There's a strong candidate in the northern part of the empire.

"Would someone who doesn't listen to you listen to me?"
"I've already made one mistake, so I have no chance. If I make a second mistake, I might really get bitten."
"I think Titi's teeth would just break if she tried to bite you."

I felt a surge of anger at his attitude suggesting I was worrying over nothing.

Do you think I'm concerned about physical pain? I'm reluctant because of the emotional wound.

"Anyway, remember I have no authority. Where the puppies go is Titi's decision. If she permits, they could go to the three winter countries over there; if she refuses, they can't go even to the house next door."

With my firm attitude, Erich just clicked his tongue softly but didn't plead any further.

"Then is it okay to ask when the newly born puppies grow a bit?"
"That's your freedom."

He just promised to try in the future. When the second generation juniors grow to the size of the first generation juniors, he would negotiate directly with Titi.

'How is a pet dog the negotiation counterpart.'

I almost laughed at this remarkable situation.

Where else on the continent would you find people negotiating directly with a dog rather than its owner for adoption? Where else would an adoption fail if the dog doesn't approve, even if the owner does?

This is a strange happening that occurred because Titi is an unprecedented dog in the history of the continent.

Leaving my sister, who was already greedily eyeing the second-generation juniors of Titi, I took the opportunity to donate some pocket money to my niece and nephew while I was visiting.

Robert, who could now toddle around, and Eduard, who crawled at lightning speed. How could I keep my wallet sealed when these two nephews clung to their uncle with sparkling eyes?

Of course, any allowance I give these children would end up in Erich's wallet, but he's not the type to embezzle it with excuses like "I'll give it back when you're older." After all, wasn't he the one who tearfully accepted the marquis title of Leon Kingdom for the sake of his children?

He'll keep the pocket money as pocket money and give the children snacks or toys equivalent to the amount. I trust he'll handle it well.

"Sam-chon. Sam-chon."
"That's right, my nephew. Come to uncle."

After the pocket money left my wallet, I erased it from my mind and opened my arms to Robert, who kept calling me with his clumsy pronunciation.

The way he toddled toward me was so adorable. Indeed, one's own children and nephews have different charms and cuteness—

"Waa-!"

Eduard, who had been behind Robert, suddenly crawled forward as if using a booster and instantly overtook Robert.

"Uu?"
"Ah."

A remarkable speed even to my adult eyes. It was too fast for a child who was still unsteady on his feet.

As a result, Robert wobbled as if about to fall, and—

- Woof!

Just as I rose to catch Robert, Big-Injeolmi, who had been loitering nearby, cushioned Robert's fall like a pillow.

'Wow.'

I was moved by the sight. Erich had said that Mini-Injeolmi evolving into Big-Injeolmi was actually better, and he wasn't wrong.

Not just a playmate but also a bodyguard responsible for the children's safety. Truly impressive, as expected of Titi's offspring.

"Good dog."
- Woof!

I stroked Big-Injeolmi with satisfaction. Just from what I'd witnessed, I could tell how much effort this dog put into caring for our nephews.

At the same time, I hugged Robert, who must have been startled by the sudden fall. Though he seemed to find using Big-Injeolmi as a cushion amusing and giggled.

"Oo- Ah-"
"Should I hug our second one too?"
"Oo-!"

I gladly embraced both nephews simultaneously at Eduard's whining.

Fortunately, they were both small enough that holding them together was no problem. Honestly, at this size, I could hold four children, not just two.

"Brother. I brought tea. Everything okay?"

While I was playing with my nephews, Erich returned with refreshments.

Though servants could have brought refreshments, wouldn't the children's attention shift away from their uncle if their father was present? I used my authority as the older brother to send him away briefly. Thanks to that, we had quality playtime.

"Robert almost fell, but this one prevented it."
"Norangi did?"

When I reported what happened, Erich's eyes widened. Of course he'd be surprised to hear his son almost fell while he was away.

And I was surprised by Erich's response.

'How is its name Norangi?'

Even for a Golden Retriever, that's such a lazy name.

It's even weirder that it's "Norangi" (Yellow) rather than "Nureongi" (Yellow-brown). What is this, naming a chick? Even our Gyeomson would be furious if given such a name.

"Good thing I brought treats for Norangi too. Thanks."
- Woof!


At Erich's words of gratitude, Norang...i's tail wagged vigorously.

Surprisingly, the dog seems satisfied with its name, which is fortunate. If it disliked the name, it would have growled or shown signs of protest.

'I guess it's better than Number 1 or Number 2.'

Come to think of it, this dog's uncles and aunts by blood were given numerical names like Number 1 and Number 2. A color name is certainly more elegant than a number.

In other words, it's a name that can only seem superior when compared to rock-bottom names like Number 1 and Number 2. Why not name it Bokdol instead?

"By the way, brother. Are you free to go to Teilgleichen tomorrow? We should pay New Year's greetings to our parents."
"Tomorrow? Do you have time then?"
"Bia and Sera are going to their parents' homes too. I thought I'd pay my respects then."

I nodded automatically at his reasonable explanation.

Actually, my wives have also gone to their parents' homes to celebrate the New Year. That's why I could come visit Erich without any burden.

'I haven't told our parents yet.'

Plus, Trixie's retirement in February and my ascension as Acting Duke of Serbet. I still haven't told our parents about this big event.

I need to tell them before it's too late. Otherwise, they might only find out on the day of the retirement-ascension ceremony with an announcement like "This son is now the Acting Duke of Serbet!" While father might handle it, mother could faint from the shock.

"Hey."
"What?"
"I'm becoming the Acting Duke of Serbet in February."

When I informed Erich, who was right beside me, his body froze as he was about to give Norangi a dog treat.

"You're now the brother of an Acting Duke."
"This is insane."

Erich muttered quietly at my follow-up attack.

He must be delighted with this New Year status elevation. A man who might have lived as an ordinary baron has become a nobleman with a marquis title, the brother of an Acting Duke, and a deputy member of the Imperial Assembly. What an honorable and excessive title.

You should know you've got a good brother. Without me, you wouldn't have 80% of what you have now.

The probability that Zenobia and Sera are included in that 80% is quite high too, remember that.

***

They say Jeni at Helen's house has given birth.

This time she had 9 puppies. That's much more than the ones grandfather raises.

'I'm jealous!'

We have dogs like Titi that grandfather raises at our house too, but they're big dogs like Titi. We don't have small ones like the puppies Jeni had.

So I'm jealous! Super jealous! I want to raise small puppies too! Big dogs are nice, but I want to play while holding small puppies!

'I want to roll around with small puppies!'

Helen rolling around in the grass with small puppies! I was so jealous! It's a different feeling from playing with Titi and the big dogs!

"Daddy."
"Yes, my Crown Princess. Is there something you want to ask daddy?"
"Don't small puppies get born at our house?"

Daddy suddenly closed his mouth.

"Helen has... lots of small Titis..."
"Ah, those small ones."

Daddy hugged me and laughed.

When daddy laughs, I feel good too. But thinking about small puppies makes me a little sad!

"The reason there are many small Titis is probably because Titi takes after her owner."
"O-wner?"
"Yes. Her owner, your godfather. Compared to your daddy, doesn't your godfather have many children? Titi grew up watching such a godfather, so she gives birth to many puppies."

"Is that so?"
"I think so."

If daddy says so, it must be true! Daddy is super smart!

But then how do our big dogs give birth to small puppies? The owner of our big dogs is grandfather, right?

"Then is grandfather like godfa—"
"My Crown Princess. You want to play with cute puppies like the small Titis, right?"
"Yes!"
"Then when these newly born puppies grow up, would the Crown Princess like to raise one?"
"Huh?"

I blinked at daddy's words.

Raise? Me? Like godfather and grandfather. Like Helen, can I raise one? Can it be with me all day?

"Really!?"
"Of course. Titi would be happy if the Crown Princess took care of one of her puppies. The Crown Princess and Titi are very close friends."
"That's right! I'm friends with Titi! Titi likes me too!"

My worry! It's solved right away!

As expected, daddy is super smart! Daddy is the best!

"I love daddy! Thank you!"
"Hmm. I'd like to hear that once more."
"Daddy! Love you! Thank you!"
"Hahah."

Daddy laughed a lot at my words!

***

- So, I was wondering if I could reserve just one of Titi's new puppies?

I looked at the communication device with some contempt at the Emperor's words.

What's with this "So, I was wondering"? Don't try to gloss over your strange words.

'I wondered what urgent matter this was in the middle of the night.'

My contempt deepened. I was planning to go to Teilgleichen County with Erich tomorrow and was checking gifts for my parents and retainers. I was about to finish up and go to bed when he contacts me for this?

Of course, if it's related to the Crown Princess, I should take the call even at dawn, but this isn't purely Crown Princess-related, is it? This is clearly a problem created by his loose tongue.

"Your Majesty. As you well know, Titi's puppies are not under my jurisdiction. How could you say such a thing?"
- Then what should I have done? Should I have asked the Situation Emperor to remarry and have a late child? If I hadn't stopped the Crown Princess then, she would have run to the Situation Emperor.
'This is insane.'

Situation, remarry, late child. This cowardly bastard stuffed three landmines into one sentence.

That can't happen. If the Crown Princess reached the miraculous conclusion that "Ah! If grandfather has many children, there will be many Mini-Injeolmis too!" and if the Situation Emperor actually started having late children—though unlikely—there would be no greater disaster.

A younger Imperial Brother than the Crown Princess, Prince, and Princess? Such a thing happening in the Imperial Family, of all places, would be troublesome. Even the Emperor must respect the siblings of the previous Emperor, but if the Crown Princess ascends, she would have to show respect to uncles or aunts younger than herself.

For an Emperor whose every action must convey authority, that's a headache.

...

"If you hadn't used me as an excuse from the beginning, this wouldn't have happened, would it?"

After briefly imagining a terrible future, I reached the truth.

You crazy fool. The Situation Emperor almost remarrying was your fault to begin with. If you hadn't said from the start that Titi is prolific because I am prolific...

- Rather than this pointless blame game, shall we have a solid discussion for the future?

In response to my valid criticism, this yellow dog only spouted nonsense and avoided responsibility.

- Besides, Count. The Crown Princess and Titi are very close, aren't they? Since Titi has sent puppies to others, if the Crown Princess and you earnestly ask, she might give one.

What a disgraceful monarch and father.

It seems the mini rice cakes have truly inherited Titi's wisdom.

Retrievers are naturally cute, but they're wise enough to know they're even cuter when small. That's why they maintained their tiny stature until they were ready for independence.

That must be it. There's no other way to explain this situation.

'You've grown sturdy.'

Mini rice cake, once small enough to lift with one hand if balanced properly. Smaller than Teresa, who used to hug it like a giant doll.

Just a few weeks ago, it was that size. But visiting Teilgleichen County after a long time, I was greeted by a sturdy, massive rice cake like Yellowy.

"Woof!"

Even its bark had evolved to be more resonant and majestic. What on earth happened in these few weeks?

"Big brother!"
"Oh, yes. Our Teresa. Have you been well?"
"Yep! I've been good with Neri!"
"Woof!"

Still, Teresa, who was clinging to the giant rice cake—no, Neri—seemed delighted by this explosive growth, smiling brightly.

Neri too, having received plenty of love from Teresa, was wagging its tail non-stop beside her.

'As long as they're happy.'

Yes, as long as they're satisfied with each other. Retrievers aren't small dogs but large breeds anyway. If I wanted to give Teresa a small playmate, I should have found a small breed from the start.

For example, a Jangsengi, or a Jangsengi, or something like a Jangsengi.

"Ah. Hello, little brother too."
"So you finally notice your little brother..."

Eventually, Teresa greeted Erich with a calm voice.

I couldn't help but smile at the clear difference in her attitude compared to how she treats me. It's certain our Teresa likes me more than Erich.

Unfortunately, Erich has many experiences of waking Teresa with loud noises when she was just a baby. That accumulated resentment has made her like him less.

'At least she doesn't hate him.'

Of course, it's only that she likes him less 'compared to me,' so I don't feel the need to intervene.

After all, she doesn't cry or throw tantrums when she sees Erich, nor does she run away or kick and punch him. The difference in her heart's ranking is up to Teresa's will, naturally.

"By the way, where are Father and Mother?"
"Over there behind! Neri and I came first!"

When I asked Teresa about our parents' whereabouts with satisfaction, she cheerfully pointed toward the hallway.

I see. Our Teresa has grown enough to easily outpace two adults. And Father is a renowned warrior who served as a Marshal of the Imperial Army.

'Her future is bright.'

I unconsciously patted Teresa's head.

She clearly inherited our Kracius blood strongly. Showing such brave and healthy traits already. She might become at least a Knight Commander.

Still, I hope our youngest doesn't walk the path of public service. Suffering for the country's affairs is enough for me and Erich, just the two of us.

'With three of us, at least one should be happy.'

Nevertheless, if—just if—Teresa chooses the path of knighthood, I'll make her a knight of my domain. Working under me, she won't have to suffer.

I absolutely cannot let her become a knight of the military corps or the Imperial Knights. Following that route would make her an inescapable civil servant.


"Teresa."
"Hmm?"
"Do you like living with Father, Mother, and your brothers?"
"Yes! I want to live with everyone foreeeever!"

My heart swelled at those words.

This brother will make our Teresa's wish come true. As the daughter of the former Count of Teilgleichen and sister of the current Count, I'll let you play and eat in the county for life.

In the future, you'll be respected and treated well as the aunt of the Count of Teilgleichen, so don't worry.

"Brother."
"What."
"Why didn't you ever ask me something like this?"

Since it wasn't worth answering, I quietly picked up Teresa.

Because you have to act as my proxy, so there was no point in asking. If you wanted to become unemployed, you would have had to protest against imperial law and customs, not me.

Before Erich could properly protest, Father and Mother arrived.

Even Erich couldn't raise his voice in front of our parents, so he quietly closed his mouth. Fortunately, he's a filial son who knows how to read the atmosphere.

"All the daughters-in-law went to their parents' homes?"
"Yes. Although we exchanged greetings with the in-laws during the New Year's ceremony, they still couldn't meet all their family members. Since there was nothing urgent to do, I told them to visit for a while."
"You did well. Spending time with family is important. Even though they've become daughters-in-law of the Kracius family, their parents' homes haven't changed."

The wives with parents went to their homes, while those without went to visit their domains or acquaintances. Mother nodded with a smile at these words.

I was worried she might express regret saying, "Why didn't everyone come together?" but she reacted calmly to the daughters-in-law's visits to their parents, probably because she sees them frequently anyway.

Well, summoning daughters-in-law she often sees even for the New Year doesn't match Mother's personality. She's not that stubborn or obsessed with authority.

"The in-laws must be happy to see their daughters and grandchildren."
"Indeed, I've been receiving thank-you messages for days. They say they'll send the children back with their energy drained, so not to worry."
"Hoho, how kind of them."

Mother chuckled softly and glanced at Teresa.

Teresa was running around the room with Neri. If just one Teresa is this intense, promising to return the children with their energy drained is such a beautiful and grateful statement.

Thanks to this, our servants are also enjoying a relaxed vacation. Even when the children return, they can play more leisurely than usual for a day or two.

"By the way, Laura is in Zaigel Barony, so she could come quickly. Should I call her over?"
"It's fine. The nanny should also spend cozy time with her family."
"Yes. I'll visit my mother-in-law separately to pay my respects."

Mother's smile deepened at Erich's words.

Although it's been years since the nanny became Erich's mother-in-law, Mother and the nanny still feel a bit awkward calling each other in-laws. Especially when Erich calls the nanny "mother-in-law," Mother smiles, and when Sera calls Mother "mother-in-law," the nanny smiles.

I wonder when they'll get used to it, but I understand completely. The two are such close friends after all.

"Kal."
"Yes, Father."

While chatting about various recent events with Mother, Father, who had been silent, opened his mouth.

"Will the daughters-in-law return before the end of January?"
"Of course. They won't return immediately, but they'll be back within January."
"I see."

Father nodded slightly at my answer, and then said,

"If it's alright with you, there's a place I'd like you to grace with your presence in early February."
"Me... you mean?"
"More precisely, all of you. You, Erich, Teresa. And all the daughters-in-law and grandchildren."


I blinked blankly at the statement that the entire Kracius family needed to move.

What is this? What kind of event requires not just me or Erich, but the entire family to move together? And at such an odd time as early February?

Early January has the pretext of celebrating the new year, and early March is when most groups and institutions start new activities. But early February in between...

"August said he would hold a banquet then."
'Ah.'

I understood immediately from the follow-up comment, as if Father had read my mind.

There's only one August Father could be referring to. Father's immediate younger brother, Uncle August. The current husband of the Deast County.

Indeed, Uncle August was supposed to prepare a banquet for the seven Kracius siblings to gather again, and it seems it's been set for early February.

'Of all times.'

I broke into a cold sweat at the exquisitely awkward timing. Early February is right before Trixie's retirement.

A banquet with the entire Kracius family, and a few days later, the head of the Kracius family becomes the Duke's proxy? Anyone would see this as a pre-ascension gathering where family members unite and celebrate.

Then, as soon as the proxy appointment is announced, nobles might bother my uncles and aunts, asking if they heard anything in advance or if the Duke's proxy left any special messages.

Perhaps even my cousins whom I've never met, or even second cousins if they married early, could be troubled.

'What should I do about this.'

It's troublesome. I'd like to suggest not attending or postponing the date. But I can't bring myself to speak up, imagining how sincerely Uncle August has prepared for this banquet.

Inviting not just siblings but also nephews, nieces, and their children is a big commitment from Uncle August. Especially preparing a banquet itself is a pledge to continue the sibling gatherings that could have ended as a one-time event.

I don't want to trample on my uncle's courage and determination. As a nephew, I can't commit such an atrocity.

"Actually, I have something to tell you both."
"Do you have something happening in February?"

Father responded first when I carefully opened my mouth.

There is something happening. Something enormous that no one could imagine.

"Around mid-February—"

My daughter-in-law's retirement and my son's ascension as proxy.

I'll never forget my parents' expressions when they heard this astonishing news.

Although Father's expression changed dramatically, he didn't cancel the banquet or tell me not to come.

Father will probably give my uncles and aunts advance notice. That there will be a bombshell announcement during the banquet, and that they'll be troubled in various ways after it ends.

'I'm not a nephew but a plague.'

I felt a bit of self-loathing. A family head who drops a bomb at a gathering where family should enjoy themselves. If this isn't a plague, what is it?

"Woof!"
"Ah."

I sighed at the sight of Titi welcoming me as soon as I returned to the mansion.

Unfortunately, not just the Kracius gathering but also the issue of persuading Titi weighs heavily on my heart. In some ways, the latter is an even more serious problem.

How on earth should I bring up "Would you like to give a puppy to the Crown Princess?" And in a way that doesn't anger Titi or hurt me, as naturally as possible.

I really don't know...

# I've been feeling so happy lately! So many good things are happening!

Jenny gave birth to nine healthy puppies, and her older ones love their little siblings too! They even help protect their tired mother!

I'm so happy! It feels like Jenny, the puppies, and I are all living happily just like our master!

"Titi. Let's go for a walk."
- Woof!

And there's more good news! Master takes me for walks every day now!

Usually it was with the ladies and the little masters, but they've gone somewhere else for a while. So master is taking me for walks! I'm so happy!

"You like it that much?"
- Woof woof!

I answered master's question right away.

Of course! I love it so much! Walking with other people is fun too, but the most enjoyable time is being with master. I wish this time could last forever!

But if I'm only walking with master, that means the ladies and little masters aren't home, right? I don't like that. I enjoy being with the ladies and playing with the little masters too.

- Whiiine...
"Titi?"

My tail drooped without me realizing it.

It's troubling. When I'm with master, the others aren't around, and when the others come back, I'll have less time with master. What should I do?

"Hmm, I've been too neglectful of our Titi lately. From now on, we should go for walks together at least once a week."
- Woof!

But my tail perked up again at master's words.

That's fine then! It's disappointing that it's not every day, but once a week is enough!

'Master is the best!'

As expected, our master is the most wonderful person in the world!

He was going to send our puppies somewhere else before! But that's in the past! Besides, some of the first-born puppies have already gone to other places!

"Well then, shall we head out now? Let's play quickly and come back before it snows."

Master put the leash around my neck.

Walking with master! It's different and thrilling every time! It never gets old and always feels new!

"We'll go around the Capital once, then go see Jenny."

The walking route is perfect too, which makes it even better!

We greeted various people while walking around the Capital.

We greeted people selling food, people we met along the way, and people who guard this place!

But something's strange. Every time I see the guards, they're sweeping snow. Snow disappears if you leave it alone, so why do these people clear it away every day?

Master says if it's swept with a broom, it's all garbage. I don't really understand! I guess that must be one of the ways they protect this place!

"Ah, Titi!"
- Woof!

After walking around the Capital with master, we went to Jenny's house, where the small person lives.

The small person who welcomes me as soon as she sees me! A good person who gets along with the little masters and takes care of Jenny and our puppies! I'm always happy to see her!

"Are you here to see Jenny again today!? Welcome!"

Yes, I'm here to see Jenny.

But not just Jenny. I'm here to see our puppies too!

- Bark! Bark bark!
- Woof woof!


Just then, the first-born puppies came running after smelling me!

Thank you for all coming to your father without missing a single one! When the newly born puppies are able to walk too, even more of them will welcome me, right?

I'm already looking forward to that day. I think I understand why master tells the little masters to grow up healthy!

***

I took deep breaths while watching Titi playing with Helen, Jenny, and the puppies.

Titi seems to be in the best mood possible. I've been faithfully taking walks with him these past few days, serving him only the finest meals, and showing affection by even letting him sleep in my bed. I'm lavishing him with the best service I can provide.

Thanks to this, Titi's already maxed-out loyalty and affection have reached breakthrough levels.

At this point, I might be able to carefully bring up the adoption of the second generation juniors.

'I shouldn't mention it first.'

Of course, I don't plan to open with "You have many puppies, so we'll let them go independent this time too, right?" If I committed such an atrocity, Titi's affection would plummet into negative territory.

Such a disaster must be avoided. The fact that I was forgiven during the first disaster was probably due to my pitiful appearance of struggling with the situation, and there's no guarantee I'll be forgiven twice. I can't exactly contact the situation and ask it to help me get Titi's forgiveness.

So I maximized Titi's mood and left the opening to someone else.

"Uncle! Uncleeee!"
"Your Highnesssss!"
'They're here.'

My lips curled up involuntarily at the eagerly awaited voices.

Opponents that even Titi, who is serious about his puppies, cannot coldly reject. Pure children who can match the bright-hearted Titi.

"Charlotte! Henrietta!"

Crown Princess Charlotte and Henrietta, the granddaughter of Marquis Lavirzhe. I urgently summoned Helen's two close friends to Luciano's mansion. Solely to adopt Titi's puppies.

Honestly, even I think it's an ugly and embarrassing approach. An adult who, instead of helping children, calls upon them for help. If the Emperor is a failed head of household, then I'm just a failed adult.

But there's no choice. To protect the Crown Princess's pure heart and expectations, I must endure this ugliness.

'I can't let the Crown Princess experience her first disappointment over something like this.'

Of course, everyone experiences disappointments and failures in life. In fact, the Crown Princess, being the noble future Emperor, needs to build tolerance for bitter experiences.

But there's a limit. Having the future Emperor's first failure be "failed to adopt a cute puppy" is a bit much.

"Welcome! You came!"

Anyway, Helen rushed to the Crown Princess and Henrietta upon their visit.

Titi and the first generation juniors followed in a group. The two guests were welcome not just to Helen.

"Hello Helen! It's been a while!"
"Have you been well?"
"Yes!"

Looking at the three girls who had quickly huddled together, I rapidly turned my thoughts.

I hadn't mentioned anything about Titi's juniors to the Crown Princess. I simply coaxed her by saying that since it's the new year, friends should play cozily together, and that I, her godfather, would play with them.

At the same time, I brought in Henrietta to further elevate the Crown Princess's mood. Friends who get along well and cute puppies. Surrounded by these, the Crown Princess will act on her own without my intervention.

She'll approach Titi herself to ask for a puppy.

'That's enough.'

If a pure child asks instead of a despicable adult, Titi won't be able to coldly refuse or go on high alert. To put it bluntly, Titi won't bite the Crown Princess.

Moreover, the Crown Princess isn't an ordinary child but someone who has watched Titi for years—from Titi's perspective, she's no different from our own children. This makes it all the more difficult for him to harden his heart.

'And if Henrietta joins in, it's perfect.'

If the Crown Princess asks for one of Titi's puppies, Henrietta will definitely join in. Helen already has Jenny, so it's natural for her to play with the mini rice cake squad, but if the Crown Princess is going to get one of them? Then it's only right for Henrietta to join and ask for a puppy too.

Having one of the three enjoy something while another can't is a completely different issue. Considering human psychology, it's certain.


...

'Damn it.'

An indescribable sense of shame washed over me.

To think that I would exploit children's psychology just to get a puppy adopted. I'm a failed adult beyond the description of ugliness.

However, once a sword is drawn, it's only right to cut something. Since I've endured the ugliness and called the two children, I should at least achieve my goal to save some face.

"Your Highness. Would you like to see the newly born puppies while you're here? They're all small and wriggling, truly adorable."
"Yes! I want to see!"
"Henrietta, would you like to see them too? I'm sure you'll like them."
"Yes! I want to!"

The very energetic responses began to lighten the shame in my heart.

Yes, what does it matter if it's a bit ugly? I can bear the self-loathing alone, and if things go well, these adorable children will receive the best gift. Thinking of it that way, it's a shame I can bear as an adult.

...I should be able to bear it. Surely I will.

The Crown Princess and Henrietta stared at the second generation juniors with dazed expressions.

Nine mini rice cakes huddled together at Jenny's belly, wriggling. Little ones who have just started opening their eyes, blinking their tiny bean-sized eyes.

"So cuuuute..."
- Woof!

Titi barked proudly at the Crown Princess's admiration.

"I want one too..."
- Woof...?

But at the sudden desire for adoption, Titi's tail twitched nervously.

'Good.'

We've passed the first hurdle. If it had been me showing the desire for adoption instead of the Crown Princess, Titi wouldn't have just twitched his tail—he would have immediately rushed between me and the puppies and gone on high alert.

Nevertheless, Titi only twitched his tail and looked back and forth between the Crown Princess and the puppies. As if confused about how to respond.

"Titi! Can't you give me just one little one? I promise I'll take good care of it!"
- Whiiine...
"Really! Trust me! I'll take super good care of it! And I'll show it to you often!"

Titi's eyes darted more violently at the Crown Princess's plea.

"T-Titi. Me too..."
- Grrrr...

As I had anticipated, when Henrietta joined in, Titi lay down on the floor with drooping ears.

Honestly, I don't feel comfortable. It feels like I'm cornering Titi by exploiting his conscience and good nature. From a third-party perspective, this would look like coveting newborn puppies.

"Titi. I don't think Her Highness and Henrietta are asking for them right away. Just like how the first-born puppies became independent after a few months, they're asking if you could give them one when you think it's okay."

I carefully spoke while stroking Titi, who was lying on the floor.

I'm sorry, but feeling uncomfortable is feeling uncomfortable, and this is what it is. The basics of tactics dictate that if you've seized an opportunity, you should push forward.

"Her Highness and Henrietta often visit Helen's house. So even if they become independent, won't you be able to see them often?"

At my continued persuasion, Titi's gaze turned to the puppies.

Eventually, he turned to the Crown Princess and Henrietta, whose eyes were sparkling.

- Woof!

Titi stood up again and barked loudly.

It was as if he was declaring that he would accept it after several months.

'It worked.'

The adoption quest I was forced to undertake thanks to the incompetent Emperor. Fortunately, with the help of the two children, I handled it successfully.


Titi continued to provide endless walks, excellent meals, and comfortable beds even after showing mercy and generosity.

It would be cruel to show an attitude like "I got your puppies, so we're done now" to Titi, who allowed her puppy's independence due to the cunning schemes of ugly adults. How would that be different from sucking out all the sweetness and spitting out the rest?

That's why even after Titi granted permission for independence, I spent time with her just as before—no, with even more devotion.

Anyway, with my wife and children away from home, I had nothing else to do. Was I supposed to have tea time with the servants or take naps with the priests?

"Shall we go to the lake today?"
"Woof!"

Titi's tail wagged enthusiastically at my words.

The lake, a hideout and sanctuary for Imperial Counts. Though the cold weather made leisurely fishing impossible, walking around the lake was still doable.

And for Titi, the important thing wasn't fishing but walking. Even though she loved anything she could do with her owner, she preferred trotting around to sitting still. That's the inevitable fate of large dogs.

"Woof woof!"
"T-Titi!"

I momentarily forgot that Titi loved water even more than walking.

Retrievers are dogs with webbed feet, making them incredibly water-friendly creatures. Entering water is their instinct when they see it. Thanks to this, Titi plunged into the lake without hesitation despite it being midwinter.

Watching her glide gracefully around the lake made me feel like I was looking at a duck rather than a dog.

'I hope she doesn't... catch a cold?'

I was consumed with worry watching her.

If it had been autumn, I might have let it slide, but to dive in during snowy winter of all times? If our Titi got sick and started wheezing, the children would be devastated.

They might even blame me, saying she caught a cold because of their father. Though Titi was the one who jumped in, it could still become my burden somehow.

'I should get her out now.'

After a brief deliberation, I moved toward the lake.

Entering water in this weather is problematic, and what comes after is equally concerning. She'll have to go home with soaking wet fur while facing the winter wind. She might get frostbite on top of a cold.

So I took off my shoes and dipped my foot in the lake.

'Whoa.'

I pulled it right back out.

Come to think of it, Titi had received the blessing of the next saint. It's practically the same as having Enen's protection, so she wouldn't catch a cold or get frostbite.

"Titi, play for just an hour and then come out."
"Woof!"

Titi, swimming far away, responded to my words.

Her voice was so full of energy that I couldn't help but sigh in relief. Clearly, I didn't need to worry about her catching a cold.

'She's enjoying herself.'

Moreover, our Titi—I notice this every time I see her—seems faster swimming in water than running on land.

'Should I build a swimming pool?'

When the weather warms up, should I build an outdoor pool in the garden or backyard? Considering how much Titi dedicates herself to our family, I'd be willing to build not just one but ten swimming pools.


Of course, if all we need is water for her to enter, a fountain would be sufficient, but no matter how large a fountain is, it can't compare to a swimming pool.

'I'll build it as soon as spring comes.'

A swimming pool built when the snow melts and cherry blossoms arrive.

There's something poetic about it that I like.

The ladies who had gone out began returning one by one.

Mar, who attended a gathering of both direct and branch Valenti family members; Trixie, who spent time in the elf residential district after receiving greetings from the elders of the Imperial magic community; Lise and Rin, who enjoyed ordinary quality time with their families; Eri, who presented Veronica to her grandmother.

And finally, Pine, who made a pilgrimage to her hometown with former Charcoal Division members.

"Wasn't it too much strain in this cold weather?"
"Actually, it took longer because they adjusted to my pace."

I chuckled at her words.

The usual Pine could easily handle forced marches in winter. But the current Pine is pregnant, and quite visibly so. Far from forced marches, even riding a horse is difficult, so she traveled by carriage and teleportation.

The former Charcoal Division members knew this too, so they moved carefully, treasuring Pine. If something happened to Pine, who is like family to them, they would be heartbroken, and if something happened to Pine, our child—their niece or nephew—would be in danger too.

"Let's go again when your body feels lighter. Seeing it in winter versus summer is completely different."
"I was thinking of taking the children then too. Would that be alright?"
"Of course. Anytime."

Pine smiled faintly at my ready agreement.

The place that was Pine's hometown. And places that were or had been the hometown of the Charcoal Division. For Merry and our soon-to-be-born youngest (Jin), these are practically family hometowns, so they certainly deserve to go together.

"By the way, have the Charcoal—I mean, Section 1 people all returned to duty?"
"Yes. Even traveling with me was only possible because they managed to make time, so they returned to duty immediately upon arriving at the Capital."
"That's a shame. I wanted to have a meal with them."

I'm genuinely disappointed, but it can't be helped. I know well how busy the various sections of the Special Affairs Ministry are. As Pine said, the fact that they accompanied her on the hometown pilgrimage is already remarkable.

So I'll postpone the meal for another opportunity. We're not living far apart, and as citizens of the same Capital, the chance will come eventually.

If timing becomes an issue, I can always raid the Audit Ministry building. Having a meal together in the building's cafeteria still counts as treating them. Even if it makes me seem like a nuisance of a boss, it's better than not seeing their faces at all.

"Ah, give me Merry. You must be tired from taking care of her too."

After resolving to check the quality of the ministry cafeteria soon, I took Merry, whom Pine had been holding all this time.

Merry was sound asleep, probably exhausted from her first long journey. Still, her sleeping expression was incredibly bright, as if she had enjoyed receiving abundant love from her uncles and aunts.

'I hope you continue to enjoy yourself.'

Although our Merry doesn't have a maternal grandfather or grandmother, she has more uncles and aunts than anyone. Numerous honorary relatives shower her with love.

I pray this joy lasts forever. I hope Merry will consider these people, who are like family to her mother, as her own family too.

***

After the siblings gathered under my older brother's leadership, it was decided that I, the second child, would host the next gathering.

It would be a lie to say I wasn't feeling pressured. Except for the gathering my brother hosted, there were no precedents to reference, and even my brother's gathering was difficult to emulate.

Our truly rare gathering where we conversed candidly, the gifts my brother prepared, and the invasion of the grandnieces and grandnephews—honestly, without these three elements, my brother's gathering wouldn't have gone well.

However, reusing elements that have already been used shows neither sincerity nor creates emotion. If I want to turn a potentially one-time gathering into a third, fourth, or fifth, then I, as the connecting point, need to do it properly. I can't welcome my siblings with such a mediocre gathering.


'Whether the sequel thrives or fails determines if there will be a follow-up.'

While a third or fourth installment might fail, a work whose second installment fails will never see a sequel. Instead, it will be treated as the villain that ruined the first installment and be ignored.

So after wracking my brains and careful consideration,

"I plan to invite a large number of people befitting the grand banquet hall."

I decided to proceed with a large-scale gathering incomparable to my brother's.

All our siblings and their partners, of course, as well as children, sons-in-law, and daughters-in-law. If there are grandchildren, all of them too.

"All of them?"

My wife blinked blankly at my words.

Certainly, from my wife's perspective, this must seem unexpected. People who hadn't exchanged even letters for nearly 20 years finally reunited last year. This would only be the second meeting since then, and already I want to mobilize children and grandchildren? It sounds absurd.

We had also implicitly agreed when planning the second meeting that "only couples would gather." At least we should become close first before our children and grandchildren can meet with smiles.

'We've grown closer faster than expected.'

However, surprisingly, the relationship between us siblings progressed faster than we anticipated.

Since the first gathering, we've been exchanging greetings regularly, occasionally giving gifts, and siblings living nearby even meet each other.

It's truly remarkable. Perhaps the affection between us that Father had suppressed has finally exploded. After decades.

"Because we siblings were inadequate, our children couldn't interact with their cousins. Even ordinary citizens maintain warm relationships with their cousins, but for us nobles to live without cousin relationships was absurd. I want to correct this mistake now."

My wife closed her eyes in deep thought at my sincere words.

"Are you sure this is okay?"

Then she cautiously spoke. Asking if it would be alright to proceed with such a radical and massive gathering.

"Of course."
"Then I'll support it too. I'll provide the budget without holding back, so prepare the best gathering possible."

I couldn't help but smile at her words.

That's right. I should prepare the best gathering possible within my capabilities.

That's the way to honor my wife who trusted me, and the way to serve my siblings who have awakened their dormant affection.

As soon as I received my wife's permission, I sent invitations to my older brother and younger siblings. I also mentioned that not only should couples come, but they should bring their children and, if possible, their grandchildren too.

Everyone was surprised, but no one expressed reluctance or refused. It wasn't just me who felt we had grown closer. They also thought it was time for cousins to start interacting.

"What? Everyone?"

And when I mentioned attending the gathering to our children, their reactions were quite intense.

"I knew our family was preparing a gathering, but I never expected everyone to meet..."
"I'm not ready to ask favors from my cousins yet."
"This guy."

I couldn't help but laugh at the mention of "favors."

It sounds quite peculiar, but knowing it was his way of easing tension,

# Uncle August's family, the Deast County, is a prestigious martial house located in the eastern part of the Empire. It was personally chosen as an in-law family by my cold and mechanical grandfather.

Uncle August is the second of seven siblings. If my father had met with misfortune before I was born, he would have become the head of the Kracius family instead. Someone of his stature wouldn't have chosen his wife's family carelessly—he must have made his decision after careful consideration and thorough verification.

Indeed, the Deast County has reigned as a pillar of the east for decades, both then and now. No wonder even my eldest father-in-law and brother, who are essentially the leaders of the eastern nobles, trust the Deast County.

'Though it's not widely known that they're actually Kracius people.'

When Uncle August became the son-in-law of the Deast family, he changed his name from August Kracius to August Deast. He even focused on supporting his wife, the family head, and avoided active public engagements.

Because of this, before my father summoned the seven siblings, many people didn't know that the husband of the Deast County was from the Kracius family. That's how high and mighty the walls in the hearts of the seven siblings were.

But those walls crumbled faster than expected. Perhaps even faster than my father, uncles, and aunts themselves anticipated.

'To think those walls would fall so easily.'

It was both pleasing and bittersweet. For about 20 years, they grew up under a rigid and oppressive family head, unable to share proper sibling affection. For the next 20 years, they didn't even speak due to physical and psychological distance.

Yet those walls, built over 40 years, crumbled in less than a year after my father's summons. Less than a year was all it took to break down walls built over four decades.

How could I not feel bittersweet as their child? It means that if everything had proceeded naturally, the seven Kracius siblings were destined to be affectionate from the start. If they had grown up in a slightly more normal environment, they could have lived happily together from the beginning, without needing to wait 40 years.

Just like our children.

'Thankfully, there was no genetic regression.'

I unconsciously let out a sigh of relief.

My father didn't take after my grandfather, and I tend to take after my father. How terrible it would have been if my grandfather's blood had skipped his son and manifested in his grandson. Six wives and more than ten children would have lived in a gloomy household.

No, that's not right. If I had been like my grandfather, I wouldn't have had a love marriage in the first place. Wouldn't I have married strategically and produced children out of duty?

"Daddy!"

While I was imagining whether the Emperor would have cracked my head open if I had acted strategically, I turned my head at Fedi's voice.

'Oh.'

I saw Fedi dressed cutely in colorful clothes.

My lips curled up involuntarily. Our Fedi, always cute, but even cuter when dressed up nicely—

"Mommy! Weird! Keep putting clothes on!"
'Ah.'

His desperate cry made me laugh for a different reason.

It was just one sentence, but I could understand the eternal time and suffering Fedi had endured. At the same time, I could guess what the other children were going through.

This was a gathering where great-uncles, great-aunts, second cousins, third cousins, and more would be present. For our children's debut at this momentous occasion where all Kracius blood relatives would gather, they would be dressed in the cutest possible way.

For example, trying on dozens or hundreds of outfits to find the best one, or adorning them with small, safe accessories that suit them.

'That must be tough.'

Even as an adult, I get dizzy when caught up in Mar's serious dress-up sessions. While everything looks fine to me, Mar can identify subtle color differences as if she has a graphics editor in her eyes. I sometimes wonder if she can actually see RGB values.

Moreover, she selects clothes considering textures that match the colors, shapes that suit the occasion, and atmospheres that blend with the season. It's too overwhelming for our children, the oldest of whom is only six.

"Young master!"

Soon, Kindness came running from the direction Fedi had appeared.

"You mustn't run away! The madam is looking for you!"
'I see.'

Our Fedi. You weren't released from the dress-up session—you escaped.

'How did you manage to escape?'

I'm honestly impressed. A six-year-old child pulled off a great escape from a room full of Mar, other wives, and servants? Seeing Kindness immediately giving chase, it seems the sacred beasts are also standing guard?


Indeed, a son of Kracius and Valenti is different in many ways. Whether he follows the path of a swordsman like me or becomes a weapon master like my eldest father-in-law, he shows great potential.

"No! I won't wear anymore!"
"Y-young master! The madam is only doing this for your sake...!"
"Don't care! I hate Kindness!"

At those words, Kindness, who had been rushing over, stopped abruptly.

"Whiiiiine..."

Then, making a sound like his last breath, he collapsed to the ground.

Kindness has been Fedi's closest confidant, loyal mount, and beloved steed. As such, he seems to have received a psychological shock from Fedi's declaration.

"Whine... whiiiiine...!"
'This is serious.'

I didn't expect the shock to make him lose the ability to speak human language.

What do you have left if you remove your ability to speak? The only advantage you former evil gods have over Titi, a 100% pure animal, is your ability to use language, and you've thrown that away.

"K-Kindness. Are you okay?"

Anyway, seeing this tragic scene, even Fedi seemed surprised and cautiously approached Kindness.

"I'm sorry. I don't hate Kindness. I like that Kindness plays with me a lot."

Kindness, who had been doing freestyle swimming on the corridor floor, turned his eyes toward Fedi.

"Let's go to mommy. I want to ride Kindness."
"Yes, young master! Let's go right away!"
'Hmm.'

I couldn't help but chuckle at his quick recovery.

Perhaps his intelligence is as regrettable as a bird's. Watching him, it seems appropriate to use the expression "horse brain" rather than "bird brain."

'That just means he's loyal.'

Still, considering Kindness's honor, I tried to think as positively as possible.

His loyalty to Fedi is sincere, so he gets hurt easily but also recovers quickly. He wouldn't behave like this in other situations.

I firmly believe that. Otherwise, it would be rather unfortunate.

'At this rate, Fedi might tour the Empire when he grows up.'

I watched as Kindness calmly returned with Fedi on his back.

Perhaps when Fedi becomes an adult, he might suddenly leave to travel the Empire with Kindness. Considering the subtle rivalry between Kindness and Charity, Charity might join them too.

A nobleman traveling around with talking horses and deer. It sounds like something from a legend or fairy tale.

Uncle August's invitation was sent to all Kracius family members.

This means that even a certain unemployed person who was just breathing in the Capital received an invitation.

"I'm not sure if I should go to this."

The unemployed person in the Capital, Erich, kept fidgeting with the invitation, rolling his eyes back and forth, wondering if it was right to accept this invitation.

I understand why Erich feels awkward. The venue for the first Kracius gathering was my mansion, so I had the chance to greet them. But Erich didn't meet them.

However, Erich isn't the only one who might feel awkward around our uncles and aunts. Our cousins, who have never seen their faces, are in the same situation as Erich. If anything, I'm the odd one out.

"If you skip this gathering, you're not a Kracius."

So I comforted Erich with sincere words.

If you have Kracius blood, you have every right to attend the gathering. There's no need to be self-conscious.


"That's quite a gathering."

At my reassurance, Erich obediently put the invitation in his pocket.

I'm satisfied. It means Erich has a clear identity, pride, and sense of duty as a Kracius.

"Brother, do you know who's coming? I don't even know the names of our cousins, let alone their faces."
"I don't know either, so it's fine."

At my answer, Erich's eyes trembled slightly.

What can I do if I really don't know? Since we're meeting for the first time anyway, it's better to shake hands and introduce ourselves at the gathering.

"Aren't you the family head? Is it okay for the family head not to know the names of family members?"
"How would you feel if a Minister of Audit you've never met before knew your name and family relationships by heart?"
"Ah."

I gave a bitter smile at his understanding exclamation.

To our cousins, I'm not yet a family head and cousin, but the Empire's power holder and Minister of Audit. If I act as if I've already researched their names, faces, and other details in advance, they might be terrified.

That would be problematic. This gathering was arranged because our father, uncles, and aunts finally broke down their emotional walls. At such a precious occasion, should the family head create an intimidating atmosphere? I'd have to bite my tongue and make an emergency escape to join grandfather.

'It's time to act as the savage Kal Kracius.'

I repeatedly reminded myself to prepare mentally.

From the moment I enter the Deast County, I am not the Imperial White. I am not the family head, nor a minister, nor even an adult. I'm just one of the youngsters who must serve various elders. Just one of many nephews, one of many cousins.

I must never forget this. For a successful gathering.

***

While I was wondering if mixing vodka with tea would make me less drunk, the Minister of the Imperial Household submitted an unusual report.

"The Deast County is hosting a gathering."
"It's a gathering led by August Deast, the husband of the Countess. As Your Majesty knows, August Deast is—"
"The Count's uncle."

He's also the immediate younger brother of the former Count of Teilgleichen, making him quite high in the hierarchy of the entire Kracius family.

'Hmm.'

Of course, being a son-in-law who married into another family, his rank within the Kracius family doesn't mean much, but the blood he carries doesn't completely disappear. To the Count, whether he's August Deast or August Kracius, he's still his uncle.

And this uncle has invited all those who carry Kracius blood.

"Your Majesty, the Kracius family has had unusually little interaction between its members. The fact that all members are gathering right after the new year begins must be the Count's intention, wouldn't you say?"
"The Minister's words are correct."

I nodded at the Minister of the Imperial Household's words. Indeed, his reasoning is rational and sound.

The Kracius family, a representative prestigious martial house and the Imperial White's family, is suddenly holding a meeting. And it's happening right before the Count becomes the Acting Duke. This is certainly not an ordinary event, but—

"However, there's no need for concern. Prepare a gift to send to the Deast County when the gathering ends."

If the Count is behind it, there's nothing to worry about.

The Count is not the type to plot conspiracies using his blood relatives. If he wanted to pull something, he would do it very discreetly, not so openly and ostentatiously.

I'll just send congratulations for the Kracius family gathering when it ends, along with a gift, and that will be enough.

"Yes, Your Majesty. I will do so."

The Minister of the Imperial Household also didn't seem to doubt the Count, as he bowed his head readily.

In any case, the Count is a nobleman who inspires trust in many ways.

Trust that he's not the kind of person who would plot such conspiracies.


Wilhelm Kracius, the eldest of the seven siblings, arrived early at the Deast County estate. Though his brother August had said arriving by early lunch would be fine, the entire Kracius family prepared to leave since morning. With parents, three siblings and their spouses, children and nephews totaling over twenty people, they reasoned that arriving early would reassure the host by filling seats promptly.

Besides, when Father hosted gatherings, Uncle August was always the first to arrive except for the youngest aunt. Father wanted to return the favor by being first to brighten the occasion, resulting in this early morning departure.

"I'll enjoy the morning breeze for a change."

I had no complaints about Father's decision. Considering our family numbered well over twenty, arriving early made more sense than coming late. A sudden influx of twenty people could be intimidating to other relatives.

Additionally, Father was the eldest of seven siblings. Though Uncle August was responsible for the gathering, supporting a younger brother by standing beside him was a beautiful gesture. I supported rather than opposed this.

"Papa, are we really going alone? Aren't we going together?" Fedi asked just before leaving the mansion, making me smile.

"Yes. Today is just for people to gather. Animal friends can't come."

The "together" Fedi wanted included pets like Titi, the sacred beasts, Mane, Mine, and Juni—eternal friends and playmates for our children.

But that would be problematic. The Kracius family gathering would already be crowded, and adding talking beasts would make it chaotic—especially considering our unusual menagerie included not just ordinary dogs and cats but horses, deer, sheep, bears, and tigers.

Perhaps someday we could bring them, but not today. For a smooth gathering, we needed to refrain.

"What about Lisianne? Lisianne isn't an animal."

"Ah."

Her logical and philosophical question left me momentarily speechless.

True. If we consider whether Lisianne is human or animal, she's closer to human. Though she's beyond human in many ways, she's definitely not an animal.

No need for biological arguments about humans being a type of animal. The "animal" we're discussing is conceptual, not scientific.

"...If only Lisianne comes, the others will be jealous. Then Lisianne would feel very sorry, right? So let's leave Lisianne behind too."

I debated between "telling her Lisianne is actually an animal" versus "finding an excuse to leave Lisianne behind," ultimately choosing the latter.

Choosing the former would have entangled me in a child's endless curiosity. Wrapping things up with the latter seemed best for everyone.

"Okay! I'll leave Lisianne behind too!"

"Good."

I felt relieved seeing Fedi nod in apparent understanding. Thankfully, the latter approach worked.

Though I felt somewhat self-loathing that my quick-thinking skills were increasingly limited to making excuses. If this was a father's fate, there was no avoiding it.

"Well then, Fedi. Shall we go see your great-uncle?"
"Yes!"

When I gently took Fedi into my arms, she answered with a bright smile.

Thankfully, Fedi liked Uncle August and our other relatives. Though she'd only met them once, they had all adored her during that meeting.

Of course, the same was true for the other children. Those too young or not yet born couldn't help it, but children who remembered that time were excited about visiting Uncle.

"If just the children are happy, we're halfway there."

The seven siblings who broke down emotional walls. Children who would brighten the atmosphere by happily smiling at the adults.

Now we just needed the second generation of Kracius, like me and Erich, to become closer.

Father's effort to arrive early wasn't in vain.

"I've come at my brother's invitation. Has anyone arrived before us?"
"Your Excellency is the first to arrive!"
"I see."

When our group of over twenty people approached from a distance, the head butler of the Deast County estate hurriedly ran to the main gate. Despite his nervous sweat, he gave Father the answer he wanted.

He was so startled that he bowed at a perfect right angle to Father's question. The angle was so perfect it was admirable.


"The head of the family and his wife have been anxiously waiting! If it's alright, may I guide you?"
"Having once been a lord myself, I know how busy a head butler is. There's no need to strain yourself; just tell us where they are."
"Not at all, Your Excellency! One of a head butler's duties is to guide distinguished guests to their hosts. How could I neglect my duty because of being busy!"
"Hmm. If that's the case."

Father nodded in agreement at the butler's almost desperate cry.

Father must have noticed where the butler was looking while demonstrating his flexible waist. Though the elder brother of the family head couldn't be treated casually, the butler was concerned about someone even more important.

"And, Magic-Ending Duke, Your Excellency—"
"Today I come as a member of the Kracius family, not as the Duchess of Serbet. Please just call me Countess."
"Yes! I'll keep that in mind!"

I smiled wryly seeing the butler's waist now bending beyond 90 degrees toward 120.

Though Trixie said to address her comfortably, no one would truly be comfortable. Even our parents took considerable time to fully accept Trixie as a daughter-in-law. The butler meeting her for the first time today would be even more intimidated.

Still, as Trixie said, she was here as the wife of the current Kracius family head, not as the Duchess of Serbet. In terms of hierarchy, Trixie ranked somewhat below our elder relatives, so cautioning the butler was a necessary procedure.

"There's also a duke's sister."

My gaze unconsciously turned to Mar.

In truth, Mar also came from bloodlines that would receive universal reverence elsewhere. But with a current duke (ruling for 100 years) right beside her, she became relatively overshadowed.

"I suppose it's fortunate she'll retire soon."

At least in a few weeks, Trixie would completely step down from her position as Duchess of Serbet.

A former duchess is still not someone to be disregarded, but people tend to be more comfortable with former rather than current title-holders. When that time comes, I believe our relatives will be able to treat Trixie more comfortably.

***

We headed to the grand banquet hall guided by the head butler.

Somehow, I ended up at the front of the family. Though Kal is the current head of the Kracius family, he stepped back saying that I, as the eldest, should take the lead in such matters.

I felt grateful yet embarrassed by his thoughtful consideration. This situation arose because I retired at an age when other nobles were still active. If I were still family head, Kal wouldn't need to be considerate of his father, nor would he need to step back while being the head.

"It was His Majesty's will, so it couldn't be helped."

But my retirement was His Majesty's will. Moreover, it was for the current Emperor's solid foundation and governance. How could I go against such noble intentions?

"Brother."

As I endured my embarrassment upon reaching the grand banquet hall, August welcomed me.

He wasn't alone but with his wife and children who I presumed were my nephews and nieces.

"They've grown up quite a bit."

With a faint smile, I approached August.

Since hosting the gathering at Kal's mansion, I had only seen his face through communication orbs. With me in the central part of the Empire and August in the east, arranging a meeting just between us was awkward.

Now, meeting in person after a long time, I was overjoyed. After enduring twenty years apart, we were delighted by a reunion after just a few months.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"
"I'm always doing well. My wife is busier than I am."
"That's not something to proudly admit."

After sharing a brief embrace with August, I turned my attention to his wife.

"You must have had a difficult time, sister-in-law."
"Not at all. Despite what he says, he always works hard for the family."
"Oh, is that so?"

Though I had anticipated her answer, I pretended to be surprised.


I know August's personality well. He's definitely not the type to leave everything to his wife and enjoy himself alone. He was just trying to ease the tension with a joke.

But my words weren't meant to ease August's tension. Initially that was my intention, but his complexion was calmer than expected, so there was no need for an elder brother to step in for a grown sibling.

The people I needed to consider were the three nephews and nieces standing behind August and his wife. They were the ones looking nervous and uncertain.

"I don't believe we've met. I'm Wilhelm, your great-uncle."

So after greeting my sister-in-law, I approached my nephews and nieces.

"I-I'm Carolina Deast. It's an honor to meet you, Great-Uncle."

"Oh my."

I inwardly smiled bitterly at the response from the eldest of the three.

Her nervousness was evident. Her body was stiff and her speech rigid, looking as if she might collapse at the slightest touch.

"Yes. The honor is mine."

So I quickly moved past the first niece, Carolina. If I conversed with her too long, she might hyperventilate.

"I'm Johan Deast, Great-Uncle."
"I'm Morris Deast."

The second and third at least didn't stutter, but they maintained a rigid posture like new recruits.

Though I had expected this, I felt somewhat disappointed. Is this how a great-uncle and his nephews and nieces should interact?

"Hmm?"

However, my disappointment quickly melted away when I saw the eyes of the two nephews.

Their gaze was directed not at me but strangely behind me. A mysterious look mixing respect and fear, admiration and trepidation.

"Well, well."

Knowing who stood behind me, I felt pleased.

Though these were somewhat strange emotions to feel toward cousins, it wasn't bad considering they were feelings of goodwill toward someone they were meeting for the first time.

***

I stood alongside Sister Carolina and Brother Johan, welcoming our relatives.

Relatives I'd never seen in my life. Relatives I thought I'd never meet, knowing something of Father's circumstances.

"Wow."

I felt my mind reeling at the appearance of legendary relatives, especially among nobles my age.

So that person is THE person. That hero of war who is also the Minister of the Audit Department.

"So that's what he looks like."

Though I was seeing him for the first time, there was a strange familiarity in his appearance.

I suppose it's because similar blood flows through our veins.

...

"What should I say in greeting?"

This is troublesome. Tension is consuming my body, making my mouth unable to move.

At this rate, I might accidentally voice a real request.

Meeting my cousins for the first time was understandably awkward. I'm not someone with enough social skills to smile at strangers in formal settings and then have warm personal conversations with them. I'm closer to an introverted hikikomori who prefers being alone.

Fortunately, if I can call it that, all three cousins were younger than me. Since my father was the eldest of seven siblings and got married first, and I was conceived almost immediately after the wedding, I was apparently the eldest among all the cousins.

This was truly fortunate. Being both the family head and the eldest of the second generation—my authority was properly established.

'Erich is about the same age, though.'

I looked at Carolina, Johan, and Morris with an inward sigh of relief.

Now that my authority was secured, I belatedly felt a sense of dissonance. Though they were all younger than me, Carolina was the same age as Erich, and the age gap with the other two wasn't that significant either. This meant they could have been Erich's classmates or juniors if they had attended the Academy.

But why hadn't I known that my cousins were at the Academy? Was it because their surname was Deast rather than Kracius? Or was it because Uncle August had been keeping his distance from the Kracius family during that period?

'Or are they not enrolled in school either?'

I was curious but didn't ask directly. I knew the sorrow of not being enrolled better than anyone.

Besides, my cousins don't need Academy diplomas. Since they're family I've met thanks to Father becoming truly close with his siblings, I'm willing to help with their career aspirations.

In the end, recommendation letters are more important than diplomas in a class-based society. I myself started my civil service career through the power of bloodline.

"Daddy."
"Yes?"

While the second generation—me, Erich, and our three cousins—were engaged in formal conversation, Fedi came running over and clung to my leg.

"I know that small grandfather over there, but who are these big brothers and sisters?"

I picked up Fedi who was clinging to my leg.

Our Fedi. So you were curious about your distant uncle and aunt. What appropriate curiosity.

"Say hello. This sister is your distant aunt, and these brothers are your distant uncles."
"Distant aunt? Distant uncle?"

Fedi tilted his head at my words.

I understand. Honestly, terms like "distant uncle" and "distant aunt" aren't commonly used in daily conversation. So for a six-year-old like Fedi, these would feel like unknown words.

"Yes. They're Dad's cousin siblings. To our Fedi, they're like siblings, like Robert and Eduard."
"Ah!"

Fedi's eyes sparkled when I gave him a concrete example.

Soon after, other children who had been watching with curious eyes began flocking over. It seems the children had formed an equation in their minds: 'Robert and Eduard = good siblings = Dad's good siblings = something like Uncle Erich.'

"Distant aunt! Distant uncle!"
"Hello!"
"Dad's siblings! Dad's siblings!"
"Oh my goodness."

I burst into laughter at the sudden mini-wave of children.

"Since they're so excited, won't you greet them?"
"S-should I?"

When I encouraged my cousins who were blankly staring at the children, Carolina, the eldest among them, nodded with a bewildered expression.

Though the situation seemed awkward, she didn't appear to dislike children. I was worried that all three might be uncomfortable around children since they were still unmarried, but that didn't seem to be the case.

"You're Fedi, and you're..."
"I'm Maria!"
"Yes, Maria. You have such pretty ears."

At Carolina's compliment, Maria's ears fluttered.

With that flutter, the previously awkward second-generation gathering softened. When children burst in, the atmosphere tends to liven up, and when a distant nephew they're seeing for the first time toddles around, they naturally ask me, his father, various questions.

'Thank you.'

I stroked Fedi's head as he sat in my arms.

Thanks to our Fedi asking questions at the right moment, and other children joining in as if they'd been waiting, our precarious conversation that could have ended awkwardly at any moment became stable.


If the Kracius second generation becomes close, it's all thanks to the third generation. I'll never forget this favor.

"Big brother? Were you already here?"

Just as the atmosphere was warming up, news arrived that would add fuel to the fire.

Aunt Elin, the youngest of the seven siblings. In a way, she was the reason Father decided to hold this gathering of the seven siblings, making her the hidden protagonist of this event and the connecting point of the seven.

"Elin."
"Ah, Elin is here too. Welcome, brother-in-law."

As Father and Uncle August approached Aunt Elin directly, I shifted my gaze to the new cousins who had arrived with her.

'This is driving me crazy.'

I inwardly sighed at the arrival of these welcome but most awkward guests.

I had never met Aunt Elin's children in person either, but I had been involved with them once. Unfortunately, for not-so-pleasant reasons.

When I conducted a large-scale audit of judicial noble families including the Narzen County, those cousins were also handed over to the Audit Department's Intelligence Division. Though they say we only asked formal questions and sent them home immediately, it's still concerning that noble children who had grown up peacefully had to visit the Audit Department.

"Fedi."
"Yes?"

"Do you see those brothers and sisters over there that you haven't met before? They're also your distant uncles and aunts, so go say hello."
"Okay!"
"They're really nice people, so have fun playing with them. Got it?"
"Got it!"

So I put Fedi down and sent him toward Aunt Elin.

Our all-purpose Fedi. Please erase this father's original sin completely...!

By lunchtime, everyone with Kracius blood had gathered.

First generation: 7 people centered around Father.

Second generation: 22 people including me, Erich, and Teresa.

Third generation: 14 people led by Fedi.

'This is incredible.'

There were 43 people with pure Kracius blood. Even excluding the spouses of the Kracius family, there were 43 people.

Even more amazing was the number in the third generation. While 14 is not a small number, those 14 were the combined children of me and Erich.

'Only we had children.'

I inadvertently exchanged an awkward glance with Erich. Judging by how he was looking at me, he seemed to be thinking the same thing.

Of course, since Father is the eldest of the seven siblings, it's natural that we married and had children earlier than our other cousins. Still, I hadn't expected that only we would have produced the third generation out of 22 second-generation members.

Wait, didn't both Erich and I marry at the tail end of the marriageable age or even a bit later? Yet we're the only ones?

'Why on earth?'

I can't understand it. I thought at least 5 or 6 out of the 22 would have had children. But not only are there no children, few are even married.

'Is it because of trauma?'

The most likely hypothesis is the trauma of our uncles and aunts.

They lived in a gloomy environment due to their strict and cold father, and when they came of age, they had to marry as if being sold off. Although they say they're doing well where they were sent, it doesn't mean there was no shock.

So if they held the mindset of 'Let's not be oppressive parents to our children,' this strange situation could make sense.

'The karma runs deep.'

It's almost laughable at this point.

The influence of someone who passed away more than 20 years ago is still this intense. I'm at the point of lamenting when all traces of it will finally disappear. Should I, as the current family head, take action?

"Big brother? I'm finally greeting you today, but I've heard of your reputation for a long time."


As I was lost in such thoughts, Morris's voice brought me back to reality.

"My reputation... you say?"
"Yes. You chose the path of a civil servant as soon as you became an adult, and broke the records for the youngest department head and minister. You've pioneered a new path that's almost embarrassing to be jealous of, so I've greatly admired you in my heart."
"Haha, that's embarrassing. There are many excellent officials besides me."
"There might be excellent officials. But there are no living saints."

My mouth closed again at his logically perfect statement.

That's true. If you search through history, there are many civil servants more outstanding than me, but I'm probably the only one who's both a civil servant and a living saint.

"I don't dare hope to succeed at your level, but I feel embarrassed that I haven't achieved anything and am just like this."
"You've just graduated from the Academy. It's natural to have nothing at that age. It's me and Erich who are unusual."
"Is that so? It's comforting to hear you say that."

After watching Morris chuckle softly, I looked around at my other cousins.

Naturally, only Erich and I had jobs among the second generation. Even the children of Uncle August, the second of the seven siblings, hadn't properly settled down, let alone the other cousins.

But that's not wrong. As I just said, that's natural at their age, and noble children often help with family affairs rather than choosing the path of civil service.

...

"Brother Morris?"
"Yes, big brother."
"Even if you haven't achieved it yet, do you have any dreams you want to fulfill?"

After a moment of silence, I carefully opened my mouth.

Children of noble families often help with family affairs or domain work. But if Morris has a dream, wouldn't it be good for him to quickly move in that direction?

As it happens, Morris is the youngest of three siblings. As the youngest in a count's family, he'll inherit many things, but since he's distant from the title of count, taking the civil servant or military route wouldn't be bad either.

"Well, about that."

At my words, Morris's eyes widened, then he scratched his cheek as if embarrassed.

"Actually, I want to become a commander or staff officer leading the Imperial Army. Recently, my father... you know, right?"
"Ah, of course."

I nodded immediately, understanding what he was trying to say.

Uncle August is the designated first-generation instructor for the military academy being built by the Victorious Duke. If his father was recruited as an instructor at the military academy, it's not strange for his son to be interested in the Imperial Army.

'The Imperial Army, huh.'

After storing my cousin's career aspiration in my mind, I posed questions to my other siblings.

Now that it's come to this, I should at least know what my siblings aspire to.

***

While conversing with my siblings, sisters-in-law, and brothers-in-law, I glanced over to where the children were.

Fortunately, under Kal's leadership, the children were managing to converse reasonably well. There was a somewhat awkward feeling, but that's unavoidable for a first meeting.

'You're working hard.'

I'm grateful and sorry to Kal who's leading the conversation amidst that awkwardness. My son is struggling because of his inadequate father.

'Hmm?'

However, Erich's expression beside Kal was strange.

He was pressing his lips tightly while rolling his eyes around, and his brow was slightly furrowed as if he was watching for something.

Or like an official who has witnessed a terrible scene but can't report or stop it. His expression was similar to that.

'Why?'

I'm confused. What conversation could they be having that would make him make such an expression?

Yet the expressions of the other children seemed fine.

Only 7 out of the 22 second-generation members had answered about their future aspirations.

However, among those 22, three should be excluded—myself, Erich, and Teresa—and there were quite a few cousins who hadn't even entered the Academy yet, let alone graduated. So 7 is certainly not a small number. Rather, it's quite a lot for noble children.

'Six of them are in positions where their succession to titles is certain.'

Moreover, if they're the eldest or first grandson of a family who can inherit the title as long as they don't cause trouble, it would be stranger for them to have career aspirations. With family and domain management keeping them busy, aiming for an official position would be impossible without being a serious workaholic.

In fact, if I hadn't been born into an Imperial Count family, I would have lived as a non-civil servant. How nice it would have been if only the "Imperial" part could be removed from Imperial Count.

"Everyone will be able to achieve what they want. What could be impossible for nobles who possess both effort and loyalty?"

I quickly suppressed the bitter smile that almost escaped and smiled at my cousins.

Only one, Morris, had chosen the path of the Imperial Army; four dreamed of becoming administrative civil servants; and two hoped to enter the judiciary. Quite a balanced set of aspirations.

'That's perfect.'

Fortunately, all three areas—Imperial Army, administration, and judiciary—are fields where I can help.

For the Imperial Army, I can make subtle requests through the Victorious Duke; the administration goes without saying; and for the judiciary, I've gained some influence since the last judicial audit. Even the Minister of Justice would seriously and actively consider my suggestions.

I'm satisfied. I can be a good older brother who guides and supports my younger cousins.

"If your dreams don't change, I'll actively help you as your older brother. I started my official career with help from my father, who was the family head, so I too should embrace my younger siblings as the current family head."
"No, no! It's already an honor to have a cousin like you, how could we accept such personal help!"
"That's right! Just receiving your encouragement is already moving enough!"

Upon hearing my words, the siblings who had shared their aspirations shook their heads and hands enthusiastically, expressing humility.

Only someone with a broken moral compass would respond to those words with "Then I'll just cheer you on." This might be different in the 21st century where civil servants are selected purely through exams, but this is a class-based society where connections and family protection are expected. Rather, treating your blood relatives too coldly would cause its own scandal.

Of course, exceptions exist if that relative has serious flaws. Even with blood ties and connections, someone incompetent and vicious is just...

"That's quite disappointing to hear. My position prevents me from turning a blind eye to injustice, but I certainly have the ability to provide opportunities to relatives."

After saying that, I placed my hand on Erich's shoulder.

"This fellow here soared high after I gave him a little push. Yet no one criticizes him for succeeding because of his brother's influence or occupying a position without ability."

I meant that no one would dare criticize someone under my protection. At the same time, I was saying that what I provide is just a small opportunity—making the most of it depends on individual effort.

I was quite satisfied with my perfectly appropriate statement. My siblings wouldn't be able to refuse after hearing this.

"..."

The only disappointing thing was that Erich, who was used as an example, maintained his silence.

This tactless fellow. You should actively agree here to make my argument more convincing. Sometimes silence means consent, but speaking up would have been more appropriate now.

"If you put it that way, I gratefully accept your generous help, brother. And I'll work hard not to disappoint you."
'Oh.'

My heart warmed at Morris's resolute response on behalf of the cousins.

Many people have bowed after receiving my letters of recommendation or promises of support. Even at the Academy, I farmed double-digit talents, and I discovered talents even while in prison or on foreign assignments.

However, this is the first time I've received such sincere thanks from a blood relative. The only relative who has benefited from me is Erich, but that fellow doesn't show gratitude despite becoming an honorable Imperial Council member and obtaining a marquis title thanks to me.

Now before me stands a cousin who knows how to be grateful and seems to have a good character. It would be disrespectful to compare him to someone like Erich.


'I can't resist this.'

My farming instinct, which had been fading during my parental leave, awakened again.

Conveniently, as the only Imperial Army aspirant, he'll be easy to support. He can monopolize the opportunity that the other siblings would have to share among four and two.

"Brother Morris. You said you aspire to join the Imperial Army, right?"
"Ah, yes."
"If you don't mind."

I was about to make a proposal to Morris when I briefly closed my mouth.

Is it right to say this? Am I unnecessarily burdening Morris or causing him embarrassment?

'Let's do it.'

But my hesitation was brief. Whether to accept my proposal or not is Morris's freedom. So I should make the proposal clearly.

"Would you consider becoming a first-generation student when the military academy opens?"
"Pardon?"

Even if that proposal meant asking a young man who had graduated from the Academy to enroll in school again.

Even if it meant spending school life with classmates several years younger.

"Brother, are you crazy?"
"Be quiet."

I firmly drew the line when Erich, who had been silent, interjected.

I know it's somewhat of a crazy suggestion. But if Morris truly aims for a path in the Imperial Army, there's no better route.

The military academy is the Victorious Duke's last dance project. Regardless of whether it truly becomes his last dance, he certainly won't treat the first-generation students carelessly, and he'll definitely appreciate Morris, who enrolled in school twice out of passion for the military.

And once the concept of a military academy emerges, sooner or later, the military's core will inevitably be filled with academy graduates. The history of the world I briefly visited proves this.

'This guarantees at least a corps commander position.'

My relative, the Victorious Duke's favorite, a first-generation cadet, and (probably) the oldest among them. With such titles attached, the minimum would be corps commander. With ability, he could aim higher, and with luck, even further.

"Of course, I'm not forcing you. I just want you to know that it's worth considering despite the hardships."
"I'll... keep that in mind."

Morris nodded with a dazed expression at my words.

There are still several years until the military academy opens, so he can think about it at his leisure.

Thanks to the food, alcohol, and juice filling the banquet hall, I could fill my stomach between conversations.

Then I noticed my father slipping away from among my uncles and aunts, and I naturally followed him. I should at least check if the first generation is enjoying themselves.

"Father."
"Kal?"

My father, who had been looking at the ceiling, turned his gaze toward me when I called.

"Why are you here instead of with your cousins?"
"Everyone seemed to be looking only at me, so I stepped aside. I thought they might talk more freely with each other if I wasn't there."

It's an excuse I made up on the spot, but it's not entirely wrong.


All the cousins who are meeting for the first time are only looking at me? Then there's naturally less opportunity for cousins from different families to talk to each other. It's a natural disaster when the family head and eldest is present.

So I approached my father, and I sent Erich away with the pretext of looking after Teresa, who was playing with the third generation. Now that neither I nor Erich is there, wouldn't everyone be having various conversations?

"You're working hard. Thank you."

My father, seemingly touched by this thoughtful consideration, lightly patted my shoulder.

"It's what I should do, so it's not really hard work. I am the eldest, after all."

And when I used the word "eldest" instead of "family head," the corners of his mouth turned up slightly.

Indeed, emphasizing family affection over authority was the right answer. It's these small word choices that make me a filial son.

"By the way, why are you here, Father? Are you looking for some particular food?"
"I stepped out because I felt embarrassed. I'm the only one among my siblings who has retired. Everyone else is either active or supporting their successor."
'Ah.'

I almost let out a sigh at the unexpectedly poignant reason.

He escaped because he's the only unemployed one among his siblings. Just looking at the sentence, it sounds like an incompetent eldest running away from pressure. But he's someone who has honorably retired after achieving everything possible.

"Won't you be dedicating yourself again to the brave and peerless Imperial Army in a few years? Until then, you're enjoying your freedom, so what's there to be embarrassed about?"
"The problem is that while my head understands, my heart doesn't follow. By the time I get used to it, I'll probably start working as an instructor."

Both my father and I laughed at those words.

Just as he gets used to being unemployed, he'll start his second life. I'm not sure whether to call that good or not.

"By the way, I heard you made an interesting proposal to Morris."
"Ah, you heard?"
"I happened to overhear. Your father may not be as good as you, but I'm still a warrior in my own right. My hearing is quite sharp."
"It probably wasn't pleasant to hear. I hope I didn't unnecessarily complicate your feelings."

My father shook his head lightly, as if to say it wasn't uncomfortable at all.

"If Morris chose the military path simply because he had nothing else to do, your proposal would be poison. But if he sincerely wants to walk the path of a soldier, it was once-in-a-lifetime advice. Don't worry."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. Ten years after military academy graduates start emerging—in ten years at the latest—the military's core will be academy graduates."

A smile naturally formed as I realized my father shared the same opinion as me.

Honestly, my father knows the nature of nobles and the atmosphere of the military better than I do. If he speaks so confidently, it must be right.

"Besides, you're not just looking after Morris but the other children too, doing what this father should be doing. As I said before, thank you."
"And as I've said several times, I don't consider it hard work."

Eventually, my father's smile deepened.

He's not usually someone who expresses emotions skillfully. Thanks to this banquet, I got to see a nice sight.

"By the way, Father."
"What is it?"
"About me becoming a deputy. When would be a good time to announce it?"

My father's smile froze momentarily.

"...Let's enjoy the banquet first and think about it later."
"Ah, yes."

It was very brief, but his smile definitely froze.

The banquet was not going to end in just one day, but was expected to continue for about a week.

It was a meaningful time when all the Kracius bloodline had taken their precious time to gather together. After all, it would be a waste to part ways in less than 24 hours after going through the trouble of meeting.

Moreover, the Deast County was a prestigious family that could easily accommodate not just dozens but hundreds of guests. If anything, the Deast family might feel disappointed if guests tried to leave early.

"I suppose it would be better to announce it on the last day?"
"That's right. If I mention it midway, everyone won't be able to enjoy the banquet, but keeping silent would mean failing to earn our relatives' trust. If I must speak of it, the final day would be best."

As soon as the first night of the banquet arrived, I visited my parents' assigned room for a serious discussion.

Trixie's retirement and my rise as Acting Duke. If it couldn't be hidden forever, it would have to be revealed eventually, and we needed to discuss when would be the appropriate time.

"I'd like to keep it secret if possible, but it's too close now for that."
"Yes. As you said, Father, keeping silent would only give the impression that we distrust our relatives. How disappointed would they be if we held this gathering right before my appointment as Acting Duke, yet told them nothing?"

Furthermore, if we maintained silence, other nobles might look down on our relatives.

Some of the authority and standing my relatives enjoyed came from their connection to the Kracius family. But if the head of the Kracius family became Acting Duke, yet the Kracius bloodline knew nothing about it?

The nobles would have no reason to respect our relatives. The head of the family hadn't respected them first. The first-generation's hard-earned camaraderie would be shattered in an instant.

"I'm worried it might ruin the good atmosphere. Everyone's enjoying the banquet with smiles."
"That's true..."

I couldn't help but give a bitter smile at my mother's words after her silence.

The atmosphere was already quite good from the first day, and after a week, the relationships between relatives would likely improve significantly. They would probably exchange farewells with bright smiles when parting.

And I had to drop a bomb on that beautiful ending scene. Instead of a warm goodbye, I would be giving my relatives an enormous secret by declaring, "Actually, I'm becoming the Acting Duke."

'The family head is causing trouble.'

The reality was so dreadful that I felt like crying. When the family head should be leading the way in bringing joy to relatives, I was about to throw a bomb instead. Was this why I became the family head? I was starting to feel self-loathing—

"Well, wouldn't it be fine?"
'Huh?'

I turned my head slightly at Erich's voice.

"We can't purely rejoice because we're concerned about the burden you'll feel, but honestly, it's not like your title is being demoted—you're being appointed as Acting Duke. Objectively speaking, it's something to celebrate, not to be reluctant about."

Erich articulated his opinion clearly, even with Teresa holding onto his cheek.

I couldn't deny that he had a point. While I felt more burden than joy about the authority of Acting Duke, and my parents knew I wasn't someone obsessed with honor, Erich was right.

As he said, a blood relative rising to become Acting Duke was closer to a joyous occasion. It wasn't a demotion, degradation, or imprisonment, but a clear social advancement.

"Of course they'll be surprised, but it would be stranger if they weren't."
'That's certainly true.'

Though it hurt my pride, I had to acknowledge Erich's logic.

Right? Just telling them as it is would be a shock announcement, but not something harmful to our relatives?

'That's fine then.'

Being a surprise-giving family head rather than a troublemaking one was something I could handle cheerfully. After all, the impact of a shock depends on whether it's negative or positive.

And wouldn't my cousins be happy that their cousin was becoming Acting Duke? The powerful backing that supported their aspirations had grown even larger. They might even send congratulatory letters attached to pigeons to the capital.

"So don't overthink it, brother. Just tell them normally and accept their congratulations."


I stared at Erich's face after his not-quite-comforting words.

It was embarrassing to be consoled by this kid, but I had no intention of arguing against the truth. What could be uglier than raging against facts?

"Erich."
"Yes?"

I simply wanted to give a gift to my brother who had offered good advice.

"Would you like to be Acting Count while I'm Acting Duke?"

Erich's expression quickly hardened.

Why? It's not like your title is being demoted—it's something to celebrate. Though you're a Marquis, that's a title from another country, and your Imperial title is Baron, so becoming Acting Count would be a promotion.

"Big brother, what's an Acting Count?"
'Ah.'

I felt my breath catch in my throat.

Teresa, who had been pinching Erich's cheeks, suddenly became interested in the mention of Acting Count.

'What should I do?'

This is troublesome. If I explain that it's something good, Teresa will throw a tantrum wanting to become an Acting Count too. If I say it's something bad, she'll ask why I'm giving something bad to her little brother and follow up with more questions.

Either choice would lead to damage—truly a diabolical set of options. This was genuinely problematic.

As time passed, it became increasingly evident that the relatives were growing closer.

It was natural for people of the same generation to greet each other, and at some point, contact between the first and second generations began to increase as well.

Though it might be a stretch to call them affectionate yet, they were at the level of relatives who gather for holidays. Considering they had lived as strangers for about 20 years, this was a miraculous outcome.

'Such an easy path for 20 years.'

Thanks to this, my evaluation of my grandfather was being updated in real-time. How many people had suffered for decades because of just one person's existence?

What made it worse was that he had been competent as a warrior, lord, and nobleman. How much better would it have been if he had devoted even 10% of his public competence to his family? Using his children for political marriages was average for nobles, but if he had shown even a tiny bit of affection, it could have been a fairly decent family.

'They're all good-natured people.'

I could be certain of this by observing their attitude toward the second-generation nieces and nephews, and their smiles toward the third-generation grandnieces and grandnephews. The first generation of the Kracius family were fundamentally good-natured people.

Although my first meeting with Aunt Elin, the youngest, was awkward and uncomfortable, that wasn't her fault but her husband's. Even now, they were people overflowing with affection, willing to open their wallets for their nieces, nephews, and their children. It was simply regrettable that such good nature had been suppressed for decades.

"Nephew."

I turned my head at the voice coming from right beside me while I was absentmindedly looking at my uncles and aunts.

"Ah, Uncle."

Uncle August was standing with a glass in each hand.

"The family head is alone, which makes me uneasy. May this uncle join you?"
"Of course. In fact, I should have approached you first. I'm embarrassed that I made my uncle come to me."
"My, I'm not old enough to deserve such consideration yet."

Uncle August handed me a glass of wine with a small laugh.

Seeing his smile, I naturally smiled back. It was a joyous thing that we had become close enough to exchange such jokes.


"By the way, it seems Morris has made up his mind. He seemed to be contemplating your advice these past few days, but today his complexion looked brighter."
"Already? It's something he could take years to think about leisurely. I'm worried that I unnecessarily complicated Morris's feelings."
"That child has had extraordinary decisiveness since he was young. And he has never regretted anything he has decided, so there's no need for concern."

Uncle August's smile grew even wider.

In truth, Morris was probably the decisive factor in my growing closer to my uncle. Since I had given the impression that I would actively support Morris, how could his father not be pleased?

"Will you soon be meeting Morris as teacher and student rather than father and son?"
"Haha, I suppose so? Even I can see that if Morris dreams of becoming a soldier, entering the military academy is the right choice."

I continued to have various conversations with Uncle August afterward.

'When will he start speaking informally to me?'

Even as we talked, I inwardly gave a bitter smile. There's nothing as awkward as receiving formal speech from my uncle.

But then again, I was also using formal speech with my younger cousins. We were no different from each other, so it was embarrassing to ask him to speak more casually.

So I was enduring with the thought that he would naturally start speaking informally as time passed. Perhaps after a generous 1-2 years?

"F-Family Head!"
'Huh?'

While listening to my uncle's pledge to physically roll Morris into the military academy, the head butler of the Deast County burst into the banquet hall.

"H-His Majesty! His Majesty has sent a gift!"

And then he delivered a shocking report that made me want to lament.

That bastard Emperor. Now he's interfering with other people's family events and causing trouble? How precious is this banquet that this yellow-haired beast dares to—

"H-His Majesty?"

However, from the perspective of the head of the Deast County—Aunt Christine—this wasn't the troublemaking of a yellow-haired beast but the grace of the revered Emperor. She quickly handed Julia, whom she had been holding, to Mar and approached the head butler.

"Yes, Family Head! He also sent his congratulations on the joyous occasion of the Deast family!"

I breathed a sigh of relief at the mention that it was the Deast family's joyous occasion, not the Kracius family's.

So that guy has at least a minimum of conscience. Although this banquet is a gathering of the Kracius family, the host is nonetheless the Deast family. So it's right to say it's the Deast family's joyous occasion, not the Kracius family's.

"However, there was something unusual among His Majesty's gifts."
"Something unusual?"
"Yes. It was a huge flag with an unfamiliar crest drawn on it. A black wolf with a sword and staff—"
'Oh shit.'

I took a hard hit to the back of my head just as I was feeling relieved.

Why the hell did this crazy bastard send that to the Deast County?

'That's my crest.'

Could it be that this bastard is pushing me to reveal that I'm becoming Acting Duke, afraid I might hide it? Is he telling me to come clean now that he's sent the crest?

'Isn't this like pushing someone off a cliff?'

It's such an aggressive push that I can't help but laugh wryly.

I was planning to reveal it anyway, even without him setting the stage like this.

The beast with yellow hair, who wasn't present here, had turned the banquet hall upside down.

To me, he's a despicable creature who shouldn't exist twice in this world, but to most nobles and commoners, he's a sacred and noble being they wouldn't dare look up to. How could people not be surprised when such a being sent gifts personally to celebrate a family's joyous occasion?

And he filled several carriages with them. Even ordinary accessories would be gratefully received if bestowed by the Emperor, but he paid attention to both quality and quantity.

'Damn bastard.'

If he had sent just a flag, I would have recognized it as 100% pure teabagging and protested. I might have even rushed over with the flag and slashed the sky above the imperial palace with its pole.

But the flag was just one of many gifts. After receiving so much, complaining about disliking one flag? That would make me look petty and strange. That's problematic.

"Hmm. This is truly a crest I've never seen before."
"If even you don't recognize it, Second Brother, then there's nothing more to see. Perhaps it's a crest from before Muno."
"Before Muno, indeed. There were certainly many records burned during that time, so we might not know about it."
"Then how did His Majesty know about this crest to send it?"
"They recently started construction near Danis, right? Perhaps they found artifacts from Muno's founding period there."

While I was trying to soothe my complicated feelings, the first-generation elders whispered among themselves, looking at the flag the head butler had brought.

Uncles and aunts, aunts-in-law and uncles-in-law—everyone except my parents, who remained silent knowing the truth, was busy putting their heads together to figure out the identity of the crest on the flag.

And as the adults stirred, the second generation also began to take interest in the crest. A gift sent by the Emperor himself, a crest unknown even to adults well-versed in noble society. For some second-generation members whose minds had matured, this was endlessly fascinating.

"Brother, do you know anything about that crest?"
"Uh, what?"

But Carolina's arrow flew at me, momentarily flustering me.

"You're someone His Majesty greatly trusts, Brother. So he must have sent gifts to celebrate our family's joy, and wouldn't he have sent something connected to you?"
'That's logical.'

It was such a wise and perfect question that I almost nodded unconsciously.

Indeed, she's talented—the eldest of the second generation besides Erich and me. She shows the insight befitting the future head of the Deast County.

Even though smooth relations between ruler and subject are important, the Emperor doesn't personally attend to every noble family's celebrations. In other words, all these gifts, including the flag, are essentially gifts to me, so it's reasonable to think that the unidentified crest is also related to me.

In fact, it is related to me, so I could explain it right away. I could reveal the identity of the crest and resolve my relatives' questions.

'What should I say?'

The problem is that once their questions are answered, they'll be shocked.

Of course, I was planning to tell them about my upcoming appointment as Acting Duke. My parents and I had agreed to "tell them on the last day."

But there's a difference between leading the conversation myself and being pushed to speak by others. Without setting the mood first, dropping a bomb would make it difficult to disperse the shock.

'Damn bastard.'

So I cursed the Emperor again in my mind.

I should put a few drops of vodka in his tea leaves soon. Then report to the Empress, "This bastard has been secretly drinking!" It's only proper etiquette in an ideal ruler-subject relationship to return what you've received.

Setting a trap for someone who's exercising patience is shameful behavior, but he pushed me into a corner first. If he's going to be shameful, I'll respond in kind.

"Carolina is right. Our nephew probably knows about it."

As I was planning my revenge, the first and second generations turned their attention to me after hearing Carolina's words.

Only the innocent third generation children played happily in this calm before the storm.

"Yes, I recently learned about this crest. It's a crest known only to me, His Majesty, and a very few ministers."

After soothing my heart somewhat at that pure sight, I opened my mouth as calmly as possible.

"A crest known only to a select few. It seems to be quite rare and historic."


Since that wasn't wrong, I couldn't help but smile bitterly.

A personal crest obtained by a mere Imperial Count upon rising to the important position of Acting Duke. How historic this crest is. It probably won't appear twice in Kfelopen history.

"Yes. It is indeed a historic crest."

Anyway, I approached Aunt Christine and received the flag from her.

If I've decided to reveal it, if I'm in a situation where I must reveal it, there's no need to drag it out. Wouldn't recovery be faster if I just get it over with quickly?

"However, this isn't a crest buried in the past that has reappeared. It's a marvelous crest personally created by His Majesty the Emperor."
"Personally created by His Majesty... you say?"

Instead of answering, I draped the flag around me like a cloak. Then I turned around to display the crest to my relatives.

A roaring black wolf with crossed sword and staff behind it—a crest symbolizing me as the leader of the Northern faction, me as the continent's greatest swordsman, and me as the husband of the continent's greatest magician.

"Humbly, it is a crest personally created and bestowed upon my dull and lowly self by His Majesty."

A personal crest that only the Emperor and the Five Dukes can possess in this empire.

"......"

At this insane declaration, silence fell over the banquet hall.

Fortunately, I had my back turned. I didn't have to see what expressions my relatives were making.

"Um, Nephew?"
"Yes, Uncle?"

Still, I couldn't keep talking with my back to August Uncle when he addressed me. As I carefully turned around, I saw my dazed relatives.

"By any chance, did you receive a new crest for the Kracius family?"
'Ah.'

I kept my mouth shut at the somewhat desperate question.

Honestly, that is a rational thought. It's more convincing to think that the family crest was bestowed anew rather than a mere Imperial Count receiving a personal crest.

Suddenly changing a crest that has been used for 300 years? That doesn't make sense either, but it makes more sense than an Imperial Count having a personal crest. Actually, though not common, when a noble achieves a feat worthy of historical record, a crest commemorating that achievement is sometimes bestowed.

"That's not it. How could I change the proud history of Kracius in my generation?"

For a moment, I wanted to shout, "It is the family crest!" but I held back. Trying to escape reality here would just be futile struggling that would be exposed as soon as Trixie retired.

"Actually, Trixie is planning to step down from the ducal position soon."

At those words, my relatives' gazes shifted to Trixie.

With intense looks mixing shock, bewilderment, and denial of reality.

"But it would be too much for a five-year-old child to become the next duke right away. So until Maria grows up, I will serve as the Acting Duke..."

Of course, before long, those gazes shifted directly to me.

"I'm embarrassed to make such a sudden announcement. However, this decision was made to bring new winds to the empire and ensure a smooth succession to the ducal position. I hope you will view it favorably."

Naturally, there was no reaction in return.

Rather, if there had been an immediate response in this situation, that might have been more frightening.

***

I felt like I understood what it meant for one's soul to leave their body.

Though my eyes were open and my ears were listening, I felt disconnected from the world. I tried to move my lips, but no words came out.

That's how shocking the news was. It was just last year that Duke Ulken was replaced, causing a stir in the empire, and now another duke is being replaced so soon? And it's Duke Servet?


'What is this?'

It was unexpected news. Something no one could have even imagined.

The Magic-Ending Duke has elven blood. He has reigned as duke for over 100 years, but was expected to live at least 200 to 300 years more. So I naturally thought he would remain duke during my lifetime.

Moreover, I never expected that an Acting Duke would step in instead of the next duke ascending immediately.

'My nephew as Acting Duke.'

I swallowed unconsciously, then hurriedly looked around. It was so quiet that even the sound of swallowing might be heard by others.

But fortunately—or should I say unfortunately—everyone was too stunned to say anything.

Even my husband, who had started showing affection toward my nephew. Even Morris, who had received valuable advice.

'I should say something.'

Amidst all this, a strange sense of responsibility began to well up.

I am the head of the Deast County. The host managing this banquet hall. If the atmosphere of the banquet has frozen, I have the duty to resolve the situation faster than anyone else... or so it seems.

But how should I handle this? How do I handle this shocking situation?

'Is he officially becoming the second-in-command now?'

That thought crossed my mind for a moment.

My nephew already enjoys His Majesty's trust as the Minister of Audit and a member of the Risizariune Knights. Now that he has the title of Duke, albeit Acting Duke, it's fair to say he's no longer just the de facto second-in-command but the official one. It's no exaggeration to say he's one of the wings supporting His Majesty alongside His Excellency the Victorious Duke.

'Ah.'

As I absentmindedly turned my head, my gaze fell on the youngest lady's family.

Particularly on her husband.

'That was dangerous.'

His complexion had turned pale blue, and his pupils were trembling. He must be recalling the judicial audit from two years ago.

If that incident had happened later, the Narzen County would have faced an audit led by the Acting Duke. The entire family might have collapsed. The fate of their family was determined by a difference of just two years—how could he not be afraid?

"Um, Brother."
'Morris?'

Just as I was wondering what to say to break the atmosphere, surprisingly, Morris broke the silence.

"If you're ascending to the position of Acting Duke, it's truly cause for celebration. It means your abilities are sufficient to fill the Duke's vacancy."
"You flatter me. Without being Trixie's husband, this would never have happened."
"Please don't say that. The Magic-Ending Duke's retainers and those of Catovan are not people blinded merely by blood relations."

At that, my nephew smiled faintly, and my insides began to burn.

My son. It's admirable that you stepped forward first, but I wonder if it might have been better to stay quiet now. This mother is too anxious.

"But Brother. When exactly will you become Acting Duke? If you permit, I'd like to attend and offer my congratulations."
"Ah, the timing. Come to think of it, I didn't mention the timing."

At Morris's question, my nephew briefly stroked his chin, and then:

"2..."
"Two years from now? That's sooner than I expected."
"February."

At that calm answer, Morris's mouth closed.

I could roughly guess what he was thinking.

The second Kracius gathering was wrapped up one way or another.

The atmosphere had frozen like an ice age due to the intrusion and disruption of a certain blond-haired individual, but as Erich said, my rise to Acting Duke was something to celebrate, not a disaster. People were just surprised that a Duke who had reigned for over 100 years was stepping down, and his position would be filled by an Acting Duke rather than a new Duke.

Especially since the Acting Duke was their relative. They suddenly became relatives of someone called the highest below the Emperor and above all others in the Empire. How bewildering that must be.

'If it were me, I'd wonder if it was a dream.'

I could understand immediately by putting myself in their shoes. If I heard that Morris... well, he's too close a relative, but if I heard someone like Morris was becoming an Acting Duke, I'd be dumbfounded.

No, since Morris is destined for the Imperial Army, should I say Field Marshal and Vice Commander instead of Duke? Anyway, it's natural to be surprised by such information. If they weren't shocked, I'd have to suspect an information leak somewhere.

"Fortunately, everyone seems to have calmed down."
"Is that so?"

After saying goodbye to the relatives and returning to the Capital, Father spoke calmly.

It's true that the relatives were confused by the Emperor's disruption and the sudden announcement. However, thanks to the various conversations we had afterward, their confused minds had settled down, which was somewhat fortunate.

'Perhaps it was better that it came out in the middle?'

The thought suddenly occurred to me.

The original plan was to create an appropriate atmosphere and announce it at the end of the banquet, but thinking about it now, revealing it in the middle of the banquet was probably right. It's better to clean up the fragments of a bomb together rather than just detonating it and running away.

Of course, I'm not thanking the Emperor for dropping the bomb without consent. That bastard is still a bastard. Damn blondie.

"However, they still seemed perplexed that the retirement ceremony is in February. They said it's too tight to prepare gifts."
"I'm just happy to have relatives grace the occasion. Their attendance itself is like a gift, so how could I ask for anything more?"
"I feel the same way. But from their perspective, they truly can't congratulate you empty-handed. If your second aunt retired and Carolina became a Countess, could you congratulate them empty-handed?"

I could only smile awkwardly since I couldn't say yes even as a polite lie.

No matter how sincerely the person concerned says it's fine, the listener's perspective is bound to be different. How could they simply applaud their relative's celebration without doing anything more? The first and second generation Kracius members I've seen aren't that type of people.

Even if they were, nobles value appearances. If they came to a relative's celebration empty-handed, rumors would spread quickly, and they'd be labeled as shameless or impoverished nobles. That's almost as shameful as death.

'I should have told them last year.'

Thinking about the burden on my relatives, self-reproach and guilt welled up.

Obviously, the worst choice would have been to keep Trixie's retirement and my rise to Acting Duke secret, proceeding without even my relatives knowing. This would give the impression that I disrespect and distrust my relatives, causing considerable shock to their standing.

But sharing the information when the schedule was imminent was at best a second-best option. If I was going to tell them anyway, I should have done so by the end of last year at the latest. In many ways, I missed the best opportunity because I was too preoccupied.

"I feel awkward, like we met on good terms but parted after burdening them."
"You can make up for the awkwardness by treating them better. Their concerns will last a few weeks at most, but you can embrace your relatives for decades."
"I'll keep that in mind."

I slightly bowed my head at Father's words as he patted my shoulder.

I didn't mention that I would probably be embracing the Kracius clan for hundreds of years, not just decades.


Saying such things aloud would make me feel like an immortal sage or dragon from a fairy tale.

"...Ah, brother."
"What?"
"Do I need to send a gift too?"

I turned my gaze toward Erich at those words.

Gift, he says. A gift from none other than Erich.

...

"Do you really need to?"
"Right?"

After brief consideration, I firmly declined.

It's one thing to accept gifts from relatives who are moderately close but moderately distant, but it feels odd to accept gifts from family living in the same neighborhood. Just like how you don't take wedding money from parents or siblings, only from relatives who come from far away.

"Just write a congratulatory message with the council members right before the retirement ceremony. Don't forget to keep it secret."

So I only asked that much of Erich.

A congratulatory message representing the consensus of the Imperial Council. Words praising Trixie for carrying the burden of Duke for 100 years, and words of encouragement and support for me who will act as her proxy for decades to come.

Just that much is sufficient.

I rushed to the Sun Palace as soon as day broke. I had been wanting to run to the Emperor, grab him by the collar, but he had summoned me first.

Damn bastard. You think I can't beat you just because you're the Emperor?

"Hmm. The Count has arrived."
"I greet Your Imperial Majesty."

Of course I can't beat him. It would take just one punch to turn that blond head red, but I'd likely devolve from Kal Kracius to Kal/Kracius.

I really want to fight him fair and square if the opportunity arises. Since the Emperor is said to be like heaven, perhaps becoming a swordsman who can cut the sky would qualify me to beat the Emperor?

Or maybe not.

"Thank you for coming so quickly. It seems you liked my gift."
"The gift Your Majesty bestowed was directed at the Deast County, not this humble servant. How could I presume to like or dislike it?"
"Haha, that's right. I momentarily forgot."

His face showed no sign of having forgotten, but since he claimed so, I couldn't press the matter.

Come to think of it, wasn't the time when he was merely the First Prince my last natural opportunity to beat him? My only regret is that I was in the North then.

"Your Maj—"
"The tragedy of the Kracius family was truly heartbreaking."

Just as I was about to suppress my boiling anger and protest, "Why did you send my family crest to the Deast County?", the Emperor preempted me.


"The former Count of Teilgleichen was truly a capable and loyal servant. As a warrior, he made a name for himself in his generation; as a commander, he was able to lead an army; and as a lord, he was fair and just to his people. The previous Emperor also held the former Count of Teilgleichen in high regard."

I closed my mouth at the sudden change of topic.

What's this? Why is he suddenly mentioning someone else's ancestor? This makes it awkward for me to speak up.

"That's why the previous Emperor, despite knowing the circumstances of the Kracius family, made no particular mention of it. What could be more ridiculous than causing a rift with a loyal servant who dedicates himself to the Imperial Family and the Empire by saying unnecessary things? After all, it's strange for even the august Emperor to interfere in the private lives of nobles."

The Emperor paused briefly after saying this.

Even though he's silent, I feel like I can hear his voice. I have the feeling that his words are followed by a lament: "The previous Emperor was not one to point out others' private lives."

"So even when one of the thirty Imperial Count families protecting the Imperial Family showed somewhat strange behavior, when the children of the former Count scattered and acted independently, no words were spoken. What could be done even if the shield protecting the Imperial Family became smaller because of it? The previous Emperor endured even that and maintained silence, and I have inherited that intention."
"Your Majesty."
"But the shield that had shrunk is now returning to its original form. The cracked shield is becoming solid as a rock again."

The Emperor smiled slightly, rose from his seat, and approached me.

"This is a most joyous occasion. It has always weighed on my mind that I turned a blind eye to a tragedy that occurred so close, for the sake of the Imperial Family, the Empire, the people, and the mandate of heaven. But now that tragedy is finally heading toward a comedic conclusion. In truth, I don't like sudden genre changes, but I think a happy ending is acceptable."

He even placed his hand on my shoulder.

"That's why I suddenly sent a gift. I announced the celebration of the Kracius family head in a place where those with Kracius blood had gathered. To fulfill my minimal duty as the one responsible for overlooking a family's tragedy."

I stared blankly at the Emperor's face at those words.

It was unexpected. I thought if I protested, he would respond shamelessly or make some bizarre excuse.

But that wasn't the case. Before I could properly confront him, he opened his mouth as if in self-reproach. He said that the previous Emperor and himself bore some responsibility for the Kracius family's tragedy, and that he had conveyed congratulations to the reunited Kracius as an apology.

"I admit I was hasty and rash. The Count must have had his own thoughts, and I was too inconsiderate."
"No, Your Majesty. I am honored and grateful that Your Majesty shows such concern for my family."
"Thank you for saying so."

I don't properly remember the words that followed. I just mechanically nodded whenever the Emperor spoke, and nodded again whenever he occasionally patted my shoulder.

Then, as if entranced, I walked out of the Sun Palace.

Without having made a single protest.

"Wow..."

I looked at the bright blue sky and let out a quiet exclamation. I'm truly fortunate to meet that guy as Emperor and subject.

If we had met as a voice phishing scammer and victim, I would have been completely fleeced.

'What do I do now?'

An indescribable fear followed.

He was already difficult to beat because of his gangster-like status, but what am I supposed to do if he starts mastering such insane eloquence and emotional appeal? How is a mere Imperial Count supposed to stand against the Emperor?

The world is so cruel that I feel like crying.


After being voice-phished face-to-face by the Emperor, I spent some time staying at the mansion.

I didn't particularly have any reason to go out, and it was too cold to bother creating reasons to leave. Meanwhile, Trixie's retirement and my inauguration as Acting Duke were proceeding smoothly in Serbet. In this situation, what reason would I have to step forward?

If I had any reason to go out, it would be taking Titi for walks? But even those outings decreased after the children returned to the mansion from their in-laws' place.

"I would like to visit you in Barandi personally, but circumstances don't allow it, which is regrettable."

However, if one enjoys being a shut-in, one must handle shut-in duties. One of those duties was communicating with Marquis Barandi.

I informed the nobles of Serbet Duchy who would assist me in the future, as well as my family and relatives, about my upcoming inauguration as Acting Duke. After the second Kracius gathering, I asked the wives to subtly spread the news to their families, so by now my in-laws should also know about my future.

Now that I've informed everyone who absolutely needed to know and those connected by blood, it's time to inform my political community. The Northern Faction is the only faction I officially lead, and it would be awkward if the faction members remained unaware. It might create misunderstandings that the faction leader treats faction members the same as ordinary nobles.

Of course, as I told Marquis Barandi, I couldn't visit in person. I had already greeted faction members during the New Year's ceremony, so meeting again before spring? And right after finishing a gathering with relatives?

'That would definitely cause gossip.'

People would gossip that the Minister of Audit is plotting something big. I'd just be sharing information but would receive strange misunderstandings.

Such misunderstandings would naturally resolve with time, but it's better to avoid them from the start if possible. As a result, we ended up talking through a communication orb rather than meeting in person.

"You're too kind. I'm also disappointed not to see the Count in person, but the conveniences of civilization are enough to ease that disappointment."
"Thank you for saying so."

And Marquis Barandi responded with a smile to my words.

Though we weren't in the same place, he meant there was no disappointment since we could see each other's faces and hear each other's voices. I'm not sure if he was sincere, but it doesn't matter. At least it means Marquis Barandi recognizes that a meeting between me and the Northern Faction would be problematic.

"Ah, should I be calling you Acting Duke now, rather than Count?"
"Haha, not yet. Please continue to call me Count for the time being."

Decisively, what's important now isn't whether we meet in person or remotely.

The remarkable situation where the Northern Faction leader is about to reach the pinnacle of Imperial nobility. This extraordinary circumstance is Marquis Barandi's only interest.

'So positions really do shape people.'

I marveled while looking at Marquis Barandi, who still maintained his smile.

Marquis Barandi welcomed my sudden contact despite his puzzlement, and maintained his composure even when I directly told him about Trixie's retirement and my inauguration as Acting Duke.

He did remain silent for about ten seconds, but that still counts as maintaining composure. At least he didn't scream in shock or faint while standing.

'After spending years as a Marquis, he's truly become worthy of the title.'

The man who was once an ordinary tribal chief when I first met him has become a nobleman who can maintain his mental composure even when hearing shocking news. As the person who designated Barandi as Marquis, I feel proud.

"I wanted to tell you sooner, but since this matter requires confidentiality, I'm only able to speak about it now."
"I understand. I'm worried I might accidentally disclose this while drinking, so I can imagine how difficult it must have been for you."

After saying that, Marquis Barandi put away his smile and leaned his face closer to the communication orb.

"More importantly, how far may I share this information?"

Eventually, just as I had spoken directly, the Marquis also asked directly.

As the second-in-command of the Northern Faction, he was asking how far he could share this information that I had revealed to him.

"The Great Lords and Marquis Idrafen will be sufficient."

I answered without hesitation, as it was exactly the question I wanted.

It wouldn't matter if I told the faction members directly myself. However, I'm nominally below the Marquis in rank while leading the Northern Faction, and now I'm rising to Acting Duke, which could diminish Marquis Barandi's presence. It would be problematic if the faction's second-in-command and the North's only Marquis lost his authority.

So we must showcase Marquis Barandi's presence whenever possible. The image of him receiving orders from the faction leader and uniting faction members—what an important and noble political asset this is.

And incidentally, he can also inform Ainter, who's staying with his in-laws in Marquis Barandi's territory. Though he might have already heard it from the Emperor.

"The Great Lords and my son-in-law... understood. I'll make sure it doesn't leak until the celebration occurs."
"With Your Excellency taking charge, I couldn't be more reassured. I'm counting on you."

With those words, I concluded our conversation.

I had conveyed everything that needed to be conveyed, and Marquis Barandi would be busy sharing the information with faction members. Keeping him longer would only inconvenience him.


"Woof!"
"Titi, is that you?"

As soon as I put down the communication orb, Titi peeked her head through the door crack.

Her timing was perfect. If she had come during my communication, I wouldn't have been able to play with her, but now I can take a walk around the Capital with Titi.

"You came to me today, how unusual. What are the kids doing?"

At my words, Titi's gaze shifted slightly toward the corridor.

From the direction of Titi's gaze, I could hear faint howling and wailing.

"They're playing well."
"Woof woof!"

I recognized Jangsengi's familiar howling and Gyeomson's usual wailing.

If those guys are raising their voices like that, it means they're having fun with the children. On the contrary, if it were quiet, it would mean something was wrong.

'I'm always grateful.'

So I sent them a silent thank you. I'll buy some snacks for you while we're out walking.

Though the chef's soulful food is good, sometimes street food can be appealing too.

"Shall we go then?"
"Woof!"

I started walking lightly, listening to Titi's cheerful barking.

Today, let's start with a leisurely walk through the western district.

***

Maria riding on Juni's back. Cecilia and Catleya following behind Juni, each holding Mane and Mine in their arms.

I couldn't help but smile at this sight that would never be seen in an ordinary city. You'd have to go to a quiet countryside to see children riding cows or carrying rabbits.

'Who would think this is the heart of the Capital?'

And in the mansion where an Imperial Count and Minister resides, no less.

"Mommy!"

While reminiscing about the time when this mansion was practically the Aesilon family's stronghold, Maria, on Juni's back, cheerfully waved her hand.

"Mommy, us too!"
"Us too~"

When I waved back at Maria, Cecilia and Catleya also waved their hands as if they couldn't be outdone.

'They're so adorable, just like their father.'

My smile deepened at this lovely sight.

I've seen our children every day from the moment they were born until now at age five, but not once have I grown accustomed to their cuteness. Every day I see new adorableness, and every day I feel a different kind of loveliness.

"Juni! Let's go to Mommy!"
"Mooooo."
'Oh dear.'

I briefly contemplated as I watched the children approaching me.

Today I had planned to check if the retirement ceremony and Acting Duke appointment ceremony were being prepared properly, but I can't refuse when the children approach like this.

But if I take the children to Serbet, the retainers will be distracted by them.

'Let's go tomorrow.'

After deliberation, I postponed the visit to Serbet.

I hadn't announced in advance that I would visit today, and there weren't any problems requiring my personal inspection. They're capable of handling things well without me.

It was just that laying down the burden I'd carried for 100 years felt unfamiliar. I was about to wander because I felt awkward that soon I would only be called Countess of Teilgleichen, not Duchess of Serbet.


So if there's no reason to wander, there's no need to move. These complex emotions can be sufficiently soothed through the children.

"You've been riding Juni a lot lately. Is Juni comfortable?"
"Yes! Other animals are good too, but Juni is comfortable! Something's different!"
"That's right! More comfortable, warmer... anyway, I like it!"
"Juni~ I like~"

Juni's tail began to sway at the three children's praise.

It's fascinating. Cows are intelligent animals, but do they understand human speech this well? Or is Juni wiser than other cows because it was a gift from Behimos?

"Does Mommy want to ride too?"
"Mommy too?"
"Yes. Juni will like it too!"
"Mooooo."

At Maria's words, Juni looked at me with innocent eyes. As if telling me to trust and try riding.

'...It's a bit small.'

Despite the children's expectant gazes and Juni's sturdy face, I couldn't bring myself to get on.

Juni is larger than a young calf but still smaller than an adult cow. It's suitable for children to ride, but awkward for adults.

Of course, it's growing robustly day by day, which makes me more hesitant to ride. There would be nothing more regrettable than injuring it. How devastating injuries can be during the growth period.

"Mommy, hurry!"
"I want to see Mommy and Juni!"
"Mommy and Juni, Mommy and Juni~"

I felt my ears flutter at the children's intensifying demands.

I simply couldn't refuse. If I declined when they wanted it so much, the children might feel disappointed.

'If I adjust my weight, it should be fine.'

I cast a lightening spell internally as I climbed onto Juni's back.

I couldn't change my volume, but I could adjust my weight. This way, it wouldn't strain Juni—

"Oh? It's Daddy!"
"Daddy? Where?"
"Over there in the garden! With Titi!"
"Then Daddy's walking with Titi~"

The children, who had been whispering while clinging to the window, turned their attention back to me.

"Mommy! Let's go with Daddy!"
"Uh, um?"
"Daddy's going for a walk with Titi! Mommy should come with Juni too!"
"Ch-children?"

Before I could stop them, the children went downstairs.

Juni followed the children without hesitation.

In this unexpected situation, I didn't even think to get off Juni's back.

***

I kept my gaze straight ahead, avoiding looking to the side.

'What on earth is this situation?'

At the same time, my mind was racing.

Juni walking alongside me. Trixie riding on top with her face and ears flushed bright red. And beside them, the triplets along with Mane and Mine, giggling loudly.

'What is this?'

I simply couldn't understand how this scene had unfolded.

Could it be that Trixie had resolved to let go of more than just her ducal title...?

If not that, I couldn't possibly comprehend this situation.

I have a feeling that soon a strange rumor will haunt the Capital like a ghost.

A rumor about the Minister of Audit and the Magic-Ending Duke walking side by side through the Capital? While the stroll of such prominent figures is noteworthy, nobles taking walks in the Capital is fairly common.

A rumor about not just the couple but also their 5-year-old triplets joining the walk? That's merely something that showcases family harmony, not something worthy of gossip.

Then perhaps a rumor about Titi, Juni, Mane, and Mine accompanying them on the walk? Surprisingly, the nobles and citizens of the Capital are very tolerant of animals on walks, so this isn't even worth discussing. The active presence of Titi and the sacred beasts has been enough to make the Capital an animal-friendly city.

Nevertheless, I'm certain a ghost will haunt the Capital for one reason alone:

"Trixie. May I come in?"
"......"
"Um, Trixie. Friends of horses, cows, and humans are all the same. It's no different from riding a horse."
"......"

It's because the image of Trixie riding a cow through the Capital, thanks to the triplets, was too striking. The sight of an elf riding a cow that hadn't yet reached adulthood was quite impressive.

Couple walks, family walks, animal walks—none of these are problematic. But when all of these elements combine, and a noble duke moves around not on a horse or in a carriage but on a cow, well, it's bound to attract attention.

Because of this, Trixie kept her head down throughout the walk. After returning to the mansion, she went to her room and showed no response.

'She's awake at least...'

I knocked on the door and couldn't help but smile bitterly.

At least I could hear somewhat rapid breathing from beyond the door, so Trixie hadn't fainted or teleported away from home. She was simply maintaining silence to suppress her shame.

So I'm in a dilemma. Should I try to comfort Trixie more, or should I give her some time alone?

'Maybe it's better to leave her alone.'

After thinking quickly, I came to a conclusion.

Yes, let's leave her alone for a few hours. If I were Trixie, I'd want to be alone right now too. Even with a loving family, I'd want some distance because I wouldn't have the courage to face them.

"If you need anything, just let me know through the communication orb. I'll bring it right away."

With those final words, I carefully moved away from the room.

I'm not sure if this should be considered fortunate, but Trixie's seclusion happened very naturally. Thanks to telling family members and servants that "she suddenly had magical inspiration and is researching," no one questioned her isolation.

Even our triplets didn't. I was worried about what would happen if the triplets became upset or cried about their mother's seclusion, but thankfully no such disaster occurred.

I'm not sure if "thankful" is the right word, but let's consider it fortunate.

"...Kal."

Just as I was thinking this, I heard the door open and Trixie's sorrowful voice.

"Tomorrow... let's go to Serbet together. To see how the retirement ceremony preparations are coming along..."

And then the door closed again.

It was a one-sided announcement that gave me no time to respond, but that's fine. At least it means this seclusion will end tomorrow. It's a declaration that after spending today gathering her thoughts in her room, she'll resume going out again.

'Thank you.'

My eyes grew hot at this truly great decision.

To overcome such shame and try to move forward after just one day—as expected, the continent's greatest archmage is different in every way.

Just for today, I must admit that a mere swordsman is inferior to a noble mage. Even I, the continent's greatest swordsman, would have wailed for at least three days if I had ridden a cow through the Capital.

...

'I have no choice.'


After looking at Trixie's door (where the great decision-maker was), I started walking.

If my wife has made such a brave decision, I cannot simply stand by as her husband. It is both the duty and right of a husband to share his wife's burden.

"Juni."
- Moooo?

I approached Juni, who was resting, and carefully suggested a second walk.

"Would you like to go for a walk with me later?"

A rumor about the Magic-Ending Duke riding a cow? I'll cover it with a rumor about the Minister of Audit riding a cow. I'll make it so that it wasn't just Trixie who committed this eccentric act, but both of us as a couple.

Also, if not one but two people commit such an eccentric act, it becomes not just eccentricity but a surprise and a trend. If I ride Juni around for a few weeks, people will think, "Ah, the Minister of Audit has taken a liking to cows these days."

- Mooooooo!

At my tearful suggestion, Juni, who had been lying on her belly, jumped up and wagged her tail.

Judging by her enthusiasm, she seems ready to gallop dozens of laps around the Capital with me on her back.

'This makes me a wonderful husband, doesn't it?'

I stroked Juni's head and smiled bitterly.

If someone were to ask me how far I would go for my wife, I would gladly say I'd throw away my dignity and become a cow-rider.

From today on, the Northern Duke of this world is not a prince on a white horse but a dark-skinned man on a calf.

As promised, I traveled to Serbet Duchy with Trixie.

"Welcome, Your Grace! My Lord!"

And as always, the first person to greet us was the head butler of Serbet Duchy, Count Sicilia.

It's quite surprising at this point. He must be the busiest person in Serbet Duchy, yet somehow he's the one greeting us nine times out of ten. Perhaps he conducts his business outdoors rather than in an office?

"You didn't need to come out to greet us. Serbet needs you more than me right now."
"Your Grace, how could you say such a thing! Serbet can prosper only because of your presence, and the honor and authority I enjoy exist only with your permission! If I don't show proper respect to Your Grace, who would dedicate themselves to Serbet!"
"I... see."

Trixie seemed to share my thoughts as she gently spoke, but was immediately countered by his passionate response.

In truth, it's probably because of such passion that he can lead an entire duchy. Without ability, passion, and responsibility, how could one lead one of the Five Pillars of the Empire?

'May that spirit remain forever.'

I found myself looking at Count Sicilia with fond eyes.

Considering Count Sicilia's age, asking him to remain as head butler until Maria becomes the duchess would be cruel. Still, I believe he will excellently perform his duties as head butler while I serve as the acting duke.

I truly believe so. I have faith in Count Sicilia's health and abilities.

"By the way, Your Grace."
"What is it?"
"I've heard some unusual rumors from the Capital."

At those words, Trixie's ears twitched nervously.

I understand what she's worried about, but there's no need for concern. The rumors Count Sicilia has heard are likely different from what Trixie fears.

"Well, um... My Lord."

Count Sicilia paused briefly and turned his gaze to me. It seemed as though he had started to speak but was unsure whether to continue.

"You can speak freely. If it's something I should hear, it's better to hear it from the head butler."


At my words, Count Sicilia gently closed his eyes and said,

"I heard that My Lord rode a cow through the Capital."
"Uh, yes?"

I had passionately proven my love for my wife.

"And there's also talk that you cleaned the cow's hooves at the plaza fountain, though this hasn't been confirmed—"
"It's true. There was a lot of mud on them, so I cleaned them a bit. She really liked it."

I spoke as calmly as possible, but both Trixie and Count Sicilia looked at me with closed mouths.

'Success.'

I did it. Judging by the fact that Count Sicilia only mentioned rumors about me, I've succeeded not just in sharing Trixie's shame but in monopolizing it entirely.

A minister galloping on a cow and personally cleaning its hooves—with such an extraordinary sight, rumors about Trixie would quickly subside. Even if someone were to mention Trixie, they would likely be told, "I heard the Minister was racing through the city, perhaps you mistook the Minister for the Magic-Ending Duke?"

That's enough. There's nothing more joyful than preserving Trixie's dignity at the cost of my reputation.

...

'That bastard.'

Of course, the fact that only rumors about me spread, with none about Trixie, was possible only through someone's intervention. No matter how much I act out, it would be impossible for me to draw all the attention of the Capital's citizens.

And there's only one person in the Empire who can control and direct information in the Capital—that yellow dog from the Sun Palace.

'He must have enjoyed controlling this.'

Me, galloping on a cow as soon as news of Trixie's bovine adventure spread. I can imagine how much the Emperor laughed while ordering the information control.

A damnable bastard, but a thankful one. I owe him a debt, but I'm not happy about it...

"I plan to ride Juni occasionally in the future. Cows provide a different kind of stability compared to horses."

I suppressed my bitterness and wrapped up the conversation appropriately.

Now that I've confirmed Trixie's honor has been preserved, there's no need to discuss this topic at length.

***

Despite the small commotion, I reported to the Duchess and her husband on the progress of the retirement ceremony preparations.

Fortunately, thanks to the united efforts of Catovan's retainers, the retirement ceremony was being prepared perfectly. I'm not just saying this as the head butler—anyone would nod in agreement.

This matter requires our utmost dedication for both Catovan and Serbet. It's the day when Her Grace, who has reigned for over 100 years—literally a century—will step down and a new century will begin. If we were to decorate such a monumental day poorly, I would have no face to show my ancestors in the afterlife.

"I've heard that each ducal house, aware of Her Grace's retirement, is preparing congratulatory addresses. Considering Her Grace's dignity, the four dukes themselves, not representatives, have decided to read these addresses."
"That's very kind of them."
"It's all thanks to the grace Your Grace has bestowed upon the four ducal houses."

After bowing to the Duchess, who smiled gently, I continued my report to her husband.

"Also, after the congratulatory addresses, My Lord will ascend the platform to receive the seal of the Duke of Serbet from Her Grace. During this process, a flag bearing Your Grace's personal crest will also be presented."
"Hmm, I'll remember that."

I couldn't help but smile as My Lord nodded calmly.

It truly felt imminent now. I could feel that the master of Catovan would change during my lifetime, that a new duke—albeit an acting one—would reign.

'It's an honor.'

To witness Her Grace's marriage, the birth of the young ladies, and now the retirement of Her Grace who has carried such a heavy burden.

I wonder if my father will be jealous when I reach the heavens after death.

As expected from those who had effectively led the duchy, the vassals' preparations were flawless without a single thing to criticize.

Honestly, I thought a few minor matters would need adjustment, but there weren't even those. It was truly perfect in every sense, so Trixie and I could only nod at Count Sicilla's report.

If the retirement ceremony and the Duke Regent's inauguration ceremony fail, it would be due to my mistakes, not any shortcoming of the vassals. If I can't handle things with such perfect groundwork laid out, that would be pure incompetence.

"I wouldn't have expected such excellent preparations given the limited time. I feel deeply indebted to the vassals even before becoming Duke Regent."
"Dedicating ourselves to the Catovan Ducal Family and Servet Duchy is both our blessing and mission! A simple word of appreciation is more than enough for us, so please don't consider it a debt!"
"Trixie's rule remained strong for 100 years thanks to such dedication and pride. I will never forget the vassals' loyalty and will whisper of it to our children daily."

A declaration that I would tell our triplets, who were still drooling babies, "The vassal uncles and aunties are really wonderful."

"It's an honor, Your Excellency!"

Count Sicilla's face showed even deeper emotion and joy at that declaration.

It feels strange. Of course, he had a bright expression when Trixie and I praised him, but his face brightened even more when I mentioned the triplets.

'How desperately they must have yearned for an heir.'

But I could only manage a bitter smile, as his attitude was completely understandable.

The Catovan family hadn't seen a new life born in about 120 years since Trixie's birth. Many of the Catovan family's vassals had to leave this world without seeing Trixie even get married, let alone have children.

So Count Sicilla probably expected to follow the same path as his ancestors, but then three little ladies who looked exactly like their lord were born? No wonder his affection and loyalty toward the triplets is extraordinary.

'I wonder if he'll still be working when Maria becomes duchess.'

The thought couldn't help but cross my mind.

By the time Maria ascends to become duchess, Count Sicilla will be an elderly man in his 70s or 80s. Even in the Empire, which works civil servants to the bone, that's an undebatable retirement age. But seeing Count Sicilla's passion, he might hang on just to serve Maria.

A head butler using a cane not for magic but just to move around smoothly. The mere thought is heartbreaking.

'I must make sure he retires.'

I made an internal promise. For Count Sicilla's peaceful later years and for our Maria's reputation, I must ensure Count Sicilla retires.

It's not particularly difficult. Right before I step down from the Duke Regent position, I'll replace the vassals, and Count Sicilla will retire along with them.

"My lord?"
"Ah, yes. Since I'm here, I'd like to see the other vassals as well. Could you guide me?"
"Of course. Everyone will be delighted to see both of you."

I made up the most plausible excuse to Count Sicilla, who expressed curiosity at my sudden silence.

I couldn't exactly say "I was thinking about when would be best to retire you" in front of such a passionate head butler. That would make me sound like a monarch preparing a purge.

It's just future planning for the sake of respecting an elder, that's all. Better to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings.

Just before attending the second Kracius gathering, Fedi had staged a desperate escape.

Even I, an adult, found it difficult to endure Mar's fashion adjustments. The eons-long time spent putting on and taking off dozens of outfits, attaching and removing hundreds of accessories. It was too harsh for 6-year-old Fedi to endure, so he escaped.

And now that cruel, eon-like time has come back to me.

"Kal. Would you like to try this one next?"
"Isn't this the same as what I wore earlier?"
"No, this one is lighter."


I silently accepted the coat Mar handed me at those words.

Lighter... huh? To me, this looked exactly the same as the previous one. They were identical colors as far as I could tell.

'It really seems like she has a color palette installed in her eyes.'

Thanks to this, the hypothesis I'd privately held resurfaced—that Mar had some kind of RGB distinction capability attached to her eyes.

There's no other explanation for this situation. Mar's minute color distinction is a unique talent that even the servants can't match. Even my first father-in-law would be amazed by Mar's talent.

No, wait. Perhaps he suffered through RGB distinctions before me. When Mar's surname was Valenti, whose attire would she have been concerned with?

"Hmmmm."

As I obediently put on the coat, Mar's brow furrowed slightly.

While Mar looks pretty even when contemplating, today I find it frightening. What I want to see isn't Mar thinking, but Mar nodding in approval.

"This isn't right either."

Despite expecting it, I quietly removed the coat at her dejected declaration.

I'd like to say that anything would be fine. That I'd be happy with any clothes Mar gives me.

But I couldn't. The clothes we're selecting are for Trixie's retirement ceremony. I can't just wear anything to my wife's monumental day. If it were an event solely for me, I'd be willing to ignore what others might say, but I have no intention of ruining Trixie's event because of me.

And decisively, ignoring Mar's sincerity and passion wouldn't be proper as a husband.

'What right would I have to refuse?'

I know better than anyone how hard Mar has been working for me and for Trixie. Wasn't it Mar who diligently embroidered to give me a gift for my birthday, right after receiving the bombshell of a personal emblem from the Emperor?

Indeed, after that forced march, Mar succeeded in making a handkerchief embroidered with my personal emblem. All while selecting the clothes our family would wear for Trixie's retirement ceremony.

'An idle man can't complain to someone who's working hard.'

As an unemployed husband, I should follow my wife's lead. I must endure, even if it's tiring.

Even though this endless fashion show has been going on for four hours.

Even if it seems like dawn will break at this rate.

"Shall we try gray tones next?"
'Ah.'

My shoulders twitched at the calm voice delivering such unsettling content.

It took four hours just trying on black outfits, so how much longer would it take with a new color added?

I'm so terrified I could cry.

***

While handling my work, I glanced out the window.

Though it's still winter and the temperature is low, the sky was blue and clear. Perhaps there's a sky deity among the gods favoring the Count?

'He's perfectly optimized for outdoor events.'

I couldn't help but smile thinking about the gods connected to the Count.


The Sun God, Sky God, and Plant God. If the Count wishes to be active outdoors, the warm sun will shine upon him, the blue sky will welcome him, and fresh greenery will embrace him. How enviable.

That must be why the Magic-Ending Duke's retirement ceremony is being held on such a beautiful day. Despite it being winter when snow wouldn't be unusual, there's not even a single cloud in the sky.

'I should head out soon.'

I rose from my seat after blankly staring at the sky.

Today marks the final chapter for a loyal servant who has been a pillar of the Empire for 100 years. Of course, the Magic-Ending Duke will continue to maintain his position as Magic Tower Master, only relinquishing the Servet Duchy title, but the end of a 100-year duke's tenure is by no means insignificant.

Moreover, the fact that the Empire remained intact even during that terrible Dark Emperor's era was largely due to the Magic-Ending Duke's role. The national power derived from overwhelming territory and productivity, and the talent pool secured thanks to the enormous population were important—but without the Magic-Ending Duke, the situation would have been far more serious.

'Truly a benefactor of the Empire.'

A pillar that maintained the Empire until the emergence of Emperor Sanghwang, that brilliant monarch of revival. It's no exaggeration to say that the Imperial Family and the Empire are indebted to the Magic-Ending Duke.

Perhaps that's why. Although I attended the banquet celebrating the Dawn Duke's ascension as the new Ulken Duke, I felt strangely nervous about attending the Magic-Ending Duke's retirement ceremony. An indescribable tension gripped my heart.

'So many extraordinary events since the beginning of my reign.'

I couldn't help but smile again as I put on my coat, suppressing the tension.

How long has it been since my ascension, and already the Ulken Duke has been replaced, and now the Servet Duke is changing too? Moreover, my father-in-law, the Hablem Duke, is also eyeing retirement from his Deputy Commander position, so he might suddenly announce his intention to relinquish his title.

An amazing situation where three dukes are replaced before my reign reaches ten years. Future historians might think I pressured the dukes to retire behind the scenes.

'I'd actually prefer if they stayed longer.'

It would be terribly unfair if people really misunderstood like that. I'm someone who wishes the Iron-Blooded Duke, the Magic-Ending Duke, and my father-in-law would continue to work for the Empire.

Still, when talent steps down, new talent emerges to fill the void, so my regret and sense of injustice weren't too great.

The Iron-Blooded Duke's position was admirably filled by the Dawn Duke, and the Magic-Ending Duke's position...

"Kuk."

I hurriedly bit my lip.

The Count who will fill the Magic-Ending Duke's position. Just thinking about this sentence made the corners of my mouth twitch uncontrollably.

I still can't believe it. Who would have guessed that the Count would become the Servet Duke Regent? Who could have imagined that the Count would gain a title even greater than Minister of Audit?

I certainly didn't. And because it was so unexpected, it makes me all the more pleased and happy.

'I wonder what expression he'll make.'

The slight tension in my chest had completely disappeared without a trace.

Since today's event was only announced as a major announcement by the Magic-Ending Duke, most nobles don't know about his retirement. The Count will have to become the "Regent" of the vacant Servet Duchy in front of these people.

That's why I can't stop smiling. I'm so excited to see what expressions the nobles will make when the Count becomes the Servet Duke Regent, and what expression the Count himself will make upon rising to this position above all but one.

'I've already decided on a name, so hurry up and become Regent.'

I imagined the Count, probably getting ready with a sour expression right now.

Although he'll be a Regent rather than an official Duke, a duke is still a duke. I've already chosen a name for the new Servet Duke, so he just needs to become Regent.


The peaceful Serbet Duchy had transformed into an international venue.

Trixie, the continent's greatest mage who surpassed even the Empire's finest, had announced she would make a major declaration. Naturally, this drew not only Imperial nobles and mages, but renowned mages from across the continent.

As the Emperor, who knew what Trixie's announcement would be, had permitted foreign mages to enter the country, today the Duke's castle might as well be called a continental exhibition hall rather than an Imperial ducal residence.

'Incredible.'

Looking down at the bustling garden from the top of the castle, I couldn't help but marvel.

This wasn't just any mansion, nor a marquis or count's castle, but a duke's castle. Except for the Imperial Palace, the garden of this duchy—boasting the most impressive area in the Empire—was filled to capacity with people.

Perhaps because of this, a slight fear came over me. At least half of them clearly looked like mages. Would it be alright to announce Trixie's retirement in front of these devoted mage fans? If I, as an inspector, were to succeed her, wouldn't it cause a riot?

'It should be fine since she'll maintain her position as Tower Master.'

I gathered my thoughts after staring blankly at the garden.

Yes, Trixie is only relinquishing her title as Duchess of Serbet. She's giving up her authority as a noble, not as a mage. Since the position of Tower Master, the symbol and center of the continental magical world, will remain hers, mages might be shaken but won't break down in tears.

I firmly believe that. I trust in the rationality and wisdom of mages.

'Ah.'

As I continued observing the crowd in the garden with such thoughts, I couldn't help but smile wryly upon spotting a rather familiar face.

Duke Kilanas, Chairman of the Yuven United Kingdom's Magic Council. Even this figure, who contends for the position of the continent's second most powerful mage, had traveled to the Empire to hear Trixie's important announcement.

It felt strange. That gentleman had also entered the country during the Academy exhibition, and now he'd come all the way from the opposite side of the continent again.

I'm grateful but also feel burdened. How can a duke and chairman of a country so easily—

'Right, the chairman is stateless.'

I belatedly remembered that the Magic Council chairman becomes stateless during their term.

I see. Being stateless allows him to cross borders easily. No wonder only the chairman is here and none of the vice-chairmen.

"My lord."

While lost in these peculiar thoughts, I turned my head at the sound of Count Sicilla's voice.

"His Majesty the Emperor will arrive shortly."
"Already? There's no need to come so early."
"He said he wanted to grace the occasion as soon as possible for the retirement of a pillar and benefactor who has supported the Empire for 100 years."
"I see."

I nodded readily, seeing the mixture of emotion and pride on Count Sicilla's face.

The Emperor's words weren't lies. Since even Trixie couldn't easily handle that situation, it must be true that the Emperor considers her a pillar and benefactor.

But would he make an early visit for that reason alone? Absolutely not. If it were simply gratitude and a sense of debt toward Trixie, he would put effort into a congratulatory speech or gift, not squeeze out time from his schedule for an early visit.

'He pounces like a predator when he sees an opening.'

I couldn't help but sigh inwardly.

The decisive reason for that bastard's somewhat early visit is me. When the Emperor visits, the owner of the castle and the host of the event must go out to greet him, meaning Trixie and I need to attend to the Emperor.

His strong desire to receive my assistance while leisurely observing my expressions. There's no bastard like this bastard.

'Just you wait.'

A gentleman's revenge is never too late, even if it takes ten years.

Someday I will surely return this shame and humiliation. In an ultra-long game, I, who will live for hundreds of years, will win.

***

I arrived at the Serbet Duchy with the Empress.

As expected, a considerable crowd filled the castle. With slight exaggeration, it was comparable to the New Year's audience ceremony.

In fact, considering the diversity of attendees, it surpassed the New Year's ceremony. After all, foreign dignitaries don't attend the New Year's audience.

'Perfect for marking the end.'


Retired elder mages who have withdrawn from all positions, key figures steadfastly leading the magical world, and foreign mages who crossed borders to grace the occasion—truly an appropriate gathering to mark the Magic-Ending Duke's final event.

Of course, even if the Magic-Ending Duke steps down from the Serbet Duchy, the name "Magic-Ending" will endure forever. Just because one stops moving forward doesn't mean the path walked thus far disappears.

Moreover, while the Duchess of Serbet may change, the Tower Master remains unchanged. That position will likely remain hers for the next 100 or 200 years.

'Now I just need to keep quiet and watch.'

Anyway, after exchanging greetings with Duke Kilanas from Yuven, I moved to the VIP seats guided by the Count.

Being guided by none other than a count. Being attended to by a count.

"Count."
"...Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."
"You're enjoying all the privileges a subject can enjoy. Now I have no more honors to bestow upon you even if I wanted to."

When I whispered in the Count's ear, his shoulders began to tremble.

The Count must be overcome with emotion. Even those who have devoted their lives to the Imperial Family and the Empire find it difficult to reach the pinnacle in one field, yet the Count has reached the end in every aspect before turning thirty.

As an official, he became a minister; as a warrior, he became the continent's finest sword; as a knight, he became a member of the Risizariune Knights. And now he has become the Acting Duke. Where else can he climb? Perhaps the only path left is to retire from his ministerial position someday, become a member of the Imperial Council, and then the Council Chairman?

'If he's going to be Chairman anyway, it would be better to remain a minister for life.'

There are 29 Imperial Counts who could become Chairman, excluding him. Perhaps it would be in the national interest for the Count to remain a minister for life.

"Well then, Count. I'll see you again later. Good work."
"Thank you for your encouragement, Your Majesty."

After briefly imagining the Count serving Eimanka XVIII, I sent him away.

The protagonists of this event are the Magic-Ending Duke and the Count. It would be impolite for me, as a guest, to keep the protagonists too long.

"It was wise to leave Charlotte behind," the Empress whispered quietly after the Count withdrew.

"I think so too. It's better for just the two of us to attend such an occasion."

I nodded toward the Empress.

Normally, the Crown Princess would accompany us to such events, but currently, the Serbet Duchy is filled with mages gathered because of the Magic-Ending Duke. If the curious Crown Princess were here, she would wander around making contact with mages, and the guests' attention would be drawn to her.

That would be problematic. The focus should always be on the protagonists. The role of guests is to grace the occasion and elevate its prestige, not to divert attention.

"Though I worry the Crown Princess might feel left out when she learns of this later."
"Hehe, no matter how disappointed she feels, she'll quickly forgive if Your Majesty and her godfather play with her sincerely."
"Indeed. That's true."

I laughed, as it wasn't wrong.

If the Crown Princess sulks because we went without her? Then we'll just have to play with her passionately for a few hours. If she's upset about missing out on fun, comforting her with play should be sufficient.

"Empress."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Now the Crown Princess has both her maternal grandfather and godfather as dukes."

Strictly speaking, it's one duke and one acting duke, but that doesn't matter. I intend to treat the Count no differently than a duke.

"It is truly reassuring."

The Empress's smile deepened at my words.

Yes. It's an incredibly reassuring thing. Unlike me, the Crown Princess was born with a solid foundation that grows stronger with each passing day. I'm overjoyed to see it.

The retirement ceremony began.

Officially, however, this wasn't a retirement ceremony but an occasion for the Magic-Ending Duke's important announcement. As a result, other topics were discussed before directly mentioning retirement.

Most people gathered here would have come expecting an announcement of revolutionary changes in the magical world, and it would be shocking and disappointing if only retirement were announced abruptly.

"—So, at the next Magic Conclave, we plan to continue deeper discussions on the sustainability and stability of levitation magic."

The Magic-Ending Duke seemed to understand this and continued speaking with great care. When the Magic Conclave was mentioned, the mages responded with thunderous applause.

The Magic Conclave—a gathering where mages from across the continent, not just one country, convene once every decade to discuss research achievements.

'That's where the Magic-Ending Duke truly became the Magic-Ending.'

Exactly 90 years ago, in Holy Calendar 1294. Attending the Magic Conclave, the Magic-Ending Duke overwhelmed all mages with logic and skill, thoroughly trampling the pride of Yuven, who had prided themselves on being ahead of the Empire in magic.


That was the monumental event known as "The Magic-Ending's Judgment." Yuven, thoroughly subjugated at the Magic Conclave, still bows to the Magic-Ending Duke to this day, making the Magic Conclave an extremely important and meaningful event for continental mages.

And now the Magic-Ending Duke has declared that a specific topic should be discussed in depth at that venue. No wonder the mages are cheering.

Especially if that topic is levitation magic, which has gained rapid attention due to the construction of Stefan's Glory.

"And finally, I have something to say."

The continuous applause abruptly stopped at the Magic-Ending Duke's words.

"You've all taken time from your busy schedules to grace this occasion for me, so it would be inappropriate to waste time with lengthy speeches."

Instead, a gentler smile than ever before settled on the Magic-Ending Duke's face.

"I, Beatrix Catovan of Serbet, descendant of the Sword-Drawing Duke Roberto Catovan of Serbet, will relinquish all titles including the Serbet Duchy as of today, and this decision takes effect immediately."

Despite the gentle smile, the statement was ominous.

"...Pardon?"
"Y-Your Grace! What did you just..."
"All titles? Did you say all titles? Not excluding the Serbet Duchy, but including it?"
"N-No! What on earth...!"

Naturally, this powerful declaration triggered all sorts of commotion.

An understandable reaction. I too would have been shocked if I had heard those words without prior knowledge.

"This is a decision for the benefit of the Catovan family narrowly, and the Empire and continent broadly. I hope you will understand."

The Magic-Ending Duke, the person in question, drove home the point with an unwavering expression and voice.

This is already a decided matter and there's absolutely no intention of revoking it. Your agitation won't change anything.

"Y-Your Grace! If I may! Please permit me to speak!"

Despite this powerful declaration, a mage appeared, raising his hand and requesting to speak.

As expected of mages. So persistent and courageous.

"Speak."
"I understand your daughters have just turned five! If Your Grace steps down, will the weight of the duchy be transferred to five-year-olds?"
'Kuk.'

It was a valid question, but I bit my lip desperately to suppress my laughter.

"Thank you for your concern about my daughters; you must be very surprised. Indeed, it's too heavy a burden for those children to bear."
"T-Then...!"
"But there's no need to worry. I've found someone to bear the burden until the children come of age."

Ah.

This is killing me. My cheeks hurt too much.

"The final order of Beatrix, head of the Catovan ducal family and lord of the Serbet Duchy. A bridge between me and the next duke until the new Duke of Serbet ascends."

As the Magic-Ending Duke continued speaking, a familiar figure ascended the platform.

"Following the precedent of the Sword-Drawing Duke, I have appointed an Acting Duke of Serbet: my husband and father of the future duke, Count of Teilgleichen, Saint Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen."

I truly admired the Magic-Ending Duke's thoughtfulness in kindly adding the title "Saint."

Being the Magic-Ending Duke's husband and the biological father of the future duchesses already provides sufficient justification, but he is also a living saint. Who would dare object to such overwhelming legitimacy?

'Congratulations.'

I applauded the Count who now stood beside the Magic-Ending Duke.

Second to none but above all others. I sincerely congratulate you.

'I'm counting on you, Silent Duke.'

Simultaneously, I made a request that wasn't really a request in my heart.

The Silent Duke, Saint Kal Serbet Kracius of Teilgleichen.

I look forward to your even more noble dedication and loyalty to the Empire from now on.

Somehow I ended up being elevated to Acting Duke even before Trixie's retirement ceremony was finished.

According to the original plan, after Trixie's retirement announcement, there would be congratulatory speeches from the Emperor, followed by speeches from the dukes. Once the speeches from the Empire's leadership concluded, everyone attending the retirement ceremony would applaud in unison to bless Trixie's final moments, and after serving for over 100 years, Trixie would honorably step down from the position of Duke.

That was certainly the plan. That's how it absolutely should have been.

'I didn't want things to continue so awkwardly.'

Though I maintained a calm expression while standing next to Trixie, I don't know how many times I sighed internally.

To announce my elevation to Acting Duke before the Emperor's congratulatory speech even began. How did things get so twisted? The attention that should have been on Trixie was now focused on me.

'Is this how the Navy felt?'

Without thinking, I turned my gaze to the mage who had asked the reasonable question, "Is a five-year-old child becoming the next Duke?"

I didn't want to know, but thanks to that mage, I understood the Navy's feelings. Just before the Pirate King was executed, a citizen asked where the Pirate King's treasure was hidden. That citizen triggered the Great Age of Pirates.

Because of that mage, the retirement ceremony was skipped, and my elevation ceremony unfolded instead. What a lamentable situation.

"I'm sorry."

So while waving to the guests who were giving a standing ovation to the "Acting" Duke of Serbet, I apologized to Trixie in a small voice.

I apologized for ruining what should have been Trixie's final schedule as the Duke of Serbet. I was sorry that instead of receiving encouragement from the guests for all her hard work, my husband was receiving the applause.

'Damn bastard.'

Come to think of it, this is also because of that Emperor bastard. It's because that bastard started clapping that the other guests began applauding too. If he hadn't stirred things up, the atmosphere wouldn't have ignited like this.

"Hoho, it's alright. I knew this would happen."
"Huh?"
"When I announce my retirement, people will naturally question who the next Duke will be. Then someone will ask about the vacant position, and to reassure the guests, I would have to announce the appointment of an Acting Duke."

I blinked blankly at Trixie, who was chuckling.

She's not wrong. Logically speaking, that's how the topic should flow. The position of Duke is the most noble position after the Emperor, so how could such a noble position be left vacant?

So it's natural for guests to be alarmed at Trixie's retirement and discuss the next Duke. It's appropriate to immediately reveal the existence of an Acting Duke to appease the alarmed guests.

'It's so obvious.'

Eventually, a bitter smile crossed my face.

I was arrogant. Although I expected the guests to be agitated, I thought we could smoothly complete the retirement ceremony and proceed to the elevation ceremony.

How arrogant of me. How could I control people gathered from across the Empire and the continent?

"Kal."

While I was berating myself for having a dull mind due to the unprecedented situation of being elevated to Acting Duke, Trixie spoke again.

"Today's protagonist isn't me, who has reigned for 100 years. I've already received enough applause and reverence to be sick of it."

After saying that, Trixie stepped back a few paces and gently pushed my back.

"So today is the day for the new Duke, who will reign for 20, perhaps 30 years, to shine as the protagonist."
"I'm not a Duke, I'm just an Acting—"
"People will consider you a Duke, so does it matter?"

After looking bitterly at Trixie in response to her firm words, I turned my gaze back to the front.


Standing on the platform, I could look down on all the guests. Not only the Empire's prominent nobles and high-ranking officials but also mages who had made their names known across the continent.

For this moment, I even looked down slightly, just a little bit, on the Emperor and the other dukes.

'He's still clapping.'

My eyes met with the Emperor, who was still applauding.

And as soon as our eyes met, a smile spread across the Emperor's face.

'Persistent bastard.'

After staring at the Emperor for a moment, I moved forward.

A little closer to the guests. A little closer so my voice could be heard better.

"I am Kal Kracius of Teilgleichen, the designated Acting Duke of Serbet, whom you've just been introduced to."

I then spoke in the most calm and composed voice I could manage.

"Since I have not yet received His Majesty's permission, I am not the Acting Duke but the Count of Teilgleichen. Therefore, as the Count of Teilgleichen, I would like to express my gratitude to everyone gathered here."

I bowed slightly to thank the guests for gracing the occasion.

As long as I am a count and not the Acting Duke, there are countless people among the guests who should receive my respect. There will be plenty of time to speak confidently after I become the Acting Duke.

"We have witnessed the final footsteps of someone who has been a pillar, benefactor, and shield of the Empire. While Mage Beatrix's journey will continue, Duke Beatrix of Serbet's journey ends today."

At those words, the guests' gazes turned to Trixie, who was standing behind me.

"The ancestor of Beatrix who completed this great journey—the first Duke of Serbet, the Sword-Drawing Duke—expressed concern about Apels' rampage and corruption and willingly acted righteously. He questioned the legitimacy of the Emperor and the direction of the Mandate of Heaven in the capital of Apels, and joined Emperor Eimanka to become a wise advisor."

Since I hadn't finished speaking, their attention returned to me.

"Also, the first Duke of Halblem, the Struggle Duke, a colleague of the Sword-Drawing Duke, led Kfelopen's troops to pressure Apels. The first Duke of Ulken, the Blood Sword Duke, cleared the path by crushing all enemies threatening the Great Emperor. The first Duke of Chenes, the Justice Duke, excellently led internal affairs so the Great Emperor could focus on the war. The first Duke of Voyaare, the Blue Sea Duke, led the nobles of Apels into the embrace of the Great Emperor, showing that the Mandate of Heaven was with Kfelopen."

Anyway, I continued speaking while receiving the guests' attention.

How great was Catovan's founder who passed the dukedom to Trixie? How capable were the first dukes who stood shoulder to shoulder with the founder?

"Indeed, the blood of the five great meritorious subjects has continued to flow for 300 years until now. The Empire has had, above all, five solid pillars and shields."

It was a sudden praise, but a necessary procedure.

The fact that I am becoming the Acting Duke of Serbet means that I must stand alongside that great rank. It is right to package the position I am about to take in advance, and it is proper to make a good impression on the seniors who already occupy the position.

"But today, this inexperienced person has received the excessive recognition of the Magic-Ending Duke and has become the one to act on behalf of the Sword-Drawing Duke's will, standing alongside the descendants of the great meritorious subjects. Although I am the husband of the Magic-Ending Duke, we all know that this decision was not made out of marital affection."

With those words, I turned toward Trixie and bowed my head. Trixie also bowed her head to me with a smile on her face.

The words I am about to utter will finalize everything. Words that will close the past era and open a new one.

"I pledge as the designated Acting Duke, chosen by the Magic-Ending Duke rather than as Beatrix's husband, that I will become an advisor to His Majesty like the Sword-Drawing Duke to protect the Empire, and excellently transfer the will of Catovan, which has continued for 300 years, to the next Duke of Serbet."

A century—literally a hundred years—is ending, and a new century is beginning with these words.

Not just Trixie and I, but everyone present must be aware that once this moment passes, there is no going back.

"Your Majesty."
"Speak."
"The head of the Kracius family, the husband of the Catovan family, the designated Acting Duke of Serbet, requests of Your Majesty. Would you allow me to bear the name of Serbet?"


That this conversation will go down in history.

Perhaps that's why all eyes and ears turned to the Emperor this time. The retirement of the Magic-Ending Duke and the elevation of the Acting Duke of Serbet. For this to become reality, the Emperor's permission, even if formal, is necessary.

"As Eimanka XVII, the legitimate and sole ruler of the Kfelopen Empire, descendant of Emperor Eimanka, I declare: I grant the name of Serbet to Kal Kracius, head of the Kracius family."

The Emperor answered leisurely, as if such attention was natural.

At times like this, the Emperor is truly an emperor. If only he showed 10% of this attitude normally, how nice it would be.

"I look forward to your future dedication. Sir Kal Serbet Kracius of Teilgleichen."
"I shall be an Acting Duke who brings no shame to the Imperial Family and Serbet."

It would have been better if he had shown a composed demeanor earlier instead of applauding.

Although the order was somewhat twisted, the retirement ceremony and the Acting Duke declaration ceremony were concluded reasonably well.

The Emperor and the four dukes praised Trixie for her 100 years of dedication, and offered words of encouragement, congratulations, and expectations to their new comrade who now bears the name of Serbet. The speeches from the distinguished guests proceeded properly, so it was a good conclusion anyway.

"Jokka! Congrats! Now you're our equal!"
"Your words are too generous. How could an Acting Duke be equal to a Duke?"
"If we say we're equals, then we're equals! If anyone argues, tell them to come to us!"

However, the reception banquet was not good from the start.

The Wise Duke, who stuck close to me and kept laughing. He was already quite interested in me, but by officially becoming the Acting Duke, I had drawn too much attention.

There's a high probability he'll stay by my side until the end of the banquet. He won't even go to drink other alcohol directly, but will summon servants from the same spot.

"Besides, our Jokka! Now you've got a new name!?"
'Ah.'

The bright voice that followed made me feel like my breath was caught.

Name. Yes, the name. That damn name.

'I did receive it.'

The name given by the Emperor when one becomes a Duke. The title that follows that Duke for life. Unfortunately, even though I'm just an Acting Duke, I received a name.

Of course, I didn't receive it officially. As the Wise Duke said I "now" need to receive it, others don't know whether I've received a name or not. Perhaps they're not even sure if I will receive one.

"Good luck from now on. Silent Duke."

But that bastard Emperor. Just before the banquet started, he came up and delivered a finishing blow with a whisper.

'What the hell is Silent Duke supposed to mean?'

It's infuriating. Unlike other intuitive names, why is mine like that? The meaning varies too much depending on the interpretation.

'Is it telling me to shut up and just do my work no matter what happens?'

Sadly, the probability of that being the meaning is too high.

With the Emperor's twisted personality, it's almost 99% certain.

'Damn it.'

I closed my eyes dejectedly.

Silent Duke, Sir Kal Serbet Kracius of Teilgleichen. A splendid name that naturally makes one's chest swell with pride.

# Snow Sword Duke Roberto Catovan of Servet's descendant, Magic-Ending Duke Beatrix Catovan of Servet, has officially stepped down from the Servet Duchy.

Trixie ascended to the Servet Duchy in 1277. At that time, she was just a 20-year-old newcomer to society. Moreover, she experienced her mother's death just a year later, so how painful must that beginning have been?

However, Trixie moved forward without faltering. From 1277 when she became the Duchess of Servet until 1384 when she announced her retirement—she reigned for a full 107 years as a pillar, shield, and symbol of the Empire. She's truly a great noble who has led one-third of the Empire's history.

'A noble who led one-third.'

I gazed at Trixie, who was receiving tearful farewells from the magicians.

Not one-third of a life, but one-third of a nation. A period exceeding 100 years is enough time for a newborn baby to see great-grandchildren or even great-great-grandchildren.

And Trixie endured that long period alone. Without reassuring parents, without siblings to move forward with, without friends to open her heart to—for over 100 years.

'If only she had lived in a peaceful era, it would have been somewhat better.'

Moreover, the period Trixie spent as a duchess was during the Empire's crisis.

Enduring without going mad amidst a failing country, the imperial authority being buried in the ground, and wailing citizens. Could an ordinary person have accomplished that? Could even those who left their names in history have done it?

At least I don't think I could have. Unless family or friends had endured those 100 years with me, I couldn't have withstood the history of a falling nation alone.

That's why both respect and sympathy for Trixie rushed over me simultaneously. I love the Trixie who endured until meeting me, until meeting my maternal grandmother, until the triplets were born.

"Oh my goodness~ Acting Duke! I'm finally greeting you!"
'Ah.'

Perhaps it was because I was being presumptuous for a youngster who hasn't even lived 30 years to evaluate Trixie's years. The gods sent me a calamity.

This familiar voice and tone. The slouching attitude that makes me uncomfortable just by hearing it.

"So you came too."

I smirked at the Deputy Head of Intelligence approaching with a snicker.

Actually, saying "you came too" isn't correct. After all, I was the one who invited that guy to this place. Not just the Deputy Head of Intelligence, but also the Minister's Secretary, the Head of Enforcement, the Deputy Head of Enforcement, and other former Audit Department executives, as well as all other Audit Ministry executives.

Of course, this is the moment when the Audit Minister ascends to Acting Duke. Wouldn't it be strange if Audit Ministry officials didn't attend such an occasion? It would only lead to rumors about discord between the Audit Minister and the executives.

"Of course I had to come! Actually, I wanted to greet you earlier, but there were so many big shots around you, so I only came now. How could a mere baronial nobody dare approach?"
"Now your boss is also a big shot. Doesn't that make you uncomfortable?"
"Your Excellency is a familiar big shot, so it's fine. As comfortable as family."

At those words, the Deputy Head of Intelligence and I laughed simultaneously.

'Damn bastard.'

Now there are only a handful of people in the Empire who could be considered bigger shots than me. Yet while he finds it difficult to approach big shots lesser than me, he's more comfortable with his boss who has become a big shot.

But I'm not angry or disappointed. It would be stranger if this guy watched his step and kept his distance from me. He approaches casually as usual, and when something happens to me, he's the first to react.

'In a way, he's the original yellow-haired beast.'

My gaze unconsciously went to the Deputy Head of Intelligence's hair.

Before I started being tormented by the Emperor in earnest, this guy was my yellow-haired beast. Come to think of it, I've had bad luck with yellow hair since then.

"Your Excellency. Sincere congratulations on becoming Acting Duke."
"Thank you. I've been entrusting all Audit Ministry work to you, yet I've become an acting representative elsewhere."

While I was contemplating whether to vent my accumulated feelings toward the Emperor on the Deputy Head of Intelligence, the Minister's Secretary approached and offered congratulations.

A face that looks reassuring just by seeing it and a voice that sounds reassuring just by hearing it. It's a different kind of reassurance than a certain yellow-haired beast, so I patted the Minister's Secretary's shoulder.

"From what I hear, the Acting Duke's duties are actually handled by the Head Butler—"
"Shut it."

I struck his abdomen with a very slight force at the Deputy Head of Intelligence's intervention.

Thanks to that, the Deputy Head of Intelligence fell to the floor and performed freestyle swimming, but it's fine. I'm skilled at controlling my strength against these guys. It hurts like hell, but not enough to break or burst anything.


"The Head of Intelligence must have a hard time. How much of a headache must it be to have such a subordinate as deputy?"
"He's a capable deputy, so I'm always receiving help."

The Head of Intelligence behind the Minister's Secretary responded calmly to my words.

"Is that so."

However, he didn't deny the words "hard time" and "headache." It means that while he's a capable subordinate, he's also one who drives you crazy.

'Hang in there.'

I found myself looking at the Head of Intelligence with a wistful gaze.

It was already hell when the Deputy Head of Intelligence was the Section Chief of the 2nd Section of the Audit Department, but what must it feel like to have him directly below as deputy? It's a calamity I can't even imagine.

"What about the others?"

After briefly looking at the Head of Intelligence, I quickly turned my gaze toward the Minister's Secretary.

If I stare too obviously, the Head of Intelligence might read my sympathy. That would only create awkwardness at this reunion.

And I'm genuinely curious about where the other executives are, as they're not visible. I'm sure I saw them when I was on the platform?

"The Deputy Head of Special Missions is greeting the Magic-Ending Duke. Being a magician, he can't help but be affected by Your Excellency's retirement."
"Right. That makes sense."

I immediately understood the Deputy Head of Special Missions' absence and whereabouts, as it was quite reasonable.

As a magician, he would naturally have to go to Trixie. Honestly, I would have done the same.

"The Head of Enforcement and Deputy Head of Enforcement, well, Your Excellency's wives briefly sought them out..."
"Eri?"
"...the Head of Special Missions is with them too."

Again, a valid reason, so I understood.

For Eri, the Head of Enforcement and Deputy Head of Enforcement are colleagues from the Audit Department. They were promoted to executives during the same period and fought together until the establishment of the Audit Ministry. It's not strange for them to be caught up in the joy of meeting after a long time.

Pine, too, despite being awkward at expressing it, would have been as glad to see the Head and Deputy Head of Enforcement as Eri was.

...

'Then why is this bastard here.'

I couldn't help but sigh at the sight of the Deputy Head of Intelligence still performing freestyle swimming.

So this guy prioritized teasing me over talking with colleagues he hasn't seen in a long time. And the others agreed with that priority and sent the Deputy Head of Intelligence to me.

What a truly lamentable son of a bitch. Is this the extraordinariness of the original yellow-haired beast?

"I'll bring them right away."
"No, it's fine. They'll come when it's time."

I stopped the Minister's Secretary, who was ready to fetch the Head and Deputy Head of Enforcement immediately.

If they're here, we'll meet sooner or later anyway. If necessary, I can go to Eri and Pine myself.

Even if we don't meet today, it doesn't matter. I'm planning to invite the Audit Ministry executives to my mansion for a meal soon anyway.

'Celebrations should be shared.'

For now, I'm officially the Audit Minister, and it's appropriate for executives to gather for the minister's celebration. But having a meal to celebrate becoming Acting Duke in the ministry's cafeteria seems a bit...

"I'll say it again, but thank you all for coming despite your busy schedules."

After tentatively setting the dinner date for mid-March, I shook hands with the Minister's Secretary, the Head of Intelligence, and the Deputy Head of Intelligence.

I even showed the courtesy of helping the Deputy Head of Intelligence up personally. Where else in the world could you find such a kind-hearted superior?

'...Thank you.'


I smiled again watching the groaning Deputy Head of Intelligence.

When I first devoted myself to the Audit Department, I was just a mere heir. Then I was dragged into the Great Punitive War and achieved merit, and due to monopolizing the glory that should have been shared among seven people, I was rapidly promoted to Head of the Audit Department.

Then, after meeting various connections, experiencing various incidents, and achieving various merits, I reached this position. Beyond department head to minister, beyond heir to Imperial Count. Finally, from a common noble to the "Acting Duke," a noble among nobles.

Because of this, seeing the executives from the Audit Department made me feel bittersweet. Although those who were with me from the beginning have gone to heaven, these guys who joined second are still remaining on earth.

They are the proof of the journey I've walked so far and the companions for the journey I will walk in the future.

'Is this how it feels to return to the starting village after seeing the ending?'

In this case, it's more like the starting village coming to the player who saw the ending, but anyway, I think it's a similar feeling.

"Your Excellency!"
'Hmm?'

I turned around as a familiar voice called out.

A very familiar head was shining brighter than anyone else's.

"I apologize! I was briefly handling other matters, so I'm only greeting you now!"
"I apologize for being late, Your Excellency."

It was shining so brightly that I only belatedly noticed the Deputy Head of Enforcement right beside him.

"This bastard got all cocky after I made him department head. Your boss became Acting Duke and you only come now?"
"Of course I wanted to come right away. But when the Acting Duke's wife holds you back, what can you do?"

I briefly contemplated as I watched the Head of Enforcement laughing awkwardly.

Should I make him do a head bow for old times' sake? The Head of Enforcement was an expert at head bowing since his days as Section Chief of the 3rd Section. With no cumbersome appendages on his head, he became one with the floor.

'Nah.'

Of course, I ended my contemplation there.

For the sake of his dignity as department head, I should refrain from scolding him in front of others. If a minister destroys a department head, who would respect and fear department heads?

And I can fully understand why he and the Deputy Head of Enforcement were late. There's no justification for scolding.

"It's fine that you both came now. If you were late, I was going to find you myself."

With those words, I patted the shoulders of the Head and Deputy Head of Enforcement.

If Eri and Pine had come together, it would have been a complete reunion of the Audit Department. That's a bit regrettable.

"Your Excellency."
"Yes, what is it?"
"Marquis Barandi and Marquis Idrafen are coming this way."

Following the Deputy Head of Enforcement's gaze, I turned my head again to see Marquis Barandi and Ainter leading the Northern faction members approaching.

"It seems you'll be having an important conversation, so we'll step aside for a moment—"
"It's fine. Everyone stay here."

I stopped the Deputy Head of Enforcement who was about to withdraw as soon as they arrived.

It's not a complete reunion, but it's a gathering after a long time. If someone were to ask who my closest confidants are, these guys would be the first to come to mind.

Then it's only right to continue together in such a celebration. How joyful would it be if my longtime confidants and the Northern faction members became friends with each other?

"We greet the Acting Duke!"
"Welcome, Marquis. You're finally speaking informally to me."
"Haha, indeed I am!"

I shook hands with Marquis Barandi, who approached with quick steps.

He was smiling as if genuinely pleased by my informal address, so I smiled too.

# Acting Duke of Servet, Sir Kal Servet Kracius of Teilgleichen.

I couldn't help but chuckle at the remarkable situation where my full name had somehow become longer than the Emperor's. How could a mere noble's name be longer than that of a sovereign?

If I removed the "Sir," it would be the same length as the Emperor's full name, but it would be strange to omit the title when I already had a middle name. If the Emperor ever needed to write my full name, he would probably grudgingly include the "Sir" as well.

'A noble with a longer name than the Emperor.'

I ended up rubbing my dry face because of my unstoppable chuckling.

In truth, the length of my full name isn't what matters. It's been a week since Trixie's retirement and my ascension as Acting Duke. During that week, a terrible rumor has been circulating in the Empire's social circles.

"His Majesty the Emperor has bestowed a new name upon the Acting Duke of Servet!"

The rumor is that I've been given an epithet like Victorious, Golden, Wise, or Dawn.

Of course, I had anticipated this. If the Emperor wasn't going to treat me as "his little duke," I figured he would somehow spread the name given to a duke throughout social circles.

I just didn't expect it to spread this quickly. Since I'm not officially a duke, the Emperor didn't formally bestow the epithet. He merely whispered in my ear, "From today, your name is Silence," before suddenly departing.

But what's happening now? How could the rumor that I'm the Duke of Silence become a hot issue in imperial social circles in less than a week?

"When His Majesty gave instructions to the Minister of the Imperial Household, he referred to the Acting Duke of Servet as the Duke of Silence."
"Even in the protocol documents within the Ministry of the Imperial Household, His Excellency the Acting Duke is recorded as the Duke of Silence!"
"Can an epithet be attached to an Acting Duke who isn't a full duke?"
"It means His Majesty trusts the Acting Duke that much! Besides, he's the consort of the former Duke and the biological father of the next Duke—isn't that qualification enough?"

These were the social circle reactions kindly sent by either an original yellow dog from the Audit Department or a muscle monster from the Ministry of Finance.

Surprisingly, while people in social circles were astonished by my epithet, no one objected. They nodded in agreement that I deserved an epithet and that, despite being an Acting Duke, I rightfully belonged alongside the other dukes.

It's a complicated matter. If there had been opposition among the nobles, the name "Duke of Silence" would have literally remained silent.

"But 'Duke of Silence,' eh? Unlike the names of others, it's not intuitive. Honestly, I thought if His Excellency the Acting Duke received an epithet, it would be 'Sword-Ending' or 'Heaven-Cutting.'"
"I think nothing is more appropriate than 'Silence.' After His Excellency the Acting Duke embarked on the path of a bureaucrat, many traitors and foreign enemies fell silent before him. Despite this, he never flaunted his power and honor, but silently served as His Majesty's sword. One who advances silently and eliminates the Empire's enemies—isn't that perfectly suited to be called the Duke of Silence?"
"Oh, indeed! When you put it that way, there couldn't be a more appropriate name!"

These were even the whispers of Catovan's retainers.

What? I received this name because I silently eliminated the Empire's enemies? The name Duke of Silence is appropriate because I physically silenced all enemies?

'He's just telling me to shut up and do my job.'

I've thought this several times over the past week, but that's exactly it. The "Silence" in Duke of Silence is a declaration to work silently until death, meaning to do exactly as I'm told regardless of what imperial orders come down.

At this point, I should be grateful I wasn't named the Duke of Black Cow. That guy attached the somewhat plausible word "silence" out of respect for the dignity of the Acting Duke, but if he had been more reckless, I might have become the Duke of Black Cow, Slave, or Dobby.

'Yet I'm the one who visited another world.'

I eventually cried inwardly. Despite being the one who experienced cultures from worlds beyond this one, somehow that yellow dog from the Sun Palace seems to be acting as if he's visited another world too.

That bastard. He must have been deeply moved by stories about black cows and yellow cows or the sound of cowbells.

"Your Excellency!"

As I was bitterly fiddling with my quill, Count Sicilia burst through the office door.

'What's going on?'


For a moment, I felt my blood run cold.

Count Sicilia isn't someone who would violate basic courtesy no matter how busy he was. He's certainly not someone who would look down on me for being an Acting Duke rather than blood kin of Catovan.

Nevertheless, he barged in without knocking. Something catastrophic must have happened to disturb Count Sicilia to this extent.

"What's the matter? I told you to handle any ordinary issues at your level."
"It's, it's...!"

As I asked while suppressing my complicated feelings, Count Sicilia took a rough breath, and said:

"The young ladies are crying!"

Before my mind could make a rational judgment, my legs were already rushing out of the office toward the children.

If our lovely children are crying, it's right to be disturbed. It's a catastrophe that needs to be addressed before anything else.

"Your, Your Excellency! Let's go tog—"

Despite Count Sicilia's desperate cry, I ran quickly. I ran and ran until his cries became faint.

Maria! Cecilia! Catleya! Daddy's coming, just wait a little longer!

The triplets had been staying at the Servet ducal residence for three days.

According to the promise made with Catovan's retainers, the five-year-old triplets needed to stay at Servet for a certain period, and I also needed to be at Servet to handle the ducal succession issues. If we both had to stay anyway, wouldn't it be better to stay during the same period?

Our triplets are happy to be with daddy, and I'm happy to be with our triplets. What could be better?

"Big brotherrr! Friedriiiich! Aliiina! Bereeenz! Maryyyy! I miss youuu!"
"Where's Juliaaaa! And Florenceee and Leoooon! Veronicaaa!"
"Mommieeees... I miss youuu..."
'Ah.'

But seeing the triplets huddled together and crying made me feel like my heart was collapsing.

The triplets were crying while calling the names of their older brother and younger siblings, and saying they missed their mothers. It was a sight that tore at my heart and brought tears to my eyes.

'Having just daddy isn't enough.'

I approached the triplets with a bitter feeling.

I had also worried that it might be somewhat risky for the triplets to be separated from other family members. However, I had hoped that since the children in the Capital had their mother beside them and were coping well, the triplets would also be able to endure with their father nearby.

Unfortunately, that was a misconception. Having daddy around provided comfort, but it wasn't perfect.

"My little ladies, why are you crying like this?"
"Daddyyyyy!"

As I gently embraced the triplets, Maria burst into even louder tears.

Don't cry like that. If you cry, daddy might cry too.

"I want to go hooome! This place is nice too, but I miss our familyyy!"
"Me too! Me too!"
"Me tooooo..."

The corners of my mouth began to droop at the pleas of Cecilia and Catleya that followed.


What should I do? As much as I'd like to send our children to the Capital, the triplets' stay at Servet is a necessary process they must go through.

In about twenty to thirty years, Maria will become the Duchess of Servet. Cecilia and Catleya will become faithful aides to Maria as her blood relatives. They will become the undisputed leadership of Servet and Catovan.

But it would be problematic to have leadership that has never grown up in Servet. While the innate Catovan blood is important, the environment in which they are raised is equally important.

"Your Excellency."

While I was pondering how to resolve this heartbreaking catastrophe, Count Sicilia, who had somehow entered the triplets' room, carefully spoke.

"The young ladies' family affection is truly admirable and beautiful. However, as Your Excellency knows, we cannot simply send them to the Capital."
"I know that well. It would ruin our children's future just for immediate comfort."

At my confirmation, Count Sicilia's expression changed to something complex and subtle.

Relief that I wouldn't simply send the triplets to the Capital, and bewilderment about how to console the triplets if they couldn't go to the Capital. His expression was a complex mixture of these two emotions.

"If only Trixie were here."

Looking at Count Sicilia, I inadvertently sighed.

Trixie has also been busy handling various matters since her retirement ceremony. Yesterday she was at the Magic Tower all day, and today she urgently headed to the non-human protection zone.

'...Or maybe not?'

After keenly feeling Trixie's absence, I couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

The triplets were calling out the names of their brother, siblings, and mothers, not Trixie's name. Even if Trixie and I had joined forces to care for the triplets, this would have happened eventually.

"Um, Your Excellency."
"Speak."
"While it may not be a fundamental solution, how about inviting your family members to Servet for now? If the young ladies cannot go to the Capital, it wouldn't be bad for the family to come to Servet."

I nodded bitterly, as it was the most reasonable approach at present.

As Count Sicilia said, it's not a fundamental solution. Unless we have the family permanently reside in Servet, it will only temporarily alleviate the triplets' longing.

But right now, we need to employ even temporary measures to console the triplets. We can't let our lovely children continue crying.

"Head Butler."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"I'll comfort the children, so please tell Mar to come to Servet. Everyone in the family, including the animals. Mar will take care of the rest."
"I'll contact them immediately."

At my instruction, Count Sicilia began running at full speed.

For a nobleman who typically avoids even walking quickly to sprint at full speed despite being in his fifties—it shows how important the triplets are to Catovan.

"Children, did you hear that? Everyone will come here soon if you wait a little. Let's play a lot then."
"Uuuung..."

And at our conversation (deliberately loud enough for them to hear), the triplets' wailing subsided.

'I've bought some time.'

I inwardly sighed with relief. It's only a temporary measure, but at least I've bought some time.

Let's think about future issues later. It's presumptuous to look ahead to the future when dealing with the present is already overwhelming.

# Family Reunion

Less than 30 minutes after sending an urgent support request to Mar, the family arrived.

The Serbet Duchy wasn't some remote outskirt—it was one of the Five Pillars of the Empire, one of the five duchies. Of course there would be teleportation magic circles connecting the Capital and Serbet. Thanks to that, quick travel was possible even with Trixie absent.

Besides, I don't know how vividly Count Sicilla conveyed the current situation, but he must have definitely included the fact that the triplets were crying.

The children I thought were having a good time with me were crying and asking for their family? From Mar's perspective, this would be shocking.

"Children!"

Indeed, Mar, who descended upon Serbet Ducal Castle, came running with a pale face.

Mar, who valued dignity enough to serve as the children's etiquette teacher, Mar who as the youngest child of the ducal family embodied propriety itself, had forgotten her dignity and was rushing over urgently.

"Mommy Maaaaar!"
"Mommyyy! I missed youuu!"
"Mommyyy..."

The triplets, whose tears had barely subsided, burst into tears again with a "bwaaah" and threw themselves into Mar's arms.

Children, I understand you're happy to see your mother, but when you act like this, it puts me in an awkward position. To others, it looks like children suffering under a divorced father finally reuniting with their mother.

'At least they're happy.'

I might seem like a child abuser, but at least the children are happy. It's a complicated feeling—relieved but bitter, sad but happy.

"Ch-children. Why are you crying?"

Following behind, Fedi also scurried over to Mar and the triplets and began to sob.

The triplets are Fedi's immediate younger siblings, so Fedi cherishes them just as much as she does her full sister Yulia. Seeing the triplets crying so sorrowfully, her tender heart couldn't help but be moved.

"Don't cry..."
'Ah.'

And when a six-year-old child's tender heart is stirred, the next stage is predictable.

The stage where she cries just like her siblings. Unfortunately, this only leads to mutually assured sobbing.

"Hueeeng..."
"Uuuu..."
"Don't cry... don't cry..."

As our children ranked 1st through 4th began crying in unison, the other children also started showing tears one by one.

So this is what happens when siblings are close—this kind of problem arises. I didn't want to learn about this problem in this way.

'Help me.'

I finally gave the other wives who came with Mar a desperate look.

Let's calm the crying children first. We can share the joy of reunion after the children have calmed down.

Affectionate hugs from dad and moms. A festival of antics that sacrificed the souls of our animal friends. Only after all that could we finally stop the children's crying.

Thank goodness. When over ten children cried all at once, it felt like the sky was falling, but by joining forces at full strength, we somehow overcame it.

"I, I... missed mommy and big brother... and little siblings..."
"I see. It wasn't because daddy didn't play with you?"
"Nooo... Daddy played with us well. But we missed the rest of the family too..."

After the storm had subsided. Maria, still nestled in Mar's arms, spoke these words, and Mar smiled gently.


Of course, when the children were crying, she must have felt devastated. That's why she brought the whole family, all the animals, in less than 30 minutes after Count Sicilla's request.

But after calming the children, she learns they cried because they missed their family. Not just their birth mother and full siblings, but their other mothers and half-siblings too. For Mar, this must be both sad and joyful.

"Our Maria, Cecilia, and Cattleya. Are you okay now that you've seen your family?"
"Uh-huh. Happy to see you."
"Me too. Me too happy!"
"Me tooo~"

At that question, Cecilia and Cattleya also scurried over and hugged Mar.

It's a heartwarming sight that makes me smile. Even without sharing the same blood, they're as close as real mother and daughters. This head of the family is so happy.

"Minister, Minister."
"What?"
"You really did play well with the kids, right? You didn't turn into a neglectful father obsessed with work in just a few days, did you?"

If not for Eri's provocation, I might have kept smiling.

It's unfair. I put in so much effort to play with the children despite being busy with the ducal succession. Even the retainers treated the triplets with respect and affection, as if they were imperial royalty.

"Just a father wasn't enough."

So I bitterly acknowledged the reality.

The cruel reality that no matter how hard I try, a father alone cannot take care of children. At the same time, the fact that children need both a father and mother, and siblings make it even better.

"I thought it would be fine if their father played with them diligently."

I cried inwardly. From what I heard, the children in the Capital didn't cry when their father was absent. They don't cry without their father, but they cry with only their father.

It's truly bitter knowledge I didn't want to have. Although there were plenty of siblings and animal friends in the Capital, the arrogance of thinking a father's strength could cover for everything hit me painfully.

From now on, I'll put aside my arrogance for the children's sake. The more playmates for the children, the better.

"So what will you do now? We could stay here, which would solve the problem, but I'm worried about our niece."
"That's the issue."

I sighed at Eri's words.

I did briefly, very briefly, consider having the entire family reside at Serbet Ducal Castle. After all, the triplets would stay in Serbet for at most a month.

But as Eri pointed out, our niece—the Crown Princess—is concerning. If the family stays in Serbet, it means the Crown Princess would have to visit here too, but the Emperor hasn't yet permitted her to leave the Capital. Even if she were to go out, it would only be with him.

'Could the Crown Princess endure for a month?'

It's a seriously concerning matter that makes my head complicated.

Even the triplets who were with their father cried after just a few days. Could the Crown Princess possibly endure a month in the Capital without me, her godmothers, siblings, and animal friends? No matter how positively I think about it, the possibility seems low.

This problem could be solved by convincing just one person—the Emperor—but if the Crown Princess frequently visits Serbet, that creates its own problems. Our mansion is the godfather's house and imperial territory in the Capital, making it easy to visit, but if royalty visits another noble's domain, all nobles in that domain would be in an uproar.

'Every noble would gather once every three days.'

The image of Catovan's retainers and Serbet's minor lords abandoning their duties to assemble. Just imagining it makes me hold my forehead in dread.

"...For now, until we think of a better solution, let's do this. Can you come once every three or four days?"
"Of course I have to come. What kind of mother would ignore her daughter crying because she misses her mom?"

Eri's dignified attitude made me smile involuntarily.

Thank you for saying that. Whenever our Eri shows maternal love, I feel proud and touched, and anyway, it makes me feel like crying.


It must be because Eri, who was once part of the Audit Department's troublesome trio, has become such a decent and excellent mother. If my past self saw the current Eri, he might collapse from mental shock.

When evening came, Trixie returned from the non-human protection zone.

She seemed surprised to see not just me and the triplets but the whole family welcoming her, but after I explained the reason, she let out a sigh mixed with resignation.

"This is a problem that time will solve. The only way is for the children to get used to being separated from their family."
"Is that possible?"
"When the children become accustomed to this situation and can play bravely even when separated from their family, there's no reason it won't work, right? Humans are ultimately adaptable creatures."

Not wrong, so I expressed my agreement with silence.

Indeed, people adapt to any environment. They may cry now because it's their first time being separated from family, but eventually they'll get used to it, and as they grow from 5 to 6, 7, 8 years old, they'll become more resilient and decisive children.

'It's just because it's their first time.'

I tried to reassure myself with that thought.

Yes, to be blunt, when the children turn 17, won't they enter the Imperial Academy and live in dormitories? For much longer than the current one month they spend in Serbet.

Nevertheless, I don't worry that the future children will cry missing their family. By then, the triplets will be 17, proper legal adults. They'll have had all sorts of experiences and learned to stand on their own. So as Trixie said, only time can solve this problem.

...

"Still, it would be better for them to play with family for the time being, right?"
"Of course. Getting used to it is important, but throwing them into an extreme environment abruptly would be tantamount to abuse. For now, we should balance time alone with time spent with family."

Those words warmed my heart. We won't have to see our triplets crying anymore.

"By the way, Kal."
"Hm? What?"
"Remember there's another place where our children need to stay?"

My warm heart instantly turned cold.

I remember. If the Catovan blood flowing in the triplets necessitates residence in Serbet, then their elven blood necessitates residence in the non-human protection zone.

The elven common sense and values that Trixie couldn't fully learn due to the unexpected death of her second mother-in-law. For our triplets to properly learn these.

"Have you decided when to go?"
"We haven't set an exact time yet, but we're thinking late summer to autumn."

That's somewhat relieving news. At least we don't need to immediately send the children from Serbet to the non-human protection zone.

"Then I'll have to take care of the children alone at that time."
"Yes... I'm counting on you..."

After nodding dejectedly, I subtly shifted my gaze.

"Juny! Let's go!"
- Moooo!
"Kindness, follow us too!"
"Charity too~"
- Yes, little master!
- Right away!

Toward the triplets who were playing happily as if their crying had been a lie.

'Please be happy in the non-human protection zone.'

Your great-grandmother on your mother's side is there, and your grandmother's friends are many.

Please don't cry there and be happy.

The family returned to the Capital the next morning, but the triplets, having received the nourishment of family time, returned to being bright and energetic five-year-old little ones.

"I think it would be good to hold a parade at this opportunity."
"A parade?"

While the triplets were running around here and there in the ducal mansion, Count Sicilla spoke with a serious expression.

"Yes. Originally, I planned to proceed after the young ladies became more accustomed to life in Serbet, but it seems best to proceed while the young ladies are in good spirits."

I found myself nodding at his voice, which contained a hint of fatigue and dizziness.

Count Sicilla is right. No matter how kind and smart they are, five-year-old children are like ticking time bombs that could explode at any moment. If there's an event that such children must attend, it's better to aim for the present rather than promising the future.

The triplets aren't crying today, but who knows what tomorrow's triplets will be like. To be blunt, they might cry tomorrow or the day after, saying they miss their family.

"The parade will start from the ducal mansion and proceed around Kenne city. Since the young ladies are still young, we should avoid prolonged outdoor activities."

As I nodded, Count Sicilla explained the plan in more detail.

Kenne is the center of Serbet Duchy and one of the Empire's ten major cities. To control Serbet, one must first control Kenne, so it's the perfect debut location for our triplets.

However, there's one thing Count Sicilla misunderstands.

"Don't worry, the children would be fine even if we toured all of Serbet, not just Kenne. It's rather us adults who'll have trouble looking after them."
"Ah."

When comparing the stamina of young children and adults, the latter loses miserably.

Moreover, perhaps because they're triplets, each child seems to have about three times the energy of a normal child. And when the triplets gather in one place, you have to multiply that by three again. How dizzying is that?

'If it weren't for me, no one could have endured it.'

If this father had been an ordinary office worker, he wouldn't have been able to keep up with the triplets' energy. This is all thanks to the overwhelming ability of the continent's greatest swordsman.

What's even more terrifying is that Catleya's activity level is somewhat lower than the other two, and that's why it's only this much. Catleya used to sleep a lot due to the blessing of the spirit kings, and even now that she's free from the side effects, she still prefers more static play than active play due to that habit.

If even Catleya had been like her twin sisters, how crazy—no, how fantastic would it have been? Thankfully, that's a future that will never come.

"So for now, let's proceed with the parade within Kenne as you suggested, and visit the other cities one by one later."
"A truly wise decision."

Count Sicilla, who quickly bowed, began scribbling something on the paper tucked under his arm.

'The chain of command is clear.'

After watching Count Sicilla, I glanced at Trixie sitting right next to me.

Until recently, despite the presence of the former duke who had reigned for over 100 years sitting right beside me, Count Sicilla strictly conversed only with me. He reported only to me and listened only to my answers.

Rationally thinking, that's natural, but people don't move by reason alone. If even a speck of emotion remained, he would naturally be mindful of Trixie, but I didn't expect him to be so thoroughly focused on me alone.

'Indeed, the second-in-command of the duchy.'

I'm pleased. The butler-in-chief of Teilgleichen, the butler-in-chief of Wiridia, and the butler-in-chief in charge of Leon's territories are all excellent. While my luck with superiors is disastrous, I seem to have been born with good luck for subordinates.

No, that's not right. Even among my subordinates, the executives from the Audit Department are disastrous, so let's just say I was born with good luck for vassals.

"Ah, Your Grace."
"Speak."
"While it's important to introduce the young ladies to the people, it's also important to show the face of Your Grace, who will newly lead Serbet."


I couldn't help but smile awkwardly at those words.

It's embarrassing, but it's also a necessary procedure. Didn't I also give Erich a marquisate in the Kingdom of Leon and tell him to show his face there because he was the lord? Thanks to that, Erich waved to the people of the marquisate and even participated in a cigar parade.

Even my lacking brother made efforts for a foreign marquisate. So for my own duchy, I should show similar or greater effort.

"Should Trixie be by my side too?"
"Yes. She is the matriarch of Catovan, your wife, and the mother of the future duke. It would be stranger if she were absent."

I almost exclaimed in admiration at his textbook-perfect answer.

While emphasizing Trixie's authority and position, he subtly excluded the term "former duke" and any expressions that might allude to it. If I hadn't been acquainted with the Catovan vassals before, I might have misunderstood and wondered, 'Was there any dissatisfaction when Trixie was the duke?'

Perhaps because of this, my trust in Count Sicilla, which had already reached MAX, increased even further. Let's call it a double MAX state.

"Then prepare as quickly as possible. The people must be confused by the sudden proxy ascension, and seeing the face of the future duke would reassure them."
"Your Grace's beautiful heart, thinking of the people, is truly moving."

After saying that, Count Sicilla's retreating figure as he returned to his office looked very light-hearted.

Somehow, it seems like the parade will cover every street in Kenne.

"How strange."
"Trixie?"
"To see that child serving someone other than me. I never imagined such a day would come."

I embraced Trixie's waist at her voice, which somehow felt touching.

It wasn't regret or loneliness. She wasn't displeased that Count Sicilla's loyalty was directed at someone else. It's probably just that, as Trixie herself said, she's seeing an unexpected sight, a moment she thought would never come, and that's causing complex emotions.

"Isn't it good that we don't have to worry even after we step down? Even when I step down from the proxy position and Maria becomes the duke, he will serve only Maria without being mindful of us."

At my words, Trixie's ears began to flutter.

Trixie has everything and wants for nothing. If there's only one thing she might worry about, it's the future of the triplets, but since their future is likely to be quite solid, she can only be happy.

"Of course, by the time Maria becomes duke, someone else will be the butler-in-chief."
"That's right. Even at the earliest, the butler-in-chief would be over 70 by the time the new duke is enthroned."

Trixie and I simultaneously looked straight ahead. More precisely, in the direction where Count Sicilla had disappeared.

Our butler-in-chief. How nice it would have been if he were just 20 years younger. I hope the next Count Sicilla will be as capable and reliable as the current one.

Thanks to the passionate overtime work of Count Sicilla and the other vassals, the parade preparations for the Catovan family (plus one husband) were completed in just two days.

They resolved issues of ducal dignity, security, and city control in just two days. This can only mean that the vassals had been preparing for the parade even before my proxy ascension.

Of course, even considering that, a two-day completion is an amazing record. Even I would take several days to prepare a parade in Teilgleichen.

"Children, shall we go for a walk?"

Anyway, after commending Count Sicilla, who announced with a haggard complexion but burning eyes that the parade preparations were complete, I beckoned to the triplets who were gathered together.

"A walk?"
"Where are we going? Are daddy and mommy coming too?"
"I like going together~"
"Of course. Daddy, mommy, Maria, Cecilia, and Catleya. We're all going together."
"Wow!"

The triplets ran over with bright smiles at the announcement of a family walk.


And I led the triplets who had run over straight to the carriage. Instead of a typical carriage with a closed roof, it was an open-top carriage.

This way, we can show our lovely triplets to the people more clearly and definitely. Magic has been densely placed around as a precaution, so there's no need to worry about overturning accidents or sniping.

"This carriage! Amazing! There's no top!"
"And it's so spacious! So big!"
"And we're close to the horses too."

The triplets, who had boarded the open-top carriage, explored the inside with curiosity.

It's certainly a carriage with many unusual points compared to a typical one. To exaggerate a bit, it's about the size of a small room, so how could it not be fascinating?

I felt a bit sorry for the horses that had to pull such a large carriage, but they probably cast weight-reduction magic on the carriage or strength-enhancement magic on the horses. In a territory ruled by the Empire's greatest magic family, such measures would have been taken.

"Mommy! Mommy, ride this too! This is amazing!"

Following that, Trixie also came out of the castle and walked toward the carriage.

Seeing the triplets looking for their mother with sparkling eyes made me feel warm inside.

***

If someone were to ask me about my homeland, I would naturally say Kfelopen.

But if asked where I'm from, I might answer that I'm not a Kfelopen person but a Serbet person, or perhaps a Kenne person.

For 80 years, I have lived in this Kenne. I've never been to another territory, and even leaving Kenne was something I did maybe once every few years.

Therefore, my identity is this Serbet. I am a person of Serbet who remained steadfast even when past emperors showed strange behavior, and I am a subject of the Magic-Ending Duke who has reigned for over 100 years.

Something happened that shook that identity of mine. It was the retirement of the Magic-Ending Duke, our center, our pillar, our pride.

'I thought it would naturally be His Grace's reign until this old man died.'

I was perplexed. How could someone who had been the duke since I was born suddenly step down? I thought this old man would die before His Grace stepped down.

At least the one succeeding him is His Grace's husband, and it was said that the young ladies would immediately inherit the ducal title once they grew up. It was surprising but not worrying.

Still, it would be a lie to say there was no emptiness. An element that had been a constant in my life was gone.

"Oh... ohhhh...!"

But that emptiness disappeared like a lie.

The huge carriage emerging from the distant ducal mansion. A carriage with no roof and low walls, allowing the interior to be visible.

Sitting inside were the Magic-Ending Duke, her husband, and three girls who looked exactly like the Magic-Ending Duke.

'Those are...!'

This old man shamefully shed tears.

Ah, so those are them! Those are our Serbet's pride, Catovan's treasures, the young ladies!

'How can they be so angelic!'

I closed my eyes at the sight of the angels who were smiling brightly and waving their hands.

This old body now has a reason to live to 100. I will see them become dukes before I die.


I discovered a way to fill children's faces with nothing but smiles.

The solution is simple: inject new and enjoyable experiences every single day. Keep them constantly stimulated so they don't have time to think about their family.

I realized this remarkable and amazing truth thanks to the Kenne parade. The children were already cheerful after seeing their family members, but they smiled even more brightly when they saw the citizens of Kenne cheering for them.

Of course, these five-year-olds weren't exercising a desire for power or showing off. They were simply happy to see so many new people, an incredible number of people. Or perhaps they enjoyed exploring Kenne's downtown after being confined to Servet Duchy's castle.

'When every day brings something new, there's no need to cry.'

When our triplets first arrived at Servet, they were busy playing among themselves. Occasionally, they showed interest in Catovan's retainers or the castle servants.

While they were so preoccupied with playing, they didn't even have time to cry. But once they adapted to their new play environment, they started missing their absent family members. That's when the heartbreaking disaster of the triplets' wailing occurred.

However, the parade provided the triplets with the most intense stimulation and memorable experience. The cheers of overwhelmingly more citizens than retainers or servants, exploring downtown areas dozens or hundreds of times larger than the ducal castle—what could be more enjoyable?

"Schedule the next parade in three days. No, make sure we hold parades at three-day intervals until we've toured all the major cities of Servet."

That's why, after returning from the Kenne parade, I gathered the retainers and made this serious declaration.

Honestly, daily parades would be too much, but once every three days seemed reasonable. Three days is precisely the cooldown period before the children's family attachment begins to sprout again.

"We shall obey."
"We will ensure everything proceeds perfectly so Your Excellency won't be disappointed."

Despite my sudden declaration, the retainers nodded seriously instead of showing reluctance. The triplets' wailing was enough to break the retainers' hearts too, and they understood the necessity of parades even more keenly than I did.

"When is the next parade scheduled?"
"Tomorrow at noon."
"Excellent."

As a result, we successfully completed the second parade after Kenne, and now we're about to hold the third parade.

Perfect. It's truly beautiful when everyone from the Acting Duke to the retainers works together in unity. Indeed, when superiors and subordinates respect each other and share the same goal, nothing is impossible.

"However, Your Excellency. A small problem has arisen."
"What is it?"

My warm feelings quickly froze.

This involves the triplets riding in an open-top carriage to face the citizens. With the triplets' reputation, future, safety, and legitimacy at stake, we can't overlook even the smallest issue.

Moreover, if the head butler is reporting to me instead of handling it himself, this "small problem" probably isn't actually small—

"Since we announce the parade dates and locations to the citizens in advance, a considerable number of citizens are flocking to the parade locations to see the young ladies."
"What?"

The head butler's report brought my racing thoughts to an abrupt halt.

"Although we said we would visit all major cities, citizens who can't wait for their turn, those who don't live in major cities, and even those who have already seen the young ladies are gathering."

As he continued, I felt my mind freezing even more.

"As a result, teleportation magic circle usage and temporary mage employment rates have skyrocketed, and the security forces are busy accommodating the sudden influx of citizens."

"I... see."

I managed to nod, barely maintaining my composure.

This is confusing. I knew citizens were excited about the first noble daughters to appear in about 100 years, but I never expected such a mass migration within the domain that would warrant the head butler's report.

Even with teleportation, this world is fundamentally medieval, not modern. Due to cost issues, transportation via teleportation magic circles or mages is a privilege enjoyed by only some, not all. Most commoners don't even experience one-day travel zones within the country, let alone leave their hometowns.

Yet in this situation, a significant number of citizens are on the move.

'Can we handle this?'

Can the roads accommodate the crowds rushing in? Are there sufficient means of transportation? If they somehow make it to the parade location, what about accommodations? At the very least, what about restaurants for meals?

There are countless problems that come to mind immediately. Even in the world I briefly visited, sudden population influxes inevitably caused chaos, let alone in this world.

"My, my, this is troublesome."
"The citizens' enthusiasm has far exceeded our expectations. We thought at most people from small and medium-sized cities or remote villages would come to the capital."
"More importantly, why are people who saw the young ladies just days ago coming to see them again? I don't understand."
"That's because seeing the young ladies brings happiness no matter how many times you see them. If you can't understand that, are you perhaps serving a ducal family other than Catovan?"
"N-no, that's not what I meant—"

Other retainers seemed to share these concerns, as they each sighed or huddled together whispering.

"What about controlling additional movement?"
"That would be largely meaningless. The parade is scheduled for tomorrow noon, so those who are coming have either already arrived or are en route. Citizens who haven't departed by now wouldn't come even without restrictions."
"Then ordering them to return..."
"The citizens would strongly resist. It's been 100 years, 100 years! The young ladies were born 100 years after the previous lord ascended to the ducal position. Would people return without seeing their faces if ordered to?"

Although they recognized the seriousness of the situation, no suitable solution emerged.

The retainers understand the citizens' feelings well. The new Catovan bloodline born approximately 120 years after Trixie, heirs born about 100 years after Trixie's ascension to the duchy. If we forcibly block their desire to see the triplets, docile citizens would evolve into enraged citizens.

"They can see them in other cities as time passes?" Such persuasion wouldn't work. This mass migration happened precisely because they couldn't bear the wait.

"...Is there any precedent similar to this case?"
"How could there be? We even had trouble finding nurses for the young ladies."

Soon, the retainers' faces were filled with worry.

Thinking positively, this means the citizens' support and affection for House Catovan has reached the heavens. However, thinking negatively, if an incident occurs due to excessive citizen concentration, this support and affection could be shattered in an instant.

A disaster at a gathering to see the young ladies. This creates the risk that directionless anger, sorrow, and bewilderment might be directed at the innocent triplets.

"Head Butler."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"First, proceed with tomorrow's scheduled parade as planned. Mobilize as much manpower and resources as possible to ensure the citizens experience no inconvenience."
"Yes. I will do so."

I gave instructions after watching the retainers' discussion with mixed feelings.

We can't undo the mass migration that has already begun. Canceling the parade or sending citizens back would be even more unreasonable, so proceeding as planned is the right choice for now.

Fortunately, Servet has the capacity to handle a crazy population influx once or twice. If it continues for three or four times, that's another matter.


'We need to devise countermeasures as soon as possible.'

We need a method that prevents citizen dissatisfaction while preserving their affection for House Catovan, a way to satisfy their longing for the triplets while preventing population influx.

This must be arranged by the fifth parade at the latest.

Despite my determined resolution, the solution came embarrassingly easily.

"After all, they just want to see their faces, right?"
"Um... probably?"

When I explained what happened with the retainers, Trixie, who had been pondering something, unfolded a cloth that had been neatly folded in one corner of the room.

Then she fiddled with a communication orb for a moment, and...

'What the...'

Trixie's face appeared on the cloth.

Enormously, like on a movie screen.

"Wait, what is this?"
"It's something I made recently. Communication orbs are convenient to store and carry, but older users say they appear blurry. They are indeed small, having prioritized portability."

I couldn't produce an appropriate reaction to her nonchalant answer.

"Anyway, when you set up a communication orb like this, the scene appears on the cloth. The size of the cloth can be adjusted freely, so it could fill a room or even a plaza."

I just stared at the cloth as if entranced.

The image quality is quite clear and good. Seeing how the voice I hear right beside me perfectly matches the lip movements on the screen, there's virtually no video transmission delay.

"Is it possible to display on multiple cloths simultaneously?"
"That's still being researched. But wouldn't it work fine if we operate multiple communication orbs?"

That made sense, so I immediately understood.

If we activate about 10 to 20 communication orbs, we can broadcast the triplets' appearance to 10 or 20 major cities. We can't prevent citizens from coming to major cities, but at least we can prevent them from crowding the parade locations.

'As expected of the Magic-Ending Duke.'

At that moment, infinite gratitude and affection for Trixie welled up inside me.

The pinnacle of magic who solved in less than 10 minutes a problem that even the elites leading the duchy were struggling with. I'm so proud to be Trixie's husband.

On the day of the third parade, we experimentally used Trixie's new invention.

The triplets' appearance was majestically broadcast not only along the parade route but throughout the city.

"The young ladies! The young ladies saw me!"
"Ah! To think they would smile at someone as lowly as me! If I can just see the young ladies get married, I can die without regrets!"
"If I can just see the young ladies have children...!"

As a result, cries of those dreaming of immortality erupted everywhere.

# The Continent's First Broadcast Parade of the Triplets

The appearance of the triplets in major cities and key locations throughout Servet was enough to send the citizens' support soaring to the heavens.

The fact that this broadcast was made possible through magic—Trixie's invention—was an enormous bonus. The Servet Duchy has been magically advanced since the time of the first Duke of Servet, the Sword-Drawing Duke. All successive Dukes of Servet have had deep magical aptitude. As a result, the citizens of Servet have considerable affection for magic and take great pride in Servet being a magic-specialized domain.

And now they can see their lovely and beloved young ladies through magic even from far away? This was enough to make the citizens' smiles split their faces.

'The Magic-Ending Duke may have retired, but magic continues to thrive.'

I smiled contentedly as I watched Trixie playing with the triplets.

The era of Trixie as Duke of Servet may have passed, but the dignity of Magic-Ending Duke Trixie is still very much alive. That's why such an excellent invention has emerged.

According to Trixie, this marvelous invention that made the citizens cheer is just a prototype, with much room for improvement. I can't help but wonder what kind of inventions will emerge in the next few years.

"Thanks to the Magic-Ending Duke, we've been able to overcome a major concern. In the past, the Sword-Drawing Duke said that if there was an unsolvable problem, it was due to insufficient knowledge of magic. Those words were truly correct."

'What's that about?'

As I was contentedly watching the mother and three daughters, I almost let out a chuckle at Count Sicilia's emotional voice.

If there's a problem, it's because your magical ability is insufficient? What an extremely magic-supremacist statement.

However, the Sword-Drawing Duke was a monster renowned as the greatest debater, strategist, and magician of his time. That person certainly had the qualifications to make such statements. After all, the Sword-Drawing Duke was capable enough to easily overcome the Thousand Names War and the early turmoil of the Empire's founding.

"It's because his teachings have been excellently preserved for 300 years that we can enjoy today's happiness."

So, although it was somewhat ambiguous, I expressed agreement. I didn't want to interrupt Count Sicilia's emotional reflections.

"By the way, is the parade over now?"
"Yes, Your Grace. We've visited all the major cities in Servet, so we would need to expand to smaller cities for the next parade. However, conducting parades in smaller cities would take four to six months."
"Then it's best to end it here."

I nodded at Count Sicilia's words.

We've certainly done enough touring. To continue the parade further, we would need to visit lower-tier regions beyond the major cities, which would exponentially increase the number of places to visit. And if we visit some places while skipping others, it could spark discrimination controversies.

"You've worked hard all this time. Completing a parade every three days without a single issue is remarkable. It would have been impossible without all of you."
"You flatter us, Your Grace. How could this be accomplished by our abilities alone? It's all thanks to the citizens' respect for the young ladies that such beautiful order was maintained."

As soon as he finished speaking, both Count Sicilia and I burst into laughter.

Children who are just five years old, children who have just shown their faces—how much respect could they possibly receive? Rather than respect, it's more like the fervor directed toward idols.

Still, it's customary for a vassal to give glory to his lord's family. After a brief laugh, I patted Count Sicilia's shoulder to commend him—

'Hmm?'

The communication crystal in my pocket began to emit light.

"Then, Your Grace, I shall take my leave."
"Ah, yes. Again, thank you for your hard work."

Seeing the light, Count Sicilia tactfully tried to excuse himself, and I let him go.


Whether it's a message from family or official business, Count Sicilia doesn't need to hear it. The former is strictly a private matter, and the latter would be communication unrelated to Servet.

"Acting Duke of Servet, Kal Servet Kracius of Teilgleichen speaking."
- Acting Duke, Your Grace. This humble minister has something to discuss with Your Grace.

As soon as I activated the communication crystal, I regretted sending Count Sicilia away.

"...Speak comfortably. What's with all this 'Your Grace' business?"
- Comfortably? How could a mere minister address Your Grace so casually? The imperial protocol is strict, after all.

The Minister of Finance, bowing his head with all sorts of exaggerated gestures.

He's been the most enthusiastic about teasing me since I became the Acting Duke.

The highest ranks in the imperial protocol are, of course, monopolized by the Livnomans.

First place is, needless to say, the Emperor, and second place is the Emperor's primary spouse. At present, the Empress is the Empire's legal second-in-command. Third place is usually occupied by the Imperial Consort, but since the current Emperor has no consort, that position is vacant.

After the Emperor and Empress occupy the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd positions, the order continues with the heir to the throne, the heir's partner, princes, princesses, and the spouses of princes and princesses. However, today, for the first time in imperial history, the Crown Prince appears in the protocol between the Emperor's family and children.

Up to this point, the protocol hierarchy is obvious and unquestioned. The real problem begins afterward.

'After the direct imperial family and their spouses come the Five Dukes.'

Even the Emperor's siblings, nephews, nieces, uncles, or aunts—if they're not direct descendants—rank below the Five Dukes. Even Ainter's protocol rank dropped after the Crown Prince's abdication.

Yet, after the Dukes, the next in line are not the Marquises, but the Minister of the Imperial Household, the Speaker of the Imperial Parliament, and the Chief Justice of the Empire. It's a peculiar hierarchy that's neither strictly based on titles nor positions.

Perhaps when the Empire was just founded and things were chaotic, they elevated the ranks of the Dukes, who were firm supporters of the Emperor, and the highest officials to serve as the Emperor's shield. In any case, the damage from this Duke-favoring hierarchy is clear.

"It's an honor and a shame to suddenly meet Your Grace like this. I hope I'm not bothering Your Grace?"

Even the Minister of the Imperial Household, the pinnacle of the administration, ranks below the Five Dukes, so the difference in rank between the Minister of Finance and a Duke is enormous. As a result, the Minister of Finance must act respectfully toward me according to protocol.

Yes, to be frank, this is a problem and fatal damage only for me. It's a disaster that arose because I, who wasn't even in the Five Dukes' family tree, rose to an undeserved position.

"That attitude is what's most bothersome."

That's why it's painful. Since coming to the Servet Duchy, this man who keeps bowing, whose waist is flexible but whose mouth corners refuse to drop, is so annoying.

Anyone can see that he's not being respectful because of protocol, but rather following protocol to mock me. To be blunt, the Minister of Finance has never bowed like this before real Dukes.

"Khuhuhu... To think I've disturbed Your Grace's mood. I should immediately submit my resignation and retire as a commoner for this grave offense."

Soon, the Minister of Finance seemed unable to contain his laughter, as he shrugged his shoulders and made a bizarre apology.

Damn this man. If he wants to apologize, he should do something beneficial for me, not something beneficial for himself. How dare a mere minister try to retire.

"Well, if you dislike it that much, I'll speak comfortably. It's just you and me anyway."
"Please do. It's tiresome to stand on ceremony at this point."

I sighed softly and took a sip from the teacup the chamberlain had left.

I'm already exhausted, and he hasn't even stated his business yet. What an annoying and terrible visitor.


"His Grace—"
"I thought we were speaking comfortably."
"Not you, the other Grace, you brat. Are you the only 'Grace' in Servet?"

I closed my mouth dejectedly at the irrefutable point.

That's right. Besides me, Trixie is also "Your Grace."

"Anyway, I heard His Grace invented a unique magical tool. I heard it's a modified version of the existing communication crystal?"
"Ah, yes. There are quite a few differences, but it's based on the communication crystal."

I nodded slightly, as it was obvious what he was talking about.

Trixie's invention, a modified communication crystal. Anyone would know he's referring to the broadcast screen used during the parade.

"It only allows one-way communication, not two-way, right?"
"Probably? If it allowed two-way communication, that would be problematic in its own way. The entire city's noise would come through."

At my answer, the Minister of Finance closed his eyes slightly and stroked his chin.

"Could I take a look at it for a moment?"

And not long after, he revealed his purpose.

It wasn't surprising, as I had anticipated this request since he brought up the invention. I just wondered what the Minister of Finance intended to use the broadcast screen for.

"Trixie is currently working on it. If you have more questions, you can ask Trixie directly."

Of course, detailed explanations can wait until after showing the item.

Since he came to make a request, the Minister of Finance is the one in a hurry, not me.

Despite being puzzled by the sudden request to view the invention, Trixie kindly played the role of docent.

Trixie reached the pinnacle of magic not only because of innate talent but also through effort that drew blood and tears, and a strong interest in magic. So explaining his invention to others must be enjoyable.

"Currently, one communication crystal can control one screen, but eventually, the goal is to control multiple screens with a single crystal."
"Oh, indeed. If that becomes possible, the efficiency would increase several times."

The Minister of Finance continuously expressed admiration at Trixie's passionate explanation.

Honestly, it seems more like an automatic reaction to the former Duke's explanation rather than genuine admiration, but anyone in the Minister of Finance's position would have done the same, so I understand.

"Then, Your Grace. When do you think you'll achieve the goal you mentioned?"
"At the earliest, by the end of this year; at the latest, by the middle of next year?"
"I see."

The Minister of Finance stared intently at the screen, and then—

"Is mass production possible at the current stage?"

He revealed his true purpose.

A rather capitalistic purpose of securing quantity.


The Minister of Finance personally traveled to Serbet to watch the broadcast screen.

He could have sent a representative, or asked for a sample to be sent to the Ministry of Finance, yet he came himself.

'Is it really worth that much?'

I tilted my head, looking at the cloth Trixie was holding.

Of course, I acknowledge it's a useful invention. My vassals and I escaped a crisis thanks to that screen, and its utility would increase even more if multiple screens could be controlled through a single communication channel. I don't deny that.

But for the Minister of Finance to come for something that was just created, used only once, and even Trixie herself said "needs more work"? And to travel outside the Capital for it?

'The cost-benefit ratio seems...'

No matter how I look at it, it's excessive. Even considering it's the former Duke's invention and he's making a polite request, it's too much.

Besides, asking if mass production is possible is strange. What would they use mass-produced prototypes for, rather than waiting for improved or final versions?

"It would be possible if we set up the facilities, but I wouldn't recommend it. By the time production facilities are ready, I'll likely have an improved version."

Trixie shook her head at the Finance Minister's peculiar request.

She only said she wouldn't recommend it because the Finance Minister is my longtime superior and Fedi's godfather. If someone else had asked, she would have firmly rejected them.

"I see."

The Finance Minister nodded at Trixie's small consideration and scratched the back of his head.

"That's unfortunate. His Majesty the Emperor has shown great interest in this item."
"His Majesty?"

I instinctively questioned his lament.

It's puzzling. Why would someone who normally just works in the Sun Palace suddenly care? What use would he have for a broadcast screen?

If two-way communication were possible with this screen, I could see it being used for meetings, but currently it only allows one-way communication. If used at all, it could only serve for simple announcements.

"Yes. More precisely, he was impressed by the triplets' parade. Unlike conventional parades that are limited to specific locations, this device allows people in different places to watch the parade, which he finds revolutionary."

The Finance Minister crossed his arms and sighed after saying this.

'Interest, huh.'

I couldn't help but inwardly sigh as well at his expression.

He said the Emperor showed "great" interest. Usually in such situations, modifiers like "some" or "considerable" would be used, but "great" means the Emperor wants it more intensely than anything.

'So that's why he came personally.'

Finally, I understood the Finance Minister's puzzling visit.

When the Emperor wants something, ministers and everyone else must immediately secure it, regardless of their status. No matter how noble a minister is, they're ultimately just the Emperor's servant.

"That's surprising. His Majesty isn't known for having deep interest in magical devices or a strong collecting desire. His only hobby is practically enjoying vodka. I never expected him to want a newly created magical device."

Unless it enabled two-way communication or could control multiple screens with one communication channel, the current screen is merely a one-trick tool for parades.

I don't mean to disparage it, having survived thanks to that one-trick tool. As someone who used it effectively, I know its strengths and weaknesses better than anyone.


"He still has no interest in magical devices themselves. The issue is how effectively you used that device."
"Pardon?"
"I mentioned earlier, didn't I? More precisely, he was impressed by the triplets' parade."

I remained silent for a moment at the Finance Minister's words.

"Are you saying His Majesty is considering a parade for the Crown Princess?"

I carefully continued.

Could it be? Is he envious that our triplets successfully displayed their presence to the nobles and received their cheers?

If so, the Emperor's interest in the screen makes sense. The Emperor loves and cherishes the Crown Princess excessively, to the point of minimizing her outings from the Capital. However, with the screen, he could show the Crown Princess to people outside the Capital while she remains safely inside.

A device that can show the future Emperor to all citizens while ensuring the Crown Princess's safety. Minimizing risk while maximizing return—the perfect invention. To the Emperor, it must feel more refreshing and sweet than vodka.

'Daddy's girl.'

It was a bit pathetic, but I didn't go so far as to curse him. Honestly, if I could find a way to show off my daughter to everyone while guaranteeing her safety, I wouldn't be able to resist either.

Moreover, the Emperor has the invincible justification that "there's a need to demonstrate the firmness of the imperial succession and the dignity of the future Emperor in advance." The Livnoman family has had few descendants since the Kingdom of Kfelopen era, and the direct line was actually severed with the death of Eimanka XV.

Additionally, during the previous Emperor's time, the Crown Prince position remained vacant for many years. Just as the vassals and nobles worried about Catovan's succession, the imperial succession is an important issue for the common people as well.

"Rather than considering it, he's already made up his mind. He said he would proceed with the Capital parade even if the magical device couldn't be secured."

The Finance Minister could only answer bitterly, knowing this.

I see. So the Capital parade is already confirmed.

'This will be chaotic.'

If it's the Crown Princess's parade, her guardians—the Emperor and Empress—will automatically participate. And if the Emperor, Empress, and Crown Princess participate, wouldn't the Prince and Princess join as well?

Then escorts must be arranged for five imperial family members, a safe route must be prepared, and dignified carriages befitting them must also be readied. Not to mention the flower petals that will be frantically scattered in the Capital's sky.

'I wonder how much budget will be needed.'

I unconsciously looked at the Finance Minister with pitying eyes.

The Capital parade is directly linked to the imperial family's authority, so expenses can't be spared. Having to spend lavishly from the beginning of the year—how could I not sympathize?

Of course, I don't feel anything beyond sympathy. There's no need to waste excessive emotion on matters unrelated to me.

"We've made about 25 for use in Serbet. Would you like to take those?"
"Thank you for your consideration. That should be enough to satisfy His Majesty."

I calmly watched the Finance Minister bow his head to Trixie.

It's the fate of civil servants to do as they're told from above, and ministers are ultimately civil servants too.

***

The Finance Minister returned after borrowing the Magic-Ending Duke's magical devices.

The number was as many as 25. Not enough to cover the entire Empire, but sufficient to install in the minimum number of key regions.

One each for the five royal territories and duchies, and then the marquisates. That would require exactly 23. There would even be 2 extra.


'The remaining 2 can be sent to the border counties.'

Even having 2 extras was exquisitely perfect.

After all, doesn't this Empire have exactly two administrative units? The two border counties that were adjusted when the Sorden Border County was downgraded to a regular county.

The loyal subjects guarding the Empire's borders certainly deserve to see the Crown Princess's face. At this point, I wonder if the Magic-Ending Duke read my mind and prepared in advance.

'She'll be making her debut earlier than expected.'

I chuckled while looking at the Empire's map.

I had thought the Crown Princess would be introduced to subjects other than Capital citizens at least 3 years later. In 3 years, the Crown Princess would be 10—not an adult, but no longer an age to remain solely in her father's arms.

But now there's a way to widely publicize the Crown Princess's appearance without waiting until she's 10. And with cutting-edge technology that was just created.

'We must proceed before it becomes commonplace.'

Although the Count initiated it, the Catovan princesses' parade was confined to Serbet. Only the nobles of Serbet have witnessed the new magical device, and it usually takes considerable time for rumors within a domain to spread outside.

In the meantime, we must showcase the Crown Princess with this device. Seeing the Crown Princess would be fascinating enough, but how much more interesting and unforgettable would it be if the method isn't direct encounter but through a never-before-seen magical device?

'The Crown Princess's presence must be stronger than anyone else's.'

It must be more intense than any heir to the throne in imperial history. Even the elderly who won't live to see the Crown Princess's ascension must be made to remember her forever.

The direct line was severed with Eimanka XV's death, and this is the first collateral line succession in history. The previous Emperor delayed appointing a Crown Prince due to concerns about Livnoman's legitimacy. The Emperor who succeeded him was a son born not to the Empress but to an Imperial Consort.

These three factors combined mean that today's imperial family, regardless of authority, doesn't have particularly strong legitimacy. The situation is such that overwhelming authority and achievements are reinforcing legitimacy.

In this situation, the birth of the eldest daughter as Crown Princess has given the imperial family breathing room, so we must announce our treasure, the Crown Princess, as splendidly and magnificently as possible. This is not a father's joy but an Emperor's judgment.

'It would be good to include the Prince and Princess as well.'

The parade should also include the Prince and Princess besides the Crown Princess.

Fortunately, our three siblings are very affectionate and close. It's an opportunity to show the people that the siblings who will assist the Crown Princess like and follow her more than anyone else.

'How fortunate they're different from us.'

Unlike the three brothers born under the previous Emperor who were chaotic in many ways, this generation's imperial children are affectionate. This can't be anything but welcome news for the people.

'Ah.'

Suddenly, my gaze turned to Serbet Duchy drawn on the map.

I didn't want to bother the Count who had just become the Duke's proxy if possible. After all, a dukedom is the heaviest burden second only to the throne.

However, if the imperial family holds a parade, the Count, who is the godfather, cannot be left out. The Count's participation is essential for the Crown Princess's authority and presence.

'I'm sorry, Count.'

I apologized to the Count inwardly, but felt nothing beyond that.

The Duke's proxy is ultimately just one of the nobles, and nobles are subjects who serve the imperial family and the Empire.

Unless the Count had authority built up over 100 years like the Magic-Ending Duke, it would be different.

# The Minister of Finance's Passing and the Imperial Parade

A few days after the Minister of Finance passed away, rumors spread that the Emperor was preparing a parade.

As expected, it was a massive parade with the Emperor, Empress, Crown Princess, and even the Prince and Princess in attendance. Five VVVIPs whose mere presence would make one tremble. If I were part of the 1st Imperial Guard Corps or the Capital Defense Force, I'd have bitten my tongue and died from anxiety.

"...I present His Majesty the Emperor."
"Welcome, Count. No, I should call you Acting Duke now, shouldn't I?"

However, after enjoying a moment of relief at others' misfortune, a few days later, the Emperor summoned me.

What an absolute bastard. He clearly knows how busy I am, yet he commits such an atrocious act.

'Does he think I won my Acting Duke position in a poker game?'

I'm even secretly known as the "Silent Duke" - an ambiguous existence somewhere between Acting Duke and less than a full Duke. Summoning someone like me out of the blue is a challenge to the Catovan Duchy and an act that shakes one of the Empire's pillars.

"As Acting Duke, I serve Your Majesty, and as Count, I follow Your Majesty. What difference would it make? Please address me as you wish."
"Is that so? Then for now, I'll call you Godfather."

My boiling discontent was immediately suppressed by that single word: Godfather.

He summoned the Crown Princess's godfather when an imperial parade was scheduled. The purpose of the summons was obvious and entirely reasonable.

"As you may have heard, Godfather, I'm planning to hold a parade in the Capital soon."
"A truly wise decision, Your Majesty. Though the imperial dignity already reaches the heavens, seeing the harmonious imperial family will inspire both respect and admiration from the citizens of the Capital."
"I think so too. That's why I plan to install the magical devices borrowed from the Magic-Ending Duke in each royal domain, ducal territory, marquisate, and border county."

I nearly exclaimed in admiration at those words.

Trixie hadn't intended anything specific; she just happened to make 25 devices and sent them all. But the Emperor put those 25 to good use. Each one was placed at a key imperial stronghold.

"Don't you think that's appropriate for our Crown Princess and children's debut?"
"You speak wisely, Your Majesty. Though it's regrettable we can't cover the entire Empire, even the eldest, Crown Princess, is only seven years old. There will be many opportunities for them to appear before your subjects, so there's no need to rush."

The Emperor nodded cheerfully at my response.

"I'm delighted that Godfather and I are of one mind. It would have been awkward if I disagreed with someone who will join the parade."

The problem is that he casually dropped this bombshell along with his nod.

No, calm down. That's not a bombshell; it's actually a reasonable statement coming from this dog. The most noble participant in the Capital parade is the Emperor, but everyone knows it's essentially a parade for the Crown Princess - I know it, the Emperor knows it, and the Minister of Finance currently working on the budget knows it.

Therefore, we should add as many elements as possible to elevate the Crown Princess's authority. For example, her godfather, or her godfather, or something like her godfather.

"Your Majesty, if you would permit, I wish to serve as the coachman for Your noble family and drive the carriage."

I made a small request to the Emperor.

Riding in the same carriage as the imperial family would draw too much attention. Having one Kracius among all the Livnomans would be awkward.

But as a godfather, it would be strange to ride in a completely different carriage or walk, so sitting in the coachman's seat and controlling the horses would be appropriate.

"My, how can you say such a thing? The godfather is like a second father to the Crown Princess."

However, the Emperor firmly rejected this small request.

Damn him. Why refuse when I'm volunteering to be the coachman? Does he doubt my driving skills? Is he afraid I'll crash the carriage somewhere strange?

If that's the case, I could have a real coachman sit beside me, so there's no need to worry. I'm not crazy enough to think I could handle the coachman role alone.

"...Besides, if you're alone in the coachman's seat, the Crown Princess will show interest. She'll insist on sitting there too. Could you handle that?"

'Ah.'

I immediately understood his convincing argument.

Though this man occasionally shows his incompetence as a parent, the fact that he immediately thought of a possibility I hadn't considered proves he's definitely the Crown Princess's biological father. This must be the difference between a biological father and a godfather.

"I will faithfully serve at the side of Her Highness the Crown Princess, His Highness the Prince, and Her Highness the Princess."
"Having the continent's greatest swordsman say so makes me feel more secure than ever. The Imperial Guard Corps and Capital Defense Force should be sufficient, but I'll be counting on you. One can never have too many shields."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Though bitter, I nodded as I had no grounds to resist.

I couldn't dream of skipping the parade, and my last desperate attempt to be the coachman failed, meaning I must ride in the same carriage as the imperial family. The citizens of the Capital and beyond, in the Empire's key strongholds, will witness this sight.

How noble a aristocrat will I appear in the eyes of the subjects? It's such an honor that I could cry.

'How did the Acting Duke's first duty become participating in a parade?'

Moreover, the Capital parade is the first task I've been assigned since becoming the Acting Duke of Servet. Although I've handled the ducal succession work and attended the triplets' parade, those were internal Servet affairs.

In other words, the first official activity of the Acting Duke filling in for the Magic-Ending Duke is escorting the imperial family. This delivers a coup de grâce to my already soaring authority.

If I'm present at an event the Victorious Duke doesn't even attend, people will likely consider me the Empire's second-in-command. The terrible disaster of an Acting Duke being seen as superior to formal Dukes could occur.

'Should I ask to step down from the godfather position for just one month?'

A petty desire raised its head, but I immediately abandoned it.

Based on past experience, if I said such a thing, the Emperor would show an even more hideous reaction than mere opposition. Something like whispering to the Crown Princess, "Your godfather doesn't want to be your godfather anymore."

'Damn it.'

I don't even want to imagine the future after that.

Eventually, the day came when I had to ride in the same carriage as the imperial family.

Even as I headed to the Imperial Palace, the parade's starting point, I considered several options. Should I feign illness and collapse now? Or should I wear shabby clothes to avoid the subjects' attention?

But the more I pondered, the more I realized I had to accept reality. If I suddenly claimed to be sick, the Emperor wouldn't believe me anyway. And dressing poorly would be disrespectful to the imperial family sharing the carriage, which would be an even more serious problem.

'Is this what they call an unavoidable disaster?'

From the moment I became the Crown Princess's godfather six years ago, this future was practically predetermined. A six-year foreshadowing deserves to be fulfilled, I suppose.

"Godfather! Over here!"
"Your Highness? You're already aboard?"

As I approached, the Crown Princess in the carriage waved her arms enthusiastically.

"Godfather, Godfather!"
"Godfatherrr!"

The Prince and Princess beside the Crown Princess also flapped their arms, following their big sister's example.

Thanks to them, my bitter feelings began to recover. I'm truly grateful these children don't take after the Emperor's character.

"How did you come out so early when the wind is cold?"
"It's okay! It's warm in here!"

Indeed, as I boarded the carriage, a warm breeze enveloped my body.

I see. This carriage considers comfort as well as durability. As expected of an imperial carriage, it seems to be thoroughly enchanted with magic.


"I'll take care of these young ones now, so please focus on guarding the carriage."
"Yes, Your Excellency!"

I gestured to the imperial knights who had been anxiously watching over the giggling Crown Princess.

These knights had been checking on the Crown Princess, Prince, and Princess while guarding the carriage. How relieved they must be now that dedicated personnel had arrived to care for the imperial children.

'Why are only the children here in the first place?'

That said, it was quite puzzling. Even if the Emperor and Empress were too busy with their duties to board the carriage early, why were the children alone in the carriage?

Of course, knights and ladies-in-waiting were attending them, but considering the Emperor's paternal love, such neglect seemed impossible.

'I'll ask when he arrives.'

After briefly stroking my chin, I let it go.

I could ask the Emperor when he arrived, so there was no need to dwell on it. Unless something had happened to the children while the Emperor and Empress were away, but fortunately, all three were playing happily.

—That thought vanished the moment I saw the Emperor board the carriage with a stern expression.

I couldn't even ask where the Empress was.

Instead, the absolute predator who didn't need to read the Emperor's mood, the Crown Princess, resolved my question.

"Papa, where's Mama?"

The Emperor had to answer the Crown Princess's question. Reading the mood is something the weak do toward the strong, not the other way around.

"Well, about Mama."

Indeed, the Emperor desperately smiled and opened his mouth at the Crown Princess's question,

"Your new sibling is feeling very restless, so Mama is comforting them. So today, you'll just be with Papa and Godfather."
'I see.'

I could roughly guess the situation from his words.

Currently, the Empress is pregnant with their fourth child. The "new sibling" clearly refers to the fourth child, whose "restlessness" must be severe morning sickness or kicks that would put a soccer player to shame.

I'm concerned about how severe it must be for her to miss a major imperial family event. The Empress appears to be a gentle noblewoman, but as a descendant of the Nuren ducal family, she's quite robust.

"Your Majesty, shouldn't you be by the Empress's side? A child's fussing is most effectively soothed by both parents together."

After brief consideration, I recommended the Emperor return to her.

The main character of this parade is the Crown Princess anyway, and with me, her godfather, protecting her, I could handle any emergency. With the Empress absent, the Emperor could leave without issue.

"It's fine. While showing sibling harmony is important, we should also demonstrate the good relationship between father and daughter, father and son."
"I see."

But seeing the Emperor subtly shake his head, I immediately backed down.

If that's the principal party's wish, I won't press further. It would be disrespectful for an outsider to excessively involve themselves in imperial family matters.

"Still, thank you for suggesting it. The Empress would be greatly pleased to know of your concern."
"You flatter me, Your Majesty."

I slightly bowed my head toward the Emperor as he patted my shoulder.

If you're really grateful, treat me better on a regular basis.

The Crown Princess's future sibling, whether the Second Prince or Third Princess, was being quite active, prompting the Empress to rest in her palace.

It would be disastrous if a pregnant woman overexerted herself with public activities and something went wrong. Sacrificing a direct imperial family member to elevate the Crown Princess's authority? That would be unthinkable for the Livnoman Imperial Family, where people were already scarce.

Of course, considering the Emperor's character, he wouldn't have summoned the Empress even if the Livnoman family had dozens of direct descendants and hundreds of branch family members.

"The child who will be born soon seems destined to grow into an energetic and brave warrior. They must be so full of talent that they've already begun training while in the womb."

Anyway, with the Empress's absence, only the Emperor and I remained in the carriage. Finding it awkward to be alone together, I carefully offered some words of comfort.

Sometimes children show their remarkable presence from the womb. While not common, it's not rare either, so the Empress and child aren't facing a life-threatening crisis. Besides, the imperial palace has the best medical team standing by for any emergency.

So this was a situation that could be soothed with words like "The child seems quite energetic." After all, it's better for a child to be healthy and energetic than weak.

"This is the Empress's fourth pregnancy, but we've never had such an active child before, so it's a bit concerning. I worry whether the child might be too unruly for us to handle."

Despite my reassurance, the Emperor muttered in a low voice, ensuring the Crown Princess, Prince, and Princess couldn't hear his concerns.

I thought it might be excessive worry—one energetic child out of four isn't unusual—but I could guess what the Emperor feared.

The Second Prince who had been burning in hellfire for nearly ten years. The Emperor was worried that the future Second Prince or Third Princess might grow up to be like that super troublemaker.

'Is this PTSD?'

The Emperor was the victim who suffered most from the Second Prince's misdeeds. And though it's still hard to believe, the Second Prince was a Livnoman who inherited the blood of the situation, and the child in the Empress's womb is also a Livnoman. They share the same blood, after all.

Because of this, the PTSD deep in the Emperor's heart resurfaced. And since this belongs to the realm of emotion—no, instinct—rather than reason, I can't blame the Emperor. Only he can understand his own feelings.

"How can you worry when both of you will nurture the child with love? An energetic temperament, if guided in the right direction, can become a driving force for growth better than anyone else's. Your Majesty and the Empress have already excellently guided the three young royals. The same will surely be true for the child about to be born."
"Is that what you think?"
"Of course. And any aspects that you two might miss, the Crown Princess, Prince, and Princess will help with as siblings. It's impossible for a child to grow up unruly in such a loving and beautiful environment."

Rather than offering vague comfort, I emphasized how different the environments were between the Second Prince in hell and the soon-to-be-born Livnoman youngest.

Honestly, while he was a good monarch, the Emperor had been difficult to call a good head of household or father. Similarly, the Empress Dowager wasn't a good mother, and Aesilon, the maternal relatives who committed atrocities using the Empress Dowager, along with the not-particularly-harmonious three Livnoman brothers. The Second Prince not only had a disastrous innate character but also a dynamic post-natal environment.

In contrast, today both the Emperor and Empress are good parents. The maternal relatives, the Nuren ducal family, far from committing atrocities, are a solid pillar supporting the empire. And the little ones born earlier are united and harmonious under the leadership of the Crown Princess, the eldest.

Growing up in such an environment, even the Second Prince would likely have a high chance of rehabilitation. The Emperor needn't worry.

"If there's anything that both of you and the young royals cannot oversee, I will step in. Despite appearances, I'm a father to twelve children, so you can trust me."
"Well now. That's so reassuring it almost makes me laugh."

The Emperor's expression softened compared to earlier.

It seems reason has overcome instinct thanks to my encouragement. His PTSD has definitely subsided.

'I'm the Crown Princess's godfather, not this man's.'

A complex, subtle emotion that was difficult to express surged within me.

If the Crown Princess, Prince, and Princess were anxious, I'd willingly invest all 24 hours of my day to comfort them. But here I am comforting a grown adult older than me. What kind of situation is this?

The Empress's absence feels enormous. She's usually the one in charge of the Emperor's mental care.

'I hope she returns to normal quickly.'

I offered a small prayer for the Empress.

May the fourth Livnoman's tantrums subside quickly so the Empress can be comfortable. That would also help the Emperor's mental health.

"Your Majesty. It's time to depart."

Eventually, an imperial knight who had been talking with the coachman approached and reported to the Emperor.


"Is it that time already."

The Emperor nodded lightly at the knight's report.

His expression had completely composed itself, returning to his usual impassive demeanor.

"Let us depart. I hear some citizens have been waiting since dawn to secure good spots. As Emperor, I cannot be late for a promise made to my people."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

With that, the massive ten-horse carriage began to move.

"Wow! It's moving!"
"It's moving! It's moving!"
"Woong, amazing!"

The bright laughter of the three royal children brought an involuntary smile to my face.

Of course, this isn't the first time these children have ridden in a carriage. It's just their first time in one so massive, roofless, and pulled by ten horses.

In fact, this is my first time in such a carriage too. It would seem rather treasonous for a mere nobleman to ride around in a giant ten-horse carriage. Even Aesilon in his prime wouldn't have done such a thing.

"Godfather? Why are you over there?"
"Pardon?"

After confirming that the carriage door was firmly closed, I moved to the very back seat. The Crown Princess, who had been turning her head this way and that, called out to me.

"Godfather should sit with us! It's no fun being alone!"

Then she made a terrifying suggestion that sent chills down my spine.

Not only should I be in the same carriage as the royal family, but I should sit right next to them.

'No way.'

That's absolutely impossible. Being the only non-Livnoman in the carriage is already drawing attention, but sitting close to the royal family is absolutely out of the question.

Especially now that the Empress is absent. In a situation where only the Emperor and I are the adults, if I sit close to the royal family? Anyone would see it as flaunting that I'm "the fresh second-in-command recognized by the Emperor."

"Your Highness. This outing is a family trip for Your Majesty and Your Highnesses. How could I intrude and ruin your precious journey?"
"Godfather is our family too! I want to play with Godfather too!"

Those words made my eyes burn with emotion.

My precious goddaughter. So that's how you think of this godfather. It's so touching I could almost cry.

Though I wish she had said such words at a different time, not now.

"This humble servant is here at the back for protection—"
"You can protect us better if you're closer!"

I flinched at her logically sound argument.

That's true. For protection, it's best to maintain an appropriate distance while staying as close as possible to the protected.

But sitting right next to them exceeds that appropriate distance. At that point, I'm not a guard but simply part of the group.

"Do as the Crown Princess says."
"Your Majesty?"
"The godfather is family in a broader sense. The children would be sad if you remain isolated, so stay by their side."

I thought this might be another case of the Emperor teasing me, but it wasn't.

Judging by his somewhat resigned expression, he knew there was no use trying to dissuade the Crown Princess, so he gave up quickly.


"...Then I shall intrude for a moment."

Thus, with mixed feelings, I ended up sitting right next to the Livnomans.

I'm truly thankful that my hair is black. Since eye color isn't easily visible from a distance, people would judge by hair color. If I had blonde or silver hair, I might have been suspected of being a hidden Livnoman relative.

'Thank you, father.'

For strongly passing down the Kracius bloodline.

***

While I was scattering feed in the yard and boiling mash for the animals, a massive cheer erupted from the south.

It seems the parade carriage has reached the square. If it's a space where citizens can cheer in unison, it must be the square.

'To think such sounds can be heard even inside the imperial palace.'

It's remarkable. The imperial palace has magic that blocks outside noise to some extent, and my quarters are in a secluded corner of the palace. For cheers to reach this space, how loud must they be?

It's a joyous thing. It means the citizens of the Capital are delighted to see the future ruler of Livnoman.

'I heard the parade can be seen in other regions too.'

Through magical devices recently created by the Magic-Ending Duke, the parade is being shown at major imperial strongholds. It's as if giant, flat communication orbs have been installed in cities.

The pillar who has supported the empire for over 100 years continues to serve the empire even after stepping down from his ducal position. It's truly something to be grateful for, but as someone in my situation, engaging in public activities would threaten the Emperor's authority. Because of this, I couldn't even attend his retirement ceremony.

Of course, the Magic-Ending Duke's final chapter would have concluded beautifully without the greetings of an old situation like me. There's no need to dwell on it.

"Hurrah! Long live Livnoman! Long live Kfelopen!"
"Long live His Majesty the Emperor! Long live Her Highness the Crown Princess! Long live His Highness the Prince! Long live Her Highness the Princess!"
"Long live His Excellency the Deputy!"
'Hmm.'

After listening to the faint cheers, I returned to boiling the mash.

The cheers were directed even at those who would find them troublesome, but it's understandable as a minor mistake by excited citizens.

***

While proceeding with the parade amidst the resounding cheers, I made eye contact with a small child.

When I smiled at the child out of courtesy, the little one blinked and then spoke to the mother standing nearby.

"Mom, Mom."
"What is it?"
"I heard the Empress has silver hair, so why is it black?"
"Oh my, this child...!"

Though it was a relatively quiet conversation, unfortunately, my hearing is very sharp. Sharp enough to hear the innocent question of a child without prejudice.

'I'm not the Empress.'

The Empress you're looking for is resting in her palace.

I'm just a slave with black hair...

'How do you know about the silver hair but not that she's a woman.'

Having an open mindset without prejudice is important, but I wish people would maintain some essential prejudices.

The Crown Princess's debut parade concluded successfully.

The current Imperial Family had everything except for one thing—legitimacy. The Crown Princess was a card that resolved the Imperial Family's only weakness, the legitimacy issue, and was also a solid successor. The citizens of the Capital, who were quite familiar with the Imperial Family's circumstances, couldn't help but enthusiastically cheer for the Crown Princess's appearance.

Moreover, not only the Crown Princess, but the Prince and Princess also smiled brightly beside her. This meant that the Livnoman succession structure was beyond firm—there would be absolutely no discord among the imperial family members, unlike during the previous Emperor's time.

Of course, the conflict between the First Prince and Second Prince during the previous Emperor's era was hushed up as much as possible to avoid embarrassing the Imperial Family. Unfortunately, the Second Prince's delinquent behavior was impossible to cover up no matter how much they tried to keep it quiet. Thanks to that, most people knew that the Imperial Family was a mess back then.

'It was only because the previous Emperor's authority and achievements were so overwhelming that everyone overlooked it.'

After experiencing the era of the Shadow Emperor and installing a collateral imperial family member as the new Emperor, having an ominous successor? In any ordinary country, the nobles or citizens would have risen up.

However, such a situation didn't occur in the Empire. Because the Empire had a legendary monarch who rebuilt a nation on the brink of destruction. They believed that with such a great ruler, internal imperial conflicts and gloomy succession issues would be cleanly resolved.

If that belief hadn't existed, the Second Prince might have been dealt with by the terrified citizens of the Capital before I could handle him. Or the Second Prince might have ruled the Capital citizens oppressively and horribly. Either way, it wouldn't have been a good ending.

'People really need to marry well.'

The thought suddenly occurred to me. If the previous Emperor's wife had been an Empress rather than a Consort, and if the current Emperor hadn't been born out of wedlock but as a legitimate child, wouldn't the Empire's succession issue have been resolved at lightning speed?

The Second Prince was a candidate for Crown Prince solely because of his noble birth as the Empress's son, and the Aesilon family could cause trouble only because they had produced an Empress. If the previous Emperor's marriage order had been proper, the tragedy wouldn't have happened from the beginning.

In the end, it all comes back to the karma of the Aesilon family who forced the previous Emperor into marriage. I'm truly glad I wiped out all their direct descendants.

"Imperial Consort. What are you thinking about so deeply?"
"I was just thinking how truly fortunate it is that I have black hair."

While I was lost in thought, the Emperor's sudden question made me grind my teeth internally.

Damn him. If the parade is over, he should just send people who want to go home back, why is he making a fuss keeping them here?

'And what the hell is "Imperial Consort" supposed to be?'

Using such a hideous title that shouldn't exist in this world.

Anyway, he has unnecessarily sharp ears. He's not a master swordsman or magician who's reached enlightenment, so he shouldn't be able to hear small whispers, but I must have been wearing some small magical device that I wasn't aware of. So that bastard also heard what the unbiased little kid said.

Still, he's not the type to get worked up over an innocent child's words with reactions like "How dare they not recognize the mother of the nation!" But I wonder if showing anger might have been better than his actual response.

"Don't say that. If you had silver hair, you could have often played the role of the Empress's stand-in, but with black hair, that's impossible. What a shame."

The audacity to repeatedly taunt me with the term "Empress" (male, 28 years old). How terribly infuriating.

As soon as we returned to the Solar Palace, the provocations came without pause, making me dizzy. I wanted to ask if he gets extra insurance money if he gets beaten up.

"Anyway, thank you for filling in the Empress's vacancy so well, Godfather. I never thought you would fill it so perfectly."
"I am... honored."

My hands on my knees twitched frantically.

Calm down, my inner phoenix. Honestly, in this situation, even Zhuge Liang would throw a punch, but assaulting the Emperor is a serious crime that even the Aesilon family didn't commit.

"I'm not just saying this. On our way back to the Solar Palace, a report came up from the Special Affairs Ministry that there were enthusiastic responses not only in the Capital but also in regions where magical devices were installed. Do you know what the common people who watched the parade all said?"
"I would be honored to hear it."
"They said there's nothing more reassuring than having the continent's greatest swordsman beside the noble ones. Your participation made a great contribution to the Imperial Family's stability."


After saying this, the Emperor rose from his seat with a small smile.

Then he briefly looked at the floor before walking toward the shelf.

'Was he conflicted?'

Despite the tense atmosphere, I almost laughed at the sight.

The spot the Emperor just looked at—if my memory serves me right—is where the vodka sleeps. It seems he was about to take out the vodka after a long time but desperately restrained himself.

"It's regrettable that the Empress couldn't attend, but that regret can be resolved after the fourth child is born. It's not like we'll only hold a parade once in our lifetime. Don't you agree?"
"Your Majesty's words are correct. Since many citizens haven't yet seen Her Highness, regular parades would surely please the people."

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction at my immediate response.

Regardless of the necessity of the parade, I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the Emperor's child-doting behavior. No matter how I look at it, it seems more about showing off his daughter and son than displaying the imperial succession structure.

If the former is 40%, then the latter is roughly 60%. The former might be lower than 40%, but it's definitely not higher.

"By the way, Godfather."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."
"Perhaps because we promoted the parade too much, the Lord has also shown interest in this matter."

My hands resting on my knees flinched.

"Additionally, he has also heard the news that the Magic-Ending Duke, who has supported the Imperial Family and the Empire for over 100 years, has stepped down."

I felt cold sweat running down my spine.

This is unsettling. We were just talking about the parade, and now the topic has shifted to the Dragon Lord. Even with the most positive thinking, this isn't a good situation.

"For a dragon, 100 years is just a fleeting moment. However, he was born between the Great Emperor and the previous Dragon Lord, so he shows special affection for the Empire. The fact that a noble who shared one-third of the Empire's history has stepped down, and that you have succeeded him, is by no means a trivial matter."
"I worry that someone as lowly as myself might have sullied the ears of such a great being."
"Your matters are neither lowly nor small to him. You are a subject who went with me to pay respects to the Lord, and you prevented the eternal rest of Atelius, who could be called a founding contributor to the Empire. If someone like you is lowly, who could stand before him?"

The Emperor, who had already prepared tea, returned to his seat.

"So, Godfather."

He looked at me with an unsettlingly ambiguous smile.

"It seems you'll need to go pay your respects to the Lord."
"Pardon?"
"Of course, I know it's an excessive request. Paying respects to him just because a duke has changed, not an emperor, might seem too much. But was the Magic-Ending Duke just an ordinary duke?"

That's true. Treating Trixie as an ordinary duke would be disrespectful to other dukes. If Trixie were the average, most dukes would instantly become below average.

But what does Trixie being above average have to do with me going to the Dragon Lord? What connection is there that makes him send me there?

"The retirement of the Magic-Ending Duke is almost like a moment when the Empire's history changed. The century of the Magic-Ending Duke has ended, and the century led by the Silent Duke has begun. Future historians will surely record that day as a historic one."

I bit my lip hard as his voice grew increasingly resolute.

"As the descendant of the Great Emperor, I want to show the Great Emperor's child the moment when the Empire's history changed, and the person who changed that history. Will you understand?"

"...Of course, Your Majesty. If it is proper courtesy for the Great Emperor's child, then it should certainly be done."

The Emperor's request is a command disguised as a request, a proposal that no noble of the Empire could possibly refuse.

'Damn him.'

I sighed inwardly afterward.

I should have guessed when this guy kept calling me "Godfather" even after the parade ended. He's in a situation where he needs to make a difficult request, so he called me "Godfather" instead of "Count" to appeal to our personal connection.

Anyway, he's unnecessarily meticulous.

Somehow, I ended up meeting the Dragon Lord alone.

Surprisingly, this isn't the first time. While other nobles might find it difficult to see the Dragon Lord even once in their lifetime, I've not only met him but had several private audiences.

"Welcome. It must have been a long time by your standards."
"It is an honor to see you again while still alive, Lord."
"Don't say such things. I am merely a being spending boring time in a cave, while you are a pillar supporting your father's empire. If anything, I should consider it an honor to see children like you."

The Dragon Lord, with a small laugh, extended his hand with the palm facing upward.

As if telling me to climb onto his palm.

"Come up. I want to see you up close."
"Yes, Lord."

I carefully moved at the Lord's request.

Although I've climbed up before, this is something that's hard to get used to no matter how many times you experience it. The Dragon Lord not only belongs to the dragon race but also has the incredible bloodline of being the Great Emperor's child.

'What noble could remain calm before such a great elder, whom even the Emperor must bow to?'

The Emperor is an existence that cannot be described even as the child of the child of the child of the child of the Great Emperor. In contrast, the Lord is simply a child. The Great Emperor's blood flowing in the Lord's body is overwhelmingly thicker than in the current Emperor's.

Even the Emperor, with only 0.0000-something percent of the Great Emperor's blood, is revered as the Great Emperor's descendant. So what about the Lord with 50%? Bluntly speaking, if the Lord said, "From today, I am the Emperor," it would be difficult to oppose.

"Hehe, you seem quite surprised."
"N-no. It's just that the fact that I'm seeing you, Lord, is so honorable and joyful..."
"There's no need to say such things. I know I'm bothering you because of my curiosity."

The corners of the Lord's eyes curved gently as he said this.

"Do you know something? Perhaps you might become the human who has met me the most since Herbert."

My eyes trembled at the mention of Herbert.

Herbert, commonly known as Eimanka IV. The grandson of the Great Emperor, the second son of Eimanka II, and the younger brother of Eimanka III.

And I've heard that until the time of Eimanka II, the Dragon Lord also stayed in the imperial palace, which means Herbert was someone who lived with the Dragon Lord like family.

'I'm becoming the human who has met him the most since that person?'

There's no curse worse than that.

I feel like I've been branded by the Dragon Lord's mark on my soul.

They say words have power. But when those words are uttered not by an ordinary mortal but by an immortal being, they might as well be prophecies or oracles. Especially when they come from a Lord, the greatest among dragons.

"Robert and Herbert were truly devoted brothers. Not that I'm saying this because they were my nephews, but it was astonishing how naturally kind-hearted they were."
"I see."

I couldn't beg him to take back his words or erase the brand, though.

From the Lord's perspective, it wasn't a curse but words filled with goodwill, and as soon as he mentioned Herbert—Eimanka IV—he began reminiscing about the past.

Elderly beings tend to live by savoring their memories. So memories of nephews from about 300 years ago must be incredibly tender and poignant. Especially when those nephews departed much earlier than oneself, how much must he miss them?

I couldn't interrupt that tenderness, that poignancy, that longing. If I committed such an act, even a gentle Lord would become furious.

"Robert couldn't even fully enjoy his already brief mortal life before departing. The poor fellow had been overworking himself helping his father since he was Crown Prince, and after ascending to the throne, he pushed himself even harder, resulting in tragedy."
"It was truly regrettable and lamentable. While Eimanka II had the excellent Eimanka III as his secretary, Eimanka III only had young children who couldn't help him."
"You know well. Yes, my nephew was skilled at supporting others, but sadly never received support himself. How utterly sorrowful."

The Lord closed his eyes solemnly and couldn't continue speaking for a while.

Indeed, the premature death of Eimanka III is considered one of the most tragic events in imperial history. A prepared Emperor who showed qualities of a wise ruler from his Crown Prince days and created numerous allied forces with his outgoing personality. It's said that if Eimanka III hadn't died, the centralization achieved by Eimanka V would have been his accomplishment.

But Eimanka III died suddenly before completing even ten years on the throne. As a result, his younger brother Herbert hastily ascended as Eimanka IV in place of the young heir, facing suspicions like "Did he have his brother killed?" and even rebellions.

In reality, considering the Dragon Lord's fond reminiscence and the fact that Eimanka III's eldest son was appointed Crown Prince under Eimanka IV, such accusations were completely groundless.

"I still remember the day Herbert wept. He sobbed, asking why Enen had taken his brother from him and then given him the infamous reputation of being the brother who killed his sibling. Even his close associates whispered that he should dispose of my nephew."
"Nevertheless, Eimanka IV persevered steadfastly. He firmly protected the wavering empire and appointed his nephew as Crown Prince, ushering in the reign of Eimanka V."

The Lord nodded with satisfaction at my immediate veneration.

"Perhaps it's because you're nobility that you're so knowledgeable about history. I'm also pleased to see that, unlike the baseless infamy attached to Herbert in the past, the correct interpretation seems to have prevailed today."

I could see the Lord's tail moving slowly in the distance.

Certainly, the Lord's affection for the Livnoman family seems genuine. That's why he still keeps an eye on the descendants of the Great Emperor who have continued for 17 generations, and still remembers nephews who died hundreds of years ago.

"Even if one bears false accusations in their lifetime, they will gain proper honor in later generations. Though the person themselves may not live to see it, I will watch over the empire forever and remember when proper honor is restored."

The Lord's purple eyes stared directly at me.

"So you too should move forward steadily. Don't be intimidated by the achievements of your predecessors; it's enough to hold in your heart what you believe is right."

Then he gave advice in a warm yet firm voice.

Since an immortal being will watch over and remember me forever, I shouldn't get lost in the fleeting present and waver. Even Trixie, who ruled for over 100 years, is nothing compared to history, so I shouldn't feel intimidated.

'How kind.'

I couldn't help but smile.

I didn't expect him to be so kind to a mere nobleman who isn't even a Livnoman. Whether this is special service because I'm the godfather of the future emperor or just the Lord's natural disposition, I'm not sure.

"The precious words you've given me, Lord. I will engrave them in my heart for life."
"That's rather burdensome. They're not words to be valued so highly. Think of them as the meddling of a lizard with nothing better to do."

I flinched at the word "lizard."


That expression. Isn't that the word commonly used in fantasy novels to effectively provoke dragons? Only someone as spirited as Activia would dare utter such a word while trembling.

'When you use it yourself...'

It makes mortal listeners unnecessarily anxious. It's like hearing an elderly person say, "When you get old, you should die," or an emperor declaring, "I will abdicate to the Crown Prince."

"Besides, my mother is watching over you too."

...

?

"Pardon?"

I responded a beat late to the strange statement.

What did the Lord just say? He definitely mentioned his mother, right? If it's the Lord's mother, he must be referring to the previous Dragon Lord?

'She's alive—'

I quickly bit my lip as I almost blurted out something inappropriate.

The previous Lord handed everything over to the current Lord and disappeared. Since the Lord position wasn't inherited through death, she must naturally be living a leisurely life somewhere on the continent.

But she's watching over me? Not living leisurely?

'Why?'

If the previous Lord were observing the situation, I could understand completely. The situation involves a figure who miraculously revived an empire on the brink of collapse, so naturally the previous Lord, who was the Great Emperor's companion, would be interested.

On the other hand, I'm just one of the empire's nobles. Honestly, while I acknowledge that my stake in the empire is significant, it's not like "the empire will collapse without me!" Without me, the Emperor would merely be inconvenienced but could still manage the empire reasonably well.

'When exactly?'

No, more importantly, if she's watching me, doesn't that mean she's made contact with me somewhere?

But I've never met the previous Lord, let alone any being suspected to be a dragon. The only dragons I know are the Lord and Atelius.

"You seem quite surprised. I too didn't expect my mother to pay attention to someone other than a Livnoman."
"This mortal fears he may have committed a discourtesy by failing to recognize such an honorable being due to his dullness."
"There's no need to worry about that. My mother moves around while thoroughly concealing her identity. Even if you saw her right in front of you, you wouldn't have noticed, and she probably doesn't expect anything from you either."

That's somewhat reassuring, but my bewilderment hasn't subsided. After all, I still don't know why she's been watching me.

"I will do my best to live up to the undeserved attention of both of you."

But how could the Lord know the intentions of a mother who conceals her identity and wanders? Asking would be meaningless, so I simply bowed my head.

Let's think positively. The attention of the Dragon Lord and the previous Lord shouldn't be harmful. If I were to oppose the Livnomans, it could be disastrous, but if I maintain my loyalty, they would be like powerful guardian dragons.

Unfortunately, the name "previous Lord" was too weighty to simply accept as a good thing.

"What kind of person was the previous Lord?"
"Yes. Wasn't she the one who made great contributions to the founding of the empire and was the Great Emperor's companion? Until now, she felt like a vague figure I hadn't given much thought to, but after meeting the Lord and the Elder, I've become curious about the previous Lord as well."

So as soon as I finished my conversation with the Lord, I went to see Atelius.

Atelius is an old-timer among old-timers in the dragon world, an elder among elders. The years he's lived, the knowledge and experience he's accumulated are incomparable to the current Lord. If I want to ask something, it's better to ask Atelius.


"Hmm. What kind of person she was..."

Anyway, Atelius closed his eyes and pondered my question.

"She was nothing, and everything at the same time."
"Pardon?"

However, the answer that came after such deliberation was a philosophical one that was worse than not hearing it at all.

Nothing and everything at the same time? It sounds like a dialogue about some holy text.

"She was nature itself, like the order of the world. She was someone who thoroughly suppressed her emotions, guided the world according to its natural order, observed, and remained silent."
"Like a neutral administrator?"
"That would be inaccurate since there were many times she didn't even administer... This would be difficult to understand for someone who hasn't seen and experienced her directly."

After continuing to ponder, Atelius finally shook his head lightly and cut off his explanation.

A being that even a wise and experienced dragon gave up explaining. Thanks to this, my fear of the previous Lord grew abundantly.

At the same time, it's terrifying that such a being is secretly watching me. Is this how humans observed by Cthulhu felt?

"Well, that's a story of the past. She changed a lot after meeting the Great Emperor. She brought out the emotions she had been suppressing, someone who seemed destined to live alone forever took a human as a companion, and finally even had a child. Voluntarily stepping down from the Lord position was something unimaginable for the previous Lord."
"I see."

Since it was somewhat comforting, I inwardly sighed with relief.

Not a strict and serious AI, just an elderly being who has lived a long time. If that's the case, there's no need to be excessively afraid.

"Do you have any more questions?"
"No. Thank you for kindly informing me."
"It's not a secret that needs to be hidden, so there's no need to thank me. If you still feel indebted, consider it a gift for becoming a Duke."
"Um, I'm not a Duke but a Duke's proxy."
"If you exercise the authority of a Duke, then you are a Duke. Humans' rules and precedents are unnecessarily strict."

I gave a bitter smile at Atelius's remark as he snorted softly.

Dragons don't understand human hearts.

***

After watching Kal's silhouette appear and disappear smoothly, I lay down on my stomach again.

I didn't expect him to suddenly ask about the previous Lord, but it's not something to keep secret. So I told him willingly.

'He's already met her up close.'

Instead, I kept absolutely silent about what should be kept secret.

Kal, that faint energy of the previous Lord barely perceptible from his body. If he hadn't asked me about the previous Lord, if I hadn't reminisced about the previous Lord in front of him, I would never have noticed that faint energy.

That's definitely recent. Even if I go back as far as possible, he must have met the previous Lord within the last 2 or 3 years.

'What on earth is she doing and where?'

I couldn't help but chuckle. It's surprising enough that she handed over the Lord position to her child and disappeared, but how did she end up making contact with a human?

It's truly a strange affair.

After meeting Lord and Atelius, I've been living as a mansion-bound ghost.

If someone were to ask when I wasn't a house-bound ghost, I'd have no answer, but I discovered that beings from beyond the heavens have been watching me without my knowledge. It's too frightening to go outside now.

Of course, they're not watching me with malice or hostility. Even conservatively speaking, their gaze is friendly-neutral, and considering I hadn't noticed until now, it doesn't interfere with my daily life. Besides, didn't Atelius say, "He's become much gentler since meeting the Emperor"?

'Still, being watched by the former Dragon Lord is a bit...'

If the former Dragon Lord is a human, then I'm merely an ant. Imagine scurrying around on the ground, looking up, and seeing a human ignoring all the other ants but staring only at you? Even an ant would be terrified and scurry back to its nest.

That's why I chose the path of a mansion-bound ghost. At least until this tension and bewilderment subsides, until I become indifferent to the fact that the former Lord is watching me, I'll become one with the house.

"Joka! The parade was amazing! It was so cool!"

In exchange, if I should call it that, being cooped up at home means I spend my days receiving all sorts of messages.

As luck would have it, right before I became house-bound, I participated in the imperial family's parade and made quite an impression. It's only natural for people with even a slight acquaintance to contact me.

"I'm just a humble person sitting in an undeserved position."
"Come on! If you're humble, then most imperial nobles are idiots!?"

I closed my eyes in dismay at the direct and intense pronunciation.

How could you respond like that to my ritual humility? You've instantly turned most imperial nobles into idiots, you madman.

"Anyway, thanks to my talented nephew! This aunt has been walking around with her shoulders high! Joka is the best!"
"Pardon?"

My head tilted involuntarily as incomprehensible words spilled out.

The Wise Duke is one of the dukes, a noble among nobles, even without me. He's also a monster whose abilities are recognized by the situation, earning him the name "Wise."

Rather than me boasting because of the Wise Duke, if I had taken the academy route instead of the civil servant route, it's the Wise Duke who's walking around with his shoulders high because of me? No matter how much I'm the Minister of Audit and a Great Father, I can't possibly benefit the Wise Duke—

"Because my nephew was sitting in the Empress's place! This means your ceremonial rank is higher than the dukes!? My nephew is second in the Empire!"
'Ah.'

My hands trembled at the spear thrust that hit me right in the solar plexus.

This was a different kind of shock from the Emperor's "Empress Consort" comment. That bastard Emperor was purely teasing, but the Wise Duke's spear thrust felt genuinely happy and pleased.

'Why am I second?'

I feel like crying. If there's a black-haired noble among the imperial family, wouldn't they naturally be thought of as a slave for escort and errands, not as someone occupying the Empress's place as second-in-command?

Being second-in-command and being second in ceremonial rank might seem similar, but they're clearly different. I could accept the former, but not the latter.

"Our Lili is so proud! When she enters the Academy next year~ she'll do extremely well! By the way, do you have acquaintances at the Academy?"
"The Academy?"

As the conversation seemed to flow normally, I desperately racked my brain.

That's right. The young marchioness, Liliana, is 16 this year? From 17, one can enter the Academy, so next year Liliana will be a legal adult and a freshman at the Academy.


"Has it already come to that?"

Once I realized this fact, I was overcome with surprise.

When I was an Academy Inspector, during my second year of inspection, I went on a field trip to Chenes Duchy and met Liliana. At that time, she was a little girl trying to look grown-up with a determined expression, but now next year she'll really become an adult.

I felt how quickly time passes. Honestly, I thought Liliana would remain a little girl forever.

"Next year I'll really have to treat her like an adult. It was so cute seeing a child trying hard, it's a shame."
"Right!? That's why I always pinch Lili's cheeks! Once she's an adult, I won't be able to do that as much!"

I felt breathless at these truly pathetic words.

If Liliana experiences a late puberty, it will be entirely the Wise Duke's fault. If the mercy and hope that Enen bestowed upon the Salon ducal family crumbles, it will be a disaster that the Wise Duke brought upon himself.

But seeing how she's grown up smoothly without experiencing puberty so far, she'll probably get through this too. I imagine she's just enduring until she can enter the Academy dormitory.

"...Ah, which department is Liliana planning to enter?"
"The Academic Department! Like me~ She wants to become a splendid administrator! Isn't that admirable!?"
"I see. An excellent choice."

I nodded immediately as it was the most sensible and rational choice.

Honestly, it's unusual for a duke to be a top-tier swordsman or magician like Trixie, the first father-in-law, or the Victorious Duke. A duke is someone who can command several knightly orders and magician corps from where they sit. There's little need for them to hone their own sword and magic skills.

On the other hand, administrative skills to govern vast territories and numerous subjects are absolutely necessary. Especially for the lord of Chenes Duchy, where various interests are intertwined and different races reside.

"I don't have much contact with the Academic Department teachers, but fortunately I do know some of them. I'll put in a good word for Liliana."

So I gave the Wise Duke the answer he wanted to hear when he asked if I had acquaintances at the Academy.

The principal is at an age where retirement wouldn't be surprising, but I've maintained a decent relationship with him, and I've also built quite a rapport with the vice principal who is likely to be the next principal. Additionally, Gerhardt, one of the Academic Department teachers, is someone who would prioritize my requests.

...

'Does she need my introduction?'

A reasonable and rational question arose. Liliana isn't some rural noble from the frontier, but the future Duchess of Chenes, so do I really need to introduce her? Unless the teachers are insane, they'll take care of her anyway.

"Hehe! Thank you, nephew!"

But no matter how much of a duke or a lightweight drinker one is, a mother is still a mother. It's only natural to want your child to receive better education and more definite teaching.

So let's do as she wishes. Liliana isn't a stranger, and if necessary, I can also ask the Wise Duke for support when our children enter the Academy.

'Perhaps I should pay a visit soon.'

I organized my thoughts while watching the Wise Duke giggle.

My connection with the Academy is gradually fading with the graduation of Liese and the Confectionery Club. It's still relatively strong since only a few years have passed, but I don't know what will happen if a few more years pass in this state.

Yes. I should at least greet the Academy leadership while asking them to take good care of Liliana. Even after Liliana graduates, our children and the imperial family will enter in relay. Maintaining connections for that time isn't a futile effort.


"Nephew, nephew!"
"Yes, Aunt."
"Come visit us when you have time! Liliana will be happy to see her relatives!"
"I understand. I'll bring all my wives and children."

It was an unexpected invitation, but she didn't specify a particular time. It's essentially a "let's have a meal sometime" level proposal, so there's no need to refuse.

Besides, if a young cousin is about to enter the Academy, it's proper to meet in person and give some pocket money. Even without the Wise Duke's suggestion, I would have gone to show my face.

After deciding to contact my Academy connections, I immediately sent a message to Gerhardt.

Usually, such things should be done as soon as they're decided, not postponed. Since Gerhardt has returned to the imperial mainland with the start of the new Academy semester, he would probably agree if I asked him to spare some time.

It's enough reason to meet if I ask how he's been doing, thank him for spreading knowledge about the North, and suggest having a meal since the new year has begun.

'I don't even need to go outside.'

Crucially, if I invite Gerhardt, I won't have to go outside. I haven't abandoned my commitment to remain a mansion-bound ghost, so this is a very important matter.

"I am here to see the Acting Duke!"

Thus, Gerhardt, who received my invitation, rushed from the Academy to the capital.

"It's been a while, Gerhardt. Have you been well?"
"Thanks to the consideration of Your Grace and the Northern Great Lords, I've been able to spend happy days as a scholar! Also, the Eternal Blue Sky has shown me much interest and spoken to me, which is truly an honor!"

Gerhardt, who bowed at a 90-degree angle, greeted me with an even more resonant and rigid attitude than before.

I understand. In the short time we haven't seen each other, the person who was an Imperial Count has evolved into an Acting Duke. How burdensome it must be to receive the honorific "Mr." from such a person. Since he can't express displeasure at the Acting Duke's words, he's being more respectful.

"I'm glad you've been doing well. By the way, how is Jizz? Is he still carrying you around well?"
"Of course! Except when I have to leave for the Three Winter Countries briefly and can't borrow his back, he's been actively cooperative!"

I nodded at the satisfactory answer.

Well done, Jizz. You're still actively serving as a high-speed aircraft. Thanks to your dedication and effort, the Northern historical academia will become brighter.

"However, Your Grace. While it's an honor that you've sought me out, may I ask why you wanted to see me..."
"Ah, there's no grand reason. The new year has begun, and I've been hearing endless praise for Gerhardt's dedication to the North. So I invited you here to share a meal."

Only then did Gerhardt's expression soften somewhat.

By now, Gerhardt has had quite a few face-to-face conversations with me. He knows well enough that when I say "it's nothing special," it really is nothing special.

"However, with the new semester starting, you must be busy, and I feel awkward for inviting you at such a busy time."
"Please don't say that. No matter how busy I am, nothing is more important than seeing Your Grace."

I smiled slightly at Gerhardt's response.

That statement. Does it mean I could visit the Academy and request a meeting even during the opening season?

After meeting Gerhardt, the next step would be to see the principal, though I didn't take such a radical approach.

Unlike Gerhardt, who had relative freedom as a regular teacher, the principal had the responsibility of overseeing the entire Academy. Even if it were vacation season rather than the start of the school year, he would be busy handling various administrative matters. Barging in to meet such a person would be like friendly fire between civil servants.

Moreover, the principal was a double veteran—having retired from military service before choosing education as his second career and eventually becoming the Academy's principal. He was an elder with incomparable experience, so it would be discourteous for me to handle him unilaterally, even as the Duke's proxy.

Therefore, it would be proper to first contact the Academy to arrange a suitable time, then casually visit to greet the principal, vice principal, and key teachers from the Academic Department.

"Mr. Gerhardt, you should become the head teacher of the Academic Department soon. With your tremendous achievements, it's only a matter of time, but I'd like to see you in a good position before my children enroll."

After deciding on my future course of action, I focused on the conversation with Gerhardt standing before me.

If I coordinated our schedules, the Academy visit would probably happen in a few weeks. In the meantime, I needed to make a good impression so Gerhardt could spread rumors that "His Excellency the Duke's proxy was quite kind and gentle when we spoke."

"Head teacher? I appreciate your high regard, but that position is too much for me. Besides, it's not exactly a desirable position."

My efforts seemed to be working, as Gerhardt even gave a small smile while conversing with me.

"Oh? Not a desirable position, you say? Are you perhaps aiming for something higher?"
"Haha, not at all. It's just that my current position is perfect for wandering around as a scholar. The head teacher position—not to mention vice principal or principal—would be an excessive medal of honor for me, a golden shackle."
"I see. I hadn't thought of it that way."

I chuckled at Gerhardt's sincere response.

Indeed, Gerhardt was truly dedicated to scholarship. That's why he was given all sorts of conveniences to facilitate his research on the North.

'Golden shackle.'

The notion that a high position was nothing more than a shackle struck my heart.

I know. I understand that feeling all too well. Right now, dozens of golden shackles are wrapped around my neck, wrists, and ankles.

'I want to remove my shackles too.'

Please, I just want to be free of everything—even if it means living as an unemployed person on a brown bed. While I can't help being the Duke's proxy since I volunteered for it, I want to shed everything else.

The position of Minister of Audit that I'll reclaim after my parental leave ends, the title of Count of Teilgleichen that I inherited due to my father's early retirement, the brilliant honor of being a member of the Lisizariune Knights...

"Ah, Your Excellency. I prepared something when I heard you were looking for me."
"Something you prepared?"

While I was imagining breaking free from all worldly constraints, Gerhardt rummaged through his coat pocket.

"These are minerals discovered in the North just before the start of the school year."

He placed six thumb-sized stones on the desk.

'What are these?'

My eyes were naturally drawn to these uniquely shaped stones.

At first glance, they looked like ordinary gems with their bright color and glossy surface, but each stone was divided horizontally—sky blue on top and green on the bottom. It was as if they depicted the sky and grasslands of the North.

'Even gems have horizons.'

I stared at the stones for a while, having never seen anything like them before.

It was fascinating. Though they were just small stones, they gave off a cheerful feeling like viewing a vast horizon on the plains. Even the sky-blue part was so clear it resembled a pristine blue sky.

"At first, I collected a few because of their uniquely divided colors, but the more I researched them, the more extraordinary they proved to be."

I slightly raised my head at Gerhardt's words.

So there were other peculiarities beyond these unique colors. My interest grew even more.


"First, their durability was remarkable. They didn't get a single scratch no matter what impact they received. Even when I asked knights and mages I know personally to test them, they remained intact."
'Oh.'

I inwardly exclaimed at this impressive statement from the start.

Durability that withstands the efforts of knights and mages without even a scratch—that's certainly a rare and amazing property. Even diamonds, symbols of hardness, would split in half in the hands of superhumans like knights and mages.

"And they had absolutely zero mana capacity. Even ordinary pebbles or sand can absorb at least some mana when infused with it, but these minerals completely repelled all mana I tried to inject."

The fact that they had zero mana capacity in addition to overwhelming durability was shocking.

As Gerhardt said, any material can absorb mana. The difference lies in efficiency, but even roadside pebbles and sand can hold some mana.

But beyond inefficiency to absolute zero? A material that can't hold any mana at all?

'That's remarkable in its own way.'

There's a saying that while scoring 100 points on a test is difficult, scoring 0 is equally challenging. Similarly, while materials that hold mana well are precious, those that can't hold any mana at all are far from ordinary.

No, "precious" doesn't even begin to describe this. Even I, with limited knowledge of magic, know that materials with zero mana capacity don't exist.

'Perhaps it should be called mana resistance.'

I absentmindedly tapped the stones on the desk.

A material that doesn't absorb mana but repels it completely—wouldn't armor made from this repel all magic? It could even defend against sword energy containing mana.

No, that's not right. With such insane durability, processing it into armor would be the first challenge. So it's just a pretty and interesting stone for now.

"You've found something fascinating."
"Yes. However, the problem is that its high durability makes it difficult to work with at the moment. We need to be able to modify it at least slightly to properly research it. It's truly regrettable."

Gerhardt seemed to share my thoughts as he nodded with a bitter smile.

The tremendous durability is certainly a positive attribute. However, it's problematic when raw materials, not finished products, boast indestructible levels of durability. What's the point if you can't process the raw materials?

"Still, nothing in this world is absolute. Though this mineral seems impossible to work with now, I believe someday we'll be able to cut it and process it at a reasonable cost."

With those words, Gerhardt gently pushed the stones toward me.

"Though it's embarrassing to call it a pledge, I'd like to offer half of what I found to Your Excellency. Above all, since it's an unbreakable mineral, please consider it an unbreakable oath."
"An unbreakable oath, huh."

I couldn't help but smile at such grandiose words.

A verbal oath would have been sufficient. I've witnessed Gerhardt's passion firsthand for years. I know well that he's not someone who would casually break his word.

"Very well. In return, when processing becomes possible, please bring me processed items rather than raw stones like these."
"Of course, Your Excellency."

But when he makes such a spirited pledge and offers evidence, how could I decline? I'm also interested in these unusual items, so I accepted them without hesitation.

I'll think leisurely about what to do with them.

After finishing our meal and seeing Gerhardt off, I headed to the National Cemetery.

The six stones Gerhardt gave me as gifts—even I found them fascinating and pondered how to use them. At first, I thought about giving them as gifts to my wives since there were exactly six.

But while they look unique, they're still unprocessed raw stones. They're too rough to give to my wives. Despite their glossy surface, they're quite bumpy, and I worried my wives might hurt themselves handling them.

So just before storing them in a drawer, I changed my mind and headed to the National Cemetery.

'Six stones, perfect.'


There are exactly six of those guys up in heaven.

'And from the North, perfect.'

Moreover, these stones were discovered in the North. And they weren't accidentally found by imperial troops during military activities, but by a civilian imperial scholar researching the North.

What could be a more appropriate symbol of the Empire's pacification of the North and achievement of peace? If Gerhardt made an unbreakable oath to me based on these stones, I could use them to guarantee unbreakable honor before those guys.

A guarantee that their names, honor, and achievements would be as solid and eternal as these stones.

"I'm here."

I trudged over to their tombstones and placed one stone in front of each.

"First time seeing these? They were recently discovered in the North. They're ridiculously durable and can't absorb any mana at all."

After showing them to these guys, I plan to give them to Trixie. Upon reflection, it would benefit the continent more if Trixie researched such new materials rather than me.

"The fact that they were only discovered now suggests they were deep underground, yet an imperial scholar, not a nomad, found them. It means the North is peaceful enough for leisurely excavations."

With a small smile, I lightly stomped on one of the stones.

When I lifted my foot, the stone was embedded in the ground but remained without a scratch. A stone that wouldn't break even when I applied force.

"Plus, they're this sturdy. There's no immediate use for them, but someday they'll make history on the continent."

With those words, I turned slightly.

I didn't intend to speak at length. Those guys would probably find it annoying if I rambled on.

So just leisurely look at those stones. I'll come back for them tomorrow.

"See you tomorrow."

I'll bring some alcohol tomorrow, so look forward to it.

***

The Crown Princess's godfather left.

'Getting shorter and shorter.'

I slightly raised the corner of my mouth at the increasingly brief conversations.

In the past, he used to have lengthy conversations, perhaps due to lingering attachments to the deceased. Now he says only what needs to be said and withdraws. It means that while he misses them, he no longer has regrets or attachments.

A truly positive change. As the godfather who will assist the future Livnoman and master of Kfelopen, it's pleasing to see his mental health improving.

'What an interesting material.'

Eventually, I approached the tombstone and looked at the material embedded in the ground.

Even I, who lived a long time as the previous Dragon Lord, have never seen such a material. From what I heard, it was discovered in the North.

'Ah.'

When I reached out and touched the material absentmindedly, it cracked slightly.

'Oh no.'

I hastily infused mana to repair it.

I almost damaged a gift meant for the souls.

# After receiving the stone from Gerhardt and letting it rest for a day at the gravestone, I showed it to Trixie, the greatest intellectual I know and a star of the continent.

"They say it's a newly discovered ore from the North. Even when knights or mages exert their power, not a single scratch appears, and when mana is injected, it completely repels it."

"It repels mana?"

Naturally, Trixie focused on the latter rather than the former after hearing my explanation.

Incredible durability is one thing. The world is vast and ores are plentiful—if there are soft ores, then logically there must be hard ones too. This newly discovered ore is simply overwhelming in its hardness, but still follows the principles of the world.

However, repelling mana defies the natural order. Unless its mana receptivity is abysmal, a material that completely fails to absorb mana has never existed in continental history.

"...It's true. It's not absorbing anything at all."

After hearing my words and handling the stone, Trixie muttered in a dazed voice. She must have attempted to inject mana in that brief moment but failed.

'My goodness.'

I couldn't help but marvel at the sight.

Truthfully, I had some doubts about zero mana receptivity because it defied common sense. Gerhardt probably conducted various experiments to conclude it had zero mana receptivity, but the mages who conducted those experiments wouldn't have been at Trixie's level.

Yet even Trixie failed to inject mana. Even the greatest mage of our time, who would rank among the top five throughout history, concluded it had zero mana receptivity.

'Sorry for doubting you.'

I silently apologized to Gerhardt.

If Trixie couldn't do it, lesser mages wouldn't stand a chance. Essentially, it's safe to say that all mages in this world—all living beings—would find it impossible.

"This is my first time encountering something like this. Even beach sand and slum scrap metal absorb mana. While there may be differences in efficiency, a substance that cannot accept mana shouldn't exist in this world."

Trixie, who seemed even more shocked than I was, muttered with growing excitement in her voice.

An impossible material that completely shatters existing common sense and truth. Naturally, as a mage who pursues knowledge, she couldn't help but be excited about discovering such a fantastic substance.

"Kal. If it's alright with you, may I research this material?"
"Of course. I actually brought it hoping to ask you that favor."

Trixie beamed with delight.

Her expression resembled our triplets when they receive new toys, which made me smile back. I've often wondered who our triplets take after to be so beautiful—clearly, they're the spitting image of their mother.

Of course, anyone can see that the triplets resemble their mother, no matter when or where you look at them.

"I just got the Glory of Stefan design on track, so I have some free time. The timing couldn't be better."
"Oh no. Am I interrupting your rest?"
"Interrupting? Not at all. We've discovered a material like no other in the world. If this becomes known, mages on vacation would cancel their holidays, and foreign mages who temporarily returned home would try to come back."

I nodded, somewhat dazed by Trixie's confident assertion.

As a humble civil servant dreaming of coasting through work, I can't fully understand the mindset of intellectuals. In her place, I might have found a new material interesting but would have been annoyed at having new work.

Still, if Trixie, at the pinnacle of magic, says so, she must be right. Who would understand mages better than another mage?

"Of course, I'll only tell a trusted few, so don't worry. Knowledge should be shared and spread widely, but a little exclusivity is necessary, don't you think?"
"That's true. It was discovered by an Imperial citizen on Imperial land, after all."

I reflexively agreed with her sound reasoning.

Marvelous discoveries and groundbreaking inventions should be shared with all humanity. But these discoveries and inventions don't just fall from the sky. Isn't it natural for a nation that worked toward human progress to exclusively benefit for a while?

If you put in the effort but are forced to share the fruits, who would bother making an effort? Everyone would just wait for the fruit to fall, growing lazy.

"By the way, it'll be difficult to secure additional samples, so be careful. The person who scoured the North only found twelve of them."
"If its durability is excellent, we won't need additional samples. If it gets damaged, that means research progress has been made, which would be good in its own way."

"I see."

Hearing her explanation, I immediately understood.

A material with MAX durability and zero mana receptivity gets damaged? That would mean physical force or mana penetrated during research, which would actually be a good thing.

'I hope for good results.'

I offered a casual prayer to any god who might be listening as I watched the stone disappear into Trixie's pocket.

There's no loss even without research results, but Trixie is dedicating her precious time to this. As her husband, I naturally hope for at least some small success.

'That way, Trixie's presence will continue to shine.'

At the same time, I want to demonstrate that although Trixie stepped down from her ducal position, she remains active and legendary as the Tower Master.

Obviously, no one would look down on Trixie or consider her obsolete just because she stepped down from her ducal position. Still, human instinct tends to perceive someone as diminished after a retirement ceremony. That's truly heartbreaking.

"By the way, Kal."
"Yes?"
"They're asking you to return to the ducal residence from Serbet soon."
"Ah."

I couldn't help but give a bitter smile at those words.

My small and humble ambition to remain a house-bound hermit has crumbled before the massive wall of ducal succession procedures.

"...I'll rest just for today and go tomorrow."
"Hehe, alright. I'll let them know you'll be there tomorrow, so enjoy your rest today without worry."

With those words, Trixie gave me a gentle hug.

I hugged her back and sighed in return.

'I hope the handover finishes quickly.'

The triplets have already completed their planned stay in Serbet Duchy and returned to the mansion. The retainers and subjects have not only fulfilled their required period but also enjoyed a splendid parade, so they have no complaints.

In other words, when I go to Serbet tomorrow, I'll have to stay there alone until the handover is complete.

'Dreadful.'

Serbet... I want to switch to auto-hunting mode and coast through this...

There are people in my retinue who could run things automatically better than anyone. Why can't I use them when they're right in front of me?

***

In my life spanning over a hundred years, and throughout the continent's history stretching tens of thousands of years, a material like this has never been discovered.

A substance that repels all mana. A strange and amazing material that completely shatters existing common sense and order.

'I would believe it if someone called it a gem.'

And now that the shock has subsided, I see it's as beautiful as the sky and meadows.

Kal has given me a truly wonderful gift. Although the material was found by a teacher researching Northern history, Kal actively supported that teacher's research, so it's essentially the same as if Kal found it himself.

'If even minimal processing is possible, it could be made into jewelry.'

Anyway, I examined the material Kal handed over again—which I'll call "Jaran 1384" during the research period, named after its discovery location and year.

On my way to the magic tower, I tried injecting mana several times, but it repelled everything. I tried scratching it slightly with magic, but not even dust came off. It truly is a remarkable material.

That's why I felt both worried and excited. Worried about whether researching this material would yield results, yet simultaneously thrilled about venturing into the unknown. How long has it been since I approached research with the mindset of an explorer rather than an expert?


'It feels like when I first learned magic.'

The supreme joy of taking first steps into the unknown. I never thought I'd experience this feeling again.

So I must persevere. To repay Kal for this precious gift, I should discover at least something about this material. At minimum, find out if some processing or crafting is possible.

If I succeed in working with it, I'll make a brooch for Kal. And for all our family members too.

"Hmm?"

Just as I was about to make this resolution to clear the fog of mystery and see the clear sky, I sensed something odd about one of the Jaran 1384 samples.

Strange. Compared to the other five, there's no visible peculiarity. Like the others, it's sturdy and exhibits the property of repelling mana. There's no reason to feel any dissonance.

Yet my gaze kept returning to it. Though my reason couldn't explain why, my instinct kept screaming.

'Why.'

What can't be explained by reason has no meaning. However, sometimes in life, instinct proves right where reason fails.

This is one of those times. When my usually quiet instinct howls so fiercely, it surely means there's something unique about this sample.

'I should examine this one first.'

I had been wondering which of the six Jaran 1384 samples to start with, but now that dilemma has vanished.

If this one is asserting itself, demanding to be examined first, then that's exactly what I should do.

I invested a full day but couldn't identify anything unusual.

I expected it would be difficult, but it seems this will be an even tougher battle than anticipated, which made me smile involuntarily.

***

I want to go home.

Although as Acting Duke of Serbet, I could call Serbet my home too, I want to go to a different home.

'When will this end?'

I inwardly wept at the endless waves of work that seemed to be ending but never actually did.

My dear triplets. I think I understand how you felt when you cried missing your family. If not for social appearances, this father would have lain on the floor and wept too.

Still, I must persevere. Though the end seems both near and far now, not long ago I couldn't even dream of seeing the end. This means we're gradually moving toward completion.

'Huh?'

Just before reaching for the next document, the communication device I'd placed in the corner of my desk vibrated briefly.

'What is it?'

Tilting my head at the signal indicating a message had arrived.

Who could it be? Anyone who would contact me knows I'm busy and wouldn't send a message. If they really needed to tell me something, they'd make a video call rather than sending a one-way message.

A brief question arose, but I reached for the communication device anyway. I'd know what it was about once I read the message.

[Discovered traces of mana infiltration in one of the six ores.]

'What.'

The message was brief but intense.

Trixie, who had been commuting to the magic tower daily, had sent me this incredible news.

I checked the text immediately when Trixie arrived at Serbet Duchy.

She sent a message first even though she was planning to come anyway. That must mean she was frantic and in a hurry.

'I'm surprised, so Trixie must be even more shocked.'

This stone had repelled even Trixie's mana, boasting a 0% mana absorption rate. While researching this material that had never been discovered in continental history with zero absorption rate, after just a few days, the result came back saying 'Actually, mana has flowed into this before.'

If these were research results from other mages rather than Trixie, I would have assumed they mistook an extremely low absorption rate material for one with zero absorption, or that they misidentified traces of mana flow. But since these were Trixie's research results, I couldn't possibly deny them.

"I couldn't find any traces in the other five stones, but only this one shows evidence of mana absorption. And it was only for a very brief moment."

Apparently, traces were found in only one out of the six stones. Why would it be just one out of six? What could that possibly mean?

"What's even more peculiar is the direction of the traces."
"Direction?"
"Yes. Normally, when a material absorbs mana, it spreads throughout the entire object. But in this material, traces were only found in a narrow, long area, as if someone had drawn a line."

After saying this, Trixie infused mana into her finger and made gestures in the air.

A mana-formed image appeared in the empty space. A simple yet bizarre image, like a crack in the stone.

"It looks more like a fracture than mana absorption."
"That's an accurate description. To me as well, it looked like a fracture, or traces of something broken that had been put back together."

Our gazes simultaneously turned toward the stone.

This was one surprise after another. Beyond mana absorption, it was presumed to have been broken at some point. That's incredible considering how solid it is—it remained intact even when I applied force.

'Why only that one?'

After the initial shock, waves of irrepressible questions flooded my mind.

Gerhardt had discovered these stones in the same region. It wasn't like some were found in the north and others in the south.

Yet only one out of six, perhaps even out of twelve, had been broken and absorbed mana. Even I, called the continent's greatest swordsman, couldn't break it, and Trixie, the continent's greatest mage, couldn't infuse it with mana.

What could it be? What on earth happened? Who did such a thing, and why only to that one stone?

'Was it even done by a human in the first place?'

Could this perhaps be a result of natural causes rather than human intervention?

Maybe that stone alone was weathered by the passage of time, developed a crack, and by chance, mana flowed into and sealed the crack.

It's reasoning that relies too heavily on coincidence, but these objects had been buried in the ground for thousands or tens of thousands of years. Isn't that perfect for being subject to nature's whims?

"I find it hard to believe a person did this. It's as if nature itself passed over it..."

Trixie seemed to share my thoughts, voicing the 'natural change theory.'

This bizarre situation is easier to accept if we attribute it to nature's caprice. You know that saying—it's not people but heaven that accomplishes things. Something like that.

"If only we knew when this happened, it would help."

I muttered while gently handling the stone.

If we knew when the stone cracked and when mana flowed into it, we might discover how to process the stone. If we could find out what happened at the discovery site during that period, we might be able to recreate the method and process it.

Of course, it's difficult to know what happened in a specific area thousands or tens of thousands of years ago, but an event powerful enough to damage this indestructible material might have left hints in the form of legends or folklore in that region.

Or I could seek advice from the Eternal Blue Sky. If it happened in the North, the Eternal Blue Sky might know—

"Kal."
"Yes? What is it?"
"I can't be certain yet, but it seems like these traces are quite recent."

My hand froze on the stone at this unexpected revelation.

"...That's quite surprising. Are we talking decades or centuries ago?"


I forced a smile as I spoke.

Don't panic. In terms of human history or continental history, events from decades or centuries ago could still be considered recent. It's incomparable to what humans typically consider recent.

Besides, if it's recent, that's actually better. If it happened at most a few hundred years ago, it would be easier to uncover the truth.

"A few days ago."
"What?"
"As I just said, I'm not entirely certain. It's difficult to research a material that completely repels mana absorption."

Trixie hastily added, seeing my reaction.

It's a perfectly understandable explanation. Research typically requires at least some mana absorption, but how can you properly research a material that repels all mana? I'm more curious about how she even managed to detect traces of mana.

But this is Trixie, who has achieved results even in the harshest conditions. If she concluded it happened a few days ago, there must be a reason.

'A few days ago... around when I received the gift?'

I desperately racked my brain.

If it was days rather than weeks ago, it would have been when the stones passed from Gerhardt's possession to mine. So let me think carefully. What did I do from the moment I received those stones?

'Nothing special?'

No matter how much I thought about it, nothing unusual had happened. I just handled them out of curiosity, took them to the graves to show them, and then immediately sent them to Trixie...

...

'Was it then?'

A period that needed verification came to mind.

When I left those stones at their tombstones overnight. If something happened, it must have been then, when they were out of my sight.

But wait, could that stone have broken and absorbed mana in just one day? Is that even possible?

'But I can't think of any other time it could have happened.'

My head was throbbing. Logically speaking, a probability infinitesimally close to zero is the only probability.

Well, what can I do? I should at least check it out.

"I need to make a quick trip to the Capital. I'll just check something and be right back."
"That's fine. I'll explain to the vassals, so just make sure you return by the end of the day."

Despite my sudden announcement of departure, Trixie calmly nodded.

Though she said she wasn't certain, she must have been convinced it happened a few days ago. That's why she was pleased when I said I would check it myself.

'The power of souls?'

The thought suddenly crossed my mind.

Souls exist beyond human physical laws. Six souls would have examined the stones, so perhaps the stones were damaged in that process.

'Those troublemakers.'

I left them there just for them to look at leisurely, but they went and damaged them. As always, those commoner-born lack manners.

Now that they've become Livnoman Counts, they should maintain dignity and observe proper etiquette. It's truly lamentable.

Instead of heading to their tombstones, I went to find the national cemetery caretaker.

When I placed the stones in front of the tombstones and when I retrieved them, I had carefully examined the tombstones. However, I hadn't noticed anything unusual during that process.

I've already failed in my investigation. Would trying again yield better results? It's better to leave it to an expert.

Besides, the caretaker would know what happened during the day when the stones were left unattended. Perhaps there were other visitors, or lightning struck near the tombstones, or something like that.

"Unusual occurrences, you say?"
"Yes. From when I left until I returned. Even if it seems trivial, please tell me anything you know."


The caretaker remained silent.

I admit it's a rather unreasonable question. This isn't some neighborhood cemetery but the Imperial National Cemetery. It's so vast that first-time visitors can get lost, so how could anyone immediately know what happened in a specific area?

But I have no one else to ask, so I have no choice. I know it's unreasonable, but there's no other way.

"I'm not sure. I did check the area Your Excellency visited during my patrol, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary."
"I see."

After the silence, I took out the stone from my pocket in response to the caretaker's answer.

"Then was this stone in the same place the whole time? No one took it or anything like that?"
"As far as I saw, it remained in the same place. Who would dare touch Your Excellency's belongings?"

I nodded bitterly at those words.

Of course. It's the tombstone of the Acting Duke's comrades, and also the tombstone of the Livnoman Counts. Touching something placed before such a tombstone would be like asking to be exiled from the Empire.

"I deeply apologize for causing Your Excellency concern due to my negligence."
"Hmm?"

As I was sighing bitterly, the caretaker bowed and apologized.

"That such an incredibly hard material was damaged at the national cemetery of all places. A problem occurring in a place under my management is a disaster due to poor supervision. I don't know how to properly apologize to Your Excellency."
"Don't say such things. Managing the vast national cemetery can't be easy, and it was my mistake to leave it there without telling you..."

I stopped mid-sentence, feeling something was off.

"You."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

I continued cautiously.

"Did I ever explain about this stone to you? You mentioned it being incredibly hard, but that's a fact known only to a very few people."
"I sincerely apologize, but when Your Excellency was conversing with your comrades, I happened to be passing by and overheard your conversation."

The caretaker bowed even lower at my question.

It's a reasonable explanation. As a caretaker who roams throughout the cemetery, he might have accidentally heard what I said.

"But I checked several times to make sure no one was nearby?"

However, if he was really nearby, he would have been detected within my sensing range. If he was outside my range, he couldn't have heard my voice.

'What kind of person is this?'

I stared down at the caretaker's head.

I came seeking answers about the stone but ended up with even more questions.

***

It was a question from a servant dedicated to the present and future of Livnoman.

If he hadn't realized there was a problem with the material, I would have remained silent, but since he seemed to notice and asked, I apologized. It was indeed my mistake that caused the problem.

Instead, I apologized for a different reason to avoid revealing my identity, but in the process, I made a mistake.

'I spoke too carelessly.'

I reproached myself inwardly. During my time as a Lord, I never needed to lie to anyone, and after stepping down from that position, I was treated as his companion, which kept me even further from deception.

As a result, I made this mistake. The me from the past would never have made such a foolish error.

'The decades I spent with you have made me like this.'

I slightly, very slightly, resented him in heaven.

It's all his fault that I've become so careless.

I was lost in thought, creating an awkward silence between us.

Though I'm a premium slave who gets worked like a dog because of that blond from the Sun Palace, being treated like a dog means I'm a useful slave. And what doesn't kill me only makes me stronger. Thanks to that, I became the continent's greatest swordsman and rose to the ranks of its strongest fighters, despite it never being my destiny.

Of course, in a serious duel against another powerful fighter, victory would depend on our condition that day. But the strength I've built is no lie. Unless a magician of Trixie's caliber deliberately conceals their presence, no one can escape my detection.

'But someone did.'

Yet someone had. Not a national representative swordsman or magician, but an ordinary cemetery caretaker. Someone no one would have expected or paid attention to had evaded my detection.

It defies common sense. Someone skilled enough to evade my detection should rightfully hold a key position in the military or Special Affairs Ministry. Even if they weren't physically strong but specialized in detection evasion, such talent would be valuable in the Intelligence Department or espionage.

So why would such a versatile talent be merely managing the national cemetery? While the national cemetery isn't insignificant, it's hardly a place to station an elite talent.

'The Imperial Family wouldn't tolerate such inefficiency.'

The Imperial Family grinds even active civil servants to the bone and keeps a watchful eye on retired ones. Emperor Eimanka II himself worked himself to death from overexertion.

That's why no matter how much I think about it, I can't understand. This person who evaded my detection. The Emperor's decision to place such a person at the national cemetery.

'You waste talent like this but work me to death?'

I suddenly felt indignant. They seem to have enough resources to leave exceptional talent in irrelevant positions, yet they work me to the bone. What absolute bastards.

"You."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Please speak."
"What's your name?"
"It's Line. I have no family name."

My brow furrowed involuntarily.

Having no family name means he's a 100% pure commoner, not even a knight, let alone nobility. The Empire is a country that readily bestows knighthood or fifth-rank titles to commoners with ability, yet they gave no title to this talented individual?

'Come to think of it, why is he so young?'

Once I noticed one discrepancy, countless questions flooded in.

This caretaker isn't newly appointed but has been here for a long time. Even after the Great Punitive War ended, when those people were buried in the cemetery, this caretaker was managing it.

And his appearance then was similar to now. He looked the same about 10 years ago, which suggests his aging has been extremely suppressed.

'It's not unusual for aging to be suppressed if one can handle mana.'

My mother herself boasts a youthful appearance that doesn't match her age. This is characteristic of nobles across the continent, beyond just the Empire.

However, if someone can handle enough mana to suppress aging, they should at least have received a knighthood. Yet the caretaker is a commoner without a family name. What kind of situation is this?

'Is he some kind of final shield protecting the national cemetery?'

I had that thought, but the possibility is extremely low.

To protect the national cemetery, it would be more efficient to widely publicize that "a formidable warrior resides in this cemetery," rather than secretly hiding a monster. Security is most effective when it's visibly thorough to deter potential intruders.

'Did he hide his identity even from the Imperial Family?'

This too is absurd. Even I noticed the caretaker was extraordinary after just a few words, so for the Imperial Family and the Ministry of the Imperial Household who employ him to know nothing would be beyond negligent.

So the caretaker's identity must be known to the Imperial Family, but they intentionally treat him as an ordinary caretaker and station him at the cemetery. The Imperial Family and the caretaker must have reached some compromise to carry out this bizarre arrangement.

'But why?'

Frustratingly, as one question is answered, a new one emerges.

Why would the Imperial Family do such a thing? Isn't it wasteful not to actively utilize such talent and instead keep them at the national cemetery?

Also, if the caretaker is a monster hiding his abilities, then he's likely responsible for the scratch on the stone. This means the caretaker can evade my detection, damage materials that even I would struggle to scratch, and infuse mana into substances that even Trixie couldn't.


'Is that even possible?'

Of course, this is just a delusion. The existence of someone in the Capital who surpasses my strength and Trixie's mana control is a joke too absurd to even be called a conspiracy theory.

"Apply some force to this stone."

But why? Why am I giving such a strange instruction to the caretaker?

Besides, if I ask him to apply force, would he comply so easily? Having hidden his identity until now, he would likely pretend to apply force and—

'Oh.'

As the caretaker who received the stone lightly clenched his fist, something crumbled inside his hand.

'Oh...'

Then, opening his hand, he infused the stone with so much mana it was visible to the naked eye.

Thanks to this, the broken stone returned to its original state. If I hadn't witnessed it breaking myself, I would have thought it was intact from the beginning.

"...Unexpected. Have you decided to stop hiding?"
"Since Your Excellency already harbors suspicions, how could I hide? With one word from you, the Servet would move, the Audit Department would move, and it would only be a matter of time before my identity was revealed."

The caretaker's expression remained calm and indifferent as he spoke.

He showed no sign of being flustered at having his identity discovered. It was as if he was simply declaring that given the situation, this was the best course of action—that since I was already suspicious, we should avoid troubling each other unnecessarily.

And that demeanor was absolutely not that of a subordinate.

'The Emperor.'

The most noble and powerful person I've ever seen in my life. The ruler who held and shook the entire Empire in one hand.

It was like seeing the Emperor. I saw the Emperor's demeanor in an ordinary commoner.

'Blond hair and golden eyes.'

I stared at the caretaker's face for a moment.

If the caretaker had blond hair and purple eyes, I might have mistaken him for a hidden member of the Imperial bloodline. How fortunate that he has golden eyes, not purple.

Hypotheses like "he's of Imperial blood but the purple eyes didn't manifest" aren't worth discussing. Even the current Dragon Lord has purple eyes because he inherited the Great Emperor's blood. Although the previous Lord had blond hair and golden eyes, the current Lord only inherited his mother's blond hair as his scale color...

'Could it be?'

Instinct overwhelmed reason and howled fiercely.

The blond hair and golden eyes that the previous Lord supposedly had when living as a human. Skills surpassing mine and Trixie's. An elite talent the Imperial Family gave up on utilizing. A being overflowing with intimidation like the Emperor.

"It's hard to believe a human did this. It's as if nature itself swept through..."
"He was nature itself, like the order of the world."

Trixie comparing the marks on the stone to nature. Atelius describing the previous Lord as nature itself.

'Line.'

Finally, the name Line.

"Lisi, Zariune."

Isn't that just taking the first and last letters from the previous Lord's name?

Just like how I created nicknames like Mar, Trixie, Lize, Rin, Eri, and Pine... isn't it a nickname for Lisizariune...?

"Hmm."

At my murmur, the caretaker's expression grew even more serene.


"I gave many clues, but they weren't enough to draw such a conclusion. Do you judge not only by reason but also by intuition?"

Then he began to speak words that were anything but serene.

No way, please, it can't be. It can't be what I'm thinking.

"In any case, it would be wrong to push away someone who has reached the truth."

Despite my intense anxiety and desperate hopes, the caretaker lightly clapped his hands.

A thin, faint barrier spread around us, as if to ensure our conversation would never leak outside.

"Yes. As you said, I am Lisiza—the companion of the great Emperor and friend of the first Empress."

Before he could finish, I hurriedly stuck my fingers in my ears.

Then I released mana to burn my eardrums.

"I've been deaf since long ago and can't hear anything!"

In fact, I might have been deaf since birth. Let's say I've lived a pitiful life never hearing anything.

"And I'm blind too!"

To be certain, I reached for my eyes as well.

I saw nothing and heard nothing.

If I could, I would have touched my brain to erase my memories too.

***

I almost expressed admiration for his unhesitating attempt at self-harm.

Even the Apels special forces I once captured as prisoners weren't this prompt. They hesitated before choosing suicide, but his instinct moved before caution, burning his eardrums.

'He even tried to destroy his eyes.'

If I hadn't stopped him, he surely would have. Perhaps he might have even burned his throat to prevent revealing secrets.

"Don't do anything unnecessary. With magic and holy arts, you can heal immediately, can't you?"
"I apologize."

Anyway, I soothed the Crown Princess's godfather who had been acting rashly and healed his eardrums.

In ancient times when magic was undeveloped, such self-harm might have been effective, but nowadays even humans can quickly heal such injuries. Wouldn't it be more troublesome to explain why you sustained such injuries?

"I volunteered as caretaker to guard his grave. No one knows my identity except the successive Emperors."

After completing the treatment, I explained the situation to the confused godfather.

Why the previous Dragon Lord is here, and who knows my identity. Just this much explanation should satisfy the godfather.

"Congratulations. You are the only human to reach the truth besides my child and the Emperors."
"I beg your pardon, but if you could erase my memory..."
"Tampering with memories goes against the natural order, and even I shouldn't do it carelessly."

I returned the substance that the godfather had given me as he bowed his head deeply.

"Take this to the Lord or Atelius. Those two can properly process this material, and if not them, no one else can touch it."
"Ah, yes... thank you for your advice."

Though his voice didn't sound grateful at all, I let it be.

After all, knowledge one cannot handle is heavier than anything else.

While I was cleaning up scales that were starting to fall off my body, I sensed a familiar presence and turned my head.

'The black child?'

Though familiar, it was quite an unexpected presence.

The black child, Kal. Clearly, the child who had visited not long ago had returned. This time, there was no particular reason for him to come, and I hadn't even summoned him.

However, it would be discourteous to turn away a guest who had come all the way to this remote place. Besides, the black child is a loyal servant who excellently assists Gilbert, and in the future, he will be a shield protecting Charlotte.

'Hmm.'

Meanwhile, I could faintly sense my mother's energy within the black child's approaching presence.

I see. In this short time, mother has made contact with that black child. It seems there was even physical contact this time.

'So mother is also keeping an eye on that child.'

Watching him secretly without his knowledge, even making physical contact without arousing any suspicion. How closely must mother be observing that child to put in such effort?

Of course, I can understand completely. Corvus raised up the country my father established when it was about to collapse, and his son Gilbert is continuing that work. If his granddaughter Charlotte successfully ascends to the throne in the future, that would mean three generations rebuilding the empire.

Though I am not human, I know that when three generations work together to build a tower, it stands firm for hundreds or thousands of years. The black child is a loyal and capable servant who will serve three generations, so mother, who loves the Livnoman family and the empire as I do, cannot help but keep an eye on him.

If that child continues on his current path, the empire will enjoy glory, but if he falls into corruption, it will falter.

"I pay my respects to the Lord."

As I was looking in the direction from which the black child was approaching, he had already walked up to me and bowed his head.

"Welcome. I didn't expect we would meet again so soon."
"I apologize for troubling the Lord with my humble presence."
"There's no need for such self-reproach. Raise your head. It's merely unexpected, but a guest's visit is always a pleasure."

I extended my hand to him with a small smile.

After a moment's hesitation, the black child carefully stepped onto my hand. It seems he's grown accustomed to climbing onto my hand now, which is satisfying.

"So, Kal. What brings you to me? If you need my modest knowledge, I can share it freely, and if you need scales, I was just in the middle of cleaning them off."
"I have already received so much from the Lord; how could I dare covet more of the Lord's possessions?"

The black child hastily waved his hands at my words.

That's a shame. It's the nature of adults to want to provide something for admirable children. Just like how I used to give pocket money or snacks to Robert and Herbert in the past.

"However, if I may, there is one favor I would like to ask."
"Oh?"

I lowered my head toward the black child, pleased by his words.

Giving something is nice, but granting a favor is even more delightful. Didn't my nephews prefer riding on my back as I flew rather than receiving toys?

Unfortunately, I couldn't let them ride often because someone complained it would spoil the children.

"Speak freely. I'm just a lizard passing time with nothing to do, so I can certainly grant a guest's request."
"Well, you see..."

The black child reached into his coat and pulled out a small stone.

A stone from which I could strongly sense my mother's energy.

'What is that?'

I was momentarily taken aback by this unexpected guest producing an unexpected object.

I had sensed my mother's energy from the black child's body, but from that stone emanates an even stronger energy. It's strong enough that I would believe my mother created that stone herself.


"Could you possibly process this material for me?"
"Process it?"
"Yes. With my humble abilities, I couldn't even scratch this material, and even the greatest magician I know couldn't infuse it with mana."

The black child said this and then fell silent.

"However, the previous Lord said that you and Elder Atelius would be able to process this material," he continued with a noticeably darkened expression and voice.

'Well, well.'

I couldn't help but chuckle at his reaction.

"The previous Lord said"... Judging by that reaction, it seems he didn't just hear about it but actually met her in person.

'You revealed your identity to this child.'

Mother, why did you place such a heavy truth on this small child's shoulders? This is a truth that would do him no good to know.

This is a truth known only to those who have succeeded my father's position as Livnoman. Throughout imperial history, only emperors have known this information. Not even crown princes, crown princesses, or imperial grandchildren could know this unless they ascended to the throne. Yet you told a mere nobleman?

'I'm sure you had your reasons.'

However, my bewilderment and concern quickly subsided.

This was mother's decision, not just anyone's. A decision made by someone wiser and braver than anyone else must surely have good reason behind it.

Besides, thinking positively, it means she trusts the black child that much. He is the current emperor's loyal servant and the future emperor's godfather, so she trusts he won't leak this heavy truth anywhere.

"Let me see."

Therefore, I also trusted and accommodated the black child.

I decided not to mention mother and just examine the stone as he wished. Mentioning mother would only make the black child feel more burdened.

'Hmm.'

As soon as I examined the stone, a small curiosity and interest arose.

It has a durability and mana capacity I've never seen before. I'm amazed at where he found such a material.

"As you say, it's a sturdy and strange object. Indeed, only a very few among dragons could handle such an item."

Me, who inherited the Lord's blood and position, and Atelius, the elder who stands at the pinnacle among dragons. Except for us two, no one else could handle it.

"Fortunately, I am one of those few, so if you wish, I can process it right away. What form would you like?"
"Could you... make it into a smooth sphere?"
"That's simple."

I shaped the rough stone into a round ball according to the black child's request.

Now that it's done, it's quite beautiful. Unique properties with a beautiful appearance. If only the processing were simple, it would have reigned as an excellent jewel.

"If mother mentioned me, then this is essentially a task she directed me to do. If you need such processing again in the future, don't hesitate to come to me."
"...I appreciate your consideration."

I smiled gently as I watched the black child bow his head again.

It is consideration, but it's consideration for him while also being something for myself.

When I said I'm a lizard with nothing to do, I wasn't just saying that. I truly have nothing to do and no one to talk to, so I've been spending time in boredom. How delightful would it be if a child who knows mother and has received her advice were to visit me?

If he becomes my conversation partner for a while, it's consideration well worth giving.

***

I returned to Servet with the stone that had been transformed into a bead.


It was quite pretty even in its raw state, but after processing, it truly felt like looking at a gemstone. Should I have brought all six pieces for processing?

But what I need isn't a pretty jewel but a new material for Trixie to research. A new material that has undergone someone's processing is merely a jewel from that moment on, and can hardly be considered a research material.

"My goodness."

Still, turning one into a bead seems to have been a good choice. Even Trixie, the actual researcher, keeps expressing admiration while handling the bead.

"What on earth happened? How did you make this..."
'Ah.'

I closed my lips tightly at this perfectly reasonable and rational question.

What should I say? That I went to the national cemetery, reached a truth I shouldn't know, and in return learned how to process this stone?

But if I say that, I'd have to explain that forbidden truth too. Trixie's thirst for knowledge and curiosity are never light matters.

"I tried looking around everywhere, but no matter how much I examined it, I couldn't figure out why mana suddenly flowed into it. So I sought advice from the wisest person I know."
"The wisest person?"
"The Dragon Lord."
"That's not a person."

After quick deliberation, I mentioned only the Lord, omitting any talk of the previous Lord.

Yes, this is just right. Revealing more would be dangerous, and concealing more would be impossible. Give the flesh but protect the bone.

"So, the Dragon Lord. That means it's a material that requires someone of that caliber to handle it."

Fortunately, Trixie seemed to accept what I had shared and nodded calmly.

Also, perhaps because it was the Dragon Lord who processed it, she didn't express any jealousy or competitiveness. Her reaction suggested that it was natural for the Dragon Lord to be in a different league from herself.

"Kal."
"Yes?"
"Thank you. Going to the Lord to ask questions for my sake. You get nervous even meeting His Majesty, yet you went to see someone even greater than him in person."

I smiled at her sincere expression of gratitude.

It's true that the Lord is an intimidating presence, but this was about my wife's research. What's a little discomfort compared to that?

Besides, while the yellow dragon of the Sun Palace is a vicious creature who throws mandatory quests at you when your eyes meet, the Dragon Lord is not someone who would force quests on me.

The Atelius incident was an exception. That was truly an emergency situation.

"But it seems the Lord trusts you a lot too, Kal. To immediately process it like this just because you asked."
"He's someone who loves the imperial family and the empire. I think he appreciated the dedication I've shown so far."

I refrained from saying, "As his mother ordered it, he probably had no choice as a dutiful child."

"Um, Trixie."
"What is it?"
"You said magic that tampers with others' memories is dangerous, right?"

I blurted out words that could easily arouse suspicion.

But I couldn't help it. Just mentioning the letter 'D' for dragon makes me recall the truth I should never have reached. How can I suppress this?

"...Did something happen while you were with the Lord—"
"Nothing happened."

My mouth moved before my brain could give instructions.

"Nothing happened at all."

At this moment, instinct was more powerful than reason.

# Truth That Should Not Be Reached

A truth that should never be reached. The processed divine material obtained as its price.

Each was an impactful event, but Trixie, being considerate of her husband, didn't ask any questions. Though anyone could see something had clearly happened, she simply nodded when her husband claimed nothing had occurred.

I'm truly grateful for that. If Trixie had pressed further, I would have had to resort to ridiculous excuses and silence. Persisting so shamefully would only increase the likelihood of eventually spilling the truth.

"I can't share this burden."

They say shared pain is halved, but in my experience, that's nonsense. When shared, pain doubles rather than halves.

The fortunate thing is that unless I confess, Trixie has virtually zero chance of arriving at the term "former Lord." Even I wouldn't have imagined the national cemetery caretaker was the former Lord if not for Lord's words: "The former Lord is watching you."

So while Trixie might deduce something unusual happened between Lord and me, or that I discovered something at the national cemetery, she wouldn't dare guess I encountered the former Lord.

"It would be stranger if she did guess."

Honestly, without the various clues I started with, it's an impossible deduction. If someone reached the truth without any clues, I'd be concerned about their mental state.

"Pioneering a new path in darkness is difficult, but if you can see the destination, you can advance even on the darkest road. Someday, even mortal power, not just dragons', will be able to process this material."

Anyway, having secured the processed divine material, Trixie poured all her questions and curiosity into the material rather than me.

Though it's currently impossible to handle this material, it's been directly infused with mana by the dragon. With Trixie's abilities, she can understand how the Dragon Lord's mana was injected and how it transformed the material.

Research becomes much easier when the result is clear and the process can be read. As Trixie said, someday mortals might be able to imitate the dragon's achievement.

"It might change everyday life or even determine the course of wars."

Knowing this, Trixie had fluttered her ears while handling the processed stone.

Seeing that helped settle my complicated feelings and fears. Though I've reached a truth I shouldn't have, if it genuinely makes my wife happy, perhaps it's a bearable pain.

...

"Shit..."

I cursed alone in my empty office.

Actually, that's a lie. While Trixie's joy is indeed my happiness, even that happiness couldn't overcome the former Lord's presence.

I want to erase my memory. If I could give up the processed divine material in exchange for erasing my memory, I'd choose the latter without hesitation. While Trixie could pioneer a path even without the result, I would forever carry this despair unless my memory was artificially erased.

"At least the Emperor hasn't said anything, so that's fortunate."

If I force myself to find comfort in this terrible abyss, it's that the Emperor remains quiet.

Since only Emperors know about the former Lord's existence, the Emperor must know the former Lord's identity. Just as newly enthroned Emperors go to greet the current Lord, learning the former Lord's identity must be a kind of tradition.

However, I learned the former Lord's identity through a different route from that tradition. The Emperor had no involvement in this disaster. Honestly, even from the former Lord's perspective, saying "Sorry, your subordinate discovered my identity" would be embarrassing.

So the man who treats my pain as his happiness remains quiet. At least I won't be teabagged by the Emperor regarding the former Lord.


"He couldn't possibly be pretending not to know, right?"

A sinister thought briefly crossed my mind.

That yellow bastard, could he be deliberately maintaining silence, not because he doesn't know, but to catch me off guard and deliver a powerful blow at a critical, fatal moment?

I desperately hope that's not the case. No matter how excellent the Emperor's intelligence network is, surely he couldn't obtain information about the former Lord. Gathering information inevitably requires assigning people, which would mean those assigned to the former Lord would also know his identity.

"He definitely doesn't know."

With that thought, I managed to suppress my wildly pounding heart and took a deep breath.

"Once more today."

Then I lightly struck my head with my hand. Just enough to make a dull sound, just enough to feel something connecting between hand and head.

If I consistently inflict this damage, won't my memory eventually be damaged too? They say a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, so perhaps forgetting also starts with small impacts.

Of course, since damaging other memories would be problematic, I'll limit it to once a day. Going beyond twice would be troublesome.

As I tried to shake off distracting thoughts, one positive function emerged.

"The handover should be completed within three days at the latest. Thank you for your hard work until now, Your Excellency."

"Oh."

My work processing speed increased dramatically, bringing the Serbet Duchy handover work to its conclusion.

Focusing solely on work in hopes it might help with forgetting has paid off. With slight exaggeration, by dedicating all my time to work except for sleeping and eating, tasks that seemed endless have entered their final stage.

Though the process was sad, the result is happy, so I should smile. Now is a time when smiling is permitted.

"Once the handover is complete, our vassals will take responsibility from there. Your Excellency should focus on greater causes for the Empire and continent, rather than concerning yourself with small matters like Serbet."

"Well now. I wonder when Serbet became something small."

I chuckled at Count Sicilla's words.

I understand what he means. Since these vassals successfully led and took responsibility for Serbet when Trixie was duchess, he's telling me not to get tied down to Serbet but to focus on my existing duties. Just as Trixie, the Magic-Ending Duke, served as Tower Master, I should serve the Empire as Minister of Audit.

Still, it's peculiar to treat one of the Empire's duchies as a small matter. If Count Sicilla hadn't been the administrative leader who effectively led Serbet, I might have considered it arrogant.

"Anyway, I should be the one thanking you for your hard work. Without me, matters that could have been handled more quickly and simply probably progressed sluggishly. From now on, you'll handle business yourselves, so such terrible things won't happen."

"Sluggish? Your Excellency firmly held the center, allowing things to conclude faster than we expected. In the past, many matters required discussion among vassals, but with Your Acting Excellency making clear decisions, that wasn't necessary."

"That's something the head steward—you—could do, not just me."

At my words, Count Sicilla smiled and shook his head.

"Though I've been appointed to the important position of head steward thanks to the excessive trust of both the former duchess and Your Acting Excellency, I'm ultimately just a dwarf borrowing a giant's dignity. How could such a person unilaterally lead other vassals? They too are trusted by Your Excellency."


"I see."

Finding his explanation acceptable, I nodded calmly.

The head steward is the second-in-command of a domain and handles administrative duties in the lord's absence, but while leading all vassals, he doesn't stand above them. Unless in a truly urgent situation, treating other vassals trusted by the lord as subordinates is problematic.

However, I wonder if clear hierarchical relationships might have been acceptable in Serbet, where the lord was absent for decades. Unlike other lords who were temporarily absent, Trixie essentially entrusted everything to the head steward, like me setting up auto-hunting.

Still, perhaps Serbet flowed smoothly despite the unprecedented absence of its lord because discussions among vassals proceeded according to principles and rationality. Sometimes following principles is the right answer when things are urgent.

"Then please continue as before. As much as Trixie and I trust you."

"Of course, Your Excellency."

Watching Count Sicilla bow, I casually stroked my chin.

If it's within three days at the latest, with soul-burning effort, all work could be finished as early as tomorrow. Then I wouldn't have any business with the vassals for a while.

"It seems a shame to just part ways."

These aren't strangers but my wife's vassals, vassals who assist me, vassals who will serve our daughters. Moreover, having seen them more than my family over these past few months, I've developed tremendous emotional closeness.

So before returning to the Capital, let's enjoy a banquet. Not just casually eating together, but a proper banquet inviting all the vassals' families.

"Head Steward."

"Yes, Your Excellency."

"The vassals and minor lords gathered to commemorate Trixie's departure, but we haven't yet gathered to celebrate my becoming Acting Duke, have we?"

Count Sicilla's eyes widened, then he smiled even more gently than before.

"Everyone would gladly gather if Your Excellency calls."

As if he had seen through my heart.

"That's good to hear. When I'm gone, everyone will work hard in their respective positions. So I'd like to exchange greetings."

"I'll prepare for five days from now."

"Hmm. Please do."

A heartwarming conversation showing beautiful friendship between lord (acting) and vassal. Such a satisfying conversation that it made me smile.

However, the banquet never happened five days later.

"H-Head Steward! I'll be back soon!"

"Yes, Your Excellency! Don't worry about this place, and go with peace of mind!"

One day after discussing the banquet with Count Sicilla.

Like a lie, news of Pine's labor pains arrived.

Luise gave birth a few months after Veronica was born, so it was about time for her child to arrive.

She had become pregnant during the summer when we visited Armein Kingdom to celebrate Lyutis's wedding. Calculating roughly, the due date would be from late spring to early summer this year.

Luise went into labor somewhat earlier than expected within that timeframe. It was as if our new youngest wanted to meet the family sooner, throwing a little tantrum.

'Better than not coming out when it's time.'

I anxiously tapped my foot while staring at the delivery room door.

It's generally better for a baby to arrive a bit early than to stay quiet past the due date. As long as it's not premature, it's easier on the mother, and everyone's happy to see the baby sooner.

Still, as a father, I worried that even this small time difference might impact the child. What if being born a few days or weeks early affected the baby's health or size?

'It'll be fine.'

I tried to suppress my anxiety and nervousness, quietly bouncing my leg.

Though childbirth never becomes a familiar event no matter how many times your wife goes through it, I'd at least learned how to handle it with less mental damage. I realized that displaying my anxiety only caused others to suffer alongside me.

So I trusted Luise and waited. Even Erich, the most fragile of my wives, had survived childbirth twice. Luise, being much stronger than Erich (though it would be rude to compare them), would certainly be fine. Especially with Beatrix's magic helping her through the delivery.

'Will this be my 5th son or 9th daughter?'

As I stared intently at the delivery room door, that thought suddenly crossed my mind.

I now had 4 sons and 8 daughters. According to my limited knowledge, boys were supposed to be born more frequently than girls in nature, so how did I end up with a 1:2 ratio?

Of course, I don't dislike having more daughters. I would have happily accepted 12 daughters or 12 sons. It just feels strange to be defying the natural order on my own.

'Will it be a son this time?'

I had a feeling it might be, though without any real basis. Except for Beatrix who gave birth to triplets, all my other wives had one son and one daughter each.

Margareta had Fedi and Julia. Luise had Friedrich and Florence. Lynn had Alina and Leon. Erich had Ferenc and Veronica. So I had this unfounded belief that Luise might have a son after Merry.

Or not. I wouldn't mind if she had two daughters instead.

"Master, are you alright?"
"I'm fine. With so many gods blessing me, how could anything bad happen to my wife and child?"

I smiled slightly at the butler's voice beside me.

I am, after all, a living saint. Though there was that incident where Florence was born with some health issues, she quickly recovered thanks to the swift intervention of a former god. That's how powerful and beautiful divine protection and favor can be for humans—enough to perfectly safeguard family happiness.

"I should be asking if you're alright, butler."

At my words, the butler carefully clenched his wildly trembling hand into a fist.

Sadly, the trembling didn't stop even with his fist clenched.

'He's very nervous.'

I patted his shoulder silently to comfort him.

The butler had fulfilled his duties as the estate manager and servant during all my other wives' deliveries. He gave perfect instructions to ensure the wives weren't uncomfortable and the servants' movements didn't get tangled.

But this time, I wanted him by my side not as Willess the butler, but as Willess the person. For Luise, the estate servants and former Charcoal Division members were like family. The butler was almost like a father to Luise, who had lost her parents.

'Last time, the Minister played the father role.'

When Merry was born, the Minister of Finance stood by, acting as a temporary father. The Minister also holds Luise in special regard.


But remembering how the butler had been restless despite his busy movements when Merry was born, I chose to have him beside me this time instead of the Minister. If someone always dedicated to his work was this agitated, it meant he was worried sick about Luise.

I didn't want to assign work to someone in that state. Fortunately, our estate runs smoothly even without the butler.

"Butler."
"Yes, Master."
"When our youngest is safely born, hold the baby before I do."

The butler's trembling suddenly stopped.

"N-no, Master! How could I possibly deserve such an honor!"

He shook his head and hands vigorously, showing an even more intense reaction than his previous trembling.

I had expected this response. Given the butler's personality, I knew he would decline rather than readily accept.

"I'm not just saying this casually, so don't refuse. You and Luise aren't strangers. She may not express it often because she's not good at showing her feelings, but she relies on you greatly."

I said this for Luise's sake.

My other wives had family members visit and stay with them during childbirth. Even Beatrix, who lost her parents, still had her maternal grandmother.

But Luise had no one. She was directly hit by the devastation of the Great Punitive War, leaving her with nothing. She only had people in similar situations who lived together like family.

Perhaps because of this, Luise would cast envious glances whenever in-laws visited the estate. No matter how family-like people are, they're not real family. There's an inevitable difference between family-like people and actual family.

'I can't fundamentally solve that problem.'

Sadly, unless we can resurrect the dead, Luise's sense of loss can never be fully resolved. Even with a new family of me, my wives, and our children, her departed parents won't return.

So making the butler, whom Luise considers "like family," closer and more intimate is perhaps the only thing I can do. Helping that process, even a little bit, is the only action available to me.

Making the butler someone who celebrates the birth rather than just a servant assisting with it is part of that effort. This should bring Luise and the butler emotionally closer.

"You can hold the baby as if it's your grandchild. Or if that's too much, a niece or nephew would work too."
"...Then, though I'm deeply honored, I shall dare to hold the young master."

The butler bowed his head deeply at my continued suggestion.

It seems my sincerity touched his heart.

***

My second experience with labor was fairly manageable.

Actually, it was even more bearable than with Merry. I'm not sure if it's because I've developed a tolerance as an experienced mother, or if Beatrix's magic has improved since then, or if our new youngest is already being filial.

'Should I pretend it hurts more?'

I felt embarrassed watching the medical staff bustling around.

While it's problematic if a mother appears to be in excessive pain, being unusually quiet is also concerning. They might think the mother has fainted with her eyes open.

So I made appropriate groaning sounds to signal that I was mentally alert. If only the delivery could end quickly like Lynn's, I wouldn't need to put on this awkward act.

'I shouldn't think like that.'

Of course, this child is being considerate by coming out carefully to avoid hurting me. It would be unconscionable to wish for a faster delivery from such a thoughtful baby.

"Our youngest—first—"
"...Though I'm honored—I shall—"

While waiting for our kind and gentle child, I strained to hear the faint conversation outside.


Thanks to my clear mind, the conversation beyond the door reached my ears completely. I was touched by the voices showing concern for me and making small considerations on my behalf.

The unexpected offer to let someone else hold the baby first was surprising. It's truly rare for someone who cherishes children above all to give up the first meeting with a child. If such a concession were to be made, it would typically be to grandparents.

For him to yield that moment to someone else means he considers that person as family.

'Someone equivalent to family...'

I smiled despite the battlefield-like atmosphere.

I fully understood the feelings behind that decision, and appreciated that he had set aside his personal desires for my sake.

"Madam! Are you alright?!"
"Ah, yes. I'm fine."

However, one of the doctors urgently addressed me, perhaps misinterpreting my smile.

I should have held back my smile despite my happiness and gratitude.

Finally, our new youngest entered the world.

Merry's only full sibling. The best gift that came with spring.

"Waaaaaah!"

I smiled again at the crying sound that seemed to boast of the baby's health. Now it was fine to smile freely.

But something felt strange. Before I could exhale with joy and relief, I opened my eyes wide with a strong sense of incongruity.

"M-madam! It's not over yet!"
"Keep everyone except those needed for the young master! Quickly!"
'Huh...?'

The gift wasn't just one.

***

I was too stunned to speak.

I won't deny that I'm happy. If someone asked me how I feel right now, I'd say I'm happy without hesitation.

Still, this is quite an unexpected situation.

"Waaaaaah!"
"Uwaaaaah!"
'Two?'

There were two babies in Luise's arms.

And with perfect balance—one son and one daughter. Not brothers or sisters, but a balanced birth of fraternal twins.

'Why?'

I blinked blankly, looking back and forth between the son in the butler's arms and the daughter in mine.

Beatrix had clearly said... the energy she sensed in Luise's womb was just one child... all the other medical staff said the same...

'Is this a dream?'

The miracle of receiving not one but two gifts after waiting for 10 months.

It feels like a very late Christmas present.

In this world, there's no X-ray, but one can accurately determine how many children are in the womb.

Each person has their own unique mana pattern. Even between the closest blood relatives, even with similar patterns, there are always subtle differences. Just like how everyone in this world has their own fingerprints.

That's why Trixie, the continent's greatest mage and mana expert, concluded that Phine was carrying only one child after examining the mana pattern in her womb. None of the other medical staff raised any objections for ten months, so everyone thought, "This time too, one child will be born."

In truth, it's remarkable and astonishing that Trixie gave birth to triplets, but for ordinary people, having one child at a time is normal. When the top expert and numerous specialists confirmed that a normal situation would occur, why would anyone doubt it?

'Why are there two?'

Yet surprisingly, that normal situation collapsed.

The top expert's testimony proved wrong, and the medical staff's consensus instantly became worthless.

"Waaaaaah!"
"Uuu... Waaaah!"

Perhaps this should be considered fortunate. Despite the unexpected situation that no one anticipated, both children were born safely. Thanks to the medical staff who dedicated their souls to make up for their misjudgment, the babies were born without any issues.

"What in the world?"

And amid the confusion and joy, happiness and bewilderment, Trixie's voice pierced my eardrums.

Trixie was probably the most shocked person here. After all, Trixie, who had walked the path of magic for over a hundred years, had made a very basic mistake.

Of course, I have no intention of complaining to Trixie. People make mistakes, and if what was thought to be one child turned out to be two, isn't that the best surprise gift of all? If something had gone wrong with one of them, it would have been a disaster, but fortunately, both are safe.

"This can't be. How could this happen..."
"Y-Your Excellency. Is it not just me who feels this way?"
"My goodness, what is going on here?"
'Huh?'

However, Trixie's bewilderment only deepened as time passed. Even the other mages who had joined the medical team gathered around Trixie and began muttering with serious expressions.

What is it? Why are you making me anxious? Are they sick like Florence? I don't really like those kinds of plot twists.

"Trixie."

When I cautiously called out to Trixie, all the mages, including Trixie, turned their attention to me.

No, I only called for Trixie. Why are all of you looking at me?

"...Right, I should first explain what's happening. Kal, you must be very confused too."

As I flinched momentarily under their burdensome gazes, Trixie sighed softly, approached me, and stroked the child in my arms.

Then she turned her attention to the child in the butler's arms.

"I told you there was only one child in Phine's womb, right?"
"Yes. You did."
"As you know, Kal, mages can identify fetuses thanks to their unique mana patterns. If we sense a mana pattern different from the mother's, it means she's pregnant, and we can estimate the number of children by the number of patterns."

I nodded immediately, as this was something I knew very well. While I'm a layman when it comes to magic, I'm an expert who has experienced my wives' pregnancies and childbirths multiple times.

"And the energy felt in Phine's womb was just one. So I, and everyone else, naturally thought only one child would be born."

Trixie closed her mouth slightly and looked at the children alternately with eyes mixed with various emotions.

A mother's affection, joy for newly born life, self-reproach as a mage whose judgment was wrong, and finally, astonishment at facing an unbelievable situation.

"I still sense only one energy."
"Huh?"


Those complex and diverse emotions infected me as well.

At the statement that even now, after the children were born, only one mana could be felt.

At the statement that even though they were no longer in their mother's invisible womb but in a place visible to everyone, they were "mana-wave-wise" not two but one.

"This is the first time I've seen such a case. Every living being must have their own unique mana pattern. But these children share one wave pattern between the two of them. Even now, separated from each other, it's as if one entity has been divided into two, not two independent entities existing."

At those words, I lowered my head to look at my daughter who was crying loudly.

The symptom that should be present in all living beings is absent in this child? The two of them are sharing something that each person should have one of?

'What is it?'

It's hard to understand. What kind of situation is this?

Not long ago, we discovered a new substance with zero mana capacity, and now new humans who share mana are born. Why are these things happening one after another?

"Um, excuse me."

As I was too confused to continue speaking, Phine, who had been silent, opened her mouth with a trembling voice.

"Does this mean there's something wrong with those children? Will it affect their health, or will they not grow properly during their growth period..."
"That's not the case."

Trixie answered Phine's question firmly.

"It's true that these children have a mana pattern we've never seen before. But otherwise, there's nothing unusual. Even the mana they share is at a high level compared to the average mana capacity."
'Ah.'

I let out a sigh of relief at her confident words.

It's true that the certainty about there being only one child in Phine's womb was wrong, but that's different from this. Fetal confirmation relies solely on mana energy, but children born into the world can be seen with the eyes and touched with the hands.

Besides, if the mana sharing situation caused health problems for the children, there would have been issues long ago. The fact that the children grew safely for ten months and were born safely is evidence of their health.

"I see... That's truly a relief..."

Phine also seemed relieved by Trixie's definitive answer, relaxing her body and smiling faintly.

"Butler."
"Ah, yes."

After looking at Phine, I moved with the butler.

It seems our youngest ones would be better off in Phine's arms. Having given birth to two children, she must be exhausted both physically and mentally, so we should at least make her heart warm and happy.

"...They're a bit light."

Eventually, Phine, who received my daughter from my arms and my son from the butler's arms, muttered bitterly.

It was a statement I couldn't deny. In fact, these youngest ones were somewhat smaller compared to other newborns.

Actually, one of the reasons we were certain there was only one child in Phine's womb was her moderately swollen belly. It was at a level where one couldn't possibly think two babies were in there. At most, it seemed like space for one robust baby.

But the result wasn't one robust baby but two. The fact that two occupied the space meant for one means that both are smaller than other children.

"They were just born. They have only days of vigorous growth ahead of them."

That's why I comforted Phine with an even brighter face.

Everyone has different starting points. If there are robust babies in the world, there can also be babies born small. Some children are small until their growth period and then grow tremendously during that time.


These youngest ones may be small now, but they will grow vigorously as time passes. We will give them abundant love and nutrition without reservation.

'Our Arthur, our Margaret.'

I looked fondly at my new youngest children, who were still crying loudly—my 5th son and 9th daughter.

That crying sound is definitely not the sound of weak and small cries. It's surely the dignified roar of great men who will grow up healthy.

"By the way, you."
"Yes, Your Excellency! Please speak!"
"Which one was born first?"
"The young master was born first!"

I pointed to the doctor who was sprawled on the floor to confirm the sibling order.

I see. Not an older sister and younger brother, but an older brother and younger sister.

'Mary will be pleased.'

How happy she must be to suddenly have two siblings born on the same day.

Today is the best day of Mary's life—

"Y-Your Excellency! I just remembered!"

I turned my head at the sudden exclamation.

It wasn't directed at me. One of the mages who had been whispering with a serious face had shouted to Trixie.

"Multiple lives sharing one mana wave! While there are no actual cases, there was something similar in legend!"
"What?"

Even though it wasn't directed at me but at Trixie, as a father, I naturally reacted to those words.

The fact that it's a legend rather than an actual case doesn't matter. Legends are created with considerable exaggeration and imagination, but their foundation is based on reality.

So there's content in legend about sharing one mana wave? It's quite specific, which means something similar might have happened in the distant ancient past.

"What legend is it? Where did you see it? How did it end?"
"W-Well, you see."

As I approached the mage with large strides, his eyeballs began to move frantically.

I understand. You must be flustered, feeling like you're suddenly in a pressure interview. But as much as I understand you, I hope you understand my feelings too. Parents naturally lose their brakes when it comes to their children.

In return, I plan to give you a generous reward once my mind settles. Even a small clue related to our youngest ones is worth any treasure as a reward.

"It was ten years ago. I went to the Yuven United Kingdom for a continental meeting, and to pass time, I looked at various books in the Magic Council library. There, I saw a legend related to the Elder."
"The Elder?"

For a moment, I thought he was referring to the chairman of the Magic Council, but I quickly realized who he meant.

The Elder. The progenitor of mages who is said to be the first in human history to sense mana and use magic. His real name has disappeared from records, and he is known only by the honorific "Elder," a figure straddling the boundary between legend and history.

Indeed, if it's a legend related to the Elder, it might contain this complex and unprecedented situation. Even Trixie's authority, reputation, and experience would be inferior compared to the Elder's.

"It was so long ago that I don't remember the details, but it said the Elder divided one mana between two loyal followers—"
"That's enough. Since it's in the council library, I can see the details myself."

With those words, I patted the mage's shoulder.

He is a benefactor who has brought excellent information.

In the distant past, when humanity had not yet felt the blessing of mana or touched the miracle of magic, there was a barbaric era.

It was the Elder who first discovered and felt mana, which had been as ubiquitous as air, and overturned existing laws through magic. Whether because too much time has passed or because the Elder wished not to leave a name behind, this figure is known only by the honorific "Elder" rather than by a proper name.

However, no matter how great and wondrous one's achievements, a person has only one body. The Elder could not handle the countless people seeking guidance alone, nor shoulder everything needed to raise humanity from poverty.

So the Elder bestowed mana upon two loyal companions. One mana was divided between two companions, and these two who came to share a single mana were named Yellowish and Blackish.

...

"What did you just say?"
"Yellowish and Blackish, sir."

I couldn't help but put my hand to my forehead at the magician's words.

Names from the past naturally sound old-fashioned compared to modern ones, but even accounting for that, these are definitely not names for people. How could people be named Yellowish and Blackish?

"Were these companions beasts rather than humans?"
"Yes. It's said that as soon as the Elder comprehended mana, they left the secular world and refined the system of magic in nature. The dogs that stayed by the Elder's side during that time were Yellowish and Blackish."
"So that's why you said the stories were similar."
"No matter how loyal they were to the Elder, they were still beasts. It wouldn't be appropriate to compare animals to Your Excellency's children."

I couldn't help but smile wryly at the magician's awkward smile.

That's true. If someone had brought me an animal-related case as comparable to my Arthur and Margaret, I would have felt conflicted too.

It's certainly helpful, but it feels like my children are being treated like animals. Yet I couldn't get angry since there were no human examples.

"Anyway, the two companions who received a single mana from the Elder displayed magic more powerful than any disciple."
"That makes sense if they were the closest beings to the Elder. Though other magicians must have been bitter about being outperformed by dogs."
"It wasn't simply because they were close. There were accounts that two beings sharing a single mana produced tremendous effects."

My heart began to race at those words.

Is he saying that sharing a single mana turned out to be an advantage rather than a disadvantage? Could Arthur and Margaret's strange mana sharing be a powerful blessing rather than just a bizarre happening?

"The companions who divided and shared a single mana could function effectively even when far apart. Whether or not their mana wavelengths matched, as long as they could hold and feel mana, they could accumulate it. Thanks to this, the two companions grew over time,"

The magician paused briefly and looked at Arthur and Margaret in Pine's arms.

With eyes filled with a mixture of envy, wonder, and admiration.

"When the two companions who had been far apart came together, when their divided mana united as one, they displayed power that no one could match."
"Ohh."

I couldn't help but exclaim at what he said next.

A beautiful phenomenon where sharing one mana between two didn't weaken them but rather created synergy. Isn't this exactly what should happen with twins born at the same moment?

"What a relief."

My eyes grew hot. Although I had been reassured by Trixie's confirmation, having this legendary case also proving Arthur and Margaret's well-being brought tears to my eyes.

Some might say legends differ from reality? When a legend is this specific, it means something similar actually happened. Moreover, the fact that the protagonists of the legend were beasts rather than humans adds credibility. If someone wanted to embellish a legend, they would make humans the protagonists, not animals.


Unexpected protagonists that defy understanding. Magical dogs that transcend human common sense. These are like seasonings that enhance the legend's credibility.

"That's all I remember. It's such an ancient legend that there isn't much content, and I only read it to pass time..."
"This is more than enough. Thank you."
"You flatter me, Your Excellency. If your children display abilities like those two companions, wouldn't it be a blessing for the magical world of the continent? It's my honor to witness up close the juniors who will write new history."

His statement naturally warmed my paternal heart, and I enthusiastically patted the magician's shoulder.

The anxiety that had been gnawing at my chest disappeared without a trace. The cries of my two children now sounded like a pledge to shake the continent. Pine also looked down at Arthur and Margaret with a more relaxed expression—a perfect ending.

"This seems too good to end with just my thanks."

Perhaps that's why my determination to reward the magician abundantly began to waver.

I'm not planning to eat and run after getting what I wanted. It's just that the best I can offer might not match the best this magician can receive. That's the problem.

Magicians are beings of a different caliber from ordinary people, to the extent that comparing them would be disrespectful. It's not just that they're superhumans who can handle magic; their way of thinking and the values they pursue differ from ordinary people, knights, and nobles alike.

How meaningful would a reward from an ordinary person's perspective be to such a being? They might express gratitude out of courtesy, but would they truly be grateful?

"Trixie. If someone provides valuable information, they deserve a proper reward, right?"
"Of course. I'm embarrassed to admit I'm not well-versed in legends, so if that young man hadn't told us, I wouldn't have known anything."

Trixie nodded gently with a soft smile at my words.

Let's pass the magician's matter to another magician. The best reward from a fellow magician would be more appreciated than the best reward from an ordinary person.

"Although Arthur and Margaret were born in Pine's arms, they are as good as my children. So you have provided valuable information for my children."

Trixie, who had approached the magician, continued in a warm voice.

"Therefore, whenever you wish, come to the magic tower. I will pass on the knowledge you desire."

Though her voice was warm and gentle, the content was as powerful as an explosion.

An invitation to the tower master's magic tower along with a promise to pass on knowledge. Isn't this a gift that would make any magician tremble with excitement?

I believe it certainly is. Since Trixie personally decided on the gift, it will surely be of sufficient value for the information provided.

"I-It's an honor, Your Excellency!"

Indeed, the magician bowed at a 90-degree angle at Trixie's words.

I can't tell whether this is a ceremonial expression of gratitude or a sincere one. How could anyone see through another's heart?

However, the other magicians in the room cast envious glances, so it seems this is indeed the best gift and reward from the magicians' perspective—

"You all can visit too if you have time. Knowledge transfer might be too much, but simple questions and answers should be fine."

?

"Your Excellency's kindness is truly moving!"
"Though your grace is more than we deserve, I dare to seek your esteemed opinion!"
"Thank you, Your Excellency! Thank you!"


Frenzy and cheers filled the delivery room.

It was fortunate the children were still crying; had they been asleep, they would have awakened instantly from the volume.

The news that Pine had given birth to not one but two children quickly reached the Emperor's ears.

The Emperor had also believed Pine was carrying only one child. Naturally, while preparing congratulatory letters and gifts for one child, he received news like "Actually, there are two, not one." How perplexed he must have been.

So while Arthur and Margaret, who had been crying loudly, fell asleep, and while the other children looked at their new youngest "siblings" with curious eyes, I slipped into another room to receive the Emperor's communication.

- Congratulations, Count. I'm truly glad to hear they were both born healthy. How sorrowful it would have been had something unfortunate occurred.
"I'm honored that you show such concern even for small matters in my household."
- Small matters? The godfather's children are like siblings to the Imperial Princess, Prince, and Princess.

I sat down in a chair, letting out a small laugh at those words.

Perhaps because I had tasted hell before ascending to heaven, surprisingly, I could now laugh even at the Emperor's words. Normally, I would have been displeased just to receive a call while busy caring for the children.

- By the way, the Empress also sends her congratulations. She said you should rest well, as you must have suffered mentally, even if briefly.
"Is that so? I'm truly grateful for her words."

My smile grew even wider at his continued words.

Indeed, the Empress is the conscience of Livnoman. She showed consideration for me when I fell into panic, even if only for a moment, and even advised me to comfort my heart. How wonderful it would be if a certain yellow dog somewhere could learn from this.

Of course, the Empress knows about our situation thanks to Eri, and Eri contacted the Empress after everything was resolved. So the Empress must have comforted me with a relaxed and generous heart. If the situation had been urgent, she would have been too preoccupied to know what to say.

- By the way, Count. I heard the magicians there received great fortune. What happened?
"One of the magicians provided valuable information. However, to prevent our benefactor from being envied if only one was rewarded, small gifts were given to the other magicians as well."
- Hmm, is that so? You made an excellent judgment despite the chaotic situation.

The Emperor nodded lightly and fell silent for a moment.

- Count.
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."
- It's rare for humans to give birth to multiple children at once. But if such a thing happens twice near me, could it not happen a third time, to me?

He continued with a deadly serious voice and an expression that seemed to consider all possibilities.

This guy. It seems that after I gave birth to triplets and now twins, he's worried about whether the imperial family might also experience a "buy one, get one free" event.

"Wouldn't that be a good thing?"
- W-well, yes. But if such a variable becomes a constant, I think I'll have quite a struggle ahead.

I silently agreed because he was right.

The crazy variable of expecting one child but suddenly having two born. This should be a once-in-history occurrence; if it happens multiple times, expectant parents would go mad.

"Please, just one."

So I prayed to the gods inwardly.

May the Empress give birth to just one child normally, and may there be no variable of multiple people sharing one mana.

Arthur and Margaret's birth was like a gift that arrived like cherry blossoms.

If the children had been born with congenital diseases or disabilities, my mental state would have been shattered, but if both mother and children are healthy, what problem could there be whether one, two, or three are born? It's just more happiness.

Of course, since the children's health, well-being, and future were at stake, I used every means at my disposal to examine them. Trixie's confirmation, verification of elder legend cases mentioned by the magician, cross-examinations with other medical staff, and more. I verified and verified endlessly until Arthur and Margaret cried from annoyance.

When the children cried, I felt sorry and heartbroken, but it couldn't be helped. My pain is momentary, but the children's well-being is eternal.

"How is it? Do they seem normal to you too?"
"I can see a future where I'll be pulling my hair out in just a year. I wish they were a little less normal."

And I secretly enlisted Jangsaeng to check for any possible signs of death energy.

This is the same Jangsaeng who drove away Florence's illness and gifted her with health. If even Jangsaeng guarantees the children's safety, what more is there to doubt?

The continent's greatest magician, cases from ancient times that were similar, verification from numerous medical staff, and the final diagnosis from a former evil god and current holy beast. If something goes wrong after all these processes, it must be a grand fate that human power cannot prevent.

'I lived as a saint.'

The thought suddenly occurred to me, making me chuckle. I'm currently under the protection of three gods and raising a former 11th-ranked evil god. At this level, any illness attached to Arthur and Margaret would probably retreat on its own thinking, 'This is too much.'

Moreover, the transcendent beings connected to me aren't limited to the three gods and former evil gods.

"These are children I haven't seen before."
"They're the new youngest ones born a few days ago. The boy is the older brother, Arthur Yus, and the girl is the younger sister, Margaret Yus."
"I see."

The final heavyweight responsible for my final_really-final_really-really-final diagnosis. I'm not sure if he's stronger than Enen, but he's at least equal to or greater than an evil god in their prime.

"These little ones. They sleep so well, probably because they're still young."

I also took Arthur and Margaret to see the one who is undoubtedly the greatest among dragons, excluding current and former Dragon Lords.

Fortunately, Atelius also has great interest in our children. That's why I've always tried to inform him as quickly as possible when new children are born, and when the children grow old enough to go outside, I show their faces to him. Through this process, Atelius has come to feel more welcoming than awkward when meeting the children.

However, this time I showed their faces earlier than usual. To receive Atelius's really-really-final diagnosis and ease all my worries.

"More importantly, these children. They have quite unique mana waves."

And simultaneously, to ask questions about the phenomenon of sharing mana itself, rather than the children's health.

I've confirmed that this mana sharing doesn't harm the children at all. Rather, if the legend is true, it acts as a benefit rather than a harm.

Still, if we take history rather than legend as the standard, this is practically the first case in human history. No matter how safe it is, it's right to know how such a thing happened. I can't take our children's constitution lightly.

"Even twins born from the same mother usually have subtle differences. But these children share the same wave pattern. Truly mysterious."

After seeing the youngest ones, Atelius muttered with interest.

It's a positive start. If Atelius showed interest rather than bewilderment, it means there's no harm to the children's health. I successfully received the really-really-final diagnosis right upon meeting.

"I look forward to these children's future. They can hold the same contents in not one but two vessels, and as time passes, the vessels will grow larger. Then they'll be able to handle enormous mana compared to others."

He then added words similar to the black and yellow legend the magician had told me.

That these children are strong independently, but even stronger when united. That they will rise to become considerable powers as time passes.

"Um, Elder."
"What is it?"
"Is it possible to know how these children were born with such a constitution? Nothing would make me happier than knowing they'll grow up healthy and strong, but I can't help but worry since they were born with a constitution different from others."

However, what I want isn't the well-wishes I've heard from others, but the wisdom that only Atelius can provide.

If it's Atelius, who is an overwhelming existence even among dragons, wouldn't he know something? How did those children become 1 + 1, how did they come to have a constitution that's the first in human history?


"Hmm."

At my words, Atelius lowered his head and looked intently at the children.

"Excuse me for a moment."

Then, with a slight flick of his finger, a gray energy flowed from Atelius's nail and circled around the children.

I almost stepped back reflexively but held myself. Atelius wouldn't do anything harmful to the children.

"...Kal."
"Yes, Elder. I'm listening."
"It's a truth you don't need to know. Hearing it won't change anything, and not knowing won't harm you. No, it might actually be better for your mental health not to hear it."

He laid down an ominous foreshadowing that made my hands holding the children tremble.

But if hearing it causes no problem, and not knowing causes no harm, then it's right to hear it. It's a father's duty to understand everything about his child, even trivial matters, and it would be shameful to turn away from the truth just to protect my mental health.

Besides, my mental health has always been poor. Thanks to a certain yellow one living in the Sun Palace.

"It's alright. If I wanted to pick and choose what to hear, why would I have come to greet you, Elder?"
"If that's your wish."

Then the gray energy circling around the children quietly disappeared.

"The girl is Margaret, correct?"
"Yes."
"Let me say this first to avoid misunderstanding. Both Arthur and Margaret will grow up healthy. Well, they might catch a cold if they wander around on cold days."
"That's truly—"
"However, Margaret was originally destined to die."

I couldn't say anything in response to this brutal statement that came out of nowhere.

I had expected something uncomfortable to hear given the ominous foreshadowing, but this far exceeded my expectations. What does "destined to die" mean, beyond mere weakness?

"Very faintly, I can see traces of different mana in Margaret's body. It's so faint that even I have to concentrate hard to see it, so it's fair to say it disappeared almost as soon as it settled in the mother's womb."
"If it disappeared as soon as it settled..."
"Yes. Mana is something that every living being possesses, no matter how small or humble. Losing such mana means something went wrong before birth."

Unconsciously, I looked down at Margaret.

The child who was sleeping peacefully as if she hadn't been crying "waaah" while being tormented by doctors. This lovable child almost went wrong before seeing the light?

"But Arthur saved Margaret. The mana from Arthur flowed to Margaret and filled the empty vessel. Very exquisitely and swiftly."

This time I looked at Arthur, who was also sleeping peacefully.

The loss of mana means the death of a living being. Then what should we call it when mana is filled immediately after losing it? Should we call it CPR?

"It's an amazing thing. A miracle that happened because Margaret was in a very small state, because Arthur and Margaret were very close blood relatives in the same womb, and because the mana Margaret originally had was similar to Arthur's. If even one thing had gone wrong, the miracle would have been distorted."

"It's as if the gods protected them."

I couldn't say anything to Atelius's additional comment.

It was an even more serious situation than Florence's. Unlike Florence who was at least born, Margaret almost ended before I could do anything.

'If something had happened to Margaret... what about Arthur?'

And if Margaret had met with tragedy, would Arthur, who was in the same womb, have been safe? Perhaps I would have tasted the pain of my heart being torn twice.

'The gods' protection, huh.'

Come to think of it, the frequency of hearing the three gods' voices seems to have decreased dramatically since Pine became pregnant.


Enen was originally a being difficult to converse with, but even the Eternal Blue Sky who would chat with me when bored, and Constantina whom I would greet when visiting the non-human protection zone. The conversation hasn't been completely cut off, but it's clearly reduced compared to usual.

'Is it really protection?'

Just as Jangsaeng saved Florence, did the gods help Margaret?

If the gods intervened too deeply in human affairs and received a chat restriction penalty, the sudden reduction in conversation would make sense.

'Eter—'

I was about to call the Eternal Blue Sky but quickly stopped myself.

Nothing is certain yet. If it's true, it's not something to express gratitude for so lightly. At the very least, I should go to the Eternal Blue Sky's temple and ask directly, and if my guess is correct, even a grand bow would not be enough.

'What offering should I make?'

It's a dilemma. If it's true that the Eternal Blue Sky, Constantina, and Enen used their power, what offering should I make?

Should I really become a priest of the Eternal Blue Sky faith? Being both a saint and a priest would be quite intense, but the more intense it is, the more likely the Eternal Blue Sky would be pleased.

"Uu..."
"Ueeee..."

While I was busy thinking about such concerns, the youngest ones who had been sleeping peacefully slowly opened their eyes.

"Uwaaaaang!"
"Ueeeeeeng!"

And then they burst into tears at the sight of the giant black-lizard before them.

Even if newborn children can't focus properly, a dragon's size is awe-inspiring. No matter where they look, they see something dark, so it's natural for the children to be startled.

"Oh, my."

Anyway, Atelius was flustered and didn't know what to do at Arthur and Margaret's wailing.

In fact, this is the normal and common reaction. Our children who looked at Atelius with sparkling eyes, the imperial family members, are the unusual ones.

"Um, Elder. I truly regret having to part like this, but I think we should be heading back now."
"No! With such an ending, it's obvious those children will fear me!"

I couldn't refute his urgent voice.

"I didn't want to use this."

As Atelius rolled his large eyes from side to side, he let out a small sigh, and,

'What.'

His body rapidly shrank and transformed into a human form.

A human form with wings and a tail.

'It's me.'

More precisely, it was my form with wings and a tail.

"Uu... ueeeng..."
"Uuu...?"

Thanks to the large, dark something transforming into a figure resembling their father, Arthur and Margaret's crying gradually subsided.

That's truly fortunate.

After Atelius's desperate efforts, Arthur and Margaret fell back asleep.

Having shrunk from a massive black lizard to the size of an ordinary person, the children no longer had reason to cry in fear. His appearance even resembled their father somewhat.

Though he still had strange accessories like wings and a tail, fortunately the children, whose vision wasn't fully developed yet, didn't react to them. Even if they had noticed, they probably would have responded positively rather than negatively.

While wings and tails on humans are impossible beings in the knowing eyes of adults, to children who know nothing yet, they're simply fascinating creatures.

"Finally calmed them down. At least I prevented them from forming bad memories of this cave."

After transforming into this "fascinating creature," Atelius let out a deep sigh.

As Atelius said, he had prevented Arthur and Margaret from developing trauma about the cave and himself. If their last memory had been crying profusely before parting, they would have instinctively avoided visiting again. That's why Atelius had transformed to stop their crying.

But perhaps because it was such a hasty transformation...

'It feels strange to hear a different voice coming from my face.'

I was perplexed and curious as to why, among all possible appearances, he had transformed into me.

This unexpected transformation briefly made me wonder, 'Could Atelius be my ancestor?' The thought that Atelius hadn't transformed into my appearance, but rather that I resembled him because I carried his bloodline.

Of course, that's impossible. Through various conversations with Atelius, I learned about his family history. Atelius had only married once and had only one child. That child left no descendants, so Atelius's bloodline no longer exists.

"Why are you staring like that?"
"Ah, well, it's just fascinating—like looking in a mirror."

I hurriedly spoke after blankly staring at dragon-mode Atelius.

No matter how fascinating, I had been staring too blatantly at an elder's face. This was such a breach of etiquette that I would deserve to be hit with a soju bottle right then and there.

"It's quite different from a mirror. Having taken human form after so long, it's terribly imperfect."

Fortunately, instead of expressing displeasure, Atelius chuckled and lightly moved his wings and tail.

Perhaps because he was in human form, his emotional changes seemed more apparent than when in his true form. Usually, even when he smiled, it was difficult to discern his expression.

"Come to think of it, you're the human I've seen most frequently lately, so I unconsciously borrowed your appearance. I apologize."
"Not at all. If anything, by taking my appearance, you helped calm these children quickly. I should be thanking you."

My solo fantasy about a secret birth origin vanished instantly.

Indeed, no dragon blood flowed in my veins. He had simply transformed into my appearance because I was set as the default model.

"By the way, those children. They won't wake up again, will they?"
"No. Once they fall asleep, they usually sleep soundly for at least an hour or two."
"That's a relief."

As soon as he finished speaking, Atelius returned to his original form.

"Moving in a human body feels as awkward now as it ever did. I'm amazed at how the previous Lord could spend entire days in human form."

My hands trembled at the sudden mention of the "previous Lord."

Previous Lord, human form, all day. Please don't use such horrific words in front of me. I've been too busy lately to perform my daily head-smacking ritual.

'And of all times, my hands are tied.'

How frustrating. If I could, I'd burn my eardrums for hearing such ominous words, or slam my head against the floor to induce temporary amnesia.

But in my arms are my precious, fragile youngest ones. While I don't mind hurting myself, harming our children is out of the question.

"...Well then, Elder. I should be heading back now."

So let's go home first. I'll place the children in their cozy cradles, then immediately bash my head to erase these memories.


"Yes, go safely. As I said earlier, those children are completely healthy, so don't worry unnecessarily."
"Of course. How could I be anxious when you've given me such assurance?"

Though it was a somewhat hasty departure, Atelius's kind words allowed us to part with smiles.

The cruel truth that Margaret had nearly died without anyone knowing. When I first heard it, it was more shocking than anything else, but now it doesn't bother me at all. That vile and terrible future has disappeared, and what I see before me are two healthy siblings.

In fact, I've faced more near-death experiences than Margaret. How many times did I almost die during the Great Punitive War? Yet I overcame those crises and survived, just as Margaret overcame her crisis and was born strong.

Probably thanks to the gods' protection and blessing. Thanks to the interest of the three gods who have marked me in various ways.

'Let's go to the North first.'

I decided after gazing at Arthur and Margaret sleeping like angels.

After returning to the mansion, I'll head straight to the North. If the three gods were involved in my children's safe birth, if the Eternal Blue Sky truly helped me, then it's right to visit the North first and express my gratitude.

Honestly, the Eternal Blue Sky has a somewhat... more intense personality compared to other gods. If he went to the trouble of helping the Honorary Priest's children, but I visited another god first? He'd likely wail pitifully with jealousy.

Enen and Constantina would understand my decision, knowing the Eternal Blue Sky's intense nature. They might even push me toward the North if I tried to visit them first.

'Or maybe not.'

If he complains about why I came late, I'll just say I'm visiting in the order I spoke with them.

Either way, the Eternal Blue Sky was the first of the three gods I contacted.

I headed to the North, bringing several furs from the mansion's storage.

Specifically, to the furthest northern region where Jiz's territory and the Eternal Blue Sky's temple exist.

- Huh? What brings you all the way here?

And Jiz, who seemed to have just returned from the Three Winter Countries carrying various items, welcomed me.

"I came to offer tribute to the Eternal Blue Sky."
- What?

Leaving the puzzled Jiz behind, I entered the temple.

Inside, the massive statue of the Eternal Blue Sky came into view. Strangely, it looked more majestic and noble than usual.

'How nice if it always looked like that.'

Such a wicked thought crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it.

I came to this temple to confirm my belief that the gods saved our Margaret. It wouldn't be right to have irreverent thoughts in such a sacred and solemn place. Even though I'm on friendly terms with the Eternal Blue Sky, I should maintain at least basic courtesy.

With that reverent mindset, I placed the furs before the statue. Since they came from my storage, they're of sufficient quality to serve as offerings.

'The Friend of the North greets the God of the North.'

I silently offered a prayer to the Eternal Blue Sky.

Though not a northern nomad, I prayed as the 'Friend of the North,' the faction leader of the Northern faction. A friend from outside greeting the god who made the North his domain.

- Oh, what? When did you arrive?
'Just now.'

The Eternal Blue Sky, who had been quiet, finally responded to my sincere prayer.

His voice sounded a bit hoarse, as if he had just woken up. Was he really restricted from chatting as payment for intervening in human affairs?

'I apologize for coming suddenly. But it seemed odd for a believer to need a god's permission to pray at a temple. So I just came.'
- Th-that's right! A believer's faith and prayers come from their autonomous will! You don't need my permission!


However, as soon as he heard the word "believer," the Eternal Blue Sky's voice became energized.

My official acknowledgment of being his believer. Made while offering tribute in his temple, his divine home, it carried more weight than a casual remark made in some barren field.

If the latter was like saying "Let's have a meal sometime," my current declaration was like grabbing someone's wrist and entering a restaurant.

- Besides, it's the Honorary Priest's job to pray! Feel free to do it as much as you want!
'Honorary Priest is a bit much.'
- R-really...? Then just as a believer?

I almost laughed at his suddenly diminished voice.

Why does he back away at crucial moments when he usually calls me Honorary Priest? Is it because he's regained enough faith to be comfortable now? In the past, he was truly on the brink of ruin without me.

'By the way, I've been wondering about something.'
- Huh? You want to ask me? What is it?

Suppressing my laughter as much as possible, I got to the point.

'I recently welcomed new youngest ones. Very cute and lovable children. One son and one daughter, so I couldn't ask for more.'
- Really? Congratulations! The more children, the better!
'But I've heard that my daughter almost went to heaven without seeing her father's face.'

At those words, the Eternal Blue Sky's voice abruptly stopped.

There was perfect silence, without even a response asking what I meant.

'Yet seeing that she was born safely, it seems the Lord of the Sky didn't permit it, the Lord of Vegetation wanted to see my daughter, and the Lord of the Sun brightly illuminated her future.'

The Eternal Blue Sky gave no particular response to this either.

Good. This is enough. Given the Eternal Blue Sky's personality, if he truly didn't know about it, he would have asked, and if he wasn't involved, he would have denied it.

'Then I'll be going now. I have more places to pay my respects.'
- Oh, okay! Yes! Go ahead!
'And let's make it just Priest now, not Honorary Priest. The Eternal Blue Sky faith is reviving, so we should start increasing the number of priests, shouldn't we? That would give Marquis Barandi a legitimate claim to the vacant High Priest position.'

I tossed out this final gift and turned away.

I just smiled as the Eternal Blue Sky repeatedly asked if I was serious.

***

As soon as the visitor left, my sister's voice echoed.

- Jiz! The Honorary Priest says he's becoming my priest now!
- Oh, really?
- Yes! I think it's because of what happened then!

What happened then. When my sister, who had been observing her believers' actions from her lofty position in the sky, broke her long-standing resolution and exceptionally intervened in human affairs.

When she removed the tragic fate of a tiny life and bestowed a brilliant future.

- If I'd known this would happen, I should have told him earlier. That his child was sick and I healed her.
- That's a bit...

My sister's voice noticeably softened at my words.

- It would seem like I'm holding the child's life hostage to show off. Honestly, I've received so much from him. Besides, I couldn't do anything when his previously born child was sick.
- True. And you weren't the only one who stepped in.
- That's also true.

I quietly sat down on the ground, listening to my sister's voice as she laughed awkwardly.

My sister, really. She never takes credit when she should, which is why her faith has been gradually declining.

I evolved from an honorary priest to a formal priest of the Eternal Blue Sky Faith.

However, whether to treat my priesthood position as hereditary like traditional priests or end it as a single-generation position is something I can consider at my leisure. Fortunately, I'm not in a situation where I need to urgently worry about succession.

Still, one of my children will inherit Wiridia. Since Wiridia is a bridge connecting the Imperial mainland to the North and a key region for controlling the North, I think it would be beneficial if religious authority also accompanied the lord of Wiridia.

'Priestess Alina, huh?'

The thought made me chuckle.

Among my children, the one closest to becoming the next Count of Wiridia is Alina, Lin's first child. If she inherited the Yorun Family bloodline, she would have talent, and unlike her brother and sister who have clear domains to inherit, Alina doesn't have a clear inheritance (planned).

Of course, my fourth father-in-law is a great lord ruling over an entire county, so he'll probably leave Lin a small domain or some real estate, but Alina would feel slighted if that's all she gets.

Pedi will inherit Teilgleichen County, Maria will inherit Servet Duchy, and Friedrich will inherit the large domain I farmed from Leon. How could Alina just receive a barony or local manor? I couldn't blame her if she rebelled during her teenage years.

"Your expression looks bright. Did something pleasant come to mind?"

As I was thinking about this, Constantina's voice echoed in my head, and I nodded slightly.

'I was just imagining my children's future.'
"Indeed. That is the most joyful and happy thing. I too smile when I think about the beautiful future of the fairies and elves."

Constantina continued with a voice mixed with laughter in response to my answer.

'It's happiness we can enjoy thanks to the blessing of noble and great beings. I thank you once again.'

And my repeated expressions of gratitude deepened her laughter.

After becoming a formal priest of the Eternal Blue Sky Faith, I immediately ran to the World Tree to offer prayers to Constantina. No matter how much I might be Constantina's benefactor, if she saved my daughter, isn't Constantina also my benefactor? So I had to hurry and pay my respects.

"The child of a benefactor is not a stranger. Even if an unrelated child is crying on the street, it pains the heart, so how could I turn away when a close child is suffering?"

Constantina seemed pleased with this immediate visit; though her words were humble, her voice was soft and cheerful beyond compare.

That's a relief. If I had been late with my prayers or passed on them, we might have had an awkward relationship.

"Besides, it's embarrassing to say this, but among the three of us, Enen used the most power. Even though the Eternal Blue Sky and I have recovered our faith, we're lacking compared to Enen."
'When viewed from the sky, even mountains appear small, but when looked up at from the ground, they seem towering. Isn't a god's insufficiency excessive for humans?'
"What embarrassing words. Still, I'm happy you say so."

Soul flattery built up while dealing with the yellow one from the Sun Temple. That ability, honed against that heartless being, worked sufficiently well on a benevolent deity.

In fact, it seemed to work even better because of the deity's benevolence. How nice it would be if the yellow one had even 1% of this good deity's mercy and character.

"Well, I've received enough prayers, so please go to Enen now. Though he's always been indifferent and won't mind if prayers are late, it's truly rare for Enen to directly intervene with humans."
'Ah, yes. Of course I should thank Enen too. But given my status, it's a bit difficult to just go to Enen's church...'
"Hehe, that's true."

My status. More precisely, my overwhelming status as a living saint made visiting the church somewhat difficult.

Even when a prominent noble visits, the church becomes busy preparing to welcome a distinguished guest. If a saint were to descend, how busy would the priests at that church be? Because of this, I've sent notice of my upcoming visit and am coordinating an appropriate time.

It's a bit troublesome, but unavoidable. It would be very strange to inconvenience Enen's priests just to express my gratitude to Enen.


"Ah, by the way."

Just as I was about to withdraw after receiving Constantina's permission to visit Enen, she casually continued.

"I heard you decided to become a priest of the Eternal Blue Sky. Have you considered also serving as a priest of my faith?"

She demonstrated an impressively rapid information exchange.

It's not like I visited Constantina a day apart; I came here immediately after finishing my prayers to the Eternal Blue Sky. If she received this news in that brief moment, should I consider the network between gods to be overwhelming, or should I consider Constantina remarkable?

'I appreciate your words, but I'm ignorant about Constantina's faith. Besides, unlike the Eternal Blue Sky Faith that once turned to ashes, isn't Constantina's faith firmly established with elves as its core?'

Anyway, I declined Constantina's offer once.

"Is that so? Then I'll consider you an honorary priest. You don't need to make efforts for the faith, so please be at ease."

I was casually ignored.

Actually, this is holding out longer than expected. It's surprising that she hasn't given me any position until now, considering I'm her benefactor. Perhaps she was restraining herself out of consideration for the Eternal Blue Sky.

There was a time when the Eternal Blue Sky went all-in on me, and even after recovering a fair amount of faith, he called me an honorary priest and clung to me. If someone gave me an equivalent position, wouldn't the Eternal Blue Sky weep?

So when I leveled up from honorary to formal, she made me an honorary priest. That would be within a range the Eternal Blue Sky could accept.

'...Though it's honorary, I'll strive to not disgrace the name of priest.'

A saint of Enen, a priest of the Eternal Blue Sky, and a benefactor and honorary priest of Constantina.

My religious authority is becoming not just splendid but bizarrely excessive.

Two days later. I visited St. Paronas Cathedral in the Ausen Archdiocese to offer prayers to Enen.

Unlike the previous two deities, I couldn't have a direct conversation with this one. He's a deity of few words, and as the god of the continent's mainstream religion, he must be busy receiving hundreds of millions of prayers in real time. This was exactly the expected result, so I wasn't disappointed.

'That's glowing again.'

The cross that shone when Mar and I held our wedding ceremony.

That cross displayed its presence by shining brilliantly this time too. As if to say that while conversation might be difficult, brief responses were possible.

'Isn't this even more intense?'

Honestly, this luminous cross is more impressive than having a conversation.

Conversation is a private action known only to me and the deity, but the luminous cross is a sight that everyone in the church can see. While the former might have higher practical authority, the latter is overwhelmingly better for simple display.

'I don't need this sort of thing.'

This made me smile wryly. My authority is already high; what's the point of raising it even further?

But I couldn't blame Enen. According to Constantina, Enen is "the deity who exerted the most effort in saving Margaret." Such a deity made the cross shine to respond to my expression of gratitude despite being busy, so I should be moved by his consideration.

'I thank the ever-warm sun.'


So after looking at the luminous cross, I closed my eyes and bowed my head again.

For saving our Margaret, for saving Arthur who might have been harmed along with her, for making Phine smile when she might have fainted if anything had happened to the children.

Come to think of it, there probably isn't anyone who receives divine grace as often as I do. In just the past few years, Jangsaeng saved Florence, and Enen saved Margaret.

'Ah.'

As I stood up and turned around, I noticed priests who had prostrated themselves toward the luminous cross, murmuring.

It seems I'll have to receive countless handshakes from priests before returning to the mansion.

***

Reports came in that the Count was traveling here and there.

It's strange. Right after his children were born, he rarely left their side, but this time he was traveling all over the Empire. He seemed determined to make a pilgrimage to every corner, north, south, east, and west.

And the last stop on his journey was St. Paronas Cathedral in the Capital. They say he received another response from Enen while praying there.

'It's not even surprising anymore.'

A divine response. In the past, it would have been a tremendous event that would have stirred the social circles and made the religious community rejoice. Of course, even today, social and religious circles would be abuzz.

But it didn't particularly move me. Since the Count married the youngest princess of the Valenti Family and was beatified as a blessed one while still alive, he has been associated with all sorts of religious authority. While a divine response isn't common, it's not exactly miraculous either.

'Hmm.'

Rather, what caught my attention was something else.

The fact that the Count's visits were primarily to religious facilities. Except for the cave of Atelius, the elder dragon who contributed to the founding of the nation, he strictly visited only religious facilities.

'Why?'

This phenomenon was so strange that my head tilted involuntarily.

The Count isn't particularly devout, regardless of the religious authority on his shoulders. None of the Count's religious authority was obtained because he wanted it.

Yet, shortly after his child was born, instead of staying by the child's side, he visited religious facilities?

'Is he planning to raise the children born this time as clergy?'

Or is he trying to act as a devout believer from now on, choosing the path of a priest rather than an official?

I burst into laughter imagining the Count acting as the Archbishop of Ausen rather than the Minister of Audit.

Given the Count's personality, he wouldn't perfectly perform the life of a moderate, honest, and merciful priest. Even if he chose the path of a priest, wouldn't he run away midway?

If he doesn't run away and endures, well.

'I'll have to catch him.'

How dare a pillar of the Empire try to become a pillar of faith.

After the glowing cross incident (I've lost count of which season it was), a new daily routine was added to my life.

When I wake up in the morning, I pray to the sun god to commemorate the rising sun. At noon, I pray to the vegetation god to celebrate the lush greenery. And in the evening, I pray to the sky god to honor the beautifully colored sky. Truly a devout and pious routine.

If the previous Pope hadn't declared through the council that "This faith must be respected by the Dawn Order," it would be the kind of behavior perfect for being branded as a horrific and bizarre heresy deserving of eradication. However, in today's continent, faith in these gods is recognized, and I'm a miraculous three-legged stool with one foot in each of the three official religions.

Having two legs might be considered opportunistic, but having three legs makes me a fantastic guardian of balance. Even a certain strategist from another world said that a cauldron must have three legs.

'I have three crosses in my heart.'

And each one is a massive cross made of faith, belief, and grace.

When someone saves your child's life, you can erect as many crosses as needed in your heart. Honestly, I'd be willing to erect a cross for Jangsaeng who saved Florence too, but unfortunately, Jangsaeng is on earth rather than in heaven. Thanks to that, I can't bring myself to erect a cross while witnessing him being bitten and sucked on by the children.

A cross needs at least some dignity and authority to be erected. How can I erect one for someone more pitiful than the eternal blue sky?

'Just endure until the children grow up.'

Fortunately, the grace of saving a child's life has no expiration date. Whether 10 or 20 years pass, it will be forever engraved in a parent's heart, so I'll erect a cross for Jangsaeng once he escapes from being the children's plaything.

...

'Will he be able to escape?'

What if Pedi's child is born by the time my youngest becomes an adult? That would create an endless cycle of suffering continuing from my children's generation to my grandchildren's.

Surprisingly, considering the beautiful relationship between me and my wives, it's not impossible. Even if we don't have a super late child like my father and mother did, if we have a youngest child who is 10 to 15 years younger than Pedi, it's quite a possible future.

'Hang in there.'

That's why I silently prayed for Jangsaeng's well-being and happiness.

If you want to blame someone, blame your appearance. If you had looked just a bit more robust and fierce, this tragedy wouldn't have happened.

No, that's not right. Considering that even Bear Patience and Snake Restraint receive the children's affection, it might have been an unavoidable fate regardless of appearance. If they even find reptiles cute, they basically like everything without discrimination.

Indeed, our children are so kind. They like everyone without being picky, so none of the sacred beasts feel left out.

"Jangsaeng! Where are you?!"
"There! I think he's in the corner!"
"Are we playing hide-and-seek again today? Yay!"

Just then, voices eagerly searching for Jangsaeng began to echo from beyond the corridor.

And as the voices grew closer, I firmly closed the slightly open door.

This should prevent Jangsaeng from infiltrating my room—

"Thank you, master. If the door is closed, the little masters won't come in here."
'What the—'

I was startled by a completely unexpected voice from an unexpected place.

Jangsaeng peeking out from under my bed. It's truly astonishing how he managed to sneak into my room and hide under the bed without me noticing.

At the same time, I felt incredibly sorry for him. How much must he have been running from the children to develop such stealth skills? Evading my presence detection was a feat that only the Eight Stallions, and among them only the top few, could accomplish during the Great Punitive War.


"Master."
"...Yes, what is it?"
"If you have time to pray to the sun, I'd appreciate if you could offer a prayer for me too."

Hearing those words, I quietly approached Jangsaeng and placed my hand on his head.

O Jangsaeng, may you live a long life as your name suggests.

And preferably a healthy and happy one too. At this rate, you'll have a long life filled with illness.

After visiting religious facilities as the head of a household, I now went out as someone's cousin.

'It's been a while since I've been here.'

My destination was the Imperial Academy, a symbol of the secular world, unlike the church which is the center of the religious world.

Whether I count from Luise's graduation from the Academy or from my last official visit, it's been quite a while since I've been here.

'From a third-person perspective, it's such a beautiful place.'

I smiled bitterly as I looked at the splendid main building of the Academy.

The predecessor of the Imperial Academy was the finest educational institution built by the Apels Empire, historically the wealthiest nation on the continent, in their capital. It was built so magnificently, grandly, and enormously that even the founding-era Kfelopen Empire, which tried to erase all traces of Apels, concluded, "Let's just reuse this."

Of course, it was also an inevitable decision due to lack of funds after engaging in nation-level conflicts, but I don't think they would have demolished this artistic building even if they had had plenty of money.

'It used to feel like hell to me.'

Anyway, visiting this artistic building for personal reasons rather than official business gave me a fresh perspective.

My heart was lighter, I could appreciate the beauty as it was, and I even welcomed the subtle traces of time.

To think I'm only feeling this now. I lost out on life because of my time as an Academy inspector.

"Acting Duke, Your Excellency!"
'Oh.'

As I was looking up at the main building with mixed feelings of nostalgia and bitterness, a familiar and welcome face came running out from the building.

Raymond Chinanta, the vice principal of the Academy. The person who had greeted me first when I was an Academy inspector was once again the first to show his face.

"It's been a long time, Your Excellency! Have you been well?"
"Of course. Recently, I've been enjoying happy days with my adorable children who were born."

After deliberating whether to speak formally or informally to the vice principal, I decided on formal speech.

I'm visiting not as the Acting Duke but as someone's cousin, and simultaneously as an acquaintance who spent three years at the Academy. I'm not here to exert the authority of a superior.

Besides, it would be strange to speak informally to the vice principal when I speak formally even to Gerhardt, who is just a teacher. Since things have turned out this way, I'll just use formal speech consistently at the Academy.

"Have you been well too, Vice Principal? I should have inquired about your well-being earlier, but I thought visiting right after the semester began would disturb the already busy teachers, so I'm only asking now."
"Thanks to your consideration, I've been more than well!"

I noticed the vice principal flinch at my formal speech, but when the social gap between parties is overwhelming, even saying "please speak comfortably" can be burdensome. He simply showed all due respect by answering my question sincerely.

"By the way, Your Excellency. Given your familiarity with the Academy's structure, you probably don't need my assistance, but may I dare to guide you?"
"That's a kind offer. Then I'll accept your help for a while."


And I returned the vice principal's courtesy with the courtesy expected of someone of higher rank.

Not stubbornly insisting on strange principles, but quickly proceeding with the conversation to complete the business at hand. Allowing the subordinate to finish their duty and escape quickly.

From my experience, there's no better courtesy than this.

***

A welcome and enormous guest had arrived.

More welcome and even more enormous than when we met in this place seven years ago.

"For the Acting Duke to come to this remote place, I am deeply honored."
"Remote? How could the sacred place where the future of the Empire grows be considered remote?"
"That's very kind of you to say."

I smiled gently at the Acting Duke, who now looked like a seasoned official rather than a young man around the same age as our graduates.

Of course, he's still under 30 years old, just as before. However, the seven years that have passed and his astonishingly elevated authority made one forget the Acting Duke's actual age.

Who could have predicted it? In seven years, the head of the Audit Department became the Minister of the Ministry of Justice, and the heir to the Imperial Count became the Acting Duke. Looking at the religious world, an ordinary believer even became a living saint. What's more surprising is that among these three achievements, the most common-sense rise in authority is the former, and even that is not an achievement that should be accomplished in just seven years.

'Not even seven years, is it?'

Come to think of it, becoming the Minister of Justice happened a few years ago, so it didn't even take seven years. That's remarkable.

"By the way, sitting across from the Acting Duke here reminds me of the time when Your Excellency was at the Academy."
"You feel that way too, Principal? As it happens, so do I."

Setting aside my admiration, I continued the conversation lightly, and a smile appeared on the Acting Duke's face as well.

It's strange. When the head of the Audit Department visited in the past, I was tense as if a blade was hovering before my eyes, but now, even though his authority has increased, I'm not afraid.

Not being afraid doesn't mean I take the Acting Duke lightly. It just means there's no need to be unnecessarily tense.

'How long has it been since I felt this way?'

This isn't the first time I've felt this. I've experienced a similar feeling long ago.

It was when I retired from the military service I had been part of for many years. More precisely, when I completed the handover and witnessed my retirement, I felt this way.

'Now that I'm a private citizen, why should I think so complicatedly?'

The most fearsome beings in the world are officials who have given up on promotion and officials whose retirement is confirmed. This was a truth that even I couldn't escape, so if one leaves the world of bureaucracy and becomes a private citizen, there's no need to fear the Acting Duke or the Minister of Justice, though they should still be respected.

Rather, I'm glad to see again the person who left a strong impression on my second career as an official just before retirement.

'The Acting Duke visits during my last term as principal.'

It makes me smile to think that it's not the Acting Duke but the Minister of Justice, a living saint who has come to visit.

"Ah, I prepared this tea because I heard an important person was coming. Please try it."
"Ah, I'll drink it with gratitude."

As if blessing the end of my long career as an official.

The conversation with the Principal was quite enjoyable.

During my time as an Academy Inspector, both the Principal and I had countless ticking bombs to worry about, but nowadays, all those problematic elements have returned to their respective countries. There's no reason to be mentally exhausted anymore. With a healthy mind, even small talk could be shared with smiles.

Besides, even when foreign royalty or important figures were enrolled, it never affected us. I'm a nobleman unaffiliated with the Academy, and the Principal is in his final years before retirement. Frankly speaking, when bombs explode, it's the Vice Principal and faculty who have to deal with the mess, not us.

"When students who entered full of vigor graduate, and then I hear stories of them walking their own paths and starting families, I feel immensely proud as an educator. It happens every year, but it feels new each time."

"I understand. If a warrior's pride comes from victory, then an educator's pride must come from watching their disciples grow. Just as victory never gets old, news of one's disciples can never be tiresome."

"A disciple's growth is like a warrior's victory... Indeed, a truly apt expression."

Perhaps that's why stories about Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian—who were like disasters during their school days—came up without any hesitation.

When that trio from foreign countries enrolled, it was a major incident that shook not just the Academy but the entire Empire and continent. Yet as time passed, even those troublemakers gradually became manageable. By their graduation ceremony, we could even part with smiles.

Since then, those once-problematic individuals have been diligently fulfilling their respective roles, and now they've even married and started families. How touching. If someone had told this to me seven years ago, I would have cursed them for enjoying such happiness while I couldn't.

"Come to think of it, student Tanian—no, Brother Tanian will become an official Saint next year, won't he?"

"Indeed, it's already that time. As you said, an official Saint will be born next year."

I nodded at the Principal's words while contentedly sipping my tea.

Tanian is 24 years old this year. Since the Dawn Order has a tradition that Saints must be at least 25 years old, Tanian, despite being fully qualified, has lived with the label of "next in line" for nearly ten years.

Of course, since the issue was solely his age rather than any deficiency in ability, character, or faith, he's been treated as an official Saint within the Order for some time. Still, there's bound to be a significant difference between an official and unofficial Saint. In the world of civil service, much depends on whether you have a business card, doesn't it?

"My, my. It seems the Order has been blessed with one joyous event after another lately."

The Principal stroked his long beard and chuckled.

Indeed, as the Principal said, the Order has been experiencing one blessing after another. Not only did the World Tree, cherished by both the Constantina faith and the Dawn Order, resurrect, but it also triggered the big event known as the Council. The Pope who performed this miracle honorably stepped down, and a new Pope ascended. The birth of a living Saint was just a bonus.

In exchange, the Order's finances are screaming in agony, but considering the overwhelming increase in authority, I'd say it's still profitable. Unlike money, which can be earned again, authority isn't something you can gain just because you want it.

"Isn't it a sign that the gods are working on behalf of their devout and virtuous priests?"

"Ho ho, that could be the case. Now the Dawn Order is protected not by one god, but by three."

I couldn't help but laugh at those words.

Since the Dawn Order acknowledged and agreed to respect the Eternal Blue Sky faith and the Constantina faith through the Council, those two gods also have reason to bless and protect the priests of the Dawn Order.

When I think about it that way, are the Dawn Order priests triple-faith specialists like me, with three legs to stand on? Fortunately, I'm not the only one carrying three crosses in my heart.

'Indeed, a tripod is most stable with three legs.'

A structure is more stable with three legs than with one or two. History has proven this, and the present continues to prove it.

"However, it's not just the Order that will celebrate next year thanks to divine protection—the Academy will too. Regrettably, someone else will be occupying this position instead of me. It's quite disappointing."

"If I may say so, you don't look disappointed at all."

"Oh my, was it that obvious?"


Anyway, after talking about graduates and the Order, we gradually moved to the main topic.

I visited the Academy to strengthen my fading connections, but the bigger reason was for my cousin who will enroll next year. For Liliana, who will turn 17 next year—legally an adult under Imperial law—and enter the Academy.

'Actually, I don't even need to get involved.'

Liliana is the only child of the Wise Duke and the future Duchess of Chenes. There are no rumors about flaws in her abilities or personality, and her relationship with her father, the current Duke, is exceptionally harmonious—a future that will never change.

So even without third-party intervention, the Academy would surely take care of Liliana. Still, wouldn't it be better if she received more extensive and delicate treatment?

Also, as I thought before, creating precedent like this makes things easier. That way, when our children enroll, the Wise Duke will lend a hand too. It's about relatives helping each other.

"Of course, I'm stepping down, but the teachers who will continue to dedicate themselves to the Academy aren't so foolish or lazy as to miss out on this celebration. You know this without me having to say it, Deputy."

"That's absolutely right. The dedication and passion I've observed in the teachers over these three years has been truly admirable."

"The Vice Principal, in particular, has been so excellent that he even warms this old man's heart. Without him, how could this old, old man have managed the Academy?"

I slightly raised the corners of my mouth at this clear indication. This confirms that the next Principal will be the current Vice Principal.

Until now, I had naturally assumed the Vice Principal would succeed, but without an official personnel order, I wasn't entirely certain. However, when a retiring Principal mentions the Vice Principal in front of me, it means the matter has already been decided within the Ministry of Education.

"Speaking of which, why don't we invite the Vice Principal to join us for refreshments? I owe a great debt not only to you, Principal, but also to the Vice Principal."

"Since you wish to acknowledge even small favors, the Vice Principal will be greatly pleased."

Though our conversation was brief, it was enough to summon the Vice Principal, who had been quietly working, to the Principal's office.

Thanks to this, I could make my request to both the current Principal and the future Principal simultaneously.

After enjoying a cozy tea time together, we toured around the Academy, exploring various places.

Having made my request to both Principals, I needed to get acquainted with the Academic Department teachers who would teach Liliana, and if there were any deficiencies in the Academy facilities, I should fill them with donations. If I hadn't gotten involved from the beginning, it would be one thing, but since I had, it was only proper to handle everything perfectly.

As a result, I visited Constantina's flower garden that had appeared near the Academy to check if the spirits were doing well, examined whether the meals provided in the cafeteria were satisfactory, and verified if the Academic Department students' movement patterns were efficient.

'Even the Wise Duke wouldn't be this thorough.'

A chuckle escaped me. Anyone watching would think I was Liliana's brother rather than her cousin.

But with a twelve-year age difference, I'm more like an older cousin born in a different zodiac year, so I might be a more important and closer relative than a mediocre brother. After all, a close brother is often an enemy rather than a shield.

'Hmm?'

As I continued walking without pause, a familiar sight caught my eye.

This floor pattern, this window style, these decorations. A place I saw very frequently during my time as an Academy Inspector. To be precise, it was the corridor leading to a place I often visited.

'Should I go there after so long?'

I pondered for a moment, stroking my chin.

I had already checked most places and greeted all the teachers. So it would be fine to return to the Capital now. However, to ensure everything was perfect, I needed to add the final piece.


That piece being the support and cooperation of students like Liliana.

***

The Academy Student Council has a long-standing tradition.

The small yet desperate tradition that the Student Council is filled with students who wish to become civil servants after graduation.

Perhaps it's only natural. Students with secure futures can peacefully enjoy their Academy life and graduate with a smile. They can think about post-graduation matters at their leisure, so why would they join the Student Council, which is full of troublesome duties during their three years at the Academy?

The exception would be the Duchess from the Valenti Family, who served as both Vice President and President of the Student Council, but that's precisely that—an exception, not something to worry about. After all, she walked the path of a noble lady after graduation, not that of a civil servant.

'If I had been born into a high noble family, could I have lived more comfortably?'

I sighed deeply while twirling a quill pen between my fingers.

What if I had been the second son of a Count or higher, rather than a Baron? With good luck, I might have received a barony, or at least a substantial piece of land, and lived comfortably.

Of course, while I might feel a little regretful about being a Baron's child, I'm not resentful. Being born with blue blood is already an immense blessing from my parents. To ignore that blessing and only look upward would be heartless.

'Even if it's not comfortable, my future livelihood is guaranteed.'

Moreover, for several years now, Academy Student Council members, especially the executives, have been guaranteed positions as civil servants if they fulfill their roles.

Thanks to a benefactor who descended like a dancing angel from heaven. Thanks to a hero who planted a beautiful precedent in the Academy Student Council before departing.

"You are fortunate. No, not just you, but we are fortunate too. Our seniors had to grind their bodies and souls to become civil servants, but we have received great fortune and can walk the path of civil service more comfortably."

My far senior, Senior Demian Connor. A legendary senior who works in the Audit Ministry's Secretariat.

Every year when a new Student Council is formed, he visits the Academy and gives the same advice and encouragement before leaving. At the same time, he has us make a kind of oath of gratitude and loyalty to the benefactor who bestowed great favor upon us.

It's an unusual practice, but no one rebels against it. We, too, are grateful to our benefactor.

To His Excellency who opened vast opportunities for our Student Council—

*Knock knock*

'Huh?'

I turned my head at the sudden noise.

"Come in."

I responded automatically, though I wasn't expecting anyone. People who come without appointments are often more intimidating than those who schedule visits.

"Hmm, it's been a while since I've been here too."

'Uh...?'

My soul nearly left my body when I saw the black-haired, black-eyed young man who actually opened the door and entered.

This person... He looks very similar to the portrait that Senior Demian brings every year.

# Imperial Academy Student Council Room

The Imperial Academy Student Council Room. During my time as an Academy Inspector, this was a place I frequented almost as much as my dormitory and the Confectionery Club room.

Staying cooped up in my dorm all day made me feel like a shameless salary thief, and the Confectionery Club room was too lonely when it wasn't club hours. In contrast, the Student Council room was Margareta's dignified domain and a paradise teeming with future talents worthy of my recommendation letters.

This remained unchanged even after Margareta graduated. Though she had left the Academy, the Student Council was still overflowing with talented individuals I had my eye on.

'I continued farming steadily even after my inspector duties ended.'

Even after my inspector duties concluded with Luise and the troublesome trio's graduation, the Student Council remained my personal garden.

Once I'd tasted the harvest, I simply couldn't give it up. Instead of troubling myself to search everywhere, I could just distribute recommendation letters to the Student Council and watch eager young civil servants spring forth in droves. Had I never discovered this fountain of talent, I might have let it go, but having found this cornucopia, I absolutely couldn't pass it up.

Of course, I worried that it might be cruel for the Minister of Audit to periodically visit the Academy after his inspector duties had ended, but surprisingly, Demian, my first harvest, played a crucial role.

"I'm Benjamin Natsu, Student Council Vice President! It's an honor to finally meet the Minister in person after hearing so much about you from Senior Demian!"
"Is that so? I've heard about you from Demian as well. He mentioned last year that a wise freshman had enrolled and showed great promise. I see you've already risen to Vice President in your second year."

Demian began visiting the Academy every year immediately after my inspector duties ended.

Though his duties as secretary in the Ministry of Audit couldn't have been easy, Demian somehow made time to visit the Academy each year, identifying the current Student Council roster before quietly returning.

That precious list would reach his secretary's hands, who would conduct appropriate checks before reporting to me. Thanks to this, I've been steadily supplied with young, fresh harvests without lifting a finger.

'Thank you, Demian.'

My lips curled upward involuntarily at the thought.

Despite never directly instructing him or expressing any disappointment, Demian, without anyone's coercion, was leading other harvests as my first harvest. Whether this was part of a big picture to create an "Academy faction" with himself at the helm, or simply goodwill toward his juniors, I couldn't say.

Frankly, I didn't care either way. What mattered was the steady supply of young blood. If the cost was the formation of a faction, I could certainly bear it.

"Wise? I'm grateful yet embarrassed to receive such excessive praise for this inadequate junior!"

In any case, the Vice President—Benjamin—bowed even deeper and exclaimed in a trembling voice in response to my comment.

With a voice that loud, "exclaimed" is the right description. Even someone hard of hearing could hear Benjamin's voice clearly.

"Of course you have inadequacies. But inadequacies can be filled with time and experience."

I gently patted Benjamin's shoulder as I continued.

Naturally, the wisdom Demian mentioned was only by the standards of a late-teenage youngster. Compared to current civil servants and experienced nobles, he'd be beaten unconscious without even being able to breathe.

But no one is born exceptional. Promising youngsters grow through the nutrients of time and experience.

"So prepare yourself for two years from now. By then, you'll be pouring in a lot to fill those inadequacies."
"...Yes, Minister! I will keep it in mind, absolutely!"

After a moment of silence at my words, Benjamin began attempting an impressive angle that exceeded 90 degrees.

A satisfying response. Telling him to prepare for two years later meant I would snatch him up as soon as he graduated from the Academy—surely a moving promise from his perspective.

And this wasn't just a promise from a senior working in the secretariat, but a guarantee from the Minister himself. Nothing could be more certain or reliable.


"By the way, Benjamin. Where are the other officers?"
"They're inspecting the grounds for the Club Fair! It's a task that requires all Student Council members, but I stayed behind in case an esteemed guest like yourself arrived!"
"Club Fair preparations, I see."

A familiar and nostalgic phrase. Though preparing for it was nothing but troublesome, there were few times as peaceful as the fair itself.

That's not to say nothing happened during the fair. It was just relatively peaceful compared to other times.

"Today's inspection includes the grounds for the Confectionery Club, so they've been out checking since dawn!"
"Oh?"

My head tilted at another nostalgic term.

I knew the Confectionery Club still existed. It would have been a waste to close a club after just three years of use, and since it held memories for me, I supported its continuation.

But that was the extent of it. I didn't keep tabs on it just because it held memories. All the people connected to me had graduated, so wouldn't it be strange to take interest in a mere club?

'It sounds like they're receiving special treatment.'

In this context, Benjamin's words raised questions I couldn't suppress.

The grounds for the Confectionery Club are among those being inspected today, so they've been checking since dawn? It sounded as if the Confectionery Club was being prioritized and specially managed.

"Come to think of it, I've only heard news about the Student Council, not about the Confectionery Club. I'd like to know how the place I was once part of is doing. Could you explain?"
"Of course, Minister!"

Benjamin, who had straightened his back by now, quickly moved to the desk and snatched up a scroll.

"First, this map shows the grounds allocated to each club! This is the land assigned to the Confectionery Club!"
'Huh.'

Benjamin unrolled the map and pointed to what was clearly the largest area.

What's this? Why allocate such a large plot to a single club? Even when the club had an imperial prince, a foreign prince, and a future saint, it wasn't given this much space.

"It's an unprecedented measure in the Academy's history! However, this is due to the Confectionery Club's special nature, so no one could raise objections!"
"Special nature, you say. It seems much has happened since I left the Academy."
"Yes! It's a club created by noble individuals, and the recipes they left behind remain intact! The Confectionery Club has become an authority in itself, so many children from high-ranking noble families have joined!"

A bitter smile formed as I began to understand the situation.

Just as entering a prestigious university allows one to borrow the name of an impressive senior, students who came after us had dived into the Confectionery Club, enchanted by the names of Ainter, Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian.

Though blatant, it was a clear and understandable reason that made me nod involuntarily. It might have been more troublesome if there had been a different reason.

"And within the Academy, baking has become a kind of refinement! Even those born in the purple pavilion personally baked cookies and made bread, so shouldn't the blue-blooded follow their example? As a result, the Confectionery Club lives up to its name, and during the fair, it becomes a place where students and outside guests flock!"
"I see."

I nodded again at the continued explanation.

In other words, the Confectionery Club booth had become a sort of large, famous café. That explained the extensive grounds and the Student Council's careful attention.

If it was the fair's premier café destination, it deserved meticulous care for the sake of popularity and profit. I would have done the same.

"Benjamin."
"Yes, Minister!"

"Since I'm here, I'd like to see the other officers as well. Would you guide me?"

At my words, Benjamin ran back to the desk and returned with a key.

He was an excellent fellow who showed through actions rather than words.

'Should I visit during this year's fair?'

I realized that during the fair, outside guests could enter the Academy, so I could enter proudly as a visitor.

If I have nothing to do during the fair period, I might go to reminisce about old times.

***

The Duke's proxy is roaming around the Academy.

In the past, I might have been anxious, wondering what was happening, but knowing he came regarding his cousin's enrollment issue, I could remain calm.

Of course, this cousin is someone the Duke's proxy cares about enough to personally visit and ask for special attention. Moreover, the cousin himself is the future Duke of Chenes, a true VIP. Such a noble enrolling next year would be a major concern for the faculty, but...

'I won't be here next year.'

That's a burden for next year's faculty to bear. An old, frail man like me needn't worry about it.

'My second retirement.'

I turned my head slightly to look out the window while sipping my tea.

Clear skies and verdant foliage. This year will be my last time seeing this view. I'll no longer enjoy the vast view of the Academy from the Principal's office.

'I've lived quite a hectic life.'

With retirement approaching, all sorts of thoughts came to mind.

Yes, it truly was a hectic life. I lived my first life as a combat mage in the military, and began my second life amid the applause of my juniors upon retirement—certainly not an ordinary life.

Especially since I chose the path of an educator. It had no connection to my military past, but I wanted to nurture someone's future rather than eliminate someone's present.

Still, for a hectic life and an impulsive choice, it progressed admirably. I never imagined I'd reach the honorable position of Academy Principal.

'What will my third life be like?'

A slight smile formed.

Though I haven't told anyone, someone has actually suggested a third life for this old man facing his second retirement.

I haven't decided yet—whether to conclude with a peaceful retirement or move forward as suggested.

'There's no need to rush the decision.'

I stroked my beard and looked up at the blue sky.

This will be my third life, fueled by what little lifespan I have left. So I shouldn't decide hastily and leave room for regret.

After all, there are still a few years before the Military Academy opens.


I returned to the Capital after visiting the Academy for a personal favor, having accumulated some pleasant memories along the way.

I enjoyed an intimate tea time with an acquaintance who would retire next year, had an in-depth conversation with the future principal who would lead the Empire's future, and inspected the endless fountain of young talent flowing into the institution.

'They all seemed quite capable.'

The Club Fair grounds I arrived at under the guidance of Vice President Benjamin. The student council officers I met there were all friends brimming with passion and responsibility.

They greeted me loudly as soon as they saw me, and when I patted their shoulders, they bowed so deeply their foreheads nearly touched the ground. When I offered words of encouragement to work hard until graduation, they looked ready to cheer three times.

This is truly a joyous and satisfying situation. I'm happy to attract young blood, and the student council is happy to minimize the gap between graduation and employment. It's rare for everyone to be happy, but we've achieved that rare miracle.

'Thank you, Demian.'

So I sent my thanks to Demian again. This miracle was possible because Demian maintained contact with the student council despite his busy schedule.

Of course, if I had taken action directly or assigned someone else, we could have achieved something similar. But I wouldn't have been able to focus on it annually like Demian does—perhaps only every two or three years—and wouldn't have seen such stable and definite results.

I should give Demian a bonus or vacation time soon under some appropriate pretext. No, perhaps a promotion would be better. Demian has accumulated a decent amount of experience as a civil servant by now.

'Should I promote him to team leader?'

A promotion that involves transferring to another department would be a demotion in disguise. Currently, the Minister's secretary handles everything in the Audit Ministry, so the secretariat is essentially the brain and center of the ministry. Being pushed out of that department would inevitably damage one's career.

Therefore, a team leader position within the secretariat would be appropriate. Being a team leader in your late twenties might seem like a rapid promotion, but compared to me or other executives from the former Audit Department, it's quite reasonable.

I can discuss the details with the Minister's secretary who directly manages Demian. No matter how much I like him, I can't disregard the practical manager.

"Wow, did junior club members really make this?"
"Yes. They said meeting like this was fate and gave me these."

While flipping through the calendar in my mind to decide when to visit the Audit Ministry headquarters, I nodded immediately at Luise's words.

After meeting with the student council, I had also visited the Confectionery Club room. Since I was already at the Academy and didn't know when I'd return, I wanted to make the most of it. Even if I visited during the Academy's fair, I wouldn't have reason to go to the club room rather than their booth.

The current members are excellent juniors who have transformed the Confectionery Club booth into a renowned café at the Academy. Although I'm not actually their senior, as the husband of their senior and the first honorary advisor, I was willing to offer encouragement and praise.

"Newly established clubs often falter without traditions and rules. Many clubs disappear after failing to survive a few years. But with Your Excellency serving as the first advisor and maintaining a strong center, the Confectionery Club exists today."

Before I could even speak, they offered all kinds of hospitality, and finally presented cookies and bread as a small gift.

It was such a Confectionery Club-like way of treating guests that I couldn't help but smile. Yes, regardless of being nobles, members of the Confectionery Club should naturally possess baking and pastry skills.

"Your Excellency, could you possibly honor us with your presence at this fair? I know you're busy ensuring the safety of the Empire and the continent, but it would be our greatest honor if you visited."
"After receiving such hospitality, of course I should come. If possible, I'll bring my family too, so look forward to it."
"Thank you, Your Excellency!"

And so I ended up promising to visit the fair in front of the club members, when I had only decided in my mind.

Normally, I shouldn't make such promises carelessly. I must have gotten caught up in nostalgia and excitement.

"Then I'll see you at the fair, President."
"Yes! I look forward to seeing you again and will ensure we present ourselves without any shortcomings!"

The president bowed several times, seemingly moved by my confirmation.


'Was it the 133rd president?'

Come to think of it, that president was the 133rd president of the Confectionery Club.

The Confectionery Club was definitely established 7 years ago. I'm certain because Luise created it during her first year.

However, Luise experienced repeated impeachments and reinstatements as president due to the members, resulting in the insane feat of having a 133rd president for a club not even 10 years old. Anyone would think it was a club with a long history and tradition.

"Last year's president was impeached three times in one year. I'll probably be impeached twice as well."
"I see."

In reality, it's a club with bizarre traditions that shouldn't exist twice in this world.

"That's amazing. If they started baking after entering the Academy, they're geniuses, and even if they've been working at it since childhood, it's still impressive."
"You think so?"

The greatest victim of this bizarre tradition, either knowing or not knowing my thoughts, sparkled her eyes while eating the cookies made by her juniors.

Luise said that, but I'm not so sure. I have an indiscriminate palate that finds most things delicious. I just appreciated the fact that nobles were cooking themselves.

"I can't just sit back now."
"Hmm?"
"I'll attend the fair too. And I'll make gifts before going."

I burst out laughing at those words.

She was declaring her intention to deploy as the legendary senior and first president of the Confectionery Club. Since the juniors had shown their sincerity through baking and pastries, she would respond in kind.

Luise's snacks, which our children can barely finish, were about to be released to the outside world. Do the club members know what an honor that is?

"If these are the work of a great senior, they'll feel the gap. What if the members get discouraged?"

When I made this small joke, Luise smiled gently.

"That's why I'm planning to make them in stages. I can give increasingly difficult ones to those who persevere."
'Ah.'

However, unlike her bright and beautiful smile, the words that came out of her mouth weren't so kind.

She meant that showing an overwhelming gap at once would discourage them, so she'd gradually crush them. I'm not sure whether to call this efficient or cruel.

Still, wouldn't customized offerings help motivate the members to improve? Let's think of it as Luise's own goodwill and consideration.

The visit of the Audit Minister and Acting Duke of Serbet to the Academy was enough to attract the attention of all nobles.

- Kiddo! My kiddo is the best!

This meant that even without my promotion, the story of "a cousin brother who visited for his younger cousin sister" would reach the ears of the Wise Duke.

It's awkward to boast about one's own achievements, so having news spread automatically is welcome. Though it's a bit sad that the price is a surprise contact from the Wise Duke.

"If it concerns Liliana, it's not someone else's business but my own. There's no need for thanks."
- Our kiddo! How do you speak so prettily!?

The Wise Duke giggled and took a hearty swig from his whiskey bottle.


It was truly the spirit of a great man, so I just watched quietly. With the Wise Duke, asking "Could you please stay sober at least during our conversation?" wouldn't work.

- Our Lili~ I was worried if she'd do well away from mom and dad... but with my kiddo looking after her, she'll be fine!

I remained silent at those words too.

Liliana is 16 years old this year, and will be 17 next year when she enters the Academy. She's definitely not experienced, but she's also far from being a child who can't leave her parents' care.

But if I said that now, the Wise Duke would obviously be upset and indignant. This is a time to choose peaceful silence over harsh facts.

- By the way, kiddo!
"Yes, Aunt."
- I heard you went to the Academy and I'm curious~ Is the principal retiring there?
"That's right. He said this year would be his last as an educator. He's a talented individual who has excellently led the Academy, but it seems no one can defeat the power of time."
- Kiddo, really! For a principal who's a magician, time means nothing! If he wants, he could easily work another ten or twenty years!?

Those were truly terrible words that made my heart sink.

The principal has had two careers in his lifetime. First he served as a soldier and retired peacefully, then he became an educator and is now facing retirement again.

To say such a person could easily work another 10 or 20 years? How could anyone say something so cruel?

'Such a horrible precedent must not be established.'

Decisively, no matter how strong a swordsman or magician is, working for nearly a hundred years. I can't even imagine how much the Emperor would bring up the principal's case if such a precedent were established.

But one thing I can be certain of: when I'm old and looking toward retirement, the principal's case will serve as the highest and thickest wall.

- And~ I heard the Victorious Duke is also eyeing the principal position?
"Pardon?"

As I shuddered at the mere thought of such a disaster, I reflexively questioned the Wise Duke's words.

What does that mean? Why would the Victorious Duke want to be principal? He's already dedicated about half his life to the military.

- You see~ The principal was a soldier in the past! And now he's a principal, right? He's familiar with both the military and teaching! He's perfect for the military academy!
'Ah.'

But I immediately understood as he continued.

That makes sense. People familiar with the military are often unskilled at teaching, and those skilled at teaching are often ignorant about the military. Yet the principal is a hybrid talent who has experienced both paths.

Then it's natural for the Victorious Duke to covet him. The Victorious Duke considers the opening of the military academy as his final blaze of glory.

'No.'

And if, just if, the principal takes the Victorious Duke's hand, he would become an insane existence with two retirements and three public service careers.

He would create a precedent that would be the despair and hell of Imperial civil servants.

'No...!'

That absolutely must not happen. I'd rather die first.

Surprisingly, the principal isn't the only one who started a new public service career after retirement.

Take the Head of the Audit Department at the Ministry of Finance—he had retired honorably, but after the purge of the Second Prince's faction, the Minister of Finance persistently recruited him back to help manage the chaos.

Of course, it's an uncommon phenomenon, but the principal isn't the only precedent. Just like the Empire that checks extinguished fires twice and reuses retired civil servants, I know of the principal and the Audit Department Head as examples, though there might be others I'm unaware of.

However, these are very, very special cases. The Audit Department Head was brought back out of necessity to protect the Empire during the administrative vacuum caused by the Crown Prince's appointment and the Second Prince faction's purge. The principal chose a different retirement path of his own volition.

'Neither case applies to me.'

Fortunately, the current Empire isn't chaotic enough to drag retired civil servants back. So even if someone mentions the Audit Department Head's precedent, I can counter with, "Is there an administrative vacuum right now?"

Also, I have absolutely no intention of starting a second public service career by my own will. If someone mentions the principal's precedent to me, I can consistently respond with, "That's because the principal is extraordinary."

But if the principal accepts the Victorious Duke's offer and starts a third public service career, everything changes. It's a position that begins not by choice but by someone else's proposal, and having three civil service careers could create the insane perception that "retirement isn't complete rest but a class-change period."

This means that even if I successfully retire as Minister of Audit, I might be sold to another department to start a second public service career.

'No way.'

That absolutely cannot happen. It's already painful not knowing when I'll retire, but to work in a completely different field after retirement instead of resting? Isn't that just telling me to bite my tongue and die?

I acknowledge that my retirement is in the distant future. Still, civil servants endure by clinging to the possibility of eventual retirement—if that possibility disappears, what am I supposed to live for?

"Hmm? Why does Joker look so glum?"

The Wise Duke, who was heartily drinking whiskey, tilted his head, perhaps noticing my desperation and despair showing on my face.

"Ah! Perhaps Joker was also eyeing the principal position? Someone with magic skills could even join the Special Affairs Ministry!"

And just like that, he instantly reduced my character to trash.

What a terrible thing to say. Thinking about dragging someone who's facing their second retirement into the Audit Ministry? Even that yellow dog from the Eastern Front wouldn't have such a crazy idea.

Besides, if the principal, a magician, were to work in a department, it would be the Special Affairs Ministry—and both the Minister and Deputy Minister positions are already firmly occupied. It would be disrespectful to place an elder who would become the oldest person in the Audit Ministry in a position below Deputy Minister.

"I knew the Victorious Duke was serious about the military academy, but I didn't realize it was to this extent, so I'm a bit surprised."

I desperately controlled my emotions as I spoke.

'I trusted him.'

At the same time, I slightly resented the Victorious Duke, who should be at the Imperial Army Headquarters.

I never expected the Victorious Duke to insert such a serious variable into my civil servant life. And not just a small stumbling block, but a massive wall.

It feels heartbreaking when the most trustworthy person betrays you. If even the Victorious Duke becomes an enemy blocking my retirement, who am I supposed to trust?

'This is all because of that yellow dog.'

No matter how I think about it, the Victorious Duke's transformation is because of him. He used to be reliable, but he must have changed after meeting the Emperor. That must be it.

"Heheh, it means he's preparing for the future! The Victorious Duke can't be Deputy Commander forever!"
"That's true."

I nodded bitterly at the Wise Duke's words.

The Imperial Army runs smoothly today thanks to the Victorious Duke's strong leadership. As the Wise Duke says, if the Victorious Duke could remain Deputy Commander forever, that would be one thing, but since that's impossible, preparations for the future are necessary.

The conflicts between commanders and staff that the Victorious Duke mediates, the subtle hierarchy between the army and navy, the pride battles between regional armies—all these will have to be managed by someone other than the Victorious Duke in the future.


'No wonder everyone declines the Deputy Commander position.'

In other departments, subordinates might secretly harbor discontent when a leader stays in power too long, but at Headquarters, everyone desperately hopes the Victorious Duke never retires.

One of the leading candidates for the next Deputy Commander, the Commander of the Central Regional Army, is even aiming to retire before the Victorious Duke.

'So that's why he wants to firmly establish the military academy.'

The academy needs to be established to resolve these conflicts.

Creating a sense of unity among commanders and staff, army and navy leadership, and the core of each regional army by having them receive the same education in the same place. While this arrangement won't solve all problems, it will make a significant contribution.

...

'Actually, it would be best if the Victorious Duke holds out as long as possible.'

The Victorious Duke would feel betrayed if he knew my thoughts, but that's the reality.

The Victorious Duke is currently focused on making the military academy's opening his final achievement. That's why he's displaying such passion, burning with enthusiasm.

Unfortunately, the Victorious Duke's retirement is an outcome that only he desires in this Empire. Neither the Emperor, the Headquarters leadership, nor other military officials want the Victorious Duke to retire. They all hope he'll remain in his position long after the military academy opens.

'Is that why he's kidnapping the principal?'

It's a crazy hypothesis, but such a conspiracy theory suddenly crossed my mind.

Could it be that the Victorious Duke instinctively realized his retirement would fail, and in reaction, he's clinging to a retiring old man like a water ghost? With the mindset of "if I can't do it, neither can you"?

'Truly a great general.'

It's both amazing and terrifying. Every move of the Empire's representative general is extraordinary.

A day after my conversation with the Wise Duke, I met the Empire's representative general.

"I'm glad you came to see me first, Kal. Have you been well?"

And by my own volition, no less.

"Yes, Your Excellency. It would be a lie to say everything has been peaceful without any disturbances, but I've been managing without wavering."
"That's good news. I was worried that serving as Acting Duke might be overwhelming, but as expected, you're handling it well."

The Victorious Duke nodded slightly, took a sip of tea, and then smiled at me.

"So. What brings you here?"
"Was it that obvious?"
"Even though the Servet Duchy is being led by the vassal council in your stead, I know how busy one can be when first assuming the position of Duke. For busy Kal to come all the way here, you must have important business."

It was a reasonable assumption, but one thing was wrong.

Surprisingly, I'm not that busy. After completing the handover and starting the vassal council's automatic hunting, hardly any reports come to me.

'Is this the know-how from decades of automatic hunting?'

My admiration for the Catovan vassal council increased. That vassal council was truly different from those of other dukes.

"Even if I'm busy, I should at least pay my respects to Your Excellency. Though you're right that I came with a purpose."
"Haha, then don't hesitate to speak. You're now a duke like me, Kal."

At those words, I carefully set down the teacup I was holding.


"I heard that Your Excellency is recruiting the Academy principal."

And I brought up the important matter that my civil servant life depends on.

"So that reached Kal's ears too? I didn't proceed secretly, but I didn't openly pressure him either. I'm concerned that if everyone knows, it might put pressure on the principal."

Unfortunately, the Victorious Duke didn't deny anything.

That's disappointing. I had slightly hoped the Wise Duke might have misunderstood.

"You're right, Kal. I proposed to the principal that if he retires, would he help with the military academy. No matter how I think about it, there's no better talent than the principal."
"I see."

I nodded bitterly at his voice full of conviction.

I know that too. Didn't I also acknowledge that the principal would be suitable for joining the military academy? How many people in the Empire have military as their primary expertise and education as their secondary?

"But considering the principal's age, wouldn't it be too much? Even for an accomplished magician, he's someone who has dedicated himself enough to retire twice. Can his body withstand a third dedication?"

So I tried to persuade him with all my soul.

Rationally, I can't stop the Victorious Duke's choice. So I need to appeal to emotion, not reason. Acknowledging that the principal is suitable talent, but questioning whether it's right to abuse an elderly person.

The principal represents the future of all civil servants in the Empire—what good would come from setting a precedent of overworking the elderly?

'We both aim for retirement.'

Coincidentally, the Victorious Duke also dreams of (unwanted) retirement. If I emphasize the terrible precedent and appeal to human compassion, perhaps I can move his heart—

"Ah, don't worry about that. I was concerned about that too, but the principal is thinking positively. After living his whole life for the Empire, he feels he might die quickly if he doesn't do anything."
'Ah.'

The strongest shield of "the person himself wants to work" appeared.

"When people who have pursued something their whole lives stop moving, they age rapidly. Conversely, some people become younger when freed from work, but the principal seems to be the former."

It was such a plausible statement that I found myself nodding unconsciously.

I've certainly heard such things before. The incomprehensible cases where people who passionately immersed themselves in work become unemployed overnight and, rather than feeling unburdened, feel empty and waste away.

"Speaking of the principal, Kal, I'm thinking of creating an education-dedicated department within the military academy, led by the principal."
"An education-dedicated department... you say?"
"Yes. A department exclusively for teaching the teachers of the military academy, not the students. The prospective teachers I've persuaded are excellent soldiers and military scholars, but teaching others is a separate issue. How wonderful would it be for the principal to pass on teaching methods to such teachers?"

The Victorious Duke had taken control of the conversation.

While trying to prevent the principal's third career, I ended up hearing dozens of reasons why the principal should participate in the military academy.

"Being the principal or vice principal of the military academy might be too much, but Senior Teacher of the Education Department would be appropriate."

I also learned about the military academy's structure, which I wasn't particularly curious about.

'Can't I stop this?'

The longer the Victorious Duke spoke, the more I cried inside.

It's a sad situation where neither reason nor emotion works.


"The Count has been showing unusual behavior lately.

Of course, the Count has always been a peculiar individual, but his recent actions have been exceptionally strange even by those standards.

'Why is someone who hates working suddenly moving around so much?'

I tilted my head while looking at the map marking all the places the Count had visited.

His visits to the religious facilities of the three faiths are somewhat understandable. Piecing together scattered information, it seems related to the Count's new youngest children. Even normal fathers act strangely when it comes to their children's matters, so how much more would the already peculiar Count?

However, his subsequent movements are difficult to comprehend. Who could have guessed he would suddenly visit the Academy and poke around everywhere?

'The young Viscount Chenes will be enrolling in the Academy next year.'

At first, I thought it was a visit to look after his cousin, but if it were about favors, meeting the current Principal and Vice Principal would have been sufficient. There was no need to thoroughly inspect the entire Academy.

No, to be honest, the Count didn't need to visit at all. Even without his intervention, the Academy would take good care of the future Duke of Chenes, and if the Count wanted to be more involved, he could have simply used a communication orb.

Yet the Count took action personally. Can this simply be attributed to consideration for his cousin?

'Afterward, he met with my father-in-law.'

What's even more incomprehensible is that after visiting the Academy, the Count also went to the Military Headquarters.

My head is spinning. Religious facilities, the Academy, Military Headquarters. It's almost impressive how he managed to visit such completely unrelated facilities in succession.

At this point, they have nothing in common except being buildings. If I were to force a commonality, it would only be that they're all within Imperial territory, which is painfully obvious.

'Perhaps I should first find the connection between the Academy and Military Headquarters.'

I stared at the map and drew a line connecting the Capital and the Academy.

The religious facilities are an exception. That's clearly related to the Count's children, and meddling would likely lead to no good outcome.

'...The common ground between education and military?'

Even excluding one, the remaining two assert their dominant presence. What could possibly be the connection between the Imperial Academy and the Imperial Military Headquarters? They have nothing in common except nominally being under the Imperial Administration.

'I guess there's no choice.'

After contemplating for a while, I sighed softly and picked up the communication orb.

In truth, I could have simply asked my father-in-law what he discussed with the Count from the beginning. However, contacting my father-in-law, who is busy managing the Imperial Army, about such matters is embarrassing, and in a way, it seems like I'm monitoring his activities.

That's why I tried to figure it out myself, but I can't help it now. It's better to endure the embarrassment than to remain frustrated without answers.

"We discussed the Academy Principal. I was planning to recruit him as a core member of the military academy after his retirement, but Kal hasn't been in touch with the Principal for three years. He seemed concerned that the Principal, who is finally retiring, might have a hard time."
"Ah, is that so?"
"Yes. After that, we discussed the structure of the military academy with Kal—"

The answer that came back was brief and powerful.

The Principal facing his second retirement and my father-in-law aiming for his third employment. The Count rushing to the Military Headquarters to prevent someone else's third career.

'Indeed.'

The puzzle pieces that had been scattered finally came together.

I wondered why he was moving so restlessly, but from the Count's perspective, it was an urgent matter with the fire not just at his feet but burning up to his knees.

'He must have been anxious.'

About the Principal, who should be enjoying a peaceful retirement by anyone's standards, starting a new life.

About that new life being administrative work rather than travel, writing, or teaching the next generation.

'Because it might not be someone else's future, but his own.'


The Count, not even thirty yet, is already looking far ahead. His vision is so sharp that one might wonder if he has nomadic blood in his ancestry.

So it's understandable that the Count reacts violently to the precedent set by the Principal and trembles with fear. Finally retiring in old age only to receive a new official position and continue administrative work? Not exactly a pleasant situation.

'Hmm.'

I barely suppressed the corners of my mouth that were twitching upward.

From what my father-in-law said, it seems the Count failed in his attempt to prevent the Principal's third career. He must be feeling so anxious now that he wants to vomit blood.

It's a pity. Why didn't I think of putting the Principal in the military academy myself, so the Count would have come to me, allowing me to witness such a rare spectacle? If I had suggested the military academy position to the Principal first, the Count would have come to the Sun Palace instead of the Military Headquarters.

'But provoking him further might make him unpredictable.'

The Count is already mentally cornered without my knowledge. In this situation, even a small shock might cause him to lose his mind and act erratically.

It would be truly troublesome if the Count, a pillar of the Empire and shield of the Imperial Family, were to go mad. Although it's not because of me that he's cornered, as Emperor, it's my duty to compassionately soothe my subject's anxiety.

'It would be problematic if he breaks down already.'

This is absolutely necessary for the Count's long and healthy life.

***

After meeting with the Victorious Duke, I've had a lot to think about.

First, the Victorious Duke's ambition to recruit the Principal is unwavering. No matter how hard I try, I can't break this, so the only way to prevent the Principal's third official career is to persuade the Principal himself.

But I've already heard directly from the Victorious Duke about his ambition, will, and greater purpose regarding the Principal. How could I then run to the Principal and say something like, "Don't you think working at the military academy might not be the best idea?" The Victorious Duke would rightfully feel betrayed.

As a result, my head is throbbing and my limbs are trembling. How on earth can I prevent this hell? What method can I employ to block this evil custom that will destroy my retirement?

'Should I mobilize the parliament?'

That thought crossed my mind momentarily.

Although the Imperial Parliament is essentially the Emperor's rubber stamp and escort group, it is still the legislative body that creates Imperial law. If the members unite, they could create a bill like "Former officials above a certain age cannot take office again."

But if the Emperor sends it back saying "don't be ridiculous," it would be thwarted. So in the end, after going around in circles, is the Emperor the problem?

'Huh?'

As I was cursing the Emperor again today, the communication orb beside me glowed purple.

Damn him. Did he somehow sense that I was cursing him and decided to contact me? How does he manage to call at such a perfect timing?

"This is the head of the Kracius Family, acting Duke of Servet."

I picked up the communication orb with mixed feelings.

I'd like to ignore it, but I can't. My head is already complicated, and now I'm about to incur the Emperor's resentment too. That would be like declaring a death wish.

"Your greetings seem to be getting shorter."
"Any name is but a commoner's before Your Majesty, and even elaborate praise is merely an expected exclamation before the masses. How could I dare confuse Your Majesty's ears with long and complicated words?"
"Well, that sounds nice to hear."

The Emperor chuckled and nodded lightly,

"I also intend to say nice things to the Count, so come to the Sun Palace."

As always, he cast his summoning spell.

At this point, I should consider building my own quarters next to the Sun Palace. Install a teleportation magic circle there, so I can travel between the palace and my mansion anytime.

'Damn him.'

He could have shown a little consideration for my position, having to walk to my boss's office even during vacation.


Come to think of it, I think I was the one who deserved to be damned.

No matter how complicated my mind is and how the Emperor's dignity covers everything on earth, how dare I offer such a brief greeting to His Majesty?

"Just look it over and sign. It's written briefly so there's no room for misinterpretation."

At those words, I hastily grabbed the quill pen next to the paper.

[If Kal Kracius of the Kracius Family retires from the administration through normal means, he is prohibited from being reappointed to departments other than those specific to the duties of an Imperial Count.]

At the same time, my eyes welled up with tears at the short but powerful sentence written on the paper.

A sentence that clearly blocks the terrible future I was worried about. A promise that if I retire after serving as Minister of Audit, I would inevitably become a member of the Imperial Parliament as an Imperial Count, but no other positions would be tolerated.

'Perfect.'

It's as beautiful as a masterpiece created by a master craftsman who invested his entire life. There's a clause exempting Imperial Parliament membership, but that's not even worth considering.

By the time I retire, the title of Count of Teilgleichen will likely have passed to Fedi. If I'm still the Count of Teilgleichen but have stepped down from the ministerial position, it means I've succeeded in retiring earlier than expected. I'm willing to accept parliamentary life.

'Even the Emperor seems to think three consecutive civil service careers is too much.'

My mind rapidly calmed down.

The fact that the Emperor responded immediately after I poked around the Academy and Military Headquarters means he clearly understood my concerns.

Yet instead of ignoring my worries, he made a contract with me. This suggests that even the Emperor shares the mindset that "using retired officials again is a bit much."

'The Empire still maintains some standards after all.'

I quickly signed the document and handed it to the Emperor. The Emperor's signature was already at the top of the space where I was to sign, so this contract would now take effect.

"Are your worries somewhat alleviated now?"
"With Your Majesty's virtue being so high and profound, what could this humble servant possibly worry about?"

I bowed my head so low that my forehead nearly touched the desk in response to the Emperor's words.

Just for today, I'm not the Sun Palace's lapdog but its sage. I don't know how long this resolve will last, but at least for today, that's what I am.

***

The Count kept bowing repeatedly before withdrawing.

With this, the Count's anguish has disappeared, and his deteriorating mental state will likely return to normal. A major crisis for a great servant of the Empire has been safely averted.

'What strange worries he has.'

I couldn't help but smile.

I might work the Count until he dies of old age, but I have no intention of reusing a servant whom I've carefully allowed to retire after much consideration. Besides, what could the Count possibly accomplish if placed somewhere other than the Audit Ministry?

So I clearly prohibited reappointment to other departments, except for the case of the Imperial Parliament member...

'Wait a minute.'

Feeling a belated sense of discomfort, I reviewed the document again.

The content prohibiting reappointment to other departments. What exactly is the scope of "other departments" here?

Since the Count belongs to the administration, does it mean he shouldn't be sent to the legislature, judiciary, military, etc.? Or does it apply to specific departments like the Imperial Household Ministry, Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and so on?

'Oh no.'

Perhaps because I wrote it casually, I immediately found content that could be interpreted differently.

If the former interpretation is applied, he could still be reappointed to other departments within the administration; if the latter is applied, the freedom the Count desires would be realized.

I encountered the Crown Princess riding on Charity while wandering around the mansion.

"Uncle. Did something good happen?"
"Pardon?"

She blinked her eyes and asked in an innocent voice.

I was momentarily taken aback by the unexpected question. I never imagined I'd hear such words from a 7-year-old child.

What made it even more impactful was that the Crown Princess's pronunciation had rapidly improved since turning 7. If her speech had still been childishly cute and awkward, I might have laughed it off, but aside from "Uncle" which had seemingly become my proper name, there was absolutely no problem understanding her.

"Well, I'm happy because Your Highness has come. What could be better than Your Highness visiting us?"
"Hehe, right? Uncle is happy to see me too, right?"
"Of course."

After pondering what to say, I gave a suitable answer, and the Crown Princess nodded with a bright smile.

Children will be children after all. She immediately accepted what was clearly a hastily made excuse. Even if she could sense my mood with her innate wisdom and perceptiveness, her lack of life experience made her fall for the lie.

Perhaps she simply believed that her godfather would never lie to her. Thinking about it that way made my heart ache a little.

'I'm sorry, Your Highness.'

I apologized inwardly to the pure and kind Crown Princess.

But it couldn't be helped. This excuse was nothing more than a white lie to protect the Crown Princess's innocence.

No matter how strong my mental fortitude might be, I couldn't bring myself to tell the spotless Crown Princess something like, "This godfather of yours is in a good mood because he's been promised a peaceful retirement." While saying such things might bring momentary happiness, it would lead to strong feelings of self-loathing later.

"By the way, Your Highness."

After watching the Crown Princess giggle, I carefully opened my mouth.

"Why are you wandering around with just Charity?"

At the same time, I shifted my gaze to Charity, who was gently walking while the Crown Princess rode on his back, holding his antlers like handlebars.

It wasn't unusual for Charity to carry someone on his back. Kindness in horse form and Charity in deer form were sacred beasts specialized in mobility, to the extent that sometimes even servants would load them with goods.

However, it was strange for the Crown Princess to be wandering around with only Charity. Usually, she played together with our children, so why was she acting independently?

"Ah! We're playing tag!"
"Tag?"
"Uh-huh! Pedi is riding on Kindness! I'm looking for Pedi and Kindness with Charity!"

At those words, I looked at Charity again.

Sacred beasts can roughly sense where other sacred beasts are located, excluding themselves. I don't know if this was an ability they had since first setting foot in our mansion, but at present, they definitely possess the ability to sense each other's presence.

So why would Charity, who knows Kindness's location, be carrying the Crown Princess around aimlessly? A creature that could catch up within a minute if he really tried?

Of course, Kindness also knows Charity's location so escape is possible, but if that were the case, there should be an intense chase between Charity and Kindness. This is no time to be walking so leisurely.

'You couldn't possibly...'

I began to harbor reasonable suspicions.

Charity had established a rivalry with Kindness over the strange pride of who gets to carry our children. He was also quite concerned about Kindness being Pedi's loyal mount and close aide.

So instead of trying to take Pedi's aide position, which would be quite difficult to acquire, was Charity aiming for the Crown Princess's close aide route? Deliberately carrying the Crown Princess on his back and intentionally distancing himself from Kindness to spend time alone with her?

'That makes sense.'

It's a very convincing theory. Although the Crown Princess isn't our actual child, she's an honorary child who frequently visits.

Plus, she's older than Pedi and holds a higher position. The disadvantage of being an outsider to the mansion can be offset by the advantages of age and rank.

"Well, Kindness is hiding so well that it's difficult to find him. It seems he's really committed to hiding."


After rolling his eyes at my gaze, Charity blurted out a bizarre excuse.

That's nonsense. Frankly speaking, how well can a horse hide, and how would he muffle those thunderous hoofbeats? He simply has no intention of finding Kindness.

"That's good. Hide-and-seek is fun when the person running away hides well."

However, I didn't want to ruin the Crown Princess's game with unnecessary comments.

Rather, a game of tag where both parties know each other's location and the seeker immediately charges at full speed toward the runner isn't fun. If Charity had played with his full power, there's a high probability the Crown Princess's enjoyment would have been ruined.

"Charity."
"Yes, yes! Please speak!"
"Take good care of both Pedi and Her Highness."
"Of course!"

Charity swore with determined eyes at my request.

Saying "take good care of both Pedi and Her Highness" is essentially the same as saying I'll tolerate him attaching himself to the Crown Princess instead of Pedi, as long as he doesn't lose his identity as our mansion's sacred beast.

Thanks to this, Charity's eyes showed not only determination but also gratitude. In a way, I had opened a path for him to compete equally with Kindness.

Though it was actually Charity who had grabbed onto the Crown Princess as his lifeline. As expected of a former evil god, his self-preservation skills are impressive.

'Come to think of it, was he Stinginess during his evil god days?'

Charity's old name was Stinginess, and Kindness's old name was Jealousy.

Somehow, their positions are subtly different, making their old names seem inappropriate. The one called Stinginess is jealous of Kindness who became Pedi's most loyal servant, while the one called Jealousy has no intention of sharing any of the honor he's earned.

'I suppose that means he wants to receive Pedi's favor that much.'

To be honest, it's rather peculiar to see former evil gods and current sacred beasts fretting over a 6-year-old child.

But what can I do? Even that peculiarity is sincerity and affection toward our children. It's much better than disrespecting or looking down on them.

"Uncle, Uncle."
"Yes, Your Highness. Please speak."
"Do the other animals have antlers like Charity?"
"No. The antlers belong only to Charity. Neither Titi, nor Jangsaeng, nor Kindness has them. They're unique to Charity."

At my answer, the Crown Princess kept touching Charity's antlers.

"Charity's antlers. Pretty and nice! It would be better if the others had them too!"
"But the other animals have scales, wings, or claws that Charity doesn't have, right? Each has their own charm."
"Is that so?"

The Crown Princess tilted her head and continued to stroke Charity's antlers incessantly.

I'm worried. I know children's innocence, and I also know how far that innocence can go when it's slightly misdirected. Innocence that hasn't fully absorbed common sense is like an accelerator without brakes.

"Uncle."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Then can we pull out Charity's antlers and stick them somewhere else?"
'Ah.'

As soon as I felt anxious, the Crown Princess said something that made me sigh involuntarily.

And she even used very logical reasoning from her perspective.

"Charity's antlers fall off every winter."

She's not wrong. Charity, despite clearly not being an ordinary deer, sheds his antlers annually like other deer. I was terrified the first time his antlers suddenly fell off. Fortunately, they grew back in spring.

But the Crown Princess, who witnessed this, developed a misconception: "Deer antlers can be freely removed and attached!"

"Your Highness, that... While Charity's antlers do occasionally fall off, we cannot remove them at will."
"Why?"

Yes, why indeed.


The words almost reached the tip of my tongue, but I couldn't bring myself to say them. If I misspoke, Charity would immediately have to kiss his antlers goodbye.

'Ah.'

A good analogy came to mind.

"Your Highness. Have you ever experienced how hair naturally falls out sometimes, but when you forcibly pull it, it hurts?"
"Yes! I have! It's stinging and painful!"
"Now, how much bigger are Charity's antlers compared to Your Highness's hair?"

The Crown Princess blinked blankly, then shuddered as if imagining the worst pain she could think of.

"Charity, I'm sorry! I said something bad!"
"Not at all! If anything, I'm devastated that my antlers aren't detachable...!"
'You crazy fool.'

I just barely convinced her, and now he says this? Don't you care about your antlers?

"Instead, if Your Highness desires my antlers, I'll always rush to your side! Though they can't be removed, you can see and touch them anytime!"
"Yes! Thank you, Charity!"

However, Charity naturally secured a permanent place by the Crown Princess's side, using his antlers as bait.

I'm not sure whether to call it meticulous or desperate.

***

The little master who doesn't live in our house, but visits from the Imperial Palace.

A child of tremendous status as the future Emperor of the Empire, a noble bloodline I never had the chance to see even when I was called Stinginess. Today, such a being rode on my back and was genuinely happy.

"Kuhuhuhut..."

Because of this, I couldn't stop smiling. Though Her Highness returned to the Imperial Palace long ago, I can still feel her warmth on my back.

'At this rate, third place isn't just a dream.'

With this momentum, I can definitely aim for third place in Her Highness's heart. Since first and second places in Her Highness and the little masters' hearts are fixed, third place is the highest I can achieve no matter how hard I try, but that's enough.

What does it matter if two unchangeable beings are above me? Everyone else is below me.

Even that cursed foal is below me!

'How dare he carry the first little master on his back and strut around...!'

My teeth grind automatically when I think of him. The merciful first little master often rides on my back too, but sadly, she rides Kindness more often. Even I can see that she gives more attention to Kindness than to me.

This is all because that cunning Kindness has bewitched the first little master. The first little master is completely innocent.

'Please wait just a little longer, first little master!'

I, Charity, the true loyal deer! Unlike that deceitful horse, I will approach you with sincere loyalty! Together with Her Highness, I will drive away the one who pollutes the little master's ears!

'The true power in a household traditionally belongs to the woman.'

It's an open secret that Her Highness the Crown Princess has feelings for the first little master. That means they will eventually be together, and between the two, Her Highness will become the one with real authority. While it might be different outside the home, within the household, wives traditionally have stronger voices than husbands.

Moreover, Her Highness outranks the first little master in status. So if Her Highness and I join forces, we can rescue the little master anytime.

'And I incidentally become the guardian beast of the household.'

I tapped the corridor floor repeatedly while dreaming of a bright future.

When I was Stinginess, I was defeated by Enen and fell from grace. After being reborn as Charity, I lost the first little master to that Kindness fellow.

So I will never be defeated a third time. I will serve Her Highness and stand tall above the other sacred beasts.

Life, no, divine life, no—beast life begins with the third attempt!

# Borrowing the Tiger's Authority

"Borrowing the tiger's authority" - an idiom meaning a fox boasts using the tiger's power.

Lately, I've been deeply appreciating the wisdom of our ancestors. The majestic behavior of Jaseon perfectly matches this saying.

'If he had been born human, he would have risen to Minister of the Imperial Household.'

His dedication to greeting the Crown Princess whenever she visits, rushing through the garden to meet her at the gate. His determination to immediately carry her on his back, fearing her feet might touch the ground. His mouth that never stops moving, worried the Crown Princess might get bored.

His actions truly demonstrate complete devotion to serving the Crown Princess. Even the loyal civil servants of the Ministry of the Imperial Household must reflect on themselves when they see Jaseon, wondering why they couldn't serve with such passion.

'Should I make him the Crown Princess's personal driver soon?'

I tilted my head, watching Jaseon gracefully walking while carrying the Crown Princess.

Of course, I don't mean a knight who wields a sword, but a driver. And not one who operates a vehicle, but a remarkable driver who has turned his own body into a mode of transportation.

With that level of effort and passion, he deserves to be made her personal driver. I should casually bring this up next time I meet the Emperor.

'He certainly deserves at least an honorary position.'

Surprisingly, despite being a beast, Jaseon is fully qualified to serve the imperial family. More precisely, all the sacred beasts in our household are qualified to serve the imperial family.

Jaseon and the other sacred beasts, including Lisianne, are my familiars as a member of the Lisizariune Knights. I didn't know this before, but apparently familiars of Lisizariune Knights receive treatment equivalent to high-ranking knights in regular orders. Thanks to this, these mere beasts would receive salutes from numerous knights if they were to appear at headquarters.

Thinking about this makes me sigh. The person who made loyal knights who support the Empire salute these beasts... if you just look at that sentence without context, it sounds like the actions of an evil minister or traitor.

'Hmm?'

Just as I was beginning to fear history's stern judgment, a familiar figure ran toward the Crown Princess and Jaseon.

"Sister!"

It was Pedi, riding on Friendly.

'They're competing again.'

I couldn't help but smile at this now almost daily sight since a certain deer began seriously pursuing the Crown Princess route.

Just as Jaseon considers Friendly his lifelong rival, Friendly is equally wary of Jaseon. Although Friendly maintains a proud attitude looking down at Jaseon from Pedi's side, as Friendly, he cannot underestimate the capabilities of Jaseon, who was once a nightmare of the same era when they were both evil gods terrorizing the continent.

But now his fated rival is trying to upset the balance by gaining outside support? And becoming the Crown Princess's personal vehicle, no less?

This could be a major crisis where Pedi's affection might wane. As a result, Friendly always carries Pedi on his back whenever the Crown Princess arrives, as if to demonstrate that Pedi's affection remains steadfast despite any variables Jaseon might introduce.

'What are they doing with these children?'

I'm increasingly doubtful whether they're former evil gods or current sacred beasts. What kind of sacred beast competes for the loyalty of 6 and 7-year-old children? Even eunuchs and relatives serving young emperors wouldn't stoop to your level.

"Pedi! Friendly! Have you been well?!"
"Yes! I've been good!"
"I've been well thanks to Your Highness's concern!"

As I watched Friendly enthusiastically bowing to the Crown Princess, I moved away from the window.


The Crown Princess will soon enter the mansion, so I should tell the chef to prepare snacks. Today we're planning to serve s'more cookies, which couldn't be prepared in advance.

When marshmallows harden in the cold, the taste of s'more cookies rapidly deteriorates. We can't serve inadequate snacks to the children.

***

I've finally gotten somewhat used to my sudden life as Pope.

Actually, it would be more accurate to say I forced myself to adapt through gritted teeth, as failing to do so would be a great sin against the brothers and sisters who believe in and follow the Lord.

'To think my first central core position would be Pope.'

I can't help but smile bitterly when I recall this sudden and desperate adaptation process.

Although I was the Archbishop of the Ausen Archdiocese, considered the best among provincial positions, a provincial archbishop is still inferior to a central Cardinal. So I thought the next Pope would be chosen from among the Cardinals, and I expected to be called to the center to become a Cardinal in about ten years.

That was the common and sensible future. It's unusual to go directly from provincial positions to Pope, as His Holiness the previous Pope did. Most Popes historically served as Cardinals first.

'Now I too will remain an unconventional Pope.'

I will likely be recorded as a cleric who went directly from Archbishop to Pope, the successor to a great Pope who convened a council, a servant who will continue the holy reforms of the Order. I will be recorded alongside such grand and brilliant titles.

And there exists one more unique title that will not pale in comparison to those names.

'The Pope who filled the Order's wallet.'

I smiled bitterly again as I handled the report that came up from the Ministry of Financial Planning ten minutes ago.

Until recently, the Order's financial situation wasn't very good. It wasn't because the Order had become corrupt and squandered money, nor was it because the brothers and sisters of the Ministry of Financial Planning had created budget problems through negligence.

It was simply a tragedy caused by a series of large-scale expenditures. They were absolutely necessary expenditures for the Order and the continent, a tragedy that mere mortals could not possibly address.

But now the Order's wallet, which had faced an insurmountable tragedy for mortals, has become plump. To the extent that brothers and sisters in the Ministry of Financial Planning, including the Cardinals, shed tears of gratitude every day.

[As a result of pre-selling the biography of Brother St. Kal Servet Kracius of Teilgleichen, sales revenue alone has definitely saved us from the brink of bankruptcy.]
[Buyers are very favorable. Not only sales revenue but also securing large donations.]
[Able to handle major events such as councils, canonization ceremonies, and conclaves without difficulty.]

The report from the Ministry of Financial Planning, which should strictly consist of numbers, was full of emotion and cheers.

'It is the grace of the Lord.'

But I can understand completely. I can empathize more deeply than anyone.

I, as Pope, also suffered from the bankruptcy crisis facing the Order. I worried about possibly going down in history as the Pope who failed to prevent the Order's bankruptcy.

That worry was instantly resolved, so of course it's something to be happy about. If one is not happy about this, they must be someone without affection for the Order.

'This much just from pre-sales.'

Moreover, this revenue is only a small part compared to future earnings. Our Order has the first sales rights to the biography of the Holy One, and we have pre-sold only a very small portion of the quantity.

Of course, since the pre-sale was conducted in auction format, it cannot be considered the market price, but the revenue from sales across the entire continent will certainly not be small.


'Truly a Holy One indeed.'

I unconsciously made the sign of the cross.

Thanks be to the Lord who has bestowed deep grace upon us. Thanks be to the Lord who has sent such a holy person during the lifetime of this humble servant.

[Planning to conduct a drawing among pre-purchasers within this month.]

After giving thanks to the Lord, I looked at the report again.

An event where a drawing will be held among biography purchasers, and the winners will be invited to the Papal States to meet with the Holy One.

These purchasers naturally include pre-purchasers. So it is right to proceed with the drawing quickly for the sake of the devout believers who helped the Order's finances by spending large sums.

Even though the invitation is scheduled to take place after the biography is officially sold, it should be fine to conduct the drawing in advance.

'...It would be best to entrust the drawing to the Holy One.'

After pondering briefly, I wrote instructions to be issued to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

It's revenue generated thanks to the Holy One, an event being held thanks to the Holy One, and purchasers who will meet with the Holy One. Then it is proper to entrust it entirely to the Holy One rather than us conducting the drawing.

But if the Holy One is busy, we should do it. We cannot bother the Holy One, and we cannot keep the purchasers who helped our finances waiting any longer.

***

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Papal States sent a letter.

More precisely, it's a letter sent to the Count rather than the Empire, but since it's an official matter, it had to go through the Empire's Ministry of Foreign Affairs. After all, it would be problematic for a major figure of the Empire to discuss official matters with another country without going through the imperial administration.

"So, what is the request?"
"They're requesting that you visit the Papal States to conduct a drawing."
"A drawing?"

I frowned slightly at the Minister of Foreign Affairs' words, but soon exclaimed in realization.

If the Papal States are asking the Count to conduct a drawing, there can only be one thing. To select some from among those who pre-purchased the Count's biogra... phy, and have them meet the Count—

'Hmm.'

I desperately maintained a poker face while suppressing my laughter.

I must hold it in. I have to. It's certainly laughable that a biography is being made for someone not yet thirty, and that a bizarre event is being held for purchasers to meet him. Still, I cannot burst into undignified laughter in front of my subordinates.

"It seems to be related to the Minister of Audit's biography. I haven't even properly written a diary, let alone a biography, yet the biography of a minister much younger than me is spreading throughout the continent. Truly a mysterious thing."

And the Foreign Minister's voice, tinged with amusement, made my lips quiver slightly.

I'm about to lose it because he used a diary as a comparison. The way he put it makes it sound like the Count's secretly written diary has been spread throughout the world.

'My diary that everyone in the world knows about.'

If I were the subject, it would be devastating, but since the Count is the subject, I can only laugh.

The Papal States had sent a letter.

It was a letter that came through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs rather than directly, but it didn't seem like the content had been censored, so I didn't mind. Even if the Empire and the Papal States had friendly relations, it would be somewhat delicate for a key figure of one country to freely receive letters from another country's administration.

To put it bluntly, it would be problematic if the letter contained invitations to defect or stage a coup. Of course, that wouldn't happen, but with these matters, it's right to investigate even the slimmest possibilities without exception.

'What is this?'

As soon as I checked the letter that had passed through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, my head tilted involuntarily.

First, the letter was densely written in a handwriting full of sincerity. It began with greetings to a saint and praise for the Lord's grace, followed by gratitude for the peace across the continent, and then prayers for the health of all continental people, including my family and acquaintances. It was truly a priestly introduction.

However, after the ordinary and modest introduction, a rather impressive main point began.

[Thanks to the holy one allowing the Order to sell your biography, we were able to overcome our financial difficulties. The Order has escaped crisis due to the consideration of a living saint—how beautiful is this, and how blessed by the Lord?]

The biography sale issue that had been gradually fading from my mind due to recent events.

[Even though we only pre-sold part of an unfinished biography, believers across the continent showed an enthusiastic response. The holy one would be surprised to hear the highest auction price.]

They actually implemented the novel business model of pre-selling to put out the Order's urgent fire.

'It sold well.'

And that novel business model actually succeeded in contributing to the Order's finances. The joy is so palpable in the writing that it doesn't seem like mere formality.

That's fortunate. The Papal States are a key friendly nation to the Empire, and the Order is a mainstream religion dedicated to peace across the continent. If such a power were to struggle with financial problems and go bankrupt, the repercussions would be beyond imagination.

How joyful that my biography prevented a terrible future. I suppose that covers the offerings I'd have to make for life.

[We plan to send part of the pre-sale profits to the holy one soon. However, since the sales profits are a mix of cash and goods, it would be difficult to send them to the holy one without preparation. If the holy one would tell us when you prefer to receive them, we will send the profits accordingly.]

'Oh.'

And just after I thought about writing off my lifetime offerings, the payback came.

Lately, I feel like I'm receiving a lot from Enen. Saving my child, giving me money. If you keep giving like this, what will be left for you?

'Goods, huh.'

At the same time, I was somewhat surprised. I didn't expect that the sales profits would include physical goods.

It's common sense that auctions are conducted strictly with cash. If goods are involved in an auction, the process of assessing their value becomes necessary, and the accuracy of that value is also an issue. Both sellers and buyers get headaches over physical goods.

Nevertheless, the Order accepted goods. The Order, which urgently needed money and cared about its image, accepted a cumbersome method with room for controversy? That means the items that appeared at the auction were precious things difficult to obtain even with money.

Things so valuable that it's worth enduring troublesome and complicated methods to secure them.

'That's good.'

I couldn't help but smile. Not only did I earn money while sitting down, but I also acquired precious items.

[Also, we plan to hold a drawing for pre-purchasers within this month. Originally, the Order was going to handle this process as well, but the pre-purchasers spent large sums without hesitation to see the holy one. So even if meeting all buyers is too much, I think it's right for the holy one to conduct the drawing.]

Perhaps because of this, I felt little reaction despite the somewhat troublesome sentence that popped up.

When my wallet has thickened just from breathing, why would I care about a mere drawing? They're not asking me to conduct the auction or shake hands with the buyers. It's a small, trivial request to just draw from an already prepared list.

[Of course, if it's impossible for the holy one, the Order will proceed as originally planned. So please decide comfortably without feeling burdened.]


Even the cautious addendum at the very end was satisfying.

I can quickly go to the Papal States using teleport anyway, and how long could a drawing possibly take? Usually, drawing events take long because the entry submission time and prize distribution time are overwhelmingly present. For this drawing, the entries have already ended, and the prize distribution is a future matter, so there's no need to worry.

'There's no reason not to go.'

I approached the desk and picked up a quill pen.

Since my dear brothers and sisters have sent such a sincere letter, it's only polite for me to reply with sincerity as well.

The reply to my response came quickly. Along with it, part of the profits mentioned in the previous letter.

'Is this a museum?'

I couldn't help but chuckle as I watched the items being moved to the warehouse one by one.

I had expectations since these were items the Order had accepted despite sacrificing convenience and stability, but I didn't expect them to be splendid enough to immediately open a museum.

A military banner acquired as war spoils by an ancestor of some noble family, pottery containing all the artistic inspiration of a nation that had disappeared into history, clothing so smooth it brought to mind the phrase "seamless as the sky," a sword said to have been used by an extinct royal family, and more.

Items that would never leave a collector's hands once acquired were gathered in one place. Where on earth did they find such things?

'This means even more precious items are sleeping somewhere out there.'

Moreover, a collector's greed surpasses anyone else's in this world. The fact that such collectors readily offered these items means they must have even more precious items in their collections.

Logically, who would burn their most cherished possession as auction payment? Especially in a situation where meeting me—no, facing me—isn't 100% guaranteed but determined by a drawing.

'The military academy needs to be completed soon.'

Anyway, I gave a wry smile watching the servants playing Tetris with the items sent by the Order.

More precious items had flooded into the already saturated warehouse. The military academy needs to be built soon so I can sneakily store my belongings in its warehouse. Military treasures could be deposited under the pretext of loans to broaden the cadets' knowledge.

In fact, it doesn't matter if they're not military-related treasures. If necessary, I could just create a museum attached to the military academy.

"Master."
"Yes, butler. What is it?"
"Well, one of the gifts sent by the Order is particularly fierce, so we haven't been able to put it in a cage yet."

I immediately knew which one he was talking about, so I willingly moved my feet.

Among the goods sent by the Order, surprisingly, there were animals and plants included. I wonder how the auction was conducted that animals were paid as payment, but since each one was unique and mysterious, I accepted them without complaint.

But as the butler said, one creature. Just one creature was incredibly fierce for whatever reason. Even from a distance, its squawking was quite noisy.

"Is anyone hurt?"
"No. It doesn't attack first unless someone tries to touch it. Even if it does attack, it's small so there's not much damage."

That was somewhat reassuring, so I nodded.

- Kwueeeek! Kwueeeek!
'Oh boy.'

However, as we approached the cage, the increasingly fierce cries gradually diminished my sense of relief.

Damn thing. Small in size but with the voice of a great general. Where on earth did such a creature come from?


'If only it wasn't a shiny pelican.'

The owner of that resounding voice was a pelican. Unlike common pelicans, it had golden feathers that shone and a beak that sparkled like silver. When it kept its mouth shut and stayed still, it looked like a statue made of gold and silver.

So the pre-purchaser offered the pelican as payment, and the Order accepted that troublemaker. It's unfortunate that it flowed all the way to me.

'...Huh?'

As I walked along with that bitter thought, a strange sight caught my eye.

"Butler."
"Yes, master."
"What is that thing trying to do?"
"It seems to be... trying to eat."

After the butler's answer, neither of us could open our mouths for a while.

The shiny pelican, refusing to enter the cage it was supposed to go into, was roaming around here and there.

- Kwuek! Kwueeeek!

The shiny pelican that had been bothering the servants was now standing in front of the stable, opening its beak wide and roaring at a horse.

It looked like a snake opening its mouth toward prey. It was truly a brave and domineering sight, and the target of its predatory gaze would have felt intimidation and fear.

- Snort.

That is, if the target wasn't a horse dozens of times larger than the pelican.

'Unprejudiced little thing.'

Opening its mouth to an obviously enormous opponent.

I'm not sure if this should be seen as not giving up despite difficulties, or just being out of its mind.

'Can it be... returned?'

A bad thought briefly crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it.

Returning a gift isn't polite.

***

Now I should call him the holy one, not brother torturer.

Of course, given his personality, he would feel embarrassed by such a title and ask to be called as usual, but as the next saint, I should respect the holy one first so that others will respect him too. The name of a venerable saint is too noble to be diminished by a slight acquaintance.

'The husband of the Director of the Department of Canonization treating a saint casually.'

Also, I am the husband of the Director of the Department of Canonization. If I treat a saint lightly, the repercussions won't just affect me but will obviously reach my wife as well.

So I should show my delight while not losing my manners. Let me maintain boundaries without appearing too stiff.

- Woof!

While making such a resolution. Pietro's excellent friend peeked his head through the door gap.

It was as if he sensed the presence of the distinguished guest coming from across the sea and was asking to be taken to the guest as well.

I slowly start to feel like the Papal States are becoming my second homeland.

Among all the countries on the continent, there's none I've visited as frequently as the Papal States. For me as Saint Kal rather than human Kal or noble Kal, it's essentially a homeland of faith. So even if it can't be my first homeland, it deserves to be called my second.

'Since high priests have dual citizenship, shouldn't saints also have two homelands?'

This argument is quite convincing from a historical perspective too.

The territory of the Papal States is limited to a single city called Enestiye and its surrounding areas. Priests who oversee the entire continent couldn't possibly all come from such a small territory, so the clergy supporting the order come from countries across the continent. Among them, priests who reach high positions hold citizenship in both their birth country and the Papal States, so shouldn't saints receive the same benefit?

Yes, that must be right. I can rightfully call myself both an Imperial citizen and a Papal citizen.

'I hope there comes a day when I can use this advantageously.'

So I prayed inwardly. That someday I could actively use this dual citizenship (plea) as a card to escape the Emperor's tyranny.

Or if escape isn't possible, at least to mitigate it.

"When I graduated from the Academy, I thought I'd be fortunate to see you again before I died, but meeting you this frequently is both surprising and joyful. Truly, the heavenly Lord must have destined the connection between me and Your Holiness."

As I walked leisurely with these thoughts, Tanian, who had volunteered as my guide, spoke softly beside me.

"I was thinking the same thing, Brother. Without a connection, people might not even meet in the same city, let alone across the sea, yet we've reunited several times. This would have been impossible without the Lord's guidance and mercy."

I responded to his words with a friendly reply.

I couldn't shudder or respond coldly to his genuinely warm greeting because my memories of the past had faded considerably. Now I can treat my three years at the Academy as 'difficult times, but ancient history.'

That's why meeting Tanian feels like encountering a welcome acquaintance rather than a mortal enemy. It would probably be the same if I met Lyutis or Laterre.

'...Would it be difficult with Lyutis?'

I pondered this briefly. The pain and despair associated with Lyutis have diluted significantly, but even accounting for that dilution, he remains quite exceptional.

However, Lyutis is now a proper adult with a family. While his innate liveliness can't be helped, his level of madness and eccentricity must have decreased somewhat.

I firmly believe that's the case.

- Woof! Woof woof!
- Woof!
- Woof woof.

As if agreeing with my belief, the three retrievers barked harmoniously while wagging their tails.

Of course, they weren't barking at me but at each other, but barking is barking nonetheless. Even faint cries can be considered agreement if the listener takes them as such.

'I'm glad I brought them.'

Before I knew it, a smile formed on my face.

The lottery wouldn't take long, and the Papal side said it would take at most half a day. If that's true, it would take less time than a regular office worker spends commuting.

In that case, why not bring Titi and Jenny along—that was my thought. Titi and Jenny couldn't be away for too long because of their children and puppies, but if the schedule would be completed within half a day, well. It could be considered just a slightly longer walk.

"Indeed, seeing a family—whether human or animal—in harmony is always heartwarming."

As I watched the touching reunion between parents and children, Tanian nodded while stroking Mini Titi's head.

"Actually, before Your Holiness arrived, this little one approached me and threw a tantrum."
"Oh, is that so?"
"Yes. The way it circled around as if asking to be taken along was so adorable. If I had left it behind, I would have faced endless resentment."

Tanian chuckled softly, but unfortunately, this wasn't a matter to be laughed off.


Being of Titi's bloodline, this one must be very wise with tremendous intuition. I don't even want to imagine how troublesome it would be to face such resentment.

It would certainly be on a different level from typical pet protests like urinating or defecating everywhere. Perhaps it might have gone on a hunger strike by refusing to play with Pietro.

'Titi refusing to play.'

Thinking from my perspective sent shivers down my spine.

What if Titi became disappointed and hurt by me and refused to play with the children? How far would those repercussions go? It's obvious I would become an enemy rather than a father to my children.

"By the way, Brother. Where are Alexandria, your sister, and young Pietro?"

I hastily changed the subject as increasingly gloomy futures began consuming my thoughts.

It was also something I'd been curious about. Alexandria Cardinal and Pietro are both acquaintances of mine. It wouldn't be strange if they welcomed me along with Tanian, but Tanian was standing alone beside me.

Even Mini Titi was by Tanian's side. It seemed odd that the pet was present while his wife and son were absent.

"My wife is preparing for the lottery with other bishops, and Pietro is at the nursery school operated by the order."
"Nursery school?"

I couldn't help but question his unexpected answer.

I could understand Cardinal Alexandria being busy. But Pietro, who's barely old enough to be called a toddler, is at school? What could they possibly teach such a young child?

'The educational fervor of the Papal States is really...'

It's frightening. To become a religion that encompasses the continent, they must be nurturing talent from an early age—

"Yes. The Papal States have a small population, so there are naturally few children. That's why children born in the Papal States are gathered in one place once a month to play together. Wouldn't it be sad if the already few children remained distant from each other?"
'Ah.'

I immediately understood his sensible explanation.

It was a measure taken to prevent the precious young population from becoming awkward with each other or developing animosity. That makes perfect sense. For children, friends can be equal to or even more important than family.

If my children weren't part of a large enough family to play among siblings, or if they didn't have external friends like the imperial children, Henrietta, and Helen, I would have worried about where they could make friends.

The lottery was scheduled to take place in the main sanctuary of St. Togra Cathedral.

The Papal States, the headquarters of the Dawn Order. Enestiye, the heart of the Papal States. St. Togra Cathedral, the symbol of Enestiye.

It might seem excessive for a mere lottery, but I couldn't say "Could we do this somewhere else?" when preparations were already complete. It's proper for invited guests to follow the hosts' arrangements.

'What is that?'

However, I couldn't ignore the strange object installed on the sanctuary platform. Everything else I could overlook, but that overwhelming object was impossible to ignore.

Despite the considerable height of the main sanctuary, it nearly touched the ceiling. Its appearance was like a giant aquarium made of transparent glass. It was something that would make even Enen, who watches over the earth, exclaim "Why is this in my house?" if he saw it.

'A lottery machine...'

And I was surprised for a different reason.

Isn't that just a lottery drawing machine enlarged dozens or hundreds of times? The kind where balls fly around in all directions, and one is picked to check the number.

'How many did they sell?'

I couldn't help but chuckle. How many advance purchasers must there have been to warrant such a massive machine?

No, before that, how did they come up with and create such a machine? Their creativity is truly remarkable.

"It's a unique machine, isn't it? It was hastily made by craftsmen associated with the order. It might seem wasteful to create a separate machine just for a lottery, but these people spent considerable money hoping to meet Your Holiness. The order must do its best to conduct the lottery properly."
"I... see. I'm amazed by the order's consideration."


I smiled awkwardly at Tanian's words beside me.

An investment for the buyers. What better justification could there be for a seller? If the buyers are serious about the lottery, it's actually good that the sellers are equally serious about it.

'Ah.'

Not long after, priests began putting a large number of balls into the machine.

They were about the size of billiard balls, with numbers written on their surfaces.

'It really is a lottery drawing.'

I get the feeling that exactly seven should be drawn.

***

The advance purchasers left various forms of identification.

Some left business cards, others wrote their names on blank paper, and some stamped their family seals. Most were business cards, but any means that could prove identity was accepted.

With such diversity, the fairness of the lottery could be compromised. Being human, the Holy One might be inclined to pick something more unusual than others. This couldn't be called a fair probability-based lottery.

So they assigned numbers to each identification method and put balls with those numbers into the machine. This way, everyone had the same conditions for the lottery, and who gets selected would be determined by the Lord.

'I wonder if this machine will ever be used again.'

I smiled slightly as I watched the Holy One approaching the machine with a lukewarm expression.

After this lottery for advance purchasers and the subsequent one for regular purchasers, there would be no use for it. At least not until our Pietro grows up.

Still, since they've already made it, let's think about potential uses. Humans make do without things they don't have, but they also make use of things they do have.

"Number one."

While I was thinking that this machine could be used to allocate speaking rights when meetings get heated, the Holy One drew the first ball.

Coincidentally, it was number one. The first ball drawn was number one. What a monumental coincidence. Even if it were rigged, it would be too obvious for anyone to believe.

"Well, this is..."
"How could it be so coincidental?"
'Hmm?'

But something seemed off. The brothers who were checking the identification after hearing the Holy One's announcement began to stir.

"What's the matter?"

Since it wasn't simply surprise at drawing number one first, I quietly approached the brothers.

"Ah, Brother Tanian."
"Well, you see."

The brothers exchanged glances at my question, then,

"This person is number one."

They held out a blank paper with a seal stamped on it.

"My goodness."

I couldn't help but exclaim at the truly remarkable coincidence.

That seal. It was definitely the Imperial Family's seal.

As soon as the drawing began, the priests started to stir.

I'm also surprised that number 1 came up right at the start, but is it really worth getting this worked up about? The probability of any number coming up is the same. Whether it's 1, 444, 666, or 777, the chance is always 1 in N.

'What's going on?'

Even Tanian approached the priests who were checking the winner and started whispering.

It's quite concerning. Normally I could easily hear whispers in the same room, but there are so many people in the main chapel that I've deliberately dulled my senses. In crowded places, heightening my senses would only strain my eardrums.

Because of that, I can't make out what they're saying despite being fairly close. If I'd known this would happen, I would have kept my ears open even at the risk of straining them.

"What's the matter? Has a problem occurred?"

With an uneasy feeling, I watched Tanian and the priests before carefully speaking up.

This doesn't seem like an atmosphere where we can continue the drawing. Since we need a completely fair and impartial drawing, even the slightest issue should be addressed immediately to prevent any rumors.

"If there's a problem, please tell us right away. We've only drawn one number so far, so we still have the option to start over."
"Or has someone lost their identification? I heard everything was in order when we checked yesterday."

Fortunately, I wasn't the only one thinking this way. The ministers sitting in the main chapel also began approaching the priests who were verifying the winner.

Those who entered this drawing—more precisely, those who made pre-orders—are benefactors who have filled the church's coffers with heavy and brilliant faith. The church can only be grateful to these pre-order customers, and for their sake, the drawing cannot be conducted carelessly.

That's why the ministers are asking with such serious voices. If news spread across the continent that there was a problem with the drawing, or that the church failed to properly resolve it, what would happen? No one would help the church if a second financial crisis came.

"Ah, no. There's no problem at all. The identification is definitely valid, so there's no need to worry, but..."

One of the priests hurriedly waved his hands in response to the ministers' questions.

However, despite his words about there being no problem, his expression and voice were full of concern. As expected of an honest and good priest, he's terrible at lying.

"This person is number 1."

The honest and good priest who had been hesitating finally showed something to the ministers under their intense gazes.

'What.'

Having approached the priest, I too could see what he was holding.

A seal with a roaring lion. That seal proudly stamped on blank paper. Though this unfriendly identification document didn't even have a person's name or surname written on it, that seal alone was enough to identify who it represented.

'It's the Imperial Family.'

In this continent, only the Imperial Family uses that seal. And only the Emperor, the head of the Imperial Family, can use that noble and dignified seal.

"Why is that here?"

My mouth moved before my brain could process it.

Why is that ominous thing appearing here? Why is a seal that proves the Emperor's identity coming out of a priest's hand?

'Is this a dream?'

My mind quickly began to deny reality.

I must be having a terrible dream. Or some deranged person has dared to forge the Imperial seal.

'What vile traitor would do such a thing?'


My teeth chattered. After finishing the drawing and returning home, I'll have to dance with my sword. While the Minister of Audit is alive and vigilant, a traitor breathing freely is an insult to both the Imperial Family and me.

For my honor and my peaceful vacation, I must catch and kill them. Catch and kill them and offer them to that yellow mutt, who would be pleased.

"I heard that the Imperial Household Ministry's department head participated in the auction, but it seems he participated not in a personal capacity but as His Majesty's proxy."
"Indeed. While a department-level official from the Imperial Household Ministry wouldn't move for personal reasons, I thought the probability was still higher than him representing His Majesty."
"Haha. It seems His Majesty the Emperor is also quite interested in the biography of the Holy One."

'Ah.'

But what if it's not a deranged traitor's forgery, but a seal actually used by the Emperor?

Even I can't kill the yellow mutt of the Sun Palace. Besides, it would be strange to get upset about someone using their own property.

"And not only is he number 1, but he was also selected first. As expected of one who guards the Mandate of Heaven, he seems to be favored by the Lord."
"Indeed. When coincidences pile up like this, it must be fate."

I silently stared at the Imperial seal while listening to the ministers' conversation.

That roaring lion seems to be mocking me. It usually looks like an ordinary golden lion, but why does it now look like a yellow Chihuahua?

"...If there are no issues with the application process or the drawing process, I will continue with the drawing."

I finally managed to speak while suppressing my complicated feelings.

Part of me wants to declare it void, but I can't. The purchase was made through a legitimate process, the application was submitted, and the selection was made. Canceling a legitimate winner based on my personal will would be disrespectful to the church.

'Damn him.'

While cursing the yellow mutt of the Sun Palace, I also blamed myself. Why did I pick this ball out of all the many balls? I should have just picked the one next to it.

They say if you're unlucky, you'll break your nose even falling backward, and that's exactly my situation.

The drawing, which had been halted as soon as it began, resumed.

Since the process simply involved randomly selecting balls from a machine and calling out the numbers written on them, it didn't take long. If we had invested the time spent whispering about the yellow mutt number 1 in the drawing, we could have selected about 50 people.

And so the drawing ended smoothly, except for the crazy presence of the yellow mutt.

"Don't you want to see them? After all, these are people the Holy One will meet in person."
"It's fine. Isn't it more enjoyable to meet people without knowing who they are? I'll leave it as a future pleasure."
"Is that so? I understand. If that is the Holy One's wish."

To be more precise, I deliberately ignored everyone selected after the yellow mutt.

'I couldn't handle it if someone like the Emperor appeared among the winners again.'

Of course, it might be good to take the beating early since it's a beating I'll have to take eventually. But that only works when you have the strength to endure the beating.

Finding out I'll be having a fan meeting with the Emperor in the Papal States—how could my mental state remain intact? It's obvious that even the slightest shock would make me crumble like a cookie. So I need to avoid and delay the shock as much as possible. At least until I can withstand the follow-up blow.

"Ah, the church will be responsible for the drawings after the official release. With applications coming in from across the continent, we'll need to hold several drawings, and it would be too much to ask the Holy One to oversee each one."
"I appreciate your consideration."
"We should be the ones thanking you. We've already made considerable profits from pre-sales, and we can't even imagine how much we'll earn once official sales begin."

I responded with a smile to the Finance Minister's words.

A portion of those unimaginable profits will go into my pocket. It's not just the church that benefits. Nevertheless, they continue to express their gratitude to me, which makes me feel pleased.

***


While I was contemplating whether to have dinner and then finish my work, the communication orb emitted a bright light.

'Has he returned already?'

As soon as I saw the orb, I recalled when the Count had crossed into the Papal States.

He left in the late morning, so if he finished his business quickly, it would be about time for him to return. But if he's back, shouldn't he be having dinner with his family? Why is he contacting me?

Even thinking quickly, nothing comes to mind. If it's not something I can guess, it must mean something new has happened in the Papal States.

"This is the Emperor."

So I grabbed the communication orb while stroking my chin.

Yes, the Count crossed the border, so things couldn't have gone quietly. In fact, I might have been disappointed if nothing had happened. The Count causes all sorts of incidents wherever he goes.

Now I find silence suspicious, and I feel more at ease when something happens. At least the Count's normal state is not quietness but commotion.

- The head of the Kracius Family, proxy of Duke Servet, and Count of Teilgleichen, Saint Kal Serve—
"Ah, that's enough. Since it must be important, let's skip the formalities."

I waved my hand dismissively at the excessively long greeting.

Except for the Emperor, the Count probably has the longest self-introduction in the Empire. How did a mere nobleman end up with such a splendid business card?

"You must have just returned from the Papal States. What brings you to contact me?"
- As Your Majesty said, I have just returned from the Papal States after completing the drawing.

The Count briefly bowed his head at my question.

- And regarding the drawing results... I am deeply moved to report that Your Majesty... has been selected first among the many pre-order customers.
"Hmm?"

My head tilted at his words.

I was selected? Among all the pre-order customers from across the continent? And as the first one?

'Why?'

No, why on earth? If the odds of winning were high, I might understand, but they certainly weren't favorable.

I don't think the church would have selected me without a drawing out of consideration. The Empire and the church are on friendly terms, not in a hierarchical relationship where they need to be mindful of such minor matters.

"That's surprising. Out of so many people, I was chosen."

I let out a hollow laugh at the Count's words.

This is troublesome. Since it's the Count's biography, I did send the Imperial Household department head to purchase it, but that was only to make the joke, "I'm a loyal reader who pre-ordered your biography." I certainly wasn't aiming to be selected in the drawing.

'I can see him every day if I want to, so what's the point?'

And in a private, one-on-one setting in my office, no less. Why would someone like me crave a meeting with the Count?

"Count."
- Yes, Your Majesty.
"Is it possible to transfer this to someone else?"

At those words, the Count's expression brightened rapidly.

Seeing how happy he looked made me feel a bit hurt and annoyed.

I rushed to the Solar Palace to meet with the Emperor face-to-face.

When the Emperor was willing to give up his rights for the greater good, how could I rudely speak through a communication orb? It was only proper to speak in person.

"For others it might matter, but what meaning would such rights have for Us? Even now, We are having a private audience with the Count."
"Your Majesty speaks wisely. It should be I who wishes to see Your Majesty, not the other way around."

His statement implied that he could meet with me any day if he wanted, so why bother crossing the border to see me? It was logical and reasonable, so I nodded immediately.

Of course, I wanted to ask why he bothered with the pre-order if he wasn't interested in the drawing, but talking back to the Emperor might result in a fan meeting with him in the Papal States. I needed to endure until the rights were fully transferred.

"Besides, it would be problematic for Us to visit the Papal States. While a noble's visit might be considered travel, Our visit would become a diplomatic event between nations."

Seeing the Emperor stroking his chin as if annoyed, it seemed I wouldn't need to endure for long.

'Surprisingly making sensible statements for once.'

It made me feel oddly emotional.

This yellow-faced inhabitant of the Solar Palace was rarely being logical, reasonable, and moderate in his speech. We were heading toward an ideal outcome where both the Emperor and I would be happy.

It's truly moving. If the Emperor always showed this attitude, I'd be willing to become a slave defending the Imperial Family even if my head got cracked open. It's a shame he rarely shows this side.

"Therefore, even if transfer is possible, giving it to a member of the Imperial Family would be difficult."

After all, the only imperial family member who could move independently without baggage was His Highness the Crown Prince.

The Emperor's muttering sent chills down my spine.

'This madman.'

That statement. If an imperial visit wouldn't become a diplomatic event, he would have given it to the Crown Prince.

Honestly, if I had to choose between the Emperor and the Crown Prince, I'd prefer the Emperor to come. Although it's been a few years since the Crown Prince transformed into an old man playing online games at the edge of the palace, the vast majority of nobles, including myself, still find him intimidating.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."
"Someone of high status whom you cannot meet often. Who do you think that might be?"

It was such a difficult question that I couldn't help but swallow.

If it were simply someone of high status, I would have mentioned the imperial family and dukes. However, I could see them whenever I wanted if I put my mind to it, so they weren't suitable candidates for transferring the fan meeting ticket.

But if I focused only on people I couldn't meet often, there would be too many candidates. Without exaggeration, there would be hundreds or thousands. How could I choose just one from among them? At that point, I might as well go to the Papal States and draw another ball.

"A duke would be too much. What about marquises?"
"Unfortunately, I've been acquainted with the marquises for a long time, and occasionally share meals or tea with them."
"I see."

The Emperor's brow furrowed slightly at my answer.

If dukes and marquises were excluded, next would be counts. Though inferior to the previous two ranks, it was still the standard for high nobility, so the number wasn't small—easily reaching three digits. Perhaps even four digits.

"Your Majesty, rather than considering rank, what about selecting from among officials?"
"Then, are there any high officials with whom the Count has no connection?"
"...I believe not."

A desperate proposal that I had to deny myself. I bowed my head in dejection and shame.

Thanks to my illustrious positions—former Deputy Head of the Audit Department, former Minister of the Audit Ministry, and current mentor to the Imperial Princess—I frequently interacted with high officials. Although these interactions were strictly official rather than personal, they were acquaintances nonetheless. How could I say to such people, "This is an opportunity to see me, whom you rarely meet, so please participate in the fan meeting"?


The recipient of such a fan meeting invitation would probably wonder what kind of person I was. They might suspect I suffered from narcissism beyond mere self-love.

"It can't be helped."

The silence that filled the office disappeared with the Emperor's sigh.

I felt anxious. What would follow that "it can't be helped"? Would he declare that since transfer was difficult, he would attend himself?

'Please.'

Please spare me that, at least. We were creating a win-win atmosphere today. I don't mind if you stab me in the back tomorrow, but experiencing both a win-win and betrayal in the same day would be too cruel.

"Count. If it's difficult to designate someone to transfer my rights to, how about holding an auction instead?"
"Pardon?"

And my desperate wish was granted, albeit in a somewhat peculiar way.

At least the Emperor wouldn't be crossing the border. It seems he had completely abandoned the option of crossing the border to attend the fan meeting himself.

'An auction.'

However, I hadn't expected an auction to be suggested.

After all, the fan meeting attendance right belonged to the Emperor, and I never thought of selling the Emperor's property for money.

Moreover, this is essentially scalping. The Emperor publicly auctioning scalped tickets—who would come up with such an idea? No one but the Emperor himself could have thought of it.

"If designation is difficult, it's right to let those who need it take it themselves. That way, there will be no gossip, and our minds will be at ease, don't you think?"
"If that is Your Majesty's wish, I will inquire with the Papal States."
"Ah, yes. After all, it's a right granted by the Papal States, so it's proper to seek their understanding."

After getting permission from the Emperor, who nodded readily, I went to a corner of the office and took out my communication orb.

"It is the Lord's will that this right has come into His Majesty's hands through slim probability. This means the right belongs entirely to His Majesty, and how His Majesty uses it is also up to His Majesty's decision. As long as you inform us of the successful bidder, there will be no problem."
"Is that so? Thank you for your consideration."

And Tanian on the other side of the communication orb nodded without any hesitation.

Judging by his lack of hesitation, it seems the Order had been concerned about the Emperor visiting the Papal States. So they had considered all possibilities while I was returning home, and one of those possibilities was this auction or transfer of rights.

'I'm saved.'

I inwardly sighed with relief.

I'm truly grateful that the Emperor chose the sensible path. If he had insisted on visiting the Papal States, it would have been exhausting for everyone involved.

The auction would be conducted through cooperation between the Ministry of the Imperial Household and the Imperial Ministry of Finance.

Also, the auction item was limited strictly to the fan meeting attendance right, not the book that the Emperor had pre-ordered by sending the Head of the Imperial Household. As if he didn't need the fan meeting but absolutely needed the book.

It was a touching obsession. Considering his drawing number was 1, he must have been the first to buy it.

'What kind of obsession turned you into such a monster?'

Even a first edition, first printing becomes a relic with the passage of time, but this goes beyond that—it's the very first pre-ordered book. I can't even imagine what value such a book might have.

Moreover, the owner is the Emperor. It wouldn't be strange if it were designated a national treasure after about 100 years.

'This madman.'


That's why I cursed the Emperor inwardly. There's no other way to express this except by calling him a madman.

"Thanks to the Saint, strange things keep happening. It's bizarre enough that the Imperial Ministry of Finance is conducting an auction directly, but the auction item is an intangible right."

And I too received someone's indirect curse.

The Minister of Finance, who suddenly found himself with new work that wasn't in his job description—who could rightfully claim I'd dumped work on him—looked at me with eyes mixed with anger and bitterness.

"Indeed. His Majesty has made a truly surprising decision."
"You always have something to say."

Unable to face that gaze directly, I lowered my head slightly, and the Minister of Finance clicked his tongue as he drank his tea.

That tea must be quite hot since it was just brewed. Does this man have not only steel muscles but also a steel-coated esophagus?

"Recently, His Grace the Golden Duke has been quite pleased."

While I was marveling at the steel human's steel esophagus, the Minister of Finance spoke again.

"His Majesty declared that auction payments would be strictly cash only. Thanks to that, nobles whose assets are tied up in real estate or art are all rushing to borrow money from His Grace the Golden Duke."
'Ah.'

I couldn't help but sigh at those words.

Nobles who can't immediately liquidate their assets are borrowing money from the Golden Duke using real estate as collateral. Since they can easily repay the money over time, from the nobles' perspective, they only need to bear some interest.

However, the Golden Duke has suddenly found himself playing an empire-wide interest game. How happy he must be with this unexpected windfall of money.

Of course, this assumes he can handle all the nobles' desired loan amounts, but the Golden Duke's wallet is bottomless, so it's not a concern.

"He was smiling, asking to be informed in advance if such things happen again. I felt so conflicted."
"I'm, sorry about that."
"If you're sorry, then you should inform His Grace yourself whenever such things happen."

Not "make sure such things don't happen again" but "you should inform him"—implying he's certain I'll cause trouble in the future. I couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

"Yes... I'll keep that in mind."

It's frustrating. Honestly, the Minister of Finance was quite formidable when he was the Section Chief of the 4th Section of the Audit Department, but now he's treating me one-sidedly as a troublemaker, which seems unfair.

At the same time, I resented my fate that I couldn't refute the Minister's point.

Even with the most optimistic outlook, the probability of additional incidents occurring was higher than the probability of me living without causing any trouble.

***

Although several years had passed since I stepped down from the position of Minister of the Imperial Household, thanks to having served as Minister for decades, my eyes and ears were still firmly placed within the Ministry.

However, if even His Highness the Crown Prince was living strictly as a private citizen, how could a mere servant like me interfere in the affairs of young people? So I had been living my days without seeing despite having eyes, and without hearing despite having ears.

'An auction.'

But this news that had reached me was impossible to ignore, even if I covered my eyes and ears.

The right to meet a living Saint face-to-face in the Papal States. What an impressive and delightful right this is.

'Perhaps I should take a look.'

I was just an old man spending my days with nothing to do. I might as well participate and get some fresh air for once.

As the Ministry of the Imperial Household and Ministry of Finance were busy preparing for the auction, the servants in our house were busy attending to guests.

"Everyone's in a frenzy about this auction. It's hard to even imagine how many gold coins have poured out of the Golden Duke's pockets."

Today's guest, my father-in-law, calmly sipped his tea.

Fortunately, his visit wasn't a sudden or embarrassing event. It wasn't uncommon for him to visit the mansion to see Marl, Pedi, and Yulia.

But it wasn't exactly common either. His most recent visit was when I became the Acting Duke, so pattern-wise, his next visit should have been sometime in the future, not now.

"From what I hear, even nobles who couldn't participate in the Order's auction are burning with enthusiasm. There's no guarantee of winning through pre-purchase participation, but if you win this auction, you're absolutely guaranteed to get it."

Since my father-in-law brought up the auction as a topic, I continued with it.

The news of the upcoming auction had set the Empire's social circles ablaze. Nobles who were confident they could win bids but not confident about beating the slim odds of being selected. These nobles had their eyes completely fixed on this historic auction with its "100% chance of winning, just show up" promise.

"It's strange that only one person can win, yet everyone thinks they won't be the one to lose."

But as my father-in-law said, only one person could win the auction. Despite this, nobles were dreaming of victory and scraping together as much cash as possible.

I wondered where such confidence came from, but thinking about it carefully, it wasn't entirely unfounded. First of all, overwhelming presences like the Imperial family, Dukes, and Marquises were all planning to abstain from this auction.

When the Empire's ruler, the nobles above nobles, and the practical upper limit of nobility are absent, the remaining people are all roughly equal. After thorough calculation and scraping together everything down to their souls, it's not strange for someone to think, "Among these people, I'm the best."

"Hmm."
"Why... do you ask?"
"I was just wondering how much this moment would be worth in gold coins."

I gave an awkward smile at my father-in-law's words.

Nobles burning their bodies and souls to secure cash for a fan meeting. Unlike those nobles, my father-in-law was leisurely visiting my mansion and having a one-on-one meeting with me.

From his perspective, this whole commotion stirring up the Empire must seem ridiculous and amusing. Nobles going crazy to see a son-in-law he could see anytime. Perhaps this event was too intense to stimulate his relaxed retirement.

"By the way, I still think you must be a servant chosen by the Great God for His Majesty. How else could the very first number you drew be His Majesty's number?"

I remained silent at his cruel words that pierced my heart.

I wonder about that too. It's questionable that the Emperor was number 1, questionable that I drew it, and questionable that I drew it first of all. How could such a fictional scenario happen?

'Is the Great God really watching over me?'

It's a plausible hypothesis. As the Emperor of Circumstances' servant, the current Emperor's confidant, and the future Emperor's godfather, it would make sense for the Great God to take interest. If I were to serve three generations, I'd be curious enough to watch too. Honestly, I would have done the same.

It would have been a perfect spectacle if I weren't the subject of that spectacle.

"Since things have come to this, have you thought about holding a meeting in Ulken too? Richard was complaining that he'd like to see money pouring in without an owner, and you'd be perfect for it."
"I'm concerned that if we hold too many events, the existing winners might feel disappointed..."
"It's a joke, no need to rack your brain. Getting a taste for such windfalls can become poison."

My father-in-law chuckled and refilled his empty teacup himself.

He's definitely become more relaxed since retiring, and continues to become more so with each passing day. Jokes and laughter that would have been unimaginable during his days as the Iron-Blooded Duke are now commonplace.

*Knock knock*

"Gwandfatha. Can I come in?"
"Oh my, our Pedi! Of course you can come in!"

Of course, the decisive factor was Pedi peeking her head through the door crack.

A grandchild squirming in the arms of his late-born youngest daughter. Just seeing them is satisfying, but how much warmer must his heart feel when he directly observes them walking and talking on their own? Since he's essentially unemployed with nothing to do, there's no problem living as an ordinary grandfather rather than an imposing Duke.


"Gwandfathaa."
'Ah.'

Now I see that Pedi didn't come alone; Yulia was there too. She was riding on Pedi's back, so I only noticed her now.

'Isn't she heavy?'

It's something I see often, but it amazes me every time. Although Yulia is still a tiny 2-year-old, Pedi is only 6 years old herself, not really old enough to carry a child around.

Nevertheless, they move around attached like a single entity, which is truly remarkable. This father is very happy that his full-blooded siblings have such a special relationship.

"Ah. I almost forgot what I came to tell you."

My father-in-law, who had risen as if enchanted by the appearance of his two grandchildren, turned his gaze to me.

"The former Minister of the Imperial Household is also showing interest in this auction."
"Pardon?"
"I don't know if he'll just be watching or actively participating. But you should know."

With those words, my father-in-law left the room.

'The former Minister of the Imperial Household?'

I blinked blankly at his retreating figure.

The former Minister of the Imperial Household. The right-hand man who was practically the Emperor of Circumstances' alter ego, a loyal servant who had connections with the Emperor of Circumstances even before his ascension to the throne. If the first founding contributors of the Empire were the original Five Dukes, then he could rightfully be called the Empire's first reconstruction contributor.

Although he became a civilian when the Emperor of Circumstances stepped down, he's the Empire's foremost elder who occasionally receives invitations from the Emperor of Circumstances to share drinks at the outskirts of the Imperial Palace.

The person whom even the current Minister of the Imperial Household would have to bow deeply to at the slightest cough is participating in the auction? Someone who, like the Emperor of Circumstances he served his whole life, never showed his face at any public events?

'Why?'

My mind began racing frantically.

Why, just why? Why is the former Minister of the Imperial Household moving at this timing? He's been so quiet since the Emperor of Circumstances' abdication that one might question if he's still alive.

'Was it even his own decision to move in the first place?'

The most questionable point is whether the former Minister's actions are voluntary or involuntary.

If the Imperial Counts are the Emperor's puppets and limbs, then the former Minister was solely the puppet and limb of Eimanka XVI. Just as Imperial Counts cannot act independently without the Emperor's permission, the former Minister never acted without the permission of the Emperor of Circumstances.

Then are the former Minister's actions directed by the Emperor of Circumstances? But why would the Emperor, who was enjoying Dudukri Online, suddenly give instructions to the former Minister?

But if not the Emperor of Circumstances, what reason would the former Minister have to move? Even the current Emperor doesn't bother the honorably retired elder.

'If I meet him directly and ask...'

The thought crossed my mind briefly, but I quickly discarded it.

It's not a particularly good choice. Unfortunately, because the former Minister was the Emperor of Circumstances' proxy, I found him difficult to approach, and since he retired just as I was about to become Minister, I never reached his nominal rank. He's strictly my superior.

Even if I break through that incredible awkwardness to make contact, it's problematic. If I go through all that trouble only to hear something like "It is the will of His Majesty the Emperor of Circumstances," I'd have to burn my eardrums and stab my eyes right there.

...

'It'll work out somehow.'

I soon stopped thinking about it.


The auction is being conducted by the Ministry of the Imperial Household and Ministry of Finance, not me. Whether the former Minister participates in the auction or not, frankly speaking, has nothing to do with me. It's only the Ministry of the Imperial Household that will be busy suddenly welcoming a senior colleague.

So as my father-in-law said, I'll just keep it in mind. Nothing more.

A person can't live long if they worry about every little detail.

***

The auction was held at the Imperial Assembly.

The Imperial Assembly is about the only space that can accommodate a large number of people and is immediately available. Opening the Imperial Palace for something like this would be problematic, wouldn't it?

"By the way, young man. Having become a Department Head, is it appropriate for you to be beside this old man?"
"It's precisely because I'm a Department Head that I can stand by Your Excellency. How could I give up the opportunity to serve Your Excellency to mere youngsters?"

As I was stroking my beard and giving a small rebuke to the Imperial Household Department Head beside me, he responded with banter rather than bowing his head.

Seeing this, I felt how times had changed. During my time as Minister, this fellow was one of those youngsters. Has he now grown enough to become the foremost Department Head and even joke with me?

'Though not as much as Johannes has grown.'

I couldn't help but smile. Seeing Johannes sitting in the position I had protected for decades made me smile continuously.

It's not that I'm displeased. Johannes will certainly be able to serve His Majesty admirably. But seeing someone who was a newcomer to the Ministry of the Imperial Household when I first met him grow all the way to Minister—well, it's a complicated feeling to express in words.

"By the way, I didn't expect to see Your Excellency here. Are you also interested in the living saint?"
"My good man, it would be harder to find someone in the Empire who isn't interested."
"That's true. I misspoke."

I laughed again at his quick apology.

A living saint. Someone who would inevitably attract the interest of anyone on the continent, not just Imperial citizens. Especially if that person is an Imperial official and noble, a loyal servant of the current Emperor, interest would be even greater.

However, that's not why I came here. I simply wanted to see this strange event where His Majesty the Emperor's rights are being auctioned, and to get some fresh air after a long time. I would have come even if it had been an auction related to dead heretics, not a living saint.

Yes, so it could be called a visit led by mere whim.

'Everyone seems more serious than I expected.'

Even after just a brief look, the atmosphere is unusual.

The competitive spirit of the nobles attending this event is overheated. While auctions and competitive spirit are practically synonymous concepts, this is excessive even accounting for that.

Perhaps enough to create significant resentment among nobles. Enough to create grudges between families or regions.

'That won't do.'

It's welcome for nobles to compete and check each other. But that's only when His Majesty can fully control it or benefit from it. Creating discord over something that should simply be an auction should be avoided.

Moreover, what would happen if, amid this fervor, a noble emerges victorious in the auction and meets with the Acting Duke of Serbet? Regardless of that noble's title, position, family history, or power, they would grow rapidly. There's a high possibility that an unexpected figure would grow into a giant in both political and social circles.

Thinking of such a possibility made me automatically displeased. Unexpected variables are always unpleasant.

'I'm no longer the Minister of the Imperial Household anyway.'

I sighed inwardly. In truth, as a civilian now, whether new variables emerge or not has nothing to do with me.

'Shall I start with a light bid of 100 gold coins?'

Habits ingrained in body and mind over decades are unavoidable.

I'll participate in the auction to block variables and legally send money to His Majesty.

The nobles of the Empire directed their attention and footsteps toward the Imperial Assembly, but I escaped that fervor by retreating to the office in the Solar Palace.

It was an auction where people were buying the right to meet me. Wouldn't it be rather awkward if the subject of the auction appeared at such an event? If I showed my face unnecessarily, the nobles would burn with even fiercer competitive spirit, and I might end up in the troublesome situation of being unable to leave the auction house even after it concluded.

That said, it's peculiar even to me that my refuge is the Solar Palace. It's like heading to one hell to escape another.

'Still, this is the safest place at the moment.'

So far, the nobles have been maintaining boundaries and keeping their composure, but if even one noble goes berserk, they could request an audience with me regardless of where I am. And once one person breaks the ice, it becomes easier for others to follow.

Rather than risk that, it's better to stay close to the Emperor from the beginning to maintain my safety. As much as I hate to admit it, this is indeed the best option.

"I believe you're the first Count to use the Solar Palace as a shelter."

The Emperor seemed to know this too, as he mocked me with a face full of derision, but he didn't chase me away with remarks like "how dare a blue-blooded nobody share a table with the purple-robed imperial."

Unfortunately, this isn't the first time the Emperor and I have shared the office in the Solar Palace. Since it happens occasionally anyway, he probably opened it to me thinking he'd add another debt to my tab.

It's truly pitiful. As these debts pile up one by one, they'll eventually lead to "an offer I can't refuse." If I were to reject the Emperor's proposal while in debt, I'd immediately become a heartless traitor.

"I am deeply moved and honored by Your Majesty's mercy in forgiving my rudeness."

So I bowed my head bitterly despite the Emperor's mockery.

How frustrating. If only I had a secret base that no one knew about...!

"This much is only natural for a Count who dedicates himself to the Imperial Family and the Empire."

Meanwhile, the Emperor's response was even more outrageous.

He didn't deny at all that his action was merciful. Rather, he only made statements at the level of a "buy one get one free" debt promotion, saying he gave me special treatment because it was me.

'Damn bastard.'

I wonder if he has a dog among his ancestors. He's truly a son of a bitch.

"By the way, Count. Who would you like to win the auction?"
"Pardon?"
"Everyone is burning with passion to see you. So I'm curious, rather than people who want to see you, who would you like to see?"

I blinked blankly at the question I had never considered before.

Who would I like to win the auction? To be honest, I wish the auction itself, or rather the Emperor's lottery, had never happened in the first place. That would be best no matter how I think about it.

But if I had to choose a harmless winner,

"No one in particular."

There isn't one. Without imperial family members, dukes, marquises, or high-ranking officials, whoever wins would be much the same.

I might have a preference if I knew specific individuals' personalities, but the people participating in this auction rarely see me, so they're trying to get fan meeting rights. If I knew the other person well, it would be easy to meet them, so there would be no need to participate in the auction.

"Hmm, I see."

The Emperor nodded calmly as if he had expected this answer.

"Then is there anyone you don't want to meet?"

"No one in particular either. It doesn't matter who it is. Whatever the result, I plan to think of it as a new connection destined by the Lord of Heaven and the Great Emperor."
"Indeed. Since it's a right obtained from the Papal States being granted in the Empire, it could be said to be the will of the Lord and the Great Emperor."

This time, a faint smile lingered at the corners of his mouth, as if he liked my answer.

"Congratulations, Count. You'll become quite close with the former Minister of the Imperial Household."

And then he threw a vicious spear toward my solar plexus, contradicting his smile.

What nonsense is this bastard spouting now? Why would I become close with that gentleman?

"If you neither want nor dislike anyone in particular, then the winner will be determined by the power of capital. In that case, the former Minister of the Imperial Household will succeed in winning the auction."
"The former Minister of the Imperial Household, you say?"

However, his expression was so serious and full of confidence that I couldn't help but wonder.

The former Minister of the Imperial Household has inheritable titles and domains, as well as some land owned as a member of the Risizariune Knights. Having served as the head of a department for decades, he is certainly not a poor man.

But if asked whether he's wealthy enough to beat nobles gone mad with money, I'd have to shake my head even with the most positive outlook. Before his appointment as the Regent, the former Minister was just an ordinary, average noble. He would inevitably fall short compared to Count families who have accumulated wealth for generations, wouldn't he?

"Count. Consider how much information the former Minister accessed and how much wealth he managed while serving the Regent Emperor. Given the wealth that passed through his hands... even if he just scraped together the crumbs that remained, he could buy several castles."

As if reading my doubt, the Emperor kindly explained the former Minister's financial power with a small laugh.

Hearing that, I found myself nodding involuntarily. The Empire values national benefit through ability rather than unconditional integrity from civil servants. In other words, even if high-ranking officials skim something off the top, it's more or less tolerated if that amount is less than the benefit brought by that official's abilities. This was no exception even for the thoroughly meticulous and cold-hearted Regent.

And the former Minister's ability is nothing short of being the Empire's number one reconstruction meritorious subject. Moreover, as the Regent's partner, proxy, and right-hand man, the upper limit of mercy toward him was high. If the former Minister quietly helped himself within bounds for decades in such a situation?

'He was a hidden rich man.'

Even thinking simply, how many nobles deposited "friendship fees" to the former Minister, and how many square feet of territory did he manage?

Also, whenever the Regent beat down or checked certain noble families, he would have diligently farmed the byproducts. And for decades at that.

"Your Majesty."
"Speak."
"Might I know what the former Minister likes?"

After observing this hidden rich man, the winner of the auction was also determined early in my mind.

This is clearly the former Minister's victory by anyone's standards. If he has sufficient capital to beat competitors with money, who would block his path? In fact, many nobles would be cautious even if he only asserted his authority without money, but when money and authority combine, it's practically unstoppable.

"Well. The winner will be the former Minister, but I'm not sure if the person crossing the border will be the same."
"What do you mean..."
"Isn't he someone who, like the Regent Emperor, has cut off interest in external activities? Even if we assume he came out of curiosity since the auction takes place within the Capital, crossing the border is a separate matter."

My heart sank at his plausible words.

It would be awkward to resell the rights the Emperor put up for auction, so there won't be a secondary auction, but the former Minister could transfer the fan meeting authority to someone else.

'Who could it be?'

If such a thing happens, whose hands would the authority fall into? If the former Minister is willing to privately give something away, it must be to someone with considerable friendship, but is there such a person?

Even racking my brain quickly, no one comes to mind. If I had to choose, perhaps the Mayor of Ausen, who could be called the Regent's left-hand man? But that gentleman is also known for being reluctant to move.

"Well, don't think too complicated. He might help you, but he's not someone who would throw a burden at you."

"Ah, yes."

Despite bringing up the complicated topic first, his attitude was shameless, but I decided to believe the Emperor's words for now.

In fact, even when he was the Minister of the Imperial Household, he was difficult to deal with because he was the Regent's proxy, not because his personality was terrible. I believe he won't throw dung at me.

...

'So what does that gentleman like?'

Somehow my question was naturally passed over.

The former Minister may transfer his authority to others, but conversely, he could come himself. Considering such a case, shouldn't I know what kind of tea or food he likes?

'Perhaps this guy doesn't know either?'

A reasonable doubt soon raised its head.

It seems like he's trying to gloss over it because he doesn't know the former Minister's preferences either.

As expected, the former Minister became the auction winner.

"My, that sold for quite a high price."
"Indeed it did."

And as soon as I heard the winning bid through the Emperor's communication device, I couldn't help but exclaim in amazement.

A price slightly exceeding 3,000 gold coins. It's an insane amount even considering it's strictly an auction for nobles. I was prepared since he's a hidden rich man who spent decades as the Empire's second-in-command, but I didn't expect him to subdue his competitors with such a price.

'If this had been used to buy real estate, another barony could have been created.'

That thought even crossed my mind. If land had been purchased focusing on somewhat cheaper regions, wouldn't a second Antrach Barony have been created somewhere in the Empire?

"This actually ended cheaply. The nobles who continued competing until the end seemed to realize the former Minister was serious and withdrew midway."
"To think withdrawing resulted in this much. I'm truly amazed."

A wry smile escaped at the Emperor's words.

In other words, without the restraining factor of the former Minister, the nobles would likely have shouted bids of 3,000, 4,000, or even over 5,000 gold coins. They withdrew appropriately because they couldn't exchange sincere punches with the Regent's closest aide and former second-in-command.

"I'm not so much amazed as a little disappointed. It could have been sold for more."
"If the price had gone higher, the nobles' feelings would have been hurt more than necessary. The former Minister must have adjusted to an appropriate level out of loyalty, which is a joyous thing."
"I suppose you're right."

The Emperor put down the communication device on the desk at my subtle defense.

While slightly disappointing in terms of profit, it prevented excessive competition and discord among the nobles. That's a regret one can reasonably accept.

"Hmm."
"Your Majesty?"
"Now that I suddenly have over 3,000 gold coins in personal funds, I'm troubled. I don't know where to spend it."

A deep smile hung on the Emperor's lips as he muttered this.

Slightly over 3,000 gold coins. It's quite a large sum for blind money that fell from the sky.

The auction that had stirred the entire Empire was concluded through the power of capital and authority wielded by the former Minister of the Imperial Household.

The wealth accumulated during decades as Minister of the Imperial Household was sufficient to overwhelm most high nobles, and even those few nobles who could compete with the Minister's wealth were intimidated by the former Minister's sincere bid and withdrew.

Being able to compete financially with the former Minister of the Imperial Household meant having considerable family history, resources, and personal ability. Such people wouldn't pursue the pointless battle of competing against someone close to the Emperor.

In the end, the true winner of this auction was the Golden Duke. He returned the principal to all nobles who participated in the auction and secured interest as well. This must have created a meaningful change in the Golden Duke's incalculable cash assets.

"Indeed, the only people you can trust are fellow dukes. I never imagined I'd receive such a pleasant gift."

The night after the auction ended. The Golden Duke even called to express his gratitude, so it was certain.

Meanwhile, why did he use the inappropriate term "fellow duke"? I'm not a duke but a duke's proxy, though no one seems to focus on the word "proxy."

"Though it may be awkward to say in return, if you ever suddenly need cash, contact me anytime. For you, I'll lend without interest."
"Thank you, Your Excellency. I don't know when, but I'll take you up on your kindness."

At least I received a promise of interest-free loans from the Empire's wealthiest individual and walking bank. That's more beneficial than some title, so I'm satisfied.

Honestly, I doubt I'll ever need to borrow money from the Golden Duke, but if such a situation arises, I'd need an enormous amount of cash. Having access to an immeasurable sum interest-free would be a tremendous blessing.

So thank you, Bank of Voyaare. May your family and business always prosper.

"KWAAACK! KWACK!"
"What exactly are you so dissatisfied with?"

While inwardly sending thanks and small blessings to the Golden Duke, I smiled bitterly at the loud crying sound.

The iridescent pelican occupying an entire spacious cage alone. Initially, it threw tantrums refusing to enter the cage, but now it just throws tantrums inside the cage.

I'm grateful it at least enters the cage now, but it still cries kwack-kwack, driving me crazy. Anyone listening would think I'm abusing animals. Actually, you're the one abusing humans.

'Bird-brained bastard who can't even recognize its owner.'

I found myself looking resentfully at the iridescent pelican.

When I went to the Papal States for the drawing, I casually asked about this creature and received quite an astonishing answer. This bastard doesn't just throw tantrums at me—it did the same to the Order, to the previous owner who handed it over to the Order, and to the hunter who presented it to that owner as a rare beast. It throws tantrums indiscriminately.

I'm not sure whether to be relieved that it doesn't discriminate against just me, or to lament that it's a thug that throws tantrums indiscriminately. The former would mean my authority remains intact, but the latter would mean there's no way to correct this creature.

'Where did such a tyrant come from?'

I sighed softly as I looked at the birds perched tightly on the cage railing.

This iridescent pelican didn't come to me simply because it looks unusual. I don't understand the principle, but ordinary birds can't move in front of this iridescent pelican. Like subjects serving a king.

Even now, birds that were freely flying in the sky spotted the iridescent pelican and landed on the railing. This is exactly how courtiers would dismount from their horses before entering the palace.

'Perhaps it has a phoenix among its ancestors.'

Such thoughts even crossed my mind.

This bird-brain. Perhaps it has a sacred beast or divine beast among its ancestors? Or maybe it's a descendant of a bird-form deity who lost divine status.

But if that were the case, sacred beasts didn't show any special reaction to this iridescent pelican. Rather, Humility, who was trying to discipline a junior, almost ended up inspecting its esophagus.

"KWAAAAAACK! KWAAAACK!"
'This is maddening.'

I sighed again at the sight of the iridescent pelican crying so loudly I couldn't maintain my thoughts for more than 10 seconds.

What should I do with this thing? Its nasty temperament makes it difficult to keep inside the mansion, but leaving it here means it keeps kwacking like a goose that's spotted an intruder. At this rate, the gardeners and guards working in the garden and backyard will suffer from noise pollution.


Then should I return it to the Order or gift it to someone else?

'That's also problematic.'

It's an extremely attractive option, but one I can't actually implement.

An iridescent pelican that reigns as king of birds is a creature too rare to be described as merely precious. The Order gifted such a valuable being to me, so returning it would be disrespectful, and conversely, me gifting it to someone else would be no different than passing off unwanted goods.

'I have no choice.'

After staring at the iridescent pelican for a long time, I nodded.

Return is impossible, and passing it off is impossible. Continuing to keep it in this mansion should be avoided for everyone's eardrums.

Then there's only one path I can choose. While maintaining ownership, I'll release it somewhere other than the mansion. Instead, I'll select the best place for releasing a beast and the best manager.

"So that's why you came to me."
"Because you're the best beast expert I know."

And surprisingly, the best place and the best expert existed within the Empire.

Behemoth, who lives near Kroita. The continent's best beast management expert who manages all kinds of livestock and even safari beasts from the eastern continent.

"Indeed, it's quite a unique child."
"KWAAAACK!"

Behemoth gently lowered his enormous head and stared at the iridescent pelican struggling in my arms.

It's not thrashing because it suddenly saw an unfamiliar place or a giant beast. It's just thrashing because being in my arms bothers it.

'Such a consistent bird-brain...'

I couldn't help but smile wryly at its stubbornness.

Behemoth is the size of a hill, yet when such a beast is watching you, wouldn't you at least pretend to behave? Moreover, Behemoth was once a divine being.

"Hmmmm."

Anyway, in response to my temporary fostering request, Behemoth hummed, and

"It seems like quite an active child, but it should be fine. Leave it here."

He nodded lightly, accepting the temporary fostering.

That's a relief. If Behemoth had refused, I was considering sending it to Jiz up in the North. Hoping they might understand each other since they're both birds.

"Thank y—"
"KWACK! KWACK!"

As I was thanking Behemoth and putting the iridescent pelican down on the ground, it rushed toward Behemoth with fierce momentum.

"KWAAAAAAACK!"
'That crazy thing.'

Then it opened its mouth wide toward Behemoth and spread its wings.

Again, Behemoth's size is similar to a hill. Even his head, lowered toward us, is the size of a decent building.

Nevertheless, that crazy bird-brain opened its mouth toward a mountain, toward a building. As if it needed to make an effort regardless of how large the opponent was.

"Hmm? That's quite a unique greeting."

Behemoth, who had instantly become prey (very large), merely tilted his head at the bird-brain's outrageous behavior.


It's a sensible reaction. How could anyone imagine a creature would treat them as food and open its mouth? I couldn't even guess until I saw that sight.

But that thing did it. It had opened its mouth to horses dozens of times its size. I never imagined it would do the same to Behemoth.

"Anyway, I'll take care of it, so if you change your mind, you can take it back anytime."
"I wonder if that day will ever come."

I inadvertently spoke my true feelings.

A madman who opens its mouth even toward Behemoth. Will the day ever come when this madman acquires enough common sense to return to our mansion...?

I don't want to keep the Order's gift outside my home forever, so I sincerely hope such a day will come someday.

"KWAAAAAAACK!"

Of course, that bird-brain continued to cry steadfastly, unaware of my troubled heart.

I didn't like that thing from the start when its feathers were golden. Looking like some mutt from who knows where.

With the creature that kept kwacking in its cage now gone, the children who had been watching from afar also had questions.

"Papa, where did Kwakky go?"
"I wanted to pet Kwakky today."
"It went to Behemoth. It seemed to want to play in a wider space than here."

I stroked their heads and mixed half-truth with half-lie.

That crazy bird-brain would have opened its mouth without hesitation even in front of the children. That's why I was trying to prevent the children from approaching the iridescent pelican as much as possible. Just letting them watch from a safe distance.

But now they can't even watch. The children, who were happy to have a new animal friend, must be disappointed.

Still, please understand. As a father, I couldn't possibly put that crazy bird-brain in front of you. But if it spends time with Behemoth, it might become a little gentler, so let's go see it then.

'Please.'

Please become at least a little gentler. I can understand the crying, but if you open your mouth to the children, I might put you in a soup.

"Kal, were you here?"
"Ah, Trixie."

While I was continuously comforting the children who had lost their friend, Trixie approached smoothly.

"I didn't know you all would be here. Were you playing hide-and-seek?"
"We came to see Kwakky, but he's gone! He went to Behemoth!"
"Kwakky?"

Trixie tilted her head but seemed to realize who Kwakky was, nodding with a small smile.

"Yes, that must be disappointing. But if it's with Behemoth, you'll be able to see it anytime, so don't be too sad."
"Okay!"

Trixie, who was naturally stroking the children's heads, then turned toward me.

"Kal. Could you spare me a moment?"

I nodded immediately at those words.

If it's my wife's request, I should make time even if I'm busy. If I'm in a state with nothing to do like now, there's no need to hesitate.

"I have something to discuss regarding the continental meeting."

Especially if it's about the large-scale event that occurs every 10 years.

# Continental Assembly

The Continental Assembly. A grand gathering where mages from nations across the continent come together to discuss magic.

These discussions could be debates on new theses, evaluations of new inventions, or even magical duels filled with spellcasting. Whether theory, practice, or invention—as long as it involves magic, anything is permitted at this frenzied festival known as the Continental Assembly.

Thanks to this massive event that transcends borders and temporarily erases social status, the magical community of the continent has developed rapidly. When people of the same nationality gather, information exchange might slow down somewhat, but when people from across the continent come together, progress becomes lightning-fast.

'There's a reason the magical community is compared to the religious community.'

The Dawn Order, with its parishes and dispatched priests established throughout the continent centered around the Papal States. This pan-continental system allows the Dawn Order to operate across the continent and freely utilize the continent's resources. It's an art that even the Empire, the ruler of the continent, cannot imitate.

However, the magical community can mimic the Dawn Order's art thanks to the Continental Assembly held every decade. The development of magic has been so substantial that even the leadership of various countries, who typically dislike their key forces making contact with foreign personnel, have reluctantly acknowledged the existence of the Continental Assembly.

In truth, refusing to acknowledge it would only harm one's own country. If every nation moves forward while you alone remain stagnant, isn't that regression?

"This Continental Assembly is scheduled to be held in the Empire. With Stefan's Glory construction becoming every mage's interest and aspiration, other candidate locations voluntarily withdrew."
"I suppose so. The presence of that floating building is quite overwhelming."

I nodded calmly at the news that this assembly would be held in the Empire.

Since it's a gathering that transcends borders, the assembly location changes each time. In fact, during the Continental Assembly, there's such a strong belief in gathering as mages regardless of nationality or status that when there are two candidate locations, they deliberately select the region with less national power.

If they were to consistently choose regions with strong national power, an implicit precedent would be established, and eventually, it would become a gathering of superpowers with others merely serving as extras, rather than an assembly of all mages across the continent.

'This time it couldn't be helped.'

Due to that unwritten rule, at the assembly ten years ago, Yuven won over the Empire in the competition, and I heard this time it was scheduled to be held in the Maran Duchy.

But now the Empire is constructing an insane floating building? And the Magic-Ending Duke is the chief responsible? In this case, national power aside, it's right to choose the Empire as the assembly location. When an event that will make history in the magical world is underway, ignoring it and gathering in Maran would anger even the people of Maran.

"So I probably won't be able to return to the mansion during the assembly period. When an assembly is held in a specific country, it's customary for mages of that country to host the guests. Since I never know what might happen, I can't leave my post."
"That makes sense. Coming to the Empire but not seeing the Magic-Ending Duke would be pointless."

The following words were truly bitter, but I understood immediately.

If Beatrix were a guest, it might be different, but as a host, she can't leave the guests' side. One of the purposes of the Continental Assembly is to exchange and promote magical achievements, and another is said to be to see Beatrix.

How disappointed would someone be if they came to the Empire with an excited heart only to find Beatrix was a no-show? Even as a non-mage, I find it heartbreaking.

So I can fully understand. I understand, but...

"Our triplets. I'm worried they might cry without their mother."

Can these pure and innocent children handle this adult situation?

The Continental Assembly isn't a short MT that ends in a few days. It's a long-term event held once every decade, gathering prominent mages from across the continent, and lasting for weeks. Sometimes it even exceeds a month, so in the worst case, Beatrix would have to be away from home for a month.

'Mom gone for a whole month...?'

Just imagining it makes me dizzy with dread.

The triplets might be brave and play well for the first few days. But as time passes with no sign of their mother returning, and seeing their half-siblings getting along well with their other mothers...

How heartbreaking would that sight be? The wailing we experienced at Catovan's mansion could be repeated.


"So, Kal. About that."

Beatrix's gaze slowly lowered, and she fidgeted with her fingers while gauging my reaction.

"Could you perhaps come with me to the assembly location?"
"Huh?"

My head tilted involuntarily at this unexpected request.

Go to the assembly location together? With me?

"Is it okay for me, a non-mage?"

I've heard that the Continental Assembly is strictly an event for mages, and even the servants and attendants who serve the participating mages are magic users.

Of course, I don't know if that's true. It seems excessive that even servants and attendants would be mages. But the fact that such rumors circulate suggests that the possibility of a non-mage being involved in the Continental Assembly is close to zero.

For someone who's not just a non-mage but a symbol of swordsmanship to participate in such an event... that's a bit...

'There will be a lot of gossip.'

First, there's the question of whether a non-mage, even as the husband of the Magic-Ending Duke, qualifies to participate in the Continental Assembly. This question is inevitable. It's not a question that even Beatrix's authority can prevent; rather, it will arise precisely because of her significant authority.

Moreover, me, a symbol of swordsmanship, showing my face at a festival of mages? Interpreted positively, it could be seen as establishing friendly relations between swordsmen and mages; interpreted negatively, it could be treated as the surrender of swordsmen.

The title of the continent's greatest sword was one I obtained unwillingly, but I can't use it recklessly now that I have it. I can't turn the respect of swordsmen into resentment.

"Simply lingering around the assembly location should be fine. It's not like the assembly is held in the middle of nowhere; it's ultimately held in a place where people already live. In a situation where non-mage residents are already mingling, adding one more outsider shouldn't be a problem."
"Is that so?"

But Beatrix's words don't seem wrong either.

Unless mages temporarily expel the non-mage residents from the assembly location, they'll naturally coexist with others throughout the assembly.

Then wouldn't one more person like me be okay? While directly participating in the assembly is obviously impossible, just staying at the assembly location should be fine, right?

"So I can go with the children?"

After organizing my thoughts, I gave Beatrix the answer she wanted.

Just as I worry about the triplets, Beatrix must worry about them too. If the triplets were left alone in the mansion while she focused on the assembly, her heart would ache, but she can't just bring them to the assembly location without someone trustworthy to look after them.

So it has to be me. I need to move my residence to follow Beatrix, who will temporarily become a goose father.

"If, if you could, that would be great, but there's no need to force yourself. There are many people at the mansion who can take care of the children, and they have many friends there."

Though she said that, Beatrix's face showed a mix of faint expectation and guilt.

I almost laughed at the sight. What's so difficult about a husband moving his residence for his wife and daughter? If I were tied up with civil servant duties or couldn't leave the capital, it might be different, but I'm in a freer position than anyone.

'They get along fine without me anyway.'

Besides, our children don't get too sad even when their dad is absent for extended periods.

This is a fact proven during the handover of the Servet Duchy duties. There shouldn't be any major issues if I leave the mansion with the triplets.


...

'They definitely used to be sad before.'

My nose suddenly felt hot.

Surely... surely when Merry was just born, she cried and searched for this dad when I went on a honeymoon. There were children who whined and cried saying they wanted to see this dad.

This is happening because the children are growing up little by little, there are more siblings to play with even without dad, and the mothers' parenting know-how has accumulated to the sky. The necessity and position of a father within the family is gradually diminishing.

'If a family had just one dad doing a one-man show, that would be stranger.'

I tried to soothe my increasingly complex emotions.

Yes, our family is a large one consisting of one husband, six wives, and over ten children. In such a large family, if the father's share alone were enormous, that would be an abnormal structure.

With many members, shares get divided finely. Naturally, the father's position gradually diminishes.

I believe without doubt that this is a kind of normalization.

***

A joint report from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Home Affairs, Ministry of Land, and Ministry of Magic came in.

The report stated that due to the strong influence of Stefan's Glory, the Empire was selected as the location for this Continental Assembly, with the specific location decided to be near Danis.

'And why is he...'

The report also mentioned that the Count would be moving to the assembly location to coincide with the Continental Assembly period.

This information was passed from the Magic Tower to the Ministry of Magic, and then to me, so it's certain. If the Magic Tower is the source, it means the Count and the Magic-Ending Duke have reached an agreement.

'But why?'

That's why I can't understand. Why is someone known as the pinnacle of swordsmanship participating in an event for mages?

Well, of course, he's not participating in the assembly but simply showing his face at the assembly location, but even that could give people various interpretations.

'It's probably nothing significant.'

I sighed softly and put the report in the drawer.

It's probably not for a grand reason. Most likely it's a spontaneous decision, and even if there is a reason, it's probably strictly personal. If the Count is moving this quietly, it's certainly not for official business. After all, what official business could someone on vacation be doing?

'If the Count shows his face, something unusual will happen.'

However, based on past experience, even when the Count moves without much thought, the results tend to be quite extraordinary.

I don't know why. It's just the Count's innate destiny. At first, I thought the Count was moving because he knew something, but it turned out he was just the first victim to get hit.

'I should prepare myself mentally.'

So I smiled wryly while touching my forehead.

I don't know what will happen, but something will definitely happen, so I should steel my heart to remain unmoved by whatever report I hear.

I subtly suggested a long outing to the triplets.

I told them that their mother would need to leave the mansion for a while, and asked if they'd like to stay with their father by her side.

"Yeah! I wanna go!"
"Me too! I weally wanna go!"
"Me too~"

And whether I should call it expected or fortunate, the triplets immediately nodded at my suggestion.

Their unhesitating response sent a chill down my spine. If Trixie had left the triplets at the mansion and I had to take care of them there, what would have happened? I probably couldn't have avoided their heartbreaking wails. It would have been beyond a high probability—it would have been an inevitable event.

'I'm saved.'

So I sent sincere thanks to Trixie in my heart. If Trixie had gone alone without suggesting we come along? Before long, I would have been calling her, begging for help while she was busy with the continental assembly.

Just imagining it is utterly shameful. Thanks to Trixie, she prevented the crisis of her husband becoming a pathetic husband and the triplets sobbing miserably. As expected, the continent's greatest archmage is different in every way.

"Daddy. But is it just us going?"
"Yes. Just Maria, Cecilia, and Cattleya."

At my answer, Maria furrowed her brow in deep thought.

Of course, even her frowning face was adorably cute. How intimidating could a crease on that snow-white, tiny forehead possibly be?

"What about the animals? Can't we take them too?"

Eventually, Maria clung to my leg and carefully opened her mouth.

Animals. One might think she's referring to her half-siblings, but in this context, "animals" refers to the beasts, not people.

The beast friends who command considerable presence in our mansion. Thanks to their tremendous advantages of being sturdy and able to speak, they've become excellent playmates for the children.

'Would two or three be okay?'

I pondered briefly while looking at Maria's sparkling eyes.

Taking the triplets' half-brothers or half-sisters would be difficult. Unless we also took their mothers, any child other than the triplets would end up crying for their mother.

So wouldn't a few sacred beasts be fine? There are 11 of them, so it should be okay if a few are missing.

"If we take some, who would you like to bring?"
"I want Bounty! I like Bounty 'cause he's fluffy!"
"I like Diligence too~"

After my brief deliberation and asking the children's preferences, Cecilia and Cattleya immediately spoke up.

Bounty is good. Even I can appreciate his uniquely fluffy and abundant wool. Diligence, despite being named "Diligence," enjoys napping, which has somehow made him Cattleya's soulmate. So it's not strange that Cattleya would ask for Diligence.

"What about Maria?"

But it's strange that the younger sisters are picking while their older sister, who brought up the topic, is left out. I decided to make sure Maria's pick was included too.

"I weally want to take Temperance."
"Temperance?"
"Yeah!"

The unexpected pick made my lips curl up involuntarily.

Temperance is a snake. Our children love all animals without discrimination and shower Temperance with affection too, but I didn't expect him to be Maria's top pick over the other sacred beasts. After all, snakes have a more divisive appearance compared to other animals.

"Temperance! I like him 'cause he's white and long and slippery! It's amazing how he moves all over!"
"I see."

But divisive means some people fall on the positive side. Our Maria could be one of them, so while unexpected, it's not impossible.

"Then let's go with Bounty, Diligence, and Temperance. The three of them."
"Yay!"
"Going with Bounty!"
"With Diligence too~"


And just like that, the three sacred beasts who would be the triplets' dedicated companions were decided. Fortunately, there were no overlapping picks.

"But children."
"Hmm?"
"Are you okay not taking Titi and Longevity?"

After hearing the children's picks, a small question arose.

Our children's most preferred pet is Titi. The second-place runner-up is Longevity. This is an unwavering ranking, a kind of permanent retirement number.

But not one of the three mentioned Titi or Longevity. I couldn't help but wonder if the animal hierarchy in the children's hearts had changed without my knowledge.

"Titi and Longevity need to play with everyone."
"Huh?"

What does that mean?

"Titi, Longevity. Big brothers and little brothers like them too. Charlotte unnie likes them too."
"Right. Others are okay, but we can't just take them away!"
"Yeah. Everyone would be sad."
'Oh.'

The question that had slightly raised its head quickly subsided thanks to the triplets' comments.

Those words. Titi and Longevity are the beloved 1st and 2nd place favorites of everyone, so no one should independently take them outside.

'Was there such a rule?'

I was so surprised that I couldn't speak for a while.

I knew there were rules among our children. Fedi exercised leadership as the eldest, and when a new sibling was born, priority went to siblings of the same mother rather than the eldest Fedi. It was to the point where I wondered how those tiny children established such thorough rules.

But to think they even established rules like "don't use public property for private purposes." That's suppressing individual greed for the public good.

'So there was a parliament in our mansion.'

I couldn't help but smile. The current Imperial Count father is passing the buck to his younger brother, but the children are making laws like an Imperial Count. I definitely felt that half of these children's blood is Kracius.

'At this rate, they might have even made a law book?'

The thought briefly crossed my mind. If they're making their own laws, wouldn't there be a codified law book? It would be too harsh to remember every single rule.

Children huddled together away from adult eyes. Writing their own rules with tiny hands in crooked letters. Preciously storing it and referring to it whenever they forget.

'Wow.'

Though I haven't seen it directly, a children's law book already exists in my heart.

Because it's cuter to think that way.

The Magic-Ending Duke, three Magic-Ending Duke juniors, and the Magic-Ending Duke's husband. Lastly, one sheep, one turtle, and one snake.

Looking at the lineup, I wondered what kind of party this was, but anyway, the group for our few-week to month-long picnic was formed.

"Bye-bye, Daddy!"
"Bye-bye, Trixie Mommy and unnies too!"

And despite their father's sudden departure, the children didn't cry but bravely said goodbye.

I felt a tiny bit disappointed, but soon felt proud. They're not indifferent to whether Dad leaves or not—they ran all the way to the main gate to say goodbye. This means our children love and cherish their father. They're just mentally healthy and strong enough not to cry when Dad leaves.

'This is actually better.'

Children who love their father but don't cry. I think this might be the best outcome.

Let's just think that way. That's the thought that makes everyone happy, and it's not just baseless psychological victory.

"Daddy will bring back presents."
"Wow! Daddy's the best!"
"Daddy has to come back soon!"
"Presents! Good!"


They're already looking forward to my return before I've even left, so that must be true.

"Why are you going? We're confident we can serve the young ladies well too."
"It's a job of serving them from afar for an extended period. Shouldn't someone small enough to be held in arms at any time go? All of you bigger than chicks, step aside."
"There are many small masters remaining here too... Don't complain and just stay home."

Meanwhile, the sacred beasts began a small argument on the topic of "why are you the one being dispatched?"

Of course, Bounty, Diligence, and Temperance were chosen by those little masters and young ladies they're arguing about. No matter how much they argue among themselves, nothing will change.

'Always obsessed with going out.'

I regularly send them to Teilgleichen, to Erich's habitat, and for walks in the Capital. How can they be so desperate for outings? It feels like watching a Border Collie or Retriever obsessed with walks.

Even Titi, the actual Retriever, doesn't crave outings that much.

***

This continental assembly was held in the Empire.

Given my age, I thought the next assembly or the one after would be my last, but I'm deeply moved to see an assembly held in the Empire before I die.

'I've enjoyed assemblies held in my homeland and in the homeland of His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke.'

A satisfactory result both as the chairman of the Magic Council and as a magician. Now if I return home after enjoying the continental assembly, I'll have no regrets even if I die.

Of course, if I die, the Magic Council and the United Kingdom would be in turmoil. When the moment of death truly approaches, I should try to avoid it as much as possible. Perhaps I might need to live not just 20 more years, but 30 or 40.

'Living 40 more years at this age.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly.

Forty years is enough time for a magician who has just started walking the path of magic to grow into an elder. If I have to dedicate myself to my country and the council for that long, could I truly endure it intact?

'Apart from the sense of fulfillment, my body and mind would start to break down.'

Because I am not a noble and great person like His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke.

"Chairman."

While I was lost in such thoughts, absentmindedly looking at the scenery, I turned at the familiar voice.

The magician who serves His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke most closely. The person closest to being second-in-command among continental magicians.

"It's been a while, Vice Tower Master. Have you been well?"

The Vice Tower Master of the Magic Tower approached. He's practically the representative of His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke.

In terms of continental protocol, the Vice Tower Master's rank isn't very high. It would be stranger if the deputy head of a research institution had a similar rank to the head of a national legislative body.

However, this is strictly continental protocol. If we look purely at the hierarchy of magicians, in the context of participating in the continental assembly, which is an event for magicians, the Vice Tower Master is my equal. Would any magician on this continent view the Magic Tower as an ordinary research institution?

"I'm always doing well. I am busy, but isn't that busyness suitable for igniting a magician's soul?"
"Indeed. The Vice Tower Master's words are correct."

After that, we exchanged appropriate greetings and maintained a warm atmosphere.

The fact that the first person I met upon arriving in the Empire was the Vice Tower Master means that His Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke also values me highly.

"By the way, Chairman. Have you heard the news?"
"Having just arrived in the Empire, I know nothing. If the Vice Tower Master would tell me, I will listen attentively."

The Vice Tower Master, who had maintained a smiling face, naturally brought up the main point.

"His Excellency's husband and the young ladies are also planning to come here."
'What.'

He delivered surprising and moving information.

Not just the idol of the magical world, but also its future is coming. Truly an honor.

# Chapter 1

I felt like a zookeeper entering the carnivore section with food in hand.

And not just distributing food from behind bars, but walking boldly in front of the carnivores with nothing to protect me.

'It stings.'

As soon as I arrived at the Continental Assembly venue with Maria on my right arm, Cecilia on my left, and Catleya on my back, the gazes of the mages converged on me to an uncomfortable degree. If gazes had physical force, wouldn't my body have been split into 108 pieces and scattered across the continent?

What's even more terrifying is that the owners of these intense stares are mages. While tearing someone apart with looks might be impossible, these are superhumans who can tear apart bodies through mana. Tens, hundreds, thousands of such superhumans gathered, all staring at me. This would make anyone tremble in fear, not just me.

Fortunately, those gazes are filled with admiration, awe, and joy rather than wariness, anger, or contempt. If it had been the latter, I would have seriously considered an emergency escape.

"This is a good omen from the start. To have the Noble Ladies personally grace us with their presence—what a joyous occasion."
"No Continental Assembly in the next 100 years will surpass this one. We are essentially witnessing a historic moment."
"My, my. I was already honored to have seen you at the Magic-Ending Duke's retirement ceremony, but to think I'd see you again here."

With each careful step I took, the whispers of the mages pierced my eardrums.

Their voices were like those of passionate fans who'd succeeded in seeing their idol in person, or like grandfathers who'd gained cute granddaughters late in life. The voices were so gentle that anyone listening would feel warm inside—to the point where one might mistake this for an ordinary senior citizens' center rather than a gathering of mages.

'Is this actually a senior center?'

I quickly rolled my eyes to scan the mages.

This gathering includes mages of all ages and genders. But those who can speak up in such a setting are the so-called "experienced" individuals, so the mages entering my field of vision are indeed of an age appropriate for a senior center.

With that thought, the burden in one corner of my mind rapidly melted away. Now I wasn't a swordsman awkwardly intruding on a mages' celebration, but rather a father who happened to encounter neighborhood elders while walking with his daughters.

"Uwung?"

However, it seemed I wasn't the only one feeling the warm yet piercing gazes of the mages. Maria looked around, taking in the mages in her field of vision.

Well, children aren't insensitive to others' gazes either. Besides, the mages weren't looking at me but at the triplets. It's only natural for Maria to react.

"Grandpa!"

After looking around for a while, Maria pointed somewhere with a bright voice.

Who could she be calling grandpa? There are too many candidates to guess.

'Ah.'

As soon as I turned my head in the direction Maria was pointing, I understood.

Duke Kilanas, the chairman of the Magic Council. A grand mage who, like the Academy Principal, looks like he stepped out of a fairy tale. Indeed, with that abundant beard and those wrinkles, it's natural to call him grandpa.

"Hello, Grandpa!"
"Hello~"

Following Maria's shout, Cecilia and Catleya also began waving at the chairman.

The chairman's expression brightened rapidly at this enthusiastic greeting. Isn't that exactly the expression of a grandfather watching his granddaughters' antics?

"It's been a while, Chairman. You must have had a difficult journey from Yuven to here."
"Difficult? I came comfortably thanks to teleportation."


However, I had to address the chairman to bring him back to his senses, as he seemed about to lose his soul. While our children are indeed adorable, it would be troublesome if he became too distracted. Besides, jealous and envious gazes were now directed at the chairman who had received the children's greetings.

'And they call themselves pursuers of reason.'

I inwardly smiled bitterly at the sight.

Mages describe themselves as beings who pursue reason and illuminate the world with intellect. Yet here they are, jealous of the continent's magical leader for receiving greetings from 5-year-old children first. How is that reasonable or intellectual?

At the same time, a subtle sense of duty welled up. Seeing how sincere they were toward our children, many mages would likely go crazy wanting to see our children during the Continental Assembly.

'Let's walk around as much as possible.'

So I should take daily walks to allow other mages to see the triplets in passing. That's the only way to somewhat calm the mages' yearning and obsession.

And if the participants turn into gentle lambs, Trixie will be able to successfully conclude the Continental Assembly. For my wife's honor, this inadequate husband must do his part. I believe walking around the city three times a day should be sufficient.

"This assembly will be different from previous ones."

Meanwhile, as if sensing an unusual future, Trixie whispered in my ear with a small smile.

Whatever bizarre future Trixie has glimpsed, I will overcome it as her husband.

That is the duty shouldered by the "Magic-Ending Duke's consort."

"Those humans. Something about their eyes is bizarre."
"I've seen that before. The fanatics who used to worship us looked exactly like that."
"Right. I thought it looked familiar—it's similar to what we saw back then."

The three sacred beasts also whispered among themselves amid the confusion, but I ignored them.

Comparing mages, the symbols of reason and intellect, to fanatics? That's practically an insult to the brilliant civilization humanity has built up over time.

***

The reason for bringing the triplets was simple. I was worried our children would cry missing their mother, and that the people remaining at the mansion would struggle to comfort them, so I brought them along out of concern.

Although it's almost unheard of for an outsider who walks the path of the sword, beyond being a non-mage, to visit the Continental Assembly venue, Kal is my husband and our children's protector. I believed no mage would object to Kal's visit.

Besides, everyone would understand even if Kal came without any business, but he came to take care of our children. Nevertheless, if anyone expressed disapproval of Kal's visit, I was prepared to defend him, but...

'This is a problem in its own way.'

Not only did all the mages welcome Kal's visit, but they became completely distracted by the children. Instead of focusing on the Continental Assembly held only once every 10 years, they were staring blankly into space.

As if they had temporarily suspended their eyes and ears, thinking of something else entirely.

"It might be good to take a short break before continuing. When research results accumulate over 10 years, it's difficult to decide what to present first."

So I declared a break while lightly tapping the desk.

If only one or two people were distracted, I could gently admonish them, but if everyone fails to concentrate, I can't lead the proceedings alone. What's the point of talking if no one is listening?

Fortunately, the Continental Assembly isn't a meeting that ends in a few days. We have plenty of time, so a short break isn't a problem.

That is, if they regain their senses during that short time.

"Y-yes, indeed. We should continue the discussion after organizing our thoughts."
"My goodness. I clearly spent months organizing, but facing such welcome faces has made my mind go blank. I suppose this means my cultivation is still lacking."


I smiled bitterly as I watched everyone getting up at my announcement.

Sadly, a short break probably won't be enough. While I appreciate their goodwill and interest in our children, I didn't expect it to be this extreme.

'Should I send them back now?'

The thought briefly crossed my mind, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. If I hadn't brought them in the first place, that would be one thing, but sending them back now would be the worst choice.

The children think they're on a picnic with mom and dad and are happy. How sad would they be if I sent them home? They would hide behind Kal, refusing to go.

The mages gathered here would feel the same. If they hadn't seen the children's faces, they wouldn't have had expectations, but showing the children and then sending them away would be like setting fire to their hearts.

'I'll have to endure it.'

So all I can do is hope that the mages' agitation subsides as quickly as possible. There's no other suitable method.

Forcibly adjusting human emotions would only make them unstable again, and it's impossible to send away the cause of the disturbance.

"Are you alright?"

As I was organizing my thoughts while watching the mages rush out, the Vice Tower Master cautiously approached.

The Vice Tower Master was less agitated since he had seen our children frequently. He visits our mansion on tower business, and occasionally I visit the tower with the triplets.

How desperate would I have been if even the Vice Tower Master couldn't keep his senses? The usually reliable Vice Tower Master seemed even more dependable today.

"I'm fine. When everyone has a lot to say, they often hesitate to speak up at the right time. It's a problem that will be resolved with a little time."

I spoke calmly to the Vice Tower Master, but inside I wasn't fine. Since this had never happened before, I didn't know how to resolve this difficulty.

"The Chairman said he would try to calm the other mages as much as possible. Complete pacification might be impossible, but they should calm down to some extent."
"Is that so?"

My complicated feelings eased somewhat at this rather positive news.

For someone from the Yuven United Kingdom, the Chairman has seen our triplets quite often. Perhaps it's because he has visited the Empire without fail whenever our family had celebrations? Fortunately, like the Vice Tower Master, he has developed an immunity.

And if the Chairman takes the lead, he can reasonably manage the agitation of his juniors. If I approached them directly to comfort them, they would bow their heads in reverence rather than calm down, which would be counterproductive.

"To think we're having problems because the children are receiving so much love. I don't know whether to laugh or cry."

The Vice Tower Master gave an awkward smile at my not-quite-complaint.

I'm sure the Vice Tower Master finds this situation just as awkward.

***

While staring blankly out the window of my accommodation, I flinched.

Mages were suddenly pouring out of the main hall building where the Continental Assembly should have been in progress.

'Why.'

No, why are you all coming out already?

I'm not ready to walk among you yet.

Suddenly, I remembered when our triplets were just born.

Trixie, the legend and pinnacle of the continental magic world, the Great Elder. Children born after about 100 years to Trixie, who had earned the title of Magic-Ending Duke.

Of course, considering elven lifespans, having children at Trixie's age was beyond premature—it was a sigh-inducing violation of natural order. But that's only from the perspective of elves who live for hundreds of years. For humans who consider living 70 or 80 years a long life, let alone 100, how painful must that century of waiting have been?

Many magicians must have died wondering anxiously, "Will an heir to succeed the Magic-Ending Duke ever be born?" The current elders of the magical world likely lamented that they might follow their seniors to the grave without seeing a successor.

That's why when Trixie married and gave birth to triplets—descendants of the Catovan family, the Empire's premier magical household, and successors to the Magic-Ending Duke—magicians from across the continent gathered in front of our mansion with tears of joy. They came to express gratitude for this blessing bestowed upon the magical world and to bless our triplets' future.

'I never thought I'd see that sight again.'

The reason this memory surfaced is simple.

That extraordinary, awe-inspiring scene of magicians kneeling reverently like devotees praying at a holy site was unfolding once more.

Right in front of the lodging where I was staying with the triplets.

'Don't you have a meeting to attend?'

I was too dumbfounded to speak. It seemed like just moments ago they had entered the grand hall, so why were they already out?

Even if I generously assumed they had rushed out for a break, they should be returning to their own lodgings or taking a walk—not crowding around someone else's quarters.

'Did the meeting location change?'

It was an absurd thought, but my mind was so confused that I considered it.

This crowd and this silence... Anyone who didn't know better would think the magicians were holding some outdoor ceremony.

'What should I do?'

I'm conflicted. Should I tell them to stop praying in the wrong place and leave immediately? But if they were the type to leave when asked, they wouldn't have come in the first place. Asking them to leave would only provoke them.

Besides, they weren't inside our lodging but lingering in the street outside. There wasn't enough justification to control the streets.

"Daddy, what are you looking at?"

As I was looking out the window, deep in thought, Cecilia emerged from being buried in Abundance's fur and scurried over.

"Hmm? It's grandpas and grandmas!"

Then she began flapping her ears excitedly, her eyes sparkling.

Her voice was so cheerful and innocent that I felt a surge of anxiety. My adorable daughters don't cause me pain, but their characteristic liveliness does tend to drain my energy a bit.

"Grandpas and grandmas? Where?"
"Me too, I want to see too~"

Maria and Catleia also responded to Cecilia's voice.

The sight of them running over with a snake and turtle perched on their heads was adorably precious, but it was enough to triple my anxiety.

"Why are they here? Weren't they supposed to be with Mommy?"
"They must have come to play with us!"
"Really?"
"Um, girls. Grandpas and grandmas are very busy, so they can't play with us yet."

Sensing my anxiety might become reality, I hurriedly spoke up.

If the children saw that crowd as potential playmates, it would be over. They'd rush out to join the crowd before I could stop them. Then the magicians' attitude would change from reverent prayer to ecstatic worship at the sight of their deities.

That absolutely cannot happen. Though we'd eventually have to face it while staying at the continental meeting place, at least not now. I'm not mentally prepared yet.

"Hmm? Can't play together?"
"That's right. So let's play with Daddy—"
"Then why are grandpas and grandmas here?"

That question made me feel like I couldn't breathe.

I've fielded countless questions since the Imperial Princesses began to speak. During years of parenting, I've endured endless inquiries from the children, dramatically improving my quick thinking and creativity to provide suitable answers.

Yet even I couldn't answer that question. I had no idea how to explain that impressive crowd.

'Should I say they were just passing by?'


That's a lie even a child wouldn't believe. They've been lingering in front of our lodging—how could that be "just passing by"?

Alternatively, say they're working? That doesn't make sense either. The triplets know their mother, grandfather, and grandmothers are working, so unless Trixie is among that crowd, the work excuse won't fly.

But if I say they're just passing through... that's basically saying they came to visit...

"Why did they come?"

Caught in this dilemma, I remained silent. Maria tilted her head at her incompetent father and asked again.

"Ah! I think I know! They came to surprise us!"
'What.'

And Cecilia, who had been flapping her ears continuously, dropped a bombshell.

"They came secretly to surprise us! But I found them!"
"So we won?"
"Yes! Hide and seek! We won!"

With those words, the triplets rushed toward the door.

They proudly opened the door, ran excitedly down the corridor, and began vigorously descending the stairs.

'Ah...'

It was a disaster that happened before this father could stop them. My children have grown so much and become so fast.

"Abundance."
"Uh, yes?"
"Why didn't you stop them?"

At my sudden accusation, Abundance's eyes darted wildly.

I'm sorry. I was feeling so conflicted that I instinctively wanted to blame someone. This is a father's heart, please understand.

But with your size, you could have stopped the children. If you had blocked the door with your fluffy body, it might have worked.

'Is it because they're a sheep, snake, and turtle?'

I wonder if bringing a horse, deer, or bear would have made for a successful defense.

Honestly, they probably couldn't have stopped our children either, but I can't help thinking about it.

***

I tried my best to calm my distracted juniors.

As a magician who reveres the Magic-Ending Duke and respects the Catovan family, I understand my juniors' feelings. However, the Continental Meeting is a grand assembly meant to guide the continent's civilization and future. An event held once every ten years deserves our full attention, at least during the meeting itself.

Besides, we don't discuss matters all day, every day throughout the meeting period. There are clearly designated break times during the day, and even days within the meeting period dedicated entirely to rest with no activities. If they want to see the Princesses, they could visit then.

'They're all so far gone.'

I sighed quietly watching my juniors acting on emotion rather than reason. No matter how much the Princesses are considered a blessing to the magical world after 100 years, it's shocking to see them lose their minds like this.

At the same time, I reproached myself. I'm the chairman of the Magic Council, old enough to be called an elder of the continental magical world. Yet even as I tried to dissuade my juniors, my eyes kept drifting toward the lodging where the Princesses were staying.

It means that even I haven't completely abandoned my emotions. How can one who wavers control others?

"Grandpa! Grandma!"
'Hmm?'

While I was considering whether to request support from the Vice Tower Master, an angelic voice came from the lodging.

"We found you first! Now let's play together!"

The three Princesses burst out of the lodging with bright expressions.

"P-Princesses?"
"Why aren't they with His Lordship?"

Yet despite the Princesses coming to us directly, my juniors' reactions were bizarrely hesitant.

They had been desperate to see the Princesses, but now that they were face to face with them, they didn't know what to do. It seemed they were wondering if they could approach without the Magic-Ending Duke or His Lordship present.

I couldn't help but smile seeing them maintain a final shred of reason even while consumed by emotion. How much better it would have been if they had used that reason a little more.


"Princesses, why have you come here without His Lordship?"

So I stepped forward toward the Princesses.

I couldn't trust these foolish juniors—who knows what might happen. Though I can't maintain complete rationality before the Princesses either, I'm still better than the rest here.

"We found grandpas and grandmas first! Aren't we amazing!?"
'Found us first?'

But Princess Cecilia's words made me close my mouth immediately.

I'd been wondering about this. We've been here the whole time, so what does she mean by "found"? And what's this about playing together?

"Grandpas and grandmas... weren't you trying to surprise us...? Didn't we win because we found you first...?"
"I'm amazed you found us so quickly. As expected of the Princesses, you're impressively clever."

Seeing Princess Cecilia starting to look uncertain, I forced myself to speak.

Yes, let's just pretend we were hiding. We actually came here to play with the Princesses.

"Since the Princesses have won, this old man will show you something fun with magic."

With those words, I extended my hand toward the Princesses.

It may seem ridiculous to demonstrate magic to the Magic-Ending Duke's bloodline, but I briefly walked a path that the Magic-Ending Duke never took. Showing just a glimpse of that path should be enough.

"Wooow!"
"Snow! It's snow!"
"Amazing~"

When snow actually began falling from my palm, the Princesses' eyes sparkled.

And not just ordinary snow—snow in the shapes of animals, trees, sweets, and bread. How could that not be fascinating?

'Using magic I created for my grandchildren again.'

This magic completely lacks practicality and isn't meant to showcase grandeur. It exists solely to entertain children.

Since it's magic learned simply for a child's enjoyment, even the Magic-Ending Duke, a novice mother, probably hasn't learned such magic.

"I, I want to learn this! I want to learn from Grandpa!"

?

"Me too! I want to learn too!"
"Me tooooo."

I stopped manipulating mana at the Princesses' words.

Me, teaching the Princesses?

Me?

***

After unfairly blaming Abundance, I followed the triplets. Though there was a slight delay, I pursued them almost immediately, so the children were among the crowd for just a moment.

"Look at these brilliant fireworks! How do you like them!?"
"I can also make colorful soil like this!"
"How about making water droplets? If you blow on them like this, they fly into the sky."
'What is this now?'

But what happened in that brief moment?

Why are magicians casting all sorts of spells in front of our children and putting on a reverse talent show?

"Good! Amazing! Do more!"
"I want fire! More fire!"
"I want everything~"

Moreover, the children were busy applauding, clearly delighted with the magicians' reverse talent show.

I couldn't understand what was happening at all.

# The Magic Playtime Festival That Will Go Down in Continental Magic History

The magic playtime festival that will go down in continental magical history ended early.

Watching the mages enthusiastically demonstrate all kinds of magic, I realized something. If left unchecked, these mages would become the triplets' collective teachers.

It's not that I dislike the idea. The mages gathered at the Continental Assembly—especially those skilled enough to visit our lodgings—are exceptional even by continental standards, not just national ones. What could be better than having such individuals teach our triplets?

If only their birth mother wasn't Trixie. I simply don't have the courage to bypass Trixie and choose another mage as their magic teacher.

"The children want to learn magic?"
"Yes. Those elderly folks apparently each developed spells for their late-born children or grandchildren. The kids loved seeing those."

After desperately sending the mages away, I quickly contacted Trixie to request a consultation.

When it comes to magic-related matters, Trixie should take the lead, not me. The opinion of Magic-Ending Duke Trixie carries more weight than that of Kal, head of the Kracius Family. If a non-expert makes rash decisions, the backlash would be tremendous.

"Indeed. I had thought about entertaining children with magic, but never considered creating magic specifically for play. The difference in experience is unavoidable, it seems."

I instinctively pressed my lips shut before they could open.

Patience. The experience she's referring to isn't purely about age. She's talking about the experience of raising children or grandchildren. In that regard, Trixie definitely has far less experience than the other mages.

No, that's not right. Trixie isn't even 30 in human terms—she's younger than the mages even by pure age. I momentarily forgot to think in terms of cultural relativism.

"This is troublesome. Once the children become interested in something, they won't be satisfied until they achieve it."

Trixie slightly furrowed her brow at the triplets' desire for magic.

"For now, I told the other mages we'd talk later. With multiple teachers but only three students, learning haphazardly would create scheduling conflicts. They all understood."

I carefully spoke while observing Trixie's concerned expression.

The official reason was concern about too many cooks spoiling the broth, but Trixie, the mages, and I all knew the real reason. It would be improper to discuss magic while bypassing Trixie, who is both the birth mother and the pinnacle of magic, so we postponed it.

Fortunately, the mages had put on their magic show hoping the triplets would say "I want to learn that" to Trixie. They hadn't intended to become impromptu teachers. Even those overeager mages respected Trixie's authority.

'That was fortunate, at least.'

What would have happened if the mages had forgotten Trixie's authority? A magical duel for the position of teacher might have broken out in front of our lodgings.

A chaotic scene with fire and water singing, wind and earth howling, and lightning striking.

"Is that so? Then I can think about this more leisurely."

Trixie nodded with a small smile, relieved that chaos had been avoided.

She knows better than I do what disasters occur when mages engage in serious duels. Concrete disasters one can imagine are more terrifying than vague ones.

"But the most straightforward solution would be for me to teach the children..."
"Would that be okay? You're very busy with the assembly."
"That's the problem. Even learning simple magic takes time, and understanding it well enough to teach others requires considerable effort."

I once again felt the dignity of the Magic-Ending Duke as Trixie muttered that it would only take a week if not for the assembly.

Even simple magic created solely to entertain children is essentially unique magic. It's not universal magic established over generations, but unique magic created and used by one person in their own way.

Naturally, it would be difficult to learn, yet she says a week would be enough to master it, analyze it, and teach it. Isn't that an impressive feat even to a non-mage like me?


"Kal."
"Yes?"

As we each fell silent for our own reasons, Trixie spoke first.

"While I'm disappointed not to be the children's first teacher, I can't suppress what they want, can I?"

With that, she surrendered her ambition and yielded to the children's desires.

I couldn't say anything for a while. It was an enormous declaration—giving up the title of the triplets' first teacher and yielding to other mages. I know how significant that decision is.

"If Trixie is okay with it, then it's a good solution."

I nodded in agreement, barely able to respond.

This was Trixie's carefully considered decision. Opposing it unconditionally and asking her to reconsider would only make her uncomfortable.

"Then I should tell them to learn what they can during the Continental Assembly."

I thought I should try to dissuade her once as a courtesy, but Trixie stood up before I could even consider it.

"Actually, I was worried about whether I could teach the children well. Teaching others and teaching family are inevitably different. I might be too lenient because they're my children, or conversely, I might pressure them with excessive expectations. Perhaps it's better for them to start by learning from other mages."

With an expression too confident for me to dare contradict.

Having decided that for the triplets' sake, for Catovan's future, it would be right for other mages to step forward instead of herself.

"Of course, Lise is family now too, but she was a stranger when I first taught her."

Eventually, Trixie let out a small laugh and pulled out a communication orb from her pocket.

She looked like a deity about to deliver divine revelation to a believer.

The roles were divided among Trixie, the Vice Tower Master, and the Chairman of the Magic Council.

Since the empire was hosting the Continental Assembly, Trixie couldn't leave her post as the imperial representative. At the same time, with Trixie holding the fort, the Vice Tower Master, the empire's second-ranking mage, could afford to be absent.

"I am honored to serve as the Chief Temporary Teacher for the young princesses during the Continental Assembly."

'Chief Temporary Teacher...'

As a result, the Vice Tower Master left the grand hall with the peculiar title of "Chief" "Temporary" Teacher.

I roughly understand what it means. All the mages teaching playful magic to the triplets are temporary rather than official teachers, and since there are multiple temporary teachers, the Vice Tower Master was given the title of "Chief."

When there are too many cooks, the broth goes to the mountain, so a leader who can firmly control the cooks is needed. No one is more suitable for that authority than the Vice Tower Master.

'I thought the Chairman would come.'

Still, it was somewhat unexpected, despite the reassuring presence of the Vice Tower Master.

Among the mages gathered in front of our lodgings, the Chairman was the one who demonstrated his presence and was the first to show playful magic to our triplets. Wouldn't it have been more natural for the Chairman, not the Vice Tower Master, to be the Chief Temporary Teacher?

'Perhaps he can't leave his post as a foreign representative.'

I couldn't possibly ask the Vice Tower Master, who had graciously made time for us, "Why you and not the Chairman?" So I pondered alone and came up with a reasonably convincing explanation.


If Trixie, the imperial representative, remains at her post, then the Magic Council Chairman, as a foreign representative, should also stay at his post out of courtesy. Just as hosts should respect guests, guests should also be courteous to hosts.

"It's my honor to have the Vice Tower Master as their teacher. I entrust our children to you."

As soon as I finished my thought, I offered a handshake with a smile.

Right now, I'm meeting the Vice Tower Master as a parent, not as the Magic Tower Master's husband or the acting Duke of Servet. So it's right to greet him respectfully—

"Don't worry. The Continental Assembly is divided into various topics, so mages who finish their presentations will rush here immediately. Not only myself but other mages will also teach the princesses with great passion, so you won't be disappointed."

'What?'

I instinctively scanned the surroundings at the Vice Tower Master's words.

There are already plenty of temporary teachers here, but more will join as time passes? Just how many will gather?

'I'm not sure there will be enough time to teach everything.'

Even assuming the Continental Assembly lasts a month, will our triplets be able to learn everything? No matter how passionate the teachers or how clever the students, there are time limitations.

"That's wonderful news."

Still, I maintained my smile.

Well, they'll manage the time allocation themselves. Insufficient teaching time is the teacher's concern, not the parent's.

How pathetic my past self seems now.

"Grandpa! Look! Fire butterfly!"
"Amazing! You're already creating shapes with fire!"
"I made snow too."
"Ohhh...!"

The triplets' learning ability was so astonishing that it made the one-month time limit seem meaningless, and the wave of teachers that had been pouring in like a tsunami now seemed like a trickle from a faucet.

'Is this even possible?'

Even I, a complete novice in magic, can tell. This learning speed is absolutely not normal.

The triplets immediately replicate magic after mages explain mana and demonstrate the spell once or twice. How could this possibly be normal?

"It's instinct."
"Pardon?"
"That's not understanding theory, but instinctively sensing and manipulating mana. They were literally born to walk the path of magic!"

After looking at the Vice Tower Master, whose eyes were half-rolled back, I turned my gaze back to the triplets.

Instinctively sensing mana. Not understanding through theory, but naturally grasping it with their bodies.

'Is it because of the spirits?'

The name Catovan, their elven racial characteristics, and the talent inherited from Trixie all contributed significantly, but perhaps the spirits, the triplets' friends, also played a role.

There's this image that mana is connected to nature, and nature to spirits.

'Incredible.'

How amazing, my daughters. Truly amazing.

# The Continental Assembly ended successfully.

To be precise, it's presumed to have ended successfully. Since I'm not involved with the Continental Assembly, I can't tell whether it ended well or not, but judging by the bright expressions on the mages' faces, it seems to have gone well.

'Are they just happy because they're teaching kids?'

For a moment, I wondered if they were happy about becoming temporary teachers to the triplets even if the Continental Assembly had failed, but I doubt self-proclaimed intellectual stars like mages would think that way.

After all, the mages are fawning over the triplets because they're Trixie's daughters. Would such people neglect the Continental Assembly that Trixie is overseeing just to focus on her daughters? That's nonsensical.

"Actually, once we started teaching the children, our concentration improved. The desire to interact with the children was satisfied, and discussions ended quickly because everyone wanted to get back to teaching the children."

Since Trixie, the overseer of the Continental Assembly, said so herself, I as an outsider can't doubt the mages' diligence or suspect them of slacking off.

When desires are satisfied, it's natural to focus entirely on the assembly. At the same time, the assembly topics needed to be completed perfectly and quickly so they could go teach the children. Thanks to these two beautiful positive factors, the Continental Assembly concluded as a happy festival for all mages.

"Bwung-yo! This! Fire!"
"Everything else is fine, but please don't put fire near me..."

However, it seems the happiness was strictly limited to mages, as one non-magical beast muttered in a bitter voice.

Abundance, who came to the Continental Assembly venue thanks to Cecilia's selection. Despite receiving Cecilia's affection thanks to his fluffy, abundant fur, that same fur was now causing him suffering.

The reason wasn't particularly grand. Cecilia, who had learned to create fire, wanted to show off to her beloved Abundance, and sadly, sheep's wool is vulnerable to fire. Nevertheless, Abundance couldn't bring himself to push Cecilia away, so he had no choice but to watch as his wool slowly singed.

'I'm sorry.'

I silently apologized as I watched Abundance, who seemed to be crying tears in his heart.

Just as Purity the fox cherishes his tail, and Charity the deer values his antlers, Abundance also had a subtle affection for his wool. Especially when the children buried themselves in his wool for naps, he would groan about the weight but never move away.

How sad must he feel as his pride and identity is pathetically getting singed?

'I'll ask Trixie to cast a restoration spell for you.'

After watching Abundance gradually transform from a regular sheep into a black sheep, I carefully averted my gaze.

I know it's quite selfish to say this, but honestly, it's safer for the fire to be pointed at you than at the children. It's better for you to burn than for Maria and Catleia to burn.

'I'm sorry...'

Please understand a father who must prioritize his children.

***

The Continental Assembly is an event that draws attention not only from the Magic Ministry but also from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Although the assembly is held once every ten years, it's natural to take precautions when a large number of mages, the country's main military strength, leave the borders. Moreover, this Continental Assembly was held in the Empire, meaning mages from various countries crossed the border.

It's the Foreign Ministry's duty to monitor not only their country's key forces but also to manage foreign dignitaries. That's why a temporary department of "bureau" level was created specifically for this Continental Assembly.

'It ended more quietly than expected.'

The Continental Assembly concluded so smoothly that all the elaborate preparations seemed unnecessary.

An assembly held in the Empire, the blood relatives of the Magic-Ending Duke, the attention focused due to Stefan's Glory—this Continental Assembly had many factors that could stimulate the mages, leading to opinions that it might last more than a month. Even the Magic Ministry acknowledged this information.

Yet it concluded in just a few weeks, without even reaching a month. Compared to the assembly ten years ago, it ended slightly faster.


'I wonder how long it's been since we had such good fortune.'

I'm satisfied. Have I ever made such a pleasantly incorrect assessment during my time as Minister of Foreign Affairs? It's the daily routine of the Foreign Ministry to make thorough calculations only to have variables emerge, causing us to sigh. It's the minister's duty to somehow manage these situations.

But amid those painful days, a rare stroke of luck—perhaps the first—has occurred.

'One needs days like this to endure.'

I took a sip of tea and smiled.

Yes, even a bureaucrat driven by a sense of duty is still a living, breathing person. Not an undead who won't die even if killed, but a person who will die if pushed to the extreme.

So we need happy days like this to endure for a long time. The Continental Assembly overlapping with treaty organization issues was already giving me a headache. Just as I was thinking the Emperor had blessed us with a good ending—

"Minister!"

The urgent voice of the Southern Affairs Bureau Chief came from beyond the door.

"It's the Southern Affairs Bureau Chief! I need to report an urgent matter regarding the Kingdom of Gibrot!"

The voice was so urgent that I closed my eyes dejectedly.

I was just rejoicing about the Continental Assembly ending smoothly. How could another issue arise in less than an hour?

'Oh Emperor.'

Why are you so harsh on a mere bureaucrat?

This must also be part of the Emperor's lofty and noble will, but this humble servant finds it difficult to endure.

Within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, there are several bureau-level departments responsible for diplomacy with various countries or regions.

Among them, the Armein Bureau, the Yuven Bureau, and the Papal States Bureau have particularly strong presences. It's inevitable since they deal with the continent's major powers.

Next in line is the Southern Affairs Bureau. It's treated with more importance than the Eastern Affairs Bureau, which handles Quoronos and Lyuten, and the Northern Affairs Bureau, which handles Bazen and the three winter countries that call themselves the North because they refuse to sit with Lyuten.

After all, it's a bureau responsible for six countries, and it's an area that needs to be closely watched for maintaining the Empire's maritime hegemony. Therefore, countries related to the Southern Affairs Bureau are among those closely monitored by the Foreign Ministry.

"There's a problem in Gibrot?"
"Yes, Minister."

That's why I quietly rubbed my forehead as soon as I heard the Southern Affairs Bureau Chief's words.

Fortunately, Gibrot isn't particularly important among the six southern countries. It doesn't share a border with the Empire, nor does it have a coastline allowing for smooth exchanges. Moreover, since Gibrot shares a border with Yuven, Yuven tends to take the initiative when problems arise in Gibrot.

Yet a problem from Gibrot has reached my ears through the Southern Affairs Bureau Chief. And it's labeled as an urgent report.

'What on earth could it be?'

Normally, Yuven would step in first for any significant issue, then the Southern Affairs Bureau Chief would handle it secondarily, and even if it reached a third level, it would be mentioned in a regular report, not an urgent one.

That natural order has been overturned with this immediate report. I dread what words will come out of the Southern Affairs Bureau Chief's mouth.

"The King of Gibrot has expressed his intention to choose a Crown Princess from outside the royal family."
"What?"

And the Bureau Chief's report was indeed terrifying and difficult to comprehend.

Gibrot wants to choose a Crown Princess from outside?


'That group obsessed with consanguineous marriages?'

This is the most unbelievable thing I've heard recently.

***

The Minister of Foreign Affairs rushed to the Sun Palace.

Then he uttered shocking words that made me doubt my ears.

"Minister, I think I misheard you. What did you just say?"
"The King of Gibrot has expressed his intention to select a Crown Princess from outside the royal family... from among outsiders."

Even the Foreign Minister seemed unable to understand his own words, continuing with a confused expression.

"Gibrot?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Is it really Gibrot?"
"I also confirmed with the Southern Affairs Bureau Chief several times, but surprisingly, it is indeed Gibrot."

I couldn't help but sigh at those words. The Bureau Chief probably also questioned his subordinate officials multiple times.

The Foreign Minister's report was that shocking. One of the constants upholding the continent had just collapsed.

'Those people practicing exogamy?'

The Gibrot royal family, who stubbornly insisted on consanguineous marriages to maintain royal purity, the Valbur royal house that thoroughly prevented external power intervention—now talking about exogamy?

Of course, exogamy isn't strange but rather a sensible and common form of marriage. Consanguineous marriages were prevalent during the Muno era, or at best until the Trika era. It's strange for anyone to insist on consanguineous marriages in an era where Kfelopen reigns after the fall of Trika and Apels.

However, the Valbur royal house has maintained consanguineous marriages for hundreds of years despite the peculiar gazes from continental people. For them to abandon consanguineous marriages when their country isn't even on the brink of collapse? Without any external pressure or internal rebellion?

'Why on earth?'

I can't think of any reason. Is Gibrot collapsing for reasons unknown to us?

"They haven't officially declared it yet. However, since Gibrot's diplomatic department is subtly spreading the word, all monarchs on the continent will soon know."
"Everyone will be rushing in with keen interest."

My endless questions were temporarily halted by the Foreign Minister's words.

While it's shocking that followers of consanguineous marriage have turned to exogamy, it's troublesome that they're spreading this through diplomatic channels.

In reality, the royal marriage could simply proceed with the King of Gibrot's decision. Despite this, they're leaking information as if wanting all continental monarchs to know?

'They're considering candidates who aren't their own citizens but foreigners.'

Isn't this a signal for countries to bid if they want to produce the Crown Princess? It's an extremely aggressive and audacious declaration.

"Hah."

I inadvertently sighed again.

The relationships between continental nations had been gradually improving through preparations for establishing the treaty organization, the declaration to build Stefan's Glory, and the Continental Assembly. But with this announcement, the nations will temporarily revert to their past competitive system.

That's definitely what will happen.

I'm now twenty-eight years old. Having joined the Audit Department at seventeen, I've been a civil servant for eleven years, surpassing the decade they say is enough time for mountains and rivers to change.

About half of that time was spent on leave—probably a case difficult to find even if you searched through continental history—but ten years is still ten years. The experience, connections, and instincts I've built over that time are functioning reasonably well.

And these eleven-year-old intangible assets are screaming at me.

'Something serious seems to have happened.'

It appears something ominous has occurred. And not a domestic issue, but what seems to be a substantial bomb that's gone off abroad.

After returning to the mansion from the Continental Assembly, I sometimes pass by the administrative building while walking with Titi. While other government buildings seem normal, there's a strange atmosphere detected whenever I pass the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It's busier than usual, yet simultaneously quieter—a contradictory atmosphere.

In fact, the Audit Ministry must have detected the strange atmosphere at the Foreign Ministry too, as the Minister's Secretary and Deputy Head of Intelligence offered the speculation that "war seems imminent or an equivalent situation has occurred."

Not a certainty, but speculation. The atmosphere is serious enough that they're reporting it to a superior who's on vacation. I returned to the Capital with a light heart just days ago, yet such a terrible situation has developed in mere days.

'They must be busy enough preparing for the treaty organization's establishment.'

But while I worried about the Foreign Ministry's overwork and wailing, I didn't concern myself beyond that.

Frankly, what do foreign affairs have to do with me? I'm the Minister of the Audit Ministry, which handles domestic affairs, and I serve as proxy for Duke Serbet, who manages one of the Five Pillars of the Empire. Events beyond our borders—be they earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, or wars—are of no concern to me.

So I told the Minister's Secretary and Deputy Head of Intelligence to report to me only if something requiring the Audit Ministry's intervention arose, and I put it out of my mind.

"So, how was the Continental Assembly from a non-mage's perspective? Was it worth seeing?"
"Although I lack magical aptitude and couldn't witness the mages' debates or duels, it was fascinating to see what felt like every mage I'll ever see in my lifetime."
"I see."

Just as I put it out of my mind, I received a summons from the Emperor.

'Damn it.'

I quietly bit my lip while handling my teacup.

That bastard. The timing of this summons suggests it's about the incident beyond our borders, and while I can tolerate many things, this I cannot accept. Why summon me for another country's affairs?

Perhaps it's related to Armein, Yuven, or the Papal States? If so, I could concede that summoning me makes some sense. I do have decent connections with people from those regions.

"I've never attended a Continental Assembly. All the assemblies held since my birth have been in other countries, and it would be strange for a non-mage to force their presence. The purity of the mages' event would be lost if monarchs needlessly intervened."
"Thanks to the consideration of Your Majesty and other monarchs, the Continental Assembly has grown into a cradle of civilization."

Since the Emperor was continuing with Continental Assembly talk rather than foreign affairs, I produced an appropriate response to match.

I'll pretend not to know until the Emperor brings up the real matter. I'm officially on vacation and unofficially, I've set aside my ministerial duties—I'm as much a civilian as one can be. There's no need for me to volunteer interest in foreign affairs.

The Emperor is probably spending time on Continental Assembly talk for that very reason. Even that yellowish man's conscience, as insignificant as dust, must be protesting, "It feels wrong to discuss foreign affairs with this fellow."

"Ah, I heard the princesses have been learning magic."
"Yes, Your Majesty. They've learned simple magic they can use during play."
"Simple or not, it's still magic. To sense mana and learn magic at just five years old—truly heaven-sent talent."

My lips instinctively twitched at those words.

Responding to praise of one's children is parental instinct. No matter how serious the situation, it can't be helped.

"Will all the princesses now follow the path of magic?"
"If the children wish it, that's how it will be. But for now, they're learning out of childhood interest, so it will probably take another five years before we see a clear direction."
"Hmm, that's true. At five years old, they quickly gain and lose interest in things. No need to rush."

The Emperor nodded lightly and raised his teacup.

"Of course, I would be pleased if the descendants of Catovan developed an interest in magic."

He smiled faintly, revealing a subtle ambition.

Though he was meddling in other people's children's futures, I wasn't particularly offended. The children are descendants of Catovan, the Empire's leading magical family, and direct blood relatives of the Magic-Ending Duke. It's natural to hope such children would walk the path of magic.


To be honest, I feel the same. While the children's wishes come first, I'd prefer they follow the path of magic. That would be the most reasonable and safest path for them.

"If they grow up watching the Magic-Ending Duke, they'll naturally choose the path of magic. I believe that's how it will be."
"That's quite a reassuring statement."

With those words, the Emperor drained his tea in one gulp, then refilled his empty cup.

His bold and quick refill made me uneasy. Drinking tea to wet his throat suggests he's about to get to the main point, while refilling indicates the conversation will be quite lengthy.

How frustrating. In the end, that yellowish man's insignificant conscience has been defeated. For such a small and shabby conscience, it held out for quite a while.

'How could it not even last a day?'

Actually, it didn't even last an hour before dying, which is just... I don't know what to say.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"If the Crown Princess or the Princes and Princesses show interest in magic, could the Magic-Ending Duke become their teacher?"
"Pardon?"

The unexpected question drew an involuntary response.

What? Weren't we moving to the main topic? Are we continuing with children and magic talk?

"Hmph."

The Emperor laughed again at my reaction.

"Why such a response? Were you worried I might bring up the Gibraltar matter?"
"Was it about Gibraltar, Your Majesty?"
"My, you didn't even know which country it was."

I nodded, feeling bewildered.

Being disconnected from other departments' affairs and other countries' matters, I didn't even know which country was involved. Given that the Minister's Secretary and Deputy Head of Intelligence who contacted me didn't know either, perhaps nobody in the Empire knows except those in the Foreign Ministry?

"It's a troublesome matter, but not one to complain about to you. You're from the Audit Ministry, not the Foreign Ministry."

I was touched by the Emperor's additional comment.

Surprisingly, this man possesses conscience and common sense. He summoned me simply because the Continental Assembly had ended, and he wanted to hear about it from a non-mage's perspective—

"However, if I mention something and then close my mouth, I'd only complicate your thoughts. If curiosity has been aroused, it's proper to satisfy it."
'What?'

What nonsense is this, you bastard? I'm not particularly curious, so please keep your mouth shut.

"Count. How much do you know about the Balbur royal family?"

Despite my desperate wish, the Emperor stubbornly opened his mouth.

"...Only that they are the legitimate royal family of Gibraltar."
"Well, there's no need to know another country's royal family in detail. Just know that they're a family where consanguineous marriage still takes place."
"Pardon?"

My brow furrowed involuntarily at the word "consanguineous marriage."

What's this about consanguineous marriage all of a sudden? That's a term that appears only in history textbooks from a thousand years ago.

"Don't think too negatively about it. It's a tradition they've maintained for hundreds of years, and from the Balbur royal family's perspective, it was an unavoidable choice. Gibraltar has a long history of suffering from the tyranny of in-laws."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. How much must they have suffered to decide that consanguineous marriage was preferable to having in-laws?"

I quietly closed my mouth at his words, which carried a hint of bitterness.


The Empire also has a history of suffering from the tyranny of in-laws, and the Emperor was a victim of it. Yet from this Emperor's mouth comes the phrase "long history"—it's as if, in the Empire's case, the Aesilon family caused trouble not just once but multiple times.

"Anyway, this Balbur royal family has announced that the Crown Prince's bride will be someone from outside the family. Do you understand how serious this is?"

So a royal family that has endured repeated Aesilon-like troubles, a royal family that has maintained consanguineous marriage for hundreds of years through gritted teeth, has declared they will take the path of exogamy.

And not for some lower-ranking royal, but for the marriage of the next king.

'How is that possible?'

I can't understand it. The fact that consanguineous marriage is a centuries-old tradition is already quite impressive, but throwing away such a built-up tradition in one go is even harder to comprehend.

At least the former has the justification of maintaining the royal family's survival and stability. The latter, however, is a case of a single king destroying the royal family's tradition—a distant descendant trampling on the will of ancestors from hundreds of years ago, which would actually be a major blow to the royal family.

"Your Majesty, is the Balbur royal family perhaps short on people?"

So I posed a reasonable question.

The case where exogamy is forced because there aren't enough royals to maintain consanguineous marriage. In this case, the breakdown of tradition would be unavoidable.

'It would be strange to insist on consanguineous marriage when there's no one to marry.'

It's not like they're going to hold a spiritual marriage ceremony.

"Well. I can't say they're numerous, but it's hard to say they're scarce either."
"Hmm."

However, the answer immediately shattered even this rational possibility.

Then why? If there's no compelling reason, why destroy a centuries-old tradition?

"The emotion you're feeling now is exactly what I and the Foreign Minister are experiencing."

I couldn't respond to the Emperor's words.

If even I, who has no connection to diplomacy, am confused, the Emperor and Foreign Minister must feel even more so.

A few days later, I received another summons from the Emperor.

It was a summons saying the Foreign Ministry had inquired about new information regarding the Balbur royal family, and he wanted me to join the discussion.

'Wait a minute.'

Thinking this might resolve my questions, I hurriedly prepared to go out. But then a fundamental question arose.

'Why am I going?'

Why... would they want to discuss another country's royal family affairs with me?

Of course, I'm curious about why the Balbur royal family chose exogamy, but is that curiosity great enough to justify the hassle?

If I go to the Sun Palace now, I'll 100% get caught up in work. Am I prepared to take that step despite knowing this?

'Damn it.'

I squeezed my eyes shut at the sudden question.

My head is screaming not to go, but my heart is urging me to go. I've already developed a deep curiosity about Balbur.

'Damn that yellowish man.'

Saying it wasn't something to complain about to me since I'm not the Foreign Minister.

That Emperor. He naturally planted poison in me. Now I can't withdraw from this matter.

All because of my own curiosity.

# Never in his life as the rightful ruler of Valburg, the legitimate royal house of Gibrot, had he experienced such throbbing headaches and tightness in his chest.

He sighed several times a day. For months now, he had been waking up in the middle of the night, his mind too troubled for sleep. The pain was becoming so persistent that he worried it might soon interfere with state affairs.

'How did such a trial come to befall me?'

Gently closing his eyes, he let out yet another sigh—he'd lost count of how many.

As the head of the royal family and ruler of a nation, I already bear countless rights and responsibilities. Despite my busy schedule, I've never neglected my worship of the Heavenly Lord, nor ceased to honor King Jan the Founder of Gibrot and King Bertrand the Restorer.

Why then has such a trial befallen me? Was my worship and reverence somehow lacking? Were this mortal's sincerity and this unworthy descendant's devotion insufficient in the eyes of the Heavenly Lord and my great ancestors?

If so, punish me alone—why place such cruel shackles on my bloodline as well? Though it borders on blasphemy, I cannot help feeling resentful and wronged.

'I didn't even start this.'

What makes it worse is that the origin of these shackles dates back to ancient times.

"Your Majesty."

While rubbing his forehead, he turned toward the voice coming from beyond the door.

The familiar yet haggard voice made him smile bitterly. That voice belonged to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, who had been suffering almost as much as himself lately.

"Enter."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

He willingly opened up to this visitor who shared his pain.

A monarch enjoys all rights but bears all responsibilities. While it is natural for such a noble and unique position to be lonely, he found immense comfort in having someone with whom to share this particular burden.

Of course, he didn't reveal these inner thoughts to the Minister of Foreign Affairs. Even the most loyal minister might waver in their devotion if they knew such feelings.

"What brings you here?"

He composed his expression as the Minister of Foreign Affairs entered.

Though the purpose was obvious, one never knew. Perhaps those who found this unworthy mortal and descendant displeasing had bestowed yet another trial.

"As Your Majesty commanded, I have further conveyed your intentions to the foreign ministries of each country."
'Hmm.'

Fortunately, the minister mentioned the existing trial rather than a new one.

"You've worked hard to suddenly activate diplomatic channels. I feel uneasy for having placed such a heavy burden on you."
"Your Majesty, how could you say such things? This is absolutely necessary for the survival of the royal family and the stability of the kingdom. I am honored to lend my hands to such a noble duty."

As the minister hastily bowed his head, the king felt both gratitude and regret.

Despite his words, the king well understood the hardships faced by the Foreign Ministry and its head. The minister had become the vanguard in breaking a tradition the Valburg royal family had maintained for centuries, and the herald announcing this fact to other nations.

In the process, nobles of their country who had caught wind of the situation were rushing to the Foreign Minister, while foreign ministries were confirming the news dozens, even hundreds of times. It was too much to simply dismiss as an "honor."

"I truly have no words to express my gratitude to you."

With another sigh, he apologized to the Foreign Minister.


A monarch shouldn't apologize so readily to his subjects? At least before the Foreign Minister, such trivial concerns didn't matter. Who would trust and follow Valburg if the king were cold to a subject taking arrows on his behalf?

"Now, you may step back."
"Your Majesty?"

And so he dismissed the Foreign Minister who had served as his shield.

Now it was his turn to step forward. If the Foreign Minister had taken this many wounds on his behalf, it was time for the king himself to act.

"We have informed all nations of Valburg's intentions, but ultimately this is a royal family matter. Should it not be handled by the royal family itself?"

With those words, he gently touched his chin.

This gesture, now a habit, caused both his eyes and the minister's to sink in sadness.

'The karma of hundreds of years has erupted during my reign.'

In the past, the Kingdom of Gibrot had nearly toppled due to the successive tyranny of royal in-laws. The Valburg royal house had almost lost its position as rulers of the land.

It was the Restorer, King Bertrand, who barely overcame this crisis, and his son, Bertrand II, who employed the drastic measure of royal inbreeding to escape the horrors of the past. That tradition continued for hundreds of years, lasting until my generation.

While this was the best method to prevent the rise of in-laws, it also carried fatal side effects.

"As Your Majesty knows, inbreeding disappeared after the Trika era due to physical problems. One or two instances cause no changes, especially if outside blood is mixed in between, but continued practice leads to serious physical abnormalities."
"Fortunately, compared to the past, medical knowledge through magic and holy law has greatly advanced, allowing us to significantly suppress the anomalies caused by inbreeding. However, it's not complete suppression, so eventually things were bound to go wrong... and it seems that has manifested in Your Majesty's generation."

The devastating side effect was physical abnormalities, and beyond that, potential mental issues.

Through magic and holy law, they had suppressed these anomalies as much as possible for hundreds of years, but sadly, even those efforts reached their limit. Finally, my body, the culmination of inbreeding, began to show changes.

'At least it's not noticeable.'

An oversized chin. However, it's subtle enough that people don't notice unless they're specifically looking for it.

What matters is that change has occurred, unlike in my perfectly normal ancestors. Fortunately, my changes were minor, but there's no guarantee what will happen to future generations. While nothing can be done for children already born, I cannot allow this karma to continue through the royal descendants.

Therefore, I wanted to end this tradition while the damage could still be minimized. Breaking a tradition built over hundreds of years is frightening, but conversely, the royal authority accumulated over those same centuries is now strong enough that it won't be shaken by the involvement of in-laws.

'...It must be broken.'

Taking his hand from his chin, he looked at the Foreign Minister, who returned his gaze with a face full of determination.

Our goal is to clear the karma that Valburg has tearfully borne. To remove the shackles we've worn for hundreds of years in the name of tradition.

At the same time, we must minimize the damage caused by breaking tradition, so we need to accept a noblewoman of a rank that all nobles can accept as the crown prince's bride. This will minimize the confusion and damage caused by the collapse of tradition.

'Please, let someone respond.'

Inwardly, I prayed to the Heavenly Lord and my great ancestors.

May the monarchs of each country understand my intentions. My reason for leaking our royal family matters through diplomatic channels is to show that I'm prepared to accept a foreign princess as the crown prince's bride. Concerns about foreign influence aside, what's more important now is accepting an outsider bride that everyone can accept.

'If we're going to accept foreign blood anyway, imperial blood would be best.'

But I gave up on that possibility since it's impossible.

***


"Even my eldest daughter, the Crown Princess, is only seven years old. It's nonsensical to send a Crown Princess as another country's crown prince's bride in the first place, but it seems the King of Gibrot wouldn't have desired her even if she were merely an imperial princess. Perhaps he didn't want to drag a young child into their situation?"
"I see."

I understood the Emperor's kind explanation.

I fully comprehended why a tradition maintained for hundreds of years was being broken, why it was happening at this particular time, and why they were deliberately informing the monarchs of the continent about it.

'So even magic and holy law couldn't prevent it.'

I inwardly lamented.

While this world's internal medicine may be inferior to external wound treatment, that only means it hasn't reached the level of regenerating severed limbs or restoring sight to the blind. It's not completely ignorant about internal ailments and other diseases.

That's why I thought genetic problems from frequent inbreeding could be easily resolved with magic and holy law, but they've finally reached their limit after suppressing it for hundreds of years.

No, it's actually impressive they've only reached their limit now. How much must the magicians and priests have sacrificed for the future of the royal family? It's truly unfortunate.

"What are your thoughts, Count?"
"My thoughts, Your Majesty?"
"Yes. While I cannot become in-laws with the King of Gibrot, it seems proper to offer some small assistance to a neighboring monarch who is striving for his royal house."

The Emperor's expression as he spoke was genuinely gentle.

I understand why he shows such a benevolent appearance. The King of Gibrot's decision not to pursue the Crown Princess or Imperial Princesses must have increased his internal favorability. His statement about "not wanting to drag young children into their situation" probably earned approval.

To be honest, I had similar thoughts. If the King of Gibrot had been unreasonable, we would have responded with a "what do you expect us to do" attitude, but if he respects boundaries, we're willing to show some mercy and consideration.

"It would be too much to introduce an imperial noble?"
"Yes. They're accepting an outsider as the crown prince's bride for the first time in hundreds of years. At minimum, they need someone with the authority of royal blood for Gibrot's nobles to accept it."
"I wonder by what right nobles have to accept or reject royal marriages."

I kept my gaze lowered at his sincere muttering.

It's frightening when the Emperor himself says such things. Especially knowing the hardships faced by the Emperor's mother, the Empress, and her belated marriage.

"Anyway, if we were to provide a crown prince's bride, the future king of Gibrot would have our family's blood flowing in his veins. It seems a shame to simply yield this to another country."
"What choice do we have? We cannot send Princess Caroline, so we must yield to another country."

The Emperor stared at me intently.

No, kid. Why are you looking at me like that? I didn't suggest sending the Princess—I said we can't send her.

"Count. Though not royalty, wouldn't a noble be acceptable if the wedding carried sufficient authority?"
"Pardon?"

I frowned at this unexpected statement.

What is he talking about now? What wedding could have more authority than one between royals?

"For example, if the wedding were officiated by a living saint."

My fists clenched automatically at his next words.

This yellow dog has started spouting nonsense again.


Borrowing external power to fill a lack of authority is a common practice.

Isn't a political marriage an act of borrowing the other family's strength to fill what your family lacks—whether it's power, justification, or honor? Of course, there are cases where families of similar standing join hands to advance further, but that too involves sharing additional power with the other family to push forward. It's about filling internal gaps with external elements.

Therefore, it's only natural that the Valbur royal family desires blood from foreign royalty. No matter how poisonous a tradition might be to the royal family, it's still a tradition established by past kings. If that tradition breaks, the nobles of Gibrot will inevitably waver, and bluntly put, it could lead to opposition like, "You're king because you're your ancestor's descendant, yet you ignore your ancestor's words?"

But what if royal blood enters the picture? With the justification of improving relations with foreign countries and the practical benefit of making royal blood more precious, the nobles would find themselves at a loss for words. Additionally, if reliable nobles are informed about the side effects of inbreeding, they would become enthusiastic supporters of the royal family.

'If Livnoman had a princess of age, they would have seriously requested a royal marriage.'

The Valbur royal family has built considerable authority through hundreds of years of inbreeding and relatively smooth governance. Even if they bring in foreign royalty to fill the void left by abandoning tradition, they're not so weak as to be unilaterally dominated by a foreign country.

So if they're going to bring in a foreign country anyway, wouldn't it be better if it were an empire rather than a kingdom? There might be an underlying thought like that. With the powerful nation of Yuven standing firm to the east of Gibrot, if the king's daughter-in-law were a princess from the empire to the west, they could shake off Yuven's interference.

In exchange, the empire's influence would rise, but if they judge that the influence of the distant empire is more beneficial than that of neighboring Yuven, it's a price worth paying.

'It would be good for us too if another country came under the empire's influence.'

But using a young princess for the sake of increasing influence isn't right.

And telling one's own subject to oversee a foreign country's royal marriage just to increase influence is an insane statement.

"Your Majesty. How could you say such an honorable thing? Although I have received undeserved honor through the Order, it's not enough to bestow royal authority on a mere noble."

So I desperately suppressed my emotions, clenching and unclenching my fist hidden under the table.

How dare you make such an absurd statement? If you don't have blood relatives to marry off, just let it go. Why try to sell me off just to send someone from the empire?

"Indeed, there is an undeniable gap between royalty and non-royalty."

As if sensing the sincerity in my words, the Emperor nodded briskly in agreement.

"But Count. Where does identical authority exist in the first place? Even among royalty born from the same womb, there exists superiority and inferiority, and there's an implicit hierarchy among the monarchs of various nations. A common royal and a noble blessed by a saint can never be equal, nor do I intend to make them equal."

However, immediately after agreeing, he fired back a rebuttal.

'What is he saying now?'

He says he has no intention of making them equal. Then would the Valbur royal family and Gibrot nobles accept a marriage with a mere noble? They need to cover the loss of tradition with overwhelming authority.

"Even a saint cannot turn blue blood into a purple priest. This is something even I cannot deny, and the Papal States would nod in agreement."

Despite my complicated feelings, the Emperor continued calmly.

I'm confused. If he were to firmly push for noble + saint, I could at least make a clear rebuttal, but he's acknowledging with his own mouth that there's a difference in authority, so I don't know what to say.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."
"While a noble truly cannot be compared to royalty, they can be made to appear as such."

Having said that, the Emperor pushed his teacup toward me.

"Now. What's in here?"
"There's tea in it."
"No. It's vodka."

Then he uttered a statement that made me wonder if he had early dementia.

So vodka has an opaque red color these days. That's knowledge I'm learning for the first time in my life.


"Your Majesty. If Your Healthy Majesty is already saying such things, I have no choice but to report this unfortunate matter to Her Majesty the Empress."

Of course, I don't need such knowledge. This bastard is playing some kind of mind game.

"It is vodka. If you're doubtful, why don't we take a walk around the palace together and ask the knights and servants whether this is vodka or tea?"

Such a petty statement made me sigh involuntarily.

If the Emperor asks, they would readily answer it's tea. Even though it's clearly tea, who would dare say so when the master of the empire insists it's vodka...?

...

"Um, Your Majesty. Surely not."
"If we treat the future crown princess as a noble with royal-level authority, what can they do about it?"

I was left speechless at the Emperor's confident attitude.

This is a development I never imagined. What should one do when it's the Emperor, not a powerful minister, playing mind games? A powerful minister can at least be ousted or targeted for removal, but with the Emperor, there's no answer.

"Besides, the authority we bestow isn't forcibly created. It's authority supported by a living saint of the Dawn Order and the Emperor of the empire. With this much backing, even if there are complaints, no one would dare express them."
"That's... true."

In the midst of all this, I reluctantly nodded because his words were undeniably correct.

Transforming a noble into royalty is obviously impossible. However, if one borrows the authority of the continent's mainstream religion and has the leader of the continent's superpower supporting it, if the pinnacles of both religious and secular worlds say, "Isn't this equivalent to royalty, even if not actual royalty?" then no one can refute it.

Even if they mentally resist, they simply cannot show it outwardly. The moment they do, it would be seen as disrespecting the authority of the Dawn Order and directly opposing the Emperor's opinion.

"But I don't intend to recommend just any noble as the crown princess. At least seven out of ten must find the status acceptable for it to be worth overlaying with authority."

That statement reflexively brought certain families to mind.

The ducal families, who are second only to the Emperor in the empire. Although not royalty, they are the pillars of the empire and receive treatment almost on par with royal families of various countries.

In fact, the dukes, who are the heads of these ducal families, receive treatment comparable to royalty in continental protocol, even if they are below kings. So a duke's daughter would be somewhat suitable as a marriage partner for royalty.

'Since imperial dukes are treated higher than independent duchy dukes.'

If interpreted somewhat excessively, an imperial duke equals a small country's monarch. In other words, a duke's daughter could miraculously be equated to a princess of a small country.

It's obviously a stretch, but if that stretch is subtly covered with religious authority and the Emperor's support, it becomes a somewhat persuasive stretch.

'But is there a suitable person?'

The problem is that even among the ducal families, there's no suitable candidate for the crown princess.

The Catovan ducal family? Our triplets are just 5 years old, so there's no need to discuss them. The Nuren ducal family? Among the Victorious Duke's children, only the Empress is female, and among his grandchildren, there are only the Crown Princess and Princess. The Salon ducal family has only one child, 16-year-old Liliana.

That automatically leaves only Valenti and Occident, but...

'Valenti probably doesn't have anyone either.'

Unfortunately, Valenti is also eliminated from the candidates.

To be a suitable crown princess, she should be a direct descendant of the current duke. However, the current head of the Valenti ducal family is not my father-in-law but his older brother. This means my father-in-law's granddaughters are all collateral relatives, and only his brother's daughters are direct descendants.

And his brother doesn't have a daughter to send to the crown prince. It's strange how not only the imperial family but also the ducal families all seem to lack suitable candidates.

"Um, Your Majesty. If my memory serves me right, there's no suitable family other than the Occident ducal family."


Having finished my thoughts, I cautiously spoke.

"Is Occident... acceptable to you?"

Among the five ducal families, only Occident has a marriageable duke's daughter, but is it really okay to allow Occident to produce a foreign crown princess?

The Occident ducal family has already built powerful connections through active marriages. Is it right to allow them a royal connection as well? Isn't it giving too much power to a subject?

"If the other party is Gibrot, it's fine. They don't share a border with the empire, and being an inland country, it's difficult for even the Golden Duke to approach. I can approach Gibrot with the consent of other countries, but there are limits to the Golden Duke's independent involvement in Gibrot."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. And even if the Golden Duke somehow reaches Gibrot, would Yuven sit idly by?"

I nodded dazedly at his confident voice.

Seeing his confidence, it must be true. He may be lacking in character and common sense, but he's not incompetent enough to display unfounded confidence.

"Besides, the Golden Duke is only interested in the sea, so I'll have to give him an appropriate reward for him to positively accept the royal marriage."

This time, it was a quite plausible reason.

Indeed. The Golden Duke is a man obsessed with maritime dominance. Such a man wouldn't have the desire to control an inland country.

'Fortunately, it's an inland country.'

If Gibrot had been a country bordering the sea, it would have caused a commotion in many ways.

"The Golden Duke will surely follow Your Majesty's will once he understands it. Please don't worry."
"Hmm, that's fortunate then."
"But Your Majesty, there's one more thing I'd like to ask."
"Speak."

Looking at the Emperor's face as he readily opened his mouth, I continued seriously.

"Must I oversee the royal marriage?"

We've decided on the candidate for the crown princess from the empire.

Now it's time to discuss whether I need to go to a foreign country to oversee the wedding.

***

Watching the Count quietly withdraw, I inwardly sighed.

I had tried to make the Count's mind hazy by extending my words as much as possible and using extreme language. By doing so, I had hoped to naturally guide the Count to participate in the royal marriage.

'He regained his senses faster than expected.'

Who would have thought he'd bring up the matter of overseeing the royal marriage right after selecting the Golden Duke's daughter as the crown princess candidate?

It's regrettable. We could have transitioned naturally, but I failed. Thanks to that, I had to persuade the Count while sweating profusely.

"Of course, I'm also uncomfortable sending a Count on vacation to a foreign country. Especially to oversee a royal marriage—what a burdensome task. I fully understand the Count's feelings. So, although it's embarrassing to call it compensation, I will actively accept the proposal that the Magic Tower recently submitted to me."
"The Magic Tower's proposal?"
"For details, go ask the Magic-Ending Duke. He'll be pleased."

The card I sacrificed in exchange was too significant.

It's truly regrettable.

As soon as I left the Sun Palace, I headed straight to the Magic Tower.

Since Trixie had been going to the Magic Tower every day recently to organize the papers and discussions from the Continental Assembly, I needed to go there to find out what the Emperor meant by compensation.

Damn that blond bastard. I have no idea what the Magic Tower proposed, but Trixie should be quite pleased to hear the proposal was accepted. It must be worth enough to justify me traveling to another country to officiate someone else's royal wedding.

"His Majesty has agreed to actively accept the Magic Tower's request?"
"Yeah. He said you'd be happy to hear it. Is it good news?"

Fortunately yet somewhat disappointingly, Trixie's ears began to flutter rapidly upon hearing my words.

If he's reacting like that, it must be extremely good news. The Emperor must have made a major concession.

'Lucky bastard.'

I inwardly smirked as I watched Trixie's beaming smile.

Consider yourself lucky, blondie. If Trixie had shown even the slightest ambivalent reaction, I would have immediately exercised my right to refuse the order. To hell with my influence over Zibrot—I would have locked myself in my mansion and refused to move an inch.

But if Trixie is happy about it, that changes everything. From this moment, the Emperor's request is no longer a one-sided order but a reasonable transaction.

"His Majesty has made a great decision. The Magic Tower's long-standing wish has finally been granted."
'Is it really that good?'

Come to think of it, it's been a while since I've seen Trixie this happy.

Now I'm genuinely curious. Trixie has reigned as an Imperial Duke for over 100 years and currently serves as the master of the Magic Tower, the center of the continental magical community. What problem could exist that Trixie couldn't solve himself and had to petition the Emperor about? And why is he so overjoyed now that it's resolved?

I can't even begin to imagine what it could be. Since it's the Magic Tower's request, it must be magic-related.

"What was this wish that makes you so happy? Did the Magic Tower lack something so badly that it had to petition His Majesty for so long?"
"Ah, I got carried away with my own excitement."

At my question, Trixie gave a small, awkward cough. As if embarrassed for celebrating alone while neglecting the husband who brought the good news.

"Actually, the Magic Tower has wanted to establish branches throughout the Empire for a long time. It's been a persistent request since the time of Eimanka V."
"Branches?"

I tilted my head at his words.

If this dates back to Eimanka V, even counting from his late reign, we're talking about nearly 270 or 280 years ago. That's about 80% of Imperial history—an enormous span of time.

Yet this is the first I'm hearing that they've been consistently requesting branch establishments during this period. We're not talking about ordinary buildings but Magic Tower branches. Isn't it strange that I, the Minister of Imperial Administration, knew nothing about this?

"Yes. Even though teleportation allows for convenient travel, it's better to have multiple symbols that can become centers of magical development. Simultaneously, it helps achieve regional balance rather than abnormal development concentrated in the center. That's why we've been proposing to establish branches in each duchy and royal territory since Eimanka V's time, but successive emperors have been reluctant."

I couldn't help but gasp at his words. If there was resistance from Eimanka V until now, that means the proposal was rejected by 12 emperors, excluding the current one.

It's truly remarkable. Both the Livnoman line for steadfastly refusing across 12 generations, and the Magic Tower for finally achieving its dream with the 13th emperor after being rejected by 12.

"This is the first I'm hearing of this."

Despite how impressive it all was, I still had questions. A fierce battle of wills between the Emperor and the Magic Tower—not just briefly, but an insane struggle spanning 12 generations and 280 years—should naturally be a hot issue in the Empire.


The fact that I'm hearing about such a hot issue for the first time doesn't make sense. Something of this magnitude should be common knowledge to anyone who isn't living in a cave in the mountains.

"The successive emperors didn't want information about Magic Tower branches leaking to the outside. It would be troublesome if other nobles unanimously supported the establishment of branches."
"Wouldn't it be beneficial for the Magic Tower to have the nobles' support?"
"Of course, we could achieve branch establishment by bringing in the nobles, but displeasing His Majesty could result in the loss of various privileges and favors the Magic Tower enjoys. No matter how much we desired it, it wasn't worth risking the Tower's existence."

His explanation was reasonable, and I understood immediately.

The Magic Tower enjoys its current glory partly due to its overwhelming utility, but the immense trust and consideration from the Livnoman Imperial family also plays a major role. After all, the Magic Tower is also a subject of the Livnomans, who received the mandate of heaven.

If the Tower were to gather nobles and start making political statements to achieve something the Emperor disapproves of, the Imperial family would have no reason to continue accommodating the Tower. The Magic Tower exists harmlessly as a magical institution, but if it were to rise as a political faction, things would change—

"And besides requesting branch establishments, we also asked to research the relics of Eimanka II."

?

"What?"
"Eimanka II grew up alongside the current Dragon Lord. We wanted to know what effects growing up with a dragon like family would have on a human body."

I was momentarily speechless.

Eimanka II ranks among the top three greatest rulers of the Empire, excluding the Founding Emperor. He was a magnificent ruler who successfully passed on the Kfelopen Empire to future generations when it might have ended with the Founding Emperor. In Eastern terms, he would deserve an honorific title like "Taejong."

And now the Emperor has permitted research on such a great ancestor's relics? Not only allowing the branch establishments that 12 emperors had refused, but also handing over the relics of a great ancestor?

'You bastard.'

You crazy blond idiot. There was no need to concede that much.

This goes beyond an equal exchange. It's such an enormous favor that I should give something more to the Emperor. How much are you trying to milk from me by offering something like this?

"It was a wish my father also desperately wanted to fulfill... To think it would be achieved in my time."

For now, I'll just be grateful for the Emperor's excessive generosity.

Since Trixie is this happy, it's awkward to criticize the Emperor.

***

The royal families of various countries, who had been watching each other cautiously, began to make contact one by one.

No overt approaches had been made yet. They were simply moving up their customary greetings, suddenly accelerating stagnant treaties, or reviving negotiations that had almost been forgotten. An unusual amount of attention was being paid compared to normal times.

They're trying to win my favor while monitoring the moves of other competing countries. They want to see how much other nations are willing to invest for the position of Crown Princess of the Kingdom of Zibrot, the future mother of the next-but-one king.

'Fortunately, there are many candidates.'

I scratched the bridge of my nose while reading the reports being submitted in real-time by the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

Not all countries on the continent had made moves, but a significant number had shown interest. I had worried that there might only be one candidate or just two or three countries showing interest, but fortunately, it seems the value of Valburg and Zibrot is considerable in others' eyes.

Of course. It's authority and power that has accumulated within the royal family for hundreds of years through intermarriage. Not once has it flowed outside, so producing a crown princess this time would mean claiming a stake in hundreds of years of accumulated honey.


'It's regrettable.'

I shouldn't think this way, but it's unfortunate. Honestly, the authority we've built up over hundreds of years without external leakage was the pride and foundation of our Valburg. If not for the side effects of repeated intermarriage, we wouldn't have accepted outside blood.

But what can we do? If we can't let go of our past legacy because it's precious, our future will be ruined. We must change while we can still salvage the situation, while we can still use our past legacy to secure our future.

'So Yuven is excluded.'

That's why I excluded Yuven from the candidates first.

Thinking of Zibrot's future, we cannot accept someone from the Yuven United Kingdom as the crown princess. It's already maddening enough to have a powerful country right next door, but if that powerful country can legally interfere, nothing could be more horrifying.

'Rather than accepting Yuven, I'd prefer to maintain our legacy a little longer.'

Embracing a wound that could burst at any time indefinitely. It's truly terrible and dangerous, but better than a crown princess from Yuven.

With Yuven's national power intervening in Zibrot, Zibrot would be unilaterally dragged along. If the Ostia royal family of Yuven could mobilize some of Zibrot's capabilities, they might gain an advantage in conflicts with other member states within the United Kingdom and establish a unified Yuven Kingdom.

Then the unified Yuven Kingdom would control and interfere with Zibrot with even greater power. If things flow that way, I wouldn't be able to face my ancestors in the afterlife.

'Balkross is the safe choice, but Potos would be most beneficial.'

After sighing softly, I continued examining the candidate countries.

Among the countries that had shown interest, the most reasonable marriage partner would be the Kingdom of Balkross. Since they don't share a border with our country, there would be less mutual influence, and they're not on awkward terms with the Empire, the superpower. In fact, the Duke Regent of Serbet, who holds real power in the Empire, has even visited Balkross.

Potos, however, is a duchy rather than a kingdom, so it lacks prestige, but forming a close relationship with Potos would provide access to the sea. For a landlocked country, nothing is more attractive than maritime access—

"Your Majesty!"

Just as I was thinking this, the urgent voice of the Minister of Foreign Affairs came from beyond the door.

"Enter."

No sooner had I given permission than the Minister of Foreign Affairs burst in, breathing heavily.

It was such a forceful entrance that I flinched. With various countries already beginning to make moves, what could make the Minister of Foreign Affairs overreact like this?

"Your Majesty! The Empire! The Empire has proposed that we consider a noble lady from the Osiden family as the crown princess!"

Surprisingly, there was something.

The Empire, which I thought would stay out of this matter, had made a move.

"The Empire?"
"Yes! Furthermore, if Your Majesty finds the noble lady from the Osiden family satisfactory, they would like to recommend the Duke Regent of Serbet as the officiant for the royal wedding!"

I was speechless for a while.

It felt like the two main options of Balkross and Potos were instantly melting away in my mind.

I became obligated to accept the foreign assignment by receiving an enormous reward from the Emperor. After all, a long-cherished wish that the Magic Tower had steadfastly requested for nearly 300 years—a wish that even my late second father-in-law desperately desired—had finally been fulfilled.

This wasn't a simple matter either, but one related to the Emperor's legitimacy. When even one former emperor's will becomes law that binds future emperors, approving something that twelve emperors had consistently refused creates significant pressure.

He even showed goodwill by handing over research materials from the artifacts of Eimanka II, who was practically the founding emperor of the Empire. This was a consideration that required substantial sacrifice even from the Emperor.

'It would be rude not to accept this.'

I almost sighed without realizing it.

When someone sets such an elaborate table and hands you a spoon, refusing would be disrespectful. The person who prepared this meal has gone through too much trouble. If I refused and got beaten to death with that spoon, it would still count as natural causes.

So from the moment the Emperor brought it up, officiating the wedding ceremony in Gibrot was as good as confirmed.

"The Golden Duke also said it was an honor to form a marriage alliance with the royal family. Though he showed some consideration since he's sending his beloved daughter to a foreign country, it was still quite a willing acceptance."

"He must have made a great decision for the peace of the continent. Besides, the Valbur royal family's virtue is not insignificant, so the princess from Osiden won't have a bitter life in a foreign land."

Additionally, the Osiden family, the only one in the Empire capable of producing a Crown Princess, nodded in agreement to the Emperor's suggestion.

If the Golden Duke had refused, the Emperor would have sought other options, but with the Golden Duke lending his support, there's nothing else standing in the way. It's like a highway to Gibrot has suddenly opened.

"Indeed, the Valbur royal family won't treat the princess from Osiden coldly. The Valbur family is quite famous for their family affection."

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction at my response.

Officially, this raises the Empire's influence toward Gibrot, and privately, the princess leaving for a distant land for her country can live relatively comfortably. The Emperor can't help but be pleased.

"By the way, Count. About the royal marriage with Gibrot."

The Emperor, who had been smiling gently, opened his mouth again,

"It seems this will happen quite soon."

He uttered something rather concerning.

"Soon... you say?"

"Yes. The King of Gibrot has responded positively to my proposal. So he wants to conclude matters quickly before other royal families can react."

I nodded bitterly, though it was somewhat understandable.

The King of Gibrot probably expected the Empire to remain neutral or put forward another country. That's why he advertised to all royal families on the continent that he was recruiting a Crown Princess.

But breaking the King of Gibrot's expectations, the Emperor made his move. Though he's not sending a member of the imperial family, he's sending a princess nicely packaged with religious authority. From Gibrot's perspective, they might regret advertising to other royal families.

"And if we delay, the nobles of Gibrot might realize that the Valbur family is deviating from tradition. Some nobles have probably noticed already, but if they're a minority, things can proceed quietly."

"Then when should I depart for Gibrot?"

"Well, probably within a month?"

"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question such an extremely fast pace.

No matter how urgent, this is a royal wedding—for the Crown Prince, the future king. How could such a big event be prepared and conducted within a month?

Even in the Empire, Ainter and Shati's wedding had a considerable preparation period. That was natural for the Emperor's sister and the future Marquis, and the royal marriage in Gibrot is between the future king and a duke's daughter. This is definitely not something to be prepared hastily.

"I'm surprised too. But the Valbur royal family has prepared thoroughly. They've secretly secured budget, personnel, and venues so that once the person is decided, things can proceed quickly."

'Hmm.'

An astonishing statement—not preparing for marriage after deciding on a person, but seeking a person while preparing for marriage.

It was difficult to understand, but it must mean the Valbur royal family's situation is that urgent. An outsider has no right to comment.

'Am I an outsider?'


Come to think of it, as the wedding officiant, I'm not exactly an outsider. But I don't have any particular connection to Valbur either.

Well, I'll just consider myself a boundary person. I'll remain a boundary person until the wedding is over.

This time, a message came from the Golden Duke.

"I heard from His Majesty. To think a living saint would bless my daughter's marriage."

His face was full of delight.

Despite having to send away a daughter he had raised by his side to a foreign country, the Golden Duke seemed filled with joy rather than regret or emptiness.

This money-obsessed man. The benefits of connecting with the royal family are more important than personal regret.

'I wonder how he feels when he's alone.'

Still, this event was difficult for the Golden Duke to avoid. The Emperor reached out to the Osiden ducal family because there was no one suitable among the imperial family or other ducal families—it would be awkward to refuse.

It's an unavoidable event anyway, and I'll be blessing his daughter's marriage. It's right for him to suppress his feelings as a father and show the brightest face possible.

"I try to give my children abundant love, but with so many children, I worry whether I've given enough love. But to have a saint illuminate a once-in-a-lifetime wedding—what could be more joyous?"

"Your affection for your family is exemplary among the Empire's nobility. The princess must feel grateful and affectionate toward you, so please don't blame yourself too much."

I offered conventional comfort and well-wishes to the Golden Duke, who kept smiling.

Actually, it's not 100% conventional. The Golden Duke truly is a guardian of balance who manages to live peacefully with more than ten wives and twice as many children.

'The princess getting married is the 15th daughter, wasn't she?'

Then suddenly I recalled the age of the princess who would become Gibrot's Crown Princess.

The current Crown Prince of Gibrot is quite young. Because of this, they selected a princess of similar age, naturally choosing the 15th daughter, who belongs to the late-born line.

Not the 15th child, but the 15th daughter. The 15th daughter excluding sons. Truly a remarkable title.

"Oh. When the saint speaks so, my mind is at ease."

The corners of the Golden Duke's mouth rose even higher at my well-wishes.

Normally I might have found it provocative and felt bitter, but I endured it now. As a father about to send his young daughter to a foreign country, he might genuinely find comfort in a saint's words.

"But besides the saint's blessing, there's something else I'd like to request."

"Please speak. I'll accommodate as much as I can."

"Might you give one of Titi's puppies to our Cornelia?"

I flinched at those words.

Cornelia Osiden. The 15th daughter of the Golden Duke, part of his late-born children line, and the future Crown Princess of Gibrot.

As a father myself, I felt sorry for young Cornelia going to a foreign country and was willing to grant most conveniences or requests. In a way, the imperial princess and our triplets almost had to shoulder Cornelia's duty.

However, Titi's puppies are beyond my authority, so it's difficult to give a definite answer.

"She's such a strong and spirited child that she's saying farewell to family members, confident she'll do well in Gibrot. Some maids and servants who have cared for Cornelia since childhood will go with her, but they can't completely fill the void of family."

"Ah, yes."

"So instead, wouldn't it be good to have an animal she can bond with? Titi's puppies would be obedient."

"That's... true."

"No need for extensive training, and a pet from the Empire, not Gibrot. I believe it would excellently comfort Cornelia's heart."

I closed my eyes solemnly at the Golden Duke's increasingly lengthy speech.


I'm sorry, Titi. It seems we need to exercise our paternal love together.

***

His Excellency, no longer the Imperial Count but now the Acting Duke of Servet, visited the mansion.

I've become quite accustomed to His Excellency's visits, so I immediately ran to him, but I tilted my head at the sight of a young girl beside him.

White hair and blue eyes. A girl who seemed only a few years older than our Helen.

'Who is she?'

Her bright eyes made her look kind and well-mannered, but I couldn't help but wonder since I'd never seen her before.

She's definitely not His Excellency's child. His children often visit to see our Helen and Jenny, so if he had a child of that age, I would have known by now.

"Sorry for the sudden visit. Something urgent came up."

"Not at all, Your Excellency. It's always a pleasure when you visit."

I kept glancing at the white-haired girl while hastily waving my hands at His Excellency's words.

"Woof!"

Eventually, Titi, who came with His Excellency, ran toward Jenny.

Then she started sniffing the puppies, burying her nose against them. As if memorizing their scent, determined not to forget it.

...

"Um, Your Excellency. Did you come for adoption?"

"Hmm. It wasn't planned, so I barely convinced her."

I quietly closed my mouth at his voice filled with various emotions.

Still, you managed to convince Titi. As expected, Your Excellency is amazing.

"Then the person taking the puppy is..."

"Princess Cornelia here."

His Excellency placed his hand on the girl's shoulder, bent down, and smiled as he met the eyes of the girl—Princess Cornelia.

"Go ahead. You can choose any puppy you want. Perhaps one of them will choose you instead."

"Th-thank you, Your Excellency!"

"No need for thanks. I wish I could give you something more."

With those words, Princess Cornelia scurried off to where Jenny, Titi, and the puppies were.

Cornelia. Princess Cornelia.

'Is she the daughter of His Excellency the Golden Duke?'

I swallowed unconsciously.

To my knowledge, the Victorious Duke, the Iron-Blooded Duke, and the Wise Duke don't have daughters of that age. The same goes for His Excellency who became the Acting Duke of Servet.

That automatically leaves only the Golden Duke, so that girl must be the daughter of His Excellency the Golden Duke.

'What in the world...'

I had many questions but desperately held them back. My instinct was screaming that this wasn't something to ask about casually.

No, even if His Excellency explained, my instinct told me to pretend I hadn't heard anything.

Cornelia and Titi Junior, who would accompany her to Gibrot, were decided in an instant. One of the pups dozing near Jenny suddenly opened its eyes at the sound of Cornelia's footsteps and ran toward her, wagging its tail vigorously.

Although it wasn't a second-generation junior but a first-generation one—a massive Big-Injeolmi—Cornelia was actually delighted by its enormous size.

I understand. While a small pup you can hold in one hand is cute, one that you need both arms to barely contain is also adorable. Cornelia's preference just happened to be the latter.

"Thank you, Titi."
- Woof!

After completing the adoption and returning to the mansion, I gently stroked Titi's head for making such a big decision.

It certainly wasn't an easy matter. From Titi's perspective, this was an unexpected adoption, and the destination wasn't within the Capital or even the Empire, but a distant foreign country. If Titi had been even slightly more aggressive, she might have bitten my neck, owner or not.

However, after desperate and tearful persuasion, I managed to get Titi's consent. I explained that although her pup would be going to a strange foreign land, it would be cared for by a royal daughter-in-law and a ducal princess, ensuring a life of abundance. I also explained that the child taking a puppy to Gibrot had been separated from her family, and asked Titi to take pity on her. With all that pleading, I somehow succeeded.

The belief that her offspring would live a privileged life, combined with sympathy for Cornelia who had to leave her family for a foreign land—without these two factors, it would have been impossible.

'It's fortunate that Titi is so kind.'

Of course, Titi's compassion and goodness played a major role. If she had insisted on protecting her puppy regardless of Cornelia's loneliness, I would have been at a loss.

"I'll talk to the Golden Duke about making you a nice dog treat."
- Woof woof!

Titi barked even more cheerfully at my words.

The Golden Duke owes Titi a favor now. So if I ask him to make a high-quality dog treat, he's unlikely to refuse.

No, wait. Rather than a one-time reward, should I set up a regular contract? Since I started raising Titi and the sacred beasts, and as word about the Situation at Dudeukri Online began to spread, keeping pets has become a trend among the imperial nobles.

As a result, I heard the Golden Duke has been developing businesses in that area. For Titi's sake, what's one little contract to him?

'Why didn't I think of that?'

I found myself admiring the Golden Duke's quick decision-making and action.

I'm the one who started the pet craze among the nobles. If anyone should be running a pet-related business, it should be me rather than the Golden Duke—I have better justification and my base is in the Capital, not the provinces. Yet I never even thought of starting a business with a capital 'B', which allowed the Golden Duke to take the lead.

I suppose those who know how to make money are the ones who do. It's an art I couldn't master even if I lived another hundred years.

The Golden Duke's in-law (Jin) was equally quick with decisions and actions.

"Five days from now, you say?"
"Yes. That's when you should enter Gibrot."

Five days. In just five days, I need to enter Gibrot to proceed with the royal marriage.

It was shocking enough when the Emperor said the royal marriage would take place within a month. But who would have thought it would be not a month, not even a week, but just five days?

"How is this even possible? Even with advance preparations, is this feasible?"

Unable to comprehend such an unreasonable timeline, I raised an objection to the Emperor.

I know the mutt has nothing to do with this and is innocent. Nevertheless, I couldn't help but direct my complaint at him.


How could a royal marriage be prepared in such a short time? Even small weddings for commoners in the neighborhood would take longer to prepare.

"How would I know? If this weren't a royal marriage with the future of House Valbur at stake, I would seriously question whether it was being hastily arranged."

As expected, the Emperor chuckled at my words and shook his head.

"However, I heard the Golden Duke left the wedding procedures, methods, and precedents entirely to House Valbur. That's probably why such quick preparations are possible."

After pondering his additional explanation, I quickly understood.

Marriage is the union of two families, which means the mixing of their traditions and customs. Therefore, a marriage between two families requires constant dialogue, compromise, and concessions.

But the Golden Duke giving up his say in the wedding and leaving it entirely to the other family? And that family being House Valbur, the epitome of consanguineous marriage?

'It's like a sports car with no brakes.'

House Valbur has practiced consanguineous marriage for hundreds of years, so they have firmly established wedding precedents and traditions. With a clear manual for weddings, if they set their minds to it, they could reach the finish line in no time. Thanks to this, I could somewhat understand House Valbur's high-speed royal marriage.

Still, it's quite surprising that it's being handled in less than a week. Even the Golden Duke would probably be surprised by this news.

"By the way, Count. Since this is the Crown Prince's wedding, the Cardinal of Gibrot will also be at the ceremony. You should know this in advance."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I'll keep that in mind."

I nodded calmly as I had anticipated this.

This is the wedding of a direct royal, not a collateral one—specifically, the Crown Prince who will be the next king. It's not surprising that a Cardinal would attend to uphold royal dignity. Rather, if the Cardinal didn't attend, I would wonder if the Dawn Order had excommunicated House Valbur.

"Ha!"
"Your Majesty?"
"Oh, it's nothing. I just realized that I'm giving a great gift not only to House Valbur but also to the priests of Gibrot."

With those words, the Emperor took out a small token from his pocket.

"There are still five days left, but take this in advance. It's proof that you're representing me. Even though you're going as an adult sponsor, since an imperial ducal family is involved in this marriage, the Emperor's representative should attend as well."

"Wouldn't it be better to select another representative instead of me? If one person plays two roles, might it not seem... lacking in sincerity?"

"No, quite the opposite. House Valbur would be more satisfied if you visit with all the authority. Dividing authority would only divide attention."

I want that divided attention, you damn mutt.

The words rose to the tip of my tongue, but I held them back. Currently, I'm burdened with enormous debt due to the Emperor's tremendous decisions and concessions. I need to chip away at this debt bit by bit, even with small matters like this.

"Well, if you wish, I'll look for another representative. We'll have to hurry since there are only five days left, but we'll manage somehow."

"I'll do it. How could I give up the honor of representing Your Majesty to someone else?"

"Hmm, I'm pleased to hear you say that."

I slightly bowed my head at the sight of the Emperor's satisfied smile.

This is the man who granted the wishes of my second father-in-law and Trixie. He's the madman who gave up a 12-generation tradition and ancestral artifacts to do so. It will take considerable time and effort to overcome that madness.

It's lamentable that I must maintain a docile attitude toward him for a while, no matter what he says or does.


***

At my age, I'm accustomed to sending my daughters off to marriage. It would be stranger to keep them by my side forever.

And just as I have daughters who married nearby, I also have daughters who married far away. However, Cornelia is the first to cross national borders.

It's certainly bewildering, as I never imagined this until recently. I expected that someday Cornelia would find her match and leave her father's side, but I didn't expect that "someday" to be this year. Moreover, I never imagined her match would be a foreign royal rather than an imperial noble.

"If I had known this would be the last year I could spend with you, I would have played with you more often."

I stroked Cornelia's head as she finished her preparations for Gibrot.

Of course, with communication orbs, we can see each other's faces every day if we wish. Even with my daughters who married within the Empire, I rarely see them in person after their marriages, so Cornelia's situation isn't unusual.

Nevertheless, my daughter's unexpected departure is inevitably bittersweet. Regret that I should have treated her better, and fear that I might have disappointed her somehow, coexist.

"It's okay! We can talk every day with communication orbs! That's how I keep in touch with my other sisters!"

Cornelia responded to my words with a confident voice.

There's no way she's really okay with this. Even I, who have experienced this several times, feel melancholic—how could she be indifferent?

"Yes. Talk to me every day. You know when your father has free time, right?"
"Yes!"

She's my daughter trying to leave bravely. I can't look at her with a sad face when my young daughter is making such an effort.

'In just a few days.'

I withdrew my hand from stroking Cornelia.

Cornelia will travel to Gibrot before me, and after a few days of preparation, the wedding will take place. I will attend as the bride's father.

That's when I'll say goodbye to Cornelia. The day Cornelia Osiden becomes Cornelia Valbur.

"Please take good care of Cornelia while we're gone."
- Woof!

I then stroked the head of the creature next to Cornelia.

I was a bit surprised when a sturdy one came instead of a small pup as I expected from Titi's offspring. But thinking about it now, since it will be guarding Cornelia during her life in a foreign land, perhaps its large size is better.

'I should establish some business operations in Gibrot.'

I organized my thoughts as I turned my gaze back to Cornelia.

Until now, I hadn't paid much attention to that landlocked country, but now it has become my daughter's second homeland and foundation. For my daughter's dignity and convenience, my influence should extend there, even if just a little.

Also, if I have business operations there, I could visit Gibrot under the pretext of checking on them. Although I would need permission from both the Empire and Gibrot, having even a small justification is better than none.

'Let's see each other occasionally.'

Someday, this father will make you a daughter who is not too far away in a foreign country to see, but one who is within my sphere of influence and can be visited anytime I wish.

I'll visit so often that you'll complain, "Dad, you're here again?"

As the Emperor's representative and marriage officiant, I traveled to Zibrot.

Before crossing to Zibrot, I tried my best to understand the role of officiant and the standard speeches, given that this was a union between a royal family and an imperial ducal family. But the more I tried, the more I kept hearing, "Just reading the script will be enough." Five days of effort, and I gained nothing.

But when both the priests of the Ausen Archdiocese, who are familiar with noble weddings, and my first father-in-law, who has witnessed many of his children's marriages, said similar things, what could I do? If the experts say so, then that must be right.

'It might be strange if I do it too perfectly anyway.'

Yes, considering my title, acting mechanically is correct. If a living saint gives an excessive and perfect performance, attention would be diverted from the bride and groom to me.

With that in mind, taking just the conventional approach and average actions would benefit everyone. My role is to lend authority to the wedding, not to become the protagonist.

'Not being the protagonist means I survive.'

While thinking this, I examined the clothes I was wearing.

A big event—the marriage between a royal family and an imperial ducal family. The tremendous responsibility of officiating and overseeing this big event. Thanks to that, I was held captive by Mar for hours, forced to be a mannequin.

If I were a family member of the bride or groom rather than the officiant who shouldn't attract too much attention, I might have been held for days instead of hours. Perhaps Mar's husband-making session hasn't ended yet, and there's a non-zero chance I'd still be in the Empire.

'Family of the bride and groom.'

For a brief moment, I imagined the distant future.

Someday, I'll attend not someone else's wedding, but my child's wedding. If Fedi marries right after becoming an adult, that's 11 years from now, and if we assume she marries right after graduating from the Academy, it's 14 years in the future.

It's a future that requires me to live about half my current age longer, but when that moment comes, how will I react? Will I clap happily or cry sadly? Or perhaps "regret" is a better expression than sadness?

'I'm not sure.'

When Erich and I got married, Mother enjoyed the wedding with 90% smiles and 10% tears. Father maintained a faint smile throughout.

Considering how strongly I resemble Father, I'll likely follow in his footsteps, but it might be different if it's a daughter getting married instead of a son. Many people say a daughter's wedding is different from a son's.

'A daughter's wedding.'

This time, my thoughts turned to the triplets, who come right after Fedi.

If the triplets marry right after graduating from the Academy, that's 15 years from now. When our triplets are 20 years old.

...

'Which thieving bastard.'

I found myself enraged at some future king of thieves whose face, let alone existence, I don't even know yet.

To convert elven age to human terms, you divide by 10, and for half-elves, you divide by 5. For quarter-elves, it would be divided by 2.5, which roughly rounds to 3. In other words, the triplets marrying at 20 is no different from marrying at 7.

'I'll kill him.'

What an absolute bastard. Daring to seduce innocent 7-year-old children into marriage? Even if I tear him apart, it would count as natural causes.

"Oh, Duke of Silence. You're already here? You arrived before the main party."
"Ah, Your Grace."

My anger and hatred, which had been soaring to the heavens, subsided thanks to the Golden Duke's voice.

"And with such a serious expression—are you perhaps nervous? I'm grateful that you're taking Cornelia's wedding so seriously."


I smiled awkwardly at those words.

It wasn't because of that, but let's say it was. I couldn't possibly mention that I was angry thinking about the future 15 years from now.

"Since Your Grace and I are not strangers, I cannot treat Princess Cornelia's wedding as casually as someone else's."
"That's the most pleasing thing I've heard lately. Thank you."

The Golden Duke burst into laughter and gently patted my shoulder.

"By the way, Duke of Silence. Within the Empire, you may address me however you wish, but outside, it would be better to avoid excessive formality. Even as a proxy, you are still a duke like me."

He whispered quietly in my ear. Let's just use mutual semi-formal speech here, rather than one-sided formal and informal speech.

"I'll keep that in mind."

I nodded immediately at his kind advice.

Indeed. If dukes gathered within the Empire, it would be proper for me to show respect and bow my head, but this is outside the Empire. Even as a proxy, it would be problematic for someone of ducal rank to show excessive deference to another duke.

If the Golden Duke were a veteran like Trixie, it might be different, but he's not. Unless it's a special case like Trixie, one shouldn't show any appearance of hierarchy between dukes.

"Now, shall we go together to greet His Majesty? It's only proper to express our gratitude to the one who prepared such a splendid wedding on short notice."
"Of course. It would be impolite for guests not to greet their host."

I began walking in response to the Golden Duke's suggestion.

I was just about to go greet the King of Zibrot myself. But who would have thought the Golden Duke would appear right as I emerged from the teleportation magic circle? Thanks to that, the royal attendant who was supposed to guide me suddenly found himself escorting two VVIPs.

It's unfortunate, but that's how timing works in life. Looking on the bright side, he's gaining the impressive credential of having escorted two imperial dukes, or rather, a living saint. With such credentials, becoming the future head attendant isn't just a dream.

Let's think of it as a great gift from the soon-to-be in-law of the royal family to a loyal servant of the Valbur royal family.

We moved to the throne room of the royal palace, guided by the attendant.

"Welcome, esteemed guests arriving together. I am truly delighted."

And the King of Zibrot—Bertrand XVIII—personally rose from his throne and approached us.

'This person is the culmination of inbreeding.'

Just before bowing my head in front of the monarch of a nation, I quickly scanned the face of the Zibrot King.

His chin is indeed larger than others'. It's at a level that's hard to notice at first glance, but once you know, it becomes apparent.

Still, it's quite mild compared to a certain family from the world where I briefly resided. The people of that family had chins that were remarkable even to strangers passing by, not just to those who knew to look. The King of Zibrot's chin could even be claimed as a charming point rather than a genetic disorder.

'He made the cut-off decision at the right time.'

At the same time, I admired the King of Zibrot's decision. A chin of that size suggests the negative effects of inbreeding haven't fully manifested yet, which means he could have postponed breaking the centuries-old tradition to future generations. Nevertheless, the King of Zibrot abandoned tradition and accepted outsiders.

A monarch who made a difficult decision for his descendants. Worthy of becoming an in-law to an imperial duke.

"Today, I'd like to call you my in-law, if that's acceptable?"
"Why limit it to just today? It would be my honor if you called me that for life."
"Haha! Of course, that's how it should be! I asked a needless question!"

After a brief exchange with the Golden Duke, the King of Zibrot walked up to me and took my hands, which were still bowed, in both of his.


"It's delightful to meet my in-law, but it's equally joyous to welcome a saint. To come all this way to bless our family's occasion—I am truly grateful."
"This marriage is an affair of the Valbur and Osiden families, but more broadly, it's also an affair of Zibrot and the Empire. It's only natural to contribute to the celebration of both nations."
"First my in-law, and now the saint also offers such kind words."

I returned a smile to the gently smiling King of Zibrot.

'Ah.'

This is awkward. Up close, his chin is even more noticeable.

It's definitely a chin that wouldn't catch anyone's eye if they didn't know about it, but unfortunately, now that I know, it's driving me crazy.

Is this what they call the curse of knowledge?

***

When I first heard that the Crown Prince's wedding would proceed suddenly, I wondered what was happening.

The Crown Prince has barely passed ten years of age. Of course, it's better for royal succession to be established quickly, but even considering that, this feels premature. If it were an engagement ceremony, I could understand, but a wedding?

But as soon as I heard the name of the future Crown Princess, I couldn't help but chuckle at His Majesty's decisiveness.

'Not Valbur, but Osiden.'

The tradition of inbreeding that had continued since King Bertrand II has collapsed. Moreover, the Crown Princess from outside is not from a foreign royal family but an imperial noble.

There will surely be backlash from the nobles when this news spreads, which is why they're proceeding quickly.

"Robert Valbur and Cornelia Osiden. Their union will be a sacred step that goes beyond the celebration of two families, promoting peace and development between the two nations."

And they even employed the strong move of bringing in an imperial duke's daughter and a living saint.

'How on earth did he manage this?'

I almost laughed out of disbelief.

As a marquis of Zibrot, I have a fairly wide network. I have many eyes and ears spread around. Even I have never once heard that His Majesty had connections with the Golden Duke or the Duke of Silence.

Yet His Majesty has arranged this strange scenario. Making the Golden Duke's daughter the Crown Princess and filling the gap between royalty and nobility with religious authority.

'Can there really be such a gap, no matter how large it is?'

I leaned back in my seat after looking at the royals, members of the Osiden ducal family, and high priests of Zibrot seated in the front row.

Zibrot is a nation with considerable royal authority. During the reign of King Bertrand the Great, many major families were eliminated, and since then, power has been maintained through strict inbreeding, causing the difference between the royal family and nobility to become extreme over time.

We like-minded comrades have been working to somehow reduce that difference. And this is the result?

'It was a golden opportunity.'

It was a chance to pressure His Majesty, who was trying to abandon a centuries-old tradition, and to extract concessions from His Majesty who wanted to bring in foreign blood, but we missed it.

'Now it should be called a green sprout rather than a green forest.'

It's truly regrettable.

# The Valburg Royal Family and the Osidon Ducal Family's union. The establishment of friendly relations between the Kingdom of Gibrot and the Kfelopen Empire was successfully concluded.

The Golden Duke, one of the Five Pillars of the Empire, was proudly gracing the occasion as the bride's father, and perhaps because a living saint officiated the ceremony, there was no particular resistance or concern despite it being a moment when the Valburg Royal Family's centuries-old tradition was breaking. It was truly enough for me to simply read the script as the officiant.

Of course, some nobles in the audience wore sour expressions or whispered with serious faces, but that was within the expected range, so it's fine. There's no solution that satisfies everyone, and nobles, being human, can have mental dissatisfaction. They just need to refrain from acting on that dissatisfaction.

'The Blue Forest, was it?'

After the wedding ended, I organized my thoughts in a corner of the reception hall where the banquet was being held.

Since the great King Bertrand, who straightened the Kingdom of Gibrot when it was staggering from the tyranny of the queen's relatives, the Valburg's strict practice of inbreeding to prevent power leakage tremendously elevated the royal authority in Gibrot. And the rise of royal power naturally leads to a decline in noble power.

The Blue Forest is a faction that emerged due to this peculiarity in Gibrot's political landscape. They acknowledge that the Valburg Royal Family and the Gibrot King are noble beings, but they are a group that demands recognition of their own rights as blue-blooded nobles. From the Gibrot King's perspective, they are an irritating presence, but a faction that operates strictly within legal boundaries.

That was the Blue Forest, and they were to be the biggest obstacle in this royal marriage. For these gentlemen whose supreme task is enhancing noble rights, the current king's destruction of tradition was an excellent justification.

'They must feel bitter that it ended before they could even try.'

However, the opportunity that came after hundreds of years vanished into thin air in an instant. They probably didn't expect the Empire to present a ducal family instead of imperial royalty, to lend a living saint as the officiant, or that the crown prince's royal marriage would proceed at lightning speed.

I understand. Even I, who directly witnessed the Emperor, am still dumbfounded, so how much more so the Blue Forest who were caught off guard by the Gibrot King's information control? They must have felt what it's like to be completely blindsided.

But what can they do? Politics is a game where you win by displaying unexpectedness and speed that others haven't thought of. The Blue Forest simply lost politically to the Gibrot King.

'Instead, there will be many opportunities pouring in from now on.'

As a consequence, perhaps. With the collapse of the Valburg's inbreeding tradition, the Blue Forest has gained numerous opportunities. The opportunity that came after hundreds of years is certainly not a one-time chance.

Now the Valburg Royal Family cannot continue inbreeding. From now on, unless they bring in royalty from other countries, they will unite with their own country's nobles, so how many opportunities will Gibrot's nobles have to board the royal family's power? Enhancing noble rights is not just a dream if they make the effort.

Of course, the Gibrot King knows this too and will only form ties with thoroughly vetted nobles, but...

'That's not my concern to consider.'

It's a story of a distant inland country that is neither the Empire nor a country bordering the Empire. What an imperial noble should consider is the influence the Empire can exert on the country called Gibrot, not the balance between royal and noble power within Gibrot.

"Silent Duke. Why are you alone on such a wonderful day? If you're going to drink anyway, how about drinking together?"

Nevertheless, if there is an imperial noble who would care about Gibrot's internal issues, it would be the Golden Duke who has become an in-law to the Valburg Royal Family.

"Thank you for your concern. Actually, I tend to be shy when I come to a place for the first time."
"Haha! That's the funniest thing I've heard recently!"

Still, given Gibrot's geographical characteristics, even the Golden Duke would find active and smooth intervention difficult.

For the time being, Gibrot will proceed smoothly, with their own minor squabbles, so I shouldn't pay any more attention to it.

Just before returning to the Empire, I received a garment as a gift from the Queen of Gibrot.

"I made this clothing myself to give to the person who would officiate when the crown prince eventually married. I never expected to give it to a saint."
"Is... that so?"

And not just a high-quality garment, but one made by the queen herself.

'This is maddening.'

Refusing would be rude, but accepting it feels like something that would be slow to digest. It made me smile bitterly despite myself.


If I accept this, a clearer and deeper connection will be formed between myself and the Valburg crown prince. It may be just one garment, but when that garment was personally made by the queen for the crown prince's wedding, its symbolism is considerable.

Moreover, the word "eventually" doesn't seem to be an excuse. It's clean yet somehow shows traces of time. This was really made for the officiant, whether noble or priest, and has now flowed to me.

"I will never forget the heart of Valburg."

I quickly composed my expression and expressed my gratitude to the queen.

It seems impossible to completely lose interest in Gibrot. It's a royal family for whom I officiated and from whom I received a gift. It would be troublesome if such a royal family were to be beaten by the nobles.

...

'A precedent has been created...'

I sighed inwardly while fiddling with the garment.

I was involved in another country's royal marriage, and in return, received clothing personally made by the queen as a gift. As a result, whatever happens in the Valburg Royal Family has become somewhat, just a little, connected to me.

If such a precedent is created, there's no guarantee there won't be a second or third time. I fear I might be sold off to officiate at other countries' royal marriages in the future.

***

It feels like the sky is falling.

I've only felt this way once before, hundreds of years ago when the World Tree burned.

- W-w-what did you just say...?

But the possibility of a misunderstanding made me ask again, staking everything.

I might have misheard. I might have had temporarily impaired hearing because I was busy playing with the fairies.

"The children have learned magic. They say they learn quickly with just a little teaching."

But the returning answer was cruel.

I had heard correctly. My hearing function was, regrettably, perfectly fine.

'That can't be...!'

That's why I despaired. Raphaela wouldn't lie about her great-granddaughter, but I desperately wished it were a lie.

Learning magic? Why those children? Why, why have they learned magic so early? What was so urgent at such a young age?

'And all three of them.'

Everything went dark before my eyes. If it were one or two out of the three, I would have understood despite the bitterness, but all three learning magic is a very dangerous sign. If all three, doesn't that mean Catleya has also learned magic?

Catleya, who has heaven-sent talent. Catleya, who was to become the contractor of us spirit kings after such a long time.

'No.'

Elves have outstanding talent for magic. Especially those children who are the bloodline of Raphaela, who is exceptionally talented even among elves, and they also have the blood of a family known as a magic household among humans.

What if they become interested in magic with that overwhelming talent? What if they completely lose interest in spirits? Who will contract with us then?


"Your Majesty?"

When my wings trembled, Raphaela opened her mouth as if puzzled.

- I-I'm just surprised. They must be only 5 years old, yet they're already learning magic. That's truly remarkable, hmm.
"That's right. I thought I was quite knowledgeable about magic, but I would be lacking compared to those children."

Seeing Raphaela smile, even the flames of my wings began to flicker.

This is troublesome. Raphaela is happy that those children have learned magic. She would applaud and support them even if they chose the path of a magician rather than a spirit user.

"My son-in-law was also deeply knowledgeable about magic. It seems they've been influenced by him."
'Ah.'

I closed my eyes tightly at those words.

In Raphaela's heart, the three children have already become magicians.

After safely sending off the excited Raphaela, I urgently summoned the others.

- Something as serious as the burning of the World Tree has happened.
- What nonsense. How could such a thing happen in this day and age—
- The children have started learning magic.
- What?

The Water Spirit King, who had only been poking his head out, hurriedly pulled his limbs out from his shell.

- What are you saying! As far as I know, they're children who just turned 5!
- That's right. No matter how talented elves are with magic, 5 is too early. Moreover, those children are not pure-blooded but only a quarter elf.
- Right. What magic at 5 years old? Even Raphaela's granddaughter, who has extremely outstanding magical talent, started learning magic at 8.

And the Wind and Earth also shook their heads, saying it was absurd.

At the same time, their pupils trembled anxiously. We desperately hope that the three children will walk the path of spirit users, or at least that Catleya will learn spirit arts. So they know in their minds that I wouldn't make such a nasty joke.

They just can't accept it in their hearts. Because if the children choose the path of magicians, we will have to spend time without a contractor again.

- Don't be agitated, everyone. Denying what has already happened has no meaning.
- Well, how about we talk after looking at your wings first?

At Earth's words, I glanced toward my wings.

Even to my eyes, the flames were flickering surprisingly.

- They're still just 5-year-old children. It's more likely they've developed an interest and learned for fun rather than having a serious intention toward magic.

I quietly hid my wings behind me and continued speaking calmly.

- Fun can be covered by more fun. Magic that they've just started learning can be overcome by more splendid spirits.
- What exactly are you planning to do, speaking so seriously?
- I plan to demonstrate our power in front of the children. The power of spirits, which is nature itself, not magic that moves within set rules.

Then Water let out a small sigh.

Seeing that they don't immediately object, it seems everyone has reached the same conclusion as I have.

Thanks to Cattleya, our mansion has been a playground for spirits for several years now.

Spirits are naturally shy and tend to avoid people, but thanks to my title as Constantina's benefactor and Cattleya's biological father, I've been able to befriend them more easily than others.

"Benefactor, benefactor."
"Hmm?"
"Can I ask you a favor?"

To the point where a spirit floating in the air approached me first.

A red dove slightly smaller than a fist. The intermediate fire spirit naturally landed on my shoulder and opened its beak while fluttering its wings.

'A favor.'

I stared at the spirit, surprised by the unexpected request.

Spirits are such free-roaming beings that they never need anything. Because of that, they've never asked for favors from anyone in the mansion. If a spirit needed something, it probably wouldn't be an issue humans could solve anyway. It would be faster to ask my maternal grandmother who lives in the Elf Residential District.

"If it's something I can help with."

Though unexpected, it wasn't particularly troublesome, so I nodded willingly.

Spirits are important playmates for our children. Although unlike Titi and the holy beasts, they prioritize Cattleya, they still bring joy to the children. I'm willing to grant simple requests from such beings.

"The Fire Spirit King is looking for you. He wants you to come to the World Tree alone."
"Huh?"

I tilted my head at the unexpected content of the request.

I can somewhat understand why the Spirit Kings would look for me. But asking me to come "alone" rather than "with the triplets"?

This is indeed an unusual request. The Spirit Kings show great interest in Cattleya with her tremendous spirit affinity, and they also like Maria and Cecilia who have considerable affinity themselves. If I came alone, they would normally ask me to bring the triplets next time, not specifically request that I come by myself.

"Did they really ask for me to come alone?"
"Yes. They asked you to come as soon as possible."
"As soon as possible, huh."

I double-checked with the spirit, but the answer remained the same.

The Fire Spirit King really did request that I come alone. Considering that the Fire Spirit King acts as the leader among the four Spirit Kings, this is essentially a request from all Spirit Kings.

'What could this be about?'

I rubbed my chin briefly, pondering.

This is a request that would never happen normally. And with the added comment to come as soon as possible. No matter how positively I think about it, this isn't a trivial matter. Something must have happened.

'Grandmother didn't mention anything though.'

What's puzzling is that while the Spirit Kings urgently requested my presence, my grandmother, who lives with them, remains calm.

If something had happened, my grandmother wouldn't have stayed quiet. In fact, just a few days ago when Trixie communicated with her through the communication orb, she was flapping her ears with joy upon hearing that the triplets had learned magic. That definitely wasn't the appearance of someone facing a crisis.

"Alright. Tell them I'll be there by tomorrow at the latest."

After brief consideration, I gave my answer that I would go. This matter will only be resolved by talking directly with the Spirit Kings.

"Got it, benefactor! I'll tell them right away!"

At my response, the spirit flew back into the air and gradually began to fade.


Eventually, it completely disappeared from my sight. As if it had never been here.

'It really went to deliver the message immediately.'

Based on the circumstances, it seems the spirit teleported to the World Tree where the Spirit Kings are, but how urgent must this be for it to disappear right after hearing my answer?

Because of this, anxiety welled up inside me. I think I should go right away rather than waiting until tomorrow.

So I quickly summoned a teleport mage to head to the Elf Residential District, and...

"Please help us!"

As soon as I arrived, I saw the Fire Spirit King prostrating in a perfect bow.

The bow was so perfect that I almost gasped in amazement. How can a bird that isn't human assume such a posture?

"Well, if you suddenly ask for help..."
"Please convince the children! You're our only hope!"
"What?"

What is this about? Suddenly asking me to convince the children... convince them of what?

"Please! You're their father after all...!"

Though I couldn't understand what was being said, I nodded dazedly at the desperate voice.

Whatever it is, it seems I need to help with all my might.

After greeting my grandmother, I had a conversation with the Spirit Kings at the World Tree.

"You want me to help the children become interested in spirits, is that what you're saying?"

And the Spirit Kings' urgency was theirs alone.

No wonder my grandmother's expression was calm. From a third-party perspective, this wasn't even an issue worth worrying about, let alone a crisis. Honestly, whether my great-granddaughters learn magic or spirit arts, what's the big deal? The important thing is that they learned magic at age 5.

"Yes. We'd really like your help. At first, we tried to convince the children ourselves without your help..."
"We're in a situation where our emotions are fluctuating excessively. If we demonstrate our powers in this state, it could cause natural disasters that even we cannot control."

I couldn't help but chuckle at the words of the Fire and Water Spirit Kings.

Natural disasters that even kings cannot control. It's frightening to imagine what kind of persuasion they were preparing before calling me—

"We could show them sights more magnificent than magic if we put our hearts into it...!"
'Ah.'

From the Fire Spirit King's lament, I could roughly guess what kind of persuasion they had in mind.

These fellows. They were afraid our triplets would be so enchanted by magic that they'd lose interest in spirit arts. So they were planning to demonstrate that spirit arts are also magnificent and spectacular.

Unfortunately, the mental state of the kings who needed to convince the children was in a dangerous condition, and they nearly caused a magnificent and spectacular disaster.

"Um, I don't think I need to convince them."

Looking at the pitiful Spirit Kings, I carefully opened my mouth.

"Benefactor! What are you saying! If you don't convince them, who will?"
"Raphaela's great-granddaughter is a mage. If given a choice between magic and spirits, she's likely to lean toward the former. So our only hope is you, a non-mage."
"We wouldn't have made such a rude request if it wasn't important. Your persuasion is a matter that concerns the future of all spirits."

I felt cold sweat forming as they mentioned the future of spirits.


'When did he get captured?'

Meanwhile, the Earth Spirit King was silent, so I turned my gaze toward him and saw that he had already been captured by fairies and was floating in the air with a transcendent expression.

It seems like they should be worrying about the present rather than the future of spirits. The king's dignity has hit rock bottom.

"When I said I don't need to convince them, I didn't mean I'm reluctant to help. I meant that the children already love spirits without my intervention. As you know, our children consider spirits as friends. Especially Cattleya, who goes around with spirits hanging all over her body."

I finally spoke while watching the Earth Spirit King drift further away.

I understand what the Spirit Kings are worried about. If all our triplets choose the path of magic, if they declare they'd rather learn one more spell than spirit arts, they would lose a heaven-sent spirit artist. That's what they fear, and why they're desperately pleading with me.

But it's an unnecessary worry. It's true that the children have learned magic, but it's merely play magic learned out of 5-year-old curiosity and volatile interest. It's hard to say they've chosen the path of a mage, and they've been playing with spirits even before learning magic.

"The magic they learned at age 5 is merely magic learned out of curiosity. But spirits have been with the children before they were 5 and will continue to be with them afterward, so isn't that more advantageous? There's no need to worry too much."

I explained this as kindly and in as much detail as possible.

A third party can think objectively, but from the perspective of the Spirit Kings involved, even obvious things might not be apparent. Someone needs to be there to comfort and persuade them. My role is not to convince the children but to convince the spirits.

"We know that. We know the children like spirits and interact with them more often than magic."
"Yes, so as I was saying, there's no need to worry—"
"But we can't let our guard down! Personality, values, and habits established in childhood last a lifetime! If we dismiss it as childhood curiosity, it might continue as is! There's a real possibility they'll see spirits as just part of the background and focus only on magic!"

The Fire Spirit King's body flickered violently.

His desperate cry and gestures naturally evoked sympathy. Come to think of it, before the World Tree burned, didn't elves already choose the path of magic over spirit arts more often?

If so, I can somewhat understand that desperate reaction. Having already experienced the decline of spirit arts, they're worried about losing the triplets too.

"Of course, one can learn both spirit arts and magic simultaneously, but most choose only one path! How can one pioneer two paths when focusing on just one is already challenging!"

With those words, he collapsed on the ground, pitifully fluttering his wings.

I could roughly guess what the Fire Spirit King was about to say but didn't. Probably that most dual practitioners ended up focusing on magic rather than spirit arts.

'Well, this is troublesome.'

It's difficult. How should I convince these Spirit Kings who are full of victim mentality and who have actually been victimized in the past?

'Playing with spirits is enough for now.'

Spirits have already become part of the children's daily lives. If left alone, they're likely to choose the path of spirit arts, and forcing spirit arts unnaturally might actually be harmful.

I need to convey this as moderately and completely as possible, but it doesn't look easy.

"Benefactor."
"Ah, yes."
"What we're concerned about is that the children have learned magic. So, would you consider recommending a contract with spirits to the children, even if it's with lower spirits?"
"A contract?"

At the Wind Spirit King's words, the Fire and Water Spirit Kings also turned their gaze.

"You said the children learned magic out of interest. With spirit arts, they can also perform small magic and have fun games."
"Y-yes! They can have fun with spirit arts too! Just tell the children that! Wouldn't the children be happy to have more ways to play?"

I awkwardly scratched the back of my neck at the desperate gazes from three pairs of eyes.

If I refuse this too, the Spirit Kings will probably cling to my body and try to come to the mansion.

I finally nodded to the desperate request of the Elemental Kings.

How could I refuse when they looked ready to spawn field boss monsters like "Corrupted Elemental King" if I said no? Since it wasn't a difficult request anyway, agreeing was the best outcome for everyone.

But there was one thing that bothered me.

"I'm concerned about how to explain the contract to the children."

The issue was the elemental contract the Elemental Kings had requested. How should I explain this to the triplets?

If I were trying to persuade adults, it wouldn't be difficult. Adults understand common sense, so I wouldn't need to explain the existence of elementals and the weight of contracts. Adults know that contracting with elementals allows humans to see these normally invisible beings, become friends with them, and use elemental magic.

But what about our children? They already live with elementals without any contracts. Their situation is different from most humans who have little connection to elementals.

Should I tell them that contracts allow them to use elemental magic? Of course, elemental magic follows a completely different path from regular magic, but can 5-year-olds distinguish between regular magic and elemental magic?

"Their familiarity with elementals from an early age might actually be a hindrance. If they hadn't known about elementals before, I could emphasize the opportunity to become friends with them. But how can I explain the necessity of contracts to children who are already friends with elementals?"
- "Urgh... their good affinity is actually becoming an obstacle..."

Hearing my words, even the Fire Elemental King couldn't argue. He lowered his head dejectedly and sighed.

"Well, I'll try my best to persuade them by highlighting the benefits. It's good for me too if the children have more options available to them."
- "Yes, please. You're our only hope."

I gave a bitter smile at the Water Elemental King's solemn and desperate voice.

The Elemental Kings are friends of the goddess Constantina. They aren't lesser beings than gods but equals. Yet here they are, fretting anxiously.

Our triplets. Though only 5 years old, they've become beings of tremendous influence. As their father, I'm not sure whether to be happy about this or not.

Convincing a customer with no intention to buy is difficult.

Especially when that customer isn't just a passerby but family (actual family) who will be with you forever.

"Con-tract?"
"Yes. If you make a contract with elementals, you can become their friends and use magic-like abilities by borrowing their power."
"We're already friends though?"
"Yeah. And we can already use magic."

The situation is even worse when the seller lacks a compelling reason to sell. How dreadful and lamentable.

'What should I do?'

Maria and Cecilia blinked their eyes and mercilessly demolished their father's flimsy reasoning. I broke into a cold sweat seeing my clever daughters who spoke so well.

Even if a seller uses divine eloquence to persuade a buyer, there's no hope if the buyer remains indifferent. And here I am, not only lacking divine eloquence but also presenting a rationale I'm not even confident in myself.

What am I supposed to do? How can I offer elemental contracts to children who spend 365 days a year with elementals and who can already use magic themselves?

'Is this why it became a minor practice?'

For a moment, I understood why elves chose magic over elemental arts before the World Tree burned.

There wasn't any grand reason. They simply saw no merit in learning elemental arts.

"...You're friends now, but you can become even closer friends. Plus, you'll be able to see friends you haven't seen before. Doesn't that sound exciting?"
"Other friends?"

Maria's eyes sparkled at my desperate attempt at persuasion.

This is it. With this approach, I can at least convince Maria. Once one of the three shows interest in elemental arts, the rest becomes easier.

"Remember that huge tree at your great-great-grandmother's house?"
"Yeah! I saw it!"
"There were lots of elementals there, right?"
"So many! More than at our house!"

I felt like crying seeing Maria respond so enthusiastically to each of my words.

My dear Maria. Thank you for giving Daddy the reaction he wanted. Just for today, Daddy will secretly give you an extra piece of chocolate.

"If you make a contract with elementals, you can see those beings that you normally only see at your great-great-grandmother's house anytime. Many more than we have at our home."

"I like lots of sparkly ones!"

I smiled at Maria, who was almost convinced, then turned my attention to Cecilia and Catleya.

'Good.'

They were quiet only because Maria was responding for all of them. Their eyes were already sparkling too.

Come to think of it, the children learned magic out of curiosity for something new. So emphasizing "new" elementals would likely convince them. I can't believe I only realized this obvious approach now.

'I must have been anxious too.'

I was clearly affected by the Elemental Kings' collective anxiety. Otherwise, I would have thought of this winning strategy sooner.

"And do you remember the Fire Uncle, Water Uncle, Wind Auntie, and Earth Auntie?"
"Yes, we remember!"
"If Maria, Cecilia, and Catleya work hard, those uncles and aunties can come to our house too."
"I want to do it!"

Catleya raised her hand excitedly.

It was rare to see Catleya, who usually spoke in a relaxed, drawling manner, show such enthusiasm.

'Is it because of her affinity?'

I was surprised but quickly understood. Catleya possesses heaven-sent elemental affinity. That affinity might have transformed into desire and aspiration for elementals, and by extension, the Elemental Kings.

This is a very desirable development. The Elemental Kings have been paying special attention to Catleya among the triplets, and now Catleya wants the Elemental Kings too. Isn't this a perfect win-win?

"Me too! Me too!"
"I want to do it too!"

Once one of the triplets was convinced, the other two quickly followed suit.

Indeed, triplets born at the same time and hour are different in a special way. They essentially move as one.

'I got lucky.'

I smiled as I embraced all three beaming triplets at once.

I had expected a difficult and complicated persuasion process, but once I found the right approach, everything fell into place instantly.

Stimulating curiosity is the best way to convince children. Of course.

***

As our benefactor said, convincing the children wouldn't be easy.

They view elementals not as mysterious beings but as everyday friends. Since they see them daily and are always with them, they probably wouldn't feel the need for a contract.

The children initially turned to magic because they lacked curiosity about elementals. If elementals had been enough, that disaster wouldn't have happened.

So as soon as our benefactor left, we discussed future measures with the other kings, and—

- "Your Majesty, Your Majesty."
- "I'm busy now, so unless it's urgent—"
- "The benefactor is coming back. With the children."
- "What?"

Less than two hours after starting our discussion, we were told that our benefactor was returning.

And not alone, but with the children.

'Could it be?'

Instead of feeling troubled and anxious, I felt hopeful.

Could it be that our benefactor has already convinced the children? Has he overcome the obstacle in such a short time? The obstacle that even we couldn't find a solution for?

- "Benefactor...!"

I fluttered my wings, calling out to our absent benefactor.


I had faith in him, but I didn't expect this. I didn't realize he was such an excellent father who had earned his daughters' trust!

- "Calm down."

While I was restless, wanting to go directly to our benefactor and the children, the Water Elemental King lightly sprayed water toward my head.

A terrible act, spitting water at fire. I turned my head to protest this outrage, but—

- "You should calm down too."
- "Hmm..."

Seeing the Water Elemental King trembling all over, my desire to protest vanished.

Naturally, the Wind Elemental King and Earth Elemental King showed similar reactions. We had prepared for long-term persuasion, but our benefactor had produced results in less than a day.

'No.'

But perhaps because things were going too well, I came to my senses belatedly.

Yes, as the Water Elemental King said, I needed to calm down. What if I was this excited, but our benefactor hadn't managed to convince the children? What if he brought the children for a reason like "Please convince them for me"?

If that happened, my mind couldn't handle it. If what I was so excited about turned out to be a failure even our benefactor couldn't overcome, I might lock myself in the elemental realm and wail for a while.

"The children want to make contracts with elementals."

And then our benefactor appeared majestically and said exactly what we desperately wanted to hear.

- "Benefactor!"

Thank you so much, benefactor!

We like you the most after Constantina!

***

When her grandson-in-law visited twice in one day, my grandmother-in-law couldn't help but be curious.

"So the kings were worried about that."

Of course, her curiosity was quickly satisfied once she heard the details.

The shocking news that the Elemental Kings were anxious and courting her great-granddaughters because of their outstanding talents. After hearing such an amazing story, she wouldn't have time to worry about my visit.

"You could have told me about it."
"Well, I'm neither a magician nor an elemental artist. They probably thought I could persuade them objectively as a third party."
"I suppose that makes sense."

At my words, my grandmother-in-law smiled gently as she looked at the children and elementals.

The children sat huddled together under the World Tree. Elementals crowded around them, with the kings controlling the elementals.

"I knew those children had remarkable elemental affinity, but I never imagined the kings would desire it so desperately."

My grandmother-in-law's smile deepened at the sight of the children clearly having the upper hand.

"Kal."
"Yes, please go on."
"When the World Tree burned, the lineage of elemental arts was severed for over 300 years. It's difficult to reconnect a tradition that's been broken for centuries."

After saying this, my grandmother-in-law closed her eyes briefly. As if recalling the dark age of elves without the World Tree.

"But with those children, the tradition could be reconnected within decades, and we might see an unprecedented golden age."
"Our children will make it happen."

My grandmother-in-law immediately nodded at my prompt response.

- "Great! The Fire Elemental contract is complete! Next is Water!"
- "Now, choose whichever one you like."

The future of elementals is right before our eyes.

# The Triplets, at just 5 years old, earned the impressive titles of both magicians and spirit contractors.

It doesn't matter that their magic is merely play magic, or that the spirits they contracted are only low-level ones. What matters is that they learned magic and contracted with spirits.

Normally, a 5-year-old should be cuddling in their father's arms, showing off cute behaviors, or reading fairy tales. Handling magic and spirits at such an age is absolutely not ordinary.

"Mister and ladies. When can I call youuu?"
- Our Cattleya will be able to do it soon! Just hang in there for a few more years!
"How many yeaaars?"
- Yes! A few years!

Among the triplets, Cattleya, who showed particular interest in the Spirit Kings, delighted them in real time.

These Spirit Kings had hastily pushed for spirit contracts, fearing the children might pursue only the path of magic. But not only did the children willingly form contracts, Cattleya, who had the strongest spirit affinity, was showing interest in them? Even asking when she could summon them?

If they didn't have to maintain appearances, they would have shed tears of joy. When a newbie proudly enters a stagnant place that hasn't seen new blood for hundreds of years, even the most jaded veterans would cry. If I were a Spirit King, I definitely would have cried too.

"Daddy said~ I can meet the misters and ladies anytime~ Is that truuue?"
- Your father is right! We can't go to Cattleya's home now, but once you contract with us, we can go there as much as we want!
- When that time comes, I'll protect Cattleya's side every day. If you wish, you can even ride on my shell.
- My body is more suitable for riding. Wouldn't Cattleya prefer riding a tiger rather than a turtle?
"No, I like turtles too."
- Hmm.

Meanwhile, the Water Spirit King stretched his neck in satisfaction at Cattleya's confession of preference.

I never expected to see the expression "stiff-necked" demonstrated so literally. The Earth Spirit King had already compromised the dignity of kings, and now the Water Spirit King was entering dangerous territory too.

'A turtle carrying a child.'

Then I imagined Cattleya traveling on the Water Spirit King.

Spirit Kings can freely adjust their size. So it's entirely possible for the Water Spirit King to bulk up to 2 meters in length. At that size, Cattleya could not just ride but lie down on him.

Our Cattleya. By the time you enter the academy, you probably won't need to walk on your own legs. You'll either be lying on a turtle shell or riding on a tiger's back.

'Will people think she's a fictional character?'

That worry suddenly crept into my mind.

A spirit contractor who inherited the blood of both the continent's greatest swordsman and greatest magician. With her own abilities far from lacking, she commands four Spirit Kings like her limbs and never walks on her own feet—a quarter-elf spirit contractor.

This is enough to make me worry that she might be remembered not as history but as a fairy tale or legend. Even if only facts are recorded, future generations will likely consider them metaphorical expressions or exaggerations.

"Water mister. Can I ride you now pleeeease?"
- Of course. Come, get on.
'Ah.'

That worry solidified into certainty as soon as I saw the white quarter-elf climbing onto the blue turtle.

It's not just highly possible—it's definite. Even I, witnessing this in real time, can't feel the reality of this fairy tale-like scene. Future generations who only see records will certainly dismiss it.

'I need to leave plenty of cross-verifiable evidence.'

So I made a resolution. I won't allow future generations to turn away from the humble truth before their eyes. I'll leave so much evidence they can't possibly look away.

The existence and abilities of our precious daughter will be remembered forever. Just as her father is the continent's greatest swordsman and her mother is the continent's greatest magician, Cattleya will become the idol and symbol of spirit contractors.

Conveniently, since Cattleya carries Catovan blood, I can leave plenty of records about her in the Catovan archives. What lunatic would think the ducal family's records are fiction?

- Do you like it?
"Yes. Water mister is cool and nice~"

...

'It does look like fiction.'

I shouldn't be thinking this, but I keep seeing Cattleya as a character from a fairy tale.


If she were riding sacred beasts, I could accept it more easily. Even though they're former evil gods and current sacred beasts, they at least have physical forms.

Spirit Kings, on the other hand, are ambiguous in their physicality—mysterious beings not of this world. Seeing someone riding such beings is just...

"This is a scene that will go down in elven history."

Her grandmother seemed to share my feelings, as she smiled softly while watching Cattleya and the Water Spirit King.

"It's not that there have never been spirit contractors who formed pacts with Spirit Kings. But Cattleya is the first to show such a close and casual relationship with them. And probably the last."

An elven elder's certification of a one-of-a-kind spirit contractor. That statement made me increasingly worried about Cattleya's future.

'...It'll work out somehow.'

But I deliberately shook off my concerns.

Cattleya is a quarter-elf, so she'll live longer than ordinary humans. If she demonstrates her presence over a long, long time, won't she become reality rather than a fairy tale?

'If she were just a magician, I wouldn't have these worries.'

A brief moment of selfish thought followed.

If she had comfortably walked the path of a magician, I wouldn't have to worry about her being remembered as a fairy tale or fiction. But because she's walking the path of a spirit contractor—a profession that's been disconnected for hundreds of years before being revived—I have these concerns.

But if I subtly suggested the path of a magician to Cattleya, the Spirit Kings would wail in despair. Better not to interfere.

Contracting with spirits didn't cause any dramatic changes.

It's just a contract with low-level spirits, not mid-level or high-level ones. What you can do with low-level spirits is limited to creating fire in the air, making water pour, causing wind to blow, or creating holes in the ground. These are feats that the triplets could achieve with the play magic they learned at the continental gathering.

However, there was one thing possible because it was done through the power of spirits rather than one's own power.

"Daddy! Look at this! Fire-wind!"
"Wow..."

Magicians can usually cast only one spell at a time. Accomplished magicians can cast simultaneously, but the triplets are far from that level—they've barely even reached the starting point.

But for spirit contractors, it's different. The magical-like feats are performed by the spirits, not the spirit contractor. If you have contracts with multiple spirits, you can output multiple magical effects simultaneously.

Just like Cecilia's demonstration of fire-wind.

'That's incredibly dramatic.'

I feel foolish for thinking there were no dramatic changes.

A 5-year-old child playing with a mixture of fire and wind. How did such an extraordinary being come into existence?

'Is Cecilia the best at application?'

While watching Cecilia's spirit magic show, I turned my attention to Maria and Cattleya as well.

All three contracted with spirits, but surprisingly, Cecilia was the one actively using spirit arts. Cattleya just had spirits hanging all over her body but wasn't trying to do anything with them.

As for Maria, well, there wasn't much difference from before the contract.

"Daddy! Look what else I can do?"
"Oh, that's amazing!"

Anyway, Cecilia, who was commanding spirits to create a hole at my ankle height, began filling it with water.

'From today, you're a lake.'

The puddle our Cecilia worked hard to create using spirit arts.

Though small in size, what it contains is vast and deep. From today, you are Lake Cecilia.

***


The Crown Princess came back from the Count's mansion having seen something strange again.

"Daddy! Me too! I want to contract with spirits too!"

Otherwise, the Crown Princess wouldn't be this excited.

"Crown Princess. Don't you see spirits often anyway? Why suddenly talk about contracts?"

I held the Crown Princess in my arms and patted her back.

First, I needed to calm her excitement. There's no point in continuing a conversation when someone is this worked up.

'A contract, huh.'

Even her first sentence was difficult to understand.

Of course, thanks to the word "contract," I could roughly interpret it. She literally wants to form a contract with spirits to become their friend.

But is that necessary? The Crown Princess already plays with spirits whenever she visits the Count's mansion, and occasionally meets them when visiting her mother's grave. She even received the Spirit Kings' blessing alongside the Catovan princesses.

In this situation, forming a contract? The phrase "why now" comes to mind. I don't dislike the idea, but I don't see the necessity—

"Contract! If I make a contract, I can use magic!"
"Hmm?"
"Cecilia! She contracted with spirits and uses magic through them! She can make fire and water and everything!"

With that explanation, I immediately understood.

I see. She's more interested in the spirits' power than just playing with them. A new power similar to magic yet not quite magic.

'This is troublesome.'

I inwardly sighed while looking at the Crown Princess's sparkling eyes.

Contracting with spirits allows one to create fire and water. These are basic magic-level actions, so even if the Crown Princess contracts with spirits, she won't be able to destroy the palace.

However, I worry about what kind of commotion might occur if the already active Crown Princess gains magic-like abilities. Will she try dangerous pranks away from the watchful eyes of servants and knights?

'Flying alone gives me enough headaches.'

Ever since the Crown Princess received the Wind Spirit King's blessing and gained the ability to fly at low heights, servants and knights have been putting their hearts and souls into guarding her.

If simple magic is added to this, even the knights might collapse from exhaustion. That must be avoided.

"Crown Princess."
"Yes!"

I looked at the Crown Princess seriously, with those thoughts in mind.

This request must be firmly rejected.

- Your Majesty. We have just completed the contract. We will head straight to the palace without visiting my mansion.
"I see. Thank you for your hard work, Count."

I nodded bitterly at the Count's voice coming through the communication device.

Once again, I had succumbed to the Crown Princess's request.

Now the Crown Princess can not only fly but also use simple magic.

'Let's look on the bright side.'

I closed my eyes dejectedly and tried to think positively.

The Crown Princess has gained a means to protect herself, which, in the long run, will be a blessing for the imperial family.

I firmly believe that will be the case.

When I woke up in the morning, I found myself wondering about what had happened the previous night.

The reason was simple. Our Cecilia seemed to be enchanted by the magic emanating from the spirits, as she had been frequently escaping from her bedroom at night to play with them.

That actually sounds quite serious. A child who's growing day by day refuses to sleep when she should, and instead takes advantage of the night when adult eyes are absent to recklessly use magic. If the Minister of Education found out, it would be a disaster worthy of a day-long lecture on proper child-rearing.

"This morning before dawn, she was building a sand castle in the hallway. She knew making fire would give her away immediately, so she was just quietly playing with sand."
"I see."

With a bitter feeling, I got out of bed, and Jangsaeng, who had been waiting beside it, immediately gave his report as if he'd been waiting for this moment.

Cecilia's Shawshank bedroom escape. She deliberately targets the night when people are most vulnerable, attacking this father's mental state in real-time. Fortunately, our mansion has servants and sacred beasts.

For the safety and smooth operation of the mansion, some servants remain awake at night. Some sacred beasts also wander around at night for reasons I don't understand. Thanks to them, even though it's not as good as during the day, a kind of surveillance system is in place at night.

Because of this, when Cecilia escapes from her bedroom, she only misses sleep time during her growth period, but no accidents happen. Accidents like fires breaking out, fires breaking out, fires breaking out. It's not perfect, but it's better than nothing.

'I shouldn't be satisfied with just this.'

I sighed while rubbing my forehead.

Of course, every time Cecilia pulled her Shawshank escape, I tried to persuade her and scolded her. I told her to play with spirits only during the day. At night, she should be sleeping soundly with her sisters, not wandering around playing by herself.

But it didn't work. No matter how many times this father pleaded with her, she would nod at that moment, but when night fell again, she would raise her head like a mafia boss and secretly roam the mansion.

'She takes after her mother exactly, so there's nothing I can do.'

Even as I sighed at Cecilia's troublesome five-year-old behavior, I felt proud. As crazy as it sounds, I couldn't suppress the pride and admiration lurking in a corner of my heart.

Feeling I couldn't persuade Cecilia on my own, I enlisted Trixie's help, but surprisingly, Trixie said she also behaved similarly at Cecilia's age. What an amazing case of like mother, like daughter.

"I was the same, so what right do I have to stop Cecilia? It might be better to let her enjoy it to her heart's content. When someone is fixated on something, they need to enjoy it until they're sick of it before they can return to normal life."

Trixie is famous for having started learning magic at age eight. It's an anecdote showing how the pinnacle of magic is different from the beginning, but it also vividly portrays the hardships of her father-in-law and mother-in-law.

Trixie became enchanted by magic after accidentally seeing her father-in-law use it. She was literally enchanted—no other word could adequately describe her obsession with magic. Despite her father-in-law's desperate compromise that he would teach her directly when she grew up, Trixie infiltrated the library of Serbet Duchy and her father-in-law's study.

Just like Cecilia does now, day and night. Or rather, targeting night and dawn to avoid adult eyes.

"If Cecilia takes after me, the more you try to stop her, the more skilled she'll become at escaping. So be patient for a little while. She'll naturally sleep at night and only use spirit magic during the day."
"Are you sure...?"
"Maybe...?"

As a result, Cecilia's secret nighttime activities became an unstoppable mansion event. I could only hope that, as Trixie said, Cecilia's interest would fade quickly.

"Let me know right away if anything unusual happens tomorrow too."
"Yes, master."

Suppressing another sigh that was about to escape, I patted Jangsaeng's head.

As expected of Jangsaeng. Being the leader among sacred beasts, he keeps track of Cecilia's secret nighttime activities. Thanks to him, I can remain somewhat at ease despite Cecilia's impulsive behavior.

More precisely, because of my faith that Jangsaeng is watching over her in my place, I'm only worried about Cecilia rather than resorting to the extreme measure of keeping her right by my side while sleeping.

If there were no one I could trust, I might have lost my mind regardless of the like mother, like daughter situation. Then a hide-and-seek game staking father and daughter's pride would have begun.


'No way.'

My hands trembled at the mere thought of such a horrifying scenario.

If I were to play tag or hide-and-seek with Cecilia in the middle of the night, it would inevitably create a commotion. And if the other children woke up hearing that commotion, they would want to join in.

A big event of roaming the mansion with more than ten children while the sun is asleep. Even I couldn't handle such a catastrophe. The continent's greatest swordsman may have a lot of stamina, but it's not infinite.

"Master? What's wrong?"
"Nothing, it's nothing."

Jangsaeng tilted his head at my sudden trembling, but I shook my head and brushed it off.

Jangsaeng is a being who lives up to his name, capable of instantly healing Florence's illness, and is building a new divine status beyond that of a sacred beast. Before such a being, speaking of ominous things might make them come true.

'Knock on wood.'

So I vigorously patted Jangsaeng's head to ward off bad luck.

I trust only you, Jangsaeng.

***

I couldn't sleep properly, afraid of what work might have piled up while I was sleeping.

If someone were to ask if the Minister of Foreign Affairs ever had little work to do, I would have no answer, but even considering that, the recent problems were enough to cause insomnia.

'I need to decide soon.'

I kept examining reports while gulping down cold coffee like water.

The establishment of the Pan-Continental Treaty Organization is progressing smoothly. Since everyone knows that countries that fail to ride this wave will be left behind, all diplomatic work is proceeding smoothly—I wish all diplomatic matters were this straightforward.

But as the time for establishing the treaty organization approaches, problems that make me sigh are also approaching.

'Which country should be selected as the last major power?'

The issue is about the three major powers that will hold positions right after the Empire within the Pan-Continental Treaty Organization. I'm struggling with who should get the last seat among these major powers.

Two of the three seats have very clear owners. Even a diplomatic novice who doesn't know the first thing about diplomacy would designate Armein and Yuven as major powers. That's at least fortunate.

On the other hand, if asked to choose the 4th-ranked country following the continent's 2nd and 3rd powers, even experts would sigh. If the Papal States were included, I wouldn't hesitate to make them a major power, but they're only joining the treaty organization as an observer.

'Then who exactly is 4th?'

I sighed at what has been the greatest challenge in my career as a Foreign Ministry official.

If this treaty organization had been created decades ago, about 40 to 50 years ago, I might have chosen the Leon Kingdom. At that time, Leon boasted such fierce momentum that it was close behind Armein.

However, today's Leon has fallen to become a joint interest region of the Empire and Armein, far from being 4th-ranked. It's a small country, not a major power.

'If only those Quoronos bastards hadn't messed things up.'

Next, I thought of Quoronos, which had been a strong candidate for 4th place.


After the Leon Kingdom lost the war against the Empire, Quoronos, which struck Leon's rear, emerged as the dominant power in the central continent. Had they maintained that prestige, the last major power seat would rightfully have been Quoronos's.

'To think that those who rose through diplomacy would end up like that.'

The behavior Quoronos showed during the joint military operation between the Empire and Armein was so disgraceful that it's impossible to treat Quoronos as the 4th power.

Rather than seating someone who simultaneously threw dung in the faces of the continent's 1st and 2nd powers, I'd leave the seat permanently vacant. I can't ruin my life's greatest aspiration.

'Then Jereno?'

Jereno briefly occupied my thoughts, but I quickly dismissed it.

Jereno is a country that demonstrates influence in maritime affairs, not one that boasts a continental presence. Moreover, since His Excellency the Golden Duke brought Leviathan, even its maritime influence has significantly retreated.

'Valcross?'

No, not Valcross either. Befitting a country of culture, its recognition is considerable, but when it comes to whether that translates into national power, I have to shake my head.

'Then it's between Lyuten and Bazen.'

Honestly, at this point, the two most likely candidates for 4th place are Lyuten and Bazen.

However, if only one of these two countries can be given a major power seat, the country that doesn't become a major power is likely to cause all sorts of trouble. Depending on the situation, the treaty organization might start creaking as soon as it launches.

'Maybe I should have made four major power seats instead of three.'

I was desperate enough to think that. Even knowing that having four major powers would be more troublesome, thinking about the confrontation between Lyuten and Bazen makes four seats seem appealing.

"Ah."

While I was struggling with this dilemma, the communication device on my desk glowed purple.

"Long live Emperor! Clemens Rotaer of Meter, head of the Rotaer family and Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Empire—"
- Skip the formalities. I am well aware of the Foreign Minister's hard work, so speak comfortably.
"I am honored."

It was a call from His Majesty the Emperor.

Having been pondering over a problem that showed no signs of resolution, receiving His Majesty's call was nothing short of lamentable. Since a report regarding the treaty organization had been sent to the Solar Palace an hour ago, if His Majesty personally contacted me, it must be about the major powers.

- So, Minister. Have you found the last piece?
"...I regret to inform you that I have not yet found it."
- I see.

Indeed, His Majesty immediately asked about the last major power.

- I've thought about it several times myself, but couldn't find a clear answer. I even considered grouping the three winter countries together as one major power like Yuven, but sadly, the three winter countries combined barely make one portion, so I gave up.

At those words, I felt a bit resentful toward the three winter countries.

If the three countries united, they should at least be 5th-ranked, if not 4th. If they were at least 5th, we would have actively supported them.

It's truly regrettable.

# The Minister of Finance Visits the Mansion

The Minister of Finance visited my mansion.

There wasn't any special reason for his visit. The Minister of Finance is my acquaintance and Fedy's godfather, and somehow he's ended up becoming the godfather to all the children. Just like how I've somehow become the godfather not only to the Crown Princess but also to the princes and princesses.

"Cecilia is playing with fire in the garden. What on earth is going on?"

The Minister, who had come with a light heart, witnessed Cecilia putting on a fantastic fire show in the garden.

The sight of a five-year-old toddler freely playing with small balls of fire. The proper adult reaction would be concern rather than pride, anxiety rather than amazement. One would naturally worry whether Cecilia might hurt herself.

Perhaps that's why the Minister, whose expression is typically stern even when at rest, looked at me with an even more intense expression. As if demanding to know what I was thinking by merely observing a child playing with fire.

It was such a reasonable question that I lowered my gaze sheepishly. Does he think I'm letting Cecilia do this because I want to?

"Cecilia inherited her mother's blood too strongly. I heard that when Trixie was young, she also worried her father-in-law and mother-in-law with her curiosity about magic."
"No, I asked what's going on, and you're saying—"
"Because of that, even Trixie can't stop Cecilia. She feels awkward stopping her since she herself did whatever she wanted when she was young. Rather, she believes that letting Cecilia enjoy elemental magic now will make her lose interest faster, whereas suppressing it might cause her to have accidents in places we can't see."

When I mentioned that this wasn't my intentional neglect but Trixie's parenting method, the Minister's demeanor softened.

If it were the former, I'd be a father guilty of child abuse, but the latter is a tradition—or rather, an unofficial tradition—of a renowned magical family. A tradition that's over 100 years old, dating back to the Magic-Ending Duke.

Though in reality, Trixie is the only one who experienced this tradition, but it's still a 100-year tradition nonetheless.

"If the Magic-Ending Duke said so, then there's nothing to be done."

Seeing the Minister sigh softly made me feel a bit disappointed.

Same process, same result, yet why such a different attitude? If I had said I was encouraging Cecilia's fire show, he would have been ready to strangle me, but when I say it's Trixie's decision, his attitude changes immediately?

Of course, if he came out ready to strangle Trixie, that would make him a madman in its own right, but he could show me at least 10% of the respect he shows Trixie.

'I am the Acting Duke, after all.'

When he wants to tease me, he meticulously calls me "Acting Duke," but in everyday situations, he treats me like a commoner. What a dog.

"By the way, is Cecilia going to follow the path of an elementalist? I thought if any of the triplets were to become an elementalist, it would be Catleya."
"Well, nothing's certain yet. All three have contracted with spirits, and Catleya still shows the most interest in the spirits themselves. Cecilia is more curious about elemental magic than the spirits."
"Elemental magic rather than spirits."

The Minister nodded, holding his teacup at my response.

Elemental magic rather than spirits. Looking at Cecilia, who performs all kinds of elemental magic day and night, it's clear. Cecilia is attracted not to the spirits that can be seen without forming contracts, but to the elemental magic that can be used through spirits.

With elemental magic, if you have many contracted spirits, you can use multiple spells at once. You can simultaneously release fire and wind, or create sandstorms.

"Then Cecilia is likely to go toward magic."
"That's not certain either, but I think so. Elemental magic is a type of magic in its own way, isn't it?"

This time, I nodded.

Cecilia's interest in elemental magic could also be seen as an interest in magic itself. Magic where you directly cause phenomena, and elemental magic where you cause phenomena through spirits as intermediaries. Broadly speaking, they're similar techniques.

So as time passes, Cecilia will likely walk the path of magic, while Catleya, who loves the spirits themselves, will steadfastly follow the path of elemental magic.

I'm not sure about Maria. She doesn't show any signs of disliking anything, but she doesn't show any passionate interest either.

'She'll find what she likes when the time comes.'

It's actually unusual that Cecilia and Catleya have already found their interests. At five years old, children typically just toddle around or enjoy fairy tales. There's no need for early education for Maria—

"Ah, have you heard about that?"


My warming heart instantly froze.

"Whatever it is, can I go through life without ever hearing it?"

Based on past patterns, when he starts with "Have you heard about that?", it's a sign that some troublesome information is about to emerge. I don't want such patterns. I'd be happy to live as a slow-to-hear-rumors hermit, never knowing.

"You should know about this. It's related to the treaty organization."
'Damn it.'

And another familiar pattern: regardless of whether I show reluctance, he continues without hesitation.

Damn this man. If he's going to speak regardless of my answer, why ask in the first place? Is it some kind of consideration, warning me to prepare myself for something big?

"The treaty organization will consist of one leading nation and three major nations. You already know this, right?"
"Yes, well, I do know. But are we really going with 'leading nation' and 'major nations'? The names seem too blatant."
"Officially, I heard they'll use 'chair nation' and 'vice-chair nations.' Anyway, that's not the important part."

The Minister, having said something somewhat reassuring, put his teacup down on the table, and added something not so pleasant:

"Right now, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is in chaos over the last major nation position."

'The last major nation position.'

At the same time, it wasn't particularly surprising as it was a fairly predictable situation.

The Empire is the leading nation, so it doesn't take a major nation position. The Papal States will take the position of an observer nation, somewhat removed from secular affairs. Therefore, the major nation positions naturally go to Armein and Yuven, widely recognized as the second and third strongest powers on the continent. As a result, two of the three major nation positions are already confirmed.

On the other hand, the last position following Armein and Yuven is not clear. If you asked a hundred people who the last major nation should be, you'd get quite varied results.

'Wasn't that intentional?'

But this is strange. Wasn't this the Foreign Ministry's intention?

While Armein and Yuven are clearly major powers that the Empire has enticed with the position of major nations, leaving the last major nation position open was a strategy to make the middle powers compete. It's a temptation suggesting that if they want this coveted last position, they should curry favor with the Empire, and a pressure to compete with other nations.

From the Empire's perspective, it's an extremely useful card, and I heard the Foreign Ministry was making good use of it. So why the chaos now? It's difficult to understand.

"Is there a need for chaos? I would think it's the candidate nations, not the Empire, who should be racking their brains over the last major nation position."
"They can't remain candidates forever, so it can't be helped."

I couldn't help but exclaim at those words.

That's true. The Empire's divide-and-rule tactics and promotion of endless competition work because of the belief that eventually, the major nation position will go to a specific country. But if the last major nation position remains vacant forever, who would fall for the Empire's temptation? They'd just pretend it doesn't exist.

'This quickly?'

The reason I didn't immediately think of this obvious truth was because the Foreign Ministry's moves were faster than I expected.

I didn't expect the Foreign Ministry to try to determine the last major nation position so soon. I thought they would drag it out for at least this year and then suddenly announce it as a New Year's gift next year.

"This is troublesome. Being on vacation, I can't know how other departments are operating, so even if things are moving rapidly, I'm only hearing about it now."
"Then are you going to return now?"
"No. I'm going to live my life always hearing things late."

At my unhesitating answer, the Minister chuckled.

"Anyway, not just the administration but also high society has started to stir because of this last major nation issue. Yesterday, betting even began."
"Betting?"
"On which country will become the major nation, that sort of thing. From what I've heard, nearly a thousand gold coins are being wagered."
'Insane.'

I couldn't help but laugh wryly at the nobles' strange entertainment.


You crazy fools. Don't play around betting gold coins on such things. While it might not matter to the Empire's nobles which country becomes the last major nation, for the countries aiming for the position, it's desperate.

"Are you going to bet too?"
"Are you crazy? If I bet even a single copper coin, there would be an uproar."

When I shook my head in alarm, the Minister nodded in agreement.

If I bet on a specific country, it's not simply the support of an individual noble. It would be like the Empire's power holder and a living saint publicly acknowledging, "This one seems like it could be fourth."

Then it's obvious that all sorts of candidate nations would either beg me or resent me. I don't have the confidence to handle such a future.

...

'Knowing this full well, yet setting such a trap.'

Belatedly, anger surged within me.

Even I, with my mind dulled from a long vacation, immediately realized this. There's no way he wouldn't know. Knowing that if I really bet on a specific country, my future would become troublesome, yet he suggests betting? His character is truly malicious.

"By the way, I bet on the Kingdom of Lusen."
"What?"
"I figured I'd soon be bombarded with questions about where I placed my bet. So I put a few silver coins on the country least likely to win."

The Kingdom of Lusen. A unfortunate country classified as the weakest among the Winter Three Countries, and a loyal friendly nation that supplies vodka to the Emperor.

Indeed, if one bets on the Kingdom of Lusen, no one would say, "The Minister of Finance supports Lusen!" They would either think of him as a madman aiming for a long shot or just consider it an entertainment bet.

'Is he a genius?'

It's truly a divine move of a bet. I should also go for an entertainment bet rather than strict neutrality or silence.

'Thank you...'

I inwardly thanked the Minister of Finance.

The Minister bringing up the betting wasn't to lure me into a trap. He was subtly showing me the path I should take.

And I didn't realize that and called his character malicious. I should reflect on that.

I bet on Nosgor, not Lusen. Since they're both Winter Three Countries, both are equally entertainment bets.

And the day after placing the bet, a message from the Emperor arrived.

- Why did you do that, Count?
"Pardon?"
- Your father-in-law bet on Stiniye, and the Minister of Finance bet on Lusen. In that situation, by betting on Nosgor, you've ensured that all Winter Three Countries received support.
"What?"

I couldn't help but question his unexpected words. I had no idea that the Victorious Duke had also placed an entertainment bet on the Winter Three Countries.

- Do you know what they're saying in high society right now?

His gaze, suggesting I should rush to the Sun Palace to find out immediately, was palpable even through the communication device.

'Damn it.'

With such a piercing gaze, I closed my eyes dejectedly.

The Victorious Duke, the Minister of Finance, and me. As luck would have it, the three core figures who have been classified as the Emperor's closest confidants since he was the First Prince or Crown Prince all bet on the Winter Three Countries.

It wouldn't be strange if rumors spread in high society that "His Majesty is considering the Winter Three Countries for the last major nation position."

Regardless of its possibility, it's a quite provocative and entertaining story.

When I rushed to the Sun Palace in response to the Emperor's summons, three pairs of eyes greeted me.

One pair was familiar and endearing purple eyes.

"Kal has arrived too. Welcome."
"Welcome, Acting Duke."

The other two pairs belonged to the Victorious Duke and the Minister of Finance, who like me had placed entertainment bets.

It was an extraordinary sight—the ruler of the Empire, the pinnacle of the Imperial Army, and the person responsible for the Imperial budget all gathered in one place. Thanks to this, the moment I stepped into the office, I was overwhelmed with the desire to flee.

Come to think of it, this really is an insane lineup. Following the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Army and the Minister of Finance, even the Minister of Audit had placed entertainment bets. If just one of the three had gone with the entertainment meta, that would be one thing, but all three supporting the Winter Trio was enough to make other nobles gossip.

"I didn't expect to see such busy people here."
"I also didn't expect to summon such busy loyal subjects."

As I awkwardly smiled while receiving greetings from the Victorious Duke and the Minister of Finance, the Emperor, seated in the highest position with arms crossed, answered on my behalf.

"I deeply apologize."

I immediately bowed my head at those words.

Surprisingly, the victim of this situation was none other than the Emperor himself. In good conscience, I couldn't argue with the Emperor's lament. At least I was one of the people who placed the bet, but the Emperor suddenly heard, "His Imperial Majesty supports the Winter Trio through his close associates!"

In reality, none of the three summoned here had ever received instructions from the Emperor regarding the Great Nations, nor did they have enough interest in the last Great Nation seat to place entertainment bets.

The Victorious Duke is busy enough managing the Imperial Army, the Minister of Finance is overwhelmed with budget issues, and I'm not diligent enough to care about matters unrelated to me.

"Sit down first. This conversation might take a while."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

I hurriedly sat down at the Emperor's command.

While the Emperor closed his eyes to gather his thoughts, I quickly exchanged glances with the two guests who had arrived before me.

'What's going on here?'
'A carelessly thrown pebble rolled into a dragon's cave. Things are flowing in quite a peculiar way.'
'Seems we're being punished for meddling with a perfectly fine country.'

I inwardly sighed at this somewhat liberally interpreted eye conversation.

The Victorious Duke with his awkward smile and the Minister of Finance with his deeply furrowed brow—clearly neither had any ulterior motives in supporting the Winter Trio, but had simply bet on countries they found entertaining. The Minister of Finance even advised me on entertainment betting, so that's certain.

'How did it come to this?'

After sighing, I almost burst into laughter. If the three of us had pointed to the same country within the Winter Trio, this outcome wouldn't have happened.

Since each individual Winter nation's power is at a pathetic level, it would be impossible for any single one to claim the last Great Nation seat, even with Imperial support. Yet if the Empire truly wanted to give the seat to one of the Winter nations, other candidate countries would send special envoys to lie down in protest in front of the Foreign Ministry building.

However, by each of us choosing a different Winter nation, we created the impression that we were supporting the Winter Trio "as a whole," which changed the story somewhat. Of course, even combined, the Winter Trio doesn't match an ordinary Great Nation candidate, but they do form a substantial enough entity. Enough for a bottom-tier minor nation that no one considered to emerge as a dark horse.

'If only there was a clear fourth place.'

Moreover, the continental fourth position is being contested by Quoronos, which once humiliated the Empire, Ryuten and Bazen with their "if I can't have it, neither can you" mentality, and Jereno, which is more interested in the sea than continental hegemony. If there were a clear fourth place, the emergence of a dark horse with Imperial support wouldn't matter, but in a situation where fourth place is unclear, the appearance of an Imperial-backed dark horse is quite threatening.

Finally, as if to complete the perfect storm, the Winter Trio had previously made an implicit plea to the Empire: "Could we form an alliance?" People well-versed in diplomatic news have ample reason to misunderstand: "Is the Empire trying to install the Winter Trio alliance as a Great Nation?"


Of course, this is merely a possibility, nothing more. No one would seriously think the Winter Trio would actually take a Great Nation seat. It's just an interesting incident that everyone is gossiping about.

"Recently, the main interest in continental diplomatic circles has been the last Great Nation."

While the three of us who could fall flat on our faces were exchanging glances, the Emperor, who had been keeping his eyes closed, spoke.

"And now interest has spread beyond diplomatic circles to social circles as well. I too am contemplating this daily with advice from the Foreign Minister, so it's not strange that other nobles are taking an interest."

His voice was utterly calm, but I remained cautious. Speaking so ordinarily before making a sudden turn is basic political rhetoric.

"Fortunately, no one has tried to impose their will on me; they're simply making ordinary, quiet bets. So I paid no attention to this little game in social circles."

The Emperor then slowly opened his eyes and looked at the Victorious Duke, the Minister of Finance, and me in turn.

"Who would have guessed that the subjects I trust would turn a small game into a massive wildfire?"
"I am deeply sorry for causing Your Majesty concern through my rash actions. I truly fear how I might ever atone for this sin."

The Victorious Duke stepped forward and bowed his head in response to the Emperor's lament.

"Don't say such things. It's unfortunate that a game turned into a wildfire, but I cannot say your sin is great. You merely chose an appropriate nation to avoid the pressure and gazes of other nobles."

Naturally, the Emperor immediately shook his head at the Victorious Duke's attitude.

Even for the Emperor, scolding the Victorious Duke, who is also his father-in-law, is not a pleasant task. He merely expressed his disappointment and regret as both a monarch and a son-in-law, rather than seriously reprimanding him.

"The same goes for the Minister of Finance. I know well that the Ministry of Finance is always busy, so I fully understand your choice as well."
"I am deeply honored by your understanding."

The Minister of Finance also received something resembling forgiveness from the Emperor.

Indeed, it would be stranger for the Emperor to reprimand core members of his faction over such a matter. We didn't do it deliberately; rather, things got complicated because we tried not to get deeply involved in the betting.

So this summons was more for lamentation than reprimand. Since the Emperor, who suffered unexpected embarrassment, couldn't just let it go, he called the culprits to lightly caution them with a "let's do better next time"—

"But the Silent Duke is difficult to understand."
"Pardon?"

Or so I thought.

"You weren't even busy, so why did you do it?"

Until I saw the Emperor's eyes filled with resentment.

***

I thought about it many times with my eyes closed.

Before my father-in-law and the Minister of Finance arrived, after they arrived, and even after the Count arrived, I kept thinking.

How to handle a variable no one expected. How to react to a disaster that occurred without anyone's malice or intention.

'No matter how I think about it, it's vexing.'

After continuously turning this over in my mind, I concluded that while I could overlook the other two, the Count—the Silent Duke—was difficult to forgive.

The Silent Duke didn't place his bet first like my father-in-law, nor was he busy like the Minister of Finance. He had ample opportunity to assess the situation and respond appropriately.


Yet being the last to act and having the most leisure, he delivered the most powerful blow? By betting on the last remaining nation among the Winter Trio, creating something like "the Emperor's support for the Winter Trio alliance as a Great Nation" theory?

'If it weren't for you.'

I stared at the Silent Duke, who was visibly flustered.

Of course, the Silent Duke must feel wronged in his own way. He probably thought he was taking the best action, only to be dismayed by how it turned out.

But what does he expect me to do about it? The Silent Duke was the one who delivered the final blow, and he was the one who acted without proper investigation. If I forgive everything because he feels wronged, discipline within the Empire would become lax.

'Besides, as the youngest, the Silent Duke should bear responsibility.'

Moreover, coincidentally, the Silent Duke is the Acting Duke of Serbet. He inevitably ranks below my father-in-law, the formal Duke, and the difference in their tenure bearing the ducal title is overwhelming.

Looking at administrative positions rather than titles, the Silent Duke also ranks below the Minister of Finance. If I had to side with either the hardworking Minister of Finance or the vacationing Minister of Audit, I'd naturally favor the former.

If he finds this decision unfair, he should have become a Duke faster than my father-in-law and worked longer than the Minister of Finance. But the Silent Duke is neither.

It's time for him to pay the price for his years-long parental leave.

Not long after, the Foreign Minister also entered the office.

This created a suffocating situation where the three causes of the social uproar and the one direct victim were all present together.

"To see people who are difficult to meet individually all gathered in one place—I'm so delighted I can't help but smile."

Indeed, the Foreign Minister's face was full of smiles.

I know, my father-in-law knows, the Minister of Finance knows, and the Silent Duke knows that this isn't a smile of genuine happiness or delight.

"Why did you do this?"

The Foreign Minister then looked at the culprits with sorrowful eyes.

"I may not have given you great joy or help, but I'm certain I never earned your enmity."

Words that made my heart ache just hearing them. Even my father-in-law quietly averted his gaze from this questioning, which was crueler than raising his voice in anger.

"For now, talk of whether the Winter Trio alliance will become a Great Nation is circulating only within the Empire, but soon it will spread to other countries through diplomatic channels. Then both the competing countries vying for the Great Nation position and the Winter Trio themselves will react."

The Foreign Minister steadfastly continued speaking, regardless of whether he received a response.

The Foreign Minister is right. For now, it's just a joke circulating within the Empire, but soon it will spread to other countries and shake the entire continent.

"Too many people already know about it to pretend it never happened. From now on, whenever the Empire touches the last Great Nation card, this incident will inevitably follow."

This is also correct. If the Empire takes any specific action regarding the selection of the last Great Nation, countries dissatisfied with that action will certainly mention the Winter Trio and this betting incident.

They definitely will. If I were the monarch of a country aiming for the last Great Nation seat, I would do the same.

"So I dare to ask you. Please lend me your wisdom to overcome this difficulty."
"We shall certainly do so."

My father-in-law nodded in response to the Foreign Minister's earnest request.

It seems the five of us will need to put our heads together here for several hours, so I should fill the teapot in advance.

The Minister of Foreign Affairs sat closest to the office door.

Though "closest" only meant a few centimeters' difference from the others, in that small distinction one could see the Foreign Minister's firm resolve.

A resolve that declared no one would leave through that door unless I heard something satisfactory or at least acceptable. A fierce determination that said if anyone wanted to escape, they'd have to step over his corpse to do so.

'No need for a doorkeeper here.'

Of course, the Foreign Minister lacked the strength to stop even one of us—me, the Victorious Duke, or the Finance Minister. His will might be iron, but his actual defensive capabilities were essentially nonexistent.

But humans possess something called conscience. Though unintentional, I had dealt the Foreign Minister a massive blow, so I had no choice but to submit to his control.

"Your Excellency, Minister of Foreign Affairs."
"Yes, Your Excellency, Acting Duke. Please speak."
"While nothing would honor me more than offering my humble wisdom if it might be of help, I worry my ignorance of diplomatic matters might lead me to speak foolishly. Might I first ask which nations Your Excellency has in mind?"

So I requested the Foreign Minister share his information.

What I knew was merely hearsay gathered from various sources. Compared to the Foreign Minister's information, mine was utterly trivial. Speaking based on such triviality would only frustrate him.

"Of course. I'll tell you everything, Your Excellency."

Meanwhile, I found the atmosphere suffocating as both the Foreign Minister and I addressed each other as "Your Excellency."

Normally, there'd be no need to be so conscious of titles, but having just committed a grave offense, it felt like saying, "Despite deserving death, I'll respect you as Acting Duke and Minister." And I was essentially prostrating myself as a criminal.

"First, as everyone here knows, the final Great Power position has no clear owner. Quoronos, Lyuton, Bazen, Jereno, and others. They all meet the conditions to be called the continent's fourth strongest nation, but each also has clear disqualifications."

With that introduction, the Foreign Minister began unpacking information we only knew in fragments or had vaguely suspected.

Quoronos, though a central continental power, was excluded for having humiliated the Empire. Choosing either Lyuton or Bazen would cause the other to make trouble, and would increase the standing of Armein and Yuven, which held considerable influence over both—so they were excluded. Jereno, being a commercial nation more interested in maritime dominance than continental hegemony, was excluded.

With each mention of these powerful but flawed lineup of nations, the Foreign Minister's face grew increasingly grim. As if lamenting a diplomatic landscape where none of the continent's many nations were truly sound.

"I've even begun to wonder if we shouldn't change the Papal States from an observer nation to a Great Power."
"You've been working very hard."

The Foreign Minister responded to my consolation with a silent smile.

Naturally, I focused on his lips and avoided eye contact. As someone who had just added to the burdens of an already overworked person, I couldn't bring myself to look him in the eye.

"So regardless of which nation we select as a Great Power, there will inevitably be gossip."
"Yes, exactly as you say, Your Excellency Victorious Duke. A universally satisfactory outcome is impossible. So please feel free to speak whatever solution comes to mind."

His message was clear: since criticism is inevitable no matter which nation we choose, don't hesitate to voice any ideas that come to mind.

In one sense, it was consideration for diplomatic novices; in another, it showed how desperate this diplomatic expert had become, which sobered me.

'I need something to say first.'

Unfortunately, despite the Foreign Minister's consideration, nothing came to mind.

This was a problem that even the Empire's diplomatic chief was struggling with. If I had immediate answers to such challenges, I would have started my civil service career in the Foreign Ministry, not the Audit Department.

The Foreign Minister seemed willing to hear even wrong answers, but wrong answers have their limits. With virtually no knowledge, the only forced suggestions I could make would be increasing or decreasing the number of Great Powers, or eliminating the concept altogether. If I said such things, I'd deserve to be slapped and would have to turn the other cheek.

"What about moving more overtly? If anyone could reasonably be selected or rejected, we should choose the nation that most satisfies the Empire."

Breaking the lingering silence, the Finance Minister offered his opinion first.

Befitting the head of the department managing money, it was a cold capitalist statement essentially saying, "Let's pick whoever pays the most in friendship fees."


"The Pan-Continental Treaty Organization exists to lead continental hegemony and establish a new order. Naturally, we should choose a nation that is obedient and friendly to the Empire, one that shows sincere dedication. Of course, we can consider public justification after selecting our loyal friend."
"Very true. If there's little difference between candidates, it makes sense to choose the nation most beneficial to the Empire."

Fortunately, the Finance Minister's proposal wasn't catastrophically wrong, but—

"However, the nation that has shown the greatest sincerity to the Empire is Quoronos."
"Oh dear."

It was still a wrong answer that had already been crossed out in red.

"Therefore, I'm reviewing the loyalty and friendship demonstrated by other nations, but it's challenging as they each showcase their devotion in different areas."
"What about focusing on strength rather than wealth?"

This time, the Victorious Duke spoke up.

Strength instead of wealth. He suggested ranking nations by their military power rather than their financial contributions to the Empire.

"But we should choose a nation that preserves peace by its very existence, not one that spreads war across the continent. It would be problematic if a Great Power in a treaty organization meant to preserve peace were bellicose."

I found myself nodding unconsciously at his statement, which was clearly targeting two nations that fought each other as if it were a traditional sport.

Following the Victorious Duke's logic, Lyuton and Bazen would be automatically disqualified. If they pursued peaceful policies to become Great Powers, the continent's age-old tradition of N-th Lyuton-Bazen wars might end. What a joyous prospect.

The problem was that if Lyuton and Bazen truly adopted peaceful policies, they would both become Great Power candidates again. Using military strength as a criterion would likely lead us back to square one.

'Nations with strong militaries that remain quiet are actually rare.'

I fidgeted with my fingers while organizing my thoughts.

Actually, there is one nation with considerable military strength but minimal external activity. They're too busy with internal squabbles to engage internationally except for significant matters—a nation of silence.

The problem is that it's Yuven. A nation that already firmly holds a Great Power position also qualifies for the final Great Power seat. What a maddening situation.

'What should we do?'

I just caressed my teacup while watching the Victorious Duke and Finance Minister, who were now pouring out opinions like a broken dam.

I wonder where they get such flowing ideas. My mind has grown quite rigid after years of childcare leave.

***

I sipped my tea while observing my father-in-law and the Finance Minister.

Initially, both had offered various opinions out of guilt and responsibility toward the Foreign Minister, but the Foreign Minister showed no signs of agreement. I was beginning to worry we might end up debating in the Sun Palace until nightfall.

As a result, the prospect of going home was increasingly distant. My father-in-law and the Finance Minister had to squeeze their brains to the limit and say anything that came to mind, so their mouths began moving much more vigorously than before.

"Silent Duke."

While watching their desperate struggle, I turned my attention to the silent Silent Duke.

What an impudent fellow. The most guilty party was acting true to his name by pretending not to exist. How utterly vexing. He should be right in there with them, offering all sorts of opinions.

"What are your thoughts?"

So I casually singled out the Silent Duke, who was becoming one with the sofa.

Only then did my father-in-law and the two ministers turn their attention to him as well, as if demanding to know why he had kept quiet all this time.

"M-me? You're asking me?"
"Yes. The Silent Duke is the youngest among us, isn't he? I'd like to hear the creativity of young blood."


Indeed, the Silent Duke was the only one in his twenties among us—the youngest. At his age, creativity and energy should be more prominent than experience.

"...Though unintended, it seems the Three Winter Nations have emerged as a strong candidate as a unified entity."

At my request, the Silent Duke cautiously began speaking.

"In a week or two at most, the entire continent will know this fact. Both the candidates vying for Great Power status and the Three Winter Nations themselves."
"Indeed. That's why we're discussing countermeasures."
"Since things have come to this, why not use that to our advantage?"

I nodded quietly at the Silent Duke, who seemed uncertain even as he spoke.

Go on, I'll judge after hearing you out.

"The nations of the continent have recognized that the Three Winter Nations could be equal competitors. Now they'll pay attention to even the slightest movements of the Three Winter Nations. And while the Three Winter Nations wouldn't dare desire Great Power status, it suddenly appears as though the Empire is using them. Some compensation seems necessary."
"Compensation?"
"Let's make other nations mindful of the Three Winter Nations."
"Hmm?"

I couldn't help but question this unexpected statement.

Other nations being mindful of the Three Winter Nations? What would make that possible?

"Let's make the final Great Power position one that all nations vote on. Since the continent's fourth place isn't clear anyway, it's likely to change over time. Rather than having a permanent Great Power, it would be better to have an elected one from the start."

With those words, the term "Three Winter Nations" suddenly took on a different meaning.

Though their national power is miserable, the Three Winter Nations are still nations. Three nations, no less. If they each have equal voting rights, that's three votes moving with the Three Winter Nations' decisions.

And the Three Winter Nations are loyal friends of the Empire. The Empire's vote effectively becomes four votes when combined with the Three Winter Nations.

'Hmm.'

After stroking my chin briefly, I looked at the Foreign Minister.

Though cumbersome, electing a new Great Power each time might be better if we can't think of a suitable alternative despite racking our brains.

'It seems worth considering.'

The Foreign Minister also stroked his chin before nodding slightly.

Two permanent Great Powers and one elected Great Power. The treaty organization's structure was becoming increasingly peculiar.

***

Today again, I thanked Jizu for coming all the way from the distant North to Lusen.

It must be tiring to fly such long distances carrying heavy burdens each time, yet she always smiles, which makes me both grateful and apologetic.

"Your Majesty!"

While praying more fervently than usual toward the eternal blue sky with Jizu, the Foreign Minister came running urgently.

"The Empire! The Emperor's grace has descended upon us!"
"Hmm?"

His face was urgent yet filled with joy.

And not long after, I too found myself wearing a similar expression.

Because truly, the grace of the Empire and Emperor had fallen upon us.

In an instant, the topic shifted from "how to determine the final Great Power" to "what are the advantages and disadvantages if the final Great Power is selected by vote."

In truth, I had simply drawn on memories from my previous world because I had nothing to say and lacked confidence in producing creative ideas like the Duke of Victory and the Minister of Finance. In that world too, multiple countries competed for limited positions.

Of course, there's a difference—now countries are fighting over an empty seat, while in my previous world they fought to create positions that didn't exist. But what does it matter? In the end, it's the same situation of multiple countries diplomatically pulling each other's hair.

'Isekai knowledge is truly the best.'

Anyway, the problem that had the Emperor, two ministers, and one duke (genuine) putting their heads together was resolved thanks to an idea I'd stolen from another world.

This is why isekai stories are full of cheat abilities. It's so convenient—how could anyone resist using them? The patience of those who hold back is truly remarkable.

"Selection through voting. If it doesn't matter which country is chosen, that method would certainly be more comfortable."

"Moreover, entrusting it to a vote doesn't mean the Empire completely loses control. The Empire's vote, plus those of our faithful friends the Three Winter Countries, brings us to four votes. Leon is split with Armein, so it can't be counted fully as the Empire's vote, but isn't that an issue that can be resolved through negotiations with Armein?"

"Jereno has also been watching Golden Duke's movements since Leviathan's appearance. If we offer appropriate benefits, there's a high probability Jereno will align with the Empire."

Thus, the two ministers and the one genuine duke began whispering about the new topic, vigorously discussing the advantages of selection by vote.

The Empire, the Three Winter Countries, and Jereno would give us 5 votes from the start. If we successfully negotiate with Armein, Leon's vote would join us, and naturally Armein would be more likely to vote in the Empire's favor. That would make 7 votes.

'There's also Operant.'

Moreover, if the Empire and Armein join forces, the Operant Duchy sandwiched between them would automatically participate. This would create the beautiful sight of 8 votes banding together.

'Wow.'

I almost let out an exclamation. There are 18 countries on this continent, and excluding the Papal States as an observer, 17 remain.

And if we just properly persuade Armein, 8 out of 17 votes would be united? Is this even possible?

'If votes don't move according to the Empire's wishes, the entire Ministry of Foreign Affairs should resign.'

Today, the relationship between the Empire and Armein is the most harmonious and beautiful in history. If the Empire doesn't make unreasonable demands, Armein and its attachments—half of Leon and Operant—will follow, meaning the Empire effectively controls 8 votes.

From there, just one more vote—just one—would secure victory in a majority vote. We could win purely by numbers in a fair vote, without resorting to logic like "the Empire is the chair country so it gets 10 votes."

'Voting truly is the best.'

I felt proud and pleased with myself for belatedly suggesting this idea that I'd stolen—no, referenced.

Voting is the most fair method with minimal room for gossip. And if a perfect result follows a beautiful process, what could be better?

Moreover, the one-country-one-vote principle helps not only the Empire but also our faithful friends, the Three Winter Countries. Frankly speaking, while they're votes that would come running at the Empire's signal, conversely, without Empire intervention, the Three Winter Countries could exercise about 20% of the total votes.

This means no one can look down on the Three Winter Countries as small, basic welfare recipient nations from the frontier. Whether on the verge of freezing or starving, as long as they don't die, they each have one vote.

"Hmm."


The Minister of Foreign Affairs, who had been discussing the advantages so pleasantly that observers would feel delighted, stroked his chin and said:

"Still, to maintain an appearance of fairness, the Empire should show itself losing in votes a few times."

Breaking from the sweet dream, he began to mention the cold reality and disadvantages that must be accepted.

"If all countries have equal votes, we must demonstrate that with effort, the Empire's will can be overturned. If every motion flows according to the Empire's wishes, it's ultimately not voting but commanding."

"We must also determine the term length for the elected Great Power. Additionally, we need to consider whether to allow equal voting only for Great Power selection or apply it to other discussions as well. After all, weren't we planning to differentiate voting rights between Superior Countries, Great Powers, and ordinary countries?"

The Minister of Finance immediately nodded at the Foreign Minister's words.

And I returned to a state of silence. I'd done my part since the moment I suggested the elected Great Power idea.

"By the way, Minister of Foreign Affairs."
"Yes, Duke of Victory. Please speak."
"If one country can exercise one vote, what happens with Yuven?"

Just as I was about to maintain my second silence, the Duke of Victory raised an unexpected question.

If all countries have one vote, how should the Yuven "United" Kingdom be handled?

"Don't worry about that point. Yuven will exercise only one vote, even if the Empire offers them multiple votes."

It was certainly a question that caught us off guard, but the Minister of Foreign Affairs dismissed the Duke of Victory's concern with a spirited voice. He insisted that Yuven would absolutely not exercise multiple votes by invoking its status as a united kingdom.

'He's too confident.'

His attitude was unusually full of certainty for a diplomat and politician, to the point of raising questions.

The Yuven United Kingdom is literally a union of several kingdoms. Although externally, apart from the central Ostia royal family, they all call themselves grand dukes, aren't Operant, Potos, and Maran not even grand duchies but duchies? That's sufficient to have votes.

With just a bit of brazenness, Yuven's vote could multiply fivefold. And not with unreasonable demands that other countries would scoff at, but with truly justified brazenness. If it were me, wouldn't I have immediately demanded 5 votes?

"Accepting 5 votes would mean acknowledging that Yuven is a union of independent states. It would mean permanently abandoning Yuven's unification, which the Yuven king would absolutely not want to accept."

"Ah."

I immediately understood with this explanation.

The unification of Yuven centered around the Ostia royal family is the current Yuven king's aspiration. It's also the dream of the Magic Council chairman. In such a situation, it's impossible to abandon a national aspiration for some diplomatic advantage... well, honestly, multiplying voting rights by 5 isn't a small benefit, but still.

Nevertheless, if they cleverly secure 5 votes, that could be used as justification to permanently divide or disintegrate the united kingdom. That would be quite a sight.

"Contrary to my expectations, even if they take 5 votes, it benefits the Empire. Isn't it true that those who were once family but separated are more hateful than those who were always strangers? The 5 votes would not be a solid block but 5 individual, scattered votes. Yuven would collapse while the 5 votes would fail to become the Empire's counterweight."

With those words, the Foreign Minister's one-man show began.


Judging by the joy in his voice, fortunately, we should be able to escape the Solar Palace within an hour.

***

While my heart was heavy when going to the Solar Palace, my steps returning to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs building were lighter than ever.

A problem that had worried me daily since establishing the treaty organization was resolved. The sky that had looked yellow when I heard that the Duke of Victory, the Silent Duke, and the Minister of Finance had bet on the Three Winter Countries now looked perfectly clear.

And when I delivered this beautiful and happy conclusion to the department-level officials, cheers erupted, and:

- We are deeply moved by the grace of His Majesty the Emperor and the Empire. To bestow such merciful kindness on small frontier countries—how can we ever repay this favor?

The foreign ministers of the Three Winter Countries, the greatest beneficiaries of this outcome, all expressed their gratitude.

It's an outcome that brings tears of joy to the Three Winter Countries. Before hearing rumors about the bizarre bet made by the three powerful figures, they first heard through me that the Three Winter Countries' voice would be elevated to the same level as other countries. Instead of feeling perplexed about the sudden possibility of becoming Great Powers, they could fully experience the joy of having their voices elevated.

'Of course, not everything is resolved.'

Although the Great Power will be determined by voting rather than the Empire's unilateral decision, this voting process still heavily reflects the Empire's decision. If the Empire deliberately supports a specific country, that country's probability of becoming the final Great Power increases exponentially.

But what's important is the appearance of voting and the involvement of other countries' voices. Now if the final Great Power is determined, it will be the common opinion of multiple countries, not the Empire's arbitrary decision, distributing the Empire's responsibility among various countries.

'A beautiful conclusion.'

That's why I kept smiling. While I resented the Silent Duke when he was just watching and keeping his mouth shut, I can forgive him if he came up with such an opinion.

'Perhaps it's because he has experience dealing with the Red Wave. He came up with such a radical idea.'

Then I recalled the Silent Duke's unique career.

The Red Wave, a terrorist organization advocating republicanism. It was none other than the Silent Duke who crushed these continental troublemakers. Perhaps thanks to his experience dealing with these radical and insane elements that were like an abyss, the Silent Duke came up with thoughts that were moderate yet more radical than others—to the point where comparing him to the Red Wave would be disrespectful.

Indeed, experience is important for people. I've never faced such madmen, so my vision was limited.

'I should organize things now.'

After laughing to myself for quite some time, I picked up a blank paper nearby.

Then I wrote that the elected Great Power's authority would be the same as permanent Great Powers, that the elected Great Power could be re-elected or impeached, and that Superior Countries and permanent Great Powers would not be involved in the impeachment of an elected Great Power.

Such things must be documented immediately to avoid forgetting. I cannot forget the system constructed through discussions with His Majesty due to my carelessness.

'I'll be busy for a while.'

By the way, I wonder how much commotion will arise when this news spreads to countries across the continent.

It was already impossible to leave work on time, but now it will be even more impossible. For the time being, I shouldn't even look in the direction of my mansion.

It would only create pointless lingering attachments.

# Rumors are like the finest of horses, beyond human control.

A rumor that sets off one day will have galloped far away by the next, and after another day, it will have journeyed so far that it's no longer visible. Rumors boast such incredible mobility that they'd put even a thousand-mile horse to shame.

What's more, no one even tries to control rumors; instead, there are riders who encourage them to travel even further. With such encouragement, rumors can easily race from one end of the continent to the other.

'Such is life.'

I stared dejectedly at the communication crystal that had been constantly glowing or vibrating since this morning.

Now that the crystal had finally quieted after handling countless messages and communications, I felt like its durability had been cut in half—and my sanity along with it.

'I seem to be building quite the strange reputation.'

All the messages that arrived this morning were somewhere between flattery and well-wishes. People claimed they'd heard through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs how the Acting Duke's wisdom had relieved their burden, showering me with excessive praise.

They heaped compliments that would make anyone blush, asking how I'd come up with such brilliant ideas. I wanted to ask in return how news traveled so quickly. It had been a private meeting with only the Emperor, the Victorious Duke, the Minister of Finance, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and myself.

'That bastard Emperor.'

I closed my eyes in dejection.

The nobles who sent their regards claimed they heard it from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but honestly, the busy ministry had no reason to advertise my achievements to nobles. Perhaps an individual official might casually mention it to a noble friend, but for such cases to happen simultaneously?

'No matter how I think about it, it could only be him.'

It couldn't have been the Victorious Duke or the two ministers, so it must have been the Emperor's doing. The Emperor was working behind the scenes to elevate my name and the title of the Silent Duke.

Though I had become the Acting Duke of Serbet, I hadn't particularly made my presence known. This was his way of announcing that their new Duke (Acting) was a capable fellow who could accomplish such things.

'Damn bastard.'

It's infuriating. Certainly, I hadn't done anything noteworthy since becoming Acting Duke.

But I don't need to. I didn't become Acting Duke for honor, and being the successor to the Magic-Ending Duke is already enough to receive everyone's attention and praise. I even recently participated in a carriage parade with the imperial family in the Capital.

In other words, I could just breathe and exist. Yet the Emperor went around promoting the achievements of the new Duke (Acting), the Silent Duke.

'Is this his way of being considerate?'

I clenched and unclenched my fist before letting out a small sigh.

What's maddening is that I can't tell if he's mocking me or being considerate. If it's the former, I should contact the Emperor immediately to protest, but if it's the latter, I should quietly bow toward the Sun Palace in gratitude.

Even if it was Trixie's choice, even if I'm the Empire's power holder and a living saint, even if there was the beautiful precedent of the Sword-Testing Duke designating an Acting Duke—someone who wasn't a Catovan became Serbet's highest commander. People might wonder, even if they don't express it outwardly, "Can this person do well?"

But that doubt has likely subsided after this incident. An audit official and prosecutor who also excelled diplomatically—surely he'll do well leading the duchy and ducal family too. Such unfounded confidence would surge.

'I'll let it slide this time.'

So I'll endure, despite my resentment. If I raise my voice only to find out the Emperor was acting with good intentions, I'd be the one at a disadvantage. Being attacked by the Emperor is problematic, but being counterattacked because I lack justification is even more terrible.

My resolve to endure didn't last even an hour.

"Father said he heard that Kal did something remarkable recently. He said you solved a problem on the spot that even the Minister of Foreign Affairs couldn't resolve? That's amazing!"

'Ah.'

A husband who shows outstanding performance even outside his field.


Seeing Mar's expression of pride in her husband, an indescribable emotion began to well up inside me.

This goes beyond embarrassment or shame. If there were a mouse hole, I'd like to negotiate with its resident mouse for cohabitation.

'What do I do about this?'

Anyway, it's burdensome and painful to be overestimated even by my closest family.

I truly just maintained a cowardly silence while the real elites exchanged opinions, and when the Emperor pressed me, I simply stole someone else's idea. It's troubling if people genuinely attribute this to my wisdom or ability.

What if Mar's perception of my abilities soars without limit? And then when the bubble bursts and the thin core is revealed? Won't Mar be disappointed in me?

Of course, Mar and my other wives would love me even if I'm inadequate, but my pride won't allow it.

'I won't forgive you, Gilbert Livnoman...!'

The sin of making me a powerless head of household who can't meet my wives' expectations. For now, I'll treat you not as the Emperor who inherited Eimanka's name, but simply as the human Gilbert.

I'll still attach your surname out of courtesy, so be grateful.

"Oh, and Father also said he wants to know more about this incident. He mentioned he'd be coming to the mansion around lunchtime tomorrow."

"I see. If it's my father-in-law visiting, he's always welcome."

Meanwhile, my first father-in-law is also planning to grace us with his presence soon.

He's someone we couldn't refuse even if he came without notice, so it's very gracious of him to give us advance warning. I'm moved to tears by my father-in-law's kindness.

'Father-in-law probably knows it's all exaggerated.'

Actually, tears might come for a different reason.

My father-in-law cherished Mar, his late-born youngest child and Valenti's treasure, and when he marked me as a potential husband for Mar, he figured out everything about me.

He knows that although I became the youngest deputy head of the administration, my administrative skills aren't particularly impressive. That apart from combat, I boast only average abilities. That I would have struggled to excel if I had been in any department other than the Audit Department or the Military Department. He knows it all.

And now he hears "Your youngest son-in-law made great diplomatic achievements"? He must be wondering what nonsense this is. He probably wants to hear directly from me about what actually happened.

'One word from the Emperor can even move the retired Iron-Blooded Duke.'

I'll apologize on behalf of that mutt, Father-in-law.

You barely have enough time to enjoy your peaceful retirement, yet you're coming all the way from Ulken to the Capital for this... How can I express my remorse...

I'd like to suggest we go beat up that mutt together.

***

I watched the children napping, buried in Abundance's fur after playing with enough energy to turn the mansion upside down.

When those children were running around with their infinite energy, I felt like my mind was being shredded in real-time, but seeing them sleeping peacefully is indescribably adorable.

'If I feel this way, I wonder about my brother.'

And once again, my respect and awe for my brother increased today.

Although my brother's house has many sisters-in-law and pets, he also has proportionally many nieces and nephews. The commotion they cause is incomparably greater than what our children create.


If I were in my brother's position, could I have handled that commotion? And not just for a day or two, but for several years?

"Hey. Master's brother."
"Hmm?"
"I'm thirsty. Can I have some water?"
"Ah, sure. Just wait a moment."

While I was absentmindedly watching the children sleeping with sheep's wool as their blanket, Abundance, who was serving as the children's blanket, asked for water.

Considering the help we receive from Abundance and the other sacred beasts, I should provide whatever they need, even if they asked for Aunt's secret collection. Water is the least I can offer.

"Ah."

But just as I was about to get up, the communication crystal in my pocket began to glow.

"Let me answer this first. It's okay if you drink a little later."
"Thanks. I'll be quick."

With Abundance's consideration, I hurriedly went to a corner and took out the crystal.

For someone to contact me during my parental leave, it must be either urgent business or greetings from a close acquaintance. Either way, it's not a call to be received leisurely.

- Oh, Erich! You answered right away!

'What the...'

And the face visible through the crystal was indeed a close acquaintance with urgent business.

"Lyutis? What's going on suddenly?"

Lyutis, who resides across the border. We had just exchanged greetings recently, but he's contacting me again after only a few days.

This is an ominous sign. Contacting me at such short intervals obviously means he has business.

- Ahem, this is embarrassing, but I have a favor to ask of you.

Unfortunately, bad premonitions tend to be accurate. Indeed, Lyutis continued with what seemed like an embarrassed smile.

"From me?"
- Yes, from you.

I scratched the back of my neck as he nodded without hesitation. What business could a person from another country, especially a direct royal, have with a mere baron?

Of course, by Leon Kingdom standards, I would be a marquis, but even that doesn't mean much before a direct royal. To be comparable to Armein royalty, one would need to be at least an imperial duke.

"I'll help if I can, but I don't have much power, you know? I'm the youngest member of the council, so my voice doesn't carry much weight."
- Don't worry. Would I make an unreasonable request to a friend?

The very fact that a royal is making a request is already unreasonable, but I deliberately kept my lips sealed.

I shouldn't provoke this madman. If I say the wrong thing, he'll show me in real-time what an unreasonable request really is.

- It's nothing major. I've heard rumors that the last vice-chairmanship position in the treaty organization will be decided by vote.
"Ah, that. Yes, that's right. Why?"
- Regarding that matter, our country's foreign ministry wants to discuss not only with the imperial foreign ministry but also with the advisor sel— I mean, the Silent Duke!

I almost sighed at what was clearly a major issue.

If diplomatic dialogue between two countries is "nothing major"... what would this guy consider major?

The final blow struck my already precarious mental state.

"What did you say?"

And it was none other than my own brother who did it. Not just someone I considered a brother, but my actual biological brother who drove a stake through his older brother's mental stability.

This was an unforgivable atrocity. While I don't have particularly high expectations for this kid, I still considered him precious family. I thought he might not be helpful, but at least he wouldn't be a hindrance.

But to commit such a filthy betrayal? After all I've given you. I helped you with your love life, gave you an honorable position as an Imperial Council member, and secured a marquis title for our nephews to inherit.

"Say that again."

I desperately suppressed my anger as I continued speaking.

Yes, I must have misheard. If Erich had any conscience or common sense, he couldn't possibly say such a thing. I must have misheard because I've been tired lately.

"B-Brother. If you could let go of my collar first... then I might be able to speak..."

"Ah."

At Erich's request, I quietly released his collar.

My hands had moved before I realized it. This was too impulsive for a nobleman who should maintain dignity and a family head who should remain composed.

But perhaps targeting his collar instead of his solar plexus symbolized my last shred of reason? If I had instinctively struck his solar plexus, I might have been looking at a corpse instead of Erich.

"Say it again."

Anyway, I stepped back with my hands behind my back and asked once more.

This way, even if I lose my temper, Erich will have room to escape. With this considerate gesture from his brother, Erich should feel less burdened and speak more freely.

"Well."

Indeed, thanks to his brother's warm consideration, Erich rolled his eyes from side to side while his lips trembled, and then:

"Lyutis asked if I could connect you with the Armein Ministry of Foreign Affairs."

He pronounced each word clearly and distinctly.

The statement I had desperately hoped I'd misheard was, unfortunately, confirmed without a single error.

"Hah."

I clasped my hands behind my back. If I relaxed my grip even slightly, my hands might fly somewhere inappropriate.

"Stay calm."

Such a disaster must not happen. Although it's infuriating that he didn't filter such a request and instead passed it directly to me, Erich is clearly embarrassed and ashamed of delivering this message, as evidenced by his nervous demeanor.

This means that even Erich realizes this request is quite perplexing and troublesome, and that he too would prefer to ignore it if he could.

"Lyutis asked you?"
"Yes."

When I questioned him in a somewhat softened voice, Erich nodded his head at lightning speed.

This was a request from royalty. Even a request from a distant royal relative would be difficult to refuse, let alone a direct royal descendant—the current king's son. Despite Erich and Lyutis being friends, it's a situation he simply couldn't decline.


No, precisely because they're friends, it's even harder to refuse. Honestly, given Lyutis's personality, if Erich had refused, he'd probably just say, "Oh well, can't be helped!" and move on. But the problem is the other nobles who would witness that exchange.

"Even if they have different nationalities, it's problematic for a mere noble to openly reject royalty."

Just as commoners find it difficult to refuse a noble's request, nobles find it difficult to refuse a royal request. If Erich had rejected Lyutis's request, he would have been criticized for taking their friendship for granted and being disrespectful.

And getting criticized would be the best-case scenario; in the worst case, it could escalate into a diplomatic issue between the two countries. It's an extremely troublesome matter.

"Objectively speaking, it's not an unreasonable request."

I rubbed my brow in frustration.

I find it annoying to talk with another country's foreign ministry, and I'm especially terrified because it's Lyutis's request and want to avoid it. However, from a third-party perspective, it's not particularly strange for the Armein Foreign Ministry to contact an influential figure in the Empire. Diplomacy doesn't always have to be conducted solely between heads of state.

Of course, making secret contact without informing the Emperor would be condemned by the Empire, but if they intended to move secretly, they would have contacted me directly rather than through Erich. Since this appears to be an official contact, it's difficult to call it discourteous on the part of Armein and Lyutis.

"Why me..."

That's why I resent Lyutis and the Armein Foreign Ministry.

If they're attempting contact at this timing, it must be related to the last great power. Otherwise, there would be no reason for the Foreign Ministry to make a move.

But if it's a diplomatic matter, they should only be talking with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Why reach out to me who was minding my own business? What diplomatic power could I possibly wield?

"I'm a one-trick pony, you bastards."

It seems my suggestion to select the last great power through a vote has spread all the way to Armein, but if they're attempting to contact me just for that reason, I'd like to tell them it's a waste of manpower and time.

I only put forth that idea and then returned to silence. The Minister of Foreign Affairs hasn't requested any additional help, and I have no intention of providing any. It would be discourteous for a vacationing Minister of Audit to interfere with Foreign Ministry business.

"...I'm pleased by the offer of such a valuable meeting opportunity, but tell them I must decline as I would be wasting the Foreign Ministry's precious time. Add that I hope to meet them when the opportunity arises someday."

After maintaining a brief silence, I casually opened my mouth.

It would be rude for Erich to reject Lyutis's request on the spot, but it's reasonably appropriate for me, who received the meeting invitation, to politely decline. Erich received Lyutis's request, but I merely received a meeting request from the Armein Foreign Ministry.

Even if Lyutis had asked me directly, I could have refused on the spot as long as I phrased it politely. A duke of the Empire is roughly equivalent to a prince of a kingdom.

"Um, Brother. About that."

Despite my refusal, Erich showed reluctance, even breaking into a cold sweat.

What is it, you bastard? Did you promise Lyutis you'd definitely get my acceptance? Or are you expecting some compensation if you succeed?

I don't know how much it is, but I'll give you triple that amount, so just go back and politely refuse. It's easier to accept money from your brother than compensation coming across the border—

"Lyutis said he's acting on the orders of the Armein King, and he really needs this favor."
"You little—"

A harsh word rose to the tip of my tongue, but I held it back.

You should have said that first, you idiot. I thought the Foreign Ministry had begged Lyutis to act, but there was actually a different mastermind behind this.

"If it's the king, then there's no choice."

Even an imperial duke can't refuse a king's request. By now, they're probably using other channels to ask the Emperor something like, "May we arrange a meeting between your dark-skinned fellow and our people?"


"A diversionary tactic..."

I couldn't help but chuckle.

Erich's attack through Lyutis was just a feint. The real attack was elsewhere, and I had been dragged into a battle I was destined to lose from the beginning.

Indeed, a country's king is different in many ways. When I saw him at the Sword Tomb, he didn't seem like a big shot, but at times like this, a monarch truly is a monarch.

***

I stared at the darkened communication orb with my arms crossed.

Until just a moment ago, I had been using that orb to converse with the King of Armein. Rather than exchanging opinions through envoys, we reached an agreement in real-time, seeing each other's faces through the communication orb.

"That bloodline over there is really something else."

I leaned back against the chair, letting out a small laugh.

The Kingdom of Armein has strong militaristic tendencies, and the Robens royal family has historically been a house with pronounced warrior characteristics. This was a fate that even a country's monarch couldn't escape.

Of course, it's obvious that a country would fall if its monarch only wielded a sword. So the Armein King channeled his aggressive nature and hot blood into energetic governance. He's transforming a warrior's strengths into swift and bold politics.

"I didn't expect such a quick response."

This contact from the Armein King serves as an example. It's natural for each country to react when news spreads through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs about deciding the last great power through a vote, but I hadn't anticipated such an immediate action.

Although there was a gap of a few days, considering the time it takes for information to travel from the Empire to Armein, for the Foreign Ministry to report to the King, and for the King to consult with at least his closest advisors, it's remarkably fast.

"If a country agreed upon by all nations becomes the vice-chair nation, what a joyous occasion that would be. All countries and their subjects would truly sympathize with the covenant organization's cause and cheer for the new order to come."

"I'm delighted that Your Majesty speaks so. If our two countries share the same intention, nothing is impossible. It will surely happen as Your Majesty has said."

"Then, Your Excellency. To commemorate our two countries' pursuit of a beautiful future, this old man has one request."

"Please speak freely."

"Elevate the name of the Silent Count together."

Moreover, he not only acted quickly but also brought a decent proposal.

Elevate the name of the Silent Count together. This goes beyond "selecting the last great power through a vote as proposed by the Count" and implies helping the Count participate in the voting process.

If the two countries join forces, they would secure a basic total of 8 votes—the Empire, Armein, Leon, Quoronos, Operant, and the three winter countries. Essentially, the Empire and Armein could unilaterally designate the last great power. The remaining one vote could be easily secured even if the diplomats of both countries worked half-heartedly.

However, in this case, countries opposing the will of the Empire and Armein might resist. Two great powers handling such an important agenda as great power designation so quickly? Even though everyone knows the treaty organization is a new mechanism for maintaining hegemony, if it starts like this, they would worry about how much they'll suffer in the future.

"That's why the Count."

So they include the Count's name in the voting process. Whether the Count actually gets involved or not, mentioning his name makes it appear as a neutral discussion rather than a collusion between great powers.

The Count is an imperial noble but also a saint. Who would dare suspect dirty collusion in a matter involving a saint?

"This is flowing thanks to the Count."

Another smile escaped me.

I wonder how much I've benefited from the Count in just these few days.

I was completely outmaneuvered.

While Erich was relaying Lyutis's request to me, the Emperor was directly conversing with the King of Armein.

A discussion between the final decision-makers who could instantly overturn whatever decision I made. What was the point of grabbing my brother by the collar? If they were going to reach an agreement from the start, why did I worry about trivial things like royal dignity or the friendship between Erich and Lyutis?

"Neither I nor the King of Armein expect the Count to do anything proactive. It's enough to simply give the impression that you're interested in the selection of the Great Power, and to allow the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to... use your name a little."

Still, the outcome of the discussion between the Emperor and the King of Armein was quite favorable, if you could call it compensation.

They weren't going to exile me somewhere or put me through hell. They said I just needed to continue looking after the children at the mansion as usual, and whenever events related to the Great Power selection occurred, I should just respond positively.

Additionally, I would need to allow the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to mention my name, which would make things easier. The ministry would automatically spread my influence. Talk about automated hunting—there's no better automation than this.

"And when representatives from each country gather to vote for the selection of the Great Power, I would like the Count to participate and grace the occasion with his presence. As an observer, that is."
"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

I nodded readily to the subsequent request, as it was relatively simple.

Observer. Considering that the Papal States are an observer state in the treaty organization, it's truly a curious choice of words. When the Great Power selection vote takes place, they want me to participate not as the Empire's Silent Duke, but as a saint of the Order.

Of course, everyone knows that my nationality is the Empire, but everyone also knows that I'm a saint. If I, the person in question, say I'm attending as a saint, who would object? Raising an objection would immediately be seen as disrespecting the Order's authority.

'If I dress as I did during the canonization ceremony, it would be perfect.'

In return, I should show some sincerity. If someone claiming to be attending as a saint shows up wearing an Audit Ministry uniform, they'd be considered insane.

At minimum, I should wear the clothes I wore during the canonization ceremony—clothes imbued with the Order's authority. Only then will other countries make a pretense of accepting it. In diplomacy, the most important thing is practical benefit, followed by justification.

...

"Your Majesty."
"What is it?"

"I am truly moved by the consideration shown by Your Majesty and His Majesty the King of Armein toward your humble servant who is on leave. However, wasn't this something that you two esteemed individuals could have decided on your own? I don't understand why the King of Armein went so far as to make a small request to me through Prince Lyutis."

Having avoided a terrible future of being treated like a dog, I couldn't suppress my curiosity.

I admit the indirect approach was effective. But I still don't understand what purpose it served. Judging by how the Emperor concluded the discussion on the spot, it doesn't seem like the King of Armein said anything unreasonable, and the instructions given to me are quite reasonable and ordinary.

Was there really a need to open two channels of communication and guide my attention this way? Couldn't they have just convinced the Emperor and been done with it?

"Ah, that."

In response to my question, the Emperor chuckled and said,

"Even so, since you're the person concerned, he said it wouldn't be right for us to decide everything without your knowledge. So he secretly gave you a hint in the form of a request."
'Ah.'

He answered that it was the King of Armein's own form of consideration.

I see. He was being considerate by letting me know before I got hit, so it wouldn't hurt as much. So that's what it was.

'So that's the culture in Armein.'


It's a strange form of consideration that's impossible to understand from an Imperial perspective. Is it really consideration if it's premised on hitting someone? Wouldn't true consideration be not hitting them in the first place?

At least the King of Armein's punch was as soft as cotton, and as he said, knowing about it in advance meant it didn't hurt much, but I couldn't help feeling strange about it.

'Or it could be a virtue of monarchs.'

Then such a thought crossed my mind. That this wasn't Armein culture but monarch culture.

Certainly, bearing responsibility for an entire country is not a burden that a human can shoulder. To live as a monarch means not being human. It's not strange if their values are vastly different from those of ordinary nobles or commoners.

The yellow dog of the Sun Palace often showed behavior that wasn't human-like, so this is quite convincing. From the King of Armein's perspective, it might have genuinely been consideration.

"Count? Why are you looking at me like that?"
"I apologize. I was just thinking about how steadfast and great the noble individuals who lead countries and continents are."

The Emperor's brow furrowed slightly at my words.

To an ordinary listener, it would sound like common flattery, but he seemed to suspect, 'There's no way you would say such things to me.'

Always so perceptive. Is it part of monarch culture to immediately understand a sudden, contextless verbal jab? Indeed, monarchs are not human.

"I'm pleased that the Count understands and empathizes with my struggles. If I had known you were this understanding, I would have recommended Kracius instead of Himenisia."

And that thought was further reinforced thanks to the Emperor's counterattack.

Himenisia. After the Crown Prince of the Kingdom of Leon died, cutting off the line of succession, the Empire and Armein joined forces to establish a new royal family in Leon. Saying he would have recommended Kracius instead of Himenisia means he would have made me the King of Leon.

'This bastard.'

Thanks to that, not just an ordinary curse but a vicious one rose to the tip of my tongue.

There are things people can say and things they cannot. How dare he utter the absurdity of putting a Kracius in Himenisia's place? Even as a joke, there should be limits.

"But we cannot place a pillar of the Empire elsewhere. The Count must always remain as my minister."

But after hearing those words, I began to wonder which would be more painful—being the King of Leon or a minister of the Empire.

I shouldn't be contemplating such things.

***

It feels like I've cleared away all the garbage that was blocking the water flow.

The water that was trickling so slowly it made me feel stuffy is now forming a great river flowing toward the sea. So forcefully that I might get swept away if I'm not careful.

'I feel like my lifespan has increased.'

But this is much better than feeling stuffy. A turbulent stream can at least be controlled, but there's nothing you can do with a stream that doesn't flow.

Moreover, if you have powerful means to control the water flow, you can say you're moving toward the sea rather than being swept away by it.

'I should send a gift when everything is done.'


I smiled while leisurely sipping my coffee.

While serving as the Minister of Foreign Affairs, coffee had become a necessity rather than a luxury, but today I could afford to enjoy its aroma.

Because I had solved the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' biggest challenge—the issue of the last Great Power. Because everything was flowing smoothly thanks to the cooperation between the Empire and Armein.

"If the Saint joins us, it would mean that the Lord in Heaven is pleased to watch over the cooperation and unity of the continent's nations. Our King has decided to join the Empire's journey."

"Future historians will classify the world before and after the treaty organization as different worlds. At such a moment when this treaty organization takes its first step, how could we harbor ill feelings and obstruct it? Our country will follow the Empire's will."

"It is not an honor to become the Vice-Chair nation because of strength, but because of the choice of nations. We will gladly lend a hand to that honor."

'It went very smoothly.'

Recalling the declarations of cooperation from foreign ministers of various countries that had been pouring in through the communication channel, my smile widened to the point where the corners of my mouth nearly reached my ears.

They were very direct expressions of support and brilliant praise. It was a strange experience even for me, who had been a diplomat for decades. Just by selling one person's name, the chaotic diplomatic scene was instantly pacified.

That's how great the prestige of a living saint was, and how powerful those 8 votes were.

'When both justification and practical benefits are perfectly aligned, it would be stranger to resist.'

The justification that it's a selection by the "common opinion of multiple countries" rather than the Empire's unilateral decision, and that this is supported by a saint. The practical benefit that 8 votes, approaching a majority, have already been secured, and that the Empire effectively selects the last Great Power.

In such a situation, raising opposition would be tantamount to diplomatic suicide. Just like the insane behavior Quoronos showed when the special military operation took place in Leon.

'No matter how I think about it, selecting through a vote was a masterstroke.'

If the Empire had made a unilateral decision, there would inevitably be dissatisfaction regardless of the outcome. If you exercise the right to select a Great Power, you must also bear the obligation of other countries' dissatisfaction.

But they transformed this selection into an ostensibly fair vote. From the moment the Empire and Armein joined forces and 8 votes were consolidated, it was common sense that the Empire still had the choice, but now that it's a vote rather than a unilateral decision, the responsibility and dissatisfaction regarding the Great Power selection are distributed among everyone.

If someone fails to understand this and expresses dissatisfaction by pointing to the Empire? This can be strongly rebuked as a statement that ruins the historic first step of the treaty organization and a challenge to the Chair nation.

'Though the last Great Power is still undecided.'

I stroked my chin as I put down the empty cup.

Now the Empire doesn't need to shoulder all the resentment and dissatisfaction, but honestly, we haven't been delaying the Great Power designation out of fear of the nations' reactions. We simply haven't decided yet because there isn't a suitable country. If there had been a good country, we would have pushed forward while fully accepting the dissatisfaction.

But this too has become a thing of the past. Just as we've distributed the dissatisfaction, we can distribute the concerns as well.

'If we deliberate with Armein, the candidates will narrow down.'

Listen to the opinions of friendly nations including Armein, and choose a country that suits the Empire's taste among them. This way, both the Empire and Armein can benefit from the outcome.

Even if the first selected Great Power causes trouble, it doesn't matter. At that time, it would be sufficient to express a position like, "As a country that participated in Armein's proposal, we deeply regret this situation."

'How can it be this comfortable?'

I feel like I might cry from happiness.

Diplomacy where any action, any result is acceptable. If this is a dream, I hope I never wake up.


Surprisingly, as the Emperor promised, no work was assigned to me.

While the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was busy communicating with foreign ministries of various countries, I spent leisurely days at the mansion. Occasionally I dealt with nobles who contacted me to learn my intentions, but that was it. Beyond expressing a positive tone about the selection of the Great Power, I took no further action.

It's natural, but somehow touching. Since this was an agreement between the Emperor and the King of Armein, it would be stranger if it weren't kept, but I've been backstabbed by the Emperor more than once. So I worried that another "Sorry, but you need to do something" situation might arise.

"Lyutis says he's sorry. He said he feels bad for just complicating things for you."
'Good heavens.'

A few days after being caught in the King of Armein's unexpected maneuver, Lyutis once again used Erich as his messenger.

And it was to apologize. It wasn't about whether a royal should apologize to a noble or not, but the fact that Lyutis was the first to use expressions like "sorry" and "regret."

"He did act on the King's words, but he says he didn't know His Majesty would make a separate move."
"Even a prince doesn't know all of the King's movements. That's understandable."

I nodded while trying to suppress my indescribable bewilderment.

In this situation, Lyutis was just one of the chess pieces. What fault could a piece have for moving according to the player's will? Frankly speaking, a prince can't disobey his father's orders. And the order wasn't even unreasonable—just to deliver a message.

So Lyutis's apology was surprising and remarkable. It was completely different from his energetic and spirited behavior at the Academy.

'Has he changed since becoming a family man?'

To think that Lyutis would become such a considerate and gentle person. Perhaps he became a new person after getting married. If there was anything that could change his values and personality, it would be marriage.

'Yet when he was in love, he was so frustrating.'

When Lyutis and other problematic club members had feelings for Luise. Back then, he showed bizarre behavior somewhere between human and beast.

Who would have thought that guy would change like this in the few years since graduation? I certainly didn't. Probably neither did his friend Erich. Though Erich wasn't much different from Lyutis back then either.

"Tell him not to worry about it. Neither of us did anything wrong, so there's nothing to apologize for."

Erich stared at my face intently.

Thanks to that, my peaceful mind started to become uneasy. Why respond with silence when you could just say you understand?

"Brother. Or would you rather talk to Lyutis directly? He seems to be hoping for that too."
"What."

My hand trembled at this absurd suggestion.

What nonsense is that? Why should I contact Lyutis directly when you're his friend?

It would make sense if I had something to tell Lyutis and used you as a messenger. But it's unthinkable for me to do your job.

'Would a simple greeting be okay?'

But if Lyutis has transformed from a half-human eccentric to a sensible family man, perhaps a greeting would be fine? Since Lyutis apologized excessively first, it would be courteous for me, as the recipient of an unnecessary apology, to directly say it's okay.

Of course, I'd feel betrayed if Lyutis made that excessive apology with this in mind. Still, Lyutis is like the personification of the words "aggressive" and "bold." I don't want to think he apologized with such a petty intention.

"Well, I suppose it would be nice to exchange greetings after so long."
"Here."

As soon as I finished speaking, Erich thrust his communication device at me.

His reaction was so quick that my fist started to twitch again. I didn't mean to see his face this quickly.


"It's better to handle these things promptly. If we delay, Lyutis might make the first move."

But thinking of it as preventing Lyutis's preemptive strike, my hand automatically grabbed the communication device.

Preventing a preemptive strike is necessary. Rather than dealing with Lyutis's unpredictable actions, it's better to contact him right away.

- Oh, Torture Teacher! No, I should call you the Silent Duke now! It's been a long time!
"I too am delighted to see Your Highness. Have you been well?"
- Haha! What hardships could a mere prince have? Unlike my older brothers and sister, I'm living quite leisurely and peacefully!"

When I contacted Lyutis, a familiar face and familiar laughter greeted me.

Strangely, though I disliked the idea before calling, seeing his face made me feel oddly glad. Human emotions are truly complex.

- Ah, since you've contacted me, let me apologize again. If I had known my father would contact the Emperor separately, I wouldn't have bothered Erich and the Silent Duke.
"You're too kind. Your Highness contacted Erich for Armein's sake, and Erich, not taking friendship lightly, informed me of Your Highness's intentions. In this process, who is at fault, and who would harbor resentment?"
- I tried to apologize but ended up being comforted instead. How embarrassing.

As Lyutis burst into even louder laughter, I tilted my head.

Looking now, something was occasionally visible near Lyutis's chest. It was just barely outside the communication device's visible range, so I couldn't see it clearly, but something was definitely there.

"Excuse me, Your Highness."
- What is it?
"Forgive my rudeness, but something seems to be moving in Your Highness's arms. May I ask what it is?"

At my question, Lyutis smiled so brightly it was almost uncomfortable.

What is it? Why are you smiling like that? I immediately regretted asking.

- It's my treasure.
"Pardon?"

Before I could properly question him, Lyutis brought whatever was in his arms into the communication device's range.

'What.'

And seeing the small, delicate something captured by the communication device, I felt my mind go blank.

Those dazed eyes, those wiggling hands, small enough to be held with just one hand.

- Also the royal heir of Armein.

A baby.

"...Is this Your Highness's child?"
- Of course! Doesn't the baby look exactly like me?

Lyutis's baby.

"What? Your child?"

This seemed to be news even to Erich, as he interrupted the conversation between Lyutis and me while listening in a daze.

"Wow."

Then he let out a soft exclamation upon seeing Lyutis's child.

It was an exclamation filled with quite a lot of emotion.

***


The outline of the Great Power selection is becoming clearer.

With the Empire and Armein joining hands, 8 votes have been consolidated. Upon hearing this news, Zereno and Boryen also joined, successfully securing 10 votes—enough to easily win by majority. After that, several other countries expressed their intention to support the Empire's cause.

This means they will not oppose and will cast affirmative votes if the Empire and Armein propose the final Great Power. In fact, we've secured more than just 10 votes.

'Now we just need to determine the Great Power, and it will be perfect.'

I stroked my chin while looking at the report left by the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

The final Great Power candidates have been narrowed down to two countries. One is Zereno, which is more interested in maritime power than continental hegemony and encompasses the territory of the Papal States. The other is the Operant Principality, situated between the Empire and Armein. These are the two.

Zereno was expected, but it was quite surprising that Operant made it as a candidate. Officially, it will be called the Vice-Chair nation, but it's still a position referred to as a Great Power. Who would have guessed that a principality, not even a kingdom, would be a candidate for such a position?

And a principality that cannot be heavily influenced by the Empire and Armein. An inland country surrounded by the Empire, Armein, and Leon, making it difficult to act independently.

'In a way, it might be the most suitable candidate for the purpose of an elected Great Power.'

However, this weak presence and national power actually became the foundation for its candidacy.

It's a fact known to the continental powers that even the elected Great Power is selected by the Empire's will. No matter how much it's wrapped in the packaging of a vote, no country truly believes it has left the Empire's hands. If there were a country with such a naive diplomatic department, it would be better for them to suffer a harsh lesson and rebuild their diplomatic traditions.

The effect of this vote is solely to distribute the responsibility that the Empire would bear, and to show that, at least on the surface, the selection reflects the opinions of various countries. It's to give hope that a country can become an elected Great Power if it gains the support of various countries within the bounds of aligning with the Empire's national interests.

In that sense, the Operant Principality's rise to Great Power status would be the strongest promotion of all. If such a small country, not even a kingdom but a principality, can become a Great Power, other countries will be encouraged to think that they too can achieve it.

'If there's a treasure within reach, people will strive for the treasure rather than overturn the board.'

Then the competition among the continental powers will take place entirely within the treaty organization. That competition will not be about subduing opponents by force, but a fierce diplomatic battle to claim the position of elected Great Power.

"So I'm thinking of making the Operant Principality the final Great Power. The King of Armein was satisfied with it too."
- Is that so? That's truly fortunate.

So I shared this good news with the Count as well.

Things started to progress smoothly after the Count suggested the idea of an elected Great Power. Naturally, the Count also deserves to be the first to know the identity of the final Great Power.

- Then when do you plan to hold the vote?
"Late autumn or early winter? It's a gathering of special envoys from each country, so we can't rush it."
- I see.

The Count nodded and eventually let out a small laugh.

- Now that we just need to secure a majority of affirmative votes to solve the Foreign Ministry's challenge, it's truly fortunate.
"Indeed. In this situation, there's no way defecting votes would occur, so it's certain that the affirmative votes will exceed the majority. It's essentially as good as done."
- True. No matter how much they hide their identity, there would be a psychological burden to cast a defecting vote against the prevailing trend.
"Hmm?"

I tilted my head at the Count's words.

"Count. What do you mean by hiding their identity?"
- No one knows who voted for what, right? Of course, with a little calculation, one could figure out who defected, but it would be difficult to determine right there on the spot.
"Why wouldn't we know? Since voting is done by raising hands, the results would be visible whether you want to see them or not."
- Pardon?

This time, the Count tilted his head.

What's this? What's with that reaction of incomprehension?

Where exactly are our thoughts diverging?

An awkward silence lingered.

Neither the Emperor on the other end of the communication device nor I holding it could speak, just staring blankly at each other.

'A show of hands vote?'

Taking advantage of the silence, I mulled over what the Emperor had said.

A show of hands vote. A voting method where one expresses their position by raising their hand in front of everyone. A public vote where it's clear who voted in favor, against, or abstained.

But conducting the final Great Power selection that way? Openly in front of all nations?

'I naturally assumed it would be a secret ballot.'

In truth, the Emperor hadn't specified whether the Great Power selection would be public or private. He thought the former was obvious so didn't mention it, while I had such a strong association of 'voting=secret' that I naturally assumed the latter.

'I suppose a show of hands is more reasonable.'

As I thought more deeply, I realized the Emperor's statement was correct.

The world I previously lived in did operate on the principle of secret ballots. However, even in that world, votes with political and diplomatic consequences were cast openly with names attached.

For example, in parliament or treaty organizations similar to the UN. This Great Power selection vote is the first vote of a transcontinental treaty organization encompassing the entire world, so conducting it as a show of hands is indeed proper.

'Hiding names in matters of national interest only intensifies negative side effects.'

Moreover, if each country has sent special envoys to participate in the vote, all agreements have essentially been finalized behind the scenes. The vote is merely a procedure to bring those backroom agreements into the light.

What if during that procedure, an envoy goes mad, breaks the backroom agreement, and flips off the monarch who appointed them by casting a rebellious vote? What if it's not even public, making it difficult to identify who caused the trouble? The continental diplomatic community would explode that very day.

'Ugh.'

Just imagining it made me shudder.

This time, my slip was correct. While it's inconceivable to conduct all votes by show of hands, at least votes held in treaty organizations should all be conducted by show of hands.

"A vote that conceals identity..."

Just as I finished my self-reflection, the Emperor casually spoke.

"Come to think of it, the Pope is elected by secret ballot, not public vote. The Count, being a holy person, must be familiar with the Order's methods."

With that, he smoothed over my secret ballot comment as 'an opinion expressed due to familiarity with the Order's methods as a holy person.'

Thank you. I nearly became a traitor who attempted to hurl a massive pile of dung into the continental diplomatic community. If a member of the Order mentions the Order's methods, no one would find it strange.

Actually, the Emperor will probably keep this comment to himself. There's no benefit to letting this comment leak out, even if there's no harm either.

"Of course, while I asked you as a holy person to observe this Great Power selection, it would be troublesome to use the holy person's method for the selection process."
"I apologize, Your Majesty."

With those words, the Emperor naturally moved past the secret ballot comment—

"Hmm."
"Your Majesty?"

He stopped as he was about to move on.


The Emperor suddenly stroked his chin, deep in thought. Seeing this, an instinctive sense of unease filled my chest.

Good things rarely follow when that bastard reacts like this. About nine times out of ten, something annoying and frustrating happens, so my experience of suffering under the Emperor began screaming at me to be careful.

"A secret ballot might not be bad if we want to create a truly fair impression."
"Pardon?"

I was horrified by the nonsense that followed.

The very person who just mentioned secret ballots had backed away after realizing their drawbacks, yet the one who had advocated for a show of hands was now interested in secrecy.

'No way.'

My hand holding the communication device trembled pitifully.

Don't do this, you madman. If you advocate for a secret ballot, the Minister of Foreign Affairs will be horrified, and before long, they'll figure out who put this crazy idea in the Emperor's head. Then I'll be the villain who's tricked the Minister of Foreign Affairs twice. I'd be earning the enmity of the third-highest official in the administration.

"Your Majesty. Isn't trustworthiness as important as fairness? How could we entrust the continental and national course of action to an individual servant's conscience by guaranteeing secrecy to special envoys who act on behalf of their monarchs?"
"Hmm, that's true."

The Emperor immediately nodded at my desperate persuasion.

This situation is both strange and complex. Our positions on the voting method were clearly different, yet they've completely reversed in just a few minutes.

"Instead, if the day comes to impeach a selected Great Power, how about using a secret ballot then? It's best if such a day never comes, but the future is unpredictable."
"That... seems reasonable."

I nodded with somewhat mixed feelings.

If impeachment of a selected Great Power were also done by show of hands, it would be like saying, "I wish to engrave a catastrophe that will be remembered in your country's diplomatic history forever." So for votes that could make national relations extremely awkward, wouldn't a secret ballot be better?

"Thanks to the Count, I've created a provision I hadn't considered. Thank you, Count."
"I am honored, Your Majesty."

I bowed slightly as I watched the Emperor chuckle.

Somehow, regardless of my intentions, I feel like I'm gradually contributing to the structure of the treaty organization. I fear I might end up receiving some honorary position in the treaty organization.

'Please, anything but that.'

I closed my eyes and prayed fervently without realizing it.

The titles already on my shoulders are enough to drive me insane; if I receive another title from a continental organization, I might truly go mad.

The news that the Operant Duchy had become the final Great Power (candidate) spread quickly.

However, it seems to have spread only among high-ranking officials in certain departments, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, rather than throughout the entire social circle. Only some of those who greeted me casually brought up Operant.

Well, that makes sense. Though the probability is low, if by some chance Operant fails to ascend to Great Power status, wouldn't the Empire's face be damaged? Besides, it's a diplomatic confidential matter, not something to gossip about everywhere.

'The news that they're deliberating on the final Great Power selection and the news that a Great Power candidate has been decided are on different levels.'

Anyone could predict the former, but the latter is naturally unknown unless disclosed by someone involved. Fortunately, there don't seem to be any loose-lipped officials in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

...

'Operant, huh.'


By the way, I still can't believe that the Operant Duchy has risen as the final Great Power candidate.

The Operant Duchy is an obscure minor nation sandwiched between the Empire and Armein. It's merely a shrimp nation that was previously pressured by the Empire due to its stronger pro-Armein than pro-Empire tendencies, and has only recently found some relief as the relationship between the two whales—the Empire and Armein—rapidly grew closer.

To think that a mere shrimp would be invited to the table where the Empire, Armein, and Yuven play, and bear the name of a Great Power. If I told this to the former Minister of Foreign Affairs, they would laugh it off as a strange joke.

'Even a minor nation can become an equal Great Power if it receives the majority's choice.'

But apart from the unexpectedness and slight bewilderment, Operant's rise to Great Power status is a decision full of benefits.

An elected Great Power has the same rights as a permanent Great Power. Although there's a term limit, and they can be impeached for misconduct during their term, as long as they follow the rules, they can wield the same authority as Armein and Yuven, the second and third strongest powers on the continent.

If a minor nation like Operant occupies that coveted position, it becomes easier to secure the next position. Other nations will gain confidence thinking, "If they can do it, why can't we?"

'Could they end up being claimed in reverse order of national power?'

Such a thought suddenly crossed my mind. Could the competition become so fierce from the second vote onwards that the nations just above Operant, and then those above them, claim the positions sequentially?

Though there's no evidence, it's quite plausible. Operant's rise might establish a precedent that elected Great Power positions should be given to weaker nations first. Perhaps the positions won't even reach middle powers, but will be passed around among minor nations.

'That would be fine too.'

If minor nations occupy the Great Power positions, that's beneficial in its own way. Doesn't it mean that one of the reasons for establishing the treaty organization—kicking away the ladder—has been successfully implemented?

When a middle power holds Great Power authority, there's a possibility it could evolve into a major power, but if minor nations physically block middle powers, the Empire and the two major powers will be nothing but satisfied. Honestly, even with Great Power authority, minor nations can't grow into nations that threaten major powers.

'Hmm?'

As I was satisfied with this outcome that made almost everyone happy, I noticed a commotion outside the window and approached it.

Despite having closed the window, the noise from outside was still audible inside. Just how loud was it out there?

'What's going on?'

Glancing outside, I saw the guards at the main gate and the gardeners tending to the garden all shouting while looking in the same direction.

But the direction seemed strange. The guards, gardeners, and passersby in front of the mansion were all looking up at the sky. As if something had appeared in the air.

'I can't see it from here.'

Unfortunately, they were all looking at the sky above the mansion, so I couldn't see it. Whatever it was seemed to have appeared behind the mansion. Should I go down to the garden now?

"M-Master!"
"Butler?"

Just as I was about to leap down to the garden after a brief deliberation, the butler violently flung the door open.

Barging into my room without permission—such a bold action. This was absolutely not something the butler would normally do, so I inwardly sighed.

Something major must have happened. Otherwise, the butler wouldn't act like this.

"A d-dragon! A dragon is flying toward the Magic Tower!"
"...What?"

My mind froze at the butler's report.

What on earth is he talking about?

The dragon was flying toward the magic tower.

Despite being just one short sentence, it was completely incomprehensible. Even though it contained a clear subject, verb, and object.

'Is this a dream?'

I had that thought while looking at the butler who was breathing heavily, as if he had rushed here in a hurry.

I must be dreaming. Since the founding of the Empire, dragons have lived peacefully in caves or mountains. Except for periodically providing blood to the Empire as per the covenant between the Emperor and the previous Dragon Lord, dragons are beings that have no interaction with humans.

Yet such a dragon not only left its territory but flew to the Capital? And boldly headed toward the magic tower, a landmark?

'What on earth is happening?'

I'm confused. I can't understand this situation, and my brain isn't even trying to make sense of it.

If I were ignorant about dragons, I might have activated my happy circuits and thought, 'Maybe the dragon just came out for some fresh air?' But thanks to Atelius, I'm fairly knowledgeable about dragons. Dragons would never leave their territory for such a trivial reason as wanting some fresh air.

I can guarantee this not only because of Atelius but also as someone who has seen the Dragon Lord. Those beings clearly understand what ripple effects their actions might cause.

'Maybe it's not a dragon but a lizard?'

Soon I started thinking that perhaps the dragon flying toward the magic tower wasn't a dragon at all, but a winged lizard.

It's a crazy thought, but surprisingly plausible. The dragons I know would never act so casually, and most people in the Capital, including my butler, have never even seen a dragon's claw. They might have mistaken a winged lizard for a dragon.

Of course, the probability of a rare and strange creature like a giant winged lizard suddenly appearing is quite low, but still higher than the chance of a dragon leaving its territory.

"I'll be heading to the magic tower for a bit. If the servants become agitated, please calm them down."
"Yes, Master. Please return safely."

I nodded casually at the butler's words and started walking.

If what's flying to the magic tower is just some lizard, I'll start with a sky slash. With any creature, establishing dominance first makes communication easier.

Even if it's a real dragon, it doesn't matter. I have Atelius, an ancient dragon acquaintance; the Emperor has the Dragon Lord as his backup; and over in the national cemetery, there's a being that surpasses both of them.

'How can I be so unconcerned?'

As I walked, I couldn't help but laugh.

A dragon, or some flying creature of similar caliber, attacking the Capital. Clearly this should be a tense emergency that fills me with crisis, but I don't feel nervous at all.

The dragons of this world, even excluding the Lord who cherishes and loves the Livnomans, generally have pro-Empire tendencies. Such dragons wouldn't appear to attack the Empire, and if by chance one did appear with hostile intent, other dragons would rush in to beat it up.

Perhaps that's why, despite hearing news of a dragon's appearance, I felt nothing but bewilderment. It's like hearing about an Adelie penguin appearing in the Sahara Desert.

'Adelie dragon...'

Though I haven't even seen its color yet, in my mind it's just an Adelie dragon.

If you have complaints, file a formal protest through the Dragon Lord.

Naturally, the Capital was thrown into confusion by this sudden major event. For ordinary people who might never see even a single scale or claw of a dragon in their lifetime, it's not strange that they'd be confused when one flies in broad daylight.

The fortunate thing is that while they're confused, the citizens of the Capital haven't been consumed by fear and fled. The friendship between the Empire and dragons is a famous tale among the imperial citizens.

It's a peculiar situation—an unexpected being has appeared, but there's a belief that it's not dangerous. People wonder why it appeared, but don't feel enough fear to run away.

'Someone might think a protest is happening.'

As I got closer to the magic tower, I encountered a considerable crowd. The citizens of the Capital, remembering the beautiful tale between the Emperor and the previous Dragon Lord, chose to rush to the magic tower to see the dragon rather than flee.

Truly brave and bold citizens. The heavenly Emperor would be pleased to see this sight.


"Let me through."

However, there were so many brave and bold citizens that I had to ask for their understanding to make my way through.

This experience is unfamiliar and embarrassing. No one has ever blocked my path before. Even I, treated as the Empire's de facto ruler, am just a helpless little boat before this wave of citizens.

"L-Lord Silence!"
"Lord Serbet, the Duke's proxy, is passing! Everyone make way!"
"Bow your heads! The Duke's proxy is passing!"
'Oh boy.'

I inwardly sighed as the crowd parted like the Red Sea.

It's very rare for ordinary citizens to remember a noble's face, but unfortunately, I had once joined the imperial family's parade and shown my face throughout the Capital. That's why there are citizens who recognize me.

I'm not sure if I should like this or not. For a noble to be famous among commoners, they must have either bestowed great benevolence or imposed tyranny, and in good conscience, I'm not the former.

"Kal."

As I approached the magic tower, worrying about how my name would be remembered by the citizens, I could see Trixie who had come out of the magic tower along with other magicians.

"Trixie? You were outside?"

Only after speaking did I realize I'd asked a strange question.

Not just Trixie, but all the magicians from the tower naturally had to be outside.

'It's quite a spectacle up close.'

A white dragon had gently landed on top of the magic tower.

If a dragon lands on top of the building where you stay, it's natural to go outside. Stubbornly remaining inside would be beyond what could be called safety insensitivity.

'At least it doesn't seem hostile.'

After briefly greeting Trixie and then the Vice Tower Master, I looked up at the white dragon at the top.

The dragon, which had instantly made the magic tower its perch and was receiving all the attention from the Capital's citizens, was just sitting at the top of the tower, blankly staring at the ground. If it had intended to attack the Capital, it couldn't be so leisurely, and if it had demands for the Empire, it couldn't be so quiet.

This made the confusion even greater. If it made such a dramatic entrance, shouldn't it show its next move? Why is it just sitting there?

"Has nothing happened while I was coming?"

While absentmindedly looking at the dragon, I casually asked Trixie.

Perhaps it had shown its next move while I was rushing from the mansion. I couldn't rule out the possibility that it had made demands to the tower and was now waiting for Trixie's response.

"No. Nothing at all. It just suddenly flew in from the north and sat on the magic tower. That's all."
"Really?"

But the answer that came back was cold and cruel. The dragon really had just occupied the top of the magic tower without any statement or action.

'Ah.'

While I was wondering if I should send the citizens gathering at the magic tower back to their homes, the communication crystal in my pocket began to emit light.

Judging by the soft purple light seeping out, it seems to be a contact from the Emperor. Certainly, a dragon appearing in the Capital would alarm even the Emperor.

"Long live Emperor. Kracius Fam—"
- Are you at the magic tower?
"Yes, Your Majesty. I'm with Trixie."
- That's reassuring to hear.


After reflexively answering the direct question that cut straight to the point, I heard the Emperor sigh softly through the communication crystal.

The Emperor would know best that dragons wouldn't harm the imperial family or the Empire. Nevertheless, an unprecedented situation had occurred in imperial history, so it was proper for a monarch to prepare for any contingency.

A situation where Trixie and I might have to engage in combat with the dragon.

- So, what does our visitor at the magic tower say?
"Well, they haven't said anything yet."
- Hmm.
"But just as they haven't said anything, they haven't done anything either. They're just sitting on the magic tower looking down at the ground, except..."

I couldn't finish my sentence and just stood there with my mouth open.

The white dragon took off into the air again and flew south.

Very high, very fast. As if it had no attachment to this Capital at all.

- Count?
"Y-Your Majesty. It just left the Capital."
- What?

I couldn't say anything to the Emperor's reaction that seemed to ask what on earth I was talking about.

I couldn't understand what was happening either.

'Why did it come here in the first place?'

Did dragons suddenly start some kind of Capital attendance event?

Fortunately, we had someone who could explain the dragon's eccentric behavior.

"A dragon visited the Capital?"
"It was only for a very brief moment, but it definitely visited the Capital and then left again."

Atelius, who reigns as an elder among elders even among dragons. In terms of pure age, he far surpasses even the current Lord. I consulted this ancient being.

A dragon landed on the magic tower and then left again, what did he think of this?

"That's strange. A dragon left its territory for an outing?"

Atelius also looked perplexed at my question.

Even to a fellow dragon, this was a difficult situation to understand. That's how tremendous a storm had passed through the Capital.

"White, a white dragon."

Still, this strange situation seemed to pique Atelius's interest, as he tapped the ground with his tail while muttering the information I had provided.

"Ah."

Then he let out a soft exclamation,

"This dragon. You said it appeared from the north?"
"Yes, that's right."
"How big was it?"
"Well, it was embarrassingly small compared to you or the Lord, but..."
"I think I know who it is."

He lowered his head with a small sigh.

"I'm sorry. It seems an immature one couldn't control its curiosity and caused trouble."
"Pardon?"

In an instant, the dragon attack event had been reduced to the mischief of an immature child.

In broad daylight, when citizens were engaged in active economic activities creating substantial foot traffic, a dragon boldly flew in from the north and landed on the magic tower—the tallest building in the Capital and practically a landmark.

Fortunately, dragons have been friendly, or at least neutral, toward the Empire and Imperial Family since the Emperor's time. Otherwise, the Capital might have been awash with blood and wailing. Despite dragons having been hunted by humans during the Apels Empire era, that was only possible due to Apels' insane technology and disregard for human life. Even the Empire would have to prepare for significant casualties if it needed to subdue a rampaging dragon in the Capital.

That's why I went to Atelius after the dragon, who had made this surprise visit, flew back south. I needed to understand why the dragon had exhibited such unusual behavior to develop countermeasures and have something to tell the startled citizens of the Capital.

"It... caused trouble?"
"Yes."

However, the answer I received was as difficult to comprehend as the dragon's surprise visit.

Still immature? Unable to control its curiosity? Causing trouble?

'Are those adjectives that can be applied to a dragon?'

I was so suspicious that Atelius might be joking. Why is he describing a dragon like a mischievous five-year-old?

Unfortunately, Atelius isn't the type to joke around. Moreover, the sigh he just let out was a genuine one filled with emotion. If that was acting, then a talented performer was wasting away in a cave when they could be making history in the continental theater world.

"There's only one white dragon that would leave its territory and fly in from the north. It's the youngest among us dragons."

As I remained silent, unable to overcome my confusion, Atelius continued in a bitter voice.

"Dragons live immortal lives unless there's a special reason not to. Because of this, they have little obsession with leaving descendants, and having children is very rare, making young dragons difficult to find."

My posture automatically became more respectful at those words.

Atelius had lost his wife and child because of Apels. As a result, he was very reluctant to mention his past or young dragons, yet he had just mentioned his own wounds for the sake of explanation.

"When the previous Lord gave birth to the current Lord, it was practically a celebration and blessing for all dragons. Not simply because the child was the previous Lord's offspring, but because it was a new dragon born after a long time."
"It was that significant."
"Indeed. The birth of a young dragon brought joy not only to the parents but to all dragons."

Atelius then stared blankly into space, as if recalling when his own child was born.

I felt an indescribable guilt rising within me. The dragon hadn't caused any trouble and had simply disappeared, so I could have just let it go as a cute event. I unnecessarily asked Atelius and made him recall bitter memories.

"...Anyway, the current Lord was also born after a very long time and is quite young among us dragons. More accurately, 'young' would be the right expression."

But Atelius spoke again before I could offer any comfort.

"And the white dragon that appeared in the Capital is the youngest of our dragons, born even later than the Lord. You could call it our youngest."
"So that's why you said it lacks maturity."
"It was born just a few decades ago. Exactly 46 years ago, I believe? Even though I had little interest in the outside world, I couldn't help but hear about the birth of our youngest."
'46 years ago.'

I nodded, somewhat dazed by such a specific timeframe.

A 46-year-old dragon would be about the same age as my father. However, 46 years for an immortal dragon and 46 years for a human are inevitably different. Just as Trixie's age would change if converted to human years.

So how old would a 46-year-old dragon be in human terms? Pure-blooded elves are roughly considered at 10%, so dragons at 1%? No, considering immortality, even 1% seems too much.

'Still, after living for 46 years, shouldn't it have matured by now?'

Such a thought crossed my mind momentarily, but I quickly dismissed it.

How dare I, a mere mortal who barely lives a hundred years, try to judge an immortal? If Atelius says it lacks maturity, then 46 years must be a very short time for dragons. The white dragon that appeared in the Capital is indeed a baby dragon still lacking common sense.


"Also, as you know, the relationship between dragons and the Imperial Family has been very friendly since the Emperor founded the Empire. Humans either view dragons as distant beings above the sky or as elders to be respected. So that child, born after the founding of the Empire, has too little caution or distance toward humans."
'Ah.'

I immediately understood with his next words.

It's a dragon that's still practically a toddler with incomplete common sense. Not only is it lacking in common sense, but it also has the curiosity typical of young children. On top of that, it doesn't fear humans and has the initiative to approach them without hesitation?

It's surprising that this young dragon has only now been observed in the human world. It wouldn't have been strange if it had appeared 10 or 20 years ago, not just today.

"I heard it was living quietly because its parents were taking good care of it, but seeing it suddenly appear in the Capital... I think it probably escaped while its parents weren't paying attention."
"Oh dear."

A sigh reflexively escaped me at these truly unfortunate words.

A child equivalent to just 4 or 5 years old escaped home and went on a journey while its parents weren't looking. As a parent myself, it's a terrible situation that would break my heart.

If it were a grown child traveling, I wouldn't worry as much, but a child wandering alone without fear or caution toward humans is concerning.

"By now, they must be wondering how to catch the escaped one. If they appear in their true form, humans will be even more confused, but moving in human form has many inconveniences."
"...I'll do my best to persuade the runaway to return."
"Before that, go to the Lord and explain the situation. Then the Lord will persuade the child's parents."
"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."
"Good. I'm counting on you."

I clearly went to Atelius to find out why the dragon had appeared, but by the end of our conversation, I had received a quest to "Find the Runaway Baby Dragon."

It seems odd, but there's no choice. As Atelius said, the parent dragons must be on the verge of losing their minds. If it were me, I might have gone crazy if one of my children had run away alone.

'Since it doesn't fear humans, approaching it should be easy.'

I organized my thoughts while sighing inwardly.

It's a dragon that doesn't fear humans and doesn't harm them either. If I had to make a comparison, it's like a tourist wandering around a zoo, going here and there.

The problem is locating it due to its active behavior and curiosity, but once I find its location, I believe there won't be any issues approaching and talking to it.

'With my luck, I might end up traveling with a dragon.'

Eventually, an ominous thought crossed my mind.

Even if I manage to approach the dragon, I can't force it to return if it throws a tantrum and insists on playing more. I'll just have to stay by its side and relay real-time information to reassure the parent dragons.

The future seems overwhelming just imagining it.

I rushed to the Lord to inform him about the runaway baby dragon and proposed to the Emperor that I track the dragon.

It was more of a notification than a proposal. I would somehow track the baby dragon, so I asked that local officials be instructed to report any sightings.

'At least I need to know its route.'

Considering a dragon's speed, catching up won't be easy, but thanks to its huge size, we can at least know where it passed through. Then I can predict its route and lie in wait in advance.

- What about pursuing it while riding Jizz?
"Pardon?"

I had briefly considered this.


- Isn't Jizz quite fast too? It might be better to pursue with Jizz rather than moving by teleportation.

Until the Emperor suggested an aerial pursuit.

'Indeed.'

It was surprising but quite a reasonable suggestion. If I were to pursue the dragon, teleportation would be my only option, but teleportation has issues with casting speed and calculating coordinates for the destination. Not to mention the problems with the mage's stamina and mana.

Moving through magic circles would be inefficient as it limits travel to specific locations. In that case, pursuing on Jizz makes more sense.

- Besides, according to the Count, this dragon is curious by nature. If a giant bird follows it, wouldn't it become interested and approach the Count?
'Oh.'

Even deploying a big bird that can't be seen anywhere else to attract the runaway dragon's attention—another proposal that makes sense, making me nod involuntarily.

"I'm deeply moved by Your Majesty's wisdom. I will pursue on Jizz as you've wisely advised."
- Once reports of its whereabouts come in, I will immediately relay them to you, so keep your communication device at hand.
"Yes, Your Majesty."

With those words, I hurriedly set off.

I need to ride Jizz from the northern edge to catch the dragon that flew south from the Capital. I'll have to ask Jizz for near-light speed, so there's no time to waste.

'I'm sure Jizz will be happy too.'

One might think this is sudden overwork, but let's think positively. When else would Jizz get to legally fly across the entire Empire?

This is also a surprise event for Jizz.

***

Everything was new after coming outside from living in a cave.

To think I hadn't seen such wonderful and beautiful sights for over 40 years. I wonder how long Dad and Mom are going to treat me like a child.

'I'm perfectly fine on my own.'

I rested in a place with many humans earlier, and nothing happened. Rather, everyone was busy admiring me.

'Huh?'

While I was contemplating whether to go all the way south and then back north, something strange entered my field of vision.

'A cow?'

It was a cow. The cow itself wasn't strange since I'd seen one before.

'Why is that cow so big?'

The problem was that this cow was the size of a hill.

Wow. Such cows exist in the outside world? How much of my dragon life have I missed by not seeing something like this for over 40 years?

Today, I'm feeling a bit resentful toward Dad and Mom.

While I was tending to the children's meals, I felt a strong and free-spirited energy coming from the northeast and looked up.

At first, I thought it might be Jizz flying in. I had never felt such lively and unpredictable energy from anyone but Jizz.

'No, it's not.'

But the faint figure visible in the distance wasn't Jizz.

Though its wings were spread wide like Jizz's, unlike Jizz, it had arms. Moreover, its pure white color was something Jizz could only achieve if covered in snow while flying.

Looking closely, it was also smaller than Jizz. Besides being a flying creature with a free-spirited energy, there were no other similarities.

'It doesn't seem hostile.'

I gradually moved forward, watching the approaching white figure.

Though it was an unfamiliar visitor, fortunately it didn't seem to harbor any malicious intent. Whatever its business might be, it was coming here for its own reasons.

"Everyone, step back. We'll have a visitor soon, so we need to make space."

I made all the children lingering nearby retreat behind me.

Though smaller than Jizz, it was by no means small objectively. A creature of that size would need considerable space to land, and if the children were wandering about, both the visitor and the children could get hurt.

"Hmm?"

As I prepared to welcome the visitor and looked at the white being again, I could finally take in its full appearance.

"A dragon?"

It was a dragon. Though embarrassingly small compared to an adult, it was definitely a dragon.

I'm certain because I saw them a few times before I fell asleep. Dragons are beings you can't easily forget once you've seen them.

"Wow, it looks even bigger up close!"

Due to the sudden visit and unexpected identity, I couldn't say anything while the white dragon landed in front of me, flapping its wings and exclaiming in admiration.

"When you walk, does the ground shake? Oh, your feet are misty like fog? How fascinating!"

Soon it was wandering around my feet, poking my body with its wings or staring intently at my feet.

What a curious child. The dragons I've seen were either solemn or completely silent, but this one seems like a newborn specimen.

"What do you eat to maintain this size? If you eat grass, you'd need to consume an entire mountain, right?"
"I eat mana. I can eat grass too, but as you said, I'd need to eat an entire mountain to feel full, which is inefficient."
"Huh?"

When I spoke, the young dragon opened its eyes wide and stepped back a few paces.

"You can talk too!?"
"Wouldn't a talking big cow be more fascinating than just a big cow?"
"Wooooow!"

Seeing the young dragon's sparkling eyes, the corners of my mouth turned up.

Such a lively and pure visitor has come. It feels like looking at Kal's children and the imperial children of this empire.

'So dragons have this phase too.'

At the same time, watching a young dragon instead of an adult one up close gave me an indescribably strange and wondrous feeling.

Dragons seem like beings that would be wise and solemn from birth. To think that even dragons had such personalities when young. To see a lively and pure dragon in person—what experience and knowledge could be more precious?

"Is this your first time seeing a talking beast?"
"Yes! First time!"

When I casually asked the young dragon, who was still flapping its wings, it quickly nodded in affirmation.


That means it hasn't met Leviathan and Jizz, or the small beasts that accompany Kal. I wondered if it might be connected to them, but apparently not.

'Just a child out on an excursion.'

Coming to that conclusion, I watched the young dragon showing interest in the children behind me.

Even if young, a dragon is still a dragon. It wouldn't have the temperament to harm or hurt someone else's animals recklessly.

"Would you like to play with these children? There must be many you've never seen before."
"That's right! That long-nosed one and that long-necked one! And that one with the long horns! And those two over there!"

At my suggestion, the young dragon rushed toward the children as if it had been waiting for this.

It ran rather than flew. Given my size, even if they're right behind me, there's quite a distance, and the sight of it running that distance on two legs was quite impressive.

"Kwaaaargh!"
'Hmm.'

The child Kal left in my care also ran quickly to welcome the surprise visitor.

"Kwaaaargh!"

Then it opened its mouth wide and spread its wings.

What a peculiar greeting every time I see it. It greets me, the giraffe, the elephant, and the hippo in the same way.

"Huh? What's this?"
"It's a pelican. It's greeting you because it's happy to see you, so you don't need to worry much."
"Ohhh..."

The young dragon stared at the pelican for a long time, and then...

"Kraaaaaaah!"

It also opened its mouth wide toward the pelican.

"Uh, mmmrrr!"
"Pwooooo!"

The other animals were startled by the loud roar, but fortunately, they didn't run around in panic.

These children also know that the young dragon was simply making a loud noise. If it had been a cry filled with killing intent or fighting spirit, they would have fled without looking back.

"Behimoooooos!"
"Hmm?"

While watching the young dragon and the pelican opening their mouths at each other, I heard a familiar voice and turned my head back to the northeast.

"Jizz?"

This time it really was Jizz. Seeing the small human figure on its back, it seems Kal has come along too.

First the young dragon, and now Jizz and Kal. In a brief moment, pleasant and unexpected visitors are coming one after another.

'This child must be the cause.'

The young dragon turned its head north at Jizz's voice.

Given the circumstances, it's clear that this child led Jizz and Kal here too.

***

Fortunately, we succeeded in catching up with the runaway little dragon.

I'm still doubtful whether the word "runaway" can be applied to a dragon, but sadly, it's a real creature in this world. If blame must be placed, it should be on the curious little dragon, or on the parent dragons who failed to properly manage their child.

Of course, neither is an entity that a mere mortal like me can complain to. Truly a sad situation.

"A dragon that ran away without saying anything?"

"Yes. It even rested in the capital before moving this way. Thanks to that, the entire capital was in chaos."

When I shared this sadness with Behimos, he let out a sigh that sounded like an exclamation.

Behimos once reigned as a god, and after losing his divine status, he served as the shield of the Trika Empire. Although that period was brief as he soon fell asleep, he's still a being that has lived for a considerable time.

Even such a Behimos seems to be seeing a runaway little dragon for the first time. In fact, if there had been many runaway dragons in the continent's history, that would be more problematic.

"Kwak, kwaaaak!"
"Kraaaah!"
"Kraaang!"
'Ah.'

Just as I was trying to grasp my fading consciousness, I closed my eyes tightly at the three cries coming from behind Behimos.

Kwakkwak, whom I left with Behimos due to its extremely troublesome personality. This incredibly brave creature didn't back down even against a dragon, and the dragon and Jizz recognized Kwakkwak's behavior as a greeting and play, so they were busy roaring together.

What kind of scene is this? My head is already aching, why do I have to see such a sight?

"It seems like a very pure and good-natured child. Learning that even dragons grow up like this when they're young is a rare experience I might not have had even if I lived thousands more years."
"That's true."

But the sigh was brief. Behimos defended the runaway dragon with a gentle and soft voice.

Although it caused a major incident by running away, it didn't have malicious intent, so be generous and forgive it. That dragon is just a child overflowing with curiosity about the world.

To be honest, I would have to forgive it even without the defense. As I said before, a mere mortal can't complain or get angry at a dragon.

"Many citizens were surprised because it traversed the empire, but apart from that, there was no damage."

Besides, the grounds for complaint are vague.

That dragon is only guilty of flying through the sky. Bluntly put, no one would get angry at a bird for flying in the sky. The problem is just that this bird is overwhelmingly large, strong, and wise.

"So. What will you do now?"
"What indeed."

I felt my breath catch at Behimos's subsequent question.

Yes, what now? Successfully encountering the runaway dragon is encouraging, but that's as far as the success goes.

"Great one, surely your parents must be very worried. Won't you return to your cave now?"
"No! Do you know how hard it was for me to get out? If I go back now, I'll be confined to the cave for 100 years!"

As soon as I confirmed the white dragon with Behimos, I immediately attempted a conversation and made a heartfelt plea for it to return home because its parents would be worried.

But it didn't work. Sornieena—the runaway little dragon experiencing the outside world for the first time in its 46 years of dragon life—insisted it couldn't go back.

It knows too. After pulling off this historic runaway show, stricter surveillance and confinement await if it returns home.

"You, Kal, right? The human who's friends with Uncle Atelius! Help me out!"
"What?"

Perhaps that's why Sornieena tried to persuade me instead.

Meanwhile, I was perplexed that this youngest dragon knew of my existence. If even this little one knows, it essentially means all dragons know about me. How did the name of a mere human spread among dragons?

"Please convince my dad and mom! If they promise not to punish me, I'll go back!"

Naturally, more heartbreaking than having my name spread among dragons who are rarely seen was the fact that I had to appease parents who were likely furious about their child's escape.

'Life, really.'

I sighed softly as I looked at Sornieena.

I had planned to stick by Sornieena's side as an escort, monitor, and guide if it refused to return. However, I didn't expect to be asked to be a shield against its parents.

As expected of a dragon, a symbol of wisdom, it easily defies the predictions of mortals.

Investigate the mysterious dragon that appeared in the Capital. (Completed)

Make contact and converse with the runaway baby dragon who left her parents' care. (Completed)

Convince the dragon parents 'on behalf of' their runaway only child and get their promise not to scold her. (In progress)

'What a ridiculous chain of quests.'

Who could possibly understand that this entire story revolves around a 46-year-old baby white dragon who ran away from home? If I submitted such a report to the Emperor, he would seriously ask if I'd been hit in the head by a dragon.

But it's true. Because of one dragon that suddenly appeared in the Capital, the snowball kept rolling and growing, and now I find myself in a crisis where I, a mere mortal, must convince a dragon couple who lost their child (who is perfectly fine) to forgive her.

'How on earth am I supposed to handle this?'

I looked at Sorniena, who was happily playing and giggling without a care in the world.

If she were a real child rather than a dragon, I would have given her a knock on the head or tucked her under my arm and returned her home. But unfortunately, even though she's small, she's still a dragon, so that's impossible. Size really is the ultimate advantage.

'This isn't a problem for humans to solve—a Lord should handle this.'

Eventually, I sighed while rubbing my forehead.

It's so frustrating. Among dragons, the birth of new life is extremely rare, so when someone else's child is born, it's considered a celebration for all dragonkind. If that's the case, a parent's love for their child must be equal to or greater than that of humans. In such a situation, could I possibly convince the parents? Shouldn't the Lord, as head of the clan, step in?

'I probably won't be able to get their promise not to scold her.'

After thinking carefully, I realized that if it were the Lord, he would comfort the parents but wouldn't make promises like, "We won't scold you, so please come back." As a Lord, he might reprimand the troublemaking youngest, but he wouldn't make promises that would encourage bad behavior.

But I'm different. Being nothing more than a human, I have no choice but to comply with the dragon's request.

Wait, could that little rascal have calculated this and asked me on purpose? If that's the case, it's infuriating and brings tears to my eyes.

"Your Majesty."
- Count? Have you made contact with her?

As I contacted the Emperor with a heavy heart, he immediately threw aside all formal greetings and asked about Sorniena's situation.

I understand. Even though Sorniena is just a runaway baby dragon, she's the first dragon to show herself to the people since Eimanka II's death. It must be quite nerve-wracking to have such a big event happen during his reign. Especially considering the friendship between the Livnoman Imperial Family and the dragons.

"Yes. Fortunately, she showed great interest in Behimos and the livestock, so she landed there and is looking at the animals with curiosity."

I couldn't possibly say she was playing with squeaky toys and making quacking noises, so I dressed it up as much as I could.

The shocking truth that a dragon's level of sophistication is on par with a pelican's. A cruel and embarrassing truth that I simply cannot share with others. What I witnessed today is something I'll have to bury in my heart for the rest of my life.

- That's a relief.

The Emperor sighed with relief at my report.

"However, Your Majesty."
- What is it?
"A small problem has arisen."

His relief was too hasty and rash.

- A problem?
"Well, you see..."

Seeing the Emperor's expression harden, I found it difficult to speak.

Is it guilt about delivering shocking news to the Emperor? Of course not. Why would I feel guilty toward him?

'If I tell him this, there's no way out.'

I'm hesitating because I can foresee that if I relay Sorniena's request to the Emperor, I'll be immediately dispatched to the parent dragons.

At least Sorniena is technically a runaway caught in the act and has no connection to the Empire, so I could potentially ignore her request. But if the Emperor learns of this request, he'll send me off with the reasoning, "If a dragon wants it, it must be done."

"...The great one is experiencing freedom for the first time and doesn't want to return."
- Well, that's unfortunate, but not unexpected.
"Also, she asked me to get a promise on her behalf that there would be no repercussions when she returns from her outing..."

- What?

The Emperor's eyes widened at this bizarre and unprecedented report.

Feels mind-boggling, doesn't it? I felt the same way at first. Actually, I still do.

- A promise of no repercussions whatsoever.

The Emperor muttered my words and then let out a hollow laugh.

As a father of three, the Emperor must understand what this means. It's the last resort of a child afraid of being scolded by their parents for causing trouble. No matter how I dress it up, Sorniena's request is simply a child's desperate survival instinct.

- Why did she ask the Count for this?
"I'm not entirely sure. If I may venture a guess with my limited intelligence, perhaps it's because of my connection to Elder Atelius."
- Indeed. That could be it.

The Emperor nodded briskly and stared directly at my face.

I accepted the Emperor's gaze with a resigned expression. Based on past patterns, I knew what was coming next.

- Count.
"Yes, Your Majesty."
- Go ahead and do it. Since it's a request from a dragon, what choice do we have? Even I cannot ignore this.

I nodded bitterly at his words, which seemed irresponsible yet reasonable.

That's true. If a dragon makes a request, even an emperor cannot refuse. Especially if it's not an unreasonable request but a simple one like convincing parents.

'Is this really a simple request?'

Thinking about it again, it doesn't seem like a simple request at all.

One swing of a crazed parent dragon's tail would be enough to send me to my grave.

First, I should visit the Lord to confirm the location of the parent dragons and also learn about their personalities while I'm at it.

It's always easier to persuade someone when you understand their tendencies and values. Even the slightest bit of information is valuable.

While I'm away, Behimos and Jizz will look after Sorniena. Fortunately, Sorniena seems to understand that I'm heading into dangerous territory for her sake, so she's unlikely to run away. Behimos is gentle and composed, so looking after one baby dragon is no trouble at all.

As for Jizz...

'He's a good friend.'

A good friend who can play with a 46-year-old baby dragon as an equal. I'm not sure if that's a good thing, but that's how it is.

"I feel embarrassed and ashamed to trouble you with our clan's affairs."

After making these arrangements, I headed to the Lord, who gave me a bitter smile and extended his hand toward me.

"Come up. I'll send you directly to that child's cave."
"Pardon?"

And with that, things progressed quite rapidly.

No, I'm not mentally prepared yet. I wanted to leisurely learn about the parent dragons' location and personality, and seek the Lord's advice on how to persuade them.

"Um, Lord, if I could just have a little more time—"
"I'm sorry, but that child's parents are not in their right mind. I've barely managed to calm them down, but I don't know when they might dash out of their cave."

My carefully raised request was instantly shot down.

That makes sense. Even if a superior like the Lord tried to calm them, how could parents who've lost a child be easily pacified? They must be feeling a complex mix of emotions—desperate hope for their child's safe return, anger at the thought of punishing her when she returns, and self-reproach thinking that this wouldn't have happened if they had supervised her better.

"Still, there's no need to worry too much. They both understand that their child is safe, and they know you're victims in this situation. They won't take out their frustrations on you unnecessarily."
"Is that so?"

I nodded gently at these somewhat reassuring words.

If they're holding onto at least a minimum of reason, that's the best I could hope for. At least I won't have to face a dragon's tail swipe or stomp.


"Good luck then. I'll be cheering for you from afar."

With those words, the scene before my eyes changed.

Instead of the gold dragon with purple eyes, two white dragons staring down at me entered my field of vision.

'Oh boy.'

The word "escape" immediately filled my mind. This is too scary—can't I just go back?

"Are you the human the Lord mentioned?"

While I was seriously contemplating a grand escape, a deep voice echoed through the cave.

"Yes, great ones. I am Kal Kracius of the Kracius Family."
"Yes, Kal. We heard that you found our daughter and are keeping her company. Thanks to you, our worries have greatly diminished, so we owe you a great debt."
"Dragons have troubled humans and disrupted the daily lives of people because of our affairs. Even if we try to make amends for this mistake, it's not enough, and yet we've received help from a human. I don't know how to repay this kindness."

Following that, a soft and gentle voice also echoed through the cave.

'What's going on?'

I couldn't help but wonder at their unexpectedly favorable response.

As the Lord said, they both definitely had a grip on their reason. However, they didn't seem so crazed that I needed to rush without delay?

'Was he exaggerating?'

For a moment, I even thought that might be the case.

The Lord is responsible for leading and caring for all dragons. So he might have taken the runaway of the youngest dragon born in a long time very seriously and wanted to take quick action.

That's why he sent me to the parents without giving me time to hesitate. To provide a quick explanation of the situation to the parents.

"But Kal, why have you come alone instead of bringing our daughter with you?"

As I stared blankly at the two dragons, the one I presumed to be Sorniena's father spoke again.

"Has something happened? We were told by the Lord that she was safe."
"There's no need to worry about your daughter. She's in a place as safe as the Imperial Palace."
"I see."

At my answer, Sorniena's father nodded slightly.

She has the giant guardians Behimos and Jizz right beside her. If we're just talking about safety, it's almost at the level of the Imperial Palace.

However, what's important isn't Sorniena's safety.

"The reason I've dared to appear before you great ones is because, regrettably, I have a request to make."
"A request, you say. You have protected our daughter, so you certainly have the right to make a request."
"Speak. If you need blood, we will give blood; if you need scales, we will give scales."
"Well... you see..."

I felt like I was losing my mind under the gaze of two pairs of eyes. How could I possibly say, "Your runaway daughter says she'll only come back if you promise not to scold her," while receiving such kind and considerate looks?

"Your daughter seeks your forgiveness and mercy."
"What?"

But I said it anyway. I gathered my courage and spoke the words I had to say.

"She said she would only return home if she received a promise that she wouldn't be reprimanded."

Then a suffocating silence descended upon the cave, and...

"Grk, grrrk, grrrrrk...!"

A voice that sounded like a seizure flowed from the father dragon's mouth.

I sincerely want to run away.

In games and novels from the world I briefly stayed in, there was something called "Fear."

It's a wide-area technique where boss-level monsters emit a kind of intimidation. When beings of lower rank get caught in this Fear, they lose their fighting spirit as they feel instinctive terror. Among these, Dragon Fear was practically a standard feature that would inevitably appear when entering combat with a dragon.

Unfortunately, I was now witnessing fragments of Dragon Fear firsthand. Though the dragon's anger and fighting spirit weren't entirely directed at me, I could visibly see intense emotions swirling around.

"Grk, grrrk... grararak... gahak!"
'Wow.'

Hearing the increasingly desperate voice, I unconsciously took several steps back.

Of course, a mere few steps wouldn't take me out of a dragon's range. I'd need to run without looking back just to barely escape.

Nevertheless, a mortal's instinct forced me to take these futile steps backward. Even if the distance was minimal, even if just centimeters, there was a desperate desire to put space between myself and the dragon on the verge of explosion.

'He's going to pass out at this rate.'

At the same time, as a father myself, I couldn't help feeling great sympathy for Sorniena's father.

A 46-year-old dragon. If converted to human age, his precious only daughter would be about 4.6 weeks or 4 days old. It would be gut-wrenching enough that she ran away from home, but this troublemaking, cherished daughter had also given a strange quest to a human she considered her benefactor.

Until just moments ago, these dragons were saying they owed me a great debt and didn't know how to repay my kindness. But now his daughter had turned gratitude into enmity. How maddening must that be? Even if she returned right now, she'd deserve a severe scolding, but instead she was attempting some strange deal—how infuriating.

'Even dragons have parents who can't win against their children.'

I sighed as I watched white breath escaping through tightly clenched teeth.

No matter how powerful, wise, and immortal dragons might be, parents were still just parents. Perhaps dragons, with their rock-bottom birth rates, might be even weaker toward their children than other living beings.

This was a truth I hadn't particularly wanted to know. I had no interest in the ecosystem of immortals.

"Darling. Please calm down. Will you make our honored guest uncomfortable?"

Fortunately, Sorniena's mother seemed to have maintained her rationality, as she tried to soothe her husband and calm his excitement.

"Grhuuuuuuu..."

Thankfully, it worked. The father, who had been groaning like a devil risen from hell, let out a small sigh and finally nodded weakly.

Let's pretend I didn't see how his exhaled sigh turned into an ice chunk that fell to the floor. I didn't see anything.

"I apologize. I've shown an unseemly side of myself before our benefactor."
"Not at all. As a father of more than ten children myself, how could I not understand your feelings? I completely understand."
"More than ten?"

The father flinched briefly at my words, but it was only momentary.

When has human proliferation been rare in human history? The Golden Duke of my era has an incomparably larger number than me, and historically, there were even mad monarchs who reportedly had close to a hundred children. For dragons, having just over ten might be the historical average or slightly above.

"You must be overflowing with paternal love. That must be why you valued and protected our daughter."

Indeed, his following words contained subtle satisfaction rather than bewilderment. Perhaps it was the pleasure or sense of kinship in meeting another father.

"You flatter me. It's only natural to stay by the side of such a great being when they venture outside, to ensure they experience no discomfort."
"My name is Demidoros."
"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question his sudden introduction.

"My wife's name is Pelione."
"Is that so? Truly names that convey dignity and nobility."

I nodded at the father's attitude as he even revealed his wife's name. When someone introduces themselves, it's only polite to respond.


Though the father shook his head at my reflexive flattery.

"You may call us elders, or use our names—we don't mind. But there's no need to excessively elevate us as 'great beings.'"
"You are our benefactor. We won't stop you from showing respect to us as your elders, but it's not right for you, our benefactor, to find us difficult to approach. After all, aren't you also a guest of Lord and Elder Atelius?"
'Ah.'

I inwardly exclaimed at the words of the father and mother—no, Demidoros and Pelione.

Truly gentle and merciful attitudes. How courteous they were being even to humans, who are mere insects compared to dragons.

'To think someone drove such personalities to the brink of an outburst.'

Thanks to this, my reverence for Sorniena, who was probably having fun right now, grew rapidly. Making even calm and gentle dragons turn into raging dragons—quite impressive.

"I'm humbled by your gracious words."

I hurriedly bowed my head after recalling the squawking Sorniena.

Anyway, these two had shown me goodwill, so I needed to express my gratitude. Somehow, I had the feeling this goodwill would become the starting point for frequent meetings with these dragons, but since I was already acquainted with dragons, what difference would a few more make?

"Well then, Kal. You may go now."
"Go... back?"
"The reason you came here was because of our daughter's unreasonable request, wasn't it? You've delivered it, so you may leave now."

Before I could fully process those minor reflections, I received an order to leave.

'Go back?'

Though it was a welcome dismissal, I couldn't bring myself to move. While I had conveyed Sorniena's intentions to them, I hadn't received a promise that they wouldn't scold her.

"Elder Demidoros. Excuse me, but I—"
"I know what you're worried about. You haven't heard our definitive answer, so you feel you haven't fulfilled your role."

Demidoros spoke before I could finish.

"But we cannot promise. This matter absolutely cannot be overlooked."

Then he stared at me with fiercely burning eyes.

It was a heat that contrasted sharply with the frosty sigh he had exhaled earlier. I would have believed he was a Red Dragon rather than a White Dragon.

"She is our precious, beloved daughter. She will be our first and last child, so we raised her with all our love. We sought advice from other kin who had children, listened to what they regretted, and I can proudly say we raised her without lacking anything."
"That's... truly a beautiful story."
"But it seems we were not strict enough and only treated her indulgently. That's probably why she left home on her own and caused chaos outside."

I reflexively started to nod but stopped myself. Clumsy agreement at this timing would only provoke anger.

"This time, I intend to scold her severely. Fortunately, her nature isn't evil—she simply hasn't properly learned common sense. If we guide her properly, she'll grow into an excellent dragon. If we endure a few decades of hardship while she's young, we can live comfortably for thousands or tens of thousands of years."

Moreover, since his logic wasn't wrong, I couldn't bring myself to defend Sorniena.

That's true. Sorniena's running away was just the deviation of an immature youngster. Not the destructive path of an evil dragon, but simply a deviation caused by excessive curiosity about the outside world. So as Demidoros said, if they properly teach and scold her, the same incident won't happen again.

That is, if Sorniena meekly accepts Demidoros's admonishment.

"I apologize for saying this, but your daughter will likely refuse to return."
"Then parents must go themselves. That is a parent's role."

Cold sweat ran down my back at his voice, which conveyed firm determination.

If a runaway daughter won't return, go get her yourself. An extremely reasonable statement, but when the subject is a dragon, the story changes.

'So another dragon will cross the empire.'


And not a baby dragon, but a fully grown adult dragon fiercely traversing the empire's skies. It wouldn't be strange if the empire's citizens panicked and hid in their homes.

But I lacked justification to stop him. His daughter has no intention of returning voluntarily, and it's awkward to ask humans to bring a dragon back? Then parents must step in—what else can be done?

"Darling."

While I was unable to act and just watching cautiously, Pelione spoke again.

Her voice was still gentle, giving me hope. Would Pelione stop Demidoros who was about to rush out?

"I'll go with you. We need to give her a good scolding this time."
'Guess not.'

I was wrong. It wasn't restraint but a request to join the party.

'What should I do?'

Am I going to witness two White Dragons crossing the empire?

That's a major event no one would want. The empire's citizens know dragons are harmless beings, but naturally, they'd feel intimidated if enormous creatures passed overhead.

Moreover, the worst-case scenario would be Sorniena noticing the commotion and starting to flee. Then the entire empire, perhaps the whole continent, could be caught up in a chase involving three dragons.

...

'I have no choice.'

After deliberation, I pulled out my last resort.

I didn't want to use this, but it's better than having the continent in an uproar.

I returned to where Sorniena was.

"How was it? What did Dad and Mom say?"

Sorniena, who had been having fun, spotted me and hurriedly ran to my side.

"I received a promise from both of them. They said if you return within three days, they absolutely won't scold you."
"Wow!"

Hearing my answer, Sorniena flapped her wings in delight.

Not only forgiveness but also a three-day grace period rather than immediate return. What an amazing negotiation result.

'Enjoy it while you can.'

However, it wasn't out of mercy and tolerance that Demidoros and Pelione made such a promise.

"If there's any problem with that child, tell me. Both parents lack experience, so I'll step in and properly admonish the child."

Before I set out to chase Sorniena, Atelius had said those words. He was willing to step in for Sorniena's parents if necessary.

'On the last day, I'll take her to Atelius.'

The promise not to scold Sorniena was only her parents' promise, not Atelius's.

Atelius, as an elder of the clan, plans to give affectionate guidance to the youngest member—truly beautiful, the affection among dragons.

"Great! I'll have fun for three days!"

Seeing Sorniena rejoice in ignorance made me smile.

Yes, have fun for three days. After three days, your destination won't be your parents' embrace but the home of a strict elder.

# The Runaway Baby Dragon Enjoyed His Three Days Like They Were His Last

The little dragon Sornieena enjoyed his three days of freedom to the fullest, though he didn't know he was living on borrowed time. Without that mental burden, he enjoyed his freedom even more intensely. How bright and cheerful he was!

If Sornieena had known what awaited him, he probably would have spent all three days anxiously pacing or attempting a spectacular escape beyond the Empire's borders. Thankfully, such a disaster didn't happen—wasn't that good news for everyone?

'Today is the last day.'

I took a small deep breath as I watched Sornieena playing so excitedly.

Apparently taking a liking to Behimos and his animal friends, Sornieena spent his time waddling around with Behimos and Jizz rather than going elsewhere. Surprisingly, he hadn't used his wings at all during those three days.

It was fortunate that the dragon didn't spread his wings, as that would have startled innocent citizens, but I wasn't sure if I was monitoring a dragon or just babysitting a big lizard.

'At least it's almost over.'

I glanced at the sun gradually setting in the west.

The surveillance didn't matter anymore. Soon, the three days I had promised Sornieena would end. The great escape that had shaken the Empire would conclude, and Sornieena would face the consequences of his actions.

Not in the form of parental scolding, but in the much more powerful form of an elder's reprimand.

'Didn't he say I just needed to wait?'

My heart beat strangely faster as time passed.

When I think about how I flew to face those parent dragons because of this tiny creature, my hands and feet still tremble. No matter how much scolding this little one receives, he won't experience even 10% of my mental anguish.

That's why Atelius's words from yesterday still echo in my mind. He clearly said there was no need to bring the dragon to him—I just needed to wait.

'I was a bit worried, but I'm glad.'

I breathed an inward sigh of relief. It's a good thing there's an adult to scold the runaway child, but presenting that child before said adult isn't an easy task.

Frankly speaking, if he noticed I was subtly guiding him to Atelius's cave and decided to flee, there would be no solution. In this world, I couldn't even lure him with promises of pork cutlets.

"I had fun! I'm going now!"
- I'm glad you enjoyed yourself. Next time, come with your parents' permission.
"Okay! I will! See you later, mister!"

Meanwhile, Sornieena, perhaps instinctively sensing his fate was sealed, began exchanging warm farewells with Behimos.

"See you later, big sister Jizz!"
- Yes! Next time, let's fly through the sky together!
"Sounds good!"

Then he exchanged giggles and goodbyes with Jizz.

I wonder why Behimos is "mister" but Jizz is "big sister." Surely he couldn't see signs of aging in a cow's face. Perhaps Jizz's and Sornieena's mental worlds are simply similar?

"Kal, take care too! Thanks for convincing my mom and dad! I won't forget this favor!"
"You're too kind."

I gave a slight bow to Sornieena as he expressed his gratitude to me.

In just a few hours, that gratitude would transform into resentment. He would remember me for entirely different reasons, so I have neither the right, reason, nor thought to accept his thanks.

"Huh?"
'What?'

Just as Sornieena finished his farewells, a massive magic circle suddenly appeared beneath his feet.

The pattern looks quite familiar. Isn't that a teleport magic circle?

'No way.'


A teleport circle appearing out of nowhere, directly beneath Sornieena.

Was this what Atelius meant when he said he just needed to wait? Because he could summon someone via teleportation from a distance, there was no need to tiredly bring the dragon to him?

"What, what's this? Teleportation? Was there a magician here?"

Sornieena looked around in confusion, but soon disappeared in a flash of light.

The magic circle that looked like a teleportation circle was indeed for teleportation. Atelius had demonstrated the remarkable magic of unilaterally summoning someone from a distance.

'My goodness.'

Even I, a non-magician, know this is an impossible feat.

Even the most talented magicians are distinguished by how quickly they can cast teleport, how frequently they can use it, how far they can travel, and how many people or goods they can transport. Summoning someone from a distance via teleport should be impossible. It's common sense—like how even the most skilled driver needs to be in a car to drive it.

'Dragons are truly incredible.'

As expected, dragons who live immortal lives, especially the elders among elders, are beings beyond common sense.

Such power befits the Malevolent Dragon who beat up evil gods and even plucked branches from the World Tree.

***

I was suddenly caught in a teleportation.

This is strange. There was definitely no one but me nearby who could use magic. Didn't Kal say he was a swordsman? Was he secretly a magician?

No, is it even possible to teleport someone else without going yourself? I heard that even with magic circles set up by humans, you need a magician on the receiving end to send people alone. Besides, it should be impossible for a mortal to teleport a dragon.

"You've arrived."

While blinking in confusion, I turned my head toward an unfamiliar voice.

There stood a black dragon even larger than my father and mother.

"This is our first time meeting in person, Sornieena."

An enormously large dragon. I instinctively felt that among dragons, this one had lived an incredibly long time and was extremely powerful.

"Um, well, uh..."

Quickly racking my brain, the most likely candidate came to mind.

With a size larger than my parents and pitch-black scales...

"A-Are you Uncle Atelius?"
"Yes, that's right. I am Atelius."

Uncle Atelius nodded and lightly tapped the ground with his tail.

"Sit down for now. I have much to tell you."
"B-But Uncle... I, I made a promise with my mom and dad that I need to go home..."

I slowly backed away as anxiety gradually filled my chest.

Something feels wrong. Why am I at Uncle Atelius's home on the day I was supposed to go back? Why does he say he has so much to tell me?

"It's alright. I've obtained your parents' understanding, so there's no problem with you staying here for a few days."
"What?!"

My anxiety grew stronger at his words.

"I hear you left home without your parents' knowledge and wandered around?"


Uncle Atelius's head drew closer.

"Being active and curious is good. However, making your parents worry is not something I can praise."

W-what...?

"I will teach you the proper common sense and attitude that a dragon should have. I've heard you're a wise and good child, so if you reflect properly, you'll quickly understand what this uncle is saying."

Nooooo!

'They tricked me...!'

Tears welled up as the faces of my father, mother, and Kal flashed through my mind.

How could they! How could they trick me like this! They promised they wouldn't scold me! They said I could play for three days and then return!

'How could they!'

I will never forget this!

***

The chain quest that began with the surprise appearance of the runaway baby dragon finally concluded.

I couldn't visit Atelius's cave directly, fearing a tail swipe from the angry baby dragon, but according to what Lord told the Emperor—Sornieena has successfully settled in with Atelius.

Truly a happy and beautiful ending. Sornieena avoided being scolded by his parents and enjoyed a satisfying three days of play. Demidoros and Pelione were able to entrust their daughter's discipline to an elder of their clan. Atelius gained peace of mind by caring for a small, precious child.

Such a perfect ending must be rare even in dragon history, I believe.

- You've worked hard, Count. To handle even problems between dragons so skillfully. I can't help but admire your actions every time I see them.
"How could I have accomplished this alone? It was thanks to Lord calming Elders Demidoros and Pelione, the patience of those two, and Elder Atelius stepping forward. Without the help of even one of them, it would have been impossible."
- Conversely, even if they had joined forces, things might have gone wrong without you, Count. So there's no need to be too modest.

Since his words weren't wrong, I unconsciously nodded.

If I hadn't pursued and caught up with Sornieena, even Lord might have failed to calm Demidoros and Pelione. When you don't know your daughter's whereabouts, you wouldn't listen to anyone, not even the previous Lord.

Then we would have witnessed the remarkable sight of two adult dragons bursting out of their caves, and the confusion among the Empire and its citizens would have reached extreme levels.

- By the way, Count.
"Yes, Your Majesty."
- Though it was for the greater good, you ended up deceiving a great being. Are you alright with that?
"Sornieena's resentment pains my heart, but I believe Elders Demidoros and Pelione will soothe her well."
- Hmm, that's true.

In summary, my blatant answer was: "Even if the child gets angry, her parents are on my side, so it's fine." The Emperor seemed to accept this, nodding with a smile.

If Demidoros and Pelione were to pass away, the child's anger would be directed at me, but immortal dragons will never die. In the remote chance that after eons of time, those two choose eternal rest? By then, we'd be wondering if the Kracius Family even still exists.

- Anyway, as I said before, you've worked hard. You must have suffered mentally these past three days, so get some rest.
"Yes, Your Maj—"
- Your Majesty!

A voice other than the Emperor's came through the communication device.

- The Empress has gone into labor!
- What?
'Ah.'

I quietly turned off the communication device at this momentous news.

Today or tomorrow, the joyous news of a new imperial family member will spread throughout the Empire.

# The Best Approach with Parents of Affected Children Is to Leave Them Be

Just a few days ago, I saw Demidoros and Pellione, who normally pride themselves on being quite reasonable and gentle-natured, nearly losing their minds over the unprecedented crisis of their daughter running away. Demidoros in particular was practically growling while suppressing a seizure.

Even Titi, our household mascot, once became wary of me—her owner—to protect her young. If even the loyal and gentle Titi could act that way, how much worse would that vicious yellow dog of the Sun Temple be?

'It's just a bit of consideration between fathers.'

Of course, regardless of the yellow dog's viciousness, it's basic human decency not to bother a husband whose wife is giving birth.

No matter how important something might be, it becomes trivial in the face of the big event that is childbirth. Besides, our conversation was just about him resting after his hard work, so there would be no issue if I naturally ended the communication. He might even appreciate a subordinate who knows when to tactfully withdraw.

'Will it be the Second Prince or the Third Princess?'

I put the now-darkened communication orb into my pocket and pondered alone.

Would the royal child being born be male or female? Considering that Prince Carolus only has sisters, it would be nice if he finally had a brother to play with, but a child's gender isn't something parents can choose. Perhaps another daughter would be born, making Prince Carolus the only boy—a single blue dot—among three daughters.

'A single blue dot, huh.'

Thinking of the Crown Princess's cheerful and energetic personality, I couldn't help but smile bitterly.

Fortunately, Princess Caroline has a gentle and quiet personality. However, the Crown Princess, Prince Carolus's only elder sibling, is extremely energetic, and the soon-to-be-born fourth child showed dynamic movements even in the Empress's womb—a promising sign. There's a high probability this child will be similar to or even more energetic than the Crown Princess.

Even if Princess Caroline remains calm, what if his older sister and his other sister (presumably) go wild? The title of "only blue dot" would become a tremendous disaster for the Prince. I can already see his future of being tormented and thoroughly thrashed by his sisters.

'Better a boy, then.'

That's why I secretly hoped for a Second Prince to be born. The pain of sharing responsibilities between two princes would be far better than the burden a single blue dot would have to bear.

Rather than having a second sister running wild—one he couldn't bring himself to flick on the forehead—it would be better to have a younger brother he could at least give a forehead flick or a punch to the solar plexus.

Probably.

The news that the Empress had gone into labor was kept strictly confidential. Carelessly spreading internal imperial affairs would mark you as someone with a death wish, seeking a new way to die.

And if, in the absolutely worst-case scenario, after announcing that a new royal child was being born, something were to happen to that child—there could be nothing more terrible. Until the childbirth is over and the Ministry of the Imperial Household makes an official announcement, one must pretend not to have seen or heard anything.

'Nothing will go wrong.'

Still, while I felt obligated to maintain silence, I didn't feel particularly tense.

The Empress has already successfully given birth to three children. She has the strong constitution of the Nuren ducal family, and she's surrounded by the empire's best medical personnel. Honestly, the worst-case scenario I worried about is unlikely to happen.

It's definitely easier to see things objectively from a third-party perspective. If it were my own situation, I'd probably be pale-faced and trembling.

'It's better not to offer unnecessary comfort.'

I fiddled with the communication orb briefly before putting it back in my pocket.

Just as I had been when my wives were giving birth, the Emperor probably knows intellectually that the Empress and child will be fine. It's just that his heart can't keep up with his head, making him restless.

This is an instinct that no amount of comfort from others can alleviate. The only way to suppress that fear and anxiety is for the Empress to safely deliver the child.

'Please let the child be born healthy.'

I offered yet another prayer, having lost count of how many I'd made.

If I keep praying without rest, at least one of the three gods might respond. From the perspective of the three gods, the Livnoman Imperial Family would only benefit their faith, not harm it.


Perhaps they've been watching over the Empress and bestowing all kinds of buffs even before I started praying. Traditionally, when imperial, royal, or noble families experience joyous events, they often attribute the success to the gods. The gods might be quietly hoping for the healthy birth of a new royal family member. After all, if the Emperor is pleased, he might make substantial donations to the church or order the construction of a new church.

"Master."

Hearing a familiar voice from behind, I turned to see Jangsaeng walking awkwardly toward me, his fur sticking up in all directions.

"What's this? Did you escape again?"

I couldn't help but smile at his appearance. It seemed he had barely managed to escape after being squeezed like laundry by the children.

"Don't call it escaping—say I'm playing hide-and-seek. I'm giving my all to hide."
"I see."

The words "Isn't that the same thing?" rose to the tip of my tongue, but I held them back.

Well, hide-and-seek is a game where hiding earnestly makes it rewarding for the seeker. In that sense, Jangsaeng taking refuge in my room means he's enthusiastically playing with the children.

Let's just go with that. It would be cruel to chase away someone looking so disheveled and scruffy.

...

Ah.

"Jangsaeng."
"What is it?"

I grabbed Jangsaeng as he was naturally trying to crawl under my bed.

"Since you're here, could you bestow a blessing for the future of Livnoman? Her Majesty the Empress is currently giving birth."
"Why are you asking me?"

I awkwardly scratched the back of my neck at his questioning look that seemed to ask what nonsense I was talking about.

Jangsaeng had instantly cured our Florence's illness. With abilities befitting his name "Long Life," I thought he might be able to offer a blessing for the Empress and the new royal child. But judging by his reaction, that wasn't the case.

'Since the child hasn't been born yet, it's far from the concept of long life.'

Come to think of it, "long life" is a term applied to those already born, not to those yet to be born. It's strange that I didn't realize this.

"Just say something. You know, there's such a thing as intuition."

Since I'd already brought it up, I urged Jangsaeng to give his blessing.

The Second Prince or Third Princess will be born safely anyway. So thinking of it as bestowing a blessing of longevity on the child in advance isn't strange. Or it could be considered a blessing for the Empress.

"Fine, I understand."

After rolling his eyes around, Jangsaeng nodded slightly at my request.

He was glancing furtively at the door, seemingly worried that I might throw him out if he refused. That wouldn't happen, but if the misunderstanding worked positively, there was no need to correct it.

"...It's done."
"Thank you."

After closing his eyes slightly, Jangsaeng opened them again after about a minute. As if he had been silently offering a blessing for Livnoman.

I couldn't know what words he had used to drive away death from Livnoman and wish for long life, but regardless of the content, the important thing was that it was a blessing—


'Hmm?'

The communication orb in my pocket emitted a purple light.

Purple light means a message from the Imperial Family or the Ministry of the Imperial Household. But shouldn't both be preoccupied with the Empress's childbirth right now?

'Could it be?'

I stared blankly at the communication orb emitting purple light before suddenly coming to my senses.

If someone who should be busy is contacting me, it means the matter has been resolved. It means the Empress's childbirth, which had the attention of the Imperial Family and the Ministry, has safely concluded.

'Really?'

I turned my gaze to Jangsaeng, not even thinking about answering the call.

How artistic that the message would arrive just as Jangsaeng finished his blessing. The timing couldn't be more perfect.

Surprisingly, the purple light was indeed a message from the Ministry of the Imperial Household announcing that the Empress's childbirth had ended.

While the Emperor was preoccupied with the Empress and the new child, the Minister of the Imperial Household, who had reported the Empress's labor to the Emperor, somehow remembered me and contacted me.

If I hadn't known from the beginning, I would have let it pass, but this was a considerate gesture—since I learned about the Empress's labor because of him, he wanted to inform me of the outcome as well. Such a thoughtful gesture almost brings tears to my eyes.

- His Majesty would be greatly pleased if the Acting Duke would offer congratulations. Fortunately, both Her Majesty the Empress and Her Highness the Princess are healthy, so would you like to come to the Empress's Palace?

And so I silently expressed my condolences to Prince Carolus, who had now become the single blue dot among four children with the birth of another sister.

Now the Prince will have to live a life of being pushed around, caught between the Crown Princess above him and the relatively gentle Second Princess and the promising but extraordinary Third Princess below him. Truly a pitiful situation.

'Isn't the natural probability of having a son higher...?'

Perhaps that's why, as I made my way to the Empress's Palace, I found myself wondering.

I've heard somewhere that the probability of having a son is slightly higher than having a daughter, so why do both the Emperor and I have more daughters than sons? Not that I'm complaining, but I'm concerned about defying the laws of nature.

"Acting Duke!"
"We greet the Acting Duke!"
"No need to greet me. You must have more important matters to attend to, so please ignore me and continue with your duties."

Of course, it was just a fleeting thought. What does gender matter when a child has been safely born? All that matters is offering proper congratulations.

"Yes, Your Grace! Thank you for your consideration!"

When I waved my hand at the attendants of the Empress's Palace who were bowing to me, they quickly moved away and disappeared beyond the corridor.

The Empress's battle may be over, but the attendants' battle is ongoing. They must have many tasks to handle, so it wouldn't be right to interfere.

"To think that Her Highness was born right after the Dragon revealed itself in the Capital. This must mean the Princess has received the Dragon's blessing."
"Of course. She must have been born riding on the Dragon's energy."
'Hmm?'

However, the attendants who were disappearing in the distance said something intriguing that made me turn my head.

'The Dragon's... blessing?'

The Princess born with the blessing and energy of that runaway little dragon?

Is that really a good thing?

There are records that during the era of Emperor Eimanka, dragons lived in the imperial palace. Because of this, dragons were relatively familiar beings at the time, but starting from the reign of Eimanka II, dragons one by one chose seclusion in caves or mountains.

Even the current Lord, who remained in the world the longest, returned to his current dwelling after witnessing Eimanka II's deathbed. For about 300 years, dragons have maintained a comfortable distance from humans, living as if they were barely there.

This doesn't mean the friendship between the Livnoman family and dragons has crumbled. Rather, it was a path chosen out of dragons' respect for the Livnomans and consideration for humans. How could the empire function properly if the founding contributors (immortals) who helped the Emperor establish the empire settled in the imperial palace and exercised their influence?

'The timing is quite remarkable.'

And so, days passed where dragons were rarely seen by humans except for a very select few. Then, after about 300 years, a dragon proudly revealed itself to the world. Although the reason was a child's running away from home, people don't know such a trivial and pathetic cause.

Thanks to this, for the common people, Sorniena's runaway incident was the majestic and dignified appearance of a dragon, and shortly after the dragon appeared, a new imperial family member was born. It's certainly a situation where talk of a dragon's blessing or protection might arise.

'Of all the many dragons, why did it have to be that one?'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly.

Sorniena is an unpleasant 46-year-old who ran away from home taking advantage of his parents' carelessness. He had neither time nor will to give anyone blessings or protection, nor should he have. No matter how I think about it, the blessing of a runaway dragon seems more like a symbol of chaos than something that would work positively.

'Skipping from the first to the third child, the fourth received the dragon's blessing.'

Moreover, it's problematic that the fourth received the dragon's blessing.

Of course, in reality, she didn't receive even a hint of blessing, but what matters is that others think she did. The newly born Third Imperial Princess has suddenly become an extraordinary being who receives a dragon's favor, surpassing her older sisters and brothers.

This could lead to strange movements centered around the Third Imperial Princess. Just as the Emperor joined hands with the previous Dragon Lord to correct the mandate of heaven, stories might circulate that the Third Imperial Princess, having received the dragon's energy, will change the world.

'That would be troublesome.'

Fortunately, the imperial succession structure is more solid than anything. The Crown Princess's authority and dignity are now beyond any possibility of being shaken, but still, a "princess blessed by a dragon" is enough to act as a variable.

I should probably discuss this with the Emperor after he finishes enjoying his time with his new daughter. The Emperor wouldn't want his new youngest to rise as a (forced) competitor to the Crown Princess either.

"Waaaaaaaahhhhh!"
'Wow.'

As soon as I entered the room where the Emperor, Empress, and Third Imperial Princess were, I felt like my eardrums were being torn apart.

Truly a thunderous cry. Even for me, who has encountered numerous children, it was a piercing voice that penetrated my eardrums, almost unbearable.

'How can such a sound come from the throat of a newborn?'

I couldn't help but chuckle as I looked at the Third Imperial Princess in the Empress's arms.

The Third Imperial Princess had been quite promising since she was in the Empress's womb. But even considering that, is such crying possible? It makes me wonder if she really borrowed her voice from a dragon.

"Count, you've arrived."
"I pay my respects to Your Imperial Majesty."

I was blankly staring at the Third Imperial Princess when I reflexively bowed at the Emperor's voice.

"You seem a bit surprised. It's proof that our princess is very healthy, so please understand, Count."

As I carefully straightened my back at his following words, I saw the Emperor smiling with a completely gentle expression.

Well, from the Emperor's perspective, even the princess's thunderous voice must sound like a display of health. The more his eardrums scream, the brighter the princess's future must seem to him.

"Her Imperial Highness being born healthier than anyone else is such a joyous occasion. Your Highness's voice is my happiness, so far from being surprised, I can only smile."


So I gave the Emperor some flattery that he would like to hear. When the Emperor's excitement subsides a bit, I'll need to discuss some not-so-pleasant matters, so I should say as many nice things as possible to minimize his displeasure.

"Count, I'm sorry, but could you speak louder? I can't hear you well."
'Ah.'

But I sighed at the Emperor's request.

This man. He's sacrificed his hearing to enjoy his child's health. Just how much of the princess's crying has he absorbed with his whole body?

"Her Highness being born healthier than anyone else, I can only thank the heavenly gods."

With mixed feelings, I looked at the Emperor and whispered again.

"I feel the same."

Fortunately, his ears weren't so damaged that he couldn't hear whispers, and the Emperor nodded with an even bigger smile at my words.

You should get your eardrums treated before talking with me later. I don't want to have a whispered conversation with a dark-skinned man rather than your wives.

"Waaaaahhhhh! Uweeeeeeh!"
'Whew.'

As my ears were starting to tingle too, I carefully massaged them.

Come to think of it, the Empress is holding the princess, so she must be taking those lion roars head-on. How can she maintain such a peaceful expression? Did she coat her eardrums with mana?

"By the way, Your Majesty."
"Speak."
"May I ask about Her Imperial Highness's name?"

The corners of the Emperor's mouth rose again at my question.

"Celine, Celine Livnoman."
"Indeed. Princess Celine. Even her name exudes dignity and elegance."

I automatically output flattery, as I could guess where the name came from.

Celine. No matter how I hear it, it sounds like it was taken from Celeden.

'She inherited her grandmother's name.'

And Celeden was the name of the Empress Dowager, the Emperor's birth mother, and the princess's grandmother.

For the Emperor, it must be a truly special, longed-for, and beloved name. As a person, one should naturally shower it with unconditional praise.

"Do you think so too, Count? I was worried that perhaps only I liked it, but fortunately that's not the case."
"How could you worry about such a thing when all your subjects know of Your Majesty's excellent aesthetic sense? Please don't concern yourself."

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction at my words.

He was so satisfied that he even told me to approach the princess and greet her.

'Can't I greet her next time?'

The barrier of lion roars is too thick to get close.

I think my ears are getting a bit damp. It feels like my eardrums are tearing and bleeding.


***

She was a child who displayed liveliness even while in the Empress's womb. So I believed without doubt that when she came to us, she would be more energetic and dynamic than anyone.

As if responding to that belief, she has been making a splendid entrance since the day she came to her father and mother. So much so that my ears became temporarily numb.

But I rather liked it. Celine, who inherited my mother's name. My mother may have left this world due to illness, but our Celine seems like she won't catch even a small cold, let alone fall ill.

'Your grandmother in heaven will protect you.'

Surely my mother would cherish and love her granddaughter who inherited her name. She would love all the children, but her eyes would be drawn more to Celine.

If my gentle and affectionate mother watches over her, our Celine will be able to stay safe. Her curiosity to wander around might diminish somewhat, and she won't get hurt while playing. I firmly believe that.

"A dragon's blessing?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."

But the people of the world think that a blessing from another being, not my mother's, will be directed toward our youngest princess.

"Even I think it was a coincidental timing. A dragon revealed itself for the first time in hundreds of years, and not long after, Her Imperial Highness was born healthy. It's not strange to think that the dragon appeared because it favors Her Imperial Highness."
"That's true. It was indeed coincidental."

After withdrawing from the birthing room for the Empress's stability and the princess's sound sleep, I nodded at the Count's words in the Taeyeon office.

If I were an ordinary nobleman or commoner, I might have thought the same. Knowing the truth, I understand that the dragon's blessing is nonsense, but looking only at what happened without information, anyone would see it as a dragon's blessing.

Who would think that the dragon's appearance was just a young dragon running away from home? They naturally think it appeared for a reason, because of some monumental event.

'If only you had come a little earlier or later.'

Because of this, I ended up harboring a small resentment toward the young dragon who appeared in the Capital.

If only it had appeared about 10 years later, or when the Crown Princess was born. Then I wouldn't have had to worry like this.

"For now, it's just a story circulating within the imperial palace, but the dragon's appearance is known to all the people. By now, there must be others elsewhere who are connecting the dragon's appearance with the princess's birth."
"That's right. In fact, it's not just a story circulating within the imperial palace; it's just that the palace is the only place the Count has confirmed."

The Count nodded in agreement with my words.

If even the tight-lipped imperial servants are discussing the dragon, then others certainly are too. The entire Capital, or perhaps the central region of the empire, must already be consumed by the provocative topic of the dragon's blessing.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Denying it would backfire, wouldn't it?"
"Unless we could make the dragon's appearance itself disappear, since so many people saw the dragon, we should proceed with the blessing narrative."

A reasonable point. The dragon appeared in the Capital but not to give a blessing? Then why did it come? Such questions would cause confusion among the people.

"If she really had received a blessing, I wouldn't feel so wronged."

I unconsciously muttered my true feelings.

The young dragon has given us quite a troublesome task before disappearing.

'My mother's blessing would be enough in the first place.'

Couldn't my mother appear instead of a dragon?

# Dealing with the Dragon's Blessing (or Not) on Princess Celine

Unfortunately, no immediate solution emerged during that meeting with the Emperor. This was no small matter—it affected Princess Celine's personal life on a smaller scale, and the imperial succession structure on a larger one. Definitely not something to be resolved quickly or lightly.

In fact, a few years ago, right before Prince Carolus was born, we had similar concerns—what if the child born right after the Crown Princess was a prince? How should we respond if someone suggested making the prince the next emperor instead of the Crown Princess? We spent quite a long time discussing that too. These aren't matters to be handled in just a few hours.

'First, we need to acknowledge the problem.'

The achievement for today was simply planting the seed—letting the Emperor know that once his joy over his new child subsided and he could think objectively again, we would need to consider the matter of Princess Celine and the dragon's blessing. That was enough progress for one day. Wanting more would be greedy.

"His Majesty seemed quite troubled. While it's joyous when your child receives a blessing from a great being, it's problematic when it's your fourth child rather than your first."

After returning to the mansion, I shared the imperial celebration and its accompanying problem with my wives.

The Emperor and I are both fathers. We can easily view problems from a father's perspective, but the gender barrier is too high for us to see from a mother's perspective.

Of course, I couldn't tell the Empress, who had just given birth and was exhausted, "The Princess you just delivered comes with some elements of discord." What madman would immediately treat a newborn baby as a source of concern?

So naturally, I sought advice from my wives. The Emperor was subtly hoping for this too, so there was no issue.

"It's a difficult problem. Even if a dragon offered a blessing, this is a situation where we should decline, but the blessing has already been given."

After hearing my explanation, Maru gave a bitter smile and expressed her reluctance.

She's right. Considering the noise it could create in the succession structure, even if it were a Dragon Lord offering the blessing rather than a runaway dragon child, we should politely decline or beg for the blessing to be given to the Crown Princess or all the children. Having only the fourth child receive it is quite problematic.

'It's not even a blessing.'

The more I think about it, the more unfair and frustrating it feels. Sorniena was just flying by, resting at the magic tower, and then continuing on her way—she absolutely did not bestow any blessing on Princess Celine. Honestly, she probably didn't even know the Princess was in the Empress's arms.

Yet people mistake this coincidental visit as a blessing and protection. This is beyond high risk, low return—it's zero return.

'Maybe I should have sent her to the Lord instead of Atelius.'

That thought even crossed my mind. Would it have been better to entrust the scolding and disciplining of Sorniena to the Lord rather than Atelius? Given the Lord's personality, he probably wouldn't have refused if I had begged earnestly.

'No.'

But thinking about it carefully, sending her to Atelius was the right choice.

While the Lord has definite authority, he's a bit older. In dragon terms, he's right above Sorniena. The runaway dragon child who turned the Empire upside down might have tried to charm her way out of trouble with the Lord, and the Lord might have softened toward his immediate younger sibling's cuteness.

That would have been truly troublesome. If the Lord had softened and let Sorniena off with a warning, she would have come looking for me, filled with vengeance and betrayal.

"Can't we just ask that dragon to come back and withdraw the blessing?"
"Would that work?"

Meanwhile, Eri, who didn't understand her husband's predicament, made a bizarre suggestion.

Does she think a blessing is like an advertising flyer? What kind of blessing in this world can be given and then taken back? Even advertising flyers aren't collected once they've been distributed.


Besides, withdrawing a blessing is worse than not giving one in the first place—it's practically a curse. It's essentially saying, "Upon further consideration, this person doesn't deserve a blessing."

And that's setting aside the fact that no blessing was given in the first place.

"Would it be ineffective to simply bestow blessings on the other royal children as well?"
"Probably? We might find beings equivalent to dragons somehow, but there's no clearly superior being. So even if blessings were given belatedly, people would only remember that Princess Celine received hers first."

I nodded glumly at Lise's words.

If a deity intervened, it could be considered a blessing superior to a dragon's, but that's not a card to consider except in the most extreme circumstances.

Why did I receive such tremendous honor along with religious authority by becoming a living saint? For most people, God is a distant being, but I have the symbolism and rarity of being relatively close to that God.

Thanks to that, I've been using the title of living saint diplomatically and politically, but to add additional religious authority to three members of the imperial family? At minimum, would a blessing greater than a dragon's be bestowed upon the Crown Princess?

'That's a bit...'

Whether Enen, the Eternal Blue Sky, or Constantina would bestow blessings is secondary—if the aura placed on me gets dispersed, it weakens the cards the Empire can play.

Additionally, if divine blessings were bestowed upon the imperial family of a specific country, other countries would likely become agitated. Even though the imperial family and the religious order are friendly, there's a perception that God is neutral and fair—if it seems that even God favors the Livnomans, that would be problematic.

'Is quantity the answer?'

I sighed softly and quickly turned my thoughts. If a blessing from a being superior to dragons is unreasonable, should we compete with quantity?

As it happens, the Crown Princess has received the blessing of the Wind Elemental King. If we asked the Elemental Kings for help and mobilized other Elemental Kings, that would be four blessings. Between one dragon and four Elemental Kings, the latter would be better.

"Brother."
"Yes?"

While I was considering whether a spectacular natural performance like the one at the Empress Dowager's tomb would work, Lin's voice drew my attention.

"If we can't make the blessing disappear, couldn't we make it a blessing bestowed upon the Livnoman imperial family as a whole rather than just Princess Celine?"
"A blessing for the entire Livnoman family?"

Her words made me tilt my head in confusion.

Make the blessing for everyone instead of an individual? I'm not sure if that's possible—blessings don't get copied. It seems impossible even if we called back Sorniena, who's already been sent to Atelius's cave.

"How?"

But Lin wouldn't have spoken without a plan. She must have had a good idea and was just waiting for the right moment.

"Fortunately, the dragon didn't directly bestow a blessing on Princess Celine. She just appeared in the capital and then left—the idea that the dragon's blessing and protection settled on the Princess is merely people's speculation."
"That's true."

I nodded vigorously at Lin's words.

Sorniena definitely never said a word in the capital. People just assumed that a dragon appearing after hundreds of years must have had a reason, and they found that reason in Princess Celine.

"Then couldn't we guide that speculation in a different direction? As it happens, Princess Celine is the fourth child, and Emperor Sanghwang had three sons. Since more children have been born to the imperial family than in the previous generation, where heirs were scarce, couldn't we say the dragon came to celebrate that?"

'Ah.'

That's quite plausible. At least in our current situation where many options are sealed off, there might not be a better method.

The Livnomans have been known for their scarcity of heirs since before they were an empire, when they were still a kingdom. Though they somehow maintained their lineage, it eventually broke with Eimanka XV, and Sanghwang, Eimanka XV's twelfth cousin, ascended to the throne in an insane succession.

Because of this, Sanghwang having three children was a blessing for the dying Livnoman line, and the fact that an emperor just over thirty has already produced a fourth imperial child is indeed something a dragon might celebrate. It makes sense, but...

'Is that allowed?'

To implement Lin's suggestion, we would inevitably have to mention "Sanghwang and his three sons."

Of the three sons, the first and third are fine. The first would do anything to resolve this issue, and the third is enjoying Dudeukri Online in the North and has no interest in capital affairs.

The problem is the second son. Sanghwang's second son is no ordinary troublemaker—he's a hideous and detestable being who shouldn't even be mentioned in today's imperial political and social circles.

'We have to mention that bastard?'

I felt dizzy at the thought. Just thinking about it makes me feel like my stomach acid is rising.

Of course, we wouldn't mention each of the three sons in detail, just briefly note that "Sanghwang had three children." But even that would reflexively make the imperial nobles think of Dorgos. It's human instinct, unavoidable.

And an unexpected mention of Dorgos would likely provoke Sanghwang, who is spending his peaceful retirement years in the imperial palace.

'No way.'

Cold sweat ran down my spine.

It's a good idea, but absolutely not something I should proceed with on my own. If my actions cause Sanghwang to stir, I'd deserve to be beheaded in front of the imperial palace.

"That's a good thought. I'll examine it in more detail."

So I quickly ended the conversation. I was afraid Lin's words might leak outside. Not that I would be beheaded, but that Lin might face Sanghwang's wrath.

The next day, I headed to the Sun Palace again and carefully mentioned Lin's idea. Except I omitted that Lin was the one who proposed it.

"What?"

The Emperor's reaction was quite intense.

Just one word. That single "what" was enough to weigh down my shoulders.

"Count, is that really your own thought?"
"Pardon?"
"You must have negative feelings toward that man, just like I do. Are you saying you came up with this idea yourself? That seems unlikely."

The words "What noble in the Empire has positive feelings toward that man?" circled in my mouth, but I held them back.

This was not the time for clumsy rebuttals.

The beginning of the purple imperial Livnoman family, not the blue-blooded Livnoman, dates back approximately 560 years.

The Palian Kingdom was one of many nations that occupied the northern region of the Apels Empire. When the legitimate Honnel royal family died out, Count Mikhail Livnoman of Ausen, who held real power in the Palian Kingdom at that time, ascended as the new king. He even renamed the Palian Kingdom to Kfelopen, essentially being treated as the founder of a new nation.

Thus, Count Mikhail of Ausen became King Mikhail the Great of Kfelopen, and his descendant Mikhail XI defeated Apels at Kesak Plain and became Emperor Eimanka.

In other words, the Livnoman family has produced 27 monarchs throughout its 560-year history, and remarkably, while there may have been incompetent rulers among those 27, not a single one was a tyrant—truly a virtuous family.

'Even the harshest rulers were never tyrants.'

From the people's perspective, incompetent rulers, tyrants, and harsh rulers might all seem the same, but as a subject serving the monarch, I can assert they are distinctly different beings.

An incompetent ruler might drive you mad with frustration, but they can still be controlled somehow. Toward the end of the Livnoman direct line, a fantastic streak of incompetent rulers appeared, creating the precedent that "consecutive incompetent rulers lead to disaster," but that was an exceptional case, so let's move past it.

A harsh ruler has clear standards and boundaries, so subjects need not fear as long as they fulfill their duties. The current Emperor himself is a harsh ruler, and many rulers renowned as great monarchs in Kfelopen history were known to be harsh in public matters. Therefore, a harsh ruler benefits national interests and the people's livelihood.

But a tyrant is different. A tyrant can neither be managed like an incompetent ruler nor beneficial like a harsh one. The figure who engraved this understanding in today's Empire was none other than Dorgos.

'There's never been such a bastard.'

Honestly, "bastard" is an extremely mild and gentle expression. To truly describe his character, one would need to dig up words from somewhere in the abyss.

It's telling that an elderly noble who lived through the reign of the incompetent rulers at the end of the Livnoman direct line and the current Emperor's rule once said, "Even a glorious empire will fall when it meets a brutal monster." An elder who had witnessed incompetent rulers and harsh monarchs for decades made such a statement after seeing Dorgos's madness for just a few years.

Of course, since Dorgos was also of imperial blood, instead of criticizing him directly, the statement officially criticized the tyrants of the late Trika period, but everyone knew it was aimed at Dorgos. That's how overwhelming Dorgos's existence was, in the worst possible way.

'For a mere prince, his presence was on the level of an emperor.'

I can't help but laugh bitterly when thinking about Dorgos's impact. Though he was the legitimate son, he was neither emperor nor crown prince. Yet his influence on the Empire was, in the worst sense, on par with an emperor—how astonishing.

"I don't think the Count came up with this idea on his own. Both I and the Count try to erase memories of that man from our minds whenever possible, not deliberately recall them."

The evidence is the Emperor before me. As the eldest legitimate son born before Dorgos, he was the greatest victim of Dorgos's madness. He had to endure the "carriage, terrace, wine" trio of torments as part of his daily life.

If the current Empress hadn't married the Emperor, he would have failed to defend against one of the three and met his end. Then Dorgos would have been appointed Crown Prince—the mere thought is horrifying.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Who gave you such advice?"

I quietly bowed my head as the Emperor's eyes began to roll back.

When I went on a honeymoon with Eri in the past and mentioned that our destination was North Hausents, he showed roughly the same reaction.

But this time, I mentioned Dorgos himself, not the territory of the Aesilon family who backed him. If this continues, he might actually collapse with foam at his mouth.


"...If the Count listened to that advice and conveyed it to me, it must be from someone trustworthy."

As I was wondering what to say to calm his fit, miraculously, the Emperor began to control his emotions on his own.

"Yes, it doesn't matter whose idea it was. What matters is that the advice is quite useful, isn't it?"
"Your Majesty's words are correct."

I kept nodding as the Emperor spoke with a voice that had become surprisingly calm.

Anger and hatred toward Dorgos versus concern about potential discord in the succession—of the two emotions fiercely clashing in the Emperor's heart, the latter won. He chose his children's harmony over his own feelings.

Well done, you mutt. Just for today, I'll call you a great father instead of an incompetent one. Honestly, if I were in your position, I wouldn't have been able to compose myself so quickly, even if it concerned my children.

"Anyway, unlike the previous generation where three were born, now four have been born, bringing blessings to the entire Livnoman family. Truly impressive words. That would also explain why the Dragon appeared right before Selene was born."

The Emperor, having shown great paternal love, continued the conversation calmly.

Given the subject, he couldn't completely abandon thoughts of Dorgos, but he was trying his best to cover negative emotions by mentioning his children.

"Indeed, Your Majesty. Despite Your Majesty and Her Majesty the Empress still being young and healthy, four royal children have been born into this world—what a joyous and beautiful event. Surely the subjects will nod in agreement and understanding when they hear this story."

As the person who first mentioned Dorgos, I must thoroughly align with the Emperor's statements. I must do my best to ensure the Emperor's fit button isn't pressed again.

To prevent his anger from spilling over onto poor Rin!

***

It's been 9 years since that man died. It was the year I was appointed Crown Prince despite being someone who could have died at any moment, and the year the most powerful and terrible external enemy in imperial history, the False Emperor, met his end—impossible to forget.

Nine years. Almost a decade next year. Enough time for children who once played in villages to grow into adults. Despite such a long time passing, my teeth still chatter and my heart pounds violently when I think of him.

The reason I started enjoying vodka is probably because it's difficult to poison. At least vodka is transparent, so it can filter out many colored poisons.

'Why was someone like you born when the very existence of the Livnoman family was at stake?'

I couldn't help but sigh inwardly.

Why, why was someone like you born into the Livnoman family? And why were you born during such a critical period when the fate of the Livnoman family hung in the balance?

At that time, the authority of the Livnoman family had been driven into the ground by the exploits of several incompetent rulers, and His Majesty the Emperor ascended to the throne as a distant branch, possessing not even a speck of legitimacy. Therefore, he wanted to give legitimacy to the next emperor to reestablish authority.

In that situation, he was born as the eldest legitimate son. Considering legitimacy, he should have been appointed, but he was someone who utterly lacked the qualities of an emperor.

'If only Ainter had been the eldest.'

Before marrying the Empress, I had that thought hundreds, thousands of times.


How much better it would have been if Ainter had been born before him. His Majesty the Emperor could have comfortably appointed his legitimate son as Crown Prince, and the Empire wouldn't have needed to agonize over the succession issue for so long. If only the order of birth had been slightly different, the history of the Empire would have changed.

That's how terrible and profound his existence was. He could be called the only blemish on His Majesty the Emperor, who raised the Empire again from the brink of national ruin.

"Unfortunately, this is not a matter for me and the Count to handle."

But now you, who were once a blemish, can finally contribute to the Empire and the imperial family.

It's shameful and difficult to admit, but mentioning you, a member of the imperial family—one of my brothers, however reluctantly—who officially died of illness, can bring great benefit. It can remove the seeds of discord that might grow among our children.

But as I told the Count, that decision is not something even I can handle arbitrarily.

"I will report this directly to His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus. Although His Majesty has retired from all official duties, he is still the elder of the Livnoman family."
"How could I dare speak freely about the noble imperial family's matters? I will follow Your Majesty's will."

At my words, the Count bowed his head so low that his forehead nearly touched the desk.

Probably one of the Count's wives gave him this advice. Only someone of that caliber could move the Count, and there's a reason he would remain silent even when I asked about their identity.

So I too will remain silent about the Count and his wife when reporting to His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus. The Count opened his mouth for the imperial family despite risking my anger, so I too, as Emperor, should be prepared to bear His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus's anger in full.

"Your Majesty. Is this truly Your Majesty's own thought?"
"Pardon?"

However, my resolve instantly melted away upon receiving His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus's question.

I never expected to receive the same question I had asked the Count. Just as I understood the Count's heart, His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus understood mine.

"It seems someone has advised Your Majesty. Truly a brave and loyal subject."
"That, well..."
"Congratulations, Your Majesty. You have a subject who offers honest counsel despite fear, for the sake of the imperial family and the Empire. Having such a subject by Your Majesty's side is like having the blessing of the Great Emperor."

His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus's eyes remained calm without any fluctuation as he spoke those words.

As if he knew who had advised me. As if mentioning Dorgos stirred no emotion in him whatsoever.

"Your Majesty."
"Yes, Your Majesty the Emperor Emeritus. Please speak."
"A wayward son is the karma this old man must bear for life. How could the children suffer because of an old man's karma? Do as Your Majesty wishes."

For a while, I couldn't say anything in response to those words.

An answer without even a moment's hesitation. How many long years must he have spent to give such an instantaneous response?

I couldn't even begin to imagine.

I received your letter from Atelius, or rather, from Sorniena.

The miraculous reporting system was successfully completed: proposer Lin, first approver the Duke's proxy, second approver the Emperor, and final approver the Former Emperor.

Fortunately, no one lost their temper or grabbed anyone by the collar during the process. Of course, the name Dorgos remains a calamity that can't be suppressed by the power of time or the blessing and curse of forgetfulness. But we can't continue struggling under the weight of that disaster when the man has been dead for nine years.

Nine years. Just one more year and it would be a decade, enough time for mountains and rivers to change. During this considerable period, I, the Emperor, and the Former Emperor have all built up much. We can't ignore the calamity that was Dorgos, but we have too many burdens on our shoulders to remain anchored to it.

No, perhaps the Former Emperor is someone who has put down all his burdens? It would be too much to talk about burdens to someone who has retired.

"The Former Emperor has chosen the future over the past. He chose hope for the future instead of a buried calamity."

Seeing the Emperor continue with a somewhat subdued voice, it seemed the Former Emperor hadn't made his decision lightly.

Certainly, the Former Emperor isn't someone who would respond half-heartedly to matters concerning the fate of the imperial family and the empire just because he's retired to private life. When the Emperor sought his advice, the Former Emperor probably deliberated more fiercely than anyone and had to make a heavier decision than anyone.

After all, the Former Emperor doesn't have superiors like the Emperor and I do. He can't go to someone else and leave the choice to them.

'Isn't this elder abuse?'

Belatedly, guilt and bitterness washed over me.

Obviously, we couldn't bypass the Former Emperor on matters related to Dorgos. Rather, it would be more disrespectful and insane for the Emperor and me to proceed without his opinion.

Still, I deeply regret bringing up such an ugly matter to the Former Emperor who should be enjoying a leisurely retirement. Dorgos was the only blemish on the Former Emperor's record during his approximately 30 years of sacrificing everything for the empire, and perhaps the monster who could have instantly turned all the Former Emperor's achievements to garbage.

I can't even begin to imagine how much the Former Emperor must have agonized and suffered after hearing the Emperor's words. Moreover, no matter how wretched and vicious the man was, he was still the Former Emperor's son.

"I am deeply sorry for making Your Former Majesty uncomfortable with my rash and foolish remarks."

I bowed my head toward the Emperor, who was tilting his vodka with a complicated expression.

It was necessary but cruel. It was something that needed to be conveyed, but could have been packaged more gently and softly. Having failed to do so and instead reporting directly to the Emperor, I naturally felt responsible for the situation.

"Don't say such things. I and the Former Emperor know this is for the best. Rather, the Imperial Family should be grateful to the Count for having the courage to speak up."

In response to my apology, the Emperor smiled slightly and handed me a bottle of vodka he had placed beside him.

He's been living with tea for a while under the Empress's pressure. Even when he couldn't resist and brought out vodka, he at least showed the courtesy of pouring it into glasses, but now he's drinking straight from the bottle in the morning and offering the bottle to others.

Though he says he's grateful, he's definitely not at ease. The Former Emperor had to face the calamity of the past for the future of his children. And he had to show it again to the biological father who felt more responsibility and despair about that calamity than anyone else.

"Your expression is strange. Do you think I'm saying things I don't mean?"

I reflexively tried to answer yes but stopped myself. If I did that, the Emperor pretending to be fine might not even be able to pretend anymore.

"Ha!"

As I was hesitating, not knowing what to do, the Emperor let out a short laugh.

"Count. You seem to be misunderstanding something. You are not the perpetrator but the victim. Just like me, you're a victim who grits your teeth, feels your guts twist, and wants to spit on his grave when you think of that man. So why are you acting as if you've committed a crime?"
"Your Majesty."
"Ah, come to think of it, I meant to give you this first but ended up offering alcohol instead. Wait a moment."

The Emperor suddenly stood up, approached his desk, and took out six small boxes from the drawer.

"Take these. They're gifts I prepared for your wives."

Then he handed me something unexpected.

'Gifts.'

I reflexively took the boxes the Emperor handed me and quickly examined them.


This size, this weight, and gifts for noblewomen. They must be accessories. Earrings, necklaces, or bracelets. Surely he wouldn't give rings to me, a ring authority.

'Why this?'

After staring blankly at the boxes, I turned my gaze back to the Emperor.

Meeting with the Emperor and him rushing to the Former Emperor happened just yesterday. That means these gifts were prepared in just one day.

It's hard to understand. Why would he prepare gifts for someone else's wives when his own mind is in turmoil? And considering the Emperor's dignity, he couldn't just choose anything carelessly, so one day would have been quite rushed.

"When a Dragon personally blesses such a joyous occasion for House Livnoman, shouldn't it also be a happy occasion for the Count who is the godfather of the Imperial Princess? I didn't know what to give the Count himself, so I decided to show my sincerity to your wives instead. So don't overthink it and accept them."

As if noticing my confusion, the Emperor smiled and offered a curious justification.

'Ah.'

It didn't take long to realize the reason for this eccentricity.

'He figured it out.'

It's certain. That man has figured out who I sought advice from.

Of course, it would be impossible for him to know it was Lin specifically unless the Emperor was a prophet or had planted a spy in our mansion, but he at least reached the conclusion that one of my wives was my advisor.

Despite knowing that one of my wives was the legendary advisor who shook the mental fortitude of the Former Emperor, the Emperor, and the Duke's proxy, he still gave these gifts. This is a declaration that he has no resentment toward the wife who advised me, but rather is grateful.

It's also consideration for me, telling me not to worry about anything else and to go home and rest comfortably.

"I don't know how to express my gratitude for Your Majesty's consideration."

As soon as I understood the Emperor's intention, I bowed my head again.

The mutt rarely showed the image of a good father rather than an incompetent one, but this time he showed the image of an excellent monarch as well.

From lunch on the day I received the gifts from the Emperor, the atmosphere changed dramatically.

A consensus quickly spread that the Dragon's blessing was not to celebrate the birth of Imperial Princess Selene, but to celebrate the prosperity of House Livnoman. By tomorrow, this news would probably cover the central part of the empire, and by the day after tomorrow, the entire empire.

'It's spreading well.'

Public opinion in the Capital requires the proper meshing of two gears: the nobility and the common citizens. However, nobles can't openly say, "Lady Selene received the Dragon's blessing that even the Imperial Princess didn't receive!" The human mouth is both heavy and light, so some nobles might whisper about it among themselves, but none would openly proclaim it.

Meanwhile, the Emperor provided guidelines to the nobles on how to react. And he did so while indirectly mentioning Dorgos, the disgrace of the Imperial Family.

In that case, the nobles must congratulate House Livnoman with foaming mouths. When the Emperor has made a major decision and shown the way forward, it would be disrespectful not to rush down that path.

"Thanks to Lin, the Imperial Family has been pacified. I wonder how many carriages will be coming to the mansion soon?"

After reviewing the Capital's public opinion situation transmitted by the Deputy Head of Intelligence through the communication device, I turned my gaze to Lin.

If the Emperor's public opinion campaign ends successfully, carriages full of treasures might come to the mansion. In a way, she helped end the Imperial Family's discord early, and expressing gratitude for that would require more than just one accessory.

"It's not thanks to me, but thanks to you, oppa. You're the one who directly spoke to and persuaded His Majesty."
"I wouldn't have even thought of persuading him without you. It is thanks to you."
"Is that so?"

Lin smiled awkwardly at my continued praise.

With the Emperor sending gifts to my wives, Lin's safety was perfectly secured. So while there's no need to spread word of Lin's contribution everywhere, there's also no need to be tight-lipped and completely conceal it.

That Emperor isn't the type to pettily reverse his position. Even if he realized Lin was the advisor, he would express gratitude rather than punish her.


"Perhaps Lady Selene will come to follow Lin like an aunt. Thanks to her smart aunt, she avoided the crisis of becoming awkward with her older sister."
"O-oppa..."

I burst into laughter at the sight of her face turning red.

Any more praise seems detrimental to Lin's mental state. I should probably stop—

'Hmm?'

The communication device in my pocket vibrated briefly.

'The Minister of Special Affairs?'

Curious about who sent the message, I checked and found it was from an unexpected person.

Among the countless duties of the Ministry of Special Affairs is protecting the Dragon's domain.

They prevent lost citizens from entering the Dragon's domain and stand by 24 hours a day to immediately fulfill any requests from the Dragon. Considering the significance of Dragons in the empire, it's truly an important and weighty duty.

I wonder why they couldn't stop Sorniena from running away, but it would be harsh to blame humans for what even Sorniena's parents couldn't prevent.

"A letter sent by... Elder Atelius?"
"Yes. The Great One asked me to deliver it to Your Excellency."

Anyway, among the domains protected by the Ministry of Special Affairs is Atelius's domain, so if Atelius wishes, he can call for me or deliver something at any time.

But I didn't expect it to be a letter. And a normal-sized letter that humans could receive without any problems.

'Well, he can transform.'

I wondered how he wrote the letter, but paper could be easily obtained by asking a Special Affairs agent, and he probably wrote it after transforming into a human body. Let's not overthink it.

"I understand. I've received it properly, so you may go back."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

As soon as I broke the seal on the letter, I sent back the Special Affairs agent who had come in place of the Minister.

When the Minister of Special Affairs suddenly said he had received a letter from Atelius, I thought it was an April Fool's joke in the wrong time and space. At least until that agent actually came to the mansion with the letter.

'What could the contents be?'

I checked the contents, wondering what could be so important that Atelius would send a letter, and

[To Kal, who must have suffered a lot because of me.]
'What?'

I was greeted by a sentence that made my head go blank.

[If my parents suffered the most because of my unreasonable requests and troubles, then you, Kal, must have suffered the second most. I realized this clearly while staying with Uncle Atelius.]
[I'm really reflecting on my actions. I'll be careful from now on not to let this happen again, not to bother humans with Dragon matters.]
'Oh...'

Reading further only made me more dizzy.

It wasn't a letter from Atelius but from Sorniena. Moreover, she must have been properly scolded by Atelius, as the letter was very polite, reverent, and permeated with dejected emotions.

'Are these tear stains?'

There were even traces of small water droplets in the corner of the paper, suggesting she had cried enough to shed tears while being scolded by Atelius.

This is awkward. It's fortunate if Sorniena's discipline ended successfully, but my heart softens when I hear that the little Dragon cried while reflecting.

It seems I'm an inevitable father figure after all.

The flutter of a runaway baby dragon's wings brought a series of commotions that ultimately concluded by elevating the prestige of the Livnoman family.

Even a small butterfly's wingbeat can cause a typhoon somewhere, so naturally a dragon's wingbeat created a storm right where we stood. It's remarkable how Lin, myself, the Emperor, and the circumstances managed to transform that into a positive storm. We actually controlled a dragon's movements with human power.

Obviously, I wouldn't want to experience it twice. To defend against that storm, I had to pull out a disaster that was maturing in hell. Since I pulled it out after 9 years, I think it would be best to wait about 900 years before doing it again.

'At this rate, will we end up summoning the Khagan too?'

I gave a bitter smile as I watched the imperial carriages arriving at the main gate.

It's a hideous and terrible thought, but the possibility isn't zero. Even Dorgos, the shame and sore spot of the Livnomans—their Voldemort—was summoned from hell when needed, so why not the Khagan? Perhaps in the future, the imperial family and the Empire will become so open-minded that they'll even utilize the Khagan when necessary.

But if such a future comes, I hope it's far in the future. There are too many people who would foam at the mouth and convulse if the Khagan were mentioned while those who participated in the Great Punitive War are still alive.

'I'm one of them.'

Unfortunately, I'm also one of those participants. Moreover, I'm the greatest victim who saw the Khagan up close and personally fought him.

'Let's not think about it.'

I quickly shook off the Khagan's face that reflexively appeared in my mind.

That monstrous bastard. If Dorgos was monstrous in character, that one was simply a monster. I wonder if I could kill him again if I were to experience regression.

When Hecate and I killed the Khagan, it was only possible because of an incredible stroke of luck upon luck upon luck. I absolutely couldn't do it again if asked. Just like how no one wins the lottery jackpot twice in their lifetime.

"Master."

As I was shaking off these random thoughts about the Khagan, I turned my head at the butler's voice.

"The items sent by His Majesty will be stored in the mansion's warehouse, and some of the existing items in the warehouse will be sent to Wiridia."
"Send primarily weapons and artifacts. They'll be stored in the military academy's warehouse."
"Yes, understood."

After watching the butler bow his head, I turned my gaze back to the carriages.

As expected, when the dragon's blessing transformed into protection bestowed upon the entire Livnoman family, the Emperor sent various gifts to the mansion. He gave plenty of rewards for protecting the future of the imperial Livnoman family.

The problem is that our house's warehouse has been at full capacity for some time, with no more storage space available. But we can't just leave the Emperor's gifts in some strange place, so we have no choice but to move existing items elsewhere.

'Fortunately, the military academy is in Wiridia.'

I breathed a sigh of relief inwardly.

The military academy, which was originally planned to be built near the Imperial Academy, somehow ended up in Wiridia. Moreover, during the site selection process, unexpected archaeological sites were discovered in large quantities, inadvertently elevating Wiridia to a sacred place for archaeology.

Although the construction process hasn't been entirely smooth due to various storms it caused, since the academy is located within my domain, I can use its spacious warehouses. If I provided the land, I should be able to enjoy that convenience.

Of course, I'm not blatantly using the military academy's warehouse as my personal storage. It's merely entrusted in the form of a consignment to broaden the cadets' knowledge—like temporarily lending personal artifacts or artworks to museums and art galleries.

'What would I have done without the military academy?'

I mean this sincerely. If there hadn't been the military academy as a temporary warehouse, wouldn't I have had to build dozens of warehouses in the middle of nowhere by now? The thought alone is dreadful.

"But Master."
"Yes?"
"Since these are essentially items bestowed upon the fourth madam, wouldn't it be appropriate to send them to the Yorun family?"

I chuckled at the butler's suggestion, which he made in a lowered, cautious voice.

I had the same thought as the butler. These gifts are rewards for successfully resolving the dragon blessing incident, so it would be correct to view them as Lin's personal possessions as the advisor, not mine.


So I casually asked Lin if she would consider storing the gifts at the Yorun family, but...

"She said that since this is now her home, it's right to store them here."

Lin, who is now Irina Kracius rather than Irina Yorun, didn't even glance at the Yorun family's warehouse.

She questioned how a member of the Kracius family could use the Yorun family's warehouse, and how treasures of the Kracius family could be stored in another family's warehouse.

'Her father would be hurt if he heard that.'

Changing one's surname means living as a member of the in-laws' family rather than one's original family. Just like Uncle August lives diligently as a member of the Deast family.

Still, one cannot completely erase the blood flowing through one's veins, so naturally the connection with one's original family cannot be severed. Lin could freely use the Yorun family's facilities without any problem. After all, Lin is scheduled to inherit part of the Yorun family's assets in the future.

Nevertheless, Lin chose to use the Kracius family's warehouse.

'She's still being cautious.'

She's worried that if she uses the Yorun family's warehouse, the Emperor might react. She fears the Emperor might identify the advisor and make her pay the price for touching the imperial sore spot.

I told her that wouldn't happen, but what can I do? I know that mutt's personality well, but for ordinary nobles like Lin, the Emperor can only be viewed as a being above the heavens. No matter how close we are to the imperial family, no matter how often the Crown Princess visits our mansion, the Emperor will inevitably be perceived as an unapproachable existence.

If that's the case, comforting Lin by saying it's okay while forcing her to act would only harm her mentally. It's better to just let Lin do as she wishes.

"I see. I've made an irreversible blunder by treating someone who lives as a member of the Kracius family more than anyone else as a member of another family."

Hearing my words, the butler, who understood Lin's feelings, bowed his head again.

The butler had thought of the Yorun family's warehouse because the items were bestowed upon the noble Lin, but as a butler who roughly knew the situation, he would have realized Lin's mental conflict. He would have concluded that mentioning the Yorun family any further would be poisonous to the mistress he serves.

"It's not a blunder. If the warehouse is insufficient, we can look elsewhere."

I patted the butler's shoulder and gave a small laugh.

It's not like the butler suggested it because he was treating Lin as an outsider; rather, he extended his thoughts to the Yorun family out of respect for Lin's private property. Neither Lin nor I would doubt the butler's sincerity over something like this.

"Well, good work. I'll go upstairs."
"Yes, Master."

I entered the mansion while listening to the butler's words. Now that the gift check is done, I need to take care of the next task.

'Let's go see Eri's face.'

A smile involuntarily spread across my face.

Since yesterday evening, Eri has been making a sad face and twisting her limbs. She's in a state of mental confusion after hearing the message from the Empress.

This is a golden opportunity to tease Eri as she whimpers in frustration—I absolutely cannot miss it.

***

There were things I had prepared for, things I thought I would enjoy if I had to do them anyway.

If you can't avoid it, enjoy it. If you have to do something anyway, don't dislike it but find joy in it. That's the wiser and more rational choice, right?

- Come to the Empress's Palace starting the day after tomorrow.
"Huh?"

But when it really came this close, it felt... different...


- The Livnoman family has prospered enough to receive a dragon's blessing. Besides, our Selene is so active and healthy that we need someone by her side who will cherish and take care of our children like their own nieces and nephews.

My senior suddenly contacted me and unilaterally poured out words. She looked so active that it was hard to believe she had recently given birth, so I just nodded blankly.

"Um, senior. No matter how active and healthy she is, isn't this still the time when she just sleeps in her cradle?"

But even though I was overwhelmed by my senior's energy, I had to say what needed to be said.

I know well that my senior's children have increased from three to four. I fully understand that mentally she could handle up to three by herself, but four becomes overwhelming. Somehow four starts to feel like a lot.

But isn't my little niece still at an age where she can't even babble, let alone focus her eyes? Surely there's no need to mobilize me yet?

- You'll understand when you come to the Empress's Palace.

My senior calmly answered this reasonable question. If you have complaints, come see for yourself.

It's an unfair response that leaves me speechless. Who would refuse after hearing that? Especially when it's an order from the Empress herself.

- Besides, since she's still in her cradle, we need to prepare in advance. It'll be too late once Selene starts crawling around.
"Is that so...?"
- And to work in the imperial palace, you need to have at least the dignity of an apprentice lady-in-waiting. I'll teach you as much as possible within a few months, so be prepared when you come.

Still, hearing my senior's declaration made me increasingly want to refuse.

Dignity, within a few months, teaching. Even one of these words would be ominous, but three poured out at once. How strict must the training be for a lady-in-waiting working in the imperial palace, which isn't even an ordinary noble family?

"Senior. Couldn't I be treated as a special lady-in-waiting? Like a special position lady-in-waiting who just plays hard with the little ones?"

So even though I knew it wouldn't work, I tried to negotiate with my senior anyway.

I'm confident I can play enthusiastically with our little ones. I'm also confident I can take care of them with love as if they were my own children. Besides, the little ones already follow me like an aunt.

With unparalleled abilities and standing that other ladies-in-waiting cannot imitate. Wouldn't it be a waste of time to receive the same education as other ladies-in-waiting? Wouldn't it be better to leave me free to actively utilize my abilities and position!?

- Would that work?
"No..."

That's what I think, but apparently my senior doesn't.

- Of course, I don't expect much from you either. I need someone who will take good care of our children, not a lady-in-waiting who performs all sorts of duties. After all, would teaching you now even work well?
"Then...!"
- Still, you need to have at least the minimum requirements, the minimum.

With those words, my senior didn't apply any more pressure. As if she had said enough and expected me to give up and come obediently.

Thanks to that, I had been trembling about the future for a day, when...

"Eri."

The Minister entered the room.

"Tomorrow is your first day at the new job. Are you mentally prepared?"

With several books stacked on his head.

"What is that?"
"This? I heard apprentice ladies-in-waiting practice this at first. Walking with books on their head without spilling them."

I hated the Minister who was laughing by himself right now.

A few days ago, I would have laughed along, asking what that was, but now that I really have to receive lady-in-waiting training starting tomorrow, I can't laugh.

I regret to say that when Erich and I clash, it often ends in my defeat.

Of course, I'm talking about verbal confrontations, not physical ones. If I were to physically fight with Erich, she would instantly be reduced to what was presumably once Erich. No matter how much you dislike someone, you shouldn't do such things. Especially if that disliked person is your beloved wife.

Let's not question how hatred and love can coexist. Erich is a miraculous being who makes it possible.

Anyway, since my days as the Audit Department Head, Erich has been an unparalleled general who attacked my mental state from all directions. Especially when she teamed up with the Deputy Head of Intelligence and the Enforcement Department Head, they fearlessly drove me into crisis.

'Finally.'

But at last, that one-sided, unbalanced, and unjust dynamic has crumbled.

Now I can tease Erich one-sidedly, and she must grit her teeth and endure the humiliation.

"Study hard and come back. I hear other imperial court ladies have either been thoroughly trained from childhood or entered the palace with credentials from other prestigious families. You became a court lady as an adult. What an unprecedented privilege."
"I don't need such privileges."
"What are you saying? That's not for you to decide, but for Her Majesty the Empress."

Seeing Erich trembling made my lips curl up involuntarily. Even the books balanced on my head seemed to laugh with me as they swayed from side to side.

This is it. I might have endured the trials of the runaway baby dragon for this very moment. It was just a small price to pay for this great joy.

If Sornieena's great escape had ended in disaster, the balance would have collapsed, but since everything concluded well, this is a fairly good deal. Days when I can one-sidedly tease Erich won't come often in my life.

"Everyone there will be your senior, so don't be stiff. Even though you're from the Masalo family and affiliated with the Kracius family, hierarchy is important."
"I was also a bureaucrat in the Audit Department! I'm strict about hierarchy!"

That comment almost made me snap. After all I've suffered from you, the Deputy Head of Intelligence, and the Enforcement Department Head, you claim hierarchy was strict? If that was strict, then the Ministry of the Imperial Household and Special Affairs Ministry must be AI collectives.

'Stay calm.'

But I desperately restrained myself. If I got excited here, I'd lose the upper hand I'd just gained.

Eventually, instead of instinctive anger, wonder filled my chest. Even in an overwhelmingly defensive situation, Erich manages to land a critical hit on me. What an amazing offensive instinct.

Why she uses it against her husband remains a genuine mystery.

"Come to think of it, administrative official and imperial court lady are separate positions, so your previous experience won't even be recognized. You're not an experienced rookie but a rookie who lost all experience?"

My casually thrown words made Erich's eyes dart wildly.

Given Erich's personality, she probably had no intention of using her Audit Department seniority to lord over other court ladies, but still, hearing "your years of work experience are meaningless" to her face would naturally be shocking. Especially since Erich actually enjoyed her time at the Audit Department.

But what can you do? Previous experience needs some connection to be recognized, and no matter how you look at it, Audit Department experience has nothing to do with being a court lady. If she had worked at the Ministry of the Imperial Household, she might have been recognized for her expertise in serving the imperial family.

'I didn't try to escape the military for nothing.'

There was a reason why, after working in the Audit Department for two years, I specifically targeted the military as my new field. Partly because of the strong backing and mental support of the Victorious Duke, but also because military experience could only be utilized in either the military or the Special Affairs Ministry.

And if I had to choose between the two, the military would be better. I made many friends during the Great Punitive War.

Of course, I failed to escape and ended up rising from Audit Department Head to Minister of Audit, but still. I wonder what my life would have been like if I had succeeded in escaping to the military back then.

"Erich."
"Yes?"
"You must find your light."

I unconsciously took Erich's hand and spoke seriously.

This husband failed to escape the Audit Department and became the Minister of Audit, but may you, my wife, successfully escape and live a new life. Not as the Section Chief of the Audit Department's First Section, but as a court lady of the Empress's Palace, then the Crown Princess's Palace, and finally the Head Court Lady of the Crown Princess's Palace. The ultimate goal is to become the Head Court Lady for 18-year-old Eimanka.


'At least you.'

My ambition to tease Erich had somehow transformed into sincere encouragement.

I will pass on to you the dream that Idrid couldn't achieve, that I couldn't achieve. Please become the third escapee and fulfill our wishes. You've already been relieved of your position, so you've essentially reached the goal.

"If Her Majesty the Empress dismisses you, I'll somehow find you a court lady position in another family."
"Huh?"
"Or you could take on the role of head court lady in our mansion."

Erich stared at me with a blank face.

She must be moved by her husband's firm commitment to secure her employment.

***

If you don't want to go to work, create reasons to dislike being at home.

The Minister pushed me out with a groundbreaking method no one else would have thought of.

"You came earlier than expected. I thought you'd drag your feet."

My senior seemed surprised that I arrived early in the morning and stood up from her seat with an unexpected reaction.

The other court ladies had all withdrawn, leaving only me and my senior in the room. That meant I could speak comfortably.

"The Minister threatened me in a strange way."
"Threatened?"
"He said if you find me useless and kick me out, he'll place me as a court lady in another family."

At my words, my senior's eyes widened, and then she chuckled.

"The godfather is amazing. Saying that leaves you no choice but to work hard."

Her excessively amused reaction made me feel disappointed. Shouldn't she comfort me by saying that would never happen? I need her confirmation to regain my peace of mind.

My already delicate and sensitive heart is crying in pain. Who would have thought I'd receive such cruel threats from my husband?

"Senior."
"Yes?"
"You won't kick me out, right? I really don't want to work in another family."

I'm a direct descendant of a marquis family and one of the secondary wives of the Imperial Count's family—how could someone with such prestigious titles work as a court lady in someone else's house?

That's unacceptable. I have no intention of working anywhere except the imperial palace. I'd rather remain the youngest among the imperial court ladies forever than go to another noble family, even if they offered me the position of head court lady!

"Well, it depends on how you perform."
"Senior!"

But my senior cruelly just laughed.

How unfair! She's the one who needed me! She could at least give me a definite answer on this!

"Why are you so worried? Do you really think your godfather would send his wife to be a court lady in another family?"

After laughing for quite a while, my senior finally offered some semblance of comfort. She said no husband in his right mind would send his wife to be a court lady in another family.

Actually, it's not uncommon for noble ladies or noblewomen to work in higher noble families. It's rather common. But what higher family could there be for me, a lady of the Masalo family and the wife of the Acting Duke of Serbet? Even a ducal family would be an equal, not a superior family.


"You don't understand, Senior. The Minister is serious about the strangest things."

So I pouted and grumbled.

The Minister didn't mention the court lady position to insult me or tease me. How could I not know that after all these years with him?

But in the current situation, I'd prefer if it were meant as an insult or a joke. Because I might actually have to work as a court lady in a family other than the imperial palace.

"He genuinely thinks... that if I can't be an imperial court lady, working as a court lady elsewhere would be... for my own good..."

Surprisingly, it's true. The look in the Minister's eyes when he held my hand—it was a sincere look of wanting to help me.

It's hard to understand. If I get kicked out of the palace, I could just stay idle at our mansion, so why should I work in someone else's house? I know the Minister is an extraordinary being unlike ordinary people, but even considering that, it's a bit much.

"Did you tease the godfather first or something?"
"If teasing led to this, I wouldn't have been able to marry him in the first place."
"That's boasting."

My senior picked up a book from the side table.

"If you don't want to get kicked out, start by reading this."
"Read it? Not balance it on my head?"
"You can't do that?"

After pondering for a moment, I gently shook my head at my senior's question.

I've never tried it, but I don't think it would be impossible. I'm a former executive of the Audit Department after all; walking while maintaining balance shouldn't be difficult.

Though I'm not sure about balancing multiple books simultaneously like the Minister. I have no idea how he did that.

"What you lack is theory. First, build a solid theoretical foundation, then learn the practical skills—you'll pick them up quickly. Fortunately, you're quite intelligent."
"Hehe, I feel a bit shy when you suddenly compliment me."
"I've been reading this book for a few days now. Be prepared for a test on its contents."
"Huh?"

A chill ran down my spine. A test on a book I'm seeing for the first time?

"I'll create the questions myself and grade them too."

And not delegating it to someone else, but my senior doing it personally?

"Why, why would you do that?"
"Hmm?"
"Senior, you're busy! You have many duties as the Empress, and you also have to take care of your newborn nephew!"

It was an instinctive protest that bypassed my brain.

If it goes through my senior's hands, it definitely won't be normal. What should be an easy first hurdle will obviously become a terrible ordeal.

"Why, you ask? Well."

My senior, who had somehow approached me, smiled gently and softly.

"Because you'll be taking care of children who carry the blood of both Livnoman and Nuren. Naturally, you must become a perfect court lady."
"You said you didn't expect much from me! That you just needed someone who could take good care of the children!"
"That was initially the case, but what can I do about your godfather's firm resolve? It seems Erich doesn't want you to be expelled from the palace, so you have no choice but to become a court lady that no one can find fault with."

Despite her gentle smile, the words coming out of her mouth were too vicious.

Couldn't my future be as gentle as my senior's smile...?

More people were leaving the mansion to go to work. Following Trixie at the magic tower, Eri was the new addition at the Imperial Palace.

The difference was that Trixie could go to the magic tower whenever she wanted, while Eri commuted to the Imperial Palace because others wanted her to. That was quite a critical difference.

'Going to work because someone else calls you is rather sad.'

Eri, who never particularly aspired to be a lady-in-waiting, suddenly found herself walking that path. And not just as a maid for an ordinary noble family, but striving to earn the tremendous title of an Imperial Palace lady-in-waiting.

What a marvelous and delightful turn of events. Escaping from the bloody Audit Department executive position to become an elegant and noble Imperial Palace lady-in-waiting, with the potential to rise to the position of head lady-in-waiting for the Crown Princess's palace or even the future Emperor's head lady-in-waiting—what an excellent opportunity.

Thanks to this, what started as merely amusing has now become something I sincerely support. I hope that unlike the first generation Idrid and the second generation Kal, the third generation Erzsebet will succeed in escaping from the Audit Department. As my wife, Phine is more than enough to work at the Ministry of Audit.

'Actually, she's too good for it.'

To be honest, I wish Phine would retire completely from the Ministry of Audit. Isn't it a husband's ambition to want his wife to live comfortably?

Of course, if it's not simply labor for money but work for self-fulfillment, I wouldn't stop her, but achieving self-fulfillment through Audit Ministry work seems a bit much. What kind of self would be realized through such grim work?

However, Phine has a strong attachment to the Ministry of Audit. After losing her family, neighbors, friends, and hometown, Phine was picked up by me and the first place she truly belonged was the Audit Department's 4th Section. She briefly flew to the Special Affairs Ministry before returning when the Audit Department was promoted to a Ministry, and now she has a strong determination never to leave the Ministry of Audit again.

So what can I do? I'll have to spend my golden years with Phine at the Ministry of Audit. Or we could retire together. Either way, it's sad that both options will take quite a long time.

"She's going to the Imperial Palace today for training as well. Her Majesty the Empress thinks very highly of Eri and is putting her heart into the education. Despite her busy schedule, she regularly makes time to check on Eri's progress."
- Is that so? We've received a debt of gratitude from Her Majesty the Empress that we cannot repay in a lifetime.

Anyway, after Eri left for the Imperial Palace today, I contacted my fifth father-in-law to update him on Eri's situation.

No one was happier than my father-in-law when he heard that Eri was beginning her path as an Imperial Palace lady-in-waiting. He's the one who shed tears of blood inside when his precious daughter entered the ominous Audit Department, and who cheered when she retired from the front lines by marrying me.

And now she's not just retiring but completely changing careers, about to become an Imperial Palace lady-in-waiting instead of an auditor? I imagine the Masalo Marquis household must be celebrating every day.

- I thought I couldn't ask for more when Eri found a wonderful match and gave me a grandson and granddaughter. I never imagined I would receive such an additional gift.

Seeing my father-in-law wiping his eyes with a handkerchief made me smile.

My father-in-law's emotion isn't because of the honor of Eri working at the Imperial Palace. It's simply because she's stepping away from a job with a grim, dark image into a profession that receives everyone's admiration and praise.

To be blunt, even if she hadn't become an Imperial Palace lady-in-waiting but found another job, even if she'd opened a café somewhere on a street in the Capital, he would have been just as moved and sent a congratulatory flower arrangement for the opening. That's how deep and profound the resentment my father-in-law harbored during Eri's employment period was.

It was only out of love for his daughter that he didn't openly express that resentment. What remarkable patience.

- Son-in-law.
"Yes, Father-in-law."
- That child Eri, even if she stumbles a bit at first, will admirably meet Her Majesty's expectations. She may only do what she likes, but she's not lacking in wisdom.
"I know that well. If she wants to learn something, if it's necessary, she'll acquire it quickly."

I nodded reflexively at my father-in-law's words.

The creative revenge that Eri showcased in collaboration with the Intelligence Deputy Head and the Enforcement Department Head was practically performance art that could never come from a dull mind. Frustratingly, Eri is indeed an intellectual with a wise mind.

Sadly, she had been using that wisdom in a somewhat bizarre direction, but now that she's found a clear rein in the Empress, the wild thousand-mile horse will only run straight from now on. Truly a blessing for the Empire.

- But if, if she finds it difficult to adapt to the serene and noble space of the Imperial Palace.
"Then I'll look for ways she can utilize what she's learned."
- Yes. I'm counting on you.

I responded with sincerity to my father-in-law's earnest gaze.

I've already resolved to find her a position as a lady-in-waiting in another family if she gets expelled from the Imperial Palace. Even if we can't find a suitable family, it doesn't matter.

Neither I nor my father-in-law intend to miss this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. We absolutely cannot let go of the great miracle created by the Empress.

'Whether it's a café or a boutique, we'll establish something.'


A café or boutique run by a lady educated at the Imperial Palace. A shop with the Masalo family and the Kracius family as sponsors.

If necessary, Eri will become the owner. If she lived her first life in the Audit Department, she'll live her second life in the Capital.

'We can get the pastries supplied by Luise.'

Before I knew it, I was making plans for running a café.

A café run by the wives working together. Just imagining it warms my heart.

***

I never thought I'd be studying again in my thirties.

Actually, I didn't study hard even during my Academy days. If I had known this would happen, I should have learned how to study back then.

'Would it have made any difference?'

It's been over ten years since I graduated from the Academy. Even if I had learned properly at the Academy, it's enough time to have forgotten everything.

Yes, I was destined to face an unavoidable disaster. No matter what efforts I made in the past, I couldn't have avoided or overcome this situation.

"Hmm."

While thinking about that, I flinched at the senior's voice.

The senior was grading my answer sheet, showing no change in expression, making it impossible to predict whether I had written the correct or wrong answer.

"Not bad."

Seeing the senior nod slightly, I inwardly sighed with relief.

I survived another day. With this, I've successfully passed the third test.

"Let's have the next test in two days."
"So soon?"

But as soon as I survived, I had to prepare for the next battle.

Why do I have to take another test in just two days? How many tests am I taking in a single week? Even at the Academy, no teacher was like this.

"You seem to be learning faster than I expected. Isn't a shorter education period better than a longer one?"

At the senior's words, I closed my mouth and thought.

That's true. It's better to finish quickly and intensely rather than spending a long time studying. It's much better to suffer intensely for a few weeks than to struggle for months.

...

'Why am I even debating this?'

Then I reached the truth and felt a sense of futility.

Why am I worrying about this? If the senior has decided, nothing I say will change it. Even if I said, "I'm fine with studying for a longer period," the senior would still want faster learning.

"Why that expression?"
"I'm just so happy to be using my brain after so long..."

Happy... so happy... it feels like I've gone back about ten years...

"Ah, from tomorrow, go see the head lady-in-waiting too. It's time to taste some practical experience, not just theory."
"Yes."

I hurriedly nodded at those words.


Moving my body is better. I just need to act more carefully and move more gracefully. I can do that much, of course.

Despite appearances, I'm quite meticulous and elegant. If I try, I can do it.

"Mom! Auntie!"

Just as I was preparing to leave, the door opened and my first nephew came running in.

Behind him, my second and third nephews toddled in. It seems our first nephew brought the others along because he wanted to see his aunt.

"My dear nephew! Did you come to see your auntie?"
"Yes!"

I couldn't help but smile as my first nephew ran to me and hugged me.

My own children are cute, but my nephews are cute too! Plus, since I've known them since they were little, they feel half like my own children!

"Auntie. Hug us too."
"Us too."
"Of course!"

I hugged the second and third nephews who approached me next.

To live in the Kracius mansion, you need to be able to hug multiple children at once. If that's impossible, you can't survive as a mother.

"Are you happy that your auntie is here?"

The senior also smiled gently at the warm meeting between aunt and nephews.

Although the senior is demanding tremendous education from me, it seems genuine that she wants someone who will take good care of her nephews. She doesn't say anything even when I interact with them as an aunt rather than a lady-in-waiting.

"Yes! Happy! I like seeing you at your house, and now I see you at our house too, so I'm even happier!"

My first nephew's energetic answer made me keep smiling.

My cute and precious nephews. Since my nephews like it, this auntie will work hard commuting back and forth!

'It stings.'

But is it my imagination? The senior's gaze on the back of my head feels a bit sharp.

It's as if she's saying that if I don't study properly and have to leave the Imperial Palace when the nephews like me so much, I should be prepared.

I'm not directly facing the senior's gaze, but I'm certain. It's definitely filled with such emotions.

'I must succeed.'

Thanks to that, I ignited a sense of mission in my heart.

If I fail to qualify as an Imperial Palace lady-in-waiting, my nephews will be sad, the senior will strip my soul bare, and the Minister will send me to another family.

"But Auntie."
"Yes?"
"If you're going to your house, can't I go with you?"

At my first nephew's request, I glanced at the senior.

"You need to come back before dinner?"
"Yes!"

Fortunately, the senior readily agreed.

If it's before dinner, well, that's plenty of time to play!

Eri's education as an imperial court lady had created an unexpected butterfly effect.

"When my children are a bit older, could I also try working outside the home?"
"Huh?"

The other wives had begun dreaming of outdoor activities like Eri.

I've never completely controlled my wives' outings or strictly forced them to stay at home. What kind of madman would do such a ridiculous thing?

However, except for Trixie the tower master and Pine who would return to the Audit Department after her vacation, everyone else lived within the mansion without proper occupations. Of course, the lady of the house is busy managing the family's assets and servants, but that role was primarily handled by Marga as the first wife.

As a result, Luise, Lynn, and Eri had been feeling somewhat adrift, but among the three, Eri had started commuting to the imperial palace. When the number of unemployed people decreases from three to two, the remaining two inevitably feel more pressure.

"I don't mean right away. I'm thinking when our children are old enough that they won't have problems if their mother is away for a bit. Around eight or nine years old?"

When I tilted my head, Luise hastily continued. It seemed like she was trying to provide more specific details, fearing I might refuse.

Unnecessary worry. If it's what my wives want, especially if it considers the children's schedules, I have no reason to object. I'd rather actively help than oppose it.

'Eight or nine years old, huh.'

I pondered while stroking my chin at Luise's addition.

At that age, children in the world I briefly lived in would be entering elementary school. It's an age when they can certainly spend some time apart from their parents, so there shouldn't be any issues with Luise spending longer periods outside the mansion by then.

Some white-haired woman might question whether a mother who abandons her children to pursue freedom is receiving education, but Eri won't be going to work every day after completing her court lady training, nor will she work from morning till evening. She even received permission to bring her children to work if necessary. No need to worry too much.

"Well, I don't mind if you have something you want to do."

So I nodded to Luise first.

"Do you have something in mind already? Friedrich is already five years old. Florence is younger, but she'll be eight before you know it."

I checked if she had already decided on a career path.

If she simply wanted to go outside because she was inspired by Eri's commuting without any plan, that wouldn't be advisable. Starting work without any plan or determination would only lead to fatigue and boredom, eventually breaking her motivation. Better not to try at all in that case.

Moreover, if it's a decision born from a whim, it's merely a fleeting emotion. With bad luck, she might give up right before starting due to laziness.

"Well, I'm not entirely sure yet."

Despite her hesitant laugh, Luise didn't avoid my gaze when answering my question.

"I'd like to work at the magic tower like sister Trixie."
'Oh.'

While she was indeed inspired by Eri, this was evidence that she had been seriously considering it beforehand.

And if she chose an extraordinary workplace like the magic tower, it definitely wasn't a decision made lightly. Luise, who had Trixie as her mentor, would know the extraordinary nature of the magic tower better than I did.

"I'd also like to try teaching children at the Academy."
"Really?"

It's also interesting that her other option is becoming an Academy teacher.

A magician at the magic tower and an Academy teacher. Anyone can see this isn't a lineup one would mention with a mere whim or light heart.

'That's unexpected.'

The Academy teacher option was one I hadn't considered. While entering the magic tower makes sense since Luise is Trixie's only disciple (excluding the triplets), suddenly becoming an Academy teacher?

Was Luise the type who enjoyed teaching others? As the president of the confectionery club, she did carry clueless members by the collar, so I suppose that counts as teaching talent.


'It's not a bad idea.'

After brief consideration, I quickly accepted it.

Honestly, regardless of teaching talent, Luise's title as "the Magic-Ending Duke's only disciple" would be useful at the Academy too. If she entered as a magic department teacher, wouldn't she be revered by other teachers and students?

If she's going to work, it's better to do so in a comfortable and positive environment. It's a husband's wish for his wife to be respected wherever she works.

Of course, she would receive considerable respect if she took the magic tower path too. She might even become the next deputy tower master.

"Then I think entering the magic tower first would be good?"

This time, I made a suggestion to Luise.

Whether she steadfastly walks the path of a magic tower magician or becomes an Academy teacher, how about entering the magic tower first?

"The magic tower? Wouldn't it be difficult to prepare for both magic tower research and teaching simultaneously?"
"Some magic department teachers are dispatched from the magic tower. Wouldn't becoming a dispatched teacher be faster than getting a teaching certificate from scratch?"
"Ah."

She knows this well because Trixie descended upon the Academy in this manner before Luise and her hopeless club members graduated.

So if Luise enters the magic tower first and then goes to the Academy through dispatch, it's a happy ending for everyone. Both the magic tower and Academy benefit from having the Magic-Ending Duke's only disciple in their ranks, and Luise gets to experience both the magic tower and Academy simultaneously.

"Well, since it's not something you're doing right away and it'll be a few years, think about it leisurely. You can continue staying at the mansion, or find something else to do."
"Yes. I'll think about it leisurely."

Luise nodded with a gentle smile at my words.

"Um, honey. When my children grow up, could I also do something to pass the time?"

About two hours after my conversation with Luise, Lynn cautiously approached me with a small ambition of her own.

"I'd like to run a shop in the Capital..."
"You can do that right away. You can just manage it occasionally and leave the details to a proxy."

Lynn, true to her Yorun bloodline, dreams of business.

Again, having no reason to stop her, I readily agreed. I even added that unlike Luise, she could start right away rather than waiting a few years.

Frankly, what noble would directly run a single shop or trading company? Most just assign proxies and let it run automatically.

Instead, nobles starting from the bottom sometimes directly manage small shops or trading companies for a period, but Lynn doesn't need to go through such a phase. Her ancestors went through that phase for her.

"Ah, I don't want to do it right away. Right now, I enjoy playing with the children more."
"Is that so?"

Seeing Lynn's broad smile, my desire to further encourage her disappeared.

It would be stranger to force someone who wants to focus on childcare to go outside. For now, I'm satisfied with discovering that Luise and Lynn dream of new lives beyond the path of ordinary noble ladies.

'Eri launched quite a significant ball.'

No, should I say it was the Empress who launched this ball?

Either way, one person is changing the fate of three others.

Surprisingly, a hint of dignity had begun to appear in Eri.

That's a sentence I can't comprehend even as I think it. Could the word "dignity" ever be associated with Eri? It's like saying "gentle Minister of Finance," "abundant Execution Department Head," or "Titi who bites people."


"What on earth have you been through?"
"What do you mean? I've simply filled in my deficiencies thanks to meeting a good teacher."

Eri answered my muttered sigh with a gentle smile, and then...

"...Was that natural just now?"

She immediately shuddered and rubbed her arms.

"Ugh, I got goosebumps! I think I'm going crazy!"
"I've already gone crazy."

My mind had partially checked out thanks to the smile Eri just displayed.

At the same time, I felt relieved seeing her shudder at her own behavior. So she hadn't been mentally reprogrammed at the imperial palace, just received intense training. I thought the Eri I knew had disappeared and Eri Mk.2 had appeared.

'Impressive, imperial palace.'

Respect and awe for the capable people at the imperial palace surged within me.

To control Eri even to this extent. How perfectly must they have taught her, how thoroughly must they have bound her to achieve such results? This is an achievement that even the Masalo family couldn't accomplish in over 20 years.

"So, is the education bearable?"

I casually asked while watching Eri continuously rub her arms.

The educational effect is certainly evident, but if it's grinding down her body, mind, and soul, shouldn't I stop it? If even Eri can display such behavior through acting, it must be far from ordinary education.

"Well, yes... Honestly, it's not comfortable education, but it's manageable."

Fortunately, her answer was reasonably positive.

Yes, manageable is good enough. Learning something new can't be entirely comfortable, so being able to endure is sufficient.

"Besides, they say there's nothing more to teach after just 1-2 more weeks! Even the head court lady was surprised at how quickly I'm learning!"
"Oh."

This surprised even me, drawing an involuntary exclamation.

Our Eri. Surprisingly, she had talent as a court lady. I wonder how such a person ended up working in the Audit Department.

'Talent for auditing and talent for being a court lady.'

Such contrasting talents. It's amazing that they existed in one person.

"There's no chance of getting kicked out of the imperial palace, so no need to look for other families! If you were looking, erase it from your mind!"
"Well, it's not over until it's over."
"No-o!"

I was satisfied seeing Eri flapping her arms.

If Eri has safely entered the secure zone for imperial palace employment, I have no intention of sending her to another family. But since Eri seems somewhat afraid of working for another family, I should make good use of this.

Supporting Eri's escape from auditing and utilizing opportunities to tease her are separate matters. While I can never give up the former, I can't give up the latter either.

That's the grudge I've built up all this time.

'It's a bit disappointing.'

That's why hearing that it would end in 1-2 weeks sounded somewhat disappointing.

How nice it would be if it lasted 2-3 months generously.

"The candy is so yummy.

It's even yummier because my third sister made it for me!

"Is it tasty for you too, Inei?"
"Yes! Thank you for sharing with me!"
"Hehe, it's tastier when we eat together!"

I shared the candy that my third sister gave me with Inei who came from my big brother's house.

Inei and the other kids! They always play with me and carry me around! I'm so thankful every time! I don't mind sharing candy with them!

Besides, Inei is bigger than me but eats less than me! So I can eat more!

"Inei, Inei!"
"Yes, young miss!"
"Outside!"
"Understood!"

At my words, Inei went outside the house.

I like Inei because he's big and soft and squishy. It's comfortable and warm riding on his back!

Mom says I shouldn't ride him often because it's hard for him, but Inei likes it! Mom just wants to ride him too but can't, so she stops me! That's unfair!

"Shall we go to the training grounds today too?"
"Mmhmm!"

I nodded at Inei's words.

The place where all the uncles and aunties from our house are! I can see Daddy there too!

"Right. Should we go secretly?"

But Daddy stops me from coming because he says it's dangerous. It's so interesting and fun to watch the uncles and aunties play, but Daddy is being unfair too.

So Inei! We have to go carefully! We need to go secretly and quietly so Daddy and the other uncles and aunties don't catch us!

"It's a bit difficult for someone my size to go secretly."
"No good...?"
"Well, let's give it a try anyway!"
"Yay!"

Inei is the best!

Actually, Inei isn't the best.

"Teresa. Didn't I tell you not to come here because it's dangerous? You have plenty of other places to play, so why do you keep coming here every day?"

Inei is stupid. He said he'd try but we got caught by Daddy right away.

"A sword might break during practice and fly at you. Or a knight might fall and land on you as you pass by. Do you know how dangerous that is?"
"It's okay because Inei is here! Inei is strong!"

I patted Inei's head while answering Daddy.

It's not dangerous when I come with Inei! Inei is strong! Inei even won against those uncles and aunties over there!

"It's still not allowed. Inei is just one person, but there are countless dangers here."
"Heeeng..."

I covered my ears at Daddy's words.

Don't listen, Inei. You're super strong. You can protect me. Daddy is saying bad things.

"Besides, Inei. If Teresa said she wanted to come here, you should have stopped her. Why did you bring her?"
"No, sir! It wasn't the young miss, I was the one who suggested coming!"
"Oh?"
"The young miss is happiest when she's here! I think she's taken an interest in swords, inheriting the blood of her father, her father's brother, and the great master!"
"Hmm."

Daddy stroked my head at Inei's words.

I like Daddy's hands because they're big. They're warm and cozy.


"It's too early for her to show interest in swords."

I looked at the stick on Daddy's waist as he spoke.

That's what Daddy and the uncles and aunties carry around. Sometimes I've seen my big brother and little brother carrying them too.

So I want to play with that too, but why won't they let me?

"Daddy."
"Speak."
"I want to play with Daddy too."

Daddy stroked my head more.

Daddy's hands are nice but! Right now I want to touch that stick, not his hand! I want a stick too! A sword!

"Me too! Me too with Daddy! Stick!"

I pounded on Inei's head while talking to Daddy.

Inei! You tell Daddy too! Tell him to play with me! Tell him to give me one of those sticks!

"G-Great Master. Blood cannot be suppressed or hidden no matter what. And with the young miss's personality, she'll keep coming to the training grounds even if we stop her, so wouldn't it be better to let her handle a sword under your supervision?"
"That's right!"

I nodded at Inei's words.

I don't really understand, but it sounds right! I'll keep coming even if Daddy tries to stop me!

"I like playing with Daddy! Let me play!"

Or call my big brother! My big brother plays with me well!

My little brother is okay. He doesn't play with me much.

***

As Eri's chaotic palace maid training was gradually coming to an end.

"Could you stay in Teilgleichen for a while?"
"Pardon?"

Father made a somewhat unexpected request.

"No, I phrased that poorly. You don't need to stay overnight. Coming around lunchtime and returning before dinner would be sufficient. I just need you to be there briefly."

He hastily added when I tilted my head.

Coming around lunchtime and returning around dinner. Considering that Teilgleichen County is right next to the Capital, and teleportation makes travel easy, it's not a difficult request.

However, I'm just surprised by the suddenness of it. This is the first time Father has made such a specific request.

'Did something happen?'

I wondered if something had happened in the domain, but that couldn't be it. I regularly check on the domain's situation through the head steward.

Even if a problem had occurred, the head steward would report it to me; Father wouldn't contact me about it. After passing the title to me, Father completely withdrew from all official duties. He's the type who would firmly refuse if the head steward asked him to relay information to me.

'Is it a family matter?'

If it's not about the domain but about the family, that's a different story.

No matter that I'm the head of the family, Father is the former head and the father of the current head, as well as the eldest living member of the Kracius family. Moreover, since he resides in Teilgleichen, the stronghold of the Kracius family, it wouldn't be strange for him to make requests or suggestions to me regarding family matters.

"I have nothing particular to do, so I can go anytime, but may I ask what this is about?"

So after briefly stroking my chin, I asked directly. Why was he summoning me?

"Well, you see."

Father sighed softly, as if the matter was still complicated and troubling to think about.

"Teresa has started showing interest in swords."

"Ah."

A rather troublesome and perplexing answer came back.

'So it's finally come to this.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the deep, deep blood of the Kracius family.

Actually, this isn't the first time Teresa has shown interest in swords. Even when she was younger than now, she would subtly look at swords and show interest. She just didn't throw tantrums about wanting to swing a sword or declare bold ambitions about walking the path of a swordsman.

But Father said Teresa has started showing interest in swords. That means she's reached a level beyond simple curiosity.

'It's too early.'

It's something I was prepared for. Father, myself, and Erich. The three of us who strongly inherited the Kracius family blood are undisputed swordsmen. It's not strange that Teresa, with a father and two brothers who are swordsmen, would choose the path of a swordsman.

The problem is that Teresa is only 5 years old this year. Even if early education is important, wielding a sword at 5 is a bit... She should be eating well, sleeping well, playing well, and growing vigorously at this age.

If she gets hurt while handling a sword during this crucial growth period, there would be nothing more heartbreaking.

'I'd go crazy.'

I can see the future. Upon hearing that Teresa was injured because of a sword, I'd go crazy and order the confiscation of all bladed weapons throughout Teilgleichen.

Just imagining it makes my head hot and my heart petty. I have no intention of maintaining my sanity if my adorable youngest sibling gets hurt, but if the result is a blade confiscation order, that's too ugly.

"Anyway, she's throwing tantrums about wanting to handle swords, and as you know, once Teresa makes up her mind, it's impossible to dissuade her. Moreover, even if we succeed in stopping her, if she permanently loses interest in swords because of childhood memories, that would be problematic too."
"That's true."

I nodded reflexively at Father's words.

What we're concerned about is the situation where 5-year-old Teresa gets hurt while handling a sword, not the fact that she's chosen the path of a swordsman. What's wrong with the youngest of the Kracius family becoming a swordsman? If that's truly what she wants, I'm willing to actively support her.

So it's troublesome. It's too dangerous to simply grant Teresa's wish, but if we stubbornly prevent it, I worry we might be stopping the emergence of the future Great Sword Tiger Teresa.

"That's why I wanted to borrow your help. Having you by Teresa's side along with me would better prepare us for any contingencies."
"Should I go right now?"
"Yes, please. Fortunately, Inei is playing with Teresa and buying us time, but we don't know when she might come to the training grounds again."

I silently paid my respects to Inei, who must be putting on a tearful performance inside.

To be single-handedly restraining Teresa whose curiosity has been ignited. As expected of a bear, he's truly dependable and strong.

'Thank you...'

I'll bring another sacred beast with me so you can rest a bit. Since Teresa seems to like Peace quite a bit, I should bring Peace.

It suddenly became a Hwanung meta with a bear and tiger gathered in one place, but I don't mind. As long as they play well with our youngest.

I teleported to Teilgleichen County mansion with Peace in my right hand and a basket of snacks in my left.

I thought about bringing the children along since I was going to see my youngest sibling, but the purpose of this visit is to prevent Teresa's impulsive actions and injuries. In such a situation, increasing the number of children to look after would be the worst decision. It would be too burdensome to manage Teresa while looking after our children.

"If Teresa loses interest in learning swords, stick to her immediately. Inei has probably exhausted all his energy, so everything depends on you."

I said seriously as soon as I set foot in the Teilgleichen County mansion.

Peace's role is truly significant. If Teresa focuses on handling and playing with swords, Peace can just breathe in a corner of the training grounds. But if she loses interest midway and deviates, Peace needs to immediately stick by Teresa's side and become her dedicated playmate.

It's an enormous mission to single-handedly handle Teresa, who has been warmed up by playing with swords and whose expectations have been raised by watching Inei's tearful performance. It's a quest that would be difficult to assign to anyone other than a sacred beast.

"If I die, bury me in the warm south..."

Fortunately, Peace steeled his resolve with his own brand of humor.

He's very reliable. If bears have an image of being dependable and strong, tigers have an image of being brave and dignified.

'I believe in you.'

I put more strength into the hand holding Peace.

Me, Father, and Peace. The three of us will watch over the first steps of the Great Sword Tiger Teresa.

Every time I feel it, but my child, niece/nephew, and other people's children each have their own charm. They're all cute and lovable, but there are subtle differences that are hard to express in words.

"Big brother!"

And though she's not my child, she's my closest blood relative—my little sister who's almost 20 years younger than me—and my expression naturally softens when I see her.

Strangely, just seeing Teresa makes all my tension melt away. While raising my own children comes with a sense of duty to guide them properly, with my nephews and nieces I'm determined not to be a scary uncle, and with other children—mainly royalty—I feel the burning obligation of being both godfather and nobleman. But with Teresa, only affection wells up.

It's not that I'm being careless in raising Teresa. I just believe that since she has our parents and a nanny, she'll grow up well even without my intervention.

"Have you been well? Have you been listening to Mom and Dad?"
"Yes! I've been good and listening!"

As I spread my arms toward Teresa who came running, she fell into my embrace and began chattering away.

My heart becomes peaceful. I prefer a sister who's more than 20 years younger than a dark-complexioned brother who's only 4 years younger, of course.

'Teresa doesn't cause trouble.'

I reflexively recalled the miraculous perceptiveness my dark-complexioned brother displayed during his Academy days.

The terrible yet amazing perceptiveness he showed to Lise in his first year, first semester, and later to Sera and Zenovia. Just thinking about how much I suffered because of that still makes me bolt upright in the middle of the night.

In comparison, how is our Teresa? She's never caused this brother any trouble. Although when she was younger than now, she did shake my sanity with her tremendous energy, curiosity, and crying, but that was evidence of her good health, so it was actually a welcome thing.

Yes, she's grown up to be such a good and admirable little sister.

'A sword.'

Five years old—when children show their most vigorous activity and curiosity. Our Teresa has fiercely manifested not only activity and curiosity but also the blood of the Kracius family.

A sword, of all things. For this small, precious, cute, and adorable child to want a sword. Such a dangerous thing is too early for our Teresa.

'It means she takes after us, so I should be happy about it.'

I have mixed feelings. Thinking about Teresa's safety makes me bitter, but it also proves that Teresa is a member of the Kracius family, which makes me proud.

If I feel this way, how must Father have felt? It's no wonder he summoned me from the Capital to Teilgleichen.

"Indeed, our Teresa is a good child. You'll continue to listen well to Dad and Mom, and to your nanny too, right?"
"Yes! I listen to my nanny too! Nanny says I'm good!"
"Hmm, that's admirable."

After firmly resolving to protect Teresa's safety together with Father, I gently detached Teresa who was clinging to me.

"Oh, I brought some snacks for our Teresa. Shall we eat them together?"
"Wow! I'd love to!"

Teresa, who had nodded vigorously, turned her gaze to Peace who was standing beside me.

"Peace can eat with us too!"

No sooner had she finished speaking than I gave Peace instructions with my eyes.

Teresa hasn't picked up a sword yet, so there's no telling when or where she might dash off to. So you need to fulfill your mission.

"Uh, um. Thank you. Let's eat together."

At my look, Peace trudged forward, and—

'Oh.'

Teresa swiftly and accurately snatched Peace.

It was such perfect handiwork that even I couldn't help but admire it. Even though the other party had given up resistance, to secure them with minimal movement and overwhelming speed—is this really something a 5-year-old can do?


'What promising talent.'

Thanks to this, a subtle expectation began to rise.

We can't stop the youngest from holding a sword? As they say, if you can't beat them, join them—if we can't stop Teresa's will, then we should strive to nurture her talent.

Fortunately, Teresa's aptitude is excellent. With good teaching and firm determination, good results will follow.

'She might even become stronger than Erich.'

Erich grew up in an environment similar to neglect during his childhood. It couldn't be helped since that was Father's educational method at the time, but now Father is someone who will go further by using past mistakes as stepping stones.

Since he will teach and guide Teresa more actively than anyone else, there's ample possibility for Teresa to become stronger than Erich, depending on her efforts.

"Big brother! Can Inei eat with us too?"
"Of course. I brought plenty, so you can share with Inei and others too."

After briefly imagining Teresa's brilliant future, I hurriedly nodded.

Admirable and kind Teresa. Even when seeing a pile of delicious snacks, your first thought is to share. This brother is pleased.

After wandering around the Count's castle distributing snacks here and there, Teresa soon headed to the training ground.

"We greet Your Excellency!"
"We greet Your Excellency!"

As Teresa, Father, and I entered the training ground, the knights all prostrated themselves at once.

'It's uncomfortable.'

Even though they were bowing, I could strangely feel the knights' gazes.

Admiration, aspiration, joy, and determination. Deep and intense emotions were directed at me without filtering. After all, to the Kracius knights, my existence is more than just a simple lord.

I am the lord they must serve with their lives as Kracius knights, a hero who has elevated the status of the Kracius family to which they belong, and something like an idol to swordsmen—the continent's greatest swordsman. Any one of these factors would be enough to stimulate the knights' loyalty, but all three have combined.

The actual triple-lord hasn't had many opportunities to be seen because he's been staying in the Capital, but now he has descended accompanied by the former lord and the youngest lady. Isn't this like a gamer witnessing an unexpected triple experience event?

"Rise. This Count has entered your domain, so why give such excessive treatment? It makes this Count uncomfortable."
"Not at all, Your Excellency! Your Excellency is the rightful and only master of Kracius, and we are the shields and swords that protect Your Excellency and Kracius! How could mere weapons stand as equals before their master!"

Despite being told to rise, the knight commander at the front prostrated himself and shouted in a booming voice.

His overflowing spirit is reassuring beyond measure. It must be because such a knight commander stays as Kracius's shield that the family can remain peaceful.

"As a master who wishes to see the condition of his weapons, what master would be pleased if his weapons were rolling on the ground?"

Anyway, after finally getting the knights to rise, I put Teresa, who had been in my arms, down on the ground.

We didn't come here to talk with the knights. We're here for our youngest's historic first training.

'Should I call it play rather than training?'

Upon reflection, it would be better to call it play for now. The word "training" can be used when Teresa truly begins to like swords.

"Sir."
"Yes, Your Excellency! Please command me!"

After making such a resolution to myself, I addressed the knight commander.

"It seems Teresa has been greatly moved by seeing the brave and loyal appearance of your knights. At such a young age, she's already interested in swords—how surprising and joyful this is. Truly a blessing for Kracius."
"Those are glorious and excessive words! If Lady Teresa has taken an interest in swords, it's thanks to Your Excellency's and the former lord's lofty martial prowess—how could it be because of lowly ones like us!"

I couldn't help but smile. While blatant flattery for gain is unpleasant to hear, flattery and praise filled with loyalty are gratifying.


"Don't say such things. My father might be different, but how much could this Count have wielded a sword in front of Teresa?"
"A true master exudes an aura even with the sword remaining in its scabbard, and a strong sprout can sense a person's—"
"Enough."

I patted the commander's shoulder to stop him as he was about to recite an epic poem of praise.

I'll reward the commander's loyalty with a bonus later, but for now, responding to Teresa's interest takes priority. She's currently looking at the training ground and knights with eyes full of interest, but if our conversation goes on much longer, there's no telling where she might run off to.

"This Count is embarrassed to admit that he is not skilled at teaching others. However, the commander has been excellently leading and guiding the knights of Kracius. Therefore, this Count would like you to help Teresa along with Father and myself."
"Yes! I'll learn well!"

Teresa responded immediately to my words.

With eyes and voice as bright as can be, smiling with a "hehe." Such cuteness that would captivate anyone, not just knights armed with loyalty to Kracius.

"I will certainly live up to Your Excellency's excessive and honorable trust!"

Indeed, the commander's face was filled with emotion and a sense of mission in response to Teresa's greeting.

Yes, steel yourself and work hard. If you please Teresa, you'll instantly become one of the most influential figures within the Kracius retainers. Father and Mother will shower the commander with favor without me needing to look after him.

"Vice Commander! Bring practice swords right away! Wooden swords are fine too! As light and small as possible! With blunt edges!"
"Yes, Commander!"
"And also request cooperation from the mage corps to get whatever magic enhancements we can!"

My smile returned at the commander's resonant instructions.

Securing the safest possible practice sword and magical enhancements as a precaution. A very appropriate decision.

***

I received the stick that the big mister gave me.

Amazing! This is my sword! My stick! I have a stick like Daddy and the misters and ladies!

'It's small...'

But it's small. Other people's swords are bigger. Why is mine so small?

"How is it? Do you like it?"
"Yes!"

But since big brother got it for me, it's okay! I can have a bigger one next time!

"Now, shall we learn how to hold it first?"
"Yes?"
"Our Teresa. If you play with the sword and drop it, it might fly somewhere else, right? If someone else gets hit by it, it would hurt, right?"

I touched the stick at big brother's words.

That's right. It's hard. It seems like it would hurt if someone got hit with this.

"Yes! I'll learn!"
"That's right."

I don't like pain! I don't like it when I'm hurt, and I don't like it when others are hurt!

"Big brother!"
"Yes?"
"How does big brother use this stick?"

But I want to see that first!

I want to see big brother using the stick, not just Daddy and the misters and ladies!

I heard that siblings with small age gaps are born with a certain instinct.

It's the predatory instinct to constantly struggle against their siblings, subdue them, and claim victory alone.

Fortunately, Teresa and I have more than a 20-year age gap, so we don't have such a dangerous instinct. With Erich, there's only a 4-year difference, but perhaps because we're brothers rather than mixed-gender siblings, we weren't born with murderous instincts toward each other. Even if Erich had such instincts, the power I possess is stronger than his instincts anyway.

So to me, Teresa is a harmless and precious little sister, and—

"How do I use it?"
"Yeah!"

This means I cannot resist those expectant eyes of Teresa's.

She may be called my little sister, but with our age gap, she's practically like a daughter. Even Mother asks her ladies-in-waiting to treat Teresa not as a sister-in-law but as a daughter or niece.

Therefore, Teresa's expectations are identical to those our children place on their father. I simply cannot ignore those bright, sparkling eyes.

'What should I do?'

I'm just not sure how to respond to Teresa's expectations.

Of course, I'm confident in my swordsmanship. After all, I'm known as the continent's finest swordsman. Without overthinking, I could simply slice the sky and fulfill her expectations. Just like how the people of Armein Kingdom are obsessed with my sky-slicing.

But Teresa is only 5 years old this year. If she were 15, I would have sliced the sky before she even asked, but is it right to slice the sky in front of a 5-year-old child? What if she becomes frightened by the sight of the sky being cut, or what if she thinks sky-slicing is the average for swordsmen?

'That would be troublesome.'

The former would mean eliminating the future Great Sword Tiger by my own hand, and the latter would mean instilling misconceptions in Teresa. Perhaps in the future, Teresa might think, "Why can't I slice the sky! I'm not qualified to be a swordsman!"

'What should I really do?'

I quickly racked my brain while looking at Teresa, who was still blinking expectantly.

If sky-slicing is too dangerous and must be excluded, what other options do I have? Should I perform a sword dance in front of Teresa? But I'm not particularly good at sword dancing either.

Then perhaps a simple duel with other knights? A duel would be perfect for showcasing swordsmanship.

'No, that won't work.'

I quickly dismissed the thought that was heading toward a duel.

A duel would be sufficient in front of apprentice knights or Academy students who have learned a bit of swordsmanship. They would be impressed just by orthodox sword techniques and steady posture.

But to satisfy the eyes of a 5-year-old child, I need to show a flashy performance, which means my opponent might end up in danger. Honestly, I'm not confident in properly acting without endangering my opponent.

'I miss you...'

Suddenly, I recalled a certain hospitality genius swordsman I met at the Academy.

I miss you, Charles. I heard you're working hard in the Imperial Knights, but I've never wanted to see you as desperately as I do today.

"Big brother?"
"Ah, yes."

However, I wasn't allowed time to indulge in nostalgia and longing.

Teresa had already rolled the dice. A thrown dice, no matter how much it rolls on the ground, eventually stops. The dice must produce a result regardless of what number appears.

'I have to solve this myself.'

I rolled my brain and eyes even faster than before.

Knights are loyal and reliable shields and swords, but they aren't proactive and creative advisors who can give advice to overcome this predicament.

Father is someone who gives me excessive trust. Since Teresa approached me, and the family knights are watching me, the head of the family, Father won't intervene in this matter.

Therefore, I must solve this on my own. Through my efforts alone, I need to fulfill Teresa's expectations, inspire her interest in swords, and avoid instilling misconceptions.

'Just the sky, or...'


After desperately racking my brain, I reached one conclusion.

What if I downgrade from sky-slicing by a few levels? Something with enough destructive power to satisfy Teresa's eyes, but not so bizarre and frightening. Something that Teresa could aim for as her own goal.

'Ground-splitting should be fine.'

Splitting the ground with a sword is a modest performance. There are already magicians who split the ground with magic.

And though I might not know it, there are probably quite a few swordsmen who can split the ground with a sword. At least, I think master-level warriors like my first father-in-law, the Victorious Duke, or the Minister of Finance could do it.

"Our Teresa. You were curious about how your brother uses a stick?"
"Yeah! Curious! Wanna see!"
"Then I should show you."
"Wow!"

Seeing Teresa's joy automatically brought a smile to my face.

"If it's the sword His Excellency is showing..."
"Is it sky-slicing? Are we going to see that magnificent sword strike today?"
'No, it's not.'

I smiled bitterly at the whispered conversations that, regrettably, I could hear clearly despite their attempts to keep quiet.

It's not sky-slicing. Even I feel burdened using such a dreadful technique without reporting to the Emperor. Especially when the location is Teilgleichen County, which is adjacent to Ausen.

But these are knights who are dedicating themselves to our family, not strangers. It does seem a bit harsh not to show them sky-slicing even once.

'I should set a date and show them soon.'

With the justification of "boosting the morale and loyalty of the Kracius family knights," even the Emperor would have to approve the use of sky-slicing. The Kracius family is one of the shields protecting the Imperial Family, so strengthening the shield benefits the Emperor too.

Actually, it doesn't matter if he refuses. If necessary, I can just do it secretly. It's my ultimate technique that I want to use—just asking for permission out of courtesy is enough to fulfill my duty.

Since I couldn't destroy the innocent training ground, I headed to a nearby open space.

I also brought along a magician to immediately repair the ground that would be split. As a lord, destroying property instead of promoting the development of the domain? That's a grave sin deserving of the angry curses from enraged subjects. Even if that property is just an empty field.

"Our Teresa. This is the sword adults use. It's big and shiny, isn't it?"
"Wooow...!"

Anyway, after finding a suitable location, I showed Teresa the sword I received from a knight.

Unlike the toy sword Teresa has, this is a real sword with a properly sharpened edge and considerable weight. A dangerous object that could turn the Kracius family upside down if Teresa mishandles it.

"Pretty! Cool! I want one too!"

I chuckled at her sincere exclamation.

The emotions she feels looking at a sword are "pretty" and "cool." Those are truly unique emotions for a 5-year-old girl. Indeed, our Teresa is definitely a Kracius.

"If you work hard with this sword, you can become like these uncles and aunties here. You could even become like Dad and your brothers."
"Does little brother use sticks well too?"
"Of course. Your little brother has been practicing since he was young."
"Wooow..."

Seeing her pure admiration, I felt a bit sorry for Erich.

She probably doesn't mean any harm. Teresa is purely surprised by the fact that Erich handles swords well.

But why does it feel like her admiration comes from having zero expectations for Erich from the start? I wonder what kind of existence Erich is in Teresa's heart.

'First impressions last five years, I guess.'

The day Teresa was born. Erich, who rushed from the Imperial Assembly, ended up waking Teresa who was sleeping soundly. Since that day, Teresa has liked Erich less than me.

Fortunately, she doesn't hate him, but she's rather indifferent to Erich's existence. It's a truly perplexing and troublesome situation.

'Time will solve it.'


As Teresa grows older, won't her relationship with Erich improve? Unlike when she was 1 or 2 years old and would react even to Erich's footsteps, these days she tends to play with him when he offers to.

I firmly believe that will happen. While it's pleasing that our youngest prefers this big brother, I'd like all three siblings to get along harmoniously if possible.

"Then can I use sticks well like big brother and little brother too?"
"If our Teresa works hard, absolutely."

With those words, I gently patted Teresa's head and moved to create an appropriate distance.

To be honest, while reaching Erich's level might be possible, handling a sword like me would be difficult. But there's no need to reveal the cruel reality to a child who has just developed an interest in swords.

'Now, focus only on the ground.'

I took a small deep breath and exploded the mana within my body.

Once from the heart, and again from the right chest. Eventually, I gathered the wildly raging mana into my right arm, refining it one last time for a single strike.

To cut only the desired part without harming anything else. To cleanly discharge the explosive mana so it wouldn't harm my body.

'In the past, that was impossible, and my arm was ruined.'

When I couldn't fully heal the stab wound left by the Khagan. At that time, when I activated sky-slicing, my body couldn't withstand it, and my arm would either fall off or burst from within. Thanks to that, I faced sorrowful moments where I couldn't raise my arm even though it was still attached.

If that tearful injury had persisted until now, I wouldn't have dared to think about splitting the ground in front of Teresa. I can't show such a harsh sight in front of our youngest.

With such thoughts, I swung the sword from bottom to top. A serious upward strike toward the sky...

'Ah.'

Oh shit.

'That's not the ground.'

Before my head could notice the dissonance, my body moved first.

Like Pavlov's dog, the mechanism of "when I explode all the mana in my body, I slice the sky!" activated.

"Oh, ohhh...!"
"That's sky-slicing!"

I closed my eyes dejectedly at the knights' enthusiastic response.

"W-wooow! Big brother! What's that! Amazing!"

If there was any consolation, it was that Teresa felt amazement instead of fear.

***

Staying inside the office always gives me a headache. For smooth work, I occasionally need to step outside the Sun Palace to get some fresh air.

Today, too, I moved my steps to refresh myself while taking a break from work. The cool breeze and fragrant flower scent make me feel like the heat in my head is cooling down.

'What's that?'

And the sight in the southeastern sky made my head heat up again.

'Is this a dream?'

The sky was split.

Without any prior notice from the Count, sky-slicing occurred at a distance visible to the naked eye from the Capital.

'Why...?'

Why on earth? Instead of resting comfortably in his mansion, why did he crawl out and commit such an act?

With this ordinary person's mind, I simply cannot understand the Count's eccentricities.

# Sky Slash

Though Sky Slash is my signature ultimate technique, I don't overuse it. Using it too frequently would diminish both its impact and rarity.

I only used it on special occasions: before the dignitaries gathered at the Academy, in exchanges with Dorgos during the Northern campaign, during special military operations in Leon, or demonstrating it at the Sword Temple in Armein Kingdom. I only used it in truly impressive situations or locations, which naturally made it memorable.

But listing them out now, I realize I've used it quite a bit.

'No wonder my body moves automatically.'

I closed my eyes solemnly as I stared at the communication orb glowing with a purple light.

Compared to regular attacks, I used it rarely, but for an ultimate technique that splits the sky, I've used it rather frequently. Of course, it's less than the number of times the Khagan used it during the Great Punitive War, but I've used it enough for my body to remember.

Thanks to that, this disaster happened. The insane disaster of accidentally slicing the sky when I meant to cut the ground.

'What am I going to do about this?'

But what's done is done. The sky has already been spectacularly split, my family's knights were ecstatic, and Teresa cheered "Big brother is the best!" She was clearly delighted. Honestly, it was a satisfying result.

The problem is that it's only satisfying for the Teilgleichen family, while for everyone else, it's like a bolt from the blue. When the sky suddenly splits during peaceful days, it's practically an omen of disaster. In novel terms, it's the kind of event where a gate might open and monsters pour through.

It's fortunate that the entire continent knows I can split the sky; otherwise, wouldn't the entire Empire have fallen into chaos? Just imagining it sends chills down my spine.

'First, let's bow my head deeply.'

Taking a small deep breath, I activated the furiously blaring communication orb.

This incident was my mistake with no room for excuses. So I need to bow deeply to the Emperor and appeal to his emotions about why I had to do such a thing.

I'll say I was overzealous in my efforts for my precious little sister who's like a daughter to me. That this was just a small mishap while striving for family peace and happiness.

'Then there's a chance.'

The Emperor doesn't have a late-born sister, but he does have a daughter. If I say I made a mistake due to my passion for my sister, it might be difficult for him to scold me severely.

Besides, the Emperor has long since shed his suspicions and obsessions about Ainter, so he might still harbor a little of that firstborn's feeling toward a sibling.

Believing in that, I'll bow my head. Then there's a reasonable chance of survival.

"Throughout the Empire's history, and even during the kingdom era, there has never been such a loyal subject as the Count."

Under the Emperor's piercing gaze, I studied the floor pattern of his office.

"You committed such an impressive act, worried that I might get bored handling similar tasks every day. Truly a loyal subject indeed. There couldn't be two such loyal subjects in the world."

"I deeply apologize..."

"Why apologize to me? A loyal subject who has entertained me should hold his head high."

At those words, I slightly raised my head.

"I've seen enough, now lower it again."

I lowered it again within two seconds.

Soon, the sound of rough face-rubbing and deep sighs filled the office.

'This is bad.'

With that ear-piercing sound, I went back to analyzing the floor pattern intently.

As soon as I entered the office, the Emperor praised me without allowing any excuses. He praised me vehemently, saying there had never been such a loyal subject in Kfelopen history.

Of course, both the Emperor and I—and probably the deputy commander of the Imperial Knights outside the door—know that these weren't praises but curses.

'There's no way out.'

And he's scolding me without even hearing my excuse? It's fair to say the Emperor's rationality is in a precarious state.


Yes, even I admit that using Sky Slash near the Capital without permission was excessive. To make an analogy, it's like holding an air show with fighter jets in the capital region without the commander-in-chief receiving any report.

No, not an air show. More like a missile launch test? And the missile leisurely passing through the capital's airspace.

"Count."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Explain to me, in a way I can understand, what possessed you to do this for me."

While I was seriously considering escaping the office, the Emperor's mercy descended.

I'm saved. Fortunately, he was just late in hearing my excuse, not ignoring it completely.

"Well, Your Majesty. About that."

So I racked my brain for the best packaging,

"This inadequate person wanted to be a proper older brother in front of his young little sister, and it seems my enthusiasm went too far."

I attempted a direct emotional appeal, as concise as possible.

In this situation, unnecessary flowery language and indirect statements would likely provoke the Emperor. I need to stick with the concept of being just a brother who made a mistake while trying to do something for his little sister.

"Little sister?"

Indeed, the Emperor reacted to the word "little sister."

Since I became the Crown Princess's godfather, the Livnoman and Kracius families have grown quite close. The Kracius family was already an Imperial Count family directly under the Imperial family, receiving the Emperor's attention, and now the head of that family had become the godfather of the future Emperor.

Thanks to that, whenever there's a celebration in the Kracius family, the Emperor sends gifts and congratulations, even if he doesn't personally attend. Teresa receives gifts on her birthday every year without fail.

So to the Emperor, Teresa isn't just an ordinary noble lady whose face he doesn't know, but rather someone in a position like a niece he knows reasonably well. If I say it was a mistake for such a niece, his anger might subside a little.

"For Lady Teresa."

The Emperor muttered quietly and remained silent for a moment.

"Why? Did the lady want to see the sky being cut?"

Then he continued with a voice that was slightly, very slightly, more subdued than before.

"That's not it. Teresa wanted to see her brother using a sword, and I decided how to show it."

If I nodded right here, my path would widen further, but I spoke honestly. Sky Slash was 100% my action.

No matter how urgent the situation, would I throw my late-born little sister under the bus? If I committed such an act, my afterlife would be next to Dorgos, not Enen.

"At first, I too intended to show her something ordinary like cutting the ground."

"That's ordinary—no, continue."

"But then, I, well, my body moved differently than I had thought, and I ended up cutting the sky instead of the ground."

As I said this, I kept watching the Emperor's reaction.

Even I wonder what I'm saying. How could someone who tried to cut the ground end up cutting the sky?

But I did it. I made that insane mistake.

"I've disturbed Your Majesty's peace of mind with my mistake, so what words can I use to beg forgiveness? I've burdened the state with a family matter, so what excuse can I possibly make?"

Therefore, all I can do is engage in ruthless self-criticism and emotional appeal.

I had no ill intentions, just made a mistake while trying to do something for my family—would you treat that coldly? After all the times I've used Sky Slash to benefit the nation, couldn't I use it once for personal reasons?

The fact that this personal use was unauthorized is a rather minor issue, but still, consider my loyalty and dedication all this time. Please forgive me just this once.


"Haa, really."

'Did it work?'

A sigh-mixed exclamation escaped the Emperor's lips.

It's not anger. Rather than such a turbulent emotion, it's a sigh mixed with complicated feelings.

"Count."

"Yes, Your Majesty. Command me."

"To tell the truth, while this incident is disturbing, there isn't really a proper justification to punish you."

"Pardon?"

"Isn't it obvious? Though it was flashy, all you did was practice swordsmanship on your own domain. Even if I dredged up obsolete clauses, there's no law that can punish a noble for that."

Thinking about it carefully, that's true.

If I had cut the sky in the Capital, there might be some law to invoke, but I cut the sky in my own domain. Punishing a noble for swinging a sword in their own territory is impossible unless it's treason.

"Besides, you're currently away from your position as Minister of Audit. I can't even ask you to write an incident report."

This is also correct, and I found myself nodding automatically.

Officially, I am the Minister of Audit, but unofficially, I've temporarily stepped down. It's a temporary measure until my parental leave ends, a secret known only to the Emperor, myself, and a very select few. But either way, I am indeed temporarily outside the civil service.

It's difficult to punish me either as a noble or as a civil servant. Except for surprising the Emperor, there's no justification for punishment.

'Did I bow my head for nothing?'

I could have been a bit more brazen? I acted too hastily out of unnecessary fear.

"So, Count."

Just as these unworthy thoughts crossed my mind, the Emperor's voice brought me back to attention.

"...Write a letter of reflection and submit it to me."

At the words "letter of reflection," I flinched.

A letter of reflection? Just hearing it makes me feel diminished. I'm already twenty-eight years old—do I really have to write such a thing?

"Um, Your Majesty."

"Take whichever you prefer."

Before I could finish speaking, the Emperor held out two pieces of paper.

In his right hand was a paper with "Letter of Reflection" written at the top. Nothing else was written on it, meaning I should fill in the blanks myself.

In contrast, the paper in his left hand was:

[Detention Order]

"Ah."

As soon as I saw the title, I immediately took the letter of reflection.

A deep resolve to detain me by any means necessary if I don't compromise here. A firm suggestion that we part ways smiling while we still can.

'I should reflect.'

Yes, when someone does wrong, they should naturally reflect. Reflection is something one should do consistently, regardless of age.

I had momentarily forgotten that.

I submitted the tear-stained letter of apology to the Emperor.

It felt strange writing an apology letter right in front of the Emperor, but such matters are better resolved quickly rather than dragged out. It's easier for everyone to handle these things promptly and face-to-face.

Besides, while incident reports must first be submitted to the Head of Personnel, an apology letter isn't a legal disciplinary measure like an incident report—it's simply a personal reprimand from the Emperor. Since no one except the Emperor would see it, there was no need to follow formal protocols or conventions.

Still, my pride took a serious hit. Who writes apology letters at age 28? And I'm technically a Duke's proxy, too.

'Please dispose of it immediately.'

I prayed desperately as I watched the Emperor reading my letter with an indifferent expression.

Please, please just read it yourself and destroy it right away. Don't keep it somewhere to be discovered by future generations. If that apology letter ever became public, nothing could be more humiliating.

If future generations saw that letter, I'd be ridiculed for centuries or millennia, like the sayings "His Majesty ordered that this not be recorded" or "The deceased Kongming defeated the living Zhongda." Human malice can be that intense and powerful.

"You've written quite sincerely. If you're truly this repentant, I have nothing more to say."
"I'm deeply honored, Your Majesty."
"It would have been better if you'd avoided causing trouble in the first place, with this same repentant attitude."
"I sincerely apologize..."

After my quick apology, the Emperor sighed softly and tucked the letter into his robe.

I couldn't bring myself to ask him to destroy it right there. Such a request might change his mind if he was already planning to dispose of it, or it might trigger a second wave of anger with him asking if I was in any position to make such requests.

So all I could do was pray. As someone blessed by the three gods, I'm going all-in on the prayer meta.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Since it's come to this, if Lady Teresa wishes to walk the path of a swordsman, teach her to the best of your ability. Make this incident something I can look back on with amusement."

The apology letter must have significantly calmed the Emperor's emotions, as he reclined in his chair and chuckled.

He was telling me to do things properly, since I had used Sky Slash without permission and caused an event that could shake him and the Empire. Since I had shown Teresa the sword through such a major incident, if she wanted to walk the path of the sword, I should nurture her into a swordsman worthy of the effort.

"Yes, Your Majesty. I'll keep that in mind."

I nodded immediately, as his words were entirely reasonable.

If Teresa loses interest in swords, that's one thing, but if she chooses the path of the sword like a true Kracius, I'm willing to teach her to the best of my ability. When my precious sister wants to walk the same path as me, of course I'll support her with everything I have.

Erich couldn't teach her properly because his interference might undo everything built so far, but with Teresa, who's starting from scratch, we can build together from the beginning.

The future Great Sword Teresa Kracius, raised with the full investment of myself, my father, and perhaps Erich too. Just imagining it makes my heart swell with pride.

The surprise Sky Slash incident that was visible to the naked eye even in the Capital.

If left unaddressed, it would have caused a commotion throughout the Capital region at minimum, but the situation quickly calmed down after I submitted my apology letter.

The Emperor declared through the Ministry of the Imperial Household that the Sky Slash was the result of Kracius family knights training, and mobilized the Intelligence Department to spread this declaration rapidly. They also simultaneously fostered public opinion that agreed with the Emperor's declaration.

Thanks to that, the incident was resolved rather smoothly for something that literally split the sky. The Emperor's sigh and my humiliation remained, along with an apology letter that risked becoming a future legacy, but overall it was handled well.

"It seems Teresa will become a swordsman. She's been carrying a wooden sword everywhere since seeing your Sky Slash."
"Is that so?"

A few days after the apology letter incident, I couldn't help but smile complexly at my father's message.

Although it's a wooden sword made as small and light as possible for a 5-year-old to handle, in absolute terms it's not a light object. It would be difficult for a 5-year-old to carry it around 24 hours a day.

Nevertheless, Teresa is carrying the wooden sword like it's part of her. My father says she keeps it with her while running around the Count's mansion, during meals with our parents, and even beside her when sleeping soundly in bed.

'Is it temporary interest, or the first step toward becoming a swordsman?'


I can't tell yet whether Teresa's behavior is the former or the latter. We'll need to observe for at least a month or two.

Still, if Teresa is happy because of my performance, nothing could make me happier. If my little sister is happy at the cost of my small humiliation, that's enough for me.

So, dear Teresa, please play safely and happily. When your interest in swords becomes genuine, the day will come when you'll hold a sword out of duty rather than joy.

"By the way, Kal."
"Yes, Father. Please go on."
"The spirits have been behaving strangely lately."
"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question his sudden statement.

Teilgleichen County's mansion is one of the few places where spirits can be active. The combination of Constantina's energy infused in the flowers and the elemental affinity flowing in my mother's blood makes it a place where even spirit kings can manifest.

Thanks to this, spirits have been good playmates for Teresa, but now these spirits are showing unusual behavior?

'What's happening?'

Fortunately, my father's expression seems calm, so it's probably not an urgent or troublesome matter, but when spirits who have been quietly coexisting start showing abnormal symptoms, it's not something to take lightly.

"Could I hear more details?"
"They've always hovered around Teresa and played with her, but it's intensified over the past few days. There are over twenty spirits that cling to Teresa's body and won't let go."

His words immediately made me think of Catleya.

Catleya, being a walking world tree, also has spirits hanging all over her. Of course, they don't cause any harm, and Catleya has never expressed discomfort about it.

But I never expected this to happen with Teresa too. If anything, Teresa used to chase after spirits, not have them use her like an aircraft carrier.

'Or maybe she did?'

Of course, spirits are individual beings with different personalities. So if I think back, it might have happened, but it wasn't common.

What's going on? What could be happening? Spirits aren't harmful beings, so they won't hurt Teresa, but if something unusual is happening, it's good to know why.

"Has any spirit spoken up first?"

After thinking for a moment, I asked my father if any spirit roaming the Count's mansion had expressed their position.

While communication with lower spirits is impossible, mid-level and higher spirits can converse at a child's level. The Count's mansion is even a place where spirit kings have manifested, so if spirits want to say something to our family, they certainly can.

"About that."

My father was silent for a brief moment after my question, then said:

"They haven't spoken directly, so this is just my guess, but they seem to subtly desire to form a contract with Teresa."

Once again, I was taken aback by his unexpected statement.

The spirits... want to contract with Teresa?

'Why?'

No, seriously, why? Don't they already have Catleya, a prodigy elemental master? Why are they showing interest in Teresa too?

And if they're interested, shouldn't they have shown it earlier? What have they been doing all this time?

"I'll speak with them directly. That would put my mind at ease."
"I'm sorry to make you come back again."
"Not at all. It's my own home—there's nothing inconvenient about it."

After quickly thinking it through, I decided to return to Teilgleichen.


This seems like an issue I need to discuss directly with the spirits.

Whenever I set foot in Teilgleichen County's mansion, Teresa is always the first to welcome me.

"Big brotherrr!"
"Benefactor, benefactor!"
"Hello benefactor! Welcome!"

This means I can also meet the spirits that are using Teresa like an aircraft carrier.

Teresa, grinning while carrying quite a few spirits like a mini-Catleya. Spirits either clinging to her or hovering around her.

It's a familiar sight. I just saw Catleya wandering around the mansion like this.

"Big brother! Look! They reeeeally like me!"
"I see. They seem to want to be good friends with Teresa."

While wondering if our distant ancestors might have included elves, I smiled gently at Teresa's words.

"Teresa. Just a moment."
"Hmm?"

I reached out my hand to a wind spirit sitting on Teresa's shoulder, and the wind spirit perceptively climbed onto my hand.

"Go tell the kings to come here. Tell them I have something important to discuss."
"Okay! Okay!"

When I whispered to the wind spirit, it nodded enthusiastically and disappeared.

Yes, hurry and bring the adults. This is something I need to discuss with adults, not children.

***

"King! King! The benefactor wants to see you! He wants you to come to the mansion!"
"I see. Tell him I'll be there soon, so please wait a little."
"Yes!"

After delivering the benefactor's message, the mid-level wind spirit disappeared again as soon as it heard the Wind Spirit King's response.

"Let's go. The benefactor must be quite surprised."

Then Wind turned to Water and Earth.

"Yes, we should go. We need to explain what's happening."
"Even we couldn't have predicted this sudden development. The benefactor must be very surprised."
"But it's not a bad thing, right? A descendant of Sinen has awakened her talent."

I nodded unconsciously at Earth's words.

The benefactor's birth mother is a descendant of Sinen—a rare human elemental master who demonstrated considerable skill. This means that both the benefactor and the young girl Teresa have inherited the bloodline of an elemental master.

The benefactor's talent for swordsmanship was so brilliant that his elemental master potential wasn't very noticeable, but Teresa's innate quality was far from ordinary. Still, compared to the elder's great-granddaughters, it was relatively weak, so we didn't pay much attention to it.

'But it's been shining brilliantly for the past few days.'

Whatever happened, Teresa's potential has begun to blossom.

So much so that even we can't ignore it, and the spirits that hover around Teresa instinctively feel drawn to her.

'Is a human elemental master emerging after so long?'

Enough to fill our minds with such expectations.

The wind spirit diligently fulfilled its sudden role as a messenger.

Within 10 minutes of my request, all four Elemental Kings appeared at the count's castle, suggesting it went straight to the kings without detouring elsewhere. Truly exemplary behavior as a messenger.

And my parents, alarmed by the change in their daughter, rushed over upon hearing that the kings had come in person. Thanks to that, the lord's office has become a parent-teacher conference room.

"I have one piece of good news and one ambiguous piece of news."

This impromptu event—a meeting between four Elemental Kings and three humans at a timing no one expected—began in an awkward atmosphere. The Fire Elemental King was the first to speak.

"First, the good news: as both our benefactor and her parents suspected, Teresa's spirit affinity has explosively increased. If she chooses the path of a spirit mage, she could become one who controls dozens or hundreds of spirits with a single gesture."
"Is that so? Truly wonderful news."

I nodded calmly since this was somewhat expected, as the Fire Elemental King mentioned.

Catleya had such tremendous spirit affinity that she became a walking World Tree. Similarly, Teresa must have developed considerable spirit affinity to become an aircraft carrier for spirits. A perfectly logical deduction.

However, until just a few days ago, the spirits were living normally. Why did they suddenly, without any warning signs, cling to Teresa? With no explanation for that, I couldn't be certain.

"The ambiguous news is... while Teresa's spirit affinity has definitely increased, even we don't know why it happened so suddenly. When we last saw her, it certainly wasn't to this degree."

Unfortunately, even the Elemental Kings were perplexed by Teresa's surprise awakening.

It might be rude to think this, but they're not being helpful. Shouldn't the pinnacle of spirits know at least this much? Instead of just focusing on recruiting people with high spirit affinity, maybe they should research how people are born with it in the first place.

Of course, I suppressed these thoughts, knowing that voicing them would cause trouble even for someone considered a benefactor like myself.

"Is this harmful to Teresa in any way?"

Instead, I mentioned the most important issue that needed to be addressed.

Her spirit affinity has increased? With the precedent of Catleya and the triplets, this shouldn't be a problem. After all, Teresa having more options for her future is a good thing, not an issue.

Her previously dormant affinity suddenly exploded? While puzzling, talent is often unpredictable. Since spirits aren't originally from this continent, it's somewhat understandable that spirit affinity in humans might be capricious.

However, if this amplification of affinity affects Teresa's health or mental state, that's a different story. In that case, I would take measures to separate Teresa from spirits for her entire life if necessary.

"There's no need to worry about that. Being closer to natural energy will only make her healthier, never harmful. I can guarantee that."

The Fire Elemental King responded to my concern with a confident voice.

That settles it. Surely a king wouldn't lie, especially with such confidence. If they're this self-assured, I should trust them.

"And while we can't be certain, we do have some ideas."
"You have suspicions?"
"It seems the blood of Sinen flowing through Teresa has finally manifested. The timing of blood manifestation varies from person to person, doesn't it? Like how a child who resembles their father when young gradually comes to resemble their mother. Teresa's spirit affinity could be thought of in a similar category."

At the mention of Sinen, my mother, who had been quietly listening, let out a brief exclamation.

When I heard that name, memories buried in a corner of my mind resurfaced.

Sinen. Indeed, among Mother's ancestors in the Aras family, there was such a person. A human who became a spirit mage, and one who was no less talented than elven spirit mages.

Unfortunately, this name was mentioned right after Teilgleichen County and the spirit realm became connected, when everything was chaotic. The Earth Elemental King who mentioned Sinen was quickly captured by Teresa's hand, so I soon forgot about it.


'If Teresa had shown spirit affinity after that, I might have remembered.'

Even forgotten information can resurface when triggered. If Teresa had shown extraordinary spirit-related abilities after that day, I might have recalled it.

But nothing happened. That's why I forgot until today, when I finally remembered.

"What a curious connection. Our benefactor's daughter was born with talent unprecedented in history, and her younger sister also holds considerable potential. Perhaps all of this was Sinen's arrangement."
"That's possible. Both the benefactor's daughter and sister are children who inherited Sinen's blood. Sinen regretted not being able to contract with us, so perhaps this is a gift to ensure his descendants wouldn't have the same regret."

The Water Elemental King murmured, and the Wind Elemental King agreed.

I don't disagree. If only the triplets had high spirit affinity, it might be attributed to elven power, but if Teresa was also born with it, it's likely due to this Sinen person. The common factor between the triplets and Teresa is being Sinen's descendants.

Just as the parent-teacher conference was about to conclude with "this is our ancestor's blessing,"

"So is Teresa going to become a spirit mage?"

The Earth Elemental King's casually thrown question brought a moment of silence.

"A spirit mage..."

Thankfully, my father's murmur broke the silence, but his tone revealed the reason for the silence.

Since Teresa picked up a sword, Father has been secretly pleased that she showed interest in swords like a true Kracius, despite worrying she might get hurt.

But now, the path of a spirit mage—far removed from swordsmanship—appears before her? And with potential acknowledged even by the Elemental Kings, bestowed by his wife's ancestor rather than his own?

Father's feelings are understandably complicated. If it were a talent passed down from a Kracius ancestor, he could argue "they would want their descendant to become a swordsman." But this talent comes from his wife's ancestor.

"This is... surprising. To think our Teresa has the aptitude for a spirit mage."

Of course, Mother wasn't calm either.

In fact, as the one who passed Sinen's blood to Teresa, she seemed more flustered than Father.

"Our Teresa, a spirit mage."

Mother kept murmuring the words "spirit mage." Though not born into the Kracius family, she's been the lady of Kracius for decades and shares their values.

Because of this, she probably vaguely thought Teresa would become a swordswoman if she pursued martial arts, but that assumption suddenly crumbled, leaving her confused.

"Ah, well... don't worry too much. Just because she has excellent aptitude for spirit magic doesn't mean she must become a spirit mage."
"That's right. Besides, she's only five years old. It's too early to decide what path she'll take."
"Indeed. And wouldn't the benefactor's sister also have inherited talent for swordsmanship? If she must become a spirit mage because of her considerable aptitude, then by the same logic, she should become a swordswoman—an argument that cannot be refuted."
'What's this?'

Surprisingly, it was the Elemental Kings who resolved the confusion.

I was genuinely surprised. These are the same Elemental Kings who were obsessively attached to Catleya and the triplets. They were beings who clung desperately to future spirit masters, to the point where I felt sorry watching them. Yet now they're the first to say such things?

"What's going on? Why are you all suddenly like this?"

The Earth Elemental King seemed to share my sentiment, asking the other kings with a voice full of bewilderment.


...

'Ah.'

After thinking briefly, I understood the Elemental Kings' strange remarks.

'They're being cautious.'

These gentlemen are watching my reaction. Having already secured a walking World Tree, future spirit master, and the greatest spirit mage of all time, they're avoiding being greedy about Teresa to prevent me from getting angry.

With Catleya's overwhelming spirit affinity, they could insist "not becoming a spirit mage would be a waste of life!" But Teresa doesn't have that level of affinity. Moreover, besides spirit affinity, she also shows interest in swords. Not to mention the Kracius family's 300-year history as swordsmen.

So they're taking a moderate stance regarding Teresa, eliminating any possibility of conflict with me.

'A king is still a king.'

I never expected to witness a glimpse of the political acumen that kings should possess.

The title of Elemental King wasn't given for nothing.

Both Teresa's evolution into a spirit aircraft carrier and the subsequent meeting between my parents and the Elemental Kings ended smoothly.

In any case, it's a joyous occasion that Teresa has discovered an incredible talent and a new potential career path. It's not like she has to immediately become a spirit mage; it's a path she can consider at her own pace.

So we decided to leave Teresa and the spirits be for now. Though the number of spirits clinging to her is increasing, Teresa herself is happy to have more friends, so it's fine.

Thus, this incident could be treated as a heartwarming episode and moved past.

"I seek an audience with Count Kracius!"

That's how it was until yesterday.

Until the head of the Kracius family's mage corps requested a meeting.

'What could this be about?'

I unconsciously furrowed my brow as I looked at the bowing mage corps commander.

While I often sought out mages, it was extremely rare for mages to seek me out first. Mages tend to keep to themselves, and as long as they receive their budget on time, they have no need to ask favors from the lord.

Yet the leader of the mages who had sworn loyalty to Kracius has come to see me. This certainly isn't an ordinary matter—

"My lord! Forgive my presumption, but may this humble servant make a request of you!"
"Ah, speak. But stand up first."
"Yes, my lord!"

The energetic mage corps commander looked at me with passionate eyes.

"My lord! Please allow us to test Teresa's aptitude for magic!"

His voice was even more passionate and full of fighting spirit.

The magician is a lantern that illuminates the world with brilliant intellect. A guide leading humanity to higher and more distant places.

Unlike knights who are simply good at beating people up because they have strong bodies and handle weapons well, magicians are glorious and noble beings who benefit countless people with endless wisdom. That is precisely who we magicians are.

Of course, there are knights worthy of respect among those who handle various weapons. Our lord, Count Teilgleichen, is such a person. He has reached a wondrous and supremely pure state with a human body, achieving feats that even magic cannot accomplish.

In a way, he is a knight but more distant from knights than anyone, not a magician but more like a magician than anyone. Logically, what knight could cut the sky with a sword? If one cuts the sky with a mere sword, that's magic, not swordsmanship.

That's why I—we—take great pride in being magicians of the Kracius family. While the previous Count was an excellent person deserving our loyalty, the current Count is so remarkable that even wandering magicians would bow their heads and pledge allegiance.

"Our lady is—oh? She's the Magic-Ending Duke!"
"Have you ever seen the Magic-Ending Duke up close? I have! I see her up close whenever she visits the Count's castle!"
"She personally encourages us every time she visits the Count's castle! She tells us we're doing great work for the Kracius family!"
"Jealous? What are you going to do about it? What can you do besides trembling your fists?"

Decisively, our lord formed a marital bond with the Magic-Ending Duke. Thanks to that, we became magicians serving the Magic-Ending Duke.

Just as vassals are loyal to their lord, they must also offer respect and reverence to the lady of the family and their children. So if our lord married the Magic-Ending Duke, we are indeed vassals of our lord and magicians serving the Magic-Ending Duke. I'm willing to cast lightning magic for three straight days on anyone who objects.

Because of this, our status within the Empire has risen high. When we meet magicians from other families, we receive envious and jealous glances, and we focus on spreading the lofty grace of the Magic-Ending Duke everywhere.

Throughout this entire continent, only the magicians of the Magic Tower are happier than us.

"Honestly, she could step down from the Magic Tower Master position anytime, but the Magic-Ending Duke will forever be the lady of the Kracius family, so aren't we happier?"
"Are you a genius?"

No, actually, we are the happiest. Just as the Magic-Ending Duke stepped down from the Servet Duchy, she might someday step down from the Magic Tower Master position, but being one of the ladies of the Kracius family is eternal.

And so, our Kracius Magician Corps spent each day with joyful and happy, devout and steadfast hearts. We served the Kracius family with the feeling that life couldn't be better. Worshipping our lord daily for granting us such happiness.

But that peace was briefly shaken.

"It seems Miss Teresa will also follow the path of the swordsman."
"What?"

One of the two pillars protecting the Kracius family alongside me. If we protect the family with intellect, then he is the leader of the knights who steadfastly protect the family with their bodies. The Knight Commander, who appeared with an inexplicable grin, suddenly mentioned Miss Teresa's future.

Normally, I would have pointed out such impertinent behavior, but everyone in the family knows that our lord split the sky for Miss Teresa. As frustrating as it was, I couldn't refute it.

Besides, isn't the Kracius family a sword family boasting 300 years of history? Unless Miss Teresa never picks up a sword at all, it's hard to imagine her holding a staff instead of a sword.

"The way the young miss swings her sword so diligently with those small hands. She will surely grow into an excellent warrior."

So I deliberately endured the Knight Commander's blatant boasting and showing off.

It can't be helped. This is as natural as the sun rising in the east or water flowing downward. No matter how much the family's magicians and knights maintain a friendly competition or keep a tight balance, if the blood of those we serve flows with swords, the knights' influence and position will inevitably be stronger.

Still, we endured because we have the Magic-Ending Duke. The Knight Commander only boasts like that when he has the chance; normally he's a serious person, so we endured.

"Commander! Miss Teresa! She has talent in spirit arts!"
"What?"


But this was intolerable.

It was fine when it was just swords, as they're completely different from magic. We could accept that the noble members of the Kracius family have walked the path of the sword since ancient times.

But spirits? Isn't what can be accomplished through spirits similar to magic?

"Spirit arts? The young miss?"
"Wait, suddenly? Didn't she only have talent with the sword?"
"Why did Enen give the young miss both a sword and spirits!"

Perhaps because of this, not just me but all the members gathered in the laboratory began to grow agitated.

An ally who betrays is more hateful than an enemy. Heretics within the same religion are more detestable than infidels.

Spirit arts are like that to us. Something uncomfortably similar yet distinctly different. A monster that could instantly devour the position of us magicians if we let our guard down.

"The results that can be achieved through spirit arts are similar to magic! If Miss Teresa becomes interested in spirits, she's more likely to prefer spirit arts over magic!"
"Doesn't the young miss already often play with the spirits that appear in the Count's castle? If she also has talent in spirit arts, our position becomes endangered!"

With that sense of crisis, the members raised their voices one after another.

The members' words were truly reasonable. The results of magic cast directly by magicians and spirit arts cast through spirits are similar. This is certain, as we've investigated it as knowledge-seeking magicians since the revival of the World Tree.

And Miss Teresa has been friends with the spirits since they appeared in the Count's castle. If such a person someday has to choose between magic and spirit arts, what would she choose?

"...Wouldn't Miss Teresa have talent in magic as well?"
"What?"

While trembling with indescribable fear, one member's words were like light descending from darkness.

"The young miss has shown talent in completely different fields like swordsmanship and spirit arts! She's also beloved by the Magic-Ending Duke! Wouldn't she have talent in magic as well!?"
"Ohhh...!"
"Indeed, that makes sense!"
"The probability that someone talented in both swordsmanship and spirit arts would lack talent only in magic! Versus the probability she'd have talent in magic too! The latter is higher!"
"Right! That's right!"
"How could Enen have bestowed all talents except magic! Surely she bestowed magical talent as well!"

Thinking about it now, I don't even understand what kind of logic it was, but at the time, we were half-crazed.

With the fear that the magicians' position would diminish. With the dread that Miss Teresa would despise only magic.

"Let's become Miss Teresa's teachers too! Let's teach the young miss magic!"
"We can do it! We can certainly do it!"
"Who knows! Maybe after experiencing magic, swordsmanship, and spirit arts, the young miss will be interested only in magic!"

Fear and dread mixed together to become madness.

There's no other way to describe us at that time except as madness.

***

I was momentarily speechless at the Magician Commander's explanation.


'And they call themselves symbols of intellect.'

I barely swallowed the words that rose to the tip of my tongue.

This wasn't about checking on a commoner passing by, but a request to examine a young lady of an Imperial Count family. I asked for details about how such a request came about, but I never expected such a bizarre story.

The Magician Commander seems embarrassed too, slightly lowering his eyes. He probably realizes how... flamboyantly the magicians' logic had flowed.

'At least he's telling the truth.'

I'm not sure if this is any consolation, but the Magician Commander revealed everything in response to my question. As if he couldn't mix lies into matters related to his lord's family.

Looking at this, he seems to have a firm grip on his rationality. So why did they reach such a conclusion when discussing among themselves?

'What does Trixie have to do with Teresa?'

What connection could there possibly be between Teresa being beloved by Trixie and magical talent?

Of course, they're family, but not blood-related. Teresa doesn't have a single drop of Trixie's blood.

'How desperate they must have been.'

Still, I tried my best, my absolute best, to understand the Magician Commander's feelings.

He's normally composed and taciturn. Unless I seek him out first, he quietly fulfills his duties, working for Kracius and Teilgleichen.

If such a person acted with such desperate, madness-tinged behavior, I should rightfully be considerate and understanding. As a lord, addressing a vassal's hardships is important.

"If Teresa has many talents, that's a welcome thing."

I finally opened my mouth, suppressing my complicated feelings.

"But this magic aptitude test. Can an energetic 5-year-old child accept it willingly?"

And I confirmed the most important thing.

I don't know what a magic aptitude test involves, but can it be applied to Teresa, who boasts the momentum of a whirlwind?

There's an image that magic-related work is static, boring, and quiet. I can't imagine Teresa enduring that.

"No need to worry! We will proceed in a way that Miss Teresa will find enjoyable!"
"I see."

What approach could possibly make a magic aptitude test enjoyable? It feels like hearing phrases like "fun midterm exam" or "enjoyable final exam."

"Ma-gic? I want to! I want to try!"

Fortunately, Teresa seemed to recognize my proposal with the Magician Commander as a new game, nodding her head vigorously with spirits dangling all over her hair.

Anyone can see she's a spirit user, yet they want to check her magic aptitude. I wonder if this will only confirm the magicians' anxieties rather than alleviate them.

# The Archmage's Desperate Request

The Archmage's desperate and earnest request. Teresa nodded readily, perhaps thinking the magic aptitude test was some new game.

Thanks to her cooperation, preparations for Teresa's magic aptitude confirmation proceeded at lightning speed. The family's mages moved with passionate urgency, as if their entire futures depended on this test.

I understand their concern. If Teresa only showed aptitude for swordsmanship, they might accept it. But having talent in spirit arts, which shares similarities with magic? That could diminish the standing of the family's mages. What if Teresa came to favor spirit users? Then among the Kracius bloodline, there would only be advocates for swordsmen and spirit users. The absence of a magic advocate would be a terrible isolation for the mages.

Perhaps that's why the busy movements of the Kracius mages reached the ears of someone in the Capital.

"Teresa, have you been well?"
"Yesss! Have you been well too, big sister?"
"Hehe, of course. I've been well."

It was Trixie, the pinnacle of mages and eternal hero of the Kracius mages.

Hearing about testing the magic aptitude of a child she considered like a daughter or niece was enough to capture Trixie's interest, turning her steps from the magic tower toward Teilgleichen.

Truthfully, this was naturally interesting for Trixie. Even though she believes children should choose their own paths, Trixie has dedicated her life to magic. How delightful would it be if her cute little sister-in-law learned magic?

And Trixie likely shared the same concerns as the family mages. While Trixie could exert tremendous influence as one of the Kracius matriarchs, she wasn't of Kracius blood. If Teresa learned magic, the worries of Trixie and the mages would disappear.

"By the way, Teresa. Have you always been interested in magic?"
"Hmm?"
"You always enjoyed when I played with you using magic. Our Teresa could learn to do that herself."

At those words, Teresa's head tilted before her eyes grew round. If Teresa were an NPC, an exclamation mark would have appeared above her head.

"That was magic?"
"That's right."
"Can, can I do it too? Like big sister, making wind! Making fire! Making things sparkle!"
"Of course. If Teresa wants to learn, I can teach you anything."
"Wooow...!"

I couldn't help but admire how Trixie captivated Teresa with her gentle voice.

Trixie had indeed played with Teresa using various magic. Actually, everything Teresa mentioned could be reproduced with spirit arts, but Teresa only had the spirits' favor, not contracts with them. She couldn't yet use spirit magic like the triplets.

Trixie seized that momentary gap to launch her strategy. She wanted Teresa to learn magic first, before becoming a spirit user. She even declared she would personally teach Teresa regardless of her magical aptitude.

'Then aptitude doesn't matter.'

What significance would magical aptitude have when taught by the Magic-Ending Duke herself? If Teresa were determined to reach the pinnacle of magic, that would be different, but for simply learning magic, this opportunity couldn't be better.

"Magic-Ending Duke, Your Excellency...!"

The mages, sensing Trixie's strong resolve, began tearing up.

I flinched at this unexpected display. I knew they were desperate, but to the point of tears?

"Here, call me Lady. I am also a matriarch of the Kracius family."
"Yes, Lady! Please forgive my rudeness!"
"Thank you, Lady! With your guidance, Lady Teresa will surely become an excellent mage!"

It seems the mages had already envisioned Teresa using magic.

I wanted to say they were being too hasty, but I held back. Teresa had already begun holding a sword and had become an aircraft carrier for spirits. Learning even basic, simple magic would alleviate the mages' concerns and worries.

For the sake of the retainers' peace of mind, I should remain silent now. Besides, if Teresa becomes a versatile all-player, that benefits me too.


'Spirit-Magic-Swordswoman.'

I chuckled as I watched Teresa's sparkling eyes.

Not just a magic swordswoman or spirit magician, but a spirit-magic-swordswoman. Where in the world would you find such an extraordinary and marvelous existence?

Even the title of the continent's greatest swordsman sounds like a commoner compared to a spirit-magic-swordswoman.

With Trixie's intervention, the magic aptitude test concluded in no time.

Teresa, who had vaguely thought of "magic = new game," realized that the miracles her second sister-in-law demonstrated were magic, making her even more cooperative.

"A satisfying result."

After checking the test results, Trixie smiled softly.

"Good enough to receive excellent grades even in the Academy's magic department."
"Oh."

I exclaimed at such a specific example.

Not just learning a few simple spells, but standing out even in the magic department. This meant Teresa's magical talent was by no means insignificant.

The Imperial Academy is where nobles from all over the Empire gather. Though some nobles like my father and I choose civil service instead of attending the Academy, it remains the Empire's finest educational institution.

'Impressive.'

I reflexively patted Teresa's head.

At such a young age, she already shows interest in swords, demonstrates enough affinity with spirits to attract them, and possesses magical talent acknowledged by Trixie. How does she show excellent aptitude in every field?

Erich and I only have talent for swords. Our Teresa surpasses her brothers. I'm so proud.

"As expected! Lady indeed has magical talent!"
"Yes, this is only right! It would be absurd for our versatile Lady to lack magical talent!"
"At last, a mage is born into the Kracius family!"

The family mages felt this satisfaction even more intensely.

The Kracius family, with about 300 years of history, has produced swordsmen for generations. How joyful must they be to see a mage emerge from such a bloodline.

Moreover, before the aptitude test, Trixie had offered to personally teach Teresa magic. Beyond simply producing a mage, they were witnessing the emergence of the Magic-Ending Duke's disciple.

'That makes five.'

Lize, Trixie's only disciple; the triplets, who were essentially confirmed as Trixie's disciples; and now Teresa, who showed interest in magic.

With this, there were now five heirs who could claim to be Trixie's disciples.

"Big sister! I! I want to make wind! I want to do that first!"

Of course, Teresa sees magic more as play than something to learn seriously, but to others, she's still Trixie's disciple.

...

'I wonder if Father will feel a bit disappointed.'

My thoughts suddenly turned to Father.

He's someone who secretly hopes Teresa will follow the path of the sword. Because of this, he flinched when hearing about her significant spirit affinity, so I wonder how he'll react to her suddenly learning magic.


Still, I think he'll understand if she learns magic as a supplement rather than her main focus. If she maintains her interest in swords and learns magic just as a refinement, I believe he'll accept it.

Probably.

***

Lately, Teresa's laughter has grown louder.

She was always a bright child who roamed everywhere cheerfully, but these past few days she's been laughing more frequently and more loudly.

'Is she that happy?'

I watched Teresa learning magic from my second daughter-in-law in the garden.

It was surprising enough that the usually quiet magic division approached Kal with a request, but through that request, we discovered Teresa's aptitude for magic.

It's astonishing. I can understand her talent for swords as she inherited Kracius blood, and her talent for spirits as she inherited Aras blood. But who would have thought she'd have talent for magic too? Teresa is Kal's sister, not his daughter.

'Magic, huh.'

While I was wondering if perhaps my wife and I had some distant elven or Catovan ancestor we didn't know about, I heard Teresa's voice cheering at my second daughter-in-law's magic.

'Magic.'

Honestly, it's perplexing. I thought if our Teresa walked the path of martial arts, she would naturally take up the sword. She actually showed interest in swords, so I believed that with time, she would become a swordswoman like me, Kal, and Erich.

Of course, it would have been fine if she lived as an ordinary civilian instead of a swordswoman. If that was Teresa's choice, I would naturally respect and support it.

But I never considered her walking a completely new path, neither as a swordswoman nor as a civilian. Our Teresa, a mage? A mage appearing in the Kracius family?

'I don't dislike it, but...'

If that's what Teresa wants, I have no intention of opposing it. Though there's strong competitive psychology between swordsmen and mages, I'm not particularly concerned with such things.

A lord must handle both knights and mages. It would be truly problematic if such a person favored one side.

'Let's think positively.'

Organizing my complicated feelings, I glanced toward my second daughter-in-law.

Even now, with a face full of smiles, she's showing Teresa all kinds of magic. A great mage, before whom the continent's mages would bow their heads hoping for teachings, is teaching our Teresa one-on-one.

This is something to be happy about, not to resent. It's a beautiful sight of a daughter-in-law cherishing and loving her sister-in-law.

'She still maintains interest in swords too.'

Crucially, Teresa still has a sword at her waist. While she may feel interest in magic, it hasn't led to indifference toward swords.

If it's the direction Teresa wants, I wouldn't mind if she became a pure mage. If she learns both sword and magic simultaneously, that would be even better.

So I won't interfere in this matter. Whether Teresa learns magic or spirit arts.

'Perhaps she could become a spirit-magic-swordswoman.'

I let go of my attachment to swords to the extent that such thoughts occurred to me. My mind felt lighter.

I definitely felt lighter until a few days later, when I heard they might establish a magic tower branch in Teilgleichen County.

Teresa's magical talent was judged to be "excellent" after Trixie's thorough examination. Not only had she shown interest in swordplay and become an aircraft carrier beloved by spirits, but she had now unlocked her potential for magic as well.

Thanks to this, the miraculous triple specialization of Spirit Mage Swordswoman had become one of Teresa's many possible career paths. If Teresa wanted to learn swordsmanship, magic, and spirit arts all at once, she would become an unprecedented existence in the continent's history.

Since things had gone this far, I wondered if we should check her aptitude for holy magic and pursue the Spirit Holy Mage Swordswoman route, but...

'Holy magic is physically impossible.'

Unfortunately, from the moment Teresa showed interest in magic, the possibility of holy magic was blocked.

A swordsman can learn magic. A mage can learn spirit arts. A spirit artist learning the sword for self-defense is perfectly reasonable. Even priests who have mastered holy magic commonly become holy knights by learning swordsmanship.

However, priests who carry holy power cannot learn magic. Whether it's because divine energy and natural energy are incompatible, or for some other reason, a priest's body mysteriously cannot properly accept mana. The reverse is also true.

Fortunately, mages' healing magic or teleportation magic still works on priests, but combinations like mage-priests or magical holy knights are impossible.

'That's a shame.'

The thought suddenly crossed my mind, making me laugh involuntarily. Even though it was my own thought, it was overflowing with greed.

Most people would be grateful to have talent in just one field. Yet here I was, lamenting about the one area Teresa couldn't access while she already possessed talent in three fields. Meanwhile, Teresa herself was busy happily swinging her sword, learning magic, and running around playing with spirits.

Right, our Teresa already has so much. Erich and I only had talent for swordsmanship, but Teresa has the potential to become a Spirit Mage Swordswoman. There's absolutely nothing to feel disappointed about.

'With a triple specialization, it might be hard to delve deeply into any one field.'

Of course, comparing someone who stubbornly digs a single well to someone who digs three wells simultaneously, the former will inevitably develop superior proficiency.

But that doesn't matter. Teresa isn't a hero who needs to defeat a demon lord, nor is she a young head of a fallen family who needs to restore her house. Rather than reaching the pinnacle of something, enjoying what she wants is more important.

Besides, the pinnacles of swordsmanship, magic, and spirit arts are already in our family. Teresa can be at an ordinary level and that's fine.

'Hmm?'

As I was watching the children playing in the garden, wishing for Teresa's happy and colorful future, a faint purple light emanated from inside my pocket.

This familiar yet annoying purple light. It seems the Emperor is contacting me.

'What could it be?'

I couldn't think of anything specific, but I didn't feel guilty about anything either, so I leisurely took out the communication device.

By now, I'm used to his sudden calls. Too many things have happened for me to get worked up over each contact.

And judging by the timing of this call, perhaps news of our Teresa's versatile talents has reached the Emperor's ears? There's a slight possibility he's calling to congratulate us.

'Her talent is impressive even to outsiders.'

My heart swelled with pride. It's proof that Teresa is excellent even in the eyes of outsiders, from the perspective of a ruler rather than family.

"Your Imperial Majesty—"
- Skip the formalities. I've contacted you because I have an urgent question.
"Ah, yes."

I nodded, feeling bewildered by his abrupt approach to business.

I wondered if I had unknowingly offended him somehow, but while the Emperor's expression showed perplexity, there was no anger in it.

That's fine then. If I haven't given him cause for complaint, there's nothing to worry about. In fact, I should be happy that the Emperor has stepped on a landmine somewhere...

- Count. Did you by any chance recommend to the Magic-Ending Duke that a Magic Tower branch be established in Teilgleichen?


Wait, what...?

"Pardon?"
- Judging by your reaction, I guess not.

The Emperor nodded with a small sigh at my reflexive question.

A subtle sigh of relief, followed by a slightly furrowed brow. Anyone could see he was a civil servant with a headache, which made me increasingly uneasy.

'Why suddenly mention a Magic Tower branch?'

The Emperor's question was particularly concerning.

Magic Tower branch and Teilgleichen. Are these words that can even be used together? What possible relationship could exist between a Magic Tower branch and Teilgleichen County? I couldn't figure it out no matter how hard I tried.

'Magic Tower branches are planned to be established, but...'

I racked my brain, trying to recall everything I could.

When I personally officiated and blessed the wedding of the Crown Prince of the Kingdom of Jibrot and Princess Cornelia, the Emperor had promised to fulfill the Magic Tower's long-standing wishes in return.

One of those wishes was the construction of Magic Tower branches. The Magic Tower in the Capital would become the headquarters, with chain locations throughout the Empire's royal territories and duchies. This wish had finally received the Emperor's approval. So it's not strange that the Magic Tower would be busy preparing for branch construction.

But building a Magic Tower branch in Teilgleichen?

'Why?'

It's impossible and incomprehensible. Weren't Magic Tower branches supposed to be built in royal territories and duchies? An imperial county like mine isn't included in that illustrious list.

Even though I'm acting as a duke, it doesn't change anything. I'm the acting duke of "Servet," not of "Teilgleichen."

'Did I forget something?'

But the Emperor wouldn't ask such a question without reason. He must have heard somewhere that a Magic Tower branch was being built in Teilgleichen. And since Trixie is responsible for Magic Tower branch construction, if she wanted to build a branch in Teilgleichen, she would have certainly mentioned it to me.

...

'But she didn't?'

Unfortunately, despite racking my brain desperately, I couldn't recall anything. I hadn't heard anything from Trixie about a Magic Tower branch.

Even when Trixie came to Teilgleichen for Teresa's aptitude test and basic magic education, she didn't mention it. If she didn't say anything then, doesn't that mean she had no intention of building a branch here?

"Your Majesty. I regret that I cannot answer your question. It's truly embarrassing, but if Your Majesty permits, I will inquire about the Magic Tower's plans."

The only way to resolve this confusion is to ask Trixie, the Magic Tower Master, directly.

What happened that rumors about building a Magic Tower branch in Teilgleichen are circulating, and how did those rumors reach the Emperor's ears? If neither I nor the Emperor knows, only Trixie can answer.

- How could that be embarrassing? I gladly permit it. Contact me immediately when you learn something.
"Yes, Your Majesty."

With those words, the communication device lost its light.

'A Magic Tower branch in Teilgleichen.'

My head throbbed momentarily.

An imperial county that successfully attracted a Magic Tower branch, standing shoulder to shoulder with royal territories and duchies. The illustrious Teilgleichen County.


Just imagining it makes my heart swell with pride to the point of tears.

By remarkable coincidence, Trixie returned from Teilgleichen right after my conversation with the Emperor ended.

The timing was so perfect that I could thank the gods. Perhaps they were pushing me to resolve this mystery quickly?

"A branch in Teilgleichen?"
"Yes."
"But there was no such plan?"

Trixie blinked in bewilderment at my question.

Her reaction was genuinely one of someone hearing an unexpected question, which made me even more confused. Where did the Emperor hear such a thing then?

"Ah."

After an awkward silence, Trixie let out a soft exclamation.

"Now that I think about it, during a recent Magic Tower meeting, I did mention that it wouldn't be bad to build the Servet branch in Teilgleichen instead. But it wasn't a serious suggestion, just an offhand remark."
"That must be it."

I nodded immediately, as the cause was clear to anyone.

A Magic Tower meeting. A time when the leadership gathers around Trixie, the Magic Tower Master, to discuss the Tower's future plans.

If Trixie made such a comment in that setting, even if she meant it as a joke, the other mages would take it seriously. It would be enough to abandon the Servet branch construction plan and pivot to a Teilgleichen branch.

"But how did such a comment come up? Why Teilgleichen instead of perfectly good Servet..."

However, this question still bothered me, so I carefully asked.

Why bypass a proper duchy, especially Trixie's own territory of Servet, to build a branch in Teilgleichen? Why?

"The Servet Duchy itself is already practically a Magic Tower. There's no need to establish a branch there to spread magic or establish authority."
"That's true."

I readily agreed, as this wasn't wrong.

From the first Duke of Servet to Trixie, the Catovan ducal family has been responsible for the Empire's magic for over 300 years. As the base and center of the Catovans, its authority is already immense, so it could indeed be considered a Magic Tower in itself. There's no need to add new authority to what's already sufficient.

"I suggested building the Servet branch in Teilgleichen because I was impressed by how diligently Teresa was learning magic. Of course, it wasn't a serious suggestion, and we still plan to build the branch in Servet."

Her additional explanation was reasonably convincing.

'So it was a misunderstanding caused by authority.'

A joke from Trixie that the mages couldn't take lightly due to her position. It was just an incident caused by something trivial and light.

"It seems everyone is excited because the long-awaited wish for branch construction is finally coming true. That's probably why they're taking such jokes seriously."
"Well, it's something they've wanted for over 200 years. It's understandable."
"Thank you for understanding. Now that it's come up, I should go and clarify things properly."

Trixie departed suddenly, saying she would correct the misunderstanding before the Magic Tower mages spread unnecessary rumors. She looked reliable and trustworthy, but...

"Um, Kal?"
"Yes?"
"The Black Tower is... begging us to please build a branch in Teilgleichen."
"What."

A variable had emerged that took Trixie's joke seriously.

# The Magic Tower

The Magic Tower is one of the Capital's most iconic landmarks. There's a saying that while the Imperial Palace may be the Capital's most magnificent and noble building, the Magic Tower is its tallest. This saying exists because the Magic Tower's height truly is incomparable to other buildings.

Moreover, the Magic Tower isn't just tall—it boasts a unique appearance. When viewed from above, it forms a pentagon, with imposing towers rising proudly from each vertex and the center.

In other words, the Magic Tower isn't a single building but a complex of six towers united as one. Of course, the lower floors of all six towers are integrated, so one could argue "it's still technically one building," but from a distance, it strangely resembles Stonehenge—or so people say.

'The Black Tower, huh.'

And the Black Tower is a legitimate member of the Magic Tower, occupying one of these six towers. As one might guess from the name "Black Tower," the other members are the White Tower, Red Tower, Blue Tower, Green Tower, and Yellow Tower.

The White Tower stands at the center of the six towers and can be considered Trixie's direct force. They primarily use lightning magic and are called the White Tower because Catovan's symbol was white.

Naturally, the Red Tower specializes in fire magic, the Blue Tower in water magic, the Green Tower in wind magic, and the Yellow Tower in earth magic. This doesn't mean they can't use other types of magic, but each tower has successfully established its own traditions and image over hundreds of years of history.

However, there's a victim who sheds tears because of these powerful images. That victim is none other than the Black Tower.

"The Black Tower? Don't tell me it's a gathering of mages who primarily use black magic?"

This is what people always say when they first hear about the Black Tower—questioning whether they might be evil mages using black magic.

"No, you suspicious fools!"

Honestly, it's a reasonable and logical suspicion, but it's incorrect. Black Tower mages hate being treated as black magic users more than anyone.

"We just chose what was left after the other towers took all the good colors! Where in the continent would you even find someone using black magic anyway?!"

I still can't forget the heartfelt lament of a Black Tower mage who was dispatched from the Magic Tower during the Great Punitive War.

He was usually quiet and stoic, with a haggard, dark complexion that seemed to support the hypothesis that "Black Tower mages = gloomy black magic den." But whether it was the alcohol he drank after a long time that made him lose his senses, or his accumulated frustrations finally bursting out, he explained everything in great detail.

He said the concept of black magic doesn't exist in the continental magical community, and the evil sorcery once called black magic disappeared 800 years ago with the Four Kings. The Black Tower chose its name because they couldn't call themselves the Brown Tower or Pink Tower when others were calling themselves the Red Tower or Blue Tower.

He had a point. It would be quite strange to introduce the Magic Tower as the White Tower, Red Tower, Blue Tower, Green Tower, Yellow Tower, and Cobalt Blue Tower.

"The Black Tower doesn't use black magic! We focus on magic that's useful in daily life! The magic that gets called upon most often! Tactically important magic like healing and teleportation!"

What's even more pitiful is that the Black Tower receives such misunderstandings because of its relatively dim presence.

One might wonder how a place specializing in healing and teleportation magic could have a dim presence, but sadly, the mages people always summon and thank are from the Magic Tower, not specifically the Black Tower. If it weren't for that Black Tower mage's outburst, I would still be unaware of the Black Tower's specialty magic.

If the Black Tower actually used black magic, their presence would be unmistakable. But when others focus on elements like fire and water, and you alone focus on supportive and practical magic, it's quite a penalty.

...

"What about the Black Tower?"

However, the Black Tower's sad and desperate past, position, reputation, and the Magic Tower branch have no connection—at least not in my mind.

Personally, I do feel sorry for the Black Tower. During the Great Punitive War, when I was beaten like a dog, I received a lot of help from Black Tower mages and priests, and even after becoming the head of the Audit Department, I often met them because of teleportation. I'd be a beast if I didn't feel sympathy and compassion.

Still, my personal feelings and establishing a Magic Tower branch in Teilgleichen are separate issues. I simply can't understand why the Black Tower is so fixated on establishing a branch, and why the location has to be Teilgleichen.

"Well, things are unfolding in a rather peculiar way."


Trixie gave a small, bitter smile in response to my question.

This only increased my puzzlement and anxiety. Trixie, who is practically the god of mages, went to announce that the Magic Tower branch would be established in Servet as planned, but instead of agreeing, they desperately begged for it to be built in Teilgleichen? This is definitely not a normal situation.

"The Black Tower is trying to change public perception with this opportunity."
"Huh?"

I couldn't help but question this even more incomprehensible statement.

"The Kracius family has had black hair for generations."
"Yes, from the first head of the family until now."
"And the Black Tower's symbolic color is black."
"I... guess? At least its name is Black Tower."

Trixie stared at me intently after saying this.

'What is it?'

No, seriously, what is it? What does the Black Tower have to do with the Kracius family having black hair?

"Um, Trixie, you don't mean..."

I slowly opened my mouth as the only possibility emerged from my complicated thoughts.

It's an absurd possibility, but the only one. The probability is extremely low, but if not this, I can't even consider any other possibility.

"Because Teilgleichen's lord is also black, they want to overcome the Black Tower's negative image by associating it with me?"

The desperate desire to cover the black of the Black Tower, supposedly a den of black magic (which it isn't), with the black of the living saint who is the lord of the domain.

I want to ask what kind of crazy idea that is, but it's clear evidence that the Black Tower's sorrows and desperation have reached the heavens.

"I don't think they mean any harm. Those children have suffered a lot, and they said if a branch is built in Teilgleichen, they'll devote themselves to the development of Teilgleichen."
'Ah.'

I closed my eyes dejectedly at Trixie's urgent defense.

The notion that mages are symbols of intelligence is just public relations. From what I can see, no beings are more filled with madness than mages.

For now, I decided to have a detailed conversation with the Black Tower representative.

Seeing that even Trixie is conflicted about how to handle this rather than outright rejecting it, the Black Tower's miserable and desperate public image seems to be a tragedy understood and worried about by all mages.

Besides, having a Magic Tower branch in Teilgleichen would be beneficial. Although it would create the pressure of having a domain on par with royal and ducal territories, depending on how it's used, the benefits could outweigh that.

"I greet Your Excellency!"

The head of the Black Tower, who rushed over at Trixie's call, prostrated himself as soon as he saw me. I was worried he might hit his forehead on the floor.

"Rise. We invited you as a guest, not as a subordinate."
"I am honored!"

The face of the Black Tower head, who immediately stood up, was strangely familiar.

Hollow eyes with dark circles, undeniable fatigue, and strangely pale skin from lack of sunlight.


'That's me.'

It's how I looked when I was working like a dog at the Audit Department. It was almost like looking in a mirror, and I nearly teared up.

Could it be that the "black" in Black Tower doesn't simply refer to color but to the "black" in black company? If that's the case, it would make things even sadder.

"I've heard the Black Tower's wish. You want to establish a Magic Tower branch in Teilgleichen?"

I spoke while forcibly suppressing the rising complexity of emotions.

What's important now isn't sympathy and mourning for the Black Tower, but whether to actually establish the branch in Teilgleichen. There will be time for sympathy later.

"Yes, Your Excellency! The Servet Duchy has already become a sacred place of Imperial magic thanks to the excellent governance of the dukes throughout history, and today it has gained the powerful authority of being the Magic Tower Master's base! The magical community's respect and reverence for Servet is already solid without the artificial authority of a Magic Tower branch!"

As soon as I opened my mouth, the head of the Black Tower fervently presented his logic.

"Then it is right to use the ten branches permitted by His Majesty the Emperor more efficiently! Not building in the Servet Duchy, but establishing branches where they are truly needed is what's best for the Empire and the continental magical community!"

He proclaimed with a fierce gaze, as if afraid I might reject the Magic Tower branch construction.

I slightly shrank back at his momentum, which was almost like a warrior on the battlefield. The determination of a leader who has staked his organization's history and future is indeed powerful.

"Teilgleichen County is adjacent to the Capital, allowing for smooth coordination with the Magic Tower headquarters! It's also close to the Servet Duchy, so the central part of the Empire won't feel neglected, and His Majesty the Emperor would be greatly pleased if a branch were established in one of the Imperial Counties!"
"Is that so."
"Yes! I'm certain of it, Your Excellency!"

His spirit was at such a level that I felt sorry to refuse, and before I knew it, I had begun to positively consider the construction of the Magic Tower branch.

He's not wrong. While royal territories and duchies are the pillars of the Empire, the Imperial Counties are the shields protecting the Imperial Family. Moreover, Teilgleichen County is one of the final shield lines adjacent to the Capital.

If a Magic Tower branch were established there, it wouldn't be a bad thing for the Emperor either. Since Imperial Counts inevitably receive strong influence from the Emperor, both the current Emperor and future ones would essentially secure a Magic Tower branch that moves according to their instructions.

'Headquarters in the Capital, branch at the final line of defense.'

It's truly a perfect balance. If the other planned branch locations weren't royal territories and duchies, I would have nodded immediately.

***

Today is the opportunity.

It's the last chance to shake off the negative and unjust perception of the Black Tower that has persisted for hundreds of years and stand tall as the great Black Tower.

'I just need to persuade His Excellency.'

I swallowed as I watched His Excellency, the acting Duke of Servet, deep in thought.

Coincidentally, his symbol is also black, and our Black Tower's symbol is black. He is the only consort of Her Excellency the Magic-Ending Duke, and also a living saint of the Dawn Order.

If we establish a Magic Tower branch in his domain and primarily dispatch Black Tower mages, if Black Tower mages devote themselves to a person with black hair, we might be able to break this cursed shackle.

'Please.'

That's why I prayed desperately. To Enen, to the Eternal Blue Sky, to Constantina.

I prayed that His Excellency would take pity on our Black Tower.

Despite the Black Tower Master's thorough and perfect logic, I ultimately couldn't make a decision.

Of course, I clearly understood all of the Black Tower Master's reasoning—the Black Tower's painful past and grievances, the benefits of establishing a Magic Tower branch in Teilgleichen, the advantages the Emperor would gain from having a Magic Tower branch in an Imperial County adjacent to the Capital, and so on. His argument was flawless and impossible to refute. At times like this, I could acknowledge that mages truly are symbols of intellect.

But I simply couldn't overcome the stubborn wall in my mind that said, "Even so, putting them on equal footing with royal domains and duchies is a bit much." That's how significant the status of a duke is within the Empire.

Royal domains go without saying. They are the solid foundation that allowed the Livnoman family to maintain imperial rule despite the astonishing streak of weak emperors in the late direct Livnoman line. In any other country, they would have faced a coup before the direct line was cut off.

"This is not something I can decide on my own."
"If Your Excellency, the rightful lord of Teilgleichen, cannot decide this! Then who in this Empire—"
"I will discuss this matter with His Majesty."

At the mention of the Emperor, the Black Tower Master, who had been on the verge of foaming at the mouth, fell silent.

To me, the Emperor might just be that yellowish Sun Temple guy who keeps shoving vodka at me, but to the vast majority of nobles and officials, he is the noble and unapproachable leader. So when the Emperor gets involved, they dare not open their mouths.

"But do not worry. I deeply sympathize with your opinion, so I will speak to His Majesty as positively as possible and seek his permission."
"Thank you, Your Excellency!"

Seeing the Black Tower Master's pitiful appearance, I offered some consolation, and he immediately prostrated himself on the floor, bowing his head.

This only made me feel even more sorry for him. Although Black Tower mages aren't combat mages, they're indispensable beings who primarily use healing magic and teleportation magic.

They're essentially walking strategic resources, yet all they get in return are cruel looks that say, "Aren't you guys black mages?" If it were me, I'd be lying down in protest at the Capital's plaza.

'If you're going to be treated like a dog, you should at least have some honor.'

If one cannot enjoy a peaceful and quiet life, they should be compensated with wealth, honor, and power. This is a truth that applies even to mages who value magical achievement over worldly power.

'Let's hang in there, fellow black ones.'

If what the Black Tower Master wanted was work-life balance or complete retirement, I absolutely couldn't grant it. How could I help someone else do what I can't do myself?

But if it's simply about restoring honor, I can gladly accommodate that. Rather, for the sake of a healthy imperial civil service, I should do my utmost to help.

From now on, the Black Tower will no longer be a den of black mages, but a stable of black oxen dedicated to Teilgleichen and working hard for the Empire.

...

'Is that really better?'

Maybe living as a den of black mages might actually be better.

Coincidentally, we have a Demon King (former) at home—should I send him to the Black Tower? If you're going to be falsely accused anyway, becoming a real black mage might be one option. Moreover, thanks to Atelius's intervention, Lisianne's blue hair has turned black, making her even more Black Tower-like.

"If a branch is established in Teilgleichen! I swear by the path this humble one has walked! I will use all the capabilities of the Black Tower to make Teilgleichen a second Serbet!"

This was a delusion that would terrify the Emperor or the previous Pope if they heard it, but fortunately, I was brought back to reality by the Black Tower Master's sincere pledge.

To suggest the path of a real black mage to someone so earnestly seeking to restore honor—perhaps the Demon King wasn't Lisianne but my own hideous and filthy heart.

Perhaps the concept of a Demon King isn't something one person bears, but a name for the hideous thoughts in one's heart. Though I am a saint, I could also be a Demon King.

I didn't want to know this about myself.

After sending the Black Tower Master away with repeated promises of positive results, I immediately contacted the Emperor.

- Indeed. So the Black Tower has been in turmoil.

After hearing my explanation, the Emperor nodded with a bitter smile.


Judging by his reaction, he seemed to have known about the Black Tower's grievances for some time. In fact, it would be stranger not to know about grievances harbored over decades or centuries.

- The Black Tower's hardships were a tragedy lamented by myself, the previous Emperor, and our predecessors. However, perceptions already embedded in society are difficult to change, even for an Emperor.
"Is that so?"
- Yes. If the Black Tower had actually used black magic, they could at least sever their ties with it and improve their constitution. But when there was never any connection to begin with and they were falsely accused, what solution could there be?

I immediately understood his point, as it was correct.

Those who have committed sins can atone and become new people. On the other hand, those who were innocent from the beginning can neither atone nor become new people.

That's exactly the situation the Black Tower is in. A tragedy created by misunderstandings that grew and grew from an unknown origin. A problem so difficult that even the Emperor, with his lofty power and authority, found it hard to address.

They say even the king gets criticized behind closed doors. This means that even powerful authorities cannot stop people's whispers, so perhaps Enen, not the Emperor, should step forward to resolve the Black Tower's false accusations.

- Besides, the symbol of Kracius is black, so they're going to Teilgleichen to benefit from that. This is a decision I never imagined.
"It shows how desperate they are and how they've run out of options. Having tried everything else, they're now resorting to relying on someone else's reputation."
- Well, I suppose that's true. It's truly a pity.

The Emperor sighed softly and remained silent for a while.

I didn't rush him. Even without my persuasion, the Emperor was already friendly or sympathetic toward the Black Tower.

- Count.
"Yes, Your Majesty."
- Let the Black Tower Master have what he wants. It's too embarrassing and pitiful to stop him.

In reality, the Emperor, after contemplating alone, readily supported the Black Tower Master.

'It can't be helped.'

I decided to agree with his decision.

Of course, although the Emperor supported the Black Tower Master, the problem of Teilgleichen standing shoulder to shoulder with royal domains and duchies remained unresolved. To be precise, this problem can never be resolved unless all Magic Tower branches are built outside other domains. It's just a matter of how well the aftermath can be managed.

But it was none other than the Emperor who gave permission. This means the aftermath will be minimized, so establishing the Black Tower in Teilgleichen shouldn't be a major issue.

- Hmm.
"Your Majesty?"
- Oh, it's nothing. I'm just surprised. The Kracius family has been the orthodox sword family guarding the sword for over 300 years, yet the day has come when a Magic Tower will be built in a domain managed by Kracius.
"It is an honor too great for this humble servant to bear, and I feel both grateful and fearful."
- Don't think of it as difficult; accept it comfortably. The blood of the Count will flow in the future Dukes of Serbet, so the Count could be considered a figure in the magical world. Then isn't it somewhat ordinary for a Magic Tower branch to be established in the Count's domain? Because you are the ancestor of the Serbet Dukes.

I almost reflexively denied it but held back.

The Emperor had readily granted the Black Tower Master's request. There was no need to unnecessarily oppose the Emperor's opinion and prolong the conversation.

'Ancestor of the Serbet Dukes.'

Hearing the Emperor's words, I suddenly realized where my blood would be mixed.

Until now, I had vaguely thought that our Maria would be the next Duchess of Serbet, but if Maria has children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and great-great-grandchildren, they would also be descendants carrying my blood. The future Dukes of Serbet truly must revere me as their ancestor.

'An Imperial Count who is the ancestor of dukes.'

A smile escaped me without my realizing it.

Even though I wear the tag of a duke's proxy, for a mere Imperial Count to become the ancestor of dukes. And as the husband of the Magic-Ending Duke, I'll be an ancestor forever recorded in the history of the Catovan family.

At this rate, I wonder if there will be ancestors of kings and emperors among the Kracius family.


***

All the alcohol carefully stored in the Black Tower's warehouse was brought out.

Not only the Voyaare wine, known as the continent's finest, but also all the liquors that the Wise Duke somehow knew about and wanted to sell.

"Drink! Today, let's drink until we die! All work will resume the day after tomorrow, so don't worry about tomorrow and drink today!"

I proudly proclaimed this in front of the mountain of accumulated bottles.

Today is a day that will be remembered forever in the history of the Black Tower, so drink without any worries until you die. If you really feel like you're going to die, use recovery magic or vomit appropriately and come back to drink more.

"Long live His Majesty the Emperor!"
"Long live His Majesty the Emperor!"

As I raised my bottle and cheered for the Emperor, the other mages also raised their bottles and cheered.

Yes, long live His Majesty the Emperor. His Majesty has shown great mercy to our Black Tower and permitted us a new future.

"Ten thousand years to His Excellency the Silent Duke!"
"Ten thousand years! Ten thousand years! Ten thousand times ten thousand years!"

We also cheered ten thousand years for the Duke's proxy who greatly contributed to the Emperor's mercy.

In our hearts, we wanted to cheer "long live," but that would be problematic. It could trouble our benefactor, so despite our regret, we must be satisfied with "ten thousand years."

'Finally.'

After alternating between "long live" and "ten thousand years" for quite some time, I put the bottle to my lips.

I feel like crying. Or perhaps I'm already shedding tears without realizing it.

That's how joyful today is. It's the day the Black Tower sheds the stigma it has carried for hundreds of years and finally moves toward a beautiful future.

- His Majesty has permitted the establishment of a Magic Tower branch in Teilgleichen.

The message from His Excellency the Duke's proxy, which was like that great first step.

- Since it's a building being erected in my domain, I can't just let it pass. As I am somewhat of a saint, I can offer blessings to the Magic Tower branch if you wish.

The consideration of His Excellency, pushing us to run forward beyond that great first step.

How grateful this is. How happy this is. If the blessing of a living saint is bestowed upon the Magic Tower branch, if we Black Tower mages work at a branch with a saint's blessing, no one can call us black mages.

'Who would dare to do so?'

Who would call us black mages when we have received the blessing and consideration of a saint? When we serve a saint?

If someone does, instead of getting angry, I'll run to the church. I'll go to the church and report that the bastard insulted a saint.

Now we have the right to do so.

"Khaa!"

After drinking the alcohol without hesitation, I let out a rough exclamation.

Today, the alcohol tastes exceptionally sweet.

The Black Tower Master, who had been quiet for a while, broke his five-day silence and appeared at the mansion.

According to Trixie, after receiving the Emperor's approval, the entire Black Tower held a wild drinking party and suffered from the aftermath for several days. She added that despite groaning from hangovers, they walked around with smiling faces, which was enough to inspire both fear and pity from mages of other towers.

'They must have been incredibly happy.'

Perhaps because of Trixie's words, the Black Tower Master standing before me seems to have a strangely flushed face. I think I can even detect a slight smell of alcohol.

However, since the Black Tower's celebration ended after just one day, there's no way signs of intoxication would still remain. No matter how severe a hangover might be, staying in that state for days wouldn't be drinking—it would be living inside a liquor barrel. Even the Wise Duke wouldn't do such a thing.

"I sincerely congratulate the Black Tower on this joyous occasion. Now you'll be able to dispel many of the unfair perceptions directed at the Black Tower."

So I offered my congratulations to the Black Tower Master with a calm smile.

The Black Tower's earnest wish has been fulfilled, and they now have the opportunity to shed the bizarre stigma that has followed them for hundreds of years. For the Black Tower Master, it's such a joyous occasion that it wouldn't be strange if he shed tears and did backflips.

Of course, there's a possibility that perceptions of the Black Tower might remain unchanged even after establishing a tower branch in Teilgleichen, but fortunately, that probability is quite low. From the moment Teilgleichen and the Black Tower become unified, the logic that "black = ominous and wicked color" can no longer be applied.

'Unlike other domains, being associated with Teilgleichen ensures safety.'

From now on, insulting the Black Tower would be equivalent to insulting the lord of Teilgleichen who provided them with a place. Avoiding the color black would mean rejecting those who enjoy wearing black clothing.

And the lord of Teilgleichen is a living saint, who wore black attire during the Poet-Saint ceremony. If someone habitually insults the Black Tower, it's essentially the same as insulting the saint.

'Unless they have a death wish, they can't commit such blasphemy.'

Moreover, the living saint is also the Magic-Ending Duke's husband. Now, only a fool willing to fight both the religious and magical communities simultaneously would dare to insult the Black Tower.

"It's all thanks to Your Excellency's consideration and support! This humble one, as well as the entire Black Tower, has received a debt of gratitude that cannot be repaid in a lifetime!"

Perhaps sharing my thoughts, the Black Tower Master kept bowing deeply, expressing his extreme gratitude.

At this rate, if I asked him to bark like a dog, he might give Titi a run for her money. I appreciate his gratitude, but this expression is a bit excessive.

"I mentioned before that the mages of the Black Tower would lead the tower branch to be established in Teilgleichen. If you're truly grateful to this Count, please take good care of the branch. Enough that my descendants will make annual pilgrimages to thank me for this decision."

"Of course, Your Excellency! I will do everything in my power to ensure that the tower branch construction becomes one of your countless achievements! Please use me like your vassal!"

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the Black Tower Master's casual utterance of such dangerous words.

The Magic Towers must remain institutions directly under the Emperor. Even for a branch, having it treated like a vassal by a mere noble would be a challenge to the Emperor and an insult to the magical community.

The Black Tower Master, as a leader in the magical community, should know this better than I do, so for him to say such things means he must be truly excited.

'I should understand.'

Though it was a somewhat dangerous statement, I decided to let it slide this time.

Even Trixie was deeply moved and delighted when the centuries-old wish of the Magic Towers was fulfilled. If Trixie, who has honed her mind for over a hundred years, reacted that way, how much more would the Black Tower Master feel?

Instead, I mentally cautioned him to be careful in the future. Who knows what might happen if such words reached the Emperor's ears.

"By the way, Black Tower Master, since you're here, shall we discuss where to build the tower branch?"

"Discussion? We don't mind wherever Your Excellency permits! If it's a swamp, we'll fill it to build the tower; if it's a rocky mountain, we'll push the mountain away to build the tower!"

I almost sighed at his statement, which had now moved beyond gratitude into the realm of madness.

You crazy fool. We have plenty of good land in our domain. Don't make someone else's territory look like a barren wasteland just to accommodate one tower branch.


"This tower branch will serve not only Teilgleichen but the central Empire. So it should be built somewhere easily accessible to everyone."

"Indeed! This humble one was too foolish to consider that point!"

Fortunately, he's the type to agree immediately upon persuasion.

If he were stubbornly persistent, it would have been quite troublesome.

Myself, Trixie, the Black Tower Master, and the Chief Steward of Teilgleichen County.

The face-to-face meeting of the four individuals who must gather for matters between Teilgleichen and the Magic Tower began.

"As it happens, there's a site on the outskirts of the city that's being prepared for reconstruction. The location is good, but the buildings were so old that we demolished them all. That would be the perfect place for the tower branch."

"Indeed. It's at the center of the county, so accessibility is good, but it's also at a suitable distance so that any disturbances during magical experiments won't cause major problems. Even I can see there's no better location."

And just like that, the meeting seemed to end as soon as it began.

This is the process of building a massive and symbolic structure like a Magic Tower branch, not some small building. The site selection should be carefully reviewed from the start, but surprisingly, there was an appropriate site just sitting idle.

It used to be the headquarters of the county guard, but after relocating the headquarters elsewhere, the building served as a storage facility, overnight quarters, and a guard branch. However, as foot traffic decreased and the building visibly deteriorated, they decided to clear the space entirely to build something new.

According to the Chief Steward, while clearing the site was a good start, they had been pondering what to build there instead. He smiled, saying there could be nothing more delightful than having a Magic Tower branch established there.

'Is this really okay?'

His hearty laughter left me with mixed feelings. Even if it was a place where people rarely went, was it right to just demolish it outright?

No, if the Chief Steward made such a decision, he must have had good reasons. Perhaps the building was so deteriorated that there was a risk of collapse if not immediately demolished, or maybe having an unused building nominally belonging to the guard was causing unnecessary budget and personnel waste.

Yes, I should trust the Chief Steward. He's been responsible for the actual administration of the county since my father's time. Honestly, he's probably more knowledgeable about the domain's affairs than I am.

"But Black Tower Master, are you sure you don't need any support from Teilgleichen? Having one of only ten Magic Tower branches established in Teilgleichen is a great benefit for us as well. So providing the site is natural support, and it would be appropriate to contribute manpower and budget too."

"No! I've already received tremendous help from Your Excellency, how could I shamelessly ask for additional support? If I followed my heart, I would even want to pay a fair price to lease the land for the Magic Tower!"

Meanwhile, the Chief Steward and the Black Tower Master continued their conversation, which naturally pleased me as the lord listening.

The Chief Steward asking if there's anything more they can help with since it seems too one-sided, and the Black Tower Master declining, saying they've already received enough. What a heartwarming scene.

Trixie also seemed satisfied that her subordinate was being considerate of her husband's domain and smiled warmly. It's a rare situation where everyone can be happy at a meeting convened for discussion.

"If you say so, I won't insist further. But please let us know if you need any help."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

Soon after, the Chief Steward and the Black Tower Master shook hands, completely concluding the discussion.

How often does a meeting end in less than thirty minutes after sitting down? It was a miracle achieved by not strongly asserting their own positions and warmly considering each other.

This was possible because the Black Tower Master felt deeply indebted to me, and the Chief Steward showed a friendly and cooperative attitude toward the Black Tower in consideration of Trixie, who is the Black Tower Master's superior.

'Connections are the best.'

Indeed, any matter flows smoothly when connections are involved. How convenient it is to have both the landowner and the Magic Tower Master on board.

"Chief Steward."


"Yes, Your Excellency."

"About the site for the tower branch, I'd like to see it in person while we're here."

"Of course. I'll guide you right away."

At my words, the Chief Steward immediately rose from his seat and prepared to go out.

Currently, the site is just an empty field after demolition. But that emptiness is actually beneficial.

I can bestow blessings and pray without any distractions. It would be awkward to pray in the middle of a construction site with workers bustling about.

"Big brother?"

"Hmm?"

Just as the four of us were about to head to the site together, we encountered Teresa, who came running with a scarf around her neck.

"Sister is here too? Where are you two going? Are you going somewhere fun? I want to come too!"

I smiled as Teresa instantly clung to my leg.

Come to think of it, Teresa's contribution to this Magic Tower branch affair is not small at all. Even Trixie had mentioned it jokingly, but she brought up the idea of creating a Magic Tower branch in Teilgleichen because she found Teresa's enthusiastic learning of magic admirable. In a way, Teresa could be the starting point of this whole affair and the eternal benefactor of the Black Tower.

"Black Tower Master, my sister has recently developed an interest in magic. Would it be alright if she joins us?"

"Of course! It would be an honor!"

Having received permission from the relevant party, I picked Teresa up in my arms.

Unexpectedly, I ended up going for a leisurely walk with my sister.

***

I stroked my chin while reading the report submitted from the Magic Fortress.

It said that the Count personally visited the site where the Magic Tower branch would be built and bestowed his blessing.

'A magical headquarters to be built on blessed land.'

I chuckled at the truly wondrous harmony of magic and divinity.

'Not bad at all.'

Initially, I thought of it merely as a means to change the Black Tower's unfairly negative public perception, but upon careful consideration, it seems good to bestow blessings when constructing other Magic Tower branches as well.

The Magic Tower's long-cherished wish approved by the Emperor, with a saint's blessing added on top—how admirable is that? The subtle competition between mages and priests is showing signs of harmony due to my decision, which will become a monumental event in the Empire's history.

'Since it's his wife's business, the Count probably won't refuse.'

As it happens, the Magic Tower is also a family matter for the Count. If I make a slight suggestion, he will gladly nod in agreement.

'I've created a good precedent.'

I nodded with satisfaction.

While the situation is currently limited to Magic Tower branches, someday this can be used as a precedent to bestow the living saint's blessings on other places as well.

It won't be easy, but having a precedent is important. Just imagining it brings joy.

The stars of the steppe flow through my soul.

Personally, I love this sentence. I don't even need to go as far as my soul—if someone were to cut open my body right now, I feel like relics would pour out instead of stars. I should try to contain something noble and sparkling like stars, not something ugly like relics.

"Administrator!"
"Fuck."

I reflexively cursed at the shout of a warrior bursting into the ger.

Thanks to my outburst, the warrior who entered hesitated and began to read the room. I accidentally said aloud what I meant to keep to myself.

"What is it?"

As much as I'd like to tell him to get out, what fault is it of his? He's merely a messenger delivering information.

So I forced myself to compose my expression and asked his business. What kind of disaster has happened this time to make him rush here?

"Um, well... Kiritai has accepted Clan Chief Gariltio's challenge to a duel!"

At the warrior's dreadful answer, I squeezed my eyes shut.

This is maddening. I had been relieved that things were quiet in that area, but it seems they were just gathering strength for a major incident.

'Why is one of the Eight Stallions fighting against a clan chief from his own tribe?'

Langka Adume Kiritai. One of the Eight Stallions, the greatest founding contributors to this Gaar Khagan nation. Simultaneously, he's the warrior of warriors who leads the Adume clan of the Langka tribe.

Yet this warrior of warriors, this giant among giants, instead of maintaining a dignified posture, has entered into a duel. And not with someone from another tribe, but with a clan chief from his own tribe.

I understand. The Adume clan and the Gariltio clan have been competing for leadership of the Langka tribe for generations. They've been restraining themselves lately because of the overwhelming superior that is the Khagan, and because of the massive enemy that was the Empire.

But the Khagan nation successfully defended against the Empire's invasion and achieved victory. With the great enemy retreated, it's natural for the conflicts that had been suppressed to erupt.

'Those bastards.'

Of course, understanding and accepting are two different matters.

I resent the Gariltio clan chief. In the past it might have been different, but at this point the competition between the two clans is essentially won by the Adume clan. The Adume clan chief is one of the Eight Stallions—what can a mere clan chief do about that?

At the same time, I'm angry at Kiritai. As one of the Eight Stallions, he should think about the consequences of his actions. How is this any different from a division commander brawling with a battalion commander?

"When is the duel scheduled?"
"In three hours!"
"I see."

At those words, I grabbed some scrap paper and quickly wrote a letter.

Damn it. Paper is already scarce and needs to be conserved, yet here I am wasting scrap paper on this nonsense.

"Deliver this to Kiritai and Clan Chief Gariltio."
"W-what is this?"

The warrior who received the letter spoke with a trembling voice.

Since it wasn't a sealed letter, he would have naturally seen the contents as soon as he received it. Yet he still asks what it is, which suggests that even to him, my letter contains insane content.

That's good. To deal with madmen, I must become mad myself.

"It says that if they're going to duel, they shouldn't stop until one of them dies. If they really want to duel, they should go all the way."
"B-but Administrator, didn't the Khagan forbid duels to the death?"
"That's why tell the winner to prepare to be executed after the duel."

At my firm command, the warrior quietly withdrew. As if convinced that continuing the conversation with someone in a deranged state would only yield deranged results.

A rare wise man in nomadic society. I should talk to Dorgon soon about kidnapping him for the administration.

...

"Fuck."

Alone again in the ger, I muttered a curse under my breath.

I wish the stars of the steppe would fall on the heads of the Langka tribe.


The Lady's Love... what was it called? Anyway, I once read a romance fantasy novel with a title something like that.

But I had only read the webtoon adaptation, not the original novel, and even then I'd only sampled the free chapters, so nothing particularly stood out in my memory. At most, I remembered the name of the empire that served as the setting and the protagonist's name.

Yet here I was, someone who knew practically nothing, possessed into that very world. If I had known this would happen, I would have paid for all the premium chapters instead of just sampling the free ones, and devoured the original work to its conclusion like a dog.

'Would it have made any difference though?'

I chuckled as I fiddled with my pen.

Thinking about it carefully, it probably wouldn't have mattered much even if I had read the original. I woke up not in the Empire that was the main setting, but in the North, which was above it.

And I was completely alone, without family, clan, or tribe. The difficulty level was hellish from the start of my possession. If I was going to be possessed anyway, couldn't it have been into a noble bloodline in a peaceful civilized country?

'With my luck, I might have been reverse-possessed as soon as I arrived.'

I still sigh when I think about that time.

A nomadic orphan bachelor who could barely eat properly and was on the verge of starvation. While seriously wondering if dying would send me back to my original world, I was fortunately picked up by the Khagan—who was then just the Gaar tribal chief—who happened to be passing by.

"The heavens whisper to me. Though you are utterly weak now, if I become your stepping stone, you will surely become a bird that soars through the sky."

I still wonder what the heavens saw in me to make such an assessment, but in any case, it's true that I survived thanks to the heavens and the Khagan. Since that day, I've been bowing three times daily in the direction of the Khagan.

Of course, I also visit the temple of the heavens and pray daily. In a world where gods actually exist and I've received divine grace, how could I not express gratitude? I'd deserve to die from divine punishment if I didn't.

And so, this nomadic nobody who had nothing received divine blessing and became the trusted confidant of the Gaar tribal chief, and then:

"From now on, you are a member of the Udesre. Henceforth, I shall call you Udesre Kadan."

I was reborn with a new clan and a new name.

He saved me from starvation and gave me a second life. Not content with that, he bestowed a name upon me and encouraged me to live a third life. How could I not devote my loyalty, how could I turn away from such grace?

So from that day on, I served like a dog. During the process of the Gaar tribe unifying the steppe, during the process of transcending Khan to become Khagan, during the process of repelling the Empire that was shocked by the emergence of a unified nomadic power, I worked myself to the bone.

I didn't feel wronged. It was the path I chose, a path to repay my benefactor, and I wasn't the only one suffering.

'Not anymore.'

But things changed when the Khagan nation won the war against the Empire.

The warriors of the Khagan nation who suffered together are now enjoying peace. Although it's only temporary peace, peace is peace.

Meanwhile, I'm still experiencing war, not peace. To be honest, it's even harder than fighting the Empire.

"Kadan. Your valor is truly outstanding and admirable. Even among our steppe brethren, few could compare to you, even among the Eight Stallions."
"I'm honored by your words, Khagan."
"However, I value your wisdom more than your valor. In this steppe, there are those who could replace your valor, but none who could replace your wisdom."
"Ah, th-that... I'm honored."
"I entrust you with all administrative affairs of the Khagan nation. Though I cannot bestow upon you the sword to command armies, I give you the pen to be responsible for all the storehouses and livestock of the Khagan nation."
"What?"

That's because my role is not that of a warrior who fights, but a civil servant who handles administrative work.

Not a commander who leads armies and roams the battlefield, but an administrator responsible for all the intellectual work in the Khagan nation.

'How is this just an administrator?'

No matter how I look at it, this is false advertising. At this level, I shouldn't be called a mere administrator but a chancellor or prime minister, right?

It's outrageous. How did I end up becoming the administrative head of a newly established country? And one responsible for a nation where everything is a mess because it has never been unified in history.

If it weren't for the grace I received from the Khagan, I would have fled long ago. I would have sought freedom from this hell.

'I should have just pretended to be stupid.'

Recalling the beginning of all this tragedy makes me want to cry.

Was it when the Khagan's conquest of the steppe had just begun? Back then, I was more comfortable with a pen than a sword, so I supported the Khagan's conquest activities in various ways, and that's when the Khagan started to take notice of me.

I'm certain. From that time on, whenever I tried to take up a sword and go to the front lines, the Khagan subtly discouraged me. Even when guys like Tala or Jairug said I was a good fighter and shouldn't be wasted in the rear, he kept me fermenting at headquarters.

"Aren't you disappointed? If you had appeared on the battlefield more often, you might have been called the Ninth Stallion instead of the Eight. You could have controlled everyone except the Khagan with a single finger."

"What's there to be disappointed about when I was alone in the back while others were suffering? If anything, I feel sorry."
"Really?"
"And I can still control them with a finger even now, more or less."

Recalling Tala's words made my blood boil.

Instead of that inadequate humility or joke, I should have said, "I'm fucking disappointed, damn it." If Tala had strongly advocated for my warrior path after hearing that, I might have enjoyed the joy of victory like everyone else.

"Grrrk, grrrrrk...!"
"What are you making a fuss about now?"

Just as I was groaning while imagining beating up my past self, Dorgon entered the ger.

"...What's the matter? I've already heard about the disturbance in the Langka tribe."

The appearance of the Khagan nation's second-in-command filled me with dread.

What do you want now? What are you going to talk about that made the future Khagan come all the way here in person?

"Is that so? That's fortunate. I came to talk about the Sarei tribe."
'Sh...'

I barely swallowed the curse that was about to reflexively escape.

No matter how much I've been like brothers with him since being picked up by the Khagan, it's not appropriate to openly curse at the Khagan's successor.

'Or is it?'

Maybe if I just curse him out, I could be removed from this position for disloyalty? Though if I fail to control the intensity, my head might come off too, but that's something I could somehow manage—

"Tala is making a fuss about developing the mines in Mount Jibemusan."

?

"Excuse me?"
"He says his soul is calling out to him. That Mount Jibemusan surely contains minerals that would benefit the Khagan nation."
"What on earth?"
"He says he'll bet his soul on it, so what can I do? I told him I'd talk to you about it."

I was left speechless at the soul that had been bet out of nowhere.

'Even Mario probably has a maximum of 99 lives.'

From my memory, that bastard has already bet over 100 souls as stakes. He's lost miserably in more than half of those bets, so at least 50 to 60 souls have been shaved off.

And yet he still talks about his soul? I knew Tala was crazy, but I feel like I'm seeing something beyond that now. That bastard must have about 200 souls or something.

'Where did all these lunatics come from?'

I sighed deeply and roughly rubbed my dry face.

Days more painful than facing the Empire. A daily life more blood-draining than tracking the movements of the imperial army and maintaining our supplies.

'Now I understand your intentions.'

Suddenly, I realized why the Khagan didn't advance south despite annihilating the Empire's northern forces.

Even the Khagan thought it would be too much to wage an invasion with this hopeless party. If there was so much discord during defensive battles on the steppe, how much worse would it be during an invasion?

'Damn it.'

Now I resent the Khagan.

If he was going to pick me up, why couldn't it have been in a land of civilization rather than this land of barbarism? If only I had been an imperial citizen or a kingdom citizen, I wouldn't have suffered like this.

'In my next life, may I be born as a civilized person, not a nomad.'

Preferably in a powerful nation that no one can challenge among civilized countries.

Even better, with noble blood within that powerful nation.

Please.

After blessing the construction site for the Magic Tower's Teilgleichen branch, I continued blessing other construction sites as requested by the Emperor.

It was just traveling within the country, not crossing borders, and all I had to do was offer simple prayers and blessings. Honestly, walking from the teleportation magic circle to the construction site took longer than the actual prayer.

Besides, the Magic Tower is Trixie's organization. The construction of Tower branches has been their long-cherished wish, so as Trixie's husband, shouldn't I help a little? I bless the site before construction, pray for the workers' safety during construction, and offer prayers of gratitude after completion. What could be more perfect?

'This much is necessary to save face.'

The only reason I, someone with no connection to magic, receive respect in magical circles is because I'm Trixie's husband. Otherwise, how would a 100% pure swordsman receive such respect and reverence from the magical community?

So blessing construction sites was something I needed to do for my peace of mind, dignity, and marital harmony. I probably would have done it even without the Emperor's request.

'Got away with it easily.'

I couldn't help but smile at the thought.

I was going to do it anyway, but now I did it at the Emperor's request. Even the smallest favor creates a debt, so the Emperor now owes me a tiny debt.

As these small debts accumulate, the Emperor's psychological and political burden grows. Enough to make him hesitate and reconsider before giving me orders. That's quite helpful for my leave of absence.

'Family really is the best.'

Of course, given the Emperor's personality, he'd issue orders regardless of any burden if something was truly necessary, but at least this helps fend off minor requests and commands.

All of this is the butterfly effect created by Teresa starting to learn magic, and Trixie finding her adorable. Thanks to having a good family, I've gained a sturdy shield.

Well, perhaps not entirely sturdy, but a shield nonetheless. Considering how other officials get one-sidedly ordered around by the Emperor, this is truly encouraging.

'I hope things stay like this.'

I silently prayed to the three gods. Please let me continue living this easy life where I can stockpile useful shields.

If they grant just this prayer, I'd be willing to build churches every year. Normally, an emperor, king, or lord who's excessively devoted to religion would be criticized, but I'm a living saint, so it's fine. What's wrong with a saint being devout?

In fact, showing more devotion than others only enhances my reputation as a saint. If I appeared no different from ordinary people, my saintly reputation would plummet.

'Hmm?'

As I opened my eyes after offering a sincere prayer, I spotted Fedi riding Kindness around the garden.

I could have sworn he was playing in the hallway earlier, but somehow he'd made it to the garden. Perhaps it's because the already active Fedi now has Kindness as his personal mount, but whenever I look out the window, I often catch glimpses of Fedi going back and forth.

Naturally, as a father, it's a heartwarming sight. What father wouldn't be pleased to see his child playing healthily and energetically? Especially since he's not playing alone but, as the eldest, playing well with his younger siblings.

He's truly a remarkable child, whose father and mother could not be prouder. He's growing up wonderfully without causing us any trouble—

"Huh?"

Suddenly, as Fedi was looking around the garden, he broke off a branch.

And not just any branch, but one from my birth commemoration tree. The one that was moved from the count's mansion to our residence.

'Oh no.'

I inwardly sighed as, of all the many trees, that particular one had to be damaged. It's common for children to break flowers or branches out of curiosity, but this was problematic.

As a father, I'm not concerned about one broken branch. It's not like he cut down the trunk—just one branch should be fine. I'm truly fine with it.

But Fedi, while your father might be okay with it, I'm not sure about your mothers. Especially your second mother, who treats that tree almost like Yggdrasil.

'What should I do?'

I rubbed my forehead as I watched Fedi proudly raise the branch like a sword.

I worried about how Trixie would react to this disaster.

Fortunately, Trixie neither fainted standing up nor spanked Fedi.


"Fedi, can you tell me why you broke it? The Fedi I know wouldn't even step on flowers carelessly, so I was a bit surprised to see you break a tree branch."

Instead, she crouched down to meet Fedi's eyes and attempted a gentle conversation with a soft smile.

Despite the awkward situation, she showed faith that Fedi wouldn't do such a thing without reason. If an outsider had damaged my birth commemoration tree, she would have cast lightning magic first, but since this involved family, more precious than any tree, she remained calm to understand the situation.

I was moved by this scene. Despite not being biological mother and son, there was such harmony and trust between them. This head of the household is overjoyed.

"Well..."

In response to Trixie's warm question, Fedi glanced around nervously.

"I wanna learn swords too."
"Hmm?"
"What?"

Both Trixie, who asked the question, and I, who was nearby, tilted our heads at this unexpected answer.

"Aunt Teresa is learning swords. She said learning swords like Daddy is fun."

But Fedi continued speaking regardless of our confusion.

"I wanna learn swords like Daddy and Teresa too, but other swords are big. So I took this."

With those words, Fedi held out the branch he was holding in his right hand.

Looking at it now, the branch's shape was quite artistic. It was perfectly straight without any curves, and just the right size for Fedi to wield like a sword.

'So he broke it thinking it was a real sword.'

I couldn't help but smile.

When Fedi first broke that branch, he did swing it around as if raising a sword.

But I never expected that he wasn't just playing around but actually treating it like a real sword. This was a completely unexpected outcome.

'And how did he know about sword training?'

More importantly, how did our Fedi know that Teresa had started learning swordplay? Unless it was before Teresa began learning, he shouldn't have been to Teilgleichen since then.

'Ah.'

I seriously considered whether Fedi and Teresa had developed telepathy, but the answer came quickly.

It must be the holy beasts. The holy beasts dispatched to Teilgleichen must have been gossiping about Teresa's situation, and Fedi happened to overhear them.

"So you wanted to learn swordplay."
"Yes!"

While I was piecing together the situation, Trixie, who had been silent for a moment, spoke again.

Her face now bore an even warmer and gentler smile than before. After all, he hadn't broken the branch simply to play but had actually crafted his own wooden sword because he wanted to learn swordplay. Considering that Fedi is my son, this was an incredibly heartwarming situation.

The firstborn son of the continent's greatest swordsman picking up a sword? And without anyone forcing him, at just 6 years old? What stronger proof of genetics could there be? For Trixie, it must feel like seeing a mini-Kal.

Plus, Fedi's appearance is the only case where the father's genes won in the genetic battle between father and mother. Strangely, the mother's genes won in all the other children... Even Julia, Fedi's full sibling, has a mix of my and Mar's appearance, so that says a lot.

"How admirable. With so many other things to play with nearby, you want to learn swordplay like your father."
"Daddy! Cool! You look so cool with a sword!"
'My goodness.'

I nearly burst into tears at Fedi's words.

Occasionally I did pass by Fedi while carrying a sword, but I never expected him to find it cool.

"Hehe, is that so?"


Trixie's smile deepened even more.

Just like when the triplets showed interest in magic and spirit arts. Just like when Teresa started learning magic.

"Still, Fedi. You shouldn't break trees carelessly, even if they can't speak. You know that, right?"
"Yes..."
"That tree belongs to your father, so apologize to him."
"I'm sorry..."

Following Trixie's instruction, Fedi bowed to me.

I wanted to tell him there was no need to apologize, that this father was happy, but I held back. I couldn't interfere with Trixie's discipline.

"You won't do it again, right?"

So I forced down my smile and asked, to which Fedi nodded vigorously.

That's right. Daddy believes in our Fedi. He's a good child who has never disobeyed his father or mother.

"Kal."
"Yes?"

"Since Fedi has apologized, how about teaching him swordplay?"
"Of course we should."

I nodded, as this was the most natural response.

"Now that it's come to this, shall we make a proper wooden sword out of that?"

I carefully took the branch Fedi was holding.

The son of the continent's greatest swordsman, wanting to learn swordplay like his father and aunt, breaks a branch from his father's birth commemoration tree to make a wooden sword. Doesn't it seem like the son's journey is beginning from the father's very being?

If I teach Fedi swordplay, this branch will become 'Fedi's first sword' with a touching story behind it. It will be the cherished first sword of someone who might become a great swordmaster in the future.

'Perfect.'

The prayer I had offered to the three gods earlier was fulfilled in an unexpected way.

I had prayed for things to continue as they were, and now I feel like I'm experiencing a lifetime's worth of joyous events all at once.

***

I thought my heart would never race and my blood would never boil again.

I had witnessed the marriage of Mar, my late-in-life child, seen my adorable youngest grandchildren, and successfully passed the duke title to my son. There was nothing more to worry about and nothing more to wish for in life.

Not that I minded. After rushing through life until now, a peaceful and quiet life isn't bad either. It would be strange for an old man to burn with excessive passion.

"M-Mar, what did you just say?"

But that peacefulness was shattered.

- Fedi has started learning swordplay. He's still just practicing stances with a wooden sword, but—

I apologize to Mar, but I couldn't properly hear what came after. My once-calm heart began racing again.

Fedi. Our Fedi. The child who carries my blood and his blood.

That child has started learning swordplay? At just 6 years old?

'If he starts learning from such a young age...'

I could feel my blood warming up.

In my life's journey toward its end, something more tempting than the position of military academy principal has appeared.

I don't want to force the future I desire upon our children.

I've never once thought that my children must become inspectors because I'm an inspector, or that the triplets must learn magic because Trixie is a magician, or that Lin's children must run a merchant guild. Not once.

Children are to be nurtured, not possessed. They should be guided with affection, not led unilaterally. To arbitrarily decide someone's life—anyone who commits such an atrocity is clearly raising slaves, not children.

That's why I only ask and wish for our children to live kindly and healthily. A compassionate character and good health for a long life. I believed those two qualities were enough.

'I can provide everything else.'

Wealth, honor, power, connections. Aren't our children going to share everything their father earned through blood, sweat, and tears? If they just grow up kind and healthy, they can live abundantly without wanting for anything.

But now Pedi wants to learn swordsmanship. My firstborn, who catches my eye more than the others simply for being the eldest, who is more precious for loving and caring for his younger siblings, wants to walk the same path as me.

'How does he manage to do only the most endearing things?'

I smiled as I watched Pedi swing his wooden sword made from a branch.

This is the same Pedi who moved me deeply when he reached for his father during his first birthday ceremony. The same Pedi who has grown into a sensible eldest child who never troubles his parents and never shows jealousy toward his siblings.

For such a Pedi to choose, of his own will rather than anyone's coercion, to walk the same path as his father—one would have to be heartless not to feel proud.

'I hope he enjoys it purely for fun, without becoming too ambitious.'

At the same time, I felt a little worried.

Though I somehow became the continent's greatest swordsman, there's no law saying that a son must have talent with the sword just because his father is the continent's best. Perhaps Pedi's swordsmanship talent might be merely average.

Of course, considering the power of genetics, there's a high probability that Pedi has talent too, but sadly, inheritance doesn't work unconditionally. If parents' abilities were automatically passed down to their children, why would there be incompetent rulers and tyrants? All monarchs would be as capable as founding monarchs.

So, my dear Pedi. Learning the sword is fine, but don't be ambitious about reaching great heights. Don't fall and become frustrated while aiming for the top; just be a swordsman who enjoys the journey.

'I'll make sure you never have to wield your sword in battle.'

This father had to take up the sword and go to the battlefield because of the unprecedented double threat of the Khagan and Dorgon. But I'll make sure that you, Pedi, and your siblings and cousins never have to do the same.

A world where war cannot break out. A continent where, even if conflicts arise, they have nothing to do with the Empire. A world where the sword becomes merely a cultural art form.

I will definitely create and pass down such a future.

"Daddy! This, good!"
"Right? I worked hard making this sword for our Pedi."

I smiled broadly at Pedi's voice breaking my reverie.

Honestly, it's just a wooden sword made from a branch, so it can hardly be called a masterpiece. But it's the first sword Pedi has ever held, a monumental item that will accompany Pedi through the years.

That's why I commissioned the best carpenters and craftsmen to make this wooden sword, and Trixie enchanted it with all sorts of magic. This wooden sword will endure steadfastly even when Pedi's grandchildren or great-grandchildren are born.

'That's how it becomes part of Pedi's memories.'

Regrettably, though Erich and I learned swordsmanship from childhood, we didn't create good memories. Our parents were inexperienced in child-rearing. For us, the sword was just a tedious object we had to swing repeatedly.

I cannot pass such a tragedy down to Pedi. For Pedi, childhood training should remain a good memory, and there should be a medium through which he can reminisce about those times.

"Well then, Pedi. Shall we practice some light swings today?"
"Yes!"

Pedi nodded vigorously at my words.

Not swinging wildly like a toy, but with proper form. Pedi is only six years old, so he needs to learn slowly, step by step from the basics.


'Let's start with 10 horizontal cuts.'

Looking at Pedi's sparkling eyes, I decided on today's first schedule.

Let's start with 10 light horizontal cuts. But not just random cutting—we'll repeat until he can make 10 cuts with proper form.

"So here you are."

Or so I was planning...?

"Father-in-law?"
"Grandpa!"

Turning my head at the familiar voice, I found my first father-in-law had arrived.

I was startled by his unexpected appearance. He had come right up behind me without my noticing.

"Our Pedi. Have you been well?"
"Yes!"

While I was thinking that the Iron-Blooded Duke remains the Iron-Blooded Duke even as years pass, my father-in-law spread his arms wide toward Pedi with a bright smile.

Pedi ran straight into his embrace. It was such a heartwarming scene that my lips curled up involuntarily. Some grandchildren feel awkward with their grandfathers, but our Pedi has none of that—how lovely.

"So you've really started learning the sword."
'Ah.'

However, my father-in-law's interest seemed focused more on Pedi's sword than on Pedi himself.

I see. He rushed over after hearing that Pedi had started learning swordsmanship. After all, my father-in-law is one of the Empire's representative warriors.

'It must feel like a blessing in his later years.'

I nodded as I watched my father-in-law alternately gazing at Pedi and the sword with warm eyes.

He has stepped down from his position as head of the Valenti ducal family and the Ulken duchy, evolving into a mere civilian. Besides his position as principal of the military academy, he probably has no other desires. But now his beloved youngest daughter's first child shows interest in swordsmanship? The warrior's blood flowing through my father-in-law must be boiling fiercely.

"Kal."
"Yes, Father-in-law."
"I shall also look after Pedi. If Pedi had no interest in swordsmanship, there would be nothing to do, but since he's begun to show interest, we must provide the best support."

I flinched momentarily at this unilateral announcement.

I can fully understand my father-in-law's feelings. If I were in his position and my grandchild started picking up the sword, I'd rush over to offer all kinds of help too.

But there's just one thing that concerns me.

'Wasn't Father-in-law a weapon master?'

My father-in-law isn't a pure swordsman but a weapon master who uses everything. He's even skilled with bare fists.

Of course, true to the name of weapon master, he's proficient with swords, but isn't it a bit ambiguous for him to teach someone swordsmanship? Might he unconsciously teach methods for handling spears, maces, or bows rather than just swords?

This isn't an unfounded worry. Human habits are instincts that are incredibly difficult to suppress. Even my father-in-law can't completely escape his habits, so there's a possibility that while teaching Pedi swordsmanship, he might teach things like "how to transition from sword to spear" or "how to throw a sword like a bow."

'Being a weapon master works for Father-in-law because he's a monster, but learning it half-heartedly just makes you a jack of all trades.'

I felt cold sweat running down my spine.

I can accept if our Pedi lacks talent for swordsmanship, but I can't bear him growing up as a jack of all trades. It's too cruel a probability to invest in the rare possibility of becoming like my father-in-law.

"I can see exactly what you're thinking."


While desperately trying to figure out how to decline, I bowed my head sheepishly at my father-in-law's words.

I'm sorry, Father-in-law. But my precious firstborn is about to walk the path of flames.

"Don't worry. I only intend to be involved in physical training. Passing my techniques to someone who has just picked up a sword would be blocking that person's future."
"Th-thank you."

My father-in-law snorted softly at my reflexive expression of gratitude.

"And while I handle Pedi's physical training, someone else will teach him swordsmanship."
"Pardon?"
"What's with the 'pardon?' I don't deny that you're an outstanding swordsman, but you're not an outstanding teacher, are you? The swordsmanship you learned is far from orthodox to begin with."

Unable to refute, my mouth automatically closed.

It's true that I learned the Kracius family swordsmanship. But because I had to learn all sorts of techniques to survive during the Great Punitive War, a bizarre structure has been built on the Kracius foundation. It's almost embarrassing to boast about it to others.

"Of course, I'm not saying you should completely step aside. Pedi will one day become the head of the Kracius family, so he should naturally learn Kracius swordsmanship too. You teach him that, and leave the more advanced process to someone else."
"Yes, I understand."

I immediately expressed agreement with this truly reasonable and valid proposal.

Yes, in fact, even I am close to being a jack of all trades. I learned some spear techniques from Gerard, and I've patched all sorts of makeshift techniques onto the Kracius family swordsmanship. If I teach Pedi, he'll grow up to be a makeshift swordsman too.

"By the way, who will be in charge of the advanced process? It would be burdensome for someone to train a disciple like Father-in-law?"
"I've asked someone who doesn't need to be mindful of me."

Just as I was about to wonder how many people in this empire don't need to be mindful of the Iron-Blooded Duke, the head butler rushed urgently to the garden.

"Master! The Victorious Duke has arrived!"
"Ah."

Ah.

Ah...

'I see.'

I understood at the butler's exclamation.

So the Victorious Duke will be our Pedi's swordsmanship teacher.

Indeed, he's someone who doesn't need to be mindful of my father-in-law...

***

I hurriedly headed to Lord Kal's mansion upon receiving the Iron-Blooded Duke's message.

- Our Pedi has started learning the sword. He carries the blood of both Valenti and Kracius, and as that man's firstborn, he holds excellent potential.

At those words, the warrior's blood of Richter Nuren began to boil—not as the Duke of Hablem or the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Army.

- Among the warriors I know, you wield the most orthodox and cleanest swordsmanship. If you're willing, would you become Pedi's swordsmanship teacher?
"Of course. I would gladly do so."

So I accepted the Iron-Blooded Duke's proposal without a moment's hesitation.

Lord Kal will lay the foundation, the Iron-Blooded Duke will forge the body, and I will teach the more detailed swordsmanship.

Just imagining what kind of swordsman will be born makes my heart race.

Although it wasn't intentional, the finest instructors from across the continent, not just the Empire, had been assembled.

A warrior who secured peace on the Empire's eastern border by defeating the Eastern Kingdoms, a warrior who greatly expanded imperial territory by conquering the North, and a warrior who, through a series of miracles, managed to kill a Khagan and become the continent's greatest swordsman.

These were individuals whom others would be grateful to have as a single master, or even just to receive casual advice from—yet they had all become Fedi's teachers.

'This is incredible.'

The lineup was so impressive that it made my heart swell with pride, though I couldn't help feeling a bit self-conscious.

In magical terms, this would be like having Trixie, the Vice Master of the Magic Tower, and the Chairman of the Mage Council as joint teachers. In religious terms, it would be like having the Pope, the Chief Cardinal, and a Saint all training the same disciple.

Even royal family members seriously studying swordsmanship couldn't secure such an impressive group of instructors. Beyond the honor and prestige of these teachers, having three duke-level nobles dedicated to a single person would be considered a waste of time and national resources.

'It doesn't matter if they're here as individuals rather than as dukes.'

But the people gathered here weren't dukes summoned by official orders—they were adults who had come voluntarily. They were fathers to some, grandfathers to others, and honorary great-grandfathers to yet others.

That's how this extraordinary group of instructors had been assembled. They were people who made their decisions not based on interests or authority, but solely for the sake of one child with promising talent in swordsmanship.

"I always thought the day would come when Fedi would pick up a sword, but I didn't expect it to happen so soon."
"I didn't expect it either. But isn't it admirable that he found what he wants to do on his own?"
"Haha, Kal is right. It truly is admirable."

The Victorious Duke laughed lightly as he watched Fedi receiving posture correction from my father-in-law.

His eyes were filled with affection, like a grandfather watching his grandson. Just from that look, I could imagine how much of his soul the Victorious Duke would pour into teaching Fedi when he began learning formal swordsmanship.

'What kind of swordsman will he become?'

The thought made the corners of my mouth twitch uncontrollably.

The Victorious Duke had reached the pinnacle of orthodox swordsmanship. He used textbook, principled techniques that even apprentice knights learned, but his execution was so perfect and powerful that it allowed him to stand above countless strong warriors.

If I had to make a comparison, he had reached enlightenment through the Three Elements Sword Style, with his basic attacks possessing the power of others' finishing moves. Moreover, the Victorious Duke had mastered various sword techniques based on these orthodox, fundamental skills, making him essentially a walking encyclopedia of swordsmanship.

If such a person taught with all his heart, Fedi could achieve remarkable results even without natural talent. As a father, I was moved to tears.

"By the way, Kal."
"Yes, what is it?"
"That wooden sword. You said it was made from the tree commemorating your birth?"

I gave an awkward smile at the Victorious Duke's question.

It was a branch that Fedi had broken off because he wanted to learn swordsmanship. I had it made into a wooden sword since it was a historical and monumental item, worthy of being designated as a family treasure of the Kracius family. Fedi had broken it off because he wanted to use it as a sword.

I still don't regret that decision. Rather, I'm extremely proud and satisfied. It's just slightly embarrassing when others ask about it like this.

'I seem to have become quite self-absorbed.'

A man who, among all the available wood, chose to make a wooden sword from the tree commemorating his own birth. A man who, instead of buying a suitable small wooden sword, went out of his way to process a branch into a sword. And then gave it to his son as his first sword.

When listed like that, I sound like someone who assigns tremendous meaning to trivial things. Someone who loves and takes pride in himself so much that even his birth tree is treated as a precious treasure.

"I think it has its own significance, don't you? It gives me the feeling that I'm protecting Fedi wherever and whenever."

But my pride outweighed my embarrassment. I would make the same choice even if I could go back in time.

"That's true. I probably would have made the same choice as you if I were in your position."


Fortunately, the Victorious Duke understood this paternal love better than anyone. After all, he too had been a father to three children.

"So, Kal, when the time comes for Fedi to use a real sword, may I present him with one?"
"That would be an honor, but..."

At the Duke's request, I glanced toward my father-in-law.

The Victorious Duke wasn't Fedi's only teacher. My father-in-law was also one of Fedi's instructors, and if I nodded in agreement without consulting him, he might feel greatly disappointed.

'That would be problematic.'

My father-in-law's happiness level, if graphed, would show a massive spike. He was ecstatic about being able to teach Fedi.

As his son-in-law, I didn't want to dampen his soaring spirits. My father-in-law would also want to give Fedi all sorts of gifts.

"Ah, I apologize. I was too hasty."

Following my gaze, the Victorious Duke smiled again.

"Very well. I'll work out a compromise with the Iron-Blooded Duke. I'll give Fedi a small real sword he can use while young, and the Iron-Blooded Duke can give him a proper sword later."
"Thank you for your consideration."
"No need for thanks. Fedi is like my own grandson."

After saying that, the Victorious Duke silently watched Fedi.

He continued watching until my father-in-law's physical training session ended and my Kracius swordsmanship lecture began.

***

My father-in-law spends overwhelmingly more time at headquarters than at the mansion.

He oversees the million-strong imperial army, including both central and provincial forces. Moreover, in recent years, he has been completely restructuring the northern army following the northern conquest and putting additional effort into building military academies.

As a result, my father-in-law typically spends from morning until night at headquarters.

'He went to the Count's mansion?'

Yet suddenly, my father-in-law headed to Count Kracius's mansion. He even distributed his ongoing work to his adjutants and secretaries as much as possible.

Wondering what was happening, I looked into it further and received a report that made me chuckle.

'So Fedi has begun learning swordsmanship.'

I felt both "finally" and "already" at the same time.

Considering the tradition and history of the Kracius family, which has continued for over 300 years, and the reputation of the Count as the continent's greatest swordsman, this was a natural outcome. In fact, it wouldn't have been strange if Fedi had been playing with a wooden sword from the time he started walking, rather than at age six.

But still, the thought that he was only six years old filled my mind. Is it right for such a pure and innocent child to learn swordsmanship already? Aren't we placing too heavy a burden and excessive expectations on that young boy?

...

'The ducal daughters were already there.'

Come to think of it, I'd heard that the Magic-Ending Duke's daughters were already learning magic and spirit arts. And the Count's younger sister had shown aptitude in sword, magic, and spirit arts.

The Catovan ducal daughters and the Count's sister were all five years old. Fedi was six, a year older.

'So it wasn't early after all.'

From a relative rather than absolute perspective, Fedi's path wasn't early at all. In fact, considering he's the next head of the Kracius family and the Count's successor, he might even be slightly late.


'To think that picking up a sword at six is considered late.'

I couldn't help but chuckle again at the absurdity.

By some standards, having a six-year-old pick up a sword could be considered abuse. No matter how important early education is, engaging in physical activities rather than just academics from age six can be burdensome for a young child.

However, the Count's blood ran deep and strong—strong enough for a six-year-old to voluntarily pick up a sword. Strong enough for five and six-year-old children to showcase their talents and find their paths so early.

'This is truly a blessing for the Empire.'

As a father with several children, it's a complex feeling, but as the Emperor of the Empire, it's truly joyous. It's a great celebration when talented individuals who will lead the Empire's future emerge from all directions.

Especially when those talents come from the Kracius family, who have always been loyal shields to the imperial family.

'Joint disciple of the Victorious, Iron-Blooded, and Silent Dukes.'

Looking at Fedi's lineage and illustrious teachers, I began to feel anticipation.

What kind of person will Fedi have grown into by the time he enters the Academy? Will there be any teachers at the Academy capable of handling Fedi?

No, perhaps he might enter the military academy instead of the Academy. Many talents from the Kracius family have served in the military.

'Ferdinand Kracius of Teilgleichen.'

I closed my eyes briefly and imagined the future Fedi.

Fedi succeeding the Count to become the new Count of Teilgleichen. Fedi standing tall as a new powerhouse and a representative swordsman of the new generation, having received teachings from three dukes. What contributions would the grown Fedi make for the imperial family and the Empire?

'...Ferdinand Kracius?'

While imagining this beautiful future, anxiety that I had buried deep in my heart surfaced.

Would Fedi's surname truly remain Kracius? Might it not change to another surname?

For example, Livnoman or Livnoman or Livnoman.

'Ferdinand Livnoman.'

An ominous feeling crept up my spine.

The Crown Princess's feelings for Fedi are not ordinary. I've tried to maintain composure by dismissing it as a childish whim, but the Crown Princess's heart shows no signs of changing with time.

It's distressing. Must I really let go of the Crown Princess, who should be most fond of her father at this age? Will the Crown Princess come to favor another man over her father?

'No.'

My joy for the future pillar of the Empire had transformed into anxiety and fear.

I know it's unseemly, but I can't help it. I acknowledge that the Crown Princess will eventually have to marry, and if she must choose a partner, Fedi would be a good candidate.

But the Crown Princess already liking Fedi is a separate issue. I cannot accept it, even if it costs me my eyes.

'Calm down.'

I finally managed to steady my trembling hands.

Yes, let's calm down. If Fedi has begun to take interest in swordsmanship, it means some of his playtime has been converted to training time. This naturally reduces the time the Crown Princess can spend with Fedi.

I believe that as they physically grow apart, the Crown Princess's young heart will also quiet down. These feelings might resurface when the Crown Princess is older, but at least at this young and adorable stage, I believe they will subside.

"The news that three dukes were training the same disciple spread throughout the Empire in an instant. In a few days, the rumors might even cross the border into foreign countries.

That's how powerful and wondrous our trinity of lectures—mine, my father-in-law's, and the Victorious Duke's—truly is. Even if just one of us were to teach someone, it would cause a stir, so imagine the impact when all three join forces.

Moreover, while I'm on parental leave and my father-in-law has completely retired, the Victorious Duke serves as the Deputy Commander and Grand Marshal of the Imperial Army, being pulled in different directions every day. When such a person forcibly makes time for regular outings, it naturally attracts attention.

"This is a situation I can't interfere with."

As a result, a certain martial artist who was more than qualified to become Fedi's master withdrew after seeing the illustrious lineup of instructors.

"I could give advice on physical training too, but it's meaningless when the Iron-Blooded Duke is present."

The Minister of Finance, who muttered this while sipping his tea, was the protagonist who had withdrawn.

In truth, the Minister of Finance isn't someone who would back down easily elsewhere. He's Fedi's godfather and one of the top martial artists in the Empire. He's more than qualified to be a master.

However, he's a martial artist with a boxer's inclination who uses fists rather than swords, and with my father-in-law—a superior version of a martial artist—present, he's unfortunately in an awkward position to teach Fedi anything. If my father-in-law weren't here, the Minister of Finance would have been in charge of Fedi's physical training.

"Don't feel too disappointed. Too many masters would be troublesome, wouldn't it? My father-in-law and the Victorious Duke have already walked their own steadfast paths, and if you were included as well, Fedi would become confused."

So I consoled the Minister with some sincerity.

It's not because the Minister is inadequate, but because the teaching staff is already at capacity. When there are too many captains, the ship goes up the mountain—so I asked the fourth captain to remain on land rather than board the ship.

"Besides, Fedi isn't a knight awaiting appointment but a promising youngster who picked up a sword out of interest. While he should train properly during training time, he should also play properly during playtime. As his godfather, please play enthusiastically with Fedi."

"I'll play with him so well that he'll say playing with his godfather is better than swinging a sword."

"I'd be fine with that if it's Fedi's choice, but are you confident you can handle both of them?"

"No."

Eventually, both the Minister and I burst into laughter.

When news spread that Fedi was picking up a sword, two duke-level nobles rushed over at lightning speed. If the Minister successfully charmed Fedi, the two dukes would be frustrated and would soon pour out resentment and anger toward the Minister. Even as the head of the Ministry of Finance, it would be quite burdensome.

Of course, considering their character, they would express disappointment rather than truly resent him.

"But will it be okay? Although Fedi is the heir of a martial family, starting with a sword at age six seems too early."

"That's true. But it wasn't the result of someone forcing him—it was his own decision. Rather, stopping him would be more problematic. What if he loses interest in swords forever because we needlessly held him back?"

The Minister nodded in agreement with my counterargument.

If Fedi had no interest in swords from the beginning, I could accept it despite my disappointment. Even if he tried learning but gave up because it was difficult, that would be fine too. That would also be Fedi's decision.

But for Fedi to be disappointed by my refusal and lose his passion for swords in his young heart? Such a tragedy is absolutely unacceptable. External factors interfering with Fedi's life must be thoroughly prevented.

"Well, if that's what his father thinks."

The Minister calmly spoke and raised his teacup to his lips again.

"Hm."

"Why are you laughing?"

He suddenly chuckled.

It wasn't mockery, at least. I've experienced his mockery plenty of times. This was more like a reflexive laugh that comes when a strange thought suddenly crosses one's mind.

"I imagined Fedi slicing the sky like you do. If he trains consistently from age six, it's entirely possible."

I laughed at that remark too.

Fedi using Sky Slash. For a moment, I imagined tiny six-year-old Fedi holding a small wooden sword, grunting as he swung it toward the sky.


Of course, if Fedi were to use Sky Slash, it would be in his late teens at the earliest. At least that much physical development would be needed to withstand it. Slicing the sky at age six would be impossible even for the Khagan's ancestor, let alone the Khagan himself.

"I'd prefer if Fedi couldn't use Sky Slash."

"What?"

But after briefly contemplating Fedi's boundless potential, I firmly rejected that possibility.

"Ah, I don't intend to stop him if he learns it on his own. But I don't plan to teach it to him directly."

"Why not? You don't have much else to show off. What do you have left if you take that away?"

"Have you ever heard of defamation with factual statements?"

His words hurt because they were impossible to refute.

Even I think there's nothing exceptional about me besides Sky Slash. Frankly speaking, I rose from being considered merely the Emperor's confidant to the continent's greatest swordsman thanks to Sky Slash. Without it, the continental swordsmanship world would still be in the Warring States period without a clear number one.

"Anyway, I have no intention of teaching Sky Slash to anyone. As an ancestor, should I pass down a burdensome tradition to my descendants?"

"Tradition, huh."

As I continued speaking while suppressing a subtle bitterness, the Minister's brow furrowed slightly.

He probably understood my feelings well enough from those words. Surprisingly, the Minister is a person with not only a strong body but also a robust mind.

'If Fedi learns Sky Slash, it might create a tradition that the head of the Kracius family must be able to slice the sky.'

I sighed inwardly as I looked at the Minister.

If only I can slice the sky, it can be considered an exceptional and extraordinary case. Even if someone else learns Sky Slash, it wouldn't matter if they had no significant connection to me.

However, if my son, the next head of the Kracius family, masters Sky Slash, the story changes. If father and son become Sky Slash users for two generations in a row, attention will turn to the grandson of the third generation.

How much pressure would our future eldest grandson feel? If his grandfather and father could use Sky Slash but he couldn't, how painful would it be for him to hear nobles whispering about it?

'And if he succeeds, that creates its own problems.'

What if our future eldest grandson has exceptional talent with the sword and succeeds with Sky Slash? From that point on, the heads of the Kracius family would scream in agony.

If three generations succeed, then the fourth, fifth, and sixth must also succeed. The more Sky Slash is passed down to later generations, the more likely the position of the Kracius family head will be determined by the ability to use Sky Slash rather than bloodline.

Possibilities like: "The eldest son can't use Sky Slash, but the second son can, so let's make the second son the family head," or "Someone from a branch family can use Sky Slash, so let's drive out the incompetent direct line."

"It would be troublesome unless you're immortal."

"If I were immortal, wouldn't that create new problems? Living that long would be a nuisance to others."

If Emperor Eimanka or Eimanka V were still alive today, how much would the emperors have to be cautious around them? While it would be a tremendous benefit for the Empire and the Imperial Family, the Emperor, who should be the rightful master, would become a pitiful middle manager always bowing before his ancestors.

I don't want to make my descendants like that. It's enough that I alone have to bow my head and grovel to others...

"Papa! Godfather!"

As a solemn silence lingered, the door burst open and Fedi came running in.

"I finished my training! Grandfather said I did well!"

"Really? That's wonderful. You worked hard."

I smiled as I patted Fedi's head, instantly breaking the silence.

'Our Fedi. Please grow up to be an ordinarily strong swordsman.'


Though "ordinarily strong swordsman" seems like a contradictory phrase, anyway, please don't become a martial artist who uses Sky Slash like your father.

If you discover it on your own, then even I can't help it.

"Fedi. Would you like a snack after working so hard? Your godfather brought some chocolate for you."

"Wow!"

'Ah.'

While I was absentmindedly patting Fedi's head, the Minister stole a march on me.

I was planning to give our Fedi a snack first.

***

The Crown Princess was upset.

As I expected, since Fedi started learning swordsmanship, his time with the Crown Princess has relatively decreased. Though they still see each other, there's a clear difference compared to when they used to play together all day.

Because of this, the Crown Princess would pout and grumble whenever she returned from the Count's mansion.

"Fedi is mean! He doesn't play with me because he's practicing with his sword, even though we already have so little time together! It's too much!"

"Try to understand. Fedi has things he wants to do too, and he's making time to play with you. If he didn't want to play, he would practice all day."

While constantly soothing the Crown Princess, I secretly took Fedi's side.

For the sake of the Imperial Family and the Empire, and for the Crown Princess's young heart, Fedi needs to consistently practice swordsmanship. It might seem like an unbecoming thought for an adult, but that's the reality.

If Fedi puts down his sword, a future talent disappears, and simultaneously, the Crown Princess's capricious and passionate emotions would burn even more fiercely. So it's right for Fedi to continue holding his sword.

'I'm sorry, Fedi.'

Please forgive this unworthy man who uses you for adult circumstances.

But it should be fine since I didn't force the sword into your hands. Brave and dependable Fedi, please help this unworthy Gilbert. I'll send all sorts of gifts for our Fedi soon.

"Daddy!"

"What is it?"

"I want to learn swordsmanship too!"

"Huh?"

However, the Crown Princess's subsequent declaration made my mind go blank.

"Me too! Next to Fedi! Together! I want to learn!"

The Crown Princess, who had already escaped from my arms, was preparing to lie down on the floor.

My fingertips trembled at her strong determination to fulfill her wishes.

'No.'

If the Crown Princess learns swordsmanship with Fedi, they'll actually spend more time together than before. The time to build affection with Fedi will increase.

'...Can I stop her?'

But can I dissuade the Crown Princess with such a resolute expression? Can I prevent her determination with my power?

Even thinking as positively as possible, I could only arrive at a skeptical conclusion.

When Fedi began learning the sword, the adults were generally pleased.

He showed interest in swordplay of his own volition rather than being forced into it. As the future Count of Kracius, a traditional martial family of the Empire, it was truly admirable and beautiful progress. Thanks to this, not only the ladies but even his father was so delighted that he rushed to the mansion and carried Fedi around for hours.

From his father's perspective, it must have felt like receiving birthday presents one after another. It wasn't long ago that his late-born daughter was confirmed to have talent in the trinity of sword, magic, and spirit arts, and now his eldest son had begun walking the path of the sword. And with such an impressive lineup of instructors, he must have been over the moon.

However, where there is strong light, shadows deepen as well. There were some who became gloomy because of Fedi's sword training.

"Papa. Papa."
"What is it?"
"Brother. Training?"

The children who followed Fedi like their leader were the victims of this situation. The precious children of our mansion were suffering.

Even objectively speaking, apart from a father's emotions, Fedi is an excellent eldest son. He cared for his siblings regardless of whether they were full or half-siblings, and would readily hand over his toys when his siblings wanted them. He even shared his kindness and charity that he had been cultivating.

Of course, these were only temporary loans and he would take them back promptly when the usage time ended, but nevertheless, Fedi was a truly wonderful older brother who genuinely cared for his siblings. I've been surprised countless times wondering who he takes after to be so mature at such a young age.

However, that enormous presence and outstanding leadership faced a temporary void. While Fedi was focused on training, our children had to spend time without their brother, and day by day, they grew more discontented.

"Yes. He's still training hard today."
"Hnnng..."

The sibling with the greatest discontent, or rather sadness, was Yulia.

Though Fedi cared for all his siblings, Yulia was his only full-blooded sister. When Yulia was born, he often stayed by her cradle for long periods or slept beside her, and at some point, he began carrying Yulia around the mansion.

Because he cherished Yulia so much, to her, Fedi was 'naturally' a precious brother who spent all day with her. In fact, Fedi and Yulia were practically inseparable, like a single entity.

'Of course she'd be upset when her brother disappears for hours each day.'

I carefully embraced Yulia, who was now whimpering.

Seeing children so sad tears my heart apart as a father. I wish I could take them to where Fedi is training so they could watch together.

But that wouldn't be right. Even though Fedi is receiving somewhat gentler instruction considering his age, it's still a place where swords are being wielded. Adding other children to a situation where we need to focus on ensuring Fedi doesn't get hurt would be quite dangerous.

'It's difficult to look after and teach multiple children at once.'

With three masters, it's possible to ensure the safety of one disciple. But if all our children came rushing in, three adults could never control them.

'I'm sorry.'

So I barely managed to overcome Yulia's whimpering.

If she endures now, it will end with just whimpering, but if I give in, it could lead to a disaster where Yulia ends up bleeding and bursting into tears.

"But your brother plays with Yulia as soon as his training ends, right? Let's be patient a little longer. Can you do that?"
"Uuung..."

At my comforting, Yulia nodded while sniffling.

This heartbreaking sight nearly made me cry. Having to separate such a gentle and kind child from her beloved brother—it's an unforgivable act even the gods wouldn't pardon.

'I must endure.'

I desperately suppressed my wildly surging instincts.

I can't give in to tears. It's far better for Yulia to whimper briefly than to get hurt. Even if I incur the resentment of Yulia and the other children, their safety is more important.

Besides, they're not separated all day, just for a few hours. Perhaps thinking of it as patience training for our children might make it easier to accept.


Maybe.

My father-in-law made a strange proposal.

"How about having a light sparring match?"
"Pardon?"

I flinched at the sudden request for a real-life confrontation—no, a sparring match.

I seriously wondered if I had unknowingly offended my father-in-law. Otherwise, there would be no reason for him to suggest a dialogue of fists and swords.

"Don't misunderstand. This is also for teaching Fedi."
"Sparring... you say?"

My anxiety and confusion grew. What does sparring with me have to do with teaching Fedi? Surely my father-in-law wasn't planning to spar with Fedi himself.

"I've noticed my body has become stiffer after not using it for a while. I need to take care of my own body before I can teach others. If I can't even move my own body as I wish, how can I teach Fedi in a way that suits his body?"

I nodded dazedly at his explanation.

I didn't fully understand the logic, but if my father-in-law said so, it must be right. To draw an analogy, it's like a tutor reviewing the textbook once more before teaching a student. That makes it somewhat acceptable.

And physical training is more practical than theoretical. From the master's perspective, perhaps he believes he needs to cultivate a perfect body himself before he can provide excellent teaching to Fedi?

"Then how would you like to conduct the sparring? Swords? Bare hands?"
"Let's use everything. That seems necessary to loosen up my body."

I involuntarily swallowed at those words.

If the means of attack were limited to one, the weapon master's advantage would be greatly reduced, but if everything is allowed, my father-in-law would evolve into a monster exerting 100% of his power.

Fortunately, I've learned various weapon techniques besides swordsmanship, but I'm still not as good as my father-in-law.

'I wonder how it would go without doping.'

I took a deep breath, filling my body with tension.

If I were in a fully doped state, I would have a high probability of winning against my elderly father-in-law. Thinking this way makes me seem like a crazy bastard who advocates attacking the elderly rather than respecting them, but that's the reality.

However, in my current non-doped state, it's hard to guarantee the outcome. Just as my father-in-law mentioned his body has stiffened, mine has stiffened considerably as well. Besides, my father-in-law is only relatively elderly; he still possesses a strong physique. And he has experience that's incomparable to someone like me.

'What kind of madman would throw a serious punch at his father-in-law?'

Decisively, even in sparring, it's burdensome to deliver a serious sword strike to my father-in-law.

So I'll just do enough to warm up my father-in-law's body. We'll exchange attacks and defenses diligently, but not to the point where effective hits land.

I believe my father-in-law will understand this youngest son-in-law's dilemma.

***

I watched the sparring between the Iron-Blooded Duke and Kal while sitting with Fedi beside me.

The Iron-Blooded Duke had been burning with passion to teach Fedi more efficient ways to use his body. Claiming he couldn't properly teach others with his own body stiff, he chose to spar with Kal to loosen up.

Actually, if he wanted to spar, I could have done it instead of Kal.

"The Victorious Duke is busy with official duties. If he were to get even slightly injured while sparring with me, nothing would be more regrettable. But that fellow can afford to get hurt, so I'll spar with him."

When the Iron-Blooded Duke put it that way, I couldn't persuade him further. Indeed, among the three of us gathered here, I'm the only one with actual duties to perform.

'He would have been disappointed if I had insisted on stopping him.'


Moreover, seeing the Iron-Blooded Duke's expression as he swung his fists, I realized he would have been greatly disappointed if I had faced him instead of Kal.

Though outwardly expressionless, his eyes burned with intensity. No matter how aged and retired the Iron-Blooded Duke might be, a warrior is still a warrior. His fighting spirit was visibly ignited for the sparring with Kal, who is called the continent's greatest swordsman.

Indeed, the Iron-Blooded Duke's spirit hasn't faded with time. The skill that once subdued the generals of the Eastern Kingdom with bare fists remains intact.

'Kal is also impressive.'

Kal's response against the Iron-Blooded Duke was equally admirable.

He didn't seem to be facing his father-in-law with full seriousness, but then again, who would approach a normal sparring match with the resolve to kill their opponent? Everyone typically wields their sword with the level of spirit that Kal was showing.

Even considering that, Kal's sword path and footwork were excellent. Though he himself calls his swordsmanship a hodgepodge of techniques learned on the streets, how many nomads have lost their lives to that hodgepodge?

"Woaaah..."

While watching their sparring with great interest, Fedi beside me let out an exclamation.

It was an exclamation full of admiration, so I gently stroked Fedi's head. To show such a reaction watching his father and maternal grandfather spar—truly a child born with the destiny of a swordsman.

The will to pick up the sword on his own, the perseverance to quietly follow our teachings, and the courage to admire rather than fear seeing the two adults spar. It's as if the heavenly lord and the great emperor bestowed abundant qualities of a swordsman upon Fedi...?

"Fedi?"

Suddenly, Fedi stood up and scurried away.

He didn't run toward where the Iron-Blooded Duke and Kal were sparring. Fortunately, Fedi seemed to know it would be dangerous to get between them, and instead ran in the opposite direction.

Then he drew the wooden sword at his waist, and,

"Like... this!"
"What."

He imitated Kal's sword path.

With that tiny body, he imitated Kal's sword path—something no one had taught him, something even knights who participated in the Great Punitive War struggled to handle.

"Iron-Blooded Duke!"

Of course, it wasn't a perfect reproduction. Even being as positive as possible, it wasn't even 10% of the original, let alone half.

But what's important now isn't the level of reproduction.

"Postpone the sparring and come over here! Kal, come here immediately too!"

The fact that he implemented Kal's complex and disorderly sword path, however unskilled and weak it might be.

That's what we need to focus on.

***

I really used every means possible—pleading, begging, and compromising—to appease the Crown Princess.

"Fedi! I didn't see you all day today!"
'Ah...'

But those desperate efforts turned to garbage in just a few days.

It seems... I'll need to go directly to the Count's mansion or have a conversation with the Count.

After witnessing Fedi mimicking my sword technique, I conducted additional verification over several days.

Initially, I showed him various sword techniques to see how well he could follow them. Later, I summoned several knights from our family in Teilgleichen County, having them perform sword dances under the pretext of inspiring Fedi's interest in swordsmanship.

This was to verify whether his mimicry of my technique was coincidence or talent, and to check if he could only copy my techniques or others' as well.

"To think I would witness such a thing in my lifetime."
"Is this what they call heaven-sent talent?"

As a result, my father-in-law and the Victorious Duke muttered as if entranced.

Surprisingly, Fedi's talent was genuine. It wasn't just a coincidence that he copied my technique, nor was he limited to copying only mine—he possessed truly remarkable talent.

Unlike the two who couldn't help but express their amazement, I couldn't say a word.

'Is this even possible?'

Of course, his reproduction accuracy wasn't exceptional. It wasn't even half, not even a quarter of the original technique.

But accuracy hardly matters. The mere fact that he could mimic someone else's sword technique after seeing it just once is astonishing and marvelous.

Moreover, Fedi is just a six-year-old child. Even if a 60-year-old master swordsman instantly copied another's technique, people would find it unbelievable. Yet here's a six-year-old child stealing others' techniques like some phantom thief.

'Thank goodness.'

I soon let out a sigh of relief.

Never have I been more grateful for my position than today. Never has the heavy shackle of being the Empire's second-in-command felt so welcome.

If I were a mere commoner, Fedi might have been taken by nobles. Even as a lower noble, higher nobles would have claimed him as a vassal. Even as a count, dukes and marquises would have coveted him.

That's how extraordinary Fedi's talent is. If he's this gifted at six, by the time he enters the Academy, he'll be among the top martial artists in the entire Empire. Among his peers, he'll certainly have no equal.

'Thank goodness...'

But I'm not an ordinary Imperial Count—I'm the acting Duke, a Minister, and the Emperor's closest confidant. No one in this Empire would dare take Fedi from me.

The only one who might is the Emperor, but though I call him the "yellow dog of the Sun Palace" and constantly look down on him, he's not one to cross the final line. If he were crazy enough to take someone else's child, he'd already be beside Dorgos.

So I could be purely surprised, happy, and relieved about Fedi's talent. It's also positive that only my father-in-law and the Victorious Duke share this secret.

"Father-in-law, Your Grace."

I addressed the two who were continuously exclaiming while patting and stroking Fedi.

"Let's keep this matter between us."

Fedi's talent can only be described as heaven-sent. Let's keep this as top-secret information known only to us.

"Of course, I don't intend to hide it forever. It would be a shame to permanently conceal Fedi's proud talent. Besides, heaven-sent talents eventually reveal themselves no matter how much they try to hide."

I added more specific explanations before the two could speak.

I don't intend to hide Fedi's talent forever. If my son has exceptional talent, I should spread the word, not conceal it. I'm not so weak that I can't protect my Fedi.

In the first place, unless someone lives as a lifelong recluse or hides in some forest, talent will eventually be revealed. As an audit official, I know better than anyone that there are no perfect secrets in this world.

However, now is not the appropriate timing. I cannot expose a six-year-old Fedi, who has just begun to take interest in swordsmanship and is still unfamiliar with people's malice and greed.

"He will attract excessive attention and envy. Some might even approach Fedi with impure motives. It would be too harsh for the still-innocent Fedi, so I want to shield him at least until he's old enough to think and make judgments for himself."
"That's only natural."


My father-in-law nodded readily at my words.

"Even I almost lost my composure over Fedi's talent. I even briefly wondered what if Fedi had been my vassal, or how he might have performed in the wars against the Eastern Kingdoms."

I involuntarily flinched, realizing how much he had been contemplating these past few days.

Even my father-in-law, with his immense affection for Fedi, had considered his utility. If even he thought this way, what about others? At least with someone like my father-in-law, it stopped at mere contemplation.

"At least until he's 15. By then, we can proudly reveal Fedi's talent. Conversely, hiding it until 17 would be difficult."

I immediately agreed with his reasonable assessment.

Seventeen is the age when one can enter the Academy. If Fedi only practiced swordsmanship at home, we might somehow conceal his talent, but hiding it at the Academy would be impossible. Unless he never touched a sword during his three years there.

"Though if Fedi were to forgo Academy enrollment like you did, we could hide it even longer."
"I will definitely send our children to the Academy."

I reflexively responded to my father-in-law's words.

While I plan to let our children choose their own paths, I absolutely won't compromise on Academy enrollment. I have no intention of passing down the pain of being an uneducated adult to our children.

Unfortunately, my father also chose the civil servant path over Academy enrollment, making the Kracius family head uneducated for two generations. If Fedi were to follow that path, it would be three generations without Academy education.

'That can't happen.'

I unconsciously squeezed my eyes shut.

Three generations without education. If such a disaster occurred, forget sky-cutting or trumpets—a tradition might form that the Kracius family head must choose the civil servant path over the Academy. Better to have a sky-cutting tradition than such an ominous one.

"I agree that we should hide Fedi's talent for now. Receiving excessive attention at such a young age would be burdensome."

While I was imagining that terrible future and shuddering, the Victorious Duke spoke up.

"However, what about informing His Majesty? If information leaks due to our mistake, His Majesty could quickly resolve the situation."
"His Majesty, you say?"

I quickly pondered his suggestion.

It wouldn't be problematic if even the Emperor knew. He's not the type to covet Fedi's talent and take him away or exploit him.

And we need to hide Fedi's talent for about ten years. No matter how carefully we move, can we guarantee not a single mistake during that decade? Even with our efforts, what are the chances that no one will accidentally witness Fedi's training?

'Absolutely not.'

Even thinking optimistically, the probability is low. Thinking pessimistically, the chances of discovery increase exponentially.

'We should tell him.'

Then the Emperor should also be invited into the group sharing this secret. In case of emergency, he can mobilize the Intelligence Department to shape public opinion and use his supreme authority to silence the nobles.

Actually, shaping public opinion and silencing others is possible with a duke's power too, but when it concerns one's child, a father wants to ensure perfection. Informing the Emperor would bring only benefits without harm, so recruiting him is the right choice.

"Appa."
"Yes?"
"Did I do something wrong?"
'Ah.'

Perhaps because the three adults were conversing with serious expressions, Fedi, who had been staring blankly at us, cautiously spoke up.

I made a mistake. If we were going to have this conversation, we should have done it when we were alone. I was so overwhelmed by Fedi's talent that I missed this basic consideration.


"You didn't do anything wrong. We're just concerned because our Fedi did too well."

So I hurriedly embraced Fedi and smiled.

It would be putting the cart before the horse to hurt Fedi's feelings while trying to do something for him. If he has a talent that everyone would praise and celebrate, yet feels self-conscious because of it, there could be nothing sadder.

"Fedi, don't you sometimes hide your favorite toys or snacks? Dad, your maternal grandfather, and your great-grandfather are doing the same thing. We want to keep our precious Fedi hidden because we're so proud and fond of you."
"Really?"
"Of course. Our Fedi is so good and amazing."

When I turned my gaze to my father-in-law and the Victorious Duke, they both responded by nodding enthusiastically.

Fortunately, being the merciful and kind child he is, Fedi accepted the three adults' excuse.

I tried to contact the Emperor to recruit him too, but seeing his appearance through the communication orb, I couldn't speak.

- Count.

The fatigue, palpable even through the communication orb. Dark circles darker than usual, proving it. And finally, a cracked voice.

'What's going on?'

I was perplexed. What could have happened to make him look like that? There had been no news of any major incident that would cause the Emperor to be so overworked.

It's unlikely to be an issue with the Imperial Family rather than the Empire. The Crown Princess, who had been visiting our mansion diligently lately, was as bright as usual. Although she did complain about having significantly less time to play with Fedi, she had no other worries. There had been no mishap within the Imperial Family.

"Your Majesty. Have you been... well?"
- Haha.

The Emperor let out a mechanical laugh at my cautious question.

- I feel like dying.

Along with a very colorful and direct answer.

- Count.
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."
- The Crown Princess is insisting she wants to learn swordsmanship too. What on earth should I do?

His continued complaint made me close my mouth again.

It was just one complaint, but I understood the whole situation. The Crown Princess's dissatisfaction had finally erupted before the Emperor.

'Swordsmanship, huh.'

Rather than forcing Fedi out of training, she chose to sublimate her frustration at not seeing Fedi by learning swordsmanship together. I almost laughed at her choice.

Honestly, it's quite admirable. A seven-year-old child could have prioritized her own desires over consideration for others. She could have thrown a tantrum to stop Fedi's training to increase her playtime with him.

But the Crown Princess chose not to interfere with Fedi's time and decided to learn swordsmanship herself. A truly mature decision.

"If that is Her Highness's wish, let her learn together."
- What?
"Actually, I have something to tell Your Majesty regarding Fedi."

At my subsequent statement, the Emperor's expression changed from that of a grumbling father to that of the Emperor ruling the Empire.

- ...Truly a heaven-sent talent.

More specifically, to the expression of an Emperor who has spotted talent.

In the world I briefly visited, there exists a saying called "three people make a tiger."

It means that if three people say the same thing, they can create a tiger out of nothing—implying that even false statements, when repeated enough times, are accepted as truth. That's how important the number of speakers is when making a claim.

As it happens, exactly three masters have recognized Fedi's talent. Me, my father-in-law, and the Victorious Duke—three people. Because of this, three renowned warriors of both the Empire and the continent have made the same assertion.

That Fedi's talent is truly heaven-sent and unprecedented. In martial arts terms, it's comparable to having the body of heaven and earth.

"Does Enen take notice even of an adult's son?"

Even if it were a lie, when three duke-level nobles make the same claim, even the Emperor would be swayed. But we only spoke the truth. We genuinely reported Fedi's talent as being at an astonishing level, exactly as we saw it.

Thanks to this, the Emperor's expression couldn't help but be serious. The powerless father who had been grumbling at his daughter's tantrums disappeared, replaced by the aura of an absolute ruler overseeing the Empire.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"How many people know about this matter?"
"Only myself, the Iron-Blooded Duke, and the Victorious Duke who are teaching Fedi. My father doesn't know, and besides us, only Your Majesty is aware."
"I see."

The Emperor nodded calmly at my additional comment.

At the same time, I noticed his slightly furrowed brow relaxing, seemingly pleased that the confidentiality was being strictly maintained.

"I agree with the Count's opinion. We cannot hide it forever, but it should be kept secret until Fedi grows to a certain extent. It would be troublesome for one so young to become the subject of excessive attention and greed."
"That Your Majesty also considers my humble opinion correct fills me with gratitude."

I gently bowed my head toward the Emperor who readily agreed.

Though the probability was extremely low, I couldn't ignore the possibility that the Emperor might promote Fedi with announcements like "The next generation's greatest swordsman of the continent has appeared in the Empire!" Just as the Emperor uses me effectively, there was a small chance he might put Fedi forward as a figurehead.

But as I expected, while the Emperor might be a bastard, he wasn't the kind of complete scoundrel who would cross that final line. He refrained from the atrocity of using someone else's son for national interest.

'Thank you.'

I thanked the Emperor inwardly. Thank you for not making us butt heads over this.

Yes, no matter how much we bicker, we should only clash over work matters. It wouldn't be right to drag uninvolved families into our fights.

"By the way, Count. Did you just suggest that the Imperial Princess and Fedi learn swordsmanship together?"
"Yes. Since Her Highness cherishes Fedi like a brother, it's natural that she would be distressed as Fedi's training lengthens. However, now that we've discovered Fedi's amazing talent and passion, regrettably, the time Her Highness and Fedi can spend together will gradually decrease."
"That's what I want."
"Pardon?"
"No, it's nothing. If you didn't hear it, let's move on."

I actually heard it clearly but pretended not to.

I'm well aware that the Emperor closely watches the relationship between the Imperial Princess and Fedi, and that he can transform into a berserker if necessary. Rather than provoking him and causing chaos, it's better to let it slide.

"...Her Highness's dissatisfaction can only be resolved by spending time with Fedi. Since reducing Fedi's training is impossible, how about having Her Highness learn swordsmanship alongside Fedi?"
"Hmm."

As I continued speaking as naturally as possible, the Emperor stroked his chin in deep thought.

If the Imperial Princess learns swordsmanship, all problems would be solved. The Imperial Princess would be happy to be with Fedi, the Emperor would be relieved from her tantrums, and Fedi would have a training partner. Wouldn't that be good for everyone?

However, if the Emperor is skeptical about the Imperial Princess's training itself, that's a different story. I allowed Fedi to train because he showed interest in swords, but the Imperial Princess wants to train because of Fedi, not because of swords. It would be problematic if she approached it half-heartedly, got hurt, or became bored.

"Hmmmm."

The Emperor frowned again, probably worried about such concerns.


I understand. How heartbreaking would it be if the Imperial Princess were to get injured during training? Rather than seeking personal comfort at the expense of their child's safety, no parent would choose that option.

"This is troublesome. The father-in-law and the Iron-Blooded Duke must be burning with excitement over Fedi's talent, so I can't ask them to reduce training time."

After contemplating for a long while, the Emperor let out a small sigh.

"It can't be helped. I'll have the Imperial Princess join the training soon."

In the end, he granted the Imperial Princess her freedom and desire.

"Do not worry, Your Majesty. With myself, the Victorious Duke, and the Iron-Blooded Duke present, we will prioritize Her Highness's safety above all else. There will be nothing for Your Majesty to be concerned about."
"I trust you all. If I don't trust you, who would I trust?"

The Emperor chuckled at my assurance.

Judging by his reaction, it seems we won't have to deal with him calling every hour to check on the Imperial Princess's condition or panicking over dust on her clothes. As long as we prevent any injuries, things should go smoothly.

"Count. Since it has come to this, I have a suggestion."
"Please command me. I am listening."
"If the Imperial Princess and Fedi train together, guide them toward playing rather than focusing solely on swordsmanship."

I couldn't produce an appropriate response to what seemed like nonsense.

Three renowned martial artists from across the continent have gathered to form an instructor team, and he wants us to let them play instead of learning as much as possible? Does that make any sense?

To be blunt, even the Emperor couldn't easily assemble such a luxurious team of instructors. We don't know when we'll be able to gather like this again if not now.

"That must sound strange. But hear me out. This is also for Fedi's sake."
"Ah, yes. Please continue."

But that guy wouldn't say such things without reason. Let's hear his reasoning first before deciding whether to object.

"Temporarily controlling information is quite possible. Even if Fedi demonstrates his talent in the Capital plaza, we can prevent that news from spreading beyond the Capital. For about a month, that is."

With the mention of the specific one-month period, I began to understand the Emperor's intention.

At the earliest, we plan to showcase Fedi's talent when he turns 15. Currently, Fedi is 6 years old, so there are 9 years remaining.

"Controlling information for 9 years would be challenging even for me. This is the Kfelopen Empire, not the Apels Empire."
"Indeed, Your Majesty."
"So let Fedi's talent bloom only to a manageable extent. From my perspective, if he focuses solely on training for 9 years, chaos will erupt before he even turns 10."

Hearing this, I nodded as it made sense.

Information control has its limits. Just as even the largest refrigerator cannot stuff in an elephant, a tremendous talent cannot be contained even by the Emperor's tearful embargo.

So what can we do? The only option is to develop Fedi's talent as leisurely as possible and gradually increase it so others won't notice.

'There's no need to rush his growth anyway.'

If Fedi were a young knight in his twenties facing an imminent battlefield, we would conduct training by the second, but at 6 years old, there's no need to rapidly build his skills.

It's enough to simply instill more interest in swordsmanship. Now that we've confirmed Fedi's talent is remarkable, he can still surpass others even with a slower pace of instruction.

'Children should play during childhood.'

And truthfully, it's not particularly pleasant for Fedi to spend his childhood solely on training. Isn't it more important for him to laugh and play with his siblings and friends than to train?

The Emperor isn't saying to stop training altogether, just to guide them toward playing appropriately. That's a proposal that both my father-in-law and the Victorious Duke can accept.


"I will follow Your Majesty's command."

Our Fedi. Grow at a relaxed pace for a while, and when the time is right, grow vigorously like bamboo.

I could guess how much the Emperor had suffered from the Imperial Princess when the very next day arrived.

"Uncle! I'm here!"
'Oh...'

Not her usual cute and adorable dress, but activewear suitable for running and rolling around. A wooden sword of just the right weight and size for the Imperial Princess to hold, obtained from who knows where.

The Imperial Princess appeared fully prepared just one day after my conversation with the Emperor.

'If I had been a little late, the Imperial Palace would have been turned upside down.'

I couldn't help but smile wryly.

If I had contacted the Emperor a little later, or if the Emperor had postponed his decision for a day or two, what would have happened? It wouldn't have been just the Emperor caught in the Imperial Princess's tantrums, but the entire palace.

"Welcome, Your Highness."
"You've grown even more since I last saw you. This is truly delightful."

In any case, my father-in-law and the Victorious Duke also welcomed the Imperial Princess's arrival.

Fortunately, I had informed them yesterday that the Imperial Princess would be joining the training. If I had tried to tell them today, it would have been like playing a trick on them.

"Yes! Uncle and Grandfather! Nice to see you!"
'Uncle.'

Meanwhile, the Imperial Princess's form of address left me with mixed feelings.

It's true that the Victorious Duke is the Imperial Princess's maternal grandfather. It's not strange for her to call my father-in-law, with whom she has no blood relation, "uncle."

However, my father-in-law is older than the Victorious Duke, yet from the way she addresses them, the Victorious Duke seems senior. The gap between "uncle" and "grandfather" is quite significant.

"Big sister!"
"Fedi!"

While I was contemplating whether to correct her form of address or leave it be, Fedi, who had just changed into activewear, appeared, and the Imperial Princess ran toward him.

Seeing the friendship between the two children, who were like siblings, automatically brought a smile to my face.

Anyway, it's sibling affection. Let's just call it that.

***

I can play with Fedi now!

I can learn swords with Fedi and be with him all day long!

Oh, I have to return before dinner with Dad and Mom, so maybe not all day?

'But I'm still happy!'

I haven't been able to spend much time with Fedi lately! Now I can be with him for a long time!

Dad is the best! Uncle, Grandfather, and the big uncle are the best too!

'I'll work hard!'

So I'll do my best! Since they allowed me to learn swordsmanship, I'll learn diligently!

# Three Masters, Two Students

Three masters, two students. The abnormal structure where teachers still outnumbered students remained intact.

But this was the absolute limit. Even seasoned warriors would be on edge with two energetic children boasting unlimited stamina. If we added one more student, even we wouldn't be able to handle it.

To make matters worse, the Imperial Princess was a flying-child who could actually levitate thanks to the Wind Spirit King's blessing. When she first received the blessing, she could only float a few centimeters, but now she was soaring by the meter.

Thankfully, by "meter" I meant just one meter, but it was still a dramatic improvement from before. Enough that she could fly freely if adults weren't paying attention.

"Well then, Your Highness, Fedi. Today we'll start with a light run as usual."
"Okay! Dad!"
"Okay!"

And so began another lesson where I had to remain constantly vigilant about the children's safety, though today's lesson would be slightly different from usual.

The content itself hadn't changed from when I was teaching only Fedi. It would be strange if the curriculum changed just because the number of students increased. What changed was the instructor.

'Originally, physical training was Master's responsibility.'

I smiled wryly as I watched Fedi and the Imperial Princess doing light stretches and preparing to run at my instruction.

Non-sword physical training was Master's domain. While he might have managed with just Fedi, treating the Imperial Princess like an ordinary student would be burdensome even for him. As a result, Master had hastily passed on his physical training methods to me and returned to Ulken Duchy.

He wasn't running away. He said he would research physical training methods suitable for young girls in Ulken Duchy while I bought time here. Master wasn't the type to make cowardly excuses when fleeing—when he decided to step back, he declared it proudly.

'Though I'll end up teaching those methods too.'

I felt like I'd become some kind of ghost Go player. An avatar playing on behalf of a superior player while receiving their instructions. Isn't that exactly like a ghost Go player?

Of course, the crucial difference was that Master was very much alive rather than being a ghost. If he knew I was mentally referring to him as a ghost, he'd be furious.

"Kal."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"I'll be stepping out for a while. I'll return when it's time, so don't worry."
"Of course. Please go without concern."

While watching the two children begin their laps around the garden, I quickly rose from my chair to see off the Victorious Duke at his words.

The Emperor wanted the Imperial Princess and Fedi to have playtime interspersed with their training rather than focusing solely on practice. Thanks to that suggestion, training time had been meaningfully reduced, and the Victorious Duke had begun using that extra time to handle his duties.

This was only natural. No matter how important it was to educate the future Great Sword Guardian and the next Emperor, the Victorious Duke was still the highest authority responsible for the Imperial Army. It was actually surprising that he had dedicated so much time to Fedi's training until recently.

"If anything happens, there's no need to contact me. I'll take care of Her Highness and Fedi myself."
"I appreciate that. But I should at least contact you if something urgent comes up."

The Victorious Duke chuckled softly, patted my shoulder, and returned to headquarters.

'Now I'm alone.'

I immediately filled myself with tension.

Master had temporarily left to develop the perfect curriculum, and the Victorious Duke had departed to attend to his duties. Of the three teachers, I was temporarily the only one remaining.

This meant I alone had to handle two energetic, lively, and active children. The burden on my shoulders was by no means light.

'I can do this.'

However, while not light, it wasn't an unbearable burden.

Who was I? A childcare specialist who had looked after more than ten children, energetic and healthy nephews and nieces, and a youngest sister who was like a daughter to me. I could proudly say that among noble heads of households my age, none were more adept at childcare than I was.

Moreover, the Imperial Princess and Fedi were well-behaved children who followed my instructions well. While it would be overwhelming to teach them alone forever, I could certainly manage temporarily.

"Kindness. Charity."

"Yes! Please speak!"
"I'm listening!"
"Your roles are important."

And just in case—in case I couldn't handle the situation alone—I called upon Kindness, Fedi's loyal servant, and Charity, who was connected to the Imperial Princess's circle.

This was truly perfect. There could be no more perfect and clean solution. Even I had to admit my childcare abilities had reached the heavens.

'I'd like to call Trixie or Phine too, but...'

The thought crossed my mind, but I resisted.

Trixie was busy with educating the triplets and Teresa, building Stefan's Glory, and constructing the magic tower branch. Phine was overwhelmed caring for twins who had barely left their cradles.

Since my wives, who could use force if necessary, were unavailable for their own reasons, I as the head of the household had to work hard enough for their share too. That was the fate of being the family head.

'Let's do well.'

With that thought in mind, I patted Kindness and Charity on their heads.

If you truly are Fedi's loyal servant and the Imperial Princess's lady-in-waiting, you must work hard. They're not just playing normally but playing with wooden swords—if anything goes wrong, it could turn bloody.

I absolutely cannot tolerate such a tragedy. I believe you don't want such a disaster either.

If you want to live a long, healthy life as the children's playmates, you absolutely must.

When students get along well, it makes things easier for the teacher too.

Simple stretching, running, or exercises without equipment can be boring processes for students. But because these two students were friendly with each other, what could have been tedious became like play, filled with laughter and chatter.

To be honest, this was unexpected. The original plan was to focus on training during practice time and let them play freely during breaks. Their cheerfulness during training went against this plan.

Still, I didn't bother pointing it out. What little children needed was interest in training, not serious and professional practice.

'They're still doing what they need to do while talking.'

Besides, they were such good and diligent children that they were doing everything properly despite their chatter.

So there was no need to awkwardly correct them. As long as their bodies were moving properly, what did it matter how they used their mouths?

'He must be very busy.'

While watching the children run with satisfaction, I glanced briefly toward headquarters.

The Victorious Duke, who had said he would return when it was time, hadn't shown up even though the time had come. He had even said with his own mouth that he should at least make contact if something urgent came up, but the communication crystal wasn't glowing either.

The Victorious Duke wouldn't have gone silent without reason, so he must be too swamped with work to touch the communication crystal. He was probably in an emergency meeting with the Imperial Army's key commanders and staff.

'There are many issues to discuss.'

Just off the top of my head, there were the military academy construction issue and the northern army reorganization matter.

And if even I, an outsider to the military, could immediately think of reasons for a meeting, how many more confidential military matters might there be that I didn't know about? One of those many reasons must have unfortunately come up right now.

'Nothing to be done about it.'

After fiddling with the silent communication crystal, I turned my attention back to the children.

The Victorious Duke, who was supposed to teach advanced swordsmanship, seemed unlikely to come today, and it would be too risky to let one adult supervise two children wielding wooden swords. There should be at least two adults present.

"Your Highness. Fedi."
"Dad? What is it?"
"Daddy, did you call?"
"How about we play tag today?"


So, after brief consideration, I suggested an appropriate alternative.

Let's end today's training after some vigorous play. If I take the role of "it" and chase after the Imperial Princess and Fedi, it would serve as decent training while allowing the children to have fun.

'Perfect.'

I really was a childcare specialist. Despite the variables, I was finding the best path forward.

Six years of childcare experience was not for nothing.

Master scolded me.

"What on earth did you do while I was gone?"

And quite severely at that.

"Her Highness and Fedi's stamina has far exceeded the expected range. With this level of stamina already, we not only need to revise the training plan, but it will also affect their daily lives. You've given even more enormous stamina to children who already had energy to spare."

I couldn't raise my head as he lamented while pressing his forehead.

I knew it. I had been solely responsible for the children's training and play for five days already. During those five days, their stamina had increased so dramatically that even I felt uncomfortable about it.

"Tell me honestly. What did you do?"
"Well, you see..."

The problem was that I didn't know why this had happened either.

What was going on? Had they taken some kind of elixir without my knowledge? Could Charity's horn be considered a spiritual elixir, with the effect of increasing stamina just by touching it?

"I couldn't teach swordsmanship alone, and it would be even more problematic to teach the Kracius swordsmanship to the Imperial Princess. So while you and the Victorious Duke were away, I had them play tag and run races repeatedly to pass the time."

I spoke the absolute truth while harboring these doubts.

If I couldn't find the answer on my own, I needed to put our heads together with Master. He would be able to find the cause within these mundane activities.

"Tag and running?"

At my desperate answer, Master furrowed his brow for a moment.

"Don't tell me. Did you have them repeat until they completely exhausted their stamina?"
"What? Yes. Isn't that the point of train—"
"That's the problem! What kind of training were you putting these young children through?!"

His eyes flashed dangerously as if he was about to grab me by the collar.

In fact, Master's hand came close to my collar before barely settling down. If I weren't his son-in-law, he might have actually grabbed me.

"When you push stamina to its limits, it may be difficult at first, but ultimately the total amount of stamina increases! Of course their stamina increased when you kept repeating that!"
'Ah.'

I inwardly sighed at those words.

Without realizing it, I had been... doubling the Imperial Princess and Fedi's stamina...

'What should I do about this?'

This was serious. Their already nearly infinite stamina had doubled, leaving us with no solution.

"Now ordinary training won't even stimulate Her Highness and Fedi. This means we'll have to repeat the training you did, or something similar, but that will only increase their stamina further."

I lowered my head again under Master's piercing gaze.

I had opened Pandora's box.

My father-in-law's anger was justified, and his warning was accurate.

The Pandora's box that opened due to my inexperience was truly marvelous. Now the two children's physical abilities were beginning to show their intense presence not just during training but in everyday life as well.

Steady breathing despite running at a pace that would normally leave one gasping for air. Endurance that maintained top speed when it should have slowed down. Even that top speed had increased beyond what it was before.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"While I am pleased that the Crown Princess seems to be enjoying herself, what exactly have you been teaching her? Or have you been feeding her some precious food that I'm unaware of?"
"I deeply apologize..."

Things had gotten so bad that even the Emperor had urgently contacted me to protest about what was happening.

Even the Emperor, who prioritizes the Crown Princess's health and happiness above all, essentially asked, "What have you done to our daughter?" This meant that the Crown Princess's stamina—Fedi's stamina—had surpassed what ordinary adults could handle.

And very unfortunately, the awakening of the Crown Princess and Fedi had triggered a chain reaction.

"Oppa! Wait for us!"
"Wait for uuuus!"
'Ah.'

I squeezed my eyes shut at the simultaneously heartwarming and devastating sight of Fedi rushing past me with children chasing after him in a crowd.

Thanks to Fedi's rapidly increasing stamina, he had become the number one at tag in the mansion. He had become a warrior of reversal who could never be caught no matter how much his siblings pursued him.

But it's a natural principle and a cliché that when enemies grow stronger, allies must grow stronger too. The younger siblings ran and ran to catch their older brother who could never be caught, and in the process, they were gradually improving their physical abilities.

'Is this what they call the catfish effect or something?'

I rubbed my face with dry hands as I thought about the increasingly noisy situation in the mansion day by day.

As a father, I'm happy that the children are becoming healthier. It's definitely something to be happy about, but it's quite troublesome when children who already have unlimited energy become two or three times healthier. Couldn't they have awakened after turning at least 10?

'The Imperial Palace is starting to show signs too, they said.'

Fortunately, the Crown Princess has only three siblings. Among them, Princess Caroline has a gentle and quiet personality, and Princess Celine can't even crawl yet. Automatically, the only child affected by the Crown Princess's active movements is Prince Carolus.

That's only for now, though. The Emperor grimaced saying that the moment Princess Celine leaves her cradle would be the moment the Imperial Palace falls, so the future of the palace would be no different from our mansion.

'You idiot, past me.'

I grabbed my hair with the hands that had been rubbing my face.

What? A childcare specialist? You have over ten children so you're full of parenting experience? Where did you get this baseless confidence to create such a disaster?

Simply having a lot of experience doesn't automatically make you an expert. By that logic, everyone who swings a sword could cut the sky, and everyone who learned magic would become Trixie. What matters isn't the amount of experience but the presence of wisdom.

'I was just an ordinary person.'

As much as I hate to admit it, I was just ordinary.

An ordinary person who only knew how to play with children. A clown far from serious education, who knew nothing about true parenting methods.

How much better would it have been if my father-in-law or the Victorious Duke had been there instead of me when looking after the Crown Princess and Fedi? Then the children's growth would have proceeded warmly within the range we expected.

"Hey. Do you have time?"
"Pardon?"

And I wouldn't have made this decision either.

'The three of us can't handle this anymore.'

To be precise, it's impossible to rely on my father-in-law, who's busy creating the perfect training method, and the Victorious Duke, who's busy overseeing the Imperial Army.

I'm the one who created this impossible situation, but it's not like I can turn back the children's physical abilities to what they were before training. So as the culprit, I need to find a new solution.

"If you're not busy, come to the mansion."

The best option right now is to bring in more manpower to look after the children, even if it means taking the extreme measure of sharing the secret with more people.


***

It had been several years since I was promoted from Section Chief of the Audit Department's 3rd Section to Head of the Enforcement Department when the Audit Ministry was established.

At first, I kept crying out about being too young to be a department head, but then I nodded in understanding after seeing someone younger than me become a minister. That's how heavy the title of department head, not just section chief, felt. Naturally, the title of minister was even heavier than department head.

Still, humans are creatures of adaptation who draw out potential they didn't know they had when pushed to their limits. This was a kind of fate that even I couldn't escape.

'Being a department head isn't so bad.'

As a result, spending each day in the Enforcement Department Head's office had become my daily routine.

Of course, occasionally—very occasionally—major tasks like large-scale audits would come up, but once the newly established Audit Ministry settled in, there weren't many occasions for the Enforcement Department to mobilize on a large scale. This also meant there was rarely anything that required the direct involvement of the Enforcement Department Head.

'It's this comfortable, yet I complained.'

That made me think of a certain department head who had become a minister.

Being a department head is manageable, so why did I make such a fuss back then? Moreover, with excellent section chiefs like us supporting him, it must have been even more comfortable.

I suppose back then, both we and His Excellency had many immature aspects. Everyone was young and inexperienced at that time.

"Hmm?"

Just as I was thinking this, the communication device I had placed in the corner of my desk lit up.

"Hey. Do you have time?"
"Pardon?"

His Excellency's one-sided summons came through.

"If you're not busy, come to the mansion."
"But I'm quite busy as a department head."
"You have a deputy department head, don't you? What's the point of having a deputy if you don't use them?"

Coming from someone who actively utilized the deputy position since his days as Audit Department Head, his words were very convincing.

"Well, it's nothing troublesome, so come empty-handed. It will take a while, but it's not difficult."
"Yes... I understand."

Since his expression clearly indicated he wouldn't accept a refusal, I nodded reluctantly.

If I'm destined to be dragged along anyway, it's better to go willingly. There's no point in lying down and resisting, as my superior, who has now become the Acting Duke, would just come find me himself.

So I trudged toward His Excellency's mansion, and...

"Ah! It's the really big mister!"
"Mister! Hello!"
"Oh! It's been a long time seeing both of you! Have you been well?"

Not only Fedi but also Her Highness the Crown Princess welcomed me.

'He should have told me about this beforehand.'

Because of this, while I forced a smile on my face, my mind was in confusion.

He didn't tell me Her Highness would be here. If there was such a variable, shouldn't he have mentioned it in advance?

"If Her Highness was here, you should have told me beforehand."

So after receiving the warm welcome from Fedi and Her Highness, I quickly protested to His Excellency. No matter how close and ideal our superior-subordinate relationship is, there are still protocols to follow.

"If I had told you, would you have come?"
"Well, that's true, but..."

The problem is that we know each other too well because we're so close.

That's true. If I had known Her Highness was here, I would have made up some excuse not to come. I probably would have rummaged through the documents in my office drawer to find something that required a department head's attention.

"Anyway, the reason I called you to the mansion is nothing special. I think you need to take on the role of teacher for Fedi and Her Highness."

"What? That's extremely significant!"

I couldn't help but object to His Excellency's shocking declaration delivered in such a calm voice.

How can he talk about teaching the future Emperor and the Acting Duke's eldest son as if it's like climbing the neighborhood hill? If he had asked another noble, it would be equivalent to guaranteeing an enormous promotion for that noble.

"It's not a big deal since you won't be teaching alone. Actually, you won't be teaching much at all—you just need to stand by while others teach. Children can be unpredictable."
"Hmmmm."

If that's the case, it's a somewhat acceptable level.

I've never properly taught anyone before, and if the subjects are the children of my overwhelming superiors, running away would be the right choice. But if it's just standing by like a guard, that's fine. I'm used to maintaining composure and enduring.

...

"Um, Your Excellency."
"What?"
"If I may ask, who are the people teaching the two of them?"
"Me, my first father-in-law, and His Excellency the Victorious Duke."

As soon as I heard those words, I reflexively turned and ran toward the main entrance.

Unfortunately, I didn't get far before His Excellency caught me.

Whether this is fortunate or not is questionable, but as His Excellency said, my role was simply to stand by while Her Highness and Fedi trained.

Given children's unpredictable nature of running off in any direction, isn't it better to have more adults around? Since that's not entirely wrong, I stood in place watching Her Highness and Fedi's training.

"Woof!"
"Titi, that tickles."

Actually, I wasn't standing but sitting while watching.

Titi, who was passing through the garden, rushed over as soon as she saw me and began enthusiastically licking my head and face. Even though Titi is a large dog, I had to lower myself for her to reach my face.

'Thanks for the affection, though.'

I petted Titi as she continued licking my face without stopping.

I'm quite fond of animals too, so I appreciate Titi's welcome. But she shows such intense affection to someone she only meets occasionally that I wondered if there was some connection between Titi and me that I wasn't aware of.

"Our mansion's chef is big like you. The chef takes good care of Titi's meals, so she probably likes you because you resemble the chef."

That question was answered thanks to His Excellency's explanation.

'They run well.'

Anyway, while feeling Titi's warmth and watching Her Highness and Fedi's training in case of emergency, I inwardly admired their increasingly fast running.

I had wondered why His Excellency called me too, but if they maintain that speed for a long time, reinforcements would indeed be necessary. If Her Highness and Fedi ran in opposite directions, His Excellency alone could never catch them both.

'A 7-year-old and a 6-year-old with that speed.'

Before I knew it, I was watching their training with interest rather than out of obligation.

It's unbelievable for children that age to show such results. What kind of education did they receive, what talent do they possess to display such abilities?

'Did he call me here to show off?'

The thought even crossed my mind.

Is borrowing my help just an excuse, and he actually wanted to show off the achievements of his son and his goddaughter?

'It is worth showing off, though.'

To be honest, I want to see more too.

It's like watching future talents grow in real time.

The fact that the Crown Princess and Ferdi were training at our mansion couldn't be kept secret.

The Duke of Ulken, my father-in-law who should be in the Ulken Duchy, was frequently traveling back and forth between the Capital and Ulken. The Victorious Duke, who was practically chained to the General Headquarters, was squeezing every minute he could to visit. Additionally, though less influential than the two ducal nobles, the Audit Department Head—a figure of terror among nobles—was also making appearances.

With such prominent figures and near-prominent figures moving so openly, expecting the training to remain hidden? That would be unconscionable.

'If we wanted to hide the training itself, I should have taught them alone.'

And not at the mansion, but deep in some mountain valley or cave. Even with that level of effort, success would be questionable at best.

Therefore, news of the joint training of the future Emperor and the future Imperial Count spread throughout the Empire, but this wasn't particularly concerning. What we were desperately trying to conceal was Ferdi's talent. We never intended to hide the fact that training was taking place.

"These days, every noble and official I meet subtly inquires about it. They ask about the achievements of Her Highness and Ferdi."

Instead, as a consequence, the Audit Department Head—the most approachable and accessible of the joint instructors—was being bombarded with all sorts of attention and questions.

Fortunately, this consequence had nothing to do with me, so I didn't mind. He seemed to be living comfortably these days, and serving as a punching bag for the sake of his superior's child was only proper.

"So what did you tell them?"
"That they're only 7 and 6 years old, so it's more like playing than serious training. I did mention that with their bloodlines, they learn quickly, but isn't that acceptable?"
"That's a perfectly appropriate response."

I nodded with satisfaction at the Audit Department Head's words.

By emphasizing the children's ages, he stressed that the training was primarily for fun, while simultaneously noting that their physical limitations as children would make any achievements seem unusual.

Yet he subtly mentioned their bloodlines, leaving room for interpretation. In the current situation, it was the most appropriate and best possible answer.

"Ah, but there's one problem I'm having trouble resolving."
"A problem?"

My expression hardened at his next words.

Though he might be relatively less influential compared to ducal nobles, that's only in relative terms. In absolute terms, the Deputy Head of the Imperial Administration is hardly someone who gets pushed around.

If someone of his stature was having trouble resolving an issue, it couldn't possibly be a trivial matter—

"The Minister of Finance glares at me every time he sees me. He keeps saying, 'Why are you doing something even I can't do?'"
"Just ignore the old man's jealousy."

I laughed at this issue, lighter than a feather.

The Minister of Finance had wanted to teach Ferdi but had to give up due to the existence of his superior counterpart, my first father-in-law, and the practical problem of being unable to leave his position as head of the Ministry of Finance. Now, someone who had been his subordinate's subordinate was fulfilling the wish he had to tearfully abandon. It was certainly something to be furious about.

Still, he couldn't be truly angry. If he were really losing his mind, he wouldn't just complain whenever they met; he would have rushed to the Audit Department Head's office and grabbed him by the collar.

"No, how could I possibly ignore him? I may be big, but I shrink in his presence."

The Audit Department Head then gave me a rather rude look, as if saying, "How are you so composed in front of that person?"

It was an irritating look, but I understood. When I first met the Minister of Finance, I was also intimidated by his imposing physique. It's only because we've developed a complicated relationship while working together in the North that I can face him calmly now.

"This is your chance to earn the Crown Princess's favor. Is a mere minister's scolding such a big deal?"
"It's an enormous deal."

When I casually joked, I received a dead serious reply.

'I guess there's no helping it.'

His quick response made me smile bitterly. It would be quite problematic if the guard responsible for the Crown Princess and Ferdi's safety was constantly distressed.


I should contact the Minister of Finance soon. Since my father-in-law is frequently absent, I've been handling the children's physical training. I could suggest teaching together on his days off. I'm following the curriculum my father-in-law created anyway.

'Does he even have days off?'

But does the Minister of Finance even have days off?

How could someone responsible for the national budget possibly have days off? Even if he did, he would rightfully give them up to work.

Of course, this is something I would never say to his face. If I voiced these thoughts, he'd grab me by the collar, so I'll keep them to myself.

***

Looking down at the garden or backyard through the window, I could see Ferdi and Her Highness the Crown Princess training.

My husband and the Audit Department Head stood watch beside them, and occasionally the Iron-Blooded Duke and the Victorious Duke would join them.

'I wish I could help too.'

I felt both grateful and sorry that these busy people made time to come to the mansion.

Yet I couldn't bring myself to send them away, saying they didn't need to come or force themselves to make time. How could I interfere with this precious time when the best instructors were teaching Ferdi? Though he wasn't born from my womb, Ferdi is our precious eldest son.

'It's regrettable.'

The most painful thing was that our child was learning swordsmanship, and I couldn't do anything to help.

Arthur and Margaret are still at an age that requires their mother's careful attention and comfort. Though the mansion staff treat our children like their own nieces and nephews, that doesn't reduce a mother's role and responsibilities.

So despite being a warrior myself, I couldn't join Ferdi and Her Highness's training. Nothing would be sadder than neglecting Arthur and Margaret while trying to care for Ferdi.

Therefore, I sought a way to help with Ferdi and Her Highness's training while still fulfilling my role as a mother.

"The young master's training?"
"Yes."

If the Audit Department Head came to assist with the training, I could also call in an outsider.

Someone among the warriors I could summon who ranked among the best in skill, had deep affection for Ferdi, and whom my husband could trust.

The former Deputy Commander of the Charcoal Division and current Section Chief of the Special Affairs Ministry's First Section. While I was on maternity leave, he assisted the Deputy Minister of Special Affairs and led the department. Recently, he's been enjoying peaceful days without any particular assignments.

He's perfect for staying by Ferdi and Her Highness's side, just like the Audit Department Head. As an outstanding warrior, he can help with training if needed, and even if not, he can prepare for emergencies.

"If I can stand by the young master and Her Highness, there would be no greater honor, but am I worthy of such an important responsibility?"
"His Excellency has also given permission, so it's fine. He actually said I should have called you before the Audit Department Head."
"I'm truly grateful for those words."

The Section Chief smiled and immediately rose from his seat.

"Then I'll go right away. I cannot betray His Excellency's trust."
"Ah-ooh—"
"Woo-woo—"

As he turned to leave, the Section Chief's shoulders flinched at the sudden babbling of Arthur and Margaret.

"...May I see my niece and nephew before I go?"
"By all means."

Enchanted by Arthur and Margaret, the Section Chief didn't leave their cradle until evening.


In the end, the Section Chief who came to help with the training spent the entire day without even making it to the backyard.

"Looking after your nephew's training is good, but playing with your niece and nephew is important too. I don't mind, so don't worry about it."

The Section Chief, who had unintentionally broken his promise to my husband, offered to atone with his life, but fortunately, my husband soothed him with a smile.

It was obvious that such words would only make the Section Chief writhe in guilt even more, but I didn't mention it.

'That will make him protect Ferdi even more diligently.'

A moderate amount of guilt helps with smooth work performance.

***

As the Intelligence Department Head of the Audit Ministry, monitoring the atmosphere among domestic nobles is one of my main duties. Thanks to this, I confirmed that a story impossible to miss among the Capital's nobles has been circulating recently.

The provocative story that Ferdinand, the eldest son of the Minister, has begun wielding a sword, and that Her Highness the Crown Princess, who is also His Excellency's eldest daughter, is training alongside him.

Ferdinand alone would be enough to attract the nobles' attention. He is, after all, the eldest son of the Minister, who serves as the proxy Duke of Serbet and is one of His Majesty's closest confidants. He will inherit the headship of the Kracius family and the title of Count of Teilgleichen, becoming the commander of the powerful faction known as the Pan-Kracius.

Such a figure has already taken up the sword, following in the Minister's footsteps. This is a matter that power-sensitive nobles—especially the monsters who have survived in the Capital—cannot possibly overlook.

'And his instructors are no ordinary figures.'

Moreover, the Iron-Blooded Duke, the Victorious Duke, the Audit Department Head, and the Special Affairs Ministry's First Section Chief have been frequenting the Minister's mansion.

Though the latter two may have a somewhat dimmer presence compared to the former two, their abilities are undeniable. Individuals with guaranteed capabilities are looking after Ferdinand and Her Highness the Crown Princess.

'Why?'

Thus, such a question naturally arose.

Why, exactly, are such personnel being mobilized to serve as instructors? Even considering the deep connections between the Minister and these instructors, it seems excessive, even with the Crown Princess's participation.

If it were just a few knights from the Imperial Knights Order teaching them, I wouldn't be so puzzled. If only the Iron-Blooded Duke were involved, I could attribute it to a retired grandfather doting on his grandson.

But the current situation is far from ordinary. This is impossible even considering His Excellency's connections and authority.

'If warriors are focusing this intensely on just two children.'

Therefore, I closed my eyes briefly to organize my thoughts, and

'It must mean they have sufficient qualifications as warriors.'

I soon reached the most likely conclusion.

This isn't simply the power of connections. It means that renowned warriors of the Empire have witnessed glimpses of tremendous talent significant enough to willingly rise to action, enough for current officials to temporarily set aside their duties.

'This should be kept secret.'

As soon as I reached this conclusion, I quickly stopped my train of thought.

If the Minister isn't publicly announcing Ferdinand's talent, there must be a good reason. As the Intelligence Department Head, it's right to follow his intentions.

'I wonder how long this can last.'

However, even if I remain silent, even if the Intelligence Department suppresses rumors, I'm not sure how long this secret can be maintained.

There are more than a few nobles in the Empire who, like me, can independently arrive at the truth.


It was a happy and joyful time.

I discovered that Teresa had the Trinity talent, learned that one of the Magic Tower branches would be established in Teilgleichen, and realized that our Fedi possessed tremendous talent.

Because of this, I assembled the best instructors I could mobilize and maintained strict confidentiality to shield Fedi from unsavory adults who might covet his talent. Isn't Fedi showing exceptional ability, effort, and interest as a student? Then as a teacher, I must ensure the safety of my student.

While we were continuing satisfactory training through perfect secrecy and the highest quality education...

"Does Fedi know how to ring the sky bell too?"
"What?"

The moment I received the Deputy Head of Intelligence's call, I instinctively knew something had gone wrong.

The unexpected contact and direct question. Anyone would understand this meant he had guessed Fedi's talent.

'Stay calm.'

My heart began pounding wildly, but I maintained my silence. What's important now isn't excitement but composure.

First, the negative element is that the Deputy Head of Intelligence reached the truth on his own, without me providing an explanation or inviting him to the mansion. The fewer people who know a secret, the better.

However, if the person who discovered the truth is the Deputy Head of Intelligence, it's barely within acceptable limits. Isn't the Intelligence Department, along with the Special Affairs Ministry's Espionage Department, responsible for handling imperial information? That means he can access countless pieces of information from where he sits and piece together fragments to construct the truth.

'There were some clues, I suppose.'

Now that I think about it, I did scatter quite a few elements that could be deduced.

Overwhelming mentors like my father-in-law and the Victorious Duke. The Department Head of Enforcement and Section Chief of Special Assignments who visit despite being active civil servants. Finally, the strangely contained rumors about Fedi despite the assembly of such illustrious instructors.

Each element alone might be dismissed as coincidence, but combined, they inevitably create a sense of incongruity. And if the second-in-command of the Intelligence Department couldn't sense that incongruity, he'd be better off biting his tongue and dying.

...

"How far has it spread?"

I finally spoke with a deep sigh.

I scattered clues everywhere, but it couldn't be helped. It was the best option for the safety of the Crown Princess and Fedi. I couldn't risk the children's safety just to maintain secrecy.

But clues are emotionless concepts. They won't respond with "What excellent fatherly love. I'll specially stay hidden from others' eyes" just because I had unavoidable circumstances. The clues I inevitably left behind have probably spread throughout the Capital, the Empire, and possibly even to foreign countries.

In this situation, the previously quiet Deputy Head of Intelligence contacted me first and mentioned Fedi's talent. This doesn't simply imply that only he reached the truth.

"May I speak frankly?"

It means that people throughout the Capital have formed their own deductions.

"Now that I'm about to hear it, I'm a bit hesitant."
"What can we do? It's not like things will disappear if you don't listen."

That's correct, but I instinctively felt annoyed. Getting hit with facts from this guy of all people is a bit much.

"But officially, no one has noticed. People just suspect that this person or that person has figured it out. The Head of Intelligence definitely knows for sure."

"Couldn't their guesses be wrong?"
"Yes, well. There's a possibility. The problem is it's about as likely as all the nobles in the Capital being blind, deaf, and having the intelligence of infants."
"Fuck."

I closed my eyes dejectedly at these successive facts.

Again, he's right. I've been leaking undeniable clues everywhere, so unless someone is a noble completely disconnected from the world, it would be stranger if they hadn't noticed.

"Besides, why did you call the Department Head of Enforcement and the Section Chief? I can understand the Iron-Blooded Duke and the Victorious Duke because of your connection with them, but suddenly calling a department head and section chief in succession is too obvious. Especially since you're not someone who frequently summons subordinates."
"You think I called them because I wanted to? I had no choice."
"That's what everyone says after they've made a mess."

This is strange. Why do I have nothing to say today? It's shameful to be outmaneuvered by an Intelligence Department dog when I'm not even a dog from the Sun Temple.

"So, what will you do?"
"About what?"
"Everyone is piecing together clues and making deductions. Wouldn't it be better to guide them in a different direction rather than leaving things as they are?"

At those words, I quickly organized my thoughts.

Clues that have already been scattered cannot be retrieved. I can't forcibly stop nobles who have started using their brains. Changing the training of the Crown Princess and Fedi to classified information now would only raise more suspicion and wouldn't be effective anyway.

'There's no solution.'

And regrettably, I concluded there was no solution from the moment I leaked the clues.

It's unfortunate. If the Crown Princess's joining hadn't increased the number of children I needed to look after to two, if I hadn't doubled the children's stamina, this disaster wouldn't have happened.

No, I shouldn't blame the Crown Princess. This problem arose entirely from my mistake.

'If their stamina hadn't increased, I wouldn't have needed to call the Department Head of Enforcement and the Section Chief.'

So this is what they mean by self-inflicted disaster. While it's truly delightful that the children are healthy, they're so healthy that it's overwhelming for an adult to handle, bringing me to tears.

"Just leave it. Don't touch it specifically."

So I answered with what must have been my umpteenth sigh.

Don't spread new rumors to divert public opinion; let the nobles naturally exercise their minds.

"Pardon? Is that really okay? I haven't seen Fedi's talent directly, but you've been trying to hide it until now."

The Deputy Head of Intelligence asked again, apparently surprised by my unexpected answer.

I'm serious. If the situation has progressed this far, if the nobles' minds have started turning, this is the best option.

"Since the nobles in the Capital aren't all blind, deaf, and with infant intelligence, if I keep my mouth shut, they won't go around talking about it everywhere."
"Ah."

The Deputy Head of Intelligence nodded as if he understood.

"True. Knowing something and talking about it are different."

This time I nodded.


I want to hide Fedi's talent to prevent the approach of unsavory adults or excessive expectations and attention directed at young Fedi. I started controlling information to completely eliminate the possibility of Fedi getting hurt.

However, if the nobles' perception functions normally and they understand why I focused on information control, they're likely to remain silent collectively. I believe no noble would thoughtlessly spread what a duke-level noble was desperately trying to hide.

'The downside is that things could get complicated if a crazy noble appears.'

Let's consider that the price for failing at information control.

Besides, if a crazy noble does appear, the Emperor will take care of it. We didn't recruit the Emperor for nothing.

"By the way, you're living quite a tiring life. Is Fedi's talent that significant?"
"If Fedi had been born before me, he would have been the continent's greatest."

The Deputy Head's chuckling expression froze.

This is no joke. If Fedi had been born before me and served in the Great Punitive War like I did, he would have become a stronger warrior than me.

He has the remarkable talent of being able to replicate someone's swordsmanship just by watching it. Imagine participating in the Great Punitive War with such talent? In that gathering of monsters from the Empire and the North?

'Whew.'

Just imagining it makes my head spin. Perhaps instead of learning the minor version of World Destruction like me, he might have acquired the Khagan's original World Destruction.

Of course, this is an assessment full of fatherly love for my son. Regardless of talent, learning the original World Destruction would be impossible for anyone other than the Khagan.

But my assessment that he would have become a stronger warrior than me is sincere. Isn't it common sense that someone with superior talent progresses faster when starting from the same starting line?

"...It's fortunate that Fedi was born in a peaceful era. Since there won't be another conflict like the Great Punitive War, Fedi won't surpass you."
"That is fortunate. If Fedi became stronger than me, it would mean he experienced equivalent hardships."

I found myself smiling bitterly.

A child surpassing their father is a gratifying and proud thing. But if the price is overcoming terrible trials and adversities like war, I'd prefer Fedi to remain one of the ordinary warriors for his entire life.

Especially considering how much I suffered for years after the Great Punitive War.

The perception and wisdom of the Capital's nobles functioned normally.

Actually, this is to be expected. Residing in the Capital is a kind of qualification in itself. Nobles residing in the Capital, civil servants working in the Capital, citizens living in the Capital—if the modifier "Capital" is attached to their existence, it's right to consider them several levels above other nobles, civil servants, or citizens.

Thanks to this, instead of making the mistake of boasting about their deductive abilities and spreading rumors everywhere, the Capital's nobles displayed the wisdom of keeping silent while holding the truth to themselves.

[I heard that the future pillar of the Kracius Family has shown interest in the sword. It's truly moving and beautiful that a child not yet 10 years old admires his father and follows in his footsteps. I wish to contribute a little to this historical anecdote.]

They just don't spread it everywhere. As soon as the nobles confirmed Fedi's talent and the friendship between the Crown Princess and Fedi, they began sending letters and gifts.

The pretext was fairly reasonable. After all, it's true that Fedi chose the path of the sword like his father, me, and it's true that the Crown Princess is training with him. It would be absurd to reject well-wishes based on publicly known facts.

'I can see the future.'

So I let out a small sigh as I received the letters and gifts sent by the nobles.

Instead of bothering Fedi, I could see a gift bomb that would bother me.

# In the World of Open Secrets

There are things in this world known as open secrets.

These are secrets that most people already know, but would be quite troublesome if spoken aloud. Information that isn't exactly confidential, but extremely awkward to bring up in conversation.

Appropriate examples include exam cheat sheets circulating in universities, the military confidentiality oath that discharged soldiers make in countries with mandatory service (which all men know about), or the toupee that has naturally claimed residence on your boss's head—things like that. Honestly, everyone knows, but it's certainly not something to boldly mention.

To give one more example, the fact that someone is quietly farming in a corner of the Imperial Palace is one of the Empire's open secrets. Of course, there's nothing wrong with a hero who dedicated their life to the Empire enjoying a relaxed retirement, but it's rather peculiar when the Iron-Blooded Monarch personally raises livestock and tends to a vegetable garden. As a result, while information about the situation has gradually spread, it's become something no one mentions.

And now, a new open secret has been added to the Empire.

'I suppose all the nobles in the Capital already know.'

The fact that Pedi has extraordinary talent.

At minimum, the nobles residing in the Capital, and perhaps even the knights and citizens below them, seem to have learned this fact.

Otherwise, I couldn't explain this storm of letters and gifts flooding in. It's fortunate that the gifts for Pedi are small in size; otherwise, I would have had to reorganize the warehouse supplies on a massive scale again.

"Master."
"Yes. Who is it this time?"
"It's from the Wise Duke and the Golden Duke."

I reflexively pressed my forehead upon hearing the butler's report.

Let me correct myself. The minimum range of people who know is no longer just the Capital's nobility, but the Empire's nobility. If the leaders from the western and southern ends of the Empire—the heads of the western and southern factions—have made their move, then all the nobles in those regions will know as well.

Now all I can hope for is that this rumor doesn't cross the border. Please let Pedi's talent remain a precious secret kept by the Empire.

'Though it seems that ship has already sailed.'

But I know how difficult that is.

People of the continent today live in an era of unprecedented international exchange. Not only is the magical community actively engaging in exchange centered around Trixie, the overwhelming pinnacle of magic, but the Empire and Armein have expanded their influence beyond their borders by advancing into the Kingdom of Leon.

Moreover, the two powers have established the most amicable relationship in history, and as the finishing touch, a pan-continental treaty organization is being established. Now, what happens in one country is no longer just that country's business.

That's why rumors sweeping through the Empire won't be stopped by borders but will break through at a ferocious pace. Especially when the subject of the rumor is the heir of a core Imperial figure.

"The Wise Duke has sent a traditional swordsmanship manual passed down among non-human races. The Golden Duke only sent a letter, saying he would gift Pedi with weapons and armor appropriate for his growth each year."
"I see..."

My already throbbing headache reached its peak with the butler's additional information.

As expected of influential figures, the gifts they sent or planned to send were extraordinary. The Wise Duke showcased an achievement only possible as the lord of Chenesse, while the Golden Duke essentially declared himself a sponsor.

The Wise Duke in particular sent such an exquisite gift that I wonder if he's noticed Pedi's copy swordsmanship talent. Among all possible gifts, sending a traditional swordsmanship manual from non-human races? Isn't this a hint that he knows something?

'What gave it away?'

I admit I've been leaking clues about Pedi having talent. I acknowledge that.

But I absolutely never leaked any elements suggesting what Pedi's talent actually is—that he possesses the marvelous ability to recreate any swordsmanship after just one observation. I can guarantee that I've guarded that one thing meticulously.

'Could there be a spy?'

That thought crossed my mind briefly, but I quickly dismissed it.

I trust my family and staff. There's no one in our mansion who would act as a spy.

And the Wise Duke isn't the type to plot against me. Despite his outrageous behavior and maintaining a 24-hour state of intoxication, he's also someone with genuine affection for family and relatives. He would ask me directly rather than resort to such tactics.


...

"I'll personally send thank-you notes. They took the time despite their busy schedules, so I should at least do that."
"Yes, Master."

After watching the butler bow and withdraw, I took out my communication orb.

The Wise Duke is someone who would ask directly. He's an incredibly forthright person who believes there should be no secrets between family and relatives.

So I'll ask directly too. As the Wise Duke's relative, I have every right to be just as straightforward.

- How did I know? My nephew! There are so many different disciplines! Of course I thought our Pedi would be amazing enough to absorb them all~
"Ah."
- It's not like I have some ulterior motive to teach this and that to our young Pedi, right? So I thought about it a bit~ and realized Pedi could do it if he learns and absorbs everything!

His logic was so perfect that I couldn't refute it.

- Ah! Is this a secret? Don't worry! I won't tell anyone!
"Ugh... yes, thank you."

Seeing the Wise Duke giggling made me somewhat frustrated.

It was my mistake again. I thought I had definitely concealed what Pedi's talent was. Yet I was seen through by an intoxicated relative.

'I, in my sober state, am worse than the drunk Wise Duke.'

It was humiliating at the same time. Everyone knows the Wise Duke lives up to his name even in his alcohol-soaked state, but actually having all my cards revealed by a drunk person feels strange.

Yes, this must be how the retainers who closely serve the Wise Duke feel. While they barely manage to handle matters even after sacrificing body and soul, the Wise Duke handles them effortlessly while drunk.

A cruel truth I didn't particularly want to know.

- But nephew. Is Pedi's talent really that great?
"Not just in my opinion, but also according to my first father-in-law, the Victorious Duke, it's astonishing talent. I can assure you it's not just an assessment clouded by paternal love."
- Ooooh...!

Seeing the Wise Duke's genuine amazement made me feel somewhat better.

Our Pedi is the finest talent, amazing enough to surprise even the Wise Duke.

***

I fidgeted with the communication orb incessantly.

Then I put it down on the desk, picked it up again, put it down again, and picked it up yet again, repeating the cycle.

'What should I do.'

That's how complicated my thoughts are. My heart is screaming at me to make the call right now, while my head is desperately ordering restraint.

'When it comes to family matters, staying put is usually the safer option.'

That phrase—"a matter involving family"—is powerful enough to firmly suppress my wildly pounding heart. Thanks to this justification, stronger than any other pretext, the communication orb rolled around in my hand for quite some time.

And not just any family, but a child. Moreover, the successor to the mentor. No matter how close I am to the mentor, contacting him impulsively about matters related to his successor is something to hesitate over.

'If he had widely publicized it, I wouldn't need to worry.'

I scratched my head and put down the orb yet again.

If the mentor had promoted Pedi's talent to the point where the entire continent knew about it, I would have contacted him long ago. I would have asked if Pedi's talent was really that outstanding, and offered compliments that the mentor's eldest son was indeed exceptional.


But I didn't learn about Pedi's reputation through the mentor's promotion. It was a rumor that wandered through the Empire and crossed the border to reach Armein.

'This makes it awkward to pretend I know.'

A rumor passing from mouth to mouth of the general public, not from the mentor himself. Something everyone knows but isn't openly mentioned in social circles.

This is evidence that the mentor tried to hide Pedi's talent but failed. I wonder how spectacularly he must have failed for it to spread all the way to Armein across the border, but anyway, contacting the mentor first would only seem like mockery to him, who must be feeling quite bitter.

I can fully understand how infuriating that would be. I too am now the head of a household and someone's father.

'But I am curious.'

I shouldn't, but I reached for the communication orb again.

Honestly, I am curious. And probably not just me, but other warriors as well. It's already interesting that the successor of the continent's finest swordsman has taken up the sword, but that successor possesses talent so remarkable that the mentor tried to hide it? This is something that would capture the attention of every knight on the continent.

'Alright.'

After struggling for quite some time, I found a compromise.

Contacting the mentor directly is too much. Instead, I can contact someone who, while not as knowledgeable as the mentor, can still tell me about Pedi.

'Erich.'

One of my close friends and the mentor's younger brother. Also Pedi's uncle—an appropriate person.

If the mentor is off-limits, I can call Erich. Although Erich might not be able to speak in detail out of deference to the mentor, I should be able to get some clues.

With that thought, I activated the communication orb and...

'What's this?'

There was no response. Not that Erich maintained silence, but that he didn't receive the contact at all.

This is strange. As someone serving as a proxy in the Imperial Assembly, he usually answers communications promptly.

'Ah.'

As I tilted my head, I realized the reason.

It seems quite a lot of people had the same idea as me.

***

These days, I don't need to turn on the lights even at night.

With the communication orb emitting such a variety of colors and light, there's no need to forcibly illuminate the room.

'What color was that thing originally?'

But perhaps because it's been emitting light all day long, I can't even remember what color the communication orb originally was.

It was a gift from my second sister-in-law, who said she made it specially for her husband. It was quite an aesthetically pleasing ornament...

'At this rate, it might catch fire.'

Noticing the orb was strangely emitting heat, I carefully poured water over it.

If I don't pour water on it occasionally like this, it really might break or catch fire.

I experienced something that I should never have to go through twice in my life, something no one should have to endure twice.

'It's broken.'

The communication crystal that had been emitting light all day finally met its end.

Even though it was personally crafted by my second sister-in-law, she apparently hadn't calculated a situation where messages would come in without pause. And she certainly couldn't have anticipated that I'd suffer not just for one day, but for several days straight.

Thanks to that, the crystal's light gradually dimmed, then visibly released steam before developing a crack and never emitting light again.

'You did well.'

I poured water over the heroically fallen communication crystal one last time.

Though it's just an inanimate object without life or intelligence, it was something I used well. I'd grown somewhat attached to it, and it had become familiar in my hands, so I couldn't help feeling regretful about letting it go.

For its final journey, wouldn't it be better to go cool rather than hot? A bit of water should be fine, right?

'This is the first time I've seen a communication crystal break.'

That aside, I can't stop chuckling in disbelief.

Communication crystals are so sturdy that if you drop one on the floor, you'd worry more about the floor cracking. There's even a joke that if you encounter an assassin while unarmed, you should throw your communication crystal at their head.

That's how sturdy, strong, and perfect communication crystals are. Mine was specially made by my second sister-in-law, so honestly, I thought it would last at least half a century.

But here we are. Forget half a century—it barely lasted half a decade.

'I should get it repaired...'

I sighed and picked up the cracked crystal.

Considering the unique identification number and documents stored in this crystal, I need to get it repaired as quickly as possible. Sadly, at the current rate, it would probably break again right after being repaired, but leaving it unattended would be problematic too.

Between not checking important messages or documents because they're flooding in from everywhere, and not checking them because I left the broken crystal unattended—the former would make a better excuse if problems arise later.

"Huh? What are you doing here all of a sudden?"

So with a bitter heart, I headed to my brother's mansion, where he greeted me with an indifferent attitude.

That made me flare up. Who do I have to thank for this suffering and for destroying a perfectly good communication crystal in just a few days? How can the culprit be so brazen and shameless?

"I have a favor to ask Second Sister-in-law."

But showing emotion in front of my brother would only get me choked. With nothing to gain and everything to lose, I had no choice but to endure.

"A favor? What could you possibly need to ask Trixie?"
"My communication crystal broke. At first, I was going to ask any magician, but mine was personally made by Sister-in-law. Only she can fix it."
"How roughly did you use it for a communication crystal to break?"

This time, harsh words rose to the tip of my tongue.

If I were even a year older than my brother, or just a little stronger, I would have thrown a punch first. How dare he say such nonsense when I've treasured this crystal so much?

"All the messages meant for you came to me instead."

I spat out words as sanitized as possible instead of the harsh ones that had risen to my throat.

Having held back once, I tried to hold back twice, but I couldn't. If I let this slide too, I'd collapse from pent-up anger.

"Everyone who wanted to know anything about Fedi contacted me."
"Ah."
"I learned for the first time that a communication crystal could get hot. For a while, I didn't even turn on the lights in my room."

When I expressed my pent-up resentment and anger, my brother's eyes slowly drifted to the floor.

Fortunately, he seems to feel a little sorry. If he had responded with a "so what" attitude, I would have either collapsed clutching the back of my neck or, petty as it might be, run to mother to report his misdeeds.

'Tattling at 24 years old.'

Even briefly imagining it made my heart feel small. Running to mother would certainly deal a blow to my brother, but it would hurt me too. How fortunate that we haven't reached that mutually assured destruction stage.


"Brother. At this point, why not just be open about it? It's too late to hide anything. What's the point of hiding facts that everyone already knows?"

Anyway, encouraged by my brother's downcast gaze, I continued speaking without hesitation.

For some reason, my brother is reluctant to let Fedi's sword training become a hot topic among nobles. More precisely, while the training itself is public, he seems intent on hiding Fedi's talent.

In reality, most nobles already consider Fedi the heir apparent to "the continent's greatest."

"I won't ask why you're hiding it, since that's your judgment, but you were trying to hide it, right? Yet you've scattered clues everywhere, and now everyone's making assumptions?"
"What?"

Suddenly, my brother's expression changed.

"Are you also dismissing me because you think I'm an uneducated adult with limited thinking?"
"Huh?"

And then he took his education hostage in an incredible power move.

"No, that's not—I never said anything like that!"

It's remarkable. To think he would use his most fatal weakness to silence the other person. Looking at my brother, he's definitely not normal in many ways.

"...I'm sorry. My head's been complicated lately."
"Ah... yeah, it's okay. That happens."

But seeing him apologize immediately, he doesn't seem to have completely left the realm of normalcy.

I understand roughly. Most messages meant for my brother were directed to me, but a select few would have contacted him directly. And anyone who would contact my brother directly would be at least a marquis or above.

A father desperately hiding his son's talent while being harassed by marquises and dukes. It would be stranger if his head wasn't complicated.

Of course, I don't mean I understand the madness of threatening others with his lack of education. That's beyond human comprehension.

"Didn't I say we should just be open about it now?"

As an awkward silence lingered, my brother broke it first.

"Come with me. I'll show you why I'm hiding it."

With those words, my brother took me to the garden, and...

"We need to hide this."
"Right?"

I could immediately understand my brother's feelings.

I had guessed Fedi had talent, but I didn't know it would be to this extent. This isn't talent that can be explained with common expressions like "learn one, know ten"—it's far beyond that.

With some exaggeration, it's the kind of talent where as soon as the teacher opens their mouth, the student rips out the teacher's brain and installs it in themselves. That's the level of description needed to explain Fedi's talent.

"Our nephew... picked up the sword too early..."

At my murmur, my brother nodded silently.

If Fedi had shown this talent when he was a bit older, we would have proudly announced it. A child's, an heir's competence is the greatest happiness for parents.

'Even if he were just 12 or 13 years old.'

But considering Fedi's current age, we absolutely cannot reveal it. Even now, when only "Fedi has considerable talent" has been revealed, all sorts of messages are flooding in to me and my brother. What kind of uproar would break out if the specific nature of his talent became known?

Perhaps people would attempt direct meetings rather than just sending messages. Perhaps some madman might try to approach Fedi directly, rather than me or my brother.

Of course, the possibility is low, but it's hard to rule it out completely. Fedi's talent is unprecedented, so if an unprecedented madman appeared, we couldn't really say anything.

"Father! Uncle! How was it?!"
"Our Fedi is the best! Well done!"
"That's right! Fedi, you're amazing!"

Though my mind started spinning with complications, I reflexively showered praise at Fedi's words.


It wouldn't be right to show a gloomy face in front of my nephew, who was smiling so innocently. Especially when he was proudly demonstrating sword techniques he had barely learned, moving his small hands energetically—as adults, we should give unlimited applause and cheers.

"Brother."
"Yeah."

While showering enough applause to satisfy Fedi, I opened my mouth toward my brother.

Still with a smiling face. But in a voice small enough that Fedi couldn't hear.

"When did you teach him that?"
"He learned it on his own..."
"Wow."

I was genuinely amazed at the unexpected answer.

The swordsmanship Fedi demonstrated before me and my brother wasn't ordinary. He wasn't showing swordsmanship with both feet planted on the ground, but rather with his feet lifted—as if he were mounted.

'When did I learn mounted swordsmanship?'

Like a general on the battlefield, Fedi rode his pony around the garden. The sight of him, albeit clumsily, wielding a sword on horseback is something I'll probably never forget.

Who could forget such a sight? A mere 6-year-old child performing mounted swordsmanship. Not even wobbling, as if he were one with the horse.

'Though Kindness is different from ordinary horses.'

Admittedly, comparing Kindness to other horses would be disrespectful, as he's remarkably intelligent. Knowing that if Fedi fell to the ground, his own life would be over too, he might have gritted his teeth and made an effort for Fedi.

But even considering that, this isn't normal. No matter how hard a horse tries, if the rider lacks ability, the end result is a fall.

'Both my brother and first sister-in-law are pure Imperial natives.'

I seriously wondered if there might be nomad blood mixed somewhere in my brother's or first sister-in-law's lineage.

I'd feel more at ease if there were even a little nomad blood mixed in.

After witnessing this shock and horror, I got my communication crystal repaired and returned to the mansion.

Now I have an even more passionate reason to ignore the light of my communication crystal. If someone asks about Fedi's talent, I have absolutely no confidence in my ability to act.

'I'm sorry.'

I apologized inwardly to the resurrected communication crystal as I filled the bathtub with water.

When I explained the crystal's breakdown to my second sister-in-law, she advised that rather than periodically sprinkling water on it, it would be better to submerge it completely.

So for the next 2 weeks, no, 3 weeks... no, make it a full month, stay submerged in water. That's the only way to protect your newly resurrected self.

'Did she say to keep the water cold and replace it periodically?'

I sighed softly and checked the water temperature.

It's cold. But even cold water loses its chill when left at room temperature, and as it cools the crystal, it will gradually become lukewarm.

I suppose changing the water about twice a day should be enough. That should be sufficient, but...?

'Ah.'

While fiddling with the crystal, a new message came in at the perfect moment.

'Ah...'

Since I was fiddling with it intensely, I accidentally accepted the call.

- Oh, Erich! Finally answering!
'Ah...'

Seeing the familiar red-haired figure, I squeezed my eyes shut.

If I jumped headfirst out the window, could I stay unconscious for about a month?

While I am friends with Lyutis, it doesn't change the fact that we must maintain certain boundaries with each other.

It's human decency to be even more careful with those you're close to, and besides that, I'm a member of the Imperial Assembly and Lyutis is a prince of another country. If I were to make any crude remarks or disrespectful actions, it could create awkwardness between our nations, regardless of our friendship.

That's why I desperately suppressed the urge to immediately turn off the communication orb. Not answering a call can be excused as "being too busy," but abruptly ending a call you've already answered is clearly disrespectful. Even a superior would be cursed at for doing that to a subordinate.

'Dear God.'

I instinctively sought divine intervention. Whether it was Enen, the Eternal Blue Sky, or Constantina, I prayed to any deity who might answer.

Please make the communication orb break again. I know it's sturdy since it just got repaired by my second sister-in-law, but isn't it a divine miracle to make the impossible possible? Please, make it break right now.

"It's been... a while. Have you been trying to reach me for long?"

But obsessing over miracles while ignoring reality is the behavior of a madman. For now, I put on the most natural smile I could manage and returned Lyutis's greeting.

At the same time, I gave an appropriate response to his comment about finally reaching me. I was simply too busy to answer anyone's calls, not deliberately avoiding his. I hadn't been able to answer other people's calls either, not just his.

"Hehe, I've been working hard! There's something I really want to ask you about!"

'Ah.'

My heart sank at Lyutis's next words.

I had actually been hoping a little. The pointless hope that Lyutis might be calling for reasons unrelated to Fedi.

We had exchanged calls about our children a few times before. I was hoping this might be another occasion for him to brag about his kids. I desperately wished for that.

But that phrase—something he really wanted to ask. Not something he wanted to tell me, but something he wanted to ask—it could only be about Fedi. When it comes to his own children, that guy only knows how to pour out one-sided boasts.

'What should I do?'

For a moment, I felt time slow down. I could see Lyutis's eyes moving slowly, his mouth opening gradually.

A miracle experienced by martial artists who have reached enlightenment in moments of crisis. I could think and move normally, but my opponent's actions appeared slowed—a marvelous sight.

How I respond here will determine whether I continue living as Erich Kracius, or end up as Erich Hidden or Erich Trimara. My instincts must have known this, allowing me to step into a realm I've never experienced before.

'This isn't how I wanted to reach enlightenment.'

But now is not the time for bitterness. I need to make the most of this sudden miracle.

How should I act? What method would allow me to avoid being disrespectful to Lyutis, a prince of a nation, while also avoiding my brother's wrath?

'Ending the call is out of the question.'

Hanging up would be the most certain method, but it's a last resort with definite consequences. Unless I immediately fall unconscious after ending the call, it would be unacceptable.

'Asking him to keep it secret is also out of the question.'

Telling the truth but asking Lyutis to keep it strictly confidential is also not an option. I don't want to entrust my life to Lyutis's conscience and loose lips.

It's not that I distrust Lyutis. Well, honestly, I do distrust him, but not because he's loose-lipped. I distrust his martial artist temperament.

That guy's passion for swordsmanship is equal to or greater than mine. If someone like him learns about Fedi's incredible and unbelievable talent? He'd likely fail to manage his expressions and leave clues everywhere.

'I have no choice.'

After considering various options in that split second, I finally chose one method.

A method I could use because we're friends. A method that barely escapes the category of disrespect. A method that might block Lyutis's further inquiries.

"That's fortunate. I have something I wanted to talk about too."

"Hmm?"


"Recently, our Eduard has been...!"

The method was simply not allowing Lyutis time to bring up his business.

Conveniently, Lyutis and I have a history of exchanging stories about our children and laughing together. Among those occasions, there were many more instances of Lyutis dominating the conversation.

Thanks to that, I have ample justification to take control now, claiming it's my turn to brag about my child. If Lyutis has any conscience, he wouldn't interrupt my boasting just to ask about Fedi.

'Hang in there, my brain.'

The problem is that if my mouth rests even for a moment, Lyutis will seize that opportunity to cut in.

While I'm actively consuming stamina in real-time, Lyutis can quietly listen and wait for an opening. In most wars, defense is more advantageous than offense, but right now, offense is overwhelmingly favorable.

So, my brain, you must persevere for the sake of someone's future. Fortunately, there's no shortage of topics about our Robert and Eduard.

"Despite being so young, he speaks so fluently. Plus, he's the healthiest and most active in our mansion—Sarah is getting healthier just from taking care of Eduard!"

"That's wonderful news!"

"Right! Oh, and Robert, as an older brother, takes such good care of his younger sibling—"

I don't remember much of what happened after that. I can't recall what topics I brought up or what flowery phrases I used to extend my sentences.

But I do remember one thing clearly.

"I'm glad your nephews are doing well! I'll contact you again next time!"

"Yes, see you next time."

I successfully repelled Lyutis.

I ended the call with Lyutis without any mention of Fedi, and without creating any awkwardness between our countries.

'I did it.'

I carefully placed the communication orb in the bathtub and savored the joy of victory.

Well done, self. The eloquence and wisdom I've built up in the Imperial Assembly weren't in vain. I've succeeded in defending my castle.

'I am a Kracius.'

Not Erich Hidden or Erich Trimara, but Kracius.

I've never felt so grateful for this familiar name, this truth I thought would remain unchanged until my death. From now on, I'll pray three times a day toward the direction of our ancestors' graves.

Two days later, while checking if the communication orb had cooled down properly, I received another call, just like with Lyutis.

"It's been a while, Erich."

"Uh... yeah..."

This time it was Laterre.

'Damn it.'

I couldn't help but sigh, as he was an even more troublesome opponent than Lyutis.

If Laterre, a magician, was calling, it meant his interest and curiosity about Fedi had reached its peak. Moreover, since he's significantly more intelligent and patient than Lyutis, I doubt the method I used on Lyutis would work.

But I have no choice. Retreating just because the opponent is strong isn't the Kracius way.

'I'll succeed this time too.'

To protect my castle.


***

Erich sent me a message.

[Wouldn't a magician finding out rather than a swordsman actually help maintain secrecy?]

I could immediately guess why he sent such a message.

'This bastard.'

I couldn't help but put my hand to my forehead, sighing at the content.

The magicians this guy is connected with would be Trixie and Laterre. Since his only recent contact with Trixie was when he came for communication orb repairs, he must have let slip information about Fedi's talent to Laterre.

'Well, that's somewhat better.'

I sighed while fiddling with my communication orb.

The best scenario would be if no one found out, but if someone had to discover it, a magician would be better than another swordsman. Magicians wouldn't care much whether a promising swordsman appeared or whether the future Great Sword Lord had emerged.

Moreover, Laterre lives on the opposite side of the continent. The repercussions of him learning the truth would be minimal.

'At least he defended against Lyutis.'

Also, if enough time had passed for Laterre to make a move, Lyutis would have acted long before. But since there's no mention of Lyutis, it seems Erich withstood Lyutis's first attack but then collapsed during Laterre's second assault.

He did well for being Erich. Honestly, if he had collapsed during the first attack, I would have just thought, "That's so like you."

[Tell that magician to just pretend he doesn't know.]

So I sent a reply to Erich via the communication orb.

If this guy has any common sense, he wouldn't have told everything. At most, he probably only mentioned that Fedi's talent is overwhelmingly beyond public speculation. If he had said more, he wouldn't be sending cautious messages—he'd be running to me and banging his head on the ground.

"Master. Your subordinate has arrived."

"Ah, yes. I'll be right there."

After staring at the communication orb for a while, I got up at the butler's report.

Actually, I'm not in a position to blame Erich. If Erich was discovered by Laterre, the representative of magicians, I was discovered by a priest.

'How alike we brothers are.'

But it was for an unavoidable reason. When Fedi twisted his ankle while diligently swinging his sword, how could I maintain composure as a father? Unfortunately, Trixie was at work, so I called not only the family magician but also a priest from the Ausen Archdiocese for treatment.

The problem started there. As luck would have it, the priest dispatched by the Archdiocese was experienced in treating martial artists, and he felt something was off about Fedi's muscles. He said these were absolutely not muscles a six-year-old should have.

I was quite surprised. To think someone could determine such things just by looking at muscles. He was a man who could have achieved greatness as a knight rather than a priest.

"The Holy One surely has His reasons, but it's not right for a young child to undergo such harsh training. As the priest who treated this child, I would cautiously recommend stopping the training—"

"No! I'm not tired! I did it because I wanted to!"

However, apart from discovering an unexpected talent, the priest's small misunderstanding led to a recommendation to stop training, which in turn led to Fedi's enthusiastic sword dance.

It was a lightning-fast self-display that I couldn't stop in time. As a result, some of Fedi's talent was revealed to the priest, and news of this extraordinary talent was reported to the Ausen Archdiocese Bishop, thanks to the Dawn Order's proud vertical bureaucracy.

The only fortunate thing is that it was reported only to the Archdiocese Bishop, but...

'Now it will reach Tanian too.'

Once the Archdiocese Bishop confirms the truth, Fedi's talent will likely be mentioned to Tanian or even the Pope.

The saying "a dagger hidden in a bag will eventually pierce through" exists for a reason... I've been feeling it acutely these days.

It's undeniable that I've been attracting the nobility's attention by scattering clues like the Pied Piper.

Even I, the person in question, couldn't possibly deny it. Honestly, if I had just kept quiet and minded my own business, things wouldn't have escalated to this point.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Do you actually intend to hide anything? If you want to boast about your son on a grand scale, just say so. I can certainly help with that much."
"You misunderstand."
"A misunderstanding, is it?"

Thanks to this, the Emperor, who had been maintaining silence, contacted me to confirm my intentions.

Asking if I really intended to keep this a secret. From his perspective, it seemed like I was desperate to brag about my son, so why not just announce it publicly across the continent?

It was a genuinely sincere question rather than mockery, which made it both frustrating and humiliating. I had truly been trying to keep it secret from the beginning.

"Although the Count has temporarily stepped down from his position as Minister of Audit, he is still publicly recognized as a Minister. How can the head of the Audit Department be so careless with information management?"

The Emperor sighed, rubbing his forehead while staring at me.

"I deeply apologize, Your Majesty. I am truly ashamed to show such inadequacy—"
"I should keep you as Minister of Audit for life. Only then will you gain enough experience to become a competent official."
'You bastard.'

I nearly blurted out a curse reflexively.

When a minister shows inadequacy, they should be dismissed, not kept in position to gain experience. A ministerial position is meant to demonstrate one's abilities, not to learn on the job.

Although I've primarily served as a figurehead—a totem—since my days as Head of the Audit Department rather than handling substantive work, it's still a terrible idea even considering that.

"Still, the Ministry of Audit is a department that collects information, not one that conceals it, so don't be too disheartened. It would have been problematic if you were the Head of the Secret Service or Intelligence Department."
"I sincerely apologize..."

I had much to say but held my tongue. If I spoke in my current state of mind, I might cross a point of no return.

"However, Count, I was sincere when I asked if you intended to keep this secret. I've been carefully monitoring the spread of Fedi's talents, but what are we to do when you yourself are leaving clues everywhere? I hear the Archbishop of Ausen recently visited your mansion?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. That is correct."
"Then it must have reached the Holy Father's ears as well. And through him, it could spread to Prince Lyutis or Prince Laterre."

I couldn't bring myself to say, "Prince Laterre already knows." If I did, I'd likely be scolded with something like "What exactly are you doing?"

Of course, it was Erich who exposed us to Laterre, not me, but that's precisely why I couldn't speak up. If the Emperor were to say something like "Like brother, like brother," my pride would be severely wounded.

"Since it's come to this, reveal everything."
"Pardon?"

As I was carefully choosing my words and maintaining silence, the Emperor dropped a bombshell.

"It would be best if no one knew, but rumors are already spreading across the continent, beyond our borders. Even I cannot control other countries."
"That's... true, but..."

"Besides, ironically, the spread of rumors has confirmed something for me. Many nobles have come to understand Fedi's talents to some extent, but they've also recognized your paternal love and are showing restraint. If you were to reveal everything while declaring that Fedi should not be bothered because of it, who would dare approach him?"

I couldn't argue with such logically sound reasoning.

Thanks to the scattered clues, most nobles have arrived at the truth, but those who have reached it are exercising thorough restraint.

One might question how sending all sorts of letters, gifts, and communications to Erich and me constitutes restraint, but considering the nobles' active social engagement, these indirect congratulations and well-wishes do show restraint. If nobles were truly acting without restraint, it wouldn't end with just this.

Therefore, the Emperor's proposal to make a public declaration and settle the matter once and for all is reasonable. Rationally speaking, that would be the correct answer.

'Rationally speaking.'

But what concerns me isn't the rational variable but the emotional one. I'm wary of the madness that occasionally breaks through rationality.

What if, just what if, a noble who fully understands Fedi's talents goes mad? What if that noble commits the insane act of directly approaching Fedi?

The probability is extremely low, but I can't let my guard down. Was the probability of consecutive mad emperors appearing at the end of the Livnoman direct line high? What were the chances that the distant branch relative they desperately found would turn out to be such an outstanding wise emperor? And what were the odds that this wise emperor's legitimate son would happen to be someone like Dorgos?

'If only this problem would end with just me being bothered.'

If this situation would only result in some minor inconvenience to me, with me just having to deal with the pests that come after me, I would have revealed everything long ago. If some extreme probability were to activate, I'd just consider it paying my dues and move on.

But I can't do that when it involves Fedi. If my choices cause Fedi to get hurt, I'll regret it for the rest of my life. A father who fails to protect his son, a head of family who fails to protect his heir, has no right to hold his head high under the heavens.

"I understand your concerns well, Count."

As I remained silent without giving a proper answer, the Emperor continued.

"But Count, while it's natural to prepare for contingencies, you can't always do so."

He pointed out that I was trying to avoid and worry about the worst possible probabilities.

"Clearing every stone from your child's path will make it easier for them to move forward. Building a roof so they don't get rained on, and walls so they don't shiver in the wind, is good."

Unusually, he spoke not with provocation but with comfort, not with sharpness but with a gentle voice.

"But you can't do that forever. Only God can protect a person's path for their entire life, and you have more than one path to look after. Even now you have more than ten, so in about ten years, won't there be more than twenty?"
"Your Majesty, even with that, twenty is a bit..."
"Be grateful I didn't say thirty. From my perspective, twenty will come in no time."

With those words, the Emperor laughed and then composed his expression again.

This is awkward. I don't know how to react when he's being so serious.

"Children need to breathe in a bit of dust and eat a bit of dirt to grow up healthy. A child raised with excessive protection won't be able to stand alone when they grow up. Do you think Fedi, who has been cherished and sheltered from all storms, will be able to face the world just because he gets older?"
"Still, making a 6-year-old face the world..."
"That's why you're here, and I'm here. To prevent the worst-case scenarios."

I was about to argue but closed my mouth again.


The difference in opinion between the Emperor and me is stark. I want to protect Fedi thoroughly, not allowing even the slightest possibility of harm, while the Emperor believes excessive protection could adversely affect Fedi, so we should give him some freedom.

It's a conflict with no room for compromise. When only one of two options can be chosen, how can there be compromise?

"Come to think of it, Count, you said something unforgettable to me a few years ago."
"Something unforgettable, you say?"
"Just before Carolus was born, I was deeply concerned about what level of ceremony would be appropriate for celebrating if the child were born a prince. Do you remember what you said then?"

I do. Though it was a few years ago, it was a statement I made with considerable resolve. It was too momentous to forget just because time has passed.

"You told me not to waver. You said you would block any disloyal and obscene gazes directed at Carolus, that we shouldn't involve children in adult circumstances. You said that if anyone tried to approach Carolus, if anyone tried to threaten the Crown Princess's authority, they would have to get past you first."

I certainly did say that. The imperial succession is solid, and the Crown Princess was born with a pure and kind nature. Prince Carolus was also guaranteed a future of growing up happily in a good family, and any noble who interfered with that would deserve death.

"Now it's my turn to return those words. I will block any trials that threaten Fedi. So why not stop these troublesome acts and proudly boast of Fedi's talents?"

And when the Emperor returns my pledge to me in this way, I can hardly refute it.

"...I never expected Your Majesty to say such things."
"Was it that obvious? Actually, I'm just repeating advice I received from the Empress. Unfortunately, I didn't grow up in a normal family environment either, so I don't know what to do in situations like this."
'You've got to be kidding me.'

This cowardly bastard, making self-deprecating jokes at a time like this.

***

Somehow, I managed to persuade the Count well. Now, instead of pretending to keep a secret that everyone already knows, days will follow where everyone genuinely admires and praises Fedi's talents.

'We've each incurred a debt to the other.'

I fiddled with the communication crystal that had lost its light and chuckled.

I owe a great debt thanks to Carolus, and the Count has now incurred a debt due to this situation. We keep giving and taking from each other, what a harmonious relationship between ruler and subject.

In truth, this harmony couldn't have been achieved without the Empress's advice. Until recently, I too thought the Count's opinion was correct. I believed that Fedi's talents should be thoroughly hidden and revealed only after he had grown up somewhat.

"One doesn't become strong simply by aging. Trees grow vigorously when they face a little wind and a little rain. If you expect a bright future for Fedi, you shouldn't overprotect him now."

But thanks to the Empress's words, I realized.

Simply cherishing and loving isn't all there is to raising a child. Some hardship and adversity are absolutely necessary for a child's growth.

'I didn't know that.'

Unfortunately, since I didn't grow up in a normal environment, I thought unconditional protection and love were everything. I thought that not even the slightest hardship should be allowed for a child.

'We're both still beginners.'

Both the Count and I, despite having many children, are still inexperienced beginners.

Only after letting go could I finally see. Only after emptying myself could I finally feel.

In the storms of life, my desire to protect my son had blinded my eyes and ears, clouding my judgment. I failed to realize that blindly protecting a child could actually harm them.

It's embarrassing to think about now. How terrible that the path I chose for Fedi could have harmed him.

'I suppose the problems arose because I was heading down a strange path from the beginning.'

Though I realized it quite late, I suspect I left clues everywhere because I was sprinting at full speed with a mind that wasn't right from the start.

The remarkable behavior of someone who claimed to hide Fedi's talent while leaving more clues than anyone else. It's an illogical mistake when thought about rationally, but completely understandable under the premise that I wasn't in my right mind. Simply put, a fool acting foolishly.

'If not for the Emperor, how far would I have gone?'

With a bitter smile, I turned my gaze toward the Imperial Palace.

The runaway train with half-broken brakes miraculously managed to stop before completely falling apart. It's slightly wounding to my pride, but it was thanks to the advice and encouragement of none other than the Emperor.

Of course, it was the Empress who moved the Emperor, but what does that matter? It was the Emperor who appeared before me, the Emperor who spoke, and the Emperor who said he would repay his past debt.

"Ugh."

Feeling suddenly uncomfortable, I roughly rubbed my arm.

Protecting Prince Carolus from those with ill intentions, crushing those who challenge the Crown Princess's authority. Though these were words I had spoken myself, hearing them repeated from the Emperor's mouth was unbearably awkward.

If I had to compare it to something, it felt like returning alive after leaving behind solemn last words before heading to battle. I can't deny I was sincere at the time, but hearing it again after time has passed feels strange.

'I haven't felt this way since falling from that waterfall.'

Suddenly, memories from the Great Punitive War came to mind. While battling with Udesre Jairug—I mean, destroying his thesis—I once fell down a waterfall.

In a normal situation, allies should have immediately come to rescue me, but unfortunately, Jairug was rampaging wildly, so no one could come to my aid. Thanks to that, I had to climb back up the waterfall myself, and then I punched Jairug in the back of the head.

The awkwardness that followed when I exchanged glances with the other team leaders. The strangeness of someone who should have been rescued returning on his own power. That awkward, embarrassing feeling has been revived thanks to the Emperor. Not an emotion I wanted to experience again.

'I should just continue as before.'

I scratched my head at the persistent embarrassment.

That bastard Nureong. How much better it would have been if he had acted forcefully as usual or guided me through mockery. Why did he have to open his mouth with such a serious attitude and cause such pain to the listener?

But I couldn't really blame him. It's better to endure a little pain than to continue as a crazy driver racing toward a cliff. Thanks to Nureong, a blind man has opened his eyes again.

Yes, it's like a blind man regaining his sight.

'I can't believe I only noticed this now.'

This means that sights I hadn't seen before, things I hadn't recognized, are now flooding in like a broken dam.

"Fedi! Let's run together!"
"Okay!"

The Crown Princess, who rushes over whenever Fedi moves even slightly away. Her voice, energetic as always but with a strange softness mixed in.

I could feel the Crown Princess's unusual emotions without any filter.

To the point where I wonder why I hadn't noticed it until now.

'Perhaps it's fortunate.'

Let's think positively. If I had noticed the Crown Princess's feelings earlier, I would have failed to manage my expression in front of the Emperor, and the Emperor, recognizing his daughter's feelings, would have transformed into a berserker.

Thanks to my temporary blindness, my lifespan has been slightly extended.

***

Today I practiced hard with Fedi again.

Moving my body around and swinging the sword was fun. When I told Mom that training was fun, she was really happy and said it's because I'm her daughter.

She said if I work hard, I'll become a strong warrior like Grandfather! But honestly, I'm not interested in becoming a strong warrior!

'I can play with just Fedi!'

What's important is that during training, it's just Fedi and me! None of the other siblings! Just me and Fedi!


"Hehe..."
"What is it? Do you need something?!"
"Nothing! Just happy!"
"I'm glad to hear that!"

I stroked the neck of Jaseun, who was lying down beside me.

It's break time now, so Jaseun is next to me. Chinjeol is next to Fedi.

"Jaseun."
"Yes, what can I do for you!"
"Why are you always by my side?"

I asked while continuing to pet Jaseun, curious about something.

Jaseun, Chinjeol, Jangsaeng, and Gyeomson are all animal friends. The ones Father calls sacred beasts are good friends who play well with me too. But they live at Father's house and prefer to be near Fedi.

Yet strangely, Jaseun is more often by my side than Fedi's. I don't mind, but it's curious and unusual!

"That's because you'll have a close relationship with our young master!"
"Close... relationship?"
"Yes! Someday you'll be the lady of the house, not just a guest! As a member of the household, I'm staying by your side in advance!"

I blinked at those words.

Me having a close relationship with Fedi? Not a guest but the lady? Lady means like the mistresses?

"So Fedi and I will be like Father and the mistresses?"
"Of course!"

Jaseun stood up abruptly and nodded.

"It will definitely happen! You have a special relationship with the young master, don't you?"
"Y-yes."
"And you're the friend who has known the young master the longest!"
"That's right!"
"Originally, there's no such thing as friendship between men and women! With time, everyone becomes like master and mistress...!"
"What are you talking about?"

Suddenly Father appeared and grabbed Jaseun's horn.

This was the first time I'd seen Jaseun stand on two legs.

Jaseun disappeared somewhere with Father.

I didn't see Jaseun or Father again until I went home.

It's disappointing, but that's okay! I'll come again tomorrow, so I can see them then! It's sad to miss them briefly, but not heartbreaking!

"Mom! I'm home!"
"Charlotte, you're back?"
"Yes!"

After learning swordsmanship from Grandfather, I went straight to Mom as soon as I got home.

Dad is still working, so I shouldn't disturb him. At this time, I should play with Mom.

"Hello, Celine!"
"Ah- oo-"

And when I go to Mom, Celine is there too! My new baby sister Celine! She's so cute every time I see her!

"Hehe..."

When I touched Celine's hand as she blinked, she grabbed my finger.

Celine is so strong! I think she might become stronger than me when she grows up!

"Charlotte. Did something good happen at your godfather's house?"
"Hmm?"
"My Charlotte looks happier than usual. You can't fool your mother's eyes."

I giggled at Mom's words.

That's right! Something really good happened! I was always happy to play with Fedi, the other siblings, and the animal friends, but today was even better!

"Mom! Jaseun said I'm going to be the lady of the house!"

"Oh?"
"Fedi and me! We'll have a relationship like Father and the mistresses! He said that's what happens with time!"
"My goodness."

Mom put Celine down on the bed and took me in her arms.

Mom's embrace is warm! Her scent is nice too, making it comfortable to be held!

"So that makes you happy? Hearing that you'll have a good relationship with Fedi?"
"Yes! I can become closer to Fedi! And play with him more! I'm so happy!"

I nodded and then looked at Mom's face.

If we're like Father and the mistresses, isn't that like Dad and Mom? Dad is the Emperor, and Mom is the Empress...

They said I'll be the next Emperor after Dad, so does that mean Fedi will be the next Empress?

"Mom, Mom."
"What is it?"
"Can a boy be an Empress too?"

Mom just laughed a lot instead of answering.

That's unfair! I asked because I was curious! And she won't even answer!

***

I sighed while stroking Jaseun's horn.

"Why did you do that?"
"I, I was too eager to please Her Highness and made a mistake..."

Despite the flimsy excuse, I released the horn with what must have been my umpteenth sigh.

I already knew this one had properly aligned himself with the Crown Princess. I also knew the Crown Princess had begun to harbor unusual feelings for Fedi.

I had expected that, being the only sacred beast with an exceptionally sharp mind, he would perceive the Crown Princess's feelings and use them to his advantage.

'But to think he would act so brazenly.'

The Emperor wailing over the fact that his young daughter has developed feelings for someone. The Empress just watching her daughter's emotions with a smile. The godfather who has resorted to prayer meta while keeping an eye on the Emperor.

All the adults around the Crown Princess had noticed her feelings, but for their own reasons, they neither actively supported nor encouraged those feelings. They didn't desperately interfere, but they didn't help either.

In that situation, Jaseun was the first to mention to the Crown Princess "the possibility of becoming a couple with Fedi." He made the perfect comment at the perfect timing. If this one had been born human, he would have made an excellent eunuch.

"Master!"
"What."
"Although I may have misspoken! I don't think I said anything wrong! It's true that Her Highness harbors noble feelings for the young master!"

Having gained courage when I released his horn, Jaseun stood firmly on all fours and proclaimed with an imposing air.

'Former evil god's antler.'

I glanced at Jaseun's horn, noting his excessively dignified attitude.

I wonder how effective medicine made from that would be. Even ordinary deer antlers are useful, so what about the horn of a former evil god and current sacred beast?

"Of course, acting without consulting you was a mistake."

Noticing my gaze, Jaseun lowered his head again, showing submission.

This sycophant. If he had been born human in turbulent times, he would have changed masters at least three times.

'What am I to do with this?'

I forced myself to calm my hand that was reaching for his horn and organized my thoughts.

Thanks to this sycophant, the Crown Princess's emotions, which already required caution, will undoubtedly become more turbulent. Perhaps she will no longer be satisfied with just playing with Fedi as she does now and will show more proactive behavior.

I cannot know what that proactive behavior might be. The crush of a 7-year-old girl is not something a man in his late twenties can understand.

'Should I leave the Capital for a while?'

That option seriously began to fill my mind.

For the time being, it might be best to avoid meetings between the Crown Princess and Fedi.

The Crown Princess's emotions had exploded due to Jaseon's impulsive behavior.

Surprisingly, nothing happened afterward. Despite several days passing since Jaseon's remarks, the Crown Princess showed no change in her usual demeanor.

'Why is she so calm?'

The unexpected situation was perplexing. Of course, a gentle breeze was preferable to a raging typhoon, but wouldn't anyone feel uneasy when there were no signs of an approaching storm during typhoon season?

When expected reactions don't occur at expected times, it means something is wrong with the person. Either they're unable to properly express their emotions, or they're gritting their teeth and enduring. Either way, considering the potential aftermath, neither possibility was particularly welcome.

'Is it because she's still young?'

If I were to force an optimistic interpretation, perhaps the Crown Princess was calm because she was just a 7-year-old child.

What was the reason for the Emperor's rage regarding the Crown Princess's puppy love (presumably)? If it were the love of a mature Crown Princess, he would eventually have to accept it with tears, but it's painful for him to see his 7-year-old daughter—who should still be nestled in her father's arms—preferring another boy.

The Emperor's reason for anger was her age. Perhaps now, thanks to that very age, peace was being maintained. The Crown Princess might have heard Jaseon's encouragement but didn't know what steps to take next.

'That's possible.'

Upon reflection, this seemed like the most plausible hypothesis. What could a 7-year-old's love amount to anyway? She probably just wanted to spend more time with the boy she had a crush on, play together, and share tasty treats.

Besides, these were all things the Crown Princess could already enjoy. She trained alone with Fedi, played cozily with him after training, and shared snacks with him.

'I was worried for nothing.'

I couldn't help but smile as I watched the Crown Princess and Fedi running around energetically today.

I had just begun to shed my overprotectiveness toward Fedi and become a proper father. I had worried that this peaceful and wonderful daily life might be overturned by the Crown Princess's love. I had even briefly entertained the insane thought that it might be better to separate the Crown Princess and Fedi for a while.

Of course, it was only a fleeting thought. While the Crown Princess's love might summon the berserker Emperor, it was still an emotion she harbored herself. Denying and avoiding those feelings wouldn't be right.

Besides, the Crown Princess was like my own daughter, an excellent older sister and friend to our children. Separating her from Fedi would be a despicable act as an adult.

'So stop contacting me, you bastard.'

The communication crystal that I had been desperately ignoring for days was now flashing so intensely that it was impossible to ignore.

The frantic messages explained why Erich's communication crystal had somehow broken and why he kept his newly repaired one in the bathtub.

The brilliantly purple-glowing communication crystal was enough to bring tears to my eyes.

Children have no secrets.

When they want to say something, they say it; when they see something interesting, they immediately tell their family; when they experience changes, they express them right away.

However, even pure children develop knowledge like "I'll get scolded if I say this" after various experiences, but the Crown Princess's feelings weren't included in the category of things that would get her scolded for speaking about.

"Charlotte told me that someday she and Fedi would have a relationship like the Emperor and Empress."
"I... see."

As a result, encouraged by Jaseon, the Crown Princess had honestly shared her feelings with the Empress.

That was fortunate, at least. The Empress would only be surprised and delighted by the Crown Princess's early emotions, not weep tears of blood and wail like the Emperor.

"And then she asked if a boy could become an Empress too. It was so adorable. You should have seen it, Godfather."
"While I regret missing Your Majesty's unique moment, Your Majesty is always adorable, so it's fine."
"Hoho, that's true. As expected of the Godfather."


However, while the Empress in enjoyment mode wasn't harmful to me, she wasn't beneficial either.

The Empress didn't want to suppress the Crown Princess's feelings. This was the natural behavior of an adult, so I couldn't resent her for it.

The problem was that she didn't want to hide the Crown Princess's feelings from the Emperor either. She believed the Crown Princess's words were her own freedom, and the Emperor, as her parent, had the right to know.

That was correct. It was perfect, irrefutable logic, but...

"You finally answer."

If I had to suffer because of that logic, wouldn't emotions be more important than reason?

"I apologize, Your Majesty. Your achievements have been so remarkable that I couldn't take my eyes off you, leaving no opportunity to glance at my communication crystal."
"I contacted you when the Crown Princess returned to the palace as well."
"I was closing my eyes, reminiscing about Your Majesty's majestic appearance alone."

Anyway, I could no longer avoid it, so I tearfully answered the call and saw the Emperor's face—which I had hoped to avoid for at least another month.

I would have preferred to ignore him forever. But I had a feeling that if I ignored him this time, the Emperor would come looking for me in person. There was no basis for this feeling, but it's better to be cautious—

"Majestic appearance, you say. Are you already praising your future daughter-in-law?"
"Y-Your Majesty! Daughter-in-law? How could you say something so presumptuous and embarrassing?"

My mind froze momentarily at the Emperor's sudden attack.

This crazy bastard. If you're going to thrust a spear into my solar plexus, at least give me some warning. If you aim for vital points from the start, how am I supposed to react?

"Presumptuous? If anything, I should be the one feeling presumptuous. Our Crown Princess might become the daughter-in-law of the continent's greatest swordsman, a living saint."

Seeing the Emperor even burst into laughter, I began to feel afraid.

They say people laugh when pushed to extreme situations, and when anger reaches its peak, one becomes eerily calm. The Emperor seemed to have reached that stage.

He knew it too. He wanted to vent his frustration and throw a tantrum over the Crown Princess's premature love, but he knew that such behavior would be ugly and wrong. He knew that interfering with the Crown Princess's love wasn't something a father should do.

'What can he do about it anyway?'

Frankly speaking, what could the Emperor do if the Crown Princess fell in love? He couldn't admonish her saying it was a wrong emotion, nor could he forcibly separate her from Fedi.

The Emperor was feeling the same dilemma I had felt, but more intensely. The terrifying and overwhelming sense of despair that there was no solution. As the Emperor, he probably wanted to bite his tongue and faint.

"Sigh."

After laughing for quite some time, the Emperor sighed and stared into empty space with a vacant expression.

His expression was so soul-drained that I didn't have the courage to speak. If I said the wrong thing, I might get entangled in the Emperor's sticky and vulgar anger and jealousy.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."
"In truth, I know. For the Crown Princess's happiness, and for the sake of the Imperial Family and the Empire, the Crown Princess must eventually find a partner. I will ultimately leave this world before the Crown Princess, and I cannot leave her unmarried due to the selfish desires of one who departs first."

I hadn't expected him to make a confession like this.

'I'm not a priest.'

While I am a saint, I haven't been formally ordained. I'm essentially a layperson, so confessing to me is meaningless.


However, I didn't point out this truth. The current Emperor was a pufferfish and a time bomb that needed to be handled with extreme caution.

"I once told you, Count. When Fedi, whom you cherish and raise, grows up and faces the hardships of the world, would he be able to endure, having been raised so delicately?"
"Those words gave great enlightenment to this foolish subject."
"And now I find myself harboring the same feelings as you. Clinging excessively to the young Crown Princess won't help her, but while my head knows this, my heart doesn't follow."
"How could my feelings be the same as yours? Mine were petty feelings that blocked my child's path forward, but Your Majesty's are the concerns of a parent worried about a child who wishes to leave the nest."

So I comforted the Emperor with the most pleasing words possible. If I had said something like "Well, you are being a bit ugly about this" at this timing, the Emperor might have charged at me, demanding a fight with his rank insignia attached.

"Thank you for saying that. I've been unnecessarily temperamental with you, which must have been troubling, but it's still you who comforts me."
'You know that, you bastard.'

A reflexive surge of emotion welled up inside me.

The terrible and petty emotional mass the Emperor had emitted when the Crown Princess first showed signs. I still couldn't forget the past when I suffered from those emotions.

Yet he now dismisses it as unnecessary temperament. It means he knows his behavior was bizarre. If he knows, why did he act that way toward me?

"If she must be with someone, Fedi would be the best. Yes, Fedi is the best and most suitable..."

But seeing the Emperor muttering sincerely, my surging emotions subsided again.

He was a powerless father whose anger and resentment had reached their peak, but who could do nothing about it. Such a father was constantly soothing and brainwashing himself, trying hard to find comfort.

If the emotions he was expressing outwardly were causing this much fear, I couldn't even begin to imagine how bizarre the emotions he was keeping hidden might be.

Naturally, I never want to know.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Don't stop the Crown Princess from doing anything, just inform me promptly."
"Of course, Your Majesty. How could I block Your Highness's path, or hide Your Highness's affairs from Your Majesty?"
"And... don't unnecessarily encourage the Crown Princess. All actions must absolutely be her own decisions."

This was a dramatic and remarkable compromise for the Emperor, so I nodded immediately.

I didn't want to become a matchmaker for 7 and 6-year-old children either.

***

I went to the Empress's palace with the most reverent heart possible.

Yes, the Crown Princess's feelings are entirely her own. If the Crown Princess has feelings for Fedi, I should support... well, if not support, at least not interfere.

That's what a true father should do. It's what I advised the Count to do, and it's the stance I should take if I want to stand proud before the Count.

'She's just experiencing something a bit earlier than expected.'

The problem is that "a bit" is about 10 years earlier than I anticipated, but if the person in question is Fedi, I can somewhat accept it.

"Father! I found out something!"
"Oh? What did you find out?"
"A man doesn't become an Empress but a Prince Consort!"

But why? As soon as the words "Prince Consort" left the Crown Princess's mouth, my carefully composed heart crumbled completely.

It felt like a word that should never have been uttered had appeared in the world.

For the glory of the noble and great Livnoman.

This is the first phrase one sees upon entering the Ministry of the Imperial Household. A phrase that is the beginning and end, the root and stem, practically both fragment and entirety of the Ministry.

This phrase, which perfectly expresses the identity and reason for existence of the Ministry of the Imperial Household, is the motto established by the first Minister. It is a pledge that every official of the Ministry must never forget even if their head is half-shattered, one that must be kept until the very end even if they forget their family's name and birthday.

This applies to me as well, as the Minister. Rather, as one who has received the Emperor's excessive trust and grace to become the Minister of the Imperial Household, it is a phrase I must carry even more deeply in my heart.

'What should I do about this?'

Therefore, it is a sin deserving death that my insufficient abilities prevent me from properly serving the noble and great Livnoman, His Majesty the Emperor, the one and only rightful master of the Empire.

Of course, this humble body and soul are merely tools of His Majesty. Rather than a mere tool presuming to die, it would be more proper to contemplate how to better serve His Majesty.

'His mood is certainly troubled.'

So I rubbed my forehead and organized my thoughts.

Seeing His Majesty's hardened expression these past few days, something has clearly upset him. Anyone who cannot perceive even this much is unqualified to be not just the Minister, but even a department head.

However, His Majesty has shown nothing beyond his stern expression. He conducted business as usual, took walks as usual, ate meals as usual, and even nodded with a smile when there was cause to commend an official.

This leaves me utterly confused. If he had shown clear anger, I could somehow find the cause and address it, but when he behaves no differently than before, I'm at a loss.

'When His Majesty maintains his composure, it would be inappropriate to step forward first.'

I cannot know what has disturbed His Majesty's heart. However, despite being displeased and troubled by some unknown matter, he has not vented those emotions to his officials. He has said nothing even to me or the head of the Imperial Household Department who serve the Imperial Family.

This means His Majesty has decided to keep "this matter" to himself. How could I, as his servant, dare to go against His Majesty's will?

'In the end, all I can do is ensure he has no other reasons for concern.'

I sighed softly as I reached my conclusion.

Regrettably, this inadequate Minister cannot resolve the concern His Majesty harbors. His Majesty also does not wish for someone to step forward and resolve it.

If so, the only answer is to ensure His Majesty has no new concerns, to strive so that he can focus solely on the problem he currently holds. Blocking all variables and threats directed at His Majesty is the natural and proper path for the Minister of the Imperial Household to take.

'Being wise, he will surely overcome it.'

I believe in His Majesty the Emperor. He is someone who, given time, can overcome any obstacle, hardship, or deep sorrow on his own.

If I remain faithful to my role, His Majesty's countenance will surely brighten again someday. I firmly believe this.

"Minister of the Imperial Household."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I await your command."
"There is something that would have certainly happened eventually, something that must happen. But what if it occurs much earlier than I expected?"

I certainly believed it would be so.

"Would that not be the blessing of the great deity? If it is something that must happen, it would be fortunate for Your Majesty and the Empire. If it comes to Your Majesty sooner, there could be no greater joy."
"Is that what you think, Minister."

Strangely, His Majesty's countenance has darkened with each passing day.

Moreover, His Majesty previously showed no symptoms beyond his hardened expression. Yet now, deep concern can be felt even in his dignified, resonant voice. What am I to do about this?

Should I approach His Majesty's concerns even at the risk of being disrespectful? But how can I discover a problem His Majesty has kept to himself? Since a servant's arbitrary and presumptuous judgment would be sufficient to provoke His Majesty's wrath, wouldn't it be right to remain silent as I had previously resolved?


...

'No, that's not right.'

I quickly corrected my mind that was leaning toward maintaining the status quo.

The role of the Ministry of the Imperial Household is to protect the glory of Livnoman. Ignoring and pretending not to see His Majesty's sighs is far from the Ministry's role.

Moreover, unconditionally submitting to His Majesty's decisions is not the true duty of a servant. Bowing one's head in fear of His Majesty's wrath is not a virtue of the Minister of the Imperial Household.

Even if a bleak future awaits me, willingly rushing toward it if it brightens the Imperial Family—that noble sacrifice is both the right and duty of the Minister of the Imperial Household.

'The Head Lady-in-Waiting would know something.'

I quickly considered the best course of action and planned my next steps.

First, I will approach the Head Lady-in-Waiting of the Empress's Palace. The special and deep relationship between His Majesty the Emperor and Her Majesty the Empress is the Empire's blessing, and if His Majesty is concerned about something, Her Majesty likely knows about it.

The Head Lady-in-Waiting is Her Majesty's closest confidante and knows all matters great and small in the Empress's Palace. Therefore, she might also know about the lamentable and wicked matter that has disturbed His Majesty's heart.

'Being tight-lipped, she may remain silent even if she knows.'

As the person serving closest to Her Majesty the Empress, the Head Lady-in-Waiting receives significant respect within the Ministry of the Imperial Household. Naturally, a capable person worthy of such respect is selected as Head Lady-in-Waiting, making her more tight-lipped than most high nobles.

Still, I must make contact. The only way for me to understand His Majesty's heart is through the Head Lady-in-Waiting, and if she recognizes my sincere loyalty, she might open her mouth that is heavier than a mountain.

"You've come."
'Oh my.'

And when I requested a meeting, the Head Lady-in-Waiting welcomed me as if she had been waiting.

From her demeanor, I could immediately sense that the situation was unusual. If the Head Lady-in-Waiting intended to remain silent, and if she knew I was coming, it would be proper to avoid the meeting altogether. But far from avoiding it, she reacted as if wondering why I had taken so long.

'Rather, she's been waiting for the right moment to speak.'

I almost let out a bitter smile. The Head Lady-in-Waiting, whom I thought would be difficult to persuade due to her tight lips, was already full of intention to speak. That she needed to open her heavy lips indicated something truly unusual was unfolding.

"I actually had something Your Excellency should know about, so I'm truly grateful you've come."
"When you speak like that, I can't help but feel tense."

However, it is better to learn from the Head Lady-in-Waiting than to remain ignorant of this unusual matter.

"I will listen attentively. I can promise to keep it to myself and tell no one else, so please speak freely."
"Her Highness the Crown Princess harbors deep feelings for Young Master Ferdinand."
"Hmm?"
"Recently, she even referred to Young Master Ferdinand as her consort in front of His Majesty the Emperor."

I blinked blankly at these unexpected words.

Her Highness has already taken someone to heart, and called that young man her consort in front of His Majesty? Her Highness who is only 7 years old?

And the other party is the 6-year-old Young Master Ferdinand?

'Well, well.'

I knew that the relationship between Her Highness and Young Master Ferdinand was as close as siblings. Wasn't Young Master Ferdinand essentially Her Highness's first younger sibling and first friend? It would be stranger if they weren't close.


As it happens, Young Master Ferdinand also relies on and follows the Crown Princess like an older sister. Unlike his more than ten younger siblings, the Young Master has no older brothers or sisters, so Her Highness must feel especially close to him.

However, I didn't expect the affection between siblings or friends to progress further. I didn't expect it to advance so quickly that the word "consort" would come from Her Highness's lips.

'In truth, there's no better consort candidate than the Young Master.'

After that brief moment of bewilderment, I stroked my beard and came to understand on my own.

Someday, Her Highness, though only 7 now, will become engaged and married. Unless we pursue inbreeding like some past royal families, we must choose a consort from among the Empire's nobles or foreign royalty, and there is no finer talent than Young Master Ferdinand.

'This is not a matter for me to intervene in.'

I soon pushed the Head Lady-in-Waiting's words to a corner of my mind.

This information should be preciously kept, not utilized or gossiped about. Obviously, it's not something to meddle with while claiming to resolve His Majesty's concerns.

Bitter as it may be, this is a matter where staying silent is the loyal course. If I arrogantly try to intervene, I'll face His Majesty's sincere anger, and His Majesty's worries won't be resolved anyway.

'It was a father's concern, not an Emperor's.'

I am the Minister of the Imperial Household who serves His Majesty the Emperor, not a neighbor named Johannes who resolves someone else's fatherly concerns.

In fact, even if I were neighbor Johannes, this problem would be unsolvable. What persuasion or advice could comfort the heart of a father about to lose his daughter?

"Thank you for this valuable information, Head Lady-in-Waiting. I shall keep it in my heart for life."

As soon as I reached that conclusion, I quickly turned away.

I never met anyone today. That's what I told myself, deceiving and comforting myself.

***

People have survival instincts. Sometimes these survival instincts can be more accurate than thorough and cold reason.

When I say this, there are always bastards who object, and I'd like those bastards to live as me for about ten days. Let them live in my mansion instead of me, let them receive the Emperor's messages instead of me.

'I really need to get out of here.'

The Emperor, who had been quiet for days, suddenly contacted me. Erich, who frequently visits the Empress's Palace, told me the Emperor's mood seemed ominous, and only after a few more days did the Emperor's message arrive.

This means the Emperor's emotions have been concentrated and fermented during those days. The already terrible stinky tofu has evolved into surströmming before coming to me.

'I need to escape, even if alone.'

So I desperately racked my brain.

If it's impossible to separate the Crown Princess and Fedi, I should flee. If I leave for a place beyond the Emperor's reach for a while, I might preserve my life.

That's what I briefly thought.

"His Majesty is looking for Your Excellency."
'Ah...'

Until the imperial attendant came directly to my mansion.

Because of this, I had the intuition that the next visitor might not be an attendant but the Emperor himself.

The Master disappeared suddenly.

A little while ago, he left me and Fedi at home. He said we should do tomorrow's training tomorrow since he didn't know when he'd be back.

That's strange. Why is the Master going to our house? Is Master going to play with Dad and Mom? Like how I play with Fedi and my siblings?

'Are Dad and Master like me and Fedi?'

I blinked, imagining Dad and Master playing tag and house together.

It's super fun playing like that with my siblings. I love exploring Master's house, and sitting down to play house is fun too. Dad and Master might enjoy playing like that too!

'Then is Master an Empress too?'

If Dad is me, and Master is Fedi, should I call Master "Empress" too?

No way. Master is a man, so Master is a Consort. I'm sure they said men should be called Consorts.

But then does Dad have both an Empress and a Consort? That's weird! Dad is so greedy! How unfair!

"Sister."
"Yes?"
"Since Dad's not here, let's play by ourselves."
"Okay!"

I was thinking about Dad, Mom, and Master playing together, but I nodded at Fedi's words.

If Master went to play, Fedi and I will play hard too! So hard that Master will be sad he played with Dad instead of us!

"Should we run today? Or swing swords?"

So I asked Fedi what we should play.

Even though we're supposed to train tomorrow, we can run and swing swords by ourselves! We've done it so many times that we don't need Master or Grandfather, or Fedi's grandfather! Not even the headless mister or the mister with a head!

"Let's play something different today."
"Something different?"
"Yeah!"

Then Fedi held out his hand to me.

"Sister. Can you fly in the sky with me?"

I was surprised by Fedi's words.

I once visited where the elf misters and ladies were, and got blessed by a tiger-like wind lady. Since then, I can fly in the sky.

But flying with Fedi? Can Fedi and I fly in the sky together?

"Let's try!"

If you don't know, just try! Fedi is about my size so it might be hard to carry him while flying, but we won't know until we try!

If I hold on tight, it'll work! Fedi can fly in the sky with me!

"Fedi! If you want to fly with me, you need to come closer!"
"Okay!"

Instead of holding Fedi's hand, I hugged him.

If I just hold his hand, it'll be hard to fly together! He might stay on the ground even if I fly!

So I need to hug him! That way when I fly, Fedi can fly too! That's why I'm hugging him! No other reason!

"I'll try now! Stay still!"

So I tried to fly while holding Fedi tightly.

This is my first time doing this too, so I'm nervous. If I can fly with Fedi, there will be many more chances to hug him.

'Help me! Wind lady!'

So, wind lady! Help not just me to fly, but Fedi too! That would be really great!

"Sister! We're flying! I'm flying too!"
"Wow!"

And as if the wind lady heard my request, Fedi and I could fly in the sky.

'It's low...'

But we were flying much lower than when I fly alone.

That's okay though! It's good as long as we can fly together! Flying low isn't a bad thing!

Besides, when I first flew, I flew very low even by myself. This is the same thing. If Fedi and I practice flying together, we can fly higher.

'More... together more...'

I hugged Fedi tighter.

Yes, to fly higher with Fedi, I have no choice! I need to hug Fedi and fly every day! That way I can show Fedi higher places!


"Sister."
"Yes! Fedi! Let's play again tomor—!"
"I can't breathe..."
"Huh?"

I think I hugged him too tightly.

So we had to come back down without flying much.

Even though we had to come down quickly, Fedi really enjoyed flying.

Before I could say anything, Fedi asked to fly tomorrow, the day after, and the day after that! That's great because I can fly with Fedi every day!

"Sister, Sister."
"Yes! Tell me!"
"Can you fly with the other kids too?"

Plus, Fedi! He's not just asking to fly himself, but asking me to fly with our siblings too!

As expected of Fedi! He's so kind and cool! A wonderful big brother who takes care of his siblings!

Oh, not wonderful big brother, but wonderful big brother... or older brother?

"Of course I can!"

I don't know! I'll just call him wonderful Fedi however I want! It's true that Fedi is wonderful!

"Who should we fly with first? Maria? Cecilia? Cattleya? Friedrich?"
"Whoever we see first!"
"Okay!"

After deciding who to hug and fly with first, I called out to Kindness and Charity who were far away.

"Charity! Kindness! Come here! Give me and Fedi a ride!"
"Yes! Coming!"
"Please wait a moment!"

When I called, Charity and Kindness who were far away came running very quickly.

That's so unfair. They don't run like that when Fedi and I are riding them! It would be fun if they ran like that when we're riding too!

But since Charity and Kindness don't like that, and Master said we shouldn't, I'll be patient. Master said if they run fast secretly, he'll never let us ride Charity or Kindness again.

"We watched you two flying from afar! It was truly a beautiful and magnificent sight!"
"Yes! It was like fairies on a picnic from a fairy tale! A scene from legend or myth! I, Kindness, am so moved I could cry!"

Charity and Kindness, who had suddenly appeared before us, nodded as they spoke.

Their words are complicated and difficult so I don't really understand, but they must be complimenting Fedi and me, right? That's good enough! Thank you for the nice words!

"Seeing such a beautiful sight now, I can only imagine how heartwarming and sacred it would be if you two were to form a marital bond in the future!"

And Kindness said even nicer things.

A married couple! Like Dad and Mom, Master and the godmothers! Fedi becoming my Consort!

"Th-that is, what Kindness just said means that you two look close, so please don't worry about it too much."
"Would it really be better if we became a married couple?"
"Your Highness?"

Charity tried to speak to me, but I only looked at Kindness.

Charity, be quiet now! Kindness is saying nice things!

"Of course! If you two don't become a couple, who would?"
"Hehehe."

I looked at Fedi while giggling.

Fedi! Kindness says so! We're going to be a married couple in the future!

"Fedi!"
"Yeees?"
"Wouldn't you like to be a married couple with me too?!"

I'm sure Fedi would like it too! Fedi plays well with me and follows me well! Fedi must want to be a married couple with me!

"A married couple?"
"Yeah!"
"Why?"
"Huh?"

I blinked when I heard something strange.

That's weird. What did Fedi just say?

"You're my sister. How can we be a married couple?"
"Umm...?"
"I know because my dad told me! Brothers and sisters can't get married! We can't be a couple!"

I kept blinking at Fedi's words.


My eyes feel strangely hot. Fedi's words make me feel weird, and my chest feels tight.

"Ugh..."
"Sister?"
"Waaaaaaaaah!"

This is weird! I don't know! Fedi is saying weird things!

"Fedi, you dummy!"

Fedi! You're mean!

***

The Emperor's summons, which even mobilized the imperial attendants, was impossible to ignore.

Ignoring communications could be excused by claiming I was too busy to receive them, but when an imperial attendant personally visits my mansion, what excuse could I possibly make? Unless I leave the Capital entirely, avoidance is impossible.

No, even if I left the Capital, he would send someone to drag me out from wherever I was hiding. If the Emperor is determined, there's nowhere to hide within the Empire.

'If you called me here, at least say something.'

Anyway, thanks to the Emperor's persistent and precise summoning, I came to the Sun Palace, but the Emperor who called me was just silently drinking tea.

Literally just drinking tea. He placed a teacup in front of me, poured tea into it, leaned back in his chair, and kept drinking tea.

Thinking positively, it's a blessing not to face the Emperor's anger, but with just a bit of rational thought, it's clear this isn't good at all. This silence is like the calm before a storm—a disaster in the making.

"Your cup is empty. Would you like more?"
"How could I refuse such precious tea bestowed by Your Majesty? I will gratefully drink it."

After the long silence, the only words that finally came were an offer to refill my cup.

My friend, I think I'm losing my mind. I don't know why he's in a bad mood this time, but please just tell me. I feel like I'm about to enter a state of diminished capacity.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"It seems you have a message."
"Pardon?"

At the Emperor's words, I lowered my head slightly and noticed my communication device glowing inside my pocket.

I must be under a lot of mental strain. How did I not notice the incoming message while I was just fiddling with my teacup? Have I gotten so used to ignoring the Emperor's communications that I've learned to ignore my device entirely?

"Answer it. It might be important. I also need time to organize what I want to say."
"I appreciate your consideration, Your Majesty."

With trembling hands, I took out the communication device at his truly terrifying words, and—

"M-Master!"

Before I could even speak, my butler greeted me with an urgent expression.

"Butler? What's wrong?"
"W-well. There's been a small quarrel between Her Highness and Young Master Fedi!"
"What?"

I reflexively turned my gaze toward the Emperor.

The Emperor, who had just been drinking tea, looked up and our eyes met.

'Shit.'

And the Emperor's eyes were burning hotter than ever before. As if the ominous and lamentable word "quarrel" had triggered some kind of seizure.

"Tell me in detail. What happened?"
"It's difficult to explain, and I'm only relaying what Kindness and Charity have reported, so there may be gaps in my account."
"That's fine. It's better than not knowing."

At my words, the butler squeezed his eyes shut and continued with a trembling voice.

"Her Highness the Crown Princess asked Young Master Fedi if it wouldn't be nice for them to become a married couple."

I could feel the Emperor's murderous intent, but I desperately kept my gaze fixed on the communication device.

"But Young Master Fedi replied asking how siblings could become a married couple, saying that a sister is a sister."
"What."

Instead of murderous intent, a sense of bewilderment began to wash over me.

"So Her Highness shed tears and hit Young Master Fedi several times. Though the hitting was more like gentle pats..."

The butler trailed off, acting as if he were a criminal who didn't know what to do.

Despite the butler's report, I couldn't say anything.

The Crown Princess's assault on Fedi. But the cause was clearly Fedi in this situation.

'Oh, Fedi...'

It's frustrating, but our Fedi has indeed inherited the Kracius blood quite strongly...

After the butler's urgent report, a suffocating silence filled the office.

Fortunately, neither the Crown Princess nor Fedi was hurt. The Crown Princess did burst into tears, startling the ladies of the house, and Fedi was bewildered after suddenly receiving a series of heartfelt punches (not very strong ones) from the Crown Princess, but it wasn't a serious situation.

A truly serious situation would have been if the Crown Princess had struck Fedi's face hard enough to cause a nosebleed, and an upset Fedi had counterattacked, leading to a physical fight. Occasionally, siblings from other families might fight fiercely enough to draw blood as they grow up, but if our children were to enter into a bloody situation, it would be quite troublesome.

If Fedi got a nosebleed, this father's heart would be torn apart, and if the Crown Princess got a nosebleed, my neck would be torn apart.

"......"
"......"
"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

After that chillingly fearful silence continued, the Emperor spoke first.

"While the Count's other children have inherited much of their mothers' blood, Fedi alone has inherited the Count's appearance completely."

I nodded glumly at those words.

Except for Fedi, my other children have strongly inherited their maternal genes, as evident from their hair and eye colors. Even Julia, Fedi's full sister, inherited Mar's green eyes.

Only Fedi has completely inherited this father's black hair and black eyes. Everyone—the Kracius family, Mar, and my other wives—was delighted that my firstborn and heir was born as a mini-Kal. The only person who showed any disappointment was my first father-in-law, who had secretly hoped for a mini-Mar, but even he shook off his disappointment within three seconds and became completely devoted to his grandson.

In any case, Fedi resembles me that much. If a noble who had never seen Fedi before happened to see him, they would immediately understand, "That's the son of Duke Serbet's deputy," given how similar we look.

"I never expected that he would inherit not just your appearance but your personality as well."
"I am truly ashamed that I passed down even my flaws to him..."

Who would have thought that he resembled me not just on the outside but on the inside as well? I don't know much about the love life of my father, the first generation of Kracius, so I'll skip that, but I never expected Fedi to take after me and Erich, the second generation with all sorts of problems.

No, to be precise, I desperately hoped he wouldn't. I sincerely wished for Fedi to enjoy a smooth and peaceful love life. Isn't it enough that his father and uncle suffered through pain and hardship?

"Count, why do you say it's a flaw? Is it a sin that some commotion arises in the process of loving each other? Besides, hasn't the Count formed bonds with six wives and built a harmonious family?"

I quietly lowered my eyes, not knowing how to respond.

I can't tell if he's being sarcastic or sincere. If it's the former, he's cruel enough to make me cry, and even if it's the latter, the situation is still bitter.

"What the Count has shown, and what Fedi said this time, are not flaws. They're just a little different from others. Yes, just different."

Seeing the Emperor mutter as if brainwashing himself, my hands trembled.

How long has it been since I felt fear rather than anger toward this man? His muttering sounded like the voice of a devil rising from hell.

"Count. There's something strange in all this. Do you know what it is?"
"I would be honored to hear your thoughts."
"I was so sad and pained that the Crown Princess had already taken someone to heart. So I should be happy that Fedi rejected her, but strangely, hearing Fedi's rejection made me both perplexed and indignant. I even wondered what was lacking in our Crown Princess that he would push her away."

I kept my mouth shut about this truly strange matter.

But when it comes to a 7-year-old daughter's innocent first love, what father would think normally or act rationally? The current Emperor should be seen not as the ruler of the Empire but as a madman who has lost his mind.

"The inconsistency of secretly hoping for distance between Fedi and the Crown Princess, yet feeling awkward when it actually happens. The bizarreness of hoping the Crown Princess would postpone her feelings for Fedi, yet becoming furious when Fedi rejected her. Even I couldn't understand why I was acting this way."

The fortunate thing is that the Emperor is aware that he has lost his mind.

That's a small blessing amid misfortune. There's nothing more terrifying than a ruler who rampages without realizing his own madness. Moreover, seeing the Emperor speak somewhat verbosely and incoherently suggests he's trying to regain his rationality.


"And after thinking as rationally as possible, I finally understood why I was acting this way."
"May I hear Your Majesty's insight?"
"Of course you should. It's important for you too, Count."

The Emperor sighed deeply and roughly rubbed his face with both hands.

Like someone stepping into a reality they don't want to acknowledge, a tragedy they don't want to face.

"...If the Crown Princess is going to have a match someday, I think it would be better to just designate Fedi as her fiancé in advance."
"Pardon?"

Indeed, the Emperor's statement was worthy of cutting out his own intestines and vomiting blood from his perspective.

What did I just hear? Did those words about a fiancé really come from that daughter-obsessed mouth? The man who was desperate to postpone his daughter's emotions is now talking about engagement?

Surely he's not suggesting an engagement ten years from now, and he specifically used the word "advance." That means right now, or at the latest within a year? And the Emperor is allowing this?

'Has he finally gone mad?'

I couldn't help but think that. The Emperor's brain has been consumed by excessive madness and finally broken down. Truly a reasonable assumption, isn't it?

"Um, Your Majesty."
"What is it?"
"I am so honored by Your Majesty's decision that I don't know how to contain myself."

I was about to say that Fedi sees the Crown Princess as an older sister, so how could an engagement be possible, but I swallowed those words as soon as I saw the Emperor's eyes.

This bastard is serious. Those bloodshot eyes, that subtle mixture of madness and resignation. If I show even the slightest opposition to the engagement here, he'll grab me by the collar. How dare you refuse when the Emperor has made a big decision and mentioned engagement with a heart-wrenching feeling?

So I quickly bowed my head. If a typhoon approaching isn't just an ordinary one but carries all sorts of blades and rocks, you shouldn't confront it—you should dig into the ground and hide.

'I just need to get through this situation.'

The Emperor's madness won't last long. Once we get through this crisis, his emotions will settle, and then I can gently persuade him that an engagement is too early a decision.

It's obvious that the Emperor is reluctant to let go of the Crown Princess, so if I earnestly coax him, he's likely to give in. Emotions are volatile by nature.

"Then, Count. Shall we sign first?"
"Sign... what?"
"The signature consenting to the engagement between the Crown Princess and Fedi. Wouldn't it be good to proceed right away while we're on the subject?"
'This madman.'

But the Emperor wanted to handle the matter before his emotions could dissipate.

He seems thoroughly mad. How can he try to proceed with the future Emperor's engagement at such lightning speed? Was the Crown Princess being rejected that shocking? Or has he acknowledged that there's no better son-in-law candidate than Fedi after almost losing him once?

'I'm a bit...'

But unlike the Emperor, I'm skeptical about the engagement.

Of course, it's just a childhood engagement, not a formal marriage. Engagements at a young age aren't usually because the two children genuinely like each other, but to help them become familiar and friendly from childhood. If they're going to marry anyway, it's better to do so between people who are close and familiar with each other.

However, the Crown Princess and Fedi are already closer than most. They're so close that they play together all the time—it's impossible to become any more familiar than they already are.

Crucially, Fedi perceives the Crown Princess as "older sister = someone he can't marry." Would an engagement with the Crown Princess work positively for such a Fedi? Shouldn't we change Fedi's perception first?


"Hmm."
"Your Majesty?"

While I was pondering how to overcome this difficulty, the Emperor, who was about to rise from his seat, sighed and sat back down.

"How... does one proceed with an engagement?"
'Ah.'

I was wondering what was happening, but I immediately understood from his next words.

It's good that his action has accelerated due to being consumed by madness, but the Emperor who is to proceed with the engagement has no knowledge about engagements.

That's because the Emperor has had no connection with engagements. None of the imperial nobles wanted to form a bond with the 1st Prince, an illegitimate son who could have died at any moment, and the Emperor's one and only match with the Empress came through romance, not engagement.

"Does the Count know?"
"I regret to say that I also don't really..."

And I, too, am quite distant from engagements. Far from getting engaged in childhood, I was busy swinging a sword.

'Well, with Hecate, it was sort of an engagement.'

If we focus only on the dictionary meaning of engagement, promising a future with Hecate could be considered an engagement, but I don't know the formal engagement procedures between noble bloodlines.

"This is troublesome. Neither I nor the Count has much experience with engagements. And it's awkward to seek advice from close relatives."

I nodded reflexively at his sigh-mixed complaint.

Not only are we unfamiliar with engagements, but so are the people close to us. The people who come to mind immediately—the Empress, Erich, my wives, my parents—all had love marriages, surprisingly.

"Ah."
"Your Majesty?"
"Ah, no. I just had a strange thought for a moment."

The Emperor, who had let out an exclamation as if he had realized something, hastily waved his hand.

That's even more suspicious. Anyone can see it's the reaction of someone who has found light in darkness, so why is he trying to turn away from the light he just discovered?

"It was a thought that came to Your Wise Majesty. How could it be strange? It must be wisdom that I, in my dullness, could never conceive."

So I applied pressure for him to speak freely. No matter how much I rack my brain, I have nothing to say about this engagement, so you, who proposed it first, should produce a suitable idea.

"Well, you see."

Under my subtle pressure, the Emperor continued with a sour expression.

"I heard that before Emperor Sang ascended to the throne, he was engaged to my mother. Among the Livnoman people, he's the only one who would know about engagements."

I felt like I had become the world's greatest sinner.

"...I'll return to the mansion for now. I'll discuss it with my wives."
"Do that. I'll talk with the Empress as well, and we'll meet again tomorrow."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

And so the meeting naturally ended.

Both the Emperor and I turned our heads as if nothing had happened.


When I returned to the mansion, the Crown Princess was nowhere to be seen, having apparently returned to the Imperial Palace.

If she went back to the palace, it means she must have stopped crying and calmed down somewhat. I heard the ladies had worked hard to comfort her. Fortunately, since the Crown Princess regards our wives as her aunts, they must have provided proper consolation.

I had been a bit worried. I was internally debating how to comfort the Crown Princess if she was still sobbing uncontrollably. Moreover, the Crown Princess is practically my daughter, and seeing such a child crying as if the world had ended would have broken my heart.

Especially if the reason for her tears was the deep and heavy karma of the Kracius family.

'I'm sorry.'

I sighed, thinking of the Crown Princess who would have gone to the Imperial Palace, specifically to the Empress's quarters.

I'm truly sorry for being such an inadequate godfather. If I had taught Fedi manners instead of swordsmanship, this disaster wouldn't have happened.

'But would that have made a difference?'

In truth, teaching him social awareness probably wouldn't have helped much. If such problems could be solved through teaching, Erich's school days wouldn't have been so colorful in various ways.

At this point, I'm curious about the first head of the Kracius family. What kind of person was he to rise from commoner to nobility and establish the Kracius family that has lasted over 300 years? And what grudge did he have against his descendants to pass down such strange and desperate traits?

While I'm grateful he bequeathed blue blood and talent to his descendants, it's regrettable he also passed down traits that could have been left out.

"Kal!"

As I walked down the corridor with bitter thoughts, I saw Marga running toward me from the opposite direction.

For Marga, who values dignity and etiquette, to be running rather than walking quickly—it shows just how shocking this situation must be.

'It is quite shocking indeed.'

The catastrophe of the Crown Princess bursting into tears after fighting with a noble's child. If the relationships between myself and the Emperor, myself and the Crown Princess, or the Crown Princess and Fedi had been even slightly looser, the Kracius family would have had to prepare for serious social burial.

So it's only natural for Marga to come running urgently. If she had maintained her composure even at this moment, she might not be Marga but something pretending to be human.

"Everyone's gathered in my room! We've been waiting for you to arrive, so hurry!"
"Ah, yes."

Having rushed over faster than ever, Marga grabbed my wrist with the speed of a hawk snatching its prey.

She must have been anxiously waiting for my return and rushed out as soon as she saw me pass through the main gate. If I'd known this would happen, I should have sent word ahead when leaving the Solar Palace.

'It's good I returned quickly.'

It was fortunate I came back after finishing my conversation with the Emperor. Rather than two incompetent men wasting time meaninglessly, it would be more beneficial to have serious discussions with my wives.

Conveniently, Marga comes from a prestigious ducal family. Even though she had a love marriage, surely someone in her family has been engaged. Even if they all had love marriages, there must be engagement precedents within a ducal house.

"By the way, Kal. What did His Majesty say? He wasn't too angry, was he? Though he's generous when it comes to children's matters, Her Highness has never burst into tears before..."
'Ah.'

While formulating plans in my head, I instinctively checked Marga's expression at her words.

Having rushed from the Solar Palace without sending any message, I hadn't been able to tell anyone that the Emperor had proposed an engagement between the Crown Princess and Fedi. This meant my wives' latest information stopped at "Fedi made the Crown Princess cry."

My wives were already distraught just from the Crown Princess bursting into tears—would they maintain their sanity if they heard about the engagement? Would they faint or collapse on the spot?

"Um, Marga."

But this wasn't something I could hide. We needed to share information as quickly and accurately as possible and discuss it.


After all, a father can't decide his child's engagement alone. Marga as Fedi's mother, and the other wives who regard Fedi as their own child, have both the right and duty to know about this.

"His Majesty wasn't angry, but he did say something important."
"Something important?"
"He suggested an engagement between Her Highness and Fedi."

At that, Marga froze like a robot that had stopped functioning.

The strength gradually drained from her hand holding my wrist, as if her soul was trying to escape her body.

After momentarily losing her composure, Marga regained her senses and dragged me to her room.

I'm not saying this just because she's my wife, but I couldn't help but admire her iron-strong spirit. I wonder whose daughter and whose wife she is to be so resolute. Whoever her husband is, he's truly blessed.

"Actually, I was somewhat prepared for this."
"Huh?"

As soon as we entered Marga's room, she muttered with a sigh.

"Marga? What do you mean?"

It was an abrupt statement without context. Trixie, who had been waiting in the room, asked on everyone's behalf.

Of course, as the one who had shocked Marga, I understood the context. But from the other wives' perspectives, when someone who went to fetch her husband starts talking about being prepared, they would naturally question it and sense something unusual.

"Kal. Would you explain instead?"

At Marga's request, I nodded gently.

I should be the one to announce this. As the head of this large family and the head of the Kracius family, Fedi's engagement is my responsibility. Even if Marga is Fedi's birth mother, the priority lies with me.

"His Majesty the Emperor has proposed an engagement between Her Highness the Crown Princess and Fedi."

So I delivered the information as briefly and accurately as possible, and—

"So it finally happened. It progressed faster than expected."

The response was unexpectedly calm and composed.

'What?'

I was more surprised by how calm they were.

Did I say something wrong? Did I say something other than "engagement"? If my tongue got twisted due to nervousness, it's entirely possible.

"Do other nobles get engaged at this age? Our family is quite distant from engagements, so I'm not sure."
"An engagement at six is a bit earlier than average? But I've heard some families arrange engagements from birth!"

From Lise and Eri's conversation, it seemed I had indeed said "engagement" correctly.

'What's going on?'

This made me even more confused. I conveyed it properly, yet this is their reaction?

"Um, isn't anyone surprised? This engagement proposal came suddenly."

It was telling that I, who had prepared to comfort my wives if they became agitated, was saying this.

I know it's an unseemly question. It's actually good if my wives maintain their composure. But this level of calmness seemed excessive. I was beginning to wonder if my understanding of the word "engagement" differed from others'.

"It's not sudden, dear. Considering the relationship between Fedi and Her Highness, a proposal could have come at any time. We just thought it would happen when she was at least 10, since His Majesty cherishes Her Highness so much."


At Trixie's words, I looked at Lise, Lynn, Eri, and Pene in turn with trembling eyes.

All four nodded in agreement with Trixie's words. As if this was something that was bound to happen eventually, as if it were perfectly natural.

Even Eri. Even Eri of all people had such a reaction.

'This can't be.'

My heart sank. When I heard the Emperor's engagement talk, I was filled with bewilderment and hadn't anticipated an engagement between the Crown Princess and Fedi at all. I had thought the Crown Princess's feelings toward Fedi were just childhood whims.

But was that just my misunderstanding? Did even Eri anticipate something that I alone was unaware of?

No, that can't be. Eri must just be going along with the atmosphere. Surely Eri didn't know either.

'Marga was surprised too.'

Besides, Marga had shown tremendous agitation in the corridor earlier.

So I wasn't the only one who failed to see the future. At the very least, both Marga and I definitely didn't know—

"I also expected it around age 10, so I was very surprised. And while I was prepared for this, it's still complicated to think that Fedi will have a fiancée."
"Hoho, Fedi is our first child. It's natural to feel conflicted even if it's just an engagement, not marriage."

At Marga and Trixie's conversation, I closed my eyes dejectedly.

Marga had simply reacted instinctively to her own child's engagement. I was the only one who genuinely hadn't anticipated this.

No, wait. The yellow dog at the Solar Palace probably hadn't considered an engagement either, so perhaps only the Emperor and I were the fools who hadn't thought about an engagement between the Crown Princess and Fedi.

'Damn it.'

It's a bit frustrating. To think I'm on the same level as that great daughter-obsessed fool.

This long parental leave must have ruined my brain.

While the incompetent head of the household was wallowing in self-pity alone, my six wise wives put their heads together to discuss the engagement.

The fact that the Crown Princess had sobbed because of Fedi had already vanished from everyone's minds. Since the Emperor had proposed the engagement after learning about the Crown Princess's tears, the engagement was now the important matter.

Crucially, the reason for the Crown Princess's sobbing was Fedi's Kracius genes. Even if she was sniffling in the Empress's arms, she would probably smile brighter than the sun upon hearing the engagement news.

"So only the Valenti and Yorun families have engagement traditions passed down?"
"That's right. I've occupied the Catovan position for too long, so most traditions have disappeared, and Lise and Eri's families are far from engagements. Pene's family was just established, so there's no tradition to speak of."
"I'm surprised the Masalo family doesn't have engagement traditions. I thought they would."
"We used to have them, but they disappeared from Grandmother's time! Grandmother was lenient about marriage! So everyone had love marriages, and even if they got engaged, they followed the other family's traditions!"
"I see."

As I watched my wives' discussion with mixed feelings, I realized things were proceeding well without my intervention.

It was completely different from the scene of two fools putting their heads together at the Solar Palace. Those two dumb and dumber almost summoned a retirement scenario because they knew nothing about engagements.

'Family matters should indeed be left to the wives.'

A husband's best role is to protect the family. This is what happens when you try to handle internal affairs.

'So the engagement is naturally confirmed.'

I fiddled with the communication device in my pocket with my idle hands.

Perhaps the Emperor is also hearing about the unilateral engagement plan from the Empress right now.

As a result of the ladies' intense and serious discussions, it was decided that if the engagement between the Crown Princess and Fedi is confirmed, they would follow the traditions of the Valenti Family.

While the Yorun County also has sufficient engagement traditions, Fedi's birth mother Marge is from the Valenti family. If the engagement had been with Rin's biological children Alina or Leon, they would have followed the Yorun County's traditions.

'An engagement for the future Emperor following a ducal family's traditions.'

It's actually quite strange. This isn't just any royal engagement but one for the direct heir, the future Emperor, yet there are no imperial traditions to follow, so they must use a ducal family's customs. Is this truly a normal engagement?

I can't exactly ask the Emperor Emeritus, "Your granddaughter is getting engaged, so tell me about your first love." If I said something like that, I'd deserve to be trampled to death by the beasts he raises. Perhaps Titi's siblings would tear my limbs apart.

So the best solution is to adopt the Valenti traditions but make them more splendid and magnificent. Then establish them as traditions for the Livnoman Imperial Family to follow in the future.

Since these are already well-established ducal traditions, I wonder if there's much room for enhancement, but I trust the loyal and capable officials of the Ministry of the Imperial Household will figure it out.

'You can do it.'

Yes, you can do it, great Ministry of the Imperial Household. I believe in the might of the administrative department ranked number one.

...

'Kracius must have engagement traditions too.'

As I watched Marge, whose face had turned red perhaps from the excitement of Fedi's imminent engagement, an unfortunate thought crossed my mind.

It's true that Erich and I broke the Kracius engagement traditions by proceeding directly to marriage. But didn't all my uncles and aunts go through engagements before marriage? Father would likely remember the engagement traditions.

However, asking Father about engagement traditions would be a devilish act, considering his deep guilt toward his siblings. It would be no different than asking the Emperor Emeritus about his first love.

'We should make this the new Kracius tradition.'

So I decided. Let's completely discard traditions that were once broken and are too traumatic to restore. Let's make our Fedi's engagement the new tradition for the Kracius family.

Of course, creating traditions identical to the imperial ones would be quite treasonous. A moderately simplified tradition should be sufficient. After all, what truly matters isn't the engagement but the marriage. No need to overemphasize it.

"Then I'll personally convey our position to His Majesty tomorrow. The Emperor should discuss it with the Empress today."
"Will one day be enough? This concerns the future Emperor's engagement."
"Honestly, one hour would probably be enough, not just one day. His Majesty seems to have already made up his mind, and the Empress also thinks highly of Fedi."

This isn't baseless speculation. The biggest obstacle to the Crown Princess's engagement or marriage would be the Emperor, wouldn't it? But when the Emperor himself brings up the engagement first, the path to the Crown Princess's engagement becomes as clear as a highway.

Also, no matter how noble and lofty, the imperial family is still a family. While the Emperor's voice carries tremendous weight in state affairs, the Empress has more say in family matters. Just as I couldn't say a word about Fedi's engagement and left everything to the ladies' discussion.

The Emperor is probably nodding blankly at whatever the Empress says right now. No matter what she says, he's likely mechanically responding, "As you wish, Empress."

'As frustrating as it is, you and I are equals.'

It's truly frustrating, shameful, and humiliating, but even with a knife to my throat, I must admit that that yellow-haired fellow and I are in the same boat.

If it weren't about Fedi's engagement, I would have refused to acknowledge it until my dying day. But I can't let my stubborn pride stand in the way of my son's future.

This is the weight a father must bear. It's so heavy and cruel that I could cry.

The next morning, I headed to the Solar Palace.

That fellow would be at work early because of his duties, so he should be sitting in his office at this hour.

"I seek an audience with His Imperial Majesty."
"Ah, Count, you've come."

Indeed, the Emperor was sitting at his desk with a somewhat dazed expression, idly scribbling with his pen.

That reaction confirmed my suspicions. He too had just nodded along with whatever the Empress said.


"Please sit. I was wondering when you'd come, but fortunately, you came right away. It seems your discussions also concluded smoothly."
"When it's an engagement with none other than Her Highness the Crown Princess, what reason would I have to hesitate? Rather, I fear that Fedi might not be good enough for Her Highness."
"Hmph. If Fedi isn't good enough, then the Crown Princess would have to live alone forever."

The Emperor's bitter smile carried a complex mixture of relief, melancholy, and faint lingering attachment.

These emotions were too complicated for just one person to hold, so I quietly took my seat. It's surprising that he even proposed the Crown Princess's engagement first and acquiesced to the Empress's opinion.

"So, what did the ladies say?"
"They were deeply moved by Your Majesty's proposal and said that if the Crown Princess becomes Fedi's partner, it would be an unparalleled honor and happiness."
"That's a relief."

The Emperor, who had walked from his desk to the reception line, collapsed into the seat of honor.

His pitiful appearance even evoked a small sense of sympathy from me. I would probably react the same way if my daughters' engagements were approaching.

"The Empress also strongly supports this engagement. She said no one but Fedi could stand by the Crown Princess's side. It seems the Empress may have been considering their engagement for some time."
'We were the only ones who didn't.'

The words circled in my mouth, but I held them back.

Though I didn't say it aloud, I don't think my thoughts are wrong. It's not just the Empress who considered the engagement; we were the only ones who didn't. Perhaps even our parents had prepared themselves to welcome the Crown Princess as their grandson's wife.

That's how much my and the Emperor's eyes were blocked by something, our minds cloudier than anyone else's. Aren't we the duo of son-fool and daughter-fool that will go down in imperial history?

'I don't want to be part of such a duo.'

Especially if my partner is that yellow-haired fellow.

"By the way, Count. Have you decided how to proceed with the engagement?"
"Ah, yes. If Your Majesty entrusts it to my family, we plan to reference the traditions of the Valenti Family."
"The Valenti traditions, I see."

The Emperor stroked his chin at my answer.

He showed no signs of displeasure or regret about referencing a ducal family's traditions for the future Emperor's engagement. Considering the current imperial situation, he knows that following the Valenti traditions is the best option.

To be blunt, if we were to insist on imperial traditions, we'd have to dig up the engagement of the Emperor Emeritus and his wife. Rather than commit such an atrocity, wouldn't it be better to reference a ducal family?

"That's fine. If the Count had no suitable plan, I was going to look into Nuren's traditions. If we need to borrow from a ducal family anyway, it's better to use one connected to the groom."

I flinched at the word "groom."

Groom. A term that can only be used after reaching marriage, beyond engagement. It's a title that will eventually apply to Fedi if the engagement proceeds, but hearing it in advance makes it hard to suppress my complex emotions.

"Hmm."

The Emperor also seemed to find it strange to call Fedi a groom, as he soon let out a small laugh and tilted his head back.

I understand. If Fedi is the groom, then the Crown Princess automatically becomes the bride. Anyone's heart would break at calling their precious 7-year-old daughter a bride.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"It's too late to back out now, isn't it?"
"Even if you backed out now, we'd find ourselves in the same situation again in a few years."

The Emperor bowed his head dejectedly at my cruel answer.

Having already received the approval of our wives and the Empress, backing out is impossible. Even if we succeeded in postponing it, it would only be a temporary reprieve, not a complete cancellation.

So rather than feeling this pain and complexity twice, it's better to end it now. That's the best approach for all of us.


"Count, Count..."
"Your Majesty?"

After keeping his head bowed for a while, the Emperor suddenly muttered in a small voice,

"In-law."

He called me by that terrible and presumptuous title.

"......"
"......"
"......"
"This should only be spoken after at least ten years. Even I get goosebumps."
"Shall we schedule the wedding for after Her Highness and Fedi graduate from the Academy?"
"Let's do that."

An awkward silence then filled the office.

This silence was suffocating, almost like when the Emperor mentioned the Emperor Emeritus.

"Would you like some vodka?"
"Is it appropriate to drink vodka so early in the morning?"
"It's fine if you mix it with a little tea."

I wanted to argue about how that wasn't fine at all, but I held back.

If I protested here, the already awkward atmosphere would only become more depressing.

***

After the Count left, I spoke to His Majesty the Emperor Emeritus about the Crown Princess's engagement.

"An engagement, is it? The Crown Princess has already reached that age. When this old man was young, many nobles were engaged even before turning five."

The Emperor Emeritus, who had been scattering feed to the chickens, paused and turned toward me.

"Cock-a-doodle-doo! Cluck cluck!"

When the chickens, whose meal was suddenly interrupted, protested fiercely, he resumed feeding them, but his gaze remained fixed on me.

"The Kracius Family has long been the shield and sword of the Imperial Family. Even during the Imperial Family's hardships, the Kracius and other Imperial Count families never ceased their loyalty to the throne."
"It's a beautiful loyalty that all nobles should emulate."
"Also, Reinhardt Kracius, the head of the family two generations ago, was an excellent noble and capable servant. His contributions to the Imperial Family and the Empire were by no means small."

After saying this, the Emperor Emeritus fell silent for a moment.

The Kracius family head from two generations ago. I know nothing about him except that he was a loyal servant who devoted himself to the Emperor Emeritus and a capable noble.

And that regardless of his ability or loyalty, he wasn't particularly good as a head of household.

"Your Majesty."
"Yes, please speak."
"An alliance with Kracius is the best choice. In this old man's opinion, there could be no better in-laws than the Kracius family."
"I feel reassured hearing Your Majesty say so."
"However, if the Kracius family shows even the slightest reluctance, please find another family."
"...Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question this unexpected statement.

I never expected the Emperor Emeritus to say such a thing.

# Preparations for the Engagement

The preparations for the engagement would be led by Mar instead of me, and the Empress instead of the Emperor.

No matter how I thought about it, neither I nor the yellow-haired one would be of any use in this matter. Rather, we should be worried about the Emperor guzzling down vodka and declaring the engagement void.

I would have to desperately restrain my itching fists while trying to stop the Emperor. Instead of dealing with that, leaving it to the mistresses responsible for internal family affairs would be better for everyone.

And I have another task just as important as preparing for the engagement.

'What should I say to Fedi?'

That is, explaining the engagement to Fedi and getting his sincere consent.

First of all, the probability of the Crown Princess opposing the engagement converges infinitely to zero. Unless she had given up after being deeply hurt by Fedi's Kracius-like behavior, according to the Empress, the Crown Princess still seemed to like Fedi. If so, she would be overjoyed about the engagement with Fedi.

So what matters is the reaction of Fedi, who once pushed away the Crown Princess. I need to properly explain to Fedi what an engagement is, and clearly inform him that although the Crown Princess is his sister, she's not a blood-related sister, so marriage is possible.

'There's a possibility.'

Fortunately, Fedi is a wise child who understands immediately when an adult explains things.

After all, Fedi accessed the knowledge that "siblings cannot marry each other" through his own power. It means our son is wise and excellent, so I believe he will surely understand the difference between blood siblings and those who are not.

Moreover, the reason Fedi pushed away the Crown Princess was because siblings cannot marry. He never said he disliked the Crown Princess. If we remove the barrier of being siblings, there's a high possibility that Fedi will welcome the engagement with the Crown Princess.

"Right?"
"O-Of course! I think so too!"

I stroked the mane of Kindness, who was standing next to me, not next to Fedi.

In a way, Kindness could be considered the starting point of this situation. Since this fellow blew an incredible wind into the Crown Princess like Charity did, he gave the Crown Princess the sad record of "1 confession, 1 rejection."

When I think about how he caused the Crown Princess to wail, I want to pluck out his mane, but somehow things flowed smoothly and reached the engagement. Though the process was terrible, since the result was smooth, I'm willing to forgive him once, just like Charity.

'Hoofed creatures getting along so well.'

Soon I sighed softly and patted Kindness's head.

Both Kindness and Charity are hoofed creatures. But when hoofed creatures cause trouble side by side, I can't help but wonder if there's some curse attached to hooves.

At least Abundance hasn't caused any trouble, so I don't seriously believe in the hoofed disaster theory, but if Abundance had also stabbed me in the back, I would have put shoes on their hooves. So they couldn't proudly display those ominous things.

"Kindness."
"Yes!"
"First, go ahead and talk to Fedi about various things. Tell him that siblings who can't become spouses are those who share a father or mother, but a sister and brother living in different houses can get married."
"M-Me?"
"You're Fedi's first confidant, aren't you? If you tell him, Fedi will listen seriously, right?"

At my words, Kindness's eyes widened.

Apparently, he was encouraged by the fact that the words "first confidant" came from my mouth. As Fedi's loyal servant, loyal horse, and loyal subject, it must be the most touching words for Kindness.

'Since I've gone this far for you, do it properly.'

Looking at Kindness, whose eyes now gleamed with fighting spirit and determination, I held a small expectation.

The king has entrusted a task to the crown prince's loyal servant. If you truly want to continue on the path of a loyal subject, you must successfully complete this task.

Of course, I don't expect Kindness to persuade Fedi alone. It would be nice if that happened, but it would be problematic in its own way if Fedi's future were resolved at the level of a beast rather than his father.

'Just enough to pique his interest.'

That's all I want from Kindness. Just enough for Fedi, who made his sister cry suddenly, to hold the word "engagement" in his head. Just enough to recognize that blood siblings and friends who are like siblings are clearly different.


Building the pillars and roof on the foundation laid by Kindness is my job. If you succeed in laying the foundation, I'll recognize you as the Kracius family head-certified "heir-exclusive mount."

If Kindness achieves overwhelming merit, Charity might lament, but that fellow quickly climbed onto the Crown Princess's line, so it's fine. He would be happy about the engagement between the Crown Princess and Fedi, not in a position to dislike it.

Kindness is Fedi's animal friend, second only to Titi and Jangsaeng.

However, unlike Titi and Jangsaeng, who have to yield somewhat for their younger siblings, Kindness can be almost exclusively monopolized by Fedi, so in a way, he could be considered the primary animal friend.

And for little ones, friends have as much influence as parents. If it's the whisper of an animal friend that can be ridden, I believed it would have a great impact on Fedi.

"Appa, Appa."
"Yes?"
"Sister, not my sister?"

Gratifyingly, that belief was rewarded.

An hour after Kindness ran to Fedi. Fedi, who came running to my room, blinked his eyes and asked that. Whether the Crown Princess was a different being from the sister he thought of.

'Thank you.'

I expressed my gratitude to Kindness, who must have burned his soul while moving his mouth.

The fire you brought with your mouth, you succeeded in cleaning up with your mouth. From today, you are Grand-Kindness.

"Our Fedi. What are you suddenly saying?"
"Kindness said. Charlotte sister, sister but not the sister I know."

I nodded with satisfaction at Fedi's voice, which had a slight confusion.

She is a sister but not a sister. This is the best level that 6-year-old Fedi can understand. Refining it further is the father's role.

"Kindness is right. She is our Fedi's sister, but not a real sibling, so."
"Not... siblings?"

At my words, Fedi reacted as if the world had been denied.

This makes me feel a bit sorry. It's a stage we have to go through someday, but it feels like I've shattered a child's world.

'But I have to do it.'

Tapping my knee as I gathered my momentarily weakened heart.

Then Fedi ran over and sat on my knee, and as I stroked his head, I carefully continued.

"Our Fedi has three sisters, right?"
"Yes! Charlotte sister, Helen sister, Henrietta sister!"
"And Fedi is their younger brother."
"Yes!"
"Then among your sisters, who is the older sister and who is the younger sister?"
"Huh?"

As if it was a question he had never thought about, Fedi's eyes opened wide.

In fact, even from adults' perspective, who is the older or younger sister is not important. After all, the three get along well as friends of the same age. To the extent of transcending the walls of status as Crown Princess, Marquis's daughter, and Knight family's daughter.

However, this is possible because the three are not connected by blood. Similarly, our triplets, who are also the same age, distinguish who is the first, second, and third, don't they? Children may not distinguish among themselves, but at least I, my wives, and the servants are clearly aware.

"You don't know, right?"
"No..."
"The sisters have different fathers and mothers. So there's no need to decide who is the older sister and who is the younger sister."
"But I have different mothers with my younger siblings..."
"But the father is the same. It's okay if at least one is the same."

Fedi's eyes, which had been full of confusion, began to become clearer little by little.


"But does our Fedi have the same father and mother as his sisters?"
"No! Different!"
"That's right. So our Fedi is not siblings with his sisters. You're living like sisters and brother, but you're not real siblings."
"I see..."

I hugged Fedi tightly as he was about to become dejected.

If I stop here, it would be like taking away Fedi's three sisters. What I want to let Fedi know is that they are not blood sisters, not that I want to eliminate the sisters themselves.

"But even though you're not siblings, Fedi thought of the sisters as sisters, and the sisters considered Fedi as their brother, right? That means you all liked each other very much. You lived like family even though you weren't family."

It's amazing to live like family despite not being family. Unlike real siblings who are close because they are family from birth, a sibling-like relationship built over time is a symbol of strong friendship.

Emphasizing that, Fedi's complexion brightened. Like someone who had solved a lifelong worry.

'You were scared.'

Understanding how he felt, I quietly just stroked Fedi's head.

He's told that the sisters he had been playing with excitedly turned out not to be (blood) sisters. While it might be understandable for Helen and Henrietta whom he met later, being told that he has no relation with Charlotte, whom he's known for 6 years, could be a big shock to a young heart.

How happy must he be now that worry is resolved. He's learned that they may not be family, but that makes their relationship even more special.

"Then, Appa."
"What is it?"
"Can I become spouses with sister?"

At those words, my hand that had been moving mechanically stopped abruptly.

At the same time, I quickly scanned Fedi's eyes and complexion. To understand what emotion Fedi had when saying these words.

'It's not just casual talk.'

First of all, Fedi's emotion was sincere. He was genuinely curious if he could become spouses with the Crown Princess, if they could marry since they weren't blood siblings.

'The reaction is positive too.'

Moreover, he's not just asking out of curiosity. There was a nuance that he would like to do so if possible.

I don't know if he wants to become spouses because he feels bad about the Crown Princess crying profusely, or if Fedi also wanted to become spouses with the Crown Princess but restrained himself because of the sibling barrier. Either way, what's important is that the engagement has positively approached 6-year-old Fedi.

"It is possible. Our Fedi and sister are not siblings. Why? Do you want to become spouses?"
"Umm..."

At the direct question, Fedi tilted his head, and

"I think sister would be good! I want to live with sister! Like Appa and Mommy!"

A typical 6-year-old answer came out.

For now, Fedi's affirmation is not based on love. It's an answer that can only be given by a child who doesn't yet know much about marriage and spouses, who just thinks of it as living together every day in a good relationship.

'It's okay.'

But that's enough. It's certain that Fedi has a deep liking for the Crown Princess.

Originally, engagements of young children are not made because they have affection for each other. Engagement is about binding children who are close or should become close in a special relationship, and letting affection develop over time. Even if not affection, engagement is about creating a sense of duty and familiarity.

'It can definitely turn into affection.'

And I believe the engagement between the Crown Princess and Fedi will move toward affection, not duty.

The Crown Princess already has feelings close to affection, and Fedi also has a deep and firm liking.

When the Crown Princess and Fedi progress toward engagement or marriage, the first obstacle they'll face is opposition from the Emperor—a crazy daughter-obsessed father.

What's worse is that this first obstacle is also the biggest one. In gaming terms, it's like encountering the Demon King immediately after leaving the starting village. And it's even more terrible because this is a disgusting, persistent Demon King that you can neither avoid nor escape.

Fortunately, the Demon King voluntarily surrendered to the tiny hero duo and even guided them to his castle. The first and greatest obstacle crumbled quickly.

Essentially, a highway with no barriers has opened before the tiny hero duo. However, as they say, it's not over until it's over. Even with the Demon King gone, one variable remained for the hero duo.

'Even if the path opens, it's useless if the hero doesn't want to go.'

What good is it if the Demon King surrenders and a highway to his castle opens? If even one of the hero duo insists on staying in the starting village, it means nothing. Even if the Emperor proposes engagement and the Crown Princess is delighted, they can't proceed if Fedi is indifferent.

But that variable has disappeared. Fedi realized that he and the Crown Princess aren't biological siblings, and therefore, they can marry.

"Big sister would be good! I want to be with big sister! Like daddy and mommy!"

As a result, Fedi, who had once made the Crown Princess weep, gladly agreed to the engagement.

From the beginning, Fedi had feelings for the Crown Princess. Though it wasn't quite love, for a six-year-old child, mere affection is enough.

Besides, isn't engagement a process to help children who are to be married become closer? Even distant children grow closer through engagement, so I believe the already close Crown Princess and Fedi will develop mutual affection.

'If not...'

However, human emotions don't always flow as calculated.

The currently close Crown Princess and Fedi might become awkward as they go through puberty, or Fedi might develop feelings for someone else. While I hope such things don't happen now that they're engaged, sadly, I can't guarantee the possibility is zero.

So let's pray diligently to the three gods. May the Crown Princess and Fedi become even deeper and closer than they are now. May Fedi's feelings for the Crown Princess grow from affection to love.

'At times like this, I regret being nobility.'

I took out my communication device with a bitter smile.

If I were a commoner or just a knight, I wouldn't need to worry about this. The children of commoners or knight families don't need engagements. They can simply grow up normally, become adults, and then find marriage partners.

But the noble blood of an Imperial Count, the fate of being closely tied to the Imperial Family, has restricted Fedi's freedom in love. This father had hoped for his children to marry for love.

'At least he's engaged to the big sister he likes.'

If there's any consolation, it's that the relationship between the Crown Princess and Fedi is very strong. How fortunate that we're not forcing children who dislike or are indifferent to each other into an engagement.

'...Being a noble father is probably better than being a commoner father.'

Just before contacting the Emperor, I reassured myself.

In a world where everyone is equal, it might be different, but this world clearly has a class system. Then, it's a father's duty to pass on noble status, immense wealth, and beautiful honor to his children.

I shouldn't whine about the burden and fate of nobility while turning away from the numerous inheritances I can give Fedi. If commoners heard my thoughts, they'd curse me for my entitled complaints.

I faced the Emperor again, whom I seem to see every day lately.

"Fedi agreed to the engagement too?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. Fedi initially rejected Her Highness because siblings cannot become spouses, not because he disliked Her Highness. In fact, he was delighted to learn he could become Her Highness's spouse."
"Hmm."

"Moreover, isn't it wonderful that young Fedi already considers Her Highness as family? Having already built such affection, how much stronger will their bond become with time?"

The Emperor's lips twitched at my report.

"So Fedi welcomed the engagement with the Crown Princess."

His voice was filled with undisguisable satisfaction.

The daughter-obsessed trait must have activated. This guy had been upset when Fedi first rejected the Crown Princess, wondering what was lacking about her.

But now that he knows the rejection wasn't due to any deficiency, how proud must he be? He must be inwardly cheering that the Crown Princess is indeed a lovable child.

"That's a relief. I was worried about what to do if Fedi showed reluctance, but there's no need to force an engagement on a child who doesn't want it."
"This was only possible because Your Highness cared for Fedi with affection and devotion. For such a young child to want to become Your Highness's spouse, I've come to realize how deep and broad Your Highness's heart truly is."
"Is that so."

The Emperor nodded brightly and leaned back in his chair.

"Well then, Count. What about you?"
"Me, Your Majesty?"
"Yes. Are you satisfied with this engagement?"

He blurted out a question I couldn't understand why he was asking only now.

If he was going to ask such a thing, shouldn't he have asked earlier? The Empress and Mar are already in discussions, and Fedi has been persuaded—what's the point of asking now?

"If Your Highness and Fedi truly desire this engagement, I too am happy and supportive of it."

Still, I couldn't give a sharp answer to the Emperor's question. I gave an appropriately ceremonial yet sincere response.

Honestly, having briefly lived in the 21st century, I have an instinctive uneasiness about engagements. I heard that wealthy people there also had engagements, but I lived a life far from such things.

However, that's a discomfort only I feel, and by this world's standards, it's an alien emotion. I can't blindly reject based on such feelings.

"Is that so."

The Emperor nodded again, seemingly sensing my sincerity.

"If the Count had been reluctant about the engagement, I might have reconsidered."
"Your Majesty?"
"Of course, not because the Count is inadequate, or Fedi is lacking, or the Kracius family is unsatisfactory. I just wondered if I was placing a heavy burden on the Kracius family for the needs of the Imperial Family and in the name of national interest."

I blinked blankly at the unexpected words.

I don't understand what he means. Isn't it the daily routine of nobles and officials to work like dogs for the Imperial Family's needs and shoulder duties for national interest? After ruthlessly working me despite my parental leave, now he says this?

"In-law."
"Pardon?"

My already complicated mind went on strike at this second consecutive attack.

Isn't it too early to use the term "in-law"? Even though we're discussing engagement, we haven't even chosen the venue yet.

"I speak not as Emperor to subject, but as the head of the Livnoman family to the head of the Kracius family, who will become my in-law."
"Your Majesty, with all due respect, being the head of the Livnoman family is no different from being the Emperor—"

"The previous Emperor treated everything on the continent like tools. Even you were considered just one of many tools for the Imperial Family, the Empire, and the people."

This guy isn't listening.

"The same was true for the thirty Imperial Counts who are the shields of the Imperial Family. Rather, because they were the only and last shields that could protect the desperate imperial authority, he handled them more actively and without hesitation."
"It was an honor and pride for us Imperial Counts to serve the previous Emperor and rebuild the Empire. What could be more valuable than a shield protecting its master and a sword cutting down enemies?"
"I'm not saying the previous Emperor's decisions were wrong. He didn't regret those choices either."

The Emperor closed his mouth briefly after saying this.

"However, even the previous Emperor felt indebted to the Kracius family."

But the silence was brief. And the words that followed were by no means light.

"I've heard that the Kracius family head from two generations ago was a loyal subject who devoted himself to the Imperial Family, and a capable nobleman. He mobilized all of Kracius's capabilities to assist the previous Emperor. The previous Emperor did not stop such actions."

Unable to respond to such difficult words, I quietly rolled my eyes.

I know that my grandfather, the family head from two generations ago, was an outstanding nobleman. I also know he was one of the previous Emperor's trusted confidants, loyal and capable.

However, he wasn't a great father and left deep wounds on my father, uncles, and aunts, so as my father's son, I don't know what to say.

"That is the previous Emperor's sense of debt. Regret for focusing only on the sturdy shield while ignoring the flaws engraved on it for the sake of national interest."
"Your, Your Majesty."
"Of course, the previous Emperor didn't say this directly. It's just my speculation."

The Emperor smiled bitterly and gazed into my eyes.

It was burdensome, but I couldn't avoid it. The atmosphere made it impossible to escape.

"So, in-law. How do you feel? Are you forcibly pushing Fedi's back for the sake of the Imperial Family and national interest?"
"Absolutely not."
"Do you, like the family head from two generations ago, want to contribute all of Kracius's capabilities to the Imperial Family?"
"No, I do not."
"Then that's fine. That's the answer I wanted."

The Emperor's face, which had been filled with bitter smiles, gradually brightened.

"Now, I've spoken the burden in my heart. I've treated you as an in-law and laid everything out. So why don't you also share the concerns hidden in your heart?"
"I'm fine, really."
"That can't be. Even if you're the most loyal of loyal subjects, you must have some small complaints or discomforts. This is a conversation between in-laws, so don't feel burdened."
"What's uncomfortable is what you're doing right now..."

At that, the Emperor burst into laughter.

Does this guy think it's a joke because I'm not raising my voice? How is this different from an executive playing a drinking game with the chairman?

"Well then, forget talking as in-laws. As a younger brother to an older brother, do you have anything to say?"
"If you pressure an innocent subject so cruelly, you'll be punished by the Lord in heaven."
"For someone showing humility, you speak quite boldly. It's practically an insult, just without informal speech."

I closed my eyes dejectedly at the Emperor's continuous laughter.

Fedi, your father suffers under such an obnoxious boss. I hope our Fedi grows up receiving plenty of love from the Crown Princess.

I visited Teilgleichen County.

The heads of the Livnoman and Kracius families have reached an agreement, the matriarchs are in discussion, and the consent of the engaged parties has been obtained.

At this point, only a meteor falling on the Capital could stop this engagement. If this were just an ordinary engagement between average noble families rather than between the future Emperor and the future Imperial Count, it would have been finalized long ago.

That's why I need to inform my parents, who are Fedi's grandparents, about the engagement. Though it's not yet officially announced and can't be shared with other nobles, family certainly deserves to know.

"Fedi with Her Highness?"
"Yes. Fortunately, Her Highness and Fedi hold each other in high regard, so this will be a happy engagement not just for the adults but for the children as well."
"Well now."
"My goodness."

My father and mother let out small gasps at my report.

'They're pleased, as expected.'

I gazed at my father, whose usual expressionless face was softening.

This is the same father who, right before I headed north to take Dorgos's head, advised me to give up my position as military inspector out of concern for my safety rather than loyalty to the imperial family. That was quite an unusual stance for an Imperial Count whose role is to be the final shield protecting the imperial family.

But viewed differently, it means that unless his family's safety is at stake, my father's loyalty and reverence toward the imperial family remain steadfast. This hasn't changed even after he stepped down from his position as Imperial Count and retired from his duties.

So the news that Fedi will become the partner of the Crown Princess, the future Emperor, must be incredibly honorable and moving for him. Fortunately, the Crown Princess and Fedi are already close like sister and brother, so there's no guilt about forcing them into an engagement.

"In the future, our Kracius family will be the shield protecting the imperial family from the closest position."

Perhaps that's why my father, after his initial gasp, soon wore a faint smile.

The Kracius family is already serving as one of the final shields of the imperial family. In this situation, if we also produce the partner of the future Emperor, our Kracius family will inherit the role currently held by the Nuren ducal family in the future.

As the family that guards and assists the Emperor from the closest position. As the family that produces the Emperor's only confidant and companion at the pinnacle of the Empire.

'Are we placing too heavy a burden on the children?'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly thinking about the responsibilities Fedi and our children would shoulder in the future.

Being the Emperor's partner is by no means a light position. It's not simply about being the Emperor's spouse and sharing love.

Of course, the previous Empress was someone who didn't even share love, but nevertheless, the role of a partner is to be the most reliable pillar supporting the Emperor as the mistress of the imperial family and the Empire. That's necessary for the Empire to prosper.

Naturally, the in-law family that produces the partner must act without greed. Even when exercising legitimate rights, they must show restraint if there's any chance of being accused of receiving special treatment as imperial in-laws. That's the duty of those who have received glory and honor.

'They'll do well.'

I'm worried but also confident. I believe our children will grow up to be excellent in-laws, loyal subjects, and respected nobles.

Because my wives and I will raise them that way. Because they've been close with the Crown Princess and other imperial family members since childhood.

'With the planned divided inheritance, there's less chance of them becoming tyrannical in-laws.'

And as a final check and balance, I plan to divide all my possessions among our children.

I have no intention of giving all my titles, territories, wealth, and authority to Fedi alone. Fedi is merely the heir to the Kracius family and Teilgleichen County; my other assets should go to my other children. That's necessary for the well-being of our children, the health of the Kracius family, and the future of the Empire.

'But if he becomes the Imperial Consort, isn't he also an heir?'

Come to think of it, if Fedi becomes the Imperial Consort, it becomes awkward to pass down the title of Count of Teilgleichen to him.

Wouldn't it be problematic if the Imperial Consort, who should exercise restraint and maintain silence as the Emperor's partner, is also an Imperial Count? If the Imperial Consort holds the title of Imperial Count and asserts his presence, attending the Imperial Assembly himself or sending a representative, it would cause chaos. The members of the Imperial Assembly might become confused about whose orders to prioritize.

'A partner is meant to assist, not co-rule.'

If Fedi needed to be on equal footing with the Crown Princess, I would gladly give him the title of Count of Teilgleichen. But if he's meant to quietly support the Crown Princess, he shouldn't become an Imperial Count.

An Imperial Count who is also Imperial Consort would inevitably draw attention. No matter how harmonious and close the Crown Princess and Fedi become as a couple, as long as Fedi holds the card of Imperial Count, there will certainly be disturbances. If people start to think the Emperor controls the executive branch while the Consort controls the legislative branch, everything falls apart.

'Julia should become the Countess of Teilgleichen.'


That's the conclusion I've reached. It seems better to give the title of Count of Teilgleichen to Julia.

In exchange, since I've been so considerate, the Emperor will probably grant Fedi at least the title of Marquis when he officially marries the Crown Princess. After all, the Imperial Consort needs a high title to maintain face.

If not, I can just lie down in protest in front of the Solar Palace. Though I'm sure someone who's desperate to stuff titles into my pocket wouldn't refuse to give one to Fedi.

"By the way, Father."
"What is it?"
"Well, you see."

I hesitated before continuing.

What I'm about to say isn't strictly necessary. It might even disturb my father, who's smiling, and my mother, who's already imagining becoming a great-grandmother.

But if I don't say it now, I might never have the chance. Since the Emperor confided in me as a future in-law, it might be impolite to keep it to myself.

"His Majesty said that if our family had shown even the slightest reluctance about the engagement, he would have immediately withdrawn the proposal."
"That's only natural. It's an honor to serve the imperial family more closely. If we hesitated even slightly, we wouldn't deserve such honor."
"His Majesty also mentioned that because he feels indebted to the Kracius family, he couldn't force anything upon us."

At this, my father, who had been nodding, suddenly stopped. My mother also flinched and quietly turned her gaze toward my father.

Both of them are far wiser than I am. They've observed the actions of my grandfather, the previous head of the family, from the closest position. So they must immediately understand what debt His Majesty feels.

"Did he truly say that?"

I nodded silently instead of answering.

The Emperor feeling indebted is merely his conjecture. But the Emperor wouldn't have said such a thing lightly, especially when mentioning us becoming in-laws. He must have some conviction.

"I see."

After a moment of silence, my father murmured softly.

"So His Majesty thinks that way."

He murmured in a voice that was both bitter and relieved.

The atmosphere, which had been soaring high, settled down, but that's fine. It was something that needed to be said, and the subsequent atmosphere wasn't an awkward silence but rather gentle like a calm lake.

As if a knot that my father had been hiding from everyone had finally been untied.

***

Hehe.

Hehe, hehehehe...

"Are you that happy?"
"Yes!"

I nodded immediately at Mother's words.

I'm happy! So happy!

'Engaged to Fedi!'

We're not becoming a married couple right away, but Fedi and I are promising to become a couple when we grow up! I'm so happy!

It's a promise, but Fedi keeps his promises well! I keep my promises too, so we'll become a couple when we both grow up! We're already a couple!

"Our Charlotte. If you're this happy just with the engagement, how sad you must have been all this time."
"It's okay! We're engaged now!"
"Mother is happy that our daughter is so positive."

Mother stroked my hair.


Mother's hand feels nice. When Mother strokes my hair, it's warm and cozy.

And I really am okay! Fedi couldn't become my husband because he thought of me as real family! When he heard that step-siblings aren't real family but family-like, so they can become a couple, he immediately said he wanted to be my husband!

So I'm super happy! Fedi likes me too! He wants to be my husband!

"But Charlotte?"
"Hmm?"
"Now that the misunderstanding with Fedi is cleared up, wouldn't it be okay to go see him?"

I lowered my head at Mother's words.

I want to see Fedi too. I want to see my stepfather and stepmothers, play with my siblings, and see Titi, the sacred beasts, Lisianne, and the other animals.

"I can't go..."
"Hmm?"

But I can't go.

I'm too embarrassed to go...

'I cried so much...'

I cried so much in front of Fedi. I cried so much in front of my godmothers and the men and women at my stepfather's house.

I'm too embarrassed to go. I want to see them, but I'm too embarrassed. So embarrassed.

"Hoho, are you holding back because you want to show a pretty appearance at the engagement ceremony?"
"Hmm?"

I raised my head again at Mother's words.

"Now Charlotte will be Fedi's fiancée, not his sister. So instead of being a reliable and dependable older sister, you should show your prettiest self. If Fedi doesn't see our Charlotte until the engagement ceremony, he'll be sad and will want to see Charlotte quickly."

Oh...

"And when he sees Charlotte all prettied up at the engagement ceremony, he'll fall for you right away, won't he? Our Charlotte, is that why you're holding back from seeing Fedi?"

Oh oh...

"That's right!"

Mother seems to be right!

I'm not holding back because I'm embarrassed, but because I want to look pretty! I'm holding back to show Fedi my best self! That's what I'll say from today!

"Then our Charlotte, shall we go find pretty clothes with Mother?"
"Yes!"
"We'll look for pretty accessories too."
"Yes!"
"Since we'll be busy finding clothes and accessories, we'll cut down on snacks for a while."
"Yes!"

...

"Huh?"

Something's strange. We're looking for clothes and accessories, so why are we cutting down on snacks?

"As expected. I knew Charlotte would feel the same as Mother."
"Um, Mother."
"Well then, since we've brought it up, let's go right away."

Mother took me in her arms.

Mother's embrace feels nice. It's warm and cozy like Mother's hand.

But it's still strange. Why are my snacks being reduced...? I don't understand...

The engagement preparations were steadily racing toward completion.

From what I'd heard, since this was the Crown Prince's engagement, it would be held at St. Paronas Cathedral. Once the venue is decided, isn't that basically 90% of the work done? Plus, booking a specific venue means they've likely settled on a date as well.

Honestly, I wonder if it's appropriate to rush an engagement like this. Even if it's just an engagement and not a wedding, we're talking about the future Emperor's betrothal. Shouldn't it be prepared thoroughly and perfectly?

'Though they're not the type to handle things carelessly.'

But currently, the engagement is being orchestrated by Mar and the Empress. Both of them are far from careless—they're the type to check and refine details that ordinary people wouldn't even think of. Me worrying about those two is like a sparrow fretting over phoenixes.

And there's one obvious reason why the engagement preparations are moving at lightning speed. A reason even I can see, despite being one step removed from the engagement.

"Father. Is big sister not coming today either?"
"No. Looks like you'll have to train alone again today, Fedi."
"Okay!"

It's the fact that during these engagement preparations, the Crown Princess and Fedi haven't been seeing each other.

Of course, the adults haven't forbidden it. There's no imperial or national tradition saying "the engaged couple mustn't meet until the day of the engagement."

The Crown Princess is simply too embarrassed to visit our mansion. After all, her last appearance at our home ended in uncontrollable sobbing. For a proud, dignified, and sensitive seven-year-old, that's an unbearably cruel shackle.

What's worse, her beloved fiancé (to-be) witnessed that heart-wrenching display head-on. If the Crown Princess were just a bit older, she might have run away from the palace.

'The longer the engagement preparations take, the longer they'll be apart.'

It's an adorably amusing reason for separation, but for the Crown Princess herself, it's a serious and important matter. As adults, we should respect her decision.

That's why Mar and the Empress are trying to complete the engagement preparations as quickly as possible. Thanks to the Empress successfully consoling the Crown Princess, the little girl who had been flailing in embarrassment has decided to meet Fedi at the engagement ceremony. To end the separation of these two little ones quickly, the engagement ceremony needs to happen soon.

"But Father, will she come tomorrow?"
"I'm not sure about that either."
"Okay..."

I stroked Fedi's head with a wry smile as he looked dejected.

My Fedi. It's not love yet, but he clearly has feelings for the Crown Princess. That's why he's bored when she doesn't visit the mansion, and why he keeps asking when she'll come.

It's positive that he has such strong feelings for his fiancée (to-be). If they both harbor deep and intense affection for each other, the chances of their marriage happening in the future are very high.

If Fedi is going to marry someone, I'd prefer it to be the Crown Princess. Setting aside her position as the future Emperor, little Charlotte is a good child. I'll even overlook the fact that the mutt would become my in-law.

'It's ironic that their good relationship is causing this trial.'

That's why this situation is both amusing and troublesome. The Crown Princess likes Fedi too much to face him out of embarrassment, and Fedi likes the Crown Princess so much that he wants to see her. This problem wouldn't exist if their feelings for each other were ordinary.

In a way, this might be the only trial and the biggest obstacle in the way of these two children's love. Something strange is taking the role that should have belonged to the Emperor.

"Fedi."
"Hmm?"
"Would you like to go sightseeing around the Capital with me today?"
"Yes!"

At my words, Fedi's eyes widened, and he nodded with a bright smile.

I'm fortunate that Fedi is a good child who enjoys spending time with his father. Otherwise, I would have worried about how to console the dejected Fedi.


"Should we take Titi along too?"
"I'd love that!"

Since things have come to this, let's take Titi along for a stroll around the Capital.

It wouldn't be bad to go all the way to the lake for some water play.

Rumors about the engagement began to spread gradually through social circles.

The Emperor hasn't officially announced the engagement yet. However, St. Paronas Cathedral, the engagement venue, is the heart of the Ausen Archdiocese and the most prestigious church in the Empire. Palace people frequently coming and going to such a sacred place that attracts everyone's attention? And massive amounts of clothes and accessories for a young girl being brought into the palace?

Meanwhile, clothes and accessories for Fedi to wear are constantly pouring into our mansion as well. Since we didn't particularly hide anything, it's only natural for the nobles to reach the conclusion that an engagement is happening.

'It's also well-known that the Crown Princess and Fedi are close.'

Moreover, everyone in the Empire knows about the deep friendship between these two little ones. Thanks to me being the Crown Princess's godfather, they spend time together like siblings, and the Crown Princess frequently visiting our mansion has become an everyday occurrence for the imperial nobles.

Recently, the Crown Princess has even been participating in Fedi's sword training. For the nobles, it wouldn't be strange to think that the training itself was a preparatory stage for the engagement.

'Though it was just a coincidence.'

I scratched the back of my head while reading the social trends report sent by the Deputy Head of Intelligence.

The nobles believe this engagement has been a meticulously planned scheme for quite some time, but in reality, it was an impulsive result mixing the Emperor's enlightenment and outburst. When the Crown Princess started her training, there wasn't even a hint of engagement.

Of course, no one would believe this even if we said it. Neither the Emperor nor I feel the need to explain. It's better for publicity to say the future Emperor's engagement was meticulously prepared rather than impulsively decided...

'How strange that the reason for the engagement was uncontrollable sobbing.'

If this bizarre reason were to go down in history, the Crown Princess would have a rather intense puberty. And the 18-year-old Eimanka, wounded in her heart, might become the greatest tyrant in imperial history.

We should keep silent forever to avoid such a disaster. I'd be very sad if my future daughter-in-law became a tyrant.

"Master, I'll be heading to the palace now."
"Ah, yes. Have a safe trip."
"Yes!"
"I'll return as soon as the work is done!"

While I was checking the Intelligence Deputy Head's report, fiddling with the communication device, I casually responded to Kindness and Charity's notice of departure.

Surprisingly, those two also have roles to play in the engagement ceremony. It's not that they're being recognized for their merit in encouraging the Crown Princess, but rather their status as loyal servants to Fedi and the Crown Princess is highly valued.

Loyal servants who the children often ride, and perfect mounts capable of communicating with humans. It would be a waste not to utilize such attractive assets. Regular horses are difficult to employ due to concerns for the children's safety, but those two can safely carry the Crown Princess and Fedi.

'I heard they plan to make their entrance riding those two.'

Fedi riding Kindness and the Crown Princess riding Charity, making a majestic entrance into St. Paronas Cathedral. Just imagining it is impressive, cute, and depending on how you interpret it, a noble scene.

That's why those two were summoned to the palace by the Empress. Just as the Crown Princess and Fedi try on various clothes, those two need appropriate decorations as well.

'Dyeing them might be good too.'

The thought suddenly occurred to me.

The symbols of Livnoman are gold and purple, while Kracius's symbol is black. Since changing appearances with magic is simple, wouldn't dyeing be an option?

Kindness has brownish-black fur, so he can be decorated easily, but Charity doesn't have a trace of gold or purple, so we need to pay special attention. It would be strange for a deer to have such colors in the first place.


'A golden-furred deer with purple eyes.'

The more I imagined it specifically, the more desperately I wanted to see it.

A deer with golden fur and purple eyes. Anyone would see it as a divine beast or sacred animal descended from heaven. A divine beast that would make Enen say "This one!" if caught.

Nothing would make me happier than such a being appearing at Fedi's engagement ceremony.

***

I received a precious gift a few days ago.

A gift so valuable that I wondered if I should dare accept it, or if I should rush to His Excellency's mansion to return it immediately.

[I would like to invite you and your family to our eldest son's engagement ceremony.]

For a while, I couldn't gather my thoughts after receiving this precious gift, a gorgeously sealed invitation personally delivered by His Excellency. I was so stunned that I couldn't even properly see His Excellency off as he departed gracefully.

'How embarrassing.'

But it couldn't be helped. The engagement ceremony of His Excellency's eldest son, Fedi—honestly, even calling him Fedi feels presumptuous—I've been formally invited to the young master's engagement ceremony.

What an honor and privilege beyond my station. Rumors about the engagement between Her Highness the Crown Princess and the young master had been gradually spreading within the administration, but I never expected to receive an invitation.

Even with my connection to His Excellency, and despite our Helen being friends with Her Highness and the young master, I'm merely a knight. I'm just a viscount who hasn't even reached the rank of fifth-tier nobility, let alone high nobility. Yet someone like me has been invited to such an occasion.

'Is it truly appropriate for me to attend?'

I've been pondering this question for days since receiving the invitation. His Excellency invited us because he considers our Helen a friend of the young master, but is it right for a mere knight to participate in such a precious and noble imperial event?

Yet refusing His Excellency's goodwill is unthinkable. It would also be unfair to Helen, who is friends with Her Highness and the young master.

'Should I just send Helen alone?'

I even had such an unworthy thought. That's how intimidating the thick wall of an imperial event felt—I didn't even have the courage to look up at it.

After days of solitary deliberation, I finally reached a conclusion after discussing it with my wife.

"En-gage-ment?"
"Yes. Would you like to go?"

The solution was to ask Helen, who was the reason I received the invitation in the first place. To follow the wishes of Helen, who is friends with Her Highness the Crown Princess and the young master.

If Helen wanted to go, I would overcome my fears and attend. If she refused, I would take full responsibility and apologize to His Excellency.

"I want to go! I want to go!"
"I see."

And the result was attendance.

Seeing Helen's sparkling eyes, I had the intuition that if I had refused on my own, I would have regretted it for the rest of my life.

"But what's an engagement?"
"Ah."

I guess I need to explain that first.

Thinking about it, I've attended many weddings, but I've never actually been to an engagement ceremony.

For one, I was never the type to have an engagement ceremony, and Erich went straight to the wedding without one. If you're old enough to get married right away, it's more practical to skip the engagement ceremony and proceed directly to the wedding.

Thanks to that, while I've diligently shown my face at weddings—mine, my family's, and those of people around me—I've never attended an engagement ceremony.

'My first engagement ceremony is my son's engagement.'

Naturally, Fedi's engagement ceremony became the first one I've ever attended.

It was such a monumental occasion that I couldn't help but smile. Isn't it like fate ordained by heaven that my first life experience of this kind would be Fedi's engagement?

However, since this was my first engagement ceremony, I worried about making mistakes during the event. Nothing would be sadder than if something went wrong at an event that determined the future of our Fedi and the Crown Princess.

"Neither you nor I have much to do, so there's no need to worry. The protagonists of the engagement ceremony are the children themselves, and the event will be managed by officials from the Ministry of the Imperial Household and priests from the Ausen Archdiocese."

The anxiety and nervousness filling my chest must have been leaking out, as Mar was busy comforting me with a gentle smile.

"At most, you'll just exchange gifts with the Emperor, who will become our in-law. And that's literally just an exchange procedure—it's enough to sit in the front row and watch over Fedi."
"Well, that's a relief..."

I awkwardly nodded at Mar's reassurance.

There was no reason to doubt Mar's words, as she had prepared the engagement ceremony with the Empress. I would barely be involved in the ceremony, so there was no chance of the engagement going awry due to my inexperience.

Still, a father's burning paternal love was impossible to suppress. This feeling of not being able to let down my guard even slightly when it comes to my son—how could anyone cool such emotions?

'Gift exchange with the in-law.'

And my only role, the gift exchange, was also a bit—just a tiny bit—concerning.

Apparently, during engagement ceremonies, the heads of both families give gifts to each other with the sentiment of "Please take good care of our child." Since the heads of both families are myself and the Emperor, I would have to face the Emperor and exchange gifts.

'I have to give that bastard a gift?'

Just imagining it stirred up complicated emotions.

A slave has to offer not only labor but also gifts to the slave master? What if my justified anger explodes and my fist flies while handing over the gift?

'That bastard is giving me a gift?'

Moreover, that bastard is giving me a gift too? The one who's always dumping all sorts of burdens on me is giving me a gift?

Of course, since it's part of the children's engagement ceremony, he wouldn't give me anything strange, but my instinctive aversion based on past experiences is unavoidable. I'm worried something odd might happen during the gift exchange.

'I'll just keep my mouth shut and exchange gifts.'

So I made up my mind. During the gift exchange, I would avoid eye contact with the Emperor as much as possible and not utter any unnecessary words. Just toss the gift and sit back down.

That's the right approach rather than allowing unnecessary variables. The Emperor would surely understand for the sake of the Crown Princess's smooth engagement.

"When Fedi gets engaged, I suppose the other children's engagements will follow?"

After calming myself as much as possible, I subtly changed the subject.

But I didn't just blurt out anything random. It was something I had thought about several times while preparing for Fedi's engagement ceremony.

"I think so. Of course, if the children don't have someone they like, there's no need for an engagement, but if they do, there's no reason to avoid it either. Now that we have Fedi as a precedent."

If Fedi didn't get engaged despite having such a promising match as the Crown Princess, it could give the impression that "the Kracius family doesn't care about engagements." The image would be cemented that we're a family that prefers to go straight to marriage without an engagement. After all, we as parents also got married without an engagement.

However, once Fedi, the eldest among the children, gets engaged, naturally the younger siblings will also enter the engagement market. While we have no intention of engaging our children to just anyone, there's a difference between being absolutely off the market and potentially available.

'Our children will grow up with plenty of friends.'

Because of this, I could see a few years into the future.

Right now, even Fedi, the eldest of our children, is only 6 years old, and with over ten siblings, they can sufficiently entertain themselves within the mansion. But our children can't play only with siblings, relatives, and imperial family members forever. Except for Henrietta and Helen, having no friends outside the bloodline isn't a normal situation.


So, when our children turn about 10, unlike this father, I planned to debut them in social circles to meet various peers and make many friends. But if our children are deemed eligible for engagement, I can't gauge how many friends will flock to them.

And those would likely be suspiciously skewed toward the opposite sex. It's obvious without even seeing it.

'But I can't stop it either.'

My heart aches thinking about the children who will be troubled in various ways, but I can't completely cut off their contact with peers.

At 10 years old, it's about time they start feeling the complexity and bustle of social circles. It's also a time when they should experience diverse environments and meet various friends. Missing that period due to parental overprotection would be a disservice to the children.

So even if our triplet girls receive courtship from all sorts of boys, if Friedrich attracts attention from the opposite sex like Lise did in the past, if Alina becomes a gallant heroine leading her peers—

"Kal?"
'Ah.'

I quickly gathered my thoughts at Mar's voice.

Clearly, my mind is unsettled because of my child's first engagement. I meant to imagine just a few years ahead, but ended up peeking into the future 10, 20 years from now.

'Am I really on the same level as the Emperor?'

I inwardly chuckled.

A father trembling with fear, thinking about the distant future of his children because of the word "engagement." What difference is there between me and that yellow dog? Now I can't refute if someone equates the yellow dog of the Sun Palace with the black dog of the Capital.

"Shall we head to the cathedral now?"
"Yes, let's go. We shouldn't be late on a day like this."

I should be careful not to get distracted during the engagement ceremony.

***

While I was getting dressed with Mom in a big room in the big church, Henrietta and Helen arrived.

Friends who are the same age as me. If Fedi and the others are my precious siblings, these two are my precious friends!

"Henrietta! Helen! It's been so long!"

So I welcomed them as soon as they entered the room.

Just like I haven't seen Fedi and my siblings, I haven't seen Henrietta and Helen for so long either! But seeing them now makes me happy!

"Charlotte! You look so pretty!"
"Yes! You're beautiful! Like a princess from a fairy tale!"
"Right? I am a princess!"

And Henrietta and Helen complimented me a lot.

I feel good! Dad, Mom, and Grandpa complimented me, and now my friends are complimenting me too! Fedi will surely tell me I'm pretty too, right? I'm sure he will!

"Your friends have good eyes, just like our Charlotte."
"Ah! Your Majesty the Empress! Hello!"
"Hello!"
"You can call me comfortably. If you're Charlotte's friend, you're like a daughter to me too. What daughter would call her mother 'Your Majesty'?"
"Then I'll call you Empress!"
"Empress! Hello!"

Mom also stroked Henrietta and Helen's heads in response to their greetings.

"Mom! Me too!"
"Hehe, alright."

A warm hand touched my head.

Dad's hands and Grandpa's hands are nice too, but Mom's hands are the best! Soft and warm!

"Now that my pretty daughters are here, I should give you some snacks. Wait just a moment."

And while Mom was taking out snacks from the drawer, Henrietta spoke up.


"Charlotte, Charlotte."
"Hmm?"
"What does it feel like to be engaged?"

I giggled at that question.

What does it feel like to be engaged? Among us, only I know because I'm the only one getting engaged! Henrietta and Helen don't know!

"Are you curious?"
"Yes!"
"Me too, I'm curious too!"

Helen also showed interest in response to Henrietta's words.

Right? Aren't you curious? This is an experience only I can have! Henrietta and Helen might get engaged later, but right now, only I know!

"It's sooooo good!"
"Really?"
"Yes! My heart pounds, and it feels good, and I'm happy... anyway, it's great!"

I spoke happily, but I feel a bit disappointed.

I have so much to say, and I'm even happier than this, but I can only express it this way! It's frustrating!

But this should be fine! Henrietta, Helen, and I are close! They'll understand everything even if I don't say it all!

"Then Charlotte, will you live with Fedi now?"
"Hmm?"

This time Helen spoke.

"My dad said that engagement is a promise to become a couple! And couples live together! So aren't you and Fedi going to live together?"
"Really? Charlotte and Fedi living together?"

Before I could answer, Henrietta spoke first.

Henrietta seems surprised about me and Fedi living together! Looking at how big her eyes got, she must be surprised!

"Then Fedi... can't play with us anymore? Will he only play with Charlotte?"
"I don't like that... Fedi is our little brother."

I felt really proud at Henrietta and Helen's words.

Fedi is a good little brother to Henrietta and Helen too! He's not just loved by me, but by others too—he's an amazing little brother!

But the amazing Fedi is engaged to me! To me, not Henrietta or Helen! Only I will become Fedi's spouse!

"Don't worry! We'll all continue to play together!"

And I'll be with Fedi as a couple, and I'll continue to be friends with Henrietta and Helen! I won't just play with Fedi, we'll all play together!

Our friendship won't change! Just like Fedi will be my good little brother and future spouse! You'll be my friends forever too!

"Really? We can still play with Fedi?"
"Charlotte! You're the best!"
"Hehe..."

Seeing them both happy makes me happy too!

Fedi would be happy if he could play with other big sisters besides me! Fedi is kind to Henrietta and Helen too!

"But when playing with Fedi, I have to be there too! You can't play with just Fedi without me!"

They are Fedi's big sisters! I am his spouse!

Spouses should always play together! That comes before big sisters!

It's not right for one who has stepped down from power to show their face in public. While dead power cannot steal from living power, retired power can always threaten the living authority.

If I were the former emperor rather than the current emperor's father, my name would be mentioned constantly during imperial events and celebrations. The more the former emperor's achievements are praised and reputation elevated, the more noble the current emperor becomes as his legitimate successor.

However, when excessive attention and honor focus on a living emperor's father, it undermines the current emperor's authority. It creates the false impression that the father reigns above the emperor, and that the empire is ruled not by the emperor but by a reclusive power behind the throne.

So after abdicating the throne, I spent my time alone in a corner of the imperial palace, only occasionally showing my face at the most essential events. Even then, if the emperor's father never appeared at all, rumors of discord within the imperial family would circulate.

'So it has come to this.'

That's why I attended the Crown Princess's engagement ceremony. As the former head of the Livnoman family, as the former ruler of the empire, as the Crown Princess's grandfather.

And as the inadequate grandfather who placed a heavy burden on the Crown Princess from birth.

'It's already come to this.'

I gazed at the Crown Princess entering the cathedral, riding a deer with impressive golden fur and purple eyes.

What a bright, innocent smile. When she was just born, when she was appointed Crown Princess, she could barely blink her eyes. She was a child who could barely wiggle her fingers to attract adults' attention.

Now that child has turned seven and is getting engaged. For a child who became Crown Princess immediately after birth, this is the moment her future partner comes into her life.

'She's grown up well.'

My heart swelled at her bright face, completely free of worry or fatigue.

The empire had once staggered under the incompetent rulers of the Livnoman family. I sacrificed everything to rebuild it, but the price of reconstruction threw the Livnoman family into chaos.

Fortunately, the authority of the Livnoman "imperial family" remained firm, but the Livnoman family itself did not. It was inevitable when both the family head and his wife failed to fulfill their roles. How could a family remain intact with a head who neglected his family and a wife who had no interest in supporting him?

The aftermath extended to the Emperor, Gilbert. Because of a chaotic family and an incompetent father, he had to endure an unhappy and miserable life. He probably never lived peacefully until the moment he was appointed Crown Prince.

'They say sons take after their fathers.'

Even this inadequate father is still a father. If heaven had been just a little more heartless, Gilbert might have become a family head indifferent to his household and neglectful of his children, just like his father.

But thanks to the protection of the celestial gods and the Great God, Gilbert became a gentle and affectionate family head, unlike his father. Instead of showing his children the poor example I showed him, he has cared for his children with love and devotion.

That's why the Crown Princess is so bright. A child who would have grown up dark and gloomy under my care was raised to be bright and pure by Gilbert and my daughter-in-law.

'You take after your mother.'

The corners of my mouth turned up ever so slightly.

Gilbert clearly resembles Celeden. If he had taken after me, he couldn't have given the Crown Princess such smiles. That child has Celeden's blood flowing through her veins.

Perhaps the greatest achievement I've accomplished for the empire was marrying Celeden and bringing that child into the world. That might have been my greatest contribution, more significant than any achievement others praise me for.

'May it continue for thousands and tens of thousands of years.'

I quietly offered a prayer to the celestial gods.

May my blood, which was overwhelmed by Celeden's, never manifest again. May Celeden's blood, which passed to Gilbert, continue through the Crown Princess and future great-grandchildren for thousands and tens of thousands of years.

If that happens, the imperial family and the empire will prosper forever.

Never again will there be the reign of terrible dark emperors or conflicts between direct imperial family members.


"Your Majesty, the Emperor's Father. How can you close your eyes when such a beautiful granddaughter is walking so proudly?"

In the middle of one of the few sincere prayers in my life, I opened my eyes again at the voice tinged with a faint smile.

"When one should be giving attention to such a beautiful grandniece, why give it to an old brother instead?"
"She was so beautiful that this old man's eyes were about to go blind. I hope Your Majesty will graciously understand."

Where had the solemnity and gravity from his days as Minister of the Imperial Household gone? The sight of a nobleman letting out a light laugh was quite impressive.

'Grandniece, he says.'

I found myself repeating the word I had just spoken.

Grandniece. If someone who had been like a brother to me, then to Gilbert he would be an uncle, and to the Crown Princess a great-uncle. Though I had never called them that until now.

Especially Gilbert, who had been overseeing parts of state affairs even before I abdicated, had once commanded the Ministry of the Imperial Household. It would be difficult to now call a subordinate who had received orders an uncle.

"Your Majesty?"
"Let's have a drink at the palace after the engagement ceremony."
"Excellent. Shall we invite the Mayor of Ausen as well?"

I nodded at that.

Three is better than two. And since this is a gathering of old men with nothing to do or whose duties are diminishing, making spontaneous decisions poses no problem.

The engagement ceremony proceeded smoothly.

I had been somewhat concerned because the imperial engagement customs had disappeared due to the interruption of the Livnoman direct line and about 30 years of chaos, but the procedure was perfect enough to make my worries seem foolish.

Indeed, the Empress is a talent fully capable as the mistress of the Livnoman family. The mistress of the Kracius family must have also wholeheartedly assisted the Empress, once again highlighting the strong bond between the imperial family and the empire's premier family.

How delightful and joyous this is. Even a somewhat ordinary engagement ceremony would have been fine, but such a perfect ceremony further elevates the imperial family's authority.

"It is not uncommon for a small childhood promise to change a person's destiny. A small, humble pledge ultimately returning as a grand result is not just something from fairy tales."

Listening to the words of the Archbishop of Ausen, who was presiding over the engagement ceremony, I stared intently at the Crown Princess.

'How happy she looks.'

At first, I felt grateful for the Crown Princess growing up so brightly, but now I felt curiosity and delight at the sight of her looking so happily at her engagement partner.

Who would have thought a seven-year-old child would be so happy about an engagement? Anyone watching might think she was seventeen, not seven. A child not even ten years old has truly awakened to such mature emotions.

Not that I dislike it. If she had taken a fancy to someone problematic, it would have been troublesome, but the eldest son of the Kracius family is certainly not lacking as an engagement prospect.

'How auspicious it is when they like each other.'

Moreover, the eldest son of the Kracius family, Ferdinand, is also full of affection for the Crown Princess.

Although his feelings are closer to fondness than love, unlike the Crown Princess, that is enough to proceed with the engagement. Didn't we avoid forcing children who know nothing together for political reasons?

'A stronger in-law than Aesilon.'

Such a thought crossed my mind as I looked back and forth between the two children.

If this marriage takes place, if that boy becomes the imperial consort, a powerful in-law family far beyond comparison with Aesilon will emerge. The future Kracius family will be an in-law that even Aesilon, once the premier marquis family, could not dare to challenge.


The Count who heads the Kracius family is already the proxy for Duke Servet, has blood ties with several ducal families, and exerts considerable influence over both the administration and the military. Moreover, unlike Aesilon, which made many enemies through its arrogant conduct, the Count has no real opposition.

Rather, he has a stronger support base than any other noble. Don't the great lords of the vast northern region follow the Count?

'If it were any other family, I might have objected at least once.'

No, Gilbert, who understands the tyranny of in-laws better than anyone, would have rejected that family himself.

But Gilbert chose Kracius. Because he trusts Kracius and the Count, he accepted the future where Kracius would become an in-law family.

'Kracius deserves it.'

This is a thought I could never have entertained while on the throne. Only after setting everything down and stepping back could I harbor such a notion.

With the loyalty that Kracius and the Count have shown, they can be trusted. In fact, if the Count harbored ill intentions, he wouldn't need to become an in-law; he already has enough power to act with what he currently possesses.

So let us celebrate the union of these children. At this moment, let me rejoice as the grandfather of the Crown Princess, of Charlotte.

'I cannot block my granddaughter's happiness over something that hasn't happened.'

Besides, the powerful influence that Kracius currently holds is likely to fragment after just one generation.

For that one generation, the loyal Count can control Kracius. As long as the imperial family doesn't betray their trust first, Kracius won't dream of rebellion.

'May you become a magnificent moon.'

I fixed my gaze on the boy facing the Crown Princess.

May you become a magnificent and beautiful moon. May you become a moon that proudly traverses the sky alongside the sun.

May you become a moon that receives the sun's light to illuminate the night without the sun, and tends to the parts the sun cannot fully illuminate.

Like the woman who will become your mother-in-law.

***

Fortunately, the disaster of exchanging fists instead of gifts with the Emperor did not occur.

The Emperor seemed quite embarrassed about exchanging gifts with me, making every effort to avoid eye contact. He also kept his well-wishes to an absolute minimum.

So I was relieved that the engagement ceremony had ended successfully and stably, but then...

"This is the first time I've seen you up close."
'Ah...'

An unexpected event occurred at the very end.

"Someday, you too will become a Livnoman. If the celestial gods grant me time, I shall make sure to see that before I depart."

As the engagement ceremony ended, the Emperor's Father approached Ferdi and spoke softly while patting his head.

"Yes, Grandfather!"

At Ferdi's bright response, my heart began to race wildly.

I'm embarrassed to admit it, but I'm still intimidated by the Emperor's Father...

The engagement ceremony didn't dramatically change the children's lives.

If anything had changed, it was that the Crown Princess, who hadn't visited our mansion for a while, started visiting again. Now that she was officially engaged, it seemed she had forgotten about crying her heart out in front of Fedi. I like how quickly she shakes off dark memories.

There were also some incidents where the Crown Princess tried to position herself as a fiancée rather than an older sister.

"Fedi! I brought chocolate! Let's eat together!"
"Today too? Thank you!"
"It's nothing! I'm Fedi's fiancée! I'll bring some every day!"

A seven-year-old child doesn't properly understand the role of a fiancée.

She constantly emphasizes to Fedi that she's his fiancée, but the Crown Princess herself doesn't know what a fiancée should do, what the difference is between being an older sister and a fiancée, or what actions would make Fedi's heart flutter.

As a result, their conversations weren't much different from before. It's both expected and regrettably unfortunate.

'This is how it all starts.'

Still, the Crown Princess continuously flaunts that she's his fiancée, and Fedi constantly hears this boasting.

As time passes, the engagement between the two children will become more solid. They'll take for granted that they're each other's fiancé and fiancée, and consider marriage as their predetermined future.

Considering that, the Crown Princess's approach earns a passing grade. Instead of creating drastic changes that would confuse Fedi, she's brainwashing him through daily life.

No, "brainwashing" sounds too sinister—let's call it adjustment. It's the process of adjusting Fedi's feelings toward the Crown Princess from seeing her as an older sister to seeing her as a fiancée.

'Here she comes again.'

While I was watching the tiny future couple with a warm heart, the communication crystal in my hand lit up.

The children's lives hadn't changed much after the engagement ceremony, but an adult's life had. Perhaps I was bearing the changes that the children should have experienced.

'The godfather and future father-in-law of the next Emperor.'

But considering the brilliant titles attached to me, this is a burden I must endure through gritted teeth. If I had hoped for no commotion after things had developed this way, I would be lacking a conscience.

I'm already treated as the Empire's second-in-command, having gained the authority of being the Emperor's closest confidant, the Crown Princess's godfather, and the Acting Duke. Now that I've also acquired the title of father-in-law (true) to the future Emperor, if the nobles don't show fervent interest, it would mean the collective intelligence of the Imperial nobility has regressed.

And though it sounds like self-praise and makes me embarrassed, I'm far more noble-friendly than the previous in-law, the head of House Aesilon. I never looked down on other families, nor did I treat them as if I had become their master. Though I became an object of fear as the head of the Audit Department, I tried to appear as someone they could reasonably talk to.

The result is this flood of contact requests. They believe they can establish a friendly relationship with me, so all kinds of congratulatory messages are pouring in.

'Let's just take it as it comes.'

I sighed inwardly as I answered yet another call.

Yes, it's quite annoying, but for the sake of the Crown Princess and Fedi, I need to answer all these calls without missing any. If I become the in-law standing at the pinnacle of nobility, the more loyalty I show to the future Imperial couple, the more naturally the nobles will be controlled.

If they refuse to be controlled, they should leave my shadow. If they don't want to leave, they'll have to be on the Emperor's side with me, even if it means getting their heads cracked.

"Acting Duke, Your Excellency."
"Ah, isn't this the Minister of Relief, Your Excellency? It's been a long time since I've had the pleasure."

With such thoughts in mind, I answered the call with a smile.

The person appearing through the communication crystal was the Minister of Relief. Though not someone I had deep ties with, he wasn't someone I had a grudge against either—a true civil servant who quietly did his job rather than raising his voice in politics. At the same time, he was a fervent Imperial supporter, ready to give his life for the situation that had elevated him from an orphan to a minister.

His call to me must be a greeting to the Emperor's in-law. He wouldn't have any other purpose.

'Someone like this is easy to talk to.'

Thanks to this, my tired mind felt somewhat refreshed. Since it was just a call for greetings, exchanging a few pleasantries would be enough.

With that mindset, I exchanged a few words, but soon realized my mistake.

"Your Excellency, are you in contact with the Minister of Finance?"
"Ah, yes. I am Fedi's godfather after all."
"Then please tell him to take my calls. I need an emergency budget, but the Minister of Finance is avoiding me."

The Minister of Relief contacted me partly for pleasantries, but more importantly for budget issues.

As expected of someone who raises his voice even to the Minister of Finance when money is involved. While others are calling to establish connections with the future in-law, he alone calls for securing a budget.

"Don't worry. I'll make sure to tell him to contact you first."

But that's why I like him more.


A civil servant who walks his own path regardless of the political situation or social atmosphere. How admirable and ideal. It's also touching that such a person wasn't broken along the way and was promoted to minister.

As a bonus, the opportunity to play a small trick on the Minister of Finance is a clear advantage.

'How cowardly to run away.'

When the Minister of Relief needs money for the poor citizens, how can one avoid him? Is he truly a person with a human heart?

Though I'm busy receiving calls from other nobles, this is one matter I must protest.

As the father-in-law (true) of the Crown Princess who will turn 18 in the Eimanka calendar.

***

Now I have to call Charlotte's sister not as "sister" but as "fiancée"?

Actually, I'm not sure what's different. It seems good, but I'm still playing with my sister as usual. Has anything changed?

'I don't think so.'

But that's okay. It's enough if I can play with my sister and have fun. It's better if nothing has changed.

"Oppa, oppa!"
"Hmm?"
"Eng... gage... what's it like being engaged?"
"Good? Fun? Is it fun?"
"Tell me!"

But when my siblings ask about the engagement, it's confusing.

I don't know what's changed after getting engaged either. It seems like nothing has changed.

My sister still plays with me well, still smiles at me well, nothing else. There's nothing to tell even if they ask.

"It's good!"

But since my siblings are expecting something, I told them it's good.

But it's not bad, so it is good. I like playing with my sister, and it's good that she's coming to our house again.

So let's say it's good! My siblings will like that answer more!

"After getting engaged, I feel closer to my sister, and we can play more often, and we have more time together! It's fun!"
"Then we want to get engaged to oppa too!"
"Siblings can't get engaged!"
"Hic..."

Maria was sad, but what's not allowed is not allowed! Siblings can't get engaged! We're family, so it's not allowed!

"Fedi. Were you here?"
"Papa!"

While playing with my siblings, I ran to Papa when I heard his voice.

"Our Fedi. Now we need to go see Mr. Atellius."
"Okay!"

I nodded immediately at Papa's words.

Today is the day to see Mr. Atellius! It's the day to tell Mr. Atellius that my sister and I are engaged!

So only me, Papa, and my sister are going! My siblings can't come!

"Papa! Oppa! Have a good trip!"
"Bye, brother! See you later!"

My siblings knew this and sent me and Papa off.

Our siblings! So cute! I wanted to play with them, but they just sent us off!

"First, let's go to the Imperial Palace to meet Crown Princess sister, then go to Mr. Atellius with her."
"Okay!"

Come to think of it, it seems like it's been a while since I've seen Mr. Atellius.

I should ask him to carry me in his hand!


Mr. Atellius, whom I haven't seen in a while, seemed bigger than before.

Or not? Is he the same as before?

"Welcome, both of you. You both seem to be doing well."

I'm not sure. But as long as he plays with me and my sister the same way, it's fine!

"Hello, Mr. Atellius!"
'Wow...'

And my sister greeted Mr. Atellius first.

My sister... spending time with her lately... I've been listening to her a lot. So it's fascinating.

'My sister's speech. It's like adults!'

She speaks so well like adults! It sounds so good... anyway, she speaks better than me and my siblings!

'Should I speak like my sister?'

They say when you're engaged, you become a couple. My sister speaks well, but if I can't, it would be strange.

Okay. I should try hard to speak like my sister too.

Because I'm engaged to my sister now!

***

Atellius had his gaze fixed on me even as he played airplane with the Crown Princess and Fedi on his right hand.

"These young ones are engaged. It's truly surprising and unbelievable. I know that human time differs from our time, but still."
"Even by human standards, it's somewhat early."
"Hmm. At this age, and you say it's merely 'somewhat'?"

Atellius let out a small exclamation and turned his gaze to the children on his hand.

The children were simply delighted to be up high, regardless of whether Atellius was watching them or not. Looking at those pure and innocent children, the word "engagement" certainly feels awkward.

"Then when will they marry?"
"After they graduate from the Academy... probably in about 15 years."
"15 years? That soon?"

Atellius, who had reflexively expressed doubt, soon cleared his throat.

"I apologize. To you, 15 years is certainly not a short time."
"It's alright. I still find it awkward to think that these children are engaged and will eventually marry."
"I see."

Atellius remained silent at my words.

It seems the dragon's instinct and reason are fiercely arguing. His heart is shouting that it makes no sense for these little ones to marry, but his head is countering that it's normal in human society.

I understand completely. It's the reaction the elves showed when I married Trixie.

"...Since you came to tell me this joyous news in person, I should give a gift too."

Breaking the silence, Atellius turned his gaze to the rabbits gathered at his feet.

"Child. Go to my storage and bring a branch."

He gave an errand to one rabbit.

The rabbit Atellius pointed to quickly ran deep into the cave. It moved at a speed reminiscent of Jangsaeng avoiding our children.

"Elder. By branch, do you mean..."
"It's one of the treasures I collected while traveling the continent in my younger days. It's a branch from the first World Tree, which has now burned down."

When I asked out of curiosity after blankly staring at the rabbit, I received an answer that made me regret asking.

'Why such a thing?'

I feel like crying. Why would he give such an extraordinary item as a gift?

Couldn't he just settle for scales or claws as usual?

The countless lives shattered by "that" country are too numerous to count. Throughout "that" country's existence, whenever something disappeared—be it an object, tradition, or concept—one hardly needed to investigate the culprit.

The name of this vicious, atrocious, and repulsive nation is Apels Empire. Though it began as a healthy nation presenting new ideals and zeitgeist at its founding, it gradually degenerated into a tragically insane empire as time passed.

Among the chilling achievements of the Apels Empire was the burning of the World Tree. An act of madness that shocked even the Dawn Order who worshipped Enen rather than Constantina. This incident marked the beginning of diplomatic tensions between the Apels Empire and the Kfelopen Empire.

Though the Apels Empire did deliver the final blow to the World Tree, there was one remarkable being who had harmed the World Tree before them.

'When he was called the Black Dragon, he broke off a branch, didn't he?'

Atelius, now considered an elder among elders in the dragon race. Though dignified and solemn as befits his title of elder, even Atelius had his wild youth when his blood ran hot.

One notable example was his assault on an evil god, and another was breaking off a branch of the World Tree—these incidents spoke volumes about his overwhelming presence. How could a single being beat up an evil god and extort the World Tree?

Because of this, he had quarrels with the Spirit Kings, but when the Apels Empire burned the World Tree and drew the Spirit Kings' aggression, Atelius managed to maintain a reasonably amicable relationship with them. As someone caught between them, I find this quite fortunate.

However, even though relations between Atelius and the Spirit Kings improved, the past of breaking the World Tree's branch cannot be erased.

"You've brought it. Thank you for your trouble."

That inerasable past has appeared before me, transcending hundreds, perhaps thousands of years.

'Wow.'

I stared blankly at the branch the rabbit had carried in its mouth from deep within the cave.

A branch about three times longer than the rabbit's height. Its torn end was striking, but strangely, it emitted a soft glow.

It even had a few leaves attached, as if time had frozen from the moment Atelius tore it off. How could a branch separated from its trunk still be so vibrant? Even if it was part of the World Tree, isn't this defying the natural order too much?

"Here. Take it. This is my gift to these children."

But regardless of my confusion, Atelius continued speaking calmly. To an uninformed third party, it might sound like he was offering leftover side dishes.

I should refuse, but my bewilderment kept me silent. Meanwhile, the rabbit carrying the branch approached me and looked up intently.

What should I do? He clearly intends to give it. I doubt a mere mortal's refusal would change his mind.

"Um, Elder. This is too precious for me to keep. Isn't this meaningful to you as well?"

Still, I should at least try to decline. Even if the answer is predictable, human courtesy demands I express reluctance.

As far as I know, this World Tree branch was one of the items Atelius had collected as a gift for his wife. In a way, it could be considered a memento of his deceased wife—how could I readily accept such a thing?

Even if looking at it brings sadness, it's not something to be given away. Atelius should keep this forever.

"It's fine. While this branch holds considerable memories, deeper and more numerous memories reside in my heart. Can a mere object fully contain a dragon's lifetime?"
"But still..."
"Besides, it was you who persuaded me when I was ready to close my eyes. And these children helped fill the emptiness in my heart. For your celebration and these children's celebration, it's only right to give something precious."

Saying this, Atelius extended his left hand toward me, as if inviting me to climb onto it.

After a moment's hesitation, I silently climbed onto Atelius's hand. If he insists like this, acceptance is more appropriate than modesty.

"Kal. You are my benefactor. You are like a miracle that gave me a new life. If I were to give something trivial and useless to such a person, my departed partner and child would not allow it. So don't feel burdened and accept it."
"...Then I gratefully accept."

When I nodded, Atelius smiled.


Though it's difficult to tell if a dragon's face is smiling, strangely, I felt that Atelius was indeed smiling.

"I pray that these children will be together forever."

With those words, Atelius's smile deepened.

My heart swelled at the thought that the dragon's blessing had been bestowed upon the Crown Princess and Fedi.

Carried by the momentum, I returned with the branch of the original World Tree.

'What should I do with this?'

It's good that I brought it back, but I'm worried about how to handle it.

Would it be best to store it in a warehouse? Or should I make something from this branch, like how I made Fedi's wooden sword from my birth tree branch?

Neither option is easy to choose. Atelius entrusted it to me as the children's guardian, but handling such a historic item carelessly is impossible for anyone with a normal mindset.

'The safest option would be storage.'

Indeed, the standard practice for historical artifacts is to store them carefully in a warehouse and occasionally display them in places like museums. If word got out about a branch from the original burned World Tree, elves, historians, and priests would flock to see it.

'But is casual storage appropriate?'

This was a gift Atelius gave after much consideration. It must contain memories of his deceased wife, yet he willingly gave it away to celebrate the Crown Princess and Fedi's engagement and wish for their well-being.

Is it right to simply store such a precious item in a warehouse? Shouldn't it be used in a more meaningful and beautiful way?

'What would be meaningful and beautiful?'

The problem is that I received this precious item so suddenly that I can't figure out how best to utilize it.

It's a rare, one-of-a-kind material that absolutely cannot be wasted. What if I make something from the World Tree branch, only to think of a better use later? Nothing could be more painful and terrible.

'Ah.'

While seriously pondering while handling the branch, I thought of beings who could give the most appropriate advice.

The greatest experts on World Tree matters who would give sincere answers. Fortunately, our relationship isn't awkward, so I can ask for advice without hesitation.

- Hmm? Benefactor?

The Spirit Kings residing in the elven residential district.

There are no better advisors than the Spirit Kings when it comes to matters related to the World Tree.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"
- What do you mean 'a while'? For us, the time not seeing our benefactor is but a fleeting moment. Still, thanks to you, we've been doing well.

I smiled slightly at the words of the Fire Spirit King, who sat on my head while scattering sparks.

Judging by the response, it seems they would answer without hesitation if I asked for advice.

Especially if it's related to the original World Tree.

***

I welcomed the welcome visitor with joy.


The benefactor is the one who freed us from being trapped in the spirit realm for hundreds of years, and who brought into this world a child worthy of becoming our contractor.

Without the benefactor, we would still be spending boring days in the spirit realm, unable to even dream of making contracts with contractors. So even calling him a benefactor seems insufficient.

"I came to ask the Kings something."

So when the benefactor said he had a question, I gladly prepared to answer,

"This branch. Do you perhaps know what it is?"
- What.

My entire body froze stiff the moment I saw the branch the benefactor pulled out.

'Could that be...'

That familiar form. Familiar radiance. Familiar energy.

No matter how I look at it, it's from the World Tree. Not the newly revived World Tree, but the first World Tree before it was burned.

- B-benefactor. Where on earth did you get that?
"Elder Atelius gave it to me. He gave it as a gift to celebrate my son's engagement."
- I-I see.

Atelius. I immediately understood at the name of that black dragon who had torn off a branch of the World Tree in the past.

The only being who had torn off part of the World Tree was that dragon. He appeared out of nowhere and suddenly broke off a branch of the World Tree, and I vividly remember our confrontation in shock. Besides him, there's no way a branch of the World Tree could have fallen into someone else's hands.

The only other possibility would be the Apels Empire, but they burned the World Tree without a trace, so that's meaningless.

- This is a branch of the first World Tree. It's our memory that can no longer be seen, and could be called Constantina's legacy.
"When you say it like that, it sounds as if Constantina has perished."

Despite the benefactor's observation, I kept staring at the branch.

No matter how much the World Tree has been revived, it would be a lie to say there's no longing for the first World Tree. It was the passage that first allowed us to come into this world, and it was like our friend and foundation.

At the same time, it was also the foundation for fairies, so how could there be no longing? If there are spirits who have no memories with the first World Tree, they must have lost their memories in an unfortunate accident.

- Benefactor.
"Yes, please speak."
- You say this was given by the Black Drag— no, Atelius as a gift to celebrate the engagement?
"That's right."

At the benefactor's answer, I gazed at the branch even more passionately.

I'm also aware that the benefactor's eldest son and this empire's successor got engaged. I even sent congratulations through the elder.

This confirms even more that this branch is truly part of the first World Tree. Atelius wouldn't give a fake branch as a gift.

"That's why I came to ask for the Kings' advice. It's too precious for me to handle, and I couldn't decide how to utilize it."
- You'vethoughtwell,benefactor.Whenit'samatterinvolvingtheWorldTree,there'snothingmorecertainthandiscussingwithus.
"Pardon?"
- Ah.

My mouth moved reflexively out of excessive excitement.

I'm sorry, benefactor. But I couldn't help it because it's such good news.

If we use this well, we could create a new World Tree, or perhaps even create a fifth King.

As the Spirit Kings of Water, Wind, and Earth approached me, I could see their eyes darting between me and the branch. Despite hundreds of years since it burned, their attachment to the first World Tree remained intense.

"With our power combined with Constantina's, we could create a new World Tree or a fifth King."
"What?"

The moment the Fire Spirit King explained, I understood why they were so interested in the branch.

This wasn't just a historically or religiously significant object. It wasn't merely a treasure holding memories of Atelius and his companion. It was a wild card that could practically impact the entire continent.

"The first World Tree possessed far greater power than the current one. Naturally, a World Tree that lived for hundreds or thousands of years would be stronger than one that's only a few years old."

As I stared blankly at the branch, the Fire Spirit King perched on my shoulder and continued explaining.

"And when Atelius broke off this branch, the World Tree was at its peak power. This is a fragment from when a mighty World Tree was at its strongest—imagine how much energy resides in this single branch."
"As a mortal, I can't even begin to comprehend it."
"What's more, normally a branch separated from its source should weaken over time, but Atelius's energy seems to have prevented that decay. No, beyond preventing decay, his energy has infused with it, making it even stronger than before."

With those words, the small branch felt heavier than anything.

The energy from the World Tree's prime. The energy of Atelius, once called the Ferocious Dragon who went around thrashing others. How extraordinary and formidable must this branch be with those two energies combined?

'If we add Constantina's and the Spirit Kings' power to this...'

Creating a new World Tree might actually be possible. If we use the energy from the World Tree's most powerful era as a foundation and mix in various other energies, it shouldn't be impossible.

But there's one problem.

"Is it okay for two World Trees to exist simultaneously? Constantina didn't seem too keen on the idea."

Constantina, who brought the World Tree to this continent, doesn't want multiple World Trees.

A few years ago, Constantina had gathered enough divinity to create another World Tree. However, instead of making another World Tree, didn't she create a flower garden near the Academy?

She chose not to create one despite having the ability to do so. If Constantina, who could be considered the owner and founder of the World Tree, is against duplicating it, we can't force it.

"That's right. So rather than a World Tree, wouldn't creating a new King be better? Just my opinion, though."
"A new King."

I unconsciously echoed the Fire Spirit King's words.

The Spirit Kings of Fire, Water, Wind, and Earth represent the pinnacle of their four domains. Since spirits have four attributes, there are naturally four kings.

But now they're talking about a fifth King. It seems unlikely that a second king would emerge for an attribute that already has one, so would this mean an entirely new attribute appearing among spirits? Not a Fire Spirit or Water Spirit, but a spirit of a fifth attribute?

...

"Um, may I ask something?"
"Of course. I should answer anything for our benefactor."
"How did the Kings come to exist in the world?"

At my sudden philosophical question, the Fire Spirit King's beak clamped shut.


Of course, I wasn't asking to start a philosophical debate or to pick a fight with the Fire Spirit King. It was out of genuine curiosity.

'Spirit Kings don't have parents, do they?'

Even if they had parents, who created those parents? Grandparents? And who created those grandparents?

It's hard to see them as beings created by Constantina or the World Tree. Constantina and the Spirit Kings have a relationship closer to equal friends, and the World Tree merely serves as a passage connecting the spirit realm and the continent. They may have a close relationship, but it's not one of creator and creation.

"Spirit Kings are products of chance, formed when natural energies coalesced."

Fortunately, the silence between me and the Fire Spirit King didn't last long.

The Wind Spirit King, who had been quietly staring at the branch, spoke instead.

"The spirit realm was originally an empty space where nothing existed. Nothing existing means anything can fill it. So natural energies began filling the spirit realm, and as time passed, these thickening energies began taking form, giving birth to the Spirit Kings."
'Oh.'

I couldn't help but exclaim at the idea that they came into existence without any creator.

I see. Spirit Kings were like primordial amoebas.

"And when Kings who could manipulate natural energies appeared in the spirit realm, the scattered energies began coalescing into new beings called spirits. That's the origin of spirits."
"Now it's difficult to create new spirits using all the energies flowing into the spirit realm. That's why the birth of a new spirit is a celebration for the entire spirit realm."
"I see."

I nodded at the Earth Spirit King's additional comment.

I'd heard before that spirits were nearly immortal beings, but there were hardly any newcomers. I didn't realize the reason was production impossibility due to material shortage.

"Of course, since we are beings born from inflowing energies, new spirits can be born from newly inflowing energies as time passes. That's why spirits have been born, albeit rarely, until now."

This time, the Water Spirit King spoke.

Spirits are individuals that can't be mass-produced due to material shortages, but occasionally, when materials accumulate, they can be created like rain during a drought—a rare commodity.

"Actually, according to our calculations, a fifth King should have been born decades ago."
"What?"
"As you know, magic is broadly classified into Fire, Water, Wind, Earth, and Lightning attributes. We thought more elves would choose to become spirit mages if spirits expanded to five attributes, so we worked hard to gather natural energies for the birth of the Lightning attribute."

I was momentarily speechless. Aiming to expand attributes to attract spirit mages? What a poignant motivation.

"We absorbed the energies of the existing four attributes from the inflowing energies and arranged for only lightning energy to float around the spirit realm. It was actually working, and without any variables, a Lightning King should have been born decades ago, but..."
"The World Tree burned, cutting off the inflow."
'Ah.'

I couldn't hide my dejection at yet another trace of 'that' country.

These lunatics. They didn't just prevent spirits from touring the continent; they instantly turned the Spirit Kings' thousand-year plan into garbage. How many beings did they screw over with a single act of arson?

"When the connection between the spirit realm and the continent was suddenly severed, the energy flowing into the spirit realm decreased to almost nothing. Plus, from the spirits' perspective, their regular playground disappeared, so imagine how boring the entire spirit realm became. As a result, they used all the accumulated energy to create new spirits. When there's nowhere to play, having more friends helps you endure."

"That's truly unfortunate."

At my words, the Fire Spirit King's flames flickered violently.

As if thinking about their devastated plans and the Lightning Spirit King that vanished into thin air made their teeth grind.

"But the branch you brought! Using it, we can replenish the depleted energy! With a little effort, we can create a Lightning Spirit King!"

At the same time, as if moved by the hope that their frustrated ambition could be realized again.

"Just for a moment, a very brief moment, lend it to us and we'll handle everything! Since it's a gift for your son, I guarantee it won't be damaged!"

I pondered for a moment at the Fire Spirit King's passionate cry and the desperate gazes of the other kings.

If the branch won't be damaged, there's no reason not to lend it. And having one more Spirit King means more spirits to play with our children.

Decisively, the reason I sought out the Spirit Kings was to find a way to use the World Tree branch. If there's such an excellent use for it, I should implement it right away.

"Very well. I pray for a good outcome."
"Thank you, benefactor! Results will come within this month at the latest!"

I was satisfied that they were using human time concepts rather than spirit time concepts.

Led by the Spirit Kings, all the spirits hovering around the World Tree disappeared at once.

It seems they're mobilizing all their capabilities to create a Lightning Spirit King. I don't understand the principle, but I suppose everyone from the Spirit Kings to the lower spirits is giving their all to advance the project.

"A new King is being born?"
"Yes. They said results would come within this month at the latest."

I quickly reassured my grandmother, who was on the verge of a PTSD attack due to the sudden disappearance of spirits.

My grandmother has trauma from separating from spirits hundreds of years ago. How blood-draining must it have felt for her to witness the disappearance of spirits again?

So I relayed my entire conversation with the Spirit Kings, and her complexion visibly brightened.

"What joyous news. To think a new King would be born. This is a celebration no elf has ever experienced."
"Congratulations, Grandmother. The gods must be rewarding your dedication to the elves with such a gift."

At my congratulations, my grandmother's ears fluttered rapidly.

This is when I truly feel she's Trixie's direct blood relative. Ear fluttering is an elven racial characteristic, but somehow my grandmother's fluttering is remarkably similar to Trixie's.

"Kal."
"Yes, Grandmother."
"Thank you, truly thank you. Our race has benefited from you once again."

I could only smile awkwardly at her sincere gratitude.

Better not mention that I brought the broken branch with a light heart because I didn't know what to do with it.

For immortal beings like us, we've harbored dreams over countless years. Perhaps the most intense desire we've held during our time as Elemental Kings was one particular wish.

Fortunately, this wish was something we could accomplish with our own abilities. Had time passed without disruption, we could have achieved it—the birth of a king who would rule over lightning, a domain beyond the existing fire, water, wind, and earth.

However, this grand dream was shattered by the Apels Empire. Beyond the collapse of our dream, a catastrophe occurred where even the World Tree burned.

'Back then, it felt like the world was ending.'

The children crossing to the continent through the World Tree were all disturbed, and those who had formed friendships with elves and fairies burst into tears.

As the king leading these children, I felt devastated and grief-stricken. Just moments before, we had been joyful at the thought of meeting new kin, yet how could such despair come upon us so suddenly?

But we are kings. Rather than being shaken by sudden tragedy, we needed to comfort the children and consider our next steps. If a king who must lead children cannot handle such situations, they have no right to be called king.

So we had to invest all the energy we had gathered with hope into creating new spirits. To soothe the children's distress, anxiety, and sadness, we needed to create new companions.

'It was only a temporary measure, though.'

Yes, ultimately it was just a temporary solution to suppress the children's discontent. If the children had never known about the continent, it wouldn't have mattered, but they had already discovered that exciting playground.

If they could never return to that playground, their discontent would inevitably explode. We kings discussed countless times what to do when that moment arrived.

Then the World Tree was revived. After hundreds of years, a new World Tree was born, reconnecting the spirit realm with the continent. The joy we felt then is unforgettable, which is why we call our benefactor a benefactor.

"It seems this will conclude faster than expected. The effect is excellent, perhaps because we have not only the World Tree's energy but also Atelius's power."

"Dragons are the most powerful beings on the continent. A great dragon like Atelius could rightfully be called a god with physical form—it's like having Constantina's help."

"When the branch was broken off, I wondered what kind of creature would do such a thing. I never imagined that broken branch would return as such a blessing."

While reminiscing about the distant past and feeling gratitude toward our benefactor, I glanced down at the other kings' conversation.

At the center of the spirit realm, where all spiritual energies begin and ultimately reach, red, blue, green, yellow, white, and black energies swirled around the World Tree branch we had carefully placed there.

Even to my eyes as a king, it was a mysterious and wondrous sight. No, precisely because I am a king, I understand how powerful and magnificent these energies are.

'At this rate, it will be finished within days.'

With a bit of exaggeration, it wouldn't be strange if the Lightning Spirit King were born tomorrow. Thanks to our benefactor who greatly contributed to the World Tree's revival, we've obtained such a precious treasure. Even as immortal Spirit Kings, it would be impossible to fully repay the debt we owe our benefactor.

If our benefactor were also immortal, it might be different, but sadly, they're human and will live at most a hundred years. They'll die before receiving all our gratitude. Even if they lived a thousand years like an elf, it wouldn't be enough to repay such kindness.

'Perhaps protecting their bloodline for generations is the best option.'

Then giving the gratitude our benefactor should receive to their descendants would be a good approach.

Coincidentally, the branch our benefactor entrusted to us was a gift from Atelius for the benefactor's eldest son and his fiancée. Without those children, this miraculous meeting wouldn't have happened.

So let's protect the benefactor's descendants as if they were our own children. No matter how many children, grandchildren, or great-grandchildren they have, let's protect them all. If their descendants lack spirit affinity, let's use our power to arrange contracts with spirits.

Our benefactor deserves this. Their bloodline rightfully deserves the protection and respect of spirits.

'There's no shortage of spirits anyway.'

As a king, I feel bad treating my children as if they're in excess, but regrettably, the overabundance of spirits is an undeniable truth.

This was true even when spirit users were at their most numerous. Compared to the number of spirits, spirit users were overwhelmingly few... wait?


"Huh?"

The various energies flowing from the branch had somehow merged into one.

"What's this? Why is this happening suddenly?"

Wondering if something had occurred while I was lost in thought, I asked the other kings.

Wasn't it shining with six colors just moments ago? Why is only white energy flowing now? Did these fellows take some additional measures?

"Well, we don't know either. This is our first attempt at creating a Spirit King through a specific medium. Anything could happen, and it's natural that we don't understand everything."

The Water Spirit King's answer quickly settled my doubts.

That makes sense. Given the circumstances, unexpected developments are normal. It would be stranger if everything went according to plan.

"Hmmmm..."

"Earth? What's wrong?"

"When a new king is born, the fairies get a new playmate. I'm worried they might play with the new king more often than with me."

I quietly lowered my gaze at the Earth Spirit King's words, which seemed to mix 70% expectation with 30% disappointment.

Better not mention that fairies prefer familiar toys to new ones. Such words would greatly disappoint the Earth Spirit King.

***

The Spirit Kings' large-scale project had left the children feeling gloomy.

Spirits make up a significant portion of our mansion's playmates. Especially for Catleya, they were like accessories constantly attached to her body, so how disappointed and hurt must she feel with all the spirits suddenly disappearing?

They were even active as Teresa's playmates at Teilgleichen County, so as both a father and brother, I can only pray for the spirits' swift return.

"Count. The spirits have suddenly vanished. Do you know what's happening?"

Naturally, news of the spirits' disappearance reached the Emperor's ears.

The spirits' activity areas included the Empress Dowager's tomb and the flower garden near the Academy. If spirits that frequented those places disappeared overnight, the Emperor would naturally be curious.

"There's a great celebration in the spirit realm, so the spirits have temporarily returned home."

I told him honestly. There's no point in hiding it, and it's not particularly bad news for the Empire.

"Celebration?"

"Yes. A fifth Spirit King might be born."

Currently, the Empire is the only place on the continent where spirits can be active. This means that if the spirits grow stronger, the Empire naturally grows stronger too.

Moreover, the most powerful spirit user (true) on earth is an imperial citizen. If the number of Spirit Kings who can contract with Catleya increases from four to five, it's certainly good news.

"A fifth Spirit King?"

However, the Emperor seemed unprepared to accept this news, muttering in a dazed voice.


"So suddenly?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. Truly a blessing bestowed by the heavenly gods, wouldn't you agree?"

The Emperor seemed to deeply agree, remaining silent for a while.

'Success.'

I smiled inwardly at his reaction.

As expected, when I approached confidently, he had nothing to say. I was actually a bit nervous about not immediately reporting that the Lightning Spirit King had entered production, but by leading with congratulations instead of bowing my head, I left the Emperor with nothing to reproach.

'If he criticizes this, he'll just look strange.'

It may be surprising because it happened unexpectedly, but the birth of the Lightning Spirit King and lightning spirits under his command is a cause for celebration. If not only has the World Tree been revived during the Emperor's reign, but a new elemental spirit is also born, it's enough to call him "the Emperor blessed by Constantina."

'Plus, the material for creating the Spirit King was an engagement gift for the Imperial Princess.'

At this point, House Livnoman has some stake in the creation of the Lightning Spirit King. So shouldn't the Emperor be happy about it? That's what I think.

"A new king, a new Spirit King being born... and of an element that didn't exist before..."

That muttering is surely evidence of his excitement about how to handle this surprise gift.

He should be grateful. This is a gift from his future in-law for the Imperial Family. Of course, it couldn't have been made without Atelius and the Spirit Kings, but they couldn't have borrowed the power of the dragon and Spirit Kings if I hadn't acted, so it's fair to say it's a gift from me.

"Count."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"While I pride myself on having developed immunity to ordinary surprises after experiencing many things, it's troublesome when you keep pushing my limits. I can't help but be surprised when you keep injecting such new and astounding news."

"I apologize. However, please understand that this too stems from my loyalty to the Imperial Family and the Empire."

"If you wanted to prove your loyalty, perhaps you should have contracted with a Spirit King instead."

The Emperor let out a sigh tinged with complaint.

But his grumbling stopped there. Since I approached confidently from the start, he couldn't figure out where to attack.

"Count."

"I await your command."

"When the new king is born, inform me. As this will be a moment that won't happen again in continental history, I should go to the World Tree myself to see the new king."

I found myself trailing off at this surprise attack.

Go to the World Tree? The Emperor himself wants to go to a non-human protected area located in a duchy rather than directly controlled territory?

'This bastard.'

Why is he ordering me to do this? If I accept this order, I'll have to manage and be responsible for the Emperor's procession.

And I'll have to do it alongside the Wise Duke, the lord of that domain.

# Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock

The Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock. A department overseeing the empire's agriculture and livestock industries. Though ranking only 16th out of 17 administrative departments, its role and presence are by no means insignificant as it's responsible for food security. It's merely considered relatively weak because other departments exude more intense presence.

In any case, due to their role in managing food supplies, ministers and high-ranking officials of the Agriculture and Livestock Ministry have inevitably maintained deep relationships with the Dukes of Chenes. After all, Chenes Duchy contains the continent's finest granary region, surpassing even the empire itself. It would be stranger to be responsible for food while maintaining a distant relationship with the owner of the granary region. Much like how the Golden Duke maintains close ties with the Maritime Ministry.

However, recently the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock has been suffering due to these traditions and connections. As luck would have it, the current Duke of Chenes is the Wise Duke, who has alcohol flowing through his veins instead of blood. Thanks to this, officials visiting Chenes Duchy for business purposes routinely walk in on two feet but roll out afterward.

As a result, requesting cooperation or collaboration with the Wise Duke has become recognized as a terrifying task among other officials. No matter how much imperial officials are willing to grovel like dogs, nobody actually wants to become one.

'You yellow dog.'

And yet, I'm about to collaborate with the Wise Duke who strikes fear into everyone's hearts. Suddenly, it seems I'll be doing this instead of enjoying my vacation.

Since the Emperor himself is visiting Chenes Duchy, I must absolutely coordinate with the Wise Duke, the lord of Chenes. Even an emperor with strong imperial authority cannot disrespect a lord by wandering around their territory without proper courtesy.

This is a headache. If he's the Emperor, he should act like one and stay in the Capital receiving reports, not troubling himself by traveling all the way to Chenes. And if he must visit, he should issue protocol instructions to the Ministry of the Imperial Household, not order me to handle it.

'People can forget things sometimes.'

No matter how many times I think about it, this is clearly retaliatory orders for not reporting quickly enough about the Lightning Spirit King. There's no other reason the Emperor would commit such an outrage.

Petty bastard. It's not like I tried to hide my mistake—I simply forgot momentarily to share beneficial news for the imperial family and the empire. How can the ruler of the empire be so narrow-minded?

'Damn bastard.'

Still, trying to think positively, perhaps he entrusted this to me because I maintain friendly relations with elves and spirits, and because I'm a relative of the Wise Duke. Rationally speaking, that's probably the correct interpretation.

However, when dealing with me, he often acts on emotion rather than reason. Therefore, I can only conclude that this order wasn't a rational decision but emotional punishment.

Just wait, you petty-minded fool. I don't know when, but I'll definitely get my revenge.

"Heeeey? Nephew! What brings you here!?"
"It's been a while, Aunt. Have you been well?"
"I've been great! Even better now that my nephew contacted me!"

After inwardly vowing a gentleman's revenge, I contacted the Wise Duke with the mindset of a sacrificial cow walking to the slaughterhouse.

If I'm going to take a beating anyway, better to face it head-on. It might be quite painful and troublesome, but there's no point avoiding it.

Fortunately, I'm not just an imperial count now but the Acting Duke of Serbet. I'm in a position to converse with the Wise Duke on relatively equal terms.

'It may be a headache, but there's no reason to despair.'

Come to think of it, the Agriculture Ministry officials' wailing stems from being subordinates to the Duke. Other dukes get along reasonably well with the Wise Duke. Though I'm at the bottom rung, I'm still precariously within the boundaries of dukedom.

So I should confidently discuss protocol with the Wise Duke. Since this matter involves the Emperor, the Wise Duke will surely cooperate.

Probably.

I forgot that regardless of being an Acting Duke, I'm merely the Wise Duke's nephew.

Even Trixie, who was a proper duchess rather than an acting one, was just a second niece-in-law before the Wise Duke. Why did I forget that?

"Nephew! We'll handle the protocol! Don't worry! How many emperors have visited Chenes throughout history! Even His Majesty came when he was still Crown Prince!"
"Still, it feels wrong to leave such an important matter entirely to you, Aunt—"
"It's fine, it's fine! It's not me doing it but my vassals!"

The Wise Duke laughed heartily, downed her whiskey in one gulp, then sat beside me with her arm around my shoulders.

"So you just enjoy yourself with me! The protocol preparations will be perfect~! Our vassals! Our officials will handle it!"
"I understand."


I nodded glumly at her strong attitude that would accept no objections.

How ironic that I entered Chenes Ducal Palace with such dignity only to end up in this situation. Anyone would see this as the treatment of a mere nephew rather than an Acting Duke of Serbet.

Yet I couldn't roar at the Wise Duke, "Are you disrespecting me because I'm just your nephew despite being an Acting Duke!" After all, she treated even Trixie this way, so rather than discriminating against me, she's actually treating me equally.

"By the way, nephew! Is it true that there's going to be a new king?"

Just as I was wondering whether to be grateful for this unbiased and fair treatment or to feel sad, the Wise Duke asked with sparkling eyes.

Apparently, even for someone perpetually drunk, the birth of a new Spirit King is an interesting and surprising event. Otherwise, she wouldn't show such interest.

"Yes. Since the Spirit Kings guaranteed it, it must be certain. They said it would have happened much earlier if not for Apels' atrocities, so there's no room for doubt."
"Ugh! Apels again? They're always up to no good!"

The Wise Duke, who had somehow replaced her empty bottle with a new whiskey bottle, grumbled and shook her head.

Despite being constantly drunk, the Wise Duke rarely speaks ill of others. It's extremely rare for her to express antipathy toward specific individuals or factions.

However, as the Duke of Chenes, the Wise Duke is someone who directly experiences Apels' atrocities in real-time. After all, Chenes Duchy is home to non-human races who are evidence of Apels' wrongdoings, and it's a place where the legacy and interests from the Apels Empire era continue. The Wise Duke is fully qualified to curse Apels.

"But this new Spirit King~ Is it the Lightning King? After fire, water, wind, and earth, there's only lightning left, right?"
"Ah, yes. That's correct."
"Right, right? Well! Magic has five attributes, but spirits only have four, which is a bit strange! If there's one less option, everyone would just learn magic instead!"

I closed my mouth again as the Wise Duke casually pointed out the Spirit Kings' grievance.

What the Wise Duke just said is exactly the problem the Spirit Kings were worried about. They were concerned that spirit arts are already less mainstream compared to magic, and if they offer fewer attributes to control, who would choose them? That's why they were working to create a Lightning Spirit King when Apels interfered.

"Well then, nephew! Let's make a guess!"
"A guess?"
"What will the Lightning King look like! Aren't you curious?"

Though it was a rather trivial question, it became an intriguingly curious topic of discussion.

All the kings take animal forms, so what animal form will the Lightning Spirit King take? I hadn't given it any thought before, but now that she mentioned it, I was curious.

"I~ think it will appear as a horse this time!"
"A horse. Indeed, a horse emitting lightning would be quite magnificent."
"Right!? I knew you'd understand!"

As the Wise Duke giggled, I quickly racked my brain.

Since the Wise Duke offered her opinion first, it was now my turn. If I passed without giving any opinion, I could clearly envision the Wise Duke whining that it wasn't fun.

"While a horse would be nice, wouldn't a lizard be good too?"
"Huh? A lizard?"

My suggestion seemed so unexpected that the Wise Duke tilted her head.

However, I didn't elaborate for her understanding. I didn't have the courage to say something like, "Since the Spirit King was made from a branch possessed by a dragon, it might appear as a lizard resembling a dragon."

Thinking of dragons as lizards is something to keep to oneself, never to be spoken aloud.

***

The spirits who had all disappeared reappeared after three weeks.

And after the spirits settled abundantly on the branches and leaves of the World Tree, the kings also revealed themselves.

"Indeed, the continent's sunlight is special. The spirit realm is nice, but nothing beats directly absorbing energy from the continent."

I inwardly sighed with relief as I watched the Fire Spirit King speaking while fluttering her wings.


Those light movements and voice. Thankfully, it seems she successfully accomplished what she wanted.

"I pay my respects to the kings."
"Hmm, I apologize for suddenly disappearing. We had urgent matters to attend to."
"I heard from your granddaughter's husband. What could be more important than the moment a new king is born?"
"Thank you for understanding."

The Water Spirit King also spoke in a gentle voice.

It's certain. If two out of the four kings are in such a pleasant mood, the new king must have been born safely.

"Earth auntie! Earth auntie!"
"We missed you! Play with us!"
"Children, I just finished work and I'm tired... Gaaaah! Don't grab my neck!"

I deliberately ignored the Earth Spirit King being naturally dragged away by fairies and quickly scanned the appearance of the three kings.

If the Lightning Spirit King had been born, they wouldn't have left them alone in the spirit realm but would have brought them along. If it was impossible for the new king to come to this continent, the kings wouldn't have left their new family member behind.

So the Lightning Spirit King must surely be here, but...

'They're not here.'

They weren't. I couldn't see anyone who might be the Lightning Spirit King.

If I had to point out anything unusual, it was only the small white lump sitting on the Water Spirit King's shell. Just a subtle lump that looked like it would feel squishy if touched.

"Excuse me, Water King. What is that on your shell?"

So I asked the Water Spirit King directly.

If they came to the continent with an unfamiliar object at this time, it must be related to the Lightning Spirit King. Perhaps it's a trace of the Lightning Spirit King, or a medium for crossing over to this continent.

"Ah, I forgot to introduce you first. I apologize."

At my question, the Water Spirit King turned his head toward his shell.

"This is our new family member, the Lightning Spirit King."

...

"Pardon?"
"──. ──."
"The Lightning Spirit King says he's pleased to meet you."
"Pardon?"

I stared blankly at the undulating white lump.

That's the king? The fifth king who will rule over the lightning spirits from now on?

"───. ──!"
"He seems excited to see a non-spirit being for the first time. He wasn't this noisy in the spirit realm."

While I could only see an undulating lump, the other kings seem able to communicate with it.

This is confusing. The other kings have proper forms and can communicate, but why is this one...

'Could they be joking?'

I was desperate enough to consider that possibility.

As soon as I received word from my grandmother that the Lightning Elemental King had been born, I headed to the Non-Human Protection Zone.

She had said it would be done by the end of this month at the latest, but I never expected it to actually finish within that timeframe. No matter how confidently the Elemental Kings had promised, creating a new Elemental King was unprecedented. I thought there would be at least some margin of error.

However, the Elemental Kings must have poured all their capabilities into creating the Lightning Elemental King, as it was completed perfectly without the slightest deviation. Even though they usually appear like jobless layabouts, they truly are kings when it matters.

Anyway, when I received my grandmother's message, I was in the middle of the Nth major project with the Wise Duke, so he came along as well.

"This is the Lightning Elemental King."
"Pardon?"
"Huh?"

Both the Wise Duke and I—someone who prides himself on having experienced all sorts of things in life—simultaneously expressed our confusion.

The white spherical mass that my grandmother was carefully holding in both hands. Its surface looked smooth, and it wobbled ever so slightly, giving the impression of a giant pudding. It seemed like it would vibrate with a "plop" if you poked it.

'This is an Elemental King?'

I stared blankly at this bizarre lump.

My grandmother is neither someone who enjoys making jokes, nor would she ever joke about an Elemental King even if she did make jokes. So this white spherical mass must indeed be the Lightning Elemental King.

But I don't understand why it looks like this. The other Elemental Kings have normal animal forms. Perhaps this is just a shell, and the main body is inside?

'So Elemental Kings are oviparous creatures.'

Certainly, three out of the four Elemental Kings do have oviparous animal forms. It wouldn't be strange if the fifth Elemental King started as an egg—

—!
"What the?"

The egg (presumably) shook violently.

I'm perplexed. The movement is too vigorous to be just the main body moving inside the egg. It's more like the lump itself is moving on its own.

"The King seems to like you, Kal. Although you can't hear this King's voice yet since you're not an Elemental King yourself, you can vaguely sense their emotions."

My grandmother's words only increased my confusion.

It seems she's saying this egg is the Lightning Elemental King's main body. It's not that the Elemental King is preparing to hatch from inside the egg, but rather the egg itself is the Elemental King.

'Is it really an egg?'

And if that lump is the main body, it can't really be called an egg anymore. Perhaps it should be called a slime or liquid monster instead.

'It really is an amoeba.'

Come to think of it, when I entrusted the World Tree branches to the Elemental Kings, I briefly thought of them as amoebas.

It seems my judgment was accurate. The Elemental Kings are indeed amoebas. I suppose as time passes, this amoeba will gradually evolve into the form of a creature. This is a marvelous and mysterious opportunity to directly observe the evolutionary process of a living being.

—. —!
"Kal. The King wants to get onto your hands. Would you hold them out?"
"Ah, yes. It's an honor."

I reflexively held out both hands, and the Lightning amoeba on my grandmother's hands jumped up.

This thing. It seems to have jumping abilities in addition to vibration capabilities. It's a more capable and active amoeba than I expected.

"Wow! So this is what a newly born Elemental King looks like!"

While I was wondering what to say after receiving the King, the Wise Duke spoke up.

His voice was mixed with pure admiration rather than confusion. To be fair, this would be an amazing sight for anyone, not just the Wise Duke.


"Elder! Can I touch it too?!"
"If the King permits, it's fine."
—.

Right after my grandmother's answer, the amoeba vibrated once.

"The King says it's okay."

Though it only vibrated without making any sound, surprisingly, I could feel the amoeba's emotions.

It's a wondrous thing. Earlier, my grandmother said that while we can't hear this creature's voice, we can vaguely sense its emotions, and it's true. I couldn't feel anything when it was in my grandmother's hands, but now I can.

"Then I won't hold back!"

At my proxy answer, the Wise Duke's hand roughly stroked the amoeba.

He was handling it so vigorously that it reminded me of watching our children gnawing on Jangsengi. Even though it looks insignificant, it's still the Lightning Elemental King—I wonder if he might get electrocuted like that.

—Oh? The benefactor is here! What an honored guest we have, and I haven't even properly welcomed you!

While watching the amoeba undulate to the Wise Duke's touch, I turned my head at the familiar voice.

I saw the Fire Elemental King flying from the direction of the World Tree, followed by the three other Elemental Kings.

"If you welcome me sincerely, it doesn't matter when."
—Thank you for saying so. We had matters to attend to in the elemental realm, so we had to return immediately after leaving the Lightning Elemental King here.

The Fire Elemental King, now perched on my forearm, pecked at the Lightning Elemental King that was wriggling on my hand.

I was startled by this sudden provocation, but the Lightning Elemental King's emotions remained perfectly calm. If anything, I could sense joy and pleasure.

Though it looks strange, I suppose this is friendship and greeting among the Elemental Kings. Let's not overthink it and just accept it as it is. It would be arrogant and foolish for humans to interfere with elemental ecology.

—Were you surprised?

The Fire Elemental King, having finished pecking at the Lightning Elemental King, opened its beak toward me.

—Since it has a different appearance from us, you probably thought it was something other than the Lightning Elemental King at first. Even the Elder thought so, so I can only imagine how it must be for a human benefactor.
"Y-yes. I was quite surprised."

Unable to deny it, I nodded immediately.

I definitely had a conversation with the Wise Duke about the Lightning Elemental King looking like a lizard or something. But when the result turns out to be an amoeba, anyone would be surprised.

—I understand. But this is merely the form it has taken upon birth, so there's no need to worry. We were all like this at first.
"You Kings as well?"

With those words, my 'Elemental King = Amoeba' theory became even more firmly established in my mind.

Why? Why are you reinforcing my prejudice instead of dispelling it? At this rate, I might end up calling them Amoeba Kings instead of Elemental Kings.

—We weren't in this form from birth. We simply chose forms that we liked or found comfortable. If we wanted, we could change into different animal forms right now.
"I... see."

I instinctively thought of a certain pink Pokémon but quickly dismissed the thought.

—Of course, the Lightning Elemental King is a newly born entity, so freely changing forms would be difficult. It will probably take a few months... but for elementals, that amount of time is just a fleeting moment, so it's fine.
—? —.
—You can take your time deciding what form to take. Just don't choose one that overlaps with ours.
—!

I glanced away during the conversation (presumably) between the two Elemental Kings.


Having satisfied his curiosity by enthusiastically stroking the Lightning Elemental King, the Wise Duke was now comfortably chatting with my grandmother.

'I wish I could live with such a carefree mind.'

I still haven't recovered from the shock of the amoeba Elemental King. Yet the Wise Duke has shaken off the shock and prejudice faster than anyone.

I respect that strong mentality of his.

—By the way, benefactor. In a few days, Lightning elementals will also appear on the continent.
"Will those elementals have the same form as their King?"
—No. Elementals other than the King have fixed forms from birth. In exchange for not being able to take various forms, they can communicate and function smoothly right from birth. As they say, every advantage comes with a disadvantage.
"I see."

The crisis of our mansion becoming an amoeba paradise has been averted.

As the Fire Elemental King said, after about three days, white elementals began to appear.

The children, especially the triplets, were overjoyed at the appearance of new elemental friends. Just as the elementals like the triplets, the triplets like the elementals. And how happy they must be to have white friends with the same hair color as themselves.

"Dad! They're tingly!"
"Amazing! Look! Their hair moves too!"
"White ones~ So amaziiing~"

In fact, the triplets have reached the point where they've turned even the static electricity occasionally emitted by the Lightning elementals into part of their play.

I was worried that they might be dangerous for the children since they're Lightning elementals, but thankfully that's not the case. It seems they're not the type to lose control and leak lightning everywhere.

Well, if we were to worry about electrocution from Lightning elementals, Fire elementals would be problematic first. I was needlessly concerned.

'How fascinating.'

After playing with the giggling triplets, I turned my attention to Fedi and was amazed by what I saw.

Elementals are shy and somewhat timid beings. When they first appeared at our mansion, they were barely visible except to Trixie, who has elven blood, and the triplets. They even approached me, their benefactor, hesitantly after some time.

Now, enough time has passed that they've become good playmates for the children, but the Lightning elementals are not only new to the mansion but were born just a few days ago. Honestly, it wouldn't be strange if they were shy around the triplets.

'That's about 0.2 Cattleya level.'

Yet surprisingly, some of the Lightning elementals, who should be hiding or hovering around the triplets, have attached themselves to Fedi.

I think this is the first time I've seen a child other than Cattleya or Teresa become a moving elemental aircraft carrier. Could it be that Fedi also has elemental affinity?

'That can't be right.'

But since Fedi is 6 years old, there have been many opportunities to confirm his elemental affinity. If Fedi's affinity hasn't manifested in 6 years, it's probably safe to say he doesn't have it.

Then is it because the Lightning elementals were created as Fedi's engagement gift? Could they possibly be showing goodwill to Fedi because they know this?

'Is that even possible?'

Unless someone told the Lightning elementals, "You were created through Fedi's engagement gift," how would newly born elementals instinctively realize this?

Even with the most optimistic thinking, it's unlikely. It might be different if Fedi had somehow contributed to the creation of the Lightning Elemental King along with the other Elemental Kings.

'If it were because of the engagement gift, they would show interest in the Crown Princess too.'

I rubbed my chin while watching Fedi, who had become a walking Thunder-Man.

If my guess is correct, those elementals should also show interest in the Crown Princess. Conveniently, the Emperor and his family are scheduled to move to the Non-Human Protection Zone soon, so I can observe the Lightning elementals' reaction then.

I'll see whether this strange phenomenon is coincidental or if the Lightning elementals truly regard Fedi and the Crown Princess as the benefactors of their creation.

The tiny Fedi, who had been only 0.2 Cattleya, was gradually evolving to 0.3 and 0.4 Cattleya levels.

Imprinting effect, was it? They say creatures just hatched from eggs recognize the first being they see as their mother, and the lightning spirits clinging to Fedi were exactly like that. They were following Fedi around as if she were their parent.

Of course, spirits are born in the spirit realm so the imprinting effect doesn't apply, but the parent-child relationship that formed is the same. They're not just lightning spirits—they're Fedi's spirits.

"I never expected Fedi would receive the love of spirits."

As we watched Fedi and the spirits enjoying their exciting time together, Marr, who was standing beside me, spoke with a contented expression.

I'm pleased too, aside from a slight bewilderment. It's nothing to be concerned about when your child receives someone's love and attention. Especially when those beings are rare and auspicious spirits.

"Elder Atelius gave us a truly precious gift."
"Indeed. A gift that only the Elder could give in this world."

I silently expressed my gratitude to Atelius who would be in the cave.

I told my wives exactly what happened—that Atelius had given a branch from the first World Tree to commemorate the engagement between the Crown Princess and Fedi, and that when we entrusted it to the Spirit Kings, the Lightning Spirit King was born. There was no reason to hide it, and it's right to share matters concerning our children immediately.

Although Trixie showed a somewhat complicated expression about the remains of the burned World Tree being in a dragon's possession—because he had broken it off and run away with it—she couldn't deny that Atelius's choice from his younger days had brought about today's joyous occasion. In the end, Trixie was grateful for Atelius's gift.

"Hehe."
"What is it?"

While gazing at Fedi and the lightning spirits again, Marr suddenly laughed.

"It's just such a coincidence. Sister Trixie mainly uses lightning magic, and the spirits born through our Fedi's engagement are also lightning spirits. I was thinking our family has deep ties with lightning."
"That's true. Should we add lightning to our family crest?"
"Why change the crest when lightning spirits follow Fedi around? Those spirits are the crest itself."

I chuckled at her logically perfect statement.

Indeed, a crest is a concept created by combining the history and characteristics of a specific group or individual. So if lightning spirits are hovering around Fedi 24 hours a day, there's no need to draw them on a crest. Without such a cumbersome process, everyone would know that Fedi and the lightning spirits have a close relationship.

"Ah, I suppose silver hair could be considered close to white, right?"

Marr's words automatically brought the Crown Princess's hair to mind.

The Crown Princess with her sparkling silver hair, a manifestation of the Nuren ducal bloodline. If we're being generous, silver hair is similar to white, so the lightning spirits could claim some connection to the Crown Princess as well.

'How exquisite.'

I couldn't stop smiling because they seemed like spirits custom-made for the Crown Princess and Fedi.

I don't know if this is coincidence or if the Spirit Kings exerted some influence with the Crown Princess and Fedi in mind. Considering that the White Tower among the magic towers primarily uses lightning magic, it's more likely a natural outcome rather than the Spirit Kings' intervention.

Still, I'd rather think it was the Spirit Kings' effort. It's more gratifying and memorable to believe they worked hard for our children.

If the result is good, I can interpret the process however I want without issue.

Our family traveled to Chenes to coincide with the Emperor's visit to the Chenes Duchy.

While the Emperor was at Chenes Ducal Castle to meet with the Wise Duke, the lord of the domain, we headed straight to the non-human protection zone. The Wise Duke was sufficient to welcome the Emperor to the ducal castle. It would be stranger for another duke's representative to be present at someone else's ducal castle.

And if the Wise Duke welcomed the Emperor as the Duke of Chenes, I should welcome the Emperor as the grandson-in-law of the Elf Elder and benefactor of the spirits. I wonder if it's necessary to split the reception into two parts, but what can I do? Protocol events are inherently troublesome.

'The non-human protection zone feels like a domain within a domain.'

Moreover, while the non-human protection zone administratively belongs to the Chenes Duchy, strictly speaking, it feels more like a free city supported by the Chenes Duchy. Thanks to this, visits to the Chenes Duchy and the non-human protection zone are counted separately.


"Oh..."

The elf residential district in the non-human protection zone that we revisited was displaying quite an impressive sight.

Specifically, the World Tree growing near Grandmother's residence. The area around the World Tree was shining with five colors more intensely than ever before.

'There's a lot of white.'

White was overwhelmingly predominant, presumably from lightning spirits, who seemed full of curiosity as newly born beings. That's why they were moving around so enthusiastically.

'Hmm?'

But something was strange. The white lights that had been busily moving through the air suddenly stopped all at once, then began approaching us.

—. —!
'What's this?'

Looking closely, I could see the Lightning Spirit King riding on the back of an eagle-shaped lightning spirit as it flew toward us.

I'm uneasy. I expected some spirits to approach Fedi since the lightning spirits had taken a liking to her, but I didn't expect all of them, including the king, to come rushing over.

'For an amoeba, you sure move around well.'

By the way, that fellow has impressive mobility for someone who can only wobble or bounce around on his own.

As expected, despite its appearance, a king is still a king. Already efficiently utilizing its subjects—it has the qualities of royalty.

***

Thanks to the Wise Duke, I was able to legally enjoy vodka.

True to his reputation as someone who collects and drinks all kinds of alcohol without discrimination, the quality of the vodka was excellent. Since there were several bottles of the same vodka, I also received a promise that some would be presented to the Imperial Palace.

'If only every day could be like today.'

It was such a satisfying drinking session that I felt rather bittersweet.

How nice it would be if drinking with the Wise Duke was always just like this. It's only because I'm the Emperor and because I had other places to visit after this drinking session that I showed restraint. Otherwise, the Wise Duke would still be drinking.

It's no wonder that the first reason for taking leave among high-ranking officials in the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock is a hangover. A reason for leave that would be ridiculed in other departments is recognized as a perfectly reasonable and urgent leave in the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock—that's how bad it is.

'Is this a dream?'

As I arrived at the non-human protection zone, specifically the elf residential district, with the Wise Duke's escort, I witnessed a strange sight.

With a bit of exaggeration, white lights shining so brilliantly they seemed to fill the sky. The blue sky could almost be called white because of these dazzling lights that first entered my vision.

And there was one place where these numerous lights were particularly gathered. Like moths drawn to a giant flame.

"Your Majesty, are those white lights lightning spirits?"

While I was pondering what was happening, the Empress asked, and I nodded in response.

"Yes, Empress. Perhaps because the White Tower is white, the lightning spirits were also born white."
"It seems the lightning spirits are very fond of Fedi."
"Hmm?"
"Fedi is standing in the center there. The spirits are clinging so densely it's hard to see her."


At the Empress's words, I stared intently at the place where the white lights were densely gathered.

'I can't see.'

But I couldn't see. No matter how hard I strained my eyes, all I could see were the busy lightning spirits moving around.

However, the Empress wouldn't have lied to me. Rather than thinking she spoke falsely, it's more correct to think I couldn't see due to my own limitations.

'Indeed, the Empress has inherited the Nuren blood strongly.'

Yes, the Empress inherited the blood of the Nuren ducal family, making her more robust than ordinary people. As a result, her eyesight is also superior to the average person. So it's not strange that she can see what I cannot.

"Huh? Is Fedi over there?"
"Yes, dear. The spirits don't seem to want to leave her—they must like her."
"Then I want to go too!"

Before we could stop her, the Crown Princess, who had been sticking close to the Empress, ran toward the mass of white lights.

It was such a sudden charge that I was taken aback. Although spirits are good friends to the Crown Princess, those are the existing spirits with whom she has shared various interactions. The lightning spirits haven't shared any connection with the Crown Princess yet, so it could be dangerous.

So I urgently gestured to the Imperial Knights behind us. Right now, rather than protecting me and the Empress, they should protect the Crown Princess more...?

"Oh my."
"Goodness."

As the Crown Princess approached the lightning spirits, they welcomed her by sticking to her.

"What! That tickles!"

The Crown Princess burst into laughter at their intense display of affection.

It's fortunate that the spirits aren't shooting lightning at the Crown Princess. But I didn't expect them to be so friendly.

It's strange. Aren't spirits supposed to be shy around humans? It took some time for the Crown Princess to become friends with the existing spirits.

"Your Imperial Majesty."
"Ah, Count."
"Forgive this incompetent subject who failed to welcome Your Majesty properly. As you can see, a small commotion has occurred, and I couldn't fulfill my duty."
"Don't say such things. I can receive the Count's greeting anytime, but when will I see such a sight again?"

I gently patted the shoulder of the Count as he bowed his head.

I understand. Even I was dumbfounded seeing the Crown Princess surrounded by spirits, so how surprised must the Count have been, who had Fedi taken from him first?

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I suppose those spirits instinctively sense to whom they owe their birth?"

The Count nodded silently at my words.

If only one person between the Crown Princess and Fedi received attention from the lightning spirits, it could be considered a coincidence. If they were friendly to everyone, they could simply be spirits with a fondness for humans.

However, the lightning spirits hovered only around the Crown Princess and Fedi. The only exceptions were the Catovan triplets, known for their high spirit affinity. Otherwise, the lightning spirits simply loved the Crown Princess and Fedi.

"The Elder has truly given us a precious gift."

I couldn't help but smile.

Countless lights escorting the future sun and moon of the Empire. It looked like a prophecy of the Empire's brilliant future, and I couldn't stop smiling.

News of the birth of a new Spirit King quickly spread across the continent.

While the reappearance of spirits after centuries of absence following the burning of Apels' World Tree was already cause for celebration, this time it was said that spirits of an entirely new attribute had appeared. This was a joyous occasion that most powerfully demonstrated the divine mandate of the Livnoman Imperial Family.

Moreover, the lightning attribute spirits were born because a dragon friendly to the Empire possessed a branch from the burned World Tree, which the dragon had presented to celebrate the Crown Princess's engagement. Through this process, the authority of the Livnoman family and the Empire could only be strengthened.

'With this much material, even a civil servant lacking creativity could compose a song of imperial glory.'

After the Emperor's visit to the non-human protection zone, the Ministry of the Imperial Household magnificently promoted the birth of the Lightning Spirit King by connecting it to the imperial family. Thanks to their aggressive promotion, rumors about the Lightning Spirit King spread at the speed of light.

This was a big event that could become a song of imperial glory simply by plainly listing the facts, without needing to rack one's brains to forcibly praise the imperial family. Anyone who failed to capitalize on this opportunity didn't deserve to serve as an imperial civil servant.

Of course, some individuals seemed to wonder, "Why did the dragon have a branch from the burned World Tree?" But they didn't bother to rack their brains to resolve this question. The Ministry of the Imperial Household had excluded the details of how Atelius acquired the branch in their elaborate composition. Everyone simply accepted that if the Ministry had presented it that way, there must have been a reason.

Truly a wise decision. If someone had approached the truth, things would have become awkward for everyone. How could they reveal that they had forcibly broken off a branch from the World Tree and gotten into a fight with the Spirit Kings?

'It's spreading too well.'

I smiled bitterly as I looked at the communication orb that was, once again, glowing incessantly.

The communication orb had already been glowing 24 hours a day thanks to the Crown Princess and Fedi's engagement. Now, news that a new Spirit King had been born on the occasion of the two children's engagement was sweeping across the continent. Naturally, congratulatory messages and well-wishes would pour in from across the continent.

Indeed, everyone from other countries who had even the slightest connection to me contacted me using the engagement and the Spirit King's birth as a pretext. My friend of the heart, Villar, as well as those from the pastry club and Alfonso, who was busy managing his domain in the Leon Kingdom. They were all contacting me non-stop.

'Who is it today?'

Thanks to this, I answered the call with a strangely excited heart.

It was a time when I could meet past connections that even I barely remembered. And since the contacts were sent to congratulate my eldest son's joyous occasion rather than for unpleasant reasons, I could engage in conversation with a willing heart.

Honestly, it's annoying to receive calls that come one after another without giving me a moment to breathe, but it would be impolite to neglect connections who contact me for celebratory occasions. Such network management will eventually become an inheritance for our children.

"Yes, this is Acting Duke Serbet, Kal Serbet Kracius of Teilgleichen."
"Oh, Your Excellency. I finally got through to you. Every time I called, you were talking with someone else, so only now am I able to see your face."
"Minister of Foreign Affairs?"

However, the face I saw through the communication orb was unexpected.

Based on the pattern so far, I thought it would be another foreign dignitary, but it was a key domestic figure who had contacted me. It's not that I dislike the Minister of Foreign Affairs, but it was quite unexpected.

'What could this be about?'

Moreover, I had already exchanged pleasantries with the Minister of Foreign Affairs. Being a high-ranking official as a cabinet minister, he had even attended the engagement ceremony.

But for the busy Minister of Foreign Affairs to contact me again? And to make multiple attempts when I couldn't answer?


'I'm getting anxious.'

The excitement that had filled my chest until just now began to gradually fade.

While the Minister of Foreign Affairs is a welcome acquaintance, a second contact from him is not so welcome. What could he possibly want to say that required such effort?

"If one were to choose the busiest person in the Empire, Your Excellency would surely be mentioned, yet you spent your precious time contacting this idle fellow. I'm too embarrassed to raise my head."

Still, frowning in front of someone who took the time to contact me despite being busy is something only a person with a broken personality would do. I responded to the Minister's greeting with the most natural smile I could muster.

The Minister of Foreign Affairs probably didn't contact me because he wanted to. He must have squeezed time out of his busy schedule due to unavoidable circumstances, prepared to tell me something troublesome. Since we're both victims in this situation, I shouldn't lose my temper.

"No matter how precious my time may be, how could it be more precious than yours, Your Excellency? You are currently the Acting Duke, and in the future, you will be the father-in-law of Her Highness the Crown Princess."
"Bringing up such things only makes me more embarrassed."
"Haha, I apologize."

Seeing the Minister of Foreign Affairs laugh lightly, my anxiety disappeared, following the excitement.

That response and light joke. Fortunately, although it was a business-related contact, it was at least not a headache-inducing or shocking matter.

That's enough for me to continue the conversation with a peaceful mind. Thanks to over ten years of civil service experience dealing with countless issues, I've reached a state where I can laugh off minor matters.

"Since I've finally been granted your time, Your Excellency, others must also be trying to see your face. I'd like to quickly state my business, if that's alright?"
"Of course. Feel free to speak briefly."
"Next year, a member of the Lucen royal family will be enrolling in the Academy."
"I'm sorry, but could you explain that in more detail?"

The Minister of Foreign Affairs burst into laughter again at my quick change of stance.

I apologize for contradicting myself, but it can't be helped. If I were to briefly hear about this matter and move on, I would definitely regret it later.

The Kingdom of Lucen. A nation located at the northeastern edge of the continent, and a perpetually snow-covered country that proves in real-time how humans can somehow survive in extreme environments.

Of course, the people of Lucen wouldn't want to use themselves as test subjects, but as a foreigner, it's a country that inspires admiration every time I see it. How on earth do they survive in such a frozen wasteland?

Still, as they say, miserable people find joy just by seeing each other's faces, and shared pain is lessened. Lucen has neighboring countries called the Kingdom of Stiniye and the Kingdom of Nosgor. They are equally hopeless neighbors suffering from the same bitter winters as Lucen.

'Actually, Lucen is the weakest among the three countries.'

And unfortunately, Lucen is classified as the weakest among the winter trio. It's difficult to definitively say which is better between Stiniye and Nosgor, but one can certainly affirm that they are superior to Lucen.

This isn't a disaster caused by the laziness of Lucen's people, or because they're engulfed in defeatism, or because the royal family is incompetent, or because the nobility is corrupt. It's simply a tragedy that occurred because Lucen is the northernmost of the winter trio and has the smallest territory. Even the sea freezes periodically, making foreign trade difficult, so what can they do?

Such a Kingdom of Lucen escaped the crisis of national ruin thanks to a flying transport bird called Jiz, and now it has joined with the other winter kingdoms to receive support from the Empire. Thanks to this, the winter trio combined has grown enough to be evaluated as capable of pulling their own weight.


"The King of Lucen was deeply moved by the Empire's consideration and hopes that the friendship between our two countries will last forever."

As a result, the Emperor has become, with some exaggeration, the Heavenly Sovereign of Lucen.

"As part of this, he wishes to enroll a member of the Lucen royal family in the Imperial Academy, following the precedent from seven years ago. What a joyous occasion this is."

The Kingdom of Lucen has deliberately taken a pro-Empire stance.

I understand. Lucen had tried to form an alliance with other hopeless countries just to survive. Having been that desperate, Lucen has transformed from "a nation on the brink of collapse" to "an ordinary small nation," so how beautiful must the Empire appear to them? They probably want to become a lamb that lives in the Empire's embrace for life.

'Even so, to send a royal family member...'

But even considering that, I didn't expect the King of Lucen to send a royal family member. And not just any distant royal relative, but apparently a direct descendant of the King.

'The precedent from seven years ago.'

And at the Minister's words, I almost automatically put my hand to my forehead.

The precedent from seven years ago refers to Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian. Thanks to those guys proudly enrolling in the Imperial Academy, the Kingdom of Lucen has brought up the matter of enrolling their own child.

Those troublemakers. They gave me headaches while they were at the Academy, and now they're causing such situations even after graduation.

"Also, next year is when the young Duke of Salon will be enrolling. I suddenly thought of you, which is why I contacted you like this."
'Ah.'

At this additional comment, I inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.

I was worried that they might send me as an Academy Inspector again. I seriously feared they might reuse someone with experience managing royalty.

But that wasn't the case. It was just the Minister's consideration.

"What did His Majesty say?"
"Since there's already a precedent, there's no reason to refuse. Moreover, unlike seven years ago, this wasn't requested right before enrollment, so he gladly accepted. What harm could there be in having a member of the Lucen royal family build connections with imperial nobles?"

An opportunity to legally create a pro-Empire royal member in Lucen. And it wasn't the Empire that proposed it first; Lucen itself volunteered to create a pro-Empire royal member. From the Empire's perspective, it's certainly not something to be reluctant about.

No, far from being reluctant, considering the Empire's hegemony over the continent, it's something to actively welcome. In the past, a royal member from a small country in the northeastern periphery wouldn't have been a consideration, but in the post-treaty organization continent, even a small country's vote is precious.

"Royal members from various countries across the continent are seeking education at the Imperial Academy. I can't express how proud this makes me."
"That's why the Minister of Education also expressed satisfaction with this news. He was disappointed that the excellent principal who had been leading the Academy was retiring, but he said it was fortunate that such a joyous occasion had arisen."

I couldn't help but smile at those words.

That principal had suffered alongside me, managing those troublesome students. Fortunately, he's retiring without having to deal with the future Duke of Chenes and foreign royalty. It seems like heaven's final mercy for the principal.

7 years ago. When Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian entered the Imperial Academy, it caused an uproar not only in the Empire but also in their home countries of Armein Kingdom, Yuven United Kingdom, and the Papal States.

Even when an ordinary noble chooses to study abroad rather than attend their own country's educational institutions, it causes talk. But direct royal family members going to the Empire? That would turn the social world upside down. Tanian, as the next Holy One, was somewhat understandable given the long-standing friendly relations between the Empire and the Papal States, but the others were royalty.

Moreover, their enrollment wasn't announced in advance but was a sudden catastrophe. The diplomatic officials of the Empire and the three countries could only laugh wryly, and I, as the head of the Audit Department, was hastily dispatched as an Academy inspector.

However, today's continental political climate and the Empire's generosity differ from seven years ago. This time, even though another country's direct royal family member is coming to study, there's no impact.

'At least they gave advance notice this time.'

It would have been more comfortable if they'd informed us 2-3 years ahead. Still, compared to those lunatics who enrolled before, a one-year notice is quite decent. At least we can leisurely prepare to welcome the precious bloodline during winter break.

And though it sounds a bit cruel, the fact that they're from the Lusen Kingdom is a plus. When the troublesome trio enrolled, Armein was a potential enemy state, Yuven was the distant but concerning third-ranked power, and the Papal States were the religious pinnacle influencing the entire continent. There was concern that a small incident could escalate into a major diplomatic conflict.

In contrast, Lusen is a pro-Empire nation that couldn't survive without the Empire. The Empire wouldn't disrespect or ignore Lusen royalty, but it's undeniable that they can be dealt with more comfortably.

Finally, the current continent is moving toward the grand ideal of a treaty organization. The Lusen royal's study in the Empire will serve as excellent advertising for a united continent with active exchanges.

"Even though it was a sudden ordeal, precedent is precedent. Thanks to the incident seven years ago, the Academy has built enough precedent to handle precious bloodlines from other countries. All thanks to the Count and the Academy staff's efforts."
"If my humble efforts have been of even slight help to the Empire, I couldn't be happier."

That's why the Emperor on the other side of the communication crystal was smiling gently rather than worrying about Lusen Kingdom's surprise event.

'So it was true.'

The Minister of Foreign Affairs had said the Emperor gladly accepted, but considering Lusen's pro-Empire stance, I couldn't ignore the possibility that he was just putting on a front.

But seeing the Emperor's expression, it wasn't just a formality but 100% genuine. He truly seems satisfied with the Lusen royal's enrollment.

"Slight help? At the time, both I and the Count were too busy responding to the unprecedented situation to notice, but thanks to the Count's three years of dedicated effort, we were able to widely promote the Empire's greatness. Didn't it prove that the Imperial Academy's curriculum, amenities, and safety are superior to educational institutions in other countries?"

I couldn't help but flinch at those words.

Well, the Academy faced the risk of falling apart for three years straight, so it had to be superior to other educational institutions just to survive. If it wasn't superior or at least equal in even one area, it would have been immediately destroyed.

'What doesn't kill me makes me stronger.'

The Academy has embodied this maxim for three years. If the Academy had a consciousness, it would probably be like a wandering knight filled with nothing but malice and venom.

"And since various precedents have been firmly established, there's no need for drastic measures like urgently sending the Count as an inspector. A section chief, or at most a department head, will suffice."

This time I momentarily felt indignant.

My desperate and tearful three years remain only my experience. This pain should be shared by others too. Pain diminishes when shared, and empathy develops when shouldered together.

"It's truly moving. In fact, even during my time, there probably wasn't a need for me specifically to step in, but all paths ahead were shrouded in fog, making it an unavoidable choice. I'm just glad that the regrets of the past won't be repeated."

Still, I didn't voice this filthy and petty anger. Even I think it would be unseemly to object to an already decided celebration.

"No need to step in? Even if we went back to the past with the current precedents, I would still have sent the Count as an inspector. You were the only one I could trust with that chaotic situation."
'This bastard.'


But this damn yellow-face was testing my desperate patience.

There's no chance of going back to the past, so I won't be dispatched as an inspector again, but couldn't he at least offer empty words of comfort? It doesn't cost anything to give hollow consolation.

'The Emperor doesn't understand human hearts.'

He's like a monster without a speck of empathy or consideration.

I'd like to curse and tell him to watch his words, but if I provoke him, he might say, "Since the Count has stepped down from his ministerial position, he has nothing to do, right?" and make me next year's Academy inspector.

It's an extremely low possibility, but I shouldn't underestimate his drive and creativity. Even though I'm officially still the Minister of Audit but unofficially unemployed in this strange state, he's capable of creating some pretext to deploy me.

"I'm at a loss for words, Your Majesty, for holding me in such high regard."

So I suppressed my harsh words and managed a smile.

'Damn him.'

My lifelong wish is to one day openly curse at him or punch him in the solar plexus.

It's my one wish in life, and I hope it comes true. If that happens, I won't ask for anything else.

"By the way, Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. Please command me."
"Originally, the Academy inspector was sent from the Ministry of Finance, but since the Audit Ministry has become independent, wouldn't it be strange for the Ministry of Finance to send an inspector?"

In the midst of this, I instinctively felt uneasy, wondering if this bastard was setting up another strange foreshadowing.

"That's... right. It would be odd for the Ministry of Finance to dispatch an inspector when there's a proper audit department. Especially since the Audit Department is no longer part of the Ministry of Finance."

But since his logic wasn't wrong, I nodded for now.

Previously, the Audit Department was part of the Ministry of Finance, so a Finance Ministry official inspected the Academy to quickly grasp its financial status. Even before the Audit Department was established, Academy inspections were handled by the Ministry of Finance for the latter reason.

In contrast, now there's a proud Audit Ministry standing tall. I can assert that it would be stranger for a Finance Ministry official to handle audits now.

Yes, it would certainly be strange, so the Emperor's words are correct.

'Why am I anxious?'

I don't know why, but an instinctive unease surged within me.

I had a feeling that if I simply went along with this, I'd see blood in the distant future. There's no basis for it, but my instincts were screaming fiercely.

"However, if the Audit Ministry unilaterally takes over duties that the Ministry of Finance has handled until now, it could cause confusion. Also, Finance Ministry officials are more proficient at tracking financial flows, so how about drawing one inspector each from the Audit Ministry and the Ministry of Finance for the Academy?"
"One from each department?"
"Yes. And to prevent unilateral judgment from either side, they should be of equal rank."

Not sending just one inspector, but two. One from the Audit Ministry symbolizing audits, and one from the Finance Ministry proficient in financial tracking.


To prevent one from making unilateral decisions, they should be of equal rank. If there are disagreements, they should resolve them through dialogue rather than using rank to coerce.

It's cumbersome, but it can be reasonably justified as respect for the Finance Ministry's efforts so far and respect for the Academy's rapidly rising authority and scale. It's not a decision everyone would agree with, but it's not one that would face opposition either.

"Hmm."

The Emperor let out a small sigh at my suggestion,

"If that's what the experienced Count thinks, then let's do that."

He nodded and accepted my proposal.

Instantly, the instincts that had been screaming from all directions fell silent, as if they had fulfilled their duty.

"Sending two officials of equal rank. What a wise thought. I'm impressed."
"Ah, yes. I'm humbled."

I expressed my gratitude, feeling bewildered by the unexpected praise.

What's this? Was my suggestion worthy of such praise? From the Emperor's perspective, wouldn't it be more convenient to send just one person rather than two?

'Let's not think about it further.'

I quickly dismissed the questions that were naturally arising.

Anyway, I won't be going as an Academy inspector. So instead of indulging in unnecessary curiosity, I'll just tell the ministerial secretary to select the inspectors who will go to the Academy next year.

That's the only task and the final line I can draw regarding the Academy.

***

The Empire accepted my proposal.

And not reluctantly or with a lukewarm response, but with a positive reaction, promising to make it an unforgettable and beautiful study abroad experience.

'It's done.'

Thanks to that, I inwardly sighed with relief.

If the Empire had refused, relations between our countries might have become somewhat awkward, and disappointment and resentment toward the Empire might have spread among the nobles. They would have questioned why the Empire didn't stop the Armein and Yuven princes from studying abroad but rejected our princess.

'She would have been heartbroken too.'

My precious daughter, Yekaterina, was also quietly looking forward to studying in the Empire. After all, she could experience more and build more diverse connections in the Empire than in Lusen.

I didn't want to see my daughter, who has grown up brave and kind since childhood and has taken excellent care of her siblings, be disappointed. Fortunately, I avoided becoming an inadequate father.

'Next time, I should send Ivan too.'

I'm thinking of sending all our children while I'm at it.

The news that a member of the Lusen royal family would be enrolling at the Academy was still confidential information known only to a select few involved parties.

In life, nothing is certain. While both the Empire and Lusen are currently all smiles about the Lusen royal's study abroad program, unforeseen circumstances could arise before next year's entrance ceremony. The possibility of sudden variables requiring postponement or even cancellation of the study abroad plan isn't zero.

Unlike ordinary people, a royal's movements shouldn't be changed lightly. If rumors spread about a noble bloodline coming to the Empire only to be canceled? Unnecessary speculation would circulate about fractures in the friendly relations between the Empire and Lusen, or concerns about the royal's health.

That's why the Lusen royal's study abroad remained strictly confidential among relevant parties. The fact of their attendance could be announced about one or two weeks before enrollment, which would be sufficient.

"There are still months left, but select someone in advance. It's troublesome to rush the selection right before enrollment."

In my judgment, the Minister's secretary also qualified as a relevant party.

At this point, even I as the person directly involved couldn't tell when my vacation would end. In this indefinite ministerial vacancy, the secretary was admirably leading the Audit Ministry, so they deserved to know what I knew.

Unlike officials from the Audit Department, selecting suitable talent from among all Ministry officials would require the secretary's help. I still hadn't properly met too many of my subordinates.

"I understand. I'll make an internal appointment by around next year's New Year's ceremony at the latest."

The secretary nodded readily, seeming to understand my intentions.

Though I had no intention of shirking my duties, fortunately this request wasn't particularly difficult. Considering the secretary's outstanding abilities, selecting one inspector to briefly visit the Academy would be no trouble at all.

'Unlike me, they won't have to stay for three years straight.'

Originally, Academy inspectors would stay at the Academy for just a few days or at most a few weeks during the year before quietly returning. I was the unusual case, having to stay at the Academy for six whole semesters until those useless club members graduated.

Even if next year's dispatched inspectors end up staying long-term like I did, it wouldn't be a major issue. If necessary, they could rotate the inspector role with other officials. When I think about how I couldn't even rotate out and had to endure, this is perfect welfare in comparison.

So I believed the secretary's burden would be quite minimal, and—

"By the way, sir."
"Yes?"
"If you don't mind, I was thinking of sending the Deputy Head of Intelligence. What do you think?"

The secretary immediately designated a candidate, showing even less burden than I'd expected.

It was a swiftness that surprised even me, to whom the Deputy Head's suffering was my own happiness. How could they think of sending the Deputy Head immediately after hearing my request?

'Even I hadn't thought of that.'

The Deputy Head of Intelligence was one of those who had enthusiastically teabagged me along with Erich and the Enforcement Department Head when my Academy assignment was confirmed. Even with all my grudges and anger, I hadn't thought of punishing the Deputy Head with an Academy dispatch.

Perhaps the Deputy Head had unknowingly earned the secretary's enmity? If so, I could understand the secretary's decision.

"I don't see why not, but does it have to be the Deputy Head of Intelligence?"

While tentatively agreeing with the secretary's proposal, I asked for the reasoning.

I wanted to know whether there was some grudge I was unaware of, or if the secretary simply had excessive faith in the Deputy Head's abilities.

"There's no one else we can send besides the Deputy Head."

The answer was somewhat unexpected.

Not that the Deputy Head was the most suitable candidate, nor that they were currently the most available person, but that there was no one else who could be sent. Other individuals weren't even up for consideration.


'Is the Audit Ministry's talent pool that thin?'

It's a bit disconcerting. The Audit Ministry had grown to a decent size through the merger of the former Audit Department and Special Affairs Ministry personnel. Plus, the talents I had diligently farmed at the Academy had also joined.

While I couldn't boast that we had an abundance of talent, surely we weren't at a level where only one suitable person could be found in the entire Ministry?

"It would be problematic to send someone from the Special Task Department or Enforcement Department to the Academy."
"Ah."

With the secretary's additional explanation, I immediately understood.

That's true. Within the broader framework of the Audit Ministry, there exist the Special Task Department, Enforcement Department, and Intelligence Department, but the first two departments are quite notorious and bloody.

If an official from such departments approached the Academy saying, "I'll be conducting this year's audit, please cooperate," the Academy faculty would foam at the mouth and faint. Even if they merely observed while delegating the actual audit to Finance Ministry officials, it would cause an uproar.

"Therefore, we must necessarily select from within the Intelligence Department, but all the Section Chiefs have full schedules until next summer. We can't send the Intelligence Department Head or team leaders, so the Deputy Head is our only option."
"Wait, all the Section Chiefs are busy? Not even one is available?"
"The 1st Section Chief has some availability, but..."
"Tell the Deputy Head to have a good trip. His wife is a former Academy assistant teacher, so it'll feel like visiting the in-laws."

I immediately abandoned the idea at the mention of the 1st Section Chief.

The current 1st Section Chief of Intelligence is Erich's spiritual successor, a disaster who could rightfully be called Mini-Erich. No matter how short-staffed we are, deploying such a disaster would be inhumane.

"Ah."
"Do you have any further instructions?"
"No, nothing major. Just tell the Deputy Head after the New Year's ceremony. No need to inform them now."
"Understood."

Though it was a somewhat random instruction, the secretary readily agreed.

Thank you. While it's usually better for everyone to provide such information early, I couldn't resist the opportunity to feed the Deputy Head this tiny bit of spite.

After the New Year's ceremony would leave less than two months until the Academy entrance ceremony. Notifying them suddenly at that point would leave the Deputy Head no escape route no matter how much they schemed.

'I haven't forgotten about that banner yet.'

The banner that appeared when my Academy assignment was confirmed. I don't remember who led its creation, but the Deputy Head was certainly one of the culprits behind that monstrosity.

Damn you. You enjoyed mocking me, didn't you? Now it's time for payback.

A gentleman's revenge is never too late, even after ten years.

I was summoned by the Wise Duke.

I was terrified to respond to the summons, as I could clearly foresee a future of rapid alcohol consumption, but since he said he wanted to talk about Liliana, I had no choice but to comply.

Ignoring matters concerning one's cousin doesn't sit well with me. Moreover, he wanted to meet after it was decided that Lusen royalty would be enrolling at the Academy. While the pretext might be Liliana, he essentially wanted to discuss the Lusen royalty, right?

"Joka, joka. You're familiar with those royal folks. Can't you give our Lili some advice?"
"Pardon?"
"Our Lili! She's so worried about who she'll meet! She'll be extremely nervous if there's royalty among her classmates! Tell her how she should handle it!"

But I was mistaken. The Wise Duke had truly performed his summoning spell to discuss Liliana, for Liliana's sake.


Well, of course. Someone like the Wise Duke wouldn't need to hide behind external pretexts. If he needs something, he charges straight ahead without concern for pretense or justification.

'If he really needed to make excuses, he would have used a different reason.'

Come to think of it, the Wise Duke wouldn't use Liliana as an excuse. While his actions might be somewhat destructive, his affection for his blood relatives is genuine.

'But why me?'

It hurts my feelings. I may not share the same blood as the Wise Duke, but I'm still his relative by marriage. Why does he treat me so casually?

Suddenly calling me to ask for tips on dealing with royalty? We might laugh about those days now that they've safely graduated and time has passed, but back then I was ready to bleed from every pore of my body.

And you want me to recall those times? How cruel and vicious a request.

"Liliana's wisdom and prudence are well known even to me, who merely stays in the Capital. What qualifications do I have to advise Liliana? She'll find the right path even without me."
"Heh, it feels nice when you say that, but expert advice is still valuable! In fact, you've spent more time with those noble folks than I have!"

I couldn't argue with such an obvious statement. Which nobleman in this world would attend to noble bloodlines up close for three whole years? Within the Empire, that's impossible unless you're an official of the Ministry of the Imperial Household or an Imperial Knight.

"And I'm worried our Lili might be too nervous at the Academy..."
"Liliana?"
"You know too, our Lili doesn't have friends. There's nothing wrong with Lili's personality, but there's no one her age and status at home!"
"That's true. It's quite unfortunate."
"So! I'm afraid she might get exhausted from being too tense! She'll probably be even more nervous around royalty!"

I nodded gently at his voice, which conveyed not just drunkenness but a strange desperation.

If he's going this far, I can't refuse. If recalling past nightmares brightens my cousin's future, it's a worthwhile trade.

"Treat them comfortably."
"Huh?"

So, after quickly thinking it through, I offered my best answer.

"There's no need to treat them differently because they're royalty, nor any reason to be nervous. Treat them the same way you would treat other students."
"Joka. Is that because of the school rule about classmates being equal?"
"Of course not. What meaning would that rule have when juniors and seniors still use honorifics with each other? However, from my direct observation of noble individuals, they prefer being treated like everyone else."
"Really?"

At my words, the Wise Duke tilted his head with a dubious expression.

I understand. This is something incomprehensible unless you've experienced it firsthand.

"They already have plenty of people who revere them back in their homeland. Having traveled all the way to the distant Empire with high hopes for a different experience, how delighted would they be to find classmates who treat them as friends rather than royalty?"

Royalty who study abroad seek something different. They don't want their Academy life to feel like the stifling palace.

So treating them like ordinary friends is best. This is a truth evident from Erich.

"Great! I'll believe you since it's coming from you!"

If I'm wrong, it's Erich's fault.

I had a long conversation with the Wise Duke afterward.

Liliana is the heir and only child of the Salon Duchy, a precious bloodline born to the Wise Duke in his later years. For someone like the Wise Duke, who deeply cherishes family and relatives, she must be his greatest treasure in the world. It's only natural he'd worry when his precious gem leaves his protection next year to enter the Academy.

Moreover, to the vassals of the Salon Duchy and the various minor lords of the Chenes Duchy, Liliana's existence is like light and salt—nothing short of a miracle.

'She's proof that the Salon Duchy's bloodline is intact.'

Since the first Chenes Duke, the Duke of Justice, all successive Chenes Dukes have been rather uncontroversial in character. The previous Chenes Duke was even called the Pious Duke for being devout, compassionate, and frugal. The only luxuries he indulged in were obligatory displays of ducal authority and collecting holy artifacts to fulfill his faith—truly a testament to his frugality.

But then, from this peaceful and gentle bloodline emerged the Wise Duke. The vassals and minor lords couldn't help but tremble in fear, wondering if future dukes would be mini versions of the Wise Duke.

Fortunately, Liliana was born with a gentle yet decisive personality, which helped alleviate those fears. Thanks to this, Liliana has become a hope not just for Chenes, but for the entire Empire.

"What if our Lili~ becomes suuuper close with the Lusen royal family~ and gets saaad when they have to part after graduation?"

At any rate, our long and serious conversation seemed effective in reducing the Wise Duke's concerns about Liliana.

Now, instead of worrying about Liliana being overly nervous and formal in front of royalty, he's concerned about the inevitable parting after they become friends. This level of worry is just about average for a parent.

"Parting is something all Academy students inevitably experience. I fully understand how painful it can be."
"But you never attended the Academy."

I felt my breath catch at her brutally direct statement.

"Though not as a student, I spent three years there as an inspector. During those three years, I grew attached to certain faculty members and students."
"I see!"

Instead of expressing outrage, I desperately maintained a smile. If I showed anger here, the Wise Duke would apologize and bring out her special alcohol (of which she'd already had plenty).

"Anyway, parting is an unavoidable sorrow. To avoid the pain of separation, one would have to avoid forming attachments from the beginning. But wouldn't spending three years without close friends or seniors and juniors be even sadder?"
"That's true..."
"So don't worry about what happens after graduation. After three years of various experiences, Liliana will be able to overcome it herself."

The Wise Duke pouted at my words.

It was such a perfect pout that Erich would have pulled on it immediately. If the Wise Duke weren't my superior and aunt-in-law, and if that pout weren't due to concern for her daughter, I would have pulled it right away.

"Still, don't worry too much. Graduating doesn't mean friends are separated forever."
"Huh? But Chenes and Lusen are so far apart! They can meet at the Academy, but once they graduate, isn't that the end?"
"Look at Erich. Even though he graduated years ago, he still maintains friendships with noble people from other countries. Thanks to communication orbs, they can see each other's faces anytime, so what does distance matter?"

The Wise Duke's eyes widened at this.

It's no secret that Erich maintains close friendships not only with Ainter in the Empire but also with Lyutis, Laterre, and Tanian from other countries. It's all thanks to Erich faithfully attending their weddings.

In other words, friendship is maintained not by distance but by effort. If Liliana and the Lusen royalty build a genuine friendship, there's no reason to be sad after graduation. I'm surprised the Wise Duke overlooked something so obvious.

'I guess everyone becomes like this when it involves their child.'

Surprising, but understandable. I don't need to look far—both the Emperor and I experience rapid intelligence decline when our children are involved. It seems to be an unavoidable fate for parents, even for someone like the Wise Duke.

"You're right! With communication orbs, distance doesn't matter! If they want to see each other's faces or hear each other's voices, they just need to call!"
"Yes, that's correct."
"And there's teleportation too! She can invite them to Chenes!"
"Yes... Wait, what?"

I was about to agree reflexively but quickly regained my senses.


What is she saying? Communication orbs for seeing faces and hearing voices should be enough—how did she jump to inviting them via teleportation?

Moreover, the person she wants to invite isn't an ordinary noble. No matter how small the country might be on the opposite side of the continent, inviting direct royal family members isn't something to take lightly...

'Or is it?'

Come to think of it, even those troublesome club members visited the Capital and Teilgleichen during vacation season. Considering that precedent (though forcibly created), inviting Lusen royalty might not be impossible.

Surprisingly, the Empire knows how to handle visiting direct royal family members from other countries, and even how to deal with multiple royal visitors at once. It's a great nation that possesses everything others find difficult to acquire.

Not that we wanted to acquire such knowledge.

"Lusen is a pro-Empire country! If they continue exchanges with the Empire after studying abroad, both the Emperor and the Lusen king would be happy!"
"Yes, well, that's probably true."
"Aren't you thinking of inviting Stinia and Nosgor? It would be good if they sent their royalty too!"

I closed my eyes dejectedly at the Wise Duke's casual offensive remarks.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Education would be ecstatic to hear this, but they wouldn't dare show it since it's coming from a Duke.

The Empire's firm and magnificent class system feels particularly cruel today.

***

Today is the day I fly to the northeastern part of the continent.

Flying while carrying various items is somewhat cumbersome and annoying, but it's one of the few opportunities to legitimately fly beyond the Empire! I can't give up because of a little inconvenience!

- Hello! I'm here!

Besides, I've become friends with people in the northeast after visiting several times! Making excuses not to visit friends because it's troublesome is just an excuse!

"Hello, Jizz. Welcome back."

Especially the Lusen Kingdom, located at the farthest northeast. I really like the princess here—she's so kind!

'Though I didn't say when I'd come.'

I generally visit the northeastern countries around this time, but "around this time" isn't an exact date. I could arrive earlier or later than my previous visit. So this princess has spent her precious time welcoming me.

She's such a kind child that I can't help but like her. If she lived near me, I would have asked my sister to make her a priestess at the temple!

"You must be tired from traveling so far again. May I clean your beak today as well?"
- Yes! Please do!
"Hehe, leave it to me."

I immediately nodded at the words of Lusen's princess, Yekaterina.

This is one of the many reasons I like Yekaterina. She's the only one who devotes this much attention to me.

Of course, others also thank me whenever I come, saying they appreciate my efforts or inviting me for meals, but she's the only one who takes care of me so attentively!

- Hmm?
"What's wrong?"

As I lowered my head and waited for Yekaterina's touch, I tilted my head when I saw her face up close.


- Did something good happen?
"Pardon?"
- Your expression is brighter than usual! You can't fool my eyes!

Yekaterina laughed again.

"As expected, Jizz is amazing. Truly worthy of being the divine beast of the eternal blue sky."
- Hehe, I am amazing.
"But it's difficult to talk about it now. Please wait a little. We need to be where no one can hear us."

No sooner had she finished speaking than people waiting behind Yekaterina rushed forward.

This is the process of moving the items I brought, but it feels a bit strange no matter how many times I experience it. It's like being a hunted animal.

- Alright! Tell me when everything's moved!
"Of course. Actually, I've been waiting for you to come so I could brag about it."

Eventually, Yekaterina carefully began cleaning my beak with a cloth.

This always feels good...

The items to be delivered to the Lusen Kingdom were unloaded, and tribute goods were loaded in their place.

I heard that among this time's tributes is vodka made by Lusen Kingdom's best distiller just before retirement. Apparently, the Empire's Emperor really loves vodka. He must love it immensely if they're offering alcohol as tribute to the Emperor.

- So, what happened?

But what's important to me isn't the items I need to carry. It's the story Yekaterina wanted to brag about.

"Well..."

At my question, Yekaterina looked around to confirm no one was listening.

"I'm going to study abroad in the Empire next year."
- Hmm?
"It's already been discussed with the Empire, but you never know what might happen. We agreed to keep it secret until just before enrollment."
- R-really? Really—

I raised my voice unconsciously but quickly shut my beak.

I shouldn't speak loudly. Yekaterina is going to great lengths to avoid others' eyes and ears. It would be troublesome if I spread rumors throughout the neighborhood.

- Are you really coming to the Empire next year?

I whispered as quietly as possible, directly into Yekaterina's ear.

"Yes, it's true. I'm really looking forward to what experiences await me in the Empire."

Yekaterina's eyes were now twinkling like stars in the night sky.

She's always been full of curiosity and thirst for knowledge. She shows a mature attitude because she has many younger siblings to look after, but if she had been born into an ordinary family, wouldn't she have grown up to be a lively child?

- Congratulations. Lusen is nice, but having different experiences in the Empire will be fun too.

So I congratulated my friend on her study abroad opportunity with sincere feelings.

When I return to the Empire, I should tell the honorary priestess... no, the official priestess too! That my friend is coming to the Empire!

I received an unexpected message.

"High Priest, how have you been?"

The Eternal Blue Sky, living a peaceful and quiet divine life in the North. Perhaps the true victor of the religious war, enjoying a more abundant and happier life than Enen who must manage the entire continent, or Constantina who must care for the elven race.

And a deity I envy, who seemingly abandoned all attachments when I declared I would become an official priest in gratitude for Arthur and Margaret's healthy birth, now contentedly scratching his belly in his temple.

'Yes. I've been well, as the gods have been watching over me.'

I was somewhat surprised by this contact from the Eternal Blue Sky, who had rapidly decreased his communications with me after letting go of his attachments.

I worried something might have happened, but that wasn't the case. If it were an urgent matter requiring the Eternal Blue Sky's immediate contact, it would involve either faith or Northern affairs, but I hadn't heard news of disturbances in either area. At least regarding the Eternal Blue Sky's faith and Northern information, I would know before even the Emperor, so peace was certain.

Moreover, the Eternal Blue Sky's voice resonating in my head was utterly serene. Just like someone calling an old friend after a long time.

"Really? That's good to hear. Oh, I heard from Constantina! Your son got engaged?"
'Ah, yes. He recently became engaged to Her Highness the Imperial Princess.'
"Congratulations! I should have contacted you right away, but I was taking a short nap then!"

His cheerful voice offering congratulations further dispelled my anxiety.

This isn't anything serious. Well, it is unusual for a previously quiet deity to initiate contact, but it's definitely not something troublesome or difficult.

"Ah, should I bestow a blessing on the children? Since the Imperial Princess will be the future Emperor, my blessing would make governing the North easier!"
'Thank you for your generous offer. However, I cannot decide matters related to His Majesty on my own. May I first report this to the Emperor?'
"Of course! Take your time! I have plenty of time anyway!"

After naturally arranging for the children's blessing, the Eternal Blue Sky poured out various stories for quite some time.

Nothing particularly important. How temple visitors had increased lately, how gratifying it was to receive faith without effort, how a certain tribal chief and marquis who was only superficially a priest was gradually developing genuine faith. It felt like he was simply outputting whatever thoughts came to mind in a stream of consciousness.

Nevertheless, I listened with appropriate reactions despite the stream-of-consciousness nature of his speech. The Eternal Blue Sky is one of Arthur and Margaret's benefactors, after all. I can certainly serve as his conversation partner.

"Right. I meant to tell you this but forgot."

After chatting excitedly, the Eternal Blue Sky finally got to the point.

"Jizz says he has something he wants to tell you?"
'Pardon?'

That was quite an unexpected main point.

My relationship with Jizz is fairly good. Our first meeting was somewhat peculiar, but afterward, our interests aligned and we've been getting along well. While not close enough to call each other best friends, I'm certainly willing to consider him a regular friend or familiar acquaintance.

But precisely because our relationship is just that, I'm surprised that Jizz would have something to tell me. What business could he have that requires communicating through a deity?

'Did he hear something from the Winter Three Kingdoms?'

If I had to guess, perhaps Jizz visited the Winter Three Kingdoms? Maybe he heard something important from someone there and wants to relay it to me.

'That seems plausible.'

It's certainly a possibility worth considering. While I wonder why Jizz would become a messenger when proper diplomatic channels exist, messages delivered officially through diplomatic channels and those delivered privately via a giant eagle are different matters.

Or perhaps he's not delivering a message but reporting some unusual behavior he witnessed from someone in the Winter Three Kingdoms.


'I'll go see Jizz personally today.'
"Really? Thanks! I'll let Jizz know!"

So I made my decision after brief consideration.

I have nothing else to do right now, and I can quickly reach Jizz using teleportation. It's better to confirm what he heard from the Winter Three Kingdoms.

As it happens, the Winter Three Kingdoms, especially the Rusen Kingdom, are preparing to send their royalty to study in the Empire. Seeking private communication rather than official channels isn't strange at all.

Unfortunately, it wasn't for any particularly significant reason that he wanted to meet me.

"Your friend is coming to study in the Empire?"
"Yes! There's someone named Yekaterina who's incredibly gentle and kind! She's among the few people I could count on one hand!"

I almost said, "You don't have hands," but held back.

"So... I was hoping our High Priest might look favorably upon my friend who'll be struggling in a foreign country..."

As he laughed sheepishly while making a request for his friend, it would be cruel to quibble about hands or wings.

'A friend, huh.'

While not a significant matter, it was certainly unusual. Given Jizz's outgoing nature and sociability, it's understandable that he'd make acquaintances in the Winter Three Kingdoms, but who would have thought that acquaintance would be royalty?

And royalty scheduled to come to the Empire next year, no less. It seems like fate ordained by heaven. Appropriately, Jizz is both a former sky deity's and the current sky deity's divine beast, so it's quite the coincidence.

"What makes her countable on one hand? You've lived a long time, so you must have met more than just a few people."

After pondering briefly, I carefully spoke.

Asking a question to Jizz, who has the loosest lips of anyone, is tantamount to declaring temporary surrender of my hearing. Especially when asking about someone he calls a friend, the damage might not be temporary but semi-permanent.

Still, I asked despite the potential damage. While I won't be next year's Academy Inspector, as a high-ranking imperial noble, I should know about visiting royalty.

Besides, the person shouldering the great responsibility of Academy Inspector is none other than the Deputy Head of Intelligence. It's only right for a superior to secure high-grade information for his dear subordinate.

'You should be grateful.'

I couldn't help but smile thinking about the Deputy Head of Intelligence who would be moved to tears upon hearing about his selection as Inspector after the New Year's ceremony. To preserve this smile, semi-permanent hearing damage is a penalty I'm willing to accept.

"Ah! So the High Priest is curious about Yekaterina too!"

At my question, Jizz's eyes sparkled as if he'd been waiting for this.

"Our Yekaterina! She's the eldest daughter of the Rusen King and the firstborn among her siblings! In other countries she would be the Crown Princess, but the Rusen Kingdom prioritizes male succession rights! They say the Rusen environment is too harsh for a woman's body to endure, so the tradition of sturdy men inheriting titles became established!"
"Is that so?"

It was considerable TMI, but truly a heartbreaking tradition.

In the harsh environment that combines Siberia and the Arctic, male-centered succession rights became established as a means of survival. How many trials and sacrifices must have occurred while such traditions took root.

"But now Rusen has breathing room thanks to the Empire's help, and the Empire recognizes female succession to titles, right? There's talk about whether succession rights should go to the firstborn rather than the eldest son."
"What."

This was a serious matter that startled me. There's a world of difference between a direct royal family member coming to study and the future monarch coming—


"But Yekaterina refused! She said it wouldn't be right for her to become Crown Princess when her younger brother had been diligently educated as the future king while she hadn't done anything! Isn't that amazing!?"
"Yes. That's impressive."

Your skill at toying with my emotions is truly remarkable.

For a moment, I felt like I'd just met Khagan and Dorgos burning in hell. Even with the Empire's various precedents, we're not prepared to handle a future monarch's study abroad. Such a dangerous precedent doesn't exist even in the Empire.

"Plus, she's not just kind-hearted but incredibly beautiful! Her silver hair sparkles like snow, and her eyes are as blue as the sky!"
"I see..."

I quietly nodded as he continued with endless praise, some requests, more praise, and yet more requests.

At this point, I'm curious enough about Yekaterina that I should meet her in person.

***

The Rusen Kingdom sent a most satisfying gift.

A masterpiece created just before retirement by the most skilled distiller in the Rusen Kingdom, who supplies alcohol to the royal family. A treasure whose fragrance is incomparable to other vodkas has come into my possession.

I'm thoroughly satisfied. I've been enjoying each day with the excellent vodka I recently received from the Wise Duke, and now Rusen has pleased me as well.

'Truly a loyal friend.'

The Rusen Kingdom and the Winter Three Kingdoms are indeed loyal friends who will advance alongside the Empire. Otherwise, they wouldn't present such a perfect treasure.

So tonight, I resolved to share this treasure with the Empress, when—

"The Rusen Kingdom is looking to revise their succession rights?"
"Nothing is certain yet, but demands for revising succession rights are at their highest since the kingdom's founding."

My loyal friend nation also delivered some curious news.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs officials who deal with various countries and the Special Affairs Ministry's intelligence agents spread throughout the continent. These two pillars are essential to maintaining the Empire's information network. Thanks to them, news from the Rusen Kingdom on the opposite side of the continent reaches my ears.

'Succession rights revision.'

This news was also secured through the passionate efforts of the Foreign Affairs and Special Affairs Ministries. It's tremendous information that there are movements to modify succession rights that have continued since the kingdom's founding.

"Although the movement has temporarily stalled because Princess Yekaterina, who would benefit from the succession rights revision, declined, the Foreign Affairs Ministry judges that it will eventually happen."
"I see."

I nodded calmly at the Minister of the Imperial Household's report. Certainly, a matter involving a nation's destiny wouldn't be thwarted by one princess's opposition.

'As long as it doesn't happen immediately, it's fine.'

If Princess Yekaterina becomes Crown Princess after her studies abroad, it doesn't matter. Our Empire can avoid the burden of protecting another country's future monarch, while simultaneously giving the future monarch experience studying in the Empire.

"A nation's succession rights are that nation's business. No matter how special the relationship between the Empire and Rusen, interfering would be severe meddling in internal affairs. Tell the field agents to observe but not intervene."
"Yes, Your Majesty. It shall be done."

As I watched the Minister of the Imperial Household bow, I gently stroked my chin.

Perhaps the Rusen Kingdom's first queen will be someone with the strongest pro-Empire inclinations.


Due to Jiz's fervent request, Princess Yekaterina—who had vaguely been "a direct royal from the Lucen Kingdom planning to study abroad in the Empire"—was elevated to "a key figure who deserves some attention."

It's rare for me to pay attention to someone unrelated to my work, but I decided to make an exception since this was Jiz's special request. That big eagle should be grateful.

'She's the quintessential princess.'

After checking public information and the Intelligence Department's data on key foreign figures, I confirmed that Princess Yekaterina was indeed the textbook definition of a princess straight out of fairy tales or legends.

Her appearance is quite excellent, as is typical of noble bloodlines. Her personality is gentle, as Jiz claimed. Though she lacks physical talents, she shows outstanding abilities in academics and other cultural pursuits. She's even kind to those beneath her—how much more textbook princess can you get? When I read that she had squeezed her meager assets to provide relief aid, I couldn't help but gasp in admiration.

The Lucen Kingdom is uniformly impoverished from top to bottom. The royal family and noble houses are somewhat better off, but only relatively speaking. For someone to provide relief aid in such a poor country like Lucen shows tremendous resolve.

[Relief aid budget was funded from Princess Yekaterina's dignity maintenance allowance. After providing relief, Princess Yekaterina's meals consisted of rye bread and oatmeal for some time.]

'How is this even considered royalty?'

I sighed with mixed admiration and dismay as I reviewed the information about Princess Yekaterina that had arrived through the communication channel.

Even moderately wealthy commoners eat white bread instead of dark rye bread. Unless they have digestive issues, they wouldn't even look at oatmeal.

Yet here's a direct royal, not even a distant relative but the king's firstborn, eating rye bread and oatmeal? And she's not even legally an adult yet?

'What kind of place is Lucen, anyway?'

The more I learn about Lucen, the more it seems like some bizarre otherworldly realm. If the Empire hadn't sent emergency supplies through Jiz, they might have truly collapsed.

'She's remarkable for someone so young.'

Setting aside my complicated feelings about Lucen for a moment, I quickly scanned through Princess Yekaterina's information again.

Since she'll be entering the Academy next year, Princess Yekaterina is currently 16 years old. She couldn't have created this entire legendary princess persona just this year, so the information I'm reviewing must be from before she turned 16.

When I think about what I was doing at 16, the princess seems admirable and I feel ashamed of myself. Perhaps Yekaterina is a talent bestowed by Enen who looked at the hopeless land of Lucen and thought, "Well, this needs help."

'That's possible.'

Yes, if the land is hopeless, at least the royalty should be hopeful. It's no wonder the impoverished people of Lucen haven't staged a rebellion.

Honestly, they're probably too weak to rebel anyway, but I've never heard stories of Lucen's kings or royals causing problems. Considering there have been royal families throughout history who only filled their own bellies while their countries collapsed, they're practically angels.

...

'What is the royal family doing these days?'

Suddenly, I began to seriously worry about how the Lucen royals were currently living.

They are indeed the wealthiest in Lucen, relatively speaking. However, they pour that relative wealth into governing the country and relief efforts, to the point where direct royals are surviving on rye bread and oatmeal. They can't possibly live lavishly like royals from other countries.

Even with the Empire's support now, are they living comfortably? That possibility seems extremely low. If someone who provided relief aid despite their poverty receives support supplies, would they pocket them or use them for more relief efforts?

'They're probably still poor.'

Whether this poverty is absolute poverty that would rival ordinary citizens, or relative poverty that puts them behind other nobles, doesn't matter. What matters is that they're poor for royalty.

Naturally, frugality and compassion for the people are virtues worthy of universal praise. A royal who gives up their white bread to share rye bread with starving citizens could reasonably be canonized as a saint after death.


However, while everyone praises such actions publicly, gossip inevitably follows in social circles. A royal's good deeds are certainly virtuous, but showing signs of poverty isn't good. Some royals and nobles would secretly mock them.

'That's not good.'

Reaching this conclusion made me somewhat uncomfortable. Even if it's a foreign royal, good deeds shouldn't be rewarded with ridicule and contempt. Moreover, Princess Yekaterina, who will stand before foreign nobles, will likely become Liliana's friend, and as Jiz's friend, she's an acquaintance of my acquaintance.

Crucially, Jiz asked me to look after Yekaterina, and having accepted that request, if she becomes a laughingstock, it reflects my incompetence. Someone under my protection becoming others' source of amusement is a challenge directed at me.

Just imagining it makes my teeth clench. I'm already being hounded like a dog by the Emperor. If my authority diminishes, the number of people treating me like a dog will increase. Wouldn't that be a catastrophe worth biting my tongue and dying over?

"Hmm? Count?"
"I apologize for contacting you suddenly. I have an urgent matter to discuss with Your Majesty."

So I quickly organized my thoughts and contacted the Emperor.

Protecting Princess Yekaterina's dignity is a measure to protect my own authority, and furthermore, an opportunity to showcase the Empire's hospitality capabilities.

I returned to where Jiz was.

"Huh? What is it? Did you forget something?"

Jiz, who was grooming her feathers, tilted her head at my sudden visit.

Her confusion is understandable. Despite having teleportation, the distance between the Capital and where Jiz is staying is considerable. It's not a place one would casually visit without specific business.

"I didn't forget anything, but I have something to give you."

This time, I had a reason to visit again despite enduring Jiz's constant information barrage earlier.

"Take this."

I handed Jiz a round token I was holding.

About the size of a horse token but not dull—instead, it gleamed brilliantly in gold. It featured a roaring lion emblem with a purple gem set in its eye.

"Give this to Princess Yekaterina. Since she's gracing the Empire with her presence, it's only right that the Empire supports her preparations before arrival. Tell her to use it freely from the moment she receives this token until she graduates."
"Use it freely?"

Jiz placed the round token on her wing and blinked repeatedly, as if wondering what this token was for.

"It's like a guarantee. If the person holding that token purchases something, the Imperial Household will pay for it."
"What?"

When I explained how to use it, Jiz's eyes widened.

The back of that token even bears the Emperor's direct signature, making the token itself a treasure of considerable value. If sold anywhere, it could easily fetch hundreds of gold coins.

However, the Emperor's benevolence doesn't end with bestowing a precious treasure. That token is essentially a credit card the Emperor has granted to Princess Yekaterina.

"When someone of noble blood travels from the opposite side of the continent to the Empire, such conveniences should naturally be provided. Seven years ago, everything happened so suddenly that we couldn't think of this, but now we have the luxury to do so."

Of course, that's just an excuse. The Empire has no obligation to fund a foreign royal's expenses whether they come or not. It's not like we're begging them to come. They're coming because they want to.

However, to provide support legitimately while preserving Lucen's pride, such justification is necessary. Throwing money at them saying, "Use this to live like royalty," would be tantamount to provocation. Even if Lucen were the Empire's loyal friend, such behavior would be inappropriate.

Moreover, based on past patterns, Lucen might pour the money they receive, despite the humiliation, into relief efforts.


'That would be the worst outcome.'

Relations between the two countries would become unnecessarily awkward, and Yekaterina would remain impoverished. A tearful ending where both honor and practical benefits are completely lost.

"Is it really okay to give something like this? Even family members don't guarantee for each other!"
"I'm using grand words like 'guarantee,' but it's really just paying debts on credit. It's no big deal."
"Still!"

Meanwhile, Jiz fidgeted nervously, staring at the token resting on her wing.

That's unexpected. I thought she would accept it readily and fly straight to Lucen for her friend. After all, it's a legal opportunity for her impoverished friend to use an unlimited card. And from now until she graduates from the Academy, no less.

"Can I really give this to Yekaterina?"
"The Emperor's signature is already engraved on it, so not giving it would be more problematic. I might be suspected of embezzlement."

When I mentioned that the Minister of Audit might be suspected of embezzlement, Jiz's eyes quickly softened.

"Then I'll deliver it today! I'll tell her it's from the Empire's Emperor and High Priest!"
"Go ahead."

I nodded immediately since this was a good deed that didn't need to be hidden.

Although the expenses Princess Yekaterina or other Lucen royals might incur will come from the Imperial treasury, I was the one who provided this idea. I deserve some gratitude from the Lucen royals too.

"And this is my thanks!"
"Huh?"

Her sudden mention of thanks made me question involuntarily.

"Hnnnnngh...!"

Jiz began to strain, extending her wings forward.

Wondering what strange performance this was, I just stared blankly. It felt like watching a fraudulent magician struggling alone to demonstrate telekinesis.

"Oh, what? Jiz, are you making that?"
'That?'

However, this bizarre behavior seemed familiar to Eternal Blue Sky, who broke his silence.

"Well..."
"Hnnngh!"

Just before Eternal Blue Sky could finish explaining, something appeared in front of Jiz.

Multiple somethings at my waist height. Not just one or two, but ten of them.

"Eggs?"

They were eggs. Anyone could see they were eggs.

"They'll all hatch within an hour at the latest! Now I'll be going!"
"No, wait—"

Before I could stop her, Jiz flew off eastward.

Hey, you should at least tell me what these are before leaving!

Jizz created ten eggs and then suddenly departed. The way she dumped her eggs on someone else and disappeared reminded me of a cuckoo bird.

No, that's not quite right. Strictly speaking, I'm a guest who came to visit Jizz's home, so she's not a cuckoo. She's just an extraordinary parent who left her children with a guest and vanished.

'Are they really her children?'

Actually, I'm not even sure if those eggs should be considered Jizz's offspring. It's not about them not being alive yet because they're still eggs.

These eggs didn't come from Jizz's body—they just appeared out of thin air with a "poof." Can I really call them Jizz's children? What if they're eggs from somewhere on the continent that she teleported here?

Most importantly, Jizz's body is an artificial one created by the Trika Empire. I doubt the empire would have given reproductive abilities to the artificial beasts they created. With that much effort, they would have just made another artificial beast instead.

"Quite a shock, isn't it?"

As I was blankly staring at the ten eggs, Eternal Blue Sky casually spoke to me.

Come to think of it, Eternal Blue Sky was about to explain something earlier. He seemed to know about Jizz's behavior and the identity of those eggs.

'Was Jizz hermaphroditic by any chance?'
"Don't misunderstand! That's not it at all! Those aren't even Jizz's children!"

Eternal Blue Sky hastily denied my confused question, as if trying to protect the honor of his sibling divine beast.

So they're not her children. That means Jizz isn't a crazy parent who left her offspring with a guest, which certainly preserves her honor.

'Then what are they?'

Of course, while Jizz's honor might be intact, my confusion remained. If they aren't Jizz's children, what are those eggs? By what principle did eggs appear out of thin air? Did she really kidnap eggs from somewhere on the continent?

"If I had to compare them to something, they're more like avatars or subordinates? Something like that."
'Avatars or subordinates, you say?'
"Yes. It's a bit complicated to explain, but I'll try to keep it simple."

After struggling with his thoughts, Eternal Blue Sky seemed to finally organize his ideas and continued speaking.

"During the religious wars, gods would occasionally take a portion of their divinity to create new gods. Whether these newly created gods would follow their creator was another matter, but gods could create new gods resembling themselves."
'So these eggs work on the same principle?'
"Not exactly the same, but similar. Jizz is no longer a god, so she can't create new gods, but she's still a divine beast with my energy. She can at least create ordinary beasts."
'I see.'

I tried to accept this normally but felt a strong sense of dissonance.

I can understand a god taking a portion of their divinity to create a new god. After all, gods themselves are beings that exist outside the continent's laws. You could think of it as taking a piece from a clay figure to make a new clay figure.

But creating new beasts rather than new gods? A mere divine beast, not a god, created life from nothing?

'Isn't that creation?'

Thinking about it carefully, this wasn't something to just gloss over. She demonstrated the power of creation, not just any other ability.

"You could call it creation. But if you get into the details, it's not exactly that..."

Eternal Blue Sky fell silent again, seemingly trying to organize his thoughts.

"...can we just move past this? Jizz's case is unprecedented since the birth of gods, so even I don't know how to explain it."
'Ah, yes.'

He surrendered with a suddenly less confident voice.

'If it's unprecedented, I guess we can't help it.'

It's not particularly important, so let's move on.

No, honestly, it is an extremely important issue, but as Eternal Blue Sky said, Jizz is unique—a former god who received an artificial body and became a divine beast. Since this is the first time Jizz has created eggs, even Eternal Blue Sky must be confused.

At least because Jizz was once a god, we can somewhat explain it as "creating new life with a portion of her power." If she hadn't been a former god, we couldn't even explain that much.


'They're cracking.'

Even if Eternal Blue Sky hadn't surrendered, we couldn't have continued the conversation anyway.

Jizz said the eggs would hatch within an hour at the latest. But less than ten minutes later, all ten were already starting to crack.

'Ten Jizzes.'

I immediately broke into a cold sweat imagining my future.

Ten creatures with Jizz's energetic personality and loose tongue being born at once. Could I really handle such a future?

'She called this a reward.'

No matter how I think about it, ten more Jizzes doesn't seem like much of a reward. If these newborn Jizzes were all the size of the original Jizz, maybe, but if they're just the size of those eggs, they won't be much help for aerial transport...?

"Huh?"
"Hmm?"

As soon as I saw the first creature that broke through its shell, I tilted my head in confusion.

Even if they weren't Jizz's children, I expected eagles since Jizz created them. Eagles are born from eggs too, so theoretically it made sense.

But the creature wearing its eggshell like a hat was far from an eagle. If I had to compare it to a similar creature...

'A wyvern?'

It resembled a wyvern rather than an eagle.

A rare creature said to have gone extinct in the wild long ago. Since vanishing from the wild, they're said to appear only in dungeons with extremely rare probability—a legendary existence.

Even those dungeons are often suppressed early these days, so more than 99.99% of people on the continent die without ever seeing even a wyvern's claw. In terms of rarity, they're practically national treasures.

"Wow."

I couldn't help but exclaim in amazement.

Following the firstborn wyvern, the others broke their shells and poked their heads out one after another. All ten were wyverns.

'Ten rare creatures.'

For a moment, I seriously considered it. If there are ten of an extremely rare species, maybe it is a reward after all. If I showed them to the Ministry of Culture, they'd probably be ecstatic.

"Jizzzzz."
"Jieeeeng."
'Am I dreaming?'

But their cries were rather bizarre.

When they stared at me blankly and opened their mouths to make those "jizz-jizz" and "jieng-jieng" sounds, I nearly lost my soul for a moment.

Not resembling their creator in appearance, they express their connection through their cries instead. As expected of rare creatures, they're different from ordinary beasts from the start.

Truly impressive.

The ten black wyverns were slightly shorter than my waist in height.

"Jizzzzz!"
"Jieeeeng!"
"Jizzrrrng, jizzng!"

And dealing with ten waist-high beasts simultaneously was somewhat overwhelming.

Whether due to imprinting since they were born from eggs, or because I was the only person around, they rushed at me with all their might, rubbing against me. It was quite burdensome having creatures of that size—not small animals but waist-high beasts—doing this.

But I didn't push them away or avoid them. I'm used to getting along with animals.


'If they're this big right after birth, I wonder how big they'll be as adults.'

Moreover, if these wyverns are Jizz's reward and will follow me like their master, I can't help but think about their utility.

They're already approaching an adult human's waist height right after hatching. That's just their height—imagine how majestic they'd look with their wings spread.

And when they grow to adulthood, they'll be several times larger. Even now, with some effort, one person could probably ride on their back. As adults, they might carry two or three armed adults.

'Wyverns carrying armed people.'

It's just one sentence, but consider how many possibilities it contains. Unlike Jizz, who's as conspicuous as a battleship-sized eagle, these wyverns could potentially be concealed with enough effort. How magnificent would it be to have them in action?

Even I feel thrilled at the prospect of having wyverns as allies—our enemies would get headaches just thinking about it.

'Just the fact that we could have aerial enemies would serve as a deterrent.'

We wouldn't even need to actually deploy the wyverns in war. Just letting the empire know we have such cards would be enough to act as a war deterrent.

"Jizzzzng? Jizzzzng!"

With a pleased heart, I stroked the head of the nearest one, and the one I mentally labeled "Number 1" tilted its head before making a bright cry.

'If only the cries were different.'

I received an excellent gift, but their cries are driving me crazy.

Everything else is fine, but why make such cries? It's too much that Jizz's creations make these "jizz-jieng" sounds.

"The more I look at them, the cuter they seem. It's been so long since I've seen wyverns, so I'm glad."

Meanwhile, Eternal Blue Sky expressed his fondness for the ten black wyverns.

It's lamentable that he made no comment about their cries. Perhaps these bizarre cries are Jizz's preference, and Eternal Blue Sky and Jizz share similar tastes?

'How dreadful.'

The current Sky God and the former Sky God. Both have equally broken aesthetic senses.

Truly regrettable.

"Jizzng?"
"Jieeeeng."
"...Are you hungry?"

Suppressing my complicated feelings, I continued stroking all ten wyverns.

Right, what does it matter what sounds they make? It's enough if pets are obedient and gentle. After all, you didn't choose to be born this way either.

'Can they reproduce?'

By the way, I wonder if they have reproductive abilities? If they do, I could have not just 10 but 20 or 30 wyverns in a flying squadron.

'That would be amazing.'

The noble cause of reviving an animal that has disappeared from the wild, plus the practical military advantage of controlling the skies.

Just imagining it makes my heart race.

***

I had left my communication crystal behind while using the bathroom, and it seems the Count had contacted me during that time.

[Since Your Majesty appears busy, I shall report in writing. I have received a small gift from Jizz and will be returning to the capital with ten wyverns.]

As soon as I saw that message, I contacted the Count.

I'm puzzled how "small gift" and "ten wyverns" could be used in the same expression.


Teleporting a single person is simple, but moving 10 wyverns together is quite burdensome. Teleportation is a spell whose difficulty fluctuates depending on the volume and mass of what's being moved.

I couldn't just order the wyverns to fly to the Capital either. Being newly born, they wouldn't know where the Capital is, and being young and small, I couldn't guarantee how much stamina they'd have. Frankly speaking, if they got tired and started panting after flying just 1km, when would they ever reach the Capital?

So after brief consideration, I called for the greatest archmage in existence. If moving 10 wyverns by teleportation is difficult, I should just call a magician who can do it.

"My goodness. I never thought I'd see actual wyverns."

Trixie, who answered my call, exclaimed in admiration as soon as she saw the wyverns huddled together.

Wild wyverns went extinct before Trixie was even born, and the wyverns occasionally observed nowadays are only specimens that emerged from dungeons. But even those dungeons can be eliminated early these days, so wyverns are essentially mythical creatures on par with azure dragons, vermilion birds, and kirins.

'They're even rarer than dragons.'

At least dragons haven't gone extinct.

Anyway, as a knowledge-seeking magician, Trixie's eyes sparkled at the appearance of 10 mythical creatures. She looked like a child who had received 10 years' worth of Christmas presents all at once.

"Jizzeung?"
"Jieeng!"

Also, wild animals are sensitive to danger, and newborns are naturally curious.

These two traits combined made the wyverns respond willingly to Trixie's kind, curious gaze and start crying "jizeung jieeng." It was as if they sensed that Trixie wasn't a threat but rather someone who would find them adorable.

"Jizeung! Jizzeung!"
"Jieeng!"
"They make such unique cries. Is this how wyverns normally sound?"
"I don't think so. These ones are special."

Trixie tilted her head at the wyverns walking on two legs without using their wings. I quickly corrected her critical misunderstanding.

Though I've never seen original wyverns either, I can be certain. Those bizarre cries aren't characteristic of wyverns but of Jizz's offspring. The extinct wyverns of the past cried normally, not like that.

If original wyverns had cried like that, it would definitely have been recorded. Such peculiar cries would surely have been documented by someone and passed down to this day.

"I suppose you're right. You said these creatures were created by Jizz? Even if they resemble real wyverns, they might have differences."

Trixie immediately accepted my correction.

It's truly fortunate. If the continent's greatest archmage had declared "wyverns cry 'jizeung, jieeng'," that would have become the established theory.

Be grateful from the afterlife, you winged lizards. Humans may have driven you to extinction, but I preserved your honor.

"Kal, so should I move these little ones to your mansion too?"
"Ah, yes. We can't just leave them here, so let's take them to the mansion first and think about what to do with them. Whether to keep them at the mansion or send them to Teilgleichen or Wiridia."
"If they stay this size forever, they could probably stay at the mansion, but..."

Trixie trailed off and looked at the wyverns again.

Though there's some variation between individuals, they generally reach about the height of an adult man's waist. They're manageable in our mansion for now, but if they grow two or three times larger, it would become quite problematic.

My mansion, formerly used by the Aesilon Marquisate, has large buildings and spacious gardens, but raising ten large creatures—not three or four—is a bit much. Even with large dogs, if you had 10 of them, you couldn't hold all their leashes even if you tied them to both arms and legs.


Moreover, since they have wings, they'll need to fly regularly to relieve stress, but having 10 wyverns flying around the Capital in real-time would be quite an odd sight.

'If necessary, I'll have to send them to Wiridia.'

Teilgleichen is also a developed metropolitan area, so the vast plains of Wiridia would clearly be the best option.

Knowing I had a last resort made me feel much more at ease.

Just before returning to the mansion, I tried contacting the Emperor, but there was no response—perhaps he was taking a nap.

It's deplorable. The Emperor, who should start working before sunrise and continue dedicating himself to the Empire even after sunset, taking a nap? What will become of this Empire?

With mixed feelings, I left a message on the Emperor's communication device. I tried to report properly, but since he didn't receive it, I bear no responsibility. If any problems arise, it's entirely his fault.

"Count. I just contacted you because I saw a strange message."

And not long after arriving at the mansion, the Emperor called.

If he could contact me this quickly now, why didn't he answer earlier? Was he in the bathroom or something?

"What do you mean by 'wyvern'? What is that about?"

However, I set aside my questions as the Emperor got straight to the point.

His voice contained undisguisable confusion and bewilderment. If I delayed my answer even slightly, he seemed ready to grab me by the collar.

"They are gifts presented to Your Majesty and myself by Jizz, who was moved by Your Majesty's vast benevolence as a friend of Princess Yekaterina."
"What?"

When I told him the truth, the Emperor's brow furrowed.

He might think this is nonsense, but surprisingly, it's the truth. The answer I just gave was perfect, without any falsehood or room for misinterpretation.

"Jizz created 10 wyverns to repay Your Majesty's benevolence. Just as Constantina created the World Tree and made beautiful flower gardens near the Academy. They're not the wyverns that once existed on the continent but artificial ones that are essentially Jizz's familiars, though they still resemble wyverns."

I explained more specifically for the Emperor's understanding, even kindly providing examples.

"Where are they?"
"Pardon?"
"The wyverns that Jizz supposedly created. Where are they now?"

Despite my kind explanation, the Emperor's frown showed no signs of easing.

"For now, they're at my mansion. They're remarkably docile creatures, following my instructions well even in an unfamiliar space—"
"I'll come right away. Wait for me."
"Pardon?"

As if my explanation had ignited a fire in his chest, he ended the call after making a unilateral announcement.

Hey, you bastard. I should just bring the wyverns to the Imperial Palace instead—how does it make sense for the Emperor to suddenly visit a subject's home?

'...Would visiting the palace be problematic?'

Come to think of it, there are livestock raised by the Imperial Household at the outskirts of the palace. There's a non-zero possibility that the wyverns might wander around and attack the Imperial Household's livestock.


Between wyverns eating Imperial livestock versus welcoming the Emperor at my home, the latter is somewhat better.

***

I suspended all work and headed to the Count's residence.

Stopping work so abruptly will certainly have significant repercussions, but this situation warrants verification even at the cost of major consequences.

'Wyverns.'

Though I'm not particularly knowledgeable about the continent's ecosystem or biology, even I know that wyverns are extinct. They're so rare that you might see one in dungeons across the Empire only if you deliberately allowed dungeons to form throughout the Imperial territories.

Yet now, 10 wyverns have appeared at once. And according to the Count, they're docile specimens that follow human commands well—10 of them.

'This is far more groundbreaking than importing water buffaloes.'

Water buffaloes only inhabit Yuven, so their horns were strategic resources that the Empire had to import with great effort. Bows made from water buffalo horns demonstrated superior capabilities compared to any other bow.

However, thanks to the Count, water buffaloes were officially introduced to the Empire, and the presence of behemoths allowed them to live peacefully in the unfamiliar Imperial lands. The resulting military and diplomatic benefits are immeasurable.

That joy still fills the Ministry of War even after years have passed, and now we have wyverns.

'Depending on how we use them, we could dominate the skies.'

Leviathan, who flew over the Kingdom of Zereno at the Golden Duke's request. Jizz, who regularly transports supplies to the Three Northern Countries in winter.

These two entities have made me recognize the necessity and utility of the sky. Unlike the aerial fleet that the Apels Empire built for show in the past, our Empire has taken steps toward truly utilizing the skies.

What if wyverns unilaterally ravaged enemies from heights so great that no nation could counterattack? What if they helped in urgent situations where supplies were difficult to deliver? What if powerful knights and magicians were mounted on wyverns and dropped behind enemy lines?

'It's incredible.'

Just briefly considering the possibilities, methods that could turn the tide of battle came rushing to mind.

No, these aren't just tactics that would affect a single front—they could determine the outcome of entire wars. One-sided attacks, the ability to supply anywhere, and surprise attacks regardless of front or rear lines. With these three capabilities, defeat would be impossible.

'If breeding is possible too.'

And if the wyverns secured by the Count can breed and increase in number, the Empire's military power would surpass that of all other nations on the continent combined.

More precisely, comparison would become meaningless. If the Empire succeeds in breeding, raising, and utilizing wyverns to dominate the skies, the continent's military powers would be divided into those with wyverns and those without.

In that sense, the emergence of wyverns is even more groundbreaking than the importation of water buffaloes. Water buffaloes exist in Yuven too, but wyverns would exist only in the Empire.

'How delighted my father-in-law will be.'

My lips curled up involuntarily. How happy must my father-in-law, the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Army, be that such an overwhelming advantage has fallen into the Empire's hands?

Perhaps he might even reconsider his intention to retire after completing the construction of the military academy. This is a golden opportunity for the Empire to establish a wyvern unit and look down upon all other nations—it would be a shame if someone other than my father-in-law seized this opportunity.

'Thank you.'

I silently expressed my gratitude to the Count, Jizz, and the wyverns.

There's no greater bringer of fortune than this.

The Emperor arrived at my mansion with his Imperial Knights just 30 minutes after announcing he would come. His desire to see the wyverns must be incredibly intense. It should take longer than 30 minutes just to travel from the Sun Palace to the Imperial Palace gates, so how did he manage to arrive at my mansion in 30 minutes with knights in tow?

'Was he already preparing when he contacted me?'

A very reasonable suspicion. Perhaps he had planned to visit my mansion from the moment he called me, and the wyverns just provided a convenient pretext? Otherwise, such speed would be physically impossible. What an overachiever.

"So these are the wyverns."

I stared at the Emperor with a mixture of admiration and displeasure, but he was too busy examining the wyverns to notice whether I was looking at him or not.

This is the first time I've seen him so focused on something. Has he ever directed such a passionate gaze at anything besides his family members? If I had to compare it to something, it resembles the excitement and eagerness in his eyes right before he's about to make me suffer.

"They certainly match the appearance described in historical records. Anyone would recognize them as wyverns."

Every time that gleam appears in his eyes, it triggers my PTSD from all the times I've been on the receiving end of his schemes. Fortunately, the Emperor's desire is directed at the wyverns, not at me. I can relax for now.

"Jizzeung."
"Jieeng?"

The wyverns, seemingly uncomfortable under the Emperor's intense gaze, began making small cries and looking around nervously.

Though they stand as tall as an adult man's waist—objectively not small creatures—there was something oddly endearing about ten of these beasts huddling together in a defensive posture. Perhaps all animals are cute when they're young.

"There are no records of them making such sounds."

The Emperor displayed the same reaction that Trixie and I had shown.

Those unexpectedly strange cries. Even though wyverns are an extinct species, their pathetic cries made one wonder, "Do they really sound like that?"

Even the Emperor, who should maintain an open mind as the ruler of the Empire, couldn't hide his bewilderment at those "jizeung-jieeng" sounds. These newborns are already achieving remarkable feats.

"There must be differences from the extinct wyverns. After all, these aren't naturally born creatures but artificially created by Jizu."
"That's true. If they were artificially created, they would naturally differ from those born in the wild."

The Emperor seemed to decide that their unusual cries weren't particularly important, as he nodded at my explanation and moved closer to the wyverns.

"Besides, what does it matter if their cries are a bit unusual? As long as these wyverns can fly through the sky and grow large enough to carry people, that's sufficient."

He then reached out to stroke a wyvern's wing—

"Jizeung."

The wing of the nearest wyvern swatted away the Emperor's hand.

The gesture was so deliberate that it couldn't possibly be mistaken for an accident.

"Hmm."

The Emperor's surprised grunt hit my eardrums directly. His voice suggested he hadn't expected such a reaction.

Understandable. Unless we're talking about his days as the scrawny First Prince, has the Emperor ever been so blatantly rejected and pushed away since being named Crown Prince? At worst, he might have heard "I hate you, Daddy!" from the Crown Princess when she was upset.

But this wyvern did it. It demonstrated the dignity to firmly reject the master of the Empire and the pinnacle of the continent.

'Well done.'

I slightly raised the corner of my mouth as I watched the Emperor freeze like a computer experiencing lag.


Very well done, Wyvern #1. You should firmly reject strangers who try to touch you. You instinctively did the right thing without me even teaching you.

'He can't even get angry since they're valuable assets.'

The Emperor isn't the type to get angry over such things anyway, but wyverns are premium assets that can dominate the skies and enable various strategies. The Emperor might care for them affectionately, but they're not creatures he would abandon just because they rejected him once.

That's probably why he froze like that. He didn't know how to react to the wyverns' firm rejection. Rationally, he should approach them despite their rejection, but considering his imperial authority, it wasn't a particularly welcome behavior.

"It seems these newly born creatures are quite shy. Even the livestock Your Majesty raises were wary when they first saw you."

After an awkward silence, the Emperor chose reason over pride.

His response was admirable. By attributing the wyvern's unexpected behavior to the fear of a newborn creature, the Emperor successfully reframed himself not as "a person rejected by a wyvern" but as "a monarch who generously understands a wyvern's fear."

"Jizeung!"

However, though the packaging was successful, the contents remained the same.

The Emperor's second attempt to touch a wyvern resulted in another wing-slap.

'Good wyvern.'

Since I can't hit the Emperor myself, my pets are doing it for me. And they're doing it in a legal and justified manner.

Moreover, no matter how many times they reject him, the Emperor can't get angry at the wyverns. Their value isn't something that can be dismissed just because they swatted his hand a few times. Frankly speaking, the wyverns would have to headbutt the Emperor and stomp on his groin to diminish their value.

"Y-Your Majesty."
"Your Majesty, these lowly creatures have just entered the world and cannot yet recognize the sun. Allow us to persuade them to open their eyes, please entrust them to us."

The Imperial Knights, who had been anxiously watching both the Emperor and me, finally took action after the Emperor was rejected twice in a row.

"It's fine. How can one expect beasts to understand human etiquette and principles?"
"Your Majesty, however..."
"What's needed to befriend animals is time. Isn't that right, Count?"

The Emperor naturally turned to me, looking at me with a complicated expression.

"Your Majesty's mercy is as vast and high as the heavens. Though these children reject Your Majesty's embrace now, they will surely find their way into your arms someday."

I wanted to burst out laughing as I faced someone who had been rejected by wyverns twice, but I held it in. If I made a wrong move here, I might have to bear the anger meant for the wyverns.

"Jizzeuuung."
"Jieeeng!"
"Jizeung, jizeurung!"

Meanwhile, the wyverns, having nearly experienced forced contact from a strange man, rushed to my side in a group.

"...At least they follow the Count well."

The Emperor's expression grew even more bitter.

We moved to the reception room. Staying in the garden would only turn the Emperor from "a person rejected twice" into "a person rejected thrice."

"Though they're artificially created creatures, they seem to possess characteristics of real wyverns. That's why they avoid the touch of humans who drove them to extinction."

Left alone with me, the Emperor engaged in rather pathetic mental gymnastics.

This guy. I could tell from his unusual expression that the wyverns' rejection had quite an impact on him. That's why he's putting forward such bizarre logic.


"Fortunately, they seem to regard me as their master since I'm the first human they saw."

I pretended to agree with the Emperor while subtly mocking him. If they were avoiding human touch, they wouldn't follow me so well—they just didn't like him specifically.

But I wrapped my mockery in the most roundabout packaging possible. Being too direct might provoke an unpredictable response from the Emperor.

"Is that so? That's fortunate indeed."

Even now, he seems to have noticed my subtle packaging and is sighing. If I cross this line, I can't guarantee what kind of trick he might pull on me.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"They definitely follow your commands well, correct?"
"When I held my hand in front of their mouths, they just stared blankly or licked it. They didn't try to bite, so they definitely recognize me as their master."
"If they had bitten, it would have been a serious problem in many ways."

The Emperor sighed again and leaned back against his chair.

"Anyway, if they follow you properly even while being wary of me, we can utilize them in various ways. It would be better if they could communicate with people like Jizu, but having them under control is already something."
"Indeed, Your Majesty. Considering that wyverns became extinct due to their ferocity and untamable wildness, this is nothing short of heavenly fortune."

With those words, the Emperor fell silent.

This time, it wasn't because of complicated feelings or shame. As the ruler of a nation, he was probably contemplating how to requisition these wyverns, which were essentially my pets, to evaluate their utility.

But "requisition" sounds a bit harsh. Let's use the gentler term "employ" instead.

"The sky is a noble place that the Apels Empire briefly set foot in but quickly abandoned, allowing it to escape human hands. Even humans, who have spread across the continent and throughout the seas, have not yet conquered the sky."

After organizing his thoughts alone, the Emperor slowly opened his mouth.

"However, our Empire has gained the opportunity to conquer the sky—the only existing nation, and the only one in continental history, to do so. Not by forcibly setting foot like Apels, but by truly having the chance to soar through the heavens."
"Isn't this all due to the protection of the celestial gods and the Great Emperor, a sign that the Mandate of Heaven lies with the Livnoman? How could anyone but the Livnoman, who upholds the Mandate of Heaven, ascend to the sky?"
"The Count speaks truly. This is permitted only to us Livnomans."

The Emperor nodded briskly and stared directly at my face.

"So, Count."
"Yes, please command me."
"Those wyverns. You said Jizu gave them as gifts to me and you in gratitude for my mercy, correct?"
"Yes. So eventually, those children will also follow Your Majesty—"
"I have no intention of waiting for 'eventually.' Therefore, I would like those wyverns to remain in your ownership, but to be inducted into the Imperial Knight Order."

My mind froze momentarily at this strange request.

"...The Imperial Knight Order?"

I finally managed to speak after unfreezing my mind.

The Imperial Knight Order? I had guessed the wyverns would be used militarily, but the Imperial Knight Order rather than the Imperial Army?

"We can't deploy such precious forces—only ten of them—just anywhere. Wouldn't it be good to organize them into something like a multipurpose aerial mobile unit of the Imperial Knight Order?"

Imperial Knight Order Multipurpose Aerial Mobile Unit.

Just hearing the name makes my heart swell with grandeur.

# The Provisional Imperial Knight Order's Multi-Purpose Aerial Mobile Unit

The Provisional Imperial Knight Order's Multi-Purpose Aerial Mobile Unit. When officially established, it would receive a more grandiose name, but even its provisional designation was extraordinary given its intended role.

Honestly, the term "multi-purpose" could easily be interpreted as "not particularly exceptional at anything, so deployed wherever needed as a stopgap." However, when paired with "aerial mobile," multi-purpose truly becomes multi-purpose. It becomes a monster capable of performing any action from the sky—a domain others dare not approach.

'Frankly speaking, just quietly flying in the sky alone could be threatening.'

Ten wyverns flying in formation beyond the reach of enemy attacks? They wouldn't even need to drop stones or boiling oil, nor would they need to carry knights or mages for aerial assaults. Their mere presence in the sky would be enough to exert tremendous pressure on enemies.

So it's only natural that the Emperor wants to place wyverns—precious and limited resources—under the Imperial Knight Order. The Imperial Knight Order is the military force closest to the Emperor, the most powerful force, and the force that can be mobilized most quickly.

If there were about 100 wyverns, they could be distributed to the 1st Imperial Guard Corps or the Capital Defense Force, but for now, there are only ten. It makes sense to place them in the most critical positions.

"If those children can protect the Imperial Family and Palace from the closest position, there would be no greater honor."

So I initially expressed agreement with the Emperor's grand ambition.

In truth, even if the Emperor hadn't suggested it first, I would have proposed the military use of wyverns myself. After all, Jizu created these wyverns thanks to the Emperor's unlimited credit card. So it's only right that I seek ways to benefit the Emperor, even if I'm the one raising them.

"However, Your Majesty, these children were just born, so they are incredibly pure and naive, and we haven't yet determined their exact physical capabilities. Even if we did, those capabilities would quickly change as they grow."

However, immediately deploying the wyverns to the Imperial Knight Order would be unreasonable.

Military dogs are created through rigorous training of carefully selected canines, and war horses require considerable effort, time, and resources to develop. Wyverns would be no different.

Perhaps the wyverns might become friendly with the Emperor before they evolve into a state suitable for military activities. That's how difficult it is to militarize ordinary beasts.

'Though since Jizu created these wyverns, they're far from ordinary.'

Still, if I were to be hopeful, as creations of Jizu—a former sky god and current divine beast—they might be different from ordinary animals.

In fact, while they can't speak human language, their intelligence is similar to that of humans. If we train them deliberately, wouldn't they absorb and change quickly?

"Hmm."

But this also means they need to go through at least some training process. Immediate deployment is impossible. The Emperor nodded at this advice, though he let out a sigh.

The Emperor probably knows it's impossible to create a wyvern unit right away. He may lack compassion, but he's not stupid. He's simply momentarily excited about the wyverns, which are extraordinary treasures.

"The Count is right. Even the finest raw gem must be cut to become a jewel. What would be the point of immediately placing wyverns in the Imperial Knight Order, even if they can soar through the sky? They would become nothing more than giant pigeons resting on the towers and roofs of the Imperial Palace."

Though comparing them to pigeons seems a bit harsh, I silently nodded. As long as the meaning gets across, there's no point in arguing—it would just be troublesome.

"Hmm..."
"Your Majesty?"

However, despite my ready agreement, the Emperor's expression remained dark.

This annoyed me slightly. This bastard complains even when I agree with him.

"Count."

"Yes, Your Majesty. Please speak."
"Who should conduct the wyvern training?"
'Ah.'

But with his next words, I understood the Emperor's concern.

That's a good point. If we want to use wyverns militarily, they need training, but who would do that training? Bonding with animals and military training are separate issues.

A skilled rider isn't necessarily a good horse trainer, and a dog lover can't necessarily create military dogs. For the same reason, while I can act as these wyverns' master, I can't provide them with military training.

'But it's not like there's anyone else who can.'

What makes this more difficult is that the militarization of wyverns is an ambition that has never been achieved in the continent's history.

Actually, wyverns became extinct before they could even be domesticated, let alone militarized. With their ability to freely traverse the skies, their robust physical strength and durability, and their ferocious temperament, the conclusion was: 'It's more beneficial to make them extinct than to try to tame them.'

Therefore, naturally, there exists no one who can provide military training to wyverns—not in today's continent, nor throughout its entire history.

"Fortunately, they understand human speech well enough to follow simple instructions, but I'm not sure if anything beyond that is possible."

So after much consideration, that was the conclusion I reached.

The wyverns could probably handle requests like going somewhere, transporting items, or carrying people. However, if we deployed them to battlefields, they might disobey orders. They're living beings—why would they want to go somewhere dangerous?

The possibility that wyverns might willingly join battlefields due to their ferocious nature? Seeing how they follow me around crying "jizeung-jieng" with tears in their eyes, these ones don't seem to have the ferocity of original wyverns. Besides, if they had the temperament of original wyverns, they wouldn't obey human commands, so whether they joined battlefields or not would be meaningless.

"In truth, the Empire is unlikely to be involved in war, and even if it were, there would be no need to deploy wyverns."

The Emperor seemed to have reached the same conclusion as me, muttering while stroking his chin.

He appeared to have already given up on militarizing the wyverns and was instead considering how best to use them otherwise.

***

After finishing my conversation with the Count, I continuously pondered on my way back to the office.

First of all, ten wyverns—gentle ones that follow human commands—are unprecedented treasures and weapons in the continent's history. Depending on how we utilize them, the Empire's military power could significantly advance.

Aren't Leviathan's pressure on Jereno and Jizu's winter support to the three countries prime examples? Just by flying over foreign skies or moving with supplies loaded on their backs and legs, they exerted enormous influence. Monopolizing the sky, which no one else can access, is valuable in its own right.

'Leviathan and Jizu could communicate, so the Empire could guide them in the desired direction.'

Beings capable of communication with excellent intelligence. This means they can potentially become partners depending on the Empire's attitude, and indeed, it led to the Empire monopolizing the skies.

In contrast, wyverns cannot communicate. While they have intelligence, it's hard to guarantee whether it's sufficient to make them negotiation partners for the Empire. Since communication is impossible, it's difficult to understand them.

'Of course, having them is better than not.'

If we treat the wyverns like pets, they'll have their uses. As the Count said, they'll follow simple instructions, so activities like Leviathan's flights over foreign countries or Jizu's material transport would be possible.

However, stopping there would be too regrettable. Obviously, no country would wage war against the Empire today, and even if the Empire intervened in wars between other countries, there would be even less reason for wyverns belonging to the Imperial Knight Order to be deployed.


Still, keeping them in the capital because there's no need to deploy them is different from keeping them there because they can't be deployed. Just as a powerful sword kept in storage because it's not immediately needed differs from a ceremonial sword that only looks impressive.

'Must they really be used only for ceremonies?'

It's a sad thought. Is the Imperial Knight Order's Multi-Purpose Aerial Mobile Unit just a midnight dream? Must we be content with them being merely an aerial ceremonial unit for the Imperial Palace?

Honestly, thinking rationally, they would be helpful even if limited to aerial ceremonies or simple errands. The mere fact that the Imperial Family tames and commands wyverns elevates the Imperial authority.

'It's too precious to give up.'

But my heart cries for more. Can we really miss this opportunity to create an unprecedented aerial force in the continent's history? Can we abandon a wyvern unit that moves efficiently with just proper feeding, unlike Apels' aerial fleet, which is an inefficient monster consuming maintenance costs?

Frankly speaking, even if the wyverns devoured ten cows per meal, they would still be cheaper than a single ship in the aerial fleet. Since Jizu gave these wyverns as a gift to Princess Yekaterina, they're much cheaper even considering the money Princess Yekaterina would spend.

'I have no choice.'

After pondering alone, I picked up the communication orb.

- Your Majesty?
"Father-in-law. Could you spare some time?"

My father-in-law, who would desire the military utilization of wyverns even more passionately than I do.

If I cannot overcome this challenge with my wisdom alone, I'll borrow the wisdom of my father-in-law, a military expert.

***

As soon as the Emperor left, I returned to the garden to look after the wyverns.

They're gentle creatures, but they have enough temperament to firmly push away the Emperor's hand. It would be troublesome if they wandered around looking for their invisible master and accidentally harmed family members or servants they encountered.

'Oh.'

But my worry was unnecessary.

"Dad! They look so weird!"
"Weird! But cute!"
- Jizuuuung!
- Jieeeeng!

The children had rushed over at the news of new animal friends arriving in large numbers. And the wyverns, after sniffing these children, were crying "jizeung-jieng" and rubbing their faces and bodies against them.

'They recognize the bloodline.'

It seems they've noticed that our children are of the master's bloodline and are behaving like gentle lambs. Considering the temperament they showed the Emperor, it's certain.

'With proper training, they might be fine.'

Seeing their keen perception and intelligence, I began to seriously consider.

Maybe they could receive military training? I'm not sure about their courage to face death, but everything else might be possible.


Five days had passed since the Emperor's visit. That meant five days since ten wyverns had become our estate's new pets.

During those five days, I'd learned a lot about the wyverns.

'They're generally docile.'

First of all, all ten were gentle in nature, probably because they were creatures made by Jizz as a gift.

It would certainly be troublesome if a gifted beast had a violent temperament like a certain golden pelican. The wyverns' size isn't even comparable to a pelican's. If they had thrown tantrums like that pelican, the mansion might have been half-destroyed.

Anyway, these extremely docile wyverns behaved like gentle lambs in front of me, my wives, our children, and even the estate's servants. Even the servants who were initially wary of their strange appearance and considerable size let their guard down in just five days.

And a docile, large beast that understands human speech can run various errands.

"Jizzzzz."
"Oh my, did you bring this because I might be thirsty? Thank you."
"JIZZZZZZ!"

Just then, a wyvern with a water container around its neck trotted over to the gardener and handed him the container while he was busy working.

What a heartwarming sight. The sacred beasts also have the ability and intelligence to run errands, but they've been busy playing with our children, so they haven't had many opportunities. In contrast, the wyverns, being newcomers, have relatively more time to perform errands. Thanks to them, the servants' work has become easier.

'Why do they only walk?'

However, along with the positive information that the wyverns are docile, I also obtained some rather negative information.

They've been walking around since the moment they arrived at our estate. Despite clearly having wings, they don't seem to think about flying.

I seriously worried they might not know how to use their wings, but that's not the case. They do flap their wings when they're happy. So they can definitely move their wings as they wish.

I wondered if they might be environmentally friendly wyverns that walk short distances, but watching them toddle from the eastern end of the garden to the western end suggests otherwise. The garden's width feels quite long even to me. If they had wings, they would naturally fly such distances.

'It would be problematic if they're wyverns that can't fly.'

I believe that's not the case, but what if they're like penguins or ostriches, with wings just for show? Surely Jizz didn't gift me wyverns that are just cute to look at.

However, I would be quite disappointed if this belief were betrayed. Honestly, their value as new playmates for the children, pets, and errand-runners for the servants is sufficient, but still, wyverns that can't fly...

"Jizzzzz?"
"Jieeeeng."

As I watched the wyverns wandering around the garden with feelings half anxious and half complicated, they noticed my gaze and flocked toward me.

"Jizung! Jizung!"
"Jieeeeng!"
"Jirrrrrung! Jizung!"

The wyverns clung to me enthusiastically, like baby birds welcoming their mother returning with food.

Seeing this, my complicated feelings melt away. So what if they can't fly? It's enough if a pet is obedient and cute.

"Do you really have no intention of flying?"
"Jizung?"
"Jieeeeng?"
"Never mind then."


I patted each wyvern's head as they tilted their heads at my words.

Let's think positively. Just as newborn babies can't crawl right away, and newly hatched hens can't lay eggs immediately, perhaps these children simply can't fly right away.

I'm sure that's the case. Even if you never fly, I'm prepared to accept it, but I hope you'll become real wyverns soaring freely through the sky.

'It seems like Humility flies better than these guys.'

A mischievous thought crossed my mind.

Humility, in the small and humble form of a chick. A creature that has small wings because it's a chick.

Of course, chicks are animals that can't fly, but Humility, who has been playing tag with the children for years, has succeeded in flying briefly. Surprisingly, it flew around the corridor for more than a minute. Better than these wyverns that only walk...

'No, that's not right.'

I quickly stopped the equation "wyvern < chick" from forming in my mind.

Think positively, you fool. If even a mere chick learned to fly, there's no way our wyverns will remain walkers forever.

I believe in our Wyverns #1 through #10.

Shortly after entering this meta of faith and trust, the Emperor, who had been quiet, contacted me first.

"Count, have you been well?"

And then he greeted me with such formal pleasantries that anyone would feel awkward.

Of course I've been well. After all, the Crown Princess visits our home every day and sees my face, so what exactly is he curious about?

"Thanks to Your Majesty's concern, I have been spending each day peacefully and pleasantly."

Of course, only a socially inept madman would speak his mind out loud. For now, I praised the Emperor's virtue and grace with a smiling face.

He has neither virtue nor have I received any grace from him, but I praised him anyway.

"That's good to hear. I've been told by the Crown Princess that the Count is doing well, but it's still reassuring to confirm it directly."
"I am honored by Your Majesty's attention."
"By the way, it seems the wyverns are doing well too. The Crown Princess is very happy with her new friends."

Only after finishing the very awkward greeting did the Emperor get to the main point.

It would be impossible for the Emperor to show this much interest in mere beasts, but they are essential puzzle pieces for achieving his grand ambition of conquering the skies. The piece is too tempting and splendid to give up after being rejected twice.

"So I, as the Crown Princess's father, and her grandfather, the Victorious Duke, had a brief discussion about her new friends."
"Is that so? Unlike my dull self, the Victorious Duke must have given Your Majesty excellent advice."

My heart started racing when he mentioned involving the Victorious Duke, the head of the Imperial Army.

Neither the Emperor nor I are military experts. That's why we parted ways after just worrying about how to train the wyverns militarily and how to handle untrained wyverns.

But if the Victorious Duke, the Empire's top military expert, gets involved, things change. He might suggest methods that neither the Emperor nor I could think of.

"He said there would be no problem if they just grew up docile as the Count's pets."
"Pardon?"

I briefly dreamed.


"He suggested making the wyverns part of the Imperial Knights and having them fly over the Capital during ceremonial occasions. That was my father-in-law's opinion. He also said that if a military display is needed, nothing would be better than having the Count ride a wyvern across the sky."
"Ah, yes."
"There's no need to send them to the battlefield; just possessing them is helpful enough. Just like how the Magic-Ending Duke has never participated in wars between nations, yet the countries of the continent fear him and are wary of him."

I couldn't help but nod when he used Trixie as an example. Just as the term "deterrence" isn't meaningless, the existence of wyverns and the resulting control of the skies would be tremendous pressure on other countries.

However, the difference is that Trixie can intervene on the battlefield if the Empire decides to, while wyverns cannot intervene without proper training. That's a very clear and fatal difference.

'He must know that.'

Nevertheless, the Victorious Duke suggested to the Emperor, "Let's just use them for ceremonies and simple errands," and the Emperor, who had harbored grand ambitions, accepted it positively.

Why? Did the Victorious Duke quickly give up after concluding there was no other solution? Did the Emperor realize there was no point in being stubborn if the Victorious Duke said it wouldn't work?

'Or did he choose practicality over fantasy?'

In fact, thinking objectively, there's no absolute need to give the wyverns military training. With the Empire's overwhelming supremacy established and the imminent launch of the treaty organization as a sophisticated mechanism for maintaining hegemony, the Empire won't need to participate in wars. More broadly, the possibility of conflict throughout the continent has diminished.

Even if a conflict were to arise, the Empire would only need to clear its throat or apply pressure through the treaty organization; there's no need for wyverns to fly to the battlefield. This extremely obvious common sense should be known to me, the Emperor, and the Victorious Duke.

Nevertheless, the talk of military training was because we were momentarily captivated by the name "combat-capable wyvern squadron" and ignored that common sense. How could we resist the romance of being the first in continental history to conquer the skies?

However, as time passed and the burning passion in our hearts calmed down, with cold advice directly hitting us from the side, even the Emperor had to change his mind. It's not a ruler's duty to ignore practicality because he's blinded by romance.

"My father-in-law is right. It was I who first suggested incorporating the wyverns into the Imperial Knights, but does it make sense to deploy an Imperial Knights unit in war? The Imperial Knights should only go to war when the Emperor leads personally or in defense of the Capital."

Indeed, the Emperor's expression was bright enough to suggest he was wearing a subtle smile. It felt like watching a monk who had let go of his desires.

'That's a relief.'

Anyway, a troublesome problem was solved as the Emperor chose practicality over romance.

This is definitely good news, and the Emperor has made a significant decision. Frankly speaking, how many times have rulers caused trouble by being stubborn or blinded by personal desires? Considering that grim history, the Emperor ranks among the better rulers.

However, my situation is extremely awkward as I have to give a not-so-good response to the Emperor who has made such a big concession.

"Um, Your Majesty."
"What is it?"
"Your Majesty's decision is truly wise and beautiful, but I regretfully suggest that the wyverns' incorporation into the Imperial Knights should be postponed."

At my words, the Emperor's smiling face froze.

"Well, the wyverns still can't fly and only walk around, so incorporating them into the Imperial Knights now wouldn't enhance Your Majesty's dignity—"
"Don't lie."

I reflexively closed my mouth at his sharp response.

"My wyverns couldn't possibly be like that."

It sounded like the cry of a child being told Santa doesn't exist, leaving me speechless.

The Emperor had finally compromised, giving up on military use of the wyverns and settling for ceremonial and simple errand purposes. How devastated would he be to hear "even ceremonial use is impossible"?

I couldn't even begin to imagine such a disaster.

The Emperor's mental shock was beyond what any mere subject could soothe.

"Count. If my eyes do not deceive me, those wyverns clearly had wings. When they ran toward you, they even flapped their wings to express joy. They're not immobile decorations, so how can winged wyverns be unable to fly? That's impossible."

How shocked must he be to speak such a long sentence without taking a breath? It was clear evidence of the Emperor's level of distress.

Thanks to this, I was in quite a predicament. They really don't fly and only walk around, so what am I supposed to do? Saying "Ta-da! Actually they can fly!" wouldn't help at all.

If I uttered such nonsense, I might overcome the immediate crisis, but if the wyverns couldn't fly before the Emperor personally verified it, I'd be guilty of contempt toward the Emperor. And contempt toward the Emperor is an extremely serious crime in a society based on social hierarchy.

"Your Majesty."

So with the feeling of walking into a minefield, I opened my mouth.

"I regret to inform you that the wyverns truly cannot fly."

What you heard wasn't a misunderstanding, but the truth.

Rather than escaping the immediate crisis with a well-intentioned lie, I'd rather tell the truth and bear your outcry.

"Don't lie to me."
'You madman.'

Despite offering sincere counsel with patriotic intentions, the Emperor continued to deny reality.

This bastard. Just how much hope did he pin on aerial forces? Wyvern units would be nice to have but not essential for the Empire, yet his mental breakdown suggests he's already worked out official names and formations for wyvern units. He might even have pet names for Wyverns #1 through #10.

'He's just like the Wright brothers.'

I can understand human curiosity and aspiration for the unknown, but this guy is exceptionally obsessed. If he hadn't been born an Emperor but a scientist, he might have become like the Wright brothers, determined to conquer the skies.

No, that's not right. He's someone who had the conquest of the skies within his grasp. Having nearly achieved what no one else had before losing it, his mind might have snapped from the backlash.

Either way, this isn't how an Emperor should behave. It's utterly unseemly.

"Your Majesty. Though the wyverns cannot fly now, what creature is proficient in everything from birth? Just as chicks cannot lay eggs, the wyverns simply haven't reached that stage yet."

However, if that unseemliness transforms into anger directed at me, it would be truly troublesome. I began to soothe the Emperor as rationally and gently as possible.

Honestly, I feel self-contempt. To think I have to comfort a grown man older than me. Moreover, he's over thirty and a family man.

'Social status really is tyrannical.'

But what can I do? Since I can live comfortably as an Imperial Count and acting Duke in this hierarchical society, I should respect the authority of those with higher status than mine. If I disregard the social order, who would respect my status? They would disregard and look down on me just as I might do to others.

"Therefore, Your Majesty, please be patient. It is the natural order of things that tiny chicks grow into egg-laying hens, and finger-sized baby turtles become massive elders roaming the seas. Likewise, the wyverns will surely become emperors of the sky. With just a little time, this will certainly come to pass."

"Just a little time, you say."

In response to my desperate consolation, the Emperor gradually began to catch his breath.

Meanwhile, seeing his eyebrows trembling suggests he hasn't completely composed himself.

"...Indeed, no life is exceptional from birth. Even the great Emperor spent time in a cradle when newly born, so how much more so for beasts like wyverns."

Nevertheless, his nodding suggests that even he intellectually understands the concept of flightless wyverns.

In truth, what could he do if he didn't understand? Would he order the wyverns to fly immediately? Even if he gave such an order, the wyverns would just look at him as if some dog were barking, then leisurely walk away.

"Yes, the Count is right. Though we cannot immediately incorporate the wyverns into the Imperial Knights, I believe that with time, we certainly can."

"The wyverns will also be moved by Your Majesty's mercy and wisdom."

I breathed an inward sigh of relief. Though the Emperor's heart might still be burning, at least he outwardly expressed acceptance. Now the Emperor wouldn't need to vent his frustrations about the wyverns' inability to fly.


Or so I thought.

"Count. Did they fly today?"
"Not yet, Your Majesty."

The next day, the Emperor checked whether the wyverns were flying.

"How about today? Did they fly?"
"Regrettably, not yet."

He checked again the following day.

"Three days is enough time for even the bedridden to rise. Surely they're flying now?"

I had thought that until he contacted me yet again the next day.

This lunatic. At least wait about a month before asking. How could flightless creatures learn to soar the skies in just one, two, or three days?

"Your Majesty."
"Have they finally flown!"
"If they fly, I will report to you first, so please stop contacting me."

Having endured twice what was tolerable, the third urging crossed the line, so I spoke directly.

You damned fool. Please stop bothering people and just wait.

"Is that so..."

Seeing the Emperor's visibly deflated spirit, I couldn't help but sigh.

It seems I'll need to ask the wyverns to fly soon. I fear how the Emperor might react after a week or two passes.

'Was he a devotee of the sky god in a past life?'

Looking at this guy, I wonder if he might have been a devotee of the Eternal Blue Sky or Jizz in his previous life.

If not, his burning passion for the skies is inexplicable.

Even loyal pets can't evolve according to their master's requests.

If evolution could be achieved through requests, all babies in this world would walk by themselves from birth, drink formula instead of breast milk, and even burp on their own. No matter how close the bond between master and pet, what's impossible remains impossible.

"They'll fly when the time comes, right?"
"Jizzzzz."
"Jieeeeng!"

As if understanding my words, the wyverns nuzzled their faces against my body, showing affection.

They're creatures that make me smile whenever I see them. When they're this cute, what does it matter if they can't fly?

'It does matter, though.'

To be fair, it does matter, but surely a wyvern's value isn't solely in its ability to fly.

'Or is it?'

Is about 90% of a wyvern's value in its flight? Since no one in continental history has raised wyverns before, I can't be certain.

Anyway, the wyverns' flight will happen if we wait. It's not right to be impatient and rush them like the Emperor. Frankly speaking, if they're pressured daily, even wyverns that were planning to fly might get annoyed and continue walking out of spite.

"Daddy! Everyone!"
"We're here! Let's play together!"
"Let's play tag again today!"
"Jizzzzz?"
"Jieeeeeng!"


While I was resolving to ask the wyverns daily when they might fly to avoid the Emperor's fits, the wyverns immediately responded to the children's voices.

Then they waddled on their two legs and scurried over to the children.

'Ah.'

Their gait, suggesting absolutely no intention of flying, made me chuckle.

...

'Could it be they have no will to fly at all?'

Suddenly, a reasonable doubt occurred to me.

The wyverns were created by Jizz. Under normal circumstances, the first being the wyverns would have seen after birth would have been Jizz, not me. And Jizz is the bird of all birds that loves to fly.

If that bird of all birds had cared for the wyverns, they would have automatically seen their mother and master soaring every day, and would have developed a desire to fly like their mother/master. They would have used their wings as extensions of their bodies, not just for show.

'But they saw me instead.'

Moreover, since coming to our mansion, they've seen me, my wives, children, and servants all walking around. Everyone the wyverns obey moves on two legs.

Of course, there are flying sacred beasts in our house like Vitality and Humility, but from the wyverns' perspective, the sacred beasts' flight seems entirely irrelevant to them. Just as a dog running well on four legs doesn't make dolphins in water envious of dogs. It's something like that.

'What should I do about this?'

Having formed this hypothesis, I became genuinely concerned about the wyverns' future.

If they continue staying at our house, might they never learn to fly? Without parents or masters nearby to observe and learn from, and if they're satisfied with walking, might they remain flightless wyverns forever?

That would be highly problematic. While I can endure the Emperor foaming at the mouth, however annoying and frightening, having the wyverns' potential blocked due to a poor environment feels like... like I'm becoming a terrible owner who abuses pets.

'Should I send them to Jizz?'

The thought briefly crossed my mind, but I quickly shook my head.

Unfortunately, Jizz, who left for Lucerne with an unlimited credit card, hasn't returned yet. Having gone to deliver precious gifts, he's probably either receiving Princess Yekaterina's lavish hospitality or too busy having fun.

Besides, even if Jizz returned, I'm reluctant to send the wyverns to him. What if they learn not just flying but other things too? My heart might break if the wyverns become frivolous like Jizz.

'Someone trustworthy, who will teach only flying skills, and whom the wyverns will sincerely follow.'

I pondered deeply while watching the wyverns, who had already started playing tag with the children.

First, they definitely need a flight instructor. But I don't know whom to ask for this role. I'd like to consider Leviathan as a candidate, but he flies without wings, so it would be difficult for him to teach the wyverns.

'Who on earth can teach lizards with wings?'

Teaching normal birds how to fly or normal lizards how to jump would be one thing. But where could I find a winged liz... ard...?

'Ah.'

It came to me. The only being who could teach wyverns.

"Kids."
"Hmm?"
"Daddy, what is it?"
"Shall we go see Uncle Atelius after a long time?"

The original winged lizard. The largest winged lizard in this world.

Now you're the only one I can trust.

I go to a being known as an elder even among dragons to teach the wyverns how to fly.

I admit that even to me, this decision seems beyond radical—it's downright insane. It's like summoning John von Neumann or Einstein to teach addition and subtraction to kindergarteners. It's embarrassing for the person asking, and the one being asked would find it absurd.

But what can I do? When there are only two mathematicians in the world. If I don't ask the only mathematician available, no one can teach the child addition and subtraction.

'If I could teach them myself, I would have solved this already.'

It's not like I want to make such a request to Atelius. If I had the ability to instill flight capabilities in the wyverns, I would have done it long ago. It's because I can't that I'm gathering my courage.

'Atelius is safer than Jiz.'

Decisively, it's better to bow down and prostrate myself before Atelius than to entrust this to Jiz and end up with ten mini-Jiz creatures.

Fortunately, Atelius isn't the type to ignore desperate requests. He views me quite favorably, and he even shows interest in small creatures, raising rabbits in his cave.

Of course, comparing wyverns to rabbits would be disrespectful given their size, but before a dragon, aren't they all equally small creatures? So I believe if I plead with all my soul, Atelius will eventually nod in agreement. Surely a combination of a benefactor's request and affection for pets will work.

With that firm resolve, I headed toward Atelius's cave with the children and the wyverns, and—

"Ji, Jizeuuung! Jizuung!"
"Jieeeeng!"
"Jirrrung, Jijung! Jijung!"

As soon as we entered the cave, the wyverns, who had been toddling along, all cried out in unison and trembled violently.

Their voices filled with desperation, their wings quivering so pitifully that anyone watching would feel sympathy. I was bewildered. Why were these creatures, who had been so confident even before the Emperor, suddenly acting this way?

"Hey, hey, what's wrong?"
"Are you hurt? Are you okay?"

Even the children, who had been excited to show off their new friends to Atelius, were confused.

Despite the children's concern and comforting, the wyverns showed no sign of stopping their trembling. In fact, they shook more violently as time passed.

"Jijung! Jijung!"
"Ji, jieeeeeng...!"

Then they ran toward me and buried their heads against me.

Like children hiding in a parent's embrace when faced with something frightening. Like subjects begging their lord for protection.

'Could it be...'

While stroking the wyverns' heads to calm them, I carefully turned my gaze toward the inner part of the cave.

These creatures had been perfectly fine until just now, but as soon as we entered the cave, they fell into panic. And the only things in the cave were Atelius and some rabbits.

Since the wyverns couldn't possibly be terrified of rabbits, were they instinctively feeling intimidation and fear from Atelius's aura? Like prey standing before a predator?

'That seems highly likely.'

Thinking about it carefully, this hypothesis makes sense. Our children's fondness for Atelius is the exception—Atelius has an appearance that would instinctively terrify even most humans.

Honestly, if Atelius were just breathing, any human facing him would wet themselves and faint. If that story spread, people wouldn't mock the person who wet themselves but would instead marvel at how they managed to return alive.

But wyverns are beasts. It's widely known that animal instincts and intuition are superior to humans'. It's entirely plausible that they would tremble in fear even without seeing Atelius.

'And their domains overlap too.'


Moreover, I brought the wyverns here because Atelius is also a winged species that soars through the sky. This means wyverns and dragons have somewhat of an overlapping relationship.

If wyverns and dragons had nothing in common, the wyverns might have been able to look at Atelius blankly, but because their domains ambiguously overlap, their fear can only intensify. To make an analogy, it's like how a local lord is more intimidating than a foreign lord, simply because they're right in front of you.

Especially if that lord is an influential figure respected even by the monarch.

'Should we go back?'

Looking at the trembling wyverns, I seriously considered it.

If students fear their teacher, proper instruction cannot take place. Considering efficiency and the wyverns' mental state, turning back would be the best option.

However, much to the wyverns' regret, it was too late to turn back.

"Why do you remain at the entrance without coming in? I wish to see my first-time guests personally, so please come in."
"Ji, Jizeuuung..."
"Jieeeeng..."

Atelius had already noticed our arrival.

Thanks to his invitation from deep within the cave, the wyverns clung to me even more, making faint crying sounds.

What a truly unfortunate situation.

When they finally faced Atelius, the wyverns were quiet.

The problem was that they weren't quiet because they weren't afraid, but because they were silent due to extreme fear and tension.

Mouths tightly shut for fear their cries might provoke him. Wings and legs tucked in demurely lest their trembling disturb him. As their master, their pitiful demeanor brought tears to my eyes.

"Wyverns. I never thought I would see these children again, who have been absent for so long."

Unlike the trembling little lambs, Atelius looked at them with interested eyes.

No matter how great and powerful a dragon is, they cannot resurrect extinct creatures. So Atelius must not have seen wyverns for a long time, and suddenly facing ten of them must be surprising.

"They appear to be newborns. They're certainly smaller compared to adults."

After muttering that, Atelius slightly extended his arm, and—

"Ji, jieeeeeng...!"

The wyvern, just before Atelius's hand could touch it, trembled violently with tears welling up in its eyes.

"Uh, hmm."

As if he hadn't expected such a reaction, the arm reaching toward the wyvern was carefully withdrawn.

I felt equally embarrassed and conflicted. These were the same baby wyverns who had been playing hide-and-seek cheerfully with the children back at the mansion. They've only experienced good things in their short lives, and now I've subjected them to this frightening experience.

'I'm sorry.'

I didn't know they would be this scared. If I had known, I wouldn't have brought them.

"Mister, you shouldn't bully them!"
"That's right! Don't bully them! They're scared!"
"Mister, you're mean!"
"I, I'm sorry. I'll be more careful from now on."

Suddenly cast as the mean adult bullying little ones, Atelius nodded with a bitter voice.


Meanwhile, the fact that he chose quick acknowledgment and apology rather than protest shows that he instinctively knew nothing he said would get through here. Very wise indeed.

"...I see. So they're still young and cannot fly?"
"Ah, yes. That's right."

With eyes that somehow seemed to have grown sadder, Atelius remained silent for a moment before turning his gaze to me and speaking.

"It's common for beasts born with wings, or newly born creatures, to not properly use their bodies. It's an issue that resolves itself with time, but..."

After briefly scanning the wyverns, Atelius tilted his head and continued.

"In this case, even I cannot be certain. Any creature learns by watching its parents or similar creatures. Through that process, they learn how to move their bodies. However, these children will grow up among humans, so there's a possibility they won't learn how to use their wings."

I nodded immediately, as this was a concern I had as well.

Even elephants, known for their long trunks, cannot properly use them when they're young. Fortunately, as they grow, they learn to use their trunks, but it's unclear whether this is instinctual learning or due to education from adult elephants.

Moreover, these wyverns aren't naturally born creatures but were created by Jiz. Do artificially created beings possess instincts? Not just the instincts of life, but the instincts that original wyverns accumulated over thousands or tens of thousands of years?

"Flying actually requires a certain level of concentration and effort. To ride the wind more easily, to descend at the right moment for landing at a desired location, to avoid crossing paths with other birds—learning these things enables comfortable flight."
"I see."

The hardships known only to winged creatures. I sighed, knowing this was content I could never teach the wyverns, even if I were reborn.

What should I do? Unless I plan to let the wyverns remain flightless for their entire lives, they clearly need to learn how to fly from Atelius.

'But even if I tell them to learn, I'd be lucky if they don't run away.'

If I put Atelius and the wyverns together, the wyverns would stage a desperate escape show. Perhaps they might instinctively learn to fly in their attempt to flee.

The formation of a teacher-student relationship between them has gone out the window. Is Jiz really the only option left?

"So, about that."

Just as I was about to agonize over the choice between making the wyverns flightless for life versus creating ten mini-Jiz creatures, Atelius made a suggestion in a somewhat lowered voice.

"What about going to see Sorniena?"
"Pardon?"

It was a suggestion I truly hadn't imagined.

"Sorniena is smaller and younger among dragons, so those children might feel relatively more comfortable with her."

Though he phrased it as "smaller and younger," it was essentially saying, "She's easier to deal with, so the wyverns might be more comfortable."

Wait, is it okay for a fellow dragon to say such things? Especially about the precious youngest of the dragon species.

"And I hear that Sorniena has been feeling down lately. She reflected after I scolded her, but she seems sad."
'Ah.'

As if reading my doubts, Atelius spoke in an even softer voice.

I see. His distant youngest got scolded by him and is feeling sad, so he wants to send the wyverns as both a gift and playmates.

'If that's the reason.'

If that's the motive, I'm more than willing to comply.

That is, if the wyverns aren't afraid of Sorniena.

# White Dragon Sornieena. The youngest among dragons, and as an immortal dragon, she's just a little tyke at 46 years old—equivalent to a 4-day-old or 4-week-old infant.

It's peculiar to call someone who has lived nearly 20 years longer than me a "little tyke," but considering her runaway stunt behind her parents' backs, "little tyke" fits perfectly. Especially when you factor in her scheming to make deals to avoid parental punishment, and the pitiful reflection letter she wrote after being scolded by Atellius.

Anyway, after pulling off her runaway show that shook the Imperial Family and the Empire in various ways, Sornieena was scolded by Atellius, an elder of her clan, and has since been staying at home like she's dead under her parents' strict surveillance. I would have done the same if a little tyke like Sornieena had run away and been caught.

But how heartbroken must this free spirit be after being severely scolded and placed under increased surveillance? Atellius is concerned about this and wants to send the wyverns to Sornieena. It would give Sornieena playmates while introducing the wyverns to a teacher they might be less afraid of.

"Sornieena's size is overwhelmingly smaller compared to adult dragons, and her personality is quite lively. Perhaps the wyverns might see her not as a terrifying predator but as a leader to follow."
"That could be possible."

It was a claim without much basis, but I nodded anyway.

Fortunately or unfortunately, Sornieena lacks the intimidating presence and authority typical of dragons. More precisely, it exists when she keeps her mouth shut, but disappears the moment she opens it even slightly.

So there's a high possibility that the wyverns, who are terrified of Atellius, might accept Sornieena. After all, a magnificent and noble dragon is different from just a big lizard with wings.

"But Elder, with Elder Demidoros and Elder Pellione guarding their territory like an iron wall, would it be appropriate for me to bring the wyverns and make such a personal request?"

However, even if this positive assumption proves correct, a significant obstacle remains.

Will Sornieena's parents, Demidoros and Pellione, allow my approach? I can't guarantee that.

"They'll be devoting all their energy to their daughter's safety and proper education. In the midst of that, if an outsider comes with rare creatures thought to be extinct, it would disrupt her education. Rather than worrying whether the wyverns will follow the little one, we should first worry about whether you can even meet her."
"There's no need to worry about that."

Despite my logical and valid concern, Atellius immediately shook his head.

"Demidoros and Pellione consider you their benefactor. How much must they trust someone who protected their daughter when she ventured out alone and safely returned her to them? They would gladly grant such a small favor."

After saying this, Atellius's gaze turned to the wyverns being comforted by the children.

"Besides, raising pets greatly benefits a young child's emotional development. It can comfort a lonely heart and might be the first time they feel responsibility."
'Emotional development...'

When he used children and pets as an analogy to persuade me, I immediately understood.

I'm the parent who provides the most diverse pets to my children in this empire. If I were to deny Atellius's opinion, it would be like spitting in my own face.

"However, leave the children here. I won't mind the benefactor's children, but it would be startling if unfamiliar humans suddenly appeared."
"Ah, yes. I understand."

I had no intention of bringing a crowd along when I was the one making the request.

I moved to Sornieena's cave with the wyverns.

But was it just my imagination? When Atellius was preparing the teleport magic, the trembling wyverns' expressions suddenly became gentle. As if they instinctively realized they were about to escape from this cave.

'What incredible intuition.'

I'm not sure if it's intuition or survival instinct, but either way, it means our wyverns have extraordinary abilities. They're truly wise creatures.

"What a welcome guest."
"I noticed the stars were particularly bright yesterday, and now I see it was a sign of this joyous occasion."
- Jee, jeeeeeng?
- Jizeuuuung...!

However, even the wise wyverns didn't anticipate this situation.

After escaping the Black Big-Dragon's cave, they faced White Big-Dragons. And unlike Atellius who was alone, there were two of them.

Faced with consecutive ordeals, the wyverns let out pitiful cries and began trembling again. As their owner, I couldn't help but feel sorry and concerned.

"Hooh."

Demidoros, who had welcomed me first, seemed to notice the wyverns belatedly and stretched his head down with a small exclamation.


- Jizeuuuuung!
- Jeeeeeng!
- Jizeureu... Jizeuuung!

Naturally, the small and fragile little ones collectively panicked at this action. They had whimpered when Atellius tried to touch them, so how terrifying must it be when a massive head approaches?

"Wyverns. I thought they were extinct, could it be that some individuals have continued their lineage?"

Of course, dragons don't understand wyverns' feelings. Thanks to that, rather than focusing on the wyverns' fear, he showed interest in the appearance of an extinct animal.

"These are children I came to meet through fate. They're newly born babies."
"Oh my, babies? It's been so long since I've seen wyverns that I forgot how big adults were."

Still, seeing him withdraw his head at my words, he seemed to understand how threatening he was to the newly born babies. Perhaps it's because he's also a father raising a daughter?

"Anyway, what an interesting fate. How thick and deep must the connection be to meet a being that has disappeared into history."
"I've formed connections with both of you, so what's the big deal about connecting with small creatures?"
"When you put it that way, I have nothing to say."
"But Kal, why have you come with those children? You are the most welcome guest to us, but I doubt you came just to show us a new connection."

Following Demidoros, who let out a small laugh, Pellione spoke up.

"Actually, I came because there's something I'd like to humbly request of you both."

It was a welcome question, so I immediately got to the point.

Since the wyverns were feeling intimidated by the two Big-Dragons, beating around the bush would be like torture for them. And I'm not sure what conversational etiquette to maintain when dealing with dragons either.

"Speak freely. As I said before, if it's your request, I'm willing to give blood, scales, or claws."

So let me just state my business.

"Would it be possible to ask Sornieena to educate the wyverns?"

The request to please show your daughter some playmates for emotional development.

"Hmm?"
"Education?"

I could clearly feel Demidoros and Pellione's bewilderment.

I understand. Sornieena is 46 years old in dragon years, but that's generously equivalent to a 4-year-old human. The idea of such a young Sornieena taking on someone's education is absurd.

"Sornieena should focus on receiving our education. She's not at a level to teach anyone. Rather, she might harm those wyverns."
"Yes. She's still young and only skilled at flying, so what could such a child teach?"
"I'd like to request flight education."

Both dragons fell silent simultaneously. As if questioning whether they had heard correctly.

"...Flight education?"
"Yes, Elder."
"Sornieena teaching the wyverns?"
"That's right."

Demidoros's gaze turned to the wyverns.

"They can't fly with wings like those?"

Then he asked in a serious voice. Are these creatures with such sturdy wings really unable to fly?

"Surprisingly, that's the case."

Regrettably, it's true. They've had the size and magnificent wings to overpower ordinary birds since birth, but they're just babies and don't know how to fly. Plus, they have no teacher to teach them.

"Hmm."


Demidoros let out a sigh at my serious answer.

As a dragon, he seems surprised that winged creatures don't know how to fly.

***

I stared blankly at the cave ceiling.

Another boring day today. It was the same yesterday, the day before, and the day before that. Probably tomorrow, the day after, and the day after that too.

'I want to go out...'

I fluttered my tail restlessly from boredom.

I want to go out. I want to leave this cave. It's not that I dislike Dad and Mom, but staying in a cave for over 40 years is so boring! I want to see the outside world like last time!

The huge, magnificent human city! The cow as big as a mountain! The enormously large bird! The various animals near the cow! I want to see them all again! I want to play with them again!

"Sornieena."
"Yeees?"

As I was struggling like that, I jumped up at the sound of Mom's voice from afar.

"Come over here for a moment. There's a guest who wants to see you."

I blinked at Mom's words.

A guest who wants to see me, not Dad and Mom? Is there such a thing? Dragons rarely meet each other, so it's unlikely for Dad and Mom to have guests in the first place.

"I'll be right there!"

But it doesn't matter. If I can talk with a guest I don't know, it might relieve this boredom! I can welcome anyone cheerfully!

"It's been a while."
"Ehhh."

And the guest looking for me was a bit... no, very awkward.

The human I got entangled with when I briefly left home. I disliked him for a while, but I sent him an apology letter after being scolded by Uncle Atellius.

Since I was the one who did wrong, I'm not angry anymore, but it's inevitably awkward. I never expected this human to be the welcome guest.

"Umm... What brings you here...?"

As I was about to exchange greetings, I sensed a strange presence and lowered my head.

- Jizeuung?
- Jeeeng?
"Hmm?"

Ten unfamiliar little ones were approaching my feet, tilting their heads.

- Jizeung!
- Jeeeeeng!
"Hmmmm?"

Soon they showed affection by rubbing their faces against my feet and legs.

Who are these guys? Where did they come from?

'Why do they feel familiar?'

But why do these unfamiliar little ones feel so familiar?

I'm seeing them for the first time, but I feel like I've seen them somewhere before.

# The Wyverns' Flight Instructor Has Been Decided

"Jizeung! Jizeuuuung!"
"Jieeeng!"
"Jirrrrrung!"

It was a marvelous sight—the same wyverns that had trembled before Atelius, Demidoros, and Pelione were now showing tremendous affection and friendliness toward Sorniena. If they didn't make Sorniena their flight instructor, the wyverns would surely be disappointed.

Though I had hoped for this situation, I was bewildered by how smoothly things were progressing. While Sorniena is indeed smaller than an adult dragon, her absolute size is still incomparable to most animals. She should be intimidating enough to frighten the wyverns.

Nevertheless, the wyverns chirped "jizeung-jieng" as if greeting a friend or relative. Since both dragons and wyverns are winged lizards, they really do look like relatives.

'Is this the Creator's influence?'

Come to think of it, when Sorniena pulled off her great escape show, Jizeu, who was chasing Sorniena with me, became her good friend and played happily with her.

I don't know if it's because they're both flying creatures or because they have similar mental ages. What matters is the brief but intense friendship between Sorniena and Jizeu, which seems to have extended to the wyverns, Jizeu's creations.

'Thank you.'

It's quite a plausible hypothesis, so I expressed my gratitude to Jizeu, who must be in the Lusen Kingdom.

Well done, Jizeu. Thanks to you, Sorniena as a last resort has worked. If the wyverns had been afraid of even Sorniena, we would have been out of options.

"To think they would follow Sorniena so readily upon first meeting. Perhaps she has a power to attract others."
"Unlike us who are large and threatening, she possesses the ability to make small creatures follow her with goodwill. Truly remarkable and admirable."

Meanwhile, Demidoros and Pelione kept nodding as they watched Sorniena become the wyvern leader.

Although Sorniena was severely scolded for her escape show and placed under house arrest, that punishment signifies her parents' love. If they had no feelings for her, they wouldn't have cared whether she ran away or not.

And now, before these parents who cherish their daughter, appeared "Sorniena the natural leader whom creatures follow just by her presence." If they weren't watching, wouldn't they have embraced her immediately?

'I'll keep the truth to myself.'

So I kept my plausible hypothesis to myself. I didn't want to pour cold water on the parents' hearts that were filling with warmth.

And no matter how much I might be their benefactor, I simply couldn't bring myself to say "a dragon that even wyverns are comfortable with." If I said that, I'd instantly plummet from benefactor to mortal enemy.

"Uh... um..."

Perhaps bewildered by the unexpected affection from these tiny creatures, Sorniena blinked blankly as she looked down at the wyverns.

I understand. I felt exactly the same when I was first attacked by Titi and her siblings. They were so aggressively affectionate that I was grateful, but my head was filled with confusion about why they were acting that way.

"Sorniena."
"Yes?"
"These children want to learn how to fly from you."
"How to fly?"

Sorniena tilted her head at Demidoros's words.

She looked at the wyverns' magnificent wings once, then at Demidoros's face, then back at the wyverns' wings again. As if checking whether she had heard correctly.

"But they have perfectly good wings, don't they? They still can't fly?"

Her direct and cruel question filled me with bitterness.

I'm not the one trying to teach those children how to fly, but I wish she would consider that they're just newborns. No one is born knowing how to do everything. Even elephant calves can't properly control their trunks when they're young.

"No one is skilled from the beginning. Even we dragons are clumsy in our youth, and this father and mother still have shortcomings. That's why it's important to find a good teacher and learn properly."
"A good teacher..."


Sorniena's voice rose slightly at the gentle admonishment.

It seems she's gradually warming to the idea of being a teacher. A little one going through her rebellious phase enough to run away probably has a fair amount of desire for recognition and showing off. In such a situation, she suddenly has ten disciples who don't even need to be taught anything difficult. What a joyous occasion.

"Sorniena. If you become these children's teacher, I will permit you regular outings. You can't teach flying inside a cave, can you?"
"Really?!"
"Of course. Has this father ever lied to you?"

Moreover, he's granted permission for outings to a child who craves freedom, making this a mission she must accept even if she had a wyvern allergy.

"I'll do it! Actually, I've been waiting for them since yesterday! I dreamed of ten jewels last night—it must have been them!"
"Jizeuuuung!"
"Jieeeng!"

The wyverns howled in response to Sorniena's enthusiastic answer.

Though the process was somewhat strange, the result is good, which is fortunate.

"Good. While it's important to learn various things from us and cultivate your mind, it's also good to experience compassion by teaching someone."
"Yes, Mom! I'll teach them well!"
"And since those children are raised by our benefactor, listen well to the benefactor too."
"Yes! I look forward to working with you, Benefactor!"
"Ah, yes."

All in all, it seems like a good outcome.

***

I stared at the communication orb, my legs trembling.

I want to contact the Count. I want to call him right now and ask if the wyverns have started flying, if they can be incorporated into the Imperial Knights.

But I restrained myself desperately. The Count's patience has reached its limit due to excessive contact and pressure. If I provoke him further, he's likely to explode.

'That would be troublesome.'

Honestly, even if the Count explodes, nothing dramatic would happen. He knows that if he causes a commotion, the consequences would fall squarely on himself. He might just speak more sharply to me or ignore my communications more frequently.

But it would be pathetic to redden my face with the Count over such a trivial matter. Besides, even I think I've been pushing the Count too much. It's not like the Count can teach the wyverns how to fly.

'Let's be patient a little longer.'

So I must be patient. I must wait until the Count contacts me first. If he doesn't, I should wait at least two weeks before contacting him.

If not even that, then I should wait until something happens that legally allows me to contact the Count. Unless one of these three conditions is met, I should refrain from talking to the Count.

'Usually he makes me contact him for all sorts of bizarre incidents.'

But thinking about it carefully, it's quite vexing.

When I don't want to contact him, he causes all sorts of incidents that force me to reach out, but when I actually want to contact him, he gives me the cold shoulder? Considering all the incidents the Count has caused, he should accept it gracefully even if I contact him daily or surprise him with calls at dawn.

'I don't need to be cautious.'

Let's think objectively. Between the number of incidents the Count has caused and the number of times I've asked about the wyverns' progress—which is greater?

Obviously the former. The Count's karmic debt hasn't disappeared yet. He'll probably pile up new debts once the wyvern situation is resolved.

So there's no problem with me contacting him fir—

'Ah.'

The communication orb lit up.


"Your Majesty. I apologize for contacting you so suddenly."

I quickly grabbed the orb and saw the Count's face.

Just as my reason was about to crumble, good news arrived. The Count contacted me first, before I could contact him.

This is truly a positive sign. The Count had clearly said he would contact me first when the wyverns started flying.

"There's nothing to apologize for. Between Us and the Count."

So I welcomed the Count with a smile. It would be unfortunate if a loyal subject who brought the report I desperately wanted felt apologetic rather than proud.

"So. What brings you to contact Us?"

Still, I pretended not to know. Bringing up the wyverns first would diminish my authority.

My authority has already crumbled significantly, but I must preserve what remains. At least if a speck remains, I can use it as a foundation to rebuild my fallen authority.

"I have truly joyous news to deliver to Your Majesty."
"Joyous news."

I clenched my fist at those words.

It's certain now. The last shred of possibility that this might be about something other than the wyverns has completely disappeared.

"What kind of joyous news would make the Count contact Us like this? May We expect good things?"
"Of course, Your Majesty."

In response to my question, the Count gently bowed his head, and then...

"We have entrusted Lady Sorniena with the flight education of the wyverns."

...he uttered words that instantly numbed the listener's mind.

"Who was entrusted with what?"

I couldn't help but ask again, faced with a statement I couldn't even imagine. I heard the Count's words clearly, but my brain was rejecting the information.

I can't understand it. Entrusting a dragon with the flight education of wyverns? How is this any different from inviting the Pope to teach Bible studies to a child who just started attending church, or asking for the most expensive item in a store and being handed the deed to the land?

"We requested Lady Sorniena to provide flight education. Initially, I intended to ask Elder Atelius, but the wyverns seemed to fear him, so we quickly changed plans."

My mind went blank again at this response, which contained so many points to address.

"Fortunately, Lady Sorniena has great talent for teaching others. Already some wyverns can briefly hover in the air—what joyous news this is."
"Indeed."

I nodded, as it truly is joyous news. I can't help but be happy since it's what I've been desperately wanting.

Yes, I'm happy. I am, but...

'Is this right?'

Is it right to mobilize a dragon for wyverns? Did my pressuring lead the Count to make such an insane decision?

My excited heart quickly calmed down. My head became as quiet as if cold water had been poured over it.

'The real madman was someone else.'

I lowered my eyes slightly, confronted with a level of madness I could never match.

I thought I was the craziest person lately, but compared to the Count, I was perfectly sane.

# Auspicious News

After delivering the auspicious news, the Emperor's urgent communications suddenly ceased.

Apparently, a dragon would personally teach the wyverns how to fly. What could be more reliable and perfect than that? Not all wyverns were soaring freely yet as they were still learning, but I believed that in just a few more weeks, a formation of wyverns would be complete, ruling the skies.

And it seemed the Emperor shared this belief. That must be why he stopped contacting me.

'After all I've done, it would be beastly of him to keep pressuring me.'

I went to the dragons to create an environment where wyverns could learn to fly and to secure excellent flight instructors. I bowed my head to dragons that others couldn't see even a single scale of, even if they accumulated good deeds for three generations.

Not even the Emperor could match this effort and sincerity. Only I could take such actions—giving Atelius the will to live and preventing Sornieana's escape. If someone expressed dissatisfaction rather than appreciating the hard work of such a loyal subject, they wouldn't be human.

'Fortunately, he is human after all.'

As I've always felt, the Emperor is a peculiar fellow who sometimes plummets to the level of a beast before abruptly returning to human behavior.

Sometimes he can be a complete bastard, yet he stubbornly remains within the boundaries of humanity. A madman dancing on the borderline between human and beast—a line most humans never even approach.

Still, knowing a certain deceased person who far surpassed that boundary, the Emperor seems relatively decent in comparison. Though I hate to admit it, if Mr. Do is the comparison, then Mr. Gil is rather benevolent.

'That's my future in-law.'

An indescribable bitterness and bleakness washed over me.

I keep the thought "If the Crown Princess and Fedi fall for other people, I should support them" tucked away in a corner of my mind. Yet my reason and instinct are already vehemently declaring that Fedi will become the future Imperial Consort. They insist the Crown Princess's passionate heart will never change.

If so, the Emperor and I will be bound by the relationship of in-laws. It's already complicated enough being his subject, and now a private relationship as in-laws would develop too.

'I can't interfere with the children's love just because I dislike that.'

There's nothing more despicable than hindering children's paths because of parental issues. Unless the Kracius and Livnoman families were sworn enemies who could never coexist—which isn't the case—I don't harbor that level of resentment toward the Emperor and the Imperial Family.

So what can I do? I'll just have to accept that demi-beast who plays on the borderline between human and animal as my in-law.

'I'll send them straight to the Imperial Palace once flight training is complete.'

I made an internal promise. Once all our wyverns complete their flight training, I'll send them straight from Sornieana's cave to the Imperial Palace.

Let's showcase the wyverns' majestic flight to the citizens along the route, and finally have them land on the palace roof or spires, flapping their wings.

The Emperor would be overjoyed. He'd be moved to tears at the magnificent debut of the wyvern squadron.

'You brought this on yourself.'

Though it's a surprise event designed to stimulate the Emperor's tear ducts, I feel no guilt. Who made me bow my head to dragons to request flight instruction? Who made the wyverns, who had been peacefully toddling through their infancy, tremble before Atelius?

Considering that resentment and pain, this spectacular debut can hardly be called revenge. Rather, it's truly a surprise gift for the Emperor.

'The flight of the wyvern lords.'

My heart began to race.

If they become a multi-purpose aerial mobile unit of the Imperial Knights, the wyverns' status would be official knights, not mere creatures. Then they would rightfully deserve the title of "lord."

Our wyvern lords. Please master your flying abilities quickly and bring joy to the Emperor and me.

The wyverns' flying abilities improved with each passing day. At some point, they began to prefer flying over walking even after returning home from training.

Though they used to walk everywhere no matter the distance, now they flew for any distance over five steps. Once they got a taste for flying, they seemed enchanted by its usefulness and grandeur.

"Now you can proudly call yourselves wyverns anywhere."
- Jizeuuuung!
- Jieeeeng!

At my high praise, the wyverns spread their wings wide and howled. Thanks to their magnificent wings, they could fly, and they seemed to be showing them off, asking me to compliment them.


Though they've mastered flight, they remain innocent and gentle creatures. I like that even more.

'I wonder what would have happened if I'd left them with Jiz.'

It's not that Jiz has a wicked or ferocious temperament, but she's certainly far from docile. If the wyvern squadron had inherited Jiz's personality, they might have staged a mass runaway show out of yearning for freedom.

Ironically, the one who actually ran away was their current instructor, Sornieana.

'Their cries haven't changed either.'

While stroking each of the wyverns showing off their wings, my thoughts turned to their peculiar cries.

Not the typical wyvern cry, but a unique and mysterious sound. It might be a sound they'll carry for life, or conversely, one that might disappear with time.

Even ordinary beasts have different cries in their infancy compared to adulthood. These ones might only make their "jizeung-jieng" sounds during childhood, and eventually develop more typical roars as time passes.

Or maybe not. Actually, I've grown so accustomed to it that I wouldn't mind if they cried "jizeung-jieng" for their entire lives.

"Still, it would be problematic if you cry like this in situations where you need to establish authority."
- Jizeuung?

All the wyverns tilted their heads at my words.

- Kiiiing...!
- Kieeeeng!
"Oh?"

Then they produced cries distinctly different from their usual ones.

Literally, it wasn't a natural sound but a forced one. It resembled a child trying to imitate an adult's deep voice.

Could these creatures have understood my concern and made an effort to produce more dignified voices? To the point of abandoning their natural voices for forced ones?

'My goodness.'

How touching. How could anyone treat such endearing creatures as mere beasts? They may not speak human language, but they're no different from the sacred beasts somewhere in the mansion.

"Well done."

So I went beyond stroking them and gave each one a personal hug.

Pets that would even change their cries for their master—Jiz had given me an incredible gift.

'The yellow dragon needs to recognize this effort.'

If he considers the wyverns' flight as a result of luck in finding a good teacher rather than their own effort, I'll be even more heartbroken.

Specifically, enough to prevent the wyverns from getting anywhere near the Imperial Knights.

- Kiiing.
- Kieeeeng!
- Kirrrr, kirung!
"Speak comfortably as usual. Only make these sounds when I ask you to."
- Jizeung!

The wyverns smiled brightly again at my reassurance.

I increasingly felt reluctant to make these children part of the Imperial Knights, even nominally. Instead of the Imperial Knights, I should make them part of the Kracius Knights—

"Master!"
"Butler?"

I turned around at the loud voice behind me.

"The madam has gone into labor!"


And the butler's report matched the importance of his resounding voice.

'Today, then.'

Though it was truly important news, I was a specialist who had witnessed my wives' childbirths more than ten times. I might be tense, but not flustered.

Labor beginning at the appropriate time is not troubling news but a positive sign. It's fortunate for both mother and child when the baby arrives on schedule.

And when delivery begins at the right time, everything proceeds smoothly afterward. Hasn't it been proven through Florence, Arthur, and Margaret that our family is under divine protection? Once born, our children are invariably healthy.

- Jizeung?
- Jieeng?
'Ah.'

Without realizing it, my entire body began to vibrate.

In my head, I was a cool and rational specialist, but my heart apparently remained stuck as a novice husband. No matter how I tried to fix it, it wouldn't change.

- Jizeung! Jizeuuung!
- Jieeeeng!

While I was berating myself, the wyverns who felt my trembling looked back and forth between me, the butler, and the window of the floor where the delivery room was located.

- Jizeuuung!
"Children?"

Soon they grabbed my shoulders with their feet and began flying toward the floor with the delivery room. With one on each shoulder, despite being smaller than me, they could easily lift me.

No, wait, children. Humans are walking creatures, not flying ones. Flying arbitrarily goes against the natural order.

But before I could make this legitimate point, the window was right in front of me.

'Ah...'

It seems our wyverns need to learn not only flight lessons but also that they shouldn't throw people through windows.

"Kyaaaah!"
"M-Master!"

Being me, I remained unharmed despite breaking through the window and being dropped in the hallway, but it would be quite problematic if other people were transported this way.

***

Upon hearing that Marg had gone into labor, I headed to the Capital.

This is the convenience of having passed on my duke title. Previously, even in emergencies, I had to take minimal measures before moving, but now as a private citizen with no title or position, I can move freely.

'He certainly has energy to spare.'

I couldn't help but snort as I walked.

Perhaps because he's not even thirty yet, or because he's called the continent's greatest swordsman, he has energy to spare. Despite already having more than ten children, he's having another. Moreover, several of his other wives were also pregnant.

Even the Golden Duke in his prime wasn't like this. That fellow is setting a record that will go down in Imperial history.

'Hmm?'

When I arrived at my youngest son-in-law's mansion, a bizarre sight caught my eye.

While all other windows were intact, one was broken. Ten black lizards were circling around it.

No, not lizards—they had wings. These must be the wyverns Marg mentioned.

'Could they be guarding their mistress during childbirth?'

If so, they are truly intelligent beasts.

# Broken Window Serenade

Through the broken window, I could hear the unfiltered sound of wyverns flapping their wings.

Being thrown out the window without warning was bewildering, but thinking about it carefully, it was the wyverns' way of showing consideration for their master. They gave me wings instead of legs to get to Mar quickly, and even gifted me this big event so I wouldn't keep feeling anxious. Such filial pets they are. This master is pleased.

But regardless of how happy and grateful I am, I need to make something clear. If they throw our children like that, there would be no greater disaster.

"Children tend to take after their parents. But this is the first time I've seen beasts take after their master."

My father-in-law, who was standing beside me in front of the delivery room, remarked calmly.

That's a bit hurtful. While my fate often puts me at the center of various incidents, being told I resemble wyverns that throw their master out windows is a bit much.

Crucially, our wyverns threw their master with pure goodwill and loyalty. They're just newborns lacking common sense, so suggesting they caused trouble because they take after me is practically slander.

"Newborn life, whether human or beast, is innocent. Those fellows made mistakes because they don't know much yet, but with time, they'll grow into flawless loyal servants."
"Brush the glass shards off your shoulder before you speak."

At my father-in-law's comment, I quietly brushed off the glass fragments from my shoulder.

Even I thought my argument lacked persuasiveness. After the outrageous event of a master being thrown out a window, no defense from the victim would sound convincing.

"That aside, you fly well. I heard until recently you were walking."

Thankfully, my father-in-law broke the awkward silence first.

"Even humans can't crawl right after birth. I was walking for a while, but now I can manage short distances flying reasonably well."

I answered enthusiastically, especially since he changed the subject.

Of course, I didn't mention asking Sornieana for flight lessons. If I said that, my father-in-law would probably grab me by the collar and ask if I'd gone mad. To the people of the Empire, dragons are sacred, great, and noble beings...

"I think in just a few more weeks, I'll be soaring through the sky like other birds."
"Is that so? The Victorious Duke will be very pleased."

My father-in-law nodded lightly and turned his gaze back to the wyverns still flying outside the window.

There was a hint of interest in his eyes. As a warrior with military experience, he could certainly appreciate the value of giant flying creatures capable of human speech and obedience.

But it was only a hint. The most important thing to my father-in-law right now wasn't the value of wyverns.

"They truly are admirable creatures. They know the world's expectations of them, quickly learning to fly, and keeping watch to witness the joyous occasion of their master's family."
"Yes. Though our connection began only recently, they're as loyal as if they've served me for over a decade."
"Mar will be delighted to know she has guards watching over her from the sky."

My father-in-law's greatest interest at this moment is Mar's delivery. The military value of wyverns isn't insignificant, but from the perspective of a retired daughter-loving elder, nothing could be more important than his late-born daughter's childbirth.

Naturally, I feel the same. I wouldn't mind if the wyverns remained earthbound their entire lives, unlike the yellowish horse from the Sun War, but nothing would be more terrible than if something went wrong with Mar's delivery.

"Kal."
"Yes, father-in-law."
"Do you think it will be a son this time, or a daughter?"
"That's for the gods to decide, so I dare not answer."

At that, my father-in-law chuckled.

"I thought a living saint could get an answer through prayer."

For a moment, I almost seriously considered it. Surely if I prayed to the gods, wouldn't they tell me the child's gender? Even if they can't respond to every prayer from ordinary believers, I'm a saint after all.

"I only pray to the gods for the health of the mother and child."


I briefly considered praying now, but then smiled and shook my head.

What matters is the child's health, not their gender. Besides, in the Empire, succession rights exist regardless of whether one has sons or daughters. If I had only daughters from Fedi to Margaret, I wouldn't have felt any regret or worry.

Instead, I might have felt a bit of disappointment. Having only daughters means missing out on the joy of raising sons.

"You'll love your grandchild whether it's a grandson or granddaughter, won't you?"

When I mentioned that gender isn't so important to us, my father-in-law smiled more deeply.

In truth, my father-in-law is somewhat old-fashioned and values sons. But he's not a hardcore son-seeker who only pursues sons despite having a son who inherited the duchy and a grandson who will become the future Duke of Ulken.

It also helps that Mar's first child, Fedi, is a son. Since we already have a son, there's even less need to be concerned about gender.

"For once, you're saying something sensible—"

Before my father-in-law could finish, the delivery room door opened.

"Your Excellency! It's over safely! Both the madam and your daughter are healthy!"

With those words, my father-in-law rushed into the delivery room.

Just five seconds ago, we were having a warm conversation. But he ignored me mercilessly, like a discarded flyer on the street, and ran in.

That hurts my feelings. Though I probably would have done the same, it still hurts.

"Jiiiiizzzz!"
"Jieeeeng!"

As if reading my mind, the wyverns outside the window howled.

A roar of comfort directed at me, or perhaps congratulations that the delivery ended safely.

Thanks to them, my bitter feelings improved a little.

Perhaps because this was her third delivery and Mar had developed some tolerance, instead of lying exhausted on the bed catching her breath, she was smiling while holding our new youngest in her arms.

It was a sight that naturally brought a smile to my face. The combination of a beautiful wife and adorable daughter is an unbeatable combination.

'A daughter.'

I'm surprised that we have another daughter this time.

I don't dislike that she's a daughter. I'm a father who doesn't care about my children's gender at all.

However, it is curious that we keep having more daughters than sons. In the world where I briefly lived before, research showed that without human intervention, naturally born children were slightly more likely to be male than female. Yet somehow, as our sample size increases, we're getting more females, not males.

'Is it because different worlds have different natural laws?'

That's a plausible hypothesis. There's no reason the laws of my previous world and this world should be identical.

"You worked hard, Mar."

After coming to that conclusion on my own, I approached Mar and our new youngest.

Though unintended, this is a life born under the guard and celebration of wyverns. When this child grows up, I can tell her, "When you were born, the sky was filled with screeching sounds."

Whether our new youngest will like hearing that, I can't guarantee.

"The people here worked harder than I did."

Mar gently shook her head at my encouragement.


I'm impressed by what seems like the wisdom of experience. Even though she must be exhausted, she's giving credit to others.

"Kal, you worked hard waiting outside too. Were you worried?"
"That's unavoidable no matter how many times I go through it."
"Hehe, I'm sorry for Kal, but I'm happy. It means your love is still the same."

I awkwardly smiled at her embarrassingly positive interpretation. I hadn't thought of it that way.

"Uweeeeng..."
'Ah.'

Then our new youngest in Mar's arms made a sound.

She was surprisingly quiet for a newborn, so I hadn't paid much attention. I thought she might have fallen asleep right after birth and didn't want to disturb her.

But that wasn't the case. She was just an amazingly gentle and quiet child.

"May I hold her for a moment?"
"Of course. Go ahead."

I carefully took our youngest from Mar.

She's light. Children are generally light, but this one was even lighter. A natural weight for a child born today.

'She's red.'

Then I carefully observed her cute hair.

The distinctive red hair of the Valenti family showed in this child. While children from my other wives strongly inherited their maternal genes, all the children born to Mar had black hair until now, but this time she was born with red hair like her mother.

I felt a mix of disappointment and joy. In the end, my genes lost to Mar's genes again, continuing the losing streak, but still, a daughter resembling Mar was born.

"—Thank the gods."
'Huh?'

While staring at the red hair, I turned my head at a familiar small voice.

There I saw my father-in-law prostrated beside Mar's bed, praying.

'What's this?'

Come to think of it, I wondered why I couldn't see the person who had rushed in before me. Could it be that he immediately began a prayer of thanks upon seeing his red-haired granddaughter?

I understand my father-in-law's feelings. There's no greater joy than seeing his beloved late-born daughter safely deliver a granddaughter who looks exactly like her.

But I didn't expect him to offer prayers in the delivery room. Since retiring from his position as duke, he seems to have set aside quite a bit of his authority.

"Hueeeeeng..."
"Huh?"

When I turned my attention back to our youngest whimpering in my arms, I couldn't help but exclaim.

"Green eyes?"

Through the faintly opened eyes of our youngest, I could see a familiar color.

These are definitely green eyes. Our youngest inherited not only Mar's hair color but her eye color as well.

"What? Green eyes?"

My father-in-law, who had been devoutly praying, jumped up at the mention of green eyes.

I've never seen my father-in-law's eyes burn with such passion before.

My father-in-law is old-fashioned.

I suddenly feel strange about seemingly mocking my father-in-law, but given his age, it's undeniable that he holds traditional values. No matter how open-minded someone might be, their values were formed decades ago—it would be stranger if he had modern thinking.

Moreover, the people who greatly influenced my father-in-law's formative years were even more traditional figures like the previous Duke of Ulken and the duke before him. It's perfectly natural that my father-in-law maintains old-fashioned thinking.

One consequence of this is his subtle preference for sons. Having lived through an era when sons were prioritized, before equal inheritance rights were recognized for both genders, he placed great importance on having a son to continue the family line.

"Little one, won't you show your eyes to your grandfather too?"
"Waaahh..."
"Oh my. Still feeling shy, I see."

However, if his emphasis on sons stemmed from the duty of continuing the family line, it meant he didn't expect such obligations from daughters.

This naturally led to "loving daughters purely as children without demanding any sense of duty or obligation from them." While sons grew up under strict paternal education, daughters received nothing but unlimited affection.

'Especially Margareta, being a late child.'

The relief of having an intelligent, healthy son as the firstborn solved the succession issue. Being the youngest daughter, far removed from any obligations. Not just the youngest, but an extraordinarily late-born youngest child.

The combination of these three factors allowed Margareta to grow up as the treasure of the Valenti family, monopolizing my father-in-law's love. Moreover, Margareta didn't become a spoiled brat despite being doted on, but showed determination to uphold the honor of the Valenti family. How could my father-in-law not adore her?

And now, Margareta has given birth to a daughter who looks exactly like her.

"Couldn't you show me just a little? This grandfather misses you so much."

A granddaughter who looks identical to his beloved youngest daughter's childhood has arrived in the world.

"Since she showed her father, please show her grandfather too—"
"Father, if you keep insisting, she'll get scared and close her eyes even when she tries to open them."
"Ah, hmm..."

It was inevitable that my father-in-law's rationality would fly out the window.

'Does it make him that happy?'

Both Margareta and I couldn't help but smile wryly at the sight of my father-in-law pleading, almost begging to see the green eyes I had witnessed.

Of course, I understand his feelings. I'm overjoyed at the birth of a daughter who's a copy-paste of Margareta, but my father-in-law actually saw Margareta when she was just born. The appearance of this mini-Margareta must bring back those memories. He must be carrying an even greater emotion than what I feel.

Still, seeing my father-in-law, an imposing figure of about 2 meters, holding a newborn and pleading creates a complex emotion that's difficult to express in words.

'Our youngest. She might end up living as a lifelong single.'

Suddenly, I started worrying about our youngest's future.

If our mini-Margareta ever brings home a lover, I'll also feel an insane urge to slice the sky, but I'll endure desperately and congratulate her future. I'll thoroughly check the lover's qualifications beforehand, but I'll still offer congratulations.

However, I can't even begin to imagine my father-in-law's reaction when facing his granddaughter's potential husband. There's a legend that he tested the qualifications of his other sons-in-law by throwing them out the window, except for me. How harsh and elaborate a trial would he bestow upon his granddaughter's husband?

Perhaps he might ride on a wyvern's back up to the stratosphere and throw him from there.

'Why did that come to mind so easily?'

Surprisingly, this insane imagination came to mind without any hesitation.

Usually, when you imagine something that defies common sense, your mind takes time to process it, but the image of my father-in-law tossing his granddaughter's husband was readily accepted by my brain. Even from a rational perspective, it seems entirely plausible.

'Stay strong.'

I silently cheered for the future husband of my granddaughter, whose face I haven't even seen yet, let alone confirm his existence.

If your character and qualifications are solid, I'll somehow protect you from my father-in-law. Even if you get a bit injured, as long as you're alive, I can save you.


"Please give her to me now, Father. She gets scared and can't sleep when she's up high."
"Don't worry. I'll sit on the floor."
"The floor is even worse. It would be troublesome if she breathes in dust."

At Margareta's comment, my father-in-law's gaze slowly turned to me.

"Don't worry about that. This room is kept clean by magic, so even if she's laid on the floor, she won't breathe in dust or hair."

I reflexively spoke up, seeing his eyes desperately seeking support.

If I ignored that earnest gaze, my father-in-law's anger and disappointment would be directed at me.

"I see."

As soon as my support ended, my father-in-law sat on the floor.

I could feel his firm determination never to let go of mini-Margareta.

Our newest member of the Kracius family, mini-Margareta, or Margareta II as she might be called, is a lovely child. Somehow, she was born with the escort and congratulations of wyverns, a child of the sky.

The name of our youngest, who brings a smile just by looking at her, was decided as Margrete Kracius.

"Isn't that name too similar?"
"There are cases where parents and children share the same name, so what's the big deal about slight similarity? Your eldest daughter, the Crown Princess, inherited the name of the first Empress, didn't she?"

As evident from its similarity to Margareta's original name, Margrete was a name strongly recommended by my excited father-in-law after seeing mini-Margareta.

As a result, I had to quietly set aside the name I had in mind, but it doesn't matter. As my father-in-law said, there are children in this continent who inherit their parents' names exactly. Margareta and Margrete are quite different, indeed.

'Margrete, huh.'

It's actually welcome that a child who clearly inherited Margareta's characteristics also has a similar name. It's definitely not something to be reluctant about.

However, there was one critical problem for Margrete, who had received such a good name.

"By the way, Father-in-law."
"Speak."
"Can't I hold her too? You've been holding her the entire time."

The terrible problem was that she was receiving too much love from my father-in-law, so much so that even I, her father, couldn't touch Margrete.

It's heartbreaking. If I had known this would happen, I would have kept my surprise about her eyes to myself. I unnecessarily mentioned her green eyes and ended up losing my precious daughter to my father-in-law.

"You can hold her after I leave. You can be with this child all day, so you should yield to your father-in-law who came from afar."

For a moment, the words "Do you actually plan to leave?" rose to the tip of my tongue but subsided.

It's clear that my father-in-law has no intention of leaving. From the moment Margrete was born, my father-in-law's home became this mansion, not the Ulken ducal residence.

'What should I do about this?'

My head throbbed at the thought of overcoming this predicament.

My father-in-law staying at the mansion? That itself isn't a problem. Before I married Margareta, my relationship with my father-in-law was somewhat awkward, but after our formal marriage and the birth of Pedi, our relationship progressed rapidly. As a son-in-law, I can certainly serve my father-in-law.

However, if my father-in-law monopolizes Margrete during his stay, that's a different story. While it's natural for a son-in-law to serve his father-in-law, it's unacceptable to have my newborn youngest taken away.

'What if she mistakes my father-in-law for her dad?'

I looked at the peacefully sleeping Margrete with trembling eyes.

Fortunately, she's currently investing most of her day in sleep, but what if my father-in-law is still here when Margrete's waking hours gradually increase? What if the person who welcomes Margrete every time she opens her eyes is my father-in-law?

Then there's a high possibility she'll mistake my father-in-law for her dad. Coincidentally, he has the same hair color as her mother, Margareta. That makes it even more dangerous.


"Still, a father's embrace might be better for the child."
"My embrace is wider and more stable than yours."

I was left speechless by this perfect rebuttal that left no room for argument.

That's true. My father-in-law's embrace is indeed wider and cozier than mine. Wouldn't it feel like a five-star giant bed to Margrete?

'And unfortunately, my mother-in-law is busy with other matters.'

Even my mother-in-law, who could control my father-in-law, is in a situation where it's difficult to spare time due to Valenti family matters.

As can be inferred from my father-in-law taking root in our mansion, it's not an urgent matter, but she's busy helping the new, still inexperienced Duchess of Ulken. It's truly unfortunate.

"There's nothing we can do. When Father becomes fixated on something, no one can stop him until he withdraws on his own."

I subtly sought advice from Margareta, but her answer wasn't particularly helpful.

"And, well, I don't know if this will help you, Kal, but I heard that when I was born, Father carried me around for almost half a year... and even then, he only let go because I started crawling."
"Wow."

I couldn't help but exclaim at this heart-expanding information.

Does that mean our Margrete might also be confined in my father-in-law's embrace for about half a year? And if she's late to start crawling, it could be extended even longer.

"Don't worry too much. When I'm able to move around, I'll ask Father to return Margrete to me. Surely he won't refuse his own daughter's request?"
"......"
"Kal?"

I couldn't nod due to my father-in-law's possessiveness that I'd witnessed over the past few days.

Margareta doesn't know. She's been confined to bed recovering, so she doesn't understand my father-in-law's true feelings.

'I have no choice.'

Then I thought of a method that even I considered petty, but whose effectiveness was certain.

***

I gazed at Margrete in my arms with a contented heart.

Who does she take after to be so pretty? Who does she take after to be so lovable?

Though she's clearly the fruit of our union, she looks as if she inherited only Margareta's blood, making me smile continuously. How many children in the world could be this beautiful?

'Living long allows me to enjoy such happiness.'

How regretful it would have been if I had died without seeing this child. I couldn't be more grateful for my lifespan.

"Grandfather."
"Hmm?"

Then I heard Pedi's voice from behind me and turned around.

There I saw Pedi looking up at me with bright eyes, and Julia riding on Pedi's back.

"I want to see our youngest too."
"Me too—"
'Oh my.'

I smiled bitterly at the earnest request of the two children.

So this son-in-law of mine has resorted to such tactics.

The only thing that can overcome love for a grandchild is love for other grandchildren.

My father-in-law, who had been monopolizing Margareta, finally surrendered to Fedi and Julia's joint attack and gave up his monopoly. How could he ignore his grandchildren's desperate looks as they longed to see their baby sister?

Moreover, Fedi's yearning for his biological sister is far from trivial. The six-year-old carries Julia around on his back. In such circumstances, he must have wanted to see his new biological sister before anyone else. He had been patient only because his grandfather had been holding her all day.

'It seems like only the monopolizer has changed.'

Although we managed to break my father-in-law's monopoly on Margareta, she didn't exactly become public property in our mansion. The person carrying her around all day simply changed from my father-in-law to Fedi (plus Julia).

This is troublesome. I deployed Fedi and Julia because I wanted to hold Margareta too, but these siblings, full of love for their sister, ended up monopolizing their baby sister.

What should I do? At least with my father-in-law, there was a clear strategy through Fedi and Julia, but there's no way to outmaneuver Fedi and Julia. I have no option but to beg them to let this father see his baby too.

'I drove out the fox only to invite in the tiger.'

I've suddenly labeled my father-in-law as a fox and my children as tigers, but that's the reality. As a consequence of acting rashly in the face of an immediate crisis, an even greater crisis has arrived.

"That's what happens when you use a strategy where both sides lose. Is there any way to take Margareta from those children?"

As I sat on the garden bench staring blankly at the sky, my father-in-law approached with a displeased expression and tone.

"I was shortsighted..."

I muttered bitterly, having nothing else to say.

Yes, my thinking was shortsighted. It was a fatal mistake with no room for excuse, a foolish decision.

"But isn't it fine since the children are happy?"

Still, I have no regrets. Though I didn't achieve my goal, Fedi and Julia are happy. I believe it's a worthwhile trade if two children can be happy at the cost of two adults being sad.

"Your eloquence grows by the day. When I first met you, you were such a stiff man."

In response to my somewhat logical defense, my father-in-law chuckled and sat beside me.

Then he gazed at the children playing tag with the wyverns. He watched the children running around the garden laughing, and the wyverns flapping their wings but steadfastly running for the children's sake.

"Kal."
"Yes, Father-in-law. Please speak."
"Thank you."
"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question his sudden expression of gratitude.

Thank you? What is there to thank a son-in-law who mobilized his son and daughter to take away Margareta? Is he grateful that I helped create mini-Mar, Margareta?

But that's more Mar's achievement than mine. It's the result of Mar carrying Margareta for ten months and enduring hours of labor pains. I don't deserve the thanks.

"I'm thanking you for creating an environment where my grandchildren can play happily."
'Ah.'

That question was quickly answered by his following words.

The gratitude I received wasn't for the birth of small, cute grandchildren. It was for the environment where those grandchildren could run around happily, where siblings gathered together like friends.

"I raised Mar with love and care. I'm not saying I neglected or ignored the others, but I couldn't raise them as perfectly as the late child born after I had accumulated parenting experience."

"Please don't say that. Your older children and daughters-in-law have said they grew up without any material or emotional deficiencies thanks to you."
"Be quiet and listen to me."
"Yes."

It was a merciless revocation of my right to speak, but I saw his ears turning slightly red. He must be embarrassed by the praise to his face and his children's true feelings.

"Though I tried to raise Mar without any deficiencies, if there's one thing that bothers me, it's that I couldn't raise her like a child. When Mar was born, even her closest older sister was already grown up, so I couldn't even hope for siblings to spend their days playing together. Making friends of the same age was even more impossible."

However, I didn't mention his reddened ears and listened silently.

This was the regret and apology my father-in-law must have carried since Mar's birth. He was now confiding in his son-in-law.

"Moreover, Mar was admirably respectful of her father and loved the family. Without anyone forcing her, she sought to build dignity as a member of the Five Ducal Houses."
"At such a young age."
"Yes. From too young an age. That's why Mar couldn't grow up like a child."

With a small sigh, my father-in-law smiled gently as he watched Friedrich who had just caught a wyvern.

"But unlike me, who couldn't give Mar a good childhood, you will give Margareta the best childhood. A childhood where she can laugh with more siblings than anyone else and move forward without carrying heavy burdens."
"I'm sure Mar had the best childhood too. Isn't the proof that she still respects you?"
"That's possible because of Mar's good nature. Not because I did well."

Though he blamed himself verbally, my father-in-law's expression brightened. As if he were imagining Margareta, now able to walk, playing with her brothers and sisters.

"Margareta is the spitting image of Mar. She will surely grow up that way and receive the love of our Valenti family with her whole body."

Then he stood up and looked down at me.

"But just one thing. Her childhood will be happier and more vibrant than Mar's. Because you will make it so."
"Yes. I will definitely make it so."

My father-in-law nodded lightly and turned to enter the mansion—

"Ah. One more thing."

He stopped abruptly.

"Make sure Margareta doesn't meet a lover like you."
"No, Father-in-law. It hurts my feelings when you suddenly say such things."

I felt breathless at the critical hit that came out of nowhere.

Weren't we just wrapping up our conversation on a warm note? It's quite troublesome when you launch such a surprise attack.

"Hurt feelings? If you knew how much trouble the Valenti family went through before you married Mar, you couldn't say that."

However, seeing my father-in-law's burning eyes, my hurt feelings and embarrassment subsided instantly.

Thinking about it again, even I think a son-in-law like me would be troublesome.

***

After leaving sincere advice for my son-in-law, I returned to the mansion and walked leisurely down the corridor.

'This is a nice place.'

I smiled slightly as I took in the appearance of the corridor.


Whether the Magic-Ending Duke had cast a spell on the entire mansion, or the servants were doing their best every day, there wasn't a speck of dust to be seen. The corners were all rounded to prevent children from getting hurt. Even the floor was covered with soft protective material so that children wouldn't be injured if they fell while playing.

It was truly a place for children, not adults. It was a beautiful place that couldn't even be compared to Ulken Ducal Castle.

'Why didn't I think of this?'

I too raised quite a few children. Why didn't I think of this back then? Despite wanting to hold affection for my children, was I inevitably a rigid and authoritarian person of the old days?

If there's any consolation, it's that I wasn't the only one who didn't think of this—only my son-in-law did. Even the Golden Duke, who had seen many children, didn't decorate his castle like this.

'Come to think of it, he was always peculiar.'

According to Mar, my son-in-law had crawled on the floor with the children or rolled around cleaning the floor with his back. It was a radical behavior that a nobleman could hardly show.

A man who moves solely for his children, disregarding his own dignity. Though it's still unpleasant that he once rejected Mar's confession, I can't deny that he's at least an excellent father.

'I wonder how that man would feel if he saw this scene.'

Suddenly, Marquis Hausents came to mind.

A treacherous subject who dared to use his position as an in-law to the imperial family, supporting the Second Prince to insult the imperial authority and the empire. A treacherous minister who tried to pull down the glory of the esteemed Livnoman and elevate his own power.

This mansion was once his. Now it has fallen into the hands of His Majesty the Emperor's loyal subject and transformed into a space for children. I wonder how he would react if he saw this scene from hell.

'Parliamentary power, was it?'

As I recalled him, my thoughts naturally extended to the goal he secretly pursued.

Opening the Imperial Council, composed of imperial counts, to more diverse nobles, and establishing a collective leadership system of the Imperial Council rather than the Emperor alone. His goal was to establish a governance system made up of multiple people, like the Committee of Ten in Apels. When we discovered his goal while purging the Second Prince faction after the current Emperor was appointed as Crown Prince, how absurd it was.

It sounds nice to call it a collective leadership system, but in reality, it meant making the Emperor a figurehead and grasping the empire in his hands. Even the Committee of Ten in Apels acknowledged the Emperor's superiority as an advisory body and staff to the Apels Emperor. In contrast, the parliamentary power he envisioned excluded the Emperor.

'Burn in hell forever.'

A treacherous subject who sought to seize the empire beyond merely insulting the Livnoman. May you burn forever in hell for your crimes. Along with the Second Prince you served.

"Grandfather!"
"Grandpa!"

My darkly burning heart quickly calmed at the sound of the most lovable voices.

"What is it? Were you looking for your grandfather?"

I smiled as I turned toward the direction of Fedi and Julia's voices.

That's enough thinking about that vile man. My grandchildren before me are more important than a man who's already dead.

"Here! Baby opened her eyes!"
"Hmm?"
"Grandfather! You said you wanted to see baby's eyes, so we brought her when they opened!"

I stared blankly at Fedi after hearing his words.

How touching that he remembered what his grandfather had mentioned in passing.

Recently, a new spectacle has become famous among family members and servants.

It's the sight of Fedi wandering around the mansion with Yulia on his back and Margarete in his arms.

Naturally, even though he's started sword training, Fedi is only 6 years old. It's difficult for a 6-year-old to move around with children attached to his front and back. In fact, just carrying Yulia on his back is practically a miraculous achievement.

However, thanks to Fedi's devotion to his siblings, the inherent strength from his Kracius and Valenti bloodline, and the support of Trixie, the continent's greatest archmage, Fedi can walk around with both children attached without any problems.

'Didn't she say they would feel about as heavy as dolls?'

The magic adjusts the weight of the two children who have become Fedi's beloved siblings. Since even a 6-year-old can easily carry two dolls, this magic allows Fedi to roam the mansion as one with his siblings.

Moreover, Trixie has cast protective magic in case Fedi falls or drops his siblings. I'm not a magician so I don't know what kind of magic it is, but since Trixie says not to worry, I'll trust her. If you can't trust an expert, who can you trust?

"Godfather, Godfather."
"Yes, Your Highness. Please speak."
"Fedi... doesn't play with me much anymore..."

While the siblings' mansion adventures bring smiles to most observers, one young girl finds it rather unpleasant.

Specifically, a certain pouting fiancée—the Crown Princess with puffed-up cheeks.

'She has reason to feel left out.'

I smiled wryly and picked up the Crown Princess.

She has special feelings for Fedi. Now that they've gone beyond being close siblings to an official engagement, the Crown Princess's emotions burn even stronger.

Fortunately, she still loves her siblings, so she was happy about Margarete's birth, but separate from liking the new baby, she felt sad about having less time with Fedi.

'It's fortunate they're siblings.'

I inwardly sighed with relief at the thought that crossed my mind.

It's good that the people Fedi cherishes and spends all day with are his blood siblings. If it had been an unrelated girl, how jealous and angry would the Crown Princess have been? The thought alone makes my heart shrink. I almost triggered early puberty in the Crown Princess.

"Your Highness. It's understandable to feel hurt that Fedi isn't making time for you. If I were you, I would feel the same way."

But letting your guard down after avoiding the worst often invites the next worst thing. First, I expressed sympathy for the Crown Princess's distress and tried to comfort her as much as possible.

I told her it was Fedi's fault. That her feeling neglected wasn't strange but perfectly normal.

"Right? It's sad, isn't it? Fedi is being bad, right?"
"Yes. This is Fedi's mistake toward Your Highness."

At that, the Crown Princess's gloomy face brightened rapidly.

The Crown Princess felt neglected by Fedi who only played with his siblings, but she was conflicted, wondering if she was being jealous of the younger ones. So when I told her, "That's a natural feeling," how grateful she must have been. She escaped from being the petty older sister who envies her siblings.

"However, Your Highness. May this godfather make one request?"
"A request? What is it?"
"Please understand Fedi for now. Even if he can't play with you often and only plays with his siblings, please forgive him."

At that, the Crown Princess's lips pouted again.

I flinched at the strangely familiar expression. That Eri, visiting the palace like it's her dining room for lady-in-waiting training, has she taught the Crown Princess this too?

"When Your Highness becomes an adult, you'll spend your life with Fedi, but those children will eventually separate from him. So now they're spending time as close as possible."

As I calmly continued my persuasion, her protruding lips gradually retracted.

It seems the mention of spending a lifetime together stirred the Crown Princess's heart. She's probably imagining days of living together in the palace permanently, not just commuting between the palace and our mansion like now.

"Even Lord Idrafen, Your Highness's uncle, is the Emperor's brother, but currently lives elsewhere, not in the palace. Similarly, Fedi's siblings will scatter to form new families as time passes. In the end, the only one who can stay with Fedi until the end is neither those children nor me, but Your Highness."
"R-really?"
"Has this godfather ever lied to Your Highness?"

"Never!"

My lips curled up at her unhesitating answer.

To the Crown Princess, I'm a trustworthy adult with 100% reliability. Seven years as a godfather haven't been wasted.

'Well done, myself.'

An adult who gives children trust and reassurance. I couldn't be prouder of myself.

"Okay! Since it's your request, I'll do it! I'll endure Fedi playing with his siblings!"
"As expected, Your Highness has a generous heart. You will surely become an excellent Emperor after His Majesty."
"Hehe, right?"
"Of course. And you'll also be an excellent wife."

It might be too early to say such things to a 7-year-old, but since the Crown Princess is pleased to hear it, I suppose it doesn't matter.

For young children, compliments are best whether they understand them or not. Besides, the comment about being an excellent wife will probably just sound like "Our Crown Princess is a kind, obedient, good child" to her. That's enough.

"Godfather! While Fedi plays with his siblings, I'll play with the wyverns!"
"Is that so? How fortunate. As it happens, one of them wants to play with Your Highness and has come nearby."

With those words, I looked up at the sky, and the Crown Princess followed my gaze.

- Jizzzzzng!

As if responding, a wyvern circling above our heads let out a cry.

The others seem busy playing with our children or practicing in the garden. So only 1 out of 10 has come to us.

"Come down! Let's play together!"
- Jizng!

At the Crown Princess's call, the wyvern that had been circling landed in the garden.

'Hmm?'

But while only one landed, three creatures came into view.

- Kyuuung.
- Kyuing!

A pair of max-level rabbits sent by circumstance. Mane and Mine were proudly occupying the wyvern's head.

Truly befitting max-level rabbits' spirit. Who would have thought these tiny rabbits would claim the wyvern's head and fly through the sky? Were they bored with just roaming the ground?

'They have good temperaments too.'

Seeing such a unique sight, I stroked the backs of Mane and Mine, and the wyvern's head.

The two rabbits enjoying flight are unusual, but the wyvern that willingly offered its head is equally strange. I'm amazed at how docile it is.

'Surely it wasn't beaten into giving them rides?'

For a moment, such suspicion arose.

When Mane and Mine first came to our house, they actively roamed the mansion, giving the household spirits and elementals a hard time. Though that liveliness was quickly subdued in front of our children.

Anyway, these creatures have quite the personality and are incredibly active. Could they have intimidated the gentle youngest wyvern through force...

- Jizng?
'Probably not.'

I chuckled at the wyvern blinking innocently.

No matter how active Mane and Mine are, that's unlikely. This one's expression doesn't look like it's been beaten, and most creatures troubled by Mane and Mine were relatively small.


And while the wyverns are newly born and smaller than adults, they're still overwhelmingly larger than rabbits. They're not in a weight class to be bullied by the rabbit duo.

"Her Highness wants to play with you. Please play with her."
- Jizng!

Having reached that conclusion, I made the request to the wyvern, which nodded willingly.

It was so willing that it almost grabbed the Crown Princess's shoulders to fly off, but I successfully prevented that incident.

Probably.

***

A recent landslide covered part of the family cemetery with soil, and in the process, some graves were damaged—a troublesome disaster.

The landslide occurred in an area where they never happened before, so we couldn't prevent it early. How absurd it felt when I first heard the news.

As the current head of the Valenti family, I spent several days in apologetic prayer to our ancestors. This inadequate descendant failed to prepare thoroughly and disturbed their rest.

Afterward, we cleared the soil covering the cemetery, recovered headstones that had shifted to strange positions, and after careful consideration, moved the family cemetery elsewhere.

"Do as you see fit. The master of Valenti is no longer me but you."

It was a decision that could damage the family's history and tradition, but father nodded without any opposition or regret. He said that family matters should be handled by the current head, not the former one.

Thanks to father's permission and support, the decision was made quickly.

'But that was the only simple part.'

It was a great undertaking to respectfully relocate the ancestors of the Valenti family from the past 300 years. Such an experience is rare not only in the Valenti family's history but in other families' as well, so my wife, vassals, and I all worked together to handle this matter. Even that wasn't enough, and the former Duchess had to lend a hand.

It was fortunate that the former Duke didn't get involved. If father had stepped in while the former Duke was still healthy, troublesome rumors like "The real power in the Valenti family still lies with the Iron-Blooded Duke" would have circulated.

'To prevent such talk, you even left Ulken.'

A bitter smile crossed my face as I recalled father's deep consideration.

To ensure my authority wasn't questioned, father is staying at my youngest brother-in-law's mansion. The pretext is that he wants to be near his new grandchild, but isn't he staying too long for that to be the only reason?

So I should tell him to come back now. The relocation work is perfectly complete, so it's fine for father to return.

- I have no intention of returning.
"Pardon?"

But I was mistaken.

- There's nothing for me to do there anyway. Rather than spending my days idly, I'd rather watch our Margarete.
"But Father, aren't you staying too long?"

In response to my objection, father silently showed me his new grandchild.

She was a very cute girl who resembled Marl.

"May I come too?"
- Come if you can. If you can.

His painful words made me bite my lip slightly.

Although the cemetery relocation is finished, we've only handled the most urgent matters, not all the work. In this situation, it's difficult to just head to the Capital.

'You know very well I can't go even if I want to.'

It's lamentable. I don't know how to resolve this frustration.

A rock fell into the peaceful mansion that had been as calm as a still lake.

My first mother-in-law, who hadn't been able to visit the mansion due to some internal matter in the Valenti family, had arrived. She was practically the only person who could restrain my father-in-law.

"It's been a while, son-in-law. Have you been well?"
"I've been doing well thanks to your concern. Rather, I heard you had some small trouble, are you alright now?"
"Of course. Actually, it was a problem my son and daughter-in-law could have handled perfectly well without me. I just interfered out of needless worry."

My mother-in-law covered her mouth with a small laugh and quickly looked around me.

"He's not here."

Then she made a statement that sent chills down my spine.

Her husband, who had gone to visit their youngest daughter's home and simply stayed there. Despite his wife coming all the way from Ulken to the Capital, he was nowhere to be seen.

I wondered how my mother-in-law felt about my father-in-law's fantastic no-show. Even if he had retired from all official positions, that didn't mean he could wander around as he pleased while having a family.

"Marga hasn't fully recovered from her fatigue yet. Since she can't move properly and is experiencing many discomforts, my father-in-law is staying by her side."

I defended my father-in-law while suppressing my instinctive fear.

If I failed to appease my mother-in-law's anger even slightly here, my father-in-law would face a massive wave. The man who had been walking around with a bright smile at the birth of mini-Marga, Margareta, could turn into a cold corpse.

Rationally speaking, it was somewhat deserved—he had settled at his youngest daughter's house alone while his wife, son, and daughter-in-law were busy. But if I, as his son-in-law, didn't help him, who would?

Besides, this happened because Margareta was too adorable. As Margareta's father, I had a moral obligation.

"There would be plenty of people to take care of her even without him. Anyway, perhaps it's because Marga is the youngest, but he does incomprehensible things when it comes to her."

My mother-in-law shook her head lightly at my defense, criticizing my father-in-law.

Still, she didn't express fierce anger or betrayal. It was just a mixture of displeasure and sighs—I got the strong impression she was letting it slide because I had defended him.

Thank you, mother-in-law. A son-in-law's best ally is truly his mother-in-law.

"But if he's staying by her side, it means Marga must have suffered that much. I'm sorry I couldn't be there for her at such an important time."
"Please don't take it to heart. Marga fully understands that there was an urgent family matter. Rather, knowing Marga, wouldn't she have been angry if you had come here instead of attending to more important matters?"
"Is that so? When you say it, it does seem that way."

My mother-in-law chuckled and walked past me toward Marga's room.

She had visited our mansion several times before. She already knew where Marga's room was and which route was the fastest.

"I want to see Marga first and then meet our granddaughter. Her name is Margarete, correct?"
"Ah, yes, that's right."
"Margareta, Margarete. Even her name proclaims she's our Marga's daughter. I like it."
"It was my father-in-law who suggested the name."
"As he should. If he's going to freeload at his daughter and son-in-law's house without permission, he should at least help with that much."

I burst out laughing at her words.

How many people under heaven could treat the Iron-Blooded Duke this way? Neither Trixie during his time as Duke, nor even the Emperor, would have dared speak to the Iron-Blooded Duke so casually.

"Uwung? Grandmother?"
"Oh my."


As we were heading to Marga's room, the trio of Fedi-Yulia-Margarete, who had become inseparable these days, appeared before my mother-in-law.

What perfect timing. These days, it takes quite a while to find Fedi, as he wanders around the mansion showing Margarete everything, displaying the tremendous energy of a six-year-old.

Yet here we meet them on our way. The gods must have wanted my mother-in-law to see Margarete.

"Our Fedi. You must be working hard taking care of your siblings by yourself. Isn't it difficult?"
"Not hard! I like it!"
"Hoho, our Fedi is indeed a good big brother."

My mother-in-law patted Fedi's head, then gently touched Yulia who was riding on Fedi's back, before gazing at Margarete who was sleeping soundly in Fedi's arms.

"She really looks exactly like Marga."

Her voice was filled with various emotions, so I quietly observed my mother-in-law and Margarete.

Both my father-in-law and I had rejoiced at the birth of mini-Marga. We were satisfied that Marga's genes had won an overwhelming victory.

But our joy couldn't exceed my mother-in-law's feelings. She had given birth to Marga, who strongly inherited her blood, and now she was seeing Marga give birth to a daughter who resembled her.

'Three generations looking alike.'

The bloodline flowing from my mother-in-law to Marga to Margarete. What must it feel like to be the origin of that bloodline, seeing her newborn granddaughter?

I kept silent, unable to even guess.

"No wonder he doesn't think about returning to the estate."

?

"Perhaps I should stay here for a while too?"

???

'Mother-in-law?'

The warm atmosphere changed completely, as if it had been a lie.

No, mother-in-law. Didn't you come to retrieve my father-in-law? I naturally thought that was the case.

But instead of collecting my father-in-law, you're talking as if you might settle down here too? I'm feeling a bit anxious.

'Having both of them here would be quite overwhelming.'

If only my father-in-law were staying at the mansion, I could think, "Since mother-in-law is in Ulken, he'll eventually return." But if my mother-in-law stays here too, no one can guess when they might return.

It wouldn't be strange if this mansion were treated as a Valenti family vacation home rather than my personal residence.

My mother-in-law embraced Fedi, Yulia, and Margarete all at once.

Holding three children at once would be burdensome for an ordinary person, but currently, two of the three had weight-adjustment magic cast on them. Fortunately, even my mother-in-law, an ordinary person, could easily hold the children.

However, the way she snatched up the children who had been wandering the corridor was, to use a rather unflattering comparison, like watching a treasure hunter who had plundered valuables and was smoothly making her escape. The process of spotting, collecting, and moving the children was incredibly seamless.

"How did you give birth to such a pretty child? I thought I had seen all the cuteness in the world thanks to Fedi and Yulia, but to think such a child could be born too."
"It's all thanks to you, Mother. I take after you a lot, after all."


How fortunate that she didn't immediately return to Ulken with her treasures, but instead headed to Marga's room. Nothing would be more troublesome than my mother-in-law kidnapping the children.

"But does she really have green eyes? I can't wake a sleeping child to check, but I want to properly see my granddaughter who resembles my daughter."
"You'll see them eventually. I too had to wait quite a while to see that child's eyes."

My father-in-law, who had been maintaining a stealth-like presence, slightly opened his mouth in response to my mother-in-law's question.

Indeed, my father-in-law had invested considerable time and effort to see Margarete's eyes. Ironically, Margarete only opened her eyes after moving from my father-in-law's arms to Fedi's.

"That's a shame. I was planning to return today, so I don't have the leisure to wait until this child wakes up."
"Truly regrettable. But don't worry. When Margarete wakes up, I'll contact you, so please wait in Ulken—"
"What are you saying? You need to return with me."

My father-in-law's shoulders twitched at the firm order to return.

"...I would only get in Richard's way if I went back. Wouldn't it be better for me to stay away from Ulken as long as possible? Now that my youngest grandchild has been born, there couldn't be a better excuse."
"How many years has Richard been acting as Duke in your place for you to worry about that? As long as you don't overtly try to stand above Richard, no one will question his authority. Stop making excuses and come back now."
'Oh.'

I almost let out an admiring sound at her strong will that seemed to refuse any rebuttal. I had briefly worried that my mother-in-law might be settling in too, but it seems she really did come to apprehend my father-in-law.

'It seems my brother is doing well too.'

Meanwhile, it seemed my brother, who had been saddled with the enormous responsibility of being Duke, was managing adequately.

My brother also has strong family affection and would have rushed over at the news of a niece resembling Marga, but his continued silence suggested he was quite busy with ducal duties.

Still, it's fortunate that while he's busy with work, he's not facing threats or doubts about his ducal authority. Having a lot of work is better than having one's authority in jeopardy.

"By the way. He asked me to tell you that if you don't return today, neither Richard nor you will be able to hold your heads up before your ancestors."
"What."
'Wow.'

My father-in-law was visibly flustered by this powerful ultimatum.

Not being able to hold their heads up before their ancestors. This was a threat that if my father-in-law didn't return to Ulken immediately, my brother would abandon all his ducal duties and responsibilities and rush to the Capital. Then both my father-in-law and brother would truly become sinners who couldn't face the Valenti family ancestors.

"This is what happens when you provoke someone who was minding their own business. He was already depressed about wanting to see his niece, and you, the former Duke, just had to—"
"Ahem..."

Seeing my father-in-law awkwardly averting his gaze, it seemed he realized he had strongly provoked my brother.

Why did you do that, father-in-law? It's already sad enough that your successor is enjoying happiness you can't enjoy, but to use that to tease the person who took over your position? How cruel.

"Um, mother-in-law."
"Yes, what is it?"
"For now, it would be too much for Margarete to adapt to a new environment, but I'll visit Ulken Duchy for the New Year. If my brother is busy, the idle one should go."
"Thank you, son-in-law. If only your father-in-law had half your character, it would have been wonderful."

I could only offer an awkward smile at those words.

"Thank you so much, brother-in-law. I've been so swamped with work lately that I haven't been sleeping properly, but now I can hold on until the New Year."

That evening, after my father-in-law was taken back by my mother-in-law, I received a message from my brother.

His smile was so bright and innocent that I almost burst into tears.


Two weeks had passed since the end of my father-in-law's indefinite residence at our mansion. During that time, my father-in-law had been beating the ground and wailing over the tragedy of not seeing Margareta—

"Our dear Margareta. Sleeping so peacefully again today."

But such dramatic scenes no longer occurred.

Although my father-in-law had lost his 24-hour residence privileges due to my brother's ultimatum and my mother-in-law's firm intervention, he was still the physical training instructor for the Imperial Princess and Fedi.

While Margareta's father might restrain himself from visiting for the sake of his daughter and son-in-law's mental health, the Iron-Blooded Duke, as physical training instructor, could visit the mansion without any hesitation. Frankly speaking, he could visit daily and people would not only refrain from criticizing but would actually encourage such frequent visits.

'The seeds planted in the past return like this.'

Despite successfully sending my father-in-law away, he returned proudly as if nothing had happened—a bizarre situation that made me laugh wryly.

My brother had even lamented to me about his inability to stop my father-in-law's movements. Though both the former and current Dukes of Ulken might wish to bow their heads before their ancestors, they couldn't possibly do so because my father-in-law had the legitimate reason of being the Imperial Princess's instructor.

I understand. He's traveling to the Capital for no other reason than to teach the future Emperor. Blocking this would be disloyal to the Imperial Family and would trample on the honor of the Ulken ducal family. Even my brother, who had issued an ultimatum, had no choice but to back down.

'At least he doesn't come every day, thankfully.'

I'm not sure if this can truly be considered fortunate, but thanks to Fedi being completely smitten with Margareta, the training schedule for the Imperial Princess and Fedi was temporarily adjusted from once daily to once every three days.

This means my father-in-law can only use his educational pretext once every three days. Without this adjustment, he would have proudly visited every single day, and my brother's frustration would have burned even hotter.

'Let's consider it fortunate.'

I quietly averted my gaze from my father-in-law, who was hugging Margareta with a broad smile.

Yes, even if it's the result of coincidences piling up, let's call it fortunate. Fedi benefits by building a deep bond with the newborn, my father-in-law is happy because he can legally visit once every three days, and my brother benefits because my father-in-law, who used to be in the Capital 24 hours a day, has been nerfed to visiting once every three days.

...

'Is that really good?'

Somehow it seems like my brother is the only one-sided victim here. And a terrible victim at that, who can only watch my father-in-law's free movements.

"Ugh..."

While I was saying a prayer for my brother, who would suffer as the Duke of Ulken for decades to come, Margareta, who had been in my father-in-law's arms, slowly opened her eyes.

"Kal. Contact Richard immediately."

With exquisite timing, my father-in-law attempted to teabag with a radiant face.

Margareta, now awake, could show her jewel-like green eyes to others. In such a situation, asking me to contact my brother was like driving a nail into the heart of my brother who absolutely couldn't come to the Capital. It was teabagging, like saying: I'm seeing this jewel in person while you can only see it through a communication orb.

'Cruel person.'

Though he's my father-in-law, he's truly cruel and excessive. It wouldn't be strange if my brother burst into tears upon receiving the call.

"Yes, I understand."

But cruel as he may be, he's still my father-in-law. As the youngest son-in-law, I dare not refuse the command of my heaven-like father-in-law.

So with mixed feelings, I contacted my brother, inwardly praying he wouldn't answer. Hoping he would be away from his communication orb at the moment.

- Hmm? Brother-in-law?
'Ah.'


Unfortunately, my prayer wasn't answered. Rather, my brother's face appeared through the communication orb less than five seconds after I made the call.

"I'm sorry for contacting you suddenly. Something urgent came up."
- No need to apologize. If my brother-in-law contacts me urgently, there must be a good reason.

Seeing my brother smile slightly, an indescribable guilt surged within me.

- So, brother-in-law. What's the matter?

In response to my brother's question, I silently turned the communication orb toward my father-in-law.

My father-in-law, as if he had been waiting for this moment, adjusted his posture to face Margareta toward the communication orb.

- Ah.

I closed my eyes at my brother's soft exclamation.

I had no involvement in this matter.

I merely handled the communication orb at my father-in-law's request.

'I'm sorry.'

Though it may be insufficient as an apology, I promise to teach Margareta that her uncle is a truly wonderful and good person.

From when she starts crawling until she enters the Academy.

***

Our prosperous homeland nearly walked the path to national ruin due to a moment of arrogance and misjudgment. We almost instantly lost the glory we had held in our hands thirty years ago.

No, in fact, we lost about half of it. The price for drawing a sword that should never have been unsheathed, for attempting to climb a mountain that should never have been challenged, was too great. Though we avoided national ruin, we had to partially give up our past glory.

But we must accept it. It's only natural that those who violate taboos cough blood. If this is the price for picking a fight with the continent's strongest nation and the powerful country that follows it, we got off rather cheaply.

'We can still call ourselves a regional power, so I should be satisfied.'

I sighed softly and massaged my stiff neck.

The fatigue that I've been suppressing daily with the help of priests and magicians is reaching its limit. The price for stopping our homeland from rushing toward national ruin and securing the name of regional power for a country that nearly fell to being a minor nation was my health and lifespan.

I have no regrets. By sacrificing just myself, by letting the name of Marquis Landatia remain as that of a greedy minister, our country, the royal family, and the people survive. Other sacrifices were necessary in the process, but I feel no sympathy for those who nearly ruined our country.

But what happens if I collapse here? My beautiful Quoronos has avoided becoming a ruined nation, but can it preserve its national identity after my death?

'If it could, I wouldn't have had to go through all this trouble.'

Quoronos once demonstrated considerable presence on the continent through brilliant diplomacy and pursuit of balance. When Leon, who once threatened even Armein with military power, collapsed due to diplomatic failures, Quoronos rose as the powerhouse of the central continent by seizing the opportunity.

Yet over about 30 years, our homeland forgot its beautiful diplomatic tradition. We forgot the foundation that allowed us to leap forward as a powerful nation. If I die while the tradition remains severed and the foundation unrestored, Quoronos will repeat its previous misjudgments.

'That cannot happen.'

That must not happen. I cannot accept that the decision I made by sacrificing everything would end with just a slight extension of lifespan. I cannot bear to see Quoronos's fate flow toward national ruin.

I acknowledge that the rise and fall of all nations is an unavoidable destiny, but still, the downfall of Quoronos is not a fate our generation should face. Collapsing just 30 years after reaching our prime is too cruel.

'Somehow, the diplomatic tradition must be revived.'


So despite the warnings from priests and magicians, I spent each day steadfastly at the government office.

I don't dare hope to solve all of my country's problems alone. I don't even dream of bringing complete prosperity to my homeland or opening a second golden age.

I want only one thing: to restore the diplomatic power and tradition that allowed our Quoronos to reign as a powerful nation in the central continent. If I achieve just that, I could die in peace even today.

'I've laid at least the minimum foundation.'

And as if the gods were pleased with these efforts, I miraculously succeeded in securing past documents from the Quoronos Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Not the recent documents that would hardly help, but documents from at least 30 years ago—documents from the era when Quoronos's diplomacy shone the brightest.

I even searched the entire country to find officials who were active during the golden age of the Foreign Ministry. Although they are either elderly or never rose to high positions, making it impossible to ask them to engage in direct diplomatic activities, having them as advisors is better than nothing.

'Now all that remains is to appoint a new Minister of Foreign Affairs.'

My brow furrowed involuntarily at the greatest obstacle.

Currently, I hold the position of Minister of Foreign Affairs concurrently with my other roles. However, the great task of reviving our diplomatic tradition is not something that can be handled while juggling multiple positions.

So I need to pass the position to a suitable talent and entrust everything to them, but...

'To whom?'

No matter how much I think about it, there's no one to entrust it to.

If there had been a capable person who could be trusted with this great task, if there had been someone of high enough caliber to take the position of Minister of Foreign Affairs, our diplomatic tradition wouldn't have been shattered in the first place.

My blood boils. Yet I can't entrust a task that concerns the nation's future to just anyone, nor can I place a lower nobleman in a position that must command the Foreign Ministry.

For a moment, I considered abandoning all my positions to focus on the role of Minister of Foreign Affairs, but such an act would cause disasters in all areas except diplomacy. It would be like destroying the country for the sake of diplomatic tradition, while trying to save diplomatic tradition for the country.

'Is this really the only way?'

After pondering for a long time, I sighed for what must have been the umpteenth time.

If I cannot find a suitable candidate for Minister of Foreign Affairs no matter how hard I search, if Quoronos cannot reform the Foreign Ministry with its own strength, then only one option remains.

It was a method I was reluctant to use, one I wanted to avoid until the very end, but there is just one.

'How will I face the former kings in the afterlife?'

With a bitter smile at the reality I had to acknowledge despite my reluctance, I picked up the communication orb.

No, I won't have to worry about facing the former kings. I'll fall into hell when I die.

***

As Minister of Foreign Affairs, I possess communication orbs that allow direct conversations with foreign ministers of other countries.

However, since most matters are handled at the working level and then reported up, these communication orbs rarely shine. In fact, the activation of a direct communication orb itself is not particularly welcome.

But today, the communication orb connected to the Quoronos Minister of Foreign Affairs emitted light.

"Minister, what did you just say?"
- I would like to invite an ambitious and capable diplomat from the Empire.

Along with news that made my mind reel.

When the Minister of Foreign Affairs said he had an urgent report about the Quoronos Kingdom, I instinctively felt annoyed.

Quoronos had made the Empire uncomfortable with their excessive confidence and reckless misjudgments. What's more, the source of Quoronos' confidence came from devouring a significant portion of the Leon Kingdom's territory.

'There are no more ungrateful bastards than them.'

If the Empire, when His Majesty had just ascended the throne, and the Iron-Blooded Duke who led the eastern imperial army hadn't defeated the Leon Kingdom, would Quoronos have dared to covet Leon? Could Quoronos have defeated a military power that once threatened even Armein on their own and absorbed half of its territory?

Absolutely not. The glory that Quoronos has enjoyed for the past 30 years was glory created solely by the Empire's power. At that time, Quoronos Kingdom knew this, which is why they were the first and most enthusiastic among the continental powers to acknowledge the Empire's revival and bow their heads.

It was truly regrettable and unpleasant that those same people went mad after 30 years had passed.

"Marquis Landatia wants to recruit a foreign affairs official?"
"Yes, Your Majesty. He seems to be yearning for new talent to lead the Foreign Affairs Department."

After hearing the Foreign Minister's report, my annoyance disappeared instantly.

"I suspected as much, but the situation seems more serious than I anticipated."

This wasn't a report about Quoronos making another arrogant move or unpleasant choice. It was delivering the final death throes of a pitiful and sorrowful loyal subject who was trying to raise his collapsing country once more.

"A country that prospered through diplomacy has caused a diplomatic disaster. It means that department is more rotten than any other, and from Marquis Landatia's perspective, it would be the one he most certainly wanted to purge. We should consider all officials above section chief rank to be completely wiped out."

The Foreign Minister nodded slightly at my muttering and added his comment.

Indeed, he's right. If I were Marquis Landatia, I would have torn apart the Foreign Affairs Department too. The actions shown by the Quoronos Foreign Affairs Department at that time went beyond mere incompetence—it was an artistic display that reached the level of treason.

However, the Foreign Affairs Department isn't some quiet department without real power; it's a massive department responsible for a nation's diplomacy. No matter how despicable their behavior was, it's not right to leave them dismembered and abandoned.

So it seems Marquis Landatia is trying to rebuild the Foreign Affairs Department to revive the diplomatic tradition that was once Quoronos' symbol, but is that really as easy as it sounds?

'Once a tradition is lost, it's difficult to revive it.'

Reconnecting a lost tradition. The Livnoman family knows better than anyone else how vague and painful that process can be.

Livnoman once walked such a path. Through the dark rulers of the late direct Livnoman line, much was lost, and even more was lost when the direct line was eventually cut off.

To reclaim or create anew the lost heritage, His Majesty bloodied his hands and moved forward. He set aside everything to gain everything, burning decades of time.

'Thinking about it now, the Count had a lot of hardships too.'

After the Great Punitive War ended and Dorgos' faction was purged. When dealing with the Audit Department Head who was his closest aide, the Audit Department also became a mess.

Officials who died in large numbers during the war and those who disappeared through purges. To clean up this chaos, the Count, not even twenty years old, rose to Department Head and brought in young blood as executives, and then there were the existing Audit Department officials who opposed this.

The Count swept away all these obstacles and created an Audit Department completely different from before the purge. He cleanly gave up the lost tradition and established his own Audit Department, quickly resolving the chaos.

From that time on, both I and His Majesty began to favor the Count. We realized he wasn't just a pawn with good bloodline and excellent martial skills, but a queen capable of taking charge of an organization and leading great tasks.

'I wonder which path Marquis Landatia will take.'

Perhaps because my thoughts reached the Count, I began to grow interested in which path Marquis Landatia would choose.

What choice will Marquis Landatia make with the talent bestowed through the Empire's mercy? Will he try to recover the lost tradition with a heart-wrenching determination? Or will he create a completely new department like the Count did?


Either way, it's not an easy path. At the same time, if either succeeds, it could raise Quoronos again.

"What does the Minister think?"
"It means Quoronos will comply with the Empire's august command, and it's a deep apology to repay through diplomacy the diplomatic discourtesy they committed. Please accept Marquis Landatia's request with your mercy as vast as the sea."

When I casually asked for the Foreign Minister's opinion, he opened his mouth as if he had been waiting.

"So the Minister thinks that way too. I feel the same."

We will send an imperial foreign affairs official to Quoronos as Marquis Landatia wishes. Through this person, the Empire will legally exert significant influence on Quoronos and take control of the Foreign Affairs Department, which is Quoronos' symbol and communication channel.

Of course, we cannot blatantly turn the Quoronos Foreign Affairs Department into a puppet department that moves according to the Empire's orders. If we did that, even Quoronos would resist, and other powers would look on with concern.

We need to send an official who is loyal to the Empire but can distinguish between public and private matters, and who does their best in their assigned duties. Such an official would show a somewhat pro-Empire stance while successfully leading the reconstruction of the Quoronos Foreign Affairs Department.

...

'Do we really need to send out such an official?'

For a moment, such a thought crossed my mind.

Why should we send a talent with loyalty, discernment, ability, and responsibility to another country? Wouldn't it be right to keep using such an official for the Empire?

While it would be beneficial to deeply embed a pro-Empire person in a key department of another country, it seems like it would be more advantageous to just utilize them within the Empire.

"Your Majesty. Quoronos is located between Armein and Yuven. Moreover, it borders Gibrot, which has ties with the Golden Duke, and Lyuton, a powerful country in the eastern continent. In case of emergency, the Empire could also approach through southern Leon."
"Select about five or six candidates and submit them to me. I will choose from among them."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

My slight hesitation was immediately suppressed by the information calmly recited by the Foreign Minister.

Yes, let's consider Quoronos' geographical advantage. Quoronos is a transportation hub that can head in any direction due to its borders with numerous countries, and we're planting massive influence in the Foreign Affairs Department of such a country. This opportunity won't come twice.

Although the immediate benefit might not be as good as promoting a capable official to a high position in the imperial administration, this choice is right as it can be utilized in various ways over time.

"Ah, Minister."

I stopped the Minister who was about to withdraw.

"Don't worry about status, select strictly based on ability and character."
"Is that acceptable? If Marquis Landatia is asking for Your Majesty's mercy, they will be appointed at least as the head of the Foreign Affairs Department. Perhaps the Marquis might even hand over the Foreign Minister position he holds, but if their status is low, there will be difficulties in taking control of the department—"
"I plan to bestow a single-generation count title before sending them to Quoronos, so don't worry."
"I understand."

The Minister, who had been showing reluctance, immediately agreed at the mention of a single-generation count title.

An imperial count title is equivalent to a kingdom's marquis title. Although it's a single generation without territory, so its actual authority and power are inevitably low, the name of an imperial count is never light.

'Though it's not a name to be handed out so lightly.'

I felt doubtful whether this was too impulsive a decision. Even though the Empire encourages status elevation based on ability, a count title seems excessive.

'This is an exceptional case, so this much is necessary.'


But I quickly brushed off the slight doubt.

If we've decided to send our official to another country's Foreign Affairs Department, we need to do it properly. We need to empower them so they won't be seen as an outsider from the Empire or a governor sent for interference, or even if they are, they can steadfastly push forward with their work.

That is the path for the Empire, and mercy toward Quoronos, which has flattened itself watching the Empire's mood.

***

Interesting news has reached me.

It was news that an imperial civil servant could become a department head or even Foreign Minister of Quoronos.

'A high-ranking official from another country.'

It's strange and interesting, but not enough to shock and overturn the entire continent.

Surprisingly, there have been historical instances where nobles from certain countries crossed over to work in other countries. The entire continent is connected by land routes making travel convenient, and for distant places, teleportation can be used, and the countries reached this way share a sense of commonality formed through the Dawn Order, so adaptation is somewhat possible.

Working for another country might not be a common choice, but it's not unprecedented. What's noteworthy is that this appointment is a downward application from the Empire to an ordinary regional power.

"Marquis Landatia earnestly requested it. So what could I do? As the Empire and suzerain state that oversees the entire continent, we should naturally extend a hand."
"Indeed, those are wise words."

Thanks to the Emperor's kind explanation, I learned the inside story of why this downward application occurred.

'Why is he telling me this?'

But why is this guy telling me about Quoronos-related work? If someone from the Audit Ministry was being dispatched to Quoronos, that would be understandable, but if they're going to the Foreign Affairs Department, they would be from the Foreign Ministry. Do I need to know this?

Is he asking because I have a history of kidnapping talent from Quoronos? Is he trying to ask if Quoronos people work well—something like that?

"However, Count, the Foreign Minister has carefully selected candidates, but there's a person you should know among the candidates, so I contacted you."
"Me... you mean?"

I almost frowned at the Emperor's words.

What is he saying so vaguely? If it's someone I should know, it sounds like something I should take responsibility for.

"Who could it be that Your Majesty personally contacted me? Is it perhaps my blood relative?"
"Hmm."

Still, since showing displeasure would be troublesome, I answered with a smile as much as possible, and the Emperor let out a small sigh.

'Is this guy serious?'

Is it really my blood relative?

But which of my blood relatives could be sent to another country? At least Erich is a deputy member of the Imperial Assembly, so that's unlikely?

"They are blood relatives, but both close and distant."
'What does that even mean?'

If they're close, they're close, and if they're distant, they're distant—what's with this ambiguous distance?

In the Empire, a diplomatic expert must relocate from the Empire to the Quoronos Kingdom. Though leaving the Empire—the center and pinnacle of the continent—this person would wield tremendous authority backed by the Emperor's name.

Despite this, if they miss the Empire, they could simply teleport back and forth, or even return permanently after retirement. They aren't being permanently exiled, so there are plenty of options.

However, since this person is being dispatched by the Emperor's choice, their abilities, character, and loyalty must be thoroughly vetted. If some strange character misbehaves in a foreign country, it would only damage the Emperor's reputation.

'A close but distant relative?'

But among the carefully selected candidates, one of my relatives is included?

'Who could it be?'

My brow furrowed at this completely unexpected situation.

Naturally, since they mentioned a relative, I'm excluded. Besides, even if that damn blond is genuinely committed to provoking me, sending me abroad indefinitely is a separate issue. Honestly, making me an overseas civil servant is something the Emperor would be reluctant to do.

'It can't be Erich or Father either.'

And since they said distant relative, Erich and Father are automatically excluded. Even politicians who enjoy rhetorical flourishes wouldn't describe parents or siblings as "close but distant relatives."

Besides, there's no reason to send Erich, who's currently serving as a proxy in the Imperial Parliament, to another country. And what would be the point of sending Father, who has no connection to diplomacy, to Quoronos? Unless he were to be the commander of the Imperial forces in Quoronos, of course.

'Then my cousins?'

The most likely candidates are my cousins. Though not siblings, cousins are close enough to be called relatives, and due to the unfortunate past of the Kracius Family, there's room to call them distant relatives.

However, I'm the oldest among the second generation of the Kracius Family. Though it's rich coming from someone who became a department head at 19, is there really someone among my younger cousins who has received the Emperor's selection to go to Quoronos? My own promotion to department head was a miracle that happened through multiple overlapping variables—is such a dramatic appointment possible in these peaceful times?

'That can't be right.'

Even thinking as positively as possible, it's unreasonable.

Let's be extremely generous and assume one of my cousins is "a talent who, despite being in their 20s, has caught the attention of the Emperor and the Minister of Foreign Affairs and can work in a high position in a foreign diplomatic service." But even for someone with tremendous talent and potential, it's impossible to receive such a dramatic promotion without any verification or experience.

'Who on earth could it be?'

Or is it not a cousin but one of my uncles, aunts, or their spouses who was selected? As far as I remember, none of them have any connection to diplomacy?

"Your Majesty. While I am deeply honored that Your Majesty thinks highly of my relative, I am embarrassed to admit that I do not know who has caught Your Majesty's attention."
- There's no need to be embarrassed. As I said, they are a close but distant relative, so it's natural that the Count doesn't know.

The Emperor smiled at my indirect question about where he found a relative I didn't even know about.

I was beginning to feel increasingly skeptical. If I can't think of this relative no matter how hard I try, are they really my relative? Is he perhaps employing some logic like "all humans share common ancestors, so everyone is related"?

- They are a cousin of Count Milkian.
"...Pardon?"
- To be precise, a cousin from Count Milkian's maternal side has emerged as a candidate. They've shown considerable talent in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

I stared blankly at the Emperor after hearing those words.

Count Milkian. The title held by the Narzen family, which my youngest aunt married into. Though not a title with a domain, it's one of the high nobles with considerable influence in the judicial system.


And the current Count Milkian is my youngest aunt's husband—my uncle-in-law. Certainly not someone who could be called a stranger.

'My uncle-in-law's cousin?'

But if it's my uncle-in-law's cousin, isn't that just a stranger? Not "close but distant" but simply distant?

'Is this some medieval bloodline mindset?'

I was confused but tried to gather my thoughts.

Calm down. Perhaps it's because I experienced 20 years in the egalitarian society of the 21st century, but I momentarily forgot the tight bonds of medieval class society.

In the 21st century, depending on the family atmosphere, you might see aunts and uncles only two or three times a year. Even close blood relatives like third cousins are treated like distant relatives—that's the nature of relationships in the 21st century.

In contrast, this world is different—nominally medieval, with a clear hierarchy through the class system, and active alliances between families. Due to strategic family alliances and the emphasis on heirs to inherit titles and the relatives who support them, even distant cousins are considered family and interact as such in this world.

...

'Still, my uncle-in-law's cousin is a bit...'

I tried my best to understand the situation, but confusion returned.

I can accept distant blood relations. Groups that value bloodlines might call even seventh or eighth cousins family. It gets problematic beyond tenth cousins, but still.

But can someone with not a drop of shared blood be considered a relative? Strictly speaking, my uncle-in-law doesn't have Kracius blood flowing in him.

- Are you very surprised?
"Ah, well... yes. I was a bit surprised by this unexpected person."

While I was seriously contemplating the definition of relatives and degrees of kinship, I reflexively nodded at the Emperor's question.

- I was quite surprised too, though perhaps not as much as the Count. Who would have thought there would be a talent in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs connected to the Count?
"It's hardly a connection when I've never even seen their face, let alone heard their name."
- Even if you don't know their face or name, connections can form if heaven permits it. Just like how His Majesty the Emperor succeeded to the throne despite being a twelfth cousin of the previous Emperor.
'This bastard.'

Cowardly using the Emperor as a shield at this timing.

- Anyway, just as I thought of the Count when I heard about Count Milkian's cousin, other nobles will naturally think of the Count when they see that candidate. Even if you deny knowing them, who would believe it?
"That's true."
- So, Count. Let me ask you something.

The Emperor leaned his face closer to the communication device and whispered in a lower voice than before.

- If you were to be misunderstood as supporting your aunt's husband's cousin, would you be willing not to deny it?
"Pardon?"

Not denying it. This is essentially tacitly affirming that I support someone whose face and name I don't even know.

It's not a difficult request. He's not asking me to actively engage with the media—I just need to stay quietly in my mansion and keep my mouth shut. Surely no one would come to my mansion asking for clarification while I'm silent.

However, I don't understand the intention behind such a request. While there's no need to actively clarify misunderstandings, conversely, there's no need to remain silent without expressing any position.


- Actually, the Minister of Foreign Affairs has been so diligent in selecting candidates that I would be satisfied with any of them. Those who don't receive my selection this time will be utilized in the future.
"For the Empire to be so abundant with talent. Truly, I can see that the Mandate of Heaven is with Your Majesty."
- I think so too. Anyway, if there's no problem with whoever I choose, what if I send someone to Quoronos who can carry both my name and the Count's name?

I rubbed my chin thoughtfully at this follow-up comment.

Just being a talent from the Empire with the Emperor's mandate can put considerable pressure on Quoronos. Add to that being related to a living adult who is the continent's greatest swordsman? From Quoronos's perspective, this person becomes someone difficult to touch unless they openly commit a crime.

No, perhaps they could even rule with impunity, with no one able to criticize them even if they openly engaged in corruption. If such a thing were to happen, it would soil both my reputation and the Emperor's, so we would issue stern warnings.

'If we're sending talent to another country anyway, it might be good to empower them fully.'

This person is going to a distant land for the mutual benefit of the Empire and Quoronos. It's not pleasant for such a person to suffer due to the territoriality and checks of Quoronos natives.

Moreover, since the invitation from Quoronos was requested by Marquis Landatia, if the Marquis were to fall from power or die prematurely, the invited talent would be left hanging. If we're preparing for the worst-case scenario, we should ensure they can operate independently even without the support of Marquis Landatia.

"Your Majesty. Would it be permissible for me to meet with my relative?"
- Is there really a need for that? Setting aside the inconvenience, if you meet them, people might say that the Count pushed a specific person due to personal feelings.
"I could say that I, having heard about the dispatch in advance, am seeing off a relative embarking on a long journey. Besides, it's not a key position within the Empire but a task to rebuild a collapsed diplomatic department in distant Quoronos. If anyone envies that, we can assign them a similar grand task."
- Hmm, the Count is right.

The Emperor nodded cheerfully, apparently liking my spirited declaration that if anyone complains, we can gift them a similarly challenging task.

Of course, the Emperor's concerns aren't without basis. It's a distant land with excessive work, but with proportionate powerful authority and honor. Some might see it as a coveted position.

If such a position is taken by a distant relative of an Imperial power holder, there will inevitably be gossip, but...

'That's just how class societies work.'

Honestly, in a society with a class system, isn't it everyday life for key positions to be determined by status, bloodline, and connections?

Even the Papal States, which emphasize morality, cannot escape this fate.

***

Today was another ordinary day, finishing work and heading home.

Although my quitting time might seem somewhat bizarre compared to other department officials, I'm satisfied just being able to go home. At least I can sleep in my own bed.

So, to fully enjoy this happiness, I harbored the modest ambition of quickly returning home to enjoy wine with my wife before going to sleep.

"Oh, the master has arrived."

The family members and servants in the mansion were stiffly formal—until I saw the black-haired young man calmly drinking tea in the reception room.

"Are you Maximilian Drautch?"
"Y-yes! Your Excellency, the Duke's Proxy!"
"Haha. Please speak comfortably in this setting. I'm not here as the Duke's Proxy, but to meet my aunt's husband's cousin."

At those words, my hands and feet trembled uncontrollably.

Perhaps because these words were coming from the person who had overturned my uncle-in-law's family with an audit, a sense of terror washed over me.


"The Drauchi County. The ancestral home of my youngest aunt's mother-in-law—that is, the former Countess Milkian who was also the lady of Narzen County. Like the Narzen County, they're a judicial nobility family without a domain.

The Narzen County has served as civil servants for generations without holding any domain, so they typically chose marriage partners from similar domain-less judicial nobility families. My youngest aunt, who was a lady from the Imperial Count family, marrying into the Narzen County was quite unusual.

Unlike the Narzen County, which excels in the judicial field, the Drauchi County was an all-rounder position. Putting it nicely, they're a family with broad influence across all fields; speaking frankly, they're an ordinary family without any outstanding specialty.

'Thanks to that, the head of a judicial family has a diplomat on his maternal side.'

Due to this ambiguous erudition and unremarkable competence and presence, I gained a distant relative who's a diplomat. Though the process was strange, the result is satisfactory, so let's just accept it.

Anyway, Maximilian Drauchi, who rose to become one of the carefully selected candidates by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, is my youngest aunt's husband's cousin. The current head of the Drauchi County is the older brother of the former Countess Milkian, and this cousin is the third son of the family head.

I was quite pleased with his position, and my lips curled up involuntarily. A nobleman far from the succession line—perfect for someone burning with ambition to make a name for himself.

That's why as soon as I told the Emperor, 'Let me meet this gentleman,' I tried to set up an appointment immediately, but...

'He's only leaving work at night, so it's impossible.'

With the Ministry of Foreign Affairs going crazy with various tasks lately, it was difficult to schedule a meeting with Maximilian.

If he could leave work on time, I could either invite him to my mansion or visit his. But it would be cruel to bother someone who leaves work under the moonlight after being swamped with work.

I couldn't visit the Ministry of Foreign Affairs building and summon a section chief in the middle of his duties either. The ministry runs like perfectly meshed gears, and if a section chief-level gear suddenly disengages, the Minister of Foreign Affairs would be absolutely furious.

"For Your Grace the Acting Duke to visit this humble place! It's truly an honor!"

So after much deliberation, I visited his mansion to coincide with Maximilian's return from work.

I didn't want to use this method either. How embarrassing it was to see Maximilian's family and the mansion's servants panicking when I visited. But without such a surprise visit, I didn't think I'd be able to meet him before he departed for Quoronos.

I'm sorry. But at least I came with good news, so please forgive me.

"My. I asked you to speak comfortably, but if you continue like this, I'll be embarrassed."
"No, Your Grace! How great and passionate my heart is toward Your Grace! I dare not address you casually! No, rather, being able to bow my head to Your Grace like this is comfortable and honorable!"
"If you say so."

Seeing Maximilian's passionate welcome, I couldn't help but smile wryly.

I understand. When someone you've never interacted with suddenly visits and asks you to be comfortable, no one can truly be at ease. Especially if the visitor is a madman who mercilessly audited even his own relatives' families.

'He's probably afraid I might throw a punch if he actually acted comfortable.'

If I were in his position, wouldn't I also be trembling in fear while cursing internally?

I apologize again. But it would have been awkward for an unemployed person like me to barge into a government office to see a civil servant in the middle of work, and waiting for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to allow regular working hours seemed less likely than the day you'd fly to Quoronos.

Let's end our meeting with just this one time, so please bear with me. I'll say only what I need to say and leave.

"By the way, returning to your mansion at such a late hour. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs must be quite busy these days. Though I have no connection to diplomacy and don't know the details, I occasionally see the Minister of Foreign Affairs suffering from overwork."
"What department doesn't have heavy workloads... The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is the channel that spreads the majesty and mercy of the Empire, which reigns over all nations on the continent. We cannot waste even a moment, and must carefully handle even the smallest letter on a single document. Moreover, with the unprecedented task of establishing a pan-continental treaty organization, the lights in the ministry building never go out."

When I started the conversation with routine small talk about recent circumstances, Maximilian quickly produced a mechanical response, almost like an AI.

His reaction seemed prepared, giving me some insight into his mindset. That kind of response comes from someone who either has built-up resentment from chronic overwork or takes pride in their work. Or perhaps both.

'Not bad.'

It's the perfect mindset for someone about to fly to Quoronos.


By leaving the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he can avoid the ministry's overwork while simultaneously taking pride in carrying out different duties for the Empire. What a happy future.

"Of-of course, no matter how much work a mere section chief has, it cannot compare to Your Grace, who is the shield and pillar of the Empire!"
"You flatter me. All I do is spend my days in my mansion. How could I be more elevated than someone who dedicates himself to the Empire's dignity and the continent's peace?"

I waved my hand at Maximilian, who was bowing deeply like a flip phone.

I have a conscience too. When someone who leaves early in the morning and returns late at night says such things to me, I feel beyond embarrassed—my face burns. Since marrying Mar, I've been enjoying a peaceful life of unemployment except for a few unusual cases.

"And there are many others besides me who serve as shields and pillars of the Empire. You yourself are one of those people."
"Such excessive praise—"
"So, about that. Would you like to become an even greater shield?"
"Pardon?"

At my direct question, Maximilian blinked blankly.

It's a natural reaction. Anyone would be puzzled if suddenly asked to expand their role. But if I explained in detail, if I built up gradually so Maximilian wouldn't be surprised, it would only increase his burden of having to deal with the Minister of Audit. As I resolved earlier, let me quickly say what I need to say and withdraw.

"His Majesty the Emperor wishes to make important use of you."

At the mention of the Emperor, Maximilian's eyes vibrated rapidly.

The third son of an ordinary judicial nobility county family without a domain. Someone with no connection to the Emperor or to titles, just one of countless nobles. After living such a life, hearing that the Emperor plans to make important use of him would naturally cause agitation.

Moreover, the person delivering this message is known to be one of the Emperor's closest confidants. Wouldn't even someone living a carefree life without ambition develop burning aspirations?

"If you're interested, I will convey His Majesty's intentions to you on his behalf."
"I, Maximilian of the Drauchi County, greet the representative of His Majesty!"

No sooner had I finished speaking than Maximilian prostrated himself on the floor and shouted.

I appreciate his attentive attitude.

***

It feels like a storm has swept through.

Even though the Acting Duke has left the mansion, my dizzy mind hasn't yet recovered.

"Darling. Are you alright?"

After standing at the front gate for a long time, staring in the direction where the Acting Duke had disappeared, I came to my senses at my wife's cautious voice.

"Of course. Don't worry."

My mind seems to be returning a little now. My heart, which had been racing madly, is gradually calming down.

Although I still feel confused, as if struck on the back of the head with a blunt object, it's better than when I first heard the Acting Duke's words.

"Are you really alright? When the Silent Duke suddenly visits, it can't be for something trivial."
"Hmm. It certainly wasn't a trivial matter."
"Th-then..."
"My dear."

I gently held my wife's hands, which had begun to tremble.

It is indeed a heavy, sudden, and enormous matter. But it's not something harmful to us. Rather, it's a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that could open up a new life.

"You've endured much, living with such an inadequate husband all this time."


At my words, my wife's face turned pale.

Only then did I realize I had spoken words that could easily be misunderstood. After the Acting Duke's visit, saying such things might sound like a final farewell.

It seems my mind is still not fully recovered. It's natural, I suppose, when one's life changes so dramatically in just a few dozen minutes.

"Now I can be with you as a husband you can be proud of."
"What?"

I quickly corrected the misunderstanding. This wasn't a final farewell but our first celebration.

"His Majesty the Emperor has highly evaluated this unworthy man. Though it's a non-hereditary title, I will receive the rank of Count."
"C-Count?"
"Yes. Count."

Even without a domain, even with a non-hereditary title, the name of Count is never light. Even among titled nobility, those of Count rank or higher are classified as high nobility.

"Moreover, His Majesty the Emperor has entrusted me with a significant mission. The noble task of going to Quoronos to help rebuild the diplomatic department."

An Imperial Count who goes to a kingdom receives the treatment of a Marquis. If I go to Quoronos, I'll be treated as a Marquis, and my family will be treated as the family of a Marquis.

"Of course, it won't be easy. Leaving home to live in a foreign land won't always be comfortable. But if we adapt well, if we contribute to Quoronos's aspirations, we can grasp great honor."

For example, if His Majesty is satisfied with my conduct, he might grant a hereditary title, or the Kingdom of Quoronos might bestow a royal title. That kind of honor.

Then we can pass titles to our children. They can live not as ordinary judicial nobles but as proud titled nobility.

My wife seemed to have reached the same conclusion, as her eyes welled up with tears.

Because our lives had truly been turned upside down.

***

I received a message from my father.

- I heard you met with someone from the Drauchi County, is that true?
"Yes, Father. I had a brief meeting as an opportunity arose to deliver good news."
- Hmm.

After I immediately clarified my father's question, he let out a short exclamation.

- Elin suddenly said she owed your nephew a great debt, so I wondered what happened. You helped maintain your youngest aunt's husband's dignity.

However, he seemed to have a slight misunderstanding, which concerned me.

Maximilian would have been chosen by the Emperor to go to Quoronos or would have been valued in the Empire later even without me. It would be unfortunate if he were perceived as having advanced because of me.

"That's not the case."

So after some consideration, I spoke up.

The Emperor told me not to deny if suspicions arose about me being behind Maximilian, but it should be fine to tell only my father and youngest aunt. They are both discreet people.

"I didn't recommend him; rather, I visited someone who was already selected to pay my respects. After all, when a distant relative is about to undertake a great task, I should at least meet them face-to-face."
- Is that so?

My father didn't look particularly convinced.

It's unfair. This is unfair not just to me but to Maximilian as well.

After saying goodbye to his father who didn't believe his innocent explanation about seeing off relatives, news arrived that Maximilian had been summoned to the Imperial Palace by the Emperor.

A mere legal nobleman without a title, and not even a department head-level official, being personally summoned by the Emperor was a major event that caught the attention of both political and social circles in the Empire. After all, entering the Imperial Palace and meeting the Emperor wasn't something just anyone could experience. I'm the strange one for being summoned so frequently.

'Count Nutius, huh.'

Following the news of Maximilian's palace entry came word that he had been granted the title of Count Nutius.

In this world, nobles with titles are highly respected, and among them, those of count rank or higher are considered high nobles. The weight carried by the title of count is by no means light.

Although the Count Nutius title was essentially honorary—without territory and non-hereditary—a count was still a count. It was only natural that Maximilian's authority, previously an ordinary nobleman, would skyrocket.

'Many people are desperate for even that medal-level title.'

Bluntly speaking, even if you're born as a duke's child, after a few generations without a title, you lose your noble status. In such situations, receiving even a non-hereditary title delays the time when your descendants would fall to commoner status. How attractive and desperately desired such a gift would be.

Furthermore, becoming a count, even non-hereditary, qualifies one to access the Empire's major projects, key information, and core personnel. It secures opportunities to gain achievements while holding various privileges.

By utilizing these advantages, one could seriously aim for a hereditary title, or at the very least, enthusiastically support their children to receive their own non-hereditary titles. Though it carries the "non-hereditary" label and might seem insignificant, to nobles far removed from titles, it's practically a divine gift.

'Count Maximilian Drautch of Nutius.'

I couldn't help but smile thinking of Maximilian's full name, now an official titled nobleman.

A third son from a legal noble family who needed to somehow achieve merit or secure wealth to prepare for worst-case scenarios had become a count overnight. In some ways, it's an even more impressive promotion than Luciano becoming a knight as a commoner after becoming a section chief in the Correction Department. At least knight titles are relatively easy to bestow.

Because of this tremendous and surprising promotion, it wouldn't be strange if he received envy from other nobles, but...

'He's definitely serving as a shield.'

Everyone set aside their jealousy once they realized I was behind Maximilian. No one was brave enough to oppose when the godlike Duke (Acting) wanted to bestow a non-hereditary title on his relative.

It's a misunderstanding, but one that doesn't need correction. Isn't it a misunderstanding intentionally created by the Emperor to give Maximilian maximum authority and operational power? If I spoke up here, I'd only undermine the Emperor's plan. Besides, even if I tried to explain, my father didn't believe me, so why would other nobles?

'Hmm?'

While inwardly congratulating the future Count Nutius who would receive everyone's outward congratulations, the communication crystal in my pocket glowed purple.

The light is so familiar now that it's no longer surprising. Summoning me has become a daily routine.

'I think I'm starting to see this bastard more often than my parents.'

As I calmly went to answer the call, I faced a chilling realization.

Due to the Emperor's frequent summoning, I feel like I'm seeing his face more often than my parents who reside in Teilgleichen County. If I hadn't established a family and lived with my wife and children, the Emperor would have become the person I see most in my life.

'Wow.'

The parallel universe was so creepy just to imagine that it made my teeth chatter.

If I hadn't started a family, the person I'd meet as frequently as family would be the Emperor. Interpreting somewhat aggressively, it's like saying the Emperor is practically my family.


For a moment, I almost threw the innocent communication crystal.

I made my way to the Sun Palace one way or another.

Just as news spread about my relative Maximilian receiving the Count Nutius title, now I was having a private audience with the Emperor. This was practically encouraging misunderstandings and gossip among the nobles. The Emperor seems determined to spread rumors.

"Hmm, has the Silent Count arrived? Our Acting Duke who even makes his aunt's cousin into a count."

As soon as I entered the office, an outrageous accusation flew at me.

Even if others misunderstand that way, how could you say such things? Anyone listening would think I'm a crazed power-hungry minister who intimidated the Emperor into lavishing titles on my relatives.

"Your Majesty. The Foreign Affairs Minister recommended Count Nutius as a candidate, and it was Your Majesty who took notice of him. If Your Majesty hadn't informed me, I would never have met Count Nutius in my lifetime."

After I politely packaged my "you initiated this, why blame me?" response, the Emperor chuckled.

"The Emperor must listen to the voices of the nobles and serve as a great vessel containing the will of the people. I merely conveyed the hearts of the nobles and the people."

Then he added an absurd statement that made me want to laugh out loud.

Don't use the qualities of a wise ruler for such things, you madman. If you're going to listen to such voices, you should hear the civil servants asking to go home on time.

"With Your Majesty's compassion and tolerance capable of embracing the entire Empire, I am moved to tears."

However, fearing that trying to package this nicely might result in cursing, I finished with appropriate praise.

This shameless bastard. He was always shameless, but especially so today.

"Well now. It's embarrassing to hear such words from a count. Ah, please take a seat first."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Fortunately, seeing that the Emperor's form of address changed from Silent Count to just count, it seems he doesn't intend to continue this shameless conversation.

"As the count has already heard, a new count has been born. He is also a new hero who will devote himself to peace on the continent and the mutual benefit of the Empire and Quoronos, in accordance with my will."
"He will surely live up to Your Majesty's expectations. After all, isn't he a talent recommended by the Foreign Affairs Minister and chosen by Your Majesty?"
"Indeed. I have absolute faith in Count Nutius's performance. If the Emperor doesn't trust his subjects, who will?"

The Emperor nodded lightly, then closed his mouth for a moment before suddenly raising the corners of his lips and chuckling.

"Your Majesty?"
"Ah, I apologize. Count Nutius showed me an unexpected side, and I just remembered it."
"Did Count Nutius perhaps commit some disrespect toward Your Majesty?"
"Of course not. Would I be laughing if that were the case?"

With those words, he leaned back against his chair and stared directly at my face.

"Though Count Nutius doesn't share blood with you, I had assumed that as relatives, you might have some similarities. But that wasn't the case at all."
"Well, as Your Majesty said, we don't share blood—"
"Count Nutius had ambition. When I offered him a great task, he had the ambition to seize that opportunity and change his life."


The Emperor burst into laughter again and showed delight for quite some time.

As if he was pleased that a subject who had passed the test in ability and character, and who would accomplish great tasks in a foreign country, was full of ambition.

"I wonder how far Count Nutius will go, burning his body and soul with ambition while carrying both my name and yours on his back. Aren't you looking forward to it?"

Though I couldn't particularly empathize with this expectation, I nodded anyway.

If I showed a lukewarm reaction here, the Emperor would be offended.

***

The Empire has accepted my request.

It was a plea I submitted while accepting all consequences, because there was no way to rebuild the Foreign Ministry, no chance for our Quoronos to rise again. If this request had been rejected, there would have been no alternative—it was truly the last resort.

So when I heard the Empire's answer, my legs nearly gave out. Thanks to the Empire and the Emperor's mercy, Quoronos had escaped the crisis of national ruin.

'The Empire's influence is unavoidable, but national interests can be guaranteed.'

And if the Empire accepted my request, they likely sent a proper talent.

If this had happened before discussions about establishing the treaty organization, I wouldn't have asked the Empire to send someone. Without a consensus that all countries on the continent should unite in pursuit of peace, to the Empire, Quoronos would just be "a den of rebels who dared to encroach on Imperial interests." In such a situation, asking for talent would have brought not someone to revive Quoronos, but an Imperial governor.

But currently, the continent is racing toward establishing a treaty organization. The Empire outwardly advocates harmony, peace, and coexistence among all nations. If a pitiful small country that submits to Imperial authority pleads for the Empire's mercy and help, the Empire must, at least for appearance's sake, send a normal talent.

Though the resulting increase in Imperial influence and interference is unavoidable, it's better than national collapse. I can think of it as accepting in advance the influence that would come with the treaty organization anyway.

[Imperial Foreign Ministry Comprehensive Policy Department Section 3 Chief, Maximilian Drautch, confirmed for Quoronos assignment. Ennobled as Count Nutius just before confirmation.]
[Has connections with the Acting Duke of Servet. Presumed to have significantly influenced Count Nutius's assignment to Quoronos and his ennoblement.]
'Well now.'

I didn't expect them to send such a prominent talent.

I never imagined that someone who could be well-utilized within the Empire without coming to Quoronos—someone connected to the Acting Duke of Servet—would come to this foreign land.

'Could he be a governor?'

The thought even crossed my mind. Could the Empire be trying to turn not just southern Leon but all of Quoronos into its sphere of influence?

'That can't be right.'

But I quickly dismissed it as mere paranoia.

Perhaps the Empire before the direct imperial line was cut off, with its bizarre diplomacy, might have done so, but not today's Empire. The Empire, which already holds so much, wouldn't risk alarming other countries by coveting Quoronos as well.

'Think positively.'

Let's think as positively as possible. The Empire has sincerely responded to our request, and we now have a way to connect with the Acting Duke of Servet.

It's an opportunity for us, who previously offended the Empire during the Leon incident, to improve relations.

# The Cousin of My Youngest Aunt's Husband

The departure to Quoronos of someone who could be considered my seventh cousin—if I were to calculate the relationship by adding third and fourth cousins—was just around the corner.

Naturally, Maximilian's appointment to Quoronos as Count Nutius was a joyous occasion for the Drauchi family. Even nobles with no connection to the Drauchi family were sending congratulations for this remarkable promotion of a regular judicial noble, so one can imagine how his actual family felt.

The head of the Drauchi family couldn't stop smiling at the fact that his third son, who would normally inherit just a small estate, had become a count like himself. He firmly believed that his third son would also secure a hereditary title based on his non-hereditary countship. He hoped that through this hereditary title, the Drauchi County would prosper even more.

It was an entirely reasonable and sensible hope. The honor of a non-hereditary countship combined with the great task of helping rebuild a foreign country's diplomatic department—these two things together would allow Maximilian and the Drauchi family to hold their heads high.

So before Maximilian and his family departed for Quoronos, a grand banquet was held at the Drauchi family mansion.

"I'm deeply moved that such an honorable person has come to our humble place."

I too had been invited to the banquet by the head of the Drauchi family.

"Honorable? How could I speak of honor and humility when we're family?"

I exchanged a formal handshake with the Drauchi family head, offering a polite smile at his warm welcome.

I didn't particularly want to come, but I had no choice. It was widely known that I had a decisive influence on Maximilian's promotion, so how could I not attend his farewell banquet? If I were still busy serving as the Minister of Audit, people might have thought, "He must be too busy to attend." But the entire Empire knows I'm currently enjoying life as an unemployed person.

So not showing up at this timing would be like putting shackles on Maximilian, whom I should be supporting as much as possible. Questions might arise about whether there was some problem between us—truly heavy shackles.

'Since I've started this, I should see it through to the end.'

In truth, I've already done my part by helping a regular judicial noble receive a non-hereditary countship and ensuring that a former section chief of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would be guaranteed at least a department head position. Even if rumors of discord between us were to spread, it would be a burden but one that could be managed.

Still, this is someone who's about to start living in a foreign land thanks to the joint efforts of the Emperor and myself. I'd feel better if everything was handled cleanly without any issues.

"I came here to congratulate my relative on this joyous occasion. So please, be at ease with me."
"I'm truly grateful for your words, but today's celebration was made possible thanks to Your Excellency. If the day comes when I can meet Your Excellency comfortably, I will certainly do as you say."
"I look forward to that day."

I exchanged a light bow with the head of the Drauchi family before parting ways.

The Drauchi family head is old enough to be not just my father but my grandfather. If we had no connection at all, I would have treated him normally regardless of age, but our awkward family relationship makes it difficult to treat him like a stranger.

So this level of greeting was just right. The Drauchi family head had the pretext of welcoming other guests as the host, and I had the pretext of mingling with other guests as a newly arrived visitor. This was the best path for everyone—

"Nephew."
'Ah.'

As soon as we parted, my youngest aunt approached as if she had been waiting.

Of course. Since I was invited, my youngest aunt, who serves as the bridge between the Drauchi family and myself, would naturally be invited too. Without my youngest aunt, the Drauchi family would have had no connection to me at all.

"It's been a while, Aunt. Have you been well?"

Though my ambition to spend the evening quietly in a corner of the banquet hall had crumbled with my aunt's approach, I couldn't show an unenthusiastic reaction to a relative. I welcomed my aunt with the brightest face I could manage.

"I've been well thanks to your concern. And thanks to you, our in-law has received a great gift, for which the family head is deeply grateful."


I gave a bitter smile at my aunt's respectful response.

Being formally polite to her nephew? Though regrettable, this was an issue that time would resolve, so I didn't worry about it much. Forcing her to speak casually would only increase the chance of breaking her.

However, the family head my aunt referred to was her husband, the head of the Narzen family. Because my aunt's husband's cousin had received a countship thanks to me, her husband was deeply moved and delighted.

'So Aunt doesn't believe it either.'

I clearly told my father that Maximilian's appointment as count happened naturally without my influence, and my aunt must have heard this too, yet she didn't believe it at all. She firmly believed that Maximilian became Count Nutius because I pulled some strings.

Well, I admit my influence wasn't completely absent. But I didn't strongly recommend someone who wasn't even a candidate; he was someone who made it to the candidate list through his own abilities and caught the Emperor's eye. He would have been appointed even without my name.

"How could that be my doing? It's due to Count Nutius's dedication to his duties, and His Majesty's high evaluation of the Count's devotion."

Of course, saying this wouldn't make her believe me anyway.

"Since you speak so highly of Count Nutius, the Count will surely be pleased."

After saying that, my aunt glanced to the side.

Following her gaze, I saw my youngest aunt's husband laughing together with the Drauchi family head and Maximilian.

'So he was capable of laughing like that.'

It's a somewhat peculiar observation, but I mean it sincerely.

Since my first interaction with my youngest aunt's husband was quite dramatic, he always appeared tense whenever he saw me. Fortunately, while no one in the Narzen County physically lost their head, many lost their official positions.

But perhaps because of this celebration for his wife's family and his cousin, my aunt's husband's expression was remarkably bright. I wonder if that was his default expression before his family was audited?

"I'm truly grateful to you, nephew."
"Pardon?"
"It's an undeniable truth that our family committed crimes and was punished. I have no intention of lamenting this, nor do I blame anyone. How could I be dissatisfied with a result that came about naturally?"

Though she verbally criticized herself, my aunt's eyes toward her husband contained subtle bitterness, warmth, and affection.

"That person knew this and was deeply reflecting, and now this joyous occasion has happened in the Drauchi family."

From those words, I could understand what feelings prompted my aunt to speak.

A family thrown into chaos by a large-scale judicial audit. News that my aunt's maternal family, the Drauchi family, had benefited from my influence must have reached the ears of her husband, who had become timid and cautious after the audit. This could easily be interpreted as a sign that I had forgiven her husband, or that the Narzen family's sins had been cleared through the audit.

For my part, I held no particular resentment toward my aunt's husband. It was unfortunate that he created a situation requiring an audit, but he accepted the audit willingly and received appropriate punishment. While the one who was hit might hold a grudge, I, who did the hitting, had no reason to harbor feelings about it.

However, my aunt's husband wouldn't know what I was thinking. After living in constant anxiety, witnessing this gesture of forgiveness and mercy (in his mind), how happy must he be?

"So this appointment has been a joyous occasion for more than one family."

I gave an appropriate response to my aunt's words.

Though unintended, I had become someone who gifted a joyous occasion not only to the Drauchi family but also to the Narzen family.

***


Our Ryuten Kingdom's archenemy is the Bazen Kingdom.

This is a truth known even to three-year-old children on the continent, a common sense that will never change until the end of the world. Just like how the sun rises in the east and sets in the west.

However, having Bazen as our primary enemy doesn't mean we can take other countries lightly. All countries sharing borders with us are objects of caution, and sometimes even countries without shared borders need to be watched carefully.

'So the Foreign Minister of Quoronos has changed.'

In that sense, the Quoronos Kingdom located to the west of the Ryuten Kingdom—the fact that the diplomatic head of a kingdom with blood ties to the Bazen Kingdom has changed is an event worth noting as the Foreign Minister of Ryuten.

Until now, the Quoronos Ministry of Foreign Affairs had been led by the Interior Minister, Marquis Landatia. Naturally, a diplomatic department is insufficient even when one person dedicates their body and soul to it, so when Marquis Landatia, who already held several important positions, also led the diplomatic department, various problems and issues were inevitable.

This was a tragedy for Quoronos but very positive news for us in Ryuten. When a neighboring country's diplomacy becomes dull and creaky, it makes our own movements that much easier.

Even Marquis Landatia acknowledged Quoronos's deteriorated situation, pursuing quiet and peaceful diplomacy rather than aggressive diplomacy. It was truly a welcome time.

'Count Nutius, is it.'

But now Marquis Landatia has relinquished the Foreign Minister position he had been concurrently holding. That position has been picked up by a noble from the Empire.

And not just any noble—a relative of the Duke of Serbet, the Silent Duke.

'This is troublesome.'

Thanks to this, I now have to view Quoronos, which I had been watching with a lighter heart, with cautious eyes again.

How will diplomatic relations in the central continent flow now? If the King of Quoronos, who is the son-in-law of the Bazen King, has now appointed an Imperial noble as his new Foreign Minister, how far will the ripples spread?

'Ryuten has also fallen under the Empire's sphere of influence.'

First, the most troublesome issue is that Ryuten, which had been far from the Empire's borders, has now fallen under the Empire's sphere of influence.

Of course, the Three Winter Countries, which are practically subjects of the Empire, are to the north of Ryuten, but they didn't pose a significant threat. However, if an entity the size of Quoronos acts according to the Empire's will, it's very burdensome from Ryuten's perspective.

'If their past diplomatic prowess revives.'

Moreover, Quoronos was known for its brilliant diplomatic capabilities, like bats flitting between powers. If those people, now under the Empire's influence, regain their past diplomatic prowess, nothing could be more infuriating.

How much hardship did our diplomatic department's elders and seniors endure when dealing with the Quoronos diplomatic department in its heyday? Among the legendary stories passed down, there's one about a department-level official who, vomiting blood, left behind the resentful words: "I will not even glance in the direction of Quoronos!"

'Damn it.'

The thought makes my blood run cold.

Our lifelong enemy Bazen, Armein subtly trying to stand above us, the Winter Three Countries that aren't threatening but are annoying, Yuven which could rightfully be called Bazen's backer, and now Quoronos joining the diplomatic battlefield with its restored diplomatic prowess?

Just imagining it makes me want to curse. I'd like nothing more than to resign from my position as Foreign Minister and disappear immediately.

'Ancestors, why did you establish our country in such a place?'

At the same time, I felt somewhat resentful toward our ancestors who created such a fantastically challenging border situation.

Maximilian Drautch, the Section Chief of the 3rd Section in the Comprehensive Policy Department, has departed for Quoronos after receiving the title of Count Nutius.

It was a talent drain that had to be endured for the common interests of the Empire and Quoronos, and for the gradual peace of the continent. After all, wasn't I the one who selected Maximilian as a candidate?

This was the grand task of rebuilding a nation's diplomatic power. Recommending an incompetent person for such a task would be an insult to His Majesty, and even an ordinary person who could merely pull their weight wouldn't dare be considered. Only someone capable, diligent, and determined—someone who could do the work of ten people, not just one—could be a candidate.

'Still, it's impossible not to feel regret.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly while enjoying the aroma of my coffee.

The Comprehensive Policy Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is, as its name suggests, the brain that designs and implements all diplomatic policies of the Empire. Due to this weighty role, it gathers the finest talents in the Foreign Ministry, and I myself became the Minister of Foreign Affairs after serving as the head of the Comprehensive Policy Department. My successor will likely be the current department head.

Maximilian was one of the most talented individuals in the Comprehensive Policy Department, heading one of its sections—he was one of the future pillars of the Foreign Ministry. With such talent suddenly departing, I would be the Minister of Treason rather than the Minister of Foreign Affairs if I didn't feel the loss.

How fortunate that this departure isn't a complete loss like sudden death or illness, but merely a change in where he serves.

'Those Quoronos fellows should appreciate the Empire's generosity.'

I downed my coffee in one gulp, now cooled to a drinkable temperature.

Honestly, considering our clash with the Kingdom of Quoronos during the special military operation in the Kingdom of Leon, this is an extremely displeasing and costly act of generosity. My head screams that this is the right path for national interest and the greater good, but a corner of my heart still feels unsettled.

Is a section chief-level official of the Comprehensive Policy Department someone who falls from the sky? One must first gain experience in one of the three major departments—the Greater Armein Department, Greater Yuven Department, or Greater Papal States Department—or in one of the other departments like the Greater Southern Department, Greater Northern Department, or Greater Eastern Department. Then one must also gain experience in the Reception Department, which receives foreign envoys. Only then is one qualified to enter the Comprehensive Policy Department.

Just entering the Comprehensive Policy Department marks someone as talent the Empire should keep an eye on, let alone rising to section chief. Had he not gone to Quoronos this time, he would certainly have been utilized importantly within the Empire.

'And he's even related to the Silent Duke.'

I wasn't aware of the detailed family relationships of section chief-level officials until now, but surprisingly, Maximilian possessed not only ability but also an impressive network. A network that perhaps even he himself wasn't aware of.

The Empire's heavyweight, now commonly called the Silent Duke or the Acting Duke of Serbet rather than the Minister of Audit—someone who could rightfully be called the Empire's second-in-command—was Maximilian's relative. How frustrated I was when I belatedly discovered this.

Considering the Silent Duke's character, if Maximilian had been assigned as a dedicated official for the Silent Duke, we could have gained numerous benefits. At the very least, presenting "a relative of the continent's greatest swordsman and living saint" at diplomatic functions could have exerted considerable pressure.

"Should I withdraw him even now?"

I unconsciously muttered with genuine sincerity.

I know it's an unseemly thought. Rather than lingering on decisions already made, as a department head, I should be considering how to handle what has already happened.

Besides, this is something I absolutely cannot withdraw, even if it means throwing my dignity to the ground. His Majesty has dispatched an Imperial noble for Quoronos—attempting to withdraw that would be the height of disloyalty.

So I must endure. I can only support Count Nutius's reconstruction of Quoronos's Foreign Ministry from afar.

[Meeting between Heldungen, Count and Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Lyuten, and Silesia, Duke and Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Bazen.]

Even if such an astonishing and delightful report came in.

'As expected of diplomats, they act quickly.'

No matter how strained relations between countries may be, diplomats must always consider all possibilities. Indeed, as soon as Lyuten and Bazen determined they needed to join forces, their foreign ministers held a meeting.

At first, I couldn't help but laugh at the sheer delight of it. The continent's representative archenemies and troublemakers putting their heads together in panic—what an enjoyable and rare spectacle.


It's actually quite natural. While I feel regret over Count Nutius's departure, Lyuten and Bazen are about to face Count Nutius head-on. They'll be dealing with a relative of the Silent Duke as the neighboring country's Foreign Minister.

'The country they've been dealing with comfortably must now look like hell to them.'

As evident from Quoronos's historic misjudgment during the Leon incident, Quoronos has been losing its brilliant diplomatic power for some time. From the perspective of neighboring Lyuten and Bazen, they must have seemed like an easy mark.

But suddenly that easy mark brought in a crazy mercenary from outside. For the two kingdoms, it must feel like a meteor falling from the sky.

No, since he's related to the Silent Duke, it must feel like the sky itself has split open.

'What's unexpected is that Bazen is also panicking.'

I fiddled with my empty cup while organizing my thoughts.

The current King of Quoronos is the son-in-law of the current King of Bazen. Therefore, the relationship between Quoronos and Bazen should be considered special, and it's only natural for Lyuten to panic at the awakening of Quoronos's Foreign Ministry.

But the fact that even Bazen is panicking alongside Lyuten and holding a meeting with the Kingdom of Lyuten's Foreign Minister is unexpected. It's surprising that a country that should be applauding Quoronos's glorious revival—a country that could now pressure Lyuten from both sides—is showing reluctance.

'Something has happened.'

The foreign ministers of both countries have encountered something I haven't yet. Something significant enough to make these archenemies temporarily cooperate.

...Hmmmm.

'Let's wait for now.'

After pondering for quite some time, I reached a conclusion.

Let's wait until diplomats and intelligence agents from the Lyuten and Bazen regions bring clear information. Making conjectures with insufficient information will only complicate matters.

Fortunately, the information I wanted reached me in less than a day.

[Marquis Landatia, at the inauguration ceremony for the new Foreign Minister, emphasized the importance of the Foreign Ministry while mentioning Viscount Perigor. He also expressed his hope that Count Nutius would become a second Viscount Perigor.]

"Aha."

I immediately understood upon seeing the name Viscount Perigor.

No wonder Lyuten and Bazen rushed to hold a meeting with foam at their mouths. If the Foreign Ministry led by Viscount Perigor is Quoronos's goal, Lyuten and Bazen's seizures are a natural progression.

'It's obvious how a diplomat praised by their own country would appear to other countries.'

To the ears of Lyuten and Bazen, Marquis Landatia's speech must have sounded like, "I'm going to return to the days when we devoured your souls without leaving a single grain."

It seems I don't need to modify my decision to simply support Count Nutius's endeavors from afar. If the Empire interferes, Lyuten and Bazen will grab our trouser legs and plead, "Please stop that madman!" If we refuse, both countries will be disappointed, and if we accept, Quoronos will be displeased.

Of course, if the Kingdom of Quoronos truly recovers the diplomatic power of Viscount Perigor's era, it could become troublesome for the Empire as well, but...

'He's our mad dog.'

The Kingdom of Quoronos has prostrated itself before the Empire, and the new Foreign Minister is from the Empire. Then that mad dog will be our mad dog, biting only others.


A mad dog loyal to its master should be kept and used for a long time.

***

They say the Kingdom of Quoronos held an inauguration ceremony for the new Foreign Minister.

I expected Maximilian would at least take a department head-level position when he went to Quoronos, but it's somewhat startling that he surpassed the minimum expectation and rose straight to Foreign Minister. Seeing them immediately entrust a ministerial position to a foreigner they've never met before, it seems Quoronos's situation was truly that chaotic.

"Do you think Marquis Landatia wanted to hand over a ministerial position to a foreigner? He had no choice because there was no one else to entrust it to. The Count knows well how much of a mess the Quoronos administration was, doesn't he?"
"I particularly didn't want to know."

I nodded with a bitter feeling at the Emperor's words.

When we conducted the special military operation in the Kingdom of Leon, the leadership of the Imperial Leon expeditionary force, including myself, and the Armein Leon expeditionary force had to witness Quoronos's rampage in real-time.

The feeling at that time was truly indescribable. Just as I thought, "Surely they wouldn't do this unless they were insane," they would display another bout of madness—truly chilling.

'Whew.'

Though it's another country's affair, it makes my teeth chatter. What's more terrifying is that it wasn't the rampage of a tiny minority but the decision of most of the leadership. If Marquis Landatia hadn't made his nation-saving decision, wouldn't the Empire and Armein have carved up Quoronos as well?

"Anyway, Count Nutius has succeeded Marquis Landatia as Foreign Minister, and there was an interesting statement at the inauguration ceremony."
"What interesting statement, Your Majesty?"
"That the Quoronos Foreign Ministry will once again pursue the path of Viscount Perigor, and that Marquis Landatia hopes Count Nutius will become a second Viscount Perigor."

Unlike the Emperor who chuckled, I couldn't react at all.

'Who is Viscount Perigor?'

Who is that person that makes you laugh? Let me know so I can laugh along.

"Ah, does the Count not know Viscount Perigor?"
"Forgive me, but I am already lacking in my knowledge of our great Empire's history, so I am quite ignorant of other countries' histories."
"Ignorant? It's not strange for an Imperial citizen to be unfamiliar with a viscount from Quoronos. I too wouldn't have known much about Viscount Perigor if I hadn't been the previous Minister of the Imperial Household."

After saying that, the Emperor stroked his chin for a moment, then said,

"It was Viscount Perigor's achievement that Quoronos took half of the Kingdom of Leon's territory."
"Ah."
"And after Emperor Sanghwang finished the war with the Eastern Kingdoms and received the Quoronos delegation, he was so furious that for a while, he forbade even mentioning the first syllable of Perigor's name in the Imperial Palace."

He listed some quite shocking information.

"If they had acted without justification, we might have punished them, but he was a diplomat who crawled out of hell, manipulating his opponents while maintaining impeccable justification. That was the assessment of the previous Minister of the Imperial Household, so Emperor Sanghwang probably had similar thoughts."

I sighed briefly at those words.

Marquis Landatia, you madman. To mention a diplomat who crawled out of hell at an official occasion.

'Isn't this essentially declaring diplomatic war on the entire continent?'

Even if he's a historic hero from his own country's perspective, from other countries' viewpoints, he's a devil. Saying they'll recreate such a person is perfect for causing seizures in foreign ministries.

While few consider the situation as that of a benevolent and merciful ruler, no one denies that he was a legendary rebuilding monarch and heaven-sent wise ruler.

After all, who else saved Kfelopen Empire when it nearly became the shortest-lived empire in human history? While other empires reigned for nearly a thousand years, the Kfelopen Empire faced a national crisis after just 300 years, but the situation rescued the empire from the brink of collapse. He even ushered in a new golden age by absorbing the massive and threatening northern nomadic forces.

Perhaps that's why the leadership of Armein Kingdom, who had to oppose the situation for decades, hated him but never underestimated him. They merely lamented why God had bestowed such a star upon the empire, wondering if He truly would not allow Armein to become the fifth empire.

Therefore, the weight carried by the name "situation" in the empire and beyond is tremendous—honestly, even heavier than that of the current Emperor who rules the empire.

'Even that situation trembled.'

Yet this situation of unparalleled ability, who seemed like a machine sent from heaven by Emperor Eimanka for the empire's sake, trembled because of just one person? That man who ultimately took down even the in-laws who abused their power?

This information is difficult to comprehend. If the Emperor hadn't been the one to mention it, if the source hadn't been the former Minister of the Imperial Household, I would have dismissed it as nonsense.

"What path the Viscount Perigor took that made His Majesty tremble isn't particularly important at this point. What matters is that the Quoronos Foreign Ministry led by Viscount Perigor dominated the entire continent and drew sighs from nations across the continent."
"That's true."

I nearly asked why that wasn't important, but I held back.

Deep inside, a part of me is curious about what actions could have troubled even that situation, but my reason argues that learning about it would only bring regret. It's already in the past, and hearing about a dead man's madness would only instill fear.

So as the Emperor said, what we should be concerned about is the current direction of the Quoronos Foreign Ministry. The fact that Marquis Landatia asked Maximilian to become the second Viscount Perigor means that nations across the continent might once again heave sighs of distress as they did 30 years ago.

'Except for us.'

Naturally, the empire is excluded from those nations.

Quoronos is a country that survived thanks to the empire's mercy, and Maximilian is someone who received a county from the Emperor. Moreover, while Maximilian's wife and children are in Quoronos, his relatives still remain in the empire. Therefore, even if the Quoronos Foreign Ministry goes mad, the empire at least should be safe.

If the empire also suffers at the hands of the Quoronos Foreign Ministry, well, that would mean Quoronos is running wild again, and we'd have no choice but to conduct a special military operation with tears in our eyes.

"But, Your Majesty."
"Speak."
"I understand that Viscount Perigor was truly a capable diplomat, and that Quoronos has high expectations for Count Nutius. However, doesn't present-day Quoronos have deep ties with the Bazen Kingdom? Even if Viscount Perigor himself came back to life, wouldn't his actions be constrained?"

I carefully voiced the question that had crossed my mind.

The current King of Quoronos is the third son of the former King. Under normal circumstances, he would never have ascended to the throne with the crown prince still alive, but he unexpectedly took the throne when Marquis Landatia made his nation-saving decision.

The problem is that this third prince who unexpectedly ascended to the throne married a Bazen princess. Thinking positively, having another royal family as in-laws provides a very strong ally, but diplomatically speaking, it's a shackle that can never be removed or ignored.

Could Quoronos, wearing shackles that won't disappear no matter what, especially with Ryuten's archenemy Bazen as its closest ally, really act freely and madly? That seems impossible.

"If you think about it logically, yes."

I flinched at the Emperor's words.

If you think about it logically? That's basically telling me not to think about Quoronos's situation logically.

"Count. Do you know what the most impressive quote among Viscount Perigor's gems of wisdom is?"
"...I apologize, but I do not know."


Is it my imagination? It seemed like he pronounced "gems" a bit quickly just now.

"A diplomat must use every element of the nation as a card for national interest. The noble and great royal lineage is the most powerful card."

?

"Pardon?"

I couldn't help but question the outrageous statement that flowed from the Emperor's mouth.

Could that statement really be a quote left by Viscount Perigor? It would cause controversy even if spoken in a 21st-century constitutional monarchy, yet he uttered it in this world?

"Isn't it remarkable? Not dedicating oneself to the noble monarch and his bloodline, but rather being prepared to use even those to whom one should pledge loyalty as cards if necessary. What diplomat could defeat someone who enters the diplomatic arena with such determination?"
"Was Viscount Perigor perhaps not killed by old age but executed for treason?"
"Not at all. Surprisingly, Viscount Perigor received the trust and favor of the Quoronos King of that time. Rather, he zealously protected him from political enemies who attacked him."

I couldn't help but laugh wryly at those words.

A meeting between a madman diplomat and an equally unconventional monarch. I couldn't even begin to imagine how insanely the Quoronos Foreign Ministry must have behaved at that time.

'He had reason to tremble.'

Finally, I could somewhat understand why the situation trembled before Viscount Perigor.

Beyond Perigor's abilities, the situation had ascended to the throne through a distant branch line, making his authority quite precarious. In such circumstances, seeing a nobleman who makes statements like "Even the monarch and his bloodline are cards for national interest" would make anyone want to kill him.

Especially if that nobleman was from another country and couldn't actually be killed.

'Fortunate that the situation has retired.'

I felt genuinely relieved that the situation was now enjoying Dudukri Online.

If the situation were still reigning as Emperor while the Quoronos Foreign Ministry, which had greatly offended the empire, mentioned Viscount Perigor? And if the nobleman who heard this was an imperial noble?

I could understand if the situation's eyes had rolled back and he'd performed a Maximilian summoning ritual and conducted a special military operation against Quoronos.

'Now that he's retired, he probably won't care much?'

I hope that even if the situation hears this news, he won't show any reaction.

That he'll just move on, thinking it's unpleasant but as a retired civilian, there's no need to respond.

***

Quoronos losing its once-excellent diplomatic power and faltering was beneficial for our Bazen Kingdom.

After all, another country's pain is one's own happiness. Also, when Quoronos's diplomatic power was strong, they played both sides between Bazen and Ryuten, so considering how we suffered then, Quoronos's weakening was a blessing of blessings.

However, if they completely lost their senses, we would lose a country that could pressure Ryuten from behind in times of need. So while we were terrified when Quoronos was running wild and heading for a cliff, fortunately, thanks to Marquis Landatia's decision, Quoronos stopped just before falling.


It was truly the best outcome. The era of being manipulated by Quoronos had passed, and now we could handle them. The wild behavior that made us worry they might collapse was contained by Marquis Landatia's appearance.

'And with His Majesty's son-in-law ascending as the new king, it couldn't be better.'

A son-in-law country that doesn't threaten our Bazen, can pressure our nemesis Ryuten, and is appropriately chaotic yet has regained enough reason that it can't raise its voice too loudly.

What a perfect card this is. I thought it was a gift from God who took pity on our diplomatic department that had been struggling so desperately. I considered it the greatest victory in Bazen's diplomatic history in the past 30 years.

When Marquis Landatia said he would appoint a successor as Foreign Minister, I felt somewhat disappointed. The actions of a Foreign Minister who holds multiple positions and one who only handles the Foreign Ministry would inevitably differ. Honestly, considering Marquis Landatia's heavy workload and lack of diplomatic knowledge, I had hoped he would remain Foreign Minister for life.

'That's when the problem started.'

But Marquis Landatia must have gone mad, as he suddenly brought in a nobleman from the empire as his successor.

And not just any nobleman, but a heavyweight related to the Silent Duke. I seriously wondered if he had chosen treason due to excessive work stress. What madman would entrust his country's diplomacy to a foreign nobleman? Even if it were some low-ranking nobleman rolling around on the streets somewhere, I might understand, but this was someone who could easily be employed in an important position within the empire.

Then at the inauguration ceremony where he handed over the Foreign Minister position to this heavyweight, he even mentioned the cursed Viscount Perigor. This would be dangerous even if the Quoronos King were His Majesty's son rather than son-in-law.

'If we feel this way, how must Ryuten feel?'

So the Foreign Ministers of Bazen and Ryuten urgently met.

Although our countries had recently gone to war and were forcibly reconciled through the empire's mediation, in the face of a new calamity, that was all in the past. After all, it wasn't the first time Bazen and Ryuten had gone to war.

And news of this urgent and desperate meeting naturally reached the ears of the Quoronos Foreign Ministry, and a letter arrived:

[Our country never forgets and is reviewing the special relationship with the Bazen Kingdom under any circumstances.]

It sounds good. Interpreting it as positively as possible, it's a declaration of friendship saying they'll keep in mind that the Quoronos King is the son-in-law of our king.

But that's only if interpreted as positively as possible.

'Where on earth are there people who refer to the father-in-law and son-in-law relationship between two kings as a "special relationship"?'

Moreover, the expression "reviewing" rather than "actively reflecting" is astonishingly audacious. It means that in case of emergency, they don't care about father-in-law or whatever.

Even more outrageous was the content that followed. Although it was beautifully wrapped in various flowery phrases, when all the packaging was removed and only the core was examined, truly surprising content emerged.

[When our King married your princess, he was treated as a mere prince and received dowry, but now he is the sovereign of a nation, so you should show appropriate sincerity. We will consider our relationship with you more positively after that.]

That was roughly the content.

'They're insane.'

They didn't actually write it like that, but the implied content was no different.

'They're truly insane...'

It's an utterly mad statement, and the shadow of Viscount Perigor from the past looms before my eyes.

I clearly heard that Quoronos's new Foreign Minister was related to the Silent Duke. But I wonder if he might actually be a descendant of Viscount Perigor.

A foreigner who flew in from another country had taken the position of head of a department.

Even if one occupied an ordinary key position, there would inevitably be gossip, but this was beyond a key position—it was the head. He had become the Minister of Foreign Affairs, responsible for a nation's diplomacy.

Minister. Literally a great servant. A weighty position standing at the apex of countless bureaucrats forming the administration, able to directly advise the monarch.

'I, who was once a section chief, am now a minister.'

My head and heart were still in confusion, dumbfounded. My heart had already pounded wildly when I was granted the title of Count, but on top of that, I had obtained the position of Foreign Affairs Minister.

At this point, it's difficult to feel pure joy. As a person, one naturally feels the heavy responsibility, bewilderment, and burden that comes with it. If someone only feels joy without these emotions, they're not qualified for public office.

'The same position as someone who once seemed as unreachable as the sky.'

Perhaps that's why. Suddenly, I thought of His Excellency the Minister of Foreign Affairs in the Empire.

One cannot place an Imperial minister and a kingdom's minister on the same level. Just as Imperial titles are considered one rank higher than kingdom titles, it's common practice to regard an Imperial minister as superior to a kingdom's minister. So even as Quoronos's Foreign Affairs Minister, I must be courteous to the Empire's Foreign Affairs Minister.

Still, one cannot deny that a minister is also a nation's highest diplomatic official. Because of this, the Foreign Affairs Minister of the Empire, who once seemed as unreachable as the sky, filled my thoughts. I couldn't help but laugh at the fact that the burden on my shoulders had become identical to his.

'But I can't just hesitate.'

I lightly tapped my cheeks to gather my scattered thoughts.

Yes. This is already the burden placed on my shoulders, a burden I've resolved to carry. From the moment I received the title of Count from His Majesty the Emperor and came to Quoronos, I didn't expect to live a comfortable life. From the beginning, if the Emperor granted me, a mere legal nobleman, the title of Count, it would be stranger if the price for that were light and trivial.

'I must repay trust with trust, and prove myself with ability.'

The trust His Majesty placed in me. The trust the Foreign Affairs Minister showed by selecting me as a candidate. The trust Marquis Landatia placed in me, a foreigner.

These are trusts that must be repaid even if the sky falls. They entrusted me with great tasks believing in my abilities, so I must prove my capabilities.

Even if I collapse from overwork and never rise again. Even if I die and return to the Empire.

'At least if everyone acknowledges that I did my best, my children can be valued.'

The best outcome would be for me to live and meet all expectations, but even if I don't reach the best, if the process is beautiful, my children can be deeply influenced by it.

No matter if it's a single-generation title, a Count is still a Count. A Count who used all his authority and honor to fulfill his duties and collapsed gloriously? This would be an admirable story in social circles. This would be a factor that would make people say, "That young man is Count Nutius's child," giving my children positive attention as they live their lives.

With that as a foundation, there's a possibility that my children's generation could receive hereditary titles. If the child of a Foreign Affairs Minister who died striving to rebuild the Foreign Affairs Department similarly achieves merit in the department, the King of Quoronos might be moved to bestow a great reward.

'Of course, seeing the fruits while alive is better than seeing them after death.'

While it would be moving as a parent to become the foundation for my children, I'd prefer to enjoy the glory while alive if possible.

So let's include my health management in my efforts to do my best. I'll complete the great task with my own hands, obtain hereditary titles with my own hands, and pass the title to my children with my own hands. Let me run forward with only that in mind.

"Your Excellency. It's the Minister's secretary."

In the midst of such resolve, I heard a light knock at the door followed by the secretary's voice.

He was originally the secretary who assisted Marquis Landatia, the former Foreign Affairs Minister, but since there was no one else to appoint in his place, I kept him on. As someone who flew in from another country, I needed to have an aide familiar with local affairs by my side.

Moreover, to give Marquis Landatia minimal reassurance, it was right to keep someone who had been the Marquis's confidant by my side. This way, my every move would reach the ears of Marquis Landatia. It could alleviate concerns about whether this foreigner might prioritize his roots over Quoronos's national interests.

Incidentally, it could also impress the Minister's secretary who was preparing to leave. How happy would he be to be retained when he thought he would inevitably be pushed out? Indeed, the Minister's secretary became the most cooperative and loyal figure among the core personnel of the Foreign Affairs Department.


"Come in."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Excuse me."

So I greeted the loyal secretary with a calm mind,

"The Bazen Foreign Affairs Department has sent a reply."
"Hmm."

Unfortunately, the secretary's report was not so peaceful.

"That's faster than expected. Surprisingly so."

The first action I took upon becoming the Foreign Affairs Minister was to engage in dialogue promising friendship with the Imperial Foreign Affairs Ministry. This wasn't because I was from the Empire, but a natural decision given that the continent's order revolves around the Empire.

The next step was to send greetings to the Bazen Kingdom's Foreign Affairs Department. The King of Bazen Kingdom is the father-in-law of the Quoronos King. One cannot prioritize other nations over a country where royal families are intertwined, so this too was a decision that followed natural order.

However, I didn't just send simple greetings. Even I thought the proposal I sent along with the greetings was quite extravagant.

'It was essentially a statement directly denying the special relationship between the two countries.'

When the current King of Quoronos married the Bazen princess, he was merely the third prince. He had no connection to the throne, and no one denied this at the time.

It is customary for a prince who doesn't inherit the throne to receive an appropriate title and be pushed to a collateral line. Recognizing this, the Bazen Kingdom sent dowry items fitting for royalty who would become collateral, and conceded similar interests. For Bazen, it was good to have a close relationship with Quoronos, which could pressure Ryuten from the rear, but they couldn't just give away everything indiscriminately.

This was a satisfactory deal for Quoronos as well, as they didn't want to become excessively close to either Ryuten or Bazen. The third prince was a direct royal family member, but would naturally become collateral over time, so it didn't seriously provoke Ryuten, and while it wasn't a grand gift to Bazen, they received an adequate one.

But then that third prince became King. The collateral became the most direct of the direct line, and the Bazen princess, who should have become an ordinary noblewoman, became a nation's queen. Furthermore, the child born to the Bazen princess would become the next King of Quoronos.

I pointed this out to pressure Bazen. I made it the first move of the newly revived Quoronos Foreign Affairs Department.

'If you want proper treatment from us, you must pay a commensurate price.'

What was put into Quoronos's purse was the value of a "third prince who would become collateral." On the other hand, what we could give back to Bazen was the power of a "King."

This doesn't add up. It's a one-sided loss for Quoronos, an unacceptable disaster. Perhaps the royal couple who could have lived harmoniously, the son-in-law and father-in-law who could have maintained a reasonably friendly relationship, might quarrel because of this difference.

'That would be troublesome.'

Now I too am part of Quoronos. Then I must strive for Quoronos's national interests and the peace of the royal family. The relationship readjustment sent to the Bazen Foreign Affairs Department is part of that effort.

However, readjusting a relationship that has continued for quite a long time is not a simple matter. Especially when it involves the royal families and kings of both countries. That's why I thought we might not receive Bazen's reply until next year.

"So. What did our friends say?"

I asked the secretary, feeling half surprised and half annoyed. Due to Bazen's early reply, it seemed I would have to reschedule the existing work plan.

"Well. They said that since the special and beautiful relationship between the two countries was maintained thanks to the affectionate union of the two royal families, they, as servants, dared not discuss it carelessly and asked for understanding."
"Ah."

The secretary's answer made me laugh involuntarily.

Indeed. I wondered why the answer came back suspiciously quickly, and that's how they responded.

"That's right. Today's relationship between the two countries is formed by the union of royal families, so if one wishes to discuss it, it should be the noble ones, not the servants, who step forward."

Bazen's answer is quite polite and cautious, but to summarize it in one sentence:


Are you sure you got permission from your King to say this? Or a suspicion that I might be overstepping by using the Empire's name.

It's a truly valid question. When a Foreign Affairs Minister from the Empire starts trying to readjust the relationship between the two countries as soon as he takes office, anyone would have such suspicions. They would think I'm running wild, looking down on the King of Quoronos.

But what can I do about this?

'Of course I'm doing this with permission.'

I will complete great tasks in this Quoronos and gain recognition. Naturally, I have no intention of excessively clashing with the King of Quoronos who will grant me titles.

"If Marquis Landatia wanted you to follow the path of Viscount Perigor, I too would order that path. Do whatever is necessary for the national interest."

Even thinking about it now, it's such a spirited statement that I feel satisfied.

When the monarch one serves is so wise and merciful, work becomes enjoyable. Fortunately, I have good fortune with monarchs both in the Empire and in Quoronos.

"Secretary."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"It seems our friends are uncomfortable mentioning the affairs of noble ones, so how about offering them appropriate advice?"
"Advice... such as?"

I smiled again at the secretary's question.

Information I know because I was an official in the Imperial Foreign Affairs Ministry. However, information for which I received permission from His Excellency the Foreign Affairs Minister to "use it as much as you like if you think it can be useful."

'Dispute Resolution Committee.'

The Dispute Resolution Committee, which is scheduled to be launched as a subordinate organization when the Pan-Continental Treaty Organization is launched. A place where, if disputes arise between countries, the nations of the continent gather to hear the Empire's judgment.

If I casually mention that to Bazen, they'll be ecstatic.

***

I put a cigar in my mouth again after quitting for about 20 years.

'That damn bastard.'

And as I blankly stared at the moon, I muttered curses inwardly.

Count Nutius my ass. He's just Viscount Perigor. Perigor, who fell to hell, has descended upon Quoronos with a higher title.

What? Dispute Resolution Committee? Since we can't discuss royal affairs as servants, let's seek opinions from unrelated countries? Let's entrust the judgment to the master of the Imperial family, which is more noble than the royal family?

'That guy from the Empire has the nerve to say such things.'

That guy who became Quoronos's Foreign Affairs Minister on the Empire's Emperor's orders. Me, who received some rebuke from the Empire when the war with Ryuten spread a bit too much.

If the two of us were to quarrel before the Empire, whose side would the Empire take? Indeed, which country would they give more power to in order to expand the Empire's influence?

'Is he from the same ancestry?'

I seriously thought about it. Perhaps Viscount Perigor and Count Nutius share the same ancestor?

If not, there's no way an Imperial would come to Quoronos and immediately act like he's possessed by Perigor.

The Sun Sage Yellowish said that he would immediately inform me if Maximilian showed any unusual behavior in Quoronos, so I shouldn't worry.

While whatever Maximilian does in Quoronos isn't really my concern, he did go there carrying my name on his back. Though it would be troublesome to use my information network to check on Maximilian's situation, there's no need to refuse when the Emperor offers to keep me informed.

In exchange, I'll likely be subjected to the Emperor's surprise contacts or sudden summoning spells, but that can't be helped. Honestly, that happens to me regularly anyway.

'I can just cQuoronosually mention it to my youngest aunt.'

And information personally provided by the Emperor with 100% reliability isn't something eQuoronosily obtained elsewhere.

So pQuoronossing that information to my youngest aunt wouldn't be a bad idea. While Maximilian is a relative I've only just met, from my youngest aunt's perspective, he's her husband's cousin. She'd probably be curious about his situation, and my aunt's husband would be concerned about his cousin too.

So I'll just wait patiently and go when the Emperor calls. If I tell Father that I Quoronosked about Maximilian's information, it would naturally create an opportunity to contact my youngest aunt, which would make him happy.

That's what I thought until just a few days ago.

"Ah, Count, you've arrived?"
"...I pay my respects to Your Imperial Majesty."

Until the Emperor summoned me saying Maximilian had shown unusual behavior.

I'm displeQuoronosed. It wQuoronosn't long ago that I heard about what happened at the Foreign Minister's inauguration ceremony. What could possibly have happened in such a short time to warrant using a summoning spell?

Even though I agreed to the summoning spell, isn't this too much? If there's a plausible reQuoronoson, I'll just curse inwardly, but if this kind of unreQuoronosonable behavior continues, I don't know what I might do.

"I apologize. I didn't intend to call for you so soon, but Count Nutius hQuoronos shown quite impressive behavior."

However, my displeQuoronosure subsided at the Emperor's direct apology.

It would be awkward to remain angry at someone who apologizes so readily, but if he's apologizing so willingly, something truly unusual must have happened.

'What is it?'

I suddenly felt my blood run cold.

Even though the legendary diplomat Viscount Perigord wQuoronos mentioned at the inauguration ceremony, that's something for foreign diplomats to be shocked about. The Quoronos Foreign Ministry and the new Foreign Minister Maximilian should be busy reviewing documents to learn the bQuoronosics during this period.

It's the most important period but also the leQuoronost visible one. A time when even if Maximilian were demonstrating tremendous abilities, the outside world wouldn't know.

And during this silent period, something happened that made the Emperor react? Did Maximilian burn all the old Quoronos Foreign Ministry documents? Or perhaps bury alive any Foreign Ministry officials who had even the slightest involvement in the Leon incident?

'That would indeed be impressive behavior.'

So impressive it would make one sigh, but still. What would happen if a foreign nobleman initiated a book burning against his own country's Foreign Ministry?

"I mentioned before, didn't I? That Viscount Perigord used even his country's monarch and royal family Quoronos tools for national interest."
"Ah, yes. It wQuoronos such a shocking and dismaying statement that I haven't forgotten it."
"The king who became a tool actually cooperated with him, so it's not really dismaying. Anyway, Marquis Landatia made quite an extreme demand of Count Nutius, so I thought Count Nutius would be in a difficult position."

The Emperor picked up the teacup in front of him Quoronos he said this.

He didn't actually drink it, just stared at the surface where tiny ripples had formed from being lifted.

"I wQuoronos mistaken."

"Mistaken, Your Majesty?"

The Emperor laughed silently at my question. As if to say, why bother Quoronosking when you should already understand after hearing this much?

'Damn it.'

And the Emperor's judgment wQuoronos correct. I realized the situation without needing his answer.

Maximilian, who wQuoronos Quoronosked to become the second Viscount Perigord. Since Viscount Perigord wQuoronos a nobleman and diplomat who showed truly extraordinary behavior, there wQuoronos concern that Maximilian would feel burdened.

But if that concern wQuoronos mistaken, it means Maximilian is following the excellent Perigord route. The path of madness that uses even monarchs and their families Quoronos tools. It means he's fearlessly walking a path of disloyalty that ordinary nobles wouldn't dare imagine.

'But he's an Imperial citizen?'

My mind goes blank. Even Quoronos nobles who witnessed Viscount Perigord up close would hesitate if that path were suggested to them. Perigord himself faced attacks from political opponents but survived under the protection of the king of that time.

But Maximilian, who isn't even a Quoronos noble but just arrived from the Empire, hQuoronos become Perigord's successor? And he didn't even seriously study Quoronos beforehand?

'Do they share an ancestor?'

This made me wonder if Maximilian and Viscount Perigord might have a common ancestor.

Maximilian is also a nobleman who moved from the Empire to Quoronos. It wouldn't be strange if one of Maximilian's ancestors went to Quoronos. Perhaps Viscount Perigord is a descendant of that bloodline.

Maybe, maybe not.

"I knew Count Nutius wQuoronos capable, but I never expected his adaptation to an unfamiliar environment would be this excellent. Or perhaps the ambition he had been suppressing out of loyalty to me exploded once he reached Quoronos?"
"Your Majesty, Count Nutius is doing his best to live up to your trust and fulfill his duties—"
"Don't misunderstand. I'm not displeQuoronosed with Count Nutius's actions. As you say, he's a loyal subject faithfully performing his role, so how could I be displeQuoronosed?"
"Is that so?"

I inwardly sighed with relief Quoronos the Emperor shook his head.

No matter how radical Maximilian's actions might be toward a foreign monarch in a foreign country, he's still a nobleman of Imperial origin. In such a situation, if the Emperor, who is Maximilian's support bQuoronose, were to misunderstand and think, 'WQuoronos he Quoronospiring to be a traitor?' there could be nothing more troublesome.

"It's just that when I think there might be a second Viscount Perigord born from the Empire, it makes my head spin a bit."

Or hQuoronos he already misunderstood?

Still, it's fortunate that a small misunderstanding led to relief rather than hostility. As long Quoronos Maximilian doesn't lose the Emperor's backing, well, it doesn't matter if he becomes not just a second Perigord but someone even more extreme.

"Ah. I haven't actually told you what Count Nutius did."
"If you would tell me, I will listen attentively."
"The current Quoronos King became King Bazen's son-in-law when he wQuoronos still the third prince, so if one truly wants to treat the Quoronos King Quoronos a son-in-law, one should regurgitate a dowry befitting that status."

...

?

"Pardon?"
"Don't try to understand it with your head. Accept it with your heart."

That wQuoronosn't comforting at all, so I couldn't speak for a while.


'Can I really tell my aunt about this?'

My determination to inform my aunt about Maximilian's situation began to crumble.

Her husband's cousin who went to a foreign country hQuoronos become a madman who stakes even the blood relationship between two kings. And not after years of dark evolution, but almost immediately after taking office.

'Let's not say anything.'

After brief consideration, I chose white silence.

No, saying absolutely nothing would be suspicious, so I should tell the truth but not the whole truth. I'll just say he's adapting well in the foreign country and showing impressive behavior that surprises others.

That wouldn't be a lie, so it should be fine.

It's quite disrespectful to Maximilian to think this, but if he had been born a few decades earlier, it would have been quite troublesome.

If he had been born during the late direct Livnoman dark emperor line, he would have become a powerful minister who ignored the emperor and led diplomacy. And if he had been active when people trembled at Viscount Perigord, his head would have been smQuoronoshed by the outraged establishment.

Of course, considering how quietly he lived in the Empire, there's a high probability he would have lived quietly even if born earlier. The problem is that probability would be lower than today.

This isn't groundless slander or speculation. It's an undeniable truth that I can't deny either Quoronos Maximilian's relative or Quoronos someone who contributed to his move to Quoronos.

"In the end, the Kingdom of Bazen complied with Quoronos's demands."
'Wow.'

He staked the king of the country he serves—well, not his homeland but the country he serves—and strongly pressured that king's father-in-law's country until he got what he wanted. Anyone who witnessed this in real time would wonder what a parallel universe Maximilian might be doing.

'He really did it.'

Until recently, I thought Maximilian wQuoronos just bluffing.

Logically, who would imagine that a newly appointed nobleman of Imperial origin would overturn the relationship between the kings of Quoronos and Bazen? I thought he would pressure the Bazen Foreign Ministry with a huge issue and then withdraw the pressure in exchange for other concessions.

But Maximilian did it. He successfully extracted a large amount of "friendship money" from Bazen immediately upon taking office. A diplomatic victory that signals the revival of Quoronos, which had been losing its brilliant and experienced diplomatic power.

'I wonder if he went too far, but Bazen can't really ignore Quoronos's hand.'

Even with the Pan-Continental Treaty Organization about to launch, the fact that Bazen and Ryuten are enemies remains unchanged. Quoronos occupies Ryuten's rear and is a regional power that can simultaneously pressure it.

For Bazen, they have no choice but to nod unless Quoronos makes truly humiliating and fatal demands. Bluntly speaking, if things go wrong and Quoronos and Ryuten get closer, it would be a diplomatic disQuoronoster.

"Count."
"Yes, speak."
"When the Empire entered the Kingdom of Leon. I can't express how fortunate it wQuoronos that Quoronos didn't have someone like Count Nutius."

I immediately nodded, Quoronos it wQuoronos something I could deeply sympathize with. I don't even want to imagine how troublesome it would have been to face a diplomatic genius in an opposing camp.

And two days later. News arrived that Marquis Landatia, excited by his country's diplomatic victory after a very long time, had given Count Nutius a baronetcy.

And not just any baronetcy, but a hereditary one. Since going through the king of Quoronos would make the process long and complicated, he gave one of his own baronetcies.

'He must have been very moved...'

How difficult must things have been for him to give a title after just one victory?

The small commotion centered around Quoronos was resolved rather smoothly.

From the perspective of the Kingdom of Bazen and the Kingdom of Lyuton, who were caught up in the disturbance, it was neither small nor smoothly resolved—they would probably wail in protest. But that doesn't matter. What's important is that from the Empire's perspective, it was small and smooth. That's what they get for establishing countries near a powder keg.

Besides, Quoronos had lost its powerful diplomatic capabilities and traditions, which is why those two kingdoms had been living comfortably. Originally, being harassed by the Quoronos Foreign Ministry was their daily routine. The comfortable days they've enjoyed until now were abnormal; the current situation is the normal one.

So endure it and prepare yourselves. If you whine about something this trivial, you won't be able to handle diplomacy in the future.

'Though having a king as a betting chip is hardly trivial.'

Of course, even considering Quoronos's brilliant diplomatic prowess, anyone would naturally be shocked if a king became a betting chip. Especially if your own king was forcibly summoned as collateral too—submitting a resignation letter and fleeing would be understandable in such circumstances.

Still, even Quoronos can't frequently use such destructive and dizzying tactics. No matter what permission was granted, using a nation's king and royal bloodline is an enormous burden for any diplomat.

Crucially, using it too often diminishes its effectiveness. A trump card should be played unexpectedly for maximum impact—if used regularly, how could it remain a trump card? It would be more like throwing periodic tantrums.

'He's not the type to waste such powerful cards.'

Until recently, I didn't even know of Maximilian's existence, but I can be certain of this: he's not someone who would carelessly discard the powerful cards in his hand.

More than anyone, he'll pull out his trump card at the perfect moment, when other countries least expect it, causing another diplomatic storm. To the point where Bazen and Lyuton might beg, "Please just be difficult on a regular schedule."

This isn't baseless speculation. Judging by how he threshed the soul of the Kingdom of Bazen immediately upon becoming Foreign Minister, he's neither lacking in diplomatic ability nor someone who would recklessly wield power just because he possesses it.

While people across the continent might whisper about the emergence of a second Viscount Perigor, the diplomats of Bazen and Lyuton who will primarily deal with Maximilian might come to view the name Count Nutius as a calamity rather than Perigor.

'Perigor and Nutius.'

I couldn't help but smile. Two diplomats, each of whom would make a nation sigh in despair if they appeared alone in its history, have emerged—and with only a 20-30 year gap between them.

Fortunately, while Viscount Perigor was a figure who created infuriating situations, Count Nutius was born and raised in the Empire. He's someone who will dedicate himself to Quoronos but not threaten the Empire and Emperor—how delightful is that?

That's why I can leisurely observe the explosion centered around Quoronos. Even if it's a bomb that could blow off a limb if you get caught in it, it's fine as long as it doesn't explode in front of me. Even if it's a hunting dog that might give you rabies if it bites you properly, it's fine as long as it wags its tail at me.

A son of a bitch, but our son of a bitch. A rogue, but our rogue.

'Good.'

The shock and bewilderment when Maximilian, having adapted to Quoronos perhaps too well, put the Quoronos king up as collateral—those emotions have long since transformed into satisfaction and reassurance.

Thanks to the reassurance that such a capable person is my in-law and the satisfaction that a pro-imperial figure has firmly grasped Quoronos's diplomacy.

"Your Excellency?"
'Ah.'

But I need to suppress this feeling of satisfaction for now. This isn't the time to be distracted by Maximilian who is far away.

"I'm listening, please continue."
"Yes, Your Excellency."


At my words, the chief steward quickly bowed.

Not a steward managing a mansion, but a chief steward managing a domain. And not the chief steward of Teilgleichen County, but of Wiridia.

Even I think it's been quite a while since I've seen his face.

Although I might seem like a central nobleman rather than a great lord with a domain, having put down roots in the Capital to such an extent, I still have deep affection and interest in Wiridia.

Of course, it can't compare to Teilgleichen, my hometown and main base, but I consider it my second most important domain.

'Wiridia was the first domain I received, after all.'

The process of acquiring Wiridia was quite sudden and chaotic. It was a title thrown at me by circumstances, and I still feel dazed when I think about that time.

Still, the fact remains that it was my first title and domain. No matter how much I might think of titles as burdens, once a title and domain come into my possession, I can't help but give them special consideration. With all the privileges attached to the title and domain, and all the subjects living there—treating them as unwanted baggage for life would be inhumane.

If someone were to ask how such a person could leave his domains to chief stewards as if setting up auto-hunting in a game, I'd have no defense, but isn't that the right approach if domain development is the top priority? My abilities fall somewhat short of my reputation, after all.

'And they're actually running well.'

Teilgleichen, Wiridia, the domains in the Leon region, and other domains scattered throughout the Empire are all running well without my intervention. They regularly send a portion of their taxes as "lord's dignity maintenance fees," which is more than satisfactory.

Wiridia's stability, in particular, was exceptional. Before becoming my domain, it was under direct imperial control, and I scouted the chief provincial administrator who had managed it to become my chief steward. In blunt terms, I absorbed the infrastructure and human assets that the imperial family had built up.

After that, the only way Wiridia could fail would be if I, as the great lord, deliberately ruined it. But I entrusted everything to the chief steward and his vassals and officials, so it's a happy ending for everyone.

"—Therefore, the foals born from breeding Wiridia's existing horses with horses from the North are showing overwhelming speed and endurance. There's still no uniformity in size, but whether large or small, they're all exceptional."
"Excellent."

This vassal relationship built on trust has secured not only stability but also potential for development.

The breeding project the chief steward is reporting on was started after Wiridia became a county. The ambition to create the best horses by utilizing Wiridia's vast pastures and its proximity to the North—to create this world's version of a thoroughbred and generate massive income.

It sounds like something that would require considerable effort to realize, but Wiridia has finally done it. Under my silent encouragement and support, it has begun to produce results.

"Breeding isn't something that yields immediate results—it wouldn't be strange if it took until my children's generation. I never expected results in less than 10 years."
"It's still too modest to call it results. We've merely found a clue, so to speak."
"Even that is something. The difference between having nothing in hand and grasping even a small trace is like heaven and earth."

I nodded with satisfaction at the chief steward's modesty and turned my gaze toward the pastures.

Although fences had been installed, the pastures were so vast that they hardly seemed meaningful. Horses were leisurely wandering around there.

I'm not sure which ones among them are the "clues" the chief steward mentioned, but I assume it's the smaller ones compared to the adults.

'They look sturdy.'

Not only the relatively smaller foals, but even the fully grown adults boasted impressive muscles.

Wiridia was good for livestock farming even before the Empire conquered the North. The horses that lived leisurely in this land combined with the wild horses that ran frantically across the North—what wondrous beings might have been born from such a union? And how sturdy must their parents be?


"So, Amelia played a big role in sprouting this seed?"
"Yes, Your Excellency. This project was essentially led by Amelia, and we were able to find these clues as a result of her efforts."

After staring at the horses for a while, I addressed the chief steward, who immediately agreed and answered.

The person responsible for this breeding project and its greatest contributor was Amelia. He was merely reporting as the chief steward, but all these results were thanks to the seeds Amelia had sown.

"I see."

I was even more satisfied because I felt no jealousy or wariness in his calm response. Frankly, if the chief steward had been determined, he could have easily taken credit for Amelia's achievements or claimed joint ownership.

I had heard that Amelia was working on a breeding project when I occasionally checked on Wiridia's situation, but if the chief steward had mentioned that he had taken over the project or helped, I wouldn't have doubted it much. After all, it would be more convincing that the chief steward, rather than Amelia, a newcomer to society, had carried out the work and produced results.

'And yet, Amelia accomplished this alone.'

I turned my gaze to Amelia, who was standing demurely behind the chief steward.

She was trembling slightly from nervousness, but not as violently as when we first met. When she received my gaze, she bowed her head respectfully, but her eyes shone brighter than anyone's.

As if she took pride in what she had achieved. As if she was confident that she had made a significant contribution to me and Wiridia.

'You've grown.'

That appropriate level of self-esteem looks very good. I even feel like I'm witnessing a younger sister, despite our age difference, growing into an admirable member of society.

To think that Amelia, who once gave up even turnips to her younger sibling because there wasn't enough food, has grown like this. From a pitiful commoner student at the Academy to a pillar and future of my domain.

"The chief steward called it a small clue, so you probably can't be satisfied yet. I hope you continue to dedicate yourself to Wiridia and produce even better results."
"Yes, Your Excellency! I will keep that in mind!"

When I approached Amelia and patted her shoulder, she bowed her head even deeper.

"Hmm, I look forward to it."

Seeing her like that, I nodded lightly, and then,

"Lady Amelia."

I granted her a knighthood on the spot.

From today, Amelia is no longer a commoner but a qualified knight.

Though not a noble, she is now a knight in name and reality who can be respected wherever she goes.

"Th-th-thank you! Thank you so much! I will definitely live up to Your Excellency's expectations!"

I smiled as I watched Amelia, who now looked like she might press her forehead to the ground.

That said, now that I've given her a knighthood, I should also give her a surname, but I'm wondering what surname to give Amelia.

# From Commoner to Knight: Amelia's New Title

I gave Amelia, who rose from a commoner to a noble knight, the family name Ludwige.

Though embarrassing to admit, it's a name derived from rutabaga, a type of turnip. I shouldn't think this way, but every time I see Amelia, I can't help but think of turnips.

That's because Amelia and Olivia's turnip feast was quite a shocking and memorable event. They weren't eating turnips for diet or health reasons, nor as a snack to satisfy cravings—they ate them because they had nothing else. Even then, there wasn't enough, so Amelia didn't even get to eat any.

When commoners in remote provincial villages eat turnips to survive, the Minister of Relief would weep. Yet here was a talented individual who entered the Imperial Academy as a commoner, eating such meals? Even now, I can't help but chuckle thinking about it.

'I'm sorry.'

So when Lady Amelia, now the first head of House Ludwige, teared up with joy, my heart ached.

Does she know her family name comes from rutabaga? Honestly, if I keep my mouth shut, no one would ever know the truth.

'But I couldn't name it after Prussia.'

When I think of turnips or rutabagas, one name automatically follows—that country which is practically synonymous with rutabagas.

However, I absolutely couldn't base her family name on that. If I did, Amelia might start calling me Führer instead of Your Excellency.

"From now on, Olivia will be called Olivia Ludwige. Of course, your other siblings have also taken your family name, so keep that in mind. When you need to fill out official documents, you'll need to write your full name including the family name."
"Yes, Your Excellency! I'll remember that!"

Shaking off those terrible thoughts, I naturally continued my congratulations to Amelia.

With Amelia, the eldest sibling, receiving a family name, her younger siblings also earned the right to use her name. Now Olivia and the others are no longer mere commoners but members of a knight family.

'Olivia could become independent from there.'

Olivia is already active as one of the Swords of Wiridia. She entered the Academy as a commoner, demonstrated exceptional skills that even Student Council executives coveted, and received my letter of recommendation—truly one of the most talented individuals. I believe Olivia, like Amelia, could easily receive a knighthood.

Perhaps one of them might even rise to the rank of fifth-tier nobility. Or maybe both.

'Just earn the merits.'

I maintain the high positions in Wiridia at the minimum level necessary for domain management. This means I can create other positions as needed and appoint new talent to those positions.

Even a knight of commoner origin can dream of becoming a high-ranking official in the domain or even nobility if they work hard and achieve satisfactory merits.

'If I create a this-world version of Han Hyeolma, I should definitely grant a baronetcy.'

Let's look forward to the emergence of the Rutabaga—no, the Ludwige Barony.

While in Wiridia, I also checked on my pets that I had sent to the vast pastures.

The black horse and white horse I discovered by chance while roaming the North. Among the high-quality northern horses, these two showed exceptionally outstanding abilities and intelligence.

"It's been a while."


When I patted the heads of Blackie and Whitey, they seemed happy to see their long-absent owner, snorting and welcoming me.

Actually, since I don't see them often, I'm starting to get confused about their names. I can't remember if I named them Blackie and Whitey or Darkie and Snowy. Names tend to stick in memory only when used frequently.

"Have you been well all this time? There's no better place for horses than here."

As their owner, I feel sorry, but it's right for them to stay in Wiridia rather than the Capital. These creatures used to roam freely across the northern plains—how stifling would it be for them in the Capital filled with countless buildings?

Moreover, their territory would be limited to a single mansion, and even within that mansion, they'd spend their days confined to stables. Rather than living such a life, isn't it better to stay in these vast pastures at the cost of me forgetting their names? That's what I think.

'What I'm really looking forward to is them.'

After stroking the heads of both horses for quite some time, I slightly raised the corners of my mouth.

While Amelia is diligently working on the Wiridia thoroughbred horse production project, as a domain business, we need to produce numerous results to make it a specialty product of Wiridia. If we only have a few dozen or a few hundred horses available for sale, that's not enough to be considered a specialty.

On the other hand, the horses born between these two will be my pets. Even a single one can be immediately useful, and both Blackie and Snowy are exceptional horses among exceptional horses. They have a high probability of becoming very satisfactory mounts.

So, both of you, stay comfortably in Wiridia and diligently produce offspring whenever appropriate. So they can become excellent partners for our children.

- Snort.

As if reading my mind, Blackie's muzzle nuzzled against my cheek.

Yes, I believe in you. Our Titi is also busy having babies, so I believe you can do it too.

Of course, horses can't give birth to 10 foals at once, but what does it matter? If you work hard, good results will come eventually.

"Your Excellency."
"Butler?"

Anyway, since I was seeing them after a long time, I was considering going for a gallop across the plains when the butler approached and carefully addressed me.

What is it? I already heard all the domain-related reports earlier. Could a new event have occurred in such a short time?

"Upon hearing of Your Excellency's arrival, the person in charge of the military academy construction and the person in charge of the archaeological site excavation have submitted progress reports."
"To me?"

It was indeed a new event, but one I couldn't understand why it was directed at me.

The military academy falls under the Ministry of War's jurisdiction, and the archaeological site under the Ministry of Culture. They have little connection to me as the Minister of Audit. Unless the Emperor suspects embezzlement and orders an audit.

"Yes. They mentioned that with Wiridia's active cooperation, work is proceeding smoothly, so they should rightfully express their gratitude and report the current situation to Your Excellency, the domain's owner."
"Hmm."

Being such an unexpected courtesy, I blinked blankly.

As a fellow minister in the administration, this thought might be like spitting in my own face, but the Imperial Administration is known for being somewhat overbearing and stubborn. When they proceed with work under the Emperor's orders, they focus solely on completing the mission.


For such an organization to conduct business in a domain governed by a noble rather than under direct Imperial control? They request cooperation and share schedules as a formality, but that's the extent of it. It's essentially a notification in the name of cooperation and sharing, and even the shared schedule can change at any time depending on circumstances.

To greatly exaggerate, it's like having a temporary governor or occupation force in your domain. And now such an administration is reporting to me?

'Of course, they can't be too aggressive in Wiridia.'

The owner of Wiridia is a minister of the administration and a power holder who receives the Emperor's terrible trust. If they were to pursue efficiency with a tyrannical approach in such a person's domain, the minister of the relevant department would break the joints of the person in charge before I even stepped in.

Therefore, both the military academy construction and the archaeological site excavation were heavily influenced by me in their initial stages. The final approvers and the site managers all had serious and respectful conversations with me.

But isn't that enough? If they're not causing problems, is there really a need to report their progress?

'I don't want to know.'

To be honest, even if I have an obligation to know, I don't want to. If I remain ignorant, it's just someone else's business, but the moment the progress enters my ears, it becomes my business.

What if some problem arises during construction? What if something new emerges from the excavation site? What if I have to help solve issues that should be handled by the highest responsible person, just because I provided the land?

It's terrifying just to imagine. It's already unfair to follow the Emperor's orders, but getting involved in other departments' affairs is something I'd rather avoid.

"Come to think of it, it's been quite a while since I heard news about the military academy and the archaeological site. Has everything been going well?"

However, I can't simply ignore reports sent by the site managers. If they've sent them, I should read them as a matter of courtesy and send an appropriate response.

Even a minister can't unilaterally ignore work-related reports—that would be an outrageous act deserving of harsh criticism. Rather, precisely because I am a minister, I should pay attention to even small reports.

Instead, to prepare myself mentally before reading the reports, I asked the butler. Whether there had been any disturbances at the military academy construction site or the archaeological excavation site while I was staying in the Capital. Whether there had been any issues that would give me a headache if I heard about them.

"Not that I'm aware of. The military academy is a project the Victorious Duke is pursuing enthusiastically, and the Ministry of Culture is showing such dedication that one might think their survival depends on it. They handle even minor problems with passion, so there's been no need for Wiridia to step in."
"I see."

This was somewhat relieving news, and I inwardly sighed with relief.

Well, neither of these are ordinary civil engineering projects; they're large-scale projects that each department could showcase as their flagship initiatives. If any problems arise, they would step forward to handle them first.

If problems occur at the military academy, which the Victorious Duke considers his final wish before his (self-desired) retirement, it would be disrespectful to the Emperor's father-in-law. If there's even slight damage to the archaeological site that everyone from the Minister of Culture to the lowest-ranking official is obsessed with, the culprit might become one with the site.

At that point, it's not just a matter of face or merit—it's literally a matter of life and death. So troublesome matters shouldn't reach my ears.

"Let me see."

So with a lighter heart than before, I took the documents the butler brought, and,

'Ah.'

I almost threw them away as soon as I saw them.

[Hot spring water discovered during construction of military academy annex building not included in original plans.]

A truly troublesome matter has arisen.

# Thermal Springs Discovered in the Domain

Looking at this sentence alone, it's something to be happy about, not something to dread. If you develop just one proper hot spring, the economic benefits can be enormous. There are numerous historical records of kings visiting hot springs to relieve fatigue.

Moreover, thermal springs are extremely rare—as long as you don't establish insane standards like "any warm water counts as a hot spring." People with money and leisure don't hesitate to travel long distances to enjoy hot springs that meet rigorous standards.

Actually, with teleportation available, distance isn't even an issue. Hesitation only increases waiting times.

'Why there of all places?'

The problem is that the thermal spring erupted at a construction site.

I had already provided a section of Wiridia for the construction of a military academy. Whatever happened there, I had no intention of interfering unless it involved deliberate arson or erecting hideous structures.

But now thermal springs have appeared in an area I'd relinquished? This creates problems for both me and the site manager.

'If only it were an empty lot, I could at least take it back.'

My head throbs. If these thermal springs had been discovered in an open area away from other buildings, there wouldn't be a major issue. I could negotiate with the site manager to reclaim the area where the springs were found and provide equivalent land elsewhere.

But it's not an empty lot. The springs didn't emerge in the middle of nowhere—they burst forth while they were constructing an annex building.

'If it wasn't in the original plan, it must be essential.'

If they're rushing to build something that wasn't initially planned, it must be crucial enough to warrant modifying the original plans. And if it's that essential, they wouldn't place it just anywhere—meaning that specific location is critical.

In other words, reclaiming that area now would severely hamper the military academy's construction. The site manager must be as troubled as I am.

'It's awkward to take it back, but equally awkward to leave it.'

This is the Victorious Duke's final wish and a project that holds the imperial army's future, but stealing thermal springs still feels wrong.

Besides, from the perspective of building the military academy as quickly and solidly as possible, discovering thermal springs isn't exactly a pleasant event. With bad luck, the spring water might flow into other construction areas, potentially resetting all the progress made.

The mere thought is horrifying—a construction site flooded with thermal water. A hot spring that enters the world with the ominous reputation of "the thermal springs that devoured the Victorious Duke's wish."

'What should I do about this?'

I unconsciously furrowed my brow while looking at the document.

If I try to find some consolation, at least the springs were discovered in an area where only groundwork was being done. We avoided having this commotion in a completed area or where pillars were being erected.

It's particularly fortunate that this happened at the military academy construction site. The Victorious Duke might feel disappointed, but frankly, this is far better than opening a water park at an archaeological excavation site. If thermal springs erupted at a historical site, it would be the day the Ministry of Culture collapsed.

"Your Excellency? Are you alright?"


As I frowned while checking the documents, the head steward worriedly spoke up.

He had just reported that nothing unusual had happened, and immediately afterward, the lord's face crumpled—how alarming that must have been for him.

In a way, the head steward responsible for the domain's affairs had just given false information to his lord. However, I didn't scold or reprimand him.

'It was only discovered yesterday evening, what could he do?'

Considering the time needed to dig up the ground, discover warm water, verify it as thermal spring water, and report it to me—they essentially rushed here as soon as the situation occurred. The head steward didn't even have time to be informed beforehand.

Perhaps even the Victorious Duke has only just received the news. If a mere head steward knew information that both the Duke and his representative had just learned, that would be stranger.

"Head Steward."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Please speak."
"Wiridia is, well, a good land, but somewhat awkwardly good."
"Pardon?"
"No, actually, I made it awkward myself."

With those words, I handed the documents to the head steward.

Immediately, expressions of joy and bewilderment crossed his face simultaneously.

I understand. Anyone connected to Wiridia would react the same way. The discovery of rare thermal springs within Wiridia is certainly beneficial, but if they're located in a construction site that's difficult to develop immediately, nothing could be more frustrating.

'Awkwardness I brought upon myself...'

And I was the one who accepted the Victorious Duke's proposal to establish a military academy in Wiridia and willingly provided the land currently under construction. I'm also the one who turned land with dormant thermal springs into a construction site.

With no one to blame, I could only manage a bitter smile.

As expected, the Victorious Duke seems to have received the report around the same time as me.

- I feel embarrassed to have burdened Kal with such a troublesome issue after he generously provided the land. Though it may sound like an excuse, I never imagined something like this would happen.

I had postponed galloping across the plains with Blackie and Whitey, and rushed back to the count's residence, only to receive the Victorious Duke's message immediately.

"What excuse? Who would have thought thermal springs would emerge from digging the ground? Even I, the Count of Wiridia, never considered excavating that area."

I shook my head at the Victorious Duke's apology.

This situation is nobody's fault. Even if the Victorious Duke had deliberately targeted the thermal springs, considering the debt I owe him, I would willingly hand them over. The Victorious Duke simply chose an appropriate site for the military academy and coincidentally gained possession of the thermal springs beneath it.

So there's no need for the Victorious Duke to apologize, nor for me to accept an apology. This incident is merely a coincidental happening.

The problem is that the scale of this happening is quite significant.


- Thank you for understanding. However, regardless of Kal's generous heart, I don't think we can take this matter lightly.
"That's true."

I smiled awkwardly at the Victorious Duke's words.

While this incident won't cause us stakeholders to raise our voices and flush with anger, the underground thermal springs won't simply respond, "Your friendship is beautiful! I'll tactfully move to another area!"

Rather, once exposed to the world, these springs will increasingly surge toward the surface over time. If we don't reach a conclusion quickly, the military academy meant to secure the imperial army's future will become a hot spring responsible for the skin care of the wealthy.

- First, let me clarify the Ministry of War's position. It's impossible for us to halt the ongoing construction and find a new site. Besides the time required for demolition and finding a new location, we also lack the budget to erect new buildings.
"Wiridia's position is to secure and develop the hot springs. While I'd like to yield for the future of the imperial army, as Your Excellency knows, I haven't been a particularly passionate lord in managing my domain. If someone who rarely visits his domain suddenly appears only to give away newly discovered hot springs, even my loyal vassals would feel disappointed."

So before formal discussions, we confirmed each other's positions, and predictably ordinary responses came from both sides.

The Victorious Duke and the Ministry of War cannot abandon the nearly completed construction to find another site. Besides the time it would take, they lack the budget. Even though the Victorious Duke is the Emperor's father-in-law—no, precisely because he is, he must be careful with budget usage.

I and Wiridia cannot simply hand over the thermal springs. While I, Kal, could accommodate the Victorious Duke, the Count of Wiridia cannot. Kicking away an opportunity for the domain to prosper would be an act only the worst of lords would commit.

However, if we both maintain these reasonable positions, there's little room for compromise. How should we handle this terrible situation?

"Excuse me, Your Excellency."
- Speak.
"About the annex building planned above the thermal springs, what was its intended purpose?"
- It was to be used as a simulation field for mock battles between special forces units. We've already built one large simulation field, but I thought it would be better to prepare a separate one focused on special forces.
"I see."

I rolled my eyes at the mention of a simulation field, especially one handling special forces.

I had anticipated it wasn't in the original construction plan, but I didn't realize it was such an important building. Special forces like knights and mages can overturn an entire front line if used properly, making this facility essential for training imperial army officers.

- However, given the situation, we should develop it as a hot spring rather than a simulation field.
"Pardon?"
- Building over erupting thermal springs would only result in excessive moisture or structural collapse due to unstable ground. Better to create a hot spring and build the simulation field elsewhere. Don't you agree, Kal?

Unable to deny this logic, I reflexively nodded.

In truth, developing the hot spring is the obvious solution. The question is how to handle the ownership of the hot spring proudly situated on the construction site, and how Wiridia would manage a hot spring nestled between military academy buildings.

The military academy is a military facility. Would guests flock to enjoy hot springs amid such a facility? This would inevitably expose the military academy to civilians and outsiders to an excessive degree.

'We can't elevate it in the air like Stefan's Glory.'

I wish we could make it a floating hot spring.

I'd love to turn it into a premier attraction floating serenely above Wiridia.

Regrettably, the discussions between the Duke and the Duke's representative concluded with no outcome other than "Let's build the hot spring first and think about it later."

This matter was truly difficult. It was a problem that could be cleanly resolved if one of them backed down, but the Victorious Duke couldn't give up what he considered his final cherished project. And I couldn't kick away an opportunity for my domain to develop.

So both the Victorious Duke and I searched for ways to coexist, but it wasn't easy with a military facility like the officer academy involved. Allowing civilians to approach a military facility that trains the future of the Imperial Army is problematic. Especially since non-Imperial citizens might visit the hot spring.

'Civilians with foreign citizenship approaching a military facility.'

While an officer academy has lower security clearance than other military facilities, it's still a military installation that needs to be protected.

It's the military's fate to maintain even minor security protocols. Moreover, if methods for cultivating the Imperial Army's future were leaked externally, other countries could imitate them or develop countermeasures. They could think: "The Imperial Army follows this education process, so we should develop a route to counter it."

'If only we could lift one of them into the air.'

Though highly unlikely, the most effective solution filled my head.

Is there a security issue because the hot spring is very close to the academy grounds? Then lift the hot spring into the air. This would drastically reduce the chance of hot spring visitors secretly infiltrating the academy or wandering in by mistake.

But how to send underground hot spring water to an airborne facility is the problem. We can't teleport hot spring water up there 24 hours a day.

'And we can't lift the officer academy either.'

Alternatively, keeping the hot spring on the ground and lifting the academy? Besides the problem that the academy consists of multiple buildings, the very idea of an officer academy rising to the sky would be serious disloyalty.

Even Stefan's Glory is only attempting to build an airborne structure with massive budget because of its symbolic significance as a place where all continental nations gather to discuss peace, and because it stands on the site of the capital of the Muno Empire, humanity's first empire. In such circumstances, having an officer academy floating in the sky would be highly problematic.

'When even the Imperial Palace is on the ground, what would people think if an officer academy were in the sky?'

They would whisper that perhaps the Empire isn't ruled by the Emperor commanding the military, but the military leading the country. They would mock us, asking if iron-bearing soldiers are more precious than purple-robed officials and blue-blooded nobles in the Empire.

Also, we can't ignore the possibility that cadets spending their school days in an airborne academy might become filled with hot air and arrogance. How high would their noses rise if they looked down on everything below while being taught "You are the future of the Imperial Army"?

While it's important for soldiers to have pride, it shouldn't lead to arrogance. If those who will lead the military start thinking they're special and chosen, their heads should be smashed immediately. Soldiers are merely shields and tools to protect the nation, not variables that move according to their own will.

'There's no answer.'

I sighed while roughly drying my face.

What can I do? While Wiridia isn't exactly small, why did the officer academy site and hot spring location have to overlap? If it were a minor issue, I could gracefully back down with a smile, but that's impossible too.

'Why are these things happening in my generation?'

I bit my lip slightly at the flood of resentment.

I became Count of Wiridia about six years ago. In contrast, Wiridia was under direct Imperial control for over 200 years.

During those 200+ years, not a single relic was excavated in Wiridia, nor did any hot spring water burst forth. So why are these things happening right after I become Count? Why were things quiet when it was under Imperial control, but now that I'm responsible, this happens?

'Of course it was a remote frontier during Imperial direct rule.'

Despite my frustration, I understand the reason well.

Before the Northern conquest, Wiridia was the Empire's northernmost peripheral region bordering the steppes. There was no capacity for leisurely excavations in such a place, so only after the North was incorporated did 200 years of accumulated events start bursting forth.

Frankly, as someone taking the full brunt of 200 years of accumulated issues, it's utterly disheartening, but I can try to overlook it by thinking of it as a symbol of peace.


'Or can I?'

Judging by my continued sighing, probably not.

No matter how positively I try to think, the hot spring discovery crossed the line. If it had happened right as academy construction began, we could have quickly reselected the site, but for hot spring water to burst forth when construction was nearly complete feels almost malicious.

Then whose malice could it be? Enen, the most powerful god? The Eternal Blue Sky, the guardian of the North? Constantina, who governs vegetation?

Whoever it is, confess now. If you do, I'll let you off with a reduced offering.

Eventually, news of the hot spring situation reached the Emperor's ears.

"I thought I'd gained a dignified reason to visit Wiridia, but I never expected it to appear within the officer academy. Truly regrettable."

'This bastard.'

Seeing the Emperor spout nonsense with a regretful expression, instinctive curses circled in my mouth.

What reason to visit Wiridia? When you say such things, it makes me want to abandon the hot spring altogether.

"Wiridia is the bridge connecting the Imperial mainland and the North. Visiting such a place frequently would provide more opportunities to interact with Northern lords, naturally raising the North's loyalty toward the Imperial family. God gave us a good opportunity but made it difficult to obtain."

However, I barely suppressed my anger at his following words.

It wasn't simply said to annoy me. It was said to interact more frequently with Northern nobles who still have outsider tendencies compared to mainstream Imperial nobility, to visit the boundary between mainland and North under the pretext of a hot spring trip.

That's somewhat fortunate. At least he hasn't gone mad enough to travel just to provoke me.

"By the way, first a large archaeological site and now a hot spring. Wiridia is heading toward becoming a tourism-specialized domain."

"Yes. It seems that way."

I immediately nodded at the Emperor's words.

We can offer horseback riding experiences through vast pastures and excellent horses, and the massive archaeological site that will mark a milestone in human history can attract all kinds of scholars by its mere existence. The discovery of a hot spring in such circumstances is the perfect finishing touch.

Now Wiridia cannot shed the name of tourism specialization even if I try to pursue other businesses, and cannot deviate from the path toward cultural victory. Even Amelia's soul-grinding breeding project will contribute to cultural victory.

"It's quite remarkable that there's an officer academy in a tourism-specialized domain."

After saying that, the Emperor chuckled to himself, then continued with a serious expression.

"So, Count. What do you plan to do now?"

"Shamefully, I haven't yet found a suitable solution. It's difficult to simply give up, yet also troublesome to stubbornly hold on."

"Indeed. It's not an issue that requires an immediate conclusion."

The Emperor nodded calmly at my answer, seemingly agreeing.

If it wasn't agreement but criticism, I would have protested, asking if he had any better ideas. As always, he's a master at escaping traps disadvantageous to himself.

"Hmm."


"Your Majesty?"

"Count, I don't know much about hot springs, but do they typically appear after digging just a few meters? Don't you usually need to dig at least tens or hundreds of meters?"

My mind froze at the sudden question.

'I don't know that either.'

And it's an issue I hadn't particularly considered. When they said hot spring water was discovered during construction, I just accepted it without thinking about how deep they had to dig.

'Do you really need to dig tens of meters?'

But if the Emperor's question is valid, it is strange.

The hot spring water discovered during construction reportedly burst forth while they were digging moderately for foundation work. The hot spring water, which should be deep underground, emerged when they had barely dug 10 meters.

"I will investigate more thoroughly and report back to Your Majesty."

"Ah, there's no need for that. I just mentioned it because it came to mind."

The Emperor waved his hand in refusal, but I ignored it.

Now that you've mentioned it, I'm curious too.

***

The Count ended the communication with fiery eyes.

I think I've troubled the Count with an unnecessary comment. He must already be busy discussing various matters with his father-in-law. I've done something inconsiderate.

But it was genuinely puzzling. If hot spring water could be discovered after digging just a few meters, there would be no need to invest huge sums in hot spring development. If hot spring presence could be determined by digging just a few meters, everyone would gamble on digging land. They could potentially gain enormous profits with minimal expenditure.

However, though I'm no hot spring expert, a few meters seems strange. Wouldn't you need to dig much deeper to find even a single stream of water?

'Without knowledge, I can't strongly question it either.'

This is merely my personal thought. The perspective of an ordinary civilian, not an expert.

Because of this, I couldn't offer clear advice in a situation where my father-in-law and the Count were racking their brains. And it seems excessive to squeeze time to build knowledge about hot springs.

'Results will come if we wait.'

I fiddled with the darkened communication device before losing interest.

Surely the Count won't try to build knowledge about hot springs himself; he'll probably assign the task to his retainers in Wiridia. Those retainers will produce results on their own.

Let's wait patiently until then. There's no need to actively intervene in this matter.

[Additional hot spring water discovered in an area separate from the officer academy site. The water sources of both hot springs are presumed to be identical.]

'Oh.'

Of course, I didn't expect such a result just from waiting.


Inside my head, I have no knowledge about hot springs.

Honestly, for ordinary people, isn't it enough to just soak in a hot spring and warm your body? Whether the hot spring is located how many meters underground, what the temperature of the spring water is, what components it contains, and what effects it has are all beyond my concern. I just enjoy it because people say hot springs are good for the body.

That's why the Emperor's casual question came as a big shock to me. Certainly, hot spring water isn't some treasure that can be discovered just by digging a few meters into the ground.

'If it were that shallow, they'd be opening water parks every time they dig up land.'

So I asked my steward to briefly look into hot springs. I needed to know whether the information the Emperor had picked up was true, and if it was, what exactly was this hot spring water discovered at the military academy site.

I thought I should know that much before I could have further discussions with the Victorious Duke. Looking back now, we were like merchants trying to make a deal without knowing anything about the goods we were trading. If we had a proper discussion, that would be the stranger thing.

"Your Majesty was correct."

A few hours later. The information my steward brought increased my gratitude toward the Emperor slightly.

"Normally, hot spring water exists about tens to hundreds of meters underground. Occasionally, there are hot springs where the water flows to the surface without having to break through the ground, forming pools, but the hot spring water discovered at the military academy site was underground."
"That's ambiguous. It's too shallow to be a hot spring coming from underground, yet it's underground so it can't be a hot spring that flowed to the surface."
"That's why the head butler has proposed a hypothesis about this."
"I don't mind if it's just a hypothesis. Speak freely."

At the word "hypothesis," my mouth moved before my brain.

In this unknown situation, we need to exchange opinions no matter how outlandish they might seem. If we piece together our deductions bit by bit, we might find even a small clue.

"The hypothesis is that perhaps the hot spring water found at the military academy is an ancient hot spring that was buried under soil and debris, and has only now been rediscovered."
'Oh.'

Surprisingly, the head butler's hypothesis was quite plausible.

Hot springs aren't facilities invented in modern times but have existed since ancient times. Then it's quite possible that ancient people drew up hot spring water from tens of meters underground to the surface, and over time it got buried under soil like ruins.

No, it's actually very likely. If this hypothesis is true, it would sufficiently explain why the hot spring was discovered at an ambiguous location—neither at the surface nor tens of meters underground.

"Or there's another opinion that for some reason, the hot spring water has been gradually rising to the surface, and the construction workers happened to discover it."
"For some reason?"
"I apologize, but since we can't guess the reason, I can only say 'for some reason.'"

I waved off the steward who was hurriedly bowing and organized my thoughts.

It might not be common, but it's possible that hot spring water from the source could slowly rise to the surface. As the steward mentioned earlier, hot spring water occasionally appears on the surface by itself. Perhaps people discovered this hot spring water in the middle of that process.

'A hot spring evolving from a regular hot spring to an open-air bath.'

But if this hypothesis is correct, not just the military academy site but other areas could be at risk too.

It means something unusual happened to the dormant water source, causing it to rush to the surface. If that's the case, can we be certain that there's only one stream of water breaking through the ground? What if water is flowing toward areas other than the military academy site?

'That would be...'

It's both pleasing and troubling. Thinking positively, we'd have one more hot spring, but thinking negatively, we might discover hot spring water during construction again.

"Steward."
"Yes, Your Excellency."
"Request the Magic Tower in my name to check the water veins near the military academy. No need to check deeply, within 10 meters is sufficient."


After brief consideration, I decided to summon the mages.

I'm not asking them to check water veins dozens of meters below. I just want to confirm if there are any water streams that might burst during construction again, or if there are any water streams identical to the hot spring water found at the military academy. Just that much.

And when the mages from the Magic Tower heard that the Magic-Ending Duke's spouse had made a request, they came in excessive numbers,

"We found one."
"There really was one..."

We were able to find a new hot spring near the military academy site.

And it shared the same water source.

'Was it really evolving into an open-air bath?'

How much did it miss people to try to rise up on its own before being excavated?

With my lack of hot spring sensitivity, I couldn't understand it at all.

I immediately informed the Emperor and the Victorious Duke about the discovery of additional hot spring water.

The reason this situation gave us headaches was because neither I nor the Victorious Duke could easily give up the limited resource of hot spring water. But if new hot spring water appeared outside the military academy site, there's no need to rack our brains anymore.

The Victorious Duke no longer needs to give the hot spring water to Wiridia, and I no longer need to give up the hot spring water at the expense of my domain's development. What a beautiful and heartwarming conclusion.

However, as if in exchange for smoothly resolving one problem, a new problem emerged along with the new hot spring water.

"It's a hot spring used by ancient humans."
"Oh my."

First, the newly discovered hot spring water was indeed "a hot spring in the process of changing its job from a regular hot spring to an open-air bath on its own." Whatever it experienced underground, it was stubbornly breaking through the ground and rising up. I was told it would have reached the surface within 10 years even if we hadn't found it, which gave me some insight into its determination.

On the other hand, the hot spring water within the military academy site confirmed the head butler's hypothesis. It was indeed a place used by ancient humans and then buried under soil—essentially no different from ruins.

Yes, it was practically "ruins."

'This is a big problem.'

The word "ruins" coming from the mouth of a Magic Tower mage. Because of that, I instinctively looked at the person in charge of the military academy construction.

As expected, the person in charge was looking at the hot spring with a pale face. The steam rising from the hot spring seemed to symbolize his burning anxiety.

'Such a disaster at the final stage.'

At this point, I seriously wonder if the gods don't want the military academy.

The Victorious Duke and the Ministry of War have already had sites earmarked for the military academy stolen by the Ministry of Culture. After losing site after site, they were finally able to start construction at the current location, but now ruins appear at the final stage of construction? And not just any ruins, but a hot spring created by ancient humans? Ruins that sound impressive even to non-experts like us?

He probably wants to fill in that hot spring. Honestly, if this hadn't reached the Emperor's ears, the Victorious Duke might have seriously suggested it. He might have offered appropriate compensation to pretend we never saw it.

But the situation has already blown up. The Emperor has heard reports about the hot spring, and the Magic Tower knows about it too. The only way to deny the existence of that hot spring would be to turn back time.

"Enen, good heavens."

A despairing sigh escaped from the person in charge.

Understanding his feelings all too well, I couldn't offer any words of comfort.


***

As soon as I received the news, I rushed to Wiridia.

Despite having so much work that I couldn't freely leave not only the Capital but even the headquarters, this situation required me to go to the site in person.

The military academy, which was on the verge of completion, was about to be stranded. The long-awaited military academy, which could have opened by the year after next at the latest, was about to be indefinitely silenced.

'That can't happen.'

I felt my blood draining more than when I heard about the discovery of hot spring water. At least with the hot spring issue, there was room for peaceful resolution with Kal, but if ruins pop up and we get entangled with the Ministry of Culture, there's no telling where things might go.

'Why do these things happen one after another?'

With the situation flowing in this direction, it's even frustrating.

When ruins were discovered at the initially selected military academy site, I reluctantly accepted it. If the land looks good to me, it probably looked good to ancient people too. I could understand ruins being found in such places.

I could even accept that such incidents happened repeatedly. If the birthplace of humanity was discovered within the Empire, it would have great archaeological significance, and there were still many sites where we could build the military academy.

But this crosses the line too much. After overcoming all sorts of adversities to finally start construction, now the nearly completed project is on the verge of collapse. Could it be that the gods don't want the military academy?

"Ah, Your Excellency."
"I greet Your Excellency the Victorious Duke."

Arriving at the military academy site with such complicated feelings, I was greeted by Kal and the Minister of Culture standing side by side.

There stood one welcome figure and one not-so-welcome figure. Today, seeing the Minister of Culture feels almost terrifying.

"The Silent Duke is the lord of Wiridia, so that's understandable, but even the Minister of Culture made it here despite being busy with work. Did I arrive late?"
"Not at all. I had just finished a meeting and was taking a break, so I could move immediately. Besides, this matter is tied to the future of the Imperial Army, so shouldn't we hurry even if we're busy?"

That statement raised a slight hope.

Although it's likely just a ceremonial remark, the words "future of the Imperial Army" came from the mouth of the Minister of Culture. This means the Minister of Culture will consider our circumstances, even if just a little.

"More than that, I can't gauge the potential of Wiridia. To think that ruins revealing the bathing culture of ancient civilization would emerge. It's also evidence that even in ancient times, they had the ability to draw hot spring water by breaking through tens of meters of ground. It's truly marvelous."
"Y-yes. It's truly amazing."

The hope that had slightly raised its head was crushed back to the ground. The Victorious Duke's expression also turned bitter, suggesting he was thinking the same thing.

"Well then, Minister. When... do you plan to start the excavation?"

So I asked directly. Since the Ministry of Culture's involvement is confirmed, we need to determine when and to what extent the excavation will take place.

To minimize impact on other buildings. If possible, to allow construction and excavation to proceed simultaneously.

"Hmm? Excavation?"

However, the Minister of Culture tilted his head at my words.

"That can't be excavated. It's been submerged in hot water, so any traces the ruins might have contained have long since disappeared."

Along with unexpectedly positive news.

No, not positive news, but rather unfortunate news.

# His Excellency the Victorious Duke returned to the Ministry of Culture building after finishing his conversation with His Excellency the Silent Duke.

I had just enough time to catch my breath and visit Wiridia, but not enough leisure to wander around for extended periods. If anything, my workload leans toward the heavier side.

When work suddenly increases after a lull, the body struggles to keep up. Fortunately, as Minister of Culture, haven't I always been crushed under excessive work? It would be absurd to suddenly complain about something I experience daily.

So today, as usual, I picked up my quill pen with a calm mind.

'What a shame.'

I couldn't help but sigh at the lingering regret still occupying my thoughts.

It's regrettable. Truly regrettable. This was a golden opportunity to understand ancient human bathing culture and hot spring development technology. If hot springs were discovered in the same area as ancient human settlements, they must be related facilities—at the very least, facilities created by direct descendants of the residents who lived in the currently excavated ruins.

Under normal circumstances, I would have proceeded with the investigation regardless of whether the site was submerged in hot water. When excavating ruins, one encounters all sorts of conditions—what's a little submersion? Whether burned by fire, crushed by rocks, or contaminated by poison, it doesn't matter. As long as some form remains, it's worth investigating.

That is, if these were normal circumstances.

'It would be difficult to expand operations here.'

Considerable manpower and resources have already been invested in excavating the Wiridia ruins. If additional excavation were to take place, especially investigating ruins submerged in hot spring water, we would need to prepare for significant expenditure.

There are already rumors that the Ministry of Culture could become paralyzed if just a few more ordinary ruins were discovered. At the very least, we must tread carefully until the work in Wiridia is completed.

'Retreating is the right move this time.'

And there are two dukes directly involved in this situation. Even though the Ministry of Culture wields tremendous authority regarding ruins, it makes sense to step back and concede this time.

His Excellency the Victorious Duke has had several locations earmarked for the military academy snatched away by the Ministry of Culture, and His Excellency the Silent Duke has had to surrender parts of his domain for excavation each time. The Ministry of Culture owes both of them a great debt, and we must not forget this.

Yet instead of repaying that debt, would we create another awkward incident? Breaking the Victorious Duke's enthusiastically promoted project and once again blocking part of the Silent Duke's territory under the pretext of excavation?

'Such actions would only narrow the Ministry of Culture's standing.'

A scholar should never back down in the face of academia and truth. When ruins awaken from their deep slumber, one should be the first to approach and greet them.

However, the virtues of a scholar differ from those of a bureaucrat. The virtues of an ordinary bureaucrat also differ from those of a minister. If all scholars in the Ministry of Culture were to burn only with scholarly duty, it would be no different from a private organization rather than a government department.

Therefore, as Minister of Culture, I must embody scholarly virtue and sense of duty, but also demonstrate qualities as a minister, administrator, and politician. If we recklessly charge in and bite whenever we have authority, how many people would find that unpleasant?

'Even with justification, if we only demand sacrifices from others, we'll receive not fear but hatred.'

The external perception of our Ministry of Culture is that of "mad dogs who attack relentlessly when cultural artifacts are involved." It's a perception that can apply appropriate pressure on nobles and provides many advantages for excavation activities.

But there's a fine line between a mad dog people avoid being bitten by and a mad dog that needs to be killed immediately. If the Ministry of Culture had not backed down during this hot spring situation, if we had insisted on our justification even against the two dukes, public perception would have quickly shifted to the latter.

Criticism that we're too rigid even against dukes. Suspicion that we look down on even dukes, so what wouldn't we do? Hatred for the outrage of demanding concessions yet again from the two dukes who have already conceded multiple times. All of these would turn into blades pointed at the Ministry of Culture.

It's troubling just to think about it. Rather than facing such a future, abandoning one archaeological site would be more beneficial in the long run.

'Tsk.'

Even as I tried to console myself this way, I couldn't help the regret that filled my mind.

Someday when I have time, I'll leisurely enjoy hot spring tourism instead of investigating hot spring ruins. The hot spring discovered within the military academy grounds would be impossible due to security concerns, but I could still get a similar experience at outside hot springs.


Since the academy's hot spring and outside hot springs share the same water source, they're essentially the same. Then, entering a hot spring outside the military academy would be no different from entering the submerged ruins.

I decided to think of it that way for the time being.

***

The gods have helped us.

No matter how I think about it, no other words can explain today's miracle.

"I don't know what words of comfort to offer the Minister of Culture. Even someone ignorant of history could see these were no ordinary ruins, yet having to abandon them without proper investigation..."
"Yes. It's truly unfortunate."

Despite expressing regret to the Minister of Culture, the Victorious Duke's face was filled with an unmistakable smile.

Once caught in the Ministry of Culture's sight, escape becomes impossible. This is due to the Ministry's unique authority and reason for existence granted by successive emperors, so even the Victorious Duke had no option but to sigh and pray to the heavens.

If the Victorious Duke had used his title to apply pressure, it would have meant disregarding the Ministry of Culture, which operates under the Emperor's orders. This would be a challenge to the Emperor's authority, and if the Emperor were to side with the Victorious Duke, the Ministry of Culture's very reason for existence would collapse.

Then other nobles would ignore and dismiss whatever requests the Ministry made. The areas where the Ministry could excavate would shrink to just the imperial territories within the vast empire.

'That would be terrible.'

That's why the Victorious Duke rushed from headquarters to Wiridia. To prevent the collapse of both the Ministry of Culture and the military academy, seeking the best possible outcome.

Yet before the Victorious Duke could speak, the Minister of Culture backed down first. An unimaginable anomaly occurred that no imperial citizen could dare imagine.

'If this isn't a miracle, what is?'

Even I, who witnessed it directly, still couldn't believe it. Probably no other nobles or officials would believe it if told, and even the Emperor would scold us to report properly.

But what can we do when it's the truth? Not delusion or false reporting, but the absolute truth.

"Kal."
"Yes, Your Excellency. Please speak."
"They say the gods only give humans trials they can overcome. It seems that saying was true."

The Victorious Duke, still smiling, spoke while looking not at me but at the hot spring.

I felt a little disappointed that he wasn't looking at his honorary son standing right in front of him, but I quickly understood his feelings.

How lovely and admirable must that hot spring appear to him? If only the ruins remained without the hot spring water, the Minister of Culture might have charged in like a berserker. Thanks to the hot spring water swallowing the ruins, the Minister made the judgment: "This doesn't need to be touched."

'Thank you.'

Perhaps that's why I too looked at the hot spring with gentle eyes, expressing my gratitude.

You've saved the future of the imperial army, the Victorious Duke's mental health, and Wiridia's economy. How can we ever repay this debt?

"Um, Your Excellency."
"Hmm. Speak."
"Are hot springs usually this hot?"

However, gratitude and concern are separate issues. From the perspective of someone who now needs to develop this hot spring, I voiced a question that had been bothering me.


'Why is it so hot?'

Even observing from a reasonable distance, I could see the steam rising. An extraordinary heat could be felt even from here.

Fortunately, it wasn't boiling, but for someone like me who had imagined the temperature of typical hot or warm baths, this was surprisingly hot. It must be at least 50 degrees, right?

"53 degrees. Certainly not a low temperature."
'It really is over.'

I smiled wryly at his quick and decisive answer. Even hot baths are usually between 40 and 45 degrees, so this hot spring was even hotter.

Moreover, the Victorious Duke must have been quite anxious about the Ministry of Culture's clutches. He had acquired information I hadn't even thought to ask about. When did he manage to determine the hot spring water temperature?

"But that's what makes it good. Isn't it better to use naturally emerging hot water that needs to be cooled down a bit, rather than artificially heating lukewarm water and calling it a hot spring?"
"That's... true."

Since his statement wasn't wrong, I nodded in agreement.

Between a fake hot spring created by forced heating and an original hot spring that needs cooling down, the latter is certainly better.

Still, 53 degrees seems a bit intense. If someone carelessly dipped their toes in, they'd come out bright red.

"Anyway, Kal. As we just discussed, the hot spring discovered here will be a facility for teachers and cadets, and the additionally excavated hot spring will be developed by Wiridia."
"Ah, yes. Let's do that. How fortunate that exactly two were discovered."

I nodded again at the Victorious Duke's words while looking at the rising steam.

Development simply means building appropriate structures around the hot spring water and adjusting its temperature.

'What temperature would be appropriate?'

What temperature should we set, what temperature with what story would actively appeal to people?

- I thought I'd have a legitimate reason to go to Wiridia, but I didn't expect it to appear within the military academy. What a shame.
'Ah.'

While pondering alone, I recalled what the Emperor had said before.

If hot springs were discovered in Wiridia, he could proudly visit under the pretext of recuperating from fatigue. If a rare hot spring newly appeared in the empire, even the Emperor, swamped with work, could somehow make his way there.

'That's it.'

Thanks to that, an appropriate method for adjusting the hot spring water came to mind.

'I'll just put that bastard in.'

Since hot springs were discovered in the domain granted by imperial grace, I'll invite the Emperor to return that glory to the imperial family.

Then I'll put the Emperor in the 53-degree water and ask how the temperature feels. If he says it's too hot, we'll lower it gradually; if he says it's just right, we'll maintain that temperature 24 hours a day.

Through this process, Wiridia's hot spring will become the hot spring where the Emperor descended, with a temperature the Emperor himself approved.

Nothing could be more perfect.

The Count had sent a peculiar invitation.

A formal greeting stating that excellent hot spring water had been discovered on land bestowed by the Imperial Family, which was essentially like acquiring something that originally belonged to the Imperial Family. And a cautious suggestion that he would like to invite me as his first guest.

'An invitation, huh.'

I stared blankly at the invitation, as it was an unexpected proposal.

No matter how much the Count stays in the Capital and leaves the management of his domain to his vassals, Wiridia is still undeniably the Count's territory. If I were to visit Wiridia, the Count would also have to rush there to welcome me.

A man who hates troublesome things is voluntarily creating trouble for himself? Even without an invitation, I was already planning to go, yet he sends an invitation before I could even open my mouth?

'What is he thinking?'

Considering the Count's character and behavior patterns I've experienced so far, this is impossible. It's beyond common sense for someone who would desperately try to dissuade me if I said I was going to now be the one extending an invitation first.

I even wondered if someone might be impersonating the Count to send this invitation. If it were an impersonation, that would resolve all these questions.

'That's not it.'

Setting aside who would be brave enough to impersonate the Count, the wax seal on the invitation clearly bore the Count's seal.

In truth, I could simply contact the Count directly instead of overthinking this. I could ask him if this invitation was really from him, and immediately learn the truth.

But I couldn't bring myself to do it. If by some chance it was an impersonation, I would need to mobilize the Intelligence Department to find out what madman was impersonating the Count and why they were trying to send the Emperor to Wiridia. That would be too troublesome when I already have so much to do.

On the other hand, if it really was the Count, that presents its own problems. I would have to start my own investigation to figure out the Count's bizarre intentions.

'Tsk.'

After brief deliberation, I picked up the communication orb.

No matter how troublesome and unsettling, I couldn't ignore the Count's invitation. Besides, this was a hot spring discovered after a very long time, and one meaningfully connected to my father-in-law. Since I would have to go anyway, it would look better to go after receiving the Count's invitation.

"Count."
- Long live Emperor! Kraci—
"Skip the formalities. They're just cumbersome between us."
- I am humbled.

I carefully examined the Count's expression through the communication orb.

Bright. His expression was excessively bright and gentle. Incomparable to his usual gloomy and dull complexion.

He didn't even show any reaction to my mention of "between us." Normally, he would tremble with burden and embarrassment at such remarks.

'Is he that happy?'

I soon reached the most rational and plausible conclusion.

The Count must be elated by the Ministry of Culture's concession. If the Ministry of Culture began investigating the ruins discovered at the military academy site, construction would naturally halt. They would also thoroughly excavate the surrounding area, possibly requiring construction to start from scratch at an entirely new site.

If such a disaster occurred, it would be a headache not only for my father-in-law but also for the Count. Hadn't he already given up considerable territory for the ruins excavation and military academy construction? Having to provide another plot of land would be infuriating.

However, the Ministry of Culture gave up the excavation and withdrew. The military academy construction doesn't need to stop, the Count doesn't need to provide new land, and incidentally, he's secured a hot spring that can be used as a tourist attraction.

'He has reason to smile.'

Thinking calmly, even a gloomy Count would be happy about this. I've been viewing the situation with too much prejudice because of my entanglement with the Count.


"Yes. I received your invitation well. You want me as your first guest?"

So I continued with a smile.

When I viewed the Count with a normal perspective rather than a prejudiced one, I felt more at ease. The thought that I could accept such a trivial hot spring invitation began to fill my mind.

Then there's no need to hesitate. I've accumulated quite a bit of fatigue, so relaxing leisurely in the hot spring, and possibly inviting the great lords of the North for a light banquet would be perfect.

- Yes, Your Majesty. Though I have become the master of Wiridia through Your Majesty's excessive trust and grace, it remains unchanged that Wiridia is land blessed by the Imperial Family. Therefore, I hope Your Majesty, the master of the Imperial Family, would honor us with your presence.
"Indeed. The Count's loyalty is always admirable."

Of course, he wouldn't propose this solely out of loyalty. A hot spring that welcomes the Emperor as its first guest would receive considerable publicity. He's inviting me because it benefits both him and Wiridia.

But I can fully understand that level of ambition. Rather, it would be stranger and more suspicious if a person didn't harbor such modest ambitions. Isn't it natural for a lord to want to make the most of a hot spring discovered in his domain?

"Then I shall try to make time within five days at the latest. Can you complete preparations by then?"
- I will do everything in my power to be ready to receive you even if you come today.
"That's reassuring to hear, but don't overexert yourself."

With those words, I chatted a bit more before ending the communication.

'With all his might, he says.'

I smirked as I recalled the Count's words.

No matter how much effort he puts in, it's impossible to create a perfect hot spring within five days, or even sooner. At best, he might set up temporary facilities, wouldn't he?

However, the most important thing in a hot spring is not the splendid facilities but the warm spring water. Even with temporary facilities, there's no problem as long as the spring water is good.

Still, I'm not comfortable taking the Empress, Crown Princess, Princes, and Princesses to a temporary hot spring. This time, I should visit alone, and when it's properly completed, we can all visit together.

'Should I recommend it to the Empress and Ainter as well?'

Such a thought briefly crossed my mind.

If the entire Imperial Family were to move together, it wouldn't be a bad choice for the Empress and Ainter to accompany us. When the hot spring is properly completed, I'll reconsider it.

I found myself with free time sooner than expected and was able to head to Wiridia after just three days. The Count's claim that he could receive me immediately wasn't an exaggeration; when I informed him of my visit, he gladly nodded.

I wondered if he had just hastily put up a few boards, but that wouldn't be the case. How many Tower mages could the Count mobilize using the Magic-Ending Duke's authority? If he used magic appropriately through them, he could quickly create a decent-looking building.

"I greet His Majesty the Emperor."

Anyway, upon arriving at the Wiridia Count's castle, the Count welcomed me from the main gate.

"Hmm. It feels different seeing the Count somewhere other than the Capital."

I almost laughed at the sight.

He's clearly a nobleman with a great domain, yet he has no intention of leaving the Capital. Sometimes I mistake him for a titleless legal nobleman rather than one with a domain, and I unconsciously feel the urge to give him a suitable domain as a gift.

How curious and amusing it is to meet such a Count in his domain, neither in my office nor in the Capital.

"More importantly, Count. I've accumulated quite a bit of fatigue and would like to enjoy the hot spring quickly. Could you guide me?"
"Of course. I will escort you personally."

After enjoying some minor pleasures and novelties, I hastened to the main point.

The Count may be accustomed to seeing me and remain calm, but the vassals who manage Wiridia in his place are different. For them, seeing me is both an honor and a burden. Showing my face briefly and quickly disappearing would be a consideration for them.


"By the way, Your Majesty."
"What is it?"
"I have prepared everything to serve Your Majesty without deficiency, but shamefully, my vassals and I are ignorant about hot springs, so there may be some aspects we haven't addressed."
"Don't be ashamed. With just three days, there could certainly be inadequate parts. Rather, I'm pleased that as a guest, I can point out deficiencies and suggest improvements."
"Is that so?"

At that moment, the Count's expression brightened even more.

'What's this?'

His unexpected reaction made me wonder if my mouth had moved differently from my thoughts.

Which part of what I just said made the Count happy? I meant it kindly, but depending on the interpretation, wasn't it saying I would trouble the Count?

And this question was resolved in the worst possible way not long after.

"How is it? Is the temperature to your liking?"
"Lower it immediately."

Though obscured by steam, the Count is smiling. That villain is definitely smiling.

That vicious man. I wondered why he was pleased despite the Emperor saying he would point out deficiencies personally. So he was happy because he planned to boil me like this. Since I had already spoken those words, I couldn't run out saying I couldn't handle it.

"Yes, Your Majesty. I'll lower it."

In response to my desperate reply, the Count fiddled with something like a stick and swung it toward the hot spring.

"I've lowered it by 0.1 degrees."
"Lower it more. A 0.1 degree difference is within the margin of error, isn't it?"
"Your Majesty. I apologize, but for humans, the optimal temperature can be determined by very subtle differences. Results can vary not just by 0.1 degrees, but even by 0.01 degrees."

I gritted my teeth, recognizing the threat that if I made a fuss, he would lower it even more minutely.

I was foolish. There was no way the Count would invite me first with pure intentions or the cute motive of promoting the hot spring. What I had wasn't prejudice but rational inference based on past experience.

"...Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"Since everyone's constitution is different, wouldn't the temperature each person finds appropriate vary? While my judgment is important, the Count's judgment is important too."
"Pardon?"
"What do you mean, 'pardon'? If I've said this much, you should know to come in."

With those words, I stared at the Count, who awkwardly headed to the changing room.

He must have realized what I might do if he resisted.

***

Suddenly, the fair-skinned and dark-skinned ended up in the hot spring side by side.

'Whew.'

And the water, lowered by 0.1 degrees from 53 degrees, was still hot. Naturally, as it hadn't even reached 52 degrees yet.

'I can't suddenly lower it by 1 degree increments now.'

If I were to drastically adjust the temperature as soon as I entered, it would be an admission that I had tricked the Emperor.

So there's no choice. It's hot, but I'll endure it as much as possible.

# For a Warrior, Scars are Like Medals

Just as trials that don't kill me make me stronger, wounds that don't kill me are proof I've survived the battlefield. How proud and glorious such medals should be.

"Daddy, Daddy."
"What is it?"
"Daddy's super red! It's amazing!"
"To be honest, Daddy finds it amazing too..."

However, when a scar takes a rather unusual form, one must seriously reconsider whether it's still something to be proud of.

To be precise, it's not even a scar. My skin didn't suffer the slightest scratch, so I didn't actually receive any wounds. My pale skin, deprived of sunlight, had simply turned bright red.

'Damn it.'

I couldn't help but smile bitterly as I looked at Pedi, whose eyes were shining with kindness.

Fortunately, my children didn't get scared or burst into tears upon seeing their father return as a crimson humanitarian, but being stared at like a monkey in a zoo is somewhat disheartening.

But what could I do? These are the inevitable traces left after engaging in a duel with the Emperor. That crazy blonde was so determined to endure that I couldn't back down midway.

Was it because I feared repercussions after getting caught trying to make the Emperor yield? Because I didn't know what revenge the Emperor might take against a servant who fled?

'If that were the case, I would've just run away with my eyes closed.'

I can handle simple fear and uncertainty well enough.

Besides, from the Emperor's perspective, he wouldn't have proper grounds for retaliation if I left. Would he punish me for leaving first while he remained in the hot spring? If that were truly a crime, he could have just come out with me. The one who stubbornly stayed in the hot spring was at fault.

Perhaps that's why the Emperor pressured me in a different way.

"It's certainly more enjoyable with two people. Sitting alone absentmindedly in a hot spring is no fun."
"Is it just me, or is this more bearable than being alone? The more ice you add to water, the faster it cools down. Perhaps in hot springs, people serve as ice."
"Count. Surely you're not planning to leave before me? Of course, staying too long in hot springs isn't good for the body, but I thought you were hardier than I am."
"Hmm, if you insist on leaving, I can't stop you. Everyone has different limits, what can I do?"

It was such a peculiar, petty, and vulgar form of pressure that I still find it absurd.

He could have just cursed at me or ordered me not to leave. Words and actions that complicate the listener's feelings are more terrible than any pressure.

"How could I rise before Your Majesty? Though inadequate, I shall be your conversational companion."
"Excellent. Say, why don't we enjoy the hot spring with some alcohol?"
"By all means. It will be a truly delightful conversation."

What's even more terrible is that I fell for the Emperor's pressure, or rather, his provocation.

Why did I do that? Why did I stubbornly endure in water exceeding 50 degrees, and even agree to drink alcohol in that situation? Why on earth did I start this game of chicken with the Emperor?

'What was that pride even worth?'

I still feel a slight stinging sensation when clothes touch my skin. When I pour water over myself to shower or bathe, the stinging turns into pain.

It's an embarrassing outcome after the game of chicken ended. The Emperor also returned to the Capital with his entire body bright red, so I wonder if he too felt embarrassed once he regained his senses?

'And we didn't even determine a winner.'

It's a fitting end to an insane game of chicken, but regrettably, the battle of pride between the Emperor and me concluded as a strange fight without a victor.

Honestly, since I entered after the Emperor and am more robust, I thought I would naturally win. But the Emperor anticipated this future too. That's why he kept pouring drinks into me under the pretext of offering imperial wine. Thanks to that, the Emperor and I reached our limits around the same time and made a friendly joint escape. We were afraid we might both pass out in the hot spring.

And because of all that commotion, I couldn't fulfill my plan to adjust the water temperature to be suitable for human enjoyment. I barely managed to lower it to about 48 degrees, but it should go down further to be appropriate.

"Pedi."
"Hmm?"

"Make sure you surround yourself with only good people."

I stroked Pedi's head, filled with sincerity.

I hope our Pedi doesn't keep crazy monsters by his side like his father does, but instead surrounds himself with only good people. I hope he doesn't suffer strange hardships and end up clutching the back of his neck because of one monster, like his father.

Please.

"Okay!"
'Ah.'

Pedi smiled brightly and placed his hand on mine.

Even Pedi's tiny touch caused a stinging sensation.

***

I sprawled on the sofa like a corpse, staring into space.

"Your Majesty. Are you alright?"
"Regrettably, I am not."

My mental state is so compromised that I must give such a desperate answer to the Empress's concerned question.

No, wait, is it really a concerned question? I can sense undisguisable laughter in the Empress's voice. Her expression seems strangely bright too.

"Still, I'm glad you seem to have enjoyed your hot spring excursion. I was worried because Your Majesty has been focusing solely on work without time to relieve fatigue, but thanks to the Duke, your complexion has brightened."
"Is that so?"

But if that smile is one of joy at my positive change, I can understand. It's a smile that proves the Empress's warm heart and love.

The problem is that my change is far from positive.

'How could it be bright?'

Still sprawled on the sofa, I barely managed to lift the corners of my mouth.

I know my physical condition best. Right now, my body is absolutely neither positive nor capable of being bright. Of course I can't be fine after soaking in water exceeding 50 degrees and drinking alcohol on top of that.

'Why did I do it?'

I resent my past self. No matter how vexing and infuriating the Count's behavior was, why did I choose such a method?

The Count escapes from the hot spring first? I could have let him go without needing to stop him. There would have been nothing more satisfying and efficient than mocking the fleeing Count afterward.

Rather, it was foolish to grab a retreating enemy and keep him by my side. Frankly speaking, if the Count and I continued a long-term battle based on stamina, who would have the advantage? To beat the Count in a long game, I would need to bring in my father-in-law to have any chance.

'That's why I made him drink as much as possible.'

But insisting on a direct approach when at a disadvantage is foolish. To put as many shackles on the Count as possible, I poured him drinks and made him drink more than me under the pretext of offering imperial wine.

Yet he still endured. Such a tough man, despite being fed drinks non-stop.

'He's a monster, that one.'

While the Count didn't earn his title as the continent's greatest swordsman through poker, he should have at least shown signs of distress when drinking alcohol in hot water.

As Emperor, I was pleased to confirm that the empire's most steadfast shield and sharpest sword is robust. However, it's most unfortunate that this steadfastness and sharpness are directed at me.

Nevertheless, by making him drink and drink and drink as much as possible, I barely managed to make it a draw. I avoided defeat but couldn't claim victory either—a battle with nothing but wounds.

'What was that battle even for?'

I closed my eyes dejectedly as self-loathing washed over me.


I went to the hot spring to relieve fatigue but only worsened my physical condition. The Count seemed to want to find the optimal temperature through me, but due to our meaningless pride battle, the hot spring water remained unbearably hot until the very end.

I had planned to hold a banquet with the northern lords while in Wiridia, but it fell through. I was in no condition to proceed with a banquet, so I returned to the Capital, promising to do it next time.

'What was it all for?'

A disaster where I gained nothing despite making time to visit. A strange battle where even the Count who invited me gained nothing.

If I were to forcibly find a positive outcome, the Wiridia hot springs received tremendous promotional effects due to my visit, but that's not very meaningful since they would have done well even without my visit.

I should be careful not to let such absurd disasters happen again. Even though I tend to be somewhat relaxed in front of the Count, this went too far. We behaved not like an Emperor and his subject, but like brothers from an ordinary rural village.

"Your Majesty. Though you may still feel lethargic, shall we go for a meal?"
"Ah, yes. We should. I almost let the chef's carefully prepared dishes go cold."

I slowly rose from my seat at the Empress's words.

Embarrassingly, my legs wobbled slightly.

"Your Majesty, are you alri—"
"Ugh."

I fell right over at the Empress's touch as she tried to support me.

"Y-Your Majesty?"

I couldn't respond to the Empress's voice filled with bewilderment. I just remained silent, face-down, becoming one with the floor.

How nice it would be if I could just pass out for about three days and then wake up.

'Just you wait, Count.'

Still face-down, I vowed revenge.

The Count who made me suffer such humiliation. The historic traitor who tried to boil the noble Emperor in water.

I will definitely take revenge and settle this grudge. I'll show him that even the noblest blue blood means nothing before the purple crown.

The next day at lunch, I heard that the Count, whose skin had turned red like mine, asked the Magic-Ending Duke for healing but was refused.

Apparently, she refused because it was the result of childish behavior, and he should reflect on it.

'As expected of the Magic-Ending Duke.'

The wisdom to make firm decisions without being bound by marital affection. Truly befitting the pinnacle of the continent's magicians and a pillar that has supported the empire for over a hundred years.

As the Magic-Ending Duke said, the Count's behavior was childish. How could a father with over ten children, an adult who will turn 29 in a few days, commit such an act? I indulged in his prank because I favor the Count, but others would have rightfully criticized him.

Of course, I chose to temporarily forget that I'm over thirty years old.

***

As their father walked around in his humanitarian red state, the children's interest and curiosity rapidly increased.

"Daddy! I wanna be like Daddy too!"
"Us too! Us too be red!"
"Daddy went hot-spring? We wanna go too! We wanna!"
"Us tooooo~"

That interest and curiosity led to the 48-degree infernal hot spring.

I'll need to find the appropriate temperature soon, even if I have to use my body... I can't let our children experience 48 degrees.

A year had passed.

Becoming the acting Duke of Servet in place of Trixie, the Golden Duke becoming in-laws with King Jibrot, a dragon making a surprise appearance in the Capital, the Crown Princess and Fedi's engagement ceremony taking place, the appearance of the supposedly extinct wyverns... At last, this truly eventful year had come to an end.

'Just thinking about what comes to mind, there's already this much.'

Even recalling only some of what happened over the past year, my mind was filled with a string of overwhelming events.

If just what immediately comes to mind is this much, then adding all the small incidents I haven't even recalled would double the list. I've experienced things that others might not encounter once in their lifetime, all in just a single year.

At times like this, I'm reminded of when I was first dispatched to the Academy and Tanian read my future. What did he say back then? That extremely difficult challenges would appear before me, but if I did my best, they would be trials I could overcome without dying?

'Quite perceptive.'

As expected of the next Saint, his foresight was truly remarkable.

No, that's not right. With the new year, Tanian is now 25 years old. Having reached the age where he can officially become a Saint, he should no longer be called the next Saint, but simply the Saint.

Of course, Tanian's only issue was his age, which is why he carried the "next" label, though he was treated like an official Saint all along. Still, there's a difference between practical treatment and official recognition.

'He was impressive as the next Saint, but how much more extraordinary will he be as an official Saint?'

I found myself imagining Tanian's holy power surging in celebration of becoming an official Saint.

After all, it's a joyous occasion for someone called the Son of God. For such an occasion, wouldn't Enen bestow abundant grace?

'Or maybe not.'

Actually, it doesn't matter if he doesn't. Honestly, Tanian can continue being an excellent Saint and clergyman without receiving any more divine grace. During the Academy's 77th season, despite his pathetic appearance, his abilities, character, and faith were impeccable.

It was all the more frustrating to see such a person show such an unsightly side because of unrequited love.

'Let's stop thinking about this.'

I quickly halted my train of thought that was somehow leading to criticizing Tanian.

Now Tanian is a proper family man with a wife and child, and a key figure in the Papal States, the Empire's closest ally. It's not appropriate to think ill of such a person.

Besides, enough time has passed since graduation that any negative feelings toward Tanian disappeared long ago. There's no need to forcibly dig up feelings that have already faded.

'I should send him congratulations soon.'

Just as the Empire holds a New Year's ceremony every year, the Papal States also conducts a monumental event each new year. Tanian's official ascension as Saint will probably take place then, so I'll contact him with congratulations after our New Year's ceremony is over.

During the event, Tanian will be busy receiving congratulations from people in the Papal States. Rather than contacting him during his busiest time and exchanging hasty greetings, it's much better to properly congratulate him after things have settled down.

...

'Since I'm greeting Tanian, should I also greet the others?'

The idea of extending New Year's greetings to other club members since I'm contacting one of them. At first glance, it seems like a warm exchange between acquaintances, but digging a little deeper reveals many potential issues, making it difficult to decide.

With Tanian, there's the big event of his ascension as Saint, so sending congratulations doesn't feel out of place. It's understandable for the Empire's power holder to extend well-wishes to a high-ranking official of the Papal States.

But contacting other club members beyond Tanian, who has a legitimate reason? The Emperor's only brother, the Prince of Armein Kingdom, the Prince of Yuven United Kingdom?

'This could unnecessarily lead to misunderstandings.'


It's not that I've avoided all contact with those three since graduation. Various matters have arisen over the years, leading to communications or even face-to-face meetings.

However, those were precisely because various matters came up. If someone questioned the contact between the Empire's power holder, a collateral imperial family member with succession rights, and foreign royalty, I could counter with "We met because of this specific reason."

In contrast, there's no legitimate reason for contacting them now. I'm simply sending New Year's greetings and congratulations on becoming Saint to Tanian, but I feel bad not extending any greetings to the other club members I spent three years with. Beyond this personal sentiment, there's no other justification.

'Someone who never sent New Year's greetings before suddenly doing something impulsive might seem...'

And unfortunately, the chances of this personal sentiment being accepted are very low.

If someone who doesn't usually maintain contact suddenly reaches out with New Year's greetings, anyone would be suspicious. They'd think I'm after something or acting on the Emperor's orders.

'What should I do?'

What indeed. With just a little thought, I can clearly see a future filled with suspicion and concern.

Should I just give up on maintaining friendships? There's no problem if I just congratulate Tanian on becoming Saint. As for the others, well, I can contact them whenever an opportunity arises.

'Getting older seems to make me unnecessarily sentimental.'

The problem is that I can't guarantee when that "whenever" will be. Plus, it feels uncomfortable for someone who was the club advisor to treat members differently.

This would have been unthinkable for me a few years ago, but with age and more children, I seem to have developed a sense of fatherhood.

I never expected that fatherly instinct to extend to feelings toward acquaintances.

- Huh? Brother?

After pondering for quite some time, I contacted Erich.

"Do you still keep in touch with the club members?"
- Um... yes, I do? We occasionally exchange updates, brag about our children, things like that.

Though Erich's expression turned somewhat sour at the sudden question, he gave exactly the answer I wanted.

As expected, this guy maintains smooth relationships with others. If he hadn't been acting as an imperial assembly member in my place, the Minister of Foreign Affairs would have snatched him up as a talent.

"Next time you contact the club members, include me. Let's show our faces together."

Having received the answer I wanted, I stated my request directly.

It's like hiding my eyes and pretending no one can see me, but as long as I don't contact the club members directly, it should be fine. If Erich, who regularly maintains friendships with the members, happens to be chatting with them when I coincidentally visit his mansion and join in greeting them, that should work.

Anyone would see through this excuse, but what does it matter? The important thing is that I now have a justification I can use.

'If there's a plausible excuse people can pretend to believe, the chance of controversy is lower.'

A surprise New Year's contact from a reclusive hermit who rarely reaches out unless necessary versus coincidentally showing my face while visiting my brother's house.

If I had to choose between the two, the latter is more plausible, and if it's plausible, the likelihood of other nobles raising objections to my actions plummets. That's the nature of justifications.

- You too? Why so suddenly?
"I attended their weddings in person, but there are no such occasions now. So let's at least contact them every New Year."
- But if that's the case, why not contact them directly instead of with me—

Erich stopped himself mid-question. As if he had guessed why I chose this roundabout method.


Indeed, he's truly a talent the Minister of Foreign Affairs would have seized if he weren't acting as an assembly member. I wonder if our Yulia might really be captured by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs when she comes of age.

- Then come to my mansion after the New Year's ceremony. I was planning to contact them then anyway.
"Good. That timing works well."

I nodded readily as it was exactly the timing I had in mind.

- But brother.
"Yes?"
- Is your communication device malfunctioning? You look a bit red.

For a moment, I was at a loss for words.

This guy. Is he deliberately teasing me while knowing the truth, or is he genuinely clueless?

Since I still want to maintain brotherly affection, I sincerely hope it's the latter.

There's one big event scheduled for this New Year's ceremony.

"Is everyone ready?"
- Jiiiiing!
- Jieeeng!

The momentous big event of our wyverns' official debut. The Emperor's earnestly desired multi-purpose aerial mobile unit under the Imperial Knights will be unveiled during the New Year's ceremony.

These are the ones who have been diligently practicing flying with Sornieena and continuing to preview and review at home. Thanks to that, they now display flying abilities worthy of being called kings of the sky.

They've become so good at flying that they've reached the level of throwing their master through windows, but that's the fault of the master who didn't teach common sense to newly born children. If a child does wrong, it's the adult's fault, not the child's.

"From now on, you're not just ordinary beasts but knights. So you must show only dignified and impressive appearances in front of others. Understand?"

Instead, I gave the wyverns some final advice before heading to the Imperial Palace.

A multi-purpose aerial mobile unit consisting of ten wyverns. The Empire's blade that roams the skies, dominating a realm that other countries dare not approach.

Unfortunately, these wyverns cannot be deployed on the battlefield as they haven't received military training, but other countries don't know that. What matters is that the Empire now has an air force.

Therefore, these creatures must display appropriate dignity. They can toddle around and cry "jijing jieng" at our home, but in front of others, they must show the powerful image of wyverns.

- Krrrrrrrk!
- Kweeeeeek!

As if responding to my advice, the wyverns let out fierce cries.

Excellent. This master is satisfied with your loyalty.

'Our Ein, Zwei, Drei, Vier, Fünf, Sechs, Sieben, Acht, Neun, Zehn...'

With that satisfaction, I stroked each wyvern's head.

Our little wyverns look so similar that it's still difficult to distinguish them. As a desperate measure, I put numbered necklaces around their necks and committed the atrocity of naming them after numbers.

Still, please know that this master cherishes and loves you.

Our numbers 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10.

The wyverns were transported to the imperial palace as discreetly as possible.

In truth, the wyverns had been staying at our mansion for several months now. Everyone who needed to know about their existence already did, but since I never officially declared "We have wyverns at our house," everyone has been keeping quiet about it.

Ten wyverns, a species believed to be extinct, had appeared. Naturally, the aristocratic way would be to casually mention how I happened to discover them and subtly boast about why I'm keeping them at my mansion. Since I've gone against that custom by maintaining silence, other nobles have followed suit. They wouldn't want to risk my displeasure by speaking out of turn.

Of course, I wouldn't actually be displeased. Even if some loose-lipped noble had gone around spreading news about the wyverns, I would have let it slide. Nevertheless, I was careful about transporting the wyverns for one reason only.

"Finally, this day has come."

It was because the Emperor desperately wished to establish a multipurpose aerial mobile unit and wanted to announce it as a surprise.

In reality, while the nobles were aware that wyverns were at our mansion, they didn't know that the Emperor planned to incorporate them into the Imperial Knights. This was only natural, as the Emperor had discussed it with just a minimal circle of confidants and relevant officials.

During each discussion, the Emperor earnestly insisted on maintaining strict confidentiality—who would dare defy such a request? Besides, he wasn't asking us to keep quiet forever, just until the New Year's ceremony.

'Has this fellow ever been this sincere about anything?'

But seeing the Emperor's tender and passionate gaze upon the wyverns, I think I would have found a way to endure even if he had asked for eternal silence.

Death can come from a casual remark by the Emperor—such is the fate of government officials. So when the Emperor, with an expression full of excitement, wants to surprise everyone with the announcement of an aerial mobile unit, one trembles with fear that disappointing him might result in one's head rolling on the ground.

This is a natural instinct for any human, noble, or official, and no one can be blamed for it. If there's any fault, it lies with that yellow dog who expresses his emotions without filter.

"At last, the Empire will rule the skies."

But I couldn't possibly blame the Emperor. It was impossible to predict how he might react if provoked in his current state.

On the positive side, he was in such a good mood that he might laugh off most disrespect. On the other hand, he might become furiously angry if he felt his lifelong ambition was being hindered in any way.

Truly a Schrödinger's cat situation, like the Crown Prince in the rice chest or King Seonjo in Uiju. In such circumstances, the best course of action is to avoid unnecessary provocation and quietly observe.

"Count."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I await your command."
"May I touch these children?"

Just as I was keeping quiet, the Emperor addressed me.

"These children are now subjects of the Empire and knights who will serve the imperial family closely. They would be honored by Your Majesty's touch."
"You refused last time, didn't you?"
"They were still young then. Isn't it normal for children to be shy and avoid unfamiliar adults?"

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction at my loyal response.

Then he placed his hand on Ain's head, the wyvern closest to him.

- Jizeuuung.

Fortunately, Ain merely blinked at the Emperor's touch. This was remarkable progress compared to the past when it would firmly reject any contact before a hand could even reach it.

'Thank you.'

I inwardly sighed with relief watching Ain.

Sornieena had taught those children how to fly, and they had taught themselves how to roar majestically. As their master, I taught them common sense and proper behavior.


Important lessons like not throwing people out windows, not taking most living beings into the sky since they can't fly, and being careful with their powerful wings so they don't hit people. All very important and essential content.

I especially focused on teaching them to tolerate the Emperor's touch even if they found it annoying. Considering the Emperor's dedication and affection, he might laugh off their rejection, but it was obvious they would take out their frustration on me, their master.

"Indeed. As you said, Count, they're incredibly docile this time."

As a result, the Emperor, having successfully touched a wyvern, smiled as innocently as a country dog.

How nice it would be if he always showed such a gentle demeanor. He only shows me the face of a biting hound, so why is he so merciful to my pets?

"Come, all of you. I shall bestow the Emperor's grace upon you."
- Jizeuuung...
- Jieeeeng.

Despite their reluctant cries, the wyverns awkwardly approached at the Emperor's call.

They looked like subordinates forcing themselves to laugh at their boss's dad jokes out of a sense of duty. I had taught these fellows well indeed.

'Hang in there.'

I smiled bitterly watching the ten wyverns enduring the Emperor's sincere petting.

At least after the inauguration ceremony for the multipurpose aerial mobile unit, I wouldn't have to see the Emperor anymore. The Emperor himself had stated that while the wyverns would belong to the Imperial Knights, their station would be at my mansion.

Of course, being nominally part of the Imperial Knights meant they would occasionally have to respond to the Emperor's summons, but "occasionally" was manageable. Even I, while on vacation, see the Emperor from time to time.

...

'Actually, this might not be acceptable?'

Comparing their fate to mine suddenly made the wyverns' position seem pitiful.

Having to see that yellow dog irregularly when normally one shouldn't have to—how sad and terrible. It's too cruel a fate for wyverns who have just entered the world.

"Your Maj—"
"Ten is sufficient and we should avoid excessive greed, but I would be pleased if these children could reproduce. If breeding is possible, I'm willing to offer a portion of the imperial palace."

Just as I was about to say, "Please don't call the wyverns unless it's truly urgent," the Emperor continued in an even more affectionate voice.

His tone was so tender that I couldn't finish what I was going to say. I feared what kind of reward he might offer if I presented him with a wyvern contact restriction at this moment.

"By the way, Count. Did you call for me?"
"I... was going to say that Your Majesty's affection and sincerity toward the wyverns is so deep and warm that even the vast sky will surely become the Empire's."
"Hmm. I am pleased to hear you say so, Count."

In the end, I backed out in fear.

I'm sorry, children. Please forgive this incompetent master.

But unlike you who receive the Emperor's infinite affection, this master endures the Emperor's infinite harassment as a daily routine.

- Jizeuuung.
- Jieeeeng~

But is it my imagination? After apologizing inwardly, the wyverns' cries seemed to express disappointment toward their master.


It must be my imagination, but my guilt made it seem that way.

***

Though I had half-forgotten due to the recent discovery of hot springs at the military academy site, the incorporation of wyverns into the Imperial Knights is also an event significant enough to shake the Empire.

The Golden Duke used Leviathan to pressure the Kingdom of Jereno, and His Majesty supported the Three Winter Countries with supplies through Jizu, thoroughly demonstrating the strategic value of the skies. Moreover, other countries have no means to interfere with the skies, allowing the Empire to traverse them unilaterally? This is practically a blessing bestowed upon the Empire by the Great Emperor.

So it's only natural that His Majesty eagerly desired military use as soon as Kal secured the wyverns. Although military use was abandoned due to the lack of methods to train wyverns for combat, the wyverns themselves are tremendously helpful.

'A multipurpose aerial mobile unit under the Imperial Knights.'

Therefore, the grand goal His Majesty had been dreaming of for months was also quite pleasing and exciting for me. As the Deputy Commander of the Imperial Army, nothing could make me happier than the Empire gaining control of the skies.

"With the celestial gods watching over us and the Great Emperor's protection, our Empire has acquired a marvelous treasure that no one in history has ever possessed. Neither the mighty Muno, the wise Trika, nor the wealthy Apels obtained this treasure that has now come into the embrace of Kfelopen, into the embrace of Livnoman."

Thus, I watched His Majesty's majestic declaration with reverence.

History will remember this moment. The day when the sky, a realm previously unreachable by humans, came into human hands. The day when humans finally gained access to every corner of the continent.

And the fact that our Empire was the starting point.

"Behold these brave beasts. Behold these creatures that can freely roam the skies and look down upon the earth!"
- Krururururk!
- Kieeeeek!

As His Majesty pointed to the wyverns standing behind him, all ten wyverns roared in unison and spread their wings wide.

"I shall regard these beasts not as mere creatures but as knights. I shall make them the vanguards who enable the Empire to advance into the sky, and our highest shield! I swear this before all of you!"

With those words, His Majesty placed a ceremonial sword on the heads of the wyverns.

Anyone could see it was a knighting ceremony. It was unprecedented to knight mere beasts rather than people, but no one raised any objections.

This was because the wyverns' roars were so majestic. Also, anyone who failed to understand the strategic value of wyverns had no right to be present here.

'Hmm.'

Watching His Majesty conduct the ceremony, a small question arose in my mind.

There are ten now, but if these wyverns reproduce, their numbers could grow to 20, 40, 80, and eventually hundreds. Hundreds of wyverns following His Majesty's orders, traversing the skies.

In such a scenario, would it be appropriate to treat the wyvern unit as merely a division of the Imperial Knights? Shouldn't they be established as an official, independent unit?

'Since Kal is the master of the wyverns, he might need to be appointed as their commander.'

A new military force that flies through the air, beyond the army and navy? Then for the stable and smooth establishment of this new force, Kal should be made the commander.

This is truly a reasonable decision, but it bothers me that Kal is already a ministerial-level official. Appointing an official who has already reached the position of minister as the commander of a new military force would be more like a demotion than a promotion.

'I should at least keep this in mind.'

I applauded as I watched the wyverns flying through the sky.

The reproduction of the wyverns isn't confirmed yet, nor has the establishment of a new military force been decided. For now, I'll observe how the situation unfolds and give it serious consideration based on developments.

# The New Year's Wyvern Brigade

With the new year came the establishment of the Imperial Knights' multipurpose aerial mobile unit, commonly known as the Sorniena Unit, which received thunderous applause from the assembled nobles.

The wyverns—known to all but politely ignored until now—finally made their public debut, and the Emperor, with an enthusiastic voice, designated these mere beasts as knights and incorporated them into the Imperial Knights. Anyone who failed to respond with applause could hardly call themselves a noble.

"Jizeung, jizeuuung!"
"Jieeeng~"

After their magnificent debut, the wyverns moved to the Sun Palace gardens for an exciting mealtime.

The creatures that normally made "jizeung-jieng" sounds had to force deeper vocalizations to maintain dignity. And these creatures, who typically enjoyed wandering freely, had to stand stiffly beside the Emperor throughout the ceremony.

They truly deserved a splendid meal as reward for their efforts. The Emperor seemed to share this sentiment, personally handing meat to the wyverns with a satisfied smile.

"By the way, Count. While we adopted your suggestion to name them the Sorniena Unit, is it truly appropriate to use a dragon's name?"

The Emperor, mesmerized by the sight of wyverns inhaling their meat, turned slightly to look at me.

"It's fine, Your Majesty. I've already obtained consent from Sorniena himself, as well as permission from his parents."
"Then it's perfectly acceptable without any room for controversy. Well done."

The Emperor nodded at my confirmation and turned his attention back to the wyverns.

Though there truly was no controversy as you said, aren't you treating this matter too lightly when it involves a dragon's name? Even in the Empire, which maintains excellent relations with dragons, only the Lisizariune Knights bear a dragon's name.

'Does he value wyverns above dragons?'

Of course, considering the relationship between the Imperial family and dragons since Emperor Eimanka's time, the Emperor wouldn't actually place wyverns above dragons.

He's simply more focused on the aerial unit flying right beside him than on elders he rarely sees. I'd probably feel more attached to ten wyverns I could command with a finger than to one intimidating dragon.

'If they start breeding, he'll achieve enlightenment on the spot.'

I chuckled to myself as I watched the Emperor feeding another piece of meat to Jiben.

He's already this delighted with a small unit of ten wyverns—imagine his joy if it expanded to fifty or a hundred. It wouldn't be surprising if the Emperor achieved enlightenment while still standing.

'If you ascend to heaven, be sure to call me.'

I'll pour vodka over your empty spot. Enough to intoxicate your soul should it return.

"Papa! Uncle! I'm here!"
"Ah, our Imperial Princess has arrived."
"Your Majesty."

While absently watching the wyverns eat, I heard the Imperial Princess's cheerful voice.

"Jizeuung?"
"Jieeeng!"

The wyverns, who had been munching on meat, quickly turned their heads at the sound of the Princess's voice and scurried toward her.

They looked like they were greeting a dear friend. Given how frequently the Imperial Princess visits our estate, she must indeed be a familiar and close friend to the wyverns.

"Hello to you too! Have you been well?!"
"Jizeuung!"
"Jieeng!"
"Jirururung!"

Still, there was something peculiar about seeing ten beasts—reaching the waist height of an adult man—circling around an eight-year-old child. If one didn't know how gentle the wyverns were, it would be a concerning sight.

"It seems the Count has trained these creatures well. They show such loyalty even to the heir to the throne—truly a blessing for the Imperial family."
'They were like that without my training.'

The Emperor had a small misunderstanding.

Unlike some others, the Imperial Princess got along with the wyverns from the beginning. They were excellent friends and playmates without any adult intervention.


What I passionately taught them was: 'Even if the blonde man tries to touch you, please don't get angry and endure it.' Honestly, that was harder to teach than instilling common sense in the wyverns. For some reason, they were wary of the Emperor.

If only there had been a clear reason for their wariness, I could have addressed the cause. But they were cautious from the moment they first saw the Emperor. It's not like the Emperor spat at them on sight.

'Perhaps they instinctively disliked him as someone who troubles their master?'

The thought even crossed my mind—that the wyverns were wary of the Emperor to protect their master.

It's actually a plausible hypothesis. Our wyverns aren't natural-born creatures but creations of Jizu, a former deity and current divine beast. Wouldn't they instinctively sense human emotions?

"How could it be due to my teaching? It's because of the Imperial Princess's dignity, which makes even beasts bow their heads."

I bowed my head, struggling to suppress the smile forming at the corners of my mouth.

Regardless of the wyverns' feelings, there was no need to tell the Emperor the truth. Sometimes white lies are necessary in life. I'll keep it my secret that the wyverns prefer the Imperial Princess over the Emperor.

"Oh, right! Papa! Uncle!"

Just as the Emperor's expression was about to brighten further at my response, the Imperial Princess, who had been enthusiastically petting the wyverns, spoke up.

"I saw Grandpa on my way here!"
"Hmm?"
"What?"

Both the Emperor and I tilted our heads simultaneously at her words.

"Grandpa wants to see them too! I was going to come with him, but he was carrying lots of things with the knights, so I came ahead!"

Despite the Imperial Princess's innocent report, neither of us could say anything.

Finally managing to move my head, I looked at the lady-in-waiting who had accompanied the Imperial Princess, seeking confirmation of what she had just said.

'Ah.'

The lady-in-waiting carefully nodded at my gaze.

So it's true. The Former Emperor is really on his way here. And with something so large or heavy that it requires knights to carry it.

'Is this a dream?'

I found myself denying reality. Since his abdication, he rarely leaves his private palace unless absolutely necessary, yet now he's making his way to the Sun Palace.

"Why would His Majesty the Former Emperor..."

The Emperor spoke in a bewildered voice, but we all knew why the Former Emperor was moving his heavy bottom to the Sun Palace.

Didn't the Imperial Princess just say it herself? The Former Emperor is coming to see the wyverns in person.

'I had my suspicions, given how he enjoys raising animals in his retirement.'

I had anticipated that the Former Emperor might show interest in the wyverns.

Since his abdication, he's been tending his own vegetable garden and raising livestock. With such an animal-friendly lifestyle, it's natural he'd be interested when supposedly extinct wyverns suddenly appeared.

However, I thought he would simply order me or the Emperor to bring the wyverns to him. I never expected him to come in person.

"Ah! Grandpa's here!"

Unfortunately, before we could mentally prepare ourselves, the Former Emperor arrived.

Our Imperial Princess must have encountered him just outside. That's why the Former Emperor appeared immediately after she mentioned he was on his way.

'If only you'd met him a little sooner...'

Though it wasn't the Imperial Princess's fault, I couldn't help feeling a little disappointed with her.

I shouldn't be such an unpleasant adult.

***


With the new year, the Empire advanced into new territory.

The sky—a realm no hero or nation had dared to claim—transformed today into the Empire's front yard and exclusive sphere of influence.

What joyous news. Though I had distanced myself from worldly affairs since my abdication, even I was amazed by this extraordinary event.

'A unit composed of wyverns.'

Even briefly contemplating the wyvern unit revealed countless strategic possibilities.

An aerial mobile unit that could move freely regardless of terrain and prevent enemy counterattacks. Simply possessing such a unit enabled countless achievements.

This was the Great Emperor's blessing and clear evidence that heaven's mandate rested with Livnoman. How could such a fortunate event occur if the gods did not favor Livnoman?

"We greet His Majesty the Former Emperor!"
"I see my godson is here as well."

The fact that the wyverns came to the Imperial family through my godson also signifies divine oversight.

The wyverns appeared through my godson—an Imperial subject, loyal servant of the Imperial family, and living saint. Nothing could be more stable or symbolic. Had the wyverns connected to the Imperial family through another subject, matters might have been more complicated.

But with my godson as intermediary, complications vanished. Since he's already the most trustworthy subject, there's no need for troublesome discussions about ownership or command structure.

"This old man rarely ventures out, so opportunities to see my godson have been scarce. I'm delighted to see you even in these circumstances."
"I am honored, Your Majesty!"

After briefly acknowledging my godson, I turned my attention to the wyverns.

The reason I came all this way, knowing it would surprise Gilbert and my godson—to personally see these treasures that have provided the Empire with a new sphere of influence and strengthened its hegemony. Since I made the effort to come, I should take a proper look.

"Jizeuuung?"
"Jieeeng..."

The wyverns were looking at me too. They seemed somewhat tense at the appearance of a stranger, hesitating near the Imperial Princess.

"Jizeung!"
'Hmm?'

Then something unexpected happened.

One wyvern left the Imperial Princess's side, approached me, and lay down on the ground, exposing its belly.

Like a dog showing submission.

"Jizeung, jizeung!"
"Jieeeeeng!"
"Jirurung! Jirung!"

Soon after, the other wyverns also pressed their backs to the ground, displaying postures of submission.

Though surprised by this unexpected behavior, I was pleased. These creatures seemed to recognize Livnoman and show their respect.

***

The Former Emperor feeding the wyverns pieces of meat that the knights had brought in large quantities.

'Is this a dream?'

I stared endlessly at the bizarre scene, denying reality for what must have been the umpteenth time.

I knew the Former Emperor was increasingly walking the path of a beast master, but I never expected wyverns to show submission to him immediately upon first meeting.

'So this is the true power of the purple bloodline.'

The majesty of the purple bloodline is on a completely different level from that of mere blue blood.

As someone with merely blue blood, I can only marvel.

# The New Year's Reception ended without incident.

The Emperor seemed determined to make this year's New Year's Reception a debut ceremony for the wyverns, as he didn't prepare any special events other than the Wyvern Knight Appointment Ceremony and the establishment of the Sornieyna Unit. Thanks to that, the New Year's Reception concluded very quietly and peacefully.

Of course, considering the symbolic nature of the New Year's Reception, a splendid banquet was held, but that's basically a standard option not worth mentioning. Unless the Empire's power is faltering, it would be stranger not to have a lavish banquet during these golden times.

"Did you have fun?"
- Jizzzzzng~
- Jieeeeng!

The wyverns, who had stayed at the Imperial Palace throughout the New Year's Reception, looked plumper and had smoother skin than a few days ago.

'They must have been treated well.'

I couldn't help but smile at the sight.

These beasts had become knights and members of the Imperial Knights, an elite order that only the finest knights of the Empire could join. Moreover, the Emperor, the master of the Empire, was showing considerable affection toward them. As a result, the wyverns received quality meals, comfortable bedding, and bathing services during their stay at the Imperial Palace.

From the Empress Dowager, no less.

'Just how well were they treated?'

My smile faded as the words "Empress Dowager" filled my mind.

The Empress Dowager who personally came to see the wyverns, and the wyverns who quickly showed their bellies in submission before her. This swift and stable establishment of hierarchy was enough to determine the Empress Dowager's palace as the wyverns' new home.

It was quite a sight to see all ten of them following behind the Empress Dowager in a line. I didn't personally go to the palace to see it, but I heard the Empress Dowager took meticulous care of the wyverns' meals, bedding, and cleanliness. Judging by their appearance, they certainly seem to have received excellent service.

'Since the Empress Dowager took them, I can't really complain.'

Originally, the wyverns were supposed to stay in the Sun Palace garden to enhance the Emperor's majesty.

But what could be done when it was none other than the Empress Dowager who took the wyverns? Even the Emperor, the ruler of the Empire, could only sadly watch the wyverns' retreating figures. After all, the Empress Dowager and the Emperor had a perfect hierarchical relationship.

"You didn't make any mistakes, did you?"

I asked nervously while continuously petting the wyverns.

Seeing them return calmly to my side, it seems nothing went wrong, but I still worry if they might have shown disrespect to the Empress Dowager.

What if they had swatted away the Empress Dowager's hand like they did with the Emperor? What if they had complained about the food she provided? What if they had picked fights with other animals at the Empress Dowager's palace?

Even though I know they wouldn't do such things, I can't help but feel anxious. I still find the Empress Dowager quite difficult and intimidating.

- Jizzzzzng?
- Jieeng! Jieeeeeng!
"So nothing happened."

When I asked, the wyverns tilted their heads, then flapped their wings and chirped cheerfully.

Their cheerfulness suggests nothing went wrong. That must be it.

'I should write a thank-you letter when I get back.'

Since I'm too afraid to visit the Empress Dowager in person, I'll send a letter through the Emperor when I return to the mansion.

I'll thank her for showing such generous attention and affection to our wyverns. I'll mention that perhaps because they were touched by none other than the Empress Dowager herself, they've become much healthier than when this humble servant was caring for them.

And while I'm at it, I'll add some flowery praise about how seeing her rejoice in the Empire's celebrations despite having abdicated the throne has strengthened this humble servant's dedication and loyalty to the Empire. That should be sufficient.

'...Is it sufficient?'

I'm a bit nervous since this is my first time writing to the Empress Dowager. It would be quite troublesome if I wrote something that violates etiquette.

'The Emperor will adjust it accordingly.'


But that's why I plan to send the letter through the Emperor.

If there's anything inappropriate in what I write, the Emperor will correct it. Since the Emperor's reverence for the Empress Dowager exceeds mine, he'll surely review it meticulously.

The word "censorship" sounds strange, but I trust the mutt. He wouldn't want to lose a useful retainer to the Empress Dowager's wrath.

***

Five days after the New Year's Reception ended. After sufficient time to enjoy the new year's joy, I finally summoned the Deputy Head of Intelligence.

The Minister only specified that it should be after the New Year's Reception, without mentioning a specific time. So I figured I could decide the exact timing myself.

Thus, I gave the Deputy Head of Intelligence five days—just enough time for the excitement and bustle of the New Year's Reception to die down and for him to enjoy the new year with family and friends. I hope he appreciates my consideration.

"I'm here."

While processing documents and thinking about this, the Deputy Head of Intelligence entered shortly after being summoned.

'His expression isn't bad.'

Reflexively examining his appearance, I noticed his face looked gentle and well-nourished.

Describing someone's face as "well-nourished" might be a bit odd, but he seemed to have enjoyed abundant meals and leisure during those five days, making such a description come to mind naturally.

'I can speak comfortably.'

This put me at ease.

If his complexion had been dark or he had looked worn out from work, it would have been difficult to bring up what I needed to say. But with such a bright demeanor, he should be willing to accept somewhat troublesome work. Despite his usually light-hearted manner, he remains a loyal official and nobleman dedicated to the Empire.

"You're here? This might be a lengthy conversation, so please sit comfortably."
"My goodness, what are you planning to say that you're offering me a seat? This is making me nervous."

As soon as the Deputy Head took his seat, Demian placed a cup of tea in front of him.

Coincidentally, Demian is a talent the Minister discovered at the Academy. And now, at this meeting where I must inform the Deputy Head about his Academy assignment, Demian is present as well. It's as if the gods have ordained the Deputy Head's fate.

...

'Perhaps the gods really did ordain it.'

Upon reflection, it does seem like the gods arranged this situation.

The person who ordered me to tell the Deputy Head the truth after the New Year's Reception, the person who appointed Demian immediately after his graduation from the Academy—both were the Minister. And since the Minister is favored by the gods, it wouldn't be strange if divine influence guided his actions.

"Why... are you looking at me like that?"
"No, it's nothing."

Thinking that the Deputy Head's future was the will of the gods made my guilt fade even more.

I'm not giving harsh orders to a subordinate. I'm merely a messenger delivering the gods' will.

It's an absurd rationalization, but it doesn't matter. It's a rationalization that considers my feelings as the one giving the order, rather than the feelings of the Deputy Head who must obey it. Honestly, from the Deputy Head's perspective, no justification would be comforting.

"Deputy Head."
"Yes, what is it?"
"The current Intelligence Department is primarily composed of the former Special Affairs Ministry's Intelligence Division rather than the former Audit Department, which must have made it difficult for you to adapt. Yet according to the Department Head's reports, you've been quite reliable."
"Whether it's the former Audit Department or the Intelligence Division from Special Affairs, people who handle information share certain commonalities. I just did things as usual and quickly got used to it."

After I offered some light praise, the Deputy Head smiled and waved his hand dismissively.

He shows modesty but doesn't deny it. Even he seems to think he's adapted well to the Intelligence Department.

Of course, the Deputy Head's confidence isn't unfounded. It's true that the Department Head trusts and favors him, and it's true that he, as one of the relatively few from the Audit Department, has perfectly adapted to the Intelligence Department. While his values and behavior might be somewhat unique, no one denies his ability.


"If you can make something sound simple, it means you're an expert who can easily handle that task."
"Hehe, you keep gilding my face with compliments, which makes me both grateful and uneasy."

A hint of anxiety flashed in the Deputy Head's eyes. He must instinctively sense something off about my sudden summons and contextless praise.

It's a natural reaction, so I remained silent for a moment. If he's already suspicious and anxious, what's the point of continuing with pleasantries? It would only heighten his sense of crisis.

"Given how quickly you've adapted to your duties, I believe you'll show excellent performance at the Academy as well."

So I went straight to the point. We can't waste our valuable time on meaningless pleasantries.

"...Pardon?"
"As you know, the Princess of the Lucen Kingdom will be enrolling in the Imperial Academy this year. We need to select a capable person as the Academy Inspector. And after much consideration, I couldn't think of anyone better than you."
"Pardon?"
"Don't worry too much, though. An official of equal rank from the Ministry of Finance will join you. The Finance Ministry official will handle the actual financial oversight, and you just need to maintain your position."

Despite my kind explanation, the Deputy Head remained speechless for a while.

In such situations, it's better to wait patiently rather than rush. Pushing someone experiencing an internal storm would only cause an explosion.

"May I... ask one question?"
"Go ahead."
"Does the Minister know about this as well?"

I didn't bother answering. The Deputy Head probably didn't expect an answer anyway.

Indeed, the Deputy Head nodded to himself in my silence, then pulled something out from inside his coat.

"I'd like to take half the day off today. Please approve it."
"I'll explain everything to the Department Head."
"Thank you."

I wonder why he had a half-day leave request ready in his coat, but I didn't question it to avoid agitating him further.

This storm is now for the Minister to weather, not me.

***

While playing with the children, the butler cautiously approached.

"Um, Master."
"What is it?"
"The Deputy Head of Intelligence has arrived, but he's requesting an audience in a somewhat... aggressive manner."
"Aggressive?"

Thanks to the Minister's secretary's call, I knew the Deputy Head would be coming, but I tilted my head at the mention of an "aggressive request."

"He's lying on the ground, protesting that he won't leave until you grant him an audience. The guards know about your relationship with the Deputy Head and are unsure how to handle the situation."

And my question was quickly answered.

That Deputy Head. He's staging a one-person protest by lying in front of someone else's gate.

'He didn't need to do that, I would have met him anyway.'

This is a perfect opportunity to see you trembling after suddenly being assigned to the Academy. It's a sight I'd seek out even if you tried to run away, so why would I refuse when you've come to me first?

"Let him in. And prepare a bottle of good liquor."
"Yes, Master."

We won't need appetizers. The Deputy Head seems ready to drink straight liquor without hesitation, and I can use him as my appetizer.

Just imagining it makes me smile. I'm already salivating at the thought of enjoying this heavenly appetizer.

The enemy's anger is my happiness, and the enemy's tears are my joy.

It's a bit strange to classify a subordinate as an enemy, but at this moment, they truly are foes meeting on a narrow bridge. And this hostile relationship was created by none other than that Deputy Head of Intelligence.

"Minister, sir!"
"Ah, you're here?"

Perhaps that's why. I couldn't help but smile when I saw the Deputy Head of Intelligence enter the reception room, trembling from head to toe.

It's only been a few days since the New Year's ceremony, so there are still hundreds of days left in this year. Nevertheless, I can say with certainty: if someone were to ask me to choose the happiest moment of this year—whether at the beginning, middle, or end—I would pick this moment. I will never forget this moment of magnificent revenge.

'At last.'

With a face full of smiles, I set down a wine glass on the seat opposite me.

It's been eight years since I was appointed as an Academy Inspector and unceremoniously shipped off to the Academy. When I think about how the Deputy Head of Intelligence humiliated me back then, it brings tears to my eyes. But now, after eight years, our positions have reversed.

Since I achieved this with my own hands, I can't help but feel satisfied. Isn't there a saying that even ten years isn't too late for a gentleman to take revenge? I don't know who came up with that, but it's truly wise. I dreamed of revenge for nearly ten years, and I finally achieved it.

"What... how... is this happening?!"

And naturally, the more satisfied I am, the more the Deputy Head trembles. Despite my friendly greeting, he continued to vibrate like a phone on silent mode.

Surprisingly, it wasn't unpleasant at all. If anything, I would have been disappointed if he had remained calm.

"Sit down first. Seeing you at this hour, I assume you took half the day off to rush here. Let's have a drink and talk."
"No, I can't possibly drink right now—!"
"You might find it easier to listen after a drink?"

At that warning, the Deputy Head's trembling abruptly stopped.

He began darting his eyes back and forth. As if weighing whether to hear everything sober and risk fainting, or to borrow the power of alcohol to withstand the shocking news.

"I trust that any drink offered by the Silent Duke would be precious."
"Of course. You don't think I'd serve cheap liquor to an esteemed guest who came all the way to my home?"

Having chosen the latter option, the Deputy Head sat down, and I immediately poured him a drink from what I had prepared in advance.

This is one of the top selections from the Wise Duke's gift collection. Even someone without deep knowledge of alcohol would be surprised three times—first by the aroma, then by the taste, and finally by how smoothly it goes down.

Let's not worry about the alcohol content. If one gets pleasantly drunk and sobers up quickly, the alcohol content doesn't matter.

'He looks like he could get drunk on water alone.'

In fact, looking at the Deputy Head, it seems like he could get drunk even on plain water.

No, he definitely would. A feeling of joy and happiness more stimulating than any alcohol filled my head, so I couldn't help but feel intoxicated.

'Good people really do receive blessings.'

Seeing the Deputy Head gulp down his drink without even a toast makes me feel proud of myself.

This is the textbook definition of virtue being rewarded. Because I've lived diligently and virtuously, the gods have found me admirable and brought me this joyous occasion.

Anyone who disagrees is a heretic who doesn't respect the gods, and I'll suggest to the Pope that they be excommunicated.

The Deputy Head continued to gulp down his drink, rapidly absorbing the alcohol.

He must have instinctively sensed it. The karma from what he did when I was sent to the Academy is substantial, and if it comes back in full, he couldn't possibly endure it sober. That's why he's trying to borrow the power of alcohol.

It's infuriating that he knew his actions were sinful yet still humiliated me. Part of me wants to confiscate his drink and make him listen sober.

But I held back. Beating up a sober Deputy Head would be a brief pleasure, while tormenting an alert Deputy Head would be a prolonged joy. I have no intention of sacrificing sustainable pleasure for momentary gratification.

"Do you need some food with that?"
"It goes down fine without it."

When I politely offered him food, the Deputy Head firmly shook his head.

I knew the answer before asking. In this situation, eating food would only make him sick.

"Sir."
"Yes, speak."
"I... I heard something from your secretary that's quite... difficult to understand... and surprising."

As I was also drinking without food to fully experience the mental happiness, the Deputy Head finally got to the point.


"I heard that I've been selected as this year's Academy Inspector, but I think your secretary must have been making an amusing joke."

His serious and cautious tone almost made me burst out laughing.

This guy isn't normally so careful with his word choice. Just when he entered the reception room, he was raising his voice and trembling all over.

'Is this the power of alcohol?'

Perhaps it's the effect of the Wise Duke's collection. As expected, the collection of the Empire's foremost alcohol enthusiast is truly different.

"Why would the Deputy Head of Intelligence go to the Academy? Without disrespecting other officials' work, the Deputy Head barely has enough time focusing solely on Intelligence Department duties. You'd need 36 hours in a day, not 24."
"That's quite unfortunate."
"Besides, I heard that an official from the Ministry of Finance will be handling the actual financial assessment, so there's even less reason for me to go. It's a waste of manpower. It would be more efficient to send two Finance Ministry officials instead."
"Hmm, is that so?"

As I continued giving soulless responses, the corner of the Deputy Head's eye twitched.

He seems to have realized that I'm not listening to anything he says. He probably sensed this future before even setting foot in this mansion, but he still spoke with hope, only to have that hope shattered.

Naturally, I don't feel sorry. Eight years ago, I was sent to the Academy without even having such hope.

And the real gift I prepared for the Deputy Head wasn't merely crushing his hope.

"Minister! I'm here! Can I come in?!"
'Oh.'

Right on cue, the real gift I prepared for the Deputy Head approached from beyond the door.

The golden key to complete my eight-year revenge, a symbol no less. While the Deputy Head was guzzling alcohol, the treasure I had been eagerly waiting for finally arrived.

"Section Chief?"

Thanks to the voice of the person bringing this precious treasure, the Deputy Head's voice noticeably wavered.

It doesn't matter that Eri stepped down from the Section Chief position long ago. The Deputy Head's mind is probably screaming with anxiety and warning instincts about "why is she here" rather than processing such trivial information.

"Come in."

I responded with satisfaction, answering his anxiety.

Our Eri. She arrived at the perfect timing, excellently. Though she's practically retired from the Audit Ministry, her experience as Section Chief hasn't disappeared.

"Yes!"

As soon as she heard my answer, Eri energetically opened the door.

"Huh."

The Deputy Head gasped when he saw Eri—or more precisely, the treasure she was holding.

He must be deeply moved. That's why he can't take his eyes off the treasure, staring at it intently. Without saying a word, just gazing endlessly.

"Heh."

Before long, the silence that began with a gasp turned into laughter.

"Hahaha...!"

A loud and sincere laugh.

"Do you like it?"

As the person who prepared the gift, I patted the Deputy Head's shoulder lightly, moved by his intense reaction.

Man. If I had known he would be this happy, I would have prepared it sooner. I've been too indifferent to my subordinate as a boss.

"Do I like it?"

Perhaps upset by his boss's indifference, the Deputy Head looked at me with fierce eyes and strode toward Eri.

Then he snatched the treasure Eri was holding.

"You're asking if I like THIS?!"

As another loud cry burst forth, I glanced aside.


[CONGRATULATIONS! Lafayette Baron, First Deputy Head of Intelligence! Academy Assignment Confirmed!]
[Ah! So envious! Academy life in your dignified 30s!]

'What beautiful handwriting.'

I couldn't help but admire the beautiful placard.

Whoever made it has such elegant and beautiful handwriting. How many people would put this much effort into a colleague's business trip?

"No, why are you bringing up something from years ago! How can a person do this?!"
"'How can a person do this' is informal speech, you bastard."

I cautioned the Deputy Head who was subtly trying to cross the line, but the already deeply moved Deputy Head's ears didn't catch his boss's warning.

Anyway, what nonsense is he saying about how a person could do this?

'It's because I'm human that I can do this.'

If I were a beast, would I have harbored resentment for eight years before striking back?

It's because I'm human that I endured, sharpened my knife, and cut off my enemy's breath.

This is something only humans can do, so a human did it.

After a long time of raging, pleading, and denying reality, the Deputy Head collapsed on the sofa, staring at the floor.

He seemed to finally face the undeniable reality. I'm glad he accepted reality within today. This kind of pleasure is enough for one day; anything more becomes troublesome.

"Do you hate it that much?"

As Eri waved the placard back and forth beside the Deputy Head, I gently patted his shoulder.

"Then should I reduce the assignment period a bit?"

The Deputy Head's body, which had been as still as a corpse, flinched.

"At most, one to two months. You only need to stay at the Academy for that long. And you don't need to do it every year, just this year."
"Is that... true?"
"As you said, the Deputy Head has a lot to do. Honestly, the Finance Ministry will handle all the work. There's no point in you staying there long."

Having taken enough revenge, I now comforted the Deputy Head with soothing words.

The reason he was so furious about my revenge. It wasn't simply because he was backstabbed after eight years or suddenly sent to the Academy.

'He thought he'd have to roll around there for three years like I did.'

The only information the Minister's secretary conveyed to the Deputy Head was "you are this year's Academy Inspector." It wasn't intentional; the misunderstanding arose because the Deputy Head rushed to my house as soon as he heard those words.

So now I just need to correct that misunderstanding. The Deputy Head doesn't have to suffer for three years; he just needs to endure this year. And not even the whole year, just two months at most.

'Anyone would go crazy if told to go on a three-year business trip after starting a family.'

I smirked as I saw life returning to the Deputy Head after my clarification.

No matter how obsessed with revenge I am, I had no intention of separating a man with a wife and children from his family. I'm a family man too; how could I do that?

However, this wasn't my plan from the beginning; I pretended to adjust the schedule because I felt sorry for the Deputy Head's outburst. There's no other opportunity to make the Deputy Head owe me a favor.

"Two months at most. And you don't need to suffer next year, just this year for two months. That's doable, right?"
"Of course! I'll give it a try!"
"Good, let's do well."

His confident answer was satisfying.

"Now that we've said everything that needs to be said, you can go. Take this as a gift."

After patting the Deputy Head's shoulder again, I handed him a high-grade chocolate that I had kept in the reception room drawer.

"Why chocolate?"
"It's for your son. I bought it when I was buying some for my kids. He's a year older than my Fedi, so he should enjoy chocolate, right?"

At that, the Deputy Head's eyes softened.

A person who looks after someone else's children always melts a father's heart.
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